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Song:


Mountain peaks crowd like guests at court; waves crash in endless fury,
Upon the road through Tongguan, where river and range stand eternal guard.

I gaze toward the western capital, and my heart churns with grief.

How it wounds me to pass through these lands where once Qin and Han held sway—
Ten thousand palaces, now all returned to dust.

When empires rise, the common folk suffer;
When empires fall, the common folk suffer still.





In those days, the Yuan Emperor had given himself over to folly, and the realm convulsed in chaos. The people could scarcely survive; their officials flayed them to the bone. Spring and autumn brought ceaseless exactions, endless warfare. Refugees wandered every road. Throughout the breadth of China, banditry flourished and heresies multiplied beyond counting. To this misery were added strange portents never before witnessed: a white rainbow that pierced the sun, thunder that boomed like war-drums in the depths of winter, serpents and flood-dragons surfacing amid black rains, wolves prowling alongside swarms of locusts. Floods ravaged the south while drought withered the north—all living things were devastated beyond measure. What pen could describe such suffering as the mortal realm endured?

A great famine descended upon the passes of Guanzhong, and the people seethed with anguish. Master Yunzhuang received appointment as Censor-in-Chief of the Shaanxi Circuit to govern the northwest. From the day he assumed office, he never once sat within his yamen. Instead, he drove his cart through the countryside, distributing what food he could wherever he encountered the starving. He exhausted his entire family fortune—yet it proved insufficient to help even one soul in ten thousand. He witnessed villages where not a single chicken or dog could be heard, where all trace of human habitation had ceased to exist. Worse still, he learned that among the common people, there were those who had killed their own children to feed their aged mothers, and others who exchanged children with their neighbors so they might bear to eat at all. Unable to contain his grief, he composed this song.

The voice of this song rang fierce and mighty, its spirit unquenchable. By chance, it reached the ears of a certain Immortal. This Immortal had cultivated the Dao since the days of the Tang, and had long since ceased to trouble himself over the rise and fall of mortal affairs or the endless waste and ruin of the Central Plains. Yet upon hearing this verse, a deep melancholy stirred within him. He could not help but cast the hexagrams of King Wen to divine the heavenly mandate. Ten days later, his furrowed brow eased into relief, and he laughed aloud: "Never mind, never mind—I see I have worried for nothing. A great transformation of all under heaven approaches, within a mere decade."

His disciple asked, "Master, what do you mean?"

The Immortal replied, "You have trained under me for several years. Just now, as I cast the divination, I learned that you too have a destiny ordained by heaven. Pack your belongings and journey to the lands south of the Yangtze."

Puzzled, the disciple asked, "What am I to do in Jiangnan?"

The Immortal said, "Ask no more questions. The rise and fall of dynasties is at hand. In Jiangnan, a rough-hewn emperor shall seek you out—the founder of a coming dynasty, whose house will command the fate of all China. Your destiny lies entwined with his. Go now. Go!"

Within the span of a few years, all order rotted away entirely. Beacon fires blazed in every direction, worse than ever before. One band of heroes—resolute, brave, and fierce—fought their way from south to north. Beneath their banners marched elite soldiers numberless as the sea, and fierce generals massed like thunderheads. With counselors and adepts to guide them, they swept across the realm and brought peace to all within the four corners. No emperor of any previous dynasty had ever risen from such humble origins. They established their capital at Nanjing, named their dynasty the "Great Ming," and thereby laid three centuries of magnificent foundation.

Yet the momentum of all under heaven follows an ancient pattern: what has been united must one day divide. After that rough-hewn emperor departed the mortal world, generation after generation of his descendants proved unworthy of their inheritance. Within not even a century, the realm had already slipped into decline. The Immortal shook his head: "If such is the nation's fate, what can be done?"

Another hundred years passed. One night, the Immortal observed the heavens: the purple aura scattered eastward in disarray; baleful Mars hung askew; the Daylight Star blazed with ill portent. He watched the southern sector's ruling mansion fall vacant, and the Daylight Star shatter. He watched the Polar Star surge northward as the surrounding constellations dimmed. The Wolf Star pierced the sky; the Vermillion Bird transgressed its celestial boundaries. Such conflicting configurations had not been witnessed in a thousand years. Inwardly, the Immortal trembled with dread, and his spirit grew haggard. Unable to perceive the true nature of the heavenly Dao, he spoke in quiet terror: "The celestial court writhes in chaos beyond all precedent. Within five hundred years there must come cataclysmic change—and I fear it bodes ill for our kind. If I am to transcend through cultivation and refinement, I must begin my preparations now."

Thereafter, the Immortal paid no heed to worldly matters. He dismissed his disciples and devoted himself entirely to solitary cultivation. Yet before even sixty years had passed, still haunted by that vision of cataclysm, he calmed himself and computed the numbers of heaven once more. In an instant his expression cleared, and he murmured, "Ah, so it is merely another change of masters in the Central Plains—another era of chaos like the Five Barbarians or the Mongol Yuan. The Polar Star waxes strong and advances from the east; this dynasty's mandate should grant me perhaps two or three hundred years more."

Just as he sat musing upon these calculations, in a single instant every star in the firmament lost its light, and the universe plunged into absolute darkness.

Then the stars burst into flame, and the very vault of heaven burned.

The purple aura scattered and gathered by turns, coalescing into the shape of a great celestial sword. The Heavenly Leader's Palace and the Earthly Palace both split asunder. The Literary Star and the Martial Star flickered wildly—now vanishing, now blazing brilliant trails across the sky. The Star of Nobility and the Star of Longevity fell silent as the void one moment, then swelled and exploded the next. All the surrounding constellations churned like boiling water cast upon snow, or like willow catkins scattered by a violent wind—and vanished without a trace.

Amid that chaos, more than five hundred stars of generals and emperors blazed forth and flew, searing eyes and ears alike. Where the celestial court had once stood, now blazed a radiance as if the sun hung at high noon. Beneath the heavens there remained no place of shadow. Even the farthest reaches of east and west were dazzlingly, impossibly bright. Every ancient constellation and every measure of heaven had been devoured; every celestial configuration had been shattered utterly.

The Immortal, struck with terror, trembled and shook. His liver and gall split with fear; his soul and spirit scattered. He computed upon his fingers again, examined the heavenly signs, extrapolated the numbers of fate—and once more, all appeared exactly as it had always been, unchanged.

Still in shock, the Immortal whispered to himself: "So it seems the cataclysm is already upon us. I fear the land of the Divine Province shall, from this moment forth, be overturned entirely. The Dao of antiquity shall be subverted beyond recognition. Hereafter, there will be no method by which our kind may cultivate, nor any ground upon which we may stand. If I remain in this world, I fear only heavenly punishment awaits."

With that, the Immortal ascended and departed from this mortal realm.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 1: The Wormhole Descends

The protagonist of this story—or rather, one of them—was named Xiao Zishan.

Born in the late 1970s, Xiao Zishan was ordinary in every conceivable way: ordinary family, ordinary looks, ordinary talents, and certainly not the type to burn with ambition. His academic record reflected this perfectly. When university admissions expanded, he rode the wave and became a college student like countless others.

After graduation, he drifted between companies in the Pearl River Delta, accumulating the usual scars of working life. Unscrupulous bosses had cheated him. Unrealistic dreams had failed him. Eventually he landed a decent-paying position at a foreign enterprise and settled into the comfortable rhythm of earning his wages. Six or seven years slipped by this way. Before he knew it, he was thirty years old, still renting someone else's apartment, with few hobbies beyond a fondness for history and obscure books. By the time our story begins, he could barely recall his ex-girlfriend's face anymore—he still belonged to that crowd celebrating Singles' Day every November 11th.

On the evening where our story opens, the weather was foul. The pitch-black sky flickered with lightning, a pattern that had persisted for nearly half a month. Sometimes the flashes were followed by torrential downpours; other times there was only rumbling thunder. Rumors of an impending earthquake had circulated so long that people had grown numb to them.

Xiao Zishan stepped off the bus with a yawn, eyelids puffy, legs weak, hair unkempt—the disheveled bearing of the working poor. He had not been home in over a day. As a newly minted regional manager, preparing for an inspection by his superiors had kept him chained to the office, poring over reports for hours on end. The reimbursement expenses were particularly nightmarish.

To call Xiao Zishan a corporate parasite would be a gross injustice. He had held this position for barely three months. During his six or seven years at the company, he had remained stuck at the entry level of regional sales representative while layer upon layer of leadership above him was harvested like scallions—cut down crop after crop—and he persisted like the root that remained.

Three months prior, leadership had rotated yet again, leaving behind the customary pile of inexplicable reports and invoices. Only this time, he was the one appointed regional manager.

If this promotion had come two years earlier, he would have wept with gratitude. But now? Now Xiao Zishan wanted only to say to all those leaders, past and present: Go to hell.

Under the global financial crisis, the company had been half-paralyzed since the previous year. Familiar colleagues in the regional office had vanished one after another. The remaining business was so light he could handle it alone with leisure to spare. This appointment, coming without any salary adjustment despite years of stagnation, without any directives for developing new business—well, after six or seven years in the trenches, it wasn't hard to read the writing on the wall. This was the prelude to shuttering the regional office. He was merely a caretaker. Once all affairs were wrapped up, he would be packing his bags.

But the paperwork still had to be done—if only to keep collecting that unchanged salary for a few more months.

Xiao Zishan sighed for perhaps the twentieth time that day. He carried a large travel bag stuffed with promotional giveaways that had accumulated in the office over the years: kitchen aprons, undershirts, toothbrushes, ballpoint pens. All crude little commodities. Apart from a few items, he had no real use for any of it. Yet he had greedily taken everything—when poor, one's ambitions shrink—a saying that fit him perfectly.

His rented room was reasonably clean and tidy. After a shower, his spirits unexpectedly perked up. He booted up his computer and went online.

Orson Welles once said the lottery is the painkiller of the poor. The internet, then, was the fountain of joy for people like Xiao Zishan—whether online games, BBSes, or the web novels he devoured daily. Before entering the workforce, Xiao Zishan had been something of a literary youth, devouring all manner of miscellaneous books indiscriminately. He had also liked to dabble in writing, but lacking natural talent, he never made a living from it.

He regularly visited a handful of BBSes. He was no celebrity on the forums, but the eclectic hodgepodge of information, theories, and knowledge they provided—the debates, the arguments, the kaleidoscope of human nature, even the performances of certain hypocrites—were far more interesting than the mask-laden workplace.

As usual, he checked the hot posts of the day.

"I have discovered a wormhole leading to the Ming Dynasty! It's absolutely true!"

Seeing this title, Xiao Zishan couldn't help but chuckle. Were people so addled by reading time-travel novels these days? Or were they so dissatisfied with their circumstances that they yearned to start over in another world?

Then he noticed the post was by Director Wen. Director Wen was one of the "survivalist fanatics" on this BBS whom Xiao Zishan rather admired. Beyond his broad knowledge, his meticulous approach to time-travel and survival scenarios was truly rare. It was a shame Director Wen didn't write time-travel novels—if he did, Xiao Zishan would certainly follow them. The pirated versions, naturally.

"Another of Director Wen's wild ideas, I suppose." Xiao Zishan casually clicked on the post.

With that click, his world began to change.

To put it in clichéd terms: the wheel of fate began to turn.



One week later.

"This is the wormhole?" Xiao Zishan peered cautiously at the luminous object before him. Strictly speaking, it wasn't quite a proper circle—more of a faintly blue glow—not far from what he had imagined a wormhole to be. The difference was that its light was not intense, and its size was much smaller: only about the dimensions of a bathroom mirror.

"It's quite small," said Wang Luobin. Like Xiao Zishan, he was among the first to communicate with Director Wen and decide to come see for themselves.

"Applying pressure to the edge can enlarge it." Wen Desi sat on the closed toilet lid. With three people crammed into the bathroom, it was rather cramped. "This opening can be expanded or contracted—all you need is symmetrical force along the diameter. Enlarging and shrinking is synchronous in both timespaces." He paused. "When the opening is reduced to 210 millimeters, the wormhole closes and can no longer connect the timespaces."

"Can you really travel back and forth through it?" In Xiao Zishan's experience—literary experience, that is—time-travel was strictly a one-way affair. Either you were hit by a car, struck by lightning, or at mildest got lost somewhere. The common feature was that you never came back.

"If I couldn't return, I wouldn't have been able to make that post, and you wouldn't be standing here now," said Director Wen. "I estimate that after crossing over, the destination corresponds to the location where the crossing originates."

"You should have bought a lottery ticket, Director Wen," Xiao Zishan murmured. "Discovering a wormhole in your bathroom has a lower probability than winning the jackpot."

"Isn't this the jackpot?" Wen Desi laughed contentedly. "Is there any lottery that can win you an entire world?"

"Director Wen, didn't you always say: 'Solo, bidirectional, low-profile time-travel is the true way'?" Wang Luobin recalled the old BBS discussions about crossing over.

"That's right." Wen Desi pointed at the wormhole. "Do you know what's on the other side? It's a world!" He waved his arms excitedly. "Through this, I can possess an entire planet, an entire universe!"

"You're going to conquer the world all by yourself?" Xiao Zishan expressed serious doubt.

"That's why I made that post..." Wen Desi seemed somewhat reluctant to admit it. "Besides, the other side is not a pleasant timespace."

"What timespace is it?"

"Roughly the Tianqi reign. I found Tianqi Tongbao coins."

Xiao Zishan and Wang Luobin both drew a sharp breath. The new world Director Wen had found was an era overrun by eunuchs.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 2: Director Wen's Ambition

Wen Desi recounted his solo crossing in broad strokes. The alternate timespace he'd reached through his bathroom opened beneath a hill beside a small river. Judging by the cultivated land, this was a prosperous agricultural region, and the terrain and vegetation suggested southern China. He had been weighing whether to venture deeper in search of a village when something unexpected happened.

A party of soldiers in ancient costume came marching along, led by a mounted officer, driving a dozen peasant-looking captives toward the riverbank. Then the killing began.

Wen Desi had seen his share of graphic photographs online, but witnessing slaughter from thirty meters away was something else entirely.

When it was over, the soldiers severed the heads, scattered some damaged weapons around the corpses, and rode off in formation behind their officer.

"Good thing I was wearing camouflage," Wen Desi said, a tremor still in his voice. "The nearest ones came within ten meters of me."

The alternate timespace had left him with two lasting impressions: the air was excellent, and life was cheap.

He opened his laptop and showed them photographs from the scene. Rendered in nine-megapixel clarity, the mutilated, headless corpses were vivid enough to turn a stomach.

"I also found some copper coins scattered nearby." He produced a plastic bag containing a dozen or so coins. "Several types. I had someone examine them—the most recent are Tianqi Tongbao."

"Could also be from the Chongzhen reign."

"At minimum, it's after Tianqi Year Two," Xiao Zishan said with confidence. "Emperor Guangzong reigned only a few months before he died. In Tianqi Year One, they were still minting his father's Taichang Tongbao—they didn't begin striking Tianqi-era coins until the following year. Factor in minting and circulation time, and you can estimate Tianqi Year Three or later."

"That's still a broad window. Those two brothers reigned over twenty years between them."

"I believe it's Tianqi, or early Chongzhen at most. Chongzhen Tongbao was minted in large quantities everywhere and circulated widely. You wouldn't find only Tianqi coins otherwise."



With the era roughly established, the question remained: what did they actually intend to do?

A wormhole to an alternate timespace held monumental significance for the scientific community, but the three men gathered in that bathroom were clearly not physicists—no Nobel Prize awaited them. If they broke this as major news, none of them worked in media; at best they'd be footnotes in the story. As the discoverer, Director Wen might earn a brief mention, but little more. All three also harbored the same conspiratorial thought: given the potentially enormous consequences, the wormhole's existence might well be suppressed entirely—Americans had long suspected something like Area 51 existed—and in that case, their prospects would be grim indeed.

Setting aside the question of property rights—since ownerless objects belong to their discoverers, Wen Desi could technically be considered the wormhole's owner—the other two understood clearly that this was an opportunity. If Wen Desi had truly intended to chase some physics prize or attempt his "solo, bidirectional, low-profile crossing," he would never have made that post.

How great was this opportunity? As Director Wen put it: great enough to potentially possess an entire world—another dimension's seventeenth century.

At this thought, their breathing grew heavy.



After a brief discussion there in Wen Desi's bathroom, the initial Executive Committee was established and immediately produced its first document. In the historical chronicles of New World discovery, this meeting would come to be known as the "Bathroom Conference."

The guiding principle passed by the conference: Build a New World!

But how would they create their new world? The ancients were not mindless NPCs—in wisdom they were no less than modern people, and they lacked neither courage nor strength. As for environmental adaptability, pampered modern folk could not begin to compare. Though these three enjoyed time-travel and alternate-history novels, at least they knew they possessed no "aura of a true king."

The one advantage transmigrators held over the people of that era was three hundred additional years of civilizational accumulation.

"Scale and standardization," Wang Luobin declared, "are the keys to victory. An industrialized society is capable of defeating any ancient society."

Their vision crystallized: assemble a large group of transmigrators possessing modern technology and management expertise, carry modern industrial equipment and technical knowledge, cross together into that timespace, establish a base, complete basic industrialization, form a comprehensive industrial system, and from that foundation, dominate the globe.

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. No matter how grand the goal, one must eat one bite at a time. After discussion, the group settled on two near-term objectives:


	Recruit transmigrators.

	Raise funds to purchase materials and equipment.



Wen Desi decided to first establish a Skype chat group for communication. The original post, now wildly popular, would receive no further explanation—he simply added the group number and a backup email address, then locked the thread. Everyone agreed that from now on, it was best to avoid attracting attention.

As for funds, though these three had some savings, their combined total came to less than one million yuan. One million RMB to complete industrialization—even the industrialization of the Industrial Revolution era—was pure fantasy.

Subsequent participants would theoretically bring capital too, but likely not much more.

Exploiting price differences between the two timespaces through bidirectional crossing seemed the most realistic method for raising funds quickly.

Using modern products to reap enormous profits in an ancient era—this was the tried-and-true wealth-building technique in every time-travel novel. Everyone immediately thought of glass mirrors, glass cups, matches, wristwatches, and other trademark transmigrator treasures. Countless predecessors had relied on these to make their fortunes in alternate timespaces, digging up their first pot of gold and setting out on the road to hegemony.

Xiao Zishan contributed the large quantity of promotional giveaways he had accumulated over the years, hoarded out of a fondness for small bargains: plastic powder compacts with mirrors, melamine bowls, spoons and chopsticks, small fruit knives, plastic-cloth kitchen aprons, acrylic hat-scarf-and-gloves sets, glass mugs, plastic lunch boxes, towels—three or four boxes of miscellaneous items in all. These cheap goods custom-made in Yiwu, stamped with various company logos, now gleamed like gold in their eyes.

Venetian glass mirrors in the seventeenth century were luxury items even in Europe and nonexistent in Asia—from this perspective, mirrors represented a monopoly. Then there were the unbreakable bowls and plates, the transparent lunch boxes. Even the empty purified-water bottles they had just drunk from—any of these were novelties unseen in that timespace. Theoretically, they could charge whatever they wanted: one hundred taels per compact, two thousand taels per cup, one hundred taels per bowl. Hadn't countless transmigrator predecessors done exactly this?

All three felt their blood pressure rising, excited by the golden future unfolding before them. Wen Desi even felt a twinge of regret—perhaps risking a solo bidirectional crossing really could have unified the world.

"But if we just go over like this," Wang Luobin said, recalling a practical issue, "the moment we reach the city gate, we'll be arrested as Japanese pirates and hauled off to the Maritime Defense Magistrate's office."

"Does Guangzhou have a Maritime Defense Magistrate's office?"

"I'm not sure, but the Maritime Trade Superintendency should be there."

"That's true—we're in strange clothing, and our accents are peculiar. Guangzhou isn't sparsely populated. And we have no travel permits..."

"Will they banish us to Liaodong?"

"It won't go that far," Xiao Zishan said, "but if our strange clothes and suspicious behavior get us dragged before the yamen, we won't die, but we'll certainly lose a layer of skin." He recalled some memoirs by Portuguese who had visited Ming-era China. One unlucky Portuguese pirate had recorded his entire experience after being captured in great detail. Though he lavished praise on the Ming judicial system, calling it a perfect institution of justice, fairness, and transparency, he also declared without hesitation that for prisoners, it was cruel.

Thinking of the various tortures the Portuguese had suffered and witnessed, Xiao Zishan shuddered.

"Maybe we should look up some Hanfu websites? I've seen a few that have done careful research on Ming-era clothing codes."

"Clothing is one thing," Wang Luobin objected, "but we can't learn the manners and behavior. It would only make us more suspicious."

"What if we pose as foreign merchants?" Wen Desi proposed. "We could claim to be sea traders from Borneo. Maybe we could even pose as tribute envoys? Don't emperors all love having myriad nations pay homage?"

"Tribute trade had already stopped by that point," Xiao Zishan said after a moment's thought. "Besides, the court was probably preoccupied and not interested. As I recall, the Ming had very strict controls on foreigners. Apart from the Portuguese, foreign merchants could only trade in Macau—their ships weren't allowed into the Pearl River."

"The Portuguese could enter Guangzhou?"

"Yes, apparently every year Guangzhou held trade fairs where merchants from all over brought goods to exchange with the Portuguese."

"So the Canton Trade Fair has this long a history," Wang Luobin remarked with admiration.

The Canton Trade Fair, once China's main window for foreign trade, had its predecessor in the Ming Dynasty—though back then it was open only to Portuguese merchants. Held twice a year, in summer and winter, at Haizhu Island, in the area around what is now the Haizhu District Trade Union Federation.

"But none of us looks like a foreign friend. Were there overseas Chinese back then?"

"Maybe. Who knows."

"This is a headache. Looks like we'll need to consult some historical sources."

Suddenly Xiao Zishan slapped the table and laughed. "We're so stupid! Why are we always thinking about how to get into Guangzhou? Aren't we already in Guangzhou?"

Everyone's eyes lit up. Of course—since the wormhole's entry and exit points were identical in both timespaces, as long as they crossed within the Ming-era boundaries of Guangzhou city, they would emerge directly inside the city. And if any crisis arose, they could simply open the wormhole and escape back.

The crossing point they chose was Haopan Street, originally in the riverfront zone south of Guangzhou. This area had been commercially developed since the Southern Song dynasty, and commerce flourished even more in the early Ming. When the city walls were expanded during the Jiajing reign, this commercial district along the Pearl River was enclosed within them. From then on, Guangzhou's southern city wall stood directly on the banks of the Pearl River.

In the Ming, Haopan Street was where wealthy merchants from other provinces supposedly congregated—though in truth, it was a gathering place for smugglers. These men colluded with fishermen on Youyu Islet at the mouth of the Pearl River, specializing in transporting goods from "barbarian ships"—smuggling, in other words. "Whenever a foreign ship arrived, they conspired with the wealthy merchants of Haopan Street from other provinces to load porcelain, silk wadding, private coinage, and gunpowder, departing fully loaded and returning fully loaded." Xiao Zishan strongly suspected that these so-called "wealthy merchants from other provinces" all had official backing, which explained why their smuggling operations were so brazen.

Since they were all in the smuggling business, they surely wouldn't care where the newcomers were from. Profit was the merchant's nature. From this perspective, the merchants of Haopan Street seemed the most suitable people to contact.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 3: Striking Gold — Gao Ju's Bewilderment

"May the almighty God of Traversal bless us. May the Timespace Management Bureau approve our operation. Amen."

Wen Desi murmured his improvised prayer, shouldered his assault pack, and stepped through the wormhole first. Xiao Zishan and Wang Luobin followed close behind.

As an avid outdoor enthusiast, Wen Desi owned a complete array of camping and hiking gear—more than enough for any expedition. Yet for this journey, he had chosen sparingly: quick-dry clothing, a survival kit, and a multi-purpose knife. The assault pack served a singular purpose—to carry the wormhole exit with him wherever they went.

Weapons had given him pause. He had considered his all-steel crossbow and hunting knife, but ultimately decided against them. If trouble found them, three city-dwelling homebodies matching strength and ferocity against Ming-era men seemed a dubious proposition at best. Since the wormhole exit could be repositioned at will, they could simply open it and flee at the first sign of danger. As a precaution, Wen Desi had procured three stab-resistant vests, some smoke grenades, and a few stun guns—enough to buy them time for a hasty retreat.

Xiao Zishan possessed no such equipment. He had walked into one of those ubiquitous military surplus shops and emerged with training fatigues, high-top liberation boots, and a knock-off military backpack. Wang Luobin simply wore his usual outdoor work clothes. Each man carried two days' worth of compressed rations, several bottles of purified water, and basic emergency medicine—just enough to minimize how often they would need to open the wormhole and risk exposure.

The promotional samples Xiao Zishan had assembled were surprisingly varied. They had initially planned to bring only glass cups and plastic compacts, but eventually decided that a broader selection made more sense. After all, they had no real notion of what Ming-era consumers might find appealing. More samples meant better market research.

Once they had settled on their crossing point, Xiao Zishan made several trips to the library and managed to pinpoint where Haopan Street would be located in the present day. He found a budget hotel nearby and rented a room. Over several consecutive nights, Wen Desi cracked open the wormhole just enough to observe what lay on the other side. Haopan Street had been a bustling commercial district, densely populated even then—opening the wormhole carelessly might deposit them in someone's bedroom or drop them into the middle of a crowded thoroughfare. Wen Desi had even ordered infrared night-vision goggles online to aid his reconnaissance. If a location proved unsuitable, they would simply relocate and try again—pure luck of the draw.

From his nighttime observations, Wen Desi had determined that the space beyond appeared to be the back courtyard of some residence. Rows of gray-brick buildings with tiled roofs stood in neat lines, and after dark, the area was completely deserted.

None of them had any real idea what would happen once they crossed—and there was certainly no manual to consult. Their preliminary plan was simple: cross over, find a secluded spot to hide until dawn, then walk into the first shop they found, display their wares, and gauge the reaction.

There was no predicting how seventeenth-century people would respond to three strangely dressed individuals. Would locals avoid them entirely, or would they draw a bewildered crowd? Communication posed another challenge, though according to Director Wen, Cantonese preserved more elements of ancient Chinese than any other modern dialect—the gap might not be quite as insurmountable as it would be with standard Mandarin.

They had chosen to cross around five in the morning—the first watch of mao in the old reckoning. Too early and the sky would still be dark; though the Ming and Qing eras had no explicit curfew, nightlife was virtually nonexistent and pedestrians scarce. Being spotted by night-watchmen or yamen runners would invite unwelcome questions. Too late and people would already be stirring, dramatically increasing the odds that someone might witness the wormhole opening—three men materializing from thin air would become the talk of all Guangzhou.



For several nights running, the great Master Gao Ju had not slept soundly. The dogs in the back warehouse courtyard would not stop barking once darkness fell. His guards had checked multiple times but found nothing amiss. The warehouse yard served merely as storage; its walls stood high and were flanked by side-courts and narrow alleys. Even a first-rate cat burglar would have difficulty sneaking anyone inside. Suspicion curdled into superstition. Servants whispered that at midnight, an eerie light sometimes flickered in the courtyard. The entire Gao household grew uneasy—during the day things seemed manageable enough, but after dark, the warehouse became a place everyone avoided. Even the heavens had behaved strangely of late: thunder rumbling at dusk without a drop of rain, the sky frequently turning an uncanny shade of purple. Master Gao himself had not been in good spirits, and even his favorite concubine had gone without his company.

It was not ghosts that Master Gao feared. His dread ran far more practical—that back courtyard warehouse held the key to both his livelihood and his life. Of the hundred-odd shops lining Haopan Street, every last one had made its fortune through foreign trade with barbarians. All the goods and silver he had acquired from the Folangjiren the previous winter had been converted into exactly what the Folangjiren favored: raw silk, finished silk fabric, and fine porcelain. He had also prepared large quantities of saltpeter and ironware—items the court had explicitly banned from export. If anything went wrong, it would cost him his head. And losing his head would be the least of it. Half of his vast enterprise belonged to Eunuch Yang in the palace. Though Eunuch Yang was not as prominent as the Nine-Thousand-Year-Old, reducing the entire Gao family to ash would be no trouble at all for a man of his position.

Tonight the dogs remained quiet—not a single bark all night. Master Gao managed a proper night's sleep. His recent unease had driven him to sleep alone in his inner study. Shortly after the fifth watch, he rose. A maid attended him as he brushed his teeth with green salt and washed up, half-closing his eyes to gaze at the still-dim sky, contemplating the weather and whether he might take a stroll through the courtyard for some morning exercise...

A burst of frantic barking erupted from the back courtyard. Master Gao startled, his pleasant morning mood shattered. He set his cup down hard and was about to summon someone to investigate when his head guard came scrambling into the courtyard, practically falling over himself. Master Gao's expression darkened. This was his inner study—male servants were not to enter without being summoned. For the guard captain to burst in so desperately meant something serious had occurred.

"Master! Master! The warehouse courtyard... in the courtyard... there are... there are..."

"Calm yourself. Speak slowly." Master Gao had been dealing in foreign trade and smuggling for many years; he had long since cultivated steady composure in the face of crisis. After only a moment's alarm, he steadied himself.

"The back courtyard—the back courtyard—three Japanese have appeared!"

Three Japanese in his back courtyard. Master Gao remained somewhat mystified as to how they had gotten in—but as long as they were merely people, things could be managed. He relaxed slightly. "A few Japanese have you frightened like this? Tie them up and lock them in the firewood shed." He waved his sleeve with impressive poise, though his mind was already turning rapidly.

Could Old Wang on Youyu Islet have sent someone? Had a foreign ship dropped anchor? Gao Ju knew the Folangjiren often employed Japanese servants, but this was not the season for ships to arrive. Besides, as his business partner, Old Wang would never dispatch a few Japanese without advance notice—and certainly would never sneak them into his back courtyard.

"Master, these Japanese are... truly strange!" the guard hastened to report. "We didn't dare act rashly."

"Useless! Incompetent!" Master Gao raged, though a twinge of fear stirred within him. Though he was a merchant from another province, he had heard plenty of tales about the vicious Japanese pirates who had once plundered the coast. The very reason Haopan Street had been enclosed within the city walls was because of those marauding pirates. For three of them to slip into his back courtyard in the dead of night, completely undetected... Master Gao recalled what Japanese-speaking sea merchants had told him: that Japan bred certain extraordinary warrior-sages who could conceal themselves, move unseen, and kill invisibly...

At this thought, great fear seized him. His earlier notion of simply having his men seize them evaporated. He hurried to ask: "Where are these... people now?"

"We have them surrounded in the back courtyard with bows and firearms." The guard glanced at Master Gao's expression. "From their manner, it seems they bear no ill intent..."

"Fools!" No ill intent, yet they had come to his back courtyard—what for, to borrow soy sauce?

"Master, these men carry no weapons. This is something the leader among them tossed to me"—the guard quickly produced a small box from inside his jacket—"He said a great deal as well, but I couldn't understand most of it."

Master Gao received the paper box with suspicion—and was immediately startled. It felt impossibly smooth to the touch, as if coated with glaze. Yet the rough edges told him at once that it was made of paper.

How strange indeed, he thought. He opened it carefully. Inside lay a small, oval, flattened container—neither jade nor porcelain, likewise covered in a glaze-like finish, but in a dazzling shade of pink he had never seen on any porcelain. It felt remarkably light in his hand. Master Gao had dealt in foreign goods for years and seen many things, but he could not for the life of him determine what this was made of. In shape it resembled a woman's powder compact. He tried lifting the lid; it opened at his touch like a clamshell. Inside, the lid gleamed brightly. He peered closely—and his face went ashen.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 4: Striking Gold — The Australian Sea Merchants

"Damn, that was like riding a roller coaster." Xiao Zishan's voice came out in a shaky whisper.

"Fortune favors the bold," Wang Luobin replied, his hand still buried in his pocket. Xiao Zishan knew he'd been white-knuckling the stun gun the entire time.

"What are you two muttering about? Keep it together." Beads of sweat glistened on Director Wen's nose as well.

Their crossing plan, sound enough in theory, had gone sideways the moment they arrived. The instant Wen Desi tucked the wormhole exit into his pack, dogs had exploded into furious barking, and all three felt their legs turn to water. Fortunately, Wang Luobin's grip on the stun gun proved providential. Hearing a rush of movement behind him, he'd jabbed the button and swung wildly—like a blind cat stumbling onto a dead rat, he somehow managed to zap a vicious hound mid-pounce. The beast's fur stood on end, foam spewed from its jaws, and it collapsed twitching onto its back. The shock must have arced into the dogs behind it, because the rest of the pack held back, howling but not closing in.

Before the three could decide their next move, the courtyard gate burst open and seven or eight servants in dark robes surged through, brandishing swords, spears, and cudgels. One even carried a matchlock arquebus—its smoldering fuse coiled around his arm, its black maw leveled directly at the three dimension-travelers whose heads were still full of dreams of fortune.

The first people they encountered on their timespace journey were clearly not friendly. Unfriendly was an understatement—their lives hung in the balance. None of these homebodies had ever stared down the barrel of a gun before.

In countless online debates about ancient firearms, they'd dismissed Ming-era bird-guns as crude contraptions with laughable range and power. But now, with barely twenty paces separating them from that dark muzzle pointed at their faces, even the shoddiest gun could surely blow their heads wide open. They stood frozen, utterly flustered. The opening speech Wen Desi had so carefully prepared died somewhere in his throat.

The servants, however, had witnessed what happened to the dogs, and that gave them pause. After a tense standoff, Wen Desi did the math: throwing a smoke grenade now would let them escape easily enough, but their timespace-arbitrage career would be finished before it began—to say nothing of their grand ambitions to unify the world and revitalize China. At this thought, boldness surged from his gut. He raised both hands, spoke and gestured in Cantonese, and tossed over a mirrored compact to demonstrate peaceful intentions.

The compact worked remarkably well. Within minutes, the three went from having weapons brandished at them to being received as honored guests.

"Old Wang, you think this could be a trap? Luring us in to capture us?" Xiao Zishan's eyes swept the room. This was genuine Ming-dynasty architecture; the furniture beneath them was genuine Ming-dynasty craftsmanship—any single piece would fetch a handsome price back in their own time. But no one was in the mood for appraisal.

"If they meant to act, they could have done so in the back courtyard."

"Everyone stay sharp. And don't touch the tea." Wen Desi kept his voice low. "Judging by this household's servants, I'd wager the master is a smuggler. These types tend toward ruthlessness. Watch for treachery."

"Understood."

"Zishan, if I throw a smoke grenade, you help me get the wormhole out immediately. We run."

"Got it."

As they whispered, seven or eight servants filed in escorting a middle-aged man in fine robes. Having just weathered such a harrowing scene, Xiao Zishan and the others had barely recovered their composure, and now curiosity swelled within them. Here stood a living, breathing person of the Great Ming. Three pairs of eyes fixed intently on the pale, well-kept figure before them.

Moments earlier, when Master Gao opened the box, he had been astonished. Over two decades of dealing in foreign goods had exposed him to countless rare wonders, but this was something else entirely. Setting aside the compact's unusual material—neither porcelain nor jade—the crystal mirror embedded within was priceless. In all his years, he had seen such things only a handful of times, and though those had been considerably larger, none could match this one for brilliance and clarity. Portuguese merchants had told him these crystal mirrors came from a single city in the Far West, manufactured in a heavily guarded island workshop. The technique was a closely held secret, rarely glimpsed even in Portugal itself, let alone here in Guangzhou.

These three Japanese had considerable means. Master Gao wondered: could they be emissaries of some Japanese lord? Then again, Japan could barely meet its own daily needs—nine-tenths of its goods had to be shipped in by Chinese trading vessels. How could they possibly possess such a treasure?

Still, if the other party was willing to present something so valuable as a gesture of goodwill, he owed them an audience at minimum. Master Gao could already smell silver. But as a precaution, he brought along the most capable of his household guards.

The moment he came face to face with them, Master Gao froze again. These weren't Japanese at all.

Guangzhou was a melting pot, and he had seen plenty of Japanese over the years. Though these three had short hair rather than the typical Japanese topknot, they didn't look remotely Japanese. One had his head shaved nearly bare, like a mendicant monk; the other two wore their hair slightly longer. Their clothes were equally peculiar—front-buttoning jackets, short trousers that didn't reach the knee. Japanese didn't dress this way. Neither did the Portuguese.

Moreover, these three were tall—nothing like the typically short stature of Japanese men. Each stood over five chi and five cun; one was nearly six chi.

Their appearance: fair-skinned, with hands and feet neither coarse nor large—clearly people accustomed to comfortable living. Their expressions, though touched with anxiety, showed no trace of servility or inferiority. Every movement carried a certain quiet confidence.

Master Gao had navigated the merchant world for many years and prided himself on reading people. Yet looking at these three, he couldn't place them at all.

As he pondered, he noticed them staring at him with peculiar intensity. A chill ran down his spine, and he took an involuntary step backward. Could they be devotees of the Way of the Dragon Yang? Why were they eyeing him—a man—so disturbingly?

Xiao Zishan and the others, for their part, noticed the middle-aged man's expression shifting uncertainly, which only deepened their own unease. He appeared to be in his fifties, wearing a square-topped cap and a silk round-collared robe. His features were regular, a thin wisp of beard adorning his chin. His fair face was slightly plump—a striking contrast to the dark, scrawny servants flanking him.

Master Gao cupped his hands toward Wen Desi. "How may I address the heroes?"

Because Wen Desi's jacket had a longer hem and its material resembled silk, he was mistaken for the leader compared to his companions in coarse cotton.

The moment he heard the question, Wen Desi recognized the dialect—not Cantonese but something closer to modern Nanjing speech. He replied in Mandarin: "We have come from overseas. Losing our way in the night, we stumbled into your esteemed residence. May I ask what place this is?"

Master Gao didn't catch every word, but his instincts told him these people meant him no harm. A veteran of the merchant world, he spoke slowly: "Where do the heroes hail from?"

Since verbal communication was proving possible, the two sides exchanged names through a mix of speech and writing. Then Wen Desi unveiled the cover story they had prepared.

"Our ancestors were all Chinese. After the fall of Yaishan, they fled overseas. They once built a considerable enterprise in Borneo, but the local ruler grew suspicious of their rising power and repeatedly moved against them. So they took to the seas again, sailing south, until they reached Australia—ten thousand li away. That was more than two hundred years ago."

Master Gao considered this, then said: "So you are not Japanese after all?"

"We are descendants of Huaxia—how could we be Japanese?" Wang Luobin cut in, visibly displeased.

Master Gao raised an eyebrow. These overseas folk certainly didn't know their manners—a subordinate speaking out of turn like that.

"We are not Japanese," Wen Desi confirmed. Seeing that the Ming-era gentleman raised no objection to their story, he grew bolder. He explained that Australia had been a wilderness inhabited only by a small native population; their ancestors had carved out a paradise there through sheer toil and now lived in peace and prosperity. But generation after generation, their forebears had longed for the homeland, so they had finally dispatched a few of their number, laden with trade goods, to make their way back and see it with their own eyes.

In truth, the story was riddled with holes. How had they entered the city? Where was their ship anchored? None of this was explained. But as Wen Desi had predicted: sometimes all you need is a story and the resolve to stick with it.

Master Gao nodded along. He knew of Borneo—several foreign-trade ships made the voyage there each year—and had never heard anything of the sort. But he couldn't be bothered to dig deeper. After all, this was ancient history from centuries past, and who could verify it? Besides, he had no particular interest in Borneo or Australia.

"Having lost our way, we intruded upon your residence and disturbed your household. Please forgive us." Wen Desi cupped his hands in imitation of the local custom. "We come from overseas. May I ask what place this is?"

"Of course, of course," Master Gao replied. These people carried precious objects and had somehow entered the city by night—they were clearly no ordinary travelers. He would take their story at face value for now. "This is Nanhai County, Guangzhou Prefecture, of the Great Ming."

Wen Desi pressed further: "And what is today's date?"

Master Gao blinked. "The seventh year of Tianqi, second month."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 5: The Myth Shattered

The seventh year of Tianqi—1627 AD.

That spring, the Later Jin swept into Joseon and forced the Korean kingdom to its knees. The Great Ming's eastern tributary had fallen into Jurchen hands. By May, Hong Taiji had laid siege to Ningyuan and Jinzhou, only to be driven back by Ming defenders in what history would remember as the Great Victory of Ningyuan and Jinzhou. But victory bred cunning: Hong Taiji resolved to change tactics entirely, bypassing the Ningyuan-Jinzhou-Shanhaiguan defensive line to strike directly through the mountain passes. Over the next seventeen years of the Chongzhen reign, he would breach those passes five times, bringing devastation to the Central Plains and heaping fresh calamity upon an empire already staggering toward collapse.

In July, the Tianqi Emperor fell gravely ill, and the all-powerful "Nine-Thousand-Year-Old" began his precipitous fall from grace. By November, Wei Zhongxian had been stripped of his property and driven to take his own life. The eunuch faction's destruction cast a fleeting ray of hope across the political sky of the late Ming—but it vanished as quickly as a meteor. Cutting away one festering sore could not resurrect a patient already rotting from within. The Great Ming—the last Han Chinese dynasty of the Central Plains—was beyond saving, already set upon the road to ruin.

The three transmigrators fell silent. The atmosphere turned heavy with the weight of what they knew.

Master Gao gave a light cough, stroked his beard, and asked in an unhurried tone: "Since our honored guests are sea merchants, might you have goods for sale?"

Wen Desi and Xiao Zishan exchanged a glance—at last, they were getting to the point. Master Gao noticed that glance keenly.

"We do indeed have some goods we wish to sell," Wen Desi said, affecting reluctance. "But having just arrived, we're unfamiliar with the proper channels..."

Master Gao chuckled. "That's easily managed. I've been in the foreign-goods trade here in Guangzhou for many years. If you'd place your trust in me, I'd be happy to serve as your broker."

"Then we shall trouble Master Gao." Wen Desi could not hide his delight.

Xiao Zishan spoke softly as he began removing items from his backpack, one by one: "These are samples of our wares."

Having already seen the powder compact, Master Gao held great interest in what else they might produce. First came another compact like the one before, though this one bore a pale, sickly green hue. Then a completely transparent glass cup etched with pretty patterns. Its clarity far exceeded any cup Master Gao had ever seen, yet glass was glass—it did not exceed his frame of reference, and he felt a twinge of disappointment. Next came several pieces of what appeared to be porcelain: bowls and dishes of unremarkable shape and glaze. Picking one up, he found it surprisingly light; the texture lacked the familiar chill of true porcelain, and he realized it must be something else entirely. He was just thinking the object had little value when Xiao Zishan, as if reading his thoughts, swept the bowls and dishes off the table with a dramatic gesture.

Master Gao startled—but the pieces did not shatter on the brick floor. They merely spun a few times and came to rest, completely intact.

A nearby servant hurried to retrieve them, but Master Gao snatched the pieces away and examined each one at length. Not a crack or chip to be found. These people's goods are strange indeed, he thought.

More items followed: transparent boxes of various shapes, some square, some round, all fitted with lids that sealed tightly. They resembled glassware Master Gao had purchased from the Folangjiren, but weighed far less and wouldn't break. There were shiny little knives, a hooded poncho made of some material that looked like glass yet repelled water like oilcloth—all manner of curious things.

Master Gao surveyed the table now laden with goods, caught between astonishment and delight. Delight, because these were rare treasures he could resell at handsome prices. Wariness, because these people behaved furtively and their origins remained unclear. After a moment's hesitation, the desire for profit won out. Besides, his business was foreign trade and smuggling—what did it matter whether they were Folangjiren or Australians? Since they had come to his residence, it made no sense to turn away such windfall profit.

"What price do you wish for these rare goods?" Master Gao asked carefully, his mind made up.

Wen Desi pointed to the glass cup—that legendary staple treasure of time-travel novels—and declared: "One thousand taels per cup."

The three expected this refined Ming-era gentleman to purchase such a priceless rarity without hesitation. Instead, his face filled with astonishment, as if he were looking at madmen.

"That is... truly too dear." Master Gao shook his head repeatedly. "Such glassware is also brought by the Folangjiren from Aomen. Large glass bowls and bottles fetch no more than three taels apiece—small ones, only about a tael. This cup..." He shook his head again, the implication clear: three taels at most.

The three felt as though cold water had been dashed over their heads. They stared at one another in dismay: the legendary must-have time-travel commodity—the glass cup—was not actually valuable.

Seeing the negotiation about to collapse, Xiao Zishan surmised that their estimates had been wildly off. He cupped his hands and said: "Having lived overseas for so long, we are ignorant of local prices. Might we ask Master Gao for his guidance?"

Gao Ju understood this as an invitation to name his own prices. He pondered for a moment, then offered his figures:


	Powder compact: ten taels of silver each.

	Glass cup: one tael each.

	Melamine bowls and dishes: large ones five qian, small ones two qian; spoons and such, one qian.

	Plastic lunch boxes: three taels each.

	Plastic raincoat: one qian each.

	Small knives: five qian each.



The traditional transmigrator's money-printing device—the glass cup—had utterly failed. From a thousand taels down to one: the drop was staggering. Diamonds had become... well, glass.

The unassuming little plastic compact, on the other hand, had suited the Ming-era merchant's appetite quite well. It was a lesson that assumptions had no place in business.

Xiao Zishan asked about the maritime trade in Guangzhou, casually probing for the merchant's views on their merchandise. It emerged that overseas trade in Guangzhou was monopolized by the Folangjiren. No matter where foreign merchants hailed from, their ships could only anchor in Aomen, where they awaited measurement and taxation before selling their goods. Only Folangjiren merchants could enter Guangzhou proper to trade. Within the city, the Thirty-Six Hongs specialized in export goods—they did business with the Folangjiren, ordering vast quantities of porcelain, raw silk, sugar, and other products each year.

Master Gao and his fellow Haopan Street merchants, however, operated by a different system entirely. Though Gao did not spell it out, Xiao Zishan had read about their methods in later-period documents.

What interested Master Gao most was the mirror inside the compact. He explained that such items were occasionally brought by Folangjiren traders; large mirrors could fetch hundreds of taels. The transmigrators' mirrors were indeed small, but far clearer and brighter than the Western ones. If they could bring larger sizes, price would not be an issue. As for the "soft porcelain"—the melamine dishes—in terms of texture, feel, and pattern, there was nothing remarkable about them; their only virtue was their lightness and durability. The "soft glass bowls"—the plastic lunch boxes—though unbreakable, lacked the crystalline brilliance of true glassware. As for the plastic raincoat and little knives, in Master Gao's view, these were mere trifles.

Everyone felt chagrined. Even their proud advantage of several centuries' worth of extra knowledge could not necessarily best these people.

During the conversation, Master Gao also probed them about Australia's customs and conditions. Xiao Zishan deflected with vague answers, saying only that their nation favored the color blue, that master craftsmen abounded and produced curious wares, that they had built their nation on industry and commerce, that the people loved empty talk and constantly formed factions around various causes—though such mobs assembled and scattered just as quickly. When asked who their ruler was, he replied: "Our nation has one lord, titled 'Bachi.' Below him is a powerful minister who handles military and civil affairs, titled 'Xiaomi.' Noble and commoner alike worship a divine messenger called 'Admin.'" Master Gao clicked his tongue in wonder.

As the conversation wore on, the three completely forgot their earlier warning not to drink the tea; by the time they rose to take their leave, they had drained their cups dry. Master Gao privately sneered at this. Before departing, they closed the deal: the "Australian sea merchants" would supply the first batch of goods in three days, with a promise to bring more novelties.

Their manner of departure, however, left Master Gao deeply puzzled. The three refused to leave by the main gate, insisting instead on being taken to a secluded spot in the back courtyard—and requiring everyone to withdraw. Still uneasy, Gao sent a bold and careful servant to watch from a distance. The man saw the three glancing furtively about, then suddenly turn into a corner behind the wall. By the time the servant hurried over to investigate, they had vanished without a trace.



Note: Pricing of glassware is based on Wang Shizhen's Fengzhou Zhabian, with original prices in strings of cash. These are Jiajing-era prices; I could not locate seventeenth-century figures, so I have used these as a substitute. Please do not scrutinize too closely. If anyone has the correct data, I would be grateful for guidance.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 6: Kraak Porcelain (Part One)

That evening, the three men who had completed their first crossing held their inaugural debriefing. They produced formal minutes—as Wen Desi put it, they were making history.

Their conclusions were humbling. They had underestimated the wisdom of the ancients, done insufficient homework, and knew far too little about the Ming dynasty. Worse, they had relied too heavily on assumptions. Still, fortune had favored them: they'd found a suitable agent with relative ease.

As for trade, despite prices lower than expected, the profits proved better than feared once they ran the proper calculations. One tael of Ming silver weighed roughly 37.3 grams. Silver prices in their own time fluctuated, but at approximately three yuan per gram—retail ran 3.6 to 3.8, purchase price 2 to 2.6, taking the higher estimate—a single tael yielded about 112 yuan. Factor in fire-loss costs, since Ming silver was often impure and required re-smelting, and returns dropped somewhat, but remained substantial.

Selling a powder compact for ten taels meant roughly a thousand yuan per piece. Xiao Zishan had brought over two hundred of them; this single item could net two thousand taels—two hundred thousand yuan. The wholesale cost back home was a few yuan each. Negligible.

"We could flip this again," said Xiao Zishan, scribbling calculations on his paper. "The gold-to-silver ratio in the late Ming was around one to ten. Convert two thousand taels of silver to gold, and we'd get two hundred taels—7,460 grams. At 150 yuan per gram, that's over a million. Far more profitable than just selling goods."

"Gold circulation is limited, though," Wang Luobin said with regret. "You can't exchange for very much at once."

"There's something worth even more than gold," said Wen Desi.

"What?"

"Porcelain." He pointed at a Christie's auction notice in the newspaper. "Ming-dynasty porcelain—do I really need to explain?"



When a pale-faced servant came running, Master Gao knew at once that the three Australians had arrived again. Late at night, as before—materialized out of nowhere in the warehouse courtyard. Had they not come and gone in broad daylight on their previous visit, he'd truly have suspected ghosts or demons.

"Master Gao, the goods."

Servants had piled four or five cardboard boxes from the courtyard beneath the study veranda. Paper cargo boxes—this was a first for him. His heart pounded at the sight. Days earlier, driven by suspicion, he had secretly doused the sample merchandise with chicken blood. The next morning, every item remained perfectly fine—no transformation into dirt clods or wooden dolls. Only then had he allowed himself to relax.

"Steward Yan, inventory these," Master Gao instructed.

"Yes, Master."

The steward led the servants in opening the boxes. Each item lay wrapped in exquisite paper and neatly arranged. Master Gao nodded his approval. These Australian merchants were extravagant indeed—the packaging alone must have cost a small fortune.

The three visitors sat watching as the inventory proceeded. In the dim candlelight, Master Gao's Nanjing silk robe shimmered with each movement. Xiao Zishan found himself thinking inexplicably of burial garments and felt goosebumps rise along his arms.

Fortunately, they had prepared a gift. Once the inventory was complete and the figures verified, Wen Desi opened a box and produced a kerosene lamp—located with some difficulty at a handicraft shop for 120 yuan, their most expensive item. He poured in kerosene, then lit the wick from a nearby candle. The flame grew bright, and the dim study flooded with light.

Master Gao and his servants stood slack-jawed. Of everything the Australian merchants had brought, nothing impressed them as deeply as this simple lamp.

"This is called a kerosene lamp. A token of our appreciation."

"What a marvel!" Master Gao stepped closer, transfixed by the ball of white flame, dazzlingly bright, encased in transparent glass. "Is this made in your country? What is its value?"

Xiao Zishan reflected on humanity's primal yearning for light. The items they'd assumed would astonish the ancients had barely caused a ripple, yet this obsolete kerosene lamp left them thunderstruck—simply because it burned so much brighter than candles or oil lamps. What would Master Gao make of an electric light? The thought filled Xiao Zishan with sudden confidence in their crossing plans.

"Made in our country," Wen Desi smiled with a merchant's cunning. "Two hundred taels will suffice."

"A marvel!" Master Gao circled the lamp, mesmerized, turning the knob to dim and brighten the flame at will. He understood that this object, oddly shaped and fitted with expensive glass, was essentially just a common lamp. Yet it burned ten times brighter than any he'd seen, produced no smell or smoke, and could be adjusted with a simple turn. Were Australian craftsmen all reincarnations of Lu Ban himself?

A thought struck him. "This oil—this 'kerosene'—does Australia produce it?"

Xiao Zishan nodded. Master Gao was sharp; he'd grasped the crux of the matter at once.

"It does."

"The price?"

"Ten taels per bottle." A bottle was just one liter. They had no intention of launching a kerosene trade yet; a premium now would leave room for negotiation in the future. Back in Shanghai, retail lamp kerosene ran about 8.5 yuan per liter.

"The lamp is fine, but the oil..." Master Gao's face showed regret.

"One bottle burns for over a dozen hours. A month's supply would run ten or twenty taels. Hardly excessive."

"If only the oil were cheaper, I could sell this widely..." Master Gao was reluctant to let the matter rest.

Xiao Zishan laughed evasively, and Master Gao understood they wouldn't budge. Still, receiving the lamp as a gift along with twelve bottles of kerosene was a windfall. Perhaps vegetable oil could substitute—he would try it tomorrow.

Xiao Zishan demonstrated disassembly, maintenance, and refilling. Gao Ju had a young servant watch carefully, learn each step, and practice until he made no mistakes. Then they tallied the goods.

At the agreed prices, the total came to over three thousand taels. Xiao Zishan requested fifteen hundred in gold. Master Gao shook his head—it was the middle of the night, nowhere to exchange, and he had only fifty or sixty taels of gold on hand. They settled for sixty taels of gold in place of six hundred silver.

Xiao Zishan then proposed purchasing porcelain. This surprised no one—overseas merchants always wanted porcelain, and Master Gao's warehouse was piled high with the stuff. He ordered several hampers of export ware brought out.

Cutting the straw bindings, Xiao Zishan examined the pieces one by one. Drawing on the ceramics books he'd hastily read before crossing, he recognized them immediately as Kraak porcelain—classic late-Ming export ware.

What was it worth in their own time? An ordinary plate fetched several thousand yuan. On December 10, 2005, porcelain salvaged by Swedish diver Sten Sjöstrand from the South China Sea had been auctioned at China Guardian's "Ming Wanli and Qing Desaru Shipwreck Ceramics" session. Despite severe glaze corrosion from centuries of submersion, 214 pieces of Kraak porcelain achieved a 92% sale rate and brought in 2.727 million yuan. A single blue-and-white lotus-petal medallion dish with a bird-and-flower design sold for 55,000 yuan.

And here, brand-new Kraak porcelain filled several hampers before their very eyes.

They bought it all for less than twenty taels. Xiao Zishan and his companions cheered inwardly at the bargain; Master Gao laughed privately at these sea merchants who clearly didn't know the local market. Both sides walked away believing they'd gotten the better deal.

Before leaving, Wen Desi left two hundred taels and asked Master Gao to purchase a nearby house to serve as their base. The wormhole exit would be stationed there. Master Gao agreed readily.

After the merchants departed, Master Gao sat alone in thought for a long while, even turning away the concubine who came to invite him to bed. Purchasing a house was simple enough—but these people's identities remained murky. After pacing the room, he summoned his steward and ordered absolute silence regarding the Australian merchants. He also had the steward compile a list of every servant, footman, and maid who knew of their visitors. Anyone who let slip a word would face strict investigation and severe punishment.



Note: Information on Kraak porcelain comes from books by Mr. Ma Weidu.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 7: Kraak Porcelain (Part Two)

The gold's purity left something to be desired, but Wen Desi still walked away with roughly 270,000 yuan after selling it. He then located a small smelting plant willing to recast the silver to standard 925 industrial grade, which brought in another 200,000.

The porcelain presented a different problem. Several hampers of antique ceramics couldn't very well sit in a hotel room indefinitely, yet hauling them all out at once would invite awkward questions about how such goods had materialized from thin air. So they lingered a few extra days, taking turns smuggling pieces out in travel bags until the room was clear.

Their final count came to two hundred pieces—mostly plates of various sizes, along with an assortment of bowls and vases. They knew enough to identify the haul as Kraak porcelain, but beyond that, all three were hopeless amateurs when it came to antiques.

Wen Desi remembered meeting a Professor Ma at some long-ago dinner party. The man taught history at a local university and dabbled in antique collecting, having built a modest reputation in those circles. After considerable rummaging through his business card holder, Wen Desi found the number and arranged a lunch meeting.

"Yes, this is Kraak porcelain," Professor Ma confirmed, turning the plate in his hands. "Typical export ware. You can always identify it by the wide rims, the predominantly blue-and-white palette, and these compartmentalized sections with circular medallions. The decorations feature the usual motifs—landscapes, figures, flowers, fruit."

Wen Desi adopted an expression of humble receptiveness and let the professor continue.

"Kraak porcelain falls into two main periods: Wanli and Kangxi. This piece is Wanli. See how these circles in the pattern are drawn? Two brushstrokes joined together—characteristic of late-Ming to early-Qing technique."

Actually, it's from the Tianqi reign, Wen Desi thought but kept to himself.

"So this plate is quite valuable?"

Professor Ma's expression soured. "Don't immediately think of money the moment you hear 'antique.' Cultural relics derive their importance primarily from historical significance."

Even as he delivered this admonishment, he continued turning the plate over in his hands, clearly reluctant to set it down. Then his brow furrowed. "Strange. This plate still has its kiln fire—it hasn't aged properly. Could it be a high-quality reproduction? Where did you acquire it?"

Wen Desi could hardly explain that he'd brought it fresh from the kiln in another timespace. "I was in the countryside on business and noticed a villager selling odds and ends from a stall. The patterns caught my eye, so I picked up a few pieces."

"Good eye," Professor Ma conceded with a nod. "Kraak porcelain was actually made to order for export. The decorative patterns were designed to cater to European tastes—some pieces were painted directly from European designs shipped to China."

"So it should be genuine?" Wen Desi asked, affecting eager curiosity.

"Should be." The professor considered. "Though pieces like this aren't common in China. Most Kraak on the market was salvaged from shipwrecks. But this plate has clearly never seen seawater."

"If it's authentic, what's the going rate?"

"The ceramics market is complicated, and things have been cool lately. That said, Kraak porcelain remains hot—highest transaction rate of any ceramic category—though individual pieces don't fetch enormous sums. A plate like this might sell for three to four thousand yuan."

"Not bad at all," Wen Desi said, allowing himself the smug air of a man who'd stumbled onto a bargain.

Professor Ma leaned back, a subtle smile playing behind his glasses. "The problem is that authenticity remains uncertain. Everything checks out except that kiln fire. Normally there aren't many high-quality Kraak forgeries on the market—I've never heard of anyone salting the field with fakes."

Wen Desi arranged his features into an expression of anxiety. "Professor Ma, is there any way to determine for certain whether it's real?"

The professor thought for a moment. "I have a friend who specializes in porcelain collecting—a genuine expert. I'll give you his number. Have him take a look. If the piece is authentic, he'll want to buy it."

The expert was also surnamed Ma, though the two were unrelated. He was a major figure in collecting circles, and the moment Wen Desi showed him the goods, Expert Ma wanted all two hundred pieces. He strongly suspected Wen Desi had unearthed some hidden porcelain trove in Fujian—not only were the pieces in excellent condition, but their very existence implied more where they came from. Kraak porcelain, moderately priced and easy to sell, represented exactly the kind of stable supply he coveted. Keep bringing more, he urged.

Between the gold, silver, and porcelain, their first expedition netted roughly three million yuan. With this seed capital secured, the Executive Committee began planning their next moves.

Continuing to rent hotel rooms was impractical for the long term. Wen Desi decided to establish a proper company. For 20,000 yuan, he had all the necessary paperwork processed, and a trading company was born. Xiao Zishan had already been informed that his labor contract wouldn't be renewed, so he simply transitioned to full-time work as Administrative Manager. Wen Desi also wanted to resign, but his company was in a busy period and his supervisor had always treated him fairly—he couldn't justify walking out. After considerable negotiation, he arranged to depart in three months. Wang Luobin took the most casual approach: he submitted his resignation letter and headed straight for Guangzhou, where he joined a small machinery factory as a worker. He wanted, he said, to "get familiar with the craft."

The new company had nothing to its name beyond the three of them. Fortunately, Xiao Zishan had spent years in Guangzhou cultivating connections, and money in hand made everything easier. For an office, they rented a long-term business suite in the same hotel—a self-contained space with a private entrance that bypassed the lobby, underground parking, and blessed quiet. Very convenient indeed. Xiao Zishan designated a small storage room as the wormhole crossing point and installed a heavy security door. For moving bulk cargo, he purchased a hydraulic hand truck.

On the question of a company vehicle, however, the Executive Committee encountered its first genuine disagreement. Xiao Zishan favored a practical seven-seat minivan like the Changan Star—cheap to buy, capable of carrying passengers and cargo alike, easy on fuel. Wang Luobin countered that since they were ultimately bound for the seventeenth century, such a vehicle would prove useless there. The Ming dynasty had no gasoline, and the roads weren't suited for small cars anyway. He proposed a four-wheel-drive diesel SUV instead, reasoning that diesel substitutes would be comparatively easy to obtain in that era.

After hours of deliberation, the Executive Committee voted for the SUV. The car saleswoman was visibly puzzled by their preferences: they rejected the more fuel-efficient fuel-injected models and instead purchased an older Cherokee Jeep—four-wheel drive, manual transmission, diesel engine, complete with a self-recovery winch.

Now they had their vehicle. They had a revenue channel established. What came next? The three Executive Committee members gathered around the conference table to discuss the next phase of operations.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 8: Taiwan or Hainan

Where should they cross over? This was no mere question of geography—it would determine the very foundation upon which their new world would be built.

A good start was half the battle. The transmigrators, all seasoned strategy-game veterans, understood instinctively that securing the right starting position could make the difference between triumph and disaster. Their ideal base needed to satisfy an exacting set of criteria: a solid agricultural foundation to guarantee food supply; a substantial population to power post-crossing industrialization; rich natural resources for industry; a coastal location with viable ports, since maritime trade offered the era's surest path to wealth; a position outside the Ming's core territories to avoid concentrated suppression; distance from contested regions where the Later Jin or the Chuang and Xian rebel forces might pose threats they couldn't handle while still gaining a foothold; and defensible terrain, with natural barriers of mountains, rivers, and sea.

Clearly, locations satisfying all these conditions were rare indeed.

The question went to the forum for collective brainstorming. Proposals quickly clustered around three candidates: Taiwan, Hainan, and Australia.

Australia drew tremendous initial support but was eliminated first. Setting aside whether the continent itself was suitable, there was simply no feasible way to transport several hundred transmigrators across such a vast ocean.

Taiwan sparked fierce debate. Geographically and in terms of development potential, it seemed excellent. The Ming government maintained no apparatus on the island; though the Dutch and Spanish had built forts, each controlled only a small corner—the rest remained an effective vacuum. Yet Taiwan suffered from severe tropical diseases, malaria chief among them, which had long hindered migration. By the late Ming, development remained minimal and the population sparse—hardly the foundation for large-scale ambitions.

Hainan, by comparison, offered far more. Development there stretched back to the Six Dynasties era, and by the late Ming it had become a proper southern frontier prefecture with hundreds of thousands of registered households. In the tenth year of Yongle alone, the Han population numbered ninety thousand households totaling four hundred thousand people—ample human resources for any enterprise. As for agriculture, by the forty-third year of Wanli, official and private fields combined to total 4.1 million mu.

More valuable still were the island's natural resources—abundant and comprehensive, ideal for industrialization. Eighty-eight mineral types had been identified, sixty-seven of proven industrial value. Gold, rich iron ore, titaniferous iron ore, and zircon ranked among its most advantageous deposits.

The keys to pre-industrial development were coal and iron, and here Hainan possessed a treasure: the Shilu Iron Mine, one of China's rare large-scale rich iron deposits. The ore averaged fifty-one percent iron content with reserves of four hundred million tons. Most valuably, Shilu was virtually open-pit—strip away the topsoil and mine directly, without the expense of elaborate tunnel systems.

Coal presented the one weakness—Hainan possessed only low-quality lignite. But just across the Beibu Gulf lay Vietnam's Quang Ninh Hong Gai coalfield, with open-pit reserves alone totaling two hundred million tons and tens of billions of tons of high-quality anthracite underground. Better yet, the coalfield sat right at the shoreline, making maritime transport extraordinarily convenient.

Coal and iron meant mass-produced steel. Steel meant mechanized industry and bulk manufacturing. An ancient society might produce breathtaking art, might achieve heights of craftsmanship no machine could match—but it could never compete with the tidal wave of mass-produced industrial goods.

Yet Hainan had its drawbacks. Its proximity to the mainland meant Ming rule was relatively tight. Except for the inland Li aboriginal region, most of the island was "civilized territory" under imperial administration.

Such a long-registered prefecture was something the Ming government would not easily relinquish. They would spare no effort to crush these ambitious outsiders—whether the newcomers claimed to hail from New Borneo, Australia, or another timespace entirely.

From the very start, the transmigrators would face punitive expeditions from local forces and Guangdong garrisons. They would have to repel these attacks just to gain a foothold.

Hainan also harbored long-standing Li-Han tensions. Since the Yuan dynasty, a Li uprising had erupted somewhere on the island roughly every three years. Less than thirty years before their 1627 crossing point—in the twenty-seventh year of Wanli, 1599—the Li leader Ma Shi of Ding'an had risen in rebellion, with Li people in Dan, Ya, and Lin responding to his call. The Ming had mobilized a hundred thousand troops to suppress it. Achieving peaceful coexistence with the Li would be yet another challenge.

And then there were the pirates. Raids on Hainan had been so rampant that many county towns lacked north-facing gates entirely. In the late Ming, the South China Sea was an arena where Chinese and foreign maritime traders and pirates alike displayed their abilities freely. Whether they called themselves traders or pirates, when plunder beckoned, none would pass up the opportunity. Hainan, sitting astride major sea routes, had long suffered. The transmigrators, carrying countless modern tools and goods, would be a fat sheep that every party coveted.

Viewed this way, although Hainan's foundation exceeded Taiwan's, the pressures would be correspondingly greater.

"Looking at it this way, let's choose Taiwan," someone proposed during the online meeting. "Taiwan has malaria, but we can bring quinine. We can also bring cinchona trees to plant there. As for population—there were so many refugees in the late Ming. Using food and land as bait, transporting a few hundred thousand people shouldn't be a problem."

"Transport a few hundred thousand—you make it sound easy," someone challenged. "With what?"

"Ships. We could cross over with a ten-thousand-ton freighter, loaded with supplies and people. Complete maritime hegemon—no need for cannons. Whoever displeases us, we just ram them."

"Are you planning to fuel it with alcohol or charcoal?"

"We can build our own ships. Taiwan has plenty of quality timber."

"Fine, then tell me where you'll get sailors."

"We can train sailors ourselves. Recruit foreign sailors from Macau as instructors."

"Ridiculous—were Zheng Chenggong's ships all crewed by foreigners? I can't stand you foreign-worshipping types."

"Can cinchona trees even grow in Taiwan?"

"By that logic, the Leizhou Peninsula can't grow rubber either—but they tried anyway."

"I'm talking about Taiwan—is the Leizhou Peninsula on the same latitude?!"

The argument spiraled. When the topic drifted to whether treasure ships were wooden ten-thousand-tonners, whether qinghao could prevent malaria, and thence to whether traditional Chinese medicine was pseudoscience, Wen Desi finally curbed the enthusiasm. Xiao Zishan asked to speak.

"I think Hainan is still more suitable." He had remained silent throughout the debate—not because he lacked conviction, but because he supported Hainan and saw no need to rush his declaration. He had waited for the argument to clarify the pros and cons, mentally prioritized the issues, and now knew precisely where to focus.

"Why is Hainan more suitable? Compare them against our criteria, and on several key points, Taiwan falls short.

"First, agriculture. Taiwan's true agricultural development began when Zheng Chenggong recovered it—around the mid-to-late seventeenth century. Our target year is 1628. At that time, Taiwan had virtually no agriculture—just small plots cleared by migrant villages. Hainan has at least 3.8 million mu of cultivated land and dozens of water-conservancy projects. Note that this acreage is only what's registered; land concealment in the Ming was considerable.

"On population: in 1628, Taiwan had very few Han migrants. The large-scale industrial and agricultural construction we're planning requires substantial labor. Taiwan's population simply cannot meet that need, so from day one we'd have to import migrants. Recruiting refugees, organizing them to bring their families thousands of li across prefectures and counties to reach the Fujian-Zhejiang coast before arranging sea transport—this is a complex, arduous undertaking involving manpower, resources, and dealing with Ming officials at every level." He paused. "Who among us has such experience?

"Even if we managed to get enough refugees onto the island, the follow-up work would be overwhelming. These refugees are destitute—they need epidemic prevention, relief, resettlement, housing, seeds, farm tools... Where does all that come from? With our early-stage capabilities, handling this would be beyond us. Hainan already has a population base of four hundred thousand—sufficient for our initial development."

The earlier debate had exhausted most of the room's enthusiasm, and some of the more irrational remarks had left a sour taste. Xiao Zishan's measured, well-reasoned statement won over the majority. A vote was called, and Hainan was confirmed.

In the late-Ming timespace, Hainan comprised Qiongzhou Prefecture, governing three subprefectures and ten counties: Qiongshan, Chengmai, Lingao, Ding'an, Wenchang, Lehui, Huitong, Changhua, Lingshui, and Gan'en; the subprefectures of Dan, Wan, and Ya.

A glance at the Historical Atlas of China revealed that Hainan's subprefectures and counties traced a complete circuit around the island's coast. Historically, the pattern had been Li in the south and Han in the north; from the Song dynasty onward, it became Han on the outside, Li within.

Among these jurisdictions, Qiongshan, Chengmai, and Lingao boasted the longest development histories—they were the island's primary Han settlement and agricultural zones, with half the Han population concentrated there.

Of the three, Qiongshan—seat of the prefectural government—had the best foundational conditions: nearly a quarter of the island's 3.83 million registered mu, with close to ninety thousand people registered for taxation.

But this was also the Ming's political and economic center, ordinarily garrisoned by substantial troops. It held immense symbolic significance; the fall of a frontier prefectural capital would send shockwaves through the Ming court and inevitably trigger military expeditions.

Chengmai was promising, but it bordered Qiongshan directly—too close to the administrative center for comfort.

Lingao emerged as the best choice.

In the present timespace, Lingao was an obscure little county—far less famous than Haikou or Sanya. Economically backward, with virtually no tourism to speak of. Unless one was an avid backpacker, most people had never heard Hainan had such a place. Search online for "Lingao," and most entries contained a single phrase from the PLA's Hainan Liberation Campaign sixty years earlier: The PLA first landed at Lingao Point. That was the extent of its fame—Lingao Point lay in Lingao County, less than twelve kilometers from the county seat.

Though obscure, Lingao possessed a thousand years of history, traceable to the fifth year of Wude in the Tang dynasty. It was one of the earliest Han-settled areas, with centuries of development behind it. Though not as populous as Qiongshan, in the forty-fifth year of Wanli it still claimed twenty-five thousand registered people. The alluvial plains along the Wenlan River had been developed early, forming a solid agricultural foundation. With proper water-conservancy development, its potential was considerable. In the present dimension, Lingao had become Hainan's land of fish and rice.

Finally, it was separated from Qiongzhou Prefecture by Chengmai—any disturbance wouldn't bring immediate direct pressure. Given ancient communication speeds and administrative efficiency, matters crossing subprefectures typically couldn't be resolved in less than a month—in Hainan, probably longer still.

After this topic concluded, various other questions arose, but Lingao as the initial base was no longer disputed. In Wen Desi's concluding remarks, everyone agreed this had been "a successful conference, a unifying conference, a victorious conference." In future New World history textbooks, it would be called the "First Traversal Congress." Because there were so many delegates—and quite a few ultimately chose to remain in the Old World—the complete list of names could only be viewed at the "Old World Cathedral." And theoretically, viewing was prohibited.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 9: The New Society and the Old Society

The online discussions sprawled outward from practical crossing preparations into the grander territory of future governance. Organizational structure, military framework, industry, agriculture, education, the shape of government itself—all of it became fodder for debate. Every day brought fresh updates to the bulletin board, and every registered participant dove into the fray.

Parliamentary democracy or authoritarian rule? Separation of powers or constitutional monarchy? Nationalism or socialism? Everyone fancied themselves the theorist who would architect the New World.

The debates raged with an intensity that bordered on the fanatical. To revise history, to supplant the Ming or preempt the Qing—this was the shared dream. But the question of what kind of world to build in their place proved endlessly contentious. Democracy versus dictatorship, pacifism versus militarism, parliamentary governance versus centralized control—and from these lofty ideological battles, the arguments descended into minutiae: uniform design, mandatory education, what language should be used for military drill commands, even the structure of a peerage system. Nothing was too trivial to fight over. Accusations flew alongside rhetorical cudgels; ideological labels were slapped on opponents in every color of the rainbow.

Through all of this, the Executive Committee maintained a stance of studied neutrality—no participation, no comment. If everyone wanted to argue, let them argue themselves hoarse. Better to have it out now than on the beaches of Hainan. Besides, people revealed their true colors online. The flame wars served as useful intelligence, helping the leadership identify suitable candidates for core positions.

Just how this Executive Committee had come into being, or by what authority it decided who could join, was never made explicit. To modern sensibilities steeped in democratic procedure, this might have seemed strange. But in practice, there was nothing mysterious about it. Throughout the year-long preparation period, the transmigrators had never once held a general assembly or elected anyone to anything—logistically impossible when the membership was in constant flux. Voices that dominated one meeting might vanish by the next; new applicants appeared continuously. Xiao Zishan had spent nearly half a year just trying to compile a stable roster. With everything in such chaos, those who had been managing the day-to-day work—Wen Desi, Xiao Zishan, and Wang Luobin—naturally coalesced into the leadership core.

They were in no hurry to expand their ranks. Though the three came from different backgrounds, they understood one another intuitively on the matters that counted. When impatient members demanded to cross over immediately, the committee's response was unanimous and unequivocal: basic infrastructure wasn't in place; they would have to wait. All three understood the calculus—the more crossing capital they accumulated now, the stronger their positions in whatever power structure emerged on the other side.

Xiao Zishan viewed seniority as an invaluable intangible asset. In organizations like this, tenure often determined voice and prestige. At present, they knew too little about many of the transmigrators. Admitting them too early would grant some people standing disproportionate to their actual capabilities—a liability for future operations.

Wen Desi's reasoning was more pragmatic. There was no shortage of impetuous blowhards in their ranks—skilled at stirring up trouble, useless at accomplishing anything concrete. The best filter was simply time, letting it erode their momentary enthusiasms until only the genuinely committed remained.

Of course, this holding pattern couldn't last forever. The preparations demanded far too much specialized knowledge for three men to handle alone. They needed fresh blood. After a brief meeting, they agreed: cross again immediately, secure sufficient funds, and enter the substantive phase of preparation.



"Our master has given instructions," the steward announced, ushering them into a small courtyard. "When the gentlemen arrive, please change first. The master will be out shortly."

The courtyard was compact but refined, shaded by graceful trees that lent it an air of quiet elegance. On a side table sat several wooden trays arranged with robes, caps, and shoes.

What Wen Desi and his companions did not yet know was that Master Gao had distributed the mirrored compacts as gifts to more than a dozen high officials with whom he regularly conducted business—and the effect had been electric. Glass mirrors were things ordinary people had only heard about; few had ever actually seen one. And these compacts were something else entirely, utterly without precedent. Buyers flooded his shop in an endless stream. Compacts purchased for ten taels resold at fifty—and were still snatched up the moment they appeared.

Master Gao had traded in foreign goods for over twenty years. He had built a considerable enterprise, but never in his career had he caused such a sensation. Over the past fortnight, visiting peers had practically worn a groove in his threshold, all of them burning with the same question: where had the goods come from? These seasoned traders knew perfectly well that no Portuguese, Dutch, or English merchant carried such wares. And besides, it wasn't even their shipping season.

The most plausible explanation was that new overseas merchants had arrived—and Master Gao had captured them for himself. While many of his rivals cursed their own inadequate intelligence networks, suspicious figures had begun appearing around the Gao residence, watching the comings and goings. This put Master Gao on high alert. Though he had Eunuch Yang as his backer, every player in the Guangzhou trade was a force to be reckoned with. He was proceeding with extra caution now; the house-buying errand Wen Desi had entrusted to him was temporarily on hold.

At this juncture, Gao Ju could no longer afford to worry about how suspicious these foreigners might seem. The defining trait of a merchant was the pursuit of profit, and his greater concern was that the Australian merchants were too conspicuous. Hence these arrangements—he wanted no one learning the source of his goods. This monumental fortune had to remain firmly in his own grasp.

Wen Desi and Wang Luobin exchanged a knowing glance; they could guess Master Gao's thinking well enough. But keeping a low profile suited their purposes just fine. They set about changing clothes.

The only problem was that none of them had the slightest idea how Ming-era attire was supposed to be worn. They turned the garments this way and that, utterly baffled. None of them were Hanfu enthusiasts, and after considerable fumbling, they managed something that approximated being dressed. The steward returned to serve tea, took one look at their caps sitting askew and collars twisted at odd angles—a thoroughly disheveled spectacle—and had to summon the maidservants.

Wealthy Guangdong families customarily kept servant girls, and the steward knew these guests were people his master wished to cultivate. He called for quality attendants: two girls of fifteen or sixteen with bright, sparkling eyes and pretty, charming faces. They entered with graceful curtsies and began helping the men out of their poorly donned garments. Director Wen had seen his share of romantic scenes over the years, but having such soft little hands touching and tugging at him while loosening his clothes—even he found himself somewhat overwhelmed. Now this, he thought, is a man's paradise.

Lost in this pleasant reverie, he caught a glimpse of Xiao Zishan wearing the same enraptured expression and couldn't help but chuckle.

"What's this? Are you tempted too?"

"Oh, absolutely." Xiao Zishan thought of his ex-girlfriend and her domineering ways. "This is the life a man was meant to live."

"Exactly!" Wang Luobin burst out with unexpected vehemence. "Modern society represents the complete collapse of ritual and the decay of propriety." He launched into a tirade about his wife—a graduate of the Physical Education department—cataloging her offenses in vivid and exhaustive detail. His grievances poured forth in such abundance that by the time he finished, Xiao Zishan and Wen Desi felt they had become intimately acquainted with the formidable power of Mrs. Wang.

The two attendants with their hair bound in double buns stood demurely to the side, listening to Wang Luobin's impassioned monologue without quite comprehending it. All they could see was his animated face and wildly gesticulating hands—and the cap they had just straightened slipping loose again, now sagging over his forehead. Both girls ducked their heads, biting their lips to suppress their giggles.

Xiao Zishan nudged the still-impassioned Wang Luobin. "Engineer Wang, what do you think of these little maids? Shall we have a word with Master Gao? Take one back with you?"

Wang Luobin shook his head emphatically. "She's a middle-schooler! How could I possibly?"

"So if she were a high-schooler, you could?" Xiao Zishan teased. "You could always raise her first. Give it a few years..."

"A cultivation plan?" Wen Desi interjected. "I'm rather interested myself." He looked the girls over appraisingly. These two were a bit thin and small, perhaps, but fair-skinned with delicate features. With better nutrition, they showed real promise...

While the big bad wolf's eyes roved hungrily over the little white rabbits, the curtain parted and Master Gao strode in. Taking in the scene with a knowing smile, he drew his own silent conclusions. These sea merchants spent years battling wind and waves; once they came ashore, every one of them turned into a ravening ghost for female company. The Dutch and Portuguese were even worse in that regard—they'd take any kind.

But he kept such observations to himself. He merely cupped his hands and offered a formal bow. "Honored guests, have you been well?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 10: The Secret House

Xiao Zishan and the others rose to return the greeting, their earlier wariness toward people from another time having long since faded. These were living, breathing men, no different from themselves. Over several transactions, Gao Ju had proven himself a man of integrity—someone worth cultivating. After the crossing, he would be invaluable.

Pleasantries dispensed with, they got down to business. Thanks to their new hydraulic hand truck, they had managed to haul over four pallet loads—more than a hundred crates in all. Xiao Zishan's promotional items were exhausted, so this shipment consisted entirely of wholesale purchases: mirrors of various sizes, disposable lighters, frosted and spray-decorated glassware. Wen Desi, having done extensive research, had discovered that pearls fetched extraordinary prices in the late Ming, so they had also brought large quantities of cultured pearls.

The steward ordered his men to crack open sample crates and present them one by one. Master Gao had long since steeled himself to expect rare goods with every visit, yet each new item still managed to astonish him. The disposable lighters captivated him most of all—nothing could rival their convenience for starting a fire.

He turned the Wenzhou-made lighter over in his hands. By now, translucent plastic no longer amazed him. He flicked it several times, then stared at the small flame with open admiration. "This method of striking fire is no different from flint and steel," he mused, "except that oil replaces tinder and a wheel strikes the spark. Nothing within is particularly rare. Yet your craftsmen have combined such ingenuity into one small, exquisite object—truly unmatched."

Wen Desi and the others exchanged knowing glances. Who said the ancients were ignorant? Master Gao had grasped the principle at a single glance. Of course, the butane inside was something the ancients could never produce, but he had correctly identified the liquid as oil.

"However, this lighter cannot be refilled," Wen Desi explained. "Once empty, it must be discarded."

"Is that so?" Master Gao stopped flicking. "A pity. Why can it not be refilled? To throw away such a clever, practical thing seems terribly wasteful."

Wen Desi wondered how to explain the concept of disposability. Should he tell him that in their time, nearly everything was disposable? That might frighten the man half to death. He hedged, saying craftsmen were working on improvements.

When the goods were tallied, the total came to over thirty thousand taels. Several full-length dressing mirrors nearly made Master Gao's eyes pop from his skull—even in the imperial palace, such things would leave the Emperor slack-jawed. The pearls also won Gao Ju's favor. Since troubles had erupted in Liaodong, tribute pearls from the northeast had ceased entirely, and South Sea pearl harvests remained meager. The market was desperately short.

Master Gao knew they preferred gold, so he exchanged a thousand taels' worth. Then he ordered porcelain brought from his storeroom—as much as would fit on the pallets, tightly bound with straw rope. In truth, he had no idea how these three managed to transport more cargo with every visit. He dared not ask, but privately speculated whether they might know some manner of teleportation sorcery.

Xiao Zishan gazed at the crates of gold and silver until his head swam. Thank goodness they had bought the hydraulic truck—how else would they move nearly a ton of precious metal? While his mind wandered, Wen Desi inquired about their commission to purchase a house.

Gao Ju considered the question carefully before responding. "Normally this would present no difficulty. But as overseas merchants, you are not permitted under Ming law to purchase property here. Of course, you are all of Chinese descent—your speech and appearance are Chinese enough. Change your attire and you could quietly take up residence." He paused. "Only—of late, with these rare goods appearing on the market, I find myself under considerable scrutiny."

They understood immediately: success attracts attention. With so many unprecedented goods suddenly flooding Guangzhou, who knew how many eyes and ears were watching?

Their original plan to establish a foothold inside the city had fallen through. According to the crossing strategy, Guangzhou was to serve as the mainland trade gateway—exporting modern products manufactured at the Hainan base, importing materials and personnel, and serving as a window for observing Ming developments.

Seeing the disappointment written across their faces, Gao Ju revealed a proposal of his own—one he had been mulling over for some time. In his estimation, the Australian merchants wanted a house because they needed a stable location for long-term trade: a place to store goods and lodge personnel. Their motive was the same as when the Portuguese had bribed high officials to lease Macau—only on a smaller scale.

"However, I do have another idea..." He stroked his sparse whiskers, regarding them with an inquiring look.

"Please enlighten us, Master Gao."

"What you gentlemen want is simply a place to stay in the city. I have a property here. If you do not find it beneath you, it is yours to use."

He dismissed the maids and summoned two trusted servants, then slipped a ring of keys into his sleeve and led the way. They passed through narrow alleys to the back courtyard, where the air carried the sharp ammonia smell of mules and horses—the stable yard. But Master Gao did not enter. Instead, he circled around a wall corner to a passageway that dead-ended at a small house. An elderly servant sat by the door; upon seeing his master, he rose hastily.

"Open the door."

The old servant produced a key and let them in. On the wall of the inner room hung an iron-clad door. Unbolting it, they stepped through and found themselves outside the estate entirely. Before them stretched an extremely secluded cobblestone path running along the base of the city wall. On one side lay wasteland beneath the foundations; on the other rose the high rear walls of wealthy households. No one was about. Weeds grew wild between the stones, and they occasionally passed branching alleys.

"These alleys lead to the main road out front," Master Gao explained. "Their entrances all have wooden gates that are normally kept locked. Though this path is public land, ordinary people cannot get in."

After several hundred meters, they reached a rear wall so weathered it was nearly crumbling. Unlocking the door, they entered a small rear courtyard paved with blue stone slabs and planted with banana trees and flowers—very secluded. Proceeding inward, they found three connected courtyards, all kept clean and fully furnished.

"This is my secondary residence. Reserved for emergencies."

This was Master Gao's secret house. He maintained several such properties in and around Guangzhou. This one was meant as a sanctuary—a place to hide should disaster ever strike.

The front gate did not open onto the street. What faced the street was a sundry-goods shop, outwardly an ordinary oil-and-salt store but actually one of Master Gao's arrangements. Beside the shop was an inconspicuous side door with an alley leading directly to the house—very convenient.

Servants were on hand. Seeing the master bring guests, they hurried to boil water and serve tea.

"Those of us in the overseas trade must be exceedingly cautious," Master Gao sighed, settling into his chair. "Making a living is not easy."

Smuggling meant dealing with unsavory characters—pirates, river bandits, mountain brigands—all the sort who would kill for money. Kidnapping, extortion, murder, and robbery were commonplace.

Though they had backing in the prefectural, provincial, and capital governments, officials were greedy and made constant demands. Moreover, the court remained inherently suspicious of overseas trade, and there were periodic proposals to ban Portuguese commerce with Guangzhou. Local officials frequently used this threat as leverage to squeeze merchants.

"All that is still manageable," Master Gao continued. "What troubles us most is the recent surge in pirates. Foreign and Chinese ships alike have suffered greatly, and our livelihoods have grown difficult."

Xiao Zishan recognized an opportunity to gather intelligence on piracy along the Guangdong-Fujian coast. He feigned ignorance: "Sailing from Australia, we found the route quite peaceful."

"That is your good fortune." Master Gao smiled bitterly. "Compared to Fujian and Zhejiang, this area is relatively calm. Haicheng has been utterly devastated."

Since the second year of Tianqi, pirates along the Fujian-Guangdong coast had been recruiting followers and forming confederacies, declaring themselves kings. The most powerful were Yang Liu, Cai San, and Zhong Liu. In the sixth year of Tianqi, Fujian's Regional Commander Yu Zigao and the Guangdong naval forces mounted a joint suppression campaign. They pacified Yang Liu, while Cai San and Zhong Liu fled abroad, temporarily curbing the pirates' momentum.

Yet before long, Zheng Zhilong, Zhong Lingxiu, Li Kuiqi, and other pirate fleets resumed raiding the Fujian-Zhejiang coast. Fujian suffered most severely. Yuegang in Haicheng County—China's largest export port since the Longqing opening—was left in ruins. Ships heading overseas, fearing pirate attacks, had dwindled to a trickle.

"Here in Guangzhou, things have been quiet since last year's joint campaign by Fujian's Commander Yu and our provincial navy. The Portuguese also patrol the river mouth, since their interests lie in Macau."

So pirate activity was concentrated along the Fujian coast. This intelligence boosted their confidence—at least initially, they would not have to face BOSS-level figures like Zheng Zhilong or Li Kuiqi.

"Still, caution is best," Gao Ju reminded them. Though Guangdong's coast harbored no major pirates, small pirate and bandit gangs were as numerous as hairs on an ox. They were strangers here; mooring and disembarking would require particular care.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 11: Servants (Part One)

"We understand. Thank you, Master Gao." Wen Desi offered simple gratitude without elaboration.

Gao Ju noticed their reluctance to discuss the ship and did not press the matter. Instead, he summoned the servants who had been looking after the house: a middle-aged couple leading two teenagers of about thirteen or fourteen. All four came forward and kowtowed.

"This family was not born into my household," Gao Ju explained. "I saved them from death in Jiangxi years ago. They are loyal and reliable."

At their master's words, the family kowtowed again and again in gratitude. Gao Ju waved them off. "Enough. These gentlemen shall henceforth be your masters. Serve them diligently."

"Yes, we understand!" The family turned and kowtowed to Wen Desi's party. "We, your humble servants, greet our masters."

"This, this, this—" The three transmigrators rose awkwardly, startled by the display. As modern people, suddenly having an entire family kneeling and kowtowing before them was deeply uncomfortable.

"These are their indentures." Master Gao produced several papers. "They are sold absolutely. You may command them without hesitation." He drew out another document. "And this is the deed to this residence. I had promised to purchase a house on your behalf, but the timing proved inconvenient. If you do not find this humble dwelling beneath you, please stay here for the time being."

The three exchanged glances. What a generous merchant! His intent to win them over was transparent, yet such liberality demonstrated real sincerity. Still, on closer thought, this windfall concealed deeper meanings.

The house was his private property—he knew every detail of its layout. If he wished to investigate or monitor them, he would remain in the shadows while they sat exposed in plain sight. And this family of servants had been in his employ for years. "Loyal and reliable" they might be—to him. Not necessarily to shady overseas merchants. Placed beside them to spy, the transmigrators' every move would effectively be under his control. It felt like living in a glass house, stark naked.

Beyond currying favor, Master Gao was clearly trying to keep them under his thumb. The reason was obvious: the goods they brought had generated enormous profits.

Originally, they had planned to buy a house as a foothold and expand gradually after the crossing. Now a house and servants had been handed to them gratis. The situation had developed far beyond expectations. Yet refusing would be unwise. Xiao Zishan calculated quickly: the cross-temporal trading operations wouldn't continue for many more trips. As long as they acted carefully each time, nothing would be revealed. After the crossing was complete, they could reconsider their position in Guangzhou. For now, better to keep Master Gao content and let him continue selling their goods.

They exchanged glances once more. Wen Desi cupped his hands in thanks and accepted the documents, then produced a tael of silver as a customary gift for the kowtowing ceremony.

Master Gao was visibly pleased. He ordered his own servants to transport their silver and goods to the new residence, then had food, clothing, and supplies sent over as well—the utmost attentiveness.

Xiao Zishan, Wen Desi, and Wang Luobin conferred in low voices: since they were here, they might as well make the best of it. They would inspect the house and get a sense of the servants. Xiao Zishan called the male servant over.

The man appeared quite aged—Xiao Zishan guessed he was at least in his fifties. He came and stood at attention, hands at his sides, face full of deference. Director Wen and Engineer Wang seemed uneasy with such servility, but Xiao Zishan remained composed. He took a sip of tea first and sat in deliberate silence before beginning his questions.

The servant's original surname was Liu, his given name Qing. He was originally from Jiangxi, where he had tenant-farmed about ten mu. In the forty-fifth year of Wanli, a flood destroyed his harvest, and the family fled as refugees. They lay dying by the roadside when Master Gao happened to pass by on his way back from Nanjing. He took in over a dozen refugee families as bond servants, and Liu Qing was among the fortunate. Since then, he had been a slave of the Gao household.

After joining, he adopted his master's surname and became Gao Qing; his wife became Gao Xian. The couple had worked as general laborers in the outer yard until less than half a month ago, when they were reassigned here to look after this residence.

As for his age, he was actually only in his early forties—exactly how old, even he wasn't sure. Xiao Zishan knew that in the old days, many farmers didn't know their precise ages. Nothing unusual about that.

"Guarding this house must be better than working as laborers at the main residence?" Xiao Zishan ventured.

Gao Qing smiled bitterly. "Reporting to the master—there's less work here, more leisure, no one supervising us. But making ends meet is harder."

When he and his wife worked at the main residence, he explained, they each earned only two qian per month, but meals were free. Not only did they not go hungry, but their two children could eat their fill as well. Since being transferred here, his wages had risen to five qian, but they had to cook for themselves; firewood, rice, oil, salt, and vegetables all came out of pocket, and the children couldn't mooch meals anymore. Thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds were ravenous eaters. For a family of four to live on seven qian was truly a strain.

Wen Desi frowned. "What do you mean? The children don't get wages—don't they also belong to Master Gao?"

"The children have never been assigned duties," Gao Qing said, shaking his head. "Without duties, the household issues no money or grain. They depend entirely on their parents." He sighed heavily. "I had hoped to get my daughter assigned to the inner quarters. She'd earn at least a string of cash. But she's not pretty enough—never selected. I asked the steward's wife for help, but she demands ten taels first. How could our family ever save that much?"

Corruption truly had ancient roots, the three marveled. Even becoming a maid required paying bribes. Then again, thinking of the Dream of the Red Chamber—how Wuer's family had to conduct a whole campaign just to secure her a position at Daguanyuan—it was not so surprising after all.

"Now that you're in our service, are you content?" Xiao Zishan softened his tone.

Gao Qing glanced uneasily at these overseas-merchant masters who couldn't even dress themselves properly. "We are lowly servants," he replied carefully. "There is no question of content or not. Now that we belong to the masters, the masters may command us as they wish."

Xiao Zishan nodded and had him lead the way as they inspected the entire house. It was not large; each courtyard followed a layout of one main hall flanked by two side rooms. The first courtyard held the reception hall and study; the second had an upper floor for living quarters; the third contained the kitchen, firewood storage, and a mule-and-horse stable, along with a private well.

The building was not new, but it had been solidly constructed with blue bricks laid flat—very sturdy. Because it was intended as an emergency refuge, the furnishings were simple, though daily necessities had been stocked. The kitchen was piled with supplies from the Gao residence: rice, salted meat, dried fish, firewood, oil, and salt. Gao Qing handed over an inventory list. Wen Desi had no interest and was about to say "Keep it all for your family" when he noticed Xiao Zishan had already taken the list and was examining it carefully.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 12: Servants (Part Two)

With the inventory complete, they returned to the main hall. Gao Qing presented the ledger of household furniture, which Xiao Zishan accepted with a nod and set aside. The three of them gathered around the table and began sketching a floor plan. Wang Luobin had studied drafting in his previous life, and though he had only a notebook and ballpoint pen at his disposal, producing a rough layout was second nature.

"Zishan, you're being awfully stingy," Wang Luobin remarked as he sketched. "You're really going to haggle over salted meat and rice? The man has a whole family to feed. Just give them everything—it might earn us some loyalty."

Xiao Zishan smiled. "Engineer Wang, this gift list shows forty shi of rice alone. At late-Tianqi prices, that comes to about forty taels."

"So what? Are you planning to sell the rice for silver?"

"Forty taels equals four years' wages for Gao Qing and his wife combined. If we hand them that much right from the start, what kind of reward could possibly motivate them later?"

"Give too much now and their expectations go up—is that what you mean?" Wen Desi asked.

"Exactly, Director Wen." Xiao Zishan nodded. "The Gao family is struggling, but they're getting by. Besides, we don't yet know the man's true character—there's no need to rush into buying loyalty." He lowered his voice. "And I'm certain Master Gao has instructed him to watch our movements."

"Agreed. That seems very likely."

"Which means winning him over right now would be difficult anyway. He doesn't know us, and he's probably suspicious that we have ulterior motives. This is our first meeting—he's done nothing to deserve merit or sympathy. If we suddenly shower him with gifts, what will he think? He'll report straight to Master Gao, and in the end, we'll have given things away for nothing."

"True enough. Still, it would be best if we could draw him to our side eventually."

"We do need to show kindness—but only in small ways, letting him feel our goodness gradually. Over time, his heart will naturally incline toward us. And since he's not Master Gao's confidant, he should be easier to win over."

"Not a confidant? This house is Master Gao's emergency refuge. How could the caretaker not be trusted?"

"Didn't you hear? He was only transferred here less than half a month ago. A true confidant, Master Gao would never hand over to us."

"Perhaps he said that deliberately. Perhaps everything was fabricated?"

"That's possible." Xiao Zishan glanced toward the doorway. "But I observed him carefully, and I don't think so. Gao Qing looks perpetually worried. His expression is dull, his gaze unfocused—he's not the shrewd, capable type. Besides, whatever Master Gao's intentions toward us, they boil down to guarding against us and exploiting us. Mostly exploitation. So he's unlikely to invest too much in surveillance."

"Then what do you plan to do?"

"We offer small kindnesses. Let me explain what I have in mind..."

Just then, Mrs. Gao appeared to ask about dinner. Xiao Zishan checked his watch—already four o'clock.

"No need for dinner. Have your whole family come over instead."

"Actually, I'd love to taste what Ming-dynasty cooking is like," Wang Luobin said wistfully.

"I hear it's heavy on spices..."

The whole family arrived shortly. Mrs. Gao had regular features but was dark and thin; she kept her head down and said nothing—clearly not a talker. The boy's appearance was unremarkable, though his eyes still held a lively spark. He tried to maintain a serious expression but kept stealing glances at them. The girl, however, was quite different—her skin much fairer, her eyes large, her nose small and well-shaped. She was also taller than the boy. Xiao Zishan estimated at least 1.6 meters. Puzzled, he asked:

"What's your name?"

The girl hadn't expected to be addressed first. She looked at Xiao Zishan in surprise, stammering and unable to reply.

"The master is asking you!" Gao Qing scolded. Then, bowing apologetically, he explained: "The girl has never seen the world—she has no proper name..."

"Let her speak for herself. You're her father. You can cover for her now, but not forever."

"This servant... um... is called Gao Dajie..."

Xiao Zishan nearly spat out his tea. Engineer Wang and Director Wen looked equally close to losing their composure. Gao Dajie—"Big Sister Gao." What a majestic name. Looking more closely, he had to admit the girl did have a bit of Michelle Yeoh's slender, long-legged look about her.

The Gao family stared blankly, utterly baffled by what the masters found so amusing.

Gao Qing smiled apologetically. "Please forgive us, masters... A country girl, never properly named..."

"It's nothing." Xiao Zishan waved it off, still chuckling. "Since she has no name, we'll give her one." His mischievous streak emerged: "Let's call her Gao Lujie."

Wen Desi raised an eyebrow. "Our goal?"

Wang Luobin grinned. "No cavities!"

All three burst into laughter, heedless of decorum.

The Gao family watched these masters—laughing uncontrollably ever since learning their daughter's name—and began to feel genuinely frightened. They could only smile nervously in response.

Wen Desi studied the girl more carefully. By modern standards, she had the makings of a beauty, though Ming-era people probably didn't favor her type. A pity her frame was still thin—limited raw material to work with. Whether proper nourishment could improve things remained to be seen.

"How old is this girl?"

"Re—reporting to the master," Gao Qing could barely get the words out. He'd noticed Master Wen's gaze lingering on his daughter and felt his stomach drop. This is bad. "Four—fourteen."

Fourteen? A proper little loli. Unfortunately, there was too much real work demanding attention right now for loli cultivation to be on anyone's agenda.

Xiao Zishan had practiced calligraphy briefly as a child and hadn't forgotten his traditional characters. He found a sheet of rough paper and wrote in bold strokes: "Gao Lujie"—thus bestowing the name.

"We thank the master for the name." Gao Qing led his daughter in kowtowing their gratitude.

"Up, up. Now that we are master and servant, we're one family. No need for such ceremony." Xiao Zishan gestured for them to rise. "Your wages, husband and wife, will remain as before."

"Thank you, master." Gao Qing felt a wave of relief; he had worried the new masters might cut their pay.

"Your family has heavy burdens—life isn't easy. We'll add half a shi of rice per month. That should save you the cost of grain."

"Master is benevolent!" Gao Qing was moved nearly to tears. Half a shi was enough to feed the whole family for a month. With a single sentence, this master had effectively raised his pay by five qian.

"Here is twenty taels." Xiao Zishan produced the silver. "We come and go on the waves, and travel is difficult. Consider this a year's wages paid in advance. The remainder is for daily maintenance. You may draw your monthly rice allowance yourself." He paused. "Can you read?"

Gao Qing smiled awkwardly. But his son spoke up: "I can read."

"Oh?" Xiao Zishan had not expected this.

"He never had regular duties, so he used to hang around the outer accounts office," Gao Qing hurried to explain. "Picked up a few characters." He shot his son a glare. "What are you showing off for!"

The boy knew few characters—by modern standards, barely literate—but having learned from an accountant, he could also do basic bookkeeping and work an abacus. In ancient times, that was rare indeed.

His name was Gao Di. Xiao Zishan thought to himself that the working people of old certainly favored simple names.

"Since you can read and keep accounts, you'll be in charge of recording expenses here. Keep everything clear, line by line. Understand? You'll also receive one qian per month as wages."

"This servant understands." Gao Qing was overjoyed and led his son in kowtowing their thanks.

Assigning the boy to keep books had little to do with money—it was a reminder that everything here belonged to them, lest over time the family develop thoughts of cuckoo-in-the-nest. Once such thoughts arose, anything could happen. Ordinary people might seem honest, but Xiao Zishan had seen too many who changed the moment their interests were at stake.

After surveying the layout, the transmigrators designated the study in the first courtyard as their crossing point. They instructed Gao Qing that the first courtyard need only be cleaned every three days; otherwise, no one was to enter.

Gao Qing didn't understand why, but he knew better than to ask about his masters' affairs. The only thing he found strange was that Master Wen had specified the exact starting date for the cleaning schedule.

After nightfall, the transmigrators opened the wormhole at the new location. Fortunately, the destination had not shifted. The hydraulic truck was pulled through, and the tall stacks of goods were transported one by one.

The next morning, when Gao Qing rose, the first courtyard was already empty. He hesitated for a moment, then left and walked toward the rear gate of the Gao residence.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 13: The Old Worker

"Zishan, I do believe you have the makings of a landlord." Wen Desi chuckled. "Some men carry the air of kings; you carry the presence of a country gentleman."

"Perhaps it runs in the blood. My dream has always been a sprawling estate—vegetable gardens, chickens pecking about, a grape trellis overhead, a rattan chair beneath it, and nothing to do but sip tea and watch the afternoon drift by..."

"Sounds delightful. But what's stopping you now?" Wen Desi drawled. "We've made a fortune. That modest little dream is well within reach."

"Too bad the wormhole won't last forever." Xiao Zishan stretched. "This last crossing, I felt distinct energy fluctuations."

"If only it were Doraemon's Anywhere Door," Director Wen laughed.

Xiao Zishan grinned. "I wasn't finished. The estate would also feature several cool beauties at my side—fanning me, peeling lychees. One mature woman, one imperious elder-sister type, one little loli..." He paused to consider. "Actually, that loli Gao Lujie is fine stock."

"That girl," Wen Desi said, lounging on the sofa while peeling a lychee, "is definitely not Gao Qing's daughter."

"Significant DNA discrepancy, I'd say." Xiao Zishan turned his attention to cataloging the porcelain. After each crossing, inventory duty fell to him. Engineer Wang had returned to his machinery factory, his enthusiasm lately nothing short of astounding—not only working overtime every day, but coming home still brimming with energy and excitement.

"Her appearance has none of her father's features," Xiao Zishan continued. "Slight resemblance to her brother, maybe. And that height."

"So Director Wen has taken a fancy to this long-legged little loli?"

"Even if I have, it'll have to wait. Too much real work ahead of us. Let's see what needs doing."

"Recruitment, obviously."

After three crossing-trades, they now controlled over twenty million yuan. The conditions for serious material preparation had finally been met.

Recruitment meant first selecting an appropriate staging point—a facility to receive those who would answer the call. Guangzhou was clearly unsuitable. They needed somewhere relatively remote, close to the future crossing point, with sufficient living quarters for several hundred people, plus a large outdoor space. Ideally, a drill ground.

"What do we need a drill ground for?" Xiao Zishan asked, puzzled.

"Physical exercise." Wen Desi glanced pointedly at his own thin arms, then at Xiao Zishan's belly. "At the very least, if we ever have to run for our lives, we should be able to outrun the Ming's natives."

They divided the labor three ways. Since Xiao Zishan had worked in sales and knew the coastal cities of Guangdong, scouting fell to him. Wang Luobin would continue at his machinery factory. Wen Desi would remain in Guangzhou to prepare for the next crossing-trade, manage the online board, and identify talent. The first list of invitees was already drafted.

The fourth person to join the committee, however, did not come from the internet—which was somewhat unexpected.

That evening, Wen Desi had just finished checking the board when Wang Luobin walked in wearing an oil-stained uniform. He plopped onto the sofa, face beaming.

"Engineer Wang, you've been coming to work beaming every day lately. What's the good news?" Wen Desi asked.

"Director Wen, I want you to meet someone."

"Who?" This surprised him. Wang was normally taciturn, and he wasn't local either. Why the sudden introduction?

"My boss." Seeing Wen Desi's confusion, he added: "The boss of the factory where I work. Surname Zhan."

"Hm?"

"I told him about the crossing—"

"What?!" Wen Desi nearly jumped off the sofa.

"Old Wen, don't get excited." Wang Luobin held up a calming hand. "His name is Zhan Wuya. He's a technician, very skilled—lathe, planing, milling, drilling—he knows it all..."

"Fine, fine. Get to the point. He didn't think you were mentally ill? Or running some kind of scam?"

"No—in fact, he wants to join."

"Join?" Wen Desi's mind didn't quite register the word. "He wants to go too?"

"That's right. See, that day when we were working together on a hand-cranked Gatling gun—"

"What?!" This time Wen Desi really did jump up. "Engineer Wang!!"

He quickly lowered his voice—even though the room's soundproofing was excellent.

"Are you insane?! Manufacturing illegal guns is a prison sentence!"

"It's fine—we'll have to make guns in the Ming anyway. Might as well get some practice." Wang Luobin looked utterly nonchalant. "We're machinists. Making a couple of guns is nothing. Someone even knocked off a Japanese Type 92 infantry gun once."

"Forget the Type 92—what's the deal with this boss of yours?"

"He's very impressed with your approach. Says to leave all machining concerns to him. He's planning to bring his whole factory over."

Zhan Wuya was not the grimy old worker Wen Desi had imagined. He appeared just over thirty, wearing a T-shirt, his hair neatly combed. Only his large, rough hands betrayed his occupation.

Because of his work, Director Wen often dealt with small processing shops like this one. The two quickly launched into a deep discussion of machining, and their common ground dissolved all barriers. Before long, they were chatting like old colleagues.

"Director Wen, let me put it this way: in machining, there's nothing we can't make." Zhan Wuya's speech carried the pride of a working man who knew his craft. "Take my little factory—I won't claim we can build tanks, but mortars and machine guns? Piece of cake. When I was at trade school..."

He launched into a five-minute account of building a mortar for his graduation project. Then he and Wang Luobin dove headlong into discussing gun-making—it soon emerged that they had bonded so quickly because both were fanatical firearms enthusiasts. Wen Desi hastily cut off their animated discussion before anyone might mistake them for an illegal-weapons gang.

Zhan Wuya walked them through his factory's main equipment: two shearing machines, one 80-ton bending machine, one 63-ton punch and one 5-ton punch, two lathes, one planer, one radial drilling press, three bench drills, one cutter, five arc welders, one spot welder, one band saw, one overhead crane, one grinder, two grinding wheels, one oxy-fuel welding set, one air compressor, and one paint-baking facility.

"Actually, if you're willing to rough it, the Big Three machines are sufficient," Zhan Wuya said. "When I was a student, I read memoirs of old defense-industry workers. Those were the real masters—give them a lathe and a vise, and they could make guns, artillery, machine tools." He paused. "But materials are critical. Without good materials, whatever you make will be compromised. Especially steel. You must have the right steel."

"We plan to build a metallurgical industry," Wang Luobin said. "Iron smelting, steelmaking—the whole process."

"That's beyond my expertise. But if you can solve materials, machine tools can manufacture all kinds of specialized equipment. The biggest advantage is self-replication; production capacity keeps expanding. Sustainable development, you might say."

"Indeed—no matter how much you stockpile, eventually you'll run out."

"Exactly. But some things you still have to bring in quantity. Cutting tools, for instance, which are usually alloy steel or sintered ceramic—we won't be making those at first. Same with grinding wheels; they need special materials and sintering. Also lubricants. I don't know if substitutes will work..."

"We can solve these problems one by one." Wen Desi felt invigorated. "Old Zhan, why don't you take charge of industrial preparation?"

"No problem!" Zhan Wuya had never felt so fired up. Since leaving the factory to start his own business nearly a decade ago, he had struggled and scraped. Though he had built a small operation, life had grown dull—always scrambling to satisfy clients, always chasing the next job. Now, an unprecedented new world stretched before him. His fighting spirit surged.

The Crossing Committee's Industrial Group was founded that very day. In time, it came to be known simply as "the Industry Sector." A few days later, another member reported in—Ma Qianzhu, who would later fiercely contest with Zhan Wuya for the title of "Father of Crossing Industry" in their respective memoirs.

Ma Qianzhu had frequented the same forum as Xiao Zishan and the others; they vaguely recognized each other's handles. At first, he hadn't joined the wormhole discussion. He had been absorbed in another thread entirely, devoted to his all-mechanical calculating-center system—christened "Gear Model 5"—an elaborate exercise in alternate-history design. Initially, he assumed Director Wen's wormhole was speculative fiction. When he discovered these people were actually preparing to travel to the Ming, he hurried to sign up.

His motivation was hardly surprising: only by creating a pristine new world—free of microchips, where he himself stood among the elite—could he realize his dream. A luxury mechanical computing center covering 6,000 mu, powered by 80,000 horsepower, performing 20,000 calculations per second. The thought of this colossal machine made his soul tremble.

Ma Qianzhu's tastes ran to steampunk. Keywords: rivets, steam, steel. Forests of smokestacks, the roar of boilers, black smoke billowing from burning coal, great clouds of steam, the thunderous clang of steel on steel, giant locomotives racing across the land, multi-turret airships kept aloft by helium-filled compartments—this was his ideal world.

Upon receiving Wen Desi's invitation, he packed his bags without hesitation, quit his job drawing highway-design diagrams, and set out by train for Guangdong.

His destination was not Guangzhou, but a county-level city he had never heard of. After getting off the train, he still had to transfer to a long-distance bus. This was the staging base Xiao Zishan had found—where the transmigrators would groom their horses and sharpen their weapons, preparing for a one-way journey to conquer a parallel world.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 14: The Conference — Dividing Into Groups

From the beginning, Xiao Zishan had set his sights on small coastal cities. After half a month of scouting, he finally secured a lease on a maritime militia training base in a remote county.

The base was a relic of the "all-people soldiers" era—a training camp that had sat vacant for years following military downsizing. Nestled in hilly terrain with only a small harbor for sea access, it was nearly encircled by mountains. The sole road leading in had been poorly maintained and had fallen into disrepair. In short, it was inconvenient and far from anywhere worth going.

But these disadvantages were precisely what made it perfect. The location was isolated, with few passersby—ideal for staying under the radar. The barracks, warehouses, and drill grounds were somewhat dilapidated but structurally intact. The county People's Armed Forces Department, having found no takers for years, asked only minimal rent. Their sole condition was that the Crossing Company continue employing the two retired custodians who had been watching over the place. Xiao Zishan readily agreed. The old men took turns staying in the gatehouse week by week, minding the gate and sweeping up, and otherwise bothered with nothing else.

First, they hired a cleaning company to scour the entire base, then a renovation crew to fix broken windows and unclog pipes. Since the site remained a reserve barracks, the basic facilities were reasonably complete. Once cleaned up, it was ready for occupancy.

And so, on a certain day, the Crossing Company relocated to its new headquarters. Wen Desi kept the Guangzhou office operational—after all, that remained the company's registered address.

With a proper base established, the first cadre of key personnel began reporting in. These were individuals Wen Desi had personally selected after prolonged contact, most of them specialists in various technical fields.

Many arrived full of doubt. Quite a few assumed they were walking into an elaborate scam.

Then they beheld the stacks of RMB, the Ming-dynasty porcelain, and that strangely glimmering wormhole—and realized it was all terrifyingly real.

Some fled immediately, unable to accept what they'd witnessed. It was simply too insane. Others pondered for a few days before quietly departing. Still others erupted with irrepressible excitement, throwing themselves headlong into the cause. And some took it all in stride—registering, settling in, and joining the work as if traveling through time were just another Tuesday.

In this way, the team was preliminarily assembled.

For convenience of management, the Committee decided to convene all personnel for a plenary meeting to restructure the organization. The question of what form of government to adopt after the crossing remained off the table—not all participants had arrived yet, and establishing a power structure before a full assembly could debate it seemed inappropriate. The meeting's purpose was limited to setting up an administrative framework for the preparation phase.

They gathered in the base's conference room, a space just large enough for the nearly fifty attendees. The tables and chairs were old but serviceable. Xiao Zishan had discovered porcelain teacups in a cabinet, sparing them the indignity of disposable paper cups. The only new addition was a whiteboard propped at the front.

Xiao Zishan produced a voice recorder and tested it.

"I'd suggest we take minutes by hand instead." A young woman stood up. "Transcribing from audio is miserable work. I type fast with Wubi input—I can handle it."

"And you are?"

Dozens of unfamiliar faces had appeared in recent days, and Xiao Zishan couldn't keep track of them all. This woman was thin and small, not particularly pretty, but clearly limber—an athletic type.

"I'm Li Yiwo's girlfriend. Li Yuanyuan. I used to work as a secretary—meeting minutes are a piece of cake."

Xiao Zishan knew Li Yiwo. The man was trained in machining, a fanatical firearms enthusiast, and one of Zhan Wuya's gun buddies—the silent type who wouldn't say two words all day. Xiao Zishan suspected his only reason for wanting to cross eras was to manufacture guns without legal restriction.

And this young woman had followed him here. The old phrase "I'll follow you to the ends of the earth" apparently wasn't just talk. The thought stirred an unexpected twinge of envy in Xiao Zishan's chest.

"All right," he said. "But let's keep the recorder running too."

Li Yuanyuan brought over a netbook, typed in the date and time, then turned to him expectantly. "Please begin."

Xiao Zishan cleared his throat.

"Although most of us know each other, this is our first formal gathering. Let me announce the meeting rules.

"We'll discuss each agenda item in order. No straying off-topic before we move to the next.

"The meeting may run long. If a topic falls outside your field or doesn't concern you, you're welcome to leave. Exits are permitted after each item concludes, before the next begins, or during announced breaks.

"After each item concludes, the moderator will ring a bell and wait three minutes. Anyone wishing to re-enter must do so during this interval.

"To speak, raise your hand and wait for permission.

"Remarks must address the matter at hand—not comment on other speakers.

"That's all." Xiao Zishan surveyed the assembled transmigrators and nodded. "Now let's ask Director Wen to brief us on crossing preparations."

Director Wen rose and cleared his throat. A roomful of expectant faces stared back at him.

"Regarding the current state of our crossing preparations, I'll begin with an overview."

He gave a concise summary of the wormhole's condition, the cross-temporal trading situation, their contacts with Ming-era people, and the profits they'd earned so far. The moment he finished, someone raised a hand.

"I'm Jin Keshou. I'd suggest Director Wen stop selling porcelain. The antiques world is quite insular—everyone knows everyone in it. Selling a few pieces is fine, but if we keep offloading inventory at this pace, within days the whole province will know. Very bad for secrecy. We might even attract attention from the cultural-relics authorities."

Wen Desi leaned forward with interest. He didn't know much about antiques. "Then what do you suggest?"

"Medicinal materials," Jin Keshou said. "Many precious traditional Chinese medicines are extremely scarce nowadays, commanding high prices. Rhinoceros horn, natural ox bezoar, musk—these would fetch a fortune."

"Rhino horn is out," someone objected. "We'd attract the Industry and Commerce Bureau. But rare spices might work."

"Good, accepted. We'll try it on the next run."

"The next agenda item is industry," Xiao Zishan began. "Let's start with energy—"

Ma Qianzhu raised his hand. "Yes?"

"Shouldn't we first establish the administrative structure and divide into working groups? That would make the discussion more manageable."

"I agree," Wang Luobin chimed in. "Otherwise there's no order to any of this."

"Then let's begin with the Agriculture Group." A sturdy man rose from his seat. "I'm Wu Nanhai, graduate of ** Agricultural University. Food is the foundation of any nation—feeding ourselves has to be our top priority."

"Agreed. Agriculture Group." Xiao Zishan wrote it on the whiteboard.

What followed was a deluge of suggestions:

"Industry Group!" "Transportation Group!" "Geology Department!" "Railway Ministry!" "Highway Bureau!" "Crossing Mobile!" "Aviation Committee!" "Military Group!" "Army Department!" "Navy Department!" "Urban Management!" "Cheka!" "Development and Reform Commission!"

Seeing the naming devolve into trolling, Xiao Zishan had to rein in their enthusiasm.

"All right, all right. These groups are for preparing the crossing. How we set up institutions after we've established a base on the other side is a separate matter entirely. Let's not overcomplicate things." He smiled. "We haven't even crossed yet—there's no point playing the promotion ladder game."

Laughter rippled through the room. After further discussion, they settled on eight professional groups: Industry, Agriculture, Construction, Energy, Communications, Athletics, IT, and Intelligence & Documentation. In addition, they created two support groups: General Affairs and Procurement. General Affairs would handle coordination, personnel contact, registration, and daily operations. Procurement would acquire equipment and supplies according to the shopping lists generated by the other groups.

Each group elected its leader, and the leaders together formed a Provisional Executive Committee. They would meet weekly to align operations, with ad-hoc meetings called as needed.

Wen Desi was unsurprisingly elected Chairman. Zhan Wuya initially nominated Wang Luobin for Industry Group leader, but Wang declined, claiming he wasn't professional enough for the role. Zhan Wuya ended up taking the position himself.

Nobody wanted General Affairs. It was all eating, lodging, sanitation, personnel management—tedious, thankless work. In an ordinary enterprise, such a position might come with certain perks. But they were crossing in a year—any money saved now would be wastepaper on the other side.

Xiao Zishan gave Wen Desi a subtle hint. Wen Desi promptly nominated him, and he secured the leadership role.

Xiao Zishan's reasoning was simple: he possessed no specialized technical skill. During the preparation phase, the technicians would inevitably rise to prominence. Using this administrative position to keep himself in the management layer was his optimal strategy. By the time the next reorganization came around, he would have accumulated sufficient seniority.

However, to avoid any appearance of impropriety, he proposed that the Committee also establish a directly subordinate Accounting Section to handle income, disbursement, and auditing.

Once the groups were finalized, chairs clattered as everyone rearranged themselves to sit with their new colleagues. The newly elected leaders surveyed the people to their left and right, already beginning to feel like leaders.

The General Affairs roster, by contrast, was essentially an army of wives. This first batch of recruits were all technical cadres, so those assigned to General Affairs were the girlfriends and wives these cadres had brought along—plus one mother, the mother of a female technician. A parent's love, it seemed, knew no bounds.

Xiao Zishan began to dread how he would get along with this army of wives. Even worse: they were all other men's women. He silently reminded himself to tread carefully and avoid any hint of scandal.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 15: The Conference — Energy Issues

"Let's begin with energy," Xiao Zishan said, turning to face the Energy Group. "Power is the foundation of everything else. As long as we have electricity, we can operate modern machinery, run computers—all the advantages that would make us utterly superior to the ancients. So what does Energy have to say about our power supply?"

The speaker for the Energy Group was Chang Kaishen. For five years he'd worked as a temp at a power corporation subsidiary—the type of worker who shouldered the heaviest loads, earned the lowest wages, received none of the credit, and took all of the blame.

"Given our circumstances," he began, "the optimal strategy is hydropower as our primary source, supplemented by thermal and wind generation. The benefits of hydropower are numerous—I won't belabor them—but for our purposes, the greatest advantage is that it requires no fuel replenishment. Once constructed, a hydroelectric station runs almost indefinitely.

"Modern small-scale rural hydropower equipment is remarkably simple. Installation difficulty is low, engineering investment minimal. Power is generated through diversion channels; a head of just five or six meters is sufficient. The technology is mature. Small and micro units are manufactured in standardized domestic series—easy to maintain and inexpensive.

"At the same time, we'll need thermal power. There are various options for thermal prime movers, but diesel generators will be our workhorse in the early landing phase. They're convenient, require no supporting infrastructure, and aren't constrained by environment."

Someone raised a hand. "Diesel will run out eventually. What then?"

"Diesel engines can use substitutes fairly easily," another member of the Energy Group offered. "I recall you can even run them on peanut oil."

"I don't know about peanut oil," Chang Kaishen said thoughtfully, "but diesel engines can certainly convert to producer gas. When I was in the countryside, I saw plenty of small power stations running on gas engines. Shouldn't be difficult."

"I believe we'll eventually produce our own diesel," Xiao Zishan interjected. "Please continue."

"All right." Chang Kaishen nodded. "Based on the principle of not putting all our eggs in one basket, we should prepare small-to-medium diesel generators, small hydro units, and small wind turbines. We should also bring medium-capacity hydro equipment for future expansion once we've developed sufficient engineering capability. Wind turbines have low output and unstable generation, but they're simple to set up—suitable as backup power for living areas, outposts, and system redundancy."

He smiled. "Of course, power generation is only part of the picture. Transmission, distribution, voltage transformation—these are all highly technical matters. I won't go into detail here. A concrete plan will take time to develop."

The next topic also fell to the Energy Group: petroleum substitutes. The transmigrators would need more than generators; they would need motorcycles, automobiles, and small boats. Neither gasoline nor diesel could be stored indefinitely. Without fuel self-sufficiency, there was little point in bringing large numbers of such vehicles.

"I'm afraid I can't agree with the moderator's framing," announced Luo Duo, who had contributed enormous amounts of energy-related content during the online discussions. "Though I understand the moderator is a humanities major, so that's understandable."

Xiao Zishan's face flushed. His greatest grievance was hearing "humanities major" wielded as an insult. He suppressed his indignation and maintained a facade of composure.

"What we're really discussing is a prime-mover problem," Luo Duo continued, apparently oblivious to the moderator's simmering resentment. "Ships, cars, motorcycles—all of them can run on non-petroleum fuels. So petroleum substitutes aren't actually urgent.

"Fundamentally, any petroleum-fueled prime mover can convert to producer gas, albeit with some power loss. But near the end of World War II, the Germans experimentally installed gas generators on armored personnel carriers and even tanks, so the output is clearly acceptable. Gas-generator technology is simple and practical, with low implementation difficulty.

"And let's not forget the steam engine. How long have gasoline and diesel engines even existed? The steam engine was the engine of the Industrial Revolution."

"Is there anywhere to even buy steam engines nowadays?" someone from the Machinery Group spoke up. "Don't tell me you expect us to manufacture them ourselves."

"You machinists—building a steam engine shouldn't be hard, should it? That's nineteenth-century technology!" Luo Duo retorted. "Our prime movers can't run on stockpiles forever."

"We've never actually built one," the Machinery Group representative admitted after a brief huddle with his colleagues. Ma Qianzhu rose to speak. "Everyone understands the basic principle, and there's plenty of design material available. We're confident we can build one. The boiler presents the main difficulty—it depends on what materials we can produce. That's really a question for Metallurgy."

"Currently, Metallurgy falls under the Industry Group," Xiao Zishan clarified. "I recall we have specialists in that area."

"That's right—we have a college student majoring in metallurgy." Several people laughed, and a young man smiled sheepishly at the attention.

"Coordinate within your group and come up with a plan," Xiao Zishan instructed. "Please continue."

"That's all I can think of for now." Luo Duo looked excited but was clearly showing signs of fatigue.

"Why not consider biodiesel?" someone asked. "There's been considerable coverage lately; many countries have reached the practical stage."

"Right—I recall Hainan has a type of kerosene tree. Cut the bark and the sap can be used as lamp oil."

"It only works for lamps; it's not real kerosene," Ma Qianzhu said authoritatively. "Biodiesel is far from simple. There are many oil-bearing crops—oil camellia, tung trees, Pistacia chinensis, bamboo tung—but none of their oils can be used directly as diesel. They all require modification processes. Besides, having just a few trees is useless. Such plantations need at least a hundred mu before they constitute an effective supply."

"By the way, oil-nan trees must grow to forty or fifty centimeters in trunk diameter before they produce oil," someone from Agriculture added. "Based on current findings, in Hainan they only grow in Sanya, Ledong, Dongfang, Changjiang, and Baisha—areas with better conditions than Lingao or Danzhou."

"We could distill pine-root oil. The Japanese did this in World War II—you don't need specialized equipment to refine it into aviation gasoline."

"True, but the cost-effectiveness is terrible. The Japanese mobilized practically their entire population and produced only tens of thousands of barrels. Besides, Hainan doesn't have that many pine roots to begin with."

"What about alcohol?" The biofuel faction wasn't ready to concede.

"Alcohol can work as a substitute, but its heat value is too low and it causes engine carbon buildup. It's not an ideal solution."

"I have one more perspective on petroleum substitutes." Another person stood. "I'm Zhong Lishi. I work in oil-shale retorting equipment design. I once designed refining equipment for a plant in Danzhou City, Hainan.

"That city has abundant oil-shale reserves. Products from oil-shale retorting can be further refined into various petroleum products. Manufacturing gasoline and diesel is entirely feasible."

"Where's Danzhou?" someone muttered.

"Just west of Lingao. Very close."

"That resource sounds promising."

"Let me give a brief introduction," Zhong Lishi continued. "Changpo oil shale has 5.1% oil content and is associated with lignite deposits. The Changpo site has two main ore bodies, six meters and forty-four and a half meters thick respectively. Mining is primarily open-pit.

"We can use Maoming-type retorts. Each retort processes fifty tons of ore per day, with sixty percent oil recovery. At Changpo's 5.1% oil content, that means each retort yields one and a half tons of crude shale oil daily—not counting by-products like gasoline and ammonia.

"These retorts don't require extensive resources or much labor. To commission a small plant processing 1,600 tons of ore per day—that's thirty-two retorts—we'd also need two gas-heating furnaces, one ventilation building, two scrubbing towers, two cooling towers, and two chimneys. I have ready-made drawings; the equipment isn't particularly difficult to manufacture. Such a plant would produce forty-eight tons of crude per day, plus by-products including gasoline, ammonia, coal gas, and phenol—all extremely useful.

"Oil-shale crude is high quality. It refines into premium diesel. Both diesel and gasoline engines can operate normally—no need for gas-engine conversions."

"Processing 1,600 tons daily!" Luo Duo jumped to his feet. "Even if every one of us carried rocks all day, it wouldn't be enough!"

"For an oil-shale plant, that's already quite small," Zhong Lishi replied with the inscrutable smile of a senior technical expert. "In reality, transport is handled by train and conveyor belt. The design output I mentioned is less than what a single unit produces at a real shale-oil plant.

"And if you think Changpo's oil yield is too low, consider this: the oil shale in Huangxian and Penglai, Shandong has 22% oil content. If we still don't have petroleum extraction capability within ten or twenty years, we might consider taking Shandong first."

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Several people from the Athletics Group were huddled over a map of China, tracing routes with their fingers.

"Let's have Energy include this as a long-term plan, contingent on what manufacturing capabilities we develop," Wen Desi said. "Let's continue." He glanced at Xiao Zishan, who nodded his agreement.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 16: The Conference — Machinery and Chemical Industry

The discussion turned to machinery manufacturing—Director Wen's specialty. The central question was what equipment to bring, and Zhan Wuya, who had contributed a small machine shop, took the lead in reporting their available assets.

"Can this equipment produce the specialized machinery we'll need?" someone asked. "Boilers, for instance?"

"In theory, absolutely." Zhan Wuya scratched his head, clearly unaccustomed to fielding questions from the podium. "My little factory isn't much to look at, but given the right materials, we can fabricate most general mechanical equipment. Mind you, we mainly process parts for clients—we haven't tackled complex complete systems. And there are certain components we don't make in-house." He paused, searching for examples. "Standard components, for one. Screws, bolts, washers—those are best produced with dedicated equipment. We could make them, of course, but it's more trouble than it's worth. We'd have to build specialized machines just for that purpose.

"Then there are castings, gears, and bearings—not things a small shop can handle. They require specialized equipment, heat treatment, electroplating. That's outside my expertise. We usually just buy ready-made parts or outsource the work."

"But gears and bearings are indispensable," someone countered. "If we can't manufacture them, our entire equipment production capability hits a dead end."

"Then bring specialized equipment. For gears, you'd want a hobbing machine. Bearings are trickier..."

"A complete bearing-factory setup would probably run over ten million."

"Ten million is one problem—where do you find enough skilled workers to operate it?"

"We'll have to improvise. Maximize what we've got. Full-scale specialized equipment is too heavy an investment."

The suggestions came quickly now: "Heat-treatment furnaces for materials processing. Bearing cages and ball installation can be done by hand, fixed with a punch press..."

The discussion grew labyrinthine. After much murmuring, the Industry Group's deliberations gradually subsided—they had apparently reached consensus on gear and bearing manufacturing. Someone began compiling a list, which Xiao Zishan guessed was an equipment checklist.

Wen Desi spoke up: "I propose that for parts standardization, we skip the shearing and bending machines—extra punch presses can substitute. But we should bring as many cutting tools and grinding wheels as possible. The machine shop also lacks a milling machine and heat-treatment furnace. Those are essential."

"For completeness, we'll also need a broaching machine and a boring machine," added Jiang Ye, who had spent eight years as a lathe operator. "And more lathes. After all, the lathe is the most fundamental piece of machining equipment."

"How about eight lathes?"

"Too few. Make it twelve. They're incredibly versatile."

"What about forging presses? We can't do without those."

As the machinery discussion raged on, many in the audience began to yawn. But bound by the rule against leaving before an agenda item concluded, they simply started their own side conversations, and the room filled with a low buzz of competing voices.

Wang Luobin suddenly stood up without asking permission—the machinists had completely abandoned any pretense of following the moderator. "We also need a small foundry—don't forget that. If we're going to manufacture engines, it's absolutely essential. A single-cylinder diesel engine is practically universal: it can plow fields and transplant rice, power boats, generate electricity in mountain villages, haul people and cargo on roads."

"Small engines shouldn't be a problem," someone agreed. "A typical single-cylinder agricultural engine can use cast iron. HT250 will do—good vibration absorption, excellent casting flow, easy to machine."

"Speaking of casting, mold-making is another issue entirely. That's a specialized trade. Having equipment doesn't mean you can produce quality parts; you need proper molds. Modern mold-making equipment is insane—3D modeling, electrical discharge machining... This is going to be a problem."

"It's not that dramatic. You're thinking of current methods. In the old days, process designers would draw up blueprints, machine the parts, and fitters would assemble everything. Fitter skill was what really mattered."

Gradually, the machinery discussion wound down. The Industry Group had used a considerable amount of paper, and they seemed fairly confident in their conclusions. Wen Desi watched Engineer Wang scribbling enthusiastically and worried the procurement list was growing unwieldy.

"I'm Ji Situi." A man with a full beard rose to his feet. Despite the facial hair, his face had an almost baby-like quality. "I represent the Chemical Group, and I'm here to lodge a strong protest." He emphasized the words "Chemical Group" with particular weight. "Chemical industry is critically important—how can it be lumped indiscriminately with general industry? They're all machinists over there. We have nothing in common!"

"The grouping issue can be discussed later. First, let's hear your views on chemical industry."

"Three acids, two alkalis." Ji Situi's tone was declarative. "That's our goal—solving the production of these fundamental substances. Let me provide some basic context: the chemical industry we're discussing is heavy chemical industry—the foundation upon which all other chemical industry rests."

Now it was the machinery people's turn to yawn, though most still watched with interest.

"Chemical industry is the most versatile sector there is. Chemical products are rarely end products; they're primarily utilized by other industries. Sulfuric acid for fertilizer. Soda ash for glass manufacturing. Synthetic ammonia for explosives and fertilizers. If we can solve the production of these basic heavy-chemical products, we unlock solutions to countless manufacturing problems.

"Do you have any idea how much your daily life depends on the chemical industry?" He shook his head in exasperation. "You don't—that's why you lumped chemistry in with machinery. Tragic!"

"Skip the lamentations. Stick to the facts."

"Very well. Our fundamental chemical equipment needs include a synthetic-ammonia-cum-combined-soda-process system and a coal-tar chemical system. These two installations will roughly meet our basic needs—especially the synthetic-ammonia unit."

"What exactly is coal-tar chemical equipment?"

"A coking furnace?"

"No. Simply put, it's integrated equipment for manufacturing various chemical products from coal tar. It can produce sulfuric acid, phenol, aniline, dyes—and sulfonamide."

"Sulfonamide is invaluable. That gives us antibiotics."

"Output won't be enormous, but it should suffice for general use."

"And the synthetic ammonia—that's for fertilizer?"

"Extremely useful. Let me put it plainly: without synthetic ammonia, we cannot produce nitric acid. Without nitric acid, we cannot produce explosives. And the fertilizer industry's dependence on synthetic ammonia is even more absolute."

Ji Situi continued: "Beyond complete systems, we should prepare backup chemical equipment—synthesis towers, absorption towers, carbon-removal towers, distillation towers, saturated-hot-water towers, various reaction kettles, pressure-resistant piping, acid pumps, heaters... I'd estimate five to six hundred tons of materials in total."

"Can't we produce this equipment ourselves? Our machinery capability is fairly complete."

"It's a materials issue," Ji Situi replied. "Unless we can quickly produce stainless steel, polyethylene, and similar materials, manufacturing chemical equipment domestically within ten years will be extremely difficult."

"What about glass and ceramics?" Luo Duo spoke up again. "The Eighth Route Army made sulfuric acid using water urns as reaction towers. And plenty of improvised equipment during the Great Leap Forward relied on these materials."

"I'm not certain about that approach. If we can procure modern equipment, there's no need for improvised methods. Production efficiency would be far superior, and the working environment much safer. If any of you want to try making sulfuric acid using water urns, I'd suggest thinking carefully about your teeth."

"I'd like to ask: once we have this equipment, can we establish an organic-chemical industry?"

"That..." Ji Situi paused, thinking: These people are really reaching for the stars. Organic chemistry wasn't nearly that straightforward. "That will be very difficult."

"So no nylon and no synthetic rubber," someone lamented.

"What do you need nylon for—stockings?" came a teasing voice.

"Sheer black, sheer nude... can't live without either."

When trolling took over, Xiao Zishan had to quash their creativity and steer them back on topic.

"Rubber trees take eleven years before you can tap them," someone pointed out, "but there are countless uses for rubber."

"We're not making condoms—why must we have rubber?"

This drew another round of laughter, and the meeting once again descended into freewheeling discussion. Xiao Zishan finally managed to restore order.

"I assume you want organic chemistry for plastics," Ji Situi addressed the original questioner, who nodded. "Plastics are our most common household material, but they involve complex organic chemistry. We probably can't produce them—it's not merely a question of raw materials. However, we can manufacture celluloid and Bakelite."

"Bakelite is very useful."

"If we're building an electrical system, Bakelite is invaluable—though rubber would be too..."

"Let's have Agriculture address the rubber question later."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 17: The Conference — The Women's Corps

During a recess, Xiao Zishan stepped outside and found his "Women's Corps" gathered in the lounge, chatting amongst themselves. Most had slipped away shortly after the meeting began—there wasn't much entertainment to be had here beyond conversation. The younger women spotted him and came running over, calling out "Team Leader!" with barely concealed amusement at the title.

Xiao Zishan gathered them together. "There's a break inside. Let's hold a quick meeting for General Affairs."

"All right." "Go ahead, Team Leader!" More giggles erupted.

He sat down and waited. When giddiness met silence from a man, it tended to subside on its own—and so it did.

"Our General Affairs Group handles logistics, plain and simple." He surveyed them: eight people in all. Apart from one woman in her fifties, they ranged from their early twenties to about thirty. He had reviewed their registration forms beforehand. The older woman had written "housewife"; the remaining six had all held jobs—Li Yuanyuan as a secretary, the others in similar clerical roles. Women with technical skills had been assigned elsewhere. Those in General Affairs were, to put it bluntly, women without particular specializations. No wonder the General Affairs leadership had attracted so little interest—this was essentially the remedial class. To put it charitably, one might call it the "General Affairs Section."

"Since we're handling logistics, we'll be doing a lot of tedious chores. Let's start with the most fundamental issue: food. General Affairs will be responsible for the food supply."

"I've never cooked in my life. I hate cooking more than anything." The declaration landed like a brick to the skull—the kind that might have knocked out any inexperienced man.

"Neither have I," said another woman timidly, "but I can learn."

"I don't mind cooking, as long as you dare eat it!" A third struck a theatrical pose: if you're not afraid to die, be my guest.

"I can cook for everyone—rice, flatbread, hand-pulled noodles, all of it." Auntie Cao wrung her hands. "But for this many people, we'd need industrial-sized pots. I've never worked in a cafeteria. I don't know if I could manage."

Xiao Zishan knew her full name was Cao Shunhua. She had graduated middle school and been sent to the countryside during that era, returning to the city only years later. Apart from a brief stint at a neighborhood collective enterprise, she had essentially been a housewife all her life. Her husband had died young, and her daughter worked in construction after a recent divorce. Life had dealt her a hard hand, but she was resilient and down-to-earth—a woman who embodied the traditional virtues of Chinese working women.

"Let's just order boxed lunches," an older woman suggested. "There are so many people now, and there'll be even more later. Even if we all cooked together, it wouldn't be enough."

"Boxed lunches are notoriously low quality—everyone knows that." Xiao Zishan shook his head. "For a quick lunch here and there, sure. But we'll be here for half a year, maybe a full year. Boxed lunches every day?" He paused, allowing an insinuating smile to creep across his face. "Don't you all want your boyfriends and families to eat well?"

In any other context, such reasoning would have fallen on deaf ears. But this was different. These women had chosen to cross into another timespace for love—their devotion ran far deeper than average. As for why he insisted on running a cafeteria, the real reason was to accumulate experience for their post-crossing food supply. Seventeenth-century Hainan had no fast-food companies.

The women exchanged glances but said nothing.

"Zhao Xiaoqin, you worked in procurement for a restaurant business, correct?"

"Yes, five years of procurement experience." The woman approaching thirty let out a long sigh.

"Then you'll be in charge of purchasing," Xiao Zishan proposed. "You're certainly qualified."

She hesitated. "But I'm not familiar with suppliers here."

"That's not a problem. Since it's your field, adapting to a new location should be straightforward for someone of your caliber." Xiao Zishan understood that beyond financial incentives, the most effective way to motivate someone was to affirm their professional value.

"All right, I'll try. But I have one request."

"Go ahead."

"I need an office. I have my own computer, but I'll need a phone line and a fax machine. Internet access too, if possible."

Xiao Zishan noted her requirements. "Internet is a bit of a problem—we haven't set it up yet. Phone and office space, though, are no problem. I'll get you sorted."

"I'll need a menu from you—a meal plan—so I can estimate quantities." She seemed to be thinking out loud: "Vegetables, meat, poultry, eggs..."

Good. Now they had a working atmosphere.

"Xiaoqin-jie, we don't need to buy raw ingredients, do we? We can order pre-processed vegetables."

Pre-processed vegetables. Xiao Zishan thought: That's exactly what I had in mind. Someone bringing it up showed they were thinking. The advantage was minimal preparation—just cook and serve, skipping the tedious sorting, washing, and chopping. Perfect for modern people unaccustomed to such labor. If they purchased piles of raw chicken, duck, fish, meat, and vegetables like a traditional company cafeteria, the prep work alone would spark enormous conflict.

"Oh, right—that's much more convenient." Zhao Xiaoqin smiled, the dejection vanishing from her face. "Otherwise, washing vegetables alone would be a nightmare. In that case, I'll head into the city over the next few days, collect some catalogs, check market prices, and when I'm back we can calculate per-person budgets."

"Good." Xiao Zishan was secretly pleased.

"I'll also need an assistant. Is that acceptable?" She hesitated. "It wouldn't be appropriate for me to handle purchasing alone."

A seasoned professional who knew the rules. Since she was being sensible, Xiao Zishan showed her full respect. "You choose someone."

"I'll help you." The young woman who had suggested pre-processed vegetables volunteered. "I can speak Cantonese."

"Good. But Team Leader—what's our budget and reimbursement process?"

Xiao Zishan explained the procedure. During the year-long preparation period, establishing a simple but complete administrative and financial system was essential—and would serve as an important reference for the future.

"Got it. Everything is cash on delivery, correct?"

"Correct." This was to minimize contact with suppliers—they would simply unload at the door and leave.

"Auntie Cao, you'll be leading our kitchen corps." Xiao Zishan spoke with sincerity. "Frankly, we young people lack cooking skills. Running a cafeteria means keeping everyone satisfied, and your cooking is excellent. I'm entrusting this to you."

"Oh, you're too kind, Team Leader..."

"Just call me Zishan."

"Then I'll call you Zishan." Auntie Cao laughed happily. "Cooking isn't that difficult—watch a few times and you'll learn. It's just that my cooking is Northern-style. I don't know if the Southern comrades will be accustomed to it—I hear you're supposed to add sugar to dishes?"

"I don't think that will be a problem," Xiao Zishan smiled. "People's tastes aren't so particular anymore. We're getting pre-processed vegetables with mainstream flavors—easy to cook. You can mix things up and focus on making staples."

"Perfect! That's my specialty."

"Zhao Xiaoqin, you'll also need to acquire some kitchen equipment. You know a bit about that—have a look around."

She made a note. "What's the maximum number we'll need to feed?"

"Five to six hundred." Xiao Zishan seemed troubled. "Try to economize on equipment. Many things, like rice cookers, might not be usable on the other side."

"Oh, no problem," she said. "Kitchen equipment can be rented. For now, let's just rent everything."

Xiao Zishan nodded. Indeed, matching profession to task was most effective. You had to use everyone according to their abilities.

He finished arranging the cafeteria-related matters. Besides their main duties, General Affairs would assist in the cafeteria daily, while other transmigrators would take turns helping in groups of four. In recognition of General Affairs' contributions, they would enjoy a weekly group dinner—boyfriends or family could attend—at a standard of twenty yuan per person. This small perk satisfied everyone.

"Li Yuanyuan."

"Present! Team Leader." The girl struck an attention pose.

"You'll handle all clerical work—personnel files, meeting minutes, reports and applications from each group, financial statements—all to be compiled and archived. Understood?"

"Understood! Team Leader."

"Fang Yijing, you'll handle distributing daily necessities, dormitory management, and assigning cleaning duties."

"Me?" The woman seemed startled.

"Weren't you a nursery teacher?"

"Those were children. Here there are many men—"

"It'll be fine. With women around, people tend to pay more attention to their image. They won't be too sloppy."

In the brief thirty-minute recess, Xiao Zishan had roughly established the General Affairs structure. Procurement: Zhao Xiaoqin. Cafeteria: Cao Shunhua. Dormitory: Fang Yijing. Clerical: Li Yuanyuan. Each position with one assistant. After the crossing, organizing logistics would now have a model to follow.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 18: The Conference — Food and Housing

Once they crossed into another timespace, the transmigrators would face three fundamental categories of problems: basic necessities like food and clothing; protection from violence, whether human or animal; and protection from nature itself—weather and disease. Compared with the overly technical industrial matters, most people cared far more about these personal concerns.

Modern society operates through extreme division and specialization of labor. Every convenience of daily life, even the simplest, requires an entire industrial chain to maintain. A single drop of tap water, before it flows from the faucet, depends on electricity, chemicals, steel manufacturing, cement, construction, and countless other industries working in concert.

In seventeenth-century Hainan, none of this existed.

Rice came only as unhusked grain. Water, after simple sedimentation, could only be sterilized by boiling. Ready-made clothing was an unknown concept—the wealthy hired tailors while ordinary people relied on their wives to cut and sew every garment by hand. Every daily necessity, even those taken most for granted, either did not exist in that timespace or survived only in primitive forms.

As Internal Affairs Team Leader responsible for livelihood matters, Xiao Zishan's proposed equipment list sparked immediate debate.

"Rice hullers, flour mills, grain-processing equipment—is all this really necessary? Consider the spare-parts problem, plus power consumption. Even ancient times had water-powered rice-hulling workshops. And as for grinding flour, Chinese peasants were still milling their own wheat well into the 1950s."

"Even if we adopt mechanized production, Machinery could build what we need. Bringing equipment from this timespace feels like a waste of transport capacity."

"And sewing machines, sergers, cutting tools..." Another voice piped up. "Team Leader Xiao, are you planning to open a garment factory?"

"Agriculture strongly supports grain-processing equipment!" Wu Nanhai interjected, siding with Xiao Zishan. "If Internal Affairs hadn't requested it, we would have. It's all about processing speed—traditional methods are extremely inefficient. Feeding several hundred people through manual operations would consume far too much labor."

"You could use water-powered mills. China had them, Europe had them..."

"Which means building a dedicated mill. Does the labor and material consumed for that not count? With electricity, we can drive this equipment directly and process enough grain in a fraction of the time."

"Machinery can handle spare parts," Xiao Zishan replied. He had anticipated this objection. "In rural areas, dry grain is typically stored. Using planned-economy-era standards: twelve jin of rice per adult per month. With five hundred people, we need at least six tons monthly. And that twelve-jin ration is for ordinary citizens and office workers—heavy laborers receive more. After crossing, with so much physical work ahead, we should calculate at fourteen jin. If we bring in local labor, supply needs increase further."

He continued: "Machine-processed grain is high quality, free of impurities. Stone mills demand high-quality stone, and poor stone produces flour full of grit—terrible for everyone's teeth."

"As for sewing machines—same reasoning. Clothes wear out and need replacing. Who exactly do you expect to make new clothes? Your girlfriends?" Laughter rippled through the room.

"Perhaps you'll find a local woman to marry. She won't know how to make our style of clothes. Teaching her isn't difficult, but a purely hand-sewn garment takes days, even for an expert seamstress. Perhaps you can wait those few days. But in the future, we'll be recruiting workers, and even—" he lowered his voice—"an army." He raised it again: "Will their uniforms also be sewn stitch by stitch by your wives?" More laughter.

"By that logic, ancient armies went naked? Hundreds of thousands of soldiers received new uniforms every year, didn't they?"

"That was based on vast quantities of cheap—even free—labor. We don't have that luxury." Xiao Zishan made a pained expression. "Our lives are finite. Productive capacity must be directed toward climbing the tech tree. Better to bring necessary machinery directly. It can also serve as an engineering sample for future replication."

Housing was another issue of great concern. Internal Affairs had originally planned to purchase large quantities of tents and establish a tent camp before constructing permanent structures. The Construction Group proposed an alternative: purchasing prefabricated houses for direct assembly—the kind common on construction sites as dormitories and offices. Panel materials came in many varieties, were lightweight and easy to erect, reasonably insulated, and far more comfortable than tents. Durability was respectable too: with proper maintenance, seven to eight years presented no problem.

"Our company has one department that's been using the simplest corrugated-steel prefab as warehouse and office space for almost ten years now—still in good shape." The speaker was Auntie Cao's daughter, Li Xiaolü—a petite Northern woman around thirty, fair-skinned and wearing thin-rimmed glasses. "Prefabs can also be multi-story, though that requires light steel framing."

Her voice was soft as she continued. "Given the harsh environment we'll face, we should use higher-grade materials—magnesium-phosphate prefabs, for instance. These use polystyrene foam core magnesium composite panels for walls and roofs, with steel doors and windows set in light steel framing. No special machinery is needed for installation. With simple tools, four skilled workers can assemble a standard unit of about sixty square meters in just four hours."

"Their modular flexibility exceeds corrugated steel. Units can be added or removed as needed, with doors, windows, and wall panels freely interchangeable. With reinforced structure, they can be built multi-story as well. These houses have excellent sealing and insulation, and they're entirely fireproof—moisture-resistant, corrosion-resistant, earthquake-resistant, and light. A standard unit weighs only 2,200 kilograms. Expected lifespan exceeds ten years. Dormitories, offices, and small warehouses can all use this type."

"What about factory buildings?" Industry was quite interested.

"Large-span factory buildings won't work with these. But you could use cement-panel prefabs instead." Li Xiaolü continued: "Basically, angle-steel frames with cement-panel construction. Much heavier than standard prefabs, but the advantage is a lifespan of twenty years or more. They can handle large spans and can be built as two- or three-story structures."

"Cement panels..." someone said hesitantly.

"Construction believes our industrial system can produce both cement and angle steel without difficulty. If factory buildings aren't urgently needed, we could bring only blueprints plus necessary molds, jigs, and materials, then build on-site using local resources." Her face was pale, and she seemed to suppress a wave of nausea as she steadied herself against the table. "However, assembling prefabs is skilled work. I recommend sending people to prefab companies for hands-on training."

Wen Desi nodded and made a note: "Practical skills training."

"Can we install plumbing and electricity in these houses?"

"Yes—though we can't run conduits inside the walls, surface-mounting works fine. However, Construction's view is that dormitories and office buildings should not have individual water supply and drainage, to save materials. For water needs, we think it's best to have separate public washroom facilities with three sections: shower room, washbasin area, and toilets. This allows centralized plumbing. Given Hainan's heavy rainfall, we'll install enclosed corridors connecting dormitories to the washrooms. Winter temperatures aren't low enough to warrant heated showers."

"What about cooling? Summers in Hainan are scorching. We need air conditioning."

The suggestion drew eye-rolls, though more than a few privately hoped for air conditioning. They were accustomed to it—and in Ming-era Hainan, there wouldn't even be electric fans.

"Traditional AC is definitely out of the question." Li Xiaolü glanced at Xiao Zishan; seeing no objection, she continued. "Traditional AC requires enormous amounts of electricity and chemical refrigerants—far too luxurious for our situation. If the Executive Committee decides to implement cooling, we have two options."

She seemed slightly dizzy as she went on. "First: evaporative-pad cooling—essentially evaporative ventilation fans that eliminate the indoor unit and compressor, using water as the refrigerant. Very energy-efficient. The downsides are high humidity, and the fans are difficult to manufacture."

"Second: groundwater-cooled AC. Similar in principle to radiator heating, except we pump groundwater instead of steam. High initial investment—deep wells and copper tubing for evaporators—but much better performance. Personally, I prefer this option. It works far better, and the system is simpler."

"Isn't that type prohibited by the government? They say it wastes water."

"There's no such regulation in another dimension."

"I understand that. But wasting water is still wasting water—not exactly environmentally friendly."

"You're worried about environmentalism back then?"

"You can reinject the groundwater, so there's no waste," she explained. "For something more advanced, there's geothermal AC. Similar method—about ten meters underground, temperatures remain constant around 20°C. Drill down and circulate water as a heat-exchange medium, warm in winter and cool in summer. In winter, extract heat from the ground; in summer, release heat into it. Our camp would need geologically stable ground. If conditions are too active, the system can only provide heating."

The attendees turned to Xiao Zishan—he was in charge of internal affairs. Xiao Zishan, in turn, looked to Chairman Wen Desi. He personally favored anything that improved living conditions. It's easy to go from frugality to luxury, hard to go from luxury to frugality—a group of pampered city dwellers, starting over in a wilderness, would suffer terribly low morale if conditions proved too harsh.

But he didn't dare state his position. These livelihood systems would require substantial industrial resources, and he simply lacked the courage to commit.

Wen Desi exchanged glances with him, then surveyed all the group leaders. Finally, he delivered the classic line:

"We'll need to study this issue further."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 19: Military Matters

The meeting consumed nearly the entire day, finally concluding after dark. Countless details remained unresolved, but they had at least hammered out a preliminary division of labor, sketched a rough framework, and established direction. Everyone departed with a general sense of their responsibilities.

Even so, a restless energy hummed through the group. The Committee had made it abundantly clear that nothing related to the crossing could be discussed outside the office building—yet reality proved otherwise. Small clusters of transmigrators drifted along the weed-choked running track, voices low as they debated the meeting's outcomes and aired their disagreements. Some found kindred spirits through these conversations, forging bonds over shared frustrations.

The sources of discontent varied wildly: the direction of a particular industry, an equipment list, or sometimes nothing more than the way someone had spoken. But where there was dissatisfaction, there grew intimacy—and nothing could please everyone. Small grievances began accumulating from the very start.

The Executive Committee, still basking in the glow of what they considered "a victorious conference, a unifying conference, a successful conference," remained blissfully unaware. At that moment, Committee members had gathered for private discussions with the core members of the Athletics Group.

The so-called Athletics Group was nominally responsible for physical training, but in reality served as the embryonic form of the transmigrators' future military apparatus. The innocuous name was purely a cover.

Throughout the day's proceedings, the Athletics Group had remained conspicuously silent—a deliberate arrangement by Wen Desi. The group's scope was too sensitive for open discussion, even among trusted transmigrator cadres.

The current Athletics Group leader was ostensibly a sales manager, though that had nothing to do with his appointment. He was a former military officer, a graduate of the Infantry Academy who had served as a company commander in a field army before rotating to headquarters as a staff officer. Among the transmigrators, he represented their strongest military foundation.

He had a rather impressive name: Xi Yazhou.

Xi Yazhou and his Athletics Group colleagues were mostly demobilized veterans. Their numbers weren't large, but the military bearing their service had instilled remained unmistakable.

"Director Wen, this is Beiwei—formerly of the reconnaissance battalion, XX Military Region."

"This is Zhao De—formerly of the XX Naval Water Police District."

"And this is He Ming." Xi Yazhou's tone shifted to evident reverence as he introduced the oldest member. "He served as an infantry company commander during the Liangshan rotation war."

The introduction commanded immediate respect from everyone present. The comrade approaching fifty had weathered dark skin and slightly graying close-cropped hair. He sat with his spine ramrod straight.

"Most transmigrators are laymen when it comes to military matters," Wen Desi began, choosing his words with care. "Quite a few know plenty about weapons and theory, but it's all armchair strategy. Few have actually served or so much as touched a real firearm. I'd like to hear the Athletics Group's thoughts—you're the professionals here."

"I'd like to first confirm roughly how many will participate," Xi Yazhou replied. "What's the ratio of veterans to militiamen?"

"Hard to say at this point. Ultimately, probably five to six hundred total. About ten more have the qualifications you mentioned."

"Then we'll have to take the all-people-soldiers approach." Xi Yazhou was decisive. "This population base can't sustain even a modestly sized dedicated armed force." He paused to let the implications sink in. "With fourteen military-trained personnel, even if they were all Rambos, it wouldn't be enough. We need comprehensive military training across the board. Everyone participates."

"Even women?"

"Yes—though Auntie Cao can be excused. All men regardless of age; women under forty."

"What kind of training?" Xiao Zishan hoped it wouldn't resemble the ceremonial drills he remembered from university military education.

"We'll draw up a detailed plan." Xi Yazhou considered for a moment. "The environment we'll face is completely different from modern warfare, so the curriculum needs significant modification. The initial phase will cover drill, basic field fortifications, disassembly and live-fire training with one long and one short light weapon each, plus simple combat techniques.

"First, we'll form a small squad of fifteen to twenty, primarily veterans, for early security and reconnaissance. That will be our standing force. The Athletics Group will also recruit young people in good physical condition for more comprehensive training—a core militia of about fifty. These will be our backbone."

"These people can't be taken off regular duties."

"Of course not," Xi Yazhou agreed. "That's precisely why they're called core militia—they simply receive more intensive training. But when combat comes, they'll form the spine of our defense."

"How much time will this require?"

"Basic training runs thirty days; core militia, ninety. If we identify promising individuals, I'd like to continue their training right up until the crossing." Xi Yazhou ran quick calculations in his head. "Physical conditioning must also continue—daily long-distance running at minimum. The Athletics Group will handle all of this. Weapons training will need a separate location. Are there any shooting clubs in this county?"

"I believe there's one—set up specifically to attract Hong Kong tourists."

"Good. Too bad real firearms are so difficult to obtain." Xi Yazhou sighed. "Ammunition at clubs runs expensive. We can only give people a feel for the weapons—actual training is out of the question."

Xiao Zishan shifted uneasily in his seat. He sensed the conversation was veering toward extremely sensitive territory and wondered briefly whether he ought to excuse himself.

"The weapons issue is indeed very difficult," Wen Desi acknowledged. "Too sensitive by half."

"Is there any way to get real guns?" Wang Luobin refused to abandon hope. Though he claimed to have manufactured countless firearms himself, they had all been fabricated from ordinary steel—a far cry from proper arsenal production. Modern firearms employed a wide variety of materials, over a dozen types of steel alone for different components.

"It's possible," Xi Yazhou allowed. He knew something about the black market. "But I'd strongly advise against it. The risk is far too high."

"Then we'll have to count on Industry to manufacture them." Wang Luobin couldn't hide his disappointment.

"Make them here? In this timespace?"

"We have equipment, we have talent, and materials aren't hard to source. What we produce would be at least as good as Hualong-made firearms."

Wen Desi shook his head firmly. "Too dangerous. Illegal guns are a priority crackdown target. If we attempted manufacturing, the police would come knocking within days."

"Then what? There's simply no way for us to acquire proper weapons."

"How about bribing a shooting club for some real steel?" Someone was dreaming.

"You might as well march up to the Armed Forces Department and ask directly!" Xiao Zishan couldn't contain his objection.

"Director Wen, how many weapons can we actually obtain? Give us a bottom line."

Wen Desi hesitated. These days, even hiding a hunting shotgun could land you in court. But Xi Yazhou was their future military backbone—some show of trust was necessary.

"We have very little." Wen Desi never recorded these figures; they existed only in his memory.

Currently confirmed: over a dozen shotguns of various brands, calibers, and models—some antiquated single-shot types, others the five-shot variety that often featured in crime reports. Calibers ranged from 12 to 16 to 20 gauge. All were old domestic brands: Pigeon, Eagle, Flying Dragon, Double Ring—holdovers from hunting enthusiasts of decades past. Shells, primers, and reloading tools were complete, but the guns themselves showed their age. Some had over thirty years of hard use.

What could actually be called rifles amounted to two Emei-brand small-caliber sporting rifles in decent condition, fitted with competition sights, plus a small cache of ammunition. There was also a rifled hunting gun of unknown East German manufacture, chambered in 8x57mm, with a few casings but no ammunition to speak of.

Rounding out the inventory were several Shanghai-brand and Gongzi-brand air pistols, one being a competition model with proper sights.

"Not a single real gun." Someone sounded deflated.

"Not bad at all, actually." Xi Yazhou's assessment surprised them. "Shotgun buckshot is effective out to 35 meters; slugs to 70. That's no worse than flintlocks and far superior to matchlocks. Plus we have a significant advantage in rate of fire." He nodded thoughtfully. "The small-caliber sporting rifles have excellent accuracy, and with scopes they can serve as sniper weapons to suppress important targets at range. If I recall correctly, small-caliber rifles can achieve an effective range of 200 meters."

"Not much stopping power though, right? The enemy will mostly be wearing full armor."

"Where would they get that much armor? Just ragged uniforms."

"That's the Qing. Our Great Ming wasn't quite so shabby..."

Just as the conversation threatened to derail into the eternal debate between Ming-fans and Qing-haters, a quiet voice emerged from the corner:

"Just aim for the head."

Everyone turned. It was Beiwei—a stocky former recon soldier who had sat expressionless since the meeting began. A small chill ran through the room.

Xi Yazhou nodded his approval. "What level of equipment the enemy possesses—that's for the history experts to determine. The Intelligence Group needs to provide us with a capabilities table covering all the major late-Ming factions: combat strength, weapons and equipment, tactical doctrine, notable battles. That way we can develop targeted plans."

"No problem," Intelligence agreed without hesitation.

They spent the remaining time going over operational details. The weapons issue remained complicated; they decided to gather more intelligence before attempting any solutions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 20: The North American Branch

With the First Institutional Conference concluded, the crossing plan moved from theory into action. Specialized groups took charge of drafting operational plans, contingency protocols, and procurement lists within their respective domains, while the stream of personnel reporting for duty grew steadily each week.

Every new arrival, upon registration, was thrown into thirty days of intensive military training: drill formations, field fortifications, obstacle courses, hand-to-hand combat, and wilderness survival. Once that grueling month ended, General Affairs assigned them based on their abilities and chosen fields—either to specialized groups for planning work or to practical training courses. Zhan Wuya's modest machine shop had essentially transformed into a vocational school, its floor littered with discarded practice parts. On group recommendations, some recruits were sent to outside vocational schools for crash courses at the Crossing Company's expense.

Former IT elites now found themselves learning to lay bricks and spread mortar. Office clerks who had never touched anything more industrial than a stapler hunched over sewing machines. People who had spent their lives in climate-controlled cubicles gathered around lathes and workbenches, fumbling through unfamiliar trades with clumsy determination.

Those transmigrators who already held technical positions bore a double burden: beyond their daily documents and meetings, they were expected to train the newcomers.

Wu Nanhai had perhaps the heaviest load of all. He was tasked with transforming a group of people who had never worked the fields into competent agricultural technicians. Though some transmigrators hailed from rural backgrounds, virtually none had actually done farm work. Anyone who could distinguish wheat seedlings from chives was already considered above average.

One rule was ironclad: everyone on base, regardless of assignment, ran long-distance each morning. As Director Wen had put it with characteristic pragmatism: "If we can't fight the natives, we should at least be able to outrun them."

The Athletics Group also organized military-sport games each evening after dinner—an important means of sharpening both bodies and reflexes.

Not everyone who arrived chose to stay. Some hesitated, reconsidered, changed their minds. After all, modern society still held so much worth clinging to. Casting oneself into another dimension, gambling everything on an unknowable future, required a particular kind of courage—one that not everyone possessed. Others had viewed the crossing as an opportunity to escape societal constraints and do as they pleased; when confronted with prolonged training and strict regulations, they grew impatient and drifted away within days.

Those who remained threw themselves into the work. Swept up in the fervent excitement of tampering with history—an unprecedented adventure in human experience—this group labored almost around the clock, drafting plans and proposals with obsessive energy. Every night as Xiao Zishan walked down the corridor, he heard shouting matches, passionate arguments, and the relentless clatter of keyboards spilling from every office. General Affairs distributed generous quantities of tea and coffee daily, though cigarettes remained off the list—those were considered a luxury.

The sheer scale of organizational work posed an enormous challenge to their management capabilities. Had this not been a group preparing for another timespace, the chaos of those early weeks would have been financially devastating. Each time Xiao Zishan handed over envelope after envelope of cash "gifts" to Accounting, he felt a pang of unease—even knowing this money meant nothing to him anymore. When had he ever handled so many bribes in one sitting?

The Executive Committee had not fully grasped what a complex systems-engineering project they had undertaken. Their preparations involved tens of thousands of individual items, many of which only specialists could identify as critical. The staggering complexity of the modern industrial system left Xiao Zishan, who processed procurement lists daily, in a perpetual state of amazement.

Fortunately, IT had established an OA system for the entire organization. This permission-tiered platform allowed the Executive Committee to track personnel status, work progress, inventory, and proposals with clarity. For the first time in months, Wen Desi's desk was free of towering document piles.

Progress on every project was smooth—except for one persistent problem. Athletic equipment remained stuck in its original state.

"Athletic equipment," like the front-organization Athletics Group, was code for weapons—firearms in particular. Knives, though technically controlled, still had plenty of legitimate channels. The internet offered an endless selection of blades: from Director Wen's personally acquired 3-yuan Ming-era Japanese-style Northern border-army folding-steel infantry long sword (80cm handle, 120cm blade), to the legendary Type 56 three-edged bayonet, to Japanese saber-type bayonets and Western M9s and D80s. The debate over which blades to adopt had sparked heated arguments. But guns were another matter entirely. Plenty of people could rattle off encyclopedic data at their fingertips, yet no one had actually managed to obtain a real firearm.

But in every story, there's always a golden finger—just as transmigrators always seem to get struck by lightning.

One day, a mysterious visitor appeared at Director Wen's office.

Well, that's not quite accurate. The visitor was a man approaching forty, utterly unremarkable in appearance, with an intellectual air about him. He dressed simply but with understated elegance. When Xi Yazhou was summoned, the man was already deep in conversation with Wen Desi. The Committee members gathered around them wore expressions of barely contained excitement.

A weapons dealer? Xi Yazhou's guard went up instantly. The Executive Committee had been discussing weapons more than anything else lately. Had they actually invited such a character? This was reckless—these types were not to be trifled with. Annoyance at Director Wen's carelessness flared within him.

"Let me introduce you," Wen Desi said, noticing Xi Yazhou's expression. "This is Shi Niaoren. A doctor."

"Hello, Dr. Shi. I'm Xi Yazhou."

"Pleased to meet you!" Shi Niaoren shook his hand warmly. "We'll be comrades-in-arms soon." He burst out laughing.

"Dr. Shi came back from America specifically to join our operation," Wen Desi explained. "He's the helmsman of the North American Branch."

"Please, don't say that." Shi Niaoren waved the title away. "We have four people total in North America who've committed to crossing. Xiao Rui even sold his house—he's preparing to buy guns for everyone!"

"Buy guns!" The words sent a jolt through Xi Yazhou. He hadn't been particularly enthusiastic about acquiring firearms, knowing how slim the odds were. At best, they might source some additional five-shot revolvers through online channels. But someone who could directly purchase modern firearms? That wasn't just a step up for combat capability—it was a leap into another category entirely.

"That's right, buy guns." Shi Niaoren was actually an infectious-disease specialist by profession. As a longtime internet lurker, he had learned of the operation and flown back specifically because he knew of the transmigrators' weapons shortage—to discuss how he might help.

"Tell us—what guns can you get?"

"The Type 56 semi-automatic, of course. Cheap and plentiful." Shi Niaoren explained that SKS-series semi-automatic rifles, though their prices had risen in America, remained relatively affordable. Yugoslav variants ran under $300; Northern Chinese ones around $400. Gun stores kept plenty in stock. With sufficient funds, you could buy as many as you wanted.

"Can you buy AKs? Machine guns?" Wang Luobin's voice rose with excitement.

"Semi-auto AKs, yes. Automatic weapons are out." Shi Niaoren shook his head with genuine regret.

"Really? Aren't some states more relaxed? Plenty of Americans legally own automatic weapons."

"True enough—buying automatic weapons requires a Class III license and annual taxes. That part isn't the major obstacle; some states are quite lenient. The problem is that automatic weapons must have been on the market before 1987, thanks to the Firearms Owners' Protection Act passed in 1986. Consequently, automatic weapons today are not only prohibitively expensive but generally old and in poor condition."

"I see..." Disappointment rippled through the room. To them, machine guns had seemed the ultimate guarantee of security.

"It doesn't matter—semi-automatic weapons are already quite formidable." Xi Yazhou's tone made clear he wasn't particularly concerned about the distinction between full-auto and semi-auto.

"We're mainly here to ask what guns we should buy," Shi Niaoren admitted, looking slightly awkward. "Actually, I don't shoot myself. Xiao Rui is more familiar with firearms, but he's no professional either. You have soldiers here and serious enthusiasts—you probably understand our needs better than we do."

"Then let's go with the Type 56 semi," Wang Luobin said, his voice still tinged with disappointment. "Most people here fired and field-stripped them during military training. It's a weapon we know."

"No, I don't see it that way. The Type 56 semi is not a good choice."

The speaker was none other than Xi Yazhou—the military veteran who theoretically should have felt the deepest affection for the Type 56 semi.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 21: The Question of Weapons

"Weapon selection must begin with an assessment of our environment and our enemies." Xi Yazhou paused, gathering his thoughts before continuing. "We face three principal opponents. First: Chinese armed forces whose strength lies in massed simple firearms supplemented by cold steel—the Ming armies are representative of this type, and late-Ming rebel forces like Li Chuang's are essentially the same, their core troops being defectors and deserters from the imperial armies who brought their equipment and tactics with them. Second: the Manchu Qing forces, who employ cavalry as their primary striking arm, supported by firearms. Third: the pirates—both Chinese and foreign—who are heavily armed with various guns and extremely active along China's coast.

"We are few, and most of us have never seen combat. Psychologically, we may lack the hardness of these ancients. Our weapons must therefore conform to two essential principles.

"First, we need sufficient range to engage and suppress an enemy charge at maximum distance, and to strike at their artillery crews and commanders. During the Napoleonic Wars, eight- and twelve-pounder field guns achieved effective ranges of roughly nine hundred meters. Seventeenth-century capabilities were lower still—perhaps four hundred meters. Our rifles should match that range at minimum.

"Our first two adversaries both rely on cavalry as their shock force. This means our weapons must deliver sustained volumes of fire to suppress cavalry charges. Machine guns would be ideal, but that seems impossible. From what I understand, the North American Branch can't obtain machine guns or automatic rifles either."

"Then why doesn't the SKS qualify?" someone interjected. "It seems to meet every criterion—four-hundred-meter effective range, ten-round magazine, maximum rate of forty rounds per minute. The performance isn't outstanding, but the weapon is simple, and almost everyone here has handled one."

"I have no love for the M43 cartridge in 7.62×39." Xi Yazhou chuckled softly. "This rifle round uses corrosive primers that eat away at the barrel and require constant cleaning. Hainan's environment is brutal. Most people here have neither military experience nor any real knowledge of firearms maintenance. They'll rust their guns into solid blocks because they won't bother to clean them."

"If someone can't clean a gun, should they really be a soldier? That's a flimsy argument."

Xi Yazhou ignored the objection. "Corrosive primers also corrode the casings badly, which significantly affects reloading."

"Now that's worth considering. Reloading is our only means of replenishing ammunition in the early stages."

"Warsaw Pact weapons were designed with 'good enough' as the baseline philosophy," Xi Yazhou continued. "They were capable of manufacturing better weapons, but cost always took priority. A durable weapon that consumed too many resources didn't fit their doctrine. In this timeline, that approach made sense—if a gun breaks, you simply replace it. But we cannot replenish modern weapons, so we must account for full service life."

"Are you saying the SKS has too short a lifespan?"

"Precisely. And not just the SKS—AK-type weapons as well." He stretched his numb legs. "There's another issue. The SKS is a standard semi-automatic rifle." He emphasized the word. "That means it cannot be converted to automatic fire."

The room fell silent as understanding dawned. Those who had been dismissing his earlier remarks suddenly perked up with renewed interest.

Of course—the American civilian gun market had no automatic weapons, but civilian versions of the AK and AR platforms, based on their military counterparts, could all be converted to full-auto. U.S. law strictly prohibited such conversions—a serious felony. But the FBI would have no jurisdiction in the Ming Dynasty.

AK-47. M-16. These familiar names filled the room immediately, and everyone began fantasizing about wielding one.

"Then let's bulk-buy civilian AKs!" Shi Niaoren grew excited. "Plenty flooded the market after 2004. Our machining capability is good enough for conversion."

"Why AK? I want an M16!"

"You don't know anything—that's the AR-15."

"Convert it and it becomes an M16."

"Let me say it again: I don't like the M43 round." Xi Yazhou was satisfied with the reaction he'd provoked. "And for similar reasons, I can't recommend small-caliber rifles like the M16. It's not just about stopping power—it's about power at maximum range. Small-caliber rounds also have higher manufacturing requirements. My recommendation is semi-automatic rifles chambered in 7.62mm NATO: civilian versions of the M-14, the FN-FAL, and similar weapons. Once converted to automatic fire, they would significantly reduce our urgent need for machine guns."

"The M-14? I hear the accuracy is excellent, but it's overpowered and heavy."

"Isn't it complicated? American guns all seem to have complex structures and difficult maintenance."

The firearms debate continued for another half hour, leaving Shi Niaoren increasingly frustrated. When no resolution appeared forthcoming, he proposed they speak directly with Xiao Rui online. Xiao Rui knew the American gun market far better and had seen more oddities in civilian firearms than the mainland crowd, who only knew that the AR-15 was the semi-automatic civilian version of the M16.

Xiao Rui proposed a different weapon entirely—the Saiga-308 rifle, which no one had heard of. It was a Russian civilian semi-automatic chambered in 7.62mm NATO.

An AK that could fire 5.56mm wasn't unusual—even Norinco had exported Type 56s in that caliber. But an AK-lineage semi-automatic using American full-power rifle cartridges was fairly rare.

The Saiga-308 had been developed by the Izhevsk factory, the primary manufacturer of Kalashnikov firearms, specifically for international AK enthusiasts as a sporting and hunting rifle. Externally it retained almost all AK features, with most internal parts drawn from the AKM and AK-74. The muzzle used a flash suppressor designed for the SVDS sniper rifle, and side rails could mount various Soviet and Russian optical sights. The Saiga-308 boasted respectable accuracy: at one hundred meters, ten-shot groups showed a dispersion radius of only forty to forty-five millimeters. Reliability exceeded standard AKs. To address the excessive recoil of the 7.62mm NATO round, a special buffer pad had been installed on the stock—even first-time adult male shooters had no problems with it.

"This gun has solid performance, adequate power, and long effective range," Shi Niaoren relayed from Xiao Rui's input. "Empty weight is 3.6 kilograms. The standard magazine holds eight rounds, but twenty-round magazines and high-capacity drums are available. The price is reasonable—five hundred dollars per unit, with bulk discounts. You could also buy the M1A—the civilian M-14—but that runs over a thousand."

"So Xiao Rui recommends the Saiga-308?"

"He didn't say that." Shi Niaoren was shrewd enough to know that weapon selection was a matter of state importance. Get it right and it was merely a reasonable suggestion; get it wrong and any future problems would land squarely on your shoulders. "It's just a suggestion. The final decision belongs to the Executive Committee."

This kicked the ball back to the Committee, where the discussion continued inconclusively. Compared to the passionate debate among amateur enthusiasts, the Athletics Group—with the exception of Xi Yazhou—showed little interest. In their view, the Type 56 semi was good enough. Why introduce unfamiliar equipment?

"What about bolt-action rifles?" Director Wen remembered attending a gun show during a trip to the United States—an endless array of antique rifles, Mausers and Springfields and Mosin-Nagants, everything imaginable. And very cheap. He could picture it now: such rifles fitted with long bayonets, soldiers in black peaked caps and red-and-yellow wool uniforms advancing in disciplined lines. That would be impressive.

But he knew asking the transmigrators to accept such an anachronism was impossible, so he kept this fancy to himself.

The 7.62 NATO versus 7.62 Warsaw debate produced no resolution. Six distinct proposals emerged:


	SKS semi-automatic.

	M1A (M-14) semi-automatic.

	Saiga-308.

	Civilian semi-auto versions of the AK-47/74 or M16, for later conversion. Whether AK or M16 generated differing opinions.

	A combination approach—one high-power long-range rifle paired with one intermediate-power or small-caliber rifle.

	Bolt-action rifles.



Every proposal had its supporters, and every proposal had its drawbacks. Just as the discussion threatened to turn unfriendly, Wen Desi deftly redirected the conversation to personal self-defense weapons.

The Athletics Group had originally planned to issue daggers for personal defense, but with the North American Branch serving as their golden finger, they could afford greater ambition. Handguns dominated the American civilian market, with many models available. However, to simplify logistics and facilitate repairs, they could choose only one type.

Using 9mm Parabellum was uncontroversial—it was the mainstream cartridge. As for the pistol itself, most favored the M9 because it looked stylish and was well-known; Brother Ma's dashing image remained unforgettable. The M1911 also had supporters, though it was slightly heavy. The PPK, S&W revolvers, and Glock all had their fans as well.

For usability, lightness, and ease of maintenance, the Committee originally preferred the S&W 9mm revolver. It had all the typical disadvantages of revolvers—gas leakage, short range, limited ammunition, slow reloading. But this was for self-defense at twenty or thirty meters. Outstanding performance wasn't necessary; simplicity and durability were what mattered.

The problem was that the Athletics Group clearly disliked revolvers. The PLA had no tradition of using them, and everyone felt uncertain about handling one. Besides, revolvers obviously weren't cool enough—they made most transmigrators think of the firepower-deficient Royal Hong Kong Police. The final compromise put both the M9 and the S&W M337 on the procurement list.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 22: The Fifth Member of the North American Branch

Shi Niaoren flew back to America the following day. The question of which weapons to purchase remained unresolved—too many opinions, no consensus—so the North American contingent advised waiting for their update before taking action. Weapons shouldn't sit in storage too long anyway; purchasing a few months before departure would suffice.

The discussions had left the Executive Committee thoroughly dissatisfied. Everyone walked away feeling something lodged in their throats, some half-formed objection they couldn't quite articulate. Every proposal had somehow failed to match anyone's vision. When it came to military weapons, though none of them had actually fired one, plenty knew enough to hold forth at length on the subject. But civilian versions were a complete blind spot for a group of urban shut-ins. They had no theoretical foundation to work from—essentially stumbling through darkness.

In the days that followed, Jiang Ye lobbied Committee members and Xi Yazhou relentlessly, pushing his all-in-one weapons plan: semi-automatic rifles supplemented by bolt-action Mosin-Nagants. Director Wen found himself tempted. He even researched the Type 38 Arisaka—that rifle with its long bayonet could form a truly magnificent pike formation. Alas, the Athletics Group showed no interest in continuing revolutionary traditions by working a bolt. Jiang Ye's efforts among the rank and file garnered little support either. People wanted weapons that could "spray." Whether automatic rifle or submachine gun didn't matter, but bolt-action was absolutely rejected. It simply offered no sense of security.

Then, unexpectedly, an overseas call arrived from Dr. Shi. Another person had joined the North American contingent and was preparing to fly over for weapons discussions. This one, Shi claimed, had fired even more types of guns than Xiao Rui, knew the North American civilian weapons market like the back of his hand, and had "fired artillery on the ground and flown Mustangs in the sky." Such exploits commanded respect, and most assumed their incoming visitor would be muscular and burly.

What they found waiting at the base was an elegant young man with a slightly slick appearance. Disappointment rippled through the group; people began doubting Dr. Shi's words.

The newcomer introduced himself as Lin Shenhe, a firearms enthusiast. Thanks to the decadent, backward U.S.A., he had spent years handling countless famous and obscure firearms, even participating in the construction of a Nordenfelt machine gun and a Napoleonic 12-pounder bronze cannon. The military buffs drooled. After hearing the Committee's firearms briefing, he smiled leisurely—a knowing expression that mystified everyone.

Xiao Zishan, watching that smile, was reminded of Tang Guoqiang playing Zhuge Liang on television. Unfortunately, no one was present to ask the classic question: "Why does the strategist smile?"

"None of you really understand the North American civilian weapons market, do you?" Lin Shenhe's voice was soft but carried perfectly. "Civilian weapons are actually quite different from their military counterparts, and performance varies considerably by manufacturer." He paused for effect. "Take the AR-15—everyone knows it's the civilian version of the M-16. But in reality, the various profiteers manufacturing civilian products in America are cunning; their wares are nothing like what American GIs actually carry. AR-15 barrels—even standard ones—often aren't chrome-lined.

"Or consider the M1A that Xi Yazhou recommended—Springfield Armory's civilian version of the M-14. Many enthusiasts love it. But its receiver is investment-cast, unlike the forged receivers found in military-contract M-14s. Ironically, Norinco's M-14s use forged receivers—just poor-quality forgings."

"So American profiteers use the U.S. military for advertising while pawning off shoddy goods on the hardworking American masses?"

"It's not exactly shoddy. The North American civilian gun market is enormous, serving demand across all income levels. That's quite different from military contracts. Some companies simplify production to reduce prices, while others manufacture expensive premium products. Take civilian M-14s—LRB Arms uses forged receivers and costs considerably more than Springfield. Essentially, anyone at any income level can find what they consider the best value for their money."

After Lin Shenhe's introduction, everyone realized just how complex the American civilian gun market truly was. They regarded him with newfound respect.

"So what's your weapon recommendation?"

"That depends entirely on Executive Committee requirements. Regarding semi-automatic selection, I agree with Team Leader Xi—given our operational environment, semi-automatics are optimal. With two hundred semi-auto rifles, we can handle any complex situation during the initial phase."

"We have no objections there. The problem is choosing which semi-automatic."

"For value, the SKS really is excellent. Retail runs about four hundred dollars; M43 ammunition is very cheap in North America—suitable for large-scale issue. And stock is plentiful."

"Didn't Xiao Rui say Mosin-Nagants are only eighty dollars each? Four hundred buys five of them!" The bolt-action faction persisted with dogged loyalty. "And the ammunition is even cheaper."

"Which of you has actually used a Mosin-Nagant?" Lin Shenhe wore his all-knowing smile. "Among bolt-actions, the Mosin has the hardest bolt to work—people joke that you need to kick it open. And bolt-action rifles require extensive practice before they develop any real combat effectiveness."

"You could choose others... like the Lee-Enfield."

"That's possible. But in my view, bolt-actions would be perfectly adequate as equipment for native troops later on. We transmigrators should be better equipped—for confidence, if nothing else."

"I still oppose Warsaw Pact weapons." Xi Yazhou held his ground. "Service life is too poor."

"That's not entirely true. Warsaw Pact weapons certainly include poor-quality examples—it depends on the manufacturer. On the North American civilian market, AK-series rifles from Russia's IZMASH and similar factories use cold-hammer-forged barrels with chrome-lined bores, rated for over eighty thousand rounds. Among AR-15s, only the HK416 uses cold-hammer-forged barrels. Bulgarian Arsenal-produced AKs claim barrel life of fifteen thousand rounds or more—that's straight from the U.S. distributor."

"Then let's bulk-buy AKs! We can convert them to full-auto!" The AK faction's voices rose in triumph.

"Still, I tend to agree with Xi Yazhou—we should have at least some semi-autos chambered in full-power cartridges." Lin Shenhe offered his endorsement unhurriedly. "Considering combat needs, Team Leader Xi's thinking is comprehensive. It's not merely about range—full-power rounds offer penetration against old-style buildings and prove advantageous against enemies concealed in brush. The transmigrators will need this capability in densely vegetated areas."

...

After Lin Shenhe's thorough briefing, the starry-eyed Executive Committee finally settled on a hybrid solution.

A small number of Russian-made AK semi-automatics chambered in 7.62mm NATO—the Saiga-308—would serve as dedicated weapons for military personnel.

SKS semi-automatics using M43 rounds would equip the militia. Though the SKS had minor performance drawbacks, its ammunition was remarkably cheap—unlike the expensive 7.62mm NATO. Economy remained a key consideration.

Lin Shenhe's recommended variant was the SKS-D, whose advantage lay in its AK magazine compatibility—no longer limited to the standard ten-round internal magazine. Sustained firepower improved dramatically.

"As for handguns—the M9 is just for show. Better to choose Glock: cheap, plentiful, and beloved by American police. Under five hundred dollars."

Lin Shenhe pressed his advantage and swayed the Committee's handgun choice to Glock. Though the M9 was handsome, Glock proved equally stylish, so opposition remained muted. However, the procurement ratio dropped from majority to minority. Automatic pistols would be issued only to specialized military personnel in limited numbers; most would carry S&W revolvers, better suited to low-quality reloaded cartridges.

Lin Shenhe then offered further suggestions: purchasing large quantities of Russian 4× optical scopes—essential if rifles were to achieve their four-hundred-meter-plus capability. Also, a small number of high-magnification sniper scopes for designated marksmen.

"We should also purchase small quantities of various light weapons as blueprints for future reverse-engineering, or at least as technical reference."

Throughout this discussion, the Athletics Group—except for Xi Yazhou—maintained complete silence. But after the meeting adjourned, several members requested a trip to the shooting club to fire an M-14 and experience full-power ammunition firsthand.

"Fine, arrange it." Wen Desi glanced at Xiao Zishan. "If they have that .308 thing, have everyone in Athletics fire it."

Getting money to America became another puzzle. These two hundred rifles alone would cost a hundred thousand dollars. Converting currency at a bank was obviously out of the question. Fortunately, Wen Desi had recently established several companies to cover money flows, one with import-export rights. They shipped several kilograms of gold by container under the guise of exporting electronics.

"Do you really trust Dr. Shi and Lin Shenhe?" Xiao Zishan asked Wen Desi one evening as they strolled across the parade ground.

"If I don't trust them, what choice do we have?" Director Wen countered. "Our weapons depend on them. There's simply no other option."

"True enough." Xiao Zishan fell silent.

"To be frank, our entire operation is built on mutual trust." Wen Desi drew a deep breath. "If you and Engineer Wang hadn't trusted me, would you have gone through the wormhole with me? If these people didn't believe we had a wormhole, why would they be here? Even those who left—if we hadn't trusted their promise of secrecy..." His expression went cold. "We should have..."

Xiao Zishan shuddered. "Choose your words carefully!"

"Mm." Director Wen nodded slowly. "How's Xi Yazhou doing lately? Any morale problems?"

"None. Besides, his proposals weren't completely rejected. He and Lin Shenhe even went out drinking together—quite a crowd, lively atmosphere. Lin Shenhe has genuine practical experience. Quite talented."

"What about the others in Athletics? Any strong opinions?"

"They think we're making mountains out of molehills." Xiao Zishan smiled ruefully. Through chatter among his General Affairs family members, he could gauge many people's thoughts. "In their view, having guns to use is good enough; everything else is overthinking. So they hold no particular opinions about which guns to buy."

"That's good. Everyone's mood needs to stay stable. Honestly, everything is wonderful now—I'm just worried about after we cross..." Director Wen left the thought unfinished.

"Hold a weapon in your hands, and the urge to kill arises."

"Exactly. Especially when everyone has guns..."

"We'll need a system for managing firearms and ammunition?"

"Yes. At least in the long run."

"But that's really just a technical detail." Xiao Zishan gazed into the darkness beyond the parade ground. "Looking at the bigger picture, we need a complete political system. A political platform, a code of conduct—that sort of thing."

"So we should establish a complete framework..." Director Wen's voice grew thoughtful. "A constitution?"



Note: All information about firearms and the North American civilian gun market in this chapter comes from discussions among members of a certain forum. Thanks to all contributors.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 23: Gao Qing's Worries

Spring in the City of Five Rams was drawing to a close, yet the weather refused to warm. Gao Qing sat in the courtyard, staring blankly at the sky, turning over the same worn worries he had nursed for nearly two months—ever since he became a servant of the Australian masters.

When Master Gao had reassigned him, the old merchant had pulled him aside with special instructions: report everything the Australians did. In exchange, Master Gao made promises. If the foreigners departed and never returned, or if something went wrong, he would take Gao Qing's entire family back into his household. He wouldn't let them end up on the streets.

Gao Qing and his wife had discussed it many times, lying awake in the dark. What if the Australian masters wanted to take them across the sea? Could they beg to be left behind?

These Australians were generous to their servants—that much was true. Learning of his family's hardships, they had provided extra rice each month and additional wages for his son. But they were foreign sea merchants who would eventually return home. If they truly wanted to bring the family along, what then? By rights, these masters owned them; wherever the masters went, the servants must follow. That was the natural order of things. Yet Gao Qing didn't want to be uprooted again. When famine struck his home village and he'd been forced to sell himself, he had already left his native soil once. If he truly had to journey to that Australia, ten thousand li across the ocean... Surely it was a barbarous land. However ingenious their gadgets, how could it compare to China? Guangzhou wasn't his hometown, but after all these years, the city had sunk into his bones.

No matter how he turned it over in his mind, the worries multiplied. He had served in Master Gao's household long enough to know that Portuguese merchants typically waited for favorable winds in June before setting sail. The Australians probably departed around the same time—and would they want to take his family along?

He sighed again, squinting at the back courtyard gate. Steward Yan would arrive soon. By his reckoning, the Australian masters were due any day now.

Over the past two months, roughly every two weeks, the three masters would appear and stay for several days. He never knew when they came or how they entered the house. Only when daylight arrived would he find the gate to their courtyard already open, heaps of goods piled in the hall and beneath the eaves.

This always struck him as deeply mysterious—and the mystery carried a tinge of fear. Master Gao had hinted at it, even ordered him outright and promised rewards for uncovering the Australian merchants' secrets. But Gao Qing hadn't dared. Sneaking into their courtyard would be easy enough—but what if he saw something he shouldn't?

A servant's cardinal rule: never learn what you're not meant to know. Whether your master hailed from the Great Ming or from Australia made no difference.

His son, Gao Di, didn't understand what troubled his father. The boy came running over, breathless. "Dad, Mom wants to know when the masters are coming. She needs time to prepare food. Last time, Master Wang said he wanted a proper meal—he wanted to try Ming cuisine."

"Should be any day now. The timing's about right." Gao Qing counted on his fingers. "Have you got the account book ready?"

"All ready. At month-end, the masters reviewed it and praised me for keeping complete, careful records." Gao Di tilted his chin up proudly. "Master Wang even corrected my spelling. And Master Xiao said he'd teach me something called Arabic numerals later—faster than what the accountants use."

"Good, good—as long as the masters are pleased." Gao Qing's words were vague. Having the children find favor with the masters was certainly good. If these masters were Chinese, it would mean excellent prospects for his son. But—alas!—they were foreigners. Even if they didn't take the whole family, taking just one or two of the children... He couldn't bear the thought.

"I noticed Master Wen really likes Sister," Gao Di said. "Every time he comes, he calls her over to talk and gives her things. Do you think he'll take her as a concubine?"

The words struck Gao Qing's heart like a blow. His face darkened. After a long silence, he said quietly, "That depends on her fate." But inwardly, he was unwilling.

While he brooded, he heard the gate creak—Steward Yan had arrived. Gao Qing hurried to greet him, seated him at the stone table, and sent his son to fetch tea and snacks.

"Old Gao, the Australian merchants should arrive any day now." Steward Yan dispensed with pleasantries. "What about the task the master assigned you?"

"Reporting to you, sir—I really haven't been able to discover anything." Gao Qing had known this conversation was inevitable. "Those masters are very cunning. They never let anyone follow them into their quarters. And they always come and go without a trace."

"It's been two months, and you're still reciting the same few lines. Truly useless." Steward Yan had always been Master Gao's confidant; he'd never paid much attention to this menial servant who wasn't even permitted in the inner courtyard.

"Yes, yes. I'm dim-witted."

"How am I supposed to report to the master?" Steward Yan rolled his eyes. "The master is very displeased with you..."

"Please, Steward Yan, put in a good word for me..." Gao Qing was growing flustered. He fumbled at his waist and produced two qian of silver—his savings from the past two months, meant to buy fabric for the children's clothes. Steward Yan's half-true, half-false threats had frightened him. Though he no longer belonged to the Gao household, he didn't dare entrust his fate entirely to these Australian masters either.

Steward Yan took the silver, weighed it briefly in his palm, and tucked it into his sleeve. "I'll cover for you with the master for now. But this matter—you can hide on the first, but not the fifteenth. One way or another, you must get to the bottom of these people."

"Yes, yes. I understand."

"The moment the merchants arrive, bring them over immediately. At any hour."

"Yes. I understand."

Steward Yan departed. Gao Qing wiped the sweat from his forehead, his brow furrowed deeper than before. Spying for Master Gao would ultimately mean offending his current masters. Setting aside their kindness—it would be rank ingratitude. Beyond that, prying into and betraying his masters' secrets was disloyalty, a serious offense anywhere in the world. Even if he didn't die for it, he'd lose a layer of skin. But if he ignored Master Gao's orders, he'd have no chance of returning to that household later—let alone that dealing with a lowly servant like him would present no difficulty for a man of Master Gao's standing.

While lost in thought, a sworn brother from the Gao household arrived. Gao Chang came carrying a large food box—cured delicacies Master Gao was sending as a gift to the Australian masters. Gao Qing forced himself to seem cheerful and called his wife and daughter out to take it to the kitchen.

"That bastard Steward Yan came to shake you down again?" Gao Chang was about twenty-five or twenty-six, a sturdy young man. He and Gao Qing hailed from the same hometown; he too had fled famine to Guangzhou and, with Gao Qing as his guarantor, had sold himself to the Gao household. Both worked as laborers in the outer courtyard. Being from the same hometown and watching out for each other, they had sworn brotherhood.

"Alas." Gao Qing hung his head and mumbled.

"Brother, you're too timid," Gao Chang said indignantly. "You belong to the Australian masters now. Why bother with that dog? The masters are generous and let you save some money—and you go stuffing it down his hole!"

"Don't say more, brother. It's complicated." Gao Qing gazed at the sky above the courtyard wall. "This whole family... I fear we'll still need to rely on Master Gao someday." He said no more.

"Strange. Your whole family's indentures were given to the Australian masters. Why would you need to rely on Master Gao? Don't tell me the masters don't want you anymore?"

"No, nothing like that. The masters treat our family very well. They're generous and speak kindly. All good people."

"Then why would you want to go back to the Gao household? At Master Gao's, brother, you were just a laborer—a slave among slaves. Nothing like now, practically a steward. I'm envious."

"But they're foreign sea merchants after all."

"So what? They're not the red-haired, green-eyed Portuguese—all hairy and reeking. The masters speak oddly and dress strangely, but they're still Chinese."

"They'll leave someday. What if they want to take the whole family with them?"

Gao Chang suddenly understood—this was his sworn brother's true worry. He himself didn't much care. An orphan since childhood, still single, with no ties binding him—anywhere was the same as anywhere else. But his brother had a family. Putting himself in those shoes, the caution made sense.

"Brother's concerns are valid. But in my view—if you go, you go. This Great Ming may be fine, but it's not our Great Ming. A servant here, a servant in Australia—how much worse could it be? These masters are kindhearted. If your whole family follows them, you surely won't suffer." He smiled. "If I were you, I'd go along gladly—see the sights of this 'little China overseas' they call Australia."

"What you say makes sense, brother. But I don't want to die far from home." Gao Qing let out a long sigh. "Years ago, when famine struck and we needed to survive, I abandoned the old homestead and ancestral graves to flee. Thanks to Master Gao taking us in, we made it here—over ten years now. The house, the ancestors' graves—probably all gone... I've given up any thought of returning home..." As he spoke, tears fell; his voice grew thick. "I'm past forty now. Not long for this world. To be buried in foreign soil in my old age—that would mean dying with my eyes still open."

Seeing his brother's sorrow, Gao Chang offered what consolation he could. But inwardly, he disagreed. When a Gao household slave died, only those with status could use the master's gift money and their own savings to hold a Buddhist service and purchase a burial plot. Ordinary slaves received a cheap coffin and were carted to the paupers' graveyard outside the city walls, to be tossed carelessly into the earth. Did his brother want to stay behind just for that? A sudden bleakness washed over him.

This muddling youth, who had spent twenty-odd years as a servant just scraping by, felt something stir in him for the first time—a flash of uncertain clarity: Perhaps the world shouldn't be like this...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 24: Gao Ju's Worries

The morning was cool, the weather far from warm, yet Gao Ju was sweating.

Make no mistake—though Master Gao had reached middle age and his figure had thickened somewhat, he remained a robust man. He was not one of those soft, doughy merchants who needed tonics just to manage a concubine. His arms might never have been tested by cavalry charges, but he had once faced down dozens of swords, knives, and firearms without so much as blinking. Yet here was such a man, on a late-spring morning that was hardly warm, breaking into a cold sweat.

A month ago, a letter had arrived from Eunuch Yang announcing that he was sending his adopted son, Yang Tianliang, to Guangzhou to discuss an important matter. Gao Ju could not fathom what this matter might be, and the uncertainty had set his heart pounding ever since.

Having half his profits stripped away by this eunuch pained him every time he thought of it. Still, over the years it was Eunuch Yang's protection that had kept him from disaster. So year after year, he sent every fen of dividends and profit shares to the capital, or deposited them with Guangzhou pawnshops as instructed, never failing. Every summer he sent lychees; every winter, delicacies. He never dared to slack. So why had the eunuch suddenly dispatched a "Little Eunuch Yang" to discuss some great matter?

Great matter? Gao Ju smiled bitterly to himself. He was merely a merchant—what great matter could he possibly discuss with such grand palace personages? Surely this was just another demand for a large sum to be "borrowed" or "contributed." The amount must be enormous; otherwise, a letter would have sufficed. Dispatching an adopted son in person meant Eunuch Yang was in dire need. He sighed. The windfall from a few months ago would have to be coughed up again.

But losing money was not what frightened him most. Ever since the rise of the "Nine Thousand Years" at the start of the Tianqi reign, palace affairs had grown increasingly unfathomable. His backer, Eunuch Yang, had come from the household of Gao Shiming, and that Senior Eunuch Gao had wisely resigned of his own accord in the first year of Tianqi to protect himself. Eunuch Yang was now a marginalized figure in the palace.

What if the Nine Thousand Years took a disliking to Eunuch Yang? The thought made Gao Ju break out in fresh sweat. He had no fondness for the man, but years of mutual exploitation had bound them together like two grasshoppers on a string. If Eunuch Yang fell today, tomorrow the Eastern Depot's agents would come crashing through his gates. Catastrophic ruin would follow.

Could this visit be about that? Gao Ju started sweating again. He bellowed:

"Fan me!"

The maids attending in the study hurried over, waving their silk fans gently, sending a light breeze mixed with rouge and feminine fragrance. Ordinarily, this would have calmed even the most irritable mood. Now it was useless—he felt only suffocating heat. He sprang to his feet and cursed:

"All of you, get out!"

The maids and pages started in alarm, quickly hunching their shoulders and scurrying from the room.

He endured the silence for a moment before a voice announced: "Steward Yan has arrived."

"Send him in."

Steward Yan came to report that Gao Qing had just brought word: the Australian merchants had arrived.

"Already here?" Gao Ju's eyes lit up. This was somewhat good news, offering a small lift to his spirits. After all, watching people deliver money was always pleasant. Lately, the Australians no longer wanted porcelain; instead, they wanted various precious medicines and spices, and they were buying hardwoods and sandalwood. This puzzled Gao Ju—the goods were not hard to find, as Guangzhou had plenty. The problem was that these commodities were mostly products of the "Western Ocean" (meaning Zheng He's Western Ocean, distinct from later usage), and all foreign merchants dealt in them. Why would the Australians need him to purchase on their behalf? The sea merchants grew ever more peculiar in his estimation.

That Gao Qing was useless. Two months of attending them and he had discovered nothing. Though Gao Ju had not really expected that dull-witted fellow to uncover anything.

No time to worry about that now. He snorted and asked: "How's the inventory going? Any new goods?"

"No new goods. We're counting quantities now."

"Fine. Have them come over for a chat."

"The Australian masters brought another person... a trader." Steward Yan was unsure how to describe this newcomer—whether employee, partner, or equal.

"Invite them all together."

"I understand." Steward Yan stepped closer and said quietly: "This newcomer seems to be a trained fighter. Should the master...?"

"Mm." Gao Ju considered. Probably unnecessary—but Steward Yan's caution showed loyalty. He gave his orders: "Tell Instructor Zhao to have a few guards wait in the courtyard. Keep them out of sight."

"Yes." Seeing no further instructions, Steward Yan was about to withdraw.

"Wait—no word yet from the man we sent to Shaozhou?"

"None. Young Eunuch Yang only left the capital on the second of the third month; he probably hasn't reached Nan'an Prefecture yet. Ten more days at most."

"Have the correspondence secretaries find all letters related to Eunuch Yang and review them. Investigate Young Eunuch Yang's background thoroughly: how old he is, when he was adopted, what habits he has—find everything."

"Yes, master."

"Any new court gazettes?"

"The secretaries didn't mention any, so probably not. For the fourth month, there's only one 'Urgent Appointments Report'—just appointments. They didn't think it worth presenting..."

"What nonsense—fetch it immediately!" The Urgent Appointments Report was different from ordinary court circulars; it was the Ministry of Personnel's list of official transfers. Though it did not include major officials, reading the seasonal patterns of even minor personnel changes might reveal which way the court wind was blowing.

Having given his orders and drunk some tea to steady himself, Gao Ju rose to receive his guests in the outer study.



Beiwei was crossing the wormhole for the first time. Standing now in this Ming-era building, it all felt like a dream.

His days as a reconnaissance soldier lay long in the past. After demobilization, whatever work he took up, he had continued maintaining the skills he had learned. This time, joining the crossing trade, his focus was straightforward: a reconnaissance trip for future underground operations in Guangzhou.

Master Gao was their collaborator—but only a collaborator. Since the partnership was purely profit-driven, he might betray them at any moment. They had to guard against this. And if other forces intervened, endangering Master Gao for their own purposes and disrupting the collaboration, they needed to be prepared to protect both the man and the channel.

From the moment Beiwei left the back door of the Guangzhou branch until he entered the Gao residence, he had walked with a peculiar stiff gait—every step exactly eighty centimeters. In his bag was a portable camcorder, automatically filming the environment. But more reliable were his eyes and brain, recording every doorway, every courtyard, every turn, every entrance.

Steward Yan had sent away the irrelevant servants, but this new Australian's strange behavior set the escorting guards to whispering among themselves. They also noted with envy his powerful physique—an average guard probably could not last three moves against him.

Host and guests were now exchanging pleasantries. To avoid unnecessary socializing, they had agreed beforehand that Beiwei would present himself as a bodyguard accompanying the Australian merchants. So he sat erect behind Director Wen, hands on knees, motionless. But his eyes surveyed every direction.

Though called the outer study, it was actually a complete small courtyard, and the hall was not small. Beiwei's gaze swept the room: eleven Ming-era people. Master Gao himself; one escorting steward; one guard; two serving maids; two young manservants; and four household guards positioned at the corners.

The four guards were well-proportioned—small but sturdy. Obviously household martial artists. Their loose shirts probably concealed iron rods beneath.

These were only part of the picture. Since entering, Beiwei had noticed four more guards standing inconspicuously behind the artificial rock formation and trees in the courtyard.

The true master was probably the guard standing behind Master Gao, controlling the door to the side chamber. He wore a blue archer's-sleeve jacket, standing quietly with hands at his sides, yet emanating a subtle, contained ferocity.

Beiwei did not know how formidable these Ming martial-arts masters actually were. His palms itched—if there was a chance to spar, he would not pass it up. He had always been interested in traditional Chinese martial arts. During his military service, combat training focused on modern techniques; traditional martial arts were not covered much. He had attended some performances but found them unsatisfying—too many flowery moves with little real combat application.

Master Gao and Wen Desi continued their business talk, both somewhat distracted. One was thinking about the affair with Eunuch Yang; the other was contemplating the expansion of the Guangzhou branch.

Wen Desi's main purpose for this visit was exactly that: to expand the Guangzhou branch. Their foundation was solid but too closed off. All external dealings went through Gao Ju—unfavorable for future trade and intelligence work. The Executive Committee wanted to "go out" as much as possible and develop more agents, not just merchants like Master Gao, but also officials, scholars, and ordinary people.

Of course, they could not do that yet. Their appearance was strange, their speech peculiar—going out meant being mobbed by onlookers. But the household of servants Master Gao had given them offered another opportunity. If they could win the Gao family's hearts, the road ahead would only grow broader.

The meeting ended quickly. After exchanging goods manifests, the transaction was complete. Goods and silver would be transported by servants. Master Gao was anxious to return to his study and review the materials his secretaries had compiled, so he had no heart for polite invitations to stay for dinner. He simply had a table of food and wine sent over.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 25: The Carrot and the Stick

The four visitors spent the remainder of that day productively. Master Gao's table of food and wine consisted of the "Four Great Courses"—twelve dishes in all—and though the cuisine differed from modern Cantonese cooking, the natural ingredients and careful preparation produced flavors that were rich, fresh, and succulent. A thick soup of "Xi Shi's Tongue" clams proved particularly excellent, drawing appreciative nods from everyone at the table.

Being a leader really is grand, Beiwei thought to himself. Where would ordinary folks get to indulge like this in the Ming Dynasty?

As he mused, Gao Qing's wife Gao Xian emerged from the kitchen bearing a freshly reheated main dish—a full plate of meatballs the size of pigeon eggs floating in shallow clear broth, glistening and tender, sprinkled with bright green scallions.

Wen Desi reached for his spoon first. One bite, and fresh, clean flavors filled his palate, with a subtle tingle of Sichuan pepper lingering in the aftertaste. Director Wen had moved in social circles back home; though never one for lavish banquets, his dining experience was among the best of the transmigrators. Yet this mouthful stumped him—he couldn't identify what it was. It seemed like chicken but also like seafood.

"What is this?" he asked.

"'Land and Sea Treasure,'" Gao Xian replied softly. "Soft-shelled turtle, silver fish, chicken, frog, and white shrimp, all mixed together. Does it please you, sir?"

"Excellent—truly delicious."

"Indeed, very good," another agreed.

"The landlord class really does live decadently," Engineer Wang said, wearing an envious expression that made clear he wouldn't have minded a little decadence himself.

"Such a fuss over some meatballs," Beiwei scoffed.

Wen Desi shook his head with genuine regret. "Almost every dish has Sichuan pepper—it overwhelms what would otherwise be wonderful flavor. The ingredients are so fresh and natural..."

"That seems to be a Ming-era habit," someone observed. "The Ming was also an important market in the Southeast Asian spice trade."

"That entrepôt trade is worth pursuing."

As they talked, Gao Xian brought out six small plates of cured snacks to accompany the wine. When she came to warm the jar of Jinhua wine, she found it untouched and hesitated.

"The masters don't drink wine?"

"We don't drink." They feared alcohol might cause problems, so they hadn't touched a drop since arriving in Ming-era timespace.

"If the masters don't wish to drink wine, I have some flower essence I distilled myself. Diluted with water, would that suit?"

"Flower essence—like cologne?" Everyone looked startled.

"Yes, I distilled it myself. Currently I have rice-leaf and perilla. If the masters don't mind, please try some."

It turned out to be aromatic essential oil distilled from plant leaves and flowers. Ming-era distilling technology was already mature, and small alembics, besides making liquor, were commonly used for flower essences. Diluted with clear water, the drink had an elegant, refreshing fragrance.

But Xiao Zishan had grown suspicious. This Gao Xian was supposedly a tenant farmer's wife who did menial work—yet she knew how to make flower essence and understood fine recipes. He studied the woman more carefully and noticed in her movements and bearing a certain refinement, nothing like her husband's awkwardness.

Intent on investigating, he stopped her as she turned to leave. "Sister Gao, you've served in a grand household before, haven't you?"

Gao Xian startled visibly. "Yes, I've always been at the Gao mansion..."

"That can't be right. At the Gao mansion you did rough work. How would you know the recipe for 'Land and Sea Treasure'? Where did you learn to make flower essence?"

Gao Xian stammered, her composure cracking. "I... the other servant women taught me... forgive my presumption, sir..."

"How old are you?"

"This servant is thirty."

Xiao Zishan studied her face—darkened by labor now but still showing traces of youthful beauty—and thought of Gao Lujie's appearance, the age difference between this couple. He understood seven or eight parts of it, though there was no need to speak aloud just yet.

After a moment's thought, he glanced outside the hall. No one else was there; Gao Qing was probably working in the back courtyard.

"These past days—has Gao Qing often gone to Master Gao's?"

Gao Xian started violently but said nothing. Xiao Zishan knew he was right: Master Gao must have Gao Qing reporting on them regularly.

"And Steward Yan comes often too?" he continued, his voice measured and slow.

"Never came... only occasionally..."

"Which is it—never, or occasionally?"

"It's... occasionally, just visiting as acquaintances..." The lie came with difficulty. Under this barrage of questions, she was already panicking. Master Xiao's words implied he knew everything, including her past—but how? While her mind churned in turmoil, she saw Xiao Zishan's expression darkening. Knowing things were going badly, she dropped to her knees.

"This servant deserves death. I shouldn't have deceived the masters..."

Beiwei had been a revolutionary soldier under the red flag, and he couldn't stand seeing this. He was about to speak when Wen Desi stopped him with a look. Though Xiao Zishan's questioning was sudden, it was part of their plan to win hearts.

"He's come quite a few times, hasn't he?" Xiao Zishan pressed. "I imagine he's even looked into the courtyard where we stay."

"No, no." Gao Xian's face went pale.

"And he's promised you—if one day we return to Australia, he'll take you back into the Gao household. Is that so?"

Gao Xian trembled. The masters know everything! She silently cursed her husband for his lack of backbone. Every time Steward Yan had cajoled and threatened, he'd agreed to let him search around. Though nothing had been discovered, this was still the crime of betraying one's masters.

"This servant deserves death. It's all my husband's fault..." Gao Xian prostrated herself and confessed everything about Steward Yan's visits during their absences.

"My husband is soft-eared and weak-minded; he was foolish to heed that man's nonsense," she sobbed. "I beg the masters, considering his age and his leg ailment, to spare him the household punishment. This servant is willing to take double punishment on his behalf."

Everyone listened, finding it matched their prior estimates. Seeing her beg so pitifully for her husband, they couldn't help but feel sympathy. You don't know how sweet the new society is until you've experienced the old one.

Xiao Zishan let the silence stretch deliberately, then heaved a theatrical sigh.

"Sister Gao, since your whole family came under us, have we ever wronged you?"

"You put me to shame, sir. The masters' kindness—our whole family is endlessly grateful."

"When your provisions ran short, we gave extra monthly rice. When the children grew and had no spending money, we gave them wages. I don't ask for gratitude—I only hoped that having traveled ten thousand li to find a foothold here, we'd have a peaceful place to rest. I'd prefer not to be scrutinized in every detail."

Gao Xian said nothing, only sobbed and kowtowed.

"Get up."

"I dare not. Please punish this servant severely to uphold household discipline."

Xiao Zishan thought this woman really did have her routines down—clearly not an ordinary farmer's wife.

"Without rules, nothing succeeds. You and Gao Qing were at fault, but we hadn't set rules beforehand. We'll count this as ignorance, not crime. Get up."

"Thank the masters for their grace." Gao Xian heard the change in tone and figured they wouldn't be thrown out. A beating she could endure; what she feared was being expelled. Even if Master Gao took them back, there would be no good days ahead.

"Do you understand what comes next?"

"Yes, this servant understands."

"I know you're not from a small household. You understand propriety far better than Gao Qing. From now on, guide him well—teach him to know his place."

"I understand, I understand." Gao Xian nodded repeatedly.

"As long as you serve diligently and loyally, whether or not we return to Australia, we won't leave you without a future. Make the most of this chance."

"This servant thanks—" Gao Xian began to kneel again, but Xiao Zishan stopped her. Better not to play the grand landlord too much in front of everyone. "Go call Gao Di."

After she left, Xiao Zishan turned to the others with a lighter expression. "How was my performance?" He was eager to shift the atmosphere—he didn't want to leave an impression of being tyrannical. Performance—yes, just a performance.

Wen Desi's jaw dropped. "Zishan, are you really from poor-peasant stock?"

"Of course."

"You're a Golden Horse Award-winning actor," Engineer Wang marveled.

"You scared that poor woman half to death. Wasn't that overkill?" Beiwei still felt sympathy.

"It was a bit much," Xiao Zishan admitted with a nod, "but for the carrot-and-stick approach, this is the minimum. We're surrounded by eyes. If we don't change this situation, we can't carry out any work later."

Wen Desi nodded. "The favors we gave them before were the carrot. Now it's time to show the stick."

"Exactly." Since they couldn't yet remove these "eyes," they could only turn them around.

"Will this be enough?"

"Just the beginning. Loyalty isn't built with a few words. Recruiting followers is hard." To gain loyalty, first one must have power—no one is loyal to the weak. Second, there must be benefits—with benefits comes motivation. Before, they had given benefits; now they had to demonstrate power. At the right moment, results would follow naturally.

"I read that the time-travel predecessors had it easy—a few words and their followers would kowtow in devotion."

"Maybe we lack that 'main-character aura'?"

"You can have it—I don't want it..."

The atmosphere lightened again, and Xiao Zishan secretly exhaled. In truth, he hadn't been entirely confident about that conversation, but he had exploited the woman's fear of her past being exposed.

After a while, Gao Di arrived. Though young, he was sharp. Seeing his mother's reddened eyes, he knew something had happened, and he hurriedly brought his account book to pay respects.

Wen Desi asked casually about the household situation and reviewed the account book—just a simple ledger, and with minimal expenses, it was quickly understood. He praised the boy a bit, and seeing his unease fade, asked:

"Do people from the Gao household come often lately?"

"Often!" The boy didn't hide it, nodding vigorously. "That Little-Hat Yan comes all the time, always whispering with Father."

"Little-Hat Yan?" Wen Desi was confused, then realized he meant Steward Yan—who regularly wore a six-panel cap.

"What do they talk about?"

Gao Di hesitated. Xiao Zishan spoke up. "Just tell us."

"It seems Little-Hat Yan always asks about the masters' affairs," Gao Di said. "But Father won't let me listen when they're talking."

"Are the Gao household people good to you?"

"Good?" Gao Di didn't quite understand. "I don't know. I've never served the Gao household directly. The accountants treat me well, and there are children I often play with."

"All Gao household servants?"

"Yes—some born in the house, some like me."

"Among those children, are there any you're especially close with?"

"Quite a few—Little Li, Little Qian, the Wang brothers..."

"Good. Come to the study later and make a list." Wen Desi instructed.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 26: The Guangzhou Operative

From the beginning, the Executive Committee had identified the Gao family's two children as priority targets. An adult's worldview, once crystallized, resists change—but adolescents are another matter entirely. They possess a natural irreverence toward authority, an appetite for novelty, a hunger for adventure, and an eagerness to prove themselves the equals of their elders. All qualities the transmigrators could exploit.

During each crossing, they had spent considerable time with the siblings, carefully observing their personalities and capabilities. Between the two, the boy Gao Di held greater value. Girls moved in smaller social circles and had fewer opportunities to appear in public, while Gao Di was younger still, his views and character far more malleable.

The boy was clever and quick-witted. When Xiao Zishan taught him bookkeeping and arithmetic, he grasped the concepts instantly. Wen Desi would send him on small errands, which he handled with surprising competence. And when given modern candies and snacks, he invariably took them home to share with his sister—evidence of an unselfish nature and genuine sense of responsibility.

When the siblings entered the study, they knelt stiffly on the floor. Beiwei's eyebrows shot up in displeasure, but Wen Desi—knowing the man couldn't stomach such acts of subservience—quickly stayed him with a gesture.

"Stand up, both of you. What are you kneeling for? Do you think we're City Gods?" Wen Desi offered a faint smile.

"We beg the masters to forgive our mother's offense." The children remained on their knees, speaking in unison before pressing their foreheads to the floor in a formal kowtow.

"As I said—ignorance is no crime. Please, stand."

"We thank the masters for their grace." The siblings exchanged relieved glances and rose quickly to their feet.

"Gao Lujie, step outside for a moment. I have words for Gao Di alone."

"I understand, sir." The girl withdrew. Beiwei moved to the window and peered out; seeing she had truly departed, he nodded.

Xiao Zishan turned to the boy. "Do you know Guangzhou well?"

"Yes—people at the Gao mansion often sent me on errands. A few coins each trip."

"Those playmates I asked you about before—do you still see them often?"

"Some were promoted to real duties. The rest are idle, with time on their hands. They often invite me out."

"Are any of them reliable?"

Gao Di's head snapped up, his eyes sharp. "Does the master want new household members?"

A clever child indeed. Xiao Zishan nodded silently, then equivocated: "We don't need that yet. This isn't quite the same as selecting household members, though it's related."

"Then please instruct me, sir—what kind of person do you need?"

"A few children who know Guangzhou well. Each day, they'll report the city's news and market rates." Xiao Zishan listed the commodities he wanted tracked.

"Easy enough—just visit the guild teahouses and check the posted boards."

"Compile everything daily into a ledger using the bookkeeping method I taught you."

"I understand."

"Each month you'll receive an extra tael of silver as operating funds. Choose your people carefully—no one unreliable or prone to loose talk." Xiao Zishan fixed his eyes on the boy, his voice dropping lower. "Also, pay attention to news from the Gao household. Anything important—don't write it down. Wait until we arrive and tell us directly."

With each instruction, Gao Di responded promptly. Xiao Zishan noted the trepidation on the boy's face, but excitement clearly overflowed beneath it.

"Does your family have anyone friendly inside the Gao household?"

"Yes—Uncle Chang, my father's sworn brother. He does odd jobs in the outer courtyard." The boy went on to explain: this Gao Chang was his father's fellow townsman, having joined the household some six or seven years ago. Strong and skilled in martial arts, he could have been promoted to guard, but his blunt speech and lack of money for bribes had made him unpopular with those who mattered. Now twenty-five or twenty-six years old and still doing menial work, he hadn't even been assigned a wife.

"A bachelor?"

"Yes, but Uncle Chang takes it in stride. He rarely complains."

The four transmigrators exchanged meaningful glances. A promising prospect indeed. Someone overlooked at their workplace would welcome a change of employers. Blunt speech suggested honesty. Rarely complaining implied a balanced temperament. And martial arts skills always had their uses.

Of course, these were the nephew's words—possibly exaggerated out of affection. But this was a time of need; they couldn't afford to be choosy. Whether someone was suitable could only be determined through actual use.

"Should I invite Uncle Chang over? He's off today."

"Good. Go get him."

"I'll say Father is inviting him for a drink—he'll come right away."

Sharp instincts. Without a word about the need for secrecy, the boy already understood. Though Xiao Zishan's thoughts took a darker turn: this child's cleverness might become a liability if not managed properly.

Shortly thereafter, Gao Chang arrived. Introduced by Gao Di, he kowtowed in greeting. The transmigrators sized him up: not tall, but sturdy, with nimble movements that spoke of physical capability.

Xiao Zishan asked about his background and years of service at the Gao household.

"...I've been doing odd jobs in the outer courtyard for six years now."

"I see you cut a fine figure, and you're clearly capable. How is it you've always remained just a laborer?"

"This humble one is naturally clumsy with words and can't talk well. That's why I've stayed where I am."

"Have you married?"

"No..." Gao Chang blushed. "Too poor. No woman would have me."

"You've served all these years—hasn't the family assigned you a wife?"

"Truly, this humble one is too poor. Even if they assigned me a woman, I couldn't afford to keep her."

Xiao Zishan warmed to the man. The masters had shown him no favor whatsoever, yet he refused to speak ill of them.

"How does the Gao family treat you?"

"I'm just a servant. The masters give me clothes and food—that itself is kindness." He spoke with neither servility nor arrogance.

Xiao Zishan glanced at Beiwei. Without warning, the former recon soldier sprang up and shoved Gao Chang hard in the chest. Caught completely off guard, the man stumbled backward seven or eight paces before catching his balance. Though clearly startled by the assault, he simply smoothed his clothes and resumed his position without complaint or aggression.

Beiwei nodded with satisfaction. The man's lower-body stance was stable—he had genuine skill.

"You know martial arts?" Xiao Zishan asked.

"Just country techniques, practiced for self-defense. Nothing worth the masters' notice."

Xiao Zishan nodded and told Gao Di to see his uncle out for drinks.

After the boy departed, the transmigrators sat in satisfied silence. But how to properly recruit this man required further thought. They turned to discuss the work ahead. They had established their first intelligence network—though its purpose was less about gathering actual intelligence and more about testing whether Gao Di was suited for such a role, and verifying whether the Gao family would prove loyal.

If Gao Qing stubbornly continued serving as Master Gao's informant, they would need to find replacements quickly.

"I think Gao Qing's attitude toward Master Gao is ambiguous," Beiwei said. "Judging by his wife and children, they don't look fully committed to him."

"I agree." Wen Desi nodded. "Gao Qing is simply cowed by Gao Ju's power. In reality, he has little genuine loyalty to his former master."

"What he fears most is following us far from home. We bear the title 'Australian sea merchants.' He's not from the seafaring regions where people are accustomed to sailing abroad."

"Let's win over his wife and children first. After today's display, he'll think twice before running to report on us."

"Will he still go?"

"I think so—just less frequently. Gao Qing is timid and indecisive. His former master's authority still looms large; he still wants a fallback option. Until he's out of Gao Ju's sphere of influence, we can't fully trust him."

"We need our own house soon."

"Right. For now, we want the convenience of trade, but before the final crossing, we must secure new property."

"Gao Di shows promise, but he's just a child. He can't handle buying real estate or managing servants on our behalf."

"What about Gao Chang..."

"Someone's there!" Beiwei's shout cut through the room. In one fluid motion, he flashed to the window, snatched a rock from a potted plant, and hurled it into the darkness outside. A muffled thump echoed back—it had hit something.

The three city-dwelling otaku panicked, collapsing deeper into their chairs, barely daring to breathe.

"What happened?" Wen Desi asked, his voice unsteady.

"A shadow moving across the opposite courtyard." Beiwei's jaw was tight with fury. "Conducting reconnaissance before dark—quite audacious."

"An eavesdropper?"

"Must be. The approach was zigzagging toward this window."

"One of Gao Ju's people?"

"Unlikely. Gao Ju already has eyes in this household through Gao Qing. Our business is going smoothly; he has no reason to antagonize us."

"Then who?"

"Probably people who envy him." Xiao Zishan recalled what Gao Ju had said when giving them the house: "Lately, with these rare goods appearing on the market, I've attracted considerable attention." This must be one of those "attentive" parties.

Things were becoming complicated. Thinking of how distracted Gao Ju had seemed today, of the worry lines creasing his face, their thoughts all grew tense. They were no longer the only ones watching—and the watchers, it seemed, were multiplying.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 27: A Newcomer Arrives

At the Nanxiong Prefecture wharf, boats of every size lay at anchor. This was Guangdong's critical north-south junction—merchants traveling from the south crossed Dayu Ridge from Nan'an in Jiangxi, then transferred to boats at Nanxiong for the long voyage down to Guangzhou.

Young Eunuch Yang—Yang Tianliang—had come from Beijing aboard two decorated barges. One carried him along with his attending servants and maidservants; the other bore his secretaries, stewards, retainers, and guards. Neither vessel displayed flags, plaques, or silk lanterns. Eunuch Yang was far from a palace favorite—he could barely secure his own position, and displaying insignia would only invite jealousy. Though certain officials might have wished to pay their respects, Young Eunuch Yang had always detested ceremonies of welcome and farewell. So whether traveling by sedan or by boat, arriving anywhere, they neither disturbed official relay stations nor sent calling cards. They simply moved in silence. Now, after a day's rest aboard ship, half the journey's fatigue had lifted. His retainers invited him to join them at cards, but he declined every invitation.

It wasn't that he disliked mahjong. The journey south had simply brought a particular bitterness to his heart.

Yang Tianliang had entered the palace late in the Wanli reign and been assigned under Eunuch Yang, who valued him enough to adopt him as a godson. Eunuch Yang was one of Gao Shiming's most trusted aides, and with these two great trees at his back, Yang Tianliang's future had once seemed bright. But when the "Nine Thousand Years" rose to power, everything changed. Senior Eunuch Gao retreated into retirement to protect himself. His godfather was either banished to dig at tomb-construction sites or kept idle within the palace walls. Yang Tianliang himself had gone years without a real assignment. Fortunately, old connections still held some weight, and he'd managed to secure a position overseeing the scripture-printing workshop.

Father and son rarely met anymore. Outside their official duties, they occupied themselves managing private properties. On matters of palace and court, they said nothing to one another, striving always to avoid suspicion.

Yet as the Nine Thousand Years' power swelled beyond all bounds, their days grew ever harder. Scholars at court either trembled into submission or found themselves dismissed. Then, starting from the intercalary sixth month of the previous year, when Zhejiang's Provincial Governor Pan Ruzhen had submitted a memorial requesting the construction of a living shrine to Wei Zhongxian, officials everywhere scrambled to make similar requests. Already more than forty shrines had been proposed. This had stirred the long-sidelined Eunuch Yang's ambitions.

Currently, those petitioning for living shrines were all court officials and local officers; no palace eunuch had yet taken the lead. What if he joined in? Perhaps the Nine Thousand Years' impression of him might shift dramatically—a chance for a turnaround. At the very least, he would leave an impression of deference.

But on second thought, the idea seemed wrong. He wasn't part of the inner circle, and such a move would be abrupt—a grave affront to Wei Zhongxian's palace confidants. One couldn't steal the limelight when flattering. After much deliberation, he had arrived at a solution: officials and gentry had initiated shrine construction, but the merchant class remained unmoved. He could mobilize them. He had Gao Ju as a piece on the board in Guangzhou—and lately, the man had been sending quite a few foreign novelties as tribute. He must have made a fortune. Let him put up the money and take the lead.

This was why Yang Tianliang had been dispatched to Guangzhou. Per his godfather's instructions, this living shrine must be grand and magnificent, a demonstration of the merchant class's "sincere devotion." As long as Gao Ju led a group of merchants in submitting a petition, the Guangdong provincial officials would never dare refuse. As for cost—Eunuch Yang didn't concern himself. After all, Gao Ju had benefited from his protection for years; bleeding a little was only fair. They were bound together in fortune and ruin.

But Yang Tianliang saw things differently. His thinking ran deeper than his godfather's. The cycle of glory and decay knew no exceptions. The Nine Thousand Years was now at his zenith—like flowers in brocade, like oil ablaze. This bit of icing meant nothing to him. But should the fall come, this shrine would become irremovable evidence of collaboration.

At the thought, he shuddered. He glanced around, suddenly suspicious that Eastern Depot agents might be lurking among his entourage. Even thinking such things was enough to break into cold sweats.

Though he kept his head down, Yang Tianliang had spent every day pondering how to manage this matter in a way that served both ends. His godfather was shortsighted, always thinking about money, believing it sufficient to have Gao Ju pay and arrange things. But what happened after the deed was done? A grand living shrine to the Nine Thousand Years—whether it became monument or damning evidence would depend entirely on fate. The Emperor was "the Ten Thousand Years," but His Majesty's health didn't look like it could last for all ages...

What to do? Wearily, he pressed his brow and leaned back against the cushions.

A young attending eunuch crept into the cabin. Seeing his master resting with eyes closed, he dared not speak, only waited in silence. But Yang Tianliang knew someone had entered. He grunted without opening his eyes.

"What is it?"

"Reporting to the master: Master Gao's steward has been waiting at the wharf."

"Show him in."

The steward entered and kowtowed. Yang Tianliang recognized him—Steward Gao Ye, who often came to Beijing bearing tributes. Young, with polished speech and manner, the man was a smooth operator through and through. Besides conveying Master Gao's greetings, he had brought a boatload of fine wine, provisions, and supplies, along with several young male and female musicians for entertainment during the remainder of the journey.

Most remarkable was a fine wooden box, which Gao Ye presented last, explaining that it was a token of Master Gao's regard—specially purchased from the Australian merchants.

"Australian merchants"—Yang Tianliang had heard that name repeatedly in recent months. In spring, Gao Ju had written that some Australian sea merchants had arrived in Guangzhou bearing novel goods. He had sent along several items: crystal mirrors, lighters that ignited with a single flick...

Yang Tianliang opened the inlaid lacquer box. Inside, two small golden cases were mounted side by side, gleaming brilliantly, their material neither gold nor jade. In the center of each were three strange patterns—impossible to identify. Between them sat something resembling a small candlestick holder, apparently niello-inlaid, though crude and simple in design.

He glanced inquiringly at Gao Ye, who gently extracted a paper pack and carefully opened the lid, revealing a shiny silver sheet within. Peeling it back exposed a neat row of white sticks. A fragrant aroma wafted out.

"Is that tobacco?" Yang Tianliang asked immediately. Smoking was his small vice, and he recognized the scent at once.

"Paper cigarettes from Australia, my master specially presents them to you." Gao Ye drew one out with respectful hands and offered it.

Yang Tianliang held the cigarette, examining it. Snow-white throughout; one end showed pale-gold tobacco shreds, the other packed tight and white like compressed cotton. He didn't know how to handle it. He smoked with a pipe; he'd sampled Western snuff before; but he'd never seen anything like this.

Under Gao Ye's demonstration, he placed the cigarette in his mouth, lit it with that candlestick-like lighter, and took a puff. The tobacco seemed ordinary—mild-flavored, with an unfamiliar fragrance. But the way the paper-wrapped tobacco glowed and dimmed, never going out or dropping ash—that was remarkable.

"Just paper-wrapped tobacco, yet so elaborately presented. Same style as the Australian lighter your master sent last time." Though he said this dismissively, he was quite taken with the cigarettes. He fondled the golden case, reluctant to set it down. This could make a fine gift for court dignitaries.

"Steward Gao, does the Australian merchant have more of these?"

"Yes. The merchants brought quite a few."

"Good. When we reach Guangzhou, prepare several dozen boxes—and include matching lighters."

"I understand."

Seeing Young Eunuch Yang say nothing more but simply close his eyes again, Gao Ye slowly withdrew from the cabin.



As Young Eunuch Yang's boat drifted down the river toward Guangzhou, the transmigrators completed another round of trade. Cigarettes were a newly developed item in their inventory. Wen Desi had requested that Master Gao sell Gao Chang to them. Though they had considered various covert schemes to acquire him, every angle led to discovery. Rather than sneaking around, better to proceed openly.

Master Gao was surprised by the request, but he assumed this was Gao Qing's doing—finding a way out for his good-for-nothing sworn brother. Since Gao Chang was no confidant, he agreed readily, not even asking for a purchase price.

Gao Chang came over with nothing but his bedroll. After greeting his new masters, he announced that he wished to change his surname to Wen. The transmigrators had never considered such matters; now that Gao Chang raised it, they realized that changing surnames carried real significance in this era—it was a means for servants to develop a sense of belonging. But "Wen" wasn't quite right; this was everyone's undertaking, not Wen Desi's alone. Xiao Zishan suggested an alternative: rather than some arbitrary surname, why not restore his original family name? This would win hearts—Chinese people took ancestral matters seriously. Losing one's surname was the greatest shame; regaining it, the greatest honor.

When they asked his thoughts, the big fellow dropped to his knees and knocked his head loudly against the floor, tears streaming down his face.

"By the masters' grace, restoring my original surname—from now on, I, Sun Chang, belong entirely to the masters. Through fire or water, whatever the masters command!"

"And if we return to Australia, never to come back?"

"Wherever the masters go, Sun Chang follows—to the ends of the earth, without a second word!" Sun Chang spoke with iron resolve.

They had thought recruiting followers would be difficult. This easy? Their protagonist halo had finally manifested!

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 28: The Oriole Society

Guangzhou's South City faced the Pearl River, where sea merchants moored their vessels alongside foreign ships from distant lands. By the Song dynasty, this district had flourished into a commercial hub, sheltered behind the East and West Wing walls—ramparts that fell to ruin during the military chaos of the Yuan. When the Ming rose to power, trade revived once more. But after the Tuolin Mutiny, when the unprotected residents of South City suffered terribly at the hands of raiders, the authorities raised new fortifications along the old Wing wall foundations. As the Guangdong Gazetteer recorded: "In the forty-second year of Jiajing [1563], Governor Wu Guifang, responding to the Tuolin Mutiny's trampling of residents outside the walls, constructed new walls from the southwest corner tower to Fifth Sheep Relay Station, encircling to the southeast corner tower, for defense."

Within these walls lay New South City—the smallest of Guangzhou's three walled districts, bounded by the Pearl River on one side and moats on the other three. Yet this compact quarter concentrated the foreign-vessel zone, the wharves, the commercial streets, and the mansions of the wealthy all within its bounds, making it the beating heart of the city's trade.

On this particular day, several men in rain capes and bamboo hats stood on the Pearl River embankment outside South City's Jinghai Gate, surveying the murky water. The sky hung low and oppressive; a fine mist blurred all distinction between river and shore. A dozen sailing ships lay at anchor in midstream, their black silhouettes barely visible through the thick fog that rose off the water. Toward Shicui Islet and White Goose Pool, nothing could be seen at all—only a deep gray haze that merged seamlessly with sky and cloud.

"Damn it all—where is this Australian ship?" One of them spat into the river.

"Boss Wang, we've searched for over ten days now. We've examined every seagoing vessel along the river. There's no strange big ship anywhere."

Boss Wang made no reply. He stood in silence, gazing out at the water where ripples spread as old fish rose to blow bubbles at the surface. Below the embankment, jagged rocks jutted from the shoreline, and turbid waves slapped rhythmically against them. Not far off, porters shouldered goods down a gangway from a foreign ship, ferrying cargo to a wharf warehouse.

"Brother Wang, I don't understand." One of his men ventured closer. "The master's doing fine in Zhongzuo Garrison. Why this sudden whim to send us hunting for Australian merchants? I've followed him all these years, sailed the Eastern and Western seas—and I've never once heard of any 'Australia.'"

Boss Wang snorted. "Keep your voice down. Do you have any idea where we are? Want to get us all killed?"

Everyone fell silent.

After a pause, Boss Wang spoke again, his voice low but intense. "Australia may be a place none of us have heard of, but the goods being sold at the Gao family shop on Haopan Street didn't fall from the sky. The whole city's gone mad for them—everyone knows about Australian rarities now. A trade this profitable, coming in by sea?" He smiled grimly. "How can we brothers not get our cut? This time, we're going to get to the bottom of these sea merchants."

These men were subordinates of Zheng Zhilong, the "great pirate" whose raids were currently ravaging Fujian and shaking both Fujian and Guangdong provinces to their foundations. Allied with Li Kuiqi, Zheng had gathered over thirty thousand men and seized control of key coastal islands and harbors along southern Fujian's coast—Zhongzuo, Gulangyu, Dadan, Lieyu, Gaopu. Whether plundering merchant ships, extorting "water dues," or raiding inland to burn, kill, and kidnap, they had become the dominant power on Fujian's southern seaboard.

The group made their way along the wharf toward the city, passing an increasing number of pedestrians and peddlers as they approached the walls. Past the Dragon King Temple, the tower of Jinghai Gate rose into view. Once inside, they followed the road toward Fifth Sheep Gate until they came upon a magnificent structure—Tianfei Temple, built during the Hongwu reign. This intersection served as South City's transportation hub, a cosmopolitan crossroads where all manner of people mingled amid sedan chairs and mule carts. Merchants gathered in clusters, markets stretched along the streets, voices clamored over one another, and commerce thrived at every turn.

Boss Wang moved cautiously, keeping close to the wall. Turning a corner, they slipped into an alley. At the base of the city wall sat a small tavern, its dingy bamboo half-curtain dark with accumulated grease. The group ducked inside. A few oil lamps provided meager illumination; even in daylight, the place was dim. Customers packed the room in a noisy crowd, the floor was wet and treacherous, and the air hung thick with cooking smells, wine fumes, oil smoke, and the reek of unwashed bodies.

A waiter hurried over to greet them. Boss Wang requested a private booth and ordered food and wine. He had the curtain drawn only halfway so that the man nearest the doorway could survey the entire establishment.

After a while, a street rat entered—a smooth-faced, middle-aged man with the look of a practiced informant. Their eyes met; the newcomer sat down with them. No one bothered with pleasantries. They simply ate and drank. When Boss Wang had satisfied himself that no plainclothes constables or Depot agents lurked among the patrons, he asked quietly: "Any news from the brothers on Haopan Street?"

"We've been tailing them for nearly half a month. Nothing useful. We've watched load after load of goods carried out of the Gao mansion and sent to the shop—but we haven't seen any special goods going in, and no peculiar people."

"What the hell!" Boss Wang's appetite vanished. He stared at a steaming plate of stir-fried snake shreds without touching it. "How are those goods getting in there?" Could it be misdirection? Perhaps the Australian merchandise wasn't coming through the Gao mansion at all—perhaps that was simply a cover?

"What about the Gao family's wharf warehouse?"

"Checked that too." The man shook his head. "The Gao shop runs a tight operation. We couldn't pry anything loose. It took us days just to learn that the warehouse manager keeps a mistress who moonlights as a prostitute. We spent silver on her and managed to extract a bit of information." He paused to take a long drink, letting the silence stretch.

Boss Wang recognized the game—this local rat was angling for more money. He cursed inwardly but kept his voice even. "Silver's no problem. What did you find out?"

"The manager says Australian goods never pass through the warehouse. They're all sent from Gao Ju's private storage at his residence. Each shipment isn't large—just a few crates at a time. But every single piece is valuable." The middle-aged man's eyes gleamed with undisguised greed.

"How often do they ship?"

"No fixed schedule. Roughly every ten days."

So the goods originated from the Gao residence—but how did they get inside? The mansion wasn't on the seashore; no ship could possibly sail in. Did they fall from the sky?

"Have you investigated what the Gao family brings into the residence?"

"For that, we had to enlist help from Flying-Foot Third at the porters' guild. He charged quite a bit..." The man let the implication hang.

"No problem." Boss Wang said this smoothly, but his hand drifted to the short blade hidden in his sleeve.

"He wanted ten taels." The middle-aged man squinted, testing his reaction. Boss Wang smiled thinly and glanced at his companions. They all wore the same cold smirk. The informant suddenly seemed to remember exactly whose subordinates sat before him. He hurried on: "Flying-Foot Third had his people secretly check what the Gao family was bringing in—and there is something strange."

"Oh? They're smuggling the goods in?"

"No—it's not that. It's what goes in and out that's peculiar."

They had bribed porters throughout the guild to examine a full month's worth of cargo entering and leaving the Gao residence. Normally, what went in consisted mainly of porcelain and ironware, and what came out was much the same. But this month had been different. Besides the usual goods, they were now bringing in musk, ambergris, red sandalwood—and strangest of all, nothing was being shipped back out. Everything vanished into thin air the moment it passed through the gates.

After all their investigation, they still couldn't determine where the Australian goods actually came from. Boss Wang sighed heavily. If even the local rats couldn't uncover the truth, discovering it themselves would be harder still.

He counted out a dozen foreign coins and sent the man on his way. The group sat in frustrated silence, struggling to believe their predicament. In the month since they had infiltrated Guangzhou—navigating countless difficulties—they had investigated this far and no further. They had a rough idea of where the sea merchants were staying, but where their ship was moored and how their goods were being transported remained complete mysteries. For now, they could only wait for a report from the men they had sent days earlier to infiltrate the Gao residence.

They waited a long time. Finally, the two men who had attempted the infiltration returned. One had a fresh scrape across his face. Boss Wang saw his expression shift the moment he entered—and knew at once that things had gone wrong.

"The back streets all have barriers—hard to get through. So we went over the city wall instead and lay in wait for several days before we spotted something unusual." These two had been famous flying thieves in their former lives, until murder charges and wanted posters drove them to join the pirates. The Zheng family had promised them a hefty sum for this dangerous Guangzhou mission.

From their vantage point atop the city wall, they had observed the comings and goings of people and cargo at the Gao mansion's back gate. They discovered that everything actually flowed to and from a different compound entirely—through its rear courtyard. They had managed to get inside that courtyard. And there they had finally laid eyes on the Australian sea merchants.

"Four of them. Dressed in Ming attire, but with shaved heads—like monks."

Knowing this courtyard held secrets, they had observed for two more days and determined it was a secret property belonging to the Gao family, now serving as quarters for the Australian merchants. All goods were transported from this safe house to the Gao mansion; the Gao mansion, in turn, sent goods back here.

But the fundamental question remained unanswered: they still had not discovered where the sea merchants' goods actually came from.

"We wanted to get close enough to listen in, but—damn it!" The one with the bruise spoke viciously. "There's a trained fighter among them. The moment we got near, he spotted us and threw a rock. Fast and hard."

"I say we go all in." Someone spoke in a low voice. "Just sack the whole place. Grab Steward Yan—or even Gao Ju himself—and we'll get the full story."

Boss Wang snorted. "Grab them? Which merchant on Haopan Street doesn't have powerful connections? Setting aside their reach into high places—just the household guards alone would be enough to crush you."

"Then grab one of the sea merchants." The man chuckled. "Even if we don't touch the Gao family, these rootless sea merchants are fair game, aren't they? Brother He says there's only one fighter among them, and no Gao household guards present. Even if that one were made of iron, how many nails can you forge from a single ingot? We gather our best brothers, go in, and grab one of them. Take him aboard our ship—and then whether he's from Australia or Mount Kunlun, he'll have to explain everything." His grin turned greedy. "Besides, to get him back, won't they have to hand over some good merchandise?"

The others roared their approval, all turning expectantly toward Boss Wang. He considered the proposal. It had merit. Kidnapping a sea merchant wasn't a major affair; Gao Ju was unlikely to wage war over it, which left room for future dealings.

With that settled, they huddled together and began to plot.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 29: The Disappearance of Director Wen

"My head..." Xiao Zishan groaned as consciousness dragged him unwillingly from sleep. His skull felt packed with wet sand, and a nauseating heaviness pressed behind his eyes. Strange—these past few days he'd been sleeping better than he had in years. Ming-era Guangzhou offered clean air and blissful silence, unmarred by the early-morning roar of traffic. Sleep here came deep and sweet.

In the early days of their crossing trades, everyone had been too anxious to spend nights in the Ming dynasty. They would conclude their business before nightfall and return, preferring the familiarity of the modern world. But as their operations expanded and their connections with local merchants solidified, the work on this side of the wormhole demanded longer stays. To preserve the passage's lifespan, lingering for a few days after each crossing had become routine. Besides, there was something dangerously seductive about living like lords with servants attending their every need. Sometimes Xiao Zishan caught himself never wanting to leave.

But this morning was different. He forced his eyes open. Beyond the gauze window, post-rain sunlight flooded the room with a brilliance that suggested mid-morning—close to ten o'clock, he guessed. That made no sense. In this era without television or internet, even their longest evening discussions wound down early, and everyone naturally rose around seven. Why had he slept so late?

He pushed himself upright—and froze. The room had been ransacked. Every drawer gaped open, every cabinet door flung wide. His belongings lay scattered across the floor in chaotic heaps.

Robbed.

The word struck like ice water. Panic surged through him—the cash and merchandise from this trade were still stored in the compound. If those were gone... He scrambled to dress, reaching for his shoes—and found them missing. His socks and hiking boots had vanished. They'd actually been robbed. He spotted a pair of woven straw slippers in the corner, jammed his feet into them, threw on his clothes, and rushed outside.

He nearly collided with Beiwei in the courtyard. One glance at Beiwei's feet confirmed his fears—straw slippers. The combat boots were gone.

"Something happened," Beiwei said flatly.

"What?"

"Director Wen is missing."

The words turned Xiao Zishan's blood to ice. Director Wen—missing. This wasn't twenty-first-century Guangzhou, where Director Wen knew half the city and could summon the police with a phone call. This was seventeenth-century Guangzhou. Beyond these walls, they knew no one. They didn't even know which direction to run.

The two men tore through the compound, checking room after room. Engineer Wang lay in deep, unnatural slumber. In the servants' quarters of the third courtyard, they found Gao Qing's family and Sun Chang equally comatose. They roused everyone they could—all complained of dizziness and nausea. Gao Lujie and Gao Di wouldn't wake no matter how much they were shaken or called.

"Master Xiao," Sun Chang said as they fumbled about in confusion, "try cold water on the face."

Gao Qing's family scrambled to fetch basins. Only after splashing their faces did anyone's head begin to clear.

"This is very wrong," Sun Chang said, studying their symptoms with grim recognition.

"What is it?"

"Knockout incense poisoning. Without question."

The words conjured an immediate image in Xiao Zishan's mind: Sun Erniang from the Water Margin, drugging travelers at her roadside inn.

Sun Chang had wandered far from his famine-stricken hometown, begging his way to Guangzhou. He had seen much of the jianghu underworld along the road. "Are the masters missing anything of value?"

The question sent Xiao Zishan and Beiwei sprinting to the west chamber of the middle courtyard. This room served as their primary warehouse and crossing point. The Executive Committee had made certain non-period modifications here: windows and extra doors bricked shut, and the interior fortified with a cage of barbed-wire-wrapped steel fencing and a modern security door. As they approached, Xiao Zishan's heart sank—the padlock on the outer wooden door was gone. He shoved the door open and exhaled with relief. The steel grating stood intact, the security door undisturbed. A full cartload of goods remained neatly stacked inside.

The thieves had failed to breach their twenty-first-century defenses. But the relief was hollow. They had lost Director Wen—and that was infinitely worse than losing merchandise or money. Money could be earned back. A living person, lost somewhere in the Ming Dynasty? That was another matter entirely.

"Who could have taken him?" Xiao Zishan's mind churned through possibilities. Random crime or premeditated attack? Impossible to say. If premeditated, only the Gao household knew they were staying here—they had no other contacts in the entire city. But what would Gao Ju's people gain from kidnapping Director Wen? If random, perhaps some master thief had broken in seeking valuables, failed to crack the security measures, and snatched Director Wen as a consolation prize. That seemed plausible enough.

They searched Director Wen's room again and again but found nothing conclusive. His clothes, shoes, and hat were all gone—along with the stab-resistant vest he always wore on crossings, his pepper spray, and his stun gun.

After another fruitless sweep, Xiao Zishan turned to Beiwei. "See anything useful? Aren't you supposed to be a recon soldier?"

Beiwei spread his hands. "Recon soldier, not detective. We need someone from criminal investigation."

"Then let's get one. Ran Yao used to be a police officer."

"Get him here fast," Engineer Wang agreed. "And those mystery buffs who haunt the detective-novel forums—bring a few of them too." He spotted Gao Xian approaching with cleaning supplies and shouted: "Don't move anything! We need to preserve the scene!" Gao Xian fled in alarm.

After quick deliberation, they formed a plan: Engineer Wang would take the goods and cash back through the crossing, report to the Executive Committee, and summon professionals to examine the evidence. Xiao Zishan and Beiwei would remain to investigate.

Xiao Zishan summoned Gao Qing's family and Sun Chang, questioning them about anything unusual that had occurred recently—including events at the Gao mansion. After much probing, Sun Chang offered the only lead worth noting: a "Young Eunuch Yang" from Beijing had been visiting Master Gao lately, and the old merchant seemed to have something weighing on his mind.

This news only deepened Gao Qing's anxiety; he retreated to the front courtyard to sweep and calm his nerves. Sun Chang remained more composed. "There's no need to panic just yet," he counseled. "If the thieves have kidnapped Master Wen, they'll send a ransom letter. When that arrives, the masters can decide whether to pay or involve the authorities."

"Involve the authorities?" Xiao Zishan laughed bitterly. They were all illegal entrants to this era—how could they possibly bring in Ming officials? Besides, he understood ancient law enforcement well enough: unless the crime involved armed murder or arson in broad daylight, officials couldn't be bothered to act without substantial bribes. At that point, they might as well just pay the ransom directly.

"True," Sun Chang said quietly. "The masters are not Ming subjects and shouldn't appear publicly. But you could ask Master Gao to handle the matter—have him deal with the authorities discreetly." He glanced at Xiao Zishan. "Master Gao's word carries considerable weight in the Prefecture and both counties."

Xiao Zishan gave a noncommittal grunt, but suspicion coiled in his chest. Before Sun Chang's arrival, everything had been perfectly normal. The man had been here only a few days, and now Director Wen had vanished...

As he mulled this over, Beiwei strode in. Sun Chang quickly withdrew.

"Found something," Beiwei announced.

Xiao Zishan straightened. "Where?"

"They came in by climbing the wall from the small lane behind the third courtyard. Knocked off a bunch of tiles from the wall coping—scattered all over the ground. There are friction marks on the wall face too."

"And they left the same way?"

"Same route out. I checked other spots around the perimeter—no wall-climbing marks anywhere else."

"I remember Master Gao mentioning that the back lanes are locked at each intersection with wooden gates. Ordinary people can't get in."

"I don't think they came through the lanes," Beiwei said. "The front entrance uses main roads—too conspicuous for this kind of work. If I were running this operation, I'd come over the city wall."

"The city wall?"

"The back courtyards of all these houses butt right up against it." Beiwei nodded. "There are no ramps up or down, but the wall is virtually deserted most of the time. Once you're up there, it's like a highway circling the entire city."

"That makes sense. That makes a lot of sense."

"Remember when someone tried to sneak in and eavesdrop the other day? I threw a rock at them. That person ran off toward the city wall. I think we're dealing with the same group."

"So this was premeditated. But who would do this? And why?"

"No idea. But we need to get Director Wen back first. We'll figure the rest out once the professionals arrive to examine the scene."

"Agreed. We should also notify Gao Ju and ask him to help search. He's the local strongman—he knows people."

"What if Gao Ju is involved?"

"I doubt it. What would he gain from kidnapping Director Wen?"

"Still can't rule it out." Beiwei's expression darkened. "Damn it, my knife is gone too." He'd paid good money for that blade on a sword-collecting website. Now it had vanished along with his 3515-brand military boots.

Alone in the study, Xiao Zishan sat turning the puzzle over in his mind. No matter how he analyzed it, Master Gao remained the prime suspect—he was the only one who knew they lived here. But what was the motive? Xiao Zishan believed firmly that everything in this world had a motive. What could Gao Ju hope to gain? Extortion seemed pointless; the merchant was already profiting handsomely from their trade. Perhaps he wanted to use Director Wen as leverage to guarantee exclusive monopoly on all Australian goods going forward—that was conceivable. But even so, why resort to such elaborate measures? Wall-climbing, knockout incense...

Wall-climbing. Knockout incense.

When you stripped it down, this was the work of jianghu professionals.

Understanding began to crystallize. Xiao Zishan called Sun Chang back.

"Are you familiar with the street gangs and underworld elements in Guangzhou?"

"No," Sun Chang replied. "I'm not a local, and I'm not Cantonese. Besides, I've always worked within the Gao mansion. The family scrutinizes the backgrounds of all household servants very strictly—anyone with connections to unsavory elements is never hired."

Xiao Zishan nodded. That statement went a long way toward clearing Sun Chang of suspicion. The servant hesitated, seeming to have more to say.

"If you have something on your mind, speak freely," Xiao Zishan said. "I believe in trusting those I employ and employing those I trust."

"Yes, Master." Encouraged, Sun Chang spoke. "I have a suggestion."

"Go on."

"In Nanhai County, there's an escort agency called the Qiwei Escort Bureau. It's a small operation—their routes aren't long. But they have a specialty: 'store-sitting.'"

"Store-sitting?"

"Yes. The masters may not know: shopkeepers are often harassed and extorted by street thugs, so they hire escort guards to sit in their shops and keep order."

"Like security guards," Xiao Zishan said, understanding.

Sun Chang didn't recognize the term but agreed anyway and continued: "Escort guards who sit in shops know the local street thugs and lowlifes intimately. If we engage their help, they can certainly gather information for us. And if this was the work of ordinary underworld rats, they might even be able to rescue the hostage."



Note: "Store-sitting" as an escort-bureau service is documented only in Qing-dynasty Beijing; I haven't found records of it elsewhere. Also, the escort-bureau industry generally appears only in the Kangxi period of the Qing. My view is that given the commercial economy of the Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties, similar trades or organizations must have existed—but since I couldn't find documentation, I've used Qing-era sources.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 30: Seventeenth-Century Deduction

"You have contacts at the Qiwei Escort Bureau?" Xiao Zishan asked immediately.

"I do," Sun Chang replied without hesitation. "The manager and all the guards hail from my home region." It turned out the Qiwei Escort Bureau was staffed entirely by Jiangxi natives, their routes running exclusively between Guangzhou and Nanchang. Many of the bureau's guards had trained alongside Sun Chang at the same martial arts school.

Whether to involve the escort bureau was not a decision Xiao Zishan could make alone—the stakes were too high. After a moment's hesitation, he told Sun Chang they would discuss it later and instructed him to keep all gates secured.

When the Executive Committee received the news, they convened an emergency session immediately. Someone had dared to kidnap a transmigrator! If they could tolerate this, they could tolerate anything. The room buzzed with vengeful energy—everyone wanted to teach the perpetrators a lesson. They summoned Ran Yao, the former police officer, along with several mystery enthusiasts well-versed in Conan Doyle and Agatha Christie. Xi Yazhou produced a cache of hidden five-shot shotguns. Someone proposed manufacturing grenades to "give the natives a taste of modern warfare." Others volunteered to cobble together sulfuric-acid bombs. The meeting threatened to descend into chaos until Ma Qianzhu stepped forward.

"We can't send a mob over there."

"Why the hell not?" Engineer Wang demanded, his face flushed with anger.

"Sending a crowd won't help—it'll only create confusion." Ma Qianzhu remained calm. "That's Ming-era Guangzhou we're talking about. We don't know the streets, we don't have maps, we can't navigate. What good does it do to send dozens of people? Even if someone told you exactly where Director Wen was being held, could you find it?"

The room fell silent. Apparently no one had considered this.

"Ming-era problems require Ming-era solutions. What we need right now is intelligence. Once we know Director Wen's whereabouts, we can proceed—whether that means armed rescue or paying ransom. But if a noisy crowd shows up, Zishan and Engineer Wang will have a difficult time explaining things to their local partners."

"Pay ransom? How can you even suggest that!" someone protested. "We're not going to cave like cowards! Never!" Murmurs of agreement rippled through the room. The transmigrators often paid lip service to respecting ancient wisdom, saying things like "Don't underestimate our ancestors" and "People back then were quite formidable." But deep down, they brimmed with modern superiority. The notion of "civilized modern people" compromising with "ignorant backward ancients" wounded their pride just to contemplate.

"If we can resolve this quickly and safely, compromise isn't shameful," Ma Qianzhu said, holding his ground. "Armed rescue has problems: first, we lack intelligence; second, it might endanger Director Wen's life. And finally"—he surveyed the room—"our goal here isn't to wage war against the Ming-era underworld."

As tempers cooled slightly, he continued. "We'll prepare for both possibilities. Ran Yao should still go to examine the crime scene. His investigative skills will be sufficient—this isn't some locked-room mystery, so the detective-fiction buffs can sit this one out."

Several mystery enthusiasts lodged halfhearted protests.

"If we need an armed solution, we already have Beiwei on site. I propose the Athletics Group send two additional people as backup—any more would just get in the way."

Lin Shenhe pushed through the crowd. "I'm going too. Give me that Emei small-caliber rifle. I've shot sniper rifles in America—practically never miss within five hundred meters."

"Fine. You're in."

"That's enough." Ma Qianzhu cut off the remaining volunteers with a wave. To Engineer Wang, he added: "Tell Zishan to leverage Ming-era capabilities. Don't rely too heavily on force alone."

"Understood."

With the discussion concluded, everyone scrambled to pack gear. Ran Yao brought his camera and criminal-investigation notebook. He had fingerprint-collection tools as well, but those were useless here—the Ming Dynasty had no fingerprint database. The Athletics Group packed three five-shot shotguns. Ammunition was scarce, and there was no time to reload fresh rounds, so each gun received only ten shells. They also assembled reconnaissance equipment: night-vision goggles, radio beacons. Listening devices couldn't be obtained on short notice, but voice recorders, microphones, and cameras were scrounged together. Walkie-talkies, smoke canisters, tear-gas grenades, gas masks, and assorted odds and ends—whether useful or not—filled two large backpacks.

Ran Yao accompanied Xiao Zishan and Sun Chang as they inspected Director Wen's room and the entire compound, sketching several diagrams along the way. Sun Chang was astonished that within a few hours, more Australians had materialized—even more surprising than learning Master Wen had been kidnapped. He watched this new Australian work in silence, prowling methodically through the rooms and courtyard: now climbing a ladder, now lying flat on the ground peering through a small magnifying glass, occasionally scribbling in a notebook with some kind of pen. He concluded this must be an Australian constable, though he couldn't fathom how the man had arrived so quickly.

After more than an hour of investigation, Ran Yao had largely reconstructed the crime.

"This was a coordinated operation involving multiple perpetrators." In the room, he briefed the grim-faced rescue team. A large square table had been stood on end to serve as an improvised blackboard, its black-lacquered rosewood surface now defaced with chalk marks.

"This is the route the criminals used to enter." He drew a floor plan on the table. "The courtyard wall here is quite tall—roughly seven to eight meters. A human pyramid wouldn't work at that height, so they must have used a grappling hook. There are obvious grip marks on the wall coping, along with many fallen tiles."

"Grappling hooks are real?"

"Very real. I've seen documentation of burglary cases using such tools well into the 1940s and '50s.

"After entering, the criminals first used knockout incense on the servants in the outer courtyard, then moved inward and drugged each of our four colleagues in turn—proceeding from east to west. They waited outside for some time before calmly searching each room.

"They broke the padlock on the crossing-point room and attempted to pry open the steel grating. There are at least three or four pry marks on the bars. From the abrasion patterns, the tool was probably a crude blade or similar long, narrow iron implement.

"Finally, they carried the unconscious Director Wen out through the back courtyard gate.

"Though the traces aren't entirely clear, based on footprints extracted from the muddy ground and friction marks on the walls, I've identified at least three distinct sets of footprints inside the compound. Outside the wall, there's another set. So we're looking at a minimum of four perpetrators. Their heights range from 1.55 to 1.60 meters. They carried specialized climbing equipment, weapons, and narcotics—professional criminals, without question.

"One peculiar detail stands out: among the four sets of footprints, one person was barefoot. While going barefoot was common in ancient times, this is Guangzhou proper, not some remote backwater. This could be a significant lead."

"You mean there are social groups accustomed to going barefoot?"

"Exactly. At least one of the criminals habitually goes without shoes. It's unlikely to be a personal quirk—more probably a custom shared by an entire social group."

"Who would that be?" The room puzzled over this.

"I'm not a historian," Ran Yao admitted with a helpless shrug. In the modern world, this case would be trivially easy. The traces this gang had left were as obvious as walking around without pants under contemporary forensic techniques. Unfortunately, this was seventeenth-century Ming Dynasty China—no fingerprint databases, no criminal records to consult. He was utterly ignorant of this ancient city's social fabric. Standard investigative methods were useless here.

Disappointment settled over the room. They had expected a professional investigator to make short work of these petty criminals. Apparently not. Modern criminal investigation, they were learning, depended heavily on long-accumulated intelligence and archives.

"Is there anything else you can tell us? What about motive—was this premeditated or opportunistic?" Xiao Zishan pressed.

"Premeditated, without question." Ran Yao reconstructed the sequence. "The criminals had detailed knowledge of this compound. There are over twenty rooms of various sizes here, yet knockout incense was used only in occupied ones. On the windows of empty rooms, I found no dosing holes.

"The reason they resorted to knockout incense is obvious—they knew you had strong defensive capabilities. Otherwise, they wouldn't have needed it to succeed. Director Wen always carries pepper spray wherever he goes.

"Also, as Beiwei mentioned, you had an intrusion attempt a few days ago. That was almost certainly the criminals casing the location.

"As for motive—that's where things get puzzling." Ran Yao stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Judging from the stolen items, they clearly came for valuables. But kidnapping Director Wen alone suggests a targeted abduction."

"Do they know Director Wen's identity as an Australian sea merchant?"

"I'm certain they do." Ran Yao pointed at the list of stolen items. "This gang wasn't just interested in silver—they specifically targeted your 'Australian goods.' They left most Ming-era valuables untouched. Instead, they took your shoes, socks, ballpoint pens—modern trinkets. They came prepared."

"You mean...?"

"This isn't simple theft or kidnapping." Ran Yao shook his head slowly. "I believe Director Wen's abduction may not be for ransom at all."

The room fell into hushed conference, and everyone agreed to leverage Ming-era resources for intelligence gathering. Xiao Zishan turned to Sun Chang. "Bring the manager of the Qiwei Escort Bureau here."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 31: The Qiwei Escort Bureau

"Help rescue a hostage?" The elderly manager of the Qiwei Escort Bureau, Sun Kecheng, rolled his eyes and fixed them on Sun Chang, who had come bearing the summons.

This Sun Chang was his disciple-nephew by martial lineage and a distant blood relative besides, yet his blunt personality had always made him unpopular. After drifting to Guangzhou with nothing to show for it, the man had simply sold himself into servitude. Sun Kecheng often brooded over this—what a waste of genuine martial skill.

He had considered finding Sun Chang a position at the bureau, but times had been lean. The escort trade wasn't like other businesses where adding a person merely meant another pair of chopsticks at the table. In this line of work, every position served a purpose: when contracts flowed, you hired; more work meant more hands, which meant higher expenses eating into slim margins. When business dried up, you didn't dismiss anyone—the whole company tightened its belt together. With things as they were, taking on new staff was out of the question.

"Yes," Sun Chang said. "My masters request that you come to discuss the matter."

Sun Kecheng frowned in confusion. He recalled that Sun Chang now served at the Haopan Street mansion of Gao Ju, a merchant of considerable standing. Master Gao was a well-connected figure in Guangzhou—why seek out an escort bureau instead of going through official channels when someone had been snatched?

As for hostage rescue, escort bureaus generally wanted no part of it. The relationship between escort services and bandits was built on harmony—what the jianghu called "making friends"—not on life-or-death battles. Rescuing a hostage meant snatching meat from a wolf's jaws. Anyone bold enough to kidnap someone in the provincial capital was no petty thief; it would mean a vicious fight, and win or lose, once the bureau's involvement was known, they would have made blood enemies of dangerous men.

Still, the current situation was desperate. Since the first year of Tianqi, disorder had spread everywhere, escort routes had grown increasingly perilous, and income kept dwindling. The bureau had a hundred mouths to feed...

After considerable deliberation, he finally agreed to take the job. First, this commission could relieve half the bureau's financial strain. Second, according to his disciple-nephew, these new masters were Australian sea merchants—and this piqued Sun Kecheng's interest. Australian goods had gained sudden fame in recent months. These merchants were not only wealthy but treated their people generously; they had even permitted Sun Chang to restore his original surname. Clearly they were benevolent gentlemen. For reasons of both sentiment and profit, he owed them his help.

Xiao Zishan and Ran Yao regarded the escort bureau manager with some skepticism when Sun Chang's recommendation finally walked through their door. They had expected a burly giant with a bearded face—the heroic type from martial arts tales. Instead, what arrived was an ordinary middle-aged man wearing a plain silk cap and a cross-collared jacket, indistinguishable from common folk on any Guangzhou street. Though his steps remained steady and sure, he hardly looked the part of a martial hero.

But they needed someone who could gather information, and quickly. Gao Di had already volunteered to go out scouting, but no one dared pin all their hopes on a handful of children. They recounted the entire affair, including all of Ran Yao's investigative findings.

After hearing Xiao Zishan's briefing and the conclusions they had drawn, Sun Kecheng nodded slowly.

"You have an expert among you, I see."

"We're strangers here and don't understand the city's ways," Xiao Zishan replied. "We must trouble Manager Sun for assistance."

"Of course, of course." Sun Kecheng smiled. "Sun Chang has found favor with you. For that alone, the Qiwei Escort Bureau will give its full support." He paused, considering. "You mentioned there was one barefoot person among the intruders. In this city, even villagers coming to town wear at least wooden clogs or straw sandals. The only people who go barefoot year-round are one kind: the Danjia boat people."

"Danjia?" Xiao Zishan seemed to recognize the term—something about an ancient lowborn caste.

"Exactly. The masters don't know about the Danjia?" Sun Kecheng settled into explanation. The so-called Danjia, also known as "egg households," were water-dwelling people distributed along the coastal bays and inland rivers of Fujian, Guangdong, and Guangxi provinces. "Their descendants take boats as homes and fishing as livelihood. They read hidden currents by the color of the water; in ancient times they were called 'dragon households.' Common folk call them Danjia."

"They're fishermen?"

"Though the Danjia make their living on the water, only some are fishermen. But not all fishermen are Danjia." He explained that the Danjia engaged in every kind of water-based trade imaginable; their boats could be found at almost every inlet and fork of the Pearl River.

If there was a Danjia person among the kidnappers, things became much clearer. Director Wen was very likely being held on some boat. This was the South City—climb over the city wall and you were at the Pearl River. Once the criminals boarded a vessel, they had the whole sea as an escape route. Moreover, the Danjia formed an extremely closed community with dialects and customs entirely distinct from land-dwellers. Without someone familiar with their inner circles, gathering information would be nearly impossible.

Hearing this, everyone's hearts sank.

"There are thousands of boats on the water, if not tens of thousands," Ran Yao said, frustration rising. "Even an inspection would take a month or more." He forgot, momentarily, that in this time and place he had no authority to conduct any inspection.

"The masters needn't despair. It's not as difficult as it seems." Sun Kecheng raised a calming hand. "Though the Danjia and land-dwellers keep separate and bear each other no love, they wouldn't be behind a kidnapping. This must be outside criminals working in league with pleasure-boat prostitutes. These women often engage in illicit activities—that knockout incense isn't something common in the jianghu underworld. It's more like what water-based prostitutes use to rob men of their money." He smiled confidently. "Master Wen should be on one of those flower boats."

"Where do these flower boats moor?"

"The Danjia flower boats gather mostly around Shicui Islet at White Goose Pool. I'll send out escort guards as soon as I return." He paused, his expression growing serious. "But there are a few things I must make clear—heed them carefully.

"First: avoid reporting to the officials. Though Master Gao's influence could dispatch every constable in the prefecture and both counties with a single calling card, those men are rogues themselves. A fat sheep at their door won't move them without their palms being greased with silver. They might even collude with the criminals.

"Second: don't seize whoever delivers the ransom letter. Such people are either street beggars hired temporarily or common thugs—they won't know the real criminals. Grabbing them is useless and will only alert the other side. After dark, the city gates close. We don't know the terrain beyond the walls—fighting them on their ground, we might not have the upper hand.

"Finally: don't act rashly. They certainly have lookouts watching your residence. But these watchers are also hired helpers who can't tell you much."

After seeing Manager Sun off, everyone agreed that simply waiting for news wasn't the answer. Fortunately, if the other side wanted ransom, there would have to be letters exchanged—this was a thread leading to the kidnappers. Tailing someone through Ming-era Guangzhou was impossible for them, but modern surveillance technology certainly could work.

They immediately installed cameras throughout the compound and established a monitoring station in the courtyard, powered by banks of batteries—twenty-four-hour continuous surveillance of every approach. Lin Shenhe walked a circuit of the perimeter and mounted several wireless cameras on the front courtyard roof to watch the street. Then he donned a camouflage jacket, took up binoculars, night-vision goggles, a walkie-talkie, and a rifle, and climbed the compound's only large tree. Among the dense branches, he constructed a platform and began trading shifts with Beiwei on overwatch, ready to respond at a moment's notice.

Ran Yao changed into servant's clothes, clipped a DV camera to his waist, and walked up and down Haopan Street several times with Sun Chang as his guide.

"Found the surveillance!" He came back and tossed the camera on the table.

Everyone perked up and crowded around as he played back the footage.

"There are four people watching." He pointed at a peddler on the screen. "See this one—absent-minded, eyes constantly drifting toward Master Gao's front gate.

"This one's dressed as a beggar, but instead of working the busy street, he's hiding in the dead-end alley by the Gao mansion's side gate.

"This one is watching our front entrance.

"And this fellow—sitting alone drinking tea in the teahouse—he's probably the leader. They likely have one or two more serving as runners to relay reports." Ran Yao looked up. "Let's print out photos of these people—one copy for everyone."

"Good."

"Should we grab them?"

"These people are probably just outer-ring members. They may not know the real details."

"If only we could tail them. The leader should be meeting with the main conspirators."

"Possible. Too bad we can't follow them."

"What about planting a wireless beacon on him?"

"Better to just put the beacon in the ransom. That way we can track it straight to their lair."

"Theoretically possible." Lin Shenhe shook his head. "But here we have no map, no GPS—we can't do precise positioning from the signal. All we can manage is radio direction-finding for rough positioning, and the terrain is too complex."

"The key problem is no map."

"The Ming should have maps. Have someone go buy a few."

"Sun Chang already bought one, but this map..." Someone unfolded it with a grimace. "It's really useless." Ming-era cartography remained quite primitive; modern mapping techniques had only begun reaching China with Matteo Ricci around this period.

"Still, it's an option. Who knows radio direction-finding?"

"I can do it," Beiwei said.

"Then it'll be up to you when the time comes."

"Best if we can just find out the location and go rescue him directly."

"Shouldn't be a problem. From Manager Sun's tone, he'll have the whereabouts within a few days."

"I wonder how Director Wen is doing right now."



Manager Sun returned to the escort bureau, drank several pots of strong tea, and sat thinking. He had thumped his chest with confidence at the Australian merchants' residence, and in truth he was already seven or eight parts certain. That water-based prostitutes were involved was beyond doubt—even if the Australian constable Ran hadn't mentioned the barefoot footprints, the lingering scent Sun Kecheng had detected in the room told him as much.

But how to investigate presented its own difficulties. Escort bureau rules forbade setting foot in brothels and flower boats, and he knew no one inside those circles.

Fortunately, flower boats still depended on land-based vendors for food and supplies. From those small merchants who specialized in serving the boats, they could surely learn something. If nothing else, an extra person aboard meant considerably more provisions each day.

He summoned several escort guards and split them into two groups: one would disguise themselves as traveling merchants and make discreet inquiries; the other would question familiar vendors. After giving these instructions, he added one final thought:

"Pay attention to whether any boat has recently taken on a charter customer, or which boat has suddenly stopped receiving clients."

Flower boats were small; it was impossible to hide a hostage while still entertaining guests.

Once they located where the hostage was hidden, the rescue itself would be straightforward. Manager Sun had handled hostage recoveries for several old clients before. He knew kidnappers rarely stayed with their captives; those guarding the prisoner were usually small fry. This served two purposes—to keep the real criminals from being seen by the victim, and to ensure that if authorities discovered the hiding place, the masterminds wouldn't go down with it.

But as that Constable Ran had said: the escort bureau's main job was to gather intelligence. How to act in the end was their decision.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 32: Response

Sleep is the state closest to death. Director Wen woke with this phrase inexplicably lodged in his mind. He opened his eyes to find a pale-red canopy swaying above him, its watergrass patterns rippling like something alive. A faint, feminine fragrance drifted to his nostrils. He closed his eyes to savor it—then snapped them open again. Where am I?

Had he not already lived through the wormhole, he would have been ninety percent certain he'd transmigrated into someone else's body. His thoughts sharpened: wasn't he staying at the mansion Gao Ju had given them? That bed had a canopy too, but just an ordinary blue cotton curtain—nothing this ornate, this feminine. So where exactly was this place?

He tried to sit up, but his head felt leaden and his limbs ached with a bone-deep weariness. He looked around: a cramped room with no windows on any wall. Besides the large bed beneath him, there was only a small table and a single chair. A vase of potted plants sat on the table; two landscape paintings adorned the walls. Nothing else.

He moved to dress and discovered that his stab-resistant vest, belt, and waterproof boots were gone. His folding knife, stun gun, and pepper spray—items he never went without—had all vanished. This alarmed him considerably. As a longtime survivalist, these were practically Wen Desi's protective talismans. Finding himself stripped of every defense in an unknown situation sent ice through his veins.

The door creaked open. A lean, medium-built man stepped in, his sallow complexion radiating a certain viciousness. Director Wen was no fool—one glance told him this visitor meant trouble. With his own situation still unclear, he decided to hold his tongue.

"How are you, Shopkeeper Wen?" The man offered a casual salute with his fists, deliberately letting his sleeve fall back to reveal the short sword at his waist. Wen Desi caught a slight Hokkien accent in his speech.

"May I ask who you are?"

The man laughed coldly and sprawled in the chair. "We all make our living on the sea. Word is that Shopkeeper Wen came from Australia and made a fortune selling rare goods. We'd like to know where your ship is moored and what route you sail—so we brothers can look out for each other on the water."

Wen Desi ignored the question. "Where is this place?"

"This is merely temporary lodging for Shopkeeper Wen. No need to know more." The man's expression turned threatening. "We're very curious about Australian affairs. We hope the shopkeeper won't be stingy with information."

Director Wen thought: You skinny little runt—you think I'm scared of you? Under normal circumstances, he would have already given the man a thorough beating. But his hands and feet throbbed with weakness; he could barely move. Better not to take reckless risks.

"Certainly," he said. "What would you like to know?"

"What ship brought you to the Great Ming? Where is it moored now?"

This was the question Wen Desi dreaded most—there was simply no way to explain the truth, and lies would crumble under the slightest investigation. Since no "Australian ship" existed, his only option was to shift the blame onto a vessel that did.

"Australian-built ships aren't suited for long voyages," he said, "so we only went as far as Borneo. From there, we transferred to a Portuguese vessel." This was half-true—the man couldn't easily refute it. The interrogator then asked how they had entered Guangzhou.

Wen Desi's mind raced. Since this group had kidnapped him, they obviously weren't aligned with Gao Ju—possibly even his enemies. His only option now was to tie every verifiable fact to Gao Ju; that way they couldn't cross-check, and his lies wouldn't be exposed. He recalled everything Xiao Zishan had told him about the smuggling merchants of Haopan Street. With his story prepared, he spoke:

"Back in Australia, we'd heard from overseas merchants that Guangzhou in the Great Ming was richer than whole nations, but outsiders weren't allowed into the city to trade. By chance, we learned from a Portuguese sailor about a place called Youyu Islet at the Pearl River estuary—a haven for foreign merchants looking to smuggle goods. We disembarked there and paid someone to bring us into Guangzhou. That person delivered us to Master Gao Ju's mansion."

"Oh? And this person's name?"

"We were newcomers. We didn't dare ask too many questions. I believe his surname was Wang."

"Wang Boss" of Youyu Islet—this was just a passing whisper he'd once caught from the Gao household servants.

"Strange—Wang Boss says he doesn't know any Australian merchants!" A clear, flirtatious female voice came from beyond the door.

As the words faded, a young woman stepped out from behind it. She wore a lotus-root-colored, close-fitting cross-collared jacket and a pale blue pleated skirt. Tall and slender, with arched brows, red lips, and skin luminous as jade, she possessed large, bright eyes that swept about as she spoke—naturally coquettish. But looking more closely, there was a subtle hint of menace in her gaze.

Wang Boss seemed quite wary of this girl; he scrambled to his feet and offered his seat with a fawning smile. She accepted without ceremony, settling into the chair with easy grace. A pair of lovely eyes, seemingly able to peer into one's soul, roamed over Director Wen. His heart pounded. What's this girl's game? Where in seventeenth-century Ming did such a person come from?

"And you are?" Wen Desi asked. Unsettled by her words, he knew that speaking up to defend himself would easily reveal flaws. Better to stall.

"Hey now—none of your concern..." Wang Boss began.

"Oh, Boss Wang, don't say that." She cut him off with a dismissive wave. "I'm not some villain. I'm someone with a reputation on these seas—why be so secretive?" She smiled. "I'm Li Siya."

She stood, lifted the hems of her skirt with both hands, placed her right foot back, and dipped into a graceful curtsy. Director Wen's brain buzzed. Could this girl also be a transmigrator? Were there others in this world besides them?

Forcing himself to stay calm, he rose and offered a slight bow. "I am Wen Desi."

Now it was Li Siya's turn to look startled. "Australia also practices Western etiquette?"

Wen Desi noticed that the girl's hair and pupils had a slight brown tint, and her long hair was gently curled. He guessed she probably had Portuguese blood—such local-born mixed-race individuals were common in Macau, some even having two Portuguese parents. The curtsy was simply Western manners, nothing more. Reassured, he smiled.

"In Australia, we normally practice Western etiquette."

"Yet you still call yourselves children of Huaxia? Isn't that a collapse of ritual and music?" she teased.

"Our hearts turn toward Huaxia; thus we are children of Huaxia. It has nothing to do with ritual and music."

"Quite imposing." Li Siya sat in the chair, casually toying with a small knife—which Wen Desi recognized as his own ever-present folding blade. "But Shopkeeper Wen, you haven't answered my question. Wang Boss really doesn't know you." She gazed at him lazily, her sweet voice taking on a dangerous edge. "For the rest of your life, you do intend to exist in male form, yes?"

Wen Desi broke into a cold sweat. He knew this girl, however coquettish her speech, was probably utterly ruthless. With such a person, showing weakness wouldn't work—but neither would outright defiance. He thought: I only said his surname seemed to be Wang; I never specified which Wang. Besides, Xiao Zishan had told him that groups like the fishing-smuggling gangs on Youyu Islet were extremely exclusive—outsiders couldn't possibly get information. He sneered inwardly: You're just casting a bluff.

"I don't know any Wang Boss," he said evenly. "I only heard his surname seemed to be Wang." To soften his tone, he smiled. "We come from overseas. We only know how to sell goods and make money. We don't go around asking about other people's affairs."

"You lot really do have black eyes that only see silver."

"Forgive us—pursuing profit is a merchant's nature."

"Why do I feel that Shopkeeper Wen and all your people are rather extraordinary?" Li Siya leaned slightly closer; a faint rose-water scent reached his nostrils. "Pursuing profit? Who in this world isn't a fly chasing after gain? Even emperors merely pursue the interests of their own family name." Her eyes flickered. "Am I right, Shopkeeper Wen?"

"Yes, yes. Miss Li instructs wisely."

Wen Desi began suspecting again whether she was a transmigrator. If she really was, hopefully not a fujoshi... While he was lost in thought, Miss Li sat up primly and laid out a pile of objects on the table—all random items, including Xiao Zishan's socks and Engineer Wang's ballpoint pen. They had one thing in common: nothing from this timespace.

"Are all of these made in Australia?"

"They are."

Then this graceful young beauty actually picked up Xiao Zishan's nylon socks—clearly knowing exactly what they were—using a bamboo skewer.

"This sock. How is it made? How is this thread spun? Why is it so transparent yet stretchy?"

"They're knitted socks, made with a knitting machine." Wen Desi was well-versed in early-modern machinery: the first hand-cranked knitting frame had been invented in England in 1598, producing only sixteen loops at a time—still quite primitive. Only thirty years had passed since then; probably even the Portuguese didn't know about it.

"Made with a machine?" The girl gazed thoughtfully at the socks.

"Yes."

"And this thread? Raw silk can't produce such elasticity."

Wen Desi thought this would be difficult to explain. Knitting machines he could at least describe sensibly. But tell her this thread was refined from petroleum? Then his nether regions would probably immediately cease to exist in male form.

"This material is called nylon. It's not silkworm silk. How it's produced is a closely guarded secret in our country—we merchants have no idea."

Li Siya nodded, but disappointment flickered in her eyes. Wen Desi's heart stirred—surely those long, slender legs would be wasted without a pair of stockings. Next time, they should definitely bring plenty of nylon stockings...

"It seems Australian writing is also Western-style." Li Siya sighed, fiddling with the ballpoint pen, reluctant to put it down. "This pen doesn't need to be dipped in ink—quite convenient. Your goods truly make me feel like a frog in a well. I never imagined there was such a place in the world, capable of making such ingenious things."

"You flatter us."

"Now that you've opened this sea route, you'll be trading regularly from now on?"

"Well..." Wen Desi wasn't sure how to answer.

"Hmph. It doesn't matter." The girl gave a cold smile, seeming to speak more to herself than to him. "The waters off Guangdong will fall into the Grand Chief's hands any day now. If you want to keep your ships and cargo safe for the long term, wisdom would serve you well."

With that, she rose and left without another word.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 33: The Rescue Plan

The moment the girl stepped out, Boss Wang hurried to her side.

"Boss Li—what did he say?"

"A mixture of truth and lies." Li Siya's voice was cold. "Some of it can't be verified, so we had no choice but to let him talk."

"Give him a taste of pain. He'll spill everything."

"Not on a flower boat." She cut him off with a sharp gesture. "Too many eyes and ears, too little space. If there's howling and screaming, word spreads immediately. Move him somewhere else before the interrogation."

"Good—I'll arrange it right away."

"After you get his confession, do what you want with him. If you want to leave yourselves an out, don't damage him too badly. Best would be to dispose of him cleanly—dead men tell no tales."

Boss Wang nodded, understanding she'd decided on permanent silence.

"Send the information to the usual place. I'll be staying in Guangzhou a while longer." She called out, "Let's go," and from the shadows emerged another slender figure wrapped in a black cloak. The two jumped ashore and vanished into the darkness.

After a long silence, two accomplices emerged from the cabin. "Boss Wang—what about us?"

"Hmph. How can we not eat fat meat that's fallen into our hands?" Boss Wang spat into the water in contempt. "Who does she think she is? Just an errand-runner for the Grand Chief."

"About moving locations..."

"Move my ass. What does that girl know? 'Howling and screaming'?" He laughed derisively. "Just pole the flower boat out, find some desolate creek to moor in, and take our time questioning him. You could administer the Ten Great Tortures of the Ming and no one would hear a thing."

"Ten Great Tortures of the Ming—is that even real?" The underling looked puzzled.

His companion understood the truth: Boss Wang was simply too stingy to pay for a new hideout, and too attached to his paramour on this boat. Why not keep the profits in the family?

Still, it was true this place had too many eyes. Master Gao wasn't someone to take lightly either. Extra precautions would be necessary. After some thought, Boss Wang issued his orders.

"Keep him hidden on Qingyan's small boat. Ma San and Little Zhao will watch him."

He then positioned two more sentries at key access points. One was a Danjia man skilled with throwing knives—deadly accurate within twenty paces. Boss Wang placed him closest to the flower boat. If anyone came to rescue the hostage, a pair of flying blades could take down one or two men, buying enough time for Ma San to row the small boat away.

The enemy might also approach by water, so he stationed his greatest investment—a military archer—on the flower boat's rear deck. From that elevated vantage point, the man could cover the water and embankment within a hundred paces.

No matter how influential or wealthy Master Gao might be, whether he sent constables or escort guards, they'd be nothing before a sharpshooter who could hit a willow leaf at a hundred paces. Boss Wang savored the thought. This archer was a military deserter, but his skills were superb—fast and accurate. Hiring him through the city's underworld had cost good money.

Silver—Boss Wang never begrudged it. In the end, whoever paid the ransom would foot the bill. Why save money for others? For the three sentries and two guards, he paid ten taels each up front, with another fifty taels promised from the ransom. Even the worthless bouncer on the flower boat got five taels. The whole gang of petty criminals was now in high spirits, eager for action.

While making arrangements, the liaison sent to coordinate with the Haopan Street surveillance team returned. Boss Wang had established a system: twice-daily reports, morning and evening, on activity at the Gao mansion and the sea merchants' residence.

"Any movement?"

"Nothing unusual. The Gao household is bustling—lots of people coming and going—but no one went to the authorities or an escort bureau. Word is they're receiving an important guest from the capital."

"And the Australian merchants?"

"Nothing visible from outside. But..."

"What?"

"They've been setting off firecrackers all day."



"It's confirmed." Ran Yao stood once again before the upended square table, except now the chalk stick was actual chalk instead of a lime cake. "Wen Desi is being held on the fourth flower boat at He embankment in White Goose Pool. The boat is called Xuanzhu."

Several people led by Beiwei sat silently watching Ran Yao and the table. Behind them on a large painting desk sat multiple walkie-talkie chargers, while a 19-inch LCD monitor displayed nearly ten camera feeds in rotation. Below the desk, computer cases, battery banks, and tangles of wire cluttered the floor. The air was stifling. Xiao Zishan, on monitor duty, wore only an old man's undershirt and was still dripping with sweat.

A blown-up digital photo was taped to the rosewood tabletop. This type of flower boat had a wide, flat bow with the stern raised high. A large sweep oar was mounted at the stern, with two smaller oars at the bow—convenient for maneuvering in narrow waters. The boat was elaborately decorated with carved beams and painted rafters.

All flower boats, regardless of size, had three sections: bow cabin, middle cabin, and stern. The middle cabin was largest—about half the vessel's length—with curtains hanging on all four sides for privacy. Based on their analysis, Director Wen was most likely being held there.

Five people regularly lived aboard: the madam, two prostitutes, a servant woman, and a bouncer.

"According to reconnaissance from the Qiwei Escort Bureau, this flower boat has displayed a 'Closed for Charter' sign since the twentieth of last month. Over the past ten-odd days, several strangers have been coming and going regularly. Though they can speak Cantonese, they're not locals—some have been overheard speaking Hokkien to each other.

"Except for one surnamed Wang, none of them stay overnight on the boat. This Wang suspect leaves early every morning and returns near dusk.

"Three days ago—the day Director Wen disappeared—these people all vanished, but the charter sign stayed up. Daily food and vegetable deliveries haven't decreased. Yesterday, someone spotted one of the boat's prostitutes showing off a small shiny object. Based on the escort guard's description, we believe it to be a nail clipper."

"A nail clipper?"

"Yes. A small Five Rams brand nail clipper with a plastic cover. According to the missing items list, it should belong to... Xiao Zishan.

"There's one more piece of evidence." He taped up another digital photo. "Based on photographs and identification of individuals around that boat over the past two days, this person matches the suspicious individual we photographed at the Haopan Street teahouse on the day of the incident."

Two days earlier, after the Qiwei Escort Bureau efficiently reported that Director Wen was likely being held on a flower boat at White Goose Pool, Ran Yao and Beiwei—accompanied by Sun Chang and using the Gao household women's sedan procession as cover—had conducted prolonged on-site surveillance at White Goose Pool. They gathered extensive material. Their investigation confirmed the escort bureau's intelligence was reliable.

There was no time to waste. They decided to act immediately. The ransom letter hadn't arrived yet, meaning the situation remained stable. Once the criminals moved locations, finding them again would become far more difficult. Ran Yao would lead the operation: three from the Athletics Group plus Lin Shenhe, with several escort guards assisting.

The plan was straightforward. Lin Shenhe would use the small-caliber rifle to suppress the battlefield. The Athletics Group would split into two assault teams—Ran Yao's team would attack the flower boat head-on from the embankment while Beiwei led another team in a rowing boat to cut off the water escape route. Once successful, escort-bureau carriages waiting on the embankment would pick everyone up. The reason for not retreating by water was simple: the Danjia were expert swimmers and boatmen. If pursued, the transmigrators might not be their match.

The operation was set for 5:30. The transmigrators had learned White Goose Pool's rhythms. In this season, flower-boat business didn't start until after six. Before that, there would be few pedestrians but visibility would still be good. After the operation, everyone would retreat into the city before the gates closed. If the criminal leaders were outside the city walls, by the time they reacted they wouldn't be able to enter. If they were inside, news wouldn't reach them in time—ancient communication was basically people walking on two legs. In this, the transmigrators held a natural advantage.

"Wouldn't it be better to move at night? We have night-vision goggles—they'd be blind."

"After dark, the city gates close. We don't know the terrain out here—fighting them on their ground, we might not have the upper hand. And Ming-era night-blindness may not be as widespread as we imagine."

With the plan set, everyone prepared separately. All wore stab-proof vests and emergency inflatable life belts in case of falling overboard. The four assault-team members had steel helmets, goggles, combat boots, and stab-proof gloves—protected from head to toe. To avoid attention, they wore hooded cloth cloaks over everything.

Engineer Wang would stay to guard the residence with a five-shot shotgun. Xiao Zishan would accompany the escort-bureau pickup team as communications officer with the walkie-talkies. Everyone received a walkie-talkie for constant contact.

After lunch, Lin Shenhe spoke briefly with Xiao Zishan, who nodded and left. Lin Shenhe then took the Emei-brand small-caliber rifle and began a fieldstrip on the table. It was an excellent domestic sporting rifle—the EM751 free rifle, chambered in .22 Long Rifle. With a 4x scope, he was confident he could hit a human target within 200 meters.

But though he'd fired many guns abroad, he had no feel for this particular rifle. To ensure accuracy, he needed test shots.

The rifle was old but well-maintained. Lin Shenhe stripped and cleaned methodically. While he worked, Beiwei came over from the front courtyard. Seeing him occupied with the gun, Beiwei swallowed whatever he'd been about to say and watched in silence.

Only after the rifle was reassembled did he speak.

"Shenhe," he began haltingly, uncertain how to frame it, "about you being sniper..."

"What—afraid I can't handle it?" Lin Shenhe was unconcerned. He raised the rifle and practiced shouldering it several times.

"Well, I know you've fired more guns in America than I've ever seen, and you can talk circles around anyone about small arms." Beiwei hesitated. "But you've never been in the military. Real combat is different from playing at the range." He took a breath. "By rights, I should be doing this myself, but the assault team is already short-handed."

"Don't worry." Lin Shenhe set down the rifle without elaboration. "Come watch me test-fire?" He handed over a pair of binoculars.

Beiwei accepted them, still full of doubt. The firing range was set up in the alley beside the courtyard—high walls and a long enclosed space made it ideal. Xiao Zishan had already measured out fifty meters with a tape measure and taped a paper target to the wall.

Lin Shenhe took up a kneeling position at the fifty-meter line. He adjusted the sights, chambered a round, and engaged the safety. He tucked his right heel under his buttocks for stability, right knee on the ground, and refined his entire shooting posture.

The 4x scope brought the target's center into sharp focus. Not a breath of wind. From the courtyard came the chaotic crackling of firecrackers and thunderclap bangers—cover for his test shots. He barely heard them. He was aware only of his pulse beating faintly, the tiniest muscle tremors clearly reflected in the scope—the black bullseye swaying rhythmically with his body's micro-tremors.

He held his breath. In that motionless second, he squeezed the trigger.

The recoil was smaller than expected. The small-caliber rifle had a special stock buffer pad, and for someone accustomed to all manner of firearms, Lin Shenhe barely felt it.

Beiwei raised the binoculars and shook his head. The bullet had struck between 7 and 8 o'clock—on paper, but not even the 4-ring.

At fifty meters, only ring four. At two hundred meters, who knew where the bullet would land.

Lin Shenhe didn't move. He didn't immediately eject the shell—keeping the barrel temperature stable improved accuracy. After reloading, he fired again. This time, up two rings. A third shot hit the 8-ring.

From the fourth bullet on, the impacts stabilized—three consecutive shots almost all at the 8-ring. He readjusted the sights. The next five shots all landed in the 10-ring.

"That should be good enough." Lin Shenhe glanced at the remaining ammunition. There wasn't much left. He'd wanted to fire ten more rounds.

"Nice shooting." Beiwei gave a simple assessment. "But on the battlefield, you're shooting at people. Can you pull the trigger when it counts?"

"Why couldn't I?" A strange smile appeared on his face. "I hunt often."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 34: Every Shot Hits

Note: Since Chapter 33 was extensively revised, readers who read the old version should re-read Chapter 33 before continuing.



"That's the Xuanzhu." Ran Yao pointed through the Xiang-fei bamboo blind toward a flower boat moored along the embankment.

Lin Shenhe raised his binoculars and slowly adjusted the focus. Beyond the window, dusk had begun to settle over the water, softening the light into something gentle and diffuse. Perfect weather for what they had planned.

They occupied a private room on the third floor of a tavern overlooking White Goose Pool—the highest vantage point available. The escort-bureau men had reserved it the day before, and Ran Yao and Beiwei had spent a full day here, watching and cataloging every detail until the entire situation lay bare before them.

The criminals had chosen their hideout well. "He" embankment was the outermost pier at White Goose Pool, and the Xuanzhu sat at its farthest end, the last vessel in a long row of moored boats. One sweep of the oars and they would be out on the broad expanse of the Pearl River. Easy to board, easy to abandon, easy to slip away unnoticed—and easier still to flee if trouble came calling.

Their reconnaissance had also revealed a network of lookouts. One man worked from a small congee-selling boat at "Ren" embankment, just one pier over from "He." Another stood on the shore, hawking medicine. On the flower boat itself, two guards kept watch—one fixed at the rear deck, the other a bouncer who moved constantly on and off the vessel. The escort guards had confirmed as much to Ran Yao.

Lin Shenhe adjusted the focus bit by bit, sweeping his gaze down the slope below as he calculated distances. From here to the end of the embankment was roughly a hundred meters. The Xuanzhu sat apart from the other flower boats, isolated at the pier's terminus—likely a security buffer the criminals had deliberately maintained. It was clever, as far as it went. Unfortunately for them, it also made his job considerably easier. Had the boats been packed together like the others, he would never have had a clear line of sight to the deck.

Was Director Wen truly aboard that flower boat? And if so, was he lounging amid soft fragrance and warm jade in some den of pleasure—or suffering unspeakable torment? There was no way to know.

He mentally called roll on his targets, one by one. All of them were thin, dark-complexioned men; since arriving in this timespace, he had yet to encounter a single fat person. Everyone on the team had studied photographs of these individuals repeatedly before the operation. They had memorized the faces of the madam and the prostitutes too.

If any of the women showed unusual behavior, they would have to be killed—even the women. Beiwei had warned him specifically, citing numerous examples of Vietnamese female special agents from the Sino-Vietnamese War to drive the point home.

What grudge did he hold against any of them? Though these weren't good people, they were strangers to him all the same—no different, emotionally speaking, than Director Wen himself. Lin Shenhe shook his head, trying not to overthink it. As a transmigrator, the calculus was simple: anyone who endangered the transmigrators' interests could be killed.

Having confirmed each target's position and distance, he set down the binoculars and dragged a table closer. He placed a modified pillow on its surface—prone shooting was far more accurate than kneeling, and from this height, he could lie across the table and fire with stability.

"When you hear firecrackers downstairs, start shooting." Ran Yao reminded him one last time, then hurried off. Lin Shenhe checked his watch: 5:20.

He removed his helmet, then stripped off his bulky outer jacket. Even the thickness of clothing could throw off accuracy at this distance. Once he had settled into a prone position on the table, he adjusted his body angle using his left elbow as a pivot, bringing the rifle to bear on his first target.

Ran Yao had chosen it: the medicine peddler stationed at the entrance to "He" embankment.

In an instant, the man's head filled his entire scope. Lin Shenhe raised his abdomen slightly off the table so that neither his breathing nor the pulse of major blood vessels would transmit through to the rifle. Achieving a first-shot hit at a hundred meters outdoors with an unfamiliar weapon demanded absolute concentration. He swallowed once and spoke into the walkie-talkie: "Lin Shenhe ready."

Beiwei's team lay in ambush aboard a small rowboat a hundred meters from the Xuanzhu.

Xiao Zishan waited farther back with the escort-bureau pickup team and two mule carts.

As each team reported ready over the walkie-talkie, Ran Yao felt the world grow quieter around him. His five-shot shotgun was chambered; his hunting knife was ready to draw. He reminded himself once more: this was a rescue operation, not an arrest.

The instant the firecrackers crackled to life, Lin Shenhe squeezed the trigger. His index finger moved with such practiced smoothness that his right hand barely registered the motion. The first bullet went slightly wide, kicking up a puff of dust from the ground.

Almost without pause—purely by reflex—eject, chamber, fire. A red dot bloomed on the medicine peddler's forehead, and he collapsed. In the fraction of a second it took to adjust his scope, Lin Shenhe glimpsed Ran Yao charging toward the flower boat with his shotgun raised, cloak billowing behind him to reveal camouflage fatigues and an '80 steel helmet. Against the classical backdrop of peach blossoms and green willows, the image was utterly incongruous. Years later, he would still remember it.

Ran Yao knew that Lin Shenhe's second target was the porridge vendor. Amid the firecrackers, individual gunshots were impossible to distinguish, but the vendor clearly hadn't been hit. The man bared a mouthful of gleaming white teeth and drew three throwing knives from behind his back, their handles wrapped with blood-red strips of cloth. Ran Yao squeezed the trigger almost on instinct. The five-shot shotgun spat a blindingly bright tongue of fire. The knife-thrower crumpled into the water as if struck by an invisible fist, his red-ribboned blades scattering in every direction.

Screams erupted along the embankment. The few pedestrians and vendors scattered in panic, none daring to run toward the entrance where this grim specter had appeared. Some threw themselves into the water; others pressed flat against the ground, trembling, burying their faces in the dirt.

Lin Shenhe shifted to the archer on the rear deck. Their prior intelligence hadn't identified this threat—they had assumed he was merely an ordinary lookout. Through the scope, every movement was magnified fourfold. The moment he saw the sentry reach for a bow, he fired twice in rapid succession. The marksman—he who could hit a willow leaf at a hundred paces—crumpled dead on the deck.

The bouncer saw two black-clad figures charging grimly toward his flower boat. Knowing something had gone terribly wrong, he backed toward the cabin while shouting a warning, iron rod already in hand. Ran Yao was about to shoot when a crimson flower suddenly blossomed on the man's shoulder—a .22 caliber bullet punching clean through his back. He toppled stiffly into the hold.

They stormed the cabin. Several women knelt on the floor, too terrified to speak. These fierce, strange figures exceeded anything their imaginations could conjure. Ran Yao didn't waste time with questions. He was about to kick open the middle-cabin door when the curtain stirred. He and his teammate fired almost simultaneously, and thick gunpowder smoke filled the enclosed space. With a strangled scream, a large dark figure tumbled out, drenched in blood, clutching a dagger in one hand and a seven-star dart in the other.

"Brother Wang!" one of the prostitutes shrieked.

Though his face was now a ruined mess of shotgun pellets, his build, his clothing, and the prostitute's cry confirmed what they needed to know: this was the Wang surname ringleader behind the kidnapping. Ran Yao exhaled in relief—the mastermind hadn't escaped. He was about to continue searching when Lin Shenhe's urgent voice crackled over the walkie-talkie: "Go rescue Director Wen! A small boat near the flower boat is getting away!"

From his vantage point, Lin Shenhe could see the boat moving, but the flower boat blocked his angle. He couldn't hit the rower.

Fortunately, Beiwei was already on the water to intercept. The moment Lin Shenhe spoke, Beiwei spotted the fleeing vessel. He fired twice at the stern, and screams followed immediately.

"Row! Now!"

The two escort guards at the oars sat frozen, dumbstruck. Only after the sharp command did they snap to and begin rowing furiously.

As the two boats drew closer, Beiwei gauged the distance and leaped aboard. But before he could find his footing, a man burst from the cabin, slashing at his face—fast and vicious. In close quarters on a rocking rowboat, Beiwei was no match for this man's blade work. But he had a five-shot shotgun. He squeezed the trigger on reflex. The technological gap proved lethal: sixteen pellets at virtually point-blank range turned the man into a honeycomb. They were so close that blood sprayed across Beiwei's face.

Without hesitation, he charged into the cabin. This small boat served as sleeping quarters for the flower-boat crew—a cramped space with barely room for a bed and a small table. Director Wen lay on the bed.

"Target eliminated!" Beiwei shouted into the walkie-talkie. "Director Wen located." He checked the man's breathing—steady and normal. He appeared to be in a drugged sleep. "He's safe."

"All teams withdraw!" Ran Yao's voice came over the radio. "Check the cabin for any modern items. Take what you can; throw the rest in the water."

"What about you?"

"Searching for stolen items. Leaving once done. Rendezvous at pickup point!"

"Stay safe."

"Understood."

Beiwei directed his teammate and the escort guards to carry Director Wen out while he searched the cabin. Besides some women's cosmetics in a drawer, there was nothing. He went out on deck, collected the spent shotgun casings, and searched the two bloody corpses—stuffing whatever scraps he found into his nylon pouch. Then he hurried back to the rowboat and rowed hard toward the pickup point.

From the first firecracker to Director Wen being loaded onto the mule cart, the entire operation had taken just over four minutes. The criminals had been utterly defenseless against this meticulously planned assault. As the cart pulled away, the string of firecrackers was still crackling in the distance—as if celebrating the transmigrators' first victory.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 35: Aftermath

The rescue operation injected a shot of adrenaline into the monotony of pre-crossing preparations, giving the transmigrators endless material for conversation. Every evening after work, the participants found themselves cornered and pressed to retell stories they'd already repeated a hundred times. Beiwei, Ran Yao, and Lin Shenhe rose like stars in the night sky—wherever they went, people lined up to greet them, and even strangers hailed them as brothers.

After a thorough hospital examination, doctors concluded that Wen Desi—delivered with such ceremony and concern—was actually healthier than anyone else in the group. He had lost a few items, though nothing of real consequence. The most valuable were Director Wen's stab-resistant vest and stun gun. Some romantics wondered aloud whether the vest might one day become the legendary "Jewel-encrusted Soft Armor" of wuxia tales, while others fantasized about the Executive Committee wholesaling them at ten thousand taels apiece.

The Executive Committee's mood was considerably less whimsical. They weren't worried about the armor or the stun gun—the vest couldn't stop bullets, and a stun gun without batteries was nothing but a plastic shell. What concerned them was the intelligence the kidnapping had revealed.

The items found on the dead criminals were unremarkable—silver coins, copper cash, flint, tobacco pouches—but among them lay something far more valuable: a letter. Its contents were mundane enough, filled with greetings and inquiries about whether certain goods had sold. But the signature read: "Zhou Rui of Min'an, bowing."

This letter might have been overlooked entirely if not for the recent arrival of Yu Eshui, a young history graduate student from the capital's transmigration faction—note: a graduate student, not a scholar. After reading it, Comrade Yu informed the Executive Committee that this Zhou Rui of Min'an was almost certainly one of the yinan—sworn adopted sons who served as commercial agents—belonging to Zheng Cai, cousin of Zheng Zhilong himself.

Such yinan were common in Chinese maritime merchant circles of that era. Overseas trade was dangerous work, so wealthy families kept yinan or yi'er to brave the waves on their behalf while biological sons stayed home to enjoy the profits. Some men became yinan to settle debts. These adopted sons occupied a low social station—essentially commercial semi-slaves, lifetime professional managers forbidden from changing employers. The Zheng family maintained many such men; the famous official Zheng Tai, who later served under Koxinga, had started as exactly this kind of yinan.

Zheng Cai, in modern terms, had long held a senior leadership position in the Zheng Zhilong conglomerate. Though he came from a collateral branch of the family, after Zheng Zhilong surrendered to the Qing and was taken hostage in the north, the Zheng enterprise found itself temporarily leaderless. Zheng Cai had carved out his own territory, retreating to Xiamen to contend with Koxinga for control. His power was considerable.

That the ringleader surnamed Wang had been carrying a letter from a Zheng family manager, combined with strong indications that the pirates hailed from southern Fujian—it all pointed unmistakably toward Zheng Zhilong's shadow.

Making enemies with the largest maritime power of the late Ming and early Qing before they'd even properly begun the crossing? That wasn't funny at all.

Yu Eshui told the worried Committee members that their fears were groundless. The waters off late-Ming Guangdong and Fujian teemed with pirates. Beyond the Zheng faction, historians could name at least a dozen major pirate-merchant gangs, not counting the nameless small-time pirates, the merchants who'd seize any opportunity, plus the Dutch, English, and Portuguese—a veritable paradise of jungle law. If the transmigrators wanted to establish themselves on Hainan, they'd have to beat them all into submission eventually. Making enemies with any one of them was merely a matter of timing. These merchant-pirates didn't care whether you had a grudge or not: where there was money to be made, they'd get involved. Without strength, you'd be robbed. Peaceful trade relations existed solely under mutual armed deterrence. So this battle wasn't necessarily a bad thing—at least now word would spread that the transmigrators weren't to be trifled with. Perhaps their enemies would think twice before acting recklessly in the future.

Even so, the Executive Committee declared a first-level alert at the Guangzhou base to guard against possible Zheng retaliation. They reinforced the housing, installed barriers and security doors, and stockpiled fire extinguishers.

Xiao Zishan visited Master Gao and gave a general account of what had transpired. Master Gao was astonished—he hadn't expected the Australian merchants to possess such capabilities, handling the situation so neatly in an unfamiliar place. After the incident, though he had sent sedan chairs and mule carts at Xiao Zishan's request, he had deliberately held back from offering his full assistance. His plan had been to wait for the ransom letter, let them come begging, and earn himself a substantial favor in return.

He had never expected these Australians to be so formidable. The realization greatly annoyed him. When Xiao Zishan now asked for his help, he agreed wholeheartedly, eager to make amends.

Xiao Zishan, citing the risk of future attacks on their residence, proposed buying a new property. Master Gao reluctantly agreed. At least the purchase would still go through him—the Australians apparently hadn't lost trust in their partnership. Thumping his chest, he offered to cover the property costs himself, a gift to steady Master Wen's nerves. Xiao Zishan murmured "Just this once, just this once" several times as he graciously accepted.

Then Master Gao produced a list and handed it over.

Xiao Zishan opened it: Paper-rolled tobacco, 10,000 units; niello lighters, 200; goose-egg mirrors, 30; compact mirrors, 200; full-length dressing mirrors, 2; assorted novel Australian goods as available.

"What's this?"

"Ah!" Master Gao sighed, his face showing extreme reluctance. "Tribute I owe in the capital. It's urgent. Can you deliver it all within ten days?"

"Certainly, certainly." Xiao Zishan readily agreed. None of these were rare items—except for the cigarettes, everything else could be found at a wholesale market. But this tribute was substantial; the total trade value would run close to 20,000 taels. Who could possibly be so important?

If such a powerful figure could be connected through Master Gao, Xiao Zishan thought, it might prove useful later. So he said, deliberately casual: "We'll naturally bring some novelties along. Might I ask about this great personage's preferences? If we could cater to his tastes, wouldn't that be better?"

"I appreciate the thought, brother," Master Gao said with a bitter smile. "Novelties are certainly welcome, but these items were specifically requested."

Corrupt as hell, Xiao Zishan cursed inwardly. Not just accepting bribes but soliciting them—and specifying exactly what to demand.

"Who needs so much?" he asked, feigning surprise.

"It's not that many recipients. Two in the palace, the Twenty-Four Bureaus, the Grand Secretariat ministers..." Master Gao mumbled, then caught himself. "I forgot—brother isn't a Ming subject. You wouldn't understand all this."

Xiao Zishan listened carefully. The gift recipients were quite high-ranking. Did Gao Ju have such connections? Wanting to probe further, he whispered: "The person making this list—could it be the Nine Thousand Years himself?"

Gao Ju startled, glancing around nervously. Seeing no one nearby, he answered in a low voice: "Careful! It's not the Depot Lord, but another. How does brother know the Nine Thousand Years' title?"

"We've been in the Ming long enough to learn a thing or two." Xiao Zishan adopted an air of hidden knowledge—I know more than I'm saying—baiting his curiosity.

Gao Ju took the bait. "Brother knows what trade I'm in." He sighed. "That I've conducted business peacefully all this time is thanks to a Eunuch Yang in the palace."

He briefly explained his relationship with Eunuch Yang—essentially that Yang served as his backer and protector. The profit-sharing details he naturally omitted, but Xiao Zishan could easily imagine them. Any Chinese person would guess. No matter how "purely friendly" one claimed such relationships to be.

"But Eunuch Yang's position in the palace has deteriorated considerably," Gao Ju continued, lowering his voice until it was barely audible. "He's fallen out of favor with the Depot Lord."

"So these goods are meant to curry favor?"

"I wouldn't dare call it favor-seeking. If burning incense in all directions could simply buy us safety—that alone would be the best outcome." Gao Ju wiped sweat from his forehead. "Eunuch Yang and I are essentially one body now. No matter the cost, I must demonstrate my full devotion."

"I understand."

"There's one more thing I need brother's help with." Gao Ju clasped his hands together.

"Of course, of course." Xiao Zishan studied his expression—so sincere, his tone so earnest. Surely he wasn't about to ask for a loan?

"Lately I face certain difficulties. Cash flow may become tight..."

Damn it. Exactly what he'd feared. Xiao Zishan kept nodding and smiling, though his smile was beginning to stiffen.

"...I'd like to ask brother to negotiate with the Australian shopkeepers. Could we perhaps settle accounts monthly? If you could arrange this, I'd be extremely grateful, and there would be compensation."

So he wanted credit—and was even willing to bribe him to get it. Xiao Zishan considered the proposal. By any era's standards, it wasn't unreasonable. In the twenty-first century, most businesses would be ecstatic—monthly settlement was considered generous when sixty-day payment terms were the norm, with Taiwan businesses routinely pushing for one hundred and twenty days. And from the seventeenth through early nineteenth centuries, foreign merchants trading in China often had to wait a year or two after consigning goods to Chinese merchants before receiving payment—often failing to collect at all, sparking countless Sino-foreign trade conflicts.

The problem was that their crossing trade aimed to raise funds quickly. Extending credit would increase collection uncertainty, and the Executive Committee might not agree.

He suddenly realized that from the very start, Master Gao had been steering the conversation, exploiting his curiosity to guide it toward this exact topic. The old fox.

"Is brother troubled?" Gao Ju noticed his changing expression and sensed his difficulty.

"This requires further deliberation." Having come this far, he could only stall. "For credit terms, we'd need clear justification before we could evaluate the request."

After some hesitation, Gao Ju explained about Yang Tianliang coming to Guangzhou to discuss building a living shrine to the Nine Thousand Years.

"The shrine itself would be manageable—perhaps five thousand taels would suffice. But Eunuch Yang wants it 'grand and magnificent,' and he wants to mobilize all of Guangzhou's merchants and commoners. The total expenses could run to seventy or eighty thousand taels." Gao Ju's face twitched slightly, obviously pained by the figure.

Xiao Zishan's knowledge of the Nine Thousand Years' shrines came entirely from the middle-school text "Record of the Five Heroes' Tomb." Whether Guangzhou had ever actually built a shrine for Wei Zhongxian, he had no idea—and frankly, no interest. But this needed to be reported to the Executive Committee quickly, so Yu Eshui could assess whether it held any strategic value.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 36: The Prophet

After exchanging pleasantries, Xiao Zishan took his leave and returned to the base, where Manager Sun of the Qiwei Escort Bureau had been waiting for some time. Before Xiao Zishan could even bow in thanks, the manager was already offering congratulations. Xiao Zishan presented him with one hundred taels of silver as a token of gratitude.

"The shopkeepers truly excel in both civil and martial arts!" Manager Sun's face bloomed into a smile as he accepted the silver. "Such skill! Such fearsome weapons! My disciples and nephews all say they've witnessed hostage rescues before, but never one so clean and swift."

"Without the help of Qiwei's experts, we strangers would still be fumbling in the dark."

"Please—Qiwei only played its modest part." Manager Sun passed the silver to a junior disciple behind him. "I have a matter to discuss, if Shopkeeper Xiao would be willing to hear it."

"Please, speak freely."

"Though the rescue went smoothly, those criminals have been here before and know the layout. You must guard against retaliation. As the saying goes: a thief may strike once, but no man can guard against thieves for a thousand days. With so many valuables here, caution is essential."

Xiao Zishan couldn't quite discern his intentions. Having just been deceived by that fox Gao Ju, Manager Sun's smile now seemed equally vulpine. He remained warily silent.

When no response came, Manager Sun had to speak plainly: the Qiwei Escort Bureau was willing to provide night-watch services for the residence—essentially serving as overnight security. Besides guarding storefronts, this was an escort bureau's primary urban business. Night-watching differed from household guards in that the bureau concerned itself only with nighttime affairs. Only after the evening watch, when every room in the residence was latched and lit, would the guards enter to patrol.

"If the shopkeepers find that arrangement inconvenient, you might consider purchasing a few servants. We could train some capable hands for personal protection."

So he was selling security services. Xiao Zishan considered it—night security probably wasn't a good idea, given how many secrets this residence held. Escort guards were shrewd and capable; over time, they would inevitably notice things. Training guards, however, might prove useful—though he couldn't make that decision alone.

Still, the Qiwei Escort Bureau connection was something the Executive Committee had resolved to fully exploit. Currently, Gao Ju was their only agent, and their social reach remained far too narrow. Escort bureaus, by contrast, interacted with all levels of society—from high officials to bandits and thugs. They knew everyone and could deal with everyone. This would prove invaluable for the transmigrators' future operations.

Compared to other professions and social classes, escort-bureau personnel embodied the most traditional virtues—valuing trust and righteousness above all. Once won over, they would make reliable allies.

But winning them over required showing favor, and escort guards weren't ordinary people. Though they "spouted slang" and "made friends" with bandits as part of their livelihood, that was merely business. In reality, they were extremely careful about whom they befriended. Attempting to purchase goodwill through lavish spending would backfire spectacularly; one might even be labeled a "mark" and looked down upon.

Fortunately, China had always been a society built on personal relationships and clan ties. The bonds of kinship, clan, and master-disciple relationships ran deepest. Working through these channels would prove far easier.

Following the approach the Executive Committee had discussed, Xiao Zishan said: "Sun Chang contributed greatly to this affair. We've decided to free him from bondage."

"This is tremendous grace." Manager Sun rose and bowed deeply. For slaves, freedom wasn't necessarily a blessing—especially when, after being freed, there was nowhere to go and the master refused to keep them on. That could prove a death sentence. But regardless of the circumstances, Sun Chang was both his clan nephew and martial nephew; the young man's servile status had always reflected poorly on this senior uncle.

"He earned this grace himself." Xiao Zishan deliberately glanced at Gao Xian, who was serving tea nearby. "A servant who doesn't shrink from trouble when the master is in danger, who steps forward and contributes—naturally shouldn't be mistreated." He paused. "Though Sun Chang will be freed from servitude, he's loyal and capable. If he's willing, we'd be happy to keep him on staff."

"You're too kind to this boy." Manager Sun looked genuinely moved. Even if the bureau's business improved enough to add Sun Chang as a guard, the young man would spend his whole life running escort routes. Staying with the Australian shopkeepers held far better prospects than being an escort guard.

"When he's out running errands, please look after him as an elder."

"Naturally." Manager Sun thumped his chest. "Whatever the shopkeepers entrust becomes Qiwei's business. We'll do our utmost."

Good—things were starting to click. Family matters were indeed handled more wholeheartedly.

Xiao Zishan gestured for Gao Xian to withdraw, then continued: "There's also Gao Di. You've met him—a young servant here. We've assigned him to gather market news. He's extremely clever and quick-witted. But I worry he's too young; spending too much time in the streets might lead him astray. And without martial skills, he could get hurt. Please have Qiwei train and discipline him. Though an escort bureau deals with all sorts of people, your men are notably upright. Entrusting him to you puts our minds at ease."

"The shopkeeper flatters us." Manager Sun brightened visibly—the Australian shopkeepers truly respected them.

Seeing the moment was right, Xiao Zishan said no more. Both sides exchanged a few pleasantries and parted.

That evening, Xiao Zishan crossed back to report the situation to the Executive Committee. Whether to grant Gao Ju credit sparked considerable debate—both sides presented compelling arguments, and neither could sway the other.

It was Yu Eshui's comment that offered a fresh approach.

"What month is it over there now?"

"The thirtieth of the fourth month."

"The thirtieth of the fourth month in the seventh year of Tianqi." Yu Eshui nodded thoughtfully. "In eighteen days, Emperor Xizong will go pleasure-boating at the West Garden after sacrificing at the Fangze Altar. Wind will capsize the boat, and he'll fall into the water. Though Tan Jing will rescue him, his health will decline from that day forward."

"He doesn't die until the eighth month. Are you suggesting Gao Ju delay the shrine project until August? Even if you play prophet, you can't possibly make him bold enough to wait for the emperor to die." The quicker minds already grasped his thinking.

"Heh, you underestimate bureaucrats' sensitivity to political winds." Yu Eshui smiled. "Why did Wei Zhongxian become the 'Nine Thousand Nine Hundred Years'? Because of the emperor's favor. His entire fortune depends on Emperor Xizong living or dying. Tianqi was never healthy, and after this incident, he never recovers. Once the emperor dies, Prince Xin will inevitably succeed. Wei Zhongxian, even if not toppled outright, couldn't possibly wield power the way he did during the Tianqi reign. Under such circumstances, bureaucrats won't rush to declare allegiance when the political winds remain unclear.

"This Eunuch Yang isn't part of Wei Zhongxian's faction—he simply wants to curry favor while he still can. If the situation suddenly becomes uncertain, he'll be the first to postpone construction. By not building the shrine, he maintains the status quo. If he builds it and the emperor dies with a new lord ascending, things will almost certainly reverse. Why would he invite such trouble upon himself?"

"You think Wei Zhongxian will simply watch Prince Xin take the throne? We know Tianqi was followed by Chongzhen, but those bureaucrats don't."

"Tianqi has no heir—naturally it goes to a brother," someone explained.

"Actually, Tianqi had three sons in total, but none survived to adulthood. According to historical records and modern scholars, the princes were likely killed by Wei and Madam Ke. By the seventh year of Tianqi, his youngest son had been dead for two years. Once the emperor fell ill, the only one to inherit was his brother, Prince Xin, Zhu Youjian.

"Though Tianqi was foolish, he was devoted to Empress Zhang and his fifth brother Youjian. Wei Zhongxian once tried to fabricate a major case implicating the empress's father, Zhang Guoji, in 'plotting to install Prince Xin'—hoping to strike at his enemies. The eunuch Wang Tiqian, knowing the emperor's temperament, dissuaded him: 'Our lord is confused about everything except his brother and his wife. If anything goes wrong, we're all dead.' Wei Zhongxian was so terrified that he immediately abandoned the scheme. This shows everyone understood how much Xizong trusted the empress and Prince Xin. Unless Tianqi fathered another heir, Prince Xin's succession was certain the moment the emperor died. The bureaucrats understood this perfectly."

"Once the emperor falls ill, Wei Zhongxian's blue-chip stock in the Ming market becomes shaky, while Prince Xin's potential stock turns bullish. Who would heavily invest in a stock that might plummet below issue price or be delisted tomorrow?"

"So I should tell Gao Ju to delay past the eighteenth of the fifth month?"

"News won't travel that fast. It takes at least ten days for Beijing news to reach Guangzhou. Better to tell him to wait until month's end—the outcome will be clear by then."

"Hehe, though I'm not fond of playing prophet, I think on this matter we can demonstrate a little predictive ability—explicitly stating that on the eighteenth of the fifth month, there will be major changes in court politics." Yu Eshui smiled. "Predicting the future holds powerful allure for anyone—especially such major political upheaval. Once verified, the impact could be tremendous. It won't make anyone immediately bow and swear allegiance, but it can powerfully reinforce the notion that we're following Heaven's mandate."

This solution was not only clever but greatly satisfied the transmigrators' appetite for playing "prophet." Someone soon suggested that Yu Eshui act as "prophet" and meet directly with Gao Ju and Little Yang. Others proposed he travel to Beijing and seek out Cao Huachun—perhaps they could earn credit for supporting Chongzhen's enthronement, and the transmigrators could use modern technology and ideology to directly reform the emperor, leading China into a democratic, harmonious, prosperous Ming utopia...

Yu Eshui immediately lost his appetite. Did these people think the Eastern Depot and Embroidered Guard were deaf? Such "heretical speech" about the emperor's life and death—they'd be immediately dragged to the imperial prison to sample the eunuchs' tortures. Even if Cao Huachun were willing to listen to such ravings, Prince Xin was currently keeping a very low profile, barely seeing even close attendants—let alone some self-proclaimed "prophet"! If this resolution passed, whoever wanted to be a prophet could go—he wasn't joining this circus.

Fortunately, hotheads were few, and the wild proposal didn't pass. Yu Eshui then offered some practical details: don't speak too plainly, lest Gao Ju become frightened. Fear could trigger unpredictable reactions. Simply say there would be major changes on the eighteenth of the fifth month. And don't claim personal knowledge—say someone had "read the celestial omens" or something similarly vague. Keep it mysterious.

"One thing to absolutely remember: don't say Wei Zhongxian will be toppled or when the emperor will die. Such earth-shaking words will certainly reach Little Eunuch Yang through Gao Ju. Given their nature, to earn merit or avoid disaster, they'd immediately report such predictions and have you arrested!" Yu Eshui emphatically warned them at the end.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 37: Farewell to the Ming (For Now)

"Amsterdam... no, Guangzhou—I'll be back."

Xiao Zishan stood alone in the courtyard, his gaze drifting toward the distant silhouette of the Lingnan First Building on Slope Mountain. Its red sandstone façade and double-eaved hip-and-gable roof caught the afternoon light, looking for all the world like something from an imperial dynasty. He caught himself and smiled. In this timespace, it was an imperial building—the modern reconstruction wouldn't exist for another four centuries.

The residence around him was pure Lingnan: blue-brick paving worn smooth by generations of feet, whitewashed walls glowing in the autumn sun, black tiles forming neat rows overhead. In his own time, this would be Huifu Road—that narrow lane of legendary eateries where he'd queued for Yinji rice noodle rolls at dawn and slurped Chengji congee late into the night. But that bustling food street was merely a ghost of the future. What surrounded him now was something far more desolate: scattered houses interspersed with abandoned gardens, vegetable plots running wild, small ponds glinting between copses of trees.

The scene stirred old memories. He'd grown up in a southern city much like this—one of those places where the boundary between urban and rural had never quite solidified. Traditional Chinese cities had always been porous things, farmland and wasteland bleeding through their walls. Even into the 1960s and '70s, some districts contained whole villages, complete with production brigades and collective fields. The past had a way of persisting.

This particular property had been selected as the transmigrators' future Guangzhou stronghold. The trading post on Haopan Street would continue serving its commercial purpose, but this new residence would become something more: a backup base, a fallback position for when things inevitably grew complicated. Gao Ju's money had purchased the property, but it was Sun Chang who'd found it. Xiao Zishan was growing increasingly fond of the young man—he worked with quiet efficiency and possessed an intuitive understanding of what the transmigrators needed, a rare quality in someone who still believed they were merely eccentric foreign merchants.

The estate occupied a slight rise, its irregular boundaries following the contours of two small waterways. Some forgotten official or wealthy merchant had once built a modest residence here and laid out an ornamental garden on the remaining land. Now, after passing through too many indifferent hands, both house and garden had tumbled into ruin. Rubble choked the pathways; thorns had claimed the flower beds. Only a few stubborn survivors hinted at former glory: a pond still holding clear water, half a rockery emerging from the weeds, several ancient trees whose roots had cracked the flagstones, and a pavilion that hadn't quite finished collapsing.

Of all the properties Sun Chang had scouted, this one was simultaneously the most decrepit and the most promising. The buildings needed near-total renovation, which kept the price low—but the site was secluded, defensible, and offered ample room for expansion. They'd made their decision immediately.

The renovation plan came from the transmigrators' architectural team, and it embodied the same philosophy they applied to everything: modern functionality concealed beneath period-appropriate appearances. From the outside, the compound would remain perfectly authentic—the sort of Ming-era residence that wouldn't merit a second glance from passing officials. Inside, every room would be optimized for their actual purposes. The Executive Committee had grand plans for this location. In time, it would serve as their trade hub, intelligence center, and communications node for the entire Guangdong coast. The existing residence would handle public-facing work—receiving local visitors, conducting legitimate business. The restored garden would provide both cover and recreation. And behind it all, hidden within traditional courtyard exteriors, would rise modern facilities: offices, dormitories, a monitoring room, a telegraph station, warehouses, and a vault built to hold the silver that would fuel their revolution.

Of course, modern facilities required modern power. Wind turbines were impossible—the city offered neither consistent wind nor visual concealment for such conspicuous structures. Solar remained too inefficient to be practical. Though they hadn't yet solved the problem of smuggling a generator into the heart of Ming Guangzhou, they'd prepared regardless: the plans included an underground, soundproofed generator room. Better to have the infrastructure ready than scramble to install it later. The existing wells had tested acceptably. Local well-cleaners could restore them to working order for daily needs; drinking water would require additional purification. For now, the Guangzhou base would operate without electricity or running water, but the construction would incorporate channels and conduits for future upgrades.

Defense had been carefully considered. The waterways along the northwest boundary would be dredged and their banks reinforced. The crumbling perimeter walls were being raised to a uniform six meters—tall, but not suspiciously so, since wealthy households routinely built courtyard walls of eight or nine meters. Climbing roses had been planted along the tops, their dense thorns serving as an elegant anti-intrusion measure.

All of this, however, remained mostly theoretical—plans on a designer's computer, blueprints waiting for funding and time. Resources were tight. The wormhole's energy was dissipating steadily, and the Committee had decided to halt crossing-trade operations after this final trip. The transmigrators who'd spent months building networks and gathering intelligence in Ming-era Guangzhou would all withdraw, consolidating for the main crossing operation.

And so the ambitious construction plan had been only partially implemented. Sun Chang had hired local bricklayers, and they were making steady progress on the residence and walls. Xiao Zishan watched them work—hauling bricks, mixing mortar, calling out to one another in broad Cantonese—and felt an unexpected pang of reluctance settle in his chest. Who knew when he might return?

After the crossing, everything would change. They would no longer be harmless Australian merchants peddling curious novelties for honest profit. They would become something else entirely: a political force flying its own banner, openly pursuing what could only be called rebellion. As an Executive Committee member, Xiao Zishan would almost certainly be too valuable—and too recognizable—to risk in enemy-controlled territory.

He found himself wondering: how many years before the transmigrators' flag could fly over the Lingnan First Building?

"Zishan! Still supervising?"

He turned to find Wen Desi striding through the gate, wearing his characteristic broad grin. For the past week, Xiao Zishan had been managing the new residence while Director Wen and Engineer Wang handled the final crossing-trade operations.

"Director Wen." Xiao Zishan raised an eyebrow. "Why are you here? You should be keeping a low profile."

"No need to worry. I've got Qiwei escorts, plus my protective charms..."

"Hehe. The usual three? Pepper spray, knife, stab-vest?"

"Upgraded." Wen Desi patted his bulging waist. "Learned from last time. Added a simple gas mask."

He'd just come from visiting Gao Ju, spinning Yu Eshui's deliberately vague prophecy with appropriately mystical flourishes.

"How did Gao Ju take it?"

Wen Desi paused, searching for the right words. "Imagine a man who's just bitten into a dozen sour olives all at once. That was his expression." A grin broke across his face. "But when he learned we'd leave the goods on credit before departing, he was so moved he nearly wept."

Both men laughed.

The decision had been practical rather than generous. For a long time after the crossing, the transmigrators wouldn't be able to produce "Australian goods" in significant quantities—their priority would be survival and industrialization, not luxury exports. Rather than let their remaining inventory rot in a warehouse, they'd offered Gao Ju a massive consignment on credit: goods worth two hundred thousand taels. The old merchant had been overwhelmed. For the Executive Committee, however, the risk was minimal. In RMB terms, the entire consignment represented perhaps thirty thousand yuan—a modest investment for maintaining their most valuable local connection.

"So he paid well in return?"

"Two thousand taels of gold." Wen Desi's smile faded slightly. "Plus a number of items we'd never dared sell before. Since this is our last run anyway—sell and disappear."

"This is our last income before the crossing," Xiao Zishan said quietly.

"It is."

"Is it enough?"

"We've run the numbers several times. Even without this haul, our reserves were already sufficient. This gives us a two-million-yuan cushion for emergencies."

"Someone will inevitably want something new that wasn't on the list."

"If it's not on the list, we don't buy it." Wen Desi's voice was firm. "Everything essential has been budgeted. Anything else is just polish on a finished blade."

Xiao Zishan shook his head slowly. "I just worry we've overlooked something critical. We're attempting to rebuild an entire industrial civilization from scratch. One missing component at a crucial moment..."

"Don't talk about depressing things." Wen Desi clapped him on the shoulder. "Let's sort out matters here."

They found Sun Chang waiting in the newly repaired room, account book in hand. The young man had effectively become the estate's steward—a remarkable amount of responsibility for someone they'd known less than three months. In the modern world, such trust would have been unthinkable. Here and now, they had no choice.

"Sun Chang." Wen Desi adopted his most authoritative tone. "We're returning to Australia this time. We won't be back until next year at the earliest. Guard the residence well. Avoid drawing attention to yourself. If questions arise, consult Manager Sun. For more difficult matters, you may seek advice from Master Gao Ju—I've already spoken to him, and he's agreed to receive you."

"Understood, Master." Sun Chang bowed. "May I ask where I should meet you upon your return?"

"You won't need to. We'll send someone to contact you." Wen Desi produced a halved aluminum medal—a modern commemorative coin, sawn neatly down the middle—and handed one piece to Sun Chang. "When the time comes, use this as verification. You may follow that person's instructions without question."

"Yes, Master." Sun Chang tucked the half-medal away carefully. "There is one other matter I'd like guidance on."

"Speak."

"This estate is quite large. I worry that I alone may not be able to manage it properly. Would the masters consider purchasing one or two additional servants?"

"That won't be necessary. After we leave, Gao Qing's family will relocate here. Young Gao Di is already studying with your martial uncle—supervise his practical education carefully. Make certain he doesn't grow up useless like his father."

Wen Desi continued laying out the arrangements: Sun Chang would control all household income and expenditures; Gao Di would keep the accounts; Gao Qing's family would receive fixed stipends and monthly rice rations, to be distributed on schedule. Sun Chang's own salary was set at two taels of silver and half a shi of rice per month.

"Understood completely, Master."

"When I said avoid drawing attention," Wen Desi added, "I didn't mean you should become a recluse."

Sun Chang looked puzzled. "Master?"

Wen Desi caught his slip—shut-in was hardly Ming-era vocabulary—but pressed on without acknowledging it. "Go out. Move through the city. Listen to what people are saying. When we return, I'll want a full report on anything of interest."

"Yes, Master."

"Wait patiently." Wen Desi held the young man's gaze. "We will be back."



The day after the transmigrators departed, Gao Qing's family was packing their belongings for the move to the Australian masters' new residence. They'd barely begun when Steward Yan appeared at the gate, calling for Gao Qing.

Hearing his voice, Gao Qing made as if to go out—but his wife exploded before he could take two steps.

"Go on then! Run to them!" Gao Xian's voice rose to a shriek. "We arrived first, but Sun Chang—who came after us—has already been freed and made steward! And you? First through the door, still nothing but a common handyman!"

Gao Qing stood motionless, wearing his usual expression of defeated patience.

"I must have been cursed for eight lifetimes to marry such a wretch!" Gao Xian was crying now, tears cutting tracks through her fury. "Have you no sense at all? What has the Gao family ever given us? How have Master Wen and the others treated us? And you want to sell them out—for what?"

"Master Wen is still a foreigner," Gao Qing mumbled. "In the future—"

"So what if he's a foreigner?" Gao Xian's voice cracked. "If they treat us well, I'd follow them to the ends of the earth! But you? Keep crawling back to the Gao family. Stay their good slave forever!"

Their two children watched in silence. Both were old enough to understand that their parents pulled in opposite directions, but their hearts had already chosen sides. The Australian masters were kind—they spoke pleasantly, gave them good food, presented them with wonderful trinkets. Their mother was right.

Gao Qing's head sank lower. In the moment of silence, Gao Xian seized her chance. She smoothed her clothes, fixed a bright smile on her tear-streaked face, and stepped out to greet the waiting Steward Yan.

"Ah, what poor timing! My husband left for the new residence early this morning—he's tidying the place for our arrival. I'm just finishing the packing with the children. Once we're done, we'll head straight over." She bowed slightly. "Was there something you needed? I could have him come see you tomorrow?"

Steward Yan knew perfectly well she was lying. He could probably hear Gao Qing standing just inside the doorway. But what could he do? He left with what dignity he could muster, muttering to himself as he went.

These damned overseas merchants certainly know how to sweet-talk people. A few days with them, and everyone turns fiercely loyal!

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 38: An Unexpected Visitor

One year later.

Southern China. A major coastal city.

Guo Yi walked into his office nursing a hangover, late thanks to too many glasses at the previous night's reunion dinner. He was a civil servant of the People's Republic, and old classmates meeting meant drinking—there was simply no avoiding it. But those who drank too much were rarely celebrating success.

The prosperous ones never shut up. They wanted everyone to know exactly how well they'd done. The failures simply didn't show up at all.

For someone like Guo Yi, trapped in the murky middle, the mood was bleakest. The successful mocked him for clinging to his iron rice bowl, lacking any real ambition. The unsuccessful assumed he spent his days sipping tea and reading newspapers. Neither group was entirely wrong.

A stack of materials awaited him on his desk—the latest reports on social trends. Guo Yi worked in a department whose mandate was maintaining social stability, unity, harmony, and tranquility. The sort of department whose very name required quotation marks.

He flipped through several unremarkable reports before coming to one tagged "Pending"—a status summary from a coastal county in Guangdong. Over the past year, a peculiar group had been congregating at an idle maritime militia training base. By day, they conducted military drills: marching, running, physical training. By night, they held meetings that stretched late into the evening, reportedly involving the chanting of slogans. A concerned citizen had reported them as a suspected pyramid scheme. The Commerce Bureau's enforcement squad found no signs of illegal sales. Local police visited and likewise found nothing amiss. When questioned, the person in charge explained it was simply pre-employment training for a company. The business license checked out—registered for over a year. The base was properly rented from the local People's Armed Forces Department.

And yet something felt off. The report had wound its way up the chain until it landed on Guo Yi's supervisor's desk. His superior's instruction was characteristically vague: "If you have time, go take a look. See if there are any problems."

Whether in intelligence or stability work, sitting in an office reviewing documents was always the primary activity.

One name kept appearing in the materials: Wen Desi. According to registration documents, he served as legal representative, chairman, and general manager—all three positions held by a single man.

Guo Yi hadn't previously encountered this individual. To be fair, Director Wen wasn't the sort of person their department typically monitored. But within the bureau, Guo Yi was known for his obsessive love of digging through materials and archives. This hobby had offended people—he still didn't know exactly whose toes he'd stepped on—and so while colleagues around him climbed the ladder, he remained stuck at the staff-member level. Any assignments with potential for recognition were invariably kept far from him.

He pulled up Wen Desi's file. An unremarkable man in his thirties, formerly an engineer and manager at several companies, with comfortable but not exceptional income. He enjoyed travel and harbored strong interests in history and military affairs. He made handicrafts. He was an outdoor enthusiast and firearms hobbyist, also something called a "survivalist"—apparently the type who stockpiled provisions and dreamed of building bunkers against nuclear winter. No evidence existed that he possessed or had attempted to acquire actual weapons—he didn't even own a dog. His online activity consisted mainly of inquiries about ammunition prices and outdoor equipment on various forums. His background was spotless: no criminal record, no bad debts, not even a traffic violation.

His company had been registered six months ago with one million yuan in capital. Guo Yi knew that registered capital often existed only on paper, but based on Wen Desi's tax history, the man could have genuinely produced the funds. Bank records showed he'd emptied his savings six months prior—over 800,000 yuan withdrawn in quick succession. Since then, his personal accounts had remained relatively bare.

The company's financial activity appeared normal—regular business operations, buying and selling, nothing extraordinary. Expenses included wages, utilities, office costs. The account maintained a modest balance, hovering around 100,000 yuan. Tax records confirmed the assessment: legitimate business, taxes paid in full, only minor accounting irregularities—nothing approaching evasion, though they practiced standard tax avoidance.

Guo Yi sat back and considered. Nothing here suggested potential for mass incidents or other threats to social harmony. But the boss had spoken, and he figured he might as well treat the assignment as a working vacation.



The coastal town was ordinary—one of countless such places along the Guangdong shore, densely populated and economically vibrant. Prosperity brought a massive floating population, and every day at the long-distance bus station, people with bundled belongings and trailing families flowed in and out, chasing their various dreams.

Among this churning crowd, for the past six months, unexpected visitors had been arriving almost daily. They dressed in all manner of clothing and spoke in all manner of dialects. They clutched maps and notes and scanned the station plaza, searching for something specific. They came in groups of three or five, or sometimes alone.

Xiao Zishan stood at the station exit, holding aloft a piece of torn cardboard—the bottom of a fruit box—with crooked brush-painted characters: Crossing Trade. His face, once pale and plump from years of office work, had grown thin and dark. He wore a sweat-stained promotional T-shirt and a frayed straw hat.

A former white-collar worker at a foreign enterprise, even if unemployed, appearing in this getup at a provincial bus station... Xiao Zishan himself couldn't quite say whether he'd gone mad or was simply trapped in an absurd dream that had stretched on far too long. And yet more and more people were chasing the same dream.

Today, as always, some would arrive. Some would hesitate and ultimately lose their nerve. Others wouldn't pass selection. The road to their shared fantasy wound through many obstacles.

Guo Yi emerged from the exit into September heat. The weather was still oppressively humid, the sun merciless. This was his first time in this particular town, and he scanned the crowd with practiced eyes.

His gaze caught immediately on the torn cardboard sign.

Crossing Trade.

Wasn't that the company Wen Desi had founded? In that instant, his eyes met Xiao Zishan's. That brief moment might have been called a "fated encounter"—but neither man experienced any mystical shiver, and neither radiated an irresistible kingly aura that might compel the other's submission. Guo Yi was interested in the company. Xiao Zishan recognized that this newcomer was no ordinary traveler.

Years in sales had failed to develop many of Xiao Zishan's abilities, but he'd learned to read people. This man had sharp, alert eyes. His movements conveyed calm confidence. His clothing was low-key but neat, and he carried minimal luggage. Someone on a government salary—nine times out of ten, from one of the authority departments. And this man was watching him—not out of personal interest, but because of the sign he held.

Before Xiao Zishan could process his unease, a tall, plump young man laden with bags approached.

"Crossing Company?"

"That's us. And you are?"

"I'm here to cross over—"

Cold sweat pricked Xiao Zishan's back. Buddy, do you really have to say that out loud? "Er... that... where did the PLA sweep?"

Every arrival had to verify themselves with the code phrase—some absurd rule inherited from who-knew-where. They weren't a comedy troupe implementing secret handshakes. Probably someone's gangster-novel fixation.

"Asia! Asia!" The young man was clearly still buzzing with excitement, his voice far too loud. "I'm Meng Xian! Meng Xian!"

"Yes, I know, I know..." Xiao Zishan's scalp was damp. He was by nature a cautious person, and with a thief's guilty conscience, he lowered his voice to compensate. "Go to the parking lot. There's a minibus—plate number **."

"Where's Director Wen—"

"You'll see him soon. I still have more people to collect." Xiao Zishan glanced nervously around, hoping their exchange had gone unnoticed.

The crowd remained absorbed in their own affairs. No one seemed to have paid them any attention. Xiao Zishan allowed himself a steadying breath—then noticed that the sharp-eyed man from before had vanished. An uneasy prickle ran down his spine. Should I report this to the Executive Committee?



That day, Guo Yi observed from a discreet corner for quite some time. He couldn't hear what they were saying, but he could read the interaction clearly enough. The man with the cardboard sign was meeting someone—one party excited, the other anxious and vigilant. Their body language suggested the conversation touched on something sensitive. From the sign-holder's familiarity with the surroundings and the worn condition of his cardboard, such pickups had been happening for a while.

Guo Yi followed the enthusiastic Meng Xian to the parking lot and noted the minibus's plate number.

The vehicle didn't leave immediately—more arrivals were expected. But Guo Yi decided not to wait. Instead, he visited the local telecom carriers and pulled the company's call records. Contrary to his expectations, phone traffic was heavy—large numbers of calls incoming and outgoing almost daily.

With assistance from local authorities, most landline numbers were quickly traced. The majority belonged to domestic small and medium enterprises, research institutes, design academies, plus assorted trading and consulting firms. An eclectic mix. Mobile numbers proved trickier—registrations were looser, many owners untraceable, and the geographic spread was enormous. Guo Yi focused on the landline trail.

What he found left him deeply puzzled.

This company was in regular contact with enterprises, research institutes, and design academies across the entire country. They'd purchased substantial equipment and materials—nothing unusual for an operating business. But the range of industries involved was bizarrely broad. Ordering generators, small hydropower equipment, transformer facilities—that made sense. But they'd also acquired multiple wind-power systems and vast quantities of spare parts. The company showed intense enthusiasm for technical blueprints and manufacturing documentation—they'd even inquired about condom and sanitary-napkin production technology.

Does he have that kind of money? Guo Yi found himself questioning the very premise. Could this be money laundering? Or were they collecting industrial intelligence? But according to every feedback he'd gathered, they showed no interest in high-technology products. Quite the opposite—they actively sought simple, outdated, even obsolete technologies and processes. What kind of spy operated that way?

Perhaps all this activity was smoke—cover for something else entirely? If so, what were they actually trying to do?

That evening, Guo Yi lay exhausted on his hotel bed, declining the Nth phone call offering "relaxation massage services." His mind churned with contradictions. He drifted into restless sleep.

In his dream, he saw Wen Desi wearing a strange flowing robe. A massive ship. Wind and waves. In the distance, a verdant island rose from an azure sea—blue sky, white clouds, silver sand...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 39: New Arrivals

For the entire ride back to base, Xiao Zishan kept up a steady stream of meaningless pleasantries—remarking on the weather, commenting on the scenery—anything to fill the silence. Whenever one of the four newcomers ventured a substantive question, he would pivot seamlessly into a rambling tribute to their driver: how hard the man worked, how modest his rates were, how thankless a life it was running an unlicensed taxi. The message was plain enough. Watch what you say around outsiders.

Meng Xian stepped off the minibus and drew a long breath of fresh air. Not bad here, he thought, surveying his surroundings. Already three or four young people in training uniforms were approaching to help with the luggage.

They were shepherded into a dormitory that retained the austere bones of its former life as military barracks—worn but functional, with iron-frame bunk beds arranged three to a room. Army blankets, bamboo mats, slippers, washbasins, cups, toothbrushes, towels—everything a person might need had been thoughtfully laid out.

"Please, everyone, sit." Xiao Zishan smiled broadly, gesturing with the expansive wave of a movie producer welcoming guests to his studio lot. "The accommodations are a bit rustic, I'm afraid, but I trust you'll manage. After all"—his smile widened—"where we're headed will be considerably rougher."

"Better than I'd imagined, actually," observed the bespectacled fellow who'd introduced himself as Tian Jiujiu, glancing around with an appraising eye.

"We do try to make everyone comfortable. D-Day is still some time off—rest up, stay in good shape." Xiao Zishan gestured toward the door. "For now, head over to Building No. 1 to register."

What followed was several hours of administrative processing. First came personal information forms on computer terminals—name, birth date, education, major, work history, various skills and certifications. The skills section alone was exhaustive, spanning thirteen major categories and roughly a hundred individual items, each with multiple proficiency levels to select. Xiao Zishan guided them through every field, repeatedly emphasizing accuracy and thoroughness. Even hobbies were subdivided extensively. Each person took nearly twenty minutes to complete.

Next came the medical room, where a white-coated specialist reviewed the physical examination records they'd brought from their local clinics. Everyone had been required to complete comprehensive exams before arrival, and all this data was entered into the system. They also submitted proof of vaccinations mandated by the Executive Committee, completed at local health stations. The doctor scrutinized everything with meticulous care, emphasizing repeatedly that this was a matter of life and death—concealing anything would be the height of foolishness. Anyone missing required doses could receive supplementary shots on-site.

Finally, the doctor produced two white pills and had each person swallow them then and there.

"What are these?" Zha Wuchu eyed the medication with deep suspicion.

"Anthelmintics." The doctor's explanation was terse.

"I don't have worms!" Zha Wuchu protested, looking genuinely offended.

"Take them anyway. Won't hurt you." The doctor remained unmoved. "You're going someplace without modern sanitation."

After downing the pills, they were directed to the dental room. A young man examined each person's mouth in turn, tapping around with practiced efficiency. Their teeth proved acceptable—mercifully, the dentist produced no terrifying drills. Just as they began to relax, assuming the ordeal was over, he tore off three appointment slips.

"Come back the day after tomorrow at 3 PM for cleaning."

Still nursing that instinctive fear of dentists, they returned to registration. Xiao Zishan was waiting behind a computer, holding a collection of metal chains with pendants.

"These are your ID tags." He distributed the chains. Besides a metal plate engraved with name and serial number, each one held something resembling a small USB drive sealed in opaque material.

"Dog tags," someone observed.

"Essentially, yes—but electronic." Xiao Zishan explained the system. The metal ID plate was straightforward enough. The USB-like device was an identification card that, through wireless sensing, could automatically retrieve each person's complete records from the server database. It also functioned like a campus all-in-one pass.

"So we can use this for meals? Do we need to top it up?"

"No top-up required—just swipe at the cafeteria." Xiao Zishan motioned for them to sit. "Let me explain how things work here. Everything at the base is provided. Whatever you need, you apply through the Executive Committee's logistics team, and we'll issue it. But understand—this only covers daily necessities. Cigarettes, alcohol, similar luxuries? Those still require RMB. There's a store on-site."

"What about internet?" Zha Wuchu asked, with the urgency of someone nursing a significant online addiction.

"Also free, but you'll need to log in with your ID card."

"There's still some time until D-Day—within the next month or two. The main requirements and rules were already explained before you came." Everyone nodded. "Try not to leave the base during this period. If you must go out, request permission first. The logistics team has already delivered your issued supplies to the dorm. Also, the Planning Coordination Group would like to inspect everyone's personal belongings. Some items you may have forgotten to declare; others may need to be handed over to the Resource Group for collective use." Xiao Zishan smiled reassuringly. "We'll compensate at fair value, of course—converted to shares or vouchers, whichever you prefer."

"The general meeting will be held soon. Rest well for a few days first. I'd recommend visiting the internet café and logging in with your ID card to review internal materials—our plan overview, current progress. Think it over carefully. If anyone wants to withdraw, all your belongings and money will be returned."

"Anyone who wanted to quit wouldn't have come," someone remarked.

"Perhaps not. But think it over again regardless." Xiao Zishan's expression grew serious. "After all, you'll be disappearing completely from this world. As good as dead. No one is made of stone; everyone has attachments. Consider carefully whether you can truly make this decision."



In the base's large meeting room, name cards were arranged on the table. With spectators included, roughly a dozen people had gathered—quite a lively scene.

Wen Desi glanced out the window. "Someone's watching us?" He tossed down an S card.

"That's right." The speaker was Zhong Lishi, who had cultivated many local connections over the past year. "I heard about it the day before yesterday while playing cards at the Armed Forces Department. Apparently the... Bureau called to ask questions."

"Bullshit. Starting a company isn't illegal." Wei Aiwen put his feet up on his chair.

Ma Qianzhu played a card at his leisure. "Watching porn isn't illegal either—try doing it in the street." He frowned at Wei Aiwen's feet. "Did you wash those?"

"We're not watching porn either." Wei Aiwen was growing annoyed. Everyone here spoke in half-hints and roundabout allusions.

"That would be called 'organizing group pornographic viewing.' Back during the Strike Hard campaign in the '80s, that alone would've been enough to get you shot." Xiao Zishan chuckled.

"You're just making things up—executed for watching porn? Are you getting paid five cents too?" Wei Aiwen shot back.

"Ah, the greatness of time." With that irrelevant pronouncement, Xiao Zishan continued flipping through his notebook. "I genuinely do feel something's off lately. A suspicious person showed up at the bus station yesterday."

"Could it be the legendary... Bureau?"

"Hard to say." Xiao Zishan paused. He'd meant to mention this the previous day but had forgotten. "Might just be coincidence. But he had the feel of someone from the dictatorship apparatus..."

"That's the same as saying nothing," Wei Aiwen attacked immediately.

"True," Xiao Zishan admitted. "But I sensed he was particularly interested in the word 'crossing.'"

The room fell silent, as if a secret had been inadvertently exposed.

After a long moment, Ma Qianzhu turned to Wen Desi. "Director Wen, should we accelerate things? Most people have already arrived. Those who aren't coming won't come."

"How much faster can we go?" Wen Desi shuffled cards slowly. "We still haven't resolved the ship situation."

"Can't we just rent one?"

"We're a brand-new company, barely a year old. Who'd rent to us? Even if someone would, the cost would approach buying outright."

"Then buy used."

"This isn't like buying a used car—you don't just walk into a market and pick one. The paperwork alone is exhausting. Wang Luobin has been running around on this for two months."

"Spend more to grease the wheels," Zhong Lishi suggested. "Don't be too picky—if it's expensive, so be it. RMB will be worthless to us soon anyway."

"We still need cash on hand for emergencies."

"Stock up on gold and silver instead. In an emergency, everyone accepts those."

"Speaking of gold and silver," another voice chimed in, "shouldn't we bring some 925 industrial silver? Better yet, mint some Spanish reales de a ocho to bring over. Otherwise, how do we trade with locals immediately after crossing?"

"That era doesn't lack silver," Luo Duo disagreed. "Bringing it—first, it's not cost-effective; second, it takes up tonnage. Trade doesn't have to depend on precious metals. Barter works fine."

"Industrial production takes time!" Zhong Lishi grew animated. "How long before our factories can produce enough goods for trade? At least three months. Where do you get supplies and construction materials during those three months? Don't tell me we're going to rob people!"

"Brother, do you know about salt?" Luo Duo said slowly. "Since ancient times, salt has been a universal currency worldwide. At least in the era we're going to, it still carries purchasing power with the local population."

Zhong Lishi calmed somewhat. "Do we know how to make salt?"

"Not from experience, but we know the methods. I've got mountains of reference materials—refined salt, iodized salt, pickling salt..." Luo Duo smiled with expansive confidence. "Who here knows how to smelt steel from memory? Make glass? Build rifles? We possess the accumulated wisdom of three thousand years of civilization, every technological advance since the Industrial Revolution—" His hand swept dramatically through the air. "We are omnipotent!"

This speech, which he clearly considered inspiring, sank into the swamp of silence like a stone. Apart from Zhong Lishi's skeptical glance, it produced no ripples whatsoever.

Over the next few minutes, Luo Duo expounded on his salt-making knowledge, occasionally sparring with Zhong Lishi in arguments that were neither particularly professional nor objective. Finally, Ma Qianzhu sighed:

"Why do our discussions always go off-topic?"

"Habitual digression..." Wen Desi observed. "Alright, alright—we'll discuss financial matters later. Zishan, what's the status on personnel check-in?" He seemed to remember something. "How are those four you brought back today?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 40: Personnel

"All settled. Put them in Room 106 of Building 7." Xiao Zishan held up his folder with a show of consulting it, though he remembered every detail perfectly well. The gesture was merely a leftover habit from years of white-collar meetings.

"Meng Xian. Twenty-five. Spent time abroad. Fluent in English. Background in finance and accounting. Pan Feng. Twenty-eight. Currently unemployed. Claims experience as a fast-moving consumer goods sales representative. Single. Zha Wuchu. Twenty-four. Pharmaceutical technician. Single. Tian Jiujiu. Twenty-seven. Water Conservancy Design Institute of X Province, Y City. Technician specializing in water supply and drainage. Single."

"Excellent—except for one useless one, they're all skilled professionals." Wei Aiwen slapped the table with evident satisfaction, deliberately glancing at Xiao Zishan.

The implication was not lost on him. In his heart, Xiao Zishan despised this loudmouth, but he'd learned long ago never to let contempt show on his face—nor to argue openly. He knew his place here: even for a casual card game, he didn't truly belong in this room with the Committee members. The others simply nodded in acknowledgment. He continued his report:

"I had casual conversations with all of them. Everyone shows genuine enthusiasm for the crossing. Their commitment seems quite firm."

These so-called "conversations" served as the Executive Committee's initial screening of newcomers. Under the guise of welcoming chatter, they assessed each person's background and personality—whether they possessed sufficient teamwork spirit and emotional intelligence to join this unprecedented venture.

"Meng Xian is extremely fond of light weapons. Trained in moving-target shooting at a sports school for several years. Spoke extensively about firearms. Pan Feng was relatively quiet during the process. Somewhat introverted. Hobbies include gardening and history. Knows the FMCG industry well. Holds an accountant's license. Tian Jiujiu..."

After briefly outlining his impressions and assessments of each newcomer, Xiao Zishan provided the Committee with an inventory of their declared personal belongings. "I've drafted a summary. I'll submit it along with the registration forms to the Internal Affairs Group tonight. They'll conduct the next evaluation round. Roommates have already been assigned to observe them."

"Who was assigned?" Wen Desi asked.

"That's outside my purview—Internal Affairs handles it from here." Xiao Zishan spread his hands. "Should I inquire?"

"No need." Wen Desi, Ma Qianzhu, and Xiao Zishan exchanged brief, knowing glances.

"So as of now, 476 people have effectively checked in."

Personnel concentration had begun approximately six months earlier. People had been arriving almost weekly, all passing through the same process. Of the 2,106 individuals who'd enthusiastically discussed and replied to posts about crossing through the wormhole, fewer than 800 had joined the subsequent encrypted chat group. Those who'd actually traveled here and committed to staying numbered under 500.

"That many dropped out?"

"About fifty in total. The 476 are those currently committed to crossing." Xiao Zishan checked his list. "Over the next two weeks, roughly fifty more should arrive. These should all come through."

"'A Thousand Talents' has become 'Five Hundred Arhats.'" Wei Aiwen sighed dramatically. "Too few people. Everyone talks big online, but when it comes to actually doing something, they're all damn cowards!"

The others remained silent. Whether more or fewer people was preferable—that was a genuine paradox. For those presently occupying Executive Committee positions, fewer might actually prove advantageous. More people meant more opinions to manage. Though all planning had been handled by the Committee, the masses had provided no input. Currently, newcomers followed Committee arrangements with the docility of arrivals in an unfamiliar place. Once everyone got to know each other and found their footing, who knew what complications might arise.

"Better to keep the team lean," Ma Qianzhu dismissed the concern with a laugh.

"On the positive side, we do have talent across all necessary fields—no critical gaps." Xiao Zishan allowed himself some satisfaction. "Just fewer women than we'd like. Most are accompanying husbands or boyfriends; not many are single."

"Naturally—mostly bachelors signing up." Wen Desi tilted his head back. "Anyone with established family ties wouldn't abandon everything for this..."

Wei Aiwen snorted. "Women are just trouble anyway. Whining and complaining all day."

"Then don't ask the organization to arrange a wife for you later. We don't handle that."

"Who needs the organization?" The young man's eyes gleamed. "Ancient little lolis—I'll have as many as I want. One to massage my back, one to rub my waist, and one to—"

Xi Yazhou interrupted impatiently: "'I' this and 'I' that—you're barely more than a kid, always saying 'I' like you're some big shot. With that attitude, no woman would want you anyway!"

"No problem, Little Wei," someone else grinned. "The Ming Dynasty has a thriving 'Brokeback Mountain' scene, and only high-quality talents indulge..."

"Bullshit! You're Brokeback Mountain! Your whole family is Brokeback Mountain!" The young man's face flushed with indignation—teasing him had apparently become a local pastime.

"Actually, I have a question for the Committee." Xiao Zishan seized the opportunity to redirect the conversation. "About foreigners."

"Foreigners? Absolutely not! Too many complications later!"

"I'm against foreigners too. Those not of our race must have different hearts!"

"This case is somewhat special," Xiao Zishan pressed on.

"Don't tell me it's a military medic who served in Iraq. If so, we might consider."

"No... it's an applicant's girlfriend." Xiao Zishan extracted a sheet from his folder. "Ding Ding. Male, thirty-two. Han ethnicity. Reporter for a major media group. The foreign woman is called... Panpan? Apparently American."

"Whoa, a Western chick!" Wei Aiwen leaned forward eagerly. "Any photos? Any photos?"

"She's someone else's girlfriend. What are you getting excited about? Sit down."

"She needs to be investigated!" Wei Aiwen gestured wildly. "She might be an American spy. Definitely sent by the FBI to infiltrate us—to stop us from rewriting history!"

"Little Wei, do you actually know what the FBI does?" The perpetual know-it-all Luo Duo moved to correct his technical error.

"Whatever—some American spy organization. They also protect the president!"

"Want to be the one to investigate her?"

"I'll definitely complete any task the organization assigns!" The young man's earnest sincerity was so overwhelming that Zhong Lishi, who'd been teasing him, felt embarrassed to continue.

Wen Desi nodded thoughtfully. "Personally, I'm inclined to agree. If she's family to one of our people, let her come along. Even if she wanted to serve America, there'd be no America left to serve. Alright. I'll confirm with him. Come to think of it, we don't have anyone with media and publicity expertise. Could prove useful down the line."

"We need professionals in every field—and ordinary people too." Wen Desi emphasized. "When receiving new arrivals, be careful not to treat those with expertise more warmly than those without. That kind of differential treatment causes problems."

"Understood. Unity is paramount."



Meng Xian lay on the iron bunk bed in the dormitory, staring at the large duffel bag he'd stowed on the upper bunk. Outside the window, the night was utterly quiet. He could clearly hear sounds drifting down from upstairs—someone watching a film with rather suggestive audio.

All the excitement of the journey here—the anticipation, the nervous energy—had drained away once things went still. In its place settled an irrepressible unease.

What's wrong with me? Have I actually gone insane? I had a perfectly good job in America, and I left it to come to some village in Guangdong. What exactly am I trying to accomplish? Change fate? Remake history?

Meng Xian usually enjoyed alternate-history novels. He'd fantasized countless times about transmigrating to another era—rebuilding China, establishing great achievements, acquiring three or four devoted wives. But he'd always known it was pure fiction.

Now, once through the wormhole, he would simply vanish from this world. As good as dead to everyone who'd known him. Parents. Relatives. Friends. A future wife... Of course, he didn't even have a girlfriend currently, let alone a wife. But if he hadn't come here, a decent wife had still been a real possibility...

The thought made him want to withdraw, to flee. He sat up abruptly. Across the room, Ye Yuming sat on the next bed, also staring into space. Ye had arrived before their group.

"What—can't sleep?" Seeing him stir, Ye Yuming tossed over a cigarette.

"I don't smoke..."

"Suit yourself. I should quit too." Ye Yuming pocketed the cigarette. "What's bothering you—not going to game online?"

"Don't feel like it." Meng Xian sighed. "No idea when we'll actually leave." The words were somewhat disingenuous, yet not entirely false—once they actually crossed, this uncertainty would end. The waiting was hardest.

"You really look forward to D-Day that much?"

"Don't you?"

"Hard to say. The whole thing feels... unreliable." Ye Yuming sniffed his unlit cigarette. "If Director Wen and Mr. Ma weren't people I trust, plus..." He paused meaningfully. "I'd almost worry it's some elaborate scam."

"Surely not." Meng Xian's confidence wavered slightly.

"Yeah, I think not either. That's why I came. But what happens over there—genuinely hard to predict."

"Hasn't Director Wen already taken people across multiple times?"

"In small groups, sure. But with this many people, this much equipment..." Ye Yuming's expression darkened. "What if the energy destabilizes? Or something goes catastrophically wrong after crossing?" He met Meng Xian's eyes. "If you die there, there's no loading a save file."

"Maybe you respawn in the original timeline?" Pan Feng, who'd been reading quietly on another bed, suddenly interjected.

"Haha, that's quite a theory." Both Ye Yuming and Meng Xian laughed.

Pan Feng set down his book and sat up. "Think about it—according to typical transmigration tropes, isn't the protagonist always struck by lightning, hit by a car, drowned? So logically, if you die in the other timespace, you should respawn in this one."

"If there's a Time-Space Administration Bureau, apply for resurrection immediately after death." Meng Xian laughed for a while, his mood inexplicably lightened. "Xiao Pan, you said you were in sales—what did you sell?"

"Me?" Pan Feng smiled ruefully. "Don't laugh—my longest sales job was sanitary napkins."

The entire dormitory erupted in laughter. Zha Wuchu slapped the bed frame. "You're making that up! You sold sanitary napkins? What girl would buy from you..."

Pan Feng picked up the cigarette Meng Xian had declined. "Mind if I have this?"

"Go ahead, go ahead." Ye Yuming even lit it for him, then took one for himself.

Pan Feng took a long drag. "I was in channel sales—selling directly to wholesalers. Nothing to do with girls." He exhaled slowly. "The FMCG business gets harder every year. More competitors, pickier customers, higher company expectations—but the salary stays frozen..."

"You think this whole thing is legitimate?" Ye Yuming pressed.

Pan Feng glanced at him, a faint smile playing at the corner of his mouth. "Why wouldn't it be? Unless Director Wen's completely lost his mind, why would he orchestrate all this? To scam money? At this scale, he'd be hemorrhaging his own cash."

"So you genuinely want to cross?"

"Cross." Pan Feng flicked ash onto the floor. "Why not? I'm what they call 'working poor.' Went to college, work diligently enough. All these years of effort, only manage to scrape together a bit of savings. Got to save for emergencies, for marriage, for a down payment, for decades as a mortgage slave. Complain even slightly online and someone tells you to swim the Pacific for a few cents. I'm too cautious for anything dramatic—been a model citizen all my life. In this timeline, I'd never dare break a single law. But living feels pointless. Stifling." He shrugged. "So I came to take a chance."

The dormitory fell silent. His words had touched something in everyone present—some unspoken understanding, some shared frustration that none of them could quite articulate.

Ye Yuming smiled faintly, lay back down, and began mentally drafting his report for the Internal Affairs Group.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 41: The Ship (Part 1)

Over the past few days, Guo Yi had exhausted himself chasing shadows. The more he uncovered, the less anything made sense.

What should have been a simple two-or-three-day assignment had stretched well beyond that. He'd called his supervisor to request an extension, and from the tone of that conversation, Guo Yi could tell the man suspected him of either meddling in affairs beyond his purview or inventing excuses for a government-funded vacation. But the developments here had grown too intriguing to abandon.

First, there was the steady stream of arrivals. Not many at once, but they came from all over the country—he'd heard dialects from nearly every province. Most were young men, and they weren't the typical migrant workers who staffed this region's labor-intensive factories. Each newcomer arrived burdened with substantial luggage.

Second, his visits to local businesses the company had contacted revealed something extraordinary.

Across the specialized wholesale markets in the area, sales of certain goods had surged over the past three months. His preliminary compilation showed notable increases in foodstuffs, medical supplies and pharmaceuticals, tools, water pumps, electric motors, small power machinery, various grades of high-quality carbon steel and alloy steel, electrolytic copper and other metals, measuring instruments, clothing, shoes, and socks.

When he connected these local purchases to Crossing Company's nationwide procurement activities, the conclusion was obvious: both streams flowed from the same source. They'd apparently split their acquisitions into two channels—ordinary, simple items sourced locally, while technically sophisticated or price-sensitive goods were procured directly from distant manufacturers.

Guo Yi had given up trying to hypothesize what they were planning. He decided to visit the company directly.

A motorcycle taxi carried him out to the base. The training facility looked decades old—mostly buildings from the sixties and seventies. A central office building was somewhat newer but still dated back more than ten years. He saw no signs of new construction by the company, though he knew Crossing Trade had purchased considerable construction equipment. The base gate stood open, and two old men sat in the guardhouse, chatting and smoking. Everything looked perfectly ordinary.

Guo Yi worried that flashing his credentials would alert them, so he climbed a nearby hill and observed through binoculars.

On the parade ground, groups in grass-green training uniforms were running formation drills. His view suddenly froze. He could clearly see several ranks holding short bamboo sticks while someone kept time on a military drum. Though he was too far away to hear, these people were obviously marching to the beat—first expanding into a line, then a column, then suddenly a square. The front row crouched with sticks angled upward while those behind stood with sticks held level. A strange posture indeed.

What were they doing? Guo Yi had been through military training in high school, college, and work orientation. He couldn't recall anything remotely like this in standard formation drills.

He frantically adjusted the focus. The men went through a complete sequence of movements: manipulating the bamboo sticks, reaching to their chests to grab something invisible, bringing it to their mouths as if biting, then fiddling with the stick's top end. The more he watched, the more confused he became. Apart from the sticks, they had nothing in their hands!

"Strange," he muttered. He couldn't decipher these hieroglyphic movements. He panned the binoculars elsewhere and found a group practicing unarmed combat beside a sandpit. The instructor-like figure in the center was obviously field-army trained—Guo Yi's workplace had many former military personnel, and that battle-tempered bearing of a professional soldier was recognizable even at this distance.

He adjusted to maximum magnification. On the dock, iron drums and steel angles were piled high; workers welded something amid showers of sparks. Two small rowboats sat on cradles nearby.

"What on earth is this company up to..."

After wandering around for most of the day, Guo Yi returned to the city, disappointed. He'd gained nothing but deeper puzzlement.

That evening, he left his hotel and drifted through the streets until he found a small eatery where he nursed two beers. Frustration gnawed at him. He'd never doubted his own intelligence. In all his years of work, he'd handled many cases and usually figured things out quickly. But this one still had him lost in fog.

Better just go back, he thought. Holing up here wasn't solving anything—it had already been four days. The investigation couldn't continue indefinitely. From the materials he'd gathered, this company was certainly suspicious, but they hadn't done anything harmful to social stability and unity. Their massive procurement was their own business. Whether it was money laundering or something else, the relevant departments could look into it.



Word of Guo Yi's investigation reached the Executive Committee through Zhong Lishi and several local contacts' social activities. But the fact that this news had leaked so casually showed that no one was taking the matter seriously. Xiao Zishan was worried, however. They'd come this far—practically to the goal line. No one wanted to end up like the men's national football team. After breakfast, he hurried to find Wen Desi.

"I don't think it's anything." Wen Desi considered briefly. "Let him investigate all he wants. We haven't broken any laws. He won't find anything."

"Still, let's hurry. The longer we wait, the more things can go wrong."

"Have all expected arrivals been confirmed?"

"All confirmed. Nineteen more will arrive by Thursday. I've also confirmed those not coming."

"Then we'll hold the general meeting next Friday."

"Are the related proposals ready?"

"The various teams have been discussing and drafting suggestions these past few days. Morale is quite high."

Just then, the office door opened. Wang Luobin walked in, looking travel-worn. Within the Executive Committee, he currently handled project approval, review, and procurement for material preparations—work that kept him constantly on the road. For the past three months, he'd been focused on a single problem: the ship.

During their crossing trade, the transmigrators had discovered that the wormhole's energy gradually dissipated the longer it stayed open. The longer the passage remained active, the more energy it consumed.

Small crossing-trade runs involved at most a few truckloads. But for the main crossing operation, several thousand tons of material had to pass through the wormhole. Using a truck convoy was clearly unfeasible—the crossing time would stretch too long, and they might exhaust the last reserves of energy before finishing.

The only way to pass through the wormhole quickly while transporting such quantities was by ship—the biggest ship possible. The transmigrators' shopping list kept growing. Without a large vessel, there was simply no way to get hundreds of people and thousands of tons of equipment and materials into the seventeenth century in one crossing.

Beyond transport itself, a modern cargo ship was a microcosm of industrial civilization: main and auxiliary engines, high- and low-pressure piping, pumps, cables, electronic communications and observation equipment, desalination systems, a small machine-repair workshop, medical facilities. With a ship, before any land base was built, they'd have a complete modern world. The transmigrators could draw electricity and machine-tool support from this mobile platform. Greatest of all: it could sustain basic modern living conditions for a considerable time, preventing these spoiled twenty-first-century souls from suffering mental breakdowns when thrust into harsh conditions.

And then there was the considerable military utility. A massive iron vessel would inspire awe and terror. Its steel hull feared no cannonballs or incendiary weapons. Even if some brave souls tried to board and fight hand-to-hand, they'd have to climb freeboards towering like city walls.

Without mounting any weapons, ramming at full speed would be enough to terrify any warship of that era. Smaller vessels would sink on impact; larger ones couldn't withstand a steel bow's collision. And escape was impossible—even older ships could easily reach eleven to fourteen knots. Except for certain fast clippers running before favorable winds, most vessels would be helpless victims.

A glorious multi-turret ironclad battleship! With such a ship, wouldn't they be masters of the ocean?

Behind glorious dreams, however, often lurked terrible reality. And reality arrived courtesy of a maritime-university graduate.

That was when Meng De appeared.

Meng De had learned about the chat group only after the second batch of core members had reported in. He'd stumbled upon information on a BBS he frequented: a spacetime portal had actually appeared, and people were secretly gathering comrades to change history in the early Chongzhen era. After confirming the information's authenticity, Meng De resolutely decided to join—dreaming of becoming a true history-changer.

He was the only maritime-university graduate among this group of transmigrators, with actual work experience involving ships.

His education and professional background immediately caught the Executive Committee's attention. Though they suspected his ship-handling skills might be half-baked, no one else among them understood large cargo vessels at all.

The maritime university and wormhole energy—two completely unrelated factors—destined him to have his own chapter in the history of the crossing.

At a specially convened meeting on the ship problem, he was hired as a consultant. For this young man only a few years out of school, it was the first time he'd felt truly valued.

"Director Wen, this isn't going to be easy," Meng De said after hearing the Committee's plan. "The problem is crew. We don't have a crew."

"How many people would we need?"

"For older ships under five thousand tons, usually around forty people. Over ten thousand tons, more than fifty." Meng De spread his hands. "Even newer ships with unmanned engine rooms need over twenty. These are all technical positions—transmigrators can't fill them."

Chinese merchant ships, if not carrying passengers, were generally divided into Deck Department and Engine Department. The Deck Department alone comprised captain, first mate, second mate, third mate, chief radio officer, radio officer, cargo officer, tallyman, bosun, assistant bosun, able seaman, ordinary seaman, chief cook, second cook, third cook, stewards, and more.

The critical Engine Department had chief engineer, first engineer, second engineer, third engineer, electrician, chief mechanic, head fireman, mechanics, assistant mechanics, coppersmith, oilers, firemen, and others.

"If we want to use this ship long-term, even if not fully staffed, we'd need at least half. Especially in the Engine Department."

The Executive Committee members exchanged glances. A ship was this complicated? Damn. Having one maritime professional join them was already lucky—expecting a whole crew of sailors had never crossed their minds.

"What if we're just crossing over?"

"Still very difficult, though we'd need somewhat fewer people." Meng De outlined his suggestion: establish a freight-forwarding office at a port on the Leizhou Peninsula and rent a warehouse. All needed materials would be delivered there for loading. They'd charter a coastal bulk carrier with the destination set as Bopu Port on Hainan. Some transmigrators could disguise themselves as backpackers hitching a ride—common on coastal freighters. The rest would travel ahead on several fishing boats to the rendezvous point. When the ship approached port, the transmigrators would seize control, detain the crew, pilot the ship through the gate, and beach it on Hainan Island.

"The Qiongzhou Strait is very narrow. I believe my ship-handling ability is up to it. For engine and basic deck crew, I suggest the Committee send some people to train—but this ship basically won't be usable afterward."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 42: The Ship (Part 2)

"Unusable?!" Disappointment rippled across the room. Was their glorious vision of a multi-turreted ironclad battleship-freighter about to vanish like smoke?

"Why beach it at all?" someone protested. "Once a ship runs aground, refloating it is nearly impossible. We may not have enough crew to operate it now, but that doesn't mean we never will."

"We're crossing over just to use it as a hotel? What a waste! How are we supposed to fight pirates on the high seas without an invincible warship?"

"With a ship like that, Zheng Zhilong, Liu Xiang, the Dutch, the English—they'd all be nothing but fodder!"

"Is there any way to avoid beaching?" Wen Desi asked. "Hainan's west coast has plenty of good harbors. Lingao alone has several deep-water port development zones. There's one called Jinpai Port, isn't there? They even ran investment promotions in Guangzhou. Surely it has adequate deep-water berths."

"It's not that simple."

Meng De could see that the group's understanding of shipping and port facilities was essentially nonexistent, so he offered some background first.

Before modern times, he explained, only a handful of ports with exceptionally favorable geography and water conditions allowed large ships to dock directly at the quay. In most harbors around the world, oceangoing vessels had to anchor in deeper water, with lighters and small boats ferrying cargo and passengers ashore load by load. Even well into the modern era, many major ports still operated dedicated passenger ferries for ocean liners and fleets of cargo lighters. The inefficiency was staggering. Modern ports addressed this by constructing extensive dock facilities—even the most basic setup required multiple piers.

The Lingao area where the transmigrators planned to land lay in Hainan's northern region. The ports of Qiongbei stretched from Mulantou in the east to Bingmajiao in the west, comprising a series of coastal indentations curving inland: Puqian Bay, Haikou Bay, Chengmai Bay, Dongshui Port, Huachang Port, Maniao Port, Hongpai Port, and Houshui Bay.

Countless harbors of various sizes dotted these bays, but most were small natural inlets accommodating only fishing boats. Though Ming-era Hainan served as an important waypoint for Sino-foreign maritime trade—with many merchant ships stopping for shelter and fresh water—the island's own commerce was underdeveloped, concentrated mainly at Shenying Port in Qiongshan. The bays within Lingao County remained almost entirely in their primitive state.

"None of these Ming-era Hainan bays will have any port facilities," Meng De continued. "Moreover, the ports of the Qiongbei region are generally shallow. The Jinpai Port development zone Director Wen mentioned is actually Hongpai Port. Even after Phase One development and dredging, it can only berth 5,000-ton general cargo ships."

Murmuring swept through the room. Many had assumed Hongpai was a natural deep-water port—it was not. The Hongpai Peninsula jutted northward into the open sea, its cape constantly battered by wind and waves, carved into sea cliffs and wave-cut platforms. Eroded lava debris drifted with the currents to the peninsula's western shore, forming a gravel beach. Finer sediment migrated into Hongpai Port itself, leaving the inner bay choked with sandy deposits. While the western face of the peninsula—Hongpai Islet—featured a basalt wave-cut platform with respectable depths of five meters or more at its leading edge, the port's interior suffered from longshore drift and silting, leaving only two to four meters of water.

The Executive Committee had originally planned to use Jinpai Port—Hongpai Port—for ship mooring. Meng De's explanation killed that plan entirely. At two to four meters depth, a 10,000-ton vessel was out of the question. Even ships of 2,000 to 3,000 tons would struggle.

"Furthermore," Meng De added, "the extensive beaches inside the harbor will make unloading extremely difficult."

He paused to consider the alternatives. "Among Lingao's ports, Houshui Bay has the best hydrographic conditions. Deep channels of ten meters extend inward on both the east and west sides of Linchang Island within the bay. The wave-shadow zone south of the island is a shallow sediment deposit, but still maintains seven to eight meters of depth. The shoreline consists of coral reef—highly erosion-resistant with minimal sediment runoff into the bay. Beach erosion and deposition have stabilized there. Houshui Bay is arguably Lingao's finest natural deep-water harbor." He gestured for emphasis. "For the transmigrators, it offers another advantage: Linchang Island serves as a natural barrier. Fortifications there could effectively defend against seaborne attack—far superior to tiny outcrops like Hongpai Islet."

This was expertise in action. Whether forging an effective military organization or an efficient production enterprise, proper division of labor—placing specialists in positions suited to their knowledge—formed the essential foundation. The Executive Committee felt the weight of this truth. A respectful silence settled over the meeting room.

"Seems you can't just take things for granted in this world," Ma Qianzhu sighed.

"Should we establish our port base at Houshui Bay, then? Since conditions there are superior?"

"No, that won't work." Wen Desi shook his head firmly. "Houshui Bay is excellent as a port, but unsuitable as a landing base. There's no water."

The Houshui Bay area of ancient Lingao had no major natural rivers. It was one of the county's driest regions, and local villages had suffered water shortages for generations. Only after 1949 were deep wells drilled and irrigation channels dug to solve the problem.

Without sufficient freshwater, everything became inconvenient. The location was also rather distant from Lingao County town and the transmigrators' future main base, making transport and communication awkward.

"What do you recommend?" The speaker's tone had shifted from casual to deferential.

"Where will the main base be located?"

"Bairen Beach, in the lower reaches of the Wenlan River."

Meng De considered this for a moment. "If you want the closest option, that would be Bopu Port. It's essentially the Wenlan River's estuary—classified as a river-mouth port. It has long served as a key transit point between Hainan and the mainland, and it's a natural typhoon shelter. The central deep channel reaches six to seven meters, though the harbor contains many sandbars and the anchorage is quite small."

"That depth should suffice for a 10,000-ton ship, shouldn't it? I believe the draft is around seven meters."

"Correct. Shallow-draft coastal cargo ships can manage even less. The problem is that I don't have local hydrographic data—no, I mean I don't have Ming-era hydrographic data. And without either a pilot or a proper engine-room crew, even with a modern port, we couldn't dock safely. In modern shipping, vessels are often 'pushed' to the dock by tugboats. With my level of ship-handling, if we enter harbor without beaching or running aground, that would be extraordinary luck."

"A ship costs tens of millions at minimum. Spend tens of millions just to build a floating Yamato Hotel?"

"Actually, my recommendation is to use barges—flat-deck or open-hold types." Meng De boldly proposed an idea entirely lacking in glory, universally despised by the group. But he ignored their expressions. In his professional domain, at least, he had yet to encounter anyone who could challenge him—and that gave him confidence. Even if he said something wrong, no one could refute him.

"Towed by tugboats? Aren't those river vessels?"

"I'm talking about maritime barges, generally used in coastal waters. Deadweight tonnage ranges from 1,500 to 8,500 tons. Some barges are self-propelled for short coastal voyages. These ships have very shallow drafts—a 1,500-tonner draws only two meters."

A typical self-propelled deck barge had specifications like:


	Actual payload: 1,500 tons

	Gross tonnage: 1,411 tons

	Net tonnage: 342 tons

	Length overall: 61 meters

	Beam: 13.6 meters

	Depth: 3.2 meters

	Draft: 1.832 meters

	Navigable area: Coastal waters

	Main engine power: 330 kW



They could carry all manner of dry cargo and containers. The drawbacks: very slow, limited range, poor seakeeping—suitable only for short coastal freight runs. Of course, none of this mattered to the transmigrators.

After comprehensive consideration, however, the group decided to prioritize general cargo ships, with self-propelled barges serving as backup only if the budget fell short. The reasoning was straightforward: self-propelled barges carried no cranes or loading equipment, depending entirely on port infrastructure. For the transmigrators, manually unloading thousands of tons was essentially a fantasy—to say nothing of items weighing tens or hundreds of tons that no amount of manpower could shift. General cargo ships typically came equipped with derricks and various loading and unloading gear.

"I have an idea." Zhao De of the Athletics Group had served in a naval district and was counted among the transmigrators' future naval core, so he too attended this ship-selection meeting.

"Even if we don't beach the cargo ship, using a freighter as a warship is completely impractical." Zhao De brushed dust from his sleeve. "Large cargo ships have deep drafts and complex handling, and they don't necessarily turn any faster than sailing vessels. No matter how powerful our ship might be, will our opponents keep lining up for head-on battles after we thrash them once? They have numerical superiority—they can conduct harassment warfare along shipping lanes and coastlines. When combat begins, we'll be overwhelmed. Even if we sortie and sink a few, the rest will scatter into shallow water where we can't follow. What then? Lower lifeboats and chase them? We need sea control, and a single isolated ship that guzzles fuel and manpower is simply too wasteful."

The glorious multi-turreted ironclad battleship-freighter had been thoroughly criticized. Everyone felt a pang of loss, but upon reflection, this former naval officer had a point.

"I'm a fisherman myself," Zhao De continued. "Back in my production brigade days, I captained fishing boats. During my military service, I saw the navy use them too—vessels of 200 to 400 tons with excellent range and seaworthiness. Wouldn't they serve better as the core of our crossing navy than some ironclad battleship-freighter fantasy? Speed alone makes them far superior, and fuel consumption is a fraction of what a cargo ship requires."

"And you can fish!"

"Exactly—you can still fish. These are generally trawlers, built to last."

"Fishing boats aren't easy to acquire," Meng De objected. "The fishery bureau paperwork is a nightmare."

"No problem. After we buy them, we simply don't register for fishery use. Once we cross over, we can do whatever we want with them."

Opinion within the Executive Committee divided on this point—some felt it unnecessarily complicated the operation. But the majority voiced support. The Hainan where the transmigrators would build their base boasted extremely rich surrounding fishery resources; the Beibu Gulf remains an important fishing ground to this day, with annual disputes between Chinese and Vietnamese fishermen. In the seventeenth century, those waters would surely be even more abundant. Owning one or more fishing boats would significantly enrich the transmigrators' protein sources. Modern fishing vessels were nimble, maneuverable, and easy to operate—ideal for an early near-shore naval force. After all, the narrowest point of the Qiongzhou Strait measured less than 18 kilometers. Even very small boats could cross with ease. Without vessels providing early warning at sea, enemies might go undetected until they entered visual range from shore—a dangerously passive position.

And so the plan was decided. Zhao De received the task of fishing-boat selection, along with preparing related spare-parts and materials procurement lists. After the meeting concluded, at Meng De's suggestion, a group of transmigrators with good physical condition and some interest in sailing were selected for training. Meng De used his professional connections to find a friend whose family operated several coastal cargo ships, and the trainees were sent aboard for hands-on practical instruction.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 43: Preparations for Departure

As the moon swelled toward fullness, headquarters' steady rhythm shattered into something far more frantic. The entire organization shifted into overdrive.

The Finance Department liquidated every available asset into RMB, then transmuted that currency into an avalanche of supplies. Against the possibility of last-minute complications, they retained roughly 500,000 yuan in reserve. They'd also quietly cast their remaining ten-odd kilograms of unsold gold into ingots—ten-gram, twenty-five-gram, and fifty-gram bars ready for immediate use. Less convenient than cash, certainly, but everyone understood that gold's value endured across centuries.

Aside from the maritime personnel stationed at the freight-forwarding office on the Leizhou Peninsula, every transmigrator on external assignment returned to base for final preparations.

The Medical and Health Group launched comprehensive reviews, prioritizing immunizations above all else. Despite countless announcements, some individuals hadn't bothered getting vaccinated yet claimed otherwise—a few had even shown up with forged vaccination certificates.

For certain vaccines, catch-up doses were simply no longer feasible. The complete hepatitis B series required eighteen months. The Health Group scrambled to procure alternatives that might offer faster protocols.

"Don't these people understand they're gambling with their own lives?" He Ma stared at the Incomplete Immunization Status Report, genuinely mystified. He didn't know the precise disease situation in seventeenth-century Hainan, but it was easy enough to imagine—a paradise for microorganisms. Cholera outbreaks had plagued the island well into the twentieth century.

"Many also skipped the corneal surgery for vision correction," added Dr. Lan Fangfang, his voice pained. He'd been forced to append a complete set of old-fashioned optometry equipment to the medical supplies—equipment that had become genuinely difficult to locate now that computerized optical systems were ubiquitous.

Many things proved unexpectedly hard to find. The Health Group's persistent headache was their inability to rely on disposable supplies the way modern hospitals did. Glass syringes. Glass IV sets. These had largely vanished from the market, and the specialized equipment to sterilize them—small medical autoclaves—had similarly disappeared. They'd scoured pharmaceutical companies, medical-equipment factories, and hospital warehouses across the country to assemble a complete set. The specialized rubber tubing on older medical equipment had long since deteriorated, with no replacements available anywhere. They'd been forced to commission custom molds from manufacturers at considerable expense.

The Executive Committee's attitude toward medical care was unambiguous: "Spend without limit." Any budget that ensured the highest possible standard of care would be approved. The Health Group ultimately outspent every other civilian department.

Their final inventory could have equipped a small hospital:

1. Diagnostic Equipment
- Gastroscope set ×1
- Ultrasound unit ×1
- X-ray machine ×1
- Colonoscope set ×1
- Laparoscope set ×1
- ECG machine ×1
- Patient monitors ×10
- Medical microscopes ×5

2. Treatment Equipment
- Surgical lights ×2 (1.5m diameter)
- Surgical tents ×2
- Operating tables ×2
- Oxygen cylinders ×10
- Ventilators ×10
- Gastric lavage machines ×2
- Dental treatment units ×2
- Defibrillators ×2
- Glass syringes ×100 (1ml, 5ml, 10ml, 20ml, 50ml)
- Glass IV bottles ×50 sets
- Surgical instrument sets ×20
- Dental instrument sets ×10
- Obstetric instrument sets ×5
- Orthopedic instruments and equipment ×2 sets

Each surgical set included: electrosurgical knife ×1, pointed and rounded scalpels ×1 each, hemostatic clamps (large/medium/small) ×4 each, curved clamps ×4, hook clamps ×4, retractors (large/medium/small) ×2 each, toothed forceps (large/small) ×2 each, smooth forceps (large/small) ×2 each, intestinal spatulas (large/medium/small) ×2.

Plus surgical gowns, masks, caps, gloves, and extensive quantities of sutures, dressings, gauze, and disinfectants.

3. Medications
- Emergency drugs: mannitol, isoproterenol, epinephrine, norepinephrine, verapamil, cedilanid, amiodarone, propranolol, digitalis, atropine
- Large quantities of lidocaine (anesthetic)
- Large quantities of furosemide (diuretic)
- Large quantities of antibiotics (penicillin, erythromycin, clindamycin, cephalosporins, sulfonamides, ornidazole, metronidazole, meropenem, vancomycin—spanning low to high potency)
- Large quantities of antivirals (ribavirin)
- Various common medications, vaccines, and antivenoms

4. Equipment
Autoclaves, various stainless steel medical containers, UV disinfection carts, refrigerators, infant incubators, and more.

First-aid kits: five allocated per person, with one issued directly as standard equipment.

If they could have located one, the Committee would have purchased a complete field hospital outright. But exhaustive searches across the country turned up nothing available for civilian acquisition. The Committee's perfectionist obsession with medical supplies eventually prompted intervention from the Health Group doctors themselves, who had to rein in the ever-expanding demands. Someone had even added a CT machine to the procurement list; the doctors had patiently explained that while undeniably useful, it wasn't essential.

For individual equipment, the Committee's philosophy of "better excessive than lacking" found full expression—though they created tiered configurations based on job assignments.

Level A (Standard): Personal issue for all transmigrators.

This level addressed daily work and living needs, with limited protection for low-intensity conflicts and short-distance travel.

Each person received a knockoff USMC modular backpack that separated into six bags of varying sizes. Regular transmigrators didn't receive camouflage—just tropical military-green training uniforms and combat boots. One boonie hat and one helmet-style cap apiece, the latter featuring a mosquito-net face cover. Also: goggles, raincoat, and rubber wading boots.

Under normal circumstances, transmigrators would sleep aboard ship or in prefab housing at base, so accommodation items didn't emphasize camping capability. Given Hainan's subtropical climate: 15°C-rated sleeping bags with matching ground pads.

For protection and weapons, Level-A personnel weren't expected to engage in intense conflict—only limited protective gear was required. Issue: stab-resistant vest and gloves, plus one Type-80 steel helmet. Newer lightweight helmets had been rejected because synthetic materials deteriorated over time; the old Type-80s were abundant and cheap.

Communication: walkie-talkie with over one kilometer range and network capability, plus a survival whistle.

Personal items issued:
- Waterproof outdoor watch (altimeter, thermometer, barometer, electronic compass, timer, alarm)
- Knockoff Swiss Army knife and short machete (1 each)
- Compass
- Headlamp
- Flashlight (friction-powered to conserve batteries)
- Windproof lighter
- Small steel cup (multipurpose, including morning wash)
- Outdoor canteen (effective preservation, neutral color)
- Military canteen (includes mess tin—highly practical)
- Mess kit, enamel plate, travel utensils (1 set each)

Finally: two days' emergency rations consisting of energy bars and beef jerky, plus a sewing kit and first-aid kit.

Toiletries, underwear, socks, and general clothing remained each person's own responsibility.

Above Level A came Level B (regular soldiers, long-distance surveyors) and Level C (scouts, remote field researchers). These tiers added camouflage shells over training uniforms, along with increasingly specialized outdoor and military equipment—too numerous to list exhaustively. However, many Level B and C items weren't permanently issued; they would be distributed only as operational needs arose and returned afterward.

By Committee calculations, each transmigrator was permitted 200 kilograms of personal items, including issued equipment. No restrictions existed on item types as long as weight remained under the limit—though privately carrying firearms was prohibited. Any weapons brought had to be surrendered for centralized storage.

Ma Qianzhu led tireless inspections of every transmigrator's packed belongings and found himself shaking his head again and again. Almost everyone had brought various computers, yet few had thought to include a notebook and pen. Many had also packed MP3 players, PSPs, and other entertainment devices—as if their destination featured power outlets growing from every tree. Meanwhile underwear, socks, and toiletries—items crucial for hygiene—were conspicuously scarce.

Such "hiking trip rather than time-travel" mentality was everywhere. The Committee decided to systematically adjust everyone's gear, persuading them not to bring so much useless weight. Rejected items could be mailed home, but most refused absolutely to leave their computers behind. Even if the crossing succeeded and they all eventually attained comfortable retirements, computers wouldn't be producible again in their lifetimes.

"Forget it—let them bring them." Shi Kai, responsible for all IT systems, sighed in resignation. "At least we'll have more spare parts." His own burden was substantial—a full cabinet of IT equipment—and he wasn't entirely confident his undergraduate-level skills would prove adequate for what lay ahead.

Wang Luobin and the other procurement specialists made additional runs to nearby cities, buying all manner of items they hadn't previously considered but now realized were essential.

Packing continued through constant rechecking and supplementation. The commotion didn't subside until late into the night. The next morning, transmigrators gathered on the training ground, everyone dressed in their uniformly issued clothing.

"Not bad." Xi Yazhou surveyed the transmigrators seated on the ground, waiting to board. "Actually looks like an army now."

"Hmm. A rabble." Ma Qianzhu's tone was far from enthusiastic. More than an army, this scene resembled a college military-training exercise redux.

"Don't say that, Old Ma." Xi Yazhou clapped him on the shoulder with theatrical heroism. "Together, we'll sweep across all of China..."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 44: The Night Before

[Author's note: This makes up for yesterday's chapter. Another chapter tonight.]



The twilight sky glowed a hazy gold, and distant clouds along the horizon wore faint gilt edges. An evening sea breeze stirred gently as the Fengcheng steamed steadily onward through the Qiongzhou Strait under excellent conditions—waves barely reaching a meter and a half. Even those with little seafaring experience felt no trace of seasickness.

The great bow carved through the swells, riding wind and wave. The transmigrators, posing as backpackers, gathered in small groups across the deck—some standing, others sitting—as they watched the scenery flanking the strait. The Qiongzhou Strait was remarkably narrow here; from where they stood, they could make out both the Leizhou Peninsula to the north and the shores of Hainan Island to the south.

Less than twenty cables off the beam, a squat flat-deck barge followed close behind, its deck stacked high with containers and an assortment of vehicles and machinery. Both vessels held steady at ten knots. They were scheduled to rendezvous at six o'clock Beijing time with four fishing boats departing from another port.

After Meng De's half-month of frenzied coordination, the complex loading process was finally complete. Coastal freighters routinely carried all manner of cargo, so the port authority had raised no eyebrows. The only puzzled party had been the fuel company—both ships had taken nothing but diesel, refusing the cheaper marine heavy oil.

The hired crew were Filipinos whose peculiar English proved incomprehensible to everyone except Meng De, who had spent years working around ports. This arrangement had its advantages: the crew asked no questions about what the ship carried or why so many backpackers in matching green training uniforms had come aboard. Two-thirds of all the transmigrators were concentrated on this single vessel, with only a handful of specialists assigned elsewhere.

The freighter itself left precious little space for passengers. All five cargo holds were packed full, and even the deck was crowded with lashed-down containers. Several livestock containers filled the air with a constant foul stench. Except for the women and children who'd been allocated crew cabins, most could only find spots on deck and wait for the fated moment.

Fortunately, everyone remained in that buoyant, excited state of pioneers on the cusp of a new era, and no one complained of the discomfort. Some who hadn't slept well the night before spread sleeping bags on deck to catch a few hours of rest. Others stood facing the wind, gazing at Hainan Island's coastline as it appeared and vanished in the haze. They had been born in this timespace, had grown up here, and would have grown old here—carrying with them countless loves and hatreds, disappointments and triumphs, all the firsts of a lifetime. Now they were about to leave and never return. A parting as final as death itself.

The Executive Committee members gathered on the poop deck had no leisure for such historical-moment sentimentality. According to plan, the fishing boats and landing craft departing from the fishing port—along with the legendary North American Branch's yacht—should have rendezvoused with them by five o'clock. They kept scanning the horizon through binoculars, but saw only scattered fishing boats returning to port.

The North American yacht arrived first, ten minutes ahead of schedule. Its blue-and-white hull bore snow-white triangular sails that caught the dying light as it glided elegantly across the water. Cheers and whistles erupted from the transmigrators on deck. Through their binoculars, the Committee members could see Shi Niaoren waving enthusiastically. From the hatchway below the sails emerged a foreign woman with large brown eyes and a thoroughly puzzled expression—obviously she had no idea what was happening.

"Nice figure on that girl," Wang Luobin murmured, binoculars raised.

"Chestnut hair—she's not a Western chick."

"What do you know? She's Latina. You don't have to be blonde and blue-eyed."

A dozen binoculars trained themselves on the newly appeared beauty, completely ignoring the contingent of North American men waving enthusiastically on deck.

The fishing boats and landing craft had still not appeared. Fortunately, radio contact confirmed they were on their way. The four fishing boats had been tasked with towing multiple large floating rafts—something none of them had ever attempted before—and had wasted several hours just adjusting towline lengths. Finally, at twenty minutes past five, they rendezvoused with the waiting ships.

The strange fleet proceeded slowly along Hainan Island's coastline. Bopu Port was nearly in sight now. As night approached, the harbor lights had already come on, flickering in the gathering dusk. Ships along the route lit their navigation lights one by one.

"GPS shows we're currently three nautical miles north-northeast of Bopu Port."

"Reduce speed! Turn on all lights!"

"Take control of the ship!"

"All vessels close on the flagship!"

"Prepare the wormhole!"

With each command, tensions rose. Meng De, in his capacity as charterer, first gathered all crew members on deck. Then the Military Group produced their five-shot shotguns. Without a word of argument, the twenty-odd crew cooperatively descended into a lifeboat that had been prepared for this purpose and rowed toward shore.

Now every light on the ship blazed to life. The freighter's searchlights bathed the deck in brilliant white. Realizing the historic moment was at hand, transmigrators rose to their feet, eyes wide, watching the poop deck.

The PA system crackled with test tones, then an excessively high-pitched male voice announced: "Attention, five-minute crossing preparation! All personnel don life vests and enter cabins!"

The wormhole might oscillate from violent energy fluctuations during the crossing, and to prevent anyone from falling overboard, all except essential deck personnel—secured by safety lines—crowded into the cabins. The watertight doors were sealed shut.

"Director Wen, let's begin!" Meng De stood tensely at the helm.

"Alright. Begin."

As the wormhole suspended at the bow was slowly pushed open by the ship's prow, the enormous mirror-like surface flashed with unprecedented brilliance, illuminating a vast expanse of surrounding sea. Energy radiated from the wormhole's edges like fireworks—streamers of light arcing into the darkness.

Hold steady, Wen Desi muttered silently, praying this thing wouldn't suddenly explode. Failing to reach another timespace would be bad enough—but an energy explosion might rival an atomic bomb.

"All ships, attention!" Meng De shouted. "Close up spacing! Full speed through the wormhole! All hands brace for impact!"

In the cabins below, the transmigrators had no idea what was happening outside. Everyone gripped whatever fixed objects they could find, faces grim, waiting for the legendary crossing shockwave. Without warning, the lights flickered wildly. Everyone's faces and hands tingled with a mild electric sensation, a strange numbness. A wave of dizziness surged up from somewhere deep inside.

"We crossed!" someone shouted.

No one responded. Many had squeezed their eyes shut the instant the lights began to flicker.

Shortly after the rear-guard fishing boat passed through, the wormhole—which had been reflecting the freighter's lights like an enormous mirror—suddenly began glowing from within. In seconds, it expanded from a flat plane into a sphere of blinding light, then vanished entirely. Seawater rushed back into the fifty-meter void the wormhole had left behind. The colliding water shot more than ten meters into the air with a sound like a massive drum. The rear-guard fishing boat, over a hundred meters away, caught a brutal wash from four- to five-meter waves. Fortunately, preparations had been thorough—there were no losses.

"All ships, report status!" Meng De called over the radio.

"Barge, normal!"

"Landing craft, normal!"

"Fishing 1, normal!"

"Fishing 2, normal!"

"Fishing 3, normal!"

"Fishing 4, normal!"

"North America, normal... wait—there's a motorboat rapidly approaching our vessel!"

The Committee members' hearts sank in unison. Motorboat—where would a motorboat come from in the seventeenth century?

Before Wen Desi could speak, Xi Yazhou was already on the radio to Zhao De, the fishing-boat flotilla leader.

"Old Zhao, take your people to support the North America boat immediately."

"Understood!"

The Fengcheng switched on its two large searchlights, their brilliant beams cutting through the now-darkened sea. Two boats from Zhao De's flotilla broke formation, bows slicing through the waves as they flanked the sailboat from north and south at full speed.

The lights illuminated the entire area. Through his binoculars, Wen Desi saw the motorboat approaching the North American sailboat—just a small eight-passenger marine speedboat. Had it crossed through with them, or had they failed to cross at all?

He glanced at those beside him. Every Committee member wore the same grim expression—clearly thinking the same thing.

The Committee members were almost all over thirty, each priding themselves on the composure they'd forged through years of navigating society's complexities. But now even they were losing their calm. The wormhole was gone. If they hadn't crossed, the disaster would be beyond imagining.

Meng De frantically scanned their surroundings with his binoculars. No moon was visible on the water. Pitch darkness stretched in every direction except for the Fengcheng-centered zone blazing with lights—which only made the surrounding blackness seem more bottomless, an endless void.

"We should have made it," he muttered to himself. Something occurred to him, and he hurried to check the equipment.

"GPS has no signal!" he cried.

This reminded others to check their own devices. Several people pulled out phones—"Searching for signal"—but in the Qiongzhou Strait, cell coverage should have been normal.

Every radio frequency was blank—nothing but the hiss of static.

"Success!" The Committee members abandoned all pretense of composure and cheered.

Since this was the seventeenth century, whoever was on that motorboat hardly mattered anymore.

Zhao De's voice crackled over the radio: "Ship secured. Four prisoners. Appear to be tourists."

"Bring them all to the flagship."

The night stretched ahead of them. Approaching the coast in darkness was clearly too risky. The Committee decided that all ships would anchor in place and wait for dawn before making landfall. This was the seventeenth century—no vessel in existence could threaten theirs. For added safety, every ship turned on its main lights, illuminating the waters around them. Military Group personnel had already cracked open a crate of firearms from the North American sailboat and distributed them across the fleet. Now they had weapons and manpower—there was nothing to fear.

"Damn it, what are you doing! Bandits! Pirates! Hooligans! Thugs!" As Xiao Zishan opened the door, he heard an old man shouting with surprising vigor.

"Dad, stop yelling—let's talk this out..." A younger male voice tried to calm him.

"This is the Qiongzhou Strait, not the Red Sea or Somalia! The People's Navy isn't vegetarian!"

"Gentlemen, please, let's discuss this reasonably. We're ordinary citizens, not wealthy people—just a family visiting Hainan..." This was a middle-aged woman's voice, measured and diplomatic.

Xiao Zishan instinctively tugged at his collar and straightened his cap—he still wasn't used to wearing a uniform. He pushed open the cabin door and entered.

The situation was quickly clarified. The four people on the motorboat were a family: an elderly couple and their son and daughter-in-law, on holiday in Hainan. The old man had served in the navy for many years and knew all the units stationed around the island. Rather than buying ferry tickets for the strait crossing, he'd borrowed an old speedboat from a former military buddy, eager to relive his seafaring days. Near Bopu Port, they'd encountered a strange storm. When it subsided, everything was pitch dark, and they'd spotted the nearby ships. Approaching the sailboat had been simply to ask for directions—the speedboat had no navigation equipment beyond a compass. Then they'd found themselves inexplicably captured by men from two fishing boats.

"Please rest for now," Xiao Zishan said, maintaining his smile. "It's dark outside. We'll talk when it's light." He thought: How could I possibly explain this? They'd think I'd escaped from a mental hospital.

"You'll let us ashore at dawn?" asked the son, who had the look of a civil servant about him. Xiao Zishan noticed the man kept glancing at his attractive wife throughout the conversation.

"Sir, we really are just ordinary people. What's the point of holding us?" The old lady was explaining again. Despite the sudden ordeal and the presence of several fierce-looking men with five-shot shotguns, she remained composed—speaking clearly and without panic. Clearly someone accustomed to handling difficult situations.

"Look, let me be frank. My husband served in the navy right here. My daughter-in-law is in law enforcement. Maritime, coast guard, customs, fishery enforcement, plus the navy—this strait is constantly patrolled. Does kidnapping us make any sense? We're just ordinary people. We don't want to be heroes. Once we're off this ship, we go our separate ways. Consider our belongings lost if you want..."

The old lady's words were soft yet firm—impressive. Far more composed than her son and daughter-in-law. Xiao Zishan nodded politely and stood.

"Everything can wait until tomorrow." He moved toward the door. "You'll see—this is a new world!"

End of Volume One: Setting Sail

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 45: New World

By first light, the Fengcheng was already astir. Last night's events—particularly the spectacular collapse and disappearance of the wormhole—had become an inexhaustible topic of conversation. Most passengers belowdecks hadn't witnessed it firsthand, but DV footage and digital photos were circulating freely, passed from hand to hand like contraband.

The Executive Committee hadn't yet ordered the anchors raised, and people were already discovering the first crisis no one had anticipated: feeding this many mouths was simply impossible. The ship's galley had been designed for a crew of forty. Now the Fengcheng alone carried four hundred. Worse still, basic sanitation had become a nightmare. Lines snaked outside every toilet. Those who couldn't wait clambered precariously onto the swaying small-craft deck and relieved themselves directly into the sea.

"Committee Member Ma, this is unacceptable!" Beiwei, newly appointed as landing reconnaissance squad leader, stormed up to the poop deck and confronted Ma Qianzhu, the landing commander. "All this waste in the water will attract sharks. A landing under these conditions is far too dangerous!"

Ma Qianzhu spread his hands helplessly. "What am I supposed to do? Ten toilet stalls for four hundred people."

"If you don't get this under control, accidents will happen. Forget the sharks—people are crawling around on those wobbly boat decks. One slip and there's no point even trying to fish them out."

Before he could respond, Auntie Tian from the cafeteria appeared, looking equally overwhelmed.

"Committee Member Ma, what should we do? Everyone wants congee, but the ship's galley can't possibly cook for four hundred people in time..."

Ma Qianzhu had just been lectured by Beiwei, and now someone was pestering him about breakfast porridge. Watching problems multiply before the landing plan had even begun, his patience frayed. "Take this to Xiao Zishan—isn't he your supervisor?"

"But you're the landing commander. Everything on this ship falls under your authority."

Wasn't this mess your own doing? And now you're asking me? Ma Qianzhu seethed inwardly, but he couldn't explode at her. Auntie Tian was past fifty, had risked her life crossing over to help build a new world. He forced himself to speak gently, kicking the problem back down the chain. "Make as much as you can. Distribute it in batches—something's better than nothing. Go discuss it with Zishan."

Strictly speaking, the congee wasn't necessary. Everyone had two days' worth of dry rations. With adequate freshwater, they could survive on energy bars.

The problem was that Auntie Tian, upon discovering the ship had a galley, had simply started cooking breakfast out of habit. Before dawn, Li Yuanyuan from the General Affairs Group had led several young women to deliver fresh congee and steamed buns to the Committee members in the ship's superstructure. Each person had even received a small dish of packaged pickles and a few fried peanuts.

The moment Ma Qianzhu saw it, he knew trouble was coming. The masses didn't mind scarcity—they minded inequality. Why should you leaders eat hot congee and fresh buns while we commoners gnaw energy bars that taste like expired mooncake filling, washed down with cold water? Starting the enterprise with differential treatment would scatter hearts and make the group impossible to lead. So the Committee ate their congee furtively, keeping well away from the portholes. Ma Qianzhu snatched up the internal phone. "Engine room? Max out the desalination equipment! We need to fully ensure freshwater supply!"

"'Fully ensure'—who the hell are you?" came an indignant voice from the other end. "The desalination system only produces this much. You want us to piss freshwater?" Ma Qianzhu recognized Xiao Bailang's voice—a mechanical processing specialist who also handled equipment installation and management. He'd been assigned three months aboard to learn engine operations.

No respect for leadership! Ma Qianzhu fumed silently. You sissy, just watch me sell you to Thailand! After venting mentally, he realized there was nothing useful he could do here. He might as well follow Beiwei down to the deck.

Dong Shiye sat on deck with his back against his pack. His legs had gone weak climbing down from the small-craft deck—the sea yawning right between his dangling feet, one glance enough to make you dizzy. Fortunately, the ship had almost no motion. The water lay calm as glass, and the waning moon at the horizon was slowly fading. Watching the crowds queue at the toilets while cursing colorfully, he decided the risk had been worth it.

There was no place to wash his hands, but he'd prepared for this long ago. He fished out a disinfecting wipe—he'd brought plenty of toilet paper, wipes, and water-purification tablets. Relying entirely on the organization was a fool's game. He didn't take out a cup to brush his teeth either. Along both railings, people were spitting toothpaste foam into the sea, leaving white streaks down the hull. Quite a sight. He made do with dental floss and a piece of chewing gum. Keeping his neatly packed backpack sealed—that was his principle.

The Committee's congee caused a brief commotion. Dong Shiye didn't bother joining the crowd. Each batch of four large pots served only forty people, one bowl each. The wait was too long. He didn't gnaw those awful energy bars either. He'd brought PLA individual special rations; some compressed biscuits with water would do fine. Drinking congee meant having to wash the bowl afterward. Without washing, the bowl became a petri dish for bacteria.

Looking out from the ship, the coastline that had been pitch-black last night was now clearly visible. Lingao was supposedly a well-developed county, but this stretch of coast looked utterly uninhabited.

The beach off the beam was narrow, covered with dark gravel—nothing like the azure sea and silver sand of Hainan tourism posters. Behind it rose a low escarpment, the rock fractured by ancient earthquakes into gaps of various sizes and shapes. In some places, gentle slopes led to the cliff top.

Looking west, less than a nautical mile from the Fengcheng, a promontory jutted from the land—that would be Bopu Port's river mouth. The cape was thick with mangroves leaning toward the water, their branches reaching out as if straining to touch their own reflections. These mangroves were lush and verdant, extending across nearly the entire coastal area and into the shallows. A botanist would have jumped for joy—such a complete mangrove ecosystem was extraordinarily rare in twenty-first-century Hainan.

Dong Shiye suddenly noticed something strange: among all these coastal trees, there wasn't a single coconut palm. This amazed the veteran outdoor enthusiast. Coconut palms were hardy trees, common on tropical and subtropical islands everywhere. What he didn't know was that Lingao originally had no coconut palms at all—the coconuts of twenty-first-century Lingao had only been introduced starting in the 1930s.

On the beach, great flocks of seabirds wheeled and dove, their cries raucous in the morning air—mostly various gulls, plus some loons. Obviously, such dense flocks were rarely seen in the twenty-first century. The wild, primordial feeling was almost oppressive. Clearly, humans had barely touched this place.

A commotion erupted on the Fengcheng's starboard side. Led by Beiwei, the first landing reconnaissance squad—rifles and machetes strapped across their backs—climbed down the boarding ladder under everyone's watchful gaze and boarded the motorboat.

The reconnaissance squad consisted of military personnel, surveyors, and geologists. Their mission: scout the port and coastal terrain for several kilometers, gather hydrographic data, and locate any villages and water sources. They carried walkie-talkies, defensive weapons, 8×25 binoculars, surveying tools, and a three-megapixel camcorder.

To handle potential emergencies, everyone wore stab-resistant vests, camouflage, and steel helmets. The Committee had originally wanted to issue them riot gear, but Beiwei refused—while excellent for protection, it was too cumbersome for active movement.

"Be careful!" Ma Qianzhu called from the boarding ladder.

Beiwei turned. "Don't worry." Then he descended into the motorboat.

The engine's putt-putt-putt broke a primordial silence centuries ahead of schedule. The motorboat cut through the waves, speeding toward the hazy coastline.

Beiwei led the landing party with full authority over security. Landing Command's orders were clear: prioritize information gathering; avoid armed conflict with locals. If contact occurred, they were to learn what they could about local conditions. For this purpose, Xiong Buyou had been specifically included. Normally, this manga-company homebody had no business being in a first-wave recon team, but he spoke the Lingao dialect and would serve as interpreter.

The Lingao dialect was an anomaly among Hainan's languages. In modern Hainan, only parts of Lingao, Danzhou, and Chengmai used it. Not only was it vastly different from Mandarin, it was completely distinct from Hainan's mainstream Qiongzhou dialect. Linguists generally considered it to share origins with Guangxi's Zhuang language.

This linguistic difference had always set Lingao apart in Hainan, limiting outside contact and fostering a rather closed social environment.

Xiong Buyou had originally planned to wear the chainmail he'd brought at the cost of precious luggage weight, but Beiwei firmly refused—too heavy. A stab-resistant vest was far more practical.

Their maps would have significant errors. While they possessed the largest-scale Lingao county map and topographic chart available, four hundred years of change meant the accuracy was uncertain at best—purely better than nothing. Therefore, Beiwei decided not to approach the shore immediately. Instead, they would head directly toward the area's most prominent landmark: Lingao Cape.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 46: Lingao Cape

If anything would make Lingao County famous in this timespace, it was the cape that bore its name. The promontory had always been a strategic point on Hainan Island—a fact Yu Eshui had emphasized during the pre-departure intelligence briefing. Since the Yuan Dynasty, a beacon tower had stood watch over these waters. The Ming had established the Bopu Patrol Office here to examine and interrogate travelers, and during the Zhengde era, thirty archers and three patrol boats had been stationed at this post. By the end of the Wanli era, only twelve archers remained—presumably with a single small boat at most. Still, the local fishermen had long used this place as a typhoon shelter, so they might well encounter fishing vessels.

Beiwei scanned the terrain ahead from the bow with practiced care. Three months before D-Day, members of the Military Group had conducted a reconnaissance trip to Hainan in the twenty-first-century timespace. Their focus had been the planned landing sites: Lingao Cape and Bopu Port as the primary target, with Maniao Bay, Hongpai Bay, and Houshui Bay as alternates. As leader of the landing recon team, Beiwei had not only examined every feature of the terrain during that trip but had subsequently reviewed the local topography multiple times from archived materials. He was determined to be absolutely certain of what awaited them.

The eastern sky was whitening toward dawn. Through his binoculars, everything on shore resolved into crystal clarity. The motorboat had entered a broad bay that the charts identified as Longhao Bay, southwest of Lingao Cape—a calm stretch of water where fish schools often came to rest, one of Lingao's most important fishing grounds.

Beiwei swept his binoculars across the shoreline and soon spotted a familiar triangular cape extending roughly one kilometer from northwest to southeast. There was no mistake—this was Lingao Cape.

Here, the cape formed a natural breakwater stretching 1.5 kilometers long and 500 meters wide. The center of the causeway was entirely sand washed up by the sea, crystal white, forming a bright sandy path. In the twenty-first century, the cape bore stone bunkers, watchtowers, and a lighthouse built by the Qing customs office in the nineteenth year of Guangxu—1893. In this timespace, the causeway lay empty and bare, though the overall landform differed little from what Beiwei remembered.

"Slow down," he called out. "Watch the water below."

Beyond the portion visible above the surface, Lingao Cape extended considerably underwater. The motorboat's draft was negligible, but scraping bottom on a reef would still prove costly.

The seawater was so clear that the white sand between submerged rocks was almost distinctly visible. The boat passed Lingao Cape and entered Changgong Bay. Even without binoculars, the crew could see Bopu Cape extending to the southeast. Changgong Bay was thus embraced by two promontories—about two kilometers wide, the inner waters calm as glass, the sand bright, the water transparent. Only tiny white waves rolled lazily at the shore.

"I really want to swim here," someone said.

"We should build a sanatorium here someday!"

Everyone laughed, though the suggestion felt somewhat absurd—like impoverished people discussing what they'd do once they became rich.

Beiwei warned the helmsman not to venture too deep into the bay. An arrow flying their way would be no joke.

"Captain, what's that mountain?" Li Jun pointed at an enormous oval shape emerging from the greenery on distant Bopu Cape.

"That's not a mountain. It's the beacon tower."

"The beacon tower is that big?!" Everyone on the boat was amazed. Their mental image of beacon towers came from the sand-worn earthen platforms scattered along the Silk Road. But this one would still stand sixteen meters high after four hundred years. Now, Beiwei estimated it at over twenty meters, with forty-five-degree slopes—at first glance, it resembled one of the small hills common in hilly terrain. The entire structure was built of laid stone blocks with a core of rammed earth, completely different from the twenty-first-century ruins overgrown with weeds and trees.

"Everyone stay alert! There are Ming soldiers stationed here. Pull down your face shields!"

At the command, everyone lowered the visors on their riot helmets. The motorboat quickly rounded Bopu Cape and entered the southeastern waters.

"Bopu Port!"

They had reached the estuary of the Wenlan River, Lingao County's largest waterway. Less than ninety kilometers in total length, the river formed a broad harbor here, its mouth facing north. The shadowy dark island in the distance was Red Stone Island—Bopu Port's eastern boundary.

"Reduce speed! Enter the harbor. Alert status!"

The harbor beach opposite Red Stone Island was silty sand, covered with lush mangroves. In some places, burnt and logged patches stood out starkly against the green. Behind the mangroves stretched undulating tableland—not high, with uneven crests. On the harbor's south side, the environment was completely different: overgrown weeds and what appeared to be the ruins of buildings.

The beach was littered with withered seaweed and many uprooted trees—evidence of a recent typhoon. One important reason for choosing to land after the ninth lunar month was precisely to avoid the typhoons and storm surges that swept through around the fifteenth of the eighth month every year.

The harbor interior was quite open, with extensive mangroves growing near the water and tidal flats crisscrossing everywhere. Various waterbirds circled and landed overhead. The water ran murky here—clearly a muddy bottom. The shore lay flat with only slight undulation. But something was wrong: not a single fishing boat was visible through the binoculars.

"This place is really desolate!" someone exclaimed.

"This is what the Committee called a 'well-developed county'? What are undeveloped places then—virgin forest?"

Beiwei shot an annoyed glance at the speaker. Civilian life had eroded basic military discipline.

Though Bopu was called Hainan's gateway, pirates raiding Qiongbei had long used it as a shortcut. Over time, except for some Danjia fishermen who scattered here to work the waters, the area had remained desolate well into the Kangxi era. The contemporary Lingao magistrate Fan Shu had once visited and, sighing at what he found, composed a poem describing the environment:


Riding alone, I've often passed this shore,
In smoky desolation, the old customs station;
White waves filling my view at the Danzhou border,
Yellow-hatted Danjia folk by their salt-fire stations;
Three-foot eaves low against the typhoon-mother,
A fist-sized stone shrine to the Dragon God...



"Kill the engine! Measure the depth."

They had complete hydrographic data for Bopu Harbor. According to records, the estuary's depth ranged from two to ten meters. But this was the seventeenth century—four hundred years of accumulated silt and channel changes would create significant errors in any modern chart.

The motorboat began to drift slowly. Li Jun raised a steel Armed Police riot shield, covering the hydrographic personnel as they lowered the lead line.

Beiwei knew the boat was now a perfect target—completely exposed on open water. He wasn't afraid of arrows; those crude iron arrowheads couldn't pierce their stab-resistant gear or helmets. But if someone had a small cannon hidden in the shore grass, a blast of iron shot and lead from fifty meters would definitely cause casualties.

The Military Group members held their weapons ready, rounds chambered, watching every corner of the shoreline.

At that same moment, high on the beacon tower, another figure was observing the small boat in the bay.

This man wore a bowl-shaped iron helmet encrusted with thick yellow rust and a leather cuirass rotted beyond recognition—equipment issued when the court had augmented the Hainan garrison in the tenth year of Jiajing. He carried a saber of the same vintage; its wooden scabbard had fallen apart long ago and been crudely bound back together with rattan.

Behind him stood a soldier wearing an equally rusty iron helmet but no armor, only a tattered mandarin-duck combat jacket so worn it was impossible to tell inside from outside. He carried a bow and arrows, with a similarly ancient saber at his waist.

Fu Baiwen was from Qiongshan County. He had studied martial arts in his youth and achieved a "martial xiucai" degree but never passed higher. Near forty, he had finally obtained a lowly ninth-grade patrol inspector post, commanding twelve archers to guard this "Qiong Sea Gateway." Though called a gateway, transmigrators were few—mostly he examined Danjia fishermen and small traders from Leizhou. There was no profit here, just desolation. What he saw most frequently were pirates.

Hainan, situated on crucial sea lanes, had always been plagued by extreme pirate activity. Throughout history, raiders had struck Lingao multiple times and even besieged the county seat. In the eleventh year of Shunzhi, they had actually captured the Lingao magistrate. The Ming and Qing governments had never found any real countermeasures—they just built more beacon towers. Whenever unusual activity appeared at sea, the protocol was simple: light the signal fire.

When pirates anchored here for water, everyone kept the peace. But once they entered the harbor and launched boats, all Inspector Fu could do was run to the beacon tower to light the dung-fire, then lead his men into hiding. Once lit, the beacon was visible within a radius of tens of li along the Wenlan River, all the way to Lingao town. Commoners would flee, and the city gates would immediately close.

Every year after the fifteenth of the eighth lunar month, when the typhoons subsided, pirate coastal raids became frequent. The fishing boats that usually sheltered here had recently stopped coming. The patrol archers naturally couldn't slack off, however—their salary, meager as it was, still depended on their vigilance.

The reconnaissance squad's motorboat had been spotted by the tower lookout the moment it entered Changgong Bay. Normally, he wouldn't bother the Inspector over such a small vessel. But this one traveled with incredible speed, which startled him. When the boat entered the river mouth and he saw the occupants—all burly men in iron helmets and black armor, carrying black fire-sticks—the matter became serious indeed. He immediately summoned Inspector Fu to the tower.

"Inspector Fu, who are these people?" the archer asked quietly from behind. "Should we go down and question them?"

"Never seen them." Though Hainan was a southern frontier, its people were worldly. Fu Baiwen had encountered Japanese, Franks, and Red-Hair barbarians in his time. But this boat and these people were beyond anything in his experience. The only thing clear was that this group was not to be trifled with.

"Looks like they're sounding the depth?"

Fu Baiwen nodded. As the small boat drifted, someone behind that dark shield was constantly raising and lowering a rope. Sounding depths meant a large ship was coming.

"Light the fire?"

He hesitated briefly, then made up his mind. The visitors were few but fully armored—already criminals violating the law, certainly not law-abiding citizens. Their secret sounding of the depths meant a larger force was approaching. Dawn was breaking, and the commoners would soon be out earning their living. If these bandits raided, the people would suffer grievously.

"Light the fire!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 47: New Beginning

"Captain, the beacon tower's been lit!" Mei Wan called from her lookout position.

Beiwei looked up. A bonfire blazed atop the tower, and in the dim predawn sky, a column of thick smoke climbed straight toward the clouds. They had anticipated this, but disappointment still flickered through him—it would have been far better to neutralize the lookout post silently. His proposal for a covert approach had been vetoed by Xi Yazhou. Special operations required too much preparation time, and the transmigrators needed to land quickly and establish their foothold before word spread. The Qiongzhou Strait had served as a major maritime thoroughfare and fishing ground since ancient times. Once the sun climbed fully above the horizon, a fleet this advanced couldn't hide from anyone. Whether they took out the beacon tower or not, the difference amounted to an hour or two at most.

"Ignore it," Beiwei ordered. "Continue sounding. Getting the ships into harbor—that's what matters."

Still, tension ran through the crew. While recording depth readings, Mei Wan quietly asked him, "Will Ming troops come as reinforcements?" It was the stuff of countless movies and novels: once the beacon was lit, forces would converge from all directions.

"They won't." In truth, Beiwei wasn't entirely certain. Yu Eshui had assured them solemnly that Lingao town had no garrison, that the beacon served only as an early warning. Though Beiwei didn't fear any small Ming military unit or local force, less bloodshed was always preferable.

The boat pressed forward, sounding depths and dropping navigation markers to chart the channel. The tide was rising, waves pushing into the river mouth. With almost no need to paddle, the current carried them to the dock below the beacon tower. A cluster of low tile-roofed buildings huddled at the tower's base, a flagpole standing by the entrance—this had to be the Bopu Patrol Office mentioned in their intelligence reports.

The entrance stood deserted. On the tall flagpole, a lantern marked "Patrol Office" still hung unextinguished.

Beiwei raised his hand. "Fix bayonets! Recon squad, target that building. First, second, third squads—with me!" He thumbed off his safety and was first to leap from the boat onto the dock.

They executed the assault by the book, but the first Ming government office the transmigrators occupied turned out to be empty. The bed mats in the side rooms still held residual warmth. In the kitchen, a pot of water sat on the stove, fire crackling beneath it. The occupants had fled mere minutes before.

The patrol office's purpose was inspection and warning—there was no reason for its staff to fight desperately against fierce pirates. They knew the terrain; they could vanish and return after the bandits departed. Pirates never stayed long, and the patrol office held nothing but tables, chairs, and kitchen utensils. Pirates knew there was nothing worth taking here, so they rarely bothered entering at all.

But this particular group of twenty-first-century transmigrators not only searched every corner and examined everything with fascination—to them, these mundane objects were genuine antiques—they also intended to stay. Buildings backing onto the beacon tower on the coastal high ground, plus a dock: here was a ready-made landing command post.

Beiwei dispatched one squad up the beacon tower to search, extinguish the fire, and stand guard. Another squad took positions on the patrol office roof to cover the surroundings. Then he reported via walkie-talkie to the flagship: landing successful, Bopu Patrol Office occupied, no casualties.

Report complete, he summoned two squad members. "Return to the boat. Deploy smoke markers along the channel to guide the following ships into harbor."

In the Fengcheng's superstructure, those who had been watching the smoke column with clenched jaws finally relaxed. Bopu Port—Lingao's gateway—lay open to the transmigrators.

Ma Qianzhu suppressed his excitement and said to Meng De with affected calm, "Begin."

The order rippled out to every vessel. On each ship, the same command echoed: "Weigh anchor!"

Two fishing boats led the way; two more brought up the rear. The Fengcheng and the self-propelled barge sailed abreast while the North American Branch's sailboat unfurled its white canvas. The fleet churned white wake as it sailed majestically toward the harbor. Behind them, a red sun burst above the horizon, painting the sky crimson and scattering gold across the South China Sea. For the first time, the dawn of the New World shone upon the transmigrators. Those on deck rose involuntarily, hearts swelling with emotion.

I am witnessing history. I am also making it.

The feeling intoxicated them. Someone began singing "Ode to the Motherland":


The five-starred red flag flutters in the wind,
How bright the songs of victory;
Singing of our dear motherland,
From now on toward prosperity and strength...



First one voice, then many, then everyone. The singing rose loud and clear, soaring to the heavens, resounding through the New World.

"Sound the whistle!" the Executive Committee ordered as they approached the harbor.

"WHOOOOO—" The steam whistle bellowed—a trumpet from another timespace's civilization, heralding the arrival of a new era.

Though everyone ached to set foot in the New World, for now they had to remain aboard until dock construction was complete. Professional engineers and unskilled laborers—the latter organized into five-person teams—moved in batches onto small boats and ferried ashore.

The engineers' first priority was establishing a port area as a staging base for pushing inland. As a seaport, Bopu's geography left much to be desired. The bay had a ten-meter-deep channel, and Red Stone Island plus the silted sandbars served as natural breakwaters, but the shelter wasn't all-weather—the northwest lay almost completely exposed. Northwest winds would create heavy swells. The transmigrators couldn't use it as a permanent base; annual typhoon-driven storm surges also made it unsuitable for settlement.

Modern Bopu Port occupied the bay's southern end, where the water ran deepest. The engineers selected the same spot for landing and cargo staging. Normally, such a port required breakwater construction, various docks and piers, unloading machinery, and extensive warehousing. For the transmigrators, all of that remained pure fantasy.

Using landing craft for ship-to-shore transport was possible but painfully slow. Manually building piers would take forever and demand specialized equipment. So before crossing, Yan Quezhi and several engineers had agreed on the simplest solution: floating docks.

Modern floating docks were mostly used for small-craft passenger embarkation, rarely for cargo. But anyone with military-history knowledge knew the Normandy landings had relied on floating docks extensively—the famous "Mulberries"—enabling the Allies to land one hundred thousand tons of supplies and fifty thousand vehicles without capturing a port. Though a subsequent storm had battered the floating docks and quickly rendered them unusable, their effectiveness had been proven beyond doubt.

The transmigrators couldn't match Normandy's scale—their floating docks didn't even have breakwaters—nor did they need that magnitude. They simply needed to transfer personnel and materials ashore quickly. Their floating docks used sealed two-hundred-liter drums arranged in rows, connected with angle iron into modular units. Connection points had scrap tires hung as bumpers, and corrugated steel sheets welded on top. According to the Engineering Group's calculations, each unit could support forty tons of buoyancy—more than sufficient for ordinary vehicles, machinery, and materials.

The drawback was connection difficulty. Standard military pontoon bridges had specialized bolts for precise joining. These drum docks, though fitted with angle-iron frames and pre-welded connection ears, had unpredictable tolerances.

The fishing boats towed floating-dock units into the bay one after another. Without military high-powered motorboats, only the small craft from the Fengcheng—limited in power—could push and pull the units roughly into position. The Fengcheng had anchored a full one hundred fifty meters from shore. They had enough units, but assembly proved far harder than anyone had imagined. Wave motion made bolt alignment nearly impossible. The engineers had no experience with this work, and in the chaos, people focused so intently on their tasks that they tumbled overboard. Fortunately, all wore life vests and carried whistles; the Landing Command had organized strong swimmers in rowboats to patrol and rescue. The Engineering Department managed not to become the first group with casualties.

The grapnel anchors installed during pontoon construction proved decisive. Four small grapnels per unit significantly reduced the pitching. By late morning, a one-hundred-fifty-meter-long, eight-meter-wide floating pier had taken shape—though the units still occasionally showed ankle-crushing gaps in the waves, accompanied by terrifying straining sounds.

Executive Committee members watched from the Fengcheng as the transmigrators' first project reached completion. Hearts brimming, Ma Qianzhu announced, "I propose naming this pier 'Project One'! A monument should be erected here, to be recorded forever in the crossing nation's history!"

"A monument is fine," Wen Desi replied. "But we'll need to replace this with permanent facilities before next year's typhoon season. If a typhoon carries it away, we'll be out all those drums and steel."

Ma Qianzhu was about to respond when a foreign woman popped onto the bridge, camera clicking away. Everyone froze for a moment before remembering—this was Ding Ding's Western girlfriend, Panpan. Ding Ding followed close behind, recorder in hand, asking Ma Qianzhu for his feelings about the landing. The restless journalist had already recruited some people who knew printing and was preparing to publish the transmigrators' first newspaper. He'd even allocated shares and given his future publication an unimaginative name: The Lingao Times.

"No particular feelings." Ma Qianzhu wore an uncooperative expression. His heart was actually surging—he simply disliked interviews. He'd rather write his memoirs quietly later than have a recording device thrust in his face.

"Director Wen?" Ding Ding pivoted immediately. "Please share your thoughts."

Panpan turned and snapped a burst of photos at Wen Desi.

"A historic day," Wen Desi said.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 48: Port Construction (Part 1)

To any outside observer, D-Day would have appeared as a spectacle of magnificent chaos. The bay had retained its primeval subtropical beauty, but now small boats crisscrossed its waters in every direction while ship derricks swung endlessly, hoisting cargo up and lowering it down. Dense crowds of people descended from the enormous freighter on boarding ladders, streaming toward a beach bristling with colored signs that marked landing zones for personnel, vehicles, and equipment; staging areas for cargo; liaison points; registration stations—a whole improvised bureaucracy sprouting from the sand.

The port camp radiated outward from the Bopu Patrol Office and its adjacent beacon tower. From a purely developmental standpoint, this location left much to be desired—mangroves crowded the waterline, and the terrain lacked openness. But the patrol office offered ready-made structures, and the beacon tower provided an invaluable artificial high point. The Ming soldiers had fled, leaving these advantages for the taking. Unfortunately, another life form proved less accommodating.

Shortly after the Military Group occupied the building at dawn—their search still incomplete—several men came fleeing out, their bodies covered in flea bites. Old brick-and-timber buildings were breeding grounds for vermin; fleas and bedbugs had been standard residents since time immemorial. Before DDT and lindane achieved mass production in the 1940s, parasites were permanent occupants of any aged structure, wooden ones especially. As recently as 1945, Naples had suffered a typhus outbreak spread by fleas—an epidemic halted only when American forces blanketed the city with DDT to exterminate the hosts. Only then did most world cities finally escape these ancient plagues.

As head of the Health Group, Shi Niaoren had anticipated exactly this problem in his sanitation plan. The epidemic-prevention team followed immediately behind the landing force—a procession of figures in full protective suits, high boots, masks, and goggles, backpack sprayers strapped to their shoulders. Watching these apparitions enter the buildings and begin furiously spraying, the Military Group couldn't help but think of Unit 731.

The Medical and Health Group used a six percent wettable lindane solution mixed into a 150× water suspension, coating every corner, every piece of furniture. Then they sealed the doors and windows for thirty minutes to eliminate fleas, bedbugs, and anything else that crawled. All the old junk inside—mats, bedding, clothes—was hauled to the beach and burned. The unfortunate Military Group members who had entered prematurely were unceremoniously doused head-to-toe with the solution and sent back to the ship for bathing. Each received a special orange-red tag from the Health Group, marking them as "light contamination."

After thirty minutes of fumigation followed by an hour of ventilation, the Landing Command immediately claimed the patrol office's three-bay central hall as their headquarters. The side rooms—former barracks—underwent the same treatment before being converted into a computer room and secure storage for valuables.

The stench of lindane still hung thick in the air, but for a command post, this was a minor inconvenience. Radios were set up; maps spread across tables. Soon, powered by battery banks, the server hummed to life. A wireless LAN materialized, and with the help of a signal-amplifier antenna, laptops at every landing and unloading point could now exchange data directly with the central server. Information began flowing in like a tide: the Personnel Group established registration points at each landing site, recording every arrival; the Planning Committee stationed personnel with scanners at unloading and staging points, logging the intake and output of equipment and materials.

Aboard the Fengcheng, transmigrators assigned to various groups queued for disembarkation, filing off team by team according to the Personnel Group's schedule. The knockoff American backpacks weighed heavily on their shoulders—and this was merely issued gear. Personal luggage remained in the hold, last priority for unloading.

The ship's PA system broadcast Executive Order 16280002 on endless repeat:



	
All actions must follow commands. No unauthorized actions.



	
No one may cross the camp perimeter without permission. Those with task requirements must register at guard checkpoints when crossing.



	
No relieving oneself or discarding trash at random. Trash must be sorted and disposed of in designated pits.



	
Food and water must only be obtained from designated supply points. No unauthorized hunting, fishing, or eating wild game.



	
Anyone noticing physical abnormalities in themselves or others should immediately seek help at medical stations.







To maximize labor efficiency and prevent the inevitable situation of some people working while others stood idle, the Landing Command devised an armband system. Red designated Military Group guard personnel. Blue marked ship duty and crew—with a white circle in the center bearing characters for vessel type: "Freighter," "Barge," "Fishing," "Landing," "Boat," or "Misc." Those unable to work, whether sick or children, wore blue with "Misc." White identified technical specialists assigned to D-Day construction. Yellow signified command and administrative personnel under Landing HQ. White with numbers denoted the "basic labor force"—four-digit codes printed on each band. All basic laborers organized themselves into five-person teams, each assigned its own four-digit identifier. Team leaders received workbooks where every new assignment was recorded, along with any tools and equipment issued.

Labor dispatch fell under the centralized management of the Personnel Group. In their tent, a large table held a pre-printed map of the Lingao Cape–Bopu Port area, covered with transparent overlay. Each specialist group and labor team was represented by colored, numbered cards placed in their current work zones. Based on task intensity, dispatchers clipped markers to the cards: one hairpin for light duty, two for medium, three for heavy—a simple method of balancing workloads across teams. Crude as it was, this visual system paired with the OA labor-management module gave Personnel complete visibility into every team's current task, location, and workload, down to what tools and materials each had received. The arrangement proved remarkably effective for deployment and management.

On the bay's southern beach rose a large military tent. A sign out front proclaimed in wobbly painted characters: "Bopu Port Zone Construction Command." Here gathered every technical mind the transmigrators possessed in architecture, planning, design, and hydrology. Their just-completed Project One was already in operation—construction equipment and materials flowed continuously from the floating dock. With this material foundation secured, port-zone construction could begin in earnest.

Inside the tent: a conference table and folding chairs from the ship, laptops glowing, and stacks of bound hydrographic data volumes. Though technical experts of every stripe were present, all attention focused on four individuals studying the map.

Bing Feng was twenty-seven, a hairy young man who worked as a structural engineer and held a project-manager certificate. His specialty lay in portal-frame steel structures and steel-frame residential design and construction.

Yan Quezhi was twenty-eight and chubby, a product of the Chinese university system's tendency to produce generalists who knew a little of everything but mastered nothing. He held an associate degree in hydrology and could charitably be called a half-trained technician in water resources, hydrology, and meteorology. He knew surveying, could operate levels and theodolites proficiently, and possessed a basic understanding of hydraulic engineering structures.

Mei Wan was thirty, an architecture graduate who had knocked around construction companies for years, becoming a veteran operator specializing in cost estimation and project management. He was proficient with all measuring instruments and brought rich experience in civil-engineering coordination to the table.

Li Xiaolu was also thirty, a professional planning and design specialist holding both architect and planner certifications. Surveying and planning were her specialties.

These were the "Four Heavenly Kings" of the Construction Engineering Group. Li Xiaolu was the only woman among them, but no one could match her credentials. Still, she had limited practical construction experience and disliked the spotlight. So Mei Wan led the Four Heavenly Kings—he had spent the most time on actual job sites and knew at least a little of everything.

"Command requires basic port infrastructure complete by nightfall," Mei Wan announced, relaying the orders. "Electricity, water supply, unloading area, cargo staging. Plus basic fortifications. We have priority access to materials, machinery, and labor."

"Group Leader Mei, we haven't even surveyed yet—we can't produce a proper plan." Li Xiaolu frowned at the map. "I compared our archived survey data with what's here. The terrain differs significantly from the twenty-first century."

"No time for precision," Mei Wan said. "Fortunately, this isn't our main base—we don't need extensive planning. Small temporary projects only."

The solution, as any site veteran knew, was to survey, design, and build simultaneously. Mei Wan made assignments: Li Xiaolu and Yan Quezhi would handle port-zone surveying—a task requiring both technical skill and physical effort, so one basic-labor team was assigned as helpers, along with a five-shot shotgun from the Military Group for protection. Tian Jiujiu took responsibility for camp water supply and drainage; Chang Kaishen handled electrification. Bing Feng drew the most challenging assignment: building cargo warehouses.

By comparison, Chang Kaishen had it easier. The Committee had prepared generators and supporting power equipment of every type, but all of it still slept in containers. For a temporary port camp with few power points and light overall load—mainly lighting, command-post office equipment, and some electric unloading machinery—the demands were modest.

Given these requirements, the early power grid needed to be simple, reliable, convenient to operate, and sparing with materials. Chang Kaishen's plan dispensed with any shore-based power plant. Instead, he would draw electricity directly from the Fengcheng's auxiliary engine—after anchoring, the main engine stopped, but the auxiliaries ran continuously to supply ship power. The Electrical Group would run a 380-volt cable from the ship's distribution room, securing it along the floating pontoon all the way to shore, where it would connect to a distribution station. The entire grid used the simplest radial configuration, common in old Chinese rural networks. The drawback was obvious: any line fault or maintenance meant cutting power to everyone on that line. But for now, this was acceptable. The only equipment requiring uninterrupted power was the command-post IT systems—UPS backup units and high-capacity battery banks would suffice.

However, the Committee vetoed the initial plan to fix power cables directly to the floating pier. Leakage risks and unsafe conditions concerned them, and cables strung across a busy pier could easily suffer accidental damage. The Engineering Group revised the design: they disassembled spare floating units, strung the empty drums together with steel cables, and floated them on the water as a dedicated conduit. Counterweights hung from each drum for stability. This power-line water route soon proved far more valuable than anticipated. First came an oil line to pump diesel from the ship. Then Communications ran telephone cables ashore. Now the Fengcheng could contact Command by direct phone call—or even fax—without relying on walkie-talkies. Best of all, IT specialist Shi Kai used this phone line for network connection, enabling all shore computers to access the ship's server bidirectionally through the Command server. The OA system had achieved complete coverage.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 49: Port Construction (Part 2)

"U.C. 0079, U.C. 0083, U.C. 0093, A.C. 0197 personnel—assemble at Green Beach for vehicle unloading."

At the crackle of the walkie-talkie, several specialty groups who had just stumbled down the pier rose groggily from the sand. The beach zones had been color-coded for efficiency: Red Beach served as the landing zone from Pier 1, Yellow Beach handled small watercraft, and Green Beach was reserved for barges and landing craft. After a full day aboard ship, their first steps on solid ground felt distinctly unsteady. They'd dropped their heavy packs at what was generously termed a "rest point"—in reality, nothing more than a folding table bearing a computer and ledger, with a board proclaiming "PERSONNEL REST POINT" in bold characters. Across the pebbly sand, similar signs marked future facilities: "TOILET," "FOOD/WATER STATION"—promises of amenities yet to materialize.

The group designations followed a simple logic: U.C. codes indicated large-vehicle licenses, while A.C. denoted construction-machinery certification. Qian Shuixie from North American Branch had repeatedly lobbied to join the Military Group, eager to defend the crossing regime with a rifle in hand. Instead, his declared expertise—driving large container trucks—had landed him squarely in U.C. 0079. Working among strangers dampened his spirits, though he soon discovered someone even more demoralized: Bai Yu, a military academy graduate trained in armored-vehicle command and weapons-engineering design, now reduced to driving a crawler tractor.

The Committee under Meng De had planned for rapid construction from the moment of landing. Before loading, they'd pre-sorted all materials so that supplies needed immediately were concentrated aboard the 1,500-ton self-propelled barge: vehicles, construction machinery, and essential infrastructure materials.

The flat-deck barge drew only 1.83 meters when fully loaded. Though it couldn't beach directly like a proper landing craft, it could approach far closer to shore than any large cargo vessel. Of course, even this shallow draft meant vehicles couldn't simply drive into the water—hence the floating dock installed here as Pier 2.

Self-propelled barges lacked both vehicle ramps and derricks, but the Engineering Group had anticipated this. Pier 2 came equipped with dedicated loading and unloading ramps.

"Alright, we're ready for vehicle unloading!" Bai Yu called out, having been designated temporary leader of the four groups. He delivered his safety briefing while trying to bolster morale. "Everyone wear life jackets. If there's any risk of going in, abandon the vehicle immediately—don't worry about it. You've all taken car ferries before, right? Same principle..."

The assembled workers exchanged skeptical glances. Same principle? Starting a vehicle on this swaying deck, navigating up a narrow ramp, then descending onto an equally unstable floating dock—this bore little resemblance to any ferry they'd ever boarded.

Sensing their hesitation, Bai Yu knew someone had to lead by example. He'd driven tanks during his military service, after all. Steeling himself, he shouted "Watch me!" and climbed into the cab of the Dongfanghong 1202 universal crawler tractor.

The engine's roar brought a measure of reassurance. The cab offered excellent visibility, and the 24V battery turned over fast and stable. In the military, he'd operated tanks, APCs, and every manner of engineering vehicle; boarding pontoons and ferry barges had been routine. But this floating dock and vehicle ramp were handmade knockoffs—their actual strength and load capacity known only to God.

He hesitated, watching the ramp sway over the blue water and the dock heave below. Then he engaged the engine. The ship shifted perceptibly beneath the tractor's weight. No time for second thoughts now—he fixed his eyes on Qian Shuixie waving the signal flag ahead. The tracks spun against the steel plate with a teeth-grinding screech, inching onto the ramp. The instant the tracks made contact, the floating dock began to drift and the ramp shifted sideways. Everyone froze. Zhuo Tianmin from the Engineering Group spotted the problem and sprinted over.

"What are you all staring at?! Pull the cables!"

Engineering had pre-installed four steel cables on the barge for precisely this purpose—to be hauled taut by hand during unloading, minimizing drift between ship and dock.

"Pull! Pull!" Under his relentless shouting, everyone seized the cables and heaved backward with all their strength. With tremendous effort, the tractor finally ground its way onto the floating dock.

After that first success, everything fell into rhythm. Two hours later, all the transmigrators' construction machinery stood ashore, lined up neatly on the beach:


	2× Dongfanghong 1202 universal crawler tractors with excavator buckets and dozer blades

	4× Dongfanghong 404Z1W front-loader/backhoe tractors (medium wheel tractors)

	4× Dongfanghong 170V wheel tractors (small wheel tractors)

	10× Changchai single-cylinder diesel dump trucks

	1× Dongfanghong 18-ton wheel roller

	1× 25-ton truck crane

	2× towed concrete mixers

	4× air compressors



Most of the construction machinery came from the Dongfanghong series out of Luoyang First Tractor Factory—a deliberate choice to simplify maintenance logistics.

With this much equipment at their disposal, they could build not just a small temporary base but an entire new city.

Yet Mei Wan and Bing Feng, the two leads responsible for infrastructure, still felt somewhat at a loss. They had machinery, fuel, electricity—all the necessary power. The problem was raw materials.

The barge carried plenty of rebar and cement, but without sand or gravel, Engineering couldn't produce the most common and convenient modern building material: concrete. Traditional bricks remained an option, but where would they find them on this desolate beach? Ming-era Lingao County surely had brick kilns somewhere, but locating them would require reconnaissance missions they hadn't yet organized.

Some infrastructure, at least, could be improvised from available resources. Bing Feng's first assignment was constructing a cargo staging yard at Red Beach. As a temporary facility, it needed no surface hardening—just raised and compacted ground with proper drainage. From his years of construction-company experience, Bing Feng knew that work on this scale, with a crew of ten to twenty armed with shovels, pickaxes, and wheelbarrows, could be completed in a single morning. With full mechanization, they should perform even better.

And so the Transport Group transformed into a construction crew. Red Beach roared to life with machinery; vehicles bounced back and forth across the sand; dust billowed skyward. Word spread quickly that the staging yard was under construction, and the intense activity attracted the ever-present Ding Ding couple. The foreign woman proved remarkably bold—with beach temperatures hovering around 27 to 28 degrees Celsius, she wore a tight tank top and cutoff jeans, clambering everywhere to snap photographs. Her long, pale legs flashed before the workers; occasionally she would thrust out her round bottom to capture a better angle. Young and old alike on the work site felt their blood surge with obvious physiological reactions. After several near-accidents—dump trucks nearly striking pedestrians, excavators digging in wrong directions—Bing Feng reluctantly chased the couple away.

The staging-yard site sloped gently from south to north. Surveying revealed a gradient under 1:10—normally, such mild slopes required no stripping of topsoil before compaction, just clearing of large rocks and brush. But soil samples told a different story: the surface consisted almost entirely of loose sand and fine gravel with weak cohesion. They ended up deploying dozers to strip away all the sandy topsoil and gravel completely.

Given the slope, the foundation required a cut-and-fill approach. First, excavators dug a catchment ditch at the slope's highest point to collect rainwater, then drainage ditches along the east and west sides to channel runoff into the bay. The excavated soil became fill material for the lower sections.

Beneath the stripped surface, soil samples showed sandy composition—good permeability, stable when compacted. Bing Feng used all of it as foundation fill. Dump trucks hauled load after load to pour onto the foundation. Every twenty centimeters of fill received three passes from the roller before more material was added and the process repeated. Two rounds of this, and the work was essentially complete. Bing Feng had originally planned to top the entire site with crushed stone, but they lacked a rock crusher. Beach stones varied wildly in size and shape—too irregular for practical use—so they skipped that step. The finished staging yard sat slightly elevated, rectangular when viewed from above, with sloped sides and drainage ditches running below. On the side facing the bay, a simple road built to temporary-road standards connected the yard to the dock.

"With enough steel beams, we could put a roof over this yard," Bing Feng said with a note of regret. "For now, we can only cover it with tarps."

"We don't have corrugated metal for roofing anyway," Mei Wan pointed out.

"Wooden planks would work fine for a temporary structure—perfection isn't the goal here. What worries me is the cement from the barge. If rain gets to it, we might as well use it as foundation fill. Without cement, half of what we're planning becomes impossible."

"Speaking of wood—where is the lumber? We need it for the camp tower and latrines."

"We're organizing crews to unload the cargo tarps from the ship," said Dai Xie, the Planning Committee's Red Beach manager. "Priority is getting them ashore quickly to cover vulnerable cargo. As for lumber—we still don't have reliable stats on that..."

Wood was humanity's earliest and most widely used natural material, and the transmigrators had no intention of abandoning such an easily obtained, easily processed resource. From the outset, Personnel had assigned considerable labor to logging operations.

Many imagined tropical and subtropical Hainan as an island of swaying coconut palms and dense forests—some even assumed it was blanketed in rainforest. Reality proved far more complicated. Due to varying terrain, microclimates, and centuries of human exploitation, Hainan's vegetation had become remarkably diverse. By the 1950s, forest coverage had dwindled to just 12.8 percent, concentrated mainly in the central highlands around the Diaoluo Mountains, Jianfengling, and Bawangling. Though twenty-first-century Hainan had rebounded to 51.8 percent forest coverage, the gains came primarily from artificial plantations and secondary growth.

Lingao possessed a classic tropical monsoon climate with distinct wet and dry seasons. Natural vegetation consisted mainly of tropical savanna—never the vast forests of popular imagination. Moreover, centuries of settlement had stripped away any sizable natural woodlands; what secondary growth remained was of poor quality. When the transmigrators went looking for timber in seventeenth-century Lingao, this was the barren environment that awaited them.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 50: Port Construction (Part 3)

At last.

Dong Shiye gazed at the barren beach less than three hundred meters away—the clusters of green trees, the warm autumn morning sun settling comfortably on his shoulders. Damn it all, I've finally made it to ancient times. But even as the thought formed, another followed on its heels: Wait—why exactly did I want to come here?

The question flickered through his mind before someone shoved him from behind. The deck was pure chaos, packed shoulder to shoulder with bodies. There was a dock, sure—but this wasn't the Shiliupu Passenger Terminal with its comfortable covered gangways and handrails. All they had were vertical metal ladders and large cargo nets. As a former president of his university's military-enthusiast club, Xiao Dong's mind immediately conjured images from Normandy—American GIs climbing down these same nets into landing craft, bound to liberate Europe and, incidentally, charm the local girls. Looking at photographs, it hadn't seemed like much. But standing on the heaving deck and peering over the side was another matter entirely. Several stories below, the faintly blue sea churned against the floating dock and bobbing rowboats. Two glances and his head was spinning, his legs trembling.

The floating dock lacked sufficient surface area, so many people had to transfer ashore via the ship's rowboats. Bodies clambered down cargo nets into the small boats while a constant stream of strange-shaped packages descended on ropes from the deck above. "Don't panic—watch the boat!" "Stop boarding, you're going to sink it!" The shouts never ceased. Everyone shared the same desperate thought: get ashore, plant their feet on solid ground, and begin carving out their own era.

Then came the first accident. A heavyset man passing luggage lost his footing, cracked his head against the gunwale, and tumbled into the sea. The deck and water below erupted simultaneously: "Xi Yazhou fell in!" "Save him!"

Through the chaos, the PA system kept blaring: "C0071, C0077, C0081... logging assignment!"

C0081? That was his group. Dong Shiye checked his armband.

"That's us." The speaker was a dark-skinned, muscular man with an entrenching tool strapped to his pack, lounging against the bulkhead. "I'm Liu Zheng..."

Names were exchanged. Same group assignment—comrades in a single trench from here on out.

"Logging?" The word felt foreign in Dong Shiye's mouth. Though he considered himself an outdoor enthusiast, had pored over plant identification guides, and chopped his share of firewood, he'd never actually held a proper logging axe.

"Never done it either." Liu Zheng's smile was bitter. "Holy fucking shit! I clearly listed my specialty as wilderness exploration! Since when does logging count as wilderness exploration?"

"We don't even have tools!"

"Tools won't be the problem—they'll have those ready. The real issue is that logging is skilled, dangerous work. Anyone here actually done this professionally?"

The groups gathered nearby all wore the same grim expression. Obviously not.

They'd only just fished Military Group chief Xi Yazhou out of the water and sent him to the ship's infirmary when another bottleneck emerged—this one entirely man-made.

Earlier that morning, Meng De had steered the ship into the harbor with considerable luck and dropped twin anchors at the deep-water berth the recon team had marked. This single act transformed him from "half-baked" in the Committee's eyes to "capable," and he'd become Landing Commander Ma Qianzhu's chief consultant. The entire fleet's unloading operation now fell under his command—fitting, since he'd organized the loading and understood that cargo-ship unloading was highly technical work. A ten-thousand-ton general cargo ship carrying five thousand tons, using ship or shore cranes at a well-equipped port, could typically unload two to five hundred tons per hatch daily, emptying completely in four to six working days.

Knowing the transmigrators lacked practical experience and couldn't match professional longshoremen in either strength or skill, Meng De had spared no expense on packaging during loading. All miscellaneous cargo had been pre-unitized into group loads.

"Group loads" typically meant containers, but due to the Fengcheng's size constraints and their destination's complete lack of professional unloading equipment, they'd brought few actual containers. Instead, they relied on cargo pallets, net bags, and bulk bags to consolidate loose items. It lacked the advantages of containerization, but it greatly facilitated handling.

The Fengcheng carried four derrick sets and eight cargo winches rated at three, five, and ten tons, plus one sixty-ton heavy-lift crane. Most cargo posed no problem. Operating the winches, however, was skilled work in itself. Fortunately, three months of sailor training meant the crew had at least observed the process, even if they'd never done it themselves. They got the winches working—slowly, clumsily, with repeated swinging that terrified the transmigrators queuing on deck. Everyone dodged away from the derricks, creating fresh chaos. No matter how many times Du Wen exhorted them over the PA about "revolutionary heroism" and "fearing neither death nor hardship," it had no effect.

After roughly ten minutes of struggling, the first cargo pallet finally hung suspended in the air before touching down on the floating dock. Despite their frayed nerves, the transmigrators couldn't hold back—cheers erupted all around.

Less than fifteen minutes after the applause died down, everyone aboard stood dumbfounded. The crane operators had focused so single-mindedly on lowering cargo that they'd filled every inch of dock space beneath the derricks in moments. The people queuing to disembark had nowhere to go. Worse still, someone had forgotten to lower the three-ton and ten-ton Dongfanghong forklifts still lashed to the deck. Without them, the landed pallets—each weighing over a ton—couldn't be pushed or lifted by the workers below.

Now things truly got lively. Meng De sprinted across the deck in every direction, sweat pouring down his face. The Committee mentally demoted him back to "half-baked."

Ma Qianzhu thought fast: bring the landing craft around, lower the forklifts onto it, ferry them ashore, then drive back around to the floating dock. This roundabout solution finally cleared the cargo backup caused by the sequencing errors.

The unloading department redesigned their traffic routes, painting directional arrows on the pier to ensure one vehicle could come while another departed, dramatically improving efficiency. This arrangement operated like Chinese roadways—with complete disregard for pedestrian rights. No one dared compete for space with forklifts on that narrow, swaying pontoon pier. The situation grew even more intense when a dozen diesel-powered mini farm trucks—the rugged export models bound for Vietnam—joined the chaos, running back and forth all day. They showcased their legendary durability and outstanding overloading capacity, bouncing across the rolling pontoon and grinding over the pebbled beach without complaint. Those who drove farm trucks on the beach during those early days would later receive special permission to embroider a badge on their uniform sleeves: "Farm Truck Assault Commendation."

Dong Shiye followed the crowd, climbing shakily down the cargo net, transferring to a rowboat, and finally setting foot on solid ground. He stood dizzy for a moment before following the others to the registration point, where he checked in, deposited his pack, scanned his ID card, and received one logging axe. The thing was big and heavy; he had no idea how to hold it properly, so he just shouldered it like a dwarf heading off to the mines.

The groups assigned to logging all looked equally lost. The issued tools were wildly varied—two-man saws, logging axes, ship's fire axes—everything imaginable except someone who actually knew how to use them.

Just then, a burly figure emerged from the registration point. He wore black military wading boots and carried a large duffel in one hand and a massive axe in the other, striding toward them with impressive authority.

"Brothers," he bellowed, "I'm Wu Kuangming, Timber Group leader. Everyone follow me."

After landing, the Committee had dispatched a second-wave resource-survey team of Military and forestry personnel to scout the estuary region. Their conclusion was discouraging: timber resources here were extremely scarce. Some tall trees grew along the coast, but they served as windbreaks and erosion control—this natural forest couldn't be touched. Farther upriver along the Wenlan, mature tree stands were equally rare. Small mixed woods dotted the landscape but yielded nothing usable—good only for firewood and pole shelters.

Eventually, they decided to fell trees within the mangrove forests at the river mouth. The mangroves along the estuary and bay were quite dense, with complete vegetation ranging from shrubs to small trees to large arbors. Particularly promising were the stands of ten-meter-plus Bruguiera gymnorrhiza—sea-lotus trees—growing at the estuary's edge near the beach. They were relatively easier to harvest, so the first logging site was established there.

"Relatively easier" still meant wading into semi-swampy mangrove flats. Small sandbars crisscrossed the murky water, covered with tangled mangrove species, their branches interlocking overhead and releasing a moldy, organic stench. Everyone felt slightly daunted.

Wu Kuangming had several crates of tall rubber boots brought over and ordered everyone to change.

"We're heading in to log shortly. Everyone stay alert." He surveyed the group with a warning look. "Do NOT venture deep into the forest—there are no paths. Fall into a tidal channel and start yelling for help, and we won't even know where to find you."

He led them wading into the mangroves and stopped beside a sea-lotus tree, axe in hand. "Trees are valuable—anyone who's played Age of Empires knows that. You only play StarCraft and Red Alert? Then why are you even here? Jump in the sea and swim back." A few nervous laughs. "When felling: swing the axe at an angle. First stroke down from above, then up from below. When the tree starts to fall, always shout a warning! While you're cutting, keep listening for other people's calls. Don't let a tree crush you—if it cracks your skull and kills you outright, that's one thing. But if you damage your spine and end up paralyzed, congratulations: you'll earn the New World's first disability certificate." He jerked his thumb toward the shore. "I'm going to get ropes now. Then I'll teach everyone how to drag logs."

Wu Kuangming walked to the Planning Committee's supply point to requisition a bundle of rope and some hooks for the forest. The Building Group was already waiting impatiently at the cutting site, desperate for fresh lumber.

"When will there be timber?" The speaker was called Zhuo Tianmin, a man in his thirties, fair-skinned and pleasant-looking—clearly someone who'd been supporting a household back home. He didn't look much like a construction foreman.

"What's the rush? We haven't even gathered enough log rollers to get the containers ashore yet. You think this is Age of Empires—click the mouse, swing an axe, and get plus-ten wood?"

"Should be plus-twelve wood," someone called out. "You just researched Rope Tech." The logging crew laughed together.

"I've got plus-one-hundred Wood tech." Like a magician producing a rabbit, Wu Kuangming pulled a high-powered chainsaw from his duffel—the kind that would've made Texas Chainsaw Massacre proud. He tugged the cord heroically, and amid the roar of the motor and billowing blue smoke, he advanced on a large tree with a wicked grin.

He swung hard.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 51: The Latrine

"From the moment you pulled out that chainsaw, I knew China's environment was doomed!" At the Third National Environmental Protection Conference, Dai Xie's speech would ignite a denunciation campaign against Minister of Forestry Wu Kuangming. Comrade Wu, who had served on the forestry front for over two decades, would be forced to deliver a profound self-criticism before quietly resigning to become president of Forestry University. But rewind thirty years to this day, and he was being lauded by the Executive Committee as "one man doing a whole team's quota"—a labor hero. Of course, his impressive output owed more to the pathetic performance of the other loggers than to the chainsaw itself.

There was more than one chainsaw, but nobody dared touch those limb-severing machines without proper training. Wu Kuangming crash-trained two volunteers and demonstrated the proper axe technique: circle the trunk with repeated swings, cutting deeper toward the heartwood with each pass. When the tree began to sway, position yourself on the uphill side, brace the axe against the trunk, and shout the warning. Down it goes. Simple enough to watch, but it demanded both arm strength and skill—far from easy. He chopped away while offering casual instruction to those around him.

The logging crews worked along the timber line, axes thudding and saws rasping in uneven rhythm. Occasionally someone shouted and a tree crashed earthward. For these former denizens of the modern world, felling timber proved grueling work. Most were hopeless amateurs—arms swinging hard but producing shallow cuts, saws constantly pinched or bound in the wood, every stroke exhausting. Half a day's labor couldn't bring down a single tree, yet they'd already worn through plenty of saws and axes. The Planning Committee's supply clerks watched with increasingly sour expressions.

Wu Kuangming worked alongside everyone with his chainsaw, though he wasn't truly professional either. The machine was heavy and required considerable force to keep stable while running. Each felled tree left him drenched in sweat.

Growing restless, he made his rounds to check on the various crews. Beneath a towering sea-lotus, he found Shao Zong and Hu Yicheng working a two-man saw, pushing and pulling with laborious effort. Even in the mild sunlight, both were panting like oxen. He reminded them, "Careful—don't snap the blade. The Planning Committee people are already giving us dirty looks."

Hu Yicheng sighed heavily. "This is despair! The Committee has no eyes! I'm supposed to be high-precision talent, and they've got me pulling a saw! If my classmates could see what I'm doing with my biology degree, they'd laugh themselves sick."

"Experts use finesse; amateurs just use muscle," Wu Kuangming said. "You'll learn as you go. Though I notice everyone keeps turning down the chainsaw."

"No thanks—I'd like my arms and legs to stay attached. I can't handle that thing."

"With my build, trying to be Leatherface would probably mean taking off my own body parts first." Shao Zong pulled the saw with a pained expression. "I thought joining Communications would be easy—personally build China Telecom. Instead, here I am prepping telephone poles."

Wu Kuangming was about to offer some encouragement when a scream pierced the air. "Yikes! Snake!" Before anyone could react, three or four people came scrambling out of the woods in wild terror, axes and saws scattered behind them.

He hurried to intercept the panicked group. Still shaken, they could barely speak coherently. Wu Kuangming felt nothing but contempt for these city homebodies—for real loggers, encountering snakes was routine. He'd heard stories from a friend who'd worked in forestry: sleeping at night in the forest, you always had to shake out your bedding. When autumn turned cold, snakes would creep into workers' shacks seeking warmth, and you'd have to smoke them out before you could sleep.

Mangrove marshes like this were obviously prime reptile territory—which was precisely why he'd issued tall rubber boots to all the loggers. Waterproofing was only a secondary benefit.

Liu Zheng's eyes lit up. He grabbed a forked stick from the pile of trimmed branches and told Wu Kuangming, "Boss, I'll go check it out. If I catch it, we'll have extra meat for dinner tonight."

"Didn't the Committee say no eating wildlife?"

"Who cares. Pure natural wild stuff like this—how can you not eat it?" Wildlife exploration was Liu Zheng's profession, and skinning an unlucky snake for dinner was routine business. He guessed they'd encountered common Guangdong species—water snakes, pit vipers—or possibly something more venomous like bamboo pit vipers or krait. Having caught plenty in his time and being well-equipped with several bottles of Jidesheng snake-bite medicine in his pack, he enthusiastically followed the escapees' trail into the brush. After circling around for a while, he found nothing. Worried his man had gone too deep and might get lost, Wu Kuangming called him back.

While Wu Kuangming was still calming the frightened transmigrators and delivering an impromptu safety lecture, the crack of breaking branches echoed through the trees, followed by a scream. They rushed toward the sound and found a man struck by a falling tree. The young worker lay bleeding from his face, moaning in pain while bystanders stood helplessly around him. Fortunately, Health Group personnel were patrolling the beach nearby. One call on the walkie-talkie and a yellow farm truck with a red cross came bouncing up. A quick assessment determined there was no major damage—just a laceration. They bandaged the wound, loaded him onto the truck, and sent him off.

The incident left Wu Kuangming deeply uneasy. He wasn't truly familiar with logging work himself, and this was his first time leading so many people through such dangerous labor. Since landing, his was the first work site to produce a casualty—not exactly a proud distinction. He lost all interest in working and spent the rest of the day carrying his chainsaw from crew to crew, checking on progress and reminding everyone about safety. When he found someone really struggling with a stubborn tree, he just solved it with the chainsaw.

Felled timber was dragged to the beach for trimming, while branches and leaves were piled for later use. Freshly cut wood contained too much moisture for immediate processing—using it right away would quickly lead to shrinkage, warping, even rot and pest infestation. Normally it needed adequate drying time or kiln treatment. The transmigrators had no drying equipment, but fortunately, permanence wasn't the goal. A few watchtowers and latrines were only temporary structures, so wet wood would have to suffice.



Dai Xie took a deep breath. The slightly salty sea breeze penetrated to his very core. The seawater here wasn't so different from his own era—perhaps because the ocean, as the cradle of life, possessed a self-cleaning power far exceeding that of rivers that couldn't tolerate industrial pollution.

Perhaps fate really had intervened—how else could he explain an ordinary office worker joining such a heaven-defying plan? He'd left without even a proper farewell letter, choosing silent departure to spare his family worry. Yet to so lightly sever over twenty years of family bonds—on reflection, it seemed almost heartless. But what was done was done; there was no turning back now. The moment he'd watched that thin mirror-like surface transform into white light and vanish, Dai Xie understood: from that point forward, everything from the old world was abandoned. All that remained for him and his comrades was a single resolve—"Build a New World."

Due to his physique and nearsightedness, combined with his previous career, Dai Xie had always been assigned to statistics and calculations. His knowledge of strategic planning had earned him a spot on the Planning Committee, where his duties included managing each group's materials and tools, distributing supplies, and meticulously tracking resource use and consumption. Since all modern tools and supplies were irreplaceable after the crossing, managing these precious resources was the Committee's primary concern. They also handled the intake and redistribution of locally gathered and manufactured materials—busy work, to say the least.

At the moment, his task was using a handheld PDA to track logging quantities and timber destinations. Watching Wu Kuangming grin with wicked satisfaction as he wielded the chainsaw, watching trees large and small crash into the muddy water while startled waterbirds squawked and fled... Done for—with this killing weapon in hand, China's environment has no future. He closed his eyes in pain.

"Timber!" Wu Kuangming's trademark shriek jolted Dai Xie from his environmental brooding. He immediately executed a ground roll, covering several feet and barely dodging the tree that came thundering down beside him—nearly becoming the expedition's first fatality.

"What the hell! You did that on purpose!" Dai Xie roared at Wu Kuangming, now covered head to toe in muddy water.

"Bro, I don't even have a sister..." Wu Kuangming gazed at Xiao Dai with an expression of wounded innocence. Thus was their first grudge established.

Zhuo Tianmin had stubbornly waited by the logging site until he finally secured first claim on the lumber. Then the Building Group identified a solid foundation near the beach and began digging. Tian Jiujiu's specialty was drainage engineering, so constructing latrines for the transmigrators became his first official assignment. Latrines were crucial for camp sanitation—more important, even, than the cafeteria.

For a professional water-supply-and-drainage engineer, building a simple latrine wasn't particularly complicated. Tian Jiujiu had all manner of plans at his disposal. The problem was that they had no bricks, no cement, not even mud bricks. Only a limited supply of lumber was available.

His original design was elegantly simple: build a platform over a tidal channel at the beach's edge, lay planks on top with gaps between them, and screen the sides with branches and leaves. Waste would drop directly into the sea—convenient and sanitary. Certain environmentalists and the Agriculture Group had strenuously objected. The environmentalists cited pollution concerns; Agriculture still hoped to use this material as fertilizer. Tian Jiujiu now understood Wu Nanhai's peculiar stinginess about such matters. When Wu discussed this particular resource, his expression took on a fanatical gleam, as if he were talking about gold and silver.

The Committee had obviously been swayed by Wu's impassioned speech. The latrine plan was revised to a pit-style design. A simple pit latrine would work fine—planks laid over a hole, similar in principle to his over-water concept. But such pit latrines typically didn't account for waste recovery; when they filled, you simply sprinkled lime and buried the whole thing. For waste recovery, pit latrines required manual emptying.

"Since Agriculture loves this stuff so much, let them handle the emptying," Tian Jiujiu grumbled. The pit latrine's biggest drawback was the sheer volume of earthwork required.

For nearly six hundred users, calculating one stall for every fifty to sixty people, the men's side would need ten stalls plus a urinal trough; the women's side would need two. The pits would be long and narrow with sloped bottoms so waste would flow toward collection pits. These collection pits sat outside the latrine structure, covered with wooden lids for easy emptying access. Ideally, pit bottoms and walls should be cement-plastered or at least brick-lined to prevent waste from seeping into the groundwater. But they had no such materials; they could only compact the earth with tamping machines. Fortunately, the local groundwater was too salty to drink anyway—a little contamination wouldn't matter.

After deploying an excavator and several "basic labor" teams, the pits were finally dug. With no bricks available, they used tree trunks for the pit edges, packed tight with dirt. With no stall planks, they bound trimmed branches together with vines to create makeshift rafts as substitutes. The side frames went up, but again, there were no bricks for walls. So they resorted to old methods: bury spaced poles vertically in the ground, then weave vines back and forth between them, inserting many small branches to create a wattle framework. Finally, they piled sticky mud mixed with leaves and grass onto this framework and smoothed both sides with trowels. Apart from the bumpy surfaces, it looked decent enough. Tian Jiujiu knew perfectly well that all these undried materials would cause problems after a few days baking in the sun.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 52: The Ribbon-Cutting

The roof remained an unsolved problem. There were no tiles, no planks, and when he'd requested tarpaulin, the Planning Committee had rejected it outright. So it was back to waste utilization: a lattice of woven branches covered with fresh greenery, crowning the building in what could only be described as pure natural style. The effect was rather like something from a domestic eco-park—an all-natural-materials latrine with essentially zero resistance to wind or rain. Fortunately, after the Mid-Autumn Festival, Lingao entered its dry season. Little rain, no typhoons. It would suffice for now. The final touch was painting large "MEN" and "WOMEN" signs on the doors.

The Building Group circled their newly completed latrine several times, genuinely moved. Crude in structure, humble in purpose—in the twenty-first century, even beggars might have passed it by without a second glance—but it was the first building the transmigrators had created with their own hands. A milestone achievement. If a floating drum dock warranted a monument, then surely this building deserved even greater recognition. At minimum, a stone marker reading "Historic Site of Crossing Landing Base Latrine" seemed appropriate. While they hotly debated the inscription, Mei Wan proposed that such a public-welfare building theoretically deserved a Committee member to cut the ribbon and formally declare it open. Tian Jiujiu enthusiastically supported this—after all, the latrine was his work. So Mei Wan called the Committee, requesting a completion ceremony on grounds that it concerned livelihoods and the fundamental interests of the crossing masses. "You figure out the details," he added.

After making the call from the beach telephone station, Mei Wan had a thought: if there was to be a ceremony, the latrine shouldn't reek to high heaven—that would hardly suit leadership and media. On grounds of "holding a major public event," he requested two militiamen from Acting Military Group Leader He Ming for guard duty, specifying they needn't be elite soldiers, just regular militia. He Ming was an old soldier. The moment he heard about a major public event with Committee leadership attending, he immediately assigned two young recruits to the Building Engineering Group. Thus Ye Mengyan and Wei Aiwen—neither actual military, but among the most enthusiastic young trainees—received his order:

"Present yourselves properly—rifles with bayonets fixed! Double-time to Red Beach Building Engineering Group and report for special guard duty!"

The command thrilled both young men, who'd spent tedious hours standing guard with nothing to show for it. They quickly washed up and reported.

Mei Wan was delighted to see these energetic youths arrive with SKS rifles and gleaming bayonets. He posted them at the latrine entrance with strict orders: no one was allowed in to use it. "Without Committee orders, no one enters!" he emphasized. "This is an important mission—execute it conscientiously!"

Ye Mengyan and Wei Aiwen exchanged confused looks. Guarding a latrine—what kind of important mission was this?

"Important mission my ass," Wei Aiwen muttered, somewhat indignant. "A latrine you can't use—why even build it?" Before crossing, he'd played cards and hung out with several Committee members, assuming he'd land some minor position afterward. Instead, his first assignment was guard duty alongside a pimply-faced teenager—and now latrine guard on top of that.

"There's a ribbon-cutting ceremony soon. Can't have the place reeking, can we?"

"What the—a latrine that doesn't reek? Does it smell like flowers instead?" Wei Aiwen propped his rifle against the wall. "Does the Committee even control when people piss and shit now? I'm going in first."

Ye Mengyan wore an impatient expression, already thoroughly annoyed with both of them. "What's all the fuss? Just do it already. Guard duty here, guard duty there—what's the difference?"

"This young comrade has insight," Mei Wan praised. He also promised they could come to the Engineering tent that night to watch some "good-boy movies"—only then was the matter settled.

While they wrangled over the guard posting at the latrine, on the ship's poop deck the Committee was dodging responsibility for who would attend. Everyone enjoyed showing their face—but showing it at a latrine opening felt awkwardly indescribable. Yet refusing to go seemed dismissive of the masses' interests. Finally, Xiao Zishan—who nominally oversaw internal affairs and livelihoods—couldn't refuse and went.

A crowd had already gathered at the latrine entrance. Clearly, this practical project had won popular support. Xiao Zishan had just smiled and waved when a chorus of curses drowned him out.

"Fuck off! Acting all fancy—building a latrine and not letting people use it!"

"This is too damn bureaucratic! We can't piss until the big shots come?"

"I need to shit..." someone moaned in agony.

Xiao Zishan's expression soured. Two guards with SKS rifles and gleaming bayonets stood at the latrine door—what kind of show was this?

"Commissioner Xiao, look this way!" Ding Ding called out, perched in the raised bucket of an excavator that had been specially brought over, DV camera in hand as he continued his ongoing coverage. Clearly, this ribbon-cutting was right up his alley. He'd rushed over the moment he heard. In his view, the guards and the vine-ribbon added a nice touch but were too plain—lacking liveliness, especially ribbon-presenting beauties. Ten minutes later, Li Xiaolu, returning from surveying, found herself inexplicably squeezed into an ill-fitting cheongsam alongside Pauline—the full name of Ding Ding's foreign girlfriend—serving as ceremony hostesses.

The moment the curvaceous Pauline appeared in a tightly wrapped, high-slit cheongsam, the crowd's focus shifted entirely. Those who needed to relieve themselves rushed off to do so, then hurried back to reclaim their spots. If the Engineering Group hadn't intervened, someone would have climbed onto the latrine roof.

In Ding Ding's grand plan, Pauline served as both hostess and reporter. According to his vision, all this footage would be collected to news-documentary standards as important historical material for future generations.

Pauline spoke excellent Chinese, almost without the tonal-flattening common to foreigners, and people were willing to cooperate when she held the recorder. Ding Ding himself operated the DV, first shooting several crowd interviews. People expressed that this project had greatly facilitated their toilet needs and improved base sanitation. In his interview, Shao Zong from the Logging Group said emotionally: "Before, we had no latrines—we could only squat precariously on swaying decks. Dangerous and polluting. Now the Committee thinks what the masses think, worries what they worry, promptly building this project that warms the people's hearts. We crossing masses see it in our eyes, feel it in our hearts. On behalf of everyone, I thank the Committee and the Engineering Group comrades!"

Next, the recorder turned to Ye Mengyan at the entrance, asking his thoughts. Young Ye stared at the snowy cleavage visible in the cheongsam's open collar, head spinning, and babbled incoherently. Ding Ding figured he'd have to dub this segment later. Besides his girlfriend, he couldn't get anyone else assigned, and there was no one to hold cue cards. At this rate, interview quality wouldn't improve. He'd have to talk to the Committee about getting proper staff.

Finally, the ribbon-cutting concluded harmoniously—though there was some trouble actually cutting the vine. The thing was remarkably tough; Xiao Zishan struggled for quite a while to get through it.

Before leaving, the sweating Xiao Zishan suddenly remembered something. He instructed the Engineering Group to erect a large bulletin board at the latrine entrance for posting notices. Walkie-talkies might run out of power, but people would always come to the latrine.



Near the beacon tower, in a clearing among sparse woods, the camp medical station had been established. The Medical Department held high priority; the clinic was built almost immediately after Landing Command set up shop. As soon as wired power came ashore, an independent power line was run here—though for now they had no need for electricity.

Several large canvas tents formed the outpatient department. Serious cases would still be sent back to the Fengcheng for now, where conditions were far better. Looking out the tent windows, the trees deliberately left standing and the nearby stream made for a beautiful scene—good for patient morale.

At the outpatient entrance, a bamboo pole had been erected. Health Group Chief Shi Niaoren raised a Red Cross flag.

The rest of the Health Group personnel were inventorying the daily supplies they'd received: mainly surgical instruments for orthopedic and general surgery, dressings, glucose solution, saline, and some common medications.

While inventorying, the clinic received four heatstroke cases, five diarrhea cases, and two upper respiratory infections. One patient was a lazy fellow who'd slept overnight in a lifeboat without a sleeping bag—now running a fever. Hema squatted nearby, taking his temperature.

"39.4°C—that's fierce." Hema checked the thermometer. "Take him to the ship's infirmary."

"Upper respiratory?" Zhang Ziyi was filling out medical charts. She was the wife of Dr. Yang Baogui. Though her husband also belonged to the Health Department, he didn't work here—he was a veterinarian, currently busy tending the animals in the deck livestock containers, including five dogs he'd brought himself.

"Just this one, luckily. The weather helped." Hema packed his medical kit. "What worries me are the post-landing issues. I discussed this with Dr. Shi last night—he's an infectious-disease specialist. Hainan has quite a few infectious diseases. Malaria and cholera are common, and then there are parasites..."

The Health Group held a brief meeting to discuss future priorities. Afterward, Shi Niaoren drafted his "Disease Prevention Recommendations" for the Committee:


	
Urgently identify traditional Chinese medicine talent (including potentially useful locals) to maintain transmigrators' health while conserving modern medications.



	
Modern drugs must be strictly conserved. Antibiotics should be reserved for post-surgical patients.



	
Establish health monitoring for the population; at the first sign of infectious disease, immediately quarantine.



	
Travelers must not casually eat wild game or fruit; such items must first go to the clinic for inspection.



	
Ensure water purification.



	
Survey local health conditions and gather firsthand statistics.



	
Establish enforceable Health Department regulations.



	
Strengthen camp sanitation management; all household waste must be buried deep.





(End of Chapter)
Chapter 53: The Camp

He was still considering what else to write when shouting erupted outside. Wu Nanhai from the Agriculture Group had gotten into an argument with He Ping, the man Shi Niaoren had sent to disinfect the latrine, and now Wu came storming over demanding an explanation. He Ping had worked at a state pharmaceutical factory before crossing, but he'd actually been in equipment maintenance—he knew nothing about pharmacology. The Health Group had requested him only because his wife, Zhao Yanmei, was a technician at the factory's mold-culture seed lab. Shi Niaoren was planning future pharmaceutical projects and needed to secure her first. Naturally, keeping a wife meant keeping her husband too.

He Ping had a square face and glasses, a scholarly look about him. He'd simply become the Health Group's clerk—running errands and handling odd jobs. How had such a man gotten into a fight?

Stepping outside, Shi Niaoren found the portly Wu Nanhai gripping He Ping by the arm, face flushed with indignation. He Ping stood there looking aggrieved, still clutching a nylon bag of lime.

"Did you order him to spread this?" Seeing the boss emerge, Wu Nanhai redirected his fury at Shi Niaoren.

"What? Is there a problem? The Health Group is disinfecting the latrine."

"Do you understand chemistry?" Wu Nanhai jabbed a finger at the lime. "Manure is nitrogenous fertilizer. It cannot be mixed with alkaline materials like plant ash and lime—mixing them neutralizes the nitrogen. You have someone dumping lime everywhere, and now what use is the latrine's waste?!"

Shi Niaoren's expression darkened. He was, after all, a US-trained PhD, a medical beast who'd operated in American hospitals and handled epidemics in Beijing. Being lectured about chemistry by an agricultural-college undergrad was embarrassing. But on reflection, Wu Nanhai headed Agriculture and sat on the Committee. Agriculture was a priority industry the Committee planned to push hard—future logistics would depend heavily on their output. He himself headed Health. If department heads clashed openly, there would be no room for maneuvering later. He swallowed his anger. In truth, he hadn't considered the fertilizer issue at all. Using lime to disinfect latrines was the simplest and most common method; when treating infectious patients' waste, it was practically standard procedure.

"We overlooked this." Shi Niaoren apologized quickly and sweet-talked Wu Nanhai until the man finally left. Xiao He wore an unhappy expression—he'd been scolded for following orders.

"It's just shit. He can just make more!"

"We're learning through practice," Dr. Shi soothed his subordinate. "Wu Nanhai needs fertilizer for agriculture—something about 'crops need flowers' or whatever." He glanced at the lime bag—barely used. He'd obtained it from the Building Engineering Department, having been reluctant to use bleaching powder, which he'd earmarked for drinking-water treatment.

No lime, no bleaching powder—waste treatment would need another approach. Shi Niaoren specialized in infectious diseases and was well-versed in epidemic prevention. He knew there were many methods for waste decontamination. Lime and bleaching powder worked quickly, but without those, the simplest option was sealed storage. That required three-stage septic tanks, or at minimum some fermentation jars. What about natural plants? He recalled reading that certain wild plants could serve as substitutes. The problem was that he couldn't remember which ones, and he'd never studied traditional Chinese medicine—even knowing the names, he might not recognize them in the field.

He was thinking about filing a report to ask where he could find TCM experts when Tian Jiujiu walked in, asking what water-treatment method the Health Group planned to use so they could finalize the water-supply construction plan.

"One goes out, another comes in," Shi Niaoren muttered.

"What?"

"Nothing—I'll come to the site now."

The water-supply system fell under the Health Group's direct control. Bopu's shallow groundwater was too brackish for drinking, and they had no capacity yet to tap deep aquifers. The only option was to draw from the Wenlan River.

For drinking water, springs or deep groundwater were ideal. A river like the Wenlan had substantial flow and reasonable self-purification capacity, so it was usable. But this was river-delta territory; water quality was generally more polluted and would require complex treatment.

Shi Niaoren tested the depth and flow, then drew a 250-milliliter sample from fifty centimeters below the surface. Without proper testing equipment, he could only rely on basic observation and smell.

The results made him shake his head. He'd assumed seventeenth-century pollution levels would mean pristine river water. Instead, though sediment was low, algae bloomed in abundance—indicating excessive organic matter. In modern times, this would be unsurprising, the result of chemical runoff. But the Ming Dynasty had no chemical fertilizers. Such high organic content meant the upper and middle reaches were developed agricultural or residential zones.

Still, the water was usable. By Shi Niaoren's observation, it met at least Class III standards by modern metrics—some modern city water plants' intake points didn't even reach that level.

But for drinking water, this quality demanded complex sedimentation, filtration, and disinfection. Any supply system would need settling ponds, filter wells, disinfection pools, channels—for the materials-starved Engineering Group, this was pure fantasy.

Considering the antiquated state of infectious-disease conditions—cholera and typhoid bacteria in the water were highly probable—Shi Niaoren reached his conclusion: until proper water-treatment facilities could be built, they shouldn't use river water at all.

"Just keep shipping freshwater from the ship to shore." He sighed and went directly to report to Ma Qianzhu.

Ma Qianzhu didn't fully understand the ship's freshwater situation and called Meng De for clarification.

"The ship has water, but not for long," Meng De explained. Typical ships had at least two freshwater tanks. One stored potable water—freshwater piped in at port. The other stored utility water—distilled water condensed from the main engine's cooling system. This desalinated soft water was normally for washing, not drinking, but if potable water ran short, it could serve in a pinch.

The Fengcheng, designed as an ocean-going vessel, had four freshwater tanks with substantial capacity. But the original design assumed forty to fifty crew; nearly six hundred people now strained it beyond reason. The auxiliary engine produced limited distilled water—not nearly enough to sustain large-scale, long-term supply.

"Using the auxiliary for freshwater!" Ma Qianzhu frowned after the report. "Trading diesel for water! Rivers don't flow with diesel."

Shi Niaoren knew Ma grudged the fuel, but he also knew Lingao's history: cholera, typhoid, paratyphoid—intestinal infections had been widespread here. Even in the 1970s and 80s, small outbreaks still occurred. Modern medicine meant the transmigrators had been vaccinated, but nothing was guaranteed. Even if they avoided the worst infectious diseases, an acute enteritis outbreak would be bad enough.

After Shi Niaoren laid out the pros and cons, Ma Qianzhu accepted the recommendation. To conserve water, Command issued their decision: establish a centralized water station on shore; lay water lines along the floating-drum route, piping ship freshwater to a two-ton stainless-steel tank in the living area—for drinking and washing only.

"As for bathing—just tough it out for now." Ma Qianzhu knew this water-rationing policy would earn countless curses, but there was no choice. He sat down to draft a document and sent it via OA. "Building materials," he noted in his memo. Many of today's problems traced back to this bottleneck. Tonight's meeting would have to address it.

Dusk deepened, and D-Day's daylight was ending. As walkie-talkies crackled with announcements to knock off, transmigrators who'd worked all day at outlying sites began trickling back toward camp in twos and threes.

The Logging Group returned from the mangroves, chatting with tools slung over their shoulders. Though physically exhausted, everyone carried something fervent in their hearts, and the bonds between them had clearly strengthened.

The tide was ebbing. Seawater washed over the bay's rocks, large and small alike. In the distance, the silhouette of Lingao Cape emerged on the western horizon. The crimson sun sank slowly through scattered clouds, painting the sky in brilliant streaks of color. Light and sea merged over Bopu Bay, the water glittering as if ablaze, turned to brilliant gold and red.

The transmigrators' fleet lay at anchor in the bay. Dark ship silhouettes were edged with radiant gold from the dying light. These utterly ordinary cargo ships and fishing boats, in this moment, seemed as magnificent as an imperial fleet gathered at Scapa Flow.

The majestic scene intoxicated them into wordless silence. Not just them—transmigrators returning from other work sites also slowed their pace, gazing at the splendid view.

"Let's move, everyone—it's getting dark." Military Group personnel at the rear called out while checking for stragglers. Per the plan, they would bring up the rear, ensuring no one remained outside camp after dark.

"Blockhouse!" someone shouted. Looking toward camp, the beacon tower now had an earthen rampart around it, topped with barbed wire. At first glance, it really did look like one of those Japanese pillboxes from old war films.

After a day's construction, the camp had taken basic shape. Centered on the beacon tower and patrol-office buildings, it formed an irregular pentagon. The outer perimeter featured a ditch five meters wide and two meters deep, filled with water from the Wenlan River. The inner bank rose a meter higher than the outer, topped with barbed wire—two meters high, secured with cross-braced wooden posts firmly buried in the earth. Concertina wire ran along the base. Behind the wire, excavated earth formed a long rampart with trenches dug along the top. Six wooden watchtowers, each eight meters tall, stood at intervals along the rampart.

Now torches lined the perimeter, their flames brightly illuminating the ditch below. The camp gate stood open. On the gatehouse above, two sentries with rifles flanked a searchlight. Two carbide lamps hung below, blindingly bright. Travelers passed through the gate, scanned their dog tags at the Personnel registration point, then returned tools and excess materials at the Planning Committee depot.

"Liu Zheng, right?" The Personnel Group clerk checked the ID photo and personal info on screen, comparing it to his face. "Your barracks assignment is Building B, Number 14."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 54: The Unexpected Stowaway

"Building B?" Liu Zheng found this curious. He had no idea what the camp looked like, but surely it couldn't be laid out like some apartment complex with separate residential blocks.

The reality proved more mundane. The entire camp followed a neat grid pattern—rows of tent barracks arranged with military precision. The ground had been raised and covered with a layer of sand and soil to keep out moisture, and the perimeter had been dusted with lime and realgar to repel snakes and insects. Following the signage at an intersection, he quickly located his assigned tent. "Building A" and "Building B," it turned out, simply designated the single men's area and the couples-and-families section. A well-lit road separated the two zones.

"Nice—someone actually thought this through." Liu Zheng had brought his wife along, and the prospect of being separated from her after a full day's labor would have been unbearably dull. He paused mid-stride, wrinkling his nose. "What the hell is that smell?"

A strange odor permeated the camp—an acrid blend of the Health Group's anti-snake-and-insect pesticide mingled with the smoke of burning mugwort. Even more annoying: the walkways were already plastered with "NO SMOKING!" signs. Right now, all Liu Zheng wanted was to dig out that pack of 555s from his backpack and take a few long drags.

His pack was stuffed with good stuff—camping gear, military field rations from half a dozen countries. He didn't entirely trust the Committee's logistics capabilities. Even if they managed to get a cafeteria running, public canteens were notorious for failing at both efficiency and taste. The first few days would surely mean surviving on dry rations, and Liu Zheng preferred relying on himself.

While logging in the mangroves earlier, he'd woven several net bags from thin vines. Mangroves were biological paradises, teeming with fish, shrimp, and crabs. During breaks, he'd managed to catch about half a kilogram of shrimp and a decent-sized crab, which he'd bound with vines and tucked away—planning a proper feast with his wife tonight.

Along the roadside tents, small clusters of transmigrators sat gnawing dry rations and washing them down with water. The cafeteria was clearly a no-go. Others had already collapsed into their tents and were snoring, too exhausted to care about food.

As he walked, a group of Military Group members led by Ran Yao stepped into his path, torches in hand. They were escorting someone whose head was covered with a black plastic bag.

"Night check. Show your ID card." Ran Yao's voice carried that distinctive Beijing cadence that made Liu Zheng briefly nostalgic for his time in the capital.

He handed over his ID card. The scanner beeped, and his number flashed across the PDA screen.

"You're Liu Zheng?"

"Yeah, that's me." He was confused now. Were they checking residency permits out here? Did the Committee need him for something?

"You brought foreign military field rations?"

"That's right." His mind raced: Are they requisitioning supplies? No way.

"What brands? How many?"

"Can't remember exactly. Let me think—MRE numbers 4, 7, 8..."

"That's enough." Ran Yao cut him off, exchanging glances with the other Military Group members. He produced four or five brown plastic pouches from his own pack, along with a carton of 555s. Liu Zheng recognized them immediately—his own supplies. That cigarette carton still had the label he'd stuck on the seal.

"My cigarettes!"

"We found these on him." Ran Yao gestured toward the hooded figure. "He was coming out of your tent."

"What?!" Liu Zheng could hardly believe it. Someone stealing on the very first day of the crossing. Human nature—so damn ugly.

"We didn't expect it either. Honestly, we figured having the Military Group patrol the camp was overkill. Didn't think we'd actually catch someone red-handed on day one."

"What happens to him?"

"Not our call. The Committee will handle it." Ran Yao offered a thin smile. "Back in the twenty-first century, this amount would just earn him an educational lecture and release—two days' detention at most."

Liu Zheng watched them walk away, cigarettes in hand, unable to suppress a twinge of sympathy for the unlucky bastard. Getting a record immediately upon arrival—too miserable for words. He'd lost all interest in going down to the beach for a smoke.



Ran Yao brought the man to the command post. He wanted to clarify the situation before reporting to the Committee, because beyond the theft, the guy had accumulated too many suspicious details.

During the arrest, he'd attempted to resist. Though quickly subdued, his movements betrayed obvious combat training. The body search had turned up a Type-64 pistol—not some workshop knockoff, but genuine military issue with a proper serial number. Ran Yao knew that real Type-64s were rare on the black market. Some transmigrators had the connections to obtain firearms, but nobody would bother chasing down a "small firecracker" 64 when better options existed.

Under the lamplight, Ran Yao removed the hood. The mystery only deepened. At first glance the man looked young, ordinary features, but his eyes were sharp and seasoned with experience. Ran Yao recognized that look immediately—this should be a colleague. He knew every police officer among the transmigrators, and this man wasn't one of them. Combined with the Type-64...

The clothes were standard-issue tropical training uniforms, the same as every other transmigrator. He wore a basic-labor armband but had no electronic dog tag.

"Name, age, occupation?" Ran Yao asked casually. "Where's your ID card?"

The young man said nothing, head bowed. Ran Yao had never conducted formal interrogations, but he'd observed plenty of suspects over the years—every variety of expression and mannerism imaginable. He'd never seen anything quite like this: extreme, genuine confusion.

Finally, the man spoke, answering with a question of his own: "Who are you?"

Ran Yao was momentarily stunned. Since the heroic rescue of Director Wen, very few transmigrators failed to recognize him.

"I'm Ran Yao. Leader of the Security Group."

"Security Group—security group of what, exactly?" Guo Yi looked him up and down. This was the guy who'd led the takedown. The grappling technique was definitely public-security or armed-police style, and the bearing matched too—one of his own. But why was a cop wearing Crossing Company clothes? Why was he on this ship?

Questions piled upon questions. But for Guo Yi, ever since yesterday, questions had become mountains.

Originally, after Guo Yi and two American agents learned the ship's destination, they'd tracked it to the port. To their disappointment, the cargo proved utterly unremarkable—all loaded by the local port company. After studying the manifest, the three of them couldn't figure out Wen Desi's purpose. But during surveillance, they'd spotted Wen Desi leading a group of people aboard the Fengcheng. After a quick discussion, all three decided to go undercover. They dressed like the other passengers, obtained assistance from the port authority to slip aboard, and found hiding spots on the ship. The senior officers knew they were there. Guo Yi had even notified his superiors of his action plan.

Then events took unexpected turns.

That night, when Xue Ziliang spotted the suspicious sailboat—a potential weapons-smuggling vessel—rendezvousing with the Fengcheng, he thought his big break had finally arrived. Heart pounding with excitement, he dialed his phone to report. The signal cut out mid-call.

The three of them spent the following night and day in mounting terror. First, none of their phones worked—not even Xue Ziliang's expensive rented maritime satellite phone could find a signal. Then, at dawn, Guo Yi discovered that the ship had arrived at a completely unfamiliar, desolate place.

All three concluded they must have reached some remote Vietnamese island. Analyzing the ship's speed and the surrounding geography made this plausible enough. But the satellite phone still wouldn't work. It wasn't interference—there was simply zero signal. The explanation eluded them completely.

Watching the ship disembark passengers and unload cargo, Guo Yi decided to investigate. He simply mixed into the queuing crowd and, amid the chaos, grabbed a basic-labor armband. No one noticed an extra unassigned person wandering the beach. The Military Group had established guard lines on the outer perimeter—it had never occurred to anyone that there might be stowaways aboard. He'd wandered the camp all day unchallenged. Only when hunger struck did he think to grab some food to bring back to the others. He hadn't expected to be caught immediately. Even if this was work-related, if his colleagues ever found out, he'd be laughed at forever.

"Executive Committee, Internal Affairs and Civil Affairs Committee Security Group!" Ran Yao's voice cut through his thoughts. "Any problem with that?"

Guo Yi raised his head. He didn't understand what Ran Yao meant, but this organization clearly wasn't part of the People's Republic of China. Could it be some kind of criminal syndicate?

Ran Yao was now basically certain: this man wasn't a transmigrator. He recalled the family that had been sucked in by the wormhole the previous night—was this the same situation? But this one had clearly come with purpose, deliberately targeting them. Stealing an armband to infiltrate the camp—this was no innocent bystander.

"Alright, I've answered your questions. Now it's your turn. Who are you, and why did you infiltrate us?"

Guo Yi refused to speak. The more he saw, the more convinced he became that these people were extremely dangerous organized criminals. Throughout the day, he'd observed professionals at work everywhere, massive equipment and machinery being unloaded, well-equipped guards—many clearly of military origin—and now this interrogator who was obviously a fellow officer...

The reach of this criminal syndicate was enormous. Smuggling weapons from America, building a base in Vietnam, recruiting veterans and corrupted police officers... Guo Yi shuddered. Finished. Falling into their hands, he'd surely be tortured to death. Xiao Guo had known from day one that his job might make him a martyr, but actual martyrs were few and far between—maybe one or two every several years. And martyrs never knew beforehand they'd die heroically. That was easier to face than sitting here, waiting to become one.

Stay resolute. Years of Party education steeled Xiao Guo's resolve. He kept his silence. Let them torture him if they wanted. Now he just hoped those two clueless Americans could somehow escape and bring hope of rescue. He just didn't know if they were as capable as the heroes in American movies.

Ran Yao could tell the man was frightened—only human, after all. But duty clearly came first for him, and he stubbornly refused to talk. This was getting tricky. Coercion obviously wouldn't work. Even if he'd sneaked aboard with ill intent, in this timespace he could only become a companion like everyone else. But how to explain that? Ran Yao genuinely didn't know how to put it—wouldn't he sound completely insane? Xiao Zishan had spent all afternoon trying to explain the situation to that accidental family, and all he'd earned for his trouble was a stream of Sichuan profanity. He hadn't convinced anyone of anything.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 55: Persuasion

The two sides sat in tense silence. Ran Yao studied the man carefully, his gaze traveling methodically over every detail—until something caught his eye. An inconspicuous reddish trace marked the edge of the man's cuff. He seized the arm without warning. Guo Yi flinched and started to pull away, but the men beside him pinned him down before he could move.

Ran Yao scraped the mark with his fingernail, raised it to his nose, and inhaled. A strange smile spread across his face. "There's a woman." Lipstick residue.

He turned to his men. "Report to the Committee—we have stowaways aboard. One in custody, at least one female still somewhere on the ship." He paused. "They may be armed."

"Yes, sir!"

"Notify He Ming and Zhao De. I want a full sweep of the camp and all vessels. Check everyone's ID cards. Anyone without one gets detained on the Fengcheng for identification."

The comprehensive search resolved matters quickly. The Military Group went through the Fengcheng cabin by cabin, and the carpet sweep turned up two ATF agents hiding in a storage compartment near the bottom hold. Having gone a full day without food, the agents took one look at the gleaming SKS bayonets and chose cooperation over heroics, surrendering without a fight.

The two proved quite willing to talk, quickly explaining how they'd tracked the North American Branch's gun purchases and shipments all the way to China. Xue Ziliang tried bargaining with Ran Yao, offering a substantial reward if he could help them contact the American consulate or find some other way out.

Ran Yao smiled and shook his head. "Tempting offer, but nobody can collect."

"Afraid?" Xue Ziliang shrugged. "The US government can protect you."

"I don't doubt their capabilities. Problem is, they don't exist right now."

Xue Ziliang let out a low whistle. "Alright, alright, I get it—this is Chinese government territory." A sly smile crept across his face. "Or maybe it isn't."

"Do you know today's date?"

"20XX, X month, X day."

"Wrong. Today is 1628 AD—the first day of the ninth month by the Chinese calendar." Ran Yao shook his head slowly. "You've arrived in another timespace."

The two Americans stared at him as if he'd lost his mind, then broke into knowing smiles.

"I knew it," Ran Yao muttered to himself. This reaction was entirely expected.



In the Fengcheng's Committee conference room, items confiscated from the three stowaways covered the table—passports, credentials, documents, pistols, all scattered in disarray. The two ATF agents had brought even more, two full backpacks' worth, though curiously no food. They apparently hadn't expected to stay long.

"So this is the legendary X Department," Wen Desi said, picking up Guo Yi's credentials and flipping through them.

"This Guo Yi won't say a word—very disciplined." Ran Yao couldn't help but sound admiring.

"And the Americans?"

"They talked freely. They came tracking the North American Branch, and that's how they ended up crossing paths with our friend Xiao Guo."

"Their original purpose is irrelevant now—they can't go back anyway." Xiao Zishan interjected. "Let's discuss what to do with them."

"When you say 'deal with' like that, it sounds rather like 'eliminate.' Chilling."

Dr. Zhong remained relaxed. "What comes, stays. These are useful talents. We should absorb them into our team."

"Xiao Guo might be manageable—an educable comrade. What about the Americans?"

"Isn't one of them Chinese-American?"

"An ABC. Doesn't identify with you people at all."

"Here? Who else can he identify with—seventeenth-century English or Dutch?" Wang Luobin sounded fairly optimistic. "We're the only representatives of advanced civilization. He'll have to accept that whether he likes it or not."

"True enough. Isn't New York still a village right about now?"

"The Dutch only acquired Manhattan Island two years ago," Yu Eshui noted. "It's called New Amsterdam at the moment."

Ma Qianzhu spoke up. "Personal opinion: we should absolutely absorb them. All three are trained law enforcement with knowledge and weapons experience—invaluable for strengthening our security team. Having the Military Group handle policing duties stretches them too thin."

Ran Yao nodded emphatically in support, then made an additional suggestion: among the accidentally transported family, the daughter-in-law was also police—a detective. He requested she be assigned to the Security Group as well.

"You're all talking as if this is a done deal," Xiao Zishan interrupted. "They still think I'm a mental patient. Who wants to work for lunatics?"

"We need proof this is real," Wang Luobin said. "Their phones have no signal?"

"There are always places without signal."

"GPS has no signal."

"You could be jamming it."

"The beacon tower."

"An ancient monument. Or a fake antique."

"The Ming-era furniture."

"Modern reproductions exist."

Wang Luobin blinked, unable to think of anything new.

"I've tried all of this," Xiao Zishan said, spreading his hands helplessly. "Useless—completely useless."

Then Yu Eshui spoke. "Just release them."

"Release?!" Every head turned toward him.

"Yes, release them. Let them see for themselves." Yu Eshui leaned forward. "They don't believe this is 1628 Hainan? Seeing is believing. When Director Wen first showed us the wormhole, we only believed it after witnessing it ourselves. This is too far beyond anything normal—I wouldn't believe it either. Let them walk around. Let them look. Let facts speak for themselves."

"What if they run off and something happens on the road? Old and young, none of them vaccinated."

"Can't be helped. Revolution requires sacrifices." Yu Eshui's small eyes gleamed with something cold. "If they won't become fellow transmigrators, their fate is their own business."

Everyone felt a slight clench in their chests.

"We could release all seven together," Zhao De suggested with a chuckle. "They'll definitely stick together at first. After traveling a while and finding things don't add up, they'll start fighting among themselves."

Zhong Lishi objected. "According to the interrogation records, all seven have excellent backgrounds and abilities—any one of them could be a protagonist in a transmigration novel. Together, they might form a second transmigration faction right here in Hainan! Even without our technological base, they could ally themselves with the Ming!"

Zhao De smiled patiently. "Impossible. Setting aside whether the Ming would even accept them—look at how complex this group of seven actually is: ordinary civilians, People's Police, American agents—with four women among them. We came together with a common goal after more than a year of team-building. What shared goal do they have? At the first real setback, they'll turn on each other."

He continued slowly. "After they've had it out, they'll understand the reality of their situation and come back. Taking them in then would be far better than Zishan's current thankless pleading, which only earns him curses."

"What if the Ming capture them? Or just kill them outright? It's not impossible."

"Why would they kill such strangely dressed individuals? Ming people aren't savages—they'll certainly keep them alive out of curiosity alone. Honestly, letting them suffer a bit before we rescue them might work even better in our favor." Zhao De paused. "And if they're truly unlucky and die—well, that can't be helped."

Xiao Zishan nodded reluctantly. "Fine. I suggest we inspect their belongings, keep what we need, and give them basic rations and tools."

"No," Zhao De cut in. "Since we're releasing them, be generous about it. Return everything. Demonstrate our come-and-go-as-you-please policy in full. Even if we lose it all, so what? It's all extra anyway—don't begrudge them."

"If Ming local officials capture them, won't they reveal information about us?"

"So what?" Zhao De countered. "They think we're insane. Ming officials will consider them equally crazy. Whether they'll even understand each other's language is questionable."



Guo Yi didn't face the torture he'd imagined. He even received some mantou and pickled vegetables. After eating, guards escorted him to a cabin where a stainless-steel pot and half-empty dishes sat on the table. Xue Ziliang was wolfing down mantou and slurping congee noisily. The hundred-kilogram hulk ate without any pretense of table manners. Salina looked haggard—a day without food had hollowed her eyes, leaving them listless beneath her blonde hair. She held a half-eaten mantou but seemed unable to force down another bite.

Even as an ABC, apparently she still had a Chinese stomach. The pure Western woman clearly suffered the greater culture shock.

"Guo, what did they ask you?" Xue Ziliang swallowed his last mantou and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

"They asked. I didn't talk."

"Sorry, Guo—we told them everything." Xue Ziliang wore an innocent expression. "You know how it is. Our capture policies. Very humane."

"I know, I know." Guo Yi had lost interest in this topic. What concerned him was how these bandits intended to handle them.

No further interrogation came—perhaps they were satisfied with Xue Ziliang's confession, or perhaps they'd decided the prisoners had nothing useful left to offer. The second possibility made Guo Yi's hair stand on end. He glanced at the well-fed Xue Ziliang, who seemed entirely carefree despite their circumstances.

"Guo, are you scared?" Xue Ziliang leaned closer.

Guo Yi wanted to project Chinese courage, but his voice betrayed him. "A little. What do you make of this group?"

Xue Ziliang fished a cigarette from his undershirt pocket. His lighter had been confiscated, so he could only sniff at it wistfully. "I think they mean us no harm."

"What makes you say that?"

"There's something very strange going on." The joking expression vanished from Xue Ziliang's face. "The person who interrogated us—he kept trying to convince us of something." He lowered his voice to barely a whisper. "That it's currently 1628."

"What?!" Guo Yi couldn't believe his ears. How could anyone say something so absurd?

"Bizarre, right? At first I thought he was crazy. But Salina says he's not—absolutely mentally normal." For emphasis, he added, "Salina has a master's in psychology. She can tell if someone's genuinely insane."

"That's not definitive. Take pyramid schemes—" Guo Yi caught himself, realizing this example wouldn't translate. Americans couldn't truly understand China's unique MLM industry. "Take cults. Psychiatrically speaking, cult members aren't mad either."

Xue Ziliang nodded thoughtfully. "Exactly. I think this organization has a cultish quality to it."

Cults weren't Xiao Guo's department, but working in the same agency gave him a baseline understanding.

"But they lack the typical cult characteristics," he said. "No obvious leader figure, no totemic symbols."

"Ever heard of an underground organization called the Survival Church?"

"The Survival Church?"

"An organization of obscure origin. They stockpile massive supplies, build fortifications—all to survive nuclear war or other civilization-ending catastrophes. Their leader supposedly goes by the name Wenster. Preaches doomsday theories, urges survivalists to prepare."

"Preaching the apocalypse is also a cult characteristic," Xiao Guo recalled.

"Remember the cargo manifest we saw? Those goods—they were too many and too varied to be ordinary trade merchandise. But for rebuilding civilization after some catastrophe?"

"You mean—?"

"Yes." Xue Ziliang spoke each word deliberately. "I suspect this is an enormous con. Someone has fabricated a new world."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 56: Lingao Town

Guo Yi perked up at this. No wonder leaders so often traveled abroad—foreign monks really did chant different sutras. He tugged eagerly at Xue Ziliang's sleeve, hungry for more details.

"Have you heard of the World Republic case?" Xue Ziliang asked.

"Can't say I have."

"It's a textbook example—fits our situation perfectly." The case dated from 1960, as bizarre as they came. A man named Fritz Bothe, claiming to be Adolf Hitler's illegitimate son, had established something he called the World Republic. He announced publicly through European media that on December 16th of that year, the Third Flying-Saucer Fleet from Venus would land at Berlin's Tempelhof Airport. Az, Supreme Commander of the Cosmic Commando, would thereupon proclaim Earth-man Fritz Bothe as President of the World Republic's Supreme Government. President Fritz would immediately demand the surrender of all Earth's militaries, the destruction of every ammunition depot, and the confinement of all soldiers to their barracks.

In most respects, this case was indistinguishable from countless other frauds—except for one crucial detail: Fritz Bothe had committed no actual fraud. He genuinely believed himself to be Venus's chosen World Republic president. Consequently, he was never held criminally liable.

"Sound familiar? I believe everyone here, from top to bottom, genuinely thinks they've reached a new world. In reality, this might be nothing more than some deserted island in Vietnamese waters—possibly rented by someone in the organization with ulterior motives."

"So it's just a foreign version of playing emperor..." Xiao Guo yawned. What's so special about that? Since 1949, China's backwaters had produced at least a dozen self-proclaimed true emperors. He'd reviewed those files during slow afternoons—most of them made for highly entertaining reading.

The explanation was plausible enough, but it still couldn't account for all signals vanishing. While he was mulling this over, the cabin door swung open. Someone tossed in three blankets.

"Rest well. You're on the road tomorrow." The person delivered this brief message and was gone.

"Looks like they'll be moving us in the morning. I'd better get some good rest so I can walk." Xue Ziliang, well fed and satisfied, chatted a while longer before growing drowsy. He wrapped himself in a blanket and drifted off. Salina, who had barely spoken all evening, also slept.

As a true Chinese person, Xiao Guo understood Chinese subtlety in his bones. For a captive, "on the road" was an inauspicious phrase—it could just as easily mean execution.

Meng Xian, who had tossed in the blankets, clearly didn't realize his casual remark would keep Xiao Guo awake half the night, filling page after page of a notebook with farewell letters he kept writing, crossing out, and rewriting.



Night fell, and Lingao town lay in deathly silence.

After the evening watch, curfew had emptied the streets, leaving the darkened town especially gloomy. Soldiers stood at every intersection along the stone-paved main road, ready to question any who dared pass. Throughout the day, refugees had streamed in from outlying villages—whole families with their pigs, cattle, chickens, ducks, cats, and dogs in tow. The county had opened every temple and shrine to shelter them, yet many still camped along both sides of the stone road. Even the animals seemed to sense disaster approaching; few made any noise. Only children too young to understand still cried, quickly hushed by their parents.

Red and white paper lanterns hung outside government offices and temples, their dim light swaying beneath the eaves. In their faint glow, proclamations were visible on the walls. Occasionally night watchmen passed with small lanterns, striking their wooden clappers, accompanied by local militia.

The city walls stood quiet. Lanterns hung at intervals while militia patrolled the ramparts. Ever since the Bopu beacon-tower alarm that morning—since Patrol Inspector Fu had fled back in panic—the town's atmosphere had grown unbearably tense. In the street shadows, people whispered.

"Do you think the pirates have withdrawn?" someone asked quietly under the eaves.

"No word from the villages yet. Hard to say."

"Usually these pirates grab what they can and leave. Maybe their ships have already gone."

"If they'd really left, would Magistrate Wu have sent for reinforcements?" another said mysteriously. "This afternoon, Vice-Magistrate Wu went to Housuo for troops."

(Housuo: a garrison belonging to the Hainan Interior Guard's 5,000-household system, with two stations in Lingao County.)

"The pirates are that strong?" A thin, dark-skinned man shifted uneasily. He was a migrant farmer, originally from Fujian, renting land to work. After years of backbreaking labor, he'd finally built up a small estate, and last year he'd brought his newly wedded wife from home. Now she clutched a piglet to her chest, surrounded by two large bamboo cages stuffed with chickens and ducks—the smell was foul, but she didn't mind.

"Not just strong—very strong." A small trader who'd apparently seen something of the wider world spoke with dramatic gravity. "These past years, the waters of Liangguang have known no peace. Yang Er, Liu Xiang—even the government forces can't handle them. Admiral Yu has launched campaign after campaign, losing more often than winning. I hear the court is even considering offering them amnesty."

"Amnesty means peace, right?" someone ventured.

"Peace?" The trader snorted. "I doubt it. Yang Er accepted amnesty once—still terrorized common folk afterward. Every time I've crossed the sea these past two years, my heart's been in my throat. Fu San from Silkworm Village was killed at sea. They never even found his body..."

"These pirates won't attack the county seat, will they?"

"The last siege was thirty years ago, during the Ti'nan Village Li people's uprising. My grandfather was even conscripted as militia to defend the walls. Those Li—like madmen, they came in waves, an endless sea of them. Later Ma Shi came again. They didn't attack, but the gates stayed sealed the whole time."

(Note: The Ti'nan Village Li uprising occurred in the twenty-fifth year of Wanli; the Ding'an Li man Ma Shi's uprising was in the twenty-seventh year of Wanli.)

"Surely this time will pass safely too."

Just then, the Magistrate's Clerk came striding by with several men. Seeing the animated discussion, he shouted angrily: "You savages—what nonsense are you spreading? Keep running your mouths and I'll charge you with disturbing public order!"

(Note: In Ming Hainan, city folk called rural people "savages" [manzi]; rural people called city folk "red fathers" [chifu]. Both were insults.)

When the official showed his authority, everyone fell silent. Since curfew that morning, a dozen unlucky souls had been beaten or locked in the cangue for talking too much or looking the wrong way.

After the Clerk had gone far enough, the trader muttered: "Only knows how to bully little people. Go fight the pirates if you're so tough..."

"Say less!" An old man cut him off. "What time is this for wagging useless tongues?"



That night, Lingao's magistrate sat alone in his reception hall. His name was Wu Mingjin, a man from Nan-Zhili nearing fifty, his hair already gray. He'd been a juren but had failed the higher examinations for years. Finally assigned a county post through the civil-service placement system, he'd ended up in this remote southern borderland. Though Lingao had been a county for ages—even counting only from when the seat moved to Mo Village, that was five hundred years—to this Nan-Zhili native, it remained barbarous wasteland. Since taking office, he'd tried to do right by the people: water management, land reclamation, encouraging farming and sericulture... all in hopes of leaving behind a good name. But years of natural disasters and human strife had worn him down. Coastal beacon towers alarmed multiple times each month. Pirates struck everywhere—Bopu, Shipai, Maniao—and the government forces were helpless. The county could only close its gates and wait, relying on the tired old strategy of "pirates leave when sated." Last autumn, another typhoon had destroyed countless houses and villages, displacing the population. He'd set up gruel stations and collected unclaimed corpses—but epidemic had still broken out, killing many.

(Note: According to Lingao County Annals, between the Tianqi and Chongzhen eras, five magistrates are recorded. Ye Yao and Wu Mingjin were in office during late Tianqi / early Chongzhen. Since exact tenure dates are unknown, I've used the latter.)

Originally, this beacon-tower alert hadn't concerned him much—pirate raids were routine here. But what Patrol Inspector Fu Baiwen reported after fleeing back had genuinely alarmed him.

The pirates' vessels were unlike anything ever seen before—"giant ships" with hulls taller than the main hall of Lingao's Confucian Temple. Each accompanying vessel was larger than government warships. They used neither sails nor oars yet moved freely across the water, as if by magic.

Most inconceivable of all: the ships were made of iron. Iron ships that float? This was far beyond his comprehension. Humans instinctively fear what exceeds their understanding.

When he actually saw these people landing, Fu Baiwen had immediately led his men in a panicked sprint back to the county seat. He'd sensed instinctively that these people were unlike any pirates or traders he'd ever seen or heard of. They certainly hadn't come to Lingao for a few loads of salted fish or a few bushels of rice.

Wu Mingjin couldn't rely solely on Fu's account—military men often exaggerated threats to justify avoiding a fight. Amid the chaos, he'd sent a Danjia-born runner familiar with the Bopu area to investigate. When the runner returned at noon, he could barely speak coherently. From his jumbled account, Magistrate Wu pieced together the following: these pirates numbered over a thousand. Once ashore, they had vehicles that moved across the beach without horses or oxen—people simply sat inside and the machines moved of their own accord. Some vehicles could effortlessly hoist enormous iron boxes and carry them about... and there were many other things the man couldn't even describe. In short: this group was deeply, profoundly uncanny.

Now Wu was genuinely worried. He didn't believe in sorcery. Having traveled through Guangdong en route to Hainan, he'd seen Portuguese ships and cannons, even telescopes. He knew overseas peoples possessed marvelous devices. But what if these pirates attacked the county using some foreign contraption? Lingao's forces were pitiful: runners and yamen clerks, eighty militia, and the Patrol Inspector's twelve archers who'd returned—barely over a hundred men in total.

So he'd urgently sent Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya with silver to Housuo for reinforcements. Wu Ya had just returned with his report: the Housuo commander agreed to send thirty men and one cannon by tomorrow morning—but afterward, each man would require one shi of rice as reward.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 57: Countermeasures in Lingao

"The reward is manageable." Magistrate Wu allowed himself a bitter smile. Compared to the fifty taels of silver he had already dispatched, thirty shi of rice was a pittance. "Thank you for your trouble, Vice-Magistrate."

"With the entire city at stake, how could I speak of trouble?" Wu Ya was nearing forty, portly and well-maintained—he looked considerably younger than the magistrate. A minor official by background, he lacked the ambitions of those who had climbed through the proper examination track, and lived quite comfortably as a result. "Commander Li drove a hard bargain, though. I exhausted every courtesy before he would spare us thirty men. As for the gunpowder and shot—if we don't use them, fine. If we do, we must return double."

"One can hardly blame him," Magistrate Wu sighed, head bowed. "Everyone from court to countryside knows the state of the garrison system. Where would he find capable soldiers? Any men he has are just the old, the sick, and the lame who couldn't escape."

Wu Ya nodded his agreement. As they spoke, a doorman announced that the county's registrar and educational supervisor had arrived. The chief constable was still on patrol and couldn't attend yet; the education commissioner had gone to summon the local gentry. In Ming Dynasty governance, the gentry wielded considerable power and often influenced local administration—consulting them on major matters was always prudent.

The "gentry" were a complex class, encompassing everything from court ministers and regional governors down to officials' families, local strongmen, and landlords. Their ranks included those who had returned home for mourning, dismissal, or retirement, as well as examination-qualified juren and jinshi who had not yet assumed office. Through various connections they maintained close ties with provincial authorities and the court; some even had direct access to the imperial palace. County officials of the seventh, eighth, or ninth rank could lord it over common people easily enough, but before these gentry they had to exercise far greater circumspection.

Lingao, being a remote and minor county, had few gentry to speak of. Those whose estates lay beyond the pirates' threat did not bother coming. Those who had built village fortifications and recruited militia to defend them could not afford to leave. Only gentry from the county seat and nearby districts—whose interests were directly at stake—troubled themselves to appear.

Seeing that most had arrived, Wu Mingjin quietly asked his advisor, "Hasn't Master Liu arrived yet?"

"Returning to Your Honor—Education Commissioner Feng personally went to fetch him. He should arrive soon."

The magistrate nodded and surveyed the assembled gentry. Over a dozen sat in the hall—some arrogant, some meek, some affecting profundity while stroking their beards in silence.

"Gentlemen," Wu Mingjin dispensed with formalities and came straight to the point. "Here is our situation: a powerful pirate force has occupied Bopu and shows no sign of leaving. Giant ships and fast vessels choke the harbor. Tomorrow they will surely move upriver, pillaging as they go—the situation is dire. Vice-Magistrate Wu risked his life venturing beyond the walls for reinforcements today. Tomorrow, thirty garrison soldiers will arrive, but garrison troops are good only for show—completely unreliable."

This blunt speech set everyone murmuring uneasily. Wu Ya recognized the tactic immediately—standard intimidation, exaggerating the danger twelvefold to pressure the gentry into donating grain and silver. As senior county vice-magistrate, he knew the court's finances were utterly ruined. Last year's typhoon and flood had destroyed most of Lingao's autumn harvest, yet the court's triple levies had not been waived. The county treasury was strapped—months behind on militia and archer pay. Now, facing pirates, they needed reinforcements and had to recruit militia. All of which required money.

Seeing everyone sufficiently anxious, Magistrate Wu adopted a more measured tone. "This official has been entrusted with this post and bears responsibility for this land. If the city survives, so do I; if it falls, I fall with it. All of you—whether from families long favored by the court, or local gentry, or examination graduates—defending this city is your duty. I ask that you join hearts and hands with me to repel these pirates and keep officials, gentry, and commoners safe. What suggestions do you have?"

Everyone hastened to rise. "We follow Your Honor's lead!"

Seeing the atmosphere favorable, Wu Mingjin revealed his plans. "Though this is a small county, the walls span over six hundred zhang. Currently we have barely a hundred soldiers and militia defending three gates. Meanwhile, many commoners have flooded into the city—we cannot guarantee that pirates have not planted agents among them. Runners alone cannot maintain order. I propose recruiting two hundred additional militia to assist in defense."

(Note: Ming-era Lingao originally had four gates, but the north gate was long blocked—common in Hainan's Ming-era fortifications, attributed to both defense against pirates and feng shui.)

One gentleman spoke up. "Your Honor's loyalty truly blesses us all. However, the pirates remain at Bopu without advancing inland. Recruiting militia—might this cause undue alarm?"

Another quickly added, "Recruiting militia for defense is a fine strategy, but after last year's typhoon and flood, the people are impoverished. Unless truly urgent, such measures that disturb the populace should not be taken."

These slippery gentry all wore troubled expressions, pouring out grievances: the court's levies were burdensome, last year's disaster had caused tenants to starve or flee. Some argued that the Qiongya Regional Commander's patrol boats would reach Bopu within three days; once government forces arrived, the pirates would flee of their own accord. Surely General Tang, responsible for the territory, would dispatch troops from Baisha Naval Station.

Wu Mingjin's expression darkened. Then, from outside, came a voice cutting through the murmurs: "The city is in imminent danger, and you gentlemen haggle over a few coins!"

Education Commissioner Feng entered with two attendants carrying a middle-aged man in a rattan chair. Everyone rose to pay respects, very deferential. Even Magistrate Wu hurried forward, repeatedly calling, "Elder Master."

This paralyzed middle-aged man was the famous Liu Dalin, courtesy name Mengliang—Lingao's first jinshi since the county was established in the Tang Dynasty, having passed in the forty-seventh year of Wanli. But paralysis had struck immediately after his success, and he had never served.

Now just over forty and in the prime of his life, though unable to walk, he remained devoted to local affairs. His home lay inside the city's west gate. Upon receiving Magistrate Wu's invitation, he had come without hesitation.

"Elder Master," Wu Mingjin said, "what counsel do you offer?"

"Militia must be recruited," Liu Dalin declared. "Just because the pirates have not moved yet does not mean they will not tomorrow. Would a large pirate force come merely to occupy Bopu? The town is only thirty li from here—they could depart at dawn and arrive by noon. When they reach our gates and the devastation begins, will your fortunes still be safe?"

He shifted his body; a household servant helped adjust his position. "With the military in such decay, do you still count on Regional Commander Tang's forces? Have you not heard the scouts' reports? The pirates sail giant iron ships that move without sails or oars. Even if Baisha Naval Station deployed everything it had, what could they accomplish?"

Every face in the hall grew another shade grayer. One gentleman muttered, "If even government forces are useless, what can militia hope to accomplish?"

"Throughout history, militia and local forces have often outperformed regular soldiers! The former merely seek their pay; the latter defend their homeland. How can they be compared?" The jinshi spoke eloquently. "The current strategy is to rely on ourselves, not others." He bowed to Wu Mingjin. "Your Honor, recruiting militia is just one aspect of what must be done." Then he presented the countermeasures he had devised throughout the day:


	
Send messengers to every village and district, instructing local gentry to recruit militia, build earthen walls, and prepare for self-defense.



	
Implement a scorched-earth policy: evacuate population, property, grain, and livestock from undefendable small villages and market towns—especially those along likely pirate routes—into the county seat.



	
Register all residents and enforce a strict curfew to prevent pirate spies from infiltrating.



	
Station scouts to monitor Bopu pirates day and night.



	
Dispatch a capable fighter with several dozen militia to waylay isolated pirates on major roads. Denied supplies for long, they will eventually withdraw.



	
Recruit more militia and do not abandon positions outside the walls—establish stockades at each of the three gates for better defense.





He then added, "I personally donate thirty shi of grain."

With the county's only jinshi making such a statement, others had no choice but to follow. Soon they had pledged: this one ten shi, that one five taels. Within moments they had collected three hundred shi of grain and one hundred taels of silver. Wu Mingjin, seeing the jinshi so public-spirited—offering both strategy and resources—heaped praise upon him and invited him to stay at the yamen as advisor. Liu Dalin did not decline, settling in at once. The gentry departed to gather their contributions.

Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya organized all able-bodied male refugees between sixteen and sixty into teams of ten, assigning them to the four gates to repair walls and transport bricks, stones, and rolling logs. County-school students took responsibility for wall-sector defense. Young and vigorous, burning with patriotic fervor, they donned aged armor from the county armory—rusty helmets and rusty swords—and strutted impressively along the battlements, shouting commands. Unfortunately, the weapons from the armory were so rotted that blacksmiths and carpenters had to work frantically on emergency repairs.

Originally, each of the four gates had possessed two "tiger-squat" cannons dating from the Zhengde era. Fortunately, they had been test-fired during the Wanli period, confirming they still functioned. Even a civilian like Wu Mingjin knew these were only for morale—completely unreliable in actual combat.

The officials conferred: with so many refugees crowding the city, any misstep could trigger unrest. They ordered the registrar and education officials to set up gruel stations at the Confucian Temple, also serving bitter-herb tea for the sick. The chief constable led runners through the streets to maintain order. Magistrate Wu had considered executing someone to establish authority, but Jinshi Liu dissuaded him—killing now might spark rebellion rather than deter it. Beatings, however, became more frequent. The crack of bamboo on flesh and the victims' cries echoed through every street and alley. The commoners huddled silently in the cold autumn night.



Meanwhile, inside the city near its northern end, behind the county yamen in a narrow alley, a courtyard glowed with dim lamplight. The yard was silent. A lantern sat by the well; beside it, several iron chests. A man and woman sat on the well's stone rim, staring blankly at a tall kapok tree, neither speaking. The autumn night had turned cold; both wore felt cloaks.

The man used a rope harness to lower the chests one by one into the well. When each hit water, he shook loose the rope loop; with a splash, it vanished into the depths.

The woman stood at last, shaking out her long skirt. "Is this safe? It makes my heart pound—this is our family's accumulation over generations..."

The middle-aged man gave a cold laugh. He bent to adjust the lantern and whispered, "Even if pirates breach the city, draining this well is no quick job. It is extremely deep. Without this hook-and-rope rig, only immortals could retrieve them."

He removed the metal hooks, hid them beneath the kapok tree, and recoiled the rope. "Tomorrow at first light, take everyone in the household back to your parents' home. Chengxuan and I will stay in the city."

"And you? What will you do?"

"What is there to fear? With the brothers backing me, escaping with our lives even if the city falls won't be difficult. Chengxuan is a county-school student—he cannot leave. Magistrate Wu has long looked unfavorably on our family. If Chengxuan flees, Wu will certainly use that as an excuse to strip his scholarly status."

He stood and dusted his hands. "Earlier, I sent the Lai brothers to deliver money to Magistrate Wu. I'm donating twenty taels, plus another ten in personal gifts..."

"Thirty taels!" The woman cried out, distress plain on her face.

"Ha, do not worry, wife." The man's expression was confident. "If the city does not fall, on the strength of this thirty taels' goodwill, the contract for collecting county-district autumn taxes will fall to me again—big profits. If the city does fall..." He chuckled darkly. "I have dozens of brothers. Amid the chaos, we grab what we can and slip out through the confusion. Not difficult at all."

He gazed up at the starless, moonless night sky. "Hmph. I, Gou Dahu, am hardly one of those panic-stricken common folk."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 58: The Reconnaissance Squad

"Lingao." Beiwei murmured the name, adjusting his Russian-made infrared binoculars. The image was somewhat fuzzy, but the outlines were unmistakable.

He had traveled extensively across China—from the perfectly preserved ancient cities of Pingyao in Shanxi and Fenghuang in Hunan to ruins where only foundation traces remained. He'd seen fortifications in every state of preservation and decay. But a county seat shaped like this was a first: an oval stretched longer east-to-west than north-to-south, like an olive resting on its side.

The town faced south with Gaoshan Ridge rising at its back, the Wenlan River flowing before it. Here the river curved from the south toward the northeast, its bend embracing the city walls in a natural moat that made any man-made alternative unnecessary.

By his estimate, the walls stood roughly seven meters high. The perimeter was modest—perhaps a kilometer and a half in total. Small but formidable: watchtowers crowned each gate, apparently equipped with cannon positions, and the entire wall was clad in brick. The Ming Dynasty had invested heavily in urban fortification, and even this remote county bore the marks of that commitment. Beiwei found himself recalling a visit to an ancient city site in the "Greatest Nation in the Universe"—South Korea—where the so-called "city walls" of slapped-together rocks and mud hadn't risen as high as his elementary school's fence, and the city gate resembled nothing so much as a railway underpass. Truly worthy of a nation that claimed to have spread civilization's sparks to the Four Ancient Civilizations before retiring to a peninsula.

(Note: When first built in the early Ming, Lingao's walls were only one zhang high. During the Jiajing era, to resist wokou, the walls were raised to two zhang, watchtowers were added, and the walls were clad in brick.)

Through the infrared binoculars, he could see the walls lined with bonfires and lanterns, soldiers patrolling back and forth in what appeared to be a state of high alert. Yet even someone with no formal study of ancient warfare could spot the major defensive weaknesses. The east and west gates sat at the olive's pointed ends, completely exposed without flanking cover—attackers could concentrate their assault on either gate without worrying about crossfire. The south gate faced the Wenlan River at the most prominent point of the city's midsection.

Outside the east gate, vague structures were visible but utterly dark—lifeless. South of the south gate, the Linjiang Bridge stretched across the Wenlan River, a long multi-arch stone span built during the Yongle era by Vice-Magistrate Lu Sheng on the foundation of the Yuan-dynasty Taiping wooden bridge. Nine arches carried it over the water.

(Note: Also called Wenshui Bridge; repaired during the Qing, raised and widened in the 1950s, used until the late 1960s, demolished in 1970.)

"Looks like the county already knows we're here," Li Jun said quietly.

"No talking. Stay alert." Beiwei adjusted the binoculars' focus.

At dusk, Ma Qianzhu had found Beiwei and ordered him to lead a small reconnaissance squad upriver, pushing straight to Lingao's walls. "Move as fast as possible to the county walls," Ma Qianzhu had instructed. "Monitor the town's activity. Surveying along the way is not your mission."

Upon receiving orders, Beiwei had immediately drafted three well-rested personnel from the Military Group and one from Communications. They selected essential equipment, prepared briefly, and departed after nightfall.

"Your mission is not combat," Ma Qianzhu had emphasized. "Focus on monitoring. Do not kill unless necessary."

Given this directive, the squad wore camouflage. Besides rifles, they carried a scoped Saiga-308, infrared binoculars, and a two-watt radio.

Night cross-country travel might challenge ordinary civilians, but not soldiers—especially those equipped with low-light night-vision goggles. The only difficulty was the lack of any map for this timespace's Lingao, which made judging their position during movement unreliable. Beiwei had decided to follow the river: according to geographic data from their original timespace, the upstream route ran twelve kilometers to the county seat, with landmarks like Bairren Rapids serving as reference points. Between compass and map reading, they wouldn't get lost even without a guide.

On normal roads, twelve kilometers was a three-hour walk even for civilians. The terrain here was pathless, but staff reconnaissance had shown the Wenlan's banks presented no complex obstacles—four hours at most. In the end, they moved faster than expected. With night-vision goggles in use, the squad marched along the river without rest and spotted Lingao's lights in just three hours.

They selected a small hill across the river for their observation post—a copse of mixed trees positioned between the south and east gates, overlooking the walls across the water. The vantage point was excellent for monitoring both approaches. They established their position and spread snake-repellent powder around the perimeter. September nights in Lingao already carried a chill, and the dew was heavy. They erected small shelters from rain capes and began rotating watch.

"Captain, Command on the radio. They want a situation report," Li Yunxing reported. He was serving as radioman.

"This is Beiwei at the radio."

"This is Ma Qianzhu. How are things?"

"Good. Recon squad reached Lingao at 21:12, lunar September 1st." Beiwei checked his watch. "Currently observing."

"Current Lingao situation?"

"On alert. Approximately twenty personnel patrolling and standing guard along the south wall from west to east."

"Continue monitoring. Report any developments immediately. Over."

Ma Qianzhu ended the call and glanced at the ship's clock—9:30 PM. Over ten hours had passed since D-Day H-Hour. They had unloaded massive quantities of material and equipment; the beach base had begun to take shape. The current camp could resist attack by several hundred local armed forces. But reports from all quarters were far from optimistic. Basic building materials were critically short, and most of the facilities they'd built with such labor were merely temporary. Many essential civilian installations simply could not be established.

Local contact remained at zero. Though Military Group perimeter guards had found extensive signs of human activity, they had not yet encountered any locals. The beacon-tower lookout spotted occasional sail traffic at sea, but Changgong Bay—the main fishing ground for Lingao's fishermen—showed no boats at all. The alarm had clearly scared them off.

At the first day's summary meeting, many Committee members felt the original "turtle strategy" was too conservative. D-Day's events had proved that staying holed up in Bopu Port would only hinder base development. Wang Luobin described their current state as a death spiral: no building materials meant they couldn't build a production base, which meant they couldn't produce building materials, which meant no building materials. Breaking this cycle demanded rapid expansion—establishing an industrial base in a suitable location.

The recon squad's report confirmed that locals were panicking, merely closing their gates for self-defense with no attack on the transmigrators forthcoming. This was the perfect opportunity to expand their control and upgrade the base.

The meeting reached a decision: at dawn tomorrow, they would dispatch a second reconnaissance squad to survey and assess nearby terrain and resources.

"We also need a team to survey and design the Bopu–Bairren Rapids highway." Wen Desi's colored pencil traced a line on the map's transparent overlay. "We'll survey, design, and build simultaneously. Except for essential personnel and equipment to continue unloading, throw all labor and machinery into this project. Connect the two locations within three to four days. By D+5, we can begin construction at Bairren Rapids."

"Both survey teams will need Military Group protection, right?" He Ming asked. "The Military Group requests activating ten militia into active service."

Wen Desi frowned. Manpower was already stretched thin, and once road-building began, labor would be even scarcer. But the Military Group was genuinely overstretched—twenty-one people handling land and sea security and observation. After a full day without rest, four had been sent scouting while the others remained at towers and posts, snatching only catnaps.

"Fine, you can have the people." Wen Desi made his decision. "Two guards per survey team." He glanced at He Ming. "That's workable?"

He Ming nodded. "No problem. The organization has a labor shortage now. Military Group personnel will also participate in work when not on duty."

"You're exhausted from a full day of guarding."

"Bai Yu, Zhao De, Chen Haiyang, and I discussed adjusting the Military Group's duty schedule—everyone on guard duty must contribute two hours of labor daily. I'll lead by example."

Dawn lightened the sky by degrees. D+1's morning arrived upon the First Reconnaissance Squad. They lay in dew-soaked camouflage cloaks, thoroughly wet through.

Through his binoculars, Beiwei watched the personnel on the city walls yawning as they took down and extinguished lanterns. The torches had died, trailing wisps of blue smoke into the pale light.

The vague structures outside the east gate that had been visible during the night proved to be temples. Open ground surrounded the city—extensive wilderness interspersed with rice paddies and scattered village clusters.

Wei Aiwen slowly crawled over to Li Jun's observation position. "Li-ge, let's make a move."

"What do you want to do?"

"Storm the county seat."

"Just the five of us?" Li Jun glanced at the three men sleeping under the camouflage shelter. This kid Wei was a real left-deviation adventurist.

"We've got five semi-autos. Afraid of some primitives? Rush in, spray some bullets, and they'll all scatter."

"Then go put on a raincoat first."

"Why?"

"Dressed like us, we'd definitely be taken for demons and doused with dog blood and filth."

"..." Wei Aiwen had known it was impossible anyway. His real motive was simply wanting to fire his weapon. After getting the SKS, he'd pestered for a Russian R14 scope, then bugged Beiwei for practice time. Yesterday during guard duty, he'd dry-fired dozens of times, and now he was itching to test his marksmanship for real.

Their talking woke Beiwei. "Forget it. The Committee ordered reconnaissance, not combat. Reckless shooting would expose our intentions. Besides, this mission is partly reconnaissance, partly training the team. Weren't you so exhausted when we arrived that you collapsed and slept half the night before waking?"

"I covered half your shift, you know. You owe me," Li Jun said. "I'm over thirty—night shifts are murder on the body..."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 59: Ambush

"No need for that—we're all friends here, right, Li-ge?"

"Don't try to cozy up to me." Li Jun fished out a piece of gum to use as a makeshift toothbrush, swatting away Wei Aiwen's grabbing hand. "You're already in your early twenties—two years older than I was when I enlisted in the mobile unit. Sleeping when you're supposed to be on watch? In the army, your squad leader would've beaten you senseless. And you have the nerve to complain?"

"That's different—we're not in the army..."

"Bullshit. The Committee treats us exactly like the army. Didn't you tell Xi Yazhou and Beiwei that your greatest dream was to become a soldier and fight in combat? And here you are, sleeping on duty." He let out a derisive chuckle.

"Shh—quiet! Something's happening!" Beiwei waved them down. The two men crawled over and crouched at the edge of the hollow.

The morning mist was gradually dispersing. On the postal road outside the city, figures had begun to appear—twos and threes carrying shoulder poles, driving pigs, cattle, chickens, and ducks, the elderly supported on one side and children carried on the other, all streaming toward the town.

"Why are they going in?" Wei Aiwen found the steady flow of people strange. "Is it market day?"

"Refugees. They're fleeing into the city for safety."

"Refugees? Are the Japanese coming?"

Beiwei couldn't follow Wei's logic at all. "Japanese? Why would there be Japanese here?"

"Didn't the Ming have wokou pirates all the time..."

"These people are fleeing from us." Li Yunxing watched the ragged, indistinct figures moving along the road, and a chill ran through him. Can we really communicate with these Ming subjects of 1628?

"But we haven't done anything wrong." Wei's thinking remained stubbornly modern.

"They probably already believe we're green-faced, fanged monsters who eat children and molest grandmothers..."

Just then, the people on the road scattered to either side. A procession came down the path—a cluster of men surrounding three hand-pushed two-wheeled carts. At the front strode a man wearing an iron helmet and armor, a long saber at his waist. A military officer.

"Looks like Ming soldiers." Beiwei spoke while counting heads as they passed. One, five, ten...

Excluding the leader, there were thirty men in total, plus the two handcarts. Mixed in with the fleeing crowd, they were difficult to observe clearly. The cargo remained unknown, but judging from the number of men pushing and their labored postures, the loads were heavy.

"Definitely Ming soldiers—they're all armed." Through his binoculars, Li Yunxing could see that the group looked reasonably well-equipped, though only three or four wore armor. The better-off ones had helmets. Each man carried a long spear.

The carts came into clearer view. The first held an iron cannon, dark and indistinct—probably around the three-pounder level. The carts behind carried boxes and ceramic jars, likely ammunition.

"Wei, take photos!"

Wei Aiwen raised his digital camera and used the telephoto lens for a continuous burst—the column, soldiers, cannon, plus close-ups of the commanding officer and the armored soldiers' faces.

"Look!" Li Yunxing suddenly cried out, loud enough to startle everyone. "A foreigner!"

Beiwei adjusted his view. Indeed, at the rear of the column walked a disheveled foreigner. His brown hair was conspicuous. His hands were bound behind his back with rope, and he stumbled along barefoot, shins bloody, wearing half a fisherman's straw cape. A soldier behind kept prodding him with a spear to hurry him forward.

Merchant? Missionary? Pirate? A cascade of questions flashed through Beiwei's mind. Seeing foreigners along the Ming-era Guangdong and Fujian coasts wasn't unusual, but how had this one been captured and brought all the way to Lingao? Was he a foreign pirate?

"Get me Command on the radio."



At sunrise, the Ming family and the Sino-American special-agent trio had gathered on the beach outside the camp gate, utterly bewildered.

After breakfast, Xiao Zishan—who had spent hours babbling about the Ming Dynasty—had returned. The Ming family, thoroughly sick of his ranting, assumed he'd come to spout more nonsense. Instead, he politely announced they were being released.

Before they could process what was happening, a launch ferried them and their luggage ashore.

The beach camp, the ships in the harbor, vehicles and machinery racing across the sand, soldiers with rifles—it all seemed surreal. These bandits were incredibly bold. If not for the bay, the family would have assumed they'd reached the legendary Golden Triangle.

"See, all your luggage is here—completely untouched. You're welcome to check it." Xiao Zishan smiled graciously at the still-dazed family.

Ming Langzhen bent to unzip the luggage but was stopped by his mother, who returned Xiao Zishan's smile. "We trust you, we trust you."

"What is this place? If you're dumping us here, the least you can do is tell us where we are." The pretty policewoman spoke up.

The elder quickly cut off her daughter-in-law. "No need, no need. Young comrade, just tell us which direction leads to a highway. This place looks too desolate—we need some direction to walk."

"Ma'am, I told you yesterday—this is Bopu Port in Lingao County. That river is the Wenlan River. There is no highway. Follow the river upstream and you'll soon reach the county seat—only it's the Ming Dynasty county seat." Even Xiao Zishan felt he was talking like a madman.

The old man snorted. "Bopu? Why not just say this is New York?"

"Look—I'm not lying." Xiao Zishan gestured toward the beacon tower. "That's Lingao's beacon tower. Beyond that is Lingao Cape. Old sir, you served in Hainan—you should recognize this place."

"Lingao Cape? Then where's the lighthouse? Where's the Liberation Memorial—did you people eat it?"

(Note: Lingao Cape's two landmarks: the Guangxu-era Customs lighthouse and the Liberation of Hainan Landing Memorial.)

"This is 1628—our great People's Liberation Army hasn't come to liberate Hainan yet."

The old man looked disdainful, about to say more, but his wife nudged him into silence.

"Fine, Bopu it is. Thank you—we'll be on our way now. Please head back." The old lady smoothed things over. Xiao Zishan just smiled. When Guo Yi's group was brought over as well, he said:

"This is Comrade Guo from Public Security X Department. He happens to be escorting two foreign guests. You can all travel together—better to look after each other."

The Ming family tensed, unable to guess what Xiao Zishan was plotting. As for Guo Yi and company—they found this family equally baffling. That morning, Ran Yao's men had brought them off the ship. The entire way, Guo Yi had assumed they were being taken somewhere to be eliminated: first expecting a bullet in the back on deck, then preparing to be fed to the fish from the launch, then facing a firing squad on the beach. Instead, he found an intergenerational family standing there with all their boxes and bags.

"Guo, just travel with Elder Ming's family along the river to Lingao County." Xiao Zishan watched the two groups eye each other with mutual distrust, secretly amused. Yu Eshui was truly devious. But thinking about what this group might encounter on the road to Lingao, his amusement faded. Hopefully, everyone would make it through safely.

Seeing their heavy luggage, Xiao Zishan called over a beach farm truck to take them to the riverbank.

"This is as far as we go." He made one last sincere attempt. "This is seventeenth-century Hainan... so..." But by then he was speaking to seven retreating backs, already moving away at full speed.

Since both groups harbored deep suspicions—each convinced the other had been planted by the bandits—they walked in silence at first. Then the Ming family gradually fell behind.

"Silly boy, why are you walking so fast?"

"I'm not tired..." Ming Lang didn't understand why his mother was upset. The path wasn't great, but it was mostly flat. He was young—carrying a suitcase didn't tire him out.

She glanced at the three figures ahead. "Slow down—we have more luggage..."

Ming Lang understood then—Mom wanted distance from those people. So the family slowed their pace, gradually falling further back.

Guo Yi's group had little luggage, and all three were law enforcement—their pace was naturally quick. Seeing the family fall further behind actually pleased them. Guo Yi touched his regained Type-64 pistol. Though he couldn't quite fathom these bandits' reasoning, at least they had escaped their clutches. Their current location remained unknown, but along the way they'd seen signs of human activity—this couldn't be some remote wasteland. Soon they would find inhabited areas; people meant communication; communication meant contacting the organization.

"Old Xue, what do you make of this?" His mood lighter, he asked Xue Ziliang, who walked beside him. The burly man carried an enormous backpack but moved easily through the rocks and weeds.

"No idea." The ABC shrugged. "Maybe they didn't want to offend American law enforcement."

Bullshit. Guo Yi thought this American—regardless of his Chinese face—had truly forgotten his roots after just two generations. That self-important expression grated on his nerves.

"Xue, that's a pretty thoughtless thing to say."

"So what now? We don't even know where we are. By the way, did he say we're in... Linshi?"

"Lingao. A county in Hainan Province."

Clearly, Xue Ziliang had no concept of Chinese geography—he actually asked if it was Chinese territory. Nearly falling over, Xiao Guo had to give him a brief geography lesson.

"But it might not be true, right?" Xue Ziliang said.

"Probably not. If we were really in Lingao, with all that commotion back there, the police station would have shown up long ago. And our phones wouldn't have zero signal."

"Exactly. Guo—" Xue Ziliang walked and talked. "We don't even know the basic situation around us. How can we speculate? Let's just find some people first."

The terrain rose gradually—not dramatically. They were climbing a gentle slope. The land showed signs of cultivation everywhere—traces of human activity. Occasional small rice paddies lay by the river, irrigation channels dug into the bank. Beyond that stretched endless wild grass and weeds, some growing taller than a person. Few large trees stood in sight—just scrub woods and bushes. The river flowed on beside them, looking quite clear.

"Let's rest a bit." A rumbling sound came from ahead. Xue Ziliang suggested: "Salina isn't feeling well."

"Really? Caught a cold?" Guo Yi sat down and pulled out his Type-64, eager to check the weapon's condition. The bandits returning his pistol had been unexpected. Whatever their motive, it spared him considerable trouble—losing a service weapon was a serious matter.

"No, it's not—" Xue Ziliang started to say something.

Suddenly, the urgent clanging of gongs erupted from the grass. All three froze. Then over a dozen arrows flew from the grass and trees!

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 60: Desperate Fight

Guo Yi threw himself flat against the rocky ground, a stone driving into his chest and forcing the air from his lungs. Under mortal threat, the human body reveals astonishing potential. After several desperate rolls, he found himself behind a large boulder. In that frantic minute—perhaps less—he glimpsed Salina struck by an arrow, crumpling motionless to the earth.

Xue Ziliang reacted even faster, probably because his size made him an obvious target. Most of the arrows flew toward him, and within seconds he'd taken four or five hits. Guo Yi watched him crawl across the pebbly ground like a beached fish, one hand shedding his backpack while the other seized Salina's pack strap to drag her toward cover. Arrows continued raining down, though the aim had grown erratic.

"Guo, shoot!" Xue Ziliang bellowed as he hauled the wounded woman. His face was contorted with effort, the sight of it jolting Guo Yi into action. He was ultimately a desk worker—his reflexes slower. Having barely recovered his wits, he raised his pistol toward the source of the arrows and squeezed off several shots. In the chaos, he lost count of how many. From somewhere in the tall grass came agonized screams.

Seizing the opening, Xue Ziliang hoisted Salina onto his back and sprinted forward in a low crouch. Guo Yi scrambled to follow. Amid the panic, he felt something slam into his back from behind—probably an arrow—but he didn't dare look.

From the nearby trees and underbrush, over a dozen figures burst forth, charging with six- or seven-foot white wooden poles that they swung wildly. Caught off guard, Guo Yi absorbed blow after blow. Fortunately, his backpack took the brunt of the punishment. He fired twice and dropped one attacker, driving the others back momentarily.

"Push forward!" Xue Ziliang roared, snatching up a fallen white pole from beside its owner—a strangely dressed man now writhing and moaning on the ground. Even burdened with Salina, his confidence in his own strength kept panic at bay. The arrows he'd taken had either been stopped by his vest or missed vital areas. He knew that retreat meant certain death; their only hope lay in breaking through.

The clubbing Guo Yi had taken to his head left him dizzy, and worse—in the chaos, he'd emptied and dropped his pistol. But when he spotted a man in a blue robe ahead, waving a long sword and directing the mob to block their escape, something in him rallied. With a war cry, he charged straight at the man. The blue-robed figure held his ground, raising his blade to meet the attack. In that instant, a strange thought flashed through Guo Yi's mind: Is this a period drama? The man clearly wore his hair in a topknot and dressed in a traditional long robe. That moment of hesitation cost him—the blade was already descending, biting into his shoulder blade. The agony nearly made him drop his pole. Several others rushed in, raining blows with their white sticks. Guo Yi fell, desperately shielding his head while flailing his pole to resist. Despite the terror, his mind remained crystal clear: They are going to beat me to death.

In that moment of despair, a thunderous roar split the air:

"Son of a bitch!"

The head of the attacker in front of him suddenly burst apart—brains, blood, and bone fragments spraying everywhere, spattering across Guo Yi's face. That red-and-white explosion would remain vivid in his memory for decades to come.

Xue Ziliang had run ahead but, seeing his companion trapped, had rushed back after setting Salina down. Coming from behind, his single pole strike shattered a man's skull. The others, confronted with this ferocious newcomer, faltered in panic. Guo Yi seized the moment, rolling and scrambling toward him.

But the attackers didn't scatter. Someone shouted something unintelligible, and over a dozen of them regrouped and charged again. Xue Ziliang, caught while lifting Salina back onto his shoulders, took several blows—all of which landed on the woman instead. She cried out, blood spraying from her mouth onto Xue Ziliang's face.

Seeing his companion burdened and about to fall, Guo Yi ignored his own pain and swung his pole to intercept. The front attackers rained blows like a relentless storm. Facing death, Guo Yi fought like a man possessed, wielding his pole with desperate fury and forcing them back several steps.

Some measure of composure returned. These opponents were gaunt and haggard, smaller in build than him. His courage rose. Watching their chaotic, uncontrolled swings, he steadied himself and fell back on the bayonet drill from his military training. As they stumbled backward in confusion, he surged forward with a powerful thrust. Though the pole lacked any bayonet tip, the full-force blow shattered his opponent's jaw and nose. The man screamed, collapsed, and rolled on the ground clutching his ruined face, wailing.

The blue-robed leader shouted something and led another charge, slashing at Guo Yi's face. Guo Yi sidestepped and executed a textbook parry—the butt end of his pole smashing into the man's face. In a flash, amid a hideous scream, an eye—black and white—flew from its socket.

The dozen-odd attackers, seeing Guo Yi blood-soaked and savage, watching him drop their leader with a single blow, lost their nerve entirely. With panicked shouts, they dragged the blue-robed man away and fled in disarray. Many years later, locals still vividly recounted how Guo Yi and Xue Ziliang had beaten their attackers into panicked retreat with nothing but two wooden poles.

"Way to go! Guo, you are like Bruce Lee!" (Note: Li Xiaolong's English name.)

Guo Yi weakly waved a hand and collapsed onto the ground, gasping for breath. In all his years with the security services, on all his missions, he had never experienced such a heart-pounding brush with death. Now, with the tension released, his entire body screamed with pain. His face was wet—when he touched it, his fingers came away bloody. Whose blood it was, he couldn't say.

"Guo, let us go—they might come back!" Xue Ziliang called.

"I need to check something!" Guo Yi replied. Using his pole as a cane, he limped toward the fallen bodies. He wanted to search these strange people—and hopefully recover his pistol.



After another kilometer, all three had reached their limits. Their wounds ached with increasing intensity, but no one seemed to be pursuing. They decided to hide, rest, bandage their injuries, and figure out what to do next. Ahead, the river curved sharply, forming a rocky shoal where water tumbled over stones with a thunderous roar. They found a secluded spot by the bank—a small stone cave amid a pile of boulders, surrounded by tall grass and dense woods. Others would scarcely notice them here.

Xue Ziliang used a rubber water bag to fetch river water, washing away the blood and examining their wounds. Though arrows had stuck out of him like quills on a porcupine, none had actually pierced flesh—most had struck his backpack, and the rest had been stopped by his bulletproof vest. Beyond scrapes from rolling on the ground, he had no real injuries. He'd taken the fewest pole strikes of anyone.

Guo Yi had also been hit by several arrows. Fortunately, he'd worn his stab-proof vest from the start. Only one arrow had struck his arm, but his thick combat uniform had cushioned the impact, so it barely penetrated. A slight tug and it came free. Xue Ziliang shook his head at the rusty arrowhead as he applied antiseptic from the first-aid kit.

"Guo, you need a tetanus shot," he said. "The wound is not deep, but this arrowhead..."

"I know—nothing we can do now..." Guo Yi was exhausted and aching all over. Tetanus wasn't his only concern. The gash on his head probably needed stitches—for now, it was simply cleaned, disinfected, and bandaged. The saber blow to his shoulder had been stopped by the vest, but he couldn't raise his arm anymore—whether from damaged bones or tendons, he didn't know. He'd taken many pole blows and feared broken bones or internal injuries. Fortunately, nothing had felt abnormal during the walk.

Salina's condition was worse. She had one arrow wound in her leg—luckily, her knee guard's strap had deflected the shaft, so the wound wasn't deep. But while being carried on Xue Ziliang's back, she had essentially served as a human shield, absorbing several blows to her back that had caused apparent internal injuries. The immediate problem was her fever, probably from a cold. The first-aid kit contained fever reducers; Xue Ziliang dissolved some in water and fed them to her.

Outside, drizzle began to fall. The cave was small; with Salina lying down, their legs extended beyond its shelter. Xue Ziliang found waterproof sheets in his pack and covered each of them.

Guo Yi's head throbbed, his mind churning. Beyond the life-and-death crisis, that fight had raised other troubles. These people—their clothes and appearance—were unmistakably ancient. At first, he'd held some skepticism. He pulled at a corpse's topknot—it was real hair, not a wig. Their crude clothes and weapons couldn't possibly be television props. The leader's saber was genuine iron, not some machine-stamped steel replica.

The dead had carried little—just copper coins and odds and ends. Guo Yi examined the coins closely: roughly "Tianqi Tongbao." What year was Tianqi? He couldn't remember—only that Tianqi had been Chongzhen's older brother, the Ming dynasty's second-to-last emperor. Almost every corpse carried a small pouch containing a curved piece of metal, a stone, and some loose cotton-like plant material. Guo Yi studied these items for a long time, utterly baffled.

"This is a fire striker," Xue Ziliang said, leaning over.

"What?"

"A fire striker." He adjusted his waterproof sheet. "You are Chinese—this is your ancestors' fire-making tool."

"Damn—your ancestors were Chinese too..." Guo Yi swore, then asked, "How do you know?"

"The New York Metropolitan Museum has one on display. I have seen it." Xue Ziliang took the fire striker and flint in hand. Holding the flint in his left hand with tinder pressed between stone and fingers, he gripped the striker in his right and struck the blade against the stone, producing a shower of sparks. "I have never practiced, but the museum demonstrator could light the tinder in just a few strikes. Quite magical."

A chill crawled up Guo Yi's spine.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 61: Bairren Rapids (Part 1)

"Xue, I've got a terrible feeling about all this." Guo Yi laid out everything he'd discovered. "I can't explain any of it. If this is staged, it's Oscar-worthy."

"You're right. If they wanted us dead, this would be an absurd way to go about it. And if they just wanted to put on a convincing show, the cost is far too high."

Rain hammered down outside. The two men sat in silence, watching rivulets stream down the waterproof sheets and pool among the rocks at their feet. Neither knew what to say. A profound sense of abandonment had settled over them—as if they were the last people left in the world. Too much inexplicable had happened in the past twenty-four hours.

"It wasn't staged." Salina, who had seemed asleep, spoke up. She was awake now, sitting propped against the stone wall.

"You should rest." Xue Ziliang's tone immediately turned gentlemanly. "Your organs took quite a shock. You need more time to recover."

"I'm fine..." Salina's Chinese was somewhat clunky but fluent enough. "Guo, your suspicions make sense." She paused to catch her breath. "When you examined the bodies—did any of them have underwear?"

Guo Yi thought: I'm not a pervert—why would I strip men's pants off in broad daylight?

"Ancient people didn't have underwear, Guo." Salina still sounded weak. "Especially the poor."

"That can't be reliable, can it?" Guo Yi remained deeply skeptical. Thinking back, he hadn't noticed any undergarments while searching the corpses—but as for underwear specifically, he honestly didn't know.

"If they were modern people in costume, even the most meticulous planners wouldn't have thought about the underwear issue." She paused briefly, then turned to Xue Ziliang. "When the rain stops, let's go back and examine the bodies."

"No," Xue Ziliang said firmly. "If the enemy returns, we don't have strength for another fight. I'll go carry one back."

"I'll come with you."

"No—you stay here. Salina can't defend herself right now." Xue Ziliang waved his hand. "I'll be right back." He wrapped himself in waterproof fabric and crawled out into the downpour.

Suddenly Guo Yi found himself alone with Salina. This was his first time in such close quarters with a Western woman—strong perfume mingled with dried blood, plus some other scent, something almost animal... the combination made him uncomfortable. Up close, white women like Salina weren't conventionally pretty—rough skin with some blemishes—but that full, curvaceous figure, those watery blue eyes, those long dark lashes... still made his heart race. Under normal circumstances, he would never have dared approach her—as an ordinary, non-leadership security officer, his sensitive work forbade close friendships with foreigners unless it was an assignment. But now, stranded in this impossible situation, his organizational discipline was beginning to crumble. He wanted to chat her up...

"Guo, could you get me a backpack to lean on?" Salina spoke first. "I'm exhausted."

"Oh—" Xiao Guo started. "Sure." He dragged over a backpack and helped her settle against it, taking the opportunity to brush her shoulder—so smooth and round...

"Thank you." Salina closed her eyes briefly. "Guo, you're very dependable..."

Guo Yi actually blushed. "Dependable"—quite a word for circumstances like these.

"If Ziliang hadn't saved me today, I would've been beaten to death." He quickly displayed that traditional Chinese virtue—modesty.

"And if Vinnie hadn't saved you, none of us could've escaped either." Vinnie was Xue Ziliang's English name. Salina drew another breath. "The current situation is very bad. Very bad..."

As they talked, Xue Ziliang returned with a corpse and laid it out on the stones. The rain had stopped. Salina forced herself upright with a walking stick and came out to examine the body with them.

It was a young man—killed by gunshot. Seeing someone he'd personally killed laid out before him made Guo Yi uncomfortable. Death had distorted the features, but the face was clearly typical southern Han Chinese. Xue Ziliang dug out a pack of latex gloves from his backpack and handed a pair to each of them. Salina drew a dagger from her waist to serve as a makeshift dissection tool.

The deceased's hands were covered in calluses, his upper arms well-muscled—clearly the result of long-term manual labor. He wore straw sandals; removed, his soles showed thick calluses from habitual barefoot walking. The skin bore many parasitic bite marks and signs of scabies infection. Salina pried open the corpse's mouth and had Xue Ziliang shine a flashlight inside. The teeth were white but severely worn—from years of consuming grain mixed with grit and impurities.

Cutting open the clothes revealed no undergarments whatsoever. The fabric was coarse cotton, very roughly woven, dyed a blackish-blue. Xue Ziliang rubbed it between his fingers for a while and concluded it was probably plant-dyed—the coloring uneven, the fading severe. It couldn't possibly be factory-made.

Examination complete, Xue Ziliang threw the body into the river. Salina removed her gloves, her complexion even paler than before.

"I'm starting to believe what they told us," she ventured. "This man absolutely does not look like someone who lived in modern society."

"Could they be some primitive tribe?"

"If so, only isolated tribes in the Southeast Asian mountains still exist anywhere in the Asian region—but the location and racial characteristics don't match." Salina shook her head. "Those tribes can't weave, let alone dye fabric. Anyone capable of both is no primitive tribe."

"Could it really be 1628?"

They debated for a while without reaching any conclusion. That they had somehow arrived in ancient China—no one could bring themselves to believe it. The only option was to keep moving, to walk until they found inhabited areas. The truth would reveal itself then.

The fight had made them pessimistic about the road ahead. Guo Yi had lost his Type-64 pistol in the struggle and couldn't find it—and even if he did, he had no bullets. The ATF agents' weapons had all been confiscated by customs upon entry. Now they had nothing but three military daggers. The ambush had been lucky—their attackers only carried wooden poles. Had they wielded iron spears or more swords, today would have ended far worse.

Guo Yi sharpened all three wooden poles to points and built a fire, slowly toasting the tips until they were dry and hardened. He'd learned this technique from Revolutionary Struggle History of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui Soviet Area—supposedly, soaking them in manure vats for a few days made them even more formidable.

Xue Ziliang was tending to Salina, who had grown feverish, so they walked slower—giving the aching Guo Yi a chance to catch his breath. The farther they traveled, the louder the water grew. The terrain steepened; rocky slopes appeared with increasing frequency. The group alternated between walking and climbing, and when they rounded a bend, a vast stone beach spread before them. River water cascaded down nine rocky levels, thundering with such force it seemed to shake the air itself. Boulders lay scattered across the riverbed like discarded toys of giants. In the middle of the river, a cluster of rock stacks more than ten meters in diameter rose from the current, their cracked tops shaped like petals, pinkish in hue—resembling lotus flowers blooming on the water. Some formations looked like old men hunched over chess games; others like patient anglers. A few, hollowed by centuries of water erosion, held loose stones that spun and clacked endlessly in their bowls.

(Note: These scenes are excerpted from historical descriptions of Bairren Rapids. In modern times, many of the famous historical stones have disappeared.)

"Beautiful..." After their life-or-death struggle, the trio's spirits had lifted somewhat. As they walked, they suddenly spotted four luggage-laden figures standing on the stone beach ahead—the Ming family.

While the agents had rested, the family behind them had overtaken their position. Seeing them approach, the two women wore wary, frightened expressions. Guo Yi figured they'd probably passed the bodies on the road.

The hot-tempered old man didn't even glance their way. He squatted alone beneath a large boulder on the beach, head in hands, apparently lost in troubled thought.

Guo Yi looked over to see what held his attention. The stone bore only three palm-sized characters carved into its face: "Bairren Rapids." What was there to study?

Seeing Xue Ziliang approach, the policewoman suddenly stepped back, her posture defensive. Xue Ziliang was baffled.

The old lady held her daughter-in-law's hand and eyed their sharpened wooden poles. She forced a thin smile:

"It's nothing, nothing—as long as we're seeing familiar faces..."

Guo Yi hurried forward and honestly described everything that had happened on the road. When he mentioned the attack by a dozen men, their faces showed clear disbelief. Only when he produced his credentials did their suspicion begin to fade. The pretty policewoman named Mu Min examined his documents for a long time before returning them.

"Don't take it personally—fake police credentials are everywhere these days." She plopped down on a rock and gestured at the stone beside her. Her staring husband quickly sat down.

Damn—so obedient. Before Guo Yi could properly despise the husband, Mu Min began discussing internal system matters. Both worked in the same system—different departments, but enough common ground to trade shop talk. Through their conversation, he learned this woman was impressive: three years in Public Order, five in Criminal Investigation, one in Political Affairs—a capable all-rounder. As they talked, Guo Yi noticed her wariness steadily diminishing. He suddenly realized what was happening: This woman is vetting my "background"—even with one hundred percent authentic credentials, only a true insider would know the system's internal workings.

Formidable! Guo Yi felt secretly ashamed. How could the gap between people be so vast?

With both having laid their cards on the table, the wariness between them faded. Li Mei—the old lady—grew considerably warmer. Seeing that Salina was unwell and feverish, she dug through her luggage and produced medicine, plus preserved plums, ham sausages, crackers—all sorts of provisions—to share. The agent trio hadn't eaten since morning and had exerted themselves tremendously—their stomachs were growling. Xue Ziliang, while wolfing down ham sausage, quietly informed Guo Yi that these products probably contained excess preservatives and were essentially just oil and starch—extremely unhealthy...

"You're so damn picky! If you're that afraid of dying, don't eat!" Guo Yi was deeply annoyed with this ABC—not because the bastard kept acting like America was the greatest country on earth, but because he kept monopolizing the job of supporting Salina, and it was subtly throwing off his equilibrium.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 62: Bairren Rapids (Part 2)

Through casual conversation, they pieced together the family's story. They had rented a boat for a trip to Hainan when a sudden storm blew them off course, and they were captured aboard the ship shortly after. Old Master Ming Qiu had spent over two decades in the Navy's South Sea Fleet stationed on Hainan before transferring to civil affairs. His wife, Old Lady Li Mei, had been a leader at a trading company for many years—which explained her composed manner and diplomatic speech. Their perpetually silent son Ming Lang worked as a civil servant in the work-safety supervision department. None of them could make any sense of their ordeal.

"That Commissioner Xiao kept insisting this is Lingao County in 1628—what utter nonsense!" Li Mei said. "My husband served in the Hainan navy for twenty-two years. He's been to Lingao more times than I can count. And that Xiao looks like a proper young man—he doesn't seem mentally ill."

Same boat as us, Guo Yi thought. We're just as clueless. As they talked, the old man who had been wandering the riverbank examining the stone carvings suddenly returned. His face was ashen, his eyes vacant and unfocused.

Li Mei rushed to help him sit down. His expression sent a wave of panic through her—in all their years together, she had never seen him so lost, so utterly defeated. Could something have possessed him out here in this wilderness? Those bodies along the road earlier had been strange enough.

They pressed him repeatedly about what was wrong. Finally, Old Master Ming raised his head and spoke two words:

"It's over."

The whole family recoiled in alarm. The old man was notoriously stubborn, never one to admit defeat in anything—why would he suddenly say such a thing?

"Dad, don't scare us like this..." Ming Lang quickly steadied his father's shoulders.

"What happened? You're scaring me to death with all this cryptic talk!" Li Mei was practically hopping with anxiety.

"This really is Lingao."

"What?!" Four voices cried out in unison from those sitting on the rocks. The two ATF agents, having no concept of Lingao, could only stare in bewilderment.

"That's right." Old Master Ming pointed with a trembling finger at the boulder carved with "Bairren Rapids." "This is Lingao's Bairren Rapids." He pulled a yellowed photo album from inside his coat and opened it to reveal a collection of old photographs.

"Look at this one!" Everyone crowded close. In the photograph, a middle-aged Ming Qiu in his naval officer's uniform stood with his comrades beside an identical boulder—the same characters clearly carved into its face: "Bairren Rapids."

"So what," Ming Lang said hesitantly. "We just reached Bairren Rapids. That's all."

"Look at the background!" The old man's voice rose with agitation.

Everyone looked again. In the distance behind the figures in the photograph, a dam was clearly visible. But when they raised their eyes now, gazing past that same "Bairren Rapids" carving at the landscape beyond—there was no dam. Nothing but empty sky and wild terrain.

(Note: The Bairren Rapids stone carving is located between the hydroelectric dam and power station, so the photo could easily capture both.)

A chill crawled down every spine. Where is the dam? Mu Min spoke up: "They've been shutting down small hydroelectric plants lately—maybe it was demolished..."

"No. Impossible." The old man shook his head with stubborn certainty. "Bairren Rapids Power Station has always been Lingao's main power source. Why would they tear it down? My friends in Lingao never mentioned anything like that."

"Maybe he forgot to mention it."

"I came to Bairren Rapids just a few years ago. The surroundings were nothing like this! There should be a farm nearby." The old man's voice grew more insistent. "But the terrain—the terrain is exactly the same! The stones in the water, the carvings..." He flipped through more photos. "During my navy years, I came to Bairren Rapids at least ten times. I photographed every carving, every strange rock formation..."

His hands trembled as he continued. "Actually, ever since I approached these rapids, something felt wrong. The surroundings seemed too strange... I kept feeling I had been here before, like walking through a half-remembered dream."

Guo Yi grabbed the album and scrambled down to the riverbed to compare the photographs against reality. One by one, photo after photo, his heart beat faster with each comparison. Now he understood why the old man had been so shaken—it was uncanny beyond reason. Unless two identical terrains existed somewhere in the world, the scene before him defied all explanation. The carved stones in the photographs—the characters themselves, the shapes of the rocks, their positions in the water—no matter how many times he compared them, everything pointed to the same inescapable conclusion: This was the same place.

If there was any difference, it was this: here stood large rocks that didn't appear in the photographs. And things from the photographs were missing here—the vanished dam, and certain carvings. He studied them carefully for a long time, and then a terrifying realization struck him: All the surviving carvings were from before the Qing Dynasty. And the Ming-era carvings were the clearest, the least weathered by time. In Old Ming's photographs, one carving read "Linjiang Tianlai" with a large inscription above it. The upper line clearly stated: "Spring of the first year of Xuantong in the Qing Dynasty." Guo Yi found that same stone—its surface was completely blank. Still refusing to accept it, he called over Xue Ziliang, the self-proclaimed trace expert, and asked him to examine every stone that should have borne a carving, checking for any signs of grinding or chiseling. Xue Ziliang scraped away thick layers of moss and examined the surfaces for a long time before finally declaring that these stones had never been carved at all.

(Note: The above carvings can still be seen at modern Bairren Rapids, mostly from the Qing Dynasty; Ming-era ones are rare now but were recorded in the county annals.)

The expression on Guo Yi's face when he climbed back up made everyone's panic deepen. All three of the Ming family members rushed down to the riverbed to see for themselves. Even the two bewildered ATF agents, who had no stake in this discovery, went pale.

Their situation now perfectly embodied the phrase "neither advance nor retreat." No one wanted to believe they were in ancient China, but the evidence was becoming overwhelming—no alternative hypothesis could explain it away. Should they continue upstream or immediately return to the estuary? Everyone had lost their bearings, feeling hollowed out and adrift.

Going forward meant facing the unknown. One attack had already happened; there would surely be another. They didn't even know who had attacked them or why. After a tense discussion, they reached a decision: having come this far to Bairren Rapids, the county seat was only four or five kilometers away. Better to go take a look. If nothing else, these wounded needed a People's Hospital. And if Lingao had no People's Hospital—only a county yamen—they would have to return to Bopu. At least those seemingly unhinged people at the beach camp hadn't appeared murderous, and there had been a Red Cross flag flying over their encampment.

They split into two groups. Old Master Ming, Guo Yi, and Xue Ziliang would scout ahead to Lingao together while the others remained behind—Bairren Rapids' complex terrain offered plenty of places to hide. Guo Yi objected that the old man's age made such a long trek too taxing, but Ming Qiu insisted he knew the area intimately. One glance would tell him whether this was truly Lingao, which would save them from stumbling around blindly. Xue Ziliang expressed concern that the remaining group was mostly women, making them too vulnerable. Ming Qiu dismissed this worry: his son and daughter-in-law were both capable fighters. Besides the policewoman, his son had regularly gotten into knife fights during middle school, acquiring rich street-brawling experience—a claim Guo Yi deeply doubted.

The newly formed Lingao scout team left their luggage behind, taking only poles, daggers, and minimal provisions. Ming Qiu told his wife, "If we're not back in two hours, head back immediately." The family's parting was emotional. The old lady's eyes brimmed with tears as she warned him not to overexert himself, then repeatedly entrusted the two gentlemen to look after her husband. This apparently wounded the old man's pride—he snorted, stood abruptly, and walked off without another word.

Guo Yi and Xue Ziliang hurried to catch up. The three of them set off toward the county seat.

Their expedition went smoothly at first. Along the way, Old Master Ming recognized more and more familiar landmarks. But when Lingao County's outline finally appeared on the horizon—when Ming Qiu saw city walls that had never existed in any of his memories—he could not speak for a long time. When they saw the stockade being constructed outside the gate and the ant-like swarms of laborers in ancient dress climbing up and down its scaffolding, all three faces went white as bone. Xue Ziliang sat down heavily on the ground, head buried in his hands, muttering to himself in English.

Such impossibly low probability—no, something that shouldn't even be possible—why did it have to happen to me? Why couldn't I have just won twenty million in the lottery instead?! Guo Yi felt as though a thousand arrows had pierced his heart.

After standing there dumbstruck for what felt like an eternity, there was nothing left to discuss. Get back to Bopu—fast. At least there was a group of twenty-first-century people there, and more importantly, they were all Chinese. Xue Ziliang, still deeply shaken, muttered in English the entire way back, never once falling silent.



D+1, 13:20 — The Bopu-Bairren Rapids highway survey team radioed in: multiple bodies floating downriver on the Wenlan flats—apparently all local natives.

D+1, 14:36 — The reconnaissance squad below Lingao City reported: someone had led a small group of militia into the town.

D+1, 15:02 — The Bopu-Bairren Rapids highway survey team reported: the two groups who had departed that morning had returned, battered and shell-shocked, repeatedly demanding to see leadership.

"Little Yu, it seems your plan worked," Xiao Zishan said to Yu Eshui, his tone hovering somewhere between compliment and concern.

"A lion's dung surpasses bear manure." Little Yu remained unruffled. "They apparently had a rough time on the road."

"Commissioner Xiao, will you see them?" Li Yuanyuan asked.

"No," Xiao Zishan said gruffly. "You receive them. Get them settled first. Oh—tell Ran Yao to issue each one a temporary ID."

"Temporary ID?" Li Yuanyuan paused. She had handled Committee paperwork for nearly a year and had never heard of such a thing.

"Yes, temporary. Ran Yao knows what I mean. They're not official transmigrators yet."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 63: A Little Training

Guo Yi emerged from the infirmary with a tetanus shot in his arm and several fresh stitches in his scalp. Hippo had initially wanted to set up an IV drip with antibiotics to ward off infection, but then remembered they had no way to resupply—and besides, Ming Dynasty bacteria had never encountered modern drugs and therefore had no resistance. In the end, he grudgingly dispensed a few pills and sent Guo Yi on his way.

Stepping outside for fresh air, Guo Yi spotted Xue Ziliang perched on a rock near the medical tent, sullenly smoking. The man had already been treated and sent back from the dock. Salina, whose condition was more serious, had been transferred to the ship's infirmary. Xue Ziliang had tried to follow her aboard, but no amount of shouting or gesticulating at the dock had moved the guard, Ye Mengyan, to let him onto the launch.

"I'm her colleague! I have a right to know what's happening! I protest!"

"I also most strongly protest and deeply regret this situation," Ye Mengyan replied, his acne flushing bright red. "But no boarding the ship. That's the rule."

Xue Ziliang fumed in silence for a moment before blurting out, "I demand to see your superiors!"

"Leadership is busy—they're in a meeting discussing problems." Ye Mengyan's voice was flat, almost bored. "You should return to the infirmary. I advise you not to continue down this erroneous path."

Xue Ziliang studied the guard's stance, noting how amateurish it was—the man could barely hold his rifle properly. One move and I'd have you on the ground in three seconds, he thought furiously. But arrogant as he was, he wasn't stupid. Making a scene here wouldn't earn any "American friends" special treatment. He watched the launch pull farther from shore, then, having nowhere else to go, trudged back to the infirmary and squatted against the wall to wait for Guo Yi—currently his only acquaintance in this madness.

"Guo, what are we supposed to do?" The ABC looked utterly lost. "I never expected to end up like some American in King Arthur's court!" (Note: A reference to Mark Twain's satirical novel in which an American travels back to medieval England and defeats knights with barbed wire, machine guns, and poison gas—possibly the ancestor of modern transmigration fiction.)

"Just accept it and move on." Though Guo Yi himself was far from recovered from this upheaval, seeing Xue Vinnie's dejected face stirred a small, mean satisfaction in him. He immediately felt guilty—that sounded like wishing death on Salina, who was clearly closer to Xue than to himself.

As for his own situation—even as the suturing needle had pierced his skin, his mind had already been calculating his future. A proper civil servant knew that actively aligning oneself with the organization was essential for advancement, no matter the era.

Regarding the Crossing Company's leadership, Guo Yi had compiled files on all of them back in the other world. The head honcho was Wen Desi. There was Wang Luobin, an industrial engineer, and Xiao Zishan, an unemployed sales manager, among others.

These people—before all this, Guo Yi could have summoned any one of them with a single phone call. Tell them to appear at eight o'clock, and they wouldn't have dared arrive at 8:01. Now, obviously, he couldn't even reach them, let alone schedule an appointment. They had become Politburo Standing Committee-level figures in this strange new order. A true monkey coronation, he thought bitterly.

After much deliberation, Guo Yi decided his best move was to seek out Ran Yao—at least they were acquainted, and as Security Group Leader, Ran obviously held a leadership position. Coming from the police system himself, Guo Yi figured that made them professionally compatible. Not knowing how to find the man, he wandered aimlessly through the camp. It turned out to be easy enough—after asking a few people, his lack of an armband drew the attention of vigilant camp residents, who promptly seized him and delivered him straight to the Security Group. Directly to Ran Yao.

The Security Group office occupied a newly erected tent near the power station, clustered with other administrative tents around the distribution room outside the patrol office—an inadvertent bureaucratic zone. The Security tent stood at the perimeter. A guard sat by the entrance wearing a "Security" armband, a Type 54 pistol holstered at one hip in what appeared to be faux leather and cardboard, a baton at the other. An '80 helmet and riot shield rested at his feet.

Ran Yao was writing something behind a desk when Guo Yi entered. He showed no surprise at the visitor's arrival.

"Sit."

Guo Yi surveyed the small tent. Besides some computers, there were radios plugged in and charging, and several wooden ammunition crates stacked along one wall, their English labels still visible.

"Why'd you come yourself?" Ran Yao slid a card across the desk. "I was going to send someone to deliver your ID. Without documents, camp life is difficult—you can't even get food."

"Thanks." Guo Yi examined the card. Standard employee-badge style, with his photo attached. Besides personal information, it bore a printed barcode. His number was "Lin-0001."

Zero-zero-zero-one, huh. Guo Yi smiled bitterly. "Lin" probably meant "temporary." Clearly, he hadn't been fully accepted by this group he'd been calling "bandits" just hours ago. He'd expected as much, but it still stung. He struggled to find the right words—his face hadn't been toughened enough yet for this kind of groveling.

"Since this is another timespace, and we can't go back... I'd still like to work for the organization. Contribute what I can." The words came out halting, awkward.

"Want to join the Security Group?" Ran Yao gave a knowing nod.

"Yes. I think my expertise would be relevant here." Guo Yi found his footing now, launching into his education and work history with growing confidence. Ran Yao was probably from criminal investigation; specialized state-security personnel were rare—men like Guo Yi were unique. If the twenty-first century needed talent, the seventeenth century surely needed it even more.

"Here's the situation," Ran Yao said, his tone approving. "Someone with your background—our Security Group would welcome warmly. However, your case isn't mine to decide."

"I understand." A trace of bitterness crept into Guo Yi's voice. "A department like Security must require vetting first." He rose abruptly to his feet, saluted, and declared, "I'm willing to accept any organizational examination!"

Ran Yao started at the sudden display. Is this guy traumatized? "Sit, sit. Comrade Xiao Guo, don't get excited."

Guo Yi's face flushed crimson. He sat down quickly. "Sorry, I just—"

"No problem, no problem." Ran Yao produced a sheet of paper. "Per the Internal Affairs Committee's orders, you're currently assigned to the Human Resources Group. Every morning you'll receive a work order with your assignment. Take this to the Planning Committee office to collect your things."

He stood, wearing what seemed a sincere smile, and patted Guo Yi's shoulder. "Comrade Xiao Guo, honestly, I'd love to have you here immediately. But rules are rules. Before your status is regularized, get some training at other posts first. It's all serving the revolution."



On the dirt track leading to Survey Point 4 near Bairren Rapids, a Beijing 212 jeep bounced along at speed. Inside rode Wang Luobin—the Committee member in overall charge of technical matters—along with Mei Wan and Li Xiaolu from the Construction Engineering Group.

The vehicle lurched over the rough ground. This wasn't really a road yet, just some passable stretches the Engineering Group had temporarily marked for the Bopu–Bairren Rapids highway survey.

Since the survey had begun that morning, Wang Luobin had traveled between these points several times, sometimes by car, sometimes on foot. In the grand plan, Bairren Rapids would become the transmigrators' main production and living base. The location offered tremendous advantages: it sat beside the Wenlan River—Lingao's largest—providing convenient access for industrial and domestic water supply and drainage. In modern times, this very spot housed the Bairren Rapids hydroelectric station. If a power station could be built in the twentieth century, one could certainly be built in the seventeenth. Establishing their base near a future power station would allow local power use, eliminating the enormous costs of running power lines and maintaining them. Bairren Rapids lay eight kilometers from Bopu Port and four from the Lingao County seat—all three positions could support one another. Aligned along the Wenlan River, the three bases would facilitate control of the farmland on both banks.

But to develop Bairren Rapids, massive quantities of equipment and supplies had to reach the site. The Bopu–Bairren Rapids simple highway had thus become a top-priority project.

The car jolted badly. Wang Luobin gazed out the window at the passing scenery, listening to the wind howl past, and felt a deep stirring of purpose. He'd traveled this route all day. He didn't actually understand surveying or road construction, but he grasped the project's difficulty. The Construction Engineering Group concentrated all the transmigrators' surveying, planning, and construction personnel—each with specific expertise, capable of thriving in a specialized modern society. Here, where generalists were desperately needed, they struggled. Today's discussions on surveying and road design had already exposed numerous problems. But the transmigrators needed this road. As the Commissioner of Industry, Communications, Energy, and Transportation, he had to coordinate this first project under his command while simultaneously training his team—the Committee needed construction talent. The more he thought about it, the more motivated he became. He pulled out his pocket notebook and began jotting down ideas.

Wang Luobin glanced over at Li Xiaolu. She had turned up her collar, her head tucked in, apparently dozing. He smiled slightly. This woman seemed somewhat listless—she rarely spoke during work—but her output was consistently excellent.

The car gave another violent lurch, and Li Xiaolu woke with a start.

Mei Wan, at the wheel, eased off the accelerator and the ride smoothed out. Wang Luobin took the opportunity to ask, "Engineer Li, based on your preliminary survey, how should we approach building this road?"

Li Xiaolu straightened in her seat. "The route isn't particularly difficult. There's gradient, but it's gentle—relatively flat terrain overall. The main problem is that our maps are all modern, and actual surveying shows significant discrepancies with conditions on the ground. We can't do desktop route selection."

Mei Wan chimed in from the driver's seat. "So right now we're basically correcting the map before we can mark the route."

"Exactly," Li Xiaolu said. "If the map were accurate, I could spend a few hours tonight on desktop route selection. Tomorrow we'd do on-site selection, mark everything out, and start construction."

As things stood, her survey team had mapped only three kilometers. A professional survey team required at least seven people; the Committee had given her twelve, but most of them knew nothing about surveying. She'd had to teach from scratch—how to set lines, hold ranging poles, read levels. The survey team had become a teaching team. All morning they'd covered less than five hundred meters. In the afternoon, once everyone had grown more familiar with their tasks, progress had finally accelerated.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 64: Road Building (Part 1)

"Commissioner Wang, I suspect the road-building won't be as peaceful as we'd hoped," Mei Wan said, his tone heavy with implication.

"What do you mean?"

"Word has it the reconnaissance squad sent to Lingao this morning came under attack at Bairren Rapids." Mei Wan guided the vehicle around a large boulder as he spoke. The general public knew little about the Sino-American trio's circumstances, assuming they were simply another dispatched recon team.

"Is that so? Where did you hear this? Nothing's appeared in the internal bulletin yet." The situation Guo Yi had reported upon his return remained classified.

"Bodies floated downriver to the shallows where anyone could see them. What exactly is there to keep secret?" Mei Wan shook his head. "New environment, fresh start—can we please leave behind certain braindead habits from before?"

"What's there to fear? A dozen of them ambushed three of ours and still got beaten back. Our men walked away with minor injuries while the enemy lost several." Wang Luobin affected an air of nonchalance, though it fooled no one.

"That's easy to say. A few arrows whistling past your head would make anyone nervous. And workers can't exactly wear stab-proof gear on the construction site—not in this heat."

As they drove, Mei Wan catalogued the endless problems plaguing highway construction. Too few people knew how to operate bulldozers—all those machines sitting idle with only two or three actually running. No proper hard hats—everyone had an '80 helmet, but wearing steel helmets while laboring in the tropical sun was exhausting. He suggested rushing production on a batch of wicker helmets, since they'd found willow groves along the riverbank. Then there was drinking water—currently, daily resupply meant trekking back to the beach. Workers were losing minerals rapidly and needed salt, but the Planning Committee refused to issue it directly, claiming only the cafeteria could requisition supplies. After much pleading, they'd finally agreed to approve salt distribution pending Medical and Health Group authorization.

"And another thing," Mei Wan continued, frustration edging into his voice. "The Construction Engineering Group has only a handful of formally assigned personnel—all technicians. The actual construction workers are green hands transferred in from the basic labor group. No skills? Fine, we can teach them. That's how migrant workers learn the trade anyway. But the problem is they swap people out the very next day, calling it 'equalizing workload.' This isn't a communal canteen—egalitarianism doesn't work on a construction site. Before the first batch is even trained, they send us another group of complete novices. All that churning accomplishes nothing. Look at how many people showed up at the site today—over three hundred? And how much actually got done?"

"That's a fair point," Wang Luobin said thoughtfully. He'd noticed it himself—most of the labor groups dispatched to the road site that day had stood around with nothing to do.

"We need a dedicated engineering team for infrastructure construction with fixed personnel," Mei Wan said. "My requirements aren't extravagant—fifty people would suffice. Heavy labor can still be drawn from the basic pool as needed."

Their discussion of road matters continued until they arrived at the temporary highway construction headquarters. Positioned roughly two kilometers from camp to facilitate on-site coordination, the conditions were spartan—no electricity, just a tent baking under the relentless sun.

Inside, the air was hot and stuffy despite the late hour. Drawing boards and surveying equipment cluttered every available surface, while rolled survey maps lay heaped on a large central table. Mei Wan presented his planning proposal with evident pride.

The proposed route followed the Wenlan River's east bank, which offered more room for development than the western shore. Future expansion could eventually connect with Hongpai, Maniao, and other ports to form an integrated industrial base and port transport system. Even in modern Lingao, the main industrial development zones had been situated on the Wenlan's west bank—a natural precedent to follow.

For seventeenth-century transmigrators, a comprehensive road system represented the very foundation for reconstructing modern society. Modern roads didn't merely facilitate the movement of goods and personnel; they dramatically increased government control over its territory. Though China had been among the first civilizations to establish a national road network, the extent and depth of road coverage had always remained inadequate. Take Hainan as an example: during the Ming Dynasty, only a single official post road circled the island's perimeter. Individual counties lacked any well-developed major thoroughfares—just paths trampled into existence by foot traffic and cattle. Neither official roads nor common paths featured hardened surfaces or proper drainage. The old saying applied equally well to Ming-era Hainan: "No rain, three inches of dust; rain, a coat of mud."

Contemporary Europe fared little better. Before 1600, road conditions across the continent remained abysmal. The sophisticated road-building techniques of the Roman era had been lost to time; potholes were filled with bundles of brush. This weak, easily rotted material was sometimes even used as foundation for new roads. Modern road-building concepts emerged from an Italian engineer named Guido Toglietta, who around 1585 first articulated basic modern principles in a published article: roads must be elevated above the groundwater level; drainage ditches are required on both sides; a solid foundation of gravel must be laid before applying a mixed surface of crushed stone and mortar. Toglietta also noted that while such surfaces required long-term maintenance, they were far cheaper than traditional Roman-style stone roads. From the seventeenth century onward, European road-building technology and administration entered a period of rapid development.

The transmigrators' road planning was naturally ambitious. The proposed highway covered eight kilometers in straight-line distance—between twelve and sixteen kilometers of total route length—built to Class B military road standards, a classification designed for throughput under two hundred vehicles per day. The planned maximum vehicle speed was forty kilometers per hour. Total road-base width: seven meters. Driving lane width: six meters, with two lanes.

"I have a thought," Wang Luobin said slowly. "I might be wrong, but hear me out. Are you investing too much effort in surveying? It seems like you're trying to build a permanent highway in one go. Is that really necessary at this stage? Why not build a simple road first, then gradually improve it over time? The Committee's priority is connecting to Bairren Rapids as quickly as possible. At your current pace, forget D+5—this won't be finished in a month."

Mei Wan glanced at his colleagues. Everyone remained silent. Bing Feng had calculated the rough work volumes; he knew Wang Luobin was right. But only Mei Wan and Zhuo Tianmin possessed any real understanding of road and bridge engineering. With Mei Wan serving as Building Group leader and clearly invested in his proposal, no one wanted to be the one to raise the deadline issue.

Sensing his plan teetering toward rejection, Mei Wan grew anxious. "This road is already somewhat luxurious by our current standards, I admit. But if we're planning ahead, building a solid foundation now will set us up for future expansion and renovation."

"We've only just crossed over. Everything needs rebuilding from scratch," Wang Luobin replied evenly. "What to simplify and what to refine—there's no objective standard. But as the actual engineering leads, you can't insist on professional perfection for every project. That's obviously impossible when neither technology nor materials are fully available. Blindly pursuing perfection under these circumstances is like climbing a tree to catch fish."

Zhuo Tianmin, who had remained silent throughout, suddenly spoke up. "I agree with Commissioner Wang. Road-building can be as complex as you want to make it—factoring in gradient, geological structure, work volume, whether bridges or tunnels are needed, designing detailed construction plans based on thorough surveys. But it can also be simple. Especially when we're only building a temporary dirt road. Just determine the start and end points along with any intermediate locations we absolutely must pass through. Then, based on the terrain, choose a route and build a straightforward dirt road. Given our survey findings, the local terrain isn't complicated. On ground like this, a dirt road doesn't require rigorous surveying to avoid major problems."

Zhuo Tianmin's statement caused Mei Wan's expression to darken visibly. The man was a mechatronics undergraduate who also held registered consultant and builder certifications. He'd maintained a low profile within the group—having signed up late and needing to care for his son—but his professional capability was widely recognized. This had always made Mei Wan somewhat wary of him.

Mei Wan had originally hoped to showcase his talents to the Committee through this project while simultaneously building his reputation among the masses. Earning public favor through high-quality construction seemed a straightforward approach.

But now his vision wasn't being endorsed by Wang Luobin, and Zhuo Tianmin had publicly contradicted him—leaving him tagged with a "lacks big-picture thinking" critique.

Wang Luobin stood, his voice taking on a harder edge. "The beach has hundreds of people along with all our materials and machinery. Everything needs to reach Bairren Rapids as soon as possible. Our current mission is getting there, not deliberating over how to get there. Don't reverse priorities." He moved toward the tent flap. "I'll give complete answers to your requests tonight. But the plan needs revision. By D+6, the convoy MUST reach Bairren Rapids."

After the meeting, a deflated Mei Wan reorganized and revised the plan according to Wang Luobin's requirements. The new road would be a simple dirt-surface highway, suitable only for light traffic under conditions where the road could close on rainy days. Given that this highway wouldn't see heavy use, and the lunar mid-autumn had already passed with Lingao's rainy season behind them, precipitation wouldn't significantly impact driving conditions.

The next day, road construction finally entered proper working mode. Following the directive of "survey, design, and build simultaneously," a temporarily assembled road-building team replaced the noisy, unproductive basic labor groups.

Since they possessed no seventeenth-century Wenlan River hydrological data and couldn't determine historical maximum water levels, they set the route at a margin of ten percent above the twentieth-century once-in-a-century flood standard.

The road-base employed the fill method, well-suited for lowlands in plains and hilly areas. To minimize transport, they decided to primarily use soil excavated from roadside ditches, with borrow pits serving only as supplements.

Construction began by calculating the roadside ditch width based on vehicle dimensions, then measuring outward from the road-base edge stakes to mark the ditch perimeter. Normally, lime lines would be used for marking, or stakes connected by ropes. Mei Wan was reluctant to expend their precious lime supply, opting instead for wood ash.

The soil dug from the ditches came in layers. The shallow layer consisted of paddy soil and other humus-rich material, which the construction crew set aside—road-base construction worked best with clay and sandy soil, both of which were abundant along the route. Since they were building near the river, much of the sandy soil contained pebbles and shells. Filling this directly into the road-base would compromise its overall strength, so Zhuo Tianmin, assigned to oversee soil collection, set up sieves at the excavation sites to screen out stones and shells. The pebbles could serve as construction material; the shells—Mei Wan planned to burn them for lime, though he only knew the process was possible, not how to actually accomplish it.

The screened soil was used to fill the road-base. The entire cross-section was constructed in steps, with clay and sandy soil layered alternately. Every twenty centimeters of fill was rolled twice with a road roller. This continued until the road-base reached one meter in height. Then the excavated ditches on both sides were leveled to ensure proper drainage, and the road-base was essentially complete.

By comparison, the road surface proved more complicated. Dirt surfaces needed to be flat and compact—not loose in dry weather, with minimal dust when vehicles passed. In rain, they needed to drain quickly. None of these engineers had ever done road or bridge work before. Mei Wan stayed up through the night, poring over the textbooks and technical materials he'd brought across time.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 65: Road Building (Part 2)

With the revised plan in hand, the project's pace accelerated considerably. Wang Luobin proved as good as his word. The Committee scoured the personnel database and summoned everyone with experience operating tractors, construction machinery, or heavy trucks. Bai Yu—the former tank soldier who had been eagerly planning to convert tractors into tanks and farm vehicles into infantry fighting vehicles, dreaming of becoming the father of the Transmigrators' armored corps—found himself ruthlessly conscripted once again and dispatched to the engineering team.

Mei Wan took to the field personally, walking the site and instructing the new laborers in tool handling and earthwork fundamentals. The results were pitiful. Most of these city-bred homebodies could not even grip a shovel correctly. Whether digging soil, trenching, or leveling ground, not a single one performed adequately.

After spending some time with the manual laborers, he moved on to inspect the machinery operators. They were not exactly skilled either, but at least they could function—thankfully, the Committee had arranged some training before the crossing. Good thing we have construction equipment, Mei Wan thought with a shudder. Otherwise, he could not imagine what this so-called construction crew would produce.

During his inspection, he noticed one worker who actually knew what he was doing. Years as a project manager on construction sites had given him an eye for distinguishing amateurs from professionals at a glance. The young man looked sturdy enough, though his movements were a bit lazy and slow. Mei Wan walked over.

"Nice work. You've been on construction sites before?"

"I have. Done all kinds of jobs." The young man paused and looked up. "You're Manager Mei, right?" As a former project manager, Mei Wan had become accustomed to the title.

"That's right. You know me?" Mei Wan was surprised—he did not recognize the man.

"Spotting the boss quickly is a basic survival skill for working stiffs like me." The young man laughed. "When you see one coming, you've got to look busy..."

Mei Wan chuckled. "What's your name?"

"Tan Ming. Everyone calls me Fat Ming." Tan Ming resumed digging as he spoke. "Construction's just one thing I've done. I've been a security guard, an oil worker, an online game gold farmer, a printer..."

"How does a printer end up here?"

"Well, I'm getting old and never made it big. Economy's been rough—lost my job again. Figured since I wasn't going anywhere in that life, might as well try somewhere else entirely."

Mei Wan completed his rounds and returned to the tent, reasonably satisfied with the overall progress. Crew chief Bing Feng ducked inside to report that the kitchen crew had just delivered a one-ton water tank and their salt ration had been allocated.

"Still no hard hats?" Mei Wan asked.

"Commissioner Wang said he sent people out this morning to cut willow branches. They're prototyping now."

"Good. Not having them yet isn't critical—we don't have much hoisting work." He thought for a moment. "By the way, there's a guy named Tan Ming in the crew. He's worked construction before and actually knows what he's doing. Assign him as team leader for now and see what he's capable of. If he works out, we'll train him as a foreman."

"Will do. I'll arrange it now." Bing Feng turned to leave, but Mei Wan stopped him. "From now on, keep an eye out for these things yourself. Find promising people and develop them. You're a structural engineer and deputy group leader—you can't spend all your time being a foreman on-site. Isn't that a waste of your talents?"

Bing Feng looked somewhat confused, not quite grasping his meaning. He mumbled an acknowledgment and left.

Mei Wan lit a cigarette, his mind troubled. His thoughts should have been entirely on this highway, but yesterday's meeting kept replaying in his head. He had not expected the usually low-profile Zhuo Tianmin to make such a bold move. That was grandstanding. Mei Wan thought bitterly: Zhuo Tianmin's architect and consultant certifications were probably very interesting to the Committee...

For a moment, he felt crisis closing in from all sides. He had been quite satisfied with his Building Engineering Group lineup. Bing Feng, his deputy, was a structural engineer—solid and specialized. Xiao Yan was a generalist—broad knowledge but shallow expertise. Li Xiaolu had strong technical skills but was a woman whose expression always conveyed profound disinterest in everything around her.

But now everything had changed. Though he believed his management and coordination experience in civil engineering was substantial, in terms of pure professional credentials, he was clearly no match for Zhuo Tianmin.

Lost in these brooding thoughts, the walkie-talkie crackled to life: Section 1's three-kilometer road-base work was complete, and the paving team needed to move in—but the road-surface material still had not been determined. Mei Wan grabbed a notebook and a small shovel, left the tent, and began walking along the soil-collection ditch. Every few meters he would scoop up some earth, examine it visually, pinch and rub it between his fingers, then jot something in his notebook. This methodical procedure bewildered Yan Quezhi, who was measuring hydrological data on the Wenlan River nearby.

"Manager Mei, what are you looking for?"

"Soil quality." Mei Wan crumbled the sample in his hand. "I'm looking for soil suitable for road surfacing."

"Can't you just use all this excavated soil? The road-base was filled the same way."

"Road-base requirements are simpler than road-surface." Mei Wan explained that soil could be classified by particle size into clay, sand, and silt. Natural soil was usually a mixture of all three, and depending on the proportions, there were nine subtypes—each with different characteristics for road surfacing. Some were ideal; some were completely unusable; some needed modification.

"Simple highways use dirt surfaces, which have many disadvantages compared to hardened roads: more dust, lower load capacity, and surfaces that soften in the rain and develop muddy potholes." He paused to examine another sample. "So selecting and processing surface soil is crucial. Do it right, and those problems are minimized."

"Take sandy soil, for instance—there's plenty of it along the river here." He shoveled some up. "This soil is almost pure sand grains with low cohesion. When dry, it's loose and formless. When wet, it won't hold shape either. A road surface made from this would develop deep ruts in dry weather and have weak binding in the rain. The advantage is it dries quickly—but it needs clay mixed in before it's usable."

"What about this?" Yan Quezhi was growing interested. Spotting different soil nearby, he grabbed a handful. "By that logic, this clay-sand mix should be ideal for roads."

"Theoretically, yes. But practice is never that simple. Different soil proportions create different characteristics." Mei Wan took the sample, examined it, then rolled it between his palms. It formed thin, short tubes. "What you've got there is fine sandy loam. It contains both clay and considerable fine sand, so it has some cohesion. This type is relatively suitable for road surfaces."

"So we use this?"

"What I'm looking for is sandy loam—" Mei Wan brushed off his hands. "Similar to this, but with coarser sand grains. A road surface made with that soil, once compacted, maintains its density and doesn't loosen easily. It produces less dust when vehicles pass, doesn't stick to tires in the rain, dries quickly afterward, and is easy to maintain."

"But how can you tell the difference? Fine sand, coarse sand—can you really see that?" Yan Quezhi squinted at the soil for a long moment.

"You can if you know what to look for." Mei Wan continued his instruction. "There's a simple test: roll it by hand. Fine sandy loam like yours can be rolled into thin short tubes. Sandy loam can't be rolled at all."

"I see." Yan Quezhi's expression had shifted to open admiration. "Very professional!"

"Haha." Mei Wan laughed with obvious pride. "It's nothing, really." But he was thinking: Old textbooks are truly powerful.

Before long, Mei Wan and Yan Quezhi discovered a sandy loam extraction site. Had they not found such ideal material, Mei Wan could have modified other soil to work—but that would have meant extra steps and significantly more labor.

Mei Wan personally directed the road-surface spreading. Simple highways saw light traffic and did not require thick surfaces. A fifteen-centimeter layer with two or three roller compactions was essentially sufficient. The surface was slightly crowned in the center for drainage.

To increase surface strength, the crew mixed pebbles into the surface soil. Since suitable stones were limited, the result could not match a true gravel road. In practical terms, vehicles should avoid driving on it in the rain.

"Rush, rush, rush this half-assed thing out." Mei Wan stared at the completed section, dropped his cigarette butt, and ground it into the dirt with his heel.



Just past the first night watch, the county yamen courtyard lay shrouded in quiet. Only two night-duty runners moved through the compound at intervals, carrying small white-paper lanterns and striking wooden clappers as they walked their rounds.

A dozen or so militia sat or sprawled in the courtyard. Under normal circumstances, these rough-hewn peasants would never have been permitted such liberties on official grounds—but with the city's defenses on high alert and these men having fought pirates just the day before, the runners turned a blind eye.

The militia's leader was Huang Shoutong, head household of Namei Village. Around fifty years old, he remained burly and vigorous, though his short beard was graying at the edges. His brows were broad, his forehead high, and when he opened them, his eyes flashed like lightning. He was one of the county's major grain-producing landlords. His ancestors had followed the armies during the dynasty's founding and settled in Lingao; later generations had passed the scholar examinations and converted to civilian status, building the clan's prosperity over the years. Known for generosity and righteousness, Huang Shoutong commanded deep respect in his village and among his kinsmen.

Lingao had always suffered from pirate raids, and local peace was never guaranteed. Since the Jiajing era's campaigns against the wokou, his ancestors had constructed earthen fortifications in Namei Village and trained militia to defend them. It was one of Lingao's famous "hard territories"—places raiders learned to avoid. By his generation, Namei Village led a mutual-defense alliance of six neighboring villages, capable of mobilizing five or six hundred militia on short notice. In recent unsettled years, whenever troops marched against bandits or rallied to defend the county seat, Huang Shoutong led his militia at the forefront, contributing greatly and earning Magistrate Wu's commendation.

Huang Shoutong held no scholar status himself, but one of his sons was enrolled in the county school. When the gentry were summoned for the emergency meeting, he had been busy arranging village defenses and sent only his scholar son to attend. He had also dispatched a dozen militia along with a cart of grain and vegetables to assist in the city's defense. Now, with the old man suddenly appearing in person, Wu Mingjin felt both surprised and pleased. They sat in the reception hall exchanging brief pleasantries, but Wu Mingjin soon noticed that the old man's headband had been changed to white and his eyes were bloodshot with grief. Puzzled, the magistrate searched his memory—he knew Huang's parents had both passed away years ago. Had his old wife newly died?

Seeing the magistrate's confusion, Huang Shoutong explained: one of his sons had died in action the day before, attacking the pirates.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 66: Master Huang

Wu Mingjin's expression darkened with genuine sorrow. He knew Master Huang well—a man of unwavering public spirit who had rallied clansmen and militia against bandits whenever threats arose in the region. The old man had already lost several nephews and cousins to such conflicts over the years. That this latest battle had claimed a son struck the magistrate deeply.

"Please accept my condolences, Elder. Once the pirates withdraw, I will personally petition my superiors to secure posthumous honors for your son." Though Huang Shoutong held no scholarly degree himself, his son had been enrolled at the county school. Magistrate Wu, in a deliberate show of respect, always addressed him as "Elder."

"My foolish son died defending our homeland. The Huang family has long enjoyed the nation's grace, and we stand ready to repay that debt to court and country, even if it means being ground to dust. We do not covet such honors." Huang Shoutong's voice was steady, but he did not wish to linger on the subject. True, the boy had been born of a concubine and never earned scholarly status—he was just one of three sons. Yet the loss tore at him all the same, a grief that clawed at his heart.

"I have come to warn Your Honor," he continued, his tone turning urgent. "These pirates are unlike any we have faced before. Great disaster threatens Lingao."

"What do you mean, Elder?" Wu Mingjin leaned forward, alarmed. He knew this old man to be calm and measured—not given to exaggeration or empty warnings.

Huang Shoutong recounted the events of the previous day. His son had led a dozen militia to ambush three pirate scouts near Bairrentou Beach. Though he had not participated himself, the survivors' reports had shaken him to the core. The initial volley of arrows had felled only one man. The old saying held that "three arrows are not worth one blade," and the militia's bows were indeed of poor quality. Yet the pirates wore no armor—and still, two of them had absorbed seven or eight arrows each and fought their way through, killing several men before escaping. His son had been among the dead.

He closed his eyes, the image of his son's corpse returning unbidden. When the militia had carried the body home, half the face had been shattered, one eye socket a gaping ruin. According to the survivors, one of the pirates—despite being riddled with arrows and surrounded—had killed his son in a single exchange. The boy had trained in martial arts since childhood. For a man to cut him down so easily, while grievously wounded himself... such a warrior would be considered a fierce general even among regular army troops.

But individual prowess, however remarkable, was not what truly concerned him. What the militia had brought back troubled him far more.

"Their firearms are extraordinarily formidable. One of the pirates wielded a small hand-cannon that killed several men—without once loading powder or shot." He produced a cloth bundle and handed it over. "Please examine it, Your Honor."

Wu Mingjin unwrapped the bundle to reveal a compact piece of bluish-black iron. The design bore a passing resemblance to European hand-cannons, but with clean, simple lines. He could see no matchlock mechanism anywhere.

"This is a hand-cannon?"

"Indeed." Seeing the magistrate's confusion, Huang Shoutong explained that the militia had recovered it from the battlefield afterward—apparently dropped by one of the pirates during the chaos of the fight.

"Is the militia's account reliable?" The magistrate remained skeptical. Though a scholar by training, he had followed the recent fashion among literati for discussing military matters and firearms. He had not personally examined every type of fire-cannon in existence, but he had studied illustrations in various treatises. This object resembled nothing he recognized—nothing beyond a barrel and a trigger.

(Note: The late Ming saw a surge of firearms discourse among intellectuals. Most were armchair strategists. Song Yingxing criticized this trend in Tiangong Kaiwu.)

"Entirely reliable. This weapon requires no loading of powder. One simply pulls the trigger and it fires." Huang Shoutong stroked his beard thoughtfully. "After it was brought back to me, I test-fired a single shot. The power was considerable—it penetrated thick wooden boards at five zhang. But a second pull of the trigger produced nothing. I believe it must store multiple charges internally, each trigger pull releasing one."

"A formidable weapon indeed." Wu Mingjin stared at the small bluish-black object, his worry deepening. If the pirates possessed many such weapons, how could militia archers hope to stand against them in open battle? Defending from the walls with cannon seemed the only viable strategy.

"I have come to the county for two reasons," Huang Shoutong continued. "First, to deliver this warning. Second, to request weapons."

As commander of the six-village mutual-defense alliance, he had several hundred able-bodied men at his disposal but precious few arms to equip them. Beyond the leaders and some household retainers who carried blades and spears, the ordinary militia had nothing but wooden poles. Lingao had always suffered from a shortage of iron, and weapons were scarcer still. Even the blades and spears his family's retainers carried had been passed down from ancestors several generations back. They possessed many bows, but Hainan's humid climate was unkind to archery equipment—the weapons could not be relied upon.

Wu Mingjin could not refuse such a request. From the county armory, he allocated twenty waist-sabers, ten shield-boards, forty tiger-forks, and five iron spears. He also provided gunpowder and shot—the Huang family fortress possessed some iron cannons and blunderbusses, but gunpowder remained a government monopoly and was difficult to obtain through normal channels.

As Huang Shoutong was preparing to take his leave and rest, a runner burst in with news: the scouts dispatched that morning had returned. Since the pirates' landing, the county had been sending out daily reconnaissance parties to gather intelligence—all local men familiar with the roads and terrain.

The gates could not be opened, so a large basket had been prepared to haul people up and over the walls. The scouts had been going out without incident for days, but today's group had returned in a state of visible alarm. Citizens gathered on the walls, buzzing with speculation.

"What—they're building a road?" The magistrate's voice cracked with disbelief.

"Yes, Your Honor." The scout knelt before him, stealing a nervous glance upward.

"From Bopu toward Bairrentou Beach. They've placed markers all along the route. The pirates are heaping up soil to form a roadbed. They've already completed five or six li."

"Five or six li—are you certain?" Huang Shoutong surged forward, seizing the scout's arm.

"I am certain." The man shrank back from the famous figure's intensity.

Huang Shoutong stood stunned. He turned and bowed to the magistrate. "Your Honor, our village militia fought them only yesterday. On our way there, there was no road..."

Wu Mingjin nodded gravely. "This road-building you witnessed—you are not exaggerating anything? If there is the slightest falsehood in your report, you will answer for it."

The scout pressed his forehead to the floor repeatedly. "I would not dare deceive Your Honor. They have indeed completed five or six li of road." He added, his voice dropping to an awed whisper, that the pirates seemed to possess sorcery: carts without wheels that moved on their own, with giant iron arms that scooped up soil using massive blades. Mountains of earth were excavated and moved as if it were nothing...

Sorcery again. The magistrate did not believe in supernatural explanations, but evidence of inexplicable capabilities kept accumulating. The pirates' resources and methods seemed to grow more formidable with each report. Take road-building as an example: he himself had considered repairing bridges and roads in the county, but obstacles always intervened. Funds to mobilize laborers were never available. Landlords quarreled endlessly, refusing to cede land. Even with everything proceeding smoothly, he could not possibly construct five or six li of highway in two days—certainly not by heaping up soil. What manner of men were these pirates?

Yet the immediate problem was not the road itself. The question was why they were building it. As bandits, they could not be earning merit with the court. Their purpose was plunder—and road construction was entirely unnecessary for that. Besides, what was there to plunder at Bairrentou Beach? Nothing but a few stonemason families, who had likely fled long ago.

Uncertain how to proceed, the magistrate hastily summoned his yamen officials, the jinshi Liu Dalin, and the reinforcement Captain to discuss countermeasures. After hearing testimony from both the scout and Master Huang, the assembled officials and gentry fell into uneasy silence. They had assumed that however dire a pirate landing might be, the worst outcome would be plundered commoners and a few burned villages and markets. Since the Song Dynasty, neither Li-people uprisings nor pirate raids had ever succeeded in taking this county. Some had even felt a grim relief that the pirates had landed after mid-autumn—if they had arrived before winter, when the grain harvest was still in the fields, the losses would have been far worse.

But the bad news kept mounting. First, scouts reported that the pirates had established a large camp at Bopu and were unloading cargo day and night. Then the famously fierce Huang family militia had been routed. Now the pirates were building roads. No one could fathom what these shaven-headed bandits intended.

Wu Mingjin turned to his trusted advisor. "Elder Liu, what do you make of this?"

The jinshi sat with his head propped on one hand, deep in thought. After a long pause, he spoke. "Your Honor, this bodes great peril."

Both Magistrate Wu and Vice-Magistrate Wu started in their seats. The magistrate quickly bowed. "Please enlighten me, Elder."

"I fear these shaven-headed pirates intend to attack the city."

"How do you reach that conclusion?"

"Mountain and sea bandits travel light for their raids. Why would they build roads? If they are building roads, the only explanation is that they mean to assault our walls. I believe the pirates must possess siege equipment—extremely heavy equipment—that requires proper roads to transport to the city."

Siege equipment so heavy it required roads to move—how massive must such weapons be? The entire hall fell silent. Wu Mingjin's voice trembled when he finally spoke. "Could it be... the Red-Barbarian Cannon..."

"I can think of no other explanation."

Hainan lay near Guangdong and Macau; European ships occasionally passed through these waters. It was known in official circles that the court had purchased cannons from the Europeans in Guangzhou. Wu Mingjin knew these weapons to be extraordinarily heavy yet devastatingly powerful—the court deployed them for the defense of Liaodong. Just last year, the siege at Guangning had been held thanks to these very cannons. They were truly military treasures.

If such a weapon were dragged to the walls of Lingao—the magistrate dared not imagine the consequences.

"What can possibly be done? This is just a small county." Vice-Magistrate Wu had already cried out in alarm. What he left unspoken was clear to everyone present: what could this remote backwater possibly possess that would justify such massive pirate effort? What offense had Lingao committed to attract such devastating force?

They did not yet know they faced something even more terrifying than Red-Barbarian Cannons. As the storytellers in Lingao's teahouses would later say: "Tragedy!"

All eyes turned to Captain Sun in his mandarin-duck coat. This hereditary centurion had originally thought this assignment would be an easy posting. Upon arriving, he had collected ten taels of silver as a reward and had skimmed half the soldiers' bonuses for himself as well. These past two days had meant wine and meat at every meal—far more comfortable than the half-dead existence of garrison life. As for pirates actually attacking the city—he had thought it impossible.

Now, finding the entire hall staring at him expectantly, he felt panic rising in his chest. He knew perfectly well that despite his hereditary centurion title, he was really just a small landlord playing soldier. The thirty men he had brought spent more time holding hoes than weapons. Their only real military asset was a single Frankish cannon. How could he possibly produce a strategy? Besides, if the pirates truly dragged Red-Barbarian Cannons to these walls, he would be too busy fleeing to fight. Knowing that anything he said would be wrong, he simply assumed an expression of thoughtful composure and said nothing at all.

Magistrate Wu silently cursed Captain Sun as useless—but then again, he had never expected much from garrison troops in the first place. This matter would likely require petitioning General Tang to send reinforcements.

"The only viable strategy at present is harassment," Liu Dalin finally offered. "These shaven-headed pirates building roads cannot remain clustered together at all times. We should dispatch more militia and offer substantial rewards. Harass them with arrows, seize opportunities to set fires, disrupt their work day and night. That should obstruct their road-building efforts."

(End of Chapter)
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The officials and gentry of Lingao remained on edge. They dispatched a letter to Regional Commander Tang at Qiongshan, testing whether he might be persuaded to march against the pirates.

As for the harassment tactics upon which Jinshi Liu had pinned his hopes, these received no support whatsoever from the village militia commanders. The militiamen simply refused to fight. Word had spread that even the Huang family militia—despite outnumbering their enemies in an ambush—had been routed, and morale, already fragile, collapsed entirely.

Magistrate Wu alternated between threats and promises, but the militiamen remained unmoved. They had their own logic: these newcomers had landed without apparent robbery, murder, or arson. Even if they were building roads to attack the city, that was the county seat's problem—what did it have to do with the villages? If the militia attacked, might they not provoke retaliation? After all, the militiamen lived in the countryside, not behind city walls like the officials. When finally pressured into action, they would make a wide circuit around the construction site before returning home, having accomplished nothing. The village commanders showed equally little enthusiasm unless their estates happened to lie near the county seat. Their militiamen were either fellow clansmen or their own tenant farmers and farmhands—if these men died fighting, who would work the land? Lingao's greatest shortage was labor. So no one seriously pushed the militia into battle.

Still, the frequent militia appearances along the construction route drew the attention of the transmigrators' scouts. With the beach camp now established and requiring fewer guards, the Military Group—save for a three-man observation post below Lingao County—deployed all remaining personnel to protect the road-building site.

Watchtowers rose every three kilometers along the route. Each was staffed with lookouts equipped with high-powered binoculars and walkie-talkies, while below, guard teams erected simple fortifications: man-height earthen walls ringed with barbed wire. Inside each position sat 4WD farm vehicles and motorcycles, plus a 2-watt radio. Motorcycles patrolled between points along the site, and if an enemy attack was detected, farm vehicles could rapidly deploy reinforcements.

But soldiers alone were not enough—they had to mobilize the masses. The construction crew received a batch of SKS rifles and ammunition, ensuring each work point had four or five armed workers in addition to the Military Group guards. Should sudden attacks occur, the work points could defend themselves.

"If you're attacked, do not panic or run," He Ming instructed the supervisors at each point. "Report first, then open fire where you stand—understood? The mobile team will arrive within five minutes. If another point comes under attack, just report it promptly."

These measures meant that small scouting parties could not even approach the site during daylight. Any suspicious figures detected would be immediately reported to construction headquarters, which would dispatch patrol motorcycles to investigate. The guards rarely even needed to fire—the roaring motorcycle engines alone sent the enemy fleeing in panic. Sometimes the more enthusiastic motorcyclists would give chase until the quarry collapsed from exhaustion and could be captured. Had Beiwei not worried about ambushes and banned extended pursuits, they would have caught even more.

Interrogating the prisoners produced incomprehensible gibberish at first. They radioed for Xiong Buyou to come interpret. Fortunately, the Lingao dialect had not changed dramatically over the centuries. After considerable effort, they understood that these men had been ordered to scout. Beyond that, the prisoners offered only the usual pleas about elderly mothers and young children waiting at home.

From them, the transmigrators pieced together a picture: their road-building had thrown the county seat into a panic, with day-and-night preparations for a siege underway. That mere road construction could so thoroughly frighten the locals surprised the Committee—they had expected some effort to expel them, and evidently Lingao's Ming officials and gentry feared them far more than anticipated. This firsthand intelligence gave the Committee great confidence.

The prisoners were too few in number to bother releasing. But the Committee recognized an opportunity: a rehearsal for the future large-scale employment of local labor. All were kept.



The alarm clock's ringing dragged Wu De from sleep. One glance at the clock: 9 AM.

He had been on night watch until four in the morning before finally turning in. Now he could barely pry his eyes open. But arriving in ancient times was no vacation—it was making a living. Sleep any longer and there might not even be food left.

As commander of the fishing boat squadron, Wu De could have slept aboard one of the better-equipped fishing vessels. But with the Military Group shorthanded, naval personnel had to pull shifts ashore like everyone else.

Years in the military, a childhood in a fishing family, then working in the city after discharge—his varied experience had given him many survival skills. He found the Committee's unified tents too small and crowded. After negotiating with the Medical Group, he claimed a clearing in the nearby woods and acquired about ten wooden poles under three meters from the logging yard. He tied one end together with rope, spread the other ends into the ground, covered the frame with canvas, and left an opening for entry. A layer of reeds on top completed the structure: an Indian-style teepee. He dug drainage ditches around it, lined the floor with sand and wood ash, and a decent shelter emerged. The riverside-coastal location was pleasant, with the added advantage that he could keep an eye on his four fishing boats.

To conserve fuel, two of the fishing squadron's four boats were kept ready for immediate deployment while the other two remained mothballed. One fished—the Longhao Bay area was rich in fish, shrimp, and even edible seaweed like kelp. Wu Nanhai had been running back and forth on the fishing boat lately, photographing every catch and taking meticulous notes. The other vessel served as backup, with a crew always aboard, ready to respond to seaborne threats.

This morning, Wu De took an aluminum pot of wood ash to the river, scrubbed his face, and bit a tender willow twig into a makeshift brush to clean his teeth. Between the night shift and yesterday's watchtower repairs—without even a sleeping bag—his body was beginning to ache. His nose was stuffed, his head pounding.

Am I coming down with something?

The thought crossed his mind with some alarm. He felt his forehead—no fever, thankfully. He snapped off some willow twigs, peeled the bark, and chewed it. Willow bark was rich in salicylic acid: hard on the stomach, but quite effective for headaches and minor fevers.

At the river bathing area, he stripped and got in. Yesterday had been too exhausting for bathing, but given current sanitation conditions, skipping baths meant inviting skin diseases. This all-natural open-air bathhouse was another civil project the Construction Group had completed on D+1: a shallow, sandy-bottomed river cove near the mouth, with barrier nets at the opening. They had cleared out debris and silt, then covered the riverbanks with sand hauled from the beach. Screens had been considered, but that seemed like too much trouble. Every day after quitting time around five or six, hordes of naked men splashing around made quite a spectacle. Wu De, working rotating shifts, had missed this communal experience. Supposedly bathing naked together fostered male bonding—he should find a chance to bathe with Commissioner Ma and the others sometime.

The morning water was cold. Wu De shivered as he wet his body and hair, then lathered up with soap. When he finished, he used wood ash to wash his underwear and socks—critical hygiene matters. He was reluctant to use too much soap. Though soap-making was not complicated technology, given the current chaos, a soap factory remained far in the future. He wrung out the clothes and hung them on nearby trees to dry.

The camp cafeteria operated twenty-four hours, but he had no interest in crowds. Besides, the cafeteria had nothing worth eating: kelp soup, boiled squid, boiled shellfish, boiled shrimp, boiled crab—basically all boiled seafood. At first, everyone had been enthusiastic, even arguing over crab sizes. After three or four days, the novelty wore off completely. The previous night, someone had made a pot of instant noodles and attracted a crowd drooling with envy—sick of seafood, suddenly craving cheap instant noodles. How quickly tastes changed.

Wu De did not mind seafood as meals—he just despised the cafeteria cooks for ruining perfectly good ingredients. He went directly to a bay outside camp where the shoreline rocks were covered with oysters and barnacles. Good stuff. He pulled out a small knife and pried off a few dozen—not too many. These shellfish died quickly once removed from water, and dead shellfish stank. Eating spoiled ones meant diarrhea severe enough to make you black out. Even living near the infirmary, he could not risk that. He sat on the rocks, cracked open the shells, and ate all the meat and juices. So fresh—farmed stuff could never compare.

Back at his shelter, he pulled on underwear from his pack—only because some women occasionally wandered the beach. Otherwise, he would have preferred going naked to dry faster. His thermos was empty. In previous days he had boiled his own water. The machine-condensed water piped from the ships had an indescribable taste, which some tea leaves luckily masked. Recently, the cafeteria had started water service—twenty-four-hour boiled water was Wu De's favorite amenity, even if it was a bit heavy on chlorine.

He made a pot of strong tea in the kitchen and felt considerably better. I wonder if Lingao produces tea. Even if not, surely such a basic crop should be on the Agriculture Group's agenda.

"Chief Wu, want to try the Cafeteria Office's newest product?" A cook brought over something black.

"What is this?"

"Smoked fish. Top-quality fish meat, smoked all night. Definitely tasty."

Unable to refuse the kind offer, he accepted. The fish had indeed been smoked all night; moisture and oil were nearly gone. The outside was blackened and hard to the touch—its appearance horrifying. It tasted worse. This so-called "smoked fish" had not been salt-cured before smoking. Who knew what wood they had used—it tasted exactly like the willow he had been chewing earlier. With hot tea, he barely forced it down.

After eating, he chugged more tea to suppress the urge to vomit.

"How is it? Good flavor, right?"

"Brother, what did you do before?" Wu De asked with some difficulty.

"Me? I studied bioengineering. I'm Hu Yicheng." This former lumberjack, skilled at animal dissection, had infiltrated the cafeteria to practice his dissection techniques on fish.

(End of Chapter)
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"I think you'd be better off sticking with bioengineering—that would help the crossing enterprise far more."

"If you don't like my smoked fish, just say so." Hu Yicheng's face fell. "Fine. I just finished dissecting a rabbit anyway..."

"Rabbit?!" Wu De perked up instantly. Now that was the good stuff.

"Caught it yesterday." Hu Yicheng grinned like a fox who'd found the henhouse. "I'm planning to roast it for lunch."

Wu De's heart sank as he realized that by noon he'd be standing watch at the construction site—no chance of tasting that roast rabbit.

"But I could save you a front leg..."

Wu De was about to thank him when an old saying surfaced in his mind: When someone offers favors for nothing, they're either a thief or a swindler. He barely knew this Xiao Hu—why the sudden generosity?

Sure enough, Hu Yicheng immediately revealed his true intentions: "Yesterday, um, I saw you making that seafood rice. Could I maybe... join your mess?"

"Sure, but bring your own rice." Wu De agreed readily enough—seafood rice only got better with larger portions.

"That would be wonderful—I could learn from you too." Hu Yicheng gestured toward the back kitchen. "Group Leader Wu Nanhai just got back. They caught over ten baskets of fish this morning and he's trying to figure out how to process them all."

"Process? I should take a look—don't want it ruined like last time." This timespace really was blessed with abundant resources.

"I'll take you." Hu Yicheng clearly admired Wu De's culinary skills, and the prospect of having him supervise the cooking had put a spring in his step.

Out back, a canvas shed had been erected on tree-trunk posts. The moment Wu De stepped inside, the steamy heat hit him like a wall. A row of large pots sat over roaring fires while workers chopped wood and hauled water in a ceaseless rhythm of activity—and he noticed several women among the crew. Wu De silently congratulated himself on his foresight in putting on underwear that morning. Otherwise he'd have been quite the exhibitionist.

Inside the makeshift kitchen, a man sat hunched over a laptop. Xiao Hu called out to him: "Nanhai, someone's here to help with the fish!"

Wu Nanhai looked up from his screen. "Ah De? You're a fisherman—why haven't I seen you on the boats lately?" He looked Wu De up and down with an amused expression. "A few days away and you've gone completely native."

"Been on guard duty. Used to be a sailor; now I'm a marine." Wu De glanced at himself: stripped down to essentials, lean and wiry, his already dark skin now deeply tanned, barefoot and bare-chested in nothing but shorts. He certainly looked the part of a primitive.

"Nanhai, aren't you in the Agriculture Group? Shouldn't you be building vegetable greenhouses and raising chickens and pigs—not playing head cook?"

"Xiao Zishan's brilliant idea." Wu Nanhai's voice dripped with resignation. "That kid wanted to dump the cafeteria headache on someone else, so he argued that agriculture naturally encompasses food issues, which made me the 'obvious choice' for Cafeteria Office Director." He sighed heavily. "What I actually want is to care for the rabbits and chickens. The chickens haven't adjusted—or something spooked them—they haven't laid a single egg since coming ashore. No idea when they'll recover. And the pigs aren't doing well either—refusing to eat—it's worrying..." The tender concern he showed for the pigs, cattle, sheep, chickens, and ducks made Wu De shudder.

"Still, the Cafeteria Office has quite a few ladies. Lucky you..."

"Lucky? They're all someone else's wives." Wu Nanhai showed zero interest. "Besides, I'm not into modern women. If I'm going to raise one, I'll start from a loli. Speaking of which, shouldn't the Committee be sending someone to Guangzhou soon to buy lolis?"

They were deep in discussion of critical matters—at precisely what age lolis reached maturity, and whether to raise them as tsundere, kuudere, natural airhead, or glasses girl—when a heavyset man stormed in, fury radiating from every pore. Wu Nanhai's face went pale; he tried to bury his head deeper into the laptop, but the man yanked him upright.

"Where is my 'Blue Lightning'?"

Wu Nanhai's voice came out miserable: "Well... please accept my condolences... we buried it. You know how hot the weather's been..."

The newcomer's expression froze. Tears welled in his eyes. He turned and walked out without another word—leaving everyone stunned in his wake.

"Who was that?..."

"That's Nikecha, just back from Australia," Wu Nanhai explained. "He brought two racehorses and some carrier pigeons."

The two retired racehorses, "Alanchi" and "Blue Lightning," had both been registered with an Australian racing association, though they were getting on in years. Nikecha had hoped to use his expertise to form a cavalry someday. But harsh reality had crushed those dreams the moment they arrived. Horses are sensitive creatures, and the chaos following their landing had thoroughly spooked Blue Lightning. Despite the restraining frames, the horse had stubbornly kept smashing its head against the wooden beam. Only after all personnel and supplies were unloaded were the horses and livestock hoisted ashore—by which time the damage was done. The camp had no proper stables or horse hay. The nascent base could barely pipe in drinking water for humans; the daily supply of clean warm water that horses required was simply impossible to provide.

"He personally went to the Committee," Wu Nanhai continued, "repeatedly explaining how precious the horses were. He demanded 'at least five human portions' of beans and wheat daily."

"And?"

"Need you ask? Where would the ship find soybeans, black beans, or barley? I only have seeds. We brought grain, but to save space, it's all rice."

"So they refused him?"

"More precisely, they politely declined—because that bastard Xiao Zishan kicked the ball to me again!" Wu Nanhai's indignation boiled over. "He insisted I have the most love for animals. I'm interested in obtaining animal products—that's not the same as love! Now anything involving live creatures gets dumped on the Agriculture Group."

As if to prove his point, barking erupted from behind a bamboo fence—rising and falling in a canine chorus, soon joined by horse neighs, cattle lowing, pig grunts, and the frantic clucking and quacking of chickens and ducks. A cat with a bow tie around its neck wound itself around Wu Nanhai's leg.

"That's Yang Baogui's dog. He brought five of them—says they're future military and police dogs..."

"What happened to the horse?" Wu De couldn't let go of the racehorse's fate.

"Embarrassingly, Nikecha personally delivered the horse and pigeons to me, asking me to care for these 'voiceless friends.'" Wu Nanhai grabbed a small fish from a basket and tossed it to the cat. "I never learned horse husbandry—didn't know what I was doing. The horse refused to eat anything—"

Hu Yicheng nodded in confirmation. "That horse was impossible to please. Wouldn't touch the grass we cut for it. Just fasted."

"Right, and it seemed agitated too," Wu Nanhai added. Nikecha had tried everything but couldn't calm the animal. Days without eating, combined with the relentless heat and swarms of flies and mosquitoes—the horse had collapsed yesterday.

"Last night I called Yang Baogui—he's a vet. He took one look and said it was hopeless. Then it died. I didn't dare tell Old Ni..."

"That's a real shame—racehorses have excellent bloodlines."

"Actually, nothing to mourn," Hu Yicheng said dismissively. "They were both geldings. What use are eighteen- or nineteen-year-old geldings?"

"I agree—no great loss." Wu Nanhai was equally unmoved. "Racehorses can't do farm work—can't pull carts or plow fields. Draft horses are what we actually need."

"Anyway, what about the fish?"

"All in those baskets." Wu Nanhai frowned at the pile. "I have no idea what to do with them—it's been boiled fish every single day..."

"Tomorrow there'll be—"

"Shh! What are you babbling about?" Wu Nanhai shot a meaningful look toward the women working in the shed and dropped his voice to a whisper. "You want to be drowned in spit? I'm warning you—if this leaks, I know nothing."

"Fine, fine."

"What about the rabbit meat?"

"Hey, first help me figure out what to do with this mountain of fish." Wu Nanhai dragged him over to the baskets—dripping wet, reeking of brine and the sea. The smell felt strangely familiar to Wu De.

The baskets held fish of every variety, large and small—even a small shark lurked among them. That thing had far too much ammonia; it would need special processing before anyone could stomach it.

"For true seafood appreciation, boiling is best—it preserves the original flavor," Wu De explained. "But for daily protein supplementation, plain boiling is too bland. My approach isn't fancy—just seafood rice or grilling."

"Grilled fish? We don't have any spices..."

"You can do without spices. And seafood rice is even simpler." He checked his watch—nearly ten o'clock. His shift started at noon; he had time to eat and demonstrate. "I'll show you."

"What's the maximum the field-kitchen rice pot can handle?"

"About one hundred portions at 200 grams per person."

"Fine, I'll make one batch first—then you can continue from there."

Wu Nanhai, delighted to have found a volunteer, quickly assembled the Cafeteria Office staff.

Wu De directed everyone to clean the catch and sort it by size and species. Red-meat fish went in one pile, white-meat fish in another; oily specimens were separated from lean ones; everything graded by size.

"Sea fish come in countless varieties, and we use them differently," he explained. "Once the catch is ashore, sort it promptly—makes processing much easier."

He then led a group to the riverside to gather wild vegetables. The night before, he'd discovered an abundance growing nearby: plantain, bitter greens, wild onion, and wild perilla. He picked two generous bundles, washed them clean in the river, tied them with grass, and brought everything back to the kitchen.

The stove was fed great quantities of firewood. With someone working the bellows, flames roared to life. Water boiled; rice went in. While the rice cooked, Wu De led by example in processing the fish.

Fish heads, tails, and guts went into a separate pile; bodies were chopped into bite-sized pieces. Shellfish were pried open for their meat. Seaweed and wild vegetables alike were roughly chopped. A few stirs later, the rice had expanded into a thick porridge. In went the fish meat, shellfish, and seaweed all at once. Using a large ladle, Wu De stirred rice and fish together, covered the pot for several minutes, then added the wild vegetables and wild onion, covered it for one more minute, sprinkled in some salt—and a pot of seafood rice was ready.

The fish offal and worthless small fry could be fermented into fish sauce. The Cafeteria Office lacked cement tanks, but they'd salvaged some large ceramic vats from the Patrol Inspector's kitchen. Wu De instructed them in the art of making fish sauce.

Theoretically, any fish could produce fish sauce, but typically only small, worthless fry were used. Processing byproducts like fish offal worked just as well. Add roughly one-third the fish's weight in salt, mix thoroughly, cover with bamboo-mat lids, press down with heavy stones—and the work was done. Fermentation proceeded best at 30°C or higher, so Wu De had them place the vats outdoors to take advantage of the tropical heat.

"It takes a full year to mature," he told them. "But the flavor is absolutely exquisite..."

He also taught them the techniques for salting and drying fish. Before long, the kitchen reeked with an overwhelming fish-stench, and flies swarmed in thick clouds. Everyone bore it as best they could. Finally, one girl couldn't take it anymore and fled outside to vomit—today's seafood rice would not be gracing her palate.

(End of Chapter)
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"Ah De, isn't this a bit much?"

"You people—all bark and no bite," Wu De said coldly to Yuan Qiushi. "Someone sheds a few tears and suddenly you can't handle it? Whoever cries gets beaten harder. Beat them until they stop."

Yuan Qiushi was young and merciless. The stick cracked down without hesitation. Xiong Buyou bellowed: "No crying! Stand up straight!"

Wu De studied the five prisoners and understood exactly what they were. They couldn't even qualify as tenant farmers or long-term laborers—they occupied the lowest rung of old China's rural hierarchy: day laborers. A tenant farmer at least had shelter and a plot to work, even if it wasn't his own. A long-term laborer at least had a shed and enough coarse grain to survive. But these men had nothing at all—not a tile above their heads nor a furrow to call their own, never knowing where their next meal would come from. A flicker of pity stirred in his heart, but he crushed it immediately. Pity was a luxury the transmigrators could not afford. They had arrived in a time and place not their own, and everything they built would be paved with the blood and sweat of others. What did enslaving a few wretches matter now?

After the beating, the prisoners were completely cowed. They stood with heads bowed, not daring to look up. Each of them understood the situation clearly: this was their overseer now. Apparently they would not be killed immediately, which meant their future depended entirely on this man's whims. These pirates feared neither heaven nor the government—what were a few commoners to them? Killing someone would be no different than swatting a fly.

"Today marks our first meeting. From now on, you belong to us transmigrators." Wu De raised his voice so there could be no misunderstanding. "Whatever I say, you do. Work hard, and you will receive two meals a day and clothes on your back. Otherwise—" He let out a cold snort. "Starting tomorrow, Overseer Xiong will no longer translate for you. If you fail to understand me once, twice—I will forgive it. But the third time you fail to understand, you'll be dragged out and beheaded. What use do we have for such useless trash?" His words were deliberately brutal, and Xiong Buyou screamed the translation with matching fury, apparently determined to convey not just the meaning but the spirit.

Language was the greatest obstacle between transmigrators and local laborers. Wu De obviously couldn't keep the team's only translator at his side constantly. For rapid learning, harsh brutality would prove far more effective than gentle guidance.

Unease flickered across the prisoners' faces, but under his sweeping gaze, every head drooped in submission.

Hippo sidled up and whispered, "Is all this constant death-threatening really wise? What if they genuinely can't learn—are you actually going to kill them?"

Wu De shot him a look of displeasure and snorted. "Then we kill them."

Hippo felt a sudden chill creep up his neck. He knew all too well how human brutality could escalate when left unconstrained.

"Now for roll call." Wu De turned back to the prisoners. "When your name is called, you answer 'Here!' That is the first rule you must remember. Miss one call: forty lashes with the rattan cane. Miss two: eighty lashes. Miss three: two hundred."

"Wang Tian!" Wu De called the first name on his list.

"Huh?" came the confused response from a short man—barely 150 centimeters tall, probably in his early twenties.

"Say 'Here!'" Yuan Qiushi, perfectly in sync, brought the lash down hard.

Wang Tian, corrected by the rod, quickly fixed his mistake.

"Lin Xing!"

This one's voice was loud enough, but the pronunciation remained unintelligible. He stood taller than the others, with a stronger build. Though his head was bowed, Wu De still caught the trace of defiance smoldering in his eyes.

"I can't understand you." Wu De was determined to break that last spark of resistance. He waved his hand, and the beating continued until the prisoner managed something approximating a correct "Here!"

Examples set everything. The next three produced reasonably correct responses on their first attempts. Once the results were basically acceptable, Wu De led them to work. He would serve as both guard and supervisor—two birds with one stone. The construction site didn't actually need these few workers for the labor itself.

He deliberately positioned them near the machinery. At such close range, watching construction equipment at work was awe-inspiring even for modern people—let alone peasants who had never traveled beyond their county. Once they discovered that the transmigrators possessed not merely their lowly selves, but an overwhelming and irresistible power, they would become loyal. Eventually, they might even grow proud of the strength wielded by the very organization that enslaved them.

When the excavator roared to life and swung its massive arm toward them, all five bolted in terror—until Wu De stopped them cold.

"Running where? Get back to work!"

The prisoners fell to their knees, desperately pleading. Though their words were incomprehensible gibberish, Wu De understood perfectly—they thought the giant machine was some kind of monster. Only when he pointed to the transparent cab, showing them another pirate seated inside at the controls, did they finally grasp that it was operated by a human being.

Excavators, bulldozers, small dump trucks racing back and forth—the spectacle of mechanized construction was utterly overwhelming. By comparison, shoveling soil by hand and carrying it away bucket by bucket, these laborers were hardly better than ants.

With Wu De's fearsome presence looming over them, and Yuan Qiushi serving as his vicious enforcer, no one dared slack off. The prisoners worked with desperate zeal. After half a day together, they came to realize that Overseer Wu, despite his terrifying expression, was actually far better than the youth who seemed to enjoy beating them for its own sake.



At quitting time, Wu De led the prisoners to a separate shelter located within the watchtower's surveillance zone. The compound was surrounded by barbed wire—no need to worry about escapes. Hippo was waiting there with a medical kit. Based on his examination at midday, he needed to treat these laborers for various ailments. After forcing them to bathe again and boil their clothes, all five stood naked before him. Hippo took a ladle and poured slightly hot water over each man in turn, then scrubbed them hard with some kind of coarse grass brush. The five didn't dare even whimper.

"What are you doing to them?" Wu De asked.

"Treating their scabies infection. This opens up the affected areas so the medication can penetrate." Hippo explained as he worked, forcefully rubbing ointment onto their skin with gauze. "Sulfur ointment—I'd forgotten all about it until Director Wen reminded me. In the 21st century, scabies infections are practically unheard of."

He applied more of the pungent ointment. "Also, don't let them bathe for a few days until this treatment course is finished."

"Is it hard to treat?"

"Very easy, actually. But the damn thing spreads through skin contact, which makes it annoying to manage." Hippo himself was fully protected with gloves and a mask.

"Should I apply some too?" Wu De asked, suddenly worried. The condition seemed unbearably itchy—he'd watched these men scratching themselves raw all day.

"No need. Just bathe and change your clothes. Avoid any skin contact with them. Oh, and the straw they sleep on—burn it every day."

After finishing with the ointment, Hippo made the prisoners swallow a handful of small pills. Though clearly suspicious of the white tablets, they swallowed everything under the weight of Wu De's silent pressure.

"Pity I don't know traditional medicine or how to identify herbs," Hippo said, shaking his head. "I recall there were deworming prescriptions that could help."

"Fu Youdi."

"Here!" After an afternoon of conditioning, everyone now responded quickly to roll call—and they were beginning to understand at least some of what the pirate overseer said. The price had been paid in welted buttocks.

"You are team captain." Wu De's reasoning was simple. Fu Youdi was entirely unsuitable for the role. This native-born farmer was neither strong nor clever, and could barely string a coherent sentence together. As captain, he would inevitably fail to command respect. And that was precisely the effect Wu De intended.

"Me?" Fu Youdi's face was blank with confusion.

"Yes, you. From now on, you're responsible for distributing meals and assigning work. Any problems that arise—you answer for them."

Wu Nanhai had originally allocated portions according to transmigrator standards—200 grams of rice per main meal, roughly appropriate for heavy labor. But Wu De had no intention of letting the prisoners eat their fill. In his view, a full stomach should be a reward, not something given freely. He instructed Wu Nanhai to cut the portions in half.

"Will that really be enough?" Wu Nanhai asked doubtfully.

"That's exactly the point. Not enough is better. People with full bellies have a tendency to overthink."

"Not really—when I'm full, I just want to take a nap..."

"That's you. Add water. Yes, more water—make it seafood porridge."

When Yuan Qiushi brought the porridge in a wooden bucket, the rice had been transformed into a bucketful of thin gruel. Yet even so, when the lid came off, the prisoners stared in disbelief: snow-white rice porridge, with fish and shellfish floating throughout, its fragrance filling the air. Though Lingao was a coastal region, common folk rarely tasted fresh fish. At most, during the three busiest farming seasons, a landlord might steam a morsel of rank salted fish as a rare treat. If these men hadn't already been thoroughly terrified by Wu De, they would have pounced on it like animals.

They were issued rough wooden bowls and chopsticks from some unknown source. Meal distribution was now the newly appointed captain's responsibility.

"Anyone who causes trouble during meals doesn't just lose that meal—they go without food the entire next day!" Wu De dropped this threat and walked off without looking back. He understood human nature: even the most timid person, once given leadership's backing, would grow presumptuous. Especially when that power extended over something as vital as food.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 70: Bairren Fortress

In the days that followed, Fu Youdi completed his swift transformation from honest farmer to petty tyrant. To his peasant mind, skimming off the top was simply the natural order of things.

It began innocuously enough—when distributing meals, he scooped himself the thicker portions from the bottom of the pot, where the meat settled. Then came the work assignments. Wu De only specified daily quotas, leaving the division of labor entirely to the prisoners themselves. Fu Youdi seized upon this immediately, parceling out all the work among the other four while doing almost nothing himself. Some resisted by slacking off in turn, and at first, Fu Youdi lacked the courage to confront them. But mealtime revealed the true nature of his power. Those who had shirked found only watery broth ladled from the top of the pot. Wang Tian, a fellow local, quickly aligned himself with Fu Youdi and became the favored one—less work, more food. The other three became his victims, bearing heavier loads while their rations dwindled.

One evening at dinner, the simmering resentment finally boiled over. Lin Xing led a revolt, knocking Fu Youdi face-first into the mud. Wu De did not intervene to judge who was right or wrong—he simply had everyone involved lashed fifty times. Lin Xing, who had struck first, received one hundred.

That night, five prisoners lay on their bellies, their burning buttocks matched only by the burning hatred they now nursed for one another. Fu Youdi abandoned all pretense of fairness. He began openly berating Lin Xing and shamelessly hoarding rations, and the conflict deepened into outright faction. According to Wu De's observations, the five had split into three camps: Fu Youdi had drawn Wang Tian to his side; Lin Xing attempted to mount resistance; and both leaders vied to recruit the two remaining bystanders who preferred neutrality. Wu De occasionally stirred the pot himself, citing poor work or inadequate cleaning as pretexts to cut rations. When one person's mistake meant everyone went hungry, the mutual blame only drove the wedges deeper.

Lin Xing proved the smarter and bolder of the prisoners. He mustered the courage to approach Wu De directly with complaints about Fu Youdi—despite his halting, sometimes incoherent Mandarin. Wu De responded by administering a thorough beating to the increasingly well-fed Fu Youdi, reminding him of his limits while displaying obvious favoritism toward Lin Xing. The exploited prisoners now appreciated Wu De's perceptiveness and understood that Lin Xing had been the informant. Even the laziest among them suddenly developed an eager interest in learning Mandarin.

"Ah De, you're remarkable! Did you drug them?" Xiong Buyou marveled at how his students had become so diligent overnight—after dinner, instead of rushing off to sleep, they now sought him out for language lessons.

Wu De only chuckled. The outcome was hardly surprising. Human nature in the seventeenth century was not fundamentally different from the twenty-first.



Wu De's new assignment was but a small episode in the transmigrators' daily work. Though it would later be recognized as significant, at the time few paid it any attention. All eyes remained fixed on the highway construction's progress.

Except for minor leveling and shaping done by hand, the entire route employed mechanized construction. The Building Group grew increasingly proficient at organizing the work. By D+6—the seventh day of the ninth lunar month in the first year of Chongzhen, October 3rd, 1628—the full twelve-kilometer Bopu–Bairren Rapids simple highway stood complete, only one day behind the Committee's demanded schedule. Though the terrain from Bairren Rapids to Bopu appeared level, there was in fact a slight gradient. The highway was not perfectly straight but curved gently to follow the contours of the land.

The fortified posts along the highway were retained. In time, they would be expanded and hardened into small fortresses to protect the road.

As for Bairren Rapids itself—it would become the transmigrators' first city in this timespace. The Committee's plans for this base were ambitious indeed.

The Building Group had already given the new city a simple, fitting name: "Bairren Fortress."

"Sounds like something out of a martial arts novel," Mei Wan remarked, standing spiritedly at the cliff's edge overlooking Bairren Rapids. This was the spot where the twenty-first-century hydroelectric station's overflow dam had stood. The drop to the powerhouse below measured roughly sixteen meters. Here the Wenlan River made a sharp turn, and nine rocky levels formed Bairren Rapids' sloping cascade—fast-flowing, thundering—the famous "Roar of Bairren Rapids," audible for more than twenty li in every direction.

"Lord of Bairren Fortress!" Yan Quezhi brandished his ranging pole and struck a theatrical pose. Several others joined in, throwing exaggerated kung-fu gestures.

"Is the master plan finished?"

"It's done." Li Xiaolu unrolled a 1:1000 master plan. For this "base conveying the twenty-first century's torch of civilization," everyone from the Building Group to various Committee departments had contributed views and suggestions. Li Xiaolu had synthesized them all, ultimately deciding to design according to late-1970s "socialist new countryside" planning concepts. There had been specialized designs for "commune headquarters"-level townships—incorporating administration, education, small industry, and agricultural production buildings—a city-rural hybrid that balanced industry, agriculture, and sideline enterprises in a new rural residential model.

Bairren Fortress's plan spread along both banks of the Wenlan River: the main city district and hydroelectric zone on the east bank; heavy industry on the west.

The hydroelectric zone would house the power station and water treatment plant, with a small inland wharf and warehouse to be added in the future.

The main city lay about one hundred meters from the riverside hydroelectric zone. This plot enjoyed lower groundwater levels and excellent soil-bearing capacity. The entire surface sloped roughly four percent from south to north—sufficient natural drainage for rainwater runoff.

At the main city's southern end stood the water supply station. Thanks to the gradient, piped water required no pressurization; a simple water tower could serve the entire city.

The main city was divided into functional zones:

Administrative Zone — The central area, arranged along the north-south main road, with government institutions placed in sequence.

Culture, Education, and Health Zone — East of the administrative zone; planned to include schools, a clinic, a library, and a simple stadium with recreational facilities.

Residential Zone — The northeastern area, occupying the largest footprint. Though simple dormitories did not require this much space, the planners considered that all five hundred transmigrators would eventually form families—possibly large ones—so land was reserved generously.

Industrial Goods Warehouse Zone — Storage for all materials, equipment, and machinery from the twenty-first-century timespace, including munitions. This area would have its own perimeter wall.

Agricultural Zone — Including agricultural processing plants, granaries, a veterinary station, vegetable greenhouses, livestock pens, and a biogas digester.

Industrial Zone — Various machinery, parts manufacturing, and equipment factories.

The entire main city was planned according to function. Residential and industrial zones were kept separate, maximizing both comfort and safety.

The heavy-industry zone, being highly polluting, was placed downwind on the Wenlan's west bank to account for Lingao's prevailing northeast winds. This would house the planned steel mill, chemical plant, and other pollution-heavy industries like paper mills.

Outside the main city's east gate, an open commercial trading zone would be established for exchanging agricultural products, local specialties, and small goods with natives.

The ambitious Bairren Fortress master plan won unanimous Committee approval—almost too easily, for immediately afterward, certain people began fighting over their department's position on the future "Chang'an Avenue." The question of which ministry building would be closest to Committee Hall nearly came to blows. Finally, Wen Desi had to explain repeatedly that the current plan included no ministry buildings and no Committee Hall—just a marked foundation for administrative buildings. For years to come, everyone would share offices.



To begin construction, powering operations with ship auxiliaries as they had on the beach was no longer practical. The Committee had options: diesel generators, wind turbines, or solar power—each with its own advantages and drawbacks. Inland wind was limited; three-hundred-watt wind turbines were barely useful beyond basic lighting. Solar output was similarly restricted. To conserve diesel, the generators were reserved for emergencies only.

A tractor hauled a strange-looking contraption from the beach base on a trailer: black cast iron, with a smokestack and flywheel, exposed pipes, valves, and pressure gauges. It was unmistakably steampunk. Everyone crowded around curiously.

"Portable steam engine," Ma Qianzhu explained simply. This "locomobile" combined boiler and steam engine in a single mobile power unit. Its structure was straightforward, its operation and maintenance easy. It could be deployed mobile or fixed in place, and offered high efficiency, reliable operation, and the capability for continuous long-term work. Its versatility was remarkable: irrigation, drainage, rice milling, flour grinding, oil pressing, driving generators, or directly powering industrial machinery—comparable to modern rural single-cylinder diesels. Its only real disadvantage was weight; it was far heavier than diesel engines. But for the transmigrators, weight was not the concern. What mattered was that the boiler was not picky about fuel—wood, brush, low-grade coal—anything combustible would do, saving their precious diesel reserves.

Even in an era when diesel engines were commonplace, locomobiles still had a market. The Committee had purchased six. Two were Czech-made, single-drum fire-tube horizontal compound condensing locomobiles—flywheels spinning at one thousand rpm, capable of a maximum 290 horsepower, or 213.15 kilowatts—driving generators that produced over two hundred kilowatt-hours per hour. These were fixed units requiring level ground. The other four were hundred-horsepower mobile units, towable by truck, tractor, or even horses.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 71: Water and Power (Part 1)

The locomobile had originally been destined for the main city district, but its considerable drawbacks—the clouds of flying ash, the thunderous noise, and the boiler's insatiable thirst for water—ultimately relegated it to the hydroelectric zone instead. The thermal power station, distribution room, and substation were all built on deliberately raised foundations to protect against flooding.

For all its advantages to the transmigrators, the locomobile devoured fuel at an alarming rate. Worse still, boilers demanded soft water, and shipping distilled water from the ships proved far too extravagant. Natural water worked best when collected as rain; river water could serve, though it ideally required softening treatment. Luo Duo claimed he could produce tannin extract for this purpose, but the raw materials were nowhere to be found on short notice. In the end, it was Wang Luobin who offered a solution drawn from rural practicality: boiled water would suffice.

Boiling water for such a behemoth seemed almost absurd. Yet there they were, a row of stoves dug into the riverbank, every pot unloaded from the ships pressed into service. Flames roared and steam billowed skyward in a spectacle that might have been impressive if it weren't so ridiculous. The transmigrators threw themselves into cutting grass and felling trees until mountains of fuel rose along the shore.

"Why not just use the diesel generators?" Wen Desi surveyed the scene without enthusiasm. To his mind, this was pure waste—time squandered, labor frittered away. Yes, the locomobile avoided oil consumption, but the sheer expenditure of human effort hardly made it economical.

High-powered locomobiles required hardened ground beneath them. Not just the foundation itself, but the entire city district needed proper groundwork—especially the planned simple-housing residential area and the main streets. The transmigrators lacked bricks, but concrete was another matter. Cement and rebar had been shipped over in quantity, and at Bairren Rapids, stone was unlimited. This had always been Lingao's quarry, historically supplying not just the county but its neighbors as well.

When the transmigrators arrived, the masons had fled, but they left behind considerable quantities of dressed stone. The quarry also held ample crushed rock, and the riverbed provided sand that needed only sifting. Cement and mixers came from Bopu, where Wu Kuangming had established an electric sawmill that conveniently produced lumber in various sizes. Wooden forms were quickly manufactured and delivered.

Once they had hardened the locomobile power station's foundation, the Building Group pushed forward with the hydroelectric project. Boiling water daily for the boiler was simply not sustainable, and as Committee offices, residential areas, and new industrial zones were relocated and established, power demand would surge far beyond current output.

The Energy Group's plan designated the Bairren Rapids Hydroelectric Station as their priority project. Complete design drawings existed, but after consulting with the Building Group, everyone agreed that full implementation exceeded their current capabilities by a wide margin.

The historical Bairren Rapids Hydroelectric Station—begun after Spring Festival 1967 and completed by late 1968—had boasted a dam ninety-four meters long and seven and a half meters high, complete with matching gates, culverts, channels, aqueducts, and pipes. Even in twentieth-century Lingao, this had required a countywide effort: more than three hundred cadres mobilized, over a hundred hydroelectric engineers, hundreds of workers conscripted from across the county. They had even summoned two hundred fishing-village women from the Touzui, Huanglong, and Kunshe communes specifically to carry stones. The total came to sixty-four thousand work-days, fifty-one thousand eight hundred cubic meters of earthwork, over five thousand cubic meters of masonry, and six hundred thirty cubic meters of concrete.

For the transmigrators, these figures were astronomical. The complete drawings were shelved, and they settled on a simpler design: a channel-diversion power station with a two-hundred-kilowatt generator.

The plan called for excavating an intake channel upstream of Bairren Rapids' nine-level cascade. Channel width and depth were calculated from flow rate and gradient—fortunately, standard tables existed for such computations. Final specifications settled on a bottom width of one and a half meters with a water depth of one meter.

The intake channel would feed into a pressure forebay: a pool connecting the channel to the penstock. This structure comprised an anterior chamber, trash rack, gate, inlet chamber, spillway, and sediment outlet. Crucial to the entire operation, the forebay would settle sediment and block floating debris before it could enter and damage the turbines. With multiple units, it would also distribute water flow—but its primary function was regulating the volume of water entering the turbines.

When station load increased and turbine flow demand rose, the forebay reservoir could supplement any shortfall from the channel, preventing water-level drops that might suck air into the penstock and reduce output. Conversely, when load suddenly dropped or upstream flooding occurred, excess channel flow could be discharged through the spillway, protecting the structures from damage.

The channel gate controlled flow and cutoff from its position in the forebay's inlet chamber. Given the station's modest scale, wood would suffice. Wang Luobin, drawing again on his rural observations, recommended a curved wooden gate that had been popular during a certain period—operated with pulley systems and hand-cranked windlasses for opening, closing by gravity alone. Simple in structure and quick to operate, it was highly convenient.

The penstock presented a far greater challenge. As the component creating the pressure head to drive the turbines, it had to withstand not only the normal head pressure but also the water-hammer pressure that resulted from sudden flow stoppage when closing turbine guide vanes or gates. Without sufficient strength, the penstock would crack.

Modern small-to-medium stations typically used steel or reinforced-concrete pipe, but large-diameter steel pipe was unavailable. Reinforced-concrete pipe could be manufactured, yet it consumed too much rebar and cement—materials they could not yet produce themselves and which were desperately needed elsewhere. Someone proposed ceramic pipe, but its tensile strength was poor; it would crack under ten meters of head and was suitable only for low-head stations. Such large ceramic pieces had never been made, and Lingao probably lacked potters capable of firing them. Besides, the transmigrators had not yet found a pottery kiln—or even a brick kiln.

After considerable deliberation, Wang Luobin proposed wooden pipe. Constructed from planks four to six centimeters thick, joined together and secured with iron hoops, wooden pipe proved stronger than concrete and could handle heads up to one hundred meters—compared to concrete pipe's fifty-meter limit. With proper care, it could last ten to twenty years.

Lumber was relatively easy to come by. Logging had not stopped for a single day. Though they lacked proper drying equipment, Wu Kuangming built a makeshift kiln that slow-smoked wood with brush and leaves. Efficiency was low and drying uneven, but it provided enough usable lumber for their purposes.

The real problem was that joining planks into pipe was essentially barrel-making—a craft nearly lost even in their own time, let alone for pipes of such large diameter. After several failures, someone finally used CAD modeling to decompose the standard dimensions for every plank. The lumber team examined the drawings with their millimeter-precise measurements and detailed angles, laughing bitterly. We don't have CNC saws.

But with actual numbers, experimentation finally had direction. Following the drawings through several more days of trial and error, they at last assembled the first pipe: four meters long with a diameter of 0.7 meters, secured with iron hoops. Simple water testing revealed that joint strength remained insufficient. For the second attempt, they added more hoops and used thicker planks. After this version passed testing, the sawmill produced thirty-two meters of wooden penstock, with twelve meters held in reserve as backup. This foresight proved necessary when two pipes were damaged during construction. Pipe joints were sealed with cement mortar, and the penstock's support piers and anchor blocks were built from stone masonry with cement mortar.

At the penstock's base stood the powerhouse. Its foundation demanded exacting standards, so they spared no expense, using crushed-stone mortar concrete and incorporating various stone bars of unknown original purpose that had been left at the quarry.

Though Mei Wan and his Building Engineering Group had never constructed a hydroelectric station before, the rural-designed power-station equipment came with detailed, easy-to-understand manuals. A group with rich engineering experience studied these carefully, combining the written instructions with memories of stations they had seen over the years. Figuring out the construction methods proved less difficult than anticipated. Excavating earthwork and channels, building the powerhouse, erecting power poles—all lay well within their capabilities. The channel was earthen; other structures used cement-mortar stone masonry.

Some rocky sections proved difficult to excavate, but air compressors and pneumatic hammers overcame these obstacles. The Committee had allocated ammonium nitrate and diesel for blasting if needed, but Mei Wan thought it best to minimize the use of such heavy measures. None of them had any blasting experience.

Wang Luobin had spent years living and working in rural Guangxi, where he had grown intimately familiar with agricultural infrastructure like small hydropower. He had been coordinating the recent projects and now made a tour of the site. Near the hydroelectric station, he spotted a group of people gathered together, apparently in the midst of an argument. Moving closer, he recognized members of the Building Group and crew. Group Leader Mei Wan stood on one side; on the other, vaguely familiar, was Zhuo Tianmin—the same man who had proposed the simple-road approach during highway construction.

(End of Chapter)
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Wang Luobin remembered little of Zhuo Tianmin—only that he had a son who had once visited the Committee looking for Xiao Zishan, asking for a chit to obtain an egg from Wu Nanhai. An egg for his child. They were the scarcest commodity these days, with only three or four produced daily, normally reserved for the sick.

The man appeared to be in his mid-thirties, wearing a training suit caked with stone dust and mud. He stood pointing at the newly constructed pressure forebay, his eyes fixed on the structure rather than any of the people gathered around him.

"According to the design drawings, the inlet chamber floor should be higher than the anterior chamber floor. These have been built level."

The engineering crew had gathered in a silent circle. Mei Wan shifted impatiently. "We're talking about a few centimeters. What's the big deal? If we scrutinized every detail in those drawings, this would be nothing but a jerry-rigged mess."

Zhuo Tianmin's expression hardened. "That kind of substitution is acceptable when materials are lacking—that can't be helped. But this pressure forebay used the full amount of cement, gravel, and sand. So why didn't we follow the drawings?"

"The crew didn't understand the drawings well enough," Bing Feng offered, attempting to mediate. "They didn't notice the difference..."

"That makes even less sense." Zhuo Tianmin's voice carried across the site. "The workers are novices, not professionals—no one blames them. But we're all in construction engineering. How can we excuse such an elementary mistake?" Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

Several of the professionals flushed red. Mei Wan had no rebuttal, so he simply asked, "What do you suggest, then?"

"Demolish it. Rebuild according to specifications."

"That wastes materials and delays the entire schedule!" Mei Wan nearly jumped at him. "Besides, you're not even in hydraulic engineering—do you actually know why the pool needs different levels? Drawings aren't always right. That happens all the time."

"I certainly don't know why," Zhuo Tianmin replied evenly. "But precisely because we don't understand, we must follow the drawings to the letter."

Someone in the crowd noticed movement behind them. "Commissioner Wang is here!"

Zhuo Tianmin turned at the announcement. Sure enough, Wang Luobin stood among the onlookers. He gave the commissioner a polite nod and fell silent, waiting.

"Engineer Zhuo, please continue."

"I've said everything I have to say. And I truly don't understand hydroelectric construction." His voice was cool, measured. "Commissioner Wang, you decide." He wanted to see this Committee member's true mettle. Every eye turned to Wang Luobin.

Wang Luobin walked a slow circuit around the pool, then retrieved a measuring rod to check the depths at various points. When he finished, he turned back to Zhuo Tianmin. "Engineer Zhuo, what do you think should be done?"

"Not building to drawings means substandard quality. We can fudge it for now, but there may be problems later."

Wang Luobin turned to Mei Wan. "And you?"

Mei Wan considered the question before answering. "There is deviation from the drawings, yes. But materials are scarce and we're on a tight deadline. I say we make do for now and improve it later when conditions allow."

The suggestion drew nods of approval from some members of the Building Group.

Wang Luobin acknowledged them, then shook his head. "Rework would waste cement and rebar, and it would delay our grid connection. But this matter cannot be fudged."

He pointed at the pool. "The pressure forebay is wider and deeper than the channel so that water entering it slows down, allowing sediment to settle. That's step one. The inlet chamber floor is built higher than the anterior chamber floor to prevent that settled sediment from rushing into the penstock—which ensures safe turbine operation."

Mei Wan realized he had again misread the Committee's priorities. The highway construction had led him to believe they valued speed above all else, so he had pushed the schedule. Now, watching the construction crew stare at him, he waved dismissively.

"Stop gawking. Demolish the problem sections and rework them."

The crew jumped into the pool with eight-pound hammers and began pounding away. Concrete chunks fell in heavy thuds. Wang Luobin's heart ached watching the destruction—who knew when they would be able to produce cement again? The long-range reconnaissance team had been dispatched precisely to locate new resources. They had been gone nearly a week now, with daily radio contact, but no survey results had come in yet.

Zhuo Tianmin stood apart from the others, studying Wang Luobin as if seeing him for the first time. His previous impression of Committee members was that they were affable but slippery. Xiao Zishan was the perfect example—he never said anything to displease anyone, yet you could never pin down his actual position on anything. Even when arbitrating disputes, he wielded rhetoric to preserve everyone's face. Zhuo Tianmin admired that kind of skill, yet simultaneously despised it—he saw it as a survival tactic for men who lacked professional substance.

He knew perfectly well that by speaking up several times in the Building Engineering Group, he had become a thorn in Mei Wan's side. But he did not care. Hadn't he brought his son here precisely to escape that hollow, hypocritical life? If he had to play those same games in another timespace, what was the point of coming at all?

The wind picked up, bending the flexible branches of nearby trees into vigorous waves. The vegetation around Bairren Rapids had been better preserved than elsewhere; dense forests blanketed the surrounding low hills, and the rising wind carried wave after wave of rustling leaves. Then the sky darkened suddenly—rain was coming. Once the defective sections were demolished, Mei Wan immediately reorganized his forces and personally led the crew in a rush to complete repairs. The concrete pour had to finish before the rain arrived. Wang Luobin pitched in as well, helping clear debris on-site.

As he worked, his mind wandered to what Director Wen had privately discussed with him: internal matters were not as simple as they appeared. These past days of construction coordination had already revealed cracks within the Building Group.

After re-pouring the concrete, turbine installation began immediately. The work demanded high precision—proper leveling and, ideally, placement in a single lift. Mei Wan called in the truck crane. After an afternoon of painstaking effort, the turbine was finally hoisted into position. With no bricks or tiles available for a proper powerhouse, they erected a temporary shelter instead.

The crew cleaned up scattered stones and debris in a light rain, installed the intake-channel gate, and finally completed the excavation of the intake opening. The curved wooden gate worked perfectly—not a drop of water surged through. Now they simply had to wait for the concrete to fully cure before generating power.

This small hydroelectric station—with its twenty-meter head and flow of two cubic meters per second—would provide the base with 200 kilowatts of power. Future plans envisioned five turbines producing a combined output of 1,000 kilowatts.

With two generators soon to be operating simultaneously, the previous simple direct-wiring arrangement would need to change. Chang Kai'en planned to establish a proper power grid, and the system had been procured complete. The grid would use 110-kilovolt high-voltage transmission, with industrial power at 380 volts and residential at 220 volts—matching existing voltage standards and the equipment they had brought with them.

Mei Wan had originally wanted to bury the transmission lines underground for safety, but without corrosion-resistant conduit, they continued using overhead poles instead. Fortunately, the distance from the hydroelectric zone to the main city was only a hundred meters—entirely within visual range. If necessary, walls could eventually connect the two zones, though for now that seemed unnecessary.

With power addressed, attention turned to the water supply system. The Wenlan River's water quality suffered mainly from upstream residential and agricultural runoff—high organic content with abundant algae, though relatively little sediment. For such conditions, traditional sedimentation and disinfection alone would not suffice. Algae produced foul odors that even chlorine could not mask. During the Taihu Wuxi cyanobacteria bloom, the water plant's output had met all chemical standards, yet the smell could not be eliminated.

Tian Jiujiu, serving as the water-supply specialist, surveyed the local hydrology and terrain before deciding on an infiltration-type intake system. River water would filter through the riverside soil before entering the reservoir, producing water that was typically uncontaminated and required minimal treatment.

The simplest approach would have been infiltration wells, but Tian Jiujiu had to account for the large population requiring supply and modern habits that consumed more water. He therefore adopted the more complex infiltration gallery system.

First, fifteen meters from the river and parallel to its bank, the crew dug a collection trench. Its depth had to extend one meter below the lowest water level. Inside the trench, they laid a filter bed of multiple layers: different grades of sand, gravel, and crushed stone. Collection pipes were buried at the center. Modern versions typically used perforated PVC pipe of fifty to one hundred millimeters in diameter; Tian Jiujiu had none, so he used concrete pipe instead—two-hundred-millimeter logs served as the inner mold, and a mixture of gravel, fine sand, and cement was cast around them on-site. This pipe did not need to be dense but rather porous, and the joints were left unsealed so that groundwater entering the trench could seep through. The entire trench was then covered with at least thirty millimeters of soil.

Finally, at the northern end of the trench—its lowest point—a clear-water well was built using concrete-mortar masonry. Filtered water flowing through the collection pipes ultimately gathered here to settle. The Building Engineering Group fabricated a reinforced-concrete cover for the well. The settled clear water would be pumped into an elevated water tower whose base was constructed of stone and cement-mortar masonry, topped with a ten-ton water tank salvaged from a ship. The tank's exterior was coated with cement mortar for waterproofing and rust prevention. An ozone generator was installed outside the tower—a device that used high-frequency electronics to produce ozone for sterilization. Ozone sterilization was no less effective than chlorine and did not require complex electrolysis equipment or elaborate piping, with minimal risk to human health. Until salt electrolysis became operational, this system would serve them well.

To protect against typhoons, the elevated tank was firmly guy-wired to the ground with heavy ship cables. The main water pipe running to the city was PVC. Since the Building Group's ambitious underground utility tunnel project had not yet begun, this water line was temporarily buried in a shallow ditch.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 73: Telecommunications

Construction on the transmigrators' housing began in earnest. Compared to the infrastructure projects that had preceded it, this was straightforward work—prefabricated buildings that snapped together like blocks, simple enough for anyone to assemble.

The residential zone sat atop a foundation raised two meters above grade, serving dual purposes: protection against potential flooding, and a defensive advantage should they ever come under attack. The slopes were faced with stone, the surface hardened against the elements. The prefabs followed the standard layout common to new villages back home—all buildings uniformly oriented north-south, arranged around a central plaza in seven numbered clusters. Clusters One through Five housed the single men; Cluster Six, the single women; Cluster Seven accommodated families. Singles bunked four to a unit, while families received one unit apiece. True to the original plans, the interiors were fitted for comfort: electric lights, power outlets—though furniture remained absent, as lumber had to go toward infrastructure first. Even so, the mood was jubilant. For the first time in over ten days, people would sleep in real rooms. Laptops could finally charge. Evenings would no longer stretch into unbearable monotony.

Rows of drying racks lined the residential plaza. At the plaza's northern end, a row of buildings housed the toilets and washrooms—brand-new flushing units unloaded from the ships. These were not the seated toilets common in homes, but rather the squatting variety sometimes called "Turkish-style." The Committee had determined that fixtures that didn't touch skin were more hygienic. Flushing water came directly from the river, stored in a simple tower behind the facilities. From its very founding, Bairren Fortress would operate on a dual-quality water supply.

The washrooms and toilets shared drainage infrastructure. Wastewater flowed by gravity through storm drains to the agricultural zone downwind, where Wu Nanhai had constructed a large biogas digester capable of processing all of the city's sewage.

A man-high wall of earth and stone encircled the residential zone's perimeter—suitable for mounting a defense if the need ever arose. A single entrance provided access, fitted with sturdy wooden-plank gates atop a short flight of steps. Beside it stood a two-story duty station of stone and cement mortar, a bunker in all but name, manned around the clock by Security Group personnel.

The Committee's office conditions improved as well. A two-story steel-frame prefab complex rose from the ground, its interior more impressive still. The furniture had been salvaged from the Fengcheng—pieces that had once seemed old-fashioned now appeared luxurious and imposing, drawing no small amount of envy. The offices even boasted a LAN. Rumors soon circulated that certain Committee members spent their evenings playing networked games in the building after hours.

This put tremendous pressure on the Communications Group, which had just received space in the Committee building. People streamed to Group Leader Li Yunxing demanding network ports in every room. Others fretted that there weren't enough routers—with only one port per room, people couldn't go online simultaneously. Some suggested simply opening wireless service, since most laptops had that capability anyway.

The Committee ruthlessly rejected this request. Ma Qianzhu issued clear instructions: establish a communication center at Bairren Fortress as soon as possible.

The Communications Group's pre-crossing plan had actually adopted the now-obsolete PHS system, known as "Little Smart" in China. In practice, it was far from ideal—prone to those infuriating "Hello? Hello? Damn!" situations. But as crossing equipment went, it had compelling advantages: simple structure, low power consumption. As for the poor signal—well, seventeenth-century air had no radio interference, no towering buildings or high-voltage lines to contend with.

Li Yunxing had brought a discarded local telecom PHS base station and controller, two laptops, decommissioned telecom servers, and an assortment of communication cables, interface equipment, protocols, and management software—a complete suite for building a wireless communication network in this timespace. The base station and controller could support over a thousand handsets within a radius of dozens of kilometers, and adding a few remote modules would extend that range further. For internal base communication, it would serve admirably for the foreseeable future.

They also had more than a thousand PHS handsets, bulk-purchased from the same batch for interchangeable spare parts and easier repairs.

Li Yunxing estimated the current base station's transmission power at roughly 50W, providing coverage of approximately 15 kilometers. To meet Committee requirements, coverage needed to reach 35 to 40 kilometers, which meant installing a power amplifier to boost each channel to 200W. This would also significantly increase the system's fading margin. For balance, tower-top amplifiers would be necessary to boost the uplink signal by about 12dB. His overall estimate: the base station would run on 230V/50Hz AC, requiring 7 to 10kW. He submitted a report to the Committee requesting power allocation—but with the locomobile station already providing 200kWh, this modest draw shouldn't pose a problem.

The Communications Group requested help from the Engineering Team to erect a tower structure in the city and install array antennas. Height would reduce echo noise from surrounding buildings. Of course, there were no high-rises at present, but higher was always better.

Director Wen proposed integrating all wireless resources as soon as possible—enabling radios, phones, and walkie-talkies to intercommunicate. It was a reasonable request, and Li Yunxing racked his brains over it, convening his team for research sessions until they finally arrived at a workable if crude solution: using the air public interface protocol to provide trunking dispatch for everyone's walkie-talkies. He built a makeshift server from industrial microcontrollers, simulating walkie-talkie signals as phone signals to feed into the exchange. This required not only the microcontrollers but also an additional antenna, since PHS and walkie-talkies operated on different frequencies.

The PHS launch restored a familiar feeling for everyone. On handset distribution day, the Communications Group office was mobbed. Everyone wanted what they considered a lucky number.

"I want 888888!"

"Give me 168168! 'All the Way Rich!'"

"Bullshit—that one's mine."

"Xiao Shao, remember? I treated you to dinner once. Save me one with 8s!"

"You people are so vulgar—nothing but 8s. Skinning?"

"It means 'prosper!' 'Fortune!' You don't know that? Illiterate!"

"You're the illiterate—your whole family's illiterate. You're not even Cantonese—why are you aping them?" These two nearly came to blows.

"I want 6s—give me ones with 6!"

One person tried to be clever: "I want 444444."

"Then you might as well get 514514," someone joked. (Note: 514 creates a homophone for "I want to die" in Mandarin.)

Shao Zong sat behind a desk with a large box on it, shouting over the din: "Don't crowd—one at a time! We're drawing numbers here—no choosing! Whatever you draw is yours. Hey, hey, hey—no taking one, looking at it, and throwing it back! Where are your manners?"

"Hey, Xiao Shao, can I get a nicer-looking one? This phone is hideous." A woman's voice.

"I want a flip phone. Why are these all candybars? So old-fashioned!" The women chattered away—their interest lay not in the numbers but in the pile of handsets, which they rummaged through with abandon.

"Yeah, no color choices either... If I'd known, I would've brought the one I left at home..." The phones had been bulk-purchased—only the colors differed; all the same model. No wonder the women were dissatisfied.

The Communications Group struggled to maintain order. Just as the chaos reached its peak, Guo Yi stepped forward from where he'd been working nearby.

"Everyone, don't crowd."

He'd never actually done public-security work, but he came from that world—never eaten pork, as the saying went, but he'd seen plenty of pigs run. Sensing an opportunity, he immediately helped restore order. One hot-tempered fellow tried to shove Xiao Guo but found his joint locked until tears streamed down his face. With such a pitiful example before them, the unruly crowd quickly fell into line.

The number-drawing concluded without further incident. A lucky few walked away with 8s and 6s, but most ended up with ordinary numbers. The superstitious ones who hadn't drawn well cursed their luck, then approached the fortunate to trade personal supplies for better numbers.

"Business opportunities exist everywhere..." Shao Zong murmured contentedly as he carried the desk back to the office. Just like in that other timespace, the Communications Group—future Crossing Telecom Company—had already reserved the so-called lucky numbers. Li Yunxing and Shao Zong had done the calculations: once Crossing Telecom restructured, they would release these numbers to the market. Oh boy—wouldn't that be a fortune?

Noticing the person who'd helped maintain order leaving without a phone, Shao Zong hurried to catch up.

"Brother, what's your name? Why didn't you get a phone?"

"Well..." Guo Yi scratched his head, looking a bit embarrassed. "I've got a temporary ID. Can't get a phone yet."

"Oh!" Shao Zong slapped his hand in realization. "You must be Guo Yi."

"You know me?" Xiao Guo was puzzled—he should have been unknown here.

"Mm, others don't. But our group leader brought back an internal bulletin. I've read it."

"Oh? What does it say?" Guo Yi was keenly interested in his future. Internal bulletins surely reflected this bold group of time-traveling adventurers' leadership's views and policies toward him.

"Well..." Shao Zong shifted uncomfortably. "Can't really say—it's classified..."

Damn—they learned fast. Mastered this game instantly. Xiao Guo cursed internally, but his expression remained utterly sincere. "No problem—just asking casually."

"I'll spill a bit, then." Shao Zong decided that being too principled was inhuman. "The three of you—the Committee means to treat you differently. Just remember that."

Treat differently? What did that mean? Guo Yi fell into deep thought.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 74: Lingao's Counterattack (Part 1)

The "differential treatment" for the three of them clearly meant a distinction between himself and the two ATF foreigners—their futures would diverge accordingly. Whether this boded well or ill remained to be seen.

On one hand, he was Chinese while the other two were American. From the perspective of "those not of our kind must have different hearts," he was obviously a prime candidate for unity. But knowing certain countrymen's tendency to favor foreigners, perhaps these rootless foreign friends would find themselves more valued by the leadership, while he became a despised saboteur. In that case, the best he could hope for was "controlled use."

This uncertainty troubled him deeply. He knew that leaders' thinking often diverged from ordinary people's—and that this peculiar mindset followed position rather than person. Once someone ascended to leadership, their logic shifted; their true intentions became inscrutable. The time-traveling group's leadership, he believed, would prove no exception.

Since his assignment to the basic labor group, he had worked quietly, keeping his head down. "Keep your tail between your legs"—he understood this truth that every ordinary Chinese person learned to live by. But he was also waiting, biding his time for the Committee to acknowledge him as a revolutionary comrade.

He had not expected that opportunity to arrive so soon.



While the transmigrators threw themselves enthusiastically into building their new city, no one realized how poorly defended their massive construction site truly was. The locals' panicked flight after landing, combined with victories in several small skirmishes, had bred complacency. The shipload of weapons from the North American chapter had inflated their sense of security to dangerous heights—they had convinced themselves that trenches, abatis, barbed wire, SKS rifles, and searchlights constituted an impregnable fortress.

County scouts watched from a distance each day, careful never to venture too close. The capture of their companions by pirates riding roaring monsters had taught them that lesson well enough. The boldest among them used trees and tall grass for cover during daylight hours, creeping forward inch by inch until they could glimpse what the pirates were so busily constructing. Through these observations, the county understood the pirates' every move—yet remained helpless to act. Few could be consulted, and their discussions amounted to nothing more than armchair strategy.

The gentry showed little enthusiasm for confrontation. What was there to fight with? Magistrate Wu knew exactly how these old moneybags thought: at worst, when crisis came, they would simply flee to their fortified rural estates. Small chaos, hide in cities; great chaos, hide in the countryside—a time-tested saying. But as county magistrate, if the city fell, he could not flee. He would have to die with it. This he truly did not want—if his ambition for office had not burned so fiercely, he would never have gone to such lengths to secure appointment to this backwater.

The city itself was far from peaceful. Over two thousand rural refugees had flooded through the gates, and housing was desperately short. Farmers from the four directions had either fled inside the walls or remained in the countryside, too frightened to bring grain and vegetables to market for fear of highway robbery by pirates. All manner of food had grown scarce. Refugees subsisted on handouts from the porridge kitchens. Between malnutrition and sleeping rough, the elderly and children had begun to die; wailing filled the streets each day. Magistrate Wu grew increasingly anxious, fearing that the slightest disturbance might trigger civil unrest. He took to patrolling the streets personally, hoping his presence would calm hearts.

Just in case the worst came to pass, he had already dispatched trusted household servants with his family and valuables to the prefectural capital, with instructions to take them home across the strait immediately if anything happened. Thus he became a true "naked official."

After more than ten days of terrified waiting, the pirates still showed no sign of attacking. Scouts reported that the shaven-headed pirates had stopped building roads at Bairrentou Beach and were now constructing extensively at the site. They seemed to have no intention of attacking the city. Wu Mingjin could not fathom what was so special about Bairrentou Beach to warrant all that digging—there were no legends of ancient tombs or buried treasure in that area.

"This is truly vexing." Wu Mingjin slapped his forehead in frustration. In these ten-odd days, his hair seemed to have grayed considerably.

"Your Honor, Inspector Fu requests an audience," a servant announced.

"Show him in," Wu Mingjin replied without enthusiasm. Though he knew Fu Bowen's twelve men could never have stopped the pirates' landing, he still harbored resentment over the man's flight without a fight. Still, he had to humor the inspector—he was the county's only military official and still needed. Fu Bowen apparently understood the gravity of his offense; he had worked diligently on both city defense and scouting expeditions ever since.

"Your Honor, the shaven-headed pirates are building a fortress at Bairrentou Beach!"

Wu Mingjin's hand trembled; tea spilled across his desk. "How do you know?" he demanded.

"I scouted the area personally yesterday. The pirates have already built many houses at Bairren Rapids!"

Wu Mingjin nearly dropped his teacup. This was precisely what he had feared most. If the pirates entrenched themselves, what could possibly be done? He had clung to the hope that they would eventually leave of their own accord. Now they showed no intention of leaving—they had built roads, and now they were constructing a permanent settlement less than ten li from the county seat.

Once that settlement was complete, the pirates would stay forever. And setting aside other concerns—it was now the ninth month, with autumn grain collection imminent. The banks of the Wenlan River formed the county's grain-producing heartland. With pirates encamped right there, what commoner would dare harvest their fields?

Failure to collect the autumn grain... Magistrate Wu knew this would prove far more serious than merely having pirates in the county. His official career would certainly be finished.

"Summon Master Liu at once," Wu Mingjin commanded, spinning around. "Summon all the city gentry! And Master Huang from Huang Family Village."

When the city's officials and gentry gathered to hear the scouts' reports, several among them had read military texts. Observing that these shaven-headed pirates had spread themselves in a thin line along the road, they assumed the pirates knew nothing of warfare—deploying a "snake formation" where head and tail could not support each other. They had not even built a fortified camp at Bopu. Each post was manned by only two or three men armed with bird-guns, with nothing but short-clothed, shaven-headed laborers working the sites.

This intelligence emboldened the officials and gentry. Fu Bowen, having lost his Bopu post as Patrol Inspector, advocated most actively for attacking the pirates to redeem his disgrace. Magistrate Wu pointedly reminded the assembly that the autumn harvest was near and that farmers along the river dared not work their fields. Any delay would cost them the entire year's harvest—failing the court above, leaving commoners destitute below, and never mind the matter of unpaid rents... The gentry's interest gradually awakened. When self-interest was at stake, even the reluctant found their enthusiasm. Several immediately pledged men and money to fight and drive out the pirates.

On the eleventh of the ninth month, all village commanders with militia under their authority were summoned to the city to deliberate. Magistrate Wu's words were stern and uncompromising. With several major local landlords having explicitly pledged to fight to the death, the smaller forts had little choice but to agree to participate—some contributing three or five men, others offering weapons or gunpowder. By the thirteenth, nearly three hundred militia had assembled. The magistrate still deemed this insufficient and sent word to Li'an in Xinhua Township, in the county's south, conscripting thirty Li-people soldiers from a Li tribal village. These warriors were crossbowmen whose arrows were tipped with specially prepared poisons.

Jinshi Liu proposed a night raid, and Magistrate Wu agreed. But Inspector Fu and Huang Shoutong both opposed the plan. They had combat experience and knew that even well-trained regular troops struggled to control their advance and retreat during night fighting, let alone this hastily assembled rabble. Being a rabble, the only viable option was to rely on overwhelming numbers—launching a massive assault against a single pirate position in one crushing wave, destroying one group while wrecking whatever vehicles and equipment they could.

Fu Bowen ordered everyone to bring plenty of fire-starters and gunpowder for burning. He had originally wanted to bring the garrison's Frankish cannon as well, but Centurion Sun adamantly refused, claiming that both cannon and soldiers were designated for city defense—field combat was the county's affair and none of his concern. Magistrate Wu negotiated personally but was likewise rebuffed. He was deeply disappointed—the messenger he had sent to Tang Yunwen at Baisha had also returned empty-handed. Tang claimed he would soon be joining the campaign against the bandit Liu Laoxiang and had no time to deal with these "small-time pirates."

But Tang Yunwen's response came as no surprise. Unless the pirates actually breached Lingao City's walls, the army would never come to suppress them. Nothing remained but to muster their spirits and fight with everything they had.

The county scoured its armory to equip these ragged militia. City blacksmiths forged scores of iron spearheads. Scrap copper and iron were collected for cannon shot. Laborers were conscripted to build war-carts. The city dissolved into chaos and clamor.

All of these activities were reported in full by the observation post below the city walls back to the Committee. Whether Lingao was strengthening its defenses or preparing a counterattack, no one could determine with certainty. Orders to heighten alert were issued, but the Military Group had no additional forces to deploy.

Including the armed militia mobilized after landing, the Military Group totaled only about seventy personnel. After subtracting the three manning the county monitoring post and two escorting the long-range reconnaissance survey team, the remainder had to guard everything from the Bopu camp through the highway checkpoints to the Bairren Rapids site itself. The Military Group had already canceled three-shift rotations, adopting two shifts just to maintain some semblance of security coverage.

Whether this gap-riddled defensive line would prove effective against Ming militia—only actual combat could answer. This was not a game with a LOAD function. Every death, every lost piece of equipment meant irreversible loss.

All news from the observation post pointed to a single conclusion: Ming-era Lingao County was about to launch a full-scale attack. This caught the Committee by surprise—they had assumed the county would not move without Ming military reinforcement. But on the thirteenth of the ninth lunar month, the observation post spotted workers dismounting the huzhun cannons from the city tower. This confirmed the Military Group's assessment. He Ming warned the Committee that their security situation was far from optimistic. In an emergency session, the Committee ordered full mobilization: except for a handful of ongoing projects, all work halted. Every male was issued an SKS rifle; every female received a revolver. The Military Group was to organize live-fire training sessions as quickly as possible.

He Ming knew that most had received limited training at best. During crossing preparations, due to various restrictions, so-called military training had consisted mainly of marching drills and physical conditioning; actual live-fire shooting was rare. A novice unfamiliar with firearms holding an SKS was little different from one holding a fire-poker. No one should expect them to fight actively or effectively.

After discussion within the Military Group, they decided to continue with the mobile-defense plan. If attacked, the mobilized militia would fall back to key strongpoints while Military Group soldiers used farm vehicles and jeeps for mobility. Wherever the enemy concentrated their greatest force, the mobile unit would strike unexpectedly from the flanks or rear. He Ming believed their superior communications and mobility would powerfully compensate for their insufficient numbers.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 75: Lingao's Counterattack (Part 2)

The county's counterattack plan emerged primarily from Liu Dalin and Huang Shoutong, unwittingly reproducing the classic Ming pattern of civilian control over military affairs. Jinshi Liu was a deeply learned man; shaped by the political turmoil of the late Ming, he had devoured military treatises and possessed a solid grasp of strategic thinking. Militia Commander Huang brought years of front-line experience to the table, having fought countless small-scale engagements, and understood tactical command intimately. The assembled officials and gentry, seeing this pairing, felt their confidence bolstered.

Scout reports indicated the pirates had established separate camps at Bopu and Bairrentou Beach. Women had been spotted at Bairrentou Beach—a clear sign that the pirates' main encampment was there, and where their headquarters would be found.

Though many troops had gathered within the city walls, precious few could actually fight. Huang Shoutong, a local man who had commanded militia for years, knew exactly which forces could hold their own in battle and which were good only for bullying unarmed civilians. The truly reliable fighters numbered perhaps a hundred from his own Huang Family Village militia, supplemented by militiamen and retainers from a handful of landlord-gentry households—barely two hundred in all. His plan was to deploy these men as a strike force aimed directly at the pirates' command center, hoping to decapitate their leadership in a single bold stroke.

Some of the gentry voiced concerns: would killing the pirate leaders not provoke a frenzied retaliation?

"In war, one must never harbor false hopes." Huang Shoutong stroked his chin-whiskers thoughtfully. "Once blades are drawn, you fight to the finish. Never imagine that showing mercy will earn you a peaceful withdrawal—your enemies will see only weakness and vulnerability, and press you all the harder." His gaze swept across the assembled faces, naturally commanding. "Beat them until they hurt, until they are afraid. Then they will roll away on their own."

The final plan called for a two-pronged assault. The left column, with the Huang Family Village militia as its core, would bring two huzhun cannons dismounted from the city walls, along with fire-rockets and powder grenades—three hundred men in total, led personally by Huang Shoutong, striking directly at Bairrentou Beach. The right column, commanded by Fu Bowen with over three hundred men—mostly conscripted commoners—would carry an abundance of flags, horns, and drums to mount a noisy feint against the Bopu camp as a diversion. To prevent the pirates' scouts from detecting the stratagem, both columns would depart together, appearing to march toward Bopu, before the left column doubled back to surprise-attack Bairrentou Beach.

The two columns established their signal: fire. The right column would strike Bopu first; then the main force would launch its assault. Either column withdrawing would signal with smoke.

The city garrison, apart from the yamen runners, consisted of two hundred men. The county archers and militia had gone unpaid for so long that Magistrate Wu fretted constantly—he feared that if left to guard the city and events turned sour, they might riot and plunder both city and countryside. The village militia he could not fully trust either. So he scrambled them all together: militia, archers, and garrison soldiers mixed indiscriminately for city defense. Those militiamen who wished to avoid fighting could only bribe the registrar for exemption; those without money were driven off, seething with resentment.

By the sixteenth day of the ninth month, preparations were complete. Cooking pots appeared in the city streets. Many men were eating their first proper meal of the entire year—they crowded around the pots, drooling, drinking in the aroma.

"Heavens above, finally a full stomach."

"Usually only get decent rice at harvest time—these past two years, not even then."

"Weather's gone mad. Frost in Lingao!"

"This meal might be our last."

"Don't speak such ill luck."

County Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya arrived bearing several hundred strings of cash as departure bonuses, along with twenty sets of freshly quilted cotton armor. Such armor was simple enough to make, but the South-Sea heat made it impractical, so it was rarely used—these had been rushed into production for the occasion. Huang Shoutong understood well that the magistrate was counting on him as a bastion of defense. Deeply moved, he offered repeated thanks, his resolve to fight hardening within him.

He summoned his second son. Huang Bingkun was a county-school student, a shengyuan. With his younger brother's death still fresh—mere days past—and his father now girding for battle with an air of finality about him, the young man felt a deep unease settle in his chest.

"Bingkun, your father goes to fight pirates today." Huang Shoutong rested a hand on his knee. "These pirates are fierce. I have no certain confidence in this campaign..."

"Father—"

"Do not speak," Huang Shoutong said, his voice solemn. "Your father is past fifty. If something happens to me, you and your elder brother need not grieve overmuch. Your elder brother, though brave, has no love for study—he lacks your cleverness. So I give these instructions to you alone: these ten-odd years, the signs of chaos have been growing throughout the realm. We are fortunate to live in a remote backwater. But when the great chaos comes, petty villains will seize their opportunities. First, lead our sons in taking up arms to defend our homeland. Second, follow Heaven's mandate!" He fixed his son with a penetrating stare. "Do not let too many books breed foolish loyalty in you—do you understand?"

"Yes! Your son understands." Huang Bingkun grasped the meaning yet remained confused, but dared not press further.

"You will leave with me shortly, then turn back toward Huang Family Village along the way."

"Your son wishes to fight at your side!"

"Foolish boy..." Huang Shoutong sighed deeply. "You are a xiucai. War is perilous. The Huang family cannot be left without you."

"But there is still Elder Brother—"

"Your elder brother is a commoner." The old master allowed his servants to help him don the cotton armor. "Magistrate Wu will eventually transfer out. Will the new magistrate remember our blood and sacrifice? A xiucai in the family makes our words carry weight."

At this, the young man finally understood his father's deeper intentions—yet felt a hidden reluctance stirring within.



After instructing his son, Huang Shoutong led the main force out through the city gates. As he rode, he felt genuine gratitude for Magistrate Wu's trust, yet could not shake a dark premonition. These pirates who sailed in giant iron ships, who drove machines no human strength could match—they were nothing like the bandits and thugs he had spent his life fighting. Their arrival perhaps signaled that many things would change utterly. He lifted his eyes to the sky—only faint wisps of cloud drifted there, yet to him the sun seemed dim, its light somehow leached away. Was this Great Ming realm truly facing an upheaval beyond reckoning?

After the forces split on the road, he brought his troops to within two li of Bairren Rapids. There he waited: partly for the Bopu feint to begin, partly for fresh scout reports. He had already made up his mind—if Bairrentou Beach proved undefended, he would attack early, signal or no signal from Fu Bowen.

Soon the scouts reported back: the Bairrentou Beach pirates had all withdrawn into their camps, with no movement outside. Huang Shoutong nodded grimly. This was hardly unexpected. The enemy's own scouts had likely tracked their movements already.

After waiting a while longer, smoke and fire signals appeared from the Bopu direction. Knowing Fu Bowen had commenced his attack, Huang Shoutong rode his horse up a small rise to address his men.

"Fellow elders and brothers, we are about to charge the enemy lines. We are all natives of this land—our families have lived here for generations. Here stand our fields and houses, our ancestors' graves and shrines..." His voice caught, and he felt tears welling up. "Today is the day we defend our homeland and serve our court. Everyone—follow me!"

With that, he spurred his horse forward, leading his mounted retainers as the vanguard, galloping toward Bairrentou Beach. The militia split into two columns, following the dozen-odd riders in their headlong charge. The cannon crews—ten men to each piece—pushed and hauled desperately to bring the two huzhun cannons to the front.



From the administrative-zone watchtower, He Ming had been tracking their assembly through binoculars. Now, seeing dust clouds billowing across the sky and drums rolling in thunderous waves, he knew the assault had begun. He snatched up his walkie-talkie to sound the alarm. Almost simultaneously, a piercing siren shrieked across Bairrentou Beach. Every spine stiffened—the attack had started.

"Group Leader He... Leader..." The arriving messenger was from the Communications Group, his words tumbling over themselves. "Bopu is under attack! The enemy is besieging Bopu!"

He Ming frowned. The observation post's tracking reports had already told him the enemy had split their forces—obviously one thrust had to be a feint. But both columns had similar numbers, both carried many handcarts, and now both had launched attacks nearly simultaneously...

"Tell Bopu to hold!" Bopu's defenses were far more developed than those at Bairrentou Beach, and with over a hundred defenders now—including ten Military Group members—holding should not be a problem.

The command center here was another matter. Construction had sprawled outward, leaving too many positions to defend: the residential zone, the equipment and vehicle storage, the power station, the newly completed administrative compound. Most positions had only two lines of barbed wire and a single earth berm for protection. How much fighting capability these city-bred homebodies possessed—men who had barely fired a dozen rounds in their lives—remained an open question.

Huang Shoutong's forces charged to the edge of the trench, tossing their prepared sandbags and brush bundles into the ditch, instantly laying a crossing path. Then gunfire erupted. A dozen men around him dropped—pirate firearms are fearsome! He crouched low against his horse's neck, spurring the animal to a gallop. Gunfire crackled without pause; men continued to fall. He wheeled his mount sharply, deciding against a deeper assault on the pirates' main camp. Instead, he would concentrate everything on the nearest enclosure. His broadsword swept forward:

"Brothers, charge!"

The enclosure he had chosen was the administrative zone—newly completed, its barbed wire installed only yesterday. Fifty people defended it, including ten Military Group members.

"Mengxian! Handle suppressive fire!" He Ming roared into the walkie-talkie. "Shoot the mounted ones!"

Before he finished speaking, a saber-brandishing militiaman tumbled from his horse with the crack of a rifle shot.

"Damn—nice shot!" He Ming could not help but praise. This finance major who had spent years at sports school practicing moving-target shooting really could shoot.

By now the militia were surging forward like wave upon wave. The gunfire grew chaotic. Those behind the barbed wire watched these men coming—each one baring his teeth and howling, waving every manner of weapon as they charged. Most of the transmigrators had been law-abiding citizens back in their former lives; forget about shooting people, they had scarcely witnessed a street fight. Faced with such a scene, they gaped in frozen panic. After squeezing off a single round, they simply stood there—only scattered shots rang out.

"Shoot! You idiots!" He Ming grabbed an SKS rifle, flicked the bayonet out with a sharp swing, and rushed forward, kicking and shaking them back to their senses.

Finally, volley fire rang out. The charging gray wave hesitated for a moment, then surged forward again. The other camps opened ragged supporting fire. Most of the transmigrators were hopeless with their weapons—many forgot to adjust their sights before firing, while others held down their triggers in wild panic, blazing away until their magazines ran dry.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 76: Lingao's Counterattack (Part 3)

"I'm out of ammo!"

"Bullets—where are the damn bullets!"

Before the battle, each man had been issued ninety rounds. The SKS-D rifles used AK-pattern thirty-round magazines, and everyone had been confident that such firepower could shatter even the legendary Manchu Iron Cavalry. They weren't wrong about the weapons—but they had vastly overestimated the men wielding them. When the enemy refused to fall dead at the first shots like they did in movies and video games, when they didn't simply disintegrate as expected but instead ground their teeth and howled and kept charging forward, panic took hold. Some forgot to grab their spare magazines entirely. Others fumbled at their belts, their trembling fingers unable to yank out perfectly functional magazines from their pouches.

"Don't panic—hold steady!" He Ming sprinted along the earthen berm, shouting himself hoarse. He knew these men had less military training than raw recruits and had never seen real combat. A momentary loss of composure was inevitable, so he ran back and forth desperately, trying to shore up what remained of their morale.

During this lull in fire, the militia seized their chance. They pushed sandbag-laden handcarts up to the base of the berm, and bowmen used the carts as cover to loose volleys of arrows into the defenders. Someone took an arrow and fell howling. Hippo and the medical team rushed to help, but someone shoved him hard from behind. Something struck his head, and he spun around to discover that one of the defenders had hurled his rifle at him and was now fleeing in a blind panic.

"Come back, you coward!" Hippo roared. It was fortunate he wore a steel helmet—otherwise that eight-and-a-half-pound rifle would have cracked his skull open.

Mid-shout, white smoke suddenly billowed from beyond the barbed wire. Cannons thundered. Hippo threw himself flat as something clattered against his helmet and stinging fragments peppered his body. When he looked up, a man had tumbled off the berm right in front of him, his face a mask of blood. Hippo grabbed him by the collar and dragged him clear—the man was still moaning. Still savable.

The volley from the two huzhun cannons proved devastating to the already-panicking defenders. Though these weapons had limited range and stopping power, firing simultaneously from less than fifty paces away turned even stone chips and scrap iron into lethal shrapnel. Men fell wounded all along the line. Facing real combat for the first time, not a single transmigrator displayed any sort of protagonist's aura—no one coolly drew a sword and charged into the fray. The roar of those two ugly little iron cannons became the final straw that broke their fragile spirits. Watching companions beside them scream and writhe blood-soaked on the ground, some men finally snapped. They shrieked, scrambled to their feet, and fled.

He Ming's hand twitched toward his pistol. He almost wanted to execute a few of them on the spot. If only we had one platoon of PLA soldiers, he thought bitterly. Even armed with nothing but old Sanba rifles, they could break this rag-clad militia in under a minute. They had underestimated the enemy's fighting spirit and catastrophically overestimated how much psychological resilience modern civilians actually possessed.

"Shoot! Keep shooting!" He Ming grabbed a man who was struggling with his magazine, yanked it free, and slammed it home for him. "Fire!"

Some of the boldest militiamen had already scrambled over the berm. He Ming gathered seven or eight Military Group members and concentrated their fire on the breach. The SKS-D's thirty-round magazine gave them an enormous advantage. Scorching brass cartridges rained down around their feet, littering the ground. The militia massed at the breach fell in waves; the survivors broke and fled back down the slope.

This small counterattack stabilized the line. Fire intensified from all sectors, and He Ming used the moment to rally the defenders alongside other Military Group members, talking down those who had panicked. Li Jun physically kicked and shoved the fleeing men back into position. The medical team worked quickly to drag the wounded into nearby buildings, getting them away from the blood-soaked scene that was destroying morale faster than any enemy weapon.

"Don't panic—keep your heads down—don't stop shooting—they can't get up here..." He Ming walked the length of the berm, repeating the words like a mantra.

Huang Shoutong wanted to try one more push. His militia had surged all the way to the base of the berm, but now they found themselves caught in murderous crossfire from multiple camps. Men kept falling. The casualties were horrendous. Fire seemed to come from every direction at once—the pirates' firearms clearly outranged anything the Ming forces possessed. Occasionally a shot cracked down from the heights above, and men's skulls simply vanished in sprays of red mist.

The cannon crews drew concentrated fire and died within moments. Bowmen preparing to support the climb never got a chance to loose a single arrow before being cut down; the smarter ones dove for cover beneath the sandbag carts. Bullets rained on the militia like a monsoon downpour. They held their position at the base of the berm only briefly before scattering under the relentless fire. They had never accurately gauged the range of an SKS rifle, and many were shot down while still fleeing across what they had assumed was safe ground.

Watching the militia rout, He Ming quickly radioed a ceasefire order. Even so, ragged shooting continued for a while before finally sputtering out.

"Why'd we stop firing?" Someone came running over, clutching an SKS. "I was just getting into it!"

He Ming turned and recognized the man—the same coward who had thrown his rifle and fled, only to be dragged back into line by Li Jun. His nostrils flared with excitement now, his face flushed and glowing. Remembering how this same man had been paralyzed with terror just minutes ago, He Ming could only shake his head.

"We want prisoners, not corpses." He turned away to radio the mobile team, ordering them to intercept the fleeing militia.

The appearance of the farm vehicles on the riverbed terrified what remained of the enemy force. They had prepared bottles filled with oil, gunpowder, and chicken blood for fighting the "demon carts"—but who could remember such things now? They simply ran. But how could men on foot, crossing flat riverbed terrain, hope to outrun four-wheel-drive farm trucks? Soon enough, after the vehicles encircled them and shot down a few who refused to stop, most of the survivors huddled together in a defeated mass. Xiong Buyou kept shouting "Surrender and live!" from one of the trucks, and one by one they dropped to their knees. Only a handful of fast runners or strong swimmers managed to escape.

The rout happened so swiftly that the attackers couldn't even send up a smoke signal for retreat. He Ming left a contingent behind to secure the battlefield and took eight farm vehicles with fifty-odd men to cut off the Bopu enemy's escape route.



The attack on Bopu had begun at noon. Forewarned, the logging teams and workers harvesting laver and oysters in the area had already withdrawn into camp. Fu Bowen had his militia wave flags and fire three-eyed guns repeatedly while drums and gongs raised an enormous commotion—more theater than warfare.

He was directing operations from a hill he believed to be safely out of range when a retainer beside him suddenly developed a hole in his chest and collapsed without a sound. Terrified, Fu Bowen bolted. His militia, seeing their master flee, threw down their weapons and scattered—running even earlier than Huang Shoutong's forces. Naturally, no retreat signal was sent.

But signal or no signal, it made no difference now. Liu Dalin and Huang Shoutong's planned left and right columns had both completely routed. If anyone showed any tactical sense at all, it was Fu Bowen—his timely flight at least saved most of the right column from capture. He Ming's pursuit vehicles caught only stragglers.



After the battle, Bairrentou Beach reeked of blood and gunpowder. From the administrative zone's berm to the trench beyond, bodies lay strewn everywhere. The homebodies who had somehow survived what they now thought of as "intense combat" wandered about dragging their rifles, looking dazed. Did I actually kill people? It seemed impossible, and yet the bodies scattered across the ground proved otherwise. Some vomited. Some wept. Some laughed strange, baffling laughs that had nothing to do with humor.

Psychological intervention for transmigrators needs to go on the agenda, Xiao Zishan thought as he walked toward the administrative zone. He had watched the battle from the vehicle-storage area—lately, the transmigrators had implemented an emergency protocol requiring that several Committee members always remain at each camp, never gathering in one place. No sense getting wiped out in a single stroke.

Out on the battlefield, Military Group members with bayonets fixed to their SKS rifles moved among the fallen, checking each body. Those still moving or showing signs of life were set aside for the medical team. Unless their wounds were minor, they wouldn't receive immediate treatment—only those who could survive long enough would be saved. Besides, many transmigrators had been wounded too, and they took priority.

"Casualties?" Xiao Zishan asked, spotting Shi Niaoren nearby.

"No deaths so far, but plenty of wounded," Shi Niaoren replied. "Most of them from the huzhun cannons—lots of face and limb injuries."

"Oh?"

"Everyone had stab-proof vests and steel helmets—what could those little iron cannons really do?" Shi Niaoren gestured dismissively toward the overturned cannon carts near the berm. Two short, ugly iron tubes lay on the ground. Their crude construction and graceless shapes made it hard to associate them with the word "cannon."

"Initial review looks lucky—no eye injuries. The most serious case is an arrow wound to the arm." Shi Niaoren traced a line across his own forearm. "His arm won't work properly again."

Xiao Zishan was silent for a moment. Better than total disability, he thought—but he couldn't say that aloud.

The full casualty report came quickly:

Transmigrators: twenty-one wounded—including one burn from touching a hot SKS barrel.

By comparison, the attacking militia had left over a hundred bodies across both battlefields. More than thirty wounded had been abandoned—severely injured men, most of whom would die within a day or two. Over a hundred and thirty prisoners had been taken and now sat detained on the riverbed, their spirits utterly crushed.

The captured materiel proved considerable. Besides the abundance of blades, spears, bows, and crossbows, they had seized two huzhun cannons, drums, banners, crude handcarts, and even several carts loaded with gunpowder and scrap-iron shot. The Planning Committee catalogued and stored everything. The weapons could later arm native auxiliary forces, or at worst be melted down for raw material. The cannons and scrap iron were useless as weapons but would serve the future Steel Group well enough. The handcarts would prove useful at the construction site. As for the gunpowder—though the Chemistry Group sneered at its quality, it was stored all the same.

The transmigrators' greatest prize, however, consisted of three captured horses. Hainan didn't produce horses; these had been imported from the southwest. They were small animals, probably unsuitable for cavalry work, but they would serve well enough as draft animals. Another five or six dead horses were handed over to the Agriculture Group for butchering.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 77: Aftermath (Part 1)

Wang Luobin's heart was still pounding when he emerged from the administrative zone, his grip on the rifle so tight it was the only thing keeping his hands from shaking. Today had been close—far too close. The grueling construction work had left everyone sluggish, their reflexes dulled, and the enemy had exploited that weakness with terrifying speed.

During the battle, he had emptied an entire magazine without any idea what he'd actually hit. Thirty rounds, gone in an instant. When the enemy came scrambling up the berm, there had been no time to reload—so he had fled, shamefully, like a coward. The whole experience already felt like a fever dream: confused, fragmentary, unreal. By the time his senses returned, the enemy had retreated, and somehow he found himself on the opposite side of the defensive line with nothing worse than minor scrapes. He couldn't help wondering if he would survive this world at all.

Brass casings littered the ground everywhere, some still trailing wisps of smoke. Wasteful, he thought. The transmigrators couldn't manufacture cartridge casings yet—someone would need to organize a collection effort immediately.

Lost in thought, he spotted Xiao Zishan standing atop the berm, surveying the corpse-strewn field with barely suppressed revulsion.

"Zishan? What are you doing here?"

"Arranging the aftermath, as you might imagine." Xiao Zishan attempted a calm smile that came out looking more nauseated than composed. "Though honestly, there's nothing I hate more than seeing corpses."

"Nobody likes it." Wang Luobin likewise avoided looking at the grotesquely contorted bodies scattered across the killing ground. It was clear now that death by bullet looked nothing like the movies—no neat hole, no token pool of blood. Instead, the rounds had mercilessly torn through flesh, exposing viscera and gore, soaking the earth a purple-black that seemed to drink the light. You could never truly imagine how much blood a person held until you saw it spilled across the ground.

A nearby corpse lay twisted at an impossible angle, half its skull missing, exposing something white and glistening red. The dead man's cotton armor was riddled with bullet holes, the blood-soaked batting trembling in the breeze like ragged pennants. Wang Luobin quickly looked away. A corpse-collection team—hastily organized from prisoners—was using hook-poles originally meant for pulling down barbed wire to drag the bodies onto handcarts, wheeling them off for burial.

Watching these prisoners with their blank, hollow faces hauling and dragging corpses while the transmigrators looked on grimly, Wang Luobin recalled a phrase they had once joked about: "Revolution is not a dinner party, not essay-writing." Here, in this moment, he finally understood its dark meaning. Revolution meant blood and sacrifice. Revolution, however righteous, however popular, ultimately killed mostly ordinary common people.

"By the way, Engineer Wang—there's an expanded Committee meeting tonight at seven."

"Expanded meeting?"

"A post-battle review. Besides Committee members, professional group leaders and key personnel will attend." He paused. "And mass representatives."

"Mass representatives?"

Xiao Zishan's expression turned cold. "Tonight will probably see our first factional struggle."

"What?" Wang Luobin frowned. "The battle went fairly well, didn't it?" In his view, though the fighting had been somewhat chaotic, the results were excellent—and their own losses minimal.

"Look at it from both sides." Xiao Zishan glanced around and lowered his voice. "With such an enormous technological advantage—weapons centuries ahead of this era—Ming soldiers still managed to penetrate our base and attack. Couldn't that be framed as a failure?"

"I suppose..."

"The enemy stronghold is only four kilometers away. The Committee ignored this close-range threat, sending only three people to monitor. Couldn't that be framed as underestimating the enemy?"

"Mm, yes." Wang Luobin nodded reluctantly.

"And when we detected the enemy leaving the city, we didn't organize forces to harass or ambush them—we simply sat and waited for them to besiege us. What kind of tactical decision is that?"

Wang Luobin broke out in a cold sweat. "Zishan, those are trumped-up charges."

Xiao Zishan shook his head slowly. "Since landing, we've followed a steady-construction approach, working hard to avoid direct conflict with the Ming natives. But now it seems the aggressive line is about to seize power."

"Impossible. The Committee fundamentally agrees on strategy."

"Leadership harmony is normal—that's precisely why we're having an expanded meeting." Xiao Zishan's face was grim. "Group leaders, technical staff, mass representatives—do you have any idea how they think?"

Wang Luobin considered this for a moment, then said firmly, "Whatever anyone says, I'll maintain the steady approach. I firmly support Director Wen's thinking." He suddenly laughed and clapped Xiao Zishan's shoulder. "You're too conspiracy-minded. You see political struggle in everything."



While Xiao Zishan and Wang Luobin whispered on the berm, the medical team was frantically at work in the tent. Screams rose and fell in waves. To conserve anesthetics, most of the wounded remained fully conscious during wound-cleaning and foreign-object extraction—some requiring only medication, others needing sutures.

Most wounds were minor, though many were facial injuries that looked terrifying with blood streaming everywhere. Several patients had been unconscious when brought in, alarming the doctors—but examination revealed it was shock from fear and stress rather than blood loss. The doctors cleaned wounds with self-mixed saline, disinfected with alcohol, extracted debris, and sutured.

The bacteria in this timespace had no drug resistance, so only sulfanilamide ointment was needed for infection prevention. Some patients also required tetanus shots.

"Done—all your iron pellets are out." Dr. Lan reassured a pitiful fellow on the table. She had spent over an hour extracting twenty small fragments from the man's face—some looked like shattered coins; others were unidentifiable.

"I'll be pockmarked now." The patient kept crying from pain and fear. "Doctor, do you do cosmetic surgery?"

I know your intestines better than that, Dr. Lan thought, but for morale she said, "No problem—I worked at a beauty clinic before."

"Then I'll book an appointment. Your skills had better be good—I'm planning to marry a princess. Let's say Princess Jiu..." Yang Baogui's wife, Zhang Ziyi (note: the character's own request, not the author's quirk), saw that he was becoming delirious and injected the prepared sedative. The would-be prince consort fell asleep.

But some were seriously wounded. One man had his teeth knocked out and a hole punched clean through his cheek. Fortunately, the medical team included a dentist, complete with denture materials and equipment. Shi Niaoren worried about major maxillofacial wounds—reconstructive surgery was beyond his expertise. Of the five doctors, he specialized in infectious diseases; Lan Fangfang in internal medicine and gastroenterology; Hippo in internal medicine with some orthopedic experience; and as for Dr. Yang—no one wanted him treating humans. He was a veterinarian.

Wounded prisoners gathered on the ground outside the infirmary. Few moaned—most sat silent, bleeding quietly. Some had wrapped their injuries with rags themselves. When guards first herded them over, they had been terrified, but watching wounded prisoners carried in on stretchers and emerging bandaged, they understood: these pirates would treat them. They quieted down.

As for when their turn would come—they were not anxious. Chinese people, ancient and modern, were very patient.

Fu Bu'er lay among them. While fleeing, he had felt a hard shove that sent him sprawling; his left leg had suddenly lost all strength. Only when pirates prodded him with bayonets did he manage to hobble to this spot. The desperate flight had left him exhausted and parched, on the verge of collapse. He knew he must not fall—falling meant being left with the severely wounded by the roadside, from where no one ever rose again. Fortunately, he spotted a long-term laborer from his village, Lin Er, who was also wounded and in the group. He begged Lin to support him, and together they made it here.

The wounded but mobile prisoners sat clustered together. Pirates brought iron buckets brimming with water. The group, having marched and then fled in blind panic, were desperately thirsty, crowding around to drink. The more injured were shoved aside, groaning in pain. Guards drove them back, restoring order so everyone could have their share.

Fu Bu'er drank his fill, lay still for a while, and felt marginally better. The bleeding seemed to have stopped; his leg no longer hurt as badly. He deeply regretted being bewitched into following Huang Shoutong to fight pirates. He had been living well enough in his village: a dozen or so tenant households under him, three or four long-term laborers. Just because Huang Shoutong had once helped him repel bandits with his militia, Fu Bu'er had felt grateful. Hearing that these pirates were strange folk, he had come along with five or six men to "suppress bandits" and see the spectacle for himself. He had witnessed Huang Village militia's ferocity in past fights; this time, following the main force, he had felt invincible.

He had never expected such a crushing defeat—in just a few incense-sticks' time, a total rout. The pirates' firearms were too deadly. He saw Huang Shoutong nowhere—probably dead, since he had charged at the front.

In the distance, a dozen severely wounded men lay in the dirt—too weak even to moan, only faintly groaning. Fu Bu'er knew they were beyond saving. Soon the pirates would either finish them off or bury them with the dead. He shuddered at the thought.

But his own life seemed safe—since they were treating wounds, they wouldn't rush to kill the prisoners.

"Master, what do you think the pirates will do with us?" His laborer Ma Peng whispered beside him. His wound was trivial—just a sprained ankle from fleeing. He had been pushing sandbag carts; when the shooting started and the men in front fell, he had run immediately, never charging with the main force. If not for the unlucky sprain, he would be home by now.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 78: Aftermath (Part 2)

"They won't kill us. Surely they won't."

"My mother must be worried sick." Ma Peng began wiping at his tears.

Fu Bu'er felt a pang of irritation. You have one old mother—I have an entire household to think of! His wife was one thing, but he couldn't bear to lose his concubines, especially his third concubine, the one he'd brought from Guangzhou. Though somewhat older, she came from a courtesan-house background and knew how to dress with elegance. She could sing ditties in that honeyed voice of hers. Far superior to the country girls of Lingao, she had utterly captivated Master Fu.

His thoughts turned to his young sons and his unmarried daughter—none of them capable of managing the household on their own. If he couldn't return, his accumulated wealth would be devoured by clansmen, uncles, and brothers. Those vultures had been circling for years, their covetous eyes fixed on everything he'd built. The more he dwelled on it, the deeper his regret cut. When he noticed the guards weren't watching closely—just two young pirates with their strange weapons—he began fumbling through his robes. He found some loose silver, perhaps two taels in total. Fearing it wasn't enough, he also removed his gilded silver net-scarf ring, worth another two or three qian. He examined the offering for a moment, calculating that over two taels should suffice to buy one man's freedom. These low-ranking guards couldn't possibly have large appetites.

Summoning his courage, Fu Bu'er sidled toward the young pirate holding the bird-gun, his legs trembling beneath him. He extended the silver with both hands. He knew some Cantonese, but the youth clearly didn't understand. Fu Bu'er resorted to gestures—pointing first at himself, then toward the outside, miming the act of running.

But the youth showed no interest. He simply gestured with that peculiar bayoneted rifle of his. Terrified, Fu Bu'er fell silent, yet he didn't dare withdraw his outstretched hand. Might as well give it up, he thought desperately. Once they search us, it won't be mine anyway. Better to trade it now for some small consideration. But the youth refused the money entirely. Instead, he indicated that Fu Bu'er should keep it, then pointed at the injured leg, then at the large tent. The meaning was clear: wait here for treatment.

The medical team worked until evening before finishing with all the wounded. Fu Bu'er's leg received over a dozen stitches. To the doctor, this man was lucky—the bullet had passed cleanly through muscle without lodging in his body, and it had missed both bone and major blood vessels. To Fu Bu'er, however, it was a completely novel experience. He had never imagined that flesh could be sewn up like a tailor stitching fabric, though he screamed himself hoarse during the procedure.

Of the thirty-odd severely wounded, two-thirds died while waiting their turn. After examining the survivors, the doctors exchanged grim looks. Their chances weren't good. Without blood plasma, without enough qualified nurses, these men would likely not survive surgery.

"Let the Military Group give them quick ends," Hippo said quietly. With resources so desperately scarce, they couldn't justify expending limited medical supplies on hopeless cases.

Shi Niaoren considered for a moment, then shook his head. "Forget it—let's try desperate measures. They've lasted from noon until now. That's strong life force. We have to try."

"But there's no blood plasma. We'd need donors, blood typing—"

"We'll use saline." Shi Niaoren's voice was firm. "No anesthetics either. Whether they survive depends on their luck."

"But... but..." The medical team stood stunned. No anesthetics? No blood plasma? Operating on severely injured men who had already lost dangerous amounts of blood, some already slipping into unconsciousness—wasn't that essentially killing them?

"I said desperate measures. Whether they live is fate." What Shi Niaoren left unspoken was simpler: Rather than watching them die slowly, better they die on the operating table. At least that soothes my conscience. And there was another thought, one he could never voice aloud: good surgical practice for everyone.

"Let's go." At his call, the exhausted medical team rose and got back to work. But they were short-staffed, especially nurses. Doctors had to assist doctors. Finally, even Dr. Yang the veterinarian was summoned—he had just finished examining the three captured horses, treating their injuries and diseases.

"Old Yang, can you operate on humans?"

"I can operate on horses..." Yang Baogui said with a wry grin. "Wound cleaning, disinfection, suturing—give those to me. It's all similar enough. Oh, and amputations—I can do those too."

"Then let's go."



The evening's post-battle review meeting identified five major problems exposed during combat.

First was insufficient military training and poor fighting spirit. Most people remained unfamiliar with firearms, resulting in excessive wasted ammunition. At the slightest sign of danger, they abandoned their positions. Even behind defensive fortifications, routs had occurred. In the open, there was no telling what might happen.

Second was extremely poor organization. Beyond Military Group members who could follow their leaders' orders and fight as a unit, they had proven essentially incapable of commanding hastily organized civilians. "Rabble," He Ming declared bluntly during the review.

Third was the matter of protection. The combination of steel helmets and stab-proof vests had proved effective. But the battle had exposed critical coverage gaps—limbs and faces remained vulnerable. Further protective equipment needed development.

Fourth was excessively passive strategy. They had confined themselves to Bairren Rapids, failing to leverage their superiority in firepower, communications, and mobility to seize the initiative. The result was purely reactive defense.

Fifth, Bairren Fortress's defenses were clearly insufficient and required significant strengthening.

But the meeting's true focus lay in determining the next strategic direction.

The Steady Faction argued for maintaining the two-point-one-line as their primary activity center while strengthening base defenses. After establishing facts on the ground, they could focus on industrial and technological development, building a complete urban and agricultural-industrial system. Through material abundance, superior living conditions, and advanced technology, they would create a "beacon effect"—attracting locals into trade and construction, ultimately achieving peaceful evolution.

The Aggressive Faction mocked this as pure turtle tactics. They possessed strength surpassing their opponents by three centuries, yet here they were, fearing the enemy like tigers and cowering behind trenches and barbed wire, too timid to seize the initiative. They reminded the assembly of a crucial point: without proactive attacks to destroy the local Ming ruling center, Lingao's resources would remain forever beyond reach. And that ruling center would organize hostile activities again and again, each time more prepared than the last.

"Lingao County launched this two-pronged attack today. Tomorrow they might send raiders—they've done it before. And we'll certainly need to venture farther from base in the future to collect various materials. Are we going to require Military Group escorts every single time?"

The Aggressive Faction listed the advantages of occupying the county seat: capturing large numbers of people as labor, using seized tax registers to levy taxes and grain, obtaining substantial treasury supplies...

These benefits swayed many listeners. The Steady Faction countered with historical records and present reality—pointing out that the population available to capture for labor was not particularly large, that Ming-era Lingao County annals showed the prefecture had always been impoverished, and that the treasury wouldn't yield much.

At this juncture, Aggressive Faction representative Ma Qianzhu made an unexpected proposal: table the county-seat question entirely and focus instead on the training and organization problems exposed in battle.

Training was indeed a glaring gap. Since landing, ten-plus days of constant labor had left no time for proper drills. Live-fire practice had occurred exactly once, and even then, five rounds per person had made the Planning Committee wince—five hundred people meant 2,500 rounds expended. The transmigrators' biggest loss in this battle was ammunition. In under an hour of fighting, nearly 3,000 rounds had been consumed—a significant figure. Their total stockpile was only one million rounds. If training and minor skirmishes continued devouring ammunition at this rate, how would they fight future battles? When would they finally produce their own metallic cartridges?

The organization problems were directly related to insufficient military training. Xiao Zishan observed that professional groups had performed well in battle—clearly because they worked together daily and knew each other intimately. The problems stemmed mainly from the ad-hoc "basic labor groups" assembled each day. These groups had been designed to be permanent units; in practice, personnel management had redistributed members daily, resulting in unfamiliarity and lack of trust among teammates. Adequate for routine labor, but in emergencies, they couldn't unite effectively.

After extended discussion, the Committee reaffirmed the group system. All transmigrators except those in family units would freely combine into fixed four-person groups, each electing its own group leader. These groups would participate in labor together, eat together, and share the same dormitory quarters. Through living and working side by side, they would forge bonds of friendship—like university dormmates who formed tight relationships over years of proximity.

Each group would be issued one SKS rifle as shared equipment. This arrangement allowed everyone to practice and avoided the dangerous scenario of issuing weapons only during wartime, when unfamiliarity could prove lethal. At the same time, it prevented distributing one rifle per person, which would mean uncontrolled firearms throughout the community.

Using these groups as basic building blocks, weekly time would be allocated for military training to improve coordination. Next, Beiwei introduced a new training plan: "Hunting."

"Each time, the Military Group sends five of its members, plus two to three regular groups." He explained the details carefully. "We break our current pattern of operating only along the Wenlan River. We push reconnaissance into the depths in various directions, correcting our maps, surveying resources—"

Groups would capture isolated individuals or small clusters of natives. When necessary, they would attack local armed personnel. Through actual combat, they would temper the team—fighting while marching was far closer to real warfare than parade-ground drills and target practice back at base. They would spread transmigrator authority to every corner of the county, letting commoners know of their arrival and spreading necessary terror.

This plan obviously reeked of blood. But the Moderate faction decided not to oppose it—after all, twenty-one wounded was cold, hard reality. If they vetoed this proposal, the Aggressive faction would inevitably reintroduce their motion to attack the county seat. Given the current emotional climate, the moderates didn't believe they could win that vote. In the end, the Steady faction agreed to the "Hunting" plan as a compromise, accepting it in exchange for the Aggressive faction dropping its county-seat attack proposal.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 79: Interrogating Prisoners (Part 1)

Someone proposed that the prisoners be thoroughly interrogated and screened. Extracting local intelligence from them would prove far faster and more useful than having the Committee's Intelligence Group dig through dusty books. And so Ran Yao received a new assignment: prisoner interrogation.

Though a few voices raised human-rights concerns, many others showed considerably more interest in torture methods than in protecting native dignity. Before Ran Yao had even begun planning his interrogation procedures, volunteers appeared bearing proposals for various torture devices and beating techniques.

"I'm interrogating prisoners, not filming Manchu Torture," he said with a bitter smile, repeatedly declining these enthusiastic offers. But with so many prisoners and the Security Group already stretched thin with other duties, he couldn't handle everything alone. After some consideration, he applied to the Committee to borrow two former colleagues who still held temporary IDs.

Xiao Guo had hoped to prove himself in battle. He'd been issued a rifle, but fate had placed him in the wrong location—he hadn't fired a single shot. Stuck doing battlefield cleanup, frustration gnawed at him until a transfer order reassigned him to the Security Group. His spirits lifted immediately. Finally, back to real work!

"Alright, Xiao Guo, starting today you're in charge of prisoner interrogation," Ran Yao said, stretching his arms. "Prepare the procedures and outline tonight. Oh, and we've transferred Mu Min as well. You two can partner up—man and woman together, the work won't feel so tiring, right?"

"Team Leader Ran, well... she has a husband. Pairing me with her for work—isn't it a bit..." Xiao Guo trailed off delicately, suggesting the impropriety.

"You're awfully conservative. What, should I transfer the big American mare instead?" Ran Yao teased. "Salina's basically recovered, but they haven't been assigned yet. Hard to arrange." He took off his cap and smoothed back his hair. "Anyway, Wu De will also be supporting your work. He manages the prisoners—whoever passes through your processing goes to him."

"No problem! I'll definitely coordinate with Team Leader Wu!"

"Not quite. You're supporting each other—you're not subordinate to him." Ran Yao chuckled and patted his shoulder. "Comrade Xiao Guo, you may not have official status yet, but you're rare specialized talent for our Security Group..."

Guo Yi left the Security Group office feeling slightly dizzy. His new workplace was by the river, where the Building Group was constructing a POW camp amid the roar of bulldozers and excavators. In the river itself, a mass of naked bodies splashed about—prisoners bathing. Guo Yi had no interest in watching men bathe and was turning to leave when someone ran up behind him.

"Guo! Guo—" It was Xue Ziliang, a steel helmet perched on his head. "Finally found you. Haven't seen you in two weeks."

"What's up?" Guo Yi shifted slightly away. He didn't want anyone noticing him talking with the American-born Chinese.

"Guo, help me talk to your, um, leadership—that's the word, right? Get me reassigned." Xue Ziliang looked miserably at his worn-through gloves. "I've been driving a tractor for two weeks. I'm ATF! Professional talent—you need me!"

"That's not my call," Guo Yi said, scanning their surroundings to confirm no one was watching. "I'm on temporary status too. How can I speak for you?"

"God, why do you all say the same thing!" Xue Ziliang wailed toward the heavens. "'That's not my call'... 'This needs study'... 'Leadership is busy'..."

Guo Yi had intended to dismiss him with a single sentence and hurry off to discuss work with Wu De and Mu Min. But seeing the ABC's despairing expression, he felt a twinge of pity. "Xue, you need to learn how to be Chinese—understand? First rule of being Chinese: patience." He poked Xue Ziliang's chest. "Patience. Do your work well. Leadership knows everything."

With that, he hurried off. Whether Xue Ziliang understood was another matter. For now, leadership seemed to trust him more than the foreigners, and he had no desire to have his image constantly associated with Xue Ziliang and company.



The POW camp was established by the river—a clearing temporarily fenced off with barbed wire, where prisoners built their own shelters. The five prisoners Wu De currently managed proved quite useful. Seeing more companions arrive, they immediately sensed their own value would rise. Throughout the arrangements, each worked hard to demonstrate their ruthlessness and capability before Wu De.

The interrogation site stood outside this temporary camp: a tent had been erected, and for intimidation effect, a large wooden block was placed at the entrance bearing a medieval giant battle-axe from someone's collection. It had been deliberately contaminated with medical waste—the once-gleaming axe now smeared with blood. Though it had never cut anyone, viewers still felt their necks grow cold.

Yu Eshui, who had devised this scheme, originally wanted to erect a forest of spears outside the tent, each tip impaled with a dead man's head—but everyone had unanimously objected. That psychological shock was too intense; the first to crack would likely be themselves.

At nightfall, roaring bonfires illuminated both sides of the path from tent to camp. The mysterious, terrifying atmosphere made prisoners—already anxious about their fates—even more nervous. When brought to the entrance and confronted with the blood-stained axe, most immediately collapsed in terror.

Interrogations were conducted by two people. Mu Min mostly stayed silent during questioning, recording and occasionally prompting Xiao Guo. When it came to experience, the policewoman who had spent years in security and criminal investigation naturally possessed far more than Xiao Guo, whose main job had been "inviting people for tea." But having a female pirate interrogate Ming-era men seemed to shock them beyond usefulness, so she temporarily took second position. Lin Xing, the prisoner who had learned Mandarin best, served as translator, while Xiong Buyou monitored on-site to prevent misunderstandings.

Prisoner name, address, age, occupation, family background—the Internal Affairs Committee had the IT Group prepare a personnel database on the server, and they simply filled it in directly.

Though the interrogation team had crafted a sufficiently terrifying atmosphere, Guo Yi and Mu Min quickly discovered the inherent cunning of Chinese peasants. Everyone claimed to be a three-generation poor peasant: not a tile overhead nor ground to stand on, with an eighty-year-old mother above and an eight-year-old son below. Guo Yi was bewildered—was "three-generation poor peasant" already this popular?

As for names and addresses, it was chaos—impossible to verify. Over a hundred people supposedly came from eighty or ninety different villages. Obviously, many were concealing their true situations. Many had rolled on the ground when captured, trying to use mud as disguise, but the river water had stripped away their camouflage.

Interrogators of other eras would have either been unable to sort through this tangle of Zhang San, Li Si, and Wang Ermazi, or would have resorted to torture. But for people from modern institutions, this presented no difficulty. Lies improvised on the spot were easily forgotten.

"Gender?"

"Name?"

"You just said your name was Zhao San—now you've changed surnames? What's your real name?"

No matter how fervently they swore they had never said "Zhao San," the voice recorder left them speechless. This little device, seemingly like sorcery, terrified many into confessing the truth. Some continued lying until exposed again—then they were sent outside to walk endless circles around the bonfire, watched by guards, forbidden to sleep, prodded by spears to keep walking until they were willing to tell the truth. Guo Yi knew this torture was more effective than any other. The most stubborn man, after four fabricated lies were exposed and half a night walking circles, collapsed and died—a terrible warning to the other prisoners.

Soon, all prisoners confessed everything, including what they knew about others.

Most were indeed poor, though many not as desperately so as they had claimed. One-third of the prisoners came from a large village called Huang Family Village; the attack's leader was Huang Family Village Militia Commander Huang Shoutong.

The Huang Village prisoners were mostly tenant farmers and long-term laborers, some with a bit of their own land who also rented from the Huang family. Serving in the militia meant better treatment than regular tenants or laborers—tenants could pay less grain, and laborers earned higher wages. Others were Huang kinsmen or relatives, either small landlords or owner-cultivators. For this battle, besides the county bonuses, Huang Shoutong had promised that victory would mean reduced rents, and families of the dead would receive compensation.

And so Huang Village militia had fought especially bravely, suffering the heaviest casualties. According to one junior officer, excluding those conscripted merely as laborers, the attacking militia's casualties exceeded half.

"What about Huang Shoutong?" Guo Yi pressed.

"Didn't see the Militia Commander," the officer said. "When your guns fired, the Commander dismounted to direct—then disappeared..."

The others came from all over. Most were long-term laborers sent by masters to make up numbers. Some were destitute outcasts "without ties," dispatched by clans or villages to fight—meaning if they died, it didn't matter. Those reluctant to reveal their situations were mostly small landlords, owner-cultivators, and tenant farmers with some property, fearing that involvement would lead pirates to plunder or extort their families. Many poor people, out of sheer fear, simply made things up.

From the prisoners' mouths, they learned a great deal about the area: village distribution, approximate populations, which households were wealthy, which villages had what sideline industries or specialties. Everything was confessed in full. Some, as they talked, grew bold and volunteered to join the pirates—offering to lead raids on their own village's wealthy households, if only they could be allowed to kill so-and-so.

The interrogation team recorded everything carefully. Some prisoners, while talking, couldn't control themselves and burst into wailing sobs. Lin Xing, listening, teared up as well.

"What are they saying?" Guo Yi asked Xiong Buyou, observing the bitter, grievance-filled expressions.

"Truly tragic—" Xiong Buyou shook his head, his expression sympathetic. "The ones volunteering to join—they all have blood feuds."

"Have them give details." Guo Yi's interest suddenly sharpened. An idea was forming in his mind. "One by one."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 80: Interrogating Prisoners (Part 2)

"This humble one is named Zhang Xingjiao, formerly a tongsheng." The man knelt trembling on the ground. Guo Yi and his team had no intention of applying their equality ideals to these prisoners—unequal pressure, they had found, worked decidedly in their favor.

"Tongsheng?" Mu Min frowned. "A virgin? He practices some kind of celibacy kungfu?"

Xiong Buyou nearly burst out laughing. "A tongsheng is a scholar who hasn't passed the xiucai examination."

Looking more carefully at the prisoner, she noticed that despite his rags and sun-darkened skin, his hands and feet lacked the roughness of someone born to hard labor.

Catching their faint smiles, Zhang Xingjiao sighed with self-deprecation. "This humble one failed at his studies—a joke to you gentlemen, I'm sure. My family are natives of this place, farmers for generations, with a few inherited mu of land. Our village has a major surname, Gou, and since their clan produced several wealthy households with connections to government clerks, they lorded it over everyone else. My father couldn't stomach it. He supported my studies, hoping I'd pass the examinations and shield our household from their bullying." His voice fell. "But I proved useless. I could never pass."

Shame colored his face. "Studies cost money. The family sold off a few mu to fund them. Our finances were already tight when our ox suddenly died. Everyone said the Gou family was responsible, but we had no proof and no power to bring suit. Father fell gravely ill from fury and worry. Farming families have no savings. In desperation, we sold our remaining four mu by contract. We should have gotten far more, but the Gou family used their connections with government clerks to block other buyers, forcing the price down to less than half its proper value."

"A forced sale," Mu Min said, nodding sympathetically.

"The land was sold, but when Father learned what had happened, his condition worsened. A few months later, after the money ran out, he died as well." Zhang Xingjiao wiped at his tears. "And that wasn't the end of it. The Gou family, evil-hearted as they are, conspired with the tax-managing clerk to ensure the land's tax burden was never transferred. Though we'd sold the property, we still had to pay summer and autumn grain taxes on those four mu. How can such injustice exist in this world?"

Everyone was shocked. This actually happens? In the mid-to-late Ming, it was in fact distressingly common: property would change hands while the tax burden remained with the seller, leaving buyers to pay nothing. It had driven countless peasants who lost their land into exile.

"These past years, court taxes have been crushing—and now the Liaodong surcharge on top of it. This is torture for small households like ours! I asked the buyer why the tax hadn't been transferred when our contract clearly required it. The Gou family head simply said he'd already spoken to the tax clerks, and it wasn't his concern if the transfer hadn't gone through. I made several trips to the city to seek redress, only to be scolded as a troublemaker."

The tent fell silent. The other prisoners sitting on the ground, waiting their turn to be processed, were visibly moved. Most harbored similar grievances. Hearing his tragedy laid bare, some wept silently while others bit their lips, their own suffering surfacing in their minds, hearts burning with the memory of injustice.

"Though the land was sold, they still demanded grain taxes from us. When deadlines came, yamen runners arrived with warrants, clubs, chains, and handcuffs—descending like wolves. They burst into our home, beating without question, smashing pots and bowls, then dragged me to the county seat for interrogation. Every three days brought another beating until I was flayed raw. Then they cangued me for public display." His voice cracked. "I nearly died. Fortunately, some classmates from my study days—a few had advanced to the county school—begged their instructors to intercede on my behalf, barely saving my life. But when I returned home, I discovered the Gou family had conspired with the runners, claiming to have paid my taxes. They used forged contracts to seize our remaining home plot and our ancestral graveyard. My family's graves, tended for generations—all dug up." At this, he prostrated himself fully and wailed.

This time, when the call went out to march against the newcomers, the village's wealthy families had looked at Zhang Xingjiao—a man with nothing left, no family, no property—and figured his death wouldn't matter. They'd bound him with three others and sent them to the city as militia conscripts. He had been in the Bopu attack column, and being weak and slow, he had been among the first captured.

They questioned several more conscripts after him, all with similar stories. Every one of them had been driven beyond endurance by wealthy households and corrupt officials. Every one of them carried blood feuds. Every listener felt the weight of their sympathy.

"We should raise this with the Committee." Mu Min wiped her reddened eyes. "The common people are suffering too much. Land reform is essential."

Guo Yi felt sympathy too, but he had no interest in land reform. He murmured agreement with Mu Min's sighs—lest he appear cold-blooded—while saying nothing about reform itself. Who knows what leadership actually thinks? New arrivals had to speak cautiously. But from all of this, an idea had begun to take shape in his mind. Combined with what he'd heard from Shao Zong about the content of last night's post-battle review, he thought it had excellent chances of being adopted.



"Strike the big households?" Wen Desi looked at Xiao Zishan with some surprise.

"Precisely." Xiao Zishan nodded. "Strike local tyrants and evil gentry."

"Zishan, we've discussed this. No land reform."

"We're not doing land reform—just striking the big households. To put it plainly: 'dispensing justice on Heaven's behalf.' Robbing the rich to help the poor." Xiao Zishan produced several pages. "This is Guo Yi's proposal, along with materials from the prisoner interrogations. Using the interrogation data, we target households with documented public grievances. First, it wins hearts and warns local diehards against resisting us. Second, it supplies us with large quantities of grain and provisions."

The pages recorded detailed intelligence on notorious wealthy households, all drawn from prisoner testimony: population, defenses, landholdings, property—extremely thorough. Some entries even listed how many pigs and cattle they kept, and where gold and silver might be hidden. A meticulous robbery guide. Following it, the transmigrators could easily make their fortunes.

Of course, "robbing the rich to help the poor" had historically meant helping one's own poor. But for common folk, the appeal was immense. Even if they gained little materially, the chance to overturn the daily oppressive order—to watch the high-and-mighty come crashing down—held tremendous allure.

The Committee discussed the proposal at length. The progressives gave it strong support. For the moderates, the original "Hunting" plan had sought targets at random, potentially killing the wrong people and harming the wrong interests, creating problems for future administration. This new proposal gave "Hunting" clear, justified targets, combined with slogans that could attract and inspire the common people: "Eliminating evil, protecting good; robbing the rich, helping the poor." It was the finishing touch both sides had been waiting for. Comrade Guo Yi earned new respect.

"We really do need to hit some big households to replenish our supplies." Wu Nanhai, in his capacity as Agriculture and Cafeteria Director, lowered his voice. "I've been meaning to raise the grain issue."

He opened a notebook. "Our grain reserves were planned at one kilogram per person per day for sixty continuous days—thirty-five tons of rice and flour total. After D-Day, most people actually received only six to eight hundred grams in daily rations, since we could supplement with considerable protein and fat from canned goods, instant foods, and fish, reducing our carbohydrate needs. Daily grain consumption ran about 350 kilograms, so our reserves lasted longer than expected—roughly fifteen extra days." He paused. "But this doesn't account for prisoners.

"Wu De reported today that we have 138 prisoners. At 300 grams per person daily—and if they're doing heavy labor, even that ration is insufficient—starting tomorrow, that's an extra forty kilograms daily. Not a small number. We need to develop food sources quickly."

"What about our crop-planting plans?" Xiao Zishan knew Wu Nanhai's Agriculture Group had brought countless modern agricultural essentials through the crossing.

"Before, we had no manpower. Now with more prisoners, it's manageable. Twenty-first century Hainan can triple-crop annually. But during the Little Ice Age, I have no idea how cold Hainan gets. We'll need to consult the prisoners before deciding what to plant."

"Ming-era Hainan even had snow, if I recall correctly."

"That should be exceptional. But temperatures several degrees lower than our time is certain. Double-cropping at minimum." He sighed. "I'm hoping for more prisoners, frankly. I don't trust the homebodies to farm."

Xiao Zishan noted his request.

"There's also the matter of salt. We need to secure a source or begin self-production soon. The Agriculture Group has one ton of salt—sufficient for now, but we're making many preserved foods and consuming it fast. Other departments keep requesting from us, and it puts me in a difficult position."

"Salt shouldn't be hard to come by, should it?" Xiao Zishan asked. "Hainan, if I recall, was one of China's earliest large-scale solar-salt producers. There are salt fields all along the Beibu Gulf and Qiongzhou Strait."

"We need to build a salt field soon."

"Easy enough." Wang Luobin spoke with confidence. "As a kid in Guangxi, I often visited the coastal salt fields. I know how solar evaporation works." Then he frowned. "But salt production is hard, labor-intensive work. With mechanization, it's fine. With manual labor, our current workforce isn't nearly enough."

"No need to bother with that—we can simply raid for it." Yu Eshui opened a book of local records. "According to the county annals, Ma'ao Peninsula—not far from here—has a government salt field. It should have more than enough for our needs."

"Then let's raid for salt. The Chemistry Department needs it badly, and we'll allocate the manpower."

"First, let's sort out which projects need fulfillment most urgently. Then we can discuss manpower allocation."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 81: Building Materials

Just as the Committee's professional groups were locked in heated debate over priority access to labor, Xiao Zishan received another call from Ran Yao: interrogations had uncovered Li minority prisoners among the captives.

"Really?" Xiao Zishan's surprise was genuine. On Hainan Island, the Li people had always been a formidable presence. Every county's historical annals devoted entire sections to "Li affairs," and from the Yuan Dynasty onward, scarcely a year had passed without uprisings. Han-Li tensions ran deep, and defending against Li incursions had long been a primary concern of local government. Their resistance had prevented Han migration from ever truly penetrating Hainan's heartland. For transmigrators hoping to develop the island, the Li question demanded extreme caution.

"What's the situation?"

"According to their testimony, the county conscripted them as crossbowmen. Thirty came with the expedition; we captured eight." Ran Yao paused. "Also, remember that family caught up in all this by accident?"

"Yes, the woman's a cop. I assigned her to assist you with interrogations."

"Well, she's Li herself—and her ancestral home is right here on Hainan. Wonderful coincidence, isn't it? I believe we can leverage this connection."

"Doesn't she speak Sichuan Mandarin? Many modern minorities have become so assimilated they're practically indistinguishable. Besides, she left the area long ago. What could she possibly know about them?"

"More than you'd expect. She knows a great deal about her people. The Li prisoners are already prostrating themselves before her." Laughter crackled through the PHS. "You see, talent sometimes appears from the most unexpected places."



Guo Yi had largely completed his screening of the captives. The vast majority were farmers—even the small landlords among them worked their own fields. A handful were craftsmen, though really they straddled both worlds: burning pottery in the slack seasons, or doing bricklaying and house repairs between harvests. The most skilled among them was an older rough carpenter. Only one prisoner was literate: Zhang Xingjiao. He was called out separately and assigned to study Mandarin under Xiong Buyou, becoming the labor team's clerk, responsible for recording work points and the like.

Wu De pulled the craftsmen into their own team. The remainder, minus twenty-odd wounded, were divided into five labor squads with the original five prisoners serving as captains. During this reorganization, he followed the interrogation records carefully, mixing Lingao natives with Fujian migrants and other settlers—scrambling any existing bonds and continuing the policy of divide-and-rule. Unity among them was not to be tolerated. Lin Xing and his fellow captains, now elevated above their peers, quickly forgot their own half-prisoner, half-slave status and began to feel rather pleased with themselves. Without waiting for orders from Wu De, they had already fashioned themselves into eager enforcers, ready to zealously drive these new wretches.

Wu De understood such dynamics intimately. Years of work in military and judicial organs had taught him that strict hierarchy, the absolute power of superiors over subordinates, and the benefits that flowed from such power were immensely seductive forces in human groups. He deliberately deepened these distinctions. Each of the five captains received an ugly rattan safety helmet—failed prototypes from the Industrial Committee that had originally been destined for the fire. Wu De claimed them all, using the visible marker of "has helmet" versus "no helmet" to reinforce status differences among the prisoners.

Due to urgent construction needs, all labor teams were assigned to the Building Group to produce building materials. The priority: bricks.

Modern construction had gradually shifted from bricks and tiles to reinforced concrete, but fired clay bricks remained the most economical and widespread material available. The Building Engineering Group naturally had no intention of abandoning them.

According to scouts, three kilometers from Bairren Rapids lay a brick-and-tile works—a typical traditional operation with three earthen round kilns. The workers had fled, but everything else remained: fired bricks and tiles, air-dried blanks, and substantial quantities of aged clay.

Brick-and-tile production was an elaborate process. First came excavation of raw clay, which had to be free of organic matter. The raw clay was sun-dried and crushed, then water was added, and the mixture was repeatedly crushed and treaded into aged clay before being formed into blanks. But blanks could not go directly into kilns—too much moisture would cause cracking or deformation. They required air-drying for ten days to two weeks, protected from direct sun, strong wind, and cold. By convention, winter was unsuitable for brick production. Only after proper air-drying could blanks be loaded into kilns for firing.

If the transmigrators had been forced to make and fire bricks entirely by hand, their efficiency would have been laughable. Fortunately, they possessed a combined brick-making machine driven by a locomobile. Blank-making efficiency now depended solely on how much raw clay they could excavate.

Mei Wan found the earthen round kilns hopelessly inefficient. Worse, proper loading required skilled masters—not the sort of thing manual-reading greenhorns could manage. Fortunately, plenty of ready bricks were available from the existing stock. He began building a sixteen-chamber Hoffmann kiln.

Hoffmann kilns were "Western kilns," already considered outdated compared to modern tunnel kilns, but in this era they represented absolutely advanced technology.

A Hoffmann kiln was designed for continuous production, capable of simultaneously loading blanks, unloading finished bricks, and cleaning—all at once. It comprised many interconnected small chambers arranged in a ring-shaped tunnel, with kiln doors spaced around the perimeter. All flues connected to a central main flue, and fuel was fed through loading holes in the roof. During operation, the working zones rotated through the chambers: drying, preheating, firing, and cooling. In a sixteen-chamber kiln, while Chamber One was being unloaded, Chamber Sixteen was already being cleaned and Chamber Fifteen loaded with new blanks. Then Chamber Two could be unloaded while Chamber One was cleaned and Chamber Sixteen loaded. Once ignited, the kiln ran continuously around the clock, far surpassing traditional kilns in both efficiency and heat utilization. An ordinary Hoffmann kiln could produce over fifty million bricks annually.

To save time, Mei Wan decided to fire the already air-dried blanks while the machinery was being installed and the Hoffmann kiln constructed. But loading traditional kilns was skilled work—neither the transmigrators nor the laborers had any experience with it. Word of the problem reached the Committee. Intelligence Group's Luo Duo once again played his role as the "walking encyclopedia," quickly locating on a computer hard drive an electronic copy of a 1958 pamphlet titled Traditional Methods for Making Bricks and Tiles. Within an hour, a printed copy was rushed to the kiln site. The laborers stared in amazement as this "pirate craftsman" used a mere book to teach them kiln-loading techniques—secrets that normally only old masters possessed.

Near the kilns stretched large fields of thatch. Mei Wan asked the laborers who had once done casual work at the brick yard, and they confirmed this was fuel deliberately planted for the kilns. Earthen kilns worked better with such "soft fuel"; hardwood burned too fiercely and was difficult to control. The transmigrators naturally appropriated this ready supply.

While the earthen kilns were firing, Mei Wan directed the labor teams in continuous grass-cutting and clay-digging. Bundles of grass and mounds of clay accumulated in impressive quantities. Some prisoners convinced themselves the pirates intended to work them to death. So much clay—you couldn't use it all even if you labored without eating or sleeping.

Then the locomobile was adjusted and started up, chugging black smoke as its flywheel spun to life, driving the combined brick-making machine. The prisoners watched, transfixed, as heaps of aged clay were poured into its steel maw. Iron parts rose and fell in a bewildering, clattering rhythm, and then smooth blanks emerged as if by magic, neatly cut into whole boards of brick shapes. Even the most skilled traditional brick-makers could never work at such speed. Everyone stood stupefied. These pirates can do anything! Their building capability defied human limits. Some prisoners simply fell to their knees before the roaring machine, kowtowing repeatedly.

"Stop that kowtowing and get moving! Bring more material!" Mei Wan shouted at the dazed Lin Xing.

"Understood, Chief!" Someone with too much free time had taught him this term, and now he called every transmigrator Chief.

"Work! Work!" Lin Xing waved his stick with zealous authority. "Move that clay—quick now! Slowpokes get thrown into that iron mouth!"

The threat proved far more effective than his stick. Every prisoner developed a superstitious terror of the machine, laboring with frantic energy for fear that lagging behind meant being fed to its maw. Surely this thing required human sacrifices?

The formed blanks were carted to the stacking yard. The original drying sheds had been emptied, providing perfect space for the new production. All bricks followed the old "85 brick" standard dimensions.

The machine's production speed clearly exceeded anything this era could match. Before evening fell, all the aged clay that Lingao's brickmakers had spent months preparing was exhausted. The machine had to stop temporarily.

Beyond building the Hoffmann kiln, Mei Wan's other critical task was producing cement. For him, cement had always been something you called in for delivery. Even the cement used after D-Day had come from the original timespace. Making it from scratch was another matter entirely—he had no idea where to begin. He knew "crude cement" existed in some form, but how to produce it and what performance to expect remained mysteries.

In modern society, the cement industry had become highly specialized, involving mechanized large-scale production and an array of specialized heavy equipment: crushers, rotary kilns, ball mills. Replicating such machinery was far too extravagant for the transmigrators' current capabilities. Even buying ready-made equipment and installing it was beyond them—such massive industrial apparatus exceeded anything they could presently manage.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 82: Cement

Wang Luobin had purchased a complete small-scale cement production system using the shaft-kiln method, but the equipment demanded vast quantities of coal—and the transmigrators had none.

The other raw materials proved easier to source locally. Clay from the brick kiln's pit had low sand content and a reddish tint indicating high iron—ideal for cement production. For limestone, though the shell and oyster lime from Bopu contained insufficient calcium carbonate, chalk deposits had been discovered near the clay pit. Gypsum remained elusive, but its absence would not prove critical.

After careful deliberation, Wang Luobin abandoned the idea of installing the complete equipment with its demanding temperature and material specifications. Instead, he would improvise with a substitute cement to meet their immediate construction needs. This alternative went by the name "artificial pozzolanic cement"—certain rural areas had produced it in the past. The process required neither complex equipment nor elaborate procedures. In essence, one simply crushed fired bricks, tiles, or pottery into fine powder, or directly calcined lime and clay together in a kiln. The calcination temperature needed only to reach six to eight hundred degrees Celsius, far below the fourteen hundred and fifty required for Portland cement. Performance roughly matched the ancient Roman pozzolanic cements. The Yunnan-Vietnam Railway had been built using this method, and during the Anti-Japanese War, it served extensively for infrastructure construction throughout the southwestern rear areas.

Wang Luobin knew this material existed, but whether it actually worked remained to be seen. He ordered fired red bricks brought from the brick works for experimentation. Laborers broke the bricks into small pieces by hand, and grinding was attempted using human- and horse-drawn stone rollers salvaged from Bairren Rapids quarry. After an hour of effort, the results proved dismal: a mere ten kilograms ground.

Once sieved, Wang Luobin mixed the powder with lime, added water, and stirred until uniform. Under the Building Group's eager scrutiny, the mixture was applied to lay a wall. Everyone watched with anticipation, hoping to witness whether this legendary substitute truly performed as promised.

When the mortar dried, the fired-clay cement proved entirely serviceable. It could not compare with genuine Portland cement, of course, but it functioned admirably as a bonding agent—capable even of producing concrete for applications with modest strength requirements.

The discovery electrified everyone present. Even Zhao Wu, the bricklayer who had been smashing bricks, could not contain his excitement. He had worked as a mason for over a decade, and throughout his career, walls had always been laid using yellow earth mixed with lime and water. The most sophisticated technique he knew involved adding glutinous rice juice to the mortar. Yet these strangers had created a bonding agent that firmly secured bricks simply by crushing brick powder! The concept lay beyond anything he had imagined. Are they truly pirates? He committed the technique to memory. Having learned this secret, he found himself almost grateful for his capture.

Cement represented the transmigrators' first genuinely modern industrial product—though admittedly still falling short of proper standards. But for their construction ambitions, this marked a crucial milestone. Cement was the foundational material of modern building.

The grinding efficiency, however, remained woefully inadequate. At the current rate, twenty-four hours of continuous grinding produced only two hundred and forty kilograms—a negligible output.

The Machinery Group studied the problem and manufactured a simple automatic grinder. Using two stone rollers from Bairren Rapids quarry, they constructed an electric double-roller assembly connected by a through-shaft to a vertical shaft fitted with bearings to minimize rotational resistance. A swinging frame with a flywheel drove a bevel gear via chain, rotating the stone rollers in continuous motion.

Feeding material and sieving still required manual labor—not merely inefficient but prone to causing silicosis, that nearly incurable occupational plague. Though the workers were captured natives, their labor nonetheless constituted transmigrator wealth. Zhan Wuya and several Machinery Group members addressed the problem by adding a wooden wheel to the bevel gear, using a belt to drive a grain-winnowing fan-sieve. Material fed through a hopper atop the vertical shaft, and ground powder flowed automatically down a ramp into the fan-sieve, where wind separated coarse particles from fine. The coarse material returned via conveyor hopper for re-grinding. This hybrid contraption of iron, wood, and stone could process nearly a ton of brick material daily.

With cement production underway, constructing the Hoffmann kiln required one more essential component: refractory bricks. These were among modern industry's fundamental building blocks—without them, not just Hoffmann kilns and cement kilns but any future blast furnaces would remain impossible dreams. Fortunately, Lingao provided suitable materials locally. The transmigrators discovered deposits of aluminum oxide and silicon oxide near the brick kiln, enabling straightforward production of refractory bricks.

Armed with refractory bricks and cement, building the Hoffmann kiln proved child's play for the Building Group. Within days, the kiln's brick-red chimney spewed thick black smoke skyward for the first time.

"Damn, that's beautiful," someone murmured.

The transmigrators' eyes held expressions of intoxication. What they had once despised—symbols of backwardness and pollution—now appeared to them as objects of profound beauty. Wang Luobin, watching the smoke curl upward, found he understood something that had puzzled him before: why the Great Leader had shown no regard for Beijing's ancient city walls, readily ordering their demolition, yet proclaimed that "Beijing's chimneys should be as dense as forests." Ancient walls had been utterly familiar to Chinese of that era; scarce modern industry represented the true measure of national progress.

Now this Hoffmann kiln's brick-red chimney stood proudly amid the Wenlan River's green mountains and crystalline waters. For the transmigrators, there was no sense of incongruity—it proclaimed the formal beginning of their industrial age.



Before firing could commence, the Hoffmann kiln required a warming period. The Building Group departed for Bopu to construct a lumber drying kiln there. With proper drying facilities, the Lumber Team could continuously supply qualified lumber products to the Bairren Fortress construction site—replacing the current crop of unevenly dried, warp-prone makeshift lumber emerging from crude earthen kilns. Wang Luobin did not accompany them; Luo Duo could locate the necessary specifications for drying-kiln dimensions and materials. Such facilities had never crossed Wang Luobin's path during his time in Guangxi.

Watching the construction crew climb aboard farm trucks bound for Bopu, a thought struck him. He immediately called Mei Wan. "Discuss with the Lumber Team—build a wood distillation kiln as well."

"Distillation kiln?" Mei Wan was unfamiliar with the term.

"A charcoal-burning kiln. Inform Luo Duo later—he'll understand. Study the matter first and determine when production can begin."

Without coal, charcoal would have to serve as their substitute fuel. Wood distillation produced not merely charcoal but also wood tar—a chemical feedstock comprising complex compounds that yielded numerous useful substances. And charcoal's heating value rivaled that of coal.



The Cafeteria Office's food truck arrived bearing meals for the brick-factory workers. Wu De had by now taught them to queue through liberal application of beatings. Queuing represented fundamental social order—a method by which everyone could access resources with rough equality. Why Chinese people had such aversion to queuing seemed unrelated to individual character; perhaps it stemmed largely from long-term resource scarcity. Those who obeyed the rules lost out. Over time, nobody developed any fondness for orderly lines, instead rushing forward when opportunity presented itself, shoving others behind them. Wu De reflected that there was some truth to this theory.

Even now, with each team's captain maintaining discipline, the line remained somewhat chaotic. Everyone hoped to reach the front. Only transmigrator intimidation barely preserved queue discipline.

Wu De was satisfied with his laborers' output. Throughout the construction period, he appeared to merely stroll about, observing casually. Most workers proved diligent—not from self-discipline but from competition among the five captains. None wished their team to appear inadequate before Wu De. "Collaborators are worse than invaders," the saying went, and these five captains indeed proved zealous in driving the work forward. But diligence alone was insufficient. Wu De understood that the laborers' efforts still stemmed purely from fear. Willing, voluntary exertion required different stimulation entirely.

Wu De decided to begin with food. After each prisoner received a bowl of gruel, he had someone bring forward a basket. This oddly-shaped Machinery Group creation reeked of dried seafood—the Cafeteria Office's unsuccessful attempt at salted fish.

"Today, Wang Tian's team worked best and produced the most." Wu De announced from atop a dirt mound. "Their entire team receives one extra salted fish each."

The bonus made many eyes bulge. Since their capture, two meals of gruel daily had sustained them—most could endure that much, having lived half-starved from birth. But without even pickled radish to accompany it, drinking plain gruel meant frequent urination, and without salt, their bodies grew weak after merely two days.

"Wang Tian commanded well—he receives two." This reward set Wang Tian's face aglow with excitement. The other four captains tasted something sour. The extra fish was trivial; the loss of face stung far worse. Each was already calculating which slackers to punish severely that night—killing the chicken to frighten the monkeys.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 83: Ideological Trends

Wu De's other task was preventing escapes. Once outdoor labor began, someone would inevitably try to flee, and he had to eliminate that possibility entirely. A single successful escape would plant dangerous seeds of hope in the others.

Before the labor program commenced, he submitted a request to the Committee: the Military Group guards assigned to watch prisoners must be expert marksmen, preferably equipped with scopes and night-vision gear.

"Why do we need people that capable?" He Ming asked, puzzled.

"Instant kill on detection," Wu De explained. The more crisp and merciless the suppression, the more effective. Once fear took sufficient hold, guards would barely be needed at all.

Next, he dispersed those who had expressed willingness to join the pirates, scattering them across various labor teams with instructions to report directly if anyone discussed escape. He promised them nothing and offered no benefits—if they wanted trust, they would have to demonstrate the courage of selling themselves completely.

Perhaps the battle had left too deep an impression, or perhaps their previous lives had differed little from their current circumstances. Either way, aside from a few reports of small landlords and rich peasants grumbling that no one had come to ransom them and their farms now lacked workers, nothing unusual occurred.



Fu Bu'er, wounded in the leg, had not joined the others as a laborer but instead recuperated alongside other wounded men in the hospital tents. His days consisted of bandage changes and meals. The food was decent—rice gruel, thin but unlimited. He watched several white-coated pirate physicians check wounds daily with obvious care, and Fu Bu'er found himself impressed despite everything. Doctors have parental hearts, as the saying went. Gradually, his fear began to lessen.

Originally there had been over twenty wounded prisoners, but some died after surgery while others healed quickly and were sent to the labor teams. Fu Bu'er's laborer Ma Peng had suffered only a sprained ankle and was soon transferred away. Previously, Fu Bu'er would not have given this servant a second glance, but now his departure felt like a genuine loss. There was no longer a familiar face nearby.

Days later, Ma Peng found an opportunity to visit. He was working for the pirates now—though he no longer called them pirates, instead referring to them respectfully as "the Chiefs." The term was novel to Fu Bu'er. Ma Peng spent his days logging and digging. Every meal included white rice gruel, and every two or three days they received salted fish as well. Work lasted only six hours daily. Being forced to bathe was annoying, but he had gotten used to it. Overall, life was passable.

Hearing that the pirates fed their workers white rice and fish surprised Fu Bu'er. His own household fed laborers sweet potatoes year-round, reserving rice and salted fish as rewards during the busy seasons. Though it was no concern of his, he still grieved privately at the pirates' extravagance.

Ma Peng spoke of many incredible things: machines that moved by themselves, producing thousands of brick blanks in moments. A roaring, smoke-belching contraption that the Chiefs forbade anyone from approaching—supposedly the source of all power, constantly fed with firewood, consuming more fuel daily than an entire village used for cooking. Cooking stoves mounted on four-wheeled carts. Magical saws that could fell large trees in one pass.

He spoke with obvious excitement, but Fu Bu'er was no longer surprised. He had seen plenty of wonders himself these past days and had developed a mental preparation for pirate novelties.

"...The Chiefs say whoever works well and wants to stay can become a 'worker,'" Ma Peng continued.

"A worker? That's becoming a pirate."

"Not becoming a pir—" Ma Peng dropped his voice to a whisper. "That's not qualified enough, apparently. They call it 'worker'—I don't know how to write it—but anyway, three meals daily, meat at every meal, one day off per month..." His expression turned envious.

"What! You want to join the rebels?" Fu Bu'er watched his laborer sliding toward the rebel abyss. Ma Peng's life or death was not his concern—he simply feared losing a worker. He quickly reminded him this was a perilous path.

"I wouldn't dare. Master's right—that's execution for certain. But I hear some are willing." Ma Peng shrugged. "Besides, the county magistrate can't deal with them, so what can commoners do?" After ten-odd days working for the pirates, he seemed more articulate than before. "Either way, it's just work..."

"Ma Peng, you're harboring foolish thoughts!" Fu Bu'er scolded. "When the court's troops arrive, they'll all be reduced to ashes! If you attach yourself to pirates, you'll be branded as a rebel!"

Ma Peng opened his mouth but seemed unsure what to say.

Fu Bu'er seized the opportunity to ask about news from home. Ma Peng said he had been working continuously and had not encountered anyone from the village. Moreover, the pirates' worksites were numerous and sprawling; he was often driven around to different locations for days at a time and had lost track of where he even was. Fu Bu'er grew anxious—even for ransom extortion, shouldn't they send word? Why had the pirates remained silent?

Ma Peng had work waiting and hurried off. Fu Bu'er's leg had mostly healed by now, and he could walk again. Previously he had not dared venture outside the tent, fearing the pirates would kill him for attempting escape. But seeing Ma Peng move about freely emboldened him. Taking a stick as a crutch, he left the tent to look around.

Barbed wire surrounded the tents on all sides. The sight made him shiver—during the battle, blood-covered bodies hanging from barbed wire had been too terrifying to forget.

Outside the wire stood a wooden guard tower. Below it, a bored young pirate slouched with a rifle and bayonet slung across his back. Fu Bu'er had witnessed this weapon's power—firing densely like rain, a single volley killing everyone nearby. Such powerful firearms... not just their militia, but even regular troops would struggle against them.

Yet Fu Bu'er also knew that expecting regular troops to rescue them was pure fantasy. Ming soldiers would not trouble themselves over commoners' lives. If they came to suppress bandits, they would first behead the hostages and claim false credit—he had heard countless such stories in Guangzhou. Guest troops are like bandits, as the saying went.

Suddenly, a strange roar tore through the air—like firecrackers exploding, followed by rumbling thunder. He looked toward the sound and saw a red steel beast roaring and spewing dirty black smoke as it gnawed at the earth with incredible power. This scene had not appeared even in his worst nightmares. Fu Bu'er's face went pale, and his legs nearly gave way beneath him.

He watched the iron plates creak as the behemoth moved slowly forward. Then came a screech, and a giant scoop suddenly rose from the earth, soil and stones cascading like a waterfall. Everything about it was heart-stopping.

Fu Bu'er could not speak for the shock. Such power—what could possibly resist it? Forget Qiongzhou Prefecture's thousand-odd troops. Even mobilizing the armies of several provinces for joint suppression—what could they do against this? With such power, building so massively in this place... if not for permanent residence, then why?

At this thought, his mind became confused. Was this fortune or disaster? He could not tell. He squatted on the ground, helpless and utterly bewildered.



Wu De took the latest issue of Prisoner Ideological Trends to report to the Committee. They held high expectations for these prisoners, viewing them as seeds for future regime-building, and required weekly Monday reports on prisoner ideological states to inform policy adjustments.

The Committee Building—though actually just a simple prefab structure, everyone habitually called it the Office Building for the sake of prestige—had changed completely. The barbed wire that once surrounded it had been removed, replaced by high walls. A wooden double-gate now featured guard posts. Two rows of single-story buildings flanked the main office, and with bricklayers among the prisoners, constructing old-style brick-and-wood tile houses had proven no problem. The courtyard was entirely paved with gray bricks, and two flower beds sat on either side of a Beijing 212 jeep, with scattered motorcycles and bicycles parked nearby. At a glance, it resembled some county's Party Committee compound from the 1960s or '70s.

Wu De did not enter the main building but went straight to a tile-roofed room on the eastern side. A black-on-white sign at the door read in neat art lettering: "Document Printing Office." This was where the Committee edited and printed its documents and internal publications.

Internal publications had begun when the Committee moved to Bairren Rapids. Though Dingding had clamored to launch the Lingao Times, the Committee had refused, citing the timing as not yet ripe. Instead, he had been assigned to internal publications. These ranged in distribution from all-transmigrator circulation to Committee-only. Prisoner Ideological Trends was restricted to the Committee and the Theory-Policy Group—five copies per issue.

The printing room was dark; lights stayed off unless needed to conserve electricity. The large room contained a fast mimeograph machine and a big table from the ship, spread with stencils, steel plates, and styluses. Two computers and several Epson 24-pin printers occupied one corner, while paper boxes and stacks of printed documents lined the walls.

No one was inside. Wu De picked up a proof from the table—it looked like a small single-sheet newspaper. The masthead featured two wobbly, tadpole-like brushstroke characters. He looked closer: Lingao Express. Below that: "Written by Xi Yazhou."

Xi Yazhou's head had apparently healed, if he was writing mastheads now. Wu De read on. The newspaper reported extensively on "The First Counter-Encirclement Victory"—exaggerating that local authorities had mobilized a three-thousand-man army, completely annihilated by Divine Army might within half a shichen. Though the article was bylined "Military Commentator," the wargame-manual style was clearly the hand of Xi Yazhou, who had been wounded on D-Day.

Next came an editorial, bylined "Special Commentator": The reactionary Ming government will be completely eliminated by our brilliant, great Crossing Party.

Then a theory article introducing Marxism—this "Mr. Ma" had been reimagined as a hermit born during the Wanli reign. Bylined: Du Wen. Though lengthy and packed with statistics, Wu De still could not understand what it actually said. Probably Marx himself would not have known either.

On the back page, another article: Blood and Tears of Lingao Peasants—a collection of tragic farmer experiences. Wu De found it oddly familiar. Was this not excerpted from Xiao Guo's Interrogation Summary that he had copied over? Truly, all writing was plagiarism. Someone had added embellishments, and the imagination on display was outrageous. The author had wisely declined to sign their name.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 84: Tribute Negotiations

"Old Wu, you made it!" Zhou Dongtian strode in just as Wu De was reading. His training suit was splattered with ink stains—an occupational hazard for the man who now ran the Document Printing Office. Before the crossing, Zhou had served as a fire department officer and later worked in the judicial system, but his extensive familiarity with printing had landed him this particular assignment. Most of the equipment in the office had been purchased with his own money.

Wu De pointed at the proof sheet. "So we're publishing a newspaper now?"

"The Committee approved Dingding's proposal. It'll be a small irregular publication—nothing fancy. First print run is fifty copies."

"I think the positioning is all wrong," Wu De said. "Who's the target audience supposed to be?"

"You think we don't know Marx?"

"If it's meant for locals, why use simplified characters?" Wu De shook his head. "Has the Committee even considered literacy rates? Of the hundred and thirty-eight prisoners I manage, only Zhang Xingjiao can read and write properly. Two or three small landlords know a handful of characters, but that's it. Illiteracy runs above ninety-five percent. In that kind of environment, printing newspapers is an exercise in futility."

"We're about to launch literacy classes for your labor teams." Zhou Dongtian gestured toward the computers. "The Cultural-Education Group has already drafted preliminary teaching materials. We're also preparing lithographed flash cards."

"Creative thinking, I'll grant you that."

"All Dingding's ideas." Zhou Dongtian chuckled. "That journalist really thinks big—ambitious as they come. He's not satisfied with just newspapers. He wants to publish textbooks too."

"Well, having ideas is good. Here's my manuscript—please print it as soon as you can."

"That little thing? I can just run off wax stencils. Give me a moment." He went to power up the computer. Wu De's draft was already in the system, transmitted directly via the wireless network to the office automation system—saving even the effort of typing it out.

"Since we have computer networks," Wu De sighed, "why bother printing documents at all? Pure bureaucratism."

"Probably to leave written archives for future generations. Computers won't last forever." Zhou Dongtian adjusted the machine and fed in the wax paper. "Give it another ten years, and we'll likely be doing everything by hand. I brought an old Chinese typewriter along—when the machines finally give out, we'll depend on that for making stencils."

After the mimeographed materials were ready, one copy went routinely to the Intelligence Group for archiving. Wu De headed directly to discuss matters with the Committee leadership.

"You're saying the prisoners are growing uneasy?" Wen Desi asked.

"Yes, and I suspect some will remain that way." Wu De indicated his trend report. "According to the latest assessment, the small landlords, rich peasants, and middle peasants who own their own homesteads are getting restless. Harvest season is approaching, and they can't return to work their land. They're worried about their families."

"There can't be that many of them."

"True, but ordinary tenant farmers face similar problems. If they don't bring in the harvest, they can't pay their rent. Their own livelihoods and their families' security hang in the balance."

"Mm, I see."

"The only ones truly comfortable here are the destitute without family obligations, or the long-term laborers who have nothing to lose."

"So few actually want to join us." Wen Desi sounded discouraged.

"That's the reality. We are attractive to the poor—especially after we introduced worker benefits. For former hired hands, working for us beats working for wealthy landlords. But for tenant farmers and poor peasants with some family and property to their name, it's a harder sell. They care most about living peacefully, without disruption. Frankly, these people doubt whether the red flag can fly for long."

"Until we achieve a greater victory or gain legitimate status, that doubt probably won't go away." Xiao Zishan looked equally disappointed.

"Even so, we must press forward." Wen Desi considered the problem carefully. "Remember the predetermined policy—the Beacon Effect. Once everyone sees that serving us means living better, they'll naturally gravitate toward our side. Common people are practical. They focus on what's right in front of them."

"I agree. Give people genuine benefits, and they won't forget it."



"There's another matter," Wu De continued. "Those eight Li minority prisoners are still being held in the POW camp—they haven't been assigned to any labor teams. What does the Committee plan to do with them?"

"We're preparing to use them as a breakthrough for establishing relations with the Li tribes to the south," Xiao Zishan explained. "Mu Min is working on it. We should have results within a few days."

The implication was clear: this fell outside Wu De's domain. He nodded his understanding. Just then, Wen Desi's PHS buzzed. Someone spoke briefly on the other end, and Wen Desi replied, "Have them wait. Treat them well. We'll be there shortly." He turned to Wu De. "We have local visitors."

"Oh?" Wu De's interest was piqued.

"Regarding the prisoners. Come with us. Bring Xiong Buyou as well, and the local interpreter—get everyone together."

"Understood."



Ever since the county's two-pronged counterattack had ended in catastrophe, tension had gripped Lingao County once more. According to the militia survivors who had straggled back, the pirates' firearms were devastating—a single volley was enough to kill everyone in the vicinity. Even the renowned Huang Family Village militia had been routed; Huang Shoutong himself had been gravely wounded and carried directly back to Huang Village. The city's residents were in a panic. Some gentry had already begun transferring property and household members to distant relatives or their own rural strongholds. Others claimed family emergencies or sudden illnesses as pretexts to return to their home villages. Even the refugees sheltering inside the city walls wanted to leave—rumors swirled that these short-haired pirates would wash the streets in blood as revenge.

Several days passed. When it became clear that the shaven-headed pirates had no intention of attacking, officials and gentry began to calm somewhat. But the heavy losses sparked bitter internal quarrels. The supposedly flawless attack plan had failed ignominiously, proving that Jinshi Liu's vaunted suppression strategy was worthless. Whispers spread that Jinshi Liu was nothing but a "scholar playing soldier"—failing both the court above and his homeland below. Liu Dalin, already frail, had exhausted himself over a month of planning only to see it end in disaster. Infuriated by the outcome and the gossip, he retired to his home to recuperate.

Magistrate Wu was furious but could do nothing to stop him. Each day he sat fuming in his reception hall, consumed by worry. The pirates had been camped on his shores for nearly a month now, with no sign of departure. The gentry had lost faith in him. City morale had collapsed entirely. If the shaven-heads launched an assault, his archers and militia would likely scatter at the first shot. As for aid from the prefectural capital—besides a letter advising him to "guard the city" and other useless platitudes—the only communications he received were reminders that the court's autumn grain collection was imminent and that he must focus his attention on that.

"Collect grain! Collect grain!" Wu Mingjin muttered bitterly. "Everything has gone to hell—what grain is there to collect?" After stewing over the problem, he could think of only one recourse: consulting his private secretary.

Secretary Wang, whose given name was Zhaomin, was Cantonese by origin. He had spent years serving in various prefectural and county secretariats across the province and knew local procedures inside and out.

The secretary pondered for a while, then spoke quietly. "Your Honor, since we cannot expel the pirates, we can only pay tribute."

"Tribute?" Magistrate Wu started, nearly leaping to his feet to denounce the absurdity. But years of navigating local politics had taught him restraint. He composed himself quickly.

"Would it work?"

Secretary Wang stroked his beard, a knowing smile playing at his lips. "Call it a tactical expedient. The most pressing matter is the autumn grain. If this season's collection proceeds smoothly, all will be well. As for the pirates? Fujian has its troubles, Guangdong has its troubles—can't we have ours as well?"

"Yes, yes, the elder speaks wisely." Magistrate Wu felt as though a path had suddenly opened before him. Then his brow furrowed. "But surely this matter cannot be hidden from our superiors—and the secret police—" He glanced instinctively around the room.

"Your Honor need not worry. In officialdom, the less trouble, the better. As long as the autumn grain enters the granary and the county seat remains in our hands, do you think the prefect will concern himself with the details? The others likewise." Secretary Wang lowered his voice conspiratorially. "With the power these pirates have demonstrated, if they wanted this county seat, they would have taken it already. Why else would they camp at Bairren Rapids? They haven't plundered or killed anywhere in our county—quite righteous behavior, really. We simply buy ourselves some peace for now."

"Reasonable, quite reasonable." Wu Mingjin nodded repeatedly. "But this is no trivial matter—"

"Your Honor, rest assured." Secretary Wang's expression radiated confidence. "Those eager to pay tribute to the pirates won't be us—it will be the gentry." He leaned in and spoke at length, his voice barely above a whisper.

Indeed, the gentry were anxious about their harvests. Some had relatives missing from the failed suppression campaign and desperately wanted to contact the pirates. Once Secretary Wang dropped a few subtle hints, everyone set about making arrangements on their own.

After some discussion, the gentry settled on a down-on-his-luck landlord named Zhang Xingfu as their representative. His father had been a gambler who had nearly ruined the family, leaving Zhang with barely a hundred mu of hillside land—purely dependent on the weather's mercy. However, his wife's family had distant connections to the Liu Xiang gang, which allowed him to speak with various armed groups operating in the area. He often served as an intermediary with pirates—negotiating terms, arranging hostage releases. No party fully trusted him, yet when trouble arose, they still needed his mediation. He sustained himself on the side income and fees this role provided.

Those accompanying him were either someone's household manager or a distant kinsman of little consequence. The gentry feared being captured for ransom if they appeared in person, so they sent expendable people instead. All the visitors brought gifts: pigs, sheep, various presents, and formal calling cards. Following the era's gentry etiquette for interactions between peers, each card humbly styled its bearer as an "unworthy student."

They walked less than half a shichen from the county seat before earthen berms and guard towers came into view ahead—the pirate camp had been reached. These pirates had been ashore for over a month now; everyone knew the name, yet few had actually laid eyes on them. Many had heard how they crushed the county's strongest militia in moments, how even Huang Shoutong had been struck down. But word of their good discipline offered some small reassurance.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 85: Peace Negotiations (Part 1)

The delegation approached the earthen berm with obvious trepidation. The camp gate stood closed, but something puzzled them about the trench—it had no drawbridge, only an unexcavated section of roadway crossing it like a permanent causeway. What they could not know was that drawbridges were impractical here; the weight of heavy machinery coming and going would have destroyed any such structure.

When they reached arrow-range, they halted and sent a man forward to announce their presence. The gate guards seemed to have been expecting them, responding to the first call. Zhang Xingfu, a man seasoned by years of dealing with various pirate factions, spoke passable Mandarin, Cantonese, and Min dialect. The camp guards spoke a peculiar hybrid of Mandarin that was neither one thing nor another, but they managed to make themselves understood. After Zhang Xingfu explained their purpose, there was a brief commotion behind the gate before it swung open and a dozen people emerged.

Zhang Xingfu had learned from long experience that bandit leaders—whether they ruled mountains or seas—loved putting on theatrical displays of power to intimidate negotiators into offering higher ransoms. He had witnessed this performance countless times. But these pirates showed no such pretension. The group that came out consisted of ordinary men in green short coats, rifles with fixed bayonets slung over their shoulders. Their apparent leader startled him most of all: dressed identically to his subordinates in a dark-green jacket and trousers, dusty boots, and a leather belt at his waist, he was completely indistinguishable from the common soldiers. His appearance, manners, and speech carried a refined, scholarly quality—nothing at all like the rough-hewn heroes Zhang Xingfu was accustomed to dealing with.

This shaven-headed chief dresses so plainly! Zhang Xingfu marveled to himself.

The newcomer proved unfailingly courteous, introducing himself as Xi Yazhou, though he did not invite them inside the camp. Instead, he had chairs and benches brought out and arranged on the riverbank outside the gate where they could sit. Others emerged with wooden bowls and buckets of water for the porters to drink.

What was served to Zhang Xingfu and his companions, however, made these local landlords' eyes grow wide: glass cups. Though they lived on Hainan Island, they knew well the value of such vessels—two or three taels of silver would barely purchase a colored glass bowl, let alone cups of such crystalline clarity.

The contents proved less remarkable: a small white paper packet floating in the water, slowly dyeing it a pale green. Sniffing cautiously, they detected a vague tea-like fragrance, though of rather inferior quality.

What grandeur! Zhang Xingfu felt both pleased and apprehensive. Pleased because pirates willing to display such fine wares clearly meant to show great sincerity. Apprehensive because such a show of wealth suggested the price negotiations ahead would not settle for modest sums.

Xi Yazhou spoke passable Cantonese, and they exchanged pleasantries for a time before a rumbling sound emerged from within the gate. A small four-wheeled vehicle came bumping toward them, causing a stir among the gathered delegation. Word of the shaven-heads' vehicles that moved without oxen or horses had already spread throughout the city. Some claimed they were powered by sorcery, driven by ghost-gods; others insisted the pirates had somehow obtained the creative techniques of Heaven and Earth itself. Theories abounded.

Zhang Xingfu knew from scouts and militia reports that those who rode in covered vehicles like this were invariably high-ranking pirate chiefs. The vehicle's occupants, therefore, must be important indeed. He rose quickly, trembling slightly.

Those who stepped out of the vehicle wore the same plain attire as the others—nothing to distinguish them. Then several more arrived on foot, including one shaven-headed man dressed in local cloth garments, presumably a captured local who had thrown in his lot with the pirates.

The interpreter Xiong Buyou spoke the Lingao dialect with an accent that struck Zhang Xingfu as peculiar, though the meaning came through clearly enough. Xi Yazhou proceeded to explain that they were not pirates at all, but overseas Chinese merchants engaged in industry and trade who had now returned to establish businesses. When did we become "sea turtles"? Xiao Zishan thought with private amusement. Since arriving in Lingao, Xi Yazhou continued, they had never disturbed the common people or opposed the government. Then his tone grew stern: he accused the local "evil gentry" of groundlessly organizing militia attacks against them, causing significant losses. They had acted only in forced self-defense, he declared, and reserved the freedom to take further action should circumstances warrant.

Zhang Xingfu could only agree meekly, offering praise for their non-disturbance of civilians. He then presented the gift list: one hundred taels of silver, eight bolts of red satin, twenty bolts of assorted silk, twenty bolts of Songjiang cotton, ten shi of grain both coarse and fine, two pigs, four suckling pigs, one Sambar deer, and two hundred jin of wine. Xi Yazhou accepted the list and passed it to those standing behind him. Finding everything useful, he smiled:

"We are building here and have inevitably disturbed the locality. How could we dare accept such generous gifts? And yet, to refuse would slight the gentry's goodwill. So we must accept everything. Truly—refusing would be impolite, but accepting feels undeserved."

Zhang Xingfu, seeing the gifts accepted, seized the moment to raise the gentry's three requests. First, with the autumn harvest imminent, they hoped the pirates would not rob farmers working their fields. Second, they wished to ransom the captured prisoners. Third, they requested the return of the battle-dead so their families might bury them properly.

He added a promise: if these terms were agreed upon, the county gentry would "assist with provisions"—they would not be shortchanged. Specific figures could be negotiated.

Xi Yazhou nodded politely but offered no answer—a significant gesture. He glanced inquiringly at Wen Desi and the others behind him. They exchanged meaningful looks, then withdrew to the tower guardroom to confer. All agreed that this matter involved their future policy direction, and it would be improper for just a few people to decide unilaterally. But since the other side was actively seeking reconciliation, they needed to respond positively.

When Xi Yazhou returned, he directly agreed that the villages could send people and carts to retrieve the bodies. Guides would be provided to show them the burial locations. As a gesture of sincerity, they would also release a few of the wounded prisoners. As for the other two points, he explained that further discussion was needed—Zhang Xingfu should return tomorrow.

Zhang Xingfu had never expected to settle everything in a single visit. Seeing them readily agree to the body retrieval and even offer to release prisoners—clearly giving him face—he felt confident the remaining matters would not prove difficult, just a matter of haggling over prices. That prospect did not worry him; the gentry would bear the costs, and his commission would remain intact regardless. Better still, he had now established relations with these shaven-heads, and he already sensed that this group of pirates was unlike any he had ever dealt with before.

Before the delegation departed, following Wen Desi's instructions, Xi Yazhou presented Zhang Xingfu with a freshwater pearl necklace—originally priced at 25 RMB—and gave each porter a fifty wen tip. Everyone, high and low alike, departed satisfied with this strange group.

Magistrate Wu and all the city's officials and gentry had been anxiously awaiting Zhang Xingfu's report. When he returned that afternoon bearing word that the shaven-heads would return the bodies and release some prisoners, relief washed through the gathering. When Zhang Xingfu described the leaders as steady, plain people without the airs of bandits, they were all surprised.

In past dealings with kidnappers, even when victims had died, families wishing to retrieve bodies for burial were required to pay substantial ransoms. This time, the shaven-heads had agreed so readily it seemed almost suspicious. The villages quickly conscripted laborers and rushed to construct thin coffins in preparation for collecting the bodies the next day. Magistrate Wu, knowing that many from each village had perished, ordered the county poorhouse to assist—any unclaimed bodies would be collected as well.

The following day, village laborers arrived with carts, coffins, reed mats, and packets of lime. The transmigrators arranged guides to show them the burial sites, then quickly withdrew. They monitored the proceedings only from afar through high-power binoculars. The Sanitation Group checked the wind direction and confirmed it would not carry the smell toward camp. Even so, everyone donned masks without needing to be told.

Xi Yazhou and several others watched from the watchtower. Through his binoculars, he observed cloth-wrapped laborers digging, periodically carrying dirt-stained objects aside. With each exhumed body, elderly relatives and women rushed forward to identify the remains. Some wailed to heaven; others fainted dead away. After watching for a time, he could not bear to continue. Killing in battle had never troubled him, but this post-battle horror was truly chilling.

"We should have cremated them from the start," Xi Yazhou muttered. "Why did we bother with burial? The state of those bodies must be gruesome." He knew the corpses had been buried for over ten days—exhumed now, they would be decomposed beyond recognition, identifiable only by their clothing.

"Burning the bodies would have bred resentment," Xiao Zishan replied, refusing to put his eyes to the binoculars. "That would have been seen as 'scattering ashes'—the ultimate desecration. This way, at least the families can collect the remains and find some peace in a proper burial. They will feel somewhat better for it. Call it winning hearts."

Originally, the Sanitation Group had suggested, for purely hygienic reasons, either pyre cremation in the field or dumping all the bodies in the sea at Bopu. Most had agreed with this practical approach. But Yu Eshui had opposed it, arguing that the ancients placed enormous value on the proper treatment of corpses. "Collecting bones" had always been seen throughout history as a righteous act. Destroying the bodies would severely damage the transmigrators' image—and after all, this was going to be their permanent base.

So they had buried the dead in remote areas, thinking it merely a prudent precaution. Unexpectedly, the county negotiators' third condition had been precisely this—body retrieval. Any previous doubts about why Yu Eshui—this eloquent, theatrical speaker—occupied a seat on the Committee completely vanished after that.

After a full day's labor, the villages finally collected and transported all the bodies. Some of the dead had been village "refuse"—worthless men sent as cannon fodder—and naturally no one came to claim them. The county poorhouse collected these unclaimed remains and buried them in the public cemetery.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 86: Peace Negotiations (Part 2)

The Committee debated the remaining two issues at length. Most felt that refraining from disturbing commoners had always been their guiding principle anyway—formally agreeing to it changed nothing in practice. The real dispute centered on the second point: whether to release their prisoners. Wu De opposed this vehemently, having just organized the labor force into an efficient system, while the Building Group protested equally loudly—their construction workload was crushing, and losing workers would cripple their progress.

No one wanted to surrender such a valuable asset. In the end, they reached a compromise: release only the small landlords, wealthy peasants, and similar figures of local standing. These people offered little practical value as laborers, and the transmigrators currently lacked any compelling incentive to win their loyalty. Everyone else would remain, forming the backbone of native auxiliary forces they desperately needed to build.

With the decision made, Wu De worked through the night reviewing prisoner records. By dawn, he had compiled a list of roughly a dozen names—all heads of prominent households or prosperous farmers. Keeping such men served no purpose; releasing them might yield tangible benefits.

The Committee also hammered out various terms and set their negotiating conditions. The following day, Zhang Xingfu arrived bearing modest ceremonial gifts—ostensibly to thank them for permitting the retrieval of bodies, though everyone understood he had come to probe their intentions.

Xi Yazhou presented three demands:


	
Transmigrators may trade with locals anywhere in the county, freely exchanging any goods. Neither the government nor any other party shall obstruct such commerce.



	
Transmigrators may freely hire workers within the county.



	
Transmigrators shall have freedom of movement throughout the county.





He added that regardless of whether the county agreed to these terms, they would release some prisoners as a gesture of sincerity. He provided a preliminary list for review, inviting additions. If the families wished to collect their people immediately, the release could happen today. Otherwise, they should return tomorrow with sedans and pack animals.

Zhang Xingfu naturally lacked the authority to decide such matters. He copied both the release list and the conditions, then hurried back to report.

When Magistrate Wu Mingjin received these terms, uncertainty gnawed at him. Some provisions were manageable, but others carried significant implications—especially the demand for free trade. Something about it nagged at his memory. Years ago, the "red-haired people"—the Dutch—had sent ships demanding open ports and trading rights, using remarkably similar language. Could these newcomers be connected? He rushed to consult Secretary Wang.

Secretary Wang considered the matter carefully, working his way through an entire pot of strong tea before reaching his conclusion. He leaned close and whispered, "Your Honor, just agree to everything."

Wu Mingjin shook his head, his brow furrowed. "I have two concerns. First, what if they imitate the old Franks' stratagem—refusing to leave, using Bairren as their city and Bopu as their port? This place could become a second Macao. The court would never tolerate it. Second, though they speak of 'voluntary' hiring, when they eventually sail away with our people—won't we bear the sin of separating families?"

Secretary Wang smiled, the expression of a man who had long ago learned how the world truly worked. "Your Honor worries too much. The urgent matter before us is appeasing the gentry and collecting the autumn grain. After half a year, perhaps a year, you can work your connections in the provincial capital and secure a transfer. Whether this place becomes another Macao won't concern you then." He waved a dismissive hand. "As for separating families—the hiring is voluntary. Those who choose to serve foreign barbarians and get carried overseas? That's their own doing."

Wu Mingjin turned the logic over in his mind. It was the only practical path forward. He summoned Zhang Xingfu and informed him that these matters could be agreed upon with the shaven-heads, but absolutely nothing could be put in writing. Zhang Xingfu understood perfectly. He then gathered the family heads who had been desperately awaiting word on ransoms and instructed them to prepare appropriate gifts of gratitude.

These clans with captured relatives had been in agonies of suspense, frantically seeking intermediaries, willing to pay any sum in silver for redemption—some had prepared to bankrupt themselves entirely to save their loved ones' lives. The pirates' mysterious origins had made contact impossible, leaving them to stew in helpless anxiety. Now, hearing that ransoms would not be required and their people would be released tomorrow, they should have been overjoyed. But when Zhang Xingfu asked each family to contribute a single tael of silver as a token of appreciation, they reacted as if he were flaying the skin from their backs.

Each competed to proclaim their poverty with theatrical fervor, painting themselves as wretches raised on bitter herbs and morning dew. The discussion dragged past midnight with no resolution in sight. Zhang Xingfu's patience finally snapped. Abandoning all pretense of civility, he threatened that if they could not agree on a suitable amount, he simply would not go to Bairren Rapids tomorrow. "Whoever wants their people back can go negotiate themselves!" He made as if to storm out.

Not a soul let him leave. They blocked the doorway in a wall of desperate bodies. County Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya waded into the chaos, pretending to mediate—a well-practiced routine of good cop and bad cop. After much wrangling, they finally agreed: six hundred taels of silver, one hundred bolts of Qiong-cloth, four pigs, and one cow. Plus thirty taels as Zhang Xingfu's personal commission. The silver and cloth would be apportioned according to each household's wealth. Everyone felt satisfied with the total—actual ransoming would have cost three or four times as much. Yet even after settling on figures, fresh anxieties bloomed. Would Chief Xi accept such terms? They decided Zhang Xingfu should go tomorrow, present the offer, and only if Xi Yazhou agreed would they send the silver and cloth to collect their people.

The next day, Zhang Xingfu arrived with sedans and pack animals, prepared for any outcome. He made numerous appeals regarding the families' dire hardships before finally naming the silver and cloth amounts, his voice thick with practiced humility. Xi Yazhou showed not the slightest displeasure at the modest figure—indeed, he even spoke words of appreciation. Without waiting for the county to deliver the payment, he released all the small landlords and wealthy peasants on the spot.

This magnanimous gesture further elevated the gentry's opinion of the strangers. Even ordinary commoners, hearing the story, began to believe these so-called pirates might actually be righteous people. Word spread that they never burned, killed, or plundered—and the bolder souls began leaving the city to return home. After all, fields still held crops that needed tending. Within days, the refugees crowding the county seat had completely dispersed. Where once only the south gate had opened for two or three hours daily, now all three gates stood open from dawn to dusk. The month-long tension gradually melted away. A few days later, pedestrians reappeared on the roads, and farmers could be seen working fields within sight of Bairren Rapids.

"Peace is truly beautiful." Xiao Zishan stood atop the watchtower, gazing out with something approaching rapture in his voice.

"Peace is temporary," Beiwei said grimly from behind him. His Hunting operation, after two careful revisions, had been ready to launch—but this sudden truce had forced its suspension. With nothing else to do, he threw himself into drilling Ye Mengyan and the young men who had been clamoring for a chance at becoming special forces. He pushed them with Monday-through-Sunday intensity, relentless and unforgiving. Screams echoed from the training ground daily.

ATF's Xue Ziliang, meanwhile, had been suffering through miserable shifts driving bulldozers. The backbreaking work had awakened in him a burning desire to change his fate. He noticed Beiwei's training sessions and began slipping away to the training ground after his shifts ended. At first, Beiwei ignored him entirely. But when Xue offered several highly professional observations during exercises, the two began exchanging views. Xue seized the opportunity to demonstrate his capabilities—a series of flawless tactical maneuvers and exceptional marksmanship made the former recon platoon leader take notice. Only then did Xue reveal his background: before joining ATF, he had served in the US Marine Corps Force Reconnaissance and seen combat in the Iraq War.

"You see, I'm also a veteran," Xue Ziliang said, regarding Beiwei with eyes that somehow managed to be both lonely and warmly affectionate. And so the hearts of these two former reconnaissance soldiers—one Chinese, one American—found an unexpected resonance of understanding. Their expressions held such manly fortitude mingled with tender camaraderie that rumors of "Brokeback Mountain" began circulating among the special-forces trainees that very same day.

Their training-ground exchanges only intensified from there. Between peers—especially peers who genuinely respected each other—there was always much to discuss. Though the Military Group contained specialists of every stripe, including armor crews and naval personnel, Beiwei was the only reconnaissance expert among them. Apart from occasional tactical discussions with former infantry officers like He Ming and Xi Yazhou, he had found no one who truly spoke his professional language. Now, with Xue Ziliang, he had a kindred spirit. They could talk endlessly about special operations, tactics, and military doctrine—their conversations growing deeper and more frequent by the day. Naturally, the rumors spread even faster.

Beiwei himself remained blissfully oblivious. When He Ming, acting in his capacity as a senior comrade, tactfully suggested that as a key Military Group leader, Beiwei ought to be more mindful of his private life's public image—he was genuinely puzzled. How could someone who never gave women a second glance possibly have lifestyle rumors? He even disapproved of Xi Yazhou for being too friendly with the opposite sex!

Only when the gossip finally reached his ears directly did he understand that "private life issues" were not limited to male-female relations. His face cycled through red, then blue, then white with fury, and he stormed out of the room. Xi Yazhou hurried after him with several others in tow, fearing what Beiwei might do in the heat of such raw anger. After conducting a swift investigation, Beiwei made an announcement to the special-forces training squad: every trainee would perform two hundred extra push-ups after daily training—continuing indefinitely until all rumors about him and Xue Ziliang disappeared completely.

None of this, however, affected his friendship with Xue Ziliang. Xue, possessing a Chinese-American's finely tuned instinct for navigating social dynamics, had found his survival path in this once-alien environment.

For most transmigrators, the most tangible change in their relations with the locals manifested on their dining tables. When Wu Nanhai proudly wrote "Braised Pork" on the cafeteria's daily-specials blackboard, the newly built serving counter was nearly demolished by the stampeding rush.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 87: New Farm (Part 1)

Since D-Day, the transmigrators had subsisted on rice and seafood. After a solid month of every conceivable fish preparation, enthusiasm had waned to near extinction. Even Wu De, who had originally championed seafood rice as the solution to their dietary woes, found himself thoroughly sick of it after two weeks. He had since spearheaded improvements—smoked fish, fish sauce, fish cakes—but some required long maturation periods, while others desperately needed seasonings they simply did not have. They had remembered to bring adequate salt, but in their pre-crossing wisdom, someone had deemed soy sauce, sugar, vinegar, cooking wine, and spices unnecessary weight. After all, these were low-tech products they could easily manufacture, grow, or purchase once they arrived. What they had failed to anticipate was the gap between arrival and availability—and the inconvenient fact that people needed to eat every single day.

The result was that whether smoked or caked, everything tasted strange and failed to excite the palate. Occasionally, the Cafeteria Office would supplement meals with canned goods from the reserves, but the quantities were laughably inadequate for their population. A single can of luncheon meat split between two people was nauseatingly rich; shared among ten, it might as well not exist.

One day, Wu Nanhai furtively slipped Wu De a smoked sausage. In another time and space, he would not have spared it a second glance, but now it seemed impossibly delicious, even without pepper and seasoned only with garlic. Wu Nanhai repeatedly urged secrecy, especially from Nick—this was horse-meat sausage made from his beloved "Blue Lightning." The Australian racehorse's remains had been quietly embezzled as the Agriculture Group's private stash. Nick still made occasional pilgrimages to the racehorse's grave, unaware that it lay empty; even the bones had been secretly collected. Wu Nanhai planned to grind them into fertilizer.

The dead horses dragged back after what everyone now called the "First Counter-Encirclement"—the Lingao Express had popularized the term—became their first real taste of meat in over a month. The six pigs sent by the local gentry became the cafeteria's most treasured delicacy.

But for Wu Nanhai's team, there was a slight disappointment. These pigs bore no resemblance to those from the other timespace; they were scrawny creatures with stiff bristles, looking more like wild boars than anything else.

"Don't look down on them," said Xiong Buyou, who had driven the pigs over. He gazed at the piglets while swallowing hard. "These are Lingao pigs—a famous local specialty, always exported to Hong Kong. You know Lingao suckling pig? This breed has thin skin, small bones, tender meat, and a special aroma..."

His greedy, wolf-like gaze roamed over the piglets. "These are thirteen or fourteen jin each—perfect age. Roasted, they'll be plump and tender."

"No scheming. I was planning to raise the piglets as breeding stock, and since you say this breed is so good, we're definitely keeping them."

"Slaughtering the big ones then?"

"Right—let everyone feast. I've consulted the Committee." Wu Nanhai eyed the pigs still obliviously rooting for food, unaware that their end was near. "Originally I wanted to kill two, but the Committee said if we're killing, kill all six. Rather than everyone getting one miserable slice, let everyone eat their fill—call it a reward."

Wu Nanhai had already calculated uses for all the gifts. The 200 jin of low-alcohol rice wine would serve as cooking wine or be converted to vinegar. The deer had arrived as a butchered carcass, so they would make jerky—an easy method that, while lacking spices, produced decent, portable, long-lasting food simply by boiling in salt water and drying. Sadly, the deer came pre-butchered, with no hide or organs to salvage. One of the cows was a female Yellow Cattle, which lacked sufficient draft power for southern paddies but would prove valuable as future beef and dairy broodstock. The six big pigs were market-weight meat animals with no use as breeders. Although they still had fattening potential, without proper feed they would only lose weight, so slaughter made the most sense.

The comprehensive utilization plan for these pigs left nothing to waste. Belly and ribs would all become braised pork. The pig-head meat would be braised as well—though lacking spices for now, it was stored alongside premium cuts like loin and tenderloin in a refrigerator salvaged from the Fengcheng's galley. Trotters and small ribs would go into soup; leg and shoulder meat would be ground; all fat rendered for lard; cracklings set aside for stir-fry; and bones reserved for broth. Brains and spinal cord were extracted separately. Blood and edible organs all became delicacies. The inedible parts—pancreas, bladder, gallbladder, spleen—had other uses and were frozen for later. Even the skin would be fried into pork rinds. Wu Nanhai desperately wanted the food complaints to pause, if only for a few days. The truly inedible waste went to him for drying into feed powder.

This ambitious plan hit one significant problem: no one knew how to slaughter pigs. For the transmigrators, pigs meant red meat on market boards or in supermarket freezers. How to transform live pigs into pork became an unsolvable mystery.

Wu Nanhai summoned Yang Baogui. Everyone naturally assumed that since he had successfully butchered and sectioned several dead horses for the Cafeteria Office, he could handle pig slaughtering. But the veterinarian shook his head—taking a pig's life was easy enough, but proper slaughtering was skilled work. Done wrong, you would ruin the meat. He cited the EU as an example: in the name of animal welfare, the EU had abandoned centuries-old slaughter methods in favor of humane electrocution, and now EU pork tasted terrible.

In the end, the Military Group veterans solved the problem. What military company did not raise pigs? Come the New Year's feast, their own mess squads organized the slaughter, and some had helped in the mess halls. Several veterans rolled up their sleeves, boiled big pots of water, and dispatched all the pigs with practiced efficiency.

Yang Baogui and Shi Niaoren formed an inspection team and performed on-site quarantine. The pigs were reasonably healthy—no serious parasitic infections—but they advised cooking all meat thoroughly as a precaution.

That evening, the cafeteria produced several enormous pots of braised pork. Seasoned only with salt, soy sauce—very poor solid soy sauce at that—and cooking wine, the braised pork earned unanimous praise. Even weight-conscious women who usually avoided meat joined the clamoring. Wu Nanhai saw someone weeping while eating.

"Meat is best." This became the unanimous verdict of transmigrators who had endured nearly two months of seafood.

But those pots of braised pork exhausted the last of the soy sauce from the ship's galley. Wu Nanhai planned to find somewhere to buy soy sauce and seasonings—he had fermentation cultures—but the Agriculture Committee now had far too much on its plate.

As the entire industrial center shifted toward Bairren Rapids and various supporting facilities neared completion, the Agriculture Committee's equipment also needed moving to Bairren Fortress. Wu Nanhai traveled daily between locations, organizing and transporting goods. Though a Committee member, he rarely commandeered the Beijing 212, usually hitching rides on farm trucks between sites. After the move, only one Cafeteria Office person remained at Bopu to guard the canteen, along with Chen Haiyang—former navy, now fisherman—managing the Fishery Production Group. Chen Haiyang had submitted a report to the Committee requesting permission to establish a navy around the Fishery Group's current ships and personnel, with fishing as a sideline. Bopu camp could be managed by the navy, and future maritime trade and shipbuilding could also fall under naval jurisdiction.

Navy! Wu Nanhai thought. They still had not solved their eating problems, and someone was already proposing a navy. Watching his tent of over a month being dismantled made him sentimental. He tossed the nylon nets Wu De had given him onto the farm truck. Wu De the fisherman was now happily running his labor-reform squad, daily tormenting natives with work and ideological conditioning. Had he stayed in the Fishery Group, would Chen Haiyang have suddenly proposed a navy?

The farm truck had a long string of two-wheeled carts—abandoned militia vehicles—hitched behind it, all loaded with the Agriculture Group's belongings: small tools, irrigation equipment, sprayers, complete agricultural experimental apparatus, veterinary instruments, seeds, cages of chickens, ducks, and rabbits. The farm trucks were becoming trains here. Wu Nanhai did not know much about vehicles, but surely this could not be right. During difficulties, they would make do—he only hoped the truck held up until everything was transported.

Yang Baogui waved a homemade whip, directing his six dogs as they ran front and back, driving the newly formed marching column: several pigs, a pair of donkeys, and three horses. These large animals did not get vehicle rides; they would walk to their new home. Because the breeding animals were precious, the Military Group had sent seven or eight escorts.

"Old Yang, hard work." Wu Nanhai fell into step beside him. "Let's walk together." Livestock farming was not his specialty; he wanted to pick the veterinarian's brain.

"It's far—over ten kilometers. Can your body handle it?" Yang Baogui eyed his somewhat pudgy frame skeptically.

"What's that supposed to mean? I'm younger than you." This dark-skinned man with black-framed resin glasses looked at least thirty-seven or thirty-eight.

"I'm a vet—a rural vet. Walking over ten kilometers daily is nothing. There are village-to-village roads now, but there's always only one vehicle—and it's always being driven by someone who's not making house calls." Yang Baogui shook his flat-topped crew cut with a rueful smile. Wu Nanhai noticed that his glasses' arms were tied with string around his neck—just like his own. This shared trait greatly increased his fondness for the man.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 88: New Farm (Part 2)

"Your stamina is remarkably well-maintained."

"You make me sound ancient—I'm only thirty!"

"Huh?"

"This is what years of grassroots work does to a man." Yang Baogui flashed his sunny smile. "Walk with me." He whistled sharply and called out: "Beibei, go! Bring Ukraine back!" At his command, a dog shot off like an arrow and expertly herded a large white pig—which had been attempting to gnaw the bark off a roadside tree—back onto the path.

"The dog's name is Beibei?"

"That's right. I've got six of them: Beibei, Jingjing, Huanhuan, Yingying, Nini—"

"And the sixth?" Wu Nanhai found himself caught up in Yang Baogui's peculiar sense of humor.

"Aoyun—Olympics," Yang Baogui replied with a perfectly straight face. He shouted the name, and a dog that had been padding along quietly suddenly bounded to his feet, circling him with pure joy. Yang Baogui reached down to stroke its neck, clearly pleased with himself.

"You really know how to train dogs."

"It's a specialty of mine—though not my profession. Just something I do for fun." He cracked his whip, the sound snapping through the air. "I can drive wagons too. Learned that from farmers back when I was working the countryside. No wagons here though, so I went to the Industrial Group and asked them to build some rubber-wheeled ones. Hitch our captured Yunnan ponies to them, and a two-horse team could pull a thousand jin without breaking a sweat. But those people hemmed and hawed about how such carts are 'backward'—they're too busy 'working hard' on developing some four-wheeled farm cart." He snorted. "Nonsense. Can small horses even pull those?"

"Tieling draft horses certainly could." Wu Nanhai's gaze settled on two especially tall, robust animals in the column—heavy horses with powerful builds. These were among the finest draft horses bred in China since 1949, their bloodlines tracing back to Europe's premier cart and riding stock. Their maximum pulling force reached 450 kilograms; a single horse could haul a thousand-kilogram load on a double-rubber-wheeled wagon.

"They could," Yang Baogui conceded, "but these two must be kept as studs—we can't work them too hard. Besides, Tieling draft horses have actually deteriorated significantly over the years." He let out a sigh. (Note: Tieling draft horse breeding stopped in the 1990s; only a few degraded studs now exist. The breed will soon disappear.) "Nanhai, honestly, I'm very worried about our Agriculture Group."

"I sense the problems too," Wu Nanhai admitted, "but there are so many tangled threads—I hardly know where to begin." He imitated Yang Baogui's technique, waving a willow branch to keep the livestock moving.

"You studied agriculture. Surely you know what underlies modern agriculture's high yields?"

"Pesticides, fertilizers, improved varieties, irrigation, GMOs, soil chemistry..." Wu Nanhai rattled off the list.

"And can that model be replicated here?"

Wu Nanhai considered the question carefully. "Difficult. Conditions are too poor. Large-scale irrigation and promoting improved seed varieties are probably our most realistic yield-boosting measures. Fertilizer is somewhat manageable—once the Chemical Industry Group builds their ammonia and sulfuric-acid plants, anyway. But pesticides are another matter entirely. That requires an organic chemical industry. Without thirty or forty years of industrial buildup, I don't see how it's possible."

"No." Yang Baogui shook his head firmly. "Those problems are superficial. The real issue cuts much deeper. Modern society operates as one massive division-of-labor system—and agriculture is no exception. Under that system, our agricultural technicians' practical abilities have actually atrophied. The farmers' too.

"Think about it. Before, farmers had to select and cultivate their own seeds. Now they simply buy them. Agricultural technicians really only know which seeds to use, how to manage crops after sowing, when to apply which pesticides, what fertilizers work best...

"But here? There's no seed company. No pesticide factory. No veterinary drug facility. No agricultural machinery station. We have to do everything ourselves, and every one of us was trained within that division-of-labor system—each knowing only our own narrow piece. Modern agriculture is a complete chain, and all we have are scattered, disconnected links."

He gestured toward the dogs herding pigs. "Take those pigs, for instance—Georgia! Where do you think you're going?!" Yang Baogui's whip cracked, driving a wayward pig back onto the road. "Everyone expects us to start large-scale pig farming so we can have meat at every meal. But nobody stops to think about how many vaccines a piglet receives from birth to slaughter in a modern operation. How much medication. How many disinfectants are used just for the pens. And even with all that, when swine plague breaks out, they still die in droves."

Wu Nanhai felt a knot of worry tightening in his chest. He had considered these issues before, but never followed the thread this far.

"Seems like we'll have to rebuild everything piece by piece," he said quietly. His eyes followed the carefree pigs grunting and foraging as they ambled along. "Do they have names too?"

"Of course. They're all breeding stock—boars and sows. Names make them easier to remember."

"What are they called?"

"Ukraine, Big Bobo, Georgia, Russia—"

"Ha!" Wu Nanhai pointed at the largest, most formidable pig in the group. "Russia must be that boar?"

"No—that one's called Soviet Union."

The two men chatted as they walked, and the kilometers passed easily. The simple road stretched more than ten kilometers, well-maintained despite raising clouds of dust whenever vehicles passed. It made for pleasant conditions when herding livestock. On one side flowed the rushing Wenlan River; along its banks, rice ears had ripened to gold, though without the familiar rolling waves of a modern harvest. Agriculture here remained quite backward. Wu Nanhai walked and sighed, his mind churning through ways to transform their collective knowledge into productivity—yet obstacles seemed to pile up faster than he could count them.

The road was peaceful. Occasionally local people worked in distant fields, but they were too far away to matter. Several watchtowers punctuated the route, providing excellent security for passing transmigrators. What had originally been rough wooden towers had since been rebuilt as three-story brick-and-stone pillboxes, searchlights mounted on their roofs. Below each one, open ground was ringed by deep trenches and coils of barbed wire—if any attack occurred, transmigrators and vehicles on the road could quickly take shelter inside.

The entire marching column took nearly three hours to reach the Bairren Rapids camp. All Agriculture Committee members stood waiting to receive them—today marked the Committee's official move-in day.

Unlike departments already installed in the Committee Building compound downtown, the Agriculture Committee would be housed entirely at what had come to be known as the "Nanhai Model Demonstration Farm." Wu Nanhai had learned in university that agriculture is not created by people sitting in offices writing plans and reports. It is built through technicians walking step by step through fields, fish ponds, and orchards. If you were an agricultural technician, you lived near farmland. That was the only way.

The entire farm compound had been constructed with the brick kiln's newest red bricks, making it probably the grandest building complex in all of Bairren Fortress. There were offices, agricultural-tech labs, warehouses, a machinery station, cellars, and neatly arranged granaries. A water-powered mill stood by the river, and newly built animal pens still smelled fragrant with fresh lumber. The only concrete structure was a row of pressure-type biogas digesters designed to process waste, wastewater, and manure from both the residential and agricultural zones. The biogas they produced supplied the cafeteria for cooking, and once waste volumes increased, additional biogas could be used to generate electricity. The biogas slurry served double duty as fertilizer or feed additive; the final residue made excellent fertilizer as well.

The original plan had included a permanent glass greenhouse, but since the Industrial Sector had not yet begun manufacturing glass, that project was delayed. Fortunately, Hainan's subtropical climate meant that even during the Little Ice Age, accumulated temperatures remained sufficient for most purposes.

"The land assigned as our test field—" Ye Yuming pointed to boundary stakes in the distance—"extends from here to the water mill by the river."

Wu Nanhai studied the terrain. From where they stood to the riverbank was over a hundred meters, with a length of perhaps two hundred meters—an irregular long rectangle roughly twenty-plus modern mu in area. Adequate for vegetable plots and test fields. A small portion had already been leveled and planted with cabbage, greens, peppers, and tomatoes, some of which were ready for harvest. The cafeteria tables would soon become slightly more abundant.

But most of the land remained more stones than soil, still studded with tree stumps. It needed leveling, and probably imported topsoil as well. Wu Nanhai observed the riverbank height and traced the high-water lines, mentally calculating where irrigation channels would need to run and whether flood dikes should be built. Where to plant fruit trees and dig fish ponds, where to temporarily house tropical seedlings—all of it required careful consideration.

The farm compound's space shouldn't be wasted either. Courtyard economy, he thought. Build a grape trellis over the courtyard paths: half a mu of trellis could yield a thousand jin of grapes without consuming any extra space, all while providing welcome shade. Plant fruit trees behind the buildings...

His mind raced happily through the calculations. But with the current labor shortage, he would need to ask Wu De for some local farmers to help—ideally hired as long-term workers. As for local agricultural conditions, it would be best to consult a landlord—though he had heard that all the landlords and rich peasants had been released. A pity, really. Such people possessed rich farming experience and understood rural social dynamics better than anyone. Unfortunately, he couldn't speak Lingao dialect, which meant he would need interpreters. Troublesome. Better to learn the language himself. At minimum, if he ever hoped to take a wife or acquire a concubine, he would need the ability to communicate emotionally. Start from the basics? But all of that was tomorrow's problem. After walking for hours, exhaustion had seeped into his bones.

That night, he slept in the Agriculture Committee office. After so many days, finally having a roof overhead—sleeping indoors—felt like pure bliss. Apparently happiness really did come from comparison.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 89: New Farm (Part 3)

"Alright, let's start by taking stock of our assets," Wu Nanhai proposed at the Agriculture Committee's first full meeting. They already had ledgers, of course, but fifty-odd days ashore had reshuffled both numbers and categories. Corrections were overdue.

Seeds came first. They had a hundred kilograms of hybrid rice—that vaunted "crossing superweapon" that wasn't quite as magical as legend claimed. These were essentially the plant kingdom's equivalent of mules: vigorous, productive, blessed with many advantages, but incapable of reproduction. Wu Nanhai had brought them specifically to secure a bumper first-year harvest and stabilize their grain reserves. With grain, everything else would follow.

Beyond the hybrids, they possessed fifty kilograms each of twenty different rice varieties, totaling a thousand kilograms in all. These included 1960s and '70s Lingao-adapted cultivars known for high yields and lodging resistance—varieties like Guangguichao and Shuanggui that had proven themselves in this very region centuries hence.

For future promotion, they had a hundred kilograms of high-yield sweet potato tubers. While 1628 Hainan likely already cultivated sweet potatoes, these were quality seed stock. Another hundred kilograms of potatoes rounded out the tuber supply. Lingao's conditions weren't ideal for potatoes, but the crop's versatility as vegetable, grain, and animal feed gave it tremendous potential once they expanded to the mainland. Rounding out the forage crops were twenty kilograms each of kudzu and quality alfalfa seeds.

Corn, wheat, and barley came in hundred-kilogram lots. Various beans—soybeans, mung beans, adzuki beans, black beans, and others—occupied ten-kilogram packets each.

Vegetable seeds filled another category: peppers, tomatoes, cabbage, leafy greens, carrots, pumpkins, cucumbers, onions, various scallions, garlic, and more—one kilogram of each variety.

Spices they had treated more casually, since most were easily obtainable through Southeast Asian maritime trade. They'd brought only chili peppers and Sichuan peppercorns—ten varieties totaling ten kilograms. Before boarding, Wu Nanhai had also purchased several one-kilogram packets of fruit seeds suited to Hainan's climate.

And finally, he hadn't forgotten tobacco—his little vice. Ten kilograms of tobacco seeds would eventually fuel a future monopoly on the tobacco industry. Wu Nanhai had already laid plans to manufacture his own cigarettes once the plants matured.

All seeds came in proper packaging with a two-year shelf life. Some varieties weren't suited to local conditions—prepared instead for northern regions—so he'd purchased vacuum-packed versions with seven or eight years of storage life.

"That covers the seeds," Ye Yuming continued. "We also have seedlings that need transplanting to the nursery as soon as possible."

Seedlings represented a considerable inventory: fifty coconut palms, fifty rubber trees, twenty coffee trees, twenty cacao, twenty coca shrubs, fifty quinine trees, five poppies, plus assorted timber trees, fast-growth species, fruit trees, and sugarcane and banana cultivars. All were useful, but their management and cultivation would prove challenging. Wu Nanhai recalled his tropical agriculture professor describing how, at Yunnan's educated-youth farms, specially cultivated quinine seedlings had achieved germination rates below five percent. Quinine seeds, he'd said, were worth their weight in gold—and for good reason. Quinine was the specific drug for malaria, and without it, the transmigrators' plans for colonizing Taiwan to the north and Southeast Asia to the south would both collapse. They had brought backup seeds in addition to the seedlings.

Livestock and poultry came next. They currently had six pigs: two pairs of Landrace and one pair of Northeast Min. The Danish Landrace were lean-meat pigs, intended as crossbreeding sires. The Northeast Min from China's northeast were a local breed—tolerant of rough feed, throwing large litters—destined to serve as crossbreeding dams. This breed also deposited fat at especially high ratios, useful for obtaining animal fats. To their imported stock they'd added four local piglets acquired since landing.

Horses remained their weakest category—only one pair of Tieling draft horses, a type relatively scarce in ancient China. Nick's two racehorses hadn't originally fallen under their management, but after Blue Lightning died, a heartbroken Nick had placed Aranchi under the Agriculture Committee's care. Initially, Wu Nanhai had been reluctant. Nick's care requirements were frankly annoying: feed five times daily, provide warm drinking water, and so on. His attitude changed only when Yang Baogui pointed out that this old racehorse still possessed value—she was a mare.

"If it were a stallion, it would've been gelded at two or three during racing training," Yang Baogui explained. "Completely useless now. But a mare..." He seemed fairly satisfied with the horse.

"How old is she?"

"Thirteen or fourteen." Yang Baogui flipped through a notebook. "Haven't checked her teeth yet. Horses can live thirty years. Too old for racing, certainly, but she'll do as a broodmare."

The three local horses they'd captured were, per Yang Baogui's identification, all Yunnan ponies around seven or eight years old. Two were geldings. All three could be put directly to labor.

"Best if we could get more horses," Wu Nanhai said, eyeing the various small farm implements that had been unloaded but not yet organized. They had small walking tractors, and the Engineering Department had commandeered their large and medium tractors. But long-term, they needed draft animals. Before their mechanization resources ran dry, they had to transition quickly into the horse-and-mule era—meeting not just their own needs but those of future new-agriculture farmers throughout the region.

"Too many places need horses," Yang Baogui said, shaking his head, "but Hainan isn't suited for horse-raising. Climate's too hot, and the rainy season's too humid. Horses are extremely finicky creatures."

"How about breeding some mules?" Ye Yuming suggested. "Don't we have a pair of donkeys?"

"Please—I'm not about to start..." Yang Baogui trailed off, the implication clear.

"What?" Ye Yuming looked confused.

Even the usually proper Wu Nanhai broke into a lewd grin. "Right!" He remembered his livestock-course lectures on horse breeding—lessons that had made the 1980s-born female students blush crimson.

"What's so funny?" Yang Baogui asked Wu Nanhai with a knowing smile.

"Nothing—I took that course. Watched some horse 'adult films' a few times."

"Let's table mule-breeding for now," Yang Baogui said, steering them back on track. "Horse breeding season doesn't start until March anyway. Besides, these animals are extremely neurotic, and they've been disturbed too much lately. Let them rest, fatten up, and adapt before we proceed with anything like that."

Beyond these large animals, they possessed smaller but equally useful stock: two pairs of rabbits, meat and fur varieties; four different-breed roosters—half for meat, half for eggs—along with twenty hens; two pairs of ducks; two pairs of turkeys; and ten carrier pigeons that were also Nick's private property. Finally, there was a calico cat some girl had brought along, now apparently forgotten—still wearing a pretty bow around its neck.

Besides living creatures, they had animals preserved in cellular form: a liquid-nitrogen storage tank containing goat, sheep, quality beef cattle, and dairy cattle cells. This tank remained in the ship's cold room for now. But they lacked liquid-nitrogen technology, so they needed to find suitable local dams quickly before the samples degraded.

After completing the inventory, these twenty-first-century new farmers set about leveling the land and constructing simple poultry sheds. The sand-bedded free-range area was fenced with dense bamboo and planted with loofah, hyacinth beans, and gourds to provide shade for the chickens and ducks while yielding vegetables—two birds, one stone.

But after their long journey, the poultry looked obviously dazed and showed poor appetites. Constantly disturbing these animals was becoming a problem. Hopefully, the wide-open spaces and fresh air would help them recover soon. The brothers were waiting for eggs.

Wu Nanhai built grape trellises over the courtyard paths, planted fruit trees in the side spaces, and laid out several garden plots beneath the trees for herbs and medicinal plants.

"You're turning this whole yard upside down!" Huang Dashan called out, pushing a two-wheeled cart toward them. He'd just been transferred to the Agriculture Committee through the Personnel Group, and his cart held his luggage.

"In a while, this place will be fragrant with flowers and fruit," Wu Nanhai replied, admiring the messy bamboo-and-rope trellises with evident satisfaction. He glanced at the thick-spectacled newcomer. "You are?"

"Huang Dashan." He pulled a small slip from his pocket. "Here's my transfer order."

"Welcome, welcome!" Wu Nanhai recalled that this man had applied several times to join the Committee, claiming expertise in cultivating edible fungi and bringing along many mushroom cultures and growth media. "You specialize in fungi cultivation?"

"Not exactly." Huang Dashan smiled innocuously. "My profession is biochemistry lab technician. My specialty is live-animal bacterial and viral culturing. Growing mushrooms is purely a side income."

"Then make the sideline your main line." Wu Nanhai was satisfied with this new asset. "Where do you think your mushroom shed should go?"

"Under the fruit trees would work—grape trellises are actually the best spot." Huang Dashan surveyed the area with a practiced eye. "We should start with oyster mushrooms. Easy to grow, high yield, no shed needed. When conditions allow, we can build specialized cultivation sheds. I brought quite a few cultures." He paused. "But I'll need a room for my lab—I brought standard biochem equipment." He added, almost as an afterthought: "Preferably an isolated building, far from other living things..."

"Hm?" Wu Nanhai didn't entirely understand his meaning but nodded anyway.

Yang Baogui received a room to serve as both veterinary office and bedroom. His carefully guarded boxes—hidden in tents and prefabs, painstakingly carried throughout their entire journey—finally had a stable home. Inside was complete animal medical equipment and reference books. Wu Nanhai planned to dedicate one room to storing all the agricultural books, planting manuals, and instructional video discs they'd brought—a specialized agricultural library for their new world.

(End of Chapter)
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Because Ye Yuming had experience raising rabbits and poultry, Wu Nanhai assigned him to manage the small animals. With rabbit numbers still low, there was no need for specialized housing—just a three-tiered hutch in the yard. But when he went to tend them, he found the creatures listless, barely touching their food. Were they sick? He consulted the specialized agricultural library and found his answer: "Domestic rabbits have weak disease resistance. In damp, unclean environments, they easily contract diseases that cause great losses—especially young rabbits. Housing should follow dry, clean management principles with proper sanitation and epidemic prevention. Additionally, rabbits tolerate cold but not heat. When temperatures exceed 30°C, adults reduce or stop eating; does easily miscarry, reduce milk production, or refuse to nurse—conditions that also induce disease outbreaks. During hot periods, heat prevention and cooling are essential."

Damp? Hot? Rabbits? Why on earth did we bring rabbits to Hainan?! And there was even an Angora pair! He had no choice but to find a shaded, well-ventilated spot. He moved the cages into an empty room and periodically sprinkled water around to cool them down. As for rabbit feed, Wu Nanhai took no responsibility—but fortunately, Ye Yuming had plenty of experience cutting fodder. After each vegetable harvest, cafeteria scraps could supplement the rabbits' diet, and once Wu Nanhai's sweet potatoes matured, he could collect large quantities of sweet-potato vines for feed. The creatures looked listless now, but once they recovered, their reproduction rate would be astonishing.

The first few days were devoted to basic land-clearing. Engineering bulldozers removed stones, roots, and weeds while trucks hauled in excavation waste to deepen the topsoil. Such raw land was suitable only for sweet potatoes. For hybrid rice, Wu Nanhai decided to wait until next spring—he needed to observe how low the winter temperatures dropped. He also planned to plant winter wheat and barley, since barley favored cool climates, tolerated some cold, and matured quickly enough to fit between the main crop plantings.

The farm work proved brutally hard—leveling land, digging channels, plowing, applying base fertilizer. Machinery helped, but the manual labor required remained substantial. Surprisingly, applications to the Agriculture Group poured in, as many had envisioned an idyllic pastoral life. Shortly after farming began, however, some complained of exhaustion or claimed their skills didn't match the work, transferring to other groups. Wu Nanhai found it overwhelming himself and concluded it was better to serve as an agricultural advisor, offering guidance while the farmers Wu De sent did the actual labor. Those farmers worked hard indeed.

After more than a month of adjustment, Wu De's labor team had become remarkably efficient. He used five mutually antagonistic men as captains, deliberately encouraging competition among them. Personal grudges between leaders proved more effective than any intimidation—each captain strenuously drove his subordinates, terrified of falling behind his rivals.

Wu De then introduced material incentives: each day, the first team to complete their labor quotas received extra food. He also implemented "last-place elimination"—every seven days, the lowest-performing team lost four members to the top four teams. If a captain lost all his members, he became ordinary labor and forfeited all benefits. The measure tested the captains' management skills and intensified competition. Those relying solely on violence—beatings and starvation—achieved only short-term results. Oppressed workers soon discovered countermeasures: slack off for four consecutive weeks, and even the loftiest captain would fall. Both sides had to find balance for effective cooperation.

Fu Youdi adapted extremely poorly to this system. As the earliest prisoner captain, he had immediately lorded over the others—never working himself, only grabbing benefits. When four former subordinates became captains, he felt deeply unbalanced. Desperate to maintain his "senior captain" status before Wu De, he increasingly oppressed his subordinates, even cultivating two or three enforcers by skimming rations and establishing a tyrannical mini-kingdom. Hardly a day passed without beatings in his camp. Hatred grew within his team, yet he remained oblivious.

Wang Tian was more honest. Though he also grabbed extra benefits, he didn't oppress his subordinates and worked hard himself. People liked him—but some then slacked off. At first, Wang Tian meekly avoided confrontation; only when quotas slipped did he panic and beat people. When quotas rose, the cycle repeated. The other two captains fell roughly between Fu Youdi and Wang Tian on the management spectrum.

By comparison, Lin Xing's performance impressed Wu De most. He divided his subordinates into small groups, assigning divisions of labor based on daily work content. He led by example—eating, living, and laboring alongside his men. He never touched anyone else's share and even distributed his bonus food among his subordinates. But slackers received no mercy; his approach was one of clear rewards and punishments. The whole team respected him—even the former small landlords and rich peasants admired him. One landlord privately invited Lin Xing to become the foreman on his estate.

Among common people, there are indeed heroes, Wu De thought. Unlike modern transmigrators who had access to information everywhere—how had an illiterate poor tenant like Lin Xing learned such skills? Were some people simply born with leadership charisma?

Wu De also gradually improved the laborers' meals. Now they received one dry and one thin meal daily—admittedly, the dry rice was mixed with local grains—but for workers, it was quite good. Some captains still skimmed food, and he deliberately pretended not to notice. This way, ordinary workers grew more resentful toward their captains while feeling the pirates were more conscientious by comparison.

After two continuous weeks of last-place finishes and the loss of eight members, Fu Youdi's team stood on the brink of collapse. In his fury, Fu Youdi announced a one-day food suspension as punishment. The workers who had long suffered under him finally snapped, swarming him with fists and kicks. Even his enforcers were not spared—beaten black and blue alongside him.

The other teams watched the upheaval in stunned silence. Wu De had contingency plans for such situations; he had instructed camp guards that there was no need to enter and suppress—just control the perimeter and prevent escapes. He had intended to let them settle things naturally before sorting out the aftermath, but Lin Xing unexpectedly led men in to quell the disturbance on his own initiative.

When Wu De arrived, Fu Youdi's subordinates knelt before him, competing to denounce their captain's various crimes. Some Wu De already knew about; others surprised him greatly—a thorough education in how no one could play god. Fu Youdi, it turned out, had been secretly hoarding steel tools issued for work. The workers had long noticed that the "Chiefs'" tools were far superior to the crude iron implements they had used before—light, durable, staying sharp without frequent sharpening. Fu Youdi had calculated that Lingao lacked iron products and that tools were imported from the mainland, so these excellent implements should fetch good prices. Though tools were logged during issue, daily work made it impractical to check out and return them constantly—they were stored in a shed. Every few days, Fu Youdi had secretly hidden one away. Under mass exposure, the bruised and battered captain led Wu De to his hiding spot in the grass by the river and surrendered more than a dozen shovels, spades, and steel bars.

The transmigrators present stared at the pile in silence. Were we really smarter than the "natives"? Watching a prisoner stealthily steal items right under their noses, no one dared claim so.

Who would have thought Fu Youdi—meek and inarticulate just two months ago—would descend to this? Watching the workers' angry denunciations, Wu De grew even more convinced that seventeenth-century human nature was no different from the twenty-first.

But Fu Youdi's case exposed many unforeseen problems. No workers had reported his misconduct; they had silently seethed until finally exploding together in a characteristically Chinese-style resolution. Apparently, the prisoner-management policy had shortcomings.

I focused too much on internal contradictions, Wu De thought, rubbing his forehead in frustration. I only thought about keeping them disunited, unable to resist together. I never expected the prison boss I created would also tightly control his subordinates. Even my planted informants never reported on him out of fear. If Fu Youdi had been more than a petty miser—if he'd hidden those tools for a sudden revolt—there might have been casualties. The mutual restraint among people that he had counted on had completely failed to materialize.

Fundamentally, his starting point had been wrong, Wu De reflected. He was still operating on old experience. Though successful at personnel management and brainwashing, those methods only aimed at keeping people orderly, docile, and obedient. That wasn't enough for cultivating initiative. What they needed were local allies—the foundation on which the transmigrators' entire edifice would be built. Constant surveillance, control, and exploitation would never win these people's loyalty.

(End of Chapter)
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Wu De convened a mass meeting where Fu Youdi and his enforcers faced fierce denunciation. Every fault was dragged into the light for public criticism—even trivial offenses like scratching his feet before meals and snoring in his sleep. Wu De encouraged broad participation, fostering a sense of collective ownership among the laborers. It was what he privately called an "organized rebellion," a calculated spectacle that satisfied their hunger for liberation while showcasing his own wisdom as a leader.

Fu Youdi was formally stripped of all positions. He and his enforcers would "undergo labor reform under mass supervision." When the crowd surged forward to beat him—some voices even calling for public beheading—Wu De intervened. Whatever his crimes, Fu Youdi had served the transmigrators faithfully. His fate could not be too miserable, or who would ever defect to their side in the future?

Next came the exposure of two other captains' transgressions: skimming food and shirking duties. Both men stood up nervously and dropped to their knees before Wu De, confessing everything.

"Your problems are serious," Wu De declared, adopting the stern countenance of a magistrate passing judgment. "However, your recent work has been exemplary—everyone can attest to that. These matters will not be pursued further."

"Thank you, Master, for your great magnanimity," they wept, overwhelmed with gratitude.

"Continue working well." With that pronouncement, Wu De reorganized the entire prisoner labor team, now rechristened the "Production Team." Lin Xing was appointed captain, Wang Tian deputy captain, and Zhang Xingjiao clerk. Beneath them, four production squads remained, with each squad leader elected by the workers themselves. Wu De stipulated that all management positions required learning Mandarin—which meant the two chastened captains could eventually resume their duties, though they would naturally be far more restrained going forward. The others, watching this unfold, began developing their own intentions to learn the language of the "Chiefs."

The new labor system operated on work points. Each person completing basic daily tasks earned one point. Managers and skilled positions received a base rate of 1.2 points. Exceeding quotas yielded proportional bonuses. Especially arduous, dangerous, or difficult work earned additional points still.

Wu De stood before a rough blackboard while Lin Xing and Xiong Buyou translated simultaneously, finally making clear what these work points actually meant.

"What are work points for?" he asked. "Starting now, work points can be exchanged for extra food. Think of them like money. Want more fish? Buy it with work points. Want more rice? Same principle." He paused, letting this sink in. "In the future, you'll be able to use work points for other things too—farm tools, implements. Accumulate enough points, and you can purchase them."

A hand rose timidly from the crowd—Ma Peng. "Can I buy rice and give it to my mother to eat?" Fearing Wu De might suspect him of planning an escape, he quickly added, "I could bring my mother here to eat it..."

Laughter rippled through the assembly. "Are you crazy? What would the masters want with your old mother?"

"Of course you can," Wu De said, seizing the moment to announce further policies. "This is money you've earned. How you spend it is your freedom. We'll be introducing more purchasable items in the future."

Whispers and murmurs spread through the crowd. Everyone was clearly intrigued by the prospect of being paid for their labor. Someone called out, "The meals we eat now—will we have to pay work points for those later?"

"No. I said this is for extra food." Wu De explained that the regular meal schedule would continue unchanged: two meals per day, one substantial and one thin gruel.

"Chief Wu mentioned before that good workers can become 'employees.' Do employees also earn work points?"

"Yes." Wu De explained the distinction. Employees' point income would exceed that of regular laborers—for the same work, ordinary workers earned 1 point while employees earned 1.2. Explaining decimal fractions proved challenging, and Xiong Buyou struggled mightily with the concept. Finally, he resorted to visual demonstration: one whole fruit represented 1.0; another fruit cut into ten pieces, with two pieces representing 0.2. This crude bit of visual education finally brought clarity.

Employees would receive three free meals daily—two substantial, one thin—along with provided housing and the possibility of private plots in the future. These conditions stirred envy among the listeners. But the understanding that employees were essentially rebels dampened most people's optimism about ever reaching that bright future.

Wu De recognized their concerns and refrained from overselling the prospect. Excessive enthusiasm would only backfire. Chinese peasants were the most practical people on earth, and also the most suspicious. Without tangible benefits in hand, they would never willingly board your pirate ship.

Sure enough, skepticism pervaded reactions to the work-point system. Some thought it outright fraud—paying prisoners for their labor? What kind of world was this? Nevertheless, Zhang Xingjiao began handling daily work assignments and point recording. After one week—everyone now understood that the "Chiefs" operated on seven-day weeks—each laborer received work-point vouchers in varying amounts: a minimum of 7 points, some earning 10 or more. The vouchers came in four denominations: 1 point, 1 li, 2 li, and 5 li.

Given that these work-point vouchers were effectively disguised currency, the Planning Committee's economics specialists conducted a thorough evaluation of their issuance. After extensive discussion, they concluded there was no problem. The vouchers were essentially grain-backed internal-circulation coupons, redeemable only at the two transmigrator cafeterias for food. Both issuance and circulation remained extremely limited. As long as the transmigrators maintained sufficient grain reserves, preserving basic credit posed no difficulty.

Moreover, the vouchers held negligible value: 1 point equaled 1 bowl of dry rice at 100 grams; 1 bowl of porridge cost 0.5 points at 50 grams of rice; 1 salted fish ran 2 points.

Daily earnings could only marginally improve a laborer's meals—the impact on transmigrator food reserves was trivial. As Wu Nanhai put it: "If after six months ashore we still can't manage to feed our laborers, we might as well commit group suicide."

As a first foray into currency issuance, the Planning Committee cautiously established a Finance Working Group to regulate voucher printing, circulation, storage, and distribution. The vouchers were lithographed at the Document Printing Office on imported card stock, roughly the size of a one-jiao RMB note. The smaller denominations—1 li, 2 li, and 5 li—matched the old 1-fen RMB size. Single-color black ink was used throughout, with no color registration. The front depicted the Committee Building in all its majestic form; the back showed the silhouette of the Fengcheng. A border pattern of coconut palms framed each note. Only the denomination numbers used different ink colors for distinction. Every voucher bore a unique Arabic serial number.

Xi Yazhou volunteered to calligraph "Crossing Central Bank" as the masthead, but Finance Group Leader Cheng Dong felt these were merely crude tokens—no different from cafeteria meal tickets, really. No bank existed yet. Better to preserve their nature as simple token-coupons and avoid misusing banking terminology, which could cause complications down the road.

The final "fancy paper" that reached Wu De's hands simply read "Work-Point Voucher," with the issuing unit listed as the "Bairren Production Team." Due to crude printing techniques and unsuitable paper stock, they looked somewhat like shoddy cemetery spirit-money—though technically, no one in the Ming Dynasty could replicate them.

They bore a beautiful ink seal in seal-script. Upon closer inspection, Wu De discovered it was his own personal name-seal. He did not know whether to laugh or cry. What was this supposed to mean?

Cheng Dong explained that it made things official—gave the vouchers an air of dignity. Essentially, they were using Wu De himself as a credit guarantee. After all, those laborers did not recognize any Committee.

"And if there's nothing on it," Cheng Dong added, "wouldn't it just become worthless scrip—like Greater Japanese Empire military notes?"

After printing, all vouchers went to the Finance Group for safekeeping. Each week, Wu De personally claimed them against the point-tally sheets. Since payroll involved detailed calculations beyond Wu De's financial abilities, he simply submitted weekly tally sheets; Finance Group payroll specialists compiled proper wage tables and distributed vouchers accordingly.

For the Production Team laborers, this was something entirely new. Copper coins—everyone knew those. Silver—they had seen it. Gold—they had heard of it. In lean times, they would barter vegetables, chickens, or rough cloth for salt and goods. But paper buying things? This was the first they had heard of such a thing.

The Ming Dynasty had once issued paper money, but that government-promoted currency, under the stewardship of financially ignorant emperors and officials, had long since collapsed. In this remote region, only copper and silver had circulated for many years. Bills of exchange existed, functioning like later bank drafts, but ordinary commoners never touched such instruments.

After receiving their vouchers, everyone looked at each other uncertainly. No one truly believed these slips of paper could purchase food. The common thought ran: If I rashly try to exchange this—Chief Wu says it works, but what if Cafeteria Chief Wu refuses? Even government offices often contradicted each other. Cafeteria Chief Wu did appear fair-skinned and kindly enough, but presenting fancy paper to buy things might anger him. When gods fight, commoners suffer.

Finally, under everyone's urging—and with Lin Xing's guarantee that if Cafeteria Chief Wu tried hitting anyone, he would personally fetch Chief Wu De—Ma Peng approached the counter on shaking legs and presented a 5-li voucher to buy one bowl of porridge. The server readily accepted it and ladled him a bowl.

The onlookers watched Ma Peng receive his porridge, watched him slurp it down, then noticed that the server showed no intention of punishing him. After a stunned pause, everyone surged forward in a scramble, pulling out vouchers left and right—buying rice, buying salted fish. Hu Yicheng at the cafeteria was caught completely off guard. The extra provisions sold out almost instantly. No one had anticipated this sudden purchasing frenzy, so reserves were minimal. Those who missed out stared at him with hungry eyes. All around them rose the loud sounds of chewing, and those greedy gazes seemed ready to swallow him whole. He quickly picked up the phone and called Wu Nanhai.

(End of Chapter)
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The moment Wu Nanhai received the call, he had the stoves relit. Hainan's autumn temperatures rarely dipped below twenty-five or twenty-six degrees, and the days often climbed close to thirty. To prevent spoilage in this climate, the Cafeteria Office only prepared enough food for daily rations with a modest surplus. There was some night-shift food available, but nowhere near enough for this sudden demand. He urgently recalled the off-duty staff. While the cooking got underway, he had Hu Yicheng tally how much food they would need.

A full pot of rice was prepared and sent immediately to the camp, where thirty servings vanished in an instant. The moment people realized this strange paper could actually purchase rice, no one bothered with porridge anymore—they all surged forward to buy rice instead. Hu Yicheng watched in disbelief as they wolfed down plain white rice without vegetables or condiments of any kind. He remembered childhood stories of hard times, tales where protagonists who "ate rice with soy sauce" had already seemed pitifully poor. These people had no soy sauce. They did not even have a grain of salt.

Another fellow squeezed his way forward, thrusting a large wooden bowl ahead of him while clutching a work-point voucher in his other hand. His words came out garbled, but the meaning was obvious: one bowl of rice. Hu Yicheng shook his head in wonder and ladled out another serving. This was the man's fourth bowl, by his count. Quite the powerhouse.

Xiong Buyou edged nervously toward Wu De and whispered, "Old Wu, isn't this too much eating? Won't they burst?"

Wu De shook his head. "Don't worry—farmers can eat. Back home, the old-timers often put away a jin per meal. When there's no oil in your food, your appetite grows to compensate."

Once the rice consumption finally began to slow, more people started buying salted fish, apparently wanting to treat themselves after filling their bellies. Unfortunately, Wu Nanhai's cafeteria had run dry.

"No more salted fish—sold out!" Hu Yicheng shouted. "Come back tomorrow. Today's supply is gone."

Disappointment spread visibly through the crowd, and the earlier commotion gradually died away.

"Out of fish already?" Wu De hurried over to ask.

"Completely out. We'll need to resupply from Bopu tomorrow." The Agriculture Committee maintained a seafood-processing plant there.

"Nothing at all?"

Hu Yicheng spread his hands helplessly. "I even borrowed the Military Group's night-shift food for you. I'll prepare more tomorrow—that salted fish isn't popular in our cafeteria anyway."

"The fish was killed once when it was caught," Xiong Buyou observed solemnly, "and then killed a second time by your cooking."

Watching the crowd begin to disperse, Wu De turned to Lin Xing. "Tell everyone not to leave. Calculate how much they want—we'll fetch the goods immediately."

Hu Yicheng rushed to object. "This won't work. It's almost dark—how can we possibly go to Bopu now?"

"I'll go personally." Wu De saw this as the perfect opportunity to establish credit. For both the work-point vouchers and these "pirates" to earn the locals' genuine trust, they had to keep their word—especially on the small matters, where proper attitude counted most.

"Too dangerous," Xiong Buyou tried to dissuade him. "In half an hour it'll be dark, and there are no streetlights on the road. It's not safe."

"No problem. We'll take a vehicle." Wu De called Civil Affairs Commissioner Xiao Zishan directly, explained the situation, and requested transport to Bopu. According to Military Group security regulations, from half an hour before sunset until dawn, no person or vehicle was permitted on the roads.

"Fetch salted fish?" Xiao Zishan asked incredulously. "Just for a bucket of salted fish?"

"Yes. It's very important."

"Are you joking? Just have a passing vehicle bring it tomorrow. Sending a special vehicle when it's almost dark—even in broad daylight this wouldn't be appropriate. Isn't this wasteful?"

"This isn't waste!" Wu De laid out his reasoning in detail, explaining the positive response this gesture would generate.

"I take your point, but surely one night's delay won't collapse our credit. Stores run out of stock all the time—we don't need to go this far."

"Whether it's necessary, I know very well." Wu De's irritation was rising. These bureaucrats simply did not understand how difficult it was to win people's hearts. Salted fish tomorrow would be fine—but the effect would pale compared to tonight. Trust took enormous effort to build, and opportunities like this should never be squandered.

"Alright, then." Hearing his insistence, Xiao Zishan finally relented and assigned a Beijing 212 jeep. He added one stipulation: since they were making the trip anyway, they should bring back more supplies. "Don't waste the journey."

The jeep rolled toward Bopu beneath the evening sunset. Wu De drove personally, with Wu Nanhai riding beside him—he wanted to inspect the seafood plant's production while they were there.

During the drive, Wu Nanhai made a request: he wanted some farmers transferred from the Labor Group to the Agriculture Committee, not as collective workers but as permanent Committee employees.

"Probably fine. I'll request approval from the Committee—if they agree, I'll assign you a few. They're all actively requesting to join."

"Can they actually farm?"

"Of course. Lingao commoners are basically all farmers, except for that Zhang Xingjiao."

"Actually, I'd prefer some children. I can train them myself." Wu Nanhai shifted his SKS awkwardly—the cramped jeep made the rifle difficult to position.

"No problem. And here's some inside information." Wu De adopted a mysterious air. "They're about to send people to Guangzhou."

Wu Nanhai started in surprise. "How do you know that? I'm a Committee member."

"Don't forget I'm from the Military Group." Wu De smirked. "Military Group people know everything these days—they're notifying Xi Yazhou to select security personnel. And apparently he's going too."

"Beiwei would be a better choice."

"Beiwei trains troops every day—he can't leave. And no one's more suitable for the military core." Wu De spotted the first watchtower ahead, where guards were signaling with lights. He flashed his headlights in response; their route had been communicated to every pillbox along the way.

"Xi Yazhou has business experience," Wu De continued. "We veterans never did commerce—that's his advantage. Plus he's quite enthusiastic."

"Then I'd better prepare a shopping list." Wu Nanhai quickly pulled out a notebook and began writing.

"Don't rush. Several key Committee members are still debating whether to proceed with the Guangzhou trip. But it seems unavoidable now."

"That's extreme. Unavoidable?"

"Not extreme at all. Let me share some more inside information." Wu De lowered his voice. "You know that Big White Mare?"

"Yes—some American agent, right?"

"She's been assigned to the Public Security Group now—teaching classes, conducting training. A few days ago, someone almost—" Wu De trailed off with a mysterious smile.

"Almost what?" Wu Nanhai tensed. "Killed her?"

"There are five hundred young men here, all poisoned by Japanese AV, living boring lives in this seventeenth-century wilderness. What do you think they'd try?"

Realization struck Wu Nanhai like a blow, followed immediately by disbelief.

"How is that possible!"

"It was possible—but that woman has skills. He didn't succeed." Wu De sighed. "Now she's become the Committee's hot potato."

"Are they arresting anyone?"

"Of course not." Wu De shook his head. "Not worth antagonizing people over a foreigner. Ran Yao knew who did it by the next day."

"That's not right," Wu Nanhai said with clear disapproval. "In any time or space, this is a literal crime. If the Committee enables this behavior, it sets a dangerous precedent."

"Pursue it? Remember what was decided at the general assembly? 'Everyone is equal, but transmigrators are more equal than others.'"

"Right. So we should protect transmigrators' interests—blatantly assaulting a comrade, a woman—" Wu Nanhai stopped abruptly as a thought struck him. Was Salina actually a transmigrator?

"You've realized." Wu De spoke meaningfully. "Seven people are accidental stowaways. They're not transmigrators."

"We could absorb them. Why not? They're from the twenty-first century, same as us. Since they're already here, they can only build with us."

"The problem is she's a foreigner. 'Those not of our kind will have different hearts'—many people think this way."

"But—" Wu Nanhai found this reasoning flimsy. "Even if we can't fully trust her, there's no need to... that..."

Wu De chuckled. "Indeed excessive. After this incident, the Committee finally decided to send people to Guangzhou as soon as possible."

Wu Nanhai felt goosebumps rise on his skin. "My god—to buy women?"

Wu De kept his eyes on the road and smiled mysteriously, which was essentially confirmation.

"I have zero interest in this timespace's women, myself. If I want a woman, I'll raise one from a loli."

"For me, having a woman to cook and do laundry would be satisfying enough." Wu De sighed. "This doing my own laundry, eating cafeteria food—when will it ever end?"

They chatted as they drove and reached Bopu quickly. They grabbed several buckets of salted fish, strapped them to the vehicle, and headed back. Night had fallen completely by then, and the road lay in pitch blackness. Driving with headlights was not too difficult; the lights of the pillboxes along the way served as guiding beacons, and they returned smoothly to camp.

The dispersed laborers were reassembled. A bucket of salted fish was opened, and Wu De announced robustly: open supply—buy as much as you want. The workers hesitated, and not many stepped forward. Some carefully wrapped their remaining vouchers in rags and hid them in their clothing. Ma Peng was one of these. He was thinking that when the chance came, he would bring his family here for a proper meal.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 93: Credit (Part 2)

The statistics from the first issuance and recovery of work-point vouchers came in quickly: 815.3 points issued, 334 points recovered—a forty percent same-day recovery rate. It was understandable that first-time recipients would be eager to convert their paper slips into tangible goods. Over the following days, the remaining tokens gradually trickled back, though far more slowly than Wu Nanhai had anticipated. He breathed a sigh of relief nonetheless. On issuance day alone, he had consumed roughly sixty extra kilograms of rice and grain to meet demand.

But the work-point voucher's credibility had been essentially established. Though some remained skeptical, these paper slips genuinely purchased extra food from the food cart each day—proof enough for most. Encouraged by this success, Wu Nanhai introduced locally-produced rice wine to the exchange system: five points for a 250-gram bottle. To prevent drunken incidents, he limited sales to one bottle per person per week. Yet sales proved surprisingly poor, which puzzled him greatly. The batch had come from Zhang Xingfu's prisoner-affairs tribute, and he had specifically consulted with prisoners who unanimously agreed it was among the county's better rice wines. If quality was not the issue, why were sales so dismal?

After weeks of working alongside the Production Team, Wu Nanhai could now communicate in a rough Lingao-Mandarin hybrid. When he asked around, most gave the same answer: "Too expensive—can't afford it."

Hearing this report, Wu De laughed with genuine delight. "That's actually good news."

"What's good about it?" Wu Nanhai had been counting on the wine to reclaim some vouchers and reduce grain consumption.

"It means they recognize the voucher's value," Wu De explained. "They think of it as real money now—that's precisely why they feel this way. If these were 1949 Gold Yuan Certificates, would anyone care about prices? Just being able to buy anything at all would be enough."

The realization struck Wu Nanhai, and he chuckled ruefully. It had never occurred to him to see it that way.

"You didn't think from their perspective—and frankly, many of us here haven't either," Wu De continued with a wry smile. "We assume these people should naturally trust the voucher's value. It's always about what you think they should do, what I think they should do. Everyone forgets these are living people with their own calculations. Why should they easily trust us?"

"True enough."

"So we must proceed carefully. Credit isn't something you build in a day or two."

Just then, Lin Xing's voice called from outside, requesting entry.

"Come in."

The new Production Team captain appeared wearing brand-new homespun clothes styled after the transmigrators' training uniforms. The handiwork was rough, but they fit reasonably well.

"What is it?"

"I—I—" Lin Xing's Mandarin had improved considerably, though it still carried a slight Guangxi accent reminiscent of Xiong Buyou's. "I have a request for the Master."

"Go on."

Lin Xing knelt and kowtowed before speaking. Many Production Team members were tenant farmers, he explained, and they had been away for over a month now. The autumn harvest loomed imminent, and many worried desperately that without returning home to help, their families would lack the labor to gather grain and pay rent. If their landlords evicted them for failing to meet obligations, entire families would starve.

"Everyone chose me to beg the Master's mercy," Lin Xing said, kowtowing again. "Let everyone return to see their families and finish this season's farmwork. Then we'll come back."

The request did not surprise Wu De. Unattached singles were a minority among the workers; most Production Team members owned no land of their own but had families they could not simply abandon. Their concerns were entirely reasonable.

But once released, would they actually return? Wu De could not be certain. Intelligence gathered on laborer attitudes suggested most felt that working here was similar to laboring for landlords, and that implementing the work-points system had genuinely increased their enthusiasm. But how many would commit to working for the transmigrators long-term—permanently?

He hesitated, then dismissed Lin Xing for the moment.

"This is difficult to handle," Wu Nanhai agreed. "Should we request instructions from the Committee?"

That evening, the Committee convened an expanded meeting specifically to discuss letting laborers return home for farming. Opposition came swiftly from many professional groups—especially the Industrial Committee divisions now entering their peak construction and installation phase. Losing this labor force would drastically slow progress. The brick-kiln's new cement vertical-kiln project was already short-handed; suddenly releasing a hundred trained workers would create an impossible gap to fill.

Wu De found himself torn. Releasing them would clearly hurt current production. But Lin Xing had come specifically to petition on behalf of the workers, which showed this issue carried strong sentiment within the Production Team. Refusing would severely undermine the goodwill he had worked so hard to build.

Unable to reach a decision on his own, he laid out all his thoughts and concerns before the assembly. Finally, he offered his conclusion: better to let them return this once. Even if many never came back, demonstrating righteousness and trustworthiness would earn the transmigrators recognition among the local population.

"Righteousness and trustworthiness?" someone sneered. "We're timespace invaders, and we're talking about that?"

The speaker was Comrade Xiao Bailang from the Machinery Group—fair-faced and rather delicate, somewhat effeminate in appearance. His face was flushed now, and he spoke with aggressive intensity.

"So we should be despicable instead?"

"Oh, save it," Xiao Bailang retorted immediately. "Let's be honest about what we came here for. Stop pretending you're all here for communist ideals or to bring democracy and freedom to the Chinese people. Everyone came for wealth and lolis, right?" He scanned the attendees with knowing contempt. "I'm sick of this inexplicable benevolence-righteousness-propriety-wisdom-faithfulness bullshit. We should conquer Lingao and grab everyone for labor. Not enough? Take villages one by one. We'll soon mass-produce explosives—yet here we cower, discussing credit with natives. Ridiculous beyond ridiculous."

"Enslavement can't build anything lasting..."

"What's wrong with enslavement? Didn't the Qing rule China for three hundred years through brutal Han enslavement? If pig-oiled, pig-skinned Tungusic savages could do it, why can't we 21st-century moderns?"

"I absolutely oppose this!" Cheng Dong rose to his feet in fierce objection. "Though ends sometimes justify means, basic moral bottom lines should exist. This would lose us the people's hearts!"

"The people's hearts?" Xiao Bailang scoffed. "Unfortunately, by historical patterns, hearts aren't necessarily a match for force. Whenever hearts have defeated force, it's only because the force wasn't sufficient! Ancient commoners could rebel—but have you seen any successful modern civilian uprisings? At most you get 'collective walks' or 'mass incidents.' Our technology and industrial capability compared to this era's people is like Zentradi versus Earth—do Zentradi care about Earthlings' hearts?"

This inflammatory speech stirred resonance in more than a few attendees. Seeing whispers spread through the room, Xiao Bailang grew bolder still.

"I propose we not only refuse to release people—we should immediately launch 'Hunting Operations'!" He waved his arms forcefully. "Mass-capture labor and organize them for forced work. Can't meet quotas? No food. Resist? Beheading..." His spittle flew as he grew increasingly excited.

"I object!" Wu De could not let this continue. Hearing these proposals grow ever more extreme, he feared his two-plus months of careful work would be destroyed in a single night. "We need the locals' loyalty. Without their support, how do we rule with just five hundred people?"

"What's to fear?" Xiao Bailang dismissed the concern with a wave. "Collaborators are always abundant—Green Standard armies, Peace Armies, Imperial Collaboration Armies. Give them food and you can recruit as many fighters as you want—"

Cheng Dong, the pacifist, could bear it no longer. "So you want us to match the moral standards of Tungusic savages or Japanese devils?"

"What do you think we are?" Xiao Bailang snorted. "What right do we have to be here? By what authority do we occupy this land? Is Lingao the transmigrators' 'inseparable territory since ancient times'? We're timespace invaders—stop with the cosmetic pretense!"

The meeting threatened to spiral out of control. So far, no one had publicly supported Xiao Bailang's position—but clearly his words carried dangerous appeal. Wen Desi sensed the peril immediately. This naked, morally-indifferent, interest-supremacist expression had powerful mass resonance. Deep down, he did not actually dislike Xiao Bailang's speech—it was essentially correct, after all. But some things could not be said so nakedly. It was dangerous.

As he cast about for a way to halt the escalation, Zhan Wuya stood up and called out: "Little Xiao, stop talking! People should have some bottom line—we can't just do whatever benefits us."

"Bottom line? Everyone came here to do what—poverty alleviation?..."

"Bullshit!" Zhan Wuya exploded in fury. "Two days ago, if I hadn't rushed over to cut the power, you'd only have one hand left today! By your logic—how many hands you have, why should I care?!"

Xiao Bailang deflated instantly. Wen Desi silently thanked whatever luck had delivered this intervention. Honestly, continuing that debate could have led anywhere. Though Xiao Bailang's extremist proposal would never pass, the rifts exposed by such a debate would be hard to mend. Fortunately, Zhan Wuya had stepped in—Wen Desi knew nothing about the incident he referenced—but there was no time for details. Seizing the pause, he rose quickly to his feet.

"Everyone, please stop arguing and focus on the topic at hand. How can we maximize our interests while ensuring our environment remains stable over the long term?"

This reframing set the tone for subsequent discussion. Various others expressed their views—some agreeing with Wu De's proposal, some not. The split was roughly half-and-half, with each side explaining their reasoning from different angles. Finally, the Committee called for a vote. The results came in: those supporting release carried the day, if only slightly.

Leaving the conference room, Wu De found himself drenched in cold sweat. He had gotten what he wanted—they would release the workers. But whether the outcomes would match his expectations remained deeply uncertain. After all, between him and these seventeenth-century natives lay four hundred years of history.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 94: Li Minority Work (Part 1)

The announcement of twenty days' farm-leave sent waves of joy through the camp. Workers crowded around Wu Nanhai, asking if they could purchase raw rice instead of cooked meals to carry home with them. He agreed readily, selling at the standard rice-bowl rate of one point per hundred grams of mixed rice. Salted fish flew off the shelves too. By day's end, nearly every worker except the homeless who had committed to staying had spent their vouchers down to the last point.

Wu De kept his remarks brief. Return on time, he told them. Anyone running late must send word ahead—unannounced tardiness would mean double point-deductions. He also had the workers spread word to the surrounding villages: anyone interested in trading or finding work here would be welcome, their persons and property guaranteed safe.

At dawn the next morning, they departed in small groups, bundles wrapped in rattan and rags slung across their backs—salted fish and rice packed carefully inside. Those from the same villages traveled together, their voices fading with their figures into the morning mist. Wu Nanhai watched them go and sighed. Birds with nests can't be domesticated. If they ever wanted to train a new generation of loyal farmers, they would have to start with orphans.

The thought had barely crossed his mind when he spotted Zhang Xingjiao also carrying a small bundle, shuffling slowly toward the camp's edge with a wooden walking stick. "Mr. Zhang," Wu Nanhai called out. "Going back as well?"

Zhang Xingjiao had picked up decent Mandarin by now—he'd already known some official speech before. At Wu Nanhai's question, he turned and bowed quickly. "Chief Wu, just a brief trip. Four or five days at most."

"Family there?" Wu Nanhai asked, though he already knew the answer. Wu De had told him the scholar's tragic story—no home left, nothing remaining.

A bitter smile crossed Zhang Xingjiao's weathered face. "What relatives would I have?" He touched the bundle at his side. "When I was in trouble, some kind villagers looked after me. Thanks to the Masters' generosity—having been given so much—I want to bring these back as thanks." His voice grew solemn. "After this, I'm a dead man's servant. Wherever the Masters go, I follow."

A man of loyalty indeed. Wu Nanhai studied the Ming scholar before him: tattered robe hanging from thin shoulders, head shaved bald per camp regulations and now covered with a worn hat, complexion gray and expression still carrying that bewildered look of a man caught between worlds. Clearly, "joining the rebels" remained a reluctant necessity for him rather than a true conversion.

Then Wu Nanhai remembered something. "Mr. Zhang, are there any orphans in your village?"

"Orphans?" Zhang Xingjiao considered the question. "There are some, but the clans raise them. They're hardly orphans in the true sense."

"Ah." Wu Nanhai felt a pang of disappointment. He recalled that ancient China's clan system had actually performed many social functions that governments handled in later eras. Especially in rural areas with strong clan structures, unless war or famine had caused mass displacement, true orphans were rare.

"There is one widow with a child, though," Zhang Xingjiao added after a moment's thought. "Very hard life. They were originally from the mainland, came here to reclaim land. Unfortunately, the husband died of plague, leaving mother and daughter alone." He sighed heavily, shaking his head.

"Mr. Zhang, tell them this: if they're willing, they can come work for us."

Zhang Xingjiao looked up in surprise. "A widow and orphan can't do much work. The girl is young, and the mother isn't as capable as the local women."

"No matter. If they're willing, just bring them."

Zhang Xingjiao hesitated, puzzling over the offer. These pirates had no reason to take in extra mouths to feed. Even if they were buying servants for labor, they would want strong men and women. If they wanted bed-warmers, they would want young girls. What possible use could they have for a middle-aged widow and her child? But though the question gnawed at him, he did not dare press further. With another bow, he departed.



As the prisoners dispersed to their homes, the Li minority work was also drawing to a close. During interrogations, Guo Yi's team had discovered eight Li prisoners among the captives, prompting Committee discussions about whether to use this opportunity to establish contact with the local Li people. Most of the mineral resources the transmigrators needed lay deep in the island's interior, so building good relations with the Li held real practical significance.

Mu Min, who had been assisting Guo Yi with the interrogations, volunteered for this task. Her reasoning was straightforward: she herself was Li by ancestry, her family hailing from Hainan before migrating to Sichuan generations ago. In truth, she was Li only on her household register. But even this tenuous ethnic connection meant she knew more about Hainan's Li population than anyone else among the transmigrators—and that expertise was rare.

Her knowledge of Li culture quickly dispelled the eight prisoners' wariness, coaxing them into revealing details about local Li affairs. All of them spoke Chinese, leading the transmigrators to surmise they were "cooked Li"—registered, tax-paying Li subjects who had been assimilated into the imperial system. Many such Li lived in Hainan's county seats and surrounding areas. Through their conversations, Mu Min learned they called themselves "Bupei Li" (this was indeed the self-designation used by the cooked Li of Lingao County). They were heavily sinicized, speaking the Qiongzhou dialect—Hainanese—which served as the island's lingua franca, and they used Han surnames. According to their account, thirty of them had come to fight; the county's summons had promised each man twenty jin of salt as payment.

Further questioning revealed that most of them owned some land, though their yields ran significantly lower than Han fields. Many also rented land from dong chiefs—their village heads—and picked up odd jobs when they could find them. In idle seasons, they hunted in the mountains or gathered red and white rattan to sell at Han markets for salt, rice, and iron tools. But reaching Han areas meant passing through inspection checkpoints and, worse still, military road camps. In lighter cases, they were extorted for tolls; in heavier ones, their goods were seized outright and their lives forfeited. Most lived very hard indeed.

The mention of military posts along the roads to Li areas caught the Committee's attention immediately. It confirmed that Ming troops were stationed in Lingao, though their primary mission appeared to be defending against the Li rather than policing Han settlements. From her conversations, Mu Min sensed that the local Li harbored considerable grudges against the government. Thirty years earlier, after the Tinan Village uprising, government troops had raided Li areas, killing indiscriminately and leaving deep scars. The Li also resented Han peddlers at the markets—mountain goods fetched pitiful prices, with even a wild boar earning only two or three jin of salt. They loved Han iron tools, but the prices were extortionate—several large baskets of grain for a single sickle. Only dong chiefs and wealthy landlords could afford them.

Mu Min's report made clear to the Committee that Hainan's ethnic issues were far more complex than they had imagined. Some proposed exploiting Li resentment toward the government and military by sending teams into Li territory using these eight prisoners as guides to mobilize the masses. This would gain them allies and potentially a base for soldier recruitment. Since the Li often couldn't even obtain salt, enlisting warriors from their villages would presumably be far easier than convincing Han peasants. Many in the Military Group endorsed the idea enthusiastically, especially Wei Aiwen, who proposed recruiting Li and Miao warriors to form a mountain infantry battalion. He promoted the concept with considerable passion. Establishing a local native army was clearly attractive—since local Han feared "joining rebels," recruiting Li who had little respect for government authority and already harbored grudges would present far fewer obstacles.

"Give them some captured weapons, arm all the Li—then Ming troops won't be able to touch us," Wei Aiwen declared, laying out his comprehensive plan. "We could also help remove some of the checkpoints leading into Li areas, annihilate the Ming soldiers there. That would earn their complete trust." He volunteered to lead the Li-area task force himself.

This bold proposal met immediate opposition from all quarters. Historically, Han-Li conflicts had roots in economic and political factors, but years of mutual slaughter had calcified into deep ethnic hatred. The current peace had lasted thirty years. If the transmigrators broke that peace—or worse, actively provoked renewed conflict—the consequences could be catastrophic, potentially plunging all of Hainan into social chaos. The transmigrators had not yet stabilized their own position. As a small-population nation, even with technology from the future, they could not hope to survive that kind of maelstrom.

After thorough discussion, everyone agreed on the proper course: keep Li relations on a friendly footing. Friendly meaning neither hostile nor allied. Open a trade route and exchange goods on mutually beneficial terms. Perhaps try recruiting a handful of Li soldiers over time.

With the overall tone established, they assembled a trading party. The leader would be Lu Rong, a Guangxi native who spoke Hakka, Hainanese, Cantonese, Lei, Zhuang, Min, and Southwest Mandarin dialects with native fluency. He had a sales background and was naturally eloquent, an outdoor enthusiast who knew some martial arts, and he had just returned from a long-range reconnaissance survey team with firsthand experience in the local wilderness. He was ideally suited for the work.

Mu Min would accompany them as "ethnic advisor." Wei Aiwen, as the recruitment plan's most vocal advocate, also joined the party despite his proposal's rejection.

The twenty-person team each carried SKS rifles, machetes, and camping packs. Survey-mapping personnel accompanied them as well to chart the territory they crossed.

The Foreign Affairs and Commerce Committee prepared an assortment of gifts and barter goods. Knowing that Li areas suffered chronic salt shortages, the bulk of what they packed was refined salt they had brought from the future, supplemented by various novelties. They would be dealing with dong chiefs rather than poor commoners, so impressive high-tech items were needed to make a proper showing.

"We killed over twenty of their people," Wei Aiwen said, remembering something as they prepared to depart. "Shouldn't we offer compensation? Give each family some silver. I recall that among many minorities, killings can be settled through blood-money payment."

"Unnecessary," Xiao Zishan objected. "First consider cause and effect—they joined the militia and attacked us first. Releasing the prisoners is already a gesture of friendship. Pay blood-money on top of that? Please. We're not the Qing dynasty—winning battles only to pay indemnities and cede territory."

"But we did kill their people—"

"Why so suddenly compassionate?" You Laohu, who had transferred from Military Group to serve as escort, cut him off. "What about the hundreds of Han who died at Bairren Rapids? You thinking of paying blood-money to their families too?"

"This is ethnic policy!"

"Bad idea." Lu Rong shook his head firmly. "That kind of ethnic policy won't work here. We won. We voluntarily released the prisoners—that's already more than enough. Paying blood-money would make us look weak, like we're begging for forgiveness. They'd start demanding the moon."

"I agree completely." Xiao Zishan nodded. "So-called equality means no discrimination—not discriminating against others, and not discriminating against ourselves. We must maintain this tone from the start."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 95: Li Minority Work (Part 2)

The strange procession made its way along the road toward Lipan District. Eight Li porters carried salt for trade while the transmigrators marched fully armed—there was no telling whether they might encounter Ming troops or bandits along the way, and either would prove equally quick to seize wealth on sight.

The road was not empty. Travelers who spotted this peculiar column approaching gave it wide berth, though the farmers tending their fields paid little heed. They remained absorbed in their pre-harvest labors: draining paddy water, watching their rice approach ripeness. The Agriculture staff accompanying the group estimated potential yields as they walked.

After less than an hour's march, the county seat appeared on the horizon. Two months ashore and the transmigrators had already clashed with the local Ming government, yet except for the monitoring personnel from Military and Communications, most had never laid eyes on Lingao's Ming administrative center. The tension of earlier days had dissipated. Militiamen on the walls had thinned considerably, the gates stood open, and people came and went with an air of ordinary bustle. Villagers had set up near the gate to hawk vegetables, chickens, ducks, and bundles of firewood. A peaceful scene.

Still, as their party drew near, a momentary ripple of tension passed over the walls. Team leader Lu Rong spotted an armored figure watching from above. To avoid any misunderstanding, they gave the gate a wide berth and passed at a distance. Farmers who had been readying to flee relaxed visibly when the strange procession moved on without incident.

According to their prisoners' accounts, their dong village lay more than a hundred li from the county seat—impossible to reach in a single day. They would need to stop overnight.

"I didn't expect such desolation!" Mu Min exclaimed as they walked. The landscape offered few cultivated fields; instead, vast grasslands stretched away, choked with head-high weeds.

"Lingao is itself a remote small county," Wen Desi replied. He had joined the party purely from curiosity and a desire to unwind. Since D-Day, an endless succession of meetings, documents, and drafts had consumed his every waking hour—far busier than life before—leaving no time for the outdoor activities he loved. This expedition was a chance to recover.

As for safety, he saw no danger whatsoever. A man who never removed his stab-proof vest, kept pepper spray close at hand, and delighted in carrying and wielding everything from long folding knives to 1.2-meter Western hand-and-a-half swords—Chinese pirates, Ming soldiers, rural militia, bandits—they were all mere trash to him. Moreover, his twenty-odd companions bristled with weapons. In place of steel helmets, which would have hindered mobility, they wore rattan safety hats—the Industrial Department's first successful batch after a month of research. Originally intended to emulate colonial-style pith helmets, the results looked somewhat mismatched. Still, with leather suspension systems installed, they felt decent enough, and rear flaps had been added with sunshade cloth—colloquially dubbed "butt-curtains."

"Strange," Mu Min mused. "With so much wasteland, why isn't anyone cultivating it? Those prisoners—Li or Han—are all either tenants or laborers. There's water available, and the soil doesn't look poor."

"Lack of water," Wen Desi said. He had never farmed himself but understood the basics.

"Nonsense—with a river that size, you're telling me there's no water?"

"The water's still in the river. Getting it into the fields is another matter entirely. Irrigation is a great science unto itself—lifting mechanisms, channels, sluice gates..."

"Then why not dig channels?"

"Water projects are laborious." Wen Desi shook his head. "Individual households can't dig irrigation channels on their own. Throughout history, such projects have required government organization—massive investments of labor and money."

"So that's how it is. Nothing's ever simple." Mu Min sighed, then looked at him with sudden curiosity. "So why did you all come here, anyway? Wasn't staying in the twenty-first century perfectly fine? Why risk traveling to this timespace?"

Wen Desi smiled mysteriously. He could hardly tell her he had come to become a god. But Mu Min apparently interpreted his enigmatic expression as something lecherous, because she curled her lip in disgust. "How revolting—you men are the worst!"

Far behind them, Ming Lang watched his wife chatting and laughing with the bandit-chief "Boss Wen" and felt the urge to rush forward and slash the man. These past days had truly depressed him. Ever since learning they were in Ming-era Lingao, their family of four had been semi-detained. Their wonderful Hainan vacation had transformed into permanent exile in the Ming Dynasty—these lunatic bandits had wanted to come here, but his family certainly hadn't!

He resented his wife's meddling as well. She had insisted on helping some Public Security Group, donning that hideous training uniform, cheerfully heading off to work each day and returning late, then chattering endlessly about everything she had seen. His father was no better. Initially the old man had brooded in silence, but upon hearing his daughter-in-law's reports, some nerve had been triggered. He had actually volunteered for a work assignment and was now supposedly serving as "naval advisor"—whatever that meant. Hearing this, Ming Lang wondered if the old man was feverish. His own father, a longtime Party member, a former PLA Navy man, was now collaborating with these people? As for his mother—always a social butterfly—she had befriended local women within days, was never home anymore, and had recently begun talking about starting some kind of women's welfare cooperative for trading.

Looking around at his family, only he was doing worst. Apparently useless to everyone, he had received no proper assignment—just day after day as a wretched "basic laborer," toiling alongside local coolies. When his wife mentioned this expedition to Li territory for work, he had signed up immediately. Xiao Zishan had wanted to refuse him, but reconsidered—they were legally married, after all. Denying the husband seemed unreasonable.

So he had barely scraped onto the team. But his wife served as the team's "ethnic advisor," clearly core personnel, ranking far above his porter-level status. Since departure, she had been at the leaders' sides—discussing work, chatting and laughing with them. He was furious. Consequences would be serious.



During the noon rest, the Communications Group radioed Bairren Fortress headquarters as routine, reporting all clear. They had agreed before departure to make contact every three hours; the expedition would report their position so headquarters could track their movement. Everyone sampled the Agriculture Department's newly developed field rations: Wu Nanhai's personally made "Jinhua Flaky Biscuits," which featured a bizarre flavor; "Japanese Rice Balls" seasoned with rice vinegar and dried plums; and walnut-sized lumps of unknown composition wrapped in bamboo tubes labeled "Soldier Provisions Pills" in nonstandard Chinese—supposedly one equaled one meal.

"What is this stuff!" Lu Rong had eaten a rice ball so sour his teeth nearly fell out. Unpalatable as it was, it successfully killed his appetite after half a day's walking. Mission accomplished.

"Everyone rest a bit longer—we're leaving soon." Just then he spotted Mu Min emerging slowly from behind a rock, patting her hands.

"Lost weight—not fun to fight—"



The remainder of the journey proved uneventful. As they approached Li territory, the terrain grew rougher—gentle slopes gave way to rolling hills. Transmigrator travelers became scarce. Occasionally they encountered Han peddlers carrying goods into Li areas, or Li people bearing goods out for trade, but everyone gave them wide berth. Lu Rong could not find anyone willing to share information about conditions ahead.

Progress slowed. Survey team members stopped periodically to correct their maps; some ran off to collect stone samples and plants. Everyone used these pauses to rest and stretch.

The survey results proved exciting: a coal belt distribution existed here! Though of poor quality—low-caloric-value lignite with limited reserves—the belt should extend far to the south; the modern Nanbao Coal Mine was roughly in this direction. Lignite made poor fuel but excellent fertilizer. Most thrilling of all were the many traces of brown iron-ore veins, shallowly buried and suitable for small-scale open-pit mining.

"We must open this trade route quickly," Wen Desi said, visibly excited.

"The Ming troops along the way are troublesome," Lu Rong replied with a frown.

They had passed two Ming military checkpoints and one camp. Seeing their full armament, the guards had not bothered them. Wen Desi used the opportunity to observe their future military adversaries: the soldiers were sallow and thin. Forget armor—they could not even find complete clothing. He wondered: could such troops, a few hundred of them, really hold the Li-area border? Either they were formidable fighters, or Li combat capability was extremely weak.

"Mm," Wen Desi nodded. "First we negotiate terms with the Li. We send technicians; they handle extraction. We exchange products—saves establishing a secondary base."

After breakfast the next morning, according to the prisoners' account, they had reached the edge of Li territory. Han peddlers still passed occasionally. Ahead lay Juti Village with a large Ming camp called Nanlu Camp, garrisoning the strategic Fanbao Shan pass into Li territory. Though the camp's soldiers were all Li themselves, and some extortion occurred, nothing truly serious happened there.

Wen Desi had learned from the Intelligence Group's Li Affairs Bulletin that the Fanbaoshan terrain was treacherous, with only a path wide enough for one person. This was the main pass along the Han-Li boundary. Without security guarantees, it was best not to cross. The prisoners' dong villages lay north of the pass; beyond Fanbaoshan lived mostly "raw Li," whose dialects and customs differed markedly from the "cooked Li." Interactions between the two groups were rare—they came together only during rebellions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 96: Li Minority Work (Part 3)

Following pre-planned protocols, everyone shifted to combat-ready posture once they entered the mountain terrain, with advance scouts pushing ahead. The mountains themselves were not precipitous. Along the way, small plots of nearly-harvest rice clung to mountain slopes; gentler inclines showed traces of cultivation—the green forest lay like a patchy carpet, occasionally revealing yellow patches beneath. This was the Li's shanlang cultivation, an agricultural method barely removed from slash-and-burn. Distant slopes were dotted with scattered villages. With time to spare, they did not hurry, walking and admiring the scenery. Though autumn had arrived, Hainan's year-round summer-like climate meant flowers still bloomed and vegetation flourished—the landscape was exceptionally beautiful. Compared to the desolate wasteland outside the mountains, this felt like an entirely different world.

Atop a ridge, everyone paused to gaze around them. Wen Desi could not help but voice his admiration: "Such a wonderful place."

"Much prettier than along the Wenlan River," the others agreed, wiping sweat from their brows and pointing at the surrounding scenery.

"What's that?" someone asked. On a nearby hillside stood exceptionally tall, upright trees—striking because, amid all the lush greenery, they had already shed their leaves.

"That's silk-cotton," Wen Desi said. As someone who had lived in Guangzhou, he could hardly fail to recognize the city's official flower.

"Silk-cotton—I know! Beautiful flowers. I saw many when I visited Panzhihua," Mu Min said.

"Haha, correct. The city of Panzhihua is actually named after silk-cotton."

"But why have these trees shed all their leaves? Southern trees usually don't defoliate."

"They're naturally deciduous," Fa Shilu explained. "Their native habitats have distinct wet and dry seasons. Before the dry season, they shed their leaves to conserve water." Though an agronomist by training, he had also worked in plant protection and knew this subject well.

"This tree is very useful," he continued. "An excellent fiber source."

"Good as it may be, it can't be spun into cloth."

Silk-cotton fibers, compared to herbaceous cotton, were far shorter—unsuitable as textile material. But the tree grew rapidly; its wood was light and soft; the fibers were short and fine, hollow more than 86 percent through, resistant to water absorption, pressure-tolerant, warm, naturally antibacterial, and resistant to insects and mold. All this made it useful for filling pillows and lifejackets.

The transmigrators had found scattered silk-cotton trees along the Wenlan River, but this was their first time seeing such forests. The development potential was considerable.

"Boss Wen, I'd like to collect some samples," Fa Shilu requested.

"Fa Engineer, please ask Team Leader Lu," Wen Desi replied. "I'm just a regular member here—no command authority."

"Right, right, I keep forgetting." The agronomist smiled sheepishly. Wen Desi's title as Committee Chairman always made him forget.

"Old Fa, you say silk-cotton can't be spun—but I've heard Li weaving technology was historically quite advanced? Even Huang Daopo learned spinning from Hainan's Li people." Accompanying him for sample collection was Cui Yunhong, laden with equipment: a laptop, transient electromagnetic meter, anchor-bolt tester, ultrasonic detector, even an African-aid-version small hand-crank generator—there was no choice when everything required power. While Fa collected samples, he would conduct geological surveys.

"Not all silk-cotton is unspinnable," Fa Shilu said, carefully avoiding the thorns on the trunk as he pulled out his measuring tape. "Some varieties can be spun—they're just not comparable to herbaceous cotton. Also, some of what people call 'silk-cotton' is actually Sea Island cotton."

"Sea Island cotton?"

"A high-quality long-staple cotton native to Central and South America. It got its name because it was once widely distributed along the southeastern American coast and nearby islands." Fa Shilu secured his measurements. "Hainan Island has a similar long-staple cotton—very close to this American Sea Island variety."

"I've seen cotton plants—short, grass-like, requiring annual planting. How could something like that resemble silk-cotton?"

"Haha, because cotton can be either annual or perennial." Fa Shilu knew that most people in their original timespace could not distinguish one grain from another—many mistook wheat seedlings for chives; actually seeing cotton was rare. "Under natural conditions, cotton can grow into a perennial woody plant. Perhaps because, like silk-cotton, its seeds have cottony fibers, it was mistakenly called 'silk-cotton.' The Li's weaving material is probably this perennial woody cotton." He continued: "I've seen scattered cotton trees of this type around the island. They're quite common. Our department is considering how to handle the cotton issue."

"So is this silk-cotton, or not?"

"Regular silk-cotton." Fa Shilu sounded somewhat disappointed. If this had been a Sea Island cotton forest, they would have struck gold: this long-staple variety could produce fine-spun fabric with a texture and feel approaching silk, and it was also essential raw material for the cord thread that future tire industries would require.

"It can be used for guncotton," Zhang Bailin interjected from where he stood guard nearby. "Any fiber works for guncotton."

"That's not quite right—" Fa Shilu was saying when he suddenly spotted two or three figures approaching in the distance. Their dress was clearly non-Han. Li people. He quickly gathered his things and retreated to the main group.



Two native soldiers approached, calling out while still some distance away. They wore cloth shirts; their lower bodies were wrapped in triangular cloth strips resembling loincloths—similar to Japanese fundoshi. This was traditional Li male dress. At their waists hung hook-knives, the traditional tool-and-weapon combination carried by all Li men. Crossbows and arrows rode on their backs. Lu Rong addressed them in Qiongzhou dialect and learned that they had entered the territory of a particular dong. The dong chief lived ahead in a place called Nanan Village.

While they talked, the prisoners behind them grew agitated. Despite the heavy salt packs on their backs, they rushed forward. Both groups met in an embrace—weeping—for these two soldiers were from their own village! Early that morning, hunters had reported a strange party approaching: not many in number, clearly not official troops, and not the individual peddlers or small groups of Han merchants who sometimes passed through. The dong chief, who also served as a Ming-appointed local administrator responsible for maintaining order, had dispatched men to investigate.

From the ensuing conversation, the transmigrators learned that of the thirty Li soldiers originally sent against them, five had escaped home alive. Throughout Li territory, word had spread that a powerful pirate force from the sea possessed formidable firearms. Han peddlers from the lowland areas had embellished tales of the Bairren Rapids battle until the transmigrators' terrifying reputation was common knowledge.

Upon learning that these were indeed the "pirates" with supernatural power, the two soldiers showed obvious fear. Lu Rong hastened to explain that they were not pirates but merchants; the fighting at Bairren Rapids had been forced self-defense. This visit had two purposes: first, to return these eight prisoners; second, to trade. He opened a salt packet—snow-white refined salt gleaming in the sunlight. The power of salt was tremendous. After licking the crystals to confirm they were real, both soldiers sprinted off at full speed.

Lu Rong ordered everyone to wait. If the Public Security Group's intelligence from Li prisoners was accurate, the power of salt would suffice. Still, tension ran high. Everyone feared a revenge attack. Twenty-odd SKS rifles could handle one or two hundred enemies, but conflict would prove difficult to manage afterward, and any casualties on their side would constitute an irreparable loss.

Before long, more than ten Li soldiers arrived, escorting a middle-aged man dressed far more elaborately than the near-naked warriors around him. He wore what appeared to be traditional Li brocade, and his head was decorated with pheasant feathers—evidently a headman of some importance. According to the prisoners, this was their dong's aoya, the term Li commoners used to address upper-class headmen—meaning roughly "old man." His rank stood second only to the local administrator.

This aoya spoke excellent Qiongzhou dialect. He approached alone to the clearing between both groups, then drove his hook-knife into the ground.

"What does that mean?" Lu Rong asked, somewhat nervous.

"Apparently—no hostile intent." Wen Desi recalled watching a documentary about Amazon rainforest exploration, in which expedition members encountering forest natives had also placed machetes on the ground to demonstrate friendliness. "Just do the same."

So Lu Rong walked forward and placed his machete on the ground. He was not the only one sweating—everyone in the party was. He stood only fifty-odd meters from those soldiers, and a single crossbow bolt to any area not protected by his stab-proof vest... The arrows were tipped with jianxuefenghou—blood-sealing-throat poison.

They talked for more than ten minutes before Lu Rong returned, looking somewhat helpless. "He won't let us enter the village. They'll buy the salt. The prisoners he'll ransom with goods we want."

Wen Desi thought: returning empty-handed would be useless. But Lu Rong was team leader, and interfering in his decisions would violate Committee command-authority policy.

So he asked tentatively: "Perhaps try negotiating a bit more? Offer some gifts—"

"Gifts!" Lu Rong laughed. "A year and more of retirement—I'd forgotten standard practice." He returned to the aoya, and both talked further. Shortly, Lu Rong came back beaming.

"Done. He agrees to take us near the village—though we can't enter. We can only trade outside the village perimeter. But he's willing to let us meet the dong chief."

This breakthrough had cost them one small fruit knife. The knife was not tool-grade steel, but it was still a steel blade—incomparably superior to their crude iron hook-knives.

Apparently, commercial bribery worked everywhere.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 97: Trade Agreement

The headman led them to an open field outside the village and instructed them to rest there. This Li settlement bore no resemblance to the tourist-trap "authentic Li villages" of the modern era. For one thing, it lacked walls entirely—it looked more like an ordinary rural hamlet, only somewhat larger. Dense, thorny shrubs encircled it, interwoven with bamboo and creeping vines into a living hedge so thick that not even a rabbit could squeeze through. None of them had ever encountered such a barrier.

Nor did the village contain any of the iconic "boat-shaped houses" they had expected from tourist brochures—stilted structures with living quarters above and livestock pens below. Instead, the dwellings were pyramid-shaped straw huts with walls of bamboo-strip lattice plastered over with mud. Quite distinctive. Nanan Village was evidently the dong's capital.

Hainan's li-dong were roughly delineated by natural terrain, each usually comprising several villages. The dong chiefs held government-recognized hereditary positions complete with official seals and bronze credentials. These Li native officials—dong chiefs and tushe administrators—bore two primary duties: to suppress the Li commoners and maintain local peace, and to fulfill the government's various annual levies, both official taxes and the private "lucky money" that greased palms all the way up the chain. Naturally, they also needed to collect their own income—native officials, large or small, received no government salary and were expected to extract it themselves. In other words, as long as they paid all dues on time, both official and otherwise, native officials could do whatever they pleased within their territory. They were essentially local emperors.

Those waiting outside the village came under Zhang Bailin's supervision. Everyone maintained an outward calm while staying inwardly alert, resting as efficiently as they could. Meanwhile, Lu Rong, Wen Desi, and Mu Min followed the headman into the village to meet the dong chief.

Many curious Li people, both inside and outside the village, watched from a distance, pointing and murmuring. Wen Desi noticed several old women sitting on roadside rocks, weaving rattan. Their faces were densely tattooed with black patterns, their mouths solid black masses. Truly horrifying. So this was the famous "Eighteen Oddities" of Hainan—"old grannies look like monsters." Seeing was believing. Li women's face-tattooing had continued until the 1950s. The practice served both to prevent capture by outsiders and to symbolize romantic fidelity. The black lips and teeth were simply the result of daily betel-nut chewing. Looking more carefully, he noticed that nearly all the women were tattooed except for young children. Everyone's fantasies about beautiful minority maidens shattered on the spot.

"This custom must be revolutionized," Wei Aiwen muttered under his breath. In his original plan, recruiting Li soldiers was merely step one; the next phase involved consolidating power by commanding Li troops—and the crucial element was marrying a Li headman's daughter. He had imagined Li girls based on movie depictions. Present reality shook that plan to its foundations. If a headman actually offered his daughter, should he accept? Truly troubling. Moreover, local women were tattooed upon reaching adulthood... He found himself fretting over castles in the air.

At the moment, never mind headmen's daughters—even ordinary Li girls showed no interest in him. For Li commoners, these strangers were terrifying. They had heard that the newcomers' "powder guns"—the Li term for firearms—were formidable, firing continuously and killing from great distances. Survivors of their last encounter said the gunfire had been relentless; people died in droves.

Lu Rong's group was led into a large house at the village center. Taller than the ordinary dwellings, it was built on a raised platform with bamboo-lattice beds on three sides for sitting or sleeping, leaving only a central corridor. The fire-pit stood against the back wall, with bamboo racks suspended above it for smoking food. Side windows admitted some light, but the interior remained quite dim—entering felt like going blind until one's eyes adjusted.

The dong chief proved to be an old man with white hair and a poor complexion. They later learned he was only just past fifty, though by seventeenth-century standards that qualified as elderly anywhere in the world. Lu Rong presented the specially prepared gifts: one bottle of Red Star Erguotou, one bag of rock candy, and two folding knives.

Of these, the Erguotou in its glass bottle attracted the most attention. Though baijiu was common enough in Ming times, liquor packaged in a transparent, colorless glass bottle was visually striking for anyone in this era. Clearly, the glass bottle serving merely as modern packaging was far more valuable to the chief than the liquor inside.

As for the two folding knives—the dong chief examined them closely, scratched a wooden board several times, and his eyes gleamed with admiration.

"Such fine knives—even in the county seat, you can't buy these." The chief looked up at them, visibly surprised. "Where are you from? Qiongshan?"

Wen Desi launched into his Australian sea-merchant routine—practiced so often by now that it had become polished smooth. The chief knew little about the outside world; the only Han area he had ever visited was the Lingao County seat. The "great official" in Qiongzhou Prefecture—the Prefect—represented the highest authority in his understanding. But upon hearing they were not Ming subjects but overseas Chinese, he visibly relaxed. He ordered wine to be brought—rice wine made from glutinous shanlang rice grown by the Li. This wine would later develop into the local specialty known as Shanlan Yulu, "Shanlang Jade Dew."

Shanlang wine was essentially simple fermented glutinous rice, brewed for only seven days with minimal alcohol content—similar to modern sweet rice wine. All three drank a bowl.

With wine as lubricant, discussions proceeded more easily, and they gleaned considerable local information. The chief's surname was Zhu—though he bore no relation to Zhu Yuanzhang. His family were so-called "banana children," village headmen for generations. During the Wanli-era Mashi Uprising, many Lingao dong had been involved, but his family had not participated. After the pacification, nearby villages were consolidated into one dong, and he was made dong chief. The entire dong now comprised seven villages with more than two thousand men, women, and children—one of Lingao's largest.

As for governance, Chief Zhu explained that recent county magistrates had been manageable, their demands modest. Sending annual "regulation fees" kept them satisfied. Only in recent years had road security deteriorated, with fewer Han peddlers reaching the Li areas. Salt had always been expensive; now prices were even worse. If the sea-merchants could bring salt, they would take any quantity, exchanging hides, red-and-white rattan, betel nuts, and cattle. The bribed Headman Fu added that it would be best if they could also sell iron goods—farming tools and knives were scarce here.

These conditions were expected. Lu Rong agreed to all of them. Salt and iron could not yet be manufactured, but production was imminent and supply would not be a problem. In comparison, Li territory offered many useful products: timber, cotton cloth, hides, rattan, pigs and cattle—all urgently needed.

On pricing, Wen Desi decided against exploitation. Operating like itinerant peddlers—selling small quantities with huge markups—meant low volumes. Of course, in an age of low productivity, poor transport capacity, and dangerous roads, high-profit methods were understandable. But for transmigrators with large-scale industrial production capacity, that approach was unsuitable. Exorbitant salt prices might yield high profits, but commoners would minimize consumption to bare survival levels, resulting in low sales. Lower prices, on the other hand, would cause consumer demand to rise immediately.

His salt price pleased Chief Zhu and the headman—only one-third of what peddlers charged. Yet even this made Wen Desi feel like a profiteer. Salt was measured temporarily in official dou; upon his return, Wen Desi resolved to produce measuring instruments of their own, using trade to spread transmigrator units of measurement. For iron goods, he did not yet know Ming iron prices, so he only promised they would certainly be cheaper than the peddlers.

After bargaining, they reached their first trade agreement since arriving in this timespace—historic in its own way: The Nanan Village Trade Agreement. Its terms stipulated that the transmigrators could sell any goods to Nanan dong, but each trade must include certain quantities of salt and iron. Nanan dong would exchange any goods the transmigrators needed—except people.

The eighty kilograms of salt brought on this trip netted more than seventy cowhides, deerskins, and wild-boar skins; forty bolts of Qiong-cloth; and one water buffalo. The piled goods made everyone feel like profiteers—though they did not yet know that specialized Li-trade peddlers could exchange one jin (the old jin, equivalent to 594 grams) of coarse salt for a pig weighing twenty to thirty jin.

The Li also felt they had profited handsomely. Hides were abundant in every village—easily obtained in their eyes. Qiong-cloth was simply women's homespun fabric—worthless.

The chief additionally gifted twelve bolts of kudzu cloth. Kudzu cloth was a famous Ming-era Hainan product—moisture-wicking and heat-dissipating, a premium summer fabric. Each returned prisoner's family contributed one pig as thanks for their release. Everyone was satisfied.

Chief Zhu summoned all the villages' aoya to drink. At the feast, he produced two arrows. First, he had someone loudly recite the agreement, then he carved nine notches on one arrow and handed the other to Lu Rong.

"You must also carve nine notches," Mu Min explained. This was the arrow-cutting ceremony, signifying that both parties must honor the terms. Violators would be fined ninety cattle and ninety liang of silver.

After cutting arrows, they drank several more bowls of rice wine. Both sides designated liaisons: for the transmigrators, Lu Rong; for Nanan dong, local aoya Fu Dayou. Wen Desi then proposed staying in Nanan for several more days to survey what local products they might need. If available, these could offset salt-and-iron payments. The request was readily granted.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 98: Salt Fields (Part 1)

The preliminary survey of Nanan dong took two days. With Aoya Fu accompanying them, the survey team's work proceeded smoothly. Fa Shilu and Cui Yunhong handled the agricultural, forestry, and mineral aspects respectively, while Mu Min investigated local social conditions. Nanan dong's resources proved remarkably rich.

First, there was timber—vast forests blanketed the mountains. Though the locals' shanlang slash-and-burn cultivation had destroyed some of it, substantial reserves remained. Fa Shilu finally discovered the forest of perennial woody cotton he had been dreaming of—clearly the source of what locals used for spinning and weaving. The mountains also held many wild banana, lychee, longan, and jackfruit trees, which served as supplementary food sources for the local population. Betel-nut trees grew in abundance as well, though they held no use for the transmigrators beyond serving as trade goods for resale.

Second, their paddies contained numerous original rice strains—extremely valuable genetic resources for breeders. Given enough strains, continuous cross-breeding could develop entirely new varieties. In the paddies near Nanan Village alone, Fa Shilu found seventeen different strains; on hillside shanlang plots, he discovered five upland-rice varieties—including indica, japonica, and glutinous types.

Hainan was a major area for Chinese wild-rice distribution, so the advantages of genetic diversity were obvious. In the twenty-first century, Lingao would become a major Chinese hybrid-rice seed-production base. Fa Shilu gazed at his collected samples and found himself laughing even in his dreams. China's "Father of Hybrid Rice" might just turn out to be himself...

Sweet potatoes were not yet grown here—the Li did not even know this new crop existed. But they cultivated other tubers, most surprisingly an Araceae species that was typically used only for medicine elsewhere. Fa Shilu was no traditional medicine practitioner, but he knew Araceae taro possessed mild toxicity. Could this really serve as food? Yet judging by the planted area, it was clearly a major crop. Another common type was the sweet yam, also called the hairy yam.

For coarse grains, he found millet. Fa Shilu had not realized Hainan grew millet at all. The post-Bairren-Rapids tribute had included millet, which had puzzled the Agriculture Committee. Locals explained it was "duck-foot millet," a common Hainan grain with a remarkably short maturation period.

Beyond grain, he found wild ramie patches. The Li apparently showed little interest in systematic agriculture—they adopted a laissez-faire attitude with no field management whatsoever. Fruit, ramie, and cotton grew wild; they simply harvested without ever cultivating systematically.

Pigs, cattle, chickens, and ducks free-ranged across the hillsides—no pens, no feeding—so the animals did not look particularly robust. Surprisingly, cattle numbers were high, encompassing both water buffalo and yellow cattle. But Fa Shilu was no livestock specialist; proper breed assessment would require experts later.

"What a waste," Fa Shilu sighed. "The agricultural conditions here are excellent, but their level of development is barely above primitive society."

"Don't sigh too much," Wen Desi said, patting his shoulder. "Even those paddies along the Wenlan River—how advanced are they, really? Still far behind farmers back home."

Cui Yunhong's findings proved less encouraging. Using maps from their original timespace, he had located important deposits: lignite that was shallowly buried and mineable, along with some mineral resources—limestone, perlite—in small quantities. But distance and poor roads limited their practical value. The rarest find was a small tungsten-ore vein, though it remained useless to the transmigrators at present.

The Li people maintained a wary distance from these strange Han visitors. They watched them carrying odd equipment, climbing trees one moment, wading through paddies the next, then standing aside and sketching for half the day. But children possessed maximum curiosity for novelty—first watching from afar, then gradually approaching, and finally handling the transmigrators' equipment. Thus communication began. Most transmigrators could not communicate with the children—only rock candy could express friendliness. Wen Desi had ordered it brought before departure. Mu Min felt an instinctive fondness for these alternate-timespace compatriots, and she also spoke Hainanese. Between the language barrier and the candy, by the second day she had acquired a following of children.

Watching these bare-bottomed, mud-splattered children running everywhere, Mu Min suddenly conceived an idea—one that would eventually become the transmigrators' first school in Li territory.



While the Li Territory Work Team conducted goodwill activities in the mountains, another transmigrator team led by Wang Luobin advanced toward the nearby Ma'ao Peninsula. Their goal was to permanently solve the salt problem.

Salt was both an essential human necessity and a key raw material for modern chemical industries. For the transmigrator regime, they urgently needed a tradeable commodity. In ancient societies with underdeveloped commerce, nothing suited exchange better than salt. This region's salt industry had been developed since antiquity. Lingao faced the Qiongzhou Strait, with numerous ports and inlets, abundant natural salt flats, and seawater with high sodium-chloride concentration—generally 1.5 to 2 Baumé degrees. During the dry season, high temperatures, strong winds, long hours of sunlight, and minimal rainfall created excellent conditions for sea-salt production. Salt had been produced here since the Tang Dynasty, originally using the boiling method. Thanks to favorable natural conditions, from the Yongle era onward, Hainan's salt fields had gradually adopted sun-evaporation for large-scale production. At Yantian Village on Xinying Bay in the southern part of the Yangpu Economic Development Zone, one of China's earliest solar salt-production sites remained—a well-preserved ancient salt field using primitive sun-evaporation methods, still operational in the modern era.

According to transmigrator historical records, the Ming-era Lingao salt field was located on the Ma'ao Peninsula, twenty-five kilometers north of the county seat, with one Salt Field Superintendent under the Haibei Salt Bureau. Annual production amounted to "1,417 yin, 230 jin." At three hundred jin per yin, this translated to more than two hundred tons annually—initially sufficient for the transmigrators' production and daily needs.

Such abundant resources the transmigrator regime naturally intended to seize quickly. Wang Luobin's mission consisted of two parts: an on-site investigation of this era's salt-evaporation technology, and consideration of modern-tech improvements to increase production—for modern chemistry, two hundred tons was far too little.

The Salt Affairs Team was better equipped than the Li Territory Team. Since the mission required transporting salt back, the team was fully mechanized—five farm trucks deployed. The trucks bounced along dirt roads for roughly two hours. Travelers were rare along the route; upon entering the Ma'ao Peninsula, the area proved virtually deserted. Only ruins and abandoned fields met their eyes, as though a great battle had swept through. Only scattered salt along the road confirmed they had not taken a wrong turn.

Wang Luobin was puzzled. According to his mission intelligence and historical records, this salt field employed more than a thousand salt workers. Including their families, five or six thousand people should live around it—meaning numerous salt villages should exist. Yet the road revealed only ruins after ruins.

Around noon, they found a half-abandoned flagstone path. Following it, they finally discovered a village with cooking smoke rising from chimneys. The houses here were all constructed from volcanic stone, the alleys deep and winding, but many homes stood tightly shuttered—some with tall weeds at their doors, clearly vacant for years. Collapsed structures dotted the village, grass already growing on them.

Only the elderly, children, and women remained—barely clothed, appearing extremely impoverished. They did not flee from the strange visitors; their expressions were numb, apparently indifferent to everything. Xiong Buyou asked around the village for a long time before locating the village head's home.

The head was surnamed Tan, a hereditary salt worker from a famous Hainan salt-making lineage. Faced with Xiong Buyou's request to buy salt, he had the salt warehouse opened: only five to six hundred jin remained inside. Such a meager amount shocked Wang Luobin. Upon questioning, he learned the explanation.

In Wanli 45, an earthquake had collapsed many salt-field flats—some sank into the sea. Ma'ao Salt Field's production never recovered to its original levels. But government-mandated commutation payments had not decreased. Many salt workers fled. Making matters worse, from late Wanli onward, pirates frequently raided the salt field for salt certificates. Salt workers were killed or scattered. Now only about two hundred workers remained in the village. Ancient salt-evaporation was entirely labor-intensive; fewer workers meant even poorer production. Annual commutation was never fully paid; government collection pressure remained intense. Able-bodied villagers usually hid out of sight. Fortunately, Ma'ao possessed ample land and river water for irrigation. Salt workers farmed grain on the side, managing to survive. But they lived in constant fear.

This situation dealt a major blow to Wang Luobin's expectations. Clearly, the salt field's production was extremely poor. The Committee's original plan—to control the field and simply buy all its output—needed revision. The transmigrators would need not only to control the field but also to organize production recovery and expansion. Suddenly, Wang Luobin felt like the land-reform work-team leaders he remembered from childhood movies—everything here needed rebuilding.

But organizing production recovery would not prove easy. Wang Luobin decided to first inspect the salt field itself. After giving the numbed Village Head Tan a Mexican silver dollar, the numb-faced, seemingly indifferent headman finally agreed to show him around.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 99: Salt Fields (Part 2)

Even today, with large-scale mechanization, solar salt production remains extremely laborious and grueling—far from the simple matter of digging evaporation pools on beaches for batch output. The ancients knew early on that seawater pooling on coastal rocks could evaporate into small amounts of salt, yet until the Yuan Dynasty, boiling seawater remained the dominant method. Solar evaporation was not as simple as it seemed; applying theory to practice required systematic production processes.

Wang Luobin had witnessed salt-field production in rural Guangxi. The process worked as follows: seawater entered storage channels through tidal intake ditches outside the dikes, then mechanical pumps lifted the water through branch channels into evaporation pools. When the brine reached five to ten Baumé degrees, it moved to concentration pools, where it was further concentrated to twenty to twenty-five degrees before flowing through brine channels to pump houses. Power lifted it to brine pools, then into crystallization pools. Brine depth was maintained at six to eight centimeters and concentration at twenty-six to twenty-eight degrees—only then would salt crystallize.

In ancient times, such production conditions were obviously impossible. How did they increase brine concentration under primitive conditions? This question intrigued him greatly.

The village head led him and Xiong Buyou onto the dike. Below lay numerous inkstone-like stone salt-evaporation troughs. Their arrangement was deliberate—what appeared to be haphazard piles were actually precisely layered at varying heights, designed to maximize sunlight exposure. The troughs encircled central expanses of blackish salt fields. The head explained that the village currently maintained more than seven thousand troughs, all carved and polished by ancestors and passed down through generations.

The salt field itself was a muddy tidal flat they called "salt mud." During the dry season's strong sunlight, twice-monthly spring tides flooded this mud. The salt mud absorbed the seawater's salt content; when tides receded, workers raked the mud loose and sun-dried it for several days to evaporate the water, leaving highly saline mud behind.

Putting salt mud into brine pools was entirely manual labor: workers used wooden scrapers to move the sun-dried mud into pools. These "pools" were simply pits dug in the salt fields—two meters wide, three meters long, and one meter deep—with bottoms lined with bamboo strips and grass for filtration.

After the mud entered the pools, workers trampled it firm and added seawater. Filtered water flowed through pre-cut outlets into adjacent brine ponds, producing a pond of concentrated brine.

How was brine concentration judged? Workers broke stems of huangyu thornbush growing at the field edges and dropped them into the brine pools. Only when the stems floated was the brine truly saturated—otherwise, more sun-exposure was needed.

The brine was then carried to salt troughs made of volcanic stone. Wang Luobin examined them closely—the stone possessed tiny, dense pores, perhaps for drainage. Before sunrise, workers poured brine into the troughs. After a day beneath the blazing sun, by dusk, salt could be scraped out with boards and collected in bamboo baskets. During the hottest, clearest season, one trough could evaporate two or three brine refills.

At present, most troughs stood empty, but some still held crystallized salt—gleaming beautifully in the sunlight.

Wang Luobin gazed at these seven thousand-plus troughs. Using such primitive labor methods, this place produced more than two hundred tons annually. He could not help marveling at the ancients' boundless ingenuity.

A tool shed stood on the dike. Curious about ancient salt-field implements, Wang Luobin looked inside. Many tools lay piled there—not dramatically different from what he had seen at modern salt fields. He tried the raking tool and found it much heavier than modern versions. Ancient manufacturing limitations meant only the clumsiest methods sufficed. Working under the scorching sun with such heavy tools—truly grueling.

He approached a salt trough. Inside, a layer of white salt had crystallized—sparkling, beautiful, and remarkably fine. It resembled modern factory-refined salt, which surprised him greatly. Sea salt achieving this quality without refinement was something he had never encountered. He tasted a pinch—much milder than the refined salt they had brought, melting immediately on his tongue.

The sodium-chloride content remained unknown—he had no instruments here for analysis. But Wang Luobin knew this salt's appearance alone would make it highly marketable.

Yet this place was so impoverished—completely unexpected. Ancient laborers truly lived in dire straits.

Just as he stood reflecting, he spotted a group approaching the dike. The leader rode on horseback—a rare sight locally—trailed by a large crowd in blue robes. Village Head Tan's expression shifted to something between fearful and disgusted. "It's Landlord Gou," he said to Wang Luobin.

"Landlord Gou?" Wang Luobin had a vague sense he had heard this name somewhere, though he could not recall where.

"Mm, mm." Head Tan seemed terrified of this landlord's power—he had no time even to explain further—and hurried down to meet them, bowing and scraping with extreme deference.

Wang Luobin did not know who this Landlord Gou was, but from Head Tan's terrified behavior, the man was clearly no benefactor—probably a local tyrant or bully. They were currently outnumbered; directly confronting such people would prove difficult. Better to remain on the dike and observe.

The horseman appeared to be berating someone while Head Tan bowed repeatedly, seemingly pleading. This pantomime continued for some time before Head Tan dejectedly led people toward the village—completely ignoring the visitors on the dike. Wang Luobin quickly radioed those loading salt in the village, warning them to stay alert.

But the visitors clearly did not dare provoke them—the shaven-headed pirates' ferocity had become common knowledge throughout Lingao. After a while, the village head returned to the dike looking miserable and led them back to the village.

After much questioning, Xiong Buyou finally pieced together the situation. According to government regulations, salt fields used the commutation system—salt workers did not directly pay salt quotas to the government but converted salt into rice or silver. The old rule stipulated that each yin equaled one shi of rice. Later, rice-commutation became silver-commutation: first converting salt to rice, then rice to silver at market prices. Ma'ao Salt Field's quota was "1,417 yin, 230 jin"—commuting to more than 1,400 shi of rice, which at Tianqi- and Chongzhen-era prices meant nearly 2,000 liang of silver.

Commutation offered some benefits for salt workers: production was no longer government-supervised. As long as you paid salt taxes on time, you could do whatever you wished—no need to dedicate yourself night and day to Ming salt affairs. After producing salt, merchants would naturally come to buy it. If production was high and prices favorable, life could be decent. Some workers, finding salt labor too grueling, paid their taxes using income from trade or farming instead.

But after the earthquake, everything changed. Old Landlord Gou exploited the destroyed fields and the unpayable tax debts, gradually gaining control over most salt sales through loan-fronting. His purchase prices fell far below market rates—salt workers' back-breaking output could not even cover their rolling debts. He also colluded with officials, manipulating salt taxes and claiming rice prices had soared until each shi now commuted at three liang of silver. High-interest debt mounted on one side, tax arrears on the other. Salt workers knew he was scheming, but they had no choice except to beg him to intercede with officials. Over time, the Gou family became the village's de facto rulers. The salt fields might as well have become Gou family property. Exploitation intensified; to make matters worse, every time pirates raided Lingao, they also robbed salt certificates and killed people. The village grew increasingly desolate. Able-bodied workers usually did not dare come home—they hid inland and farmed for survival.

As for today's visit—it was merely to collect this month's "regulation silver" and to order all able-bodied men back to make salt. Otherwise, the landlord threatened to imprison the village's women, children, and elderly.

"Prison?" Wang Luobin asked. "Is he an official?"

"No—it's his family's private prison." Head Tan shuddered. "The Gou family is formidable. Never mind a private prison—anyone who offends them gets arrested and tortured to death—"

He quickly fell silent, probably feeling he had said too much, and simply urged them to take their salt and leave. Wang Luobin sensed that the salt-village situation was complex—issues here might truly require a land-reform work team to handle properly.

To obtain Committee guidance, he returned to Bairren Fortress that night. Though some Committee members were absent, the remaining members discussed the matter and approved his work-team approach: deploy a competent team to the salt field to help villagers restore production, arm the salt workers, and eliminate the threats from landlords and pirates, transforming Ma'ao Salt Field into a key salt-chemical raw-material base for the transmigrators.

Since this represented the transmigrators' first comprehensive social-level transformation of a locality, all groups took it seriously and seconded personnel to form a Salt Field Work Team.

The Committee originally wanted Wang Luobin as team leader, but he felt the position better suited someone both militarily capable and socially adept. Finally, Xi Yazhou was chosen.

Propaganda and organization work went to Du Wen—since landing, beyond reading radio scripts that no one heard, she had received no real assignments. Hearing about "land reform," she volunteered enthusiastically. The entire work team comprised thirty people, including one doctor—nicknamed "River Horse" (Hema).

Everyone carried sufficient weapons: pistols, rifles, daggers, and ample ammunition. River Horse brought many medicines and simple surgical instruments. Considering the possibility of long-term deployment, the team also brought wind generators and other equipment. Food posed a problem—besides their own needs, they might have to provide relief to locals. Though Xiao Zishan had already taken people to Guangzhou for major procurement, the first grain shipment remained some time away. Wu Nanhai dared not allocate much—just one week's food and provisions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 100: Mass Work

Zhang Xingjiao had returned after only three or four days away, arriving at precisely the moment Xi Yazhou needed him most. Xiong Buyou, the anime-company otaku who served as the sole Lingao-dialect translator, had become so desperately sought after—needed everywhere for communication—that some were even begging him to teach Lingao classes. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that this obscure dialect from the other timespace would bring such unexpected success. Summoning him now would have been awkward, so Zhang Xingjiao's return was nothing short of providential.

He had also brought back a mother and daughter. When Wu Nanhai first laid eyes on them, he started involuntarily—for a moment, he thought he was looking at two walking corpses. The mother's age was impossible to determine; she was sallow and emaciated, hunched over a wooden stick with one hand while clutching her daughter with the other. The girl's hair had turned completely yellow from malnutrition, and she was so thin that her eyes looked enormous—like a starving stray cat. Both wore something that might generously be called clothing, though it was so dirty and tattered that only rags remained.

Probably assuming these two would be useless to Chief Wu, Zhang Xingjiao apologized: the mother and daughter had starved for so long they looked frightening. Would the Chief still accept them? Wu Nanhai sucked in a breath. Good lord, this is terrifying. He had assumed at worst mild malnutrition—a few meals would fix it. He had even entertained fantasies of finally raising a loli. But they had brought back two Ethiopian famine victims. The two were too hungry even to beg—they just stood with heads bowed in silence. A surge of compassion overcame him: take them in.

Zhang Xingjiao looked delighted; he had brought them after all. Being sent back in this condition, they would likely die en route—bad for his karma. Wu Nanhai accepting them was ideal. The mother and daughter, apparently numbed by hardship, showed no reaction until Zhang Xingjiao reminded them; then they barely managed to kneel and kowtow their thanks. Wu Nanhai noticed tears in the woman's eyes—gratitude mixed with what seemed like shame.

Just then, River Horse came seeking personnel—requesting Zhang Xingjiao for the Salt-Field Work Team. Wu Nanhai took the opportunity to have him bring these two to the clinic for "purification"—standard processing for local natives: haircut, bathing, deworming, and skin-disease treatment.

"But send a nurse for this," Wu Nanhai reminded him. "Women in this era are very conservative. Your burly men stripping them naked to treat skin disease—the woman might kill herself."

"Understood." River Horse smiled helplessly. "You think we enjoy 'purification'? Being a doctor is hard—" He blinked. "Nanhai, impressive! You got first dibs on raising a loli!"

"This loli is too pitiful." He recalled the girl's appearance—vaguely seemed pretty, but he could not even tell her age. He remembered something. "Shave all hair?"

"Of course—no other way to get clean. Plus, scalp sores are common here—can't treat without shaving."

"Rough on you guys."

"Indeed. By the way—leave the mother for our Medical Group? Train her as a nurse. We're short-staffed; none of the women who came want to be nurses—too dirty."

"Not yet. They've just arrived somewhere new—surely anxious and unsettled. Separating them wouldn't be good. Besides, both look so fragile a breeze could topple them. Let them recuperate at the farm first."

"Nanhai, you're such a saint!" River Horse laughed. "But our group has reserved that woman—you can't keep her for yourself. The loli's all yours—that girl's features are quite proper."



At dawn the next day, the work team departed. With previous experience under their belts, they were familiar with the route now—farm trucks reached the salt field in under an hour. They had brought considerable luggage, so the vehicles drove directly up the flagstone road. The village lay cold and deserted; the occasional figures glimpsed in the streets fled in terror upon seeing three or four roaring trucks enter the village, slamming their doors shut behind them. No curious onlookers appeared.

They looked for Village Head Tan, but he was nowhere to be found. Knocking on doors and asking questions, they heard only terrified gasping from the houses. Entering some, they found only elderly people and women—faces fearful and worried, skin as gray as the walls. Younger women's faces were smeared black with soot; the rare young men all looked apprehensive—some openly hostile. Xi Yazhou sensed beneath the cold surface a tremendous tension. He ordered everyone to stay together, going door to door without separating.

After much searching, they finally entered a house where they found an elderly couple, a young man, and a strong fellow of roughly forty years squatting on the main-room floor. Xi Yazhou entered with Zhang Xingjiao. The old woman was more composed; asked about the village head's whereabouts, everyone remained silent. Xi Yazhou then asked the young man—this filthy-faced youth turned away, bashfully silent. Xi Yazhou was puzzled at first, then realized: this was a girl—disguised as a man, probably fearing abduction.

To avoid misunderstanding, after brief small talk, Xi Yazhou led his people out—planning to find others to question. Walking past the courtyard wall, he heard the old man—apparently the father—squeezing out trembling words: "Child, later you'd better take Xiao Qin out to hide. If they grab people, I can't face the village head..."

So the village head's daughter was here! Xi Yazhou knew this might be a breakthrough—but hearing similar reports troubled him deeply. Wang Luobin and the previous visitors had said that though villagers were cold toward them, they had not been hostile. How had things changed so drastically in just days—treating them like sworn enemies? Such coldness was a major obstacle to his plans.

He gathered everyone together. "You've all seen it—the masses not only distrust us but are clearly hostile. The key now is making the masses recognize us. We must use real actions to move them, to raise their consciousness! From now on, we'll follow the PLA's fine traditions—Three Major Disciplines and Eight Points of Attention. While building camp, we'll also launch propaganda. The propaganda's core message is: we are—" He suddenly stalled. In the other timespace, naturally it was CPC, People's Liberation Army, People's Children's Army, and so on. But here?

To date, the transmigrators had no political slogan for mobilizing the masses. Li Zicheng at least had "King Chuang comes; no more taxes." This involved delicate political-philosophy issues among the transmigrators—divisions already revealed in many pre-crossing meetings.

"Serve the people—" Du Wen began.

"No good—that's not why we came; not appropriate!" came the immediate objection. True—most here had come to become masters over others. Talking about "serving the people" was too fake.

"Act for Heaven!"

"Please—this isn't Liangshan Marsh. Those Liangshan heroes didn't end well."

Xi Yazhou thought, then consulted Wang Luobin. "How about 'Root Out the Strong, Eliminate Evil; Protect the Realm, Secure the People'?"

"I must point out this slogan has political-orientation problems and lacks revolutionary fighting spirit," Du Wen noted. It thoroughly exposed the essence of opposing tyrants but not the emperor—of not opposing feudalism.

"Alright, alright." Xi Yazhou interrupted. "Our political slogan must be decided by Committee meetings. Use this for now—broader scope, more targeted. Easier for salt workers to relate to—common people don't understand grand theories. Audible, visible, practical benefits attract them."

Some felt this was too bland, lacking punch—but no one could suggest anything better, so they decided to use it temporarily. Zhang Xingjiao rather liked this slogan. Xi Yazhou ordered the team split: one group would build camp at the Ge Hong Temple by the village entrance—everything done by themselves; the other would immediately begin propaganda and village investigation.

"How do we propagandize?" someone muttered.

"How? Ever encountered insurance salesmen? Just like that." Xi Yazhou directed. "Anyone sold insurance? Sales experience counts too—you demonstrate in front, everyone else follows and learns. Someday when you're running things solo, getting people to work for you depends on this."

Everyone followed orders, launching the transmigrators' first mass work. Needless to say, the work was grueling—especially with language barriers—and Zhang Xingjiao was worked until his lips cracked. Results remained: cold, fearful reactions.

But they roughly learned what had happened: Landlord Gou, unable to collect enough silver and salt, had arrested several village elders—threatening that until quota payments were complete, no one would be released. From visits and propaganda, they discovered the village was impoverished to the extreme. Grain had been scarce for ages. The village head claimed able-bodied men farmed at Ma'ao—actually just growing tiannanxing (Araceae) taro. Though filling, prolonged consumption turned faces gray-blue. Clothing was even worse—garments had long since disintegrated. Salt workers labored naked; normally they at least had clothes—now only patched-upon-patched rags barely covering anything. Some families of four or five shared one garment—whoever went outside wore it; others stayed home naked in straw piles. Every household qualified as having "four bare walls."

Learning all this, the work team felt deep sympathy for the masses of this timespace—and intense anxiety about their suffering. Some wept. Humans still had some compassion for fellow humans' suffering.

The village was deathly silent. Under one dim lamp, the work team's key members sat in a large tent. Everyone pondered.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 101: Mobilizing the Masses (Part 1)

Throughout the day, they had pushed themselves to the limit—beyond heavy camp-building work, they had gone door-to-door for propaganda, investigation, and inquiries. Though Wu Nanhai's grain was limited, many team members gave out their issued rations: Wu Nanhai's special "Jinhua Flaky Biscuits" and "seaweed rice balls" went to villagers. Doing this made their hearts a little less burdened.

Xi Yazhou paced restlessly, deeply troubled, hand on chin, thinking. To restore production, he first needed to stabilize morale. The village internally lacked food and clothing; externally, it faced landlord and pirate harassment—both problems demanded resolution. External problems could wait for now—but the masses' immediate hunger and cold were hard to solve.

Du Wen broke the tent's silence. "The masses' lives are very difficult. Seeing them this way, we can't just stand by! I propose starting relief tomorrow—also distribute clothes. Women here don't even have clothes—"

"We don't have much capital." Wang Luobin knew their resources well. Wu Nanhai had given only one week's rations for thirty people, plus one day's travel rations—now most team members had given theirs to villagers. This village still had over a hundred households, four to five hundred people. Even giving away all their food would not last one day.

Du Wen said, "Request more trucks of grain from Bairren Fortress—and cloth."

"Grain—Wu Nanhai's reserves aren't much either. Even getting a little, how many days would it last? People must eat daily."

Xi Yazhou nodded in agreement. "Right. We can't just wait for headquarters to figure something out. We must solve this ourselves." He paced more, then asked, "This salt village doesn't grow grain—so how did they eat before?"

"Obviously through salt-sales income or direct exchange."

"Ultimately," Xi Yazhou summarized, "the production order here is disrupted. Salt workers can't earn normal income from salt-making; they can't even guarantee their personal safety—why would they work hard?"

Wang Luobin said, "So we need to—"

"Mm, we must grasp both ends firmly." Xi Yazhou's voice grew decisive. "First, we must find ways to gather grain. With grain, villagers' morale can stabilize, and they'll trust us. Second, we must arm the masses—give them the capability to defend themselves against landlords and pirates." He smiled and nodded. "Yes, just like this! Issue production-essential weapons to the masses; production self-rescue. The salt village has every condition to become one of our strongholds."

"I agree!" Du Wen lit up with excitement at the mention of mobilizing masses. "But—" she frowned, "gathering grain? Where do we gather grain?"

"What is this place? A salt field!" Xi Yazhou waved his hand expansively. "Everyone needs salt. This place can produce nearly a ton of salt daily. With labor—what's there to worry about for food and clothing? Local new grain will hit markets soon. If we can produce salt quickly now, not only can the village feed itself, but we can gather substantial grain for Bairren Fortress."

"Good—let's do it!" Du Wen's eyes shone with excitement. In her imagination, she had become the female team leader in land-reform movies—even sounding like one.

"But salt workers are afraid to work—plus they're hostile to us," Wang Luobin reminded them.

"We must quickly understand why they're hostile. Wang Engineer—you said last time people here weren't afraid of us."

"Yes—strange." Wang Luobin also found it odd. "Last time, though not exactly warm, attitudes were normal. Now it's completely reversed." He paused. "I'm puzzled—the arrests were by some Gou landlord or whoever. It has nothing to do with us."

"Could class enemies here be spreading rumors—like the KMT saying Communists shared wives and property?"

Wang Luobin laughed. "Little Du, you're too imaginative. First, there's no class enemy here; second, we're not Communists—"

Xi Yazhou started laughing too, then suddenly stopped, looking thoughtful. "Actually, there's something to that." He thought for a moment. "This probably involves Landlord Gou."

Wang Luobin said, "We've had zero contact with this so-called Landlord Gou. I was just watching from the dike when his people came to the village. At most, he only knew we'd visited."

"Never mind that now." Xi Yazhou waved his hand, grabbed the walkie-talkie, and called the guard team. "Quick—send a few people with Zhang Xingjiao. Bring that family with the girl disguised as a boy. Right—don't alert others. You know how to do this."

Putting down the walkie-talkie, he turned up the kerosene lamp—the wind generator was not assembled yet—and addressed everyone. "Let's discuss defense." He spread a newly drawn map of the salt-field area on the table.

"Ma'ao Salt Field is flat, open ground—no defensible positions. The village itself has no fortifications. Our enemies: local landlord forces, bandits, and outside pirates. These three forces might even be colluding. If we're stationed here long-term, besides arming villagers, the camp itself needs fortification."

"This temple's decent—the foundation is already here. Pity the building's collapsed." Their current camp was at the village entrance's Ge Hong Temple. This Jin Dynasty Daoist scholar, famous alchemist, and medical-pharmaceutical expert was revered by many salt workers as the salt industry's patron saint. (Note: Whether Hainan salt workers held this belief is unclear; different regions' salt workers seem to have different patron saints.) Years of neglect had collapsed most of the buildings—only stone foundations and crumbling walls remained. The work-team tents were set up on these foundations.

"Build a blockhouse?"

"Bigger than that. We also need to protect the produced salt."

Just then, voices came from outside. Xi Yazhou said, "Du Wen—fetch candy and cups."

"You want candy?" Du Wen was confused.

"We have guests—hurry! If there's not enough, you'll need to comfort that girl."

Du Wen went out. Shortly, guards led in the family, with Zhang Xingjiao following. The two elderly trembled; the middle-aged man seemed reluctant—deliberately dawdling. The cross-dressing girl followed, head down.

Xi Yazhou quickly seated them and served tea. Years in the military plus years as a corporate sales manager—his face immediately became warmly sincere. After the work team's day of propaganda and grain donations, the family's original fear and hostility had somewhat softened.

Hearing the transmigrators had come to the salt village for "rooting out the strong, eliminating evil, protecting the realm, securing the people," their faces showed confusion and disbelief. The burly man snorted and muttered.

Xi Yazhou now understood some Lingao dialect—combined with their expressions, he roughly understood. He gently asked what exactly the transmigrators had done wrong. Zhang Xingjiao translated. The others responded variously—sometimes coldly, sometimes mocking, sometimes angry. Regardless of their attitude, Xi Yazhou maintained his most sincere smile, speaking very politely. After several exchanges, he gradually pieced together the full story.

It turned out Landlord Gou had recently visited the village claiming the "short-haired Masters" at Bairren Rapids had commissioned him to collect 200 yin of salt. He had also threatened that the short-haired Masters' firearms were formidable—if they sent troops, they would massacre everyone. News of the Bairren Rapids battle had already spread here with embellishments. Plus Wang Luobin had indeed visited to buy salt. After Landlord Gou's claims, the already-struggling salt workers grew more desperate—over a dozen households immediately fled. Fearing everyone would run, Landlord Gou simply arrested the village head and clan elders, threatening that no one could leave.

"Outrageous!" Wang Luobin nearly slammed the table. "How shameless!" All the transmigrators present were shocked—this local tyrant they had only heard about from Zhang Xingjiao actually had such tactics!

"This Landlord Gou is truly something." Xi Yazhou smiled slightly. He had somewhat anticipated this—but this using-our-name-to-extort skill was not to be underestimated.

Xi Yazhou immediately explained there had been no such thing. True, they wanted salt—but through fair purchase, absolutely no forced demands. He pointed to the furious Zhang Xingjiao. "Ask this man whose ancestral grave Landlord Gou desecrated!"

Ancients valued ancestral halls and tombs above all—desecrating graves meant deep blood-hatred. At this mention, Zhang Xingjiao flushed red and began speaking to the family, his voice growing more agitated. Gradually the family's expressions shifted.

Apparently, locals communicating with locals was more effective. Plus Zhang Xingjiao was educated—though without formal title, traditional Chinese society greatly respected learned people. From Zhang Xingjiao, he learned that this family was also surnamed Tan—cousins of the village head, Tan Guiqiong. This man was Tan Guihuang. The burly man was their son, Tan Chengqing—salt workers who yearned for nothing but clear skies for salt-making. Tan Chengqing knew some martial arts, was honest, straightforward, and frank in word and deed—quite respected among the village youth.

After about half an hour, seeing the atmosphere was right, Xi Yazhou brought the conversation back. "Friends, I'm very sorry. We're unfamiliar with this area and didn't know Landlord Gou would use our name to extort and threaten. We didn't know your suffering. Now the entire village—men, women, old, young—has no food, no clothes; young women have no pants. We must first find solutions. Let's discuss together: getting grain, getting clothing, ensuring no one worries about food and clothes."

"Is that possible?" The family stared at Xi Yazhou together.

"Yes!" Xi Yazhou affirmed. "As long as everyone works together."

Tan Chengqing spoke up excitedly. "As long as there's a way, we'll spare no effort."

Xi Yazhou, to dispel their long-held despair, emphasized, "We've come to help common people. Once we understand everyone's suffering, we'll definitely find solutions."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 102: Mobilizing the Masses (Part 2)

Tan Guihuang explained that in peaceful times, salt-making alone would ensure food and clothing. The salt field actually produced more than 1,000 yin annually—Leizhou salt merchants alone used to buy several hundred yin each year. But after Landlord Gou took over, wanting to monopolize salt sales, he had forcibly driven the mainland salt merchants away.

"Why?" Wang Luobin was puzzled. For salt merchants, buying from anyone should not matter—why would Landlord Gou occupy the field yet refuse old customers?

"His family has a salt shop in Qiongshan. All salt gets shipped there." Tan Guihuang sighed. "He has his own channels for selling salt to the mainland—why bother with Leizhou merchants?"

Clearly, government-merchant collusion was involved. But none of them understood Ming salt laws, so they could not figure out the key issues.

"As long as we have salt, why worry about grain and clothing?" Xi Yazhou waved his hand dismissively. "Mainland salt merchants are all filthy rich. Are we hard-working salt makers unable to secure basic sustenance?"

Tan Chengqing's joy suddenly turned to silence; he sighed softly. "Just afraid the salt we produce can't be protected."

"Don't worry!" Xi Yazhou said confidently. "With us here—you know these firearms?" He hefted his SKS rifle. Blue gun-steel glinted dimly in the kerosene light. "Hundreds of Huang Family Village militia were still wiped out. You think we're afraid of a few bullies?"

"But what about when you leave? Things will be even worse then." Tan Chengqing was clearly worried about the future. "The government calls you pirates; you call yourselves merchants. Pirates or merchants—you won't stay in Lingao forever. Your iron ships and fast guns—you can leave anytime. Landlord Gou has government connections—" He detailed how Landlord Gou had taken over the salt field, adding a tone of disappointment. He emphasized how county office clerks and runners were all bribed, helping Landlord Gou oppress them—even wanting to seek justice was impossible.

Xi Yazhou nodded thoughtfully. "How many people does the Gou family have?"

"There are two major households in his main lineage." Tan Guihuang knew local conditions better than his son. The Gou family had two brothers. In the countryside was "Gou the Elder"—over a hundred household servants and thugs, including mainland fugitives—extremely vicious. "Gou the Second" had moved to the county seat after his son passed the civil-service examination—he specialized in government connections and lawsuit-brokering. The two households colluded, becoming local tyrants.

"How many people did your village have then?"

"The village was still populous—over 300 households."

"Three or four hundred households—that's three or four hundred able-bodied men," Xi Yazhou said. "Three or four hundred men—and you just watched as someone took over your livelihoods?"

Both men present blushed and lowered their heads. Suddenly a clear female voice spoke up. "Don't blame everyone! The government caused this."

Everyone looked—it was the cross-dressed girl. Realizing everyone's attention, she remembered her disguise and panicked, standing up to flee. Du Wen quickly comforted her, patting her hand with a smile—language did not matter. With another woman nearby, the girl calmed; her face, free of the soot disguise, reddened.

"You must be Xiao Qin—Village Head Tan's daughter." Xi Yazhou offered her a fruit candy. "Don't be afraid—we knew all along you're a girl."

Tan Guihuang smiled apologetically. "She's indeed my brother's child. Though a girl, she's his only child. He treasures her—won't even arrange her marriage—"

Actually, this girl was only about seventeen or eighteen—though in those early-marriage times, that was indeed late. She refused the candy, instead kneeling before Xi Yazhou and kowtowing repeatedly, begging him to help rescue her father and the elders. Du Wen quickly helped her up. Regardless of whether the girl understood, she launched into gender-equality discourse, making Zhang Xingjiao so angry his face reddened; he refused to translate a word.

"Xiao Qin, don't worry. We'll definitely help rescue the arrested villagers." Xi Yazhou never missed chances to show heroic spirit before women—face full of reliable confidence, he patted his chest. "Just tell us about the government issues."

It turned out that after the Wanli 45 earthquake, Ma'ao Salt Field suffered greatly. Salt workers specially submitted a petition requesting exemption or deferral of salt taxes for a few years. Though the salt fields were damaged, production capacity still had some surplus—given three or four years' breathing room, recovery was feasible. But the Gou family had long coveted the salt field. Seizing this opportunity, Gou the Second conspired with familiar county-office clerks, bribed the magistrate's secretary, and suppressed the petition. Gou the Elder then monopolized salt-tax collection—using many runners and thugs to demand daily payments in the salt village. Unable to resist, villagers begged him to pay on their behalf—thus falling step-by-step into his control. The magistrate later noticed something—but local officials' golden rule was never offending local gentry. Salt taxes came in normally; the Gou family kept sending "filial piety"—so things were ignored.

"Bottom line—the government backed him," Xi Yazhou said. "Right?"

"Mm. With government backing, who can touch him?" Xiao Qin looked helpless. "Even if he comes alone, we wouldn't dare do anything. Otherwise—with his men—Brother Chengqing could handle three of them at once."

Xi Yazhou knew they had touched the core. The Gou family's methods were not unusual: simply "government-underworld collusion." Government-merchant collusion, government-underworld collusion, government-bandit collusion—all common social phenomena throughout Chinese history, persisting even into the 21st century. Any successful person, regardless of their path to success, always had official shadows behind them: merchants seeking excess profits, crime bosses seeking safe harbor—all needed official connections. Even supposedly lofty intellectuals knew that official caps held more power than scholarship. The Gou family in Ming Lingao simply followed the same pattern.

Opposing government meant rebellion. Common people did not actually like government authorities perched on their heads—but governments had harsh laws and armies. In modern terms: control over the "violence apparatus." Whether you liked it or not, you had to obey. Even outlaw heroes made "never fight officials" their golden rule. Getting common people to oppose government—regardless of form—equaled "rebellion." Unless at absolute dead ends, people would not take that road. Xi Yazhou was not naive enough to think his speeches could make people throw away their lives for transmigrators' empire-building. His approach was roundabout—perhaps what might be called "curved-line revolution."

"Ultimately, Landlord Gou's arrogance relies on two things: keeping thugs and having government connections." Xi Yazhou smiled slightly. "The first is trivial—once everyone unites, his few people aren't worth a tooth. The key is the second: since he can connect with government, so can we."

The salt-villagers stared at this short-haired "merchant chief"—apparently finding it incredible. After a moment, Tan Guihuang carefully ventured, "Does the Master know official people too?"

"Honestly, no."

"Then how can you connect with government?"

"Why do you think government connects with a local tyrant like him?"

"Obviously for money." Tan Chengqing looked contemptuous.

"Exactly. Since officials are greedy for gold and silver, and he has it—so do we." Then he explained his plan to the salt workers.

Actually, the plan was not complex: first, seize back the salt tax collection franchise. The Gou family holding this had quasi-official status. Without smashing this shield, salt workers would remain terrified. As for how to seize it—salt workers need not worry; they would handle it. Once they regained tax-collection rights, the Gou family would lose any legitimate excuse to interfere with salt-field production. Their only remaining asset would be a decade-old debt mess. Such compound-interest usury—Xi Yazhou understood from the modern era: as long as debtors had any economic capability, creditors would never say you had paid off. So rather than continuing this unclear debt, they should just write everything off—completely default.

Without the tax-collection goldplate, debt disputes became purely civil matters—unrelated to imperial grain-and-taxes. However well-connected the Gou family was with government, officials wanting to help them would not find it easy. By regaining salt-field management rights and no longer being exploited, salt-sales income was guaranteed. If they kept paying salt taxes and county officials' "regulation fees" as usual—government losing nothing publicly or privately—the Gou family's utility would vanish. Without utility, would government still back them?

"It's not that simple." The moment Xi Yazhou finished, Tan Chengqing smiled bitterly. "The Gou family is extremely familiar with county-office clerks and runners—generations of connections, tangled relationships. Just you Masters wanting to collect salt taxes—you couldn't get past the Revenue Section."

Ancient county governance was not really "official rule" but rather "clerk rule." Since the Song Dynasty, county officials were mostly selected through imperial exams. County administrative affairs were extremely tedious—besides various procedures, relevant precedents beyond basic laws were numerous beyond measure. What law or precedent applied to which case could not be found in statutes or regulations. If you made a mistake or superiors found fault—light cases meant rejection, heavy cases meant reprimand—then you would be in trouble. You had to find applicable precedents—ensuring nothing went wrong. But which precedents to find was itself a discipline—called "clerk-craft."

Examination-selected officials could discourse brilliantly on classics and policies, recite Confucian sayings flawlessly—but few understood local-administration techniques. Fish-scale registers alone—outsiders saw ghost-scribbles; those who understood knew they contained land area, location, shape, yield, tax assessment, and owner information. So officials, to avoid mistakes or save trouble, could only entrust everything to office clerks and runners. These lowly-status clerks actually controlled local administrative power in ancient society. Clerks were often hereditary, deeply colluding with local magnates—far beyond what simple economic measures could sever. So Xi Yazhou's plan sounded rather idealistic to them.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 103: Mobilizing the Masses (Part 3)

Yet Xi Yazhou remained confident. "We'll handle government connections. Don't worry." Actually, he had long planned—trying to outwit the ancients would not work. Only force could break through.

The salt villagers exchanged glances—clearly skeptical. Still, these short-haired Masters were not pushovers. Defeating hundreds of militia at Bairren Rapids—maybe they really could do it. Xi Yazhou was not anxious to prove anything.

"If we reclaim salt-tax rights, can your hearts unite? Once we do, the Gou brothers definitely won't accept it—they'll come cause trouble—"

"Who's afraid of that?" Tan Chengqing flexed his shoulders decisively. "His handful of men—any village lad could handle three!"

Tan Guihuang sighed. "But without weapons, our village has suffered enough. Empty fists—no weapons even to vent our frustrations."

"Weapons—we have plenty," Xi Yazhou said.

"Then we can unite." Tan Chengqing felt heat rising from within. "Damn it, everyone dies eventually. Living like this is too pathetic. Real men can't suffer losers' bullying. If we had weapons—" he gritted his teeth, "—we'd at least take down a few."

"Good!" Xi Yazhou said excitedly. "Now the problems are: one, getting everyone fed; two, somehow rescuing the village head and others first. After that, we'll discuss other matters."

"Right!" they said together excitedly. "Once hearts are steady, anything's possible."

"How many people are in the village now?" Xi Yazhou asked Tan Guihuang. "How many able-bodied, women, children?"

"About four hundred—mostly women, children, and the elderly. Able-bodied men are mostly outside hiding and farming—about two hundred total."

Excluding outside workers, just the village's four hundred needed feeding. At minimum half a jin of rice per person daily, that meant 250 jin daily—a significant amount for the transmigrators, whose grain reserves were already half-depleted. Plus they needed to rescue the arrested people. Clearly, Landlord Gou had to be confronted!

"If all the able-bodied men return," Xi Yazhou asked Tan Guihuang, "how much salt daily?"

Father and son calculated. "Over 2,000 jin daily. Recent weather's been good—perfect for salt-making."

Xi Yazhou thought: roughly one ton daily—substantial for manual labor, but for the chemistry departments, one ton would not cover a small chemical plant's daily raw-material consumption. Salt-making methods clearly had much room for improvement. But that was for later. Currently, salt as a commodity was needed to quickly exchange for grain and cloth.

Lingao itself could not consume so much table salt—actually, most Hainan salt was exported to the mainland. They needed markets. No news yet from Xiao Zishan in Guangzhou. Even urgently notifying him about large salt supplies would be "distant water can't quench immediate thirst." He thought, then asked, "Do merchants who used to buy your salt still come?"

"Who'd dare!" Tan Guihuang said. "After Landlord Gou colluded with pirates and raided a Leizhou salt ship—killed all the merchants and crew—no one dares buy our salt anymore."

"Any familiar ones? Invite them to buy—we can provide armed protection." Xi Yazhou pledged solemnly. Seeing their doubtful eyes, he added, "What—our big iron ship, afraid of petty pirates?"

Tan Guihuang nodded, as if steeling himself. "Alright! I handled those salt merchants before—I know their firms. In Leizhou, there's a Fujianese named Liu Gang—a small merchant. Though he has salt licenses, he often smuggles on the side. He might be bolder. I'll go to Haikang!" (Note: Leizhou had two subordinate counties: Haikang and Xuwen)

"Let me go instead—you're too old." Tan Chengqing, seeing his elderly father would have to travel far, tried to stop him.

"Going to Haikang just means crossing the sea. The village needs people too."

"Tomorrow we'll send you across by ship." Xi Yazhou knew this was somewhat extravagant—from Ma'ao to the Leizhou Peninsula, even a rowboat took less than half a day. But this was precisely the time to demonstrate transmigrator strength.

"Chengqing," Xi Yazhou addressed Tan Chengqing, "please go tomorrow and call back all the scattered able-bodied men. We're forming a militia!"

"Militia?"

"Yes—if the Gou family can have household guards, a big salt village certainly needs its own armed force. Even without the Gou family, there are still pirates to defend against. Tomorrow we'll bring weapons from Bairren Rapids."

"Okay! I'll handle this tomorrow." Tan Chengqing grew excited.

"Good—now let me discuss the rescue." Xi Yazhou's voice grew serious. "Rescuing people isn't hard. But once we do, you'll have openly broken with the Gou family. Are you determined to fight to the end?" He deliberately added, "If not, you can use softer methods—gather 200 yin of salt first, then ransom them." This was a provocation.

Father and son looked at each other, then spoke in unison. "Let's fight! We've given an inch; they've taken a mile. If we don't bring them down, sooner or later this salt field and village will become Gou property!"

"Good—then we'll arrange the rescue. Tomorrow, find me people familiar with the Gou household's situation."

"Okay! We'll go tell the villagers and arrange things."

The visitors disappeared into the night; the tent atmosphere grew lively. Everyone was pleased at the day's breakthrough. Xi Yazhou discussed more matters with everyone—deciding tomorrow to first ship grain from Bairren Fortress for relief, weapons too—the transmigrators could not use these captured arms anyway.



Next morning, the village showed life. Team members continued building camp while watching the beach, where silhouettes were already working. Compared to yesterday's desolation, their confidence grew. Many had been skeptical or mocking about yesterday's propaganda work; now they fully respected Xi Yazhou's "old-fashioned policies."

The sunlight illuminated the churning waves, reflecting a dazzling, flickering radiance. This unremarkable new day meant, for the salt-field residents, the beginning of a new era.

Outside Ge Hong Temple's ruined walls, curious children gathered—unlike the suspicious adults, these short-hairs who brought sweet-sour candy balls seemed like visitors from another world. They watched intently as these people worked with strange tools—everything looked so refined, so luxurious. Even the candy balls came wrapped in colorful transparent paper. Since last night, the children had spontaneously begun collecting fruit-candy wrappers. Whenever a short-hair passed, everyone held their breath, watching to see if he would produce a candy ball. They would fixate on the lucky recipient, watching him eagerly stuff the candy in his mouth while clutching the wrapper like treasure.

"These children could be our future new blood." Wang Luobin told Xi Yazhou. Seeing these sallow, half-naked children, his long-envisioned first comprehensive industrial-technical school idea resurfaced.

"Then let's establish one," Xi Yazhou said. "How do land-reform teams work? Struggle against landlords, distribute land—and run night schools—"

"Right!" Wang Luobin nodded excitedly. "I'd forgotten." He said somewhat embarrassedly, "I kept thinking of formal schools—buildings, dormitories, cafeterias, laboratories... So every time, I felt materials were still scarce—the timing wasn't ripe. Actually, teaching just needs one room and one blackboard!"

"Our thirty people can all teach children," Xi Yazhou said. "Otherwise, wouldn't everyone be bored to death at night?" Running night schools served education and gave everyone something to do in the tedious evenings—killing two birds with one stone.

"Good—I'll start preparing immediately." Wang Luobin walked off excitedly.



The transmigrators' first construction task was still energy. For a small seaside outpost, wind power was optimal. Lingao had rich wind resources.

He Ying and his team used primitive lever-and-pulley methods to hoist a heavy crate onto a stone platform. From the platform's appearance, it had once been a bell-and-drum tower, though the building had long since collapsed. Only thick rubble and soil covered the platform. He Ying wiped his sweat and measured the altitude—including this 5-meter-plus platform, the elevation above sea level was nearly 10 meters. The foundation was solid; the windward side open. The wind was strong—sweat dried quickly. He shivered involuntarily. This seemed a suitable spot.

An hour later, a 2-meter-tall frame resembling a power-line tower had been erected. Two hours later, the frame had a head resembling an electric fan installed on top. Two and a half hours later, the blades were attached to the head. Below the frame sat a black box. A thick cable connected to the frame's "fan."

He Ying, foot braced on the frame, released the blade safety. The "fan" whooshed into rotation; the black box emitted a long beep. Clean Energy Facility #1 began operating.

This wind turbine had been purchased ready-made. The blades were fiberglass; the generator was a small DC motor; the box below contained batteries. Actually, the generated power first charged the batteries, then supplied power—this stabilized the voltage. Output: only 400 watts. Four hundred watts, beyond lighting, could only run computers and such—sufficient for now. Per Energy Department planning, once the salt-field situation stabilized, a small thermal generator would be installed here—supposedly domestically produced. The Machinery Group was currently drawing boiler blueprints.

This domestically produced generator better not cause trouble. He Ying muttered to himself while installing—he personally would not be coming to install it. He had brought his own small generator, but it had been requisitioned by the Planning Committee upon landing. Because of that generator, he had become an Industrial Department Energy Group member.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 104: Mobilizing the Masses (Part 4)

While they were busy, they spotted a ship on the distant horizon cutting through the waves—its distinctive silhouette was immediately recognized by the lookout as the transmigrators' Type-67 multipurpose landing craft. This ship had not moved since entering port—to save fuel.

Salt workers on the beach panicked, dropping tools and running helter-skelter toward the village. In these times, the seas were not peaceful. Every ship from the sea could be an enemy. Zhang Xingjiao, well-informed, reassured everyone at the village entrance with the Tan father and son—this was the short-haired Masters' ship, no need to worry.

The travelers were delighted—two-plus months, and this was the first time seeing their own ship at sea. The Committee dispatching this rarely used vessel showed how seriously they viewed this mission—no one wanted to work at an unimportant post.

Xi Yazhou waved his arm. "Come on—everyone to the beach to welcome the Navy!"

"Navy!" Everyone laughed, feeling proud. Was not the most advanced navy in this timespace theirs?

Just then, the landing craft let out a stirring long whistle. Before the horn faded, it emerged from the long wave-line, heading shoreward toward them. Everyone without tasks walked toward the beach, followed by dozens of curious children and villagers.

The landing craft drew too much water to approach closely. Xi Yazhou turned on his walkie-talkie; both sides communicated—learning the ship brought not just the requested grain, cloth, and weapons but also living supplies and construction materials.

"Find us a berth with 1.2–1.5 meters draft for beaching and unloading," Chen Haiyang called on the radio.

"Okay—wait a moment!"

Hainan Island's west coast was primarily rocky shoreline. Besides tidal-mud beaches inside bays, small rocky harbors were everywhere. They quickly found a small bay nearby—the water area was cramped, barely fitting two or three fishing boats.

The landing craft, engines running slow, eased into the bay. This pre-crossing refurbished craft now looked beautiful and imposing. A new cargo crane had been installed. Both bridge gun-positions each had an SKS-wielding Military Group member—Type 80 helmets, orange life jackets—looking dashing, rather like PLA soldiers from the other timespace. If only each had a machine gun, Xi Yazhou daydreamed. Seeing the welcoming crowd, the sailors beamed and waved to shore.

The engine roared one last time, exhaled a long breath, and stopped. The landing craft beached and lowered its ramp. Off stepped a hulking man—round-faced, big-eyed, tall and robust. The children following behind were stunned into silence—190 cm, 110 kg was practically a giant to people of that era. This giant was the Military Group's Chen Haiyang—wearing his navy-blue training uniform, looking vigorous.

Chen Haiyang led four military members to Xi Yazhou, formed a line, and saluted. "Reporting: Navy Wuzhishan Boat Captain Chen Haiyang. Ordered to escort cargo delivery. Awaiting your orders."

"Immediately organize unloading!" Xi Yazhou returned the salute, smiling. "Show the masses what you've brought!"

"Yes! Immediately organizing unloading."

Xi Yazhou shook hands with Chen Haiyang's group in thanks, then opened the Committee's written documents. Reading, he laughed. "Excellent! Excellent! Really solving problems."

He excitedly told Zhang Xingjiao, "Call Uncle Tan to gather villagers for unloading!"

As villagers slowly gathered, Xi Yazhou climbed onto the ship's bridge, standing high. Hundreds of eyes fixed on him.

"Friends!" His face beaming, he waved his document-holding hand. "Bairren Fortress has sent food and clothing. Temporarily allocated: 1,000 jin of rice! This rice costs nothing—entirely distributed to everyone!"

The crowd first fell into disbelieving silence, then erupted in cheers. Zhang Xingjiao had gathered young men through the Tan family last night, teaching them to cheer on signal. Some elderly and women, gazing at the ship full of grain, wept. Cheers gradually softened—replaced by grateful tears.

Xi Yazhou continued as the noise subsided. "Also fifty bolts of cloth—all for making clothes! That'll need the village women's help! The cloth isn't much yet—finished clothes might only be one per family. But more will come—"

Before Zhang Xingjiao finished translating, another cheer erupted.

"Friends!" Xi Yazhou put away the document. "Our livelihood depends on labor, not just relief. Bairren Fortress now needs large quantities of sea salt. Everyone work hard at production. Whatever salt there is, they'll take!"

"We've got plenty of strength—as much salt as you want!" Led by the Tan family and people nearby, the crowd was whipped into fervent enthusiasm.

Zhang Xingjiao, seeing the heated atmosphere, per Chief Xi's arrangement, quickly stepped forward. "Friends! I'm Zhang Xingjiao—also a local native. I've read some books. I used to have my house and land robbed by Landlord Gou. Finally even my ancestral grave was desecrated. Bullied until I couldn't survive..." At the painful parts, he wiped his eyes with his sleeve; the crowd below also sighed and wept. "Landlord Gou destroyed my family—left everyone without clothes or food." He wiped his eyes, calling hoarsely, "The short-haired Masters came—giving us food and clothing, helping us produce. If anyone comes to bother us again, to take our benefits—"

"Goes without saying!" the young men roared. "If that bastard Landlord Gou comes again—smash his dog-head!"

The elderly looked somewhat frightened, but with the atmosphere already stoked, they dared not openly dampen spirits.

"Right!" Xi Yazhou shouted excitedly. "This salt field is court-approved—your ancestors built it with their own sweat, bucket by bucket, spoon by spoon. What right does Landlord Gou have to seize and profit? Everyone must protect the salt, protect the grain, protect our homes, protect our labor's fruits!"

The crowd's emotions ran extremely high. Du Wen, standing aside, smiled excitedly at first, then frowned. In this speech, Xi Yazhou had left some wiggle room—not saying the salt field belonged to the people. Per Committee thinking, this salt field would eventually become transmigrator property.

Amid the crowd's clamor, Xi Yazhou descended from the ship's bridge, satisfied. Bundled weapons had been unloaded to the ground—all captured at the Bairren Rapids battle, now refurbished. Besides grain and cloth, the landing craft brought red bricks, cement, and some simple furniture from the Bopu Wood Processing Factory's latest products—tables, chairs, and benches in modern styles. Machinery Group members, temporarily idle, had made these using the factory's woodworking equipment.

The work-team camp was also renovated. With building materials and guidance from construction specialists aboard, everyone worked together. Soon they had: a blockhouse-style building, several reasonably comfortable tile-roofed houses, and a new antenna tower for the 15-watt radio. Outside the wall, Xi Yazhou had the construction group build a screen wall to serve as a propaganda bulletin board.

That day, under Xi Yazhou's direction, a Village Committee was established, with a subordinate Production Team and Militia. Per Du Wen's suggestion, a Women's Group was also formed—Hainan rural women all did field labor, renowned for heavy, hard work. Gender-segregation rules thus had little market here.

The militia was led by Tan Chengqing as captain. Zhang Xingjiao wrote a petition to the county—explaining that frequent pirate harassment made establishing a militia for village defense necessary. Such legal procedures were still required. The militia comprised sixty able-bodied men. The salt workers had some martial arts basics. With weapons, everyone's enthusiasm was high—mornings and evenings were set aside for training. Blades flew and spears thrust—quite lively. Xi Yazhou watched from the side, thinking: these skills had some power in individual fights but would probably fail in actual formation combat. During the Bairren Rapids battle, he had observed Huang Family Village militia's attack: fierce momentum, quite organized. If such a force attacked, undisciplined militia would likely collapse immediately.

Xi Yazhou had experience training recruits—but these militia used swords and spears. Hastily applying firearms-era training might not be appropriate.

"If we could equip them with firearms!" Xi Yazhou had returned to the command post after watching their drill. Chen Haiyang's men remained at camp—waiting for salt workers to gather thirty tons of salt. Once ready, the salt and Tan Guihuang would cross to Leizhou to open sales channels.

"Firearms aren't available yet for a while." Chen Haiyang thought. "We can start with formation and physical training—those work for any era's army."

"Political reliability first; military strength follows!" Du Wen suddenly appeared from somewhere. She was now fully devoted to organizing the Women's Group, spending every day with Xiao Qin, learning the local dialect. "Our organization is still superficial."

This made everyone pause. True—salt workers' enthusiasm had been stirred, but they could not yet be called politically reliable—only circumstantially allied with the transmigrators. Their ideological firmness was still questionable.

Xi Yazhou pondered. "Currently, our first priority is building organization. The Village Committee and militia are established, but we haven't truly taken root yet. We must cultivate activists among the salt workers—develop a group of people whose fates are intertwined with ours. Only then have we truly taken root. We must gradually promote cadres from among the salt workers."

Everyone agreed. Du Wen said, "I want to run a training class—call it 'Ma'ao Peasant Training Institute.' Train some salt workers, cultivate backbone strength. I'll be the main lecturer. What do you think?"

This idea matched Wang Luobin's thinking. But Xi Yazhou did not want Du Wen lecturing political theory. He said, "Good idea! 'Training Institute' is a good name. Wang Engineer also wants to run technical training. You two work together. Start with literacy and learning Mandarin! Everyone should dedicate some time to teaching."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 105: New Education

"Can't we lump adults and children together?"

"We could run two shifts—day and night," Du Wen proposed. "Children during the day, then switch to adults at night."

"That won't work," Wang Luobin said, shaking his head. "You've never lived in the countryside. Children are half a labor force out there—parents will never agree to full-day schooling." Du Wen realized he was right, though she remained more interested in adult night school. "Then what about half-day classes with a focus on night school?"

"Even worse." Before Wang Luobin could speak, Chen Haiyang was already shaking his head vigorously. "My relatives went down to the countryside back then—night schools were popular too, but they closed during the busy season. Farmers work hard labor all day. They need rest. Who's going to come to your night school?"

"He's right," Wang Luobin agreed. "And until they recognize education's benefits, attracting them to study will be very difficult."

Du Wen, seeing opposition on all sides, grew anxious. "So we just don't do it?"

"Oh, we'll do it—we'll start with a training class." Xi Yazhou grinned. "Let's try some elite education."

His "elite education" was actually cadre training. Such short-term intensive courses had been commonly used in past local work: cultivating organization-friendly activists—whatever their initial motivations—raising their consciousness through training, strengthening their sense of organization and discipline, and teaching them work methods. Ultimately, they would become the transmission gears driving the masses in countless grassroots organizations. Saying this was easy, of course, but doing it was another matter. Breaking into a locality was the hardest part—especially in a closed, conservative traditional rural society. The salt field's crisis had given the transmigrators an excellent opportunity to penetrate local society. In that sense, Landlord Gou was their benefactor.

Who were the activists? The Tan father and son topped the list; the village head's daughter counted too; and then there were some young men friendly with Tan Chengqing. Single girls naturally could not attend evening classes with a group of men, so initially this night school was men-only.

Wang Luobin was not anxious to formally convene everyone. He first approached Tan Guihuang, saying he wanted to run a school for the children—teaching literacy and the basics of the abacus. Tan Guihuang looked troubled. Village children had daily farm chores; getting parents to agree to schooling would be difficult. Wang Luobin promised only half-day classes—guaranteed not to interfere with farmwork. Tan Guihuang reluctantly agreed to try convincing people, and for insurance, Wang Luobin also sent Zhang Xingjiao to persuade them. Xi Yazhou originally wanted to promise free lunch for any child who attended, but that would have placed too much strain on their dwindling grain reserves.

The turnout was better than expected. Most people, though believing their children's education useless, figured that literacy and arithmetic would not hurt their farming. And since schooling was only half a day, it would not affect field labor.

The school schedule ran four hours each afternoon, from noon to four. But salt workers, like most people of the era, had little precise sense of time. To build this concept, the Ge Hong Temple camp installed an electric loudspeaker that automatically announced each hour: "This is Lingao time, X o'clock." Xi Yazhou knew that rather than lecturing about hours and minutes, such subtle influence would prove more effective.

Work team members invested great enthusiasm in this education plan. The curriculum emphasized simplicity and practicality—current content focused on literacy and arithmetic. Basic Chinese reading required mastering at least five hundred characters, so Wang Luobin based his literacy plan on that number. For this school, he specially returned to Bairren Fortress and queried the Intelligence Group's computer database for two suitable textbooks: the 1959 edition Rural Literacy Textbook and the 1971 edition Rural Practical Mathematics. Both had been specially compiled for rural education—accessible and well-targeted. The mathematics book was particularly useful, including not just basic arithmetic but practical content like yield calculation, volume measurement, and simple geometric surveying.

However, both textbooks contained heavy period-specific language—frequent mentions of "Great Leader Chairman Mao" and "In the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution..." Wang Luobin copied and revised them overnight, then asked Zhou Dongtian at the printing room for thirty sets.

"Thirty sets?" Zhou Dongtian had grown stingy—his paper reserves had not been replenished. And these were two books, not a few pages or a small newspaper.

"Yes, thirty sets—elementary textbooks. As fast as possible!"

Zhou Dongtian flipped through the draft, seeing many illustrations that would be quite laborious to produce. But he promised to deliver the finished products as soon as possible.

Wang Luobin also added Pinyin teaching content from elementary Chinese. He had always believed that simplified characters and Pinyin were New China's two treasures for universal basic education. He showed this textbook to Zhang Xingjiao, unsurprisingly drawing opposition from the middle-aged failed-examination scholar. In Zhang's view, these "vulgar characters" were not too shocking, but as an educator, he opposed including them in textbooks. "This will mislead students," he commented.

Wang Luobin explained that this was mainly to simplify teaching and facilitate children's reading and writing. Besides, their educational purpose was not imperial examinations or poetry composition—just writing names, writing letters, and reading simple books.

Yet Zhang Xingjiao still felt uncomfortable. He actually recognized almost all these simplified characters—in his view, simplified characters could only be used casually, not formally. "Students taught this way would be laughingstocks—compositions entirely in vulgar script. Even if others don't laugh, we'd be ashamed as teachers." Growing agitated, he seemed ready to defend traditional characters with his life.

As for the literacy textbook, Zhang Xingjiao was equally dismissive. In his view, the Thousand Character Classic and Hundred Family Surnames were sufficient for children's education; new compilations were unnecessary. Seeing the beautifully printed textbook, he lamented—and criticized many phrases and sentence structures as "grammatically incorrect."

After enduring Zhang Xingjiao's critiques for over an hour, Wang Luobin proposed a fair competition: each would teach one class to see who could teach students to read and write faster. This startled Zhang Xingjiao. He re-examined the literacy textbook carefully. Finally, he admitted, "Your simplified characters are easier to recognize and write—naturally you would win..."

"Exactly. Our simplified characters are easy to learn and remember. Common people don't need advanced scholarship—literacy is just for convenient living." Wang Luobin explained this patiently. Zhang Xingjiao was their first deeply contacted intellectual, and his attitude roughly indicated how Ming intellectuals would view transmigrator culture.

After much persuasion, Wang Luobin compromised, agreeing to teach both simplified and traditional characters simultaneously. Zhang Xingjiao still was not entirely willing, but these overseas people establishing schools for poor children was already commendable. Besides, he was eating their rice—he could not be too difficult. Ancient scholars possessed at least some sense of responsibility for educating the masses—unlike modern people who became teachers purely for stable pay and summer vacations.

But for Wang Luobin, this outcome was unsatisfying. He had not truly convinced a Ming junior intellectual to accept his viewpoint.

To avoid interference, he initially started with Pinyin letters—teaching children pronunciation. Learning Pinyin meant mastering correct Mandarin pronunciation, and since the transmigrators would use Mandarin for education, this was essential. Children's language-learning ability far exceeded that of adults, making teaching doubly effective.

To Zhang Xingjiao, Wang Luobin's teaching methods were utterly bizarre. Zhang and his kind—Confucian scholars—had always received infusion-style education. Students began with the Three Character Classic, Thousand Character Classic, Hundred Family Surnames, and Children's Poetry; writing meant tracing red models. Teachers rarely explained—they just led daily readings for rote memorization. This continued until the students finished the Four Books. Most could recite them backward and recognize most characters.

But Wang Luobin's classes started with completely incomprehensible squiggly "ghost writing"—a, o, e... He had made beautiful flashcards: e was a goose—intuitive pronunciation teaching. Students learned these like songs. Only then were these symbols used to annotate characters. Realizing this purpose, Zhang Xingjiao suddenly understood—so this "Pinyin alphabet" Chief Wang constantly mentioned was for phonetic annotation, similar to the scholars' fanqie method. (Note: Ancient Chinese phonetic annotation used various methods, most commonly fanqie—a required subject for Classical Chinese majors.)

Still, Zhang Xingjiao had to admit: after learning this "Pinyin system," new characters came much faster. Some clever children could even sound out characters directly from textbook annotations. This quick method fascinated him. He repeatedly asked Wang Luobin which great scholar had invented it. Wang Luobin said that both Pinyin and simplified characters had been developed by the overseas great scholar "Wen Gaiwei" (Wen Gaiwei = "Literary Reform Committee")—his life's work—aiming for all Chinese everywhere to become literate. Such a grand ideal earned Zhang Xingjiao's deep respect.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 106: Military Athletics

Xi Yazhou's cadre training focused on the militia. A militia could serve as an armed force and, after thorough education, become a reserve pool for grassroots cadres—modern China's rural grassroots cadres had basically come from the ranks of military veterans. This approach had proven effective. Currently, salt-village tasks were growing heavier. The salt workers, seeing the big iron ship delivering grain and cloth plus armed newcomers, felt more secure. Scattered refugees gradually returned. People needed relief; supplies needed distribution; production needed expanding—and all of it required guarding against troublemakers. Large numbers of grassroots workers were urgently needed.

Xi Yazhou positioned this training institute not just as a literacy class or militia camp, but as basic cadre training. In his vision, the current militia scale was insufficient. The salt village had over two hundred able-bodied men—fully capable of universal militia service—preparing sufficient cadre resources for the transmigrators' future expansion. Balancing daily labor and militia training, Xi Yazhou decided to adopt a proven system: a small core militia plus an ordinary militia. The former would be an elite force handling standing duties; the latter would supplement during mobilization.

But he knew that starting directly with military methods would not work. The salt workers' thinking was simple—and precisely because of that simplicity, they would be skeptical of unfamiliar things. Formation, commands, discipline—the basic elements of modern armies—were foreign to them. Hasty implementation might not yield good results. Plus, they were nearly one hundred percent illiterate. Illiterate soldiers were not a major problem in this era, but as future grassroots cadres, illiteracy was unsuitable.

Xi Yazhou's entry point was the combat skills that young men found interesting. Though he himself was not an expert, the transmigrators included all types, and their skills were diverse. Xi Yazhou first thought of Bei Wei—reconnaissance-soldier background, proficient in capture and combat. Then there was Li Jun—a former armed police riot squad member, definitely skilled in riot-control techniques. Both were urgently requisitioned to the Ma'ao base.

Bei Wei's combat skills, once demonstrated, stunned the salt workers. No flashy moves—just clean, efficient takedowns. Tan Chengqing knew those strikes would cause internal injuries in real combat, if not death. He had never seen such martial skills. Li Jun's style was completely different—ferocious attacks, but non-lethal techniques focused on restraint. He showed a special trick: over a dozen young men attacked him with sticks, and he used only a short rod and a wicker shield, charging through them, scattering everyone, knocking down several.

These two contrasting fighting styles greatly interested the salt workers. Many immediately wanted Bei Wei as their teacher. Bei Wei and Li Jun thus became the salt-village militia's lead and deputy instructors, and every evening, dozens of able-bodied young men could be seen sparring in pairs, their shouts filling the air.

As combat training deepened, Xi Yazhou proposed gradually introducing formation combat skills. To strengthen their understanding, one day he suggested a mock battle between the work team and the militia—no firearms, only cold-weapon simulation. Tan Chengqing objected that no one could match the two instructors, so Bei Wei and Li Jun were excluded. Xi Yazhou readily agreed. They set the terms: twenty versus twenty.

For safety, Bopu's wood factory shipped new products: full-body wicker-armored sparring gear. The transmigrators had standard training rifles. The militia either removed their spear tips and wrapped the ends, or—most preferring shorter weapons—used wicker shields and wooden sticks. The rules were simple: in a hundred-meter-by-hundred-meter area, each side had one flag-bearer. Victory came by capturing the enemy's flag or forcing two-thirds of opponents out-of-bounds.

The transmigrators did not adopt special formations—twenty people were too few. They used a simple two-row formation, ten per row. The militia had no formation at all—just a chaotic cluster.

At the signal, Tan Chengqing led the militia in a mass charge straight at the work team's front. Having received combat training in recent days, some found their weapons cumbersome and went unarmed, ready for a martial-arts display. Their charge shattered against an immovable human wall. The front-row transmigrators, following commands, stepped back half a pace. When the militia closed in, a unified thrust sent the front-runners stumbling and colliding, many falling chaotically. Some transmigrators were knocked down too, but gaps were quickly filled by second-row replacements. Fallen men scrambled up to take second-row positions.

Tan Chengqing, seeing that the frontal assault was ineffective, led several men to flank. Second-row transmigrators immediately split to defend both wings. Another thrust blocked the flanking attempt. Xi Yazhou watched with a critical eye: the militia had no formation whatsoever—not even street-brawl level. Rear men pushed front men; everyone wildly swung weapons—hitting not transmigrators but their own. The militia scrambled like headless flies while the work team, initially wavering slightly from the first charge, now steadily thrust in coordinated volleys, looking irresistible.

"Such a dense formation—one brick could crack several skulls," Bei Wei remarked.

"If the salt workers had that skill, they'd have broken the formation already." Xi Yazhou studied the scene. The transmigrators maintained a stable formation; their thrusting was practiced—several months' training. Comparatively, the militia lacked formation and discipline. Tan Chengqing, amid the chaos, could only lead by example for one flanking attempt. His orders were drowned in confusion. From start to finish, he had been fighting alone at the front—collecting countless thrusts and rifle-butt blows to his armor, gaining nothing.

Within five minutes, the situation had completely reversed. The previously confident militia were routed. The work team, thrusting their way forward, quickly captured the flag.

Though this victory was unsurprising to Bei Wei and Xi Yazhou, seeing this mostly-otaku team—having only trained physical fitness and formation for half a year before crossing—achieve such results gave the Military Group leaders full confidence in future army effectiveness. Of course, the transmigrators' physical advantages were also major factors. Participants were all over 170 centimeters, averaging 60 kilograms—fighting militia who averaged under 160 centimeters and under 50 kilograms. The advantages were obvious. Plus, these otaku had trained physically for months before crossing and had done hard labor since D-Day—their strength and endurance had greatly improved.

This exercise enhanced the militia's respect for discipline and formation. Xi Yazhou's formation training was smoothly implemented. No one questioned the purpose of "eyes front," "about face," "left turn," "right turn," or "forward march"—facts proved more persuasive than theories.

Formation training encountered many difficulties, of course. The biggest problem was confusing left and right. Just teaching which hand was left and which was right exhausted Bei Wei and Li Jun. Intuitive methods like "left foot wears sandal, right foot barefoot" were tried countless times, and daily correction consumed massive amounts of time.

Military formation training shapes soldiers' distinctive bearing—establishing an imposing military image. Recruit training starts with formations because this is the necessary path from civilian to qualified soldier. Strict formation training develops good military posture and bearing. High-intensity, high-standard formation life cultivates fearlessness and self-sacrifice, forging the qualities of an imposing, steadfast, brave, tenacious military man. It raises obedience awareness and strengthens organizational discipline.

The transmigrators' future enemies all possessed powerful cavalry. To defeat cavalry with infantry in face-to-face battle, the armies they personally cultivated must possess the strongest combat will and the highest organization and discipline. How to train and organize future regular armies was something they would explore and experiment with using this sixty-man militia.

Xi Yazhou, seeing formation training implemented, also started a football team. Every evening, everyone practiced. The sixty-man militia was split into six groups for round-robin matches. Every three days completed one cycle, and winners received prizes. Through matches, he gradually introduced football rules from the other timespace, teaching various tactics to cultivate teamwork and discipline.

For entertainment-starved villagers, this novel sport proved very attractive—it quickly became a village craze. Children especially took to it; within days, kids everywhere were chasing inflated pig bladders. Ball sports' competitive and confrontational nature was compelling, and when the young men realized that winning required physical training, they voluntarily imitated the work-team members' daily long-distance runs without much prompting.

However, Xi Yazhou found makeshift footballs unsatisfactory. So he introduced rugby to the militia. Compared to football, rugby had more intense contact—players were frequently in direct bodily collisions—and the matches were thrilling. Rugby's fast pace and precise timing requirements were also intended to instill precise time concepts through competition. The militia young men immediately loved this sport, with the result that Xi Yazhou had to request Bopu wood factory to produce special rugby protective gear.

Weekly Saturday-afternoon rugby matches became the salt village's regular event. The militia cleared land outside the village, leveled and compacted the ground, and even built wooden bleachers—for the young men had quickly discovered that many young women came to watch the matches, making eyes at them. This female attention greatly increased their testosterone secretion; matches became ever more intense and heroic. Before long, a young man named Lin Fu became the salt village's male and female idol—in eleven matches, he had repeatedly scored solo tries. The concept of the "sports star" thus effortlessly slipped into this timespace through the back door.

Xi Yazhou's sports had initially aimed only at military training. He never imagined that the future Rugby League would become world-famous as the "Salt-Field Cup."

(End of Chapter)
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While the salt-field work team was making excellent progress, preparations for the "hunting operation" against Landlord Gou were also well underway. Xi Yazhou wanted it done quickly—several villagers still languished in Gou Manor's private prison. But the Committee refused to rush. After all, the salt villagers were not their relatives, and everything required thorough investigation first.

Two or three days of inquiry revealed that the man was universally despised—even dogs hated him. "Local tyrant" described him perfectly. His elimination would satisfy everyone in the county. True, Landlord Gou had not actually provoked these transmigrators—at most, he had exploited their reputation to swindle a few people—but the transmigrators desperately needed to demonstrate their righteousness while also improving their diet. Thus was Landlord Gou's fate sealed.

The direct cause for eliminating him was his attempt to control the salt field, but the Committee did not assign this task to the work team directly. Instead, a separate group was formed under Wu De, who had extensive experience dealing with locals. Wu De's production team had already returned several bachelors—men with no attachments who had simply packed their meager belongings and walked away. Long-term laborers had quit their employers, who dared not refuse payment. Everyone knew these poor fellows now worked for the short-hairs. Badmouthing an employer to people like that invited trouble.

From among these men, Wu De selected several and disguised them as peddlers and laborers to gather intelligence on Landlord Gou and county affairs. He was not idle either—he rode directly to the county seat.

At the South Gate, he encountered Inspector Fu. This Bopu Inspection Station inspector was the only person openly dissatisfied with the current situation. His office had been abolished, leaving him unable to account for anything. He had been visiting Zhang Youfu constantly, begging him to negotiate with the Bairren Rapids gang—return the station, and they would split the gray income fifty-fifty. Zhang Youfu was far too clever for that. He kept claiming illness, refusing to go. Inspector Fu could not use force, so he stood gloomily at the county gate each day—a temporary assignment from Magistrate Wu.

Seeing the short-haired leader suddenly appear, Inspector Fu was startled. Fortunately, his Mandarin was passable. After much gesturing, he understood: this visitor wanted to see the magistrate.

A pirate leader wanting to see the magistrate—this alarmed Inspector Fu. But he did not dare delay. He rushed to the county yamen to report. Magistrate Wu Mingjin was terrified; his hands and feet went cold. He had already dispatched people to the provincial capital seeking a transfer. Before that came through, the pirates had arrived at his doorstep. What to do? Meeting them risked accusations of colluding with bandits; not meeting them left the county defenseless—exposed like a naked maiden. No militia, not even constables—all were out collecting autumn taxes.

He quickly summoned his secretary. The secretary's solution was simple: officially, a meeting was inappropriate. Let him, as a private representative, meet them first and assess their intentions. Secretaries were merely magistrates' personal employees—their status afforded more flexibility.

Wu De's requests were straightforward: assume responsibility for salt-tax collection and permission to form a militia. This troubled Secretary Wang. The salt village forming a militia was trivial—militias were everywhere in the county, and one more or less made no difference. The petition did indeed come from the salt-village villagers. But the Gou family would not be pleased. The county knew perfectly well what the Gou family was doing—but magistrates typically could not touch such local magnates. For this remote county, the Gou family not openly rebelling was already a blessing.

Salt-tax collection and a salt-village militia—anyone slightly informed about county affairs could see what this meant. These short-hairs were preparing to snatch the meat from Gou's mouth.

The problem was that neither the Gou family nor the short-hairs could currently be offended. Comparatively, the short-hairs were even more dangerous to cross. After consulting Magistrate Wu, Secretary Wang offered a flexible response: salt taxes were due on the first of the eleventh month. Whoever paid first would receive the collection franchise. The implication was clear: you two compete fairly; we officials will not interfere. Whoever wins gets the salt-tax prize. As for the militia—the county had no objection. Just form it.

After reaching this understanding, Wu De departed to prepare the assault on Gou Manor.

The most informative source on the Gou family was Zhang Xingjiao—he hailed from Gou Manor village itself. But the Committee did not fully trust his intelligence. Vengeful people often exaggerated or minimized certain things. Wu De wanted to verify the basics himself.

After dispatching his investigators, they learned that Gou Manor was not actually called that—its real name was Damei Village, located in Lingao's northwestern Gaoshan Ridge region. The Gou family were outsiders, but unusual ones: remnants of the Zhejiang-Fujian Japanese pirate raids, pacified generations ago. One should not assume the Gou family were Japanese descendants. Ming-era "Japanese pirate" raids were actually led by Chinese bosses—the Japanese were merely hired thugs, low-level ones at that, essentially cannon fodder. The Gou family ancestor had been a minor leader—not so lowly. He had fled with many confederates and found this place—near the county seat yet mountainous, easy to defend, close to the coast. They settled here, killed or drove out the original landlords, and brazenly took their place. Gradually expanding, they became county powerhouses; Damei Village became Gou Manor.

Mountain villages had little farmland—the Gou family only owned about a hundred mu. But through coercion, they had acquired nearly a thousand mu in forced land transfers. In recent years, heavy taxes had driven more tenant farmers to voluntarily register under their name—though exploited, at least they could eat.

The Gou family lived off these lands. They collected enormous rents, lent at ruinous interest, and accumulated considerable wealth. The manor housed over two hundred households, more than a thousand people. The village was built on a small hill—not precipitous, but it boasted numerous militia and household guards, mostly mainland fugitives—homeless bachelors. The manor was tightly defended with two layers of earthen walls. The outer wall housed ordinary villagers, tenants, and sharecroppers; the inner wall contained the Gou family's dozen core households, guarded by dedicated retainers. Outsiders could not enter the inner compound.

Even more impressive: the Gou family had maintained their ancestors' pirate traditions. They no longer participated directly but colluded with small pirate gangs. They could not climb high enough to deal with major figures like Liu Laoxiang, but small pirates were as numerous as ants on the sea. Even pirates needed shore bases—for water, fencing loot, recovering from injuries. Big or small, they all needed onshore dens. The Gou family was one such den, though they had principles: never fence goods in Lingao itself, to avoid attracting official attention. According to intelligence, stolen goods went to Qiongshan. This rural landlord unusually had business connections in Qiongshan—quite commercially minded.

Though Qiongshan was more prosperous than Lingao, it was merely the prefectural capital's principal county. Intelligence analysis concluded that the Gou family's Qiongshan business was simply a window for selling stolen goods to the mainland.

To clarify Gou Manor's specific situation and defenses, Wu De requested a professional reconnaissance team. Bei Wei was not at Bairren Fortress, but the recon team he had trained was already taking shape. Per Bei Wei's recommendation, Xue Ziliang led this reconnaissance—prompting protests from some Committee members about entrusting national matters to this "ABC." Fortunately, Bei Wei was a heavyweight military leader; otherwise, "foreign-agent" accusations would have been inevitable.

For Xue Ziliang, such reconnaissance was child's play. But his attitude was serious—this was his first time fully in charge, and only success was acceptable. Ye Mengyan also finally got his first real mission. He immediately donned all his personal gear: jungle BDU, American LC-1 infantry equipment. Whether genuine or replica, civilian or military—everything piled on. To someone like Xue Ziliang who had used the real thing, this hodgepodge of real and fake looked extremely amateurish. Add a Type 80 helmet and SKS rifle, and he resembled a South American guerrilla.

"We don't need all this equipment," Xue Ziliang said. "Our reconnaissance mission is very simple."

Though unpopular among nationalists, Xue Ziliang had high standing in Bei Wei's recon squad—capable people succeed anywhere. Unlike Bei Wei, who had solid recon fundamentals but zero combat experience, Xue Ziliang had actually served in the Middle East, executing real missions. In terms of combat experience, only He Ming—who had fought the Vietnamese—could match him. Military enthusiasts especially admired this. Xue Ziliang played to them, frequently sharing combat stories and American military anecdotes. Gregarious and American-raised, he had inherited the American penchant for chattiness. Lingao's nightlife was dreary; listening to his tales became the recon squad's only evening entertainment.

"Then what should we bring?" Little Ye was reluctant—all this gear, no chance to show off. Wasted.

"Regular equipment is fine." Xue Ziliang knew the key was finding a guide. Damei Village could not be found on any twenty-first-century map.

(End of Chapter)
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A guide was quickly found: a local peddler. Gou Manor was not Mordor—aside from the Gou family's demon-like households, most residents were ordinary people who needed needles, thread, and sundries. Where there was demand, there was supply. Of course, trading in Gou Manor required courage. Bad luck meant getting robbed by former professional criminals turned household guards, maybe even beaten.

Lin Quan'an was among the rare peddlers willing to trade at Gou Manor. His reasoning was simple: with almost no competitors, prices were higher and demand stronger. This marked Lin Quan'an as quite brave—he had also been the first to sell at Bairren Fortress's free market.

Bairren Fortress's urban planning had long included a plot for a free market, but no one had come to trade. Lin Quan'an, while peddling from village to village, learned that the short-haired pirates had announced that anyone wanting to trade or work at Bairren Rapids was welcome. This did not have an immediate effect, but it planted ideas in Lin Quan'an's head. He specifically sought out returned laborers, questioning them thoroughly about conditions there. His conclusion was straightforward: these short-hairs would not be leaving anytime soon. The simple reason? They were frantically building houses—clearly planning to settle permanently. Permanent settlement meant many needs. Tremendous business opportunities.

Lin Quan'an decided to test the waters. He prepared carefully beforehand. His goods: a load of vegetables. Being a vegetable peddler in Lingao was unpromising—beyond county-seat demand, every rural household grew their own. No one bought vegetables. But these short-hairs had come by sea, and you cannot grow vegetables on ships. People could skip meat but not vegetables—at minimum, they would get constipated. Second, if they proved to be unreasonable robbers, he would only lose vegetables. As for forced labor—if they had already released so many prisoners, why would they grab him?

He carried his vegetables all the way to Bairren Free Market. The vast open space was empty except for him. While he waited anxiously, Wu Nanhai came out upon hearing the news and, without a word, bought the entire load to improve the cafeteria fare. Lin Quan'an was overjoyed. Not only did these short-hairs need vegetables, but they were generous—seemingly treating copper coins as worthless. They casually tossed him two hundred wen without even counting. And these were not worthless sand-cast coins that shattered when dropped—all were bright Wanli-reign coins! In truth, even if Lin Quan'an had brought a load of dirt, they would have bought it. This was about setting an example.

Gradually, Lin Quan'an became the transmigrators' exclusive vegetable supplier, recently also providing live pigs, chickens, ducks, and eggs. Demand was staggeringly high. Ancients consumed little animal protein; livestock and poultry were rarely eaten. Unlike these five hundred otaku who ate meat every meal with daily egg allowances. Prices immediately soared. All nearby farmers were already planning to raise more chickens, ducks, and pigs next year.

Lin Quan'an had prospered. His carrying-pole became a pushcart; he was about to hire helpers and get a cart-and-horse when Lord Wu came seeking him—he wanted Lin Quan'an to guide them to Gou Manor. With Lin Quan'an's intelligence, he knew short-hairs going to Gou Manor meant "a weasel paying respects to chickens—no good intentions." Though he liked money, getting caught between two gangster groups would not end well. He immediately declined. But Lord Wu hinted that cafeteria purchasing prices seemed a bit high lately. When Lin Quan'an tried to settle accounts and leave, he discovered many competitors hovering at the gate—the power of example was indeed limitless.

To protect his monopoly, Lin Quan'an had to take the risk. But before departure, he declared clearly: he would only guide, nothing else. Wu De readily agreed.

The team included the uninvited Wang Ruixiang. Reconnaissance had nothing to do with his specialty—his self-proclaimed title was Chief Designer of the "Wang Weapons Design Bureau," though in reality he was just an errand boy in the Machinery Group. His insistence on joining had two reasons: first, he had lugged a large model airplane and a remote-control helicopter across the wormhole, still unused; second, as a deeply hidden nationalist, he distrusted this "ABC" Xue, believing his loyalty was questionable and defection inevitable. He had to monitor this dangerous element. If any betrayal occurred, his climbing axe would settle things.

Xue Ziliang did not realize such malicious intentions lurked nearby. Though using model aircraft for reconnaissance against opponents of Landlord Gou's caliber seemed like overkill, trying would not hurt. He agreed to let the axe-wielder join.

This reconnaissance was undercover. Everyone changed into local cloth clothing and wore head-kerchiefs. To hide their unusual haircuts, they wore conical hats. They carried baskets containing weapons and equipment plus Lin Quan'an's trade goods—needles, thread, sundries. Before departure, everyone rubbed dirt on their faces to look less clean and pale. The transmigrators differed notably from locals in their generally paler skin. Five or six people, disguised as common peddlers, slowly made their way toward Gaoshan Ridge.

Bypassing the county seat, after barely ten li, they reached Dongchun Village at the foot of Piye Mountain. This thousand-year-old village had been settled since the Han Dynasty. A few dozen households remained—unsafe times meant even this small village had built a man-high earth wall. A roadside tea stall sold rough tea and dry provisions. Hearing from the guide that over ten li of mountain road lay ahead, Xue Ziliang decided to rest briefly—everyone would gather strength before continuing.

Fearing infectious diseases, transmigrators never consumed locally prepared food. The Medical Group had repeatedly warned them: typhoid was extremely prevalent here. Everyone drank from their own bamboo canteens. Lin Quan'an, having no such concerns, was used to these short-hairs' obsessive cleanliness—he was not surprised. While resting, he quietly explained the upcoming details.

From here into the mountains, it was another ten-plus li to Gou Manor. This road led directly there—few travelers besides residents and peddlers like himself. Gou family militia patrolled constantly, questioning strangers. This was partly to guard against enemies, partly because they had monopolized all mountain products. Woodcutters, hunters, timber merchants—all had to pay them. No unauthorized harvesting or hunting.

He warned the scouts: if the baskets contained anything unusual, they had better hide it now. If guards found anything suspicious during searches and took them to the manor for questioning—that would not end well.

Xue Ziliang conferred with his teammates. They reorganized into single file: Ye Mengyan as point man, Xue Ziliang second for cover, others following sequentially. Lin Quan'an was kept third by the menacing Wang Ruixiang. Seeing these short-hairs suddenly turn murderous, Lin Quan'an was terrified.

"Don't worry—just keep guiding!" Xue Ziliang flashed his gleaming white teeth in a sinister smile. Beside him, Wang Ruixiang felt a start—realizing that if he actually tried to chop this ABC, he probably would not be a match.

"Listen up: our mission is reconnaissance of enemy defenses. If possible, capture a prisoner. No unnecessary conflicts—but if firefights occur, be clean and efficient!" He surveyed these young men. "Don't use guns casually—use your knives!"

Everyone felt a jolt. Killing—their first time for this business. Somewhat unsettling. But training had drilled into them: war was life-or-death. No room for mercy.

In formation, they headed into the mountains. Piye Mountain was Lingao's famous peak—close to the county seat, a local scenic spot. The name "Piye" came from a Han Dynasty Brahmin monk. The mountain had six ridges; Gaoshan Ridge was the second-highest peak, with a temple to Gaoshan's Piye deity. The so-called Gaoshan Ridge derived from this temple. Before the temple lay serene Mirror Lake—clear water, calm as glass. Picturesque scenery. But this group had murder and plunder on their minds—no mood for sightseeing.

They encountered few passersby—just hurrying villagers. The legendary Gou family professional criminals did not appear. Saved them the trouble of killing early. The recon team rounded a small mountain and walked seven or eight li. In the distance, below the main peak, they saw a small hill covered with dense buildings. Lin Quan'an said that was Gou Manor. The valley below contained fields.

Three or four li from the manor, Xue Ziliang led the team into a grove.

Through binoculars, he observed the terrain: the manor was built against the mountain, surrounded by tall, sturdy earthen walls. The wooden gate was flanked by watchtowers on each wall section. The road ended at the manor. No moat, but many barriers and chevaux-de-frise. Cold-weapon infantry assaulting these walls would find it somewhat difficult.

After noting wall height, tower positions, and sentry locations on his map, Xue Ziliang decided to personally enter for a look. No matter how reconnaissance technology advanced, on-site reconnaissance remained the most reliable intelligence source.

He turned and ordered Lin Quan'an to take him inside. This command terrified the peddler. Guiding was one thing—taking this hulking short-hair killer into Gou Manor? If anything happened, both of Lingao's major gangster groups would not spare him. He was about to kneel and beg when Wang Ruixiang drew his hatchet. The gleaming blade flashed before his face as Wang asked whether he preferred "plank-chopped noodles" or "wonton noodles." True pirate nature. He meekly stood up.

"Listen—I can speak Hokkien!" Xue Ziliang said. "Tell them I'm your fellow townsman, helping you out."

(End of Chapter)
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Lin Quan'an was pressured into compliance—only then realizing that short-hair money was not easily earned. "Your accent is still a bit strange," he said. "Best not talk much inside."

Approaching the manor, they found the gate open. Chevaux-de-frise blocked the entrance; several militia stood guard; watchtower sentries kept watch. Security was reasonably tight. Lin Quan'an, familiar with the locals, exchanged greetings, handed over some trinkets, and led Xue Ziliang inside.

The manor had about two hundred households—mostly stone walls with thatched roofs, though some of the poorer ones had bamboo-woven walls and roofs. Xue Ziliang found this quite curious, but he was not sightseeing—he was memorizing roads, layouts, and directions. There were few pedestrians about, just the elderly and children; adults were apparently at work. Lin Quan'an walked along, shaking his peddler's drum. Women gathered to buy needles, thread, and sundries. Some without money bartered eggs or dried noodles. Soon his baskets were piled with goods.

Xue Ziliang accompanied Lin Quan'an around nearly the entire circuit. There was only one gate. The walls were just over three meters high—earth-and-stone construction, very solid. Almost no erosion was visible; they seemed nearly cement-solid. Scattered wooden watchtowers stood along the walls, stocked with stones and rolling logs for defense—possibly some cannons too. Inside, there were no defensive structures. The so-called inner wall was simply the higher compound walls where the Gou family's dozen core households clustered in connected residences. For fire safety, wide streets separated them from surrounding houses—somewhat resembling a fortress within a fortress.

Looking closer, these compound walls were no simple barriers. Though reportedly containing a dozen households, only two entrances existed: a south main gate and a north rear gate. The front street had a tall gatehouse, flanked by brick-trimmed reverse-facing guardrooms with gun loops for firing muskets and fowling pieces. Thick elm gates were iron-plated, studded with large iron nails—axes could not chop through. The rear gate was small but solid; stone walls about four meters high clearly rested on substantial foundations.

But these obstacles meant nothing to the transmigrators. Xue Ziliang felt his personal reconnaissance was somewhat unnecessary. With the Military Group's firepower, breaking the manor would be effortless. The only difficulty was how to open the gate. The wooden gate was thick and heavy, with massive crossbars behind it. Best to blast it open—but the Military Group had no demolition charges. Perhaps burn it with oil?

Leaving the manor, Xue Ziliang returned to the grove. He recorded all key points in his notebook and sketched an interior map. Those waiting in the grove had used telephoto lenses to photograph exterior views.

Wang Ruixiang suggested, "Let's send up the recon aircraft for some footage."

Xue Ziliang initially thought this excessive—but reconsidering, the inner-compound conditions were unclear. After breaking in, fighting through the inner compound would still require effort. Unfamiliarity with roads and layout would not work. He agreed. Wang Ruixiang, hearing this, excitedly began assembling the large model aircraft.

The thing was enormous—disassembled, it required three people to carry, plus accessories, fuel, camera equipment, and a receiving laptop. They quickly assembled it—only to discover a problem: no paved ground! This large model aircraft—unlike small remote-control planes—needed a runway for takeoff and landing. In modern times, finding flat ground was trivial—even remote villages had roads or concrete threshing floors. Worst case, flat fields or grassland worked. But here, none existed.

Clearing and leveling ground was possible, but without tools, and working in the open, they would attract patrols. Reluctantly, they packed up and headed back, disappointed. The first aerial reconnaissance mission ended in failure.

"We must develop a rocket-assisted takeoff system!" Wang Ruixiang said bitterly.

"On our way back—when opportunity arises—grab some prisoners!"

"Tongue-snatching?"

"Exactly." Xue Ziliang had already learned this Chinese slang. "There are some things we need to ask them in person."

"Alright!" Everyone prepared eagerly—except the dejected Wang Ruixiang.

Xue Ziliang split the team into two groups, ambushing both sides of the road. This spot was neither too near nor too far from the manor—enough time to retreat while avoiding grabbing the wrong people. To minimize disturbance, they would use only knives and Wang Ruixiang's crossbow if combat proved necessary.

Lingao's weather—spring, summer, autumn, winter—could reach over thirty degrees even in autumn and winter. In the unventilated grove, everyone sweated profusely. Despite insect repellent, various bugs and mosquitoes constantly bit them. The recruits complained bitterly. Fortunately, over a month of hard training had built their willpower—no one moved carelessly.

There were occasional passersby on the road, but no worthwhile targets. After a long wait, a sedan chair appeared—a small carrying chair with a blue cloth canopy. A master-looking figure sprawled lazily inside, accompanied by a dozen household guards and servants. A maidservant carried a bundle, walking alongside.

Ye Mengyan grew nervous. He crawled over to ask Xue Ziliang: "Captain! Big fish incoming!"

Xue Ziliang nodded. Clearly a Gou Manor VIP—possibly the big boss himself. Excluding the guide, they had four people—reasonable odds. He considered for a moment, then eyed Lin Quan'an—making the peddler shiver. Every time these short-hair masters looked at him like that, bad things happened. Indeed, Xue Ziliang summoned him again.

The person in the sedan chair was none other than the Gou family's second master—Lingao County's underworld boss Gou Xunli, who resided in the county seat. He had recently learned that the Bairren Rapids pirates had moved to Ma'ao Salt Field. Gou Xunli was educated, having worked county-government connections and lawsuit brokering for years—quite insightful. He knew Ma'ao Salt Field was a major county revenue source. His brother Gou Xunyi had worked hard to control it. Pirates sending forces to the salt field obviously meant seizing this prize. A few days ago, he had heard from yamen sources: the pirates had met with Secretary Wang, demanding salt-tax collection rights. Gou Second knew trouble was coming. He quickly ordered his chair prepared for the manor. Counterstrategies were urgently needed.

Unlike Gou Xunyi, modern parlance would say his "eating manner" was not so ugly. He understood leaving margins—so in the county, though feared, his reputation was not too bad. Comparatively, Gou Xunyi was someone who, right or wrong, demanded extra advantage—who feared making his bad deeds insufficiently thorough or cruel. Gou Xunli worried about his elder brother. These shaven-headed pirates were not ordinary small-time bandits. If conflict erupted, the Gou family would definitely suffer.

Gou Xunli planned to persuade Gou Xunyi: quickly send envoys to negotiate with the pirates, concede some salt-field interests—peaceful coexistence, mutual profit. He figured these pirates intended to stay for the long term. They were powerful—attaching to them might mean short-term losses, but that was not necessarily bad. While pondering how to convince his hot-tempered brother, the sedan suddenly stopped. He opened his eyes. "What's happening?"

The head guard came to report: "A peddler on the road is crying grievances."

Gou Xunli cursed. "Damn it." Probably the manor guards had robbed another peddler. These thugs only knew lawlessness—did not even understand "don't eat grass near your burrow." Annoyed, he waved dismissively: "Drive him away."

Just as he spoke—twang—a bowstring sounded. A crossbow bolt suddenly embedded itself in the lead porter's neck. Eyes rolling back, man and chair collapsed together. The party dissolved into chaos.

With a whistle, four men burst from the roadside—all wielding gleaming short blades. Before guards could draw weapons, throats were slashed and they crumpled, blood gushing. Things happened too fast to react. Panicking guards forgot to draw their swords and swung sheathed weapons at the attackers.

Ye Mengyan had no time to savor his first kill. Seeing a guard charging him with a twisted face, swinging a sheathed sword, he involuntarily retreated, tripped over a corpse, and fell on his backside. His heart seized with terror: Mom, I'm dead! Mind blank, hands thrust out instinctively, holding his knife. The sharp blade slid in like cutting tofu—effortlessly buried to the hilt. Ye Mengyan watched this man's eyes bulge and face contort, then watched him collapse. His intestines spilled out. Ye Mengyan's stomach churned—he vomited his lunch of compressed rations, projectiling far and accurately onto the face of the maidservant cowering under the chair. The little girl, already paralyzed by the carnage, catching this sour-smelling "facial," immediately fainted.

Though outnumbered, the guards were completely unprepared. The initial rush killed four. Arrows kept flying from the bushes. Nobody had the stomach for fighting—everyone scattered. On the ground: six corpses, two wounded, three captured—including one maidservant. Regrettably, the sedan's master had bolted the instant the chair tipped—fast as a rabbit.

Xue Ziliang ordered: leave the wounded and the woman—tie up the prisoners and move. Ye Mengyan, however, noticing the pretty girl, insisted on taking her. Xue Ziliang, disgusted, had a prisoner carry the girl. The group hurriedly retreated. These were not professional soldiers—post-kill jitters made them nervous. Herding their prisoners, they ran frantically, too exhausted to feel tired. Seeing the team's pale faces, Xue Ziliang quickly radioed Bairren Fortress for a pickup vehicle. By the time they returned to camp and completed the handoff and reports, everyone was already vomiting heavily.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 110: Gou Family Manor (Part 4)

That evening, the Military Group convened a brief staff meeting to synthesize the day's reconnaissance and interrogation findings. Wu De presided as operation commander—or, in twenty-first-century parlance, Project Manager for the Gou Manor Demolition. His intention was forcible demolition, and that naturally required manpower. Whether by coincidence or design, the Military Group's key leaders were all absent from Bairren Fortress, leaving He Ming as the sole remaining Army-branch leader—an old soldier known for his obedience and rigid principles who would coordinate smoothly with Navy-branch's Wu De.

The attendees included Military Group personnel alongside representatives from various professional committees. Gou Manor would be their first spoils of war, and though it was merely a petty tyrant's stronghold, it represented the prelude to future captures of county seats, prefectures, and eventually the capital itself. Questions abounded: how to pacify residents after occupation, how to inventory confiscated property, how to conduct propaganda—all demanded preparation.

Based on available intelligence, Gou Manor's defenses were unremarkable even by contemporary standards, and a direct military breakthrough posed no great difficulty. The Military Group proposed the simplest, safest plan: use rifles to clear wall defenders, then have armored construction machinery ram the gate. No wooden gate—even iron-plated—could withstand a multi-hundred-horsepower bulldozer. Yet this approach seemed somewhat extravagant. Engineering vehicles traveling from Bairren Fortress to Gou Manor faced flat terrain that tracked vehicles could handle without difficulty, but the distance was considerable, and besides fuel consumption, the machinery work hours would be significant.

A simpler alternative existed: assault teams using ladders or human pyramids to scale the walls, seize the gate, and open it from within. But after scaling, they would likely face militia counterattacks—possibly close combat. Most Military Group members did not fear bayonet fighting, but any casualties would be irreplaceable losses.

"We can't always play it completely safe," He Ming said, lighting a crumpled cigarette. "Soldiers are forged in battle—not coddled like this."

"The gate isn't a problem." Ji Situi spoke for the Chemistry Group. "We've manufactured some explosives—we can blast the gate open. If needed, grenades too."

"Explosives?" The word surprised everyone. To avoid complications, no explosives or pyrotechnics had been purchased during preparations. Where had explosives come from?

"Is it black powder?" Someone recalled they had captured about a hundred jin from the militia.

"Not that primitive." Ji Situi smiled proudly. These past two months, the Chemistry Group—lacking essential raw materials and energy—had mostly performed infrastructure work, installing production equipment. Now that installations were nearly complete, these highly capable enthusiasts had immediately begun developing that essential of any wormhole crossing: explosives.

Explosives required a chemical industry foundation. Currently, the Chemistry Group possessed equipment and technology but lacked production materials—especially coal and salt—and basic "three acids, two alkalis" production had not yet commenced. Fortunately, the Chemistry Group had anticipated military needs. When purchasing chemicals, they had specially ordered ammonium nitrate fertilizer—not for Wu Nanhai's agricultural use—and from this fertilizer, they had now produced an upgrade: ammonium nitrate explosives.

Anyone who understood explosives knew that ammonium nitrate itself was only a low-power explosive. The Chemistry Group was not satisfied using fertilizer directly—first, it failed to showcase their expertise; second, it wasted limited resources. Upgrading ammonium nitrate to ammonium nitrate explosives meant adding other components. Several formulas existed, some adding high explosives, some adding combustibles. Ammonium nitrate explosives were mostly used in demolition work, also for landmines and grenades. During World War II, the Eighth Route Army and New Fourth Army had bought ammonium nitrate from occupied areas for processing into explosives. The benefits: decent power, low sensitivity—bullets, fire, or vibration would not detonate it.

The Chemistry Group's product was ammonium-sawdust explosive—sawdust added. This stuff was everywhere at Bopu's sawmill, no trouble at all. With simple equipment, they had produced about fifty kilograms, not daring to make more since this stuff absorbed moisture easily and became useless when damp. Hainan's humidity was high year-round.

(Note: Ingredient ratios and manufacturing procedures will not be written here. National celebrations are approaching—everyone please avoid discussing sensitive topics.)

For detonators, the Chemistry Group could not produce mercury fulminate without mercury, but black powder served as a good booster. The black powder captured at the Bairren Rapids battle, though poor quality, worked with larger quantities. For reliable ignition, the Chemistry Group had reprocessed this powder, granulating it into paper packets sealed with wood-tar pitch for moisture-proofing.

"Let's make a 'No-Conscience Cannon'! Simple to make, powerful." Zhang Bailin was excited. Sending explosive charges seemed insufficient—better to shell Gou Manor.

"Completely unnecessary." He Ming shook his head repeatedly. "Mortar-launched charges have insufficient range and poor accuracy. Who knows where they'd land?"

"Mm, too much collateral damage. If they land in residential areas, we'd cause massive casualties. We're targeting Landlord Gou—ordinary people should be protected as much as possible." Wu Nanhai was firmly opposed.

Zhang Bailin raised a sharp question: "Then who'll deliver the explosive charges? The enemy has bows, arrows, and cannons at range; rolling logs, stones, lime pots, and hot excrement up close."

He Ming laughed. "Fifty SKS rifles suppressing the wall—that's enough firepower."

"But enemies can hide behind battlements!"

"You don't know M43 round power?" Sniper Lin Shenhe smiled. "Within a hundred meters, these can definitely penetrate those brick battlements."

Fifty twenty-round-magazine SKS-D semi-automatics firing continuously—their firepower rivaled that of machine guns. Even invincible Iron Man could not stay, let alone throw rolling logs.

"Still not satisfied without artillery." Zhang Bailin would not give up.

The gate-breaking plan was settled: Military Group provides suppressing fire on the wall; explosive charges blast the gate; everyone assaults into the manor.

"After entering the manor, things aren't finished." He Ming pointed at the map. "The manor interior itself has nothing special—it's just ordinary civilian housing. We just need to hold intersections, patrol the walls, and prevent escapes—this is crucial. The key is the Gou family compound. Once the outer walls fall, all their forces will retreat inside for a last stand. So after entering, first priority: quickly seize the roads to the compound's front and rear gates—prevent scattered retreaters from entering it. The fewer who get inside, the easier to finish them."

Wu De said, "Interrogation revealed Gou Manor has over two hundred militia and guards—mostly mainland fugitives with murder warrants. These people, cornered, will fight desperately—causing us much trouble."

"Is the inner compound very strong?"

"We've drawn a diagram from prisoner statements." Wu De posted it on the blackboard. "Through the main gate, there's an east-west cross street. Along it, seven rows of compounds—some with five courtyards, some with three. Main and side courtyards house Gou family members, plus many annexes, servant quarters, and storage yards. All compounds have their own walls. But once we're inside the manor proper, the Gou family becomes turtles in a jar—nowhere to escape. He'll probably offer heavy rewards for guards to fight to the death, and his kinsmen will likely fight desperately too. The compound has several wells; ample stores of grain and charcoal. If they truly fight to the death, we'll have to assault with manpower."

"Attacking the compound isn't hard—rifles and explosives together, and we'll take it quickly."

"The most valuable things in Gou Manor are all in the inner compound. Destroying it defeats our purpose." Wu De repeatedly emphasized their objective. "Plus, if they grow desperate and set fires—all gold, silver, and grain would be lost."

"Wonder how much treasure the Gou family has," someone said, already daydreaming.

"Haven't you heard? The Gou family also hosts pirates. Loot from sea raids must be enormous. We're about to get rich!"

"Most useful now isn't treasure—it's grain!" Wu Nanhai was more anxious than anyone, knowing the food reserve situation better than anyone else.

"Grain or treasure, once we take it, it's ours." Wu De smiled. "But speed is essential. The scouts killed Gou Second's men today. Even if the Gou family are pigs, they'll know someone's coming for them. They might move or hide assets. I propose starting tomorrow—surround the manor first."

"After taking the manor, there'll certainly be lots of loot. We few can't carry it all. Vehicles—with no good roads locally—can't be used, so we'll need human labor to haul it out. That means mobilizing the masses."

"Right—I'd almost forgotten." Wu De remembered. "The salt villagers are ready-made. Xi Yazhou's doing great work there. Have the work team mobilize all the villagers. We can't count on them for fighting yet, but sentry duty and hauling stuff they can do."

Everyone discussed troop numbers, siege equipment and supplies, medical support arrangements, propaganda proclamations, and civilian relief procedures—deliberating until nearly midnight before settling everything.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 111: Breaking the Stronghold

With the plan set, the entire apparatus began moving. Though the Military Group had the most personnel overall, guard duties were spread across many locations, and this operation mobilized only thirty combatants—the rest came from other groups. Having been doing tedious labor since landing, this battle was like a field trip plus stress relief. Everyone enthusiastically volunteered, and slots filled quickly with 250-plus names. Latecomers discovered all spots taken and scrambled to find connections. For a while, Wu De's and He Ming's quarters saw constant traffic.

Wu De screened the applicants: those physically weak, possessing unique technical skills, or older were all rejected, and only the young and strong were accepted—one hundred fighters total. Since opponents primarily used cold weapons, protective gear was crucial. The ten assault team members preparing to deliver explosive charges and storm the breach each received a full riot police suit plus a riot shield. Though useless against modern rifles, these could stop primitive firearms and arrows.

Wu Nanhai organized women and the Agriculture Group to make provisions. His experimental foods—all rejected by popular demand—were replaced by Auntie Cao's suggestion: for just a one-or-two-day trip with no long storage needed, make flatbreads. With oil and salt, they would keep a day or two. Following her demonstration, one group mixed batter, another chopped scallions, and a third tended the fire. Over a hundred jin of flatbreads were quickly prepared and packed in new wicker baskets to be carried by pack animals. The Agriculture Group's support team brought a pot for boiling water, a pot for cooking rice, plus extra food. The Medical Group organized a medical team with emergency surgical equipment and supplies—they got the best treatment: a dedicated farm truck. Bairren Fortress's clinic prepared for surgery.

The recon squad left ahead of the main force. After dark the next day, they established a forward command post on a small hillock outside the manor, carrying a radio. Six Military Group-selected snipers accompanied them. Wu De deployed one sniper with two scouts in six teams, dispersed around the manor to control movement. His orders were simple: entry allowed, exit forbidden. Those leaving by the main gate were to be captured if possible. Those climbing the walls were to be shot on sight. Complete isolation.

The snipers used Saiga-308 rifles—7.62mm NATO rounds that provided range and power ideal for this mission. With proper optics, hitting a person at one kilometer was not a problem.

Wu De, commanding this operation, arrived first. After dispatching the sniper teams, he sat in a fishing chair at the command post—just a clearing carved from the grove, surrounded by barbed wire. Inside the tent, a shaded lamp burned. Xue Ziliang's situation maps and terrain charts lay enlarged on a folding table. Beside them, a 15W radio's lights flickered, maintaining contact with Bairren Fortress.

By evening, the main column arrived in stages, dispersing and hiding below the slope. The first organized night march went smoothly. Using night vision equipment and fluorescent identification strips, nearly two hundred personnel—combat and support—plus pack animals all arrived safely on time. Nobody got lost. Wu De immediately had the logistics team organize hot water for foot washing. He and several commanders discussed briefly—reminding them to watch discipline after breaking in, preventing looting and indiscriminate killing. Then he sent everyone to rest early while he waited at the table for remaining follow-up units.

This was the transmigrators' first proactive attack since landing over two months ago. With their technology and firepower, breaking this stronghold would be child's play. Based on his and the intelligence staff's analysis of all information, Gou Manor stored at least one to two thousand shi of grain. Silver, cloth, jewelry, ornaments—certainly substantial too. Thinking of the benefits for transmigrators after breaking the manor, his heart secretly thrilled.

But then he considered: more treasure meant profit distribution issues. Would anyone get greedy and steal? Would anyone challenge the current distribution system or the asset management personnel? He had heard the saying "able to share poverty, not wealth." Then, thinking of the many who would die in the assault—including innocents—his heart grew uncomfortable. He was not optimistic about so-called civilized people's standards. Once on a battlefield, blood running hot, anything could happen.

Shortly after the fifth watch, dawn was breaking. Xi Yazhou also reported: he had organized salt villagers to depart for hauling duties. Civilians—unlike trained personnel with night vision equipment—often suffered night blindness. They had departed at first light.

Wu De checked with the county-outskirts observation station—no unusual activity in the county seat. The sniper teams who had waited all night also reported nothing abnormal. He asked Yuan Qiushi—now his dedicated guard and messenger—standing duty outside the tent: "Is everyone up?"

"Already up—some are asking where to brush teeth and wash faces!"

"Brushing and washing!" Wu De laughed. "Tell everyone: brush and wash after we're inside! Eat now—prepare for battle!"

Chewing flatbread and drinking cold water, Wu De emerged from the tent. He raised his binoculars, observed the wall lights and listened for watch calls, then announced: assemble. He explained the battle plan to all combatants, assigned each team's tasks, and finally said: "Inside the manor, remember four things: one, don't kill innocents; two, don't assault women; three, don't burn houses carelessly; four, don't pocket loot!" He paused. "I won't recite the Three Disciplines and Eight Points. Most of you never served in the military—I'll say just one thing: don't forget you're civilized people! Don't do anything worse than animals."

Someone in the ranks quipped: "Please—those skinny, filthy, never-bathing women? Even if she assaulted me, I wouldn't dare accept!"

Another added: "So: be an animal or be worse than an animal?" Laughter erupted.

This laughter made him realize: though armed to the teeth, these were still basically civilians. No more talking—the manor must have noticed the noise. Act immediately.

Shortly after the fifth watch, Gou Manor's night watchmen had just extinguished the wind lamps when footsteps and coughing sounded in the distance. Everyone became alert, shaking awake their dozing companions. They waited, peering from the battlements. Lingao dawns were often foggy—distant visibility was poor. Shadowy figures in the mist—quite a crowd. A sentry called loudly: "Who goes there?"

The transmigrators' force had advanced to two hundred meters from the gate. Wu De halted everyone—each team took positions and began digging foxholes with entrenching tools. Not fearing enemy fire—just guarding against blast debris. Already spotted—no point answering. He immediately fired a signal flare.

The ten-man demolition team, seeing the flare, charged the gate at sprint speed carrying explosive charges. These volunteers were selected for strength and running ability—all hundred-meter-dash champions. Zhang Bailin had not gotten his "Bailin Cannon" but had settled for demolition—volunteering to carry explosives. The others brought semi-automatic rifles.

Watchtower sentries, receiving no response but seeing a blindingly bright green orb fly from the mist, knew trouble was coming. They beat the alarm gong. "Attack! We're under attack!"

With urgent gong beats, guards from the huts below the watchtowers rushed up. While loading cannons and heavy muskets, they leaned out, straining to see enemies in the fog. Just then—a rifle volley from the mist. Four or five watchtower guards screamed and tumbled. Survivors ducked behind battlements. The next volley punched through the brick battlements. A few rounds later, no one on the watchtower remained whole—bodies sprawled everywhere. Below, squad leaders urgently rallied militia to the gate, preparing for combat.

But those few seconds were enough for the demolition team to reach the gate. The explosive charges were lashed to bamboo poles, ensuring they would press firmly against the gate. Without electric detonators or blasting machines, the three black powder primers on the charges used fuses. Calculations indicated the fuse length should cause detonation in two minutes—enough time for the person lighting it to reach safety.

The fuse was indeed lit. All team members reached safety and dropped prone. Two minutes passed—nothing. Two-thirty—nothing. Three minutes—still nothing! Everyone behind the earthen berm sweated profusely. If the gate did not blow, they would have to scale the walls and assault the hard way.

"What the hell is this thing!" Zhang Bailin irritably raised his head from behind the mound.

At that instant—the explosives detonated. Flash of fire. A muffled explosion shook the ground. Many felt dizzy, their organs churning. Then debris rained down—brick fragments, dirt lumps, wood splinters clattering everywhere.

Zhang Bailin felt a clang on his head—a brick had landed. Grateful for his helmet—then his cheek felt cold, then hot. Touching his face, he found blood everywhere. He stared blankly, then began shaking uncontrollably. "Close... close call... almost got 'martyred.'"

Wu De steadied himself. The gate was completely engulfed in blast smoke. One watchtower had vanished entirely; the other had half-collapsed. The wooden gate was certainly vaporized. He raised his arm: "Sound the charge!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 112: Homemade Plane

Of course, the transmigrators had no bugle or "little devil" bugler. Wu De's command was simply Yuan Qiushi firing another signal flare—red this time—and assault team members immediately blowing whistles.

This wave was the assault squad—all hulking men. Besides full riot gear, each carried a riot shield while the other hand wielded twenty-first-century cold weapons: steel replicas of Ming Dynasty border army regulation sabers, ordered by Wen Desi from a sword website. Both shields and sabers were heavy—everyone here stood over 180 centimeters and weighed nearly a hundred kilograms. Leading the charge was You Laohu—"Old Tiger You." Actually older and not particularly imposing, he had repeatedly volunteered, claiming countless street-fighting experiences. He was willing to be the vanguard, content even if he died. He had originally wanted to carry his personal giant Green Dragon crescent blade—like opera props—but everyone objected, fearing he would accidentally chop nearby allies.

The manor's militia, already shaken by that earth-shaking explosion, were in shambles. Some near the gate were bleeding from debris wounds or had blood streaming from their ears and mouths. Then through the smoke came these hulking figures in black armor, carrying giant shields and long blades. Terrifying. Their souls fled. Someone turned and ran: "Manor's breached! Run for your lives—"

Old Tiger You, short but lightning fast, was first through the gate—and nearly tripped. The ground was covered with debris. He stepped on something soft and looked down—a corpse. Apparently killed by the blast: no wounds, just bleeding from orifices. Gruesome. They had expected fierce fighting at the gate, but charging in, the assault team found no resistance. The overpowered explosives had collapsed both watchtowers, burying dozens of waiting militia alive. The dozen-plus men who had gathered behind the gate to fight were all killed or wounded by the shockwave, bricks, and debris. Just corpses everywhere—not one living soul. These men who had planned to hack and slash found themselves with nothing to do.

Wu De had charged in with follow-up forces. Seeing no enemies to clear at the gate, he immediately ordered the assault team to charge toward the Gou family compound's main gate at the crossroads. Other teams rushed along streets toward their assigned control points. Wang Ruixiang led a team onto the wall—and encountered two night patrolmen running toward them. Startled by these strange-looking figures, Wang Ruixiang screeched and raised his axe for close combat—but the rifles behind him opened fire first. Both enemies toppled off the wall.

"What's the hurry!" He had just cursed when he was shoved aside by those behind him. These fresh killers, eyes red with excitement, shrieked and charged forward, randomly firing, stomping any lantern they saw. Unfortunately, the walls were cluttered. The lead runner tripped on wood—the wall was also narrow—and fell straight off.

Thus: the operation's first casualty. Several men quickly jumped down and carried this unconscious comrade to the gate for treatment.

Wu De had his men continuously shout while others set a wooden watchtower ablaze—to intimidate villagers and let the panicking militia disintegrate. Various assault teams seized intersections, quickly cutting off links between the outer manor and the Gou compound itself. At the crossroads, he raised a white flag. People alternately shouted in local dialect, Hokkien, and Cantonese: "Surrender and live!" Soon dozens of prisoners gathered—weapons confiscated, bound in groups of five, marched out of the manor.

The street fighting they had anticipated did not occur. Commoner households' doors were shut tight. Some who peeked out were warned off with shots. Wu De heard distant Saiga-308 fire—wall jumpers were fleeing—but he was confident the major targets had not escaped yet.

The assault team surrounded the entire compound. Inside, Gou Xunyi and his henchmen knew their prospects were grim. Relying on high, thick walls and solid buildings, they simultaneously sent people for reinforcements while randomly firing muskets. The compound faced streets on all sides. Inside were some two hundred women, children, and elderly, plus seventy or eighty men. Approaching the compound brought showers of bricks, tiles, and stones—dense as rain from above—too intense to advance. Assault team members, trusting their riot gear protection, charged to the wall base with ladders. Inside, women boiled water—bucket after bucket sent to rooftops, poured down with the stones. Immediately several chargers were scalded. One unlucky soul took a direct hit—despite inner and outer protection, boiling water seeped in, making him roll on the ground in agony.

Seeing comrades hurt, the transmigrators—most of whom had approached this battle with a cat-and-mouse attitude, somewhat reluctant about killing—now grew murderous. Angry roars erupted: "Kill! Slaughter them all!" "Spare neither chickens nor dogs!" "Flatten Gou Manor!"

Faces flushed, SKS rifles fired wildly—roof tiles and wood splinters flew, blood sprayed. Figures on rooftops toppled. A woman carrying water, crawling along the eaves slowly retreating, suddenly had smoke rise from her shoulder—and fell straight down. This scene drew cheers.

Seizing this opening, everyone quickly dragged back the scalded. Thanks to thorough protection, injuries were not too severe. Boiling water's heat retention was not great—the worst cases were only second-degree burns. The most serious victim's burns were extensive but not life-threatening. The one who had fallen from the wall remained unconscious—the Medical Group's diagnosis was extremely pessimistic: likely a skull fracture. After basic treatment, he was rushed back by vehicle.

"Fill the truck bed with sand—quick!" River Horse ordered. Sand in the truck bed reduced shock—a crude wartime field evacuation technique. Burns, he decided, would not be evacuated yet—no life danger, low infection risk after treatment. But this head injury could not be diagnosed without equipment—surgery here was impossible.

The transmigrators' rifle volleys pinned down rooftop defenders. But behind thick walls, guards kept firing muskets and arrows through gun loops. Most threatening were the "pack-guns"—far more powerful than fowling pieces and muskets. Loaded with bean-sized iron pellets, nails, and small stones—like a giant shotgun—one blast scattered widely. Though the transmigrators' rifles were powerful, they could not easily approach. Enemies mostly hid behind walls or rooftops—hard to spot.

"Blast again—there's one more explosive charge!" Zhang Bailin's face was grazed but he stayed in the fight—his wound was really just a scratch.

Wu De thought: charging and scaling would likely cause more casualties. Old method: give the Gou family another "homemade plane ride." He nodded: "But reduce the charge by half!"

"Got it—I'll handle this."

This time, to prevent boiling-water repeats, besides full riot gear, Zhang Bailin wore a plastic rain poncho. Clutching the explosives, about to charge—Wu De grabbed him: "Trying to die?!" he snapped.

"What?" Zhang Bailin looked innocent. "I'm guarding against boiling water—"

"You're only thinking about water—this plastic poncho, one torch—" he pointed, "—you're a human torch."

"I hear plastic burns are horrific—melted plastic fuses to your skin—" someone added helpfully.

Zhang Bailin quickly shed the poncho. Wu De ordered the assault team to send five men as cover. Three steel shields linked into a curved barrier; two more on top—a "turtle formation" protecting Zhang Bailin's advance toward the gate.

"Watch for pack-guns!" Wu De knew these were powerful at close range. "Never let the formation break. Hold firm. We'll cover you with fire."

The transmigrators organized continuous rifle fire. Some mounted scopes, specifically firing into gun loops. Zhang Bailin's demolition team advanced slowly. Arrows clinked off shields, leaving white scratches. Bricks and tiles drummed on the top shields. The shields had observation slits, but no one felt like looking—just marching forward. Whenever SKS fire sounded, impacts on their shields lessened.

Defenders lit a pack-gun. The assault team saw the flash—stopped, braced. After the flash, the pack-gun roared. Fierce hammering on shields—worse than the densest hail. The propellant's thrust made them waver. But this was the enemy's death throes. Though someone recklessly threw lime pots and lit sulfur bombs from behind the walls, nothing could stop their advance. Sulfur bombs slid off steel shields; lime was useless against goggles. The turtle formation quickly reached the gatehouse—placed the explosives—quickly retreated.

Compound defenders were confused. They had expected attackers to either chop the gate or set fires—but neither happened. If the attackers meant to blast it, by their calculations that required one hundred to two hundred jin of gunpowder, plus digging pits under the gate. This quick in-and-out—what for?

Seeing Zhang Bailin and his team retreat, the transmigrators on the opposite rooftops and in the street also ducked back into shelter at the sound of the commander's whistle. Both sides suddenly fell silent. Then came a deafening roar. The earth trembled; thick smoke and dust filled the air. Bricks, tiles, and wood flew in all directions. Some flew into the compound, followed by a series of screams.

Just after the explosion, the transmigrators, long prepared, let out a heaven-shaking cry. You Laohu, brandishing his longsword, led the charge through the collapsed gate. The cross street in front of the residence was already littered with the bodies of the dead and wounded. A few bloody figures, crying for their parents, fled toward the inner courtyard gates. He chased them down and hacked them one by one. Some people were paralyzed with fear, either kowtowing and begging for mercy or standing dumbstruck. Among them were a few women who had been boiling water. The transmigrators were holding in their anger at this point and had no intention of showing mercy. They were quickly bayoneted to death.

Some who had been forced to defend the residence threw down their fowling pieces and hand cannons and fled toward the backyard, shouting as they ran: "Run for your lives! Run for your lives!"

A few veteran bandits and members of the Gou clan, knowing that there was no hope of survival once the residence was breached, were still fighting desperately. But even in hand-to-hand combat, they were no match for the blood-eyed transmigrators. The inferior iron swords they used could not withstand the triangular bayonets on the SKS rifles, and they were quickly eliminated. Seeing this, everyone else fled for their lives. The gate of one residence was breached before it could even be closed. In a moment, the gates of all seven residences were opened. Some of the defenders tried to escape through the back gate, but an ambush had already been set there. Those who went out were either killed or captured alive.

Wu De heard the chaotic sounds of killing, crying, begging for mercy, and cursing from inside and knew that the residence had been completely breached. To be fair, he was satisfied with this battle. At this moment, he felt extremely exhilarated. He raised his hand and looked at his watch: it was just past eight-thirty.

Prisoners began to be escorted from the back gate—men and women, old and young. Wu De had them temporarily locked up in a dilapidated temple in the village, awaiting screening and sentencing.

After another half hour, the sounds of killing inside the residence slowly quieted down, though an occasional, particularly chilling scream would still ring out. A specially formed search team was systematically searching each area for any who had escaped the net. After a while, the assault teams that had charged in began to withdraw one after another. This had been arranged beforehand: once the residence was completely under control, the combat teams would withdraw, and personnel from the Planning Committee would take over to inventory and receive the spoils of war.

However, Wu De still noticed some discordant sights. Someone had a woman's colorful clothes wrapped around his head, another was carrying the leg of a Sancai horse statue, and a few were even carrying out a large vase together. The order not to take spoils of war for oneself had been completely forgotten.

He quickly put a stop to the looting spree and, after reiterating discipline, walked around the streets again to inspect the situation at the back gate. A large pile of dead bodies was stacked there, all killed by the team guarding it as they tried to escape. Some were dressed in fine clothes, others in rags. There were also women and children who had either been killed by random rifle fire or trampled to death in the chaos. Many were still clutching bundles and small boxes filled with valuables. The air was thick with the smell of death. Wu De sighed. Revolution means death.

He then led some men into the residence to inspect it. Most of the houses were already empty, with doors and windows wide open. Tables, chairs, and furniture had been pushed aside, as if they had intended to resist from house to house. Unexpectedly, the residence was luxuriously furnished, with a dazzling array of vases, screens, ornaments, and even antiques. Some had already fallen to the ground and shattered. Although Wu De had no expertise in this area, he felt that the sheer quantity of such items was outrageous. There were also signs of attempted resistance in the courtyards. The flagstones on the ground and at the foot of the steps had been dug up. The gates of some courtyards had been blocked with stones from behind. Swords, spears, gunpowder, and fowling pieces were scattered all over the ground.

Walking into the backyard, he saw several combat team members escorting a group of prisoners who were carrying out bodies, all of them women, old and young. Wu De looked up and saw some cut pieces of silk hanging from the beams and pillars. He knew these were the female family members of the Gou clan who had committed suicide, and his heart was filled with pity. As a soldier, he was usually indifferent to death, but the scene at this moment moved him.

The person in charge was a veteran from the Military Group. With a gloomy face, he was puffing hard on a cigarette. Seeing Wu De approach, he said, "Chief, this is too tragic—"

"Say no more. Continue the mission." He paused and softened his tone. "It's better for one family to cry than for everyone on the road to cry. Have you found Gou Xunyi?"

"Not yet. We've found a few of the Gou family's surrendered servants and maids to identify the bodies." He exhaled a puff of smoke. "I really don't get it. Why did they have to commit suicide? It's not like we were going to eat them—"

"They were probably afraid of being raped and losing their chastity or something." Wu De thought that ancient people were very feudal, and that was probably the reason. It seemed it would take a long time to establish a good public image.

As they were talking, someone came to report that a dungeon had been discovered behind the livestock shed in the backyard. Just as Wu De reached the entrance, he saw several transmigrators leading a group of people out. Some were in shackles, some had iron chains around their necks, and some had their hands tied with ropes. All were sallow and emaciated, staggering in the sunlight.

Upon asking, he learned that these people all owed rent and high-interest loans to the great households of the Gou family. Unable to repay, they had been captured by Gou Xunyi's militiamen and retainers and thrown into his private jail. Others had been imprisoned for offending him in other ways. Remembering that Xi Yazhou had specifically told him that several elders from Saltworks Village were being held by the Gou family, he had someone ask if there was anyone from Saltworks Village.

Hearing the question, several old men in the group knelt down and kowtowed repeatedly. Wu De hurried over to help them up. As he got closer, he noticed a foul stench coming from them, but since he was already there, he could not shrink back. He braced himself, helped them up, and told them it was alright, that people from Saltworks Village would come to get them soon.

For a moment, these old men could not figure out what was going on. Village head Tan Guirong was quicker on the uptake. Seeing their appearance and attire, he remembered the "kūnzéi" Chief Xi who had come to buy salt from him the other day. He suddenly understood and quickly knelt down to kowtow: "Are you… sent by Chief… Chief Xi?"

Wu De laughed and did not explain further. He had someone lead them out, give them something to eat, and wait for the people from Saltworks Village to arrive. Turning his head, he said to the captain in charge, "Unlock their shackles and chains, give each of them something to eat, and let them go home."

A young man in the group heard that they were being told to go home and shouted at Wu De, "Master Kun, I have no place to go back to. Can you take me in?"

Seeing that someone wanted to join them, Wu De smiled and said, "You want to work for us? This isn't just being a soldier and getting fed. You have to work hard and risk your life in battle. It's not an easy job."

"I'm just a poor bachelor anyway. There's no happiness in living, and death is just a bowl-sized scar. What's there to be afraid of?"

"Alright, then we'll take you. Just mention it to the person in charge of registration later."

"Done!"

The others left, thanking him profusely. Curious, Wu De took some men into the private jail. It was a semi-subterranean earthen dungeon, filled with a foul stench and very damp. Rusty iron chains, cangues, and shackles hung on the walls, along with whips, bamboo boards, and various instruments of torture. It was a grim sight. The scene reminded Wu De of a movie about serfdom in Tibet he had seen as a child, which had left him with a very sinister and fearful impression. Disgusted, he quickly came back up.

Xi Yazhou's voice came over the walkie-talkie; their transport team had arrived.

With Xi Yazhou came several hundred common people, old and young, including some women. Those with livestock herded them, while those without carried baskets or cloth bags on shoulder poles. The newly formed Saltworks Village militia, carrying swords and spears, accompanied them for protection. After several days of continuous training, they already looked quite impressive.

The work of gathering the laborers had begun two afternoons ago. Militia captain Tan Chengqing and women's director Tan Xiaoqin were responsible for spreading the word, only saying that they were going to transport grain and valuables for the "Kun." After being transported back to a designated location, a portion would be distributed to the transporters. Although the residents of Saltworks Village had received some relief and their situation had slightly improved, the salt had just been shipped out and had not yet been exchanged for money and rice, so life was still quite difficult. Upon hearing the call, every household was in an uproar, scrambling to respond and immediately preparing for action.

Cheng Dong of the Planning Committee was in charge of this matter. To avoid temporary disputes and private appropriation of goods, he had Xi Yazhou divide the people into small teams, each with a leader. For easy identification, each team member had a colored cloth strip sewn onto their arm. The team leader carried a small flag of the team's color, making it clear at a glance.

Before dawn, these several hundred people had gathered in groups. Each brought their own dry rations and water. It was only then that everyone learned they were going to Gou Family Village. The people of this village had suffered terribly at the hands of the Gou family. Hearing that the "Kun" were preparing to break Gou Family Village and wanted them to transport valuables and grain, they were extremely excited. Some who had not originally intended to go also rushed to join. Considering that the village still needed people to dry salt and stand guard, Xi Yazhou politely declined their offers. He only said that regardless of whether they went or not, everyone in Saltworks Village would receive a share of the grain and valuables. This boosted everyone's enthusiasm even more, and they hurried toward Gou Family Village with almost no rest along the way.

The personnel from the Planning Committee were already taking inventory of the various goods. The Gou family's supplies could be described as "abundant." From the granaries alone, they found over a thousand shi of coarse and fine grain. Another one to two hundred shi were found in the kitchens and storerooms of the various houses. There were nearly a hundred mules, horses, and donkeys, and five to six hundred pigs and sheep. And this was just the food.

In Gou Xunyi's residence, the transmigrators discovered a dedicated storage courtyard where three rows of houses were all warehouses. Some warehouses were filled with various cloths, silks, and satins. Others contained entire storerooms of porcelain and pottery. There were also warehouses specifically for storing various types of wood and spices. They found over two hundred bags of pepper alone, each weighing fifty to sixty catties. The sheer quantity and variety of the items were dazzling, making it hard to believe that this was merely the wealth of a local tyrant in a small southern county.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 113: Getting Rich

"Astonishing." Xi Yazhou watched as goods were continuously carried from the compound—truly eye-opening. "How could he have so much?"

"Den master," Wu De answered briefly.

Though Hainan lay on major overseas trade routes, it was not known for maritime trade. Rather, pirates frequently visited, using the place as a hunting ground, a supply post, and a loot stash. The population was sparse, the land remote and poor, and the government's administrative capacity weak. The Gou family, operating as a pirate den and a fence for stolen goods, had naturally accumulated this much. Their manor's armaments exceeded those of a typical militia: six small wall cannons, over twenty pack-guns, more fowling pieces and muskets than their guards could use, five or six thousand jin of black powder in storage, plus quantities of arrows, blades, spears, and iron shot. Apparently, they also stocked weapons and equipment for pirates.

"Normal people—excluding super-corrupt types like He Shen—who'd store over ten thousand pieces of porcelain at home?" Wu De pointed at the porcelain being carried from storerooms. "These were probably robbed from merchant ships."

"No wonder this place is like Ali Baba's cave—everything's here." Xi Yazhou sighed. "Just these porcelains and hardwoods—how much would that be in RMB?"

"Can't convert to RMB, but we've definitely struck it rich." Wu De's earlier discomfort had mostly faded. After this victory, the transmigrators were truly established in Lingao—sufficient grain, salt-field controlled, combat effectiveness verified.

He had known from the start: without eating big households, transmigrators could not successfully launch. Even landing in wild America, they would have started by slaughtering Indians.

"Right—now we can give the salt village more relief. The people suffer terribly, making salt half-starved. Empty stomachs mean low labor productivity. But Wang Engineer designed new brine-concentration equipment—should improve things."

"Wang Engineer's truly versatile. Speaking of—with all that cloth, my production team can finally get new uniforms. Before, cloth seemed scarce—everything rationed. Now we can outfit them fully—underwear, outerwear, spare sets."

"Will your production-team workers return?"

"After this battle, they'll not only return—they'll probably bring more." Wu De's worries had completely vanished. He laughed heartily—truly liberating. Money breeds courage.

"Let's start a garment factory. Not just the production team—future new armies, plus our own spare clothes."

"Your village has women—mobilize them for side work."

"Good idea—" Xi Yazhou was interrupted by a commotion. Zhang Xingjiao, wielding a stick, was viciously beating a pathetic old man. The man's silk robe was torn, covered in mud. Several transmigrators struggled to restrain this literary man—and could not overpower him.

Xi Yazhou moved to stop it. Wu De shook his head. "Let it go. Zhang Xingjiao's entire family was ruined by the Gou family. This old man probably isn't good either."

"No wonder he insisted on coming." Xi Yazhou recalled that originally they had not planned to bring him. But hearing it was Gou Manor, he had insisted so strongly he could not be stopped. He had come for revenge.

This old man was a Gou family hanger-on—he had suggested seizing the Zhang family gravesite for "feng shui" reasons. Whatever feng shui, it clearly had not favored the Gou family or him. The old man had taken countless blows—if Zhang Xingjiao were not so weak, his skull would have cracked long ago.

Eventually Zhang Xingjiao was subdued—alternately crying and laughing, somewhat crazed, circling the Gou compound. Wu De worried he might burn down the compound in fury—a major disaster—and quickly sent two men to restrain him.

Xi Yazhou inspected the compound with Wu De, especially monitoring the inventory. So many goods here—chaos during inventory would be terrible.

The Planning Committee's Dai Xie handled all inventory work—unknown if this suited his statistics-major expertise. He had carried his beloved crossbow but had not fired a single arrow. Now fully staffed, he sat behind a laptop, constantly processing new data. Helpers around him were overwhelmed.

After preliminary warehouse and compound inspection, Dai Xie organized inventory teams: one for grain and cloth; one for silver and coins; one for valuables—jewelry, antiques, ornaments; one for various goods. Items were immediately logged and boxed. The boxes were Bopu wood factory products made specifically for this "hunting"—designed for gold, silver, jewelry, and coins. Full of silver, each weighed about a hundred jin—convenient for loading and transport.

This was very useful—scattered jewelry and coins could be lost easily. Centralized storage was safe and convenient for verification. The copper coins in the warehouse, many of them loose, were boxed directly. Porcelain and timber—bulky goods that could not be immediately transported—were merely inventoried and numbered, then sealed in place to await future transport.

Detailed clearing reached household valuables. Compared to the massive quantities of goods, gold and silver were not that much: various-grade silver over three thousand liang, gold over one hundred liang, copper coins over four thousand strings. Surprisingly: over one thousand foreign silver coins of various types—mostly Manila-minted Spanish coins, some small gold coins. Jewelry and ornaments were countless.

Xi Yazhou knew the commoners' political consciousness was not that high. The villagers he had brought only carried items—no pocketing allowed. Entry and exit were monitored. With such a large property and so much to inventory, chaos was guaranteed—gold, silver, and jewelry would disappear into private hands. Grain would be scattered carelessly. Fragile items smashed—sometimes from pure destructive impulse.

Especially the salt villagers, full of hatred for the Gou family—they wanted to kick everything in sight. Upon entering, some had tried to smash commoner homes—even breaking roadside water jars. If Xi Yazhou had not had Tan Chengqing stop them, many would have massacred everyone in Gou Manor on the spot.

"Any more of this—immediate beheading!" Xi Yazhou told Tan Chengqing bluntly. "Don't think I don't know your intentions. I'm telling you—no!"

"Everyone's been stifled. The Gou family harmed us for so many years—"

"You were harmed by the Gou family—not Gou Manor's common people!" Xi Yazhou scolded. "They're also honest folk, oppressed and exploited by the Gou family. Their days were even harder than yours. Yet you—you didn't dare whisper when the Gou family was strong. Now they're finished, and you want to be heroes against poor commoners!"

Tan Chengqing blushed deeply and promised to keep the villagers disciplined. Xi Yazhou softened. "The village head and elders have been rescued. Take good care of those elders—they've suffered much."

Amid the bustle, noon arrived. Debris and corpses were mostly cleared. Reports came in. Total transmigrator casualties: nineteen wounded. Except for the fall victim, none were serious. The compound's two hundred-odd men, women, and children—nearly half were dead. Many women had committed suicide. Twenty to thirty had jumped walls to escape, but most fell to snipers along the route. Only three or four escaped.

Besides these, two hundred-plus militia were virtually all killed or captured.

Most critically—the Gou brothers were not found. A servant revealed: after Gou Xunli was ambushed on the road, he had arrived at the manor for a brief overnight discussion, then left at dawn the next day. But Gou Xunyi's whereabouts were unknown. Corpses were individually identified—none was him. However, his wives, concubines, and children were mostly found—dead or captured. Various Gou kinsmen and hangers-on were also captured. How to handle them—Wu De had not decided. That was for the Committee.

Though the two main family heads were not captured, Wu De and Xi Yazhou were not worried. When powerful and wealthy, they had crumbled at one blow. Now homeless dogs—nothing to fear.

Order restored, Wu De had Zhang Xingjiao summon village leaders to announce: everyone go home and prepare for a meeting at the Gou compound gate. First: pacification. Second: search for hidden enemies or concealed assets.

Simply put: they were preparing a "struggle session"—the Party's historically proven mass-mobilization technique. With Zhang Xingjiao as a native, everyone's background was known. He had compiled a list: who were Gou lackeys, who had conflicts with Gou the Elder or Second, who was a blacksmith, who was a carpenter—all clearly noted.

Of course, his personal grudges featured. Someone who had once cursed him as a "starving pedant" was now listed as a "Gou family lackey."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 114: The Meeting

The villagers had been terrified all day—first the earth-shaking explosions, then the killing. The manor fell so fast. No warning before troops flooded in. Men scrambled for weapons; women smeared soot on their faces. Fortunately, the entering troops did not raid homes—they just attacked the master's compound. Everyone exhaled. Most considered the master thoroughly hateful—his entire family dying out would be perfect. But they feared getting caught in the crossfire. Every household trembled.

Upon hearing that all must attend a meeting—and knowing refusal was impossible—they walked toward the crossroads. Soon the Gou compound gate was packed.

The transmigrators had piled debris and rubble before the steps—topped with blast-torn gate planks—making a platform. Horizontal poles held gasoline lamps. Though not yet dusk, lamps were already lit—the entire street was blazingly bright. The summoned commoners gazed in fear and wonder at lights brighter than a hundred lanterns.

The villagers saw the imposing gate now blown beyond recognition. The formerly fierce stone lions lay toppled in the street. Young men exchanged glances with some satisfaction. But clusters of iron-hatted, green-and-patterned-clothed short-hairs holding fowling pieces stood everywhere. Triangular bayonets glinted in the sunlight—some bloodstained. Quite terrifying.

Sharp-eyed ones spotted the village "waste" and "pedant" Zhang Xingjiao—dressed as a short-hair—also present. He had visited recently, distributing rice and salted fish, saying he had been captured and was working for the short-hairs. Everyone had wondered how a scholar could betray his constantly preached "moral teachings" and serve pirates—probably forced captivity. Now clearly he had thoroughly defected.

No time for contempt. Those who had shown him kindness hastily greeted him. Those who had offended him hid in the crowd—fearing he would spot them and somehow connect them to the Gou family, using borrowed knives to kill.

The meeting began. Wu De spoke first, explaining they were overseas descendants of Chinese, sharing roots. He repeated the "Root Out the Strong, Eliminate Evil; Protect the Realm, Secure the People" slogan—now Committee-approved as the current main propaganda message. He emphasized their victory at Bairren Rapids. Local tyrants like the Gou family would be struck down one by one, until they could no longer harm the people. He called on the masses to boldly expose such people, including their lackeys.

This speech caused great commotion. Commoners were not interested in slogans—but crushing the manor lord and settling scores with formerly arrogant lackeys was truly satisfying. Some with lackey relatives or friends grew uneasy.

"Bring up the Gou family lackeys!"

At the command, captured Gou family martial arts instructors, stewards, accountants, hangers-on, managers, attendants—even the head cook from the main kitchen—plus some Gou kinsmen, all wearing colorful paper dunce caps, were marched before the platform, forced into bent-waist, bowed-head confession postures.

These formerly swaggering, domineering figures were now gray-faced, their rear ends raised in the air—ridiculous. Laughter rippled through the crowd—first a few, then spreading until everyone roared. Xi Yazhou and others looked pleased. Humiliating opponents worked.

Next: salt-villager Tan Chengqing spoke. Ten days at Du Wen's Peasant Training Institute had taught him to deliver speeches effectively. Clearly and orderly, he embellished Gou Xunyi's crimes at the salt village. He expressed that salt-villagers and Damei-villagers were all Ming citizens—they could not tolerate tyrants' outrages. He quoted founding-emperor Zhu Yuanzhang's suppression of strongmen—diminishing worries that this seemed like "rebellion."

Tan Chengqing did not know these examples—Zhang Xingjiao the intellectual had provided the materials.

Then Zhang Xingjiao took the stage for personal testimony. His story was well-known, but hearing his emotional accusation directly still moved many.

Wu De saw Zhang Xingjiao produce something resembling a thigh-bone, weeping while speaking, then embracing it and wailing on stage. The crowd below also wept. Puzzled, Wu De asked Xiong Buyou: "What's Old Zhang saying?"

"Saying his ancestral grave was desecrated by the Gou family. Generations of ancestors' bones—only this bone remains."

"Didn't he say before the bones couldn't be found?"

"He's making it up." Xiong Buyou said. "He just found this bone in some wild grave somewhere."

"Old Zhang's truly talented material. Really can fabricate."

"Not exactly fabrication—the grave-desecration is fact. This bone is just a propaganda prop. A little fakery in propaganda isn't a big deal."

Zhang Xingjiao grew more excited on stage—finally demanding: bring these people up, let the masses struggle against them. Salt village militia, eager and waiting, immediately dragged them on stage.

Zhang Xingjiao seized the feng shui hanger-on's collar—cursing, beating, fists flying. The old man, already beaten earlier, now pummeled again—too pained and scared to stand—collapsed, excrement flowing. Spectators grew more excited, pressing forward.

Zhang Xingjiao had secretly contacted several villagers with major Gou family grudges. They now stepped forward, exposing various crimes: land grabbing, usury, molesting women, setting dogs on people—major and trivial, everything.

But these mostly did not directly involve Gou the Elder or Gou the Second. Wu De felt the impact was insufficient—the atmosphere was not building. While thinking of solutions, someone suddenly strode on stage and kicked a Gou kinsman. The portly middle-aged man, already unsteady, crashed flat on his back.

The crowd gasped—until now, no one had dared touch Gou family members. Looking closely: the Gou family's cook, Gou Buli.

Gou Buli actually had no history with Zhang Xingjiao—no grudges between them. But Zhang Xingjiao knew this cook had pilfering habits—nothing unusual, as the old saying went, "cooks don't steal, harvests fail." Though surnamed Gou, he was an outsider. Having some skills and strength, he was disliked among servants. Managers constantly made trouble—beatings or docked wages.

Months ago, fed up, he had stolen some silver to flee—but was caught by a Gou kinsman steward, beaten half to death, and thrown in the dungeon. He had grudges against the Gou family. Plus he fit the "fearless thorough proletarian" profile—perfect for transmigrator exploitation.

Gou Buli, on stage, was initially nervous. Glancing at Xi Yazhou nodding at him from a corner, he mustered courage:

"I'm a poor cook. Made meals for Gou family masters, mistresses, young masters, young misses for years. These years, bad weather—drought or floods, typhoons and hail. Everyone struggled. Adding sweet potato to porridge was like New Year's." (Note: Before Hong Xiuquan rebelled, his greatest wish was daily white-rice porridge with sweet potato. Common people's poverty was imaginable.)

"The Gou family?" He continued. "I'm a lowly cook—don't know grand principles. I'll tell you just what I know about their eating:

"Their head chefs could make dozens of dishes from one pig. A plate of fried meat used only one specific back muscle—the rest discarded. Fish must be breathing; shrimp must be jumping. Their rice was triple-milled—always pure white, without a single grain of husks or sweet potato! Tired of white rice? Make fried pastries—a huge pile at once. Wine was ten-year-aged. Ginseng soup used Liaodong ginseng—must be half-foot long.

"Most hateful of all was Gou Xunyi's son, Young Master Gou. Since childhood eating baozi—too hot, wouldn't eat; too cold, wouldn't eat. At just-right temperature, two pretty maids would each hold a corner, present it to his mouth—he'd bite the center once, throw the rest to dogs—"

Wu De frowned and whispered to Xi Yazhou: "Who wrote this? Fabrication needs limits!"

Xi Yazhou was unperturbed. "Du Wen and Zhang Xingjiao's work. Not bad, right? You think it's outrageous—commoners love exactly this tone."

"This is nonsense..."

As Wu De spoke, the toppled Gou kinsman suddenly stood, trembling: "Lies! There's no—"

His voice cut off—nearby salt village militia were already raining blows on him, stuffing a gag in his mouth, dragging him aside.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 115: First Rain

Gou Buli proved a quick study, following his opening gambit with practiced skill. He twisted his features into a mask of remembered anguish and declared: "There I was, steaming baozi for Young Master Gou. Seeing what he'd done, I begged this steward—I said: if the young master doesn't want the leftovers, couldn't you give them to the tenant farmers outside? Let everyone share some of the Gou family's blessings." He paused, adopting an expression of aggrieved fury. "But this man—this man actually said their family name was 'Gou,' so even their dogs were nobler than outside tenant farmers!"

A murmur swept through the crowd below. The anger he had kindled now blazed openly. In an age of scarcity, the deliberate waste of food constituted a terrible crime, and voices rose in condemnation: "Kill this villain!" "Hang him alongside a dog—let them share blessings!" The kinsman on the platform gasped desperately, unable to produce a sound, his face turning crimson beneath his bonds.

Sensing his advantage, Gou Buli pressed harder, shouting at the half-old man: "What are you glaring at? With the Short-hair Masters as our Blue Sky protectors, we common folk don't fear you villains anymore! No more Gou family riding on our heads, shitting and pissing on us!" He rolled up his sleeves and stripped off his shirt, revealing a lattice of old and new whip marks crisscrossing his body. "Everyone—look at this! This year I roasted a single sweet potato in the kitchen. This fellow saw it and said I was stealing their horse feed. I told him: your horses eat golden millet and beans—what would I want with coarse stuff like this? Where would I even steal proper feed? Just for that remark, he reported me to Gou Xunyi. They beat me near to death and threw me in the dungeon. If the Short-hair Masters hadn't opened that dungeon door, I'd have died in there for nothing—" Recalling his torments, tears flowed with convincing authenticity.

By now the crowd below was weeping along with him. Wu De, pleased by the effect though privately aware that Gou Buli's account mixed truth with fiction, leaned toward Xi Yazhou and whispered: "Isn't this too hypocritical?"

Xi Yazhou shook his head. "The real stories are far worse than what he's telling. Look at them crying—that's resonance. If the Gou family hadn't done genuine evil, ruined real lives, would they weep like this? Right now, most people still don't dare speak. Those brave enough to speak can't articulate their suffering well. Gou Buli may be embellishing, but he's bold and eloquent. He stirs emotions and helps the others break through their shackles."

Wu De felt uneasy. He was older than Xi Yazhou's generation and had witnessed political storms launched through mass movements. What consequences might such movements have here? He wasn't certain. Seeing his skeptical expression, Xi Yazhou added: "Great undertakings can't sweat small details. Mobilizing the masses is paramount. Let's keep watching."

At that moment, someone approached and whispered that a maidservant was requesting an audience with the person in charge. Wu De was puzzled—why would a maidservant want to see him?—but quickly spoke to Xi Yazhou and departed with several men.

The Gou family's male and female servants, excluding the guards, numbered one to two hundred. Their backgrounds were complex and couldn't be easily sorted, so they had been temporarily detained by gender in separate courtyards. Earlier, based on Zhang Xingjiao's list, the most powerful servants had already been taken to the struggle meeting.

The maidservant requesting the meeting was named Chuyu—"First Rain." She had been personal attendant to Gou Xunyi's most favored Seventh Concubine. When the manor fell, all of Gou Xunyi's wives and concubines had hanged themselves, some forced and some willing, and several maids had also committed suicide in the chaos. But this girl felt no desire to die for her usually harsh mistress, and having seen that the short-hairs didn't harm women, her death wish had evaporated entirely. Perceptive and quick-witted, knowing some Mandarin, she had heard various rumors about these short-hairs. Watching these young "pirates"—tall, strong, light-footed, confident without arrogance, utterly different from the pompous swagger of masters or the timid cringing of servants—she couldn't help feeling a certain admiration.

She considered her situation carefully. She had been sold by famine refugees to this county, then resold multiple times before landing as a Gou family maid. Though she served as Seventh Concubine's personal attendant, that mistress was impossibly demanding and harsh—life beside her had been daily torment. Alone in the world with no ties of kin, she had only hoped that someday she might marry a servant or tenant and live peacefully. But Gou family maids never married; some remained unwed into their forties or fifties. Now the Gou family was finished, and she needed to plan her future. These short-hairs professed righteousness—no looting or killing after taking the manor, respectful behavior toward women. They'd even assigned a short-hair female supervisor with a good heart and attention to detail.

Servants weren't considered important; in a few days, most would probably be released to go home. But she had no home. She needed an exit strategy. After thinking it through, she decided to offer her secret knowledge as tribute. Her plan set, she approached Du Wen during a bathroom break and quietly requested an audience.

Du Wen had long planned the mass meeting and couldn't attend herself—a frustrating circumstance. Now an "oppressed class sister" was volunteering to expose secrets—perfect! She was about to have the girl speak right there, but this First Rain stubbornly insisted on seeing "the person in charge."

"I am in charge," Du Wen tried.

"Big or small charges—you're definitely not the main charge!"

"Why not?"

"Because you're a woman! What woman is ever the main charge?"

This left Du Wen momentarily speechless, mentally cursing the girl for having "no consciousness" and a "head full of patriarchal feudal thinking," but she helplessly summoned Wu De nonetheless.

Guided by Du Wen, Chuyu entered the interview room. She knelt, kowtowed, and bowed her head: "This slave First Rain pays respects to Master." Head lowered, Wu De couldn't see her face clearly, but her tall figure and composed manner already pleased him. After so long in this era, here was a rare woman matching modern aesthetics. He asked with a smile: "You're the girl who wanted to see me?"

"Yes. This slave."

"What do you want to tell me?" Wu De picked up the preliminary interrogation records—this girl had been Seventh Concubine's personal maid. "You were the Seventh Concubine's attendant. She's dead now—do you grieve for her?"

The question seemed dangerous. She replied carefully: "Years together as mistress and servant—this slave isn't made of grass and wood. How could I not feel sorry?" She said "sorry"—not "grief"—marking the distinction with precision.

"You don't look that sad."

Chuyu kowtowed and answered with composure: "This slave served Seventh Concubine, running and sweeping diligently every day—repaying her kindness for food and shelter. Master-servant bonds end there." In other words: my work matched my wages. The company's bankrupt now. Some sadness, sure. Regret? Not really.

Wu De nodded approvingly and privately praised her perception. "First Rain, lift your head," he said. She boldly raised her face, letting Wu De see her features while taking the chance to observe him in turn. She saw that this manor-conquering short-hair master was middle-aged, with regular features, heavy brows, piercing eyes, dark skin, and a strong, powerful build. Her heart stirred. Fearing his direct gaze, she lowered her head again.

Wu De's first impression: roughly eighteen or nineteen—a teenager who in modern times would still be in high school. Yet her demeanor showed steady self-possession beyond her years. He asked: "What do you want to tell us?"

"Gou Xunyi's study has a secret vault. Have the masters discovered it?"

"Secret vault?" Wu De and Du Wen exclaimed together. They had searched the entire compound but found nothing of the sort.

"Correct. In the inner study—behind the paneling is a hidden vault. It stores important correspondence, account books, and valuables."

A major discovery. Wu De understood immediately: gold and silver were secondary. This major pirate den's secret letters and ledgers would reveal crucial details about local power structures. Communication in this era was painfully slow—Guangdong news often took a month to reach the county, and local conditions could only be researched in history books. He nodded. "How do you know this?"

"This slave was Seventh Concubine's personal maid. Master often summoned Seventh Concubine to the inner study for sleeping. This slave waited in the outer room. Occasionally—occasionally—" She blushed slightly, showing a maiden's bashfulness. Wu De, the middle-aged man, also felt stirred before remembering that this child was old enough to be his daughter. Mustn't lose control. He nodded:

"Since you're willing to share such secrets, what do you want? Whatever valuables we recover, we'll reward you handsomely—then escort you home."

"This slave only asks Master to keep me as a servant. This slave has no family or kin. Even with gold and silver—where would I go? Please keep and use me!" She kowtowed again with calm dignity.

This embarrassed Wu De considerably—a young girl volunteering to serve as his maid. Such unexpected good fortune, first time in his life. Of course he couldn't agree; ignoring the hundreds of sexually frustrated otaku back home, Du Wen beside him would probably kick him. Fortunately, they had already planned for this: homeless servants would all be taken in.

"Very well. Sisters with nowhere to go—we'll naturally keep and employ you all. Rest easy! Now lead us to open the vault."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 116: East Gate Market

Led by Chuyu, Wu De's team quickly found the secret vault—hidden behind wall paneling fitted so perfectly that even careful examination revealed nothing. Chuyu didn't know the opening mechanism, and the transmigrators didn't bother searching for it. Wang Ruixiang grabbed a fire axe and hacked until a gap opened in the paneling. What they found within exceeded all expectations: the manor's master himself.

Gou Xunyi had been hiding in this study vault all along. Behind the paneling lay a staircase descending to an underground chamber that contained five locked rosewood cabinets, water jars, and dried provisions—enough to last ten days or more. The tyrant of Lingao looked considerably better than Saddam Hussein at his capture, though he couldn't stop trembling. Such local despots—accustomed to ruling their domain, arrogant to everyone except county officials and gentry, practically petty emperors who killed without blinking—deflated instantly when captured alive by enemies. He tried to speak, to plead, but the words stuck in his throat.

Everyone had imagined this county-dominating, pirate-colluding tycoon as some heroic figure. Seeing him reduced to this, they felt only contempt.

Wu De ordered him dragged to the mass meeting and stayed behind with careful assistants to smash open the rosewood cabinet locks. Inside they found ledgers, contracts, receipts, and bundles of letters tied with string. Nobody found these particularly interesting, but anything hidden so carefully must hold importance—this wasn't the place for sorting, so everything would return to base for expert analysis.

The chamber also contained large chests. Three held Spanish silver dollars—blindingly white and totaling over ten thousand liang. Two smaller chests held gold jewelry, and one item caught Wu De's particular attention: a plastic compact mirror. Wasn't this exactly what Wen Desi had mass-sold to this era? How Landlord Gou had obtained it remained a mystery.

The Gou patriarch's fate had long been sealed. At the meeting planning the manor attack, the Gou family had been sentenced to death. Whether to exterminate the entire clan had sparked debate, and the "kill all" resolution passed narrowly, with many still uncomfortable. But now—with most of the elder's family either fled or dead—only this lone target remained. No one would lose sleep.

When Gou Xunyi was dragged onto the platform, the crowd below roared in fury: "Kill him! Kill him!" The atmosphere-building had worked. Passions ran high. Xi Yazhou signaled Gou Buli, who immediately grabbed dirt and trash and hurled it at the bound man. Following his example, countless bricks and stones rained down as the transmigrators moved aside. Trussed like a dumpling, the Gou patriarch couldn't dodge. Amid chaotic clamor, Gou Xunyi—terror of the county—was stoned bloody, killed on the spot. When Zhang Xingjiao lifted the bloody pulp of a head high, dancing on stage like an Indian performing a war dance, the crowd plunged into vengeful, bloodthirsty frenzy. Many who had nursed grudges or grievances against other Gou family members dragged them up from below and beat and kicked them to death while the transmigrators stood watching, many feeling extremely uncomfortable.

Clever observers had already guessed the Committee's intention behind this terror-by-mob: it served as the perfect pledge of allegiance from the former Gou Manor residents, now designated as Damei Village. Henceforth, they had no choice but to bind themselves tightly to the transmigrators' chariot.

While this cruel farce played out, Wu De had already left the scene to discuss transport and distribution of seized goods with inventory chief Dai Xie. The Damei Village Gou compound would be completely demolished—salvaged bricks, tiles, and timber repurposed as building materials. Based on its land-carrying capacity, the village would retain fifty farming households; everyone else, including the craftsmen, would relocate to Bairren Fortress as directly controlled population. The remaining villagers would have Village Committees and militias organized according to the salt-field model.

Dai Xie was overwhelmed. Beyond the items destined for Bairren Fortress, appropriate relief supplies had to remain for local villagers. Quantities of furniture, daily goods, and clothing would be distributed to the commoners. He discussed logistics with Xi Yazhou: some had suggested letting people take what they wanted, but that approach favored the bold and strong while the timid and weak, even if they managed to grab something, would have it seized—and might even be injured in the process. Distribution would therefore be organized by the Planning Committee.

With arrangements complete, Wu De led the main force and supplies out of Damei Village while Xi Yazhou stayed behind to help establish local government. Zhang Xingjiao recommended several close allies as leaders: Ma Bangping, a small trader with some literacy, and Jin Changman, a former Gou tenant of about forty—both men with standing in the village. Gou Buli also wanted a position in the new Village Committee, but Xi Yazhou knew he was unreliable and sent him straight to the migrant column.

Transporting Gou Manor goods and relocating people lasted nearly half a month. Meanwhile, the Engineering Team built a road from Bairren Fortress to the county seat. Even the observation post on the hill outside the city—formerly a discreet lookout—was now openly formalized. They constructed a three-story, all-brick blockhouse on the hilltop, and from its roof, high-powered binoculars could observe the magistrate hearing cases and administering beatings in the yamen. Combined with cordless phones, it provided near-live broadcasting of official activities.

Lingao County had effectively gone deaf and blind, ignoring the massive construction across the Wenlan River. County residents had grown accustomed to these rumbling steel monsters, and though no one dared approach the construction machinery, crowds always gathered at a safe distance whenever engines started. Some wealthy gentry even had sedan chairs carry them with wives, concubines, children, and servants to small hills, where they would erect awnings and set out rattan chairs—watching construction while sipping tea, as though observing a peep show.

For commoners, the changes went beyond mere spectacle. The number of farmers coming to the market outside Bairren Fortress multiplied as the transmigrators' enormous appetites attracted droves of nearby farmers. First came those bearing a chicken, a duck, some eggs, or a load of vegetables. Then women arrived with cloth they had woven. Eventually someone brought a pig.

The transmigrators proved fair to all, offering prices slightly above market rate and always paying in good pre-Tianqi-reign coins. Word spread rapidly, and more arrived daily. This was short-hair territory, after all, and short-hair ferocity was well known—neither bandits nor county officials dared cause trouble here. The area was peaceful, and this year's autumn harvest had been decent, lending the region some semblance of tranquility.

With growing numbers, people built stalls on the market ground, setting up stoves to sell simple vegetarian food and tea and offering overnight lodging. Sellers with money in hand wanted to buy things too, so peddlers selling cosmetics, household goods, and farm tools gathered. Then came fortune tellers and letter writers. Recently, Wu Nanhai on inspection had spotted a few painted women—even prostitutes had arrived. He felt unexpectedly emotional, nearly tearing up. Our market has finally made it!

In under a month, the once-empty plot outside the East Gate had magically sprouted a sea of bamboo shacks. By twenty-first-century standards, it couldn't compare to even a remote township market, but for the transmigrators' Commercial Department, it was already impressive.

At the edge of this bamboo-shack sprawl, near the East Gate moat, stood a two-story, all-brick building—conspicuously tall. This was the new Bairren Fortress East Gate Market Administration, which also served as the Commercial Department's office. The front featured a verandah for shelter from sun and rain, and the main entrance hall held a stone counter displaying three types of measuring instruments: mass standards consisting of one-kilogram, fifty-gram, and one-gram stone weights; a one-meter ruler; and a one-liter vessel for water measurement.

Promoting new standardized measures ranked among the Commercial Department's key tasks. Though Qin Shi Huang had begun unifying measurements, in practice, measurements throughout Chinese history had never truly been unified. Each industry, each region, though using the same names, applied different actual values—sometimes wildly divergent. This caused endless disputes and conflicts, and dynasties of officials and merchants had exploited these discrepancies for profit.

The Commercial Department decided to begin here, at the still-nascent East Gate Market, pushing modern standardized metric measurements. All transmigrator purchases and sales would use these new standards. For transactions between locals, lacking sufficient new equipment to supply the entire market, there were no mandatory requirements yet.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 117: Ambitions of East Gate Blowing Rain and Solitary Seeking Marriage

The East Gate Market Administration Office convened its inaugural meeting in the second-floor room above the hall of public standard measures. The conditions were crude—walls freshly whitewashed with lime that hadn't fully dried from the rushed construction, raw wood floorboards left unlacquered since the Industrial Department had yet to locate any lacquer trees, with modern paint belonging to the distant future. There was no ceiling, no paneling whatsoever, and a single bare lightbulb dangled from the rafters as the sole concession to modernity. The furniture, however, was magnificent: rosewood painting tables, red sandalwood official-hat chairs, and huanghuali round stools arranged haphazardly into a conference setup—pieces that would fetch millions in the twenty-first century, all of it plundered from the Gou Manor.

Seven or eight attendees had gathered, united by their interest in commerce. Some possessed genuine experience; others were enthusiastic amateurs. Their leader was a young man who claimed former employment as an urban management auxiliary officer, and upon learning he would head the East Gate Market, he had adopted an entirely new identity: "Dongmen Chuiyu"—East Gate Blowing Rain. His deputy sat beside him, clad in an iron-gray uniform-style shirt with black trousers and a black cap bearing an armband that read "Administrative Law Enforcement Auxiliary." His face was murderous—the unmistakable look of a street vendor's natural predator. Like Dongmen Chuiyu, his original name had been discarded; future Republic historical records would know him only by the bizarre moniker "Dugu Qiuhun"—Solitary Seeking Marriage. Together, these two would forge an entirely new commercial model in Ming-dynasty Lingao County.

In the not-too-distant future, the transmigrators' commerce would span every sea, their trading network stretching across Europe, Asia, and Africa. At this moment, however, their entire operation occupied nothing more than the unpaved dirt lot beneath their building. Fortunately, Wen Desi had declared commerce a Committee priority, pledging that whatever money or materials were needed would be provided.

Where the flag points, trade opens the path. Colonial expansion throughout history had invariably employed commercial trade as its breakthrough—not merely generating profits, but serving as a crucial means for colonizers to establish footholds. The transmigrators, having already seized territory by force, now faced a different challenge: increasing local contacts, transforming their image from fierce, murderous pirates into merchants bearing abundant novel goods. The allure of wealth would gradually draw wary locals to their side, ultimately binding their interests together. The transmigrators themselves desperately needed trade support, particularly for basic necessities. Grain and supplementary foods had to come from local farmers—relying on imports carried dangerous uncertainties. The ancient Romans had often experienced political upheaval whenever Egyptian grain ships were delayed, a situation to be avoided at all costs.

The meeting opened with a review of the previous day's grain procurement. When scouts reported that farmers had begun delivering grain to landlords, the transmigrators immediately established grain purchasing stations at East Gate Market. Local rice fetched 1.3 liang of silver per shi (94.4 kg), and calculating a typical 70% milling rate, they set the unhusked grain purchase price at 0.8 liang per shi—a figure that didn't account for transportation or profit margins. The Commercial Department estimated local unhusked grain prices at under 0.5 liang per shi; offering 0.8 liang was already remarkably generous. Procurement proceeded smoothly. Nearby commoners, from smallholders to major grain holders, found themselves tempted by these buyers who so eagerly traded silver for grain. At first only scattered individuals arrived, but recently the daily count had swelled to over a hundred, sometimes two hundred, hauling sacks and baskets on their shoulders or pushing them on carts. The Commercial Department's seven or eight staff members couldn't cope, and Agricultural Department personnel were drafted to assist.

Initial confusion arose from local custom. Commoners habitually measured grain in dou—pecks—with ten dou to one shi. But the dou came in official and private versions of varying sizes, and its open top invited a fundamental question: level or heaped? And precisely how high a heap, according to eye estimation? Everyone was stumped. After considerable fumbling, they decided to abandon this archaic system entirely, implementing new weights and measures: purchasing by weight at 0.8 liang per 100 kg, termed a "metric shi." A floor scale salvaged from the ship served as their instrument. Surprisingly, this measurement change provoked no seller objections—from the commoners' perspective, if buyers wished to purchase grain, whatever units they chose was their own affair. Dongmen Chuiyu marveled at this passivity; no wonder landlords exploited "small out, large in." These people had no awareness whatsoever of measurement standards' importance.

The commoners did, however, display keen vigilance against weight fraud. In the early chaos, inexperience meant that purchased grain often contained mixed chaff, even husks and sand, leading to losses. Someone proposed fashioning grain probes for sampling, and Wu Nanhai conducted emergency training on grain quality and moisture content, sharply reducing quality fraud.

"...As of today, we've purchased 90 tons of unhusked grain and 2,100 kilograms of peanuts," Dongmen Chuiyu reported to the attending Committee members.

"How much more can you purchase?" Wen Desi asked. Ninety tons of unhusked grain would mill to barely seventy tons of brown rice. It looked substantial, but with ever more mouths to feed—plus commoner relief efforts—supplies were already tight.

Yu Eshui opened his notebook. "Purchasing capacity remains considerable. According to county gazetteer records, during the Wanli era, Lingao's autumn grain tax principal was 7,646.927 shi; newly reclaimed land added 6.079 shi, totaling 7,686.079 shi. That's merely the principal. Add miscellaneous surtaxes, meltage fees, and the skimmings taken by each layer of officials, and actual delivered grain surely exceeded 10,000 shi. Now, in the late Ming, wealthy households' land and population concealment has reached its zenith—substantial acreage likely escapes taxation entirely. I estimate Lingao's total autumn grain output at 50,000 to 70,000 shi. Purchasing 3,000 to 5,000 shi poses no problem."

"Is stockpiling this much grain truly necessary?" someone questioned. "Gou Manor yielded over 1,000 shi. The salt village is already trading salt for Guangdong grain. We could also purchase from Vietnam."

Wu Nanhai, who took food security with deadly seriousness, immediately countered: "The more grain, the better. Grain in hand means peace of mind. Guangdong, Vietnam—distant waters won't quench nearby fires. If those supply lines are severed, morale will collapse."

Wen Desi reinforced the point: "At this stage, grain is harder currency than silver. In any famine, grain prices skyrocket while silver plummets. Don't forget—this is the Little Ice Age. Natural disasters strike frequently. We're no longer a few ships with a few hundred people. We must think at county scale now. Prepare for every contingency."

"I must also flag the trade balance and silver reserves for the Committee's attention," Cheng Dong spoke up on behalf of Finance. "Our trade currently shows a severe deficit—silver is hemorrhaging outward. After seizing Gou Manor, our reserves rose to 15,000 liang (old system). In just these past few days, nearly 1,000 liang has flowed out. This pace is unsustainable—circulating currency has its own demands."

"Xiao Zishan went to Guangzhou. Could he withdraw a few tens of thousands from Gao's accounts?"

"No need," Wen Desi replied. "Lingao is small; flooding it with silver would create problems. We have another substitute—salt." Salt had served as currency throughout history, and he proposed using it for partial grain and labor payments.

Opposition arose immediately: to commoners, silver was clearly more attractive than salt—easier to carry, easier to spend. Having tasted the benefits of cash transactions, they wouldn't appreciate a sudden reversion to barter.

"Open a salt shop," Dongmen Chuiyu blurted, struck by sudden inspiration. "Specialized in salt sales. They sell us grain with their left hand, receive silver, and spend it right back to us with their right. Haha—I'm such a crafty merchant—"

"Good idea," Cheng Dong nodded approvingly. "Using grain and salt as direct equivalents isn't sustainable long-term. But we control the county's entire salt production now—perfect for currency recovery."

Dongmen Chuiyu struck while the iron was hot, producing a document. "This is our Commercial Group's East Gate Market development plan. I request prompt approval!"

"Development plan?" The Committee members exchanged startled glances. They had conceived the free market outside Bairren Fortress merely as a venue for promoting trade and local relations. Few had given serious thought to its management—they had envisioned something like domestic free markets, with farmers and vendors arriving to sell goods, perhaps exempting stall fees at most.

"Indeed, a development plan," Dongmen Chuiyu seized the moment, rising to his feet. "Committee members, allow me to present this comprehensive proposal. I believe that with this plan, under the Committee's correct leadership, guided by Director Wen, and strongly supported by Commissioner Cheng—"

"Cut the crap!" Dugu Qiuhun snapped. "We're in the Ming Dynasty—you're still pulling this routine?"

"—our East Gate Market will become the most prosperous commercial center in all of Lingao—no, in all of Hainan!"

Dongmen Chuiyu, possessing that peculiar immunity to criticism cultivated by unofficial civil service experience, was utterly unbothered by Qiuhun's outburst. His preamble complete, he swiftly hung a freshly drawn plan on the blackboard behind him—a prize won through extensive sweet-talking at the Construction Engineering Group, plus several packs of cigarettes.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 118: Commercial Planning

The plan for East Gate Market began at the outer moat of Bairren Fortress's east gate, extending three hundred meters westward to form a main thoroughfare christened "East Gate Street." Cross-streets would intersect it every hundred meters on each side, creating a grid of "one vertical, two horizontal." Plots of varying sizes along these streets could be sold to merchants for self-built shops, while the transmigrators themselves would construct additional storefronts along East Gate Street for rental.

"This plan is enormous," someone objected. "Setting aside the consumption of construction resources—does Lingao even have enough merchants to rent your shop fronts? Surely you're not expecting vegetable peddlers to sign leases?"

"Lingao's economy is minuscule—barely above subsistence," Cheng Dong added with concern. "Isn't this market rather exaggerated?"

Dongmen Chuiyu remained unruffled. "This is long-term planning. We'll begin with Phase One."

Phase One encompassed a hundred meters of street with accompanying drainage, plus a mule and horse inn of the type common along old highways and major markets. Such establishments featured large courtyards for tethering animals and parking carts, warehouses for temporary goods storage, and kitchens equipped with cooking facilities but serving no prepared meals—guests cooked for themselves. Lodging consisted mainly of dormitories with a few private rooms available, serving as standard stopovers for small and medium-scale traveling merchants.

Next came a restaurant. Contact between the transmigrators and locals was steadily increasing, he explained; they needed an external venue for dining and meetings. Under normal circumstances, it could also serve wealthy merchants. Across from the Administration building, a merchant hall would rise—a concept borrowed from British East India Company trading posts: a high-walled compound containing trading offices, cargo warehouses, storage yards, and guest rooms, dining rooms, and meeting chambers for merchants of importance.

The original plan had called for running water to East Gate Market, but long-distance water supply remained technically difficult. Instead, they would dig several wells, one designated as public to provide free drinking water for both people and animals. Finally, there would be public toilets—locals doing business here had taken to defecating everywhere, which had become extremely troublesome. The plan even addressed landscaping, though Bairren Fortress itself possessed none. East Gate Street would feature tree-lined sidewalks, with species to be selected by the Agricultural Department. Wu Nanhai immediately volunteered to research suitable varieties.

On security, Dugu Qiuhun foresaw no serious concerns. The major structures would be constructed of brick and stone with iron-plated doors and windows, and each corner of the merchant hall's walls would feature a watchtower. Even under attack, any breach would require considerable time—and Bairren Fortress's earthwork wall blockhouses and watchtowers stood ready nearby. For petty disturbances such as theft, he requested ten sets each of stab vests, stab gloves, and batons, proposing to form an "East Gate Market Comprehensive Enforcement Squad" from current staff. "I guarantee," he declared, "nobody causes trouble here."

"We can provide those," Wen Desi agreed. "But how do you plan to attract investment?"

"Allow me to explain the overall strategy—it's substantial and complex."

Given permission, Dongmen Chuiyu retrieved his file folder. This commercial plan had been developed primarily in collaboration with Yan Maoda and Zhang Xin. Yan Maoda, formerly a jewelry company manager, had departed for Guangzhou with Xiao Zishan. Zhang Xin had served as sales section chief for a small shipyard. In commercial acumen, Dongmen Chuiyu could only bow in admiration before these two. Fortunately, neither harbored any interest in local commerce and saw no point in competing with him. Their collaboration had been entirely pleasant.

East Gate Market's current prosperity rested on the transmigrators' large-scale procurement. With over five hundred high-consuming modern people, the sheer purchasing volume attracted numerous traders. But a market sustained solely by bulk institutional purchasing faced inherent limitations. How could they draw the entire county—even neighboring counties—to trade and consume here?

Their first proposal: build roads.

Bairren Fortress occupied an ideal location, positioned precisely halfway between the county seat and Bopu Bay, the gateway port. It sat at the center of the county's most developed and densely populated region along the banks of the Wenlan River, geographically well-connected in every direction. The Bairren–Bopu highway was already complete, and the county seat extension was under construction. Soon the county seat and Bopu Port would be fully linked. Mainland merchants could conveniently reach the county seat, while riverbank residents could easily access the port.

The highway, however, ran along the river's east bank, leaving west bank residents without convenient transport. Dongmen Chuiyu proposed constructing a footbridge upstream of the Bairren Hydroelectric Station to link north-south traffic, sparing nearby commoners the lengthy detour via the Wenlan River Bridge at the South Gate. As long as traffic flowed continuously through Bairren Fortress, East Gate Market—the highway's only market—would naturally become a hub for personnel and goods. Commerce would flourish of its own accord.

Wen Desi endorsed the bridge proposal readily. With the west bank industrial zone now operational, the transmigrators' own personnel and material transport had grown inconvenient, and a bridge would serve both purposes.

Dongmen Chuiyu noted one complication: commoners currently avoided the highway entirely, intimidated by its blockhouses and the vehicles rumbling along it.

"That's easily remedied," Wen Desi said with a slight frown. "But people here have no concept of traffic rules. Will our vehicles run them over?"

"Unlikely. We have few vehicles, dispatched only for important matters. Currently our fastest transport is bicycles, and our largest is the four-wheeled wagon. Safety concerns are minimal."

The second proposal: attract outside merchants. Intelligence reports had made abundantly clear that Lingao was not a favorable market. Its economic structure wasn't merely subsistence—it was particularly backward subsistence. Economic capacity and purchasing power couldn't compare to the Jiangnan or Guangdong regions, nor even to average densely populated areas in the north. The standard transmigrator "quick fortune" method—mass sales of "clever crafts" and modern goods such as mirrors, glass cups, and lighters—simply wouldn't work here. They could only sell to the mainland, and ideally, merchants should come to them for purchasing rather than requiring the transmigrators to deliver goods.

Beyond their future industrial products, Lingao itself boasted numerous exportable local specialties. Historical research indicated that the Ming era's major exports from this region included cattle, salt, rattan (both red and white varieties), and betel nut. Rattan and betel nut originated primarily in Li minority territory—processed locally, then shipped to the mainland. These represented the most profitable commodities.

Yet historically, with the exception of salt shipped from Bopu and Ma'ao ports, most exports had flowed toward the prefectural capital and embarked from Shenying Port. If that trade could be redirected to Bopu Port, the well-connected East Gate Market would become the natural collection point for mainland merchant purchasing.

"We can't control the betel nut trade yet," Dongmen Chuiyu continued, "but we already control salt production. I propose a complete monopoly on salt production and sales—making the East Gate Market salt shop Lingao's wholesale headquarters. Total control of wholesale. Any merchant wanting salt must come to Bairren Fortress." His eyes gleamed. Monopoly—oh, monopoly! The very word sang with profit.

Additional proposals followed: abolish Bopu Port's "water tax" and berthing fees to attract coastal trading vessels; provide favorable business environments through tax exemptions, warehousing, and transport services. Dongmen Chuiyu even proposed leveraging the Guangzhou outpost to establish a Hainan–Guangzhou commercial wireless telegraph service, providing daily Guangzhou-Macau market price bulletins. With such inducements, mainland merchants would naturally shift their local product purchasing and processing centers to Lingao. The accompanying influx of both permanent settlers and transient population would obviously stimulate the economy, and when the transmigrators eventually began producing modern industrial goods, they could utilize these merchants' established channels for mainland sales and material procurement—avoiding the burden of doing everything themselves.

The commercial plan received approval. The Construction Engineering Group groaned collectively—their burden was already overwhelming. The county road had just been completed; Damei Village's nearly two hundred relocated households required housing; Bairren Fortress itself had ongoing projects. Now East Gate Market development was added to the pile. Brick kilns and cement kilns ran day and night. Labor shortages plagued every site. Ma Qianzhu, responsible for coordinating the entire operation, found himself drowning.

He summoned Wu Nanhai, his expression grim. "Nanhai, your workload is about to increase. From now on, prepare eight hundred additional meals daily for the Damei Village migrants. Engineering urgently needs that labor force."

Wu Nanhai gasped. Previously he had provided at most seven hundred daily meals. Adding eight hundred more represented a Great Leap-style surge—setting aside everything else, the kitchen equipment alone was insufficient.

"The Planning Committee just delivered the Gou Manor spoils—kitchen supplies and daily-use items. Go select what you need." Seated behind a huanghuali wood table, Ma Qianzhu scribbled a note, stamped it with his personal seal, and handed it over. Official seals didn't yet exist; documents were validated through Committee members' and group leaders' signatures or personal stamps.

"We don't even farm anymore—cooking alone is overwhelming!" Wu Nanhai burst out. Recently, constant kitchen duty had left him no time for his beloved agriculture.

"Select whoever you need. Choose women from among the Damei Village migrants to assist. They must be reliable—absolutely no Gou family connections. Also, locals can't handle our food; keep the cooking areas separate. Understood?"

"How am I supposed to know who has Gou family connections?"

"Security is conducting individual vetting. As cleared personnel emerge batch by batch, you select from each batch."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 119: Women's Cooperative

News of the transmigrators' conquest of Gou Manor spread countywide within three days, provoking wildly mixed reactions across different social strata. The gentry and major households were privately delighted that the universally despised tyrant Gou Xunyi had met his end, yet they nursed growing unease about the short-hairs' expanding power. Among commoners, however, the response was unreservedly enthusiastic. Those within dozens of li had received relief and were deeply grateful; those in distant villages heard the news with envy, and rumors multiplied everywhere. Beneficiaries arrived constantly to secretly divulge intelligence about other strongholds—some even volunteered as insiders, actively inviting attacks. Small bandit groups appeared proposing "shared prosperity." The transmigrators received everyone warmly and dutifully recorded the information. As for launching attacks, they explained apologetically that they needed rest and were not currently offering this particular service.

Within a hundred li, not a single major household failed to send congratulatory gifts—even Huang Family Village contributed pigs, sheep, and bolts of cloth. The transmigrators graciously let bygones be bygones and accepted everything, rewarding the envoys generously and instructing them to spread the word: Bairren Fortress had opened a new market where all were welcome to trade, safety was guaranteed, and there were no fees. Dongmen Chuiyu exhausted himself conducting tour after tour for visiting envoys, proudly displaying the streets under construction and the red brick buildings rising from the earth.

Pirates opening markets for trade—now that was truly novel. Lingao possessed few markets; the entire county totaled a mere fourteen, and even the county seat boasted only a simple County Gate Market. Yet here at Bairren Rapids, the East Gate Market had sprung into existence. Major households received reports from their returning envoys that the market was by no means inferior to those elsewhere. The short-hairs themselves purchased heavily every day, and recently they had begun openly buying grain at remarkably high prices. Many holders of large grain stocks found themselves tempted, joining the growing queues of sellers. The daily flood of arriving grain made Cheng Dong stamp his feet in anguish—silver was hemorrhaging out in torrents.

After intense preparations, the transmigrators' first commercial venture—a salt shop—opened amid the crackle of firecrackers. Since the merchant hall remained unfinished, this salt shop occupied nothing grander than a simple bamboo shack. Behind the counter rose stacked sacks of Ma'ao salt, sold in fifty-gram units, both wholesale and retail, at prices one-third below market rates. Initially sales proved negligible, but as traders spread word that East Gate Market offered cheap salt, customers began arriving from every direction. Sales soared, particularly among small salt peddlers who flocked enthusiastically to purchase by the basket. Previously, Landlord Gou had monopolized the salt fields, making salt difficult to obtain. The county's official salt was even worse—bright, clean salt emerged from official hands transformed into muddy yellow grit, and prices were outrageous. Eventually even the county yamen's cook appeared to make purchases. He didn't request invoices—though his reimbursement claims would surely cite official salt prices.

Encouraged by the salt shop's success, the transmigrators opened a second store. This one was unique: not "state-owned" but organized as a joint-stock company, with ownership residing not with the collective but with individual shareholders.

This stock company was the brainchild of Li Mei, matriarch of the Ming family of four. After settling into Bairren Fortress, this veteran of commercial battles had grown restless. Her daughter-in-law now worked in public security; her elderly husband donned his badgeless Type-87 navy uniform each day in service as the Military Group's naval advisor; her son, though initially without an official position, at least worked outside daily. She herself had ended up assisting Auntie Cao Shunhua in the cafeteria—a situation she found entirely unacceptable. As a longtime businesswoman, she had been scheming to establish some sort of company, or at minimum to open a shop.

Opening shops had been child's play for the Li Mei of that other timeline—she had possessed both capital and channels. Here, however, the family owned nothing beyond their luggage. The transmigrators themselves had no products to sell. As the saying goes, even the cleverest wife cannot cook without rice. So she waited, watching for opportunities, believing firmly that opportunities for fortune existed in any era—one simply had to seize them.

When the transmigrators established trade relations with the Li minority and struck it rich at Gou Manor—when the East Gate Market began taking shape—Li Mei recognized that her moment had arrived. The Planning Committee had hauled away countless spoils from Gou Manor: porcelain, furniture, clothing, and more. These items required disposition, conversion into usable cash and grain. Here was her source of merchandise.

The next problem was transforming that source into actual store inventory. She had no money, but this failed to trouble her. After conducting several whispered conversations with women she had befriended in the cafeteria, Li Mei returned to her simple quarters, donned the old business suit from her deal-making days, and switched to half-heeled pumps. She scrubbed her face and carefully combed her hair, transforming instantly from cafeteria auntie into businesswoman. Then she marched straight to Committee headquarters and cornered Wen Desi.

"Open a shop?" Wen Desi appeared bewildered. "We're not mass-producing industrial goods yet. There's nothing to sell."

"There are goods—the items seized from Gou Manor. Those clothes, daily necessities, and ordinary furniture are mostly used. They can't be sold in bulk. I propose that my company purchase them from the Committee, then retail them."

Wen Desi's initial reaction was that this woman harbored unrealistic expectations. Just selling secondhand goods? And her company purchasing them—with what money? He knew Old Ming's wife had managed a trading company and presumably accumulated substantial assets, but RMB wealth, whether brought along or not, was worthless here.

"Purchase with what? And what company? I don't recall establishing any company."

"The company is right here." Li Mei produced a document covered with handwriting. "This is the company formation agreement. Technically, we ought to register with industry and commerce first, but Dongmen Chuiyu wasn't certain he possessed the authority for that. So I'm presenting it directly to you."

Wen Desi examined the paper. It declared that the undersigned individuals had voluntarily invested to establish the "Hainan Women's Cooperative Corporation," with a scope of trade encompassing daily sundries, food service, hardware, and more. Below appeared share allocation ratios and signatures from over a dozen women—apparently nearly all the female transmigrators, including the usually unassuming Auntie Cao.

"But what's your capital? Everyone operates under the supply system now. There's no money."

"Director Wen, I recall that all registered transmigrators receive salaries—"

Wen Desi smiled bitterly. He had completely forgotten about this. With nowhere to spend their salaries, few remembered this income stream. But this accidentally involved outsider had remembered with perfect clarity.

"These shareholders invested using their accumulated voucher income. Surely the Committee won't deny that these RMB-equivalent vouchers possess purchasing power?"

"Well—" Wen Desi couldn't possibly deny this; doing so would trigger immediate revolt. He fumbled for objections: "But we've only paid three months' wages. That amount, as capital, can't possibly purchase all of this."

"We'll purchase a portion first, then use sales proceeds as working capital." Watching Director Wen's expression curdle, Li Mei hastened to add: "The initial batch will be purchased with vouchers. Future restocking from the Committee can be settled using a combination of vouchers, work points, and gold, silver, and copper."

"Good—that works." Wen Desi finally relaxed. "But since you're selling to locals, you won't receive new vouchers in return."

"Actually, many items can be sold to our comrades as well. I know, I know—" she cut off Wen Desi before he could object, "—our organization currently operates on the supply system. But non-essential goods can certainly be purchased with vouchers—otherwise, what purpose do vouchers serve? Just days ago, I heard someone wanted to buy a console table for their room. Surely the Committee won't issue furniture? Furthermore, if additional working capital is needed, I plan to issue company bonds—with Committee approval, of course."

"Bonds—we'll discuss that later." Wen Desi suppressed a sigh. You're really planning a commercial Great Leap. "Stock companies are a good concept. I personally agree. But the Committee must discuss it before we can officially respond."

"One more consideration." Li Mei added her final bit of negotiating leverage. "This company could operate as a public-private joint venture. The Committee could invest on behalf of all transmigrators, holding partial shares—say, twenty percent."

"Hmm." Wen Desi's attention sharpened. "That's not a bad idea."

"This portion's proceeds could fund everyone's dividends, welfare expenses—even future Committee administrative costs." She spoke leisurely, watching his expression. "Consider: the supply system is inherently abnormal. Once we're properly established, salary-based compensation will follow. Then everyone will care about their income. Having extra cash available to distribute... everyone would be pleased."

"But the Committee can't simply issue more vouchers." Wen Desi frowned. "Vouchers are virtual currency—we're just adding numbers to everyone's accounts each month. Their actual value is difficult to estimate. That's one issue. Another: the Committee possesses no vouchers to invest."

"As for valuation—we'll work it out. We have economists among us; let them find solutions. As for the Committee lacking vouchers—" Li Mei smiled cunningly, revealing her true purpose, "—that's no obstacle at all. Invest with goods."

Wen Desi started. You're pulling an "empty-handed wolf catch"! Li Mei possessed nothing—she was proposing to trade thin air for thin air. But he could find no grounds for refusal; she had maneuvered the Committee into a corner on voucher value recognition.

The company proposal passed swiftly. Beyond the appeal of the public-private concept, both the Finance and Commerce Departments voiced support. Cheng Dong recognized this as a mechanism to absorb vouchers—everyone's long-accumulated massive voucher balances, if suddenly entering circulation through other means, would trigger severe inflation.

Du Wen proved especially enthusiastic. It emerged that this joint venture company, in addition to its twenty percent collective transmigrator ownership, allocated five percent to her long-advocated Women's Federation—though that organization had yet to be formally established. The biggest beneficiary, however, was Li Mei herself. Despite possessing zero vouchers of her own, she received twelve percent of shares as manager—approved by vote of the shareholders' general meeting.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 120: Grand Opening

Despite its impressive name, the Hainan Women's Cooperative Corporation was essentially a secondhand goods shop. Its entire inventory came from the Gou Manor confiscations—antiques, ornaments, calligraphy, paintings, and porcelain that found no buyers in the local market, alongside mountains of ordinary household goods. The clothing alone filled dozens of cartloads, bundled garments that held irresistible appeal for the common folk.

A thorny problem emerged, however. As Wen Desi had pointed out, the shareholders' capital was denominated in the transmigrators' internal accounting currency: vouchers. But how many vouchers equaled one liang of silver or a string of copper coins? According to the Committee's original declaration, one voucher equaled one RMB.

"Since vouchers are pegged to RMB, we can simply use RMB benchmarks for value—" Li Mei began.

"I'm no economist," Wen Desi interrupted, "but the timelines are different, and RMB values can't be applied directly. Consider: a huanghuali table would fetch a fortune in the 21st century. Using straight RMB conversion, that single table's value would be astronomical."

"We could convert using grain prices," Cheng Dong suggested. "That would give us more realistic purchasing power equivalents."

He proceeded to work out the conversion using rice as the baseline:

Lingao rice price: 1.3 liang of silver per shi (94.4 kg).

Modern Chinese urban rice price: approximately 3.2 RMB per kilogram. Converted to one shi, this came to 302.08 RMB.

Using this unit, the RMB's actual purchasing power in 1628 Lingao worked out to: 302.08 RMB = 1.3 liang of silver. With local prices established, the RMB conversion became straightforward.

After exhaustive cost calculations and market research, the Hainan Women's Cooperative Corporation—abbreviated simply as the "Women's Cooperative"—finally opened its doors. Having launched later than the salt shop, and thanks to Li Mei's considerable public relations acumen, the Cooperative's grand opening far eclipsed its predecessor's quiet debut.

The structure itself remained humble—simple sheds of brick pillars, awnings, and tarps—but it occupied a substantial lot on East Gate Street. Li Mei had lobbied to purchase this land in the company's name, but land policy remained sensitive, and the Committee refused to set precedent. After persistent negotiations, they finally issued a three-year land use permit—the glorious Certificate #001.

Where the salt shop had opened without fanfare, the Women's Cooperative proved decidedly event-savvy. The grand opening featured ten thousand firecrackers specially procured from the county seat. A crude brick archway displayed a wooden plaque bearing five large characters hand-brushed by Xi Yazhou: "Hainan Women's Cooperative." The surrounding brick pillars bore congratulatory plaques—rough-hewn but festive—from an impressive array of donors: the Committee, the East Gate Market Administration, the Military Department, the Security Department, the Nanhai Experimental Demonstration Farm, even the Ma'ao Salt Village and Damei Village committees. Speakers mounted at the doorway played cheerful strains of Xi Xiang Feng on continuous loop.

This familiar spectacle stirred nostalgia in many transmigrators, and even those with no intention of buying found themselves drawn inside to browse. More than ten stalls operated without proper counters—Gou Manor furniture substituted admirably—and console tables and square tables groaned under piles of dazzling goods.

Li Mei had carefully curated the first batch of merchandise. Rural purchasing power was limited, and spending priorities centered on eating and wearing. Porcelain, ornaments, and furniture weren't necessities—commoners couldn't use them and couldn't afford them. Only clothing and daily goods qualified as must-buys. The main stock therefore consisted of clothes and shoes, sorted by fabric, condition, and purpose. Pairing thousands of shoes alone had been a monumental undertaking; the Ming family of four had worked two days and nights straight. Damaged items weren't sold but were carted directly to the paper mill site as raw material.

The Cooperative's entrance immediately became a spectacle in itself. Locals had never witnessed anything like this grand opening, and crowds gathered thick. Li Mei seized the moment, directing her clerks to draw in customers.

The clerks had been carefully selected from among the Damei Village migrants—pleasant-faced, articulate middle-aged women. Freshly bathed and uniformed in matching indigo skirt-and-jacket sets embroidered with "Women's Cooperative," they looked neat and professional. Li Mei herself wore a blue cloth skirt and jacket, inhabiting Ming-era clothing with natural ease. Her face was scrubbed clean, her hair neatly combed; she radiated crisp authority. She stationed herself at the entrance, greeting guests of every stripe—even hesitant locals peering uncertainly from a distance received her not-quite-fluent Lingao dialect greetings. After all, she was earning their money, and customers were Buddha himself.

She understood that old farmers, inexperienced with commerce, often feared entering unfamiliar establishments lest they be cheated. So she positioned attractive items along the street-side stalls—secondhand clothes, shoes, hats, small combs, hairpins. Most commoners had never seen such abundance: silks and satins in every color imaginable. Families with daughters to marry or daughters-in-law to welcome began calculating: perhaps pick up a few pieces. Those tight on cash who felt that poor folk couldn't wear such finery—no problem. Here were new and half-new cloth garments in hemp and cotton, priced cheaper than buying cloth and hiring tailors. Even the most cautious found themselves interested.

Within an hour of opening, all five shop fronts were packed with people rummaging through goods and haggling over prices. Li Mei surveyed the lively scene with deep satisfaction. She found herself thinking that this inexplicable arrival in 1628 perhaps wasn't so terrible after all. Already she was envisioning her future commercial empire—a peak that would have been unreachable in the old timeline. The excitement made her slightly dizzy. Then she remembered: she was nearly sixty. Would she live to see that day? She ought to find a Chinese medicine doctor for pulse diagnosis. Autumn was the season for supplementation, after all—and wasn't it autumn now?

Lost in these thoughts, she spotted a couple emerging through the East Gate—the woman blonde and blue-eyed. Spectators at the entrance, finding fresh novelty, crowded around to gawk at the foreign barbarian woman.

Li Mei parted the crowd to greet them. "Editor-in-Chief Ding! You've come to visit our humble shop?"

The visitors were Ding Ding, the self-proclaimed publisher and editor-in-chief of the Lingao Times, accompanied by his Western girlfriend Pan Lin. They had returned from Damei Village only days ago, having rushed through a special feature: The Crimes of the Gou Family. The galleys had been finished just yesterday. Hearing that the first joint-stock company had opened, Ding Ding's news-sensitive instincts had fired, and the pair had come straight to East Gate Market.

"Sister Li! Your new shop has opened and we weren't among the first to show support—how rude of us." Ding Ding, ever the man of the world, was effusive with courtesy. He glanced around. "I didn't even send a congratulatory plaque—"

"No matter—just publicize us later!" Ding Ding remained an editor without a newspaper, but Li Mei never doubted that the Lingao Times would eventually become a major conglomerate on par with The New York Times. Better to cultivate connections now than regret it later.

"Done! I'm editing today; tomorrow you'll get a special edition!"

"Many thanks! Normally, company openings call for treating everyone to drinks—conditions don't permit that yet. But come to my place in a few days, and I'll cook personally. I still have some Pixian doubanjiang—I'll make you proper Sichuan cuisine!"

"We'll definitely come. I've been dreaming of shuizhu yu. Can't find a single red chili anywhere here." Ding Ding laughed. "Sister Li, give us a tour!"

Li Mei obliged with pleasure, guiding them through the premises. Material conditions remained crude, but commercial management was already on track: purchasing, inventory, and sales were all properly recorded. Since the clerks were illiterate, bookkeeping fell to Li Mei herself. Clerk compensation operated on sales commissions—no fixed wages. Commission percentages varied by product: easy sellers earned lower rates, hard sellers higher ones. Three meals were provided daily, and work hours followed local custom: five in the morning until six in the evening. There were no days off, though family emergencies or illness qualified for leave—which simply meant no income during absences.

By the standards of that other timeline, these conditions severely violated labor laws. In this era, however, they weren't particularly harsh. Ding Ding recalled interviewing an old established Shandong business: even in the early twentieth century, many shop clerks had received zero fixed wages—nothing but room and board from the boss plus year-end red packets.

(Note: Historically, many commercial enterprises paid no base salary. Clerk income derived from two sources: daily tip sharing and year-end profit sharing based on labor shares.)

He noticed ceramic jars arranged in one corner, filled with artemisia tea, a bamboo ladle and wooden bowls standing ready beside them.

"Free tea," Li Mei explained. Many traditional businesses had provided roadside tea for passersby in all seasons—a time-honored commercial virtue. It was popular and excellent for customer flow; people who came merely for tea often found themselves drawn to the merchandise.

"You really know your trade," Ding Ding said admiringly. "Truly—every profession has its masters. Impressive. You'll be the first person here to get properly rich."

"Not necessarily," Li Mei demurred with a smile. "Business looks brisk today, but this is only Day One. The road ahead is long. We're a joint-stock company. Land use fees, construction materials and labor, even the clerks' daily meals—all represent cash expenditures by the company. Except for the Committee's invested goods, the Cooperative hasn't taken a single cent from the Committee. That ought to qualify as a 'self-reliant economic development model,' wouldn't you say? Please do publicize us favorably—it'll help when I lobby for preferential policies later."

"Done!" Ding Ding's eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. Then, lowering his voice conspiratorially: "This Women's Cooperative—are men allowed to invest?"

Li Mei caught his meaning instantly. "Isn't Little Pan a woman?"

They both laughed knowingly.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 121: Guangzhou Trip (Part 1)

Xiao Zishan had returned from Guangzhou.

The expedition had not been about selling goods or earning silver—quite the opposite. They had functioned as a proper "Purchasing Delegation to Sheep City," carrying an extensive procurement list compiled from every department's urgent requirements. Chief among these was pig iron.

Hainan possessed some of China's finest and largest high-grade iron ore deposits, but whether at Tiandu or Shilu, the transmigrators currently lacked the capacity to develop either site. Moreover, Hainan suffered a fatal deficiency as a coal-and-iron complex: there was no coal.

The rise of industrializing nations had often hinged crucially on establishing such complexes. Britain had become the world's first industrial power largely because abundant iron ore and coal deposits existed in close proximity. America had the Great Lakes region—paired resources and cheap water transport combined. Russia had the Urals; Germany, the Ruhr. The Committee had understood all this on paper, but upon actually attempting to build an industrial base in Lingao, they confronted a stark reality: without solving the steel problem, industrialization was empty talk. They had brought complete equipment sets, machine tools, and precision measuring instruments. They had built power generation capacity and produced cement. Yet they remained stuck on steel. Without the most basic wire rod and rebar, even ordinary reinforced concrete slabs were impossible—to say nothing of steel nails or hammers. The ship's hold contained tons of steel ingots, but these were all special steels they couldn't reproduce in the short term. No one dared touch them.

After much deliberation, the Industrial Committee's main group leaders reached a decision: since ore development was currently impossible, they would skip the blast furnace stage entirely and proceed directly to steelmaking. Regardless of quality, they would produce the crude steel most in daily demand. Steelmaking required large quantities of pig iron, so they would attempt to purchase it from Guangdong.

Pig iron could serve as steelmaking feedstock and was useful in its own right—many bulky components could be cast from it. The Metallurgy Group's procurement list called for fifty tons, supposedly the bare minimum. With their small converters—even running just the smallest one-ton unit—fifty tons wouldn't last a month.

On paper, this was entirely feasible. Ming-era Guangdong's pig iron production was staggering. Based on the Jiajing 13 (1534) Guangdong Provincial Administration's iron tax records, the estimated annual output stood at 6,127,500 jin—roughly 3,100 tons. To the modern perspective, 3,100 tons represented a small mill's output for a few days. But in 1670, Russia's total steel production had been only 2,700-odd tons. The transmigrators' fledgling steel industry, built on imported pig iron, at least had some foundation to work from.

(Note: Steel production figures are heavily debated. This is purely novelistic—don't take it literally.)

For Xiao Zishan, however, matters were far from simple. Though he knew nothing about steel, he understood economic history. In Ming-era Guangdong Province, probably no single ironworks held fifty ready tons available for purchase. More likely, he would need to scrounge from multiple sources. And after scrounging, how would he ship them out? He vaguely recalled that pig iron was prohibited from export. Loading fifty tons onto a ship—what would the officials do if they discovered it? The whole thing was headache-inducing.

Headaches or not, tasks had to be completed. Beyond procurement, this expedition aimed to establish a Guangzhou intelligence network—penetrating Guangdong's wealthy merchant circles and eventually its official ones as well. The personnel roster, therefore, was formidable. Besides Xiao Zishan himself as overall commander, Xi Yazhou had originally been scheduled to accompany them as military affairs specialist, but his salt village mass mobilization work couldn't be interrupted. Bei Wei was pulled from the salt village as a substitute, a switch Xiao Zishan found equally satisfactory—having a reconnaissance soldier as bodyguard was reassuring anywhere. Bei Wei brought four of his best recon squad trainees along; the Guangzhou trip would serve as their graduation assessment.

Also accompanying them was the personnel designated to establish the Guangzhou forward station. Yan Maoda, formerly a jewelry company manager, specialized in luxury goods. His proposal to the Committee was to use their existing Guangzhou property to open a luxury goods trading house as cover for the intelligence base. Such trading houses offered several advantages: first, they required substantial capital, so large cash flows and personnel movements wouldn't arouse suspicion; second, the clientele consisted of wealthy families' wives and daughters, providing easy access to "enemy" inner circles; third, the building could be openly fortified.

Lu Rong had just returned from Li minority territory and immediately joined the expedition. He spoke multiple southern dialects fluently, read classical Chinese texts like Guwen Guanzhi and Wenxuan with casual ease, wrote passable brush calligraphy, possessed a robust physique, and knew both horsemanship and martial arts—making him ideal for covert deployment.

Another key figure was Guo Yi. His assignment stemmed from a simple fact: everyone else's understanding of covert operations came from movies and novels—he alone possessed actual experience. One transfer order later, Guo Yi found himself promoted from Security Group errand boy to Forward Station Chief, traveling to Ming-era Guangzhou for espionage work. The assignment reminded him of life's unpredictability: barely three months ago, in another timeline's Guangzhou, he had been conducting counter-espionage...

Beyond the dozen-plus transmigrators, they needed some locals. The returning Bairren production team workers were either Lingao natives or Fujian seasonal migrants—many had never even visited the prefectural capital, let alone Guangzhou. The Gou Manor prisoners included Guangdong natives, but vetting wasn't complete, so they couldn't be rashly employed. The breakthrough came from the salt village.

Salt Village Vice-Chairman Tan Guihuang—the Chairman being his cousin Tan Guiqiong—learned that the short-hair masters needed reliable companions for their Guangzhou journey and recommended the Leizhou salt merchant Liu Gang. Liu Gang maintained close ties with the salt village through his salt trading business. When Tan Guihuang had crossed the strait to recruit salt merchants, Liu Gang was the first to come, even bringing urgently needed grain and cloth. Tan Guihuang judged this man loyal and dependable. Moreover, though settled in Leizhou, Liu Gang was a genuine Nanhai County native from Guangzhou Prefecture who frequently traded around Guangzhou and knew the routes intimately. He was the ideal companion. When Tan Guihuang broached the subject, Liu Gang readily agreed—refusal wasn't really an option. Word had spread: these short-hairs were the salt village's backers, and they had eliminated the salt field's overlord, Landlord Gou. Such power—no seasoned merchant dared offend it.

Transport would be by ship, the fastest and most convenient method. This expedition carried considerable cargo: beyond the necessary provisions, weapons, and silver, there was radio equipment, hand-crank generators, solar panels, and other gear for the intelligence station. Additionally, they brought various merchandise samples in search of Guangzhou buyers—the fencing work that Gou Manor hadn't completed, they would now handle themselves.

The transmigrators' ships, however, were too conspicuous. Whichever vessel they sailed would cause a sensation. Better to maintain a low profile. Tan Guihuang was asked to purchase a "Lingao towing sail" from local fishing masters—a twenty-two-meter, seventy-eight-ton vessel that was a genuine large fishing boat, perfectly adequate for short-range Guangzhou trading.

(Note: The Lingao towing sail is a famous traditional Hainan fishing boat, though its appearance was relatively recent.)

With a ship secured, they needed sailors. Ordinary people couldn't handle such a large sailing vessel, and among the transmigrators, that talent was scarce. Wu De, though a fisherman, had grown up operating motorized boats. Finally, Lin Chuanqing volunteered as captain. This fisherman-turned-smuggler's-guide could handle all manner of maritime work. Several sailing enthusiasts from the North American contingent then signed on as crew.

The North American faction had found no suitable positions since arriving. Qian Shuiting, working in survey statistics, was assigned to the Planning Committee crunching numbers. Qian Shuixie and Zhou Weisen served in the Military Group, where daily guard duty was driving them to distraction—unlike Lin Shenhe, who could spend his off-duty hours at the Machinery Group developing weapons. Hearing that the Guangzhou trip needed sailors, they all volunteered, partly just for recreation. The group also nursed ulterior motives: they had brought personal weapons and recruited Lin Shenhe, planning to try their hand at piracy if opportunity arose.

Lin Chuanqing was no saint either. They hit it off immediately, scheming to act when circumstances permitted.

One difficulty remained: piracy required sailing skill. The Lingao towing sail was a hard-sail vessel, but these twenty-first-century sailing enthusiasts knew only soft-sail techniques. Though trial runs had taught them the basics, their proficiency remained uncertain. After discussion, they approached Xiao Zishan with a proposal: for easier handling and safety—after all, coastal Guangdong was dangerous—it would be best to retrofit the ship for motor-sail operation. The North Americans knew Xiao Zishan was extremely cautious, particularly regarding personal safety. The proposal was immediately approved, and the Industrial Group was authorized to retrofit the hard-sail vessel with two 12-kilowatt single-cylinder diesel engines from Changchai. They had brought many of these—simple in structure, easy to maintain, and extremely versatile. Except for aircraft, these engines could power almost anything.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 122: Guangzhou Trip (Part 2)

Sea trials had proven encouraging. Under full sail with the wind at her back, the ship could manage roughly twelve knots—the engines adding little to that figure. What they did provide was vastly improved handling, a blessing for transmigrators who possessed precisely zero experience with hard sails. "At the very least," Lin Shenhe summarized, "we'll have a major advantage when sailing into headwinds."

Beyond propulsion, the vessel had undergone extensive modification: radio equipment installed, living quarters expanded, cargo hold bulkheads reinforced, and several hidden compartments cunningly concealed throughout the hull. These secret spaces held weapons, ammunition, and Lin Shenhe's personal cargo—equipment for any piracy opportunities that might present themselves along the way.

Including the transmigrators, the Guangzhou Procurement Delegation numbered twenty-five souls. The ship was well-stocked against pirate attacks: weapons and ammunition in abundance, along with provisions, fresh water, silver, and various supplies.

On November 1, 1628—the sixth day of the tenth lunar month in the first year of the Chongzhen Emperor's reign—the weather proved fair and sunny. The Third-class Transport Ship Deng Yingzhou weighed anchor from Bopu and sailed toward the sun-drenched sea. This grandiose designation—"Third-class Transport Ship Deng Yingzhou," meaning "Ascending Yingzhou"—was purely the fantasy of people afflicted with incurable naval romanticism. Why "third-class" rather than second or fourth remained a mystery known only to them.

The Deng Yingzhou picked up Liu Gang at Denglong Point in Xuwen. The small salt merchant came aboard with several bodyguards and assistants in tow. He had originally balked at the prospect of sailing to Guangzhou, preferring safer overland routes. But tales of the short-hairs' formidable firearms had provided some reassurance, leaving him with only a slight regret: the legendary iron ships were nowhere to be seen.

The journey proceeded smoothly, entirely without incident. Five days later, they arrived at Guangzhou's South City dock.

The Pearl River estuary of 1628 was not nearly as busy as it would become in later eras. Pirates ran rampant, and rumors circulated that Admiral Yu was planning to blockade ships in preparation for an assault on the pirate lord Liu Laoxiang. Foreign vessels had scattered in response, and few ships now plied the Pearl River's waters.

Lin Chuanqing hadn't slept well in days. This Guangzhou trip carried real risk, and during his years as a smuggling guide on the South China Sea, he had witnessed storms of every kind. But those days were long behind him. Though the North American faction constantly watched for piracy opportunities at sea, what he feared most was encountering pirate ships. Liu Laoxiang and his fleet were not to be trifled with. From his smuggling days, he knew that encountering any country's patrol boats was manageable—at worst, the deal fell through. Encountering pirates meant losing everything.

If they met Liu Xiang's pirates, every life aboard this ship would depend entirely on a dozen-odd rifles and two diesel engines. None of them possessed naval combat experience. One or two pirate ships might be manageable, but if seventeen or eighteen came swarming...

Fortunately, Liu Gang had brought a helmsman who knew the coastal routes intimately. Under his guidance, they had nervously hugged the coastline, fleeing into harbors at the first glimpse of any suspicious vessel. The stop-and-go sailing had frayed everyone's nerves. Now, having finally reached the Pearl River estuary, Lin Chuanqing could at last sleep soundly. Lost in reflection, he glanced back at Guo Yi standing by the opposite railing and couldn't suppress a rueful smile.

For Guo Yi, these five days at sea had been pure torment. Since his transfer to the Security Group for interrogation work, his life had regained new purpose. Now entrusted as Chief of the Guangzhou Underground Forward Station—a qualitative leap in his standing—he felt recognized at last. The mission carried risk, certainly, but high risk meant high reward. He would deploy his professional expertise to rapidly elevate his position, eventually ascending into the group's upper echelons. Excited by these prospects, Guo Yi had prepared complete plans and schemes, rushing hopefully toward this idealized new frontier.

He had prepared for seasickness, of course. But the originally planned voyage of one or two days had stretched into five days of evasive sailing—and still they hadn't reached land. Guo Yi's complexion had shifted from red to white, then to green, and finally to an alarming shade of black. He had never known he was prone to seasickness. Apparently, a seventy-eight-ton wooden boat differed significantly from thousand-ton steel vessels. Everything worth vomiting had been expelled during the first three days of heavy swells. For the first time since his involuntary crossing, thoughts of death had flickered through his mind...

Fortunately, the worst had passed. On calm sailing like this, he could occasionally venture out to breathe the sea air while affecting composure. But the post-landing challenges would far exceed mere seasickness. This had been merely a small prelude.

"Dock! Dock!" Qian Shuixie's shouts rang down from the crow's nest, rousing everyone aboard. Crowds pressed to both railings for a look. From the ship, a winding green ribbon stretched toward the horizon—the Pearl River. In the distance, Guangzhou's imposing city walls stood visible, and surrounding residences and fortifications could be made out with the naked eye. Several small sailboats lay anchored at dockside, where barriers had been erected to guard against pirate raids.

Stimulated by hopes of finally setting foot on land, everyone strained to bring the ship to berth. The dock workers—mostly dark-skinned and thin—gathered curiously to investigate these newcomers, who appeared tall and robust from future nutritional abundance. Meng De was first to leap ashore, followed by Qian Shuixie, Zhou Weisen, and others. Though everyone had dressed as Ming people with fake hair buns to avoid easy exposure, ingrained military habits still led them to quickly assume alert stances. Both sides thus faced off in this strange atmosphere...

"Why aren't you coming ashore? What's the delay?" A coquettish voice drifted from the cabin's rear.

Everyone turned. A stunningly beautiful woman parted the curtain to peer out. Her high cloud-like coiffure appeared casually pinned yet draped perfectly, with several artful strands falling across her gently heaving bosom. She possessed an indescribable languid elegance. A dazzling melon-seed face and gauze-veiled crystalline skin rivaling frost and snow surpassed even a lotus in splendor. A pair of limpid autumn eyes shimmered clear yet misty, and beneath her small pert nose rested tender lips like rose petals—plump and dewy. Every glance and smile carried myriad charms. She was truly heart-stopping.

Meng De's group stood instantly stupefied. The dock workers lost their souls—eyes wide, mouths agape, drool flowing unconsciously. Even if struck dead at that moment, they likely would have shown no reaction.

A cough came from within the cabin, and Guo Yi emerged, affecting worldly experience. He cupped his hands in greeting. "My family's womenfolk. Our apologies for the disruption. Please forgive us." He quickly ushered the beauty back inside before she could cause further chaos.

This beauty was the transmigrators' famed Intelligence Group's ultimate secret weapon—codenamed "Miss P," or Peipei. True gender: classified at the highest level. Peipei's disguise skills were first-rate even by modern standards. During the voyage, everyone had been dazzled by continuous transformations: lolita to young boy to mature beauty. This latest reappearance—even for Meng De's group, supposedly immune by now—still proved irresistible. Profound mastery indeed.

Inside the cabin, Guo Yi offered a mild reproach. "Miss P, please understand: though you're directly commissioned by the Committee's Intelligence Information Group, I'm the Guangdong Forward Station Chief—authorized to coordinate overall operations. Please don't create difficulties for our collective mission." Guo Yi understood that Peipei was this Guangzhou mission's most important secret weapon. But nothing could jeopardize the broader plans—hence this reminder.

Peipei smiled sweetly. "Why so serious? I never expected these locals would be so susceptible. My skills were almost wasted."

Guo Yi pondered briefly. "We'll proceed with establishing the intelligence station as planned. Construction of the frontline base will be expedited. But whether restaurant or inn, we still face personnel shortages. I'll find solutions. Meanwhile, please remain aboard and avoid complications. This sort of work isn't suitable for your involvement." Peipei smiled faintly and nodded her acquiescence.

Xiao Zishan intervened. "Let's discuss post-landing operations." As delegation leader, he was responsible only for meeting Gao Ju and procuring the Industrial Department's requirements. Forward station establishment fell entirely under Guo Yi's authority.

"We'll split up," Guo Yi said. "Commissioner Xiao, you meet with Gao Ju and Manager Sun about cooperation—you're already acquainted. I'll take Old Yan and the others; Liu Gang can show us Guangzhou's markets and help scout for shop locations. Everyone else stays aboard for now."

"I'll return to the mansion first and send sedan chairs and mule carts to collect everyone," Xiao Zishan replied. "Let them relax there. Bei Wei knows Sun Chang—he can lead the group." He knew everyone had been cooped up for five or six days, and keeping them confined aboard would only cause trouble. He left Bei Wei to maintain order.

With arrangements settled and a brief preparation complete, Xiao Zishan—protected by special forces operatives and the North American contingent—set off toward Guangzhou city.

Xiao Zishan felt a certain familiarity revisiting old haunts, while the others were purely curious. Most hadn't even visited Lingao's county seat. Now suddenly finding themselves in southern China's most prosperous commercial city of this era, "dazzled" was entirely fitting.

But this wasn't sightseeing time. Returning to the mansion on Huifu Street, they found Caretaker Sun Chang and the Gao family staff unchanged. Seeing the master return, everyone was delighted. During their year-plus absence, the mansion had been properly restored: walls and embankments renovated, rubble cleared, buildings repaired. A vegetable garden had even been planted in the courtyard.

(End of Chapter)
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Xiao Zishan instructed Sun Chang to arrange mule carts and sedan chairs to collect their people from the dock. The others set about cooking and cleaning with such vigor that the empty mansion soon hummed with activity. Procuring transport proved simple enough—Sun Chang needed only to contact the Qiwei Escort Bureau, which, like most escort services, ran mule and horse carts as a sideline to supplement their convoy work. Everything they required was readily available.

While the transport was being arranged, Xiao Zishan ordered a sedan chair to carry him on a courtesy call to Gao Ju. En route, he questioned Sun Chang about the past year's developments. The news was largely unremarkable: since their departure, Gao Ju had frequently dispatched messengers bearing gifts, always inquiring after the Australian merchants. The neighborhood had remained peaceful. Beyond some minor market jitters caused by Liu Laoxiang's disturbances in the Pearl River estuary, nothing of consequence had occurred. As for official circles, Sun Chang knew little—only that some palace bigwig in Beijing had fallen and that Guangzhou's bureaucracy had weathered several shakeups. The specifics eluded him.

Xiao Zishan knew precisely which "palace bigwig" Sun Chang meant. Wei Zhongxian. History, it seemed, had not deviated from its course in this timeline: the once all-powerful "Nine Thousand Years" had taken his own life the previous year on the sixth day of the eleventh lunar month, at an inn in Fucheng County, Hebei. From last December through the first half of this year, the Chongzhen Emperor had been vigorously hunting the Wei faction's remnants, and the resulting official turmoil came as no surprise. The transmigrators had reason to be grateful for this upheaval—with everyone in the capital consumed by panic, no one had spared a thought for some pirate incursion on distant Hainan.

Xiao Zishan's sudden appearance brought Gao Ju both surprise and joy. The matter of Wei Zhongxian's shrine construction had troubled him for some time, and finding no better option, he had ultimately employed the strategy Manager Wen had taught him: "stall." That mysterious manager had stated with peculiar certainty, "Within the month, there will be major changes." And so, when Eunuch Yang arrived in Guangzhou demanding daily progress reports, Gao Ju had dared not delay too brazenly. Instead, he had made leisurely preparations and stretched proceedings out for roughly twenty days. Then, without warning, Little Eunuch Yang had appeared to bid farewell, ordering the shrine construction halted before hurrying back to Beijing with the prepared Australian goods. Gao Ju had been utterly flabbergasted. Ten days later, correspondence from Beijing arrived with the explanation—on May eighteenth, the Emperor had suddenly fallen gravely ill. This left Gao Ju not merely amazed but genuinely chilled; goosebumps prickled across his flesh.

On the eighteenth of May, there will be changes in Beijing. Matters can be delayed. Those had been Manager Wen's parting words. Compared against present reality, this already mysterious group of sea merchants now seemed positively unfathomable. Gao Ju had urgently dispatched agents to inquire whether anyone had sighted strange foreign mega-ships, but no word came. He resigned himself to waiting—surely they would seek him out eventually, given that 200,000 liang in payment remained in his keeping. He waited over a year, yet still nothing. Just when hope had faded, rumors reached him this past month: near Qiongzhou, an unprecedented giant ship had appeared. The crew were all short-haired and short-clothed—and reputedly ferocious. Could this be the Australian merchants' vessel? He was just weighing whether to send investigators when they arrived of their own accord.

Gao Ju ordered preparations for a welcome banquet while they exchanged pleasantries. He produced the sales ledgers—50,000 liang was currently available, with the remainder gatherable within ten days or so.

"The silver isn't urgent. It can remain with Manager Gao for now." The transmigrators were currently short on materials rather than coin. Xiao Zishan wasted no time explaining that this trip was for procurement. Given the diverse merchandise required, he would need Manager Gao's assistance. Gao Ju assumed the requests would involve the usual porcelain, spices, and hardwoods, and readily agreed. But upon opening the list, he was stunned. The items were nothing like what he had expected: pig iron, graphite, fluorite, chalcanthite, alum, copperas, saltpeter, Glauber's salt, soda ash, sulfur, arsenic, realgar, orpiment, cinnabar, borax, gypsum ore, tin, lead, copper, mercury...

Most of these Gao Ju could not even identify. Some he recognized from workshop use, while others were simply medicinal ingredients. Saltpeter and sulfur, of course, were government-controlled. Pig iron was manageable despite the staggering demand for 10,000 shi—he would merely need to visit multiple forges. But mercury—ten shi?! All the mercury in Guangzhou combined might not yield a single shi. What could they possibly want it for? Had some Australian emperor died, requiring mercury for embalming?

Lost in such speculation, he was interrupted when Xiao Zishan noticed his shifting expressions. "Are there difficulties?"

"Everything is findable," Gao Ju said, setting down the list. "It's simply that these quantities are rather excessive. Take chalcanthite and mercury—the entire city might hold one shi at most. Where would such quantities come from?"

"Then please do what you can, Elder Brother Gao. Whatever amount is available, we'll take it." Xiao Zishan did not know what these materials were for, but items specifically ordered were surely essential.

"Since Little Brother entrusts Elder Brother with this, naturally I'll do my utmost." Gao Ju's form of address shifted to something more intimate, and his voice dropped lower. "However, several items on this list are contraband. Elder Brother is not incapable of obtaining them—but everything needs proper justification for safe handling."

Xiao Zishan was startled. He had known that saltpeter and sulfur might be controlled, but had not considered the others. "Which are contraband?"

"Iron is prohibited from export, but that's manageable. Copper, arsenic, saltpeter, and sulfur present the real difficulties—especially given the quantities you're requesting."

"These are raw materials for manufacturing Australian goods." Xiao Zishan had learned from Sun Chang that Gao Ju had made a fortune on Australian goods, becoming something of a "wealth legend" in Guangzhou. Using "raw materials for Australian goods" as justification would ensure the man's fullest effort. It was also true—the Industrial Department desperately needed these substances for modern manufacturing.

Indeed, Gao Ju fell silent, apparently weighing something in his mind. After a moment, as if reaching resolution, he spoke. "Since Little Brother requires them, Elder Brother will certainly assist. Gathering such quantities simply takes time. How long can Little Brother wait?"

"Fifteen days."

"Somewhat tight. I'll dispatch my managers to procure from multiple sources. We'll arrange it as best we can." He paused. "Where should the goods be delivered? The same location as before?"

"This is where I require Elder Brother's guidance." Xiao Zishan had another objective beyond procurement: establishing reliable Guangzhou-Hainan transport lines. Future large-scale purchasing operations in Guangzhou would require suitable transshipment points. The city itself had too many prying eyes—moving bulk goods in and out was inconvenient. They needed an external warehouse.

He explained his requirements to Gao Ju, who assured him this was easily arranged. He owned a private warehouse dock on Youyu Islet in the Pearl River estuary, territory controlled by smuggler-fishermen who were half-civilian and half-bandit. Urban officials dared not set foot there; the place was practically a lawless zone. The transmigrators' ship could dock freely, and Gao Ju would allocate a separate warehouse for goods transshipment.

"That works admirably," Xiao Zishan said, satisfied with the arrangement. He added that their purchasing would be ongoing—whatever quantities became available, they would buy all of it.

With business matters settled, Gao Ju inquired whether they had brought new Australian goods. Xiao Zishan merely offered a faint smile. "Those are just small trinkets. Give it a few months—Elder Brother will see what we can truly produce."

This gave Gao Ju boundless room for imagination—but also stirred a quiet unease. Personally, he felt no fear of the short-haired young man before him. But the shadowy, powerful force lurking behind him was deeply disquieting. These Australian merchants were most definitely not mere merchants.

Xiao Zishan's next visit was to Sun Kecheng, manager of the Qiwei Escort Bureau. Escort bureaus possessed precisely the long-distance bulk transport capabilities that would make them excellent partners for establishing overland routes.

En route, Sun Chang had briefed him on the bureau's particulars. It was a network woven from family ties, clan bonds, hometown connections, and martial brotherhoods. From Chief Escort Sun Kecheng down to counter clerks and stable hands, everyone was related by blood, region, or sworn fraternity. They exclusively ran the Guangzhou-to-Nanchang routes, supplemented by provincial short-haul work, and maintained multiple branch offices along the way. By Guangdong standards, it was a middle-sized operation with connections everywhere. Xiao Zishan calculated that gaining influence over this bureau would greatly benefit their Guangdong trade and intelligence operations.

Chief Escort Sun was pleased by the visit—these Australian merchants clearly valued relationships. Xiao Zishan presented gifts, and the conversation proceeded pleasantly. Then he inquired about the bureau's business.

Sun Kecheng sighed repeatedly, his expression darkening. The escort work itself wasn't the problem—it was the routes, which grew more dangerous by the month. Bandits in the old days had at least been "men of the trade," following underworld rules and professional courtesies. These past two years, however, roving marauders dominated the highways—desperate peasants and unpaid deserting soldiers who respected no names and honored no codes. They saw goods and robbed; they saw people and killed. Where past bandits had wanted only valuables, these new marauders seized everything—goods, carts, mules, the lot.

With bandits running rampant, villages and towns everywhere had organized militias and erected defensive strongholds. Passing through meant constant questioning and hostile scrutiny. Outsider bureaus like theirs—if not for most of their brothers being Jiangxi natives with local connections—couldn't have found food or lodging at all. Several forced convoys had succeeded without losing cargo, but more than ten brothers had been killed or wounded. The bureau's staff had begun to feel their future was deeply uncertain.

When Xiao Zishan proposed investing as shareholders while opening new routes, Sun Kecheng's jaw dropped. In all the years since escort businesses began, no bureau had ever served as an investment opportunity for outside money. Brothers pooling resources was sufficient to open shop. Earnings came from physical labor and risking one's life. Year-round, everyone perhaps achieved modest comfort—significant dividends simply didn't exist. Nobody had ever thought to invest money in escort bureaus before.

"No dividends required," Xiao Zishan assured him, then proceeded to explain. "We're establishing businesses across the Ming realm. Shop operations and shipping will inevitably arise. For land and water transport, nobody knows the trade better than you. This investment means, first, that we won't take bureau dividends, and second, that we won't interfere with internal affairs. Simply this—wherever our businesses expand, your routes follow."

(End of Chapter)
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The future that Xiao Zishan sketched for the Qiwei Escort Bureau amounted to restructuring it into an armed freight company. Late-Ming social order was already crumbling, and long-distance transport without armed escorts had become impossible.

Sun Kecheng sat dumbfounded. Such grand claims—businesses extending everywhere, with bureau routes following in their wake! He didn't have nearly enough martial brothers and disciples for an undertaking of that scope. Even setting aside the question of manpower, how could anyone possibly cultivate relationships with all three factions that dominated the roads: officials, bandits, and local tyrants?

"No problem," Xiao Zishan said, untroubled. "For now, just open one new route—Guangzhou to Haikang and Xuwen."

"Haikang and Xuwen?" Sun Kecheng looked puzzled. Haikang served as Leizhou Prefecture's seat, while Xuwen was merely a subordinate county. Both were remote backwaters by Guangdong standards, their main products limited to salt and sugar. Wealthy households were scarce. The Australian merchants dealt in precious rarities—surely doing business in Leizhou would mean losing money.

"Correct." Xiao Zishan nodded. Opening this route served two purposes. First, it would establish land connections between Hainan and Guangzhou: Bopu Port faced Xuwen's Denglong Point directly across the water. If sea routes were ever blockaded, the transmigrators could cross from Bopu and travel overland via Leizhou to Guangzhou. Second, it would provide access to local sugar. The Leizhou Peninsula's climate and soil were ideal for sugarcane cultivation—sugar mills had operated there since the Han Dynasty. By the Ming Dynasty, both cultivation and production had become highly developed, and around 1700, annual crude sugar output would reach ten thousand tons, mostly for export. Sugar ranked among Ming-Qing China's most profitable overseas trade goods, and the transmigrators couldn't afford to ignore it. Though they currently lacked the capacity to directly control the Leizhou Peninsula, establishing purchasing stations and securing supply chains was entirely feasible.

What Xiao Zishan wanted from the Qiwei Bureau was straightforward: open branch offices in both Haikang and Xuwen within one month. Subsequently, they would establish mule-and-horse inns or cart services at key villages along the routes, forming relay-style transport lines. All funds for establishing the branch offices would come from the transmigrators, with an additional three thousand liang going to Qiwei for recruiting personnel, cultivating relationships with local officials, and covering miscellaneous expenses.

"One month is too tight." Sun Kecheng shook his head repeatedly. "Qiwei has no existing routes in Leizhou—we'll need scouts to blaze trails first. From start to finish, this requires two to three months at minimum."

"Two months, then. But this is urgent." Wu Nanhai had informed him that sugarcane harvest ran from autumn through winter. If routes could be opened in time, they could establish purchasing stations in Leizhou this season. By next spring, they would be mass-exporting white sugar, and the transmigrators' export commodities would be secured.

"That's manageable." Sun Kecheng, however, didn't appear particularly enthusiastic. "Forgive my bluntness, but you gentlemen come from afar. Leizhou is remote wilderness. Doing business there—please, reconsider."

Xiao Zishan found himself unexpectedly touched. In that other timeline, countless people had devoted their cleverness to defrauding investors—polishing others' work as their own, easily bilking billions in taxpayer money. Yet here stood this struggling bureau chief, earnestly urging him to reconsider his investment. Human character truly varied enormously.

"No need for concern—we have our reasons." Xiao Zishan understood that without legitimate justification, these upstanding bureau people couldn't be won over with money alone. Fortunately, sugar purchasing provided a ready excuse. "Leizhou produces sugar, and the Australians have desperate need for sugarcane products. One round trip doubles the capital. We intend to establish purchasing stations there."

Sun Kecheng's expression cleared with sudden understanding. He praised their foresight repeatedly and readily agreed. Xiao Zishan then laid out three requirements: first, quickly recruit personnel and expand the bureau's ranks; second, help locate reliable local shop managers and clerks for opening businesses; and third, establish a regular contact system. Gao Di's martial arts training at the bureau made him ideal for liaison duties. They agreed that Huifu Street and the Bureau would communicate every seven days, with emergencies handled the same day. With arrangements settled, Xiao Zishan handed over bank drafts from Gao Ju, and the partnership was sealed.

Over the following days, Xiao Zishan shuttled between the Qiwei Bureau and the Gao mansion. He required the locals' assistance for countless matters and witnessed firsthand Gao Ju's enormous influence as a Guangzhou merchant. Many issues required nothing more than sending a steward bearing his calling card, and the matter was resolved—more convenient than modern leaders' handwritten notes or phone calls.

Swiftly, Guo Yi and the others completed their baojia registration, formally establishing their legal residency. In reality, household registries and records had long since become defunct in late-Ming Guangzhou, and baojia functioned mainly as a security measure. As for their origins, naturally they couldn't claim Australian merchant status—they were registered as townsmen of the Gao family. With Gao family stewards intervening, the semi-official local wardens dared not delay and processed everything immediately. Xiao Zishan knew these petty officials—whether past or present—were the trickiest sort. At critical moments, they could poison any situation. He immediately produced a generous five-liang tip packet. The recipient beamed and became ever more deferential.

The procurement delegation members—except for a few who stayed to guard the ship—moved into the Huifu Street mansion. After two days of rest, everyone began clamoring to go sightseeing, eager to discover what this seventeenth-century southeastern metropolis actually looked like.

Xiao Zishan knew that blocking them would only breed resentment, but letting them swarm out uncontrolled would certainly cause trouble. These people were too well-nourished, and their behavior didn't match their surroundings. He divided them into groups of five or six, each accompanied by two Qiwei escorts for safety, and every person received one liang of silver and a thousand copper coins as pocket money.

Escort bureaus, owing to their connections in both the underworld and legitimate society, had evolved a unique guarantee system. When underworld figures who had "made friends" with bureaus entered cities for medical treatment, sightseeing, or shopping, it was customary for the bureaus to send escorts as companions—providing good food, drink, and entertainment—then politely escorting them out when finished. One condition applied: visitors couldn't cause trouble while in the city. No crimes; not even visiting brothels or gambling houses, or the escorts would refuse to accompany them. Underworld acquaintances followed this rule. Over time, urban constables and investigators, upon seeing outlaws with escort accompaniment, customarily refrained from questioning or searching them. Xiao Zishan recognized that the transmigrators were far too conspicuous. Groups roaming freely would immediately attract yamen investigators, so escort accompaniment was the far more prudent choice.

Everyone departed in high spirits. Bei Wei took several trainees—also accompanied by escorts—but not for sightseeing. They were surveying Guangzhou's terrain, producing accurate maps of city roads, yamens, granaries, gates, and key facilities. Xiao Zishan, Guo Yi, and several others set out with Liu Gang as their guide, browsing the streets casually while investigating possibilities for future commercial development.

The group changed into local clothing, exited Huifu Street, walked through several alleys, and emerged into the bustling market. Shops lined both sides of the streets, and the prosperity was remarkable. Merchants from all regions had gathered here: Nanjing, Beijing, every province, even foreign countries. Goods ranged from ancient bronzes to fashionable silks, embroideries, cloth, and household items—plus Western-origin chiming clocks and various curiosities. Shops were categorized by trade, each clustering in its own section of street. After breakfast, every thoroughfare thronged with people, and by the si hour—nine to eleven in the morning—the crowds became overwhelming. There were people buying, people gawking, people marveling, and people simply watching other people. They surged back and forth amid laughter and chatter, creating a spectacle more impressive than any film or television drama could capture. Everyone stared spellbound, but the same grim thought occurred to each of them: in less than twenty years, amid the Ming-Qing civil wars, how much of this southeastern metropolis's three centuries of accumulated wealth would go up in flames or be plundered away? How many of these living, working people would become bleached bones? Sighs arose unbidden.

The further they walked, the more crowded it became, and the busier the commerce. Everyone hardly knew where to look. Liu Gang knew the routes intimately—when passages grew too congested, he guided them through side streets. Walking along, Yan Maoda spotted a large jewelry shop beside the street and signaled his interest. Everyone was curious, so they entered to browse.

Inside, the Cantonese proprietor was showing a customer a mirror. That pink plastic frame—Xiao Zishan recognized it instantly. Wasn't this the Wenzhou mirror he had bulk-purchased from wholesale markets? Now it was being sold in jewelry shops.

"This mirror must cost a hundred and fifty liang? Can't you lower the price?"

The merchant answered with extreme deference. "Truly impossible. Even at Gao's shop, you won't find such Crystal Dawn Jade mirrors now. If you want ordinary Black Jade mirrors, those run just a hundred liang. Frankly, even Master Gao doesn't know when more Crystal Color Jade mirrors will arrive! Such rare pink ones—in ten to fifteen days, they'll probably cost two hundred liang."

Clearly, Gao wasn't merely retailing; he was also wholesaling. Clever indeed: as long as Australian merchants kept supplying goods, controlling wholesale distribution covered far more territory than selling from just one shop. Per-unit profit decreased, but total sales volume surged.

The customer examined the mirror again and nodded. "Fine—I'll take it. This mirror is truly remarkable. It reflects so clearly!"

(End of Chapter)
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Of all those present, only Xiao Zishan had any experience in time-travel commerce. The others stood speechless as they witnessed the so-called "Crystal Dawn Jade mirror"—obviously nothing more than a cheap plastic-framed egg mirror from Wenzhou, the sort sold by the heap at wholesale markets for perhaps ten yuan at most—fetch a price of 150 liang. Guo Yi and his companions shook their heads in disbelief, struggling to process what they had just seen.

"Well?" Xiao Zishan said quietly. "Feeling more confident now? Guangzhou isn't like the rest of the country. It's the wealthiest city in all of East Asia in this timeline."

Yan Maoda nodded, still sighing in wonder. "I never imagined Guangzhou would be this prosperous in this era. I'm entirely confident about opening a jewelry company here now."

When a shop clerk approached to solicit their business, Yan Maoda seized the opportunity to gauge the market. He asked to see pearls—the transmigrators had brought substantial quantities of freshwater cultured pearls from the other timeline. The clerk retrieved several trays from behind the cabinet. The largest specimens measured nearly an inch in diameter; the smallest resembled pomegranate seeds. Most were quite round, though some were elongated ovals. Even in the dim indoor light, the pearl luster was impressive. The small ones were priced between ten and twenty liang each; the largest carried an asking price of 4,000 liang.

Yan Maoda had studied pearl history during his jewelry trade career and knew that historical dynasties placed enormous value on such gems. These were natural pearls—exceedingly precious by any standard. Yet even with that knowledge, a single large pearl selling for 4,000 liang still astonished him.

Most remarkable of all was a tray of slightly elongated purple pearls. Yan Maoda examined them closely while the clerk explained that these were of Western origin, a rare color; at this size, they cost 200 liang each.

After exiting the shop, they walked into a nearby alley where the crowds thinned. "Just selling our hundred kilograms of freshwater pearls would yield enormous profits," Yan Maoda observed.

"But they don't look quite as fine," Lu Rong said.

"True, the pearl color isn't comparable," Yan Maoda acknowledged. "But that's not a serious obstacle. What concerns me is that tray of purple pearls. Those are Australian seawater pearls. I never expected to find them here in Guangzhou."

"They were probably harvested from there directly. Sailing from Southeast Asia to Australia isn't terribly difficult."

"Probably. Which means someone has already reached Australia—or at least its offshore islands."

"Developing Australia might actually be worth considering..."

They continued sightseeing as they walked, chatting and laughing along the way. Lu Rong developed a keen interest in the street food but feared falling ill, so he restrained himself despite his watering mouth. As they walked on, the street scenes grew increasingly desolate—occasional patches of wasteland appeared, yet voices could still be heard in the distance. Liu Gang halted. "Ahead lies a slave market. There's nothing worth seeing—just families being torn apart. Very tragic. Gentlemen, let us walk elsewhere."

Xiao Zishan hesitated. Before departing for Guangzhou, the Committee had privately discussed purchasing people. Lingao's local labor supply was limited, and they desperately needed external migration. But the immediate issue wasn't labor—rather, it was the gradually surfacing "physiological needs" of many transmigrators.

These physiological needs—food and sex—represented human nature at its most basic. For a long time after D-Day, everyone had worked exhausting hours, nervously guarding against possible attacks, their bodies and minds utterly drained. Naturally, no one had raised this issue. Recently, however, the situation had stabilized. Leisure time increased, yet entertainment remained scarce. Over five hundred people—mostly young men in their prime—inevitably harbored sexual thoughts. The problem was that only about a dozen had wives or girlfriends. Most relied on watching adult videos for relief, a practice that added fuel to fire rather than providing genuine release.

Despite generally positive developments, disharmonious incidents had begun to occur: voyeurism during women's bathing, secret upskirt photography—repeatedly. Most seriously, someone had attempted to rape Salina during the night, though the perpetrators had badly underestimated this formidable ATF agent's capabilities. Salina emerged only slightly shaken and entirely unharmed; of the three would-be attackers, she sent one to the hospital.

Ran Yao quickly identified all the perpetrators. For the sake of stability, the matter was suppressed. The three offenders were dispatched far away to Bopu Camp to prevent any encounters with Salina that might spark further conflict.

The incident was resolved, but the Committee recognized the dangerous warning signs it represented. The camp contained multiple women, but very few were single. In other words, the transmigrator group couldn't internally satisfy its members' needs for male-female interaction. If future rape incidents occurred—or if adultery problems arose—the Committee would face not just a crying woman but also an enraged cuckolded husband. How would they handle such situations? What would be the consequences? It was unimaginable.

If the perpetrators possessed slightly more self-awareness—like those three, who at least understood that their comrades' wives were off-limits—and instead turned to raping village women, what then? Rape was what commoners hated most. From the Red Army through the PLA eras, rapists had been executed. Would the transmigrators also execute rapists? That seemed to violate the Committee's unspoken principle that "all people are equal, but some are more equal than others."

Even setting rape aside—what about visiting prostitutes? Never mind whether Lingao even had brothels; contracting STDs would be extremely troublesome. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were precisely when syphilis was spreading massively into coastal China. If someone was unlucky enough to be infected, the Medical Group would waste precious penicillin on treatment.

In short, failing to address these physiological problems meant harboring major hidden dangers.

Various solutions had been proposed. Xiao Zishan had suggested prioritizing recreational facilities—nightly movies, sports competitions, and the like. But this was merely palliative, with limited effect. Others had proposed bolder measures: establish a brothel with strict hygiene protocols to prevent STD transmission. The Committee would issue monthly "pleasure vouchers," and beyond that allowance, men would pay out of pocket.

This proposal was the most efficient, but most Committee members couldn't accept it. Brothels were backward, cruel institutions. How could twenty-first-century civilized people establish one? As for distributing prostitution vouchers—unthinkable. (Note: Apparently several German cities have recently issued free prostitution vouchers. Rather awkward. German citizens are quite fortunate.)

After secret deliberations and consultations, the Committee reached a decision: act quickly and purchase women from the mainland. Under the designation of "female servant," they would be assigned to single men. Nominally, these women would handle housework; practically, the men could do whatever they wished.

This proposal also faced opposition. Xiao Zishan himself had objected on simple logistical grounds: he managed internal affairs. If pseudo-wife distribution was adopted, the current collective dormitory system would collapse—men with "servants" would certainly refuse to share rooms any longer. This meant a massive expansion of housing construction.

After multiple nights of discussion, debate, and hearings, the "female servant" plan was finally approved. Thus, Xiao Zishan's Guangzhou trip gained another task: buying women.

It sounded titillating—but it was by no means easy. Human trafficking required professional slave dealers, and their merchandise was expensive. He had consulted Gao Ju and learned that an ordinary-looking twelve or thirteen-year-old girl cost seven to eight liang at minimum. Pretty and clever ones ran at least twenty liang. Higher-quality ones—like Yangzhou's famous "thin horses"—had no ceiling; seventy to eighty liang was merely the floor, with prices sometimes reaching into the hundreds.

Moreover, slave dealers controlled the supply. Famine refugees or destitute girls selling themselves—nine out of ten fell into their hands. Outsiders couldn't easily intervene, short of a massive famine driving floods of refugees onto the streets.

Now, hearing Liu Gang mention a slave market ahead, Xiao Zishan thought it worth investigating. Even if no suitable women were available, purchasing children would help. Wu Nanhai had specifically emphasized that cultivating the transmigrators' own talent must begin with children. Only thorough worldview reformation—instilling entirely new knowledge and concepts from an early age—would truly work.

"Let's take a look," Xiao Zishan said, striding forward. "I'm interested in purchasing some household servants."

What lay ahead was not, of course, a professional marketplace—merely wasteland cluttered with refugees from various regions. A ruined temple stood amid overgrown graves. Makeshift shelters had been thrown up everywhere. Refugees from Guangdong, Guangxi, Jiangxi, and Fujian sat or lay about, their faces ghostly and blank. Some could still shuffle along with begging sticks in hand. Others cooked salvaged food scraps, producing the stench of rotten soup. The air hung smoky and fetid, permeated by strange odors neither moldy nor burnt. Against the collapsed temple wall lay a row of rigid corpses covered with tattered mats; only pairs of cracked, dried feet protruded from beneath. Ashes of burned paper money remained scattered nearby. Three to four months ago, such scenes would have shocked them deeply. Now they had grown accustomed to this timeline's everyday presence of death.

Local militia patrolled the grounds to maintain order, and a gruel-dispensing shelter operated nearby—some evidence of local government relief. Well-dressed figures came and went throughout the area, their purpose unmistakable. They were all here to purchase people.

(End of Chapter)
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This was no free market. The moment these well-dressed visitors passed through the entrance, slave dealers descended upon them like flies to honey, hawking their merchandise with practiced urgency.

"Look at this one—perfectly aligned glutinous teeth that could bite through gold and jade—fifteen liang, what do you say?" one cried. Another shoved forward, grabbing a girl by her hair: "See this one's hair—jet-black..." A third dealer interrupted, gesturing toward an older woman: "Mine may look older, but she's literate! Scholar-family background. The Jincui Pavilion madam offered fifty liang, but I refused!" Yet another planted himself directly in their path: "You gentlemen are looking for servants, am I right? This girl's perfect—formerly served a wealthy Fujian household, already trained. Her figure and face are both excellent! My rock-bottom price is twenty-five liang!"

The cacophony stunned Xiao Zishan's group into momentary paralysis. None of them had ever witnessed anything like this. Seven or eight dealers crowded around them, spitting as they shouted, shoving girls forward like livestock—tugging at hair to display its luster, lifting arms to examine skin quality. The girls ranged from eleven or twelve through their early twenties, reasonably attractive but malnourished, their complexions sallow from want. As the dealers pinched and prodded them, they fought back tears they dared not shed, their faces masks of suppressed grief. Xiao Zishan's heart sank. The tragedy of it was undeniable, and he saw the same pained recognition in his companions' expressions.

Two escorts shouldered the dealers aside to clear a path. Liu Gang turned back. "Chief Manager, shall we purchase some children?"

Xiao Zishan wavered, uncertain. The more attractive girls had apparently already been acquired by dealers, each priced between six and fifty liang—a total investment of thirty to forty liang that would add up quickly if he bought them all. The ages also skewed young. Were twelve or thirteen-year-olds adolescents or children? While he hesitated, Yan Maoda leaned in. "Commissioner Xiao—let's simply bulk-buy. We can bargain them down aggressively."

"Even bargained down, it's still several hundred liang." Zhang Xin shook his head. "Let's start with the people the dealers aren't interested in. Once they see we've bought many of those while ignoring their premium merchandise, they'll come to us with discounts."

"Good approach," Xiao Zishan agreed. "We planned on acquiring some children for raising and educating anyway."

"What's our budget? I need a baseline."

"Under 500 liang. Slightly over is acceptable."

The group bypassed the dealers and headed deeper into the grounds. Shelters and open patches of earth appeared everywhere, packed with refugees of all ages who called out plaintively whenever anyone passed. Their begging cries rose and fell in endless waves of desperation.

At the next crossroads, a large crowd had gathered around some commotion. As they approached, they saw a woman clutching a man's legs, wailing and pleading while two children lay on a pile of rags beside her—the older perhaps three or four years old, the younger still swaddled. Her family had fled here from somewhere north, and everyone else had perished along the way. Only these three survived: mother and children. A dealer wanted the woman but refused to take the children.

She had been beaten bloody, her nose and mouth streaming crimson, yet she clung to the dealer's legs even as he kicked and cursed her. "Stubborn whore! I don't run a charity—why would I feed your brats!" He grabbed her by the hair and prepared to drag her away.

Zhang Xin was about to intervene when someone else shouted, "Stop!" The crowd parted, and several servants escorted a young man of around thirty through the gap. Whispers rippled through the onlookers: "Young Master Liang has arrived."

The young gentleman approached the dealer. "You bought her—why force her to abandon her children? These two are so young. Without their mother, they'll surely die."

The dealer recognized him and immediately grew defensive. "Your Honor, our business isn't easy. In her sickly condition, dragging two children along—who would purchase her? If I agreed to take them, I'd have two extra mouths to feed for nothing."

Young Master Liang's expression hardened. "If it's unprofitable, don't purchase her at all—why force families apart!"

The dealer smiled bitterly. "Come now—I meant well but caused evil? In her condition, if I don't buy her, her entire family starves by tomorrow. At least I'm saving one person."

The argument was nearly shameless, yet it held a grain of truth. Young Master Liang found himself momentarily speechless. Zhang Xin studied the woman on the ground—barely in her early twenties, her face gaunt, her skin sallow with an unhealthy flush. Clearly ill. Young Master Liang instructed his servants to purchase steamed buns for her, then distributed coins to the surrounding refugees.

"Let's buy her," Guo Yi said, his voice thick with sympathy.

Xiao Zishan thought the situation far from ideal—she was sick, and her children were too young to be anything but burdens. He hesitated, noticed everyone watching him expectantly, then nodded. "Buy them."

The moment the surrounding refugees witnessed these merchants purchase the entire family, agitation swept through the crowd. Word spread like wildfire. Old and young, male and female—they pressed forward, surrounding the group in an increasingly dense mass, all begging: "Take us! No payment needed—we just want food!"

Brief chaos ensued. Fortunately, Liu Gang possessed experience in such matters. He pushed through with the escorts and requested that officials and militia help restore order. Xiao Zishan produced Gao Ju's calling card and immediately distributed several thousand coins as tips. The officials dared not delay and quickly summoned licensed dealers, who began writing slave contracts in assembly-line fashion.

The surrounding people quickly noticed that these buyers strongly preferred children—especially the previously unwanted toddlers that other purchasers scorned. They bought every one they saw. Parents wishing to accompany their children were also accepted. Orphans received an especially warm welcome. Zhang Xin proved generous, offering no "body price" but providing five-hundred-coin tips to the officials for each purchase. The officials in charge simply rounded up every orphan in the area—willing or not—and wrote contracts for them all. Before long, seventy to eighty children had been collected, along with forty-odd adults. The dealers, observing that these wealthy buyers were ignoring their merchandise entirely, hurried over offering sales. Zhang Xin shook his head. "Individual inspection wastes time. All your children—I'll take the entire lot."

After brief bargaining, all forty-one of the dealers' girls were purchased at ten liang each. Within moments, the ruined temple clearing filled with seated people awaiting their fate.

Xiao Zishan dispatched escorts to notify Sun Kecheng: clear out a mule-and-horse inn, quickly prepare fires and cooking facilities, and summon several doctors to stand by. Those who had signed contracts were escorted to the inn in batches of twenty, each group accompanied by pairs of escorts. Mule carts were hired for the sick and weak.

Amid the bustle, a servant approached Liu Gang and spoke quietly. Liu Gang's expression shifted to one of careful respect as he came to Xiao Zishan. "Young Master Liang would like to invite you gentlemen for a brief conversation."

Guo Yi asked, "Who is this Young Master Liang?"

"He's a county juren—a successful examination candidate from a gentry family background. He's known for his public-spirited generosity and enjoys an excellent local reputation. He'd like to speak with you gentlemen."

The group exchanged glances—such local gentry was worth cultivating. Zhang Xin stayed behind to continue coordinating the servant dispatch while the others followed Young Master Liang's servant to the grounds' edge.

At the wasteland's boundary stood a tea stall selling tea and steamed buns—originally a rest area for dealers and officials. Now it was entirely occupied by Young Master Liang's entourage, some twenty to thirty servants in all. The visitors exchanged surprised looks: just a county juren, yet commanding such a retinue!

Young Master Liang appeared roughly twenty-seven or twenty-eight, with a slightly pale complexion and the refined bearing of a young aristocrat. He wore a gray silk robe and held a gold-speckled Sichuan fan—not extravagant, but immaculately neat. Observing them approach, he displayed no trace of haughtiness; instead, he rose, cupped his hands, and offered the first greeting.

"Liang Cunhou." The young gentleman smiled faintly, his dark pupils glittering beneath indented brows as he spoke. "May I ask your names, gentlemen? From where do you hail?"

Even as he spoke, his gaze subtly appraised Guo Yi and the others with exceptional shrewdness. Guo Yi felt a start: this man's penetrating look was not that of a typical dandy. He replied courteously, "We dare not presume," and proceeded to introduce everyone's names in turn.

Following their standard cover story, they presented themselves as sea merchants. Owing to unsafe waters, they had been stranded here, and Liu Gang was accompanying them as a local guide for sightseeing.

Servants brought tea. Young Master Liang then inquired, "Since you're sea merchants, why purchase so many servants?" Suspicion flickered in his eyes.

Xiao Zishan had responses prepared. "The seas have grown increasingly treacherous in recent years. Business becomes more difficult daily. We've been contemplating buying land, establishing estates, and collecting rent. We've purchased wasteland in Qiongzhou for farming—but labor is scarce. Our tenants and laborers frequently lack spouses, so we came here to acquire some women."

"That's also a virtuous deed." Young Master Liang sighed. "Watching you earlier—showing pity for the weak and sick, refusing to separate families, accepting even toddlers—then carefully arranging food and shelter—truly benevolent hearts. We Guangzhou natives feel ashamed by comparison."

"Not at all, not at all." Guo Yi and the others demurred politely, though they found Young Master Liang somewhat theatrical. Travelers from modern times didn't fully comprehend ancient society's harshness. Since they had purchased people as servants, providing food and shelter seemed like the bare minimum. Not paying wages already felt like taking enormous advantage.

Liu Gang seized the opportunity for flattery. "Young Master Liang has always shown philanthropic generosity throughout the county. Not just Nanhai County—throughout all of Guangzhou Prefecture, who doesn't know of your benevolence? You should be aware: this gruel-dispensing shelter's expenses are mostly funded by the Liang family."

Liang Cunhou dismissed this with a wave. "Times are unsettled. Fortunately, Guangdong remains peaceful. My Liang family has long received imperial grace—hardly comparable to humble origins. Having some modest property, contributing what little we can for good deeds merely relieves the court's burdens slightly." His expression darkened. "Regrettably, in this humble county, my refugee relief efforts have actually attracted criticism from local gentry." He sighed deeply.

Guo Yi observed his distress and feigned confusion. "Young Master Liang relieves refugees—a tremendous good deed. Why would there be gossip?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 127: Guangzhou Forward Station

Liang Cunhou managed a strained smile. "My grain relief serves two purposes. First, I simply cannot bear watching commoners wander homeless and starving along the roads. Second—and perhaps more pragmatically—I fear what desperate people are capable of when pushed beyond endurance." He leaned forward, his voice dropping. "Do you gentlemen have any idea how many refugees have flooded into Guangzhou recently? A rough count puts the number at no fewer than thirty thousand, and this is still the autumn harvest season. Come spring's famine months, heaven only knows how many more will arrive. If someone incites an uprising, the entire region will be devastated."

He let out a bitter laugh. "And yet—ridiculously—many of our local gentry, men who call themselves Confucian disciples, accuse me of seeking fame and popularity. As if I harbor some sinister ulterior motive! Ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous." Catching himself, he realized he had spoken too freely and quickly cupped his hands in apology. "Pardon my outburst."

"Just missing two people," Xiao Zishan murmured under his breath.

Liang Cunhou looked confused. "I beg your pardon? What did the manager say?"

"Nothing, nothing." Xiao Zishan waved it off and changed the subject. "Young Master Liang, we would like to recruit some refugees here in Guangzhou and send them to Qiongzhou for land clearing. Would the officials object?"

The young master laughed dryly. "Land clearing? Please don't take offense at some cold water, but you'll invest capital in clearing that land only to find you can't even pay the taxes. A year's hard work will flow straight into the pockets of those yamen clerks. Recruiting refugees is charitable, certainly—but if your venture fails to sustain itself, you'll leave them worse off than before."

The Committee had given its intelligence personnel an important directive: collect all available information on Ming-era society. Seeing an opportunity, Guo Yi feigned ignorance. "Why does Young Master Liang say this?"

"I've never visited Qiongzhou myself, but I hear it's humid, malarial, and typhoon-prone. The Li people rebel with regularity. Though wasteland abounds, settling there is far from easy." He fixed them with a knowing look. "Moreover, you are all merchants with no examination credentials. Won't you be fat sheep for the local clerks! At best, you'll lose your entire investment. At worst, you'll face utter ruin." He sighed deeply. "Ah, this world..."

Guo Yi could only nod in agreement, not daring to reveal more. While they were talking, a servant approached and whispered something to Liang. The young master rose, citing other business, and cupped his hands in farewell. Everyone parted with the customary pleasantries.

Shortly afterward, another servant came running up with humble courtesy. "My young master would like to know the gentlemen's lodging address. He wishes to pay a visit another day."

The group exchanged glances. They had been completely deferential throughout the entire meeting—neither reciting "a thousand li frozen, ten thousand li snow-swept," nor discoursing on human rights, democracy, or freedom. What had this gentry scion seen in these mere merchants?

Guo Yi quickly composed himself. "We are lodging on Huifu Street, at the shop called 'Zizhen Studio.'"

The servant confirmed the address, then extracted a plum-red paper from his visiting card box. "My young master's calling card. Please accept it."

Presenting a calling card upon first meeting showed exceptionally high regard. Having attended Yu Eshui's "Ming Dynasty Customs and Society" lecture series before departure, Guo Yi knew the proper form and politely declined: "I dare not accept such an honor." Only after repeated refusals did he finally accept the card.



Xiao Zishan, still worried about their human cargo, rushed to the escort bureau's mule and horse inn. The new arrivals had already been settled under the bureau's arrangements, though Sun Kecheng had been initially dumbfounded. He had been told they would purchase some servants, but never expected so many to arrive overnight. The bureau's entire staff had been mobilized to cook, boil water, and summon doctors for the sick. The chaos lasted until nearly the first watch before things finally settled down.

Returning to Huifu Street, the group deliberated. The goods were not yet fully procured, but they had already purchased over two hundred people. Staying at Qiwei's inn was not sustainable—firstly, they were imposing on others, and secondly, once fed and rested, people's thoughts would wander. The transmigrators were not jailers who could monitor them around the clock. Better to ship this batch back first, then return for the remaining goods.

This proposal received enthusiastic approval from the crew, which surprised Xiao Zishan. He had expected them to resist an immediate return voyage, having just arrived in the great city. Unbeknownst to him, several harbored their own private schemes. The decision was made: the purchased slaves would rest for two days at Qiwei's inn, then the crew would transport them back to Lingao. The others would remain in Guangzhou to continue the forward station work.



Building renovation proceeded intensively. According to the plan, the Huifu Street compound would be transformed into a jewelry house—shop in front, workshop in back—selling various transmigrator-manufactured luxury goods. Some finishing and assembly work could be done on-site, while key processes would remain at Bairren Fortress. Former jewelry company manager Yan Maoda had brought extensive expertise in jewelry design and processing, along with ample new-style materials. He claimed that if they could recruit some skilled craftsmen, they could manufacture fine pieces right here in Guangzhou. This was better than merely selling glassware, and it would avoid stepping on the toes of their agent Gao Ju.

Xiao Zishan, leveraging his connections with Gao Ju, recruited many workers for the renovations. With ample funds and the jewelry house as cover, the entire compound was fortified to an impressive degree. Though not quite rivaling the U.S. Embassy in Beijing, it came remarkably close. Imitating the security measures of Shanxi money shops and pawnshops, iron gratings were installed in the ceilings to guard against aerial intruders. Stone foundation walls were topped with mortared blue bricks, making them extremely solid. Only the front portions retained traditional long windows; the rear buildings had ordinary windows fitted with iron bars.

Most secure of all was the "vault" courtyard: three rooms constructed entirely of brick and stone, without any wood. There were no windows, and the iron door was fitted with twenty-first-century locks. Modeled after embassy safe rooms, it would be used for confidential matters. One room housed the telecommunications equipment, one served as a conference room, and one functioned as the actual vault—storing not just gold and silver, but more importantly, materials, weapons, and reconnaissance equipment. Besides the radios, Intelligence had provided walkie-talkies, pistols, binoculars, night-vision goggles, digital cameras, and laptops. For power, there were hand-crank generators and solar panel arrays—limited in capacity, but sufficient for the radio and laptop.

The originally planned monitoring and security systems had been suspended due to power constraints, though an infrared alarm was installed at the safe room entrance.

For water, two usable wells stood on the compound grounds. Sun Chang had already arranged for deep cleaning during the initial renovations, and to protect the delicate modern digestive systems of the transmigrators, the station had brought a simple water filter and sterilizer with replaceable cartridges good for a year.

The Deng Yingzhou delivered over thirty tons of materials and five thousand taels in cash—the station's entire startup capital. According to regulations, forward personnel could not withdraw from Gao Ju's two hundred thousand tael account.



Everyone bustled about their tasks, but Guo Yi sat alone, contemplating future operations. The Committee's station directives boiled down to two objectives: intelligence collection and conducting trade. Either goal required first building broad social connections. They now had the Gao family and Qiwei Bureau as entry points; the next step was to expand their network across various social strata.

Guo Yi recalled Yu Eshui's pre-departure course on "Ming Dynasty Socioeconomic Conditions" and pondered which level would be most productive to breach.

As merchants, directly cultivating ties with mid-to-upper-tier officials would be difficult. Even spending heavily would only buy superficial prestige—rarely achieving the kind of collusion between officials and merchants that characterized later eras. But officials had strong purchasing power and political authority, so they were worth cultivating eventually.

Second were the local gentry and wealthy merchants—those with examination credentials or official connections. These were the true local powerbrokers. Gao Ju was such a person. More accessible than officials yet linked to upper officialdom, this stratum was the station's current priority. In Guangzhou, they had already met Liang Cunhou. Though his motives for cultivating a connection remained unclear, as a juren his influence far exceeded Gao Ju's. Properly leveraged, he could open major doors within this class.

Third were the officials' secretaries, servants, stewards, and guests; the various yamen clerks and constables. Though low in status, these men were highly active and knew everything about officials and yamen movements. For political intelligence, Guo Yi would need to focus on them. The Qiwei Bureau dealt with such people regularly and could leverage those connections.

As for commoners, from them one could learn market gossip and public opinion—intelligence that also needed to be collected.

But the entire Guangzhou station had only six people, himself included:

Station Chief: Guo Yi

Commerce Directors: Yan Maoda, Zhang Xin

Radio Operator: Zhang Yuchen

Intelligence Operatives: Lu Rong, Peipei

Just these few handling so much was going to be a challenge. Yan Maoda and Zhang Xin were both sales veterans and battle-hardened commercial operators. Once they adapted to the local environment and improved their Cantonese-Mandarin, commercial entertainment and sales organization would be child's play for them.

Zhang Yuchen was the communications staff and rather taciturn by nature; he could only be relied upon for internal affairs.

Intelligence work, it seemed, would fall to Guo Yi himself, Lu Rong, and Peipei. How to utilize Peipei was a headache. She seemed completely unconcerned and quite confident in herself, and Guo Yi strongly suspected she had not considered the seriousness and danger of underground work—treating this assignment as merely her personal performance stage. Her personal luggage alone filled a dozen boxes, and he knew without looking that they were all costumes.

He organized his thoughts, drafting the current-phase objectives and station regulations. He would meet with the remaining forward team before Xiao Zishan's departure to assign their work.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 128: The Radio

Zhang Yuchen could picture it clearly: somewhere out there in the city, tucked away in a shadowed alley or behind the shuttered windows of a quiet courtyard, a man hunched over a radio receiver. Headphones clamped to his ears, fingers delicately working the dials, he would be a hunter stalking his prey through the invisible currents of the airwaves...

The fantasy dissolved the moment he imagined that hunter wearing Flying Fish robes. Zhang Yuchen shook his head and banished the spy-movie daydream. The Brocade Guards possessed no direction-finding equipment—they couldn't triangulate a signal if their lives depended on it. Still, he found it amusing that he was now doing exactly what those hunted radio operators did in the old films.

Transmigration Political Security Bureau Personal Assessment of Transmigrator Zhang Yuchen (Top Secret):
"Born XXXX/XX/XX. Joined transmigration enterprise XXXX/XX. Han ethnicity. Political orientation: moderate socialist. Personality—gentle, approachable with friends, taciturn; merciless toward enemies. Upstanding character, no bad habits, clear social ties. Expertise: communications and cryptography. Evaluation—a rare professional expert—"

Before all this, Zhang Yuchen had worked in telecommunications. His background in cryptography had made him the natural choice when Intelligence needed a radio operator for the Guangzhou underground operation. The new assignment had rattled him at first—but then he'd started imagining himself as a secret operative broadcasting from behind enemy lines, just like in the novels and films, and his blood had quickened with anticipation. In a burst of enthusiasm, he'd even compiled an entire cipher set before departure. When he presented the codebook to Shao Zong with solemn ceremony, his superior had only laughed.

"Who exactly are you encrypting messages against? In this timespace, who else has radios besides us?"

"Well—" Zhang Yuchen scratched his head sheepishly. "It'll come in handy someday."

As it turned out, the cipher set did prove useful later on.

At 15:50 hours, alone in the empty radio room, Zhang Yuchen rubbed his hands together the way a man might warm himself by a fire on a bitter winter night—half nervous energy, half ritualistic preparation for what lay ahead.

The forward station's scheduled contact with Bairren Fortress was at 16:00. Intelligence regulations mandated daily check-ins to confirm operational safety; three consecutive missed contacts would trigger the dispatch of a rescue team. This would be his first real transmission.

He assembled the transmitter and connected the power supply—lead-acid battery banks with a hand-crank generator available for recharging. The antenna wire snaked up through the window and hung from a tree in the courtyard.

The message sat before him: four-digit groups, plaintext. Beyond the routine confirmation of their safe arrival, it contained Xiao Zishan's work report—and clearly the man had never drafted a telegram in his life. His rambling prose had ballooned the message to an unwieldy length. Fortunately, with no radio-detection vehicles prowling the streets, brevity wasn't a matter of survival.

When 16:00 arrived, Zhang Yuchen nodded to Guo Yi and Xiao Zishan through the doorway, then pulled on his headphones. His fingers found the dial and spun it quickly. Almost immediately, the base station's call sign flooded his ears, loud and crystalline: "GDA... GDA... GDA..." The signal traversed the vast distance between them, repeating steadily, and confidence swelled in his chest. Barring any surprises, the operator on the other end would be Li Chiqi's cousin Zhang Yu—the nineteen-year-old girl who had been lured here by her scheming cousin's promise of "somewhere fun to visit." After she'd fainted and vomited at the sight of blood during nurse training, Shao Zong had talked her into becoming a radio operator instead.

That clear signal meant their lifeline to Bairren Fortress remained intact. Zhang Yuchen fine-tuned the frequency until the reception peaked. The electromagnetic spectrum in this timespace was blessedly empty—no competing broadcasts, no static from distant stations. The sky was silent.

He began transmitting the Guangzhou station's call sign: "GDA," repeated several times. Then he leaned back and listened.

"BRL... BRL... BRL"—the Bairren base station's response came through, sharp and strong against the pristine background.

The base was ready to receive. Zhang Yuchen checked the clock, then pressed the telegraph key. Within seconds, he had lost himself entirely in the work—mind and body fused into a single instrument, focused on his nimble fingers and the key's staccato rhythm of dots and dashes.

His form was extraordinary, faster than any practice session. At 16:22, he transmitted the final code group, then signed off with "GDA" to signal the message's end. He sat back and waited for acknowledgment. At Bairren Fortress's "Lingao Telecom" building, the novice Zhang Yu was probably decoding group by group, checking for missed or garbled codes. Any errors would require retransmission.

About fifteen minutes later, "BRL" crackled through—reception confirmed. The transmigrators' first long-distance telegram was complete.

"Right about now, Ding Ding's probably dragging his Western mare along for live coverage of this historic moment." Xiao Zishan laughed. "'Dear viewers and listeners, perhaps you've just switched on the elevator—'"

"A Western mare—I could use one of those myself." Zhang Yuchen's inner otaku was showing.

"When are we going to Macau? Time to sample some foreign flavor!" The others were growing restless.

"Forget it—women who haven't bathed in ten years? She could be Audrey Hepburn's ancestor and I still wouldn't be interested."

"Little Guo, I hear Salina's taken a shine to you?" Xiao Zishan shifted into gossip mode.

Guo Yi's face reddened immediately. "That's not true at all! We barely interact." It wasn't entirely false—during his Security Group assignment, Salina had shown interest—but he'd maintained strict distance to avoid any misunderstandings.

"Why so bashful? Landing a Western mare for a girlfriend wouldn't be half bad. Spreading China's divine might, sowing seeds across the four seas—" Xiao Zishan chuckled, and the others piled on with their own ribald jokes. They were still carrying on when the radio suddenly came alive with clicking. Zhang Yuchen grabbed his headphones, pressed them to his ears, and began transcribing.

"What's the message?" The room tensed. There had been no scheduled reply—this unexpected transmission could only mean something important.

"Agricultural Department to Guangzhou Forward Station—" Zhang Yuchen transcribed while decoding: "Please procure in Guangzhou:

Live pigs: 100 head

Live chickens, ducks, geese: 100 each

Lard, tallow, or miscellaneous vegetable oils: 2,000 kg

Horses: 10

Donkeys: 10

..."

"Good heavens—Wu Nanhai thinks this is a farmers' market!" Lu Rong exclaimed. "Donkeys? I've never even seen a donkey in Guangdong!"

"Horses won't be easy either," Zhang Xin added. "Maybe up north you could find them, but in Guangzhou? Probably only through military channels."

Most baffling of all was the two thousand kilograms of oil. What on earth was that for? Before they'd departed, the cafeteria food—slightly improved from the early starvation days, but still infamous for its lack of grease—had never included anything fried. Stir-fries were rare luxuries. Even the communal soups had only the stingiest film of lard floating on top. Was Wu Nanhai in a sudden rush to improve morale with deep-fried delicacies?

"I'm guessing the oil isn't his idea," someone ventured. "Probably for soap."

"Soap!" Zhang Xin's eyes lit up. "Now that's a transmigration money-maker if there ever was one! Every household needs soap."

"We could manufacture different grades—scented varieties and transparent soaps for the wealthy. Maybe add some aphrodisiac properties for the brothels—"

"What counts as an aphrodisiac?" Yan Maoda asked.

"Myrrh or something? The Arabs do that sort of thing."

"What's myrrh? The Arabian Peninsula is a world away."

"Don't worry—what doesn't Guangzhou have?" Guo Yi was confident. "We haven't even finished mapping out the local supply chains yet."

Yan Maoda nodded thoughtfully. "First priority is establishing what Guangzhou can supply. Then we figure out what we can sell to Guangzhou."

Trade goods had already been discussed at length in various planning meetings. According to Industrial Department reports, their near-term products would include salt, cigarettes, glassware, refined sugar, matches, soap, and iron goods—primarily sewing needles. Someone had proposed liquor, but Ming-era distilled spirits were already widespread throughout the region. There was no premium to be captured there.

"About liquor—I have an idea," Zhang Hongda said. "But it would require cooperation between Agricultural and Industrial."

Xiao Zishan nodded. "I'll coordinate with them when I get back to base."

"We've lost first-mover advantage on baijiu itself, but creative packaging could open entirely new markets."

Zhang Xin understood immediately. "New bottles, old wine!"

Yan Maoda grinned. "Exactly. We don't even need to brew it ourselves—brewing requires grain we can't spare. We bulk-purchase baijiu here in Guangzhou, ship glass bottles from Lingao, and bottle locally. The perceived value multiplies overnight."

"Excellent!" Xiao Zishan was energized by the prospect.

"If we're thinking along those lines, the possibilities expand even further," Guo Yi spoke up. "What if we dyed the baijiu golden—made it look like XO cognac?"

Everyone turned to stare at him. Guo Yi felt his scalp prickle under the scrutiny. "What?"

Yan Maoda chuckled. "Sometimes it's the outsiders who make the craftiest swindlers."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 129: Ziming Tower

A good idea meant rolling wealth, and the instant the words left his mouth, every eye in the room gleamed with avarice.

"We still don't know the full extent of what Guangzhou has to offer," Zhang Xin began, "but as a major trade hub, the available goods must be plentiful. My thought is this: we should procure as many upgradeable primary products as possible here."

His proposal was classic international trade exploitation—purchase raw materials, export finished goods. Using Guangzhou as their base, they would bulk-purchase baijiu, tobacco, pig iron, cotton cloth, raw silk, crude sugar, and timber—all semi-processed commodities that could be refined in Lingao into high-grade industrial products for export. The scissors differential alone would generate enormous profits, and this approach would prove far faster and more economical than building complete agricultural and industrial systems from scratch.

"Didn't Xiao Bailang say we have Zentraedi-level technology?" Zhang Xin continued, warming to his vision. "Since our capabilities so vastly exceed theirs, we shouldn't waste time on low-level manufacturing. Take the current lumber yard—Lingao isn't particularly timber-rich. But Guangdong-Fujian forestry remains thriving even in the twenty-first century. Why not procure timber here? With timber, we can mass-produce paper. Days ago, Guo Yi and I surveyed the markets—writing paper commands premium prices, and bulk quantities move fast."

"There's a shipping capacity issue," Xiao Zishan pointed out. "Diesel reserves are limited, and we must conserve them. Our shipbuilding lacks experience, and the dockyards need major infrastructure work."

Zhang Xin smiled and shook his head. "I don't mean to say the Committee is disconnected from the masses—" Everyone except Guo Yi nodded in agreement. "—but sometimes you're inflexible, determined to manufacture everything yourselves. You even tried producing toilet paper in-house. And the result? You don't realize that men with wives and girlfriends are using dry leaves just to conserve toilet paper for their women."

"Such things are happening?" Xiao Zishan was taken aback. "The toilet paper supply isn't problematic." As Internal Affairs commissioner, he understood that toilet paper—seemingly trivial—greatly affected quality of life. Shortages could devastate morale. Pre-transmigration stockpiling and post D-Day distribution had been tightly managed, calculated daily, distributed weekly. But self-production remained incomplete.

"Commissioner Xiao, having something and having enough are two very different things," Zhang Xin said, shaking his head. "Men with women nearby will naturally sacrifice a bit for them." His conclusion was simple: "Buy ships, don't build them."

"Buy ships? Guangdong sand junks?"

"I don't know precisely what sand junks are—" Zhang Xin waved his hand dismissively. "But Guangdong's timber resources are abundant, and maritime merchants abound—shipbuilding must be well-developed here. We can order ships locally and solve our immediate needs."

Indeed, the Deng Yingzhou's tonnage was inadequate. As Qiong-Yue maritime transport scaled up, capacity expansion was imperative. But build or buy? This question, like so many others from the old timespace, had sparked fierce internal Committee debate. The industrialists insisted on building—whether wooden, iron, or cement ships—as a way to accumulate experience and train workers. The Commercial Trade faction advocated purchasing—quickly expanding capacity first.

The final result had been the acquisition of the Deng Yingzhou, with the buy faction slightly prevailing. The reasoning was practical: even the industrialists urgently needed mainland raw materials. Self-building would require months before launch, and they lacked many critical materials.

But the Deng Yingzhou's commissioning had not eliminated the fundamental disagreement. The build faction argued that after the initial small-boat trade phase, once industrial capacity increased, shipbuilding could commence—the Deng Yingzhou was merely transitional. The buy faction countered that short-term industrial focus on shipbuilding was counterproductive—purchasing should continue and intensify.

How to reconcile these factions gave Xiao Zishan a headache. Personally, both sides made sense—buying and building were both urgent. But how to explain this to the Committee?

Then inspiration struck. "The Guangzhou Forward Station essentially equals a subsidiary. Production capital like ships—subsidiaries can self-invest."

Rather than proposing "buy don't build" at the Committee and triggering another round of debate, he would let the Guangzhou Station solve it themselves.

"We can decide ourselves?" Guo Yi could barely believe his ears.

"Yes, you decide." Xiao Zishan graciously patted his shoulder. The Guangzhou Station was isolated on the mainland, bearing both trade and intelligence responsibilities—its affairs were too complex and numerous for the Committee to micromanage. Moreover, multiple departments were involved, and remote control would mean unclear command authority.

"Also—how do we handle Gao Ju's interests?" Yan Maoda raised a concern. "Previously, he was our distributor. Now we're opening direct retail—he won't be happy about that."

"Didn't you say when discussing the jewelry house that you'd operate non-overlapping lines? Let him handle glassware."

"The problem is he'll probably request that the Committee let him distribute the new products too. Merchants are greedy." Guo Yi sounded worried.

"We stay wholesalers—let him handle retail. Retail is the hard part. It needs local merchants." Zhang Xin said.

"Segment the channels." Xiao Zishan pondered for a moment, then explained his thinking.

"Channel segmentation?!" Zhang Xin and Yan Maoda grasped the concept immediately but had their doubts. Channel marketing strategies had only emerged in China during the 1990s.

"I know what you're thinking—but my channel marketing concept isn't overly complex. It's a two-track approach." He laid out the details.

Gao Ju, as the Australian goods agent, had already opened doors to Guangzhou's luxury market. He possessed local connections that the transmigrators lacked. Luxury goods could therefore continue using the agency model: primarily glassware—mirrors, drinkware, tea sets. Glass had endless applications; new products could flow to him continuously.

Salt, sugar, iron products, soap, cigarettes—mass consumption goods—were low-priced and high-volume. For these, they would use the trading house wholesale model, letting small and medium merchants and peddlers handle distribution. Additionally, they would leverage Guangzhou and Macau as windows for organizing large-scale exports.

"That's good—" Zhang Xin began, but a coquettish voice from outside cut him off: "Then where's my role?"

Everyone knew without turning: Special Agent PEPI had arrived. Today she wore a blue Confucian scholar robe—lips red, teeth white—alluringly beautiful yet radiating a carefree elegance. She truly deserved her "hundred transformations" reputation.

"Weren't you assigned to run Ziming Tower?" Guo Yi was somewhat displeased; she certainly knew how to make dramatic entrances. He couldn't help teasing: "With your skills, won't you dominate the scene and drive the city mad? Intelligence gathering will be child's play."

"Ziming Tower is trivial." PEPI lightly flicked her long sleeves with a "not taking a single cloud" elegance. "Intelligence is trivial too. Creating Guangzhou's new fashion era—that's the real matter."

Indeed! This woman truly treated the Forward Station as her personal performance stage.

"Then go ahead and create. Nobody's stopping you." Little Guo was growing annoyed.

"Ah, what can I say about you men?" Miss P's eyes rippled in a way that made everyone's skin crawl. "Fashion requires an interconnected industry chain. Ziming Tower leads trends and builds the brand—but you need a fashion boutique for material support."

"Great idea!" Yan Maoda immediately threw his support behind her. He had already been planning to leverage his twenty-first-century materials and jewelry industry expertise to open a jewelry house selling new-style pieces. If Miss P's Ziming Tower succeeded, it would serve as a living advertisement. He spoke excitedly: "I can design complete new jewelry sets for Miss P! Mark my words—they'll sell massively!"

Guo Yi hesitated. An unexpected proposal, but feasible—the premise being Ziming Tower's success. He nodded. "I think it could work."

Xiao Zishan agreed as well. Thus "Zizhen Studio" was settled. Guo Yi and Yan Maoda were raring to go, ready to deploy all their jewelry company skills.

The radio clicked again—Industrial Committee this time—requesting that Xiao Zishan recruit professional craftsmen in Guangzhou.

"Masons, carpenters, shipwrights—shipwrights?" Xiao Zishan was puzzled: were they starting a shipyard after all? "Potters, blacksmiths, coopers..."

A dozen trades were listed. Xiao Zishan thought: indeed needed. These were basic crafts, but mastering the fundamental handwork techniques was essential. This could go through Sun Kecheng. He noted the tasks in his notebook.

"The radio's become a treasure." Xiao Zishan smiled. "Lingao now has clairvoyance and clairaudience."

Guo Yi nodded. "Now if Guangdong plans any punitive expeditions, the Committee will know immediately. One-way transparency."

"But what about intelligence collection? How good is Ming-era secrecy?"

"Though I'm not a Ming history enthusiast—personally, I believe maintaining secrecy in a medieval environment is extremely difficult," Guo Yi said. "Warfare involves grain, ships, troop movements. Even in modern war, these cannot be completely concealed."

"Nevertheless, the Ming has the Brocade Guards and the Eastern Depot. Don't get complacent."

Everyone nodded gravely. Those two agencies' terror echoed even four centuries later in another timespace.

"Our knowledge of these organizations' current historical status is limited," Xiao Zishan said. "But both the Brocade Guards and Eastern Depot surely have personnel in Guangzhou. Stay constantly vigilant. Avoid any actions that might arouse suspicion."

"We'll be careful."

"About the Capture Protocol Manual—has everyone memorized it?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 130: Quarantine Station (Part 1)

The so-called Capture Protocol Manual was essentially a background document the Committee had compiled for precisely these circumstances. Just as a spy infiltrating enemy territory requires a complete new identity, transmigrators needed convincing cover stories to explain their origins and purposes.

The complete materials had been assembled under Yu Eshui's supervision—an elaborate expansion of Wen Desi's "Song dynasty remnants developing Australia" cover story from the dual-trade negotiations, now fleshed out with countless additional details. The authors had given maximum consideration to contemporary psychology and cultural factors, though even the most meticulous historian could never perfectly recreate authentic social conditions and mentalities. Consequently, the manual had undergone continuous revision since D-Day. The Guangzhou Forward Station personnel and the self-appointed "Naval Transport Brigade" crew had been the first to receive trial versions.

"If you discover any issues with the materials during normal interactions with natives, contact headquarters immediately," Xiao Zishan said. "This manual will continue being revised. And if you are captured—memorize the confession script and the three defensive layers."

The three protective layers served as their explanation for coming to the Ming. First layer: trade, obviously. If torture was threatened, they could confess that Australia had experienced civil war and that they had fled the turmoil to seek refuge in the Ming. If their captors remained unconvinced and torture continued, they could reveal the final layer: that the transmigrators were actually the losing faction in Australia's civil war.

As for the iron ships, machinery, and weapons—the transmigrators' official position was that these had been brought from Australia, and that manufacturing knowledge was unknown to them. Civilian commercial technology could be revealed if their lives were truly at stake.

Overall, the Committee's capture policy could be summarized simply: Confession permitted; defection forbidden. Under the worst circumstances, captured transmigrators could confess anything—including the truth about transmigration—though their captors would likely dismiss such claims as madness. But they must never actively serve other regimes or forces using their mastered technology, information, or capabilities.

"This is rather vague," Bei Wei observed. He had remained silent throughout, but he could not let this pass without comment. "What counts as 'active'? Captured traitors would all claim they were forced."

Xiao Zishan smiled bitterly. "Capture policy is sensitive territory. The wording is deliberately flexible."

"I disagree with this." Bei Wei shook his head but did not elaborate.

"The bottom line," Xiao Zishan concluded, "is to avoid capture entirely. Never mind falling into Eastern Depot or Brocade Guard hands—even getting tossed in some county jail for a few days would be an experience you'd never forget."



The Deng Yingzhou returned with Xiao Zishan aboard. There was nothing left for him to do in Guangzhou—everything had been handed over to Guo Yi's team. Excessive personal involvement in the Gao Ju dealings would only hinder the station's independent development.

The purchased slaves—all except for the sick, the very young, and the frail—had been crammed aboard. A seventy-eight-ton ship carrying nearly a hundred souls was packed to bursting. Fortunately, the voyage lasted only a matter of days; they would simply have to endure. Comparatively speaking, the transmigrators' tolerance during the journey was clearly lower than that of the people locked in the hold below. The constant stench of urine rising from beneath deck sickened everyone, prompting bitter remarks that slave trading was not easy work. Nobody gave pirates a second thought anymore—they simply took the fastest route straight to Bopu.

Before the ship arrived, the entire Medical Department had mobilized for quarantine operations—now officially designated "Purification." This was the first large-scale population import from the mainland. Anticipating future mass immigration, the Committee had constructed an immigrant quarantine zone at Lingao Point.



Guo Sanniang and Tian Sanwu climbed from the foul hold with the rest of the crowd, gulping desperately at the fresh air. During those two days at sea, only those whose turn it was to empty the chamber pots had been allowed on deck. Everyone else had crammed into the small hold space, and the smell defied description. Fortunately, the sailors had provided sufficient water and dried provisions each day. For non-seasick travelers like Guo Sanniang and Tian Sanwu, the voyage had been bearable.

"Sanniang, where do you think this is—"

"No talking!" At the gangplank stood a tall, burly man—short-haired and short-clothed—gripping a long stick.

Tian Sanwu startled. What law forbade speaking? But having sold himself into servitude, obedience seemed wisest. He quickly shut his mouth.

The slaves emerging from the hold had no time to understand what was happening before they were driven toward a wooden-barrier corridor. At the entrance stood tables on both sides, flanked by bamboo basket contraptions resembling steamers.

"Men go left! Women go right!" A short-hair at the entrance shouted through a horn-shaped device. "You—yes, you! You're a woman—why are you going to the men's side!"

"My son—"

"Your son won't escape. Go right!"

Tian Sanwu and Guo Sanniang were separated at the corridor. After more than a year of wandering together, these teenagers had forged deep bonds. Now parting, Tian Sanwu felt a sour ache rise in his chest. He saw Guo Sanniang's eyes glistening with tears as well.

"Place all belongings on the table. No hoarding items." The speaking short-hair noticed Tian Sanwu and the girl across the way exchanging longing glances and smiled. "Don't worry—you can meet again later." He hung a cord-tied bamboo tag around Tian Sanwu's neck. "Don't lose it! You'll need this tag for eating and retrieving your luggage. Do you have any?"

Tian Sanwu shook his head. A wandering child—what luggage would he have? His begging pot had been discarded before boarding. The others were similar—besides ragged clothes, they had nothing. Only a few possessed copper coins, combs, or tattered spare garments, all of which were tossed into numbered steamer baskets.

At the corridor's end lay a large pool partitioned with wooden boards, filled with clear water.

"One by one—crawl through the pool!" A short-hair on a platform directed. Everyone exchanged confused looks. Bathing? Why crawl? Tian Sanwu lowered himself into the water—it was shallow. Crawling kept his head above the surface. But they were also required to submerge their heads—crawling underwater until they could no longer hold their breath. He finally emerged on the other side, gasping.

Before he could catch his breath, a squad of robust temporary workers—personally commanded by Shi Nianren—grabbed them like chickens being snatched for slaughter, dragging them to long benches. Each bench seated ten people. Above them hung frames holding long wooden stocks resembling yamen punishment cangues. Once locked in, these ten people were immobilized like fowl on slaughter racks.

Waterlogged and terrified, people panicked—what law had they broken to be pilloried without saying a single word? The temporary workers, with short-hair masters present, worked briskly with rough hands. Moments later, five rows were fully locked—quite a spectacle. Some younger children, not knowing what was to come, burst into tears. From the other partition came girls' shrieks and sobs. Tian Sanwu thought of Guo Sanniang. Was she alright?

"They're going to beat us—" the boy beside him stammered. Water drops dripped continuously from his disheveled hair.

"Beat us?!" Tian Sanwu was alarmed. His buttocks had barely a few ounces of flesh on them—paddle blows would break bones.

"If they were paddling, they wouldn't have us sit. I was just speaking figuratively." The boy paused. "But these masters have strict rules—pillorying us the moment we land."

Pillorying Tian Sanwu understood—county yamen gates always displayed prisoners in cangues and chains. His current appearance was indeed similar. Some prisoners died from days of pillorying. Fear crept through him.

"We haven't done anything wrong—why pillory us?"

"That's why it's called intimidation!" The boy whispered. "Right or wrong—first terrify you into submission. Then you'll obediently behave afterward."

Tian Sanwu's thoughts drifted to the women's side. The masters had paid good money for the girls—surely they would not make them suffer too much? While he was thinking, the other partition erupted in piercing cries and desperate pleas, making everyone shudder. What was happening over there?

The setup looked identical on the other side—it was simply that the barbers had arrived there first. The barbers were selected from the relocated villagers—sturdy women who had received brief haircutting training. Their task: shave heads completely bald. They had practiced on local pumpkins, watermelons, and volunteering laborers. Two worked per team: one held the head steady while the other first snipped the bulk of the hair with scissors, then razor-shaved down to blue scalps. After each person, the razors were dropped into small crocks worn at their necks—filled with high-proof baijiu—rotating through three razors per barber. The women, having never witnessed such scenes, panicked. Were the masters making them into nuns? Crying started somewhere, and immediately it spread everywhere.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 131: Quarantine Station (Part 2)

Ai Beibei, wife of Qian Shuiting and a member of the North American contingent, had been tasked with supervising the women's Purification. Back in America, she had worked as an epidemiologist—a profession that left her temperamentally unsuited for anything resembling this brutal "Purification" work. Her only qualification for the role was being the Medical Group's sole female doctor. Now, confronted with the earth-shaking wails before her, this ordinarily domestic woman found herself utterly flustered, wringing her hands as she tried to soothe them. "Don't be scared, please don't be scared. It's just haircuts—for hygiene reasons—"

But the women paid her no attention whatsoever. Crying proved contagious, and soon the sky above the quarantine station rang with lamentation. The temporary workers showed no tenderness, continuing their methodical head-shaving while Ai Beibei stamped her feet in frustration, repeatedly admonishing the rough-handed female workers: "Be gentler! You're frightening them!"

The female temporary workers harbored no such scruples. Payment was half a liang of rice per shave, and everyone was rushing to earn as much as possible. Under such rapid, efficient action, all fifty-three women—young and old alike—were quickly shaved smooth, revealing bluish scalps beneath. The workers then hurried over to the men's side to continue their money-making.

Eventually the women seemed to realize that wailing was useless, or perhaps they had simply exhausted themselves. Either way, the sounds gradually subsided. Someone opened the stocks, and guards drove them onward toward the bathhouses.

The quarantine station bathhouse had required considerable creativity from Engineering. The pressurized supply still relied on water towers, fed from filtered settling pools beside the Wenlan River—simple sand-and-stone filtration, nothing more. Bamboo pipes carried the water through the simplest lever-style faucets imaginable. The lack of proper seals meant constant leakage, a problem solved by installing separate gate valves on the tower that could be closed when no one was bathing to prevent wasteful seepage.

The bathrooms were divided into male and female sections, separated by a wooden wall partition. Each side contained twenty shower stations with no showerheads—water simply poured directly from bamboo pipes overhead. The flooring consisted of wooden planks with drainage ditches running along the sides. Naturally, the wastewater received no treatment; it was discharged straight into the sea.

Guo Sanniang followed the crowd into this large, long building. The air inside hung damp and humid. Bamboo pipes of various sizes crisscrossed overhead like a mechanical jungle. The female manager—this beautiful, authoritative woman must surely be a favored housekeeper, Guo Sanniang thought—gestured at them while speaking something unintelligible. Then a maid beside her translated the announcement into Mandarin, Cantonese, and Minnan dialects: remove your clothes and prepare to bathe!

The women began shrieking again. Bathing itself was normal enough for southerners, but stripping naked together was utterly unprecedented. Some of the better-bred girls crouched down and covered their faces, absolutely refusing to undress.

The bathroom chaos again brought work to a grinding halt. Ai Beibei stood helpless, having exhausted every possible explanation and comfort, only to discover that nobody listened—or even understood. Chuyu, the Gou Manor maid who had defected to the transmigrators, observed this female short-hair at her wit's end. She stepped forward and asked with humble courtesy: "Madam, may this servant handle it?"

Ai Beibei wiped her forehead with relief. "Hmm? Sure, go ahead." Then she added, almost as an afterthought: "By the way—I've told you many times—don't call yourself 'servant.' Here, everyone is equal—"

"Yes," Chuyu acknowledged, knowing full well this female short-hair was spouting her equality nonsense again. She neither understood nor wanted to understand. Her thinking was simple: demonstrate her abilities before the short-hair masters to eventually secure a position like production team leader. Since arriving at the team, she had diligently studied Mandarin—advancement required speaking the masters' language.

Chuyu took an iron megaphone and bellowed with every ounce of strength her body could muster:

"SILENCE!"

The roar nearly shook the walls. Even Ai Beibei's ears were left ringing. Nobody had imagined this slender girl could produce such a piercing sound. Instantly, every mouth snapped shut.

Chuyu turned to face Ai Beibei, seeing the female short-hair standing there equally struck dumb. She realized her actions had caused this but pressed on regardless.

"Clothes—all—off!" Chuyu continued bellowing. "Those who don't comply—dragged out for household punishment!" Her whip cracked through the air for emphasis.

Ai Beibei disliked the prison-style performance but knew that sometimes crude simplicity proved more effective than patient persuasion. She nodded and slipped outside.

Guo Sanniang followed the others and quickly stripped. There was no more room for embarrassment now—everyone covered their chests and privates, trembling with heads lowered, not daring to view each other's pale bodies.

Without warning, the horizontal bamboo pipes overhead began spraying water that rained down upon them, carrying unpleasant chemical smells. Scattered startled cries arose, but under Chuyu's fierce gaze, they quickly subsided. Female temporary workers brought in a basket of soap pods and began working in pairs, processing the women with brutal efficiency: rinsing, soap-pod scrubbing, then merciless scrubbing with large-bristle brushes. Nobody dared protest. Quiet sobbing rose and fell throughout the room.

Guo Sanniang was scrubbed from head to toe until her skin burned as if being stripped away. She cried while bathing, for a moment genuinely believing her skin was being scrubbed off entirely. But those falling flakes were actually years of accumulated grime. After being deemed clean, a worker led her to another room where the manager woman wore a white gown. Strange, she thought—had someone in the household died?

"Drink water," the manager woman said gently, handing over a porcelain bowl. Guo Sanniang obediently drank. It was sweet but with bitter undertones. Then she lay on a couch covered with white cloth while the manager woman examined her entire body—even her private parts and rear. Guo Sanniang felt both shamed and terrified, completely confused by everything that was happening. She surrendered herself to the handling, having no other choice.

The manager woman completed her examination and told a nearby worker: "XS!" Then from a shelf she retrieved a cotton cloth outfit. Unexpectedly, these were new clothes—unlike wealthy households that typically gave new servants their old castoffs. The garment was indigo-colored with a coarse texture, but it was clean and soft. The style was peculiar, resembling a monk's bell-robe, slipping on easily with head and limbs protruding. It was slightly oversized, though the waist belt could be tightened. For footwear: wooden clogs.

Once dressed, the manager woman gave her a small rattan box, then examined the bamboo tag at her neck against a clipboard. "Number 1628020014. Personal item: one broken-toothed comb," she announced loudly. A worker retrieved a steamer basket bearing a matching bamboo tag—inside was her comb, still damp from sterilization.

When men and women reconvened behind the bathhouse, Tian Sanwu struggled to identify Guo Sanniang among all those identical bald heads in blue uniforms. Without careful scrutiny, even gender was indistinguishable. Some secretly laughed at the comical sight.

"Maybe the master is a monk?" someone muttered as they lined up before several wooden buildings.

"What's your name? Liu Sanba?" The questioner appeared scholarly, though he wore the short-hair button-front shirts. Tian Sanwu noticed his hair was stubble-short—clearly he had received the same treatment as they had. Why did the masters enjoy shaving servants bald? Tian Sanwu could not understand.

"How many Lius is this?"

"Chief—this is the fourth."

"Change it to Liu Si!"

"Understand? You're Liu Si now!"

"Thank you, Master, for the name—" This somewhat clever person attempted to kowtow for a tip but was already being dragged aside.

"Your name—Tian Sanwu?" The questioner Zhang Xingjiao checked his list. "Chief—no Tians yet. Call him Tian Da?"

"No creativity. Tian Liang is better."

"Remember—you're Tian Liang now!" Zhang Xingjiao registered the name.

The newly minted Tian Liang was bewildered, but masters renaming their servants was natural enough. Besides, it was better than "Sanwu" anyway.

The registered people stood by tables waiting. Tian Liang craned his neck toward the women's side and finally located Guo Sanniang in the crowd. Seeing that nobody forbade talking, he quietly approached her. "Sanniang, are you okay?"

Guo Sanniang looked at this companion of over a year, now bald just like her, and imagined her own appearance. Mixed emotions welled up inside her. She wanted to cover her bare scalp but had nothing to cover it with. Red-faced, she nodded quietly. "I'm okay. Just the hair—the hair—"

"Under others' eaves, heads must bow. Even our lives belong to others now—what's some hair compared to that?"

"Did the masters rename you too?"

Guo Sanniang nodded. "They changed it. First, some short-hair insisted on calling me Guo Jinjin—but someone else refused. Now it's Guo Fu."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 132: New Blood

After completing the full "Purification" process, the children were housed in quarantine station dormitories—gender-segregated, with over twenty beds each. The double-bunked arrangement was a novelty; those assigned to top bunks had to climb up. But each child had their own bed with a clean straw mattress and a thin felt blanket. For children who had been sleeping rough for months, it was practically heaven.

They were also issued large ceramic cups and washcloths—actual towels would have required knitting machines that could not yet be produced. Toothbrushes, however, had entered production surprisingly quickly: wooden-handled with horse-hair bristles, hand-drilled and hand-bundled. The Industrial Department had been amazed when local women, working from nothing but drawings and specifications, using only the simplest hand tools, managed to produce functional toothbrushes. Output remained low—only twenty per day. As for rinse cups and eating bowls, supplies were limited, so fragile glazed ceramics had to suffice. Without stainless steel, wooden-turned spoons would have to do. Even these simplest daily goods could not be fully self-supplied due to material shortages.

The fierce maidservant assigned beds—younger children below, older ones above—and laid down a litany of rules. They could go outside, but only to the doorway clearing. No visiting neighboring dormitories. Bowls and cups were personal and not to be shared. Everything had to be placed on shelves in proper order. Everyone felt stifled by the endless regulations. For those who violated the rules, the most effective punishment was simple: skipped meals.

"Mealtime!" someone announced as bells clanged outside. Large lidded tin buckets arrived bearing steaming food. The first meal was a thick fish cake congee—minced fish cakes with vegetables, nutritionally complete. Everyone ate their fill, but there were no seconds; Wu Nanhai feared overeating would upset their weakened stomachs. Still, three meals daily were provided from the start to boost their nutrition. The Medical Group understood well that many epidemic diseases correlated directly with malnutrition.

During the forty-day quarantine observation period, the children could not remain idle—the transmigrators were not running a charity. Salt Field Village's night school sent two of its star graduates to teach literacy and Mandarin. Everyone received slate boards and chalk. Mornings were devoted to study, afternoons to work. Bopu's rattan and wood factory sent simple handwork: processing rattan, weaving rattan ware, splitting bamboo, sanding wood boards. Children who showed particular dexterity were recorded, their aptitudes noted for future training decisions. Before dinner came free time for games; after dinner came cleaning, bathing, then mandatory sleep. The transmigrators did not provide dormitory lighting, but every nightfall, many children gathered at the chain-link fences to watch the flickering lights in the red buildings by the harbor.

For most of the children—Tian Liang among them—life had become satisfactory. There was food and clothing, clean rooms without fleas. His scabies healed after several applications of ointment. The daily lessons and discipline were tolerable prices to pay.

Some of the older children, however—those grown wild from years of wandering—had zero interest in literacy and refused to learn what they called the short-hairs' awkward neither-donkey-nor-horse Mandarin. Others simply could not tolerate the discipline at all. After several failed attempts at hunger punishments, the most stubborn were transferred to production team apprentice squads.

Tian Liang often wanted to check on Guo Fu in the girls' dormitory, but high bamboo fences separated them and the connecting gate was always locked. Even when he peered through the fence at the crowds on the opposite side, distinguishing her among all those faces proved nearly impossible. Eventually, he gave up trying.



Ma Peng pushed a small wheelbarrow along the field paths, its wooden wheels creaking beneath the weight. On the cart sat his family's sole possessions—and his elderly mother.

"Peng'er, just going like this—will the short-hair masters actually accept us?"

"Ma, I've told you many times: family members are accepted, however many come. Chief Wu said so personally."

"Ai, ai—you really... Why did you quit Mr. Fu's job? Mr. Fu treated us well."

"He treated us okay—but aren't the short-hairs better?" Ma Peng pushed the cart with renewed energy. "Working for short-hairs, every meal has rice—plus fish! Can Fu Buer match that? During busy season he only gives sweet potato rice, and eat too much and his wife starts grumbling."

As they talked, a carrying-pole team came up behind them—baskets full of unhulled rice—hurrying toward Bairren Fortress.

"Ma, see?" Ma Peng smacked his lips proudly. "They're all going to East Gate Market to sell grain. These short-hair chiefs have more money than there's water in the sea." Working for the short-hairs felt far more respectable than laboring for the village landlord Fu Buer.

The lead carrier turned around. "Young brother, also heading to East Gate? Taking your mother sightseeing?"

"I'm laboring for the short-hairs. Bringing my mother along to live with me."

The man laughed heartily. "Young brother has guts! Daring to work for them."

"Nothing to it—short-hairs aren't three-headed, six-armed, man-eating monsters. They're actually decent folk." Ma Peng rambled on about being captured along with Fu Buer, his experiences afterward, and various other tales. "The way I figure it, working for anyone's the same. At least short-hairs feed you well."

The man nodded. "Exactly so. Take our master—he was initially terrified of short-hairs. Then he heard they were buying grain at good prices and his thoughts stirred. Rushed to deliver grain. Official autumn taxes he delays and stalls over, but here? Sold once, and now this is already his second trip."

"Rich folks just chase money."

Talking along the way, they reached East Gate Market. In barely half a month, the place had become bustling. Among clusters of bamboo sheds, red-brick buildings stood prominent. Grain sellers' carts and carrying poles formed long queues. Opposite stood the famous countywide "Welfare Society" shop, crowded with customers. Besides commoners, even landlord types browsed inside, bargaining with the attractively blue-clothed women who staffed the counters. Ma Peng had left nearly a month ago, and now everything seemed fresh and new. He felt increasingly certain that returning had been the right decision—the short-hair chiefs were clearly not leaving.

He parted from the grain-selling team. Ma Peng's destination was the production team camp outside South Gate by the Wenlan River. Passing construction sites along the way, he saw many unfamiliar workers busy building—not with bamboo or rammed earth, but with bright-red bricks. Ma Peng could never have imagined that this would someday become their home.

The Bairren Production Team's return rate proved astonishing. Wu De had originally estimated that sixty to seventy percent would come back after the harvest. Instead, over ninety-five percent returned—and many brought their families. Some who had not even been part of the original team, hoping for better treatment, followed along uninvited. Combined, the numbers reached one hundred twenty percent of the original workforce. This exceeded even their most optimistic estimates. The Committee was overjoyed; they had previously been uncertain whether they could attract popular support. Apparently, they had done well.

The migrants from Damei Village—now officially designated as Wu De's "Bairren Production Team Two"—experienced the busiest harvest season of their lives. Men were sent logging, quarrying, digging, and firing bricks. Women spread, winnowed, and aired grain. The carrying teams delivering rice to the riverside mills flowed in an endless stream—Bairren Fortress now had over thirteen hundred mouths to feed, requiring one and a half tons of rice daily. Ma Qianzhu had instructed that rice milling should produce only brown rice, not polished, to preserve nutrients while increasing yield. Older women helped in the kitchens. Even half-grown children worked in the fields. From first cock crow to nightfall, the workday exceeded twelve hours.

But despite the exhaustion, no one complained. The short-hairs' provisions were excellent—no cooking was needed, as three hot meals were delivered directly to the worksites. Rice was unlimited, and lunch and dinner came with meat and fish, substantial and richly oiled. Such meals they had never seen, let alone eaten. And there were wages, too, though they came as colorful paper slips. Veterans from Production Team One had explained that these slips were valuable—they could be exchanged for rice, fish, and meat at the cafeterias. Those with elderly parents or children to support could feed their entire families on these work-point vouchers.

Ma Qianzhu had come from large state enterprises and felt nostalgic for the old SOE welfare model that extended benefits to workers' families. Noticing that many women could not work because they had young children to care for—wasted labor, in his view—he established the first nursery, freeing mothers for productive work. He recruited Fang Yijing for the role of nursery director; she had formerly been a childcare teacher and had managed the transmigrators' dormitories before becoming the residential area committee director. The first step was selecting women for basic childcare and hygiene training. Ma Qianzhu understood that changing long-term habits could not be forced, so he turned to economic incentives instead: families who enrolled their toddlers in the nursery would have their children's three daily meals provided by the cafeteria.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 133: Results and Prospects

First Guangzhou Trade Fleet — Procurement List and Expenditures:

Local pilot and official liaison fees: 10 taels

"Reporting water" (customs registration): 100 taels; Bribes to tax officials: 20 taels

Cash transferred to Guangzhou Forward Station: 5,000 taels

Investment transferred to Qiwei Escort Bureau (from Gao Ju's receivables): 3,000 taels

Full-team self-guided tour of Guangzhou: 100 taels

Purchase of lolis, shotas, and their parents: 500 taels (including fees)

Total persons acquired: 176. (Note: 98 already transported back)

Various vegetable and spice seeds, 20 jin each, cumulative: 10 taels

Brazilian tobacco, one 100-lb roll from trading house: 30 Spanish dollars

Cumulative freight charges: 3 taels

"—And that concludes my financial report." Xiao Zishan finished presenting to the assembly, their expressions uniformly stern. He couldn't resist adding: "I guarantee not a single cent was embezzled!"

"Whether your finances are problematic or not—we'll know after the Financial Department completes their audit. Spare us the guarantees." Ma Qianzhu placed no stock in self-proclaimed oaths. If nobody was currently embezzling, it was only because embezzlement was currently unnecessary.

"Now let's discuss each department's progress, requests, and outstanding issues." Ma Qianzhu retrieved his notebook.

Status Report: November 10, 1628 — D+71 — Transmigrator Operations:

Communications: The wireless network centered on Bairren Fortress was essentially complete, providing coverage within a 35–40 km radius. A long-range radio station had been established in Guangzhou, and a 15W station was now operational at Salt Field Village.

Upcoming priorities: Complete wired telephone installation along the Bopu Port–Bairren Fortress, Damei Village–Bairren Fortress, and Salt Field Village–Bairren Fortress lines. Establish a telephone exchange at Bairren Fortress.

Current bottlenecks: Insufficient wire and insulation materials.

The Industrial and Communications departments had jointly concluded that telephone wire could be manufactured in-house—provided they had access to raw materials such as iron or copper wire. Glass could serve as insulation.

Energy: Total generation capacity had reached 630 kW—hydroelectric contributed 200 kW, while thermal power supplied 420 kW through camel-type boiler generators at both Bopu and Bairren, each rated at 213 kW. Miscellaneous sources accounted for the remaining 10 kW. The Bopu–Bairren power distribution network was complete, and wind power had been installed at Salt Field Village.

Upcoming priorities: Bairren Waterfall Hydroelectric Phase Two—installation of an additional 200 kW unit.

Current bottlenecks: Construction materials and labor shortages.

Construction: The department now operated one 16-chamber rotary kiln, one lime kiln, two combined brick-tile machines, and one crude electric grinder. Maximum annual brick and tile capacity stood at 30 million pieces. Additionally, they could produce 1 ton per day of pozzolanic cement. A vertical cement kiln was 85% complete—once operational, it would yield 55 tons of Portland cement daily.

Current bottlenecks: Coal and iron ore shortages impeded cement production. Without adequate cement and steel, concrete construction remained out of reach.

Transportation: The simple road connecting Bopu, Bairren, and Lingao county seat was complete.

Upcoming priorities: Construct the Bairren Bridge; open a simple road from Salt Field Village to Bairren; dredge the Wenlan River between Bopu and Bairren for navigation.

The current vehicle inventory included: 12 four-wheel-drive farm trucks, 2 Beijing-212 jeeps, 4 750cc sidecar motorcycles, 10 125cc motorcycles, and 200 bicycles. The Industrial Department had also reconditioned 17 captured handcarts and manufactured 10 two-wheeled horse carts. Two boats offloaded from the Fengcheng were available for Wenlan River transport—but with limited river depth of just 1 meter at low water, suitable shallow-draft vessels remained unavailable, keeping water transport minimal.

Heavy construction machinery was showing severe wear, particularly in the hydraulics. These components could not be repaired at current industrial levels. At present work intensity, wear parts would be exhausted within 18 months. Cars and motorcycles remained in good condition, but the fuel supply outlook was concerning. Diesel reserves were plentiful; gasoline, being volatile, was nearly depleted—alternative energy was urgently needed. Lubricants were well-stocked. The Agricultural Department was developing alternatives, with castor oil as their target. Four-wheeled cart manufacturing had stalled due to the lack of metal for steering mechanisms and suspension leaf springs.

Manufacturing: Machine shop infrastructure and equipment installation were complete—built upon Zhan Wuya's existing facility plus additional equipment brought by the transmigrators. However, the shop remained severely underutilized, waiting on materials.

Wood, bamboo, and rattan processing, on the other hand, was thriving. Safety helmets had entered batch production. Bopu's timber processing and woodworking operations had reached stable scale: one drying kiln and one dry-distillation kiln now produced planks of various sizes, furniture, and wooden components—along with wood tar, tannin, and charcoal. Despite the lack of jute, local flax and hemp had successfully yielded sturdy rope.

Chemical Industry: Lingao's main saltworks, Ma'ao Saltworks, was now under transmigrator control. Using traditional methods, they produced 1 ton of salt per day. The near-term goal was to improve and expand operations to 5 tons of crude salt and 1 ton of food salt daily.

One 800-ton synthetic ammonia/combined soda process system and one coal coking chemical system were being installed. These were large, complex multi-component systems with extensive piping—installation was extremely complicated, and progress remained slow. Fortunately, the transmigrators could not yet supply coal at scale anyway. The Chemical Department had planned a crude electrolytic salt plant at Bopu, which would produce salt, caustic soda, and bleaching powder. They had formally requested an expansion of Bopu's generator capacity.

With synthetic ammonia not yet operational, the Chemical Group could only work with existing materials—successfully producing ammonium-sawdust explosives from stored ammonium nitrate. Currently, they were concentrating on granulating the gunpowder captured from Gou Manor. They were also conducting trial production of nitrocellulose and mercury fulminate, using the finished nitric acid they had brought along. Given the dangers involved, they had requested a separate, safer location for an explosives factory.

Mining and Metallurgy: The department controlled one construction quarry. Abundantly available minerals included clay, limestone, quartz sand, and lignite.

Four small converters and supporting forging, rolling, and cold-drawing equipment were installed. With sufficient pig iron supply, they could produce 10–15 tons of crude steel daily. Currently, only one 1-ton converter operated intermittently—raw materials consisted of captured iron cannons, weapons, and iron shot, along with damaged steel tools. Fuel was charcoal, which consumed rapidly, limiting production to urgently needed hardware and tools. Blast furnace construction would require massive quantities of iron ore, coke, and limestone, and once lit, could not be easily halted. Given the unstable raw material supply, construction had been postponed.

Civilian Industries: One crude paper mill was now operational, processing rags, waste cotton, and straw into rough paper for daily use. The plan was to recruit paper masters from the mainland to improve quality. Once acid-alkali products entered batch production, a modern paper mill would be built—not just meeting the transmigrators' office and daily paper needs, but enabling mass export to the mainland and overseas markets.

Either operational or soon-to-be operational: textile mill, garment factory, food factory, ceramics factory.

Temporarily non-operational due to material shortages: glass factory, sugar refinery, cigarette factory. Solutions to these material issues were being actively pursued.

...

"Overall, our industrialization is being blocked by three key problems: electricity, coal, and iron." Ma Qianzhu summarized. Building industrial systems—even targeting nineteenth-century levels—remained an extraordinarily difficult undertaking.

Regarding pig iron: if procurement channels through Guangdong opened up, a stable long-term supply was achievable. As for coal, the Committee had decided to dispatch personnel to Vietnam as quickly as possible. Ma Qianzhu suggested using barges for a one-time purchase of 1,000 tons. Given coal's importance as the primary chemical feedstock, consuming some diesel for this purpose was justified.

"With sufficient coal and steel, the Industrial Department can replicate steam engines. With adequate prime movers, our industrial capacity immediately rises a level." Ma Qianzhu explained. Steam engines were not efficient—but they were simple and easy to manufacture, well-suited to the transmigrators' current situation. Beyond driving generators, they could directly power machinery. The Committee also planned to use them for future ship propulsion.

Beyond steam engines, the Industrial Department needed to mass-produce hardware and tools. Demand during this construction boom was enormous—and supply could not keep pace.

Next, Wu De delivered his report as labor department head: "Labor remains tight. As of midnight tonight, directly controlled human resources are as follows:

Transmigrators: 478

Bairren Production Team One: 141

Bairren Production Team Two: 605 (former Gou Manor personnel)

Prisoners: 153 (Gou family servants, guards, and relatives)

Slaves: 176 (purchased in Guangzhou; 98 transported back)

Indirectly controlled human resources:

Salt Field Village: 200 households, approximately 800 people

Damei Village: 50 households, approximately 250 people

As for population structure: native labor included many prime-aged adults, but gender ratios were severely skewed. This was especially pronounced in the production teams—Team One had a male-to-female ratio of 9:1; Team Two stood at 5:1. The villages showed similar patterns, with only Salt Field Village having normal ratios; Damei Village suffered the same imbalance.

The reason was straightforward: Lingao had large floating populations. It served as a major destination for migrants—single men who came for land reclamation and short-term labor. Most hailed from Guangdong and Fujian, though investigation revealed some had traveled from as far as Jiangxi, Huguang, and even Beizhili and Shandong.

Such a population structure offered short-term benefits—male prime adults formed the backbone of any construction effort. But in the long term, places lacking women meant men would not settle and establish families. Future immigration efforts would need to prioritize gender balance.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 134: New System (Part 1)

"Finding wives for the men—let's table that discussion for now," Ma Qianzhu said.

"So we're moving on to finding women for ourselves, then—"

"No, that's not what I meant either." Ma Qianzhu cut him off with an impatient wave. "What I want to discuss is labor utilization. We've brought all these people to Bairren, fed them, housed them, put them to work. But then what?"

"Then they keep working, obviously."

"What I mean is—" He paused, searching for the right framing. "Land distribution. Labor systems. Compensation structures. Governance."

Wen Desi raised a hand to speak. "Before we can discuss labor systems or any of these larger topics, we need to establish clear status hierarchies for the natives. Without that foundation, there's no meaningful way to talk about differential treatment."

At present, the transmigrators classified their directly controlled native laborers into three tiers.

Slaves possessed no personal freedom and performed forced labor. They received clothing and food but no wages. This category consisted primarily of captured prisoners who remained at this level until they had been properly screened and reformed.

Laborers retained personal freedom but were assigned work by the transmigrators. They received free food and housing—and for now, clothing as well. The transmigrators paid them wages for their labor.

Workers occupied the highest tier. In practice, their duties mirrored those of laborers, but they received wages twenty percent higher.

These tiers were designed to be fluid. Slaves could earn their way to laborer status; industrious laborers could be promoted to workers. Such social mobility helped stabilize society—at least among those who lived under transmigrator rule.

According to the Committee's long-term plan, the worker class would form the foundation of their governance: a pool from which they would draw qualified industrial workers, low-level administrators, and soldiers.

Workers enjoyed superior benefits and represented the Committee's brightest hopes for the future. Yet curiously few laborers showed any interest in attaining worker status. To date, workers numbered less than a quarter of Production Team One. Most laborers still thought like hired hands—they weren't truly ready to board the proverbial pirate ship.

Where had things gone wrong? Wu De had given the matter considerable thought and reached a conclusion: the worker system's limited effectiveness stemmed primarily from insufficient incentives. Workers received only twenty percent higher wages. They had been promised housing and private plots of land, but none of these promises had materialized. Even the earliest workers still lived in tents and sheds alongside everyone else. As for the private plots—Lingao's wastelands were abundant, but without irrigation infrastructure, cultivation demanded enormous amounts of human labor. Laborers already worked more than twelve hours a day. They had neither the time nor the energy left to work additional land.

Beyond these practical failures, there was a deeper problem. The transmigrators still wore the label of pirates. Though county officials had reached a peaceful coexistence with them, this did not mean the local population recognized their rule as legitimate. Earning just twenty percent extra in exchange for the risk of "joining pirates"—the risk-reward ratio was clearly unbalanced. Peasants might not understand formal economics, but they could do that kind of simple arithmetic.

"Should we seek amnesty quickly then? Become respectable, reassuring short-hairs?"

"Amnesty isn't that simple. It took Zheng Zhilong years to secure his, and he was a Fujian native with deep local connections. We're complete outsiders. If the officials decide to treat us like barbarians—the same way they treat the Jurchen Wild Boar Skin—there won't be anything to negotiate."

The solution, Wu De argued, was to think in reverse. Since the risk could not be reduced, the rewards had to be increased. When risk and reward reached equilibrium, people would naturally be willing to take chances. There was a ready example close at hand: Zheng Zhilong continuously recruited sailors and soldiers in Fujian precisely because piracy offered greater benefits to the local population than legitimate work ever could.

"Right now, a mere twenty percent income increase doesn't create meaningful differentiation among laborers."

The starting point would be implementing the worker housing policy. Committee members who had lived in rural China understood the enormous enthusiasm peasants had for building houses. After the household responsibility reform, improving peasants had almost universally built new homes. Even today, many peasant families—despite having children who had settled in cities—still built village houses for them.

Having a home of one's own mattered immensely. Temporary dwellers could never develop a true sense of belonging. Only when people had their own houses would they view a place as their homeland—something worth building and protecting. Otherwise, they were merely passing through, and other people's property meant nothing to them.

The production team housing currently under construction outside South Gate embodied this experiment. The Committee had instructed Engineering to build these structures as genuine villages rather than mere collective dormitories.

The Construction Group had comprehensively considered rural living habits, land efficiency, and material conservation, ultimately producing designs for apartment buildings. Each building would have three floors with three residential units per floor. Each unit contained a fourteen-square-meter bedroom, a sixteen-square-meter main room, and a ten-square-meter kitchen. There would be no in-unit toilets—instead, each floor would share one communal toilet. Sewage would be piped to biogas pools for treatment. The buildings lacked running water, electricity, and independent drainage, but the designs reserved positions for future installation.

The apartments would primarily house families. These unit sizes were tight for large families but well-suited to households of four or five.

The buildings used brick-concrete construction. The first batch would have wooden floor slabs; Engineering planned to transition to precast concrete slabs in the future to reduce fire risk.

"What about property rights?" someone asked, studying the blueprints and renderings.

"Since land policy hasn't been finalized, houses will temporarily only receive house deeds. Once land policy is confirmed, supplementary land deeds will be issued."

Land ownership had generated considerable disagreement among the transmigrators. Most wanted confirmed private ownership, while some insisted on state ownership. Others proposed copying this timespace's policy—selling land-use rights rather than outright ownership—but without the peculiar term limits.

The Committee had no intention of providing welfare housing for laborers. Free things were inevitably undervalued. Each unit would cost sixty taels of silver. Anyone could buy one, and installment payments would be accepted. Workers received a ten percent discount.

The reasoning was obvious: workers with mortgages would defend the transmigrators' existence more fiercely than anyone else. If the transmigrators fell, their housing dreams would shatter with them. Committee members had seen firsthand how local tenant farmers, laborers, and small farmers lived—such apartments would have been unattainable for them in several lifetimes.

"I have a question," Xiao Zishan said, raising his hand. "Peasants typically raise livestock. What about apartment residents? If they want to keep pigs or chickens, surely they can't be raising them in the hallways?"

"Livestock sheds and pigsties will be collective facilities, separate from residences," explained Mei Wan, who was presenting the project. "This arrangement is better for hygiene. Similarly, the new village will have collective granaries, which will minimize losses to pests and rodents."

"With such generous worker benefits, laborers will all want to convert. There should be conditions."

"Exactly," Wu De said with an approving nod. "We need to make worker status somewhat difficult to attain. That creates competition."

He had drafted the following application conditions:


	
Personnel with specialized skills recognized by the transmigrators who were willing to serve—for example, craftsmen, scholars, or soldiers.



	
Those who had served continuously as laborers for twelve months or more and wished to continue.



	
Those who had made major meritorious contributions.





"But the current system, with only worker and laborer tiers to differentiate people, is no longer adequate for our needs," Wu De continued.

Regardless of differential treatment, the labor model remained identical: collective labor for all. Except for rare skilled craftsmen and intellectuals, most people worked according to daily dispatches based on various departments' labor requests, all arranged by Wu De.

This system served them well during the current phase of massive construction. It ensured sufficient labor for every priority project while strengthening control over the workforce.

However, as many enterprises prepared for production, specialized industrial workers would inevitably emerge. Industrial workers were, by nature, specialized—daily dispatching was inconvenient for production organization and made specialized workforce training extremely difficult.

Moreover, the migrants from Gou Manor—designated Production Team Two—contained many family units, which was completely different from the predominantly single men of Team One. If the men were laborers, what was the status of their women and children? Currently, many women and children also worked—how should their wages be calculated? For families with multiple young children, nurseries alone were impractical. Which budget category should cover nursery resources and expenses? Countless such issues reminded the Committee of a pressing need: they required a civil administration system to properly manage their first batch of subjects.

The transmigrators had many options for civil administration. Salt Field Village and Damei Village had adopted village autonomy models, with village committees managing local affairs. Ready templates existed, and the system worked reasonably well. But under such arrangements, entrenched interests wielded too much power—a few individuals would inevitably monopolize the major positions. Salt Field Village offered the most typical example: politics there were almost entirely controlled by the Tan brothers. Though the Tan brothers were transmigrator protégés and seemingly loyal, this arrangement was still inferior to direct control.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 135: New System (Part 2)

For their fully controlled Bairren Production Teams One and Two, the transmigrators decided to implement a civil administration model radically different from anything the locals had ever known: China's People's Commune system from the 1960s and 70s.

The People's Commune had existed from 1958 to 1985—twenty-seven years in total. Its most enduring impression was summed up in two words: "big and public." In practice, however, the actually functioning communes followed the 1962 Revised Draft of Rural People's Commune Work Regulations, which established three-tier ownership with production teams as the foundation while maintaining the commune's distinctive "political-economic integration" structure. Under this arrangement, people's communes served simultaneously as rural political units and production management entities. Commune secretaries managed not just party affairs but also industrial and agricultural production and all matters of civil administration.

The system had its drawbacks—communes tended to over-manage, bureaucracies bloated easily, rigid structures stifled initiative, distribution was too egalitarian, and members often lacked enthusiasm for production. Yet the positives were equally striking. Those twenty-seven years under the communes represented China's most tightly controlled rural period, one in which the old pattern of "government doesn't reach villages, clans and strongmen control the countryside" was largely eliminated. During an era of economic stagnation, backward productivity, and widespread illiteracy, the communes had concentrated forces to accomplish major tasks and maintain social stability. Rural primary healthcare, universal education, water conservancy projects, and mechanization all advanced significantly. It was precisely this power to concentrate resources and direct society from above that made the commune system so attractive to the transmigrators.

Still, some Committee members voiced concerns about agricultural efficiency. During the commune era, per-worker agricultural productivity had actually declined continuously. Would adopting this system lead them down the same path?

"Personally, I don't think that will be an issue," Ma Qianzhu explained. "The commune's purpose here isn't agricultural production—it's civil administration. This system can effectively integrate administration, civil affairs, security, education, and military functions into a single social organization completely dependent on us."

This new grassroots regime would fall administratively under the Committee's Internal Affairs Commission, with operational matters handled by the various professional departments.

The commune operated on a household registration system. Households formed the basic units, and even single men were required to establish separate households. All registered persons, regardless of age or gender, were designated "commune members," with those achieving worker status entitled to corresponding benefits per regulations.

Each household received one private plot that could not be sold but could be inherited. What to grow was entirely the household head's decision. Crucially, plots were not allocated per capita but per household, with larger households receiving proportionally larger areas. A standard household of four persons served as the baseline coefficient of 1. Each additional person increased the coefficient by 0.1, capped at 1.5. The intent was clear: encourage family divisions and prevent the formation of sprawling multi-generational clans.

The Committee had anticipated attempts at "fake divisions" to acquire more land, so regulations specified that family divisions with private plots were only permitted for married couples. Single men or women could establish household registrations but would not receive plots until they married.

Members' housing was uniformly constructed by the transmigrators and sold to members under welfare policies, though each household could only take advantage of this once. Without permission from the Internal Affairs Commission, members could not build their own structures within transmigrator-controlled territory. Housing could be freely sold, gifted, or inherited—but only after full payment.

Beyond their private plots, members received no additional land. Their basic income derived from three sources: produce from their private plots, work points earned from commune-dispatched labor, and whatever side income they could manage. Male members aged eighteen to fifty-five and female members aged eighteen to forty-five were classified as "full labor." Males aged thirteen to seventeen and fifty-six to sixty-five, and females aged thirteen to seventeen and forty-six to fifty-five, counted as "half labor." In principle, every half labor and full labor—unless recruited for specialized work, enlisted in the military, or attending school—was required to participate in commune-dispatched work and complete minimum attendance days. Beyond this minimum, any additional dispatched work counted as overtime, paid at 1.2 times the standard work points by the Committee's Labor Department.

Enterprises established by the transmigrators would preferentially recruit from among commune members. After becoming enterprise workers, members retained their status as commune members and remained administratively under commune management, but their labor management and wages became the enterprise's responsibility.

Commune administration followed a three-tier structure: Commune, Village, and Member Group. Member Groups formed the most basic unit, with every eight to ten households grouped together.

At Bairren Fortress's bustling South Gate construction site, a modest wooden sign hung at the entrance to the first completed small courtyard: "Bairren Beach Commune." Wu De had been appointed Commune Director.

Lin Xing was named Deputy Director but did not immediately assume his duties. Instead, he and several others were sent to Salt Field Village to attend the first cadre-training session at Du Wen's newly established Peasant Training Institute. Before their departure, Wu De gathered them at the worksites and pointed toward a nearly complete tall building rising against the sky.

"You'll live there eventually," he said.

Everyone stood dumbstruck. After a long moment, Lin Xing managed to ask, his voice trembling: "Chief Wu—is this real?"

"Of course. We always keep our word."

"How much would it cost to live—"

"Sixty taels of silver. You workers get ten percent off—fifty-four taels."

When they heard that payments could be spread over ten to twenty years, smiles began breaking across their faces. To live first and pay later—such fortune was rare indeed.

Word soon spread through the production teams. Ma Peng was among those who visited the worksites daily, eager to see the progress. He now worked at the brick factory, digging and sifting earth alongside his coworkers. The short-haired guards with bayonets no longer stood beside them, yet labor enthusiasm had reached unprecedented heights. They were adding bricks for their own homes now. A completely different new life was about to unfold.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 136: East Gate Market Police Station (Part 1)

The skies over Lingao stretched clear and cloudless as winter crept closer, bringing merciful relief from the sweltering summer heat. With the autumn harvest nearly complete, the common folk finally had time to breathe—and to wander.

Bairren's population had swelled considerably, and the simple road that once lay empty now bustled with pedestrians drawn by its convenience. The commercial activity at East Gate Market had done wonders for relations between the transmigrators and locals. Beyond the salt trade, the rice mill had become a particular draw—it produced clean, attractive rice through honest operations, showing customers exactly how much rice, bran, and husks resulted from each batch. No skimming, no cheating. The place was far superior to the shabby village workshops, and best of all, payment was flexible. Silver was welcome, of course, but unhulled rice, milled rice, bran, even straw could offset processing fees. This attracted grain households from across the region. Outsourced processing now accounted for sixty percent of the mill's operations, with daily fees alone bringing in over ten shi of rice plus considerable husks.

Convenient processing, good roads, and no taxes—East Gate Market was rapidly becoming Lingao County's grain processing and wholesale center. During routine inspections, Dongmen Chuiyu discovered grain merchants from neighboring counties making the journey here to trade. The lure of profit, it seemed, could always convince people to brave unknown dangers.

Along East Gate Street, the roadside plots had been partially sold, and several shops were under construction—most opened by county gentry. These businessmen saw twin opportunities: not only the commercial prospects, but also the chance to cultivate connections with the short-hairs. If problems arose later, shopkeepers with established relationships could negotiate directly. Construction materials came readily available—bricks, tiles, and timber flowed continuously from the Gou Manor demolition site at Damei Village. Whatever the transmigrators did not need themselves was sold cheaply to lot buyers.

Lin Quan'an, the first peddler to ever trade with the short-hairs, had risen to become the area's largest food supplier. After the Gou Manor reconnaissance mission, he had earned a twenty-tael reward, and when the mass migration to Bairren Fortress began, his supply operation doubled in scale. He had built a shop at East Gate Market, hired an accountant, and employed four or five workers who spent their days carting through the villages to collect live pigs, poultry, eggs, and vegetables. Lin Quan'an was already dreaming of the future—soon he would return to Fujian for his wife, or perhaps build a house in his hometown and take a concubine for his time in Lingao. Such glorious prospects made him feel like he was floating on clouds.

There was, however, one annoyance: his workers ate too well. His heartache stemmed not from the short-hairs' money—theoretically, well-fed workers made him more money—but from the bad example it set. Several workers had already quit to join the short-hairs directly. Though Lin Quan'an earned handsomely, his capitalist instincts still made him resist improving employee conditions. There would always be someone willing to work.

But recently, the situation had shifted. The autumn harvest was nearly finished, and Lingao did not grow wheat, so post-rice-harvest peasants usually sought short-term work during the off-season. In the past, day laborers required no wages—just meals. Now, however, the short-hairs were recruiting en masse at East Gate Market. Off-season laborers flocked to them instead, and mainland migrants arriving in Lingao mostly became long-term workers for the short-hairs. The result was unprecedented tightness in the labor market. Under the short-hairs' benchmark effect, wages across the entire region began to rise.

The wage increases made markets livelier still. Peddlers from neighboring counties were drawn by the activity. Beyond the merchants, locals who were not starving brought their families to Bairren simply to gawk. They could not enter the fortress, but walking around the trenches and barbed wire, glimpsing the wonders from a distance—that was enough. They marveled at the button-front short clothes, the strange rattan helmets, the long bayonet-mounted muskets, the buildings on the beach with giant pipes running beneath them. The more adventurous visitors followed the simple roads all the way to Bopu Harbor to see the legendary steel ships with their own eyes.

As the common folk's fear of the short-hairs diminished, Dongmen Chuiyu observed that Chinese commoners possessed remarkably strong commercial instincts. It was not just the merchants at East Gate Market—roadside tea vendors had begun appearing along the routes. All three blockhouses along the way now had tea stalls. Military Group soldiers frequently faced merchant harassment, dealing not only with vegetable and poultry sellers but also having to chase away flirtatious women. Not that their revolutionary will was particularly strong—they simply could not afford such fortune.

Naturally, security issues followed close behind. Busy places attracted all sorts. Beyond the overt and covert prostitutes, gambling stalls appeared. Then came pickpockets and thieves, then beggars. Various underworld trades gradually surfaced from the shadows.

Theft proved the most serious problem. Every day, several unlucky victims lost money or goods. Even Li Mei's Welfare Society shop was burglarized. Dugu Qiuhun's "East Gate Market Comprehensive Law Enforcement Squad" caught thieves daily, but they were not professionals. All Ming commoners looked alike to them, and language barriers compounded the difficulty—their efforts were basically futile. On the rare occasions when they caught someone, the prisoner would drop to their knees and gabble in incomprehensible dialect, sometimes wailing and rolling on the ground until the enforcers eventually had to release them. Brawls arising from gambling disputes added to the chaos.

Soon, the first bloodshed alarmed the transmigrators: the market witnessed scenes they knew all too well—street fights.

Seventeenth-century gang fights were not so different from their twenty-first-century counterparts, just more dangerous-looking. There were no watermelon knives, but fire-hardened bamboo spears, sharpened wooden clubs, and naturally, bricks. In an instant, the bustling market descended into chaos—people fleeing, chickens squawking, dogs running wild, wails rising through the air. A cluster of bamboo sheds near East Gate Street caught fire. By the time Dugu Qiuhun's enforcement squad had donned their full equipment and Military Group reinforcements arrived, the crowds had scattered. Seven corpses remained amid the devastation, and over ten stalls had burned to ash.

Dugu Qiuhun's mouth twisted with fury. The other Committee members who arrived were equally shocked. Since its opening, East Gate Market had been nothing but positive news—more peddlers, more customers, people buying lots. It had been the shining example of transmigrator-native harmony.

Now that example lay in ruins. The damage itself was not catastrophic, but market brawls with fatalities would certainly damage their reputation. Most embarrassing of all: after half a day's investigation, Dugu Qiuhun could not identify the perpetrators. He could not even determine cause and effect. Defeated, he approached the Committee with a request for police training.

"This enforcement squad isn't working," Dugu Qiuhun admitted, finally recognizing the core problem. "We can't communicate with locals. We can't understand ground-level situations."

"Can the Security Group assign people for patrol?" Xiao Zishan asked, clearly unenthusiastic about training local police. He felt the locals could not yet be trusted.

"Security Group can't spare anyone for us." Dugu Qiuhun knew this well—he had visited several times. Seven or eight people were already overwhelmed with prisoner interrogation, personnel vetting, and file organization. They had no time for patrol assistance, and besides, they would face identical language barriers.

"We really can't spare anyone," Ran Yao confirmed with a helpless sigh. "The Security Group is basically handling internal security now. But training police—I think it's entirely feasible. As our controlled population grows, we'll need law enforcement institutions to maintain social order."

Thus was the transmigrators' first police institution established: the East Gate Market Police Station. Dugu Qiuhun served as station chief. Mu Min became station instructor—meaning she would instruct station operations. She had experience with security work, and East Gate's main problem was exactly that.

The station reported to the Security Group for oversight, while funding came from site management—specifically, the East Gate Industrial-Commercial Bureau.

"But I have no money!" Dugu Qiuhun pleaded to Xiao Zishan, who handled civil affairs. "The station even uses our Industrial-Commercial Bureau offices. East Gate Market doesn't collect taxes—we can't fund expenses!"

"Then collect some security fees. Current police stations charge businesses too."

"How can that work? That's arbitrary fee collection! Besides, we're in the key phase of attracting investment—"

"Heh, stop crying poor." Xiao Zishan snorted. "What about your Industrial-Commercial Bureau's land sales income? You didn't give those shop lots away for free."

Dugu Qiuhun fell momentarily speechless. The Industrial-Commercial Bureau's slush fund did indeed hold over one hundred taels from lot rentals. The Committee had not yet issued a land policy, so transactions used "land-lease" terminology, keeping prices low. Theoretically, these funds should be remitted to central accounts—but with unclear policies, the Financial Department could not book them properly. The money simply sat at the East Gate Industrial-Commercial Bureau.

"But that's embezzling public funds," Dugu Qiuhun protested. "And without a land policy, spending can't be properly reimbursed."

Cheng Dong thought for a moment. "How about this—your Industrial-Commercial Bureau first fills out a deposit slip. Clearly state the income source. I'll book it as non-routine income. Then I'll return the full amount as East Gate's operating expenses. You won't need to carry silver back and forth."

"Okay, that works. Let's do that." Dugu Qiuhun left happily with his problem resolved.

"You really do have solutions," Xiao Zishan remarked.

Cheng Dong shook his head repeatedly. "Our fiscal system needs reform too."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 137: East Gate Market Police Station (Part 2)

Zhou Shizhai had spent eleven years at the Qiwei Escort Bureau. Like his martial brothers, he hailed from Sun Kecheng's hometown—a man who knew his way around boxing and staff fighting but had no stomach for breaking his back in the fields, so he'd drifted into the escort trade instead. The life suited him well enough, certainly better than farming. Yet his temperament had always made Sun Kecheng uneasy. Zhou Shizhai lacked the steady disposition the work demanded—or rather, he was too rough-edged in his dealings with the world.

Escort bureaus walked a knife's edge between the legitimate and the underworld, and the profession required integrity and flexibility in equal measure. Zhou Shizhai understood perfectly well that bureaus "ate their friends' food and wore their friends' clothes"—yet he despised those very "friends" and couldn't stomach their shamelessness. Disagreements turned into fights. Before long, he was pulled from long-distance escort runs and relegated to guarding shops and residences. But even this work had its rules: when you encountered thieves, you escorted them out—you never captured them. When disturbances arose, you used minimal force and stopped there. Bureaus weren't the government. Your job was protecting employers' property and safety; capturing criminals was yamen business. Zhou Shizhai broke these rules repeatedly, making himself plenty of underworld enemies in the process. Eventually they transferred him to manage the mule stables, just to keep him out of trouble.

Dull years passed. Then Bureau Chief Sun summoned him with unexpected news: those Australian sea merchants wanted to purchase estates in Qiongzhou and needed an escort to "lead" there.

"Leading" was a particular arrangement. Wealthy households maintained house-guard forces for security, but typical guards were commoners who knew neither martial arts nor the ways of the underworld. Specialized hired escorts served as "leaders"—training the guards in martial arts, arranging night patrols, and generally taking charge of household security. Within a residence, this granted one the status of a guest-retainer.

Leading was responsible work but well-paid, with no sleeping rough on the road. Within the bureau, it counted as a choice assignment—but it required smooth, flexible people, and Zhou Shizhai's previous stint had ended badly. He'd caught thieves too enthusiastically and failed to get along with his employers. Now he was being sent again? Strange indeed. Was the sun rising from the west?

Puzzled though he was, he reasoned this was still better than handling livestock. Besides, the bureau had recently received considerable business from these Australian merchants—they'd become a major patron. Previously tight finances had eased, and compensation for dead brothers was now covered. Anyone else's work could be refused, but work for the Australians was mandatory.

He packed his things and brought two new disciples—sons and nephews of fallen escorts, per bureau rules. Their training was too poor for real escort work, which would have meant becoming servants or counter assistants. These two boys, only sixteen or seventeen, were too young for proper escorting anyway, so they'd been assigned to continue their training under Zhou Shizhai. Sun Kecheng had made his own calculations: it saved the bureau some food expenses. Such youngsters had been accumulating.

Hiring escorts had been Ran Yao's idea. Despite their twenty-first century concepts and equipment, the transmigrators knew almost nothing about this timespace's underworld. Escorts made perfect candidates—compared to yamen runners, who were basically criminals themselves, escorts' professional ethics made them far more trustworthy.

Though Dugu Qiuhun held the nominal title of station chief, actual operations fell under Mu Min's direction. At her request, with Industrial-Commercial Bureau cooperation, they conducted a "security census"—surveying East Gate's environment, daily traffic flow, and the operations of shops and vendors.

The investigation revealed that pickpocketing was the most common crime, followed by theft, then fraud and brawling. Robbery and murder were nearly absent—criminals apparently didn't dare attack openly under the transmigrators' watchful eyes.

But that large-scale brawl with fatalities troubled her. What had that been about? Mu Min personally questioned many witnesses, aided by local translators. Many stammered with shifting eyes—a clear sign that something was being concealed. Dugu Qiuhun alertly suspected organized crime fighting over territory, but Mu Min disagreed.

It wasn't that she thought the Ming era lacked organized crime. Rather, it was the Medical Department's autopsy report from the incident that told a different story. The evidence showed that all seven dead were heavy laborers who had recently been doing fieldwork. Moreover, from her experience, underworld fights occasionally killed people, but the basic premise was to draw blood without killing—using machetes that looked frightening but had low mortality rates. These bamboo spears, thrust indiscriminately with brute force, resembled rural large-scale clan feuds far more than gang warfare.

Indeed, days later, people arrived to collect the corpses, and the truth emerged. Villagers from one village had come to the Welfare Society to shop. At noon, while drinking tea and eating at a stall run by villagers from another village, a minor dispute had escalated. Unfortunately, the nearby stalls all belonged to the second village's people or their associates. The first village's men suffered badly and fled in defeat. While seeking revenge and preparing for retaliation, both sides had armed themselves. The fighting had broken out from there.

"Such viciousness over such trivial matters?" Dongmen Chuiyu was shocked. "These people are too ignorant and backward!"

"Clan feuds aren't our business—we can't manage them." To Mu Min, this wasn't news. Rural feuding existed even in twenty-first century China. Behind such conflicts lay tangled economic, territorial, cultural, and resource disputes. Years of accumulated grievances made any small incident capable of triggering massive fights—especially now, during the agricultural off-season. "But we must ensure no one causes trouble at East Gate. This incident can't simply end here."

"People are dead—what more can be done?"

"Dead people—but the corpses remain. Have body collectors from both villages arrived?"

"They're all resting at the inn. Should I bring them in?"

"Don't meet them. Send word: five liang fine per corpse. Coffins we'll generously provide at cost price—one liang each. Payment within seven days. Overdue corpses get tossed in the sea."

"What?" Dongmen and Dugu stared wide-eyed. "But didn't the Committee require treating natives well?"

"Good treatment has its limits." Mu Min's tone turned murderous. "Let the surrounding people see the consequences of drawing weapons on our turf."

Dugu Qiuhun slapped the table with excitement. "Should have been like this long ago! I've told the Committee—harsh laws and punishments are what keep the peace. If you ask me, future thieves should have their hands chopped off! See if anyone dares steal on my turf then! All this talk of 'good treatment, good treatment'—they're climbing right over our heads!"

"Hand chopping is too much." Mu Min turned to Ran Yao. "Team Leader Ran—what legal standards should we follow?"

"Just use the Public Security Management Punishment Regulations. It's ready-made." Ran Yao had already discussed these issues with the Committee. This actually involved legislation, and the transmigrators currently lacked time to draft their own laws—so they would naturally use existing regulations.



Ma Peng was returning from work that day when he noticed new notices posted on the camp bulletin board, a crowd of coworkers gathered around them. Zhang Xingjiao stood nearby, reading aloud in a singsong voice: "Recruiting police... ten persons... ages eighteen to twenty-five... height one hundred sixty centimeters or above, healthy... meals provided, wages of two-point-five work points daily, plus half a kilogram of rice, bonuses extra..."

Excited chatter erupted among the crowd. "Two-point-five work points!" one laborer exclaimed. "On my busiest day I only get one-point-five. Even group leaders only get two. And now you can get two-point-five just like that!"

"Didn't you hear? Only workers can apply. Workers already earn more than us!"

"Why? We do the same work—why do they get more?"

"Don't want it? Then transfer to worker status."

"You need twelve months' service for that. Or exceptional performance."

Ma Peng wasn't initially interested. He'd heard this was yamen-runner-type work—managing arrests and preventing theft. He feared death, and he also thought it undignified. But now his mother lived with him. Though the short-hairs gave an extra one-point-five work points for "dependents," his mother received no free meals, and finances were tight. Camp rumors now said workers were getting raises, and he regretted listening to Fu Buer and not transferring to worker status. Such opportunities were passing him by.

But the next day he went to the commune office to apply anyway. Though he wasn't a worker, Ran Yao noted his decent physique—finding men over one hundred sixty centimeters tall wasn't easy—and approved him. After questioning, he was called to a back room, stripped, measured with rulers, and weighed on a large scale. Finally, he was approved for the native police squad.

The first phase was ten days of combat training: the fastest joint locks, fighting with peculiar-shaped short clubs. Then came instruction on spotting suspicious persons, patrolling, questioning pedestrians, pursuit and capture, and rope-binding techniques. A short-hair named Li Jun taught shield and club formations for dealing with mobs, along with live sparring against laborers. The material was complex. Ma Peng was illiterate, which made learning harder, but fortunately the transmigrators used demonstration teaching—hands-on instruction with models and pictures.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 138: East Gate Market Police Station (Part 3)

Before his arrival, Zhou Shizhai had assumed these people were like Guangzhou's foreign merchants—wealthy traders seeking protection for their mansions and treasures, nothing more.

The moment he stepped ashore, he knew how completely wrong he had been. Bopu's colossal ships, the impossibly smooth roads, the four-wheeled carts that moved without horses—each new sight struck him like a blow. But when he beheld the staggering construction scale of Bairren Fortress, genuine panic seized his heart for the first time.

Were these truly just sea merchants? Zhou Shizhai understood with sudden, terrible clarity: this place needed no escort to protect its property. The ships anchored in Bopu Harbor alone represented a force that nothing in these waters could possibly match. So why had they summoned him?

He and his two disciples were housed in a small building belonging to the East Gate Industrial-Commercial Bureau. The rooms were cramped but comfortable enough, furnished with an obviously mismatched assortment of pieces. Zhou Shizhai had quarters to himself while his disciples shared the adjacent room. That evening, the merchant leaders hosted a dinner—one named Dongmen, another Dugu, plus a woman. The meal was practical rather than lavish: fish, meat, vegetables. The leaders proved courteous, and through their conversation, Zhou Shizhai learned this was a newly established market where increased traffic had brought increasing chaos.

"Though we've recruited some police, we understand nothing about the Ming underworld environment." Dongmen Chuiyu raised his cup in a courteous toast. "Please guide us, Master Zhou!"

"I'll do my utmost!" Zhou Shizhai drained his cup. "Only—may I ask the masters—and, ah, the lady?"

Mu Min waved dismissively. "No 'masters' or 'ladies.' Just call us 'comrades.'"

"We are definitely not comrades! Get that straight!" Dugu jumped to his feet in protest.

"I meant 'comrade' in the original sense," Mu Min shot back with righteous indignation. "Don't pollute the word with your garbage colonial culture!"

Zhou Shizhai took careful note: this woman was clearly the local boss. She must have spent considerable time overseas—long enough to adopt barbarian mannerisms. He felt a flicker of disdain.

"May I ask, comrades," Zhou Shizhai said carefully, "exactly what do you want this market to become?"

What style did they want? The transmigrators exchanged uncertain glances. Obviously, the more prosperous and bustling, the better.

Zhou Shizhai shook his head slowly. "This market's masters are you sea merchants, correct? I don't understand how to make markets prosperous—but once prosperity comes, various characters will naturally arrive seeking their share. How do you intend to coexist with them?"

"How can others sleep soundly beside one's own bed!" Dugu Qiuhun declared with decisive finality.

Zhou Shizhai fell silent for a moment, then spoke. "Comrades, East Gate Market is currently a wild market with few established shops. Even attracting petty thieves isn't particularly concerning at this stage. But once prosperity arrives, the various factions that follow will all have powerful backers behind them. Even the street beggars will have connections reaching to heaven. One misstep and your entire operation gets turned upside-down..."

Mu Min smiled faintly. "Master Zhou, we understand all of this. But our first advantage here is that we have no entanglements. Nobody is 'our people.' Power flows from gun barrels. Whoever's connections—if they cause trouble—" She made a slashing gesture across her throat, her expression turning murderous.

Zhou Shizhai nodded. "Understood. I will serve with my full effort!"



The merchants of East Gate Market noticed something new taking shape at the main crossroads: a screen wall under construction. Craftsmen were chiseling an inscription onto one face—the new Treatment Regulations. The document essentially combined the Public Security Management Punishment Regulations with the Ming Code, though with one crucial difference: detention, paddling, and exile had all been replaced with labor reform, minimum one year. Labor reform required no judicial process—the station chief's signature alone sufficed. This proved wonderfully effective for suppressing security crimes, and various departments eagerly welcomed this policy of free labor. A few democrats questioned whether punishment without trial violated principles of judicial fairness, but fairness for natives clearly concerned few transmigrators.

Before the screen wall rose a three-tiered semicircular platform—the public sentencing stage. Public trials and sentencing had always been proletarian dictatorship's most effective form of deterrence, and this tradition would continue. Dugu Qiuhun had lobbied eagerly to install a guillotine at the crossroads, but death sentences remained the exclusive domain of state judicial authority. For transmigrators to openly usurp court authority seemed premature. Besides, this was merely a market.

Alongside the screen wall appeared strange-looking figures: rattan helmets on their heads, short-hair-style black button-front stand-collar jackets fastened with wooden toggles, wide leather belts cinching their waists, white puttees wrapping their calves, and straw sandals on their feet. Short horizontal-handled clubs hung from their rears. Their sleeve patches bore shield-shaped embroidery with incomprehensible patterns—only a few characters were legible: "Security" at the top, "East Gate" at the bottom.

"Damn—these look exactly like Annam constables!" Dugu Qiuhun let out a despairing wail when he saw the delivered uniforms and equipment. His own submitted design had been far more handsome: peaked caps, black turndown-collar tunics, leather Sam Browne belts, riding breeches, polished boots, plus chest badges—a look that somehow already felt familiar.

"Commissioner Xiao—my submitted uniform design wasn't like this!" Dugu phoned Xiao Zishan. "How can such rustic looks possibly intimidate criminals?"

"Didn't you just want police looking like the SS? Unacceptable!"

"Pre-plagiarizing Hitler's ideas should be fine, shouldn't it? It's 1628—Hitler's still atoms!"

"Riding boots and Sam Browne belts? In Hainan? Too wasteful. Resources are tight—economize. Red Guard members just wore armbands for the revolution—never heard of needing full uniforms for revolutionary work."

The hard faction had suffered its first heavy blow. Though other hard factions also seriously questioned Xiao Zishan's aesthetics.

The police squad's first appearance at East Gate drew massive crowds. Though nobody knew what "police" meant, the commoners quickly arrived at their own conclusion: the short-hairs' version of the fast squad! But these fast squads differed from yamen runners in two significant ways. First, their movements were uniform—they patrolled the streets on a regular schedule. East Gate Market wasn't large, so you saw them frequently. Second, their jurisdiction proved remarkably broad—"street dogs" who managed everything. Even littering or trade disputes that grew slightly heated would draw their immediate intervention.

These ten police officers comprised the "uniform squad." Beyond them, Zhou Shizhai led his two disciples plus two or three recruited laborers as the "plainclothes squad"—scattered throughout the market daily, covertly monitoring situations from the shadows.

Dongmen Chuiyu had originally proposed merchant group defense—organizing shop assistants for night patrols. But here, traveling merchants dominated while settled shopkeepers remained scarce. With only a handful of storefronts, there was simply no one to organize. Traditional security methods were still applied, however. Inns were required to enforce guest registration, with innkeepers reporting daily to the station regarding any suspicious circumstances.

Ma Peng's mother even contributed to East Gate's security efforts: as a simplified form of group defense, she and several elderly laborer wives were assigned to set up stalls throughout the market as covert sentries. Several clerks from the Welfare Society's Li Mei also joined this "group defense" in exchange for extra grain. As Mu Min's mother-in-law, Li Mei enthusiastically supported the plan—expenses came from the Welfare Society's coffers.

With everything in place, the 1628 Security Crackdown, jointly conducted by the Industrial-Commercial Bureau and Police Station, officially commenced. The operation mobilized not just the police squad and enforcement team—the Military Group, Security Group, and Bairren Commune Militia all joined in. First they established perimeter blockades. Then teams conducted large-scale dragnet arrests based on the plainclothes squad's prior reconnaissance. Mu Min's requirements were clear: action must be fast and quiet, with minimal disturbance to uninvolved persons.

From the Industrial-Commercial Bureau's rooftop, a massive voice broadcast continuously in various dialects and Mandarin:

"Citizens, listen: this market is now arresting criminals. We won't release a single criminal; we won't wrongly arrest a single good person... Everyone remain in place... No resistance—violators will be shot without question..."

Squads wearing Year-One rattan helmets and wielding Year-One batons or bayonet-mounted rifles swept through the market under the loudspeaker's relentless blaring, arresting people according to name lists and photographs. Those who resisted or fled were beaten bloody. Several self-proclaimed agile fighters managed to down a few police officers before finally being bayoneted to death. The arrestees were bound with rope and forced to squat before the station, forbidden to look up or speak. The newly minted police recruits happily strutted their newfound authority over the cowering prisoners.

Those arrested were mainly petty criminals of every stripe—pickpockets, burglars, con men, fences. After brief public sentencing, all received one year of labor reform. Wu De led several armed soldiers to march them away—the Bairren Beach quarry was hungry for convict labor.

Gambling had severely impacted security, so the station initially banned it altogether. Every gambling stall at East Gate was shuttered, money confiscated, and operators expelled. Before expulsion, each operator underwent the standard procedure: confessions recorded, fingerprints taken, guarantees signed, and photographs taken with placards held before their chests—all creating comprehensive case files.

"Come gambling again and it won't be so cheap next time! Scram!" Dugu Qiuhun snarled viciously, one foot propped on a stool. The operators were already terrified; the camera's flash made them believe they had been hexed.

Throughout the operation, loudspeakers continuously broadcast the Notice on Rectifying the East Gate Market Security Environment: beyond the gambling ban, related small pawnshops and usury lenders were also ordered to leave. Those who continued would face severe punishment. Prostitutes were required to register at the station within a deadline—unregistered ones would be expelled...

Prostitution alone survived the purge. The market's prostitutes were mostly itinerant or nearby "half-door" types who operated covertly from private residences. Theft from clients was a recurring problem, but given Lingao's extreme gender imbalance, the industry served a necessary function and would be tolerated. After discussion with the Civil Affairs and Medical departments, it was decided that prostitute licenses would be issued. All prostitutes were required to register for these licenses. Unlicensed prostitution would result in expulsion for the first offense; a second offense meant labor reform. Civil Affairs had originally wanted monthly health examinations administered by Medical, but Medical lacked the personnel, equipment, and drugs to manage such a program. This was left unimplemented for the time being.

The entire operation proceeded with clockwork precision, and Zhou Shizhai found himself deeply impressed. These "Australian comrades" might not understand the underworld, but their methods far exceeded those of any yamen office. It wasn't just the clean, efficient execution—everything had been prepared meticulously in advance. Their punishments struck a careful balance between severity and leniency. Compared to the dark, corrupt, and cruel yamens he had known all his life, there was simply no comparison.

Such a small place as East Gate Market, handled this well—what if they governed all of Lingao? All of Guangzhou? Zhou Shizhai shook his head, dismissing the thought. Too absurd to contemplate.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 139: The Navy

The Navy Department did not yet exist—at least not officially. On the Committee's books, it remained split between the Fisheries Production Group and the Bopu Harbor District, falling under Agriculture and Civil Affairs respectively. One handled fishing and maritime transport; the other managed Bopu Camp affairs, including ship maintenance. But behind the scenes, former naval personnel and self-proclaimed navy enthusiasts had been lobbying hard for a merger, and the momentum was unmistakable. The Committee maintained an official "no comment" stance, but anyone with Committee positions understood that unification was merely a matter of time.

Unlike the other departments, with their land-grabbing and brick-and-wood red buildings, the Navy people had grander ambitions. They wanted a proper Baroque-style Naval Headquarters. Until such a structure could be built, the Fengcheng served as their unofficial office.

The Fengcheng had completed its historical mission on D-Day. Without a petroleum industry to fuel it, the ship could only remain at anchor for the foreseeable future. Still, it was maintained with meticulous care. Its modern navigation equipment—radar, compass, marine chronometers—would prove crucial for the transmigrators' future naval power, and in the worst case, the vessel could still serve as an escape route. Usable furniture, equipment, materials, and tools were gradually offloaded for use on land, while unused compartments were sealed and locked. Large ships were complex worlds unto themselves; with insufficient personnel to monitor every corner, no blind spots could be tolerated.

For the Navy Department, the Fengcheng offered comforts that nothing on land could match. The generators, though restricted to essential needs, provided ample power for offices and living quarters. The ship's powerful radio could reach every vessel at sea with ease. There were comfortable cabins with private bathrooms and well-equipped galleys. While the land-dwellers subsisted on salt fish, smoked fish, and dried fish day after day, the ship had refrigerators. The galley served fresh catches—even sashimi was effortless to prepare. Ice production ran continuously. Fruit shaved ice was trivial; the powdered milk they'd brought even made ice cream possible. According to rumor, the navy-favoring Director Wen made frequent "inspection" visits to the Fengcheng, where he praised the ice cream and sashimi in endless, glowing terms.

The unofficial Navy's primary task remained fishing. Bopu had originally supported a fishing community, but after the transmigrators occupied the area, those fishermen had fled. This was Lingao's traditional fishing ground, however, and losing access to it meant near-bankruptcy. Eventually, the fishing bosses negotiated with the transmigrators, willing to pay tribute in catches for the right to work these waters. The transmigrators agreed—it reduced their own fishing boat usage, saving precious diesel and motor hours. They struck a deal: catches in the Bopu vicinity would be split two-to-eight. For the fishermen's share, the transmigrators held priority purchase at market prices, with payment accepted in goods, grain, merchandise, or silver. Meanwhile, the transmigrators' boats could still fish independently.

Before long, this fishing hegemony extended to every boat working these waters. Vessels that complied received red-triangle flags from Bopu as identification. To enforce the arrangement, the Navy dispatched one fishing boat daily to patrol the zones—catching fish while keeping watch. Their mission was twofold: ensure no boats hid their catches or transferred them at sea, and expel any vessel without a flag.

"We've become fishing tyrants now." Chen Haiyang stood on Fishing-1's deck, surveying the surrounding working boats. He thought of the picture-books from his childhood that depicted cruel fishing tyrants exploiting honest laborers. Those images had filled his young heart with revulsion and hatred for such unjust systems—and kindled a vague admiration for the Liberation Army. Perhaps that was why he'd become a naval officer in the first place.

Now here he was, maintaining this very system of injustice. Worse, he was one of its architects. The world had a strange way of turning like that.

"So what if we're fishing tyrants?" Li Di stood excitedly beside him, showing not a trace of guilt. "Catch yields keep climbing. Wu Nanhai has shut up! At this rate, official recognition is just a matter of time." This electronics engineer turned pudgy enthusiast had stubbornly wormed his way into the Navy Department, self-proclaiming himself "Naval Engineer." He spent his days hammering away mysteriously in a shed, showing nobody his work—though everyone knew what was inside: a small steam engine, a kit he'd bought from overseas. The machine still hadn't operated properly since landing.

Chen Haiyang didn't pursue the topic. Since D-Day, regardless of original political leanings, pragmatism had come to dominate among the transmigrators. What benefited them was good; right and wrong depended largely on which side of the equation you sat.

In the distance, a large fishing boat unfurled its sails and turned west. The Deng Yingzhou—on its third shipping run. Since its first trip to Guangzhou, this vessel had barely stopped, bringing back massive quantities of materials the Industrial Department needed. Fishing-1 protected it within the Bopu vicinity; beyond that, they were on their own. Chen Haiyang sighed. A navy lacking resources remained limited, however modern its training might be.

"Attention! Three nautical miles ahead—three large fishing boats spotted—no flags!" The lookout Le Lin's voice rang out suddenly. A Hong Konger and fanatical military enthusiast with a particular love for the navy, he'd taken to wearing a civilian-version U.S. Navy uniform since joining.

"Hard starboard, heading one-two-zero. Ahead two, close in." Chen Haiyang issued his orders, and Fishing-1, previously cruising at slow ahead, swung its bow toward the boats.

Such inspections had become routine—multiple times daily at first. As unflagged boats had their catches confiscated, illegal fishing had nearly disappeared from these waters. Three appearing at once was unusual enough to make Chen Haiyang suspicious.

"Sound battle stations! Prepare for boarding inspection!"

The ship's bells rang, and thirty-odd crew members rapidly took their positions, donning steel helmets and fire-retardant combat suits—arson was common in this era's Chinese coastal warfare. Weapons were readied. Fishing-1 carried no heavy armament like cannons. Its primary firepower came from coordinated SKS rifle volleys by the crew. Recently, however, improvements had been made. Though the Industrial Department was short on metals, wood, bamboo, rattan, and hides were plentiful. And Lin Shenhe—who claimed to have handled every weapon except nukes—had joined their ranks. Working from reference materials, they'd soon replicated several Ballistae.

The Ballista was ancient Rome's most successful large crossbow—the world's most famous mechanical crossbow. Strictly speaking, it wasn't a crossbow at all, since its propulsion came not from a bow body but from twisted torsion springs mounted on both sides. The weapon's nickname was "Shield Piercer"—its massive bolts could penetrate any known shield or armor. A well-made Ballista had an effective killing range of five hundred meters; within two hundred meters, it could punch through two-inch wooden planking. At the height of Roman power, each legion fielded fifty or more of these weapons.

The transmigration Navy's mechanical crossbows resembled the ancient Roman design structurally, though they were probably inferior. The finest Roman Ballistae incorporated extensive steel and bronze, luxuries the stingy transmigrators couldn't afford. Their version was consequently heavier. It boasted one improvement, however: a three-hundred-sixty-degree rotating platform with a low protective parapet, giving the shooters some basic cover.

Fishing-1 mounted two such crossbows—one on the fore deck, one aft. Sea trials had demonstrated that at five hundred meters, hitting anything was pure luck. At two hundred meters, accuracy improved significantly.

Fortunately, this era's Chinese coastal vessels weren't much better armed. As long as the transmigration Navy didn't foolishly try to dominate the seas with crossbows, the weapons sufficed for coastal anti-piracy work and intimidating merchant and fishing boats. Besides, they had better ammunition than the Romans ever did.

"Prepare Round Two!" the gunnery officer ordered.

"Round Two ready!" A large firecracker-like projectile was loaded onto the Ballista.

Seeing Fishing-1 approach, the three boats hurriedly adjusted their sails—apparently attempting to flee. The ship's loudspeaker played a pre-recorded message in multiple dialects and Mandarin, ordering them to drop sails immediately and submit to inspection.

After the broadcast, the boats' sails did indeed drop. Figures began scurrying chaotically between decks and cabins.

"Prepare to board."

This was routine. The boarding teams donned life vests, each man equipped with a pistol and machete, and lined up at the ship's rail to await orders.

"Board."

On command, five team members leaped over the rail and landed on the opposite deck. Before they could steady themselves, cannon thunder erupted.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 140: First Lingao Point Naval Battle

Boarding team leader Wang Ruixiang hadn't even found his footing when the deck began to shudder beneath him. Flames erupted along the ship's rail. He needed no military experience to recognize what had happened: they had walked straight into an ambush.

"Retreat!" Li Di's hoarse scream crackled through his earpiece. In the same instant, Fishing-1 vanished behind a wall of gunpowder smoke.

"All hands, retreat!" Wang Ruixiang spun toward the rail, directing his team back while searching desperately for a chance to jump. Pirates were already swarming up from below decks, a seething mass of short swords, billhooks, and hook spears. The numbers were hopeless—five pistols couldn't possibly suppress this many.

"Throw Round One!" he shouted.

His well-drilled team members yanked bamboo-shell grenades from their chest pockets and hurled them in unison. Round One was the Mechanical Department's improvised fragmentation device—black powder and porcelain shards packed into bamboo casings. Limited in power, but devastating in the cramped confines of a ship. Explosions and screams merged into a single cacophony. From Fishing-1's deck, platforms, and crossbow positions, rifles and pistols opened up simultaneously, instantly pinning down the surging pirates.

Wang Ruixiang seized the moment. His team scrambled back aboard and collapsed onto the deck, gasping. It had been less than a minute—but it felt like they'd walked to the gates of Hell and back. Fishing-1 now looked terrifying: its steel plating was pockmarked with fresh dents, and every pane of glass facing the enemy boats was shattered or spiderwebbed with cracks.

"Full astern!"

Chen Haiyang had watched the last team member climb aboard before issuing the order. The sudden thrust made the bow dip sharply as the stern churned white foam—Fishing-1 surged backward. The three enemy boats were already wreathed in gunpowder smoke, flashes of fire flickering through the haze as cannon thunder rolled across the water.

Dense pellets struck the deckhouse like hail hammering a car roof.

"Away from windows! Take cover!" Chen Haiyang barked into the mic. These fishing boats had no armored shutters. He squinted through the cracked glass, struggling to see. Then—boom, boom—the boats fired again. The deckhouse shook as everyone jolted. A large stone struck the steel plating, denting it deeply before shattering into fragments.

"They were fishing for us!" Li Di's face had gone pale. He was already half-crouched beneath the control panel.

Chen Haiyang shook his head—no time for conversation. The enemy's strategy was clear enough. They understood their own advantages: speed and maneuverability. This trap had been designed to cripple Fishing-1 at point-blank range with a single devastating volley. What they had underestimated was the protection offered by a steel hull.

The smoke began to clear. Two of the remaining boats were bearing down on Fishing-1 under eight oars each, moving with startling speed—nothing like typical hard-sail single-oar vessels. Their decks bristled with armed pirates, many clutching torches. Their intention was obvious: a three-boat pincer attack.

Fishing-1's fore and aft Ballistae fired simultaneously. At this range, both shots struck home. The enemy decks erupted with popping sounds like firecrackers, causing momentary chaos—but the advance didn't stop. Round Two was tear gas: minimal black powder for the burst, mixed with camphor and pepper powder. Originally designed for maritime patrol security missions. Minimal lethality.

"Hard to port, full ahead." By now, Fishing-1 had reversed forty to fifty meters. Chen Haiyang had no idea what the enemy cannons were truly capable of—better to open the distance, slip the three-boat encirclement, and formulate a proper strategy.

The engine roar intensified. Fishing-1 carved an elegant half-arc through the water, easily escaping the closing trap. Now they ran broadside to broadside with Boat One—both vessels presenting maximum firepower. Chen Haiyang carefully maintained two hundred meters of separation. According to the Industrial Department's test firings of captured weapons, small and medium cannons of this era rarely exceeded that effective range.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boat One's broadside erupted in continuous flashes. Water spouts of varying heights splashed across the sea—the nearest impact a full twenty meters away. Chen Haiyang's confidence grew.

He didn't want to rely on the Ballistae. Reloading was far too slow—two people cranking the lever mechanism needed a full minute to reset.

"Port-side rifles—free fire!"

The crew needed no encouragement. They were already furious. On their own turf—ambushed like fish in a net? Outrageous. A dozen SKS-D rifles with twenty-round magazines sent a wall of bullets sweeping across Boat One from bow to stern. People, planks, sails, ropes—everything disintegrated under the 7.62mm M43 rounds. By the time Chen Haiyang ordered cease fire, Boat One was completely paralyzed—drifting silently, wreathed in smoke.

"Report damage!"

"Forward crossbow: three wounded, one serious. No life-threatening injuries."

"Aft crossbow: one minor wound."

"Deck: three minor wounds."

The damage was trivial. The Ballistae's bulletproof shields and steel parapets had protected the gunners well. Honestly, the enemy fire was pathetically weak. The projectiles scattered across the deck included iron shards, nails, stones, and porcelain fragments—a scattershot arsenal that looked fearsome but lacked punch against steel.

"Notify Navy HQ—send a ship to secure Boat One!" Since no wounds were critical, Chen Haiyang ordered pursuit of the remaining two boats.

The other two vessels had already turned tail. The moment they saw Fishing-1 burst free from their pincer at impossible speed, they had fled seaward with oars and sails straining at maximum. But wind and muscle could never outrun machine power. The diesel roared. Fishing-1 sliced through the waves, rapidly closing to two hundred meters. The desperate enemy fired their stern guns—all shots fell far short.

"Sink the Yoshino!" Li Di shouted excitedly from the bridge.

Nobody paid attention to his enthusiasm. Fishing-1 was just a fishing boat—it had no underwater ram. Ramming wasn't worth the risk.

Instead, Fishing-1 continuously launched incendiary projectiles from its Ballistae—tar balls. Each consisted of a stone core coated with thick straw and wood-tar paste, wrapped in sacking. When lit and launched, they left black smoke trails arcing across the sky—perfect for aiming corrections.

The bridge called out a steady stream of data: wind direction, speed, distance, ship velocity. The gunnery officer worked frantically with a slide rule, then announced the Ballista firing angles. The ballistics calculations were imprecise, but their value was immense. After six ranging shots, the seventh correction struck the fleeing Boat Two squarely. Its sails caught fire.

The ship slowed. The distance closed. The tar balls grew more accurate. Even the aft-deck Ballista joined in with high-angle lob shots. For a brief, spectacular moment, smoke trails wove an aerial net across the sky—and at the bottom of that net was Boat Two, constantly struck by burning tar balls. The fire intensified until, with a thunderous roar—probably a powder magazine explosion—the ship was torn apart.

"Signal Boat Three: drop sails, surrender."

"Understood!" Li Di immediately swapped the recording tape. The surrender demands were standard: drop weapons, raise a white flag.

But Boat Three clearly had no intention of surrendering. While Fishing-1 had dealt with its companions, Boat Three had escaped nearly a kilometer. Through eight-power binoculars, extra oars could be seen rigged aft; crewmen were frantically jettisoning debris overboard to lighten the vessel.

"Destroy them."

It was unfortunate to lose potential prisoners, but ending the battle safely was paramount.

Fishing-1 accelerated again, closed to two hundred meters, and turned broadside toward the fleeing Boat Three—letting both Ballistae achieve maximum effect.

Ten minutes later, Boat Three had become a giant torch drifting on the waves. The powder had probably already been jettisoned—there was no explosion. Through binoculars, desperate pirates could be seen leaping overboard into the sea.

"Recover prisoners."

Fifteen were fished out of the water. Those too badly wounded to climb aboard were left to their fate. Those attempting to swim toward shore were systematically picked off by rifle fire—no mercy for enemies.

The engagement that would come to be known as the "First Lingao Point Naval Battle" had erupted with the transmigration Navy completely unprepared. The battle lasted nearly one hour. The enemy's experience and cunning were on full display; their ambush had been meticulously prepared. Despite the hasty response, the transmigration Navy's excellent training and overwhelming technological advantage carried them to total victory.

Boat One, towed back by Fishing-2, contained only three survivors. Many pirates had hidden below decks, thinking the thick planking would protect them. All had been riddled with bullets or bled to death. The inspectors' report was grim: blood had flowed from the second deck all the way down to the bilge.

Photographs of the captured vessel quickly received a response from Intelligence: this was a common Ming-era Guangdong "double mast fast ship"—a Guangzhou-type vessel used for fishing and coastal cargo. Well-constructed and suitable for open sea conditions, it was familiar to both European and Southeast Asian traders. Measurements: 27.5 meters overall length, 21 meters waterline length, 6 meters beam. Dimensions that suited almost any purpose—including piracy.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 141: Ming Dynasty Pirate Ship

This was the transmigrators' first sea battle, and the captured pirate ship offered them an unprecedented opportunity to examine the actual equipment of late-Ming Chinese pirates—those feared marauders who had once dominated the southern coasts with a reputation stretching across Southeast Asia. Shortly after the vessel was brought to dock, a joint inspection team representing the Military, Intelligence, Industrial, and Agricultural departments arrived at Bopu by vehicle to conduct a thorough examination.

The Intelligence Group confirmed what the ship's construction had already suggested: this was unmistakably a "Guangzhou ship" type, meaning these pirates hailed from Guangdong rather than the Fujian territories that served as Yiguan's primary base of operations. The evidence pointed strongly toward Liu Xiang's gang.

The hull itself embodied the traditional strength of Guangzhou vessels—wood of exceptional hardness. At first, no one could identify the timber. It was Fa Shilu from the Agricultural Group who finally recognized it as lychee wood, renowned for its remarkable density. In 1927, the Hainan Red Army had fashioned all-wood muzzle-loading cannons from this very material. Without the time-transcending combination of the SKS and M43 round, the common small cannons and firearms of this era would have struggled to penetrate such construction.

The ship carried sixteen cannons, though their classification proved difficult. By European standards, they ranged roughly from four-to-eight-pounders. The casting was atrocious—mostly melted scrap iron, with one piece featuring an iron-barrel wooden-structure design that defied all logic. Clearly, whoever had made these weapons knew nothing about proper cannon manufacturing. The casting was so crude and the structure so primitive that—never mind bore polishing—the countless air bubbles alone made the Mechanical Group's jaws drop. Taking these into battle meant you were more likely to kill yourself than your enemies.

The cannons sat on simple wooden frames, roped through ports in the hull. There were no aiming devices, no mechanisms for adjusting position. The only way to aim was to constantly reposition the entire ship, maneuvering close enough for the shot to matter. This explained the eight or more oars aboard—beyond providing supplementary propulsion, they allowed for rapid repositioning during combat.

Test firing revealed that with the transmigrators' refined fine-grain powder, the largest eight-pounder could launch iron balls over five hundred meters. Higher angles meant greater distance, but the crude construction limited how much powder could safely be loaded. No battle shot exceeded two hundred meters—a clear indication that the pirates understood their cannons' limitations all too well. Poor ammunition further reduced effective range: besides a handful of lead musket balls, the main projectiles were stones. There were some small iron balls as well, but during the 1840-1842 conflict, when Qing forts bombarded British ships in the Pearl River, their stone balls couldn't damage English oak hulls despite what observers described as "bullets raining" upon the enemy.

The shipboard powder was even worse—a pure powder form with excessive sulfur content. Test firing produced massive clouds of smoke but disappointingly weak explosions. By comparison, the powder captured during the First Anti-Siege Battle had been the finest they'd encountered—clearly government arsenal quality. Gou Manor powder was slightly inferior. This pirate powder was obviously self-made in some underground workshop, probably sulfur-rich because nitrate was scarce.

Besides the cannons, the ship carried about a dozen matchlock muskets of various types—some clearly Portuguese or Dutch in origin, others local knockoffs—along with bird-guns and single-to-triple-barrel fire-tubes that had probably been issued by the Ming military. All were poorly maintained and looked thoroughly unreliable. Even the Mechanical Group's famously fearless weapon enthusiasts refused to test-fire them. They estimated that even the best original Portuguese or Dutch matchlocks, loaded with quality ammunition, probably had an effective range under fifty meters.

Cold weapons, however, were richly abundant—some of which the transmigrators had never seen before. The Intelligence Department assembled various historians to help with identification, and together they finally sorted out the bewildering miscellany.

Most common were bamboo spears—bladed spearheads mounted on bamboo shafts stretching five to six meters long. The quantities far exceeded the number of corpses found aboard, and later interrogation revealed why: besides close combat, they doubled as javelins. Another spear type was wooden and double-ended, designed specifically for close-quarters fighting. The pirates' most common cold weapon proved to be a machete-style short waist-sword measuring only fifty centimeters in total length, though the blades were remarkably sturdy.

The ship also yielded throwing plum darts, small darts, ship-grappling hooks, rake-hooks—everything imaginable for naval warfare. Finally, they discovered massive fishing nets and sections of rawhide, meant for mounting on the gunwales to block light projectiles and prevent boarding. These protective measures had been removed for the fishing boat disguise on this particular voyage.

Incendiary weapons were standard naval armament, and two types were found aboard. The first consisted of bamboo-tube throwing torches—oiled blocks affixed to bamboo tips that could be hurled like stick grenades once lit. The second type comprised various-sized clay pots filled with powder, sulfur, and ignition materials, their concave tops designed to hold live charcoal. In battle, sailors would swing from mast ropes and hurl these onto enemy decks, where they shattered and spread their deadly contents.

"Incredibly rich," Yu Eshui said, too excited to notice the blood stains congealing and beginning to stink as he examined everything with evident delight. "Just this stuff alone—I could write three or four papers. Core journals would be easy."

"You can even interrogate real seventeenth-century Chinese pirates," someone replied. "What historian could possibly match your advantages?"

"Yes, yes." Yu Eshui didn't catch the teasing, still busy photographing and cataloging the miscellaneous scrap-iron debris.

Wu De dispatched Commune members to clear the corpses and scrub the decks with seawater and sand. By evening, the ship was spotless—except for the bullet holes pocking the gunwale and deck and the shattered remains of the deck shelters, no trace of battle remained.

Wu De surveyed the ship with a twinge of discomfort. He was navy background himself—now serving as Commune Secretary. He'd done countless fishing-boat escort missions during his service, and Chen Haiyang, that frigate veteran, had stolen this one right out from under him. Jealousy gnawed at him, though he wouldn't admit it.

Jealousy aside, duties continued. He inspected the offloaded items as the ship was methodically emptied—even the sails had been removed, though they'd been completely shredded. Commune members still crouched on deck, meticulously prying lead bullets embedded in the wood with iron picks.

"We really are poor," he sighed. Lead wasn't remotely precious—just look at the ubiquitous debased Ming coins to know it was considered a base metal. The Industrial Department's stinginess was born of necessity. Ancient mining and metallurgy operations, compared to the transmigrators' enormous appetite, produced far too little. The planned New Army, once established, would require lead bullets for hundreds to thousands of firearms.

"Chief Wu—the Navy's transferring eighteen prisoners. How should we handle them?" Fu Youdi reported respectfully.

Fu Youdi had become a cadre again. Wu De appreciated his style—bullying toward superiors, strict with subordinates. After the security crackdown at East Gate Station concluded, the perpetually anxious Fu Youdi—anxious specifically about not becoming a leader—had been appointed Labor Reform Squad Leader.

"All to labor reform. Guard them strictly," Wu De ordered. "The Security Group chiefs will be conducting interrogations at any time. Don't assign them too far from headquarters."

"Yes, sir."

The joint inspection reached its conclusion: the ship's construction was quite excellent despite its ragtag armaments. Best to repair it for use—whether for fishing or cargo transport—as it remained extremely valuable.

The damage was relatively minor. The basic structure remained intact, though the numerous bullet holes allowed waves to wash in. After thorough inspection, the team agreed the ship still had considerable utility and was worth repairing.

Repair meant hauling the vessel out of the water—a complex matter, but unavoidable for both ship repair and future construction. Per the Navy's preference, they should build a dry dock immediately. The Navy proposed excavating a simple dock at a sheltered cove on Lingao Point—forty meters long, twelve meters wide, and 2.4 meters deep, with stone walls on all sides. Water would be drained so ships could be repaired in the waterless dock. After repairs, water would be refilled and the ship could sail out. Installing ship locks later would make it suitable for new construction as well.

The Planning Committee rejected this proposal outright. The estimated investment was simply too large for their current resources. The Construction Group proposed a simpler alternative: a basic slipway.

Simple slipways used wooden rails and abundant lubricants to transition vessels between water and dry dock. The advantages were compelling: simple equipment, easy operation, and minimal ground-pressure requirements. For ships under five hundred tons, they needed only level ground with added gravel and ballast, rolled flat. The simple structure meant easy assembly and disassembly—if relocation became necessary, everything could be moved without difficulty. Many domestic small and medium civilian shipyards had used this very method to great success.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 142: Drydocking

The timber for the slipway and dock frame came from Bopu Lumber Yard. Beyond the coastal wood harvested from the mangroves, there was a considerable stockpile of beams and pillars salvaged from the Gou Manor demolitions—material perfectly suited for shipyard construction.

Standard slipways called for thirty-by-thirty-centimeter American pine logs, which were unavailable here. Ordinary wood could substitute, but forty-meter lengths were rare, necessitating multi-piece splicing. The splicing itself posed no challenge for the Mechanical Department, though approval was another matter—any use of metal materials now required sign-off from the Planning Committee.

For simplicity's sake, they opted for a longitudinal layout. Electric winches had a tendency to overload and burn out during drydocking operations, a common occurrence even in professional shipyards. Given their inexperienced crew, camel-type boiler-driven capstans offered a safer alternative.

With the winch problem solved, the greatest remaining challenge was the "ground dragon"—a massive horizontal pile buried underground that served as the anchor point when the capstans hauled ship hulls ashore. This component bore enormous tension and had to be engineered accordingly.

Modern shipyard ground dragons used reinforced concrete or concrete-filled steel pipe, though wooden ones had been common throughout history. The requirements were stringent: high strength, rot-resistant, generally hardwood thirty to fifty centimeters in diameter, at least three meters long, and extensively dewatered and preserved.

Wu Kuangming from the Lumber Section finally located suitable material in the stockpiles—some Southeast Asian hardwood nearly fifty centimeters in diameter, highly rot-resistant. It could be used directly without any treatment.

"This stuff could make coffins," Wu Kuangming said reluctantly. "Go ahead and use it for your ground dragon."

"What—you planning on landlord gentry treatment for yourself?" Yan Quezhi teased.

"Heh, not that." Wu Kuangming shook his head. "But anyone who works with timber knows: the wood wealthy families chose for their coffins was always the finest—won't rot whether buried in earth or submerged in water. Giving it up feels like cutting away my own flesh."

Once all the equipment was installed, preparations for drydocking began in earnest. This was skilled and dangerous work—shipyards commonly suffered casualties during the process.

"Everyone listen up!" Wu De addressed the assembled personnel. "Drydocking is dangerous. During operations, you watch everything constantly. If a cable hits you—you're dead."

He ran through the various precautions, though in truth, Wu De himself only half-understood the process. He had at least witnessed and participated in fishing-boat drydocking back in his village, and beyond that, he had an ancient "Simple Ship Repair Manual" recovered from the computers to work from. Success would depend entirely on Wu De's memory and the accuracy of that book.

Everything removable was stripped from the vessel—even the masts came down to lower the center of gravity. The towing cables were steel wire salvaged from the Fengcheng, as the lumber factory's homemade hemp ropes had proven insufficient in tensile tests. The slipway was slathered with lard, the only room-temperature-solid fat Wu De could obtain. The sheer quantity required had left Wu Nanhai heartbroken—how many pigs had it taken to render this much!

Fifteen or sixteen people gathered at the drydocking site. Though the work was dangerous, Wu De hadn't called on commune members to help. This operation demanded constant communication, and however good the commune members' Mandarin might be, it was a different era's language. A single misunderstanding or delay could mean deaths.

"Start!"

The steam engine was already heated. At Wu De's command, the winch began its slow rotation. The ground dragon's chains pulled taut. Steel cables creaked against the pulleys. Wooden ships had limited structural strength, so the cables were girdled around the stern rather than attached to any single point.

As the capstan turned, the steel cables stretched fully tensioned with ominous creaking sounds. Wu De's heart clenched with worry—eighty to ninety percent of drydocking casualties involved snapped tow lines. When they broke, the highly tensioned cables would whip outward like lashes, striking nearby workers and sending them flying. Survival afterward was pure luck.

The cables had come from the Fengcheng and were theoretically adequate for a hundred-ton wooden ship. Still, those sounds were enough to fray anyone's nerves.

"Ship's moving forward!" The observer's report crackled through the walkie-talkie. Two-thirds of the drydocking crew had been positioned around the area specifically for observation, watching for any deviation.

As the steam capstan wound, the ship rocked and began its slow journey from water toward shore. The vessel bobbed considerably in the waves—an unsettling sight.

"Slow the winch—steady now." Wu De's reminders came constantly over the walkie-talkie. "Everyone watch the ship's direction. Keep it aligned with the slipway."

The first approach came in off-center. In professional shipyards, specialized workers handled this alignment. For amateurs, first-try success was impossible.

"Don't panic—we'll try again. Everyone check your cables."

Every retry demanded a fresh cable inspection. Failing to dock only meant losing a ship, but accidents that killed people could never be undone.

Nearly five hours of repeated efforts followed—just getting the ship properly aligned had left everyone's throats raw from shouting—before the vessel finally came to rest stable on the dock frame. Wu De skipped any celebration, immediately directing everyone to recover the lard from the slipway and surrounding area, storing it in clay jars. They would need it again for re-launching.

"Good heavens, this oil's turned pitch-black!" The Navy people stared at it helplessly. "Disgusting!"

"Somehow smells like fried food to me."

"That's friction heating. Don't tell me you've got an appetite after seeing this."

"Can this stuff actually be reused? Didn't they say it has to be pure? There's sand all through it now."

"Melt it down, filter it again. Apparently Wu Nanhai came by specifically to say that if it can't be reused, we're to return it to him."

"The cafeteria's going for gutter oil too!"

"Supposedly it's for soap making. But black soap? I'll pass."

The repairs took less than a week. Every bullet hole was caulked; larger damage was reinforced with new wood. Hull fouling was scraped clean and tung oil coating applied. The Navy planned to add cannons—or at minimum, cannon positions. Originally, the pirates had mounted their guns on deck, cutting ports into the gunwales and covering them with minimal protective shelters. Now the Mechanical Group's weapon enthusiasts relocated the gun positions below deck to lower the center of gravity: four positions per side, with room for two or three more on the future deck. The downsides were obvious—insufficient freeboard meant heavy weather would splash seawater through the gun ports. But with proper port shutters, this wouldn't pose serious problems outside of combat.

The real issue was that they had no cannons. The Ballista's problems had been fully exposed by now. The weapon's nature meant high-trajectory lobbing, which created aiming difficulties. Additionally, the firing rate was abysmal: two gunners cranking both sides needed over a minute to reset the tension, with considerable physical exhaustion to boot. And finally, the Ballista was far larger than any cannon of equivalent power.

"What's strange about that?" Chen Haiyang said. "If Ballistae had really been as magical as some Mechanical Department people claimed, why did every navy in history replace them with 'crude,' 'heavy,' 'dangerous' cannons? Obviously even the worst cannon outperformed the best Ballista."

"We need real cannons!" Meng De howled. "Even muzzle-loaders!"

Meng De had earned recognition for sailing the ship into port—briefly surrounded by flowers and applause. But now the big ship couldn't move anymore, and he had devolved from spotlight captain to Fengcheng caretaker. Beyond basic ship maintenance, his most important duty was patrolling the bay with small boats.

The appearance of the Deng Yingzhou had finally shown him the possibility of returning to center stage. But lacking traditional sailship knowledge, Lin Chuanqing had seized the captain's position. The Deng Yingzhou was now the North America faction's domain—and Meng De had no interest serving under them. His conclusion was clear: only building a fleet offered any path to advancement. Now with a new ship on the horizon, he tirelessly promoted his "fleet" plan, advocating for a steam-sail gunboat coastal fleet, demanding increased Navy budget and personnel—even requesting multi-turret battleships. The call quickly gained support from hundreds of transmigrators, including many Industrial Department members.

The Committee ordered the Military Department's staff section to evaluate the proposal. After comprehensive analysis of local garrisons, pirates, equipment, and transportation capabilities, their conclusion was unambiguous: whether facing pirates or Ming military forces, large-scale attacks would primarily come via sea transport, with land routes following the coastline roads. The transmigrators couldn't immediately establish control over Qiongzhou Strait's sea supremacy—but they needed coastal mobility capability. With their limited forces, mobility was especially crucial.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 143: Steelmaking

The transmigrators' modern fishing boats held undeniable advantages in reconnaissance, protection, speed, and mobility, yet their firepower remained pathetically weak. Had thirty pirate ships descended upon them rather than three, the lone Fishing-1 would likely not have fared so well. The major pirate lords of Fujian and Guangdong each commanded fleets numbering three to four hundred vessels. And across the entirety of Bopu Harbor, the transmigrators' activities and infrastructure had long since expanded beyond the original camp boundaries. More than two hundred transmigrators and commune members now lay scattered across vast, essentially undefended territories.

The conclusion was inescapable: naval upgrades alone would not suffice. Bopu Harbor itself required proper fortification. Staff recommendations poured in—gun emplacements, batch production of cannons at least at the 1800 level, ammunition stockpiles, and the establishment of a coastal patrol fleet. This fleet would primarily consist of steam-sail vessels, thereby conserving the precious overhaul lifespan of the fishing boats. The transmigrators simply could not perform such major maintenance for another five to ten years. Even basic hull painting remained beyond their reach—not for lack of materials, but because they could not replicate the effectiveness of modern anti-rust and anti-fouling marine coatings.

Cannon production fell to the Industrial Department's Mechanical Group, and for the weapon enthusiasts among them, the assignment was pure adrenaline. After frustrating weeks spent crafting trivial hardware—even the mechanical crossbows had been constructed entirely from wood—they would finally get to build real cannons. Energy surged through the workshop. The Mechanical plant's sheds saw an endless stream of artillery enthusiasts, each bearing proposals that varied wildly in ambition. The designs primarily concentrated on three types: a twelve-pounder mountain howitzer, the nimble and versatile Type-92 infantry gun, and the all-purpose mortar. Personal favorites added various functions and improvements to each concept.

Cannon making, of course, demanded massive quantities of steel. The Deng Yingzhou had already delivered two shipments of pig iron ingots and smaller quantities of wrought iron from Guangzhou—fifty tons in all—along with twenty tons of desperately needed coal. This would be roughly sufficient for initial-scale steelmaking.

The transmigrators employed converter steelmaking. In the twenty-first century timespace, small converters had been nationally mandated obsolete industries, slated for elimination. Here, they represented genuinely advanced technology. The headquarters of this nascent industry was established at Bopu Harbor District, chosen because Lingao's steel combine was entirely import-dependent. Ships bringing bulk coal and iron ore could be unloaded and utilized immediately nearby. For now, the steelmaking workshop consisted of nothing more than a large shed supported by brick pillars. A hardened floor held four small converters and a single cupola furnace arranged in a row.

Ji Wusheng, head of metallurgy, had worked as a steelworker in his former life. Though he had never personally operated small-converter equipment, he understood the principles well enough. Since D-Day, he had successfully produced several steel heats, proving that wood charcoal and locally sourced pig iron could indeed yield steel. The drawbacks were considerable, however. The difficulty of controlling material ratios meant that each heat produced steel of essentially random grade. Worse still, the metallurgical process devoured energy at a ferocious rate—the two blast fans required during steelmaking drew so much power that every neighboring facility had to shut down completely.

Based on analyzed pig iron composition, the Metallurgy Group employed converter side-blowing with wrought iron added in calculated proportions. The ratio came to approximately seventy-six percent pig iron, twenty-four percent wrought iron, plus a minimal amount of sand. The sand created acidic slag that absorbed phosphorus from the pig iron.

After discovering local refractory materials, the Metallurgy Group constructed a cupola furnace. This round smelting furnace was not large, but it was far more complex than the converters. The converters required iron liquid heated to 1,380 degrees Celsius—a temperature the cupola would provide. Such heat remained unreachable through ordinary fuels. Before the invention of regenerators, the maximum temperature humans could achieve had been only 1,250 degrees Celsius.

Reaching this threshold required replacing cold blast with hot blast—the principle behind the regenerator. Hot blast had been invented by the Englishman Neilson and first applied at Glasgow ironworks in 1829.

The Metallurgy Group's regenerator operated at roughly an 1850s British level, utilizing cast-iron-pipe hot blast stoves. Cold blast from the main blower was branched to each heating furnace, where it passed through arched cast iron pipes suspended over fires to heat-exchanger pipes on the opposite side, then flowed into the cupola's tuyeres. The entire apparatus was sealed within thick brick and refractory arched heating chambers designed to preserve and reflect maximum heat. Direct-heated blast reached 300 degrees Celsius—hot enough to melt lead. Yet even this temperature failed to satisfy the Metallurgy Group. They added an additional measure: waste gas heating. Ceramic pipes drew exhaust from the top of the cupola, channeling it into the regenerator from above and venting it through a waste outlet at the bottom.

Coal and coke cupolas produced substantial quantities of gas. For centuries, this gas had simply been vented from furnace tops. The flames burning through the night were spectacular, but the practice was severely wasteful and polluting. In 1832, a Baden German ironworks first piped this gas to regenerators for heating. Multiple techniques ultimately raised hot blast temperatures above 500 degrees Celsius.

Iron and steel could still be smelted without regenerators, but production efficiency simply could not compare. According to British calculations, early regenerators that raised blast temperatures to just 300 degrees Celsius tripled iron output per unit of fuel compared to cold blast.

High-temperature hot blast, however, damaged cupola tuyeres and required protection. The transmigrators' technical capabilities proved sufficient to overcome this challenge. They easily replicated the Scottish tuyere invented by Condie at Scottish ironworks: a wrought-iron coiled tube fitted into a cast-iron conical tube, with both ends extending beyond the cone's base. Water entered through one extending pipe, spiraled around to the narrow end of the tuyere, circulated through the coil, and exited through the opposite extending pipe.

With this cupola operational, the Metallurgy Group successfully produced steel in several small-scale heats. The next step was coking.

The transmigrators had initially relied on charcoal, but coke remained the ideal fuel. The significance of coal coking extended far beyond providing high-quality fuel for iron and steel production—coking by-products were crucial feedstocks for the chemical industry. For this reason, they had brought complete coal coking equipment with them through the crossing. Beyond coke itself, the by-products could yield more than twenty important chemicals: gasoline, diesel, asphalt, phenol, toluene, crude benzene, sulfuric acid, various solvent oils, lubricants, and paraffin. Once the coal coking enterprise went operational, the transmigrators' chemical capabilities would make a qualitative leap.

Like all complete industrial systems, however, installation proved extremely difficult. Despite training from the manufacturer, abundant drawings and manuals, and specialized equipment, progress in amateur hands remained painfully slow. The system demanded continuous operation—it could not simply stop and start at will. A single batch required more than one hundred tons of coal, while the transmigrators' total coal reserves amounted to just twenty tons. The Metallurgy Group had no choice but to rely on simpler indigenous coking methods.

Indigenous coking could be accomplished through many methods. The simplest was open-pile coking—two to four tons of coal heaped in a semicircle on the ground, three to four meters in diameter at the base, covered with straw for ignition and left to cook for four to five days. Yields reached only fifty percent. This method had been widely used during the Great Leap era, causing severe waste and pollution. The transmigrators could ignore environmental concerns, but coal tar was far too valuable as chemical feedstock to squander.

Luo Duo discovered an improved method in the computer archives: Kailuan-style round-furnace coking. Kailuan furnaces came in three sizes with batch capacities ranging from fifty-five to two hundred sixty tons. The fifty-five-ton furnace offered the best cost efficiency and suited the transmigrators' limited coal supplies during this early stage.

Construction materials were straightforward: besides some sheet-iron components, the furnace required only brick and fire brick. The entire coking process took approximately twelve days and achieved yields of seventy-five percent. This furnace design could utilize the gas generated during coking for heating while also recovering some coal tar. Water-cooled and recovered tar was collected in clay jars for future use as chemical feedstock.

At last, both coke and pig iron stood ready. Ji Wusheng assembled the steelworkers—transmigrators who had only recently converted to metallurgical work. They donned asbestos suits and gloves, specialized caps, and photochromic goggles. Ji Wusheng reminded them of the critical points: wind volume adjustments must be gradual with no sudden changes; iron liquid poured into the furnace must never exceed the tuyere level or it would block them; and the volume of iron liquid per pour must never exceed one-sixth of the converter chamber's capacity.

Both blowers started simultaneously. One fed air into the cupola, gradually raising its temperature above 1,300 degrees Celsius until the pig iron ingots melted completely. Ji Wusheng directed the workers to add 0.4 percent baking soda for desulfurization. Meanwhile, the converter underwent preheating—the entire vessel needed to reach 1,000 degrees Celsius to reduce temperature loss when the iron liquid entered.

When the optical pyrometer showed the cupola's iron liquid reaching 1,380 degrees Celsius, the molten metal was poured into the converter for blowing. Blower pressure was maintained between 0.07 and 0.12 atmospheres. The iron liquid continued to heat under the high-temperature hot blast as Ji Wusheng watched the furnace flames intently. Iron sparks burst continuously while flame color progressed from red-yellow to yellow-white to white to brilliant white—each shift indicating steadily rising temperature within the furnace.

Blowing continued for approximately ten minutes. Star-shaped carbon sparks intensified; brilliant white flames lengthened from their initial shortness. Carbon combustion was reaching its peak.

When Ji Wusheng observed the flames shortening again and the carbon sparks beginning to thin, he knew the residual carbon was approaching steel content. He rocked the furnace once or twice using the tilting levers, checking for any sudden burst of additional carbon sparks. Seeing none, he ordered the wind shut off.

The workers moved quickly through the remaining steps—removing furnace lids and blast pipes, skimming and clearing the slag, and finally pouring the molten steel into molds. The mold sand was composed of ninety percent yellow sand, five percent clay, and five percent white mud. After casting came steel ingots. Whether the result was high, medium, or low carbon steel, Ji Wusheng could not yet control. Each heat would require testing to determine what grade of steel they had produced.

(End of Chapter)
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"The Artillery Production Leadership Group's first meeting is now in session!"

The Mechanical Plant's office was crude but spacious, dominated by a blackboard that had been erected at one end. Weapon enthusiasts had gathered around Zhan Wuya, head of the Mechanical Group, and the atmosphere crackled with fervent debate over which type of cannon they should manufacture.

"Let me begin with introductions," Zhan Wuya said. The core members of the Mechanical Group needed no explanation—Wang Luobin, Jiang Ye, and Xiao Bailang were all present. But they had also been joined by several weapon enthusiasts whose expertise lay outside machinery: Zhang Bailin, who peppered every conversation with "cannons, more cannons" and had taken to calling himself the "Artillery General"; Wang Ruixiang, who harbored an abiding love for axes; Li Yunxing, who had designed the mechanical crossbow structures and supervised their construction on-site; Bai Yu, whose background spanned weapons design, engineering, and armored vehicle command. Finally, there was Lin Shenhe, who brought extensive hands-on manufacturing experience to the table.

The meeting's purpose was not to assign production tasks, but to determine the technical roadmap—a "Technical Roadmap Seminar," to use the proper term.

"First, let's set aside the question of whether a twelve-pounder mountain howitzer or a Type-92 infantry gun would be better," Zhan Wuya said, establishing the parameters for discussion. "We need to examine this from practical and manufacturing perspectives."

In terms of machining capabilities, the transmigrators' processing level exceeded that of every civilization in this world. Now that steel was available, manufacturing simple rifled breechloaders presented no major technical difficulties. Recoil guns did face spring-related bottlenecks, but carriage-recoil guns posed no such problems.

Even mid-nineteenth-century industrial levels had proven capable of manufacturing fifteen-inch cannons. Steel wasn't strictly necessary—many super-caliber coastal guns had been cast from iron. And since the travelers had no ironclad cruisers to contend with, they had no need to build such monstrosities.

What did the transmigrators actually need? According to staff recommendations, their priority was equipping naval vessels and gun emplacements.

"Rifled breechloaders, obviously," Li Yunxing declared. "The advantages are too numerous to ignore."

Following conventional thinking, a cannon's range should be as long as possible. But this raised a critical question: modern cannons' ever-increasing range was built upon modern observation and fire-control systems—technology the travelers, operating at a sub-late-nineteenth-century industrial level, simply could not replicate. Even the twenty-first-century equipment they had brought with them would only last so long.

A twenty-four-pounder muzzle-loading heavy gun had an effective range of no more than nine hundred meters. Mount it on a ship, and stability issues cut that range by at least half. British Royal Navy firing regulations from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had specified that twenty-four-pounder long guns should have a maximum range of four hundred yards—already considerable compared to the more common thirty-two-pounder large-caliber carronades. In actual combat, opposing ships often closed to within a hundred meters of each other.

Seventeenth-century cannons certainly wouldn't exceed these limits. The travelers' naval rifled breechloaders should therefore aim not for high power or long range, but for rapid fire and reduced weight. Even if rifling increased effective range, they should cap it at two thousand meters. Beyond that distance, there might be some value in land engagements, but hitting moving point-targets at sea with the transmigrators' level of fire control was essentially futile. Excessive range was pure waste.

Since range requirements weren't demanding, barrel length could be shortened, saving both weight and manufacturing costs.

Rifled breechloaders offered another significant advantage: they used pointed shells rather than round balls. Pointed shells flew far more stably than spherical projectiles. Their elongated shape allowed for rearward extension, meaning that for any given caliber, the weight could be adjusted. When comparing a pointed shell to a round ball of the same weight, the former's caliber was only about seventy percent of the latter's. In cross-sectional area, that dropped to just forty-nine percent. The practical meaning was clear: at the same muzzle velocity, a pointed shell's impact energy was concentrated on half the area, doubling the unit energy compared to a round ball. Factor in the pointed cone's lower drag, and a pointed shell's armor-piercing capability was three times or more that of a round ball of the same weight.

The implications were striking. A twelve-pounder rifled breechloader firing pointed shells—approximately seventy millimeters in caliber—using identical propellant and charge, would have an effective range far exceeding that of a twelve-pound round ball, while matching the armor-piercing capability of a twenty-four-pounder round-ball heavy gun.

A seventy-millimeter rifled breechloader with a caliber length of sixteen to eighteen was remarkably compact by any historical or modern standard. Weighing only four to five hundred kilograms, it could be mounted on three-hundred-ton sailing ships. Add recoil mechanisms, and even one-hundred-fifty-ton small vessels could carry them. Medium-sized sailing ships armed with seventy-millimeter guns would be capable of taking on British Royal Navy first-rate ships-of-the-line from the peak of the sail era.

When you considered the vastly higher firing rate compared to twenty-four-pounder muzzle-loading cannons, plus the effective range advantages, the result was clear: large sail battleships would find themselves helpless against such weapons, possibly even outclassed entirely.

In the early seventeenth century, producing such small breechloaders would be completely sufficient. Against any contemporary navy or pirate fleet, overwhelming advantage was guaranteed.

"So why not just copy the Type-92 infantry gun?" someone suggested after hearing about the breechloader's advantages. "The Type-92 has a seventy-five millimeter caliber and a maximum range of 2,800 meters—that matches the performance you described exactly. And the Type-92 weighs only 210 kilograms, far smaller than the estimated 500."

"The Type-92's problem is its caliber length—it's only six, which means low muzzle velocity," came the response. "For naval guns, you want flatter trajectories. The Type-92 is excellent for army use, but not for our purposes."

Wang Luobin proposed that naval guns could use the Armstrong gun structure, which was relatively mature and reliable while remaining simpler to manufacture. Compared to earlier breechloaders and muzzle-loading rifled guns, the Armstrong's distinguishing feature was its introduction of the screw breechblock and obturator. Remove the breechblock, and an Armstrong gun resembled a through-bored muzzle-loader. Barrel casting and machining were similarly straightforward.

The Armstrong's weakness lay in its early-type locking design, which was overly complex, unstable, and prone to high failure rates. The travelers naturally had no intention of copying it blindly—they could adopt a simple screw breechblock instead. The technical requirements weren't prohibitive; if you could manufacture screws, you could make this mechanism work.

"That sounds simple enough," Xiao Bailang said, throwing cold water on the enthusiasm, "but who here actually knows how to make cannons? I suspect everyone's just read some books. When we made the Type-92, we worked from ready-made seamless tubes. Where are we going to find tubes that thick now?"

"Casting is naturally the primary method," Lin Shenhe said. "Without large forging machines, deep-drilling requires specialized equipment. I've actually cast cannons in America—though only smoothbores."

Bai Yu spoke up. "Honestly, I'm not worried about whether we can make the cannons themselves. My concern is ammunition. I agree with everything that's been said about breechloader advantages, but one point hasn't been addressed: breechloader shells are harder to manufacture than the breechers themselves. Solid armor-piercing rounds are manageable, but what about HE shells and shrapnel? How do we make those? Pointed shell bodies require metal-drawing processes—how do we solve that? Shell fuzes are another problem entirely."

"Shell body manufacturing isn't a problem," Jiang Ye said. "Our equipment can handle it."

"Just 'can handle it' doesn't mean batch production," Bai Yu countered. "A single-bullet production line requires thirty or more specialized machines. Shells require even more. Our industrial capacity clearly can't support such production lines."

"Correct." Zhan Wuya nodded. "And materials might not pass muster either." Shell bodies—whether cold-drawn or hot-drawn—required specialized round bar stock and specialized equipment. It wasn't that the Industrial Department couldn't manage it, but it would need the support of an entire industrial system. Without that, costs would be unimaginably high.

"No, old-style pointed shells weren't that complex," Lin Shenhe said. "Early breechloader shell bodies were cast-iron, lead-wrapped, with simple impact fuzes, black-powder fills, and black-powder bags as propellant. No cartridges, no primers. Firing still relied on igniters. Most pre-1890 shells belonged to this type. They wouldn't work for the Type-92, but for Armstrong guns, they'd be perfectly suitable."

Rifled cannon shells required lead-wrapping to embed shells into the rifling—cast-iron or steel was too hard and would severely damage the grooves. Even modern shells used steel bodies with diameters smaller than the rifling's inner diameter, fitted with copper driving bands slightly larger than the bore to engage the rifling.

"But lead-wrapping has issues," Wang Luobin said. "I recall Armstrong guns being decommissioned after only brief service, with Britain returning to muzzle-loading rifled guns. Part of the reason was that firing Armstrong guns caused hot-dipped lead's poor adhesion to iron, tearing off lead fragments that scattered at close range and injured friendly soldiers."

"I don't think that's an especially serious problem," Lin Shenhe replied. "The Mechanical Department people can surely devise solutions."

He paused, then added, "Also, I personally think we should make smoothbores as well."

Smoothbores had simpler manufacturing processes and lower material requirements. If steel proved insufficient, they could use cast-iron directly. Early Armstrong-type breechloaders and smoothbores had nearly identical casting processes. Besides Lin Shenhe, nobody present had cannon-casting experience. Using simpler smoothbores to practice and familiarize themselves with casting processes seemed a wise choice.

"I suggest the Commercial Department add smoothbores to the export catalog," Lin Shenhe said. "The Portuguese are already serving as arms merchants for Ming—we can't let them take all the silver."

Note: This chapter's seventeenth-century rifled cannon casting commentary comes entirely from SANJYSAN on SB-forum. Armstrong gun explanations provided by Wang Luobin himself.

(End of Chapter)
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"There's no rush to become arms merchants," Zhang Bailin said. "We can equip the smoothbores ourselves—we have far too many firepower gaps at the moment. The three blockhouses along the Bopu road don't have a single cannon between them. Bairren Fortress has none either. And eventually, we'll need to build native armies. Those forces can use smoothbores for their artillery units, and when the time comes to convert to Armstrong guns, we'll already have trained, qualified gunners."

As an artillery fanatic, Zhang Bailin cared most about realizing his dream of a proper artillery corps. To his mind, any cannon was better than no cannon at all.

Everyone found this suggestion reasonable. Setting aside manufacturing costs and the needs of future native armies, smoothbores also had far lower operating costs. Without rifling, projectiles could theoretically be anything that fit the bore—no precision shells required. The simplest option was solid iron balls. Even well into the nineteenth century, such balls remained perfectly acceptable for inflicting casualties on both land and sea. In fact, solid shot had remained the most commonly fired ammunition right up until smoothbores disappeared from warfare, proving more reliable than the questionable high-explosive shells of the era.

"We could also develop specialized spherical shells," someone added. "High-explosive rounds, incendiaries, and the like."

"There's another advantage you might not have considered," Wang Luobin said. "Director Wen's generation gap theory."

"Generation gap theory?"

"In this timespace, at least within our lifetimes, we'll always be outsiders. To conquer and rule effectively, we need local assistance. That means building native armies eventually."

Once such armies existed, their sheer numbers would inevitably make them the main armed forces of the transmigrator state. No matter how thorough the brainwashing, how diligent the political work, or how tight the controls—armies were violence machines at their core. Once their soldiers realized the power they wielded, greed would follow. They would demand more power, more benefits. The transmigrators' own strength was limited; they could never match those numbers. The only solution was maintaining technological gaps.

If native troops received twenty-millimeter flintlocks, then transmigrators needed bolt-action rifles as a counter. This ensured that a tiny minority could always suppress a much larger force. By the same logic, if the transmigrators could produce Type-92 infantry guns, then the best cannons available to native armies should never exceed thirty-seven-millimeter carriage recoil guns.

Wen Desi hadn't yet perfected this theory—he spent many sleepless nights contemplating future military institutions and political organizations. His ultimate goal was nothing less than a "transmigrators' eternal dynasty."

After several days of preparation, cannon casting finally began. As a technical reserve and for practice purposes, the Artillery Group would start by casting traditional smoothbores. Generally speaking, smoothbores made from copper were preferred, offering approximately one thousand rounds of service life compared to cast iron's six hundred. But copper was far more expensive, a precious industrial material the transmigrators could ill afford to waste. Fortunately, the Guangdong pig iron from the Deng Yingzhou was of excellent quality with low sulfur content—ideal for cannon casting.

Historically, pig iron from Fujian and Guangdong during the Ming era had been renowned for its quality. Regional ironworks used charcoal as fuel, which kept sulfur content far lower than the coal-smelted pig iron of the north. Sulfur was the primary element that made pig iron brittle and prone to degradation. Though the Ming people didn't understand the underlying chemistry, a consensus had emerged: "Southern-cast cannons are sturdier than northern ones." Consequently, all large-scale cannon casting during the late Ming dynasty took place in Guangdong. In 1619, during the forty-seventh year of the Wanli Emperor's reign, Xu Guangqi had been commanded to train troops for the capital's defense and suggested recruiting Fujian and Guangdong craftsmen to cast cannons in Beijing. By the third year of the Chongzhen Emperor's reign, he volunteered to travel to Guangzhou for cannon casting because, as he wrote, "Craftsmen are numerous there, the iron materials are especially fine, and prices can be saved by one-third." During the early Chongzhen period, Governor-General Wang Zunde had cast two hundred cannons in a single batch.

Wang Luobin suggested recruiting Guangzhou cannon smiths to demonstrate traditional Chinese casting techniques, giving the transmigrators an intuitive foundation before implementing improvements. But Lin Shenhe dismissed the idea as unnecessary. The Chinese cannon smiths of 1628 weren't particularly skilled—even their European instructors' casting technology wasn't much more advanced. There was nothing the transmigrators needed to learn from them.

Matteo Ricci had written extensively about the problems plaguing contemporary Chinese cannons: insufficient powder charges, short range, no sights, and no meaningful aiming capability. The bores were wide at the mouth but narrow inside, which prevented effective concentration of propellant gases. Bore interiors weren't properly circular, nor were they polished. Shell sizes and even shapes varied arbitrarily, and the gaps between shells and bores were excessive. Cannons lacked trunnions and were dangerously top-heavy. Dense-packed powder often caused the weapons to explode upon firing.

The imported "Red Barbarian Cannons" of the period were fundamentally identical to traditional Ming cannons—both were smoothbore muzzle-loaders using black powder and solid shot. But European designs benefited from scientific understanding and possessed several key advantages: thicker barrel walls, higher caliber-to-length ratios, and barrels that tapered from rear to front. These features translated to superior range, killing power, and safety. European barrels commonly featured front sights and rear apertures, and the inclusion of trunnions made them convenient to mount on carriages, adjust for elevation, and transport.

The smoothbores the transmigrators planned to build could also be considered "Red Barbarian Cannons," but with slightly more advanced blueprints. They were copying early nineteenth-century French six-pounder cannons—effective range of five hundred meters, maximum range of fifteen hundred meters, with barrel weight of approximately two hundred fifty kilograms.

Lin Shenhe and Wang Luobin decided to start with seventeenth and eighteenth-century Western casting methods, which also required clay molds.

They commissioned the Lumber Factory to machine specialized wooden patterns: conical wood for the support bodies and turned patterns for the cannon breech. After completion, the first step was creating the positive mold blanks. Starting with the conical wood supports, hemp rope was densely wound into the shape of a cannon barrel. At this stage, the positive mold blanks were approximately twenty-five centimeters oversized compared to final dimensions. Then a clay-water mixture was evenly layered onto the blanks, with each layer completely dried before adding the next.

During application, overall dimensions were kept slightly larger than the actual cannon to account for casting shrinkage. After the final layer dried and the shape was corrected, the positive mold blank was coated with wax—lacking paraffin, they substituted beeswax. The wax created a smooth surface that wouldn't stick to the negative mold during the next step. The breech pattern, turned from wood, was screw-fixed to the positive mold blank.

Once the positive mold was complete, work began on the negative mold. This used a mixture of clay, pottery clay, fine sand, and water, blended into a semi-liquid consistency and layered onto the positive mold. Again, each layer had to fully dry before the next was applied. After complete drying, iron bar reinforcement ribs were added externally.

When the molds had dried completely, the positive mold was removed. The method was straightforward: cut the negative mold open at both ends, extract the conical wood core from the positive mold, then pull out the wound hemp rope. The wax layer between molds allowed easy separation—if difficulties arose, gentle heating would melt the wax and create gaps. The breech mold was made separately.

The third component was the core—a clay-encased iron rod, generally cylindrical, though the powder chamber might have a special shape. The core was inserted into the main mold; iron core supports at the mold's rear and a pottery ring at the cannon mouth held it fixed in position.

The separately made breech negative mold was then reassembled with the barrel negative mold. With all three molds firmly assembled, the entire unit was fired to harden completely. Finally, the molds were buried cannon-mouth-up in a compacted earth pit beside the cupola. Jiang Ye designed and installed a wooden hoist to lift the heavy molds—a necessity since cannon casting hadn't been considered during the original cupola construction, and the steelmaking workshop floor had already been hardened. They built a separate cupola in the casting workshop, but since the process only required melting rather than iron smelting, no regenerator was used. The runner system was one-to-four. Ji Wusheng personally supervised the operation while Zhan Wuya contributed his casting experience—and the first attempt succeeded.

After pouring, the cast required twenty-four hours of insulation before being excavated from the pit. After further cooling, the external reinforcement ribs were removed and the molds broken apart. The Artillery Group then used hammers and chisels to clear residual slag from inside the barrel.

At last, they had a cast-iron six-pounder cannon. But it still required further processing: bore polishing. The Mechanical Group constructed a simple boring mill—powered not by electricity or diesel, but by a donkey. The animal drove a capstan that rotated a boring bar fitted with a high-carbon-steel boring head.

The bore polishing significantly improved the smoothness of the interior surface, but measurements revealed a problem: polishing couldn't truly cut precise cylinders or correct the core deviation that occurred during casting. Throughout the process, hard residues severely damaged the boring bars. In other words, the process was prohibitively costly.

"No wonder the drilling method replaced this by 1713," Lin Shenhe said with some dejection. The drilling method involved first casting solid iron rods, then boring out the interior. It was first used by the Dutch but didn't become widespread until the late eighteenth century. British naval arsenals continued using the traditional casting method for naval guns until 1770.

(End of Chapter)
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The Artillery Group now faced a crossroads: should they pursue solid-casting with deep-drilling for their barrels, or continue refining their hollow-casting technique?

"Why not try the drilling method next?" suggested the Mechanical Group members, their enthusiasm undimmed. "Though we'll need to build a drilling machine first."

Lin Shenhe shook his head. "Drilling is finicky work, and the efficiency leaves much to be desired. I'd recommend we attempt Rodman Casting instead."

"Center-cooling casting?" Wang Luobin asked.

Lin Shenhe raised an eyebrow. "You've heard of it? I didn't think many people in China knew about the technique."

"Personal hobby," Wang Luobin replied with a slight shrug. "Purely a personal hobby." What he kept to himself was the thought: If I hadn't been stuck in a nation where such things were frowned upon—not free like you in decadent America—I'd have cast my own cannons long ago.

The Rodman method, properly called internal-mold water-cooling, operated on an elegantly simple principle. The rate at which pig iron cooled during casting directly affected its mechanical properties—faster cooling produced harder material. Ideally, a cannon should be hardest at its center, around the bore where the greatest stresses occurred. But conventional casting produced exactly the opposite result. The bore cooled slowest for two inescapable reasons: first, the outer layers enclosed the inner ones, preventing the exterior from cooling before the interior; second, the outer surface area far exceeded the inner, and whether through radiation or convection, cooling rate remained proportional to surface area. The result was that the outside hardened first, leaving the barrel's density distribution far from optimal and dramatically reducing its service life.

What cooled first also shrank first. When the outer layer hardened while the inner remained molten, the exterior became harder than the interior. The inner bore might warp, or cracks could propagate as the center finally cooled. This phenomenon drove up rejection rates, shortened barrel lifespans, and sometimes compromised firing performance entirely.

During the 1860s American Civil War, U.S. Army Major Thomas Jackson Rodman devised an ingenious solution: a hollow-casting process that placed water-cooled cores at the center of the mold. This forced the bore interior to harden first. As the outer metal subsequently cooled and contracted, it pressed inward against the already-hardened inner layers, placing them under compression. When propellant detonated, the explosive force would be absorbed by the entire thickness of metal surrounding the bore rather than expanding outward layer by layer. Throughout the Civil War and the two decades that followed, this method produced most of the U.S. Navy's heavy cast-iron artillery. Its greatest virtue was the dramatic reduction in casting rejections, particularly for the largest cannons.

From a cost perspective, the advantages compounded. Fewer rejected castings meant lower production costs. Extended barrel lifespan meant reduced operating expenses over time.

The travelers faced enemies and potential enemies who commanded far greater manpower and resources. To prevail against such odds, the transmigrators needed to control every cost they could.

"This method is worth pursuing," Ji Wusheng said, working through the casting implications. "But we'll need a hard core capable of containing water—clay molds won't do."

"Iron-mold casting, then," someone suggested. "Apparently the Chinese invented that technique first."

"Correct—Gong Zhenlin developed it. The man was something of a genius."

Gong Zhenlin had served as deputy magistrate of Jiaxing County in Zhejiang, a position that would seem to have nothing to do with munitions. Yet his reputation for being "naturally clever" preceded him, and during the Opium War, Governor-General Yu Qian transferred him to the Ningbo military camp specifically to oversee cannon production.

At that time, Chinese cannon-casting remained extraordinarily primitive. The traditional method involved mixing clay with water to form molds, then casting molten metal layer by layer into pattern joints. These clay molds had to be completely dried before use—if the exterior appeared dry while moisture lingered within, contact with molten metal would flash that moisture into steam. The resulting cannons would be riddled with honeycomb voids; firing them risked bursting the barrel and killing the crew. Drying a clay mold often took a full month, and during rainy, snowy, or cold weather, the process stretched to two or three months. Worse still, each mold produced only a single cannon before being discarded. None were reusable.

From these accounts, it was clear that the techniques employed by Chinese cannon smiths in the 1840s matched the pre-1713 European methods the transmigrators had experimentally replicated. Yet simple refinements that European smiths had adopted a century and a half earlier—mold reinforcement ribs, kiln-firing the molds, post-casting bore polishing—remained completely unknown.

The craftsmen worked without standardized mold-making procedures; dimensions and techniques existed only in their memories. Proper cannon proportions received little attention. These already-obsolete methods constituted the artisans' livelihoods and were jealously guarded as "secret techniques." No technical exchange occurred; no improvements emerged. The craft existed in complete isolation from the era, yet paradoxically fragmented into multiple closed schools, each keeping its methods hidden from the others. The predictable result: the cannons produced were inferior even to Ming-dynasty copies of the Red Barbarian Cannon.

Gong Zhenlin faced a crisis. With warfare raging, cannon losses mounting, and demand insatiable, he could not afford to wait a month for each batch. Through determined experimentation, he finally invented iron-mold cannon casting.

The process used iron to create rigid, reusable molds. Before casting, workers brushed two layers of slurry inside each mold segment. The first layer consisted of fine rice-hull ash mixed with sand-clay; the second, high-quality fine kiln coal suspended in water. The segments were then assembled and clamped together with iron hoops, heated thoroughly, connected end-to-end, and finally filled with molten metal. Once the liquid had set and cooled sufficiently, the iron-mold segments were removed like peeling bamboo shoots—gradually exposing the barrel. The internal clay core was extracted last, leaving a bore interior that emerged naturally smooth.

Compared to traditional clay-mold casting, the advantages were transformative. The barrels produced were high-quality with smooth interiors and exteriors, free from the air bubbles that plagued clay molds. The laborious preparation and interminable drying periods vanished—production became fast and weather-independent. Reusable molds enabled rapid output, high volume, and low cost. But the greatest significance lay in standardization. For the first time, manufacturing could produce batches of cannons with nearly identical external appearance and performance—a consideration of paramount importance for artillery.

Colleagues praised the innovation extravagantly: "The method is extremely simple; its application extremely convenient. One worker achieves the benefit of a hundred; one cannon saves tenfold the cost. Casting produces immediately, without delays. Flawless and naturally smooth. Half the effort, double the results, with endless utility. He has pioneered untrodden paths and opened methods for a thousand years. How could such military benefit to the nation be called trivial!"

Gong Zhenlin's iron-mold casting preceded comparable Western techniques by thirty years—one of China's rare modern-era achievements in world-leading technology.

The Artillery Group returned to pester the Lumber Factory, first producing wooden positive-molds. Then Ji Wusheng and Zhan Wuya collaborated on sand-casting to create iron negative-molds for the actual cannon casting. The cores were also iron—hollow inside—with water inlet and outlet pipes fitted at either end.

When molten metal filled the molds, it began its slow cooling. Then the water circulating through the inner core came into play—the metal nearest the core cooled first, solidifying into steel, while the outer portions cooled more gradually. Due to thermal expansion and contraction, by the time the entire casting had cooled, the slower-cooling outer portions had constricted tightly around the earlier-cooled inner portions. This generated an inward clamping force that enabled the barrels to withstand far greater chamber pressures—the controlled cooling of the internal mold achieving what was known as the "barrel self-stressing" effect.

Self-stressed barrels enjoyed dramatically extended service lives. They also permitted substantially reduced barrel thickness, cutting weight and improving mobility.

The Rodman Casting process itself was surprisingly straightforward. With the molds prepared, the Artillery Group quickly produced their first finished cannon. This piece was far superior to any clay-mold version—most notably, it required no bore polishing. The smoothness of the bore had improved markedly. Some polishing remained necessary, but tool consumption dropped considerably.

To verify that the cast cannons met their technical parameters, the Artillery Group scheduled test-firing at Bopu. The shells were solid shot of cast iron, with bore-gap tolerances carefully controlled during casting. The Mechanical Group constructed two-wheeled carriages for both cannons and built ammunition limbers to accompany them. The assembled pieces looked quite professional. Wang Luobin visited the farm and managed to borrow four horses. But on-site, a problem emerged: no one had suitable multi-horse harnesses. The two-wheeled carts used for road transport employed single horses, and harnesses for those had simply been purchased from the original timespace. Nobody knew how to make harnesses for multiple-horse teams. In the end, they had to consult the resource library yet again, finally finding the answer in a photograph.

Before the harnesses could be completed, the impatient Navy got word that the cannons were finished and immediately dispatched a rowboat. The two six-pounders and their carriages were lashed to rafts made from empty oil drums and towed by the rowboat to Bopu Harbor.

The cannons were set up on open ground beside the Bopu shipyard. Spectators streamed past in an endless parade—the Navy men especially, nearly all of them finding excuses to fondle the two black-iron guns. Beautiful from every angle, they agreed. One sailor named Li Haiping proposed mounting them on ships immediately.

"Mount them on ships?" Zhang Bailin bristled the moment he heard, leaping to object. "Look clearly—these are towed six-pounder field cannons. Genuine Army guns."

Li Haiping looked thoroughly unimpressed. "Forget 'towed'—you got self-propelled artillery? These little popguns? The Navy doesn't even want them."

"What did you just say?!" Zhang Bailin's hackles rose; he looked ready to throw a punch and demonstrate Army strength firsthand.

"What's there to argue about?" Wang Luobin hurried over to mediate. "Whether these cannons can even fire remains to be seen. Why bicker before we know?"

(End of Chapter)
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With the first Army-Navy dispute finally settled, spectators gathered eagerly to witness the power of the transmigrators' first homemade firearm. Anyone without pressing duties had come to watch the demonstration.

Lin Shenhe assumed the temporary role of artillery instructor, walking the men through the complete smoothbore firing procedure. By the seventeenth century, European smoothbore artillery had long since standardized both its procedures and specialized equipment. Beyond the ammunition itself, the most essential items on any gun carriage were the loading tools—without them, a cannon was nothing more than a useless hunk of iron. In combat, if infantry or cavalry overran an artillery position and the gunners lacked time to withdraw or spike their pieces, they would destroy the loading tools first. Likewise, artillerymen forced to abandon their guns always carried the tools with them. This simple precaution prevented the enemy from immediately turning captured weapons against their former masters, while allowing the original crew to resume firing should they recapture the position.

"What the hell is all this stuff?" Ying Yu examined the array of long and short wooden rods with undisguised bewilderment. A retired 130mm cannon artilleryman, he found it somewhat absurd to be taught how to fire by a kid who had never served a day in uniform.

Lin Shenhe had drafted the blueprints for this tool set himself, and the Lumber Factory and Mechanical Plant had manufactured it together. The first tool was the bore sponge—a wooden rod with a wool-wrapped tip, soaked in water to extinguish residual embers inside the barrel. Since the Artillery Group couldn't find wool in their database, they had substituted kapok for the time being. Second was the dry sponge, used to absorb the moisture left by the wet one. Third was the worm, a coiled iron hook mounted on a wooden rod for clearing out residual paper or fiber—contemporary European cannons used pre-measured powder bags wrapped in paper or flannel. Fourth was the rammer, a rod with a bulbous head for tamping down powder and projectile. Finally came the linstock. The original design was complex, so Lin Shenhe had simplified it: a captured short spear wrapped with slow match.

"Now, let's begin the test firing." After several dry runs, Lin Shenhe could see that everyone had basically mastered the procedure. It was time for live fire.

For the test, shooting at the open sea would have been simplest, but the waters off Bopu lacked any reefs or islets to serve as reference points for measuring distance. After some deliberation, a stretch of wasteland near Lingao Point was selected as the firing range. The targets were already in place: twelve grave-mound-like earthen piles arranged in three groups at four hundred, eight hundred, and twelve hundred meters, with a marker stake standing at fifteen hundred meters.

"Report—how do we aim?" Ying Yu had fully entered the role of artilleryman now. He suddenly realized that all his modern artillery knowledge was useless for this weapon. Without his familiar instruments, he had no idea how to use the barrel sights or calculate firing angles.

"Use this." Lin Shenhe unloaded a small briefcase from the limber. Unlike the plain wooden boxes from the Bopu Lumber Factory, this one was clearly an antique—finely crafted and aged with the patina of centuries.

"Brought it from America—a genuine eighteenth-century artillery measurement toolkit."

"That badass?" The artillerymen crowded around to examine this period artifact.

Inside lay something resembling a protractor—two copper rulers, one long and one short, joined at a right angle and connected by a calibrated quarter-circle arc. Lin Shenhe explained that this was the gunner's quadrant, used for measuring cannon elevation. He demonstrated its use: insert the long arm into the muzzle and read the elevation from the plumb line on the arc scale.

"What's this angle for?" someone asked. Lin Shenhe continued, "It works with the firing tables." He pointed to a table engraved on the inside of the case lid—columns of English text and numbers.

"These are firing tables—factory data from pre-shipment trials. For example, using solid shot with a one-pound charge at five degrees of elevation, it tells you how far the projectile travels. This table has data not just for solid shot, but for explosive shells, shrapnel, and incendiary rounds."

"Modern cannons have these too," Ying Yu said, recalling the firing tables for his 130mm gun.

"Exactly—that's where modern tables originated. An American gun enthusiast I shot with told me these appeared as early as the sixteenth century."

The phrase "shooting cannons" drew lewd smirks from several faces—the term was local slang for masturbation.

"With firing tables, gunners just estimate the distance, then they know what elevation to set." Lin Shenhe picked up a copper plate with strings attached. "This is the gunner's square—a period rangefinder." He explained its principles and usage. It was a simple mathematical tool that used similar triangles to calculate distances—trivial for transmigrators with a modern education.

"But does this even matter?" Zhang Bailin asked doubtfully. "We all have binoculars. Binoculars can roughly estimate distances. We also have specialized instruments."

"If we're training native artillery crews, this works perfectly for them. Simple to make, not hard to use. And losing them isn't heartbreaking."

"This is the gunner's rule—actually a special proportional scale for calculating powder charges." Lin Shenhe produced another copper ruler.

For cannon propellant, Western artillerists believed the ideal charge was one where the powder burned completely exactly as the projectile exited the muzzle. Burn too early and you wasted powder; burn too late and bore friction reduced muzzle velocity. This ideal was difficult to achieve, but casters constantly experimented to find optimal powder-to-projectile ratios. Since the sixteenth century, European casters had included gunner's rules with each batch of cannons, allowing artillerists to calculate approximate charges for different projectiles. With these rules, gunners could estimate charge amounts for various projectile weights—saving powder, increasing safety, and greatly improving accuracy.

This technology had been transmitted to China by Western missionaries during the seventeenth century. Although China allegedly invented firearms first, research into artillery science was basically nonexistent. Ratios were vague, and loading was arbitrary. Intense combat often led to excessive charges, causing barrels to burst. Thus, gunner's rules were immediately treasured as "secret methods"—many firearms manuals either omitted or glossed over them entirely.

China had invented gunpowder and cannons, but not artillery science. This strange contradiction made everyone uncomfortable.

"Begin firing."

Without firing tables for this specific gun, the transmigrators started from zero degrees elevation.

First up was the traditionally cast cannon. Several men maneuvered the carriage, aiming the crude sights at a mound four hundred meters away.

"This accuracy..." Ying Yu felt like an adult playing kindergarten games.

Smoothbore firing had eleven steps. For a cold shot, the first two—sponging—were skipped. The propellant was the Chemistry Group's granulated captured black powder, wrapped in rough paper at two hundred fifty grams per packet.

"Load two packets?"

"Okay, two packets."

A six-pound iron ball rolled into the muzzle without obstruction. The windage was good. Zhang Bailin carefully rammed the powder and projectile—this was technical work, as ramming too tight might cause the charge to smolder without detonating. Lin Shenhe then pierced the powder bag through the touch hole with a long iron probe and filled the vent with priming powder.

"Ready to fire!" At his shout, people nearby raised red flags, warning of imminent firing.

"Fire!"

"Foreign slave," someone from the Navy muttered, mocking the English command.

At Lin Shenhe's order, Ying Yu—handling ignition—blew on the slow match wrapped around his short spear and brought it to the touch hole. His heart pounded; even his first live-fire drill after basic training hadn't been this nerve-wracking. The priming powder hissed alight, sprouting a half-foot flame like fireworks and crackling sharply. Instantly, the cannon lurched backward, belching dense white smoke and fire with a thunderous roar. A black projectile streaked out.

"Banzai!" the Navy sailors cheered.

"Traitor. Absolute traitor," Zhang Bailin muttered under his breath at the Japanese exclamation.

The iron ball trailed smoke past the four-hundred-meter mark, smashing solidly into the ground and sending dirt and powder residue flying.

"Damn powerful." Zhang Bailin's face had gone ashen. This self-proclaimed artillery maximalist had obviously never witnessed actual cannon fire before. The violent explosion, the shudder of recoil, and the acrid smell of powder made the weapon's power palpable—completely different from the previous miscellaneous firearms that had felt like oversized firecrackers.

The cannon had recoiled several meters, but the barrel and carriage remained intact. Ignoring the heat and choking smoke, Lin Shenhe carefully examined the barrel.

"How is it?" Ji Wusheng asked anxiously—casting this cannon had been a first for him too.

"Everything normal."

"Don't be careless—check for cracks," Zhan Wuya reminded them. Cast-iron cannons weren't modern factory products. "I have a flaw detector—want to take it back for inspection?"

"Unnecessary." Lin Shenhe thought it too extravagant. "Save the detector for future steel cannons."

Ying Yu ran over too, his face blackened by powder smoke. "Cannon's okay?"

"Fine—very solid."

"Let's go check the projectile impact together."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 148: Armstrong Cannon

The projectile soared past the four-hundred-meter mound and carved a smoking crater thirty centimeters deep into the earth. The iron ball sat in its freshly gouged pit, wisps of heat still curling from its surface.

"The soil here is fairly soft," Lin Shenhe observed. "Harder ground would produce a ricochet effect—far more devastating in a real engagement."

Zhang Bailin paced out and measured the distance: from the stake marking four hundred meters to the crater's edge, the actual range came to four hundred sixty meters.

"Acceptable range," Lin Shenhe nodded with satisfaction. "Acceptable accuracy as well."

"This is acceptable?" Ying Yu stared in disbelief. "We didn't hit a single target! This is supposed to be a cannon—a direct-fire weapon!"

"Correct. Smoothbores perform exactly this way. Against a dense infantry formation, one shot would cut down at least a dozen men."

They continued test-firing with varied angles and powder charges, expending over a dozen rounds in total. The range fluctuated between four hundred and twelve hundred meters; at maximum forty-five-degree elevation, projectiles reached out to fifteen hundred. Beyond four hundred meters, however, any pretense of accuracy vanished—the cannonball simply flew in a general direction and hoped for the best. Throughout the entire barrage, only four of the target mounds actually took hits. The cannon's barrel glowed red-hot but remained stable, showing no signs of cracking. As a precaution, after fifteen rounds, Lin Shenhe ordered a cease-fire to swap in a fresh gun.

"More firing?" The artillerymen collapsed against their equipment, gasping for breath. Everything else was manageable, but manhandling the gun back into position after each recoil was backbreaking work. Then came the physical toll of realigning the direction and elevation all over again.

"We desperately need recoil systems," Zhang Bailin wheezed, bent double with his hands on his knees. "Otherwise we'll die of exhaustion before the enemy even shows up."

"Recoil mechanisms require springs from the Industrial Department first," Lin Shenhe replied, equally winded. "Until they can produce those, don't even dream about it."

After a rest, they moved on to test-fire the clay-mold cast cannon. Its range fell slightly shorter than the iron-mold versions, but overall performance remained within acceptable bounds.

In the days that followed, the Artillery Group employed iron molds combined with the Rodman method to cast a full arsenal: twelve-pounder howitzers, twelve-pounder mountain guns, twelve-pounder field cannons, and various other calibers. With their light artillery experience now secure, they scaled up to naval thirty-two-pounder long guns and thirty-two-pounder carronades—the stubby, hard-hitting direct-fire weapons invented by the British Navy. Every variant passed its test-firing successfully. The skies above Lingao Point thundered daily with artillery reports, clouds of gunsmoke drifting across the landscape.

Once sufficient casting experience had been accumulated, the Artillery Group turned their attention to a more ambitious project. Using the Armstrong cannon drawings and technical explanations stored in their resource library, they began designing an improved screw-breech Armstrong.

Rifled cannons were an entirely different beast from smoothbores. Although their thirty-two-pounder naval guns had reached a caliber of 120mm during casting, the designers proceeded cautiously, setting the first Armstrong at a conservative 70mm bore.

The barrel would be cast steel—routine work for the Artillery Group by now. The real challenge lay in rifling. A proper arsenal would use specialized machinery, or at minimum specialized tooling, to cut the spiral grooves. Manufacturing such machines on short notice was impossible. Fortunately, the transmigrators had worthy role models to emulate: the ordnance workers of the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies. With the crudest machinery and simple hand tools, those resourceful craftsmen had successfully manufactured rifles and cannons under wartime conditions. After poring through the archives, Zhan Wuya decided to imitate Wu Yunduo's ingenious rifling technique: an olive-shaped steel cutter scored with spiral grooves around its circumference, which would be forced through the barrel under pressure.

As for fabricating this cutter—Wu Yunduo's writings offered only a general description without detailed specifications. The Artillery Group summoned every machinist and draftsman they had for an overnight session of heated debate and sketching, eventually producing workable design drawings. Jiang Ye supervised the execution: first sand-casting the rough form, then precision-machining the steel die on a lathe.

The extrusion method proved effective. Days later, the first Armstrong barrel emerged from the workshop, its bore spiraling with clean rifling. The breechblock presented greater difficulties, but through the combined efforts of Jiang Ye and Xiao Bailang, a screw breechblock was completed and successfully installed. Assembled and polished to a mirror sheen, the cannon looked sleek and deadly. Everyone gathered around to stroke and admire the smooth metal, their expressions bordering on the obscene.

The shells were cast-iron elongated pointed solid shot. However, fuzes for the rifled cannon presented an immediate problem.

Fuzes—whether equipped with safety mechanisms or not—were fundamentally of the spring-and-striker type. This required two components: primers and springs. Compared to the primer's fulminate of mercury, springs actually posed the greater obstacle. Manufacturing springs themselves wasn't difficult; the materials were. Modern springs demanded alloy steel—something their small converters simply couldn't produce. The Mechanical Group maintained reserves of spring steel, but shell fuzes were consumables. They couldn't afford to deplete finite stockpiles.

"What about chemical fuzes?" Zhang Bailin suggested, struck by sudden inspiration.

"Meaning what, exactly?"

"Using chemical reactions to detonate the shells." Zhang Bailin's concept was straightforward: glass or ceramic vials containing one chemical, surrounded by another reactive compound. Upon impact, the vial would shatter, the chemicals would mix violently, and the explosive charge would detonate.

"Not particularly safe," Xiao Bailang countered. "Shells are constantly being moved and transported. What happens if a vial breaks in transit?"

"Separate transport. Keep the fuze and shell apart—install only immediately before use."

Wang Luobin shook his head emphatically. "The concept is sound, but you're forgetting something critical: chamber pressure in a rifled breechloader runs far higher than in smoothbores. The fuze must withstand tremendous forces. Glass tubes would shatter the instant of firing—and the result would be a burst barrel."

Zhang Bailin's face fell. He hadn't considered the brutal acceleration forces involved.

"Cannons aren't quite as simple as you imagined, are they?" Ying Yu patted his shoulder sympathetically.

"This fuze design might work for other explosives," Lin Shenhe allowed, "but absolutely not for artillery shells."

"So even with advanced cannons, we're still not where we need to be." Wang Luobin smiled bitterly. Smoothbore high-explosive shells posed no real technical difficulty, but that technology couldn't be directly transplanted to rifled guns.

"Carbon steel can also make springs," Jiang Ye mused aloud, trying to recall where he'd seen carbon steel springs used.

"It can work—0.6% carbon steel is viable. Whether the performance will prove sufficient is unknown," Ji Wusheng said. "Worth attempting. I'll research the heat treatment requirements."

"Can you actually handle the heat treatment?" Zhan Wuya asked, his tone uncertain. His own experience was limited to simple heat-treatment work.

"I'm not certain either—I only have books and experiments to guide me."

"This won't be trivial work. We're talking weeks, not days."

After much fruitless deliberation, Lin Shenhe finally proposed a compromise: since their initial Armstrong deployment would be naval, and anti-ship missions still prioritized armor-piercing capability above all else, solid cast-iron shot would suffice for the time being.

"What about shore bombardment missions?"

"We'll use mortars for that," Lin Shenhe said.

Mortars were the ancestors of modern trench mortars—manufacturing them was considerably simpler, and the accompanying explosive shells were easy to produce. The downside was a high dud rate, but imperfect ordnance beat none at all.

"How do we address the lead coating problem?" Wang Luobin raised another concern. Historically, Armstrong cannons had been withdrawn from Royal Navy service because lead fragments stripping away at the muzzle caused casualties among the gun crews.

"I read somewhere that electroplating the lead coating would solve this issue," Wang Luobin offered his potential solution.

Early rifled cannon shells employed Minié ball-type technology—expanding gas forced the shell base outward into the rifling grooves. The shell bodies required a soft metal coating to properly engage the rifling, and lead was the ideal material. The problem was that cast-iron bodies and lead skins bonded poorly. Without hydraulic presses to force a secure bond, the result was exactly what the Royal Navy had discovered: Armstrong-style lead fragment injuries.

"Electroplating is currently too resource-intensive for us—and our technical capability is insufficient anyway," Zhan Wuya said.

"I have one idea that might work. The Americans used it on three-inch Schenkl cannon shells."

Since the lead skin kept falling off and injuring crew members, and they had no means to prevent that, the most practical solution was to substitute a material that wouldn't cause injury when it inevitably detached.

Schenkl shells utilized papier-mâché driving bands on their bases—essentially a paper-pulp composite. It possessed sufficient strength and flexibility to engage the rifling properly, yet the fragments that broke away at muzzle exit simply disintegrated harmlessly.

"Is this paper pulp difficult to manufacture?"

"It's 1860s technology—shouldn't be particularly challenging. Just paper pulp and adhesive. We don't have a ready formula, though. Experimentation will be necessary."

"Assign it to the Chemistry Group—they have experience with this sort of compound work."

Their discussion was interrupted when He Ming from the Military Group suddenly burst through the door, his face grim.

"What's happened?" Wang Luobin sensed trouble immediately.

"According to prisoner confessions—pirates will likely attack us soon." He handed over a document. "This is the Security Group's interrogation bulletin."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 149: Zhu Cailao

Under interrogation by the Security Group, the captured pirates spilled everything with surprising speed. The transmigrators had expected to find themselves at war with the infamous Liu Xiang, but the truth proved stranger—these men served Zhu Cailao.

Zhu Cailao's operations centered on the waters off Guangdong. His organization lacked the notoriety of the Zheng family, Liu Xiang, Li Kuiqi, or Zhong Lingxiu, yet his career predated Zheng Zhilong's by years. Back in the 48th year of the Wanli reign, when Zheng Zhilong was still a subordinate of Yan Siqi, Zhu Cailao already commanded both northern and southern fleets. That year alone, he launched three separate attacks on Jieyang—in February, April, and July—followed by an assault on Chenghai in September. When the Tianqi reign began, he struck Jieyang once more. Throughout the Tianqi era, his maritime group had been a persistent scourge along the coast.

From their prisoners, the transmigrators pieced together how these merchant-pirate organizations actually functioned. Though each group maintained unified leadership, operations ran on a system of "shares." These share bosses occupied the crucial middle tier between the chieftain and individual vessels—they appointed ship captains, relayed the chieftain's commands, and bore responsibility for their subordinates' conduct. The sizes of these shares varied wildly: a small one might control just two or three ships, while a large one could command forty. The relationship between each share boss and the chieftain depended entirely on loyalty and proximity. Non-core shares enjoyed considerable autonomy, operating freely within the organization's internal rules and paying a percentage of their plunder and trade earnings as tribute. But when the chieftain summoned his forces, every share was obligated to answer—no exceptions.

The three vessels the transmigrators had captured belonged to one of Zhu Cailao's share bosses, a man firmly embedded in the fleet's inner circle. Their mission to Lingao was intimately connected to the Gou family.

The Gous—that local power the transmigrators had so thoroughly "butchered"—had served as Zhu Cailao's primary fence. Much of his plunder was stored at Lingao and funneled through the Gou family's connections in Qiongshan into the broader Guangdong market.

Word of the Gou family's destruction took half a month to reach Zhu Cailao. Gou Second, the family's liaison in Lingao, had vanished from the county seat the very day after the manor fell—without so much as a message to Zhu Cailao. The man had done his calculations and arrived at a cold conclusion: this great sea pirate would never accept such losses quietly. Reporting the incident meant paying massive compensation, possibly enough to bankrupt him entirely. Worse still, Zhu Cailao would almost certainly retaliate against the short-hairs, and as a Lingao native, Gou Second would find himself conscripted as the vanguard. Neither side was the sort one trifled with, so his best option was simply to disappear. As for avenging his brother—well, Zhu Cailao would handle the short-hairs soon enough. Far safer to let the sea pirate do the dirty work than to risk his already weakened position.

The result was that Zhu Cailao remained utterly blindsided until his liaisons arrived to find the Gou Manor in ruins, a new fortress rising from its bones. Only then did he learn the family was finished. His men searched for Gou Second in the county seat, but the man had vanished without a trace. Subsequent investigation finally revealed the full picture.

The destruction of his fence and the loss of his stored loot struck Zhu Cailao like a blow to the chest. His timing could not have been worse—the newly ascendant Zheng Zhilong was preparing to move against him, and just when he desperately needed ships and men for defense, this catastrophe robbed him of years of accumulated resources. The financial losses alone would have been devastating, but the incident also shook his subordinates' confidence to the core. Pirate alliances ran on profit, nothing more. When a chieftain's resources were destroyed and he could no longer guarantee his members' interests, restlessness naturally spread through the ranks. Rivals circled like sharks, poaching his share bosses. Before long, dozens of shares controlling over a hundred ships had either departed without notice or simply refused his summons.

The transmigrators had never anticipated that their plan to "improve their meals" by destroying the Gou family would trigger a chain reaction along the entire southeastern coast—or that the greatest beneficiary would prove to be their most dangerous anticipated enemy: the Zheng family group.

A furious Zhu Cailao dispatched multiple shares to Lingao immediately. He needed intelligence. Who had dared disturb the tiger?

Information about the short-hairs reached him soon enough. He had heard of them before—that strange giant iron ship had been the subject of fishing gossip for months. The Gou family's eldest son had mentioned these peculiar short-hairs who called themselves "Australian merchants." He knew their firearms were formidable, that they had completely crushed the local militia.

Zhu Cailao had worried about these "Australian pirates"—for in this era, sea merchants and pirates were one and the same—appearing in his territory. Yet after landing, they had simply stayed put, neither trading nor raiding. At Lingao, they maintained an ambiguous coexistence with the locals: don't provoke me, and I won't provoke you. With the Zheng family threat looming ever larger, he had tacitly tolerated the short-hairs' presence.

Now, however, Zhu Cailao faced a choice between two paths. The first: immediately muster his forces to punish the short-hairs, recover his wealth, and restore his battered reputation. A month ago, he would have done so without hesitation. But with Zheng Zhilong threatening him from one direction and the short-hairs proving themselves formidable from another, a mutual destruction scenario would only hand victory to Zheng. The second path: ignore the incident entirely and concentrate everything on his anti-Zheng preparations. The problem there was painfully obvious—without the resources the Gou family had stored for him, he couldn't quickly acquire the supplies he needed.

While he deliberated, his scouts returned with intriguing news. The short-hairs possessed incredibly fast ships—vessels that matched large Guangzhou ships in size yet moved with unparalleled speed, faster than anything they had ever seen, including the European sailing ships. Since these craft lacked sails, they couldn't be attacked with fire. Such ships would provide a tremendous advantage to any fleet that possessed them.

That settled it. Zhu Cailao resolved to attack the short-hairs—but on his terms. He dispatched numerous scouts to investigate Lingao further, also gleaning from fishermen that the transmigrators had established hegemony over the local fishing grounds, with their "fast ships" patrolling daily to catch poachers. His scouts assembled several key facts:

First, the short-hairs' muskets were extraordinarily accurate, with impressive range, devastating lethality, and a rapid rate of fire.

Second, despite these formidable firearms, the short-hairs appeared to lack cannons entirely. Even their fast ships mounted only strange, oversized crossbows.

Third, only four fast ships existed in total. Typically, a single vessel patrolled the fishing grounds while the others remained in harbor—apparently, they were considered precious. The enormous iron ship stayed permanently anchored, motionless.

Fourth, the short-hairs numbered roughly a thousand souls. Both genuine and fake "baldies" walked among them, indistinguishable in quantity. Their forces were split between Bairren Beach and Bopu Harbor, with both locations fortified—though Bopu's defenses were weaker and manned by fewer personnel. The former Gou Manor and a "salt village" also lay within their territory.

Zhu Cailao had never read military texts or studied formal strategy, but he possessed sufficient cunning to judge which approaches would yield maximum benefit. He was fundamentally a merchant, and he understood cost-benefit analysis as well as any man alive.

After a comprehensive assessment, he made a shrewd decision. He would not wage full-scale war against the short-hairs. Combat would be limited to capturing the "fast ships" for his fleet. If the opportunity arose, he would also seize some of their muskets.

The short-hairs wielded formidable firearms but lacked both manpower and cannons—two things Zhu Cailao possessed in abundance. After consulting his key subordinates, he dispatched his most capable lieutenants to execute the ship capture.

The strategy was clever indeed. Long-term observation by fisherman spies had revealed the transmigrators' patterns and methods, allowing countermeasures to be devised. They would use illegal fishing as bait, luring the fast ships close for inspection. Then cannons and boarding tactics would clear the short-hairs from their decks. To avoid damaging the valuable vessels, all cannons were loaded with grapeshot. The pirates even prepared two types of rope: thick ones for towing the captured fast ships, and thin ones for binding prisoners. Per Zhu Cailao's explicit orders, captives were to be treated well—the fast ships and muskets would only function if the short-hairs could be made to teach their use.

Everything had been planned meticulously. Against any ordinary ship, this operation would have succeeded brilliantly. But the fishing boats' era-transcending technology and the transmigrators' months of honed combat awareness defeated this perfect plan. The responsible share boss died in the battle.

Victory deserved celebration, but the danger had not passed. Nobody knew whether Zhu Cailao had follow-up plans waiting in the wings. If so, what scale of attack was coming next? However ruthlessly the Security Group tortured the prisoners, the men knew nothing more. The captured leaders swore and vowed with complete conviction that they knew only the ship-capture plans—nothing else.

"Now everyone's busy again." He Ming produced a pack of cigarettes with a thoughtful expression, raising one to his lips before catching himself. "Sorry—this is an ordnance factory. I'm getting confused." He tapped his forehead in apology.

"No problem—smoke if you want. We're not an explosives plant. Those cannons are just iron lumps. Nothing's going to happen."

"Better not break the rules," He Ming said. "Tomorrow the Committee holds a response meeting. All department heads must attend. Bring several people from the Artillery Group. The current priority is Bopu's fortification and naval armament."

"Cannons are no problem—but the raw material supply is tight," Zhan Wuya said. "Coal is scarce."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 150: The New Army Concept

"Didn't I already say—if we're short on coal, we should send barges to transport it," Ma Qianzhu said impatiently at the meeting. "With a 1,500-ton capacity, even a trip from Vietnam would bring back enough to last us for months."

"That's easy to say, but Vietnam also has a royal court."

"The Later Lê Dynasty."

"Just monkeys in hats," Xi Yazhou expressed his contempt. "We should just send an expeditionary force to wipe them out."

"Don't say that—those monkeys are pretty fierce right now. Our small force would struggle," Yu Eshui cautioned. "For places with established governance, we can't just rampage around like Europeans in Black Africa. We can only trade."

"Unequal trade, then," Xi Yazhou suddenly brimmed with nationalist fervor. "Cannons mean trade."

"Okay, okay—don't digress too far." Ma Qianzhu interrupted Xi Yazhou's poetic waxing. "Now I need to discuss military matters."

After the transmigrators' victory in the First Anti-Encirclement Campaign and the elimination of the Gou family, they had successfully opened up the situation in Lingao, winning themselves time for peaceful construction. However, they had to clearly recognize that as their presence lengthened and their activities expanded, various eyes would inevitably take notice. Whether it was the pirates or the Ming government, action against the transmigrators was expected soon. Therefore, Ma requested that the Committee and all transmigrators urgently establish a "New Army" with comprehensive training and combat systems.

In the medium-to-long term, the transmigrators' combat backbone had to be composed of timespace natives organized into new-style armies. Whether they called it the "New Army" or the "Native Military," the core concept remained the same. The transmigrators' extreme weakness in manpower meant that even filling all administrative and technical positions was impossible—let alone staffing the rank and file of an army.

The current transmigrator-dominated military structure had to be disbanded and reorganized into this New Army. Currently, the Military Group's permanent personnel exceeded 10% of the entire transmigrator population, managing patrols, guard duties, and small-scale combat. This was a severe waste of human resources.

Ma Qianzhu proposed the name "New Army" rather than "Native Military" to distinguish it from future lower-tier forces. It would recruit Ming people as soldiers and non-commissioned officers. As the army scaled up, the officer corps would eventually become primarily composed of Ming people as well.

New Army soldiers would mainly be drawn from the peasantry and old military households—especially the latter. After training, they would serve as the primary NCOs. The initial officers would be transmigrators, gradually supplemented by graduates from a military academy—which meant such academies needed to be established urgently. Early cadets would be local tongsheng (students who hadn't passed the county exams) and literate soldiers. These early academies could share resources with administrative and technician schools. Without those conditions, training battalions could serve as officer development units.

The New Army would utilize a one-man responsibility system for command, but it would also organize soldiers' committees at all levels. These committees could oppose non-combat orders from officers; if the commander insisted, they had to obey, but the committee could appeal to superiors, up to the Military Department's transmigrators. Committee members could not be executed before a Military Department review, even on the front lines. Abuse of soldiers would be severely punished.

The New Army would be a professional force. Officers and soldiers would receive worker benefits, such as preferential housing and private plots, plus free usage of new crops—other users of new crops would pay extra tax in the second year. In essence, the New Army's manpower would come from the labor freed up by the high yields of these new crops.

"I have some input," He Ming said. "I don't understand the specific conditions of the Ming military, but armies that haven't fought for a long time develop bad habits. Before our '79 campaign in Vietnam, our own forces had many problems. The Ming military is a classic 'old army'—the quality of their soldiers is questionable. Won't we just end up recruiting a lot of veterans who are expert at gaming the system?"

"You're PLA-born, aren't you?" Zhang Bailin interjected. "Have you forgotten the power of political work? The soldiers of the Liberation Army were all drawn from Kuomintang-style old armies, yet they were all transformed."

"Can you do political work?" He Ming looked at Zhang Bailin doubtfully.

"Relax—I'll handle it." Zhang Bailin was confident.

Ma Qianzhu nodded. "He Ming is right. We lack the time for deep thought transformation. Personnel from military households will need more screening."

"We assign our people as base-level officers to start things off right. Use the 'Three Disciplines and Eight Attentions' as a control spell, and morale will naturally improve," Xi Yazhou recalled his experience training the salt village militia. "If commanders act properly and set examples, subordinates won't dare misbehave. As the old saying goes: one righteousness suppresses a hundred evils."

"Recruiting from military households is probably unreliable," Yu Eshui said. "Late-Ming military households aren't much different from commoners—they're basically just tenants of the officers. Most of them are elderly or infirm."

"But they're class-conscious. Lingao military households are worse off than commoners. Even local tenant laborers live better than them."

"Rather than Li people, we should recruit Miao people," Yu Eshui reminded them. "The Li people have deep ethnic conflicts with the local Han. We can only reconcile gradually—we can't easily arm them yet. With good weapons, courage grows. If Li forces cause incidents, we'll end up like Pig Bajie looking in a mirror—ugly on both sides."

Hainan's Miao population had arrived when Ming forces suppressed Li uprisings—Guangxi Miao soldiers had been demobilized locally. Arriving late to the island, they could only settle in the high mountains, mostly serving as tenant laborers for Li headmen or Han landlords. Some survived purely by hunting. Their lives were even harder than those of the Li. Historically, however, the Miao had better relations with the Han.

"Are there local Miao?"

"Yes, yes—" Wei Aiwen spoke up quickly. "Headman Zhu of Nanan says there's a Miao village nearby—a hundred-plus families. If needed, we can scout it out."

"Recruiting Li and Miao is worth considering." Ma Qianzhu thought for a moment; recruiting a few dozen for reconnaissance units would be controllable.

"Now I'll discuss military control," Ma Qianzhu continued.

The military was the transmigrators' tool, and tools must not bite their masters. Therefore, the Military Department's current independent operation had to change. Once the New Army was established, new military systems had to be implemented. When the New Army exceeded 500 men—outnumbering the transmigrators—effective control was essential.

He offered his suggestions:

When the New Army was established, the Military Group's original personnel would be preserved as trainers and monitors. Building the New Army required officers, so the group would halve its scale to twenty men serving as an Internal Guard armed with modern weapons. The other thirty would enter the New Army as officers, forming one training battalion.

Once the New Army matured, the Military Department's direct armed mission would end. Except for the Internal Guard, everyone would join the New Army structure. All subsequent military operations would be conducted by the New Army.

The New Army would primarily use 19th-century weapons and cold steel. Initially, this meant Minié ball muzzle-loading rifles and spears. The rifle-to-spear ratio would be 1:1 for now. The first New Army unit would be 500 troops forming one battalion, plus one artillery company with nine smoothbore cannons. If modern weapons were needed for combat, they would have to apply to the Committee, and the Internal Guard would issue them.

The Military Committee would establish a General Staff with Army and Navy branches. The General Staff would command the Army and Navy but not the Internal Guard. The Military Committee would handle the Internal Guard's training and supply but not its command. The Executive Committee would directly control the Internal Guard.

The military was not for internal conflict. The Internal Guard's mission was to maintain order, protect government organs, and guard important materials. It would also control the stockpile of modern weapons.

The General Staff would establish an independent military intelligence department for intelligence collection and reconnaissance.

For military logistics, there would be no independent department temporarily. The Executive Committee would commission specialized departments, and the Planning Committee would coordinate allocation.

The militia plans for Damei and the Salt Village would continue, extending to the Bairren Commune. The early stage would utilize a backbone militia system with one-in-three conscription. Transmigrators would train a rotating village militia. Militia weapons would consist of captured cold arms, old muskets, blunderbusses, and standard 6-pounder smoothbores for village defense. With sufficient industrial capacity, the backbone militia could eventually receive Minié rifles.

The transmigrators lacked formal naval forces, possessing only fishing boats for patrol. Fuel and parts limitations meant minimizing the use of modern boats. Given the pirates' dominance in the southeast and the unlikelihood of cooperation, the short-term priority was to fortify Bopu as a naval base. The Army would support the Navy's shore batteries, stationing defense forces at the naval base. The Navy would build a battery at the sea entrance near Lingao Point to protect the harbor and shipyard.

Zhang Bailin blinked: This means you're coming to beg for cannons.

After the Navy's establishment, the Fishery Production Group would be dissolved into the Navy. Fishing would remain the Navy's primary mission, so the Navy would be dual-led by the General Staff and the Agricultural Committee. The Bopu Fish Processing Factory would remain under the Agricultural Committee. Naval recruitment and training would initially be the Army's responsibility, becoming independent later.

To unify maritime forces and avoid split management, an "everything floating is Navy's" policy was adopted. Whether a vessel came from the original timespace or was locally captured or purchased—regardless of its current use—all ships would be under Navy management.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 151: Recruiting Soldiers and Horses

"Once the Army and Navy are formally established, not only will the demand for weapons surge, but we'll also face significant issues with training and ammunition storage," Ma Qianzhu stated during the meeting. "There are two main points to address."

First, the Industrial Department needed to quickly establish an ammunition supply system for the New Army and the coastal fortress training.

Fortunately, the supply of black powder was ample, with a 2.5-ton stockpile. The granulation treatment had greatly improved its power, making it sufficient for both training and combat. However, the stock of cannonballs and Minié balls was effectively zero—production had to be rushed.

As for weapon manufacturing, Ma emphasized focus: "Concentrate on one or two types. Don't be greedy. If the coke shortage causes a steel shortage, then focus on cast-iron cannons for now. The Trade Department will fully address the coal supply issue."

Second, they urgently needed to manufacture prime movers, including steam engines and small diesel engines, to provide sufficient power machinery for the Navy's ship construction and modification.

"Speaking of naval ships—" Chen Haiyang interjected, "currently we only have two sailing vessels. The tasks are too many. The Navy needs more ships."

To meet the current needs for fishing, patrols, and transport, the Navy required at least eight to ten sailing ships. The displacement needed to be a minimum of 50 tons, preferably over 100. As industrial demand grew, seaborne transport became critical, and small ships were simply impractical.

The transmigrators had already discovered sizable boatyards in Lingao. The largest local vessels were known as "Lingao draggers," with a displacement of over 70 tons. While usable for fishing and cargo, the transmigrators considered them slightly too small and too slow.

Building ships themselves was another option. The Industrial Department and Navy could propose countless designs—one person had even drawn the lines and structure of the Gloire ironclad. But nobody had actual shipbuilding experience. The most experienced were Director Wen and Wang Luobin—veteran ship model enthusiasts who had built countless models and possessed the deepest understanding of wooden ship structures.

Chen Haiyang proposed using Lingao's local shipbuilding resources. According to a report from the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team, Lingao's Baitu Harbor had several boatyards capable of building ordinary fishing boats and even large 400-liao ships. The 400-liao vessel was essentially the maximum legal civilian shipbuilding size in the Ming Dynasty.

Baitu Harbor didn't just have shipwrights; it also had substantial stocks of seasoned timber, some of which had been stored for three or four years to achieve the proper dryness. The transmigrators could conveniently appropriate these resources.

"I propose we occupy Baitu Harbor. Relocate all the shipwrights and materials to Bopu," Chen Haiyang suggested. "We can design the ships while teaching them modern techniques, quickly transforming these shipwrights into modern workers."

"Agreed!" Zhang Bailin immediately voiced his support, enthusiastic about any proposed military action.

"I also support the occupation of Baitu. This would give us control over Lingao's entire shipbuilding industry. Lingao's fishermen and coastal shippers would become completely dependent on us," Ma Qianzhu added.

The occupation of Baitu Harbor was approved, scheduled to commence after the Army Training Battalion was formed.

"Finally: Navy personnel recruitment and training," said Li Haiping of the Navy. "Commissioner Ma mentioned the Army handling this, but I disagree. We're the Navy, not Army Marines. The Navy has specialized needs that the Army can't truly understand—"

The Army's "young turks"—Wei Aiwen and Zhang Bailin—immediately looked displeased. The clear implication was that the Army were landlubbers.

"Let me clarify," Ma Qianzhu hastened to intervene. "The Army's responsibility is the recruit phase—the Army has the Training Battalion. Post-assignment, the Navy will handle its own specialized training. As for soldier recruitment, in the future it will be centralized under the Military Committee—unrelated to the Army or Navy individually."



"Chief." A commune member timidly entered Wu De's office at the Bairren Commune.

"What is it?" Wu De was surprised—was this another enlistment referral?

"I... I want a document." The visitor seemed afraid to address such an important chief.

"You want to join the military?"

"Y-yes—"

Wu De sighed. Today alone, over twenty people had come asking for enlistment referrals. Coupled with the recent recruitments by the Mechanical Plant and other departments, fifty able-bodied laborers were already gone. If this continued, the commune would turn into a village of women.

The military benefits were perhaps too good. Wu De calculated: a 200-kilogram rice settling allowance, a monthly salary of one tael of silver, plus room and board. No wonder the commune members were clamoring to enlist.

"Chuyu, issue his certificate," Wu De said wearily. He still had to serve the bigger picture. The current priority was military expansion.

"Yes, Master." Chuyu had become the unofficial commune secretary. After vetting and a probation period—and at her own insistence—she was assigned to Wu De. At the commune, she naturally took charge of his daily life. Finding the cafeteria food unsatisfactory, she cooked his meals herself and did his laundry, repeatedly hinting that she could do even more. Wu De hadn't expected this: a has-been middle-aged man in the 21st century was practically a celebrity here, admired by young girls. No wonder so many otaku had infiltrated the expedition.

In reality, Chuyu was only semi-literate; night school had only achieved partial literacy for her. "Documents" just meant stamping pre-printed, pre-filled forms—hence the nickname "rubber-stamp secretary."

His phone suddenly rang—it was Li Haiping calling.

"Old Wu, our Navy's recruitment isn't going well. The Army's hogging all the best physiques. Any ideas? You're a Navy veteran too—"

"Alright, I'll promote it when people apply."

"Much appreciated! When writing referrals, specify they report to the Navy."

Recruiting solely from the commune would severely deplete their labor force. Recruitment manager Xi Yazhou had established a station at the bustling East Gate Market.

The recruitment name wasn't "Transmigration Army" but the more respectable "Bairren Militia." The county authorities played completely dumb. Traditional bureaucratic wisdom dictated that when you should be an ostrich, you buried your head deep. Not knowing was better than knowing but failing to act. The transmigrators had zero concern that the toothless Lingao county yamen would take any action.

"Damn—are these benefits too high?" Dongmen Chuiyu was on site maintaining order at the East Gate Market recruitment station. He looked at the large poster hung on the screen wall: 2 dan (200 kilograms) of settling grain per soldier, room and board with a 20-kilogram monthly ration, and one tael of silver monthly.

But Xi Yazhou insisted the benefits weren't high. The Tianqi-era Liaodong garrisons were already paying two taels monthly. By the mid-Chongzhen era, new recruits' monthly pay would rise to 3.2 taels. If not for the endemic skimming in the Ming military—where soldiers barely received anything—the transmigrators would have needed to offer at least two taels to attract anyone.

Zhang Bailin stood under the screen wall recruiting locals, having picked up some of the Lingao dialect.

"Brother, join our militia. One tael monthly—even regular soldiers don't get that. Plus room and board."

"Soldiering? No way—lose your head."

"Don't leave—three meals daily, salary too. Why not consider it?"

"I have a wife and kids. Please spare me, Chief."

"Bring your family—we cover the settling allowance."

...

Per the Military Committee's plan, the Army recruited 400 soldiers and 100 cadets, while the Navy recruited 100 soldiers and 100 cadets. Soldiers were aged 17–25; cadets were 13–16. The cadets were the future technical backbone—besides military training, they would receive specialized skill development.

During recruitment, most applicants didn't know their exact ages, giving only rough years. Some were even unaware of the Tianqi era, thinking the Wanli Emperor still reigned. In appearance, they were all dark and thin, making it hard to judge their actual age. Later, the Medical Group would develop dental examination procedures, but even those were approximate. The planned youth cadet corps only managed to recruit about a dozen candidates.

The Lingao locals weren't enthusiastic. If they weren't small freeholders, they were somewhat established tenants. Though struggling, they could fill their stomachs and were naturally uninterested in soldiering. However, the "Fulao" outsiders—migrants to Hainan for land reclamation or labor—applied in greater numbers. They were mostly single men with no attachments.

Some obviously overage, destitute types also came to enlist. They were all accepted; the older ones would serve in logistics. Currently, the transmigrators just needed a population explosion. More people solved everything.

But such soldiers were universally small—long-term malnutrition and hard labor had damaged their health. Though they could endure hardship, the weight and strength tests exceeded their physiques.

"A bit short. Not sturdy enough," Wei Aiwen was disappointed. These small natives didn't match his aesthetic for a military force. The applicants from the commune, better fed and with first-rate spirit, had excellent physiques, so Wei Aiwen unhesitatingly filed them under Army enlistment.

"Short is short—but they're strong and resilient," Xi Yazhou wasn't picky. But the height standards had already been lowered to 155 centimeters—truly minimal. Many still looked bony. Would 20 kilograms of monthly rations be enough for them? Xi Yazhou worried.

The Navy discovered the Army was skimming the best physiques from the enlistees. They demanded the opening of another station at Bopu to promote Navy benefits directly to fishermen. Fishermen were clearly more adventurous than farmers. Plus, with the Navy's famed iron ship and "fast ships," recruiting over a hundred men was easy. Some even came from neighboring counties.

Chen Haiyang was initially delighted, but then he realized the truth: it wasn't the Navy's superior appeal. To these worldly fishermen, joining a maritime group for piracy was already part of their livelihood. If things went well, they would stay permanently. Joining the "Australian Baldies" wasn't any different from joining the Zheng family. Looking at these half-fishing, half-pirate recruits, he knew that future political work would require real effort.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 152: A Certain Man

It was late at night. Under the glow of a lamp, Ma Qianzhu was drafting a document:

Planning Committee 1628 Document No. 31: Regarding Military Formation Requirements, Ordnance Production, and Material Allocation.

Classification: Confidential

I. Order the Ordnance Department to immediately estimate material and manpower requirements for the following projects:


	Begin training 500 New Army soldiers within one week, including 30 transmigrators. Immediately assemble existing Minié rifle components into finished weapons—estimated first batch is 350 rifles. Additionally, the Ordnance Department is to provide: 5 × 6-pounder smoothbore cannons, 4 × 12-pounder howitzers.

	During training: each cannon will fire 2 rounds daily; each rifle will fire 10 rounds daily. Estimate ammunition consumption and produce a 6-month supply of training ammunition.

	After 6 months, expand to 1,000 troops with training intensity unchanged. Full rifle and cannon equipment with ammunition must be ready. Active inventory target: 1,000 rifles, 100 cannons (including naval ships and land/sea fortress guns), plus a 100% reserve stock in warehouses. Personnel must be arranged for weapon repair.

	Estimated single-battle consumption: 60 rounds per cannon, 50 rounds per rifle. Beyond training needs, a minimum of two battles' worth of ammunition must be stockpiled in the production plan.

	Requirement: 1,000 uniform sets (including underwear) and equipment. Fabric and leather will be drawn from the stockpile. Transmigrators with pattern-making or clothing production experience are needed. Batch processing can be assigned to the Commune garment factory.

	Estimate combat ration requirements for 1,000 New Army soldiers.



II. Establish Military-Political Cadre School


	Divide into Classes A and B. Class A: local adults with an educational foundation. Class B: youth class. Personnel to be drawn from quarantine-cleared youth and children. Meals to be at the transmigrator level. Logistics Department to specify additional grain, meat, and salt requirements.

	Construction Department to consider a school site and estimate project materials and labor.



III. Chemistry Department Progress


	Chemistry Department to report completion schedules for three major plants: the coal tar factory, the 800-ton synthetic ammonia plant, and the salt electrolysis plant.

	If factory methods are unavailable, what substitute processes can be used to manufacture acids and bases? List required materials, equipment, and energy.

	Report on which explosives and pyrotechnics can be scaled up. Priority: black powder, nitrocellulose, mercury fulminate, and nitroglycerin.



IV. Trade


	Focus on glassware. The Industrial Committee should establish a Light Industry Department for this. First batch products: glass mirrors and wine bottles (for the Guangzhou order).

	Guangzhou has purchased resale tobacco. We can manufacture cigarettes. The Industrial Department must quickly develop cigarette paper.

	The Guangzhou Forward Station has repeatedly reported insufficient transportation—purchased materials are piling up. The original plan was to buy two or three ships locally with hired crews. However, authorities have recently begun sealing ocean vessels in preparation for naval warfare, and all shipyards have stopped building. Request the Executive Committee to urgently acquire one or two ships.



...

Ma Qianzhu wrote until deep into the night. The myriad threads of every department ultimately converged at the Planning Committee for coordination. As operations expanded, ideas and plans multiplied—the streamlined institutions they had originally set up clearly needed adjustment.

He pondered the situation. First, the Intelligence and Security departments needed integration. The current Intelligence Department mostly searched archives—there was insufficient real-world collection. The Long-Range Reconnaissance Team, limited by conditions, had only extended its reconnaissance to neighboring counties. The situation in the prefectural capital remained unclear. The Recon Team resembled a resource survey team more than a military unit, often mixed with various specialists, which limited their capability. Military-political intelligence was severely under-collected. The General Staff establishing a Military Intelligence Department was a good start. In the future, they would need to separate the Recon Teams from the Survey Teams. As Guangzhou opened up, a Leizhou intelligence-commerce system would need to be established, followed by penetration into Qiongzhou Prefecture city. As for the other counties, Ma Qianzhu considered them irrelevant. Once conflict with the Ming erupted, they could simply seize them—no pre-infiltration needed.

He brewed some tea—captured from the Gou Manor. Lingao produced no tea, and in a timespace without soda, the demand for tea had increased greatly. Actually, making soda wasn't difficult. Ma Qianzhu's childhood had been spent in a large state-enterprise residential compound—those enterprises managed everything from birth to death, except for the grave. Even soda was self-made. The young Ma Qianzhu had worshipped that magical machine. Growing up, his research revealed it had minimal technical content.

"I can even make cola," he murmured, remembering the coca trees at Nanhai Farm. Cola was just caramel, coca extract, and soda mixed together.

"Cola? You didn't bet on that?" A man's voice came from the doorway.

"With the painful lessons we've had, who dares bet on cola? Sit—tea?" Ma Qianzhu rose to pour water. A thermos in the office was a privilege of cadres. This aluminum thermos was roughly Ma Qianzhu's age—the words "Fengcheng Brand" were still visible in red paint.

The visitor was somewhere between his early and late thirties. Broad and heavyset, his movements seemed sluggish but were actually quite agile. He had a completely unremarkable face—the kind of person you'd never remember meeting.

"A rare visitor. Haven't seen you since D-Day."

"You're on the Executive Committee," the visitor said impassively. "Why would I visit frequently? I must avoid suspicion."

"Cut it out—honestly: what's your angle with this avoidance?"

"I hear you're preparing for war against Zhu Cailao?" The man changed the topic.

"Not war—preparation. We must guard against attacks. Our operations have expanded; we can't do without a military."

"Zhu Cailao is merely a setting sun, a declining power. The transmigrator group's greatest threats," the man said, "are twofold. First: the Ming dynasty. It's already past lidong, and the autumn taxes have been collected. Putting aside the Guangdong Ming forces—the Tianqi-era provincial treasury is depleted. But the Qiongzhou garrison has territorial responsibility—they'll likely attack once. Second: Zheng Zhilong. He's now been pacified and given the rank of youji. He's preparing to eliminate his former comrades and monopolize the southeastern sea trade."

"Your meaning?"

"Zhu Cailao is a potential ally."

"Ally with pirates?"

"Correct." The man spoke leisurely. "The transmigrator group's maritime strength is weak. Your fishing boats—however formidable—number only four. Without local maritime allies, you'll soon face a choice: pay protection money obediently, or fight all the maritime powers at once. You've wanted contact with Liu Xiang, but actually, Zhu Cailao's forces aren't bad. He's weaker than Liu Xiang, and Zheng Zhilong wants to destroy him. He's besieged on all sides—cooperation will be easier. By the way, historically he'll be knocked out by Zheng Zhilong at Min'an next August."

"The Executive Committee considered this. But we destroyed his fence and seized over 100,000 taels of goods—cooperation seems difficult."

The man smiled confidently. "Given Zhu Cailao's current situation, he can't demand much. You have rare goods to offer. Give him exclusive distribution rights, and he'll agree."

Ma Qianzhu pondered. He had considered this proposal but felt uncertain. Rob someone's money, kill their people, and then suddenly ally with them? Would Zhu Cailao really be so agreeable?

"However disagreeable he might find it—urgent problems take priority."

"Fine, I'll try. Failed negotiations cost nothing."

"Over Poland, even Stalin and Hitler could shake hands." The man slowly stood up and walked out.

"You really won't serve on the Executive Committee?" Ma Qianzhu felt regretful. "The Intelligence Department desperately needs personnel."

"It's not time yet." The man gazed at Lingao's night sky as he left.

Ma Qianzhu had nothing more to do that night. The next day, he convened the Executive Committee and presented the idea. Opinions varied. Most didn't oppose peace talks with Zhu Cailao—after all, combat meant risking lives. Rather, they doubted the feasibility, fearing excessive concessions would harm the transmigrator group's prestige and interests. After repeated discussion, they decided to attempt it. Regardless of the outcome, the military buildup would continue. "Speak softly and carry a big stick."

Ma Qianzhu had Dugu Qiuhun bring the captured pirate leader, who was currently undergoing "labor reform" by building roads at the East Gate Market. Shortly, Dugu returned with two prisoners. They were terrified upon seeing the short-hair leaders, thinking their execution was imminent. Ma Qianzhu hastily reassured them.

One leader's alias was "Black Face Dragon" Shi Fourteen—a ship captain-level boss. After capture, he had been cooperative, confessing everything he knew. Ma Qianzhu knew from the interrogation records that this man kept faith with his comrades and had some reputation among the pirates.

Ma Qianzhu spoke: "We are overseas descendants of the Great Song, returning to the Ming dynasty. We were resting here at Lingao, living peacefully with your group. Yet you attacked our people and killed our men—what is your justification?"

Shi Fourteen heard that Ma Qianzhu's words did not carry a threat of death and was secretly pleased. He hastened to say: "A misunderstanding! We had business relations with the Gou family. Recently, a trusted man of the Gou family came weeping—he claimed his master was murdered without reason by your people, accusing you of murder and robbery. Hearing this injustice, I rashly took initiative—it was unrelated to our Great Boss. Now it is clear that scoundrel was spreading rumors. When I return, I'll slice him to pieces to vent my fury."

This "weeping Gou family trusted man" story was naturally fabricated, but Black Face Dragon just wanted to deflect blame by agreeing with Ma Qianzhu.

Ma Qianzhu heard "murder and robbery" and secretly laughed: You dare accuse us? But aloud he said: "So it was a misunderstanding. Let me prepare some modest gifts as an apology, then act as your escort home. Your three ships all sank—perhaps we should buy a small boat to send you back?"

Hearing that he could leave, Shi Fourteen felt relieved—his days in captivity had felt like years. Fu Youdi's torments hadn't been gentle; they had barely eaten and received countless beatings. He wanted to leave immediately: "Since it's a misunderstanding—and I also wronged your group—let's skip the gifts. I'm healthy; without boats, walking works, fishing boats work. My family has urgent business—I can't delay."

Ma Qianzhu smiled slightly. "Brother, don't rush. We've long heard of Great Boss Zhu's reputation—generous and righteous. We've always wanted to pay our respects. Let me prepare substantial gifts for the Great Boss. Please introduce me—don't refuse. Please wait momentarily; I'll return shortly." He signaled Dugu Qiuhun to watch the man, then went to report to the Executive Committee.

The Executive Committee prepared gifts for Zhu Cailao as a goodwill gesture, seeking maritime trade cooperation. Initially, they prepared plastic flowers and glass crafts. The nearby guard, Hu Hou, advised: "Flashing wealth to bandits invites wolves—it brings endless trouble." Everyone agreed and prepared only common items: two glass mirrors and ten bolts of silk. They also gave Shi Fourteen ten taels of silver as consolation.

Ma Qianzhu remembered the potential for glass sales and told the Industrial Department to prepare samples. Zhan Wuya spread his hands helplessly: "My report's been submitted for days, but the furnace still isn't built. Where do I get samples? Just break off a piece from the Holy Ship."

Ma Qianzhu had someone retrieve a large shard from the Holy Ship and gave it to Shi Fourteen: "We manufacture this. Please tell the Great Boss—see if he's interested in distributing for us. Everything is negotiable."

Shi Fourteen only wanted to board a ship and flee quickly, so he agreed repeatedly.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 153: Failed Nitrocellulose

Whew... finally completed something of milestone significance. Xiao Bailang flicked the newly completed ceramic vat—the crisp ringing sound was more glorious than the bells of heaven. The brothers from the Industrial Department, who had lived at the kiln sites for a dozen days, practically wept with joy—it hadn't been easy! After multiple failures in forming, air-drying, glazing, and firing temperature control, they had finally achieved success. Now, large-scale seafood pickling, soy sauce production, and light chemical manufacturing all had their basic equipment. There was even hope for flush toilets in the future.

"The era of our transmigrator nation depending on Ming people for ceramic vats is gone forever!" Xiao Bailang's powerful voice rang out beside the vat. He struck a pose—unfortunately, Ding Ding wasn't there to photograph it.

Ceramic vats were simple in principle, but large-diameter thin-walled ceramics were the hardest to manufacture. The transmigrators had made small-diameter ceramic pipes and vats before, but they had no experience at this scale. The Industrial Department had consulted countless references and recruited all the potters in Lingao, finally managing to complete the vat firing. It was no simple task. The helping potters said that in the entire Qiongzhou Prefecture, only the Qiongshan county kilns had this capability. Successfully trial-producing it here surprised even them.

The industrialized ceramic workshop now had basic production capability. The brick kiln already possessed all the necessary forming and firing conditions—a temperature of 800°C was sufficient.

With various vats and pots available, the Chemistry Group could finally begin their great indigenous chemistry process. Among the most urgent chemicals needed were sulfuric acid and nitric acid, which had the widest applications. Nitric acid was particularly critical—most explosives and pyrotechnics required it, from the "transmigrator miracle" of nitrocellulose to the dangerous nitroglycerin.

Manufacturing nitric acid required nitrates. Without a synthetic ammonia industry, nitric acid had to be made from nitrate salts. China's natural nitrate deposits were in Sichuan and the northwest—there were none in the south. They had to rely on collecting saltpeter soil for refining. It was dirty, inefficient work. Without the Guangzhou Forward Station's timely shipment of saltpeter, the Chemistry Department would have been reduced to excavating toilets and pigsties.

With sufficient saltpeter—smuggling export-quality grade from Guangdong—and an ample black powder stockpile, this saltpeter could all be dedicated to nitric acid production.

How to make nitric acid? Transmigration enthusiasts had nearly all read The Mysterious Island and knew that nitric acid was made using sulfuric acid. Therefore, to get nitric acid, they first needed sulfuric acid.

Ji Situi considered the options. Modern industrial sulfuric acid came from three main sources: coal coking by-products, sulfur plus saltpeter, or iron pyrite. Each had its pros and cons and indigenous processes, but all were currently unusable due to a lack of raw materials. Fortunately, Guangzhou had purchased green vitriol. Although the yield was tiny, the process was extremely simple, and their laboratory equipment sufficed.

Distilling green vitriol to produce vitriol oil was the most traditional and simplest method for making sulfuric acid. Even the ancients used vitriol oil in small-scale metalworking. In the late Ming Dynasty, benefiting from the transmission of Western science by missionaries, some people had even made nitric acid and aqua regia. However, manufacturers didn't realize the potential applications. Given more time, perhaps a new epoch of Chinese chemistry might have begun, but the "great unification"-obsessed slave-owner regime of the Manchus quickly ended that possibility.

The efficiency of dry-distilling green vitriol was extremely low—the sulfuric acid yield was only about 10% of the raw material. It was better than nothing—a purely temporary substitute. This distillation process was highly polluting and somewhat dangerous, so the Chemistry Group chose a site with suitable wind direction in Bopu's heavy industry zone to build the factory. All participants received chemical factory labor protection clothing and masks. Days later, they had produced 20 kilograms of concentrated sulfuric acid.

With concentrated sulfuric acid, nitric acid became possible. It involved distillation again: add saltpeter to the sulfuric acid and slowly heat it, using nitric acid's volatility to obtain concentrated nitric acid. This process released substantial heat. The Fengcheng refrigerator's ice finally served a proper purpose, creating an ice-water mixture to cool the nitric acid condensation retorts.

With nitric acid available, guncotton—that legendary "transmigrator miracle"—was immediately proposed. Guncotton not only had greater explosive power than black powder, but it was also an excellent propellant.

After the plan was approved, Li Di began to trial-manufacture the smokeless explosive—guncotton. This was properly the Chemistry Group's responsibility, but they doubted the feasibility of nitrocellulose production. Li Di from the Navy suddenly abandoned his work on steam engines and volunteered for the guncotton project, on the condition that the Navy get priority for batch production.

First, he gathered ceramic vats, acids, and bases for one batch, plus 15 kilograms of cotton. The lye came from the stockpile, which required Planning Committee approval. Since explosives were a military priority, approval came quickly.

Since both lye and nitric acid were corrosive, Li Di borrowed gloves and an apron from the Chemistry Department.

Guncotton required extremely pure absorbent cotton. Normal explosive factories purchased pre-made products, but the transmigrators had to hand-process it.

The first step was to process the cotton. They tore it apart and removed visible impurities like pebbles and leaves, then washed it until the rinse water ran clear. The cotton was placed in a ceramic pot, covered with water, and lye was added at 2–5% of the water weight. They covered it, boiled it, and let it simmer for ten minutes. After cooling, they rinsed it thoroughly, scrubbing for another ten minutes. The washed cotton was spread on clean paper and sun-dried outdoors. The remaining lye was poured into a waste alkali barrel.

Then began the mixing of concentrated nitric acid and sulfuric acid at the proper ratio to create the esterification mixed acid. Lingao's dry season still had high humidity—by the time the mixed acid had cooled, the cotton wasn't dry yet. In the future, they would need drying machines. The Eighth Route Army's ordnance factories had used heated kang stoves for drying—a learnable technique.

Li Di placed the driest cotton into the mixed acid, pressed it down, stirred, and covered it. He watched the time carefully—after ten minutes, he removed it and set it aside. He added the remaining cotton and combined both batches afterward.

He poured the waste acid into a waste barrel and continued with the stabilization treatment. It took six hours before the first batch of guncotton was completed. It was still wet, as only wet storage was safe. He had to spread it out to air-dry to prevent accidents.

By evening, he finally had dry guncotton. Sixteen kilograms of it. Time to take it to the Artillery Group for testing! They were practically a weapons research institute now.

These days, Bopu's range saw daily explosions—often ending with a smoke-trailing, blackened Lin Shenhe, Bai Yu, and others gasping by the riverside.

Li Di brought the new guncotton to the range. Suddenly, there was a massive explosion. Half a cannon barrel flew spinning through the air—it was terrifying. Soon, Lin Shenhe climbed out of a trench, completely blackened, nodding to others emerging behind him.

"Our cannon barrel life exceeds expectations."

Li Di hurried over, handing him the guncotton. "This is my new guncotton. Please test it. Be careful—this stuff's power isn't comparable to black powder!"

Lin Shenhe looked puzzled. "Is this high-nitrogen or low-nitrogen?"

"High-nitrogen?" Li Di was clueless.

"Good lord—brother, you made guncotton without knowing this?" Lin Shenhe was shocked. "Different nitrogen content means completely different performance."

"It should be low-nitrogen," Bai Yu said. He had a background in weapons manufacturing and knew some pyrotechnics. "Indigenous nitric acid, indigenous esterification—it's hard to produce high-nitrogen guncotton."

"Let's try." Li Di's confidence wavered.

Half an hour later, Lin Shenhe found Li Di—who was now blackened and reeking of gunpowder—and said unhappily, "Your guncotton... use it for paint or glue."

"I followed the textbook exactly!" Li Di shouted. "Standard laboratory procedure."

"Problem is: it won't detonate."

"Probably insufficient nitrogen content," Bai Yu said.

"Another victim of Jules Verne poisoning."

Verne made guncotton manufacturing seem very simple. In reality, guncotton was difficult to make under crude conditions. Especially during esterification, accurately controlling the composition of the nitrating agent, reaction temperature, reaction time, and other factors to control nitrogen content and viscosity was required.

How difficult was it? The transmigrators' technical library had many indigenous explosive booklets—even detailing methods for nitroglycerin and RDX. Uniquely absent was guncotton. Clearly, it was not easily manufactured.

Industrially, guncotton was classified by nitrogen content: Grade 1 high-nitrogen, Grade 2 high-nitrogen, Grade 3 low-nitrogen, blasting gelatin cotton, pyroxylin, lacquer cotton, and celluloid cotton. Indigenous nitrocellulose could at best reach the level of celluloid cotton.

"Wasted so much nitric acid and lye." Li Di was frustrated. Chemicals were already tight.

"If it's celluloid-cotton level, we could use it as propellant. Though it's inferior," Lin Shenhe thought. "Wu Yunduo's memoirs mentioned that reloading cartridges used either black powder or discarded movie film. Celluloid fits as a propellant."

"Try it as propellant?"

"Can't use it directly—needs grinding then compression," Bai Yu shook his head. "Store it for now. With future equipment, we can scale up. Let's ask the Chemistry Department to rush mercury fulminate. Rifles won't work without it."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 154: Explosives Factory

While Li Di struggled with guncotton, the Chemistry Group designed and built a large compound at a remote location near the Wenlan River, far from any other buildings or habitations.

Within a 200-meter radius around the compound, the ground was cleared of all vegetation. The surface was repeatedly compacted with yellow clay, lime, and fine sand; even the pebbles were removed. The roads were paved with bricks. Two barbed-wire fences surrounded the entire facility, hung with wooden signs depicting fierce black skulls and large fire warning symbols.

This was the Chemistry Group's explosives factory. The Construction Group had painstakingly ensured fire and impact prevention, building the structure entirely from cement and brick. The roofs had no wooden beams, utilizing brick-arch construction instead. The entire building contained no iron, wood, or stone—anything that could produce sparks or fuel combustion.

Per the suggestions of the explosives enthusiasts, the floors of the production workshop weren't bricked but were instead covered with river sand to absorb any spilled acids, bases, or other chemicals.

The building's structure was peculiar. The central production workshop had north-south windows for ventilation and east-west doors. Immediately outside the doors were man-deep trenches lined with fine sand. These were escape trenches—if an uncontrollable chemical reaction occurred, the staff were to escape via these ditches. The premise, of course, was that the reaction was slow enough and their legs agile enough.

These escape trenches brought a solemn atmosphere to the Chemistry Group. Just as the Mechanical Group dreamed of making guns and cannons, chemistry people were rarely not fascinated by explosives. Many had secretly made various explosives in laboratories back in the modern world. But under these crude conditions, how much confidence could they really have? The heroic explosives zealots of the Chemistry Group fell silent.

The group sat inside the skull-decorated barbed wire perimeter, discussing the direction of their explosives development.

"Do you know what we're doing?" Ji Situi surveyed the group.

"Making explosives—we've waited months for this."

"Everyone prepare mentally for death or dismemberment!" Ji Situi said fiercely. "This isn't playing with black powder and flour anymore."

"Shut your crow's beak!" Ji Situi was pelted with mud clods and retreated to one side.

In addition to the Chemistry Group, members of the Mechanical Group attended, along with Li Di, who was devastated by his nitrocellulose failure and had joined the explosives meeting. He remained frustrated.

"I just don't understand—why can't the nitrocellulose work!"

"Chemistry is precise work. It's not that simple," Ji Situi said. "Your process has problems, plus we're missing basic equipment."

"If we can gather the equipment, nitrocellulose is easy," said Ye Yuming, a minor bureaucrat who had studied chemistry and was knowledgeable about mining and blasting.

"If we could build large centrifuges..." Ji Situi thought. Everyone knew this was the solution. The problem was finding centrifuges larger than the small laboratory models.

Without centrifuges, nitrocellulose production couldn't thoroughly remove the free acid from the cotton fibers. In actual use, such nitrocellulose became extremely unstable. The 19th-century Austrian military had suffered terrible accidents because of this issue.

"We still need the Industrial Department's help," said Xu Yingjie, who was extremely fascinated by chemicals and especially loved concocting reagents. He was a hands-on experimental maniac.

"Difficult." Wang Luobin shook his head. "Our prime movers aren't adequate."

"How about nitroglycerin?" suggested Li Yunxing, who had recently transferred from the Military Group to the Artillery Group.

They had nitric acid, and glycerin production wasn't difficult. Plus, the Fengcheng refrigerator could continuously supply cooling ice. Manufacturing should be feasible.

"I have a formula," Ye Yuming said enthusiastically. "I've made it in laboratories—"

Everyone gasped—there truly were heaven-defying people among them. Nitroglycerin's manufacturing simplicity made it popular with 19th and 20th-century terrorists and revolutionaries, though historically, more died during manufacturing than from the police.

Ye Yuming's formula was:
1. Add distilled water to a beaker.
2. Prepare a large quantity of ice-salt mixture in a water bath.
3. Place the beaker in the bath, add concentrated nitric acid, and cool below the target temperature.
4. Slowly add concentrated sulfuric acid, mix uniformly, and cool to the target temperature.
5. Using a dropper, slowly add glycerin—one drop every few seconds—while monitoring the temperature to keep it below the target. Stop when a visible glycerin layer forms on the mixed-acid surface.
6. Slowly stir for the specified number of minutes, maintaining low temperature.
7. Pour the mixture into the first beaker—nitroglycerin will precipitate to the bottom.
8. Test the nitroglycerin with litmus paper until it is non-acidic.

With sodium carbonate, stability could be enhanced.

"I'll make a small amount," Ye Yuming was confident. "I've done it once or twice—I'm relatively experienced. These materials aren't rare, and the equipment exists. If it's viable, we can scale up."

"This method will blow you sky-high," Xu Yingjie shook his head. "Laboratory glycerin is analytical grade. Our current glycerin is for saponification only—it contains saturated fatty acid salts. They'll react with the mixed acid first, releasing heat. Your ice-salt mixture might not cool it fast enough. Result: BOOM!"

"I didn't consider that."

Xu Yingjie said, "My priority ranking for explosives development is: First, nitrocellulose—it's a force multiplier for rifles and cannons. Other explosives can't match it. Second, synthetic ammonia—once our plant is completed, that's solved. Third, picric acid—it's impact-resistant, can be fired via nitrocellulose shells, and is a powerful explosive. Nitroglycerin is useless—only good for bombs or grenades. Its power doesn't obviously exceed picric acid, and its stability is too poor."

"Synthetic ammonia is no problem—factory completion solves it. Picric acid is too difficult," Ji Situi flatly rejected. "Phenol extraction processes... maybe in ten years. Just the 13-atmosphere requirement makes it impossible right now."

"Coal tar can extract phenol—it doesn't require benzene synthesis. Phenol is naturally a by-product of coal coking."

"That process's efficiency is poor. For picric acid, once the coal coking factory operates, phenol will be available, and low yield is acceptable. The problem is that the Military Group can't wait." Ji Situi spread his hands helplessly.

"Then it's only black powder," Xu Yingjie said. "Unless someone is fearless enough to try nitroglycerin."

Finally, the conclusion was that whether it was nitroglycerin or picric acid, they needed the chemical factories to be fully operational. Currently, the only certain production was still black powder. They were confident in producing fine-grain black powder that far exceeded this era's quality—including propellant and explosive grades. Even the saltpeter supply wasn't too problematic. Without Guangzhou saltpeter, the nitrate-heap method could yield some. According to the archives, in 1959 one county built a black powder factory for quarrying that achieved 50 tons of annual production using only local saltpeter collection and nitrate heaps. Controlling Lingao county, 20 to 30 tons of black powder annually was achievable.

Lin Shenhe spoke up: "The most urgent thing is safety and stability. Black powder substitution is fine, but we need percussion caps. Without them, the Industrial Department can only make flintlocks."

Percussion caps required mercury fulminate. Fulminate was a primary explosive. Black powder shells and grenades could be managed with fuses, but the transmigrators' Minié rifles absolutely needed caps.

The fulminate process wasn't complex: dissolve mercury in nitric acid and mix with alcohol to get the final product.

Mercury wasn't easily obtained. The Guangzhou Forward Station had bought mercury and cinnabar, totaling only about 10 kilograms after emptying all of Guangzhou's pharmacies. The Chemistry Group considered silver fulminate—silver was more plentiful and non-toxic—but silver fulminate was more sensitive than mercury fulminate. Mercury fulminate was safer.

Fulminate needed high-purity alcohol. Alcohol production had no technical difficulty, but root crops weren't harvested yet. Using rice to make alcohol was a waste of food. The Commerce Department arranged for Lin Quan'an to buy the strongest Qiongshan baijiu. The Chemistry Group then designed and built a wood-and-tin distillation apparatus for double distillation. The first pass converted baijiu to crude alcohol. The second pass produced 96% alcohol. The remaining ~3% residue was fusel oil—a potential penicillin feedstock, though penicillin production was still premature.

Xu Yingjie led the trial production. This lover of dangerous chemicals had reviewed his chemistry manual countless times and memorized the archives' process flow completely.

Pyrotechnics manufacturing was the most dangerous part of military chemistry. Even in modern factories, danger accompanied production—let alone with these crude indigenous manufactures.

Fulminate itself was sensitive and dangerous, but in wet environments, the reactions were relatively safe. Still, the first-time pyrotechnics handlers were frightened. For safety, everyone evacuated the reaction laboratory except for Xu Yingjie. The Military Group offered a bomb-disposal suit, but wearing it made the work impossible, so he had to decline.

First, he placed purified mercury in a ceramic jar and added nitric acid. He heated it in a water bath to the specified temperature, occasionally shaking it during heating. The mercury slowly dissolved. After about 40 minutes, he had a green mercuric nitrate solution.

After the mercuric nitrate production, he preheated the 96% alcohol. Then he added the mercuric nitrate to the alcohol. Temperature control was critical, and Xu Yingjie constantly watched the thermometer.

Once the alcohol was added, the reaction began. The mercuric nitrate solution started boiling. After the addition was complete, he gave it a slight shake. The temperature rose to the target—reaction successful. When the temperature stabilized, white smoke billowed from the reaction vessel. Xu Yingjie knew that production had basically succeeded. The absence of red smoke meant he could exit and wait.

He checked the glass condenser, confirming its normal operation. This device collected the reaction gases, which were toxic and flammable. Furthermore, condensation in the reactor would affect the fulminate yield and quality.

The Chemistry Group watched from a distance at the compound gate. Seeing him emerge, everyone applauded. Xu Yingjie cooperatively struck a pose.

Ninety minutes later, returning inside, the reaction had completely stopped. The reactor bottom held a layer of grayish granular material—like gray sand.

Xu Yingjie carefully collected the wet fulminate and wrapped it in cloth. He used a manual press to squeeze out the water, lowering the moisture content below 5%. Normally, fulminate needed warm-air drying in specialized rooms for 10–15 hours. With no such conditions available, they had to rely on natural drying.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 155: Rifles and Cannons

One kilogram of mercury yielded roughly 1.2 kilograms of fulminate—a result that satisfied the Chemistry Group immensely. After all, each percussion cap required only the most minuscule amount.

The caps themselves were best made of copper, and since the transmigrators had brought none with them, the Guangzhou Forward Station purchased large quantities of Japanese red-copper ingots. These were highly sought after because they contained considerable silver, and extracting it would offset the copper purchase costs nicely. The Metallurgy Group refined the ingots down to high-purity copper while recovering the silver as a bonus. With materials secured, the Mechanical Group designed and built a specialized stamping machine, manufactured the dies, and powered the whole apparatus electrically—pressing ten caps per cycle.

Once batch production was confirmed, rifle assembly began in earnest. These Minié ball muzzle-loaders used 14mm alloy steel seamless tubes sourced from a pre-departure purchase of high-pressure boiler pipes. Before leaving, they had secretly machined 48-centimeter lengths with five-groove rifling at Zhan Wuya's machine shop. Hammers, triggers, and springs had also been stamped from alloy steel plate there. Without this preparation—had they been forced to machine their own rifling from scratch—they would barely have rifles now. The New Army would have been stuck with Brown Besses instead.

Smoothbores had their champions among line-infantry purists, of course. Wang Luobin was a line-infantry enthusiast himself, but he wasn't fundamentalist enough for that. True purists absolutely rejected rifled muskets on principle.

Yet rifled muskets were hardly new. Even the flintlock era had produced rifled specimens. Compared to smoothbores, the benefits were obvious: longer range and far superior accuracy. Against the sub-50-meter effective range of smoothbore flintlocks, muzzle-loading rifles served as the sniper rifles of their age.

Why, then, hadn't they become widespread? Two reasons dominated. First, manufacturing was complex and expensive. Second, loading proved agonizingly difficult. Rifling's accuracy came from bullets spinning along the grooves, which required the projectile to engage firmly with the barrel. Without Minié balls, this meant using bullets slightly larger than bore diameter, forcing them to deform into the rifling. To put it crudely: they had to be hammered in. Though rarely quite that extreme, loading remained far slower than with smoothbores. Some nations equipped their elite infantry with rifles, but widespread adoption never materialized.

The Minié ball changed everything. These conical projectiles were slightly smaller than bore diameter, sliding down the barrel with ease. The base featured a conical cavity fitted with a wooden plug. When the weapon fired, expanding gas drove the plug into the cavity, flaring the bullet's base outward to grip the rifling and seal the bore. The projectile emerged spinning true. Minié balls solved both the muzzle-loader's loading difficulty and the smoothbore's crippling accuracy problems—elevating rifles above cannons as the battlefield's decisive weapons.

Trigger pull—BANG—the recoil jolted through Wang Luobin's shoulder with painful force. Faint smoke curled from the muzzle and dissipated into the air. A hundred meters distant beneath the fortress wall, Jiang Ye sprinted from his shelter, checked the target, pasted white paper over the fresh hole, and shouted into a bamboo-tube telephone.

Wang Luobin removed his right earplug and pressed his ear to his own bamboo tube. "Nine ring—seven o'clock deviation."

He waved acknowledgment. Excellent result. First shot very near the bullseye—this rifle would calibrate within two hours. Taking a small file, he shaved a thin layer from the brass sight's left side, then loosened the barrel clamp, loaded powder and ball, and carefully re-aimed at the 100-meter half-body target. After 100-meter calibration came different-height targets simulating 200, 300, and 400 meters. Beyond that range, a soldier trusted his luck.

This particular rifle took only forty minutes to calibrate—exceptional accuracy. A perfect masterpiece. He estimated it could drop individual cavalry at 300 meters. Finally, a branding iron marked his initials on the stock's upper rear edge, with "J+" below to indicate sniper grade. After all, standard Minié rifles only required 60% hits on targets twenty feet wide and eight feet tall at 400 yards.

Wang Luobin glanced at the board where four zheng characters had been scratched in charcoal and heavily added a stroke to the fourth. Nearby, Zhan Wuya's group finished their fourth rifle as well. Today's quota of fifty rifles seemed well within reach—likely to be exceeded.

Their three thousand steel tubes and components would yield three thousand rifles, plus roughly a thousand spare parts. Two weeks ago, however, the Industrial Department had decided to cut twenty tubes into approximately two-inch sections for Derringer pistol production. Losing twenty rifles was a small price to pay for short-barreled weapons that would equip the Navy, Intelligence, and other departments needing compact self-defense sidearms. There was no intention of issuing GLOCKs to natives.

Though rifles assembled quickly—eighty-odd daily—without rigorous calibration, rifles given to rookies who had barely fired live rounds weren't much better than flintlock poles. Externally formidable, internally fragile—that described the transmigrators' current predicament perfectly.

Only after producing six hundred rifles did the Industrial Group reduce the daily quota slightly, carving out time for precision calibration and selecting accuracy-grade rifles. Percussion caps were carefully stockpiled for actual combat, which related directly to the General Staff's operational doctrine.

Given that future enemies would come in enormous numbers—whether Ming forces or pirates—engagements of a thousand or more were routine expectations. The transmigrators' operations had expanded beyond what a turtle defense could sustain; defending everywhere meant weakness everywhere. Military doctrine dictated striking outward: deploying infiltration forces on the perimeter for cold shooting, mining, and harassing enemy movements and logistics. Such tactics demanded precision rifles for frontline units. Longer-range shooting improved infiltration teams' survival odds considerably. A single shot dropping cavalry or officers clearly reduced the pressure on frontal engagements.

Days ago, the summary meeting's Intelligence Department had delivered sobering news: a major battle loomed within one month. Whether pirates or Ming forces, the transmigrators faced two to three thousand attackers. If Ming troops came, the mainland might continuously reinforce them. Without inflicting a decisive defeat or annihilating portions of the enemy force, a siege could grind on for one to two months.

The Industrial Department's burden increased dramatically overnight. Beyond fifty daily rifles, they needed to stockpile combat ammunition. The Metallurgy Department smelted steel while simultaneously mass-refining copper and lead. Casting molds churned out Minié balls and round iron shot: over three thousand Minié balls and 250 round shot daily. With stockpiled ammunition, a several-day battle at thirty to forty rounds daily per rifle was manageable.

On the artillery side, the Foundry had delivered nine 8-pounder smoothbores. With familiar processes, casting smoothbores had become routine. Rear-loading cannons initially proved troublesome—machining breech blocks to specification took three days per qualified block, yielding only two cannons in the first week. But after collective analysis, the Mechanical Group refined their processes: cut steel plates without rushing to weld, first grinding end faces and weld steps on foot-pedal grinders, then using local granite slabs as jig frames for welding. Now six 70mm Armstrong guns stood completed. The 12-pounder mountain howitzers were simpler still—with sufficient pig iron, they could produce one daily. Fourteen 12-pounder mountain howitzers had already been delivered.

As cannon production increased, the Mechanical Group mastered the manufacturing processes, work hours, and component dimensions for each type. They designed and manufactured specialized dies and tooling, and using imported measurement instruments, they quickly minimized tolerances. Manufacturing standards emerged for each cannon type, enabling true standardized production. Every cannon's parameters matched identically to others of the same class.

Standardization brought consistent performance. The Artillery Group test-fired every cannon batch, meticulously measuring firing parameters. Based on shell type and target distance, they determined proper charge amounts and barrel elevations. When necessary, the Artillery Group conducted dangerous experiments—maximum safe rate, barrel life, and maximum charge tests—pushing each cannon to reveal its full potential.

Test and calculation results became firing tables. The tables required only four parameters and came in book format for quick reference by gunners. They could even skip the text entirely—just graphics showing shell types and corresponding numbers.

If gunners had to determine all this themselves, they would need mastery of mathematics, geometry, and even algebra. Hence early-era gunners were half foundryman, half mathematician—the origin of the saying that artillery required high-tech personnel. But this wasn't inevitable, merely conceptual backwardness. With standardized guns and proper tables, gunners needed no sophistication whatsoever. Recognizing numbers and graphics, knowing a few hundred characters—that sufficed. Training difficulty dropped precipitously. Theoretically, even illiterates could serve effectively. This approach suited the transmigrators' societal environment perfectly.

As transmigrators, they possessed not just modern technology but centuries of accumulated conceptual advances. Sometimes those concepts exceeded raw technology in their effectiveness.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 156: Training

Limited resources and manpower meant only a handful of cannons could operate at any given time, so the 12-pounder mountain howitzers remained in service. They proved invaluable for defense—when loaded with canister shot, their devastating power and rapid rate of fire far outstripped the accuracy of the New Army's poorly trained riflemen. At 250 kilograms, they were manageable enough that a single donkey or three to four men could haul them into position. They were ideal for guarding the camp's defensive posts and the fortifications along the Wenlan River.

The New Army assembled in formation outside Bairren Fortress.

Ma Qianzhu stood before them in his Type-87 training uniform, chest thrust forward, chin raised, wearing an expression of calculated arrogance. He was doing his best impression of a movie military commander.

These former Ming commoners had joined this armed force of uncertain origin without a second thought, drawn by promises of silver and rations. None of them felt the slightest guilt about being branded "Ming traitors" for abandoning their dynasty, nor did any harbor revolutionary zeal for rebellion. They were the living embodiment of the old army's time-honored tradition: soldiering for food, nothing more.

Over six hundred men stood with freshly shaved heads gleaming in the light, still stealing glances at one another's unfamiliar appearances. New uniforms had yet to arrive, so they wore simple cotton training suits hand-sewn by the women of the Bairren Commune—a far cry from imposing. Apart from a single ten-man demonstration squad carrying standard rifles, everyone else shouldered rocks lashed to sticks, crude stand-ins meant to simulate the weight of real weapons.

There was nothing to be done about it. Logistics was drowning in demands. Uniform patterns remained incomplete, equipment was nowhere near ready, and although the Ordnance Department had manufactured plenty of rifles, calibration was painfully slow, and the labor-intensive production of paper-wrapped cartridges created its own bottleneck. A full month would pass before the New Army could be properly equipped in nineteenth-century style.

By rights, Xi Yazhou should have been overseeing these exercises as the future Training Battalion Commander, but he had fallen ill again—likely recuperating at the Farm. Unlike the Navy, which used the Fengcheng Hotel for their convalescents, the Army had chosen Nanhai Farm, drawn by its fresh air, plentiful food, and access to delicacies unavailable in the cafeteria. Most Military Group personnel were either on active duty or out inspecting the workers' defensive construction efforts. And so Ma Qianzhu, as Acting Chief of Staff, found himself personally convening the Training Battalion exercises.

This situation traced back to recent disagreements at the army formation conference, where the question of the New Army's organization and personnel had produced the first significant rift between the Executive Committee and the Military Group. The Executive Committee wanted civilians appointed as Chief of Staff, thereby strengthening Executive control over the military. If native soldiers couldn't be fully trusted, the reasoning went, then transmigrator soldiers wouldn't remain eternally trustworthy either. The Military Group, meanwhile, pushed for He Ming or Xi Yazhou—one a respected senior figure, the other a core member. Both men declined, naturally enough. Mediating between the Executive Committee and the "young turks" was a thankless task that neither wished to shoulder.

Without heavyweight support, the young turks lost the competition for the Chief of Staff position. The final compromise placed Planning Committee Chairman Ma Qianzhu in the role of Acting Chief of Staff. The logic was practical: establishing the New Army generated countless needs requiring coordination across departments, and a Planning Committee representative was well-positioned for precisely that kind of work. Both sides found the arrangement acceptable.

Ma Qianzhu knew little about nineteenth-century armies and had no idea how line infantry units traditionally trained their troops. What he did know was that elite forces of every era shared certain immutable characteristics—disciplined soldiers were any enemy's nightmare. Before small arms training could commence, one month would be devoted exclusively to physical conditioning, drill, and discipline. For these former drifters and Ming commoners, his only claim to authority was the vague title of "Chief." His entire military experience consisted of three months of university military training.

Fortunately, the Military Group had left him several veterans to serve as instructors, along with some Salt Village militiamen whose drill training had been personally supervised by Bei Wei. They represented the current highest standard available.

Physical training required no elaborate techniques—they simply adopted the transmigrators' standard exercise method: cross-country running. The veterans, however, had unanimously declined to lead these runs, insisting that such a glorious task belonged to Chief of Staff Ma himself.

Ma Qianzhu understood perfectly well that his Acting Chief position hadn't yet earned their respect. The veterans were looking to embarrass him.

If the conditions exist, go; if they don't, create them and go! The words of Iron Man Wang Jinxi rang in his mind. For the sake of Party leadership over the military—no, Executive Committee leadership over the military—he would persevere and prove himself. Intellectuals were not to be trifled with.

Steel in his resolve, Ma Qianzhu shouldered his empty rifle, strapped on a backpack allegedly filled with ammunition (in reality, rocks), and announced: "Everyone maintain formation! Bring weapons—draw sandals from Logistics—five-kilometer cross-country!"

The five-kilometer course was one-way, meaning they had to run back on their own. No speed limits were imposed. After one month, everyone was expected to return in formation. He firmly believed that for any new army, an orderly retreat was more important than an orderly attack. Such exertion demanded sustenance, so Ma Qianzhu leveraged his position as head of Planning and arranged for the Agriculture Department to supply extra jerky and dried fish to the New Army. Grain was provided without limit.

Three days in, Ma Qianzhu's feet were a mass of blisters. He realized that continuing with socks would exhaust his entire supply and quickly switched to foot wraps. Now he found himself praying for calluses to develop.

During rest periods, he ordered everyone to lie in rows on the ground, with himself positioned at the front.

Many wondered at this peculiar organization of rest time, but they grudgingly complied.

Former armored vehicle commander Bai Yu approached him.

"Commissioner Ma—you're really doing this?"

"Start!" Ma Qianzhu's face bore the solemnity of a martyr walking toward the firing squad.

"Well—I have to say—I've been retired for years now—"

"I trust you." Ma Qianzhu closed his eyes, wearing the expression of a dead pig that no longer feared boiling water.

"Actually, Commissioner—you don't need to do this. The PLA never did anything like this. U.S. soldiers don't either."

"Too much talking. I'm Chief of Staff. Obey orders!" Ma Qianzhu's face remained a mask of unwavering determination.

"Fine, fine—you win." Bai Yu shrugged, thinking: Intellectuals and their excessive book-learning.

"I'm declaring right now—if something happens, don't blame me." Bai Yu climbed onto the tractor, fired up the engine, and drove toward the formation. He wasn't about to run anyone over, of course—he simply drove in first gear, the machine passing within inches of each man's skull, close enough that the slightest miscalculation would have been fatal.

The roaring steel monster clanking across the ground sent immediate panic through the men lying prone. Some scrambled to escape.

"Everyone stay!" Ma Qianzhu bellowed. "Nobody moves!"

Though he shouted the command, the sight of those creaking tracks dropping clods of dirt beside his own skull was terrifying. Sweat poured down his face, and in truth, Ma Qianzhu wasn't entirely confident in Bai Yu's precision. But it was gamble or nothing.

When the tractor's shadow finally retreated to the garage, he immediately ordered the rule-breakers to step forward. An extra hour in the sun awaited them—carrying rifles and full gear. Looking into their eyes, he was grateful that shooting training hadn't started yet.

Word of Ma Qianzhu's "tractor training method" spread through the camp within hours. Someone unceremoniously dubbed him "SS Ma." Du Wen was devastated; she called him specifically to demand why he had adopted Nazi fascist methods, repeating over and over, "You've disappointed me so much." According to Ding Ding's newspaper, Ms. Du Wen had even shed tears. By the following morning, Ma Qianzhu discovered he had become a tabloid gossip figure.

Gossip or not, he was already committed, so he had no choice but to persist. At least the veterans handled the specific drills, shooting instruction, military terminology, and grenade-throwing exercises. Otherwise, left to manage single-handedly with nothing but the Militia Training Manual, things would have gone badly indeed.

The first days of military training matched Ma Qianzhu's university experience: squad-level drill. The Military Group's doctrine called for nineteenth-century column and line battalion tactics, but exactly how nineteenth-century Europeans had trained their men remained a mystery to everyone. Basic drill simply followed PLA regulations.

With the Salt Village drill experience as a foundation and militia demonstrations for reference, training proved easier than expected. Ma Qianzhu insisted that all commands be given in Mandarin—no translators permitted.

"The Ming regular forces used an official language as well," he reasoned. "Sichuan troops didn't receive commands in Sichuan dialect."

The instructors naturally employed sticks to inspire rapid Mandarin comprehension. Each day, the training ground echoed with shouting. These peasant soldiers—driven to enlist by nothing loftier than the need to survive—were roused from sleep at five in the morning by blaring loudspeakers and herded to the training ground. The "assistant instructors" were fierce men who carried sticks freely. Their words were incomprehensible, yet they demanded instant understanding. Wrong responses—or no response at all—meant beatings.

Gradually, men who had never understood the difference between left and right began to grasp the commands. Then they were forced into columns nine abreast to "learn walking." Each step had a specified foot height, stride length, and arm swing, all precisely regulated. Walking in this manner felt utterly unnatural, awkward beyond description. They had seen regular troops before, but beyond watching formations circle the drill field, they had never witnessed anything remotely like this.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 157: Military Uniforms

Training pressed forward relentlessly, though the food proved surprisingly generous. The "Chiefs" seemed to have no concept of rationing coarse grains—three meals arrived daily with unlimited brown rice, one salted fish per person, and heaping portions of vegetables. In the early days, several young men gorged themselves until their eyes rolled back in their heads, a testament to the chronic deprivation of their former lives. People of this era rarely received sufficient protein or fat, which drove their demand for carbohydrates to extraordinary heights. During busy agricultural seasons, farmers commonly wolfed down two jin of flatbread at a single sitting. These soldiers, subjected to grueling daily drills, proved no different. Ma Qianzhu quickly discovered that the allocated twenty kilograms of monthly rations wouldn't last—but there was no solution short of increasing the meat and oil supply, and the transmigrators themselves lacked those essentials.

The drills continued their relentless march forward: quick march first, then parade march, then running. Once footwork was mastered, the soldiers moved to the rhythms of drums and fifes. According to the PLA training manuals, after completing the program these men would achieve 110 to 120 steps per minute for marching and 180 to 190 for running—already the fastest pace of any army in this era.

Better food and rigorous physical training transformed these sallow, wiry men into figures of robust strength. In truth, they had always exceeded the transmigrators in endurance and load-bearing capacity—these were lifelong manual laborers, after all—but that had been the pathological adaptation of hardship, not the healthy vigor born of adequate nutrition and proper exercise. Their physiques improved visibly, yet the transformation in bearing proved equally significant. Weeks of holding their chests out and chins up, striding rather than shuffling, speaking decisively rather than mumbling—all of it carved confident, capable expressions onto their faces. The non-enlisted workers now watched these soldiers with undisguised envy, and the women of the commune found reasons to linger near the training grounds.

"With proper uniforms, they'd be even more impressive," Ma Qianzhu mused. He had come to realize that the Army lacked a logistics department—which meant the Chief of Staff had effectively become Logistics Chief alongside his training duties.

The call for uniform designs immediately sparked excitement among the transmigrators. In this dreary environment, the project held significant entertainment value, and Ma Qianzhu soon found himself with over a hundred assorted sketches. Every uniform fetish was on full display: the distinctive Type-65, Frederick the Great's mitered grenadiers, Napoleon's bearskin guard, British "lobsterbacks," Budyonov-capped Soviet Red Army, even the Wehrmacht. After compiling them, Ma Qianzhu sadly discovered a complete lack of creativity—every design was a reproduction of some historical army.

Three main schools of thought emerged. First came the traditional Chinese style, represented by the Type-65 and mixed with Type-55 and Type-87 elements. Second were the line infantry enthusiasts, who favored the gorgeous flashiness of nineteenth-century European uniforms. Third was the World War II school, which simply copied German, Soviet, and American designs—occasionally creating hybrid monstrosities. There were also niche preferences: National Revolutionary Army round caps, and even enthusiasts for Shōwa-era Imperial Japanese Army uniforms.

"Good heavens—have we been infiltrated by Japanophiles?" Ma Qianzhu gasped.

Given the widespread interest, Ma Qianzhu couldn't decide unilaterally. The benefit of "democracy," in this case, was that no single person bore the blame. He convened a "hearing" that included the Military Committee, Industrial Department, Planning Committee, and ten citizen representatives to review all proposals. To avoid the influence of personal aesthetics, he established two principles: first, uniforms couldn't exceed current production capabilities; second, they had to suit the local environment.

These constraints immediately eliminated bearskin caps and riding boots, wiping out half the candidates. Then came production capability. The Industrial Department reported that Lingao's indigenous dyeing could produce only gray, blue, and black, and that Lingao produced no wool whatsoever. The line infantry faction was thoroughly crushed—colorful, elaborate uniforms were simply impractical.

The remaining candidates were all modern uniforms. The Type-65 won on the merits of simple manufacturing and fabric-saving design. To placate the others, the new uniforms incorporated modest modifications.

The final design was designated the "Year-One Pattern," also called the "28-Pattern." Like the Type-65, it was based on the Zhongshan suit and made from cotton fabric. The officer's tunic featured four pockets versus the enlisted man's two—a distinction inherited from established military tradition. The cap was changed to an octagonal style, slightly larger than the Red Army's small octagon and more American in appearance, looking quite fashionable. Collar insignia and cap badges were left blank for now. Anticipating future ranks, the Year-One Pattern had pre-installed shoulder straps, and the left arm featured a position for an armband. Officers and soldiers alike wore German infantry-style fabric gaiters—no more wrapping "dumplings" with cloth strips. They simply slipped them on and tightened them: convenient and efficient. Military shoes came in two types: straw sandals for training and black cloth shoes for outings and reviews.

For batch production, uniforms weren't branch-specific—they were merely color-differentiated. Army gray. Navy blue—not a true navy blue or sky blue, but a blackish indigo. The Navy currently had low standards; differentiation from the Army was all they wanted. Considering Hainan's oppressive heat, summer uniforms were also designed—essentially short-sleeve versions in hemp fabric. Someone proposed knee-length shorts, but the ugly, pathetic appearance of British colonial troops in such attire led to the idea's immediate rejection.

Beyond uniforms, there were regulation underpants, undershirts, and blankets. The blankets weren't wool—just two cotton layers with light cotton fill, grid-stitched together. In Hainan's year-round temperatures exceeding 20°C, that was more than sufficient.

The transmigrators had an ample cotton stockpile, but there were only five sewing machines, and worse, only three women who could operate them. Expecting them to produce 1,200 uniform sets was utterly impractical. Ma Qianzhu decided to outsource the work to the women of the Commune. Nearly all of them could tailor—commoners rarely used professional tailors, as the women of each household made clothes for their own families. The skill wasn't difficult, and if they were unfamiliar with modern patterns, that posed no problem. Logistics prepared paper patterns that were distributed with the fabric; the seamstresses just had to trace and copy. Before distribution, the Planning Committee had trial-produced one set of each size and style, checking the fit and calculating precise fabric and thread consumption to prevent over- or under-supply.

Wu De swiftly assigned the work and established acceptance standards—rejects required compensation for the ruined fabric. This outsourcing earned work points plus leftover fabric scraps for the contractors, a powerful incentive that galvanized the Commune women. Even those with regular jobs worked overtime shifts. Wu De planned to use this opportunity to identify skilled seamstresses, train them professionally, and then open a Commune garment factory, taking over the sewing and cutting equipment. It was big business: beyond the military, future schools and agencies would need uniforms, and once migrants arrived, clothing demand would surge.

Equipment production proved simpler. The county's only leatherworker, hearing that the "short-hairs" sought craftsmen for large orders, immediately brought his family and tools to join them. His first assignment stunned him into silence: 1,200 leather belts. This generosity completely won him over, and he developed a simple, unshakeable conviction: Following the short-hair masters guarantees food forever.

The weapon belts were German-style Y-straps made of cowhide. After inspecting Wei Aiwen's replica Y-strap, the leatherworker deemed it easy—the whole family could produce ten daily. Metal buckles were stamped by the Mechanical Group from wrought iron, steel being too precious for such purposes. However, Wei Aiwen traded cigarettes for private work: some brass buckles just for himself.

Lin Fu stood nervously outside the office. This Salt Village rugby star had enlisted, though not entirely by choice. Xi Yazhou hadn't assigned village quotas—only requiring demonstration militiamen—but the Village Committee decided these demonstrators should enlist to show Salt Village's determination to follow the "Chiefs" in "revolution." The term came from Du Wen. What was revolution? Nobody knew. Salt Village had no literati; otherwise, the word would have terrified them.

Lin Fu wasn't tall—about 165 centimeters—but that was respectable height for this era. Long-term rugby training had given him a robust build, and he naturally became a model soldier. Now he stood fully equipped in the future configuration of the New Army, ready for review by the Military and Planning Committees.

"Lin Fu, come in." Chief of Staff Ma's voice emerged from within. Lin Fu didn't know what "Chief of Staff" meant—he simply understood the man was the training ground's highest-ranking officer. He pushed open the door and froze.

It was a large room with tables arranged in a horseshoe, and a dozen "Chiefs" all stared at him standing in the center—like the three-court examination scenes from operas. Lin Fu performed the salute Wei Aiwen had taught him and reported loudly:

"Report! Army Training Battalion, 1st Company, 1st Platoon, 1st Squad, Model Soldier Lin Fu reporting as ordered!"

Wei Aiwen stood and returned the salute. "At ease!"

"Yes sir!"

It was a proper exchange—this week's training hadn't been wasted. Everyone showed approving expressions. Before them stood a soldier holding a Year-One Minié rifle with a Year-One triangular bayonet attached, wearing a Year-One uniform, a cowhide German-style Y-strap, and carrying one large and one small ammunition pouch at his waist. He looked quite imposing.

"This is an imitation Taishō 11 ammunition pouch. The dimensions have been modified," Wei Aiwen explained. "It's made of cowhide and comes in two sizes: the broad one holds sixty paper cartridges each, and the small one holds percussion caps." Caps were volatile and had to be stored separately from cartridges. The pouches were designed for future compatibility with metal cartridges—universal sizing.

"This is the canteen." Wei Aiwen pointed at the cylindrical object on Lin Fu's waist. "Made from bamboo with a cork stopper. A net rope sleeve attaches it to the belt. Doesn't it look exactly like German gas mask canisters?"

Indeed it did. Everyone nodded, and Wei Aiwen seemed rather proud of this "German element."

The belt also held a fabric grenade pouch containing the Chemistry Group's bamboo-shell grenades. Their explosive power was weak, but the psychological impact was impressive—useful for intimidation.

Lin Fu wore a peculiar backpack—more like a flat box than a pack. This was the newly developed regulation backbox, inspired by the locals' common backbaskets. It was woven from fine rattan, lined with tung-oiled cloth, and equipped with a waterproof lid. The elliptical shape featured an ergonomic backframe. This newly developed backbasket matched current industrial capabilities while far exceeding the traditional method of bundling belongings in cloth—a new product that combined modern concepts with contemporary production techniques.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 158: Winning Hearts and Minds (Part 1)

The New Army had been training for half a month when Ma Qianzhu's patience finally wore thin. He cornered Wei Aiwen with a look of mounting concern. "Little Wei, when exactly do you plan to start political training? You've had your company for two weeks now. The other companies began days ago, and yours is supposed to be the Training Battalion's demonstration unit—you're meant to lead by example!"

Wei Aiwen only smiled, utterly unruffled. "Chief of Staff Ma, relax. Tonight we're holding a meeting. I guarantee you'll be satisfied."

"You'd better do it well," Ma Qianzhu replied, skeptical but unwilling to press the matter further.

In truth, Wei Aiwen had been far from idle. Determined to ensure good results, he had racked his brains for the right approach. Beyond integrating himself deeply with the company and learning each soldier's circumstances, he had conducted reconnaissance of sorts—observing how political training unfolded in the other units. What he found was dreary fare: dry lectures, leaders droning through speeches and political reports, heavy-handed literacy campaigns conducted in stifling classroom settings. A sudden inspiration struck him. Why not try something retro-innovative?

Darkness descended, and stars emerged to blanket the canopy of night. This was nothing like the twenty-first-century cities Wei Aiwen remembered, where streetlights and glowing windows washed out the heavens until only the brightest stars remained visible. Here there was no light pollution, no smog. The camp had no lights—no one dared waste precious electricity—and the farmers retired early, leaving complete darkness to settle over everything. A half-moon climbed the eastern horizon, casting silvery radiance across the land. Overhead, the Milky Way stretched in a luminous band from east to west, its countless stars clustered so densely that their three-dimensional depth was visible to the naked eye. Wei Aiwen gazed upward, transfixed. City-raised kids had never witnessed such sights.

The recruits assembled in a huddled circle beneath the open sky, bracing against the evening chill. Lingao's subtropical climate kept winter temperatures above twenty degrees Celsius—too warm for bonfires to offer comfort rather than discomfort. A single kerosene lamp sat at the center of their gathering. Its red flame danced atop a cotton wick, sending up threads of gray-black smoke that slowly darkened the brass handle.

Firelight flickered across the soldiers' faces. Curiosity filled the air. Their new company commander, "Chief" Wei, had summoned them for this mysterious "political training" meeting. What would it entail?

Wei Aiwen rose and surveyed his surroundings. "You've all gathered here for political training—a themed company meeting. The theme is: 'Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow.' I want you to speak honestly and freely. Share your past experiences, describe your current situations, and imagine what your futures might hold."

The soldiers exchanged uncertain glances. What was this supposed to be? No one knew how to respond. No one spoke. The atmosphere turned cold and uncomfortably quiet.

Wei Aiwen had anticipated this. New things always required an acceptance process. "I'll start, then." He had a plan: he would use this opportunity to fabricate a tragic past. Sharing such a story would help break down the barriers between himself and his men.

"Let me sing first." He tilted his head slightly, gazing at the moon rising in the east. He drew a deep breath, gathered his emotions, and began to sing softly:

Stars fill the sky, the crescent moon gleaming bright.
Our company holds a meeting—pouring out our plight.
The evil landlord owes the poor a debt of blood,
Countless threads of sorrow surge like a flood.
Endless bitter tears hang heavy in the heart,
Never forget that year—when the north wind tore us apart.
The landlord invaded my home—thugs in a gang,
Said we owed him debts—with a cruel fang.
The landlord collecting debts—like a living King of Hell,
Never forget that year—when father fell ill.
Landlord forced labor—he coughed up blood,
Skin and bones thin—face like yellow mud.
Black-hearted landlord killed my parents dear,
Never forget that year—endless suffering and fear.
Desperate, I entered the tiger's den—herding his cattle,
Rising at midnight—fighting a losing battle.
Pitiful orphan—where to cry?

His low voice carried a crying inflection, each note trembling with grief until it sounded like a truly plaintive wail. The soldiers felt something stir within them. Some, remembering their own pasts, found their eyes reddening. Others began to softly sob.

Wei Aiwen himself felt a spiritual shock. The scene, the atmosphere—it filled him with an unexpected heaviness. He had originally discovered this song online and learned it for amusement, finding the lyrics quaintly amusing. He hadn't expected it to carry such power. When he'd sung it back then, he hadn't felt the bleakness, the bitterness, the resentment that now hung thick in the air. Watching the soldiers' reactions, a wry thought crossed his mind: These brothers have learned their Mandarin well.

Someone grasped Wei Aiwen's hand. It was Wang Tao, a fellow transmigrator—a northerner, tall and imposing, who stood out conspicuously among the shorter natives. In his former life, he had been a corporate trainer and an excellent storyteller, a professional bullshitter if there ever was one. He had been deliberately planted in the ranks to help coordinate exactly this kind of thing. "Captain," he whispered, his voice thick with emotion, "don't be sad. Our company is your family. Everyone here is your brother—your family."

Wang Tao choked up and couldn't continue. He sniffled loudly, then launched into his own tale. "My family had about ten mu of land. Good land—the harvest was enough for a family of four to live on for a year. But that Zhang-juren coveted it. He kept insisting on buying it, and my father absolutely refused. That land was our whole family's lifeline! So the landlord constantly sought opportunities to seize it." Wang Tao's voice dropped lower, heavier. "One year, our ox got loose and nibbled some grass in the landlord's graveyard. He claimed it ruined the feng shui. He had my father arrested and severely beaten. Father was old—he couldn't withstand it. He was carried home, and three days later—" Wang Tao's throat seemed to close up entirely. His expression turned sorrowful, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. After a long, agonizing pause, he recovered his voice. "Mother was already frail. The shock was too much for her—within days, she followed father." Finally, he broke. Tears rolled down his soot-stained cheeks.

Wei Aiwen stared in amazement. Brother, are you from the Beijing Film Academy or the Central Drama Academy?

"Shortly after," Wang Tao continued through his sobs, "our house caught fire. They accused me of arson—wanted me arrested and tried. Poor families can't win lawsuits against landlords! Panicked, we fled overnight. After reaching the county seat, I later sent someone to check on our home. They found our land had been seized by Zhang-juren. My little sister had been captured and made a servant in his household. He called it compensation for his losses." Wang Tao's voice cracked. "Later, she was sold to some unknown place. My little sister, she..." He dissolved into uncontrollable sobs.

Brilliant! Wei Aiwen secretly admired the performance.

A young soldier couldn't contain himself any longer. "Absolutely unconscionable!"

"I worked for local Chen Yunkai as a farmhand—herding ducks." Another soldier rose, his voice bitter with old wounds. "That black-hearted bastard! When a weasel snatched one duckling, he whipped me hard and then recorded in his ledger the loss of an adult duck. Normally I ate his family's leftovers and spoiled food—I was never full—yet he recorded good meals. When it was cold, if I got sick and couldn't work, he pretended generosity by giving me worn rags—then recorded the price of new clothes. Sometimes, burning with fever and clenching my teeth, I still herded—but he recorded sick absences!" The young soldier's jaw tightened, his eyes reflecting the lamplight like shooting flames. "At year-end, he showed me the accounts. According to his figures, I actually owed him! I argued, but he ignored me. I cried bitterly, and he offered fake sympathy: 'Can't bear leaving me? Keep working next year.' Infuriating!"

That opening unleashed a flood. One after another, the soldiers rose to pour forth their pent-up bitterness. Each story outdid the last in misery.

"I'm from a military household. My ancestors held xiaoqi rank. But for generations, we were nothing but the officers' unpaid servants! Forget brotherhood—slow work meant being beaten half to death. Those beaten to death were just dragged out. Nobody asked questions, nobody dared. Outside the garrison, one death meant an official report. Inside the garrison, we were worth no more than dead dogs. People say county magistrates are ruthless—but the darkness of the garrison is countless times worse!"

Wei Aiwen knew this man came from a military household. Wanting to reduce the soldiers' fear of regular troops, he deliberately asked, "Wasn't combat dangerous?"

The military household soldier smiled bitterly. "Combat? Us military households—with trousers showing our buttocks—fight whom? We're worse off than commoners. When provincial commanders recruit, commoners receive settlement money and grain. For military households, everything is stolen by the baihu and qianhu officers. Joining the garrison just means getting fed. Those who aren't favorites, who aren't relatives—some starve to death." He spat in disgust. "Only fools die for officials! Regular troops—'official' sounds impressive—but they're worse than bandits. They terrorize commoners more than anyone. And when fighting comes, they're more cowardly than anyone."

Wang Tao quickly added fuel to the fire. "Right, right—I fled from the north. I heard that in Liaodong, thousands of regulars couldn't defeat a few hundred Tartars. Worst of all: a dozen Tartars once chased hundreds of soldiers, and the runaways literally died of exhaustion. Under those conditions, what's the point of fighting?" He wiped his tears. "One kinsman of mine couldn't survive anymore—he joined the Liao garrison. Don't know now if he's alive or dead."

Another soldier sighed heavily. "Every family is the same. If officials didn't push so hard, forcing poor people to desperation, who'd take such risks? Our family traveled thousands of li to Qiongzhou. We thought wasteland was plentiful—that we could scrape by somehow. We didn't know farming here was even harder—no irrigation, forced to buy the landlord's water. We suffered countless times worse than in our homeland! It was a living death for the whole family—and now I'm the only one left."

Wang Tao exploited the opening. "These masters here are good. I fled here as a laborer—and now I'm well-fed and well-clothed. The Masters even pay wages. The commune's best workers live in multi-story buildings!"

"Buildings?" Someone's voice dripped with doubt. "Like the short-hair masters' brick buildings? Nonsense."

"Nonsense? Come with me to the Commune tomorrow!"

"If it's really true—" One recruit spoke wistfully, a longing quality entering his voice. "I don't need buildings. Just a leak-proof shack—I'd be satisfied."

"It's true." A commune-enlisted soldier confirmed the claim. "But you need worker status. That's why I enlisted—soldiers become workers."

"You also get private plots for farming," another commune soldier added. They especially valued those plots.

"Can we have those too?" someone asked timidly.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 159: Winning Hearts and Minds (Part 2)

"Of course you can. As long as everyone stands united, none of this is merely a dream." Wei Aiwen began painting a vision of the future. "You've all been here a month now. How has life been treating you?"

"Nothing to complain about—new clothes, good meals. Where else could we find work this good?"

"They're even giving us shoes," another soldier added, his voice cracking. "When I got my first pair, I couldn't bring myself to wear them. I've never owned such fine shoes in all my life." He wiped tears from his eyes. "Then the Chief told us we had to wear them, that worn-out pairs would be replaced. Twenty-some years I've lived, and I've never had proper shoes..." His words dissolved into sobs.

In truth, these "fine shoes" weren't even cloth shoes—just straw sandals with fabric soles and straps woven from cloth strips. Only marginally more comfortable than pure straw sandals, but to men who had known nothing better, they might as well have been silk slippers.

"But—" Wei Aiwen's tone shifted, darkening. "We poor folk live well now. Do you think the landlords, the qianhu commanders, the bandits will simply sit back and watch us enjoy ourselves? Consider your own experience—you thought reclaiming land in Qiongzhou would mean a better life. What actually happened?"

Every eye in the crowd widened. Wang Tao sensed the moment was ripe and ground his teeth with theatrical fury.

"No! They'll never let us keep the fruits of our labor!"

"Exactly!" Wei Aiwen's voice rose. "Generation after generation, we commoners have been ground down by gentry and officials. They live high while we scrape by, and whenever their coffers run low, they come to rob us poor folk. Before, we had no backbone—we swallowed our tears and our rage. But now? Now the short-hair masters stand behind us. We have their iron ships and fast guns. We have weapons in our own hands. Can we let them continue as before?"

"That depends on whether my gun agrees." Wang Tao struck a heroic pose in the style of Li Yuhe from The Red Lantern.

"We won't agree!" The crowd's emotions finally ignited. The soldiers who had enlisted from the Commune—those with the most vested interest in this new order—were visibly moved, their faces hard with determination.

"And if they try to take it by force?"

"Then we beat the hell out of them!"

...

Wei Aiwen saw the moment had reached its peak. "United together, we can hold our heads high. And we'll have better lives too—no more foraging for weeds. Daily white rice. Fish and meat on the table. Good clothes and sturdy shoes on every back and foot. Everywhere we'll build multi-story buildings and install air conditioning. We'll enjoy warm winters and cool summers. Electric lights will illuminate our rooms—ten thousand times brighter than kerosene. Children will go to school and study. There'll be compulsory education for all. Our nation will prosper—manned spaceships soaring through the heavens, hosting the Olympics!" He caught himself mid-flight. Wei Aiwen groaned inwardly—he'd gotten excited and let his mouth run unchecked, saying things he absolutely shouldn't have. Fortunately, nobody seemed to register "air conditioning" or "Olympics." To these men, the promise of a life free from foraging was the most compelling vision of all.

When the meeting ended, Ma Qianzhu grabbed Wei Aiwen and thrust a thumb skyward. "Little Wei! You're something else! The meeting was a brilliant success. Everyone recalling their past suffering, hearts burning with hatred. With your approach—at the very least—these men are ours now."

Wei Aiwen beamed. "Piece of cake! I've got plenty more ideas for the future."

Inside, he was weeping: My last Coca-Cola—traded away for all that information... Yu Eshui, you beast!

The next day, Ma Qianzhu compiled Wei Aiwen's methods into training materials and distributed them to company commanders for study. Wang Tao was reluctantly "discharged" from the barracks—now technically an "enlisted soldier" rather than a "Chief"—and every company invited him to speak at their themed meetings. This corporate trainer had always earned his living by talking. As an amateur pingshu storyteller, his tales were vivid and emotionally rich, filled with suspense that kept audiences hanging on every word. Before long, his scripts grew increasingly elaborate, until Ma Qianzhu had to remind him not to overdo it.

But "speaking bitterness" education alone wasn't sufficient for their purposes. Drawing on Xi Yazhou's experience in Salt Village, Ma Qianzhu organized the compilation of a handbook centered on the transmigrators' slogan: "Eliminate tyranny, Protect borders, Secure the people."

Simultaneously, they selected the most engaged soldiers from the Commune and provided them with specialized political training.

"The core of political work is cultivating loyalty to us," Ma Qianzhu emphasized at the New Army officers' meeting. "Personally, I believe commoners don't harbor any natural love for officialdom. To them, government is simply authority to be obeyed—nothing like our modern concept of a nation-state."

Cultivating such loyalty couldn't rely on slogans alone. No political theory could match the visceral power of self-interest. After World War II, the CCP had launched massive land reform in liberated zones—capturing hearts, establishing stable bases, and securing endless reserves of manpower. That approach had proven more effective than ten thousand lectures on class consciousness.

By providing the New Army with living standards that far exceeded those of ordinary local commoners—and even their fellow Commune members—the transmigrators ensured these soldiers would cherish their new lives and view the newcomers as great benefactors. Once their interests were bound together, these men would fight and die for them. For the rootless, utterly alien transmigrators, tempting with tangible benefits was the most effective and fastest method available.

As for Ma Qianzhu's soldiers' committees—under transmigrator management, they had barely begun to take shape. Though many doubted the wisdom of soldier democracy, citing counter-examples throughout history, Ma Qianzhu persisted. His reasoning was simple: after the Sanwan Reorganization, soldiers' committees and Party branches established in every company had produced near-magical effects in transforming old armies. It was like a cheat code—something almost too powerful to be believed.

If the method had worked on Nationalist armies, then their New Army, built from scratch with no bad habits to break, would surely benefit as well.

Naturally, Ma Qianzhu couldn't implement Party branches in the companies—the Executive Committee's right-wingers would have eaten him alive. But soldiers' committees operated under the protective banner of "democracy," and nobody could object to that. To demonstrate the committee's importance, he personally chaired the battalion-level soldiers' committee.

The soldiers' committee had five core tasks: participation in military management, maintenance of discipline, oversight of company finances, conducting mass work, and political education for the soldiers.

The structure completely imitated the Red Army era. At the lowest level, the company, full-company soldier assemblies elected five to nine members for the company committee executive, with one chairman selected from among them. At the battalion level, one representative per five soldiers formed the battalion soldiers' committee, with eleven to thirteen people forming the battalion executive and one chairman. This pattern continued upward through the ranks. No committee maintained standing bodies.

The relationship between committees and military command was carefully defined: committees could only suggest or question specific issues—never directly interfere with or handle them. When soldiers met, commanders were required to attend; no closed-door sessions were permitted. In wartime, commanders could suspend committee activities entirely, preventing the chaos of extreme democratization.

Currently, the transmigrator-managed committees understood nothing about democracy in practice. "Chiefs" required elections—so they held elections. What purpose they served, and how they were supposed to function—everyone remained thoroughly confused. Ma Qianzhu knew this phase was merely pro forma, a foundation being laid for something greater. But he rejected the reasoning that "democracy requires proper foundations." Sometimes, eating half-cooked rice was necessary.

The transmigrators decided that soldiers would begin with the simplest forms of self-management: squad housekeeping, cleaning duties, and food management. Once soldiers saw their interests genuinely protected—once they developed a sense of ownership over their units—enthusiasm would naturally arise, and responsibility for unit construction would strengthen on its own.



Tian Liang was finally released from the Bopu quarantine camp. During his weeks of quarantine, he'd attended daily classes in literacy and simple handicrafts. His body had grown strong on regular meals, and the "textbooks" delivered to the camp each day were now actually legible to him. Tian Liang was pleased—clearly, the masters planned to promote them somehow. At minimum, they'd become stewards of some kind. Why else would anyone bother teaching slaves to read?

In his spare time, he sat with companions of similar age behind the barbed wire, watching the lively scenes unfold on the training grounds across the water. His closest friends in quarantine were three brothers, all surnamed Ruan—renamed Ruan Xiao'er, Ruan Xiaowu, and Ruan Xiaoqi upon arrival.

By now, even fools had realized that the slave-buying masters weren't ordinary gentry. What landlord trained private armies like this? Tian Liang had encountered village militias before—during his years of wandering, he'd suffered at their hands and watched them rob lone merchants on the roads. But those yokels couldn't begin to compare with the men drilling on these grounds. He had even witnessed garrison troops drilling in Guangzhou—supposedly elite regulars. Yet even they seemed inferior to these soldiers.

These men had shaved heads and short jackets, and everything about them radiated efficiency and discipline. Their formation marching was perfectly aligned—even their legs rose in geometrically straight lines. They drilled with constant chanting that echoed across the water. It was eye-opening, though one thing puzzled him: the soldiers carried wooden sticks rather than real weapons. Could such wealthy masters not afford proper spears?

Strangest of all was the thunder. There was no rain, yet constant rumbling rolled across the sky, sometimes continuing all day without pause. Later, he learned it was the masters firing cannons. The masters had cannons? The mystery only deepened.

Finally, one day, he was summoned with his belongings. The time for assignments had come.

Boys under thirteen went to "Primary School"—reportedly for studying. At fifteen, Tian Liang wasn't eligible. Those over thirteen with good arithmetic skills or other talents went to "Technical School." His group, lacking any special talents, was swept into the "Military-Political School."

This school, proposed by Ma Qianzhu, had no buildings of its own. The children were all issued uniforms and assigned to the Training Battalion's "Cadet Squad"—marching alongside the adults and carrying the same wooden sticks.

Tian Liang wanted to know where Guo Fu had been assigned—but girls' assignments were handled on different days. Later, he learned from the food-delivery aunty that girls under thirteen also went to Primary School. Older girls were sent to Technical School.

"I heard that after learning skills at school, they become maids for the 'Chiefs,'" the aunty confided, her voice tinged with envy. "Blessed children!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 160: Drilling Troops

Life in the Military-Political School's cadet squad proved just as regimented as quarantine had been. The boys rose at five in the morning alongside the Training Battalion soldiers for their daily runs—though while the regular soldiers completed a grueling five-kilometer cross-country route, the cadets circled the training grounds ten times instead.

Mornings belonged to study, continuing the literacy and arithmetic lessons from their quarantine days. The difference now was in the instructors. Where the Salt Village "fake baldies" had once taught them, now the "real baldies" took over. The children quickly picked up the term everyone used for their Australian masters: "Chiefs."

The Chiefs' classes proved far more engaging than simple reading and sums. One lesson introduced them to a shiny disc studded with Arabic numerals—the same numbers from their arithmetic exercises—and two needles that never stopped moving. The instructor called this device a "clock," explaining that it was used for telling time. A single glance revealed the exact hour, far more convenient and accurate than incense clocks, water clocks, or sundials.

"This must be a treasure," one boy exclaimed. "Even our village's Master Huang doesn't have one, and he's the county's top gentry!"

"Who is this Master Huang of yours?" The instructing Chief pursed his lips dismissively. "Even Beijing's Imperial Palace has nothing like it."

"Then it must be priceless! A tribute fit for the Emperor—the Chiefs could become high officials with such gifts!"

Xiao Zishan smiled helplessly at this exchange. The commoners' logic reflected the simplest understanding of power: the best things belonged to the Emperor. Centuries of Chinese dynasties had plundered the finest possessions from their subjects for one surname's exclusive enjoyment. Anything labeled "tribute" was guaranteed to be of the highest quality.

"The clock's purpose is precise control over time," Xiao Zishan redirected patiently. "Before, people could only approximate the hour from the sun's position, the night watches, drum towers, or noon cannons. With a clock, you know the exact time at any moment. You know precisely how long any task has taken."

"What's the use of that?" someone asked. "When I herded the landlord's cattle, I was out all day anyway. Left at dawn, returned before dark. That was enough."

"Just learn to read the clock for now. As for its uses—you'll understand naturally as time goes on."

Xiao Zishan knew that explaining the concept of precise timekeeping to youths from four centuries in the past was nearly impossible. Except for astronomical and calendar specialists, traditional agriculture rarely demanded such accuracy. Precise timing was a requirement born of modern science. This phase of training was dedicated to "general education"—rather than attempting to teach complex advanced concepts, the priority was adapting newcomers to the transmigrators' terminology and habits as quickly as possible. Only barrier-free communication could enable effective command.

Afternoons were devoted to drill, just like the regular recruits. Formation training dominated the schedule. With forty days of "quarantine Mandarin" under their belts, the cadets now understood the instructors' commands well enough. Though some still confused their left from their right, being dragged out and beaten for incomprehension had become rare.

Evenings mirrored the recruits' schedule as well: political education and repeated indoctrination, supplemented by extra general knowledge classes. Compared to the regular soldiers, the cadets carried a heavier academic load—recruits only studied literacy and arithmetic in the evenings or during inclement weather. Ma Qianzhu harbored high expectations for these boys but decided against excessive special treatment for now. Better to let them be tempered in the Training Battalion's collective environment while he observed who would emerge as the future backbone of their forces.

Tian Liang struggled. He wasn't particularly bright and had already taken beatings in quarantine for his poor grades. Now things grew even harder. When the final specialty exams came, his scores landed him in the infantry track, while the Ruan brothers' excellent marks earned them spots in the artillery track. Then one day a blue-uniformed Chief arrived, and upon learning the Ruan brothers were fishermen's sons, promptly reassigned them to the "Navy"—roughly equivalent to what they would have called "water forces."

After that, the branches diverged completely. The Ruan brothers now studied artillery firing tables and various shooting methods, spending their mornings pushing cannons around and drilling gun operations until the procedures became second nature. The most amusing part of their training was learning to harness limbers: cannons and their carriages were attached via specialized leather straps to draft horses. Small guns required a single horse; the largest demanded eight. To familiarize themselves with the animals, the artillerymen periodically visited the Farm for stable duty. Their afternoons disappeared into slide rules, compasses, and surveying equipment.

Tian Liang, meanwhile, practiced shouldering wooden guns, donned rattan armor for bayonet drills, rehearsed squad formation changes, dug trenches, built earthworks, and constructed defensive walls. Every few days, instructors led them on field marches, constantly training against hypothetical targets. Sometimes they practiced short-distance charges—sprinting forward to stab enemies upon reaching enemy positions.

The forced marches proved the most grueling of all. Everyone shouldered dozens of kilograms of equipment and trotted fifteen kilometers across mountain paths or narrow paddy dikes, racing to arrive within strict time limits. Upon reaching their destination, they immediately fortified their position, then split into opposing teams for combat drills. These exercises included simulated shooting using training rifles that were no longer mere weighted sticks—they were iron-weighted replicas, complete in every detail except the firing mechanism. Barrels, touch holes, bayonet mounts: everything was there. Simulated shooting required the full muzzle-loading procedure without exception: bite the cartridge, load, cap. Instructors criticized any non-standard movement. After shooting came bayonet and hand-to-hand combat drills. The fighting continued until one side expelled the other, and the losers earned the privilege of handling bivouac construction and cooking. Sometimes the training transformed into real fighting—bloody noses, cracked skulls, and broken bones were common occurrences.

At such moments, the trainee nurses proved their value, as casualties became their practice specimens. Those "Technical School" girls had all become nursing students in the Medical Group, and Shi Niaoren planned to train some as qualified doctors, secretly teaching several clever girls a strange language: Latin. The trainee nurses had little equipment or medication to work with. Their regulation Red Cross medical kits—despite being the latest models from four hundred years in the future—were essentially empty. Besides alcohol, cotton, splints, suture needles, and simple Chinese medicines, there was nothing useful. All modern drugs remained under the personal control of the Medical Group doctors. Fortunately, those who survived to their teenage years in this era were products of natural selection, possessing constitutions sturdy enough that simple treatment and rest allowed them to recover.

During one exercise, Tian Liang spotted Guo Fu among the nurses. She wore the same clothing as the others, but her hair was growing out now, and she wore a brimless soft cap. An armband on her sleeve bore strange embroidery: a blue snake coiled around a stick—the Rod of Asclepius, the insignia worn by every nurse. That day, Tian Liang fought with particular ferocity, hoping for a minor wound that might earn him a few moments with Guo Fu, perhaps a chance to chat. But his exceptional valor only sent his opponents to the infirmary while he remained frustratingly unharmed. He could only watch her from a distance, longing and helpless.

Once the cadets adapted to the regular training schedule, the instructors introduced their night assembly tricks. Deep sleep would shatter with the sound of emergency assembly, and failure to appear with full equipment within ten minutes meant a ten-lap penalty around the grounds. That was manageable enough. The worst by far were the night marches. Everyone wore a white cloth strip on their back, single-file navigation through darkness with only that pale flutter ahead to guide them.

Ancient armies had rarely fought at night, and for good reason. First, ancient communications couldn't control nighttime marching directions, let alone actual combat. Second, without proper maps, even daytime navigation proved problematic without local guides—at night, it became impossible. But it was precisely because ancient armies avoided night combat that the transmigrators trained for it so rigorously. For the numerically inferior but training-superior New Army, night fighting could effectively negate an enemy's advantage in numbers.

Night training extended far beyond simple marching. It involved squad-level tactical movement in total darkness, coordinating entirely through whistles, fifes, and bugles. In necessary cases, they used signal rockets. The Red Army and Eighth Route Army had possessed no walkie-talkies, yet they had still dominated night battles through such methods.

Finally came wilderness survival training. Bei Wei's curriculum had originally covered everything from tropical and subtropical environments to the snowy expanses of the north. But considering there would be no development in the Northeast for several years, the focus narrowed to local areas and South China. Slide projectors proved invaluable for instruction—especially for plant and animal identification. First came pictures, then field observation. Next the soldiers learned compass use, wilderness direction-finding, weather prediction, shelter construction, and first aid. The culmination of this training sent soldiers in squad units into the mountains for ten days to complete various tasks. Each person could bring one dagger, one jin of raw rice, and some salt—nothing more. To prevent trainees from harassing civilians during wilderness training, Bei Wei's special team monitored them covertly, simultaneously using the exercise to train themselves.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 161: Volleys and Sharpshooters

Only after enduring the grueling physical regimen—and proving beyond doubt that they had fully adapted to military life—did the recruits finally begin firearms training.

Firearms, even muzzle-loading rifles, represented the most devastating infantry weapons of the era. The transmigrators understood that such power could only be entrusted to soldiers whose loyalty had been thoroughly tested.

A handful of men couldn't stomach the rigorous life and requested discharge. These individuals were reassigned as commune laborers, though not without consequence: they were required to repay double their initial costs—resettlement allowances, wages, meals. Until this debt was cleared, they remained bound to the commune, receiving nothing beyond basic rations. As for deserters, the transmigrators' powerful communications equipment and night vision devices rendered both darkness and distance meaningless. Every captured runaway was sent without exception to break rocks at the quarries or toil in the brickworks.

Yet the situation exceeded Ma Qianzhu's expectations. The total number of deserters and discharge requests came to fewer than twenty. The vast majority persevered.

Li Yunxing, a former provincial shooting team athlete, led the firearms instruction—surprisingly, he proved to be the most qualified person for the job. In preparation, he requisitioned a single rifle and one hundred rounds of ammunition, then spent a week shooting to master the Minié rifle's particular characteristics. The muzzle-loader's accuracy impressed him. These weapons were of pre-transmigration manufacture—precision-crafted from high-quality materials and properly calibrated. Li Yunxing quickly found his rhythm.

He began with the fundamentals: posture correction, proper grip and shoulder placement, stability training while aiming. Only after everyone demonstrated competence in these basics did live-fire practice commence.

The day the rifles were distributed sparked tremendous excitement. These guns were unlike any firearms the soldiers had ever seen. The blued barrels possessed a subtle, deadly luster. Every component was cleanly finished—none bore the roughness typical of local ironwork. Each rifle came with a gleaming three-edged bayonet in a leather sheath, a leather ammunition pouch filled with yellow paper-wrapped cartridges, and small golden copper discs called percussion caps.

The rifles felt substantial yet were lighter than the weighted training pieces they'd grown accustomed to. Every dimension seemed perfectly proportioned. Men who had handled matchlocks, three-barreled guns, or other firelocks found these rifles remarkably comfortable—not awkward in the slightest.

The first live-fire exercise left a profound impression. Dense smoke billowed from the barrels. The acrid tang of powder hung in the air. Heavy recoil jolted through their shoulders. But what truly stunned the first-time shooters was watching their lead balls punch clean through thick wood targets—the same barriers that traditional matchlock iron shot often failed to penetrate.

To further boost their confidence in the weapons, Li Yunxing persuaded Ma Qianzhu to requisition a suit of iron armor from the stores. At two hundred meters, a single test shot punched clean through the breastplate. The soldiers stared in disbelief.

"Damn—is iron armor useless now?" Lin Fu ran his fingers around the smoking hole in the metal. "Fighting is going to be too easy."

"We're invincible!" The soldiers howled with excitement. "Just stand and shoot—nobody can charge us!" Morale surged through the ranks.

"'Invincible' is premature," Li Yunxing cautioned, though he couldn't help but smile. "But we do possess enormous advantages. We outrange the enemy, shoot more accurately, and fire faster than anything they've faced. Cavalry and archers will struggle to threaten us."

He paused, letting the excitement settle before continuing. "But consider this: what if the enemy masses their cavalry against us? Shooting alone won't suffice. Our maximum effective range is four hundred meters—cavalry can cross that distance in under one minute. How many shots can we fire in that time?"

"Three or four?" someone ventured.

"Precisely. Now imagine we're outnumbered. Everyone fires three or four shots within that minute, but the enemy isn't routed. Then what?"

Silence fell over the group. Then a man who had remained quiet throughout spoke up: "Use pikes to hold the line. Form a square—pikemen on the outside, protecting the musketeers inside."

"Correct. That's one proven method." Li Yunxing showed no surprise; the tactic wasn't exotic. The Ming dynasty had employed similar formations, with pikemen covering gunners, often enhanced by war wagons. "Any better ideas?"

"Triple rank," the man continued without hesitation. "Musketeers arranged in three rows, rotating volleys. One minute of fire becomes not three or four shots per man—it becomes a continuous stream of lead."

"Excellent!" Li Yunxing studied him with newfound interest. Some transmigrators considered three-rank volley fire something of a secret technique. He hadn't expected Ming-era soldiers to already grasp it. But reconsidering, if Sengoku Japan had developed such tactics, Ming military minds certainly wouldn't have overlooked them either. "Where did you learn that?"

"I saw the Capital garrison drilling."

"Sharp eyes. Name?"

The man snapped to an awkward attention salute, forming a fist with his hand. "Huang Xiong, from Hejian, North Zhili."

"Good. Report to headquarters after drill."

"Yes sir!"

Shooting training proved straightforward enough. Instilling the habit of weapon maintenance was another matter entirely. Almost no one understood that firearms required upkeep. After the first day's shooting, despite explicit orders to clean their weapons, a surprise night inspection revealed that only a handful of soldiers had complied.

The problem ran deep. Ancients simply didn't emphasize firearm maintenance. At most, artillery pieces might be covered when left outdoors. Matchlocks were generally of such abysmal quality—more likely to wound the user than kill the enemy—that soldiers despised them. Why waste effort maintaining something you'd rather not touch?

But muzzle-loaders using residue-heavy black powder and paper cartridges demanded higher standards. Li Yunxing had no choice but to enforce mandatory maintenance after every shooting session, personally teaching each soldier the proper techniques. Every rifle was inspected before dismissal. He then delegated this responsibility to squad leaders, creating a layered inspection system: Li Yunxing checked the squad leaders; squad leaders checked every soldier. Combined with harsh punishments, the cleaning habit was finally established—though not without earning bitter complaints that "the Chiefs are being unnecessarily fussy."

Ma Qianzhu received regular reports from his planted informants. "Cleaning barrels is a waste! Just dump the residue out—it still fires without scrubbing." Others grumbled that these Australian merchants were all peculiar, knowing only rigid rules, unlike locals who understood how to improvise.

Reading these soldier psychology reports, Ma Qianzhu found himself reminded of early reform-era joint venture employees complaining about their foreign managers back in China. The grievances were remarkably similar.

Tian Liang's shooting results fell below average. Li Yunxing's standard was simple: at one hundred meters, ten shots, six on-target meant passing. Tian Liang's first test yielded only three hits. Not until his third retest did he barely scrape by.

But some soldiers excelled. The Ruan brothers all scored "good" on their first attempts. One former Gou Manor militiaman—Yang Zeng—achieved the only "excellent" rating: ten shots, ten hits.

"Great shooting!" Li Yunxing clapped him excitedly on the shoulder.

"Thank you, Chief." Yang Zeng snapped to a textbook attention stance. "I was formerly a hunter."

"A hunter? No wonder your eyesight is sharp."

"No—I used similar muskets before."

"Oh?" Li Yunxing's interest sharpened.

"When I served as a guardsman for the Gou Master—" He caught himself. "—for Gou the First." The self-correction was quick but noticeable. "Sea pirates once delivered cargo that included dozens of guns shaped like these." He gestured to indicate the form. "Not as good as the Chiefs' rifles—they used match-cords and were heavier."

Li Yunxing recalled that weapons captured from Gou Manor had included foreign pieces—several matchlocks. According to their historical experts, the design suggested English manufacture.

"Those guns were far better than the manor's regular matchlocks—more accurate," Yang Zeng continued. "But the other guardsmen feared injuries from the matchlocks and refused to use them. When Gou the First saw how much I liked them, he gave me one. I practiced by shooting birds. Got familiar with it that way."

"With accuracy like yours, Gou the First must have valued you highly?"

Embarrassment flickered across Yang Zeng's face. After the capture of Gou Manor, his arrival at Bairren Fortress, the repeated interrogations, and the labor reform period—having committed no serious crimes and having surrendered voluntarily—he had been assigned commune work. He'd learned quickly that these "bald bandits" or "short-hairs" or "Australian merchants" valued nothing more highly than a clean historical record. His past as a Gou Manor guardsman was clearly a stain.

"Reporting to Chief—" He chose his words carefully. "I was merely an ordinary guardsman at Gou Manor. Though accurate with firearms, Gou the First didn't particularly value me. He preferred sword and spear skills."

"However good swords and spears may be—can they stop your bullet?" Li Yunxing knew nothing of the man's internal turmoil; he assumed Yang Zeng simply felt unappreciated for his talents.

"Only with the masters' guns—" Yang Zeng grew animated discussing the weapons. "I could never have dreamed that firearms could shoot so far, so accurately, so fast. The foreign guns were good, but compared to these? Far inferior."

"Tell me what's different."

"Many things. But two advantages stand above all." Yang Zeng held up one finger. "First, the percussion caps. Simply place one and fire. No priming powder required—safe and convenient." A second finger joined the first. "Second, the pre-measured paper cartridges. Easy to use, and the quantity is always precise. Before, I poured powder from a bag—mostly guesswork. Sometimes too much, sometimes too little. These paper cartridges give exactly the right amount every time."

Li Yunxing studied him with new appreciation. This man is remarkable. Ordinary soldiers followed instructions mechanically. Yang Zeng thought critically about what he was doing—a rare quality indeed.

"Ten-for-ten at one hundred meters. What about two hundred? Want to try?"

"The Chief orders—I obey!" The formal words, combined with his chest-out attention stance, looked slightly incongruous, but his eagerness was unmistakable.

Li Yunxing specially issued him a precision Minié rifle marked "J+" for superior accuracy. The two-hundred-meter target was a circle measuring 1.5 meters in diameter. Yang Zeng focused, controlled his breathing—and hit ten-for-ten again.

Incredible. Li Yunxing stood astonished. Minié rifles, despite their rifling, couldn't match the accuracy of breech-loading metal-cartridge rifles. Given Yang Zeng's matchlock experience and only a month of formal training, hitting at this level indicated exceptional natural talent.

They moved the target to three hundred meters. Yang Zeng missed four. At four hundred meters, he still managed to hit four—a remarkable score by any measure. Several Military Committee veterans who had gathered to watch broke into applause. Even with a Type-56 SKS, this would be respectable shooting.

"Excellent. You'll be a sniper." Li Yunxing was delighted his unit had produced such talent.

"Thank you, Chief, for the promotion!" Yang Zeng didn't know what "sniper" meant—but he intuited correctly that it worked in his favor.

He and several other exceptional shooters were selected together and trained as sharpshooters. Wei Aiwen decided to form a dedicated skirmisher platoon outside the regular infantry companies, tasked with providing long-range precision support.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 162: Army-Navy Disputes

When Huang Xiong arrived at headquarters, he found Li Yunxing already seated with three others. Two of them he recognized—Company Commander "Chief Wei" and "Chief Ma," who frequently appeared at the training grounds and clearly held considerable authority. The third man was a stranger: Ran Yao. Li Yunxing had summoned the Security Group immediately after drill, convinced that Huang Xiong's bearing far exceeded that of an ordinary peasant. The man was likely a Ming military officer, and they needed to determine whether he was a spy.

There was also an observer present. Dongmen Chuiyu had been assigned light duties since the East Gate Market was running smoothly, and he'd taken to loitering around Ma Qianzhu's office. He'd even drafted some staff regulations, which earned him a nominal staff officer title.

"Sit," Ran Yao said.

"Thank you, Chief!" Huang Xiong snapped to attention with military precision—a gesture he seemed particularly fond of.

Everyone noted that his movements were nothing like those of an ordinary recruit.

"Regular army?" Ran Yao asked bluntly.

"Yes, sir. I served as a bazong at the Jizhou garrison." His expression remained open and direct.

This surprised Li Yunxing. The current recruitment drive had brought in plenty of escaped local military households, but a Jizhou bazong was a different creature entirely from Hainan's military households. The former were genuine soldiers. The latter were essentially serfs bound to military landlords. The gap between them was vast.

"If you were an imperial officer, why travel thousands of li to Qiongzhou?"

Huang Xiong hesitated before answering. "I clashed with my superiors. Killed one of them—not intentionally."

A killer, too. No wonder he'd fled so far south.

"What caused the conflict?"

"Money and grain." A bitter smile crossed his face. "The Court was constantly behind on wages—the men were half-starved. When an allocation finally arrived, it wasn't our share. I demanded what we were owed. Things escalated."

The explanation was straightforward enough, but Ran Yao knew that any competent spy would have a watertight cover story prepared. Being stuck in Hainan, they had no practical way to verify events that had transpired in distant Jizhou.

"Why join our forces?"

"The Chiefs are overseas people, unconnected to Ming officialdom. Where else would I go?"

The logic was sound, but that proved nothing either way. Ran Yao exchanged glances with the others before Ma Qianzhu spoke up.

"How would you rate our militia training?"

"The Chiefs' methods are unlike anything I've encountered before—I wouldn't presume to judge them," Huang Xiong replied carefully. "But to transform village bumpkins into men who understand advance, retreat, and battlefield formations within a single month? That alone demonstrates mastery. Such troops would be more than adequate against local bandits."

Ma Qianzhu nodded, asked a few more routine questions, then dismissed him.

"Do we keep him?" Ran Yao whispered once Huang Xiong was gone.

The safe play was obvious: don't use him, and eliminate him entirely. The man had received the full transmigrator military training regimen. If he truly was a spy, his escape would leak valuable intelligence to the authorities.

Wei Aiwen spoke up first. "I say we keep him. Men like this will only become more common as we grow. Everything has a beginning. If we treat everyone with suspicion, who can we ever use?"

"And if he is a spy?" Li Yunxing asked, still uncertain.

"A spy wouldn't reveal his identity so readily," Ran Yao observed. "Personally, I believe him."

"That's hardly materialist," Dongmen Chuiyu remarked drily.

"What is materialist, then? You want real vigilance? We have scores of workers and civilians. Can you personally vouch for every single one of them?"

"Little Wei is right," Ma Qianzhu declared, settling the matter. "We can't hide forever in our own small circle." He turned to Ran Yao. "Mark his file for controlled use and assign two soldiers for cross-surveillance."

"I'll arrange it."

"Wait—hold on." Wei Aiwen looked indignant. "You've been planting informants in my Training Battalion without telling me?"

"That falls under the Executive Committee's vertical management structure. Just read our bulletins." Ran Yao tapped the table where this week's soldier trends document sat in plain view. "Speaking of which, Little Wei, your security awareness is abysmal. This is classified material, and you've left it lying out in the open?"

"Nobody can get in here. The soldiers don't have access, and even the guards are transmigrators. Nothing can go missing—besides, the doors have locks." Wei Aiwen waved off the criticism. "Chief of Staff Ma, would you like to observe our shooting training?"

"Lead the way."

The New Army had conducted one hundred shooting sessions to date: forty live-fire exercises and sixty dry-fire drills. This exceeded the new recruit training standards of the nineteenth-century British Army—the most shooting-intensive military of that era. The transmigrators were sparing no expense on their founding forces.

They made their way to the 2nd Company's area and found the soldiers clustered together, watching a dark-skinned, powerfully built man taking aim at a distant stone. A crowd had gathered around him.

The rifle cracked. The stone flew. Excellent shooting. Wei Aiwen recognized the marksman immediately: Yang Zeng, Li Yunxing's prize shooting prodigy.

Wei Aiwen was about to step forward with a word of commendation when Dongmen Chuiyu moved ahead of him.

"Nice shooting," he told the soldier.

Yang Zeng grinned.

"Now shoot again for me." Dongmen's voice was calm, unhurried.

The soldier fired once more. Another hit.

Dongmen nodded, then positioned himself right beside the marksman. He drew a Jericho pistol from his waist, loaded a blank, and said, "Once more."

Yang Zeng began cleaning the barrel—and Dongmen fired into the air. The soldier flinched, his hand jerking, and powder spilled across his lap.

"Faster," the staff officer urged.

The powder finally went in. While Yang Zeng worked through the cleaning process, Dongmen fired twice more in quick succession.

The soldier began reloading.

"Faster. Even faster."

Another shot rang out. Yang Zeng fumbled a bullet and dropped it.

"What are you doing? Load! Load!" Dongmen shouted directly into his ear.

Yang Zeng scrambled for another cartridge from his pouch, fingers trembling.

The pistol cracked again. "Faster! Move faster!"

With shaking hands, the soldier managed to insert a round into the barrel.

Another shot. Everyone watched as he placed the percussion cap with visibly unsteady fingers.

"Fire! Fire now!"

Yang Zeng finally finished loading.

"Quick—aim—shoot!" Dongmen commanded, punctuating the order with another pistol blast.

The rifle discharged at last.

The distant stone sat motionless. The bullet had gone wide.

Dongmen Chuiyu holstered his weapon. "Keep practicing."

The onlookers shook their heads. A great shot, yes—but not yet a soldier.

Once they'd moved away from the training area, Wei Aiwen caught up, his temper barely contained.

"Dongmen Chuiyu—don't you think that was a bit much?"

"How so?"

"That man, Yang Zeng—do you have any idea how much effort he's invested since joining the Skirmisher Platoon? He's currently the best shot in the entire battalion."

"That's irrelevant." Dongmen glanced at Li Yunxing. "Captain Wei, remember this: we need soldiers, not shooting athletes. Combat doesn't happen on quiet firing ranges."

Before Wei Aiwen could formulate a response, Dongmen walked away.

Wei Aiwen and Li Yunxing found themselves developing a distinct dislike for the man who wore glasses despite not being nearsighted.

But there were more pressing grievances on Wei Aiwen's mind. His impressive artillery corps was being carved up—half of it going to the Navy. Only nine 12-pounder mountain howitzers and some 6-pounders would remain. The 8-pounders and 70mm Armstrong breechloaders were being shipped off to the fleet. The self-proclaimed "Artillery Superintendent," Zhang Bailin, was livid. He had poured enormous effort into building up the artillery, and now Li Haiping's shameless material bribery—unlimited Navy fish—was being used to poach his best gunners right out from under him.

"Chief of Staff Ma, this is unacceptable!" Zhang Bailin raged. "The Army is the main force against any encirclement campaign. If you give our cannons to the Navy, how are we supposed to fight?"

"Exactly!" Wei Aiwen added. "The Training Battalion has four infantry companies. Why does the Navy get to strip one away as their 'Marine Squad'? We understand the Executive Committee favors the Navy—fine. But this is outright bullying!"

Ma Qianzhu rose from his seat. "All you care about are cannons! Those 8-pounders—can you even haul them?"

"Nanhai Farm has—"

"You're the Artillery Superintendent. How many horses does an 8-pounder require?"

Zhang Bailin fell silent. He didn't actually know the horse requirements for his beloved weapon.

"At least six. Medium horses." Ma Qianzhu rapped the table for emphasis. "And how many horses does Wu Nanhai's farm have?"

"Donkeys would work too—" Zhang Bailin offered weakly.

"Donkeys can only pull 12-pounder mountain howitzers. One mountain howitzer battery—cannons plus limbers—needs thirty donkeys. Even if Wu Nanhai bankrupted himself, it wouldn't be enough. You people have no appreciation for logistics costs!"

Zhang Bailin deflated entirely. But Wei Aiwen pressed on about the Marine Company.

"The Marine Company is made up of future Navy sailors," Ma Qianzhu explained impatiently. "The Training Battalion was just providing interim instruction. The month is up—the Navy wants them for ship training."

Both men received a thorough dressing-down and left the office in defeat.

"The Navy's bullying has gone too far!" Wei Aiwen was still fuming once they were outside.

"Using the Fengcheng Hotel to bribe the Executive Committee—it's completely corrupt!" Zhang Bailin agreed.

"We should find Commander Xi."

"Fat Xi?" Zhang Bailin used the nickname without ceremony. "He and Ma Qianzhu might as well share the same uniform."

"What about the others? Bai Yu, Ying Yu—"

"Unreliable. Those veterans spent their whole lives 'obeying the Party's orders.' Here it's just become 'obeying the Executive Committee's orders.'"

"If this keeps up, the Army is finished." Wei Aiwen shook his head, genuinely worried about their future.

"Hmph." Zhang Bailin's voice dropped conspiratorially. "Perhaps it's time to organize a pressure group to advocate for Army rights—for the sake of all transmigrators. Their mismanagement is harming the entire enterprise. I've heard plenty of battalion officers are dissatisfied with the Executive Committee's decisions—"

"Keep your voice down." Wei Aiwen leaned closer. "Tell me—specifically, what did you have in mind?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 163: The Funeral

Four weeks of basic training culminated in the official establishment of the Army Training Battalion. Despite the modest name, this demonstration unit was a highly integrated force comprising infantry, skirmishers, artillery, and logistics elements—a complete military organism in miniature.

The Military Committee had modeled its organization on European armies from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The battalion served as the fundamental combat unit, with each infantry battalion consisting of six companies. A squad held nine men, three squads formed a platoon of thirty, and three platoons assembled into a company of one hundred soldiers. Each company also maintained a standard-bearer, a drummer, a fifer, and a five-man cooking squad to keep the men fed in the field.

The current Training Battalion fielded three infantry companies, one skirmisher platoon, and a "grenadier platoon"—the term used in its original historical sense rather than the later meaning of "elite infantry."

The Chemistry Department's No. 1 grenade had proven woefully lacking in lethality, prompting the development of the larger No. 4 model with a cast-iron shell. Insufficient materials and the absence of suitable high explosives forced compromises: they compensated by increasing the device's size and packing it with additional black powder. The resulting No. 4 grenade rivaled old-style defensive mines in its dimensions.

The thing was heavy enough to require a hammer-throw technique, and even a powerful arm could only hurl it a dozen meters. Without access to friction fuses, designers opted for the safer slow-match ignition method. Throwers carried burning cords to light their weapons—exactly like the original grenadiers of history. Officers maintained a love-hate relationship with this awkward contraption. Still, something was better than nothing. Soldiers blessed with strong arms and long throws were selected for grenadier duty, each man carrying four grenades in specialized backboxes.

Then came the training accident. A thrown grenade detonated mid-air, its shrapnel killing one soldier and wounding several others. The subsequent investigation pinpointed the cause: a fuse quality failure that had accelerated the burn rate catastrophically.

Manufacturing fuses was technically simple—just paper and powder—but producing them by hand demanded skill that no one possessed. Without experience in pyrotechnics, the team had relied on book learning alone, resulting in fuses of uneven density and wildly inconsistent burn rates. Previously, this had only caused timing errors easily addressed by cutting fuses longer than necessary. But grenades couldn't tolerate excessive delays; enemies might pick them up and throw them back, or simply extinguish the slow-burning cords. The result had been tragedy.

The problem was significant but not insurmountable. The Chemistry Group spent days testing process improvements, searching for a solution. Unexpectedly, an easy answer appeared of its own accord. One day, a peddler arrived at the East Gate Market selling something never before available there: firecrackers. Recognizing their value immediately, Dongmen Chuiyu bought the entire stock. Test results proved satisfactory. The following day, the firecracker craftsman found himself "escorted" at bayonet-point—along with his family and tools—to the Bairren Commune.

Winter crept into Lingao almost imperceptibly. Despite the Little Ice Age gripping the wider world, subtropical Lingao's daytime temperatures held steady above 20°C—cooler than D-Day had been, but still pleasant. The dry season had settled in: rain grew rare, and sunshine became a daily constant.

On this particular day, barren land more than ten kilometers outside Bairren Fortress stirred with unexpected activity. Villagers from every direction, local gentry, town merchants, idlers—anyone without pressing business made their way toward this normally deserted plateau. Today marked the "bald people's" grand funeral.

Lingao was a backwater where year-round entertainment, aside from executions at the county seat, was virtually nonexistent. Gentry funerals and weddings served as the common forms of public spectacle. These mysterious overseas visitors warranted special attention.

Deputy Magistrate Wu Ya changed into plain clothes and melted into the crowds. Unlike his superior, he harbored an intense curiosity about these newcomers that he couldn't suppress.

Following the procession of onlookers for about an hour, he reached an elevated plateau west of the Wenlan River. The high ground proved difficult to irrigate and had always remained wasteland, but its surroundings offered flat terrain with a gently raised central knoll. Soldiers stood guard around the hillock. On its slopes and the surrounding grounds gathered what local observers recognized as the "bald people's" prominent figures, all wearing neat uniforms.

Beyond them stood many common laborers in the visitors' employ, along with the freshly organized Army Training Battalion Demonstration Company in their starched, crisp uniforms. Oiled Minié rifles gleamed in the sunlight, and bayonets glinted coldly beneath the winter sky.

At the entrance to the hill's base rose a large rectangular black stone wall pierced by a small arch. A path wound through it toward the central knoll, where a black granite semicircular wall crowned the summit, decorated with simple carved lotus pedestals. Across the top of the stone wall, carved in Han clerical script, ran the words: "Cuigang Martyrs' Cemetery."

Wen Desi descended from his vehicle and walked slowly toward the central hill. As the representative of the highest authority, he would preside over the first transmigrator funeral. The deceased was an ordinary soldier killed days earlier in the grenade training accident.

Li Shisan, in his brief and unremarkable lifetime, had shown nothing suggesting historical significance. Yet the honor wall of Cuigang Cemetery now began with his name.

There was no mourning music, no gongs or drums, no monks droning sutras, no women wailing their grief. Instead, a plaintive bugle call rang out across the sky. As the notes rose, the noisy crowd fell suddenly silent. The Demonstration Company soldiers marched at seventy-five steps per minute in formal parade, rifles shouldered. When the bugle faded, two drummers took up a slow, rhythmic beat. Two black horses—a breed unseen in these parts—drew a four-wheeled gun carriage bearing a plain wooden coffin. Hoofbeats struck the flagstones in time with the measured drums. Everything was unprecedented—conveying respect, admiration, and solemn emotion that pressed upon the chest until the atmosphere grew nearly suffocating.

The coffin descended into the grave on ropes.

"Present arms! Fire!"

Seven soldiers from the Skirmisher Platoon raised their rifles and fired skyward in unison—three volleys. The crisp shots echoed across the hills. Utter silence followed, and into that silence, Taps sounded slowly. Twenty-four notes, unhurried and mournful. Even the transmigrators who had come primarily for propaganda purposes found themselves moved to tears—the atmosphere proved genuinely infectious.

The burial began.

"At the moment of death, his soul ascended directly to heaven," Wen Desi intoned solemnly. "The Valkyries have come for him. We bid farewell to his body. His soul watches from above..."

Among the distant spectators, gossip rippled through the crowd.

"That dead one must be the bald people's top official."

"I heard he wasn't—just a deputy."

"A deputy? Buried like this? Their emperor probably needs a hundred horses pulling his carriage."

"That soldier was locally recruited—a Fulao man. Enlisted just over a month ago. Killed during cannon practice."

"Such splendor in death—his life wasn't wasted," someone said, genuine envy coloring his voice.

"Indeed. Our village Li Elder's funeral procession stretched half a street—but it was all beggars lining the route. Where's the grandeur in that?"

Wu Ya caught this conversation and pushed forward. "Was it really just one soldier who died?"

The speaker, noting the questioner's refined bearing, answered carefully. "Obviously. My kinsman works for the short-hairs—told me himself. Would I tell you false?"

"I can't understand their thinking. Just one soldier?"

"Winning hearts and minds," sneered a ragged but arrogant scholar nearby. "This counts as a funeral? There's zero propriety! Barbarians will be barbarians!"

"Quit your nonsense. Where does the Rites of Zhou mandate exorcist chariots leading funeral processions?" someone countered sarcastically.

Wu Ya didn't linger to hear more. Fear and admiration warred within his heart in equal measure. The bald bandits were indeed winning hearts—but their methods seemed impossibly effective, striking at the deepest recesses of the human soul. Wu Ya prided himself on being a bureaucratic veteran; he could weep theatrically at the Wanli Emperor's mourning while simultaneously calculating his expense allowances. Yet just moments ago, he had been inexplicably moved to tears. Absurd in retrospect! What reason had he to cry? The bald bandits' manipulation of hearts reached demonic levels. Since the autumn harvest, commoners had seemed enchanted, streaming toward Bairren Beach in droves. Defectors multiplied by the day. Wu Ya was experienced enough to know that commoners held no love for officialdom—but except during famines, they wouldn't defect to bandits either. Lingao's harvest had been decent this year, yet so many were abandoning their lives for these strangers. What future awaited this Great Ming realm?

Returning to camp, the Executive Committee noticed that the New Army's strides had lengthened, their bearing sharpened, their spirits soaring. The soldiers spontaneously broke into a newly learned military song:

Beautiful angel beckons from afar,
Brave warriors—go forth and fight valiantly!
The hot wind gusts toward us,
Stirring our spirits high.
On your face—a cold smile,
Staring indifferently at the earth.
You face death calmly,
I see everything clearly.
I know—you fear nothing,
I know—you're utterly resolute.
Someday—you'll discover,
Your strength is boundless.
Someday—you'll discover,
You can create miracles.
Beautiful angel beckons from afar,
For tomorrow—warriors go fight!
Like Death soaring in blue skies,
Embrace battle—release all passion!
For tomorrow—hesitate no more,
Brave warriors—go forth and fight valiantly!

This song—set to the tune of A Cruel Angel's Thesis and sung by hundreds of brawny men with mismatched voices—produced a remarkable "cringe comedy" effect for the transmigrators. Officers wore strange smiles, some suppressing laughter until their faces contorted with the effort.

Wei Aiwen turned smugly to Ma Qianzhu. "Chief of Staff Ma—this funeral was brilliant, wasn't it? Look at that morale!"

"You just copied Arlington Cemetery rituals and added some foreign flavoring. I half expected Scottish bagpipes next."

"We bought bagpipes—but nobody can play them! Little Xiong only knows The British Grenadiers on the flute. Otherwise, the effect would've been even better!"

"Stop praising yourself. Without Xiao Zishan's Cuigang Cemetery proposal a month ago, would any of this have worked?"

"He contributed too—I don't deny that—"

"Good to acknowledge others' contributions." Ma Qianzhu vaguely sensed Wei Aiwen's recent issues. But one thing was certain: the man was beginning to inflate with pride.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 164: Baitu Village Expedition

The Baitu Village operation finally got underway once Xi Yazhou took command. The burly officer had spent half a month groaning through his recuperation before Wu Nanhai expelled him from the infirmary—allegedly for attempting to steal a chicken. Xi Yazhou maintained his innocence regarding the missing ducks, but Wu Nanhai's verdict remained unchanged: "Stay far away." With his departure, the rumored "Army Club" quietly died as well.

Baitu Village was a small port nestled between Lingao and Danzhou. Mountains embraced it on three sides, sheltering an excellent natural harbor with easy ship access—the primary location for Lingao's shipbuilding operations. Reconnaissance reports indicated that the overland approaches were treacherous, consisting only of rugged mountain paths. The villagers had fortified these routes with barricades, abatis, and stockades at every entrance. These defenses had been erected against bandits, but they would prove equally effective against officials and tax collectors. Still, a frontal assault wouldn't pose much difficulty for the New Army. Even armed with nothing but swords and spears, Xi Yazhou reckoned his forces could handle Baitu—it would simply mean accepting more casualties.

"However, this should remain strictly a police action," Xi Yazhou mused, studying the Military Committee's reconnaissance maps. "These shipwrights are valuable resources. We can't afford to kill too many of them."

"What's your plan?" Bei Wei asked.

"An armed procession. We force a bloodless surrender."

"For cost-effectiveness, our Recon Team would be ideal," Bei Wei suggested. "The surrounding mountains aren't particularly steep—easy infiltration. We grab the leaders directly, and it's done."

"True enough," Ma Qianzhu interjected, "but Baitu is a soft target—perfect for giving the newbies their first taste of action."

"Building their courage?"

"Exactly. These men were peasants clutching hoes just a month ago, and all the officers are modern people. Unit coordination might be poor. Let them smell some gunpowder first."

Xi Yazhou nodded. "Fine. We'll make it a varied approach—consider the whole thing a training exercise."

Baitu Village itself maintained no formal military presence. There was no organized militia to speak of, though all the villagers went armed and had reportedly repelled several pirate raids over the years. According to intelligence reports, the population exceeded five hundred souls, with roughly half being able-bodied men. Most were escaped shipwrights who had fled from Guangdong and Fujian provinces. The settlement had originally been a tiny fishing village of seven or eight households, but as shipwright refugees trickled in over the years, the population had gradually swelled.

Huang Xiong had received a promotion. The former bazong had spent the days following his interview in a state of nervous dread, clearly fearing that the Australians distrusted him. Would they eliminate him over their suspicions? He passed each day in anxious uncertainty. The thought of fleeing crossed his mind more than once, but he remembered the fate of captured deserters—public humiliation followed by execution. Given his identity, recapture by Ming authorities would mean certain death.

After days of mounting anxiety, word finally came: he had been appointed Squad Leader of the 8th Squad in the 3rd Company. The 3rd Company's commander was "Old Tiger You," a man who loved nothing more than wielding a broadsword. Upon hearing that Huang Xiong had served as a Ming officer, Tiger immediately demanded a saber match. Huang Xiong hesitated—should he deliberately lose to avoid making enemies? In the end, he decided that demonstrating real ability would serve him better. The Australians, he had observed, valued merit over background.

Victory proved harder than expected. Tiger lacked proper technique, relying entirely on heavy, chopping blows. But the man possessed tremendous strength and excellent combat instincts. It took Huang Xiong several minutes before he finally managed to disarm him.

"You lose, Captain!"

"With real blades, you'd have lost faster!" Tiger snarled. "I have a Green Dragon Crescent Blade!"

"That's an opera prop. You'd lose even faster swinging that thing around!"

Tiger glared at him for a long moment, then bellowed with sudden admiration: "Good man! Real skill!"

Somehow, Huang Xiong found himself becoming Tiger's sworn "brother"—which meant being dragged into daily sparring sessions after drill. He had expected Tiger might make him a personal guard, as any Ming commander of similar rank would have done, but the Australians apparently didn't operate that way. Tiger, as a Company Commander, managed over a hundred men—equivalent to a dusi rank in the Ming army—yet he kept only a single "guard" for himself.

"This operation's objective is the subjugation of Baitu Village," Xi Yazhou announced during his briefing for all platoon-level officers and above. "We want to minimize casualties and maintain restraint throughout. We have many newbies in the ranks, so discipline must be strictly enforced. How's progress on the Three Main Rules and Eight Points song?"

"We've been teaching it for three days," reported Wei Aiwen, the temporary battalion political instructor. "Most of the men have learned it."

"Learning to sing it isn't enough—they need to understand what the lyrics mean," Xi Yazhou emphasized. The catchy tune explained military discipline and proper civilian relations in simple, memorable terms. It was an invaluable educational tool.

"Next, logistics—"

Ever since the nitroglycerin failure, Ye Yuming had returned to raising rabbits. Lately, however, his ears had been filled with that word: logistics. According to private discussions circulating through the Army, this expedition marked the first major deployment since the New Army's founding. For the Agriculture Department, that meant facing an enormous challenge: field rations.

"Provisions before troops," as the saying went. The Army leadership had agreed on deploying the New Army in substantial strength for a demonstration armed procession, but regardless of tactical plans, soldiers needed to eat.

Despite their primitive circumstances, field ration research and development orders had already landed on the Agriculture Committee's desk. Their primary headache was trial-producing portable rations that could survive Hainan's intense heat and suffocating humidity while still providing adequate nutrition.

Logically speaking, for a low-intensity three-day operation with newly developed field kitchens available, hot meals would be ideal. Field rations universally tasted awful and were meant only as emergency reserves. But this operation also served as an equipment test. The Military Committee required three days' worth of field rations in multiple varieties, allowing troops to consume them under actual field conditions and provide feedback.

The Agriculture Department had already trial-produced various portable foods drawn from traditions across China and around the world: parched rice, steamed cakes, rice balls, parched flour, flatbread, nang, rice cakes, hyōrōgan. Wu Nanhai had even developed something he called "Jinhua crispy biscuits"—a bizarre creation. Yes, they were long-lasting, but they proved nearly inedible. Worse still, crispy biscuits required massive amounts of lard, and all fats were currently classified as "strategic materials."

Dry flatbread, parched flour, nang, and dried mantou were all mature portable foods, easy to process. Flatbread in particular had proved its worth during the Gou Manor battle. It was extremely shelf-stable—the traditional journey food of Shandong peasants. Unfortunately, Lingao's grain situation was rice-dominant. Sweet potatoes were the main ingredient for flatbread, but they were nutritionally deficient for military use. Flatbread and other wheat products were eliminated from consideration.

That left rice products. Ye Yuming proposed parched rice, along with parched rice cakes sweetened with malt sugar. But parched rice stored worse than parched flour, and no malt sugar was available anyway. Someone suggested hyōrōgan, which they had previously manufactured. The taste was horrifying: cooked rice that had been sun-dried into hard pellets—reportedly the field rations of samurai warriors. The post-trial consensus was that only the Japanese could stomach it.

Rice noodles, rice cakes, rice flour, rice threads, rice balls, rice wrappers—every conceivable rice product was excavated from collective memory. Through collaboration between the cafeteria and Agriculture Department, extensive research, and no small amount of imagination, they soon produced a table full of prototypes.

This military ration experiment was grandly christened the "Long March Plan." Later, Wu Nanhai decided that name should be reserved for something more significant, and so in the official archives, it became the decidedly anticlimactic "Grassland Plan."

Facing a table of bizarre test rations that looked better suited for pranks than sustenance, everyone reached a remarkable consensus: distribute everything to the expedition, feed the troops when they were at their hungriest, observe their reactions, and let practice verify the truth. But who would volunteer to be the field observer? Imagining the fury of officers discovering they'd been guinea pigs, the immediate mutual deflection began.

While everyone exchanged nervous glances, desperately trying to avoid this potentially life-threatening assignment, salvation appeared in an unlikely form. Staff Officer Dongmen Chuiyu, who had recently been frequenting headquarters, happened to pass by the Farm at this critical moment.

Dongmen Chuiyu had originally come seeking private tomatoes from the Farm—and perhaps also to steal glances at Wu Nanhai's servant girls. But once spotted, the Farm staff deployed brief but devastating "eye-paralysis" tactics. Before he knew what was happening, everyone was enthusiastically requesting his assistance in observing field ration development.

Inspired by what was described as "a fearless revolutionary spirit and internationalism," Comrade Dongmen Chuiyu resolutely agreed to represent the Agriculture Department in conducting the field ration survey. He received two tomatoes as compensation. The Farm staff watched his departing figure with something approaching reverence. As the old saying goes: "The wind is rising, and the Yi River grows cold..."

After intense preparation, the Baitu expedition departed from Bopu. The force included the entire 1st Company; one platoon each from the 2nd and 3rd Companies—totaling over 160 men; thirty cadets from the Military-Political School; ten operators from the Military Committee's Direct Recon Team; and over forty personnel from the Artillery Section. The Medical Group also deployed its female Technical School student team, led by "River Horse" Hema. Finally, a hundred-man supply train brought up the rear.

The Navy contributed the newly refurbished two-masted yacht Fubo for sea support, along with six purchased or converted local boats laden with supplies. If ships hadn't been so scarce, Xi Yazhou would have transported the entire force by sea.

Five infantry platoons advanced in a column four men abreast. Over their octagonal caps, the soldiers wore rattan helmets styled after colonial pith helmets. Shiny steel plates stamped with unit numbers adorned the fronts, providing an extra measure of protection. White sun flaps trailed behind—essential gear under Lingao's brutal sunshine. Canvas gaiters were pulled tight around their calves. Cowhide belts carried doubled ammunition pouches—four pouches in total, holding 120 rounds and 130 percussion caps. Canteens, bayonets, entrenching tools, and miscellaneous pouches hung from double-shoulder rattan backboxes stuffed with gear, blankets strapped across the top. Though supply ships accompanied them, every soldier carried ten emergency rice cakes. Squad leaders each had one bottle of liquor. Emergency rations were to be consumed only upon explicit order.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 165: Grassland Plan

Huang Xiong marched as the 8th Squad Leader of the 3rd Company, and in all his years of soldiering, he had never witnessed such extravagance on campaign. The column hugged the coastline while the Navy's Fubo cruised parallel offshore, matching their pace exactly. At every bivouac, supply ships ran themselves up onto the beach with practiced efficiency, and wheeled field kitchens rolled down their wide gangplanks like chariots of plenty.

The kitchens themselves were marvels—cleverly constructed from thin iron plates, complete with built-in stoves and chimneys. Though originally designed to be horse-drawn, they traveled by ship for this operation. The soldiers gathered firewood, fires were lit, and crates of provisions came streaming off the vessels in an endless procession.

What astonished Huang Xiong most was the water. It was pumped from a dedicated transport ship—an almost obscene luxury. He had come to understand that the Australians "processed" everything, drinking water included. They never touched raw water from rivers or wells, and they strictly forbade their subordinates from doing so as well.

For Ma Qianzhu, who had organized the logistics, this arrangement was simply practical. The transmigrators lacked bleaching powder for field purification, and a coastal march through Lingao's notoriously water-scarce western region would have meant difficult freshwater supply. Ship transport was safe, convenient, and saved the soldiers precious time and energy.

The crates that came ashore didn't contain rice or flour. Instead, they held paper-wrapped blocks marked with Arabic numerals and strange words: "Grassland-1," "Grassland-2," and so on. Each wrapper bore a different-colored band. Huang Xiong watched with growing curiosity as the cooks unwrapped them, revealing grayish or brownish blocks that looked decidedly unappetizing. But the moment boiling water hit them, a strange and wonderful fragrance rose from the pots. The appearance remained bizarre, yet the aroma set mouths watering—especially for soldiers who had been marching all day under heavy packs.

"What's this?" Huang Xiong asked the cook stirring the nearest pot.

"Grassland-1 and Grassland-2."

"But what is it?"

"No idea." The cook sniffed the rising steam appreciatively. "Chief Ma got it directly from the Farm. Smells incredible, though. Couldn't tell you the ingredients."

"Flour paste?" one Lingao local complained. "I can't eat wheat."

"Flour paste? Dream on. It's probably sweet potato powder."

"Can't be," Huang Xiong said. "We eat white rice on regular days—you think they'd put us on potatoes for a campaign? Nobody does that." He knew from long experience that soldiers were normally treated like beggars, but combat required proper feeding.

"Chow's ready! Chow's ready!" The cook banged his ladle against the pot's rim, the metallic clanging cutting through the evening air.

The soldiers lined up by unit number—1st Platoon 1st Squad at the front, proceeding down through each squad until the 3rd Platoon 9th Squad brought up the rear. The New Army officers demonstrated their commitment to equality by queuing alongside the soldiers, a practice that had begun during training and now felt entirely natural. Not that it came without complaint. Daily white rice with salted fish was a luxury for enlisted men, but for officers accustomed to better, the monotony wore thin. A few had tried sneaking off to the cafeteria for supplements. Ma Qianzhu discovered this and put a swift end to it, ordering all officers to eat with the soldiers and leading by personal example.

After persevering for several days, Ma Qianzhu discovered that unlike the five-kilometer morning runs—which grew easier with persistence—the food situation only worsened with time. He finally relented, decreeing that officers would receive evening supplements. For this expedition, each officer's pack contained 125 grams of canned luncheon meat, a privilege that made every other transmigrator green with envy.

Huang Xiong collected his portion of the paste, studied it for a moment, then closed his eyes and spooned it in. The richness of flavor nearly overwhelmed him. Such deliciousness existed in this world! He wolfed down everything and rushed to check for leftovers. A mob had already surrounded the pot, everyone thrusting out their bowls and clamoring for more.

The cook—facing such enthusiasm for the first time—couldn't decide who deserved the remaining scrapings. Finally, he added water and distributed it as soup.

Nearby, Dongmen Chuiyu nodded with satisfaction and scribbled in his notebook: "Grassland-1 and Grassland-2: highly satisfactory."

After the meal, the Medical Team's female nurses came ashore carrying boxes marked with red crosses, asking after pains and discomfort. Immediately, a suspicious number of soldiers reported foot pain or stomach aches.

Tian Liang spotted Guo Fu among the nurses and promptly claimed a stomach complaint himself. When the reports of mass stomach distress reached Dr. He—nicknamed "River Horse"—still aboard the ship, terror gripped him. Mass stomach aches after eating? Food poisoning? Even widespread diarrhea was unacceptable. A military demonstration that left a trail of suffering bowels in its wake would be a catastrophic embarrassment. He personally landed with his medicine kit.

"Your stomach's perfectly fine," Dr. He declared, slapping Tian Liang's belly with enough force to make it genuinely hurt.

The stomach farce ended quickly after that. The column resumed its march. Field kitchens were loaded back onto the ships while soldiers packed up everything—including burying their feces and garbage. Hygiene discipline was never neglected.

These two hundred-odd men pressed forward along barren roads toward Baitu beneath a clear sky, their advance punctuated by the rhythmic beat of drums. Occasionally they passed farmers and merchants. Sometimes they passed villages. Seeing orderly troops march by, people paused to watch—but nobody fled. The transmigrators' reputation for righteousness had clearly spread throughout the county.

At roadside villages, local gentry and elders came forward seeking goodwill, sending representatives bearing tea, grain, chickens, and pork to "entertain the troops." Xi Yazhou always spoke with them courteously, then dismissed the sweating elders—but accepted nothing. Huang Xiong found this incomprehensible. He understood that disciplined armies didn't loot or disturb civilians, but refusing gifts that were freely offered?

He mentioned his confusion to Old Tiger, who laughed. "Meat? Go ask the Medical Team if they'd accept it."

"Why not?" Huang Xiong wondered aloud. Did the Australians eat some special kind of meat?

"You're still new. You'll understand eventually."

Near dusk, the column had covered two-thirds of the total distance. Tomorrow would bring mountain terrain. According to the maps, Baitu lay under fifteen kilometers away in a straight line. Xi Yazhou called a halt and ordered them to make camp, preparing for the next day's assault.

"Set up camp! Cadets, supervise!" he commanded.

The Military-Political School cadets had been distributed among the platoons for observation, studying how the transmigrator officers commanded and managed their men. Headquarters had its own cadets as well. The moment the order was given, they sprang into action.

Bivouac procedures had been drilled countless times. Officers, cadets, and soldiers all knew their responsibilities without prompting. Once the site was selected, platoons organized themselves. Under cadet coordination, they divided into work sectors and assigned tasks according to regulations: digging sinusoidal trenches, piling excess soil into protective berms, laying barbed wire atop the earthworks, and erecting wooden corner towers. All grass and shrubs within a hundred meters were cleared.

Defense came first at every bivouac—an ancient Roman principle that the transmigrators had adopted even with their superior technology and training.

Soldiers cut poles from nearby trees. Two shelter-halves tied together formed a two-man tent. The camp was organized by platoon, with drainage ditches and movement paths running between zones. An emergency plan pre-assigned each platoon's assembly positions. Everything was orderly and efficient.

Watching fifteen- and sixteen-year-old cadets manage affairs with such competence filled Huang Xiong with quiet astonishment. He could do all this himself, but only because of years of hard-earned military experience. These cadets had spent barely two months with the bald people. They were still somewhat rough around the edges, true—but given time and combat experience, they would become qualified officers.

He sidled up to one of the young cadets. "Where did you learn all this?" he asked quietly.

"The Chiefs taught us." The cadet pulled a worn book from his satchel. "Also from this—Infantry Regulations."

"Just from reading?"

"The Chiefs taught us directly from this book. Everything's in here—digging trenches, setting up camp, march formations, all of it." The cadet spoke of the regulations with something approaching reverence, claiming it contained everything a soldier needed to know.

Just from a military manual! Huang Xiong thought skeptically. Wasn't this simply fighting battles on paper, like the legendary Zhao Kuo from the old tales? He recalled that the Australians did seem to love their books. Though soldiers weren't permitted inside headquarters, he had stolen glances through the doorway. The interior was filled with books and paper scrolls—looking for all the world like a scholar's study rather than a military command post.

Were the Australians truly planning to fight their wars from books? The idea seemed utterly unbelievable.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 166: Armed Procession

Word that the "bald bandits" had bivouacked nearby spread through the surrounding villages like wildfire. Over two hundred fully armed soldiers with artillery weren't simply touring the countryside for pleasure—everyone understood that much. Before nightfall, villages within ten li had dispatched envoys bearing wine, dried meat, chickens, and ducks as offerings.

"I was just about to summon them," Xi Yazhou remarked with satisfaction, "and here they've delivered themselves." His mandate from the Executive Committee was clear: pacify the roadside villages and secure their allegiance.

The headquarters tent housed a radio and a laptop displaying Xi Yazhou's beloved wargame, now repurposed as an operational simulation system. Outside, two soldiers frantically pedaled a dual-person generator to keep it running. Xi Yazhou himself sat on a folding canvas chair before the tent, two red-yellow triangular pennants fluttering on flagstaffs behind him—his personal command flags. The official banner of the transmigrator army remained mired in heated debate, but that hardly mattered now. Watching the bent-backed village elders shuffle through the camp gate in their finest clothes, Xi Yazhou found himself savoring this taste of power.

Through a chain of three interpreters—one for Lingao dialect, one for military terminology, and one for Qiongzhou dialect—Xi Yazhou explained that his forces were merely passing through and would depart at dawn. The gifts, he said, were politely refused. What happened next caught him completely off guard: the elders began to weep. They dropped to their knees, clutching at his legs, their desperate pleas tumbling over one another.

"What in the world is happening?" Xi Yazhou turned to Translator Xiong Buyu, utterly baffled.

Xiong Buyu was equally perplexed—why would a perfectly harmless announcement provoke such a reaction? After considerable questioning, the truth emerged: the elders had interpreted "rejection of gifts" as "dissatisfaction," which in their experience meant imminent extortion or worse. Now they were wailing that their villages would surely starve.

Xi Yazhou half-laughed, half-sympathized with their plight. "Fine, accept the wine," he conceded. "Keep the dried meat and poultry for yourselves. Send fresh vegetables and eggs instead."

The elders rose as if pardoned from execution. They then pooled together an offering of fifty liang of silver for "Chief Xi," which Xi Yazhou firmly refused. This refusal, unlike the first, earned him genuine praise—"The General is incorruptible," "The Chief is pure and selfless"—and similar declarations that Xiong Buyu dutifully translated until he grew tired of bothering.

His expression hardening, Xi Yazhou delivered the real message: per Executive Committee policy, all villages must send representatives to Bairren Fortress by the thirtieth day of the first month, Chongzhen Year 2, to discuss matters of bandit suppression. Lateness would be treated as bandit collaboration.

"Everyone knows what happened to Gou Manor and their pirate collusion," Xi Yazhou said, his glare sweeping across the kneeling crowd. "We came to Lingao and saw the people suffering while bandits ran rampant. We organized a militia for one purpose: eliminating tyranny, protecting borders, securing the people—maintaining peace on behalf of the Court. Those who refuse to cooperate oppose all the people of Lingao. And opposing the people of Lingao means opposing the Court. Opposing the Court makes you rebel traitors!" He slashed his hand downward. "Anyone has the right to execute them. As for the villages not present today—you will notify them."

The kneeling crowd exchanged confused glances. These "bald bandits" were pirates themselves, yet they claimed to act on behalf of the Court? But confusion aside, the bloody legend of Gou Manor had been embellished through countless retellings until it had become the stuff of nightmares. No one dared refuse; they could only murmur their assent, secretly relieved their villages had been wise enough to send representatives.

Xi Yazhou also demanded that each village provide one liaison to accompany his forces, along with mountain guides familiar with the terrain. Only then were they dismissed.

"Did every village send someone?" Xi Yazhou asked Xiong Buyu afterward, checking off the villages marked on his map.

"Within ten li, all of them came. Within fifteen li, three."

Xi Yazhou smiled with quiet confidence. "After we handle Baitu, more will come."

"Why summon them to Bairren?" Xiong Buyu asked.

"Conscription and requisitions." Xi Yazhou studied the terrain map spread before him. "In Lingao county, we have no real opponents. The next step is utilizing local manpower and resources. Chief Ma wants to seize the county seat and install himself as magistrate, but Commissar Wen prefers to 'encircle the cities from the countryside'—use force to pressure the villages first, building our administrative network before we bother with the seat itself. The county yamen is irrelevant."

"The county seat does seem pointless," Xiong Buyu agreed. "It's just a yamen. We could occupy it trivially whenever we want."

"Exactly. The people are fundamental."

"Report—Navy Commander Chen has arrived!"

The mountain march would begin tomorrow. The Navy support flotilla couldn't resupply the Army until they reached Baitu, so Xi Yazhou needed to coordinate with flotilla commander Chen Haiyang. After discussion, both decided to advance separately the following day. The Army would reach Baitu's perimeter by 3:00 p.m. and issue a surrender demand to the villagers. If the demand failed, Xi Yazhou would fire three red rockets as a signal for the Fubo to bombard Baitu harbor. If it succeeded, one green rocket. Thanks to their recently recruited firecracker craftsman, signal rockets were now feasible, though modern signal flares remained beyond their capability.

They established various communication signals and contingency plans. Past 6:00 p.m., Chen Haiyang rowed back to the Fubo, declining Xi Yazhou's dinner invitation but happily accepting the Navy's share of vegetables and eggs. Xi Yazhou was certain the Fubo had better food anyway. The knowledge irked him, especially as he watched his orderly approach with steaming rice noodle soup.

Dinner consisted of Grassland-3 and Grassland-4 rations. The former was rice noodle wrappers; the latter was rice vermicelli. Boiled until soft and served with complete seasoning packets containing salt, dried scallion, and pepper. A shame there was no chili—otherwise, chili oil would have perfected the dish. The vegetables and eggs from the nearby villages enriched the soup nicely.

The taste was quite good, though it lacked fat. Xi Yazhou once again marveled at the local farmers' appetites: one soldier ate nearly three jin of rice noodles before finally stopping.

The officers' soup contained sliced luncheon meat. The power of frugal traditions was on full display—a single 125-gram can had to be split between two people, and the cutter sliced each portion with surgical precision. When they finished, even the fat residue clinging to the can's interior was rinsed clean with hot soup.

"Who knew luncheon meat would become such a delicacy!" Dongmen Chuiyu remarked, sipping his rice noodle soup. The luncheon meat made the broth richer, adding layers of spiced flavor far superior to the plain seasoned soup. Grassland-3 and Grassland-4 seemed adequate enough—their main drawback was fat deficiency. Without luncheon meat, the plain seasoning packets left the soup bland.

He noted his impressions of the rations in his notebook, then walked outside to stretch. His foot struck something that went clanging across the ground. Looking down, he spotted an empty luncheon meat can.

"Such waste! Who did this?" Dongmen Chuiyu was outraged. Tinned steel plate was still beyond the Industrial Department's current capability. In the cafeteria's daily cooking, cans, vacuum foil bags, and plastic bags were all carefully washed and returned to the Planning Committee warehouse for reuse. He searched the area, collecting all the discarded cans he could find, then rushed to headquarters to report to Xi Yazhou. That evening, all officers received new orders: used cans must be washed clean and collected.

Artillery Training Battery Commander Ying Yu was deep in the mountain march when he paused to rest. His uniform was soaked through with sweat—was this really supposed to be winter? He took a long drink of salted water from his canteen and surveyed the winding mountain path ahead.

Dense forest obscured the column stretching before and behind him. The terrain wasn't particularly steep, but the going was rough. Ying Yu mentally assessed his unit: the Army Artillery Training Platoon, consisting of three 12-pounder mountain howitzers. The cannons had been disassembled for mule transport. A standard 12-pounder howitzer required three mules: the first carried the barrel, the second carried the frame and wheels, and the third carried two ammunition boxes. Each box held eight shells—two explosive and six solid—for a total of sixteen rounds. The normal combat load was forty-eight rounds per gun, but the transmigrators simply didn't have enough horses and mules. Even fielding just three guns had consumed most of the Farm's horses. Wu Nanhai had demanded that Ying Yu personally guarantee all horses would return safely, and had even sent Yang Baogui along with the expedition to provide horse care. Yang, at least, was permitted to ride the ships and avoid the grueling foot march.

Several artillerymen passed Ying Yu on the trail. Like the infantry, they carried full gear and rifles. The sole exception was a fifteen-year-old kid who went without a rifle: a Military-Political School artillery cadet, skinny as a rail. Ying Yu had exempted him from carrying one.

"When will we have proper draft-animal transport?" Ying Yu sighed to no one in particular.

Behind the artillery came a dozen porters shouldering artillery gear. These were the village "liaisons" recruited the day before. Xi Yazhou had arranged for them precisely to meet additional manpower and material needs, sending them back to their villages to arrange help. Ying Yu had decided that since they were otherwise idle, they might as well assist with carrying equipment to reduce the burden on the horses. Artillery simply came with too much miscellaneous gear.

Bei Wei led the Recon Team and their guides several kilometers ahead of the main column, conducting screening and sweeping operations, clearing potential ambushes and observation posts. According to the guides, Baitu rarely contacted neighboring villages. They traded directly by ship—food, supplies, even shipbuilding timber arrived by sea. The village lacked for nothing and its people lived comfortably. Markets were held occasionally, with transactions often conducted in foreign silver. Someone had even spotted large foreign ships visiting Baitu's harbor.

Due to harassment from local bandits, Baitu had built stockades guarding the road junctions. As for maritime powers, they left Baitu alone. Pirates frequently came there to buy and repair ships.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 167: Capturing Baitu Village

A scout came rushing back to where Xi Yazhou sat astride his horse—the only mounted officer in the entire column, riding Nick's prized "Alanche." The racehorse was truly magnificent, and every native they passed stared at the animal with undisguised admiration. Horses were rare enough on Hainan, let alone one so tall and beautiful.

Since entering the mountains, however, Xi Yazhou had spent more time on foot than in the saddle. The steep terrain and dense jungle canopy meant that any ambush would naturally target the only horseman first, and much as he disliked walking, self-preservation won out over comfort. After more than two hours of gasping his way uphill through the suffocating vegetation, he was already regretting the month of free labor he'd promised Wu Nanhai in exchange for borrowing the beast.

"Commander Xi—Baitu's checkpoint lies just ahead."

"Confirmed?" Xi Yazhou wiped the sweat from his forehead.

"Confirmed. We've already sent negotiators to demand they open up."

"Let them keep talking." Xi Yazhou waved his arm. "All platoons—rest in place! I need a break."

Xiong Buyu had been shouting through a megaphone for half an hour, but the wooden stockade blocking the road remained stubbornly silent. A thick log barricade sealed the gate, and no figures were visible on the palisade walls—though the glint of weapons in the sunlight betrayed their presence.

"Fire—let's give them something impressive." Xi Yazhou lowered his binoculars. The wooden stockade could be taken in ten minutes if he really wanted it.

"Commander Xi—Bei Wei radioed in. His men have infiltrated behind the stockade and are holding at Hill 41.3, one hundred meters out. Should they attack?"

"Just have them monitor. If we do all the fighting for the troops, these new recruits won't get any practice."

"Understood."

"All platoons—prepare for combat! Fix bayonets!"

At the officers' commands, the resting soldiers scrambled to their feet and formed up under the squad leaders' urgent direction. Orderlies helped the officers unpack stab-resistant vests from their backpacks—too hot for marching but essential for what was coming. Rattan helmets were swapped for steel.

"Fine—give them a taste of artillery," Ying Yu said with a resigned sigh.

The first shot blasted the wooden gate to splinters, sending shards flying in all directions. Two more rounds struck the stockade proper: one blew a wooden parapet clean off, the other punched straight through the wall. The 12-pounder iron balls traced smoking arcs through the air—a terrifying spectacle. The Training Battalion soldiers cheered at the display of their artillery's might.

Almost simultaneously, white smoke billowed from the stockade walls and a cannon report echoed across the hillside. The cheering soldiers ducked instinctively—some dove face-first into the dirt with their hands over their heads, while others looked ready to flee outright. The formation wavered dangerously.

"Good heavens!" Xiong Buyu—though technically a non-officer—had full equipment and carried his beloved flute, planning a heroic British Grenadiers-style column assault. He had not expected enemy cannon fire to throw a month's worth of training into such chaos.

"Stand fast! Stand fast! Don't panic!" Officers drew their swords to restore order.

Recruits fear cannons—the old saying held true. Xi Yazhou cursed under his breath as he watched his troops scramble. On returning, I must drill them endlessly under cannon fire, he resolved silently.

Old Tiger You thrust his sword skyward. "Any bastard who looks back—I'll chop him down! Everyone stand firm, you worthless lot!" The flat of his blade cracked against a soldier who was turning to run.

The stockade's cannonball fell less than a hundred meters away. Ying Yu recognized it immediately and felt no alarm. "They're using scrap iron and rocks as shot."

"Continue firing!"

Xi Yazhou did not order an immediate assault. Instead, solid iron rounds pounded the position relentlessly, and the logs collapsed like children's blocks. Within minutes, the entire stockade was reduced to a smoking, burning heap of rubble.

Soon figures came rushing out with weapons raised for close combat—but the stabilized infantry met them with volleys that cut them down where they stood. After the first fusillade, a dozen or more lay fallen. The survivors, spattered with blood and screaming in terror, fled back toward the wreckage.

Xi Yazhou ordered a bugle assault. This time there was no embarrassment. The platoons correctly alternated cover and advance, quickly entering the checkpoint. The ground was littered with bodies crushed by cannon fire and falling timber. Soldiers mercilessly bayoneted the dying and wounded, their screams echoing through the smoke. Xi Yazhou shook his head: these soldiers had weak fighting spirit but killed without hesitation. Whether that was good or bad, he couldn't say.

Prisoners were tied ten to a rope. Xiong Buyu hastily interrogated them—almost all were Fujianese refugees who had fled endless tax exactions to Hainan. Baitu had sheltered them in exchange for monthly rice and cash payments. They worked as laborers and militia.

The cannons and powder, they explained, had been bought from "red-hairs" who came seeking ship repairs. They had also purchased red-haired muskets—but poor handling had caused injuries, so the weapons were eventually abandoned.

"What damn times we live in," Xiong Buyu said after finishing his questioning, his voice thick with indignation. "The Ming is finished—even tiny villages are raising private armies."

"The Ming is finished—but the Jurchen aren't much better." Xi Yazhou sighed. Though dynastic cycles seemed inevitable, the Ming-Qing transition was a rare historical regression. Just as the world approached the threshold of modern civilization, China was about to become a brutal, backward slave state. Its people impoverished and ignorant. Its science destroyed. Its culture castrated. The only thing that would remain was Macartney's observation of a "barbarizing China" and its so-called "prosperous age."

Xi Yazhou was no "Ming enthusiast"—but even the rotten Ming lacked the ugliness of the queue hairstyle. That alone meant he could not allow history to repeat itself.

"Little Wei—take the 1st Company and double-time forward. Reach Baitu quickly, but don't enter yet." Xi Yazhou turned to brief Wei Aiwen. "Seal all land exits—don't let anyone escape!"

"Understood!"

"The naval blockade should be in place—the Fubo ought to have arrived by now. Once you're deployed, fire a red rocket to notify them."

The remaining soldiers cleared the battlefield. Bodies were tossed into the ravines, and logs were dragged from the road. Xi Yazhou noted the strategic terrain and ordered one platoon to guard the rear while the other units continued toward the village.

By three o'clock in the afternoon, Baitu surrendered. The village was well fortified: wooden palisades, rammed-earth walls, and log-built gun towers. Remarkably, the four corners featured bastions—it looked less like a Chinese village than a crude European fortress. Some villagers attempted to escape by sea, but the Fubo's broadsides drove them back. With no avenue of escape and a 12-pounder mountain howitzer smashing one of their gun towers, the village had no choice but to capitulate. Ying Yu breathed a sigh of relief—his ammunition was nearly exhausted.

After detaining the surrendering village elders, Xi Yazhou ordered his forces to occupy the village. Walking through its streets, he realized this was a small paradise. The houses were simple, but the villagers looked healthy and properly clothed. They showed normal fear—unlike the desperately poor villages he had seen, where peasants had dead, fish-like eyes.

The village warehouses and workshops were sealed. Xi Yazhou inspected them carefully—soldier discipline remained strict, thanks to the transmigrator officers supervising.

The Navy fleet entered the harbor and began offloading supplies and ammunition. Also arriving were the Planning Committee's inventory staff and Wen Desi himself—in his capacity as a shipbuilding expert. Baitu's greatest wealth was its shipyard, and they needed to evaluate whether the village was viable for continued use; relocating would mean abandoning the existing infrastructure.

The shipyard sat on the beachside near the bay. Ships rested on the slipways—some incomplete, others under repair.

After the inspection, it was clear that Baitu's facilities were comprehensive: ironworks, hemp works, tung oil works, paint works, and even a small lime kiln. But the harbor was too cramped. With mountains on three sides and a water depth of over ten meters, the entire harbor could still only accommodate eight to ten hundred-ton vessels. The village's shipbuilding capacity matched this limitation—only one 400-liao ship sat on the slipways; the rest were small fishing boats.

"Nice place." Wen Desi's eyes sparkled at the sight of such complete ancient shipbuilding facilities—momentarily forgetting his purpose.

"Too small. Fine as a storm harbor. But too small for a proper shipyard."

"It's a bit like 'chicken ribs'—scant meat, but a shame to throw away," Wen Desi agreed reluctantly. The harbor's water was limited, and the land space was equally constrained. The current scale was clearly the maximum.

After deliberation, the decision was made: relocate the entire village. Move the women, children, and elderly first. Leave some shipwrights to complete the vessels already on the slipways. Everything movable—especially the quality timber—would be transported. It was a scarce resource for transmigrator shipbuilding.

Xiong Buyu announced the decision to the elders: all villagers would be relocated to Bopu. There, the transmigrators would help rebuild the shipyard, provide housing, and allocate private plots.

Xi Yazhou did not give Xiong much time to advertise the advantages of the "New Village." He sat on a camp stool, brandishing a long saber and glaring menacingly.

"Enough talk. Return and tell the villagers: pack up, prepare for phased departure!" The bayonet-fixed soldiers behind him added considerable persuasiveness to the message.

No prolonged discussions and no political mobilization were needed. Bayonets and cannons were the hard truth. The villagers were ordered to pack and prepare for relocation. Anticipating an extended process, Li Jun and one platoon would garrison the village until the operation was complete.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 168: After-Action Review

Inside the headquarters tent pitched on the village beach, the Baitu expedition's officers, NCOs, and cadets from squad level and above had assembled. Nurses from the medical team circulated with tea as pleasantries were exchanged, and the mood was buoyant. Despite a few minor embarrassments, the battle had unfolded according to textbook procedures. Casualties stood at zero.

"We must develop the habit," Xi Yazhou began, "of conducting a thorough review after every operation. Speak freely—nothing is off limits."

The native NCOs held their tongues. Their ingrained sense of hierarchy ran too deep for candor. Xi Yazhou let it pass; such things took time.

"Bivouac and sentry arrangements satisfactory?"

"All arranged."

"Good. Now—this was our first large-unit combined operation, and there were problems aplenty. When that enemy cannon fired, every platoon wavered. We were fortunate their piece was garbage. Had they actually hit someone, we'd have had a total rout on our hands."

"There are no veterans among them," someone offered. "They're all green recruits."

"We need more adaptation training under live fire. Get them accustomed to explosions."

"The real key is more combat experience—"

"Combat will come," Xi Yazhou cut in. "But in their current state, there's a ninety percent chance they'll break at first contact. Running is still preferable to paralysis—just freezing in place, waiting to die. Those 1st Company soldiers burying their faces in the dirt? Truly embarrassing. Were they playing ostrich?" His criticism was brutal and unhesitating.

Wei Aiwen's face flushed crimson. As commander of 1st Company—the Demonstration Company, no less, with an excellence rate exceeding sixty percent—his unit had delivered the day's most humiliating performance.

"I'll impose strict rectification upon our return!" His voice was subdued. "Anyone showing cowardice will be transferred to logistics."

"It was their first taste of combat—fear is understandable," another officer countered. "If we remove them, how do we replace them? Retrain from scratch?"

"I agree it's unnecessary," Xi Yazhou said. "When a unit is weak, commanders should look for reasons within themselves rather than blame the soldiers."

Wei Aiwen felt as though he were sitting on pins and needles; this was turning into a struggle session. He rose to his feet. "I'll make a deep self-criticism—"

"Forget it, Little Wei, relax." Others pulled him back to his seat.

"Skip the self-criticism. When we return, everyone will submit new training plans and methods—we need rapid improvement. And you platoon commanders shouldn't assume your men passed muster. The absence of embarrassment was luck. It doesn't mean you have strong troops."

Old Tiger You and the others grimaced their acknowledgment. Post-battle reviews were never pleasant affairs.

"Now, marksmanship," Xi Yazhou continued. "During the checkpoint engagement, our volleys were utterly ragged. Three platoons firing at two hundred meters, and we scored only a dozen hits? With Minié rifles, that score is unacceptable."

"The soldiers haven't mastered the elevation sights yet. Many still aren't accustomed—"

"On returning, emphasize sight-adjustment drills. Otherwise, against cavalry, we're dead men."

Huang Xiong marveled quietly at the scene. These bald people possessed a truly different military culture. Victory brought no rewards or banquets—only relentless nitpicking of every detail. Could such leadership really inspire men to fight and die? He could not deny this New Army had delivered many shocks, especially the weapons, which were arguably without peer. But their military philosophy struck him as childishly naive. Perhaps overseas barbarian thinking simply differed from Chinese thinking.

"The 12-pounder mountain howitzers exceeded expectations," Ying Yu reported, summarizing the artillery situation. "The drawback is insufficient ammunition—even for low-intensity combat, supply was barely adequate. Unit mechanization remains low, but our establishment is organized to mechanized standards. Besides their own weapons and gear, soldiers are also lugging artillery equipment. It's exhausting. Without the village liaisons serving as porters, many would have straggled."

"The mechanization shortage can't be solved quickly," Wen Desi replied. "Raising or purchasing horses won't happen overnight—Hainan isn't horse country."

"I'm aware. Wu Nanhai can't conjure horses from thin air." Ying Yu shrugged. "My suggestion: given how few horses we have, we expand artillery personnel—"

"Damn—substituting men for beasts?"

"That's the idea."

The transmigrators exchanged uneasy glances. This was the most despised aspect of the old-army system—reviled a hundredfold more than even the Bannermen system.

"I know it's terrible," Ying Yu pressed, "but how else do we ensure gun mobility?"

No alternatives presented themselves. An emergency horse-buying mission was theoretically possible, but purchasing horses in Guangzhou proved difficult. Officials investigated closely, and the markets offered few animals.

"Adding gunners makes sense," Xi Yazhou said, carefully avoiding the phrase "substituting men for beasts." "Currently, each 12-pounder has six gunners. Increasing that to ten would reduce the individual burden while adding firepower."

"We should also develop lighter, shorter weapons for the artillery—easier to carry. Perhaps carbines."

"But if enemies overrun an artillery position, having only short weapons would be inadequate."

"Then six gunners carry short weapons; add four standard riflemen."

"This proposal works," Ying Yu agreed.

"One more issue—our ration standards have problems. Theoretically, it's 0.75 kilograms per man per day. In practice, many consume 1.5 kilograms. This undermines our logistical planning and needs revision."

"A diet deficient in fat and protein causes this," Dongmen Chuiyu said with a helpless shrug. As Agriculture's ration observer, he knew the problem intimately.

"Any feedback on the Grassland Plan rations?"

Wei Aiwen began to speak, but Xi Yazhou interrupted, instead calling on Tian Liang, who appeared to have drifted off.

"Tian Liang—tell us: how has the food been these past two days?"

Tian Liang had not expected to be called upon. He reflexively shot to his feet and saluted. "Reporting, Chief!"

"Don't shout. Just tell us."

"Very—good." He swallowed. It was an honest answer: eating full meals of fine grain, what dissatisfaction could he possibly have?

"Sit. Do all the soldiers feel the same?" Xi Yazhou surveyed the room.

Everyone nodded. One squad leader smiled with embarrassment and stood: "Reporting, Chief—the brothers said if there was meat, it would be even better."

Laughter rippled through the tent, and the atmosphere lightened visibly.

"Wanting meat is good. Currently it's difficult—but when we're richer, the brothers will eat meat every day!" Xi Yazhou wrote out a blank check.

"Really? Chief... Xi?" The squad leader was stunned with excitement. Huang Xiong privately found it amusing. Trusting officers' words? Only if the sun rose from the west. Soldiers eating meat daily—where was such good fortune to be found?

"Of course." Xi Yazhou nodded and gestured for him to sit. "The soldiers probably have no complaints. What about the officers?"

"No fat!"

"Grassland-1 and -2 are good. Grassland-3 and -4 are bland—without the luncheon meat, you can't choke them down."

"We should make oil jars like fish sauce. Add some when cooking."

"Too few vegetables. Eating like this, we'll all be suffering from 'internal heat' before long!"

Food feedback came in abundance, though not as intensely as expected. This was because they had not yet sampled Grassland-5: instant rice cakes. Dongmen Chuiyu had tried one. The taste was truly horrifying.

After the meeting adjourned, the village elders were brought to the headquarters tent. They knelt upon entry and were promptly helped to their feet by Wen Desi.

The transmigrators needed Baitu's people and property. But forcibly relocating over five hundred souls from comfortable homes to an unknown destination would obviously provoke resistance. Following Wen Desi's arrival, the officers had agreed: winning over the village leadership was essential to pacifying the commoners. Violent incidents during transit had to be avoided.

The three elders who entered represented the village's major surnames—two were Fujianese. One was surnamed Lin, a carpenter. Another surnamed Lu, a blacksmith. Both had brought their entire clans, and together they held dominant power in the village. The third was a Cantonese man surnamed Zhang—a shipwright—who had come only with his wife and children.

The Lin clan built ships, though with mediocre skill, producing only small boats. Shipwright Zhang was the core technician. The best-selling 400-liao vessels were his alone to construct. Keenly aware of his minority and outsider status, Zhang kept his shipbuilding secrets close. He took no apprentices. Crucial work like lofting he performed personally; others merely labored without understanding the principles.

Besides the Lin and Lu clans, the village residents consisted mostly of landless farmers and craftsmen who had fled Guangdong and Fujian. Real power rested firmly in the hands of the Lin and Lu families. Shipwright Zhang's technical value earned him a seat at the table, but little more. After touring the village and interrogating ordinary villagers, Wen Desi understood that most were being exploited. Workshops, tools, ships—all production facilities belonged to the Lin and Lu families.

Understanding this, Wen Desi began formulating plans to dismantle their power structure. Shipwright Zhang was clearly the easiest to peel away.

Wen Desi spoke in reassuring tones: all property would simply be relocated to Bopu. Private possessions would be protected. At Bopu, they would continue shipbuilding under transmigrator protection, and all labor would be compensated. Housing and grain supply would be arranged.

The elders obviously did not believe him—but belief was unnecessary. Wen Desi simply needed to reduce their hostility.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 169: Lin Gonglao and Zhang Jiqi

Transporting the population and materials presented an entirely new challenge. The evacuation of Gou Manor had been an overland operation, but this time everything would travel by sea—an opportunity to gain valuable experience for the mass migrations that lay ahead.

"The Navy can dispatch landing craft," Chen Haiyang offered. "The Dengyingzhou is committed to the Guangzhou route and can't be reassigned."

"What's the Fubo's capacity?"

"Seventy to eighty souls." Chen Haiyang ran the figures in his head. "Less than the Dengyingzhou—the cannons and ammunition eat up considerable tonnage."

"And the six transport vessels?"

"All smaller craft. Thirty to forty people each." He continued his mental calculations. "We also captured two 200-liao ships from the village, plus five or six smaller boats. All serviceable. Capacity shouldn't be an issue."

"Transit time by sea?"

"With sailboats, generous estimate—two days."

"Provisions?"

"Grassland-5 will do the job. Durable and filling." Chen Haiyang's tone made clear his personal opinion of the rock-hard rice cakes.

"Moving the people poses no real difficulty—a single wave with the larger ships will handle it. Common folk travel light. But the timber, iron, hemp, and tung oil will occupy significant tonnage."

Xi Yazhou interjected, "The Army should partially withdraw. With five platoons and three cannons deployed here, we've left home somewhat exposed."

Dongmen Chuiyu proposed a solution: "Starting tomorrow, each departing ship carries one squad. Troop transport and escort combined. We'll maintain one platoon here until the new vessel launches." He paused. "Is Bopu prepared? Over five hundred people arriving all at once!"

"Wu De has it in hand. Housing construction is still underway, so they'll use the quarantine camp initially—it's standing empty."

"With the Fubo stationed here, does that compromise Bopu's defenses?" Wen Desi recalled the tensions.

"Four fishing trawlers are sufficient. They're all equipped with breech-loading cannons—high mobility, high speed, high firepower. Anyone attacking them would be committing suicide."

"Tomorrow, the first wave moves the entire Lin and Lu families." A slight curve played at the corner of Wen Desi's lips. "Leave Shipwright Zhang behind to continue building."



The following day, Baitu Village erupted into chaos. Adults shouted, children wailed, and women keened in distress. But the transmigrators had come prepared: they had already determined who would depart first and who would follow, distributing color-coded paper slips accordingly.

On the beach, rope lanes had been set up with matching colored flags at each station. Slip holders simply followed their color to the correct vessel, and the system worked without confusion. The ships had brought hundreds of strapped rattan baskets and lengths of rope for handling luggage.

"Can this old ticket still board your passenger ship..." Li Haiping hummed to himself from the Fubo's stern castle, watching the struggling procession below—streams of elderly villagers, young children, and bundle-laden families shuffling along under the soldiers' urging.

Lin Gonglao cast a sideways glance at the humming "bald bandit." It was a strange tune—as strange as their clothing. The clan elder had called these newcomers "Chiefs," bowing and scraping before them in a display that turned Lin Gonglao's stomach. But he understood the elder's fear. He had witnessed firsthand what their firearms could do. That checkpoint stockade—including the cannon they'd purchased—had cost the village hundreds of liang. The short-term workers stationed there hadn't come cheap either. A hundred local bandits couldn't have touched the fortification, yet these strangers had smashed through it in minutes.

Now he was a captive, his future uncertain. The thought gnawed at him. Lin Gonglao was a member of the Lin clan proper—the clan leader was his own uncle. Born and raised in Baitu, he had never known hardship, belonging by birthright to the village's ruling class. Like the other second-generation Lin and Lu sons, he had shown little interest in his ancestors' shipbuilding craft, learning only the rudiments before abandoning it entirely. Martial pursuits suited him better—leading short-term workers through their drills, and dragging anyone who displeased him to the Shenming Pavilion for a beating. He had strutted through the village as if he owned every stone of it.

Those days, obviously, were finished.

His irritation mounting, he suddenly felt someone bump into his back. He whirled around to find Wang Sangou—a bachelor in his fifties who served as a clan-kept laborer, essentially a communal slave to the Lin family.

Already seething with resentment, and now struck by a slave? His back throbbed from the impact. Rage ignited. His palm shot out in a vicious slap, followed by a kick.

"Coffin scraper! You blind?!"

Wang Sangou had been shuffling along in line, burdened with bags, when the blow connected. The strike and kick sent him sprawling in a heap. Several young Lin clansmen spotted his ridiculous pose and burst into laughter. The older clan members grimaced and quickly pulled the laughing children away.

The assault blocked the queue. Soldiers rushed over to clear the jam. From his vantage point on the stern castle, Li Haiping observed the entire scene and shook his head slowly. Such a tiny place, yet already there are petty tyrants.

"Who's that?" someone asked.

"Lin clan, apparently. Word is the kid's quite full of himself. Even after the elder surrendered, this one stayed resentful," Li Haiping remarked.

"Tough character?"

Lin Gonglao, having vented his spleen on Wang Sangou, felt considerably refreshed. Victoriously, he added a few more kicks for good measure. Just as he was warming to his work, a burly man shouldered through the crowd, cudgel in hand.

"What the hell is going on here?!" The man's voice boomed across the beach. "Nothing better to do than brawl?!"

"I dare not—I dare not—" Wang Sangou scrambled to his feet, hands raised in supplication. "No fighting, no fighting—"

But Lin Gonglao was young and hot-blooded. He had not yet adjusted to his altered circumstances, and he faced the newcomer with all his former arrogance:

"I'm disciplining my slave—what concern is it of—"

WHANG.

Stars exploded across his vision. When consciousness returned, he found himself sprawled on the ground, his skull blazing with pain. He touched it gingerly—a substantial bump was already rising. The "bald bandit" loomed over him, cudgel in hand, regarding him with cold contempt.

"Do you know basic manners? 'This master' this, 'this master' that—you think I'm the same generation as your father?"

Lin Gonglao nearly choked on his fury. But he understood the principle that wise men don't fight impossible battles. He rose in silence and prepared to leave.

"Hold it." The voice came from behind. Lin Gonglao forced down his rage and turned, straining to appear docile.

"What?"

"You're clearly strong. Help the old man carry his things."

Lin Gonglao almost exploded—but the throbbing in his skull served as a pointed reminder: times had changed. Reluctantly, he stooped to pick up one of Wang Sangou's baskets. The old man frantically waved him off.

"Did you grow up eating shit?" The man's words sliced like a blade. "A young fellow carrying just that?"

Lin Gonglao silently added two more bundles to his load, mentally cursing eighteen generations of these bald bandits' ancestors.

As he trudged through the line, a sudden burst of laughter erupted behind him. He didn't need to look. He knew it wasn't the Lin clan laughing—it had to be the laborers and their ilk. People who had once smiled obsequiously at him, never daring to meet his eyes, now laughed at him openly.

Seething with bitter resentment, he followed the crowd to the gangplank. Straw packs were piled nearby—one for each passenger. Opening his, he found a bamboo tube with a stopper, apparently for water, along with something wrapped in paper. He tore it open slightly: biscuits.

Thoughtful preparation. Lin Gonglao touched the swelling on his head, wondering what the future held. For the first time, a thread of genuine fear wound through him. He was beginning to understand a simple truth: the world extended far beyond Baitu Village now.

Zhou Dongtian returned to the stern castle with evident satisfaction. Li Haiping chuckled. "Playing social justice warrior, are we?"

"With brats like that, you have to knock the arrogance out of them early—otherwise they'll cause no end of trouble later. This world is ours now!" Zhou Dongtian twirled his cudgel with practiced ease. "I even held back. Otherwise I could have left no visible marks at all... just internal damage."

"Careful—corpses are useless to us." Li Haiping privately wondered why the Executive Committee had assigned this printer here. Probably for interrogations. He and Zhou shared quarters, and he often saw the man return late at night wearing a mysterious smile. Eventually he learned the truth: the Security Group called for Zhou whenever they needed someone questioned.



After dispatching the first wave of evacuees, Wen Desi personally inspected the confiscated treasures. The timber reserves were abundant: camphor, fir, and pine totaling over five hundred logs. Various hardwoods—Hainan sandalwood, Guangdong lychee wood, ironwood—numbered over one hundred logs more. There were more than a thousand bamboo poles. Stores of pig iron, tung oil, yellow hemp, white hemp, palm fiber, and oyster shells rounded out the inventory.

The warehouses yielded a bounty of ship fittings, including several forged four-claw iron grapnels, abundant sails, ropes, and nails, and a considerable weapons cache. Wen Desi's inspection turned up over ten cannons—all British-made, specifically East India Company 24-pounder ship guns. Short-barreled carronades, a design unique to Britain. The "unusable" muskets proved to be British-made matchlocks. The English presence here was clearly significant.

According to Shipwright Zhang, "Red-hairs" occasionally called at the village for fresh water and minor repairs, paying in powder, weapons, and foreign silver.

"You can repair red-hair ships?" Wen Desi asked.

"Red-hair ships differ from ours in many ways—but ships are ships," Shipwright Zhang replied respectfully. He was in his early forties, possessed the finest craftsmanship in the village, built the largest vessels, and was said to have "many ingenious ideas."

"Could you build a red-hair ship?"

The shipwright hesitated. "The sails..." He trailed off. "We lack sufficient cloth." He thought for a moment longer. "Also, the rigging is complex. The operating mechanisms are intricate. Without foreign craftsmen to guide me, I probably cannot replicate them."

"These things I know—"

Shipwright Zhang glanced at this "bald person" with surprise. Could such a pampered-looking gentleman actually understand these matters?

"Then I am willing to try."

"What's your name?"

"This humble one is Zhang Jiqi."

Wen Desi paused, then laughed aloud. "Good, good. Come to our place, and you'll truly live up to your name." Jiqi sounded exactly like the word for "Machine"—a perfect fit for the industrial future awaiting him.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 170: The 400-Liao Guangzhou-Style Ship

Wen Desi followed Shipwright Zhang on a tour of the vessels under construction. Over the years, he had built countless Western ship models, though Chinese seagoing vessels remained more of a casual hobby than a serious pursuit. The frustration lay in how far domestic research lagged behind overseas scholarship—considerably less professional and woefully incomplete. Even scale models of ancient Chinese ships could more readily be found in foreign collections than anywhere in China itself. The available resources were simply too scarce to work with properly.

The shipyard possessed no drydock, only slipway racks for launching. Wen Desi was well aware that drydock technology in China dated back to the Northern Song Dynasty's Xining era, when such facilities had been used to repair imperial barges. But subsequent usage had been exceedingly rare—an historical anomaly at best. Without Shen Kuo's meticulous records in the Dream Pool Essays, the practice might have been lost to time entirely.

"How do you launch ships without proper slipways or docks?" Wen Desi asked, genuinely curious about ancient methods.

"We coat the beach with slippery mud, then haul the vessel out with ropes."

Brilliantly simple. Wen Desi nodded appreciatively. The old saying about the wisdom of the common people being inexhaustible was not merely rhetoric—it was lived experience, passed down through generations of practical problem-solving.

The ship before them stood roughly seventy percent complete. The hull had taken shape, but no deck planking had yet been laid. With his admittedly limited knowledge of ancient ship design, Wen Desi recognized it immediately as a Guangchuan—a Guangzhou-style ship. These were among the largest Chinese seagoing vessels: wide at the top and narrow at the bottom, featuring a distinctive "virtual tail" at the stern. Their most characteristic element was the centerline-mounted drop-keel that extended below the hull proper. This drop-board dramatically reduced rolling and leeway, making it the Guangchuan's signature trait. By his estimation, this particular vessel measured roughly 400 liao—the maximum size the Ming government permitted for civilian ships. Chinese shipwrights could obviously construct thousand-ton vessels when they wished, but excessive size created operational headaches: harder to evade authorities, more difficult to access shallow harbors.

Wen Desi studied the ship's proportions and estimated its dimensions: approximately twenty-seven meters in length, over five meters in beam, with a displacement of around seventy tons. The measurements aligned with other 400-liao ships he had read about in technical literature—apparently the design had become fairly standardized over time.

"Do you work from chuanshu?" he asked, referring to the traditional ship books that codified construction specifications. "From ship books?"

Shipwright Zhang's face reddened with embarrassment. "No ship book," he muttered.

Wen Desi knew the man was guarding his trade secrets—as any skilled craftsman would. But he also knew that without impressing Zhang, he would face endless evasions and half-truths. There was nothing for it but to demonstrate that he already possessed knowledge worth protecting. He cleared his throat and, speaking in Cantonese, recited a string of precise figures:

"400-liao warship specifications: length 8 zhang 6 chi 9 cun; beam 1 zhang 7 chi; labor 2,487..."

Before he could finish, Shipwright Zhang dropped to his knees, his weathered face filled with terror. "My... my... lord..."

"Rise," Wen Desi said calmly. "Don't be afraid."

"My lord already knows—"

"When you reach Bopu and see our iron ships, great and small, you will begin to understand the true depths of worldly ingenuity. What is one petty ship book compared to that?" Wen Desi allowed himself a private thought: It's just basic information that ancient ship enthusiasts like "Nanchuan Ji" have already published.

"Yes, yes," Zhang said, climbing to his feet and brushing off his knees. He recognized now that this lord was no mere curious official—he was an expert in his own right. And the mention of iron ships he had never seen stirred something in Zhang's chest: genuine excitement, professional curiosity. From that moment, his explanations became far more forthcoming.

This nearly completed vessel was double-masted with a fir hull—a detail that puzzled Wen Desi, since the books he had read claimed Guangchuan were primarily built of "ironwood," specifically Mesua ferrea. Their captured Fubo was also a Guangchuan, and though it was not ironwood either, it at least used the same general class of hardwood: lychee wood.

Zhang explained that it came down purely to economics. Ironwood was expensive, while fir grew abundantly and could be had cheaply—yet still possessed adequate structural strength for the vessel's intended purpose. According to Zhang, a Cantonese merchant had ordered this particular ship for regular Nanyang trade routes, operating on an unusual business model: buy a new ship for each voyage, load it with cargo, sail to the destination, then sell both the vessel and its goods before returning home on other ships. These were essentially disposable vessels, built to be used once. Materials were minimized accordingly, with cheapness the overriding priority.

"How much does a ship like this cost?"

"Standard price is eight hundred liang. If you want quality timber throughout, add another two hundred."

So one ship ran about a thousand liang of silver. The Navy had indeed been a money furnace since antiquity—some things never changed. Any serious shipbuilding program would clearly need private capital involvement to sustain itself.

Structurally, the hull was divided by twelve bulkheads into thirteen separate compartments. The bulkhead planks were large camphor boards, each over ten centimeters thick. This was the Chinese sailing ship's world-leading innovation: watertight compartmentalization. At the junctions where bulkheads met hull planking, cradling ribs were fixed in place with iron nails. Near the bottom, Wen Desi noticed two drain holes per bulkhead and cradling rib—a detail that surprised him. Surely drain holes would compromise the very watertightness the compartments were meant to provide?

Zhang explained that the drain holes facilitated bilge pumping, allowing water to be channeled and removed efficiently. During actual sailing, they were sealed with specially fitted wooden stoppers.

The hull planking was all fir. Bottom planks measured over twenty centimeters thick, while the hull sides ran about fifteen centimeters. Strake widths varied from eight to twenty centimeters—widest at midships, gradually narrowing toward both bow and stern. Lateral joints were simple butt joints, while longitudinal seams employed flush-rabbet joinery, with gaps filled using traditional caulking. This caulking compound was a mixture of hemp fiber, tung oil, and ground oyster shell—a formula perfected over centuries. The tung oil's chemical properties caused it to polymerize readily, forming a tough waterproof film. Oyster shell, being over ninety percent calcium carbonate, combined most effectively with tung oil when first burnt into lime at high temperatures. The lime's strong bonding properties reacted with the tung oil to produce a calcium soap compound that was extremely resistant to water penetration. All plank joints were additionally secured with iron nails, their holes sealed over with oil putty.

At the third and seventh bulkhead positions stood the fore and main mast steps. These were large camphor blocks fixed firmly to both the bulkheads and the hull itself, featuring two square holes that accepted mast clasps to secure the masts in place. Chinese ships had long featured masts that could be lowered and removed entirely—the mast steps incorporated pivots for this purpose, while the bulkheads contained storage holes where lowered masts could be stowed.

Ballast consisted of beach cobblestones, concentrated primarily in the third and fourth compartments. Both sides of the hold featured stringer frames for the installation of a lower deck, where cargo and crew quarters would eventually be arranged.

The rudder was fashioned from hardwood—even on these disposable ships, craftsmen refused to cut corners on critical components. It was a primitive but effective balanced adjustable-height rudder. The blade itself was pierced with numerous holes, which Zhang explained reduced the steering force required to turn the vessel—yet another design innovation unique to the Guangchuan tradition.

What fascinated Wen Desi most, however, were the shipbuilding materials stockpiled in the workshop, particularly the iron fittings. Chinese ships had employed iron nails since the Warring States period, and the technology had reached full maturity during the Tang and Song dynasties. Seeing these physical examples arranged before him stirred genuine excitement. There were six or seven distinct varieties of nail types alone—shovel nails, square nails, date-stone nails, climbing-head nails, flat-head nails—each precisely designed for specific structural purposes. He also noticed peculiar L-shaped iron fittings: roughly fifty centimeters long, five centimeters wide, and 0.6 centimeters thick, with one end bent at a sharp ninety-degree angle and four small holes punched through the metal. Zhang explained that these were ju clamps, used for connecting external hull planks to the interior bulkheads. The technique was ingeniously simple: slots were pre-cut into the bulkheads while corresponding holes were drilled through the planking. The ju clamp was then hammered from outside, passing through the plank hole and seating firmly into the bulkhead slot. Finally, the clamp's exposed flange was nailed securely to the bulkhead face.

Wen Desi wandered through the ship, mentally calculating whether it might be converted into a sail cruiser. But the vessel was simply too small—the 400-liao class could carry only thirty to forty tons of cargo. As a warship, it would mount six to eight guns at most. For the industrial-scale material transport the Australians required, it was woefully inadequate. And as an exploration vessel, it would prove too slow for practical use. What he really needed was his beloved double-masted schooner.

"Old Zhang," Wen Desi said at last, "what's your professional opinion of red-hair ships?"

"Tall ships. Carry cannons. Don't fear storms or pirates."

"What else?"

"The sail rigging is exquisite," Shipwright Zhang admitted honestly. "They're fast. I've observed red-hair ships for a long time—high masts, much sailcloth, better wind capture. But their true construction secrets remain impenetrable to me."

"Hmm. These things I know."

Shipwright Zhang's eyes suddenly gleamed with barely suppressed hope. But then, understanding that skills were a man's livelihood—and that a lord of such evident knowledge would not easily share it—his expression dimmed again.

Wen Desi smiled. "Let me tell you something. In Australia, where we come from, specialized schools exist solely to teach the art and science of shipbuilding. Everything you and I know about ships—combined—amounts to superficial knowledge compared to what those institutions teach their students. If you're genuinely interested, eventually someone will instruct you in those methods."

Shipwright Zhang immediately fell to his knees again, kowtowing repeatedly until his forehead touched the ground. "If my lord would transmit these secret arts—Zhang Jiqi will be eternally grateful. I will safeguard them with lifelong service!"

"Hmm, rise." Wen Desi found a large flat rock nearby, settled himself upon it, and opened his leather notebook to reveal a detailed ship line drawing.

"Can you build this?"

Shipwright Zhang studied the drawing for a long time, his calloused fingers hovering just above the paper's surface. This was unlike any ship book he had ever encountered: it featured precise proportions and clean, accurate lines rather than the simple outlines traditional chuanshu provided. The unique three-view perspective granted an intuitive understanding of the vessel's dimensions that conventional diagrams simply could not match. He marveled silently—just mastering this drafting technique alone would guarantee a man's livelihood for the rest of his days. These Australians were truly extraordinary people.

He asked questions about the proportions and scale, roughly estimating the design called for a vessel of 1,000 liao. At that size, it was larger than anything Zhang had ever personally constructed.

"I've never built anything this large," he admitted carefully, meeting Wen Desi's eyes. "But I am willing to try."

The design Wen Desi had selected was a double-masted schooner—fast and highly maneuverable. Without armament, fewer than ten crew members could operate her effectively. Besides cargo capacity, she could accommodate thirty passengers in proper berths. It was an excellent design for exploration voyages and maritime patrol duties alike. The famous America had been a double-masted schooner of similar type—the legendary winner of the 1851 yacht race that had sailed to victory with a crew of just nine men. Later, she had served as a Confederate blockade runner during the American Civil War. The specifications called for 170 tons displacement, thirty meters in length, seven-meter beam, and three-meter draft. Armed, she could mount two 24-pounder carronades on the broadside positions plus one 12-pounder long gun on a center pivot mount. With lighter 6-pounders, she could carry six to eight guns in total.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 171: Zhu Cailao Attacks

Motivated by Wen Desi's promise to share the secrets of Western great ships, Shipwright Zhang threw himself into the rush work with infectious enthusiasm, carefully selecting his assistants for the task ahead. Wen Desi—whose interest in ancient shipbuilding was genuine rather than merely diplomatic—remained on site with Li Jun's platoon to observe the process firsthand. The Navy, meanwhile, displayed an entirely different kind of interest: the Fubo made regular visits every few days, and a steady stream of naval cadets shipped out to Baitu to serve as Zhang's temporary apprentices, gaining hands-on experience in the shipwright's craft. Though future shipwrights would eventually train in the Technical School, Navy leadership believed strongly in cultivating officers who truly understood ships from keel to mast—and if possible, they intended for future shipyards to fall under Navy control.

Wen Desi saw through their schemes easily enough, but his personal preferences gave him a natural bias toward the Navy's interests. He feigned ignorance and continued his cross-temporal technical exchanges with Shipwright Zhang.

What Wen Desi discovered was that Zhang embodied everything admirable about the traditional craftsman. Using nothing more than simple woodworking tools, he created ship models with remarkably accurate proportions and cleverly detachable parts. This was his trade secret: a method of scaling up from models to full-size vessels. Primitive perhaps, but undeniably effective. Wen Desi knew that European shipwrights had employed similar techniques, and that their "model-first" tradition had evolved from precisely this practice.

Zhang knew almost nothing of mathematics or geometry—his drafting skills amounted to little more than crude sketches. Yet he had memorized the dimensions, structures, and specifications of every ship type with perfect clarity. Wen Desi found himself genuinely impressed. Ancient Chinese craftsmen, often illiterate and untrained in formal mathematics, had nonetheless created wonders through generations of accumulated experience passed down from master to apprentice. It was a uniquely remarkable tradition.

Watching Zhang work with his models made Wen Desi's hands itch to try it himself. Since supervising construction proved a leisurely task with plenty of idle hours, he began building a schooner model of his own. A physical model, he reasoned, would make communicating complex concepts to Zhang far easier than words alone. As a lifelong survival prepper, he never traveled without tools, food, and weapons close at hand. With materials conveniently available, he started immediately.

Zhang was astonished to see a "learned person" like Wen Desi doing craftsman's work. In his world, educated men wielded only brushes—hands-on labor was beneath their dignity. Yet here was this scholar, happily working with wood and tools like any common artisan.

Every evening after work, Zhang visited Wen Desi's quarters to observe the Western model's progress. The two men exchanged techniques, and Wen Desi seized these opportunities to teach simple concepts of hull geometry and sail design.



While Wen Desi passed leisurely days building models at Baitu, the transmigrators at Bopu and Bairren found themselves growing busier with each passing hour. Endless projects demanded materials and labor, and as the Planning Committee commissioner responsible for daily operations, Ma Qianzhu had become the busiest person of all. Material allocation, labor coordination, inter-departmental relations—everything fell to him. Limited resources and inadequate manpower meant constant disputes over priorities, and these disputes inevitably became entangled with personal grudges that had formed in the chaotic days after D-Day. Feuds between group leaders evolved into broader inter-group conflicts. Every trivial matter sparked debates and arguments, and the commissioners spent half their time mediating.

Once, Xiao Zishan approached Ma Qianzhu with a furtive suggestion: confiscate all sidearms.

"Why?" Ma Qianzhu asked, bewildered. Given the dangerous situation, he wanted pistols distributed to everyone, not taken away.

"What if an argument escalates? What if someone acts impulsively—" Xiao Zishan made a gun-drawing gesture.

"Impossible," Ma Qianzhu dismissed him. "Zishan, are you becoming paranoid?"

Beyond his daily administrative duties, Ma Qianzhu also handled military matters in his role as Chief of Staff.

The successful Baitu operation had injected a shot of adrenaline into the entire group. The hand-trained New Army and hand-manufactured weapons had passed their first real combat test, and both the Industrial and Military branches were exhilarated. Decades of armchair strategizing had finally translated into an actual battlefield victory.

Ma Qianzhu did not share their excitement. Though he had been absent from the expedition, Xi Yazhou's detailed accounts had revealed numerous problems lurking beneath the surface. The Army was not nearly as strong as people imagined. Intensified training was the only solution. Over the Mechanical Department's strenuous objections, he prioritized ammunition production, and lead reserves plummeted as a result. Ji Situi warned him that the Chemistry Department's saltpeter stockpile was nearly exhausted—gunpowder production consumed vast quantities, and nitric acid production had ground almost to a halt.

"If we're defeated," Ma Qianzhu countered, "what use is surplus nitric acid?"

Ji Situi shrugged and let the matter drop. Ma Qianzhu understood perfectly well how critical nitric acid was to modern industry—but surrounded by enemies on all sides, militarization was unavoidable.

Zhu Cailao's peace offer, delivered via Shi Shisi, had produced no response whatsoever. Whether it meant war or peace remained unclear. Ma Qianzhu doubted whether that pirate captain had even bothered to deliver the message. The transmigrators knew frustratingly little about the various maritime groups operating in these waters. Intelligence from Guangzhou remained vague and fragmentary, leaving him thoroughly confused. The only useful information available was a brief compiled by the Intelligence Group from historical materials regarding Chongzhen Year 1 (1628) maritime group movements.

Today he was on duty at the Communications Center. Amid the chaotic chatter flooding the public channel, he resolved to finish this intelligence brief so he could begin drafting operational plans—work that should have fallen to a proper Staff Department, which unfortunately did not yet exist.

As their primary potential enemy, Zheng Zhilong had officially accepted amnesty in July, achieving legal status to control foreign trade along the coast. His former partner Li Kuiqi had since defected, ostensibly over "spoils disputes"—which almost certainly meant conflicts over trade profits.

Li Kuiqi's rebellion began in September: "Seized ships and betrayed, recruited outlaws, challenged Zhilong... December 9th, Kuiqi allied with Chen Shengyu, Zhong Liu (Zhong Bin), Zhou San and others—over four hundred vessels entered Old Wuyu for battle."

Li Kuiqi's rebel force was formidable. Reports claimed he had taken nearly all of Zheng's ships and weapons, leaving Zheng with "only dozens of ships and six hundred men." Judging from Li Kuiqi's ability to rally such support, his strength rivaled Zheng's own. But Ma Qianzhu doubted these numbers. If Zheng truly commanded only "dozens of ships and six hundred men," he could not possibly have sustained over a year of warfare against Li. Nor could he have signed a trade contract with the Dutch on October 1, 1628 as China's largest maritime group.

For the transmigrators, the Zheng-Li conflict was advantageous. At the very least, these two powerful forces would be too occupied fighting each other to attack Lingao. Whether the transmigrators eventually negotiated from a position of strength or sought peace through tribute, they faced only the Liu Xiang and Zhu Cailao groups as immediate threats.

This "only" still weighed heavily. Ma Qianzhu lowered the report with a sigh. From start to finish, there was precious little about actual military strength. Historical figures were vague approximations—essentially useless for planning purposes. How was he supposed to respond to threats he couldn't properly assess? It was understandable, of course. Military intelligence was hardly a historian's specialty. They would have to rely on the military's own intelligence-gathering capabilities. Building local agent networks had become urgent.

The Training Battalion was now established, the arms industry was growing steadily, and four fishing trawlers had been converted into warships—their heavy projectors replaced with 70mm breech-loaders. These trawlers gave the transmigrators a naval advantage no vessel in this era could challenge. Just days ago, Lin Shenhe had finally produced primitive impact-fuse shells with an 80% detonation rate, which was quite respectable—but production required copper.

Copper sourcing had become increasingly difficult. Despite Gao Ju's trading channel, purchasing copper was growing troublesome. Gao Ju had become increasingly suspicious of their purchases: massive quantities of pig iron, saltpeter, and copper, all with destinations unknown. The constant arrival of various foreign goods—spoils from Gou Manor—suggested troubling possibilities. Recently he had probed repeatedly, and the Youyu Islet transshipment warehouse had been secretly inspected.

Guo Yi recommended seizing Hong Kong Island, or at minimum establishing a transit base there. He also proposed contacting Macau to arrange Portuguese-mediated overseas trade.

Seizing Hong Kong Island. Ma Qianzhu considered the idea. Decent enough in theory—but Hong Kong is far more sensitive than Lingao. It sits right under the provincial capital's nose, at the Pearl River mouth's most strategic point. Occupation would mean preparing for a major battle with the Ming army, and their five to six hundred personnel were simply insufficient for such an undertaking.

Fighting and building simultaneously—truly a two-headed difficulty. Now he understood why alternate history timelines so often mentioned "winning time for peaceful construction." It was genuinely critical. The Army and Navy were twin gold-swallowing beasts, devouring resources while monopolizing valuable manpower.

Lost in thought, the public channel suddenly screamed to life: "Enemy! Enemy spotted!" The channel erupted into chaos.

Ma Qianzhu bellowed: "This is the Duty Officer and Chief of Staff! Everyone shut up! Alarm caller—identify yourself and location! Shaozhong—we need a dedicated channel! NOW!"

Switching to a private channel, the voice on the other end grew calmer: "I'm Liu Zheng of the Exploration Team. We departed this morning for a peat search. At 9:00 a.m., we encountered the enemy approximately twenty-five kilometers east of Bairren. We retreated immediately—we've just reached radio coverage. The enemy is roughly one hour behind us."

"How many? What equipment?"

"Several hundred, approximately. Couldn't see their equipment clearly—they appear to have firearms. Some cavalry visible. No artillery!"

"Ming regulars or pirates?"

"No uniforms. No armor. Almost certainly pirates!"

Damn. Ma Qianzhu's jaw tightened. It seems Zhu Cailao has attacked after all. That bastard completely ignored our olive branch.

"Return to the fortress immediately! Report any changes!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 172: A Strange Victory (Part 1)

Ma Qianzhu immediately switched to the public channel and broadcast a combat alert across the entire settlement. It did not matter whether people were working, arguing, or slacking off—all personnel were to return to their posts immediately. The Security Group would distribute weapons and ammunition. Xi Yazhou, currently supervising military training, was ordered to dismiss formations at once. All New Army personnel would regroup by combat organization and draw their weapons.

With the exception of essential electricity and communications staff, every able-bodied male transmigrator formed into combat groups organized by dormitory. In moments, the Security Group swelled from twenty men to four hundred, all taking up pre-planned defensive positions. Bunker crews were doubled. A platoon was dispatched to protect the river power station and the water source. Xi Yazhou assumed command at the tactical post atop the Bairren Fortress wall.

Ma Qianzhu had Shaozhong patch him through to Bopu's channel. Though Bopu possessed the Navy fleet and newly constructed gun emplacements, it was garrisoned by only a single company. If the enemy launched a combined land-and-sea assault, Bairren would be unable to provide reinforcements in time.

"This is Ming Qiu speaking," the Navy advisor answered.

"This is Ma Qianzhu. Where's Chen Haiyang?"

"Report, Chief of Staff! Commander Chen went out on fishing patrol."

Still on fishing patrol. Sweat beaded on Ma Qianzhu's forehead. "Notify him immediately. The enemy is attacking overland. Put Bopu on full alert."

"Understood."

Next, Ma Qianzhu contacted Dugu Qiuhun, ordering the immediate evacuation of all crowds and stalls from the East Gate Market. Commerce Bureau staff were to arm themselves with shotguns. The police station's melee weapon team would patrol the market grounds, with orders to execute any internal collaborators or looters on the spot.

He took a steadying breath and forced himself to calm down. In truth, Bairren Fortress had more than three hundred modern rifles at its disposal, over three hundred New Army troops, and a dozen smoothbore cannons. Defending from fortified walls and gun towers, they had no reason to fear a few hundred artilleryless enemies—especially with one to two hours to prepare. Then he remembered that all their current battle plans were designed for total annihilation and prisoner capture; passive defense simply would not suffice. He realized he had spooked himself. Calm. Stay calm.

Ma Qianzhu switched channels and called the garage center, ordering them to fuel up the farm vehicles, assign four Security Group teams equipped with shotguns and melee weapons, and position the vehicles outside the East Gate. The northeast was flat riverbank terrain. Without cavalry, they would have to rely on vehicles for any counterattack. Later, after Wu Nanhai's insistence, he also dispatched a Security Group squad to help defend the farm's fields.

Then Ma Qianzhu noticed something troubling. Bei Wei's Recon Team should have had a three-man group under Ye Mengyan providing distant early warning to the northeast. Why had there been no alert? Had they been lost? But there was no time to investigate now. He could only feel grateful the enemy apparently had no cavalry.

With everything arranged, Wu Nanhai set about preparing food and delivering meals to the walls. Those with shooting experience could not come down to eat. The Medical Team stood by for casualties. Wu De assembled the Commune militia with melee weapons as reserves. Laborers were organized to carry stretchers and ammunition.

Finally, he notified Bei Wei's Recon Team to station snipers armed with sniper rifles, radios, and motorcycles along the approach roads for ambush, ready to assassinate the enemy leadership.

With all preparations complete, the enemy column finally appeared on the horizon. Xi Yazhou estimated no more than four hundred men. What could they possibly hope to accomplish? Zhu Cailao's captured men had spent days in captivity and had surely witnessed plenty of the transmigrators' capabilities. They clearly knew the transmigrators had thousands of workers and excellent firearms. Even for revenge, would he not need two or three thousand men at minimum, rather than gift-wrapping himself like this?

Growing increasingly puzzled, Xi Yazhou urgently called Ma Qianzhu at the Communications Center. He suspected the enemy had multiple columns, and this was merely a feint.

"Hmm, very possible. Let me discuss it with Old He." Ma Qianzhu was now out of ideas. Never having been a soldier, he felt somewhat panicked.

"No problem," He Ming said, studying the map. "The Security Group has sufficient firepower to control all key points. The enemy can't break through quickly. Let Commander Xi eliminate this column first. We have an absolute mobility advantage."

"Good. Concentrate artillery with the Training Battalion too."

The enemy drew nearer, maintaining their heading, apparently aiming straight for the East Gate Market. Seven or eight cavalry spread loosely ahead as scouts. Behind them marched four columns of infantry. The front column of roughly a hundred men maintained some semblance of formation, their banners bearing what appeared to be the surname "Zhu." The next two columns were chaotic. Through his binoculars, Xi Yazhou saw dark-skinned, rough-handed commoners carrying an assortment of cleavers and pointed weapons of varying lengths. Some held crude rattan shields; others carried sharpened bamboo poles. Were they actually coming to fight? His suspicions deepened. The rear column consisted of fifty or sixty men, all armed with steel sabers and marching in orderly fashion—looking rather like a supervision squad.

Xi Yazhou could nearly confirm they intended to attack the East Gate Market directly, which was understandable. To outsiders, this commercial center represented the main concentration of wealth. "Everything under control"—the transmigrator group would soon have several hundred more prisoners. Just then, the enemy halted roughly a kilometer out, apparently deliberating. Ma Qianzhu suggested they take the opportunity to eat. Once the fighting started, it would not end for hours, and post-victory cleanup would keep everyone busy. Better to feed everyone hot food first.

The cafeteria dispatched stainless steel lunch boxes to the Security Group. Xi Yazhou's Training Battalion had no such boxes, and pre-battle conditions were not suitable for distributing food from large communal pots. Wu Nanhai improvised, using local bamboo to prepare bamboo rice. Besides rice and salt, he added extra lard to each tube so the soldiers would be full and ready for combat.

After eating, the enemy was still stalling. Through binoculars, Xi Yazhou observed people running back and forth through their columns. Some sat eating dried rations. Others clustered in groups, talking. They looked less like an attacking force and more like a group on a spring outing.

"What the hell is this conspiracy?" Xi Yazhou muttered. He raised his voice: "Fall in!"

Then something utterly baffling occurred. Before the company commanders could relay their orders, the pirates a kilometer away suddenly launched a chaotic, disorganized charge. All semblance of front and rear formations vanished. A mob waving swords and clubs simply rushed forward. A grayish-brown mass surged ahead, almost rolling toward them like a wave.

"What the hell? A banzai charge?" Xi Yazhou quickly commanded, "Prepare for combat!"

Company commanders scrambled to organize their troops. At that moment, Saiga-308 rifle fire cracked across the battlefield—the sniper team engaging. On the wall, Ma Qianzhu stamped his feet in frustration. In this chaotic mess, who were the leaders?

The sniper team knew one thing clearly: mounted men outranked infantry. After the gunfire, every horseman was down. But the pirates behind them kept charging in wild disorder.

Wrong. Watching the assault unfold, Ma Qianzhu felt something was deeply off. Who fought like this? Even without firing a single shot, infantry sprinting a full kilometer would arrive gasping and unable to fight. Zhu Cailao had been raiding Fujian and Guangdong for a decade; he would never make such an elementary mistake.

He urgently contacted all positions: any suspicious activity?

The replies came back unanimously: "No suspicious phenomena." "All normal." "No suspicious vessels at sea."

Ma Qianzhu could not fathom Zhu Cailao's thinking. Was he simply sending these hundreds to die?

The sniper rifles kept firing. Pirates fell continuously, but this did not make them flee. The three Saiga-308s had limited stopping power, and the snipers were not skilled enough to guarantee kills.

Suddenly the pirates veered east, directly toward the hill where the snipers were positioned. Everyone was shocked—how had they been discovered? There were only six men there, with limited ammunition. Their mission was eliminating leaders, not engaging the main force. As the enemies rushed toward the base of the hill, Ma Qianzhu ordered their immediate retreat.

The roar of motorcycles startled the enemy. The pirates did not pursue but halted at the hillside. A dozen of them climbed up, looking around. Then they began felling trees and piling stones. Were they planning to entrench? They had brought a few days' worth of dried rations at most, with no supply wagons in sight...

"Artillery, destroy their camp. Force a decisive battle," Xi Yazhou ordered. These pirates clearly intended to stall.

The artillery battery sprang into action. Arrayed before the infantry line stood twelve mountain howitzers, protected by rattan gabions filled with earth.

"Distance three hundred eighty meters!" the range finder rapidly reported the hill's distance.

"Target three hundred eighty meters! Solid shot, load one round!" Ying Yu commanded. He had only two shell types available: solid and canister. Canister was useless at this range. Reliable iron balls would have to do. In truth, the pirates massing around the hill actually benefited the bombardment. Had they dispersed across the harvested paddies, the cannonballs hitting wet soil would have lost their bouncing effect.

"Fire!" Ying Yu commanded.

Twelve mountain howitzers simultaneously belched smoke and flame. Even veterans of the Baitu expedition felt the earth shake beneath their feet. Black iron balls arced four hundred meters through the air before plunging into the crowd like iron plows. Flesh and limbs flew along the trajectories of the shots. The semi-hardened ground of the hilltop caused the impact-bounced balls to leap again, claiming more heads, legs, and torsos.

The earth trembled. Pirates scattered wildly in every direction. The second volley whistled in like Death itself, blossoming into flesh-and-blood flowers amid the grayish-brown mass. Dying screams and terrified wails filled the air. Pirates fled in all directions as the mountain howitzers continued to roar. Cannonballs bounced across the hardened early-winter ground, rapidly reaping lives.

The battle ended just like that—without technique or tactics. After leaving the ground carpeted with corpses, the surviving pirates fled east in panic. Xi Yazhou ordered the 1st and 2nd Companies to pursue while the 3rd Company held position.

The battlefield became a duck hunt—one side chasing across the hills, the other fleeing desperately. The Training Battalion was rested and well-fed; the pirates were already exhausted from their earlier antics. In the footrace, they were hopelessly outmatched. Soon they collapsed, gasping for breath. Fortunately, Xi Yazhou had ordered the capture of prisoners for rewards, so the soldiers refrained from bayoneting everyone.

Only twenty-odd fast runners nearly reached the eastern mountains. Let them go; they would not miss a dozen laborers.

Then, from the western woods, three rifle-wielding men appeared and blocked the road. A gallant volley dropped the fastest runners. The rest, already shell-shocked, saw blocking forces ahead. Regardless of the numbers against them, they all dropped to their knees, surrendering and crying for mercy. It was the Ye Mengyan team responsible for eastern screening, who had gotten lost during patrol. Returning by chance, they happened upon fleeing enemies. This fortuitous mistake perfectly concluded the battle.

Transmigrator casualties: zero. Enemy dead or captured: all.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 173: A Strange Victory (Part 2)

Battle Statistics:

Results: 102 killed in action, 70 died of wounds, 213 prisoners (35 lightly wounded). Captured over 400 melee weapons, seven three-barreled muskets, and seven warhorses. Tonight's dinner: the eighth horse—it had a broken leg.

Our casualties: 11 lightly wounded, 10 from twisted ankles or falls during the pursuit—running through freshly harvested paddies was indeed hazardous. One soldier suffered a crushed foot from dropping an artillery shell.



By afternoon, processing of the prisoners was mostly complete. Per Ma Qianzhu's instructions, they received food—the cafeteria's unchanging prisoner fare of thin congee. The captives were clearly still terrified, eyeing the transmigrators' provisions with fearful glances. Finally, someone brave and hungry enough began gulping down the porridge. With one man leading the way, the rest mobbed the rice bucket in a shoving frenzy until the guards' shouting prevented the scramble from erupting into actual fights.

Now the transmigrators could observe the legendary Ming-era pirates up close: a chaotic cluster of peasants squatting together in the dirt. Not one of them wore decent clothes—bare-chested or in thin jackets, their filthy, stinking, ragged garments looked ready to disintegrate at any moment. Through gaps in the fabric, their bamboo-jointed ribs and bloated bellies were plainly visible.

Xiong Buyu, accompanied by his translators and Security personnel, was working them over intensely. About ten men stood out from the rest—more alert, eating without scrambling, their faces expressionless in a way that suggested dull depression. But occasional furtive glances betrayed hidden scheming.

"These should be the core members," Ran Yao observed. "Start with them."

Preliminary interrogations confirmed the pirates belonged to Zhu Cailao's gang. Fifty were veterans; the rest had been recruited within the past half-month and had no combat experience whatsoever—pure cannon fodder. Most absurdly, several dozen turned out to be Lingao rear-garrison military households. The Liu qianhu from that garrison regularly rented out his weapons, vessels, and military households to pirates for extra income. A qianhu colluding with pirates was nothing unusual; coastal garrisons maintained various relationships with maritime powers.

But among all the prisoners, there was not a single leader-level figure. Last time they had at least captured the ship-captain Shi Shisi. This time, not one decent commander. The pirates had landed at dawn from five large ships at Shipai, then advanced under a "steward's" command. That steward was either dead or had escaped—he was not among the prisoners, nor could he be identified among the cannon-pulverized corpses.

Most prisoners only knew they had come to attack some "bald bandits." Recruiters had told them these bandits had stolen a great deal of treasure from Boss Zhu, and that Bairren Beach was all wealth. Boss Zhu was attacking for revenge, and all the loot would belong to them. Among the captured items, many weapons bore Zhu Cailao's marks and insignia, and some corpses carried his documents and command flags. Looking over the testimonies and evidence, Ran Yao frowned.



As dusk fell, laughter and chatter echoed through the transmigrator camps. Zhu Cailao was nothing special after all. Zhang Bailin grinned from ear to ear—today's battle had been a triumph for the artillery. Eighty rounds had routed over four hundred pirates.

The cafeteria butchered the dead horse, providing the Training Battalion with a feast of meat and offal. Though it was horse meat, the cafeteria had fish sauce, spices, and abundant salt at their disposal. Compared to the typical plain-boiled meat from dead horses, this was the difference between heaven and earth. Wu Nanhai also rendered some horse fat—it smelled foul, but it made fried food fragrant. Beijing's famous jianbing guanzi used horse fat for frying. Without the guanzi crackers, Wu Nanhai fried dried pumpkin slices and poured chopped garlic over them. The soldiers enthusiastically welcomed the dish. Compared to each person's small portion of meat and offal, this unlimited, fatty food better satisfied everyone's cravings.

Huang Xiong received his small bowl of horse meat and offal. He poked at it with his chopsticks—a few meat slices, some intestine and lung pieces—intensely fragrant from the spices. Though tough, it was deliciously savory. As a former Ming officer, he had eaten dead mule and horse meat before, but never prepared this well. Looking around, the entire company was eating and making satisfied sounds. Two victories, yet these Chiefs were stingy—just one horse meat meal! Huang Xiong had expected some silver reward. But reconsidering the two battles, he had done nothing but stand in formation holding a rifle. Everything had been won by the artillery.

Looking around again, he noticed that Company Commander Old Tiger You and the platoon commanders were also eating horse meat and fried pumpkin, their bowls filled with brown rice. On this point, Huang Xiong admired these Chiefs' officer-soldier equality—besides extra equipment, officers received no special treatment. Same food and clothing. Housing was just a single room in the barracks. Except for weekly "weekends" at Bairren Fortress, they enjoyed no luxuries—not even someone to make their beds.

While eating, he overheard soldiers discussing the two battles:

"...If all fighting is like this, soldiering is easy..."

"The Chiefs' cannons are so powerful. Who can stop us?"

"You think the Chiefs are planning... you know?"

"Stop pretending you don't know. Rebellion? I think maybe."

"Rebellion means entire family execution—"

"Execute what? Those regular army weaklings? There's nothing to fear in rebellion." This one started dreaming aloud. "If the rebellion succeeds, we'll all be founding fathers. Each of us will get thousands of mu of land."

"I want a wife. Over twenty and never even touched a woman's hand."

"One wife? I want a dozen, just like the city tycoons!"

"You're skin and bones. Won't a dozen wives grind you to dust?"

...

Huang Xiong's heart stirred. He had come seeking refuge as a criminal. Looking now, these "bald bandits" clearly had grand ambitions. Even if not outright rebellion, they had at least regional warlord aspirations. While he was pondering, a soldier asked him directly:

"Squad Leader Huang, do you think the Chiefs have such intentions?"

Huang Xiong set down his bowl. "How would I know? But these two opponents were trash. Against regular troops, it wouldn't be this easy."

"But our cannons—"

"Regulars have them too. Red-Barbarian cannons." Huang Xiong had seen his garrison's artillery drills. These cannons operated similarly to Red-Barbarian cannons but seemed lighter and more transportable. "Besides, the Liao garrison has Red-Barbarian cannons. So what? They still got smashed by the Jurchens. Can your cannons fire continuously? Jurchens rely on fast horses and sharp arrows. One shot kills maybe a dozen; meanwhile, several hundred cavalry charge dozens of paces closer. A few shots and the cavalry are in your formation. Then it's infantry melee."

This frightened the soldiers, dampening the festive mood. Huang Xiong suddenly became alert. What was he doing? In a garrison army, this would be "undermining morale"—he would be dragged out and beheaded immediately. Why was he saying this?

He quickly changed the subject. "This is Qiongzhou. The Jurchens are ten thousand li away. Why panic? Brothers won't be fighting in Liaodong."

He glanced around for outsiders, then rambled about miscellaneous anecdotes to divert the soldiers' attention.



The setting sun slowly descended over Bopu's Lingao Point. The newly restored beacon tower stood tall against the fading light. The newly completed gun emplacement housed a 12-pounder cannon pointing seaward. The tower had a searchlight. Li Di, wearing radio and night vision equipment, stood watch with two Navy sentries.

Looking toward Bairren Fortress, the day's bustle was quieting. Outside the fortress walls, on-duty personnel lit bonfires. Inside, many departments still showed scattered lights—people still working. Here at Bopu, the charcoal kilns glowed fiercely against the dark. A fishy stench drifted on the wind from the seafood processing plant. At the river mouth, the Fengcheng showed faint lights that almost blended with the starry sky.

Every few minutes, Li Di surveyed the surroundings with his night vision binoculars. Bopu was no longer like the early days when a ring camp had sufficed. Work sites had expanded considerably. Though key points had ring defenses, blanket illumination like before was now impossible. Besides lighting at key intersections, they relied more on night vision equipment and hidden sentries. The transmigrators still could not fully trust native soldiers, so night watch duties always fell to transmigrators or transmigrator-led teams.

Through his binoculars, he spotted several figures slowly approaching the beach camp. Their outlines suggested friendlies, but protocol required notifying the hidden sentries.

"Tan Ming, Tan Ming. Someone approaching your position."

"Understood." Tan Ming, on duty at the river mouth, was from the Construction Team. His excellent physique and hardworking nature had gotten him drafted into the core militia—daytime work plus night duty. The perks: extra access to currently-scarce items like cigarettes, canned goods, and cola. Core militia also regularly watched movies: first military educational films, second various commercial films, and third was late-night fare—not for good children.

"Password!"

"Refrigerator! Response?"

"Haier! Which department?" Tan Ming gripped his SKS rifle.

"I'm Wu De from Bairren Commune!" The dark-faced man approaching had several uniformed men behind him.

So it was Wu De—a big official! Tan Ming snapped to attention, his speech becoming flustered: "Director Wu—no, Commune Chief—"

"Just call me A-De. You're not a native." Wu De had never seen a transmigrator so respectful toward him.

"I'm Tan Ming from the Construction Team—" Tan Ming felt a bit embarrassed. Years at society's bottom made one this way. He felt a little sad.

Wu De vaguely remembered this person from the early construction days when he had dealt frequently with the Construction Team. "You're 'Fat Ming,' right?" He matched the nickname with the face from deep memory. Actually, the nickname was now inaccurate—long-term labor and high-protein, low-fat intake had made him quite fit, not "fat" at all.

"Right, right! I'm 'Fat Ming'! You remember me!"

"We used to meet at the worksite all the time." Wu De saw he wanted to reminisce, but this was a hidden sentry position—chatting here was inappropriate. Plus, he had business. "I need to board the Fengcheng. Where do I embark?"

"Go to the Navy Harbor Office below Lingao Point Fort. They manage everything here."

Wu De shook his head. The Navy's aggressive territorial ambitions were not a good sign. Though Navy-born himself, long Executive Committee work had given him a broader perspective. He disapproved of the current Army-Navy tensions. This trip, he also wanted to speak with He Ming, Ming Qiu, and other veterans.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 174: Silhouettes on the Sea

The Executive Committee's weekly meeting was underway aboard the Fengcheng. What had once been a fixed affair in the Executive Committee compound's conference room had lately become a rotating obligation, cycling through whichever departments possessed adequate facilities. The Agricultural Committee, Navy Department, Health Department, and Communications Center each took their turn as host—the latter having just completed construction of a handsome three-story communications building.

Committee members, department heads, and advisors had been enjoying milk-and-honey ice cream crowned with cubes of tropical fruit, both the honey and the fruit brought back by the Long-Range Exploration Team. Everyone was savoring their dessert in contented silence when someone burst through the door.

"Everyone! The ship's radar has detected an approaching fleet!"

Chen Haiyang was on his feet before anyone else could react. "Who's on radar watch?"

Two minutes later, the handset connected him to Le Lin.

"Report target position and count."

"Uh, in the screen's lower right corner..."

"I don't mean that. Give me bearing, distance, and speed."

"Ah..." Le Lin was at a loss. He had never actually operated radar before, much less interpreted targets on a radar screen. The other watch personnel were equally bewildered.

"Get Meng De!"

"He's not here—"

"Then where the hell is he?!" Chen Haiyang's temper flared before he remembered that today wasn't Meng De's shift. He exhaled sharply. "I'm coming."

The entire room rushed over to the radar station. The screen displayed five or six blips moving at a crawl, their course running parallel to the coast rather than toward Bopu Harbor. The cargo ship's collision-avoidance radar offered an intuitive Plan Position Indicator display. Cross-referencing the land reflection waves, Chen Haiyang made a rough estimate: targets were approximately six nautical miles east of the harbor.

"What kind of ships are we looking at?"

"One's fairly large—hundred-ton class." Chen Haiyang studied the screen a moment longer, then grabbed the radio and called Li Di at the tower to ask about sea observations.

"No moonlight tonight. Can't observe. Should I use the searchlight?"

"No, hold off." At six nautical miles, the searchlight wouldn't reach anyway. Chen Haiyang turned to Ming Qiu. "You think this could be an infiltration?"

Ming Qiu nodded slowly. "A moonless, starless night like this is exactly right for infiltration."

Transmigrator control over Bopu remained limited. Whether it was the tower observation posts or the hidden sentries along the beach, there were always blind spots. And the extensive coastal mangroves presented a particular vulnerability—natural corridors for anyone seeking to slip through undetected.

"Send people with night vision equipment to search the beach," Chen Haiyang ordered.

"Bei Wei has a recon detachment stationed here. I'll call him immediately."

Ma Qianzhu observed the proceedings with quiet detachment. They were handling things well enough; there was nothing for him to add. Yet a familiar feeling nagged at him: as Chief of Staff, he counted for little with the Navy. Somehow he found the Army officers in their uniform "Year-One" military dress more likable than these sailors in their mismatched national and era naval uniforms—there was less pretentious posturing. Earlier, when ice cream was served, he had noticed several sailors wearing white gloves. Always posing.

"Should we bring over an infantry platoon?" Ma Qianzhu suggested.

"Yes. We only have one Marine Company stationed here, and they have to man the ships. Not enough personnel." Chen Haiyang's response was straightforward, which at least reassured Ma Qianzhu that Army-Navy disputes had not yet deteriorated to the point of obstruction.

They waited. The radar showed the ships continuing at two to three knots, creeping along the Leizhou Peninsula side with no other unusual activity. At night, the Navy couldn't risk sending ships out for inspection. They resolved to intensify observation while adding hidden sentries at key locations.



After the meeting adjourned, Wu De declined the invitation to stay overnight aboard the Fengcheng. He preferred the Bopu camp—ship berths were too cramped for his taste.

The camp had transformed into a proper base since those early days. Tents had given way to orderly rows of brick-and-tile buildings. Roads had been leveled and graded. Roadside biogas lamps illuminated the grounds with a warm glow—a facility that even Bairren Fortress lacked. Bairren's biogas pool was larger, but the cafeteria consumed most of its output. The beach's primitive natural bath had also vanished, replaced by more civilized arrangements.

Though Wu De had long since relocated to the Bairren Commune, his D-Day Indian-style tent near the Bopu infirmary had been preserved. Every time he visited Bopu, he would clear the weeds, tidy up the tent, and stay for several days—something like a vacation. The environment was genuinely pleasant. Step out of the woods and there was the beach and reef, sheltered and sun-drenched, mercifully free of mosquitoes.

He passed the Bopu infirmary, its lights still glowing—what had once been a canvas medical tent was now a two-story brick-and-wood building. The path to his "villa" had been carefully paved with gravel. Wu De allowed himself an awkward smile. Being an official certainly had its perks.

The "villa" itself was no longer an Indian tent but a comfortable thatched cottage, built by his own hands. Wooden beams and pillars formed the skeleton; woven bamboo lattice made up the walls, plastered with wattle-and-daub on the exterior and lined with bamboo strips inside. The earthen floor was packed hard, and a thick roof of new straw exhaled its fresh fragrance. His rural grass-house skills had not atrophied after all. The seaside wall featured a straw-roofed veranda with a brick fire pit—when he tired of cafeteria food, he would cook something wild out here, sometimes entertaining compatible friends. The table and bed inside had come from the Women's Cooperative's confiscated-goods sale, sturdy and built to last.

The cottage was immaculate, its few possessions spare but orderly. A porcelain vase stood incongruously on the table—worth at least 100,000 RMB back in their original timeline—now stuffed with wildflowers. Wu De knew this was Chuyu's work. Ever since the girl had first accompanied him to Bopu, she had been coming by every few days to tidy his villa.

Since arriving at his side, Chuyu had acted completely devoted, attending to his daily life with meticulous care. Several times she had lingered in his bedroom at night, cheeks flushed, intentions unmistakable. But Wu De had not made any moves. It wasn't that he was some saint impervious to temptation. But Chuyu looked too young—he couldn't bring himself to cross that line. Besides, nobody else had acquired a "domestic secretary" yet; being the first to take up with a woman would look bad.

Coming off the ship, he felt the pangs of hunger. Ma Qianzhu had mentioned wanting to come by for drinks and conversation. Might as well catch some seafood—he hadn't had any in a while.

Wu De stretched luxuriously, removed his jacket, and hung it up. From beneath the bed he pulled out a wooden chest and worked the lock open. Besides a sleeping bag and camping gear, it contained a complete set of wilderness survival emergency supplies, all meticulously organized. At the bottom lay a black canvas gun bag containing a Type-56 semiautomatic rifle and two boxes of ammunition. If anything went wrong, he could grab his pack and rifle and survive on his own. In these times, you trusted the organization—but you trusted yourself more.

From the chest he retrieved a kerosene lamp and a two-meter cast net. The net was already rigged to two sturdy poles weighted with stones, ready for deployment. He was about to leave when he spotted Ma Qianzhu strolling over, a rattan basket in hand.

"What's in there?"

"Wine. I'm here for your midnight snack."

"Sure. Give me a minute."

He headed down to the bay with the net, wading in waist-deep. He stretched the mesh taut and drove the poles firmly into the mud, then fetched stones from the shore to anchor them more securely. He hung the lamp on one pole—now all he had to do was wait for crabs. It was what some called a "bandit net"—the mesh was fine as a sieve. Even a great white shark would be doomed in those threads; small fish were trapped instantly, large fish only tangled themselves tighter. Best of all, nylon netting never rotted and required no maintenance.

He smoked a cigarette on the shore, then checked the net. Already seven or eight crabs had wandered in. He pulled on thick canvas gloves, extracted the crabs, strung the fish and crabs on a willow twig, harvested some oysters from the bay, and made his way back to the villa.

At the veranda, he hung the lamp and added wood to the fire pit. Flames rose against the darkness, casting dancing shadows across the sand.

"No pot or oil and salt out here. Just roasted crab tonight."

He set up a metal roasting rack on stones. The crabs, split open, went shell-side down over the coals. Oysters went directly on top. Within minutes, several oysters popped open with a hiss, steaming and releasing their briny fragrance.

"Come on, drink." Ma Qianzhu poured into enamel cups—local yellow wine, low in alcohol and only average in taste. Wu De knew how to make wine and had even brought wine yeast with him, but grain remained a strategic resource. Before the first transmigrator harvest came in, making wine was premature.

Their conversation drifted to the Army-Navy disputes. Wu De was equally perceptive; though there had been no incidents yet and coordination remained smooth, the warning signs were there.

"This is just the beginning," Wu De said slowly, sipping his wine. "Right now the force is small, resources are sufficient. Once we enter the expansion phase, then you'll see the real drama."

"I also sense the military is becoming somewhat uncontrollable." Ma Qianzhu stared into the flames, his voice low. "Especially the Navy."

"Mm." Though his own background made Wu De reluctant to criticize the Navy, he shared Ma Qianzhu's unease.

"We have the Security Group now—" Wu De began.

"Only twenty people. That's not nearly enough. We need to focus on power balance."

"Internal Affairs Department?"

"Mm." Ma Qianzhu casually tossed an oyster shell aside. "If we don't rein in the military, ending up with a military junta won't be a joke."

"Let's not be dramatic." Wu De felt himself tense inwardly. He was no democracy advocate, but military rule was obviously bad news for everyone.

"I'm thinking of talking more with Ming Qiu," Ma Qianzhu continued. "He's a veteran, former Party member. He should have this awareness. With him supervising, the Navy's young hotheads won't get too out of hand."

"I agree." Wu De nodded emphatically. "For the Army, you could talk to He Ming."

"Right. And that's why I hope you'll play a bigger role in all this. You're ex-Navy too." Ma Qianzhu spoke with evident sincerity.

So that was what he had been leading up to, Wu De realized. But it aligned with his own intentions anyway. He readily agreed.

"Actually, don't be too paranoid," Wu De said after a moment. "Everyone's quite decent. There may be disputes, but it's all for the collective good—no selfish motives. In all my decades, this is the first time I've seen such a united group." He paused. "Today's battle went well. The Army performed admirably. Captured many prisoners."

Ma Qianzhu snorted. "That's actually what I wanted to discuss." He picked up a crab leg, blew on it to cool it, and started nibbling. "This victory was strange."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 175: The Sino-Western Pirate Fleet

"What's strange about it?" Wu De asked, puzzled.

"Shipping people specifically to die—that's what's strange." The voice came from ahead.

Wu De had been gnawing on a crab leg when he noticed an extra pair of feet in front of him. He looked up to find a plump white man standing there, an empty lunch box clutched in his left hand and an oversized stainless steel spoon in his right. Both eyes were locked onto the roasting crabs with undisguised longing.

"Smells amazing!" the fatty blurted out the moment their eyes met.

"Want some?" Wu De didn't recognize the visitor, but fellow transmigrators were practically brothers.

"Absolutely!" The fatty wasn't shy in the least. He plopped down and thrust out his lunch box expectantly.

Wu De served him half a crab. The fatty accepted it without a word of thanks, immediately burying his face in the food.

"Here to join the fun?" Ma Qianzhu apparently knew the visitor. "Zhu Cailao really doesn't know what's good for him."

The fatty chuckled through greasy lips. "Director, you already admitted something's strange. Don't try playing dumb with me."

"But we really did capture a lot of Zhu Cailao's equipment this time. That's precisely what makes it strange."

"Old routine." The fatty waved his spoon dismissively. "It's like in The Deer and the Cauldron—using Wu Sangui's weapons to infiltrate the palace."

"My thinking exactly." Ma Qianzhu produced an interrogation transcript. "Most of these prisoners were temporary recruits, not veteran pirates. If Zhu Cailao were truly counterattacking after his defeat against us, he'd know our strength. Sending these cannon-fodder rookies makes no sense whatsoever."

"Pirates aren't regulars," the fatty observed between bites. "They don't stamp their weapons with insignia."

"Someone's trying to stir the pot," Wu De concluded.

"Correct." The fatty continued working on his crab. "Who wants to provoke conflict between the transmigrators and Zhu Cailao? Both Liu Xiang and Zheng Yiguan stand to gain. If Zhu Cailao and the transmigrators exhaust themselves in a major battle, either one benefits."

"So which one is it?" Ma Qianzhu seemed to trust this fatty implicitly.

"How would I know?" The fatty shrugged. "If I had to guess, I'd say Liu Xiang."

"Why?"

"Just guessing."

Ma Qianzhu nearly fainted. The fatty chuckled several times, swallowed an oyster whole, smacked his lips in satisfaction, then continued: "Actually, it doesn't matter which one. Here's my real guess—the genuine attack is coming soon."

Ma Qianzhu jolted upright. The enemy wouldn't simply send four hundred men to their deaths just to deliver a false message. There had to be more coming. Recalling the fleet their radar had detected earlier, he reached for his phone.

Before his fingers touched it, a crisp gunshot split the night sky.

Both Ma Qianzhu and Wu De leaped to their feet, tensely watching the direction of the shot.

"Hey, what's your name anyway?" Wu De turned to ask. His curiosity about this visitor had gotten the better of him.

"Siluo... Siluo Moningbai'er," the fatty mumbled around half a crab still stuffed in his mouth.

"Siluo Moningbai'er? Never heard of—" Wu De's brow furrowed in confusion. Then realization struck. "Oh! You're the famous 'Slow Morning Bear'! A pleasure to finally meet you!"

"Please, spare me the pleasantries. Fame is such a burden." The fatty sighed with theatrical sincerity, though his sharp eyes had already snagged another oyster. His tongue curled around it—swallowed. Then he rose slowly, patted his belly, and said, "Thanks for the hospitality. You're obviously busy, so I won't disturb you further." With that, he turned and left.

"Then... goodbye." Wu De was in no mood for politeness now. He hurried inside to grab his Type-56 semiautomatic.

Behind him, the fatty tapped his lunch box rhythmically, humming "Old Bear's lucky today, Old Wolf's buying chicken..." as he wandered off into the darkness.



"SHIT." Xue Ziliang couldn't help cursing in English. Through the eerie white glow of his infrared binoculars, six ships stood out in sharp relief. One of them was clearly not Chinese.

Hours earlier, Bei Wei had called with orders for his recon detachment to conduct a foot patrol along Bopu Harbor's beach. Intelligence suggested possible nighttime maritime infiltration.

Xue Ziliang took the assignment seriously—especially when the orders came directly from Bei Wei. He understood all too well that without Bei Wei's patronage, he'd still be an "off-the-books" nobody, an "illegal resident" in the transmigrators' hierarchy. Having spent enough time in this group, he'd come to deeply appreciate the difference between "regular" and "temporary" treatment. Now that he'd achieved "regular" status, he intended to earn it. The importance of one's standing had become crystal clear to him.

The Long-Range Reconnaissance Headquarters—every department was inflating its title these days, just as the Health Team had recently rebranded itself the Health Department, so the recon unit wasn't immune to the trend—was based at Bairren. But Bei Wei had stationed four-man detachments at Bopu, Damei Village, and Salt Field Village for daily patrols and training. He and Xue Ziliang rotated through them to provide guidance.

Besides Xue Ziliang himself, none of the four-man squad had any military experience. Bei Wei actually considered veteran soldiers too set in their ways; unless they were special operations specialists, they lacked the flexibility he wanted. He preferred selecting volunteers from men in their twenties. After months of intensive training, though they weren't quite at true recon level, these young men had developed far beyond typical boot-camp recruits.

They carried three SKS rifles between them. Xue Ziliang himself packed a Remington 870 shotgun—he found the SKS too unwieldy for recon work. As a former American, his greatest frustration was the equipment situation. There was plenty in terms of quantity, but almost all of it was unfamiliar to him. Aside from Glock pistols and Remington shotguns, the transmigrators' most common infantry weapons—the SKS and Type-56 semi—were foreign territory. Even an AK-47 would have been better; at least he'd fired those before.

Night vision equipment was another sore point. During his days with US Marine Corps Force Recon, this had been standard issue. Hell, he'd kept better gear in his garage back home. Now the entire squad shared just one starlight scope and a single set of Russian infrared binoculars—and he'd never liked Russian equipment. But this was already a generous allocation. Night vision devices, though plentiful when the transmigrators first arrived, couldn't be replaced or repaired. The Planning Committee controlled them with an iron fist.

Coastal searching on foot was exhausting work, but effective. The sky hung low and overcast, with neither moon nor stars to illuminate the water. The horizon was barely visible. Though radar had provided approximate coordinates, Xue Ziliang stopped every kilometer to scan the sea with his binoculars.

After two hours of trudging along the coast, the search team reached the end of Longhao Bay. If the coordinates were accurate, the fleet should be somewhere nearby. He raised the binoculars for another sweep—and there they were. Ship silhouettes materialized across the strait.

Good at hiding, he noted, unconsciously working his jaw before realizing he had no gum. The six vessels had concealed themselves in the shadows of the offshore reefs on this starless, moonless night. Without the Fengcheng's radar, visual observation alone would never have spotted them, let alone pinpointed their position.

The ships were moving at an agonizingly slow pace. Xue Ziliang checked his watch and started calculating—under two knots. That foreign ship's sails clearly weren't fully deployed. Highly suspicious.

"Brother Xue, something wrong here?" one of the team members whispered. Xue Ziliang's straightforward manner and obvious competence had earned the young men's respect.

"It'd be weirder if there wasn't," Xue Ziliang muttered. He keyed his radio to Bopu and began his report:

"Six unidentified vessels sighted. Based on hull types, preliminary assessment: five smaller ones are Chinese ships; one is a Western warship—three-masted, approximately four hundred tons displacement. The Chinese ships have no broadside gun ports. Bows and decks carry four to six cannons each. The Western warship has twelve to sixteen gun positions visible on the open deck."

"There's a dinghy!" His binoculars had caught a small boat separating from the fleet.

Eight people were aboard. Through the lenses he could make out swords and matchlock muskets. One man at the helm, four at the oars, two at the bow setting up matchlock fork rests—pretty primitive setup. The last one held something rolled up. The dinghy advanced cautiously, the rowers dipping their oars only occasionally to minimize noise. Now he could see clearly: the man with the rolled object was handling a plumb line, constantly measuring the nearshore water depth. That meant the enemy planned to bring their ships in dangerously close, using cannon fire to support the landing. A simple rowboat troop transport wouldn't need depth sounding.

Judging from the dinghy's trajectory, the pirates obviously intended to land from the Lingao Point side rather than Bopu's main entrance—presumably because they assumed it would be less defended. As for that inconvenient beacon tower, the pirates clearly dismissed it as insignificant, completely unaware of the 12-pounder cannon mounted at its crown.

A gentle breeze stirred the silent night. The only sounds were the waves lapping against the shore, their soft splashing an almost peaceful counterpoint to the tension gathering in the darkness.

A ghostly sailing ship glided slowly into view—the Spanish galleon Countess of Scarborough. Behind her followed five smaller Chinese hard-sail vessels, their silhouettes dark against the darker water.

The moon emerged from behind the clouds, casting a pale, treacherous light across the strait.

"Damn this moon!" Spanish Captain Aragonés grumbled from his position on the poop deck. He had been creeping across the strait for half the night, approaching the channel's centerline only as midnight drew near. Moonlight would betray his ship's silhouette. According to the rumors, those strange Easterners possessed many unusual muskets that fired at extraordinary distances. He had no intention of testing those claims.

"Are those Orientals all asleep?" Aragonés murmured to himself. Through his spyglass, the harbor appeared utterly tranquil. Aside from a few scattered lights, nothing seemed amiss.

"Captain, rear ship Captain Liu is signaling. He wishes to know whether to commence the attack."

"Understood." Aragonés smiled, a trace of contempt curling his lip. These stupid Orientals could only fight on land. They didn't deserve to call themselves sailors. At sea, he was confident the Countess of Scarborough alone could defeat Liu Xiang's entire fleet. If not for Dutch pressure eroding Spanish influence along the Chinese coast, why would he ever stoop to cooperating with a second-rate pirate like Liu Xiang?

He tracked the dinghy through his telescope. So far, no signals indicating insufficient depth. Soon he could sail confidently into close range, unleashing concentrated cannon fire to support the landing pirates. Those legendary "strange muskets," however powerful they might be, could never match sixteen-cannon broadsides. The Countess of Scarborough carried thirty-two guns—a respectable armament even by European standards.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 176: Liu Xiang's Calculations

"More waiting?" The voice belonged to a woman standing nearby.

Aragonés cast a disapproving glance at his companion. She was wrapped entirely in a black cloak that gave her an almost monastic appearance, only her dark curly hair visible beneath the hood.

"Li, I am the captain of this vessel. You are merely Chief Liu's liaison."

"True enough. But in another hour, the tide will turn. After that, you'll catch neither the flood to enter the harbor nor the ebb to leave it."

He knew she was right. Spanish galleons were clumsy beasts—turning and maneuvering in confined waters pushed them to their limits. Rowboats could tow them, certainly, but riding the tides remained the surest way in and out of the bay. Still, he resented a woman questioning his judgment, even one as beautiful as this, even one whose Spanish flowed as naturally as a native's.

"Begin," Aragonés ordered. Once they finished here, he would continue north to deal with that nuisance Zheng Yiguan.

Fifty sailors who had been waiting on deck clambered over the railings and descended into two rowboats. Most were Southeast Asian natives from the Malay Peninsula—former dugout-canoe pirates who had spent their lives raiding merchant vessels. This work was their specialty. The handful of Spaniards among them served as gunners. Each rowboat mounted a 2-pounder light cannon, a requirement that had come directly from Chief Liu, who seemed genuinely terrified of enemy firearms and had demanded Spanish artillery and heavy muskets for support.

Behind them on Liu Xiang's ships, pirates were transferring to sampans. These smaller craft reportedly carried the Chief's finest fighters. Aragonés had little investment in the operation's success—he was merely helping Liu seize a few fast ships and capture some prisoners. Chief Liu's fear of the enemy's guns bordered on obsession.

"Monkeys, serve the Catholic King well." Aragonés made no effort to mask his contempt for the dark-skinned, narrow-eyed native sailors. If Europeans were not so impossibly difficult to recruit in Southeast Asia, such lowly heathens would never have set foot aboard his ship. Their crooked yellow eyes always flickered with that peculiar mixture of cruelty and cowardice. Aragonés knew he was little more than a circus ringmaster among them, requiring constant applications of the whip and the sugar lump—fail to provide both, and they would devour him.

Entering a river port like Bopu in a Spanish galleon meant riding the tides while rowboats towed you in. Exposed rowers made easy targets for shore cannon and musket fire—a dangerous proposition under any circumstances. Had Aragonés been facing a well-defended European port, he would never have attempted it. But native sailors existed to be spent as cannon fodder, and losing a few mattered little. Besides, this was China. Aragonés was firmly convinced the Chinese understood nothing of naval warfare, much less port defense. Years ago, his predecessors had raided ships in the Pearl River with complete impunity.

His gunners stood ready at their stations. The broadside ports gaped open, black cannon muzzles trained on every possible shore target. He had absolute confidence in his firepower advantage. Those Chinese guns—could they even be called cannons? Crude copies of century-old designs, nothing more.

According to the plan, the Countess of Scarborough would provide fire support from within the bay during Liu Xiang's landing operation. Liu Xiang would use sampans to ferry five hundred men ashore. Their objective: capture at least one of the iron fast-ships moored along the coast. Defectors from Zhu Cailao's camp had provided Liu Xiang with intelligence on these vessels' combat capabilities—clearly attractive to any pirate worth his salt.

Zhu Cailao's previous encounter had left Liu Xiang with several firm impressions. First, the iron fast-ships were extraordinarily sturdy—ordinary cannonballs simply could not penetrate their hulls. Second, they were remarkably agile and swift. Third, their crews appeared to lack cannons entirely. Zhu Cailao's men reported the ships mounted something resembling oversized crossbows, weapons that proved wildly inaccurate. However, they also carried exceptionally powerful muskets with impressive range and deadly precision.

Based on these assessments, the pirates would rely primarily on the Countess of Scarborough's guns to suppress the enemy. No matter how powerful those muskets might be, they could not match proper cannons. Under covering fire, one pirate force would infiltrate through Bopu's mangrove swamps, creating enough chaos to divert the "Australians'" attention. A second force would then seize the moment to rush the harbor and capture at least one iron fast-ship. Liu Xiang had given his captains explicit instructions: they must take some "Australians" alive.

For this purpose, the Spanish had sold them eight rowboats along with specialized towing equipment. Once they succeeded, the rowboats would tow the iron ship out of the harbor. One vessel was the minimum acceptable result.

Aragonés had no objection to the plan itself. What he could not fathom was the Chinese pirate chief's obsession with these iron ships. To him, they were simply too bizarre. Ships that moved without sails or oars—such things were either miracles of God or creations of the Devil. In his estimation, the latter seemed far more likely.

The rowboats began their slow work of towing the Countess of Scarborough toward the bay. A depth-sounding dinghy led the way. Everything remained calm.

"I should make something clear," Aragonés said to Li Siya. "My ship will depart at low tide, whether or not you've captured any vessels."

"One hour will be sufficient." Li Siya allowed herself a faint smile. She had not personally designed the operation, but she had contributed to its planning. Among all the pirates, she alone had dealt directly with the Australians. Their brilliant raid the previous year had wounded her pride deeply—so deeply that even Zheng Yiguan had begun to doubt her afterward. Furious, she had claimed her ship required repairs and returned to Macau. There, she had dispatched agents to investigate "Australian" news, only to discover they had abandoned their houses, goods, and servants, vanishing like smoke into the air.

Only recently had word arrived of a group appearing along Qiongzhou's coast—shaved heads, short clothes—accompanied by a gigantic iron ship. The description triggered an immediate memory of Wen Desi. That Australian merchant had been shaved-headed and dressed in short clothes.

To investigate, she had put to sea once more. With Zheng Zhilong occupied by amnesty negotiations in Fujian, she had attached herself to Liu Xiang's operation in Guangdong as a guest advisor. Li Siya operated independently along the coast. Though she occasionally worked under various major gangs and paid their protection fees, she never participated in inter-gang warfare—plunder and adventure were her only interests. Her superior fast ships and cannons allowed her to live as she pleased.

"Wen Desi," she murmured, "are you waiting on that shore too?" A chilling smile crossed her face.

"Captain Li?"

"Hmm?"

"Why did Chief Liu send four hundred men ashore today?" Aragonés had never understood the logic of landing four hundred Chinese pirates in broad daylight. To him, it seemed like pure suicide.

"To give the Australians a victory," Li Siya explained. "They call themselves Australian, but they don't deny their Chinese ancestry. The Chinese celebrate victories with drinking and revelry."

"We Spaniards do the same."

"And after the drinking and revelry, they won't be nearly as alert."

"You sent four hundred men to their deaths just to make them careless? God in heaven!"

"Spending four hundred piastres for such results—do you really consider that a poor bargain?" Li Siya glanced at him coolly. Compared to the Chinese, these Spaniards who knew only how to host roasting parties for heretics were as innocent as convent virgins. Even those charming Italians understood that men pursuing great deeds should not be bound by moral principles—one should consider only whether results proved beneficial, never whether methods caused harm. Better still, these cannon fodder believed they were serving Zhu Cailao. That fool Zhu Cailao would probably die of headaches trying to understand what had happened. The thought brought her immense satisfaction.

Aragonés found himself genuinely shocked that a pirate chief would so unhesitatingly treat his own countrymen as disposables—and that this woman calculated nothing beyond recruitment costs. Inwardly, he despised her completely. But the lives and deaths of heathens were no concern of his. Saving souls was work for priests, and Aragonés had little desire to deal with priests.

A thought struck him suddenly—this woman was half-Portuguese. "Captain Li, do you still count yourself among Christ's lambs?"

"I attend church as often as you do," Li Siya replied, her smile mocking.



"Sampan sighted!" The observer nudged Xue Ziliang sharply.

"Keep watching!" From the moment those ships had begun turning toward Bopu, Xue Ziliang had known trouble was coming. The maritime assault was about to begin.

"Many sampans!" the observer exclaimed. "Too many to count—"

Xue Ziliang snatched the binoculars. The scene before him was spectacular—at least thirty sampans advancing toward Bopu across the dark water, larger ships following in their wake.

Two hundred fifty meters...

Two hundred meters...

Through the lens, he could make out bare-chested pirates with knives clenched between their teeth. He could almost see their savage grins.

"Report to Bopu—now!"

"Re—reporting, Captain," the radio operator stammered, his face suddenly pale with fear, "the radio's not working!"

The moon sank below the horizon. Sea and sky merged into pitch blackness. Xue Ziliang had heard no alarm from Bopu. Uncertain whether the tower watch had spotted the approaching threat, he grabbed an SKS rifle and fired a single shot at the nearest sampan.

The crack of the gunshot split the silent night with startling clarity. A tracer round streaked across the darkness like a falling star. In that brief flash of light, a figure on the sampan shuddered and collapsed.

Half-asleep in the beacon tower, Li Di heard the shot and snapped instantly awake—he had nearly dozed off! He grabbed his binoculars and scanned toward the source of the gunfire. After a moment of adjustment, the sampans and ships suddenly came into sharp focus. He was so startled he nearly fell backward. Scrambling into the beacon tower's duty room, he found the hand-crank alarm and began turning it frantically.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 177: The Battle of Bopu (Part 1)

A piercing shriek tore through the night sky, jolting the sleeping camp awake. It was the first alarm of its kind they had ever heard—and the jarring contrast between the day's victory celebrations and this midnight klaxon left many struggling to process what was happening.

Chen Haiyang's roar blared from the loudspeakers: "Enemy attack! Enemy attack!"

The Navy had already elevated the alert level from yellow to orange after receiving Xue Ziliang's report. Combat personnel had assembled at key positions while patrols checked potential infiltration points. Now the gunshot pushed them from orange to red. Full combat status.

"Beach under attack! All personnel assemble at the Port Office!"

The quiet camp erupted into motion. Half-dressed figures poured from dormitories and barracks, sprinting in groups of two and three toward the beacon tower. Their pounding footsteps mingled with the blaring loudspeakers to create an atmosphere of unprecedented tension.

At the office entrance, Ma Qianzhu issued his final orders: "You eight, get up the tower and help man the guns. Wang Ruixiang, take fire extinguishers to the dock to prevent arson. Lin Shenhe is responsible for getting artillery there as fast as possible, by any means necessary. Everyone else arms up under Wu De's command—hold all key points. The port is under martial law. Notify Bairen and all stations to go on alert. Keep all radios open. Now move!"

The moment Bopu's attack alert came through, the Communications Center shut down all non-military channels to ensure the lines stayed clear for combat traffic. Xi Yazhou ordered the Training Battalion to assemble and stand by.

"Notify the garage to prepare vehicles!" he shouted into his radio. "We need to be ready to transport reinforcements!" He was still yelling when a roaring engine erupted from the direction of the garage. A farm truck packed with people was already speeding away.

"Who the hell is that?"

"Looks like Dugu. All in black gear—must be the Commerce and Industry Enforcement Team!"

"Who authorized him to use vehicles?" Xi Yazhou felt his blood pressure spike. He hated unauthorized actions. In this pitch darkness, though only twelve kilometers separated them from Bopu, if the enemy had set up an ambush along the road—well, nobody could guarantee the three gun towers were impenetrable.

The moment Dugu Qiuhun heard the attack news, he had grabbed whoever he could find near the East Gate. His enforcement team had scattered after dinner and couldn't be reassembled quickly, so he seized every male he saw, thrust a machete into their hands, and ordered them to the Commerce Bureau building. But most people had already returned to their dormitories. Around the East Gate, including himself, he found only about ten men.

He quickly retrieved his private stash from the Commerce Bureau warehouse—equipment he had begged the Planning Committee for, which they had granted partly because he'd acquired it through his own channels. Within minutes, a team clad in black stab-resistant vests stood assembled in the Commerce Bureau courtyard. Dugu Qiuhun wore the same gear: crew cut, prominent brow ridge, cold eyes.

"Comrades!" He addressed the dozen drowsy men with a grave expression. "Bopu is under enemy attack. That's our vital base—our foundation. We go now to defend the Sacred Ship. To defend the Great Transmigration!"

"We have guns in our dormitory," someone offered. "Let me get them..."

Per the post-First Anti-Encirclement defense plan, each dormitory maintained at least one weapon for training and emergency armament.

"No time!" Dugu Qiuhun's face was stern. "The Great Transmigration is in peril. Move! Let this spacetime see the name that once made men tremble!"

He turned toward the exit, and ten team members immediately followed, their backs bearing two large red characters. To Dongmen Chuiyu, who had just stumbled out of bed dragging a pump-action shotgun, he called: "Dongmen, this place is yours!"

"Don't worry." Dongmen was startled by the fanatical gleam in Dugu's eyes. Had the excitement driven him mad?

After watching them go, Dongmen Chuiyu kicked and punched the hiding police officers awake, ordering them to ready sabers and shields for melee. Then Mu Min arrived hurriedly with a pistol, followed by Ming Lang wearing an unhappy face—finally a night off with his wife, and he'd been hoping for an early rest, a chance to talk about life, discuss ideals and feelings...

"You lead the police on guard," Dongmen told them. "I'll go to the roof to look."

He climbed to the Commerce Bureau roof and peered toward the beach. Unfortunately, he saw nothing—but he could hear that the situation ahead wasn't good. He muttered to himself: "Bunch of know-it-alls. If they'd prepared according to the battle plan, we wouldn't be this passive. Almost every enemy attack catches us off guard. One victory doesn't guarantee the next."

Moonlight filtered through trees, casting mottled shadows across the camp with its extinguished bonfires. Deliberately muffled coughs came from lightless tents. Despite softened footsteps, the patrol sounds echoed louder than usual. Faint gunfire carried from the beach.

Life's hard for little people, Tan Ming thought. Not only was he pulling guard duty, but orange alert meant patrol duty with his brothers. In this pitch-black night, if they actually ended up in hand-to-hand combat, his legs might shake.

Then came a soft crackling from the tree grove at the camp's corner—the sound of snapping branches. Tan Ming straightened instantly, signaling his hidden brothers that something was wrong. He led four marines as quietly as possible toward the sound.

A curly-haired, high-nosed face suddenly appeared before him. The trees had grown a face.

"Damn!" He raised his gun and fired.

The massive report swallowed the pirate's half-uttered yell. Tan Ming dove into the nearest fortification, clearing the friendly fire lines. Behind him, gunfire erupted from both camp and trees. Bullets whistled through foliage; some kicked up dirt nearby. Pirates burst from the trees with wild cries, charging the camp. Three of his native subordinates scattered immediately—fresh conscripts were useless. One more lay face-up on the ground, hit by someone. Count it as a pirate casualty.

Hands trembling, he loaded his pistol and fired at the pirate mob. Though he missed, he steadied considerably. Shoot, reload, shoot... Tracer rounds from the camp streaked red toward the pirates, giving Tan Ming a fireworks-show sensation.

The pirates' first infiltration of Lingao Point was quickly repulsed. Semiautomatic rifle fire was obviously more than they could handle. But this brought no relief to the transmigrators. Fire flashed from the bay—Countess of Scarborough had opened fire. Shells screamed overhead, splashing at Lingao Point's edge and throwing up columns of water.

"Quick, retreat!" Li Haiping's voice crackled over the radio. He was the camp commander.

Several transmigrators led marines sprinting away. The entire Lingao Point lay within the big ship's range. Defending there meant suicide.

In the muzzle flash, Aragonés watched with satisfaction as dozens of people fled. Landing pirates rushed from the trees in pursuit. No matter how powerful those muskets, could they match 24-pounder cannons? Smugly, Aragonés ordered the rowboats forward. The ship maintained its parallel orientation to Lingao Point, continuously belching flame and smoke.

Amid the chaos, a brilliant beam of light slashed down like a sword from the beacon tower. After sweeping the sea several times, it locked firmly onto the Spanish galleon. Countess of Scarborough drifted slowly in the light beam, elegant as a noblewoman at a ball.

"Fire!" Li Di had no time to admire the sight.

The tower's 12-pounder cannon roared. The shell splashed beside Countess of Scarborough, and then other completed emplacements and hastily positioned shore guns opened fire one after another.

"God! This is Devil's sorcery!" When the brilliant light grasped the Spanish galleon, Aragonés howled in despair. How could blazing light like Castile's hottest summer sun appear at midnight? Several sailors who tried to find the light source were blinded and rolled in agony on the deck.

"Get the priest up here!" he bellowed.

The ship had no priest, of course. But an old soldier named González knew Bible passages and could draw crosses for healing—the ship's only religious "talent." This Spanish "holy man" was summoned from below, though he obviously lacked confidence in his faith. Trembling, he fished out a cross. Before he could begin his recitation, a 12-pounder shell struck the deck. Shrapnel flew. Several sailors fell screaming. González vanished instantly.

As if to quell their fear, Countess of Scarborough's guns all opened fire at once. Shells striking stone sprayed fragments dancing through the air—more terrifying than the cannonballs themselves. The coastal positions on Lingao Point were abandoned. Though the pirates had suffered heavily in the first fight, they now surged forward regardless of death.

"Distance 100 meters! Canister!" Lin Shenhe's shout came from the earthwork in the darkness.

Fire flashed. A 12-pounder mountain howitzer spewed a long tongue of flame and hundreds of iron balls. The recoil sent it jumping, tumbling off the earthwork. The pirates who had reached the beach instantly lost half their number.

"Quick, get it back up!"

The improvised gun crew quickly righted the fallen howitzer, scrambling to push it back into position. The gun's durability was genuine—completely undamaged.

"75 meters! Double canister!"

Searchlights on the camp watchtowers all blazed on. Though these stage and decorative lights couldn't match antiaircraft searchlights, their brightness and range were terrifying enough. Pirates were dazzled. Double canister rounds fired continuously from the earthworks, sweeping through the crowd like death's net, reaping lives with mechanical efficiency. The pirates routed again from Lingao Point—some fled to shore and jumped in, hoping to reach the boats; others panicked into the nearby mangroves. Camp fire followed them. Leaves and branches flew as bullets and shells tore through the foliage.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 178: The Battle of Bopu (Part 2)

Dugu Qiuhun's farm truck hurtled down the rough road at seventy kilometers per hour, its horn blaring incessantly through the darkness. Everyone aboard clung to the rails in terror, certain they would die in a traffic accident before they ever had the chance to become martyrs in battle. Within minutes, searchlight beams appeared ahead, sweeping wildly across the night. Muzzle flashes strobed through the blackness amid shifting silhouettes, and combined with the shrieking alarms and the thunderous din of gunfire, the scene might have been torn straight from a World War II film.

They reached the camp entrance just as Meng De came into view—dressed in a striped sailor shirt over a stab-resistant vest, waving an SKS frantically overhead.

"Get to the dock! The enemy is landing there!"

Dugu Qiuhun wrenched the wheel and swung the truck around. He had barely started moving when a burly man came sprinting toward them, a pump-action shotgun in his left hand and an entrenching tool in his right. Behind him trailed a dozen disheveled figures—some clutching firearms, others wielding fire extinguishers—all desperate for a ride. Dugu waved them aboard. The small farm truck was now crammed with over twenty bodies. Someone screamed; a fire extinguisher had crushed his foot.

"Minor wounds don't leave the front line! Hold on, brother." Wang Ruixiang pounded the cab roof. "Go! Fast boat dock!"



The Qian brothers recognized the critical moment and quickly fell in behind. Seeing that most of the arrivals carried only machetes, Qian Shuixie grew concerned about their firepower. He ducked below, retrieved three or four Mosin-Nagant M44s from his private stash, and distributed them along with ammunition. Everyone had trained on various rifles—at the very least, they wouldn't resort to using them as spears.

En route, they linked up with Bai Yu, who was leading a gun crew and a dozen men toward the beach to reinforce the defenses and protect the ships.

The yacht lay only a hundred meters from the trawlers' berth, but the beach route was already strewn with bodies and wounded. A sandbag emplacement guarding the dock stood abandoned, its cannon overturned. The sight sent a chill through everyone. Out on the water, sampans had swarmed around the outermost trawler, and shadowy figures moved across its deck. Dugu Qiuhun raised his rifle, but Meng De grabbed his arm.

"What are you doing? None of our people are on that ship!"

"You fire and all the equipment gets destroyed!" Meng De said urgently.

"Cold steel, then." Wang Ruixiang drew his entrenching tool and prepared to charge.

"Enemy incoming!"

The sampan pirates had spotted the reinforcements. Over a dozen vessels beached themselves on the shore, disgorging waves of pirates onto the sand. In the flickering firelight, they appeared dark-skinned and wiry, their slanted eyes gleaming with feral intensity, daggers clenched between their teeth, Malay-style curved swords gripped in their hands.

"Hold fire!" Dugu Qiuhun stopped those about to shoot.

"We want total annihilation. Don't let a single one escape." His voice was ice. He pulled down his helmet's face shield and adjusted his chengguan stab vest.

A whistle pierced the air. Several dozen men fell into formation as they had trained—three small squares advancing from three directions, pressing toward the enemy in a tightening noose.

The pirates seemed utterly unfazed. Clearly trained warriors, they drew their swords with crisp, practiced sounds, their posture radiating contempt: Close combat? We're not afraid.

Dugu Qiuhun allowed himself a thin smile at their confidence. Idiots. Who said anything about close combat? I'm not shooting so you won't go prone and waste my bullets.

Fifty meters. Forty. Thirty. The gap closed relentlessly. Their fierce expressions grew visible in the wavering light.

At twenty meters, a hand signal. The front-rank fighters parted swiftly to either side. Hidden behind the human wall, a 12-pounder mountain howitzer revealed its dark, gaping muzzle.

In that frozen instant, astonishment bloomed across the pirates' faces. Their expressions seemed to scream: Too underhanded!!!

That astonishment lasted less than a second. The 12-pounder roared, and double canister—twenty-four pounds of iron balls—swept through them like a hurricane of metal.

Smoke billowed across the beach. Agonized screams tore the night. When the haze cleared, barely ten of nearly fifty pirates remained standing. Several fled toward the sea, shrieking in an incomprehensible language, hurling themselves into the waves to escape.

Canister from a howitzer loses energy quickly at range—beyond a hundred meters, it becomes ineffective. But at twenty meters, it was absolute annihilation.

"Beautiful!" Dugu Qiuhun nearly danced with joy.

"Double canister!" Bai Yu bellowed. The improvised gun crew fumbled through the drill but completed reloading in five minutes.

This shot targeted the sampans clustered at the waterline. Canister swept across the surface like a scythe. Several vessels began sinking immediately. Others simply drifted lifelessly—no living souls remained aboard.

While the pirates reeled in shock, Wang Ruixiang and Dugu Qiuhun led the charge personally—one wielding a hand axe, the other a machete. The mob behind them, as if seized by battle frenzy, howled and surged forward. The fierce battle to retake the ships had begun.

Four trawlers lay moored in a row at the pier. The pirates had quickly seized the outermost vessel and attached tow cables, but they couldn't operate the mechanically controlled anchor chains. Unable to cut through them either, they were forced to raise the anchor manually—a delay that cost them dearly.

Wang Ruixiang carved his way forward with his entrenching tool, utterly unstoppable, blood spraying with every swing. Those following him felt as if they were watching a cheap horror movie. In truth, he knew no real techniques—he simply relied on being enormous and nearly invulnerable. His chengguan-issue stab-resistant suit, multiple layers of local cotton battle robe, motorcycle helmet, and butcher's protective gloves made him a walking fortress, like a Qing heavy-armored ironhat soldier. The pirates' sheet-metal blades couldn't touch him.

Within moments, the pier was cleared of pirates. Survivors leaped into the sea, pursued by pump-action and shotgun fire. Dugu Qiuhun, watching Wang Ruixiang hog all the glory, felt a competitive fire ignite. He rushed forward, determined to be first onto the trawler for a satisfying kill. But the tow cable had parted, and in the darkness, his judgment of the ship's position was off. His front foot hit the deck, but he lost his balance and pitched headlong into the sea with a tremendous splash.

Meanwhile, the pirates on deck fired arrows wildly and hurled javelins at the transmigrators. Many found their marks, but none fully penetrated their protection. Wang Ruixiang, at the forefront, had his battle robe bristling like a hedgehog with embedded projectiles. He kept firing; at such close range with pirates clustered together, every shot struck at least one target. When his revolver clicked empty and there was no time to reload, a pirate's sword slashed his arm. His arm went numb; the pistol flew from his grip. Wang Ruixiang roared with rage, his axe severing the attacker's wrist in a single brutal stroke. Another pirate thrust a javelin at his chest. He twisted aside. The off-balance attacker stumbled toward him, and Wang Ruixiang kicked him down with savage force, his steel-soled combat boot catching the Malay pirate's temple and snapping his neck vertebrae. Instant death.

Another pirate leaped from behind the wheelhouse, a swim ring slung over his shoulder—perhaps intended as loot. Wang Ruixiang grinned, about to dispatch him, when suddenly the man's head flew from his shoulders. Arterial blood sprayed in a crimson arc, drenching Wang Ruixiang from head to toe. His helmet visor was completely blinded.

"Damn." He cursed, wiping the plexiglass with his battle robe sleeve. There stood Dugu Qiuhun, machete in hand, wearing an expression of invincible loneliness, seawater still dripping from his clothes. After falling into the water, he had climbed aboard from the ship's side, cut down several men along the way, and finally beheaded this last one.

"Good blade. The guy who sold me this gear didn't lie." Dugu Qiuhun's expression remained as lonely as ever.

"Clear!"

"Clear!"

"Clear!"

Reports echoed from across the deck. Wang Ruixiang, wary of stragglers, personally inspected all four trawlers. Since the cabins had been locked before departure and the response had been swift, no pirates had managed to get inside. Meng De, who had been anxiously worried about the instruments, equipment, and tools, finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Bai Yu's team swiftly cleared the deck gun positions—the precious fore and aft 70mm breech-loaders were undamaged, merely blood-spattered. Meng De hurried to unlock the ammunition compartment with the master key, bringing out shells and powder.

"Seven o'clock direction, 750 meters. Armor-piercing, one round!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 179: The Battle of Bopu (Part 3)

The Countess of Scarborough crept along Lingao Point, riding the tide into the bay while her guns thundered without cease. White searchlight beams pinned her against the darkness like a moth on display, and the Easterners ashore had clearly marked her as their primary target. Shells screamed in from every direction. The Spanish galleon's solid oak hull weathered most of the punishment, though some rounds punched through—and the cost in blood was mounting steadily. Dismembered bodies littered the deck, and crimson rivulets coursed through the scuppers toward the sea. Aragonés was nearing his breaking point. At this rate, even if he survived the night, he would have to recruit Chinese sailors in port just to limp back to Manila.

"This devil's light!" he cursed, then turned to Li Siya. "Haven't they succeeded yet?"

Even her customarily composed face showed the strain. Between the Spanish firepower and the significant resources Liu Xiang had committed—landing parties filled with veteran pirates, many of them desperados and deserters from the government navy—this operation should have been a certainty. By her assessment, the Countess of Scarborough's guns were unmatched anywhere on China's coast. Perhaps not capable of destroying Liu Xiang outright as some had boasted, but surely sufficient to suppress shore fire. Combined with elite pirates, seizing those ships should have been inevitable. Yet here they were, this meticulously planned assault faring no better than Zhu Cailao's catastrophe.

A distinctive shriek cut through the night—a sound unlike any she had heard before. Both she and Aragonés flinched as a pointed shell punched clean through the broadside. Splinters erupted from the breach in a spray of blood and shattered flesh. Screams echoed across the deck.

"Fire!"

At Bai Yu's command, another 70mm pointed shell screamed from the muzzle. The two converted trawlers had brought four rifled guns to bear on the Countess of Scarborough, rotating their fire with devastating precision. Against the penetrating power of rifled armor-piercing shells, oak planking might as well have been paper.

The galleon's resistance finally shattered. Those sudden, terrible shells had destroyed nearly an entire broadside. Nine of her sixteen guns lay wrecked beyond repair, and the gunners below deck had lost more than half their number.

"Signal rocket," Aragonés ordered, his voice hollow. "Retreat."

The tide had not yet turned, and leaving the bay would be a desperate struggle—but if he did not run now, he might never leave at all. The alliance with Liu Xiang could burn in hell. Losing this ship meant losing everything he had staked his life upon. What awaited him was the Manila Governor's wrath and a creditors' prison.

"Captain, some of our rowboats haven't returned—"

"Forget those filthy natives. Come about!"

"We don't have enough rowers."

"Get everyone who can move to the oars!" Aragonés exploded. "Now!"

Dozens of sailors slid down ropes into the waiting boats. Long oars bit into the water, and the Spanish galleon began its laborious turn toward escape. Aragonés ordered every operational gun to keep firing—partly to suppress the enemy, partly to lighten the ship. Every pound of powder spent was one less pound to weigh them down.

"Devils," he ground through clenched teeth, staring at the massive silhouette lurking deep in the harbor. A chill ran through him to the bone.

Li Siya stood at his side, watching the retreat unfold. She had considered stopping him—if the Spanish fled, Liu's five double-masted ships with their handful of guns would never suppress the enemy's fire. Ships and men alike would be lost here. But this was not the moment for loyalty. She drew her cloak's hood up over her face and slipped quietly from the poop deck, vanishing into the chaos.

The Spanish retreat broke what remained of the pirates' morale. Two of the five double-masters had already gone down under the harbor guns, and when the other three saw the galleon turning to flee, they followed suit. One exploded mid-flight, smoke and fire rocketing into the sky. Panic spread instantly among the shore parties. Pirates dropped their weapons and sprinted for the beach sampans. At the few remaining boats, desperate fighting erupted—men killing each other for a seat. Overcrowded craft became uncontrollable in the chaos, rocking wildly as too many bodies scrambled aboard. When pursuing transmigrators reached the waterline and opened fire with rifles, several sampans capsized. The sea filled with bobbing heads, arms flailing in the darkness. Those who saw no hope of escape fled into the nearby mangroves to take their chances with the wilderness.

As the various defending forces consolidated and command coordination smoothed, the infantry platoon from Bairen finally arrived at a run. Xi Yazhou had pushed his soldiers through a forced march to Bopu, his heart churning with dread the entire way. The thunderous gunfire and wildly sweeping searchlights visible from miles away had been terrifying—he feared the worst for transmigrator casualties.

Reaching the camp, he found devastation everywhere he looked. But Wu De's report brought some relief: twenty or thirty transmigrators wounded, most of them minor injuries. The native laborers and soldiers had suffered more heavily.

Since dawn remained hours away and the combat had been chaotic at best, the arriving forces secured only the intersections and key points, establishing a perimeter against enemy breakout or a second wave attack. Li Haiping suggested launching the trawlers to pursue, sink, or capture the galleon, but the consensus held that the situation remained too unclear. Better to stay defensive until daylight revealed the full picture.

They were still discussing next steps—battlefield cleanup, treating the wounded—when sudden commotion erupted nearby. Cannon fire. Rifle shots. Battle cries. Ten minutes later, silence returned, broken only by the occasional scream.

The pirates who had taken shelter in the mangroves, seeing no escape, had attempted a breakout. The waiting marines and guns cut them down without mercy. Every last one killed. Even the wounded received bayonet coups de grâce.

After an hour of fierce fighting, the fires across Bopu Harbor gradually died to embers. Only one exploded double-master still burned, drifting aimlessly across the water. Debris and corpses choked the surface. Of the approximately four hundred pirates who had landed—Chinese and foreign alike—more than half would never see another sunrise. Wounded lay scattered everywhere, their moans and screams rising and falling in waves. The medical team from Bairen and the nursing school students worked frantically, overwhelmed by the sheer number.

Wu De directed the firefighting efforts while requisitioning laborers and supplies from Bairen for battlefield cleanup. He personally visited the quarantine camp where several hundred Baitu relocatees—men and women, young and old—had been sheltering. Some shells had struck during the battle, damaging buildings and causing a dozen casualties. The camp had briefly panicked, but Wu De reassured everyone that the pirates had been repulsed. Stretcher teams evacuated the wounded for treatment.

After dawn, large-scale sweeps of the surrounding areas began. Few survivors remained—fewer than fifty prisoners in total. The seriously wounded posed no moral dilemma worth the transmigrators' time debating: New Army soldiers dispatched each one with a bayonet thrust. Only those capable of walking to the aid station under their own power survived.

Executive Committee members toured the beach under marine escort. After the night's fierce battle, everyone carried the hollow look of survivors who had narrowly escaped catastrophe. Many faces were pale. There was, however, noticeably less vomiting than after their first counter-encirclement victory—apparently they were growing accustomed to such sights. The New Army soldiers, though mostly first-timers as well, seemed equally unfazed by the carnage. People of this spacetime had witnessed too much death to be shocked by more.

Ma Qianzhu walked among them, chatting and boosting morale. In his view, this battle's intensity was merely a foretaste. Far more severe tests awaited.

"Commissioner Ma, the battle statistics are ready." The Planning Committee's work was famously precise, efficient, and merciless.

Ma Qianzhu reviewed the figures, then turned to address the group. "This battle put us seriously in the red."

Stunned silence.

"Don't find this amusing." He tapped his folder irritably. "If you think a few hundred sheet-metal knives, some matchlocks, and a dozen leaky sampans compensate for nineteen hundred bullets, two hundred fourteen shells, and several hundred kilograms of powder, think again." He paused, letting the numbers sink in. "Twenty New Army soldiers killed. Fifteen laborers killed. Ten permanently disabled."

The casualty figures hit hard. New Army soldiers represented carefully trained seeds of their future military—every loss a painful setback. The laborers had at least learned some Mandarin and adapted to local work methods, building the foundation of basic trust.

"Those plague-carrying pirates!" Li Haiping's voice was thick with grief over the Marine Company's heavy losses.

"If you insist on training your own marines, of course the training is insufficient. Land fighting still relies on—"

Wei Aiwen never finished his sentence. Naval personnel turned on him with looks that could kill.

Xi Yazhou stepped in before fists could fly. "What's the point of this now? Everyone calm down. Let's review the battle, patch the holes, figure out what comes next."

"Marines need at least two companies," Li Haiping proposed immediately. "Bopu's defense burden is too heavy. Guard posts are scattered too thin. And the tower still needs manning."

Ma Qianzhu silenced Wei Aiwen before he could respond. "Navy vacancies must be filled immediately. Expansion requires comprehensive consideration. For now, let's focus on Bopu's defenses."

The defensive position remained weak. Too few gun emplacements. Insufficient heavy guns. The Lingao beacon tower had proven its enormous value during the battle—its commanding height provided a complete overview of the battlefield with real-time situation reports, and the searchlight had delivered excellent illumination. The 12-pounder mounted there, by comparison, had shown limited effectiveness. The artillery team believed tower guns should be 24-pounder or larger. The transmigrators' cast heavy guns, constrained by lifting capacity, had never made it up the tower and were instead placed in temporary pier emplacements. Those hasty positions had proven defensively inadequate, lacking proper infantry protection. In combat, they had been overrun quickly—a dozen marines killed, the battle's heaviest single loss.

The 12-pounder mountain howitzer, however, had again proven its tremendous value. Its mobility—three or four people could drag it at a run—made it the transmigrators' most reliable area-effect weapon. Lin Shenhe observed that with one or two mountain howitzers positioned at those temporary emplacements, they might not have fallen so quickly.

Li Di, Bai Yu, and the other gunners raised another concern: too few shell types. Solid shot caused limited damage to enemy ships. Canister proved effective only at close range.

"Without explosive shells, we at least need incendiaries. And chain shot."

"With chain shot, we could have broken the Spanish galleon's masts—she never would have escaped!"

"Primitive incendiaries shouldn't be difficult, right? Just a red-hot iron ball. That would work. At minimum, it could set ships ablaze."

"Besides guns, the port itself needs other defenses," Li Haiping suggested. "Can we make mines? I know contact mines are difficult. What about command-detonated mines? That shouldn't be too technically challenging?"

"It's not easy either." Lin Shenhe shook his head. "Command-detonated mines require electrical detonation—we can substitute light bulbs, and our stocks are sufficient. But the wiring required is simply too extensive. Contact mines are actually easier to produce. We should focus our efforts there."

After thorough discussion, they decided to construct two three-story brick-and-concrete gun towers near the pier. The Fengcheng's tall profile could also serve a similar function to the beacon tower within the harbor. The Executive Committee resolved to add one or two rotatable heavy guns to her deck. They would also consider blocking devices at the harbor entrance.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 180: Discussing Institutional Improvements

Wen Desi had intended to remain at the shipyard until the vessel was completed, but news of the attack on Bopu changed his plans. He caught the first supply transport back.

Upon reviewing the battle's results, he found himself genuinely pleased. The formation training had proven its worth. Though such tactics—formations, lines, and columns—were ultimately dictated by weapon capabilities, the effectiveness had exceeded expectations. Xi Yazhou, who had first championed this approach, was practically floating with vindication. The experience warranted broader application throughout their forces.

A Beijing 212 was dispatched from Bairen to collect him, and Ma Qianzhu caught a ride back as well.

During the journey, the two men fell into deep discussion about the battle's lessons. Though Wen Desi shared concerns about the military's growing autonomy, both agreed that expansion could not wait.

"If they'd split into two columns—one by sea, one by land—with twenty large ships and two or three thousand ground troops, we wouldn't have had such an easy time of it."

"We were fortunate our earlier military training for transmigrators was so thorough. The main force and its backbone were almost entirely our own people."

"You're still dreaming of becoming Archangel, aren't you?" Ma Qianzhu knew Wen Desi's ambitions all too well. "Absolutely not."

Wen Desi smiled helplessly. "I know nobody will agree. Let me turn to military political-ideological matters instead."

"Go ahead."

"Consider the difference between a man who soldiers for a meal ticket versus one who soldiers for survival and advancement—the fundamental purpose shapes everything, including initiative." Wen Desi leaned back. "Most of our New Army joined for the meals. To them, this is like working for a generous landlord: good food, decent clothes, and nothing more. They're not going to lay down their lives for a full belly."

"There's also housing and land—"

"True, but for them, those are just pie in the sky." Wen Desi shook his head. "I believe soldiers from the Commune should be far more committed because they've seen us keep our word. But new recruits from outside? That's a different story entirely."

"High pay? I'm opposed. We're already generous as it is. Once soldiers fight purely for money, they stop fighting the moment the money stops."

"It doesn't have to be salary increases. Bonuses would serve just as well." Wen Desi gripped the vehicle's handle as they jostled over rough terrain. "Director, after such a victory, shouldn't there be some form of reward? I heard that after yesterday's daytime engagement, the soldiers received nothing but a single horse-meat meal."

"The infantry barely saw action. A dozen artillery rounds settled the whole affair."

"But they formed up and charged, didn't they? Besides, transmigrators contributed enormously in both engagements. If the Executive Committee shows no appreciation whatsoever, won't people feel slighted?"

This was indeed an oversight. Ma Qianzhu had already planned to use the occasion for commendations and honor awards—perhaps even medals. But monetary rewards and recognition for transmigrators specifically had not crossed his mind. Now the realization struck him: transmigrators are people too.

The thought drew a bitter smile. Apparently, stepping into leadership meant forgetting certain fundamental truths. Dugu Qiuhun, Wang Ruixiang, Lin Shenhe, and others had contributed immensely this time. Without some gesture of acknowledgment, the effect on morale would be inevitable.

"You're right. But I have reservations about bonuses."

"Bonuses don't have to mean cash. Cigarettes, cola, and similar luxuries for our people. Rice, salt, and cloth for the natives."

Ma Qianzhu nodded slowly. That was worth considering.

"Our technological advantage remains insufficient." With the New Army suffering such heavy losses, any future engagement with proper regulars would bleed them dry.

"Machine guns and explosive shells would make us considerably stronger," Wen Desi observed. "But this victory came down to institutions—"

"Good lord, you're an institutionalist too?"

"Call me whatever you like. The fact remains that institutionally, we're superior to any military force in this era." Wen Desi stretched in his seat. "Left early this morning. Going straight to bed when I get back. Not even a secretary to hold."

"I have two primary concerns," Ma Qianzhu said. "First, that expansion will drain labor from production. Second, maintaining proper control over the military."

"I've been thinking about this as well." Wen Desi turned toward him. "What's your view, Director?"

"Establish an internal affairs department. Expand Internal Security forces to create a counterbalance."

"That approach is meaningless for our current military situation." Wen Desi shook his head. "If Internal Security expands too rapidly, the message becomes obvious. Our officers aren't fools."

"Then what do you propose?"

"I don't believe we've reached the point where counterbalancing is necessary. The key is establishing proper institutions now, then enforcing them rigorously. Once that's done, nobody can claim they're being personally targeted." Wen Desi considered his words carefully. "Rule of law is essential. We cannot afford to operate with a power-scheming mentality—that path leads to endless complications down the road. Take current weapons and ammunition management, for example. It's far too loose. Though most weapons are centralized, checking out firearms is absurdly easy. We need proper weapons allocation: which department receives how many guns, how much ammunition, all formally assigned with personal accountability. Ammunition especially must be kept under strict central storage."

"And troop mobilization, deployment, transfer authority—"

"Precisely. Whatever form of state we eventually become, ***** is something none of us wants to see. So we must establish regulations now, cultivate the habit of doing things by the rules. It's troublesome, but utterly essential." Even as he spoke, Wen Desi felt a twinge of regret. He had always harbored a private preference for more... dystopian arrangements. But with so many strong personalities in their group, it was better not to push his luck.

"Regarding expansion," Wen Desi continued, "I agree it's necessary, but I worry that too aggressive a pace will cripple production. Could we reduce each batch size?"

"The current plan calls for one thousand recruits over three months. That's not excessive. Actually, don't worry—the military can support production as well."

Wen Desi laughed. "Of course! Production support doubles as fitness training."



The Security Team was overwhelmed again today. The previous day's two battles had yielded several hundred prisoners, and the massive screening and interrogation workload was burying Ran Yao. He hastily recalled Mu Min and recruited dialect translators from every available source. Zhou Dongtian also returned to lend his services.

Formal processing finally commenced. The first batch of selected prisoners was brought to the Security Team office.

That office had seen considerable upgrades of late. Originally housed within the Executive Committee compound inside Bairen, complaints had mounted: the lights burning through all hours, the occasional screaming, and protests from certain concerned individuals. Moreover, bringing "unpurified" locals inside the fortress was deemed inappropriate. So during the recent construction boom, Security had relocated outside the walls, establishing a new compound at the former prisoner detention site. The exterior featured barbed wire, trenches, and watchtowers. Inside stood a two-story building housing the various offices, and to its left, set apart in its own courtyard, the prison.

The interrogation room occupied the main building of that prison courtyard. The windows had been deliberately covered with black cloth to create a dark-room atmosphere. Inside, however, there were no Qing-dynasty torture implements on display—merely a chair fitted with handcuffs and leg irons, a few tables, and a desk lamp.

The prisoners from the previous day's daytime engagement had already undergone preliminary processing. They offered little value—all temporary conscripts. Even the most senior among them could explain nothing of substance, insisting only that Zhu Cailao had sent them. The Executive Committee clearly did not find this convincing. The prisoners from the night battle presented a far more complex picture. Though fewer than fifty in number, they included Chinese, Southeast Asian natives, men who appeared Indian, and two unmistakable foreigners with curly hair, deep-set eyes, and pale skin.

This development troubled Ran Yao considerably. The various dialects of this era were already giving him headaches. Now these additions. The foreigners he could handle—transmigrators who spoke English, Spanish, and similar languages could be found readily enough. But what languages did the Indians and Southeast Asian natives speak?

After lengthy deliberation, he decided to begin with the Chinese pirates.

Prisoner screening started with clothing. Ragged garments and malnourished faces clearly did not belong to leaders. Thus the first to face interrogation were the best-dressed and healthiest-looking specimens.

Outside the interrogation room stood several cudgel-carrying police under Dugu Qiuhun's command—temporarily borrowed for the occasion. Additional soldiers with bayoneted rifles completed the security detail. Dugu Qiuhun had earned considerable notoriety from the battle at Bopu, and the pirates feared him. As he paced before them with his machete, inspecting each man with that unsettling grin of his, the rope-bound pirates waiting in the courtyard felt their necks go cold.

Inside, Ran Yao conducted the questioning personally. Three translators attended him, covering Cantonese official dialect, Lingao dialect, and Hokkien.

Once the guards were properly positioned, Dugu Qiuhun suited up completely and prepared to join the proceedings.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 181: Diana Mendoza

The interrogation began.

The first prisoner they brought in was a burly man in his thirties, dark-faced with calloused hands and weathered feet—unmistakably an old sea dog with years of maritime living etched into his skin. Judging by his clothing, personal effects, and the silver coins found on him, he was likely one of the leaders.

When asked where he came from, he erupted into shouting: "Villains! You're all villains! Boss Zhu will deal with you eventually!"

Dugu Qiuhun sat nearby, sharpening his blade with deliberate menace. The prisoner only sneered.

"Why bother with a knife? Bring out the whips and branding irons! If I so much as flinch, I'm no true follower of Boss Zhu!"

Dugu Qiuhun's temper flared. He grabbed for his stun baton.

"No need to rush," Ran Yao said, waving him off. He opened his notebook with practiced leisure.

"Name?"

"I don't change my name no matter where I go—Han Yiping!"

"Gender?"

"Where's your hometown?"

"How many relatives do you have?"

"When did you first become a pirate?"

"How long have you been one?"

"What's your gang leader called?"

...

"What's your boss called?"

"What's his hometown?"

"Gender?"

"When did you first become a pirate?"

...

"When did you first become a pirate?"

"What's your gang leader's name?"

"Gender?"

"When did you first become a pirate?"

"Where's your hometown?"

...

"You said you're from Nan'an, Fujian?"

"The previous seven times you clearly said Minhou, Fujian!"

"Which is it?!"

"What's your gang leader called?!"

"SPEAK!"

"LIGHTS ON!"

"Say your name!"

...

Four hours of uninterrupted relay questioning finally pried Han Yiping's mouth open. On the twenty-fifth repetition of "Who's your gang leader," he at last muttered the name "Liu Xiang."

He tried denying it even after being caught in the admission, but under the relentless bombardment of questions, he finally broke down completely. Once a man submits and starts confessing, the rest pours out like water. Han Yiping quickly revealed everything he knew.

He was a gu—a "stockholder"—in Liu Xiang's organization, specifically a zhangui, or steward. Not a direct subordinate, but valued because his men were particularly formidable, contributing greatly whenever they clashed with government forces or rival pirate gangs. The overall commander of this particular operation on Liu Xiang's side was a woman.

"A woman?"

"A foreign devil girl." Han Yiping gestured as he spoke, explaining that this woman was famous among the maritime groups. She had her own Western-style fast ship and always operated independently. Ruthless and cunning, she maintained close ties with the Franks in Macau. She had previously served under Zheng Zhilong and was well-regarded there, but then she'd suddenly retired for over half a year.

Liu Xiang's organization had learned about transmigrators occupying Lingao back in October, but Lingao held little value and was traditionally Zhu Cailao's territory. Liu Xiang hadn't been interested.

The proposal to seize the fast ships had indeed come from Zhu Cailao's former people—when they joined their new boss, they'd revealed everything, including the observations Shi Shisi had brought back.

Zhu Cailao had genuinely intended to cooperate with the transmigrators. That was precisely why Liu Xiang had staged this entire drama, aiming to kill two birds with one stone: capture the "iron fast ships" while preventing Zhu Cailao from forming an alliance with the newcomers. To pull this off, he had not only recruited a motley assortment of random pirates under Zhu Cailao's name, but had also included some of Zhu's former subordinates in the operation.

"Wasn't Liu Xiang afraid you'd confess if captured?"

"We were told that if we got caught, just insist we're Zhu Cailao's men. You had a grudge with Zhu Cailao, so you'd believe it." Han Yiping answered listlessly. "Besides, not many of us actually knew about Chief Liu's involvement."

"What about the Western ship?"

"I don't know. All our contact with the Western ship went through that foreign devil girl."

"What's her name?"

"Li-something-ya?"

Ran Yao frowned as something stirred in his memory. His recall was excellent, and he immediately recognized who this must be—the woman who had kidnapped Mr. Wen years ago.

"Black curly hair, slightly brown eyes?"

"Right, right. This foreign devil girl is quite pretty—" Han the pirate swallowed visibly.

No question about it. Definitely her. What a small world, Ran Yao thought. But neither the corpses nor the prisoners included any women.

"Where is she now?"

"On the Western ship. Probably escaped. That devil girl is very clever."

Ran Yao pressed further, asking about Liu Xiang's strength, his bases, and the names of his main lieutenants. Han Yiping answered everything honestly. What he didn't know, he couldn't tell, and Ran Yao didn't force it. Based on experience, Han Yiping's extractable value was about exhausted.

More prisoners were questioned, though they yielded little of value. Then came the Indians, jabbering incomprehensibly. It occurred to someone later that since they worked for the Spanish, they might speak Spanish. They hurried to find an interpreter.

"No Spanish speakers," Xiao Zishan reported after checking the personnel files.

"Impossible! We'll be dealing with the Spanish in the future!"

"We have English, French, Japanese, German, Italian, Russian, and Korean speakers. Even Latin! But no Spanish."

"This is ridiculous! We have Korean but no Spanish? A second language would work!"

"Really none. I can't even find 'Spanish' as a search term in the database."

"What am I supposed to do?" Ran Yao hung up helplessly. Dugu Qiuhun's eyes suddenly lit up. He remembered the Latin beauty on the North American yacht from earlier that day. The Qian brothers had mentioned she was Venezuelan-something. Dugu Qiuhun's impressions of Venezuela consisted of exactly two things: beauty pageant winners and Chavez making the news.

"Latin American countries all speak Spanish, right?"

"Yes, with some Portuguese mixed in—" Ran Yao suddenly remembered: wasn't there a Venezuelan-American woman with temporary ID #008?

He picked up the phone and called Xiao Zishan. "I need someone transferred here. Process it quickly."

"Who? Someone who speaks Spanish?"

"Diana Mendoza."

Diana Mendoza had always believed she was the unluckiest person alive. Zhou Weisen constantly boasted that he'd seduced her with his charm, but the truth was far less romantic. Diana had simply been drunk in that Hawaiian bar, hoping for a free yacht ride to catch sea breezes. Instead, these Chinese men had essentially kidnapped her. And after two weeks of seasickness and torment, she'd arrived in some godforsaken wilderness only to be told it was the seventeenth century.

Diana Mendoza naturally didn't believe such nonsense. After slapping the biology PhD who spouted this gibberish several times, she stormed onto the bridge. The GPS, radar, and maritime satellite phone she'd been absolutely forbidden to touch were now freely available. Of course, she couldn't get any of the results she expected.

After prolonged struggling and crying, she finally exhausted herself. The Qian brothers' wives gently persuaded her until she fully understood her situation—without Zhou Weisen, she couldn't even feed herself. Diana Mendoza, like women in similar desperate circumstances throughout history, completely resigned herself to her fate. Zhou Weisen naturally wasn't shy about exploiting the beautiful woman's fear and helplessness in unfamiliar surroundings, easily making Diana Mendoza his woman.

For the Executive Committee, Zhou Weisen's emotional and physical needs being met was cause for celebration. But Xiao Zishan genuinely couldn't figure out what use this English Literature major Latina had—she couldn't even speak Chinese. He could only list her as a "dependent," a category shared only by some transmigrators' children. This Spanish translation assignment was at least putting her to use. She spoke both English and Spanish fluently.

When this tall, beautiful mixed-race woman appeared in the office, several men's eyes lit up. No wonder they said Venezuela was a land of beauties—a perfect blend of European, indigenous, and African heritage. Zhou Weisen, you lucky bastard!

The problem was that although Diana's Chinese had improved considerably over recent months—enough for simple daily conversation—complex explanations remained beyond her. She needed an English translator.

As it turned out, the Indians' Spanish was tragic, so broken that even Diana Mendoza couldn't understand them. After much confused back-and-forth, they finally pieced together the basics: these men were sailors, recruited in Manila by some Spanish lord named Sidonia. Beyond that, they knew nothing—not even where they currently were.

"What use are Indians to us?" Dugu Qiuhun asked. In his view, they ought to behead a few pirates for deterrence.

"For curry. I actually quite like it," Ran Yao said drily. "And if they're sailors, they'll be useful."

The last to be questioned were the Spaniards. When they saw a beautiful, Spanish-speaking compatriot among these Orientals, the two Spanish prisoners' jaws nearly hit the floor.

Both had been recruited in Manila. One was a sailor, the other an ordinary soldier. They hailed from the Panama viceroyalty in Spanish America and had come to try their luck in the Philippines viceroyalty.

From them, Ran Yao finally learned how the Spanish galleon had joined this battle. He also learned the commander's name: Aragonés Sidonia. A Spanish "gentleman" commissioned to recruit and command a galleon for trade or plunder along the Chinese coast, with orders to establish a trading foothold using local Chinese pirates' assistance if possible.

Aragonés couldn't personally fund such an expedition, so the voyage had been organized like a joint-stock company. The Manila Spanish governor, various officials, and plantation owners were all investors. The galleon's equipment, crew recruitment, and supply purchases were funded by shares. Aragonés Sidonia, as commander, would receive one-fifth of total profits. If he secured a coastal base, he'd also receive a bonus.

All participating soldiers and sailors received no pay or wages whatsoever. Instead, they collectively shared one-fifth of total profits—distributed according to rank.

"This is just a robbery gang, plain and simple!" Dugu Qiuhun said angrily after hearing all this. "Ask them how many Chinese ships they've robbed! How many Chinese they've killed!"

Ran Yao wasn't interested in that. He cared more about the ship's capabilities.

According to their confessions, the Countess of Scarborough carried four hundred personnel in total, including soldiers, sailors, doctors, gunners, craftsmen, and servants. Some were Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Chinese, Indian, Black, or mixed-race; the rest were locally recruited Malay natives.

Quite the international crew. No wonder Yu Eshui had said that this era's sailors were a collection of every nation's dregs. Besides this motley assortment, the Countess of Scarborough carried substantial cargo, including trade goods and large quantities of firearms and powder—some of which had already been sold to Liu Xiang—as well as fort-building tools and materials. Food and water were actually limited, since they operated along the coast and could resupply ashore anytime. After allying with local pirate chief Liu Xiang, resupply had become even easier. Reportedly, their next target was a Chinese pirate called "Yiguan."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 182: Building a Harmonious Lingao (Part 1)

After the prisoners were processed, a disagreement arose over their disposition.

Standard procedure was straightforward enough: combat prisoners would be interrogated, screened, and registered before undergoing "purification" and assignment to labor-reform teams under Wu De's unified management. The battle had yielded captives of multiple nationalities, and under normal circumstances, all would receive equal treatment as forced laborers. But the Navy lodged a special request for the two Spaniards to be recruited directly. The transmigrators knew precious little about the rigging techniques used on this era's large sailing ships, and these particular Spaniards possessed exactly that expertise.

A nationalist faction led by Dugu Qiuhun, however, opposed any such preferential treatment with considerable vehemence. These Spanish scum, they argued, had sailed to China's coast with dreams of robbery and easy riches—outright pirates, nothing more. That they hadn't been hanged at Bopu was already generous beyond measure. Recruiting them would be tantamount to worshipping foreigners.

In the end, the Navy lost to the nationalist arguments. Even Mr. Wen, who typically favored their proposals, withheld his support. His reasoning was characteristically simple: "This violates regulations."

The two Spaniards did receive some minor consideration, however. They were grouped with the Indian prisoners for labor duty—the Indians weren't Spanish compatriots, but they spoke enough Spanish to provide some company. As for the Malay pirates, nobody spared a thought for their fate. After a cursory screening, they were dispatched directly to the quarry.



Tan Ming emerged from the Bopu infirmary on trembling legs. Last night had felt like a brush with death itself. He'd jumped for cover quickly enough, but during the retreat, enemy shells had screamed past behind him, sending stones flying in all directions. His head had been pelted with debris—without his Type-80 steel helmet, his skull would have cracked open like a melon.

Fortunately, it was just scrapes. Whether he would survive what lay ahead was another matter entirely.

He touched the gauze wrapped around his head. The iodine-treated wound still throbbed painfully. Damn, wasn't this exactly like before? No—worse than before!

Tan Ming's resume before the transmigration read like a catalog of dead-end jobs: security guard, general laborer, a brief stint as an oil worker, and even online-game power-leveling during his more desperate stretches. He'd operated printing machines at a cardboard factory and eventually landed in office furniture sales. None of those positions, however unglamorous, had ever required him to risk his life. Now here he was, fighting under artillery fire, seriously doubting he would live long enough to see this revolution succeed.

He fished a cigarette pack from his pocket—militia members received one pack monthly—and examined the waterproof, crush-proof case that had protected his property so admirably. Due to yesterday's battle, the Executive Committee had granted all combatants a full day's rest.

Squatting at the infirmary entrance, he lit up and took several long puffs to settle his nerves. He was hungry but had no appetite. The cafeteria offered the same dreary fare: no oil, no meat, nothing but fish, shrimp, and rice, everything else perpetually scarce. Back on construction sites, at least he could fill his belly with pork ribs and chicken legs.

The more he dwelled on it, the more frustrated he became. What devil had possessed him to join this transmigration in the first place? He shuffled back to his dormitory in a foul mood, only to find an Executive Committee notification waiting on his bed. He tore it open and discovered a special supply voucher inside—his spirits lifted immediately.

There was also a notice of five hundred bonus points, but this virtual number meant little to Tan Ming. The supply voucher was far more practical.

Special supply vouchers were reserved for scarce goods, typically issued to transmigrators performing dangerous or heavy labor. One voucher could be exchanged at the Planning Committee for cigarettes or items this spacetime could not yet produce: candy, cola, and similar luxuries. Alternatively, it could be traded at the cafeteria for instant noodles with vegetables and an egg.

Also enclosed was an invitation printed on local paper: please attend the "Commendation Assembly" in a few days.

Now this was more like it. Tan Ming thought, At least they remembered us—those of us who bled and struggled. The Executive Committee cadres aren't total bastards after all.

After considerable discussion, the Executive Committee had settled on the following rewards for Bopu battle participants:

Recipients would receive "Bopu Defense" armbands or shield badges—the former for military personnel, the latter for participating non-military personnel.

The Bopu Defense armband was fashioned from red felt with white characters, thirty millimeters wide, embroidered with "Bopu" in clerical script and "1628" beneath. Recipients could sew it onto the left sleeve of their uniform.

The shield badge should have been metal, but the Industrial Department couldn't locate suitable cheap material, so they opted for the same felt construction. The design featured a shield with a flat top, containing a black ship silhouette beneath radiating dawn light, with broken masts below symbolizing victory over the pirates. "Bopu 1628" ran along the bottom. This badge could be sewn onto any official uniform.

Other material rewards were distributed as follows: transmigrators received one special supply voucher and two hundred bonus points. Locals received twenty-five-kilogram salt vouchers and four-kilogram rice tickets. The salt vouchers could be exchanged at salt shops, and some salt merchants would purchase them outright, effectively making them circulating securities.

Finally, battle reports would be compiled, and special commendations would be awarded for outstanding performance.



Wu Mingjin sat in his inner office, deeply troubled.

Three months had passed since these bald bandits came ashore. Spring Festival was approaching, yet not only were they showing no signs of leaving—their buildings kept growing larger and more numerous by the day. Even their market was flourishing.

At Ma'ao salt fields, they had clashed with the Gou family. The Gous were a formidable clan: externally connected to pirates, internally connected to local government, deeply rooted local tyrants whose misdeeds the county magistrate could only pretend not to see. Wu Mingjin had originally hoped for a tiger-fighting-tiger scenario—even if the bald bandits couldn't be driven off immediately, at least both sides might inflict mutual damage. Instead, the baldies had crushed the Gou family like a man swatting a fly. Within days, Gou Manor had ceased to exist. Even Gou Er, for all his deep roots in the city, had fled with his tail between his legs.

These foreign barbarians from Australia did at least respect Ming law, which provided some relief. Salt Field Village's salt tax, surcharges, and miscellaneous levies were all paid in full. But these baldies, claiming the roads were too poor for proper tax delivery, had forced a road right up to Wenshui Bridge and erected a two-story tower there. Now their people were always watching from that tower—obviously monitoring the county seat's every move.

And that wasn't all. The baldies were aggressively recruiting under the guise of organizing militia. Reports suggested they had already assembled several thousand men, all equipped with muskets and cannons, drilling daily. More ships filled Bopu Bay with each passing week. Wu Mingjin understood perfectly well that he was now completely surrounded by these baldies' sphere of influence. Unless the imperial court dispatched troops to drive them away, how long he could remain in this county seat depended entirely on how long they chose to let him stay. If fighting broke out, Wu Mingjin had no doubt the city's shameless runners would immediately surrender.

His petitions to the prefecture had vanished without a trace. His letter to Guangzhou requesting help from fellow graduates had received no response. Yet the East Gate Market had somehow become the county's most prosperous bazaar. Daily, crowds streamed from the city along the main road. The county's grain poured steadily in; illicit salt poured steadily out.

As a proper seventh-rank magistrate, all he could do was watch from the city walls while his realm slipped away. The county had neither money nor soldiers—just a besieged, lonely city.

Recently he had learned the baldies had taken Baitu Village. He didn't particularly care about Baitu itself—it was merely a settlement of escaped households from elsewhere, unregistered, paying no taxes, nothing to do with the county proper. But from this action, he sensed a deeper unease: the baldies' tentacles were reaching across the entire county.

Sure enough, days later, village headmen secretly reported that the baldies had summoned leaders from villages on both sides of the Wenlan River to Bairen Fortress.

Wu Mingjin didn't know the phrase "encircle cities from rural areas," but he understood the meaning well enough. He quickly dispatched county officials including Wu Ya and Fu Baiwen to the surrounding villages, warning them not to collude with the baldies and swearing that "when imperial troops arrive, the baldies become ash; collaborators will face dire consequences." This managed to make some villages waver in their allegiances once again.

Just as he was pondering his next countermeasures, a runner burst in with news: the baldies had sent an emissary!

Wu Mingjin shivered involuntarily. He had dispatched people that very morning to investigate last night's artillery sounds and the fire at Bopu. They hadn't yet returned, but the baldies had already arrived at his door.

Normally, to avoid implication in any dealings with these foreigners, he never personally received baldy envoys—he always sent his secretary instead. But this matter was too critical. He needed to understand what the baldies were planning.

"Summon the secretary!" he ordered. "Change clothes! Open court!"

"Open court?" The runner couldn't believe his ears. Weren't guests normally received in the reception hall? Why open court when there were no complaints to hear?

"That's right—open court!"

Xiong Buyu arrived as envoy, leading a contingent of more than ten men. Wang Ruixiang walked at the head of the column, fully armed with an entrenching tool shouldered, followed by twelve hand-picked soldiers. All stood over 170 centimeters tall and bore rifles fitted with gleaming bayonets. Behind them trundled seven or eight wheelbarrows loaded with bundled packages and wooden boxes.

What kind of county seat is this? Xiong Buyu marveled as they passed through the gate. The poorest small town in his hometown's poorest county had been a hundred times more prosperous than this place. The only cross-town road was at least stone-paved, with a scattering of shops along both sides, but the buildings were uniformly low, dilapidated, and pathetically cramped. He could see the county yamen from the city gate itself.

The procession swaggered through town, drawing stares from every direction. Xiong Buyu carried a large envelope containing the Executive Committee's letter to Magistrate Wu. Onlookers pointed and whispered among themselves. Several ragged children suddenly darted up, calling out in accented but clearly Mandarin-based pronunciation: "Candy, candy!"

Xiong Buyu couldn't help but be amused. Apparently the old American-soldier trick of handing out sweets actually worked across centuries and cultures.

After tossing out some candy to the delighted children, the procession reached the county yamen. The hall drum at the entrance clearly hadn't been beaten in ages—it was covered in a thick layer of dust. A similarly dusty official boot sat forgotten in the hanging shoe box. The group followed the runners inside, and Wang Ruixiang spoke quietly to his soldiers, stationing two men at each doorway as they proceeded.

Finding himself led to the main hall rather than a reception room, Xiong Buyu grew puzzled. Then a side door swung open to reveal a man in his forties: white-faced, well-maintained, wearing the official robes of his station.

The attending runners called out in unison: "Magistrate Wu is in session!"

The hall drum sounded three times. Runners holding execution rods called "Oh—" in ritual acknowledgment and filed into the hall, forming wing formations on either side. Everything fell silent.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 183: Building a Harmonious Lingao (Part 2)

Wu Mingjin had chosen to receive them in the main hall for two deliberate reasons. First, this was the chamber reserved for trials, signifying that the baldies were criminals rather than guests. Second, conducting the meeting here demonstrated that his dealings with them could withstand any scrutiny.

When the baldy envoy entered, Wu Mingjin found himself studying the young man with reluctant interest. He was in his early twenties, fair-skinned and slightly plump, carrying himself with an unsettling composure. Clearly a son from a respectable family. Even without passing the imperial examinations, he could have lived prosperously as a commoner. Why throw in with bandits?

Xiong Buyu, for his part, was seeing the county magistrate for the first time and examined him with equal curiosity. A middle-aged scholar—nothing remarkable there. But the rest of the yamen told a more interesting story. The runners were gaunt and wretched, their uniforms so faded they had lost all recognizable color. The building itself was pathetically shabby: paint peeling from the pillars and beams, cobwebs festooning every corner, mold creeping up the walls, plaster falling away in patches, and floor tiles cracked like old pottery.

A strange fondness stirred in Xiong Buyu's chest at the sight. Compared to the "White House" back at camp, this yamen was the very picture of austere governance. What he didn't realize was that this state of dilapidation owed nothing to frugality—local superstition held that yamens should never be repaired. So long as the roof hadn't actually collapsed, no magistrate would spend a single coin on maintenance.

Wu Mingjin watched the young man cross the threshold without the trembling deference that commoners usually displayed, and disappointment flickered through him. Worse still, the baldy offered no bow, made no move to kneel. Anger kindled in the magistrate's chest. He was just drawing breath to thunder "How dare you not kneel before this official!" when his gaze slid to his own runners. These men, who normally puffed out their chests and bellowed threats with practiced menace, now wore the expressions of whipped dogs, refusing even to look at the two baldies. Beyond them, visible through the doorway, stood a dozen more—gray-clad and armed. Wu Mingjin's rising anger deflated by half. A servant appeared with tea and slipped him a note. Secretary Wang's handwriting. A single ink character: "Endure."

Xiong Buyu wasted no time on pleasantries, simply handing over the letter Yu Eshui had drafted. Wu Mingjin unfolded it and found the prose crude—an awkward mash of vernacular and classical styles—and the calligraphy thoroughly mediocre, clearly the work of someone unlettered. But the meaning was plain enough. First, it stated that Liu Xiang's pirate fleet, accompanied by Westerners, had attacked Bopu the previous day and been defeated. Three enemy ships sunk. Over five hundred pirates killed. The rest had fled in panic.

So last night's disturbance had been a pirate attack—criminals fighting criminals. Wu Mingjin had long dreaded the frequent incursions. That the pirates had been driven off brought him some relief. At least the people had been spared their ravages.

The second part claimed that the Australian merchants were descendants of Chinese who had fled overseas during the chaos following the Song Dynasty's collapse. Having returned to their homeland, they would never harm their compatriots. Their guiding principle was "strike the strong, aid the weak, protect territory and people"—they sought only local peace and harbored absolutely no intention of rebellion.

Talk is cheap, Wu Mingjin thought, and skimmed ahead to the substantive demands. Pirates raided Lingao constantly. Bandits ran rampant. The people suffered, and county governance proved impossible because the Ming Dynasty's imperial grace did not reach everyone. Therefore, the transmigrators proposed organizing the villages of Northern Lingao into a joint-defense militia. They hoped Magistrate Wu would approve and support this initiative.

Finally, the letter promised that once joint defense was established, local pirates and bandits would be completely eliminated. Moreover, the county's summer and autumn grain tax quotas would no longer present any difficulties.

Transparent ambitions indeed. Wu Mingjin looked up at the two envoys, taking in their arrogant expressions, their utter lack of deference to hierarchy. The scheme was obvious: the baldies would use joint defense to control every village's militia forces. Before long, decrees would issue from the East Gate Market rather than the yamen.

Seeing his silence, Xiong Buyu spoke: "Magistrate Wu has long suffered from pirate incursions. Here is a humble gift."

He waved his hand. Workers pushed wheelbarrows into the courtyard, each loaded with wooden boxes and straw bags. A pungent odor drifted through the hall—something like dried fish. Wu Mingjin, puzzled, sent a runner to investigate. The man pried open one of the boxes and immediately recoiled. Everyone could see clearly now: inside lay a salt-preserved human head.

The contents of the remaining boxes and bags required no further inspection. A chill crawled down Wu Mingjin's spine. Barely suppressing his panic, he demanded: "How dare you! Where did these heads come from?"

"Reporting to Your Honor," Xiong Buyu replied evenly. "These are the pirates who attacked our Lingao county yesterday. According to their confessions, they served under Liu Xiang, the great pirate chieftain of Guangdong. Please verify at your convenience."

So many heads. Wu Mingjin hastily summoned a coroner to examine them. The inspection revealed red-haired foreigners and South Sea islanders among the Chinese faces, plus several men matching descriptions on wanted notices. The claim that they were pirates appeared genuine.

Killing so many pirates in a single engagement was unprecedented in the county's history—no, not just the county. In the past decade, even imperial troops had not achieved anything comparable. Wu Mingjin was quietly staggered. The pirates plaguing Fujian and Guangdong had been rampaging for over a decade, since the last years of the Wanli Emperor. They had resisted the combined forces of two provinces and tens of thousands of soldiers. The court had been forced to hold its nose and grant amnesty to the great pirate Zheng Zhilong just to stabilize the coast...

"How do we know you didn't kill innocents to fake military credit?" Wu Mingjin barked suddenly.

"What did you say?!" Wang Ruixiang's Mandarin was good enough to catch that. Anger flared in his chest—only regular troops stooped to such despicable tactics. Judging gentlemen by petty standards, truly.

Xiong Buyu intervened smoothly: "Your Honor errs. We hold no office and seek no official reward. What possible reason would we have to fabricate achievements? These heads are merely an expression of our sincerity. We want nothing from the court. That our county could eliminate such a fierce bandit gang is entirely thanks to Your Honor's excellent moral instruction..."

This last bit was pure flattery, but his logic was sound. The baldies had no need for heads to advance their careers—there was simply no motive to slaughter innocents for false credit.

So many pirate heads. If reported to the prefecture, this would constitute major merit. Wu Mingjin's previously gloomy mood brightened considerably as official ambition warmed him from within. His expression softened involuntarily. "You are all men of extraordinary talent," he said, his tone now almost gentle. "Why not serve the court instead of becoming outlaws?"

Xiong Buyu laughed silently. If not for your decent reputation, the Director would have stormed the city and put you through a "struggle session" by now. Our gradual peaceful evolution is already quite courteous.

After the transmigrator group had established themselves along the Bairen-Bopu line, the Executive Committee's next policy had been encircling the cities from the countryside. Through village joint defense, the villages would be gradually incorporated into the transmigrator administrative system, hollowing out the Lingao county seat's governing role. The transmigrators would draw in and divide local farmers through agricultural technology cooperation, ultimately bringing the villages under their control.

But implementing this strategy required convincing people that Bairen Fortress was not simply another rebel gang. The yamen's attitude was crucial—Wu Mingjin's especially. If he insisted on branding the transmigrators as rebels and pirates, people would harbor too many reservations to interact with them freely.

"Here also are captured pirate banners, documents, tokens, and weapons," Xiong Buyu continued, maintaining his polite demeanor. "All submitted to the county."

This generous gift ought to move Wu Mingjin. In an era when fires raged across the empire, imperial troops suffered repeated defeats, General Yu faced court-martial, and the Ming could only stabilize the coast by granting amnesty to Zheng Zhilong—news of Lingao county defeating Liu Xiang's forces and killing four hundred Chinese and foreign pirates would be a major bright spot indeed.

Xiong Buyu watched the magistrate's continued silence and made as if to leave. Wu Mingjin nodded slightly. "Court dismissed!"

Wang Ruixiang followed Xiong Buyu out of the yamen. The laborers waiting with the wheelbarrows all wore pleased expressions—the county had sent reward money along with twenty jars of wine and two whole roast pigs. Refreshments, apparently.

Back at Bairen Fortress, they reported everything to Wen Desi. Wang Ruixiang couldn't help asking: "That's it?"

"Watch. Within a few days, he'll almost certainly contact us," Wen Desi said. "Too many eyes and ears in the main hall. There were things he couldn't say openly."

"Damn officials and their endless scheming," Wang Ruixiang sighed.

"If he were as stubbornly righteous as Hai Rui, we'd have to resort to violent methods," Wen Desi replied. "Fortunately, he's not. Much easier to handle. Just wait."

Sure enough, the next evening at dusk, a furtive figure appeared at the Wenshui Bridge checkpoint. He told the sentry he wanted to meet "the baldies' big official." Checkpoint chief Luo Duo didn't dare delay and immediately called the Executive Committee.

The visitor was brought to the quiet Security Team building. After questioning, they learned he was a servant of Zhang Youfu, requesting that the baldies' big official attend a banquet.

Wen Desi remembered the name—Zhang Youfu was the envoy the county had sent to negotiate after their failed encirclement months ago. This sudden meeting request was obviously on someone's behalf. He agreed immediately. The servant explained that Zhang Youfu's manor lay just outside the West Gate. Wen Desi decided to go personally. Zhang Youfu spoke several dialects including Cantonese, so there would be no communication difficulties.

After dark, two sedan chairs arrived at the manor. Wen Desi and Xi Yazhou went together. For safety, Bei Wei had selected eight men from the Recon Team as escort. Besides their personal weapons, Wen Desi carried a signal flare—if anything went wrong, he could fire it, and Bei Wei would bring reinforcements.

Wen Desi and Xi Yazhou swayed through pitch-dark fields in chairs carried by Zhang Youfu's tenant farmers. The lantern leading the way ahead was dim as a will-o'-the-wisp. Without the eight recon men flanking them, they would have felt distinctly uneasy.

The sedan chairs were old and stuffy, handled clumsily by inexperienced farmers. After half an hour of bone-jarring bouncing, they finally stopped. Climbing out, Wen Desi saw an ordinary farmhouse courtyard before them.

Someone was already waiting at the gate. Seeing them arrive, the figure quickly ushered them inside, immediately closing and barring the gate behind them.

The courtyard was equally dark. Lanterns hung beneath the veranda, but everything remained shadowy—wheelbarrows, haystacks, and millstones visible only as vague shapes. Zhang Youfu, though called a landlord, was actually impoverished. His "manor" consisted of a single large courtyard. He lived in the five main rooms; farmhands and servants occupied the wing rooms; animal sheds lined the walls. But the walls themselves were high—clearly brick-and-stone construction—and the thick wooden gate was plated with iron. All of it built for defense against bandits.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 184: Building a Harmonious Lingao (Part 3)

Zhang Youfu had been waiting outside the main hall. He was an old acquaintance of Xi Yazhou's—every interaction between the county and the transmigrators passed through his hands. Of all the local landlords and gentry, none looked upon them more favorably, and he had earned considerable fees for his troubles over these months.

He welcomed them into the hall, where crimson candles blazed against the walls and an Eight Immortals table stood laden for a banquet. A middle-aged scholar rose from his seat as Wen Desi and the others entered, clasping his hands in greeting with a broad smile and beckoning them to sit. His warmth was immediate and effusive, as though they were old friends rather than strangers meeting for the first time. Everyone understood that this was the evening's true host.

The visitor was Wang Zhaomin, Wu Mingjin's secretary. He had observed Xiong Buyu's entire visit from behind a screen and had pored over the letter several times afterward.

Years of itinerant secretarial work had given Wang Zhaomin vast experience, and the transmigrators' purpose in organizing joint defense was crystal clear to him. He suspected these baldies of unknown origin harbored calculations similar to those of the recently amnestied Zheng Zhilong: they had no desire to make enemies of the government but hoped to establish a coastal foothold for maritime trade—much as Zheng Zhilong had done when he occupied Zhongsuo.

Yet for all his shrewdness and experience, Wang Zhaomin could never have imagined their true purpose was to replace the Ming Dynasty itself. From his perspective, their refusal to attack the county seat demonstrated they would not cross certain lines—unlike Zheng Zhilong, who had seized an imperial city.

Given this premise, the baldies' demands seemed reasonable enough. After careful consideration, Wang Zhaomin concluded that negotiation was possible—they could discuss terms and conditions. After all, they had sent over a hundred genuine pirate heads as a greeting gift. Their sincerity was beyond question.

Wu Mingjin himself was helpless—unwilling but powerless, he could only temporize. So he had sent Wang Zhaomin to make contact.

By the standards of another spacetime, Landlord Zhang's banquet would have seemed pathetic to these worldly transmigrators. But for people who had subsisted on fish and vegetables for months, the sight of whole chicken, whole duck, generous chunks of stewed meat, and an entire crispy golden roast suckling pig set mouths watering. The oil-starved transmigrators felt their salivation accelerate at the very sight of it. Fresh vegetables appeared in abundance, along with plenty of wine—local liquor. Conspicuously absent was any "fresh seafood"—it was far too abundant locally to be worth serving.

For the sake of appearances, the eight transmigrators serving as guards could not share the main table. Only Xi Yazhou and Wen Desi enjoyed the banquet under the envious gazes of their companions, who squatted in the outer hall around a separate table. That table held only a scrawny old chicken and some vegetables. A bowl of meat slices was piled high, but after each person took one slice, they discovered the rest was all fried sweet potatoes—only eight slices of meat total, clearly calculated per head.

Not that they dared eat much anyway. The Health Department doctors had so thoroughly terrified them about parasites that they maintained a wary suspicion of locally cooked food, compounded by concerns about poison. Two men stood guard at the main gate, and two more watched the side entrance.

After the customary polite exchanges and several rounds of drinks, once the two commissioners had sampled some suckling pig, the conversation turned to business. Zhang Youfu spoke first, probing once more into the Executive Committee's demand for villages to convene at Bairen. He offered that the county gentry were willing to contribute grain and funds—they need only name the amount, and it would be delivered on schedule—if only the transmigrators would abandon this militia scheme.

Wen Desi asked directly: "Is this the Magistrate's position, or the gentry's?"

Zhang Youfu fell momentarily speechless, glancing awkwardly at Wang Zhaomin. These words were actually Secretary Wang's instructions. The gentry themselves had no objection to organizing joint defense—Northern Lingao had long suffered pirate raids, and many local bandits colluded with pirates for highway robbery and kidnapping ransoms. Both gentry and tenants suffered terribly. In truth, the gentry had somewhat lost faith in the yamen. If a powerful group was willing to lead the organization, they would welcome it.

Wang Zhaomin interjected smoothly: "Naturally, it is the gentry's position."

Xi Yazhou smiled coldly. "The gentry's position?" He tapped the table. "On December 17th, what did Wu Ya tell the elders in Meitong Village? On December 20th, what did Fu Baiwen say at Nadu, Meiyang, and Meiguo villages? And just two days ago, your bailiff went specifically to Bowen Village to warn them that 'when heavenly troops arrive, only ash remains.' Did he not?"

Wang Zhaomin's heart lurched. These baldies knew the county's actions down to the last detail. He forced a smile. "County officials inspecting the countryside is routine—"

"Inspect all you like; that's your duty," Xi Yazhou cut in. "I understand the county has been aggressively collecting autumn grain recently. Running short again?"

"Collecting imperial taxes is a righteous duty. What's wrong with that?"

"Times are bad. Pirates and bandits everywhere. We want to organize joint militia defense, but the authorities won't allow it." Xi Yazhou's smile turned sinister. "Who knows what might happen to grain convoys along the road—"

Wang Zhaomin visibly shrank. Had they threatened to storm the city, he would not have been afraid—if they wanted to attack, they would have done so already. Why bother negotiating? It had to be empty bluster. But robbing grain convoys was another matter entirely. It would benefit the baldies while threatening Wu Mingjin's very career.

He quickly arranged his face into a smile. "You're all the court's good citizens. Organizing militia is for the local people's benefit. This matter is certainly discussable."

Wen Desi took another bite of crispy suckling pig—the flavor was indeed richer than that of the other spacetime. "Secretary Wang, let me speak plainly. Magistrate Wu remains this county's parent official. Law-abiding citizens like ourselves, committed to 'protecting territory and people,' would never trouble him. Not only that—we wish him 'rapid promotion.'"

Wang Zhaomin nodded, his calculations complete. He made eye contact with Zhang Youfu, who quickly stood and excused himself.

With the landlord gone, both sides lowered their voices and began their secret discussion.

At first, Wang Zhaomin would only agree that the yamen would tacitly permit the arrangement. But Wen Desi refused firmly. To him, tacit permission was no better than refusal—experience from another spacetime had taught him that tacit permission was merely a prelude to future prohibition. Though this would not affect the transmigrators themselves, the villages would have reservations.

They negotiated back and forth until they reached an agreement: the transmigrators' organized joint militia defense would face no county obstruction, but the organizer could not use the transmigrators' name—it must be some village headman. Easy enough. Wen Desi proposed Damei Village as the nominal petitioner. Once the petition arrived, the county would stamp its approval.

In return, the transmigrators promised to assume responsibility for coastal pirate defense, to organize bandit suppression campaigns, and to maintain rural peace. They would not interfere in the yamen's routine administrative functions and would assist with certain tasks when necessary—autumn grain collection, for instance. If the county failed to meet its summer or autumn tax quotas, the transmigrators would provide assistance, the methods to be discussed.

The Ma'ao salt field's salt tax and surcharges, already under transmigrator control, would continue being paid as before, plus an additional hundred taels annually for county miscellaneous expenses. The East Gate Market would pay ten taels in annual miscellaneous tax and receive an official "broker license" recognizing its market status.

Both parties agreed that all pirate or bandit heads captured in combat would go to the county, along with any captured seals, tokens, banners, and documents. All other spoils would belong to the transmigrators.

If Officer Fu Baiwen was willing to return to Bopu as inspector, the transmigrators would permit it. They would build him a new yamen and provide twelve archers. All expenses would be borne by the transmigrators.

The county, for its part, would provide all legal conveniences to the transmigrators—matters involving escaping slaves, absconding debtors, property transfers, and the like. Since the transmigrators had no Ming household registration, Wang Zhaomin suggested establishing a "Bairen Village" with seven or eight registered households. This would give them legal standing; otherwise, documents and contracts could not be properly written.

Finally, naturally, came the discussion of personal benefits. Wang Zhaomin showed keen interest in this portion of the negotiations, actively advocating for himself and his employer alike.

After considerable bargaining, Wen Desi agreed: three hundred taels of silver for Secretary Wang, one thousand taels for Magistrate Wu. Both sides also agreed to partner in selling salt at the county seat and all fourteen county markets. The transmigrators would supply the goods while Secretary Wang handled the legalization of illicit salt and its sale. Profits would be split fifty-fifty.

To avoid suspicion, both sides designated Zhang Youfu as their liaison. Any face-to-face meetings would be held at his residence.

As the negotiations concluded, Wang Zhaomin offered one final piece of advice: for future activities in the county, the transmigrators should stop shaving their heads and wearing short clothes—it drew too much attention. Wen Desi laughed it off at first but later reflected that it might be necessary. Many interactions with gentry and farmers lay ahead, and being too conspicuous would not help their integration.

With matters settled, both sides relaxed, and the drinking became more enjoyable. At the height of their conviviality, Wen Desi presented the gifts he had prepared. For Magistrate Wu: an oval glass mirror. For Secretary Wang: a glass cup. For all other county officials: one freshwater pearl bracelet each—the sort that sold for five yuan at pearl wholesale markets. According to reports from the Guangzhou advance station, their cultured freshwater pearls were proving very popular in the city.

Secretary Wang was naturally delighted. These baldies really understood how things worked.

Since night had fallen and the city gates were closed, Secretary Wang could not return to town. He would stay at Zhang Youfu's. Wen Desi, having concluded his business, was in no hurry to leave either. They still needed to have a proper discussion with their liaison, Zhang Youfu.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 185: New Year

Over the preceding months, the Security Team had conducted an exhaustive investigation into local conditions in Lingao. They had interrogated prisoners, held conversations with recruited laborers and soldiers, maintained regular contact with locals at the East Gate Market, and even stationed operatives in the East Gate's teahouses to eavesdrop on casual talk. From this wealth of raw intelligence, they had assembled detailed dossiers on persons of interest—and Zhang Youfu's file was particularly thick. Given his frequent dealings with the Executive Committee and his intended role as a bridge to the local power structure, knowing him thoroughly was essential.

As an impoverished landlord, Zhang Youfu was economically negligible. His standing in Lingao derived entirely from his connections to the various pirate syndicates operating along the coast. The man was shrewd and capable, possessed of a silver tongue that made all parties comfortable with him as a go-between. Such a multifaceted character had obvious utility to the transmigrators—messages could flow through him in many directions—but he required careful watching.

Wen Desi continued drinking and chatting with their host, and Zhang Youfu basked in the attention. Having attached himself to the baldies, surely comfortable days lay ahead? He matched drinks enthusiastically, and the atmosphere at the table grew warm and convivial.

As the wine flowed, Zhang Youfu grew eager to demonstrate his value. He lowered his voice to share that most of the local gentry actually supported the transmigrators' "joint militia defense" proposal. The small and medium-sized villages especially—those that could not afford to maintain large militia forces on their own—hoped to pay a modest fee in exchange for rural security. At minimum, such an arrangement might buy them peace, sparing them the fate of the Gou Manor. The larger fortified settlements like the Huang stronghold remained more ambivalent. Old Huang, Zhang reported, had kept silent during the gentry discussions, and when finally pressed for his opinion, agreed to the proposal—though he had added pointedly that villages should not place all their hopes in "you people." They ought to keep their own young men under their own control. Otherwise, if all the armed forces fell into outside hands...

Xi Yazhou nodded silently. This old man had vision.

Seeing their interest, Zhang Youfu warmed to his subject and began to embellish. He described how Huang Shoutong had thrown himself into drilling his militia and stockpiling grain within his fortress walls. After this year's harvest, aside from mandatory tax payments, he had sold nothing—every bushel went into storage. He had even put his tenants to work repairing the fortress walls during the winter slack season. "He's planning something," Zhang concluded darkly.

Wen Desi understood well that Zhang Youfu's connections to pirates had long earned him Huang Shoutong's contempt. On several occasions, Huang had nearly had him arrested for pirate collusion, only to be restrained by the intervention of other gentry. Zhang was clearly seizing this opportunity to settle old scores through slander. Still, his words rang true enough. Huang Shoutong was a man the transmigrators genuinely admired. Everything in their collected materials suggested he was remarkably loyal and righteous by this spacetime's standards—not the sort who would submit easily.

"Besides him, who else opposes?" Wen Desi asked.

"A few poor scholars. The most vocal is Liu the Cripple."

"Liu the Cripple?" The name drew blank looks. Wen Desi and Xi Yazhou knew roughly every scholar, degree-holder, gentry member, and landlord in Lingao by name and nickname. Neither had ever heard this one.

"That's Liu Dalin," Zhang Youfu explained. He was a true creature of the marketplace, harboring no reverence whatsoever for Lingao's only historical jinshi. He had simply nicknamed the man for his disability.

"The jinshi Liu."

"That's the one." Clearly Zhang Youfu nursed grievances against the esteemed scholar as well. "Relying on his jinshi status, he insists—" He caught himself, realizing he had said too much, and quickly pivoted. "This Liu Dalin keeps going on about 'no compromise with traitors' and scolding the gentry for 'bargaining with tigers' and 'serving tigers' and such. Always tigers with him."

So Lingao's most distinguished figure held quite a negative opinion of them. Wen Desi and Xi Yazhou exchanged glances and smiled bitterly. According to their plans, Liu Dalin was a key figure to cultivate—his stance would largely influence how the local scholars and gentry positioned themselves. But recruiting him now seemed very difficult indeed.

Wen Desi pressed for more details about Liu Dalin. He learned the man had earned his juren degree in the forty-third year of Wanli. After passing, he had traveled to the mainland for further study, reportedly to Jiangxi, where he became a disciple of a former Hanlin Academy editor. Four years later, he passed the jinshi examination. Appointed magistrate of some county in Anhui, he had become paralyzed shortly after passing and never took up his post. He returned home to live in quiet seclusion.

(Note: Liu Dalin jinshi's biography comes from Lingao cultural history. The Jiangxi study claim is legendary and unverifiable.)

Wine loosened Zhang Youfu's tongue further, and personal grudges began spilling out. He had once disputed water rights over hillside land with a neighbor and, drawing on his connections, had hired local ruffians to injure the other party. Ordinarily, commoners had no recourse but to swallow such losses. Unfortunately for Zhang, the victim happened to be a relative of Liu jinshi. One calling card dispatched to the yamen, and Zhang Youfu found himself arrested and sentenced to forty strokes. Though his connections within the yamen spared him the worst of the beating, the public flogging—trousers removed before a jeering crowd—remained a humiliation he had never forgotten.

Both transmigrators suppressed their laughter. But the story was illuminating: Liu jinshi was not above human concerns. Since he looked after his relatives, he was still a reasonable and approachable man. Their greatest fear was encountering a Hai Rui type—someone impervious to both soft and hard approaches, acknowledging neither kin nor reason, stubborn as stone, fixed on a single principle. You could not recruit them, could not attack them, could not kill them, and you had to pretend magnanimity while they cursed you to your face.

"Does Liu jinshi have militia?"

"Where would he get militia? Just some household guards." Zhang Youfu, thinking the transmigrators intended to move against Liu jinshi, became even more helpful. He explained that Liu's residence was not far—only seven or eight li to the city's West Gate, where he lived inside the walls. But he also maintained a manor outside the city, three or four li from the West Gate, where he sometimes stayed for ten days to half a month at a stretch.

Wen Desi noted this down in his notebook, and Zhang Youfu preened with satisfaction, growing ever more attentive. Meanwhile, Wen Desi steered the conversation toward Zhang's relationship with the Liu Xiang organization—according to their intelligence, his connection to that pirate syndicate was the closest of his various affiliations.

Zhang Youfu did not hide it. His wife was related to a "steward" in the Liu Xiang organization, and both families hailed from Qiongshan County. The steward's family still resided there. Communicating through this channel was both convenient and safe.

"Can you relay a message to Chief Liu for us?" Xi Yazhou asked.

"Certainly! You honor me." Zhang Youfu was eager to please.

"Tell him to send someone to negotiate. Let's prioritize peace. As long as we can sit down and talk, we'll let bygones be bygones."

"Consider it done. I'll send word tomorrow." Zhang Youfu agreed readily. Host and guests parted in high spirits. Zhang also attempted to probe the transmigrators' origins, but Wen Desi deflected smoothly with pre-prepared standard answers. Zhang was clearly unconvinced, but that hardly mattered.

They left Zhang Youfu's home around eleven o'clock. Declining the sedan chairs he offered, the group set out on foot. Lingao's winter nights were pleasantly cool without being truly cold, and walking through the countryside was surprisingly agreeable. Looking up, they saw the sky crowded with stars—a splendor impossible to witness through the polluted atmosphere of the other spacetime. Yet normally, they rarely had the opportunity to stargaze. Having established themselves so precariously, the transmigrators faced threats lurking in every shadow. After dark, everyone except the guards withdrew to safe fortresses and buildings.

Now, walking beneath that canopy of stars, Wen Desi felt instinctively that the most dangerous period had passed. In three short months, the transmigrators had built a brand-new city with their own hands, constructed a hydropower station, produced this spacetime's first batch of cement, raised buildings, paved streets, and even used biogas for cafeteria cooking. The seeds of modernity were beginning to sprout in this age. Everyone was alive—more than alive, actually. The labor and regular living had made them healthier than before. The transmigrator group had fought bloody battles and repulsed enemy attacks, expanding their sphere of influence from Bopu's beach to both banks of the Wenlan River's lower reaches while securing control of the salt fields. Critical transportation, energy, and industrial facilities were under construction, and no one doubted that once completed, their power would grow geometrically.

The transmigrators had planted themselves firmly in this soil. The local people were slowly beginning to trust them, willing to interact and work in their service. Now the transmigrator group was no longer satisfied with purely commercial and employment relationships. They would gradually adopt administrative methods to control and manage Lingao's manpower and resources.

"Mr. Wen, isn't Spring Festival almost here?"

"I'd have forgotten if you hadn't mentioned it. It's already 1629, and nobody even celebrated New Year."

"What day is it now?"

"December 26th of Chongzhen Year One. The solar calendar is already January 19th, 1629."

"Let's have a proper Spring Festival. Everyone's been running themselves ragged for over three months without a single quiet day."

For the transmigrators, celebrating New Year was not particularly important. The Executive Committee had posted notices announcing seven consecutive days off starting New Year's Eve, yet work had not slowed as year-end approached. The phenomenon from the other spacetime—nominally on holiday from the first but effectively slacking off from December 20th—simply did not exist here. When everyone knew their labor was building their own future, work became pleasure rather than drudgery. It was something none of them had ever felt in the old spacetime.

Preparations for the Joint Defense Assembly proceeded intensively alongside the holiday bustle. Zhang Youfu had become genuinely busy, constantly running between villages to promote the initiative. Wu De gave locally domiciled laborers a few days off to return home for New Year, tasking them with spreading word of the assembly's necessity to village elders along the way. Since Spring Festival preparations occupied everyone's attention, the assembly would be delayed until after the holiday. The Executive Committee saw this as an opportunity—they could use the gathering to promote agricultural reform, killing two birds with one stone. The final meeting date was set for February 1, 1629: the ninth day of the first month, Chongzhen Year Two.

New Year's Eve arrived at last. To ensure that every transmigrator could properly enjoy their first Spring Festival in this spacetime, the Executive Committee supplemented the holiday with extra special supply vouchers. Within dozens of li around Bairen Fortress, poor villagers had all benefited from trading with or working for the transmigrators, and their circumstances had improved noticeably. The autumn harvest had escaped storm damage, conditions were favorable, and there had been no pirate or bandit incursions. The normally bleak and difficult "lean year" actually showed signs of modest prosperity. Nearly every household posted spring couplets; some hung peach charms on their doors. Villages that had seemed depressed now had smoke rising cheerfully from every chimney. Even the children's sallow faces showed a glimmer of life.

From villages within a hundred li, New Year gifts poured in for the transmigrator group. Pigs, sheep, rice, wine, chickens, ducks, fish, and meat filled the East Gate's trading hall. Dugu Qiuhun and Dongmen Chuiyu beamed at the bounty—though they could only look, since Dai Xie ultimately carted everything away for distribution.

This New Year was celebrated with light hearts, suffused with the joy and confidence of victory. Everyone saw unlimited prospects stretching before them. The nervous tension of the first three months was beginning to ease. If on D-Day their confidence in success had been incomplete, now they all believed their future was bright. Spirits soared.

Spring couplets appeared on every door in the family dormitories, bringing festive cheer to Bairen Fortress. Someone even petitioned the Chemistry Team to manufacture firecrackers—they had a craftsman with the necessary skills available. But the proposal was rejected. Soon afterward, someone discovered that firecrackers were sold in the Lingao county seat, and from New Year's Eve morning onward, people ventured out boldly to purchase them. Before long, firecracker-buying had transformed into a "Lingao County One-Day Tour." Most transmigrators had not set foot in this nearby Ming dynasty county seat since D-Day. With the situation improved and New Year leisure beckoning, everyone wanted to explore. The gate runners and militia naturally did not dare block them. Fortunately, the transmigrators had earned a good local reputation, so the crowds did not cause panic—though plenty of idlers and curious children gathered to watch. The foreigners' experience in those early days of Reform and Opening Up China must have been something like this, everyone finally understood.

Beyond a handful of history enthusiasts excitedly photographing everything in sight, most transmigrators came away disappointed. This county seat was worse than even the smallest modern towns. Shops were few. Though it was New Year, with every house displaying couplets and peddlers crowding the streets to create a holiday atmosphere, most buildings along the thoroughfares were dilapidated. Anything relatively well-maintained turned out to be either a government office or a temple. Stranger still, this city—small enough to see from the East Gate clear through to the West Gate—still contained large tracts of wasteland within its walls.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 186: New Year's Eve Movie

A peculiar stench hung over the streets—the unmistakable reek of a town without sewers. Wastewater mingled and trickled along the thoroughfares in lazy rivulets, while pigs and stray dogs roamed freely, scavenging for scraps. Flies droned in thick clouds above it all. The transmigrators who had once clamored to occupy the county seat found their enthusiasm cooling considerably at the sight.

"I'd rather pitch a tent than live in this dump," Old Tiger You declared. He had always been a hardliner, frequently questioning the Executive Committee's policy of leaving the county seat alone. Now, having seen it with his own eyes, his position shifted entirely: whoever wants this place can have it. Count him out of any Lingao occupation force.

By evening, the novelty of touring the seventeenth-century "ancient city" had thoroughly worn off. Dinner was served cafeteria-style—nothing extravagant, but the New Year's Eve dishes carried enough fat to satisfy. The masses, weary of endless fish and shrimp, finally got proper meat on their plates, along with specially issued dumplings made from flour stores that had grown desperately scarce. Wheat didn't grow locally, and flour could no longer be purchased at any price. The Southerners mocked what they called the Northerners' "dumpling complex"—"Never eaten anything good in your lives, treating dumplings like treasure." The Northerners fired back: "Fine, leave them for us country hicks then." But for all their disdain, the Southerners never actually surrendered their share. Meat was meat, after all, and that right they defended fiercely.

On New Year's Eve afternoon, all offices closed except for security and essential departments. Xiao Zishan remained at his desk, preparing materials for the post-holiday assembly. Only when he finally looked up did he notice darkness had fallen, lights flickering on across the compound. Fatigue pressed against his temples. He stepped outside and wandered through the Executive Committee courtyard, rubbing his face and exchanging occasional greetings with passersby. The wired speakers cycled through holiday songs on endless repeat—"God of Wealth Knocks on Your Door," then "Congratulations, Congratulations, Congratulations"—tacky, perhaps, but festive in its own way. Every so often the music would cut out, replaced by a syrupy female voice:

"Li Haiping wishes all Navy comrades and friends a New Year where every hope is fulfilled, every dream realized, every wait rewarded, and every effort bears fruit. Sincere wishes for abundant blessings, continuous joy, and sweet smiles all around."

"Wu Nanhai wishes all Agricultural Department staff..."

"The Industrial Department's Machinery Division wishes all personnel of the Metallurgy Division..."

Beyond the interdepartmental greetings, many messages were personal. Xiao Zishan smiled at the stream of well-wishes. Then his PHS phone chirped twice—an advertisement: "To celebrate New Year, Lingao Telecom launches Spring Festival greeting services and ringtone downloads—" When the hell did we get a Lingao Telecom? The Communications Department people certainly had big ideas.

Xiao Zishan was tired yet strangely exhilarated. Bairen Fortress had never seemed so bright—matching his mood exactly. Tonight, all the normally dimmed power-saving lights blazed at full strength. There were no lanterns or decorations, but the atmosphere felt festive nonetheless. It was almost like celebrating New Year back in the twenty-first century, except everyone wore single-layer clothing, robbing the occasion of any winter atmosphere.

He was savoring the ambiance when Xi Yazhou strode in, clutching a piece of paper. Spotting Xiao Zishan still at his post, his face lit up with delight. "Zishan! I was looking for you! Thought you might have left for the day."

"We don't really have 'leaving' or 'not leaving' around here." Xiao Zishan suspected he knew exactly what this was about—the movie projection business.

"Found the projector!" Xi Yazhou announced triumphantly.

The Executive Committee had discussed enriching cultural life just days earlier, with movie screenings at the top of the agenda. Cultural offerings had been sorely lacking. "Bread and circuses"—Xiao Zishan believed in that principle wholeheartedly. The stupidest thing any leader could do was deliberately deprive people of entertainment. The harder the times, the more essential cultural life became.

In truth, various departments had been screening films internally for months. Initially it was strictly for work purposes: Construction Engineering showed "Rural Small Hydropower Construction," the Military screened training films, and Agricultural ran documentaries like "Golden Soil." But following society's inevitable development patterns, lofty beginnings soon acquired other elements. Gradually, alongside "work films," "welfare films" appeared—TV series, imported blockbusters, and eventually adult films. This phenomenon sparked complaints from ordinary members not attached to specialty departments. With daily electricity rationed and most personal laptops rendered useless, certain departments projecting movies represented naked privilege.

The discontent had recently grown significant, with grievances flooding the Executive Committee. Yet the commissioners found themselves unable to crack down too harshly—they themselves often attended screenings in various departments. Moreover, these film-showing departments were among the most critical to operations. On that basis alone, banning screenings and damaging technical personnel's morale was out of the question. After deliberation, they reached a conclusion: rather than let everyone quarrel over inequality, hold regular public screenings. People suffered not from scarcity but from unfairness.

The transmigrators' standard projection setup was a projector connected to a computer, the same equipment used for recent departmental screenings. But projector bulbs had notoriously short lifespans and fragile constitutions—one bulb had already burned out. At this rate, all their spare bulbs would fail before long.

After extensive searching, Xi Yazhou had finally located the forgotten 16mm projector buried in the Planning Committee's mountain of warehoused materials, along with matching speakers, a screen, and power equipment. He'd also found several boxes of old film reels, plus two 16mm movie cameras and portable developing gear. All of it he had conspired with friends to steal from his father's factory before the transmigration.

"No more burning through those precious projector bulbs—they're irreplaceable." He waved the yellowed paper excitedly. "This is the reel box inventory. Take a look and decide what to show."

"Excellent!" Xiao Zishan was genuinely pleased. The 16mm projector was essentially a pure mechanical-electric device, relatively simple to repair. Some parts could even be manufactured with their developing industrial capacity, extending its operational life. In their cultural development plans, movie screenings would play a crucial role in cultural promotion. Long-range goals included mass-producing such equipment.

"South-North War, Joy at the Door, Our Niu Baisui, Valter Defends Sarajevo, New Look of the Motherland 1979 Issue 3, Agricultural Knowledge 1981 Issue 5—" Xiao Zishan scanned the list for a long moment. All domestic films from the 1950s through the '80s, plus some old foreign pictures. Many were familiar to their age group—enough material for a proper nostalgic film festival.

"Just these?" He set down the inventory, disappointed. "Who wants to watch this stuff?"

"Don't be ungrateful. Where exactly would you get new films? Expecting Hollywood blockbusters?"

"It'll work for now. But what about later? Watch the same reels over and over until people start spitting on you?"

"So what do you suggest?" Xi Yazhou deflated, knowing the collection was indeed outdated.

"Start with the projector. We'll figure something out." Xiao Zishan thought for a moment. "I recall celluloid isn't particularly difficult to manufacture. Once we can mass-produce film stock, we'll transfer content from digital sources."

"Only option, I suppose."

They discussed the New Year's Eve screening lineup. Xiao Zishan pulled up the resource inventory, and considering everyone's varied preferences along with the holiday atmosphere, they selected three different films.

Luo Duo was strolling through the square. It was New Year's Eve, but he hadn't joined the "Lingao Day Tour." Since landing, his formidable human-database capabilities had earned him a spot on the Intelligence Data Team. His role was essentially that of a librarian—registering and retrieving various materials. The job had felt important at first, with team leaders and commissioners constantly requesting data searches and even consulting him for advice. But prolonged desk work eventually grew tedious. He'd applied to join the militia, patrolling and standing guard during off-hours as a change of pace.

His real goal, though, was transferring to the upcoming Intelligence Department during the post-holiday organizational restructuring. Ever since watching Seventeen Moments of Spring, he'd been fascinated by espionage work. Beyond studying relevant materials day and night, he believed his militia service record would strengthen his case for the transfer.

"Attention, attention," a man's voice crackled over the loudspeaker. "Tonight at 7 PM, Bairen Cinema will screen a New Year's Eve special. No tickets required for entry. Contains top-tier intense content. Not suitable for children. Not suitable for new girlfriends. Suitable for girlfriends you're trying to seduce and wives—"

The loudspeaker suddenly erupted with angry roaring: "What nonsense are you spouting!" Chaotic sounds followed, then everything cut back to "Congratulations, Congratulations, Congratulations."

The interlude startled him—someone's prank, probably. He'd heard about the movie screening, of course. As for whether adult films would actually be shown, he wasn't particularly interested. In the Intelligence Data Team, computer usage wasn't rationed; he could watch as many movies as he wanted. But watching too many adult films left him feeling hollow. No matter how many actresses, no matter how lewdly they moaned or how angelic their faces and devilish their figures, they remained phantom images—nothing compared to real women. Luo Duo couldn't help thinking of his ex-girlfriends.

His mind drifted to the "domestic secretary" distribution coming after New Year. Inside information suggested that most of the women purchased from Guangzhou and trained at the "Nursing School"—save for the few becoming professional nurses—would soon be graduating. After that, they'd be assigned as domestic secretaries. Not everyone would receive one, naturally. But Luo Duo had already spotted a girl named Guo Fu among them.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 187: Congratulatory Telegrams

Weeks earlier, the Engineering Department had carved an amphitheater into the hillside within Bairren Fortress—tiered steps of brick and stone fitted with wooden benches that could seat four hundred comfortably, or five hundred if people squeezed together. The screen had arrived bundled with the 16mm projector and now hung from a permanent frame for quick setup. Anticipating regular screenings, they'd constructed a dedicated projection room complete with electrical wiring. Sound came from the projector's portable speakers—nothing elaborate, but adequate for the purpose.

Mei Wan had positioned a VIP section directly facing the screen, sheltered beneath a rain canopy. Below the screen frame, a semicircular stage stood ready to host meetings and performances whenever the cinema went dark.

Two hours before showtime, crowds had already massed on both sides of the screen. Many had come straight from the cafeteria, lunchboxes still in hand. The electric lights proved too dim, so someone had strung up gas lamps that bathed the grounds in brilliant light. Families arrived in pairs; those with children brought them along. The cafeteria had set up a stand beside the cinema offering free juice and betel nut—the only snacks available. It was a bustling scene of harmonious festivity.

When the music started, the noisy chatter died instantly. Every breath was held in anticipation. The film title appeared on screen:

The Matrix.

The audience was floored. Was this satire or entertainment? Either way, every eye remained fixed on the screen. As Keanu Reeves struck his iconic poses, the earth-shaking audio drew workers from throughout the fortress. Upon discovering a gigantic "shadow play" in progress, no one wanted to leave. Some hurried back to fetch wives and children.

Word spread that the chiefs were watching an unprecedented shadow play, and workers and families from Bairren Commune rushed over. They dared not sit on the tiered steps, but gathered instead around the perimeter—the open-air design afforded them a clear view regardless.

Luo Duo slipped quietly into the VIP section. Besides Xiao Zishan, Ma Qianzhu and several other commissioners were seated there. Wen Desi and a few others were absent—per leadership protection protocols, Xiao Zishan and Ma Qianzhu watched the first half while Wen Desi's group would take the second. Never all present at once.

"Commissioner Ma, many workers and family members have gathered around the cinema. Should we mobilize more militia for security?"

Luo Duo had volunteered as today's security duty officer, having little interest in movies.

Ma Qianzhu frowned. "No need. They're just here to watch. Don't be so nervous."

"I'm worried something might happen—"

"It's fine. Since they're workers, they should all be trustworthy."

"Understood." Luo Duo turned to leave, but Xiao Zishan called him back. "No need to mobilize the militia, but have the on-duty guards prepare extra No. 4 tear gas grenades."

"Right away." Luo Duo's reply was crisp and efficient—precisely the tone leaders preferred. Seeing that Ma Qianzhu raised no objection, he departed.

On screen, Carrie-Anne Moss was flying through the air. Ma Qianzhu remarked, "You're still this wary of natives who are practically our own people. How will we ever carry out localization?"

"Our longest-serving workers have only been with us three months. This isn't modern society with its background checks and information trails. We have to stay cautious."

Ma Qianzhu snorted with laughter. "You call this caution? Pepper tear gas grenades? Pathetic."

"Better than nothing." Xiao Zishan allowed himself a chuckle.

The natives watching the shadow play harbored no such thoughts. The moving, lifelike images on the white cloth amazed and fascinated them—a Western man in a long black coat spinning gracefully through the air; giant, strange octopuses flying through the sky; towers as dense as mountain forests; vehicles trailing blue flames. Everything was utterly unprecedented yet looked startlingly real. Ma Peng watched, entranced.

Then came the demon realm. Towers dotted with red lanterns, each containing a drowned figure. Monsters walked among them, long tentacles waving against the black night sky. Ma Peng shivered—this had to be Asura Hell itself.

Shocking as the effects were, the ancients understood this was merely light and shadow, not reality. Though some were tempted to peek behind the screen to see what manner of troupe could perform such realistic shadow plays, no one acted rashly.

"The natives seem utterly absorbed." Wu De had heard that many commune members had come to watch for free. Worried about trouble, he'd come to inspect. Finding them all slack-jawed and mesmerized, he was somewhat surprised.

"Do they even understand what's being shown?" Luo Duo wondered aloud.

"Never mind them—even I don't fully understand The Matrix." Wu De shrugged. "But these folk are purely watching for spectacle."

"They probably can't even understand Mandarin. At least this is Li Yapeng's Mandarin dub."

Luo Duo's offhand comment sparked an idea in Wu De. Movies were clearly attractive to locals. If they could be used to teach Mandarin, wouldn't that kill two birds with one stone? Currently, Zhang Xingjiao led evening Mandarin classes at the commune, but results were poor. Most local workers understood that advancement with the chiefs required learning their language, yet Ming-era Lingao, Fujian, and Cantonese dialects differed vastly from twenty-first-century Mandarin. Short phrases were manageable; fluent conversation remained elusive.

This was worth exploring. Wu De pondered what films might work.

Just then, Neo on screen was delivering his classic lines:

...

I know you're out there. I can feel you now. I know that you're afraid... you're afraid of us. You're afraid of change.

I don't know the future.

I didn't come here to tell you how this is going to end.

I came here to tell you how it's going to begin.

...

The speech ended, the movie concluded. Knowing more was coming, most people stretched lazily and settled in to wait. Then Ding Ding bounded briskly onto the stage—Western suit and tie, hair slicked back, face radiant, looking ready for a wedding.

"On this joyous New Year's Eve, the Executive Committee Propaganda Team and all staff of the Lingao Times wish you family happiness, all your wishes fulfilled, and a happy Spring Festival." His voice boomed through the microphone. "Now we'll read a few congratulatory telegrams and letters—"

"The Baitu Village Committee and supporting units send this message: Baitu villagers are striving for self-improvement, determined to rebuild our homes with our own hands. We're doing well with fish and rice. Our beloved transmigrator army is building us new houses."

Hearing Ding Ding's emotional reading, Xiao Zishan nearly laughed aloud. This spacetime was quite surreal.

"Naval Maritime Infantry Company defending Bopu: Rest assured, people of our homeland—we will maintain hundredfold vigilance over our territorial waters and protect the transmigrator regime at all times."

"Our overseas dispatch station sends greetings: Wishing all transmigrators a happy holiday." The screen displayed four men with pixelated faces, together holding a banner with crooked brush-written characters reading "Happy New Year."

"Fengcheng vessel's on-duty sailors extend New Year greetings to all transmigrators via telephone! Wishing everyone a happy holiday and all the best!"

"Salt Field Village Committee sends: In the new year, wishing everyone good health and all the best. Salt Field villagers never forget those who dug the well. We will unwaveringly follow the transmigrator general line, marching from victory to victory!"

After each message, the transmigrators applauded warmly, stomped their feet, and shouted. The surrounding native onlookers were utterly baffled—what was that man on stage reciting that made the chiefs act like they were having fits?

The final message came from the Hainan Women's Cooperative. Besides holiday greetings, it announced new betel nut shipments available for purchase—Li Mei's first attempt at independently sourcing goods.

Ma Qianzhu sighed. "Honestly, it still feels like padding."

"Hmm?" Xiao Zishan didn't immediately understand.

"I look forward to some New Year's Eve when what we hear are genuine transoceanic telegrams—from the Americas, from Malacca, from Africa, from Japan... from our colonies, overseas bases, trading posts, and fleets." Ma Qianzhu's voice grew suddenly emotional, even choking up.

"That day will come!" Xiao Zishan, infected by the grand ambition, spoke with full confidence.

At that moment, strange hissing sounds erupted outside. Looking up, they saw a green flame streak into the night sky, followed by a red one. In an instant, rocket trails crisscrossed the starry canopy. Inside and outside the cinema, crowds were drawn by this unexpected show, exclaiming in admiration.

The rockets climbed higher and higher, then exploded against the darkness.

Like thunder shaking the sky, bright red and dazzling white flames burst and scattered, illuminating each other in spectacular fashion. This was a fireworks display unlike anything the people of this spacetime had ever witnessed. Spontaneous cheers and applause erupted from every direction.

Not just Bairren Fortress—residents of the county seat and Bopu also witnessed this unprecedented spectacle over Lingao soil. Many who'd already gone to bed came running outside to behold this rare foreign marvel.

Lin Shenhe and his artillery team colleagues didn't cheer or applaud, but they were equally excited. The rockets had finally proven usable.

"What's the effective altitude?" Lin Shenhe asked.

"Maximum was 550 meters."

"Is it practical?"

"Yes, though according to the manual, altitude should be 2,500 meters."

The spectacular fireworks display was actually a test for the artillery team's newly manufactured rockets. Of course, to suit the New Year's Eve atmosphere, some metal-powder incendiary compound had been added to the warheads.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 188: Sending Warmth

The movies and fireworks had pushed the New Year's Eve celebrations to their peak. When the cinema began screening a Hong Kong comedy, Ma Qianzhu rose from his seat and slipped away. Firecrackers crackled in the distance, punctuating the night with staccato bursts, but he had no interest in watching another film. There were still things to be done.

Outside, Wu De stood waiting with seven or eight laborers, each manning a wheelbarrow loaded with goods. Soon Xiao Zishan and the others arrived, and several Executive Committee commissioners split off to begin their rounds of "delivering warmth."

As the transmigrator enterprise expanded, local employment had become increasingly vital, and keeping these workers loyal was now a matter of critical importance. The Executive Committee had divided responsibilities among its various commissioners, each assigned to visit different locations on condolence missions.

Wang Luobin had departed for Salt Field Village during the day, carrying New Year goods for Du Wen, who ran the Salt Field Peasant Training Institute and commanded the stationed detachment. He also brought military pay, condolence money, and letters for the Salt Field Village soldiers serving in the New Army. Meanwhile, Xiong Buyu and Yang Baogui had traveled to Damei Village with a cartload of salt and several barrels of fish. Since Damei Village was slated to become an important livestock base for the Agricultural Department, Yang Baogui used the opportunity to survey local conditions. Both groups would return by evening.

Ma Qianzhu's destination was the hospital, where over thirty battle-wounded from Bopu were being treated.

Bairren General Hospital blazed with light as he approached. Stepping inside, he found every doctor on duty—even Yang Baogui, the veterinarian, who must have come back early. Not a single physician had left to watch movies or wander about enjoying the festivities. The dedication moved him deeply. He rushed into the duty room and grasped Shi Niaoren's hand in both of his.

"You've worked hard, Doctor Shi!"

Shi Niaoren startled at the sudden entrance, then relaxed when he recognized his visitor. "Commissioner Ma works hard too! Coming to inspect the hospital so late at night?"

"I'm here to visit the wounded." Behind him, workers were already carrying in the condolence items.

"The Executive Committee is very thoughtful." Shi Niaoren had been meaning to remind the committee about the wounded, but clearly they had anticipated everything. "Your visit will do wonders to stabilize morale among the men."

"Why? Has there been unrest?"

"Didn't I send a report on the wounded situation?" Shi Niaoren's expression grew grave. "Ten are definitely disabled." He rang a small bell on his desk, and a demure woman entered wearing a light-blue nurse's uniform with a brimless round cap. On her chest hung a badge depicting a blue snake and olive branch—the Health Department had decided against using the red cross due to its religious connotations, adopting the WHO symbol instead. Blue had been chosen for the nurse uniforms with local customs in mind; full white signified mourning and might distress the wounded.

"Make tea for Commissioner Ma."

The woman acknowledged softly and departed, returning moments later with a cup of steaming tea.

Ma Qianzhu studied her as she set down the cup. "Who is this? She doesn't look like one of the nursing school students assigned to you." Something about her presence triggered his vigilance. The woman appeared to be in her mid-thirties, and women of that age were typically assigned to the commune labor departments.

"She's Wu Nanhai's woman," Shi Niaoren said casually. "She has a daughter too, still at the farm. When I asked for her, that fellow didn't want to give her up."

"What?" Ma Qianzhu's jaw nearly dropped. He knew Wu Nanhai well—chubby, kindly-faced, the very picture of an upstanding person. So he was two-timing a mother and daughter? Truly, appearances could deceive.

Shi Niaoren caught his shocked expression and realized the misunderstanding. "She came from Wu Nanhai's Agricultural Department," he hastily clarified. "She's the mother from the mother-daughter pair that Zhang Xingjiao brought back from Gou Manor a few months ago."

"Oh, them." The memory returned once he was reminded. He looked more carefully at the nurse. Though thin, she had delicate, refined features.

Shi Niaoren returned to the matter at hand. "In the inpatient ward, we currently have seventeen New Army wounded and eight worker wounded. Ten are confirmed disabled." His voice grew somber. "These men are in very low spirits. There's a young soldier who keeps crying, asking why they saved him, why they didn't just finish him off on the spot."

"Why? Is his disability that severe?"

"He's an artilleryman. Half his face was severely burned—the disfigurement is horrible." Shi Niaoren sighed heavily. "We have no one here who can do plastic surgery."

Ma Qianzhu nodded, understanding the weight of that reality.

"All the disabled feel this way," Shi Niaoren continued. "Those who've lost legs or arms say their futures are hopeless—that it would be better to have died cleanly."

"Disabled veterans will naturally be supported by us." Ma Qianzhu's expression hardened with resolve. "What is there even to discuss?"

"The problem is they don't know that." Shi Niaoren sipped his tea. "Director, why weren't such policies clearly explained to everyone beforehand? This uncertainty is devastating for morale."

A pang of shame struck Ma Qianzhu. "When you haven't faced something, you don't think to prepare for it."

"Good thing you've thought of it now." Some of the tension eased from Shi Niaoren's shoulders. "Since you're here, you might as well handle everything at once. Our medicine supply problem needs resolution, and soon."

"Tell me your requirements. We'll address everything at the post-holiday planning meeting."

"Truthfully, too few things can currently be produced locally. Medical standards will be difficult to maintain." Shi Niaoren laid out the situation plainly. So far, they could only supply distilled water, medical alcohol, cotton bandages, and absorbent cotton. Strictly speaking, the cotton bandages were mere substitutes, nothing comparable to proper gauze. The absorbent cotton had been produced as a byproduct when Li Di was manufacturing nitrocellulose.

"Having the Industrial Department produce these things simply doesn't work," Shi Niaoren explained. "They have no concept of medical-grade products. We need a pharmaceutical supply factory under Health Department management."

"Done!" Ma Qianzhu recognized the logic immediately and agreed without hesitation.

"There's also the glassware issue." Shi Niaoren pressed forward. "The pharmaceutical factory will need large quantities of glassware as production equipment. I hope the Executive Committee can prioritize the Health Department when the time comes. I know glass will be our money-making item, but if we can mass-produce modern antibiotics, the impact would far exceed anything we could achieve selling glass cups and mirrors."

"What did you say? Mass-produce antibiotics?" Excitement lit Ma Qianzhu's face. Having penicillin in this spacetime would be like possessing atomic bombs. With such an advantage, transmigrators would hold incomparable medical superiority, able to penetrate and transform every social stratum through modern medicine. When Western missionaries had evangelized undeveloped regions, their methods had been twofold: education and medicine. The results had been remarkable.

"Correct, antibiotics," Shi Niaoren confirmed. "The Health Department has many bacterial cultures, but current conditions don't allow for mass cultivation and production." Reading Ma Qianzhu's eager expression, he added, "Actually, it's not just antibiotics. Many medications aren't difficult to manufacture. Then we could launch a medicine-to-the-countryside campaign."

"Excellent!" Ma Qianzhu rose excitedly. "The masses lack both medicine and doctors—that's what they need most!" Then he suddenly remembered his original purpose. "Come, take me to visit the wounded."

Ma Qianzhu toured each ward with Shi Niaoren. Though they were stuck in the seventeenth century with simple conditions, the hospital's construction was anything but shoddy. The building formed a two-story ring around an open-air courtyard paved with green bricks and furnished with benches where patients could sunbathe and breathe fresh air. The inpatient ward occupied the rear building, its wooden floors scrubbed spotlessly clean, its walls whitewashed bright. Each patient room held four beds with electric lighting for convenient care and observation.

Ma Qianzhu began with the lightly wounded, distributing gifts as he went. The offerings were humble—they had neither canned goods nor health supplements, not even candy. Just salt and rice tickets tucked into red paper envelopes. Still, the wounded were delighted. Though injured, at least they'd survived with their limbs intact. Here they ate well, drank well, and received treatment from the chiefs' own doctors, attended to by attentive young nurses. They wouldn't trade this for working for any landlord.

The disabled ward, by contrast, was deathly silent. Ma Qianzhu handed out red envelopes but saw only gloomy, hollow faces staring back. Finally, one man spoke: "Thank the chiefs for your kindness—treating our wounds, having people look after us with good food and drink. Once we can move about, we'll leave right away."

"Leave?" Ma Qianzhu was startled, then immediately understood. These disabled soldiers thought his red envelopes were severance pay—a final kindness before being cast out. Mixed emotions welled up within him. Don't let heroes shed blood and then tears. These men might not be heroes in the traditional sense, but they had been wounded and disabled fighting for the transmigrator cause. He raised both hands and spoke loudly.

"Don't overthink things." His voice was earnest and firm. "You were wounded for the transmigrator collective. The collective will support you for life! Not just support—we'll make sure you live with dignity and honor!"

Several wounded men looked up. Their eyes brightened momentarily, then dimmed again with lingering doubt. The young soldier with half his face swathed in bandages spoke, his voice raw with despair: "My face is ruined. Who will ever want to marry me?"

"There will be someone. There definitely will." Ma Qianzhu spoke with absolute conviction. "If truly no one's willing, I'll buy you a virgin bride!"

The moment the words left his mouth, he felt rather beastly. If Little Du were here, she would definitely kick him in the groin.

"Really? You're not lying?"

"Have we transmigrators ever lied? When have we ever deceived anyone?" Ma Qianzhu declared boldly. "Not just you—all disabled brothers will get wives, houses, good lives. Our word is our bond." Seeing doubt still lingering in their eyes, he raised his hand and swore an oath. "If not, may Heaven strike me dead!"

"My hands still work," someone called out. "No need to support me—just find me a job I can do sitting down!"

"I've only got one arm, but I can still drive a cart."

One by one, the wounded chimed in, each expressing determination not to become freeloaders. The atmosphere in the ward transformed, growing lively with renewed purpose. Ma Qianzhu felt a surge of emotion: what fine comrades these were! Truly, working people possessed the most beautiful hearts. But arrangements for disabled veterans' employment hadn't been finalized yet—he couldn't make promises he wasn't certain he could keep. He raised his hands once more.

"We'll consider everyone's suggestions carefully. We'll definitely make sure you can all live in peace. Your only job right now is to focus on recovery. The transmigrators and the people will not forget you."

Wu De had taken several men to collect warmth-sending items from the Planning Committee earlier that evening. He had planned his route carefully. The commune had too many people to visit every household, but he knew exactly which ones needed his attention most: the bachelors and outsiders with no family, no property, no relatives. For such men, New Year was a particularly bleak time.

The bachelor dormitory was still awake when he arrived. They had maintained the tradition of staying up for New Year's Eve, keeping their oil lamps lit, drinking a little wine, occasionally listening to the distant crackle of firecrackers. Wu De's appearance surprised them all. No one had expected the commune's highest official to visit the dormitory on this night meant for family reunions. Even those who had been asleep were shaken awake.

Wu De spotted Lin Xing among them. The vice-director was also a bachelor without relatives to visit. He had changed into fresh clothes for the occasion, and a New Year's picture was pasted by his bed—at least somewhat festive. Wu De smiled. "Your corner actually has some New Year spirit."

"I've been working as a laborer since I was fourteen." Lin Xing returned the smile, a hint of hard-won wisdom in his eyes. "You learn to find joy in bitterness. No family, so I pretend I have one."

"Good. Well said. No family, but pretend you have one." Wu De surveyed the commune members and workers staring at him with surprised eyes. "Since everyone here is making a living at Bairren Commune, this place is your home now. Come, let's share a drink." He opened the wine jar he'd brought. "Fill up, everyone. Let's all drink a bowl together."

The wine was glutinous rice yellow wine from outside—sweet-tasting and low in alcohol. Nothing difficult for Wu De to handle. After drinking, the initially reserved workers gradually loosened up, their wariness melting away. Wu De seized the opportunity to distribute condolence items—nothing particularly fine: betel nut, dried fish, dried sweet potato strips, sunflower seeds, and similar fare. But even these humble gifts moved everyone deeply. Here it was, New Year's Eve, and the shorthair big chief had come to visit rough laborers like themselves! Never mind the gifts—just the show of respect was enough. When had they ever been treated so well working for landlords?

After leaving the group dormitory, Wu De visited families with elderly dependents and young children, giving each household a five-kilogram rice ticket and a one-bolt cloth ticket. By regulations, elderly family members and children of workers couldn't be assigned work and didn't qualify for cafeteria meals. Though workers could receive extra work-point compensation for dependents, life was still tighter for these families than for most.

"Lin Xing, do you think families with many young children get enough to eat?" Wu De asked as they walked back after visiting the last household.

"They eat enough. They just eat worse." Lin Xing was characteristically candid.

"Oh? One worker's daily work-points shouldn't buy enough grain for a whole family—"

"Certainly can't eat pure rice every meal. But each family has private plots for growing sweet potatoes and the like. Adding that in, it's enough."

"That's still too hard." Wu De frowned, feeling that the worker treatment was too harsh.

"Not hard at all." Lin Xing seemed genuinely puzzled by the concern. "Growing sweet potatoes doesn't take much labor. Three or four months yields plenty. In the past, everyone barely scraped by meal to meal. Sweet potato porridge was considered good food."

"The children are too thin," Wu De sighed, his gaze distant.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 189: Night Talk

Lin Xing couldn't quite grasp what Director Wu meant. Thin—wasn't that simply the natural state of things? Only wealthy landlords and high officials carried fat on their frames. Common folk had always been thin. There was nothing strange about skinny children.

But Wu De's thoughts ran deeper. The children he'd just observed filled him with a creeping sense of urgency, their physical condition genuinely worrisome. As labor affairs supervisor, he understood worker health all too well. Most newly recruited workers, though strong and willing, were actually burning through their life force—their underlying constitutions simply couldn't sustain such heavy labor. That's why he'd always pushed to improve food supplies, largely to help these chronically malnourished workers build healthier bodies. Now, while the adults were slowly improving, the children were following the same grim path of malnutrition. At this rate, how could the population's physical quality ever hope to improve?

He thought of recently recruited soldiers and their poor condition. If they ever had to fight the Jurchen "Wild Boar Skin" warriors—men renowned for their brute strength—their builds would be a genuine liability.

Wu De turned these problems over in his mind. The current food rationing system could be completely abolished after New Year, replaced by a full monetary distribution system—though that depended on whatever currency policy the Finance Department planned to implement. Cheng Dong had been investigating recently. Comprehensive currency reform would be promoted after the holiday, and the employment and civil administration systems would need improvement as well.

He returned to his quarters in the commune compound—a suite with an outer office and inner bedroom—and glanced at the whitewashed walls. A "People's Navy Defending Our Territorial Waters" recruitment poster featured the Type 037 anti-submarine patrol boat he'd once served on. The sight always stirred something familiar in his chest. When would he get back to naval service? This commune director position was genuinely difficult.

Chuyu hadn't gone to sleep. She sat waiting for him, and the moment he appeared, she rushed to fetch water for washing and prepare tea. Noticing his fatigue, she quickly knelt to remove his shoes and wash his feet. This was one pleasant aspect of feudal-era women. Wu De had initially been uncomfortable with such service, but by now he was thoroughly accustomed to it.

After changing him into straw sandals, Chuyu asked softly, "Would Master like a midnight snack?"

"No thanks, too much trouble." Wu De knew the cafeteria's night snacks consisted of nothing more than porridge and salted fish—he had no interest. Better to find an opportunity to organize a hunting trip with a few people. Commune members said you could hunt wild boar and deer on Gaoshan Ridge. Wild boar didn't interest him, but deer meat was good, and there were plenty of pheasants and rabbits besides. Those North American fellows seemed to be hunting enthusiasts—he'd invite them.

Thinking of hunting led naturally to thoughts of guns. He hadn't cleaned his two firearms in a while. Not yet ready for sleep, he decided to maintain them. The office had a meeting table. He turned on the electric light, and under its glow, he placed his Type 54 pistol and Type 56 semi-automatic on the wooden surface. He disassembled them methodically, all parts going into a paper tray. From his shoulder bag he retrieved the 56 semi's small oil bottle and some cotton waste, then began his maintenance.

Hainan's winter nights were pleasant—eighteen degrees or so—and the sea breeze blew lightly, carrying a coolness that was almost refreshing. No rain had fallen on Lingao for months, bringing the humidity down.

Both guns had been soaked in seawater during the landing, and Hainan's air remained humid. The 56 semi was eighty percent new; aside from being brought out during the first counter-encirclement, it had remained sealed in its gun bag. Its condition was good. The 54, however, was an old gun—it had followed him for over a decade. Now faint yellow rust was beginning to appear.

As a certain revolutionary mentor had said: Protect your weapons like you protect your eyes. This was absolutely true. If weapons weren't kept in good condition at all times, using them would cost blood. Wu De remembered a former brother who'd died capturing a fugitive when his pistol misfired due to rust.

He ejected bullets from the two Type 54 magazines, used his Swiss knife's small screwdriver to pop the catch at each magazine base, letting the springs air out. Otherwise springs would rust and the magazines would be ruined. As for bullets, Type 51 pistol rounds were steel-cased—rusty ones were also ruined. Bullets were now more precious than diamonds.

Chuyu sat beside him, watching blankly as he cleaned weapons. She remained silent, though her eyes sparkled with apparent interest.

"You like them too?"

"This slave wouldn't dare—"

"How many times have I told you? Don't say 'slave.' We don't use that here—" Wu De said while examining a bullet.

"Um, Chuyu thinks these items are very exquisite. Like jewelry made by master craftsmen."

Comparing pistol parts to jewelry was a novel perspective. Wu De found it amusing.

"These are deadly weapons. One shot hits a person, they die."

Chuyu showed no fear. "If it couldn't kill, why call it a weapon?"

"Well said." Wu De smiled, though feeling somewhat wary. Why was this girl so interested in guns? He'd have to be more careful about weapon storage in the future.

"Would Master teach Chuyu to shoot?"

Wu De was so startled he nearly dropped the bullet.

"You're a young lady. Why learn this?"

"It's so impressive, like those female chiefs. And when you sleep, I can protect you by your side. When we go out, I can watch places you can't see. If anyone tries anything, I'll shoot them."

Wu De burst out laughing. "You want to be my bodyguard?"

"Being a maidservant, being a bodyguard—whatever is fine."

Wu De thought this girl was truly determined to attach herself to him. Not that he lacked feelings for a young lady—he was, after all, a grown man with normal physiological needs. Their eyes met, lingering in ambiguous hesitation.

Suddenly voices came from the courtyard: "Is A'De there? Is A'De there?"

Chuyu shot an annoyed glance outside, then went to greet them. After a moment, she returned to report, "Someone from the Army wants to see Master. Will you see them?"

"Of course." Wu De thought—we're not at the stage of putting on airs with our own brothers. But he was puzzled. Besides a few Army leaders, he wasn't familiar with Army personnel. Why would they seek him out?

He continued wiping bullets. A voice came from outside: "A'De is cleaning weapons."

Looking up, a young man in his twenties walked in.

"Mm, according to regulations, weapons need regular maintenance." Wu De continued working, responding half-heartedly.

"I'm Wei Aiwen." The newcomer said. "Need help?"

"You're the Training Battalion's First Company commander, right?"

"That's right."

"Sure, have a seat." Wu De gestured.

Wei Aiwen sat down beside him. From his posture, he'd definitely served in the military.

Wei Aiwen took the 56 semi, expertly retrieved the accessories from the stock, removed the cleaning rod, attached the barrel brush, dabbed some oil, and began cleaning the barrel.

"Done, maintenance complete." With efficient movements, a 56 semi appeared in his hands, twenty bullets wiped clean and lined up.

"Your 56 semi is practically new. Never out of the factory, really—looks like it's never been used. By the way, has it been zeroed?" He raised the gun, aiming at something distant through the window.

"Been zeroed. Haven't fired it in a long time." Wu De replied.

"But your short piece clearly gets plenty of use."

"Sharp eyes. How can you tell? Explain." Wu De was interested now.

"Easy enough. Your 54's bluing is almost worn off. The rear sight is polished shiny. And the grip's wrapped in all that electrical tape. Only comes from frequent use."

"Good eye!" Wu De praised, pressing the last bullet into the magazine, loading it, and holstering the pistol under his arm.

"Your holster isn't standard issue."

"Right, bought online for 100 yuan. Originally meant for a Big Black Star airsoft replica. Even so, still better than those leather holsters. Besides—when has the military ever issued holsters for left-handers?"

"Hahaha..."

With beloved weapons as their conversation topic, the two chatted back and forth, and the atmosphere warmed considerably.

"You didn't come here on New Year's Eve just to help me clean guns, did you?" Wu De asked directly.

"Hehe." Wei Aiwen laughed awkwardly. "I came to pull strings."

Wu De was puzzled. "Pull strings?"

Wei Aiwen finally revealed his purpose. The Army was jealous of the Navy's creature comforts and wanted their own relaxation base. Ever since Xi Yazhou had been expelled from Wu Nanhai's demonstration farm for "allegedly" stealing two ducks during his convalescence there, the Army had become persona non grata. So now they were actively working to establish their own Army Club. Location and materials were already secured; design and construction had been agreed upon with Mei Wan. They just lacked manpower and hoped Wu De would assign them some labor. Naturally, this help had to be unofficial—the Executive Committee wouldn't allocate resources for such non-essential projects.

"Speaking of labor, would the Army possibly be short of people?" Wu De seriously doubted this. The Army currently had over four hundred men—trained soldiers with better organization and coordination than his laborers.

"It's all that fat pig Xi's fault!" Wei Aiwen said through gritted teeth. Apparently Xi Yazhou's crimes extended well beyond duck-stealing.

It turned out that during the Baitu expedition, Xi Yazhou had traded having troops help Wu Nanhai with farm work in exchange for farm horses, avoiding foot-marching. He'd grandly ridden "Alarci" and made a show of it. Now the entire Training Battalion, except those on duty and training, had been pulled to Wu Nanhai's farm to dig ditches. So the Army couldn't spare manpower.

Damn, ignoring serious work while being meticulous about eating, drinking, and pleasure. Wu De silently criticized the attitude. But thinking it over, it was understandable—human weakness. Besides, with the Navy living so comfortably, the Army feeling unbalanced and wanting compensation was perfectly normal.

"Why didn't Xi Yazhou come himself?" Wu De asked. His relationship with Xi Yazhou was much deeper; he barely knew Wei Aiwen.

"Him? Who knows which young lady he's cultivating emotional connections with now! That playboy!" Clearly Wei Aiwen was quite dissatisfied with his battalion commander too. "The Army has so many people, but looks like only me and Zhang Bolin are the two idiots actually working!" he said indignantly.

That was true—those two had a bit too much energy. Wu De thought this but couldn't say it aloud. After consideration, he decided it was better to satisfy this request—balancing Army-Navy relations was preferable to intensifying conflicts.

"Alright, I'll assign you one hundred people. But let me be clear upfront—they're just laborers, no skilled workers."

"No problem." Wei Aiwen's face lit up. He quickly added, "We've agreed with Mei Wan that technical workers will be his responsibility."

"When do you need them?"

"Starting the third day of New Year, for one week. We can only work during the holiday—"

"Fine. Third day it is. But meals during construction are on you." It went without saying that the Army helping Wu Nanhai meant Wu Nanhai provided meals. But the Planning Committee wouldn't reduce Army food allocations. This saved ration income was probably the Army's corruption fund. Wu De made a mental note that this kind of loophole should be pointed out to the Planning Committee.

"Done, done." Wei Aiwen was excited. "A'De, you're a real friend! Worthy of military training!"

"You've served too?"

"I was in the Armed Police." Speaking of military service, Wei Aiwen had done two years with the Armed Police, becoming an expert marksman.

"So you're Navy?" Wei Aiwen said with feeling. "I didn't think so. Look at those Navy guys here—so pretentious!"

"Can't say that. The Navy has always emphasized etiquette and discipline." Wu De had originally planned to discuss Army-Navy disputes with He Ming. Now, with one of the Army's young turks here, he seized the opportunity for a good discussion.

Over the next several minutes, Wu De employed psychological tactics learned in judicial work, discussing the differences between Army and Navy, their respective strengths, and their interdependent relationship. He particularly emphasized that in Hainan's environment, joint Army-Navy operations were the most common and effective combat method.

Wei Aiwen was clearly distracted. Wu De realized his lecture wasn't having much effect. Disappointed, he was mid-explanation when Wei Aiwen received a phone call. The company had just finished distributing soldiers' goods and was asking whether to let soldiers stay up for New Year's Eve or have them sleep immediately.

"Tell everyone to sleep early. Those who want to stay up can. Keep up the guard." Wei Aiwen replied carelessly. "I wanted to hold a party, but all the platoon leaders went to watch movies. Who's going to organize it?"

Wu De asked, "You didn't go check on your company?"

"I originally said I would, but Battalion Commander Xi slipped away during the day. The Chief of Staff isn't here either. New Year's Eve has so many demands. I'm the stand-in company commander, so I'm handling battalion business. No time. I'm planning to go first thing tomorrow morning. Right now only Old Tiger You and Dongmen Chuiyu are at the three companies."

Wu De was silent for a moment. "I hear your company does the best political work?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 190: Wei Aiwen's New Year Party

"Absolutely, no question about it." Wei Aiwen recounted with considerable self-satisfaction how he had organized the "Speak Bitterness" rally, lavishing praise on Wang Tao's abilities in the process.

Wu De nodded, a knowing smile crossing his face. "Little Wei, I may be Navy now, but I spent over a decade in the PLA. Let me pull rank just this once to offer you some advice: your approach to political work is heading down the wrong path."

"Speak Bitterness is the wrong path?!" Wei Aiwen's face flushed crimson, indignation written across every feature.

"Speak Bitterness itself isn't the problem—but your version is all technique, no heart." Wu De's voice remained measured and calm. "From a technical standpoint, you and Wang Tao coordinated beautifully and got results. But political work should be done with heart."

"Are we not doing it with heart?"

"Working with heart means genuinely caring about the soldiers and the common people in your daily life—caring about their struggles and hardships." Wu De's expression grew stern. "You need to think more deeply about these soldiers. Many are orphans whose families were destroyed, who have no relatives left in this world. Don't you think the holidays might be difficult for them? Some fled here from the mainland—their relatives are still back home, and they have no idea whether those people are alive or dead. Haven't you seen soldiers weeping quietly in the night? You should understand what new recruits feel when they miss their homes. The holidays demand special consideration. Do you honestly believe that giving them one good meal and distributing some rice and salt tickets constitutes genuine care?"

Wei Aiwen nodded slowly, the words sinking in. "I understand. So essentially, it's about emotional investment."

"'Investment' isn't the word I'd choose, but you've got the general idea." Wu De pressed on. "When soldiers truly see you as a good commander—in battle, if you order them to charge through a minefield, they won't hesitate. They'll take bullets for you without so much as a frown. But if you usually act high and mighty, in battle they'll just go through the motions. And if you mistreat them? Expect friendly fire."

Wei Aiwen said, "When I first arrived at my unit from boot camp, my squad leader even washed my feet. I felt so awkward about it. And that squad leader was a real sleazeball too!"

"That squad leader made exactly the same mistake you're making now." Wu De drove his point home. "Squad leaders washing soldiers' feet is one way of caring for new recruits—but the act of washing feet isn't the same thing as actually caring. If your squad leader usually treated his soldiers poorly, what good was washing their feet once? You can't casually wash someone's feet one time and expect them to trust and obey you. That's pure formalism."

Wei Aiwen felt as though a veil had been lifted from his eyes. He spoke with genuine sincerity. "A'De, with all your experience, you really should guide us more often."

"What can I teach? The military's first priority is unity." Wu De rose to his feet. "Go take care of your business."

"Alright, I'll head down to the troops. I'm just a bachelor anyway—New Year's Eve has nothing better in store for me." He paused at the door. "About the labor assignment on the third—"

"I won't forget. Don't worry."

After Wei Aiwen departed, Wu De removed his coat, stretched out on the bed, and turned his mind to post-holiday employment reform. The matter also touched on civil administration. Xiao Zishan's Internal Affairs Commission currently had no role in managing locals, and the administrative system had grown somewhat confused—it needed unification. Establishing a proper school was equally urgent. Many commune children had no schooling at all. The purchased orphans needed education, but the commune children needed it even more—they were the future. His thoughts circled and spiraled until, gradually, he drifted off to sleep.



On the road, Wei Aiwen called Dongmen Chuiyu and asked him to organize a battalion party.

"Great idea—let's do it now. These soldiers are so bored waiting for New Year that they've started doing handstands and somersaults just to pass the time. Oh, and Wu Nanhai just sent four or five baskets of Fujian tangerines to the battalion as thanks for our work. I saved three jin for you—"

"Don't save any for me. Dongmen, that's not right. It's special treatment." Wei Aiwen was still riding high on the lessons from Wu De's lecture. "Officers and soldiers should all be equal. Distribute everything evenly per head—soldiers first, officers after."

"Damn, you're serious? Fine, you'll get the last share then." Dongmen's laughter crackled through the phone.

"That's perfectly fine. And you'd better not be taking Army tangerines to butter up Ma Big Shot."

"Relax. Don't want any tangerines? Then hurry over."

The New Army's party was held on the parade ground—one advantage of Hainan's perpetually warm weather. A bonfire blazed at the center, casting dancing shadows across the assembled faces. Red Spring Festival couplets and New Year pictures adorned the barracks walls, and everyone who wasn't asleep had gathered around the fire. The only officers present were Dongmen Chuiyu and Old Tiger You. Wei Aiwen was surprised to spot Luo Duo among them, wearing a security duty officer's armband and carrying a rifle. The soldiers cracked sunflower seeds between their teeth, gnawed on dried sweet potato strips, peeled tangerines, and listened happily as Wang Tao performed his storytelling.

Dongmen Chuiyu spotted Wei Aiwen approaching and tossed him a tangerine. "You're here too? Welcome! Welcome!"

Wei Aiwen grinned at Dongmen, then snapped to attention and gave the soldiers a crisp salute. The gesture flustered them into scrambling to their feet to return it.

"Sit down, everyone—continue having fun." He surveyed the crowd, and Wu De's words echoed in his mind. The old man had been absolutely right. If he'd simply told everyone to go back to sleep or left them to spend a cold, empty New Year's Eve alone, where would this lively atmosphere be?

Wang Tao had just finished a segment of "Court Battles"—Liu Baorui's classic storytelling piece. As an amateur enthusiast, he'd clearly put in considerable effort preparing his performance. Of course, at this point in history, not even Qianlong's grandfather had been born yet. So apart from changing some obviously Qing-dynasty elements to Ming equivalents, names like Qianlong, Heshen, and Liu Yong remained unchanged—the audience simply treated it as a tale from some imaginary dynasty. The soldiers listened in rapt attention, and between segments they clamored for more. Wang Tao demurred modestly: "Can't eat all the good food at once. Let's invite Company Commander Wei to give us a performance. Everyone, applause!"

Enthusiastic clapping broke out—though the styles varied wildly. Applause was still a novel concept to many of them.

Wei Aiwen didn't hesitate. He strode to the center and cleared his throat. He'd been a KTV regular back in the day and had served as his company's cultural backbone, so he knew plenty of songs. But pop songs felt too soft for the occasion—better to do a military number. He recalled a favorite: "Cavalry Song of the Grasslands." First he ran through the lyrics in his head, humming once to himself, cutting and replacing inappropriate parts, then launched into song:

Grasslands, oh grasslands,
Vast grasslands stretching endlessly!
Heroes ride across the grasslands,
Ai hei, soldiers charge forward.

Ai hei, soldiers charge forward.

Girl, please watch,
The road ahead lies smooth and wide,

See how far this road stretches,

Ai hei, songs never cease along the way.

Ai hei, songs never cease along the way.

On roads we've traveled,
Fields stretch wide around us,

These are all our farms,

Ai hei, everywhere a new scene appears.

Ai hei, everywhere a new scene appears.

But we see,
Smoke rising on the horizon,

Enemies hiding beyond the forest,
Ai hei, like dark clouds covering blue sky.

Ai hei, like dark clouds covering blue sky.

Girl, rest assured,
We're ready to meet the enemy,

See, cavalry galloping forth,
Ai hei, infantry charging forward.
Ai hei, infantry charging forward.
Ai hei, the transmigrator regime leads us.

Ai hei, the transmigrator regime leads us.

The song was originally the choral finale of Soviet composer Knipper's Fourth Symphony, "Epic of the Komsomol Fighter." The lyricist had been the young poet Gusev. Their collaboration won a prize in the 1934 All-Union Komsomol Song Competition, and soon choirs and singers at home and abroad had taken it up.

The piece combined military grandeur with romantic color, plus a passionate defense of the new regime—it was perfectly fitting for the occasion. From the soldiers' thunderous applause, Wei Aiwen knew he'd sung well. This was a song worth promoting throughout the troops.

After his performance, Wei Aiwen rejoined the crowd. Old Tiger You clapped him on the shoulder, praising the rendition, then leaned in to ask quietly how things had gone with Wu De. Wei Aiwen naturally couldn't resist boasting about how his silver tongue had convinced the man.

Meanwhile, the soldiers took turns singing regional ditties, building human pyramids, and doing handstands—the celebration was in full swing. Eventually Old Tiger You said, "I need to go. My mother's waiting to stay up for New Year together."

"Filial son, haha."

"That's just being a proper person." He tucked the two tangerines he'd just been given into his clothes, then whispered, "Did you hear about the domestic secretaries?"

"Heard about it. You want one too?"

"Of course. I told my mother I'd get a princess to serve her. And now look at me—it's my mother serving me instead." Old Tiger You looked somewhat embarrassed. "I want to get a domestic secretary first so she can finally rest."

"A princess..." Wei Aiwen shook his head. "Honestly, I'm not that interested." Those small builds? Some of the women even still had bound feet—just looking at them made him uncomfortable.



The next morning, Wu De woke to find Chuyu attending to his washing, and he ate the sesame-filled tangyuan she had made herself. Watching her radiant face as she bustled about, a flower tucked into her hair, a thought struck him: Why be so conflicted? New Year, new beginnings—just take her already.

By the standards of that other spacetime, Chuyu was merely delicate, nothing special in figure—she couldn't really count as a beauty. But his requirements for women had never been particularly high anyway. The Executive Committee had discussed assigning "domestic secretaries"—perhaps that policy could be implemented soon. Let everyone enjoy a normal life instead of always eating in cafeterias...

Just as he was lost in thought, Chuyu approached with two tangerines and knelt before him. "Chuyu wishes Master boundless blessings for the new spring."

"Get up, get up. Just give your New Year's greetings normally." Wu De sometimes couldn't handle her formality. He accepted the tangerines. Using tangerines for New Year greetings—this must be a regional Chaoshan custom.

But Chuyu didn't rise. She just smiled up at him. "New Year's greetings without red envelope gifts?"

"Fine, fine, here." Wu De had prepared many red envelopes the day before. The contents were meager—each contained just a one-jin salt ticket. But locals, influenced by Cantonese customs, valued the tradition.

Watching Chuyu cheerfully bustle about the room, he smiled to himself. A thread of homesickness surfaced unbidden. He murmured aloud:

"Ah, when can we accomplish great things and return home to visit?"

Then he reconsidered: even if they immediately captured Guangdong, his homeland in this spacetime had nothing to do with his real home.

He looked out the window. Dawn was just breaking, and commune cadres were already arriving to pay their New Year's respects. He went out to visit familiar households throughout the commune and check on the group dormitories. New Year breakfast was cafeteria sesame tangyuan for everyone. Wu De surveyed the scene—no household seemed to be struggling. The sight made him quite happy.

After breakfast, though it was a holiday, there was nothing in the way of entertainment. Wu De made his routine rounds of the various construction sites, all of which depended on commune labor supply. Per the schedule, the brick kiln and quarry wouldn't cease operations—the labor-reform team would continue production. The Bopu Baitu Village housing project also pressed forward; this village was primarily for shipbuilding workers, so their housing remained at Bopu port, though the village kept its Baitu name. Wu De didn't request a vehicle. Taking only his bodyguard Yuan Qiushi, he walked along the highway to Bopu to check on the project's progress.

At the construction site, Wen Desi and several people from the Building Department were climbing a tall sand pile, pointing and discussing, apparently in the midst of some debate.

"Mr. Wen, good morning! Oh, right—Happy New Year!"

"Happy New Year to you too!" Wen Desi called down from above. Wu De could see Building Department chief Mei Wan and several others he didn't recognize up there with him.

Wu De climbed the sand pile to join them. Wen Desi was holding a rough sketch, discussing it intently with the Building Department staff. Leaning in, Wu De saw it was structural plans for Baitu Village's new buildings.

"What's this? Changing the design for the new village buildings?" Wu De noticed the structure differed from the standard residences already built in Bairren Commune.

"Bairren Commune's current Standard Residence A has a significant drawback—low defensive capability. That's not a problem in our core area, but somewhere like Bopu needs to account for defense. There's another issue you might not have noticed: farmers aren't accustomed to multi-story buildings, and the A-type design failed to consider residents' need for drying clothes and goods."

This B-type residence arranged all the houses in a square surrounding formation, totaling thirty-eight households. Each unit featured two sixteen-square-meter floors with an additional ten-square-meter rooftop terrace and a six-square-meter small room. The structure resembled townhouses. Corner towers on all four corners had shared toilets on the ground floor, with wastewater and excreta piped into a biogas pit. The central area was a four-hundred-square-meter threshing ground complete with a communal well.

These buildings had no windows or doors facing outward on the ground floor—they opened only to the inner threshing ground. Rooftop terraces featured external crenellations. The corner towers could station sentries and store communal village supplies. If enemies invaded, everyone could shelter inside with water and grain for short-term defense. The residential area had only one entrance gate, fronted by a gatehouse equipped with firing ports.

(End of Chapter)
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"This is somewhat like a tulou," Wu De commented.

"Yes, definitely influenced by tulou. If this building succeeds at Baitu, our future residential areas will all adopt this structure." Wen Desi was quite enamored with his design.

"Mr. Wen, the design is good." Mei Wan's expression clearly said however. "But tulou and our buildings are still different. Tulou outer walls are made of rammed three-compound earth with tremendous structural strength—good ones rival concrete. This is brick-and-timber construction. Designed this way, it might work for security control, but defending against enemy attack would be very difficult..."

"Materials can be improved later. For now, let's see how the overall living experience works." Wen Desi was attached to his design. "Brick-and-timber is temporary. In the future, it'll definitely become reinforced concrete."

"There's another design concern: if each unit has one biogas pit, with only 150–200 residents per unit and no large livestock, biogas output would be very low."

"No problem. Even just for streetlights it's worthwhile." Wen Desi was well aware of such small biogas pits' limited utility, but here the main purpose was fermenting waste so it could be safely applied to farmland, reducing parasite and disease transmission.

"Let's just build two or three unit blocks as trials." Mei Wan conceded.

"Go ahead and build. As for occupancy arrangements, I have some other ideas." Wen Desi turned to Wu De. "Let's go down and talk."

What Wen Desi wanted to discuss was future worker grade systems. He'd thought of this while designing the B-type residence for Baitu Village.

Since Baitu Village residents were mainly technical workers, their treatment should exceed that of ordinary laborers. Otherwise, there would be no wage differentiation to motivate workers. A shipbuilder and a dirt-carrier earning identical wages obviously made no sense and wasn't appropriate.

"Also food. For certain trades, current rations are too low." Wen Desi pointed out. Heavy industry was about to launch. Some strenuous, hazardous jobs couldn't maintain worker health without better nutrition.

To increase rations required establishing worker trades, skill standards, and grades first—otherwise there would be no measurement standards.

"This is hard for me to say. I've never worked in an industrial enterprise. No experience. Anyway, I have no objection." Wu De expressed his position.

Wen Desi studied him for a few seconds, then nodded. "Mainly wanted to consult the labor department's opinion—"

"I just do simple labor management," Wu De said. "The Executive Committee establishing worker grades and compensation systems—I wholeheartedly support it. About compensation, I do have some thoughts."

He then shared his views on current worker compensation issues, mainly that dependents' treatment was too low. Children might be malnourished.

"Cheng Dong proposed at the Executive Committee meeting to implement currency reform after New Year. I think we should seize this opportunity to implement monetary wage systems. Work-point vouchers as simple exchange tokens are increasingly inadequate for current needs."

"You're right." Wen Desi walked as he spoke. "Which currency system do you favor?"

"You mean paper or metal currency? Silver standard, gold standard—things like that?"

"Yes."

"I really don't understand this." Wu De knew Chairman Wen surely had his own research on currency systems. Knowing little, he should say less. "I have no personal views on this issue. I'll follow Executive Committee decisions."

After parting with Wu De, Wen Desi decided to visit the glass factory to check on progress. The factory had completed basic construction just before the holiday. Guo Yi had sent multiple telegrams from Guangzhou urging prompt supply—constantly selling from Fengcheng vessel's inventory wasn't sustainable. Moreover, the negotiation chips they'd offered to Zhu Cailao and Liu Xiang were glass. If they couldn't produce any, it would be both embarrassing and reputation-damaging. Beyond trade, the Chemistry Department had huge future glass needs—after all, this was the only material they were confident of manufacturing that could resist most chemical corrosion. Chemistry was counting on glass for reactors, containers, and various pipes. Starting December 23rd, a glass development team led by Ji Situi, drawing specialists from Chemistry, Machinery, and Metallurgy, had begun trials.

The first requirement for manufacturing glass was high-temperature-resistant crucibles. The team used twenty-first-century crucibles—though Ji Situi knew crucibles could be made from bittern's magnesium chloride. Ancient Chinese metallurgists had made them too. He recalled that in Shanxi's Yangcheng County, a late-Ming fortress called Diyi Fortress had walls built from discarded crucibles from nearby Runcheng iron-smelting town. But crucible-making was specialized knowledge. Poorly made ones could explode during use. Wu Yunduo had experienced repeated crucible explosions until finding a specialized craftsman to teach him. No transmigrator could make crucibles, and Lingao wasn't an iron-smelting center—finding local craftsmen was nearly impossible. So they'd brought crucibles specifically for emergency use.

Glass crucibles were closed-mouth to prevent contamination from coal smoke during smelting. Raw materials were quartz sand, quickite, and soda ash.

Quartz sand was abundant in Lingao—they could easily obtain large quantities of high-quality material. Simple sorting and washing prepared it for use.

As for soda ash, transmigrators currently couldn't produce it. But they had two emergency alternatives. First was wood ash—quite ancient technology that Europeans had used for ages. Seaweed ash worked best. Lingao certainly didn't lack marine products.

The second method was crude Leblanc process soda production. They had Glauber's salt from Guangzhou. After heating to dehydrate, mixing limestone and charcoal in proportion, then high-temperature firing in crucibles, grinding the product fine, dissolving in water with stirring, filtering out the alkaline lye, and evaporating dry yielded soda ash.

Ji Situi considered the second method too troublesome and chose the seaweed-ash approach. Europeans had used it for centuries—should work fine for them.

So Navy chemistry and machinery enthusiast Li Di took people to the shore to collect seaweed in bulk, drying and burning it to ash on site, then barrel-transporting it back.

While Li Di was collecting ash, Mei Wan sent his best masons. Their task was building a set of glass furnaces. The design was quite old—in use by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Advantages were simplicity and not requiring extremely high temperatures.

The first furnace was a fritting furnace—a domed structure with combustion and fritting chambers. Glass raw materials were fritted into glass frit here.

The second furnace was circular with three chambers. The lower chamber was for fire and combustion. The middle chamber's exterior wall had six arched openings for inserting glass crucibles—after insertion, these openings were sealed with earth, leaving only small apertures. The middle chamber's ceiling center had a square opening for heat to flow into the highest chamber. Behind the highest chamber, an opening led to a ceramic annealing tunnel where finished glass products slowly cooled.

Naturally, in this group where all trades were represented, any design received countless improvement suggestions. This glass furnace gained a layer of diatomaceous earth insulation bricks between inner lining and outer bricks. This greatly increased wall thickness but conserved substantial fuel through better insulation.

Considering glass-smelting temperatures needed to exceed 1,200°C—and though technical literature indicated this furnace type didn't require preheating chambers—Ji Situi and the others, prioritizing guaranteed functionality, still added a ceramic pipe from the highest chamber's ceiling to a preheating chamber, directing exhaust heat to supply the bellows for hot-blast operation.

After completing this improved glass furnace, Chemistry and Machinery jointly began glass firing experiments. The first firing took ten hours. Finally, the solid raw materials in the crucible became viscous glass slurry. Everyone immediately tried blowing. The results were bizarre shapes of all kinds.

"How can we sell this?" Xiao Bailang lamented at the misshapen, bubble-filled, greenish glass pieces scattered everywhere.

"Bubbles can be eliminated by stirring. As for color, adding manganese dioxide will make it transparent." Li Di spoke confidently. "But everyone's blowing technique is really terrible. Need more practice."

"Manganese dioxide—can you conjure some?" Xiao Bailang replied unhappily.

"Just saying I know about it." Li Di genuinely didn't know where to find manganese dioxide.

"Actually, no need for manganese dioxide." Ji Situi interjected. "It just acts as an oxidizer. Doesn't have to be manganese dioxide—potassium nitrate is also an oxidizer. Add that instead."

Potassium nitrate meant saltpeter, which they had in abundance. After several more attempts, the glass team finally produced colorless glass the day before New Year's Eve. This accomplishment made many in Industrial cheer: the transmigrator divine artifact—glass—was born!

(End of Chapter)
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Yet this transmigrator divine artifact had shortcomings. The glass contained many fine bubbles, densely packed—not affecting use but seriously affecting appearance.

In truth, absolutely colorless, transparent glass products didn't exist anywhere in seventeenth-century spacetimes. Early glass products commonly had color casts and bubbles. Even modern glass products weren't absolutely bubble-free—just so few they were imperceptible. For transmigrators accustomed to crystalline modern glass, the current material still seemed crude.

So the next step focused on removing bubbles. In the glass industry, this was called "fining." Someone vaguely remembered that fining required adding clarifying agents, but nobody knew what specifically.

Additionally, someone recalled that stirring helped remove bubbles. Perhaps both methods could be combined.

People dimly remembered that arsenic was reportedly a clarifying agent. This poison was difficult to obtain in any spacetime. Fortunately, Guo Yi had previously bought up all of Guangzhou's arsenic per Agricultural Department requirements—Wu Nanhai had originally planned to use it for seed treatment.

So-called arsenic fining meant adding arsenic trioxide to the glass melt. At high temperatures, it generated vapor; these arsenic vapors existed as large bubbles in the glass slurry. During stirring, these large bubbles gradually absorbed smaller surrounding bubbles, ultimately carrying them away.

This method was indeed feasible, but adding arsenic to hot glass melt—sublimating into highly toxic arsenic vapor—the pollution during processing was terrifying. The glass team obtained face masks and gas masks and began the first experiment.

After the glass liquid melted, workers first threw ground saltpeter into the crucible for decoloring. Then continuous stirring began. The crucible had a lid; stirring bars could only pass through the lid's hole, making it very laborious. Soon everyone was dripping sweat. Every hour of stirring, some arsenic was added while continuing to stir.

The final glass was quite clear, but raw material consumption was staggering—nearly a whole kilogram of arsenic was used.

One kilogram of arsenic—all of Guangzhou's pharmacies combined didn't have five or six kilograms. At this rate, they'd need an arsenic industry to support large-scale glass production.

Obviously, this method was highly uneconomical. After group brainstorming, someone proposed a fining method seen in a novel: forcing water-soaked wood into the melt to cause boiling. Forcing water-soaked wood into the glass liquid would make it boil, carrying away bubbles.

This so-called water-soaked wood was easier to find than arsenic. Plenty of rotted wood lay along Bopu shore. They rushed to find some, using steel bars to ram it forcefully into the glass liquid.

According to witnesses, what happened next was like fireworks. The red-hot glass liquid exploded everywhere. Fortunately everyone was wearing steel workers' asbestos protective suits—otherwise some would have been hospitalized.

The person who'd suggested this was criticized for half an hour. He felt quite wronged—he hadn't made it up. But production processes couldn't be replicated from simple descriptions. Without detailed process documentation, they could only suspend further experiments.

After several more frustrations, someone finally found a glass manufacturing handbook in the Great Library's Chaoxing e-books. It explained the bubble-removal process: first add clarifying agents—arsenic did work, as did common salt. Then combine with stirring.

Stirring wasn't just using steel bars. A stirrer should be placed inside the glass crucible—a hollow cylinder made of refractory clay, operated by a hooked steel bar to move through the glass liquid. With sufficient stirring time, not only would most bubbles disappear, but streaks and stones in the glass would eventually vanish too, making the liquid completely uniform and transparent. Early optical glass was made this way—certainly more than adequate for commercial glassware.

Sure enough, following this procedure, when the crucible was extracted, bubbles had nearly completely disappeared. The glass liquid's viscosity decreased too, becoming very uniform and flowing smoothly. This glass could even serve as material for modest optical instruments—like eyeglasses.

Before New Year, the development team had solved the two major technical challenges of decoloring and fining. Encouraged by success, team members decided not to rest over the holiday, continuing development toward early achievement of Ming-era glass production.

When Wen Desi walked into the steamy glass factory workshop, he found most people listlessly squatting outside, fanning themselves. The glass furnace still radiated oppressive heat; the workshop temperature must have reached 37 or 38 degrees. He quickly broke a sweat. In the center, a large basket was filled with shattered glass pieces. Oddly-shaped glass objects were scattered on the ground and workbench—some vaguely recognizable as cups or bottles.

Ji Situi dispiritely explained that glassware production had completely failed—nobody could blow proper shapes. These amateur glass-blowers had practiced diligently since early morning, studying every available resource for instructions. A documentary about handmade glass showed workers effortlessly blowing whatever they wanted, but the transmigrators were completely at a loss. Never mind glasses, cups, bowls, bottles—they hadn't produced even a few resembling the proper items. From New Year's Day morning until now, several baskets of rejects had accumulated.

"Mr. Wen, this is difficult." Ji Situi's forehead glistened with sweat. The roaring furnace plus inability to produce quality glassware had the Chemistry head greatly frustrated.

"Don't worry. The Planning Committee has lots of glassware in stock, enough to last a while." Wen Desi was even more anxious but maintained composure to console him.

"Easy for you to say." Ji Wusheng spoke in Shanghainese. "When it's your turn, nothing works."

"Nothing else to do but keep trying. Practice makes perfect." Wen Desi had nothing better to offer—he was equally unfamiliar with this field.

The group was sighing and complaining when Li Mei arrived. She came in with New Year's greetings all around, then distributed small woven bamboo baskets filled with betel nut. Wen Desi knew this Women's Cooperative had been promoting this teeth-staining product nonstop among transmigrators ever since independently sourcing betel nut.

Actually, Li Mei's intentions went further. She had excellent information. News of the Industrial Department's glass production attempt had reached her early. For Li Mei, who was constantly thinking of expanding cooperative product lines, this was exciting—glass! If mass-produced, she'd make a fortune! So she'd been planning to visit the glass factory, using any connection she could. New Year's customs provided the perfect opportunity.

"New Year, new beginnings—why does everyone look like this?" Li Mei quickly noticed the unusual atmosphere.

"Can anything be good?" Ji Wusheng said grumpily. "All this effort and just garbage." He described how their lack of technique made proper products impossible.

Li Mei clapped her hands. "Oh my, you all really! Always talking about collective wisdom, but why not ask me?"

"What?!" Everyone's eyes went round. Wen Desi was startled too—Li Mei's file didn't say she'd been a glass worker. The Ming family did have one unique skill unknown to transmigrators, but it wasn't glass-related.

"You can blow glass? That's wonderful! Please demonstrate for us." Ji Wusheng's spirit immediately revived. He nearly grabbed the elderly lady.

"How would I blow glass?" Li Mei remained calm. "But when I was a trading company manager, I handled plenty of glassware. I know a bit."

She pointed at the misshapen glass pieces. "Take cups and such—generally there are two types. One is blown; one is mold-pressed—"

Wen Desi exclaimed, "Mold pressing! How did I forget that!"

"Exactly. Mr. Wen remembered too?" Li Mei smiled. "Since blowing doesn't work, why not try mold pressing? Actually, for glass cups, mold-pressed ones far outnumber blown ones."

"Good, let's try it right now!" Ji Situi thought this approach opened new possibilities. Mold pressing required molds. Designing and making molds was child's play for Machinery—especially for such simple small items.

"Wait—let's first establish specifications." Wen Desi interjected. "Since we're using molds, we need fixed appearance, specifications, and dimensions. Otherwise, we'll waste materials on future standardized production."

Everyone looked at each other. They'd seen plenty of glasses and bottles daily, but who knew their specifications and dimensions? Xiao Bailang finally had the idea: go to Planning Committee's warehouse and borrow one of each type of glassware for actual measurement!

Wen Desi immediately called Ma Qianzhu requesting temporary loan of glassware samples. The glass development team split into two groups. The metallurgy-machinery group led by Ji Wusheng and Xiao Bailang would measure samples immediately, then design and make molds. The chemistry group led by Ji Situi continued smelting glass, stockpiling enough raw material for later mass production. With tasks assigned, everyone got to work.

Wen Desi had mold-making experience himself. With the holiday anyway, nothing better to do—he joined the Machinery group to provide professional advice.

Xiao Bailang studied the various glasses, bowls, vases, bottles, teapots, and coffee sets borrowed from Planning Committee, trying to decide which to draw first.

"Let's start with an octagonal glass." Wen Desi thought it hard to predict this seventeenth-century market's demands. Better start simple.

"Right!" Designing such molds was effortless for machinery-trained Xiao Bailang. After studying the octagonal cup, measuring dimensions, he quickly sketched a three-view drawing in his notebook, then immediately designed the mold with pencil and ruler.

"Mr. Wen, what do you think of this mold?"

Wen Desi reviewed the drawing. This simple cup-and-bowl mold was straightforward—a two-piece combination design with matching jig. No problem.

"Go ahead. Materials don't need anything fancy. Have Ji Wusheng cast it in pig iron."

New Year's Day 1629 passed just like this.

The next day, Ji Situi delivered several pig-iron molds produced overnight to the glass factory. Having learned the glass liquid's properties from previous blowing attempts, and after discussion and a few more trials, they established the process: first coat the mold interior with charcoal powder mixed with tung oil to prevent the glass from bonding. Then Ji Situi used a blowing tube to gather a blob of sticky glass slurry. While blowing air into the tube, he rolled the gathered glass on a clean iron plate to round it, then began lifting the tube upward, blowing to keep the glass from pooling at the bottom. When the glass bubble reached proper size, he lowered the tube, used tongs to stretch the glass bubble to mold length, placed it in the iron mold, and let it sink to the bottom. Nearby workers pressed a wooden clamp to close the mold while he continued blowing and rotating the tube to spin the glass bubble inside. After a moment, cold water was splashed to release the glass. Opening the cast-iron mold, a beautiful octagonal glass cup appeared before everyone. All exhaled with profound relief.

Next came round glass cups, glass bowls, Western wine goblets, and even glass bottles—the last being something Guo Yi had requested for ages.

Finished glassware went into the annealing kiln for treatment. Then it was sent to the machine shop for high-speed wheel-sawing off the blowpipe end and polishing—these tasks were handled by Machinery's apprentice youths.

The first batch of finished products delighted the entire glass team. The Executive Committee, receiving the good news, ordered one specimen of each type sent to Planning Committee as "important historical artifacts" for permanent preservation.

Ji Situi pressed forward. Per Guo Yi's telegraphed requests, he had Xiao Bailang design mold sets based on the Red Star Erguotou flat bottle, then produced three hundred bottles in one go. These small, simple items used little material—perfect for everyone to practice on.

(End of Chapter)
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Though times remained hard, there was cause for cautious optimism. The formidable Fujian-Guangdong sea warlord Zheng Zhilong had accepted imperial amnesty, and while pirates still prowled the waters beyond the Pearl River estuary, Guangzhou's situation had eased considerably. As the year drew to its close, the great southeastern metropolis stirred back to life, its streets once again humming with commerce and celebration.

Guangdong had always enjoyed a mild climate. Though the Little Ice Age gripped China in its icy fist—and even distant Leizhou had once witnessed snowfall—true cold was never the norm here, south of the Five Ridges. After each cold snap passed, the earth quickly warmed again, and already the land showed early spring blossoms pushing through the soil. From the grand mansions of high officials down to the modest homes of comfortable households, the New Year was celebrated with undiminished joy. Beginning on New Year's Eve, firecrackers crackled throughout the city in an endless barrage, reaching a crescendo during the fifth watch on the first morning of the year.

Yet the previous year's consecutive famines in Fujian had cast long shadows over Guangdong as well. Refugees from distant provinces mingled with local starving folk, gathering on the wastelands near temples that operated soup kitchens. Each day, hungry beggars streamed through the streets, their unending cries forming a mournful counterpoint to the festivities. The mild weather, at least, meant no frozen corpses lined the alleyways—but that same warmth, combined with the concentrated masses of destitute humanity, bred epidemics of every variety. Each morning, baojia officials carried bodies to the cremation grounds beyond the city walls. But this was hardly unique to the current year. Everyone had grown accustomed to it. Such tragedies did nothing to diminish the city's prosperity, and certainly nothing to dampen the New Year's pleasures of officials, gentry, and the wealthy.

After New Year came the annual Lantern Festival, and the city transformed itself accordingly. From Chengxuan Street to the Great South Gate—a distance of three or four li—the thoroughfares became lantern markets. By tradition, these markets ran from the fourteenth through the sixteenth of the first month: daytime for trading, nighttime for lantern viewing. Merchants from every corner of the empire descended upon the city, seizing the opportunity to hawk goods of every description. Day and night, the constant stream of people shouting and calling resembled nothing so much as a pot at full boil, and the surrounding streets and alleyways caught the fever of commerce.

When darkness fell, every shop front blazed with colorful lanterns of astonishing variety: beaded lanterns, ink-splattered silk lanterns, five-color gauze lanterns, bright horn lanterns, simple paper lanterns, delicate wheat-straw lanterns, and even crude grass lanterns for those of modest means. Rarer still were Western glass lanterns and the Australian soft-film lanterns that had appeared on the market only the previous year. Fashioned from slightly translucent material with a soft, pliable texture and brilliantly vivid colors, these Australian novelties had become the new darlings of local officials and wealthy merchants.

The most precious lanterns hung from multi-story pavilions lining the streets, positioned for admiration from afar. These pavilions faced north and south, their vermilion doors and embroidered windows gleaming beneath painted beams and carved rafters. Those with curtains drawn typically housed the wives and concubines of high officials and local gentry, each night's rental running to dozens of taels.

The colored lanterns burned through the night, their steady glow complemented by the spectacular eruptions of fireworks overhead—endlessly varied and awe-inspiring in their display. Various musical ensembles and acrobatic troupes performed until dawn, while dragon dances and lion dances wove through the crowds from evening to morning. All night long, men and women pressed together in mountain-like seas of humanity.

The fourteenth day of the first month marked the festival's second climactic day. That morning, a distinguished-looking man approaching old age rode a donkey from the west city toward the east. His beard was sparse but flowed freely, and he wore a half-worn round-collared silk robe with a scholar's cap. His brow was furrowed slightly with an air of melancholy. Entering Huifu Street, he dismounted before Purple Treasure Studio, paid the carrier's fee, and walked slowly inside.

This merchant-looking middle-aged man was named Shen Fan. He had entered Guangzhou's famous jewelry trade as an apprentice at twelve years old, and after more than twenty years of diligent service had risen to the position of chief manager. Having worked a lifetime in this trade, he had retired just the previous year, purchasing some farmland in the countryside—for at over fifty, it was time to enjoy family life.

But fate proved cruel. His only beloved grandson had contracted an unknown illness, and spending his entire life's savings on famous doctors yielded only a devastating verdict: "Malaria has entered the bones. There is no cure."

For Old Manager Shen, these words struck like a thunderbolt from clear skies. He had struggled with descendants his entire life—his only son had already died. This grandson represented all his hope for the future, and now the boy stood at death's doorstep. Shen Fan felt utterly hopeless.

Yet somehow, news of his grandson's illness reached Manager Sun Kecheng of Qiwei Escort Bureau. Manager Sun knew the jewelry trade well through his escort business connections, and through his introduction, a young man named Guo Yi appeared, claiming he could save the beloved grandson. The condition was simple: Shen Fan must serve as chief manager at Purple Treasure Studio, which Guo Yi was planning to establish.

For someone of Shen Fan's reputation, switching employers violated the trade's most sacred taboos. But he had already retired with no remaining obligations to his former employer. Coming out of retirement to work elsewhere would, at most, draw whispered gossip from colleagues. This young man, though strangely attired, possessed a distinguished bearing and proper manners—clearly no petty criminal. Though puzzled, Shen Fan agreed immediately. Compared to his grandson's life, what was his reputation worth?

With the desperation of treating a dead horse as if it were still alive, he allowed Guo Yi to treat his grandson. And indeed, a miracle occurred. After several days of swallowing mysterious white pills with water according to Guo Yi's instructions, the grandson's condition visibly improved. Shocked and delighted, Shen Fan summoned another doctor to examine the boy. The verdict: no longer critical, just requiring rest. Per their agreement, once the Lantern Festival ended, Shen Fan would formally join Purple Treasure Studio.

But this Purple Treasure Studio was strange indeed. Old Manager Shen had heard from colleagues that the shop had been open less than a month, seemingly conducting only mansion-level business. The premises were strictly guarded, and nobody knew its inner workings. Some colleagues warned him that the shop's owner had deep connections with the Gao family—suggesting it might not be entirely legitimate, possibly serving as a front for some sea bandit.

This made Old Manager Shen uneasy. But reflecting that Sun Kecheng was known throughout the city as steady and reliable, he reasoned that the escort manager would never carelessly introduce a questionable employer. Still, he decided to visit Qiwei Escort Bureau first—partly to probe his new employer's background.

Sun Kecheng concealed nothing, explaining Guo Yi's origins with complete frankness: Australian maritime merchants possessed of rare goods, seeking development and profit in Ming China. As for what goods precisely—Shen Fan scarcely needed to ask. The various Australian curiosities sold through Gao family shops almost certainly came from this Guo Yi.

This revelation was unexpected. He had assumed some wealthy provincial outsider wanted to profit in Guangzhou's rich territory. It turned out they truly possessed excellent merchandise. Manager Shen knew well that the so-called Australian goods were not only exquisitely crafted but nearly impossible for outsiders to imitate. His former employer had once invited him to study various Australian curiosities on the market, and the trade's master craftsmen had all reached the same conclusion: they could roughly imitate the appearance and structure, but certain materials remained utterly unknown.

Originally ambivalent about managing Purple Treasure Studio, upon learning they were the very source of Australian goods, Shen Fan felt his curiosity—cultivated through a lifetime of handling rare treasures—suddenly kindle. The manager position was settled without further debate. These past days, he had been visiting colleagues and customers throughout the city, establishing Purple Treasure Studio's business relationships.

Two young shop assistants standing at the door saw the manager arrive and quickly dropped their brooms, hurrying forward to greet and assist him.

"Is the owner in?"

"In the back accounts room, talking with Manager Sun from Qiwei," one young assistant replied respectfully. This was Gao Di, the Gao family's household servant—quite clever. Shen Fan knew Gao Di's whole family served in the household, and though the boy was just a shop assistant, Guo Yi privately relied on him heavily. All communications with Qiwei Escort Bureau passed through his hands.

In truth, Gao Di was far more than merely relied upon—though Shen Fan could not have imagined that this still-childish youngster had become one of Guo Yi's principal informants.

During Wen Desi's absence, besides practicing martial arts at the escort bureau and routinely collecting commodity prices, Gao Di had continuously gathered information on the Gao family through childhood playmates from his days at Gao mansion. He was shrewd enough to recognize that Wen Manager and the Gao family were cooperating on the surface while watching each other warily beneath the veneer of partnership.

When Xiao Manager arrived later, he had reviewed all of Gao Di's collected materials. This Xiao Manager smiled without comment but handed him silver—which made Gao Di happy for days afterward. Not for the silver itself, but because his work had been recognized.

After Xiao Manager's departure came Guo Manager. Gao Qing and Gao Xian were puzzled by the Australian merchants' frequent personnel changes and found themselves somewhat uncomfortable with the constant rotation. But Gao Di understood better than most. These Australians weren't merely one or two individuals but an entire organization. Wen Manager and Xiao Manager were simply leaders among them, and his family weren't truly anyone's servants—they were Australian agents.

For this reason, he had grown even more proactive lately. Under Guo Yi's instructions, besides learning shop work as an assistant, he continued his intelligence activities daily. He had developed three or four subordinates from among his childhood playmates, each receiving two hundred wen monthly—drawn from the one-tael monthly activity fund that Wen Desi had previously allocated. Guo Yi believed an intelligence chief should not only gather intelligence but also possess sound management skills, including personnel and financial oversight. Accordingly, he declined to increase Gao Di's funds.

The evidence showed that the just-fifteen-year-old Gao Di possessed considerable natural talent for this particular line of work. Now, not only were all Gao family movements transparent to Guo Yi, but street talk throughout Haofan Street and Guangzhou city at large reached him with remarkable promptness.

Guo Yi's next objective was establishing a preliminary intelligence and trade network spanning the entire Guangdong province, currently relying on Qiwei Escort Bureau as its backbone. Under his planning and financial support, Manager Sun had expanded Qiwei's branch offices, establishing various properties along major land and water routes and in commercial hubs throughout the province—purchasing estates, opening inns, launching cart services.

Sun Kecheng found himself both pleased and worried by this rapid expansion. Pleased, because rural devastation meant that disciples, relatives, and fellow villagers who could no longer survive elsewhere came to him seeking help, and Guo Manager's expanded branches conveniently solved their employment problems. Worried, because he had never in his life seen business conducted this way. Before anyone knew whether the first shop would turn a profit, the second and third were already opening. At this rate, branches would blanket all of Guangdong. The money being spent made his heart race—the Leizhou deployment alone had cost a thousand taels. Yet Guo Manager repeatedly emphasized the same directive: buy land, estates, and workshops, as much as possible. At this rate, even mountains of gold and silver would prove insufficient.

He had been troubled for days. Just after the New Year celebrations concluded, he rushed to consult Guo Yi, hoping to suggest that perhaps the expansion might be slowed.

Shen Fan crossed the front courtyard and main hall, then passed through a moon gate guarded by escorts. Inside lay an elegantly clean small courtyard with three main rooms—Purple Treasure Studio's accounts office. The long windows stood open, and he could see Guo Manager and Sun Manager deep in conversation. Sun Kecheng wore a worried expression yet kept nodding at whatever was being said. Shen Fan was a veteran who had risen through twenty years as a shop assistant; he knew when to announce himself. He slowed his steps and gave a light cough.

Guo Manager looked up, saw him arrive, and quickly rose to greet him. Manager Sun stood to take his leave.

Shen Fan reported his customer and colleague visits in careful detail. Normally such routine business matters would never require the owner's attention, but Purple Treasure Studio was different. Shen Fan still had no idea what products the shop would actually sell. All he could do was carry shop cards and promotional books to visit the city's major households.

"Owner, here is the roster of my visits." Shen Fan drew a book from his sleeve and handed it to Guo Yi, who was now dressed entirely as a Ming person, even sporting a growing topknot.

Opening the book, Guo Yi found plum-red paper filled with rows of neat small calligraphy and marginal annotations: the Baixian Restaurant owner, the Governor-General's secretary, the Chen Grain Store manager, the Gongxing Pawnshop proprietor, Jinshi Zhao of Panyu, Gentry Ma of Nanhai... Those who were not wealthy were noble, or else some great mansion's chief steward, some official's concubine. A quick scan revealed eighty or ninety households.

"This many?" Guo Yi was surprised. Shen Fan had told him his planned visits would focus on the city's top-tier households—those spending anywhere from tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands annually on jewelry and curiosities.

"Yes, owner. These are only the biggest. I haven't yet visited the smaller ones." Gao Lujie brought tea and towels. Shen Fan removed his cap and wiped the light sweat from his forehead. "Just the last few days' work. But there is one matter requiring the owner's instructions."

"Speak."

"The owner sells priceless treasures and curiosities. Handling so many major customers simultaneously—can your capital turnover manage such demands?"

Purple Treasure Studio conducting mansion business meant doing things the mansion way. By longstanding convention, such great households never paid cash for jewelry purchases—they simply opened an account at the jewelry shop. Whatever caught their eye, they registered and stamped in the ledger and took the goods home. Settlement came only at the three annual festivals: Dragon Boat, Mid-Autumn, and New Year.

This arrangement demanded enormous capital reserves from the shops. Jewelry and curiosities often cost thousands to tens of thousands of taels. Even with substantial capital, handling so many elite customers simultaneously was nearly impossible. Shen Fan feared this foreigner failed to understand these nuances and would overreach, ultimately bringing the whole enterprise crashing down.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 194: Business

Guo Yi considered the question of costs almost amusing. The first batch of goods consisted entirely of Yiwu small commodities pulled from the Fengcheng vessel's hold and shipping containers. Future inventory would be mass-manufactured transmigrator industrial products. Their costs were essentially negligible—his only real concern was the sluggish pace of capital recovery. Under Guangzhou's three-festival settlement system, goods released during New Year wouldn't generate payment until May. At present, their entire operation ran on the 200,000 taels Gao Ju owed them, and that money had to stretch across both the Guangzhou advance station's establishment costs and continuous payments for their massive material procurement. Slow collection put them at a genuine disadvantage.

But none of this required explanation to Shen Fan. Guo Yi simply nodded. "You're right—handling so many customers simultaneously would strain our capital considerably. So I have some other ideas."

"Please instruct me, owner."

"Do Guangzhou's jewelry shops exchange goods with one another?"

"Naturally." Shen Fan found the question unremarkable. Rare treasures came in endless varieties from all corners of the world—no single shop could possibly stock everything. Even the largest establishments regularly sought goods through their trade associations.

"Then some of our goods can go through colleagues," Guo Yi said. "When shops exchange goods between themselves, does the three-festival settlement still apply?"

"No, local convention is three days. If goods aren't returned after three, full payment comes due." Manager Shen was beginning to grasp his employer's meaning. "You're thinking of wholesale, owner?"

"Correct."

"Fair enough. Exchanging goods earns less per piece, but real money comes back faster." Shen Fan's expression grew slightly troubled. "However—does Purple Treasure Studio have sufficient inventory to distribute? The Gao family is already wholesaling crystal mirrors across the market."

"Crystal mirrors are nothing." Guo Yi's tone was remarkably relaxed. "Let Gao Ju sell all he wants. I have far better things."

Manager Shen started at that. Crystal mirrors were nothing? He knew that at Fire God Temple's recent jewelry-trade exchange meeting, the Gao family's plainest black crystal mirrors had fetched 100 taels wholesale, retailing at 180—extraordinarily high prices. The Gaos could release only five to ten pieces per session, nowhere near enough to meet demand. Yet his employer had just dismissed them as "nothing" and spoken of "far better things." What could possibly surpass them?

"May I ask what treasures Purple Treasure Studio will be dealing in?" Manager Shen's curiosity finally overwhelmed his restraint.

Rather than answer directly, Guo Yi reached behind him and drew aside a curtain, revealing an enormous cabinet. The sight made Manager Shen gasp: except for its frame, the cabinet's exterior walls, doors, and shelves were constructed entirely of solid glass panels. He had seen plenty of glass in his time, but never anything so crystalline, so seemingly invisible in its perfect clarity. Using such quantities of flawless glass to construct a large cabinet—the magnificence, the craftsmanship—left him almost breathless with admiration.

"Owner—owner—" Even his speech faltered. "This—this is made of glass?"

"Of course." Guo Yi was thoroughly satisfied with Shen Fan's reaction. "Manager Shen, don't buy the box and return the pearl. Look at what's inside."

"Yes! Yes!" Shen Fan leaned forward eagerly. This was one of four sample display cabinets taken from the Fengcheng vessel. Aside from newly constructed rosewood frames, the original glass had been re-polished with fine quartz sand and felt. By twenty-first-century standards, the transparency was merely adequate, but in this era it was nothing short of remarkable.

His eyes went first to the rows of pearl necklaces, bracelets, and rings. The beads were not only large but perfectly round—the rarest quality. Among them were even pink pearls, extraordinarily scarce. Shen Fan estimated that sold separately, the largest beads would fetch several hundred taels apiece, the smallest three or four. Below the pearls sat various small powder boxes—wooden, bamboo-carved, tortoiseshell, gold and silver inlaid—in a dozen different materials. Individually unremarkable, but each box interior contained a small crystal mirror. Small, yes, but crystal mirrors nonetheless. And beyond those stood rows of glassware in every variety imaginable: cups, bowls, dishes, decanters, even complete tea sets—each piece crystalline and translucent.

"Are these goods sufficient?"

"Sufficient! More than sufficient!" Shen Fan understood now with perfect clarity: the Australian merchants' treasures all sprang from their mastery of glass. Glass itself wasn't particularly rare in Guangzhou. But their products were incomparably superior to anything else on the market—whether Western or Frankish imports, the difference was like mud and clouds.

"Manager Shen, this is merely part of our inventory." Guo Yi turned and drew the curtain closed. "Much more will come in time." He produced a white notepad. "Please look."

Opening it, Shen Fan found snow-white paper covered with black sketched designs, all jewelry. The styles were extraordinarily novel. He had spent his entire career surrounded by countless jewelry pieces, had seen the work of many master craftsmen. Never had he encountered anything quite like these. Examining them closely, he found some elegant and flowing, others splendid and dynamic, all exquisitely crafted. These were clearly not the work of ordinary artisans.

"What is this?" Shen Fan asked, his expression inquiring.

"Drawn by Yan Maoda." Guo Yi explained. "We're planning a batch for Miss Pei Lixiu at Purple Brilliance Tower. Do you have craftsmen who can produce these?"

"Yes." Shen Fan answered without hesitation. Top jewelry craftsmen were typically retained exclusively by shops, unavailable to outsiders. But he had good information—a Baohengxiang shop had just closed, and its dispersed craftsmen and clerks were currently unemployed.

"Good. Your responsibility is recruiting all of them." Guo Yi paused to consider. "Clerks too, so long as they're reliable. Match their previous compensation."

"Owner, Purple Treasure Studio is just one shop at present. We already have two young assistants. Taking on more people—isn't that excessive?"

"Not at all. I have more businesses to open. Keep these people in reserve. It's just a few more mouths to feed." Guo Yi thought to himself: I'll have many commercial enterprises ahead—I need to stockpile professionals now, or they won't be available when I need them. Unlike the modern era with its rapid talent mobility, skilled workers in this time typically spent their entire careers at a single shop unless circumstances forced otherwise. Apart from apprentices and common laborers, finding qualified people on demand was nearly impossible.

"Owner's foresight is remarkable!"

"Tomorrow, find some masons. Prepare to construct new buildings."

"Owner, building construction is straightforward enough. But what are they for?" In Shen Fan's view, Purple Treasure Studio's current premises were already adequate. Additional buildings seemed pointless.

"I'm building workshops."

"Workshops?" Shen Fan's heart stirred. He lowered his voice. "Owner—you're planning to manufacture crystal mirrors here?"

Before Guo Yi could respond, Shen Fan was already shaking his head emphatically. "Owner, you mustn't! Opening a crystal mirror workshop in Guangzhou—this city is full of powerful households with connections to officials. You're an outsider. Someone will certainly plot to steal your secret techniques. An innocent man in possession of jade—that itself becomes his crime."

Guo Yi nodded, genuinely touched by his manager's sincere concern. "Nothing of the sort!" He spoke firmly, reassuringly. "How could I possibly manufacture crystal mirrors here? Even in my country, that remains a closely guarded secret. I couldn't produce them if I wanted to." He explained the actual plan: semifinished blanks would be shipped in for local processing. "Would that work?"

"That would work." Shen Fan visibly relaxed. If they were merely importing mirror blanks for framing, it was essentially the same as complete imports—nothing to attract unwanted attention.

"Also assistants. There must be many unemployed clerks and craftsmen throughout the city. Go out and find some carefully. We need honest, reliable people willing to come."

"This?" Shen Fan hesitated. "Owner, as the saying goes, different trades are like different mountains. Clerks are useful, certainly, but what good are craftsmen whose skills we don't require?"

"Manager Shen, do you think you're merely Purple Treasure Studio's manager?"

Shen Fan looked puzzled. "Owner—"

"We Australians crossed vast oceans, traveling tens of thousands of li, not merely to sell a few pieces of jewelry and glassware." Guo Yi attempted to project an air of grand ambition. "You're the general manager of the Purple Enterprise Group! No—the grand manager!"

Shen Fan was bewildered by this unfamiliar terminology. Though he didn't fully grasp "enterprise group" or "general manager," he understood "grand manager" well enough—apparently the boss intended to expand into other businesses.

"This—owner—I only understand the jewelry trade. If you open other businesses, you'll need other managers. Different trades, different mountains."

"You'll be the grand manager. Specific affairs will have their own managers." Guo Yi had already concluded that Shen Fan was ideally suited for the role. First, Shen Fan owed them a considerable debt, and malaria had a tendency to relapse—only they possessed quinine. Second, as an experienced Guangzhou hand in a trade that naturally connected people from all walks of life, he was perfectly positioned for both gathering information and handling delicate matters. Third, having spent his career in the jewelry business, his professional integrity was likely sound.

"Thank you for owner's cultivation."

"These days, find me some distillers."

"Opening a distillery?" Manager Shen asked. "The water here isn't particularly good—"

"That doesn't matter." Guo Yi had no intention of brewing from grain anyway. "Are there shops selling crude liquor in Guangzhou?"

"Yes—both in the city and at many country distilleries."

"Negotiate prices for bulk purchasing."

"Understood." Manager Shen had reached the point where nothing his employer said could surprise him. "Should I buy distilling equipment as well?"

"No need." Guo Yi was tremendously enthusiastic about the branded liquor marketing plan. He had just received a telegram with welcome news: the key component of their "new bottles for old wine" scheme—glass bottles—had been successfully trial-produced at Lingao.

(End of Chapter)
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Over the next few days, under Shen Fan's bustling management, several identical courtyard buildings rose on the wasteland beside Purple Treasure Studio along Huifu Street. High walls, tightly closed gates. Inside stood rows of standardized brick-and-timber factory buildings. The distillery was first to start production. Ming Dynasty distillation technology was mature, with numerous urban and rural distilleries producing all kinds of famous wines and inexpensive crude liquors.

Guo Yi had never planned to brew from grain fermentation. Per Wu Nanhai's liquor industry development plan, transmigrator brewing industries would only begin after sweet potatoes and sugarcane were harvested in bulk. Directly buying grain in Guangzhou for brewing was too costly: the process was complex, and brewing-quality water and yeast had specific technical requirements—quite troublesome. Plus brewing involved massive grain inputs and distillers' grain disposal—traditional distilleries usually raised pigs to process the grain waste. Guo Yi had no intention of opening a pig farm in Guangzhou.

Therefore, they adopted a re-distillation approach for crude liquor. This cheap white liquor was available nationwide, simple to make, inexpensive, and abundant. Purchasing it directly, then performing secondary distillation to remove impurities, purify the liquid, and increase alcohol content could produce premium product. Actually, many famous modern white liquors were made by bulk-purchasing base wines from small distilleries, then blending. Compared to this spacetime's best distilleries, transmigrators had advantages in quantifiable quality standards, modern testing equipment, and highly efficient distillation apparatus.

The distillation equipment was manufactured at Lingao by Machinery, then disassembled and shipped to Guangzhou via Dengying Island. The still was made of cast iron, tin, and wood. This still was far more efficient than contemporary equipment. Instead of direct heating, it used a small transmigrator-made boiler—a very simple atmospheric-pressure boiler made from cast iron and oil drums—generating steam to indirectly heat the coil. Crude liquor processed through this re-distillation produced a clear-as-water, mouth-burning high-proof spirit. After two or even three distillations, almost all fusel alcohol odors disappeared, leaving pure flavor.

Alongside the still came several hundred small flat bottles, already labeled with printed trademarks—a woodcut image of a general in ceremonial armor, below it the seal script characters "Guoshi Wushuang" ("Peerless Champion"), then smaller simplified characters with explanatory text. At the label's bottom: "Zichengji Proudly Presents." Finally, the label included volume specification: 250 ml. This seemingly superfluous detail was Xiao Zishan's suggestion: promoting new units of measurement and Arabic numerals should be done "imperceptibly." Many future generations who grew up in the transmigrator state first learned simplified characters, Arabic numerals, and metric measurements from various "transmigrator goods" packaging.

After the liquor was produced, several distillers sampled it. All agreed it was mellower and stronger than market crude liquors. But compared to top white liquors, it was only competitive, not especially fragrant. One distiller regretfully said with such a fine still, he could make his own yeast culture, find good water, and create Guangdong's number one. Guo Yi smiled without answering—Zichengji's liquor didn't rely on the liquor itself but on the glass bottles. Guo Yi was pursuing the premium gift-box route. He ordered the liquor bottled and sealed for later use—the first batch was small, intended as gifts for VIPs at the shop's opening.

Shen Fan ordered over 100 gift boxes from local lacquerware shops, lined with brocade. Each box contained two bottles and two small glass cups. This idea was borrowed from their spacetime's liquor gift sets. In Ming Dynasty, it was absolutely groundbreaking. Even Old Manager Shen was amazed—the owner truly had grand ideas.

Guo Yi instead marveled at Chinese traditional handicrafts' exquisiteness. These lacquer boxes were crafted with such beautiful decoration—nothing he'd ever seen before. Yet Manager Shen said these weren't even top-tier pieces, just batch goods.

Throughout the entire first month of Chongzhen Year 2, the Guangzhou advance station was even busier than Lingao—opening three shops simultaneously was no light matter. Daily, Guo Yi took Manager Shen, Sun Chang, and others calling on clients in every direction—newcomers needed proper etiquette. Each visit, different gifts were presented according to the host's status. Even Young Master Liang Cunhou, who'd received a calling card at the human market, was specially visited. Young Master Liang was pleased to see him opening business, accepting gifts and returning homemade preserved meats. The close relationship between Young Master Guo and Young Master Liang delighted Old Manager Shen.

"Owner has great skill, befriending Young Master Liang," Old Manager Shen whispered in praise.

"Is Young Master Liang very famous?" Guo Yi had heard from Liu Gang that Young Master Liang was a patrician, known for charity and generosity.

"Owner doesn't know?" Shen Fan was somewhat surprised. "This Young Master Liang Cunhou is the legitimate grandson of the late Minister of Revenue Liang Renpu. His father was twice a prefect. He himself holds a juren degree. Locally, they're a famously prominent official-gentry household."

Manager Shen explained that the Liang family prided itself on poetry and propriety, showing little interest in jewelry and curiosities. Getting their business would be difficult. But their deep local roots meant cultivating good relations brought many benefits.

"We should befriend him more often then." Guo Yi responded casually. Then a thought struck him. "Old Manager Shen, do you know all the officials, gentry, and major households in Guangzhou?"

"About nine out of ten." Shen Fan replied with some pride.

"Write them all out when we get back. I want to know everyone who's an official here—"

Shen Fan laughed. "That's easy. Just send someone to the bookshop for a copy of the Jinshen. From Grand Secretaries down to unranked officials, every official in Ming Dynasty is listed."

"There's such a book?" Guo Yi was surprised. In the original spacetime, a "PRC Civil Servant Directory" certainly didn't exist—or if it did, wasn't publicly sold.

"If owner wants it, I'll send someone to buy it."

"No rush." Guo Yi thought the Intelligence Data Team's request for provincial official information had seemed like a massive project. Now it seemed quite simple—publicly available materials.

"Are there more detailed ones? For instance, former officials no longer serving but still powerful—"

"Yes, the provincial Jinshen Records."

"Good. Send someone to buy all these books. Hmm—" He thought. "I also want to obtain the Chaobao (court gazette)."

"Also not difficult. Just have someone copy it from a yamen. But what does owner want that for?" Shen Fan was puzzled. He understood wanting Jinshen Records for business, but Chaobao contained only court memorials and discussions. Nobody but officials cared about that.

"Court trends are important to us. Who knows what the court plans for maritime trade?"

Shen Fan thought this made sense—the owner's goods mostly came by sea. If the court strictly banned maritime trade, it would be a major blow. But such news just needed good connections with yamen clerks, secretaries, or minor officials who'd leak information when they saw it. No need to labor over obtaining gazettes. But since the owner wanted it, just get it—wasn't particularly difficult.

"The Li Secretary handling documents at the Governor-General's yamen is close to me. Just offer him some benefits."

"Handle this yourself. Whatever expenses, report directly to me. Don't account it through the shop." Per the Economic and Financial Committee's notice, dispatch station intelligence expenses could no longer be buried in commercial operating costs—they needed separate tracking. This gave Guo Yi headaches: on personal favors, distinguishing between intelligence and business spending was difficult—usually both overlapped. After discussion, they decided to count all personal expenses as intelligence funds.

"Yes, owner."

Returning to Purple Treasure Studio, the shop renovation was nearly complete. To avoid shocking public sensibilities, decoration was fairly traditional. Three large street-facing rooms. Square brick flooring, tightly mortared blue-brick walls unplastered with lime. Wooden-lattice drop ceiling. Four large red palace-style gauze lanterns hung, plus a row of small Yiwu-bought glass lamps. Purple wood verandahs surrounded the space. Walls hung with calligraphy and paintings by local celebrities, varied in style, elegant yet refined—closer inspection showed authors were local patrician families or serving officials. Even the three characters "Purple Treasure Studio" at the hall's center were written by Governor-General Wang Zunde's most favored secretary, the yamen's military advisor Lü Yizhong—these three characters cost Guo Yi 500 taels. Central furniture was all rosewood flower stands, side tables, eight-immortals tables, and official-hat chairs, with accompanying vases, screens, and ornaments all being fine pieces—shipped from Lingao from Gou family confiscations. Dengying Island had recently delivered such items to Guangzhou with every trip. First, the dispatch station's shop opening needed staging without spending. Second, better to sell off loot than clutter warehouses. Shen Fan privately wondered: where did all these fine things come from? Maybe really from pirates?

Four glass display cabinets flanked the main hall, very prominent. For safety, Guo Yi had added extra copper railings around each cabinet, preventing pressure damage if crowds gathered too close.

Sales samples were displayed in custom-made elegant boxes and trays, lined with black, red, or gold velvet. Each cabinet also had two kerosene-lamp-converted spotlights angled from above. Every item inside gleamed brilliantly. Shen Fan, accustomed to traditional jewelry shops' dim interiors, was amazed—Young Master Guo truly had inspired ideas.

(End of Chapter)
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Next door to Purple Treasure Studio stood Zichengji, a shop whose sole flagship product remained Guoshi Wushuang liquor. Zhang Xin, the man in charge, had discovered an embarrassing surplus—far more liquor than glass bottles to contain it. The excess sat aging in large wine jars while he waited for Lingao's glassworks to catch up with production. Meanwhile, his distillers worked without rest, processing crude liquor purchased from suppliers across the region. Their appetite for raw materials had already begun driving up prices throughout Guangzhou.

When Guo Yi learned that Zichengji's white liquor inventory had surpassed 2.5 tons, he was genuinely shocked. With glass bottles in such short supply, what was the point of producing so much?

"To sell it, obviously." Zhang Xin's plan was refreshingly simple. Since glass-bottled liquor commanded luxury prices, he would package the rest in ordinary ceramic bottles and sell to the foreigners in Macau.

"Now you're joking," Guo Yi said. "How many people even live in Macau? How much could they possibly consume? Besides, Europeans make their own fruit brandy. Would they even appreciate grain spirits?"

"This is where you don't understand, Director Guo." Zhang Xin chuckled with the confidence of a man who had thought this through. "Foreigners have grain spirits too. Isn't vodka grain-based? And gin? Vodka is essentially pure alcohol mixed with water—not difficult to make. Juniper isn't rare either; it grows all over the northern hemisphere. We simply obtain some and distill with it."

"But the market's too small! Macau's population—"

"That's precisely the trick." Zhang Xin's eyes gleamed. "Foreigners have glass, but by the time it's shipped to China, it becomes a rarity. Our Chinese porcelain—shipped to Europe—likewise becomes precious."

"I understand." Guo Yi's expression shifted as realization dawned. "That's why you want ceramic bottles!"

"Exactly. Guangzhou's countryside crude liquor in glass bottles becomes 'Guoshi Wushuang.' But put it in ceramic bottles, and it becomes 'Louis XIII': mysterious ceramic from the mysterious East, holding mysterious fine wine..." He spread his hands theatrically. "What a fantastic commercial gimmick."

The Gou family confiscations had yielded porcelain in abundance—inventory estimates ran into the tens of thousands of pieces. Such quantities could never find buyers within Ming China; the only viable option was selling to the original customers: Europeans. The Dengying Island had recently brought porcelain samples, originally planning to test demand in Macau, and Zhang Xin had seized upon the idea of repurposing ceramic vases as bottles. He selected a vase style with roughly 600 to 700 milliliters capacity as his packaging. Of this type alone, at least ten thousand sat in inventory.

With the bottle question resolved, other developments proceeded apace. The transmigrators currently lacked activated carbon, making vodka impossible. But spirits infused with aromatics—so-called cordials—were entirely feasible. Theoretically, fruits, spices, flowers, or any aromatic plants would work. Faced with such abundance of choices, Zhang Xin found himself undecided and telegraphed Lingao for expert consultation.

"What aromatic plants for export liquor?" The query was urgently forwarded to Fa Shilu's desk. This plant specialist was busy leading several students who had shown interest in botany, carefully preparing specimens of locally collected plants.

Upon hearing the question, Fa Shilu's expression behind his glasses betrayed unmistakable satisfaction—a look that said his moment had finally arrived.

"That's easy. Use rhubarb."

"You must be joking?" Zhang Xin, upon receiving the reply, thought Fa Shilu had lost his mind. Rhubarb? That laxative—for distilled spirits? Even as a prank, who would fall for it twice after one unfortunate experience?

"Not joking." Fa Shilu's reply came with a detailed explanation:

Rhubarb was a common Chinese medicinal herb, originating in China's northwest and southwest regions. Its medicinal use likely derived from the experience of western peoples before spreading inland, and it had been employed medicinally for at least two or three thousand years.

Since Zhang Qian first opened the Western Regions, overland trade between China and Europe had carried rhubarb along the Silk Road. Camel caravans bore it over mountain passes to Central Asia's Bukhara, then onward through the Black Sea to European markets. For centuries, rhubarb had been among the Silk Road's most significant commodities.

In later years, Central Asian merchants operated this flourishing trade route through Persia and the Middle East. By the Ming Dynasty, two distinct rhubarb routes existed from China: one traveling by sea through India, another crossing the Gobi and Siberia to reach Moscow. The Portuguese-operated transit trade through Macau included substantial quantities of the root.

Rhubarb had long been beloved by Persian and Arab physicians. For over a millennium, medieval trade in the herb flourished along the Silk Road, as it proved remarkably effective for stomach health and detoxification. Among peoples whose diet consisted mainly of meat and dairy, before the widespread knowledge of tea, Chinese rhubarb was regarded as nothing short of a panacea. Thus for over a thousand years, it remained one of the most sought-after commodities in Central Asian, West Asian, and even European markets. Through Arab influence, rhubarb found wide application in European medicine; depending on dosage and method, it could serve as a laxative for constipation, an astringent for dysentery and diarrhea, or a treatment for burns, boils, and abscesses.

In later centuries, Europeans even developed edible rhubarb varieties for pastries, savory dishes, and fruit substitutes. Yet to this day, medicinal rhubarb could only be cultivated in China. So elevated was rhubarb's status in European minds that festivals celebrating the herb existed in many places worldwide—an enthusiasm for this plant that its Chinese homeland could scarcely imagine.

"I thought it was just a laxative," Zhang Xin marveled to Guo Yi after reading the telegram. "Turns out foreigners treasure the stuff. Send people to buy rhubarb immediately. This could be an export commodity in its own right."

Guo Yi dispatched investigators to survey the market, only to discover that rhubarb had long been a specialized export business. Production centered in Qinghai and Gansu provinces, with Lixian County serving as the main distribution hub. Guangdong's export trade to the Macau Portuguese was monopolized entirely by "Quanshui Hao" warehouse, operated by merchants from Lixian.

Though disappointed to find this profitable avenue already claimed, making rhubarb liquor remained an untapped niche. Zhang Xin had his people secretly purchase large quantities from various pharmacies throughout the city, washing and drying the root overnight.

Traditional Chinese herbal wines were essentially made through simple infusion. But Zhang Xin chose a different approach—alcohol distillation, like gin. Shredded rhubarb was placed on a distillation rack while liquor steam passed through it, then recovered through coiled condensers to produce a slightly yellow liquid with a fragrant, distinctive scent. Finally, following Xue Ziliang's suggestion, a small amount of dissolved white sugar was added to impart a subtle sweetness. The result was genuine rhubarb cordial.

As for the post-distillation rhubarb residue, Zhang Xin had it all dried and sealed for storage—he planned to use it as raw material for bagged rhubarb tea. If black tea powder could be packaged into "fashionable" tea bags beloved by Chinese petty bourgeoisie, similarly processed rhubarb tea might have Europeans clamoring for it.

The ceramic bottles couldn't bear paper labels—they would look cheap. After discussion at the dispatch station, Yan Maoda designed small ivory plaques to be ordered from local carving shops, hung on bottles with colorful brocade cords. The plaques featured traditional patterns. The brand name: "Datang Gongzhu"—Tang Princess.

This tacky name drew expressions of contempt from everyone present, but Zhang Xin was undeterred.

"You want something elegant like 'Goddess of Luo River'? Would foreigners understand that? Look at all those famous French wines—either Napoleon or Louis XIII. Aren't those even tackier? I haven't even named it Kangxi, Yongzheng, or Qianlong yet."

"Fine, stick with your Tang Princess," Guo Yi laughed. "As long as it's not 'Consort Lan' or something."

"Consort Lan? That's not bad either. But foreigners wouldn't grasp China's wife-ranking system—they wouldn't appreciate the subtlety. Maybe I'll use it for domestic brands later. Could even do a whole series."

While Tang Princess and Guoshi Wushuang underwent intensive processing, other developments progressed. Shen Fan's recruited craftsmen had all arrived. When Baohengxiang closed, the boss had paid final wages, but the craftsmen's normal compensation had always been meager, leaving them with little savings. Now facing uncertain futures after the holiday, Shen Fan's timely recruitment was like rain after a long drought. All were grateful to their new employer. Yan Maoda welcomed everyone, promising good treatment and asking them to work with peace of mind. Each person also received 200 wen as New Year's celebration money. Then he produced his jewelry design album and asked for their professional opinions.

Contrary to his expectations, the craftsmen opposed most of Yan Maoda's modern jewelry designs. They thought his concepts looked attractive enough but were too light and flimsy, lacking substance—probably wouldn't sell well. Yan Maoda spent considerable effort attempting to convince them otherwise, but made little headway. Their perspectives would require gradual alignment.

Though the craftsmen disagreed with Manager Yan's designs, he was the boss, and a boss had the prerogative to pursue whatever he wanted. Everyone would simply follow along. Initially, some craftsmen worried the boss's experimental tinkering might bankrupt the business. But after seeing Purple Treasure Studio's inventory of sample glassware, the consensus shifted: with such fine secret crafts at his disposal, Manager Yan could tinker to his heart's content without concern.

Some even offered additional processing suggestions for the glassware. A jewelry craftsman named Zhu Shengyi proposed adding gold or silver rims and handles to certain glass cups, along with small decorative flourishes for enhanced luxury. Yan Maoda privately found such suggestions distasteful—in his view, this vulgarized the glass's pure aesthetic. But he still expressed approval. Creativity should be encouraged, not crushed simply for differing from his own sensibilities. Besides, their aesthetic sense probably suited this era far better than his own.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 197: Guo Yi's Report

Dusk draped itself over Guangzhou as lanterns flickered to life in windows throughout the city. For shopkeepers closing their doors, this was the anxious hour of reckoning—when the day's labors were weighed against the ledger's cold arithmetic. Old Manager Shen of Zizhenzhai sat among their number, his brow furrowed over the figures spread before him. He sighed occasionally, and any passerby glimpsing the scene would have assumed the old man fretted over failing accounts. After all, nearly half a month had passed since the shop's post-Lantern Festival opening. Surely the verdict was in by now.

Reality, however, told an entirely different tale.

Shen Fan had come to Zizhenzhai to honor a promise—nothing more. He had witnessed the shop's capabilities firsthand, true enough, but he had never believed that Guo Yi—a man without lineage or connections—could carve out a foothold in Guangzhou's cutthroat commercial world. Each proprietor had demonstrated remarkable competence during the frenetic opening preparations, yet Shen's unease had lingered. He feared they were overreaching, stretching themselves across too many ventures at once. But Zizhenzhai's transformation in the weeks since had shattered every expectation.

Across the ledger before him, certain figures commanded attention: January 20th: One pair of Western crystal cups, fifty taels silver, on account; Mr. Liu of the Liu Residence. One exquisite chiming clock, one hundred taels silver, on account; Mr. Wang of Baixianlou. Three Dragon-Eye Pearl necklaces, 1,200 taels, Mr. Chen of Chen Grain Depot, on account. Three Southern Barbarian Seven-Color Mood paintings, 600 taels silver, Young Master He of the Commander's Residence, paid in full... The running total exceeded twelve thousand one hundred and twelve taels.

In four decades of trade, Shen Fan had certainly encountered such sums before. But this was Zizhenzhai's revenue in barely ten days of operation—even for a man of his experience, the shop's money-making prowess was frankly terrifying. He had merely introduced Guo Yi to a handful of wealthy acquaintances around Guangzhou, yet the proprietor seemed to divine their preferences with uncanny precision, producing goods that captivated each and every one. The man's ability to read people, to understand their desires, left Shen in genuine awe.

As for the other two proprietors—one spent his days at the workshop overseeing the distillery workers, while the other labored alongside craftsmen over jewelry settings. Shen had known many proprietors and managers in his time, but never one who mingled so effortlessly among smoke-blackened artisans, laughing and joking as if they were equals. He had never imagined that Proprietor Yan was himself a craftsman by training, possessing skills that would command premium wages at any of Guangzhou's major jewelry houses. How had Guo Yi—a man whose bearing practically announced wealthy origins—come to partner with such a person? These musings Shen kept locked behind his placid expression.

Each day he received visiting dignitaries at the shop, attended to the managers and servants dispatched to inspect merchandise, and sent capable assistants forth with samples and catalogs to make their rounds. Between his own introductions and the seasoned staff inherited from Baohengxiang, business hummed along without friction.

What surprised him most was the system Proprietor Guo had implemented before the shop even opened—despite rarely interfering in daily operations. Staff were divided by function into sales, laborers, and craftsmen, each tier earning distinct treatment at different levels. Sales personnel earned more than laborers; craftsmen were compensated according to proven skill. The structure was utterly novel to Shen Fan. Beyond their fixed monthly salaries, sales staff earned commissions on their transactions—to be tallied and disbursed after the three festival settlements each year.

When Shen roughed out his own projected earnings, he sat stunned. Under this new system, his commission for the current month alone would exceed thirty taels. His highest annual salary before retirement had been a mere 240 taels. He shook his head, certain age had muddled his arithmetic, and worked the abacus again. The same figure stared back at him. At this rate, wouldn't his annual commissions alone surpass three hundred taels? Shen Fan was nearly dumbstruck. His current monthly stipend was already generous—360 taels per year, the highest of any jewelry shop manager in Guangzhou. But commissions on top of that?

He shook his head repeatedly. This wouldn't do. As the senior manager, how could he accept commissions? Better to let the young salesmen—Proprietor Guo called them "business staff"—reap those rewards.

The craftsmen and laborers received generous treatment as well, with pay scaled to skill. The highest-earning jewelry craftsman drew nearly ten taels a month; even the lowest made five qian. Then came Proprietor Guo's announcement of year-end profit sharing: annual profits would be divided into thirteen shares. The proprietors claimed ten, all sales staff split half a share, and craftsmen and laborers split another half. One share went to a "common fund" held by the shop for staff emergencies—illness, death, unexpected misfortune. The final share was designated "retirement money." Those who served diligently until age or infirmity claimed them would be supported in their twilight years and given proper burials from this pool.

When the system was unveiled, the entire shop stood in stunned silence. Could proprietors so kind-hearted actually exist? Shen Fan harbored no doubts about their sincerity—he was too worldly-wise for that. Guo Yi's benevolence was no performance; he genuinely cared for his workers. Elsewhere, shops provided staff two meals a day and considered the matter settled, but Proprietor Guo had declared: "How can you expect people to work hard on just two meals?" And changed it to three. Three meals a day. Shen Fan released a slow breath. He had toiled for over twenty years to reach a managerial position where such a privilege applied to him. At Zizhenzhai, even the lowliest apprentice enjoyed it. They had truly found a good master.

As for the lesser benefits—they were too numerous to catalog. The jewelry workshop ran hot, so they installed large windows to draw air through. Wooden buckets of cooling herbal tea stood ready inside. A well was dug in the courtyard, fitted with stone troughs where workers could wash after their shifts. Now they were erecting rows of new rooms on empty land—"dormitories," Proprietor Guo called them—so that staff wouldn't have to squeeze together on makeshift bedding strewn across the workshop, the shopfront, the corridors. With such investment in their welfare, no wonder the spirit at Zizhenzhai ran so high. Even Old Wang—the lowest-ranked watchman and gatekeeper—made his nightly rounds with diligent purpose. Every face in the shop radiated energy, enthusiasm, a kind of fire Shen Fan had never witnessed before. This wasn't the grim effort of people driven by desperation. It was the unmistakable bearing of men and women who felt they were working for themselves.

Watching Zizhenzhai flourish with such startling speed, Shen felt genuine happiness for his benefactor. Yet beneath the elation stirred something he could not name—a faint unease. Such smooth sailing was rarely an auspicious omen. He sighed softly and closed the ledger with care.



At that same hour, Guo Yi sat in a secluded safe house, his brush flying across the page:

"Report to the Executive Committee:

Having arrived in Guangzhou nearly three months ago, our team—in conjunction with Naval Department colleagues—has overcome the initial obstacles and established trade operations on a stable footing. To avoid direct competition with Gao Ju, we elected not to operate the egg mirrors ourselves. An agreement has been reached: Gao Ju will continue as sole distributor. His market control is excellent, maintaining a stable supply-and-price structure. From the standpoint of accelerating cash collection, retaining him as intermediary is the optimal arrangement.

Our primary profits currently derive from decorative glassware. Margins are narrow—Portuguese imports from Macau provide competing alternatives. Beyond that, glassware remains little more than a curiosity here; the general public shows minimal interest. There is, however, considerable demand for window glass in the luxury market. We observed small quantities of flat glass installed in a wealthy family's garden pavilion windows. The original purchase price was reportedly astronomical, yet foreign ships are reluctant to trade the item due to heavy breakage in transit. Demand exists, but supply does not.

Market testing of 'Guoshi Wushuang' liquor as presentation gifts has yielded satisfactory results. Most recipients were captivated by the glass bottles themselves. 'Guoshi Wushuang' has become the most fashionable gift circulating in Guangzhou's commercial and official circles, trending toward premium status. However, the initial bottle supply is exhausted and we cannot continue shipments. Request the Executive Committee arrange urgent bottle production.

Sample development of 'Tang Princess' for the European market is complete. We will soon conduct test sales in Macau. If results are favorable, request the Executive Committee allocate all inventory items catalogued JC-0083 (porcelain vases) to the Forward Station.

Experimental sales of 16-page AV albums through certain specialized channels have proven invaluable, significantly alleviating our initial cash shortage. Given the sensitive nature of these goods and their unsuitability for sustained trade, we request the Executive Committee expedite tobacco and simple light-industrial goods production. Quality tobacco leaf can be sourced locally in Guangzhou.

Additionally, the Leizhou outpost establishment nears completion. We have opened a Qiwei Escort Bureau branch in Haikang County seat, along with a lodging house for mules and horses. Acquisitions include three pressing mills—one water-powered, two animal-powered—and five sugarcane plantations totaling 1,200 standard mu of cane fields. In Xuwen County seat, we have opened one warehouse, acquired two pressing mills, and purchased four sugarcane plantations totaling 1,400 standard mu combined. Local harvesting has commenced. Request the Executive Committee urgently dispatch specialists to Leizhou to oversee sugar operations."

Guo Yi exhaled and glanced up at Zhang Yuchen, who was chattering away enthusiastically with Zhang Yu over the radio. The otaku had transformed into a genuine ham operator. Lacking QQ, he had taught himself to flirt via Morse code. His enthusiasm for the radio was such that he practically refused to relinquish it, requiring a sturdy worker to pedal a bicycle outside each day just to keep the batteries charged.

"With that much enthusiasm, Li Chiqi's going to murder you," Guo Yi muttered. He consulted his notebook and resumed writing:

"Personnel recruitment: Beyond the staff and craftsmen recruited directly for the Forward Station, we have engaged approximately thirty additional skilled tradesmen through local managers. They have agreed to work in Lingao but are unwilling to relocate their families. All have stipulated a one-year trial period, after which they will evaluate conditions before committing further. Once terms are finalized, we will formalize contracts. Please dispatch a vessel to collect them at the earliest opportunity.

Regarding population acquisition in Guangzhou, we have established a cooperative relationship with local gentry member Liang Cunhou. We recruit famine refugees under the pretext of land reclamation; he manages all dealings with officials. As a gesture of partnership, the Forward Station has donated 1,000 taels to the charitable hall he oversees under the Zichengji name. At present, tens of thousands of refugees crowd Guangzhou and its environs. How many can Lingao absorb?

Finances: Cumulative sales have reached 12,000 taels silver. Due to differences between local trading conventions and those we are accustomed to, major retail customers universally operate on credit. Converting sales and profits to liquid capital remains difficult; the ledger figures are impressive on paper. The Forward Station has already expended substantial funds establishing outposts, shops, and personnel. We request authorization to draw 10,000 taels from payments owed by Gao Ju to fund our next operational phase.

Request that the Finance and Currency Committee urgently establish expense procedures and reimbursement protocols for the Forward Station, enabling us to standardize our financial system."

Guo Yi paused, his mind drifting to the thick ledger of transactions and the stack of handwritten receipts locked in the safe. Over these past months, money had poured through their hands like water—and in this timespace there were no invoices, only the handwritten chits that accompanied every expenditure. He could say in all honesty that not a single wen had gone toward personal indulgence, and he would vouch for every member of the Station's personnel. But this state of affairs could not persist indefinitely. Better for the Finance Department to codify procedures so everyone had regulations to follow—otherwise, any future inquiry would lead to an inextricable morass.

"...Outpost construction: Beyond the primary commercial firm Zichengji, there is one jewelry shop—Zizhenzhai (local manager, reliable)—and one high-end entertainment establishment, Ziminglou. The three establishments currently break even operationally. Overall projections estimate revenue of approximately 20,000 taels over the next three months, assuming no new merchandise..."

Guo Yi rolled his aching shoulders and continued:

"Intelligence construction: The street-level collection network led by Gao Di has commenced operations. Gao Di is serviceable, but his father's position remains ambiguous. If feasible, it would be prudent to relocate his parents to Lingao for integration, lest he waver—

National and Guangdong official and gentry directories have been obtained and will be dispatched with the departing vessel. Channels for acquiring copies of the dibao (official gazette) are also now in place.

The Forward Station has invested 2,000 taels to renovate a three-story pavilion on busy Gaodi Street in Guangzhou, temporarily designated Ziminglou, for use by intelligence specialist PEPI. Agent PEPI has caused considerable sensation among Guangzhou's officials and gentry. Reports indicate she has grown quite close to He Rubin, the Guangzhou Commander's son, and visits the Commander's residence with some frequency."

When the figure known as Pei Lixiu first appeared before the public at Ziminglou, the sensation had been nothing short of seismic. The meticulously contrived lighting effects proved well worth the investment. Who would have guessed that Ming dynasty celebrity devotees could match modern fans for sheer fanaticism? But if they only knew what PEPI actually was... The thought struck Guo Yi with sudden force, and he had to suppress the urge to hurl down his brush and burst into laughter.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 198: Macau Tour

With Guangzhou now firmly in hand, Guo Yi and his colleagues turned their attention to a pressing matter: converting Lingao's growing stockpile of war spoils into silver. If they could also secure orders for liquor, it would provide a valuable outlet for the waste materials from the upcoming Leizhou sugarcane pressing season.

The Executive Committee approved this new expansion initiative without hesitation. Given that the overland route into Macau required passage through the Barrier Gate—and that relations between the Ming government and Portuguese Macau had begun to curdle—they opted for the simplest approach: entry by sea.

The Portuguese guarded Macau jealously, viewing it as the crown jewel of their East Asian trade. They scrutinized foreign merchants with suspicion, yet welcomed Chinese traders with open arms—a favorable asymmetry for entry. Beyond the immediate goals, the Executive Committee harbored grander ambitions: establishing a trading house in Macau that could facilitate direct overseas exports, bypassing Guangzhou entirely.

Macau in 1629 stood at the zenith of its commercial glory. The great triangular trade that radiated from its harbor was the most lucrative route in all of international commerce, and the transmigrators naturally had designs upon it.

The Guangzhou Forward Station had been allocated a 40-ton single-masted vessel by the Executive Committee. Between ships captured at Baitu and others purchased locally in Hainan, the Committee now commanded a considerable fleet, its sailors recruited from Guangzhou and intimately familiar with the Pearl River estuary's treacherous waters.

Yet both Guo Yi and Ma Qianzhu agreed that since this voyage marked their first foray into Macau, it was best not to involve newly hired locals. They dispatched the 70-ton double-masted Tongji from Lingao instead. From the Forward Station's limited personnel, only Zhang Xin actually joined—a man who had once worked at a modest shipyard on the shores of Dongting Lake and was eager to personally assess Macau's shipbuilding capabilities, as well as study the Portuguese vessels anchored there.

The remaining berths were filled by transmigrators from Lingao. When word of the expedition spread, volunteers materialized from every corner—most of them nursing transparent hopes of sampling foreign women. Their justifications were creative: the Industrial Department proposed assessing European technological development; the Agriculture Department expressed curiosity about whether New World crops had been introduced locally; the Finance Department suggested investigating foreign currency systems. Bai Duoluo of the Printing Office offered a justification that left everyone doubled over with laughter: "I am a Catholic, so going to Macau will help me interact with the local Portuguese."

In the end, this "inspection delegation" ballooned to over thirty souls, when originally the ship needed only ten including sailors. Those who secured approval stuffed their bags with modern trinkets, dreaming of emulating those European sailors who had used glass beads to seduce native women across Africa and the Americas. Those denied passage complained bitterly, requiring department heads to mollify them with vague promises. The resulting chaos need not be detailed further.

Wen Desi led the Macau Commercial Inspection Delegation, with Diana Mendoza accompanying as translator. Zhou Weisen tagged along under the pretext of looking after his family member—it would hardly do if this Western mare grew disoriented among her compatriots and bolted.

The Tongji loaded sample goods in Guangzhou and collected Zhang Xin. Old Manager Shen, upon hearing that Proprietor Zhang was bound for Macau, had offered to provide an interpreter, but Guo Yi declined, fearing their peculiar group would attract unwanted attention. Shen Fan instead wrote a letter of introduction to a business associate who operated a silk shop in Macau and spoke the foreigners' tongue. Should they require assistance, they could seek him out.

Macau lay close to Guangzhou—strictly speaking, both Macau and Hong Kong could be considered outer harbors of the great southern port. Administratively, the territory fell under Xiangshan County. Most transmigrators aboard could recite the history of Portuguese settlement by heart, and some had visited in their original timespace. Everyone burned with curiosity to see what this Macau looked like now.

As the Tongji cleared the Pearl River estuary, Mengde was the first to spot land. Everyone crowded to the rail, gazing at a tombolo in the distance—a land-tied island. A narrow isthmus connected it to the mainland in the shape of a lotus blossom. Macau was minuscule; even the modern territory would span only sixteen square kilometers, and this Macau had not yet reclaimed any land, remaining merely "a city built against the mountain, four or five li in circumference."

Upon the lotus stem stood a gate structure: the Barrier Gate. Anyone traveling overland had to pass through it; theoretically, crossing the barrier meant crossing a border. In practice, both Ming and Qing governments retained judicial and administrative authority over Macau—it was simply that the Portuguese had long governed themselves, and Chinese officials rarely troubled to interfere. True separation from Chinese sovereignty would not come until after 1842.

Macau possessed inner and outer bays. Mengde steered toward the inner harbor, and from the deck the entire city came into focus. Portuguese residence had been formally permitted since 1583—nearly half a century now—and sustained by the colossal profits of the carrying trade, urban construction had achieved considerable sophistication. Tall Western-style walls encircled the settlement, with prominent fortifications bristling at strategic points. The English and Dutch had repeatedly attempted to seize Macau, and the Portuguese authorities took defense with deadly seriousness. By 1623, all major fortifications had been completed.

The Portuguese paid scant attention to Chinese vessels. Entry and exit were casual affairs, with no interception or inspection. The Tongji slipped into the inner harbor without incident. Several Portuguese ships rode at anchor in the bay, and two in particular—massive hulks with towering masts—left a deep impression on everyone. By Wen Desi's reckoning, these vessels exceeded 1,500 tons, an impressive achievement for wooden construction. Presumably, these were the great carracks Portuguese merchants used to ply the triangular trade routes. As for local Chinese junks—medium and small wooden craft—they were beyond counting, most of them merchant vessels ferrying goods from Guangdong and Fujian.

Bai Duoluo, who had leveraged his Catholic faith for a berth, disembarked with the others. He had no idea how Director Wen's foreign woman had negotiated with the Portuguese, but everyone went ashore without difficulty. Bai Duoluo's English was passable, yet here it proved as useless as Chinese. A strange sensation stole over the group as they walked through the streets of this tiny territory—surrounded by unfamiliar languages, unfamiliar architecture, an unmistakable sense of displacement settled into their hearts.

The city bore no resemblance to any Chinese settlement. It recalled instead a small Spanish town: streets laid out in neat, orderly grids. The compact urban core centered on a cross-shaped main thoroughfare, and at the intersection rose a tall wooden cross. Buildings lining the streets were unmistakably Iberian—low arcaded structures with whitewashed walls—and from the street one could see that every window was shuttered tight against the subtropical glare. Someone mused aloud about serenading beneath such windows with a guitar. Miss Mendoza remarked in English to Director Wen that the place reminded her of certain inland towns in Venezuela. Wen Desi was unsurprised—both were, after all, textbook examples of Iberian colonial urbanism.

The streets teemed with the quintessential population of a colonial outpost: Portuguese, Chinese, Africans, and mixed-heritage people of every conceivable combination moved through the crowds. Japanese were numerous as well, most clad in Portuguese servants' livery, scurrying about on errands. Throughout East and Southeast Asia, the Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch employed Japanese as servants, craftsmen, sailors, and soldiers. Dark-skinned men with curly hair who might have been Indians walked among them, alongside ragged Southeast Asian natives with shifty, watchful eyes.

The scene was vibrant, almost theatrical: nobles passed on horseback; veiled ladies rode in two-person sedan chairs, shaded by parasol-bearing African slaves. Even thousands of miles from Lisbon, the Portuguese maintained their aristocratic pretensions. And weaving among them were sailors of every shade, universally drunk, staggering from one tavern to the next. At the gates of fine residences, liveried servants sat with rattan canes at the ready, delivering swift blows to any drunkard who attempted to intrude.

Macau's population had swelled considerably by this era. The permanent Portuguese residents, including their African slaves, numbered around one thousand. Beyond them were uncounted local Chinese, as well as a floating population of Indians and Malays who stopped briefly for trade or service as sailors.

The group meandered through the streets, casting curious glances in every direction. They never located the legendary "tavern with Western hostesses," so Bai Duoluo proposed viewing the famous São Paulo Cathedral before its eventual destruction by fire. Everyone agreed. They navigated by rough memory toward the original site and discovered a major construction project underway—the cathedral, also called St. Paul's Church, remained incomplete. Stone and timber lay scattered across the grounds, but every craftsman in sight was Japanese. Someone found a Japanese speaker to inquire, and they learned that construction had begun in 1612. The transmigrators exchanged incredulous looks—seventeen years of work, and the church was still an unfinished shell. What precisely had these Japanese been doing all this time?

Bai Duoluo deployed his Catholic credentials and quickly extracted useful information from the Japanese laborers. Most of them were Kirishitans—Japanese Christians—and working here represented both livelihood and offering to their faith. The Japanese workers warmed to Bai Duoluo, this Chinese fellow believer. After they stumbled together through some Latin Bible verses, the craftsmen opened up about the local situation.

It emerged that one leg of the great triangular trade that had made Macau prosperous had already been severed. According to the Japanese: in 1608, a ship from the Arima domain had clashed violently with the Portuguese while passing through Macau. The then-governor, André Pessoa, had suppressed the mutiny aboard the Japanese vessel with brutal force, killing many and executing the ringleaders. Only at the bishop's intercession had he spared fifteen prisoners.

When André Pessoa sailed to Japan in 1610 to resume trade, he met fierce retaliation from the Arima domain. His trading vessel was besieged by four thousand men. In the end, trapped and despairing, Pessoa ignited the ship's powder magazine, destroying himself and his cargo in a single cataclysmic blast. Portuguese trade with Japan had been severed ever since.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 199 - Fencing Stolen Goods

The Portuguese trade had been devastated—that much was clear from the mournful accounts of the Japanese Kirishitans. The "heretical" Dutch now dominated Japan's foreign commerce, they explained, maintaining their trading post at Hirado while true Catholic believers had been expelled from the islands. Though Portuguese-Japanese trade had shown recent signs of recovery, it amounted to no more than a single ship per year. The local church had suffered grievously as well; the Macau Jesuits had once enjoyed the lucrative privilege of trading forty piculs of raw silk through the Portuguese-Japanese route, and that privilege was now a memory.

This intelligence proved valuable to the transmigrators, but further questioning yielded diminishing returns. The Japanese craftsmen, thrilled to encounter these peculiar fellow believers who were neither Japanese nor quite Chinese nor Western, soon turned the conversation exclusively toward the Tokugawa Shogunate's persecution of the Kirishitans. They spoke at length of martyrdom and miracles—tales that held little interest for Bai Duoluo, whose practice of Catholicism had never been particularly devout. He was searching for a polite excuse to slip away when the craftsmen insisted he meet the local church's priest. Recognizing this as a matter requiring organizational approval, he hurried off to consult Wen Desi about whether contact with the local church was advisable and, if so, what stance they should adopt.

After deliberation, Wen Desi concluded they should make contact—if only to discover what the Catholic Church might offer. Cultivating good relations for the time being could do no harm, and might even yield practical assistance. He approved Bai Duoluo's visit to the local church, instructing him to explain their origins according to the Captive's Handbook.

"Say as little as possible and listen more," Wen Desi cautioned. "If I remember correctly, the Catholic order here is primarily the Society of Jesus. The Jesuits are particularly adept at adapting their approach to their audience—they can be dangerously persuasive."

"Understood, Director Wen." Bai Duoluo departed with the craftsmen.

The rest of the group continued their wandering. Gradually the streets shed their European character—fewer white faces appeared among the crowds, and the architecture took on an increasingly Chinese aspect. Inquiries revealed this to be De Street, Macau's Chinese quarter. Shops lined both sides of the lane, their signboards displaying a bewildering variety of trades. Zhang Xin noted that most dealt in raw silk and silk fabrics, with porcelain establishments also well represented. Some storefronts presented an air of refined elegance yet displayed no visible merchandise; attendants in blue-collared jackets and small caps stood ready at their doors to greet customers. The group was idly speculating about these mysterious establishments when a young shop clerk emerged from one and invited them inside for a conversation.

Bringing the entire party would be both unnecessary and imprudent—such a large group moving together was far too conspicuous. Wen Desi had noticed several black men in livery trailing silently behind them, likely local security personnel. To avoid complications, he decided that only he and a few others would enter to assess the situation; the rest would disperse into groups of five or six to explore freely.

The streets in the Chinese quarter were narrow to begin with, and the profusion of shops along them had erected awnings that blocked out much of the already limited sky. The lighting was poor, and stepping into the shop plunged them into deeper shadow, accompanied by a faint, subtle fragrance. After a moment their eyes adjusted to reveal a reception room in the classic Chinese style beyond the entrance hall: gray brick flooring, rosewood trim, and a pair of Yiwu glass palace lanterns suspended from the center beam. Wen Desi had to smile when he saw them—evidently their products had already become markers of status.

As he surveyed the room, a well-dressed Chinese merchant emerged from behind the screen, offered a formal bow, and introduced himself as Huang Shunlong, manager of the "Tailong" trading house. Courtesies and names were exchanged, and both parties took their seats. Huang Shunlong proved refreshingly direct.

"Are you merchants from Australia?"

"Indeed."

"They say Australian merchants have shorn hair and short jackets. Now I see the rumors were accurate." A thin smile crossed Huang Shunlong's face. "Manager Wen has come to Macau on business, yes?" His voice dropped to a conspiratorial murmur. "Perhaps you have certain goods that proved... difficult to dispose of in Guangzhou?"

Wen Desi and the others stiffened. "Goods difficult to dispose of in Guangzhou" could only mean the loot they had seized from the Gou manor in their black-on-black raid. Did this man have connections to Gou Er? Wang Ruixiang, responsible for security, had already slipped his hand to the grip of his Type 54 pistol.

Seeing the tension ripple through the group, Huang Shunlong laughed heartily. "Gentlemen, though I have never set foot outside Macau, I have heard something of your origins. The moment you stepped onto Macau's soil, I was already awaiting your arrival. My establishment may be modest, but its reputation is known across the four seas."

So those black men had been his. Wen Desi understood at once.

"And what reputation might that be?"

In reply, Huang Shunlong produced a small golden snuff box with evident satisfaction. He scooped out a pinch of tobacco with his fingernail and inhaled it delicately.

"Manager Wen finds himself rather short of saltpeter in Lingao, does he not?"

"We do feel the shortage," Wen Desi replied, deciding to play along and see where this led.

"In truth, Manager Gao is something of an amateur in this particular trade." Huang Shunlong dabbed at his lips, the tobacco leaving a yellow butterfly-shaped stain beneath his nose. "When it comes to saltpeter and gunpowder, my goods are far superior to his."

So this was a man who specialized in contraband. Wen Desi recognized the opportunity immediately. Relying solely on Gao Ju as their procurement agent created dangerous dependencies—from a supply security standpoint, the risk was unacceptable. Establishing a second channel here would be a significant advantage.

As it transpired, "Tailong" specialized in overseas trade. The house operated over a dozen small, swift vessels plying the waters along the Guangdong coast, transporting local silk, porcelain, medicinals, and handicrafts to Macau for sale to the Portuguese. But Huang Shunlong maintained another line of business: providing "necessities" to ships at sea. These necessities included timber and ironwork for repairs, provisions, and—naturally—firearms and gunpowder. The inevitable corollary was that he also fenced stolen goods for pirates.

Macau was no pirate haven, of course, and both fencing stolen goods and provisioning pirates were illegal. The Portuguese governor's authority offered some protection, but Macau itself could not shield him from the Great Ming Code. That Huang Shunlong had operated this business locally for years and remained unmolested spoke to one obvious fact: he had money, and plenty of it. Additionally, he had married a Portuguese wife—a decision that had destroyed his reputation within his own clan and very nearly gotten him expelled from it entirely.

Such a man suited the transmigrators' needs admirably. Wen Desi produced a manifest of the various trade goods seized from the Gou manor—ironware, cotton cloth, woolen fabric, leather, copperware, and the like. Useful items would naturally be retained, but the substantial quantities of porcelain, silk, and handicrafts served no purpose for them and were ripe for quick disposal.

The negotiations proceeded swiftly. Huang Shunlong would purchase all the goods on the transmigrators' list for forty thousand piastres. The transmigrators would handle delivery to Macau, and both parties would settle in full upon receipt. Additionally, Huang Shunlong would provide an extra ten thousand catties of pig iron and one thousand catties of saltpeter.

"How would Manager Wen prefer to settle the account?" Huang Shunlong inquired.

"What are the options?"

"If Manager Wen prefers cash, I'll need some advance notice to make arrangements—forty thousand piastres is no small sum, after all."

The alternative was payment in promissory notes from the Indian Brahmin merchants operating locally. These notes were honored throughout Southeast Asia, extending all the way to Goa and Madras on the Indian subcontinent. They could be redeemed for cash at any time and used directly as checks for large transactions.

By Wen Desi's thinking, the notes would be more practical—they would be making regular purchases locally, and hauling silver back and forth was cumbersome. But then he remembered that currency reform was soon to be implemented in Lingao, which would require substantial reserves of precious metals as backing. They agreed on half in silver and half in notes.

The deal was struck. Huang Shunlong smiled like a fox who had just raided the henhouse—clearly he believed he had gotten the better end of the bargain. He then mentioned that Australian goods were quite remarkable and expressed hope for future cooperation in that area. Wen Desi felt a quiet satisfaction: their products really were universally appealing.

They dispatched someone back to the ship to retrieve samples of the transmigrator collective's limited self-produced goods, which consisted mainly of various small glass items and the rice wine from the Guangzhou Dispatch Station. Huang Shunlong examined them with a furrowing brow before speaking. "These items are fine quality, but the market for them is limited."

He gestured toward the glass pieces. "The Franks bring such glass trinkets on every ship—bowls, beads, baubles. Their workmanship may not match yours, but it's sufficient to impress the natives of the South Seas. As for the liquor, they mostly drink fruit wines here. I'm afraid there may be little interest in rice spirits."

However, the hundred or so hawksbill turtle shells that the Fisheries Group had collected while fishing commanded an excellent price. Huang Shunlong remarked that the Portuguese were fond of them and would take as many as could be supplied.

Huang Shunlong was clearly aware of their activities in Lingao, and seemed to be probing the transmigrators' future intentions. Would Australia dispatch more large vessels? Did Australia intend to follow the Portuguese precedent and occupy Lingao as a permanent trading base with the Ming Dynasty? If so, did the Australians plan to involve themselves in the local trade? These questions, Wen Desi suddenly realized, were not merely Huang Shunlong's personal curiosity—the Portuguese authorities of Macau were undoubtedly keen to know the answers as well.

Organizing his thoughts, Wen Desi replied that Australia had no ships coming for the time being, but they certainly intended to remain in Lingao. Huang Shunlong offered a "friendly" warning: they should be wary of Zheng Zhilong's movements. "One cannot tolerate another's snoring beside one's bed," he observed. The man was ambitious, and having submitted to the imperial authorities, he would sooner or later move against all the various sea lords of the Fujian and Guangdong waters. Zheng Zhilong was evidently much resented. A flash of inspiration crossed Wen Desi's mind—then he dismissed it as absurd and shook his head.

When Wen Desi inquired about Liu Xiang and Zhu Cailao, Huang Shunlong explained that both maintained agents in Macau, though neither they nor the principal members of their gangs ever appeared in person. This place remained under Ming Dynasty jurisdiction—if the government issued an arrest warrant, the Portuguese governor would have no choice but to comply and hand them over. Should the Xiangshan County magistrate happen to be a man of principle, he might even lead his men personally into the city to make arrests. Not even the governor could protect them then.

Wen Desi asked, "Is there a woman named Li Siya in this city?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 200 - Weiss Lando

"Manager Wen knows this person?" Huang Shunlong seemed unsurprised. "She's quite famous around here."

"How could I not." The memory of his capture stirred something dark in Wen Desi—a humiliation that awakened violent urges he would never voice aloud, for such admissions would irreparably damage his image. "She and we have quite a history," he said vaguely, choosing his words with deliberate ambiguity. After all, "history" could mean collaboration just as easily as enmity.

"Hehe, Manager Wen need not hide it. This woman acts alone and is utterly ruthless. I imagine she's had some conflict with your people as well."

Wen Desi's silence was confirmation enough.

Huang Shunlong elaborated freely. All anyone in Macau knew was that Li Siya was of mixed Portuguese and Chinese blood—her actual parentage remained a mystery, as did the whereabouts of her family. She resided in the Portuguese quarter in a sprawling, lavishly appointed house, and though she made her living in a blood-soaked trade, she appeared openly at gatherings of Macau's Portuguese elite. This suggested her lineage was anything but common.

"This woman is extremely dangerous," Huang Shunlong lowered his voice. "She considers Macau her lair, so she exercises some restraint here. But once at sea, she is merciless—and full of cunning schemes. If you've crossed her, you'd best be very careful in your daily affairs."

Wen Desi responded noncommittally, though he extracted a good deal more information in the process. Li Siya's twin-masted clipper was called the Lotus. She wasn't currently in port—likely at sea again. He even learned her address, and briefly entertained the thought of having Bei Wei conduct a special operation. But Huang Shunlong went on to say he wasn't certain whether Li Siya actually lived in that house. Though the man had married a Portuguese wife, she was of low birth and added little to his standing among Macau's Portuguese elite. Her only advantage was that he could now do business with the Portuguese without hindrance. Of the activities of the colony's upper class, he knew very little.

Following Chinese custom, Huang Shunlong invited them to stay for dinner, but Wen Desi had no desire to linger—and Zhang Xin was especially eager to find where they sold the sweet rice wine. After agreeing on the seals and secret marks for future contact, they took their leave.

They made a circuit through the streets and returned to the rendezvous point: the stone cross in the square at the intersection of the main roads. Bai Duoluo had already returned. He wore the peculiar smile characteristic of religious devotees and held a leather-bound Bible in his hands. Wen Desi wondered if the Jesuits had managed to brainwash him in just over an hour. Before he could study him further, Bai Duoluo approached in high spirits.

"Director Wen, I have good news. The local Jesuit Superior would like to meet you."

The words "Society of Jesus" immediately conjured in Wen Desi's mind a sinister figure in black robes, seated in a dark marble chamber. What could the Jesuit Superior possibly want with him? Surely not to proclaim the Gospel of the Lord? Wen Desi reflected that the transmigrators had never formally discussed their policy on religion. He wasn't particularly fond of any of this era's faiths, and ideally they would establish some kind of "Holy Church" with himself as the Archangel—but with so many people making this crossing, that was unlikely to happen. This group of modern people might be mediocre at other things, but they were devastatingly sharp when it came to political maneuvering.

"First, let's find somewhere you can tell me about your meeting with the priest," Wen Desi said.



In a hall of a small but exquisite church at the heart of the Portuguese quarter, the scorching sunlight of South China filtered through lead-latticed windows, casting dappled shadows across the marble floor. A man in clerical robes sat beside a large desk with gilded corners, his head bowed as if in thought. The desk was piled with books and documents, and a finely carved ebony crucifix stood prominently upon it.

Behind him loomed an ornate fireplace. Judging by the patterns and the distinctive veining of the marble, both the stone and the craftsmen who worked it had likely come from distant Italy. Of course, in South China—where temperatures never dropped below twenty degrees Celsius even on the coldest days—the fireplace served a purely decorative purpose: a symbol of authority for the Superior of the Society of Jesus in Macau. This Superior oversaw all Catholic missionary activities in China and East Asia, and his power within the Church was such that he need not defer even to the Bishop of Macau.

This solitary figure was Gerolamo Geranzani, Superior of the Jesuits in Macau.

Geranzani sat alone, his body frail. Many years ago, while on a mission in Patani, he had contracted malaria. Though tobacco treatment had saved his life, the aftereffects still flared up from time to time. Yet within this weakened frame blazed a powerful spiritual fire. Perhaps knowing that his remaining time was short, he felt an ever-growing urgency about missionary work.

"These fools!" he muttered to himself. "Whether they're from the Franciscan or Augustinian orders, they're all fools. They believe faith alone is the bedrock of everything—that martyrdom is glory. Must the debacle of 1596 Japan be repeated here in China?"

On his desk lay a letter from the Jesuits in Manila regarding whether Chinese ancestor worship constituted idolatry—a question that had ignited considerable debate within the Church and now showed signs of spreading to the highest levels of the Curia. Ah well, he thought. Though the Society of Jesus wielded great influence at the Papal Court, power and enemies were always proportional. And then there were the kings and nobles who all sought to use the Jesuits as their own instruments rather than God's.

Let them debate, Geranzani decided. Best if this matter is never resolved. He knew very clearly that unless the Church adopted the position already advocated by the Jesuits in Beijing—that Chinese ancestor veneration was merely commemorative—the already sluggish missionary work in China would become even more difficult. He had been in Macau for years and understood exactly what ancestor worship meant to the Chinese.

Of the missionaries he had sent out, apart from Matteo Ricci who had achieved some success, eight or nine out of ten had been expelled by China's local officials. Others had simply vanished without a trace—Geranzani knew that most of them had likely found their way to martyrdom. Missionary work in China was far less successful than it had been in Japan. Though Ricci's efforts had won over a number of Chinese officials and intellectuals to the faith, and the Jesuits had successfully entered China's capital to participate in the court's astronomical calendar revision and weapons manufacturing, the number of converts remained stubbornly stagnant. China's common people, officials, and intellectuals alike maintained a deep wariness of these foreigners with their strange appearances and customs.

He sighed, hearing footsteps outside the door.

"What is it?"

A door hidden behind a curtain opened quietly. A man dressed in black entered with soft steps: "Your Eminence, Lord Lando has arrived."

"Mm. Show him in."



Before long, an officer walked through the door.

The man appeared to be between thirty-five and forty years of age—tall and solidly built, with keen, alert eyes and a short black beard. He was dressed in the fashionable Spanish style: a fitted vest with snowy lace ruffles at his throat and wrists. A heavy sword hung from the broad belt slung across his chest, occasionally clanking against his boots as he moved. This attire, combined with his cold gray eyes, marked him unmistakably as a professional soldier who lived by the blade.

He removed his hat and bowed to the Superior in the French manner, then stood respectfully, his bearing dignified—every inch a man of status.

The Superior studied the figure before him. His gaze was deep and inscrutable, revealing nothing of his thoughts. This dangerous fellow, Geranzani mused. Can I really entrust this task to him?

The adventurer, who had appeared from God knows where, called himself Weiss Lando. Though he claimed to be a scion of a noble family from the Parma region of Italy, his Italian was dreadfully poor—so poor that Geranzani, as a fellow countryman, found it embarrassing. People had noticed that he occasionally slipped into English. Were it not for his appearance and his steadfast faith, the Superior would have genuinely suspected him of being a heretical Englishman.

Such adventurers were everywhere in the Far Eastern waters at this time—men with backgrounds and histories both real and fabricated, all hoping to claim their share of the spoils from this age of great navigation. Well, so be it, the Superior thought. A man like this has no roots. Should anything go wrong, I won't need to explain myself to anyone.

He studied the officer carefully for a moment, then spoke: "You are Weiss Lando?"

"I am, Your Eminence," Lando replied.

"It has been over three months since you arrived in Macau aboard Father Komage's ship. Are you finding life here agreeable?"

"Entirely agreeable," Lando answered candidly. "Save that my purse is rather flat..."

The Superior smiled. "No one ever feels their purse is fat enough." He picked up a rolled document. "You participated in Aragonés's operation—"

"Yes, Your Eminence."

"The report you wrote for Father Komage was quite detailed. Evidently Aragonés's enemies defeated him without any need for your intervention."

"Yes, Your Eminence. Those Chinese had very heavy firepower. And a strong will to resist."

"Australians, I believe? They call themselves Australians."

Lando shrugged. "They are unmistakably Chinese, though not of the Ming Dynasty."

"Is Aragonés's ship still under repair?"

"He spends every day in the taverns recruiting sailors. I imagine he'll have difficulty finding enough men—even if he's willing to recruit Chinese sailors."

"They'll send him men from Manila," the Superior said quietly. Though Portugal and Spain were currently under the same crown, relations between them could hardly be called cordial. Macau had yet to raise the royal standard, and the Governor in Manila and the nobles there were constantly scheming to bring the colony under their rule. As an Italian, Geranzani felt an instinctive distaste for the Spanish.

"You are a brave man," the Superior said. "Your loyalty to the Church is plain for all to see—" A thought occurred to him. "I hear you've fought the infidels in Montenegro?"

"Yes, as a volunteer," Lando answered proudly. "I could have stayed home and lived in peace, but I went to that mountainous place instead."

"Very good," Geranzani continued. "The time has come for you to demonstrate your talents and distinguish yourself!"

The cunning Italian immediately assumed an expression of devoted service: "Yours to command!"

"Not mine—the Church's."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 201 - The Missionary Question

"Yes, Your Eminence." Lando's tone remained perfectly respectful. But the Superior knew all too well that beneath this man's deferential facade lay an arrogance he could not fathom—as though Lando himself possessed the omniscience of God, however carefully he tried to conceal it.

This scoundrel, he thought. If God permits me to live long enough, I shall consign him to the Inquisitors in the Philippines and let those fanatical Dominican friars deal with him.

For now, however, he assumed an air of nonchalance. "Very well. Remember this: you must not allow Nicolás to triumph. Whatever else Aragonés wishes to do, let him. Except—" He paused, considering. "The Australians over in Qiongzhou Prefecture—"

"You mean those strange Chinese on Hainan Island."

"Yes, call them what you will. You understand my meaning." He deliberated further. "If Aragonés is sensible, he won't provoke them again. But should he do so, you may lend them your assistance—I imagine they would welcome it."

"Yes, Your Eminence."

"Go see Father Komage. He will give you fifty silver pesos, and then you may proceed."

"Your Eminence, if I am to board Aragonés's ship, I will need to settle my hotel accounts here, to say nothing of my tab at the tavern. I am an old soldier, penniless as they come, and a dangerous mission requires considerable funds."

"Father Komage gave you one hundred silver pesos last time."

"That money is already spent. You know I have no savings here—merely surviving has put me in debt."

Geranzani pondered for a moment, then walked reluctantly toward a Chinese lacquer cabinet inlaid with mother-of-pearl and secured with three locks. From within, he produced a money pouch and weighed it in his hand.

"Take it. This is two hundred silver pesos."

Lando bowed to the Superior and tucked the pouch into his pocket.

"Very well, you may go." The Superior made the sign of the cross over him solemnly. "When serving God, you need not scruple about anything. You know: the Society of Jesus has the authority to absolve even the gravest of sins."

Lando bowed deeply, kissed his ring, and withdrew.

When the sound of the door closing behind the curtain reached his ears, the Superior let out a soft sigh.

Without looking in any direction, he ordered: "Ambroise, please show Manager Wen and his party in."



Lando descended a staircase known only to those within the organization and emerged into the courtyard. Quite pleased with himself, he patted the money pouch at his waist—serving the Jesuits really was a wise choice. Such generous patrons.

Just as this thought formed, he noticed a priest leading several people toward him. His interest stirred. He quickened his pace and slipped into the shadows beneath the corridor eaves.

When he glimpsed their close-cropped hair and the blue training uniforms they wore, a faint smile crossed his face. He waited until they had entered the building before emerging.

"Well, well," Lando murmured thoughtfully. "You Australians!"



"Welcome, Manager Wen." Geranzani rose to greet these oddly dressed figures. He had long heard they wore strange clothing, but examining them up close, their attire proved simple, the fabric unremarkable, though the style bore a passing resemblance to European fashion. As for their extremely short-cropped hair, he actually found it rather agreeable.

Wen Desi gave a slight bow. The priest before him wore an elegant black cassock, had black and slightly curly hair, and bore a warm, charming smile.



Geranzani's Chinese was quite good by the standards of the time, though an accent was unavoidable. The combined differences of era and nationality made communication rather laborious. Wen Desi proposed switching to a language both parties could understand with precision.

"Let us speak Latin." With that, he called Diana Mendoza over—this Master's graduate in English Language and Literature also knew Latin.

Miss Mendoza, meeting a genuine priest for the first time in this timeline, became so excited she forgot herself and immediately knelt to kiss his ring. This surprised and delighted Geranzani—evidently there were quite a few of the Lord's faithful among the Australians. Moreover, this beautiful congregant was clearly not Chinese—her appearance reminded him of the women from his homeland, equally charming and vivacious.

With such an auspicious start, the ensuing discussion naturally became "friendly and constructive." Geranzani was extremely interested in the transmigrators' origins, particularly this Australia they mentioned. This was an age of geographical discovery, and Europeans were fascinated by such news—every new discovery meant fresh opportunities for wealth, land, and power. Wen Desi, of course, refused to reveal where this so-called Australia actually was: knowing European greed, once they learned such a fine place existed, they would swarm there at once. In fact, Australia had already been discovered by this time—in 1606, Spanish navigator Torres had sailed through the strait between Australia and New Guinea; that same year, the Dutchman Willem Janszoon aboard the Duyfken had touched Australian shores, earning it the name "New Holland." However, these discoveries had produced no significant impact—the discoverers considered New Holland barren and worthless. It was not until 1770, when British navigator Captain Cook discovered the fertile east coast, that Australian colonization truly began. Naturally, in this timeline, the transmigrators had claimed Australia as their exclusive future territory.

Wen Desi not only spoke vaguely but even performed a geographical sleight of hand, relocating Australia to the vast center of the Pacific Ocean—if the Jesuits were interested, they could sail around in circles searching for it.

As for their national history, it was simply the story from the Captive's Handbook.

Unexpectedly, this fabrication aroused the Superior's intense interest. He pressed question after question, forcing Diana Mendoza to frequently pause and think before translating into English—Wen Desi could understand English well enough. As it turned out, the man had taken Australia for the lost continent of Atlantis.

Then came more questions: Where had Australia's church come from? Who was its leader? Where had its scriptures originated? Was the Australian church aware of the Curia's existence? Since the Australian Bible had been translated into Chinese, who had done the translation? This barrage of inquiries nearly made Wen Desi roll his eyes—the Superior's thirst for knowledge was truly insatiable.

Fortunately, Bai Duoluo had not completely lost his bearings and talked nonsense, Wen Desi thought. Otherwise, after his rambling, I would have had no way to spin my tale. Bai Duoluo at least knew what was important: when speaking with the priest, he had claimed humble status with little knowledge of national affairs, deflecting every question with professions of ignorance.

Wen Desi had not prepared much for fabricating the transmigrators' religious system, but he did not want to leave the Jesuits with the impression that they were enthusiastic about the Catholic Church—though many people, himself included, hoped to use Catholicism to develop an entirely new religious system to replace the beliefs in their future territories. Since cooperation might follow, he should set his price high—you want to conduct missionary work? Fine, but you shall pay an adequate price.

Having decided on his approach, Wen Desi said the church had always existed in Australia, but as for when it had arrived and the origins of its scriptures, even the local church itself could not say. As for more details about the church, he himself did not really understand them either, since he was not a believer.

His casual description clearly disappointed the Superior. Geranzani had originally thought this country that had appeared out of nowhere might be a lost Christian nation like the legendary kingdom of Prester John. He had not expected that those in power were not Christians at all. Looking at the seven or eight visitors, apart from Bai Duoluo and the Latina woman before him, there probably were not many believers among them.

The subsequent conversation focused mainly on the transmigrators' presence in Hainan. Wen Desi did not conceal their intentions on this matter, only making their strategic objectives sound smaller—their purpose in occupying Linggao was to use the location's geography for trade with the Ming Dynasty. He specifically pointed out that the transmigrator collective had goods the Ming people loved, sufficient to exchange for large quantities of silver and other commodities. Some products might also appeal to Southeast Asians and Europeans, but they lacked sufficient ships and sailors, so they hoped to find foreign agents in Macau.

Wen Desi was careful to conceal the transmigrators' ambitions regarding foreign trade routes. He knew this was an extremely sensitive matter for middlemen like the Portuguese. However, providing profitable goods was something the Portuguese would welcome, just as Chinese merchants supplied them with raw silk, silk fabrics, and porcelain that could be sold at high prices in both Japan and Manila. He was not certain to what extent the Jesuits were tied to Portuguese commercial interests, but undoubtedly some entanglement existed between them.

Geranzani thought the Australians' appearance had given his missionary work an entirely new opportunity. Though Australia was not the Christian nation he had imagined, judging from these people's attitude, they not only had considerable knowledge of the Church but were tolerant and approving of it. If these Australians could gain power over Hainan Island, the Lord's flock on this eastern island would greatly increase. Better yet, if the Jesuits could persuade their leaders to be baptized, perhaps someone here would become Hainan's Saint Stephen—King of Hungary, who after baptism made his realm a Christian nation.

Hainan Island was no unfamiliar place to Geranzani in Macau: as early as 1560, Father Gogo had ventured onto the island. In 1563, three Jesuit priests had not only entered Hainan but even penetrated into the government's forbidden territory—the Li minority regions. In 1584, Franciscans from Spanish Philippines, en route to their mission in Vietnam, had shipwrecked on Hainan's coast, been arrested by local authorities, and were later released and returned to Manila.

The greatest advantage for Hainan missions was Wang Honghui. It was this native of Ding'an in Qiongzhou, serving as Minister of Rites in Nanjing, who had planned and guided Matteo Ricci's entry into Beijing in 1598. Though on the surface Wang Honghui had brought missionaries into Beijing to help revise the calendar, the deeper reason was that this quasi-Catholic hoped to use the opportunity to help Ricci conduct missionary activities. His son had subsequently converted to Catholicism, taking the Christian name Paul. This meant the Church had for the first time obtained the support of influential local figures for missionary work in Hainan. Geranzani knew that Paul had visited Macau several times recently, requesting that priests be dispatched to Ding'an County for missionary work. If they could also obtain such powerful missionary support in Linggao County on Hainan's northwest coast, this would be nothing less than a major breakthrough in Eastern missionary activities. The prospect elated Geranzani.

His thoughts were entirely as Wen Desi had anticipated: Geranzani indeed expressed his hope for missionary work. Wen Desi, following his mental script, said this was not something he could decide on his own.

"According to our system, such important matters must be decided by a vote of the Five Hundred."

"A parliament of gentlemen, then?"

"Precisely." Wen Desi thought that while there were certainly some among the five hundred who had come with Communist ideals, most of them still just wanted to be lords over others.

"You have five hundred gentlemen in Linggao!" Geranzani exclaimed. "Portugal does not have that many gentlemen in all of Macau!"

Wen Desi smiled modestly in response.

"Since your polity constrains such decisions, I am willing to await the result. However, before you reach the correct conclusion, might you permit me to send a servant of God back with you? I assure you, he will not engage in missionary work until he receives formal permission."

Wen Desi hesitated briefly, thinking that a missionary who did not know the language could not cause much of a stir—they could simply assign someone to keep an eye on him. Besides, you make your offer and I will make mine. Let us have an equal exchange.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 202 - Li Huamei Falls from the Sky

While Wen Desi and the Superior of the Jesuits haggled over missionary matters, the others scattered about in search of romantic adventures of their own. Many had been deeply influenced since childhood by tales of the Age of Exploration, and some began clamoring to find taverns and beautiful barmaids the moment they set foot on shore.

After wandering about for a while, everyone was sorely disappointed. Though this was a Portuguese stronghold, there were not actually that many Portuguese people. Most pedestrians on the streets were still Chinese. Portuguese men were scarce enough, let alone Portuguese women of the statuesque variety. Occasionally they would spot an elegant Portuguese noblewoman or an ordinary Portuguese woman, but aesthetically speaking they looked nothing like the tall Western beauties the group had imagined—short in stature, with dark hair and dark eyes, lacking the signature voluptuous figures.

Someone suggested checking out the dockside area, proposing they simply go straight to a brothel and skip the pretense of bar-girl romance. The dock area certainly had brothels aplenty, with sailors of various complexions coming and going in a lively bustle. The men drumming up business appeared to be local Chinese, quite unscrupulous about their clientele. Seeing several oddly dressed transmigrators peering curiously at the entrance, they immediately called out in a jumble of unknown languages, enthusiastically inviting them inside.

Half-heartedly, the group entered a dim interior courtyard ringed by a row of crude small rooms, each doorway curtained. The heavy panting of men combined into a great chorus of human desire. Even these long-deprived men could not help but feel a physiological response. Then several women emerged from the small rooms, putting on what they considered their most charming smiles and pulling their clothes open to reveal their chests—though to this group of moderns numbed by adult videos, they might as well have been flat-chested. Worse, each was as small and slight as a child, their small, pinched faces appearing somewhat puffy in the dim light, their eyes narrowed to mere slits. Their bodies also gave off some unidentifiable smell. The group's ardor, which had been running high, immediately cooled by nine-tenths at the sight. Pleading lack of funds, they slipped out one by one.

With no women to woo, their spirits naturally dampened. There was not much to do in Macau anyway—the famous tourist attractions of later eras either had not been built yet or were military restricted zones. Though the Portuguese residential quarter had its distinctive character, it was ultimately just a small place, and they grew bored after a few circuits. In their boredom, they actually discovered a genuine tavern near the dockside. A cup-shaped sign hung outside the door.

The group of would-be romancers' eyes lit up and they hurried in. The moment they entered, a wave of noise, the heavy smell of alcohol, and tobacco smoke assaulted them. Their eyes watered from the smoke inside, and they could just make out sailors of various complexions puffing away, paying no attention whatsoever to these newcomers.

"What the hell—I thought sailors chewed tobacco?" Meng De said.

"That's because they cannot have open flames on ship, so it's a substitute. Once they're ashore, don't you think they'd want to smoke properly?" Ye Yuming was unimpressed. He was here as a representative for the Agriculture Department. He had just made a circuit of the market and had not found any varieties they did not already have—in fact, all of Macau's supplies came from local Guangdong, so naturally there was nothing special. Ye Yuming had been instructed to try to find out if there were potatoes available locally. But the market clearly had none. There were some sweet potatoes, though.

"Speaking of tobacco, when will the tobacco you're growing be ready?" The speaker was Ma Jia. This person had been quietly blending into the crowd until now. He had graduated with a law degree specializing in international economic law—a skillset that was essentially useless for the transmigrators, who obviously were not in any hurry to establish international economic law. He had only managed to join the Macau expedition by waxing eloquent about the importance of maritime law in his application, thereby weaseling his way into the delegation. His purpose was to "investigate international maritime law." Behind his unremarkable office-worker appearance lay an ambitious plan to become the future chief of the Maritime Court and personally draft an entirely new maritime code and maritime commercial law.

"Tobacco needs to be planted in spring—it's not something you can plant and harvest immediately," Ye Yuming said dismissively. "Besides, the curing process is a technical challenge. If you want to smoke, the earliest would be year's end."

"Why not just buy some tobacco?" As they talked, the group sat down and someone immediately ordered a bottle of rum—drinking this was true seafaring spirit!

The rum came in a rough ceramic bottle wrapped in rattan, the wax seal on the cap still intact. Meng De examined the seal with feigned expertise, then opened the bottle.

Ye Yuming was puzzled. "Can you actually read that seal?"

"Of course!" Meng De declared boldly. "This seal here—one look and I can tell it's Puerto Rican rum!"

The moment those words left his mouth, a clear tsk of laughter sounded from somewhere in the smoke—there and then not there. Everyone looked around, but the room was so thick with haze they could not see who it might be.

"What the devil!" Ye Yuming felt a bit uneasy.

"Whatever. Let's drink." Meng De poured everyone a glass. "It's my treat."

Everyone took a sip. Rum was considered a strong liquor in Europe and America, but at an average of forty percent alcohol, it was merely low-proof baijiu to this group. The liquor had a distinctive aroma and a sharp bite. It suited the tastes of the drinkers among them.

As they drank, they pricked up their ears to eavesdrop on the conversations around them. Unfortunately, most transmigrators only knew half-baked English. No one understood Portuguese, and even for Spanish they had to consult their Venezuelan guest. After listening for a while, the only useful thing they heard was a few Chinese sailors chatting in Hokkien about mundane matters.

Just then, someone suddenly pushed through the door and stood there shouting loudly, cycling through several languages. They understood the last one:

"Who's willing to sail on Lord Aragonés de Sidonia's Countess of Scarborough?"

"Hey, this really feels like Age of Exploration," Ma Jia whispered, nudging Meng De.

"Exactly—if only there were a barmaid, that would really set the mood." Meng De was in high spirits, fiddling with a phone charm embroidered with tourist-souvenir motifs that he had brought—originally intended to charm barmaids. Unfortunately, the only person serving drinks in this tavern was a strange, sullen-faced fat man of indeterminate nationality.

"Shh!" Ye Yuming suddenly became alert. "Get your heads down!"

"What is it?" Ma Jia was puzzled.

"Didn't you read the enemy intel briefing?" Ye Yuming whispered.



"Who reads that stuff—"

"That Spanish ship that attacked us before the New Year! It was called the Countess of Scarborough!"

"What?!" Everyone was stunned. Xiao Bailang, here as a representative from the Machinery Department, reached to yank the Derringer pistol from his belt. The people beside him immediately held him down.

"Are you crazy?! This is Macau—if we start shooting, we're definitely coming off worse!" Ma Jia hissed at him.

"I'm not afraid of those bastards—"

Several people pinned him firmly to the table. Everyone's hands were gripping their pistols. Meng De even unscrewed the cap of his grenade, ready to serve them a "bamboo-cased watermelon" if things turned violent.

"Who's willing to sail on Aragonés de Sidonia's Countess of Scarborough? One silver peso up front! One peso every week after!" Seeing no takers, the recruiter called out the terms.

After shouting for several more minutes with still no volunteers, the recruiter gave up and left. Only then did everyone release Xiao Bailang.

"The Countess of Scarborough is in Macau—we need to tell Director Wen immediately!"

"Right." As everyone was about to get up and leave—

"Bartender, a gin." A clear female voice reached everyone's ears. Someone was actually speaking Mandarin, and it was a girl at that. Meng De's gaze immediately swiveled over. A young woman wearing trousers and a loose Spanish-style shirt, her hair in a ponytail, appeared in view. "My God!" She was the first Chinese woman they had seen in months who fit modern aesthetic standards. The would-be romancers exchanged glances, each seeing the flames burning fiercely in the others' eyes. They promptly forgot all about reporting the Countess of Scarborough.

"Miss, would you give me the honor of buying you a drink?" Meng De, assuming the manner of a gentleman, was the first to approach. Before the young woman could answer, the expressions of the several men around her—short but clearly far more formidable than the transmigrators—had already turned unfriendly. Ma Jia hurried over to smooth things over. "Haha, sorry to bother you. It's so rare to hear someone speaking Mandarin here—my friend just got a little excited."

"Then pour me a glass of your rum." The girl was completely at ease. Looking at her more carefully, the group judged her to be in her early twenties. Though her overall features were good, her skin was somewhat rough and her complexion dark—likely a woman who had spent a long time at sea. Between the Malay kris at her waist and the fierce-looking men around her, she might well be a pirate.

A Chinese woman pirate! The phrase sent another wave of excitement through the group, naturally calling to mind the character Li Huamei. This inexplicable association, combined with the girl's good looks, greatly increased the transmigrators' goodwill, and they struck up conversation even more eagerly.

"Might I ask the young lady's name?" Meng De deployed every gentlemanly flourish he had seen in movies.

"My name is Li Huamei."

Everyone was dumbfounded! Now this was truly bizarre! Had they not traveled through time and space, but rather into some video game? They could not help pinching themselves and staring at her in disbelief.

Seeing their peculiar expressions, Li Huamei seemed puzzled. "Is my name that strange?"

"No, no, not strange at all." Ma Jia, the most composed of the group, hurried to smooth things over. "Please forgive us—your name happens to be exactly the same as someone they know."

"It's a very common name. Coincidences are bound to happen." Li Huamei smiled radiantly, and the would-be romancers' hearts raced.

"Might we ask what this Miss Li whom you know is like?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 203 - The Bait

The group proceeded to wildly embellish the biography of Li Huamei from the Koei video game, including such implausible elements as the "Conqueror's Proof." Ma Jia, noticing that the gaming enthusiasts were getting increasingly carried away and that Li Huamei's expression was growing more skeptical, quickly cut them off before they gave themselves away.

Li Huamei did not ask further questions. Through their conversation, they learned that this Li Huamei was currently running trade routes between Goa, Macau, and Taiwan with a twin-masted clipper. She had come to Macau to see if there was any suitable navigational equipment she could acquire. This excited everyone—here was a genuine professional seafarer! They introduced themselves in turn, claiming to be descendants of the Southern Song who had returned from Australia and were now temporarily residing on Qiongzhou Island. She seemed somewhat skeptical of their story, though whether she believed them or not hardly mattered. Now that they knew she was a professional navigator—and such a beautiful young woman at that—several of the Navy crowd began entertaining thoughts of recruiting her as a foreign instructor. After all, there were so few people who understood Western sailing techniques. Director Wen might know a great deal, but he was essentially a theorist.

When Meng De put forward this request, Li Huamei only smiled without answering, while contemptuous looks appeared on the faces of the men around her. These looks greatly stung the transmigrators. Meng De, ignoring Ye Yuming's attempts to restrain him, raised the offered salary to five hundred taels of silver per year—already seriously exceeding the budget—but still received no response. Meng De then deployed his trump card: the modern plastic trinkets that had proven irresistible to local women in Linggao. Li Huamei showed no interest whatsoever.

In the end, everyone retreated in defeat. Only then did Li Huamei laugh: "You lot must be first-timers at maritime trade, aren't you?"

Being seen as greenhorns was not a pleasant feeling, but they had to admit that was exactly what they were.

"Oh, you people." Li Huamei laughed so hard her shoulders shook, and the group's hearts fluttered. To be honest, by modern standards Li Huamei was merely average-looking, but these fellows had been starved for months. After nearly half a year since landing, the women they saw most often were dark and thin. Having a woman who actually met modern tastes suddenly appear before them naturally set their hearts racing.

She drained a glass of wine boldly: "You cannot even tell the difference between Puerto Rican rum and Batavian rum, and you want to recruit me as your captain!" She flicked the bottle lightly. "Do you know how much I make on a single Goa-Macau run? Do you know how much I had to spend to get a trading permit from the Governor of Goa?"

The Navy crowd was thoroughly humbled, their faces showing a mixture of shame and indignation. Ma Jia and Ye Yuming, who had not been particularly keen on recruitment in the first place—after all, that was the Executive Committee's prerogative, and acting without consulting leadership was inexcusable no matter how you looked at it—hurried forward to smooth things over. Coming from an office background, Ma Jia was far worldlier than Meng De, who had only recently graduated and started working: given their current lack of strength, it was no wonder she looked down on them. If they truly became the overlords of China's coastal waters, would she dare refuse to help as an instructor? When Zheng Zhilong had demanded navigation taxes from the Dutch and English, had any of them dared refuse? That was the embodiment of real power.

Fortunately, this was precisely the time when they were broadly cultivating relationships in all areas. Even if they could not employ her, they could still discuss cooperation. Business deals might fall through, but goodwill remained.

After hearing Ma Jia and the others out, Li Huamei nodded. She asked several more times whether they were really Australian merchants. Upon receiving an affirmative answer, she nodded noncommittally without expressing any opinion. Then her gaze suddenly shifted to their waists. "Are those firearms?"

"Of course." These Derringer-style single-shot percussion-cap pistols had been manufactured by the Machinery Department late last year, intended to equip officers and sergeants of the New Army. The barrels of the first batch were made from the same boiler steel tubes as the Minié rifles—top-quality work. Because this operation carried certain risks and they wanted to minimize the chance of losing modern weapons, aside from a small reserve of SKS rifles stored on the ship, very few modern handguns had been brought along. Most people had switched to these Derringer-style single-shot pistols.

"Flintlocks?"

The group thought Li Huamei certainly had a keen eye—seeing the guns had no match cords, she immediately made the association—clearly someone well-versed in firearms. Little did she know these guns were far more advanced than flintlocks.

"So small—what good are they?" the young woman asked skeptically.

Got her, Meng De thought. What navigational equipment in Macau could compare to their firearms, which were over a hundred years ahead of their time? With this in mind, Meng De said mysteriously to Li Huamei: "Miss, these are actually more powerful than matchlocks. If you don't believe me, let's find somewhere to test them."

"Alright." Li Huamei was just as direct. After paying the tab, everyone headed out together to find a place to test the guns.

This era's Macau had plenty of open land—it had not yet reached the point of later centuries where land reclamation was necessary. Walking not far along the coastline from the docks, they came to the end of the harbor district. Though still within range of the city walls and fort, this was an expanse of barren tidal flats. Several broken-down small boats and some scrapped ship materials lay on the beach—perfect for use as targets.

After firing several shots into a derelict hull, Li Huamei had an extremely direct sense of the weapon's superiority. Thick oak planking was punched through effortlessly, even blasting away a second layer of wood behind it. The gun's accuracy was beyond her imagination—at a hundred paces, Meng De could easily hit a target no more than three feet across. By 1629 standards, this was almost inconceivable.

She asked if she might try it herself. Meng De agreed immediately, which made Ye Yuming frown—even if the other party had no ill intentions, this was their first meeting, and casually demonstrating their main weapon to someone and even letting them try it seemed rather unwise.

Meng De taught her how to load the weapon and seat the percussion cap. Li Huamei watched and listened, secretly impressed: everyone said Australian goods were exquisite—and sure enough, even such a small firearm was made to perfection. Loading ammunition alone was vastly faster than the matchlock she normally used. In combat, setting aside accuracy and power, the firing rate advantage alone would be enough to kill.

After a few trial shots, she had mastered the essentials of shooting and loading. Unable to resist, she examined and caressed the small, exquisite weapon repeatedly, clearly reluctant to let it go.

"What a fine gun."

"Since you like it—" Before Meng De could finish, Ma Jia cut him off:

"These guns are quite good. Perhaps we will make more in the future. If you are interested, Miss, you are welcome to come to Linggao to purchase some."



Seeing their awkward expressions, Li Huamei understood the item was quite valuable. She did not take offense, simply smiling faintly and returning the gun to Meng De, then going over to examine the results of the shooting.

Meanwhile, Ye Yuming said quietly to Meng De: "Have you lost your mind? Just casually giving away guns—"

Meng De looked reluctant. "But she's Li Huamei."

"Li Huamei, Li Huamei—you think you're playing Age of Exploration or something!" Ye Yuming glanced at the woman. "We don't even know who this woman really is, and you're giving her guns. Do you want to be finished when we get back?"

Only then did Meng De realize how inappropriate that had been. His head cleared a little. Ma Jia sighed to himself: these video game addicts were always unconsciously equating reality with games.

Perhaps wanting to liven up the atmosphere after that awkwardness, Li Huamei invited them to come see her ship—which was moored right at the dock.

"Let's take a look," Ma Jia suggested. Although he was not entirely comfortable with Li Huamei, his curiosity was strong.

"Just as long as we don't go aboard," Meng De muttered. He seemed somewhat dejected, as if some illusion had been shattered.

"Everyone stay alert." That said, this was still Portuguese-administered territory—no matter whom they were dealing with, things would not get completely out of hand.

With arrangements made, everyone walked back together. Her ship stood out conspicuously among the many vessels in the harbor—a compact single-masted ship, though still considerably larger than the transmigrators' Tongji.

This single-masted clipper had a bowsprit as long as the hull itself, like a swordfish's bill, allowing it to carry an array of sails. It was even more maneuverable than twin-masted ships. With a fair wind, it could reach eleven knots—an excellent vessel for smuggling and piracy.

"This is my Hangzhou. Beautiful, isn't she?" Li Huamei was clearly attached to her ship.

Meng De estimated the vessel at about a hundred tons, with a fairly deep draft. One side of the hull had five closed gunports, and adding the swivel guns visible on deck, there were about fourteen cannons in total. As for crew and cargo capacity, he could not estimate—his knowledge of European sailing ships was limited.

Everyone joined in with murmurs of appreciation, though their understanding of ships was even less than Meng De's.

While this group was admiring the ship at the dock, one of the short sailors who had been accompanying Li Huamei had disappeared at some point. Now this man appeared near the warehouses behind the dock district, quickly ducking into a rather shabby alley. He came to a busy freight depot, looked around to make sure no one was watching, then slipped around to a side door and knocked softly several times.

The door opened immediately. Without greeting the doorman, the sailor walked straight inside.

Beyond the door was a small courtyard with many large and small buildings, all seemingly unused and locked. Various odds and ends were piled in the yard. The sailor came to a second door and pushed it open. Inside was an entirely different world.

In a Moorish-tiled central courtyard, two dark-skinned guards were dozing. Hearing someone enter, they immediately sprang alert and grabbed their curved swords.

The sailor waved them off and continued deeper inside. At the top of some steps was a dim reception room, light filtering in through high, narrow windows. The sailor stood at the entrance for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. He saw his mistress—Li Siya—wearing a loose silk robe, reclining sideways on a low couch heaped with cushions embroidered with beautiful patterns. She was studying a piece of paper in her hand, lost in thought.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 204 - Gou Er Emerges

The sailor stood for a moment, confirming that his mistress had noticed his arrival.

"Captain! Li Huamei has made contact with those people." He recounted the entire process, adding at the end a contemptuous remark: "They're a bunch of greenhorns."

"Just as I expected." Li Siya glanced at the slip of paper she had been studying for days—the cover of a pirated CD of Age of Exploration 4: Enhanced Edition, bearing the dashing figure of Li Huamei.

Not even the transmigrators themselves knew how this pirated disc cover had fallen into Li Siya's hands. Perhaps someone had casually stuffed it in a pocket when buying pirated discs back then—no one remembered having lost such a piece of paper.

After the kidnapping operation failed, all the participants had been cleanly dispatched by the Australians. Li Siya could not obtain any useful information from anyone who had been present. Her only remaining connection to this group of Australians was this slip of paper.

It was a remarkable piece of paper. During her time in Macau, lying low after her defeat, the pirated disc cover for Age of Exploration 4 had become the thing Li Siya studied most. She had a vague sense that she had stumbled upon something she should not have.

The paper itself was nothing special, but the artwork on it was unlike anything she had ever seen. Judging by the technique, it should have been a European work, yet the content puzzled her greatly: the sea, a three-masted galleon, a beautiful woman pirate, and inexplicable explanatory text. "Age of Exploration" she understood, but why add a Roman numeral four? What did "Enhanced Edition" mean? As for the "Proof of the Seven Seas Conqueror," that was another mystery entirely. Most baffling was that the word "Koei" appeared multiple times. Li Huamei was glorious?

But regardless, since Manager Wen carried this picture so carefully on his person, Li Huamei was obviously an extremely important figure among the Australians—perhaps a legendary historical figure. The Australians clearly held her in great respect, as was evident from the text on the image.

This sparked a new idea in Li Siya's mind. Originally, after her failed adventure with Aragonés, she had become somewhat wary of the Australians. She had lost both times she faced them. Though technically speaking it was her employers who suffered each loss, she already sensed that this bunch of Australians were exceedingly difficult to deal with.

But the words "seeking the Proof of the Seven Seas Conqueror" on the cover rekindled her interest. Although she did not know what this thing actually was, any object obtained by a person so revered by the Australians must surely be a priceless treasure. Li Siya was not short of money—piracy and trade merely satisfied her craving for adventure. And so she had a new goal in life: obtain the Conqueror's Proof.

The problem was that she had no idea what the Conqueror's Proof actually was. The picture provided no description or illustration, and she did not even know where to begin inquiring. It seemed the only avenue was the Australians themselves.

After much deliberation, she finally decided to infiltrate the Australians from within. From intelligence she had gathered, she knew the Australians had already sent people to Guangzhou, where they had opened a jewelry store to sell their goods. Clearly they were working hard to expand their network of relationships here.

Li Siya's plan was straightforward. As newcomers, the Australians would inevitably seek local partners. To attract collaborators, they would spare no expense, offering high prices so their partners could make substantial profits—Gao Ju was a good example. Cooperating with the Australians now would certainly yield enormous profits. Cooperation would earn their trust, and eventually she could glimpse their secrets. Even if she did not obtain the Conqueror's Proof, there was still plenty to be gained from the Australians. No matter how she calculated it, she would not come out the loser.

Originally, being an adventurer at heart, she had planned to take on the role of infiltrator herself. But she had already shown her face to Manager Wen, and her reputation in the area was too prominent—both unfavorable factors. In the end, she decided to send her foster sister Li Chun. Li Chun was the daughter of her wet nurse, of pure Chinese blood. Having grown up in Li Siya's household, she was equally steeped in both Chinese and Portuguese culture. She was both Li Siya's deputy and her sisterly confidante. They had adventured together at sea for years—she was perfectly suited to play the role of a woman sea merchant.

Finally, to make it easier for the Australians to accept her, Li Siya gave Li Chun the name "Li Huamei." She had an instinctive premonition that the Australians would develop favorable feelings toward her spy because of the associations this name would create.

After hearing the report, Li Siya fell silent for a moment, then ordered: "Go tell her not to overplay her hand. Focus on establishing the connection first."

The sailor bowed and was about to withdraw when she added: "Tell her not to send someone back to report every little thing! Only send word for important matters. And you should come here less often."

"Yes, Captain." The sailor withdrew.

After the sailor left, the room sank back into dim silence. Li Siya took one last look at the slip of paper, placed it in an exquisite enamel box, and locked it. She drew a small plastic compact from beneath her pillow, opened it and glanced at her reflection, then pulled a cord.

A maidservant appeared at once—they were all female slaves Li Siya had purchased from an island group off the Indian coast. The natives there were ugly and fierce, prone to fighting, but once they accepted you as their master or friend, they were utterly loyal. Only a very few people here understood their language, making them even better for keeping secrets than mutes.

"Bring the guest in Room 11 of the guest courtyard," Li Siya commanded in their native tongue.

Before long, the second son of the Gou family—Gou Xunli, who had escaped the assault on the Gou manor—appeared before her. Seeing Li Siya's loose, semi-transparent silk robe, his eyes lit up lewdly, his gaze greedily roaming over her curved figure.



"Had a good look?" Li Siya suddenly spoke, startling Gou Er. Foreign women truly have no shame! he cursed inwardly. Dressed like that, and she dares say that.

Of course, such thoughts could not show on his face. Ever since the Gou manor was destroyed, Gou Er had become a homeless dog. He knew that neither the bloodthirsty Australians nor the various gang bosses who had entrusted him with stolen goods would let him off lightly. As soon as he returned home, he had arranged his affairs, taken his son and a few loyal followers, and fled. Fortunately, he had prepared in advance: when the transmigrators first landed, he had already sent his wife and family to his father-in-law's place—a rural strongman in Linggao. Large sums of money were hidden in a well. But he was not willing to simply accept his downfall. He immediately headed to Qiongshan County, where he had connections for fencing goods and a backer—Adviser Ma at the Hainan Military Circuit yamen.

Adviser Ma was a local Hainan man of Hui descent, who also held the title of xiucai degree-holder. Though a scholar, he had inherited his ancestors' talent for commerce. Backed by the power of the Hainan Military Circuit, he was a key figure in the Gou family's Qiongzhou-Guangzhou fencing network. Gou Er hoped Adviser Ma could pull some strings and persuade Garrison Commander Tang in Qiongzhou to send troops to suppress the bandits. Besides, the Gou family still had several thousand taels of silver stored with him from fencing operations.

To his surprise, the moment he met with Adviser Ma and explained the situation, the adviser was scared half to death. Losing Chief Zhu's goods—that was asking for death! Forget about interceding on his behalf; the adviser would not even return the fencing money, saying he needed to have something to account for when Chief Zhu came asking questions later.

Having failed to get his money, Gou Er was unwilling to accept defeat. He slipped into the Guangzhou area to survey the situation, hoping his activities might attract official attention and bring in troops to suppress the bandits. Only upon reaching Guangzhou did he discover that the connections he thought he had in Qiongshan County amounted to nothing there. His son Gou Chengxuan's xiucai degree was laughably insignificant. Gou Er, who had always fancied himself a local emperor—someone even the county magistrate had to treat courteously back in Linggao—had never felt so small: a doorman at a provincial governor's adviser's residence had dismissed him as "some country bumpkin from who knows where!" simply because his gift to the doorman was too meager. Whether writing petitions to the authorities or making calls to curry favor, nothing worked. Father and son became laughingstocks because of their incomprehensible Linggao dialect. They spent several thousand taels without getting anything of substance, just a few empty words.

When troubles rain, they pour. His frequent activities in Guangzhou naturally drew the attention of Zhu Cailao's men. If he had not been a tough character with some fighting skills and a few loyal followers at his side, he would have been captured long ago and delivered as a gift. Worse still, various other sea and land outlaws were also eyeing him. In the end, the cornered Gou Er had no choice but to accept Li Siya's proactive recruitment and flee to Macau.

"Master Gou, the Australians have arrived in Macau," Li Siya said.

Gou Er was also a man who could keep his composure. He quickly cupped his hands in respect: "I owe my life to the Chief's protection. Gou Xunli and the Australians are sworn enemies. Whatever orders the Chief has, just give them!"

"Return to Linggao as soon as possible." Li Siya did not waste time with pleasantries. As she spoke, she watched Gou Er's reaction closely. If he showed the slightest hint of fear or hesitation, he would be useless to her—she could hand him over to Zhu Cailao, or to the Australians, depending on who offered the better price...

Gou Er's heart trembled. He did not dare meet Li Siya's eyes, which glowed like a cat's in the dim light—in that instant, he knew exactly what Li Siya was thinking. Suppressing his intense fear, he said in a steady voice:

"I will leave at once. What are the Chief's orders once I arrive?"

"Do you still have a network in Linggao?"

"Yes, I have made arrangements. I have people in both the county seat and the countryside." Wanting to demonstrate his influence, Gou Er added, "At the Chief's command, I can mobilize two hundred men at any time."

"Let us keep that two hundred of yours on standby for now." Li Siya resumed her languid pose, reclining against the pillows. "Where do you plan to set up base?"

"At Luomao Mountain. The bandit chief there is my sworn brother." Gou Er was confident. The bandit leader in Luomao Mountain was called Hu Lanyan—"Rotten-Eye Hu." They had a bond forged through life and death, and Gou Er had kept him well-fed with silver over the years. Getting him to take Gou Er in should not be a problem.

"Good. On your way out, find the accountant. Take a basket of pigeons, one hundred taels of silver, and my token. Go to the docks and find a small boat with a blue cloth strip hanging from its bow. The captain will send you back to Linggao when he sees the token. Where you land is up to you, but once you are ashore, you are on your own."

"Understood!"

"Once you are settled, send me a pigeon message immediately. I will naturally dispatch someone to contact you."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 205 - Pandora's Box

As for what use the chess piece Gou Er might serve, Li Siya had not decided yet. But idle pieces had their uses. She was not investing much in Gou Er, and she would not mind if she lost him.

What came next would depend on "Li Huamei." She was confident the Australians would be led around by the nose by her foster sister.

Meng De and the others' exchange with Li Huamei resulted in her agreeing to visit Linggao to see what collaboration opportunities might exist. The transmigrators found this outcome acceptable enough. As for recruiting her in the future, they figured that once their strength grew, it would cease to be a problem. As for the other thoughts harbored by certain would-be romancers—those varied too much to enumerate.

Wen Desi had also concluded his meeting with Geranzani. Well aware of the Jesuits' burning desire for a breakthrough in Chinese missionary work, he had thoroughly whetted the Superior's appetite. The two sides reached a preliminary agreement: the transmigrators would allow the Jesuits to send one priest back to Linggao with them; during his stay in Linggao, the priest could move freely within the transmigrators' controlled area but was not permitted to proselytize; Macau Jesuit ships could enter the transmigrator-controlled port of Bopu at any time to deliver mail and personal items for the priest's use; if necessary, the Jesuits could recall the priest at any time, and the transmigrators would not obstruct this.

In return for these conditions, the transmigrators obtained far greater benefits: the Jesuits agreed to act as protectors of the transmigrators' interests in Macau; they guaranteed that once a more comprehensive agreement was reached, they would provide sufficient conveniences for the transmigrators' commercial activities in Macau—including permission to open a trading house there. An additional bonus was the Superior's reaction after tasting the sweet rice wine with rhubarb that Wen Desi had enthusiastically presented: not only did he lavishly praise the flavor, but he was also quite taken with the porcelain bottle.

On the spot, the Superior purchased the entire stock of rhubarb wine. The agreed price was a quarter of a silver peso per bottle, far exceeding Zhang Xin's prior estimate. The combined power of rhubarb and the porcelain bottle surprised Zhang Xin—he had not quite believed it when Fashilu told him about Europeans' obsession with rhubarb.

Zhang Xin and Wen Desi also explored the area near Macau's docks. Macau had no large-scale shipyard, only ship repair capabilities, with few European shipwrights. Wen Desi was rather disappointed—he had originally hoped to recruit some craftsmen who knew European shipbuilding techniques here. However, now that they had the Jesuit connection, hiring craftsmen even from Europe should not be a problem.

The delegation also purchased many urgently needed industrial metal materials in Macau: copper ingots, pig iron, and lead. Zhang Xin also bought large quantities of jute, which the merchant said was the finest Indian stock.

"What is this for?" Wang Ruixiang asked, having followed them around all day. Seeing them spend money on what looked like a pile of grass, he was puzzled.

"For making rope."

"Rope?"

"Yes, ship cables." Zhang Xin explained that jute was the best material for making ship cables—lightweight yet strong, it was an important shipbuilding resource.

The Indian merchant who sold them the jute seemed quite pleased with the transaction. He went into the back room and brought out an ornate silver hookah, lit it, and invited Zhang Xin to try it. Zhang Xin sniffed, then had Mendoza exchange a few more words with the merchant. The merchant retrieved a box from the back. Opening it revealed dark brown flat cakes inside, looking smooth and soft, emitting a very distinctive smell. Zhang Xin's eyes lit up. He sniffed, pressed with his finger, touched it briefly to the tip of his tongue, and immediately spat out his saliva.

"Ask him how much he wants," he told Mendoza through Zhou Weisen. But Miss Mendoza kept shaking her head, chattering at Zhou Weisen. Zhang Xin grew impatient:

"Hurry up and ask—what are you mumbling about?"

Zhou Weisen spoke to Mendoza several more times before they finally reached a deal: one silver peso per box.

"Ask him: Is bulk purchase available here?"

Zhou Weisen hesitated, then asked Zhang Xin: "Listen, Old Zhang, do you know what this stuff is?"

"Obviously—why would I buy it if I didn't?"

"Don't tell me you want to follow the British example and do the opium trade, poisoning the Chinese people—"

"Dr. Zhou, don't you know that opium is an important pharmaceutical ingredient?"

"Of course I know that," Zhou Weisen said. "The problem is you're the commercial agent for Guangzhou. The moment you buy opium, I start thinking about the destruction of opium at Humen."



"Hehe, I wouldn't do anything that would make my sons be born without assholes," Zhang Xin said. "Ye Yuming went to pick up that tiresome missionary, so I'm handling the Agriculture Department's affairs."

"What the hell—you're going to grow opium on the farms? Let me give you a word of advice: once Pandora's box is opened, there's no end to the trouble. If you need it for medicine, buying Indian opium should be more than enough."

"Depending on imports is always dangerous, especially at this stage." Zhang Xin got his answer from the Indian: demand for opium was not large. Only two or three hundred chests came from India to Macau each year. If the transmigrators' needs were not substantial, he could specially transport some for them.

In this era, opium had not yet become the sought-after, enormously profitable commodity it would become in later times. Whether as a recreational substance or medicine, demand was still quite small.

Once the Tongji's cargo hold was completely full, the ship set sail for the return voyage. In addition to the cargo, there was now a black-haired, brown-eyed foreigner aboard—his Chinese name was Lu Ruohua. He was a Frenchman from the south, in his early thirties, who had only recently arrived in Macau from France. They chose him because no one among the transmigrators knew Italian, but quite a few knew French, making communication easier.

Like all Jesuit missionaries who came to evangelize in East Asia at that time, Lu Ruohua had studied a specialized skill before beginning his mission: astronomy, medicine, engineering, or art. The Jesuits' brilliance in the missionary field was recognizing early on that for Eastern nations with centuries or even millennia of civilization, a Bible alone would be far from sufficient to win them over.

Lu Ruohua had chosen to study medicine. He had learned from reading the biography of Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuits, that people in sickness and pain were most susceptible to the Lord's calling.

After boarding the ship, he had not remained quiet for even an hour. He immediately set about finding people to teach him Mandarin. With everyone having nothing better to do, they amused themselves at the foreigner's expense. Everywhere you could hear his stiff-tongued attempts: "Nee hao," "Chi fan le may," "Dway bu chee, nee shuh guh hao ren." It drove Wen Desi to distraction.

Miss Mendoza, meanwhile, acted as if she had found the light of her life. She set Zhou Weisen aside and showered "Father" with solicitous attention, bringing him food and water. This left Zhou Weisen quite disgruntled. But having spent years abroad, he knew that Catholics tended to have strong religious feelings. A priest suddenly appearing in Miss Mendoza's spiritual desert—her overwhelming excitement was only natural.

"Director Wen, I think Catholicism is bound to spread to Hainan this time," Wang Ruixiang said quietly to Wen Desi when he found an opportunity. "A nation cannot have two masters. Once these foreign religions are brought in, another center of authority will form in the people's minds. Won't the religious leader's word become more powerful than the government's? Don't forget the lessons from that other timeline—monotheistic religions are all problematic."

Wen Desi remained impassive. "What do you propose?"

"On this vast sea—" Wang Ruixiang made a chopping gesture.

"That will not solve the problem." Wen Desi shook his head. "You are underestimating the power of faith. Coming with us, he has already prepared to die. Kill one Lu Ruohua, and ten more will come. And then they will not be taking our ships—they will come in secret."

Wang Ruixiang seemed to understand his meaning and nodded, but could not resist adding: "Religion—its destructive power is too great."

Wen Desi gazed at the undulating sea. After a long while, he sighed: "I hope that in our lifetimes, we will have the power to change the course of this world."

Just then, Meng De came to report: the ship had reached the vicinity of Hong Kong.

"Lock Lu Ruohua in the cargo hold. He is not allowed on deck." Wen Desi gave the order. This immediately drew strong objection from Miss Mendoza, who happened to be nearby. Trading on her service to the transmigrators, she came to protest the rough treatment of a clergyman.

But Wen Desi was unmoved. He simply had Zhou Weisen drag his woman away. The place he was going next was somewhere foreigners absolutely must not know about.

Under Meng De's guidance and with twenty-first-century nautical charts, they came on their return journey to another small island in the Wanshan Archipelago outside the Pearl River estuary. Viewed from the ship, the island was lush and green, dotted with fishing villages of various sizes. Cross-referencing with the charts and measuring latitude and longitude, they confirmed this was the future Hong Kong Island. The shores of Victoria Harbour were utterly desolate—never mind markets, there were hardly any signs of human habitation at all.

The ship lowered a boat, landing on the pretext of replenishing fresh water. Their actual purpose was to conduct a basic survey of Hong Kong Island, including its terrain, topography, and freshwater resources. They also needed to take actual depth measurements along the various bays of Victoria Harbour to see where would be suitable for establishing a future cargo transshipment base.

Hong Kong Island was nearly eighty-one square kilometers in area—large, with fresh water as well as timber. Victoria Harbour was also one of the world's three great deep-water ports. As a base, whether for military or commercial purposes, it had tremendous value and far more development potential than tiny Macau. When the Portuguese had first reached China's coast, they had recognized this as a prime location. But they had been too aggressive, going so far as to occupy Tuen Mun in the New Territories, attempting to directly control access to the Pearl River estuary—and were driven out by Ming forces. Wen Desi knew very well that not far from here, at Tuen Mun, there was a Ming military camp. For the transmigrators to occupy Hong Kong right under the authorities' noses without a fight was utterly impossible.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 206 - Food Circulation Vouchers

The next agenda item was the question of currency reform. Thanks to the modern internet, this group of modern people from all walks of life almost all had some smattering of economics—and these smatterings came from different economic theories. In the dormitory quarters, future economic structure and monetary policy were the fourth most popular topic among the idle transmigrators, after official ranks, succession, and women. Like the old days on forums, many people debated with various half-baked theories about things they did not really understand, mouths foaming, until fists were about to fly.

But for Cheng Dong, all these theories were meaningless to the Finance and Banking Committee. Anyone who had studied a bit of history knew that ancient Chinese society was fundamentally a natural economy: self-sufficiency was the norm, and commodity exchange was poorly developed.

However, it was not until they came to Linggao in this timeline, actually met the local people, and witnessed the society and commercial environment of the period that the transmigrators realized just how "naturally economic" an era they had entered. Especially in a backward, purely agricultural county like Linggao. Though the late Ming was supposedly the era of capitalist sprouts in China, in Linggao there was no capitalism to speak of—even the simplest commodity exchange was pitifully rare.

The entire county had only fourteen markets, and these fourteen markets were so small they could not compare to the farmers' markets in the residential neighborhoods some of them had known in their previous time. Some markets did not even have buildings—just a patch of mud and a few thatched sheds. In what little market circulation existed, barter predominated. Whether peasants paying rent to landlords or landowners paying grain taxes to the yamen, everything was done in grain. Most peasants and landowners lived self-sufficient lives, with only a very few commodities purchased at market. Even these transactions were often conducted through barter—homespun cloth, mountain specialties, and the like. Even the yamen paid its runners and minor clerks in grain and cloth.

Consequently, in this locality, never mind the "banknotes" seen in movies and television—even silver was rarely seen. The limited currency in circulation consisted mainly of various copper coins. According to Treasury statistics, the coins circulating most commonly on the market included Tang, Song, and Ming dynasty coins. Even Han dynasty wuzhu coins from long ago were in circulation.

This meant a major problem faced the transmigrator regime: a lack of sufficient means of payment. The transmigrators had plenty of silver and gold—whether brought from the original timeline or obtained in this one through selling goods and raiding wealthy households. The Finance and Banking Committee's current direct holdings alone amounted to 120 kilograms of .975-fine silver, plus assorted ingots, cakes, scrap silver, silverware, and silver jewelry totaling over 700 kilograms—equivalent to more than twenty thousand treasury taels in local terms. They also had over twenty thousand foreign silver coins, mainly Spanish reals and pesos. Gold reserves totaled over two hundred taels. Beyond that, there were over five thousand strings of copper cash.

Yet despite this enormous wealth, the transmigrators found it difficult to actually use. Most of their local expenditures were small: paying wages, purchasing raw materials and food. These commercial transactions rarely called for silver—copper cash was actually the most consumed currency. But the transmigrators regarded copper coins as raw metal and wanted to minimize such expenditures.

The result was that the various departments under the Executive Committee devised all sorts of methods for external payments. Wu De had first introduced work-point vouchers for the Labor Corps and the Commune, followed by the more direct rice tickets and salt tickets. Work-point vouchers themselves were essentially a grain-standard currency. Finally, when the Women's Welfare Cooperative opened and introduced the practice of using transmigrators' wage points to purchase goods, the situation became even more complicated.

All this left the Finance Department in a state of chaos. The budgets, payment records, and reimbursement claims submitted by various departments all used different units—"taels," "wen," "jin," "points," and "fen." Factor in the conversions between different values, and Cheng Dong's accountants were nearly driven mad. Therefore, the Finance Department was adamant about unifying the currency. Only with unified currency could a currency exchange and financial system be established.

The Executive Committee's first proposed monetary system was the silver standard, issuing silver dollars worth half a treasury tael each.

The transmigrators had sufficient silver reserves, and these reserves would only grow in the future—issuing silver coins had adequate material backing.

Second, considering the notorious reputation of the Ming dynasty's precious paper money, merchants and common folk would probably dislike paper currency. Promoting its circulation would face great difficulties.

From this perspective, a silver dollar system seemed suitable.

However, others raised different views, arguing that the timing for silver dollars was not ripe.

Linggao's economy was underdeveloped, with small market scale and limited resource production. Even half-treasury-tael silver dollars would have too much purchasing power. After all, the price of rice in Linggao was only about one tael and three mace, meaning half a treasury tael could buy approximately thirty-six kilograms of rice. For small payments, this was still too large. The transmigrator regime would inevitably have to continue issuing subsidiary coinage.

To establish credibility, transmigrator coinage would have to be finely made. But another law of the marketplace was Gresham's Law—bad money drives out good. One could imagine that once the transmigrators released high-quality coins onto the market, the traditional Chinese habit of hoarding gold, silver, and even quality copper coins would swallow these coins like a black hole. Not only would they fail to dominate the market, they might well be overwhelmed by inferior coins flooding in from surrounding areas—after all, the transmigrators controlled only tiny Linggao.

After comprehensive consideration, the Executive Committee finally decided to issue grain-backed notes in their territory. This paper currency was named "Linggao Food Circulation Vouchers." The reason for not using names like "tongbao" or similar was purely to avoid provoking the authorities. Token vouchers and monetary tallies had long been issued by Chinese merchants independently, with the government rarely interfering.

The form used "yuan" as the unit, to avoid confusion with old units like "wen," "tael," and "mace." The basic unit of Linggao Circulation Vouchers was the yuan, with each yuan equivalent to 500 grams of rice. Below the yuan was the "fen," with one yuan equaling one hundred fen.



As long as the transmigrator regime held sufficient grain, this paper currency's creditworthiness could be guaranteed—and the transmigrators had full confidence in their agriculture.

In the long run, the grain standard was merely a stopgap measure. But given current capabilities, this system was relatively safe and acceptable—after all, the transmigrators had already established considerable credibility locally. Promoting this "grain ticket" should not face too much difficulty.

"I'm still skeptical whether paper money can actually be used," said Li Haiping from the Navy at the discussion meeting, finding the whole thing dubious. "Don't tell me about Song and Yuan dynasty paper currency—that was government-issued. No matter how debased a government becomes, it still has some credit before it completely collapses. What do we have that would make the common people trust us?"

Wen Desi explained: "As long as there's a place where they can exchange it for full value in goods, the common people will accept it. When the pound sterling still had gold content, everyone knew how much gold a gold sovereign could be exchanged for, but practically nobody actually went to exchange it for gold. People only needed to know that the Bank of England would exchange it for gold—that was enough."

"But what do we use for foreign trade payments?" someone from the Commerce Department challenged. "They won't accept your notes, and they don't want your rice either. They've all got their dark eyes fixed on white silver."

"Hehe, still thinking about silver. What do we need silver for—to buy things outside Hainan Island? Why not just have people ship the goods directly here? Why go through the trouble of silver as an intermediary? We're not Spaniards who can't offer anything good and have to rely on silver to buy things. We have attractive goods—merchants will naturally come chasing profits. Direct barter is fine," said Yan Quezhi. Having graduated with a finance degree and understanding accounting, he had already been transferred to the Finance and Banking Committee by Cheng Dong.

"Actually, I also think increasing Linggao's local silver reserves isn't very meaningful," Wen Desi said. "In a small place like Linggao, if there's too much silver, it depreciates. As for current foreign procurement, we have over a hundred thousand in funds available in Guangzhou, and the Guangzhou station will continue to replenish that. Procurement payments aren't difficult."

"If we really need to use money, we can manage with silver pesos," Cheng Dong said. "These coins are very popular along the coast and circulate easily."

"But if outsiders come to our territory, what exchange rate do we use?"

Cheng Dong said: "Let me explain the monetary policy."

The transmigrator regime had no immediate plans to let circulation vouchers completely replace all currency on the local market. That was beyond their current capabilities. The transmigrators only intended to use them as a means of payment and settlement. Silver and copper coins already in circulation would continue to circulate. Exchange rates between them would use rice prices as reference. Assuming rice cost one treasury tael per hundred kilograms, then one treasury tael could be exchanged for 200 yuan of Linggao Circulation Vouchers.

"However, that's just theoretical. For the next few years, we won't exchange our circulation vouchers with miscellaneous silver and irregular coins."

Cheng Dong explained that the reason for not exchanging was that Ming dynasty currency was extremely chaotic, with rampant counterfeiting. Whether silver or coins, the variations in purity were unimaginable, making it very difficult to correctly assess their value—the exchange difficulties were too great.

Someone asked: "I want to know how much ability we actually have to manipulate Linggao's rice market. Since rice is the backing, won't fluctuations in rice prices cause the currency's actual purchasing power to rise and fall?"

"That's indeed a problem," Cheng Dong admitted. Grain was not like precious metals such as gold and silver, whose value was relatively stable. Grain was affected by many external factors. "But I believe that across all of Linggao, the transmigrator government is fully capable of controlling rice prices."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 207: Circulation

And so the transmigrator regime's first currency system came into being. The moment the new notes entered circulation, every other ticket, voucher, and scrip became obsolete. The work-point coupons that had proliferated throughout the Commune were recalled and converted at their established grain-exchange ratios.

"Should we establish a bank to handle all this?"

"Eventually, yes," Cheng Dong replied. "But for now, we won't call it a 'bank' or a 'money house' or anything of that sort."

The Finance and Banking Committee's strategy was elegantly simple: they would establish a grain shop to manage the issuance, collection, and exchange of currency. Since their money was backed by grain, a grain shop would be far more comprehensible to ordinary people than some abstract financial institution—while also providing the convenient fiction of "merchant-issued tokens."

The establishment was christened "Delong Grain Shop" at Wen Desi's suggestion. Its headquarters would occupy a prime location in East Gate Market. To project the gravitas of a major, creditworthy institution, the Executive Committee approved the construction of a new two-story building to serve as its business premises.

The new banknotes would be printed by the printing plant under Zhou Dongtian's Propaganda Department. As the transmigrators' inaugural currency, these notes could not be as crude as the makeshift work-point vouchers, rice tickets, and salt tickets that had come before. They needed to be attractive, durable, and fitted with specific anti-counterfeiting measures.

Zhou Dongtian brought in Bai Duoluo and Tan Ming to tackle the problem. One had worked in commercial printing, the other had operated three-color presses—both were professionals whose expertise far exceeded that of the generalist Zhou Dongtian.

Specialized banknote paper was, naturally, unavailable. The transmigrators' modest paper workshop could currently mass-produce only rough straw paper—fashioned from local rice straw and fit only for use in the latrine. The small quantities of writing paper they produced fell well short of banknote requirements. However, Cheng Dong noted that their inventory included some heavy-weight colored cardstock with a satisfyingly stiff texture. Both its quality and its hues were beyond the capability of any papermaking workshop in this era to replicate.

The Lingao Food Circulation Vouchers would come in three denominations: ten yuan, five yuan, and one yuan. The ten-yuan note would be printed on yellow paper, the five-yuan on red, and the one-yuan on green. Subsidiary coins would also be issued—fifty fen, twenty fen, five fen, and one fen—all on blue paper and differentiated by size.

The banknote designs featured pastoral agricultural themes: oxen, farmers at work, sheaves of wheat, flooded rice paddies, and the like. The issuer was listed as "Delong Grain Shop," with an official seal in seal script below, accompanied by Cheng Dong's signature. The reverse of each note bore a line in regular script: "Each yuan redeemable for one catty of rice."

Bai Duoluo lithographed all these designs in color. Zhou Dongtian had initially wanted to employ the four-color press in the printing plant, but ink supplies were running dangerously low and couldn't be replenished for the time being. When the sample notes were presented, everyone agreed they looked rather ugly—the designs possessed no three-dimensional depth whatsoever.

"It'll have to do." Cheng Dong examined the samples with a resigned expression, knowing full well this was the printing plant's limit. Asking them to produce something comparable to modern banknotes was a fantasy. Even these humble notes already exceeded the capability of any local counterfeiter.

The largest consumer of circulation vouchers was Wu De. Monthly work-point settlements alone represented an enormous expense. According to his plan, Baireng Commune would completely abolish the supply system and transition to a monetized wage system. Each commune member would receive circulation vouchers based on the work-points they had earned. The commune canteen's food provision would likewise shift to members purchasing their meals with vouchers.

For outside laborers belonging to the Labor Corps—those without Baireng Commune household registration—free meals would continue to be provided according to their labor intensity standards, but their wages would now be paid in circulation vouchers. In practice, the transmigrators had already been paying these workers with rice tickets and salt tickets for some time, and the system had been accepted without complaint.

Local people recruited by transmigrator enterprises and departments—the so-called "employees"—were registered in Baireng Commune but had their wages paid by their respective departments rather than the Commune itself. Their meals would likewise transition to self-funded, just like regular commune members.

Finally, there was the military. Soldiers' pay had always been in silver, and the officers were firmly opposed to rashly replacing it with paper money. Such a move would leave the troops feeling cheated. Watching shiny white silver transmute into paper slips would make no one happy.

So it was decided: the military's basic compensation would remain unchanged. Free meals would continue, and pay would still be disbursed in silver.



To encourage soldiers to embrace paper currency, Cheng Dong proposed implementing a "military preference" policy at all transmigrator-owned shops in East Gate Market. Military personnel purchasing goods with circulation vouchers would enjoy a five percent discount. To give them access to this benefit, the grain shop established exchange offices within the military camps to collect and convert their silver—a privilege exclusive to New Army soldiers.

"Just open an office right in the garrison compound," Xi Yazhou suggested to Cheng Dong. "For the past two months, the soldiers have been hiding their silver all over the barracks. Recently there have even been losses and thefts. These men are far from home with nowhere safe to store their money. Set up a deposit service—even without interest, they'll be grateful."

Soon, Delong Grain Shop offices were established in both the Baireng and Bopu garrison areas. These so-called offices were simply repurposed rooms within the compounds, each containing a wooden counter and some paper, brushes, and ledgers. The Finance and Banking Committee certainly lacked the personnel to provide daily service to the military, so the offices operated only on Mondays and paydays. Services offered included silver-to-voucher exchange, savings deposits, and valuables storage. The current savings service, however, paid no interest whatsoever—Delong Grain Shop's savings service was less a bank account than a coin locker.

After the service launched, it was enthusiastically welcomed by the soldiers. Yet few came to exchange their pay for circulation vouchers. Most deposited their wages at the Delong office immediately upon receiving them, obtaining a bankbook to carry on their person. Only soldiers with family in the area would exchange some vouchers on leave days to purchase goods to bring home.

When the first batch of circulation vouchers was distributed, the market's reaction was remarkably muted. After all, merchants doing business at East Gate Market had grown accustomed to transmigrator vouchers over the preceding months. Though the vouchers came in various types, one thing remained constant: every transmigrator voucher could actually be exchanged for real goods, and the amounts were always precisely as stated—never shortchanged. Dongmen Chuiyu also posted numerous notices throughout East Gate Market, requiring all merchants to accept circulation vouchers without exception while guaranteeing they could exchange vouchers for grain at Delong Grain Shop at any time.

To build confidence in the new currency, every evening before market closing, Dongmen Chuiyu and the Delong staff would push handcarts laden with rice through the market, going shop to shop to redeem circulation vouchers. In the first few days, nearly every merchant exchanged their collected vouchers. But after a fortnight, very few bothered anymore.

Traveling merchants, receiving circulation vouchers but finding it inconvenient to haul grain along their journeys, chose to spend the vouchers directly at East Gate Market, using them to purchase various goods. Sedentary merchants initially exchanged their vouchers for grain or used them to buy other goods as a precaution, but over time, as they discovered Delong Grain Shop continued to honor vouchers freely and without restrictions, many began keeping some paper currency on hand. After all, it was far more convenient to carry and use than heavy copper coins or the silver that varied endlessly in purity and required constant weighing. The jumbled copper coins and the perpetual nuisance of assaying silver had long been sources of complaint among traders.

However, the circulation vouchers' reach remained essentially limited to transmigrator-controlled areas. Even in County Gate Market, merely a stone's throw away, they weren't readily accepted—shopkeepers there generally maintained a wait-and-see attitude toward this paper money.

But Cheng Dong considered this perfectly normal. Paper currency was largely supported by government credit. Most paper currencies in the modern era were issued without backing—in that respect, they were actually less secure than Lingao circulation vouchers backed by grain. The vouchers would only be recognized as valuable wherever transmigrator influence extended. Without sufficient political and economic power, people beyond their territory naturally wouldn't accept them.

The final matter requiring resolution was the transmigrators' own internal currency: the point vouchers prescribed in the Transmigration Covenant as the unit for distributing benefits among themselves.

Though during the operation of the Women's Cooperative enterprise point vouchers had entered circulation as a form of capital and been used for consumption, they remained an essentially virtual currency. Transmigrators making purchases at the welfare cooperative paid with point vouchers through a signature-and-bill system, with receipts noting the date and amount. During financial settlement days, accountants from the Finance Department would manually deduct the points from personal accounts in the computer system. Not only was the procedure cumbersome, but it was also prone to error.

Now Cheng Dong proposed making a portion of point vouchers physical—no longer merely entries in a computer ledger. Transmigrator salaries, hazard pay, and bonuses could all be disbursed in physical point vouchers. These vouchers were restricted to purchasing special goods and services, with external circulation strictly forbidden. Currently, point vouchers could only be used at the transmigrator canteen, the Women's Cooperative, and the South Sea Demonstration Farm. Point vouchers bore no lateral relationship to any other currency and possessed no exchange rate. They were issued and collected solely by the Finance and Banking Committee.

Some suggested that since point vouchers were now physical, the supply system could be abolished for transmigrators in favor of a pure salary system. But after considerable discussion, the Executive Committee decided to maintain the supply system for all transmigrators. The Executive Committee would continue to provide every transmigrator with free housing, medicine, food, basic weapons and ammunition, and clothing. However, transmigrators were permitted to use point vouchers at the three designated establishments to purchase additional consumer goods, including alcohol, tobacco, and other non-essential items. If the canteen had sufficient supplies, they could also purchase extra chicken, duck, fish, and meat.

Point vouchers remained the only currency transmigrators could legally hold. Apart from expense funds issued for specific mission requirements, individual transmigrators were forbidden from possessing Lingao circulation vouchers or precious metals.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 208: The Church

Xiao Zishan felt as though he had been handed a scalding hot potato. He was still wrestling with how to organize the school. Since no one showed the slightest interest in becoming a children's teacher, he would have to serve as principal himself for the time being. Of course, he would need to find an executive vice-principal—someone he would have to search for at his leisure. But one thing had been confirmed at the meeting: transmigrators with "dependent personnel" were eligible for a dependency allowance, a demonstration of the administration's humane policies.

The meeting also addressed cooperation with the Church—a decidedly thorny issue. Beyond acquiring European personnel, technology, and materials, the transmigrators hoped to harness a new religion to create spiritual sustenance and moral principles for future citizens. But they had no desire to see the Church accumulate excessive influence or authority in social life—let alone authority that originated from abroad.

"The Jesuits are determined to spread Catholicism into China. Instead of letting them do the preaching, we should do it ourselves," Wen Desi declared.

"We do the preaching?"

"Precisely. Rather than passively obstructing and defending, we should channel the flow." Wen Desi elaborated on his "we take the lead" approach to missionary work. "'We take the lead' means this: the Church—I'll permit you to establish one. Faith—I'll let you spread it. But control of the local church must rest with us. The Church can exist only as an appendage and instrument of the transmigrator regime."

"Will the Jesuits agree to such conditions?" Ma Qianzhu was no admirer of the Jesuits either.

"They will," Yu Eshui said with supreme confidence. "The Jesuits have always been famous in Church history for their 'accommodation policy.' They're far more flexible than those fanatics who know only how to make human barbecue."

"I have no objection to that. But how exactly do we 'take the lead'?"

Wen Desi chuckled. "Are you familiar with the term fait accompli?"



Bai Duoluo had just gotten off his shift at the printing plant when he was summoned to Wen Desi's office.

"Little Bai, are you willing to contribute your strength to the organization?" Wen Desi intoned solemnly from behind his desk.

Bai Duoluo's scalp prickled and his legs trembled. In the Chinese experience, when a leader asked such a question, nothing good ever followed.

"Might I ask... what this is about?" Bai Duoluo ventured cautiously.

"Well, it's a good thing. After discussion, the Executive Committee has decided to have you serve as the head of the Lingao Catholic Church—say, um, bishop."

"What?!" Bai Duoluo nearly leapt out of his skin. He was merely an ordinary lay believer—not even a monk—and they wanted him to be a bishop! The notion was absurd.

"Father Lu Ruohua of the Jesuits has arrived in Lingao. The Executive Committee is about to begin negotiations with him regarding Church affairs." Wen Desi glanced at the door. The Internal Affairs personnel standing guard outside immediately closed it, plunging the room into sudden dimness.

"Reaching a missionary agreement is probably unavoidable," Wen Desi continued. "Even if we refuse, they'll simply send priests to infiltrate and establish an underground church. You know about underground churches..."

Bai Duoluo's scalp prickled again—of course he knew what underground churches were. He nodded.

"The Jesuits already have a foothold in Ding'an County on Hainan, at the very least. The Wang Honghui family's influence shouldn't be underestimated. Wang himself is a jinshi degree-holder and former Minister of Rites, with connections to Matteo Ricci in Beijing. His son Paul is extraordinarily enthusiastic about missionary work. If we don't act proactively, the Jesuits will focus their efforts exclusively on Ding'an. Once they've established themselves there, we'll be facing a Hainan church system that answers to the Macau Jesuits when we eventually unify the island." Wen Desi polished his glasses. "This cannot be permitted to happen."

"True."

"So our thinking is this: we establish our own church with a transmigrator as its head. That way, the Macau Jesuits would have only a cooperative relationship with us. No matter who they send, those priests would be nothing more than guest advisers. With you as the Bishop of Lingao, the Jesuits would have no avenue to seize ecclesiastical authority. Do you understand?"

Bai Duoluo understood what Wen Desi meant perfectly. "Bishops require consecration by the Holy See," he said. "If we establish a so-called Lingao Catholic Church here without Papal consecration, it would be self-consecration—neither the Jesuits nor the Holy See will recognize it."

As a Catholic, Bai Duoluo naturally knew that the Church had always been extraordinarily particular about the authority to ordain bishops.

"But our Australian Church is a 'lost church,'" Wen Desi countered, having already thought this through. "A lost church expressing loyalty to the Holy See? The Curia would be so overjoyed they wouldn't quibble over consecration. Nine times out of ten, they'll retroactively recognize the result. So we'll arrange for you to serve as bishop of the Australian Church, presiding over Lingao's ecclesiastical affairs. The Jesuits will probably agree to these conditions for the sake of a missionary breakthrough."

Wen Desi was quite confident in this reasoning. What era was this? It was an era when Catholic power had been waning since the Reformation. Catholic Spain had been defeated twice by Protestant England and was now a spent force. Protestant England and the Netherlands were on the rise. Germany was drowning in the blood-soaked chaos of the Thirty Years' War. The Catholic Church faced attacks and challenges on every front. The sudden appearance of an Australian Catholic Church right now would serve as an excellent stimulant for the beleaguered Church. Wen Desi didn't think Lu Ruohua, the Jesuits, or the Holy See would fail to see through the Executive Committee's intentions, but the benefits the transmigrators were offering in exchange would be tempting enough.

Bai Duoluo himself was a Catholic with sufficient knowledge of religious texts and Church affairs. He was the perfect candidate for the position of "Bishop of Lingao" of this fictitious Australian Church.



To Wen Desi's surprise, after some consideration, Bai Duoluo still refused.

"Director Wen, I don't think I can do this."

"Why not?"

Bai Duoluo steeled himself. "Director Wen, becoming a bishop requires taking vows—once you take them, you must keep a vow of chastity for life. I still want to get married."

Wen Desi thought this was indeed troublesome. Being a bishop wasn't a matter of a day or two, and the man hadn't traveled through the wormhole just to spend the rest of his life as a celibate monk.

"No problem—you can return to lay life later."

"No, that won't work." Bai Duoluo shook his head emphatically. "If I become the Bishop of Lingao, according to your estimate, the Holy See will probably consecrate me. At that point, my religious faith won't allow me to return to lay life—but I don't want to be a monk."

It seemed religious faith really was stubborn. Wen Desi cursed inwardly and continued trying to persuade him.

"We could reform the Church system—allow clergy to marry, that sort of thing."

Bai Duoluo stubbornly shook his head. "You could call that the Chinese Catholic Church or some other Chinese Jesus Church, but it wouldn't be Catholicism anymore. Though my faith isn't terribly strong, I'm not willing to take false vows."

It seemed this Catholic was of no use after all. This disappointed Wen Desi considerably. Seeing his expression darken, Bai Duoluo sensed things were going poorly and quickly added, "But I'm willing to assist the Executive Committee with all Church work, as long as you don't make me impersonate a clergyman or become a monk."

Wen Desi had little choice given the man's firm stance. However, if Bai Duoluo was willing to cooperate within certain limits, the matter was still workable. Compared to Bai Duoluo, Miss Mendoza was even less reliable.

Since Bai Duoluo wouldn't do it, finding a substitute bishop on short notice would prove extremely difficult. In truth, having Bai Duoluo impersonate a bishop would have been a stretch anyway—he was no theologian, and most people here had never even read the Bible.

"Then you'll serve as a priest. It seems that doesn't require vows," Wen Desi suggested, clearly glossing over the theological details.

"Alright." Bai Duoluo yielded, likely calculating he could negotiate the specifics later.

"We'll also need a church..." Wen Desi mused, hand on his chin. "But then again, this church should appropriately be funded by the Macau Jesuits." A new idea occurred to him, and he immediately picked up the phone to call Ding Ding.

After hanging up, he considered the question of staffing. Bai Duoluo's attitude made one thing abundantly clear—this man couldn't be relied upon in religious matters. So more trustworthy people would have to be assigned to work alongside him—preferably French speakers. They would also need to prepare a few locals as an audience to create a favorable atmosphere for Lu Ruohua.

Lu Ruohua had been taken to the quarantine camp at Lingao Corner the moment he disembarked. The camp now received people daily—the Guangzhou station sent approximately one hundred children and adolescents from the city almost every week. These individuals were "purified" here while waiting out the quarantine period and acquiring some basic cultural skills. Lu Ruohua received the full "purification" treatment—stripped naked, head shaved, hosed down with cold water, and scrubbed vigorously with brushes. He endured all of this with the profound patience of a martyr. That composure lasted until he was forcibly held down and had his buttocks spread open for inspection. Only then did he panic. He was certain these pagans were about to commit the wicked sin of Sodom upon him. But they merely looked and moved on. Someone later explained that the examination was for health purposes. Lu Ruohua had also studied medicine and realized this procedure appeared to be screening for hemorrhoids. But he couldn't understand: hemorrhoids weren't contagious. Why were the Australians so concerned about this? Did they suffer from severe hemorrhoids?

The quarantine camp staff treated him quite courteously. They arranged a private room for him with a bed furnished with clean grass mats and felt padding. His luggage and clothes were delivered—the clothes had obviously been laundered.

Lu Ruohua was told he could do whatever he wished in his room but was forbidden to leave except to use the toilet. A guard was specially posted at his door. Three meals a day consisted of rice porridge with fish and meat. Apart from the restriction on movement, life was rather pleasant.

This captive existence wasn't lonely. Every day, a refined person came to chat with him in the language of his homeland: French.

Lu Ruohua noticed the transmigrators possessed a remarkably clear concept of France, unlike other Chinese who considered themselves well-informed about the world if they knew there was a "Europe." This slightly surprised the missionary—because in France, and indeed all of Europe, no one had heard of any place called "Australia." Yet Australia knew about France.

What surprised him even more was that this was the first local person he had met since coming to the East who thoroughly understood French history—not just ancient history, but even Cardinal Richelieu and his siege of the La Rochelle fortress beginning in 1627. The news of that siege had barely reached Vienna within a month! Yet someone in the distant East, ten thousand miles away, knew about it in detail.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 209: Negotiations

He Ying observed the Frenchman's astonishment and thought to himself: I also know that La Rochelle fortress will be captured this year. What I don't know is whether the exploits of Monsieur d'Artagnan and his friends fighting Protestants in the bastion will still come to pass.

Having been assigned to attend to this French missionary owing to his fluency in French, He Ying felt confident about his rise in the transmigrator hierarchy. He hadn't expected the French he had learned to impress girls in school would prove so useful. Was this diplomacy? Perhaps work for the United Front Department? He had originally been an advertising planner, but among the transmigrator collective, he hadn't landed any suitable position. He had been assigned to the Propaganda Division under the Propaganda Department, writing leaflets and painting slogans. Life was fulfilling enough, though it lacked excitement. Occasionally repairing someone's television or radio had provided minor diversion. Because his marksmanship was decent, he had been placed in the "Training Corps" after the organizational restructuring, despite his best efforts to avoid becoming a militia member—which meant taking turns standing guard at night every week. Now, with this new assignment, presumably he wouldn't have to perform that duty anymore.

"Will the heresy in France be completely eradicated?" Lu Ruohua was keenly interested in this topic.

"The surrender of La Rochelle is imminent," He Ying replied, "but religious disputes will not end."

Lu Ruohua studied this "Australian"—make no mistake, he looked every bit like a genuine Chinese. Lu Ruohua knew the Chinese they spoke differed from that of other Ming subjects—it wasn't Cantonese, Hokkien, or Mandarin, but another Sinitic language altogether. Who exactly were these people? Their origins intrigued him even more than his missionary duties.

"So you believe the heretics will continue to stir up trouble in France?"

"That's right. France's religious disputes are only beginning," He Ying said modestly.

"God protect them and save those lambs who have strayed." Lu Ruohua quietly recited a brief passage of scripture.

Over the past week, he had constantly tried to spread the Gospel of Christ to this He Ying before him. But he could sense that this young man who spoke French with a strange accent, though maintaining a polite smile throughout, didn't care one whit about what he was saying. This left him somewhat dejected—this person was fluent in French and learned in many fields. If he could be baptized, he would make an excellent assistant in missionary work.

He Ying was feeling rather bored. As an atheist, the constant religious bombardment he endured was somewhat overwhelming. But he had a mission to complete for the organization—chat with Lu Ruohua and extract as much intelligence and information as possible. Especially to grasp the man's personality so it could be exploited in negotiations.

After days of conversation, He Ying had ferreted out everything about his family—how many people, how much land, how many cattle grazed in the fields. But he still couldn't discern the man's true character. The missionary maintained a mild, peaceful smile at all times. Today he had raised the subject of France's religious wars, hoping to provoke him into anger and expose something of his nature. But there seemed to be no gain.

Fine, you wretch. A real old fox! He Ying knew he couldn't push any further. Fortunately, Director Wen's backup plan was ready.

"Where there are people, there will be disputes. Father, let us go. Chairman Wen wishes to see you today." To reflect the political nature of the regime, he referred to Wen Desi as "Chairman" rather than using his commercial title of "Manager."

"Very well. Please allow me to change my clothes," Lu Ruohua said solemnly.

Lu Ruohua was not wearing a black cassock, but a long robe tailored in imitation of Ming Dynasty fashion. It looked quite peculiar on such a bearded foreigner, especially when topped with a square scholar's cap. Jesuit missionaries had long understood the principle of "when in Rome, do as the Romans do." Not only did they learn Chinese, but they also mastered local dialects and dressed as much like the locals as possible.

The vehicle that came to receive them was a new-model four-wheeled carriage. This was the first large modern product from the Machinery Department, the fruit of nearly twenty days of collective effort. Its core component—the shock-absorbing spring—was made from 0.6% carbon steel processed with heat treatment technology, wound around a steel pillar. The heat treatment step alone had taken nearly ten days. The performance of these springs was mediocre—insufficient for critical artillery components—but they served adequately enough as carriage shock absorbers.

However, making wheels proved difficult. In ancient times, both Chinese and Western wheelwrights possessed specialized crafts. The transmigrators couldn't master wheel manufacturing for the time being, so they simply used wheels scavenged from the wheeled carts in their inventory. The ball bearings in the axles were self-made—through building this carriage, the Machinery Department had successfully trialed the production of standardized hardware, bearings, and chains: the most fundamental industrial components.

The carriage body was constructed from local timber. The seats were genuine leather over spring cushions stuffed with dried seaweed. The windows were glazed, and the emblem on the carriage front depicted a red flag waving in the wind.

This "Red Flag" model carriage had been manufactured to reduce reliance on automobiles. More and more important visitors were calling on the transmigrators these days. While ferrying them about in jeeps could shock them tremendously, the fuel consumption and wear on irreplaceable parts were all too real.

Lu Ruohua was helped into the carriage. The carriage itself was nothing remarkable, but when he sat down, the comfort was exceptional—not the simple softness of thick wool padding, but a sensation of support that was soft yet firm.

The interior decoration was plain, just a coat of Chinese lacquer, but the cabin was spacious and the ride smooth. It didn't bounce on the road.

Looking out the window, he saw the carriage traveling on a flat, straight road paved with some kind of consolidated black material mixed with gravel. The surface looked solid, free of ruts or tracks. The center was slightly raised, with drainage ditches on either side. The design was clearly well-considered and the construction excellent. He was inwardly impressed—he hadn't seen such fine roads in all his travels across half the world.

The thoroughness of the roadside facilities also exceeded anything he had ever heard of. Every quarter of a league or so stood a stone milestone. Every intersection bore stone signposts. Along the route stood small forts protected by trenches, low walls, and barricades fashioned from iron wire. The forts were equipped with cannons, manned by fully armed soldiers keeping watch. Clearly, travelers on this road need not fear bandit attacks. In the open areas outside the forts, small open-air markets had spontaneously formed. Each market featured an identical covered pavilion containing a well and stone troughs for watering livestock. The carriage would rest briefly at these markets to water the horses. Inside each pavilion, a large wooden barrel stored boiled water that had cooled, apparently infused with some kind of herb. Lu Ruohua found it rather bitter to drink, but cooling and thirst-quenching.

Along the roadside, saplings had been newly planted—presumably to shade the road in years to come. But great wooden poles also stood along the route, firmly buried in the ground. Some were even stayed with ropes, suggesting these poles served some important function. Yet on closer inspection, there was nothing mounted on them—they were empty. Perhaps they were objects of Australian worship? Like the natives on Southeast Asian islands who venerated wooden poles? But these poles bore no decoration whatsoever—each was simply a pole coated in black wood tar.

"Are all these arrangements yours?" Father Lu asked once they were underway again.

"Yes."

"Lord, this is the finest road system I've ever seen. Does it cover all of Lingao?"

"Not quite," He Ying replied, knowing the transmigrators' formidable engineering capabilities and human-centered design invariably left a profound impression on everyone who traveled this road. "As you know, such roads are very expensive."

"Indeed," Lu Ruohua nodded. "And not just the roads—all those facilities. So thoroughly considered."

"We call this 'people-centered.'"

"'People-centered,'" Lu Ruohua pondered. "Centered on people's needs?"

"Public roads serve the general public, so naturally they should be centered on the public's needs."

"I notice travelers on this road pay no tolls. Roads require constant maintenance—how do you sustain them? Simply from your commercial profits? Is this considered Australian philanthropy?"



"Though we collect no tolls from this road, we still benefit from it."

"How so?"

"Father, surely you know: roads bring merchants, and merchants bring wealth?"

Lu Ruohua understood. "You use roads to attract merchants."

"Yes, Father. With merchants comes wealth. The better and safer the roads, the more merchants come, and the greater our profits."

"Your leaders are truly far-sighted." Lu Ruohua's praise was sincere.

"Hehe. I believe there are many in this world who understand this principle."

The negotiations were held in the commercial house at East Gate Market. A meeting room had been prepared and furnished with a conference table. Father Lu felt somewhat nervous as he took his seat. Then he caught the aroma of that Arabian beverage—coffee. A girl in an unusual uniform of some kind served coffee in dazzling fine porcelain cups.

By this era, coffee had already reached Europe. In the late sixteenth century, the Venetians had been the first to introduce coffee to the continent, but only a select few enjoyed it, and more people regarded it as a kind of medicine. However, Europeans in the Far East were quite familiar with the beverage, as the Muslim rulers and princes on the Indian subcontinent all maintained the habit of drinking coffee.

Though it was only inferior instant coffee, for this missionary, the fact that the transmigrators were serving him coffee made him feel highly valued.

"Please wait a moment." He Ying courteously excused himself and disappeared behind the door.

The room was empty. He could only hear the coming and going of people in the corridor. Bored, Lu Ruohua began studying the room's furnishings. All the furniture was of the finest Chinese style, though arranged rather haphazardly—nothing like the refined orderliness of the Chinese merchants' homes he had visited. Nor were there the long Chinese scrolls on the walls. Recalling the simple cut and coarse fabric of their clothing, it seemed these Australians possessed little artistic taste. Lu Ruohua calculated that when expanding the missionary team in the future, he should select a brother skilled in art to accompany the delegation—it would make it easier to penetrate their ruling elite. Beautiful things appealed to everyone.

Just as he was thinking about how to win over these Australians, he heard a commotion outside the door and the sound of English conversation, with some voices particularly loud. Lu Ruohua started—there were English here?! He hurried to the door and peeked out. He saw a beautiful blonde, green-eyed woman in a trailing gown in the corridor, accompanied by a gentleman wearing a mask and wig, emerging from another room. Smiling as he saw them off was none other than Wen Desi. The two parties exchanged a few more words. Wen Desi laughed, then spoke something in English, and the other party nodded repeatedly.

It seemed the English were also in contact with these Australians. Judging by the visitors' appearance and bearing, they didn't seem like ordinary English traders in the Far East. The man wore a longsword—not a merchant's attire. Though the gentleman's mask concealed his features, his every gesture was commanding, his bearing impressive—clearly a man of considerable military experience.

Such a gentleman would be at least a representative of the East India Company. If he was merely here for trade, that would be fine. But bringing such a lady suggested the English might have some long-term designs here. The heretics in France could only mount their stubborn resistance against the King and the Church with English support. Could they have similar designs in this corner of the world?

A few minutes later, the door opened. Wen Desi walked in slowly, followed by several "Australians," among whom Lu Ruohua recognized He Ying and Bai Duoluo. Wen Desi courteously welcomed Father Lu's arrival. Both parties then got down to business.

The negotiations were conducted in French through He Ying. Lu Ruohua first stated the Jesuits' requests—four points in all:

First, permit Jesuit missionaries to preach freely in Lingao, guaranteeing freedom of movement for missionaries within transmigrator territory.

Second, Jesuit missionaries may freely purchase or rent houses locally for religious and residential purposes.

Third, guarantee the personal and property safety of the Church, clergy, and believers.

Fourth, apart from the Jesuits, no other religious orders may send personnel to preach here.

Aside from the prohibition on other orders preaching here, all four points fell within the Executive Committee's expectations. Wen Desi didn't directly answer whether they were acceptable, but first made a solemn statement:

Australia had a Catholic Church. Although no bishop or priest had accompanied their return to the Central Plains, a representative had come to handle Church affairs.

"This is Father Bai Duoluo. Though he is a lay brother, he is most loyal to your religion and Church."

Bai Duoluo bowed awkwardly.

"And this is He Ying," Wen Desi continued his introductions. "He is your translator, and also the Executive Committee's Religious Affairs Officer. All matters concerning the Lingao Church can be negotiated with the Executive Committee through him."

He Ying bowed slightly. "At your service!"

"We agree to the missionary request, but—" Wen Desi emphasized this final word.

"But." Lu Ruohua of course knew that what came after "but" was the crucial part. He held his breath and listened intently to He Ying's translation.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 210: The Agreement

Wen Desi likewise had three conditions:

First, all missionary affairs in Lingao must be presided over by the Lingao Church under the Australian Church. The Jesuits were welcome to come as "brethren" to provide support, but they could not establish independent operations. All ecclesiastical matters must be handled only after consultation and agreement with the Lingao Church.

Second, the Church must accept supervision by the Religious Affairs Officer dispatched by the Executive Committee.

Third, freedom of religious belief: believers possess the freedom to believe, the freedom not to believe, and the freedom to change their beliefs.

Aside from a slight objection to the third point, Lu Ruohua agreed to everything. However, he insisted with iron determination that the transmigrator regime grant the Jesuits exclusive rights to missionary work in Lingao and refuse entry to all other Catholic orders. On this point, his stance was absolutely unyielding.

Wen Desi hadn't anticipated that the Jesuits would harbor such fierce hostility toward other orders within the same denomination, so he asked Lu Ruohua to explain his reasoning. Lu Ruohua concealed nothing and recounted the causes and consequences of the great persecution of Catholics in Japan in 1596.

The first expulsion and persecution of Catholics by the Japanese shogunate in 1596 had many causes, but one major factor was the reckless competition among multiple Catholic orders. In their zeal to seize control of the Japanese Church, they had undertaken "purification of the faith" without any regard for consequences. The Jesuits keenly felt that many orders knew far too little about Eastern nations, acting out of sheer fanaticism and a fundamentalist sense of superiority. This had produced chaotic results and generated intense resentment from the shogunate and the daimyos, causing the complete collapse of Japanese missionary work. Therefore, the Jesuits were determined never to repeat this mistake and to keep missionary rights firmly in their own hands.

But different Popes favored different orders, and this preference became entangled with power struggles within the Roman Curia and between the Curia and the churches of major Catholic nations. France, for instance, had long aspired to be the protector of the Chinese Catholic Church. Though the Jesuits claimed to be trusted by successive Popes, they couldn't completely control the situation. Thus, they hoped to rely on local secular powers to suppress their competitors.

"I see. Father, you're quite candid," Wen Desi nodded approvingly.

"Pointless disputes have caused too much damage." Though a devout Catholic, Lu Ruohua was thoroughly disgusted by the fanaticism of certain factions.

Wen Desi proceeded to propose many more detailed restrictions. Having witnessed the English infiltrating here, Lu Ruohua agreed to everything he reasonably could—they had to establish a foothold before those English heretics did. Besides, restricted preaching was infinitely preferable to clandestine preaching.

Ultimately, the two sides reached an agreement on Church affairs:

The transmigrator regime agreed to allow Jesuit priests to conduct missionary activities in Lingao and guaranteed their safety within transmigrator-controlled territory.

The transmigrators guaranteed they would not permit other Catholic orders to enter their territory to preach. Lu Ruohua had originally wanted to push further and demand a ban on all "heresy"—that is, Protestant missionary activity—but Wen Desi refused on grounds of their nation's principle of religious freedom.

"Of course, this doesn't mean we welcome them to preach—only that their opportunities are equal to yours."

Lu Ruohua could only make the sign of the cross. Lord, these Australians' thinking was truly extraordinary.

Both parties confirmed: Jesuit missionary activities must be conducted with the support of the Lingao Church; private preaching was forbidden. The missionary delegation would accept the transmigrator regime's Religious Affairs Officer as their protector, serving as the coordinator and liaison between both parties, and submit to his supervision.

The missionary delegation had the right to purchase or construct buildings in designated areas within transmigrator-controlled territory for religious, charitable, and residential purposes, but approval from the Religious Affairs Officer was required. Baptism of believers must take place in designated churches. All records of baptized believers must be registered and archived with the Church. Private baptisms were forbidden.

Missionary delegation personnel could move freely within transmigrator-controlled territory, but were not permitted to enter government offices, military facilities, or schools without explicit authorization. Personnel could hire servants through the Lingao Church but not privately. Without permission, the delegation could not bring additional personnel into Lingao from outside. Religious books and documents needed for missionary work required individual declaration and approval; unauthorized imports were forbidden.

The missionary delegation was not permitted to establish monasteries or accept monks or nuns. Such institutions should be operated by the Lingao Church. Any addition of clergy by the Jesuits required approval from the Lingao Church and the Religious Affairs Officer.

In return, the Jesuits would advocate at the Holy See for the Lingao Church's legitimacy, seeking recognition of its full ecclesiastical authority. The Jesuits guaranteed they would facilitate the transmigrators' commercial activities in Macau and recruit European technical and labor personnel on their behalf. They also agreed to utilize their missionary network to facilitate the transmigrators' trading activities throughout Southeast Asia.

Both sides departed delighted. For Lu Ruohua, this represented the most significant breakthrough achieved in China to date. Though the Australians were not an official Chinese regime, they were the first regional power to explicitly recognize Jesuit missionary rights. Under their protection, missionary work could proceed openly.

For the transmigrator regime, this system guaranteed their control over ecclesiastical authority while fully leveraging the Catholic Church's considerable power. As for further reformation and utilization of the Church and its doctrine, a specialized team was already conducting related research. Wen Desi himself headed the theory leadership group.

Though theoretically this agreement still required ratification by the Transmigrator Executive Committee and the Jesuit Superior in Macau, everyone understood this was merely a formality. Wen Desi beamed and had a bottle of "Tang Dynasty Princess" brought out. Both sides raised their glasses in celebration.

"What excellent wine, with the fragrance of rhubarb," Lu Ruohua praised effusively.

"How does it compare to the sweet wine of the Chartreuse monastery?" Catholic monasteries were historically famous for their winemaking.

"They're quite different," Lu Ruohua shook his head. "The Carthusian brothers use brandy, while 'Tang Dynasty Princess' uses grain spirits. Each has its own distinctive flavor."

These clergy certainly knew their drink. Wen Desi, who had privately complained about this bitter-sweet wine, heard the priest's appreciation and gave him another bottle.

"Do you know how to make wine?" Wen Desi wondered if this monk might help develop some brewing techniques.

"I do not," Lu Ruohua raised his hands helplessly. "I only know how to be a doctor."

A doctor—that could prove useful. Though seventeenth-century Western medicine wasn't much better than witchcraft. Did he use things like lizard oil as medicine? He would have Shi Niaoren investigate what use could be made of him.

Wen Desi had someone escort the missionary back to the quarantine camp. Bai Duoluo was kept behind in the office to receive private instructions.

The door opened, and a couple walked in—the "English" the priest had observed earlier. Naturally, they weren't English at all, but Xue Ziliang and Ding Ding's wife, Panpan. Though Xue Ziliang's English was excellent and he possessed the appropriate demeanor, his face was still unmistakably Asian, which was why he had been given a wig and mask.



"Wasn't our performance wonderful?" Xue Ziliang preened like a peacock, showing off the snowy lace ruffles at his cuffs—men wore lace in this era too.

"At least the French missionary saw you," Wen Desi said. "The negotiations went very smoothly. I think your appearance was an important factor."

"Glad our effort wasn't wasted."

"Can I keep this dress?" Panpan was captivated by the silk gown she was wearing, striking poses before the mirror in the conference room.

"That won't work—it's on the Planning Committee's books. If you want to buy it, you'll have to ask the Planning Committee." These clothes had been purchased in Macau for potential reconnaissance operations at European colonies.

"Oh, is that so." The tall Western woman pouted with disappointment. "Ding Ding said the new timeline would have everything, which is why I came with him. Now I can't even buy new clothes. I never used to wear last year's fashions."

But Xue Ziliang interjected, "Director Wen, does the Executive Committee have plans for winemaking?"

"Yes, the Guangzhou station is already working on it. Leizhou will start soon too. Do you have ideas?"

"I'm quite the expert at winemaking." Xue Ziliang immediately began extolling his specialty: he was skilled at handcrafting beer, whiskey, gin, vodka, and other spirits. His main hobby was DIY brewing. "These are grain wines—no grapes needed. Actually, without grapes, you can still make excellent fruit wine brandy from other fruits. Hainan should have abundant fruit resources. I've noticed there's quite a lot of elderberry growing around here."

"Oh?" Wen Desi thought this could prove useful. Setting up a distillery was very tempting—and cigarettes too; how many times had people brought that up? And just now, Panpan's dissatisfaction with clothing made sense as well. Their current wardrobe was practically spartan, with everyone wearing durable, easily washed universal-brand training uniforms day in and day out. The fanciest things available were just windbreakers and such...

Wasn't this precisely the "contradiction between backward productive forces and the people's ever-growing material and cultural needs"? Wen Desi recalled his high school political education classes. Now that the transmigrators' situation had stabilized somewhat, if they didn't provide some material and cultural consumption soon, morale would become a serious concern.

"Good—let's study this issue!" Wen Desi jotted the idea in his notebook. Looking at Panpan's dress, he called the Planning Committee to ask if they could sell it to her.

"Right, right, I know it's needed for intelligence work. We can buy another dress. Besides, only three women can fit this kind of dress anyway. Just have her appear in the next performance."

So the dress was sold to Panpan for two thousand points. In Wen Desi's view, this was an absolute bargain. This was a genuine silk dress, and the embroidery and handmade lace alone would have cost at least ten to twenty thousand RMB in the original timeline. But Ding Ding didn't see it that way—when he was called in to pay, his brows knitted together in visible pain.

"If you want clothes, go to the Women's Cooperative! At least we're shareholders there and get twelve percent off," Ding Ding grumbled.

"They only have Chinese-style clothes. I want to wear this kind—look how beautiful it is." She twirled, and the eyes of several nearby men lit up. Even Ding Ding's gaze wavered momentarily.

"Don't make a habit of this." He hurried off with Panpan before the tall Western woman could cause any more damage to their finances.

Having sent off these two temporary actors, Bai Duoluo sat with a gloomy expression.

"Little Bai, you'll have heavy responsibilities from now on."

"Yes, the Executive Committee has placed its trust in me." Bai Duoluo had no desire whatsoever to do this job, but having already refused the position of Bishop of Lingao, if he refused again, he would probably never advance within the transmigrator collective.

After discussing Church construction matters with Bai Duoluo, he left. Before long, He Ying appeared in the conference room.

"Alright, He Ying, you understand your mission. I won't say more about the French missionary—you understand. Bai Duoluo's stance is a bit soft, so you'll need to help guide him along. Keep a close eye on his movements."

"Rest assured, Director Wen. I'll maintain close watch over them."

"Don't be too aggressive—guide and utilize them with skill. Whether Catholic or Protestant, if handled well, they can serve our purposes and greatly benefit our rule."

"Understood."

"Also, is he still learning Chinese from you?"

"Yes, quite enthusiastically. He also hopes someone will teach him the local dialect or Cantonese."

"Talk to Xiong Buyou about that—he speaks both. And—" Wen Desi paused to think, "Go to Wu De's place and find a few reliable locals. Prepare to have him develop them as converts."

"Alright, I'll arrange it immediately."

The next day, Lu Ruohua took the regular trading ship from the Naval Forces Department back to Macau to consult with the Jesuits. He also carried the transmigrators' request to recruit craftsmen: wheelwrights, canvas makers, shipbuilders, and sailmakers. These were all urgently needed technical workers—though the Industrial Department personnel understood the most advanced mechanical manufacturing, they knew nothing about making these old-fashioned things.

Meanwhile, preparations for the militia joint defense conference were also underway. The propaganda offensive led by Du Wen reached its peak after the Lantern Festival. Four-fifths of all villages in Lingao had given clear assurances they would send representatives to the conference.

According to preliminary statistics, approximately four hundred delegates were expected, representing about two hundred natural villages and thirteen market towns. The delegates were mainly village headmen, clan elders, and local gentry.

To prepare for this conference, the Lingao Construction Corporation expanded a carriage inn at East Gate Market to accommodate the delegates. Several dozen women were selected from the Commune to cook and clean for conferees.

The largest project was outside East Gate Market at Baireng City, where the Lingao Construction Corporation had enclosed a vast expanse of open land to construct a massive stadium. The stadium would feature a four-hundred-meter track—Ma Qianzhu couldn't determine exactly how large the stadium should be, so he specified the standard four-hundred-meter track as the requirement. In reality, neither the transmigrators nor the native people of Lingao would need such an enormous athletic facility for the next five years. The stadium's true purpose was to prepare for Ma Qianzhu's beloved mass movements. To hold mass rallies and various ceremonies, they would need a sufficiently grand and impressive venue.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 211: The Ten-Thousand-Person Stadium

Once they understood the leadership's intentions, the Construction Corporation personnel knew precisely where to focus their efforts for this building.

"When it comes down to it, this is a rally ground—not really a stadium." Mei Wan surveyed the pile of drawings before him. His subordinates had spent several consecutive nights producing them. There were no large-format printers in this era; producing drawings meant drafting them stroke by painstaking stroke on a board.

"Should we build the track?" asked Li Xiaolü, who was responsible for planning and design.

"The track is still necessary—it'll be used for military parades and mass marches. We'll use cinders for the surface." Mei Wan considered, hand on his chin. "The field can be surfaced with gravel and lime, then rolled flat. As long as it drains well, that's sufficient. No other facilities required for now."

Building materials were scarce, so the large tiered grandstands that would normally encircle a stadium would not be constructed at this stage. The focus would be on the reviewing stand. Per Ma Qianzhu's vision, this reviewing stand had to be majestic, sturdy, and awe-inspiring at first sight.

"Magnificent, spectacular, and it must feel extremely solid—you understand? Solid, symbolizing the great power of our new regime, its flourishing prospects..." Ma Qianzhu gestured expansively, struggling to articulate the right words.

"Like Tiananmen Square?"

"Yes, but don't go replicating the actual Tiananmen."

"Even if you wanted me to replicate it, I couldn't." Mei Wan grumbled. "Where would I find the resources?"

"Do the best you can for the effect. Brainstorm with everyone."

So that evening, the team began brainstorming the structure for this massive reviewing stand. The initial concept was a typical stadium reviewing stand: a central high platform flanked by lower seating wings, sheltered by a canopy. While practical and traditional, this design was far too ordinary—obviously, it couldn't satisfy Ma Qianzhu's grand vision.

However, once word of the project spread, many architecture enthusiasts descended upon the Construction Corporation offering ideas and suggestions. Renderings of every imaginable variety emerged.

The design finally approved for construction was a neoclassical structure. A monumental stone stairway—three hundred meters long and twelve meters high—would dominate the space, with its uppermost step supporting a colonnade running the entire length. At the center of this colonnade would stand a massive screen wall for displaying the transmigrator regime's symbols, national emblem, and similar items. Distributed evenly along the colonnade would be twelve smaller rectangular screen walls for hanging flags and other displays.

At either end of the stairway, square platforms resembling beacon towers would be set. According to the design, two massive torch baskets would be installed there.

A model of this design was crafted and presented at an Executive Committee meeting. The moment the plaster model was unveiled, an awkward silence fell over the room. Everyone present had seen films of the Nuremberg Rallies and immediately recognized this as a replica of the Zeppelin Field grandstand designed by Albert Speer.

Everyone carefully avoided mentioning the original blueprint for this structure. In truth, all of them secretly admired its spectacular aesthetic, but they feared that acknowledging it might force them to abandon the design out of collective shame.

"Very impressive," Ma Qianzhu agreed. "But isn't the structure a bit too large?"

"It's acceptable. Based on the stadium's scale, we could design the steps to be twenty-four meters high." Mei Wan pointed at the rendering on the blackboard. "Currently, the steps are only twelve meters—half that height."

Wen Desi also liked this design—it was undeniably impressive enough. He could already imagine himself standing on the reviewing stand for military parades and delivering speeches. "In my opinion, twenty-four meters would be better. At this length, twelve meters seems rather squat."

"The main constraint is limited materials and labor, so we had to reduce the scale somewhat," Mei Wan explained.

"I don't think that's a problem. This is a hundred-year project. Greater investment will only prove beneficial," Wen Desi said.

"That's right. Just increase the height." Ma Qianzhu was generous on this point. "What about building materials? The rendering looks like stone—how many cubic meters of stone would that require?"

"A purely stone structure is impossible—we don't have enough stonemasons. Though quarrying with black powder is now efficient, shaping and cutting still requires extensive manpower. So we're planning to use a simpler rammed-earth structure, like building city walls, with stone facing on the exterior." Mei Wan had anticipated this question.

"What about the stone color? Can we achieve a consistent look? Ideally, we should create a nearly white effect."

"The stone quarried from Baireng Rapids is bluish-gray, but we can whitewash it with lime. The effect should be acceptable."

"Why make it white? In this era, common people consider white an unlucky color."

"Should we paint it red like Tiananmen?"

"That doesn't match this style—it would look awful."

"I think golden yellow would be best—gleaming, like a sacred golden altar."

"Golden yellow would be seen as Imperial pretensions! Besides, what would you use for paint? If done poorly, it would look like a temple—hardly sacred."

In the approved final design, they still decided to whitewash with lime water. After all, ancient people's houses were also whitewashed with lime, and there was no record of them considering it an unlucky color.

In the official drawings, the great colonnade was removed from the top of the reviewing stand. Mass-producing Roman columns in Lingao was simply too difficult. However, sufficient width was left in the construction to add them in the future. The entire structure's height was also raised to eighteen meters.

Though the colonnade wouldn't be built immediately, the screen wall for displaying emblems still appeared in the official drawings. As for the flag-hanging mounts, Mei Wan decided to use wooden frames as a temporary substitute. Each frame would be twelve meters tall for hanging flags—though these would only be practical in light winds; otherwise, the flags would billow like ship sails.

Considering that typhoons would arrive in late summer and early autumn, these wooden frames were designed to be detachable, capable of being taken down and stored inside the structure when not in use. Though the interior was rammed earth, some rooms and passages had been carved out within.



After the design was approved, Mei Wan commenced construction. One advantage of rammed-earth construction was that workers didn't require much technical skill, permitting large-scale employment of ordinary laborers. The Hakka immigrants from Fujian were generally experienced in building earthen round houses, making them ideal as crew leaders for the ramming work. Combined with farmers recruited from the Commune and outside, the project proceeded with tremendous vigor. At the busiest times, nearly a thousand laborers toiled on the site. Over two hundred more worked at various quarries extracting and cutting stone. Another hundred gathered oyster shells from the shore to burn into lime.

To accelerate progress, Mei Wan also deployed construction machinery to assist. Excavation, piling, and basic compaction were done mechanically, greatly increasing efficiency.

Limited by the stonemasons' processing capability and technical level, Mei Wan discovered that certain large, complex elements were beyond their ability. The largest stone the local masons had ever worked was bridge arch beams, and even that hadn't been done in many years.

"If only we had rebar, we could simply make precast concrete components," Mei Wan said regretfully after returning from the materials yard.

"Steel is so scarce right now that the Metallurgy Department absolutely won't manufacture rebar," Yan Quezhi said.

"What about using bamboo instead?" asked Mei Lin. Having started as a basic construction worker, he served only as junior technical staff in the expert-filled Lingao Construction Corporation.

"Bamboo-reinforced concrete?" Mei Wan thought for a moment. He had indeed heard of this technique—using bamboo instead of steel rebar for precast structural elements. It had been popular in the 1930s and 40s, and during the Great Leap Forward, it had been tried for a time in China to address material shortages.

"That won't work—bamboo's yield strength is nowhere near steel's—" Bing Feng quickly objected. He specialized in steel frame structures and had of course heard of this unconventional method. But it had been long abandoned by the construction industry for failing to meet standards.

"How would we know without trying?" Mei Wan thought if the experiment succeeded, it would be major good news for both the Construction Corporation and the transmigrators—no more wasting vast quantities of timber on beams, columns, and floors.

"Boss, precast concrete components—if they fail, people die," Bing Feng earnestly warned. Hadn't the "tofu-dregs" construction scandals of the original timeline caused enough trouble? Were they going to import those problems to this new era?

"Technician Bing, if we look at this from the overall perspective, rigidly adhering to the safety standards of our original timeline is impractical," Mei Lin said.

"What?! Safety standards differ between modern and past eras?" Bing Feng was furious.

Mei Wan intervened. "Let's not get angry. This is a technical issue—we can discuss it together." He turned to ask Li Xiaolü, who was drawing the general structural plans nearby.

"About this, you all decide," Li Xiaolü said, carefully rendering his drawing. "I studied urban planning and environment—I don't understand structural engineering."

Yan Quezhi spoke up. "Boss, you should be careful. Construction is a hundred-year undertaking. If something goes wrong, you'll be infamous for ten thousand years."

Mei Lin remained calm. "The question is strictly one of resource availability, isn't it? The Executive Committee has many projects coming up. We can't keep using wooden planks forever—Lingao doesn't have that much timber. We'll definitely need precast panels. Since when the Metallurgy Department can produce enough rebar is still unknown, trying bamboo isn't a bad idea. If it succeeds, everything afterward becomes much easier."

These words convinced Mei Wan. The temptation was simply too great. He made his decision.

"Alright, let's try it. Start with small components."

Most people in the Lingao Construction Corporation had construction backgrounds and knew something about bamboo-reinforced concrete. Bamboo as a replacement for steel rebar had long been a tempting topic—after all, bamboo grows quickly, is cheap, and easy to process. If it could be used successfully, it would save enormous costs.

But bamboo had never been able to truly replace steel. The main reason was that its tensile strength was far inferior—the best bamboo material reached only about eighty percent of steel's level, and most achieved only fifty percent. Moreover, bamboo's elastic modulus was only one-tenth that of steel. This flaw was quite fatal. Bamboo-reinforced concrete also had problems with rot, insect damage, and difficulty bonding to concrete—it wasn't nearly as simple to use as it initially seemed.

First, they needed to find suitable bamboo. There were many bamboo species, but those usable for bamboo-reinforced concrete were mainly bitter bamboo, Moso bamboo, and henon bamboo. Of these three, bitter bamboo possessed the best tensile performance. The Japanese had conducted extensive bamboo-reinforced concrete tests during World War II and concluded bitter bamboo was the most suitable material.

Bitter bamboo was widely distributed in China. Though it wasn't everywhere on Hainan, it wasn't hard to find. They immediately contacted the Forestry Division under the Agriculture Committee.

"You want bitter bamboo? No problem. I'll send people to harvest tomorrow," Wu Kuangming said over the phone.

"No—later we'll send the harvesting requirements to your OA. You must explain clearly to the harvesting crew that they must follow our specifications exactly, or the bamboo will be useless."

The raw bamboo for reinforcement was extremely particular. First, it couldn't come from overly fertile soil—bamboo from such soil had thick, soft walls lacking elasticity. The nodes would easily blacken and crack after harvesting—and the nodes were precisely the part of the bamboo with the highest tensile strength.

According to Japanese experience, bamboo for reinforcement should ideally be harvested from mountain areas where it grew mixed with cedar and other trees. Such bamboo had tall, straight culms, short nodes, thin walls, and good elasticity. Harvesting should be done on dry, moonless nights, because bamboo harvested on moonlit nights contained more moisture. The sap would taste sweet and attract insects.

The bamboo should be five to six years old—younger bamboo was too soft, older bamboo gradually lost its natural oils and became insufficiently elastic. Even the harvesting itself required specific techniques. Examining the materials Luo Duo had retrieved from the Great Library, Mei Wan smiled ruefully at Mei Lin. "This stuff isn't simple at all."

Mei Lin wasn't confident either. Seeing how thick this bamboo-reinforced concrete manual was, he felt a twinge of nervousness, worried that the complexity might make him the one held responsible if something went wrong. But since work had already begun, he couldn't show weakness. He had to maintain a confident front.

"Complex procedures mean it actually works. Otherwise, what would be the point of writing this book? This is experience accumulated by our construction predecessors."

Only the sections from two to twenty-one nodes above the root could be used for reinforcement, requiring dense, even nodes with no rot or insect damage. The harvested bamboo was sent to the timber processing plant at Bopu, where it first underwent moderate drying and dewatering—not dried too thoroughly, retaining some moisture. Then at the Bopu chemical plant, it received anti-rot, waterproofing, and alkali-resistance treatment.

Due to bamboo's special plant properties, it absorbed water and expanded when concrete was poured, then contracted and hardened as the concrete dried because it lost moisture. Bamboo contracted more and faster than concrete, so before long the bamboo would relax and separate from the concrete, destroying their bond.

Besides the dewatering problem, bamboo reinforcement also faced alkaline corrosion. Japanese tests before World War II demonstrated that untreated bamboo reinforcement lost all strength after six months in concrete due to alkaline erosion.

(End of Chapter)
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The solution lay in treating the bamboo reinforcement. The Bopu chemical plant had already mastered the production of wood tar and coal tar—two staples of industrial chemistry with histories stretching back centuries.

A simple distillation apparatus could extract numerous chemical products from these tars. Lately, to meet steelmaking demands, the Metallurgy Department had been coking at Bopu, accumulating substantial reserves of coal tar. This viscous, black sludge had found various uses—the chemical plant fashioned it into incendiary tar bombs, slathered it on telegraph poles lining the roads, and waterproofed ship hulls with it. Yet much of it still languished in ceramic jars, awaiting further purpose. Alongside the coal tar, the chemical plant had received vast quantities of wood tar, a byproduct of the timber processing plant's charcoal production. The stuff was piled everywhere in temporary warehouses.

Ji Situi had yet to install the distillation tower, and the distilled products would require acid and alkali washing, so processing remained impossible for now. But having so much material heaped in the sheds—to say nothing of the stench—meant someone had to stand guard. Both locals and transmigrators had designs on these stores. The natives' intentions were relatively harmless—mostly schemes to burn it as fuel or smear it on boats for waterproofing. The transmigrators, however, each harbored their own wild schemes, and some of their half-baked chemistry experiments were sufficiently reckless to give Ji Situi cold sweats.

When Mei Wan came asking for help, Ji Situi expressed enthusiasm—better someone put the stuff to use than let it sit. Coal tar was among the most fundamental of preservatives; using it to treat bamboo reinforcement was more than adequate.

Mei Wan first soaked the prepared bamboo strips in wood tar. This wasn't merely to coat them; he hoped the dried bamboo would absorb the creosote, rendering it water-resistant while protecting against rot and insects.

After soaking for several days, once the bamboo reinforcement was confirmed to be fully saturated, it was removed and brushed evenly with coal tar. In the original timeline, of course, this process would have been far more sophisticated. But given their limited chemical capabilities, the transmigrators could only resort to the simplest methods.

Even after treatment, the bamboo reinforcement required physical modification before it could serve as suitable material for bamboo-reinforced concrete. Bamboo's overly smooth surface presented a critical drawback—not only was it difficult to secure when tying the reinforcement framework, but concrete adhered poorly and was prone to shifting and bubbling. The solution was to alter the bamboo's shape by cutting notches into it. Another approach was wrapping wire around the reinforcement.

Fortunately, though the Metallurgy Department's steel reserves couldn't supply rebar, eighteen-gauge iron wire was readily available. Wire processing was straightforward—wrought iron rods placed in steel dies and drawn multiple times with powered machinery. The process was simple and consumed little raw material. Upon learning that the Construction Corporation wished to experiment with bamboo-reinforced concrete prefabricated panels, the Metallurgy Department immediately expressed strong support, readily agreeing to supply as much wire as needed. After all, various departments had been clamoring for wire lately: Lingao Telecommunications needed to lay telephone lines, and the Light Industry Department was about to begin producing sewing needles.

The entire Construction Corporation threw itself into the work of tying reinforcement. This task demanded genuine technical skill—had Mei Wan himself not come from construction sites, he truly wouldn't have been able to manage it. Making matters worse, this wasn't steel rebar but smooth bamboo. Several people led the Construction Corporation's regular workers through the process, wrapping and winding bamboo strips over and over. Their only reference was a few blurry printed photographs. None of the transmigrators had done this work before, and it wasn't long before someone drew blood and earned an honorable wound.

"Lord above, this is far more trouble than steel rebar," Yan Quezhi complained.

Bing Feng nodded. "Saves materials but not labor. And the strength is compromised. If this were truly as good as they claim, why wasn't it widely adopted?"

Mei Wan felt a twinge of regret by now, but he couldn't show it. "Right now, it's a matter of having something versus having nothing. We're even mixing our own concrete—back in the day, we'd have called a commercial concrete company to send over a few mixer trucks and been done with it."

The first prefabricated panel underwent testing after three days of curing. It proved fully usable as a lightweight floor panel—an encouraging result.

"That said, believe it or not, I still wouldn't use this stuff for load-bearing components," Bing Feng remained apprehensive.

True though that was, the substitute went immediately into production—Baireng City was experiencing a new construction boom, with buildings rising everywhere. Having prefabricated concrete components was an enormous convenience for the Construction Corporation. Mei Wan immediately conducted comprehensive training for the native construction workers, teaching them to tie reinforcement and make prefabricated panels. Soon, the first batch of cement floor panels went into the construction of "New Countryside" and the stadium.

Thanks to the machinery, the project progressed at a remarkable pace. A single excavator's hourly output equaled a full day's labor from dozens of workers. For tamping, Mei Wan employed a combination of steamroller compaction and manual ramming, with construction continuing through the night. After dark, over a dozen gas lamps and countless torches lit the construction site bright as day. All personnel worked in two shifts, day and night blurring into one continuous effort. The site rumbled with machinery and buzzed with voices around the clock.

"This project really has the atmosphere of a great campaign," Bing Feng remarked. He had just finished supervising a section and dragged his exhausted body back to the construction headquarters tent. Though the outside temperature remained below 10°C, he wore only a dirt-and-dust-covered T-shirt. Having slept only four or five hours a night for three or four consecutive days, his eyes were rimmed red.

"Have some Wong Lo Kat." Yan Quezhi brought over a large plastic bottle filled with herbal tea made according to Wu Nanhai's personal recipe. Though the transmigrator canteen had been transferred to the General Office, it was still the original Agriculture Department staff who did the work.

"I'd rather drink plain boiled water than that stuff." Bing Feng shuddered at the herbal tea's smell. This wasn't like the canned version from the other timeline, which at least had sugar and flavoring added. Though it tasted peculiar, it remained tolerable.

Bing Feng gulped down the lightly salted saline water specially prepared by the Health Department, wiped his sweat with a towel, and let out a long breath.

"I dream of drinking Coca-Cola," he lamented. The small pleasures of the other timeline had become remote and unattainable. Sometimes he truly regretted coming here. Wasn't this the same as before—no, worse than before? At least back then he could drink as much Coke as he wanted.

"Face each completed section with stone immediately; don't wait for other sections." Mei Wan directed at the site every day, eyes red, voice hoarse from shouting.

"Manager Mei is really giving it his all," Bing Feng said to Zhuo Tianmin. The latter didn't respond, looking worried and distressed—he hadn't been home in three days. Though he'd entrusted his son to Wu De's household, he still felt uneasy.

Yan Quezhi spoke up. "I just don't understand—why is the Chairman so eager for this thing? Is it really needed right now?"

"The military parade, brother."



"Military parade?"

"That's right—for the natives coming to the conference. A demonstration of power." Bing Feng had recently been busy finishing the Army Club project and knew the Army had been drilling formations since the New Year.

"Wasting money and manpower," Yan Quezhi said disapprovingly. "If you ask me, wouldn't expanding the hydroelectric plant be more urgent? The cost of building this massive reviewing stand would be enough to build two big dams on the Wenlan River."

"You have no idea how much the Executive Committee has invested in this." Bing Feng pulled a cigarette from his pocket. "Want one?"

"What, you've got cigarettes?" Yan Quezhi took it from him and discovered it was hand-rolled. The rough paper was obviously a local product, though the tobacco inside was golden yellow.

"Tobacco the Foreign Trade Company brought from Macau. I managed to get hold of a little and rolled them myself."

"I suspect they're building this thing just to satisfy the leadership ambitions of those Executive Committee big shots. Ma Qianzhu is probably itching to shout those lines—'Comrades, greetings! Comrades, you've worked hard!'"

"Don't wrong Manager Ma—even if anyone were to shout that, it wouldn't be his turn. Director Wen is the Executive Committee Chairman. At most, Ma would shout 'Please review the troops'—he's the Chief of Staff, after all."

"I notice they're quite united on this matter."

The two of them puffed away. Truth be told, this tobacco tasted nothing like cigarettes—it was sun-dried tobacco, not the flue-cured variety used in modern cigarettes. Combined with the rough rolling paper, it was merely better than nothing.

"This is special-supply goods from the Foreign Trade Company—where did you get it? They don't sell it in the canteen."

"Living off the land." Bing Feng shrugged. "This is military tobacco allocated to the Army. Haven't we been helping them build their club lately? I've been directing at the site, so they've given me quite a lot."

"You're engaging in corruption—"

"The Army is poor. The Navy's the real power," Bing Feng said with a note of envy, exhaling a puff of smoke and coughing twice. "If I didn't get seasick, I'd have joined the Navy too. The life they live—"

"We construction people have it hard." Yan Quezhi watched Mei Lin directing workers laying stone blocks, sweating profusely, and Li Xiaolü taking level readings with a surveyor's instrument—a group of people laboring away. "Even women are working on the site."

"Quite chivalrous, aren't you? What, interested?"

"Not at all," Yan Quezhi denied quickly. "She barely says three sentences a day besides work, and always looks like men owe her five million. Even if I were interested, I'd lose it fast."

"True," Bing Feng agreed. "We need to train some people—at least get some construction foremen and technicians trained. That way we won't have to be on site ourselves every day."

"Aren't they supposed to build a school after the conference? Let's apply to start a department there: Civil Engineering."

"Forget foremen. Can I at least get a secretary? Someone to rub my shoulders and pound my legs after work—call it a perk."

"Hehe, there aren't even forty girls about to graduate from the nursing school. Would we get a turn?"

"True. Manager Mei might get one, though."

(End of Chapter)
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Fu Buer set out on his journey with complicated feelings. This was his second trip to the "bandits." But this time, he went as a leading figure from his village.

In Meiyang Village, the largest landowner and most authoritative voice belonged not to Fu Buer but to his clan uncle, Fu Yousun. The meeting invitation had been addressed to him. But this clan uncle was an old rustic recluse who rarely left the village. To him, even a county yamen clerk was a great personage—let alone these overseas guests who had arrived in great iron ships. Having heard that the "bandits" were enormously formidable, he imagined them as demons with green eyebrows and red eyes, and he absolutely refused to go, even if it killed him. With no other choice, the clan sought help from Fu Buer—the only person among them who had actually dealt with the "bandits." Fu Yousun's concubines and sons all came weeping and kneeling in his hall, begging him to go on their behalf, and they presented him with many valuables.

Though somewhat apprehensive, Fu Buer had, after all, been a prisoner of the "bandits" and knew these people, while formidable, were not evil. They were reasonable and could distinguish right from wrong. Now they were holding some "consultative conference"—probably just a matter of levying grain and assigning labor. He'd joined the suppression force back then and been captured, yet they hadn't killed him. Attending a meeting now was even less likely to cost him his life. His former farmhand Ma Peng was said to be working for the "short-hairs" too, and had even brought his old mother to live there—a gang that allowed subordinates to support their elderly mothers couldn't be all bad. Besides, he couldn't resist the temptation of the valuables Fu Yousun had sent, nor his clansmen's desperate pleas. He readily agreed.

When Fu Buer's wife learned he was going to the conference, she made quite a scene in private, refusing to let him go. Last time, he'd insisted on joining that Huang fellow in the fighting and gotten himself injured—thank goodness they'd spent money to ransom him. Now he was going to walk right into the trap again? She made such a fuss that Fu Buer had no peace for days. In the end, he still set off for the conference with a young servant.

Fu Buer's village actually lay not far from Baireng Rapids—counting the winding route rather than the straight-line distance, it was about forty-some li. In ancient society, that was already considered quite distant. Even with good roads, an ordinary person would need four or five hours on foot, let alone in a remote county with terrible road conditions.

Winter was the season for long journeys in Lingao. Temperatures were pleasant, with neither typhoons nor prolonged rains. Roads stayed dry and easy to travel. Most rivers had dropped low enough to wade across, eliminating the need for long detours to find fords or bridges.

Still, venturing out wasn't easy. Hainan had no donkeys or mules; unless you were gentry rich enough to keep sedan chairs or the even rarer horses, whether landlord or farmhand, everyone traveled on two feet. Fu Buer's advantage over ordinary peasants lay in having a household servant to carry his luggage. The fourteen- or fifteen-year-old lad, hearing he could accompany his master to East Gate Market, was far more enthusiastic than his elder. He'd packed everything the night before.

Traveling in ancient times was difficult. Inns were rare. Unlike the ubiquitous lodging houses in martial arts stories, real accommodations could only be found in larger market towns or cities. And you couldn't dashingly demand "a first-class room"—even single rooms were uncommon. Even when single rooms existed, inns didn't provide bedding; travelers had to bring their own.

Food and water couldn't be secured without passing through larger market towns either. So food, bedding, utensils, clothing—everything had to be brought along. Packing all this made for a substantial bundle.

Setting out from the village, after walking several hours, they encountered others from various villages also going to "attend the meeting." The representatives sent by each village varied—if not clan elders, then wealthy households, baojia headmen, or local gentry. Some villages sent their resident xiucai or tongsheng—these people at least had some worldly experience. Everyone traveled together for company and courage. Most were quizzing each other, trying to learn what other villages were prepared to offer to appease the "baldies." Everyone figured that judging by this group's conduct, they probably didn't care for money, making labor levies more likely.

The gentry traveling in sedan chairs or on horseback with large retinues naturally wouldn't mingle with these commoners. A few poor xiucai without sedan chairs trotted alongside the gentry's conveyances, panting as they conversed—eager to demonstrate their superior status over the mud-footed peasants beside them.

Amid the chatter, they arrived near the Wenlan River bank. This was already "baldy" territory. The roads became wide and level, stirring up no dust underfoot. By the roadside stood a wooden shed with a soldier in gray uniform and leather belt, holding a black musket, standing ramrod straight. Seeing the gleaming blade fixed to the muzzle, Fu Buer couldn't help shivering—months ago, he'd watched that kind of blade pierce the chest of a dying militiaman from a neighboring village as easily as cutting tofu.

Inside the shed were several tables—the kind only the wealthiest local households used. Behind the tables sat several people handling business. They wore clothes similar to the soldiers, just without weapon belts. Outside the shed stood a signboard with writing. Fu Buer couldn't read, so he asked a tongsheng to read it aloud. It turned out conference attendees needed to verify their invitations and register here.

He saw four or five children around ten years old standing outside the shed, dressed like those inside, except with red cloth strips tied at their necks. They wore their hair short like the short-hairs and stood with chests puffed out, directing arrivals to line up and register in order.

"I've heard the short-hairs bought countless young children from the mainland. These must be them," a scholarly-looking man said to someone nearby.

"I just don't know what they want these half-grown children for."

"Who knows? This lot's schemes run deep—our Lingao is in danger," the scholar declared with theatrical alarm.

Fu Buer couldn't worry about all that. He simply followed the crowd forward. When his turn came, the person behind the table looked at his invitation and took a stiff small paper card from the desk, with a thin string attached to it. He began writing down Fu Buer's village name and personal name.

"Is this your attendant?"

"Yes," Fu Buer replied quickly. "A household servant of mine."

The clerk glanced at the boy and wrote in the remarks column: "Attendant: one male youth."

"Hang it around your neck," the gray-clad man instructed. "This is your conference credential. With this card, you can stay and eat for free at the designated places—don't lose it. Without this card, you'll be arrested where you're going."

"Yes, yes." Fu Buer hurriedly hung the card around his neck and stepped aside.



He heard an argument break out in a nearby queue. "I'm sorry, but you can bring at most five attendants to the conference."

"I won't eat your food—I've brought my own provisions!" A man who looked like a gentleman was arguing.

"That won't work either. There simply isn't room to accommodate that many people."

The gentleman exploded. "What are you so uppity about! Aren't you that fellow from the front village who was so poor his ass was hanging out, who still hadn't passed the exams at forty? Follow the 'baldies' for a few days and you think you can rebel!"

The crowd stirred. A "real baldy" emerged from behind the shed—wearing colorful short clothes—and spoke in a low voice: "Who wants to rebel?"

Everyone fell silent at once. The clerks who were "fake baldies" all snapped to attention. Someone called out, "Reporting, Chief—"

"No need for reports." Dugu Qiuhun's gaze swept over the gentleman at the table. "You want to rebel?"

Having dealt with locals at East Gate Market for so long, though Dugu Qiuhun couldn't speak the Lingao dialect, he'd picked up a fair amount of the local Hainan Mandarin.

The gentleman naturally understood him. Seeing this "real baldy" emerge, his courage had already shrunk considerably. Questioned like this, he nearly wet himself with terror. He stood there speechless.

Someone nearby hastily interjected, "Chief, nobody's rebelling. We're all good people, good people."

Dugu Qiuhun heard someone call himself a "good person" and felt rather awkward—it made him feel like a "Japanese devil" from the movies. He waved his hand. "Continue registering!"

The gentleman was helped aside. Sycophants fanned him and brought water. After a good while, he recovered. His bluster had naturally vanished—he meekly registered his five attendants and went on.

Fu Buer watched this little drama with some satisfaction. In the past, these gentry all had their eyes on top of their heads. Before the "baldies," weren't they just as deflated?

"Look at the state of the world today—" A sour-faced scholar passing by was about to say something when someone grabbed his arm. "Do you want to die!"

Fu Buer didn't understand what this meant and walked on by himself.

Baireng Rapids was somewhere Fu Buer had stayed awhile—as a prisoner, he'd spent dozens of days in the thatched sheds inside the wire enclosure outside the bandits' fortress. Coming back now, he couldn't recognize anything. Houses had gone up everywhere—all built with red bricks and red tiles. Though the style differed quite markedly from local buildings, they looked both sturdy and attractive. Compared to them, his clan uncle Fu Yousun's manor seemed positively crude. The market streets were paved with bricks and stones, and there were quite a few shops along the way. The streets were crowded with people—some from various places coming to trade, mixed with many real and fake baldies walking and talking. Fu Buer looked around with fresh eyes. When he asked a shop clerk what this place was, the clerk looked at him like he was an idiot.

"This is East Gate Market, of course—you came here without knowing?"

So this was the famous East Gate Market! Fu Buer knew of this place. He'd even sent his farmhands here to sell grain and have rice milled. From them, he'd learned that this place was flourishing, with cheap salt and many fine goods to buy, plus buildings bigger than he'd ever seen.

While looking around, someone approached and asked, "Are you a conference delegate?"

"Yes, yes, I'm from Meiyang Village." Fu Buer quickly pulled out the paper card on his chest to show him.

"I'll take you to your lodging." The person was very polite.

He was taken to an inn—newly built, an impressive two-story red brick building. Inside, the many corridors and staircases left him dizzy. Especially the doors in the corridors—he couldn't even count them. He was assigned a double room with two beds. The room even had candlesticks ready—quite thoughtful and convenient.

(End of Chapter)
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The reception staff also gave Fu Buer a stack of meal tickets, explaining that he could eat at designated food stalls with them. Warmth spread through Fu Buer's chest—these "baldies" were considerate and thoughtful. Compared to the county yamen coming to collect grain taxes, this was like heaven and earth.

After setting down his luggage, the household servant wanted to explore the market. Fu Buer felt the same urge, so he locked the door and went out—every room here had a padlock, and one could simply lock up and leave the key at the front desk.

East Gate Market's area had doubled since the previous year. Originally planned to extend three hundred meters westward from the moat outside Baireng City's east gate, East Gate Street was now complete. The first cross-street had also extended thirty meters in each direction, north and south. The buildings on the cross-street had all been constructed in batches and rented cheaply to merchants. Because the prices were low, it was actually livelier than the main street. Traveling vendors continued to set up tents on the open ground along both sides of the streets. Dongmen Chuiyu didn't interfere.

The two walked along the streets, finding everything fresh and novel. Many people were about, yet the road surface was clean and neat. Rows of small trees had been planted on both sides—they would provide pleasant shade in the future. Fu Buer had been to the county seat, but even the main street before the yamen was filthy with sewage, mud, and garbage piles. Secluded corners and alleys were littered with human and animal waste, reeking to high heaven.

But he quickly discovered the secret here: every dozen-odd zhang along the street stood a large rattan basket where pedestrians threw their trash. There were also several dedicated cleaners wearing uniform blue cotton robes, holding large bamboo-bristle brooms, constantly sweeping the road surface. Looking closely, they were country women.

Fu Buer found this both novel and admirable. Who had devised such a clever system? Never mind this bustling marketplace full of merchants and travelers—even in their own village, where everyone was family, they couldn't manage something like this.

Compared to his gawking servant boy, Fu Buer's mind worked more shrewdly. He differed somewhat from other local landlords who only worked the land and squeezed money from farmhands and tenants. He knew that farming alone would never amount to much, and he couldn't curry favor with the authorities. The only path to real wealth was trade. But he'd never done business and didn't understand it, so he'd never dared try casually. Now, walking around East Gate Market, he sensed the opportunities here should be quite good. So he kept staring at the largest shops, wondering what goods might be worth selling.

While looking around, he heard a commotion ahead. People were crowding around. Loving a spectacle is a traditional Chinese virtue, and Fu Buer was no exception. He saw two people arguing up front—one appeared to be a small vendor; the other wore a rattan hat and a short-hair-style black stand-collar jacket with wooden buttons, a wide leather belt at the waist, white leggings on his calves, and straw sandals. A short wooden baton with a side handle hung from his hip. His sleeve bore an embroidered shield-shaped patch with designs and characters Fu Buer couldn't comprehend.

The strangely dressed person was saying, "From the first day you set up your stall at East Gate Market, someone told you—no littering here, and absolutely no relieving yourself in public. There are toilets along the street. Yet you still defecated wherever you pleased—what punishment do you deserve?!"

The vendor pleaded repeatedly, insisting he really had diarrhea and couldn't wait to reach the toilet, so he'd relieved himself in a corner. He begged the "Police Lord" to show mercy.

But the policeman wouldn't relent, insisting on a fine of twenty wen or ten fen. Some onlookers sympathized with the vendor and jeered. The vendor bowed and pleaded, saying he truly had no money. The policeman replied, "Since you have no money for the fine, according to the Public Security Law, you'll clean the streets for three days."

The vendor accepted the punishment, and the matter was settled. Fu Buer found this amusing—and suddenly realized the policeman was Ma Peng. This fellow had done well for himself with the "baldies"—he'd become a "policeman," apparently something like the yamen runners. Fu Buer wanted to cultivate a connection with him, so he called out, "Old Ma!"

Ma Peng was escorting the unlucky vendor to report to the sanitation station—this was the third person he'd caught urinating or defecating in public this week. This was Chief Dugu's "Environmental Hygiene Improvement Week" campaign. Hearing someone call his name, he looked over and saw his former employer. Though class differences had existed between Ma Peng and his employer, and Fu Buer had never done him any particular favors, they bore no grudge either. They had, after all, squatted together in the short-hairs' prisoner camp—one of those three experiences said to forge true brotherhood. Meeting unexpectedly like this, there was genuine joy of old friends reuniting.

"Master Fu!"

"You're working for the short-hairs now?"

"That's right, as a policeman." Ma Peng noticed Fu Buer eyeing his uniform and tugged at his clothes a bit self-consciously. "This is the standard issue—everyone doing police work has to wear it."

"Wearing it makes you look just as impressive as the short-hair lords."

Ma Peng's face reddened. "Can't compare to them." Noticing the card hanging on Fu Buer's chest, he quickly changed the subject. "Is Master Fu also here for the conference?"

"Yes, the short-hair lords told us to come. Do you know anything about it?" Fu Buer hurried to ask.

"I really don't know. I'm just a constable—there are I don't know how many layers between me and the short-hair lords." He barked at the vendor, "Get moving! Stop dawdling." Then he turned back. "Master, please wait a moment. Let me deliver this person to the sanitation station, and then we can talk."

Fu Buer was curious about everything now, so he followed Ma Peng to the back of the cross-street. There was an independent compound filled with the same garbage baskets from the streets and many two-wheeled garbage carts. People were using iron rakes and shovels to sort garbage and load it onto carts.

"Why are they sorting garbage?" Fu Buer asked. His impression was that village garbage was simply thrown directly into the ditch outside the village.

Ma Peng handed the unlucky vendor over to someone at the sanitation station and completed the handover procedures. "The paper and rags inside get sent to the paper mill. Dead branches and leaves, horse and donkey manure, vegetable peels—all that goes into the biogas pit."

"Biogas pit?"



"I don't understand it either," Ma Peng admitted. "It's behind the public toilet—a pit with a big cover. You dump this garbage in there. After some days it turns into fertilizer. The farm people come and haul it away."

"Doesn't that reek to high heaven?" Fu Buer thought of the smell from the foul ditch behind his village and frowned.

"Strangely enough, when you open the pit, it doesn't smell at all," Ma Peng said earnestly. "They all say the chiefs have real skills. The people farming at the farm say the fertilizer from those pits doesn't smell and is very rich. Everything grows well with it."

Fu Buer remained skeptical. "That magical?"

Ma Peng laughed. "When it comes to farming skills, the chiefs are no worse than our local farmers. I've worked at the farm a few times—I never imagined land could be farmed that way."

Fu Buer's interest was immediately piqued. "How do they farm?"

Ma Peng shook his head, still laughing. "It's no use asking me. The chiefs' farming methods—not only can't you learn them, Master, even the biggest local landlords couldn't learn them. There's too much in there that I don't even recognize."

Fu Buer pestered Ma Peng to take him to the farm, even promising him benefits, but Ma Peng absolutely refused. "This I really can't help you with, Master. Nobody except commune members is allowed into the farm. If I took you there, I'd definitely lose my job. Might even lose my life."

Hearing that seeing the farm could cost one's life, Fu Buer's interest diminished considerably. Ma Peng laughed. "There are plenty of interesting places here. I'll just show you around."

"Aren't you still on duty?"

"It's fine. The chiefs said we should be good hosts—that means taking good care of all of you. Showing you around counts as duty too."

He led Fu Buer walking along the streets. They passed a large shop under construction, with scaffolding erected and masons going up and down.

"This is Boss Lin's Quanfu Green Grocery. He used to be just a vegetable-selling Hoklo, but he got rich buying vegetables, pork, and poultry for the chiefs. Built himself a mansion and even took two concubines." Ma Peng spoke with envy written all over his face.

Fu Buer knew of Lin Quanfu—the past few months, he'd been going from village to village buying chickens, ducks, and live pigs for the short-hairs, and had visited Meiyang Village too. Fu Buer had originally thought this man didn't know what was good for him, openly serving the short-hairs. He hadn't expected him to have made such a fortune. He felt a touch of sourness.

Walking on, they came to a large five-bay storefront with many people going in and out. "This is the Women's Cooperative—opened by the chiefs' womenfolk as partners."

"Female short-hairs are opening shops?" Fu Buer was taken aback.

"Yes, run by a matron. All the clerks inside are women too. It's considered one of East Gate Market's sights—lots of people come just to gawk." Ma Peng smiled. "Would Master like to take a look inside? The goods are complete and the prices are cheap!"

Just as they reached the entrance, a middle-aged woman in a clean, neat blue cloth dress approached with a smile. "What would the gentleman like to buy?"

Ma Peng grinned. "This is Master Fu Buer from Meiyang Village, a conference delegate. He's just looking around."

"A conference delegate? The proprietress said all conference delegates with credentials get a five percent discount, and receive a gift whether they buy anything or not." As she spoke, she copied down the string of crooked symbols on Fu Buer's chest card, then had him sign for receipt. Fu Buer couldn't read, so he could only make a mark. He received a rough paper bag.

Opening the bag, inside was a thick, soft, fluffy cloth covered with dense loops—by its size it appeared to be a face towel. Red thread spelled out a line of characters: "Commemorating the First Lingao Political Consultative Conference" with "With congratulations from the Lingao Women's Cooperative, 1629" below. Fu Buer couldn't read and worried it might contain some treasonous words. Ma Peng read it to him and explained the meaning. The fact that this poor farmhand Ma Peng could actually read gave Fu Buer quite a shock.

"Ma Peng, I thought you couldn't read?"

"That was before. Working for the chiefs here, everyone has to learn to read—Arabic numerals," Ma Peng said seriously. They had all received literacy training in batches. Everyone working for the short-hair chiefs knew numbers and recognized three or four hundred characters, enough to read newspapers and notices.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 215: The Conference (Part 3)

"Newspaper?"

"Oh, this." Ma Peng took a large sheet of paper from the cooperative's newspaper rack. It was covered with printed text.

"What does it say?"

"Various news items: from Baireng City, East Gate Market, and the whole county. Lately, there's even commercial news from Guangzhou Prefecture." He turned it over. "These pages have serialized novels, ballads, and such. Very entertaining."

Fu Buer couldn't read and naturally couldn't appreciate its appeal. Still, he would bring it back for the literate people in the village to look at—it was a rare novelty. To be safe, he asked, "There aren't any seditious words in here, are there?"

"Certainly not. This newspaper is even sent daily to the county yamen. If you want one, take a copy—free to conference delegates," the female clerk said.

Only then did Fu Buer relax. He took a copy, carefully folded it, and tucked it into his clothes. Walking around the shop, he saw some excellent silks and foreign cloth and decided to buy some to bring back. The cooperative accepted copper coins, silver pieces, and circulation vouchers. Fu Buer bought several bolts of foreign cloth and had his servant boy carry them. He noticed the clerk writing symbols in the account book similar to those on his own card, and the same markings appeared on the towel. Remembering that Ma Peng had said these were called Arabic numerals and were more convenient for accounting than Suzhou numerals, he became interested and watched for a long while, chatting with the clerk. It turned out this woman had only learned to read in the past few months, and had learned arithmetic too. Now she could not only use an abacus but also keep accounts.

"The proprietress is truly kindhearted!" The clerk was obviously quite satisfied with her situation. "Room and board are covered, and she teaches us skills. I even get around a hundred yuan in sales commission each month."

Fu Buer saw that this shop was impressively organized, with well-mannered clerks who all seemed literate and numerate. He couldn't help being moved—he still had several ten-year-old household servants at home who did nothing but cut pigweed and herd cattle. Why not send them here as apprentices? Once they learned these skills, they'd be of great help to him. He immediately asked Ma Peng if they took apprentices here, saying he'd like to send several children to apprentice and would even pay for their meals.

"I don't know about that," Ma Peng said. "After the conference, you can ask the chiefs yourself. If you want to send people here to study, I'd say it's almost certainly possible."

Leaving the cooperative, Fu Buer followed Ma Peng around East Gate Market several more times. Not only were the streets clean and tidy, there wasn't a single beggar or ruffian in sight. Even the streetwalkers soliciting customers stood properly beneath dedicated yellow wooden posts. Though they continuously called out enticements, none of them physically grabbed at passersby.

Policemen dressed like Ma Peng could be seen on the streets from time to time. They seemed to be patrolling constantly. No wonder it was so peaceful here.

"That type isn't allowed here," Ma Peng told him. "If we catch them, they're all sent to the quarry to cut stone or to the riverbank to sift sand. Whether they can get out is hard to say." He laughed smugly, quite pleased with his authority. The yellow signposts were designated spots for prostitutes to stand. There were eight posts in all of East Gate Market. Prostitutes who wanted to solicit had to line up at the posts—only when the person ahead got a customer could the next one step forward. No cutting in line.

"The chief lords are actually quite merciful to the poor. These common whores don't even have to pay the flower tax. They just need to get a license to do business here."

Fu Buer looked closely, and indeed, every prostitute had a card hung on her chest similar to his own, except theirs were yellow.

Seeing Fu Buer looking at her, a prostitute immediately put on her most charming smile. "Come play, sir—I take copper coins, silver, and vouchers."

Ma Peng snapped, "Go on, go on—don't bother people. This gentleman is a conference delegate."

The prostitute seemed quite afraid of this policeman. She pouted but said nothing.

Fu Buer asked Ma Peng, "What are these vouchers? The cooperative shop asked if I had any too."

"Money vouchers. Also called circulation vouchers here. All the merchants at East Gate Market accept them." He pulled several colorful paper slips from his pocket.

"You can buy things with these paper slips?" Fu Buer was quite skeptical.

"We get paid in these—would they be fake?"

Fu Buer examined the slips for a long while, muttering to himself. He seemed to recall hearing the village elders say that many, many years ago the court had also issued such paper money. Back then, officials forced ordinary people to accept it when buying things, but when it came time to pay taxes, they wouldn't take it. No matter what amount was written on the paper, you couldn't buy much with it in the market. Common folk treated it as waste paper. He remembered now—it was called "treasure notes" or something.

"Brother Ma, can these really work? The government tried this before—worthless waste paper," Fu Buer said in a lowered voice.

"Of course they work—one yuan buys one jin of rice. Available anytime." Ma Peng looked unhappy at his skepticism. "You think all these merchants at East Gate Market are fools? Don't mistake this for the Great Ming Treasure Notes issued by the government. These are issued by the chiefs."

From his tone, the short-hairs were far more trustworthy than the Great Ming government. But Fu Buer didn't think the government had any credibility either. He was simply surprised that Ma Peng would so wholeheartedly believe in these mysterious "baldies" of unknown origin.

"This is the Delong Grain Shop—they issue the circulation vouchers." Ma Peng pointed to a large shop up ahead. This shop was even more imposing than the cooperative. A two-story brick building sitting atop three steps, its wide windows lavishly fitted with decorative cast-iron railings. The door was large, with a stone lion on each side. Even the county yamen couldn't match this grandeur.

"Brother Ma, how come I don't see any grain trading at this grain shop?" Fu Buer remained deeply skeptical.

"This is the front counter. Those making deliveries go through that side door—there's a big courtyard inside, huge."



Fu Buer was somewhat intimidated by the grain shop's display. If not for Ma Peng beside him, he probably wouldn't have dared go in. Inside was a very tall hall fitted with a row of wooden counters like those in pawnshops, only not as high. The windows were wide and large, letting in so much light that he found it uncomfortable. All he could hear was the clicking of abacuses. Goodness, this grain shop's setup was quite intimidating.

On the leftmost counter hung a wooden sign. Ma Peng told him this was the exchange counter. If merchants received circulation vouchers but didn't want them, they could bring them here to exchange for grain tokens, which could be directly traded for rice in the courtyard.

"One yuan exchanges for one big jin." Ma Peng showed a green voucher. The so-called "big jin" was the 500-gram jin, which was heavier than the jin used in this era, hence the name.

Fu Buer knew a bit about the big jin. When he'd sent his farmhands to sell grain, they'd reported that the short-hairs didn't use measures but weighed everything directly with scales. At the time, to help locals understand exactly how much a big jin was, every large household that came to sell grain received a standard one-big-jin stone weight. Fu Buer still had that stone thing at home, ready for selling grain next year.

After examining Ma Peng's vouchers for a long while, Fu Buer still didn't quite understand how these fancy paper slips could be spent. He vaguely sensed that the key was that these papers could be exchanged for grain here. That was why merchants were willing to accept them.

"Truly eye-opening." Fu Buer became even more determined to send some household servants here as apprentices. Setting everything else aside, these short-hairs simply had more tricks up their sleeves than anyone else. But then he thought—if his servants all became clever, what about his sons? Could they still outmaneuver them? If something happened to him, wouldn't the family property be at risk? The clansmen weren't necessarily reliable either. But he really couldn't bear to send his own sons here as apprentices.

Leaving the grain shop, they toured East Gate Market extensively. Everything was fresh and fascinating. He secretly felt that coming to this conference had been the right choice—these experiences alone would give him enough to boast about for three to five years.

Seeing the sky filling with red clouds as evening approached, he wanted to return to the inn. But Ma Peng insisted on treating him to dinner.

"Master Fu, I ate plenty of your food in the past. This time it's on me."

Fu Buer thought this poor fellow had gotten a bit ahead in life and naturally wanted to show off to his former employer. He'd just go along with it. Besides, there were things he needed to discuss that were better said over dinner. He agreed and sent the servant boy back to the inn first.

The far end of the cross-street off East Gate Street was farther from the market center, already approaching the outskirts of East Gate Market. There weren't many pedestrians—it was quite secluded. Here were small shops serving the commune members and laborers from Baireng City. There were several small eateries and taverns, all lit up now. After Ma Peng got off work with nothing to do, he and his colleagues would often drink and chat here. Sometimes Chief Dugu would join them too. He'd become acquainted with this establishment's proprietor and staff.

It was a small eatery, quite modest, with only six tables. On the wooden counter by the entrance, dishes of cold appetizers were displayed—mostly local seafood, covered with bamboo domes. There was also a jar of salted boiled peanuts—all drinking snacks.

Ma Peng entered the shop and had the waiter find them a seat in the back. He ordered four dishes, a pot of wine, and two bowls of fish congee. After several rounds of toasting, Fu Buer got to the point.

"Now that you're one of the short-hairs' men, life must be pretty good?"

"Sure is—much better than being a farmhand," Ma Peng said. "We just had currency reform recently. A constable like me gets 200 yuan a month—enough to buy 200 big jin of rice. My mother and I both eat our fill, and we can even buy a new piece of clothing now and then." He took a sip of wine. "I, Ma Peng, started working as a farmhand at twelve. I thought I'd spend my whole life as a poor laborer. Never imagined I'd have today! This life—it's like a dream!"

"Indeed, indeed." Fu Buer wanted to learn the inside story of the conference, so he kept plying Ma Peng with wine and dishes, saying many flattering things. When the atmosphere seemed warm enough, he asked, "Brother Ma, what do you suppose the short-hair chiefs want, summoning people from all the villages to this conference?"

Ma Peng shook his head. "How would I know! The chiefs think deeply—we don't understand."

Fu Buer was somewhat disappointed. He deliberately tried to provoke him. "Don't the short-hairs ever let slip a word or two? You count as one of their trusted men."

"Trusted man? Not even close," Ma Peng laughed. "Take our chief, for example—even among the short-hairs, he's no big shot. I hear he doesn't even get to attend the leadership meetings." He took a sip of wine. "But the chiefs are taking this conference very seriously. They specially built some big reviewing stand. And they told us to take good care of the village delegates—anyway, they want to make you all satisfied."

Seeing an opening, Fu Buer pressed, "Can you at least guess something?"

Ma Peng thought for a moment before speaking. "Probably about 'cooperation.' I don't know what cooperation means exactly. But from what the chiefs have said, it seems they want the villages to jointly organize militia and train together. There are also other 'benefits' they want to give to the villages. As for what benefits, I don't know."

"They didn't mention levying grain or labor?" Fu Buer didn't care about so-called benefits—if the short-hairs didn't squeeze them too hard, that would already be heaven's mercy.

"I haven't heard about that. But they're very short of manpower here. Organizing militia also takes people, so they'll probably ask villages to supply labor at the meeting. As for grain—I don't think they need it. There's plenty here."

That was manageable. Fu Buer thought if it was just labor, he could send the impoverished outsiders from the village—it wouldn't damage the village's core.

Fu Buer took out a silver ingot and secretly passed it to Ma Peng under the table.

"Brother Ma, this is just a small token. Please look after our village in the future—we're all neighbors after all..."

The ingot weighed one liang. Though not lavish, it was no small sum for ordinary folk. The village council had allocated twenty liang of silver for him to use for making connections at Baireng City.

Ma Peng hurriedly refused. "This won't do, this won't do. Master Fu, you're trying to harm me! Take it back quickly."

Fu Buer thought he was just making a show of declining, but seeing Ma Peng's panicked expression, he clearly wasn't pretending. He had to take the silver back.

Ma Peng quickly looked around. Seeing no one was paying attention, he continued in a low voice, "Master Fu, the short-hairs hate this most of all. If I took your silver, I'd lose my job at the very least. Quick, put it away."

Fu Buer said, "What's there to fear? Heaven knows, Earth knows, you know, I know—"

"The problem is the chiefs know everything." Ma Peng, shivering with fear, told him something. One of the policemen at the station had taken silver from a few shopkeepers. The very next day, Chief Dugu knew about it. Then the man disappeared—word was he was now doing hard labor at the quarry.

"The strange thing is, at the time there was no one else present except them—everyone says the chiefs have supernatural powers. I wouldn't dare do such a thing."

Fu Buer felt a chill down his spine too. Thinking of the short-hairs' many strange things, he felt somewhat unsettled.

Just then the waiter brought the fish congee, along with a plate of thin crackers to go with it. Since Ma Peng still had half a shift after dinner, he didn't press for more drinking. He wolfed down the congee. Fu Buer said he was full after the wine. When dinner was done, Ma Peng paid the bill. Fu Buer thanked him repeatedly. The two left together, disappearing into the lamplight and crowds of dusk.

Over at the eatery, after the waiter cleared the table, Gou Buli rose from behind the counter and slipped into the back office. From a locked cabinet, he took out a sheet of paper, a bottle of ink, and a quill pen. By candlelight, he wrote in crooked simplified characters:

"Surveillance Report Regarding the Meeting Between East Gate Market Police Station Constable Ma Peng and Meiyang Village Delegate Fu Buer at This Establishment."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 216: The Conference (Part 4)

Delegates like Fu Buer arrived at East Gate Market over the course of several days. Some were visiting transmigrator-controlled territory for the first time; others were regulars here. Regardless of who they were, the safety, cleanliness, and convenience of life under transmigrator control left deep impressions on all of them. For many, the county seat had been the most prosperous place they'd ever seen. But East Gate Market's prosperity was on an entirely different level. Even those who had traveled far and visited Guangzhou, the premier port of South China, could see that East Gate Market's attention to detail surpassed it.

The delegates' spending at the market greatly stimulated consumption. Though each delegate received meal tickets, their attendants were not provided for. Moreover, many delegates wanted to try the "baldies'" food—especially the scrambled eggs with tomatoes at the Commercial Hall restaurant. Its sweet-sour flavor whetted the appetite and went perfectly with rice. There were also green, tender pods—the staff said they were called "Holland beans"—fried up sweet and crisp. Vegetable florets shaped like flowers, some white and some green. The white ones were firm and crunchy, the green ones soft and tender. Each had its own distinctive flavor.

The Commercial Hall restaurant's cooks had been selected from among the chefs who'd come over from the Gou manor. Though Ming-era cooking habits and techniques differed from modern ones, professionals were professionals. After training from several "gourmands," they quickly surpassed the transmigrators who had been filling in as cooks in the canteen. The Commercial Hall restaurant hired them as soon as it opened. The county-wide conference was the perfect opportunity to advertise the establishment.

Some pleasure-seeking gentry simply gave their meal tickets to their attendants and arranged their own board at the restaurant with silver. Sales of scrambled eggs with tomatoes surged so much that eggs became scarce even in the transmigrator canteen—scrambled eggs with tomatoes turned into tomato egg-drop soup, which drew many complaints.

Wu Nanhai had no complaints. Supplying various new vegetable varieties to the conference delegates was his idea. Compared to high-yield grain crops, farmers in the past had no motivation to grow new vegetable varieties—after all, greens and cabbage were edible enough, so why bother with another variety? Diverse vegetables were the demand of the leisured classes. To get farmers to grow them, one first had to win over the stomachs of the wealthy and idle, letting them create the demand.

The conference organizers deliberately let these delegates eat, drink, play, and sightsee at East Gate Market for a few days, letting them fully experience that the sky was bluer, the water greener, and the food tastier in transmigrator-controlled territory. Only then did the general meeting begin.

The County-wide Militia Joint Defense Conference—or as later histories would call it, the First Lingao Political Consultative Conference—officially convened on the second day of the second month, the day the dragon raises its head.

Early in the morning, dedicated reception staff came to the inns to escort delegates into the city. The meeting venue was the open-air cinema inside Baireng City. This cinema had fairly complete facilities, especially the installed sound amplification equipment, making it very convenient for meetings.

The delegates all changed into their finest clothes. When they came out, they saw the reception staff were young men and women. The boys wore near-black navy blue short jackets with two patch pockets and stand collars. The jackets opened down the center rather than to the left or right, with a row of straight black round wooden buttons, fastened tightly at the collar. Combined with their inch-short hair, they looked clean and sharp. The girls wore similar navy blue tops in a pullover style, with a handkerchief-like cloth backing at the shoulders, and blue pleated long skirts below. Both were simple and attractive. Only their hair was somewhat alarming—clearly they'd been shaved bald recently, and their hair was still just short stubble.

The reception staff were students from Lingao National School. These children, originally purchased from Guangzhou, had received over two months of education, learned literacy, and been repeatedly subjected to ideological conditioning. They were relatively reliable personnel now. Having them serve as reception staff was practice in social skills—after all, they would be the main source of cadres for the transmigrator regime in the future.

Originally, Xiao Zishan had considered the issue of propriety between the sexes and wanted to send only boys. But Du Wen made a fuss, calling it discrimination against women. Yu Eshui also pointed out that so-called propriety between the sexes had never applied in the countryside, especially in southern rural areas. Women were the main force in agricultural production, so rural women generally didn't bind their feet. Appearing in public was quite normal for them. Having female reception staff would at most make delegates assume they were servant girls bought by the short-hairs.

"Please make sure your delegate credentials are properly displayed. Thank you." Li Yuanyuan held an electric megaphone, waving a small triangular flag in her hand, constantly calling out like a tour guide. "Please maintain order and don't cut in line. Attendants cannot enter the venue. Leave your attendants in the market area—we have staff to take care of them."

Having Li Yuanyuan play this role was meant to make delegates aware of women's status among the transmigrators, giving them some psychological preparation for future measures to improve women's rights. Though there were no feminists on the Executive Committee besides Du Wen, and they had no interest in protecting women's rights per se, in this timeline, liberating women meant liberating productive forces. Everyone understood this principle.

Delegates gathered by their respective du and tu administrative units. Each tu had several students as guides, with the leading student also carrying a small flag marked with the specific location—Lingao X Du X Tu. To accommodate illiterate delegates, the flags also bore different plant and animal designs for identification.

After each group was assembled, students led them into the city. Though East Gate Market was always bustling and plenty of locals traveled the roads daily, the interior of Baireng City had always been tightly guarded. Though the earthen walls weren't high, guard towers and gun platforms lined the top, with much barbed wire. The outer moat was several meters deep. Even police and New Army soldiers trained by the transmigrator regime rarely had the chance to enter this forbidden zone within forbidden zones. Rumors about what lay inside had proliferated throughout the county—some said it was like a fairy realm, others compared it to the Buddhist hell of Avici. Opinions varied wildly, so delegates were intensely curious about Baireng City's interior. Now with the chance to see it for themselves, everyone felt rather eager.



Once inside, everything was indeed different from outside. The streets were paved with brick and stone like East Gate Market, with trees planted on both sides. Black-painted wooden poles lined the roadside, topped with white porcelain caps. Below the caps were glass balls—their purpose unknown. The buildings here were different from outside too. Outside, buildings were either red or blue-gray brick, but inside, all were blue-and-white striped houses, perfectly square and extremely orderly. The delegates suddenly realized these buildings' walls and roofs were entirely made of iron!

This discovery was simply sensational. Iron wasn't valuable per se, but in Lingao it was absolutely rare. All iron products here were imported from the mainland. The whole county had only one blacksmith in the county seat who could repair farm tools and make simple daily iron implements. Larger items like proper farming tools were beyond his capability. These overseas visitors not only arrived in great iron ships, but even their houses were made of iron! This alone was enough to inspire awe.

"It's glass!" a delegate suddenly exclaimed in amazement.

Not white window paper, not the mica sheets used by wealthy households, but large sheets of glass, gleaming in rows on the buildings, reflecting Lingao's winter sunlight. A low but utterly amazed gasp escaped from the crowd of delegates.

Huang Bingkun walked along with the group, inwardly acknowledging defeat—no wonder his father, leading forces assembled by Old Master Wu from across the county, couldn't breach this fortress. The quantity of iron inside alone was enough to terrify anyone. Huang Bingkun hadn't participated in the attack on Baireng Fortress. After returning, his father Huang Shoutong wouldn't say a word about the battle. But from the militiamen who barely escaped with their lives, he learned that the enemy's firearms were devastatingly powerful—their side couldn't even withstand a single exchange. He'd thought the militiamen were exaggerating, but now he saw they'd actually underestimated these "baldies."

He thought about how he and his elder brother had originally argued against attending this conference—not only leaving Third Brother's death unavenged, but having to flatter the killers? Thinking of his third brother killed by the baldies, Huang Bingkun still felt irrepressible resentment. But his father had firmly insisted he attend. It seemed Father understood the "baldies'" true strength best.

For now he could only bide his time, observing the baldies' situation, waiting for the imperial armies to someday come and suppress them—then he'd have his revenge.

With this mindset, he observed more carefully than others. He noticed that the buildings here seemed scattered at first glance, but on closer inspection, their layout followed certain principles. Few buildings stood alone; most were arranged in clusters. The gaps between buildings were either sealed with brick and stone, or additional walls and the baldies' distinctive wire fences were built around the cluster perimeters. Thick, high bastions defended each corner. Each cluster had only one entrance, guarded by a small, sturdy guardhouse. The clusters were connected by roads, with various watchtowers and gun platforms at staggered heights—even without firearms, archery could seal off the approaches very effectively.

Though Huang Bingkun was a xiucai, influenced by his father and with practical experience repelling bandits, he understood military matters quite well. With the baldies' tight defenses, government troops couldn't break through without five or six thousand men and Western cannons. Huang Bingkun's spirits sank further.

Huang Shoutong's instructions to his son had been simple: right now, no one in the county had the strength to oppose them. Hard resistance would definitely lead to no good outcome.

"The baldies are playing a game of chess in Lingao," Huang Shoutong had said during the briefing before his departure. "How large this game is, I still can't see. But they're playing like masters—move by move pressing forward. Our little Huang Family Village can't resist them. The only strategy is to 'delay.'

"The baldies' ambitions are plain for all to see, but the gentry and wealthy households still harbor thoughts of 'using bandits to control bandits,'" Huang Shoutong continued. "Since the baldies have occupied this county, they naturally won't tolerate other bandits encroaching. So they'll certainly go all out to suppress bandits and repel pirates. Our county has long suffered from bandit troubles, and most gentry are short-sighted—they'll find it hard not to be tempted.

"The general trend is what it is—we can't swim against the current. Fortunately, this county has two or three hundred villages, with at least three hundred people attending the conference. Levying grain and labor involves tangled and complex interests—even officials find it thorny, let alone a few overseas baldies. As long as you subtly prompt those wealthy households in small matters, there'll naturally be those who raise objections. The more discussion, the more complications; the more talk, the more delay."

Huang Bingkun thought his father's "delay" strategy was sound, but when it came to actual implementation, how should he proceed? He was pondering this when two sedan chairs approached from behind. One was an official sedan with its curtain raised, carrying the County Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya. He couldn't see who was in the second chair, but he guessed it was probably Old Master Wu's secretary Wang Zhaomin.

Even these two key figures from the county yamen had come—these baldies certainly commanded respect. But this only increased his sense of pressure. The yamen sending representatives meant Old Master Wu had reached some sort of agreement with the baldies—not just tacit acceptance, but possibly even support for their actions.

These officials—good for nothing but making things worse, Huang Bingkun thought bitterly. Probably bought off with the baldies' silver. They'd just serve their term and leave, leaving endless troubles for the local people.

Arriving at the shell-shaped tiered cinema, the delegates found it quite novel. But soon, guided by the male and female students, they took their seats by du and tu districts. On the central stage were some strange shiny objects trailing long black leather cords. A short-hair walked up and put his mouth to one. Suddenly, a booming "Wei, wei!" sound filled the entire venue, startling everyone.

Thus began the First Consultative Conference. The Executive Committee had spent several weeks preparing for this meeting. Of course, the so-called "consultative conference" wasn't really about consultation—it was about notification. The goal was to make the local villages preliminarily accept transmigrator rule.

Following the principle of slowly boiling the frog, the transmigrators' first-step goal was simple: levy grain and labor from the villages. The transmigrators weren't fairy godmothers who could endlessly pour silver into this land—that would only cause inflation, and the transmigrators currently lacked the light industrial products needed to recapture that currency.

Light industrial products required a complete industrial system. This system couldn't be built by the transmigrators alone with the two thousand locals under their control. They had to obtain broader labor support from the local population. Only then could they free their most reliable commune members from the simplest labor-intensive industries like logging, quarrying, and brick-making, and train them as Lingao's first generation of industrial workers.

The transmigrator regime's currency was backed by grain reserves. To guarantee currency security while supporting an ever-growing non-agricultural industrial population, they had to stockpile more grain. Peaceful means like purchasing alone couldn't effectively guarantee grain security. This was point one.

Second, only through grain levies—a disguised form of taxation—could villages in the natural economy feel the change in rulers. At the same time, this would show them the transmigrator regime's superiority over the traditional government in how taxes were used.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 217: Reasonable Burden

In ancient China, tax revenue seldom served the public good. What officials called "taxation" amounted to little more than systematic wealth extraction—funds siphoned away to sustain the ruling class. The suffering of common people, the improvement of their circumstances, received scant consideration. The public services and welfare programs that modern governments undertake simply lay beyond the imperial imagination.

Dynastic revenues flowed almost entirely toward three destinations: the imperial household, the military, and the sprawling bureaucracy. Even so, at the slightest tremor of crisis, officials would wring their hands and cry of "insufficient state funds." Their solution was invariably the same: surcharges. Each new round of surcharges became a carnival for officials at every level—and a catastrophe for the common people beneath them.

Consider Lingao itself. Though the Great Ming collected over seven thousand shi of grain taxes annually from the county, one would be hard-pressed to identify any tangible benefit these taxes provided. In two centuries, the government had constructed precisely one water conservancy project. The Wenshui Bridge might charitably count as a second—though after two hundred years, it remained the sole example.

The common people supported their government. Yet beyond the most basic "rough peace" of bare survival, that government returned nothing to Lingao's inhabitants. Disaster relief? That depended on privately organized charity granaries. Defense against bandits? Ordinary villagers had to take up arms as militia themselves. A full third of the annual grain tax—over two thousand shi—went directly to the auxiliary stipend for Hainan Island's garrison troops. But when land bandits and sea pirates ravaged Lingao's villages, those same government soldiers, sustained by the people's grain, were nowhere to be found.

If the transmigrator regime intended to win the people's trust, they would have to shatter this thousand-year pattern and forge a truly modern state system. Common folk might lack formal education, but when it came to their own interests, they possessed an unerring instinct. They could discern precisely who worked on their behalf and who merely fed upon them.



The conference opened with a speech from the county's Vice-Magistrate. Wu Ya had never encountered such a situation. His only prior experience with public assembly was presiding over court cases, where plaintiffs and defendants knelt below the bench, eyes averted, with at most a handful of idle spectators lingering near the door. Now he sat shoulder to shoulder with a group of "baldies," while several hundred local notables watched from below.

Fortunately, Wang Zhaomin had already written his speech. Wu Ya merely had to read it aloud. The transmigrators had thoroughly reviewed this bland, inoffensive address to ensure it contained no hidden schemes from the yamen side.

There had been considerable bargaining over the speech's content. The transmigrators naturally wanted the Lingao county yamen's support to appear "clear and unambiguous," while Magistrate Wu preferred language that remained murky and equivocal. Wang Zhaomin's final draft had emerged only after a full day of consultation between both parties' chief writers. In the end, everyone declared themselves satisfied.

Originally, Wu Ya had resisted delivering the speech personally. Old Master Wu certainly had no desire to appear at such an occasion—it would leave him no room for future denials. Thus the scapegoat became his deputy. Wu Ya had initially planned to use his superior rank to pressure the County Sheriff into serving as his own scapegoat, but the baldies had firmly refused. A Vice-Magistrate was, after all, the county's second-in-command. His presence carried far more persuasive weight with common folk than a half-official, half-clerk position like Sheriff.

And so, only under duress, did Wu Ya serve as the yamen's representative. A red envelope containing eighty liang of silver from the transmigrators somewhat soothed his wounded spirit.

The Vice-Magistrate spoke of the county's grave situation in light of the sea pirate threat, and of the importance and necessity of organizing local militia for joint defense. Then he announced that the proposal for county-wide joint defense—initiated by Damei Village—had been stamped and approved by the county yamen. The militia organization would bear the name "Bairren Society." The government would issue formal documents authorizing it to organize, train, and command the militia.

Bairren Society would establish a "public office" at the East Gate Market to serve as the militia's administrative body. It would also collect militia funds and provisions from villages that joined the society.

The head of Bairren Society would naturally be Wu De. Though he was no military leader himself, militia society heads were typically local gentry who served as intermediaries between the government and the villages. As the newly appointed People's Commissioner for Civil Affairs, Wu De was well-suited for this government-facing position. Moreover, the role would introduce him to the county's prominent figures, facilitating future work.

Wu De was not wearing training clothes that day. In fact, all transmigrators attending the meeting had dressed more formally than usual. Of course, "formal" did not mean suits and ties—simply nothing as colorful as the everyday training uniforms. Today he wore an '87-style blue Navy officer's spring-autumn dress uniform, stripped of rank insignia. It looked quite dignified.

Wu De delivered his speech in Mandarin, with Xiong Buyou and several others providing simultaneous interpretation into Lingao dialect, Hainan Mandarin, and Hokkien.

Bairren Society, he declared, would prioritize the interests of the entire county's people, strive to shoulder the responsibility of maintaining county-wide peace, and, under the correct guidance of Emperor Chongzhen, with the care and concern of Lingao county yamen's officials at all levels, and with the support of the county's gentry and common folk, unwaveringly uphold the principle of "eliminating the strong and supporting the weak, protecting the territory and securing the people," making new contributions to the stability and prosperity of all Lingao and the creation of a harmonious Great Ming society.

This novel-sounding boilerplate intrigued the attendees. The only awkward moment came when Wu De mentioned Emperor Chongzhen—Wu Ya and others on the podium immediately stood and shouted "Long live the Emperor," while the assembled delegates below dropped to their knees with a rustle.

After the glorious and correct boilerplate concluded, the meeting moved to its main agenda: levying grain and labor.

The newly appointed People's Commissioner for Civil Affairs approached this matter with considerable caution. Levying grain and labor was complex and delicate work. The transmigrators possessed neither governmental authority nor detailed information—only the deterrent of force. Based on their consistent experience, such burdens typically fell upon society's lowest strata. Since they could not yet change the underlying social structure, their only option was to keep grain levies within bearable limits and avoid excessive exaction.

Therefore, this burden imposed by the transmigrator collective upon Lingao's people was named the "Reasonable Burden."



The "Reasonable Burden" would be collected on a village-by-village basis. Each village would report its own capacity.

The self-reporting format was adopted because the transmigrators temporarily lacked time to conduct a complete survey of the county's land and harvests, making precise burden control impossible. Though obtaining the tax registry data from the yamen would not be too difficult, such records were notoriously inaccurate, riddled with errors and omissions. Officials treasured them only because they represented the sole basis for collecting grain taxes. Land concealment in the late Ming had reached epidemic proportions; the registries could not possibly reflect villages' actual production levels. Using such data would only perpetuate—or worsen—an already unreasonable tax burden.

Though some transmigrators argued that self-reporting would inevitably lead to underreporting, Wu De pointed out that even with concealment, it was still an improvement over the registries. First, each village knew its actual production, so reported figures at least would not exceed what they could bear. Second, given the transmigrators' current authority and their legend of "commanding supernatural powers," villages would not dare report figures that were insultingly low—if such cases occurred, they could make an example of one to warn a hundred. Third, Wu De believed this approach demonstrated a spirit of equal consultation, beneficial for winning hearts and minds.

Sure enough, when the method was announced, a collective sigh of relief passed through the crowd. The villages had feared the transmigrator collective would make outrageous demands. Now they simply needed to self-report their "voluntary contributions."

Everyone understood this kind of voluntary contribution. Whenever the government undertook major projects, they resorted to "voluntary contributions" or "happy donations" and similar euphemisms. These were easier to manage than regular grain taxes, and with some bribes to the handling clerks, one could even bargain.

"Report figures based on your village's actual situation," Wu De said amiably. "Contribute according to your ability."

The venue immediately buzzed with discussion. The village delegates had expected to receive a number to take home and fulfill. Now, suddenly, it was self-reporting—and some felt they could not decide on their own authority. After all, once a figure was reported, it became binding. Reporting too much or too little would both be inappropriate.

Huang Bingkun saw an opportunity. He spoke up deliberately: "This is a major village matter. We cannot decide ourselves—we must go back and discuss."

Those around him found this reasonable. Someone stood and requested permission to return home and consult with the village elders before reporting. Many others chimed in their agreement.

Good, Huang Bingkun thought. With so many villages scattered at various distances, the journey back and forth would take at least four or five days. Add the inevitable wrangling within each village—that would consume several more days. By the time they reconvened, a full half-month would have passed.

Wu De was prepared for this. He asked villages to first tally how many could decide their "Reasonable Burden" amount on the spot, and how many needed to return home for discussion. They should submit the lists.

After tallying: approximately eighty villages could decide on the spot; the remaining two hundred-odd required further consultation.

"Those who can decide on the spot will report their figures shortly," Wu De announced. "Those who need to discuss may return home after the meeting. Report your figures to the public office by the fifteenth of the second month."

With that, Huang Bingkun's hope that the meeting would adjourn first was utterly dashed. The conference continued.

After the "Reasonable Burden" was settled, Wu De announced the labor levy requirements.

The labor problem proved far more difficult than the grain question. Lingao did not lack land—it lacked labor. Though migrants from the mainland arrived each year, acclimatization issues meant mortality ran high. For small households, labor represented the family's very survival. For wealthy households, labor meant acquiring more wealth—so even those with many farmhands, servants, and tenants were unwilling to send their people away to work.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 218: The Security Regiment

China's traditional labor levy system, though nominally governed by formulas like "one in five men drafted" or "one in three men drafted"—with exemptions for only sons—in practice devolved into something far grimmer. Wealthy households routinely shifted their burdens onto the poor. Labor service paid nothing and required workers to provide their own food and clothing. For impoverished families, the combined weight of this massive burden and the loss of their primary breadwinner often spelled complete ruin.

Spring was approaching—the traditional busy farming season. Conscripting labor now would devastate both wealthy and poor households alike.

From the outset, Wu De believed that unpaid conscription was not merely inappropriate—it risked inflaming tensions with Lingao's local populace. Hired labor was clearly the better approach.

Currently, their labor crews were already paid workers, though all were volunteers who had come of their own accord. If they relied solely on volunteers, the transmigrator collective's labor demands would never be met. Now, using administrative means to compel villages to provide workers was far more convenient. It also allowed accurate estimates of available manpower.

Thus they reached an agreement with the villages: all would be classified into large, medium, and small tiers based on population. First-tier villages would supply ten workers, middle-tier five, and lower-tier two. Villages with genuinely few able-bodied men could apply for exemption—though this required on-site inspection to confirm. Villages would self-report their tier, but village sizes were common knowledge among neighbors, making any attempt at deception unwise.

This meant that, excluding the smallest hamlets, the roughly three hundred villages represented at the conference could provide about one thousand able-bodied men. These workers would be managed uniformly by the transmigrator collective, with a service term of one year. After one year, they could return home and their village would send replacements. Those who wished to stay could continue serving.

Workers would receive compensation—Wu De emphasized this point particularly. Each worker would receive the same treatment as the transmigrators' current labor crews: food rations and wages at year's end.

The villages had assumed that supplying workers would also mean providing their food. When they heard that workers would not need village support and would actually receive wages, they were nearly moved to tears by the transmigrator collective's generosity. These baldies might engage in the business of murder and arson, but when it came to caring for common people, they were far more magnanimous than the government. Approval ratings rose again.



Next came the matter of establishing the Bairren Security Regiment.

On this issue, there had been extended negotiations between the yamen and the Executive Committee. Though the yamen had virtually no power to prevent whatever the transmigrator collective wished to do, having such an armed force established directly under their noses was obviously not what Magistrate Wu had hoped for. But forming the Security Regiment represented the transmigrators' first step toward gradually absorbing and integrating the county's militia—they refused to yield. In the end, they promised only to limit the Security Regiment to one thousand men within three years and to nominally accept the yamen's Sheriff as its titular commander.

The Security Regiment's soldiers would come from two sources. First, the conscript workers from villages—the transmigrators would select some of the men sent by villages to serve as regiment soldiers. Second, the village militias. Under the plan, each village would organize militia units based on its size and population. Villages without existing militia would receive help from the transmigrators to equip and train them. Village militia would rotate in batches to the Bairren City public office for Security Regiment training and would share in county-wide security duties. This militia rotation term was three months.

The Security Regiment's primary missions were bandit suppression and pirate defense. The Bairren public office would also establish a county-wide early warning communication system, restoring and repairing the beacon towers previously built to guard against Japanese pirates at bays where pirates could easily land. Once pirates set foot on shore, the Security Regiment would deploy to intercept them.

This approach was essentially the same as the six-village joint defense organized by Huang Family Village—only the transmigrators had expanded it county-wide. It would give each village basic self-defense capability against small bandit or pirate groups. The transmigrator regime wanted to maximize improvement of the county's security situation without excessively consuming their core forces. The only solution was to organize a militia system—in another era, the CCP had employed this very method to completely pacify areas plagued by bandits. Of course, the Executive Committee was well aware that this militia system could not withstand government army suppression—after all, government forces held the moral authority of the imperial court. But for defending homes and fighting bandits and pirates, it was entirely feasible.

This detailed explanation received unanimous approval from the village delegates. Wu Ya also secretly admired how many clever methods the baldies possessed. But he silently cursed the village representatives as well: whenever the county had tried to organize regional joint defense in the past, villages either pleaded poverty or invented excuses—it never came together. Now the short-hairs arrived, burned and looted one Gou Family Manor, and suddenly everyone was obedient. Truly shameless.

The delegates then raised the issue of militia treatment during Security Regiment service. After all, militia were able-bodied laborers too, and sending some away would naturally affect production. Wu De was prepared for this: militia serving short-term rotations would receive thirty yuan in circulation vouchers per month—enough to buy thirty big jin of rice. As compensation, this was quite generous. Those wounded in combat would receive treatment from the transmigrators; the disabled would be supported by the transmigrator collective; the fallen would receive compensation. If they left behind orphans and widows with no one to care for them, the transmigrator collective would provide for them as well.

When these terms were announced, the venue erupted. Everyone discussed animatedly. Over the years, village militia fighting bandits had suffered frequent deaths. Villages would give some burial money and consider the matter closed. For single outsiders without family, even that money was saved—they would simply be buried in a cheap thin coffin. The baldies' promises were simply too good—so good as to arouse suspicion.

Huang Bingkun muttered, "This is just to trick militia into fighting for them. Even the imperial court doesn't offer this. Are they bodhisattvas?"

"Exactly—fighting wars this way, even the court couldn't afford it, let alone them!"

Suspicion aside, the conference delegates did not press further questions—after all, the transmigrators were now Lingao's masters. Whatever they said or did was their prerogative, and everyone had to take them at their word. Some people, especially those who had dealt with the transmigrator collective before, believed the transmigrators would keep their promises. After all, they had not broken any since coming ashore.



By now the meeting had reached noon. Though the morning had been spent entirely listening to speeches, since it concerned each village's vital interests, every delegate had listened with full attention. There was occasional discussion, but order had been maintained. Now hunger was beginning to erode their concentration. At this point, Li Yuanyuan came up again to announce a meeting break—meals would be delivered.

Lunch arrived on handcarts. Male and female students distributed meals to the delegates. Each person received a polished wooden box. When opened, the food proved far richer than anyone had imagined—rice with sliced cured meat, greens, and the legendary scrambled eggs with tomatoes. Very substantial. Next came a bamboo tube with a stopper. Huang Bingkun opened it and caught the scent of a light soup, apparently made from some kind of fish and seaweed. He took a sip and found the flavor incredibly fresh and sweet. These baldies really did eat well.

As Huang Bingkun ate, he looked around. He noticed the young men and women distributing food seemed to speak Cantonese. He knew Hainan Mandarin, which was not too different, so he attempted to ask, "Are you the bal—I mean, the Australian lords' household staff?"

The young men and women only smiled without answering. One youth with a small white cloth band marked by some pattern on his arm said, "We are students of the National School."

"Students?" Huang Bingkun was puzzled. The baldies ran schools? What could they possibly teach? Murder and arson—they certainly would not be lecturing on the sages' books, or they would never have become sea pirates.

But he could not say this in front of these "little baldies." He asked instead, "What is this place used for?"

"This place?" the leading little baldy said. "This is a cinema. Normally it's a place to show shadow plays."

"What are shadow plays?"

The student paused, then smiled. "Tonight we'll treat all delegates to a viewing. You'll understand then."

Huang Bingkun wanted to extract more information, but these little baldies were tight-lipped, responding only with smiles and silence.

They looked like children from good families. Who knew what potion they had been fed to make them call bandits their fathers! Huang Bingkun sighed to himself.

After lunch, Li Yuanyuan announced a half-hour break. Everyone could walk around the venue or relieve themselves, but they must not cross the lime lines marking the venue's perimeter. Huang Bingkun took the opportunity to survey the surroundings. Walking a circuit along the lime lines, he tried to glimpse more of Bairren City's interior. The most prominent thing he saw was a tall iron tower rising from the city center.

The tower's base was hidden among several distinctive gray buildings. The structure itself was built from black steel, as high as twenty men standing on each other's shoulders. It narrowed as it rose, ending in a sharp point crowned by a gleaming tip.

These baldies' homeland must be skilled at smelting and forging iron—that is why all their objects are made of iron. No wonder people said the baldies were constantly smuggling iron implements from the mainland to the island.

But Huang Bingkun could not fathom what use this entirely iron tower served. To him, it seemed a complete waste—so much iron could be put to considerable use for anything else. He tried to approach for a better look, but was immediately blocked by a man in gray clothes with a belt at his waist. The man swung his long blue-black musket across, and Huang Bingkun understood clearly that he should retreat behind the line.

The color of this musket was similar to the pistol recovered from the scene where Third Brother had been killed. Unfortunately, after Father fired it once, it had never fired again—they did not know how to load the ammunition. Huang Bingkun pondered: he needed to find an opportunity to properly examine this kind of musket. Were they not forming the Security Regiment? He made up his mind—when the time came, he would personally lead militia to participate, to see exactly what made the baldies so formidable in battle. If an opportunity arose, he would also get hold of one of these muskets.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 219: The Banquet

Most delegates were not harboring ulterior motives like Huang Bingkun. They adhered to the standard traditional Chinese mindset: muddle through one moment at a time. Since the baldies were powerful—and even the yamen's Master Wu sat on the stage—going along with things as common folk was hardly unreasonable.

The afternoon session was relatively simple. After a round of tea was served, Wu De asked each village to nominate a "liaison officer." These liaison officers would come to the Bairren public office on the first of each month for meetings and to receive instructions from the transmigrator collective.

"Liaison officer—you might as well just have each village establish a maintenance committee," someone had remarked uncomfortably when the system was first being designed.

"The term 'liaison officer' is quite neutral—nothing wrong with it," Ma Qianzhu had failed to see the problem. "No need for maintenance committees. Eventually we'll simply have each village establish a village committee."

The liaison officer system nominally received directives from the Bairren public office, but in practice served as the transmigrator collective's mechanism for remote command over each village. It was also stipulated that whenever public office personnel visited villages, the liaison officer would be responsible for reception and support.

"All support will be compensated with circulation vouchers at market rates," Wu De explained. "Circulation vouchers can be used to offset villages' allocated grain quotas."

For items whose value could not be immediately determined, public office personnel would issue receipts in duplicate, detailing the support provided, with both parties signing or making their marks. The liaison officer would bring the receipts to the public office each month for price verification and settlement, offsetting the grain levy accordingly.

This system was both simple and clear, and did not harm the people's interests. The delegates expressed their approval. However, many privately doubted whether such a system could actually be implemented—those in power saying one thing and doing another, breaking their own word, was the most familiar common knowledge to Chinese commoners.

The Political Consultative Conference was drawing toward its close. All major policies had now been explained; what remained were details. Such details could not be clarified in a large gathering of hundreds, so group meetings were convened, with transmigrators explaining matters to each group.

The attendees were divided into groups by du and tu districts, with a transmigrator assigned to lead each group. At most, each group had only thirty or forty delegates. Anything they did not understand could be asked immediately, making communication far more efficient.

First, each village was issued a set of simple measuring instruments: a set of large and small 500-gram weights, designated the "big jin," and a one-meter wooden ruler, designated the "big chi." Both related to future material collection and represented the first standards the transmigrator regime needed to unify.

Wen Desi had also wanted to promote the Gregorian calendar, but calendars had always been the imperial court's prerogative. Unauthorized promulgation of calendars was tantamount to rebellion, so they ultimately decided against issuing one. They would address that after completely breaking with the court.

Finally, each village received a booklet of circulation voucher samples, complete with written instructions on usage and exchange methods. This booklet also bore the public office's credentials—in the future, transmigrators traveling to the countryside would need only to carry credentials to request support from villages.

By now it was nearly dinner time. Among the village elders and clan heads were many old foxes. Taking advantage of the face-to-face discussions, they insisted that militia sent to join the Security Regiment must be led by their own sons and nephews. How could that be allowed? The Executive Committee immediately rejected this unreasonable demand.

At this point, some landlords from along the Wenlan River raised the land issue—some of the land currently occupied by the transmigrators was supposedly unused wasteland but actually had owners. In the past, landlords had been afraid of the transmigrators' force, and no one had dared raise the matter. Now, seeing their friendly attitude and apparent reasonableness, some came forward weeping that such-and-such parcel was their family's property, that their entire household depended on it for sustenance, and now that the lords had taken it, the whole family was going hungry, and so on.

Ma Qianzhu frowned. The government troops had not even arrived yet, and already these landlords were trying to settle accounts in anticipation of a regime change! Now they were demanding land. When the transmigrators had occupied the territory, they had been very careful not to disturb or harm the people. Any land showing signs of cultivation or use had been left alone; they had selected only overgrown, desolate wasteland—and Lingao had no shortage of wasteland, including along the Wenlan River. Looking at the complaining delegates—each one plump and well-fed—none of them appeared remotely hungry. He was about to react sharply when Wen Desi stopped him:

"Don't do that. We've only just arrived—this is precisely the time to win the people's trust. We cannot be too heavy-handed."

This rightist really does have a soft spot for the exploiting class. Ma Qianzhu was quite displeased, but this was indeed the time for cultivating local goodwill, and landlord elements were targets for united front work. He could not afford to break with them, but he could not be too soft either, lest they push for more.

After consulting with Wu De, they announced: if transmigrators had occupied owned land, landlords could bring their deeds to process transfer procedures, and the public office would purchase at market rates. Since Lingao had such abundant wasteland, uncultivated land was essentially worthless—purchases would not cost much.

Unexpectedly, as soon as this decision was announced, Wu Ya also emerged to solemnly point out that much of the land occupied by the transmigrators, though wasteland, was government land. The transmigrators still had not processed deed transfers since occupying it. He suggested the public office visit the county yamen to arrange the deeds—now that the transmigrators had the entity of Bairren Village, they could handle various paperwork.



Damn—even the government wants a piece of the action. They truly spare no effort in revenue collection. Wu De thought: with a sword's handle in hand, the other party would not dare quote outrageous prices. Grease a few officials' palms, and state assets would naturally come cheap. They had seen this game played many times before; he simply had not expected to experience it firsthand in this timeline. He readily agreed, saying he would pay a visit another day. Wu Ya was delighted, thinking these baldies were becoming increasingly sensible.

This matter also reminded the transmigrators of the need to further investigate the county's land situation. Their development plans included road network construction and development of industrial and mining zones—all requiring collection of land data.

The First Lingao Political Consultative Conference finally drew to a successful close. Wen Desi delivered the closing address, then announced that all delegates would be hosted at a banquet that evening, complete with entertainment performances.

The evening banquet was held in the Commercial Hall at the East Gate Market. The main hall was put to excellent use. Originally a bare shell, the hall had been renovated especially for this conference. The interior decoration was the joint handiwork of Dongmen Chuiyu and Dugu. To impress this timeline's natives with a level of material civilization beyond their era and inspire awe, the Fengcheng once again served as a provider of modern goods. Despite the Navy's fierce objections, Dugu Qiuhun led a team to strip the Fengcheng's banquet hall of its crystal glass chandeliers, decorative paintings, and wall tapestries—all of which became the Commercial Hall's interior décor.

According to Dongmen Chuiyu's original plan, the floor would have been covered entirely with natural stone like marble. But stone-cutting machinery was currently in short supply, and no one knew how to operate it, so they settled for a traditional brick floor—decorated with red corridor carpet salvaged from the Fengcheng.

As Office Director, Xiao Zishan handled all these matters personally. Preparing a banquet for over three hundred delegates would have been convenient in the modern timeline—everything readily available. Here, everything had to be done from scratch. They sorted through the captured loot from the Gou Manor and cleaned up over a thousand pieces of porcelain tableware. Chopsticks were easy—the woodworking shop could produce them immediately. Food ingredients proved more difficult. Though vegetables were now plentiful, meat, eggs, poultry, and cooking oil were all in tight supply. Lin Quanfu rushed out to purchase and managed to obtain some chickens, ducks, and live pigs. The dishes would have to emphasize fish and shrimp. The Naval Forces Department used ship refrigerators to make ice and sent over plenty of fresh fish and shrimp, frozen. Fortunately, the canteen was not short on seasonings and spices, allowing for diverse preparation.

To demonstrate grandeur, a huge block of salted ice was specially made in the Fengcheng's cold storage and sent to the Commercial Hall. This ice block had been carved into a lion by the area's most skilled stonemason—it was the only thing he knew how to carve.

The ice lion now stood on a table in the center of the banquet hall. Under the chandelier's illumination, it gleamed brilliantly, wisps of white vapor rising from its surface. Around the ice sculpture, various tropical fruits and fresh flowers gathered by the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team from the Li territories and the Gaoshanling mountains were arranged in brilliant colors. Every dish and vase was glassware from their own glass factory.

The delegates had never seen anything like this. They stood dumbstruck—these short-hairs were truly extravagant! And extravagant far beyond their imagination! But what amazed them most was not the ice sculpture or the glassware—it was the glass chandelier hanging overhead, continuously releasing soft, bright light.

The delegates had long heard rumors that every night, the short-hairs' camp glittered with brilliant light, making even starlight and moonlight pale in comparison. At this moment, nearly everyone was gazing up at the chandelier, transfixed.

"Everyone please be seated, please be seated," Wu De called out, snapping them back to reality. They took their seats.

Since they used local eight-immortals tables, eight people sat at each table. The dishes were not numerous—the standard was six dishes and one soup, which by Ming dynasty banquet standards was quite modest. But because the cuisine was novel, everyone was quite satisfied. The white liquor that was served proved exceptionally mellow—far superior to the local rotgut. At first the delegates were somewhat reserved, but after Wu De and others made rounds encouraging drinking and a few cups were emptied, the atmosphere quickly livened up.

"Who would have thought these bal—short-hairs could even make such fine wine!" a gentleman could not help sighing.

"Indeed, I simply cannot figure it out," another delegate said. "Looking at how they eat, dress, and live—even the wealthy families in Guangzhou city might not compare. Why didn't they stay in their homeland? Why travel thousands of li to come to our poor backwater?"

"Look how small they build their houses, and they love building multi-story. Perhaps their homeland lacks land with too many people."

"I think they're short on women," a gentleman who had had a few too many blinked and laughed lewdly. "Look at those real baldies—basically all men. And women giving orders? If they weren't short of women, would they let womenfolk climb all over them?"

Everyone roared with laughter, agreeing heartily.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 220: Commendation Rally

Someone said: "Old Zhang, your family may not have much else, but you've got plenty of daughters. How about marrying a few off to the short-hairs? Being that kind of father-in-law wouldn't be a bad deal!"

Old Zhang was Zhang Youfu, the delegate for the County Suburb District. He had had a few too many cups. This wine, "Peerless Hero," had been shipped from Guangzhou—smooth and mellow, nothing like the local hooch that went straight to your head. Zhang Youfu was already tipsy and woozy. He laughed: "That's easy for you to say. No matter how many daughters I have, I can't marry them off to a family with no background—"

"No background? How can you call it no background? Their estate is probably going to be number one in Lingao." One landlord shook his head and sighed. "Just look at this ice lion—I've never seen anything like it in Lingao! I truly have no idea where they obtained the ice. Even in Guangzhou, only the most distinguished families can acquire such things!"

"I heard it was shipped from Bopu. I simply cannot fathom—can you really fish ice out of the sea?"

"Perhaps it's more of their sorcery," someone whispered. "These short-hairs are uncanny. Never mind those self-moving carts and iron oxen. Just look at that iron ship—no sails, no oars... How can it move without supernatural power?"

"But we haven't seen them perform any rituals!"

"You think they'd let you see? Perhaps there are altar boys and virgin girls inside—"

"Altar boys and virgin girls? We haven't heard of any missing children in the county."

"Then what are they shipping boatloads of children from the mainland for? To raise as maids and servants? Why so many?"

"If each baldy has one maid and one servant, that's already over a thousand. Altar boys and virgin girls indeed—I think you've been trying to refine elixirs and become an immortal until you've gone mad."

"Immortal? I'd say these short-hairs already live like immortals!"

"True enough. Just coming here once—this life hasn't been in vain!" A landlord gazed up at the ceiling chandelier, staring for a long moment before sighing. "Seeing all these things I've never seen, eating all these things I've never tasted—next time I'll bring my wife and children to witness this."

Though the atmosphere in the banquet hall seemed warm and the two sides appeared intimate, security was actually tight beneath the relaxed surface—both inside and outside the Commercial Hall. The Army, Political Security Bureau, and police were all on alert, ready to respond to any situation.

Compared to the pampered conference delegates, the security departments were more worried about their attendants—these four hundred-odd people were mostly able-bodied young men. If they caused trouble, it would be a major headache. To prevent incidents at the East Gate Market, that night they gathered all these people under the pretense of hospitality. Each received a boxed meal, but no alcohol. Inside, Zhou Shidi led the plainclothes squad, mingling among them, constantly monitoring the situation.

"Everyone stay sharp!" Dugu Qiuhun spoke in a low voice, wearing a black stab-resistant vest. Around him was an emergency response team centered on the East Gate Market Police Station, reinforced with militia from the Bairren Commune. All wore rattan safety helmets and rattan vests, armed with clubs and shields, ready to suppress any disturbance.

"I say, is all this really necessary—treating them like mortal enemies?" Dongmen Chuiyu thought it excessive. An Army infantry company and six 12-pound mountain howitzers stood ready at a camp outside the East Gate Market, ammunition fully loaded.

Fang Jinghan sneered: "Hmph, if these few hundred natives start making trouble, can we suppress them? This is the heart of our territory." He had been borrowed from the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team to join the emergency response team—because he knew many dialects and could address any situation with announcements.

The dinners of both groups inside and outside finally ended harmoniously. The attendants squatting in the open space eating their boxed meals naturally had no idea that several hundred people were watching them like hawks, ready to deal with them at any moment. They all felt the short-hairs' hospitality was quite agreeable.



The following afternoon, a rally celebrating the defeat of Liu Xiang's pirate gang was held at the newly completed Bairren Stadium. The Executive Committee had long wanted to hold this event. The original plan was merely a small ceremony to award medals and prizes to combat participants. But the Political Consultative Conference changed their thinking. The purpose of holding an exchange meeting with village leaders was to expand their influence into the surrounding areas. Capitalizing on this great victory over the pirates, they should demonstrate to these local leaders the transmigrators' formidable strength and distinctive spirit. So they decided on a two-in-one event: not just the consultative conference, but also a commendation rally with a military parade.

The stadium had been rushed to completion for exactly this purpose. In truth, even now only about half the construction was finished. Though considerable portions remained incomplete, the main facilities were built. By Lingao's standards in this timeline, it already looked impressively grand.

The stadium's temporarily erected wooden tiered stands were packed with conference delegates. Even their attendants were permitted in, seated in stands farther from the main platform. Wu De gave the Bairren Commune and labor crews a day off and organized everyone to observe. Those who could not fit in the stands stood behind the lime lines. Men, women, and children—quite lively. The village delegates curiously examined this tall stone structure they had never seen before (actually stone-faced) and the large expanse of bare, hard-packed ground at their feet—marked with horizontal and vertical white lime lines. Dirt mounds and wooden stakes had been erected on the open ground by the river. Everyone was guessing what the short-hairs were planning.

Colorful flags fluttered in the breeze across the entire viewing platform—the same nylon flags that decorated every holiday in another timeline. Around the stands, Army sentries in Year-One uniforms, fully armed with fixed bayonets, stood ramrod straight.

The transmigrators in the stands harbored different feelings. The Army officers and soldiers in gray octagonal caps, gray uniforms, and leg wrappings inevitably reminded them of that legendary army from another timeline—one that grew from weakness to strength, never defeated. Though they knew they could not replicate such an army, deep in their hearts they still used it as the standard to measure this force they had created, armed, and wholly owned.

Under the warm winter Hainan sun, this rally—named a celebration but actually conceived as a show of force for the county gentry—began.

The loudspeaker's sound gave the villagers and elders their first shock. When Wen Desi loudly announced in his increasingly off-key Lingao-accented Mandarin that the Bopu Campaign Commendation Rally and Bairren Security Regiment Founding Celebration was now beginning, the villagers and elders looked around in amazement. The speaker clearly stood on the stage, yet the sound came from tall poles on all sides, so loud it made their eardrums ache and ears ring. This raw effect was completely different from having speakers placed beside the main platform as in the cinema.

First came commendations for transmigrators who had distinguished themselves in the Bopu Campaign. The list was read aloud: Lin Shenhe, Bai Yu, Meng De, Wang Ruixiang, and seventy-five other naval, army, and ordnance personnel were awarded the "Bopu Defense Battle" sleeve patch. They had earned the right to sew this patch onto their uniforms to display their combat honors.

Dugu Qiuhun, Tan Ming, Qian Shuixie, and one hundred ten other non-military personnel were awarded the "Bopu Defense Battle" shield badge, which could be sewn onto any official uniform.

Next, it was announced that all participating Army and Navy soldiers and laborers would collectively receive the "Bopu Defense Battle" commemorative medal, plus an extra month's pay. Thirty-five soldiers and laborers who had performed exceptionally in combat were individually awarded second-class and third-class merit medals, with two months' and one month's extra pay respectively.

All fallen soldiers and laborers would receive military honors burial at "Cuigang Martyrs' Cemetery." The Executive Committee would also provide compensation to their families: immediate family members of the fallen would each receive 500 yuan in circulation vouchers annually. All their children would be enrolled in "Loyal Heirs School" with all living expenses covered by the Executive Committee. Parents of the fallen would have their final affairs handled by the Civil Affairs Committee.

This level of compensation was unprecedented. Not only were the conference delegates dumbstruck, but even the soldiers, commune members, and laborers found it hard to believe. Whether government troops, village militia, or even pirates and bandits—after battle deaths, compensation for fallen brothers' families was customary. But usually it amounted to just some burial money, varying in quantity. Such thorough care for survivors was being heard of for the first time.

"A single death is worth this much!" Hearing Wen Desi's loud proclamation, translated into various dialects, the people of Lingao County all drew sharp breaths. Truly unheard of. Even the educated among them only knew stories of generals threatening soldiers with death to make them fight bravely, charging forward with no retreat permitted. They also understood the principle of "brave men emerge under heavy rewards"—but that applied to the living. Dead soldiers were of no use; giving their families some compensation was already considered great benevolence. No one had ever been willing to spend so much money to buy a common soldier's life.

From this moment, the people of Lingao County began to realize that the short-hairs' army must be fundamentally different from the Ming army or bandits—their soldiers' lives were very valuable indeed.

"This is probably just talk. Deceiving those ignorant commoners to risk their lives for them," Huang Bingkun continued his agitation propaganda. Honestly, even he did not quite believe it—if the Australians fought wars this way, their court would have gone bankrupt long ago, unless Australia was covered in gold and silver.

"Making such claims in public—how can they be casual words?" The speaker was unknown to Huang Bingkun. By appearance, he looked like a down-on-his-luck scholar who had clearly not passed the examinations. As a xiucai who had passed, Huang Bingkun naturally looked down on such unqualified scholars and was about to mock him when a delegate who resembled a small landlord cut in:

"I also feel this is not casual talk. The short-hairs are mostly honest people." He said he came regularly to grind grain at Lingao's mills, and each time after grinding, the short-hairs would separately bag the brown rice, bran, and chaff, weigh each for him to verify, and then charge accordingly. "There's never been the slightest cheating." He praised them. "Based on this alone, I believe their word is good!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 221: The Parade

While everyone was discussing various matters, students from the National School pushed out a dozen or so wheeled chairs. The crowd was puzzled—were they going to put on a Three Kingdoms opera? But surely they could not need this many Zhuge Liangs? Then they saw the people in the chairs: some missing arms, others missing legs, some with faces wrapped in white bandages. They were all disabled. Yet every one of them wore the gray uniform of short-hair soldiers, with metal pieces called "medals" hung on their chests. On their sleeves were red cloth strips—the combat wound sleeve patch from the newly promulgated honor insignia system.

Chief of General Staff Ma Qianzhu then read the commendation orders and preferential treatment decisions for ten personnel disabled in the Bopu Campaign, including disability allowances, employment assistance, and housing preferences. Finally, the wheelchairs were pushed to a viewing stand beside the main platform. For the delegates, this was merely something interesting to watch. But for the Army and Navy soldiers lined up at the stadium's edge, this moment held extraordinary significance. Huang Xiong in particular knew well that if a soldier was disabled in battle, even if he could crawl home, he faced a dead end. The short-hairs not only supported their disabled soldiers but let them appear at such a grand occasion... These Australians' army truly treated soldiers as human beings.

With the commendations concluded, Ma Qianzhu announced that the Security Regiment drill would now begin. As his words, amplified to extremely high decibels through the microphone and speakers, faded away, a large drum was struck with a heavy mallet. The villagers stirred restlessly, turning their heads around in bewilderment.

Their confusion vanished in the monotonous "dong... dong... dong-dong-dong" drumbeat rhythm as the formation of First Company, Training Battalion began slowly advancing. The Vice-Magistrate naturally recognized this as the court-session drum from outside the county yamen's main hall—he had no idea how they had gotten it here. But he had never imagined this drum could produce such a murderous sound.

The first formation was the standard company trained by Wei Aiwen, possessing the best military bearing and posture in the entire battalion. For this power-demonstration parade, the Army and Navy had conducted a competitive training exercise. The hard-line faction led by Wei Aiwen and Zhang Bailin had firmly demanded that the goose step be the standard parade pace, but this was vetoed by the majority of veterans who had served in the PLA—they did not know what a goose step was. The Navy went their own way, practicing British-style drill to fully demonstrate the distinction between naval and land forces.

Originally, the Navy had also wanted to change the sailors' uniforms to highlight the difference between services—after all, currently the only distinction between Army and Navy uniforms was color. But this was ultimately vetoed by the frugal Executive Committee. They were about to enter the phase of rapidly expanding personnel; newly recruited soldiers all needed clothing. Better to save the cloth for them.

Drums rumbled, fifes sang. Banners red as blood, bayonets like a forest.

Accompanied by the "Grenadier March" played by fifers personally trained by Xiong Buyou, the standard company's eighty-one soldiers, one flag bearer, one officer, and one fifer strode forward. Each drumbeat coincided with the footfall of these eighty-four officers and men. The synchronized stomping, drum, and fife seemed almost hypnotic, focusing everyone's gaze completely on the soldiers passing before the reviewing stand. Every soldier was in high spirits. Soft epaulettes had been sewn onto their shoulders—a simple rank system was about to be implemented. Their equipment belts and buckles were polished bright. They looked impressively formidable.

The rifles shouldered by the soldiers featured 45-centimeter three-edged bayonets mounted on their long barrels. The sharp-honed blades and deliberately polished and oiled surfaces revealed their sole purpose—to open a hole about an inch long and half an inch wide in someone's chest, or perhaps punch through both front and back at once.

Eighty-four feet rose and fell in unison, kicking up clouds of dust. Though they wore only cloth shoes, the heavy, perfectly synchronized footsteps made everyone present feel intense pressure.

As they passed the reviewing stand, the commanding officer drew his saber. With one command—"Salute!"—the soldiers swiftly brought their rifles down from their shoulders, switched hands, and raised their bayonets pointing straight to the sky in a present-arms salute. The formation seemed to suddenly grow half a meter taller. Bayonets like a forest—their gleaming metal reflections in the sunlight made everyone's hearts run cold.

On the reviewing stand, the high officials of the Executive Committee stood ramrod straight, each adopting an expression of utmost solemnity. Wen Desi, imitating a certain famous leader, waved his hand gently. Ding Ding's team's cameras clicked and clattered. The whole scene really did look like something.

Formation after formation passed by. The five infantry company formations of the Training Battalion, marching at seventy-five steps per minute with twenty-five-meter intervals, left those witnessing an infantry review for the first time completely dumbstruck. For Lingao villagers who had never seen a military assembly of more than a hundred men, this Western-style review was simply overwhelming. No one noticed that on the reviewing stand, military leaders like Xi Yazhou, He Ming, and Ma Qianzhu were subtly shaking their heads—still not quite up to standard!



The last to appear was the Navy's Marine Squad—also an eighty-four-man formation. The tune changed to "The People's Navy Goes Forward." This formation marched entirely in British naval style, their equipment belts specially dyed white. Though they lacked white gloves, it was passable. The Navy's precise and impressive drill earned a round of applause from the watching transmigrators. This infuriated Wei Aiwen—it was unfair! The Marine Company had fewer men; training one company in drill meant seven or eight officers supervising. By comparison, the Army had to train five companies, which was far more demanding.

After the drill review concluded, Review Commander-in-Chief Xi Yazhou again loudly announced that the firepower demonstration would now begin. He signaled Xiong Buyou to broadcast a notice: anyone with weak nerves should cover their ears first!

A minute later, a stirring military bugle sounded, followed immediately by dense hoofbeats. Dust clouds rose from not far away. Everyone craned their necks to look and saw three artillery carriages racing in from outside. Each carriage was drawn by six horses, towing three wheeled cannons. Soldiers rode on the carriages.

The drivers were not sitting in the carriages but riding the lead horses. They pulled back on the reins, and all three carriages executed a beautiful turn in the center of the field, quickly changing direction to point their gun muzzles at targets facing the reviewing stand.

Before the carriages even stopped, gunners and riders leaped down: unhitching horses, pushing cannons, opening ammunition boxes. Eight men serviced each gun. Their movements were dazzlingly fast, yet every action was precise and uniform. In moments, the gunners had loaded and aimed, flags raised, awaiting orders. On the reviewing stand, Zhang Bailin waved a red flag, and three cannons simultaneously spewed fire and dense gunpowder smoke. Half a li away, the densely planted human-shaped targets were blasted to splinters, nine out of ten destroyed.

A moment later came another salvo. The remaining targets fell in droves under the bombardment like grain stalks cut by a scythe. In just moments, the cannons had fired three times, completely clearing the riverside field. Some faint-hearted delegates who had refused to cover their ears were so frightened they fell to the ground. After the firing ceased, the gunners hitched up the horses again and galloped away as swiftly as they had come, leaving the audience dazzled—only the shattered wooden fragments in the distance and wheel tracks on the ground remained.

Then another bugle call sounded from the reviewing stand. Twelve more double-wheeled cannons were pushed into sandbagged positions. Again they loaded, aimed, and waited. The red flag on the tower came down. This time the prepared villagers were not startled by the sound, but the fireballs and smoke that suddenly erupted two li away, along with wooden boards blown skyward, astonished all the villagers and yamen personnel once more.

Zhang Bailin nodded with satisfaction. The first salvo of 6-pounder canister shot was the real thing, and the effect was obvious. But for the 12-pound mountain howitzer high-explosive salvo, to enhance the visual and audio effects, electrically-detonated powder charges had been pre-buried in the target area. Whether the shells actually hit or not, the extraordinary power of several dozen jin of gunpowder exploding would thoroughly convince Lingao's gentry not to place too much hope in the Qiongzhou Regional Commander.

Indeed, from Wu Ya to Huang Bingkun, everyone's face turned ashen. Even Wang Zhaomin, who had come to observe and report back to the Magistrate, felt utterly powerless. Previously, he had still entertained thoughts of playing along for now, helping his employer weather this storm before extricating himself. He had felt certain the short-hairs were ultimately doomed—whenever the court could focus on dealing with them, they would naturally be finished. At best, they might board their iron ships and sail back where they came from.

But now it seemed these baldies had confined themselves to one corner of Lingao only because their wings were not yet fully grown. In just a few months, they had trained a ragged band of impoverished youths into a fierce army. They had equipped so many men with those devastatingly powerful, long-range short-hair muskets, and built cannons superior to the Red-Hairs'. The baldies' private army was only a few hundred strong yet already possessed such momentum. Once they reached a thousand, would they not rampage freely across Qiongzhou Prefecture? Even all of Guangdong Province—what could stop them? Their ambitions clearly went far beyond the Frankish people's mere desire for a trading settlement.

Thinking of this, Secretary Wang sighed inwardly: the southeast corner of the empire would know no peace henceforth. This was another Jurchen menace.

On the reviewing stand, the Executive Committee's senior officials all wore expressions of excitement. Wen Desi nodded repeatedly and turned to Xi Yazhou: "The artillery is excellently trained!"

"That's all Zhang Bailin and Ying Yu's work. Lin Shenhe contributed greatly too—our understanding of 19th-century artillery basically comes from Young Master Lin's firsthand knowledge."

"The artillery looks very combat-capable. Truly the god of war."

"We're just desperately short of horses," Ying Yu said, knowing that problems must be raised while leaders were in good spirits. "Otherwise we could have deployed more horse artillery for this demonstration."

"Horses are indeed a difficult problem," Ma Qianzhu chimed in. "Not just for artillery—we had originally planned to form a cavalry unit. Future long-range reconnaissance and interdiction operations all require cavalry."

"Let's brainstorm solutions at the next weekly meeting. We cannot solve this through Guangdong."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 222: Building a New System

Wen Desi had originally planned to screen a grand military parade film for the delegates that evening. But seeing how overwhelmed the delegates already appeared, any further shock might cause aesthetic fatigue. So he simply canceled the screening—which also saved the expense of hosting dinner. Thus he announced the conference had concluded successfully.

As the delegates departed with feelings of both excitement and fear, the Executive Committee members took stock of the conference's results.

Through this Political Consultative Conference, the transmigrator collective had achieved preliminary control over the entire county and gained a legal identity somewhat recognized by the local government. Of course, their position remained fragile. Whether the yamen or the various villages, cooperation stemmed either from fear of their military might or from practical interests. Once a powerful external force intervened, this simple cooperative relationship would immediately collapse. The most urgent task now was to cultivate popular sentiment, making the people feel as favorably as possible toward the transmigrator collective.

This first step—making the isolated people of this small southern frontier county feel favorably toward the transmigrators—they had already accomplished. The transmigrators did not disturb the people, did not kill arbitrarily, traded fairly, and through their construction activities after D-Day had indirectly provided relief to those living at the poverty line. All of this was plain for anyone to see. The common people's requirements were not high. As long as the transmigrator collective could guarantee Lingao's social stability and let them eat a few full meals, they did not care under whose banner they lived.

But to truly make the people accept their rule and willingly shed blood and sacrifice for these rulers, the most effective approach was to quickly establish chains of common interest.

The great weapon of land reform, proven again and again in the Chinese Revolution, would not work in Lingao. In Ming dynasty Lingao, there was abundant land. Land reform held little appeal. The reason people were unwilling to clear wasteland was directly related to the region's backward agricultural productivity. The transmigrators' primary task was to raise agricultural productivity, not change production relations. This would not only solidify their own rule but also help establish common interests with ordinary people.

Local merchants were the most direct beneficiaries of the transmigrators. The East Gate Market's prosperity was the most typical example of merchants "voting with their feet." Moreover, their commercial policies had attracted merchants from other counties. Merchants were clearly the group most able to appreciate the benefits the transmigrators brought, making them the class with the most common interests with the transmigrator collective. But the weakness developed by Chinese merchants within traditional scholar-gentry society meant they could not yet serve as a reliable force.

The landlord gentry class, though still harboring considerable doubts, had shown from this conference's proceedings that overall there was no hostility—especially after the transmigrator collective promised to compensate for the value of occupied privately-owned land. The gentry's evaluation of the transmigrator collective had risen considerably, and an attitude of cooperation had emerged. Nevertheless, the gentry class remained a potential enemy of the transmigrator collective for now.

Still, under this rudimentary, unstable ruling system, the transmigrator collective could at least mobilize the various resources within Lingao County to a limited degree—especially human resources. Transmigrators could now venture into every corner of the county relatively safely. Previously, every time a Long-Range Reconnaissance Team deployed, they had to mobilize a large armed escort, creating considerable logistical pressure. Now, at least in areas where bandit threats were not particularly severe, such elaborate arrangements were unnecessary.

A few days later, villages that had attended the conference began sending liaison officers to confirm the various "Reasonable Burden" figures. The confirmed conscript labor allocation came to 1,100 people per year. This large influx of manpower made every department salivate. After some debate, the Army and Navy together received 240 people, with the Navy getting 80. The remainder would be uniformly deployed by Wu De as basic laborers.

The "Reasonable Burden" public grain came to 3,000 "public shi"—compared to the 7,000-plus "old shi" grain tax level, this was no small burden.

"Is this not too heavy?" Wen Desi thought the number seemed too large.

"It is considerable," said Luo Duo. He had gotten his wish to transfer to the Political Security General Administration's Social Work Department. This department was specifically responsible for collecting, organizing, and analyzing local social conditions from various channels, then compiling the "Social Situation Bulletin."

"Although Lingao's grain tax is over 7,000 shi, the local people's actual burden is probably 15,000 shi or more." He reported figures he had spent days studying.

"That much?!" The Executive Committee members were all shocked.

Luo Duo nodded: "Possibly even more. Both Ming and Qing dynasties had large surcharges on taxes—this is an open secret. Everyone knows about practices like 'kicking off the peak' and 'fire losses,' but the abuses beneath the surface are countless. So even if we lower our grain quotient, it remains a substantial burden for the villages."

Wu Nanhai said: "Actually, we do not even need this grain levy. This month the farm will begin large-scale hybrid rice planting—1,000 mu to start. Though fertilizer and pesticide conditions are not ideal, this area can produce three harvests a year. Even with just two, we can easily get 500 to 600 tons of rice annually. The grain levy puts too much pressure on farmers. If we want to cultivate popular support, we cannot oppress them too much."

Wu De said: "We discussed with the Boss that we should turn disadvantage into advantage, using this as an opportunity to implement social reform."

"Social reform?" Wen Desi suddenly grew wary. Surely Ma Qianzhu was not thinking of disguised land reform.

Ma Qianzhu explained his idea unhurriedly: "Based on analysis from the Social Work Department, the Civil Affairs Committee's next step is to seek to take over the county's summer and autumn tax collection. We can send someone to negotiate immediately."

"Assume responsibility for grain tax collection?" Wen Desi did not understand. Local gentry and wealthy households assumed grain tax responsibility to collude with clerks, shift burdens, and enrich themselves. Why would transmigrators want to do this?

"Here is the plan," Wu De said. "After we take over grain tax collection, we will completely eliminate surcharges. We will only submit the stipulated amount to the county treasury. This way, even with our levies added, the total burden on farmers will still be less than before."



"Will the yamen people agree? This is a major interest chain!" Wen Desi asked doubtfully. Pull one hair and the whole body moves. Once an abuse formed an interest chain, it was hard to eliminate—the same in any timeline.

"Of course they will not agree," Ma Qianzhu said. "But if we want to transform society, we must first break existing patterns." He appeared confident. "To mobilize the masses, we need a 'villain' class. Since Lingao's situation is not suited for land reform, landlords and rich peasants are not appropriate targets."

"And do not forget, many landlords here are clan heads. Lingao's clan power is quite strong," Yu Eshui reminded them.

Hainan, located at the southern frontier with vast land and sparse population, and plagued by long-term Li uprisings, meant villages here had obvious characteristics of clan settlement for safety and production needs. The transmigrators were not yet capable of completely dismantling all this.

"Right, so our target is the vested interest groups in taxation."

This group was complex, ranging from the County Magistrate and Vice-Magistrate down to unnamed local ruffians who assisted the yamen runners—the so-called "grain runners."

Ma Qianzhu appeared confident: "Officials like Wu Mingjin and Wu Ya could originally gain some benefits from grain taxes. We will compensate them with profits from private salt and commerce, continuing to cultivate them. They will have nothing to complain about. The ones truly hurt will be the county's clerks, underlings, and their lackeys. These people are basically scourges—they run rampant in the county, deceiving both superiors and subordinates. Everyone, from top to bottom, both hates and fears them. By purging this group, we not only gain another batch of resources and wealth, but from a public sentiment perspective: these people are utterly unpopular. From gentry to commoners, everyone will be pleased. Two birds with one stone."

Clear out the old, unreasonable institutional system, then promote the transmigrators' more reasonable and streamlined tax system. The gentry and common people would see the transmigrator collective's governance ability in a new light, which would benefit future recruitment of scholar-officials.

"After cleaning them out, we can place our people in the county yamen."

"Brilliant!" Someone clapped in praise. "This way, the Lingao yamen is essentially ours!"

"This plan is excellent," Wen Desi agreed.

"There is another reason to deal with the underlings," added Ran Yao from the Political Security General Administration. "According to Social Department investigations, the county's three-squad leaders are basically the county's bandit chiefs. They are all in communication with various large and small bandits and thieves, profiting as local bosses. If we do not eliminate them, our future bandit suppression and security work will face many troubles."

"These people will not give up easily. Without the tax registers, how do you collect taxes?"

"Fool—if they will not hand them over, string them up and shock them!" Dugu Qiuhun obviously had no concept of human rights. "I'd like to see who can hold out against that."

"Even if they give you the registers, can you guarantee you will understand them?"

"The registers are not so arcane. Research works on them have existed for ages. Even if we obtain them, I can read them," said Yu Eshui.

"We are counting on you!"

"That is not the issue," Yu Eshui said. "Just as we had villages self-report their 'Reasonable Burden,' the tax registers do not truly reflect Lingao's agricultural production levels. If we continue collecting according to these books, many unfair and unreasonable practices will remain uncorrected—meaningless for this society's progress."

"What do you mean?"

"A land and population census," Yu Eshui said. "Now that each village has liaison officers, we should conduct a comprehensive survey. Get a general picture of the county's farmland, population, and resources."

"That is an enormous undertaking." Everyone drew a sharp breath.

"A journey of a thousand li begins with a single step," Yu Eshui said. "Right now it is just one county. Later it is all of China. Are you going to do it or not?"

After some discussion, everyone agreed that since this had to be done sooner or later, better sooner than later. They approved beginning a county-wide survey in the second month.

"Now we have gained an excellent breathing opportunity," Ma Qianzhu said at the Executive Committee's summary meeting. "Seize this chance. Completing the industrial and agricultural upgrades as quickly as possible is our most urgent task. The next agenda item: Lingao's First Five-Year Plan."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 223: Five-Year Plan (Part 1)

Across the Wenlan River in the industrial district, chimneys belched thick smoke. As industry developed, the chimneys had multiplied, spewing black plumes into the blue sky—heralds of the transmigrators' industrial progress.

But this industrialization remained very rudimentary, Ma Qianzhu thought.

After D-Day, they had fought battles, constructed, and conducted diplomacy simultaneously, finally gaining a foothold. The Executive Committee's insistence from the start on providing transmigrators with a good living environment had been mocked as "tourism" before the crossing. But over these months, their ability to persevere in this unfamiliar environment without any major emotional upheavals was entirely thanks to their high standard of living. Never mind anything else—Ma Qianzhu himself felt that if he had had to live in a tent after a day's work at the Executive Committee, drink foul-smelling water, relieve himself in the bushes, bathe in the river, while outside a pack of vicious natives waved swords and spears ready to lop off their heads, he would most likely have suffered a mental breakdown too.

The so-called back-to-nature wilderness survival merely catered to petit-bourgeois cultural needs—showing off their full sets of professional gear after dinner, expressing appropriate indignation at industrial civilization to demonstrate their love of pristine nature... But if you made them live three days in a place without flush toilets or hot showers, they would soil themselves while wailing...

But the transmigrator collective's industrial civilization was too fragile. All the modern goods they enjoyed, all the machines and weapons that terrified local natives and were revered as supernatural—all were built on the foundation of items brought from another timeline. As time passed, they were gradually losing these reserves. Wen Desi had made it clear at one Executive Committee meeting: the transmigrator regime's thriving situation was an illusion, because the reality was: "We are slowly bleeding."

What was being lost was precisely the lifeblood of modern industrial civilization. Those scrapped parts, burned gasoline, diminishing vehicle and motorcycle hours, mechanical lifespans, aging rubber and plastic components... Every time Ma Qianzhu saw the Planning Committee's reports, he felt a sense of urgency.

If they could not build at least a self-sufficient system before this equipment's lifespan ran out, the transmigrators' goal of controlling East Asia within one generation and colonizing Australia would completely collapse.

The key issue was that even those among them with the deepest understanding of industrial systems could not know exactly which material, once depleted, would bottleneck the transmigrator collective's industrial upgrade. Therefore, the industrialization process had to be launched while various materials and equipment were still plentiful.

Modern industrial systems—the transmigrators' greatest killer app—how should they be planned?

He pondered for a while, then took out a leather-bound notebook from his "Holy Ship" brand white wood desk drawer. This was a collection of his thoughts and plans on how to build an industrial system.

What the transmigrators had to do was rebuild a complete industrial system. In his view, this system must:

Occupy as little space as possible, be as concentrated as possible. The fewer main industrial zones, the better. But pure mining and ore-processing sites need not be so limited.

Provide everything a 19th-century industrial society could manufacture, from machine guns to condoms to automobiles. Not necessarily identical, of course—just similar in performance and operating principles.

Be self-sufficient, able to sustain itself, update equipment, and maintain operations without importing any parts or knowledge from outside. Able to develop, continuously increase in scale and precision, even change direction. For example, several generations later, transitioning from fossil fuels to nuclear fusion.

There should be a large seaport or major inland river port for logistics. Connected to mining sites worldwide, a Three Gorges-level water conservancy hub balancing irrigation, flood control, and clean energy. A processing and R&D center. An agricultural zone with sufficient surplus and high development.

Next to the logistics center would be a petrochemical industrial zone. Considering the water-power hub and main iron ore locations, the gravity-irrigation zone and processing center would be determined, especially for the metal smelting industry. Moreover, since they could arrange the whole world, pipeline transport should be maximized. Coal railway transport should be minimized, solved through coal slurry pipelines or pithead power stations.

If terrain were not a constraint, ideally you would place multiple ring zones in a cross pattern on a plain. Research, residential, production, entertainment, and raw materials would be separated into several small cross-ring zones connected by industrial categories' raw material and product needs (environmental protection considered as well). Residential, entertainment, and research-education zones would stand in a tripod at the center of the large ring. Raw materials would connect via underground pipelines and heavy freight railways (like the Datong-Qinhuangdao line). Personnel transport would use elevated light rail. Industrial and production zones should ideally be adjacent to a 10,000-ton-class deep-water ice-free port connected to the open sea and railway hub. At sufficient distance from the city, several Xiaolangdi-level hydropower stations would be distributed pointwise, also handling flood control, agricultural irrigation, and urban water supply (backup desalination plants must also be considered). The research zone could have several small experimental reactors installed as appropriate.

When he saw the word "reactor," Ma Qianzhu realized how distant and idealized his thinking had become. Though there was a senior technician from CNNC 405 Company among the transmigrators, this was something not to be hoped for within two or three generations—assuming they could pass their knowledge, experience, and ideas to the next generation...



In the Executive Committee Building's conference room, a meeting on the next development plan was underway. This was an expanded Executive Committee meeting. Attendees included not only the executives but also the main leaders of subordinate departments.

The meeting's theme was future development planning. These department heads, mostly promoted in the recent organizational restructuring, were all confident and eager to fully deploy their considerable expertise. Every department had submitted its own construction proposal.

"Our top priority is completing the Bairren Rapids Hydroelectric Station Phase Two," said Chang Kaishen, General Manager and Chief Engineer of Lingao Electric Power Company.

"The reason this project has been delayed for so long is largely our labor shortage. Now that we have so much labor, and cement, brick, stone, and bamboo-reinforced concrete supplies are ample, we should complete it as soon as possible."

"Can safety be guaranteed using bamboo-reinforced concrete for a dam?"

"The Japanese used bamboo-reinforced concrete for water conservancy facilities during World War II. According to their experience, bamboo concrete is actually more reliable for this than for building prefabs," said Mei Wan. "If we are going to question reliability, our current small vertical kiln cement itself is not up to standard."

"It is just somewhat less structurally strong with a shorter lifespan. Besides, the 20th-century Bairren Rapids hydroelectric station's overflow dam was mainly dressed stone—we can follow that model. If push comes to shove, a turf-and-earth dam would work too."

Zhan Wuya nodded repeatedly: "I agree with rapidly expanding power facilities. At current power supply levels, the machinery department's operating rate is too low." Many machine tools in the machinery plant still had not been unpacked—Hainan's humidity was high, and once opened, maintenance was burdensome. The transmigrators also lacked sufficient grease.

"The Chemical Department shares this view!" said Ji Situi. "If not for the power shortage, our crude electrolytic cells could have started operating long ago. Caustic soda, bleaching powder—we could mass-produce them right away. These things are tremendously useful."

"Can transmission and distribution problems be solved?" Ma Qianzhu asked.

"They can," Chang Kaishen said confidently. "We have a complete set of equipment. We can build a Bairren-Bopu 110-kilovolt line—that will reduce transmission losses. Since the Executive Committee has designated both banks of the Wenlan River as the main base, let us concentrate the equipment from the original timeline here. I believe we will be able to mass-produce simple transmission and distribution equipment in the future."

"If we decide to build Bairren Hydroelectric Phase Two, it is not merely a power station issue—it should be undertaken as part of a comprehensive Wenlan River Basin management project," Ma Qianzhu said.

He then spread out his concept diagram. This was a fairly complex project: besides expanding Bairren Hydroelectric Station, it also involved building a water gate downstream at Bopu, reinforcing embankments, and dredging the river channel—all to regulate the Wenlan River's water level and ensure sufficient volume even during dry seasons.

"Ensuring the Wenlan River's water level has two main benefits," Ma Qianzhu said.

First, it would benefit inland navigation. Though the Wenlan River was Lingao's largest river, the huge variation in water levels between rainy and dry seasons meant inland shipping was limited to small rowboats. During the driest periods, some stretches exposed large riverbed stones—though the river did not dry up, boat transport was impossible. With a water gate at Bopu, the river's water level could be maintained at a basic depth.

Ma Qianzhu was deeply interested in canals. In his spare time, he had made extensive canal plans, the most ambitious being his cherished Songliao Canal-Luanhai Canal-Grand Canal inland shipping line. Of course, until the transmigrators conquered all of China, this plan could only remain in his notebook. But canalizing the Wenlan River was feasible.

Second, it would benefit water storage regulation, aiding industrial and agricultural production. Currently, the Wenlan River's irrigation benefits were far from fully realized. The large fields along the river basically had no channels—irrigation relied on human power and water wheels, with extremely low efficiency. The modern agriculture and industry the transmigrators were about to promote would consume large quantities of water. With a water gate, dry-season industrial and agricultural water needs would be guaranteed.

Everyone at the meeting was moved by the beautiful vision Ma Qianzhu painted. Wu Nanhai saw a network of irrigation channels; Wen Desi saw barge fleets on the canal; Zhan Wuya saw countless water wheels and power stations; Xiao Zishan saw transmigrator families boating on the river during weekends...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 224: Five-Year Plan (Part 2)

Ma Qianzhu struck while the iron was hot: "Since everyone agrees with this plan, I propose we begin our overall construction plan with the Bairren Rapids Hydroelectric Station Phase Two project. This overall plan will be named 'The First Five-Year Plan.'"

In Ma Qianzhu's envisioned First Five-Year Plan system, the Wenlan River project would serve three major functions: shipping, irrigation, and power generation. Laying out the industrial and agricultural system centered on the river matched their original concept perfectly—this plan simply proposed more specific ways to utilize the Wenlan River.

The future industrial base would be located entirely in the river's downstream eastern region. Future expansion would extend toward the Manao Peninsula to utilize the series of ports around Manao—Manao Port, Hongpai Port, and others. In the 20th century, several major industrial investment projects and development zones in Lingao County had also been located in this area.

The transmigrator collective planned two major industrial zones: a steel-chemical industrial zone centered on Bopu Port, fully leveraging seaborne transport's advantages of volume and low cost. Fleets would bring in anthracite from Vietnam, pig iron, wrought iron, and bituminous coal from Guangdong, iron ore from Tiandu, timber from Fujian, and salt for chemicals from the Manao Peninsula...

A machinery-light industry zone centered on Bairren City would also be located on the eastern bank.

This way, the transmigrators would initially have only two industrial zones. Fewer and more concentrated industrial zones meant a smaller area requiring armed protection, shorter lines for transmitting power, coal, equipment, and finished goods, and minimized transport and energy costs.

Steel and chemical products manufactured at Bopu, along with various raw materials shipped by sea, could be transported directly to the Bairren industrial zone for processing via the Wenlan River water route. Finished products could then be shipped back to Bopu for export by water.

Current power supply came mainly from Bairren Hydroelectric Station. The plan was that after they could self-produce boilers and generating equipment, the transmigrator collective would establish a thermal power plant at Bopu, using seaborne Hongji anthracite for generation, directly supplying the high-energy-consumption chemical industry.

The Industry and Energy Committee's plan was to complete the following goals within the First Five-Year Plan:

Build a complete steel enterprise, including: ore processing plant, ore sintering furnace, coking furnace, blast furnace, hot blast stove, and iron smelter. Besides the existing small converter, install one more converter.

The ore processing plant would have two ore beneficiation machines, five crushers, and two breakers brought from the other timeline.

A small specialty steel plant, using the crucible method to manufacture various specialty steels.

A rolling mill with: two initial forging machines, two hot rolling machines, two hot piercing machines, two cold rolling machines, two cold-drawn steel tube machines, two cold-drawn bar machines, two cold-rolled steel tube machines. This would allow convenient hot and cold rolling of various standard steel plates, strip steel, wire rod, and various section steels.

By the end of 1634, this steel complex would reach daily production of 80 tons of pig iron, 50 tons of crude steel, and annual production of 100 tons of specialty steel.

For non-ferrous metal smelting: 160 tons of crude copper, producing 120 tons of electrolytic copper, 3 tons of nickel ingots, 10 tons of cobalt, 140 tons of lead, 80 tons of zinc, 12 tons of tin, 20 tons of antimony.

These non-ferrous metals would be mainly imported as ore or crude products, then further refined by the metallurgy department.

Though demand for non-ferrous metals other than copper and lead was not huge, they were essential in many key areas. Fortunately, these products were already produced at considerable scale during the Ming dynasty, so importing certain quantities of crude products from the mainland posed no problem.

The metallurgical industry's system looked massive, but its Five-Year Plan was actually the least difficult. The transmigrators' existing industrial system could already provide cement, bricks, refractory materials, and other essential materials without difficulty. The most technically demanding rolling mill would entirely use equipment brought from the other timeline—once installed, it could go into operation. As for blast furnaces, these presented no major technical challenges for the transmigrators.



"Besides refractory materials, ore processing and blast furnace feeding require some special equipment. We hope the Machinery Department can provide them. We will need your strong support then," Ji Wusheng said.

"No problem," Zhan Wuya readily agreed. "As long as steel supply is guaranteed, I've looked at this equipment—it's not difficult. Some can even be made of wood."

The Machinery Industry Department's goal within the First Five-Year Plan was to complete a self-upgrading system for the machinery industry—not only meeting production and manufacturing needs for various specialized equipment within the transmigrator industrial system, but also achieving self-renewal and upgrading.

But the Machinery Industry Department's construction faced far more complex problems. Due to ship tonnage limitations, the transmigrator collective had brought quite limited mechanical equipment. Many specialized machines could not be brought due to tonnage and space constraints. The equipment in the hands of Zhan Wuya and other machinery people consisted only of the most basic general-purpose machine tools, with lathes being the largest category.

In theory, these most basic lathes, presses, vises, planers, and other so-called "mother machines" or general-purpose machine tools could manufacture any product. But reality was far from that simple.

Since humanity entered the industrial age, machine tools had followed a clear development path: higher efficiency, lower production costs. General-purpose machine tools represented by lathes had very low growth in processing efficiency. Unless you infinitely increased workers and equipment, output could not rise.

Take the simplest example: screws commonly used in industrial equipment. These small things are technically called "standard parts." Standard parts are commonly used components whose structure, dimensions, drawings, markings, and so forth have been completely standardized and are manufactured by specialized factories—threaded parts, pins, gaskets, and so on. These parts are used for connecting and fastening various industrial equipment.

Such standard parts were indeed originally made using ordinary lathes, but processing efficiency was very low. Workers had to make multiple cuts during processing, carefully aligning the tool each time. Manufacturing costs were also uneconomical—clamping a round bar and eventually cutting out a small bolt wasted enormous material, and processing required highly skilled workers.

So in actual production operations, standard parts were made using specialized machines. Even manufacturing something as simple and common as iron nails was done with specialized machines in modern times.

The Machinery Industry Department's first task was not manufacturing equipment for other industrial departments, but first completing equipment matching within its own system—manufacturing a batch of specialized machine tool equipment. New construction would include a die factory, a foundry, a standard parts factory, a bearing and chain factory, and a tool factory.

"You do not know how much this system will promote industry once established. The machinery industry can manufacture different specialized machine tools according to different product needs! Combined automatic machine tools!" Wang Luobin said excitedly. "Know what large-scale industry means? With this system, we will have true large-scale industry."

"Let me give an example," explained Li Yiwo, who had made black-market guns. "Everyone is very worried about ammunition supply now. Actually, manufacturing bullets is not that difficult. I could make them at the machinery plant with existing equipment. But making them that way, I could not produce more than a few dozen rounds per day—you'd use them up with one trigger pull. If we manufacture a bullet production line, though it requires building over thirty pieces of equipment, it can produce several thousand rounds per hour. That productivity is terrifyingly high."

"Can you make the K98?" Wei Aiwen asked.

"K98 is nothing," Xiao Bailang said dismissively. "AK-47 is no problem either."

"I just want K98, or MP44 would be fine too." Wei Aiwen was truly a loyal Wehraboo.

"After completing the Machinery Industry Department's self-matching, we will experimentally reproduce general-purpose machine tools—or call it self-replication," Zhan Wuya said. "After all, there will not be just one machinery plant in the future. Demand for general equipment will be huge."

Jiang Ye said: "Right now we have fewer machine tools than one workshop at the factory where I used to work."

Ma Qianzhu agreed: "Right now we are operating on Hainan Island. In the future, when we occupy Taiwan or land on the mainland, we will need to replenish weapons and ammunition and develop local industry. We cannot manufacture everything in Lingao and ship it over, right? We will still need to establish several machinery processing centers."

"I see it differently," Wen Desi said. "To ensure our transmigrator regime's stability for generations, the core system of machinery industry cannot be dispersed. It must be firmly controlled by the transmigrator collective."

He elaborated further: "Hypothetically, if some local rich man wanted to open a textile factory, we could provide this timeline's most advanced textile machinery and power equipment at preferential rates, along with maintenance services. But beyond using this equipment, he could neither repair nor replicate it. Everything would depend on us."

In his vision, only the transmigrator collective would possess the capability to manufacture mechanical equipment in this future world. The wealthy or nations of this timeline could purchase weapons, equipment, ships, and vehicles manufactured by the transmigrator collective, but once these things lost maintenance support from the transmigrator collective, they would become complete scrap iron. This way, the entire world's industrial lifeline would be fully in the transmigrator collective's hands.

"Is that not just the Adeptus Mechanicus from Warhammer 40K?" Xi Yazhou's imagination was rich.

"Can science not be a religion?" Wen Desi countered. "We have mastered science and industry beyond this timeline's level. Demanding to rule Earth is not excessive, is it?"

"But we would need Grey Knights of science!"

"You idiot—better to establish an Order of Scientific Sisters. Sister girls are great."

"Who will be the Emperor?"

...

"We will discuss that later," Ma Qianzhu quickly brought the topic back. "Machinery Industry Department, tell us how much specialized equipment you can provide for each department."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 225: Five-Year Plan (Part 3)

"As long as the system is established, theoretically any equipment is possible," Wang Luobin said.

"Too idealistic," Wen Desi said. "First tell us what enterprises we currently need, then let us see what the machinery plant can support."

"Light industry has not really developed yet, but I believe light industry will be the main component of future foreign trade, and it is essential for improving living conditions for ourselves and our subjects," said Mo Xiao'an, the new Minister of Light Industry.

Mo Xiao'an's appointment as Minister of Light Industry had been somewhat unexpected. This person had been an anonymous basic laborer after D-Day. Because of his good stamina and long-term military enthusiast experience, he had always been part of the transmigrators' core militia. After his appointment was announced, the general speculation was that his undergraduate degree in administrative management and law master's degree had dazzled the Executive Committee.

Regardless, like many cadres promoted in the organizational restructuring, he was very enthusiastic about his new position. In preparation for this meeting, he had produced a massive light industry five-year plan.

First was sewing needles. This product existed in ancient times, of course. The transmigrators' advantage lay in their ability to use machines for batch manufacturing, with superiority in raw materials and processing precision that local craftsmen could not match. Though sewing needles had extremely low unit prices, they had low costs and high margins, were widely used, and shipped in large quantities. Dumping them on the mainland, Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia could create considerable scale-effect profits. Eventually, they could even be exported back to Europe.

"Is manufacturing sewing needles difficult?"

"Sewing needles are simple enough to make by hand," Wang Luobin said. "But I know factories use automatic machine tools."

Modern sewing needles use wire rod from rolling mills as raw material. First it is drawn to the required diameter, then cut to the length of two needles, then both ends are sharpened. The next eye-making process turns one wire into two needles. This involves straightening the wire, stamping—flattening the eye area into approximately 4mm-diameter disc shapes, then punching out the eye holes, then stamping letters and thread grooves, punching off excess material, sharpening in stages, deburring, grinding, polishing, final polishing, and packaging for shipment.

"That is right, it is an electromechanical-controlled automatic machine tool production line. This equipment is even patented."

"Can it be copied? I imagine the design drawings exist. Patent law does not apply here."

Zhan Wuya shook his head: "Complete replication of automatic machine tools definitely will not work, but manufacturing specialized equipment is possible."

"That will do—just lower production efficiency. Even lowered, it will not be worse than craftsmen hand-hammering and grinding."

"Next is the textile industry. Replicating 19th-century-level textile machinery like the spinning jenny should not be difficult, right? Purchase local raw cotton for processing. With high-quality cotton yarn output, besides producing regular cotton cloth, let us see if we can make breakthroughs in patterns and texture. So we need to establish both a cloth mill and a dyeing factory—"

"Let me interrupt," Wen Desi cut in. "I would like to offer a differing opinion. In my view, the textile industry should not be built too large."

"But cloth is a basic livelihood material," someone immediately objected. "It is also very popular for export."

"Hear me out."

Wen Desi first drew their attention to the fact that since they had landed, at least looking at Lingao alone, they had not found any large-scale cotton cultivation. Local cotton cloth was mostly processed from cotton collected from woody, perennial wild cotton plants. Though the quality was decent, this raw material supply method could only support small-scale household handicraft production.

Hainan Island itself was not suitable for large-scale herbaceous cotton cultivation. This was the birthplace of China's cotton textile industry, but long-term, cotton textiles had basically remained just a small-scale Li minority sideline, never forming a large-scale cotton textile industry. The production techniques for Ming dynasty Songjiang cloth had originally come from Hainan Island, but the cotton textile industry formed an industry in Songjiang—"clothing the world"—while Hainan's Qiong cloth had long remained merely a "local specialty."

Once the transmigrators established large-scale textile industry, they would have to grow cotton in this not-very-suitable-for-large-scale-cotton-cultivation area to ensure raw material supply.

"And the textile industry itself faces very fierce competition," Wen Desi added.



Within the Great Ming, there was the behemoth of Songjiang cloth. How strong was Songjiang cloth's penetration? The transmigrators had seen it more than once in gifts they had received locally: high-grade cloth was almost all from Songjiang.

Looking at all of East and Southeast Asia, there was the strong competitor of Indian cotton cloth marketed by the East India Company. Indian cotton cloth was not only high quality but also possessed distinctive dyeing and printing techniques. It was popular worldwide at the time and was one of the East India Company's main trade goods.

Finally, there were various local homespun cloths—coarse cloth hand-made by farming families. This had always been the strongest fortress against foreign goods. Even the good-value-for-money Indian cotton cloth had never opened the Chinese market. From the 17th century onward, various textiles marketed by the East India Company in China had never found buyers. Some goods even took two or three years of consignment sales to sell out.

"If we build a massive cotton textile industry, who are we planning to sell the cloth to?" Wen Desi asked pointedly.

"Local people will also have great demand in the future—"

Xiao Zishan said: "That will only come much later. Expanding domestic demand is not a one-or-two-day affair. Right now, light industry production can only focus on two points: self-use and export."

"Exactly, so our cotton textile industry can only be scaled to meet self-use requirements."

"Supplying transmigrators, the army, laborers... these people?"

"Why not outsource processing!" Wang Luobin said. "We can sell some new-style manual cotton textile machines on credit to farming households, help them improve product quality and increase variety, then purchase homespun cloth from them for our use."

"This way we can also distribute circulation vouchers!" Yan Ming, newly promoted to President of "Delong Grain Bank," was supportive. This person supported anything that expanded the circulation voucher's usage range.

"We can also import Indian cotton cloth and Songjiang cotton cloth—that way we can achieve trade balance. Otherwise, what's the point of just converting all exports into gold and silver?"

"Agreed!"

But Li Haiping objected: "That will not work." He reminded everyone: "The Navy's canvas issue is not resolved yet. Can your industry departments solve shipboard prime movers within a year? If you can solve that, fine, but otherwise, what will we use for sails on the Western-style sailing ships Director Wen wants to build?"

"We can import."

"But canvas is a strategic material. The Great Ming does not produce this stuff. What if we go to war with Europeans and they embargo canvas?" Li Haiping continued.

Wen Desi nodded: "True, I overlooked that. It seems a textile factory is still needed."

Indeed, canvas had too many uses—not just for sails. Its qualities were sturdy, wear-resistant, dense, thick, and somewhat waterproof. Ancient Romans used it extensively for marching tents. The first modern parachute was also made of canvas. Because of canvas's sturdy and wear-resistant properties, it was also widely used for labor protective clothing, as a substitute for leather in making military equipment, comfortable and durable canvas shoes...

Mo Xiao'an organized his thoughts: "Here is the plan: for spinning, we will use the putting-out system—sell machines on credit to processors, and we will purchase the cotton yarn back. Then establish a small specialty textiles factory to manufacture canvas, towels, and knitted goods." The latter two were urgently needed by the transmigrators. Towels would also greatly help improve hygiene conditions for the transmigrator collective's subjects.

"We also need a dyeing factory," Wang Luobin added.

"Not just a dyeing factory," Wen Desi said. "Actually, we would best control raw cotton processing ourselves—not for monopoly purposes. If we let common people process raw cotton themselves, yarn quality will be hard to guarantee. We need to establish a carding mill to clean and grade raw cotton, then distribute to processors."

"Towel-weaving machines and knitted goods machines are very simple—I've helped people with those," Zhan Wuya said. "But I do not understand carding machines. And I certainly do not know what machinery is used to weave canvas."

"Carding machines are easy—the structure is very simple. I'll draw it up later," Wang Luobin said confidently. "Making canvas should theoretically be the same as other cotton textiles—just using multi-strand thread for both warp and weft."

"Let us recruit some craftsmen from Europe. Besides canvas makers, we also need specialized workers who can sew canvas—those cannot be found in China," Wen Desi said.

"I just do not know if local raw cotton production is sufficient."

"For small-scale use, it should be enough. Worst case, we can import cotton yarn from Songjiang," Wen Desi said. "Or have the English provide it."

Dyeing industry technology was relatively simple and did not require overly complex machinery. The transmigrators had not planned to make cotton cloth a commodity, so they did not need to invest too much in this area.

With the cotton textile industry in place, establishing a unified clothing factory was also put on the agenda.

The clothing factory's main purpose was self-use. Local common people would not buy ready-made clothing and shoes unless prices were extremely low, or for silk garments they could not make themselves. The fact that the county seat had only one tailor illustrated this point.

Currently, the Bairren Commune already had a garment factory. Wu De had recruited commune women, with several female transmigrators who could use sewing machines providing technical guidance. They could manufacture cloth shoes, straw sandals, uniforms, hats, work clothes, underwear, quilts, and cotton socks—but the scale was very small. There was also a leatherworker who specialized in making various leather equipment for the military.

In Mo Xiao'an's plan, the clothing factory's scale needed to expand. In the future, with the continuous expansion of the military and labor force, and the influx of large numbers of migrants from other places—all these people's clothing would need updating. The transmigrator collective's demand for clothing would grow geometrically.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 226: Light Industry Prospects

Beyond the clothing factory, a series of light industry enterprises were to go into production during the First Five-Year Plan. First was the daily chemicals factory, manufacturing soap—one of the great transmigrator artifacts.

"Soap's process and technology are relatively simple—a product that can ship quickly."

"What about the oil and fat problem?" Ji Situi thought, easy for you to say. He was still finding it difficult to produce glycerin—Wu Nanhai refused to give him any oil until it reached gutter-oil quality. To date, all industrial oil and fat consisted of the pig fat used when the shipyard was refitting the Fubo.

Wu Nanhai helplessly raised his hand: "Do not look at me. The Agriculture Committee cannot solve this problem that fast."

"Vegetable oil will not work? Hainan has coconuts everywhere. Is coconut oil not easy to obtain?"

"Coconuts? Unfortunately, Lingao does not have coconuts," Wu Nanhai said matter-of-factly. "The only coconuts are a few seedlings at my farm."

"True, I have not actually seen any coconuts since we came ashore."

"Hainan Island's native coconut distribution is not in this region," Luo Duo said. "They are concentrated in the central and southern parts of the island. We can dispatch a fleet to harvest or purchase them."

"Can we not just purchase dried coconut at the East Gate Market?"

"Not easily. Hainan's dried coconut trade does have a long history, but the supply all flows to Qiongshan County, same as the betel nut trade."

Considering oil and fat's importance to the transmigrator collective, the Executive Committee decided on a two-pronged approach to obtain coconuts. On one hand, they would dispatch the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team by ship to explore southward along the coastline, seeing where they could obtain large-scale coconut supplies. Coconuts were an extremely useful cash crop. On the other hand, they would send the procurement agent Lin Quan'an deep into the island's various prefectures and counties to purchase dried coconuts.

The only oil crop the transmigrators could immediately utilize in Lingao was peanuts—especially in coastal areas and the Gaoshanling region, where peanut cultivation was widespread, with some small oil-pressing workshops operating. The Agriculture Committee decided to promote quality peanut cultivation in the mountains around Damei Village in the Gaoshanling region. They would also add a water-powered oil press to the water-powered grain processing plant at Bairren City.

"Soap is an excellent trade good! For ladies and young misses, it is simply divine."

"Using coconut oil, we can make transparent soap. Add fragrance, and it becomes perfumed soap."

"Make some pretty molds, add various colors, and those fine ladies will go crazy—"

Seeing everyone's intoxicated expressions as they offered suggestions, Wen Desi could not help but smile wryly. This was a classic case of treating Ming people as rich simpletons. Ming people were not stupid. They might lack the transmigrators' several centuries of accumulated experience, true, but they did not have much money either. How much market demand actually existed for soap in China at that time was really hard to say. As a luxury item, there might be some sales. As a mass-market product, basically no one would buy it—ancient people had saponin and pig pancreas they could use.

Fortunately, soap was also useful for the transmigrator collective itself—for ensuring cleanliness and for industrial applications. The by-products of soap production, glycerin and other substances, were valuable chemical raw materials.

Matches—another transmigrator artifact. Match technology was very simple; you just needed to find phosphorus. Having rosin and antimony was even better. None of these things were hard to find. By comparison, Wen Desi was more confident about matches' marketability—compared to flint and steel, matches' convenience advantage was simply too great.

"Phosphorus processing is manageable, but there is no phosphite ore locally," Ji Situi said.

"We are not far from the Dongsha Islands. Send ships to dig guano rock. Guano rock can not only refine phosphorus but also be used as fertilizer."

Wu Nanhai immediately agreed: "Our Agriculture Committee also needs phosphate fertilizer. This is a good proposal."

"More ships needed." Ma Qianzhu muttered as he added another entry to the ship allocation schedule—ships were still tight. They had enough vessels, but lacked reliable, qualified sailors.

Wu Nanhai said: "I propose establishing an agricultural implements factory, jointly operated by the Agriculture Committee and Light Industry Ministry. Not only does our own farm need large quantities of implements, but local farmers also have enormous demand for quality iron tools. According to my surveys of the farm's hired hands, local iron implements are not only inferior but also scarce and expensive, seriously affecting agricultural production."

He unrolled a scroll of drawings showing many different styles of farm tools and some large agricultural machinery.

"These are all implements I have selected and improved from farm tool patterns from the original timeline, adapted to local planting habits and soil conditions. They are targeted, lightweight, and material-saving. Once on the market, they will definitely be warmly welcomed by farmers."



He continued: "The Agriculture Committee's next plan is to launch agricultural mutual aid groups, providing farmers and landlords who join this system with quality implements. This will greatly increase our appeal and help liberate local labor."

"That is fine. Processing farm tools is not difficult for our Machinery Department. What are those big things?" Zhan Wuya asked.

"Agricultural machinery. Harvesters, wheeled plows, seed drills..."

"What pulls them? Steam engines?"

"Steam engines work, or horses," Wu Nanhai said. These implements were all patterns from his agricultural history textbooks, basically animal-drawn, though low-horsepower steam engines would also work.

Next, the Agriculture Committee also requested that the food factory, brewery, and other food-related enterprises in the Light Industry Ministry's plans be changed to joint operations with the Agriculture Committee.

Wu Nanhai said: "The raw materials for these enterprises all come from the agriculture department. Joint operation by both parties is better."

So the food factory, meat processing plant, and brewery in Mo Xiao'an's Five-Year Plan all became joint projects with the Agriculture Committee. At the Agriculture Committee's suggestion, these planned factories were merged into the "Grain, Oil, and Food General Company," under dual leadership of the Agriculture Committee and Light Industry Ministry.

The company included the seafood processing plant at Bopu, responsible for processing the one-fifth "fishing tax" yield submitted daily by fishermen catching fish in waters near Bopu. It could process salted fish, roasted dried fish, fish cakes, fish sauce, fish oil, dried seaweed, and fish meal. The Bairren City farm's slaughterhouse would be upgraded to a meat processing plant. Besides slaughtering to provide fresh meat, it would also produce salted meat, jerky, sausages, ham, and similar products.

The grain processing plant would add oil-pressing equipment besides processing rice and flour, increasing deep grain processing capability. Using simple manual and water-powered machinery, it would produce noodles, bread, and biscuits. It would use processing residue to make feed, fertilizer, and rice bran oil.

A new brewing workshop would be established to manufacture soy sauce, vinegar, fermented pastes, and alcohol. It would also make various pickles, salted eggs, century eggs, and similar products. The area was not suitable for growing soybeans, but they could import from the mainland. As for vinegar and Shaoxing wine, both were cooking essentials. Self-producing baijiu, beer, and fruit wines was even more straightforward for the transmigrators. Xue Ziliang had proposed DIY beer and fruit wine several times; they had not succeeded due to lack of barley and grapes. Hops had already been planted in a small experimental plot at the farm—though the area was not particularly suitable for this crop.

A beverage workshop would also be added. During the First Five-Year Plan, fruit tree yields would not be sufficient to support a juice industry, but large-scale mass production of glass bottles would support batch production of carbonated drinks—in fact, Ma Qianzhu had already designed a simple soda-making machine based on documentation.

These products were all primarily for self-use, with small-scale local sales. If baijiu production reached significant volumes, it could be exported.

Li Haiping said: "Let us make fruit preserves. Under current conditions, fruit can neither be kept fresh nor transported easily. If we make syrup-preserved canned goods for sale, wealthy people should like them—the Jiangnan region is still relatively stable now. Being able to eat relatively fresh fruit in winter to supplement vitamins while being portable—Manchu nobles should be interested. Same with canned meat; if the price is right, Manchus will like it."

Mo Xiao'an said: "As long as the Metallurgy Department can produce galvanized sheet iron, making canned goods is not difficult."

"Why not use glass jars? For fruit preserves, the key is the syrup—"

Ma Qianzhu said: "It is not that simple. Canning seals and sterilization are still somewhat difficult for us. Before the Machinery Department provides suitable equipment, it is better not to start a canning industry."

Though canned goods appeared quite early—they already existed in Napoleon's era—for a long time, sealing and sterilization problems constantly plagued manufacturers. Even into the mid-19th century, cases of canned goods spoiling due to incomplete sealing and sterilization were still common.

"Instant noodles should not be hard, right? I remember instant noodles were based on Yi-fu noodles. If we do some appropriate processing, this portable food should have great potential."

"Hainan is not really suitable for growing wheat, is it? What do you make noodles from? Sweet potato starch?"

"Noodles made from sweet potato starch do not taste great. But ancient people's standards probably were not that high. Mix in some rice flour."

"I am afraid sweet potato starch cannot even form noodles—the protein content is too low."

"Growing wheat in Lingao is fine," Wu Nanhai said. "There is scattered cultivation, but most farmers lack the experience. We need to promote it."

"Cigarettes! Manchu nobles all love smoking! They are accustomed to dry-pipe tobacco and water pipes—we will sell them cigarettes. These things are trendy!"

"Haiping, why are you always wanting to sell things to the Jurchens!"

"They robbed so much silver from Chongzhen. Not helping them spend it would be a crime," Li Haiping said carelessly.

"Right, during the Chongzhen reign, the Jurchens invaded through the passes several times, each time carrying off immense wealth and people. We will use luxury goods in large quantities to drain their finances—strengthening ourselves while weakening the enemy!"

"Put opium in the cigarettes! Kill those bastards."

...

"Alright, alright, do not wander off topic!" Ma Qianzhu was actually somewhat moved by this notion, but it too severely violated universal principles—the rightist faction would definitely refuse to agree.

The cigarette factory that everyone was watching had already begun production a few days ago. It belonged neither to the Agriculture Ministry nor the Light Industry Ministry, but was directly under the Planning Committee—the tobacco monopoly system, it seemed, was to be continued.

The Executive Committee had also originally hoped that this cigarette factory could not only meet the transmigrators' own needs but become a growth point in their export goods—this was not too far-fetched. Tobacco demand in the late Ming was already very large, and Guangdong's tobacco output was already quite considerable. Cigarettes, as a novel product with distinctive appearance and taste, convenient to smoke, could satisfy the needs of both the upper classes seeking novelty and the lower classes seeking simplicity and utility.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 227: Trade Discussions (Part 1)

"Selling to Later Jin probably won't work. Hong Taiji started as an anti-smoking activist, then became a tobacco trade protectionist. Selling this stuff to him really isn't easy."

Tobacco was introduced to Liaodong starting in the Tianqi reign. Supposedly it was a habit brought by soldiers transferred from Guangdong to Liaodong. Later, whether through trade, captured loot, or Korean plots—by the time Hong Taiji proclaimed himself emperor, people in Later Jin were also smoking tobacco. Not only were people smoking, but it was apparently quite widespread, to the point that Hong Taiji enjoyed the title of the world's first ruler to officially order a tobacco ban. According to Yu Eshui's historical sources, Later Jin should have already issued its first tobacco prohibition decree, because in a few years, he'd issue an edict rescinding the ban—though requiring subjects to grow and smoke their own rather than buying from Korea. Classic trade protectionism.

A few years later, the militarily weak Yi dynasty apparently planned to wage "unrestricted warfare" against Later Jin using tobacco, gifting large quantities to Manchu-Qing nobles and officials. According to the Yi Dynasty Veritable Records, at the time Korea's Crown Prince Sohyeon was being held hostage in Shenyang. Korean envoys had secretly brought 300 jin of tobacco as gifts. Hong Taiji considered this item "not a local product, wasteful of wealth," and ordered a major ban. Upon discovery, he again ordered strict prohibition.

"So selling tobacco to Later Jin is still difficult for us."

"It's only 1629 now—let's take this opportunity to make a killing first!"

"With Holy Ship brand cigarettes' quality, luxury goods indeed. You really think the wild boar skins are rich simpletons?" Yan Quezhi, who had tried the local tobacco, smirked. "The tobacco shreds keep falling out—a few puffs and your fingers get burned."

The transmigrators weren't impressed with the scarce, special-allocation transmigrator-brand cigarettes. Though the tobacco imported from Macau was top quality, it wasn't processed as the flue-cured tobacco modern people were used to. Combined with inferior cigarette paper and crude rolling techniques, smokers had to be very careful—otherwise, the loosely-packed tobacco shreds would suddenly fall out and burn holes in their clothes. This made cigarettes merely better than nothing.

Cigarette paper in the 20th century was a special type of paper—thin-leaf paper, specified at no more than 25g per square meter. The paper whiteness reached 82% or higher, with a dense, soft, fine texture. Opaque. It had high longitudinal tensile strength, certain breathability, and an appropriate burning rate. The main raw material was bleached hemp pulp, sometimes mixed with some bleached wood or grass pulp. To match tobacco's burning rate, small amounts of combustion aids were added. The paper surface was also roller-pressed with ribbed marks to increase breathability and improve appearance.

If making do, student exercise book paper was a fairly suitable substitute. Unfortunately, the transmigrators couldn't even produce paper at this level.

Though the paper-making workshop had been running for some time, product quality had never exceeded the era—the workshop was still making paper according to 17th-century papermaking techniques. This greatly affected paper quality and output. But the papermakers were helpless—they lacked two key papermaking materials: caustic soda and sulfuric acid.

Without caustic soda, the workshop could only use a very limited set of raw materials: various rags and tattered clothing recovered from immigrants' "purification" process, fishermen's discarded hemp nets and rope, waste cotton, and a few types of tree bark. This severely limited raw material sources. Without sulfuric acid, they couldn't bleach the pulp. So the paper produced was neither white nor smooth—besides solving the transmigrator collective's toilet paper and packaging paper needs, it served no purpose. The Education Department could only issue slate boards to students for writing and calculating with chalk.

"Not a major problem. Aim to start production within a month," Ji Situi patted his chest. With over a thousand laborers on the worksite, they could manually erect those large structural frames and various towers using primitive methods.

"Once we can produce the three acids and two alkalis, I'll be relieved," Ma Qianzhu said. "So many urgent matters are stuck on this right now!"



Wen Desi said: "These things don't matter much. As our industrialization progresses, overcoming technical difficulties is just a matter of time. Linggao, even all of Hainan Island, is too small to provide all the manpower and materials we need for industrialization. For construction and immigration, the transmigrator nation is destined to be a trading nation. Light industry planning should also be based on this."

Foreign Trade Company General Manager Lu Rong stood up: "I'd like to report on a comprehensive plan for future trade. This plan will need strong support from our industrial colleagues."

"We can reference the current state of international trade. We mainly import low-tech raw materials, semi-processed products, and light industrial goods: for example, raw cotton, ore, pig iron, non-ferrous metals, timber, livestock, and people. In the First Five-Year Plan, the transmigrator nation should have light industrial product exports at the highest level—about sixty percent. High-tech industrial products should be twenty to thirty percent. Ocean trade services and financial services about ten percent.

"Transmigrator agricultural and light industrial products might include: various alcohols, white sugar, sewing needles, silk, glass, ceramics, canned goods, paper, fertilizer, pepper, tea.

"Among these—spices, tea, silk, ceramics—we'll use entrepôt trade. We don't directly produce these products, but enter the trade as middlemen.

"Other products will be provided by the industrial sector. These are all products where we have unique technology or production capacity advantages.

"Higher-tech industrial products would be: pharmaceuticals, soap, MSG, optical instruments, precision instruments and tools—the last few items just need to be made somewhat better than European products of the time. Not only can we profit from back-exporting to Europe, but we can also use this opportunity to create European scientific systems' dependence on our products, eliminate their creative inventions, attract their excellent scientific talent, and ultimately achieve complete dissolution and elimination of the European scientific system—"

Dr. Zhong's eyes lit up when he heard this: "This way I can really screw over Huygens! Actually, I'll just recruit him as my assistant." His brow suddenly furrowed. "Damn, he was only born this year. It'll be at least another 20 years before he can be my assistant."

"Who's Huygens?"

"The inventor of the modern clock," Zhong Lishi said. "Strictly speaking, the inventor of the pendulum principle. Though I've decided to claim credit for these inventions myself."

Ma Qianzhu said: "Clocks are useful to us, but as trade goods they're only luxury items. I don't see ordinary Ming people having a need for precise timekeeping."

"Europeans should have significant demand. Their maritime trade is developed, and precise timekeeping is very important for navigators' positioning at sea."

"This way, we'll completely destroy the future European clock industry," Lu Rong was immersed in his "trade warfare" theory.

Ma Qianzhu nodded, gesturing for him to continue.

"Then there's shipbuilding and various printed materials, all very competitive."

Li Haiping said: "Hmm, actually I think at a certain point—say when the First Five-Year Plan is half done—things like instant noodle factories, canning factories, and rice noodle factories should encourage local gentry and merchants to invest. We provide cheap technology and machinery; they invest in setting up, operating, and selling. What do we need to own these things for? Civilian industry—as long as it's not core stuff, let private parties handle it. They understand better how to operate and make money. We just need to teach them modern industrial production organization and business management."

Wang Luobin said: "That's too far off. Right now, planned economy is more suitable—planned economy is advantageous for unified allocation of manpower and materials. Besides, we're cultivating a new generation of industrial workers. This won't show results in one or two years. If you privatize enterprises, capitalists' nature is profit-seeking. They have no interest in cultivating industrial workers. And Linggao may not have gentry-merchants with such capabilities anyway."

But Yu Eshui kept shaking his head: "Everyone, though our trade-nation foundation isn't problematic, have you considered one issue?"

Everyone's gaze swept toward him.

The imperial capital history otaku said unhurriedly: "Everyone, before you continue discussing, let me first read you a few passages. I've recently read several books about foreigners' experiences in late Qing China. I feel feudal small-peasant economy consumption habits are completely from a different dimension than modern commodity economics. Let me excerpt a few passages to throw some cold water:

"All Chinese housewives know how to maximize their fabric use... What can't be used in one place will certainly be used elsewhere. Even scraps must be fully utilized—used for sole-stitching... These items are always used to the fullest. Even final scraps are matched with other fabrics until completely exhausted.

"...Three sedan bearers carried him for 5 hours, traveling 23 miles, then walked back to Guangzhou to eat the breakfast provided for them. They walked 46 miles before breakfast, half of it carrying a load—all to save 5 cents."

"...Most Chinese wheelbarrows creak when pushed, due to lack of lubricating oil... Yet those with deadened nerves consider noise cheaper than oil, preferring to creak rather than apply a few drops.

"A Chinese mother saw her child covered in dust and used an old broom to sweep him off. A curious foreign woman said, 'Does your child bathe daily?' 'Daily?' the Chinese mother answered angrily. 'He hasn't bathed since he was born.' For ordinary Chinese, even if soap retailers put up signs saying 'cheaper than dirt,' it won't have any effect.

"...It's generally impossible to buy any ready-made tools, but you can buy some semi-finished products, then process and finish them yourself. Because doing it yourself is always cheaper than buying ready-made. Everyone wants cheap, so there's nothing ready-made.

"These descriptions may be biased or exaggerated, but at least they prove that small-peasant economy society's consumption views differ vastly from modern people's. From this we can summarize the general consumption view of ancient—at least Ming-Qing era—lower-class working people: time, effort, comfort, convenience are all 'free.' As long as you can save even one copper coin, you can freely squander these 'free' elements. In some elderly people today, remnants of this consumption habit can still be seen...

"Strictly speaking, we haven't truly entered mass consumer goods production yet. From this we can derive a research topic: in pursuing an economic path and trade-nation building in this timeline, how do we transform ancient people's consumption habits?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 228: Trade Discussions (Part 2)

Ji Situi said dismissively: "This is the great achievement of my Qing—not the prosperous age of the Ming."

"Though I don't want to wade into certain pointless disputes, I must say this is fact. A society that could produce capitalist sprouts necessarily had more vigorous commercial activity, which reflects higher per-capita purchasing power and living standards." A Ming fanboy immediately supported the Chemical Department Minister's viewpoint.

"Another factor is that late Qing transit taxes were extremely heavy, while the Ming had almost no customs barriers. So late Qing commodity circulation was actually quite poor—everyone tended toward localized natural economy production," Ji Situi continued.

Du Wen spoke eloquently: "The result of increased commercialization in the late Ming was intensified exploitation and social unrest. Old China's hundred years were the same. Also, the Qing's low commercialization rate was related to the suppression of landlord gentry power, population increase, and insufficient urban population capacity under old transportation conditions."

"Let's not digress too far." Ma Qianzhu stopped Du Wen's continued theorizing. Du Wen obediently stopped.

"I think the so-called capitalist sprouts of the Ming dynasty are exaggerated. How much consumption level do ordinary people have? Everyone's seen it firsthand since D-Day. How much purchasing power do you think such a society has?"

"That's not a great analogy. Even 21st-century Linggao's consumption level wasn't high."

"Even 21st-century Linggao was a commercial society, not a natural-economy society. The difference is huge."

"Using Linggao from any timeline as an example is meaningless," Wen Desi said. "Just like those foreign capitalists at the start of reform and opening who expected that 'if every Chinese person buys one of my products' they'd get rich. Ninety percent of Chinese people still won't buy their stuff. Consumption capacity has always been concentrated in major cities since ancient times. Our position is actually the same as these capitalists. The market seems vast, but we can only select regions with capacity for sales. Guangdong, Jiangnan, the capital—those are our product sales markets. Other places can be automatically ignored. The common people of the Central Plains and Northwest don't even have the chance to be peaceful dogs—they won't consume our products."

Luo Duo said: "Let's filter out those places and only discuss Director Wen's possible targets! Without transit taxes, does commodity circulation improve? The fundamental problem is that common people have no money—what would they consume with? This has nothing to do with consumption habits. Without money, you naturally economize. The reason they don't consume comes down to one word: poor!"

"I'm not so sure. Look at local landlords. No matter how much of a rural rich man they are, eating fine grain and meat every meal is actually no problem for them. But what's their consumption level? Most landlords still often eat sweet potato porridge. Meat is only for New Year and festivals."

Du Wen said: "Under clan small-peasant economic conditions, in many situations labor value plus frugality is the only path to accumulating primitive capital. Agricultural labor habits make people avoid speculative and risk-taking values."

Yu Eshui nodded: "So to go the domestic sales commercial route, we must start by transforming consumption habits. But how specifically do we achieve that?"

"Cultivate the middle class. The purchasing power of lower-class people is very limited."

"Too simplistic. Typical middle-class panacea theory." Du Wen sneered at such shallow remarks. "In my view, to change this habit we need to achieve at least three points: First, change ancient China's natural economy plus change agricultural free-market capitalism values. Second, create a 'middle stratum.' Third, raise overall per-capita economic levels. The third point is too slow a process in ancient times or before the second industrial revolution—transmigrators shouldn't expect several-fold increases in national per-capita economic levels in their lifetimes. For the second point, note: not the capitalist or landlord class, but overcoming social Darwinist natural laws to create a jujube-pit-shaped society remains quite difficult. And under ancient conditions where per-capita economic levels are limited and improvement can't be fast, a jujube-pit-shaped society still destabilizes society. In short: natural-economy society is a fairly stable system. Changing it without great social upheaval and cost is impossible."



"Whenever the Queen starts reciting doctrine, headaches are guaranteed. But stripping away those fancy words, I still think you're right," He Ying said.

Ma Qianzhu said: "No personal attacks. Discuss the arguments. Everyone stay on topic."

"I also agree with Luo Duo's view—we still need to approach consumption habits from an economic angle," Wu Nanhai spoke up. "With money, people will naturally consume. Why fuss about consumption habits? Parents who willingly wait an extra half hour every day just to save one yuan on bus fare often happily spend thousands on some so-called arts training class for their children."

"Not so fast. Economic conditions are just one factor. For example, everyone thinks selling soap is a direction. Actually, whether for one's own home or as hired help, those who actually touch soap are basically lower-class laborers. And such frugal habits often aren't from some sense of responsibility, but purely habit—even those working in foreigners' houses habitually make unnecessary savings for their employers."

"Our soap counts as luxury-grade. Specifically for ladies and young misses—oh, famous courtesans work too. The Eight Beauties of Qinhuai should already be famous by now. Give them trial samples and they become living advertisements!"

"How many bars can you sell that way?!"

"Actually, demand for soap should be very large. Any major service industry has considerable need. Whether brothels, food inns, pharmacies, bathhouses, theaters, art houses, or mines, weaving workshops—these already constitute a huge market. Even without soap, soap powder is the same concept. Besides, soap's cost isn't high. Middle-class resources are sufficient. Must only ladies and misses have demand? Practical users are many."

He Ying said: "That's true, but having demand doesn't mean your product can satisfy that demand. Without soap, there are alternatives. Also, soap's functional use doesn't disappear without it—just gets replaced by other methods. Like pig pancreas, saponin pods. Especially saponin pods, which are almost free. No matter how cheap soap is, can it compete with free pods picked from trees?"

"In the end it still comes down to the word 'poor'! This consumption habit didn't form without reason," Wang Luobin said. "Those materials Yu Eshui described—time, effort, comfort, convenience are all 'free.' As long as you can save even one copper coin, you can freely squander these 'free' elements. And even now, some elderly people's consumption concept is to only look at price, not quality. Therefore I believe, rather than considering how to use advanced future products to open markets, the commercial route should use technological advantages to lower costs in producing products that are already popular in this era, earning profits through price advantages."

"For example, if transmigrators can make better paper at lower cost, that's a huge opportunity. Or if there's a way to make better, more oil-efficient lamps—also a huge opportunity. Even a good creative idea—making ceramic items more functional and artistic—is equally a huge opportunity. New iron-smelting techniques, improved ironware, better quality at better prices—isn't that opportunity? Even at luxury-goods level, as long as you grasp creativity, high-end market profits can similarly create good opportunities."

No matter how self-sufficient a natural-economy society is, it still needs to import goods. Common people don't not consume—they just don't have better products to consume. The steadily rising import figures after the late Qing's Five Treaty Ports prove this point. Why could kerosene and matches capture the Chinese market? Chinese people didn't suddenly become wealthy in those several decades of late Qing. It's just that kerosene and matches were much more convenient than previous products, yet usage costs hadn't increased much.

This is how the small-peasant economy and natural economy in the real world's China was broken. Not many new concepts—just cheaper, slightly better foreign goods flooding in and breaking the original small-scale economic system.

"So it seems we don't actually need too many fancy export goods."

"Hmm, in my view, once the three acids and two alkalis go into production, our most advantageous mass product is paper."

Paper consumption was enormous, with many consumption levels—from writing imperial edicts to wiping bottoms, all requiring various kinds of paper. With the transmigrators' chemical pulping technology, they could put every paper workshop in this timeline out of business—assuming the transmigrators' commercial network could reach the whole country.

"Sewing needles and matches work too. Let's focus on sales of these three products," Ma Qianzhu said. "The current trade mainstay, glassware, can still only serve as luxury goods."

"Luxury goods should also be viewed dialectically," Wen Desi said. "Glass mirrors are currently luxury goods. At Guangzhou prices, even egg-sized mirrors sell for over a hundred liang. At such prices, only wealthy people can afford them—don't be dazzled by sales volume. Guangzhou is simply the most prosperous city in southern China, with more wealthy people. We need to look at the market more broadly. Let those of middling means also be able to afford it."

"Lower prices?"

"Not simply lowering prices. Rather, differentiate product tiers." Wen Desi had considered this question for a long time. Small quantities of high-margin luxury goods couldn't compare in total profit to massive quantities of mass consumer goods. Just look at the 20th century's Fortune 500 companies—those occupying the top positions in enterprise scale, profits, and sales figures were basically all those providing ordinary mass consumer goods.

"Mirrors present no technical difficulty. Once we've mastered glass manufacturing technology, batch-producing glass mirrors is just a matter of time and raw material supply," Wen Desi said. "Let's take this opportunity to develop a complete mirror product series. From full-length large glass mirrors for the wealthy to small rough-edged mirrors that ordinary commoners can afford—we must produce them all."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 229: Trade Discussions (Part 3)

From everyone's reactions, Wen Desi knew this proposal wasn't generating much enthusiasm. Then Mo Xiao'an spoke: "Director Wen, your reasoning is sound, but mirrors are currently our flagship product. They've already established a luxury image among common people. If we rashly produce cheap products, I'm worried it'll hurt the high-end product line—"

Wen Desi answered: "Look, how many mirrors do you think Ming people can buy?"

Mo Xiao'an said: "A few days ago, the Guangzhou liaison station sent word that after the New Year, a batch of mirrors was sent to the capital for sale. Supposedly the shop was so mobbed that several people were injured. The Gao family is pressing for shipments, saying they want as many as we can send."

"How much does a mirror sell for now?"

"Guangzhou prices: jet-black mirrors retail between 80 to 120 liang, other colors between 100 to 200 liang."

"Crocodile, in a place like Guangzhou, how much income does the middle class have?"

Yu Eshui said: "That's quite a range. Ordinary shop assistants make about one to two liang per month. The chief manager our Guangzhou station hired previously earned 240 liang per year—considered a high-salary stratum in the Ming."

"Petty urbanites earning one or two liang a month definitely can't afford it. Even Ming 'senior white-collars' would probably have to grit their teeth to buy our mirrors. How many wealthy households who can casually spend several hundred liang are left? I'd guess a few thousand at most. Well, from last month's shipment volume, mirrors alone numbered over 1,200. The market will saturate sooner or later."

"Some wealthy households want more than one or two mirrors, you know. Rich men have ten or eight concubines—doesn't each need one? Otherwise women get jealous, and that's trouble. More wives means more children. Daughters, daughters-in-law—don't they all need some?"

Everyone laughed at Mo Xiao'an's words.

"Also, wealthy households from around Guangzhou all come to buy," Mo Xiao'an said. "Including from Fujian. I hear merchants from Jiangnan are also approaching the Gao family about procurement. Once they start ordering, they'll want a thousand at a time, right? They won't just buy a few mirrors."

"The overall situation does look quite good, but product lines need long-term consideration." Wen Desi thought Mo Xiao'an's commercial sense was rather mediocre—he'd have to replace him next time. Unfortunately, both professional salespeople were in Guangzhou... "Mirrors cost us next to nothing. Producing more and expanding our user base only has benefits, no drawbacks. As for high-end products, let the Guangzhou station handle that. They're supporting so many jewelry craftsmen—making mirror blanks more luxurious is easy. My idea is to let as many people as possible use mirrors."

"Can't we consider selling mirrors to other places? Like Southeast Asia?"

"Sure, which is why we're working on Macau, Liu Xiang, and Zhu Cailao." Wen Desi explained, "Macau goes without saying—it's a window in itself. The latter two both control fairly extensive overseas trade networks. Through them we can dump these products in Southeast Asia."

"Why not just operate directly ourselves? Why let them profit?" Li Haiping was puzzled. In his view, the Executive Committee was overestimating these pirate chiefs' power.

"Let me say it again—at this stage, we shouldn't make more enemies. This era isn't one of free trade. Being a sea merchant still requires some capability." Wen Desi said.

One could say that in 1629, Chinese sea merchants were in a high-risk, high-reward industry. They faced a crisis-ridden but profit-rich space.

Zheng Zhilong, the official-merchant-pirate hybrid, basically controlled the Fujian-to-Japan shipping lane. Trade ships passing through this region all had to pay tolls, otherwise they'd definitely be plundered. Moreover, the Japanese shogunate only opened a few cities for foreign trade, with very few trading partners. Some regional domain lords' ports also allowed trade, but each ship was still charged 1,000 liang in trade fees.

Portuguese/English/Dutch merchant fleets were all traders and pirates. When facing the strong like the Zhengs, they paid taxes. When facing the weak, they robbed.



Spain was absorbed in Southeast Asian colonization and the slave trade, basically controlling the Philippines and Malay archipelago regions. Though they heavily depended on Chinese merchants to supply colonial materials and labor, they lacked the strength to join trade with China proper, so they could only use Manila galleons to constantly ship silver from American colonies to entice Chinese merchants to come trade. Due to excessive dependence on Hua merchants and Chinese people, the Spanish developed a pathological fear of Chinese people and spared no effort in suppressing and controlling them—Hua merchants and Chinese faced many restrictions.

The Dutch possessed the most formidable maritime fleet in Chinese waters, but as latecomers, they had no good foothold. Seeking new colonies, they tried to control Taiwan and Penghu, waging decades of war against the Zheng family. Only in 1661 did Zheng Chenggong recover Taiwan, while the Netherlands also declined after losing the Anglo-Dutch wars.

Vietnam's Southern and Northern dynasties—the Northern dynasty also charged 1,000 liang annually for port trade. The Southern dynasty opened one city specifically for Hua trade. Both Vietnamese dynasties called themselves "Little China," yet each found foreigners to back them: the Northern dynasty had Dutch support, the Southern dynasty had Portuguese.

The English as rising stars, though arriving late without finding a foothold in this region, constantly sought to break into this market.

Economic, political, religious, ethnic—these chaotic factors intertwined, making the entire East Asian-Southeast Asian waters a Darwinian jungle.

The transmigrators certainly had strong ships and powerful cannons, but with scarce population, especially lacking ships and sailors, and unfavorable geography, they temporarily weren't qualified to join this maritime free-for-all. Using powerful sea merchant groups' existing networks for sales became the only choice.

"Chinese goods are very popular in Southeast Asia—originally an excellent money-making route. And many Southeast Asian specialties are things we need," Zhong Lishi said regretfully. "Currently we can't get silk, tea, or porcelain export rights. Selling mirrors isn't bad. I remember Chinese bronze mirrors were traditionally export goods."

"Trade's being discussed so enthusiastically—imports, exports—but where are the ships?" Li Haiping continued questioning.

"Shipping capacity is insufficient." Wen Desi sighed.

The transmigrators' current situation was somewhat like Japan's. Linggao itself produced very few industrial raw materials. The transmigrators' goods for sale and important industrial materials all depended on ships for import and export. Not only that—even salt transport from Salt Farm Village to Bairren City... though the transmigrators had built a simple road between the two locations, due to lack of draft animals and vehicles, bulk sea salt products were still shipped to Bopu for transshipment.

This made the transmigrators highly dependent on ships. Since the Baitu Village campaign, the transmigrator collective's fleet holdings had suddenly surged. They now owned three 70-ton two-masted sailing ships: Dengying Isle, Fubo, and Tongji; two 40-ton single-masted ships; and over a dozen small vessels. Of these ships, except for the Fubo which was equipped as a warship, all were used as transport ships. Of the five large and medium ships, except for the Fubo which had armament and couldn't easily enter Guangzhou port, all exclusively ran the Guangzhou route, bringing in large quantities of materials urgently needed by industrial departments. The problem was that shipping speed still couldn't keep up with industrial department demands. Sailing ships were slow with limited cargo capacity. The Naval Forces Department wanted to expand fleet size, but the sailor problem constantly plagued them—the prospect of several major maritime groups fighting to the death had made sailors extremely scarce. Whether Liu Xiang, Zheng Zhilong, Zhu Cailao, or even Ming local officials—everyone was recruiting coastal fishermen and people with seafaring experience. The transmigrator collective clearly wasn't viewed favorably by common people.

"We still hope to build larger ships—preferably powered vessels," Li Haiping said. "Not talking about huge ships, but at least 200-300 deadweight tons? With power, speed would be much faster, and sailor requirements would be much lower. The Dengying Isle is faster than the other ships—if only it weren't always out of diesel—"

"Director Wen, didn't the Planning Committee already approve building one two-masted schooner? This type should be 200 tons, right? Only needs 10 sailors."

"Shipbuilding isn't that simple. Many equipment pieces don't exist yet. To build ships, we first need to complete the shipyard's equipment matching." Wen Desi was also troubled by this: shipbuilding wasn't model-making after all. When the Swedes replicated the Götheborg, it took nearly ten years total, more than half the time spent researching period shipbuilding techniques. And that was with complete Swedish documentation.

"Let's push this. First complete shipyard equipment matching. Whatever you need, make a list. We'll have a separate meeting with the Machinery Department to resolve it."

"As for the engine problem." Wang Luobin said, "I think whether steam engines or self-made single-cylinder diesel engines, neither is a problem for our industrial capability. Especially single-cylinder diesel engines—not only for marine engines but for many applications, such as agricultural traction of small implements, water pumping, even as prime movers for short-distance transport. Fuel is easy to solve too. Even without diesel, we can make do with vegetable oil or coal gas."

Single-cylinder diesel engine manufacturing technology was the simplest among internal combustion engines. The earliest internal combustion engines were diesel engines, and early diesel engines burned vegetable oil, not diesel.

Wu Nanhai immediately supported: "This is great. I have many small agricultural machines here that can't be used due to lack of power."

Wang Luobin continued: "Though our self-made single-cylinder diesel engines can't yet match Changchai products in power, they're sufficient for general use. If electricity is insufficient, industrial equipment can be driven by these too. Early factory equipment was all driven by steam engines or other power machines. Considering that self-producing electric motors has some difficulty, future factories may need steam or diesel engine drives for quite some time."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 230: Flat Glass Factory

The Five-Year Plan meeting, lasting a full day and night, finally concluded amid Ma Qianzhu's constant reminders of "Stay on topic, don't wander off." Various departments began implementation according to the general principles established at the meeting.

These principles were quite general—each department still had considerable discretion in specifics. The Planning Committee only issued near-term targets to be achieved. How to achieve them depended on coordination between departments. Documents between departments flew around on the OA system. Though there were quite a few capable people and also slackers among the transmigrators across various industries, no one had experience coordinating the operation of a massive industrial system. Naturally, there were many blunders, and some waste existed—frequently a project would reach the halfway point only to discover that supporting projects hadn't even started, forcing them to stop and wait. As Ma Qianzhu said: "We're learning how to run a planned economy. Paying some tuition is normal."

What Ma Qianzhu was looking at now was the glass factory expansion report.

The Light Industry Ministry's current-stage goals were mirrors and window glass. To manufacture these two products required flat glass production capability. Most transmigrators had read Verne's The Mysterious Island and knew that flat glass was first made by blowing an oblong glass bubble, then slowly rolling and shaping it, finally producing a cylindrical glass tube. The two ends would be removed with a diamond cutter, then cut lengthwise, reheated to soften, and spread open into a glass sheet that was rolled flat. This process was quite aptly called the manual blown-tube spreading method.

From the description alone, this method seemed easy to implement. However, when everyone tried to practice this process, they discovered that Verne had greatly understated the professional skill requirements—he'd probably copied it from a book too.

Starting in the early 19th century, this technique replaced the older, more laborious crown flat glass manufacturing method, but it still required glass craftsmen to have highly refined technical skills and strong judgment. The gathering worker had to properly estimate the amount of glass liquid needed to make the cylinder. After cutting and spreading, it had to produce a glass sheet of given size and thickness—if this wasn't a problem for transmigrators who just wanted to make products, then the blowing craftsman's technique was much harder: he had to constantly swing and rotate the molten glass to ensure the entire cylinder achieved uniform thickness and correct overall dimensions. Flat glass manufactured this way required five types of skilled workers: the gatherer, blower, positioner, cutter, and flattener. Finally, the glass sheet still needed grinding and polishing before becoming flat glass suitable for windows or mirrors.

The skills, techniques, and experience involved were simply beyond what amateur transmigrator glassmakers could master. Especially the blowing technique—in glass workshops of that era, these were the most experienced senior workers. Even the five people on Lincoln Island might not be able to do it.

The first four or five experiments failed without surprise. Either they couldn't make a cylinder at all, or the glass was uneven in thickness, or it shattered from stress before even being spread.

After repeated experiments, the mechanical people moonlighting as glassmakers finally produced one oddly-shaped, uneven glass sheet. Naturally, no one thought this thing could be sold, much less made into a mirror.

"Let's use the flat casting method," Wang Luobin said helplessly, looking at the many baskets of broken glass.

"You sure about this?" Ji Situi had some understanding of glass manufacturing. "This counts as industrial scale."

Wang Luobin sighed: "Industrial scale it is. We don't lack technology, but we lack skilled workers. We'll have to make up for technique with scale."



Cast flat glass, also called the "French flat glass casting system," began batch production in France in 1688. By 1760, French flat glass annual output had reached over 1,000 tons, the vast majority used for window glass and coach windows.

It was quite different from flat glass made by the manual blown-tube method. The advantage was the ability to produce much larger glass sizes—nearly three times larger than the blowing method. Worker skill requirements were also much lower. The disadvantage was very large fixed asset investment. If the previous spreading method was still cottage-style manufacturing, then the casting method was completely like a modern factory.

If not for the fact that the 17th-century Chinese market was completely blank for flat glass, investing in flat glass would have been hard to profit from. The English introduced it for the first time in 1691 and completely failed; the second introduction nearly went bankrupt due to cost and breakage rate problems.

"Alright." Ma Qianzhu knew approving this request meant increasing fixed asset expenditures. To pilot flat glass production, Bing Feng's glass factory expansion plan gave Ma Qianzhu quite a shock: Was this still that shed-style glass workshop? A large-span workshop with steel frame structure, containing one melting furnace and one sintering kiln inside the workshop, plus ten annealing kilns. Throughout the workshop, hundreds of meters of ceramic piping would collect waste heat from the kilns for comprehensive utilization.

"Isn't the scale too large?"

"It's not large. This factory's annual output is only about 200-300 tons," Wang Luobin said from the side. "This is an integrated enterprise—much more economical than the previous simple small glass factory. Especially in waste heat utilization and material flow, front-end processes like material sintering can also be completed in one step."

"Ten annealing kilns? That's too many. There's only one melting furnace and one sintering kiln?"

"Flat glass annealing takes ten days. Ten annealing kilns is the absolute minimum. Otherwise continuous production can't be guaranteed."

"Alright." Ma Qianzhu knew it was better not to argue on professional matters.

The glass factory expansion project began in earnest. The casting method required at least one set of pulley hoists in the workshop to lift and move crucibles of glass liquid, plus the large number of glass kilns inside meant the workshop needed excellent ventilation. So this workshop's clearance height exceeded 6 meters. To accommodate 12 kilns, the workshop's span was also quite large.

Bing Feng completely abandoned the original simple brick-column wood-beam structure in favor of portal steel frame construction—this was his specialty after all.

Using portal steel frame construction not only shortened construction time but also provided fire protection—much safer than wooden trusses in a glass factory full of fire kilns everywhere.

"You want such long steel trusses, but our rolling mill isn't in place yet," Ji Wusheng was a bit worried. "We haven't done any trial rolling either. First time probably won't work."

"No problem—these can be made from wrought iron or cast iron."

"Wrought iron? You mean malleable iron?"

"Right. To simplify completely, use cast iron. Not just the trusses—many load-bearing parts and columns I'm also planning to cast from pig iron. Steel structures have many advantages, especially for people like us who are doing Great Leap Forward-style industrialization."

Though the columns still used brick as usual, to strengthen structural integrity, cast iron columns were built into the interior. The entire workshop had an A-frame roof, with rows of large windows on the exterior walls near the roof for ventilation and heat dissipation. Combined with the large amount of pipe racks to be laid inside the workshop, the rendering already looked quite similar to old-style workshops commonly seen in another timeline.

Ji Wusheng considered: "I really haven't done anything this large, but we can try."

"This isn't even that large." Wang Luobin brought over a roll of drawings. "You also need to cast this thing."

The drawing showed something like a large ping-pong table with a heavy frame underneath. Ji Wusheng looked at the marked dimensions and was shocked—the dimensions were staggering: 3 meters long, 2 meters wide, 150mm thick.

"All cast iron?"

"At least the tabletop needs to be cast iron. Can you use other materials for the frame?"

"A cast iron plate this size definitely can't be supported without steel. At minimum, reinforced concrete or even stone would work."

"This iron plate can't be fixed—it needs to roll. So it must have a frame."

"Damn, this is really exciting." Ji Wusheng cursed, but felt quite satisfied inside—without coming to this other timeline, he wouldn't have this kind of experience even working his whole life in a steel mill. He quickly calculated: the entire table plus frame would weigh 8 tons.

"What's this big iron table for?" Xiao Bailang was sketching out the structure of the future massive casting on paper—he was responsible for designing and making the sand mold.

Wang Luobin explained: "Molten glass liquid is poured on top of this. Then spread flat on it."

"Can't other materials work? 8 tons of pig iron!" Xiao Bailang was then shocked by the sand mold volume he'd calculated. "And this much molding sand and charcoal powder!"

"Iron's not a problem—pig iron inventory is already over 200 tons. Another shipload is coming soon." Ji Wusheng studied the drawings from every angle. Barring surprises, this was the largest casting they'd ever made, and probably the largest for years to come. Though the Industry and Energy Committee had plenty of experts, most were from mechanical backgrounds, with only superficial knowledge of casting—he felt somewhat hesitant.

"Let's try. Everything has a first time." Wang Luobin encouraged.

"Fine, we'll try. But Boss, you need to approve us building two or three more large cupola furnaces." Ji Wusheng's reasoning was solid: currently they had only one cupola, producing at most 1.5 tons of molten iron per heat. Though the 8-ton iron table could be cast in sections, no single section could be completed with just one heat of iron.

"This really is labor-intensive and expensive." Ma Qianzhu felt more heartache the more he looked. Though with his knowledge he understood this was a necessary technical upgrade. To build industry, you had to be willing to invest in basic industries. Expanding the steel mill's scale a bit wasn't bad, and making this big table now would give the transmigrators experience casting large components in the future.

"Alright, I approve." Ma Qianzhu signed the project sheet.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 231: Flat Glass Production Line

To make cast flat glass, the transmigrator glassmakers first needed to find a suitable formula. The common ingredient list was: silica sand, washed and sieved; alkali salt—substituted with seaweed ash; quicklime, hydrated and sieved; saltpeter. Finally, crushed glass.

Ji Situi directed people to first put all raw materials into the sintering furnace for calcination to remove moisture. After extraction, the sintered blocks were cut into small pieces and individually fed into crucibles for melting—sintered material volume was much larger than glass liquid, so new material could only be added after the previous batch melted.

All this work was done by apprentices. Among the children brought in from Guangzhou, older ones unsuitable for educational training were enrolled in the Apprentice General Corps, using apprenticeship education. Apprenticeship was a skills-transmission method centered on hands-on demonstration during actual production. It could train large numbers of technically-skilled workers with basic abilities in relatively short time. This was important for the transmigrator collective's industrial development—according to estimates by Zhan Wuya and others, after 3-6 months, most simple industrial positions could be filled by local apprentices, freeing transmigrators with advanced skills to focus on more complex, precision work.

The Apprentice General Corps used centralized dormitory housing with military-style management. Every morning at 6 AM they rose for morning exercise—running and calisthenics. Then breakfast. In clothing and meals, they were even treated better than school children—after all, factory labor consumed far more than studying. The meal standard was 2,570 calories per day guaranteed. Food variety was similar to transmigrators: brown rice, sweet potatoes, vegetables, and fish products. No fats or meat.

At 7 AM they lined up and started work, continuing until 6 PM with lunch provided. After dinner, they had one hour of collective cultural study. Lights out at 9 PM. Apprentices had no holidays and no wages, but the children mostly adapted—after all, the food was good, housing was good, clothing was neat. The masters were also friendly, without the casual beatings of outside apprenticeships. And they quickly learned they were learning amazing new skills unavailable anywhere outside. For the minority of children with ingrained vagrant habits who wouldn't work, the transmigrators naturally had no interest or time to reform their worldview—their final destination was the labor reform camp. After a few months there, they'd all come crying and begging to return—not that everyone could come back.

Watching the teenagers walk docilely into the workshop like lambs, led by their squad leader, wearing oversized indigo homespun work clothes and rattan safety helmets, Bai Yu sighed: "Now I understand why Marx said capitalists are evil."

"You democracy-trash spouting garbage, get back to work!" Xiao Bailang was climbing on the truss frame, installing a huge pulley block. This hoist's chains were ones he'd personally made yesterday in the chain and bearing workshop.

"This is child abuse—" Bai Yu may have been a computer networking person in another timeline and had even been an engineer of human souls, but he'd come to the workshop to draft industrial school regulations for the Education Department. He hadn't expected to be drafted as a helper the moment he arrived.

"If we don't abuse children, you get abused instead." Though Xiao Bailang had a delicate pseudo-maiden face, he looked quite queenly when serious. Bai Yu had to shut up, muttering: "Socialist democracy and rule of law are also what the Party has always advocated."



"There's no socialism here," Xiao Bailang hammered fiercely at an uncooperative pulley. "What do we call ourselves? Right, Du Wen said last time we have oligarchic-elite tendencies."

Before Bai Yu could respond, the squad leader over there snapped to attention with a serious face, clicking his heels German-style toward Ji Situi, hand raised to report: "Report! Apprentice General Corps First Industrial Battalion Third Company First Glass Platoon reporting! Expected 11, present 11. Report complete! Awaiting your instructions!"

"Glass Platoon" nearly made Xiao Bailang on the truss and Bai Yu handing up tools below double over laughing.

Ji Situi waved seriously: "At ease!" He looked at these half-grown children the Army had drilled for months, each straining to puff out their chests displaying their "military bearing." He suddenly noticed the squad leader had an extra armband on his left sleeve. Looking closely, it even had some patterns—probably rank insignia? The Army types really knew how to do this stuff.

"Today's work is continued practical training on glass material melting. You'll divide into three groups for shadowing training. Does everyone have their dark glasses?"

"Yes!" All the children pulled dark glasses from their pockets.

"Good, begin training!"

Crucibles filled with glass material were heated in the roaring glass kiln. At intervals, Ji Situi would extract a crucible to check conditions inside and add more glass material.

"Everyone note—a layer of opaque white scum has now appeared in the crucible." Ji Situi, wearing an asbestos cloth hood and dark glasses, lectured to several apprentices.

"We call this glass saltpeter water—the product of using saltpeter to clarify glass liquid. It contains many impurities and must be completely skimmed to produce clear, transparent glass."

Several ten-year-old apprentices stared seriously at the red-hot glass liquid in the crucible, constantly pushing back the dark glasses sliding down their noses.

"During the entire melting process, although the crucible is closed and you can't see inside, as a glass worker you must frequently check the crucible's condition—"

At this point an apprentice raised his hand.

"Go ahead. What's your question?"

"Master Ji said we should frequently observe the glass liquid in the crucible, but this crucible has a lid. Each time we have to take the crucible out to look—last time Master Wang specifically emphasized maintaining proper temperature during melting. So why not remove the lid? That way we could see inside the crucible directly from the furnace opening?"

"Because glass cannot be contaminated, otherwise it won't turn out clear and flawless. Coal smoke spreads easily and would fall into an open crucible. Understand?"

All apprentices nodded together. Then another apprentice raised his hand: "Why not use wood for fuel? Wood burns cleaner than this black coal."

"Good, good question."

He then spent several minutes explaining fuel heat values, costs, and ease of acquisition. The apprentices listened with half-understanding.

Cultivating these Ming dynasty street children—who just months ago were wandering in cities and countryside, completely illiterate—into new industrial workers required extreme effort from the industrial people. Skills training was actually easier—Chinese people had always been known for being hardworking, diligent, and intelligent. But cultivating new thinking patterns wasn't something that could happen overnight. Anyway, they explained what they could, not expecting understanding, just getting the concepts instilled first.

Ji Situi asked: "What are your names?"

"I'm Sun Xing." "I'm Huang Zhongshan."

"It's very good that you can ask such questions." Ji Situi praised unstintingly. Such children were rare and needed strong encouragement.

After a full night of melting, pairs of workers carefully used carrying frames to extract crucibles from the fire kiln, carefully placing them in an iron frame under the hoist. This iron frame had long handles installed on both sides for pouring.

By now the glass liquid in the crucibles was in a red-hot state, with just the right viscosity. The crucible was hoisted up and transported by overhead crane to the cast-iron pouring table.

The pouring table was originally constructed by laying copper plates on a solid stone surface. People at the time believed copper contaminated molten glass less than iron. But later in actual production, they found copper plates cracked easily when glass liquid was poured on them. Once cracked, the copper plate was completely ruined.

The English improved this in the mid-19th century, using cast iron as the platform. The transmigrators completely copied the English design—though not as massive as that table, the structure was identical, also installed with casters. This way the pouring table could be pushed directly to each annealing kiln's entrance without needing special tools and vehicles for transport.

The Machinery Department also made some small improvements—simple iron rails were laid between the pouring table and annealing kilns. These were simple small rails directly embedded in the hard floor, without using sleepers, but greatly saving manpower—after all, pushing an 8-ton-plus table was no light work.

After glass liquid was poured from the crucible onto the table surface, workers used an iron roller to flatten the gel-like molten glass. The platform's perimeter had iron strips to ensure glass liquid wouldn't be pushed off onto the ground.

The entire pouring operation was completed smoothly. The glass liquid poured onto the pouring table was easily rolled flat into sheets of flat glass. Depending on how much glass liquid was poured each time, glass sheet thickness could be controlled. Then came 10 days of annealing.

"This is definitely easier than any blown-tube method." Ji Situi excitedly told Wang Luobin as he watched the first batch of flat glass enter the annealing kiln.

"We're not done yet. After annealing, grinding is still needed before it can be used." Wang Luobin said. He remembered reading in books that this was an extremely slow and laborious task.

During pouring, the glass sheet's top surface contacted the roller while the bottom contacted the iron plate, leaving surfaces rather rough. Grinding and polishing were required.

Grinding work was done on a stone platform. At Wang Luobin's request, the quarry specially obtained a large piece of blue-gray stone. This was a fine-textured, soft stone—most suitable as a grinding platform.

The grinding process worked like this: lime was applied under the glass sheet to be ground to prevent movement during grinding. Then on top of the flat glass to be ground, another glass sheet half the size was placed. The upper glass sheet had a wooden board glued to it, and on the board was fixed a horizontal wheel made of lightweight hardwood. This wheel could move the upper glass sheet back and forth, creating stable friction between the two glass sheets. To increase friction effect, water and fine sand were poured between the two glass sheets. Raised edge strips were installed around the grinding table to ensure water and sand wouldn't drain away.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 232: Steam Engines and Boilers

Several people were checking the glass factory's production progress—not just flat glass, but also the glassware production line. The orders from the Guangzhou station were mostly three different sizes of glass wine bottles. In modern glassware manufacturing, glass bottles were made by automated blow-molding on assembly lines, easily producing hundreds of identically-sized standard bottles per minute. The Bairren Glass Factory was still hand-casting—actually, the apprentices performed much better in this regard than some clumsy otaku transmigrators—but the best daily record was only about 200.

"We should really design an automated bottle-making production line," Zhan Wuya said. "With manual production, how many workers would we need to meet demand?"

"Wait until the flat glass finishes annealing, then talk about manpower." Wang Luobin's face glowed in the firelight. "The grinding requires far more manpower than making glass bottles."

While they were talking, Li Di brought Marine Squad soldiers from Bopu, using rowboats to tow floating rafts carrying over a dozen barrels of materials.

"Grinding materials have arrived. Sign for them." Li Di exhaled. He was soaking wet—when crossing shallows, he'd had to lead by example, jumping down to push the raft to avoid smashing it on rocks.

"These are all collected by the Navy. Digging sand was quite a chore. You'd better give us discounts on anything we order in the future." Li Di didn't forget to tout his contributions.

"Sure, the sand is all graded?"

"Already done. Coarse to fine, sieved with the screens you provided. Three grades total, three barrels each. Should be enough for you. Plus three barrels of diatomaceous earth."

When grinding glass, you first used coarse sand, then fine sand, then specialized ultra-fine blue glass abrasive—which the transmigrators couldn't process themselves, so they substituted with the finest sand.

After this series of grinding was complete, a roller with handles on both ends would be wrapped in wool felt, then dusted with diatomaceous earth or corundum powder for final polishing—there were local reserves of diatomaceous earth.

The entire polishing process was not only laborious but time-consuming, which is why the glass factory was also among the earliest customers of Watt and Boulton's steam engines. To save manpower, the transmigrators naturally had to turn to this industrial miracle device.

"How's your steam engine coming along? Our mechanical group is planning to copy one." Zhan Wuya finally openly made designs on Li Di's secret.

Li Di's steam engine was a small kit obtained from America—in the US, it was a toy for steam engine hobbyists, similar to ultralight aircraft kits that many people assembled.

"It works now, but the horsepower is very low—only 12 horsepower," Li Di said. It had taken him nearly three months to assemble. The structure was compact and lightweight, installable on the Navy's large rowboats.

The mechanical group decided to examine this machine, so the entire team went to Bopu and saw the machine installed in the Navy's boat shed.



"We can't handle this. Let's start with the simplest Watt engine," Zhan Wuya said this after examining Li Di's machine. The steam engine's principles didn't exceed their knowledge, but many of the processing methods and materials used couldn't be supported by transmigrator industry.

"This machine is quite portable. Pity we can't make it," Zhou Bili said after looking. "Its boiler is very sophisticated, the piping is all steel, many parts are welded..."

"Without welding, how do we make boilers? And high-pressure fire tubes, rubber seals—we didn't bring much rubber anyway, and there aren't ready-made specifications we can use..." Li Di grew troubled.

"What the hell weird ideas are you getting?! Steam engines have never needed rubber seals!" Xiao Bailang spat. "Not just in Newcomen and Watt's time—even in the compound-expansion era, nobody used rubber seals!"

"Indeed not needed," Zhan Wuya said. "As for materials, we don't need steel either. Early steam engines had no steel at all—just cast iron or wrought iron, hammered by hand. Our materials and processing capabilities would make Watt's eyes pop."

He sighed: "But we don't know riveting. Without riveting, we'd need welding—which we can't afford." Zhan Wuya wasn't skilled in this either—he had complete welding equipment and had stocked some consumables, but welding rods, acetylene, and such couldn't be replenished. Use a bit, lose a bit.

"Heh, speaking of riveting, not to brag, but I'm probably the only one here who knows how," Zhou Bili said proudly.

"You do?" Zhan Wuya recalled this Zhou Bili was just a mechanical repairman, a sheet metal specialist. Though he worked on aircraft maintenance—which sounded impressive—it wasn't much use to transmigrators.

"Aircraft still have quite a bit of riveting. So I took an interest and often tried it myself," Zhou Bili said.

Riveting was the most widely used metal joining method in the industrial age. It was more convenient and reliable than traditional forge welding, and strong enough. Especially in shipbuilding, riveting remained the main shipbuilding technique through World War II. Even the super-battleship Yamato was connected rivet by rivet, with welding only used in very few non-critical areas.

Since the 1950s, welding technology had advanced rapidly, eventually replacing riveting in many fields, to the point that few people mastered this skill in modern times. Zhan Wuya clearly remembered that when Shanghai's Garden Bridge was dismantled for renovation, finding workers who could install rivets took considerable effort.

"It's all up to you!" Xiao Bailang clapped his shoulder.

"Wait—I can't do riveting work alone. A team of two to three is needed. Plus specialized equipment." Zhou Bili gestured.

"Fine, I'll assign some mechanical workers to learn from you."

Zhou Bili immediately started a training class in the machinery plant's workshop. Zhan Wuya had some iron plates and beams brought over for demonstrations.

Based on his list, the machinery plant first fabricated a complete set of equipment: hammers, a portable furnace with bellows, and rivets.

Generally, material was first mechanically drilled. Then the plates to be joined were overlapped. Riveters usually worked in teams of three: one rivet heater who first heated rivets in the furnace until red-hot, then passed them to the riveter with tongs, who hammered the rivet into the rivet hole.

Since furnaces weren't very portable, when building large riveted components, the heater passed rivets by throwing them. This required juggler-like skills for both throwing and catching.

No matter how large the object being riveted—even a super-battleship like Yamato—its hull was built this way by riveters, one hammer blow at a time.

"At this rate, how many riveters do we need to train?" Zhan Wuya exclaimed when he saw them take several minutes to finish the first rivet hole.

"Take it slow. This is skilled work too."

Li Di witnessed this scene and seriously doubted whether he'd live to board a 10,000-ton battleship.

Zhou Bili apparently sensed everyone's disappointment: "Don't we have an air compressor?"

"Yes."

"With an air compressor, riveting work becomes much easier. The hammering process can be done with a pneumatic hammer driven by the compressor. Then you only need one riveter."

"Once our industrial level improves, we can use hydraulic riveting machines too," Zhou Bili said. "But that's difficult. Let's make do with manual work for now."

The first riveting worker training class began. At Zhou Bili's request, some children were selected from the apprentices to serve as rivet heaters—in the past, heaters were the rivet apprentices' positions.

Mastering riveting technology meant being able to manufacture the steam engine's key component—the boiler.

Regardless of which type or principle of steam engine was used, an efficient boiler was obviously one of its core components.

The boiler's role extended beyond powering steam engines. Industrial hot water, steam, and heating all required boilers—the transmigrators' relatively high living standards were largely thanks to boilers. Without boilers, transmigrators would have to wash with cold water and eat rice with burnt bottoms cooked over open flames...

The boiler itself was simple in principle. The wagon-type boiler used by Watt's steam engine served for nearly 150 years, still functioning until 1850. Of course, its thermal efficiency was poor.

The Machinery Department planned to replicate a fairly successful design of that era: the Lancashire double-flue boiler invented in 1844, which was subsequently widely adopted. After continuous small improvements in design and materials, it served modern industry well into the 20th century.

The Lancashire boiler had large capacity and could provide stable steam flow. It was an atmospheric-pressure boiler that couldn't provide high-pressure steam, so its evaporative power was relatively weak with limited applications. However, its technology was simple and mature, with no manufacturing difficulties—it was riveted from low-carbon steel plate, but could also be made from rolled wrought iron, which was significant for transmigrators with limited steel production.

"Why not try fire-tube or water-tube boilers? The difficulty shouldn't be greater than the Lancashire boiler. We can also reference the locomobile's boiler."

The fire-tube boiler was invented in 1829 by the Frenchman Séguin and Britain's Stephenson company, originally for steam locomotives. Fire-tube boilers and the subsequent water-tube boilers could generate very high steam pressure—important for powering large ships, locomotives, and even power generation.

"All the locomobiles are running 24 hours. They won't let you disassemble them for reference."

"No need to disassemble the locomobiles—we're clear on fire-tube and water-tube boiler structures," Wang Luobin said. "The key is whether the materials can pass muster. These are high-pressure boilers. Without high-pressure boiler tube reserves, and with our self-produced steel tubes' performance—"

(End of Chapter)
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"The old high-pressure boilers used wrought iron pipes." A fat man squeezed his way over. "I've dismantled those antique boilers in our factory. There wasn't any steel; it was all soft iron. The fire tubes inside were made of wrought iron."

"Who are you?" Wang Luobin paused for a moment.

"I'm Xiao Gui, from the Mechanical Plant." The fat man looked helpless—being unrecognized by leadership was never a good thing.

"Do you think there's a problem with copying a high-pressure boiler?"

"Not big problems. It's just that we have many green hands here and few skilled ones; the work quality isn't great. In my opinion, we should start with a simple Lancashire boiler to let everyone practice—after all, Master Zhou is also new to riveting. Let's build something with lower requirements first so we don't have accidents." Xiao Gui spoke conservatively, though he didn't look worried at all.

"Alright, let's copy two Lancashire boilers first. Once we're skilled, we'll work on high-pressure ones," Wang Luobin said.

Solving the boiler problem meant solving half the steam engine problem. The critical component of a steam engine is the cylinder, a product that significantly tests the transmigrators' industrial processing level. Cylinders are actually machined using boring mills; the quality of the cylinder directly affects the steam engine's actual output power and safety.

The Mechanical Plant had already accumulated considerable experience with large boring mills through machining cannon barrels. Manufacturing cylinders this time posed no technical difficulties.

The first steam engine designed and manufactured by the transmigrators, the "Mozi-I," was a horizontal steam engine driven by a Lancashire boiler. Its steam-jacketed cylinder sat on a cast-iron base, with the slideways cast integrally with the base and bored out. The crankpin was connected to a hanging crank plate, and the outer end of the crankshaft was supported by an independent bearing. A governor automatically adjusted the degree of expansion based on the machine's load. The crankshaft had two eccentrics driving the main slide valve and the expansion valve. With a cylinder diameter of 311 mm and a stroke of 560 mm, it could generate 50 horsepower at a steam pressure of 4 kg/cm² and a speed of 95 rpm. This level was already on par with the small-power locomobiles brought by the transmigrators—though, of course, the locomobiles achieved this with smaller boiler volumes.

If they wanted to increase horsepower, they simply needed to enlarge the cylinder diameter and increase the stroke. Expanding the cylinder diameter to 560 mm and the stroke to 1000 mm, a steam engine of the same structure could output 185 horsepower, sufficient for most industrial applications.

As for the materials used for the boilers and steam engines, apart from a few parts using low-carbon steel, everything else was either cast iron or wrought iron—very suitable for the transmigrators' metallurgical level.

"Actually, there's still a lot of room for improvement," Xiao Gui commented on the design drawings drawn by Xiao Bailang. "For example, replacing slide valves with drop valves, or simply using cylindrical oscillating valves—but that will have to wait until our material and processing standards improve..."

"Processing standards represent no issue; we have so many modern machine tools and professional personnel."

Xiao Gui smiled. "None of us have done this specific work before; it's better to be careful. Proceed step by step. If accidents happen with boilers or steam engines, people will die. Everyone has worked in factories; don't forget safe production."

"That's right. If one isn't careful in a factory, casualties can happen at any time. The current apprentices are okay since kids accept things quickly, but the adult workers don't pay much attention and think we're making a fuss over nothing—sooner or later there will be an industrial accident." Jiang Ye agreed deeply.

"There's no helping it; people won't remember without learning lessons in blood." Zhan Wuya sighed and said, "Let's not talk more about this. Our policy for equipment production is: proceed step by step, make small, quick runs, and continuously improve. In terms of production technology, we are repeating the old path others have walked anyway; technological improvements have precedents to follow, so we won't go astray."

Starting with simple technical equipment and gradually increasing technical content and processing difficulty allowed them to quickly climb the tech tree while avoiding the risks brought by distinct "Great Leap Forward" style development.

Even very simple, primitive equipment could play an important, even indispensable role at this stage. Things like steam engines were far more useful than diesel engines right now.

Producing boilers and steam engines was like using a cheat code for the Transmigration Enterprise—it was the key of keys. No one dared to slack off. Ma Qianzhu ordered the projected Planning Committee to unconditionally approve all material and energy applications from the Industrial and Energy Committee. Wu De also beat his chest, promising to give as much manpower as requested. The Lingao General Construction Company organized shock-work construction to build factory buildings.

Although the Five-Year Plan included many different types of factories, most were actually just various workshops within the Bopu Industrial Zone. The layout of the industrial zone had undergone overall planning to fully utilize space and centralize the arrangement of various distinct pipelines. Between workshops and warehouses, concrete pedestrian paths were paved, along with simple tracks for transporting goods.

Of course, these tracks couldn't run trains; they were just two rolled wrought-iron strips embedded directly into the concrete floor, with limited load-bearing capacity. Originally, the Machinery Group planned to use hardwood rails, but considering Lingao's climate—wood products easily rotted in the rainy season—they used wrought iron. It was cheaper than steel and tougher than cast-iron rails, making it a primary material for early railway tracks.

Originally, Zhan Wuya designed this kind of track simply to imitate the simple inter-workshop transport methods from his previous life—he had worked in a spray-painting workshop for a while, where large workpieces were loaded onto flatbed cars and pushed along tracks from the previous workshop. It saved manpower and time, with high efficiency.

However, when the "train enthusiasts" among the transmigrators saw the tracks, they couldn't help but feel their hearts flutter. Under the joint petition of a group of people, the Executive Committee was finally moved. Thus, what was originally just simple tracks between workshops turned into a complex "Track System."

In the new plan, the length of the tracks was greatly increased, and the connection range was more extensive: from Bairren City, the Farm, East Gate Market, to the hydroelectric station by the Wenlan River, the inland river wharves, Bairren Commune, extending all the way to the various workshops, warehouses, and office buildings within the factory zone. It could not only transport various equipment, raw materials, and goods but also transport personnel. A switch and an auxiliary track were set up every certain distance to allow vehicles to pass each other.

To master the vehicle running status and facilitate scheduling, a high platform was specially built as a general control console, installed with wired telephones and a light control system. In emergency states, a set of colored flag visual systems could be used, or they could connect directly to the broadcast system and control via loudspeakers.

"President Wen, these are several types of vehicles we designed for rail transport." In the Vehicle Workshop, Workshop Director Li Chiqi introduced several flatbed cars parked under the work shed to the main committee members. As a young man with a major in mechanics and automation, being able to hold such a critical post was primarily because his major was basically useless here, so he could fully devote his time to the tedious administrative work of a leadership position—unlike people like Jiang Ye, Zhou Bili, and Xiao Gui, who had skills in their hands and were too busy with technical breakthroughs, design, and product processing every day.

Of course, another reason he served as Director of the Vehicle Workshop was that he was a senior model enthusiast, particularly deep into full-structure vehicle models—he could be considered the person closest to vehicle manufacturing. Since the birth of the Vehicle Workshop, he hadn't let everyone down: he modified over a dozen wheelbarrows, manufactured and modified the first batch of two-wheeled freight carts, and recently produced the transmigrators' first four-wheeled carriage, the "Red Flag" model.

Wen Desi and the others looked at the flatbed rail cars under the shed. They all looked unremarkable, no different from the small flatbed rail cars used in factories in their memories. It was just that the vehicles before them used more wood materials.

"This is the basic flatbed freight model." Li Chiqi was wearing pitch-black mechanics overalls. He was a fat man with short curly hair and small eyes—after being in Lingao for so long, he hadn't gotten any thinner, just exceptionally solid.

"This flatbed model has a maximum load of 5 tons. unpowered, pushed by manpower, pulled by horses, or by a traction unit. If improved further, reaching a 15-ton load wouldn't be difficult."

"Traction unit? What kind of power?" Ma Qianzhu became interested. He remembered that rail flatcars used inside factories were generally electric. That was naturally impossible here.

"Well, we developed several models of traction units. As for which ones to select, we need the Industrial and Energy Committee to evaluate." Li Chiqi said, "On this basic model, we designed multiple detachable modification kits, including tank car transport types, bulk cargo transport types, extra-long item transport types, etc. By installing different kits, different functions can be realized."

"This design concept is good," Wen Desi approved.

Ma Qianzhu wasn't quite assured: "Are there problems with the vehicle bogies?"

"No problems. We overcame that difficulty when we developed the Red Flag carriage." Li Chiqi was confident. "The main problem limiting vehicle load now is that we aren't sure about the actual situation of the track load."

Wen Desi waved his hand: "No problem. Back then, the British used wooden rails and horse traction to haul several tons of coal per car. Our rail transport is built with concrete and steel materials, after all."

"This is the second vehicle type: the self-propelled flatbed car." The second model Li Chiqi introduced was exactly the same as the basic freight model, except that there were four seats at the four corners of the flatbed. Below the seats were some chains, wheels, and the like, and below each seat were pedals—obviously, it moved by human pedaling.

"This is actually quite nice, but is the driving force of four people cycling enough?"

"It's enough. When empty, it's very fast; we even installed a braking device. It's just very hard to start when fully loaded." Li Chiqi had already done tests. Once loaded with too much cargo, if there was no external force to help start it, the four people on the car couldn't pedal the pedals no matter what. "It takes about ten people pushing together to start it. Once started, it can move by pedaling."

Did they have to specially prepare ten people as "starters"? Obviously, this type of vehicle could only serve as a transport car or for transporting light items.

(End of Chapter)
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"It's not very useful, is it? Just for transporting people? Efficiency isn't that high. This car holds, what, ten people at most?" Wen Desi wasn't very satisfied.

"It can serve as an armed patrol car!" Wei Aiwen said, "Install armor on all four sides, mount a machine gun on top or something—"

"Wait until we lay the tracks to Bopu first."

"Here we have hardened roads as a foundation, but to extend to Bopu, we'll need sleepers and lay tracks properly."

"Just lay them then! It's all standard 1435mm gauge anyway, so there's no waste from redundant construction."

"Let's hold off on that for now; even if we wanted to, we don't have that much steel. There's still one or two kilometers of track to be laid inside the Bopu factory area—metallurgy and heavy chemicals can't do without heavy lifting." Ma Qianzhu shook his head. He knew very well that the inventory of pig iron, wrought iron, and steel was less than 20 tons as of yesterday, barely enough to cope with general industrial production. The pig iron shipped from Guangdong wouldn't arrive for another week. With no iron ore in hand, he felt panic in his heart. Always relying on maritime imports—now he understood better than anyone why the Japanese were so hell-bent on occupying Northeast China back then, trying to hold onto "Manchukuo" even when they were being beaten to a pulp.

Iron ore and blast furnaces—these two were the foundation of industry. Next, the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team needs to conduct specific prospecting, Ma Qianzhu thought.

"We also have modification kits for self-propulsion for this type." Seeing the leaders weren't very interested in the manpower car, Li Chiqi hurriedly directed people to assemble the equipment. Two foldable iron masts were installed on the flatbed. After entering the track, the masts were erected, and sails were hoisted simultaneously—the sails were hard, facilitating extension and retraction. Using wind propulsion assisted by cycling after raising the sails, the efficiency was naturally much higher than pure pedaling.

The advantage of using hard sails was high wind efficiency and very easy hoisting, requiring no rigging or manipulation, making them very practical for flatcars.

"This is still a preliminary design. We've invited professionals studying fluid dynamics to conduct tests to obtain the optimal sail shape. We also want to try if soft sails might be more efficient."

"You don't need to try soft sails to know they won't work." Wen Desi knew the pros and cons of hard vs. soft sails by heart. "You can't even handle the rigging issues; do you expect these four people to operate rigging too?"

"I hadn't thought of that."

"Lingao's wind resources are quite rich, but using it to drive flatcars is still not very reliable. Do you have a more reliable power system?"

"Yes, this is diesel-powered. The experimental model uses a Changchai single-cylinder engine; it works quite well for towing flatcars." Li Chiqi pointed to one at the far end. A Changchai single-cylinder engine was mounted transversely at the rear of the flatbed, with a simple gearbox, control lever, and brake, as well as a hanger—according to Li Chiqi, it was for hanging a lantern—light bulbs were currently "Class I Industrial Materials" and products that couldn't be manufactured in the short term.

"If steam engines could be miniaturized, we could also install steam engines; we just need to increase the frame strength a bit. Current materials are still a bit lacking."

"Then you'd have to hitch a coal-water tender. Might as well just build a small train," Wen Desi said with a smile—deep down, he was also a railway enthusiast.

"What do the leaders think of these vehicles? Should we add more models?"

"The models are enough for now; just grasp the details better." Wen Desi pointed out, "For example, this pedal-powered one doesn't even have handrails around the four seats. Also, the diesel engine and gearbox are exposed without any protection. These are detail issues; you need to consider more from an ergonomics perspective—forget it, better find a professional to help take a look."

"That would be great," Li Chiqi said. "President Wen, I heard the Executive Committee plans to hire craftsmen from Europe?"

"There is such a plan." Wen Desi paused. "What kind of workers do you need?"

"Yes, yes, preferably find me a wheelwright. Or getting one from Guangdong would work too." Li Chiqi had been troubled by this for a long time. Wood wheel-making was a profound craft, and obviously, no one in Lingao was good at it. The wheels of the captured wheelbarrows were very roughly made, not even perfectly round. Li Chiqi and the others were making wheels themselves now. Although the quality was decent, probably due to incorrect techniques, it took several days to make one wheel, and the yield was quite poor. Many of the vehicles they produced now used rubber wheelbarrow wheels brought from the other timeline.

"Alright, I'll remember this," Wen Desi said.

"That's best. With enough wheels, I can spam a sea of horse-drawn carriages." Li Chiqi said excitedly, showing them the 1:2 models of several new carriages he had recently built.

The models Li Chiqi made were all very mature freight wagons from the 18th and 19th centuries in history. There was the famous Scots cart, which had a long and large box but was itself very light, pullable by a single horse. This two-wheeled cart could carry up to 1 ton in short-distance transport.

There was also a four-wheeled freight wagon, drawn by two horses, capable of carrying 3-4 tons of cargo. The model Li Chiqi built was a Lincoln-style box wagon. It had a deep rectangular body with sideboards sloping outward. This wagon's structure was very simple, suitable for imitation.

"Now that several main roads are undergoing surface hardening, once completed, transporting supplies with large four-wheeled wagons will be so convenient! A qualitative leap in transportation history!"

Four-wheeled carriages were one of the transmigrators' "super artifacts." But neither Wen Desi nor Ma Qianzhu had much interest in four-wheeled carriages—to spam a sea of carriages on Hainan Island, they first had to spam a sea of horses. Without horses, nothing could be discussed.

In their view, rather than messing with carriages, it was more practical to make more lightweight and easy-to-use wheelbarrows—people were much easier to find than horses on Hainan Island, and they ate simpler food than horses.

"You'd better develop more wheelbarrows." It was Mei Wan who spoke the truth as soon as he opened his mouth. "Where are the horses for you to pull carts now! The workers on construction sites are all carrying loads with shoulder poles; efficiency is too low!"

"Yes, yes, I didn't think of that—"

"Alright, it's getting late. Let's go look at the water supply project." Ma Qianzhu unceremoniously interrupted Li Chiqi's subsequent presentation of the "Tachanka machine-gun cart" design model—though Du Wen really wanted to keep listening.

The next key supporting project was the large-scale water supply system. The underground collection pipe system originally adopted could only satisfy the daily living water needs—mainly drinking water—of Bairen City residents. It appeared inadequate for future large-scale industrial water use.

The scale of water supply for large-scale industry was far greater than domestic use. Wenlan River water was fine for watering vegetable gardens or flushing toilets directly, but it was unqualified for industrial use. Therefore, a large water plant had to be established.

The transmigrators already had simple large-scale water treatment facilities at Bopu: using sedimentation tanks and sand filter pools to purify water quality for factory and general living use. This method was very simple. Build one or several waterproof brick and stone pools, place a 60-90 cm layer of sand inside, with gravel at the very bottom. The bottom of the pool was a drainage system built with gaps between bricks and stones to collect filtered clear water. After filling the pool with preliminarily settled river water, it flowed through the sand layer at a very slow speed, with solid matter in the water mainly retained on the sand surface. This pool was simple and easy to execute, but the downside was that the filtration speed was pitifully slow. To supply enough water, the pool area had to be increased. Every so often, the contaminated surface sand had to be cleaned, which was very labor-intensive. In the past, Bopu's water demand was small, so this problem wasn't prominent. But large-scale application was unacceptable for the transmigrators, who were not rich in land or labor.

The difference in this new system from traditional filter pools was that water was delivered from the bottom of the sand layer. Simultaneously, a stirrer was installed at the top of the sand layer, constantly stirring the sand to assist the upward-flowing water in washing. The filtration speed was greatly accelerated—of course, the filtration effect couldn't compare with slow sand filter pools. Fortunately, the purpose of the mechanical filtration system was purity, not drinkability. It was very applicable for the transmigrators.

"Is this water only for industrial use?" Wu De asked.

"Except for not being drinkable, it can handle general domestic use," Tian Jiujiu introduced. As a water supply and drainage major, he was finally working in his field.

"Then doesn't that mean we still have to build a new tap water plant later?"

"No need," Tian Jiujiu said. "Actually, just adding some basic chemical treatment measures is enough, like adding alum—"

"Right, I remember now. In the past, when there was no tap water, we'd put alum in the water vat after carrying water back; stirring it made it very clean."

"Once the chemical industry is up, we can also add bleaching powder, or disinfect with chlorine gas."

"Damn it," Wu De scratched his scalp. "In the past, I dreamed of drinking pure natural water and got annoyed smelling chlorine. Now, not smelling chlorine actually makes me uneasy."

"Where do we find chlorine gas?"

"Once the chemical plant's electrolytic salt tank starts, I'm afraid there will be nowhere to use the chlorine. Just pipe it directly into the water—"

"You want everyone to drink dilute hydrochloric acid? You have to use hypochlorite!"

Everyone laughed.

There was one set of this system in both the Bopu Industrial Zone and the Bairen Industrial Zone to meet their respective industrial water needs. Tian Jiujiu set up a steam pumping station at both the Bairen Power Station and Bopu. To improve efficiency and reduce the frequency of sand changing in the filter pools, the river water, once pumped up, would first settle in a sedimentation tank for one or two days to let various larger solid matters precipitate, while identifiable floating debris was scooped out by manpower.

The water processed by the rapid sand filter pool was stored in a water storage tank. The transmigrators used a simple pressure device: a steam pump continuously pumped water into a high-level water tower, utilizing the tower's gravity to supply water to the factories.

The construction and use of the new water supply system were credited to the better material foundation provided by the transmigrators' mechanical and metallurgical industries: it was precisely the ability to mass-produce boilers, steam engines, and cast various small and medium-caliber cast-iron water pipes and valves that made these basic industrial supporting facilities possible.

(End of Chapter)
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Seeing the flourishing scene of grand industrial construction everywhere, the members of the Executive Committee felt quite gratified; things were finally on the right track. A few days ago, the first Lancashire boiler was also fired up experimentally, running in good condition—except for slightly leaking some air; Zhou Bili's craftsmanship was evidently not as good as he had bragged. They were just waiting for it to run in coordination with the Mozi Type I steam engine.

Regrettably, coal stocks were also running low. Getting coal from Vietnam was like getting iron from Guangdong: the cycle was too long. It seemed they needed to open up the Vietnam coal channel as soon as possible. Lingao itself produced no coal. In the other timeline, the nearest place producing coal was Haikou—that is, the local Qiongshan County, the seat of the prefecture.

The Long-Range Exploration Team's several surveys had not penetrated deep into Qiongshan County, so the specific situation was unknown. From the merchants who came to trade, they hadn't heard any news of coal in Qiongshan County either—probably because the scale was too small and there was no local demand, so it hadn't been developed.

Walking into the next workshop, they saw indigenous workers carefully installing sections of ceramic pipes under the direction of transmigrators from the Machinery Plant. The pipes were fixed to the roof and walls by hangers rolled from wrought iron. Ma Qianzhu asked and learned that these were pipes for collecting and transporting waste heat. The waste heat generated in the glass workshop and other places, besides being recycled for use in its own workshop, could also supply the needs of other workshops—adopting a unified piping system to achieve centralized collection and practical use of waste heat.

As for the wastewater produced by industry, the transmigrators currently had no good way to treat it. They simply adopted the method of direct discharge. Because the Wenlan River was the main water source for the Transmigration Group and there was also the Bopu base at the river mouth, they naturally couldn't pollute themselves. In the end, they decided to spend great effort to dig a hidden drainage canal along the road to discharge industrial sewage into the outer sea of Lingao Cape—as for what ecological problems might arise, the transmigrators couldn't worry about that for now.

"It's not that there's no way to treat sewage, but equipment conditions are limited right now," Tian Jiujiu introduced. "After we have the equipment, we'll build a simple sewage treatment plant in Bopu to conduct centralized treatment of industrial sewage."

"This... we don't have chemical agents, ion membranes, or the like. Can we treat industrial sewage?" Ma Qianzhu asked.

Tian Jiujiu said, "We can; it's just a matter of how good the treatment effect is. Anyway, we are the only family in the world with large-scale industrial pollution in this timeline. It doesn't matter if we pollute a little."

Ma Qianzhu said, "It seems we are still continuing down the old road of polluting first and treating later."

The industrial crowd laughed off Ma Dugong's lament. To these madmen, the more chimneys in this timeline, the more beautiful it was; who cared about pollution?

After a round of inspection, they returned to the office and held a small meeting. The bureaucratic machine of the Executive Committee began to turn again.



Before the sky was bright, a strange-looking small detachment emerged silently from the morning mist. All of them wore camouflage, mosquito net hats, and carried field backpacks, advancing cautiously at specific intervals. From time to time, someone would pick up or chip off a piece of rock from the ground to collect, or take out some odd-shaped instruments from their backpacks to measure something. They were the Long-Range Exploration Squad under the Resource Department.

Back in the preparatory meetings before the crossing, some individuals with strategic vision had already proposed: a small county seat would be difficult to satisfy the needs of future development, so detailed resource reconnaissance must be conducted on other areas of Hainan, especially the core areas, to lay a good intelligence foundation for construction after unifying Hainan in the future. Thus, a secret Long-Range Exploration Squad was established not long after the landing.

In terms of personnel composition, it was established based on the following principles: composed of young people with field work experience. Therefore, transmigrators specializing in forestry, geology, and surveying naturally became the main force, along with several individuals proficient in wilderness survival. Since veterans were the main force of the military department, this exploration team was not equipped with them—security during operations would be assisted by special reconnaissance personnel drawn from the military department—in actual operation, many long-range reconnaissance actions were conducted jointly by both sides.

The squad was organized with 6-7 people. In terms of equipment, they mainly had three shotguns/five-round hunting rifles—these things were much easier to use than precision rifles in the deep grass and dense forest environment of Hainan—each person had a pistol: a Glock 17 or S&W revolver, three walkie-talkies, 1:50,000 contour maps, compasses, portable summer tents, mosquito hats, insect repellent, compressed biscuits, water purification tablets, and other wilderness survival items. Someone had even dizzyingly brought a GPS unit—naturally, it was useless.

The exploration reconnaissance team utilized the characteristic that Hainan was sparsely populated in the Ming Dynasty to travel through jungles and wilderness as much as possible, avoiding contact with natives. They executed the collection of various natural resource information and also incidentally collected various military and civil administration intelligence; thus, they were also under the dual leadership of the Intelligence Committee. Except for a few core personnel, no one knew of their departure and return each time—the Transmigration Group did not wish for the locals outside Lingao to know that a group of "Kun" was quietly active among them.

The Resource Department to which they belonged was the most mysterious place in Bairren City—just as most transmigrators didn't know where the Great Library under the Resource Department was located, the Exploration Team Headquarters was a small courtyard without signs, possessing an independent equipment depot and radio station, with a wired telephone line direct to the Executive Committee. Besides this office, the Exploration Team Headquarters also possessed independent forward bases several kilometers outside Bairren City and at Bopu Bay. To avoid attracting attention, the exploration squad set out from these bases every time they mobilized. Ordinary transmigrators had almost no chance to see their appearance upon departure and return. The members of the Long-Range Exploration Squad also had one point of greatest pride—they enjoyed the same unlimited right of self-defense as the intelligence department and special reconnaissance squad, tantamount to a "license to kill." Not only did they have the right to self-defense when under attack, but in any situation they felt "necessary," they had the right to kill local natives without needing to offer any explanation.

Liu Zheng walked in the middle of the formation. After walking for about half an hour, he looked back; the forest was no longer visible, and he felt slightly more at ease. There hadn't been any particularly dangerous sections on this trip. Although they suffered the harassment of various insects along the way, the journey was considered smooth. Feeling he should do something, he picked up the walkie-talkie and said softly: "Point man, maintain speed, don't be too fast, pay attention to searching, over."

"Roger," the walkie-talkie responded.

Liu Zheng holstered the walkie-talkie and stretched his body under the large backpack. Half of this exploration route was already completed: the investigation results of the Danzhou oil shale mine were not very satisfactory. The oil shale was covered by about 7-8 meters of soil and rock; without machinery, it would probably be very difficult to mine. However, he had no interest in this: after being out for a week, he could finally go home. Thinking of his wife, Liu Shuixin, his lower body couldn't help but stir. Leaving his wife alone in the residential area really made him uneasy—thinking of those lecherous otaku men in the neighboring residential groups who wandered outside Group 6 every day, and some even sang with broken-gong voices. It made sense; they ate a healthy diet high in protein and low in fat all day long and performed high-intensity labor for over 10 hours a day—it would be strange if their libido wasn't vigorous. Thinking about it, his own life could be considered too happy; not to mention anything else, someone washed his clothes when he went home, unlike the bachelors whose dirty clothes piled up until they stank before being washed together. No wonder this group of bachelors clamored every day for the distribution of life secretaries—both physiological and life needs were very demanding.

It seemed he wouldn't have this fortune; having a wife by one's side had its gains and losses—the few with wives and girlfriends collectively went silent whenever everyone talked nonsense and boasted about life secretaries.

The destination of this long-range detachment was Danzhou, and the focus of exploration was Danzhou's oil shale mines. Zhong Lishi provided a full set of data accumulated from designing oil shale projects in the other timeline—their mission was to find and verify these mineral deposits.

After the New Year, the entire squad hadn't participated in physical labor, just resting quietly in the camp to build up strength. As a senior explorer with relatively rich field experience plus a useless degree, Liu Zheng was selected as the captain.

"Captain, hold on a moment, I want to collect a specimen." The voice of Bai Guoshi, a master's student from the Forestry University, came through the walkie-talkie.

Liu Zheng hurriedly called: "All units attention! Stop advancing!"

"What's the fuss? Stop, stop, stop all day long, do you guys have any planning!" Ye Mengyan's complaint came from the walkie-talkie—he was sent from the Special Reconnaissance Team to support this operation.

"What do you know? We aren't doing military reconnaissance; we're doing biological and mineral surveys. Of course we look as we go." Bai Guoshi had collected quite a few plant specimens along the way—his biology had now reached the level of "practical biology" that university professors once severely criticized: "Seeing a plant or an animal, the first thought is what use it has, can it be eaten, does it have economic value!"

"Don't quarrel, keep quiet!" Liu Zheng hurriedly called out.

Bai Guoshi put down his backpack and walked carefully into a patch of woods; Huang Zhuazi, who was with him, followed behind.

"Found something?"

"Hehe, good stuff."

"What good stuff?" Huang Zhuazi only saw him carefully digging up a small shrub. He was also considered someone with rich outdoor experience, but he couldn't tell what it was.

"This is called Yi Zhi," Bai Guoshi explained. "It's an important Traditional Chinese Medicine."

"An herb," Huang Zhuazi was somewhat disappointed. This thing looked like it was everywhere in the forest, not rare at all.

"Don't look down on it. If we want to live comfortably here, it will be very useful," Bai Guoshi said. Yi Zhi (Sharpleaf Galangal fruit) was a necessary drug for formulating summer patent medicines, such as Rendan, Qianjin Ding, Qingxin Dan, and the like. Historically, it was one of the main tributes from Hainan Island.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 236: Knee Effusion and Kaolin

"Since it's so useful, we should gather more to take back." Huang Zhuazi was a veteran outdoorsman and had a deep understanding of the utility of these herbal remedies, so he immediately became interested.

Lingao had distinct dry and rainy seasons. Summer was humid and hot, creating a large demand for such medicinal herbs. The Ministry of Health had long ago issued a notice requiring the Long-Range Exploration Team to pay attention to collecting specimens of various herbs during their expeditions.

"No need, it won't mature until April." Bai Guoshi examined the specimen in his hand, carefully wrapped it up, took out his map, compass, and ruler, and marked the location.

"First, we collect samples. When they mature, we'll come back to harvest seeds and start a plantation. Yi Zhi fruit is very valuable; it was the earliest commercial cash crop planted in Hainan."

"You really know a lot." Huang Zhuazi admired him.

"These are all things from the history of Chinese tropical crops course. When I took that class back then, I thought it was completely useless knowledge. I didn't expect it to come in handy now," Bai Guoshi lamented.

"Hehe, people from professional backgrounds are different from generalists like us. Professional enough!"

"Not at all, not at all, I only know a smattering." Bai Guoshi was, after all, a fresh university graduate and had very thin skin.

The team delayed for a moment before continuing to advance. After moving for less than ten minutes, the team stopped again.

"Halt!" This time it was Cui Yunhong in the middle of the formation.

"Did you find something too?" Ye Mengyan was impatient. At this pace, when would they ever get back to base?

"Zhao Xue is lame." Cui Yunhong's report lacked the anxious tone a man usually has when a woman—especially a young woman—is in trouble. No wonder: he had no interest in women.

Hearing this, Bai Guoshi ignored his specimens, tossed them into Huang Zhuazi's hands, and ran toward the center guard position with all his gear.

Their marching formation used a 2-3-2 pattern: two point men, three center guards, and two rear guards. They were separated by 200 to 300 meters and communicated via walkie-talkies.

"Safety first!" Seeing the young man dive into the thin mist, Huang Zhuazi hurriedly shouted—the center guard position was over two hundred meters away.

Besides these professionals, this team also included an "IT expert"—Zhao Xue. She was brought along purely because she claimed to be a veteran outdoor enthusiast, and her computer expertise would be somewhat helpful to Cui Yunhong's exploration work. But the real key was that Liu Zheng couldn't withstand a pretty girl's pestering, and Bai Guoshi had also uncharacteristically and resolutely supported bringing Zhao Xue along.

Because they lacked local guides and the 400 years of changes had greatly altered the terrain and landforms, their maps required a large number of corrections in detail. Although the Long-Range Exploration Team had been out for reconnaissance more than once in the past, they never went far. To the west, they had only passed the Gaoshan Ridge area to reach the border of Danzhou; to the south, they reached the periphery of the Li settlements; and to the east, they entered Chengmai County.

Entering Danzhou this time was the first time the Long-Range Exploration Team had penetrated deep into territory outside Lingao County. Unfamiliarity with the roads coupled with high mental tension caused extreme physical exertion throughout the exploration. Four days after setting out, the "IT expert" everyone had been worried about finally revealed her true colors—Zhao Xue had been quite vigorous in the first two days, often ignoring distance as point man and pulling nearly a kilometer ahead of the center guard. During breaks, she would run around everywhere, climbing up and down to ask people to take photos of her when she saw good scenery. But after four days, she had to switch to the center guard, and her pace slowed down dramatically—there was a big difference between long-term fieldwork and short-term amateur play. Let alone an amateur, even a veteran with seven years of outdoor experience like Huang Zhuazi felt this mission wasn't easy. Cui Yunhong was from a geological survey background, so this intensity was a piece of cake for him. Due to his major, Bai Guoshi had a lot of experience in outdoor activities and had specifically trained for several years, so he could barely hold on. Seeing Zhao Xue starting to stagger, Bai Guoshi naturally inquired after her well-being, but she just insisted she was fine.

Running up close, he saw Zhao Xue's gear unloaded on the ground, her pant legs rolled up high, revealing a pair of snow-white calves. The only buzzkill was that Liu Zheng, this bearded man, was using his rough big paws to fiddle with that petite white knee—actually, Zhao Xue was 170cm tall, so her knees definitely couldn't be called petite.

"Knee effusion on both sides," Liu Zheng concluded after pressing for a while.

"Effusion?" Bai Guoshi wanted to pretend and touch Zhao Xue's knee too, but didn't have the guts.

"Should be." Liu Zheng glanced at him and smiled slyly while turning his back to the others. "You touch it too; I'm not entirely sure."

"Okay, okay." Bai Guoshi's face actually turned red—nothing was more awkward than having one's petty thoughts seen through.

He pretended to rub it with his fingers. Because of nervousness, he only felt it was soft, smooth, and somewhat elastic. He hurriedly said, "It should be knee effusion."

"Hmm, this is a typical sports injury caused by physical exhaustion." Liu Zheng gave the conclusion he should have stated earlier.

"It doesn't matter, I can still walk!" Zhao Xue said anxiously. She had a look of refusal to admit defeat, not thinking at all of Bai Guoshi's dirty thoughts.

"It's not a major injury, but it's not suitable for excessive exertion." Liu Zheng thought for a moment. "Let's rest first."

"I'm fine, I can continue walking!"

"Don't show off," Huang Zhuazi persuaded patiently. "It's better to rest before walking. Pity we don't have ice packs; a cold compress might be effective."

Ye Mengyan returned panting from the point position and immediately exploded upon seeing this scene:

"You guys are just looking for trouble! On a mission, you insisted on finding a woman to make up the numbers! Are we filming a military TV drama?"

"Little Ye, it's not good to say that; women hold up half the sky, you know." Liu Zheng tried to smooth things over.

"Pay attention to unity, unity!" Huang Zhuazi hurriedly came to persuade. "Men and women are physiologically different; you can't generalize. It's not easy for a girl to walk this far—she's also contributing to the collective. Look, she's crying—"

Everyone looked back; sure enough, Zhao Xue's face was buried in her knees, her shoulders twitching.

"Hmph, when she was lively, she was clawing and dancing; when she can't make it, she pulls this stunt—" Ye Mengyan didn't let up.

"Complaining doesn't solve the problem." Seeing Bai Guoshi's face turn dark and worrying about unnecessary trouble, Liu Zheng hurriedly put on his captain's face. "Complaining won't change anything. Rest first, treat the injury, then we'll plan."

"Hmph, I don't need you to care, you bunch of chauvinist pigs!" Zhao Xue suddenly stood up, grabbed her gear on the ground, swung it onto her back, and walked forward in large strides. Just as everyone was about to go stop her, she stumbled less than ten meters out and half-knelt on the road again. Bai Guoshi hurriedly rushed forward to support her. Liu Zheng and the others chuckled inwardly.

They rested by the roadside and discussed. Given that there were no major discoveries on the road, they decided not to delay further and return directly to camp. Zhao Xue switched from center guard to rear guard, where there were two laborers, Huang Zhuazi and Bai Guoshi, enough to help her back. She wouldn't be assigned night duty either. After Liu Zheng announced this decision, he quietly nudged Bai Guoshi: "Seize the opportunity." Just as Bai Guoshi wanted to profess that his relationship with Zhao Xue was pure, Liu Zheng had already walked away.



Along the way, Liu Zheng asked the point man to slow down to accommodate the wounded. In fact, non-professionals like Huang Zhuazi and Bai Guoshi were also struggling a bit.

The walkie-talkie rang again, this time from point man Ye Mengyan: "Stop advancing, situation ahead!"

When Liu Zheng carefully approached Ye Mengyan in a low posture, a city actually appeared in the thin mist dissipating under the sun below a small hill not far away.

Was it really a city? Liu Zheng wiped his binocular lens in surprise. Intelligence indicated that the only city within a hundred miles was Lingao County City. Where did this walled city pop out from? Did they get lost and arrive at the Danzhou city walls?

Several people hurriedly opened the map and compared it for a long time. This was definitely not Danzhou City. But it certainly wasn't Lingao County City either. After determining their bearing and checking the map, they were currently in the area of modern Nanbao Town.

"Let's get closer to take a look?" Huang Zhuazi suggested.

"Okay. Bai Guoshi, Cui Yunhong stay behind to look after Zhao Xue. The others come with me," Liu Zheng said, tossing the Remington shotgun in his hand to Bai Guoshi. "Stay sharp. If you see something wrong, run; we can extricate ourselves."

"Understood!" Bai Guoshi was a bit nervous. He watched the others slowly grope their way forward.

The best observation point was at the top of the hill, which commanded a panoramic view. However, it was quite bright now, and farmers should be out working; they might encounter commoners chopping wood or cutting grass on the slopes. All three drew their daggers.

The group climbed the small hill without incident. Lurking here, the city was about a thousand meters down the hill; this was the closest position they could get. Further ahead was open ground, all transformed into paddy fields, with some dwellings scattered in between. Someone was driving cattle to plow in the fields.

The city appeared very small in the binoculars—smaller than Lingao County. If not for the gate tower on the city gate, transmigrators would likely mistake it for an earthen fortress.

"Damn, there are cannons on the gate tower." Huang Zhuazi held his binoculars, muttering to himself.

Liu Zheng didn't make a sound, continuing to search the city scene with his binoculars—this was definitely not a local fortress. Under the binoculars, he could see government offices, rows of brick and tile houses, and very large open ground inside the city. No rural fortress would have these.

"There's a flagpole in front of the government office, flying the Great Ming banner," Huang Zhuazi reminded Liu Zheng.

"Hmm, looks like the seat of some local administrative agency." Liu Zheng was a bit puzzled. "What exactly is it?"

The city was very quiet. Not many people entered or exited the city gate; they were all figures looking like farmers in tattered clothes. A soldier in rags stood slouching at the gate, holding a wooden spear.

Ye Mengyan had received comprehensive reconnaissance training. While Liu Zheng and the others were gawking at the rare sight, he had already roughly estimated the number of residents in the city based on its scale—less than a thousand people. Inferring from the number, form, and size of houses in the city, this was very likely a military camp: there were barracks, stables, granaries, and especially a drill ground. Although there were only two city gates, both had gate towers, and cannons were deployed on the walls.

"I know," Liu Zheng thought of some things discussed during the Intelligence Committee's joint meeting a few days ago. "This should be a Wei-Suo (Garrison) City!"

Ming Dynasty cities, besides being seats of local government, included Wei-Suo cities of a military garrison and reclamation nature. In Qiongshan County, besides the county city, there was the Haikou Rear Defense Thousand-Household Fort. In the core area of the Li settlements: below the Limu Mountains, by the Nandu River, there was also the Shuihui Thousand-Household Fort.

This very small city should be a similar garrison fort. They just didn't know which one it was—this would have to be left to the Historical Intelligence Group to research.

"Take photos, measure and record bearings," Liu Zheng instructed. "Mark geological changes on the map to facilitate troop attacks later. Take more photos."

Further away, Bai Guoshi and the others were waiting in boredom when Cui Yunhong suddenly dragged his big bag towards the slope on one side as if he had discovered a new continent.

Bai Guoshi was startled: "What are you doing?!"

Cui Yunhong waved his hand, signaling not to speak. Bai Guoshi lowered his voice, "Found something?"

"Kaolin."

"What is kaolin?" Zhao Xue asked.

Cui Yunhong pinched a piece of white stone-like substance and tapped it a few times with his geological hammer.

"Stuff used to make porcelain," Bai Guoshi explained.

"Oh," Zhao Xue was puzzled. "But we don't need to make porcelain, do we? I think lunch boxes and enamel bowls are enough."

"We need it," Bai Guoshi said. "Sanitary ware, tiles, and such can all be solved now."

Cui Yunhong shook his head, wondering how to explain the important role of kaolin in industry. While making porcelain was important, kaolin was an indispensable whitener and filler for the modern paper industry. The value of this discovery was immense.

The sample he collected was tubular coal-measure kaolin. Cui Yunhong judged there should be coal mines nearby. He remembered seeing data that small coal kilns existed near Nanbao Town in Lingao, producing low-quality lignite; kaolin was likely an associated mineral. At a rough glance, although he couldn't drill or dig exploration trenches to evaluate, judging from the kaolin outcrops, the distribution was quite extensive, indicating the reserves here had development value. If he looked carefully, he might even find the coal mine.

Lignite was the mineral coal with the lowest degree of coalification. It was a low-grade coal between peat and bituminous coal. Its calorific value was relatively low, so it couldn't be used as coke for steelmaking, but it was fine as fuel or fertilizer. If it could be developed, it would also be a very valuable resource.

This field exploration had truly yielded a significant harvest. Cui Yunhong was somewhat excited and simply took out his instruments and notebook from his backpack to conduct geophysical prospecting on the spot.

Bai Guoshi was nervous to death. Holding the Remington, he looked around, deeply afraid a native would suddenly pop out from somewhere—he hadn't killed anyone yet and didn't want to get blood on his hands here.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 237: Tropical Crop Plantation

Just as tension crested, the three scouts crept back through the undergrowth.

"What did you find?"

"Looks like a Wei-Suo garrison," Liu Zheng reported. "We move out immediately—this area is too heavily populated for comfort."

Ye Mengyan was clearly reluctant to withdraw empty-handed. By Special Reconnaissance Team custom, no operation was complete without seizing something of value. "Why not grab a prisoner for interrogation?"

"Save it. Our mission is exploration, not combat. How do you propose we travel with a prisoner in tow? Besides, this expedition is primarily about resource survey and team training—or did you miss that someone already collapsed?" He shot a meaningful glance at Zhao Xue.

"Tch!" She rolled her eyes at him with practiced disdain.

"How many days back to base?" Bai Guoshi was more concerned with Zhao Xue's injury; he had just managed to give her preliminary field treatment.

"Three or four at our current pace. We can only move slowly today. The priority is to put as much distance as possible between us and the city before nightfall—I'd like to sleep without one eye open. Rest well, push hard tomorrow, and we should make it home soon."

"Wait—everyone help out first. Collect more mineral samples here; I've found something valuable."

The squad had no choice but to assist in gathering various stones. By the time they set off, each person had acquired an inexplicable extra seven or eight jin of ore to carry.

The return journey proved uneventful. On the eleventh day after departure, the squad was approaching Bairren City.

"Password!" A loud challenge from the roadside bushes made Liu Zheng, walking point, start with surprise. "Loli!"

"Milf!" came the countersign. A sentry draped in fishing nets and branches emerged from the undergrowth to verify the otaku code-phrase. As a lurking sentry, he carried a steel crossbow rather than a firearm. A pistol holster was strapped to his thigh.

"Don't recognize you lot. Which department?" The sentry's eyes kept drifting toward the limping Zhao Xue—modern women were a rare sight in the camp.

"Unit 7911," Liu Zheng responded. Departments with code designations were all classified; they were referred to only by number in external communications.

The sentry's posture immediately stiffened with new respect. "A classified unit, is it? Looks like you went far. Mission go well?" He was clearly fishing for intelligence, attempting to ingratiate himself.

"Well enough. What's been happening here recently?"

"Word is a beautiful female pirate arrived at Bopu a few days back," the sentry said with undisguised longing. "Supposedly staying at the Commercial Station, getting the full hospitality treatment."

"A female pirate?" The group's interest was immediately piqued.

Seeing the men practically drooling, Zhao Xue curled her lip. "Perverts."

"They say she has an unusual name too—Li Huamei!" The sentry was beaming now, his duties entirely forgotten.



The team changed at the perimeter base, exchanging their full field kit for the training uniforms they had worn before departure—less conspicuous attire. Liu Zheng dismissed the squad and headed straight to headquarters; a mountain of administrative work awaited him: exploration reports to write, reimbursement forms to file for consumed supplies. The others dispersed to their own tasks as well: composing reports, cataloging specimens. Naturally, a bath, a hot meal, and a solid night's sleep came first.

Bai Guoshi delivered the plant specimens one by one to the Ministry of Agriculture. Strictly speaking, agriculture and biology were distinct disciplines, but in the Executive Committee's eyes, the two were close enough. Consequently, the Farm had become an important base for 17th-century biological research. The only university student with a degree in molecular biology in this entire era was here, following Wu Nanhai in farming and cooking.

The others were equally formidable in unexpected ways. Take Huang Dashan: his full-time work at the Farm was growing mushrooms and cultivating edible fungi, but his true expertise lay in culturing live animal bacteria and viruses. In other words, if the Executive Committee ever required it, he could perform Unit 731-style work. Gazing at his thick spectacles—lenses that resembled beer bottle bottoms—everyone felt a chill. Nobody knew precisely what filled the test tubes and culture dishes he tinkered with alone in his small hut, muttering to himself. And nobody wanted to know. Ever since learning of his unique specialty, everyone gave that hut a wide berth.

"This is Yi Zhi," Fa Shilu said, examining the specimens in his laboratory with evident satisfaction. "An extremely useful medicinal plant."

"The Ministry of Health specifically requested it." Bai Guoshi dropped heavily into a chair and surveyed the room. The biological laboratory's conditions had improved considerably. The commissioning of the glass factory had greatly expanded their equipment—though the newly manufactured glass instruments inevitably felt somewhat clumsy and rough, at least there was no longer any fear of shortage.

"The recent collection of seedlings and seeds has gone well, and the breeding work in the Tropical Crop Garden is proceeding quite smoothly," Fa Shilu continued. "Hainan's conditions for tropical crops are excellent. Lingao is slightly less ideal, but the difficulties can be overcome."

"What does Minister Wu think about tropical crops?"

"He's a layman in this area." A smile spread across Fa Shilu's dark, rounded face. In terms of professional credentials, Fa Shilu was a trained agronomist. When he enlisted for the expedition, he had brought an entire truckload of seeds and a miniature germplasm resource bank—the latter a scientific research asset that was extraordinarily difficult to obtain. His current title was Chief Agronomist of the Demonstration Farm.

"I don't know much about tropical crops myself," he continued, "but I have some grounding. More importantly, with the data from the other timeline, I have a rough idea of what can thrive in Lingao and what cannot. That saves considerable effort."

"Can we grow pepper?" Bai Guoshi had absorbed many half-baked history books and retained vivid memories of the enormous profits from the spice trade.

"We can. Pepper adapts well in Lingao. But the primary spice production centers are in Southeast Asia and India—we hold no competitive advantage there."

"Ah." Bai Guoshi deflated slightly.

"Come, let me show you the Tropical Crop Garden."

The Farm's area had expanded dramatically. All the newly cleared land had been developed into paddy fields, carefully leveled and equipped with permanent hydraulic infrastructure meeting experimental field standards. Bamboo fences lined every plot, and wind-driven bird-scaring devices dotted the fields at intervals. Signs bearing numbers, variety names, and responsible personnel stood in each plot. Bai Guoshi understood that these fields contained improved seeds brought from the other timeline—small wonder they were guarded so meticulously.

The Tropical Crop Garden itself was tightly protected by deep trenches and barbed wire, augmented with watchtowers. Only Agricultural Committee personnel and a select few indigenous Farm employees with proper passes could enter; all others were strictly prohibited. The crops here were unique in East Asia. If they were lost, obtaining replacements would require circumnavigating half the globe.

The seedlings of coconut, rubber, coffee, cocoa, coca, quinine, poppy, and various fruits—planted in the garden months ago—were thriving. Several of the hardier varieties had already sprouted dense branches that swayed pleasantly in the breeze.

"No wonder people call the Farm a paradise," Bai Guoshi remarked. This was his first visit here, though many of the specimens in the plantation were samples and seeds he had personally collected.

"The jackfruit you brought back is growing well too."

"A pity they're still saplings. It will be another four or five years before they bear fruit."

"If we simply wanted jackfruit to eat, Xuwen across the strait is one of the largest production areas in China—they're hardly rare." Fa Shilu had larger ambitions. "Since we command advanced agricultural technology, we should focus on breeding improved varieties."

The fifty coconut saplings were developing excellently. Bai Guoshi knew coconuts had myriad uses, and the Executive Committee valued them highly. The coconut was a treasure from crown to root, and in this initial phase, it represented a relatively stable source of cooking oil.

"The Executive Committee has declared that all future landscaping will employ coconut palms—they're both beautiful and useful. The only difficulty is that we must wait several years for these coconuts to bear fruit."

Bai Guoshi's thoughts strayed to the jackfruits again. These resources weren't merely scattered here and there—Hainan Island had them in abundance. While pursuing self-sufficiency, they could absolutely dispatch teams to collect them on a large scale. During his explorations, he had observed entire groves of wild economic crops more than once, completely unattended and left to nature.

With sufficient manpower and equipment, they could organize a dedicated Resource Collection Team. Setting aside strategic considerations, merely enriching the daily lives of the transmigrators would be enormously beneficial. But this would require Executive Committee coordination—he would raise it during tonight's report.

Fa Shilu had recently taken charge of tropical crop development. Beyond the seedlings planted shortly after landing, the Agricultural Committee still held considerable reserves of other tropical seeds. Lingao's water and heat conditions were not optimal, and they were currently experiencing the Little Ice Age, so he dared not rashly sow the entire seed bank. He had consulted extensive historical data: in the other timeline, the tropical crops successfully cultivated at scale in Lingao included rubber, pepper, citronella, sisal, coffee, clove basil, and vetiver. Although some varieties hadn't persisted in later years, the failures were mainly due to market forces rather than horticultural obstacles. What truly failed in cultivation were oil palm and cashew. Fa Shilu felt particular regret about the oil palm—after all, its yield per hectare was the highest in the world. Grown at scale, it could satisfy most of the transmigrators' industrial oil requirements.

"There's quite a lot we can plant successfully. The seed bank has nearly everything. My only fear is planting them incorrectly," he sighed. "The losses would be devastating."

"We should cultivate more sisal and jute," Bai Guoshi suggested. "I suspect the industrial departments will have tremendous demand for hemp fibers."

Fa Shilu nodded. "That makes sense. But the industrial department hasn't formally requested it."

"That's because they can still import yellow jute, so there's no urgency. If you ask me, sisal is superior—the utilization rate is exceptional, and even the waste residue and juice have commercial value."

The long fibers in sisal served as raw materials for cables in mining and shipping. The processed dregs could be used in papermaking, alcohol production, and vinegar manufacturing. The short fibers generated during production could be fashioned into everyday goods—ropes, insoles, reins—or employed as furniture filling. The leaf juice could produce biogas through fermentation or yield extracted sugar and feed dry yeast. The substantial leaf residue remaining after processing made excellent fodder, and hemp dregs constituted high-quality organic fertilizer.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 238: Treating Guests to Dinner

As they talked, Wu Nanhai appeared wearing a straw hat and a towel draped around his neck, trailed by Wang Tian, one of the farm's work team leaders. Wang Tian had formerly been a foreman for long-term laborers, which made him something of an expert farmer.

Wu Nanhai was issuing instructions as he walked, and Wang Tian maintained a deferential posture throughout. Wu Nanhai was now tanned and portly—he had been pale and pudgy before landing—so the pair looked rather like a landlord and his hired hand.

Upon reaching them, Wu Nanhai concluded his directions, and Wang Tian hurried off.

"Little Bai, what treasures have you brought us this time?" Wu Nanhai greeted Bai Guoshi with a grin.

The Long-Range Exploration Team played Santa Claus for both the Agricultural Committee and the Industrial and Energy Committee. Every time they appeared, the department heads anticipated some pleasant surprise.

"I've told you before—don't call me Little Bai," Bai Guoshi said with pained resignation. "Please, call me Guoshi."

"No problem, Little Bai."

"Thanks." Bai Guoshi sighed. "I obtained some medicinal seeds on this expedition."

"Medicinal seeds? The Ministry of Health people come nagging me every day about establishing a Chinese medicinal herb planting base, but no one here knows the first thing about cultivating herbs."

"There must be herb farmers in Guangdong or Fujian," Bai Guoshi suggested. "If not, check the agricultural library for instructional films or something."

Fa Shilu ignored this tangent. "Regarding the self-purchased seeds everyone handed over after landing—apart from the portion already used, most remain in the warehouse. I inventoried these unplanned seeds recently and found numerous problems. First, preservation conditions are poor; some packaging is broken, and some seeds have become damp and sprouted. Second, there's the issue of seed origin. Most people bought their seeds from agricultural supply stores near their homes. The problem is that seeds aren't universally suited to every climate. After preliminary examination, approximately a quarter of them are varieties adapted only to Northeast or North China. Their yields here would be questionable."

"Can we store them? Perhaps in a seed bank, for use after we conquer the North?" Wu Nanhai asked.

"Probably not. These seeds are in simple packaging, and we lack the specialized equipment for long-term seed preservation."

"Then we just plant them?"

"It seems the only option. Modern seeds carry high-yield traits, after all. We can plant them for reproduction—not for harvest, but to maintain their superior characteristics."

"Let's do that, then." Wu Nanhai agreed readily; Fa Shilu was the professional here. Then he invited Bai Guoshi to lunch.

The transmigrators knew the Demonstration Farm was the most "corrupt" location in all of Bairren City—indeed, in all of Lingao—one of two designated spots where Executive Committee leaders could abuse their privileges. While the Farm couldn't match the Navy Club for modern indulgences, it offered a rich variety of fresh vegetables and fruits, and the environment was beautiful. If the Fengcheng Inn was a five-star hotel, the Demonstration Farm was an upscale farmhouse resort.

Bai Guoshi accepted the invitation gladly. Liu Zheng and several other exploration team colleagues joined them at the table. Zhao Xue couldn't attend due to her leg injury, and Ye Mengyan wasn't part of the exploration team's formal establishment—the Special Reconnaissance Unit maintained constant standby, so naturally he couldn't join the leisure.

Lunch was served in a riverside grove that the Farm had carefully preserved. A large pavilion of bamboo and straw had been erected here, with flowers, ornamental trees, and fruit trees planted around it for landscaping. A natural river bend beside the pavilion had been expanded by Wu Nanhai into an artificial pond, planted with lotus roots and water chestnuts, and stocked with ducks and geese. Sitting in the pavilion, one genuinely felt the spirit lift.

"You people really know how to live." Liu Zheng surveyed the dishes—actually quite modest, mostly vegetables. Tomato scrambled eggs counted as half a meat dish; the genuine meat offerings were cold cuttlefish roe and razor clams stir-fried with scallion oil. Because everything was pure, natural, and organic, the flavors were naturally delicious.

Wine graced the table as well—a fruit wine brewed by the Farm from local fruits. It tasted sweet and sour with minimal alcohol content, barely adequate for those who loved to drink. The Executive Committee absolutely prohibited brewing liquor from grain.

Since D-Day, none of them had enjoyed such leisurely, comfortable time gathered together. Though the wine was wanting, atmosphere compensated. Toasts were exchanged, and the dinner table quickly grew lively.

At that moment, a young woman with twin buns came over carrying a large soup bowl. Snow-white dumplings floated in the milky broth, garnished with chopped coriander. A mingled fragrance of pepper, coriander, and fresh river fare drifted through the air.

"Masters, please enjoy," the girl said softly, retreating with hands folded.

"Fish ball soup?" Cui Yunhong asked.

"Sister Li prepared it," Wu Nanhai said, unbuttoning his coat. "Except for her habit of adding Sichuan pepper to everything, her cooking is quite good. Fortunately, we have very little Sichuan pepper here."

"Loves Sichuan pepper? A Northerner?"

"No, sounds like a southern accent. She won't specify exactly where she's from. Seems to have quite a story." Wu Nanhai shrugged.

Liu Zheng asked, "Is that the mother-daughter pair Zhang Xingjiao rescued from Gou Village? They were skeletal then—the girl actually grew up to be so pretty?"

"This is Chuqing. She was originally a maid in Gou Er's household. Sister Li's daughter is only eight—a loli, just a loli."

Chuqing had been inadvertently kidnapped when Xue Ziliang and the others went to scout Gou Village. Ye Mengyan had insisted on taking her at the time, then completely forgot about her after returning. After spending more than a month in the quarantine camp, she was taken in by Wu Nanhai, who was gathering manpower wherever he could find it.

Wu Nanhai smiled. "She's an orphan, so I brought her in to help with daily matters. I also teach both girls to read, incidentally."

"Nanhai, this honest-and-dutiful mask of yours is quite deceptive. Look how many women you've collected on this farm!"

"Indeed—first a mother-daughter two-for-one, then Chuqing. Our Transmigration Group's number one beast is clearly you."

"Damn it, raising a loli was my dream!" Someone stamped his foot and beat his chest; the bitter taste of someone else seizing the initiative was always unpleasant.

"Playing a real-life Princess Maker, training milfs and lolis in this setting—it's practically a fantasy life."

"The Beast Farm: Mother and Daughter in Distress—" An otaku with extensive AV experience immediately invented a new title.

"Stop talking nonsense," Wu Nanhai waved his hands frantically. "Sister Li is now a full-time nurse working at the Ministry of Health. I simply let her help with cooking here—"

"A nurse? Didn't realize you had a uniform fetish too. So, when shall we exchange hard drives?"



After Wu Nanhai endured public mockery for some time, he was finally released, and the dinner conversation turned to substantive matters. As the saying goes, there's no such thing as a free lunch; treating guests to dinner usually implies ulterior motives. Wu Nanhai was no exception. Fortunately, everyone at the table was Chinese and understood this fundamental principle.

His proposal: he hoped the Exploration Team could organize resource collection expeditions.

"You bring me a few fruits one day, catch some fish and shrimp the next, and bring kapok or something the day after. Everything looks useful, but for me, beyond enriching the biological specimen room, it's practically worthless. Forget minerals—those require massive infrastructure to extract. But surely agricultural and forestry resources could be collected in greater quantities?"

"Isn't there a liaison officer system? If you want something, issue a notice through Wu De, and nearby villages will naturally send tribute."

"The problem is that this county lacks certain things. Coconuts, for example. We wait eagerly for our coconut seedlings to mature, but actually, coconuts grow everywhere on Hainan Island—they simply haven't reached us."

Liu Zheng said, "That's true, but our resource exploration team only has—" He suddenly caught himself—the specific personnel count of the Resource Department was classified. "Not many people. How much can we bring back for you?"

"Exactly. Take that patch of Yi Zhi we encountered yesterday—at maturity, we could harvest several hundred jin," Bai Guoshi added.

"That's precisely why I'm proposing resource expeditions." Wu Nanhai had been contemplating this issue for some time. "I intend to raise this suggestion at the Executive Committee meeting. For agricultural and forestry resources that you've already surveyed but that lie outside our sphere of influence, we organize several hundred laborers with vehicles and boats, provide armed escorts, and collect as many resources as possible."

"It's not impossible," Liu Zheng acknowledged. He understood Wu Nanhai was hoping the Resource Exploration Team would support this proposal at the meeting. From the department's perspective, the approach held appeal—moving with a large force was always safer and more comfortable than operating as a small team. However—

He raised his own request: "It would be excellent if our exploration team had a dedicated boat."

"Indeed, indeed." Wu Nanhai nodded vigorously. "With a boat, you could conduct round-the-island exploration, vastly expanding your operational range."

The group continued joking, eating, and drinking for a while longer. After the banquet dispersed, Bai Guoshi walked alone toward the residential area.

His dormitory was in Group 5, known as the "prime location" because it faced Group 6—the single women's quarters. From his dormitory window, one could observe Group 6's main gate. In hot weather, female transmigrators in revealing clothes could often be seen wandering the square before the gate. Sometimes foreign women in equally revealing attire appeared as well. Once, when Salina showed up in low-rise hot pants and a tight vest, it nearly triggered a riot among the otaku. When luck ran especially high, some claimed to have glimpsed "MMs" changing in their dormitories; rumor even held that some had peeked at them showering.

Such windfalls rarely occurred, however. For security, wooden fences separated each group, and each had its own gate that closed at night. The main residential area gate closed at ten every evening; individual group gates closed at eleven. Entry or exit after curfew required registration. These strict security measures existed primarily for internal order: the Executive Committee couldn't guarantee everyone was a gentleman. In fact, both the former Public Security Team and the current Police Headquarters had received reports indicating petty theft existed among transmigrators. The stolen items were mainly modern luxuries brought from the other timeline—cola, cigarettes, and the like. Beyond theft, several hundred single men resided here; in such a harsh and monotonous environment, imagining what they might do upon seeing women required little effort. Through Women's Director Du Wen, Xiao Zishan had distributed several notices advising young women not to dress revealingly outdoors and to draw curtains when changing.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 239: Bai Guoshi's Romance

"Multipass." He swiped his card at the residential area checkpoint. Seeing people playing PSP in the square, he felt a surge of having returned to civilization. Others were playing badminton or table tennis. He wasn't in the mood to watch and headed straight for his dormitory. He shared quarters with Cui Yunhong and Dong Shiye—the latter occasionally participated in exploration team operations.

Cui Yunhong had vanished somewhere after eating, and Dong Shiye was still at work, so the dormitory stood empty. As material conditions improved, the living space had been properly furnished—in the early days, everyone had slept on floor mats. Now, freshly decorated, Bai Guoshi could almost believe he had returned to his university dormitory: loft beds with sleeping quarters above and desks below; individual storage lockers and wardrobes; racks for cups and washbasins. The most conspicuous item was the gun rack behind the door—chained to it was an SKS-D rifle with a loaded magazine. The sole deficiency was the continued absence of internet, and electricity remained rationed, supplied only from six to nine in the evening.

Bai Guoshi headed to the bathroom for a shower. The water ran cold—hot water was only available at night—but he was accustomed to it by now. Splashing sounds emanated from the women's bathroom next door; someone else was showering as well. Unfortunately, the bathroom had been designed with peculiar artistry: the male and female entrances were separated, with the women's entrance leading directly into Group 6's interior. After showering, he washed his clothes. Several dormmates habitually hoarded dirty laundry until they had nothing clean left, leaving the room perpetually reeking of stale fish. Every time Fang Yijing conducted her hygiene inspection, they received a "Poor" rating.

Dragging a pair of slippers, Bai Guoshi shuffled back from the bathhouse. The room remained empty—he couldn't even find someone to play PES with. He dug a ziplock bag from his cupboard; inside was a carton of cigarettes. In the other timeline, he had never touched tobacco, but now he desperately craved a drag. He went outside and sat beneath a tree in the square. At the first inhalation, smoke seared his throat and tears flooded his eyes. He hurriedly stubbed out the cigarette, but the tears refused to stop, pouring forth under the pretense of smoke irritation. Months of nearly uninterrupted exploration missions had numbed him, but a single cigarette released everything: parents, friends, classmates—all vivid before his eyes. I'm such a fucking idiot, running here. I don't even have a girlfriend. Haven't even held a woman's hand...

A tissue appeared beside him. Looking up, he saw Zhao Xue. "Didn't expect you to cry too. Hmph." A mischievous smile played on her lips.

"Choked by the smoke," he said, accepting the tissue. Zhao Xue's hair was still damp, and his heart stirred involuntarily.

"Who believes that? There's nothing wrong with crying."

"Is your knee better?" Bai Guoshi refused to show weakness before a woman.

"Just came from the hospital. Applied medicine—doesn't hurt much anymore." Zhao Xue unselfconsciously pulled up her pant leg and flexed her knee.

The young woman's snow-white calf, firm and smooth, and the pale skin faintly visible around her knee were exposed mere inches from the innocent university graduate. The scent of camphor tincture mingled with something delicate—orchid, perhaps, or jasmine—drifted over. "Little Bai" felt his ears begin to burn.

"Good that it's healing. That's good."

"Come on, wash your face. We need to organize the report—you're presenting tonight."

"Right, right." Bai Guoshi hadn't expected this woman to openly invite him to work on the data together. Elation swept through him, banishing his melancholy to the winds. "I'll clean up right now. Meet in the office shortly?"

"No need for that. I'll just wait for you here in the square. It's quite a walk—we can talk on the way."

Bai Guoshi was dizzy from the impact of happiness. When he stood, he actually swayed several times before walking off in a state of joy.



The report meeting for the 45th Long-Range Exploration Operation convened punctually at 19:00 in the Executive Committee compound.

Several senior figures of the Executive Committee sat solemnly behind a horseshoe-shaped table, facing a row of seats reserved for the presenters. The arrangement had reportedly been modeled after U.S. Congressional hearings.

Those participating in the presentation were Liu Zheng, Cui Yunhong, Huang Zhuazi, and Bai Guoshi. Zhao Xue and Ye Mengyan lacked the relevant professional expertise and were not required to attend.

"Gentlemen, please be seated. Captain Liu, the written report you submitted tonight is excellent and holds great reference value. Now we'd like to hear an oral presentation," Wen Desi said.

"Thank you. Which aspects should we address first?"

"Let's begin with the biological field guide."

"I suggest Guoshi present on that—he's more qualified."

Bai Guoshi commenced his report: "Creating a biological field guide is primarily motivated by repeated Ministry of Health notifications regarding accidental ingestion of poisonous mushrooms. The cafeteria has also refused to use any wild fungi for fear of toxic species. Additionally, harmful creatures in this region attack both transmigrators and our laborers. Our concept is therefore to compile a comprehensive biological field guide, initially releasing two volumes. One will cover local edible or usable animals, plants, and wild fungi for reference by various departments. The second will be a harmful organism atlas, encompassing venomous snakes, poisonous insects, parasites, toxic plants, and similar threats—this for safety awareness purposes. Work on the first volume has already begun."

"Excellent idea." Xiao Zishan, Director of the General Office, nodded. "Later we can print it in color and publish a copy for everyone." The other committee members nodded in succession.

"The future plan is to extend this identification atlas to other domains, including minerals..."

"As to matters concerning our department—regarding the Long-Range Exploration Team itself—we believe the current personnel level is grossly insufficient and requires urgent reinforcement. If only one team exists, an ambush during a field operation could cost the Transmigration Regime its entire long-range exploration capability. I personally recommend establishing at least three six-man reconnaissance squads, training them via veteran-novice pairing. We must avoid scenarios where the death of a single specialist leaves no successor—our profession carries high risks; such possibilities exist at any moment. Furthermore, three teams permit simultaneous investigation in two directions while maintaining one on standby. Regarding personnel, we need at least twelve additional individuals, ideally with outdoor activity experience. We must ensure each squad includes one person with military service background. On equipment—shotguns are scarce, so we won't request additional units, but we require at least six more steel crossbows and three walkie-talkies, ensuring each squad possesses one firearm, two crossbows, and two radios. Additionally, we wish to apply for priority power access for two laptops to support intelligence organization and guide compilation..."

Bai Guoshi spoke with increasing fluency and enthusiasm—until he suddenly noticed all the committee members staring at him with astonished eyes. Cold sweat broke out across his back. He had gotten carried away—these were Liu Zheng's talking points! How had he usurped the team leader's role and hijacked the report?

"...Uhh, I've finished... the presentation was quite incomplete..." Bai Guoshi began to stammer.

"Thank you for your report," Wen Desi said gently.

Following Bai Guoshi, Cui Yunhong presented on the mineral discoveries from the expedition, focusing on the kaolin deposit and the speculated presence of nearby lignite. Neither resource was urgently needed, and a garrison town stood in proximity—according to Yu Eshui's research, likely the station of the Rear Chiliarchy of Lingao.

"Perhaps we should simply eliminate this Chiliarchy," Ma Qianzhu suggested. "Chiliarch Liu has already accumulated considerable public grievances. Removing him could win over a significant number of military households willing to defect."

"The battle itself would be trivial—the Chiliarchy's defensive capability is negligible," Liu Zheng said. "I observed no meaningful self-defense capacity whatsoever; the specifics are detailed in the report. In my assessment, it's weaker than Lingao County—at least Lingao has higher walls."

"We'll table this discussion for now." The conservatives still harbored reservations about directly attacking Ming government installations.

"We could organize resource expeditions instead," Wu Nanhai interjected, seizing the opportunity to advance his proposal. "Use armed escorts to protect laborers collecting resources—we stay in our lane, they stay in theirs." He elaborated on the benefits of this approach.

"A single trip to Wenchang would secure all the coconuts we could want, without spending a single coin." Wu Nanhai continued his advocacy. "Currently, even when we offer payment, they won't ship them here!"

"Why is that? Our price too low?"

"We're offering double Qiongshan's rate!" Mo Xiao'an sounded indignant. Lin Quan'an, sent to purchase coconuts in the Wenchang area, had returned empty-handed, and several of his staff had been beaten and injured. The "local tyrants" that characterized the original timeline existed in this one as well—the copra trade was monopolized by several Qiongshan County merchants, and outsiders were forbidden from participating. Even at premium prices, farmers harvesting coconuts dared not sell to him.

"What does the Exploration Team think?"

"We have no objection. If the Executive Committee organizes this initiative, we'll serve as pathfinders and guides."

"Very well—we'll work out the details after the meeting." Ma Qianzhu agreed.

"Additionally, the Exploration Team requires a survey vessel. This would enable round-the-island surveys and allow us to bring the survey team along. Ships are considerably safer than overland expeditions—if something goes wrong, we simply retreat to the vessel."

The reasoning was compelling and difficult to refuse, but ships remained scarce resources.

"We could only allocate small coastal boats of ten or twenty tons, which probably aren't suitable." Wen Desi hesitated. "It will be some time before the larger ship is completed..."

"President Wen, that two-masted schooner was agreed to belong to our Maritime Power Department!" Li Haiping, the Maritime Power Department representative, hastily interjected.

Wen Desi found himself in a dilemma. The Resource Department's demand was reasonable, yet the Maritime Power Department's urgent need for new ships to expand armed capacity and transport capability was equally real.

"How about this: the ship and sailor establishment remain under the Maritime Power Department, but the Exploration Team may call upon it when needed—with priority use guaranteed." Ma Qianzhu proposed a compromise that offended neither side. "Sailors are also in short supply; centralized management under the Maritime Power Department makes sense."

"That works." Liu Zheng had known the probability of actually obtaining the new ship was low. "But I hope the Navy can help train us in boat handling, so we won't be helpless when equipped with vessels in the future."

"Leave that to me, brother." Li Haiping agreed readily.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 240: Proposal for a Trade Expedition

Liu Zheng remained to discuss operational matters, while Bai Guoshi, seeing the hour grow late, pushed off with the others. Liu Zheng made to leave as well but was asked to stay—there was a new mission to assign.

"Your next mission happens to involve going to sea. The Exploration Team should organize its personnel and use this as an opportunity to gain maritime experience," Ma Qianzhu said.

The Planning Commission had assigned the Exploration Team the task of surveying Hainan's iron ore deposits—specifically, investigating the mines at Shilu and Tiandu. Both were exceptionally rare high-grade open-pit deposits in China. The Exploration Team's mission was to pinpoint their locations, collaborate with the Survey Team to map the terrain, and evaluate the difficulty and value of extraction.

"The difficulty of mining Shilu is likely considerable," Wen Desi said, "but we still need to determine how considerable, so we can estimate at what stage of industrial development we should begin extraction."

At this point, Mo Xiao'an proposed, "Why not organize a joint expedition involving multiple ministries?"

"A joint expedition!" Navy representative Li Haiping immediately perked up.

"Yes. Commissioner Wu just proposed resource expeditions. Since the iron ore investigation requires ships, and the scale can't be too small for safety reasons, why not simply organize a large-scale combined operation?"

"I agree." Trade Minister Lu Rong was animated. Recent intra-island trade had been disappointing; the current system of transmigrators purchasing industrial raw materials at East Gate Market fell far short of expectations. They had forgotten how abysmal transportation was in this era.

What had originally been a modest plan involving only the Exploration Team for personnel and the Navy for ships and sailors transformed into a multi-ministry joint operation. Besides the established partners—the Exploration Team and the Special Reconnaissance Battalion—it now included the Maritime Department, Survey Team, Foreign Affairs Ministry, and Foreign Trade Company. The Industrial and Energy Committee and Agricultural Committee dispatched professional technical personnel for support. Several students were also brought aboard as interns.

To address Li and Miao affairs, Mu Min was temporarily seconded from Police Headquarters to join the expedition.

Beyond resource exploration, this expedition bore responsibilities for surveying terrain and landforms, mapping, and investigating public sentiment. The team was also tasked with acquiring resources useful to the transmigrators through trade, hunting, gathering, or other means.

"We're acting just like those European adventurers, understand? Exploring new routes as we go, trading as we go..."

"And burning, killing, and looting as we go—" Li Haiping added.

"Absolutely not! Remember the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention!" Ma Qianzhu said firmly. "Of course, natives who dare challenge the authority of the Transmigration State are enemies."

Treat enemies as ruthlessly as winter. Everyone understood this.

"The primary objective is acquiring coconuts and coconut products. Whether our oil supply can keep pace with industrial development hinges critically on this." Zhan Wuya hastened to state his requirement.

"I'd also appreciate a bit more cooking oil," Wu Nanhai added.

"Timber," Wu Kuangming said. "I've nearly exhausted half the mangrove resources at Bopu. The banks of the Wenlan River offer only miscellaneous woods of limited utility, and we can't over-harvest there without damaging soil and water conservation."

"Can't we purchase it?"

"Purchase is impractical. Timber trade in Lingao is extremely difficult. The Li people are willing to sell to us, but transportation is the obstacle—there's no river system here to float timber out of the mountains."

"Timber occupies considerable space and is heavy—"

"No need to take up space on the ship. Bind logs into rafts and tow them behind the vessel."

"Would that work? This isn't an ordinary river—it's the open sea."

"We won't be venturing into deep ocean. Coastal winds and waves are manageable; it should be feasible. Historical records indicate that North African countries in the medieval era transported timber across the Mediterranean precisely this way."

"I have one more request," Zhan Wuya interjected. "It may be more difficult to obtain, but it's extremely useful."

"What?"

"Deerskins," Zhan Wuya said. "To substitute for rubber in manufacturing transmission belts."

This was indeed a pressing need. With the production of prime movers and various self-made agricultural machinery, the demand for belts in mechanical transmission had surged dramatically. The mechanical department was currently relying on stockpiled reserves, but the limited inventory obviously couldn't last until the rubber trees matured—by Wu Nanhai's calculations, at least fifteen years would pass before the transmigrators' raw rubber could achieve industrial scale.

Various raw ores were also desirable. If deposits could be located at the seaside, some should be mined and transported back. Ji Wusheng specifically mentioned quartz sand—at Haiwei Town in Changjiang, abundant high-quality reserves lay right by the sea, ideal for extraction and transport.

"We could also purchase cotton cloth," Mo Xiao'an added. To accommodate the anticipated immigration wave after the New Year, demand at the Light Industry Ministry's garment factory had surged, and inventory was nearly exhausted.

"What do we exchange for these goods? Purchase with currency?"

"Ores and such require no exchange, but coconuts, timber, and cotton cloth surely demand commodity barter, don't they?"

"We have plenty to offer," Lu Rong said confidently. "Salt."

"Please—salt is hardly rare on Hainan. Salt fields are everywhere, and smuggled salt is rampant."

"The smuggled salt we sell is cheaper, and we deliver it effectively to their doorstep. They'll be willing to accept it."

"What if they refuse?"

"We have sewing needles, liquor, rough paper, crude porcelain, silk... We've prepared quite an assortment of small items, plus some mirrors."

"Who do you intend to sell mirrors to? They're expensive."

"To bribe local officials and gentry. We aren't Spaniards—when we say 'trade,' we actually mean fair exchange, not plunder."

Zhan Wuya expressed concern: "But for such a large-scale mobilization, how many men and ships must we deploy? I worry this will disrupt cargo transportation with Guangdong and Macau." The Industrial and Energy Committee depended on maritime transport more heavily than any other department, so hearing these plans raised alarms—wouldn't this require deploying at least two 70-ton class vessels?

Wen Desi said thoughtfully, "If we concentrate resources, the shipyard's schooner should be completed within ten days."

"Using a newly built ship immediately for such an extended voyage—isn't that dangerous?"

"Not significantly." Wen Desi explained, "Since this is a circumnavigation of the island, even if problems arise, we can land in time. Consider it an excellent sea trial opportunity."

"A round-the-island voyage involves tides, shoals, and reefs. What's the safety factor? Our investment in building this ship is substantial."

"It won't be a problem. We possess a complete set of charts and nautical data. The safety factor should be the highest achievable."

"Honestly, if we had sufficient fuel, we could simply take the landing craft."

"That's wishful thinking," Ma Qianzhu said. "The reserves aboard the Fengcheng are actually considerable, but diesel consumption has grown across many sectors—fishing boats, construction machinery, vehicles. And there's nowhere to replenish."

Actually, he had another reason known only to the Executive Committee's inner circle: the Fengcheng must maintain enough fuel for a one-way voyage to Taiwan—in case the revolution suffered catastrophic setbacks, they would need an escape route.

"I think the North American sailboat would make an excellent exploration vessel," Liu Zheng said. He had been eyeing that sailing yacht for some time. "It's fast, well-equipped, and perfectly suited for maritime exploration."

"Dream on. The Executive Committee explicitly stated from the beginning that the ship belongs to them."

"Could we replicate a few? That ship is small but remarkably durable. Without the engine and modern navigation equipment, the structure isn't complex, and living facilities could be simplified."

"Very difficult," Wen Desi said. "That type of modern sailing yacht represents the crystallization of contemporary industrial technology. At our current industrial level, we couldn't replicate it in ten years."

"Right," Li Haiping suddenly recalled. "Isn't Li Huamei's Hangzhou at Bopu? That ship displaces 100 tons!"

Wen Desi said, "The Hangzhou is a single-masted schooner—as a vessel, it's excellent. But I remain uneasy about this woman's background."

"Overthinking it?" Li Haiping said. "When Xiao Meng invited her to work for us, she refused—preferring to run her own trade to make money. If she were actually a spy, she'd have agreed immediately."

"Don't underestimate the wisdom of the ancients," Wu De cautioned. "It does seem somewhat suspicious—as if someone deliberately arranged for such a person to appear. If this were a television drama, I'd understand the plotting."

"Then what do you suggest? Kill her and seize the ship?" Li Haiping was indeed a man of direct, realistic objectives. The speed of his attitude shifts was enough to leave anyone stunned.

"She is, after all, the first maritime merchant to arrive at Bopu. Such an action would cost us goodwill." Ma Jia from the Foreign Affairs Ministry said, "For safety, we should simply conduct some business with her, let her taste a bit of profit. Don't allow her to penetrate too deeply into our internal affairs."

"A pity about her ship—such excellent transport capacity..."

The Executive Committee members were genuinely hesitant. They couldn't bring themselves to trust her, yet for this joint exploration operation, a single two-masted vessel was clearly insufficient. Not to mention the ship hadn't been tested in practice—Wen Desi had expressed confidence, but inwardly he harbored doubts.

"We'll discuss it further," Wen Desi said, rubbing his temples.



The meeting stretched until seven or eight in the evening. Liu Zheng's stomach rumbled with hunger. Finally, the request Bai Guoshi had made on his behalf received Executive Committee approval—though with the anticipated discount: the personnel establishment was cut, granting only six transmigrators—essentially all "deadwood" rejected by other departments. The committee's reasoning was high-minded: There is no deadwood, only undiscovered talent. As for how to discover that talent, well, that was Liu Zheng's responsibility.

"Why must I train deadwood—" Liu Zheng muttered. "If they were female rejects, I'd welcome them, but then it wouldn't be my turn to develop them."

However, he had expended considerable breath finally securing one additional slot. Multiple arguments were required, primarily because the few forestry majors on the team also worked part-time in the Agricultural Committee's biological lab. Thus Zhao Xue from the IT group was retained for intelligence collection and organization—the IT group had already complained of overstaffing. He was quite satisfied with Zhao Xue's transfer. Though this woman wasn't much of a combat asset, having a decent-looking young woman in the department would have a healing effect on morale, and it gave Bai Guoshi a useful buff.

Equipment wasn't cut significantly: six crossbows were added—all experimental prototypes manufactured by the Machinery Department, varying in size and style. Along with the steel crossbows, two domestic scopes and one Russian-made infrared night vision scope were issued. Two walkie-talkies were added. Additionally, the power access for the Exploration Team's computers was upgraded from priority to absolute—uninterrupted 24-hour supply.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 241: The Shipyard

The next morning, Bai Guoshi slept far too late. He learned from the guard on duty at the residential group gate that a young woman had come looking for him, but since he hadn't risen yet, she was turned away. Bai Guoshi was certain it must have been Zhao Xue—visiting so early suggested she likely wanted to go to the canteen for breakfast together. This was a golden opportunity to strengthen their relationship, and he had utterly squandered it. He knocked his own head in frustration.

Another depressing matter: after leaving the committee meeting the previous night, his head had been spinning from the prolonged debate. As a result, when Wei Aiwen asked him for a cigarette, he muddily handed over the entire pack—the very pack from which he'd smoked only one cigarette the day before. Painful. That was a pack of Hard Chunghwa—the market price for Hard Chunghwa had become absurd. Fortunately, he had brought an entire carton.

"Truly unlucky." The more Bai Guoshi dwelt on it, the more dispirited he felt. He couldn't even muster the motivation to visit the canteen for breakfast. Instead, he fished out a piece of the incredibly unpalatable "Grassland No. 5" rice cake from his pocket. This was the standard field ration, but because everyone detested eating it, substantial quantities accumulated.

Chewing the rice cake that seemed impossible to swallow, Bai Guoshi arrived at the Exploration Team office. He had just sat down and poured a cup of water, preparing to wash down the rice cake, when Liu Zheng walked in. Seeing him, Liu Zheng chuckled several times, leaving Bai Guoshi thoroughly baffled.

"Little Bai, Zhao Xue has been officially transferred to our department starting today."

"Really?!" Bai Guoshi leaped up in excitement, nearly choking on the rice cake.

"Don't get so excited—of course it's true." Liu Zheng smiled reassuringly. "Men and women working together makes the work less tiring. Little Bai, you must seize this opportunity—"

Just as Bai Guoshi was about to respond, Zhao Xue burst in and said bluntly, "I heard I'm being assigned to base duty and not allowed on field missions!"

"Well, hehe, yes," Liu Zheng nodded. "Your leg isn't fully healed—it's not suitable for extended field activities. As our exploration team scales up, we need someone manning the office. We can't leave headquarters empty. This also leverages your IT expertise for intelligence analysis and organization. Your work is critically important: mission briefings before departures, intelligence reports after returns. There's also administrative work. The burden is heavy, but we'll all help however we can."

Zhao Xue said thoughtfully, "That important..."

Seeing she was convinced, Liu Zheng said, "I have other matters—leaving first." Thus creating an opportunity for Bai Guoshi.

Bai Guoshi suddenly felt incredibly fortunate. Could this be karmic reward for giving away cigarettes?

Just as he pondered how to initiate conversation, Zhao Xue spoke: "I came to find you this morning. Why were you still asleep?"

"I was exhausted yesterday. You have no idea how late that Executive Committee meeting ran." Bai Guoshi couldn't resist boasting about his distinguished bearing during the report, embellishing how the committee had praised the exploration team's talent. By the end, even the large-scale expedition had become his proposal.

While spinning this yarn, he felt guilty, but seeing her radiant smile and admiring eyes, he continued embellishing.

"What did you need me for this morning?"

"I received my transfer order and wanted help moving my equipment from IT."

"Of course—I'll go right now." Bai Guoshi eagerly volunteered.



The following day, everyone was reorganized into balanced groups. Training proceeded using a veteran-leading-novice model. Liu Zheng's curriculum included: field survival training, individual tactical fundamentals, squad coordination, professional knowledge of flora, fauna, minerals and meteorology, and nautical adaptation training at Bopu.

After several days, everyone's abilities improved markedly. Liu Zheng also led field exercises at Gaoshan Ridge and Lingao Cape, even organizing confrontation battles between teams.

Wen Desi visited the shipyard daily to supervise construction of their first two-masted schooner. The vessel's blueprint was based on the famous America: 170-ton displacement, 30 meters length, 7 meters beam, 3 meters draft, requiring only nine crew including captain.

Since this was the Transmigration Group's first large self-built vessel, it was designated "Ship Zero"—signifying emergence from nothing.

The Baitu boatwrights formed the construction backbone. Building a large Western-style vessel was unprecedented for them, and for Wen Desi as well—also testing the transmigrators' industrial capacity.

The shipbuilders adopted dry dock construction. The dock was semi-open—half excavated on beach, the remainder enclosed in the sea using wooden pilings and masonry, reinforced with bamboo-reinforced concrete.

The lock gate consumed substantial timber. To power the winch and pump, the machinery department manufactured a 50-horsepower horizontal steam engine that could also drive a sawmill during the day.

Ship Zero required large-scale resource gathering. The Wenlan River shouldered immense transportation burdens: bulk materials floated downstream on rafts, lighter goods transported by carts, manpower, or horses.

Shipbuilding timber had been seized from Baitu Village, dried for years, mostly from Fujian. Since Ship Zero was a prototype, cheap Chinese fir was used extensively, with key components like masts from ironwood. Baitu also provided tung oil, hemp fibers, oyster shell ash, ropes, and iron fittings including grapnel anchors.

The labor force was abundant, drawn from forcibly relocated Baitu villagers. Wen Desi focused on cultivating artisans led by shipwright Zhang Jiqi, who now held the title of Master Shipwright.

In contrast, the Lin and Lu clan scions were apprehensive. These powerful clans had controlled Baitu's administration for generations. The Executive Committee was wary of clan influence and had Wu De begin dismantling the families.

Lin Gonglao stood at the Quarantine Camp office entrance, his young face twisted with indignation. Surrounding clan youths wore equally sullen expressions—they had just received assessment results.

All male Baitu immigrants aged sixteen and above had undergone skills assessments covering shipbuilding craftsmanship. Zhang Jiqi had determined scoring—and he harbored considerable resentment toward the Lin family's historical appropriation of shipbuilding profits.

(End of Chapter)
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The assessment results were in. Fifteen or sixteen men with shipbuilding skills, including the clan head, were retained at Bopu as shipyard staff, to live with their families in the newly constructed Baitu Village. However, Wu De rejected their request to live together as a clan. Instead, he enforced strict regulations: all adult married men must establish separate households and register their residency individually.

Wu De refined the regulations further: within each household, a maximum of three generations were permitted. The first two generations were restricted to one couple each. When the third generation married, they must establish a separate household. Married brothers were strictly prohibited from remaining in the same household.

The separated households were then distributed into standard residential buildings, with a maximum of two families from the same clan permitted per building.

Remaining Lin clan members were relocated to the Bairen Commune residential area, scattered similarly, and assigned as general laborers. Thus the Lin family—once one of Baitu Village's two ruling clans—was effectively dismantled. Clan Head Lin Xianming lost his former prestige and could only work as a regular shipyard employee. Every household now owed the Transmigration Group sixty taels for housing—a sum many Lin members could actually afford, though none dared reveal their wealth for fear the "Short-haired thieves" would confiscate it.

While older Lin clan members, having witnessed official brutality, were submissive to Lingao's power, the younger generation harbored considerable resentment—particularly those from core branches who had enjoyed high status since childhood. They held deep grudges over their lost prestige. Most galling was that side-branch members who had held low status previously became salaried shipyard staff simply because they worked harder and possessed better skills.

Lin Gonglao naturally missed the staff ranks. Since unmarried, he remained under his father's household, but his status was reduced to "commune member," forcing him to do odd jobs for work points.

Staff members received monthly salaries and high income; commune members worked as coolies doing hard labor. He couldn't bear the disparity.

A cousin spoke up. "Big Brother, say something—what is Uncle thinking? Is our Lin family just going to scatter like this?"

"What else can we do?" A young man squatting with drooping head muttered. "They're capable—"

Lin Gonglao's brother, Lin Gongxun, kicked him fiercely. "You scum! Coward! How can you say such things?"

"But—" The beaten man seemed accustomed to being a punching bag. "Isn't it true we can't beat them?"

"Bullshit! They just have better weapons—some bird guns. In hand-to-hand combat, I can beat seven or eight of these softies alone!" Lin Gongxun said aggressively, stealing glances at a nearby sentry. The crowd seemed unsatisfied; seeing surrounding sentries and "cadres" not interfering, they cursed more vigorously.

"Exactly, Big Brother and Second Brother's kung fu isn't for show."

"Winning with firearms doesn't count as heroism!"

"One-on-one, we'd beat them until they look for their teeth on the ground!"

The defeatist scrambled away under punches and kicks.

Lin Guangding squeezed over and whispered, "Uncle Gonglao, tell everyone to stop cursing. Walls have ears."

But Lin Gonglao scolded him too. "You're also a wretch! A gutless coward. The Aussies are overseas barbarians—I'll curse them to their faces; they don't understand." He shouted obscenities in Minnan dialect at a "True Kun" in the distance. Sure enough, the other party showed no reaction, and the surrounding Lins cheered.

"Brother Gonglao is formidable!"

"The Aussies are wretches! Dare not even fart."

"The Aussies dare not offend our Lin family—shipbuilding depends on Great Uncle!"

Lin Guangding tried again. "Among the long-term workers are people from our place—"

"What's there to fear from traitors?" Lin Gonglao suddenly felt powerful. "I can crush them with one finger."

While he was bragging, Lin Xianming rushed over and hissed, "Are you seeking death! What nonsense are you spouting?" He looked around carefully. "Think our Lin family hasn't suffered enough?"

Lin Gonglao wanted to argue, but his father dragged him to a desolate spot.

"Speak less of such boundless talk in the future!" Lin Xianming instructed quietly. "This group of Short-haired thieves is formidable."

"Dad, sooner or later they'll be wiped out by the sea lords. Even if not, if we report to officials, the Imperial Court will suppress them—"

A heavy knuckle rap on his head. "Imperial Court? What does the Court have to do with us! Without it, we were living fine guarding our ancestral graves in Fujian!" Lin Xianming softened. "The Short-hairs are passable too. They provide houses, pay wages, don't make us work for free. We common folks—whoever becomes Emperor, we pay grain and taxes. Having food, clothes, and shelter is enough. Don't cause trouble!"

Seeing his son fall silent, Lin Xianming added, "When the time comes, I'll get you into the shipyard as staff. The Short-hairs still value your father."

Lin Gonglao muttered. His thoughts differed from his father's. Lin Xianming sought to lead the clan through troubled times peacefully. Lin Gonglao still possessed a young man's desire for power, constantly missing the days when the Lin family ruled Baitu and he could order people around.

The Lu family's backlash was much smaller. Their population was smaller, and Lu Youtian was a pragmatist with no doubts about transmigrator policies. He immediately had clansmen register separately; even his unmarried son registered a separate household. His only request was keeping his apprentice son by his side to continue training. He saw the Lin family's fate—unskilled descendants became basic laborers.

Since all Lu family males were blacksmiths, they were divided by skill level after assessment. Most were assigned to Bairen City's machinery factory; a few remained at Bopu as shipyard ironworkers. Those with insufficient skills entered apprentice teams at the shipyard and machinery factory.

Lu Youtian became master craftsman of the shipyard's ironwork workshop. Shipbuilding required numerous iron parts. Since Wen Desi couldn't master all European shipbuilding crafts, many Chinese techniques were continued.

Before the New Year, Wen Desi led mechanicalsspecialists to draw complete lines plans and structural drawings. Though rough, they provided construction basis.

Shortly after New Year's Day, the keel was laid under Wen Desi's guidance. The keel was placed on blocks in the dry dock; stem and stern posts were inlaid at both ends. This arduous task required the Construction Company's truck crane. Wen Desi then realized he hadn't installed hoisting equipment and rushed to build indigenous derricks.

Floor timbers were placed transversely on the keel, with the keelson atop them running longitudinally. All three were bolted together. The futtocks—curved ribs forming the ship's sides—were closely connected to floor timbers. Bending timber to design angles without structural damage cost Wu Kuangming considerable effort. Fortunately, the steam boiler made the process fast and effective.

All ribs were installed compactly, double-layered in the middle and near masts where stress was highest. Heavy planks (clamps) were arranged horizontally inside the ribs to support deck beam ends. Mast partners had reinforcement plates of sturdy ironwood inserted vertically between deck beams, while mast heels stood on the keelson.

During construction, scaffolding surrounded the hull. Outer planks were fixed to ribs with bolts. To prevent leakage, kapok served as caulking—this fiber was nearly water-impermeable with excellent buoyancy. All seams were sealed with traditional Chinese mixture of tung oil, hemp fibers, and oyster shell ash. Wood tar was applied to both hulls.

The internal structure followed Chinese principles with watertight bulkheads. Since this wasn't a dedicated warship requiring heavy broadside batteries, a full lower gun deck was unnecessary.

(End of Chapter)
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Regarding armaments, a barbette was installed at both bow and stern, each mounting a 70mm rifled gun. Above each barbette stood a retractable canvas frame for protecting the cannon when not in use—the same structure installed on fishing boats by Lin Shenhe's artillery trial group. The sole improvement was that the naval gun carriage's recoil system had been changed from the original block and tackle to a rail-mounted recoil-absorbing carriage. The gun carriage was installed on rails where wheels could slide. When firing, recoil was counteracted by sliding backwards along the rails. At the rails' end, hardwood buffer blocks utilized rebound force from the wheel collision to return the cannon to position—steel wasn't used to prevent sparks. With more advanced mechanical capabilities, Lin Shenhe could have introduced more complex gear, roller, and hydraulic systems for better buffering—on warships, weight and volume restrictions for solving gun recoil were much looser than in the field.

This system had undergone preliminary testing at Lingao Cape fort and was deemed adequate. Installation on Ship Zero also served as a sea trial.

The gun emplacement was rotatable, manually pushed from below deck. A speaking tube facilitated directing rotation angles. The 90-degree angle toward the deck was mechanically limited—preventing enemy use if the cannon were captured, and preventing accidental friendly fire.

Though barbette protection wasn't perfect, no contemporary cannon could exceed the 70mm rifled gun's range. The gun shield was made of riveted rolled iron plates, impressively protective by the era's standards. Wen Desi and the navy group had initially wanted to lay rolled wrought iron armor plates on Ship Zero's deck—creating the first protected cruiser with a turtleback deck. After calculating required quantities, Wen Desi abandoned the idea. Only an armor belt around the ammunition room was installed as a safety measure.

For auxiliary weapons, Li Yunxing had proposed multi-barrel volley guns, but these were cumbersome and slow to load. Following Lin Shenhe's suggestion, mature technology was used instead: six 2-pounder light mortars—one on each side, one at bow and stern, with two on mast-top platforms. These compact cannons mounted on freely rotating gimbals could rotate 360 degrees, elevate to 80 degrees and depress to 40 degrees. They fired iron sand, scrap iron, and canister shot totaling under one kilogram. With short range—similar to a modern 12.7mm heavy machine gun—they were designed to kill at close range: shredding enemy rigging and deck sailors, and when necessary, sweeping away boarding parties. Of course, the Transmigration Navy's guiding philosophy was engaging from maximum distance rather than exhausting close-range broadside slugfests.

Since Ship Zero wasn't prepared for full broadside batteries, its below-deck space was considerably larger, greatly improving endurance and cargo capacity. Crew living conditions far exceeded ordinary sailing warships: more cabins, sanitary facilities, better lighting and ventilation. Wen Desi even prepared retractable hammocks for ordinary sailors. To transmigrators, these were merely bare minimums. Wen Desi understood his group's weaknesses: plenty of courage and ambition, but limited tolerance for hardship. Without proper food, drink, and sleep, expecting them to undertake long-distance adventures was fantasy.

Regarding rigging, the shipbuilding team decided to temporarily use Chinese-style hard sails (junk rig). Hard sails suited the transmigrators' current capabilities, as they hadn't mastered soft sail technology. Sewing complex sails was a specialized technique requiring specific tools and huge space. Not only was this technique unknown in China—even Macau might lack sailmakers. The Planning Committee warehouse had no sail canvas and would require imports, with Macau's availability uncertain.

Chinese-style hard sail manufacturing requirements were much lower. Hard sails were flat panels; soft sails and jibs were complex curved surfaces requiring professional sewing. Soft sails required specially made canvas; hard sails, with supporting battens, had no stringent material requirements—ordinary cloth, grass mats, or reed screens could substitute. Even if slightly damaged, they could continue operating, and temporary repairs were conveniently easy.

Hard sails had high wind efficiency. Acting like airplane wings, they utilized wind from "eight directions." When struck by crosswinds, the lift vector roughly aligned with sailing direction, providing high efficiency. Even oblique headwinds allowed zigzag progress. Sheets tied to one side allowed angle adjustment. The ability to quickly raise and lower sails and tackle crosswinds made hard sails convenient, though raw speed was slower than soft sails.

Operation was convenient too. Without complex running rigging, ordinary people needed almost no training to set and furl sails. Furling was extremely fast—cutting the main halyard brought sails crashing down in seconds. Raising was slower and more laborious due to batten weight, but required no special skills. Hard sails needed minimal adjustment during navigation, saving manpower.

Though soft sails were the trend for large oceanic vessels, Ship Zero's missions would merely circle coastal areas—going south to the Philippines or north to Japan. Chinese hard sails suited the complex sea conditions and changeable winds of the continental littoral.

"We'll use hard sails as a substitute for now, switching when we have manufacturing capabilities," Wen Desi said. Reality dictated the choice—soft sail rigging also required much higher sailor skills. Ship Zero needed immediate deployment.

"We'll use steam engines in the future—why need sailing ships?" Li Di asked.

Wen Desi shook his head. "For at least twenty years, large sailing ships will remain our ocean transport backbone—they don't need fuel. Steamships lack advantages for bulk cargo; they're inefficient and coal-hungry. Long-range voyages require overseas coaling stations. As for producing steam turbines—that depends on how fast we climb the tech tree."

Sailing ships actually remained in use until the 1950s before being eliminated by world shipping markets. Before that, they remained the best vehicles for long-distance bulk cargo transport.

"I really want to pilot our ironclad soon," Le Lin said. The naval enthusiast spent all free time at the shipyard despite not understanding shipbuilding technology.

"Actually, it's not that difficult. Iron-hulled ships are easier to build than wooden ones," Wen Desi said. "With sufficient materials and trained workers, building thousand-ton iron-hulled ships is straightforward."

"CEO Wen, should we build another 70-ton class soft-sail rigged ship as a training ship?"

The speaker was Ming Qiu of the Maritime Department, serving as naval advisor. Honestly, after modern warships, seeing the Navy's vessel turning out as a sailing ship felt strange—especially those odd gun emplacements Ming Qiu vaguely recalled from late Qing Dynasty forts. Though reality was disjointed from experience, the basic idea of building a navy remained consistent: people were always the most critical component. Training sufficient sailors was pressing. Ming Qiu had seen a visiting South Sea Fleet training ship and felt the method excellent.

"That makes sense. I'll discuss with the Executive Committee for materials allocation to start a training ship—but this requires Foreign Trade Company support." Actually, Ma Qianzhu had already sent people to Macau to see if relevant materials and artisans could be collected.

Just then, a European sloop with a long bowsprit like a swordfish, hanging a long row of sails, was sailing crookedly in the waters outside the shipyard. The sails hung disorderly, with people crawling on them; faint shouts drifted over on the sea breeze.

"Whose boat is that?" Wen Desi was startled.

"Li Huamei's Hangzhou," Chen Haiyang reported. "We reported to the Executive Committee last time—she's teaching sail and rigging handling techniques."

"She seems very active." Wen Desi said thoughtfully. "Didn't Meng De report she wasn't willing to instruct?"

"She refused formal instruction. This isn't strictly teaching—seems to be recreation."

"Using this for recreation is quite unique." Wen Desi was filled with distrust.

After Li Huamei arrived in Lingao, the Executive Committee had doubts about her intentions, so they hadn't decided how to treat her—only sending Foreign Affairs Ministry personnel to provide hospitality. Bored in port, Li Huamei naturally established relations with Bopu's naval personnel. Relying on her reputation, beauty, straightforward temperament, and fast ship, she quickly won over most of the navy crowd—except for a few former PLA officers who maintained revolutionary vigilance. They often took her boat for spins, calling it "learning ship handling." Li Huamei was generous, teaching experience and occasionally performing ship handling techniques. Her prestige soared; she won numerous fans. Every expanded Executive Committee meeting, someone would put in good words for her. This made the committee keenly feel the powerful charm of a woman.

(End of Chapter)
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Meanwhile, aboard the Hangzhou, Li Huamei was ruthlessly mocking Le Lin at the helm, telling him his steering would only drive the ship onto reefs. Le Lin's immaculate U.S. Navy uniform was drenched by spray, and he had to endure the beauty's merciless teasing; he looked miserable. Then she shouted at the navy men who had clung to the masts and yards for over an hour without unfurling any sails, just hugging the timber and shivering: "How long are you country bumpkins going to hug them? Planning to take the masts as wives?!"

Li Haiping was trembling up there. Climbing yards on a mast swaying left and right more than ten meters above deck was no job for ordinary people. Though he had climbed up, once at the top he didn't dare traverse the yards, let alone furl canvas. He clutched the rope net with a death grip, feeling his body constantly rising and falling, complaining incessantly—he hadn't expected sailing ships to be so un-fun. It seemed he would have to become a die-hard proponent of steam ironclads in the future.

Lao Di next to him was even more miserable. Lao Di had originally worked in the Army but somehow wanted to join the Marines. Relying on two years of coastal defense service, he had become a Marine Corps company commander upon defecting to the Navy. This man liked to talk hardware—K98s, Tiger tanks, and 88mm cannons never left his mouth, belonging to the rare Germanophile faction among naval enthusiasts. He had always claimed climbing masts was easy, but lost his nerve the first time he got on a ship for sea training. Now he hadn't even climbed onto the yard, hugging the mast halfway up with eyes closed tight. Damn, Li Haiping thought, modern people shouldn't be afraid of heights—we all have to climb a few floors wherever we are...

"Alright, come down. Watching you is truly distressing." Li Huamei had apparently lost hope.

"My leg cramped today—gave out," Lao Di emphasized objective factors upon hitting the deck. "Really, look, it's still numb now—"

"It's truly a miracle you guys can live till now in Lingao." Li Huamei laughed. "And like this, you still want to sail ships yourselves? You can't even climb masts."

Depressing yet irrefutable. Li Haiping was speechless. However, he noticed she greatly appreciated the detailed division of sailor duties and the continuously conducted drills. She was also extremely interested in the Derringer pistols equipped by the navy men. Watching this, he was secretly delighted—as long as she had a weakness or desire, she would be easy to handle.

Mund, panting and clothes rubbed black by the mast, protested: "Who said a captain must climb masts? Does a captain shovel coal into boilers himself?" Suddenly realizing Li Huamei didn't know what boilers were, he corrected himself. "We are high-quality talents who have mastered technologies more advanced than climbing masts!"

Li Huamei smiled without speaking, but she knew in her heart this wasn't false. She already knew from her Mistress that the Australians possessed many fresh gadgets, but experiencing them personally was completely different. The shock of that huge iron ship in the bay was unparalleled. The largest ships she had seen previously were the great galleons of the Spanish and Portuguese. Compared with the iron ship before her—those thousand-ton sea monsters were merely the difference between whales and sharks. Just the hull sides, taller than city walls, amazed her.

As for their pistols and rifles—she didn't know who else in this world could possess firearms that fired without matchcords, wheellocks, or flints. What secret was hidden in those small copper pieces? This interested her more than the iron ship. Not to mention the binoculars worn by every officer—they could see farther and clearer than all European telescopes from the entire East Indies to Macau.

There were also things not so scientific. Strangest was a small box that could talk to people far away at any time. At first, she thought it a trick, but truly hearing the voice and watching them converse endlessly with it, a great sense of fear welled up in Li Huamei's heart—such a thing, what was it if not witchcraft?

But these people showed no signs of practicing witchcraft—Macau was a bizarre colonial city with all cultures and beliefs, including various practitioners, so Li Huamei knew about witchcraft. This group had not a shred of religious belief; their speech and behavior were that of atheists.

During her days at Bopu, almost every day brought surprises. She discovered new things from the iron ship down to their paper—and strange habits: for example, they always carried tissue paper, using it as handkerchiefs to wipe mouths besides the toilet.

Overall, she felt the Australians were more like Europeans in their understanding of technology, the items they used, and clothing habits—even their speech and manners were similar. But they were indeed of Chinese descent. Later, hearing the navy men say they were descendants of Song Dynasty immigrants confirmed her judgment.

If Li Huamei grew up in a family mixing Chinese and Western cultures and thus could take distinct cultures calmly, what the Australians possessed was a brand-new culture she had never felt before. This turned her originally passive mindset into strong curiosity.

"That iron fast ship of yours is indeed excellent." Li Huamei agreed. "But it seems you can't build another one."

"That's now. In a few years, our cruisers will cover the entire China Seas." Li Haiping was full of pride, completely forgetting his ugly state on the mast.

"Really? Then will you sell me one?"

"This..." Li Haiping hesitated, "needs our leaders' agreement. However," he said solemnly, "if you're willing to be our chief naval instructor, giving you one in the future won't be a problem!"

Li Huamei giggled. "I'm kidding. Those iron ships are treasures—don't think I don't know. I'd better earn my money. Casually teaching you to climb masts is nothing; just sell me a few guns in the future."

"Okay, okay!" Li Haiping nodded repeatedly, forgetting he wasn't the navy head. "As long as you help train us, what do a few guns count for—"

Just then, rumbling cannons came from Lingao Cape, and white smoke pillars rose into the sky. This was the Ordnance Design Bureau test-firing cannons—the 150mm muzzle-loading rifled gun newly cast for Lingao Cape Fort at Bopu. It was the largest caliber cannon manufactured since D-Day. When firing 48-pound Minié shells, maximum range approached four kilometers—a terrifying figure at the time.

Everyone excitedly picked up binoculars: sampans were anchored in a line at a certain distance from the beacon tower, with red flags planted on them. Water columns constantly rose near the sampans, rocking the small boats.

"What accuracy is this? More than ten shots, not a single hit." Li Haiping said darkly. "Looks like we need to triple training shells in the next budget, otherwise enemies will rush to our faces before we hit them."

Several navy men chimed in.

Lao Di knew better: "What are you shouting about? This is calculating artillery range tables. Those boats aren't targets—the cannons are firing from near to far."

"Those are range-finding boats—" Le Lin said.

Li Huamei snatched Li Haiping's binoculars and looked for a long time, eyes shining. "This cannon is very good, the gunners are strong too. Shooting quite accurately."

This was a slap in the face for the critics. However, they were used to Li Huamei's sarcasm. Anyone could see her strong interest in cannons—she had been at Bopu nearly a week without seeing the Transmigration Army's cannons fire.

"If you're willing to sell me cannons, I'll help train sailors!" Li Huamei put down the binoculars and said this heavily.

"Deal!" Li Haiping patted his chest. Several Maritime Department lechers laughed secretly—the mermaid had finally taken the bait. A few with stronger organizational discipline, including Le Lin, were somewhat worried: the Executive Committee hadn't approved this, and even their own Navy leaders hadn't agreed—how could they casually promise?

"I'll take responsibility for reporting to leadership! They'll definitely meet you soon."

"Quite the bureaucratic airs," Li Huamei curled her lip. "I don't care. What Executive Committee members? Worth a few dimes? Just dressed-up monkeys!"

The navy crowd laughed heartily; making fun of leaders has always been favorite Chinese entertainment.

"Rather than meeting some Chairman, I want to go up on the big iron ship—" Li Huamei sighed charmingly. "So big—"

The crowd of lechers immediately had their minds in the gutter, indulging in mental fantasies.

Mund immediately stated: "We'll talk to leaders again. Letting you see the ship is nothing big."

Though the navy crowd's intimacy with Li Huamei skyrocketed, due to high-level caution, her movement remained limited. Except for sailboats, she couldn't board any powered vessels, from the Fengcheng to landing crafts. When appointing main naval leaders, Ma Qianzhu wisely chose only former PLA officers, hoping to use their party-instilled discipline and political consciousness to implement the Executive Committee's will.

Thus two factions unconsciously formed within the navy: one composed of former professional officers like Chen Haiyang, the other composed of naval enthusiasts and former naval soldiers. The two major groups of the future navy began taking shape.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 245: Bopu Fortifications

Lin Shenhe raised binoculars to watch the drifting small boat in the distance. When the firing angle was raised to 10 degrees, the shell's splash point was not far from the range-finding boat at maximum distance—five kilometers. This was still using black powder; with nitrocellulose and nitroglycerin mixed propellant, range would probably be even greater.

"It's a pity the fire control system is so poor." Li Yunxing sighed. Relying on visual aiming and range table calculations to hit a moving point target at sea, a 5% hit rate at this distance would be very lucky. The biggest contradiction the Ordnance Design Bureau encountered was that their cannons' range greatly exceeded their fire control capabilities.

"Add a scope to the cannon," Bai Yu joked.

"I'd like to, but there are no suitable lenses. It'll be good when the industrial department can produce optical glass for direct-fire sights."

"That's probably impossible for the next few years. We'll still rely on calculation—make the firing tables well, solve the calculation equations. It will always be useful for gunners to memorize them."

"But this cannon is truly exhilarating!" Wang Ruixiang caressed the polished, shiny cast steel cannon. "Thick enough!"

"The Planning Committee only allowed two of these 150mm cannons." Lin Shenhe was regretful. "To defend Bopu, two are really not enough. We'll have to cast more smoothbore cannons."

"I think casting fewer is good—casting too many miscellaneous cannons is wasteful. We shouldn't be satisfied with this primary level," Bai Yu said. He had formally studied weapon manufacturing and lacked enthusiasm for old-fashioned guns.

"True, but there are still too few cannons. Bopu needs fortification." Ying Yu shook his head. As artillery commander, he belonged to a cross-service branch; gunners from both army and navy trained in his artillery company. He was responsible for Bopu's firepower arrangement. "Adding these two, there are only six cannons available for the fortress. What use is this?"

"Casting new cannons isn't hard, but we should standardize. Currently it's too random—some marked by caliber, others by shot weight. Stockpiling ammunition is too difficult," Li Yunxing suggested.

"Of course, we should equip everyone with rifled cannons." Ying Yu looked down on smoothbores. "The Army can use imitated Japanese Type 92 Battalion Guns plus mortars. The Navy can use 70mm or 100mm breech-loading rifled cannons."

Lin Shenhe found a clean stone and sat down. "Given our current industrial capacity, let's take it step by step. For the new army's artillery, we'll still use smoothbores—the Army needs large numbers with high usage frequency, but our materials are poor and ammunition manufacturing capacity weak. Smoothbores don't have high requirements and are simple to manufacture. It won't hurt if they're lost. Classification will follow traditional shot weight. I think four types suffice: 6-pounder and 12-pounder cannons, and 12-pounder mountain howitzers and 24-pounder howitzers."

"Are mortars not needed?"

"The 24-pounder howitzer serves that purpose," Lin Shenhe said. "Huge siege cannons belong to a special category and aren't listed as regular equipment."

Wang Ruixiang remembered the infantry's killer. "Speaking of mortars, we can use trench mortars."

Lin Shenhe said, "Technically not difficult. The problem is ammunition—fuses. Without reliable fuses, it's better not to play with that."

He continued, "As for the Navy, breech-loading rifled cannons—at least rifled cannons—are the trend. The industrial department can provide few warships, and qualified sailors are hard to train. Ships and people are precious, so use long-range, high-lethality rifled cannons for self-protection against strong enemies."

"I agree. Equipment depends on our industrial capacity and the enemy's level. Being too advanced occupies too many resources and affects industrial upgrading," Li Yunxing said.

"Let's return to the command post."

Everyone descended from the gun emplacement and returned to the fortress command post. The newly completed post was located atop the Bopu beacon tower hill, in the same place as the heavy artillery emplacement. This artificial hill, over 25 meters high with a 45-degree slope, had been transformed into the entire Bopu Fortifications' main support point. Besides original lookout posts and searchlights, structures like the command post, soldier barracks, and ammunition depots had been added.

To transport building materials and heavy cannons to the beacon tower, the Construction Company excavated a winch slide on the hillside, using an electric winch to pull cargo buckets to the top. Finally, this winch track was expanded into a covered concealed tunnel for personnel, supplies, and infrastructure—telephone and power lines were moved inside as well.

Barbed wire was erected around the top platform, and trenches were dug. The Navy stationed a marine platoon here: one artillery squad and two infantry squads.

The Bopu Camp at the beacon tower's foot was reinforced accordingly, with original crude wooden watchtowers upgraded to brick and stone blockhouses. The Machinery Department batch-cast 12-pounder howitzers for these blockhouses, installed on old naval gun carriages using pulley blocks to buffer recoil. The fired shells were mainly canister shot, used effectively as giant machine guns.

Beside the trestle bridge leading to the Fengcheng, a four-story brick-and-cement fort was added, mounting a 32-pounder cannon and a 12-pounder mountain howitzer. A platoon was usually stationed there.

Finally, there was the Fengcheng itself. Its tall superstructure could play a role similar to the beacon tower in the port, and the ship possessed multiple searchlight sets. It was suitable as a battery. Moreover, the Fengcheng was extremely valuable, so installing cannons served dual purposes. Another 150mm cannon was installed on the Fengcheng's foredeck using Lin Shenhe's newly developed recoil mechanism, rotatable by manpower.

To strengthen Fengcheng's protection, the Executive Committee issued "Fengcheng Management Regulations": all unused cabins must be locked; portholes—except those needing periodic ventilation—must be completely closed and locked. All movable items must be registered in ledgers and couldn't be used at will. The gangway must be retracted before dark every day.

Besides these support points, a fort and navigation light were built on Lingao Cape—a fort had been built there during the Westernization Movement.

"We can also manufacture naval mines to seal off all firing dead angles. Basically, the port area will be impregnable," Li Yunxing said. "For safety, it's best to use controllable electric mines."

"Wire, oh wire," Lin Shenhe said. "Wire is first-class material. Using it for mines will get you skinned alive by the Director-General."

"But isn't wire already in trial production?" Li Yunxing had seen this news in internal communications long ago.

"You trust enameled wire soaked in seawater?"

"Enameled wire?" Li Yunxing was disappointed. But on second thought, it made sense—modern cable insulation materials were either plastic or rubber, neither of which existed here.

"Manufacturing fixed moored mines should be possible," Lin Shenhe said.

Moored mines themselves didn't have much technical content. Using casting to manufacture the mine body, filled with black powder—30KG of black powder was enough to destroy any contemporary ship. A buoyancy reserve gap was left inside; anchor chains for tethering could be made of iron.

The slightly more difficult part was the fuse. Multiple fuses needed to be set for effective impact; they had to be cheap, easy to obtain, and reliable. The weapon team decided to tackle moored mine manufacturing after artillery work ended.

"Honestly, regarding moored mines—if the situation isn't critical, it's better not to lay them; future trouble is endless." Chen Haiyang, looking at the defense map, said, "These things tend to go missing once laid. Nowhere to find them. Clearing is troublesome and strenuous with poor effect."

He sighed. "Naval mines are particularly durable. A ship hitting a fifty-year-old mine will still explode. The Yangtze Estuary channel is still being swept for mines—residual mines from the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression are still there."

"I guarantee our mines absolutely cannot last fifty years; they'll become ineffective within a few years at most," Lin Shenhe said jokingly.

While discussing the defense plan, the sentry reported Li Haiping had arrived.

Chen Haiyang looked at Li Haiping's application, brows knitted tight. Though the Executive Committee meeting Li Huamei was almost certain, he couldn't reply to the promises made by junior officers.

"Guns—absolutely cannot be given," Chen Haiyang said. "I don't have this power; even the Executive Committee must discuss collectively regarding giving firearms to natives. Your promise overstepped your authority."

Li Haiping said anxiously, "She's training sailors for us. We have to give benefits."

"Benefits come in many forms; why focus on guns?" Chen Haiyang said. "I can't decide this. I'll help report during the meeting; the Executive Committee will decide."

"That's too bureaucratic! We urgently need friends! What about just visiting the Fengcheng? Not entering cabins, just walking on deck."

"Whether friends or not isn't our Navy's business. Your application to visit the Fengcheng also needs Executive Committee agreement."

"Damn, what kind of business is this—"

Just then, the telephone rang. Chen Haiyang picked up, said "Yes" several times, then repeated Li Haiping's application.

"Correct, Li Huamei's attitude seems changed, so—huh? Yes, yes, okay. I understand!" Hanging up, he told Li Haiping:

"Count yourself lucky. The Executive Committee agrees to let you take her aboard to visit, but she cannot enter cabins! The Executive Committee has a task requiring her cooperation."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 246: Launching

Bopu Harbor. Colorful flags fluttering.

On the temporarily erected shipyard viewing platform, the high officials of the Transmigration Regime were all dressed in their finest clothes—all committee members had changed into more presentable attire found in their luggage. Though they still looked bizarre to the common people, at least the colors were brighter and the fabrics finer than their usual workwear.

Regarding the issue of official uniforms for transmigrators, some bored individuals had already issued a proposal on the internal BBS a few days ago. Currently, preliminary discussions were underway. According to Wen Desi's experience, such discussions would not produce results for two or three weeks.

"Ship Zero" stood silently in the dry dock. The scaffolding on all sides had been removed, and hull construction was fully completed—only deck facilities like masts and sails remained uninstalled. The dock's steam engine was driving the water pump to fill the dock. As chief designer, Wen Desi harbored mixed feelings about actually guiding construction of a real seagoing vessel: both proud and uneasy.

Fortunately, shipwright Zhang Jiqi was there. Wen Desi glanced at Zhang Jiqi, who couldn't stop smiling. As the shipyard's Master Shipwright, he sat side by side with the Lin clan head on the viewing platform. Compared to the latter, he was simply riding the crest of success—Ship Zero's completion meant his status in the Short-hairs' eyes had risen greatly, and he had even received a bonus.

The transmigrators' technical personnel, led by Wen Desi, had originally lacked confidence in shipbuilding. Though they knew much theory, many practical engineering problems encountered during construction were actually solved by the shipwrights using traditional methods. The transmigrators mainly contributed overall concepts and modern management methods, resulting in a great integration of ancient and modern technologies.

Days before launch, after dismantling the scaffolding, shipbuilders conducted general cleaning of the cabins, clearing wood scraps and scattered tools to ensure no superfluous objects remained inside. Thick hawsers then connected dock walls to hull to prevent shaking after water injection.

To reduce weight and facilitate floating during high tide, most facilities remained uninstalled—masts, cannons, and all ballast would wait until after launch.

As the water pump poured more water into the dock, wood scraps floated up, and the ship began to sway slightly. Because it was moored by hawsers, the amplitude remained small. The ship had completely floated up. The transmigrators watching around burst into cheers—the first large ship self-built by the Transmigration Regime had finally launched. The native craftsmen didn't know why this group of Short-hairs was so happy, but laughed along too.

"Cast off port line number one!"

"Cast off starboard line number two!"

...

"Cast off stern line number ten!"

Following Li Di's commands through the loudspeaker, nine of the ten hawsers were untied in sequence, leaving only number zero at the bow, tied to the bollard beneath the viewing platform—waiting to be cut for launch.

The dock gate slowly opened, and rising seawater began pouring in. The ship floated further, reaching designed draft depth.

Accompanied by drums and music din, Mund, the Maritime Department representative, arrived at the ceremony platform with incomparable excitement. He was wearing a borrowed snow-white British Royal Navy summer dress uniform, complete with golden sash, and even hung a Victoria Cross—a high-quality replica borrowed from a medal enthusiast.

Mund began reading the ship naming certificate with trembling voice:

"Warship Zhenhai. Construction started February 1, 1629. Completed today. Hereby named, April 9, 1629. People's Commissar of Maritime Power, Chen Haiyang."

The naming of this first self-built warship had caused small-scale discussion. Many hoped to name it following the "Four Great Yuan" style (Dingyuan, Zhenyuan, etc.). But the Navy internally disapproved: the Four Great Yuan ships themselves had no victories—only a history of humiliation involving defeat, sinking, surrender, or capture. Selecting them merely for being "tragic and heroic" would make the future fleet nothing but tragedy.

Besides this debate, most people didn't know that Li Mei had specifically sought out the Executive Committee, hoping to name the ship "Women's Cooperative"—with the Cooperative covering the ship's sailors' food expenses for three years. She further suggested that future ship naming could be done through bidding, allowing merchants to purchase naming rights for one year.

This proposal made the Executive Committee laugh and cry. Chen Haiyang jokingly said:

"Then the Navy would be in mess. Changing names every year, who could keep it clear?"

"Doesn't matter—just keep the hull number unchanged. No. 111 will always be No. 111. Government departments register by hull number; the name is just a label, change it as you please." Li Mei's train of thought was indeed not just a spur-of-the-moment idea—she had even thought out details, worthy of being a market veteran.

Finally, the Executive Committee selected Zhenhai (Sea Suppressor), a very ordinary traditional name, mainly to correspond to "Fubo" (Wave Suppressor). Though one was Chinese style and the other Western, and their structures vastly different, their operational positioning was similar: limited armament, balancing transport.

Next, a ceramic vase flew towards the bow. The person throwing was Li Mei. After her paid naming plan was rejected, she pestered until securing the bottle-smashing job. Of course, she provided partial sponsorship—meals for all ceremony personnel were provided by the Women's Cooperative's asset, the most luxurious restaurant in East Gate Market, "Half the Sky." The Women's Cooperative and Half the Sky banners were almost pulled onto the viewing platform. Even Ms. Du Wen, who usually appreciated everything the Women's Cooperative did, couldn't stand it—how could such corrupt commercial habits be used on such a solemn occasion?

As the vase smashed to pieces, Wen Desi gave the order to flood. Under flooding director Li Di's whistle, workers immediately cut the last mooring rope. The Bopu coastal battery fired a salute, then a motorboat acting as tugboat carefully towed the ship slowly out of the dock. The launch ceremony was completed.

The newly launched Zhenhai had no ballast yet and was carefully towed alongside a self-propelled flatbed barge. This barge would serve as a floating pier for fitting out. Its broad deck was piled with equipment and materials, derricks set up to hoist large equipment like masts and cannons.

Before the salute smoke dispersed, craftsmen swarmed onto the new ship to begin fitting-out work—the Executive Committee was pressing hard, and the ship was urgently needed for exploration. To shorten the cycle, the concept of sheathing the hull bottom with copper sheets was also cancelled. They had copper sheets, but Wen Desi didn't know how to sheath them properly, so this time-consuming craft was abandoned.

"Fitting out can be completed within a week, then sea trials. What the hell is this?" Wen Desi watched the bustling scene and felt a sharp porcelain shard from his hat. "Too dangerous. Where is Li Huamei?"

"In the Commercial Hall. People from Foreign Affairs Ministry, Trade Company, and General Security Bureau are talking to her," Ran Yao reported.

"How are the sailors on her ship?"

"Ten people total. Except for taking turns watching the ship, they spend free time drinking, shopping, and whoring in East Gate Market. No special circumstances."

"Hmph, doesn't she have a maid or something by her side? A lone woman at sea with this group for months..."

"It seems this woman is very tough. Fit and agile. Ordinary sailors probably wouldn't be her match," Ran Yao stated.

"Those Navy guys—were they drugged? I don't think this woman looks that great, yet they're all bewitched."

"In my opinion, this woman fits their imagination very well. A female pirate sharing a name with Li Huamei from Uncharted Waters. A bit of romanticism. Also, her appearance and words are very modern, fitting everyone's taste quite well."

Wen Desi nodded. "That makes sense. How was her visit to the Fengcheng yesterday?"

"Could tell she was shocked, but—"

"But what?"

Ran Yao recalled yesterday's scene accompanying Li Huamei on the ship. Considering inevitable questions after boarding, they had specially hypothesized potential questions and unified answers. The navy crowd closest to Li Huamei were called one by one for individual talks and safety awareness education. Everyone was told that even if they couldn't remember standard answers, saying "I don't know" certainly wouldn't be wrong.

Li Huamei's performance after boarding gave no cause for suspicion: running around on deck, touching the huge anchor chain, asking what the constantly rotating thing atop the mast was, and finally insisting on climbing the mast to look—though she gave up after being persuaded it was dangerous. She was very interested in the two fully enclosed lifeboats and crawled inside to look. Naturally, she wanted to know why such a huge iron ship floated instead of sinking, and what propelled it forward.

In general, Li Huamei fit all expected behaviors of an ordinary contemporary observer: curiosity, shock, envy, and delight. In Ran Yao's view, her performance couldn't be more normal—it was so normal that no fault could be picked.

"But she showed no special interest."

"What do you mean?"

"What Li Huamei is interested in is the ship itself, not other things. Many questions she raised were quite professional—she knows a lot about navigation."

"That's right, she's a captain. If she didn't know, she wouldn't have been able to sail the ship here."

"Is her purpose in coming to Bopu for trade?"

"Yes, the Navy report specifically mentioned this point. She is very interested in our products."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 247: Li Chiqi's Suggestion

Following the conclusion of their negotiations with Li Huamei, the Foreign Affairs Department issued her the first maritime trade license ever granted by the transmigrator regime. Valid for three years, it permitted her vessel, the Hangzhou, to enter Bopu Port freely and exempted her from docking and pilotage fees. All goods she brought in would be free of import tariffs, and all goods she shipped out would likewise escape export duties—save for items appearing on the "controlled export" list.

Under the terms of the agreement, Li Huamei received a one-year monopoly on the Lingao-Goa trade route. Every import and export transaction between the Transmigrator Group and Goa would pass through her ships exclusively.

The transmigrators attached conditions to this privilege. The cargo Li Huamei delivered to Lingao had to include specific supplies designated by the regime, transported according to their specifications. These designated goods would be priced by the Transmigrator Group and capped at no more than one-fifth of the ship's cargo capacity—unless, of course, she voluntarily chose to carry more.

She was permitted to repair her ships at Bopu and replenish navigational supplies. The Transmigrator Group would furnish food, gunpowder, cannons, and ship repair materials at fixed prices. She also gained the right to lease housing in Bopu on a long-term basis for her sailors and any persons she approved, with occupancy limited to twelve.

Beyond carrying designated goods, Li Huamei agreed to train sailors for the Transmigrator Navy in Lingao each year while awaiting the monsoon season—a commitment spanning three years. During these training periods, rent for her and her subordinates in Bopu would be waived entirely.

When necessary, Li Huamei was required to undertake tasks designated by the transmigrators, with payment determined by the nature of each assignment. These tasks would be performed only while she waited for favorable winds and would exclude any military hostilities. If she encountered danger during an assignment, she retained the right to jettison transmigrator cargo for safety. Should she voluntarily participate in a conflict or suffer damage during a task, the Transmigrator Group would provide compensation.

These intricate clauses had all been drafted under Ma Jia's guidance, allowing him to put his legal education to practical use at last. Though he hadn't become President of the Maritime Court as he'd once hoped, he had secured the position of Customs Director. His jurisdiction, naturally, was limited to Bopu, and there wasn't much work to occupy him—Li Huamei remained the only person to have actually signed a trade agreement. Both Gao Ju in Guangzhou and Huang Shunlong in Macau were sedentary merchants; they managed sales but not shipping.

Li Huamei accepted all the conditions readily. On the whole, the terms favored her considerably. The monopoly on the Lingao-Goa trade was particularly attractive. As Li Siya had predicted, the Australians were eager to achieve a breakthrough in foreign relations and had offered enticing terms to secure it.

As for mirrors and glassware, Li Huamei placed little weight on them. Such things existed in Goa too, and the market there was far smaller than in the Ming Empire; one couldn't grow rich by relying on them. But something else she saw moved her deeply.

Snow-white sugar.

The white sugar trade—this was the most profitable business on the international shipping lanes. Li Huamei knew that as long as she could transport this white sugar to Goa, every shipment would turn a profit. A guaranteed fortune. What made it even better was that the samples they produced were far superior in whiteness to ordinary products; they would be hot commodities in Goa.

Not long after signing the agreement, she received her first task: captain the Hangzhou in accompaniment of the fleet on a circumnavigation survey of Hainan Island.

The fleet would consist of the Zhenhai and the Hangzhou. The latter was brought along to compensate for insufficient transport capacity. The transmigrators calculated that they would collect various urgently needed industrial and agricultural materials along the way, so an extra ship was always welcome.

To ensure the reliability of the Hangzhou, the transmigrators dispatched a marine detachment aboard under the pretext of protecting the ship's safety. Li Huamei accepted this arrangement without objection. In addition to her old acquaintance Li Haiping, the detachment was led by former Coast Guard instructor Gao Xiaosong—selected specifically because he was a married soldier, unlike the otaku who were easily deceived by women with ulterior motives. The marine detachment was a mixed unit of four Special Reconnaissance Team transmigrators and two squads of marines. With a ratio of twenty-four to eleven, this advantage was sufficient to guard against any eventuality.

Unexpectedly, this careful deployment came to nothing. Li Huamei voluntarily requested to sail aboard the Zhenhai, citing that she could help steer and teach everyone navigation. Her Hangzhou, she said, could be captained by her first mate. The Executive Committee appeared somewhat petty by comparison—Li Huamei's request was undoubtedly meant to dispel whatever suspicion she sensed they harbored toward her. People began whispering in private that Wen Desi was narrow-minded; some even hinted that because he had been kidnapped by local women in the past, he might harbor some psychological trauma leading to a rejection of such women.

The Executive Committee naturally ignored these rumors. However, since Li Huamei was willing to board the Zhenhai, she had to be received properly. She was given a private cabin in the aft superstructure, and Chuyu was specially transferred from Wu De's household to serve her aboard ship—fulfilling the dual purpose of attending to her daily needs and monitoring her movements.

Wang Luobin was appointed General Commander of the survey expedition. The reasons were his diverse learning and broad knowledge: he came from a farming background, understood industry well, was a close comrade of President Wen, and was low-key and friendly. Consequently, the response to Engineer Wang was positive from all quarters. Wu De and Xi Yazhou would also have been suitable candidates, but the former was bound by heavy civil affairs duties, and the latter, acting as the internal BBS administrator, had reportedly deleted many posts by transmigrators recently, stoking considerable public grievance.

As for the Zhenhai itself, the personnel aboard were extraordinarily varied. Lin Chuanqing was appointed captain—an appointment he accepted with great pleasure. Compared to the former Deng Yingzhou, this ship was more than twice the size. Commanding it gave him a far greater sense of accomplishment. The sailors were selected from the Navy. The Zhenhai required only ten sailors to operate, but for safety the crew was set at sixteen. There were also six naval cadets from the Military and Political Training Class at the National School—aboard as interns, undertaking the first long-distance voyage of their naval careers.

Personnel from various departments—military, foreign affairs, trade, resources, industry and energy—were drafted onto this ship, along with some interns, mainly students specializing in biology and exploration. In the end, over eighty crew members populated the Zhenhai, a third of them transmigrators. Many were experts in various fields, bringing with them a great deal of specialized equipment and gear.

To maximize protection against accidents, every transmigrator was assigned a survival kit: an inflatable life vest, a whistle, and emergency survival supplies. Each person was also issued a Glock pistol. Though they weren't going to war, they were fully equipped.

The Zhenhai carried a fixed radio station to maintain contact with the base, and a radio was temporarily installed on the Hangzhou to ensure communication between the two ships.

Just as everyone was bustling with intense preparations, a dark, heavyset man with small eyes, curly hair, and muscular build arrived at the Executive Committee building dressed in camouflage fatigues. After signing in, he was granted an audience with Wen Desi.

"What's the matter?"

"President Wen, I'm here to talk about the Zhenhai."

"Why isn't there a steam engine installed on the Zhenhai?" Li Chiqi went straight to the point.

"Oh? Why should we install a steam engine?" Wen Desi found this strange; Li Chiqi was head of the Vehicle Workshop, which had nothing to do with navigation.

"It matters a great deal!" Li Chiqi was visibly agitated. "President Wen, haven't you considered what to do if the Zhenhai encounters enemies once it puts to sea?"

"We have cannons. We fight. Are our rifled guns inferior to the enemy's smoothbores?" Wen Desi knew that the artillery on the Zhenhai included not only solid armor-piercing shot but also high-explosive shells. No ship in the East Asian seas of this timeline could withstand its bombardment.

"That's true for ship-to-ship duels. But if we run into an enemy fleet out there, it'll be too late for regrets," Li Chiqi pressed anxiously. "The Zhenhai only has two guns. If we encounter four or five enemy ships, crewed by veteran sailors, we won't be able to run away—after all, our sailing skills are poor. If several ships seize the weather gauge and take turns closing in to bombard us... our guns shoot far, but they aren't accurate. Even if we hit and eliminate one or two, once they swarm us, we're dead all the same! We won't even have a chance to flee."

"And this is our first self-built ship. If something happens, the blow to morale will be immense. And if people die, it's even worse—the lives of transmigrators are paramount!" Li Chiqi continued his earnest appeal. "If we install a Mozi-I steam engine, whether paddle-wheel or screw-driven, with a fifty-horsepower engine, we can easily do over eight knots without sails. If a fight breaks out, we fight if we have the advantage; if we can't win, we run directly into the wind, and no one will catch us."

"It's too late now. The cargo is loaded, the personnel are assigned. Adding an engine involves modifying the ship's structure—it's a massive project. A boiler, a steam engine—building them is a minor issue. The key is that once the boiler, steam engine, and coal are on board, the ship's trim will be completely off, and the hull structure will need a major overhaul." He shook his head. "This isn't something that can be finished in a few days. The expedition team leaves the day after tomorrow. To modify it now would mean a delay of at least a month. Time waits for no one."

"But this—"

"Let's discuss it further. You have a point." Although Wen Desi didn't directly accept the proposal, he knew Li Chiqi wasn't wrong. The Executive Committee had indeed overlooked this.

The probability of Li Chiqi's scenario occurring wasn't high, but if they did encounter an enemy fleet, the loss would be catastrophic. This wasn't like the ships traveling to Guangzhou, where sailors familiar with the sea could find bays everywhere along the coast to hide in. Even if sunk or captured, the personnel losses would be limited. The Zhenhai gathered a large number of transmigrators with specialized technical skills. If the ship were destroyed and lives lost, it would be a major blow to the Transmigration Enterprise.

Wen Desi struggled with his thoughts alone in the office for half an hour, then placed a call to the Standing Committee members and the Industry and Energy Committee.

"Come to the office. There's something we need to discuss."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 248: The Expedition Departs

After Li Chiqi departed, Wen Desi immediately convened a meeting of the Standing Committee. Regarding Li Chiqi's concerns, the members exchanged uneasy glances—this was truly difficult to assess. No one dared guarantee that such a scenario wouldn't unfold.

"So, what do we discuss?" Wen Desi asked. "Do we delay the departure by a few weeks and put the ship in drydock for a refit? Or do we leave as planned?"

"That would take at least another month!" Wang Luobin had built ship models and understood vessel performance intimately. Adding power—whether screw propeller or paddle wheel—involved structural changes and a cascade of technical processes to work through. A month was an optimistic estimate.

"I don't know much about ships," Ma Qianzhu deployed a deflection before offering his opinion. "To be safe, naturally, going out with an engine installed would be best; at least it insures personal safety. After all, transmigrators are our primary wealth. Otherwise, we should increase the firepower on the ship: one SKS per person, and add a few more cannons."

Wen Desi thought Ma Qianzhu's idea was a simple solution. A dozen SKS rifles firing together would produce a fire density comparable to a machine gun.

"Semi-automatic rifles are nice, but there are at most thirty-some transmigrators on the Zhenhai. Unless everyone is a sharpshooter, being mobbed by seven or eight ships still means death," Chen Haiyang expressed his concern. "To ensure we hit targets outside the range of enemy cannons, the SKS and Type 56 semi-automatics need to open fire at over four hundred meters. Hitting targets at this distance requires considerable training. Most of the people going this time are technical staff. I'm rather worried."

"Rockets!" Li Yunxing proposed his solution. "Our test rockets have achieved preliminary success, with an effective range of over six hundred meters. Just a simple launcher—"

"Meaningless," Chen Haiyang dismissed it. "Rockets might work for bombarding area targets on shore, but hitting point targets at sea is basically just setting off fireworks."

They discussed back and forth, but regarding how to foolproof the Zhenhai's firepower, no one could devise a reliable plan.

"We're all idiots!" Lin Chuanqing, captain of the Zhenhai, slapped his forehead and shouted. "What power does the Deng Yingzhou rely on?"

"Diesel outboard motors!" Wang Luobin remembered. The so-called hanging paddle machine was an outboard motor—standard equipment on motorized sailing vessels. This was a modification that didn't require major surgery; two diesel outboard motors could be installed directly at the stern. Providing fifty horsepower would be effortless. And it didn't require entering drydock again; all the modification work could be done above the waterline.

"It consumes diesel." Ma Qianzhu's heart ached for the precious blood of industry.

"Maybe we could convert to a gas engine?"

"Forget it—don't mess with that in such a small space on the ship. The enemy won't have arrived and you'll all be poisoned by carbon monoxide. We don't have a hyperbaric oxygen chamber here," Ma Qianzhu grunted. Still, this counted as a choice of last resort.

"Actually, it won't consume much diesel," Lin Chuanqing said. "It's a hybrid power system. Normally we use sails, and only fire up the diesel engine when fighting or fleeing. With good luck, we might not need to use it at all."

The next day, part of the supplies on the ship were unloaded, and transmigrators from the machinery department climbed aboard to install two 17-kilowatt diesel outboard motors. During the installation, they discovered a new problem: the Zhenhai had a displacement of 170 tons, and its waterline sat much higher than the 70-ton Deng Yingzhou—the propellers couldn't reach the water.

Fortunately, this problem couldn't stump the mechanically-inclined fanatics. If the length wasn't enough, they would lengthen it. However, someone soon discovered that simply extending the drive shaft resulted in significantly increased vibration and compromised strength.

"How about cutting two portholes in the lower stern under the deck to install the outboard motors? That way the length fits," someone suggested.

"It's possible, but we'll have to touch the hull." Wen Desi studied it for a long time. "We'll have to avoid the ribs and can only cut holes in the hull plating."

After the portholes were cut, the two outboard motors were installed on specially made iron frames firmly fixed to the bottom deck. Because the portholes sat too close to the waterline, water would easily splash in at high speeds, and the machines were prone to damage from prolonged exposure to the seawater environment. Thus, the outboard motors used retractable propellers—lowered when in use and retracted when not, with the portholes sealed.

Tests showed that when using the outboard motors, the speed could easily reach eight knots in windless conditions. However, when operating with the portholes open in moderate sea conditions, water splashing was severe and required continuous pumping. For this, the machinery factory rushed to produce a set of sealing shields for use while underway, blocking the gaps around the machines as much as possible when the portholes were open. In the second test, water ingress still occurred but remained within an acceptable range.

The entire modification and testing were completed within two days. The unloaded cargo and supplies were reloaded onto the ship. This time, several hundred liters of diesel were added—enough for escape if necessary. The exploration team transmigrators were also issued additional modern firearms.

The fleet departed from Bopu. Their route was westward: to circumnavigate the entire island of Hainan and conduct a rough survey of the coastal terrain and resources.

For most transmigrators, this was their first attempt at sailing on such a small vessel. No matter how much Wen Desi had tried to implement the principle of comfort, it couldn't compare to modern ships from their original timeline. Not long after the Zhenhai put to sea, people began to get seasick. After half a day, almost all the transmigrators were afflicted. The bulwarks were crowded with transmigrators scrambling to "pay public grain" to the sea. In the end, they had nothing left to vomit and were helped back to their bunks by sailors and soldiers, exhausted and groaning. Only the Special Reconnaissance Team and Navy personnel, seasoned by long-term training, had already adapted.

"You there, vomiting by the rail! Yes, you! Hold onto the rope—if you fall in, there's no saving you!" Lin Chuanqing scolded a man who was retching while he personally manned the helm on the quarterdeck. The Zhenhai used a Western-style steering wheel, utilizing gears and steel cables for transmission, making the rudder extremely light and responsive. For safety, the Zhenhai employed a dual-backup system: in addition to the main wheel on the quarterdeck platform, there was a backup wheel inside the quarterdeck superstructure to ensure the ship could still be steered if one failed.

Over by the quarterdeck railing, Meng De leaned against the rail looking pale and seemingly wishing for death. He still clutched a sextant in his hand.

"Damn, you call yourself a navigation student?" Lin Chuanqing said dismissively.

"When we interned, we were on huge ships of thousands of tons—" Meng De retorted. "How was I supposed to know I'd end up on a small boat like this one day?"

"Heh heh heh, you just lack sea training. Look at that girl over there—she's stronger than you."

"That's not a fair comparison—" Meng De was about to continue but ran off to vomit again.

This level of sea state was naturally nothing to Li Huamei. Upon boarding the Zhenhai, she had expected to see new gadgets that would surprise her—the same wonder she had felt when boarding the "Holy Ship" that day. But looking around, aside from some novelty in the arrangement of the fore and aft gun positions, the whole ship was no different from the European two-masted vessels she had seen, except it was more comfortable to live in. As for those two delicate little guns, in her opinion, they might as well not be there; the shells they fired were at most six-pounders, and there were so few of them. Even the Hangzhou had fourteen guns of various sizes.

She couldn't fathom why the Australians wanted the fleet to circumnavigate Hainan. The island was quite familiar to sea merchants and pirates, especially its coastal bays. Almost any of them could serve for temporary anchorage—to shelter from wind, rest, and replenish fresh water. But the significance of the island ended there. No one was interested in its resources—it produced neither raw silk nor porcelain, nor any of the goods merchants desired. It was too poor, with too few people and nothing to sell. Yet the Australians' interest in it was so intense. What on earth for?

She looked up at the man steering the ship: square face, graying hair. He wore a tight-fitting blue and white horizontally striped shirt—people here often wore this kind of shirt, tight-fitting and collarless with very short sleeves. He stood steadily on the quarterdeck with a look of utter indifference—a true sea dog.

"What is that?" She noticed the fan-like instrument in Meng De's hand.

"Sextant." Meng De was dizzy and seeing stars from seasickness.

"Sextant?" Li Huamei intuitively knew this was some kind of astronomical measuring instrument. But she had never seen one before.

Meng De was too dizzy to speak. He simply shoved the instrument into her hand and went back to his vomiting.

Lin Chuanqing, steadying the helm, said, "It's an instrument for measuring latitude."

"Is it?" Li Huamei looked at it curiously in her hand. "It looks like a quadrant?"

"Heh, I don't know what a quadrant is." Lin Chuanqing smiled. "Never played with one. What you're talking about is probably the ancestor of the sextant, right?"

Li Huamei was puzzled: "Ancestor?"

Lin Chuanqing realized his slip of the tongue and muttered ambiguously, "This is definitely easier to use than your quadrant."

It was the early seventeenth century. Navigators like Li Huamei customarily used the quadrant developed by the late sixteenth-century English navigator John Davis—also known as the Davis Quadrant or back-staff—to measure latitude while sailing. Quadrants, or "staff projectors," were rarely seen now, yet they had been the greatest navigational invention of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The working principle was simple: navigators didn't need to stare directly at the sun as required when using an astrolabe or simple quadrant; instead, they used the shadow cast by a stick onto a scale. The position of the shadow's end indicated the sun's altitude, and from this, latitude could be calculated. Navigators achieved the best results with the Davis Quadrant on calm seas when the deck was stable. Because its calculation was simple and accurate, latitude measurement advanced from degrees to minutes. The Davis Quadrant soon replaced earlier instruments like the astrolabe and cross-staff.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 249: Navigation

The quadrant had been in this world for less than half a century, yet now someone was telling Li Huamei that this instrument was better than a quadrant. Naturally, she didn't quite believe it—though it was certainly smaller.

"Bragging." She denied it concisely and directly. Unlike her masters who operated frequently in East Asian waters, her ships sailed mainly to Goa, and sometimes Manila. Through the windows of those two colonial cities, she had seen most European novelties, but she had never heard of a navigational instrument superior to the quadrant.

"Heh, there are plenty of things you haven't seen. What's a sextant?" Lin Chuanqing looked indifferent.

Li Huamei noticed a part that seemed to be inlaid with lenses. Just as she was about to lean in and touch it, she heard someone shout, "Don't touch it! You'll scratch the glass."

She turned around to see a stranger she didn't recognize. He was thirty-seven or thirty-eight, tall and large. The Kun were generally tall, but this one was especially so—at least six feet seven or eight inches by her estimation. He stood a head taller than everyone around him, with a robust build: round face, big eyes. He wore the blue button-down shirt Australians often wore, what they called a training uniform. Someone had told her: blue was for the Navy, gray for the Army, and camouflaged ones were worn by everyone. His skin was dark and coarse, clearly weathered by sea wind and waves, and his expression was resolute and stern.

Behind him stood six boys wearing identical black student uniforms with standing collars, appearing to be between thirteen and fourteen years old. All were dark-skinned, standing steadily on the swaying deck. Each carried a green canvas satchel, standing neatly in a row.

"Committeeman Chen, giving the kids a lesson again?" Judging by Lin Chuanqing greeting him first, this person must be a relatively high-ranking Kun.

"Yes, these kids from the navigation class have only rowed boats in Bopu until now. This trip is a perfect opportunity for an internship."

He walked over, took the sextant back from Li Huamei, and said in a deep voice, "The most critical part of this thing is the glass lens. If it gets scratched, it's useless."

"I told you I haven't seen it before. What rare treasure is it, guarding it like that?"

The burly man ignored her completely. Seeing Meng De stumbling back from the gunwale, he reprimanded him expressionlessly: "A sailor's instrument is his life. You just throw it around like that and expect to be in the Navy?!"

"Yes, yes, I—" Meng De couldn't even stand steadily, but he was clearly in awe of this man, trying hard to stand at attention.

"Go back to the cabin. Dismissed!"

"Yes!" Meng De tried hard to salute, felt his stomach churning again, and headed for the gunwale once more.

"You know how to use a quadrant?" Chen Haiyang turned back to study the woman before him. It was his first time observing her up close. By modern standards, she wasn't short—at least 165 centimeters, which was considered tall for the era. She had a slender figure, and her hair was thinned and tied in a ponytail behind her head. At first glance, she indeed had the vibe of a modern woman—no wonder the otaku in the Navy were all dizzy over her.

"Of course I know how to use it; it's my livelihood." Li Huamei could tell this man was hard to deal with and spoke with appropriate seriousness.

"Show me first." Chen Haiyang was currently very interested in ancient navigation techniques. Many devices used for modern ship navigation couldn't be manufactured in this timeline, so utilizing mature early modern technology had become a major subject for training the new generation of sailors.

"Sure, let me go get a case." She flicked the ponytail hanging by her ear. "But afterward, you have to teach me how to use this sextant!"

"Done." The other replied crisply.

"Committeeman Chen, is the sextant okay?" Lin Chuanqing asked his clansman as he watched Li Huamei descend below deck.

"It's no big deal; we were going to teach these kids anyway," Chen Haiyang said. "Besides, she's teaching us something too."

"Yeah, to be honest, I also want to ask this woman for some steering tips."

"Stop joking. You old snakehead—the guy who dared to cross the Pacific in a tiny motor-sailer—you need someone to teach you that?"

"Motor-sailers have engines, after all." Lin Chuanqing gripped the helm hard. "This kind of pure sailing ship... the feel is always a bit off."

As they spoke, Li Huamei climbed back up to the quarterdeck, carrying a case in her hand. The box was neither small in size nor volume.

"This is my full set of instruments." She opened it as she spoke.

Inside were several instruments, books, and rolled-up charts.

"There are a few more things on the Hangzhou, all fixed installations. No need to bring them."

Chen Haiyang watched with interest as she took out the first item. It was quite large, made of bronze, with a radius of about 0.6 meters—cast from bronze and hollow in the middle. The curved edge of the quadrant was engraved with angles, the smallest graduation being 0.25 degrees. Two copper rings were attached to the center for hanging, and a fine silk thread hung from the center position, weighted with a lead ball. Two copper blocks were inlaid on one straight edge of the quadrant, each with a circular hole about five millimeters in diameter through which one could sight stars.

"This is the quadrant," Li Huamei explained. "Some people also call it a marine astrolabe."

"Wait, I remember a quadrant doesn't look like this." The more Chen Haiyang looked, the more he felt the design differed from the quadrant he had seen in textbooks during his studies at the naval academy.

"This is a quadrant," Li Huamei said, then she understood. "You must be talking about the English Quadrant." As she spoke, she took out another instrument, much smaller in size, also made of bronze, somewhat similar to a sextant.

"This is clearly a back-staff!" Chen Haiyang slapped his thigh, remembering the standard name from his textbooks.

"Back-staff? I don't know that name. Everyone calls it the English Quadrant. But this one is indeed useful—high precision."

English Quadrant. Chen Haiyang thought the name was indeed intuitive—it was invented by the English navigator John Davis.

"We can't use the astrolabe now; I'll demonstrate it for you tonight. Let's look at the quadrant first."

Chen Haiyang instructed the students: "Watch Instructor Li's operation carefully!"

"So you want me to be a drill instructor." Li Huamei giggled. "I'll do my best." As she spoke, she raised the back-staff.

The reason the back-staff was called "back" was mainly to distinguish it from the cross-staff used before it. The usage of both was similar; the difference was that one required observing the sun directly, while the other was the exact opposite—one had to turn one's back to the sun.

When operating, the observer turned their back to the sun and aimed at the horizon through the slit on the sight of the large arc and the sight of the small arc. By estimation, they set the shadow vane, adjusting the sight until the shadow of the upper edge fell on the upper edge of the slit while simultaneously viewing the horizon. The sum of the readings on the two arcs gave the zenith distance. Through formula calculation, the specific latitude could then be determined. Because the large arc of this instrument was diagonally divided, even very small angles could be read accurately, greatly improving the precision of latitude measurement.

Li Huamei demonstrated once, then had the naval cadets operate it one by one, asking them to calculate the latitude separately. Although most of these children came from maritime families, almost none had been literate, let alone learned mathematics. Relying on the cramming of the National School to make up for their gaps in knowledge, their calculations were predictably slow. Several measured and calculated, and the answers they handed in differed considerably from the numbers Li Huamei had produced.

Chen Haiyang reviewed the students' calculations. Some had obviously made arithmetic errors, though their observation numbers and calculation processes were correct. It seemed the students' aptitude was passable. After all, during the previous shore-based instruction, the teachers had instilled basic geographical and astronomical concepts such as the earth, longitude and latitude, and time difference. Otherwise, just explaining the concept of latitude would have been an exhausting ordeal.

"They know longitude and latitude?" Li Huamei was somewhat surprised. In the Ming Empire, almost no one understood these concepts. Even those who made their living on the sea every day didn't know and had no interest in knowing—ancient Chinese navigation had its own system.

Chen Haiyang was puzzled; weren't longitude and latitude the most basic concepts in navigation? "We taught them everything. Otherwise, how would they navigate?"

Li Huamei sighed with emotion: "In the Ming Empire, I don't think there are more than ten people who understand what longitude and latitude are." Suspicion rose in her heart. These Australians always claimed they were descendants of the Great Song dynasty, lost in overseas Australia. Since they had been isolated overseas, how could they know European science? And these instruments—it was as if they had always been in contact with Europe. But Europeans had never heard of this place. Truly strange.

Next, she took out a small bronze disk with scales, small holes, and a pointer. The edge was serrated; at first glance, it resembled a circular saw blade.

"Nocturnal. But we can't use it now; we have to wait until midnight."

"Do you use the punctuality of stars crossing the meridian to determine midnight time?" Chen Haiyang speculated.

"You're really good—you knew it at a glance! Have you used one before?"

"No. Before you took it out, I truly didn't think such a thing still existed in the world."

"This is a booklet for navigation." She took out a book with a rough hard cover, already severely worn.

"This is—"

"The Seaman's Secrets." Chen Haiyang had been a naval officer, and his English was not bad. He naturally understood the title.

"You understand English?"

"A little." Chen Haiyang was very modest.

"Heh, really impressive." Li Huamei complimented casually, wondering why every Australian seemed to know a few phrases of English. If Australians had founded their nation on trade, Dutch or Spanish would seem more useful.

She didn't know that thanks to the universal education and college entrance exam system of another timeline, almost everyone in China under thirty recognized at least a few English words.

The book contained astronomical charts essential for navigators, mainly meridian tables, scales applicable for every quarter compass point and degree of distance, sailing charts, as well as natural numbers, trigonometric logarithm tables, and tide tables. It was a very convenient seaman's tool book.

"This book is currently only sold in England. Hard to find. This one was taken from an English ship last time." Obviously, it was booty.

Another book was printed in Portuguese, which Chen Haiyang couldn't read; he had to rely on Li Huamei to explain.

This book was called Regiment of the Astrolabe and Quadrant. Its purpose was to provide a reference table for increasing longitude and latitude. Whether determining position via the sun or stars, it was necessary to link the change in latitude with sailing distance. Sailors all had a distance table, usually pasted on every bearing of the compass to facilitate adding or subtracting longitude and latitude. The book included a distance table, a latitude table from the Cape of Good Hope to the Equator, and a solar declination table with a four-year cycle. Published as a guide for pilots, it had a very long history—officially published in 1509 but with earlier versions possibly dating back further. At least Columbus used this book during his 1492 voyage. It had been subsequently revised and reprinted continuously.

Chen Haiyang flipped through these manuals, looking at the numerous rules and number tables. What great effort humanity had made to break through its own geographic limitations and explore new worlds. Although these manuals looked rough, and some rules and numbers were even wrong, they represented the accumulated wisdom and experience of countless navigators. Standing before them, one couldn't help but feel a sense of reverence.

Wasn't the Li Huamei before him also one of those pioneer navigators? Chen Haiyang, who had originally harbored suspicion and exclusion toward her, felt a subtle emotion welling up in his heart.

The naval cadets were just half-grown kids. Though bound by strict military discipline, seeing so many strange gadgets emerging from the box, they took advantage of Chen Haiyang's inattention to crane their necks and look around.

The last things Li Huamei took out were rolls of paper: "These are charts. Very expensive," she joked.

These were mostly Mercator charts drawn according to the latest technological achievements of this era. Medieval charts had been flat. This type of projection was originally a compass bearing line mode designed for medieval Mediterranean charts. All north-south lines it gave were parallel. As the distance from the equator increased, the east-west distance became more distorted, resulting in bearings on the chart that often had large errors. Mercator invented a new projection chart. The most basic feature of this projection—and its difference from the flat chart—was that it gave the true bearing or compass bearing line between any two points. Accuracy was greatly improved.

Most of these charts covered East Asian and Southeast Asian waters, as well as the Indian Ocean. Chen Haiyang naturally knew the value of such charts; in the past, they had been worth a fortune.

"Can you sail to Goa?"

"I run the Goa-Macau route. I've been to Madras too."

"You really are a navigator," he said sincerely. Chen Haiyang was an explorer and outdoor enthusiast at heart. After retiring from the army, he had once trekked across the Siguniang Mountains alone and sailed a sailboat in the Qiongzhou Strait by himself. He felt a strong sense of mutual appreciation for this kindred spirit.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 250: Arrival at Changhua

Right then, withholding nothing, he taught her the method of using the sextant. Its use was more convenient and accurate. Li Huamei, who had sailed perennially, couldn't put it down after trying it out.

"Such a useful thing—truly rare." When returning the sextant to Chen Haiyang, she was reluctant to part with it. "Can you sell one to me?"

"Later," Chen Haiyang said. "We still have difficulties manufacturing them ourselves."

"Is the lens hard to make?"

"That's right," he said while guiding the students to use it in turn. "Grinding the lenses ourselves isn't easy."

Li Huamei sighed. "You have so many good things, and you just won't sell them."

"Watch the landing point of the light spot. Hold your hand steady. Correct!" Chen Haiyang didn't answer her. Which things could be sold—that was up to the Executive Committee.

"I have a feeling." Li Huamei leaned close to Chen Haiyang and spoke softly. "You people know everything, you just won't say!" The distance between them was so close he could feel the woman's breath against his hair roots, raising goosebumps on his skin. The favorable impression he had begun to feel cooled down again. He didn't reply, but instead shouted loudly at the students:

"Begin measuring navigation speed!"

Hearing the command, the students formed groups of three. One person threw a small wooden board out of the ship; one side of this board was wrapped in lead sheet so it would stand upright after hitting the water. Another student held a retractable reel, connecting the board with a cord. The student throwing the board watched it fall into the water. When the small board emerged from the wake at the stern, he immediately shouted:

"Start!"

The student holding the reel began to release the cord. The reel spun rapidly, and the cord was continuously paid out. Meanwhile, the student holding the hourglass immediately flipped it, and the fine sand began to flow swiftly.

"Stop!" As the sand in the hourglass ran out, the timekeeper shouted the command. The line holder jammed the reel.

"Three knots!" The line holder reported based on the markings on the cord. "Current sailing speed: three knots."

Chen Haiyang observed whether their movements met the standards. He nodded: "Good. Next group!"

Li Huamei watched them and said, "Your seamanship was definitely learned from the English."

"Why?"

"Only English sailors use this method."

A ship speed of three knots was considered normal for sailboats—slightly slow, but safe. The Chinese sailing guides and charts in their hands were all drawn based on twentieth-century data; the situation along Hainan's coast in this timeline remained a blank.

The sun gradually slanted westward. The wind force began to increase, and the waves grew larger. The measured speed had already reached five knots. Lin Chuanqing, worried, grabbed the walkie-talkie hanging around his neck and asked:

"Lookout, lookout—how is the sea surface situation?"

"Everything normal," Huang Zhuazi, responsible for the lookout at the masthead, replied. From the top of the mast, the field of view was unusually wide, though the swaying was particularly severe. From up there, he could see quite a few ships nearby—mostly fishing boats, with occasional large vessels sailing under full canvas. Overall, it was peaceful.

"How is it? Can you handle it up there?"

"No problem. The scenery is good up here, the air is good, haha." Huang Zhuazi had adapted particularly well.

"How are the cloud conditions?"

"Altocumulus, moving from east to west."

This indicated perfectly normal weather; there wouldn't be any storms.

"Ruan Xiaowu, you climb up and join Instructor Huang on lookout!"

The child called Ruan Xiaowu looked a bit scared, but still stepped forward, grabbed the rope net on the mast, and climbed upward.

The first day passed smoothly. Under the breeze, the fleet traveled about forty nautical miles at a speed of three knots per hour. Since they were navigating along the coast, sailing at night carried the danger of hitting reefs. Near 18:00, Lin Chuanqing found a desolate bay by the shore to anchor for the night. He calculated the local coordinates: 19°44′0″N, 109°9′0″E. Checking against the map, this place corresponded exactly to the location of Yangpu Port in Danzhou.

Yangpu was one of the finest deep-water ports in western Hainan. In this timeline, it appeared empty and desolate. The bay was enormous, crisscrossed with sandbars. In the distance, one could see several sailboats docked by the shore and a small fishing village.

After lowering a rowboat to sound the depth and determine the channel and anchorage, the Zhenhai lowered its outboard motors and towed the Hangzhou behind it, carefully entering the port at low speed.

Li Huamei stood on the quarterdeck, watching the churning water below. So this was the reason they didn't mount many guns. It seemed that iron ships weren't the only ones that could sail without sails or oars; wooden ships could too. This was achieved because they had installed something on the ship. And that something should be in some compartment right beneath her feet...

Wang Luobin decided to stay in Yangpu for a day or two. Yangpu was the deep-water port with the most development value in western Hainan—a port the future Transmigrator Regime would focus on developing—so gathering more information was necessary. He immediately ordered the assault team to go ashore, control the situation, and replenish food and water while they were at it.

Through the telescope, the coast of Yangpu was extremely desolate, but there was a fishing village by the shore. The Special Reconnaissance Team took the marine detachment ashore in rowboats and immediately stormed the village. The entire settlement had no more than a dozen households, and more than half had already fled—as soon as they saw strange ships entering the port, the local fishermen ran, leaving only a few old and infirm who bowed and scraped when the strangers arrived. Fortunately, they spoke the Lingao dialect. Through locally recruited marines, the transmigrators learned they were begging not to have their houses burned or boats seized, saying to just take the fish if they wanted.

Xiong Buyou from the Foreign Affairs Department comforted them with kind words, explaining they were only ashore to replenish water and food and would pay for everything taken. He also gave gifts of sewing needles and white sugar, pacifying the elders. Meanwhile, rowboats continued to ferry people ashore. The transmigrators, having been tossed about all day, were now recovering slightly. The feeling of seasickness passed, and their appetites returned. They all schemed to go ashore for a walk. Some even proposed going ashore to hunt and get some meat, and they also wanted to see if there were fish, vegetables, or eggs to purchase in the village. Wang Luobin thought that since they were going to delay in Yangpu for a day or two anyway, he might as well let everyone go ashore.

After the marine detachment landed, they quickly secured the whole village, ignoring those who had already fled. They swiftly set up temporary shelters next to the fishing village using tents and barbed wire, and dispatched observation posts to nearby high ground, settling in for the time being.

The amateur hunters conducted a disheartening hunt on shore. The local area could be described as having three abundances: abundant wasteland, abundant stones, and abundant cacti. Under these "three abundances," there wasn't even a hare to shoot, and wild vegetables were naturally nonexistent. After wandering for half the day, they returned essentially empty-handed.

That night, Chen Haiyang had to continue comparing astronomical measurement techniques with Li Huamei in the middle of the night. She demonstrated on-site how to use the quadrant. The students were tongue-tied at the huge difference between the data obtained from the quadrant and the sextant. Although the error rate was less than five percent—less than 0.1 degree—when converted to distance, it was nine kilometers. In the vast ocean, this small error was enough to cause many fatal mistakes. No wonder early navigators preferred to sail along the coast—after all, landmark measurements from the coast were more accurate.

The next day, the exploration team members surveyed part of the bay, and the Navy measured the water depth, selecting several berths. The survey of the surrounding natural environment concluded that the local area was extremely barren, with basically no large natural rivers, making access to water difficult. Arable land was scarce, and trees even scarcer.

"If the industrial water problem can be solved, this would be a good place for industrial development. It doesn't occupy farmland at all, nor does it destroy the environment." Wang Luobin sighed after the field investigation. "The environment is already bad enough."

Early on the third day, the fleet continued its journey. After several more days of such stop-and-go survey activities, finally, at noon on the fifth day, the ships arrived at the estuary of the Changhua River. Here, the river divided into north and south branches to enter the sea. The south estuary was named Sanjia Port, and the north river wound south of the county seat to enter the sea, named Wuni Port, which was closer to the county seat. It was the main port of Changhua County.

However, through Lin Chuanqing's telescope, the northern Wuni Port was obviously unsuitable for anchoring. There was massive siltation, and apart from some small fishing boats, there was no sign of any ship docked there.

Li Huamei was quite familiar with the hydrological conditions here: "Dock at Sanjia Port. A four-hundred-liao ship would run aground in Wuni Port."

So the fleet changed course to dock at Sanjia Port on the south river. As the ships entered the harbor, they saw several villages on the shore, as well as some broken walls and ruins—it looked like it used to be an army garrison, now abandoned.

It was spring, the dry season, so the flow of the Changhua River was very small. Streaks of dry riverbed lay exposed, revealing snow-white fine sand and withered water weeds. The north bank was a plain. The vegetation by the river was mostly severely destroyed, forming a withered tropical savanna environment similar to the African grasslands. There were sand dunes in many places, extending far inland.

At the end of the plain was a set of rolling hills with relatively dense vegetation, estimated visually at between two hundred and four hundred meters high. The south bank of the Changhua River was also a plain, with faint signs of paddy fields and a walled city—that should be the county seat of Changhua County during the Ming Dynasty.

"Where is the Haiwei Town quartz sand mine President Wen talked about?" Bai Guoshi asked. The Haiwei Town quartz sand mine was a key target of this exploration. The local quartz ore sand had a raw silica content of 99.8 percent and iron content of 0.1 percent, with few impurities and uniform particle size. It was rare in the whole country, and the reserves were enormous.

"Isn't that it?" Wang Luobin pointed to the snow-white sand on the distant beach.

"Where's Haiwei Town? There should be a town—"

"This is 1629."

Wang Luobin ordered a small boat to be lowered. Several members of the exploration team rowed the sampan toward that beach. Before long, they brought back several rattan baskets of sand. Wang Luobin pinched some in his hand and examined it carefully. Under the sunlight, the sand in the center of his palm was white as snow—truly good stuff! He naturally knew its value; such fine quartz sand would be a waste to use for wine bottles and mirrors. It could also serve as raw material for circuit fuses, display screens, and the like.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 251: Changhua Fort

The fleet commanders held a meeting on the Zhenhai to hear Mu Min's introduction of the local situation.

"Based on the data, the population of Changhua County is very small—likely no more than ten thousand," Mu Min said. "The population is mainly Li people, with very few Han Chinese."

"What about social security?" This was the issue Xiong Buyou was most concerned about.

"Not very good. The Gazetteer of Qiongzhou Prefecture records that in the twenty-eighth year of the Wanli reign, the Li people besieged Changhua County and cut off its water source for three days. However, the Li people in this area are generally known as civilized Li, not the raw Li in the deep mountains. They have more contact with the Han and accept government jurisdiction. So the danger isn't too great."

"Since the Shilu Iron Mine is fifty kilometers from here, going back and forth will take at least two or three days. Therefore, we must establish a forward base at Sanjia Port to serve as a transit point for personnel and supplies," Wang Luobin said.

"This place is desolate and uninhabited. I think we should build a strong temporary campsite to prevent accidents."

"Let's build it on those ruins," Bai Guoshi suggested. "I went to see them; they're the ruins of a Ming dynasty stronghold. Although the city walls have collapsed, the foundations are still there. Just stick in some wood and pile up sandbags, and it'll be a fortress."

"Who stays behind?"

"I will!" Li Haiping volunteered. Ever since he had boarded the ship, he hadn't had a chance to perform. The sight of the sea made him dizzy, so he was eager to set foot on steady ground.

"Okay, I'll give you a platoon. You'll be the base commander."

The ruins Bai Guoshi mentioned were located on the north bank of the Changhua River estuary, commanding the river mouth. The terrain was slightly higher than the surrounding river beach. After clearing the weeds and shrubs inside, they discovered a deep well that still had water.

Everyone set to work. They drove wooden stakes along the original wall foundations to form a wooden stockade, then dug earth from outside to pile against the stockade, compacting it firmly. Finally, they placed sandbags on top of the earth wall to serve as battlements. Trenches were dug outside the wall, and barbed wire was set up.

The materials for the construction were readily available. The Zhenhai carried a large amount of cement and timber. There were plenty of stones nearby. As for sand and earth, they were everywhere.

The quartz sand collected by the exploration team was continuously transported onto the Zhenhai by rowboats. The two hundred tons of basalt ballast originally at the bottom of the Zhenhai were unloaded and used to build the fort's foundations and roadbeds. The emptied cargo hold was filled with high-quality quartz sand.

Soon, a temporary fortress stood at the mouth of the Changhua River. Wang Luobin named it "Changhua Fort."

Li Haiping was appointed as commander of Changhua Fort. He had forty soldiers under his command to guard the stronghold. The fortress was equipped with a radio station and stored with forty days of food and ammunition.

Early the next morning, the exploration team set off for the Shilu Iron Mine under the protection of the Special Reconnaissance Team.

To avoid startling the locals, everyone changed into the clothes of local mountain people: short shirts with broad collars and narrow sleeves, buttons down the front, and tong skirts on the lower body. They wrapped blue or black cloth around their heads and wore straw sandals. Of course, beneath the clothes were bulletproof vests, and hidden at their waists were pistols and military knives. The rifles were wrapped in cloth bundles and carried on their backs.

It was already hot in Hainan during March and April. Walking under the scorching sun across the wilderness was no easy task. The transmigrators had only walked a few kilometers before they were drenched in sweat. But no one dared remove any clothing—the ultraviolet radiation here was simply too strong.

"Xiao Mu, aren't you hot?" Xiong Buyou, sweating profusely, asked Mu Min. She was wrapped up tight, her head and face covered with a scarf, leaving only her eyes exposed.

"Of course I'm hot," her voice came muffled from behind the scarf. "But I'd rather be hot than tanned. If I get tanned, I won't be able to get married."

"Heh, you're quite fastidious."

"Look, look! A goat!" A transmigrator with sharp eyes suddenly shouted.

Everyone looked in the direction he pointed. Indeed, on a rocky hill not far away, a black goat stood looking down at them.

"Damn, we've eaten fish for days; my face is turning green," Xiong Buyou swallowed. "Let's catch it and roast it!"

"Catch it? How?"

"Shoot it!"

"Discipline!" Wang Luobin scolded. "We are here for a secret survey, not a picnic. Firing guns will expose our presence."

"What presence? There isn't even a ghost around here," Xiong Buyou muttered, but he didn't dare disobey. He could only watch as the goat bleated at them twice, flicked its tail, and disappeared behind the rocks.

"What a pity," Xiong Buyou sighed.

"Don't worry. When we come back, if we see it again, I'll definitely let you have a taste of roast lamb," Wang Luobin comforted him.

The team continued to advance. The terrain gradually rose, and the vegetation became denser. They began to enter the hilly area. According to the map, the Shilu Iron Mine was hidden among these continuous mountains.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 252: Heading to Shilu

"Changhua is famous for raising goats," Xiong Buyou said—he knew Hainan's famous delicacies like the back of his hand. "Just as famous as Lingao suckling pigs." He smacked his lips, looking greedily at the small goats nibbling on shrubs. The coastal dunes of Changhua were dense with shrubs and rich in natural herbs and grasses, all high in minerals and salt. The famous Changhua goats grew up eating such natural feed, so one could imagine their flavor.

"How about we shoot one to break our fast?" Huang Zhuazi was already eager to try.

"They look like they're raised by farmers. Shooting them isn't good; if you want to eat, just buy one."

"You talk a big game, but who knows how to slaughter a goat?"

"Slaughtering a goat is a piece of cake," Huang Zhuazi said confidently. "I've dressed wild rabbits before."

Discussing whether the slaughtering experience between wild rabbits and goats was interchangeable, the group arrived outside the gates of Changhua County. The official name of the county seat was the Changhua Battalion Fortress—from this name, everyone understood that the county government was merely borrowing space for its office, and the Ming army was the true master of this city.

The city wasn't large, about the same scale as Lingao. The walls appeared to be three meters high and were completely brick-faced—the Ming Dynasty's urban defense construction was still quite solid in terms of hardware. In software, it was lacking: the city gates stood wide open, and apart from two figures sitting at the gate who might be considered bailiffs or sentries, there were no other security measures.

Xiong Buyou looked up at the gate, which was named "Zhenhai" (Suppressing the Sea). He smiled and said to everyone, "This name is quite fitting. It's welcoming us."

After giving the gatekeepers a few copper coins, the group entered the city smoothly. Inside, it was even more desolate than Lingao. The entire Changhua County had only a little over six hundred households, half of which were military households. There were fewer than two hundred households in the county seat itself. The so-called county seat was merely a large village of farmers holding military titles. Naturally, there was no commercial climate to speak of—only a blacksmith shop repairing farm tools and two general stores. Although everyone already knew roughly what Hainan's urban commerce looked like from Lingao, seeing such a desolate county seat still left them feeling bored.

"It's so unfair," Ye Yuming muttered.

"?" Others were puzzled.

"How come other transmigrators can easily earn hundreds of thousands of silver taels from a county seat? But us—" He pointed at the Changhua County street, full of dust and garbage. "This place doesn't even have a hundred copper coins!"

The poker-faced Fang Jinghan said, "This place gives me the feeling of watching a Western." He actually had a tape recorder in his luggage, claiming he was prepared to do field research.

Xiong Buyou tried to communicate with the locals but found his linguistic talents completely useless. They spoke neither the Cantonese-family Hainanese nor the Minnan dialect spoken by the Fujian settlers, nor the Lingao dialect he was most proficient in. It was a rather strange dialect.

"This is Junhua!" Fang Jinghan listened for a while and realized. "The languages in Changhua are very mixed, and one major dialect is Junhua."

So the task of communication was handed to him. However, Fang Jinghan could generally understand what the other party meant but couldn't speak it, so he could only gesture for communication.

Finally, with the locals pointing the way, they found a relatively large shop on the county main street. It was a trading post, and the sign indicated it was from Guangzhou.

What business were Guangzhou merchants doing here? Xiong Buyou inquired at the counter. The shopkeeper was a genuine Cantonese named Qian. He was suffering from loneliness in this remote small town, with few people to talk to. Suddenly seeing a group of strange merchants who could speak Cantonese, he instantly cheered up, dragging everyone to chat and ordering a young assistant to serve herbal tea. The group was tired from walking, so it was a good opportunity to rest and gather information.

It turned out this trading post specialized in purchasing local soap beans, medicinal herbs, and goats. Many wealthy families in Guangzhou City liked the local goats, and seeing the business was good, the boss sent someone to station here specifically for purchasing.

Xiong Buyou pretended to be a small merchant visiting Changhua for the first time, planning to go to the Li districts to trade goods, and asked about the situation.

Shopkeeper Qian said it was fairly peaceful here. Pirates rarely came ashore in Changhua; at most, they would get some water and rob a few goats by the shore. The paddy fields around the county seat belonged to the Battalion. Although the Battalion was dilapidated, it could still muster a force of two or three hundred men, so pirates generally didn't approach the county seat.

As for the Li districts, Shopkeeper Qian said the terrain was too rugged. There were many mountains and stones, and many vicious diseases; ordinary people were reluctant to go up there. The Li came in groups to sell local products in the city every half month or so. Overall, it was quite peaceful; he hadn't heard of any incidents of Han merchants being robbed or killed.

Shopkeeper Qian curiously asked where they were from. Hearing they were from Lingao, he showed no surprise—this gave the transmigrators a full appreciation of the slowness of information transmission in this era. They had made such a stir in Lingao, yet Changhua, less than two hundred kilometers away, knew nothing about it. Later, they learned that Shopkeeper Qian's boss only sent a ship from Guangzhou to Changhua once every six months.

Seeing the salt, white sugar, sewing needles, sweet potato spirit, and other small hardware sundries the transmigrators displayed, Shopkeeper Qian's eyes went straight. Luxury items like white sugar and strong liquor had been out of stock locally for a long time. He immediately requested to buy dozens of jin of white sugar and liquor. He exchanged them for hook knives and iron farm tools favored by the Li people.

The transmigrators took the opportunity to ask him to introduce a guide, and Shopkeeper Qian readily agreed.

"That's easy, I'll find someone for you."

After achieving their goal, the exploration team returned to the Zhenhai to report the situation. Another batch of goods for trade was unloaded from the ship.

Early the next morning, the fleet set sail to continue the journey.

The exploration team led by Cui Yunhong ate breakfast, gathered their equipment and goods, and went to the riverside to meet the guide. The guide Shopkeeper Qian found was an assistant in his trading post. Although the Li districts posed no threat from man-eating savages, the hills were high and the forests dense, with changeable weather, wild beasts, snakes, insects, and various miasmas; Han people often regarded traveling there as a perilous journey. Those going to the Li districts typically hired "Cooked Li" (civilized Li) as guides.

This assistant, though Han, had a mother who was a local Meifu Li. His surname was Wang. Changhua had long been a county with frequent Han-Li intermarriage, so mixed-blood people like him were common. The guide spoke fluent Meifu Li, and his uncle's family lived in the middle reaches of the Changhua River. He was familiar with the roads and customs—an extremely suitable candidate. Having been an apprentice and assistant since childhood, though only eighteen or nineteen, he was extremely worldly-wise. He opened conversations with a ready smile. Seeing this group of a dozen people, though dressed in Han clothes, all the men were bald, and there was even a Hia Li woman among them. Everyone carried a large basket, and most baskets had a long stick wrapped in cloth attached—he couldn't help but wonder.

The exploration team naturally couldn't say they were looking for iron ore, so they claimed they were going to the Li districts to buy medicinal herbs. Cui Yunhong wanted to pay the guide's wages first, but the guide said there was no need; payment could wait until they returned. He only asked for a jin of white sugar to take home for his family to taste—white sugar was a rare thing here.

With preparations complete, the group set off in the morning, heading upstream along the Changhua River.

After setting off, everyone realized how wise the decision to hire a guide had been. On this barren land, there were almost no objects that could serve as landmarks. The Changhua River had a huge difference in water level between dry and wet seasons, making it troublesome to find its true channel in the dry season. The channels washed out during the rainy season were not only wide but scattered. Pools and runoffs dotted the landscape everywhere.

Cui Yunhong constantly verified the team's direction with compass and map. Their first target was the Shilu River. This tributary of the Changhua River appeared on the map about forty kilometers upstream from the estuary. After finding this river, they would travel upstream for another twenty kilometers or so to reach the Shilu Mine.

Obviously, the journey would not be easy. Especially while carrying heavy equipment and a large amount of merchandise, this section of the journey was even more difficult. The only hope was that as they went further upstream, the water volume would increase, and being able to sail would make it easier—even without a boat, building a bamboo raft was an easy matter.

After walking more than ten li, they saw the water potential in the river slightly increase and the sand dunes becoming fewer. They knew they were nearing the inland area. The terrain became increasingly rugged. Both banks were mostly hills, undulating. The forest vegetation was not dense, and large areas of rock and sandstone were exposed in many places. Cui Yunhong saw that many of the hills here consisted of limestone containing a large amount of clay. This kind of limestone could be directly burned into high-quality cement without mixing ingredients, commonly known as "cement rock" or marl. He couldn't help but secretly rejoice; this place could be built into the cement industrial base of the Transmigrator nation.

Cui Yunhong didn't know that in another timeline, Hainan's high-grade cement was often produced using limestone from Changhua.

Between the hills and riverbanks, there were scattered flat lands, many of which had been reclaimed into paddy or dry fields. Those unreclaimed places were large patches of barren grassland. Scattered among them were some villages. The guide said these were all Han or Han-Li mixed villages. Seeing nothing special about these villages, Cui Yunhong just asked the survey team to mark their scale and location on the map.

The survey team walked and drew the route on the map, marking settlements and places where fresh water could be obtained. In places where the terrain changed significantly, they re-measured. These data were the basis for future road development.

Seeing that they weren't in a hurry, stopping to write and draw after walking for a while, with some people carrying poles and boxes running around everywhere, fiddling with something unknown, the guide felt strange. He said to Cui Yunhong, "Shopkeeper, walking like this, it will take several days to reach the Li stockade."

Cui Yunhong had to fabricate that they were looking for medicinal herbs. The young man naturally didn't quite believe these words. But being able to get out and wander around instead of working in that incredibly dull trading post was a rare rest, so he didn't mind walking for a few more days. He didn't ask any more questions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 253: Li Village

On the third day, the exploration team arrived at a Li stockade in the middle reaches of the Changhua River. This was the village where the guide's maternal uncle lived. The exploration team decided to rest here, inquire about the road ahead, and find another guide. Assistant Wang was not very familiar with the route past this Li stockade.

This Li stockade was completely different from the Li stockades Mu Min had seen in Lingao. If not for the tattooed Li women at the entrance and their distinctive ethnic clothing, it would have been hard to distinguish it from a general Han village.

The village was very large, with nearly a hundred households, and the houses were arranged neatly. The flat land by the river outside the village had all been reclaimed into paddy fields for planting wet rice, unlike the Li people in other places who practiced slash-and-burn agriculture. It was evident that both their living standards and agricultural production were higher than other Li groups.

Looking closely, although the Meifu Li's houses were Han-style, they were built more crudely than Han houses. Here, men combed a bun behind their heads and wore earrings; women wrapped their heads with black and white cloth towels. Regardless of gender, they all wore a kind of black jacket with buttons down the front.

"The origin of the Meifu Li is quite interesting," Fang Jinghan said. "According to some materials I've read, it's speculated they are likely the descendants of a group of Han immigrants who came to Hainan Island earliest during the pre-Qin and Han periods."

The name Meifu Li also revealed that they were latecomers to the island. "Meifu" was their autonym, meaning "guests living on the lower road"—obviously, their arrival was later than other Li peoples. The Meifu Li occupied good fields on both banks of the Changhua River and were able to plant wet rice. Their weaving technology was also superior to other Li groups. Past ethnological surveys had even found that their looms were very similar to types from the Central Plains during the Han Dynasty. The Meifu Li had few primitive commune components, obvious social differences, ancestral halls, genealogies, arranged seniority, and conflicts between clans.

"Then they must speak Chinese?" Ye Yuming said.

"Han Dynasty Chinese? Probably not!" Xiong Buyou replied.

"This is just speculation. They might also be descendants of other ethnic groups from the mainland who had already been Sinicized. Besides, even if they are truly descendants of Han people, they wouldn't necessarily still speak Chinese."

"I didn't expect you to be so familiar with the Li people." Mu Min felt somewhat ashamed. She was a standard Li person, but when it came to understanding her own ethnicity, she knew far less than this university graduate.

"This counts as a course subject." Fang Jinghan was somewhat embarrassed. "Something used in my major. I studied sociology."

"This major sounds very... impressive." Mu Min thought for a long time before coming up with such an adjective. "You can do ethnological research or something."

"We had four classes in one major, forty people in each class. That's a hundred and sixty in one year. There are at least twenty or thirty undergraduate colleges offering this major in the whole country; where am I going to find research to do?" Fang Jinghan smiled bitterly. "So..."

As he spoke, he felt a pang of pain in his heart. A fresh start wasn't necessarily a good thing. After enduring months of hard labor, he discovered once again that he wasn't a protagonist. The transmigrator team was full of talent: masters could form a company, doctors could form a platoon, returnees were countless, and there were even princelings who had flown planes and fired guns in the US. A guy like him was still just a basic member of the masses, finally thrown into the exploration team as "waste material."

"How about you work with me from now on!" Mu Min waved her hand carelessly. "My Li and Miao Affairs Office is short of people."

"Hey hey, boss, can you be a bit more subtle when poaching people?" Cui Yunhong laughed. "Treating me like I don't exist."

"I'm stating a fact. It's settled; we'll handle the paperwork when we get back."

Talking and laughing, they turned a river bend. A patch of houses appeared on the hillside ahead. The guide said, "That's Qiandui Stockade ahead; it's my uncle's home." His words carried affection.

"Running a horse to death looking at the mountain." Although the Li stockade was right in front of them, it took another full half hour to arrive. The river water here was abundant and shallow, but clear to the bottom. The banks were full of tall arbor trees, their branches hanging heavy with large bean pods. Mu Min was very curious and hurriedly called everyone to look.

Cui Yunhong laughed: "Those are soap bean trees; what's so rare about them? There are plenty near the villages back home."

"Is that the natural soap bean shampoo thing?" Mu Min's impression of soap beans was limited to this.

"Right, soap beans used to be natural soap. Good for washing clothes and bathing." Cui Yunhong stopped to take a look. This soap bean forest extended from the riverbank to the hillside, covering at least thirty to fifty mu. Truly an excellent resource.

Ye Yuming said, "This resource is useless to us. Once we get coconut oil, we can produce soap."

"Soap beans have many industrial uses," Cui Yunhong said. "I forget the specifics. The advantage is they have no corrosiveness and are milder than soap. Also, they seem to have medicinal uses."

The group arrived at the stockade gate. Guarding able-bodied men came over to question them. Because Assistant Wang led the way and they brought goods, they entered the stockade easily.

The mountain people, seeing foreign merchants, gathered around to see the goods. The Li district was remote; daily necessities like salt, needles, and thread all relied on peddlers. As soon as they arrived, the women of the stockade came to watch, surrounding the group in a big circle in front of a large house.

The exploration team hurriedly spread out their goods. Packets of white sugar, dazzlingly white. Many Li people didn't recognize it. Guide Wang touted it for them while sprinkling some on banana leaves for everyone to taste. Immediately, sales were excellent.

As for salt, needles, thread, hook knives, and farm tools—naturally, these were daily necessities. The exploration team also brought some products specifically developed by the trading company for trade in the Li districts, mainly perforated glass beads of various colors. They were all made from waste material left over from manufacturing glass vessels, but they were dazzling and colorful, attracting many young women who gathered around Mu Min, chattering and laughing as they chose goods. Unfortunately, the Meifu Li also had the custom of face tattooing, shattering the romantic dreams of many young men who had harbored fantasies about Li maidens.

The Li people had no gold, silver, or copper coins; it was all barter trade. The things they offered in exchange were varied. The exploration team's intention was to collect resource information, not to make a profit. Leather, medicinal herbs, betel nuts, soap beans, kudzu cloth, kapok cloth—all were accepted. The value calculation was generous, so both parties were happy. The group was busy trading until the crowd gradually dispersed.

Guide Wang was hospitable and invited them to stay and rest at his uncle's house.

The guide's uncle was surnamed Li, named Li Benqing. Apart from a broken house, the family had no fields or land, making a living by gathering herbs and hunting. At twenty-seven or twenty-eight, he still hung around the Gui Long. Originally, he had low status in the stockade. Later, because he often went to the county seat to sell hides and wild game and could speak Chinese, all dealings with government officials and merchants fell under his charge. Currently, he was considered to have some face in the stockade.

Everyone followed the guide to the straw hut. The bamboo-woven door was half-open, and the room was dark, with only the firelight from the fire pit glowing faintly.

Faint groans came from the small room.

The guide pushed open the door and went in. Cui Yunhong asked everyone to wait outside and went in first with Xiong Buyou. They saw a middle-aged man half-lying on a bamboo frame bed, without bedding—a lot of rice straw was thrown on and under the bed. A bamboo torch burned in the room, sputtering red firelight. Under the firelight, the man had messy hair, a full beard, and a flushed face. Seeing people enter, he hurriedly called out a few times.

Assistant Wang fetched half a ladle of water from the mountain spring piped in by bamboo tubes outside and fed it to him. Only then did he feel a bit better. Uncle and nephew met, naturally exchanging words. The others couldn't understand and, disliking the cramped room, all sat on the ground under the porch, fetching some mountain spring water and adding water purification tablets to drink and quench their thirst.

After a while, the guide came out and apologized profusely: "I'm truly sorry, shopkeepers. I originally thought since this is my uncle's house, hosting you with good food and lodging for a few days would be no problem, and he's an expert at gathering herbs. It's just that his cold-and-hot disease has flared up recently, and it's severe. You've been neglected."

Everyone immediately focused their eyes on He Ping, sent by the Ministry of Health. This person had been doing odd jobs in the Ministry of Health since D-Day. Shi Niaoren, adhering to the principle that one more person meant one more unit of strength, had taught him some basic simple medical skills. After practicing on several rabbits and frogs, and trying his hand on a few unfortunate indigenous patients who fell into his hands, He Ping had become a glorious "health worker." Seeing everyone looking at him, he knew he was expected to show his skills and conquer the hearts of the ancients with modern medicine.

Delivering medicine and medical treatment—though an old trick—was the most effective.

The so-called cold-and-hot disease in Hainan's Li districts was nine times out of ten malaria. This was a common disease in the Li districts with a high infection rate. Since D-Day, some transmigrators had also been infected. Fortunately, the Plasmodium here had not yet developed drug resistance, so medication worked very well. Therefore, He Ping was confident in playing the role of miracle doctor.

Immediately, he asked Assistant Wang to carry his uncle out of the house and place him under the porch. Only then did everyone discover that this "uncle" wasn't actually old—only in his early thirties. He Ping observed his symptoms: flushed face, shortness of breath, conjunctival congestion, skin hot and dry... These were all typical symptoms of the fever stage of Plasmodium vivax malaria. Without measuring temperature, judging by touch on the forehead, the body temperature was at least above 39°C.

"How often does it flare up?" He Ping asked.

"Once every two days," Li Benqing said, in great pain. "Flares once, good for a day. Then flares again. Once it starts, it lasts for ten days or so—" He gasped for breath.

"This should be Plasmodium vivax malaria. It counts as a benign malaria." He Ping's diagnosis, however, made everyone uneasy. Cui Yunhong whispered, "How sure are you? If you treat him to death, we'll be in a difficult position."

He Ping was very dissatisfied: "I didn't say I wanted to treat him; you guys brought it up. We can stop now. Anyway, vivax malaria naturally heals after five to ten attacks—"

Mu Min watched the patient groaning in pain and felt great pity: "Treat him. He's a human life too. It's just malaria; those who are timid can't achieve great things."

Seeing that no one opposed, He Ping took out four chloroquine tablets from the medical kit. This was the most effective antimalarial drug the transmigrators had, with fast action, short course, and much lower toxicity than quinine.

"Swallow with water, go back to sleep, and take it again tomorrow," He Ping instructed. According to the lesson Shi Niaoren had given him, this disease would be cured after three consecutive days of medicine.

The uncle and nephew were skeptical. There were Han doctors in Changhua city, but they hadn't heard of any having the ability to cure this cold-and-hot disease. How could these peddlers casually produce a few white things and claim they could cure the disease? However, the attacks were truly painful, so treating a dead horse as a live one, he swallowed them.

Seeing the patient fall into a drowsy sleep, everyone felt uneasy—this wasn't Lingao, where the Transmigrator Group was the local emperor whose word was law. In this unfamiliar Changhua Li stockade, if a life was lost, it would end badly.

Assistant Wang didn't have so many thoughts and busied himself preparing to cook for everyone. Xiong Buyou repeatedly said it wasn't necessary, as they had brought their own dried food. He only asked for help boiling some water. Everyone ate some Grassland Series rations with the boiling water. Assistant Wang felt sorry seeing them being so polite, but livelihood in the Li stockade was originally difficult, and he couldn't bring out anything to serve, so he planned to hunt some wild game tomorrow to treat them.

The exploration team set up a temporary shed with bamboo poles in Li Benqing's yard and asked for a lot of fresh straw to spread. He Ping gathered a lot of Artemisia annua (sweet wormwood) from the river beach outside the stockade and lit it beside the shed. Once the damp vegetation caught fire, the choking thick smoke made everyone cough incessantly.

"This is a malaria epidemic area; repelling mosquitoes is an effective way to prevent infection," He Ping said. "Artemisia smoke repels mosquitoes very well. Smoking it like this can guarantee a night." Although antimalarial drugs had been distributed to all exploration team members for prevention two weeks before departing from the Zhenhai, mosquito protection remained the most effective prevention method in malaria areas.

Ye Yuming remembered: "Can't Artemisia annua also treat malaria? It's everywhere. Treating the Li people would be very convenient. If promoted, Li and Miao work would be easier."

"This is Qinghao, not Chouhao," He Ping said. "Qinghao is useless."

"Hainan doesn't produce Chouhao?"

"Of course it does, but just decocting Chouhao cannot prevent or cure malaria." He Ping used to work in a pharmaceutical factory. Though his major was electromechanical, he was familiar with pharmaceutical production processes. "Without extraction in a pharmaceutical factory, the effective component artemisinin cannot be extracted at all. Based on our industrial level, it's probably impossible to utilize this drug. Better to honestly plant cinchona for quinine."

Mu Min, afraid of accidents, agreed that the team would take turns on duty to add fire and fuel so the Artemisia would burn all night. This also guarded against anyone with ill intentions.

Early the next morning, Li Benqing no longer had a fever. He Ping was greatly relieved—this showed the diagnosis and treatment were correct. Then he gave him two more tablets. Like this, he would recover after three days of treatment.

The exploration team surveyed the depth of the Changhua River outside the Li stockade. The deepest part was already 1.2 to 1.3 meters, generally navigable for boats. There were carpenters in the stockade and simple dugout canoes, but the boats were small, each seating only two or three people. Cui Yunhong decided to build bamboo rafts here, preparing to go upriver. The next target was the Sanchahe River.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 254: Shilu Investigation Record

Outside the Li village, there were large patches of wild bamboo forest. The exploration team asked the local Li people for help cutting down dozens of bamboo poles. They selected the thick ones and cut them into similar lengths, while the thinner ones were split into bamboo strips and twisted into ropes for binding the bamboo rafts. Assistant Wang couldn't hunt any pheasants, so he took out some of his share of white sugar and hired local carpenters to help make the rafts.

From the local Li people, they learned that upstream, as the terrain gradually entered the mountainous area, the river channel was quite rugged, often necessitating passage through shallow shoals and rapids. To facilitate passage, the bamboo rafts couldn't be made too large. The width of the rafts was controlled under 1.2 meters, similar to the simple bamboo rafts used in Hunan, Jiangxi, and other places. Each bamboo raft could carry five people, but because they had so much equipment, they ultimately constructed three. The carpenters in the stockade made bamboo stools and fixed them onto the rafts. As a finishing touch, they added a bamboo-strip roofed canopy to each raft—the sun here was very strong.

Building the bamboo rafts took less than a day. Early on the third day, Li Benqing's malaria was completely cured. Not only was his mind clear, but his appetite had also recovered. He Ping gave him the final dose to consolidate the cure.

Li Benqing was grateful beyond words to this group of strange Han people who had cured his illness, wishing he could give everything he owned in reward. This cold-and-hot disease flared up every year. Each time, it tormented him half to death for almost a month before improving. This time, he was fine after three days of medicine. The Han people also said it wouldn't relapse. Though skeptical, the immediate effect after taking the medicine was absolutely true.

It was just that apart from two machetes and a few crossbows, his family had nothing else. Li Benqing felt very embarrassed and insisted on going out to hunt some wild game to treat them, but Xiong Buyou stopped him.

"Wild game doesn't matter. We've delayed here for a few days and want to head upstream today. Can you help find a guide familiar with that area?"

"Go upstream?" Li Benqing was puzzled; even Li people rarely went to that place. If it was for gathering herbs, there were things on the upstream ridges, but they could also be gathered on the nearby hills.

"Yes, to Shilu Ridge. Do you know this place?" Xiong Buyou asked.

"Never heard of it." Li Benqing refused crisply. This made the exploration team suspicious. But according to Mu Min, this man wasn't lying—she had been a police officer for many years and could tell whether someone was lying.

Xiong Buyou didn't give up and continued to gesture: "There is a river at the foot of the mountain that flows into the Changhua River, called Shilu River—"

Li Benqing still shook his head.

Cui Yunhong thought of something: "Ask him if there are mountains with green stones here?"

The so-called green stone was copper ore—malachite. And the place name Shilu came from malachite. Because the local Li and Han people in Hainan were accustomed to placing modifiers after nouns when speaking, "Shilu" actually meant "Green Stone."

Shilu Ridge was first noticed not because of iron ore, but because of copper ore outcrops on the surface. Since the Qing Dynasty, people had been mining and stealing from it. It wasn't until 1935, when the Qiongya Industry Bureau sent people to investigate copper mines, that the richest mineral reserve in Shilu was discovered to be iron ore for the first time.

"Yes, yes," Li Benqing suddenly realized, "You want to go to Yayu Ridge!"

Xiong Buyou didn't know what Yayu Ridge was, but Cui Yunhong did. The somewhat vague textbook content suddenly became clear.

"Yes, yes, it's Yayu Ridge!" Cui Yunhong nodded repeatedly, thinking he was really muddled; the place name Shilu only started being used in the Qing Dynasty. This was still the Ming Dynasty's world.

Assistant Wang said, "Uncle, didn't you go to Yayu Ridge before?"

Li Benqing looked troubled. He pondered alone for a long time, making everyone anxious. However, Li Benqing spoke terrible Hainanese, and apart from Xiong Buyou, no one could really communicate with him.

After a long while, Li Benqing lowered his voice: "I'm afraid you shopkeepers aren't small peddlers, are you?"

Everyone was startled. Xiong Buyou smiled and said, "If not for business, what would we be doing coming to the Li districts?"

Li Benqing said, "You shopkeepers cured my illness, so I'm speaking a few extra words." He paused. "Leading everyone to Yayu Ridge is nothing; it's not far from here, and the road isn't difficult. Although I haven't been there many times, I still recognize the way. I just advise you: the gold and silver on Yayu Ridge are the ballast of Qiongzhou, protected by gods; they cannot be mined."

It turned out that rumors of treasures on Yayu Ridge had existed for many years. Even without rumors of gold and silver, the copper ore itself was extremely attractive. So every ten or twenty years, as long as the Li districts were quiet and peaceful, Han people would group together to go to Yayu Ridge to open mines. But no one had ever succeeded. They either lost their capital failing to mine gold and silver or suffered casualties from mine collapses, forcing them to abandon the effort. Over time, it was rumored that this mountain ridge was the great ballast of the island—a place of vital feng shui protected by gods.

After listening to Li Benqing's gossip, everyone realized that this Shilu Ridge had long been famous. It seemed remarks about Chinese people lacking pioneering spirit were pure nonsense. In an ancient society with low technological levels and blocked traffic, trekking hundreds of li into these wild mountains to open mines—how could a nation without adventurous spirit do that?

"We are not going to mine gold or silver; we just want to go to Yayu Ridge to take a look," Xiong Buyou continued to persuade. "We'll leave in a few days."

Li Benqing said, "I'll handle taking you there. Just please consider what I said, shopkeepers."

Assistant Wang didn't have these taboos and laughed: "Uncle, just take them there. When you come back, the shopkeepers will reward you with a few more jin of white sugar. You can use it to get a match for me, so I don't have to go to the Gui Long to sing and look for women every day!"

Li Benqing laughed: "You young kid, what nonsense are you talking? Not learning anything good!"

The "Gui Long" was a special building in the Li stockade. Several unmarried women in the same stockade would build a house by themselves at the edge of the stockade and sleep there at night. Men intending to find a spouse would go to the Gui Long every night to Lue Ya; if the woman was interested, she would let the man stay overnight.

Immediately, it was agreed that Li Benqing would lead the way to Yayu Ridge. As for remuneration, Li Benqing originally refused to accept any, so Cui Yunhong gave him a new hook knife, a bottle of white liquor, and a few jin of white sugar. Li Benqing liked them very much and accepted.

Considering his just-recovered health, the exploration team rested in the Li stockade for another day. They weren't idle; they roughly surveyed the resources around the Li stockade and drew a topographical map. In terms of resources, apart from the soap bean forest, a small-scale tin mine was also found nearby, but unfortunately, transportation was inconvenient and it had no mining value.

Early the next morning, the group took the bamboo rafts upstream. Assistant Wang stayed in the Li stockade to look after the goods and luggage they left behind. The group packed lightly, bringing only necessary equipment and camping tools. Li Benqing brought his own dried food and salt and carried a crossbow on his back. Mu Min curiously asked him if the arrows he carried were poisoned.

"No, the Upas tree is hard to find. Even if found, the local Han people aren't allowed to use it," Li Benqing gestured. The Han people he referred to were the officials in Changhua city.

Hearing that the Upas tree was hard to find, several camping enthusiasts felt somewhat disappointed. However, everyone was very interested in his crossbow and took turns examining it. The structure of this crossbow was very simple, and the effective range wouldn't exceed fifty meters. No wonder Li Benqing said it was mainly used for setting ground traps in places where wild beasts appeared. However, he rarely hunted with crossbow arrows—if he wanted to sell the fur, it wouldn't be valuable with holes pierced by bolts. Li Benqing hunted mainly by digging pits and setting various snares. The several hunting enthusiasts in the exploration team took turns exchanging relevant experiences with him on the bamboo raft. After most of the day, with speaking and gestures, they roughly understood each other. The relationship warmed up considerably.

Li Benqing caught quite a few animals. Jiang Muzhi, responsible for collecting biological data, soon learned from his descriptions that there were ferret badgers, otters, large and small civets, masked palm civets, and other animals with significant economic value locally. As for wild rabbits and wild boars, they were widely distributed. What surprised people most was that there were black bears locally.

"That thing is not to be messed with—" Li Benqing shook his head. "Runs fast, and climbs trees."

But this resource was useless to the transmigrators. They didn't need bear skin for hats, and the utilization of bear bile hadn't been put on the agenda. Comparatively, deerskin was more useful.

Li Benqing said there were two kinds of deer locally, one big and one small. The exploration team quickly figured it out: the big one was the Sambar deer, and the small one was the Muntjac. Both types had significant economic value.

Because there were rarely opportunities for forestry professionals to conduct field animal surveys, an old hunter like Li Benqing was the best subject for investigation. What was valuable was that he could describe the characteristics of every animal he hunted quite accurately, which made the transmigrators' judgment much easier.

Seeing them holding a notebook and constantly recording his words, Li Benqing was both surprised and proud. He couldn't figure out why these Han people valued the stuff he usually gossiped about when idle so much, even writing it down. This added mystery to their purpose.

Because it was the dry season, the water volume was not large, and the current was very gentle. Poling upstream with bamboo poles wasn't strenuous—only they often had to pass through rocky shoals where everyone had to exit the bamboo rafts to push them through. In some places where rocky shoals were exposed above the water, they even had to carry the bamboo rafts over to continue advancing.

With the upstream movement of the bamboo rafts, the exploration team carefully observed the changes in the main channel and side tributaries, constantly recording the surrounding topography and vegetation types. Trees were sparse on the banks, but shrubs and grass were dense. As the bamboo rafts passed, they occasionally startled birds and some unknown small animals in the grass. There were no signs of human activity on either bank—the Han miners who came for adventure that Li Benqing mentioned didn't leave many traces here.

Around three or four o'clock in the afternoon, the bamboo rafts finally arrived at the place known to later generations as Sanchahe Town. Of course, this place was currently still a desolate grassland. The water became very shallow, and the bamboo rafts scraped the sand and stones on the riverbed more than once. As for the Shilu River, this tributary of the Changhua River couldn't be navigated at all right now; it could barely cover a person's ankles.

The exploration team decided to abandon the boats and proceed on foot. Everyone worked together to drag the bamboo rafts ashore. According to Li Benqing, walking upstream along this river for another fifty or sixty li would get them there. Since it was getting late, everyone camped here to rest, preparing to set off early the next morning.

The exploration team lit a bonfire in the camp and burned a lot of Artemisia to smoke away mosquitoes. To prevent suspicion, the exploration team didn't take out overly conspicuous equipment. However, their matches, sleeping bags, and dried food still aroused Li Benqing's strong interest—especially the matches. Dinner was Grassland Series rations. Eating a rice biscuit for the first time, Li Benqing actually said it was very delicious. Everyone gave him a lot of their portions. Li Benqing made bamboo tube rice in return. With a little salt and lemongrass added, the taste whetted everyone's appetite.

At night, when they were about to sleep, they heard a suspicious roaring sound. Thinking of the black bear Li Benqing mentioned, many people became nervous. To ensure safe sleep, Cui Yunhong instructed everyone to have guns ready and light another roaring fire. They would take turns on duty, constantly adding large amounts of fuel—dry grass and small shrub branches were everywhere here.

The next day, they all rose at five, hurriedly ate breakfast, and hit the road again. They continued walking upstream along the river. Twisting and turning, relying on compass, map, and Li Benqing's guidance, they walked another fifty or sixty li. At sunset, they finally reached the foot of the mountain, where clear river water slowly flowed out from a valley ahead.

"This is Yayu Ridge," Li Benqing pointed out.

Cui Yunhong knew they had arrived. He found his compass and checked it against the setting sun. The needle pointed southwest. Looking in the direction of the needle, there was a reddish-brown peak. He nodded; this area should be the famous Hainan Shilu Magnetite Mine.

Everyone was excited—Shilu Iron Mine! The largest open-pit rich iron mine in China, with reserves of nearly three hundred million tons of magnetite averaging over 42 percent iron content! It was also associated with cobalt, copper, nickel, silver, sulfur, dolomite, and many other minerals. If not for the lack of coal here, Shilu would be a natural large-scale coal-iron complex base.

Cui Yunhong was dizzy with excitement and almost fell down. He was about to charge up the mountain with his equipment in one go, but everyone hurriedly stopped him, saying it was getting dark and climbing the mountain was unsafe; it wouldn't be too late to go tomorrow.

Immediately, they set up camp by the stream. The night passed without incident. The next day, Cui Yunhong led a five-man squad up the mountain. The rest remained to guard the camp.

Yayu Ridge wasn't high, and the mountain terrain wasn't steep. The overall vegetation on the hillside was still a savanna landscape, with large areas of thatch taller than a person. Although better than a tropical rainforest, climbing was still quite strenuous. Fortunately, Li Benqing, the old hunter, led the way; he would choose routes with sparser vegetation to advance.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 255: Li Village Disturbance

Everyone used hands and feet alike, spending almost three full hours to reach the summit. Looking out from there, endless undulating peaks stretched as far as the eye could see. Nearby was tropical savanna vegetation, while dense forests lay in the distance.

Everyone carefully observed the surrounding soil and vegetation conditions. They also tried digging test pits in some places. The soil on the hillside was fairly typical southern red soil, without special mineral outcrops. Although this iron mine was claimed to be open-pit, it was still covered by several meters of soil. They had to determine which points had iron ore worth mining—the transmigrators didn't have the powerful machinery of modern mining to remove the overburden on a large scale.

After digging several test pits, Cui Yunhong was still unsatisfied and decided to use modern geophysical prospecting equipment. He brought out his most treasured transient electromagnetic instrument, bolt tester, and ultrasonic detector. After a good bout of maneuvering, he finally delineated several locations suitable for development. He dug test pits again, and less than one meter down, he struck magnetite ore. He chipped off a piece and inspected it visually; sure enough, it was rare rich iron ore.

Li Benqing watched the lead shopkeeper take out strange devices, toss them around, and start digging holes. When he dug out a stone, he pocketed it like a treasure. But this stone was neither gold nor silver, nor the green stone Han people liked most. He couldn't make heads or tails of it.

Cui Yunhong led the team down the mountain for another ten li or so, successively discovering multiple mining points suitable for exploitation. He also found an associated pyrite deposit. Unfortunately, transportation was inconvenient; otherwise, it would be good fertilizer for the agricultural department.

As for the legendary malachite mine, it was never found. However, Cui Yunhong didn't take it to heart—compared to iron, their demand for copper was very limited, and Japanese red copper imported from Guangdong was about enough for their needs.

Several people trekked along the hillside ridges carrying equipment, digging pits, setting up instruments, and drawing maps from time to time. Under the scorching sun, everyone was drenched in sweat, and the fragments of silvergrass sticking to their skin were painful and itchy.

Finally, it was noon—time for lunch and rest. They drank the salt water He Ping had mixed in the morning. As for the rice biscuits that everyone agreed were hard to swallow, they crunched them all down. The physical exertion was simply too great.

"Do we continue exploring this afternoon?" Jiang Muzhi, the representative of the industrial sector, asked breathlessly. His physical fitness was relatively poor, and he really had too much fat. After tossing about all morning, he couldn't take it anymore.

Originally, Cui Yunhong didn't want to bring him on the exploration team, but Bai Guoshi had left with the ship to lead another exploration team to Tiandu, so the team lacked someone knowledgeable about biology and flora/fauna.

"Of course. It's not easy to come here once; we must try to collect as much data as possible to take back."

"God, let me go back to the twenty-first century! When will these days end!" Someone finally couldn't bear it and let out a wail.

"I really want to eat KFC." Someone looked at the sky with lifeless eyes. "And the roast lamb skewers, roast chicken frames, roast corn at our school gate..."

"It's too late to think about that now; just work honestly." Cui Yunhong laughed.

"Such a big mountain top—mining it will be difficult, right?" Jiang Muzhi asked.

"Mining isn't hard," Ye Yuming interjected. "If you completely ignore mine safety production regulations, give me fifty workers, and that's enough. Purely manual operation, working only the day shift, two tons of ore per person per day is no problem. That's one hundred tons of ore a day, which is nearly forty thousand tons of iron ore a year." He used to work in mine safety supervision and knew a lot about mine blasting and mining.

"Aren't you running a black coal mine?"

"Not black, just average level. Besides, this kind of open-pit mine doesn't need tunnels at all; just remove the overburden." Ye Yuming looked around at the mountain. "Actually, the earthwork volume of this mountain isn't too large. With enough explosives, we can completely blast it as a whole—"

Several people sucked in a breath of cold air. Whole blasting? Good heavens, blowing the lid off a mountain directly—what a grand gesture.

Cui Yunhong knew this wasn't an exaggeration. In open-pit mining, blasting a mountain top as a whole was very common and technically not very difficult—as for whether the Transmigrator Group had this capability, that was another matter.

"Forty thousand tons of iron ore a year; Ji Wusheng will be grinning from ear to ear."

"Such good rich iron ore can be directly smelted into steel."

"This is only based on fifty miners working ten hours a day." Ye Yuming said, "When the Japanese mined Shilu, each worker worked fourteen-hour shifts with a quota of eight tons. At that time, apart from a small number of pneumatic picks, the mine couldn't talk about having much mechanized mining. With our Transmigrator Group's ability, maintaining a mining team of two or three hundred people and mining one hundred and fifty thousand tons of iron ore a year is no problem."

Cui Yunhong said, "Actually, mining an open-pit mine like this isn't much trouble, but we have to handle the supporting facilities. Just eating, drinking, and waste disposal for the workers requires building a small village specifically. If it's not arranged well, it won't work. Mining and transporting ore are both high-intensity labor. If the quality of life is too poor, the mortality rate will be very high. Unless we do death-style mining like the Japanese, filling it directly with human lives, otherwise the mine will collapse in a few months."

Huang Zhuazi spoke heroically: "In the future, we'll capture men from Japan to mine!"

"No matter who comes to mine, the engineering volume won't be small." Cui Yunhong said, "The difficulty of Shilu lies in transporting the ore out." He opened the map. "Originally, the Changhua River provided a convenient outlet to the sea, but unfortunately, Shilu Ridge isn't on the banks of the Changhua River. The only feasible channel is still the same route the Japanese chose: build a railway from Shilu to Basuo. Then export from Basuo."

However, the construction of this route was extremely difficult. The terrain along the way was complex. When the Japanese army laid this fifty-five-kilometer railway line, they mobilized tens of thousands of workers and took five months to complete it.

On this line, the terrain between Basuo Port and Beili was flat; between Beili and Baoqiao was a hilly zone; east of Baoqiao was mountainous. The valley and hilly zone between Beili and Baoqiao was fifteen kilometers long, and the engineering was particularly arduous. A total of seventeen bridges were built along the line, including three large bridges, three medium bridges, and eleven small bridges, as well as 178 culverts. All were reinforced concrete or iron frame structures. A tunnel 250 meters long was also built between Baoqiao and Shilu.

Basuo was originally a small fishing village. To accommodate ore ships of over ten thousand tons entering the port, it was expanded into an artificial harbor. The entire Shilu development—including the mine, railway, port, and power plant—mobilized a total of 140,000 laborers. Casualties among workers numbered in the tens of thousands.

Hearing these figures, everyone felt that mining here wasn't really feasible. Jiang Muzhi whispered, "Since that's the case, didn't we come for nothing? The Executive Committee definitely won't develop Shilu."

"I think so too, at least not in the First Five-Year Plan." Ye Yuming said, "If you ask me, rather than going to the trouble of building a railway to Basuo and then building an artificial port at Basuo, it's better to simply build directly to Tiandu, connect the two major mining areas, and ship everything out from the natural good harbor of Yulin."

"That line would be about 180 kilometers long; that's not easy either. The Japanese didn't finish it until '43."

After this discussion about the development prospects of Shilu Iron Mine ended, the recovered exploration team continued their investigation activities on the ridge. During this period, Cui Yunhong collected other types of ores, but malachite never showed its face—was his luck bad? Cui Yunhong was truly puzzled. Shilu had been famous for copper mines for hundreds of years, which meant malachite outcrops on the surface should be very common. Such searching continued until getting dark before they ended and went down the mountain.

The second and third days, the exploration team continued to conduct investigation and exploration around Shilu Ridge. During this time, they encountered a black bear unexpectedly. After staring at each other for a few minutes, it ended with the black bear voluntarily retreating. Although Huang Zhuazi really wanted to satisfy his craving to shoot, handling such a huge creature after killing it would be troublesome and a pure waste.

Seeing that further investigation wouldn't yield new discoveries, Cui Yunhong broke camp and returned early on the fourth day. The journey back was uneventful. Returning to Sanchahe, the bamboo rafts were still in place. After resting for a night, they boarded the rafts to return. Going downstream was fast, and they returned to the Li stockade in the afternoon.

Unexpectedly, as soon as they entered the Li stockade, they were surrounded by a dozen Li men. These people held knives and guns, their faces serious. Many ordinary people of the stockade stood watching from a distance. This posture startled Cui Yunhong. He thought, we didn't do anything wrong, did we?

"Xiao Mu, what do you think your compatriots are planning?"

Mu Min said helplessly, "I am Li, but I don't speak the Li language—"

Just as they were fearful, a prominent figure among them bowed and spoke at length to them, his expression very respectful. But they still couldn't understand a single word.

Fortunately, Li Benqing was there. It turned out this person was an Ao Ya (Elder) in the stockade. He said the Dong Zhu (Chief) of their stockade was very ill. Hearing that these Han merchants had divine medicine and had cured Li Benqing's malaria at once, he also wanted to ask them to grant a few divine pills to save the Chief.

Hearing this, everyone was quite troubled. If it was just malaria, that would be easy; just giving a few more chloroquine tablets would do. But He Ping was only a half-baked health worker. If he had to treat illness seriously, it would be fine if he guessed right, but if he treated someone to death—this was the family of the stockade's leader! In the twenty-first century, people would chase and beat doctors and nurses in hospitals when their relatives died, let alone in a primitive village in the seventeenth century.

He Ping said, "Let's go take a look."

"You really plan to treat this Chief?" Mu Min really wasn't at ease.

"Not going would be worse. I feel these people's attitude is quite sincere."

"But you don't even know what disease he has!" Mu Min said anxiously. "This is the master of a Dong; if he dies, the whole stockade will vent their anger on you, and we won't even have time to save you—"

"Don't worry, I was more or less educated by Dr. Shi for a few months; I'm still confident in basic medical skills. I can always cope. Besides, if we really want to leave, they might not be able to stop us."

Huang Zhuazi nodded: "Indeed, worst case we fight our way out. If we're afraid of implicating people, we can just take Li Benqing with us—"

"You guys relax. If I find I can't treat it, I'll give some placebo. At most, we get driven away; I won't treat anyone to death."

So they agreed to treat the Chief. The group first returned to Li Benqing's residence and inventoried the medical kit in their luggage. Because it was used by the exploration team, all kinds of bandages, dressings, common drugs, anti-inflammatory drugs, and the like were complete. There were also simple surgical instruments and disinfectants.

While everyone was organizing things, Li Benqing circled around outside and came back quietly, his face full of worry. He said to Xiong Buyou, "Shopkeepers, I'm afraid the Chief's illness isn't something that can be cured with medicine—"

Xiong Buyou hurriedly asked what was going on. Li Benqing quietly explained:

It turned out the Chief had been sick for seven or eight days. He had used Li herbal medicine but couldn't recover. The people in the stockade suspected he had suffered "Jin" (Curse). The so-called Jin was similar to the concept of ghosts and spirits causing trouble in Han areas. It was generally believed that certain people with magical powers summoned "ghosts" to harm people. The Chief invited a Dao Gong (Shaman) to perform the ghost release ritual, but it couldn't be lifted no matter what. It was said that the "ghost" summoned this time was very powerful. Now no one dared to provoke this matter.

"You are Han people; why bother provoking Li family matters?" Li Benqing advised with good intentions. "In case the person casting the curse gets angry at your interference and casts a curse on you too, wouldn't that be a sudden disaster!"

Naturally, everyone didn't care about these superstitions, but they couldn't fearlessly say "We are atheistic warriors." Speaking such words probably wouldn't convince anyone.

"Old man, rest assured," Xiong Buyou comforted, "We have science—"

"Is your science ghost very powerful?" Li Benqing's rhetorical question made everyone laugh and cry. It turned out that in the primitive religious beliefs of the Li people, there was no concept of gods; all supernatural powers were called "ghosts."

As they were speaking, Mu Min suddenly stepped forward and asked: "Since it's said someone cast a curse, is it a Jin Gong (Curse Father) or Jin Mu (Curse Mother)?"

"Heard it's a Jin Mu. The Ao Ya have already ordered people to arrest this woman." Li Benqing shook his head. "A perfectly good woman, don't know what evil possessed her."

"This is bad." Mu Min was somewhat anxious.

"What's wrong?" Everyone was baffled.

Mu Min explained: Whenever there was a so-called "suffering from Jin" incident, the Dao Gong's ritual would name someone as the "curse caster." A man was called Jin Gong, and a woman was called Jin Mu.

People declared as Jin Gong or Jin Mu were somewhat similar to "wizards" and "witches" in medieval Europe. Everyone feared and hated them, believing they could cast curses to harm people at any time. Consequently, once someone in a Li stockade was identified as Jin Gong or Jin Mu, the masses would often kill them. In some places, it was slightly more lenient, but they couldn't avoid means of so-called "exorcism" such as torture and being forced to bathe naked. This phenomenon wasn't eliminated until the People's Government intervened vigorously in the 1950s.

Now that someone had been identified as a Jin Mu, this woman's life was in danger.

(End of Chapter)
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Hearing Mu Min's explanation, everyone's expression changed. They were all modern people with basic concepts of human rights. Now someone—a woman at that—was about to die wrongfully for no reason because of superstition. They couldn't stand by and watch.

"We have to save her," Mu Min said.

Everyone fell silent. This was the Li district, and the transmigrators were outsiders. Historical experience told them: when you don't have enough power to influence others, even if your intentions are good, don't interfere in other people's affairs casually—otherwise it will only attract resentment.

Xiong Buyou said, "How can we save her?"

"She is innocent—" Mu Min stopped midway. They knew there was no such thing as "Jin" in this world. The problem was that the people here didn't think so.

"Let's play it by ear," Cui Yunhong said. "Didn't Engineer Wang specifically instruct us this time to respect the customs and habits of ethnic minorities and not interfere casually?"

"We can't just leave her to die, can we?" Someone's sense of justice exploded.

"What she dies of has nothing to do with us!" Fang Jinghan suddenly dropped such a cold remark. Everyone couldn't help but be startled, not expecting this old nice guy to suddenly say such cold words.

"What did you say?!" Someone's universal values acted up. "An innocent person is about to be killed! And you actually say it has nothing to do with us?!"

Seeing that before anything was done, a great debate on values and human rights theory was about to unfold, Cui Yunhong shouted:

"Enough!" He also felt that this woman's life or death had little to do with them, but now that it had been brought up, openly saying not to save her would definitely cause internal conflict. "What's the use of saying useless things now?"

He Ping said, "It's not hard to save her, but I have to ask—will the Executive Committee agree if we take this woman in?"

"Of course we'll take her," Mu Min answered without hesitation. "Not considering her ethnic identity, we need people even as laborers."

"Or she can be a wife for Little Wang."

"I think you're the one tempted, right?" People started teasing each other. Cui Yunhong thought that one of the biggest characteristics of modern people was being heartless; they could joke around at any time.

"I could only be tempted if she didn't have facial tattoos."

"Stop dreaming," Mu Min said. "Although women of all ages and classes can be identified as Jin Mu, it's mainly middle-aged and elderly women, especially widows with no one in their natal families, because they lack the protection of family power."

He Ping nodded and said, "Since we are willing to take her in, I'll try when the time comes. I can't say for sure if it will succeed."

The Ao Ya had already come to urge them, and a large crowd of curious onlookers had gathered outside. Cui Yunhong hurriedly made assignments.

"Comrades," Cui Yunhong said. "Now we have to guard against contingencies. When necessary, we might have to flee quickly. Let's familiarize everyone with the plan again. In case of any accident, everyone acts according to the plan, understood?"

It was decided that Xiong Buyou would accompany He Ping to see the patient, with Huang Zhuazi as bodyguard.

Cui Yunhong gave the team's only Glock pistol to them.

"If anything happens, fight your way out immediately," Cui Yunhong instructed. "Life is most important; it doesn't matter if medicines and equipment are lost."

Mu Min also came to instruct: "Don't be impulsive. The Li people value keeping one's word most. Leave some leeway when speaking. No need to be so nervous." She sighed, not quite approving of Cui Yunhong's arrangement as if facing a formidable enemy, feeling it was an overreaction.

"We all understand."

The others packed their luggage and readied their guns. The exploration team had brought four Remington shotguns, five-round hunting rifles, and a few derringer pistols—all loaded with ammunition, wrapped in banana leaves, and placed close at hand.

Arrangements made, early the next morning, He Ping's group, carrying the travel medical kit, followed the Ao Ya and Li Benqing to the Chief's house.

The Chief's residence was larger than the surrounding houses, and the materials used were also more refined. Class differences among the Meifu Li were quite obvious. He Ping and the others looked solemn. The able-bodied men of the stockade held back the crowd while escorting him forward. After a while, an old man walked toward them in welcome; this was one of the Chief's confidants.

The light in the room was dim. He Ping blinked for a long time before he could see clearly: a young man lying on a bamboo couch at the side of the room. A group of people clustered around, mostly women, some seemingly sobbing. The outside of the bed was screened by a bamboo slat wall.

He Ping glanced at the scene, then walked to the front of the bamboo couch. This person was only fifteen or sixteen years old, in the prime of youth. In the dim light, one could see his face was sallow, his head covered in sweat, gasping in pain.

His body was covered with a piece of tie-dyed kapok cloth. In the air, a scent of rot drifted faintly.

He Ping frowned. This smell didn't seem like sickness; could it be an infected wound?

"What illness?" He Ping asked.

A middle-aged woman with facial tattoos nearby hurriedly spoke to Li Benqing, who translated:

"It was originally just some redness and swelling on the leg. A few days ago, it suddenly flared up, raising a big lump, and his whole body became very hot."

Lifting the sheet, He Ping sucked in a breath of cold air. There was a huge abscess on this person's leg, and his body temperature felt very high. He opened the box, wiped his fingers with an alcohol cotton ball, and pressed the abscess. It was scalding hot, with a soft spot in the middle that had a pulsating sensation. He Ping already knew—this was an infection caused by trauma.

Surgery was unavoidable in this situation. He Ping disinfected his fingers again. Although it was just a minor outpatient surgery, he had never tried it on a human being before. At this moment, he couldn't help but feel a bit of regret.

Seeing his difficult expression, the woman beside him knew the person was hard to save and couldn't help wailing loudly. The people around also started shedding tears.

The old man who had welcomed them asked, "Divine doctor, can the Chief still be saved?"

"Hard to say," He Ping said cautiously. "We can try, but I don't guarantee he'll live. I can't be responsible if he dies. If you agree, I'll treat him; otherwise, I can only take my leave."

The Ao Ya agreed profusely, saying living one more year was good enough, begging the divine doctor to perform his magic.

He Ping asked for the patient to be carried outside—it was pitch black in there, impossible to perform surgery. He instructed them to fence the area around the patient's bed with curtains and set up a shed above to shade the sun. Outside the shed, stones were piled up to make a fire pit for boiling water, and people were ordered to fetch brand-new clay pots. He also asked for several bolts of white cloth, cut into three large pieces with a hole in the middle to serve as surgical gowns. The rest was made into masks and hats. After making them, they were boiled in water and dried in the sun.

The Li people in the stockade watched all this with both fear and curiosity. Everything was ready. It was already noon when the three men came out of the shed wearing white cloth gowns, white hats, and masks. The children were scared away. The eyes of the old people also revealed great unease and fear.

He Ping opened his medical kit and organized the items. He said to Xiong Buyou and Huang Zhuazi:

"His illness should be a streptococcal infection of the wound. It won't get better without surgery. If we drag on for a few more days, he'll likely either die of high fever or septicemia."

"Incision and drainage?" Huang Zhuazi was an outdoor activity enthusiast and knew a bit about self-treatment for minor injuries.

"Yes, only surgery can save his life," He Ping said. "You act as my nurses and help."

"Okay, tell us what to do." Huang Zhuazi agreed readily.

"First help me disinfect the instruments and prepare materials. By the way, also prepare some physiological saline."

"Need an IV drip?"

"For washing the wound. Pay attention to the preparation concentration of 0.9 percent."

"Alright."

There wasn't much alcohol in the medical kit, so the surgical instruments were disinfected using the simplest boiling method. The instruments needed were boiled in already boiling water for another five minutes and then disinfected with alcohol. He Ping put on gloves. Taking a deep breath, he picked up the scalpel.

The middle-aged woman outside—probably the Chief's mother—started to get uneasy when she saw them dressed strangely boiling various shiny things in water. When she saw He Ping pick up a small knife, she almost went crazy, crying and screaming outside trying to rush in, but was held back by several Ao Ya—He Ping had instructed them beforehand.

"What's the temperature?"

"39.8 degrees."

"Stuff some cloth in his mouth and hold him down." He Ping instructed them.

He Ping first thoroughly disinfected the area around the abscess with alcohol, then found the soft place on the abscess with a fluctuating sensation—he remembered Dr. Shi telling him when teaching simple surgery that surgical treatment of abscesses meant cutting from here to drain the pus. But saying it was easy; actually cutting into a live person really made him feel a bit weak. He adjusted his breathing and cut down.

Pus and blood almost sprayed out, splashing everywhere on their temporary surgical gowns.

Xiong Buyou almost cried out. This scene was really terrifying. He clearly felt the patient under his hands twitching and struggling, and immediately used all his strength to hold him down.

At this time, a burst of noise and many footsteps came from outside. He Ping began to wash the wound with saline water. The young Chief struggled even more violently. Huang Zhuazi and Xiong Buyou had to use all their strength to control him.

While busy, they saw Li Benqing slip in from outside. Seeing this scene, his face turned white with fright. Xiong Buyou scolded: "What are you doing coming in?"

Li Benqing said with a bitter face: "There's a racket outside, saying that handing the Chief over to you to treat is—is—"

As they spoke, someone seemed to be arguing outside. Unintelligible Li language rose wave after wave. The three men were all nervous. But things having come to this, they couldn't give up halfway. He Ping simply ignored it and just focused on cleaning the wound. After cleaning the wound surface completely, he stuffed gauze drainage strips coated with petroleum jelly into the wound and covered it loosely with medicinal cotton from the outside.

"Not using anti-inflammatory powder?" Huang Zhuazi asked.

"Need to drain now. Give him oral penicillin." He Ping looked at the dressing of the wound. Although it was a bit ugly, it was passable.

"Wait, you give him oral penicillin—what if he's allergic? He's dead meat!"

"I forgot!" He Ping was startled. "Switch to sulfanilamide tablets."

Immediately, they gave the patient oral sulfanilamide. At this time, the chaotic noise outside stopped. He Ping instructed that the family members could come in. The ones who entered were exactly the Chief's mother and the old Ao Ya who had invited them.

Seeing her son's face was listless but he seemed less in pain, the Chief's mother showed a look of relief. The old Ao Ya spoke at length to Li Benqing, who translated:

"He thanks you for saving his nephew. He asks if this counts as cured?"

"Not yet, need to wait a few more days." He Ping knew that before the temperature dropped, it was still a dangerous period. "You can give him water and some light food, but don't let his wound touch water or dirty things. Find someone to watch him day and night. He is having a fever now, so use cloth soaked in cold water to apply to him..." He Ping instructed a bunch of precautions, and finally, "Choose the person you think is most reliable to watch him. Apart from this, no one else is allowed to enter the shed, absolutely no one! If anything happens, come find me quickly."

Hearing He Ping say this, a look of worry floated onto the old Ao Ya's face. But he didn't say anything more, only saying everything would be done according to the divine doctor's instructions.

The three-man team came out of the shed. Their blood-stained gowns caused another commotion. Everyone set to washing the instruments, then boiling them in water to disinfect again. After finishing, the pottery used for boiling was smashed and buried. The temporary gowns, masks, and hats were all thrown into the fire and burned. This practice was originally just to prevent pollution from medical waste, but unexpectedly it was understood by the locals as a kind of witchcraft ritual. So much so that many years later, when the Transmigrator regime's work team returned to this place, a young team member recorded such a paragraph in his social survey notes:

"...The final stage of 'doing ghosts' to drive away illness for the patient is to throw a white cloth stained with spots of red, sometimes bloodstains, into the fire, and finally smash the pottery pot used for boiling things. All garbage will be buried. The whole ceremony officially ends..."

Returning to Li Benqing's house, someone sent food: roast chicken, eggs, fish, bamboo tube rice, rice wine—very sumptuous. It was just that the exploration team members had no appetite: the three who performed the surgery had been covered in pus and blood just now, and the others were worried about what would happen in the next few days. The riot outside the shed just now—the people inside didn't see it, but the others saw it clearly. A young man was constantly inciting something, and the crowd outside rioted several times. Fortunately, those few Ao Ya desperately suppressed it outside to maintain order.

"Don't worry, this Chief will definitely have a fever for a few days. With antibiotics, he won't die." He Ping said, "It's just a bit fishy."

"What?"

"He didn't get inflamed for no reason." He Ping took a paper packet out of the enamel box in the medical kit. Inside was impressively a thin bamboo splinter. "This is what I pulled out of the wound." He whispered, "It's a bit strange."

"He didn't know he was pricked?"

"That's quite possible." He Ping said, "Dr. Shi told me about many such cases. Fortunately, this thing isn't iron; otherwise, if he got tetanus, no one could save him."

"Damn, we won't get involved in some palace intrigue, will we?" Someone's imagination exploded.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 257 — Bida

That evening, the group invited Li Benqing and his nephew to join them for dinner. Wang Aoya had sent over a generous supply of food and rice wine—perfect for entertaining guests. As cups were filled and refilled, Xiong Buyou deftly steered the conversation toward the inner workings of the stockade.

It transpired that after the previous chief of Zhen Dui Stockade had passed away, his son remained too young to rule. Governance had therefore fallen to the four Oyas, who collectively decided all matters great and small. Their leader was surnamed Wang—the same elder who had first come to invite them. Wang Aoya was also the young chief's uncle, binding them by blood. As for the energetic young man who had been so active outside their quarters, he was the son of another Oya named Zhen Huan—a renowned hunter who commanded considerable prestige among the stockade's youth.

The upland rice wine loosened Li Benqing's tongue. Cheeks flushed, he revealed that the woman condemned as the "Curse Mother" was none other than Zhen Huan's lover from the Gui Long—a girl named Bida. During the ritual, Zhen Huan had turned hostile on the spot, nearly slaughtering the Daogong, but the united opposition of the other Oyas had suppressed him.

"Zhen Oya's days have not been easy," Li Benqing said, shaking his head. "Everyone whispers that his son instructed Bida to place a Jin curse on the Chief."

"Why would he do that?"

"The earliest chiefs of Zhen Dui Stockade were from the Zhen family." Li Benqing drank deeply. "The Zhen clan has ruled here for ten generations—"

"That long?" Fang Jinghan sounded skeptical.

"Don't interrupt," Mu Min chided. "Let Li Baya finish."

Li Benqing beamed at being addressed as Baya—the respectful term the Li people used for their elders.

"Perhaps four or five generations ago?" He wasn't certain of the exact years. "Wang Chief's ancestors migrated here with their entire household. Originally Han, the genealogy claims they descended from some great general in the distant north—on the mainland. At that time, our stockade was at war with the neighboring Shuishen Stockade, and the Zhen family suffered terrible losses. The Wang disciples all knew martial arts. They led everyone in a decisive strike that wiped out Shuishen in a single campaign. From that day forward, the Wang family became the chiefs."

"So the Wang family is actually Han?" Xiong Buyou asked. "But why would a general move his entire household to live in a Li stockade?"

Fang Jinghan scribbled in his notebook. "As for 'general,' they were probably inflating their own status. More likely fugitive military households from the local garrisons."

Li Benqing continued: ever since then, two major factions had formed within the stockade. One was the Wang family; the other, the Zhen. Though the Zhens no longer held the chieftaincy, their roots ran deep—at least one of the four Oyas was always from their lineage.

Now, with the Wang chief still young and the Zhen family producing a charismatic heir like Zhen Huan, the balance of power was clearly tipping.

"Zhen Huan commands not only the respect of the young warriors but is wildly popular in the Gui Long." Li Benqing's nose had turned crimson from the drink. "At night, he need only stand before any Gui Long, and the door opens for him. No courtship required—no songs, no words. Tsk, tsk. But Bida is his favorite."

"This sounds like a mountain-stronghold version of palace intrigue," Mu Min mused. "Could Zhen Oya's son be seizing his chance to rise? Is that why he obstructed our treatment of the Chief?" Her eyes widened. "Perhaps he was the one who planted that bamboo splinter!"

"You've read too many novels," Cui Yunhong dismissed. "Even if true, it's none of our concern."

Mu Min sighed with theatrical regret. In those few minutes, her imagination had already sketched the outline of a palace intrigue novel worthy of publication on Jinjiang.[^1]



Over the next two days and nights, the young chief's fever persisted. He Ping checked his temperature every two hours, administered sulfonamides every six, and changed the dressing regularly. By the morning of the third day, the boy's temperature had dropped to normal. His consciousness cleared markedly, and he began asking for food. When He Ping inspected the wound, he found no fresh traces of pus or blood on the drainage strip—at last, it could be properly bandaged.

Word spread quickly: the Chief was cured. Just as the exploration team was congratulating itself on a job well done, illnesses erupted throughout the stockade like bamboo shoots after spring rain. Fever, toothache, stomach pain, infected wounds—the complaints were endless. He Ping was, after all, only a half-trained health worker; confronted with such a rich "internship opportunity," he found himself overwhelmed. His medical kit held precious few drugs.

He could only treat the cases he could confidently diagnose, one by one. He performed seven or eight minor surgeries in succession; by now, He Ping wielded the scalpel with smooth confidence, even daring to lance styes that had previously left him helpless. However, he was careful not to dispense antibiotics indiscriminately, wary of disrupting the local microbial environment. For ailments with obscure causes—stomachaches and the like—he simply mixed rice flour with honey provided by the stockade, shaped it into pills, and distributed them. Surprisingly, many patients claimed to feel better after swallowing them. The power of placebos was formidable indeed.

Thus the Shilu Iron Mine Exploration Team earned the reputation of "divine doctors." Each day, gifts from the stockade's households arrived without end. When the villagers noticed that these healers cared little for pork or beef but seemed to adore chicken, not a single live bird remained in the entire settlement. Cui Yunhong surveyed the growing pile of offerings in Li Benqing's courtyard with a mixture of distress and wonder: wild game, live poultry, rice wine, leather, kapok cloth, kudzu cloth, and all manner of rattan wares—clearly the finest produce the area could offer. Then he noticed a steady stream of villagers leading cattle to the doorway and tethering them there.

"What's all this for?" he asked Assistant Wang.

"Payment for your medical services." The guide was in high spirits—these boat peddlers' success was lifting all boats. In recent days, he had privately accepted many dinner invitations, enjoying wine and meat at every meal. "The Li people have no silver. Only mountain goods and cattle."

Cui Yunhong thought Wu Nanhai would certainly be pleased by the prospect of local cattle—but how were they supposed to drive them back to Changhua Fort? That was skilled work.

While he stood deliberating, the Oyas sent word inviting them to a banquet.



At the feast, all four Oyas were present, taking turns proposing toasts to the exploration team. The young chief, still weak from illness, could neither eat nor drink much; he simply sat at the head of the table accompanied by his mother, observing this group of strange merchants with undisguised curiosity.

After several rounds of rice wine, Wang Aoya, leader of the four, clapped his hands. A servant immediately brought out a tray. Cui Yunhong looked and saw it was filled with broken silver and copper coins—white and green glinting together. It appeared substantial, but in truth amounted to little more than ten taels of silver and a thousand copper coins. The Li people placed scant importance on currency; trade was conducted through barter, and they did not hoard precious metals. That they could produce even this meant they had practically turned the stockade upside down.

"These are but modest tokens," Wang Aoya said. "Additionally, we gift fifty head of cattle as thanks."

The Li cherished their cattle; herds were large, and livestock often served as payment. Still, fifty head was an extraordinary sum.

The number startled everyone. Setting aside everything else, how could they possibly drive so many animals back to Changhua Fort? And the fort itself lacked grazing land—every beast would have to be shipped back to Lingao for the Agricultural Committee. The thought of weeks spent feeding cattle and shoveling dung was enough to make the entire team glare at their leaders, silently demanding an immediate refusal.

Mu Min leaned toward Cui Yunhong. "We cannot accept this. Fifty head is probably half the stockade's herd. If they give them all away, how will they farm?"

Cui Yunhong's thoughts were less noble—he simply dreaded becoming a cowboy. Though their motivations differed, their conclusion was the same, and he politely but firmly declined: they had helped treat the Chief and the villagers purely out of goodwill; they could not possibly accept so heavy a gift.

Seeing their sincere refusal—so unlike the usual money-grubbing demeanor of peddlers—the Oyas regarded them with heightened respect.

"You have shown such great kindness to our stockade, yet you refuse our gratitude." Wang Aoya looked troubled. "How then can we repay you?"

Mu Min sensed her opportunity. The young woman condemned as the "Curse Mother" remained imprisoned in the stockade. Once the Chief fully recovered, she would be killed. And so Mu Min proposed: might they spare Bida? If the stockade feared she would bring harm, the team was willing to take her far away and never let her return.

Li Benqing translated reluctantly, his expression uneasy. The request made the seated headmen visibly uncomfortable. On one hand, removing a dangerous "Curse Mother" from their midst was clearly desirable. On the other, allowing Han outsiders to take away a woman of their tribe was difficult to justify. Yet these strangers had rendered the stockade an enormous service; refusing seemed inhospitable.

After a long pause, Wang Aoya spoke. "Bida is a Curse Mother. If you take her and she brings the curse upon you, how could we bear the responsibility? Better to end matters here."

Mu Min pleaded again, but Wang Aoya would not relent. Then, unexpectedly, Zhen Oya spoke:

"She is a scourge. Even if we kill her here, she will harm us as a ghost. The Bahas possess great powers. Perhaps they can suppress her."

The Chief, who had remained silent throughout, nodded. "Let the Bahas take her. After all, the Daogong in the stockade cannot contain her either."

Wang Aoya looked displeased but deferred to the Chief's will. And so the matter was settled. He insisted once more on giving them gifts. After a round of polite refusals, Cui Yunhong decided that further resistance would border on rudeness—and besides, the Agricultural Committee genuinely needed cattle. He agreed to accept ten head. Wang Aoya was delighted and immediately ordered ten robust animals prepared.

Cui Yunhong then remembered the soap bean forest outside the stockade and proposed taking back a few hundred catties.

"Of course!" Zhen Oya agreed readily, though he could not fathom why they wanted those bitter pods. He arranged for workers to harvest them at once. Both sides carved wooden tallies as a contract: the transmigrators would visit the Li stockade at least once a year to treat the sick; whenever they passed through Li territory on business, they could rest and lodge in the stockade upon presenting the tally. Meals and firewood would be provided, and in case of need, porters and cattle could be requisitioned to transport goods.

That night, guests and hosts parted in warm spirits. Early the next morning, the exploration team set off for Changhua Fort. After ten days of close quarters with Li Benqing, farewells carried genuine weight. Assistant Wang was elated; this expedition to the Li district had earned him rare white sugar as payment plus a wealth of gifts from grateful villagers. He had made a tidy profit.

The ten cattle were laden with baskets of soap beans and other local produce. With gifts overflowing, Cui Yunhong could only select one or two useful items from each household's offering, returning the rest. This gesture moved the entire stockade deeply, cementing their reputation for benevolence and righteousness.

Assistant Wang drove the cattle at the head of the column; the exploration team followed out through the stockade gate. The Oyas and many villagers lined the path in a warm send-off. Xiong Buyou muttered, "Now I know what it felt like to be the Eighth Route Army—"

"This," Mu Min agreed, "is the hearts of the people."



After walking three or four li, near a forest clearing, Zhen Oya and a handful of Li men stood waiting. A woman was tied to a tree, her hands bound behind her.

"This is Bida." Zhen Oya ordered the rope untied and handed the lead to Mu Min. "She is yours now. Take her as far away as possible. Never bring her back. It would be best to change her name as well."

"Understood. We will treat her well." Mu Min's voice was solemn.

A flicker of gratitude crossed Zhen Oya's habitually impassive face. "Bida is a pitiful child. You are good people. Look after her."

With that, he turned and departed without another word, his men following. The team was left with a strange sense of loss. Xiong Buyou broke the silence:

"Why do I get the feeling that this Zhen Oya doesn't truly believe she's a Curse Mother?"

"There are probably hidden circumstances we'll never know." Cui Yunhong shrugged. "It doesn't matter. We've saved a life. Let's go."

Mu Min approached the woman. Days of captivity had left her hair tangled and wild. She wore a low-collared short blouse and a blue tube skirt embroidered with white flowers. The fabric was stained and torn in places, her appearance bedraggled.

Bida shrank back, regarding them with terror. Only then did everyone notice that her face was not heavily tattooed like most Li women; only faint, delicate patterns traced the edges of her forehead and cheeks. With curved eyebrows and what appeared to be sixteen or seventeen years of age, her features were fine and soft. After so many days of seeing the elaborate traditional tattoos, the sight of her relatively unmarked face felt almost startlingly bright.

Mu Min was surprised. "Her face tattoos are so light?"

"This still counts as tattooed," Assistant Wang explained. Some women were unwilling to endure full facial tattooing and only accepted symbolic marks—after all, the love of beauty was universal.

The group resumed their journey with this unexpected addition. Mu Min moved to untie the rope binding her wrists, but Cui Yunhong stopped her: they had promised to take the girl away. If she slipped free and ran back to the stockade, it would endanger her life and make them look untrustworthy.

Bida proved obedient—walking when instructed, resting when told. But no matter who spoke to her, she remained utterly silent. Mu Min reasoned that at such a young age, branded with a fabricated crime and forced to follow a group of strange foreigners into the unknown, the anguish in her heart must be beyond words. Better not to press her.

They had traveled perhaps ten li when a sudden swish cut through the air, followed by a sharp, keening whistle.



Note: The following explanation is outside the 4,000-word count and is not charged.

Bida is a type of Li musical instrument, resembling panpipes. Using it as a woman's name seems appropriate. This instrument is actually a modern product; whether it existed during the Ming Dynasty is unknown.

[^1]: Jinjiang Literature City—a famous Chinese web novel site known for romance and court intrigue stories.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 258 — The Unexpected Ending of a Romance

"Whistling arrow!"

Everyone jolted to attention—they were under attack.

The exploration team had long prepared for roadside ambushes. Those with guns drew them instantly; those without unsheathed machetes. Within seconds they had formed a defensive circle. Shopkeeper Wang, who had been leading the way, scrambled behind them for cover.

"Hold the cows! Don't let them bolt!" Xiong Buyou shouted, pulling a Derringer from his pocket and thumbing a percussion cap into place.

At a bend in the river ahead, twenty young men materialized. Their dress marked them as Meifu Li. Each gripped a hook knife; some carried crossbows. They blocked the path, their posture openly hostile.

"Road blocked up ahead!" Huang Zhuazi bellowed. "All hands on alert!" He blew his whistle in three sharp bursts.

"They're Li people!"

"Impossible." Mu Min pushed her way to the front. "Li people never engage in highway robbery."

"Hmph. I doubt they're after money or goods." Huang Zhuazi cast a pointed glance at Bida behind them. "I suspect they're here for that treasure." The woman, who had seemed listless before, now looked restless, her eyes darting toward the blockade.

"Stay calm!" Mu Min called out, stilling the men reaching for their weapons. "They haven't ambushed us—they've shown themselves openly. There's room to negotiate."

"They're almost certainly here for Bida," Cui Yunhong whispered. "What do we do?"

Mu Min's thoughts raced. Could this be Bida's lover—the Zhen Huan that Li Benqing mentioned? A man who would stage an armed standoff to rescue the woman he loves... The romantic in her stirred. Thinking of her own husband, who possessed precisely zero sense of romance, she felt a pang of wistful bitterness.

"If it really is Zhen Huan," she said, "we should simply return Bida to him."

"How can we do that? We promised to take her away—"

While they debated, several figures broke from the opposing line and walked forward. One stood out: handsome features, clothing finer than the rest, pheasant feathers adorning his headband. He carried himself with unmistakable authority. Stopping about fifty paces away, he began to shout.

This time Xiong Buyou understood—the man was speaking Hainan dialect. The accent was off, but the meaning was clear enough.

"Damn. It really is Zhen Huan." Xiong Buyou's jaw tightened. "He wants us to hand over Bida."

"What do we do?" All eyes fixed on Cui Yunhong and Mu Min—the captain and the officer responsible for Li and Miao affairs.

"Hmph. Trying to block our road with a handful of rusty blades." Huang Zhuazi muttered as he cocked the hammer of his Remington shotgun. "Let me show them what we're made of."

"No—hold your fire," Cui Yunhong ordered quickly.

"There are only twenty of them. One volley and it's over."

"We're strangers in a strange land. Yes, we'd win the fight—but if we enrage them? They could harass us all the way back, ambush after ambush. Even with guns, we might not reach Changhua Fort in one piece."

"Mn. Fair point." Huang Zhuazi conceded grudgingly.

Xiong Buyou added, "Besides, these men are all from Zhen Dui Stockade. If we kill even a few, how can we ever cooperate with them again?"

Mu Min spoke decisively. "Let her go. Bida is of no practical use to us—we only took her to save her life. Now that Zhen Huan has proven himself so devoted, why should we insist on keeping her?"

Seeing no objections, Xiong Buyou stepped forward unarmed and called out in Hainan dialect: "Clear the road, and we'll release her once we've passed!"

Zhen Huan shook his head. "Send a hostage over first. After you pass, we release the hostage. Only then can I trust you."

Xiong Buyou's blood ran hot. Since D-Day, the Transmigration Group had imposed unequal terms on others—when had they ever been the ones threatened? At less than thirty meters, murderous calculation flickered through his mind: one shot from the Derringer and Zhen Huan would drop where he stood. Even if the others loosed arrows, at seventy or eighty meters their aim would be uncertain. Combined with his brothers' shotguns, they could cut down every last one.

Sensing his intent, Mu Min shouted in Mandarin: "Don't do anything rash! If a fight starts, there's no clean ending." She turned to Cui Yunhong. "I'll go as a hostage so he clears the road."

Before Cui Yunhong could respond, Bida—who had been crouching silently—rose to her feet. She called out something in the Li tongue, then spoke rapidly to Guide Wang. The guide translated: "She says she's willing to go and speak with Zhen Huan herself. She'll ask him to clear the way."

Mu Min nodded slowly. Perhaps this would make things easier. "Tell her: once they clear the road and we pass, we will naturally let her go."

Guide Wang relayed the message. A strange expression flickered across Bida's face. She shook her head and spoke again.

"She says... she wishes to stay with the Bahas."

Mu Min blinked. For a moment she thought the guide had mistranslated—but the determination in Bida's eyes was unmistakable. After a pause, she untied the rope and let her walk forward.

Seeing the captive released, a cheer rose from the opposing ranks. Men waved their bows, crossbows, and knives in celebration.

Cui Yunhong watched Bida approach Zhen Huan. The man reached for her hand; she pushed him away. Surprise crossed his face, and then the two began speaking in low, urgent tones. As the exchange lengthened, Zhen Huan grew visibly impatient—gesturing sharply, occasionally shoving her, raising his voice. Bida stood immobile, head bowed, speaking softly, shaking her head again and again. Her resolve was absolute.

This silent tableau played out between the two groups for a full ten minutes—long enough for the cattle to lower their heads and graze. At last, Zhen Huan's expression twisted with fury. He spun on his heel and strode away without a backward glance. Within minutes, every Li warrior on the riverbank had vanished, leaving only Bida standing alone in the clearing. Suddenly, she collapsed to her knees and burst into loud, wrenching sobs.

The exploration team stared in stunned silence.

"What in the world was that about?" Xiong Buyou muttered.

Mu Min exhaled slowly. "Let's keep moving."



Half a month after their departure, the exploration team returned to Changhua County seat. After bidding farewell to Shopkeeper Wang outside the city walls, they made their way back to Changhua Fort. Li Haiping had been overseeing basic construction for more than two weeks. The fort had begun to take shape; cannons were now mounted on the gun emplacements, though to avoid provoking the local authorities, they remained concealed inside buildings—ready to be rolled out only when needed.

Seeing the exploration team return fully laden, Li Haiping's face showed both relief and concern. The fort could not accommodate ten cattle—and these were no ordinary beasts. They were exceptionally large water buffalo, almost half the size of elephants, of unknown breed. He immediately ordered the marines to erect a simple cattle pen outside the walls and assigned a few men with farming experience to oversee the herd. The trade goods and gifts held little interest for anyone; they were piled directly in the warehouse to await the next ship.

The team settled into an idle routine at the fort. Beyond daily baths in a branch of the Changhua River, they passed the time drinking tea and gossiping beneath the kapok tree outside the walls. They did make some improvements: erecting a bamboo-woven partition at one end of the river branch for the private use of Mu Min and Bida. The expedition's encounter at Zhen Dui Stockade became the favorite topic of conversation—what had begun as speculation about hidden truths gradually evolved into entertainment. This rustic version of a palace revenge drama grew ever more elaborate under the relentless embroidery of daily gossip, until people began volunteering to play background characters in their collective fantasy.

Bida herself, the heroine of these events, remained silent. She threw herself into chores around the fort—cooking, washing clothes, sweeping, feeding the cattle—but spoke not a word. Since no one at Changhua Fort understood the Meifu Li language, Mu Min could never truly communicate with her.

As for what use the Zhen Dui Stockade would prove in the coming years, no one could say with certainty. The soap beans were indeed a valuable resource, though not urgently needed by the Transmigration Group. At Changhua Fort, however, they were put to immediate use; everyone from top to bottom bathed and laundered with them daily, finding the scent fresh and the cleansing effect excellent.

The Changhua County seat became their sole place of recreation. The city was small, and after many visits nearly everyone recognized them—even if they found their hairstyles strange. The soldiers grew familiar with the bailiffs at the city gate. It emerged that the county lacked even a proper magistrate; a vice-magistrate served in an acting capacity. As for the Battalion Commander of the local Wei-Suo, he simply resided on his farm outside the walls. The few government offices were deserted and dilapidated—little wonder they had walked past those modest tile-roofed buildings several times without realizing they housed the local administration.

Shopkeeper Qian of the Guangzhou warehouse effectively became their agent in Changhua County. Through his connections, the transmigrators at the fort could purchase fresh vegetables, poultry, and grain directly from the Commander's farm beyond the walls. The Commander and his subordinates saw nothing improper in doing business with these foreigners of uncertain origin—especially when the goods on offer were white sugar and distilled spirits, both sorely lacking in the region. Xiong Buyou also bought several dozen sheep from the farm: partly for their own consumption, partly to ship back to Lingao along with the cattle.

Each day, the 15W radio received telegrams from the fleet and the Lingao main station. Occasionally messages arrived from the Guangzhou Station as well, all parties reporting their safety. Through these dispatches, they learned that the exploration fleet had reached Yulin Harbor and was now inspecting another key objective of the expedition: the Tiandu Iron Mine.

Yulin Harbor was the finest natural port on Hainan. Moreover, it lay less than twelve kilometers from the high-grade Tiandu iron ore field—far superior to Shilu in terms of mining accessibility.

A direct voyage from Lingao to Yazhou along the coast took only four days. The exploration fleet, departing from Changhua, needed just two. They stopped periodically to conduct shore inspections—each requiring half a day to a full day—and made a special survey of the Yinggehai Salt Field in Le'an, Yazhou. In the future, Yinggehai would become Hainan's largest salt field and the greatest sea-salt producer in southern China. The seawater concentration here reached 3.5 degrees Baumé, making it one of the world's saltiest waters after the Red Sea—aptly named the "Bitter Sea." For now, it remained a desolate coastal marsh, devoid of inhabitants. Ming Qiu, who knew Hainan's developmental history intimately, told the others that preparation for the Yinggehai Salt Field had begun in 1955, entering a phase of rapid expansion in 1958 with the arrival of more than 5,600 professional soldiers.

Ideally, this vast repository of sea salt would become the foundation of their chemical industry. From Wang Luobin onward, everyone gazed covetously at the barren tidal flats. Hainan Island was truly a treasure island.

The fleet conducted on-site surveying at Yinggehai, then pressed on. On the sixth day after leaving Changhua, the lookout aboard the Zhenhai noticed they were sailing into a vast bay. White sand gleamed on the beach; coconut palms swayed gently; the sea shimmered an impossible blue. All signs pointed to their approach to Sanya.

"This is Sanya Bay," Chen Haiyang announced, checking the latitude and longitude measurements the naval cadets had recorded. "We're not far from Yulin."

Sanya Bay in this era appeared even more beautiful and pristine than its future incarnation. A few scattered villages huddled at the foot of the mountains; grid-patterned salt fields lined the coast.

After several more hours of sailing, the masthead lookout sighted the distinctive 213-meter hill on the Luhuitou Peninsula.

Arriving at Luhuitou meant arriving at Yulin Harbor. In the future, the Luhuitou Naval Port would serve as a vital base for the South Sea Fleet. Standing on deck, Ming Qiu gazed at the familiar scenery, memories flooding back—those days and nights of combat readiness in 1974. He could not help murmuring the Vietnamese phrases he had once crammed in haste:

"Ya di! (Halt!), Lao song kong ye! (Drop your weapons and we won't kill!), Zhong dui kuan hong du bian! (We treat captives leniently!)."

Mont ambled over, curious. "Master Ming, what are you saying?"

"Vietnamese." The temperature here was brutal—over thirty degrees Celsius on deck. Many had stripped to undershirts or gone bare-chested entirely, but Ming Qiu remained impeccably dressed in his Type 87 naval summer uniform. Standing ramrod straight at the railing, he put to shame every otaku who had ever fantasized about becoming an admiral of a transmigrator nation.

"In the spring of 1974," Ming Qiu said, pointing toward the distant Luhuitou headland, "our troops were stationed there, participating in pre-war mobilization before the assault on the Crescent Group of the Paracel Islands. The Americans couldn't hold on in Vietnam any longer and had begun withdrawing. That ungrateful North Vietnam was seizing the opportunity to push south—South Vietnam was on the verge of collapse. To avoid complications after the war, the brass ordered us to retake the Paracels. I was just a common soldier then—"

"You participated in the recovery of the Paracels?" Mont's voice was reverent.

"Not exactly." Ming Qiu shook his head. "I was on standby here in Sanya the whole time. That autumn, our detachment transferred to Lingshui for anti-landing exercises. We even filmed a movie."

Mont hungered to hear more about those events, but Chen Haiyang had already ordered the sails lowered in preparation for entering Yulin Harbor. The boy hurried back to his post.

Yulin Harbor was far superior to the adjacent Sanya Bay, whose open waters left vessels exposed to fierce storms. For this reason, ships bound for the South Seas often anchored here temporarily for shelter. As the fleet rounded Luhuitou Cape, they spotted numerous vessels scattered across the bay—some with tall masts, clearly merchant ships engaged in Southeast Asian trade.



Note: This annotation is outside the 4,000-word main text and is not charged.

Baha is a respectful term for a learned person in the Li language.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 259 — Arriving at Yulin

"This is Dadonghai," Captain Lin Chuanqing announced, steadying the helm. "The outer harbor of Yulin. Further in lies the long, bag-shaped anchorage—the inner harbor."

The entire expanse of Yulin Harbor lay cradled by encircling mountains. Emerald waters, white sand, sapphire sky, and swaying coconut groves—the scenery was breathtaking, utterly pristine.

"Yazhou is Hainan's main coconut producing region." Wang Luobin gazed at the groves dancing along the bay's edge, and in his mind's eye, countless products took flight: harmless soap at one end of the spectrum, nitroglycerin ready to tear men limb from limb at the other. "We can make a fortune here."

"Engineer Wang, right now you remind me of Japanese devils descending on a village." Lin Chuanqing chuckled and picked up the walkie-talkie. "Little Mont, check the tide table. Ebb or flood?"

"Starting to ebb, sir! One hour and seventeen minutes until lowest tide."

Lin Chuanqing turned to the others. "Commander Chen, Engineer Wang—I suggest we drop anchor here for now. Better to enter port at minimum tide. There are submerged reefs and low sandbars in there; at low water, they'll be visible."

"Agreed. We'll wait." Chen Haiyang raised the walkie-talkie and issued orders to the Zhenhai and Hangzhou to drop anchor and stand by. "All naval cadets are to measure water depth, wind direction, and wind speed. They'll handle piloting us in."

Lin Chuanqing raised an eyebrow. "You're letting the youngsters pilot the ships?"

"Yulin Harbor has the simplest hydrological conditions and reef layout of anywhere on this voyage. Good practice for them." Chen Haiyang turned to the group. "In the meantime, let's discuss our plans after landing."

"Same as Changhua: establish a stronghold and survey resources." Wang Luobin was confident. "This will be our primary source of copra. If we want to break the Qiongshan merchants' monopoly, we need a direct trading post here."

"We should send people to Yazhou City to sound out the situation."

"Yazhou won't be as straightforward as Changhua." Wang Luobin's expression sobered. "It's the government's key ruling stronghold in southern Hainan."

Yazhou's registered population approached twenty thousand—comparable to Lingao County itself. Since the Tang Dynasty, the region had served as a place of exile for disgraced officials. A settlement called Shuinan Village just outside the city walls had long been home to banished scholars. Consequently, the local gentry were not only numerous but deeply rooted; some lineages had propagated here for over twenty generations. Gaining a foothold would require finesse.

"I don't anticipate serious problems," Chen Haiyang said, spreading out the map. "According to Intelligence, most of Yazhou's population clusters around the city—the government's core. Yazhou City is here—" he tapped the map, "—in the Yazhou Bay area we passed yesterday. Overland to Yulin, the straight-line distance exceeds sixty kilometers. The land between is practically uninhabited. Establishing a base here should draw little interference."

"What about Ming naval patrols?" Wang Luobin recalled reading that the Ming military maintained garrison patrols in these waters.

"We're not building a castle and hoisting a banner," Chen Haiyang replied. "A modest fort or stockade—structures that are everywhere in this era. We'll station a few indigenous people specifically to handle inquiries. The Ming navy has no reason to trouble us. If a fight does break out, a handful of patrol boats can't crack our defenses. And if they muster a larger force, our communication advantage lets us concentrate superior firepower and annihilate them in one stroke."

As they debated post-landing operations, Mont's voice rang out: "Ten minutes to lowest tide!"

"Enter the port."

This time they did not lower the outboard motors. Instead, they deployed rowboats to tow the larger vessels in by oar. All piloting and observation duties fell to the naval cadets.

By now the tide had reached its nadir. Submerged reefs and sandbars emerged above the waterline. From the poop deck, even without a telescope, one could discern exposed rocks near Shen Island. To the island's northwest, a line of underwater reefs nearly a full cable's length stretched into view.

The fleet sailed onward to the entrance of Yulin's inner harbor. The anchorage beyond was shaped like a deep pocket, sheltered on three sides by mountains, with the outer harbor serving as a buffer zone and Shen Island standing guard at the mouth. The waters within were spacious and deep—capable of berthing ten-thousand-ton vessels. The hydrological conditions were superb.

So superb that even the armchair admirals among the transmigrators—men who had barely set foot on a ship before D-Day—could recognize the site's potential. They clustered together, chattering:

"This would make an excellent naval base."

"The Ironclad Fleet will cruise Southeast Asia from here, patrolling our ten thousand miles of territorial sea—"

"Why would you need ironclads for Southeast Asia? Light colonial cruisers would suffice."

"Exactly. The colonial cruiser in my mind must be: hybrid sail-and-steam, unarmored, long-ranged, with at least one large-caliber gun for shore bombardment against uncooperative natives. And the cabin space must be ample—room for at least a company of marines plus their artillery, ready to go ashore and suppress disturbances at a moment's notice."

...

Meanwhile, the rowboats measured depths as they advanced into the inner harbor.

"Over there is Yulin Market." Ming Qiu pointed to an open tract on the western shore. On the eastern bank stood a market town protected by a sizable wooden stockade. According to his memory, this should be Anyoule Market. By the look of it, perhaps a hundred households lived there. A scattering of small vessels lay at anchor near the shore.

"Let's dock on the east side—there are people there. We can ask around."

The fleet dropped anchor below Anyoule Market. At the sight of two large ships arriving, everyone visible around the stockade fled behind its walls. By the time the team's small boats neared the beach, the area was deserted.

"Looks like pirates visit often."

The party disembarked and walked to the stockade gate. Wang Luobin gestured for the Foreign Affairs interpreter accompanying them to call out. After a protracted exchange, the residents finally unbarred the gate.

Anyoule Market was a large settlement where Han and Li people lived side by side. Because South Seas–bound ships often sheltered here—and because drifting cargo from shipwrecks could sometimes be salvaged—people had occupied this site since the Tang Dynasty. As the last anchorage before the open ocean, the wealth and demand generated by maritime traffic had gradually fostered a market town.

The local strongman was a member of the gentry named Hu Xun. After the transmigrators presented their tried-and-true gifts—pocket mirrors, white sugar, and distilled spirits—his manner softened noticeably. He mentioned, almost in passing, that he was a descendant of the Hu family of Shuinan Village in Yazhou.

"Could the venerable sir be a descendant of Master Dan'an himself? How remiss of me! How remiss!" Wang Tao, who had accompanied Wang Luobin ashore, feigned astonishment and cupped his hands in salute. A hobbyist storyteller, he had a knack for picking up dialects; by now he had mastered several local tongues. Hu Xun spoke the regional guanhua—Hainan dialect—which was among the more comprehensible variants.

Hu Xun was visibly pleased, declaring repeatedly that he "disgraced his ancestors." His attitude toward the visitors warmed several degrees further. He then inquired as to their business.

Wang Tao followed the rehearsed script: they were merchants specializing in the South Seas trade. The journey was perilous, and they wished to purchase land here—enough for a warehouse and a manor where they might store goods and rest between voyages.

Hu Xun waved a hand. "Easy to discuss, easy to discuss." Land was the one commodity in abundance here. If someone wanted to build, he, as local Baojia head, would naturally benefit. These newcomers did not look like virtuous men—those two big ships were obviously contraband—but so long as they refrained from robbery and murder, what illegal commerce they conducted was none of his affair. Local strongmen like himself had long practiced the art of looking the other way.

After taking their leave, Mont asked Wang Tao, "Who is Master Dan'an?"

"Master Dan'an is the famous Hu Quan." Seeing Mont's blank expression, Wang Tao elaborated: "He was exiled to Hainan for impeaching Qin Hui."

"A figure of legend." Mont's voice held reverence.

Wang Luobin laughed. "You were laying it on rather thick. Hu Quan didn't die in Hainan—he eventually returned to his hometown in Jiangxi. How could he have left descendants here?"

"Old Hu styles himself a Hu of Shuinan Village, clearly implying descent from Hu Quan. I seized the opportunity to flatter him. Cost me nothing."

The group strolled down the streets of Anyoule Market. Despite boasting only a single lane of less than five hundred meters, the place was surprisingly bustling. Shops lined both sides. As the final resting point before the South Seas, many vessels lingered here—waiting out storms or monsoons—and over time, all manner of entertainment had sprung up, including a brothel.

Wang Luobin noticed an unusual number of blacksmith shops. Upon inquiry, he learned their customers were mainly the nearby Li villages and ships undergoing repairs.

"It seems Tiandu Iron Mine has already been discovered," Wang Tao remarked.

"Not Tiandu itself, but Yazhou has been famous for iron production since antiquity," Wang Luobin replied.

Ming Qiu added, "Back when I visited Yazhou Town, there was a Blacksmith Street—nothing but smithies. Supposedly the earliest ones dated to the Southern Song."

"There must be scattered iron deposits in the area." Wang Tao questioned the smiths about where they sourced their pig iron. The answer: everything came overland from Yazhou.

"Good." Wang Luobin nodded. "If locals were already mining at Tiandu, we'd inevitably have to engage in some 'vigorous urban renewal.'"

"Even if they're not, it won't be easy, will it? The government has always opposed mining—issuing permanent bans at the drop of a hat."

"And yet they can never enforce them."

Over the following days, the transmigrators rowed out to survey the coastal terrain encircling Yulin Harbor and corrected their maps. They also conducted on-site reconnaissance for the future Yulin Fort, ultimately selecting a vacant tract on the harbor's western bank. This was the location of the future Yulin Base: sheltered from wind, supplied with fresh water, and blessed with level ground.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 260 — Entering the Treasure Mountain

To save time, the exploration team split into two groups at Yulin. One, led personally by Wang Luobin, would push inland to inspect Tiandu Mine. The other, under Chen Haiyang, would remain behind to construct Yulin Fort.

Finding Tiandu proved far simpler than finding Shilu. One need only follow the Tiandu River upstream until Huangni Ridge appeared; the famous Tiandu Iron Mine lay on its slopes.

The exploration party transferred to a rowboat and continued up the narrow inlet. Continuous mountain ranges flanked both banks, draped in dense vegetation. Some team members had visited this place in another timeline and strained to recognize any familiar landmark.

"We should be roughly following what will become the G224 route." Wang Luobin consulted the map. "Another two kilometers, perhaps."

At noon on April 20th, the Tiandu Exploration Team located the mouth of the Tiandu River. According to map estimates, they were not far from what would become Da'an. In that future, a few more kilometers would bring them to Tiandu Town itself—though whether the town's location corresponded to the iron mine was another question; the ore fields lay two to three kilometers further still.

The team abandoned the boat and proceeded upriver on foot. The valley was hemmed in by primordial tropical rainforest so thick that the distant terrain remained invisible. After less than two kilometers, a river valley opened before them, dotted with several villages. Wang Luobin halted, spent a long while cross-referencing map and compass, and then announced: this was Tiandu Town.

"Tiandu Iron Mine is still a few kilometers ahead. Keep at it, everyone."

Bolstered by his encouragement, the group pressed on along the riverbank. The path was treacherous. The region teemed with snakes, insects, and leeches. Clouds of biting flies wove through the humid air. Fortunately, each member had been issued a full set of tropical gear: mosquito-net hats and full-coverage fatigues. Trouser cuffs and sleeves were reinforced with anti-leech gaiters. Yet as they passed certain wetlands, the sight of land leeches lining tree branches—bodies rising in unison as they sensed approaching prey—sent shivers down every spine.

"Check your cuffs and pant legs!" Liu Zheng barked.

Once past the worst stretch, Wang Luobin called a rest to shake leeches from clothing and inspect for bites. Thanks to rigorous protective measures, the creatures' best efforts had availed them only drilling their heads into the outer layer of canvas. Still, the carpet of leech carcasses on the ground gave Wang Luobin pause. Developing Tiandu might prove more difficult than anticipated.

"I wonder if large-scale insecticide spraying would work."

"No need for insecticide." Liu Zheng studied the worms twitching in death. "Change the ecological environment and they'll vanish. It's too moist here. Drain the swamps and they'll disappear on their own."

Less than a kilometer farther, a broad river valley appeared, ringed by hills. This should be Tiandu Village. The celebrated Tiandu Iron Mine was said to lie on Huangni Ridge to the southeast.

The problem was density of growth. No matter how Wang Luobin squinted, he could not tell which slope concealed yellow soil. Though the mining zone spanned five or six square kilometers, the pit eventually developed there would measure only three hundred meters in diameter. Pinpointing the exact spot would require some effort.

"Aside from proximity to the port, the development difficulty here is no less than Shilu." Wang Luobin shook his head. "Massive amounts of vegetation must be cleared. The engineering scope is enormous."

"If only we could build a railway—machinery and labor could be transported directly."

"The bottleneck is manpower." Wang Luobin settled onto a large rock. "When the Japanese mined Tiandu, they fueled operations with human lives—bodies in exchange for ore. What we lack most right now is precisely that raw headcount—"

"Easy solution." Liu Zheng's nationalist sentiments surged to the surface. "Any Manchurian captives we take in the future, send them all here to dig. And those Southeast Asian Malays? Slave trade! Use them as consumables!"

"That's down the road. Who fills the pit now? It's a puzzle." Wang Luobin gazed across the virgin landscape. Team members had fanned out, using instruments to survey the deposit and chipping rock samples. Others sketched topographical maps.

By afternoon, cross-referencing data from the future, the team had roughly triangulated the Tiandu ore body and begun digging exploratory trenches. Per Wang Luobin's instructions, they were to extract one metric ton of sample ore.

"A whole ton? Are we carrying it out on our backs? You think we can smelt steel from one measly ton?"

"We need to send it back for trial smelting. The steel plant doesn't have furnaces small enough for less." Wang Luobin actually wished they could take more—ore with over sixty percent iron content could go directly into an open-hearth furnace, and that process demanded at least two experimental runs.

"Fine—but I'm saying this upfront: everyone pitches in carrying. Otherwise, this handful of us will be worked to death."

The entire team set to digging, sweat streaming. A ton was not so much; with more than a dozen hands, it took barely an hour.

After sampling, they refilled and camouflaged the exploratory trenches—this resource must not become known to locals prematurely.

Tiandu ore was extraordinarily rich. During the Guangxu reign, a local gentleman had employed only small box furnaces and a dozen workers to mass-produce pig iron bricks, turning a handsome profit. Wang Luobin had no intention of allowing such a scenario to play out ahead of schedule.

"Everyone rest well tonight. Tomorrow we head for Damao."

"Where the hell is Damao?" Liu Zheng was filthy and drenched, desperate to bathe in the river yet terrified of leeches. The prospect of returning to the coast and a proper soak had sustained him—now suddenly this "Damao" materialized out of nowhere.

"A manganese deposit with reserves of roughly one million tons." Wang Luobin stretched. "Critical feedstock for manufacturing specialty steel."

"Boss... you're not going to ask for another ton of sample ore, are you?"

"Not a ton, no." Collective sighs of relief. "Five hundred kilograms should do." Collective glares.



The next day, the team pushed further inland. Before departing, Wang Luobin raised the fleet by radio, instructing Chen Haiyang to dispatch men for the ore transport and warning: "Ensure absolute secrecy—especially from locals."

At the purported site of the Damao Manganese Mine, the team began laying out survey points and digging trenches across the entire zone. This deposit proved far harder to locate than the iron mine. After five or six days of fruitless excavation, the exploration party resembled nothing so much as a colony of marmots, churning the surrounding soil layer inside out. Chen Haiyang finished ferrying the iron ore yet still saw no sign of the team's return; he hurriedly dispatched reinforcements to assist.

At last they discovered a small manganese outcrop—but the true vein descended ten meters below ground. Mining difficulty was substantial.

"Engineer Wang, I think we should shelve this manganese project for now." Liu Zheng's appearance would not have been out of place in a coal mine. "The shallowest point is ten meters down, and water seeps up from below. Without proper tunneling, there's no hope."

Wang Luobin stared into the dark trench. Open-pit extraction was clearly off the table. But tunnel mining entailed a cascade of supporting infrastructure: drainage, ventilation, hoisting systems, shoring... Even using entirely indigenous methods, the project would be colossal.

"Extract a few dozen kilograms of sample ore and withdraw." Resignation colored his voice.

"Look at this—what is it? Copper ore?" Someone thrust a chunk into his hands.

Wang Luobin examined it closely. Gray stone, yet shot through with a pale green, glassy luster. He hefted it, testing weight, then scratched it with his Swiss Army knife to gauge hardness.

His expression shifted. "I didn't expect to find something worthwhile here after all."

"What is it?" Several team members crowded around.

"Phosphate rock!" Wang Luobin's eyes shone. One of the transmigrators' most coveted tools—matches—depended entirely on this mineral. In that sense, phosphate rock was worth far more than manganese. He flicked his lighter and held the flame to a corner of the ore. The fire glowed green.

"No question—phosphate rock."

Everyone grasped its significance. Even those unfamiliar with match manufacturing knew phosphorus was a vital fertilizer. Discovering phosphate rock alongside the manganese transformed a disappointing find into something of genuine value.

"Where was this found?"

"That small hill right there." The discoverer pointed. Wang Luobin, more animated than at any point during the manganese survey, rushed to the exploratory trench.

The trench had been driven into the hillside at roughly thirty degrees, penetrating four or five meters. Wang Luobin was no geologist, but he could make a rough judgment: the hill's core was largely composed of phosphate rock—and like the manganese, it too lacked conditions for open-pit mining. Disappointing.

"At least one base can support two mining operations." He consoled himself thus. Yet in the near term, voyaging to Dongsha or Xisha to mine guano remained more practical.

Most team members did not think so far ahead. With renewed enthusiasm, they dug out another five hundred kilograms of sample ore to ship back to Lingao's chemical and metallurgical departments.



By the time the exploration team returned to Yulin Harbor, the infrastructure project was roughly one-third complete. Yulin had mountains, water, timber, and stone—it lacked almost nothing. Truly an ideal base site. Unlike Changhua Fort, whose purpose was merely to secure a trade foothold and lay groundwork for future Shilu mining, this location would serve as a major distribution hub for resources gathered by the Transmigration Group. Its scale would far exceed Changhua.

Zhang Xingpei, dispatched from the Lingao Construction Company to accompany the fleet, was an expert in timber-frame buildings and one of the many "returnees" among the transmigrators—possessed of end-to-end experience in house construction.

Serving as consultant was Yu Eshui, who had joined this circumnavigation purely for the pleasure of travel. After suffering brutal seasickness during the first few days, he had since recovered his vigor and now volunteered as architectural consultant for Yulin Fort. He was obsessed with survivalist strongholds and harbored a particular fascination with logistics and siege defense case studies.

"It needn't withstand a full siege," he explained, "but it must allow a small garrison to defend a large stockpile of goods."

This was the key requirement he distilled after listening to Wang Luobin's exhaustive list of specifications.

Zhang Xingpei had once been stout. Months of physical labor had slimmed him considerably, yet he retained the unhurried manner of a heavy man. He cleared his throat before speaking:

"How large must the freight yard be? What goods, roughly? Is weather protection required?"

"Ore, timber, coconuts—primarily."

"Then we need a sizable storage yard." Zhang Xingpei studied the terrain a moment, then sketched a simple floor plan on his notepad.

The design was a straightforward large courtyard, square in layout. A bastion occupied each corner. One corner bastion—larger in area—would serve as the living quarters: capacity for approximately twenty personnel on long-term station, plus an attached warehouse. The remaining three bastions also featured complete living facilities, accommodating up to a squad each. The main gate stood adjacent to the living-quarter bastion for ease of defense. The courtyard wall was a palisade of timber posts set side by side, with earth banked at the base. Six meters high, sharpened at the top, and lacking a parapet walk—scaling it without ladders would be virtually impossible.

All four bastions, including the gate structure, were to be built of brick and stone with tiled roofs. A moat would be dug around the perimeter, fed by a nearby stream. Summer and autumn brought heavy rains; water supply posed no concern.

To facilitate loading and unloading, a pier of over ten meters would be constructed in the bay fronting the fort.

"Isn't this a bit flimsy?" Chen Haiyang studied the diagram—a design reminiscent of a medieval fortress—and frowned.

"Defensive strength is somewhat lower, true, but adequate for the threat environment." Yu Eshui shrugged. "The defenses at Anyoule Market amount to nothing more than a wooden palisade and a few watchtowers. That tells you the worst threat hereabouts is a few dozen pirate sailors wandering ashore to snatch a few unlucky souls who failed to flee in time."

Even if an enemy did breach the courtyard, the spoils would amount to ore and timber—neither particularly enticing. Anyone determined to attack in force would find Anyoule Market a far more rewarding target than Yulin Fort.

While the group debated details, the expedition's team doctor, Jiang Qiuyan, suddenly asked: "Who do you intend to leave behind at this fort?"

"For now, eleven or twelve should suffice. Two or three transmigrators plus a marine squad. We'll expand as conditions warrant."

Jiang Qiuyan shook his head. "Engineer Wang, I don't think this approach is viable. How many people does the Transmigration Group have in total? Scattering them like pepper grains everywhere—too few and the outpost is useless, too many and you waste talent. Never mind our own people; the Marine Corps alone would be short three squads this way."

"True enough." Chen Haiyang sighed. "Garrisoning here, garrisoning there—we never have enough troops." The chronic shortage of sailors and marines was a constant headache for the Maritime Affairs Ministry.

"And have you considered the psychological dimension?" Jiang Qiuyan's voice rose with urgency. "Strand a handful of transmigrators in this godforsaken wilderness, surrounded by nothing but themselves—never mind locals, they'll barely see another living soul. Given our constraints, the Executive Committee can't possibly equip every outpost with comfortable amenities. Over time, these people are going to crack!" He gesticulated with mounting fervor, as though he himself were on the verge of a breakdown.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 261 — Coconuts

"We don't need to station so many transmigrators at these outposts. One leader is enough—perhaps even none." Jiang Qiuyan was warming to his subject now. "We can adopt a settle-the-frontier model. Move ten or twenty native households directly here. Distribute land and houses. Organize them into a collective farm or a military-agricultural colony. Establish strict paramilitary structures: appoint a headman and deputy, issue weapons, conduct regular training. Defense and development problems—solved in one stroke."

"That sounds like the Strategic Hamlet Program the Americans used in Vietnam."

"Call it whatever you like. If it works, it's a good program."

"Furthermore, transplanting entire families benefits the mental health of our stationed personnel. The emotional state of someone guarding an empty fort alone is nothing like that of someone surrounded by dozens of dependent households working the land." Jiang Qiuyan pressed on. "It also instills a sense of belonging and responsibility among the settlers."

"Excellent idea!" Chen Haiyang slapped his thigh. "Not just here—we can handle Changhua the same way. That frees us from leaving so many troops."

Wang Luobin raised a practical concern. "The question is, who do we relocate? Lingao is already short of people."

"People are right here!" Jiang Qiuyan swept a hand toward the stockade of Anyoule Market across the bay. "A hundred or two hundred households live there—fishermen, boat folk. Aren't fisher families ideal candidates for developing coastal bases? Give them enough incentives—land, houses, security—and they'll come over."

"Yes, yes—I think it's feasible." Wang Luobin began pacing with excitement. "And this can serve as a pilot for future local administration—using immigrants to govern immigrants!"

Chen Haiyang nodded. "Let's build the base first, then... recruit—" he caught himself, "—refugees. Given our material advantages, attracting a dozen or twenty households shouldn't be difficult. However, the first garrison must still be our own people. Once everything is running smoothly, we transition to the local settlement model."

Construction of the stronghold was placed under Zhang Xingpei's comprehensive direction. Yu Eshui, as "Chief Supervisor," squatted on the site daily, spirits high. Wang Luobin focused on surveying nearby resources, while Chen Haiyang led a team on an important mission: harvesting coconuts.



Vast coconut groves lined the shores of Yulin Harbor. Grayish-white trunks leaned at angles; huge pinnate fronds drooped and rustled in the breeze. Beneath the leaves hung heavy bunches of fruit. The sea wind blew gently, carrying the unmistakable freshness of salt air and tropical growth.

"Now this is a textbook tropical landscape." Chen Haiyang let out a contented sigh.

"And soon it will all be ours!" Liu Zheng's exhaustion melted away. "I'm contracting five hundred mu here someday and opening a luxury resort."

"Keep dreaming. More likely the Executive Committee assigns you to guard the coconuts."

Coconuts were treasure incarnate. The copious water inside was sterile and could be drunk directly—or, in emergencies, used as a glucose infusion. The meat was rich in fat and protein. Dried copra contained sixty to sixty-five percent oil, making it an exceptional oil crop. Press-cake residue served as premium animal feed or fertilizer. The hard shell could be processed into activated carbon—raw material for gas masks, indispensable to both the chemical and military industries. The fibrous husk outside the shell was elastic, rot-resistant, and durable: ideal for ropes, brushes, woven goods, and padding.

Every part of the coconut was useful. The Executive Committee had coveted this resource for months. Coconuts grew throughout Hainan, but exploitable groves of any scale were concentrated in Wenchang and Sanya. Lingao had a few, scattered and meager.

Here, most palms were wild—ownerless. Whoever picked owned. Chen Haiyang ordered the sailors ashore, intent on stripping every coconut from the surrounding coastline.

Harvesting, however, proved no simple matter. The trees were uniformly tall—typically exceeding ten meters—and ramrod straight without branches. Unlike fruit trees that invited climbing, they defeated even sailors accustomed to scrambling up masts.

Several men attempted the ascent. Without proper tools, they slid back down after two or three meters. One fellow finally reached the crown—only to hang there, arms wrapped around the trunk, unsure how to proceed. You needed one hand to grip the tree and the other to pick—but coconuts didn't grow singly; they clustered in bunches on thick, fibrous stems. He tugged and pulled for what seemed an eternity, unable to detach a single fruit. Exhausted, he slid back down in defeat.

"Use a saw! Take a saw up!"

Another sailor ascended with a hand saw and began sawing at the stem of a bunch. Halfway through, the weight of the cluster—twenty or thirty catties—snapped the weakened stem. The entire mass plummeted toward the man below.

"Ouch!" A sharp cry.

Fortunately, reflexes saved him. The coconuts grazed his scalp and struck his shoulder, which swelled immediately. A direct hit to the head might have meant a concussion.

"Damn it—can't we deal with a few coconuts?" Chen Haiyang's temper flared. "Use guns! Shoot them down!"

"That's a waste of ammunition."

"I'll authorize reimbursement. Fire!"

Gunshots cracked. Bang! Bang! Type 1644 rifles barked in rapid succession. Coconuts rained from the canopy amid shredded leaves and branches. Danger forgotten, everyone rushed forward to gather them.

"Ha—not small at all." Chen Haiyang hefted one and shook it; the sloshing weight inside was palpable. "Crack it open. Let's taste."

After splitting two, everyone drank coconut water until satisfied. Cool, sweet, and refreshing—it chilled them to the core.

"Good stuff. Definitely good stuff." The unanimous verdict.

"But shooting with rifles is no long-term solution. Bullets cost money." Liu Zheng gnawed at the white meat. "Far too uneconomical. And one at a time is painfully slow."

"I have an idea!" A sailor wiped his mouth. "Back home, we used climbing spikes to scale utility poles. Much easier than bare-handing it."

"Right—why didn't I think of that?"

The ship's carpenter set to work at once: bending steel rods into hooks and fastening them to leather boots to fashion crude "climbing spikes." With this gear, plus a safety rope around the waist, ascending became quick and safe. A man climbed up with a machete; a few strokes, and an entire bunch dropped. Those below needed only to dodge.

By dusk, they had harvested thousands of coconuts—heaped like a small mountain on deck.



That night, the Hangzhou blazed with light. The generator was running, and the ship's lamps shone brilliantly.

Li Huamei, clad in black night clothes, crept silently toward the stern from the darkness.

She had not come to assassinate anyone, nor to sabotage the vessel. She was simply consumed by curiosity about these "Australians"—above all, about their ships that could sail without wind. The question had clawed at her mind for days.

Since boarding the Hangzhou, she had observed covertly, searching for the propulsion mechanism. Apart from two "propellers" beneath the stern—iron leaf–shaped objects she could not fathom—she found no oars, no sweeps, nothing. And those iron leaves had stopped rotating the moment the ship dropped anchor. What, then, made it move?

Tonight, with most of the crew ashore building the fort and the shipboard watches exhausted from labor, she resolved to infiltrate the hold and test her hypothesis.

She scaled the stern along the anchor chain with practiced ease. The deck was silent save for a rhythmic chug-chug-chug emanating from somewhere amidships. That, she knew, was the "machine" at work.

She approached the engine room door. Unlocked. A wave of heat, thick with the smell of oil, washed over her. She slipped inside.

The compartment blazed with light. A massive iron hulk roared at its center. An enormous flywheel spun so rapidly it blurred, making her dizzy.

So this is the machine? Li Huamei stared at the steel monster in shock. She could not comprehend how something that consumed neither grass nor meat could contain such terrifying power.

She edged closer. The machine radiated ferocious heat. Beside it stood an iron drum connected to the main body by a copper pipe. She touched the pipe—vibrating faintly, liquid flowing within.

Could it be drinking water? Curious, she followed the pipe to the drum, unscrewed the cap, and dipped a finger in.

She spat immediately. The taste was pungent and bitter—definitely not water. It resembled oil, yet the odor was utterly foreign, nothing like the vegetable oil or tung oil she knew.

So this monster drinks oil? Amazement deepened. Oil was expensive. A beast this size must consume staggering quantities. No wonder these Australians were so wealthy—merely feeding this iron creature was beyond ordinary means.

As she studied the machinery, footsteps sounded on the stairs above. Someone was coming down.

Li Huamei's heart lurched. She scanned the compartment for a hiding place, but the engine room was starkly open; cover was nonexistent.

"Little Zhao, check the oil pressure. The sound seems off."

"Yes, Squad Leader."

Two men in blue work clothes descended. Li Huamei had no choice. She gritted her teeth, rolled swiftly across the deck plates, and slid beneath the diesel engine's mounting frame.

The space was cramped and slick with sludge. She pressed herself flat, scarcely daring to breathe. The thunderous roar of the engine drowned her hammering pulse.

The two mechanics walked to the machine, checked instruments, felt various components.

"Everything looks normal."

"Maybe I misheard. This Changchai engine is getting old—some looseness is inevitable."

"Squad Leader, how much longer are we stuck down here? I'm suffocating in this heat."

"Bear with it. Once the fort ashore is finished, we can rest below."

They exchanged a few more words, then climbed back up. Li Huamei waited until their footsteps faded before worming out from beneath the frame. Her black attire was now smeared with black oil stains—a wretched sight.

Phew—that was close. She wiped cold sweat (and grease) from her forehead. Though she still did not fully understand the principle behind this "Changchai," she had confirmed one thing: the iron beast did indeed "drink oil" to generate force. As for how oil became power—that remained beyond her grasp.

These Australians are truly unfathomable. She sighed softly, retreated from the engine room with utmost care, and vanished into the night.



Note: This explanation is free.

Changchai refers to Changzhou Diesel Engine—a very common brand in China, widely used in agricultural machinery and small watercraft.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 262 — Yulin Fort

It wasn't vegetable oil, nor peanut oil, and certainly not the butter favored by Europeans. Li Huamei carefully wrapped the paper wick she had used to sample the substance and stowed it away, then screwed the lid back on the drum. Whatever this liquid was, it appeared to be the key to the machine's power.

She surveyed the compartment more carefully. Two sets of windmill-like blades were mounted on racks, their surfaces likewise coated in dark, greasy residue. Upon closer inspection, both these large components and the blades were forged from refined iron—confirming once again the Australians' remarkable skill with metalwork. The cabin also contained numerous cabinets and shelves. She opened them one by one. Strange iron implements, each nestled in its own small compartment, arranged with fastidious order. Some she recognized—European master carpenters used similar-looking tools. But most remained mysterious; she could not begin to guess their purpose.

After more than ten minutes, footsteps and watch-change commands began to echo outside the door. She froze, holding her breath for several heartbeats until the sounds faded entirely. Then, hastily returning everything to its place, she slipped out through a porthole.



The next day, the fleet weighed anchor and resumed its voyage. The lower decks were packed with baskets of coconuts—over five thousand in all. Jiang Qiuyan had to ban the crew from drinking coconut water as a casual thirst-quencher, lest someone develop an electrolyte imbalance.

The exploration team's next objective was Wanning—specifically, Shangen Town. A small pyrite deposit lay there. In terms of scale it was negligible, but its unique advantage was proximity to the coast. If they could pinpoint the location and confirm reserves, the transmigrators could stage an expedition-style blitz: a large-scale extraction operation, hauling away a hundred tons or so in a single run.

"Pyrite is useful both for producing sulfuric acid and as fertilizer," Wang Luobin explained. "Especially the sulfuric acid. The coal-chemical complex can produce it, but we'll be reliant on imported coal for a long time. Mining pyrite would at least ease part of the bottleneck."

"Do we need to build another fort? A Wanning Fort?" Chen Haiyang calculated grimly. His fleet's manpower had already shrunk by nearly a third. Leaving more garrison troops was an unpleasant prospect.

"No, no—Shangen is too barren, and Wanning isn't a development priority yet." Wang Luobin waved off the concern. "This region remained sparsely populated well into the twentieth century. In this timeline, it's likely completely uninhabited."

As they spoke, Ruan Xiaowu came running up, snapped to attention, and saluted. "Report! Commander Chen, scheduled transmission time. The radio room requests your signature on the outgoing telegrams."

"Bring them." Chen Haiyang accepted the telegram folder. Inside were the day's routine messages: the fleet's current position, status, next destination. Though routine, these dispatches constituted their most reliable safety net at sea. Under encryption protocols jointly established by the Executive Committee and Lingao Telecom, each major committee and department had been issued independent codebooks starting in March 1629. After encryption, messages were handed to the telecom section for transmission and reception, with decryption handled internally by each unit. This prevented telegrams from becoming public broadcasts—once a message went out, every location with a 15W or 5W transceiver would otherwise know its contents within minutes. Each department set its own rules for which messages required encryption and which did not.

Today's outgoing messages bore the "Navy Secret" stamp, as usual. Chen Haiyang flipped through. Several incoming messages had arrived as well: one plaintext dispatch from Guangzhou Station, filled with idle chatter—probably a radio operator in Guangzhou flirting with a female operator at Lingao Telecom. Another, marked "Navy Secret," came from Changhua Fort, briefly summarizing their recent expedition into the Li district.

"Not bad—they swindled ten cows and a girl." Chen Haiyang chuckled as he signed the outgoing messages, then handed the folder to Wang Luobin, who also needed to countersign.

"It shows everyone's getting good at mass mobilization. Grassroots work is expanding nicely." Wang Luobin scrawled his signature. "Building a foothold in Changhua and cultivating a long-term relationship with the Li stockade will pay dividends for the future development of Shilu. I think we should cable the Executive Committee and recommend a collective first-class merit citation."

"Haha—Xiao Zishan won't let this slip through the cracks, Engineer Wang. He loves awarding honors." Chen Haiyang sighed. "Once we're back in Lingao, they'll get at least a collective second-class merit. Probably another sleeve emblem to sew on."

"Honestly, a few personal secretaries would be more practical—" Wang Luobin had once taken no interest in the thin, dark-skinned local girls. Lately, however, he had noticed that young women nurtured by the Lingao Liberated Area's water and soil were beginning to fill out—fairer skin, healthier builds. Certain thoughts unsuitable for an educator had begun to stir.

"Personal secretaries?" Chen Haiyang snorted. "The Executive Committee means well, but good intentions can easily go awry. Could wind up hurting feelings and undermining solidarity."

"Pool the collective wisdom, pool the collective wisdom." As they talked, Ruan Xiaowu had already sprinted off. Chen Haiyang watched the boy's retreating figure and spoke with a note of emotion: "Youngsters like him—after a few months of training, they already look presentable. Hardworking, disciplined. Uneducated, maybe, but quick to learn. In three or four years, when they come of age, they'll be our backbone. Wouldn't it be nice, then, to match them with those girls?"

"Ha! You've thought it through. Already planning matchmaking for your subordinates?"

"If you want soldiers willing to fight and die beside you, an officer must truly be like a father and elder brother to them."



At the newly completed Yulin Fort, a garrison remained behind under the command of Old Di and Bai Guoshi: fourteen people in total. They would live beneath this blue sky and white clouds for roughly a month. During that time, Bai Guoshi would conduct a thorough survey of local resources and gather social intelligence. Old Di had a simpler mandate: fell timber and, under Bai's guidance, learn to harvest coconuts using the climbing method—which, according to Bai, was essential for stable, high-yield production.

Old Di watched the sails dwindle on the horizon, emotions churning. Then he turned to Bai Guoshi and the other transmigrators:

"Let's discuss how we're going to spend this vacation."

"The itinerary is quite full." Bai Guoshi surveyed the pile of supplies and tools the fleet had left behind. Machetes, carrying poles, axes, saws, large quantities of rope and rattan baskets. Not much ironware—after all, blacksmiths were just across the bay. They had also been issued a stock of trade goods for dealings with Anyoule Market: mainly white sugar and distilled spirits. Food reserves would last sixty days, and for emergencies, fifty taels of silver had been left.

"Let's test the radio first."

Old Di directed the marines to collect the items scattered on the beach and haul them into the fort, while Bai Guoshi and the other transmigrators set up the 5W transceiver left for their communications. After five minutes of calling, Lingao Main Station responded—signals clear. Next they contacted the exploration fleet and received a swift reply. Finally, a new signal broke in: Changhua Fort had heard their transmissions and was responding. The exchange of radio waves lifted everyone's spirits considerably; the loneliness felt less oppressive already.

Since they were here, they might as well make themselves at home. First order of business: get themselves and their subordinates properly settled. They divided responsibilities. Old Di would serve as Yulin Fort's commanding officer, handling defense and construction. Bai Guoshi would oversee resource collection—having received emergency medical training, he would also serve as the team's medic. Wang Tao would manage all dealings with Anyoule Market: external negotiations and procurement. He had brought along a boy adopted from among the orphans shipped from Guangzhou as his apprentice. At a time when most transmigrators eagerly hoped to adopt cute little girls, his adoption of a young boy had briefly made his... preferences a topic of speculation.

"It's nothing special," Wang Tao said evenly. "I want him to learn storytelling from me. Otherwise, when I'm gone, no one will carry on the craft. There has to be a legacy, doesn't there?"

The boy had taken Wang Tao's surname and was named Wang Degang—the name, of course, was a joke. But it carried weight and dignity when called aloud.

Despite being only about ten years old, Wang Degang had already learned quite a few traditional pingshu storytelling and xiangsheng crosstalk routines under his master's tutelage. He was an artistic mainstay at the Citizens School. Wang Tao also drilled him daily in public speaking and debate—that was Wang Tao's forte as a training instructor—preparing the boy to run for student government in the first Citizens School election the following year. His longer-term goal was to lobby the Executive Committee to establish a Youth League organization, providing his apprentice with a Youth League factional advancement track.

Finally, there was Shen Yuefeng, a haigui—"sea turtle," overseas returnee—who had majored in history with a minor in IT. Neither specialty was particularly useful to the transmigrators. Fortunately, he was a military enthusiast, and thanks to the decadent blessings of the USA, he had considerable experience with target shooting and hunting. He had been drafted into the Remote Exploration Team during its expansion after receiving a few weeks of natural history education. His assignment here was to collect local animal specimens, source meat, and—should food run short—hunt for provisions. None of these men seemed to take the Health Department's warnings seriously. But a steady supply of meat would keep morale high. Whether harvesting coconuts or felling timber, it was all heavy labor. Furthermore, after inspecting Yulin Fort's water supply situation, Old Di found it unsatisfactory and wanted improvements.

"The current water source is an irrigation channel diverted from a nearby stream. It gives us a small moat, but it's also vulnerable—an enemy could easily cut off the supply or poison it," Old Di said.

"You want to dig a well? But we don't have the equipment."

"A well here would probably yield saltwater anyway. What I want is to construct a hidden conduit drawing from the stream by a different route. That way, the enemy won't easily discover it."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 263 — Wang Tao's Ideals

"What about materials?"

"Bricks, tiles, and cement. The fleet left us a few bags of cement, plus some bricks and tiles. We'll make the timber ourselves—after all, the conduit doesn't need much. As for iron nails and lime, we'll just buy them across the bay."

"All right. I'll go to Anyoule Market tomorrow and trade off some goods. That way we don't have to dip into those fifty taels of emergency reserves."



The next day, Wang Tao set out with Wang Degang, Shi Jinxi, and a few others. They changed into local clothes and crossed over to Anyoule Market. This time he brought modest gifts of four varieties—the customary token for a new neighbor paying respects after moving in. Hu Xun reciprocated in kind, sending back two soup-ready sheep as a return gift. He also took the opportunity to lament his hardships: maintaining order in the area was no easy task; the county coffers were empty; tax levies were heavy, the burdens on the locality great. Now that Shopkeeper Wang intended to establish an estate here, he would naturally need to deal with county officials, register a land deed, and participate in the usual miscellaneous taxes and contributions. His words were exceedingly polite. Wang Tao agreed to everything. Courting the tolerance and backing of local powers aligned perfectly with the current policy of cooperating with indigenous forces.

Wang Tao led his party through the market streets, trading distilled spirits and white sugar—both were well received—and collecting bits of silver and copper in return. He bought several bolts of indigo-dyed local cloth, intending to have native-style garments sewn for the marines; their Year One uniforms were far too conspicuous. No tailors operated in the market, however, so he had to impose on Hu Xun again, requesting that maids from his household sew the clothes. He also purchased rice, pumpkins, and vegetables to supplement their meals. Spotting iron pots and clay jars for sale, he bought several of those too. Just as they were packing up to leave, he noticed live chickens going for two fen of silver apiece. Wang Tao bought five or six, had the marines truss them up and sling them from carrying poles.

Passing through the stockade gate, they found a lime kiln on the shore—oyster-shell lime burning inside—and bought several sacks. Shi Jinxi haggled with the fishermen on the beach and, for one tael of silver, acquired a small sampan. The boat was tiny—seven or eight passengers at most—but perfectly adequate for use within the bay. Upon returning to Yulin Fort, Wang Tao ordered the pots and jars placed in the kitchen; from now on, they wouldn't have to cook everything in mess tins. At least they could boil soup and steam rice properly.

"You bought all those chickens to fatten us for a feast?" Old Di looked bemused.

"For the eggs. We're raising them." Wang Tao gestured for the birds to be set down. "With a courtyard this big, it'd be a waste not to keep chickens."

"Chicken droppings everywhere? The place will reek to high heaven."

"We'll fence off a pen."

"What will we feed them?"

"Leftover rice. Coconut meat works too. During the day, let them forage outside the fort; at dusk, round them up and give them a bit of grain. Very economical." Wang Tao spoke with complete confidence.

"Free-range chickens—all-natural. Fine, suit yourself." Old Di wondered if Wang Tao had suddenly decided to take up gentleman farming. Then he remembered something and pulled a telegram transcript from his pocket.

"What's this?" Wang Tao accepted the slip. It was an encrypted message; the originating call sign was the Hangzhou, receiving call sign Lingao Telecom Main Station.

"Odd. This isn't a Navy Secret message."

"Exactly. Shen Yuefeng received it and couldn't decode it with our codebook. Definitely not Navy Secret."

"That is strange. Before departure, they said the entire exploration team would use Navy Secret for transmissions. Even we garrison folks use Navy Secret for comms."

"And it originated from the Hangzhou, not the flagship Zhenhai."

"Probably a message from the Intelligence or Internal Affairs sections. Only they'd have that authority."

Wang Tao set his people to cutting branches from the woods and hauling crushed stone from the beach. They built a chicken coop along the courtyard wall of Yulin Fort, complete with a perimeter fence. In foul weather, the birds could wander safely inside the enclosure.

Some marines came from farming families and were well acquainted with such work. Seeing an officer engage so enthusiastically in animal husbandry, they warmed to the task. One suggested they grow vegetables—why waste all the chicken and human manure?

"Wait—we're using human... stuff?" Old Di looked stricken. Memories surfaced of the unforgettable aroma wafting from fertilizer pits beside roads during rural training exercises.

"Of course. Otherwise the latrine just fills up."

"I was planning to dig a drainage ditch and flush everything straight into the sea."

"That's a waste. Let's dig a pit outside the fort instead. Route everything there; put a lid on top. Won't smell much at all."

"I'll say this upfront: when it's time to shovel out the fertilizer, don't expect me to lift a spade—"

The vegetable plot was established outside the walls, in a sheltered corner. Coastal soil here was thin and sandy; planting directly would be futile. So Wang Tao had them first construct a raised bed of about fifty square meters, framed with large stones and fitted with drainage. Then he led the marines to dig mountain soil from the nearby slopes and cart it back with the handcarts the Zhenhai had left, load by load, filling in the bed.

Everyone marveled at this former corporate trainer's inexhaustible energy—he seemed intent on making this place his permanent home. Bai Guoshi finally asked whether he was planning to be stationed at Yulin Fort long-term. Wang Tao laughed heartily:

"Certainly not. My goal is that one day the Executive Committee will grant me a large tract of territory. Then I'll lead my extended family and a few hundred immigrant households to colonize and cultivate the land as a lord. All this—" he gestured around, "—is practice for that day."

"Oh?" Bai Guoshi was intrigued. "Where do you want to colonize?"

"Australia. Tasmania. New Zealand—any of them would suit me." Wang Tao was winded from the labor. He pulled a pipe from his pocket. Wang Degang, nimble as always, packed it for his master and fetched a glowing splinter from a nearby fire. Wang Tao lit up and took a few satisfying puffs.

"Pipe tobacco is so much better than those damned 'Holy Ship' brand cigarettes—" He exhaled blue smoke toward the sky. "As for China, let the Executive Committee crowd worry about governing it at their leisure."

Wang Degang asked curiously, "Master, where are these places you mentioned?"

"Across the ocean." Wang Tao pointed to the horizon. "Great islands that are green all year round."

"Maybe I'll be your neighbor someday." Bai Guoshi found himself suddenly yearning for such a life: blue skies, white clouds, green pastures, and snow-capped mountains in the distance—an impression probably implanted by behind-the-scenes features of The Lord of the Rings.

"Sure—but would your girlfriend agree to you taking a bunch of concubines?" Wang Tao teased, pipe clenched between his teeth.

"Zhao Xue isn't... she's not my girlfriend yet." Bai Guoshi flushed. "We'll see. No concubines, but surely I can bring servants and the like."

"Ah, a pure-hearted and obedient young man." Wang Tao chuckled. "But I don't think you'd truly enjoy that kind of life, Little Bai. As for the future—who can say? Maybe by then Lingao will have become a world metropolis greater than New York or Shanghai. Being a senior cadre in the New World's great metropolis wouldn't be half bad either."



Work on the vegetable plot continued for two days. The team erected a fence around the precious garden to keep out wild animals. Then they threw themselves into digging the conduit. Bai Guoshi and Shen Yuefeng went out on expeditions daily. Because Jiang Qiuyan's immigration plan was likely to be implemented, they surveyed not only resources but also potential colonial sites and arable land.

Old Di oversaw the conduit work himself. He had never done anything of the sort before, but the Great Library had printed a small pamphlet—Simple Surveying and Construction—for the exploration team's use. Following its instructions, he fabricated survey instruments like spirit levels. The intake channel wasn't large in diameter, but because it needed to be covered and buried, it had to be dug deep. The intake point was set at a sandy section of the riverbank, where the water ran relatively clean and was less likely to be discovered. Except during the dry season, the intake would remain below the waterline for most of the year.

The conduit passed beneath the fort wall and into the courtyard. A cistern already existed, but it had originally been fed by the moat, and the water quality was inferior to drawing directly from the stream. After introducing stream water, deposits could settle out before use. Overflow was channeled through a secondary conduit to the latrine to flush the pit; wastewater then flowed into a fertilizer pit outside the fort. The sandy soil absorbed excess moisture quickly. For safety and sanitation, the pit was sealed with a wooden lid. Wang Tao also bored a hole through the cover and inserted a length of bamboo with the nodes punched out.

"What's that for?" Everyone was puzzled.

"To vent the methane inside."

"Can't we use it for fuel?"

"Too little. But if someone flicks a cigarette butt in there, there'd be quite the shitstorm."

Finally, they covered all the conduits with curved roofing tiles, then buried them under dirt. After a few more days of weathering, the channel would be completely invisible.



While Wang Tao's team labored on infrastructure, Bai Guoshi and Shen Yuefeng bagged a muntjac during one of their expeditions. The small deer yielded tender, delicious meat. When they brought it back, almost nothing was left by evening—just a pelt and gnawed-clean bones. Even the intestines had been washed, salted, and hung under the eaves to dry.

Wildlife abounded here; they scarcely needed to venture into the deep forest. Hunting was primarily Shen Yuefeng's province. He had experience and far more seasoned marksmanship than Bai Guoshi. To conserve ammunition and avoid excessive noise, they used steel crossbows. Shen regularly returned with common game—pheasants, rabbits, the occasional boar. The entire garrison ate with grease running down their chins. For men engaged in heavy physical labor every day, having a skilled hunter like Shen Yuefeng was a genuine blessing.

Seeing him return with game every few days, Wang Tao conceived another idea. He proposed digging a well inside Yulin Fort.

"What for?" Old Di was baffled.

Bai Guoshi objected: "The groundwater here is surely salty. It wouldn't even be fit for watering the vegetable garden, let alone drinking."

"Who said anything about drinking the water?" Wang Tao grinned. "This is a refrigerator. A refrigerator—understand?"

In ages past, only northerners with frozen rivers could store ice in winter for summer use. Elsewhere, the sole practical method for preserving perishables like pork and mutton was the well. No matter how high the temperature outside, the interior of a well generally hovered around a dozen degrees Celsius—sufficient for several days' storage.

So they began digging. Well-digging was skilled labor and prone to accidents. Though Simple Surveying and Construction included instructions, Wang Tao dared not proceed recklessly. By now they were also running low on bricks and lime. Wang Tao made another trip across the bay to Anyoule Market for supplies. Noticing several wells in the market, he inquired and found a local who did occasional well-digging on the side. He hired the man to do the job.

The water table at Yulin Fort was very high; water appeared at only five or six meters down. Since the purpose was storage rather than drinking, the well's diameter was limited to about one meter, with brick-lined walls. The well-digger lavished praise on their cement-sand-lime mortar, whose bonding strength was superb. He offered to waive his fee if they would give him a few bags of cement. The garrison had no surplus to spare, so they politely declined, promising perhaps in the future.

"This shows many of our goods have a market," Wang Tao mused. "We needn't fixate on mirrors and white sugar. Cement itself is in demand right here—"

"Cement demand is negligible." Shen Yuefeng was skeptical. "You've seen what the locals use to build around here—lime mortar works well enough for them. Only for jobs like lining a well does cement mortar truly shine."

Wang Tao considered and agreed. There wasn't much around here that attracted particular demand. White sugar and spirits sold well, but the local consumer population was simply too small. The market would saturate quickly.

"Let's just focus on resource collection. Let the Foreign Affairs Ministry worry about the trading business."



After several days of surveying, Bai Guoshi identified a timber harvesting site. It lay about three kilometers from Yulin Fort but was close to the bay—logs could be dragged two or three hundred meters and floated out. Carrying each day's felled timber back to the fort on their backs would have been impossible.

Most marines spent their days at the site, felling trees. Logs were stripped and barked on the spot, then dragged to the shoreline with ropes. Five to ten logs were bundled together with rattan into rafts. Four or five rafts made a train, which the sampan then towed to the beach in front of Yulin Fort for hauling ashore.

Despite the sea transport leg, the overall labor remained grueling. Fortunately, Shen Yuefeng provided a steady supply of meat—modest in quantity but meat nonetheless. Shi Jinxi continuously delivered seafood. The chickens contributed eggs daily. The fare was tolerable. To boost morale, Wang Tao, however exhausted, told a storytelling episode every night. To raise the soldiers' political consciousness, he had set aside segments like Intrigues of the Bureaucrats and switched to The Complete Story of Yue Fei—ideological preparation for the future war against the Manchu barbarians. He also frequently laced the narrative with venomous barbs aimed at the Great Song Dynasty, drawing parallels to current events and extolling the Transmigration Collective's "great, glorious, and correct" image as saviors of China from the Great Ming's incompetent government. After the Yue Fei tale, Wang Degang would perform a solo crosstalk routine to lighten the mood before everyone turned in. Implemented thus, morale remained surprisingly high.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 264 — Naval Curry and News Censorship

After many days of labor, several hundred cubic meters of timber had accumulated at Yulin Fort. The logs were stacked neatly in the courtyard. Bai Guoshi knew that for long-term preservation, the water-immersion method was best—timber submerged in fresh water was sealed from air and could remain sound for years. But that required a sufficient body of water, and no such conditions existed near the fort.

The dry-storage method was simple and easy to implement. Yulin's rainy season had not yet arrived, and the timber dried quickly. However, if the logs were later shipped out as sea-towed rafts, thoroughly dried wood would absorb water rapidly and sink, making towing a nightmare.

Therefore, he settled on wet storage—the most convenient approach, though it exacted some toll on wood quality. Felled timber was stacked in piles of roughly twenty-five cubic meters each, covered with branches and leaves. Someone was assigned to sprinkle water on them daily, maintaining humidity.

This method could last three months at most before the wood began to deteriorate. According to Wang Luobin, another ship would arrive within thirty days. A month's storage should be fine.

Plenty of leftover branches and scraps remained from logging. Bai Guoshi had all the smaller pieces collected and dried on the beach for use as firewood. He also selected thicker branches for charcoal-making. Charcoal burned steadier and hotter than raw wood, and was more convenient for cooking.

Next, the entire Yulin Fort garrison threw themselves into coconut harvesting. The palms near the shore had mostly been stripped bare by the fleet. Now they ventured further inland, bringing back several hundred coconuts a day. In the evenings, everyone cracked open coconuts and drank the water; excess was poured into clay pots and lowered into the cold-storage well. The meat was spread out to dry into copra.

Wang Tao observed the coconut flesh drying on the beach, spread over palm leaves. Drinking coconut water, he strolled among the rows and suddenly thought of curry. In India, coconut meat was a common ingredient. So he used coconut meat, the mutton Old Man Hu had gifted, pumpkin, and seasonings left behind by the fleet to concoct a mutton curry. The hot, fragrant, spicy sauce was ladled over steaming rice. Though it was the marines' first encounter with chili heat, they found it wonderfully novel. Everyone dug in with gusto. That day happened to fall on a Friday—and thus Wang Tao became the inventor of curry rice and unwittingly established what would become the naval tradition of eating curry rice every Friday.

News of Yulin Fort's activities reached Hu Xun's ears. Using delivery of the finished clothes as a pretext, he personally crossed the bay to inspect these new settlers. Wang Tao prepared curry rice again, leaving Old Master Hu's lips and tongue burning. Combined with a cup of chilled coconut water, the elder exclaimed repeatedly how refreshing it was. He immediately asked for the recipe and inquired about the uniquely fiery flavor—where did it come from? Wang Tao knew that chili peppers had probably been introduced to China around the Wanli era, but this region clearly remained unfamiliar with the crop. He explained that it was fanjiao—"foreign pepper"—imported from overseas. Hu Xun expressed keen interest in obtaining seeds to plant, but Yulin Fort possessed only ground chili powder and paste, no seeds. They could only gift him a bag of powder.

Hu Xun asked whether they were felling timber and harvesting coconuts in such quantities for the overseas trade. He was well acquainted with maritime commerce and remarked that he had never seen any foreign ships carrying dried coconut. Wang Tao quickly countered: Had any merchants from Qiongshan County come to buy copra locally?

"I've heard that merchants from the prefectural capital occasionally travel to Yazhou to purchase dried coconut, but not often. Wenchang lies only two days' sail from Qiongshan and produces a hundred times more coconuts; the route is far shorter. Why would anyone come all the way here for copra? Besides, Yulin is still several days' journey from Yazhou City—too far to be practical."

Wang Tao reflected that the Qiongshan copra merchants were not monopolizing the market as tightly as he had imagined. That Lin Quan'an fellow was either making excuses out of laziness or simply never ventured to such remote locales. Then again, he was a merchant—naturally gravitating toward cities for trade. A pioneering outfit like theirs operated on different principles.

"To be honest," Wang Tao said, "I run an oil-pressing workshop back in Lingao. We use copra to produce oil for export to Australia—quite lucrative. Unfortunately, Lingao doesn't grow coconuts, so we've been searching far and wide."

These words were intended for Hu Xun's ears, to spark partnership interest. Unexpectedly, the old man displayed no such reaction. He laughed the matter off and shifted topics: in a few days, county officials would be visiting the countryside. That would be an opportune moment to help Wang Tao register his estate. Naturally, some entertaining and gift-giving would be required. Wang Tao understood the implication and presented additional white sugar plus two bottles of Guoshi Wushuang liquor, promising further thanks once the deed was done.

After seeing Hu Xun off, Wang Tao felt a twinge of disappointment. He had hoped the elder would proactively request involvement in the coconut-harvesting and timber-felling enterprise. Yulin Fort was short of hands; enlisting a local power like Hu Xun would provide both protection and manpower. But there had been no response whatsoever.

He hadn't realized that gentry from a backwater like this possessed extremely limited vision. They had long grown accustomed to sitting back like tollkeepers, extracting tribute from passersby, waiting for offerings to arrive. Why would they trouble themselves with labor-intensive real industry? So long as Yulin Fort gave them some benefits, whether it was logging or coconut harvesting was simply outside their sphere of interest—as was any notion that greater profits might be had.

Bai Guoshi said, "Such a pity about the population in Anyoule Market and his estate. Otherwise, we could strip every coconut from this area."

Old Di scowled. "That fellow is just being a dog in the manger. We should wipe him out later. Merge all his people into Yulin Fort."

"Wait a few more months. Once the main wave of our immigrants arrives, Old Master Hu will certainly grow restless. By then we'll have to show our hand. Either he submits to our leadership, or he can prepare to sever ties with his own people." Wang Tao sighed. "Such a fine opportunity to join the revolution and he's passing it up—he could at least have been a 'democratic personage,' with his descendants guaranteed a seat in the local political consultative conference. Now he might well end up labeled a landlord, rich peasant, counter-revolutionary, rightist, or bad element."

Sighing was one thing; resource collection pressed on regardless. In their spare time, bored and isolated, Yulin Fort frequently exchanged radio messages with Lingao Main Station and Changhua Fort—sharing living conditions, personal reflections. One day, Dingding at Lingao Telecom's receiving station happened upon one of their incoming messages and was struck with inspiration. Drawing on the telegram's material, she wielded her literary pen, embellished liberally, and composed a prose essay titled Nights at Yulin Harbor, published under the pseudonym "Sentinel of the Southern Sky" in the Lingao Times. It proved unexpectedly popular among the transmigrators. Encouraged, she appointed Wang Tao as a special correspondent, requiring him to file a dispatch every few days for her to edit and serialize. Wang Tao did not disappoint; upon receiving the request by telegram, he immediately cabled another piece. Dingding worked through the night polishing it. The next morning she submitted the draft to Zhou Dongtian for stenciling, ready for the press.

Unexpectedly, before the paper could be printed, Dingding received a phone call from Zhou Dongtian.

"The paper can't go to press." His voice was helpless. "Notification from the relevant higher authorities: the Yulin Harbor Journals series contains secrecy issues and must be edited before publication. Also, the previous issue carrying the series is currently being recalled. Furthermore, from now on, all articles in the Times containing such information must be submitted for pre-publication review—"

"Whose idiotic regulation is this!" Dingding nearly jumped out of her chair. Since D-Day, she and her husband Panpan had been running a two-person, zero-budget, off-the-books operation. She had finally clawed her way to an official position at the Times—and now suddenly the familiar specter of "notification from the relevant higher authorities" had reappeared!

"What the hell! I haven't even written about Executive Committee corruption yet, and they're already giving me the bureaucratic runaround!" She stormed off toward the Executive Committee compound.

Entering the compound, she hesitated. Anyone who had ever dealt with government offices knew that "the relevant higher authority" was maddeningly elusive. When it issued notifications, it existed. When you tried to find it, no one admitted to being that authority.

After a moment's thought, she decided to visit the printing room and extract inside information from Zhou Dongtian. Though his job was printing, he had always maintained a side role with Internal Affairs. Since the cited reason was "secrecy," the "relevant authority" was most likely Internal Affairs or Intelligence.

Zhou Dongtian knew something. He said the matter had been communicated via a phone call from Ran Yao. Dingding of course knew Ran Yao—formerly with the Security Group, transferred to the Internal Affairs Committee after organizational restructuring.

So she marched out of the compound in one breath and headed for the Internal Affairs Committee premises—a place few ever visited. But the two sentries at the gate stopped her cold. She had neither registered for a visit in advance nor obtained a pass; they flatly refused entry. She threw a fit, pulled rank as an official, stamped her feet—still no luck. "No registration, no pass, no entry. Those are the orders." The sentries could barely speak Mandarin, but that sentence they had down pat.

Dingding retreated from the gate like a defeated rooster. She was about to return to the newspaper office to dig Ran Yao's phone number from the directory and come back to argue when she spotted a portly fellow waddling out of the compound, belly first, looking perfectly unhurried. Seeing the commotion, he ambled over.

"Comrade, is there something I can help you with?"

"You're still calling me 'Comrade'! It's only been—" Dingding sputtered, her outburst missing the point entirely. "I want to see Ran Yao! Ran Yao, get out here! You're suppressing freedom of speech!" In Bairencheng's heart, such an outburst might have drawn a crowd. Here at the remote Internal Affairs compound, she could shout herself hoarse and no one would notice.

"Don't shout. Ran Yao is in Bopu chairing a meeting." The portly fellow remained amiable. "You're Dingding, aren't you? Let's have a chat."

"Who are you?"

"Oh, just a clerk at the committee. A nobody." The fatty smiled genially.



This was Dingding's first time inside the Internal Affairs compound. The instant she passed through the gate, past the gray brick walls draped with thorny vines, a chill ran from her heels up her spine. She shivered involuntarily. In the center of the compound stood a two-story gray brick building with two wings. Mature trees shadowed the courtyard, casting the grounds in perpetual gloom.

The fatty led her into a simple prefab room near the entrance—furniture, stationery, clearly a reception area. Someone brought tea in a bag.

Dingding sneered. "Is this 'inviting me for tea'?"

"Plain boiled water works too." The fatty's expression remained soft. "We don't have coffee here."

Dingding launched into a rapid-fire account of the publication restrictions. She demanded to know what purpose such "secrecy" served. Why couldn't the broad mass of transmigrators know the current state of affairs? Did anyone respect the transmigrators' right to know?

"Well, that right is of course respected. The Internal Affairs Committee is just an ordinary institution, after all." The fatty wore a lukewarm smile and did not directly answer her questions. "How many copies is the Lingao Times printing each day these days?"

"Three hundred." Dingding replied sullenly. She had originally wanted to print over a thousand, but ink, paper, and equipment were all in short supply.

"According to figures the Times office reported to the Planning Committee, a little more than half of those papers go to transmigrators—copies for departments, enterprises, dormitory reading rooms. The rest go either to the county yamen or are sold retail at Dongmen Market, correct?"

"Correct. If I were allocated more resources, circulation could be even higher—"

"The more copies the Times distributes, the louder our voice becomes, and the greater our influence over the indigenous masses. This is the Executive Committee's established policy." The fatty spoke slowly and methodically. "But consider this: once a paper reaches indigenous hands, a great deal of information is inadvertently leaked—"

"Just for this? So from now on, do Wen Zong's and Ma Dugong's appearances in the paper need pseudonyms and their faces pixelated? Why not just publish nothing at all—write 'All is peaceful today,' or fill the paper with Du Wen's interminable essays!"

"No need to get worked up." The fatty remained gentle as a spring breeze. "The Yulin Harbor series is quite well-written. It's received high praise from readers. The Internal Affairs Committee's objection to publishing it as-is arises from concern for the safety of our comrades at the overseas stations. The reports include time, place, people, equipment—everything. If that paper leaks and happens to fall into the hands of Liu Xiang or another hostile party—a little fort with just a dozen people could be wiped out in an instant."

Dingding was startled. Thinking about it, this was an oversight on her part. But unwilling to concede, she said stubbornly, "Yulin isn't even called Yulin right now! Do you expect Ming Dynasty people to deduce where it is?"

"Dadonghai is still called Dadonghai, isn't it?" The fatty's voice was mild. "And Anyoule Market—those are all contemporary names from this spacetime. Why would Ming people not recognize them? The article even wrote that Anyoule Market is 'right across from Yulin Fort.' How much clearer could it be?"

Dingding fell silent. She felt she was in the right, yet this enormous hat had been placed on her head and she had no comeback. The interests of transmigrators came first—she could hardly argue that the right to information trumped these people's personal safety.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 265 — Leizhou's White Sugar

Seeing Dingding thoroughly defeated, the fatty rose and said amiably, "Comrade, good principles can only be effective in the right environment. Don't apply them rigidly." He handed her a document. "This is a guideline from Internal Affairs concerning such reports. Take it back, revise the article, and if it can't run in the morning edition, it can still go in the evening edition. If you have further concerns, we can discuss them in detail."

Watching her leave with the document, the fatty stood a moment longer, that gentle smile still on his face, then returned to his office.

The official nameplate read: "Internal Affairs Committee Policy Research Office." The title represented nothing concrete—merely a post that satisfied his preference for political studies over operational work. In essence, an advisory position for the committee.

The office itself was clean and tidy. A Holy Ship brand whitewood desk was piled with homemade filing racks and bins. A large bookshelf stood against one wall, stacked with many books. The only modern items were a laptop computer and several CD cases.

Behind the desk stood an ornate, elegant screen—strikingly out of place with the surroundings. Behind it lay a simple whitewood cot with a mosquito net, a clothes rack, a small cabinet. The quintessential setup of an old-fashioned bachelor living in his office.

Judging from the furnishings, this person held no particularly elevated position among the Executive Committee's departments. There was no hand-crank telephone on the desk—the symbol of authority that was standard issue for department heads.

He settled into his worn rattan chair and took a document from the basket labeled "In." It was folded like a letter, a red "Secret" stamp across the seal. He opened it; inside lay a translated telegram from Guangzhou.

The telegram concerned the background investigation of Li Huamei in Macau. He read it very carefully.



Background Investigation Report on Li Huamei
Classified

To: Center

Upon receiving instructions, I immediately began investigating Li Huamei's origins and background.

In Guangzhou, almost no information could be obtained about her or her vessel, the Hangzhou. Comparatively more information exists regarding Li Siya, though most of it remains hearsay; we have achieved no substantial breakthrough beyond prior knowledge.

I therefore decided to dispatch Zhang Xin to Macau for direct investigation. In trade dealings between the Guangzhou Station and Macau, he has played a very important role and established a relatively solid personal relationship with Huang Shunlong. Huang Shunlong has long dealt with various maritime factions in Macau and is knowledgeable about local power structures. Until we establish our own intelligence network in Macau, I believe utilizing the Huang Shunlong channel is feasible.

Zhang Xin traveled to Macau under the guise of trading liquor. I authorized him to conduct the following activities: He disclosed to Huang Shunlong that he had recently encountered a female pirate at sea and described the vessel and flag. From Huang's on-the-spot reaction, Zhang Xin judged that Huang knew something. Initially, Huang was reluctant to discuss the matter, but under further probing, he revealed the following:

He had seen a ship resembling the Hangzhou docked in the harbor on multiple occasions. However, he could not say who the ship belonged to. The only thing he knew with certainty was that the captain was a woman. We showed him a computer-generated portrait based on Li Huamei's photograph. He again demurred, claiming he had not looked closely enough to recognize her. However, Zhang Xin believes: the person Huang saw was Li Huamei.

Zhang Xin noted: In conversation, Huang Shunlong was extremely reluctant to mention any ships or captains that docked locally, claiming ignorance on all such inquiries. We speculate: this reticence is directly connected to his business dealings with pirates—he fears inadvertently revealing their secrets. However, his unfamiliarity with Li Huamei specifically should be credible. We therefore infer: Li Huamei is probably not a pirate, or at least her piratical activities do not occur near the Chinese coast. From this perspective, Li Huamei's claim of trading with Goa has a degree of plausibility.

The next day, Zhang Xin directly investigated sailors and dock personnel. From these sources, he confirmed the periodicity of the Hangzhou's appearances in Macau. Every year around June, the ship arrives and then makes irregular voyages to various regions of Southeast Asia, each lasting about a month. The Hangzhou departs for good in December. This cycle matches the Macau–Goa trade cycle. Furthermore, through photo identification, port personnel again confirmed: Li Huamei is indeed the captain of the Hangzhou. They know little else about her—not even where she stays when in port.

Regarding Headquarters' specific request to investigate any connection between Li Huamei and Li Siya: almost no intelligence source exists on this matter. Due to language and network limitations, Zhang Xin's investigation could only be conducted within Chinese circles. However, most local Chinese had never heard of such a person; few even knew that a female captain visited regularly. Some confused her with Li Siya. Incidentally: local Chinese hold a kind of "curiosity" about Li Siya. Rumors abound, but knowledge of her actual circumstances is scarce. Rumors mainly focus on her killing and arson; based on compiled information, we infer she has participated in multiple attacks on Moon Harbor in addition to robberies at sea.

We believe it cannot be ruled out that the two Lis are acquainted, collaborating, or share some deeper relationship. After all, both have significant ties to the Portuguese. If Li Siya's connection derives from bloodline, then Li Huamei—as a pure Chinese woman—displaying so many Portuguese elements seems strange. She could not have acquired such traits from thin air.

This is all we have collected so far. Per instructions, we will continue gathering intelligence on her and report any new developments immediately.

Signed: Ziyan, Guangzhou Station



The fatty stamped the telegram "Reviewed" and picked up another document.

This was a telegram from the Hangzhou, encrypted with the "Internal Secret" cipher. Only a few lines, but the information was critical: Li Huamei had infiltrated the Zhenhai's engine room in the middle of the night. She was inside for at least ten minutes.

"You are truly a unique woman." The fatty murmured to himself. After pondering a moment, he took out a file folder, placed both telegrams inside, and noted the document summary and number on the cover. Then he placed it in the "Out" basket.



Xuwen County, Leizhou.

Two sedan chairs, each borne by two carriers, made their way down a dusty road. About a dozen servants in blue attire followed on foot, along with five or six mounted escort guards. Each guard was armed—some with bamboo staves, others with fast blades at the waist. The security was tight; small gangs of bandits along the road gave them a wide berth.

Wen Tong dozed inside his sedan chair. He had grown somewhat accustomed to the swaying and jolting; his first time riding in one, he had nearly vomited. On television, the wealthy made sedan travel look luxurious. Initially, he had found it rather interesting too. But after a while, it became unbearable—inside the sedan was no sofa, just a hard-backed chair. After hours, one's back and waist ached terribly.

Since the sugarcane harvest had begun at the end of the previous year, Wen Tong had been dispatched to Leizhou as the Lingao Grain and Oil Company's Sugar Industry Special Envoy. His sole mission: inspect and supervise local white sugar production, identify the manufacturing process best suited to the area, and develop Leizhou into a hub for the transmigrators' sugar exports.

Ming-era Xuwen County, in what would become Zhanjiang City, remained one of China's largest sugar production bases even in modern times—on par with Guangxi and Yunnan. Wen Tong, hailing from a sugar industry family, was naturally familiar with all of it. Back when the Agriculture Ministry had debated whether to grow sugarcane in Lingao, he had been vehemently opposed. Lingao could grow sugarcane, true, but it was not an ideal production zone. Sugarcane was a cash crop that devoured water and soil nutrients; promoting it would seriously impact local grain production. Xuwen, just across the strait, was a traditional sugar-producing region. Why duplicate efforts in Lingao rather than leverage an established base?

For this reason, beginning in the winter of 1628, the Guangzhou Station—while establishing overland routes and networks in Leizhou—had launched large-scale acquisitions of sugarcane fields and sugar mills. By the start of this crushing season, Lingao Grain and Oil Company had secured, in Haikang and Xuwen counties, nine sugarcane estates totaling 2,600 mu of cane fields plus five sugar mills.

The ambitions of Lingao Grain and Oil Company did not stop at 2,600 mu. Wen Tong's instructions were: whenever possible, acquire local sugarcane or raw sugar and employ the advanced sugar-making technology mastered by the transmigrators to mass-produce low-priced white sugar and rapidly capture the market.

"Advanced sugar-making technology—that's a bit of a pipe dream," Wen Tong had thought bitterly when he received these instructions. He had no specialized factory equipment. How could he claim advanced technology? The transmigrators' only advantages over ordinary cane farmers were the capacity to manufacture some specialized processing machinery, higher labor productivity, better utilization of sugar by-products, and lower overall costs.

Upon landing, Wen Tong's first step was a rapid tour of the main sugarcane production areas in both counties, observing planting, harvesting, and processing. He had a general idea of what traditional sugar-making equipment looked like, but those impressions came from Qing Dynasty relics. He had never actually seen Ming Dynasty equipment in operation.

To ensure Wen Tong's safety, the Executive Committee had assigned Zhou Shizhai, a police station consultant, along with an apprentice to serve as personal bodyguards. Zhou and the Qiwei Escort Agency shared similar backgrounds, making coordination easy. In addition, another transmigrator, Chang Shide, accompanied him. Chang had nothing to do with sugar or sugarcane, but he was tall and powerfully built—a military enthusiast who had trained for several months and handled weapons competently. He could even swing a demon-head sword. He had been sent not for combat prowess but companionship; with only natives around, the two transmigrators would at least have someone to talk to.

Thanks to Qiwei's extensive network in Leizhou, Wen Tong's sugarcane journey was both convenient and safe. After landing at Denglong Point, the manager of Qiwei's Leizhou Haikang branch awaited with sedan chairs and escort guards already arranged.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 266 — The Rustic Sugar Mill

Wen Tong established his base of operations in Xuwen. Qiwei had already received word from Manager Guo to take excellent care of this "Shopkeeper Wen." Hearing that Shopkeeper Wen disliked the bustle of the city, the Leizhou branch had built a new house on one of the sugarcane estates outside the county seat. It was tidied inside and out, the furniture freshly made. They had originally planned to hire local servants, but Guangzhou had already prepared everything and dispatched them by mule cart. The branch manager was astonished—these big shopkeepers truly lived in style.

Wen Tong and his entourage moved into this sugarcane estate, which was really just a somewhat refined farmyard. Besides the main house, there was a very large threshing yard for piling harvested cane. The rustic sugar mill stood just outside the estate wall—complete with several oxen kept on the premises.

After resting for the night, Wen Tong inspected the property. He had assumed such an estate would have a manager, craftsmen, and similar personnel. But upon inquiry, there was no one. This estate, sugar mill included, had been the private property of a single farming family. Planting, juicing, and sugar-making had all been handled by that household alone. After the sale, naturally, no staff remained.

Wen Tong felt somewhat at a loss. Without locals around, he was fumbling in the dark about the situation. Moreover, sugarcane was a quintessentially labor-intensive industry; harvest season demanded massive manpower. In another timeline, it would have been simple: cane farmers delivered their product directly to the factory gate, and the mill simply weighed and purchased. Now he owned land, and the sugarcane had not even been harvested yet. He needed to find day laborers, organize cutting, cleaning, bundling. That sort of thing required a professional landlord or a gang boss of long-term farm hands. He was merely a factory director—how was he supposed to manage?

He glanced at the Qiwei people beside him. They looked equally clueless—clearly outsiders all. Chang Shide, noticing his troubled expression, asked, "Difficult situation?"

"Without local help, I'm completely in the dark." Wen Tong sighed and called over Li Biao, Zhou Shizhai's young apprentice. The boy had already learned fluent Mandarin in Lingao.

"Walk around the estate and ask whether any cane farmers nearby bring their sugarcane here for processing. If there are, please invite them all over. I have some questions."

"Understood. I'll go at once."

Looking through the land deeds, the entire estate held no more than perhaps a hundred modern mu of cane fields. A pitifully small scale. Wen Tong then went to inspect the sugar mill.

He had visited rustic sugar mills on the Leizhou Peninsula before. He knew the local process: "ox-powered stone rollers for crushing, cooking stoves for boiling, and pottery vessels for separating molasses." Primitive by modern standards, but relatively advanced for the era.

The mill covered a substantial area—storage space was needed for raw cane and bagasse alike. The main structures were a conical thatched shed and a large grass-walled hut. The whole complex was crudely built. Never mind bricks and tiles—there was scarcely any wood. Everything was "thatch-roofed and grass-walled."

The thatched shed measured about fifty chi at the base and rose some thirty chi tall. The interior was supported by hemp bamboo, the roof thatched with cogon grass, rice straw, or sugarcane leaves. This was where the cane was crushed. The boiling hut contained rows of Kongming tripod stoves for cooking the syrup. Inside stood an assortment of equipment: wooden rollers, large iron pots, brick stoves, earthenware vats, and sundry implements.

Having lain unused for several months, everything was coated in dust. The floor was bare earth, littered with cane leaves, cane rinds, cow dung, kindling, and miscellaneous refuse. The structure was drafty. Rat droppings scattered everywhere—even in the sugar-cooking pots.

Wen Tong knew that even modern sugar factories could hardly be called hygienic. But the sight before him was truly pitiful. Starting a business from scratch was indeed arduous.

Seeing Shopkeeper Wen's deeply furrowed brow, the attendants knew he was displeased, though they could not fathom why—all the sugar mills in Leizhou Prefecture looked more or less the same. What exactly had offended him?

Stepping out of the crushing shed, Wen Tong found a clean stone in the yard and was about to sit when a young man in blue clothes and a small cap materialized beside him. Moving swiftly, the youth unfolded a portable chair and slid it beneath him.

"Please sit, Master." The young man spoke softly, head bowed.

Wen Tong started—locals who could speak Mandarin were rare. "Who are you?"

Liao Dahua, the Qiwei branch manager, hurried over to explain. "This is someone Manager Guo in Guangzhou sent expressly to attend to you, Shopkeeper. His name is Wen Xiu."

"Wen Xiu? What a... delicate name." Wen Tong remarked offhandedly.

The young servant's face immediately flushed crimson. He stood silent, hands at his sides.

"Practically an androgynous beauty," Chang Shide observed, sizing him up. The youth appeared sixteen or seventeen, with fair skin, rosy lips, white teeth, and fine, almost feminine features. But his hat struck Chang as peculiar—resembling a melon-skin cap, yet larger. Had Manchu fashion already spread this far south?

"What kind of hat is that?"

"A Liuhe Yitong cap," Liao Dahua hastened to explain. "It was personally designed by the founding emperor of this dynasty—"

"What? The melon-skin cap was invented by Zhu Yuanzhang?" Chang Shide muttered in surprise. He had always assumed this style of headwear, so perfectly matched with the queue, was a Qing Dynasty innovation.

Hearing him baldly speak the founding emperor's taboo name, both Liao Dahua and Wen Xiu—who understood Mandarin—blanched. Liao Dahua said quickly, "Master Chang, please—be careful! That is the taboo name of our dynasty's founder. You oughtn't speak it so—"

"So I've heard. I don't know the details; Yu Eshui mentioned it." Wen Tong was speaking when he suddenly noticed something. "Why hasn't a chair been brought for Master Chang as well?"

For ease of address in public, Chang Shide's nominal title was Wen Tong's "counselor"—avoiding complications with the locals.

"Master Chang's chair—Wen Qing went to fetch it. I'll go check now." Wen Xiu had originally been somewhat disinclined to bother with this dark-faced, bearded, flat-topped, burly fellow—in his view, the big dark man was probably just a gang boss of laborers Wen Tong had brought along. In this era, dark skin was often read as a mark of the lower classes. Chang Shide had encountered this prejudice many times in Lingao.

After a while, Wen Xiu returned with another servant boy. Besides a stool, they carried a tray with two cups of tea.

Chang Shide settled in comfortably and took a sip, then suddenly said to Wen Tong, "So this is the life on assignment. What decadent luxury! I wonder if there are any maidservants?" He craned his neck and looked around.

"To answer the master, there are no maidservants," Wen Qing replied respectfully. "Only two maids were hired for cooking and laundry."

"Young Guo really doesn't know how to make arrangements. How can we do without maidservants—" He was still speaking when he noticed both servants covering their mouths to stifle laughter. He realized his words had been indiscreet and had damaged his image considerably.

Wen Tong, however, was not thinking along those lines. He instructed Liao Dahua to send people out to locate the former workers of this sugar mill. If they were willing to return to work at good wages, they were welcome back. Liao Dahua agreed and dispatched searchers immediately.

Two groups went out. In the meantime, Wen Tong and Chang Shide sat facing each other beneath the seventeenth-century sky, breathing the wind-borne scent of rotting cow dung, sugarcane, and sugar, drinking tea. More than a dozen attendants surrounded them, standing at attention in reverent silence. The two transmigrators felt rather awkward. Eventually, they coaxed Liao Dahua into sitting down as well; everyone else remained standing.

"When they told me to go on assignment, I was actually a bit scared," Chang Shide's eyes gleamed. "I thought staying in Lingao was safest. I didn't expect that once I went out, I'd be living like a big landlord. If I'd known, I would've applied to be an intelligence agent or something. That kid Guo Yi has probably taken a concubine by now—or at least has four or five bedwarmers!"

"So go take one yourself," Wen Tong said, uninterested in the topic. His mind was on his responsibilities.

An hour later, both groups returned. Three sugar mill workers came. Through the translator, Wen Tong learned that none were skilled craftsmen. According to them, the entire mill used five people: the sugar-boiling master, the cane-crusher, the ox-handler, the fire-tender, and the general laborer. The farming family that had originally grown the cane had provided their own men for the sugar-boiling and cane-crushing.

"If the master wants to make sugar, he'll need to hire a competent sugar-boiling master to supervise," the fire-tender reported. "Otherwise, the timing is hard to control, and the amount of lime to add won't be right. The difference in sugar yield is significant."

Wen Tong nodded and asked them to walk him through the entire production process. Could they demonstrate on-site? The fire-tender said a demonstration was possible, but since none of them were sugar-boiling masters, the resulting sugar might not be usable.

"Just have them proceed," Wen Tong told the interpreter. "Don't worry about whether the sugar turns out well."

The three huddled together for a brief discussion, then set to work. They enlisted two escort guards to assist. They led an ox from the barn and brought over several bundles of sugarcane. Liao Dahua, sensing that Shopkeeper Wen found the rustic mill too filthy, quickly had his people sweep and scrub the entire facility and wash all the equipment. Only then did production begin.

The workers first stripped the sugarcane clean and bundled it into loads beside the wooden rollers. These rollers were made of lychee wood—extremely hard. One man fed cane into the rollers while another drove the ox to turn the crushing mechanism. The first roller turned and, through wooden cogs, drove the second. The two rollers squeezed together; the cane was pressed three times to extract all the juice.

On the third pressing, the workers tightened the rollers further inward to wring the bagasse drier. The pressed juice ran down the base groove and through a bamboo tube into a large earthenware vat to settle.

Wen Tong observed closely. The crushing force of these wooden rollers appeared substantial, but in reality they were inferior to the stone rollers of the Qing Dynasty he had seen—stone was far harder. He picked up a piece of bagasse; after three pressings, the residual juice content remained quite high.

The crushing took about forty minutes. By then, the water buffalo was drenched in sweat, its pace slowing—clearly exhausted. The workers began swapping in a fresh ox. Wen Tong asked: for each crushing session, four bundles of cane were processed. The oxen had to be changed thirty to thirty-five times per twenty-four-hour cycle. No wonder this mill kept four or five animals.

He had the weight of each cane bundle measured and performed mental calculations. At this level of throughput, working around the clock produced just under 2,000 kilograms. Moreover, according to the workers, the wooden rollers frequently broke down, requiring repairs and causing considerable downtime.

"Are there stone rollers for crushing sugarcane?" Wen Tong asked.

The workers all said they had never seen or heard of such a thing. Among the thirty to fifty sugar mills in the area, none used stone rollers.

Wen Tong nodded. Evidently, that technological improvement had appeared in the Qing Dynasty. Stone rollers could process 2,500 kilograms per day—a significant gain in efficiency.

The crushed cane juice, after initial settling and a cursory skimming of debris and plant stems, was poured into large iron pots for boiling. Three pots were arranged in a triangular formation. Wen Tong could not see what benefit this configuration offered the production process. The only explanation he could conceive was that it might concentrate heat.

When the cane juice had boiled down to syrup, on the verge of boiling over, the fire-tender began skimming off foam and impurities with a large ladle. Then, using sugarcane leaves, he scooped lime from a sack and sprinkled it in.

"Lime?" Chang Shide was taken aback.

"It clarifies the sugar solution." Wen Tong explained. To remove suspended particles and obtain cleaner crystals, an important step was to filter out insoluble matter and then add a clarifying agent. Lime was one of the common agents used in modern sugar factories—and in ancient times as well. Lime was far easier to obtain than sulfur dioxide, carbon dioxide, or superphosphate. Some rustic sugar-makers used wood ash, which served a similar purpose.

"But doesn't the lime dissolve into the sugar water? So all white sugar contains lime?"

"No—it actually neutralizes and breaks down the impurities in the cane juice." Wen Tong explained patiently. "Neither white sugar nor brown sugar contains a trace of lime."

"Well, that's a relief."

By now the juice had turned yellow. Several workers poured the liquid from the first pot into the second to continue evaporating moisture, while the first pot repeated the earlier process.

When the higher-sugar-content syrup was transferred to the third pot, they added some oil. Wen Tong asked, "What are you adding?"

"Peanut oil," the worker replied quickly.

"Peanut oil?" Wen Tong was puzzled. He recalled reading in sugar industry texts that the earliest decolorizing treatment used milk; the Chinese method employed egg whites from chicken or duck eggs. The principle was to use protein to bind impurities. Did oil count as protein?

Though perplexed, he continued observing. After the syrup had been boiled down to a thin paste, it was removed and poured into wa liu molds. Wen Tong had seen Qing Dynasty examples—the design looked nearly identical: conical in shape, wider at top, narrower at bottom, roughly one chi tall. A small hole at the pointed base was plugged with rice straw; the mold was placed over a large earthenware vat to let the sugar slowly crystallize. Syrup laden with impurities would gradually drain through the straw and out the hole. Eventually, only pure crystallized sugar remained inside. Wen Tong asked and learned that one wa liu could produce about 10 kilograms of raw brown sugar.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 267: The Rustic Sugar Mill (Part Two)

The sugar, however, was extraordinarily dark—darker even than common brown sugar, verging on black.

A tarry liquid drained from the earthenware vat, and Wen Tong recognized it immediately: molasses. As granulated sugar crystallized during boiling, this dark mother liquor remained behind, still rich with sugar that no economical process could extract. Not until after the 1970s would technology make recovery viable. For now, molasses served only general purposes—the most promising being distillation. Rum, after all, was born from precisely this byproduct.

The workers called what dripped down "shaoshui sugar." It could be reboiled into a coarse black granulate or used in food preparation, but it would never fetch a decent price at market.

Wen Tong shook his head. The economics simply didn't justify the effort. Better to distill the stuff into spirits.

"Does anyone here produce white sugar?" he asked. "Or rock candy?"

The workers shook their heads in unison, and Liao Dahua translated their answer: throughout Xuwen, Haikang, and the surrounding districts, no one refined white sugar or crystallized rock candy. Every mill produced only raw brown sugar—some also made brick sugar, boiling the cane juice to a thick paste, then stirring it in a large iron pan until crystals formed. The solidified mass was poured into square frames, sliced into blocks, and packed fifty to a bamboo basket lined with dried cane leaves.

Wen Tong frowned. He knew perfectly well that the authentic method for producing white sugar had emerged in precisely this era—the late Ming Dynasty—using yellow clay water as a filter. The technique posed no great difficulty. Why had no one in Leizhou adopted it?

He mentally reviewed the entire operation he had just witnessed. This mill produced roughly a hundred kilograms of raw brown sugar per day—a pitiful output. Worse, though the stoker supervising the work seemed familiar with the general flow, he fumbled the actual execution. His fire control was uncertain, his timing for drawing off the sugar hesitant, his lime dosages guesswork. The result was obvious: poor-quality sugar. The crude stove construction made flame regulation nearly impossible, and several batches of syrup had scorched. Sediment from the lime clarification wasn't fully filtered before the pour, wasting considerable sugar. The room for improvement was vast.

While Wen Tong pondered, someone ushered in several cane farmers from the vicinity. He questioned each in turn. Their holdings were modest—the smallest just over ten mu, the largest barely forty. According to them, each mu yielded a little more than three shi of sugar. After harvest, they brought their cane here for processing under a sharecropping arrangement: four parts to the mill, six to the farmer. Some mills charged a flat processing fee instead, but the final accounting came out roughly equal.

As for the finished product, the farmers explained that whether the sugar belonged to the mill or to themselves, most of it traveled to Hai'an Street in Haikang, where the trading houses—hongs—bought it up. These establishments were largely run by merchants from Chaozhou and Guangzhou who had descended on the region specifically to corner the raw sugar export trade. Pack after pack was loaded onto ships at Hai'an Port and carried away.

"What sort of net profit does sugarcane bring you?" Wen Tong asked.

"Around six or seven thousand wen per mu," one farmer replied. "The taxes bite deep, but the returns are fair enough. The real trouble is the interest. By the time we've repaid principal and interest, there's barely anything left."

"Interest?" Wen Tong was surprised. He hadn't realized sugarcane farming required borrowing.

The farmer smiled bitterly. "Your Honor wouldn't know our hardships. Sugarcane devours water and fertilizer. Fertilizer alone is a major expense. When the rains don't come, we must hire men to irrigate. When harvest arrives, we hire laborers again. Even the smallest plot costs four or five thousand wen to work. Country folk don't keep that kind of cash on hand, so we borrow."

The interest rates ran fifteen to twenty percent—not outrageous on paper. But after processing, the sugar had to be split with the creditor, effectively halving the farmer's profit. Both Wen Tong and Chang Shide recognized the arrangement for what it was: ruthless usury dressed in respectable clothes.

"I understand," Wen Tong said. "I'm the new owner here, and I ought to offer some benefit to the people. This crushing season, anyone who brings sugarcane to me for processing will be charged only three parts."

The farmers' gratitude was so intense they nearly prostrated themselves. Waiving one part meant every household would keep significantly more of what they had earned.

After seeing them off, Wen Tong returned to the hall with Liao Dahua and the others trailing behind.

"Manager Liao, you run the branch here, and I've been monopolizing your time for days. The Haikang office—" Wen Tong began apologetically.

"Think nothing of it," Liao Dahua interjected. "The Haikang branch exists to serve Manager Guo's interests. Whatever the old gentleman requires, I naturally devote my full attention." Though he held the title of branch manager, he was no martial escort—just a bankrupt petty merchant. The Qiwei presence in Leizhou wasn't about guarding caravans; it was about facilitating Manager Guo's commercial ventures. Someone like Liao Dahua was ideally suited for the role.

The old gentleman. Wen Tong suppressed a smirk. Guo Yi was certainly enjoying his status these days. Aloud, he said, "Right now we've got no one here. We need to hire staff—a foreman for the laborers, and a proper sugar-boiling master. These are urgent matters, and we're outsiders with no local connections. I'll have to rely on you."

He had already catalogued the operation's many flaws, but technical improvements required time, equipment, and facility upgrades—none of which he could afford right now. With the crushing season imminent, the sensible approach was to follow established practices and simply get sugar into production.

"Easy," Liao Dahua assured him, nodding vigorously. "Leave it to me. I'll have everything arranged within three days."

"Don't pinch pennies on wages—we need bodies immediately. And if you can recruit long-term workers, or if anyone is selling themselves into service, take in anyone honest and reliable."

"Understood." Liao Dahua stepped closer and lowered his voice. "If suitable young women are available, should I purchase a few to attend to Shopkeeper Wen and Master Chang's... daily needs? The two maids Guangzhou sent are rather rough—probably not up to proper service."

"Yes, yes," Chang Shide said quickly. "Not too young, and not too thin."

Wen Tong shot him an awkward look. The man was entirely too eager. It wasn't that Wen Tong lacked similar thoughts—the Executive Committee had authorized local recruitment, after all—but showing such obvious appetite for women immediately upon arrival would reflect poorly if word reached Lingao.

"Let's hold off on that," Wen Tong said. "We've only just arrived. We still need to inspect the other properties, which may take weeks. Acquiring a maidservant for the road would be inconvenient. The two servant boys will do." The boys in question stood nearby, faces flushing crimson, saying nothing.

Liao Dahua paused. His gaze swept the room, and sudden comprehension dawned on his face.

"Yes, yes—forgive me. I spoke out of turn."

Neither transmigrator understood what the man thought he had realized, but there was too much to do to pursue the matter. Evening was approaching. Liao Dahua and the others took their leave. The escort guards he had brought stationed themselves around the estate perimeter. In Xuwen—the most lawless corner of Leizhou Prefecture, where bandits of every stripe preyed on anyone with property—sugarcane estates and sugar mills made tempting targets. Zhou Shizhai and Li Biao settled into the outer chamber, ready to respond at a moment's notice.

That evening, the two maids from Guangzhou came to pay their respects. Though thin and weathered rather than burly, they proved surprisingly strong. They produced two deep bathing tubs—newly made—then carried in bucket after bucket of steaming water along with ample soap beans. After two days on dusty roads, a proper bath was precisely what the two men needed. Wen Tong stripped and sank into the hot water, soaking until his muscles loosened, then climbed out to sit on a bamboo stool and lather himself. The soap beans didn't spread as smoothly as modern soap, but where they touched skin, they felt slick and rich, carrying a subtle natural fragrance far superior to the industrial product issued by the offices in Lingao.

"Old Chang," Wen Tong called to his companion, who lay submerged with eyes closed, radiating contentment. "Help me scrub my back."

"Have Wen Xiu and his brother do it. They're our manservants—that's exactly what they're for. Let me enjoy this a while longer." Chang Shide didn't open his eyes.

Fair enough, Wen Tong decided—he could get a proper back scrub out of it. He called out, and Wen Xiu answered from the adjacent room, appearing moments later barefoot in a short shirt and trousers.

"Your Honor has a strong body," the boy remarked while working vigorously at Wen Tong's back.

Chang Shide snorted from the tub. "Him? That skinny frame? Look at these pecs—I don't swing the ghost-head blade for nothing." He slapped the water for emphasis.

Wen Xiu wisely held his tongue. Wen Tong, ignoring the display, asked, "Who taught you Mandarin?"

"Steward Sun, sir."

Wen Tong and Chang Shide had been briefed before departure: Steward Sun was Sun Chang, one of the key indigenous staff at the Guangzhou Station.

"Young Guo must have quite the operation over there."

Wen Xiu hesitated, uncertain whether this casual "Young Guo" referred to the Manager Guo his peers revered almost as a deity. After a moment, he answered carefully: "Yes, several dozen people at least." He continued scrubbing diligently. "Everyone learns Mandarin from Steward Sun. Manager Guo says it's to prepare for the masters who'll come in the future—"

Chang Shide chuckled. "Young Guo really does know how to lay groundwork. We've barely arrived in Leizhou and the servants already speak our language. Otherwise, we'd have no one to give orders to." He yawned. "Today was tedious. Felt like watching some village folk performance. Anyway—have you worked out any improvement plans for the sugar-making?"

"Improvements exist," Wen Tong replied, "but there's no time for major changes now. We'll make do with what we have." He signaled, and Wen Xiu scooped clean water to rinse him. The warmth cascading over his body was deeply pleasant. "Tomorrow I'll inspect the fields. After that, we need to visit the other estates and mills to assess their conditions."

"Come scrub my back!" Chang Shide heaved himself from the tub. His body was considerably more robust than Wen Tong's—somewhat heavy, yes, but regular exercise and months of physical labor since D-Day had layered muscle across his chest, abdomen, and thighs. Wen Xiu eyed the physique with mingled awe and envy.

"Your Honor truly has a fine build," the boy said ingratiatingly as he began scrubbing.

"Why not consolidate everything?" Chang Shide asked. "Close the scattered mills and centralize operations here. Bring all the cane in for unified processing. Easier to scale up, and bagasse utilization becomes simpler."

"I've considered it," Wen Tong said. "But farmers prefer processing nearby. Who wants to haul sugarcane across terrible roads just to have it crushed? We'll need to see how the estates are distributed. If they're too scattered, the sugar industry here has no future."

In truth, the problems occupying his mind ran far deeper than logistics. He had gained a general picture of Leizhou's sugar industry today; determining the path forward would require more investigation. The improvements he envisioned extended well beyond equipment and processes. At the mill, he had examined the cane being crushed—bamboo cane, a variety native to China. Though specialized for sugar production, its sucrose content remained inferior to Kunlun cane, a chewing variety. Even here in Leizhou, one of China's prime sugarcane regions, bamboo cane yielded only about 9% sugar—far below the 14% standard of modern cultivars. The potential for varietal improvement was enormous. The Agricultural Committee maintained seedlings of several superior strains, all suitable for trial here. Field management, too, offered vast room for advancement.

"True—ah, ah, that's good. You've got real skill." Chang Shide groaned with pleasure under Wen Xiu's ministrations.

"We servants have learned the full repertoire of attending to our masters," Wen Xiu said, working his hands across Chang Shide's back.

"What about rough processing at each location, then centralizing the brown sugar here for final refining into white?"

"That's worth considering too. But we'll need to assess each site first."

When they finished bathing, the maids returned to haul away the dirty water and tidy the room, collecting the discarded clothes for washing. Before long, dinner appeared. There was even liquor—Xuwen Ye, a local brew made from jackfruit. Liao Dahua and Zhou Shizhai joined them at the table. The two escorts drank sparingly; Wen Tong had never been much of a drinker anyway. The result was that Chang Shide consumed virtually the entire supply. He wasn't drunk, exactly, but he was decidedly unsteady. Wen Tong had to summon Wen Xiu to help the man back to his room.

So much for the evening's discussion, Wen Tong thought. Apparently, they would all be going to bed as soon as darkness fell.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 268: Leizhou Sugar Company

Chang Shide lay half-reclined on the bed, the hangover soup doing its slow work. His head remained fuzzy, but his body felt pleasantly loose. He was drifting toward sleep when Wen Xiu slipped silently into the room.

The boy wore only a close-fitting undershirt, his hair untied and combed back. A flush like peach blossoms colored his cheeks, and his almond eyes brimmed with unmistakable invitation. Chang Shide blinked, momentarily unable to process what he was seeing.

Wen Xiu curtsied in the manner of a woman and whispered, "Wen Xiu is here to attend Your Honor to bed."

He stepped forward to help with Chang's clothes, his soft hands gliding and kneading. In a coy voice, he called out: "Your Honor—"

Chang Shide remained frozen for approximately five seconds. Then every drop of alcohol seemed to evaporate through his pores at once. A chill rushed from his heels straight to the crown of his skull, and goosebumps erupted across every inch of his body.

"No—!"

He let out a wail, shoved Wen Xiu away, and scrambled off the bed. What in the world? What kind of era was this where a servant sexually harassed the master? A maidservant would have been one thing—but this was a man. However pretty Wen Xiu might be, he was still unmistakably male.

The commotion triggered chaos. Zhou Shizhai burst through the door instantly. Taking in the scene, the escort's expression underwent a dramatic transformation. He mumbled, "Please take your time, Your Honor," and backed out with his head bowed.

"No, Old Zhou, let me explain—" Chang Shide hadn't even put on his shoes before scrambling after him. Outside, Li Biao was craning his neck to peer in, and several escort guards had materialized in the courtyard, clutching swords and staves.

"What are you looking at? Disperse!" Zhou Shizhai waved impatiently, then turned to survey the disheveled Chang Shide. "Chief Chang, your appearance is... somewhat unseemly."

"Right, right, I know." He hurried back inside to find his shoes.

By now, Wen Tong had emerged as well. He had been drafting a report on sugar production improvements by lamplight when the noise drew him out—only to witness Wen Xiu, clothes in disarray, exiting Chang Shide's room with an aggrieved expression. Wen Tong immediately drew the wrong conclusion. His face darkened.

"Old Chang, I always knew you were a bit of a flirt, but I didn't realize you played for that team!" Wen Tong had nothing against gay men, but he held a certain contempt for those who swung both ways purely for physical gratification.

"Nothing of the sort!" Chang Shide was so frantic he was practically clawing at his own face, wishing the ground would swallow him whole. It was clearly this deviant who had tried to harass him, yet the entire world seemed to think he had been plotting against the fellow's backside.

"Old Wen, you have to believe your revolutionary comrade! How can you not trust me? We were dormmates in Lingao! You know exactly what kind of person I am!"

"Hard to say. Once people leave the collective, many ugly aspects of human nature tend to reveal themselves."

"I've been wronged!" Chang Shide pointed to heaven and swore oaths until at last Wen Tong began to concede that Wen Xiu might have been the aggressor. By then, Liao Dahua had arrived. Still fuming over the injustice, Chang Shide vented on him as well—and cursed Guo Yi for good measure. What kind of judgment did it take to send a catamite to serve them?

Liao Dahua laughed. "Master Chang need not be angry. The boys simply misunderstood. These servant boys are raised specifically to attend gentlemen—serving tea and managing daily affairs by daylight, acting as bed companions by night. Quite normal. Yesterday, Shopkeeper Wen said not to purchase maidservants and mentioned that traveling with servant boys was more convenient. They must have gotten the wrong idea. Since the Master has no interest in such company, I'll give them a proper scolding."

"What? That's a thing?" Chang Shide's assumptions about ancient sexuality shattered on the spot.

"Very common. Those scholars who wander the land with books, swords, and lutes always bring a young servant boy along. First, it's convenient to have someone to order about when far from home. Second, when loneliness becomes unbearable at night, they use them to relieve tension. High officials at court keep them as well; the particularly favored ones are doted upon even more than concubines."

"Damn, what kind of society is this!" Chang Shide couldn't suppress the curse.

Liao Dahua stood by, smiling apologetically. He understood now: the young man Wen Xiu had been too eager to curry favor and had attempted to offer himself at the pillow. Unfortunately, his flattery had backfired. Neither of these two Australians seemed to have a taste for the "Southern Wind." He began mentally scheming to acquire some maidservants instead.

The evening's disturbance passed. At first, Chang Shide remained paranoid, terrified that his heroic reputation would become a laughingstock. But he soon discovered the locals had no interest in gossiping about the matter at all. Even Wen Xiu appeared the next morning with his washing water as if nothing had happened. Apparently, as Liao Dahua had suggested, this sort of thing truly wasn't considered remarkable.

The next day, the pair continued traveling by sedan chair, protected by the Qiwei Escort Agency personnel. Over the course of half a month, they inspected every sugarcane estate and sugar mill under their control, assembling a preliminary understanding of the situation. The hardships of the journey—the dust and toil—need not be detailed. They encountered several highway robbery attempts along the way, but the Qiwei escorts saw them through without serious danger.

Conditions at the various estates and mills proved largely similar: some retained a handful of long-term workers; others sat completely deserted. Wen Tong now understood Leizhou's sugar production landscape with clarity. It was a typical integration of estate and mill. No independent rustic mills existed purely as toll processors. Each was attached to a cane estate run by a landlord or a larger farmer, or else cooperatively operated by cane farmers pooling resources. Rustic mills primarily processed sugarcane from their own fields, with outside toll processing as secondary income. Equipment utilization rates remained low; without exception, operations were small-scale and primitively equipped.

Sugarcane cultivation didn't follow the tenant farming system common elsewhere in rural areas. Small plots were self-cultivated by cane farmers, with a few day laborers hired during the busy season. Larger holdings were managed entirely by landlords using wage laborers—already showing the embryonic form of agricultural capitalism.

When the land changed hands, therefore, the labor force vanished. This was fundamentally different from tenant farming, where landlords changed but tenants remained. The implication was an urgent need to replenish the workforce.

On this day, the party returned to the estate in Xuwen. Zhang Xin had also arrived as the liaison from the Guangzhou Station. As the future primary distributor of Leizhou white sugar, the Guangzhou Station attached great importance to this enterprise.

At the Guangzhou Station's proposal and with the Executive Committee's approval, Wen Tong and Chang Shide formally established the Leizhou Sugar Company in Xuwen. Capital was allocated by the Guangzhou Station. The sugarcane estate outside Xuwen town would serve as headquarters. Wen Tong intended to use Xuwen as a pilot site for sugar industry improvements.

"Can it produce white sugar?" Zhang Xin asked. This was his overriding concern, and he returned to it repeatedly.

"No problem. We can produce white sugar finer than any in Guangdong." Wen Tong radiated confidence. "But to achieve a price advantage, we'll need the Machinery Department's help with equipment."

"Some Englishmen have recently arrived in Guangzhou," Zhang Xin noted. "They're being cautious—currently just seeking to purchase goods. Sugar is a major item of interest. If we can produce before April, selling twenty or thirty tons shouldn't be difficult."

"That's achievable. But I'll need the Guangzhou Station to supply enough manpower," Wen Tong said. "Recruiting locally is proving difficult."

"How many people?"

"At least three hundred." In Wen Tong's plan, this batch would become the first workers for the sugarcane farms and the sugar factory. Each estate needed at least twenty additional laborers; those with sugar mills would require even more.

"All able-bodied laborers?"

"Women and children too. That way, the able-bodied men are tied down. Besides, farm women from Guangdong and Fujian are extremely capable—they're strong, and as far as I can tell, no worse than men. Oh, and find about ten people with cattle-raising experience."

"Fine. I can give you five hundred." Zhang Xin agreed immediately. Due to ongoing migration work, Lingao's reception capacity was strained. A single purification cycle required forty days, and Lingao's quarantine camp could accommodate only about four hundred people at a time. Many recruits had to be settled in Guangzhou to await transport. The Guangzhou Station had established an outskirts village resembling a quarantine zone for this purpose, conducting preliminary "purification" work. The camp now held over a thousand people. To avoid arousing local government suspicion, Guo Yi was already trying to ship some of them out as quickly as possible.

"I'm afraid I can't absorb five hundred," Wen Tong said. "Let's start with three hundred. There's simply too much happening here. I was also hoping to get some cadres from Lingao."

"Cadres are hard to come by," Zhang Xin admitted. "But the Qiwei people are reliable. You can select backbone members from among them to serve as military cadres." Seeing Wen Tong's surprised expression, he continued, "Leizhou is chaotic. As a major sugar mill owner, you'll inevitably attract the envy of various 'heroes.' Bandits go without saying, but if the local gentry get ideas, that's also trouble. To protect yourself and your property, you'll need armed forces. Start by setting up a militia. Weapons will be shipped from Lingao."

"Alright." Wen Tong figured he would hand this task to Chang Shide—the man knew how to swing a ghost-head blade, after all.

"I plan to establish a sugarcane cooperative here in Xuwen first, then expand to Haikang, Suixi, and other areas."

"Keep buying sugarcane land to expand the plantations?"

"I would like to run plantations," Wen Tong said. "Right now, the operating model here is still mainly small-scale farming. The planting and management standards are too backward."

During the half-month journey, Wen Tong had developed a fairly clear picture of sugarcane cultivation in the region. Under the small-scale farming economy, cash crop cultivation was highly arbitrary: some grew fruit cane, some grew sugar cane. Field management varied wildly—some farmers clearly put in great effort, while others were slapdash, entirely dependent on weather. Some people were even cultivating sugarcane in places utterly unsuitable for it.

For a cash crop like sugarcane, the optimal model was naturally large-scale plantation farming: consolidating scattered patches into a single vast estate. Whether using a wage-labor system or slavery, production efficiency would be far higher than the current smallholder approach.

But purchasing the cane farmers' land wasn't easy. Cane farmers rarely went bankrupt. Even paying terrifyingly high interest rates, cultivating cane fields remained profitable. Without natural or man-made disasters, mass land annexation was nearly impossible—unless the transmigrators manipulated sugar prices to force all these smallholders into bankruptcy and then bought them out one by one. Wen Tong disagreed with this approach—not because he was particularly compassionate, but because he didn't believe the Transmigration Enterprise yet had the capability.

"My idea is to establish a sugarcane cooperative." Wen Tong produced his proposal: organize all growers producing the same crop. Under the company's supervision, they would receive unified technical guidance and improved varieties, unified fertilizer purchasing, unified sugar processing, and unified sales. Lower costs and higher returns. Wen Tong estimated this proposal would attract a considerable number of small growers.

"This plan won't show much result in the first year, but over time, once the benefits become apparent, farmers will naturally want to join. There's no other way—we're not the government and can't mandate participation. We can only rely on word-of-mouth reputation."

"Then you'll need to put down roots in Leizhou." Zhang Xin examined the grand plan. "This won't show results for three to five years. Just persuading each household, plus handling dividend distribution after harvest... you'll need a substantial team to help."

"Putting down roots is fine. I can enjoy the life of a grand landlord." Wen Tong was quite taken with this enterprise. "As for management and technical personnel, I've applied to the Education Committee for some. I'll take whatever they allocate. If it's insufficient, I plan to conduct my own training. As for persuading small farmers to join—I'll convince as many as I can. After three to five years, if all goes well, I'll be the largest sugar supplier in Leizhou. With abundant, high-quality sugar, I can then engage in predatory pricing, driving purchase prices into the ground and bankrupting everyone who refuses to join the cooperative. Then I simply buy up both them and their land."

Zhang Xin nodded repeatedly. He hadn't expected Wen Tong, a technical man, to be capable of such ruthless tactics.

"Whatever you need, just ask. The Guangzhou Station will fully cooperate."

"We're just a sugar production base here. We don't have an intelligence staff allocation. But I'd very much like to know the specifics of Hai'an Street. The locals call it 'Sweet Port.' Sugar is exported from there, and there are quite a few sugar hongs on that street. These Chaoshan merchants—sooner or later, they'll be our competitors—"

"That's easy. We'll arrange for someone to go undercover there. If normal methods don't work when the time comes, we'll use abnormal ones. The Special Reconnaissance Team is itching for action."

"Haha, preferably not. But our time is limited. We can't afford to drag things out in some commercial war. Cutting the Gordian knot is better."

The two sides agreed on a series of communication methods. Since Leizhou wasn't an official dispatch station but merely a secondary outpost, there was currently no radio allocation. Communication with Lingao would primarily use carrier pigeons. Communication with Guangzhou could also utilize the Qiwei Escort Agency's routes for transmitting letters. Per the Executive Committee's instructions, unless absolutely necessary, they were to avoid sending people directly across the sea to Lingao—the less direct contact between the two sides, the better.

The Executive Committee also had a line on the salt merchant Liu Gang in Leizhou, who resided within Haikang County's borders. After consideration, however, the Executive Committee decided the two channels should maintain separate single-line contacts and avoid interaction. Liu Gang was an important conduit for smuggling salt to the mainland and needed careful protection.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 269: Indentured Servants

Thanks to the Qiwei Escort Agency's efforts, the sugar-boiling masters and workers for the various mills were finally recruited. The hiring season had grown late—the best masters long since snapped up—and the remaining candidates ranged from too old to too young, with skills to match. Still, every sugar mill managed to be ready for the crushing season.

Wen Tong issued instructions to his five mills: any outside sugarcane brought in for toll processing would be charged only three-tenths of the output as a processing fee. This competitive rate was designed to attract small cane farmers lacking their own mills, thereby funneling more raw brown sugar into the company's hands. He also ordered each mill to purchase every sugar product available—raw brown sugar, slab sugar, even leftover molasses.

"Tell them we want the bagasse too!" Wen Tong called excitedly to Wen Xiu and Wen Qing, who now served as his messengers. The two brothers, semi-literate and fluent in Mandarin, had become his secretaries and couriers, constantly racing across Leizhou to deliver orders. Their faces had darkened considerably under the sun. Every day, Wen Tong drafted letters to the newly recruited sugar mill and estate managers, issuing detailed instructions and demanding regular reports. To facilitate message delivery, Liao Dahua purchased several sedan chairs and kept a team of bearers on standby.

Finding day laborers for the cane fields proved more difficult. During the sugarcane harvest, wages for day labor skyrocketed, and because Wen Tong had started late, the rural labor surplus had already been claimed by other farmers and estates. He had no choice but to wait for workers from Guangzhou.

The first batch would number two hundred. Originally, Wen Tong had requested more, but the dilapidated buildings across the estates simply couldn't house them. The few existing structures required repairs; supporting facilities like kitchens and latrines had to be built from scratch. Food and water needed preparation—they even had to purchase cooking pots. Arranging food and lodging for hundreds of people in the seventeenth century was a logistical nightmare. Everything had to be managed personally.

Fortunately, the local Qiwei branch was there to assist. Liao Dahua handled purchasing supplies, hiring craftsmen, and negotiating with the government—an indispensable aide.

In Guangzhou, Zhang Xin tasked Sun Chang with organizing the first migrant column to Xuwen. Knowing from dispatches that conditions in Leizhou were crude and that the work would involve not just harvesting sugarcane but all manner of hard labor, Sun Chang selected only able-bodied adults free of illness. Moreover, he specifically chose those with families. Single men were rejected outright.

Zhang Xin didn't understand. "Why?"

"This humble one has heard that conditions in Leizhou are quite harsh," Sun Chang explained. "If unattached men go there, they'll scatter at the first sign of trouble. All our effort and money would be wasted. Those with families are more stable."

"You really think of everything." Zhang Xin admired the thoroughness of this former household servant turned steward.

"It is not that I am particularly clever. When I served the Gao household, though I was only a minor servant, I witnessed much of their hiring and recruiting practices. I am familiar with the pitfalls."

Sun Chang also asked Guo Yi to personally visit the Governor-General's yamen to call on Advisor Lü Yizhong. For a hundred taels of silver, he bought one of Lü's visiting cards. Although the migrants could travel by ship to Leizhou, once they landed, they would inevitably pass through cities and villages where local authorities might interrogate them. Carrying a high official's visiting card would smooth the way.

The first batch of migrants was organized into a military-style formation—squads, platoons, and companies—with appointed leaders at each level. Everyone carried their own bedding, utensils, and five days' worth of emergency rations.

The route ran from Guangzhou by ship, disembarking at Hai'an in Leizhou, then proceeding on foot to Xuwen. Upon arrival, the migrants would be dispersed among the nine sugarcane estates.

The Qiwei Escort Agency had made thorough preparations at its branches along the route. They managed the journey in segments, handing off responsibility at each leg. As soon as the migrant column entered Leizhou, guides met them. Rest stations provided boiled water and steamed buns. In remote areas lacking proper facilities, the cooking team set up field kitchens. Strict hygiene rules were enforced—no drinking unboiled water—and secure accommodations were arranged every night. Sleeping in the open was forbidden.

This relay system ensured the migrants ate well, rested properly, and didn't get lost. Protected by escort guards, armed with the government's visiting card, and carrying bamboo staves and short swords for self-defense, no one dared trouble them in the lawless lands of Leizhou. They reached Xuwen in under two days, all in good physical condition. Not a single person fell sick or was injured. After a brief rest, they were ready to work.

Wen Tong dispersed the two hundred migrants by squad to the various sugarcane estates. Though they lived in patched-up thatched huts, the warm Leizhou weather meant they wouldn't freeze. The migrants immediately threw themselves into the frenzy of the sugarcane harvest. Per Wen Tong's instructions, sufficient rice, vegetables, and meat were purchased from nearby villages to keep the workers well-fed during the grueling season. Harvesting sugarcane was backbreaking work; without adequate food, desertion would be inevitable.

After the first batch had settled in and worked for half a month, morale proved stable enough for Guangzhou to send the second batch. This group included the wives and children of the first wave—women sent primarily to support logistics: cooking, mending clothes, keeping the camp running.

In total, about four hundred people—men, women, old, and young—were transported from Guangzhou. Wen Tong, Chang Shide, and Liao Dahua settled them across the estates as long-term laborers. In reality, their status was that of indentured servants. Each person signed a contract acknowledging a debt of fifty taels of silver to the Zishi Enterprise—a sum to be worked off over time. Guo Yi believed this model would curb the tendency of vagrants to run away once their bellies were full.

The refugee recruitment policy had worked well initially, especially when transport to Lingao was frequent. Starving refugees were eager to go anywhere offering food and work. But as the transfer rate slowed and the Guangzhou camp population swelled, the dynamic shifted. Once refugees had eaten a few good meals and recovered their strength—and learned they were being sent to Qiongzhou—many began pining for home. They had come to Guangzhou to escape starvation; now that spring approached and they were fed again, they started drifting away. At first, the Guangzhou Station was helpless; they lacked personnel to guard everyone. But the issue couldn't be ignored, or mass desertion would follow. Guo Yi and the others concluded: carrots alone were insufficient. They needed a stick.

To minimize escapes, besides intensifying "re-education" efforts and promoting the bright future awaiting them in Qiongzhou, Guo Yi finally obtained Executive Committee approval to implement an indentured servant system.

All sheltered refugees were required to sign contracts, taking on debt to cover their food, clothing, lodging, and medical care. In exchange, they committed to serving the Zishi Enterprise for at least seven years. Only after the term expired could they reclaim their freedom.

According to the contract, during this period meals were free and wages were paid. Upon completion of the term, no additional redemption fee was required.

With these contracts, Guo Yi could leverage the government's power in Guangzhou to control the workforce. The commoners' innate fear of officialdom deterred many from running. After Guo Yi used Liang Cunhou's visiting card to report a case at the Nanhai County yamen—resulting in the arrest and flogging of a dozen escapees—the desertions stopped. The harsh reality crushed any lingering thoughts of returning home. Others began to question the logic of fleeing: going back meant eating chaff and wild vegetables while struggling to pay rent. Working for Manager Guo meant full bellies and new clothes. Why run?

After a month of frantic activity, the Transmigration Enterprise's sugar production in Leizhou finally stabilized. Despite occasional hiccups—inexperienced boilers ruining batches of sugar—operations ran steadily. Raw brown sugar flowed in. Following Wen Tong's instructions, all raw brown sugar, molasses, and bagasse were transported to the central sugarcane estate in Xuwen. Liao Dahua even managed to purchase land extending the estate to the riverbank, preparing for water-powered crushing should steam or diesel engines remain unavailable.

Wen Tong planned to build a demonstration plantation here, complete with a factory using new equipment. He named it the South China Demonstration Sugar Factory—in honor of the "Hua Nan" factory, the earliest modern sugar plant in Xuwen. The four other mills he named after shareholders who had contributed to China's sugar modernization: Guoxin, Qichong, Zhi'an, and Qiwen. For now, these would operate with traditional methods; upgrades would follow once the demonstration factory proved successful.

The South China Demonstration Estate hosted the most migrants—nearly one hundred fifty people. Since Chang Shide knew nothing about sugarcane, he took charge of civil affairs. Following Wu De's Handbook for Civil Affairs Administration and Organization, he registered households, established grassroots organizations, and appointed respected elders as village heads. Adhering to the principle of universal military service, he established a militia—locally called "township braves"—equipped with cold steel and matchlocks shipped from Lingao. Under the escort guards' tutelage, the militia drilled in their spare time. Wen Tong didn't expect a professional fighting force—only enough capability to repel bandits. Though he and Chang Shide doubted the militia's loyalty, the security situation left them no choice. Relying solely on a few escort guards to protect nine properties across two counties was impossible.

"Even if not for us, hopefully they'll fight for themselves," Chang Shide said. "At least here they have food, clothes, and their families. They ought to want to protect their new homes."

"That requires them to see this as their home." Wen Tong remained pessimistic.

"The two shopkeepers worry too much," Liao Dahua soothed. "There's food and shelter, the weather is warm, and they have good-hearted Australian masters. What more could these refugees hope for?"

"Let's hope so." Wen Tong surveyed the scattered thatched huts. "After this crushing season, we'll build proper houses for all the estates. Standard Type B residences."

"That's a huge investment—" Chang Shide recalled the Type B buildings in Baitu Village. They were practically fortresses, far larger than the barracks-style Type A structures.

"The sugar factory will be our cash cow. To establish a foothold in Leizhou, we need self-defense capabilities," Wen Tong insisted.

Next, he turned his attention to process and machinery improvements. That was how he would make the South China Sugar Factory live up to its name.

Wen Tong had two main goals. First: manufacturing white sugar. He knew several modern processes, but without proper equipment, he had to rely on the traditional method from the Tiangong Kaiwu—using yellow clay as an adsorbent. The key property of the "yellow clay" was its porosity; from that perspective, activated carbon or diatomaceous earth would work even better.

Second: increasing raw sugar output. The simplest approach was raising the juice extraction rate. Wen Tong estimated that the traditional wooden rollers extracted no more than 40% of the juice, even after three pressings. The bagasse still contained enormous amounts of sugar—a massive waste. Modern factories achieved extraction rates above 70%.

After deliberation, he decided to start with white sugar. The profit margins were simply higher.

There was no point experimenting with exotic adsorbents. They couldn't produce activated carbon yet, and shipping diatomaceous earth from Lingao was inconvenient. Yellow clay was readily available locally.

Following the Tiangong Kaiwu, Wen Tong had the raw brown sugar melted and poured into wa liu molds plugged with rice straw. Once the sugar solidified, the straw was removed. Chang Shide had workers prepare a slurry of pure yellow clay and water. After letting it settle briefly, he scooped up the solution and drizzled it over the sugar in the molds.

"This method is bizarre." Chang Shide was skeptical. Pouring muddy water over brown sugar to make white sugar? It seemed counterintuitive, to say the least.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 270: South China Sugar Factory

"It should work. Every sugar industry book says so." Wen Tong was nervous nonetheless. Never mind himself—even family elders who had spent their entire careers in the sugar industry had only ever worked in modern factories. None had witnessed this traditional method firsthand.

Yet what followed was nothing short of magical. After pouring the yellow clay water and waiting briefly, they inspected the sugar in the wa liu molds—and found it had indeed turned snow-white. "Snow-white," of course, was relative. Compared to refined white sugar from modern times, the color remained slightly dull, faintly yellowish. It didn't quite reach the "exceptionally pure" standard described in the old texts.

The top layer of the wa liu held the whitest sugar; the bottom showed a slight yellow-brown tint. Both could be considered white sugar, though the former would command a higher price.

Wen Tong shook his head. He knew precisely why the clay-treated sugar wasn't especially white: without a centrifuge, considerable molasses residue remained. He wondered if the Machinery Department could manufacture one.

The process efficiency wasn't high either. The sugar in the wa liu came out stratified—whitest at the top, darkening toward the bottom. The lowest layer was quite dark. When he weighed it, only about sixty percent of the ten kilograms from one wa liu qualified as "white sugar." The rest was yellow or brown. The process was cumbersome and the yield low. In ancient times, such methods could still turn a profit, but once modern sugar enterprises appeared, rustic mills went bankrupt one after another—costs simply couldn't compete.

What they had produced so far were only large, irregularly shaped chunks of sugar. To create fine powdered white sugar—true "sugar frost"—required an additional recrystallization step. The white sugar had to be melted and slowly boiled over low heat. Fine sugar powder would gradually crystallize on the pot's surface, requiring constant scraping with a bamboo scraper to prevent scorching. The process resembled salt-boiling. In proper factories, specialized evaporation-crystallization tanks handled this work. Here, Wen Tong had to experiment himself. Chang Shide helped tend the fire, assisted by Wen Xiu and Wen Qing. To avoid disrupting normal production, Wen Tong had a small sugar shed constructed on the estate to serve as a laboratory. The four of them crowded into this makeshift structure, surrounded by smoke and flames. Wen Tong checked the heat one moment, watched the pot the next, growing so dizzy he nearly tumbled into the boiling sugar.

Reality proved that theoretical expertise didn't guarantee practical success—especially under such primitive conditions. With a furnace burning sugarcane leaves and bagasse, the heat defied control by someone accustomed to adjusting a gas stove with a knob. After one fuel addition, the flames surged, and the sugar on the pot's surface immediately scorched.

"This won't do." Wen Tong spoke dejectedly. "There's no way to regulate the temperature in this furnace. The heat is simply uncontrollable." In rustic sugar mills, the stoker's wages ranked second only to the sugar-boiling master's. The man earned his pay.

To achieve uniform heat, they couldn't use such a firewood stove. They needed fuel that burned steadily and released heat evenly—gas fuels, charcoal, or coal briquettes could all accomplish this. Alternatively, they could use steam heating as factories did. But none of these were available in Xuwen.

Wen Tong racked his brain until he finally thought of the water bath method. By heating the vessel containing the white sugar liquid indirectly through a water bath, the temperature would stay even, eliminating the scorching problem. After several days of experimentation, he harvested his first batch—five kilograms of fine white sugar.

With white sugar, making rock candy was straightforward. The traditional rock candy process required melting white sugar and adding chicken or duck egg whites as a clarifying agent. Wen Tong considered this too costly—egg whites were just protein, after all. He decided to substitute soy milk. He simply had a mill built on the estate and instructed a migrant who had previously made tofu to produce it daily, thereby meeting the workers' dietary needs while keeping soy milk readily available.

After clarifying with soy milk, freshly cut bamboo was split into strips of various sizes and placed in the sugar liquid. The liquid crystallized around the bamboo, slowly forming large pieces of rock candy. When harvesting, they only had to break the candy and pull out the bamboo. This method dated back to the Song Dynasty.

"The look is quite nice—" The rock candy, though not as pure as the single-crystal variety of later generations, was decent enough. It should sell well.

The next step was to scale up white sugar production. Wen Tong ordered water bath vessels while hiring craftsmen to build a new workshop by the river specifically for refining white sugar. High construction standards were implemented to ensure cleanliness and quality.

The white sugar workshop followed modern factory specifications. Though built with wooden beams and columns, the entire structure was brick and tile, with no thatch or sugarcane leaves on the roof. Large windows provided good lighting—to avoid attracting undue attention, they were covered with paper rather than the planned glass. The workshop floor was paved with square bricks and featured covered drainage ditches with grates for easy cleaning. Fifteen sugar-boiling stations were arranged in a row, saving space and ensuring convenient operation. The fire-stoking and ventilation openings were all set outside under a covered veranda, allowing operation during rain while preventing indoor air and floors from being polluted by ash.

All equipment was newly made. Wen Tong also had several wells dug by the river to avoid using polluted river water directly. He spent lavishly to construct a warehouse entirely of brick and tile for storing sugar products. In addition to white and brown sugar, vast quantities of molasses accumulated. Liao Dahua had large vats custom-made at a local pottery workshop specifically to store this material—though he had no idea what Shopkeeper Wen intended to do with such sludge.

The workers in the new sugar factory were all selected from among the migrants. Wen Tong personally trained them in every operational procedure and established a complete set of production rules and regulations.

"Wen Qing!" Wen Tong announced. "From now on, all management of the South China Sugar Factory is entirely your responsibility!"

In truth, both Wen Tong and Chang Shide were uneasy about entrusting such work to a servant. But they had no choice—apart from these two servant boys, very few migrants were literate.

"Yes, Master! Thank you for your trust!" Wen Qing gave a deep bow. "This humble one will do his utmost!"

"I have a complete set of production rules here. You must ensure everything is carried out exactly according to system. No private modifications. If the workers have ideas, relay them to me, and I'll consider them."

"Yes, Master!"

"If I walk into the workshop and see a single grain of sugar on the floor, I'll hold you accountable!" Wen Tong assumed the posture of a stern master.

Wen Qing regarded him uneasily. How had this usually affable master suddenly become so severe?

"Yes, this humble one understands. I won't break a single rule."

"Go on then. Take your workers and learn the regulations. Everyone must have them memorized within three days. Anyone who can't recite them won't get meat on the weekend."

"Then they'll memorize them even if it kills them." Wen Qing laughed.

"Hmph." Wen Tong finally cracked a smile. Of the two servant boys, he preferred Wen Qing. Though the boy was slower in anticipating his master's needs, he seemed more reliable. "You need to study hard yourself. Have you been reading the book I gave you?"

The book was a Training Manual for Indigenous Industrial and Commercial Management Cadres, jointly compiled by Wu De's Civil Affairs Committee and the Intelligence and Archives Committee. Based on months of accumulated experience combined with ancient and modern management systems, it covered basic management models, workload calculations, wage and benefit formulas, accident protocols, and more. Like the Handbook for Civil Affairs Administration and Organization, it was part of the Indigenous Work Series, still in the "Draft for Comment" stage.

"This humble one studies hard every night. There are some parts I don't understand—I'll need to ask the Master for instruction."

"Whatever you don't understand, come ask in the evening," Wen Tong said earnestly. "You're a servant by birth. Though you know a few characters, the workers won't readily obey you. Only real skills will command authority. You can't rely solely on your master's power to suppress them."

"Yes! This humble one thanks the Master for his teaching."

After Wen Qing departed, Wen Xiu approached with a tea tray.

"Master has worked hard. Please have some tea." Having learned that neither shopkeeper was interested in "the Southern Wind," and observing that the honest Wen Qing had recently been favored, Wen Xiu knew he had to change his approach. He set aside the coquettish manner that used to slip out constantly, presenting himself with considerably more dignity.

"Mm. Where is Master Chang?"

"He went to Hai'an Street."

Hai'an Street was Leizhou's sugar export port. Though not a county seat, it was more prosperous than the county capital, Haikang. Over thirty sugar trading houses lined the street alone. The first time Wen Tong visited, he was genuinely impressed—after witnessing so much poverty and desolation in Lingao, arriving at such a flourishing Ming commercial center delivered a shock no less intense than a Lingao villager visiting East Gate Market.

Wen Tong was surprised. Though Hai'an Street was only about ten kilometers away, they usually informed each other before venturing far. Had Chang Shide snuck off to find women? The realization struck him: Hai'an Street, with its gathering of merchants and thriving markets, was always prime territory for brothels.

"So he did go hunting for wild game!" Wen Tong gnashed his teeth. Old Chang, you're holding out on me. You could at least have invited me along. But Chang had gone off with Liao Dahua, and Wen Tong didn't dare wander alone. He could only fume silently and then go teach the worker training class: three hundred basic simplified characters, simple math, and statistics. Once the sugar factory's scale expanded, these workers could be promoted to management.

While Wen Tong was grinding his teeth in frustration, Chang Shide was strolling through Hai'an Street with Liao Dahua at his side. Their destination: the human market.

Chang Shide had originally planned to go straight to a brothel. As for sexually transmitted diseases, he was prepared—he'd packed several boxes of condoms in his luggage. But after Liao Dahua introduced him to several so-called high-end establishments, he lost interest. These places had decent facilities, and the women were passable even by modern standards. But the pretentious rituals were unbearable—first hosting tea, then listening to music and drinking wine. Even after all that, they couldn't get down to business immediately. They had to return two or three times before getting anywhere near the bed. This was absurdly complicated. Even "high-end clubs" in modern times didn't have procedures this elaborate.

What Chang Shide didn't realize was that high-end brothels in this era also served a social function. Dignitaries, gentlemen, and wealthy merchants came here primarily for socializing and cultural enrichment. The higher-class the courtesan, the more she sat and discussed philosophy rather than performing bedroom techniques.

Seeing the Master's disinterest, Liao Dahua guessed his thoughts. Sea merchants, having drifted on the ocean for so long, naturally had no patience for foreplay. So he led him toward the back alleys—where more practical "private establishments" operated.

However, after observing the makeup of the women soliciting at the doorways and catching the smell drifting from a distance, Chang Shide concluded that if he wanted women in this world, it was best to raise them himself. Though Liao Dahua specifically recommended several places where the women were supposedly particularly skilled, Chang Shide declined.

Liao Dahua concluded these women simply didn't meet the Master's standards. Thinking that Australians all seemed to have a hygiene obsession and probably found prostitutes unclean, he led him to the human market.

The so-called human market was just an open lot. A few traders sat in nearby thatched sheds, drinking tea and chatting—the ones selling higher-end merchandise. If anyone showed interest, they would escort the customer to a nearby room to inspect the goods—mostly young women, though there were also boys. Prices were substantial. Outside, some people were selling themselves, grass tags stuck in their hair, at low prices.

Chang Shide walked around, examining the traders' stock and the self-sellers. None suited him. The traders' merchandise was clean and presentable, but the asking prices were exorbitant—even eleven- or twelve-year-old girls cost fifty taels. Chang Shide had no interest in raising little girls, nor in little girls themselves. Besides, he didn't have that much silver on hand—though he'd accumulated tens of thousands of work points.

Seeing the displeasure on Master Chang's face, Liao Dahua followed silently, unable to gauge his thoughts.

After another circuit, a new stall caught their attention. Several yamen runners stood guard over five or six women of various ages, sitting or kneeling on the ground. The oldest was over thirty, the youngest only twelve or thirteen. Though disheveled and dirty, their nutritional condition appeared fairly good. Strangely, no one was approaching to inquire. Chang instructed Liao Dahua to investigate.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 271: Visitors from Lingao

"These past few days, I've been watching carefully. Most people are fine—working diligently and conscientiously. But some..." Chang Shide gestured toward seven or eight individuals lying face-down on straw mats, covered with straw curtains. Their buttocks and thighs were visibly swollen, and weak moans escaped from beneath the coverings.

"After eating a few full meals, they got carried away. We originally made them village cadres as a sign of trust. Do the job well, we said, and more important work would follow. But they didn't appreciate it. They thought the stable rice bowl wasn't good enough and had to fish for illicit gains. Now the government has dealt with them. We won't pursue the matter further here, but they've lost their positions, and the money they embezzled will be added to their debt—they can work it off over the next seventy or eighty years."

"As for those who realized their mistake and voluntarily returned what they took—we won't punish them further. Immediate dismissal, plus one to five years added to their labor term. We're lenient: no matter who it is, each person bears their own crime. Family members won't be implicated." Chang Shide had already arranged for the people who had voluntarily returned their stolen goods, along with their families, to be taken care of beforehand. As soon as he finished speaking, these people burst into tears and shouted:

"The masters are benevolent!"

"Sob... I'm worse than a pig or dog—"

"I'm committed to working for the masters from now on. I'd willingly jump into a pit of fire!"

The atmosphere infected the surrounding crowd, and the gathering grew animated. Chang Shide felt the effect was quite good. The Propaganda and Agitation Manual was proving useful.

"You sugar-boiling masters—" His finger swung toward them. A few days earlier, during the "killing the chicken to scare the monkey" operation, Wen Tong had deliberately avoided arresting any sugar industry workers to protect the technical personnel. But mandatory observation was required of everyone. After returning from the yamen, everyone had rushed to return the sugar they'd pilfered. To their surprise, Master Chang had only smiled mysteriously and refused to accept any of it, asking only that each person write a "confession of admission." Those who couldn't write—no problem, there were pre-written forms; just fill in the numbers and press a thumbprint. These people had been worried for days. When summoned to today's mass meeting, each was on edge. Now that they'd been called out, how could they hold up? They fell to their knees in a rustle, their pleas for mercy an unbroken chorus.

What Chang Shide revealed next was his bottom line: they were all to join the Leizhou Sugar Company collectively—no longer as day laborers. The benefits would be the same as the migrants: meals provided and wages paid. As for what they'd secretly skimmed off, that would be counted as an advance on their wages.

Chang Shide spoke of how magnanimous and lenient he was being, but no one below was a fool. They knew that if they dared utter the word "no," he held their "confessions" in hand and was on speaking terms with all the county yamens. He could have them dragged to court and beaten half to death in no time, left wearing cangues and feeding flies at the yamen gate like those unlucky wretches. Whether willing or not, everyone said in unison: "We are willing to join the sugar factory."

"Work hard, and no one will be shortchanged." Chang Shide surveyed the long-faced sugar-boiling masters below and thought this deal was actually quite good.

Next, he reappointed the vacant village cadre positions. Originally, Wen Tong had wanted to retain some cadres with minor issues—after all, people suitable for leadership were simply too scarce. But Chang Shide insisted on a "zero tolerance" policy to demonstrate his attitude. Even if the newly appointed people were less capable, it didn't matter—compared to the old ones, it was six of one, half a dozen of the other.

"Everyone work hard for our Leizhou Sugar Company and you won't lose out!" Chang Shide then announced: effective immediately, profits would be divided according to the rules used by Guo Yi's various enterprises in Guangzhou. The dividends would be split into thirteen major shares—ten to the shareholders, three for bonuses and welfare expenses for all Sugar Company employees. Everyone had a share, from the sugar-boiling masters down to the field laborers.

For income adjustments, Chang Shide followed the wage system implemented by the Guangzhou Station and established a grading system. All personnel were divided into two categories: agricultural workers and sugar workers, each with three to four levels based on ability. Village heads, militia captains, and similar positions were counted as agricultural workers, evaluated by ability, with additional position allowances on top.

To further raise labor productivity, besides offering profit-sharing, Chang Shide also launched labor competitions at each estate—evaluated monthly. Whichever estate harvested the most cane or produced the most sugar with the least waste received extra bonuses.

Wen Tong and the others keenly felt the importance of grassroots cadres, so they launched a village cadre rotation training program. All newly appointed village cadres from each estate were called to the South China Sugar Factory for training. Besides basic literacy, they were also taught sugarcane cultivation, field management, and sugar production.

After this combination of pressure and praise, the Sugar Company entered a stable track. Morale stabilized. Sugar production rose steadily. Ships and handcarts delivering raw brown sugar, molasses, and bagasse to the South China Factory flowed in an endless stream. This previously obscure enterprise began to become a topic of conversation among the sugar trading house merchants on Hai'an Street.

Chang Shide grew somewhat self-satisfied. Besides teaching the daily rotation trainees, he also started a teacher training class, planning to establish a sugar factory primary school after the crushing season ended. He was too lazy to teach all those children himself, so he turned his attention to the female slaves. He made Wen Xiu the teaching assistant and began the training. Besides daytime classes, he also held evening sessions. Wen Xiu and A-Zhu were excluded from these.

"Teacher, I was wrong. Please forgive this student—" The Mandarin still sounded halting.

"Let me discipline you properly, you bad student."

Wen Tong, when passing Chang Shide's room in the evening, would often hear this neither-here-nor-there yet soul-stirring Mandarin.

"You big pervert." Wen Tong always sneered at this sort of kink play. At least the guy had some sense of brotherhood and hadn't dragged A-Zhu off to some "evening class"—he was very much in favor of her attending the teacher training class. Unfortunately, he himself was so exhausted dealing with sugar factory matters that by the time he returned to the compound each day, all he wanted was sleep. He didn't even have the energy to make use of A-Zhu. Old Chang really did have the sturdier constitution—running around all day, then running around all night. Wen Tong couldn't help but feel melancholy: how could the gap between people be so vast?

Wen Tong's entire mind was focused on the technical improvements at the sugar factory. Of his two original directions for improvement, one—making white sugar—he had already achieved. Though the process was primitive and output low, it was quite suitable for their current industrial level. Now it was a matter of scaling up and improving efficiency.

The other direction was increasing sugarcane juice output. Modern sugar factories used at least three-roller steel crushers, with a single-pass extraction rate above 70%. Larger factories even had twelve-roller systems—the bagasse came out virtually dry. Wen Tong decided to first eliminate the wooden rollers at the South China Factory. Initially, he'd considered stone rollers, but stone rollers weren't much more efficient than wood and consumed just as much ox power.

Multi-stage steel rollers were really the best choice. Wen Tong recalled that the Zhanjiang area had only begun replacing primitive ox-powered stone rollers with semi-mechanized two-roller or three-roller small crushers in the mid-1960s. They mostly used Chaozhou-made two-roller crushers, with extraction rates above 60%. Later, they switched to Shunde-manufactured three-roller crushers, raising extraction rates to 72-73%. Compared to the 45% average rate for stone rollers, this was equivalent to a 60% increase in sugar output for the same amount of cane.

These figures were extremely tempting. Moreover, the equipment was technically quite simple—well within the transmigrators' industrial capabilities to manufacture.

But using triple steel rollers meant facing the power issue. Water buffalo couldn't drive them. The semi-mechanized small factories in Zhanjiang that Wen Tong knew of all used 20-horsepower diesel engines. Since diesel was scarce now, he naturally thought of water power. He'd even inspected the only sugar mill with a water-powered crusher, but the sight was rather discouraging—the water-power crusher was just a simple water wheel. No canal, no dam—basically just using the natural drop of the riverbed. Very inefficient.

The South China Factory had a usable river, but the water flowed gently and the volume wasn't great. Though Wen Tong was an outsider to hydraulics, he knew that installing a water turbine capable of driving a triple steel-roller crusher would require building a dam to store water. Once they built a dam, upstream and downstream water usage issues would inevitably arise—definitely not easy to resolve. It might even drag them into protracted litigation. So he rejected this idea.

Better to use a steam engine, Wen Tong thought. A water turbine built at great expense could only crush cane. A steam engine would allow him to introduce all sorts of efficiency-improving equipment, and machine utilization would be far higher. With a steam engine came a boiler, and the steam it produced would also be useful for sugar-making—at least it could heat cane juice very evenly, reducing the chance of scorching.

Numerous categories of machinery could be used in sugar-making. If one were serious about it, the entire process could be fully mechanized. Of course, that was for the future. Wen Tong considered the South China Sugar Factory's processes and selected a few simple, easy-to-operate machines.

Once he'd thought it through, he immediately sent a carrier pigeon message to Zhang Xin in Guangzhou explaining his ideas, attached a list of machines he specifically requested, and also asked Lingao to provide cement, steel, bricks, and other necessary construction materials—moving up to semi-mechanized production meant everything had to scale up accordingly.

Wen Tong's report was relayed through the Guangzhou Station to Lingao. After brief discussion, the Executive Committee approved allocating all the equipment he needed.

Two weeks later, a large ship arrived at the port of Hai'an Street. Its arrival caused quite a stir. The ship's design was unusual—a vessel of nearly 400 liao, but with very shallow draft, almost flat-bottomed. The deck was broad, and apart from the sterncastle and two masts, there were no other protrusions.

The wide deck was piled with boxes of all sizes. There were also some very large items of cargo, packaged in wooden frames covered with straw matting, held down tightly under large nets. This kind of cargo ship with everything stacked on deck was truly an eye-opener for everyone—quite the crowd gathered to watch. Which shipwright had come up with this idea? With cargo all piled on deck, wouldn't it get soaked when the wind and waves kicked up?

Chang Shide saw this flat-deck ship and thought it was way too ahead of its time. Completely anachronistic. Just as he was thinking this, the big ship slowly approached the dock. Sailors laid out gangways, and a familiar figure walked across.

Looking closely, it was none other than Bei Wei, captain of the Special Reconnaissance Team—a rare figure indeed. He had still been seen frequently in the months right after D-Day, leading his team all over the place. Later, he became increasingly mysterious—simply never appearing anywhere ordinary people gathered. The last time Chang Shide had seen him was during the Political Consultative Conference, manning a high vantage point with his team.

A figure like this, unconnected to trade or industry—how had he suddenly appeared on a ship to Leizhou? Could there be a secret mission? Did the Executive Committee think Leizhou was a major prize and want to seize it first? But they hadn't even taken all of Qiongzhou yet—

As these wild thoughts ran through his head, Bei Wei had already come close. He was dressed in Ming-era clothing, a short working outfit like a hired laborer. Behind him followed several unfamiliar, sturdy young men—probably all Special Reconnaissance Team members. Just as Chang Shide was about to speak, Bei Wei gave him a look, signaling silence. Without a word, he led his people and blended into the crew of laborers preparing to unload the machinery.

The people who emerged next were the actual leaders of this cargo mission. One was Mei Lin from Lingao Construction Company—obviously here to handle the sugar factory's civil construction work. The other two Chang Shide didn't recognize, but they must be from the Machinery Department, here to assist with equipment installation. All three wore zhiduo robes and wigs with headwraps, looking completely out of place—awkward from head to toe.

"Welcome, welcome." Chang Shide hurried forward. Now that he was "stationed in the provinces," he had to be especially warm to cadres from "the capital." "Old Mei, so you're here on this trip? And these two gentlemen are...?"

Mei Lin quickly made introductions. "Both from the Machinery Factory. This is Xiao Gui—here to install the steam engine. And this is Chen Tianxiong—"

"I'm Chen Tianxiong. The Executive Committee has assigned me to Leizhou specifically to handle the operation and commissioning of the sugar factory's mechanical equipment. I'll also train some workers on the side." The speaker was nearly forty, with a steady demeanor and a still-robust physique that wouldn't lose to a young man.

"Wonderful. I was just worrying about maintenance and upkeep after the machinery was installed!" Chang Shide glanced around. "This isn't the place to talk. Let's rest in that tea shed over there."

Because there was considerable cargo to unload, Chang Shide had long since reserved a tea shed for supervising the unloading and resting. The Qiwei escort guards stood watch all around.

"I didn't expect you so soon." Chang Shide exchanged pleasantries and had Wen Xiu bring tea. "Here, have some water." He sat down, and once Wen Xiu had withdrawn, asked, "Has all the equipment arrived?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 272: Technology Is Productivity

"Everything's here." Xiao Gui pulled a piece of paper from inside his jacket and handed it over—a detailed manifest. Chang Shide flipped through it, dazzled by the contents: from boilers and steam engines to cement, bricks, and tiles, to thermometers, pH test strips, and laboratory vessels. Many things he hadn't even thought to request were on the list—they'd thought of everything more thoroughly than he had.

"This ship is newly built, isn't it? It's well-suited for transporting large items. I was worried about how to get the steam engine and boiler here."

"Haha, this is Manager Wen's latest design," Xiao Gui laughed. "A shallow-draft, wide-beam, flat-deck coastal barge, he calls it. Manager Wen originally planned to make all-wood cargo containers—this was supposed to be a rudimentary container ship. But then he ran the numbers and realized that making containers out of wood was impractical—both heavy and flimsy. The containers didn't work out, but the ship was already built, so they just finished it."

"Didn't Lingao have a bunch of shipping containers stockpiled?"

"Director Ma treats them like treasures. He won't approve even when the Metallurgy Department wants to dismantle them for steel. He even gave special instructions for rust-proofing."

As they spoke, Wen Xiu came to report that the labor gang was organized. Because this shipment included a steam engine and boiler, the labor requirements were enormous. The entire able-bodied male population of the South China Farm had been mobilized, and over two hundred more workers were hired from the surrounding area. They formed a massive labor force, carrying countless poles, ropes, rollers, and other equipment. What Wen Tong worried about most were the boiler and steam engine—the main structures of these two pieces of equipment had to be moved as single units.

"Start unloading."

A group of workers in blue short jackets, short hair, and rattan helmets descended from the ship. Their strange attire caused a stir among the onlookers. These workers wore green canvas packs and unloaded iron pipes, heavy plates, and sacks of fittings. On the stone wharf, they quickly assembled a gantry from these materials, then rigged pulleys and chains. Under their direction, the laborers moved in. Some lined up to pull the chains; others grabbed the guy ropes attached to the large cargo. One person climbed onto the platform, holding red and green signal flags. To the rhythmic blowing of whistles and waving of flags, over a hundred laborers and workers began pulling. The massive object on deck was slowly, shakily hoisted up. Under the direction of work chants, a group of laborers rotated the crane platform. The cargo, following the boom, slowly traversed the air over the dock and descended onto prepared rollers. The watching crowd let out a gasp of wonder.

Transporting the sugar factory equipment to the South China Sugar Factory was a formidable task. Hai'an Port was only about ten kilometers from South Gate Pond outside Xuwen County town where the factory was located, but the roads were hilly and uneven, full of potholes. Under normal conditions, they could barely accommodate ox carts. Ordinary materials could be carried on shoulders or by cart. Large equipment could only be slowly pushed forward on rollers—the hardship was easy to imagine. To ease passage, one team was assigned to go ahead to clear the road, level the ground, and fill in potholes. It took four full days on the road to transport the heavy equipment over those ten-plus kilometers. The people who had come with the ship also quietly made their way to the factory and moved into the compound prepared for them.

The steam engine shipped this time was the Mozi Model 2. Though it hadn't increased in horsepower, it was more efficient in steam utilization than the Model 1. The Industrial Committee was quite satisfied with the Mozi Model 2's performance and had finalized it for batch production. This unit was production number one.

Besides this equipment, the most remarkable items were numerous long rectangular crates marked "Fragile" and "Handle with Care." They had been carried by hand, not by cart. Opening the crates, the interior was packed tight with straw rope and dried seaweed. Layer by layer they opened them, and Wen Tong and Chang Shide couldn't help but praise Lingao's industrial departments.

Inside the crates were glass and ceramic pipes of various diameters—to be used in areas with special requirements, replacing cast iron pipes prone to rusting.

"This is incredible..." Wen Tong was nearly speechless.

"It's nothing—practice makes perfect. Besides, these pipes weren't made just for you. The chemical plant needs them even more. This batch is just a trial run."

The future power plant for the sugar factory was situated by the river for convenient water access. In addition to major ground leveling for equipment installation, Mei Lin organized the construction of a reservoir specifically for treating boiler water. Bricklayers were recruited to build a towering chimney the likes of which they'd never seen before. The structure was so massive that summoning all the local masons proved insufficient. Chang Shide also bought out the entire stock of bricks and tiles from the local kilns. The county's only brick kiln was now working overtime to supply the construction site.

The three-roller juice press that Wen Tong had specifically requested arrived without a hitch. With the help of the vast reference library, designing and manufacturing this machine hadn't taken much effort. The Machinery Factory's only complaint was that the rollers consumed too much steel. Wen Tong looked it over—the machine didn't seem any worse than the old-style equipment he'd seen.

"However, the strength of many internal components is problematic, so service life is hard to predict," Xiao Gui said. Some key connectors, gears, and the like, though manufactured locally, had poor durability due to material constraints.

"No problem—we brought plenty of spare parts this time." Chen Tianxiong wasn't concerned. "Just swap them out when they break. First time making something, quality issues are inevitable."

Besides the juice press, there were also rotary cutters and crushers specifically for shredding and tearing open sugarcane. Crushed cane had a much higher juice extraction rate than the traditional method of feeding whole cane directly into the rollers.

A month later, the sugar factory's buildings and equipment installation were finally complete. The boiler fired up successfully on the first try, and the steam engine began running. For the first time, the sky above Xuwen billowed with the rolling black smoke of modern industry. This semi-mechanized sugar factory, the only one of its kind in this era, finally began mass production. Its daily crushing capacity was seventy tons of sugarcane. It had workshops for cane cutting, crushing, and sugar boiling. Except for the sugar-boiling workshop, which continued using old-fashioned manual methods, all others used machinery. The sugar-boiling workshop used no fire at all—it heated directly with steam from the boiler.

The towering chimney and steel cane crushers of the South China Factory amazed locals. When they heard that the factory continued to offer toll processing, many cane farmers brought their sugarcane from far and wide just to see with their own eyes how this new-style factory operated. After bundles of sugarcane were delivered by ox cart to the factory at South Gate, they first underwent mechanical processing: the cane was leveled and cut by cane knives, then shredded by the crusher. The crusher was quite technical—since the sugar content was stored in the "cane pith," it shredded only along the direction of the fiber to avoid breaking open the pith cells, which would cause juice loss.

After crushing, the sugarcane was carried by hand in baskets to the feed port of the press. The three-roller press achieved a 70% extraction rate in one pass. In a typical modern sugar factory, multiple three-roller or multi-roller machines were used for continuous pressing—some required fifteen rollers to complete. Extraction rates reached up to 90%.

The transmigrators didn't have such mechanical conditions, so they used a repeated pressing method. After the first pressing, they didn't discard the bagasse but piled it aside. After all the fresh cane was pressed, they ran the bagasse through a second time. Though this consumed considerable labor, the additional returns were significant.

After pressing, the sugarcane juice was sent to an iron heater, where it was heated with high-temperature steam as it flowed. Then it passed through a cement-lined liming tank, where lime was added for clarification. Finally, through ceramic and glass pipes, it was conveyed to settling tanks where the precipitated impurities settled out. The clarified juice then entered boiling pots to continue heating with steam. The method for removing molasses still used the wa liu technique, but on a much larger scale—over thirty wa liu molds were lined up in the sugar-boiling workshop.

For the boiling and liming processes, with the support of thermometers, pH test strips, and other experimental equipment from Lingao, Wen Tong formulated corresponding production specifications after numerous trials. The sugar-boiling masters had originally been dismissive of his methods—they had all followed their masters for years, mastering this craft through long practical experience, and even then only to an average degree. They were skeptical, prepared to watch the boss make a fool of himself.

But the boss, relying on glass tubes, paper strips, and various mysterious jars, not only produced sugar, but every batch came out without a single flaw, and even the yields were almost identical! For the masters, this was a devastating blow to their confidence—not even the most skilled boiler in the county or the entire prefecture could achieve this!

Seeing the mixture of fear and reverence in the sugar-boiling masters' eyes, Wen Tong felt both proud and somewhat melancholy: Why had traditional craftsmanship always been so empirical? Had no one ever thought to explore the underlying principles and establish standards?

Implementing this system greatly reduced waste. Wen Tong used it to establish stricter waste-rate control assessment criteria—since all production factors were controllable, the only variable producing above-standard waste was workers' lack of diligence. From that day on, those who had been called "masters" in the sugar-boiling workshop became simply "workers."

This entire production process was countless times more efficient than a traditional rustic sugar mill. The spectacle of large-scale, semi-mechanized production left everyone in the area, gentry and commoners alike, utterly astonished.

But amazement was secondary. When cane farmers discovered that having the factory process their sugarcane yielded a quarter more sugar than an ordinary rustic mill—and the factory continued to maintain the low processing fee of only three-tenths of the output—the farmers of Xuwen went wild. From near and far, ox carts and boats brought sugarcane. Long queues formed at the factory gate. Some farmers even had to wait two or three days for their turn, but their enthusiasm never waned. Eventually, whole boatloads of sugarcane were shipped from Haikang, landing at Hai'an before being loaded onto ox carts and sent to the South China Factory. Because of the overwhelming crowds, disorder threatened. Liao Dahua had no choice but to summon runners from the yamen to maintain order. The chimney billowing black smoke and the steel rollers rumbling as they devoured massive quantities of sugarcane clearly left a deep impression on the deputy magistrate as well—though his fear of the machinery far exceeded his curiosity, and he always kept his distance.

When Wen Tong reviewed the numbers from the first day, he knew the profits far exceeded projections. Especially in toll processing—a considerable portion of the additional cane juice extracted went straight into the South China Sugar Factory's pocket. That profit was essentially obtained at zero cost. Not to mention that the leftover molasses and bagasse were all theirs to keep. Farmers had no use for these byproducts, but the South China Sugar Factory could utilize them all.

If the equipment were better—upgraded to a twelve-roller machine combined with the diffusion method—a 97% extraction rate wouldn't be a dream. The profit potential here was truly significant.

Wen Tong even began to question whether it was still necessary to maintain the other four rustic sugar mills. It seemed that, driven by profit, ordinary people wouldn't be deterred by distance or difficult roads. At the very least, the rustic mill in Xuwen could be shut down, keeping only the one in Haikang.

Mei Lin and the others who had come to assist were beaming with joy. Seeing the sugar factory flourishing, everyone felt genuinely happy—this was another growth point for foreign trade. When the entire equipment system was running, problems naturally arose. Once there was a pipe rupture and leak at a boiler connection; several times, gears and connectors in the juice press were damaged, briefly affecting production. But under Chen Tianxiong and Xiao Gui's emergency repairs, things quickly returned to normal. Xiao Gui also had another task: training several qualified boiler workers for the sugar factory—operating a boiler was serious business. The slightest carelessness could harm others and oneself, not to mention this boiler was a local copy.

Chen Tianxiong was in no hurry. Though he also had the task of training maintenance technicians, his assignment was long-term. He wouldn't be leaving for a while and had plenty of time to train apprentices. Wen Tong suggested waiting until the sugar factory's primary school opened, then selecting apprentices from among the older children of thirteen or fourteen based on their academic performance.

However, Chen Tianxiong's behavior caught Chang Shide's attention. Besides making three regular daily rounds to inspect the machinery, he frequently chatted with the Special Reconnaissance Team members in the courtyard and sometimes changed into local clothing and went out with the Qiwei escorts as guides. Clearly, Chen Tianxiong was more than just a machinery maintainer—in all likelihood, he was also an intelligence operative.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 273: The Tripitaka Plan

When it came to intelligence gathering, the network the Guangzhou Station had laid in Leizhou could already collect most of the relevant information—confidentiality was not a concept the locals understood. Given sufficient time, nearly anything could be unearthed. So why had the Executive Committee dispatched Bei Wei and the mysterious Chen Tianxiong? Were they truly planning to occupy Leizhou?

Setting his doubts aside, Chang Shide was in no position to ask directly. With people from "the center" present, he could hardly invite the women to his room these past few nights. For someone who had grown accustomed to nightly revelry, the enforced abstinence was proving difficult to bear.

That evening, Bei Wei joined Chen Tianxiong, who had been staying out of sight with his team in the compound.

"We've come to Leizhou with a mission," Chen Tianxiong said, getting straight to the point.

Chang Shide and Wen Tong both nodded. Wen Tong rose, stepped outside to check the courtyard, and said to Zhou Shizhai, who was resting with eyes closed beneath the veranda:

"Keep watch. Don't let anyone approach."

Zhou Shizhai gave a slight nod. Wen Tong returned to the room.

"Go ahead. What's this about?"

"The plan is still in the evaluation phase. Bei Wei and I are actually here for the same task: on-site reconnaissance to assess feasibility and gather operational intelligence. As for the content—" He paused. "The plan is codenamed 'Project Tripitaka.'"

Project Tripitaka?! Wen Tong and Chang Shide stared. Was this some kind of joke?

Seeing their expressions, Chen Tianxiong explained: "Do you remember the first tribulation in the story of Tripitaka's origins?"

"The story of Jiang Liu'er—" Of course they'd all read Journey to the West. They racked their brains to recall the plot surrounding the monk's birth.

Chang Shide's face changed color. "You mean we're going to become river pirates?!"

"Exactly." Chen Tianxiong nodded.

A member of the Intelligence and Archives Committee, while compiling Historical Reference Materials, had stumbled upon a story in the Leizhou Gazetteer.

During the Chongzhen reign, an official newly appointed as Prefect of Leizhou was traveling to take up his post with his family when he encountered a band of mountain bandits. The official and his household were slaughtered. What made the tale remarkable was that the bandit leader, armed with the dead man's credentials, actually journeyed to Leizhou, took over from the previous prefect, and served as a proper official.

This bandit held the post for two full years—and with a good reputation, at that. It was only when the real official's son arrived in Leizhou seeking refuge and discovered the impostor's identity that the truth came out. The boy reported the matter to the local Brokerade Guard. The Jinyiwei arranged a banquet and lured the bandit into an ambush, where he was captured and confessed to the entire affair.

This "curious tale" unearthed from old documents sparked limitless imagination in the intelligence departments. The Leizhou Gazetteer was a local historical record of considerable reliability.

What if the person who took over the post wasn't a bandit—but a transmigrator?

The idea was so audacious that it met immediate opposition from many in the General Office and Intelligence Committee. But supporters raised the most powerful argument: if an ordinary bandit could occupy the position of Leizhou Prefect for so long and govern effectively, a transmigrator from the 21st century should be able to do the same—especially with the entire Transmigration Collective behind him.

Opponents countered that a Ming Dynasty bandit could impersonate a prefect only because he exploited the era's information asymmetry. Whatever his flaws, a bandit was still a man of his time. His understanding of Ming society exceeded anything a visitor from the future could possess. Sending someone from a completely different era to impersonate an official was pure fantasy.

"Our people, when standing among the indigenous population, display differences that are far too obvious!" Ran Yao objected strenuously. "Ask me to impersonate a county-level mayor or party secretary in the 21st century, and I might have a chance—I've never eaten pork, but I've seen pigs run. But now you're proposing we find a white Anglo-Saxon to serve as a Chinese city leader. Is that possible? And the gap between us and Ming Dynasty people is even greater than the difference between modern Americans and Chinese!"

His argument was sound. But the potential benefits were simply too attractive—the entire Leizhou Prefecture would effectively fall under transmigrator control. Though various officials served beneath the Leizhou Prefect, no one doubted that under combined economic and military pressure, all of them would submit. Ultimately, the result could be a "Red inside, White outside" style local government.

Minor benefits like facilitating commercial infiltration were one thing. The key was legitimate entry into the Great Ming's bureaucratic system—participation in its operations, direct access to government information. This would be far more timely and reliable than the Guangzhou Station's method of bribing yamen clerks. Control of Leizhou would add a buffer zone for Qiongzhou as well. Should the Ming ever mount a campaign against Lingao, Leizhou—directly across the strait—would inevitably serve as a major transit area for troops. Whether for intelligence or harassment, they would have a reliable forward base.

"If taking over one official position brings such benefits, why not assassinate the Prefect of Guangzhou and replace the incoming official on the road?" someone challenged.

"Because the mountain bandit in Leizhou actually succeeded in history, whereas an attempt to replace the Prefect of Guangzhou never happened. Right now, we only need to replace the bandit, just as we're preparing to replace the Manchus," Chen Tianxiong replied. He was a warm supporter of the plan.

After several internal discussions, the proposal was submitted to an enlarged meeting of the Executive Committee.

"I object." Wu Nanhai was firm. "This is a critical period for our government's development. The knowledge possessed by every transmigrator is extremely precious. I oppose doing something this dangerous."

"So we're not going to do anything revolutionary because we're afraid of dying?" Xi Yazhou, who had been "recuperating from illness" for many days, reappeared at the meeting. Only his waistline had expanded—the lean, capable look he'd developed over the past year had regressed to his earlier military-otaku appearance. "I firmly support this proposal. It will be of great help for future development."

"Send a relatively loyal indigenous person instead," Xiao Zishan offered cautiously. "With how we speak, and our poor handwriting, impersonating a Ming Dynasty prefect would be too difficult."

"Do you think the bandit's handwriting was any good? Perhaps he was illiterate—and he still governed quite well for two years."

"Who says bandits are uneducated? Maybe he was a cultured man fallen on hard times."

"Or perhaps he was one of our predecessors... unfortunately cut down before achieving his ambitions..."

"Attention, please don't go off topic." Ma Qianzhu, chairing the meeting, was deeply disgusted by the habit of derailing threads at every gathering.

"On this point, I agree with Commissioner Xiao," Wu De said. "It's not just speech and handwriting. In many lifestyle habits and mannerisms, we're completely out of sync with the indigenous population. We might fool ordinary people—at most they'd think us eccentric. But what's truly dangerous is encountering colleagues, subordinates, superiors, and gentry. Those people wouldn't be so easy to hoodwink."

"We should select a relatively loyal indigenous person," someone suggested. "Like Zhang Xingjiao. He's educated, speaks Mandarin, and should be suitable."

"Comrade, revolution is not a dinner party," Xi Yazhou retorted bluntly. "This task, though dangerous, is critical. If we don't send one of our own to take charge and rely only on a few recruited natives, can you guarantee reliability? Zhang Xingjiao may be reliable now, but what if he develops a taste for officialdom and decides to trade our heads for a real position?"

"Then we don't necessarily need a transmigrator as prefect," Wu Nanhai said. "We can use a puppet and control things from behind the scenes."

"That's even less secure," Wei Aiwen dismissed. "Don't forget—we're infiltrating the court. What matters most is the position itself. With a puppet, how would it differ from merely collecting information among the common people?" He snorted. "What can you expect from civil officials? So afraid of dying."

"How can you say that? Without administrative personnel, where would your Army get weapons and food?" Wu Nanhai leapt to his feet, pointing.

"And what about the Army providing free labor every day? All unpaid!" Wei Aiwen clearly intended to settle old accounts with the Agriculture Department.

"Without military protection, it's questionable whether the Transmigration Collective could even survive." Le Lin, the naval representative, fired his own salvo. The naval firebrand Li Haiping and most senior officers were at sea, so the role fell to the Hong Kong military enthusiast who dressed like a movie star. Though the navy and army's young hotheads quarreled over resources and manpower, they were even more at odds with the administrators who controlled the Collective's purse strings.

"Alright, everyone calm down." Director Wen intervened before civil-military conflict could erupt. "The Leizhou Prefect position is very important to us. My view is that we should try to take it if possible. Whether the prefect should be a transmigrator or an indigenous person, we can discuss later. Let's vote on whether to execute this proposal. All in favor, raise your hands." He raised his own first.

The resolution passed by an overwhelming majority.

"Alright, there's actually one issue we've overlooked," Wen Desi said slowly. "What year does this happen? Chongzhen reigned for seventeen years."

"According to the Leizhou Gazetteer, it was 1632."

"So there are still three years." Wen Desi nodded. "Three years is enough. The first thing we should do is send people to Leizhou for on-site reconnaissance of terrain and social environment to evaluate the plan's difficulty."

"Speaking of enthusiasm—let me remind everyone that execution will be extremely difficult," Ran Yao interjected. "What's the incoming official's name? Where's he from? What route is he taking? What date does he enter Leizhou's territory? None of this is in the book."

"Need you ask? He's obviously sitting in a sedan chair, with people in front holding signs like 'Silence' and 'Make Way'..."

"Stop joking. The man hasn't even taken office yet," Yu Eshui said. "Ran Yao is right. Without clarifying these details, how can the Special Reconnaissance Team intercept him? And there's another issue—we must act before the bandit does. I think finding the bandit will be harder than finding the official."

Xiao Zishan nodded. "True. An official taking up a post leaves a trail. But this nameless bandit—we don't know where he's holed up. Leizhou is vast. It's like searching for a needle in a haystack."

"That's not a major problem," Xi Yazhou said. "The key is still the official. If we find him, we can find the bandit. Even if the bandit acts first, it doesn't matter—so long as he hasn't received his seal of office, we can take him out on the road. From that perspective, neither bandit nor official truly matters. What's important is securing the credentials."

Once the plan was decided, the Executive Committee authorized the Intelligence Committee to formulate "Project Tripitaka." The plan had two parts. First: recruiting future infiltrators from among the transmigrators. Prerequisites included that losing the person wouldn't impair the Collective's enterprise, and participation must be voluntary. After recruitment, they would receive Intelligence Committee training to rapidly master Ming Dynasty customs and official Mandarin—while practicing calligraphy. Simultaneously, the Civil Affairs Committee received instructions to identify potential minor intellectuals among the population under transmigrator control, to be cultivated as backup personnel.

The second part involved large-scale intelligence gathering in Leizhou to evaluate Project Tripitaka's feasibility. Considering that the South China Sugar Factory was primarily an industrial operation and not ideally suited for intelligence work, the Executive Committee designated it as a support unit. Chen Tianxiong was dispatched as a dedicated intelligence operative to fully utilize the network the Guangzhou Station had established.

After hearing Chen Tianxiong's briefing, Wen Tong and Chang Shide finally understood. Chang Shide spoke excitedly: "This is thrilling! Replace everyone from top to bottom, hahaha... Better yet, let's replace the Xuwen County Magistrate too!"

"The idea is appealing, but the Leizhou Prefect is stationed in Haikang County. The prefectural and county governments share the same city. This fake prefect probably won't be easy to impersonate." Wen Tong expressed concern.

"That's precisely why Bei Wei is here," Chen Tianxiong said.

"This trip is a reconnaissance journey for Project Tripitaka." Bei Wei nodded. "To thoroughly survey the terrain, landscape, and urban environment of the entire Leizhou Prefecture, until we know it by heart."

"Good. Whatever you need, just ask. We'll do everything in our power to support the intelligence work."

"Find me reliable guides," Bei Wei said. "People who know the local situation intimately."

"Sure. Liao Dahua, the Qiwei branch manager, is excellent. He knows both the upper and lower social strata. Though he doesn't know martial arts..."

"That's fine. We're here to reconnoiter. We plan to disguise ourselves as small peddlers and wander about."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 274: Sweet Port Turbulence – Intervention

"Good. I'll have them build a dedicated compound for you inside the sugar factory."

"No," Bei Wei declined. "Too conspicuous. We won't be staying long."

"Very well. Qiwei maintains inns in both Haikang and Xuwen counties—you can rest and resupply there. Any South China Sugar Factory property is also at your disposal, though accommodations are basic. I can dispatch someone to inform them immediately."

"No need. We'll stay at ordinary inns along the way and avoid any visible connection to South China."

"Do we have assignments?" Chang Shide asked eagerly.

"None," Bei Wei replied flatly.

"The factory has no specific assignments for you," Chen Tianxiong elaborated. "Your role is to support our operations as needed. I'll handle the particulars. In my daily life, I remain the factory's technician."

The absence of intelligence duties pleased Wen Tong; he had no appetite for such work. A mountain of sugar factory business still demanded his attention.

"Project Tripitaka is a long-term operation," Chen Tianxiong continued. "We'll be in the preparatory phase for several years. What's our relationship with the local government?"

"Cordial, but not close," Wen Tong replied, describing their recent dealings with the yamen—matters related to factory reforms and maintaining order. "Overall, we haven't had much interaction."

"I suspect that's about to change." Chen Tianxiong smiled. "Right now, even the blind can see you've struck gold. Trouble will find you soon enough."

"I've been worrying about that," Wen Tong admitted. "Although the Qiwei Escort Agency has laid some groundwork for us, their own roots here are shallow. Certain problems are probably beyond their reach."

"If it comes to that, we'll pay for peace," Chang Shide suggested. "Give the officials 'dry shares'—a protective umbrella. Besides, in two years Leizhou will be ours anyway."

"Try to bring local officials into the fold. Form a common interest group." This was the Executive Committee's standing instruction to all transmigrators operating in Ming-controlled territory.

"That works," Wen Tong nodded. "We'll need to report the specifics to the Committee. Speaking of which, it's terribly inconvenient here without even a radio. Even the salt-field village—a backwater if ever there was one—has a five-watt set."

"The Committee will probably allocate one to you soon. Mass production of radios is on the verge of a breakthrough. The glass factory has been experimenting with pulling glass tubes every day, and Dr. Zhong has already started work on it."

"Making radios?" Wen Tong sounded skeptical. "That's rather high-tech, isn't it?"

"He's got plenty of high-tech ambitions: clocks, batteries, hydrogen airships. The airship seems impractical, but let him dream."

"I've debated him about that airship before—completely impractical," Chang Shide said dismissively. "Dr. Zhong reads too many books. He's gotten a bit theoretical."

"If he can manufacture things, tell him to give us a vacuum pan first—and a centrifuge." Sugar was never far from Wen Tong's mind.

"That shouldn't be difficult for him either. Oh, by the way, he heard we were coming and asked me to pass along a message: Xuwen is extraordinarily rich in diatomaceous earth—even more than Lingao. It can be used for filtering to produce white sugar."

"Really?" Wen Tong perked up. "I'll have people search for it properly. The current yellow clay method is terribly inefficient. At this rate, the labor cost per ton of white sugar is simply too high."

Raw brown sugar fetched a far lower price than refined white. Processing it before sale would yield considerably greater profits. Wen Tong had been racking his brains for a white sugar process that was within their capabilities yet more efficient. Meanwhile, raw brown sugar was piling up in the warehouse. Before the steel rollers, the average yield per mu of cane field had been just over three shi of raw brown sugar. Now, with the improved extraction rate, each mu yielded more than five shi. The sugarcane fields under South China Factory's name alone could produce 13,000 shi of raw brown sugar. Adding the processing fees earned from toll milling, raw brown sugar was accumulating like a small mountain—over 20,000 shi in total. Meanwhile, the white sugar workshop, running two shifts around the clock, managed only five or six shi a day.

Just as they were discussing this, Wen Xiu suddenly appeared with a report: a pigeon had arrived from Guangzhou bearing a secret letter.

Chang Shide dismissed him, then retrieved a codebook from inside the room and began decoding. Everyone watched intently. After several minutes, Chang Shide announced happily: "Zhang Xin's letter says to ship out the stored sugar as quickly as possible. They'll take raw brown sugar too. The market is excellent: the Guangzhou price is 3.8 taels—and it looks like it will climb higher. He says if we can purchase more, buy as much as possible. Ship it to Guangzhou and it turns into silver!"

"Wonderful." Wen Tong's spirits soared. "Liao Dahua told me the purchase price on Hai'an Street is only 2.5 taels!"

"Then let's buy at 3!" Chang Shide exclaimed. Everyone burst into laughter. The prospect of windfall profits was intoxicating.

"If he hadn't written, I was about to ask what to do with all this sugar," Wen Tong said, smiling. "Several trading houses here have approached us wanting to buy. I hesitated and didn't agree. Good thing—otherwise we'd have taken a huge loss!"

"In that case, we should buy from them!"

"Forget that idea. They know the Guangzhou market at least as well as we do. Hmph." Wen Tong evidently held a low opinion of these trading houses.

"Who cares? This will all be our territory soon anyway," Chang Shide said. He opened the door and called for Wen Xiu. "Go invite Manager Liao."

Over the past month, they had been trying to find a local manager familiar with sugar trading to handle the factory's external dealings. They'd specifically asked Liao Dahua to accompany them to Hai'an Street and the county seat to scout for managers willing to switch employers. They'd come up empty. No one wanted to jump ship, and most were puzzled: why would a sugar mill need a trading house manager?

As a result, Liao Dahua became their only local agent. For convenience, he had simply moved into the South China Factory compound. Fortunately, it lay only two or three li from the county seat—if something came up at the escort branch, he could return quickly.

Liao Dahua came to the study. Bei Wei, not wishing to attract attention, had withdrawn to the side room. Wen Tong explained their plan to engage in large-scale sugar purchasing and asked him to assemble a team—even without a proper trading house manager, they intended to handle this themselves.

Liao Dahua shook his head repeatedly. "Sir, this is inadvisable."

"What's inadvisable about it?"

"Sir, you may not realize," Liao Dahua explained. "The sugar from Leizhou has always been purchased by the trading houses on Hai'an Street..."

"They buy theirs, we buy ours. Nothing to do with each other." Wen Tong was puzzled.

But Chang Shide understood immediately. "A monopoly, right?"

"Exactly." Liao Dahua confirmed. Twenty-one sugar trading houses on Hai'an Street formed a trade guild called "Haiyi Hall." Any sugar produced in Leizhou destined for export had to pass through their hands. Each year's purchase price was publicly discussed by the guild before trading commenced. Outsiders who hadn't joined Haiyi Hall couldn't enter the sugar purchasing business.

"I see." Wen Tong nodded. These monopoly organizations were everywhere.

"Strange. Why can't we enter? Says who?" Chang Shide remained unconvinced.

"Well..." Liao Dahua hadn't really considered the question before. The Hai'an Street trading houses had monopolized Leizhou's sugar exports for decades—everyone accepted it as the natural order of things. "The shopkeepers may not know, but the cane farmers lack large ships, making it inconvenient to transport their own product. They've traditionally entrusted the trading houses to ship their raw sugar to other regions for sale on their behalf. After selling, the houses would settle accounts with the farmers. Originally, the houses took two percent as commission, settling at ninety-eight percent. Over time, due to the risk of loss at sea from storms and pirates, and occasional instances of houses absconding with payments, it gradually evolved into the current cash purchase system. The houses make more profit, but the farmers are willing enough—after all, the houses bear the greater risk."

"I see. That's not so different from what we're proposing," Wen Tong said. "We can assume those risks too. Tomorrow we start preparing. In a few days, we open for purchasing!"

Liao Dahua's lips moved as though he wished to say more. Chang Shide laughed. "It's just a little business. What's the concern? Look—we'll give Qiwei Escort two percent of whatever we purchase."

Two percent was no small figure. This arrangement would significantly benefit the escort agency, and Liao Dahua could personally take a nice cut. Contemplating the vast wealth of these Australian merchants, his courage swelled. "Since the shopkeepers have decided, this humble one will make the arrangements. I know something of the sugar trading business. I'll prepare immediately!" With that, he took his leave.

Chen Tianxiong spoke up. "Isn't this rather risky? Have you considered what happens if the other side retaliates?"

"It's fine," Wen Tong assured him. "I've been to Hai'an Street and met several managers. They're all legitimate businessmen. In fact, the entire street is essentially managed by them. Good order, everything running smoothly."

Chen Tianxiong shook his head. "Old Wen, I'm not trying to meddle—this is your domain—but you should understand: interest groups will stop at nothing to protect their livelihoods. Not selling sugar to the trading houses and shipping it out ourselves already steps on their toes. Now we're also purchasing—the conflict of interest is practically existential."

"Is it really that extreme?" Wen Tong sounded skeptical.

"You've been around the block. Do you really believe the seventeenth century was populated by simple folk, with nobody picking up lost items on the road or locking their doors at night? Every ugly aspect of society—which one hasn't existed since ancient times? Merchants pursue profit. I don't need to quote Marx on capitalists, do I?"

"Tell me what you think we should do." Wen Tong had to admit the points had merit. The notion that people of earlier eras were simpler was something his time in this world had taught him wasn't necessarily true. People then were the same as people now—some good, some bad, and mostly ordinary folk keeping their heads down, neither particularly virtuous nor particularly wicked.

Bei Wei rarely interjected, but now he spoke. "Chen Tianxiong's concerns are worth considering. What if the other side retaliates?"

"Before we've fully established ourselves, it's best not to touch that particular slice of cake," Chen Tianxiong advised.

"I don't think we need to be this nervous." After long consideration, Chang Shide said, "The trading houses on Hai'an Street are ordinary merchants. How much trouble can they really cause? At worst, they have better connections with the county and prefectural yamens. We have contacts in Guangzhou now, and we're on speaking terms with the Leizhou prefectural yamen and the Haikang and Xuwen county yamens. What can they do to us?"

After further discussion, Chen Tianxiong saw their minds were made up. As he wasn't part of the South China Factory's decision-making circle, pressing the point further would seem like overstepping—not conducive to future cooperation. So he stopped pushing his view and merely reminded them to prepare contingencies. Bei Wei had no interest in any of this and hadn't contributed. Bored, he gazed at the ever-growing mound of bagasse piling up outside the courtyard wall. Suddenly he asked:

"What about the byproducts from sugar-making?"

"There are many applications, but we need equipment to utilize them. I'd actually like to report this to the Executive Committee as well—we'll need some fermentation equipment and bacterial cultures." Wen Tong explained the recovery and utilization of sugarcane byproducts: strictly speaking, nothing in sugar production was waste—even the wastewater could yield useful products.

Diluting molasses and inoculating it with different bacterial cultures could produce alcohol, glycerol, acetone, butanol, citric acid, and yeast. Bagasse could be used for papermaking and producing furfural. The filter mud from sedimentation and filtration could yield sugarcane wax, with the remainder usable as fertilizer. Even the cane leaves stripped from the sugarcane could serve as animal feed. The cane tops and cane butts—low in sugar content and trimmed before pressing—could still be brewed into spirits or converted to alcohol.

"This is relatively elementary recovery and utilization," Wen Tong continued. "Bagasse can also be processed to recover aconitic acid. How much we can exploit depends on what bacterial cultures and chemicals we have available, and of course the right equipment."

"Of the byproducts South China Factory can use on-site, probably just alcohol from molasses and paper from bagasse?" Chang Shide suggested.

"Papermaking isn't realistic." Wen Tong had been investigating the boiler's fuel requirements. "Using all the bagasse just for fuel is about right."

"What a waste..."

"The alternative is buying coal to fire the boiler. Honestly, I'd prefer coal. The moisture content of bagasse is too high. If labor weren't so cheap here, the manpower spent every day turning and drying the stuff would be enough to bankrupt us." Wen Tong sighed. "Industrialization is wonderful, but the consumption is equally voracious. I'm even wondering now if we'll have enough bagasse to last through the crushing season."

Buying coal was certainly feasible. The route to Hongji in Vietnam wasn't far. And Gaozhou wasn't far from Leizhou either—there was a fairly large coal-mining district within Guangdong Province, the present-day Maoming mining area. Though this area had only scattered operations during the Ming Dynasty, it could serve as a supplementary fuel source. At least the route was much shorter than shipping coal from Guangzhou.

"Then let's establish a coal depot." Chang Shide's mind worked quickly. "Few households here burn coal—mostly wood. Besides our own consumption, we could potentially do some business with the coal we import."

"Sure, it won't cost much. Leave it to Qiwei to arrange."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 275: Sweet Port Turbulence – Countermeasures

"Speaking of molasses utilization, making industrial alcohol is actually rather wasteful. We could distill spirits instead. Several distilleries in Xuwen already use molasses for that."

Bei Wei added, "Xue Ziliang, who's on my team, knows how to produce various Western spirits. He mentioned that sugar factory molasses can be made into rum..."

"Excellent," Wen Tong said quickly. "The economic value of rum far exceeds that of plain alcohol."

Bei Wei saw it differently. "Isn't alcohol more useful industrially?"

"It is, but alcohol can be derived from anything containing sugar or starch. Rum can only be made from molasses," Wen Tong explained. "I've thought about distilling spirits from molasses, but I didn't know where to begin. If you have an expert, that would be wonderful."

"I'll send him over when I return," Bei Wei promised.

Chang Shide laughed. "Once the rum is ready, exporting it back to Europe won't be a problem. I've heard people say Cuba and Batavia were both major rum-exporting regions back in the day."

"After molasses is processed into rum, the residue can still be refined into other byproducts," Wen Tong added. "It's definitely superior to producing plain alcohol."

And so the matter of establishing a rum distillery in Xuwen was settled. After all, shipping molasses back to Lingao for processing was simply impractical.

That evening, Wen Tong drafted a report for the Executive Committee, requesting a distillation apparatus and temporarily borrowing Xue Ziliang to guide operations at the South China Sugar Factory.

None of those enthusiastically discussing sugarcane byproduct utilization realized just how profound the South China Sugar Factory's impact would prove to be. In a sense, it would surpass even the various construction projects the Transmigration Collective had undertaken in Lingao. Here was a factory entirely open to ordinary Ming Dynasty citizens. The convenience, efficiency, and low cost afforded by mechanized, industrialized large-scale production left an indelible impression on everyone who encountered it. And the consequences arrived faster than anyone anticipated.



Hai'an Street, the Sugar Trade Guild Hall—the Haiyi Guild.

The building rose prominently on Hai'an Street, its green stone gatehouse exuding the rich architectural flavor of Guangdong. Hai'an Street was famed as "Sweet Port," and controlling this port—nearly monopolizing Leizhou's sugar exports—were precisely the merchants gathered within these walls. The vast majority hailed from Guangdong's Chaozhou and Guangfu regions. Geographic proximity combined with shared commercial interests made the sugar merchants here extraordinarily united, fiercely protective of a domain won through years of effort.

Ever since the South China Sugar Factory's chimney had begun billowing black smoke, these sensitive merchants had detected something shifting in the air. They grew restless. In teahouses, in restaurants, in everytrading house's back office, hushed whispers could be heard.

Everyone sensed that action was necessary, yet no one knew quite what to do. Even those who had resolved to respond by doing nothing at all felt uncertain, always wishing someone would step forward to validate their strategy.

Now the managers and senior staff of these trading houses had all assembled in the guild hall's reception room. This lofty, luminous hall, constructed of fine materials and exquisite craftsmanship, had no equal anywhere in Leizhou Prefecture. Ordinarily at this time of year, the managers would gather here—sipping choice teas, sampling delicate snacks, sometimes accompanied by the soft singing of hired songstresses—to negotiate the year's sugar prices. How much reward a season of toil and sweat would yield for so many people was decided at gatherings precisely like this one.

At this moment, however, a strange unease pervaded the hall. As usual, six square tables had been laid out, laden with cold dishes, snacks, fine teas, and quality spirits. But today, these men who were normally so particular about their refreshments had no appetite. The managers and senior staff of each trading house sat in silence. Some had eyes darting rapidly, as though calculating something; others sat with deceptive calm, appearing unperturbed. Suddenly one man stood, paced a few steps, then dropped back into his seat and began furiously working a folding fan.

"It's only spring. It can't be that hot." A fat man, unable to bear his neighbor's gale, spoke up.

"It's my heart that's burning. Fanning won't cool it." The fan-wielder was younger.

"Hot, my foot. Nobody's stopped coming to sell sugar at your place. What're you so anxious about?" The fat man sounded annoyed.

"Not now, perhaps. But later?" The one with the fan was the young master of "Rixiecheng." His family's trading house ranked among the ten largest on Hai'an Street.

"Probably won't decline later either," the fat man said unhurriedly. "If they don't sell to your house, they'll sell to mine. Same price. What's to fuss about?" He was the manager of "Riyuelai."

"I'm worried about the South China Sugar Factory!" The young master swallowed hard. "Haven't you visited their operation? The sight gives you nightmares! Those massive iron rollers—a man would be crushed to pulp if he went through! And that chimney breathing fire by night and belching smoke by day, like some ghostly tree reaching for the heavens!"

The fat man waved dismissively. "They make sugar, we sell sugar. What's it to us? Besides, the more sugar they produce, the lower prices fall. That benefits us—"

"If only it were that simple." An elderly man heaved a long sigh. "What if they decide to enter the sugar trading business themselves?"

"Surely that's impossible? Different trades, different worlds—"

"Hard to say." The old man sighed again. "I hear South China's owners came from Guangzhou. With profits this substantial, why would they simply relinquish them? What if they plan to handle the 'foreign trade' business right here?"

This observation sparked a wave of murmured whispers. At that point, someone called out to the man who had been sitting absolutely motionless in the center of the room.

"Third Master Zhu, you're our backbone. Give us some direction!"

The man addressed as Third Master Zhu was past fifty, short of stature, yet free of the decadent air that came from overindulgence in wine, women, and wealth. He emanated an aura of shrewd competence. His given name was Zhu An, and he was the third-born in his family. Everyone respectfully called him "Third Master Zhu," so consistently that his real name was nearly forgotten. His family operated a sugar trading house called "Riyicheng" and owned more than a dozen large vessels of 200 liao or greater, specifically for transporting sugar to various destinations. Because sugar was highly profitable and easily converted to ready cash, pirates on these waters specialized in hijacking sugar ships. Third Master Zhu, as both a local trading house proprietor and a major ship owner, had organized the trading houses to pool funds and establish the trade guild "Haiyi Guild." Each year they publicly discussed the sugar price, then from the profits, each house contributed according to its size—funds used for cultivating official relationships and entertaining various local strongmen. Additionally, they had recruited at handsome wages quite a few deserters from the naval forces to escort their vessels. Since then, incidents of lost sugar shipments had dropped dramatically, and nearby waters had grown considerably more peaceful. This man was wise and decisive, maintaining excellent relationships in both official and private spheres, with substantial local prestige. He was a leading figure here; the trading houses followed his guidance.

Third Master Zhu hadn't uttered a word since the gathering began—not until someone addressed him directly. Only then did he speak. "Direction? What direction do I have? They're operating a legitimate sugarcane estate and sugar mill enterprise. They're neither violating laws above nor disturbing the populace below. On what grounds would we interfere?"

He picked up his teacup and took a deliberate sip. "Gentlemen, I know what concerns you: you fear they're wealthy and powerful, that someday they'll muscle in and damage our interests."

But someone interjected, "That's not what worries me most. I keep sensing something fundamentally wrong with South China Factory's sugar!" His face was the picture of patriotic concern. "Right now, probably more than half the cane farmers in the entire county are having their sugar processed there. The same goes for farmers arriving from Haikang and Suixi. If there's trickery involved—if it ruins Leizhou sugar's reputation—none of us will be able to make a living!"

"Precisely!" The young master of Rixiecheng perked up. "Their sugar is definitely suspicious! I've visited sugar mills. There's only so much sugar an acre of cane can yield. After accounting for the master's skill level, the total can only fall short, never exceed. How does their operation produce more? And so much more? It's either adulteration or sorcery!"

The word "sorcery" gave everyone a start. When they thought about it, those enormous iron rollers spinning rapidly without a single ox in sight did seem rather uncanny. After a long pause, the fat manager from Riyuelai finally said, "That can't be right. What kind of sorcery would accomplish that?"

"If not sorcery, where does this extra sugar come from?"

"How should I know? If such sorcery existed, I'd want to learn it myself!"

Third Master Zhu silenced the chatter with a hand. "Gentlemen, has the sugar you've been purchasing lately been properly inspected?"

Everyone confirmed it had, and nothing unusual was found. Because this was South China Factory's first year of production, they'd specifically instructed their workers: any sugar purportedly from South China Factory was to be examined with extra care. The results had left them dumbfounded. The earlier batches were quite ordinary, but over the past fortnight, South China's output had proven far superior to every other small-scale mill—especially in purity, which was in a league of its own. It contained no impurities whatsoever.

After hearing all the reports, Third Master Zhu sat in contemplative silence. When he noticed everyone watching him, he finally spoke. "How South China Factory produces their sugar isn't our concern, and we needn't worry about it. I've made inquiries in the county: they own nearly three thousand mu of cane fields in Xuwen and Haikang alone. Adding all the toll processing fees they're collecting—they must have at least ten or twenty thousand shi of stock by now." He shifted tack. "So why haven't they sold any?"

"Yes, we've been wondering that too!" everyone chimed in. It was obvious even to a blind man that South China Factory was going to be a major sugar stockholder. Each trading house had dispatched their "traveling managers" to pay courtesy calls, hoping to probe their intentions for this substantial deal. To their surprise, the other side had declined with impeccable politeness—offering not the slightest hint they planned to sell.

"The sugar from their other mills is also being shipped to South China. It appears they have no intention of selling locally. More likely they're stockpiling to export themselves."

"They do possess large ships. They might genuinely do it."

"Hard to say..."

Just as they were debating this, a servant suddenly rushed in and whispered something in Third Master Zhu's ear. His expression changed immediately. "Are you certain?" he asked quietly.

"Absolutely. It's the talk of the county. The shop is nearly finished—only a matter of days until they open." Though the servant spoke softly, those nearby caught fragments.

"What? Is it—"

Third Master Zhu's face was dark. "Just as you feared—South China Factory opens for purchasing in a few days!"

The news was like cold water splashed into a pot of hot oil. The formerly listless hall instantly erupted.

"What is this! This is outrageous!"

"They want to eat from our bowl, yet they didn't even have the courtesy to pay their respects first. What lawless scoundrels run that South China Factory!"

"Third Master Zhu, this cannot stand! For decades, all the sugar in Leizhou has been handled exclusively by the twenty-one houses of the Haiyi Guild. If we let them break the rules, how will any of us survive here in the future?!"

"That's right, Third Master—say the word. Our twenty-one trading houses will spare neither money nor effort. We absolutely cannot allow South China Factory to upset our arrangements!"

The young master of Rixiecheng fanned himself languidly, looking smug. "No need to trouble Third Master. I have a scheme that'll surely hurt them badly."

"What scheme?"

"Hmph. Find a few roadside corpses and dump them at their gate in the middle of the night. Arrange things with Constables Li and Chen at the yamen—have them waiting at first light. If South China doesn't report it, arrest them on the spot for 'concealing a corpse.' If they do report it, drag the managers in anyway. Once they're inside the yamen, grease a few palms and make sure they have a... memorable experience."

"Keep your half-baked schemes to yourself!" Third Master Zhu snapped. "You think they arrived here empty-handed? Can you obtain a calling card from the aide of the Viceroy of Liangguang? The moment they produce that card, never mind the county magistrate—even the prefect would have to escort them out with bows and courtesies."

The crowd deflated somewhat. As the saying went, a wise man doesn't fight power. Ordinary people, unless driven to rebellion, feared officials above all else—regardless of their trade. Wealthy men were no exception. Learning that their adversary had connections in the Viceroy's office, hearts sank by several degrees. The eager fighting spirit that had been building cooled considerably.

"Furthermore, making trouble like that would mean open warfare with South China Factory! Do you even know what other backing they possess?" Third Master Zhu continued. "Those iron rollers alone—no ordinary great household could afford to install such equipment."

All eyes turned to Third Master Zhu, knowing he had something in mind.

Third Master Zhu allowed himself a thin smile. "In this matter, we can only employ soft tactics, not hard ones. The way I see it, we must first ascertain exactly who we're dealing with: where they come from, who their master is, what precisely their relationship with the Viceroy's aide entails. We need to understand everything thoroughly."

"Third Master is right!" The fat manager from Riyuelai slapped the table. "If their power is greater, we respond with flexibility. If their power is lesser, we apply force. Isn't that the idea, Third Master?"

"More or less," Third Master Zhu said vaguely. "Know your enemy, know yourself."

Some impatient ones were already calling out, "Third Master, just tell us what to do!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 276: Conspiracy

"First, this year's sugar price." Third Master Zhu had already thought it through. "We need to drive it down—way down. The moment their trading house opens for business, we set our price at 1.5 taels per shi."

Everyone was momentarily stunned. That price was outrageously low. Even in the best harvest years when sugar prices dropped, one shi still fetched at least 2 taels of silver. In lean years, it could exceed 4 taels. Third Master Zhu's opening bid of 1.5 taels—right now, even a shi of rough brown rice was selling for 2 taels! Wouldn't the cane farmers riot?

"This year's harvest has been average. By established convention, the price should be 2.5 taels. We've already been purchasing for over a fortnight. To suddenly drop this much—how do we explain it? These are relationships cultivated over many years..." The objection came from Feng Guangfeng, owner of the "Richangji" trading house. His establishment was relatively modest, and Feng Guangfeng wasn't part of the Shanxi-Guangdong clique—he was a former clerk who had married his employer's only daughter and become manager by marrying into the family. He was rather looked down upon within the Haiyi Guild.

Still, his words struck a chord. Business depended on long-term cooperation; both buyers and sellers valued leaving room for future dealings. A move like this would create permanent bad blood with the cane farmers.

Seeing everyone hesitate, Third Master Zhu sneered. "It's simple. Everyone knows South China Sugar Factory is producing enormous quantities now. We'll say that because they're generating so much sugar, outside markets can't absorb it, so prices have collapsed."

"Will that actually work?"

"Why wouldn't it? If cane farmers are willing to sell at this price, we reap windfall profits. And besides, how can we be blamed for the price drop? Wasn't it South China Sugar Factory that upset the market? 'Every wrong has its source, every debt its creditor'..." Third Master Zhu's voice dropped lower as he spoke, but everyone understood clearly. Some silently cheered; others broke into cold sweats.

"Brilliant!" The manager who had earlier proposed dumping corpses at South China's gate cried out. They could strike a devastating blow without openly rupturing relations—preserving room for reconciliation if necessary.

"But there's a risk," the elderly man cautioned. "They're opening their purchasing operation precisely when the Guangzhou market is favorable. If they offer 3 taels per shi, they won't be losing money. If our price is low and theirs is high, won't we simply be herding all the stock into their hands for free?"

"No concern there." Third Master Zhu exuded confidence. "All three counties of Leizhou produce over 200,000 shi of sugar in a normal year. If South China's price is higher, naturally all the sugar flows to them. But consider: say they purchase a third of it. That requires at least 100,000 taels of silver. Where will they find that much ready cash? And with the world as chaotic as it is, would they dare transport such a fortune to Leizhou? When they run dry and want to stop buying, it won't be so easy. We're the only ones in Leizhou with substantial amounts of cash on hand. Squeeze them tight with interest rates—and even if we can't destroy them, we'll make them bleed."

Everyone found this plan workable: the volume normally absorbed by all twenty-one trading houses would now be dumped on South China Factory alone. They'd choke on it.

"Better safe than sorry," the old manager persisted. "What if they actually dare to ship in the silver? What if they've already prepared it? Missing a season's worth of purchases is a minor setback—just one year's profit gone. What I fear is destroying our reputation going forward..."

Hearing this, the various managers conceded he had a point and began to waver. Third Master Zhu, observing the old man's endless dithering, said coldly, "You want to act but fear this and fear that! Fine then—best do nothing at all. As long as South China Factory buys, we buy too. We'll capture seventy or eighty percent of the business regardless. If they want to ship their sugar out, let them."

This sounded like he was washing his hands of the matter. Some of the sharper ones realized he probably had additional tricks in reserve. So everyone declared they would follow his plan. Only then did Third Master Zhu continue.

"Second, starting today, whenever you're speaking with people, drop hints about South China Factory. Understand? You can't slander them directly, but the implication should be clear: those massive iron rollers, that chimney—things no one has ever seen before. As the saying goes, 'When circumstances defy nature, there must be demons.'"

Everyone recognized this stratagem as particularly vicious. But given their monopoly profits, this group—though ostensibly respectable businessmen—were no saints. They'd participated in worse than rumor-mongering before.

"Finally," Third Master Zhu said, "each year we typically retain two percent off the top. This year, of that two percent, one percent must go to the Haiyi Guild. I don't mind working for everyone without compensation, but my people who do the legwork need to be paid, and gathering intelligence costs money. The public coffers contain only four or five hundred taels at present. Not enough."

The managers all looked pained at this. This so-called two percent rule dated back to when cane farmers had consigned sugar to trading houses for sale—it was a handling fee. Though they'd since converted to cash purchases, the customary two percent had always been retained. It represented significant profit for each house. Being asked to surrender one percent of it now—no one was eager.

Third Master Zhu said, "Stop looking so sour. Once this is accomplished, all the factory's stock becomes ours, and the sugar price will have crashed to 1.5 taels. Isn't the profit considerable? Quibbling over this bit of expense—you lack the big picture!"

So it was decided. Each trading house advanced a sum to the Haiyi Guild's public account, proportional to its size, for Third Master Zhu to draw upon as needed. With matters settled, everyone finally felt hungry. They sat down to eat and drink.

Third Master Zhu barely touched his food before announcing he had matters at home and departed with his servant. His residence lay only four or five storefronts away. House and business were connected as one—he could reach the trading house without stepping outside. If he wished to visit someone, he needn't enter the street—he could exit through a side gate directly into another trading house's residence, then continue from one house to the next.

This arrangement was born of necessity. Though in recent years, through the Haiyi Guild's organization of local militias and cultivation of officials and various maritime powers, raids on Hai'an had become rare, small-scale robberies and kidnappings still occurred with disturbing frequency. So the trading house residences had been built wall-to-wall, connected by side gates, with barred lanes and high walls forming a closed community. Ordinary pirates or bandits simply couldn't penetrate it.

Third Master Zhu passed through several trading houses' back alleys to reach his own residence. After freshening up briefly, he summoned his house steward.

"Go fetch Zhao Jijiao for me." Then he closed his eyes to rest momentarily. The task of investigating South China Factory's background—he'd already dispatched a capable clerk for that purpose back when the Qiwei Escort Agency had first begun acquiring land and sugar mills in the area. At the time, he'd simply wondered why an escort agency was purchasing such properties. Who could have known this casual precaution would prove so prescient? He was rather pleased with himself. Had he been sending someone only now—Guangzhou lay over a thousand li distant; a boat voyage there and back would consume more than ten days. By then, the opportunity would have passed.

Before attending the guild meeting, he had actually already known the essential background of South China Factory. Just as he'd suspected, another master stood behind the Qiwei Escort Agency. As for this master's identity, the clerk hadn't managed to discover it—the escort guards kept their mouths exceptionally tight, and ordinary clerks knew nothing. But the matter of Lü Yizhong's calling card had been uncovered through various channels: Lü Yizhong's cards were sold openly at fixed prices. With the right connections, one or two hundred taels would secure one.

That being the case, this master was probably not an official figure. Judging by the need to purchase Lü Yizhong's card as a protective talisman, he likely lacked significant background in government circles either—though he unquestionably possessed wealth.

With this foundational intelligence, Third Master Zhu knew his next moves. His performance earlier had simply been theater for his colleagues, designed to bring them along with his plan.

At first glance startling beauty, at first glance startling beauty,
I suddenly behold a little maid like a celestial fairy,
Her moth-brows lightly swept, her natural charm rarely seen in this world.
See her autumn-wave eyes gently send, exceptionally bright.
I wish to plant flowers, best seize them while fresh...

Just as he was humming this little tune, the steward announced that Zhao Jijiao had arrived.

"Send him in."

A man in his thirties entered. He was dressed neatly enough, resembling a shop manager at first glance, but as he stood there his body and head kept shifting, eyes perpetually darting. Clearly not an upright character. Zhao Jijiao was a local gang leader who ran a band of riffraff that loitered around Hai'an Street near the Zou Monk Temple. The Haiyi Guild paid them a monthly stipend of money and rice—partly to keep them from causing trouble, partly to have them available for unsavory tasks when needed.

"Little Zhao, tomorrow dispatch all your men onto the streets." Third Master Zhu spoke deliberately. "Have them spread word as follows—" He then recited the prepared script.

"Do you have all of that?"

"Your servant remembers everything!" Zhao Jijiao nodded vigorously.

"Here's 50 taels of silver. Distribute it among them first."

"Thank you, Master."

"Also, select a few of the more presentable ones from your people and keep them ready. In the coming days, South China Sugar Factory will likely be hiring workers. Have them prepared to seek employment. Tell them to work diligently when the time comes—they only need endure a couple of months. When it's finished, I'll reward them handsomely."

"Getting hired—won't that require a shop guarantee?" Zhao Jijiao looked troubled.

"No problem. I'll handle the guarantee. You just assemble the men and get them cleaned up."

"Certainly, but we'll still need funds for clothes and grooming..." Zhao Jijiao's eyes rolled as he attempted to extract more money.

Third Master Zhu snorted. "I haven't disbursed your reward money yet—take it from this first."

Hearing that reward money awaited, Zhao Jijiao's spirits soared. "This matter is completely in my hands and my brothers'." With that, he departed in high spirits.

Watching Zhao Jijiao go, Third Master Zhu still felt uneasy. He decided: he would send someone to Guangzhou again to dig deeper into their background.

"If they truly have no backing, we simply eliminate them. That sugar factory really is quite impressive." A glint of greed flickered across Third Master Zhu's face.



Meanwhile, at South China Sugar Factory, the transmigrators were busily preparing for the trading house's opening. For easier management, the site was selected right at Nanmen Pond where the factory was located—essentially just a subdivision of the factory itself. The front gate opened directly onto the official road connecting Xuwen to Hai'an Street. Beyond constructing the new trading house storefront, Mei Lin also organized laborers to repair this stretch of road, re-erecting several wobbly bridges—infrastructure improvement was always a precondition for the transmigrators' commercial and industrial ventures. The local people, for their part, were merely curious about this novel road-building method of having oxen drag enormous stone rollers back and forth.

The trading house's signboard had been inscribed by the county magistrate of Xuwen himself. His calligraphy came at modest cost—only 30 taels of silver, a few bottles of quality wine, plus some Western cloth and brocade for his wife. The moment the storefront was completed, amid drums and gongs, the gilded signboard was ceremonially hung. The couplets flanking the entrance had been written by a well-known retired official in the county. These were all protective talismans of a sort. The transmigrators were adapting to local customs.

To facilitate communication with locals and prevent linguistic misunderstandings, Wen Tong recruited several local workers in the county to serve as front-counter staff and scale operators. His attempt to hire an experienced sugar trading house manager had never come together—the Wen brothers were simply too young. In the end, he asked Liao Dahua to find someone. Anyone who'd served as a manager would do. Liao Dahua, never shy about recommending family, produced a cousin named Liao Daxing. This Liao Daxing had never been a manager proper, but he'd worked for several years as a senior counter clerk at a grain trading house in Haikang County. He was quite adept at dealing with people, and though his Mandarin was poor, his Cantonese was fluent. He understood commercial protocols. Wen Tong knew the trading house couldn't truly depend on such people—they were all amateurs. Only by taking charge personally would it function properly. Fortunately, the sugar factory was now running smoothly, and Chen Tianxiong was handling the equipment. He could devote more energy to the trading house.

Liao Daxing, freshly promoted and having heard from his cousin that these masters were wealthy and generous, threw himself into the work. Though the grain trading business differed from sugar trading, considerable overlap existed—purchasing, transport, and similar matters. He assumed responsibility for all trading house affairs one by one. Wen Tong actually found collaboration with him more convenient—after all, Wen Tong was an engineer by training and not particularly business-minded.

After conducting market research, Wen Tong and Liao Daxing agreed to purchase at the prevailing Hai'an Street rate of 2.5 taels, without raising the price—hoping to avoid provoking the local trading houses.

"Let's abolish this two percent rule," Wen Tong declared. He deeply resented such "hidden rules."

"Better not—for now," Chen Tianxiong advised. "Best not to stand out too obviously. Not wise."

"I have an idea—we can keep the two percent rule," Chang Shide suddenly interjected. "But take it from the people and use it for the people. Lay the groundwork for Old Wen's future sugar cooperative."

"What's the idea?"

Chang Shide's proposal was to convert this two percent into a kind of "common fund." This fund would issue loans and subsidies to people who joined the sugar cooperative in the future.

"...Everyone who sells us sugar pays the two percent, but they can't access loans or subsidies unless they join us. Nobody likes feeling cheated. By then, when you promote the sugar cooperative, it'll be far easier."

"Should we explain this at the counter to ordinary folk? Or hold a mass meeting to announce it?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 277: Sweet Port Turbulence – Rice and Sugar Prices

"Not now," Chang Shide said. "Explanations would take too long. First, let's print some kind of passbook to record the amounts. That way the cane farmers have something tangible to hold, and it'll be easier to gather them for a meeting later."

Wen Tong smiled. "Good thinking. Where'd you come up with that?"

"You know those health product salesmen? They hook people in with free health checkups. If you don't dangle some small benefit first, who's going to sit through your pitch?"

"But how should we print these passbooks? They need to be reusable, with space for entries." Wen Tong hesitated. "Should we ask Lingao for help?"

Liao Daxing spoke up. "This isn't difficult at all. It's just making small booklets for the cane farmers. Any paper shop can do it."

The transmigrators all turned to look at him in unison. Chang Shide raised an eyebrow. "They have passbooks here too?"

Liao Daxing seemed confused by their surprise. "Of course. Every shop has them." He produced a booklet from his sleeve and handed it over. Wen Tong unfolded it and found neat columns of small script recording transaction dates and amounts, with both parties' personal seals stamped at the top.

"This is from the grain trader who delivers our provisions."

"Perfect—we'll use this format," Wen Tong said happily. "Let's order three thousand to start."

Liao Daxing blanched. Three thousand right off the mark—every paper shop in all of Leizhou could be turned upside down and still not produce that many. He quickly said, "There's no such supply available. In my humble opinion, this style of booklet is also too large. Since it won't see heavy use, we should just have smaller ones custom-made immediately. They'll be faster to produce and cheaper too."

So the matter was settled. The group then discussed various arrangements for opening day. What gave Wen Tong a headache was the matter of raising silver. He had long since learned that this region exported over two hundred thousand shi of sugar annually. By his estimate, most of it would still be purchased by the trading houses of the Haiyi Guild, and their side could probably acquire around twenty thousand shi. That would require roughly 50,000 taels of silver. When the Guangzhou Station had arranged for the Qiwei Escort Agency to establish itself in Leizhou, they had deposited 10,000 taels locally. Wen Tong had brought another 3,000 when he arrived. But this money had been nearly exhausted on infrastructure, settler provisions, and cultivating relationships with local officials. The only funds available now were the 10,000 taels sitting in Guangzhou.

That amount fell far short. The Guangzhou Station was certainly willing to provide full support—they claimed they could allocate 100,000 taels at any time—but the Ming Dynasty had no remittance institutions. Silver had to be physically transported over a thousand li, which felt terrifyingly insecure.

After racking their brains without finding a suitable solution, Chang Shide finally took Liao Daxing out for a stroll around the county seat to clear his head. This was his only hobby besides training his female slaves: donning a silk zhiduo robe and striding proudly down the dusty dirt streets. His unusual height, powerful build, and fair skin made passersby step aside in awe—the feeling of being someone important was quite gratifying. 

As he strolled, Chang Shide quickly noticed a peculiar phenomenon: prices in Xuwen were remarkably high.

In the past, when Liao Dahua had purchased grain for the migrants, he'd reported expenses of 2 taels per shi. Chang Shide had once suspected Liao Dahua of skimming profits, but after several months of observation, he discovered that while grain prices fluctuated, they had never dropped below 2 taels, and were in fact trending upward. This despite Lingao being just across the Qiongzhou Strait, where grain prices had never exceeded 1.5 taels even at their peak.

Beyond grain, everything here cost more than in Lingao—firewood, ironware, cloth, even ordinary household jars and pots. This disparity had been even more glaring during their construction phase. Moreover, copper coins were rarely used here; most transactions were conducted in silver. For small payments, people used a specially minted silver pellet. The phenomenon fascinated Chang Shide. Though he hadn't formally studied economics, he understood basic economic principles—clearly, silver was more devalued here than in Lingao.

"Manager Liao," Chang Shide asked, "why is the price of rice so high in Xuwen?"

"You've asked the right person." This topic was Liao Daxing's specialty. "I used to work in the grain trade. It's not just Xuwen—even Haikang has terrifyingly high rice prices. Only Suixi is somewhat better. The reason is simple: growing sugarcane is more profitable. Everyone converts their paddy fields to sugarcane, and when there's not enough food, it has to be shipped in from elsewhere. Naturally, prices climb."

"I see." Chang Shide nodded thoughtfully.

"That's exactly how it is!" Liao Daxing continued. "Sugarcane is extremely demanding—it needs abundant water, heavy fertilization, and intensive labor. Once you plant sugarcane, nobody has the capacity to work paddy fields anymore."

"Where does the outside grain come from?"

"It's shipped by sea, mostly from northern Guangdong. Sea travel is unpredictable—pirates, storms, shipwrecks. Losses can be enormous. Since shipping here is difficult, prices naturally soar."

Seeing that Chang Shide hadn't responded, Liao Daxing licked his lips and ventured a smile. "Actually, I have another thought, though I'm not certain it's correct..."

"Let's hear it."

"In my humble opinion, the key is that Leizhou simply has too much silver."

Chang Shide stopped walking and glanced at him with genuine surprise. He had assumed people of this era wouldn't grasp this principle—that they would equate precious metals directly with wealth itself.

"That makes sense!" Chang Shide immediately regarded this former grain-house clerk with newfound respect.

"Yes," Liao Daxing said, emboldened by his approval. "Leizhou exports over two hundred thousand shi of sugar every year, bringing in four or five hundred thousand taels of silver. With so much silver circulating, naturally all goods become expensive."

"Yes, things are expensive here, but sugar is something everyone wants," Chang Shide mused. He seemed to dimly perceive a solution taking shape in his mind.

"Manager Liao, how are the cane farmers' returns these days?"

"Not bad, I suppose. Whatever the case, it's far better than growing rice."

"Mm." Chang Shide asked another question. "Do any ships from here sail to Champa?"

"What for, going to Champa?" Liao Daxing found this peculiar. "Nobody here does overseas trade."

The outline of a plan was gradually crystallizing in Chang Shide's mind. Somewhat excitedly, he clapped Liao Daxing on the shoulder. "Let's go. Back we go."

That evening, unwilling to wait for the slow carrier pigeon relay through Guangzhou, he wrote a coded letter directly and instructed the Qiwei Escort Agency to dispatch someone to Lingao by ship at first light. This matter required the Foreign Affairs Ministry's cooperation.

Chang Shide's plan was elegantly simple:

Since silver wasn't worth much in Leizhou, using cash to purchase raw sugar wasn't the smartest business strategy.

Leizhou had too much silver, making everything expensive. Using a commodity that everyone needed and that already commanded a high price to exchange for raw sugar would be a far shrewder approach. That commodity was rice.

If rice was shipped the traditional way from northern Guangdong, the sea voyage was too long and the risks too great.

So his thinking was this: ship sugar from Leizhou to Vietnam and sell it there. Vietnam didn't grow sugarcane, so sugar prices would be very high. On the other hand, Vietnamese rice was famously cheap. The rice obtained in exchange for the sugar could then be paid to cane farmers at Leizhou's inflated prices as payment for their sugar. This essentially meant earning double profits.

But this involved trading with Vietnam, and Chang Shide didn't understand Vietnamese trade regulations, didn't know the sea conditions along the Vietnamese coast, and didn't know local rice and sugar prices. Rashly organizing ships to sail to Vietnam would obviously be reckless.

The Foreign Affairs Ministry didn't dare delay upon receiving his letter and immediately reported to the Executive Committee. Before long, all departments were in motion. The Intelligence Committee quickly confirmed that the plan was feasible: the Portuguese had once transported Chinese sugar to Vietnam and sold it at 8 taels per shi—double the English purchase price in Guangzhou! The enormous profits of maritime trade made everyone restless. Demands poured in for the Executive Committee to immediately open the door to Vietnamese trade.

"The time has come. Vietnam's abundant resources can no longer be left slumbering," zealots agitated at the enlarged Executive Committee meeting. "Let's turn it into our raw materials base and market!"

"Armed expedition!"

"Where cannons lead, trade follows!"

"Let us install a few cannons on Vietnam's coastline and thereby enslave an entire nation!"

"It would be best to establish the Vietnam trade route as soon as possible." Ma Qianzhu wasn't particularly interested in sugar-for-rice trading, but he'd been coveting Hongji's coal for ages.

Thus the plan to open trade with Vietnam was finalized. Considering that Vietnam's political situation was rather chaotic at this time—with the Northern and Southern Courts locked in confrontation, and the Dutch and Portuguese lurking in the background, plus the Jesuits having their fingers in everything—the conflicting interests were complex. In the end, they decided to enter in a relatively low-profile manner.

The trading situation between Vietnam's Northern and Southern Courts and China was as follows: entering a Northern Court port required an annual fee of 1,000 taels. The Southern Court had opened one city specifically for Chinese trade. The Transmigration Collective chose to enter northern Lê Dynasty territory, which had not only rice but also coal, and was relatively closer to both Hainan and the Leizhou Peninsula.

The ship the Executive Committee dispatched to Vietnam was the Great Whale, the same transport vessel that had previously come to Leizhou. Though the attempt to use it as a container ship had failed, its wide hull and large cargo capacity remained obvious advantages. Its shallow draft was well-suited to the typically shallow waters and poorly equipped docks of this era. As for its somewhat slower speed, that wasn't too problematic—the sailing voyage to Vietnam's Hongji area wouldn't take more than two days.

The Great Whale came to Leizhou and loaded 1,000 shi of raw brown sugar at Hai'an port. To ensure the ship's safety, it temporarily carried four 12-pound howitzers and one infantry platoon—serving as both bodyguards and laborers. The person commanding this operation was none other than Chang Shide himself.

As for the essential translator, neither Lingao nor Leizhou could solve this problem. Though they were close by, no one had ever gone to Vietnam to do business. Guo Yi had originally tried to find someone among the sea merchants in Guangzhou, but the clannish, insular nature of the sea merchant community made such recruitment completely ineffective. In the end, they thought of the Jesuits in Macau. This organization had tentacles everywhere and went anywhere. Zhang Xin rushed to Macau and found Father Louis.

With Father Louis's help, Zhang Xin recruited a down-on-his-luck former petty pirate leader named Zhang Dabala in Macau. This man was dark, corpulent, and bore a large scar across his face, which had earned him the nickname—as for his real name, even he himself could barely remember it. He had originally served under Yang Liu and Yang Qi. After the Two Yangs' defeat, Zhang Dabala, having saved up a tidy sum, fled to Macau. The old pirate, riddled with wounds that ached every rainy day, was starting to feel his age and wanted to retire comfortably. But he got swindled in Macau and lost everything. Having spent his life as a pirate and knowing no trade, he soon ended up on the streets, surviving on Jesuit charity. Eventually, for the sake of two bowls of thin rice porridge a day, he got baptized and joined the church—now he was a fellow believer.

Though Zhang Dabala was past his fighting days, he was still a weathered old sea dog familiar with the routes throughout Southeast Asia. He also spoke several languages, including Vietnamese and Malay.

Zhang Xin recognized immediately that he was a suitable candidate. He hired him on the spot, making clear that he wouldn't need to risk his life—just interpret. Twelve Spanish dollars a month. Zhang Dabala, who'd been sipping thin gruel until he was sick of it, immediately boarded their pirate ship.

Just before the Great Whale departed from the Hai'an Street dock, Chang Shide gave his final instructions to Wen Tong. "Old Wen, this trip will take at least ten days or so. The buildings are pretty much done now—don't wait any longer. You go ahead and start purchasing sugar. We have 10,000 taels of silver to work with. That should be enough to hold until I get back."

"Good." Wen Tong gripped his hand firmly. What a great comrade—not only coming up with such a brilliant idea but also volunteering to sail to unfamiliar Vietnam to conduct trade and open new frontiers. Then he turned and saw A-Xiu carrying a basket, waiting to board. He thought this fellow was really quite hopeless.

Chang Shide shamelessly commandeered a private cabin and had A-Xiu set it up as a cozy little nest. Then he lounged comfortably, waiting for the ship to arrive at Ha Long.

The ship sailed for two days at sea. Finally—

They got lost.

"Where are we?"

"Should be Ha Long Bay, I think." Le Lin held a sextant and mumbled uncertainly. He was the ship's temporary captain.

"What do you mean 'should be'?" Bei Kai finally exploded amid his seasickness misery. He'd been selected for the Vietnam trade delegation purely because he looked Vietnamese. Since yesterday, the Great Whale had entered a relatively calm bay. The bay was dotted with various small islands, somewhat scenic. But they had no idea which direction to sail to reach Hongji.

Le Lin's latitude and longitude calculations had been wildly inconsistent, with errors so large that no one trusted his measurements. Some had been grumbling that they should have hired a local helmsman rather than letting this amateur navigate.

"You take the helm." Chang Shide finally kicked Le Lin aside and called Zhang Dabala over to pilot the ship.

(End of Chapter)
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Zhang Dabala didn't know where they were going either. The Quang Ninh area wasn't a target for pirates—only those small-time sea bandits, neither truly Vietnamese nor Chinese, part-time fishermen who also robbed fishermen, had any interest in operating here. Zhang Dabala looked down on that lot. From him, Chang Shide confirmed a principle he had long suspected: every social group had its hierarchy.

Still, Zhang Dabala was familiar with these waters. When starting out in his career, whenever things grew too hot, he'd slip away to Jiangping to lie low for a while. The place sat right on the Sino-Vietnamese border, technically under Vietnamese jurisdiction, populated by people who were half-fishermen, half-bandits.

This was when the first dispute arose. Bei Kai wanted to go to Hongji—his mission was to find coal. Only then did Chang Shide learn the man was from the prospecting team. Chang Shide, meanwhile, wanted to sell the sugar as quickly as possible. Though he knew nothing about ancient Vietnamese geography, Hongji clearly wouldn't have any sugar buyers.

"You want to dig for coal—that's fine. You can take your time surveying. But what about the sugar on the ship?"

In the end, Chang Shide prevailed. The bags of sugar under the South China Sea's blazing sun obviously couldn't hold out for long.

Under Zhang Dabala's direction, the ship headed north. More vessels appeared on the water—mostly two-masted fishing boats. Zhang Dabala told everyone to ready their weapons and take up positions along the gunwales and at the high points.

"Pirates?" Chang Shide felt a flicker of nervousness.

"When they can't beat you, they're fishermen," Zhang Dabala spat. "Those monkeys have sharp eyes. If they can't rob you, they'll steal from you. They'll take anything."

"What's the Lê Dynasty's attitude toward Great Ming merchants?" This was Chang Shide's first venture into foreign trade, and the uncertainty gnawed at him.

"A trading license costs 1,000 taels of silver a year—naturally they welcome us." Zhang Dabala was dismissive. He knew something of the Australian merchants' background and couldn't understand why, with guns, cannons, and iron ships at their disposal, they were content to squat in Lingao playing landlord. "Let's head somewhere more remote. We probably won't have to pay as much there."

"Go where?"

"What's with all the questions? You'll find out when we get there." Zhang Dabala waved his hand, showing no deference toward his employer.

Still the same old pirate swagger. Chang Shide cursed silently. Then he suddenly grew worried—Zhang Dabala surely had plenty of former pirate associates. The 1,000 shi of sugar on the ship was worth several thousand taels of silver. What if he got ideas...? He broke into a cold sweat, touched the pistol at his waist, and hurried off to find Bei Kai, whispering urgently about whether this fat black pirate could be trusted.

Bei Kai shrugged. "Trustworthy or not, what can I do about it? Wasn't he recruited by the Foreign Affairs Ministry? We've got our New Army brothers on board—thirty or forty guns. Can't handle one of him? We're fine."

Before long, a town appeared on the coastline. It looked quite similar to a small Chinese county seat, but without walls. This seemed to be the mouth of a major river. Along the riverbank stretched stone wharves and wooden jetties, packed with vessels of all sizes. Some were clearly large ships from China.

Zhang Dabala told everyone to stow the rifles and cannons below deck—Lê Dynasty officials were stationed here. Before they'd even docked, a small boat rowed over. A shifty-eyed, small-statured man in a blue-green official robe resembling a Great Ming official's garb, wearing a black gauze cap, scrambled aboard with surprising agility. Zhang Dabala hurried over to meet him. The two jabbered at each other in a language no one understood. Then Zhang Dabala turned to Chang Shide.

"He says he can register our ship under another Chinese vessel that's already paid its fees. Only costs 200 Spanish dollars."

"Damn—crows are black everywhere." Chang Shide cursed. Seeing the big man's unfriendly expression, the Lê official couldn't help puffing out his small chest and adjusting his black gauze cap to display his "authority."

"Fine, pay him. Are there any other fees?" Chang Shide knew that unless he brought a fleet to bombard this place, there was no way he'd get ashore without paying.

"There are also import and export duties on the goods," Zhang Dabala said. "A little extra and we can pay less."

"Son of a—" Chang Shide's cursing escalated. But this was actually advantageous—at least they could save some money. "Deal."

Zhang Dabala turned and haggled some more. In the end, they settled at 310 Spanish dollars—the larger share for private kickbacks, the smaller for actual taxes. As for what goods were on the ship and what they planned to take away, this monkey-in-man's-clothes official didn't care. Not only that—he even issued entry and exit bills of lading, all written in Chinese. Everyone seemed satisfied, except the Lê Dynasty government.

The ship entered the harbor. According to Zhang Dabala, this place was called Hai Duong. It was a naturally formed trading port where Chinese merchants frequently came to trade. They brought large quantities of salt, porcelain, sugar, cloth, ironware, and all manner of other goods, and took away mainly raw silk and betel nuts.

Chang Shide asked curiously, "How do you know all these ins and outs?"

Zhang Dabala scratched his scalp. "Back in the day, our boss was also a sea merchant..."

"Ah, right, right." Chang Shide remembered—sea merchants and pirates in this era were essentially the same people.

Bei Kai leaned in and whispered, "This should be Hai Phong."

"How do you know?"

"The map." Bei Kai opened his notebook and pointed. "This river should be the Bach Dang River, located on the northeast side of the Red River Delta, on the northwest shore of the Gulf of Tonkin. Comparing the terrain features, this is the only place it could be."

Le Lin wandered over. "That's right. I just calculated the latitude and longitude—"

"Give it a rest. Yesterday you said we were near Saigon."

"Yesterday I made a mistake! Today's calculation is correct—" Le Lin tried to argue.

"Alright, alright, let's just go ashore."

Chang Shide and Bei Kai went ashore under Zhang Dabala's guidance, accompanied by ten soldiers in civilian clothes for protection. Though the buildings here were small and crude, the market looked quite prosperous. People came and went, most wearing russet-colored rough cloth. Except for their features and build, their clothing and style were quite similar to the Great Ming. Some were clearly Great Ming subjects. Like everywhere else in Southeast Asia where Chinese merchants traded, this was a city of mixed Chinese and Vietnamese population. Chinese merchant ships brought goods in an endless stream. Large quantities of straw-rope-bundled cargo were piled on the docks in staggering amounts.

"There are many Great Ming subjects here," Zhang Dabala explained enthusiastically. "Some have taken local women as wives and have lived here for generations. Sea merchants who come here like to take concubines—women are cheap, and it's nice to have a cozy nest when you come to do business."

Chang Shide couldn't help thinking again of his old Vietnam vacation plan, tragically killed by his wife at the planning stage.

He had no interest in sightseeing. He was a stranger here and could only trust Zhang Dabala. They inquired at several trading houses about sugar prices. The going rate was between 7 and 8 taels. Then he asked at a grain trading house—rice was 0.5 taels per shi. He was absolutely satisfied with these prices. But then he immediately discovered a critical problem: local trading houses operated on credit. After delivering the sugar, they wouldn't settle accounts until the following year. Buying rice, however, required cash.

Moreover, the merchants at these trading houses looked at his unfamiliar face with obvious distrust, taking forever to answer any question.

"What kind of rule is this!" Chang Shide was annoyed. He was about to say "these monkeys," but then noticed that the owners of these trading houses, judging by their clothes and features, were all Great Ming merchants.

"Let's go look at the grain market prices."

Zhang Dabala said, "Shopkeeper Chang doesn't necessarily need silver. Rice would work too?"

"That's right. I came mainly to buy rice," Chang Shide said.

"That's easy then," Zhang Dabala said. "Hai Duong is a small place. Apart from Great Ming merchants, probably no one can come up with 8,000 taels of silver. But there are quite a few local landowners who can produce rice for trade. Just swap the sugar directly with them."

"Would they be willing?"

"Of course they would. Think about the sugar market. The Giao Chi people aren't fools—they just don't have that much silver and can't get a piece of the action."

So they rested briefly at a tea house on the street corner and replenished their water. Zhang Dabala said that next they'd need to go about seven or eight li inland, where an estate belonging to a major local landlord named Vu Ngoc Giap was located.

"Vu Ngoc Giap's ancestors were also Chinese," Zhang Dabala explained. "I hear they came here to escape the chaos at the end of the Yuan Dynasty. They've been here for over three hundred years now. His family has vast lands and maintains several thousand retainers. Even the so-called Lê Dynasty emperor treats him with great courtesy."

"Ridiculous pretension! Only the Great Ming has the right to call its ruler Emperor!" Chang Shide was already in a foul mood, and now he exploded.

Zhang Dabala found this strange—these Australians shouldn't have any particular attachment to the Great Ming. He remarked casually, "He calls himself emperor behind closed doors. Just for the thrill of saying it."

After a brief rest, the party continued inland. It was now spring, and the subtropical Tonkin landscape was bathed in glorious sunshine. On both sides of the dirt road stretched vast expanses of verdant and golden fields—green from the rice seedlings swaying in the warm breeze, golden from crops not yet harvested. Under the hot sun, the air was fragrant with the scent of grain and young plants. Farmers in purplish-brown homespun were transplanting seedlings and reaping the harvest.

A land that could yield three rice crops a year truly was a natural granary. Chang Shide couldn't help revealing a covetous expression. Scattered villages lined the roadway—low and crude, but peaceful in appearance. Around the villages grew clusters of lush bamboo, banana and papaya trees, and the remarkably tall and slender betel palms, their flag-like leaves swaying above all other vegetation.

From time to time, peasant women could be seen working in the fields. They wore triangular bamboo hats and patched, close-fitting purplish-brown cloth garments, their heads, foreheads, temples, cheeks, and chins tightly wrapped in brown cloth scarves. Chang Shide couldn't see their faces, but they all had the typical physique of Champa women: a longer waistline, slender and supple waists, and low, wide hips. Not his preferred voluptuous type, but they possessed their own distinctive charm. Chang Shide's heart began to stir again.

Here's another overlooked resource, he thought. He wondered how much it would cost to buy a woman.

Others apparently shared similar feelings:

"What a great place." The soldiers were whispering among themselves.

"To be able to farm and live in a place like this—it'd be worth dying for."

"You'd need your own land though. Being a tenant farmer means a lifetime of suffering."

Chang Shide turned back to the soldiers. "If we distributed land to everyone here, would you be willing to come?"

The soldiers all laughed. "Of course!" "My whole family would be willing!"

"What if the people here tried to drive you out?"

"Then drive them all out!" came the collective reply.

"Wait—keep the women! I don't have a wife yet," some hothead interjected.

The group burst into laughter, drawing stares from farmers in the nearby fields.

Zhang Dabala could more or less understand some Mandarin, and he laughed too. "Shopkeeper Chang, are you planning to buy land here?"

"Something for the future." Chang Shide had actually just said it casually, to boost morale—always dangle a not-too-distant carrot in front of soldiers and workers.

As they bantered, an elephant came ambling slowly down the road. Most of the soldiers had never seen such a behemoth and shrank back in alarm.

"Don't be frightened—it's just an elephant. Very timid. Nobody startle it!" Chang Shide ordered.

Zhang Dabala said quietly, "Don't worry, Shopkeeper. That's one of Vu Ngoc Giap's estate managers out on patrol."

"Riding an elephant just to stroll around? Quite a spectacle."

"Shopkeeper Chang, those two pisses you took just now were on Vu Ngoc Giap's land."

"..." Chang Shide was instantly deflated. This landlord's reach was truly something.

The elephant rider wore black clothing and a conical hat, carrying a long whip. Though small in stature, he looked quite imposing. Behind him followed over a dozen black-clad retainers.

Zhang Dabala ran over and appeared to be speaking with them. After a while, he came back and said, "The manager invites the Shopkeeper to come sit at the estate. This is promising!"

Though he still harbored doubts about Zhang Dabala's reliability, with things at this point, he couldn't very well refuse on grounds of security concerns. So he steeled himself and went along.

Chang Shide's party was led by the manager to the estate. The compound had a somewhat peculiar Chinese-style courtyard—carved beams and painted rafters, quite elaborate, but somehow not quite right. Neither Chang Shide nor Bei Kai received the expected lavish hospitality. They waited until their tea had gone tasteless before a middle-aged man finally appeared, looking respectable enough. After communicating through Zhang Dabala, Chang Shide learned this person was merely a household steward. He couldn't help feeling slighted—after all, he was now a major figure shouldering responsibilities for the Transmigration Collective, and he couldn't even get an audience with some Vietnamese country squire?

(End of Chapter)
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Slighted or not, the deal could still be discussed. The other side was very interested in the 1,000 shi of sugar he'd brought. Though they couldn't produce that much cash, the proposition of exchanging rice proved mutually agreeable.

"Eight Spanish dollars per shi of sugar." The manager named his opening price.

Chang Shide flew into a rage. Do they think we're suckers? The lowest market price was clearly 7 taels of silver per shi. Eight Spanish dollars per shi—converted to silver, that was only... only... He quickly calculated. "Only 5 taels!"

He immediately shook his head and declared it far too low—well below market rate. Zhang Dabala translated back and forth with the manager for a while. The manager smiled slightly and spoke. Zhang Dabala translated.

"He says they're the only ones around here who can produce enough rice and silver to buy your sugar on the spot. Otherwise, you can sell to the Great Ming merchants at the docks and come back for your money this time next year. Or perhaps—" Zhang Dabala hesitated before continuing—"you can wait at the dock for more generous customers. Only, the weather here is very hot..."

Chang Shide's blood rushed to his head. He wanted to draw his gun and shoot this profiteer dead. But seeing the man's coolly confident demeanor, he had to suppress his rage. Suddenly, he had a visceral understanding of that famous story from his Chinese textbook, Harvest of Three or Five Pecks. He said to Zhang Dabala, "Negotiate with him—can't he add another dollar or two?" If they could get up to 10 dollars, that would be 7 taels. Not the best price, but acceptable.

The profiteer shook his head repeatedly. "Not a single dollar more. But we'll cover the cost of transporting the rice to the dock."

Chang Shide tried to persuade him, arguing that doing business with them was definitely profitable because they had all sorts of novel goods that could bring huge returns—he wished he had a mirror to show him. He urged the manager to embrace long-term cooperation and raise the price slightly, spouting his "win-win" theory. To his surprise, the profiteering manager actually showed an impatient expression. He said something sharply to Zhang Dabala, leaving Zhang Dabala looking unhappy too—clearly not kind words.

Chang Shide could only ask him to translate.

"He says either close the deal at this price, or he won't waste any more time on us."

In the end, Chang Shide capitulated. One thousand shi of sugar was sold at 8 dollars per shi. Of the 8,000-dollar payment, the Vu Ngoc Giap side would pay 1,200 Spanish dollars in cash; the rest would be converted to rough rice at 0.5 taels per shi. Chang Shide did a quick calculation—he could get about 9,700 shi of rice! That was over 900 tons—by comparison, the total regular tax of Lingao County was less than 8,000 shi. The difference in agricultural productivity was staggering.

Though he'd taken a loss, he reflected that even selling in Guangzhou to the English at their purchase price of 3.8 taels, he would have earned far less. That was some consolation. Besides, shipping this rice to Leizhou at market prices would be worth 20,000 taels of silver. All in all, the profit remained considerable. It reminded him of playing Uncharted Waters, trading artwork and carpets between Athens and Istanbul.

The Great Whale, though it boasted better cargo capacity than other ships, could still only carry 300 tons fully loaded. And Bei Kai still needed to go find the Hongji coal mines. So for now, the grain would be stored in local granaries, to be loaded on the next ship.

Bei Kai knew this place wasn't far from Hongji. Perhaps this big landlord knew where the surface coal deposits were. He had Zhang Dabala ask if there was any coal exposed above ground nearby.

The manager slowly nodded. "I've heard of it. Over by Cam Pha. But it's all mountains there."

Bei Kai perked up. "Where's Cam Pha?"

The manager raised his eyelids. Apparently deciding that this dark, thin, unremarkable little fellow wasn't a Great Ming merchant but rather a "Viet traitor," his face filled with disdain. He said a few words to Zhang Dabala. Zhang Dabala smiled bitterly and gave Bei Kai a sympathetic look—clearly nothing pleasant had been said.

It was only when Chang Shide asked again that the manager deigned to answer.

"Not far from here. Follow the coastline south, and by boat you can get there in a day." The manager's face showed a strange expression. "What's so special about that black rock? If you need something to burn, we have firewood or charcoal on the estate. More than enough. Not to boast, but if the Shopkeeper wants 100 or 200 shi, we can provide it immediately."

Chang Shide had wanted to ask for more details, or at least get a guide, but the manager stood up abruptly and walked out. Servants came to "see them off." The party was thus unceremoniously ejected.

The deal was done, and the returns were decent, but the whole affair left a sour taste. Whether it was Chang Shide, Bei Kai, or even Zhang Dabala—everyone felt aggrieved.

"From now on, I'm going to be the wicked, tyrannical, women-bullying Governor-General of Tonkin!" Bei Kai said through clenched teeth.

"First order of business—exterminate this traitor family!" Chang Shide normally hated it when people threw around the word "traitor," but now his nationalist sentiments were in full eruption. "Those not of our kind must have different hearts! Traitors!"

Zhang Dabala also cursed. "That Vu Ngoc Giap has gotten so arrogant! One of his slaves dares to be this rude! Back in the day, when our big fleet came here, that old bastard came running to the dock to greet us, falling all over himself with wine, meat, and women. He even gave me a woman!" His tone suggested that a fallen phoenix fared worse than a chicken.

Chang Shide asked, "Your fleet came to Vietnam too?"

"Yes, to fight for them. Against some Nguyen Hoang guy, some Lord of Quang Nam or something. But the women they sent were actually pretty good..." In Zhang Dabala's mind, those military matters clearly weren't as memorable as the women.

Back on the ship, everyone rested for a day. They waited for the Vu estate's people to come unload the cargo, then set sail again heading south.

Zhang Dabala knew the sea routes well. Though he didn't know exactly where Cam Pha was, he'd been to the Vietnamese coast many times over the years and knew there were indeed places along Ha Long Bay where you could dig coal right at the surface. But no one had ever mined or traded it here. Since the Australian merchants were so interested in this black rock, he'd lead them to find it. Once the job was done, there would surely be a reward.

Nothing happened that night. The next morning when Chang Shide woke, he felt the ship had stopped. Looking out the stern window, he found himself in a dreamlike wonderland. Hundreds of oddly shaped verdant little mountains dotted the sea like scattered emeralds. Mists drifted among the birds wheeling through the sky and the islands.

"Damn, that's gorgeous!" Chang Shide knew this had to be Ha Long Bay. The scenery matched the Vietnam travel documentaries he'd seen in another life. He'd once harbored many thoughts about Vietnamese girls, and now seeing this beauty, those thoughts resurfaced. "Build a seaside villa here, have a few hundred—no, a few dozen Vietnamese girls strip naked and lie on the beach..."

As he was lost in fantasy, he noticed Bei Kai was also on deck. Bei Kai had been learning Vietnamese from Zhang Dabala ever since boarding the ship. Was he planning to become a Vietnamese landlord here? Chang Shide was puzzled by his enthusiasm.

Zhang Dabala sat by the helm, bundled up thickly and bulging, looking nothing like a dashing pirate—more like an old impoverished peasant on a stage.

Seeing Chang Shide come up, Zhang Dabala explained that the coal-producing area was just ahead. Once they landed, they could buy coal from the local villagers.

"Buy coal? Nobody's opened mines up there?"

"Boss Chang, black coal isn't some rare commodity. You can buy it in Guangdong too. Who'd sail all the way here just to buy coal? Besides, except for blacksmiths, ordinary families have more firewood than they can use. Why bother with this dirty black stuff?"

So that was it. Chang Shide thought—no demand, no development. What a pity for the 20 billion tons of premium anthracite slumbering here.

Under Zhang Dabala's guidance, the ship anchored in a desolate inlet. The shallow-draft vessel's advantage was clear—no need to lower a small boat. A single gangplank reached the shore.

Chang Shide and the others changed into Ming-style clothing. Led by Zhang Dabala, they went ashore. The terrain here was hilly and uneven, with sparse vegetation. According to Zhang Dabala, because the soil layer was very thin over the coal fields, farming here yielded poor harvests. Aside from fisherfolk, few people settled here.

Wen Tong's instructions to Chang Shide had been "get the trade going first, then figure out how to mine coal once the channels are open." But they were strangers here—they couldn't even find a living soul. There was no one to do business with.

They trudged several kilometers inland. They barely saw anyone, and when they did spot someone, that person would dash away faster than a monkey.

Bei Kai kept consulting his map and compass, interpreting the surrounding landscape and terrain, pointing out their direction of travel.

What Bei Kai was looking for was a rocky hill called "Poetry Mountain." It was located on a peninsula jutting into the sea, shaped like a cat's ear. According to legend, Vietnam's so-called "True Ancestral Emperor" had once inscribed poetry on this mountain. Later, many Vietnamese "literati" and "heroes" had followed suit, covering the mountain with their verses—hence the name.

"What 'Poetry Mountain'? Just call it Cat Ear Mountain. Much more descriptive!" Chang Shide scoffed.

Cat Ear Mountain was soon located using the compass and map. It rose over 400 meters high, very conspicuous among the surrounding hills. In another timeline, the Hongji Coal Mining Corporation headquarters would be built around the base of this mountain along the coast. When the French first withdrew, Hongji City stretched two kilometers from east to west with 30,000 inhabitants—a substantial mining city.

Here and now, there was nothing. Only grass and trees swaying in the sea breeze. Hongji did have a natural harbor, which was why it had become the mining company's headquarters site in that other history.

"Too desolate," Chang Shide muttered. Mining coal here would be convenient enough, but starting from nothing—who would be the miners?

"Can we mine coal here now?" Chang Shide asked.

"Not yet," Bei Kai said. "There are three or four major open-pit mining areas. I don't know if this is the Cam Pha mining area—that's the only one right by the sea."

"There should be smaller surface deposits too, right?"

"There should be." Bei Kai wasn't entirely confident—he was a latecomer to the prospecting team. "Too bad Team Leader Cui went to survey Tiandu. He'd know for sure."

Bei Kai resorted to his standard approach—digging test pits. The soldiers began marking out lines across this hilly terrain and getting to work. Whether due to constant exposure to sea winds or genuinely poor soil, there were no large trees here—only low shrubs. This was completely different from the vibrant, verdant spring countryside they'd seen yesterday in Hai Duong's interior. The absence of tall vegetation made their prospecting work much easier.

According to the records, there were no mining pits at the Hongji Mining Corporation headquarters site, so Bei Kai chose a trial excavation point about two kilometers inland, already well into the hillside slopes.

Bei Kai selected a small hill as the reference point. Marking points every 15 meters, he divided the hilly terrain within a 1,500-meter radius for surveying. Then, working in teams of three, eight groups began digging at 100 marked locations. The main work was digging test pits.

The required pit depth was three meters. Hongji was famous for its large open-pit mines, with coal deposits that were both large and concentrated. But surface-level exposed mining areas comprised only three or four sites. Cat Ear Mountain wasn't in the open-pit zone—finding a small surface deposit here would come down to luck.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 280: Sweet Port Turbulence – The Storm Arrives

While Chang Shide was digging pits under Bei Kai's indiscriminate coal-hunting methodology, the South China Sugar Factory back in Xuwen was quietly drifting into the eye of a storm.

The opening of the South China Trading House was extremely low-key—so low-key that Wen Tong not only didn't use any commercial promotional techniques from another timeline, but also skipped the local customs of firecrackers and lion dances. One day, the newly renovated trading house simply took down its door boards and quietly opened for business.

Business on the first day proved excellent. Though many people didn't know a new trading house had opened, for the cane farmers bringing sugarcane for processing, being able to exchange sugar for silver without leaving the premises was far more convenient than driving their carts to Hai'an Street.

Every farmer who sold sugar received a passbook recording their 2% bonus. This practice intrigued the farmers, and many asked when they could withdraw this 2%. Liao Daxing followed Wen Tong's script: they'd be notified in due time. Though most were skeptical, it wasn't as if they were losing anything.

Several peaceful days passed. They collected nearly 100 shi of sugar daily. Though Wen Tong wasn't fully satisfied, considering they only had 10,000 taels of silver, he figured it was just as well—he couldn't afford more anyway.

One morning, Wen Tong had just gotten up feeling light on his feet after a passion-filled night with A-Zhu, when Liao Daxing came rushing in.

"What is it?" Wen Tong was startled. He'd been here long enough to know these people were strict about hierarchy. This was the inner residence—barging in uninvited meant something major had happened.

"Reporting to the Shopkeeper: something feels wrong at the trading house!"

"What's wrong?"

"There are... too many people..." Liao Daxing gasped, his face full of unease.

"People selling sugar? That's good, isn't it?"

"Yes, but the numbers increased too fast—it's strange!"

They hurried to the trading house. Though it wasn't yet opening time, the open area outside was already crowded with farmers. Ox carts, carrying poles, handcarts, back-baskets—every kind of transport was loaded with sugar. And more people kept streaming in. Everyone's face was tense, as if hiding a secret they didn't dare share.

Opening time arrived. Wen Tong waved his hand. "Open up."

The moment the doors opened, the waiting farmers surged forward. Everyone rushed toward the weighing stations. In an instant, all four stations were swamped. Order collapsed. The area became a packed mass of humanity. Oxen bellowed in distress.

Amid the chaos, someone's sugar basket broke open. A despairing wail rose up: "My sugar—my sugar—"

His cry was swallowed by the surging crowd.

Wen Tong knew something was seriously amiss. He quickly ordered, "Run to the Qiwei Escort Agency. Tell Liao Dahua to bring every escort guard. Grab some militiamen too!"

Liao Daxing climbed onto a table and shouted: "Everyone, don't push! Line up! South China is open all day—"

He shouted until hoarse, but no one responded. A terrible thought flashed through his mind. Years back, when the government sold relief grain after a heavy snowfall, people had swarmed like this. Over a dozen had been trampled to death.

Soon Zhou Shizhai arrived with the militia. They charged in and separated the crowd. The Qiwei escorts arrived too, setting up checkpoints at the road entrances.

Order was gradually restored, but those ten minutes of chaos left tragic traces: dozens of broken sandals, crushed baskets, sugar spilled everywhere. Someone was crying while picking it up.

Chen Tianxiong surveyed the scene. "This is suspicious. Very suspicious." He sent an escort to Hai'an Street to investigate.

Before the escort left, Liao Dahua arrived, gasping. "Shopkeepers... Hai'an Street—"

"What about Hai'an Street? The Haiyi Guild?"

Liao Dahua nodded vigorously. "Starting yesterday, they dropped the sugar price to 1.5 taels!"

Everyone was stunned. No wonder the farmers were flooding here. A difference of 1 tael per shi was enormous!

Wen Tong's face went white. When Chang Shide left, they had just over 10,000 taels. This week they'd already spent over a thousand. If this continued...

The news came back quickly: in the hour since opening, they'd taken in over 100 shi. At that rate—600 to 700 shi daily—9,000 taels would last six or seven days at most.

And then would come the terrifying chain-break of capital.

Wen Tong instructed the clerks to slow down purchasing. But this wasn't sustainable. If they moved too slowly, the crowd would back up and chaos would erupt.

Liao Dahua said quietly, "Master, once we get through today, tomorrow we should also drop to 1.5 taels."

"That's all we can do." Wen Tong saw no other option. Chen Tianxiong urged reporting to the Executive Committee immediately.

But the flood showed no sign of abating. The sugar price had crashed—for farmers who'd worked all year, this was a bolt from the blue. Those who'd taken loans were frantic.

Though panicked, Liao Dahua kept composure. He had Wen Tong dispatch workers to distribute free bitter herb tea. He erected makeshift shelters along the roadside. He implemented a numbered queue system. The escort guards and militia maintained order. They managed—barely—to keep things under control.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 281: Sweet Port Turbulence – Escalation

The first heart-stopping day passed. That night, not just Wen Tong—all the transmigrators at the South China Sugar Factory were like ants on a hot wok. Everyone realized they faced a genuine crisis. For Wen Tong, there were now two options.

First, transfer cash from Guangzhou and Lingao. With enough silver, the crisis could immediately turn into a windfall—the South China Trading House buying sugar at the original price would not only yield huge profits but also give it immense credibility in Leizhou. But arithmetic quickly reminded him this was impossible. Over 200,000 shi of sugar in Leizhou—even if he bought only a third, that would require nearly 200,000 taels. An astronomical figure. Lingao certainly couldn't produce that much—even Guo Yi in Guangzhou would have to bankrupt the entire Guangzhou Station to meet it.

Xiao Gui said, "Have Lingao send over luxury goods—mirrors, glassware..."

"What use are those to cane farmers?" Chen Tianxiong shook his head. "If someone paid your salary with an Armani suit instead of cash, would you accept it?"

"Fair point." Xiao Gui conceded that real gold and silver were always more useful than goods.

"The second option," Wen Tong said, "is to simply cut the purchase price tomorrow. Once we cut the price, this situation will immediately improve, and we can continue normal purchasing. Of course, this means losing the chance to take down the Haiyi Guild's monopoly in one stroke. This is the safer approach—probably the only one."

"If only Old Chang could get back soon. He'll definitely bring rice, and if we pay for sugar with rice, the farmers should still accept it." Wen Tong sighed. But he knew this was impossible.

"I guess that's all we can do." Everyone fell silent. That night, Wen Tong was restless. Even A-Zhu, preparing to offer herself as a pillow companion, was scolded and sent away.

The next day at first light, Wen Tong hastily washed up and brought his people to the trading house. The scene outside nearly stopped his breathing. A dark mass of farmers stretched from the gate to the main road. There had to be several thousand people—and it looked like they'd arrived overnight. Word of the Haiyi Guild's price cut had spread throughout Xuwen. Everyone with unsold sugar was flooding toward South China, their last hope.

Chen Tianxiong and the others arrived too. Even Xiao Gui came—no one had the heart to train apprentices now.

Liao Daxing approached quietly. "Sir, should we change the price on the board?"

Wen Tong gritted his teeth and nodded. "Change it."

Liao Daxing was giving orders to a clerk to write up the new price board when Liao Dahua arrived. Seeing they were about to change the price, he quickly grabbed his brother's arm. "Don't hang it yet!" He pulled Wen Tong into the back room.

"The escort guards I sent out have gathered intelligence."

"What intelligence?" Wen Tong tensed.

"All over Hai'an Street—and Xuwen Town too—people are saying South China uses sorcery. That it produces sugar out of thin air. That's why sugar prices have crashed..."

"Absolute rubbish!" Wen Tong clenched his teeth. "The sugar price in Guangzhou is clearly 3.8 taels! Where's this price drop?"

"Well... the farmers are ignorant, and Guangzhou is over a thousand li away. Nobody can verify it."

Chen Tianxiong said, "Looks like someone is exploiting this information gap."

"Enough analysis—let's make a decision!" Wen Tong's mood was growing frantic. "Do we change the price or not?"

Liao Dahua jumped in. "We can't change it! The streets are full of talk now. People are saying if South China doesn't buy at 2.5 taels, they'll go to the authorities and accuse South China of practicing sorcery..."

"Bullshit! The county would listen to their nonsense?"

"Master, of course we're not afraid of baseless complaints. But there are quite a few riffraff mixed in among the sellers. With everyone panicking, the moment South China changes its price, these people will immediately incite the crowd to rush in. That would be mutual destruction! Once trouble starts, even people from the county won't suppress it immediately!"

Everyone's mind flashed to reports about mass incidents. Back then, reading about such things had given them a certain dark satisfaction. But now, with common people gathered outside ready to start an incident against them, the pressure was intense.

"And..." Liao Dahua added, "there are also several hundred sugar-boiling craftsmen from rustic mills mixed in here. Ever since South China opened, the rustic mills' business has plummeted. These craftsmen are unemployed or have had their wages slashed. They're nursing grudges. Some have already petitioned the yamen. If they take this moment to make trouble, it'll be even worse. Some are planning to rush in and destroy the machines."

"Holy shit, this is turning into the Luddite movement?" Mei Lin said.

"What's the point of that comment?" Wen Tong waved his hand. "We're all capitalists here. Everyone come up with ideas!"

"Let's keep buying at the original price," Xiao Gui said. "Even if no one attacks the factory, life isn't easy for the farmers anyway. If there really is an assault, the machines being destroyed would be a huge loss."

"Of course, the best strategy is to keep buying. But what about the silver?" This was what worried Wen Tong.

"We can hold out for a few more days with what we have," Chen Tianxiong said. "A few more days of breathing room is good. At least we can think of countermeasures."

If they cut prices now, according to Liao Dahua's intelligence, the bomb someone had prepared would immediately blow South China to smithereens. If they kept buying at the original price, they'd at least have buffer time. If they could come up with a counter-strategy, this might even become a golden opportunity.

"Let's do it this way. Manager Liao, tell them to keep buying at 2.5 taels..."

Before he could finish, Wen Xiu came stumbling in. "Bad news..."

"What is it?" Everyone's faces changed.

"The farmers outside—someone told them South China is going to buy at 1.5 taels today. Someone's stirring them up, saying if South China dares to cut the price, they'll make South China pay..."

"Bastards!" Wen Tong knew there was no time to waste. He quickly ordered, "Run out and tell Liao Daxing to hang up the price board immediately. Price unchanged!"

Wen Xiu ran out. Chen Tianxiong said, "Something's fishy. We only made the decision to change the price this morning. How did the people outside find out so fast?"

"There's a spy!"

"Exactly. The root is probably those locally hired clerks. They were all recruited recently. We don't know their backgrounds."

Liao Dahua said, "That's easy. Take them off their positions and have the escort guards detain them."

"But then we'll have no local clerks who can communicate with the farmers. Leizhou dialect is notoriously difficult."

"I'll go to Xuwen Town right now and ask the shops we know to spare one or two people each."

"Good, go quickly. Opening time is almost here!"

On one side they rearranged the clerks; on the other they called Zhou Shizhai and ordered him to not only mobilize the militia but also organize all the factory's men and able-bodied women. Production was suspended. Everyone was given a club, ready to defend the factory.

"Tell everyone, if trouble breaks out, just hit—hit hard! If someone gets killed, the masters will find someone to take the blame! 500 taels compensation for each death! Any injuries, South China supports them for life! As long as the machines and warehouses are protected, everyone gets 10 taels!"

"I'll go give the orders!" Zhou Shizhai hurried off. Xiao Gui rushed to the boiler room to raise the pressure—if anyone stormed the factory, they could use the steam engine to power the water pump and spray the crowd.

While they prepared inside, the crowd outside grew restless. They'd heard South China was also preparing to cut prices. Opportunists were shouting:

"South China doesn't dare to open!"

"They caused this mess—they have to clean it up!"

"Burn down this demon factory!"

The disturbance grew louder, about to become uncontrollable, when the gate opened. Liao Daxing strode out with his head held high. His haughty manner made the agitated farmers fall silent.

"What's all this noise about?" Liao Daxing maintained confident arrogance, though his back was drenched in sweat. "Come on, hang up the price board."

Clerks came out and hung up the board.

Every eye focused on it. It clearly displayed: 2.5 taels.

A sigh of relief swept through the crowd like a gust of wind.

"Fellow elders and neighbors!" Liao Daxing repeated Wen Tong's script. "Our South China Factory may be new here, but we're proper, honest businessmen. Now that sugar prices are high outside, South China was worried about not having enough sugar to sell. That you've all favored South China like this—we're deeply grateful. Our master says: anyone with sugar to sell, just come. South China has plenty of silver and rice. Open for business!"

This declaration temporarily calmed the crowd. But this was only a stopgap. What came next would depend on the Executive Committee.

The Executive Committee received the urgent dispatch that same day. The Foreign Affairs Ministry convened an emergency meeting.

"Right now, Lingao's entire silver reserve is less than 40,000 taels." Cheng Dong lowered his voice—this was one of the Transmigration Collective's top secrets.

40,000 taels could only buy 16,000 shi of sugar. For the 100,000-plus shi poised to flood South China's doorstep, this was a drop in the bucket.

"Out of money? Don't we still have some from selling to Macau?"

"Those Indian bills of exchange can't be cashed in Leizhou—we'd need to go to Macau at least. Besides, it's only about 20,000 pesos."

"Have the Guangzhou Station raise it."

"I've contacted them," Cheng Dong said. "The original plan was for Guangzhou to raise 100,000 taels for Leizhou. But shipping that much cash was too difficult. So they adopted Chang Shide's idea: use Leizhou sugar to exchange for Vietnamese rice, then use rice to buy sugar. It was a good concept, and no one anticipated this 'rush to sell' event. With so much supply suddenly flooding in, the silver hadn't been transferred."

Wen Desi said, "This is tricky. The risks are significant, but we should still transfer cash. The Great Whale probably won't be back anytime soon."

"What if we ship rice from Lingao or Guangzhou? Chang Shide mentioned rice prices in Leizhou are very high."

"That probably won't work," Yan Ming spoke up. "We don't have that much grain in stock. Moving several thousand shi would endanger our reserves."

"Shipping grain from Guangzhou is the same as shipping silver," Wen Desi said. "Too slow. Sailboats take six to seven days round trip. It'll be too late."

"I agree with Wen Zong: we need to send silver!" Ma Qianzhu frowned. "If we don't, South China Factory will be squeezed out. The great situation we've built in Leizhou will be gone."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 282: Sweet Port Turbulence – Transporting Silver

"And after we send the silver? According to Wen Tong's letter, he probably needs 200,000 taels to get through this crisis. Even if we borrow from the Gao family, and even if they're willing, that much cash can't be assembled immediately. The Guangzhou Station can ship 50,000 right away; the other 50,000 will still take time to raise."

"Is that right? Guangzhou's revenues have been good—and there's the payment from the Gao family..."

"Those are book figures. Nobody keeps that much cash sitting around—not the Gao family, not the Guangzhou Station. Large sums of cash... even if Guangzhou immediately mobilizes local funds, it'll take at least seven or eight days."

"Send whatever we have first. It's better than sitting around," Ma Qianzhu said. "If 50,000 taels gets there, that'll give them at least a few more weeks of cushion. A lot can happen in a few weeks."

"Tell Guangzhou to prepare the silver. We'll send a ship to pick it up."

"Will there be time?"

"Send the Ascending Peace Island. It has an engine—four days round trip should be enough." Ma Qianzhu said with some regret, "Too bad it's in Lingao now. If it were in Guangzhou, that would be ideal!"

"Should we also buy rice in Guangzhou and ship it? Guangzhou rice is 1.3 taels—there'd be a nice profit margin..."

"No, now is not the time," Yan Ming immediately vetoed this. "The more critical the crisis, the more we have to show strength. Paying with rice might work normally. Right now, everything must be done in silver—give the rumor-mongers no opening. Otherwise, once confidence collapses, it will trigger an attack on South China."

"Alright. Let's do it that way."

"Also, dispatch a radio team to Leizhou immediately. This is urgent," Ma Qianzhu said. "We need constant communication with Leizhou!"

"Actually, I think we should just mobilize the Special Reconnaissance Team. Bei Wei is already in Leizhou. Just go in and decapitate their leadership..."

"Don't need to go that far yet. It would make things blow up. They're not just commoners either. If they want to get serious, South China isn't necessarily their match—we still don't have the advantage in Leizhou." Wen Desi thought military intervention seemed inappropriate. Though the Special Reconnaissance Team could certainly smash this "Haiyi Guild," these people might be future partners. The ideal approach was to tame them through commercial means. Only then would they truly submit.

"Let's prepare for both possibilities." Ma Qianzhu lived up to his reputation as a hardliner. "Work for a peaceful resolution, but if that fails, we're not here to play commercial war games. A quick and direct solution is also an option."



That evening, Bopu Port.

Since morning, the seas had gradually grown rougher, reaching Force 5. Waves crashed high. By noon, conditions worsened. Not only the fishing boats nearby, but even the Navy vessels that had been performing patrol duties were ordered back to port. Inside Bopu Port, besides the Maritime Forces vessels, a specially designated area also accommodated quite a few fishing boats and passing vessels sheltering from the storm. Since the new lighthouse had been built on Bopu Point, and the Senate had implemented scientific port management, this had gradually become an important anchorage for transiting vessels.

In the afternoon, it began to rain. The torrential downpour seemed to herald the onset of Lingao's rainy season. The sky darkened rapidly, as gloomy as dusk. All the lights in the Bopu camp switched on. Except for sentries still standing watch, there was no activity outside the buildings.

Through the pitch-black curtain of rain, a light suddenly tore through the murk along the road from Baireng. A Beijing 212 Jeep bounced toward them. The vehicle stopped briefly at the guard post.

"Pass!" The sentry was a local young man in his early twenties, wearing the Navy's blue uniform. Though not tall, months of military training had given him a distinctly soldierly bearing. Even wearing a straw rain cape and bamboo hat, he stood ramrod straight. The person in the car was pleased to see he'd kept his rifle well-protected under the cape.

An ID was handed out. The sentry went through the identity check procedure that his instructors had drilled into his head. Finally, he returned the ID to the vehicle, stood at attention, and saluted.

"You may pass, Commissar, Sir!"

The Jeep headed into the camp. The roads inside had been roughly surfaced with coal slag and steel slag, leaving no puddles. Soon the vehicle arrived near a modified shipping container house by the dock.

Light shone from the windows. The person jumped down nimbly and walked in with quick steps.

Everyone inside stood up, snapping to attention. Everyone wore First Year naval uniforms.

"Sit!" The newcomer was Wu De. Having a Commissar of his rank take charge was a last resort. The transmigrator naval veterans had either left with the expedition fleet or were needed to operate the fishing trawlers. With no suitable candidates left, Wu De had volunteered. After all, when it came to experience operating motor sailing vessels, no one had more than this former Navy officer and son of a fishing family.

Several nautical charts were spread on the table, along with the 24-hour weather forecast from the Lingao weather station—a modest operation, but reasonably accurate for short-term local forecasts.

"Commissar! Maritime Forces, Bopu Port Master and Bopu Fortress Area..." Li Di stood up to recite his full title.

"Forget the formalities—save that for when we have time. Let's talk about the mission." Wu De waved his hand. "Report! What's the status of the Ascending Peace Island?"

"Yes, sir. After receiving the mission order, we inspected the vessel. Ship condition normal, engine normal. We've replaced all anchor cables and rigging. Fuel is topped off."

"Personnel?"

"Chief of Staff Ma's instructions are that we must ensure safety. So we've decided to use all-transmigrator crew, replacing the indigenous sailors. Only, we're still short on personnel..."

"No." Wu De immediately vetoed this. "This ship needs at least forty people between crew and guards. That's too many eggs in one basket. Also, the Ascending Peace Island runs this route regularly. The indigenous sailors know the conditions better than we do. Replacing experienced hands with inexperienced ones—isn't that asking for trouble?"

"Then what do we do? The ship's carrying a huge shipment of silver. If the indigenous crew gets tempted—"

"Then just don't let them know. Besides, are you telling me the Navy's been training these people all this time and built zero trust?"

Li Di thought about it. "Then we'll staff with half and half."

"Do it that way. And bring a few naval trainees on board," Wu De said. "Give them a lesson—let them taste what the sea is like!"

"Report: the current batch has only been trained for a few weeks. Going to sea now, they probably won't be much use."

"Doesn't matter. Maybe this voyage will tell us which ones will be useful and which ones are dead weight."

"Yes, sir!" Li Di phoned the school: pull six of the older trainees.

"All transmigrator crew members are to be issued modern weapons," Wu De instructed. "100 rounds per person, plus two grenades."

They continued studying charts and discussing the route. After over an hour, Wu De asked, "What's the weather looking like?"

"Conditions aren't ideal." Li Di brought over the forecast. "Barometric pressure indicates the wind and rain will probably continue for 24 hours. Currently northwest winds at 20 knots, wave height 2.5 meters."

Wu De calculated—that was Sea State 4. For typical modern vessels, this was nothing, but for a motor sailing ship of only 70 tons displacement, these were significant seas. Going out meant taking risk. But across the strait, South China was desperately waiting for silver...

"Get everything ready—prepare to set sail!"

"Maybe we should wait until tomorrow when waves are smaller..." Li Di was startled.

"No time to wait—we only have four days!" Wu De's voice was grave.

"Alright, I'll go prepare."

"Wait!" Wu De addressed all the naval personnel. "This mission may cost lives! Anyone who doesn't want to go, speak up now! I authorize him not to go!"

Some had been about to counsel against setting out, but now no one could speak up. Someone stepped forward to pledge.

"For the great cause of transmigration, we absolutely obey orders!"

"Anyone afraid of dying wouldn't have joined the Navy!"

Wu De nodded. "Everyone prepare immediately. Assemble at the dock at 16:00 hours sharp. Dismissed!"

After everyone left, Wu De organized his luggage, changed into his Navy work uniform, sea boots, and nautical rain jacket. He checked his Type 54 pistol and secured it in a waterproof holster.

For him, sea conditions weren't the greatest enemy—the real concern was security of the silver once aboard. Such a huge sum couldn't be loaded unnoticed. If some group targeted this wealth and tried a hijacking at sea, with the Ascending Peace Island's armament, they could handle two or three ships. Any more would be a struggle.

Through the window, he could see lights of ships flickering through the wind and rain.

While lost in thought, someone called from the doorway. "Report!"

"What is it?"

"Is this Commissar Wu?"

"That's me."

"There's a woman at the base gate who insists on seeing you. She says she's your maidservant."

"Chu Yu?" Wu De was startled. With the sky dark and rain pouring down, she'd walked from Baireng City to Bopu alone—over ten kilometers!

When he'd left, he'd told Chu Yu he was going to the mainland on business. The little woman had looked unhappy. He'd said a few words of reassurance and thought that was the end of it.

Women—such a hassle! He muttered to himself, but felt a warmth in his heart.

"Should we bring her over?"

"No, she doesn't have a pass. Tell her to go back to the villa and wait for me."

Though the mission was urgent, this incident made him handle his affairs more briskly. After finishing up, he checked his watch—15:00—and quickened his pace out of the naval base. Just as he exited the main gate, he heard "Master" through the rain. Startled, he saw a figure sheltering under an abandoned wooden post, wearing a rain cape. Who else but Chu Yu?

"What are you doing! Why didn't you go to the villa?"

"I was afraid Master wouldn't go to the villa—that you'd just leave, and Chu Yu would miss you—"

"Nonsense," Wu De scolded. "Am I that kind of person?"

"Yes, Master." The woman lowered her head obediently.

"Let's go—you must be soaked through?"

"It's nothing, Master. The sentry was very strict—wouldn't let me inside to take shelter..."

"This is a military zone. Come on! Let's go to the villa to talk."

(End of Chapter)
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At the villa, Chu Yu removed her rain cape and hung it under the eaves, then hurried back to unfasten Wu De's rain jacket buttons. Beneath her blue cloth dress, she was completely soaked, covered with mud. Her legs were bare—just muddy feet now. Her hair was plastered into wet strands, her lips blue with cold, her body shivering. But on her back was a bundle.

"What are you doing here? I told you I was on a business trip!" Though moved, Wu De couldn't help scolding her. "Coming out in this heavy rain—trying to get sick?" But there was already affection in his words.

"I was born a servant—where would I get such delicate sensibilities?" Chu Yu didn't seem to mind. She ignored her wet clothes. She took down the bundle. "I saw Master forgot this. Since you're on a business trip to territory under the officials' control, I hurried to bring it."

Opening it, he found a dark stab-resistant vest. Whenever Wu De went to the countryside or the quarantine camp, he'd wear this for protection. Recently, as conditions improved and weather grew hot, he rarely wore it anymore.

"Master always wears this protective garment on business trips. I saw you forgot it and rushed over." Chu Yu beamed. "I thought I wouldn't make it in time. Put it on."

Wu De was caught between laughter and tears. Wearing this thing today wouldn't matter, but once the sun came out, he'd cook to death. Still, Chu Yu's heartfelt concern touched him deeply.

"Alright, I'll bring it along."

"Remember to wear it—"

"I'll remember." Wu De decided to be agreeable all the way. "You should hurry back now. I'll be setting out shortly."

"Master," Chu Yu dried her dripping hair and nestled into his embrace, saying softly, "please come back safe and sound—"

Wu De felt a warmth in his heart. Nothing pleased a man more than having a woman devote herself completely as her anchor—even if she wasn't beautiful.

"I'm just going to Guangzhou for business, not into mountains of swords or seas of fire."

"What Master does is rebellion." Chu Yu looked up at him, her eyes clear and bright. "Guangzhou isn't like Lingao—it's under officials' jurisdiction. Please be careful. Chu Yu wants to serve Master for a lifetime."

Wu De had wanted to deny the rebellion thing, but on second thought—why deceive himself? He nodded solemnly.



The Ascending Peace Island left port, heading northwest toward Guangzhou Bay. An hour later, Bopu Port had vanished below the horizon. Only the lighthouse at Lingao Point could still be faintly seen.

As evening approached, the wind grew more violent, mixed with rain. Wu De checked his watch: 17:05, but the sky was already dark as dusk. The sea was rough, and the 70-ton Ascending Peace Island bobbed like a leaf, appearing and disappearing among the waves.

Wu De sat in the captain's cabin, watching the sea through the glass window. The so-called captain's cabin had no leather high-back chair—just a rattan chair fixed to the deck.

"Sir, the rain is too heavy. It's dark—can't see a thing. Should we stop and put in somewhere?" The first mate walked in to report. His rain cape and bamboo hat were soaked, his lips blue with cold.

This first mate, Wang the Bearded, had originally been a small boat owner doing coastal trade until he was robbed by the Red Hairs at sea. So he'd become a pirate—unfortunately, on his very first raid with his bosses, he'd been wiped out by the transmigrators. After months of honest labor in the reform brigade, he'd passed political screening and been recruited by the Navy. After further vetting, he was appointed first mate on the Ascending Peace Island.

"Have a drink to warm up first." Wu De unslung his canteen. "What's our speed?"

The first mate took a big gulp of liquor. "7 to 8.5 knots."

"Wind strength?"

"20 knots."

So the rain was heavy, but wind hadn't increased. This relieved Wu De slightly.

"Can't stop the ship. We need to sail day and night to make it in time," Wu De said. "Split the sailors and marines into two shifts for sleeping in rotation."

"Yes, sir!" Wang the Bearded hurried out.

Wu De put on his seaman's cap, fastened his rain jacket, and climbed up to the aft castle. The six trainees on their first voyage were curled up on deck, vomiting. Several were deathly pale.

Seeing their commander approach, the trainees struggled to stand. Wu De stopped them. "Grab a rope and stand! First learn to keep your feet on deck!"

He walked to the forward railing, wanting to observe conditions in the distance. The wind seemed to have strengthened. Rain pelted his face like a torrent. Wu De wiped his face, steadied his footing, and used binoculars to observe—in the murky darkness, only vague patches of light and shadow were visible.

The cold rain soon numbed his skin. Fatigue set in. Wu De hastily shook his head to clear it, then returned to the cabin to study charts under the swaying lantern light.

Night sailing in this era, with virtually no navigational facilities, in a ship without radar, GPS, or gyrocompass, was extremely dangerous. Wu De had chosen the safest route, but the danger of grounding remained ever-present.

"Sir! Wind's too strong—the sails can barely take it. Rain's too heavy—water's coming into the lower hold faster!" Wang the Bearded reported. His rain cape had been torn apart by the wind.

"Sea conditions?"

"Wind 25 knots, wave height 3.3 meters!"

"Order! Lower sails! Secure all lines! Maintain course!" Wu De commanded.

"Marine squad leader! Have your men work in five-man shifts. All pumps running—help with drainage! Non-essential personnel, everyone below deck!"

Wu De stepped out. The deck was alive with activity. Sailors in short pants, barefoot, were lowering sails and tightening cables. Marines with blue armbands were pumping water.

Just then, a wave lifted the bow high. Seeing it, Wu De immediately shouted, "Hold on!!!"

Before he finished, the ship plunged into the trough. Seawater swept across the entire deck.

Wu De was knocked down. He grabbed a rope and struggled to his feet. "Count heads! Report losses!!!"

"Sailors—no casualties!!!" "Marines—no casualties!!" "Forward hatch damaged!! Taking water!!" "Midship hold—taking water!!"

"Forward hold—plug the leak! Midship hold—pump!"

"Man overboard!!!" Along with a sharp whistle blast, the stern lookout gave the alarm.

Wu De looked at the trainees pumping on deck—only one remained.

He ran to the stern. Following the lookout's direction, he saw two figures floating face-down about 100 meters away.

"Sir, do we rescue them?"

"How? In these seas? Besides, those two kids are already gone. Their first time at sea..." Wu De said angrily. "Go—get the rest of those boys down to the mid-hold!"

At midnight, the wind raged and rain lashed. Wu De went down to the mid-hold. Off-duty sailors and marines were eating. The four surviving trainees were huddled in a corner, quietly sobbing.

Wu De sat beside them. "You all know now?"

The four said nothing, just kept crying.

"The sea is like this. You've only seen her calm side. Today's waves weren't even the worst."

"Not even the worst—dear heaven..." One trainee stopped crying and stared.

"That's right. Look at them over there—not bothered at all." Wu De pointed at the sailors eating and joking. "The sea can only be conquered by those who don't fear hardship or death. Only by going through this can you become real men."

"I don't want to be a naval officer anymore, boo-hoo..." This one was probably fourteen or fifteen—clearly in shock.

Wu De sighed. "Get some rest. In two hours, you're back on watch! Anyone who doesn't want to be a trainee—I'll arrange your withdrawal when we get back!"

Back in the captain's cabin, Wu De ate dinner: four rice cakes, one dried fish, one pomelo, and a cup of water. These damned field rations!

A night of wind and rain, and at dawn, the sky began brightening. Wind and rain had subsided. The Ascending Peace Island resumed normal sailing and arrived at Guangzhou Bay early on the third day.

The handover point was at the Guangzhou docks. Qiwei Escort Agency personnel provided escort, mobilizing almost half the agency's manpower.

Zhang Xin came to the dock and supervised loading the iron chests containing 50,000 taels of silver onto the ship.

"This is 50,000. We're in contact with the Gao family to raise more cash, but funds are hard to mobilize right now..."

"This tight? Doesn't the Gao family owe us over a hundred thousand in payments?"

"Our accounts receivable are close to 180,000," Zhang Xin said. "But by convention, the first settlement isn't until the fifth day of the fifth lunar month. Merchants with goods out haven't collected payment yet. It's the same everywhere—nobody can produce much cash. Lending interest rates in Guangzhou are very high. Even if the Gao family scrapes together tens of thousands, we'll have to pay interest."

"How high?"

"Going market rate is 20% a month. The Gao family would probably accept 15%."

"Monthly interest of 20%?" Wu De nearly shouted. Annual rate was 240%!

"Even at this rate, as long as we complete the cargo turnaround within a month, we'll still make money. If it comes to that, we can consider short-term borrowing!" Zhang Xin pulled out a document. "This is another proposal from the Guangzhou Station. It's a bigger matter and might be too slow to save the immediate crisis. But if we implement it, future cash flow will be much more comfortable."

"Good, I'll take a look."

Time was pressing. The Ascending Peace Island didn't linger. After loading the silver and making minor repairs, they replenished fresh water and immediately set off for Leizhou.

On the ship, Wu De opened the copy. It was a proposal suggesting that the Station's subordinate enterprises accept deposits from families of officials and wealthy households in Guangzhou and throughout Liangguang and Fujian.

"Deposits?" Wu De was so startled he jumped out of his chair. Only four words came to mind: "Pure fantasy!"

(End of Chapter)
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At the same time, Ma Qianzhu looked at the newly received telegram. Just reading the first line, he drew a sharp breath. The words "Great Leap Forward" sprang to mind. Deposits—were they planning to open a bank in Guangzhou? Before the Leizhou situation was even resolved, now they wanted to cause a financial storm in Guangzhou?

Reading further, however, it had nothing to do with banking—it wasn't even a money shop. This idea hadn't come from the Guangzhou Station itself, but from Shen Fan, the senior manager of Purple Treasure Pavilion. He'd made this suggestion not because of advanced financial awareness, but because it was a traditional form of business capitalization in that era.

Depositing idle funds with a well-regarded shop, then drawing annual interest. The shop gained operating capital; the depositor earned a return. This practice continued long after money shops and even banks appeared in China—right up until the 20th century. Not just large trading houses, but even small cloth shops and oil-and-salt stores accepted deposits to varying degrees. Well-established shops with good reputations could attract deposits many times—even tens of times—their own capital.

For the jewelry trade—an industry that was capital-intensive and required substantial funds—accepting customer deposits was long-standing practice. Seeing that the masters' business was thriving and their standing was growing, Shen Fan had proposed this approach.

The interest on such deposits was far lower than short-term loans—only 1.5% monthly, or 18% annually. By modern standards, this wasn't particularly high. Guo Yi remembered that back when he was a child, the one-year bank deposit rate had once reached 12%. For shops that frequently needed to borrow for turnover, this was practically an interest-free loan.

"Who would want to make deposits with us?" They ran a jewelry store. For them to suddenly announce they were accepting deposits—who would become a customer?

"That's precisely the advantage of being in the jewelry and curio trade," Shen Fan explained. "We get access to the ladies of the inner quarters. Getting them to make deposits is easier. The wives, daughters, and concubines of great households—even favored personal maids—have private savings they want to put to use. Some have just 50 or 100 taels; others have thousands or tens of thousands." He smiled. "The bolder ones lend money. But lending requires reliable agents, and middlemen inevitably skim a cut. Word also leaks easily. So most prefer to deposit with reputable establishments."

Hearing this, Guo Yi was uncertain. Having more silver on hand was good, but the Guangzhou Station wasn't short of cash flow at the moment. Taking deposits now would mean additional interest expense.

"Master, the benefit of taking deposits isn't just for our own use," Shen Fan continued. "The Guangzhou market sometimes has tight cash flow, sometimes loose. When it's tight, short-term lending can bring several times the interest in return!"

"With lending like this, for a business with no roots like ours, I imagine it's easy to lend out but hard to collect."

"There's a second benefit. The deposits come from the inner quarters of official and gentry households." Shen Fan hinted. "The women's private funds may be limited, but once word gets out, people will see Purple Treasure Pavilion's connections and influence in a completely different light."

By now, Guo Yi understood. These deposits wouldn't just help with turnover—they'd elevate Violet Sincerity Trading's status in Guangzhou! Even without using the deposited silver for lending, it would give them a protective umbrella. From that perspective, 1.8% annual interest was quite cheap.

Shen Fan pulled out a small booklet. Inside was a list of names and business names: "Su Ji," "Jin Yan Zhai," "Run Ji," and so on. About twenty in all.

"These are passbooks from ladies who've recently expressed interest in opening deposit accounts with Purple Treasure Pavilion. Since I hadn't received your approval, I haven't accepted their deposits yet. But the account books have been prepared."

"Who are all these people?"

Shen Fan pulled out another notebook filled with symbols only he could read—commercial code, similar to Suzhou numerals. Used for recording things that couldn't be made public. "Most are honored ladies of official and gentry families. I'll copy out a name list later, but this list must be kept confidential—"

"I understand." Guo Yi thought—since these were private funds, confidentiality was paramount. Who knew that anonymous deposits already existed in the Great Ming? Truly ahead of the world.

"These twenty-odd passbooks come to about 10,000 taels of silver," Shen Fan said. "This is excellent business. Barring major upheaval, they typically only draw interest and don't touch the principal."

But this was too significant a matter. The Guangzhou Station's three officers considered for a long time and decided to wait until the quarterly report to explain this plan in person. But turning away money that came to the door would be hard to justify. So they agreed to let Shen Fan accept this first batch of deposits, with 1.5% monthly interest, paid without touching the principal.

The matter would have remained shelved like that. But the recent "rush to sell" crisis in Leizhou had suddenly strained what had been comfortable cash reserves. This project, originally just icing on the cake, suddenly took on life-saving significance. Guo Yi felt there was no time to waste and immediately brought it to the Executive Committee's table.

Having finished reading the entire report, Wu De finally relaxed. He'd originally thought the Guangzhou Station was planning some kind of financial operation—Wu De had an instinctive fear of such things. Now it turned out they were merely proposing "illegal fundraising." The interest looked high, but as a way to ease the cash crunch—an actual good approach. Though he couldn't help thinking of "bank run" risks he'd often seen in business novels. Weighing it all, he decided to support the Guangzhou Station on this issue.

After sending a telegram from the Ascending Peace Island stating his position, the rest of the voyage was uneventful. The ship arrived safely at Hai'an Port early on the fifth day. As soon as the ship entered port, Wu De sent someone immediately to the South China Sugar Factory to assess the situation—without real-time communication, what if things had already gone up in flames?

The messenger returned shortly and reported that the crowd outside South China was still thick as ever, but sugar-selling appeared to be continuing with no visible anomalies. Wu De knew the South China cash flow hadn't yet broken and relaxed somewhat. He ordered the crew to maintain outward calm while staying alert. Meanwhile, he prepared to personally visit South China to discuss arrangements for delivering the silver.

Wu De's estimate was correct. South China's funds indeed hadn't run out—but the moment of exhaustion was fast approaching. The night before the Ascending Peace Island arrived, silver reserves had fallen to less than 1,000 taels. At that rate, getting through the next day was questionable. Everyone at South China was like ants on a hot wok.

Wen Tong desperately hoped Chang Shide could hurry back from Champa with rice—selling it would bring tens of thousands of taels to tide them over. But the Great Whale had vanished like a kite with its string cut, with no word at all. After waiting several days, someone from the Executive Committee finally arrived—but without silver, only a radio set. Wen Tong nearly despaired. What use was a radio? Fortunately, word came soon after: a ship had been sent to Guangzhou to pick up silver.

50,000 taels was still far below the safety threshold, but every day they could hang on was a victory.

But when the silver would arrive remained unknown. They watched reserves dwindle day by day. As a precaution, the Liao brothers both went out to see if they could raise funds from the market. But the crushing season in Leizhou was always a time of tight cash—no shop could spare large sums. The only ones with substantial ready silver were the trading houses under the Haiyi Guild, which had stockpiled hundreds of thousands specifically for sugar purchasing. Borrowing from them would be asking the tiger for its skin.

But their attempts to raise funds couldn't be hidden. Soon, rumors spread everywhere that South China was running out of cash and would probably default any day. The news spread from one to ten, from ten to a hundred. The farmers, who had just begun to calm down, grew restless again. Some were hurrying through the night to sell their sugar. The outflow of silver only accelerated.

Wen Tong was filled with regret. Had he known, he wouldn't have let the Liao brothers go looking for funds. No meat gained, just brought trouble on themselves. He'd basically shown everyone his hand. If the Ascending Peace Island didn't arrive soon, the situation at South China might become unmanageable!

As for Xiao Gui, Mei Lin, and the other transmigrators—they were all helpless. Watching the situation on the verge of collapse, Chen Tianxiong said: "The way things stand—it's 'no breaking, no standing.' Without drastic measures, I'm afraid we'll be squeezed right out!"

(End of Chapter)
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"That's right!" Wen Tong was exhausted by this relentless commercial warfare. "Even if Guangzhou sends silver, how many days will it last? Sooner or later we have to show our hand! With Bei Wei's men here, why not just wipe out the Haiyi Guild in one go and see what other tricks they can pull?"

"Snipe the Haiyi Guild's leaders and call it divine punishment!"

"Too bad Bei Wei isn't back yet. Don't know where he wandered off to."

"He's been out for over two weeks; he should be back soon. Besides, the Executive Committee surely has ways to contact him." Wen Tong had made up his mind. "We'll radio the Executive Committee tonight, demanding decisive measures to strike back."

This essentially reclassified the Haiyi Guild from commercial competitor to "enemy." And Comrade Lei Feng had long ago explained how to treat enemies.

"I say we just go all the way. Have Bei Wei lead a special ops raid on the Haiyi Guild, kill one or two ringleaders, and the rest will be terrified. Then we buy up their assets at low prices and instantly unify the Leizhou sugar market!"

"That's too vicious. It's practically robbery," Xiao Gui objected. "Besides, Leizhou people aren't fools. If we do that, everyone will know we're the black hand behind it. Keeping local gentry and officials terrified will make future work difficult."

"True. Killing one person or burning some assets to show we're tough should be enough."

"This isn't good. After all, they are indigenous national capitalists. Isn't us doing this a bit like monopoly bullying?" Mei Lin hesitantly raised an objection.

"They are the monopoly group," Wen Tong said. "Why don't you offer a suggestion then?"

"I was thinking," Mei Lin said. "We can use both carrot and stick. The Haiyi Guild is trying to squeeze us out for profit, but they haven't used extreme measures yet. If we suddenly go for the kill—killing people or burning houses—it's excessive, right? Take killing, for instance. You kill someone, people fear you, and the crisis might pass. But a feud is forged—everyone has family, relatives, friends. There are always hard bones or desperate ones. What if they pull the same trick later? You can be a thief for a thousand days, but you can't guard against one."

"Then kill them too. What's there to fear! Root out the weeds!" Wen Tong's face was dark and murderous.

"Rooting out weeds isn't that easy. Besides, methods that cruel incite public anger. Would you want to deal with a company that kills people at the drop of a hat?"

Everyone felt there was reason in this. Chen Tianxiong said, "Old Mei makes sense, but right now being reasonable doesn't help. Do you have any ideas?"

"I do have an idea, though I don't know if it'll work," Mei Lin said. "Why not just go talk to the Haiyi Guild? They've seen our factory's processing capacity. There's actually room for cooperation. Tempt these sugar merchants with joint shareholding. That way, resistance to our controlling the Leizhou sugar industry would be much smaller."

"However," Mei Lin continued, "since we've shown our hand like this, the Haiyi Guild will nine out of ten want to chase us to the end. Going to negotiate now definitely won't yield results."

"After all that, you just spoke a pile of nonsense." Wen Tong felt disappointed.

"I never agreed with rushing to Leizhou anyway," Mei Lin said dismissively. "Our power isn't big enough yet. Coming to Leizhou looking like a fat sheep—it'd be weird if we didn't get fleeced."

"Enough 'I told you so's'—" Chen Tianxiong interrupted. "Talking about it just makes us annoyed..."

Just then, someone reported, "Someone from Guangzhou has arrived!"

Everyone's spirits lifted. Wen Tong quickly said, "Invite them in!"

Wu De's arrival was a shot of adrenaline for everyone. Especially seeing that the Executive Committee had sent a leader of his rank personally to transport silver—the panic-stricken mood stabilized.

"Everyone relax." Wu De knew what they were thinking. "Silver? We have plenty. The Executive Committee will find ways to mobilize it. We will definitely win this sugar war."

He handed a receipt for 50,000 taels to Wen Tong for signature. This sum would later be offset by sugar.

Hearing that 50,000 taels had arrived, and with Wu De's assurances, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Chen Tianxiong, who was socially experienced, knew that since the Ascending Peace Island had only brought 50,000, the money definitely hadn't come as easily as Wu De claimed.

"Alright, let's talk about the current situation," Wu De said.

Wen Tong outlined the situation. Since the squeeze began, they had bought 3,500 shi of sugar. This rate resulted from South China deliberately slowing down, but the consequence was the crush of people at the gate getting worse.

"We're all worried. Outside South China's gate, there are one or two thousand people stranded almost every day. The ground is covered with filth. The weather is getting hotter; if things go wrong, an epidemic could break out.

"With so many people gathering, rumors are flying. There's at least 150,000 shi of sugar waiting to be sold to us. If we continue buying slowly, the cane farmers will suffer losses because pressed sugar spoils. Or they'll have to sell to the Haiyi Guild at 1.5 taels. We lose either way."

Wu De frowned. "Is the situation that bad?"

"Yes. Some heavily indebted farmers probably can't hold out much longer."

The last scenario was what Wen Tong was most unwilling to see. Once it became reality, the reputation South China had earned by maintaining the original price would vanish. Not only would the Haiyi Guild take the profit from low-priced sugar, but South China's reputation would be ruined.

Wu De listened carefully. When asking about countermeasures, Wen Tong didn't hide anything:

"One is to open the gates wide and buy as fast as possible. In the end, we gain both fame and profit. Of course, this is premised on having enough silver. The other is violent means. It's effective immediately, but cleaning up the mess afterward will be strenuous."

He added, "It's reached life-or-death for South China in Leizhou. The Executive Committee must decide quickly!"

"The Executive Committee has already decided." Wu De knew he absolutely couldn't say anything discouraging. "You speed up acquisitions. The Executive Committee will move heaven and earth to raise money. You must hold your ground. Use violent means with caution—easy to use, hard to clean up! The more critical the moment, the calmer you must be. We must secure this year's Leizhou sugar!" He thought for a moment. "I'll return to Lingao tonight and request an emergency meeting."

"Good, that's best." Hearing the big shot willing to guarantee, Wen Tong's spirits lifted. "Tomorrow we'll increase the purchasing speed."

"How many shi per day can you do?"

"Right now it's seven to eight hundred. If we open up, 1,500 a day is no problem."

1,500 shi a day—50,000 taels could last about half a month. Wu De estimated Guangzhou could definitely mobilize enough funds by then.

Wen Tong instructed Liao Dahua to prepare ox carts, laborers, and escorts to transport the silver from Hai'an Port.

"Should we transport at night? That way the Haiyi Guild won't know our depth," Mei Lin suggested.

Chen Tianxiong said, "No need. The Haiyi Guild already knows our hand. Our little tricks can't hide from them."

Liao Dahua was happy to hear silver had arrived. He had blind worship for Proprietor Guo in Guangzhou. "It's inconvenient to transport silver at night—dark, hard for escorts to protect. Better to do it by day. 50,000 taels is a big number. People are jittery—might as well show it off!"

Wu De nodded. "Right. Let's show it off and demonstrate our resolve. Since the war is on, we have to fight until everyone in Leizhou is convinced!"

"There's one more thing," Wen Tong said. "We have a large stock of sugar now. Since the Ascending Peace Island is here, why not ship a boatload to Guangzhou? Guo Yi said it can be liquidated there..."

"Right, I forgot that angle. We can buy and sell at the same time. Shipping in small batches might even maintain the price. But this involves ship allocation—I'll discuss it when I get back."



Zhu An had been staying at the Haiyi Guild all day these past few days. First, to monitor South China's movements constantly. Second, to bolster morale of the various sugar trading houses. Seeing farmers not coming to sell and warehouses empty, the torment was hard to bear. After all, the crushing season was only three months. Now half was gone, yet the twenty-one trading houses had collected less than 50,000 shi. Any manager would be anxious. Third Master Zhu tirelessly comforted them. Thanks to his usual prestige, he managed to maintain the situation.

Developments had gone exactly as he predicted. As the Haiyi Guild adjusted prices, almost all cane farmers flocked to South China. Only in the first few days did a few uninformed farmers painfully sell on Hai'an Street. After that, sugar sellers almost vanished.

The ambushes he'd planted among sugar sellers hadn't had a chance yet. Though there had been an opportunity for Zhao Jijiao's riffraff to smash South China on the first day, the other side had reacted quickly. The informants he'd placed inside South China had also been replaced. Though losing them was a pity, it didn't affect the big picture. Third Master Zhu knew South China couldn't hold out much longer.

There were two reasons. First, everyone knew South China had sent people to borrow money—the clearest sign of tight cash. Second, he noticed that although South China kept four scales at the weighing station, only three were in regular use.

South China slowing purchasing speed only proved their cash reserves had reached a critical stage—forcing them to linger on.

Third Master Zhu knew the time for the fatal blow was approaching. Within three days, South China would completely collapse.

The only pity was that South China seemed connected to the Gao family of Guangzhou. He had heard of Gao Ju—a wealthy merchant with sea merchant connections. With such a relationship, he had to hold back his ruthless moves. Better to have fewer powerful enemies.

Fortunately, even without those methods, the remaining moves were enough. At this moment, he was instructing his subordinates.

"Take people everywhere and find the big households that lent money to the cane farmers. Tell them to step up pressure to repay debts!" Third Master Zhu's eyes shone.

"Yes, Third Master!" The assignee agreed but hesitated. "But Third Master, if South China collapses, the farmers will simply sell at 1.5 taels. Will creditors worry farmers won't be able to repay—"

(End of Chapter)
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"Tell them not to worry. As long as they're willing to put in the effort, you can squeeze oil from stones. Besides, do they dare to nitpick with the Haiyi Guild?" Third Master Zhu sniffed disdainfully. "When the Haiyi Guild tightens the money supply, those money-grubbing dogs will be crying for their parents."

As the Sugar Industry Guild, the Haiyi Guild was powerful and wealthy. It not only dominated the local sugar trade but also effectively controlled local finance. Ordinary merchants and landlords really didn't dare to cross them.

"You," he pointed to another subordinate, "go tell Zhao Jijiao: watch South China closely. Within three to five days, South China will definitely have problems. Strike when the opportunity arises!"

Then he instructed several others to implement various tasks. He didn't fully trust Zhao Jijiao's men, so he arranged his own manpower separately. Keeping that group of riffraff on the payroll was mainly so he could use them as scapegoats if something went wrong.

After sending everyone away, Third Master Zhu closed his eyes to rest. The plan was proceeding step by step. As soon as South China's cash flow broke, all the methods would be unleashed. He doubted they could withstand this chain of tactics.

While he was calculating, a servant boy rushed in and whispered in his ear. Third Master Zhu's eyes instantly widened. "Really?"

"It's true! People at the dock saw it with their own eyes. The ship that arrived this morning—South China's people are unloading it now. It's all heavy iron chests! Definitely silver!"

"I didn't think they'd be bold enough! To actually dare transport silver from out of town." This move exceeded his expectations. To dare transport silver directly by ship in these chaotic waters showed guts!

Admiration aside, this complicated matters. Third Master Zhu pondered for a moment. "Where is the ship from?"

"Replying to Third Master, I heard it's from Guangzhou!"

The word "Guangzhou" made his eyelids twitch. Was the Gao family starting to intervene? Or was it just funds they'd mobilized in Guangzhou?

Third Master Zhu's mind spun like a windmill. Because he wasn't asking questions, the servant boy dared not speak or leave. After a long while, Third Master Zhu asked, "How much silver was transported? Do the people at the dock know?"

"Well, it's said a total of one hundred iron chests were unloaded. As for the weight, it's really impossible to tell."

Just knowing the number of chests didn't tell him how much silver there was. Third Master Zhu had heard that seasoned old bandits had a skill: they could tell how much silver was on a cart by the tracks it left. Unfortunately, he didn't have such talent on hand.

"How many people to carry each chest?"

"Just one person!"

That meant each chest was at most 1,000 taels. Third Master Zhu felt slightly relieved. But on second thought, even at 1,000 taels a chest, that was 100,000 taels. If South China really got 100,000 taels, his plan would fail—not only fail, but the consequences of not collecting sugar this year would be unimaginable!

Sweat began beading on his forehead.

"Hmph, it might be the Empty City Stratagem!" Third Master Zhu muttered. He immediately ordered, "Go, invite the strategy master. Prepare brush and ink, write a letter!"

Moments later, the strategy master arrived.

"Write a letter to Guangzhou immediately. Ask: 1. Current sugar prices in Guangzhou; 2. Tightness of the money market; 3. Has anyone been mobilizing large funds recently, and what is the interest rate?"

The strategy master's brush flew, quickly writing down these questions.

"That's all. Seal it immediately. Send someone to Guangzhou post-haste. I want a reply as soon as possible."

"Third Master, there are no ships to Guangzhou today—"

"Send a ship specially. Don't load cargo, leave immediately! Be fast! Wait in Guangzhou once they arrive, and come back only when there's news!"

Zhu An painfully felt that communication with Guangzhou was too slow. The things he wanted to inquire about weren't secrets. An investigator could visit a few guild teahouses in a day and know exactly where South China's silver came from. Unfortunately, a round trip for this news would take at least ten days. In ten days, who knew what else might happen!

With this silver, South China immediately increased purchasing intensity. The weighing stations increased to ten. The unease and restlessness were once again suppressed. The Ascending Peace Island left the dock that night, fully loaded with nearly 600 shi of sugar. This news threw the Haiyi Guild into turmoil. Two ships had already transported 1,600 shi of sugar. If South China kept transporting received sugar away to liquidate it, Third Master Zhu's plan would be completely ruined—commoners outside didn't know, but everyone in the sugar business knew clearly: Guangzhou sugar price was 3.8 taels. Shipping sugar out meant earning money back!

"Third Master! Stop holding out! If this goes on, we won't have food to eat this year!" The fat manager of "Riyuelai" begged bitterly.

"I haven't collected even 5,000 shi of sugar yet! It all went cheap to South China!"

"What do we do? Looks like they have silver again."

"I said earlier this shouldn't be handled this way!" Hindsight experts were publishing their brilliant opinions.

The commotion made Third Master Zhu irritable. He shouted, "What's the noise!" He stood up and glared at everyone. They all involuntarily lowered their voices.

"You lot... shortsighted fools! Just staring at the few coins in front of you! The knife is already at our necks, yet you're thinking about the profit in your own homes. If we don't finish off South China, in a few years, the sugar-boiling masters begging under Patriarch Zou's Temple will be our seniors!"

He waved his hand. "Are sugar-boiling masters arrogant? You've all been in this business for decades. Last year, how much did it cost to hire a master? Three meals a day, meat at every meal, or he'd walk immediately. This year? Give his whole family bowls of rough rice and he'll work day and night! You all want to end up like them?"

At these words, everyone's faces turned dark. South China's strength was obvious. Whether clever contraptions or sorcery, South China had changed the sugar industry situation in Leizhou of the past hundred years. Now South China was pressing step by step, not only getting into sugar boiling but also sticking a foot into the most profitable transportation and sales sector.

"Why don't we make peace with South China?" Feng Guangfeng suggested. "Let South China join the Haiyi Guild too. Every family gives up a share so everyone can eat. And South China is good at boiling sugar. If we cooperate, we might not lose out."

Everyone buzzed again. This idea didn't sound bad. Uniting might be beneficial.

"You're all confused!" Third Master Zhu said deeply. "What is South China here for? Isn't it to swallow Leizhou sugar whole! They have wealth and power; would they share with us?"

"I oppose too!" The young master of "Rixiechang" jumped out. "South China hasn't fully fledged yet. If we don't knock them out now, when they're full-fledged, the Haiyi Guild will have to change its name!"

"Besides," Third Master Zhu knew these people couldn't get past greed, "Leizhou sugar only has this much share. If we give South China a share, how much? Too little, they won't be satisfied. Too much, we lose out."

Put this way, everyone nodded again. No one wanted to lose their dominant position. Seeing the situation controlled, Third Master Zhu told everyone to disperse.

Having sent the group away, Third Master Zhu couldn't help cursing them as "shortsighted." But he had to think of new tracks. Even pig-like teammates were ones who shared his fate.

Just as he was about to return home for a nap, a servant boy came and whispered something. Third Master Zhu looked impatient but said, "Call him in."

A man in ragged clothes was brought in. Large hands and feet, dark skin, burn scars on both hands. He quickly knelt and kowtowed.

"What is it?" Third Master Zhu asked, already knowing what this man came for.

"We really have no way out, so we came to beg Master," the man kowtowed again. "The silver given last time is almost spent. Women and children are starving. Beg Master for mercy, award some more silver..."

"Silver? You think I run a charity here?"

"Beg Master for mercy! Several hundred mouths to feed. 50 taels, we've been spending it tightly..."

This man was Lin Zhuang, originally a local sugar-boiling worker. This year, because South China opened, sugar-boiling workers lost jobs in large numbers. He was elected to petition the yamen requesting a ban on South China's machine sugar production, but it was rejected. With no way out, he'd sought help from Third Master Zhu and received 50 taels of silver.

But this aid wasn't unconditional. Third Master Zhu had instructed him to take men and mix outside the sugar trading houses, looking for opportunities to cause trouble.

"You have the face to say it!" Third Master Zhu leaned back. "What about the things I told you to do? It's been seven or eight days, and there's not a peep! Even if I threw silver into water, I'd hear a splash."

"This..." Lin Zhuang pleaded, "It's not that we didn't try. It's really that this violates the King's law. South China has a plaque inscribed by the County Magistrate. Doing this, we're afraid..."

"Afraid of what? South China caused you to lose jobs, ruined your families. Do you have any blood in you? Silver, I have plenty, but I never give it to trash!"

Lin Zhuang seemed moved by his words, kowtowed again, and said loudly, "Third Master rest assured. Whether we are trash or not, we'll show Third Master in a few days!"

Third Master Zhu nodded. "Tell everyone, if trouble happens and you get lawsuits, go in and I'll look after you. The Haiyi Guild will support your families! For those dead or injured, we pay the compensation!"

He gave Lin Zhuang a few more instructions. Lin Zhuang's face grew uglier, but in the end he nodded.

"Third Master, leave this to us. But your words must count!"

"When have I ever not owned up to my words?" Zhu An said seriously, shouting, "Men, bring 50 taels for Lin Zhuang!" He lowered his voice, "After it's done, there'll be another reward for you!"

Lin Zhuang's face flushed. "Good, I'll go arrange it now."

Watching Lin Zhuang leave, Third Master Zhu chuckled inwardly. Just this sugar worker causing trouble would be enough for them to swallow.

Then he called a sedan chair to go home. However, the arrival of 50,000 silver agitated him. A sure thing had suddenly developed a twist.

Is South China really not fated to die? Third Master Zhu had this strange thought. He had dominated Hai'an Street for decades. There had been outsiders trying to dip their fingers into this fat meat, and every time he'd beaten them off. Why was South China so hard to chew?

Thinking of this, he couldn't sleep. His sixth concubine, currently favored, came in to serve.

"Make me a bowl of tea!"

In a moment, a bowl of strong tea was presented. Zhu An drank and thought.

Using the topic of South China refusing sugar to cause trouble was already weak now that silver had arrived. Cane farmers still hoped to sell sugar. Even if trouble brought down South China, they'd only vent anger—the sugar still wouldn't sell. Lin Zhuang's group, having nothing and having his guarantee, would act without scruples. But the other side had escort agency men and hundreds of employees; the effect was hard to say. However, once an incident occurred with casualties, it would give South China a headache.

Just this wasn't enough to put South China to death. Pity that their financial situation was still unclear. Third Master Zhu drank cup after cup of strong tea, unable to think of a suitable method.

Watching his sixth concubine serving him, an idea suddenly came.

The sixth concubine was the sister of his sworn brother at sea—Gu Dachun. Gu Dachun was the leader of a small band of pirates nearby. Called pirates, it was actually a gang centered on the Gu family—relatives and fellow villagers. They had three or four boats and seventy or eighty people. Usually they fished and did small coastal trades. When opportunity arose, they also robbed passing merchant ships and coastal villages.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 287: Sweet Port Turbulence – The Gu Family Pirates

Several small fisher-pirate bands operated in the waters around Leizhou, and among them, the Gu family's outfit was considered moderately formidable. To the local populace, these petty corsairs were a genuine plague—but to the Haiyi Guild, they were beneath notice. The guild maintained its own militia, and whenever sugar ships put to sea, they sailed in convoys with hundreds of armed sailors. Such paltry pirate bands couldn't so much as scratch them. Attempting to do so risked breaking their own teeth.

What the Haiyi Guild truly feared were the great maritime warlords—men like Liu Xiang and Zhu Cailao—and so they paid heavy tribute to secure their peace. But for the smaller bands, token gestures sufficed to avoid harassment. Otherwise, no matter how many militiamen the guild fielded, they would be run ragged chasing shadows.

These token gestures, however, remained carefully limited. Though small pirate bands operated at sea, they inevitably required shore access—to rest, repair vessels, purchase rice, and settle their sick and wounded. They needed reliable havens on land, which meant cultivating relationships with local powerbrokers.

Third Master Zhu exploited this dynamic masterfully. Through careful application of carrot and stick, he reached accommodations with several nearby maritime outfits. They guaranteed not to molest sugar ships sailing from Hai'an or harass the Hai'an Street operations. In return, the Haiyi Guild provided cover for their onshore activities in Xuwen—arranging lodging, facilitating resupply, turning blind eyes where necessary. Such arrangements cost little money and occasionally proved useful.

Over time, although the smaller pirate bands rose and fell—some wiped out, some accepting amnesty, some simply disbanding—the Haiyi Guild maintained cordial relations with whoever held the waters. The arrangement worked because each side took what they needed.

Gu Dachun, as gang leader, was a man who valued loyalty. Though his relationship with the Haiyi Guild amounted to mutual exploitation, one incident had deepened the bond considerably. Years ago, when Third Master Zhu led a fleet caught in a sudden storm, Gu Dachun happened to be sheltering near the coast. He braved the tempest to sail out and guide most of the sugar ships to safe harbor. Third Master Zhu marked him as a man who kept faith and honored righteousness—a useful quality—and the two became sworn brothers. Their friendship deepened over subsequent years, and eventually Gu Dachun married his recently widowed sister to Third Master Zhu as his sixth concubine.

In a sense, it was a political marriage. Third Master Zhu had approached it with modest expectations: the bride was a "withered flower" entering her second marriage, and coming from a fishing family, how much beauty could she possess? Presumably her brother simply loved her and wanted to secure her a stable home. He would marry her, arrange comfortable quarters, and ensure she was fed and clothed. That would suffice.

The reality proved otherwise. Although the sixth concubine came from fishing stock, her appearance was quite striking, entirely lacking the weather-roughened look common to sea families. Rarer still, she was attentive in her service, skilled in both needlework and cooking. Inquiry revealed the explanation: in her youth, she had been sold to a wealthy local household as a maidservant and eventually taken as a concubine. When the master died, the principal wife expelled her. Now she served the fifty-odd-year-old Third Master Zhu with practiced devotion, and he found himself unexpectedly content.

Since the Gu Dachun connection existed, why not put it to use? The benefits would flow to everyone involved. His mind was made up: strong medicine was required.

Once this strong medicine took effect, the transmigrators would naturally become docile. In his own words, it was like pulling the firewood from under the cauldron. No matter how much strength the South China Factory possessed, they would be trapped to death in Leizhou.

"Qiuhan!" he called. The name dated from her days as a maidservant—in these times, women rarely received formal names, and childhood appellations persisted.

"What is it, Master?" The woman answered and came.

"How has your brother been lately?"

Qiuhan showed surprise. Her master rarely mentioned her brother in her presence, given that his occupation violated the King's law. To avoid complications, she never acknowledged having a brother before others.

"He's well. Master must have forgotten—someone delivered goods just a few days ago."

"Mm, yes, of course." Third Master Zhu remembered.

"And the brothers—are they living comfortably?"

"How can one speak of comfort in such a life? They manage." Speaking of her own family, Qiuhan couldn't suppress a sigh. So-called pirates varied enormously between great and small. For an outfit like the Gu family—three or four single-masted boats without even a cannon—"coastal robbery" meant only limited targets: small craft hugging the shoreline. Naturally, pickings were slim.

"There is a path to wealth available now. I wonder if your brother would be interested?"

"Truly?" Qiuhan's face lit with surprised delight. Though Third Master Zhu looked after her family, this was the first time he had spoken such words.

"When have I ever deceived you?" Third Master Zhu smiled.

"Thank you for Master's grace." Qiuhan curtsied deeply.

"Grind ink for me—" He reached for his brush, intending to write a letter, then thought better of it. Once committed to paper, such a letter falling into wrong hands would mean catastrophe. Better to have someone deliver the message in person.

"Return to your maiden home," Third Master Zhu said, lowering his voice. "Tell your brother that a massive fortune will soon appear near Hai'an Street." He described the sugar ships that would shortly depart from the South China Factory.

"The Haiyi Guild won't have vessels leaving port in the coming days. Tell your brother that as long as he identifies ships bearing the South China mark, he should strike without hesitation."

"Such an opportunity exists?" Qiuhan said wonderingly, lighting his silver water pipe.

"Indeed. Once he succeeds, I will purchase all the sugar myself. He need not worry about disposal."

"Thank you for Master's grace!" Qiuhan curtsied again, her face radiant with joy.

"Who else should I help but my own brother-in-law?" He smiled and caressed her cheek, though inwardly his calculations ran differently. Large cargoes seized by pirates were notoriously difficult to transport and store, which made them extremely cheap when sold under duress—probably less than two or three qian per shi. The profit would be immense.

"However," Third Master Zhu's tone shifted, "these ships are not to be trifled with. Your brother's outfit alone may not suffice. Tell him to recruit more hands for this job. The fortune is substantial—there's no need for stinginess."

"Yes, your servant understands. I'll leave tomorrow morning."

"No rush—wait a few days." He stroked Qiuhan's hand. "Perhaps ships carrying silver from Guangzhou will arrive as well. This matter requires careful long-term planning..."



While the South China Factory secured its fifty thousand taels in working capital, the Haiyi Guild made its own calculations. In sleepy Xuwen County, undercurrents churned. All parties prepared for a high-stakes gamble with the annual four or five hundred thousand taels of South China sugar as the prize. Meanwhile, in Guangzhou and Lingao—the two crucial bases of the Transmigration Senate—equally intense strategizing was underway.

After Wu De rushed back to Lingao, he requested an immediate Executive Committee meeting. The proposal from the Guangzhou Station to absorb retail deposits was approved—the Leizhou sugar affair had driven home the meaning of "Cash is King." Without substantial liquid capital, similar crises would plague every future market expansion.

Cheng Dong raised a broader proposal: why not simply establish a dedicated financial institution in Guangzhou, responsible for absorbing deposits, raising commercial working capital, and conducting remittance business? Financial infiltration into the Great Ming.

"You mean opening a bank in Guangzhou?" Ma Qianzhu's voice carried an edge of tension.

"Precisely. A bank." Cheng Dong nodded. "Of course, what we establish would strictly qualify only as a qianzhuang or piaohao—hardly worthy of the title 'bank.'"

"How would it work?" Excitement rippled through the room. The word "bank" carried considerably more gravitas than the nondescript grain trading house.

"According to the Guangzhou Station's investigation, no such financial institutions generally exist in this timeline yet," Cheng Dong continued at his unhurried pace, consulting a rough notebook bearing the 'Holy Ship' brand. "Only money exchange shops exist—operations dealing in silver and coin conversion. The Intelligence Bureau's investigation confirms that besides exchange, these shops engage in small-scale lending, but they don't absorb deposits. Essentially, they profit from currency fluctuations and exchange spreads. The overall capital scale remains modest."

What the Finance Committee had identified as promising was remittance business. Simple remittance existed in the Great Ming—primarily inter-branch transfers between shops to reduce the trouble of physically transporting silver—but the scale remained limited, serving mainly the needs of their own commercial networks. A dedicated draft remittance industry like the piaohao had not yet emerged. This represented virgin territory with enormous potential.

"Our bank's focus will be remittance, similar to piaohao operations. After building credit over several years, our silver drafts will circulate throughout the realm."

Ma Qianzhu shook his head. "The Great Ming doesn't seem to have substantial demand for remittance." From what they had observed, the commodity economy remained modest—not primitive, certainly, but far from advanced. Claims about China entering the primary stage of capitalism seemed premature at best.

"Not so. Although capital flows are limited in scale, they exist. Leizhou sugar is a prime example. We believe that at minimum, Songjiang cloth, Jiangxi tea and porcelain, Jiangnan silk, and Fujian indigo all involve large-scale silver movements." He took a breath. "Even in peripheral Hainan, according to Intelligence Bureau findings, the annual betel nut and copra trade amounts to several tens of thousands of taels. By any measure, that's significant volume."

The products he listed were highly seasonal, and production was typically dispersed. Whenever harvest season arrived, merchants transporting goods required large amounts of capital for acquisition. The demand for capital circulation would be enormous.

Remittance business offered multiple revenue streams: first, remittance fees—essentially handling charges; second, profits from interest differentials based on silver price fluctuations and varying money supply tightness across regions. As long as physical silver could be turned over efficiently, the possibilities for financial engineering were endless.

Another purpose for the Finance Committee in establishing a bank was to build credit for their own silver drafts as rapidly as possible. Future transmigrator economic, political, and military activities would span the entire country. Whether army, merchants, or intelligence operatives, none could traverse the realm carrying physical silver. As for the Lingao Circulation Certificates based on a rice standard—that was merely a short-term transitional measure, impossible and unnecessary to establish for nationwide circulation. Silver drafts, by contrast, were convenient to carry and use.

"Doesn't this amount to issuing another currency?" someone objected. "With Lingao Circulation Certificates, and now silver drafts—isn't this unnecessarily complicated?"

"That's a misunderstanding. Silver drafts aren't currency; at most they qualify as commercial paper. Although in late Qing times people often used silver drafts as direct payment, the theatrical scenes in movies where someone produces a fistful of silver drafts to settle bills are pure fiction."

Silver drafts carried varying levels of credit. Unlike copper coins backed by government authority or silver ingots representing actual precious metal, a draft's acceptance—how firmly it stood in the market and how widely it circulated—depended largely on the issuing institution's strength and reputation. Some drafts circulated only locally; others reached the four corners of the empire. The variations were numerous and subtle. Cheng Dong didn't elaborate on every detail, but he emphasized that establishing draft credit would yield enormous advantages for future capital mobilization and fundraising.

Wu Nanhai persisted in his objection. "The Central Plains will soon descend into turmoil. Draft remittance inherently requires branch offices. Investing substantial funds and personnel, only to see it all destroyed once war erupts—what's the point?"

"Unnecessary," Yan Ming replied. "We're not operating a modern bank. No need to establish locations everywhere. We need only set up offices in select locations where commerce flourishes and officials congregate. When necessary, we can also form remittance alliances with capable local establishments."

The branch strategy focused on opening key routes. The Southwest, Northwest, and Central Plains—either impoverished regions or areas destined for future unrest—were obviously unsuitable. The critical artery was the North-South corridor, especially from the Capital to Jiangnan. Everyone understood the logic: in the Ming's final decades, Jiangnan would remain the wealthiest and most peaceful region. Officials in the Capital would inevitably transfer substantial silver to this paradise for future enjoyment. The region was also the primary producer of cloth, silk, and tea, with correspondingly intense commercial activity.

"For specific branch cities, Southern Zhili comes first," Yan Ming continued. "Nanjing, Suzhou, Songjiang. Once stabilized, we expand northward to Qingjiangpu and Beijing."

Suzhou and Songjiang were Southern Zhili's wealthiest. The Northern and Southern Capitals, as seats of power where officials congregated, naturally demanded priority. As for Qingjiangpu—though merely a nameless county town in the twentieth century—it was a major transportation hub where north-south traffic converged during the Ming and Qing dynasties.

At the Ming-Qing transition, navigating the Grand Canal was treacherous due to lock passages, and sailing the Yellow River perilous. Travelers heading north or south—excepting grain transport vessels—typically abandoned boats at Qingjiangpu, proceeded north via the "Thoroughfare of Nine Provinces," crossed the Yellow River at Wangjiaying, and continued by horse or cart. As a transportation nexus between north and south, commerce naturally flourished. The town also housed granaries managed by the Ministry of Revenue and shipyards under the Ministry of Works, with important officials like the Governor of the Southern River in residence. Annually, the court dispatched substantial sums for river management, and the wealth of river officials was legendary throughout the realm. Many officials and merchants meant constant silver flows—truly a feng shui treasure ground for remittance business.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 288: Sweet Port Turbulence – Guangzhou

Ma Qianzhu raised a concern. "Aren't there too many branches? How much manpower will that require?"

"Not much," Yan Ming answered. "Our plan is to rely on local natives as much as possible, dispatching only one or two operatives to manage each location. They'll simply appear as merchants."

Of course, penetrating deep into the Great Ming's heartland to establish branches demanded substantial capital. The transmigrators lacked that capacity for now. The current plan focused on opening a bank in Guangzhou.

"People generally resist new things," Yan Ming elaborated on the strategy. "At the outset, we can position it directly under the Guangzhou Station system. First, we absorb deposits through Purple Treasure Pavilion—it already possesses considerable credit, making deposit collection easier. Before long, Violet Sincerity Trading should be able to do the same. Deposits absorbed by these two entities will be allocated and deployed by the Guangzhou Bank. Going forward, financial dealings and capital flows of all merchants under the Guangzhou Station will be unified and processed through the bank. Credit accumulates gradually."

This arrangement effectively centralized the financial authority of the Guangzhou Station. The Executive Committee readily grasped the benefits. Zi Corporation's Guangzhou operations were thriving, the scope expanding daily, and dealings with local merchants multiplying. Financial problems had grown acute. Currently, the Guangzhou Station simply filled out requisition forms, registered expenditure purposes, and drew directly from accounts; cash collection and disbursement remained entirely self-managed; and supervision was lacking. Though quarterly financial audits existed, they merely reconciled inflows and outflows. Various discretionary expenses defied verification entirely.

"Unchecked power inevitably breeds corruption." To the Executive Committee, the Guangzhou Station now resembled a large state-owned enterprise operating without oversight. When operations had been modest, minor discrepancies mattered little. But as the enterprise grew, such matters demanded attention. If the four principals at the Guangzhou Station colluded to manipulate the books, the Finance Committee in Lingao would struggle to detect it.

Contemplating a future with multiplying overseas agencies made it worse—Guangzhou was merely the first. As locations proliferated, the tangle of threads would only grow. Moreover, once interest chains formed around embezzled funds, dismantling them proved enormously complicated. The prospect of lobbying campaigns targeting the Executive Committee, or bribery schemes to purchase votes among the masses... the mere thought kept the gentlemen of the Executive Committee awake at night.

With a bank established, all subordinate enterprises and partner businesses would be required to open corporate accounts. Various special funds could maintain separate ledgers. Every capital movement would be recorded, eliminating the chaos of everything mixed in a single undifferentiated pot.

Considered this way, operating a bank offered numerous advantages. Quite apart from remittance business, internal controls alone would vastly improve.

"Won't this excessively constrain enterprises? Those in charge might become overly cautious."

"Not at all," Cheng Dong explained. "Establishing a bank and requiring transaction records is simply part of a sound financial system. It has no bearing on who uses money or in what amounts, much less on interfering with specific operations."

"Enterprise financial autonomy remains intact. That won't change," Cheng Dong emphasized.

"In that case, Lingao should probably open a branch as well."

"Lingao currently has Delong Grain Trading House handling such matters. We simply carve out a section for concurrent operation. For all the enterprises and institutions we've established, we must gradually build financial systems, open corporate accounts, and strive to complete comprehensive bill-based and institutionalized financial operations within the year."

Thus the proposal to open a bank was approved. To avoid brand proliferation complicating management, the Guangzhou establishment would be called "Delong Bank." Administratively, it would report directly to the Finance Committee.

"Is there a suitable person to dispatch?"

"Yes—Meng Xian will do."

Everyone knew Meng Xian, though not for his financial expertise. They remembered him from his time as a shooting instructor during New Army training—his marksmanship was extraordinarily precise, befitting his sports school shooting background.

"He studied finance and accounting in America. It's his profession."

Wen Desi considered for a moment. "His appearance presents certain challenges."

The man stood 180 centimeters tall, weighed ninety kilograms, sported a full beard and curly hair, had small eyes, and possessed well-developed musculature. Standing on a Lingao street, he already looked conspicuously out of place. Sending him to Guangzhou would only amplify the effect.

"It hardly matters. I think his looks carry a distinctly exotic flavor. In a place like Guangzhou, where people from all directions intermingle, it actually serves as excellent cover." Cheng Dong advocated strongly. "Besides, he's trained as half an agent—extensive firearms experience."

Such a conspicuous figure, regardless of his marksmanship, could at most serve as an action operative. Intelligence gathering was clearly unsuitable. But since Cheng Dong pressed his recommendation, no one raised further objections.

"Very well—consider the matter settled."

As for the suggestion to borrow funds at high interest in Guangzhou for deployment in the Leizhou sugar market, the Executive Committee approved that as well—though risk was substantial, profits were essentially guaranteed. A telegram went immediately to Guangzhou: borrowing authorized.

Upon receiving the message, the Guangzhou team sprang into action. Everyone divided responsibilities. Shen Fan was instructed to accelerate deposit absorption, taking in whatever he could secure. Guo Yi and the others focused on borrowing. Guo Yi had already discussed the matter with Zhang Xin and Yan Maoda; though no definitive word had come from Lingao, the urgency demanded provisional action. They had already made contacts with families potentially willing to lend. The moment the authorization telegram arrived, execution began.

But matters proved less smooth than anticipated. The reason was simple: monsoon season approached, foreign ships would soon sail, and bulk export goods required substantial silver. Cash was tight throughout the city. Even a major merchant like Gao Ju found his liquidity constrained. After negotiation, Gao Ju promised only thirty thousand taels available for immediate transfer—and that only after having subordinates check accounts repeatedly and delay several payments to scrape together the sum. Guo Yi knew the Leizhou operation required at least another hundred fifty thousand taels beyond the fifty thousand already transported to guarantee victory.

Under normal circumstances, a hundred fifty thousand taels presented no great difficulty in Guangzhou city, but presently even heroes found themselves thwarted by a single copper coin. Though Shen Fan had proposed deposit absorption as a solution, distant water couldn't quench an immediate thirst. Moreover, Violet Sincerity Trading had cultivated an image of formidable resources. Appearing overly eager in borrowing would inevitably damage that reputation. Several months immersed in the commercial world had taught the Guangzhou team the traditional business mentality—regardless of actual circumstances, necessary appearances must be maintained, even if borrowed money funded the facade. The moment one displayed weakness, everything became difficult.

However, if today's meeting succeeded, circumstances might turn decisively.

The sedan chair had been specially ordered by Shen Fan for Guo Yi's recent use in visiting guests. Strictly speaking, commoners like him shouldn't ride four-bearer sedan chairs, but Guangzhou's long history as an open port had normalized such status violations. Four-bearer sedans were ubiquitous on the streets—hardly noteworthy anymore. The only remaining restraint was avoiding green woolen cloth. The chair itself was exquisitely crafted, with glass windows from Lingao inlaid on three sides—transparent flat glass was quietly entering the lives of wealthy merchants and gentry throughout Guangzhou. Colorful silk curtains hung inside; the sedan poles were copper-wrapped and polished to gleaming brightness. The interior accommodated covered tea bowls, fruits, snacks, and a water pipe—everything needed to while away a long journey. The spacious cabin could comfortably seat two.

Guo Yi had initially felt sitting in such a conveyance was excessively ostentatious. But Shen Fan persuaded him: in the jewelry and curio business, if the proprietor didn't project magnificence, people questioned his status, and the establishment lost face. A degree of luxury was simply proper.

Originally, Guo Yi had considered proposing that the Lingao Carriage Manufacturing Plant produce a batch of high-class carriages for the Guangzhou market. But after surveying local horse prices, he abandoned the notion—horses were shockingly expensive. A few carriages could certainly find buyers, but volumes would remain limited.

"Carriages, carriages... carts without horses won't do—" Guo Yi mused as his body rose and fell with the sedan's rhythm. The motion was familiar by now; he'd grown accustomed to the gentle swaying. His thoughts focused on how to persuade the potential lenders he was about to meet.

The scattered funds he could borrow piecemeal probably wouldn't exceed thirty thousand taels—still a hundred thousand short of the hundred fifty thousand target. Where to find that sum? Guo Yi had puzzled over it extensively, discussing with everyone, but no one could produce a concrete solution.

However, if today's meeting went well, there might be a breakthrough.

The sedan chair halted abruptly. An attendant lifted the curtain and whispered, "Purple Clarity Pavilion lies just ahead. Shall we carry you in—"

"No." Guo Yi knew Purple Clarity Pavilion had become Guangzhou's premier entertainment venue, frequented by numerous dignitaries. Being carried in would attract excessive attention. He wasn't here to parade himself. "Use the rear entrance."

The rear approach offered quieter access and a dedicated sedan hall. Guo Yi's chair was carried directly inside. The Purple Clarity Pavilion steward was already waiting.

"Has the guest arrived?" His first words upon alighting demonstrated how seriously the proprietor took this matter. The steward answered hurriedly, "Replying to Proprietor—not all have arrived yet."

"Take me to see Miss Pei." He hesitated slightly over the title, then accepted it—since she was maintaining a female persona anyway, consistency avoided future complications.

Pei Lixiu's private quarters occupied a small courtyard in the rear building. Flowers and trees grew sparse in the yard; it was a quiet retreat amid the surrounding bustle. Guo Yi was entering these chambers for the first time. No maidservants appeared, but a handsome youth came to greet him and assist with changing clothes.

A year ago, Guo Yi would have been thoroughly uncomfortable, refusing any such attendance. But months in Guangzhou had changed him. His cover identity was that of a major proprietor, and daily life necessarily differed from ordinary folk. As the saying went, environment shapes character. Keeping company with the veteran merchant Shen Fan, dealing constantly with either wealthy or noble personages, he had gradually cultivated the bearing of a prosperous trader. Even his Guangdong Mandarin had slowly shed its twentieth-century inflections. He was learning to inhabit his role.

Without self-consciousness, he let the servant help him change into casual attire and wipe his face with a hot towel. Then he seated himself in the main room. Someone brought clear tea and four plates of tea snacks.

Glancing around, he saw the room was luxurious enough: a complete set of Guangdong rosewood furniture that in another timeline couldn't be purchased for less than a million yuan. Calligraphy and paintings by notable figures hung on every wall—presumably gifts from patrons. Most conspicuous was a floor-standing redwood clock, unique in all Guangzhou. The clock's internal mechanism came from another timeline; only the casing had been crafted by local artisans.

Less harmonious was the kerosene lamp on the table. Though adorned with a handsome shade, the style clashed completely with the room's aesthetic. As for the row of rattan-shelled thermoses on the Fujian lacquered low cabinet—they produced a distinctly disorienting sense of temporal displacement.

The servant went to the curtain and spoke softly: "Proprietor Guo has arrived."

Pei Lixiu opened the curtain herself and emerged gracefully. Managing Purple Clarity Pavilion's numerous affairs had thinned her recently, bringing her closer to this era's aesthetic preferences. A lightly powdered face, eyebrows like brush paintings, eyes sparkling with suppressed animation—she possessed a distinctive exotic allure.

Upon appearing, she first offered a curtsy: "Lixiu greets the Proprietor."

This greeting formally acknowledged Guo Yi as her public employer. Though theater, it was entirely necessary—otherwise, a lone woman of obscure origins operating such a grand establishment would attract endless complications.

Seeing the master arrive, the servant and maids naturally assumed private words required privacy. Without awaiting instructions, they withdrew.

Guo Yi wasted no time on pleasantries and went straight to business, speaking low: "Whom are we meeting?"

"Several wastrel young masters." With no one present, Pei Lixiu abandoned her romantic, graceful manner and sat cross-legged. "I'm exhausted!"

"Watch your posture!" Seeing her reveal her true character, Guo Yi quickly reminded her.

"It's fine—I don't receive guests here. They wouldn't dare intrude." Pei Lixiu stretched. "Got any cigarettes?"

"Where would I find cigarettes for you? You need to be careful in this business—reeking of smoke would be problematic—"

"Hmph, this business?" Pei Lixiu turned away in mock offense. "Purple Clarity Pavilion is a respectable, legitimate establishment. How could you say such hurtful things..."

Guo Yi broke into a sweat. The affectation was unbearable; goosebumps erupted instantly.

"All right, I take it back. I don't have cigarettes. Can we discuss business now?"

"Mm." Pei Lixiu produced a linen handkerchief to dab her eyes—a new product from Lingao Textile Factory, woven from local linen blended with high-count long-staple cotton. Light and breathable, the hand feel far surpassed silk.

Luxury and consumer goods developed in Lingao typically went to Guangzhou first, with many receiving priority supply to Purple Clarity Pavilion for brand establishment. Once the wealthy took to them, the broader market would follow—in every era, the rich set consumption trends.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 289: Sweet Port Turbulence — Funds in Place

It turned out the people Pepi had arranged to introduce were all scions of official and gentry families who frequented Purple Clarity Pavilion. Their status wasn't particularly exalted—the son of a Grain Intendant here, the young master or brother-in-law of a Vice General or Regional Commander there, the junior proprietor or nephew of a major merchant elsewhere. They commanded disposable funds and mostly held some form of official degree. Men with money and leisure naturally craved excitement, and a place like Purple Clarity Pavilion, where novelties constantly appeared, drew them like moths.

"Several young masters wish to meet you. All of them are wealthy. Extracting some capital from them shouldn't prove difficult."

"Borrowing funds I understand, but I hadn't expected creditors to be the eager ones seeking a meeting with the borrower. It's rare to find lenders anxious to meet debtors." Guo Yi showed surprise. His usual contacts were a miscellaneous lot—business partners, government connections—but he seldom encountered young wastrels of this type. They conducted no commerce and made no demands, so they had no reason to seek him out.

"They heard you're a guest from overseas and grew curious." Pepi smiled gracefully, then recounted the particulars. It began with casual conversation during entertainment. When wealthy guests came to Purple Clarity Pavilion to squander money, she, as hostess, naturally accompanied them for periods as a decorative presence. During these sessions, she would share tales of Australian sights and customs for amusement. These stories were materials approved by the Propaganda Department in Lingao—accounts of Australia's various benefits and oddities, including fabricated history, mostly along the lines of "Strange Tales from Across the Seas." But they also incorporated much content the Transmigration Group wished to disseminate among Ming Dynasty populace.

Such stories were inherently captivating. The ingenuity of Australian goods—together with the novel amusements and pleasures provided by Purple Clarity Pavilion itself—combined with Pepi's eloquence and vivid embellishment, had kindled deep interest in Guo Yi, the mysterious proprietor.

Pleasure-seeking sons rarely befriended upright, austere gentlemen; they insisted on "interesting" companions—articulate, striking in appearance, or unconventional in conduct. These particular young men kept pestering Pepi, demanding introductions to the somewhat enigmatic "Proprietor Guo."

"I see." Guo Yi reflected. It hardly mattered—this was an opportune time to expand his network, and establishing such connections could only prove beneficial.

"Don't underestimate them just because they're ordinary young masters; their family assets are quite substantial." As she spoke, Pepi flipped her wrist lightly, displaying an emerald ring glittering on her finger. "This represents their generosity."

The ring had a market value of at least eight hundred taels—no small token.

"Isn't such a gift rather heavy? There's no free lunch in this world." Guo Yi couldn't help worrying.

"Who said anything was free?" Pepi affected boredom, lifting her pinky to examine her latest nail art.

"?!" Guo Yi's expression showed alarm.

Pepi realized his misunderstanding and stamped her foot in combined embarrassment and agitation. "What's wrong with you? Why does your mind constantly wander down crooked paths?" She stamped again and made to leave.

"Misunderstanding! Complete misunderstanding—don't go, don't go—" Guo Yi quickly caught her arm, feeling absurdly like a soap opera protagonist.

"Hmph." Pepi turned back. "I belong to Proprietor Guo. No matter how dissolute they are, they wouldn't dare entertain designs on me. And even if they did, Lixiu would never yield—"

"Fine, fine." Guo Yi shuddered and hastily changed the subject. "So how did you handle it?"

"What's to handle? They had a request; I gave them what they wanted—nothing complicated." Pepi smiled. "What they seek is naturally an audience with you, Proprietor Guo."

Further discussion proved unnecessary. Moments later, a maid came to report: the young masters had arrived.

"Show them to the Bamboo Garden," Pepi instructed.

"Bamboo Garden? You've built a small garden?" Guo Yi found this strange—he hadn't seen any such project order.

"It's just a private dining room. I gave it an elegant name." Pepi went inside to change. When she reemerged, she wore a thin dark-patterned purple velvet dress that accentuated her tall figure and the luminous quality of her complexion.

Guided by a maid, the pair walked through corridors, descended stairs, and turned corners. "This place is like a labyrinth!" Guo Yi remarked.

"Too cramped, and the layout's a bit chaotic. When we have the capacity, it really needs renovation," Pepi replied.

The implication was dissatisfaction with Purple Clarity Pavilion's facilities. The establishment had originally been an acquired building, subsequently modified. At that time, Lingao's industrial capacity was essentially nonexistent, and the Executive Committee had been unwilling to invest too many modern elements. Renovation proceeded according to this timeline's capabilities. Because they were eager to establish position, and the original decorations and facilities remained sixty or seventy percent serviceable, no major changes had been made.

Guo Yi thoroughly agreed. With Pei Lixiu's appearance and conversational skills, though the novel packaging attracted dandies for now, it wasn't a sustainable strategy. To keep Purple Clarity Pavilion thriving long-term, continuously fresh attractions were essential to lead Guangzhou's fashion trends.

Considering this, Guo Yi spoke thoughtfully: "If you hadn't mentioned it, I'd have forgotten. Lingao sent a list of the latest goods. Examine it later and see what might prove useful here. Consider that before planning any renovation."

"If you ask me, sanitary fixtures should come first—current facilities are too inconvenient..." Just as she was about to continue, seeing they'd nearly arrived, she instantly switched to a tone saccharine enough to induce diabetes: "Proprietor, watch your step."

Though called a private room, the Bamboo Garden was actually a small reception hall. The decoration was reasonably elegant, though the furnishings showed wear. Two pretty maids attended within. Both guests displayed the manner of noble young masters in fine clothing.

After host and guests exchanged bows, Pepi introduced the newcomers to Guo Yi. She had described them accurately—textbook examples of gilded youth. One was Wu Zhixiang, whose father and brothers all held capital appointments; he himself had achieved xiucai status. The other proved more surprising: Dong Jizhong was a Vice General's son who had inherited the hereditary position of Commander.

"An official! My respects, my respects." Guo Yi bowed again.

"What sort of official? A hereditary position the size of a sesame seed." Dong Jizhong appeared indifferent. "Someone like me—could I really take the field wielding saber and spear?"

He had the look of a frail scholar; it was difficult to imagine a scion of a hereditary military house appearing thus. However, since this person was in Guangdong, his father must be serving in either Fujian or Guangdong. If this connection could be cultivated, news from Ming military circles would become considerably easier to obtain.

They exchanged mutual admiration. As it was noon, Pei Lixiu ordered the banquet served in the hall. A large round table had been assembled in the center. On the blue-and-white fine porcelain tableware, twelve cold dishes were arrayed. Guo Yi had been here long enough to know that Ming Dynasty banquets—whether official feasts or elegant gatherings—didn't follow this format. This quintessentially twentieth-century banquet service, along with many dishes, had been transplanted by Pepi from her own time—she had brought numerous cooking utensils and recipe books.

Guo Yi surveyed the spread. Not only were the dishes varieties commonly seen at public and private banquets in another dimension, but even the table setting looked hauntingly familiar. He couldn't suppress a knowing smile.

Since this was an elegant gathering, seating was informal. As the gentlemen were treating Guo Yi, they pressed him toward the seat of honor, and he accepted without false modesty.

Conversation at the table inevitably drifted toward various Australian anecdotes and curiosities. Thanks to the internet, Guo Yi's head was stuffed with random knowledge—astronomy, geography, social news—which he could arrange however he pleased. He understood these remarks were merely prologue; the substantive topic would surely follow.

Indeed, after three rounds of wine, Wu Zhixiang came directly to the point. It emerged that though these men were sons of officials, prolonged residence in Guangzhou had infected them with merchant habits. They possessed "modest private funds" and wished to pursue "profitable ventures."

Profitable ventures were easily discussed, but for sons of officials like them, complications abounded. They understood little of commercial practices and dared not intervene rashly. Though lending was profitable, risks were high, and reputation suffered. Should some censor or supervising secretary hear of it and memorialize, the mildest consequence would be criticism for "competing with the common people for profit"—highly inappropriate.

The easiest and safest approach was depositing with a reliable major trading house to earn interest—both secure and gossip-free. But Wu Zhixiang found the interest rates disappointing.

After considerable reflection, the most lucrative Guangzhou business was maritime trade. Shiploads of porcelain, medicinal materials, raw silk, and tea sailed out; gleaming silver returned. Anyone would feel jealous watching it.

But though Wu Zhixiang's father and brothers held capital appointments, they weren't influential grandees. Dong Jizhong's father was merely a Vice General, and military ranks had always carried little prestige. Moreover, serving as officials in distant provinces, they lacked local connections to flatter them by permitting them to "insert shares," carry goods, or make small investments. As for operating their own ships—hearing about treacherous storms and pirates, neither man possessed the courage. Entrusting others felt unreliable...

Dong Jizhong interjected: "They say maritime trade guarantees profits, but ocean storms are perilous. Zheng the Trait—" he paused, "—though Zheng Zhilong has accepted amnesty, the sea still churns with three-foot waves even in calm weather! Extremely dangerous!" He smiled bitterly. "We have silver but no use for it."

Having rambled to this point, Guo Yi understood he was dealing with ordinary wastrels—envious watching others grow rich, but unwilling to bear any risk or hardship. That was why they'd sought him out. Such characters were easy to manage. He nodded agreeably and remarked casually: "The sea is indeed turbulent—truly unsuitable business. You are both precious sons of privilege; such commerce is beneath you."

Though they had abandoned thoughts of maritime trade, the desire for profit remained. Dong Jizhong had concluded that in present-day Guangzhou, the other great money-making opportunity was Australian goods. A mirror sent to Jiangnan doubled in value; to the capital, it added half again. The items were compact, easily transported, and extremely marketable—far safer than risking large sums in oceanic ventures.

Another advantage: because Wu Zhixiang's father and brothers were in the capital, he frequently traveled or dispatched people there on business. Each time, the Wu family seized the opportunity of these capital journeys to transport substantial merchandise for sale along the route. This business—trafficking under cover of official travel—not only avoided checkpoint taxes but had all travel expenses borne by courier stations; even porters could be requisitioned from stations along the way.

The two had immediately seen eye to eye. Capital they possessed. But the Gao family monopolized wholesale distribution of Australian goods in Guangzhou. Hoping to obtain supply from him was no different from snatching food from a tiger's maw. Though Gao Ju was merely a commoner, he had palace connections and reputedly pirate ties as well—who would dare provoke him? As for Guo Yi, they had long heard his name, but lacking any connection or suitable intermediary, an unsolicited visit risked being turned away; even if admitted, the humiliation of word spreading would be intolerable.

After much deliberation, they thought of Pei Lixiu at Purple Clarity Pavilion. Learning this establishment was Guo Yi's property, they concluded that Pei Lixiu, who presided over operations, must be the proprietor's favorite—a cherished concubine. If she introduced them and spoke favorably at the critical moment, matters would proceed far more smoothly.

Having decided, the two haunted Purple Clarity Pavilion daily, lavishing attention on Pepi, not hesitating to ply her with extravagant gifts. Their objective: to secure pillow talk, meet Guo Yi, and persuade this "God of Wealth of Australia" to let some goods slip through his fingers—which they could enjoy endlessly.

"...We have funds we cannot deploy. We hoped to ask Proprietor Guo's advice on how we might put them to profitable use." Dong Jizhong spoke politely, but his meaning was transparent: the only guaranteed money-maker in Guo Yi's hands was Australian goods.

Guo Yi recognized an excellent opportunity and calculated carefully. Since they had uninvested funds—idle capital—it could be borrowed short-term. Better still, properly managed, this capital could be occupied for long-term operations. He just didn't know the exact amounts. Presumably each man had ten or twenty thousand taels.

But he didn't reveal his hand immediately; he would tantalize them first. He responded vaguely: "Much to discuss, much to discuss."

"What wine would the master prefer?" Pei Lixiu inquired. "Wine has been prepared."

"Just wine."

Lately, whenever banquets occurred, Guo Yi drank "National Scholar Unrivaled"—purely to advertise their own product. He was thoroughly sick of it. Hearing wine was available felt like rain after drought.

Wine was sold in Ming Dynasty Guangzhou as well. One type was imported goods, transported in wooden barrels, indistinguishable from twentieth-century wine; another was simply yellow rice wine with added raisins. An establishment like Purple Clarity Pavilion naturally served the former.

Wine was poured into a glass goblet—crimson and beautiful. Guo Yi lifted it and took a small sip. No astringent bite, just the original sweet-tart flavor; a familiar fruity wine aroma. He couldn't help exclaiming: "Excellent wine!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 290: Sweet Port Turbulence — Sugar Ship Hijacked

Pei Lixiu came to serve another course. "This is foie gras pâté," she announced. "The wine was sent by Young Master Wu. Regarding their matter, Master—would you be willing to plan something for them?" As she spoke, she cast a flirtatious glance and, while pouring wine, leaned half her body against Guo Yi.

Wu and Dong witnessed this and couldn't contain their delight. They hadn't expected Miss Pei to exert such effort on their behalf—she was truly a woman of her word. With her advocacy, the matter was eighty percent certain to succeed.

Half of Guo Yi's body, however, had gone completely numb. Though he knew this was performance, he was cursing internally while maintaining an expression of enjoyment. "Much to discuss! Much to discuss. Since you two gentlemen think so highly of me, naturally I must plan carefully on your behalf."

"We're most grateful! Thank you!"

Guo Yi addressed them both: "I have a question."

"Please, please—speak freely."

"Since you both honor me with your trust, I dare not prove ungrateful. But first I must ask: how much capital are we discussing? To deploy it properly requires a plan. Is this sum to be returned in one or two months, or is a year or half acceptable? What returns do you expect? I need these general parameters before I can begin."

Wu Zhixiang looked to Dong Jizhong, seeking his opinion with a glance.

"Brother Ziyan," Dong Jizhong said, "the silver isn't substantial. I have fifty thousand; Brother Wu has over thirty thousand. Together, merely eighty or ninety thousand. Silver can't sit idle indefinitely—it must be turned over quickly."

Nearly a hundred thousand taels, yet they claimed the amount was modest—what a lavish perspective. The wealth of officialdom was truly staggering. No wonder the Ming Dynasty was doomed to perish, Guo Yi thought.

He nodded. "I understand your intentions. Ordinarily, this would present no difficulty. But in commerce, trust and righteousness are paramount. Currently, all Australian goods produced by Purple Treasure Pavilion are distributed exclusively through Master Gao. It would be improper for me to unilaterally allocate goods to you two without authorization. Otherwise, my reputation in this marketplace would be finished."

"We beg Brother Ziyan to help us!" Wu Zhixiang quickly pleaded.

Help? Why should I help you? Guo Yi reflected that dandies were indeed dandies—they didn't even grasp such basic worldly wisdom. However, though ignorant of business etiquette, they possessed money. To access their capital, "helping" them meant helping himself.

"I have another path to wealth. I wonder if you gentlemen might be interested?"

"We're eager to hear!" Both men leaned forward.

"Are you familiar with sugar?"

"Certainly, certainly." Dong Jizhong nodded vigorously. "Sugar is an enormous business!" Though he didn't engage in maritime trade himself, his Guangzhou environment had taught him that sugar was an extremely marketable export commodity—both the Eastern and Western Oceans scrambled for it.

"In Australia, sugar sells exceptionally well. Therefore, in the coming month or two, I'll be acquiring sugar throughout Guangdong. Once the sugar is collected, loaded onto ships, and transported back, it becomes silver. Would you gentlemen be interested in investing shares?"

He didn't say "borrow"—first, borrowing required paying extremely high interest; second, they had just expressed serious reservations about usury—so he framed it as participation.

Wu Zhixiang answered without hesitation: "Excellent, excellent! But what returns might we expect?"

"Difficult to specify precisely, but based on annual conventions, for every tael invested, returns of at least two percent are guaranteed."

"How long will it take? Extended delays won't do." Dong Jizhong interjected.

Guo Yi nodded. "Naturally! If capital and interest required a year or half to recover, you might as well deposit directly with a large trading house. This venture will show results within three months."

Actually, it wouldn't take even a month. Guo Yi had calculated that a shipload of sugar transported from Xuwen to Guangzhou could be sold in as few as ten days. Paying two percent total interest over three months was steep, but far less than borrowing costs. Moreover, in those three months, the money could turn over once or twice more—equivalent to using it three times.

His calculations exposed, Dong Jizhong's face flushed slightly. He hastened to explain: "That's not what I meant! Brother Ziyan is helping us so generously—how could we haggle over terms? It's just that certain complications exist..." To demonstrate his sincerity, he awkwardly revealed that part of this silver was "temporarily borrowed public funds" that couldn't remain in hand indefinitely. Guo Yi thought: how much public funding could a Vice General father possess? This was probably soldier's pay.

"That's perfectly fine—we're all brothers here!" Guo Yi adopted the manner of a good friend. "Come, come—drink!"

"Since matters are settled, where should the silver be delivered?" Dong Jizhong was anxious to finalize arrangements. "I'll write a note immediately and have someone return to withdraw and deliver it to your residence..."

"Unnecessary," Guo Yi said decisively. "Since we're partners, credit comes first, procedure second. When your funds are ready, I'll have people from the Qiwei Escort Agency come to collect them. You gentlemen need only instruct your doormen and accountants. I'll have Purple Treasure Pavilion issue passbooks noting the three-month term and two percent interest. If markets prove favorable, bonuses will be distributed according to share capital. Does this suit you?"

"Perfectly, perfectly!" These words drew repeated nods from both men, who felt that Proprietor Guo spoke and acted beautifully—reliable indeed. Their affection for him increased several degrees. With the major matter settled, the mood relaxed, and subsequent drinking went increasingly smoothly. Guo Yi also seized the opportunity to gather substantial official intelligence.

His primary concern was, naturally, Guangdong's attitude toward Lingao. In Guangdong official circles, the movements of Liu Xiang, Zhu Cailao, and similar figures commanded far more attention than Lingao. Dong Jizhong hadn't even heard of such matters—Lingao had reported bandit situations, but prefectures and counties reporting bandits were as numerous as ox hairs. With Lingao's county seat still in government hands, naturally no one cared.

As for Beijing, Chongzhen remained preoccupied "bringing order out of chaos" and purging remnants of Wei Zhongxian's clique—he had recently reprimanded the cabinet ministers for the third time over ineffective liquidation of the "traitorous party." This year's capital inspection in both the Northern and Southern capitals would inevitably involve major actions to purge Wei Zhongxian's "traitorous party." The atmosphere in officialdom was correspondingly tense. Officials who had originally opposed Wei naturally sought to ride the momentum upward; those with secret connections scrambled to make arrangements for exoneration, ideally retaining their positions; fence-sitters sought to curry favor with the current dynasty's new luminaries for further advancement... The entire court and bureaucracy buzzed like a disturbed hive, thoroughly chaotic.

This accorded generally with news Guo Yi had gleaned from court gazettes. Since neither Beijing nor Guangdong was paying attention, Lingao's development could still secure a relatively stable buffer period. This intelligence required immediate transmission to the Executive Committee.

The drinking continued until three in the afternoon before the party dispersed happily. Guo Yi conveyed several key instructions to Pei Lixiu, particularly asking her to monitor whether anyone visiting Purple Clarity Pavilion recently mentioned sugar. If significant news emerged, she should dispatch someone to report immediately.

The contest between the Transmigration Group and the Haiyi Guild over Leizhou sugar would inevitably produce a winner. In Guo Yi's view, regardless of the Haiyi Guild's local strength, they couldn't withstand the Transmigration Group's overwhelming force. Even without deploying the Executive Committee's special forces, Guangzhou operations alone would guarantee the Haiyi Guild's defeat in this sugar acquisition war. After successfully securing two loans today, his conviction only strengthened.

Regarding capital, the Transmigration Group now held the winning hand. The Haiyi Guild could hardly have anticipated that the transmigrators possessed the capability to mobilize over a hundred thousand taels so rapidly. In the coming days, additional funds could probably be raised—Pei Lixiu mentioned that besides Wu and Dong, several other young masters from similar official families existed. Without overcommitting, mobilizing another forty or fifty thousand silver should prove unproblematic. Two hundred thousand taels would be enough to batter the Haiyi Guild into the ground.

China had always been called a black hole for silver, and Guangzhou probably hoarded more silver than anywhere else. People spoke of tight money, but in reality, countless individuals possessed substantial idle cash. The trick was figuring out how to extract it.

Previously, he had assumed that with the Gao family connection, the Transmigration Group faced no capital problems whatsoever. But this sugar industry foray had revealed how far they remained from the four words "abundant capital supply." Long-term, diversified fundraising was essential. Throughout the sedan journey, he racked his brains over how to raise additional funds and expand operations further.

While contemplating inside the sedan, the chair suddenly halted. A follower reported: "Master, someone from Shopkeeper Sun at Qiwei has come to pay respects, requesting that you proceed to the escort agency immediately."

"What's this about?" Guo Yi asked, then realized his hastiness. The messenger was merely a courier—what could he know? Shopkeeper Sun presumably had urgent news requiring personal delivery. Not finding Guo Yi at Huifu Street and knowing he'd gone to Purple Clarity Pavilion, Sun had dispatched someone to intercept him en route.

"To Qiwei!"

The sedan curtain dropped, and they immediately proceeded toward the Qiwei Escort Agency. Anxiety stirred in his chest. Though he was ninety-nine percent confident about the Leizhou matter, the closer they approached the final moment, the less room existed for problems. The key to this battle was Guangzhou's sugar price. According to recent market trends, the price was climbing steadily, now reaching 3.92 taels. He already knew from the South China side that locals considered this year's Leizhou sugar production "average"—meaning standard levels. However, Leizhou wasn't China's sole sugar-producing region; nearby Fujian also produced sugar. He remained completely ignorant of that market. If a large batch of sugar arrived and prices collapsed, the substantial sum of high-interest borrowed funds would transform into poison.

At this critical juncture, unexpected complications were most feared. Guo Yi had already instructed Sun Kecheng that various branches and external counters should report every three days. If they encountered sugar goods in transit, they should investigate the sugar's origin, production volume, and intended destination. Escort masters were instructed to frequent tea houses more often, simply to obtain useful news—even fragmentary remarks sometimes proved critical.

The sedan arrived at Qiwei. Rather than entering through the main gate—he was a shareholder here and the shopkeeper's close friend, visiting every three to five days, a thoroughly familiar guest—the sedan proceeded directly through the side entrance and stopped by the flower hall.

Sun Kecheng was already waiting beneath the dripping eaves. This wasn't courtesy but urgency—he had to inform Guo Yi immediately.

"Proprietor Guo, something's happened!"

The words struck like a physical blow, clearly signaling gravity. Guo Yi nodded. "Inside."

Only then did Sun Kecheng realize that speaking in the courtyard was inappropriate. He quickly ushered Guo Yi into the flower hall and through to a side chamber—their place for confidential discussions.

"Yesterday, a sugar ship was hijacked at sea!"

Guo Yi's heart clenched. Could it be the Dengyingzhou? That vessel was precious indeed. On reflection, the Dengyingzhou had brought a shipload of sugar from Leizhou and just loaded bituminous coal before departing for Lingao two days ago. It should still be en route—so it couldn't possibly be that ship.

"It's the Guang Bing!"

The Guang Bing was a double-masted Guangdong vessel with capacity exceeding a hundred tons, belonging to the Gaodi Shipyard's dedicated coastal freight fleet.

The so-called Gaodi Shipyard was a freight shipping company jointly operated by the Guangzhou Station and the Qiwei Escort Agency to compensate for Lingao's shipping shortage. All vessels were small coastal cargo ships purchased locally, crewed by locally hired sailors. The shipping company was managed by the Guangzhou Station and didn't fall under Maritime Power Department jurisdiction. Its sole business was the Lingao-Guangzhou route.

Because business was thriving, the fleet had expanded rapidly. It now possessed six double-masted ships, named with "Guang" prefixes and ordered by Heavenly Stems—Guang Jia through Guang Geng. They carried more than half the materials transported to Lingao.

Originally, Gaodi ships mostly returned from Lingao empty—so-called "Australian goods" were small in quantity but high in value, so for safety, they were always transported by the Maritime Power Department's Dengyingzhou. Currently, the South China Factory had accumulated substantial granulated sugar, and Guangzhou was anxious to recoup capital. After discussion, both sides decided to use empty Gaodi Shipyard vessels returning from Lingao to carry granulated sugar. A convenient and profitable arrangement—who could have anticipated this?

Because sea conditions were unsettled, though shipyard vessels lacked cannons, sailors were equipped with swords, spears, and matchlock guns for self-defense, and specialized maritime escort masters were assigned. The route stayed within coastal waters, avoiding the open ocean. Though the journey was slightly longer, security was enhanced. The ships had operated for months without incident—how had an accident occurred the moment sugar was loaded?

"Tell me exactly what happened."

Sun Kecheng lowered his voice. "The ship returned, but five people died."

"Is the ship still usable?" After asking, Guo Yi immediately regretted it—inquiring about the ship before casualties was rather cold. He quickly added: "Are there wounded?"

"The ship is at the dock; we're arranging repairs. Some minor damage, nothing serious." Sun Kecheng said. "The sailors are all resting at Gaodi Inn. Some are injured; doctors have been summoned."

"Is the captain all right? What about the escort masters?"

"The captain has injuries, but nothing serious. However, two escort masters died!" Sun Kecheng's face was grim. "Old brothers who worked together for years. I never expected such a thing to happen."

Though death wasn't rare in the escort business, these two were veterans of long collaboration. Naturally, the sentiment differed from recently recruited hands.

"The dead cannot return to life. I'll certainly provide generous compensation!" Guo Yi quickly pledged. "First, dispatch two hundred taels of silver as condolence gifts to each bereaved family. As for compensation matters, handle things provisionally for now—we'll discuss details later. Don't scrimp on expenses!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 291: Sweet Port Turbulence — Dark Clouds Gathering

Sun Kecheng knew this proprietor was generous, but hearing about two hundred taels still startled him. "That's too extravagant—"

"A life is gone; what's extravagance to speak of?" Guo Yi said. "I must trouble Shopkeeper Sun with the arrangements. Also, if the ship captain's injuries aren't serious, summon him along with the escort masters. We'll need a place to talk." He considered for a moment. "Select a few sailors to come answer questions as well."

"Yes, I'll see to it immediately." Sun Kecheng assented. "Where would Proprietor Guo like to meet?"

"Question them right here at the escort agency. Immediately." Guo Yi had initially thought to go directly to the Highland Inn, but then reflected that with numerous people and mixed company there, it wasn't suitable for interrogation.

Half an hour later, everyone had assembled. Guo Yi personally questioned the ship captain, escort masters, and sailors. He learned that five or six small sailing vessels had ambushed the Guang Bing near the coast, boarding with superior numbers. The ship was quickly seized, but the attackers seemed to exercise restraint—they didn't kill too many people, nor did they take the vessel. They merely divided the sugar among several boats and departed.

According to the injured escort master, the pirates didn't appear to belong to any of the major gangs; they seemed to be small independent operators who had temporarily united for a single job.

"What accent did the attackers have?"

"Returning to the Proprietor: all had local Leizhou accents. They should be local ruffians."

If that was the case, the probability that the Haiyi Guild had instigated this was quite high. Guo Yi nodded. "Rest well. I'll cover all expenses."

Leaving the escort agency, he quickly boarded his sedan chair and ordered: "Back to Huifu Street!" He calculated that he must immediately telegraph the South China Factory and Lingao to report. This matter was probably no ordinary maritime robbery. Though the situation wasn't entirely clear, the attackers' actions were extremely targeted. Sugar transport would have to be postponed—this involved how the Lingao Executive Committee planned to address threats at sea.



Guo Yi's telegram struck Wen Tong and the others like a thunderbolt. The contents brought both joy and worry. The joy: Guangzhou had clearly confirmed that the required silver presented no problem—South China only needed to proceed boldly with acquisition. The worry: a sugar ship had been hijacked—not merely the loss of five hundred shi of sugar, but evidence that the Haiyi Guild had moved to explicitly illegal means against them.

Nothing was more frightening than a cornered animal. The fish that would die to tear the net; the desperate dog that would leap a wall. The Haiyi Guild was now at its wits' end. Further delay only worsened their odds, making shadowy tactics increasingly likely.

How to respond presented a genuine dilemma. While he was still deliberating, Wen Xiu entered to report: "Shopkeeper Liao has arrived."

"Which Shopkeeper Liao?"

"Grand Shopkeeper Liao."

That would be Liao Dahua of Qiwei. He quickly said: "Show him in!"

The news Liao Dahua brought was even more disturbing. He reported that the escorts had confirmed: sugar mill workers throughout Xuwen County, including some from Haikang, had been organizing over the past several days. In three days' time, they planned to burn incense and swear oaths at the Zou Monk Temple to "eradicate the monster devices" of the South China Factory and "fully restore ancient methods."

This was a devastating blow—nearly knocking the wind out of Wen Tong. Hijacking sugar ships wasn't enough; now they were preparing to attack the factory directly!

"Old Liao—could we request government intervention to suppress this?" Having witnessed the magistrate's authority during their last visit, if the yamen would dispatch men to impose order, the workers might not dare act.

"The Grand Master in the county would welcome trouble—it gives him cases to adjudicate and money to collect from both sides." Liao Dahua cautioned. "The sugar mill workers have grounds for their grievance—after all, their livelihoods were destroyed. Public sentiment is turbulent. If violence erupts, South China is very likely to suffer serious losses. We might ultimately win any lawsuit, but that mob is destitute. Even if a few heads roll, what good does it do?"

"Yes, yes—your analysis is correct." Wen Tong knew that in this timeline, counting on the government was essentially fantasy.

"For now, it's best to prepare exit strategies." The "exit strategies" Liao Dahua mentioned were actually escape routes. He whispered that he had already arranged a courtyard in Xuwen's county seat. If anything happened, they should flee directly there.

"Once inside the county seat, no mob would dare pursue easily—that would be rebellion. On this point, the shopkeeper can rest assured." Liao Dahua patted his chest. "As long as you're within the walls, Qiwei can guarantee everyone's safety."

Wen Tong hesitated. "Surely it won't come to that? Would they dare commit murder?" Beyond that, with so much machinery, equipment, and sugar in the factory, they absolutely couldn't abandon it. Otherwise, how would they explain to the Executive Committee afterward?

"Hard to say—" Liao Dahua's expression was grave. "Recently, someone has been purchasing 'substitutes.' The going rate is eight hundred taels each."

"Substitutes?"

"Yes." Liao Dahua nodded. He explained that whenever civil unrest or armed conflict occurred, the government typically didn't intervene on the spot. But afterward, those who injured people had to compensate, and those who killed had to pay with their lives. To ensure their subordinates could act without hesitation, organizers often purchased "substitutes" in advance. When the government subsequently investigated, the substitute would surrender to the authorities. One life for another, and the matter was closed.

Since someone was buying substitutes, it meant the riot organizers were prepared for fatalities. Wen Tong immediately grew alarmed. After all, he was just a sugar factory technician. Initially, he had believed that with the Transmigration Group backing him, the Qiwei Escort Agency guaranteeing him locally, and government connections, he was a significant figure in Xuwen and even Leizhou. Even within the Transmigration Group, both Lingao and Guangzhou had been revolving around South China recently—he had felt quite important. Now that the opponent intended to deploy blades and guns, he realized that their small contingent was isolated here, relying only on Qiwei personnel and a few pistols. If a mob genuinely stormed in with intent to kill, neither Wen Desi nor Ma Qianzhu possessed the ability to instantaneously teleport an army to save his life.

He couldn't help feeling timid: perhaps Shopkeeper Liao was right—he had to prepare an escape route... Hadn't President Wen instructed them: "Survival is the highest priority"?

Though he made this resolution, on reflection, contemplating escape before anything happened seemed rather craven. If anyone saw through it, he would become a laughingstock. So he feigned composure: "No matter. Let's invite everyone to discuss this first. The South China Factory represents major assets; we can't let people destroy it for nothing."

He immediately summoned Chen Tianxiong, Mei Lin, Xiao Gui, and the others. Liao Daxing was managing operations in front and couldn't be spared—at present, the storefront required someone in charge.

"Is Shopkeeper Bei available? Should we invite him?" Wen Xiu asked quietly.

"He's back?" Hearing this, Wen Tong felt half-relieved. With a special forces soldier present, security increased dramatically. "Invite him—certainly we must invite him."

Bei Wei had returned with his team from a staff excursion and was resting at the sugar firm. He had also heard that conditions outside were unsettled recently and had originally planned to come that evening for joint discussions.

After Liao Dahua repeated his report, Wen Tong said: "How should we handle this? The Haiyi Guild has played two ruthless cards in succession. Clearly they're not prepared to engage in fair competition."

Everyone held their breath without speaking. The matter was of enormous consequence, touching the survival of South China. Setting aside everything else, if South China were genuinely destroyed on their watch, an impression of being "unfit for heavy responsibility" would attach to everyone present throughout the Transmigration Group's future. They could forget about administrative positions governing a region; they would spend their lives honestly being technicians.

After a prolonged silence, Chen Tianxiong spoke: "Since things have reached this point, we must prepare for the worst. First: if the opposition attacks, do we have the capability to protect the factory and goods? Second: if we can't resist, can we guarantee the safety of ourselves and our subordinates?"

Xiao Gui said: "Actually, if they do attack, we might not necessarily be outmatched. The sugar factory has over a hundred able-bodied men; a militia unit has been organized and trained. We also have escorts. Holding out for a while shouldn't be a problem."

"There are many of them," Liao Dahua interjected. Besides sugar mill workers, there would be their families; the Haiyi Guild would probably also inject hoodlums. At minimum, a thousand people. "There's another concern we must guard against. Everyone knows substantial silver is stored in the sugar firm. Once disturbances begin, opportunists might attempt to exploit the chaos..."

Bei Wei nodded in agreement with Liao Dahua's assessment. If this were a unit like the Salt Field Village Militia—established for extended periods, well-trained, and unified in purpose—they might manage. But a rabble like the Sugar Factory Militia, established for barely a month or two, couldn't be expected to resist a mob ten times their size.

"Don't we have escorts? And Bei Wei's men..." Wen Tong thought of Bei Wei.

"Please—we scouts are human too, not Kenshiro." Bei Wei smiled bitterly. "Even skilled fighters can't take on a hundred each."

"Won't the fowling piece settle matters?" Because Liao Dahua was present, Wen Tong spoke guardedly.

"This is the Ming Dynasty, not South America—and Ming Dynasty natives aren't Indians who believe we're descended gods. Firing guns is simple enough, but people here know your 'fowling piece' is just a fowling piece, not a divine artifact." Bei Wei said. "Besides, if we kill people at the sugar factory, how do we clean up afterward?"

"Then we simply 'decapitate'..." Seeing Wen Tong hesitating to speak, Liao Dahua quickly said: "I'll step outside and survey the situation first. If anything comes up, shopkeepers, summon me."

"If it truly comes to that, so be it." Bei Wei nodded. "I only wish I'd brought a sniper rifle—didn't even bring a regular rifle. Otherwise I'd simply blow that nuisance Third Master Zhu's head off from distance." He pondered. "Perhaps I'll take two men and infiltrate tonight to finish him."

"If we did that, those Haiyi Guild people would wet their pants in terror." Everyone felt somewhat gratified.

Bei Wei reflected further. "However, we don't know the Haiyi Guild's internal layout, nor do we know what Third Master Zhu looks like. Reconnaissance is essential. I'll take people tonight to assess the situation—treat it as training."

Since someone was willing to take initiative, naturally everyone was pleased. But Mei Lin felt unenthusiastic about this approach: "Can't we try winning over the workers? I believe they're being manipulated—they have no real choice..."

"Manipulation is certain enough, but changing their attitude in just a few days seems impossible."

"Three or four days still remain. If we commit properly to outreach, there's still a chance to turn this around." He persisted. "The workers are simply deceived. Ultimately, we also destroyed their livelihoods—they had no choice but to resist..."

This line of reasoning wasn't popular; it made them sound like evil capitalists—though the facts essentially confirmed that. Wen Tong said: "So you're saying they're right to cause trouble, good to smash things, that it's a revolutionary action, hmm?"

Mei Lin hastily clarified: "Naturally not—after all, the Transmigration Group's interests are paramount." Sensing the hostile atmosphere, he quickly defended himself: "This is also for the South China Factory and the great transmigration enterprise. I'm here temporarily for the building project; I leave once it's finished. South China must remain operational in Xuwen and Leizhou permanently. Making enemies before we're firmly established isn't a long-term strategy."

Put this way, the argument held some validity. But Bei Wei disagreed. Since fundamental conflicts of interest existed, unless both sides could fully reconcile and reach a mutually satisfactory arrangement, enmity was inevitable. Worrying about every little thing meant nothing got accomplished.

Chen Tianxiong said: "Mei Lin has a point. Perhaps we should prepare multiple approaches. Both soft and hard measures must be readied, while also addressing sugar shipments to Guangzhou."

"We're still shipping sugar to Guangzhou now? Obviously the Haiyi Guild is behind this. The moment our sugar ships sail, we're just giving it away."

"Not so," Chen Tianxiong countered. "Guangzhou is probably taking enormous risks to mobilize capital for us. Both reason and sentiment require South China to transport sugar as quickly as possible for liquidation."

"But what about security? Now we face enemies on both shore and sea; we can't attend to both ends." Wen Tong said anxiously.

Chen Tianxiong said: "Food must be eaten bite by bite; matters handled one by one." He pondered for a moment, then enumerated the necessary actions point by point:

"The sugar firm needs to accelerate acquisition," Chen Tianxiong suggested. "Since Guangzhou confirmed silver isn't a problem, we'll add more weighing personnel. The faster we acquire sugar, the more stable cane farmers' confidence becomes, and order at the gate improves. This prevents opportunists fishing in troubled waters. That's point one."

"An excellent idea," Xiao Gui said. "With the prospect of selling sugar at high prices, cane farmers absolutely won't permit anyone to destroy the sugar factory."

"Very good, very good!" Wen Tong's spirits lifted considerably. "There are far more cane farmers than sugar mill workers."

"That's just talk." Bei Wei shook his head. "Sugar mill workers are organized and prepared for trouble—a different matter from scattered cane farmers. What Xiao Gui describes sounds interesting but is unreliable."

"Having some support beats having none," Wen Tong pressed. "What's next?"

"Organize the militia for defense, and prepare contingency plans in case violence erupts. This is preparation for rainy days." Chen Tianxiong said. "In case the militia can't hold and runs, I personally believe preserving lives should take priority. As long as the green hills remain, there's no worry about firewood."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 292: Sweet Port Turbulence — Countermeasures

"Liao Dahua mentioned he's already secured a courtyard in Xuwen's county seat. If it truly comes to it, we can flee into the city." Wen Tong raised Liao Dahua's suggestion.

"That's defeatism," Chen Tianxiong said. "No matter how important the South China Factory is, we don't necessarily have to martyr ourselves for it. I think Bei Wei and Liao Dahua should discuss together and prepare an emergency escape plan—who goes, whom to take..."

The factory housed several hundred people. Bei Wei had brought only two or three team members, and the escort agency could dispatch at most a dozen men. Protecting everyone during an escape was obviously impossible. Fortunately, the opposition mostly wanted the transmigrators' heads—they probably wouldn't massacre ordinary employees.

"Send the Wen brothers and the women away first. Women are useless here. The Wen brothers cost me considerable effort to train; their deaths would be a waste," Wen Tong said. The key was that these people lived with the transmigrators daily and genuine affection had developed. "Also the key sugar factory personnel and their families." He shook his head. "But we've just rallied public sentiment. If we do this, when South China is restored in future, morale will collapse."

This was self-evident. Once trouble erupted, sugar factory employees would inevitably suffer casualties, while their leaders and favored subordinates had long since hidden in safety—nobody would appreciate such an arrangement.

Contemplating this, everyone felt rather dejected. Xiao Gui said: "I feel doing this is somewhat selfish—even despicable." He noted that since they were currently counting on employees to exert themselves defending the sugar factory, but planned to abandon them when the moment came, South China's reputation would be utterly ruined.

"I think," Chen Tianxiong said, "the Wen brothers shouldn't be evacuated either. They're our crucial channel for communicating with locals. Additionally, the women shouldn't go. To preserve morale."

This implied sacrificing pawns to protect generals. Everyone understood that keeping a few female servants at the sugar factory served no purpose—but at least it demonstrated attitude. Everyone in the sugar factory knew these women were the masters' concubines.

Xiao Gui had originally admired Chen Tianxiong's composure and methodical approach, but now he disagreed somewhat. "Even worse," Xiao Gui said. "What we should be considering now is how to defend the South China Factory—not planning escapes, much less preparing rhetoric to deceive employees afterward!"

These words carried righteous conviction, and everyone fell silent. Wen Tong's face cycled through shades of green and white. "Fine. I have a gun anyway. If I stake my life, at worst I'll be the first to enter Cuigang."

Cuigang Cemetery—no transmigrators were buried there yet. Saying he'd be first to be interred there was obviously spoken from wounded pride.

Chen Tianxiong remained unruffled. "The sugar factory must certainly be preserved as far as possible. But if workers truly fight their way to our doorstep, even risking our lives might not save it."

Bei Wei asked: "What's the third point?"

"Third is gathering intelligence—obtaining a clear picture of the overall situation. Though I don't favor blowing Third Master Zhu's head off, preparations should still proceed. If matters truly become impossible, rather than letting him blow our heads off, we might as well strike first." At this, everyone allowed themselves slight smiles. "Besides Third Master Zhu, who else is key? What are their attitudes? Everything must be investigated, including their complete backgrounds. That way, whether we fight or pull strings, we'll have a plan. Otherwise, even if we wanted to commit murder and arson, we wouldn't know where to find the targets!"

"This is reasonable." Bei Wei agreed. "Send all the Qiwei people out to investigate."

"Qiwei's people are already gathering intelligence outside. Since we now have clear targets, I'll instruct Liao Dahua again." Wen Tong said.

"With precise intelligence, things become manageable. If all else fails, we'll trouble Old Bei to handle it. This task is somewhat 'dirty'..."

The "dirty" meant that unlike wars between states with legitimate causes, this was purely a struggle over benefits. Asking Bei Wei, who came from a proper military background, to engage in underworld operations—Chen Tianxiong worried it might weigh on his conscience.

"No need for such words," Bei Wei said. "Since we came to this timeline, we must consider the overall situation of the Transmigration Group."

"Good—those words are enough." Chen Tianxiong said. "Actually, I have another idea—pulling the firewood from under the cauldron. But I'm not entirely confident."

"Pulling the firewood from under the cauldron" meant lobbying the sugar mill workers preparing to revolt. Whether through enlightened appeals or substantial bribes, as long as they didn't rise up, the matter was more than half resolved. But the current situation remained murky, leaving Chen Tianxiong uncertain where to begin.

"Since they lack work—why not hire them all?" Mei Lin said. He grew excited, as if discovering a new continent. "If we pay wages, I refuse to believe they'll still cause trouble."

"Originally that would have worked, but we're too late." Wen Tong was somewhat deflated. "Right now the sugar factory doesn't lack hands. What would we hire them for? We can't support them for nothing."

"Even if they're idle, it's fine—at least it serves stability maintenance!" Mei Lin said. "Besides, two hundred or so workers at twelve taels of silver per person annually amounts to just over two thousand taels."

The idea wasn't bad. Though it smacked of buying peace with money, it was always a more feasible approach.

Chen Tianxiong nodded. "Your saying this gives me an idea. Leave this matter to me. I'll definitely pacify all the workers."

Everyone was startled, not knowing what clever scheme he had devised, but his mysterious demeanor suggested considerable confidence.

"However, this requires everyone's cooperation—especially Wen Tong's." Chen Tianxiong said. "But I have eighty or ninety percent confidence of success—at minimum, it can create internal chaos among them and delay the disturbance by several days."

With the plan decided, Wen Tong asked: "What about sugar transport? Shipping to Guangzhou is urgent, but how do we solve the security issue?"

"Yes—either request the Executive Committee to send escort vessels, or we must arm all Gaodi Shipyard vessels with weapons and soldiers. But that would be complicated."

"No matter. I have an idea, though it requires Executive Committee assistance. It's like this—"

With plans set, everyone proceeded to their tasks. Chen Tianxiong discussed privately with Wen Tong for a while, then immediately summoned Liao Daxing and asked numerous questions. He also requested a list of sugar factory employees who were formerly sugar mill workers, carefully noting what each had done—sugar boiling, fire stoking, or general labor. He also had Wen Xiu bring all the "confessions" written by workers during the "Anti-Corruption" movement, comparing them one by one, staying occupied for an extended period.

Wen Tong found this peculiar and asked: "What's all this for?"

Chen Tianxiong said: "Plainly stated, it's nothing remarkable—just the old trick of inciting mass against mass."

The method Mei Lin mentioned of hiring all unemployed workers would indeed have been excellent "firewood removal" if implemented a month earlier. But now it was somewhat late. The unemployed workers were evidently organized with designated leaders—leaders most likely controlled by the Haiyi Guild. Offering jobs now probably wouldn't earn the unemployed workers' trust. Even if the other side were willing to negotiate, their demands would likely be absurd.

"Consider this: the unemployed workers are already like arrows notched on bowstrings. If we suddenly declare willingness to provide jobs, if you were an unemployed worker, what would you think?"

"Naturally, I'd think the other side was frightened."

"Precisely," Chen Tianxiong nodded. "This would make them recognize their own power—right now, these people haven't thought that far."

"So it would actually promote their unity."

"Heh, exactly." Chen Tianxiong smiled. "So the first task is dividing them. Though spoken of as one body, sugar mill workers actually comprise several types."

Wen Tong knew this. Sugar boiling masters had the highest technical requirements, so every sugar mill was headed by one. Next were fire stokers, who controlled fire intensity according to the boiling master's instructions. Both categories possessed technical expertise, and their incomes were correspondingly highest—especially during crushing season, good masters earned quite substantially. Everyone else was simply unskilled labor.

"Whom do we pull in, and whom do we strike?" Wen Tong asked.

"In your opinion?" Chen Tianxiong suddenly kept him in suspense.

Wen Tong said: "Generally speaking, it's always better to recruit people with skills. First, skilled people are useful once recruited; second, they carry greater voice within the group. But we don't need their skills—"

Chen Tianxiong nodded repeatedly. "Correct—Old Wen, your mind works faster than mine. Initially, I also wanted to start with the sugar boiling masters, but later realized it wasn't appropriate—" he first complimented Wen Tong, "...the price to buy them would far exceed buying ordinary workers."

These people had "seen the ocean"—their income expectations were correspondingly elevated. South China couldn't recruit them without substantial outlay. If the expenditure was high, it not only cost money but would also create dissatisfaction among current sugar factory personnel. Comparing both sides, losses outweighed gains.

In contrast, general laborers only wanted rice to eat, clothes to wear, and families not starving. Though numerous, actual costs were modest, and psychological expectations were low. Proper placement could satisfy them—they might even feel grateful.

As long as stable rice was assured, even with numerous complaints, no one would willingly become a rioter. Both Chen Tianxiong and Wen Tong understood this principle clearly.

Some wanted to riot; some didn't. This hastily organized worker group would inevitably experience internal conflict. Supplemented by other measures, dissolution would be simple. Though Third Master Zhu was the hidden hand, he wasn't a Communist after all—labor movements weren't his specialty.

As for Chen Tianxiong seeking the list of sugar factory workers, Wen Tong understood. They had no connections among the sugar mill workers, so they could only use people already in the factory as intermediaries—people who had formerly shared the same pot.

"You wanted the confessions—presumably to send those whose 'vulnerabilities' we control? They can't betray us, and they'll have to give their all."

"Correct," Chen Tianxiong said. "However, those who wrote confessions are mostly sugar boilers and fire stokers. Very few general laborers—they lacked skills, so loot-sharing never reached them."

"That there aren't any is actually good! At least their character is sound."

"True. I've selected a few. I'll meet them shortly to assess their adaptability. I'll have them go out for activities tomorrow morning."

Chen Tianxiong also planned to conduct activities himself, but didn't mention this yet. First, he didn't want to cause worry; second, he wanted to demonstrate his abilities before everyone. Beyond others, though Bei Wei was merely a special reconnaissance team captain, he was a core member under the Executive Committee. Making a strong impression would benefit future development considerably.

Early the next day, Chen Tianxiong set off with Zhou Shizhai. He had already learned passable Leizhou dialect in Lingao—not particularly standard, but sufficient for communicating with locals. Moreover, his relatively dark complexion, combined with local attire, made him look convincingly "Ming Dynasty."

Originally, Liao Dahua wanted to send Qiwei's most skilled martial artist from the Leizhou Branch as escort, but Chen Tianxiong chose Zhou Shizhai instead. Compared to others, Zhou was obviously more reliable, and having been in Lingao for an extended period, he also understood the transmigrators' methods—requiring no additional explanation.

Their objective was visiting Lin Zhuang. Qiwei's people had easily determined he was the unemployed sugar mill workers' leader. They also knew he had visited the Haiyi Guild several times.

"Lin Zhuang's skills are average," Zhou Shizhai said. "Primarily, he's 'outgoing'—speaks well, maintains minor connections with various Xuwen circles. So among sugar mill workers, he counts as a leader. He was publicly recommended as spokesman for the lawsuit last time."

"What's his character like?" Chen Tianxiong asked.

"A decent person," the escort replied. Of course, this man wasn't inherently bad, but his social inclinations had inevitably fostered certain vices. Eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling—he had a share in all, so he couldn't save much money. Consequently, at over thirty, he remained unmarried, still a bachelor.

Lin Zhuang was a bachelor, so naturally he kept no proper household. Currently, he was lodging at the Zou Monk Temple. The temple surroundings now swarmed with unemployed sugar mill workers and their families, preparing to descend on South China to demand satisfaction. Going there to find him involved certain risks.

"No matter. Nothing ventured, nothing gained." Chen Tianxiong was thoroughly confident. Since Lin Zhuang had vices, he wouldn't be a person of firm principle. Buying him off had excellent prospects. Even if that failed, simply spreading word of today's encounter in colorful detail would suffice to destroy whatever modest prestige he possessed.

A snake cannot move without its head. Remove this backbone, combine with the strategic action of "mass fighting mass," and this hastily assembled rabble would dissolve immediately. Cleaning up afterward would become far simpler.

The two arrived before the Zou Monk Temple and observed that this was quite a substantial establishment—because Monk Zou was the sugar industry's patron saint, and Leizhou's sugar industry was prosperous, the Zou Monk Temple had been built particularly well. Originally, this was also where the Haiyi Guild staged annual thanksgiving operas.

But at this moment, inside and outside the temple, crowds dragging families thronged everywhere. The corridors overflowed with lodgers. Adults shouting, children crying—as lively as a market. Some were reasonably dressed; others were virtually in rags, resembling refugees.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 293: Sweet Port Turbulence — Xiao Zhanfeng

However, approaching this closely was ill-advised. The people gathered here were all acquaintances; two unfamiliar faces appearing suddenly would easily arouse suspicion—never mind actually gathering intelligence. Chen Tianxiong keenly felt that his time here had been too brief; he hadn't achieved the level of "blending in." Not only would locals recognize him as an "outsider" the moment he opened his mouth, but even his mannerisms differed from everyone else's. Every gesture would attract notice. In such a social environment, conducting intelligence work without local assistance was pure fantasy.

Reflecting on this, he couldn't help but admire the secret arrangements President Wen and the others had made in Guangzhou years ago. If not for the Gao family and Qiwei Escort Agency now, the Transmigration Group, isolated and trapped in Lingao, would have struggled for who knows how long to open up the situation. Nothing like the present, where local support was always available.

The two instead rested and took tea at a roadside tea stall half a li from the temple. People came and went in mixed company. Even without asking questions, he could overhear considerable news from nearby conversations.

Fortunately, the recent confrontation between South China and the Haiyi Guild had become major news throughout Xuwen and even Leizhou, and tea stall patrons discussed it most frequently.

The news was mixed, much of it absurd—especially regarding the South China Factory's machinery, which had practically become "monster devices." Though machinery wasn't as rare in the late Ming as during the "prosperous Qing," devices that moved of their own accord without human, water, or wind power, and possessed such tremendous force, still struck many as mysterious and unfathomable.

Second in popularity as a discussion topic was the private lives of the South China gentlemen—especially the relationship with the two Wen brothers, which inspired considerable speculation. Judging from the tea stall's public opinion, those two individuals' posterior anatomies provoked extensive imagination. By contrast, Chang Shide's "feat" of purchasing five women in a single human market transaction went entirely unmentioned.

Just then, someone nearby was expounding with great animation: "...In my view, South China is going to suffer a major setback this time."

Why so? This was a question everyone wanted answered. So far, predictions of South China's downfall had appeared several times. In Xuwen's gambling dens, a new type of betting pool had recently emerged: wagering on whether South China or Haiyi Guild would win this sugar war. Days ago, many kept buying Haiyi Guild to win, but since the purchase price of two taels five qian had held until now, those betting on South China had multiplied. Locals weren't fools—the crushing season lasted only three months, two-thirds of which had passed, yet the warehouses of Haiyi Guild's various sugar trading houses remained empty. Victory was essentially decided.

"You, old brother, only know how to lick Haiyi Guild boots all day. Last time, I don't know who claimed South China's cash flow would collapse within three days—and if it didn't, he'd cut off his 'tool'?" Someone mocked. "I notice you, old man, haven't gone to the capital to register yet!"

"Registering" referred to self-castration by commoners intending to enter the palace—going to the capital to submit themselves as prospective eunuchs and completing the procedures.

Roaring laughter erupted in the tea stall. The mocked party spoke stiffly: "Who knows where they found more silver? I say South China is just lingering on borrowed time."

"Lingering to the point where they tripled their weighing scales to fifteen? Is there such a thing as lingering in this world?"

"Humph!" The teased man refused to concede. "Even if South China has abundant silver, they've lost on public sentiment! Just watch—within three to five days, there will inevitably be civil disturbance!"

"How so?" The other party remained dismissive. "Do you have two 'tools'? No wonder you can't go register!"

Now the tea stall simply erupted with laughter. Everyone clutched their bellies, doubled over; even the waiters and shop assistants wiped away tears of mirth.

The man could no longer maintain composure and said urgently: "Sour Scholar Xiao! Just you watch. South China went against the current in Xuwen, destroying so many livelihoods. Earlier, someone sued them and was dismissed by the Grand Master. But can the matter end there? Sooner or later, it will incite civil disturbance!"

The scholar called Sour Scholar shook his head, laughing. "I advise you to go to the South China Sugar Firm entrance and say these things to the cane farmers. The market price of two taels five qian was forcibly reduced to one tael—and you still have the nerve to claim others 'destroyed livelihoods'?"

"Humph—are there only cane farmers in Xuwen?" The other sneered. "I think you're blind. Which of those people at Zou Monk Temple doesn't hate South China to death? I advise you not to rush to advocate for South China either. In three days, the results will be seen!"

"Three days then!" The scholar snapped his fan shut. "I'd like to see these results. Judging by the quality of Lin Zhuang, whom they elected—this group won't accomplish anything!"

Hearing "Lin Zhuang" mentioned, Chen Tianxiong couldn't help pricking up his ears, hoping for details. Unfortunately, someone intervened to mediate: "You two, you two—such matters have nothing to do with us. Why damage harmony over them? Better drink tea."

With this, the "Lin Zhuang" topic dropped. However, conversation remained fixed on South China. This scholar showed intense interest in South China's machinery, regretting only that South China's gates were heavily guarded—he couldn't get inside to inspect.

"I hear that machine consumes sugarcane bagasse and exhales black smoke and raging fire; it resembles a great furnace," someone said.

"I just don't know what burns in this furnace? What's the purpose of burning it?" He sighed repeatedly. "If only I could see it with my own eyes!"

"It boils water." Someone offered. "I heard people inside say water must be carted in every day. When the time comes, it sprays water vapor. I just don't know what use boiling water like that has for sugar-making."

The speaker had no intent, but the listener took note. Chen Tianxiong nodded inwardly. The ancients possessed observational skills; unfortunately, they lacked several centuries of accumulated knowledge.

"South China's sugar-making is a closely guarded secret. Wanting to enter the sugar factory to see their machinery is wishful thinking?" An old man said. "Speaking just of Leizhou Prefecture, plenty of substantial households plan to do business with South China."

This was new information! Chen Tianxiong thought to himself that the escort masters gathering intelligence remained separated by a layer—moreover, they didn't know what concerned the transmigrators most.

"That's strange. Besides sugar, what other business is there with them?"

"For an establishment as large as South China, just the food and clothing requirements constitute major business!" The old man said. "It's only a pity they've been here such a short time—"

What was pitiful, he didn't need to ask to know. South China's foundation here was very shallow, not to mention its obscure origins. Generally, substantial local business households were prudent. When cultivating relationships with new customers, they first examined whether origins were clear, then observed conduct in the world. Only when both proved satisfactory would they trade—otherwise, they preferred not earning money to inviting trouble.

The duel between South China and the Haiyi Guild appeared to be a matter between two parties, but in reality, all of Leizhou was watching. Considered this way, matters ran deeper than previously realized: South China's presence here served first to make money, second to establish reputation. Though this wasn't a "Liberated Area," it was an important future financial source for the Transmigration Group—the foundation had to be solid. Reflecting on this, Chen Tianxiong became more determined to resolve matters through strategy rather than force.

However, no one mentioned Lin Zhuang again. Chen Tianxiong felt somewhat disappointed. Since that was the case, he would have to inquire directly. From bystanders' conversation, he knew this scholar surnamed Xiao was called Xiao Zhanfeng. This person held a very favorable impression of South China, and what was rare, he was sensible and willing to speak out for justice—a potential recruit. Moreover, his words implied considerable familiarity with Lin Zhuang; perhaps information could be obtained through him.

It was approaching noon, and Xiao Zhanfeng was returning home to eat. Chen Tianxiong signaled Zhou Shizhai. Zhou Shizhai understood: with many people around, approaching him on the street was inconvenient. Better to simply follow him home and then pay a visit.

Immediately, they trailed after him. Chen Tianxiong drank tea alone in the stall, listening to people talk nonsense. Unfortunately, his Leizhou dialect remained quite limited—he couldn't understand more than half—and he resolved to specifically hire someone as a tutor.

After sitting another hour or so, he saw Zhou Shizhai returning. He threw a few copper coins on the table and went out to join him.

Zhou Shizhai whispered that this Xiao actually resided in Xuwen's county seat. This was quite surprising. Why would a county seat resident travel more than ten li to Hai'an Street just to drink tea? Though Xuwen was small, tea houses certainly existed there.

"His home is in the north gate suburb. It looks very dilapidated. I've even learned about his family circumstances."

Current rumors held that Xiao Zhanfeng's parents had died. This person had never attended to proper business, instead constantly commenting on current affairs. His family fortunes were quite dire—to date, he didn't even have a wife.

Since this man was a free agent with no ties, he could be deeply cultivated for their use. Chen Tianxiong made his decision and asked Zhou Shizhai to lead the way so they could visit this scholar together.

Where Scholar Xiao lived was a courtyard on the back street of the gate suburb—a single-family compound. Judging by scale, this had once been a well-to-do family, but now appeared thoroughly dilapidated. The walls hadn't been whitewashed in years; even the gate wall leaned slightly askew. Grass grew from cracks in the ground before the door—a picture of desolate decline.

Zhou Shizhai stepped forward and knocked. A long time passed before someone emerged—wearing an old scholar's robe, bareheaded without a scholar's cap. Though the clothes were old and patched, they were clean and tidy.

Seeing two strangers at his door, Xiao Zhanfeng started in surprise. "Whom are you looking for?"

"Looking for Xiao Zhanfeng."

"I am he. We've never met—might I ask who you are...?" He studied these uninvited guests curiously.

"I've long admired your great name and came specifically to pay respects." Chen Tianxiong offered a conventional pleasantry.

Xiao Zhanfeng's eyes rolled over Chen Tianxiong for a while before he suddenly nodded. "So that's it! Please, come inside."

Chen Tianxiong had originally anticipated refusal and had specially prepared a set of arguments—he was even prepared to force entry. Now that proved unnecessary. His interest in this person increased considerably.

The courtyard was very desolate. A lychee tree grew with spreading branches. Beneath the tree stood a broken table and several bamboo chairs. Tea rested on the table—evidently, though this Xiao Zhanfeng was impoverished, he retained some scholarly refinement.

"Lacking a wife to manage the household, the rooms are in disarray—please sit in the courtyard instead."

After host and guest were seated, before Chen Tianxiong could speak, Xiao Zhanfeng blinked several times and said: "If I'm not mistaken, you two gentlemen are from South China, correct?"

Chen Tianxiong secretly praised his perceptiveness but merely said: "How so?"

"South China's people differ from locals in manner and appearance." Xiao Zhanfeng smiled rather complacently. "You two changed your attire, but the bearing in your movements cannot be changed."

"Oh? I'd appreciate your insight. What about the bearing gives us away?" This was tantamount to virtually admitting he was a South China person.

"What's difficult about that?" Xiao Zhanfeng was quite pleased with himself. "Just the few major shopkeepers of your South China I've seen—none of them resemble merchants. Instead, they carry an air of looking down upon the world."

"Looking down upon the world?" Chen Tianxiong couldn't help laughing. Did they truly all radiate kingly aura? On reflection, modern people were indeed incomparably superior to ancients in self-confidence and self-esteem. Moreover, the transmigrators were all over-nourished; their vigor and spirit were genuinely quite different from natives.

"Since Mr. Xiao—"

"Just call me Zhanfeng."

This was a very gracious gesture. The two exchanged names. Chen Tianxiong knew Ming Dynasty etiquette and asked further: "Might I inquire about your courtesy name?"

"What courtesy name would I have!" Xiao Zhanfeng gave a bitter laugh. "I began my schooling at eight, first sat for the tongsheng examination at fourteen, wasted time until now, and remain merely a tongsheng. What's the point of a courtesy name?" A thought struck him. "You two have arrived, and I haven't even served tea..."

"No formalities necessary." Chen Tianxiong could see from surrounding conditions that Xiao Zhanfeng's circumstances were straitened. Since he intended to recruit him, small favors must be given without leaving traces. Since noon was approaching, why not treat him to a drink? After three cups, the friendship would be different.

"Master Zhou, please trouble yourself to order a few dishes and fetch some wine."

Zhou Shizhai understood that this Australian wanted to cultivate this destitute scholar. Since arriving in Lingao, though he worked silently without commenting on Australian affairs, he could see their ambitions were considerable—he had long harbored his own thoughts. He nodded immediately and asked: "What wine would you prefer?"

"Not Xuwen Liquid—it's too sweet!" Since Chen Tianxiong intended to recruit, naturally he had to invest. "Go to the sugar firm and fetch two bottles of 'National Scholar Unrivaled'!"

"No, absolutely not!" Xiao Zhanfeng's face flushed crimson. "Meeting for the first time, how can I let you spend so much?"

"Friends at first sight." Chen Tianxiong smiled. "I still have matters to consult Brother Zhanfeng about."

Though Xiao Zhanfeng felt it inappropriate, there was only a bowl of cold rice and a few pieces of salted vegetables on his stove—never mind treating guests, it wasn't enough for himself. He also reflected that since the other party was so forthright, why should he be bashful? So he stopped declining.

In less than a moment, Zhou Shizhai returned, bringing a shop assistant carrying a food box. Inside were all manner of cold and hot dishes, quite sumptuous—making Xiao Zhanfeng, who hadn't tasted meat in ages, swallow involuntarily.

"Too extravagant!" He cupped his hands. "Since your honor is so generous, Zhanfeng has nothing to repay. My apologies."

"What's there to be polite about? We're all brothers." Chen Tianxiong had conducted extensive social rounds in his previous life and was well-practiced in relationship-building tactics. After circulating cups and trading toasts, with a few drinks in the stomach, the conversation growing warmer and warmer, he began approaching the main topic.

(End of Chapter)
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"Listening to Brother Zhanfeng's words in the tea stall, you seem quite familiar with Lin Zhuang?" Chen Tianxiong went directly to the point.

"More than familiar," Xiao Zhanfeng said. "He was originally my neighbor!"

It turned out that Lin Zhuang's and Xiao Zhanfeng's families had originally lived on Hai'an Street. Because Xiao Zhanfeng's father owned little land at home, he engaged in modest commerce and actually prospered. To enable his children to study and distinguish themselves, he relocated to the county seat for access to better private schools.

"Lin Zhuang has been a king of children since youth," Xiao Zhanfeng laughed. "He loves the spotlight, talks of loyalty, enjoys making friends. Originally quite decent. What a pity!" He shook his head. "This person fell in with the wrong crowd and developed bad habits. The few hard-earned coins he made stoking fires at the sugar mill were either squandered in 'private doors' or donated to others at gambling tables."

"I see." Chen Tianxiong reflected that this was merely personal morality. Eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling didn't necessarily indicate incapacity; a proper gentleman wasn't necessarily talented. If Xiao Zhanfeng's insight extended only this far, it was rather superficial.

"...This is still a minor matter," Xiao Zhanfeng's face flushed slightly—he rarely drank distilled spirits. "It's just that bad habits inevitably compromise virtue. Take this occasion for example—"

This time, when Lin Zhuang took the lead filing suit at the county yamen, the sugar mill workers had pooled funds—the yamen gates open like the character 'eight': don't enter without money, even if you're in the right. Regardless of whether a lawsuit could be won, managing relationships up and down required customary expenses.

"This Lin Zhuang is something! Using the lawsuit as pretext, he collected substantial funds from the workers, embezzling at least half for himself. When the lawsuit was lost, he claimed everything was spent, swallowed the remaining funds, and left everyone destitute."

"That's not all. Later, Third Master Zhu gave him silver to maintain the sugar mill workers in readiness for causing South China trouble. Who knows how many times he collected silver before and after. Yet recently, I watched him lose over ten taels in a single sitting at the casino. Meanwhile, the old and young camped before Zou Monk Temple drink moldy rice porridge every day—letting him take the lead, these sugar mill workers must be blind."

This assessment differed dramatically from the "still a decent person" Zhou Shizhai had reported earlier—this was practically character assassination.

"Isn't the rumor outside that he's still a decent person?"

"Heh—ordinary people don't know his tricks. He also plays the part well, wearing ragged clothes all day, looking miserable. Actually, you need only visit Aunt Ai's place on the county's back street to see what his lifestyle really is. Couldn't be clearer."

"Who is Aunt Ai?"

Xiao Zhanfeng paused and smiled. "Right—you've only been here a few months, so naturally you wouldn't know."

Aunt Ai was a locally famous procuress who presided over a large "private door"—most of the county's clandestine prostitutes lodged with her. Besides women, she also operated a casino—a den of iniquity for Xuwen County's underclass.

"Are you quite familiar with Aunt Ai?" Chen Tianxiong asked abruptly, testing whether he was honest. A person possessing minor flaws didn't particularly trouble Chen Tianxiong, but he feared hypocrites. Xiao Zhanfeng spoke enthusiastically about others, but his words implied familiarity with casinos and "private doors"—perhaps he wasn't the upright gentleman he appeared.

"Not familiar with her, but very familiar with someone inside her establishment." Xiao Zhanfeng seemed unaware of Chen Tianxiong's testing and answered high-spiritedly. "I'm a pauper—Aunt Ai's eyes are extremely mercenary."

It turned out he had a distant female relative—widowed for many years—who now worked as a kitchen maidservant there. Xiao Zhanfeng often went to visit her.

As for why he frequented Aunt Ai's establishment, he kept silent—obviously nothing praiseworthy. Chen Tianxiong suspected it mostly involved some ambiguous relationship with this widow. It would be indelicate to press further.

He immediately dropped the subject, and they chatted about everything under heaven. Xiao Zhanfeng showed intense interest in South China's mechanized sugar production. Chen Tianxiong explained some basic principles to satisfy his curiosity. Unfortunately, everything Xiao Zhanfeng had studied since childhood consisted of the Thirteen Classics—"science and technology" was a distant concept. He hadn't even read ancient Chinese technical treatises, making explanation quite laborious.

"Viewed this way, my generation are truly frogs in a well!" Though Xiao Zhanfeng failed to understand eight sentences out of ten, he listened with rapt attention and finally uttered this conclusion.

"It's just that South China's current situation is concerning." Judging the time ripe, Chen Tianxiong steered back to the topic.

Xiao Zhanfeng said inscrutably: "How so?"

Chen Tianxiong immediately recounted the matter of Third Master Zhu preparing to incite sugar mill workers to cause trouble.

Xiao Zhanfeng nodded. "I've also heard rumors of this. However, I believe this matter won't erupt. Even if it does, it will be loud thunder but little rain."

"Why so?"

"Hasn't Shopkeeper Chen heard of 'nurturing bandits to enhance one's importance'?"

These words gave Chen Tianxiong a revelation. Xiao Zhanfeng said proudly: "What sort of material is Lin Zhuang? A thing with a hard mouth but soft spine. Setting aside that if the matter erupts, the yamen will investigate—at minimum, detention for a few days and a beating is inescapable. Even if Third Master Zhu intercedes at the yamen, suffering is inevitable. Besides, if South China is truly toppled, isn't he afraid of Third Master Zhu burning the bridge after crossing?"

"Correct, correct!" Chen Tianxiong suddenly understood—this scholar's vision was indeed sharp. Once South China fell, Third Master Zhu would no longer need to give Lin Zhuang silver to maintain the sugar mill worker team; instead, the workers would be grateful to Third Master Zhu directly. How could Lin Zhuang, a person who relied on intermediation and playing both sides for profit, continue his game?

"Then, in Brother Zhanfeng's view, how should this matter be resolved?" Chen Tianxiong felt genuine respect.

"Just call me Zhanfeng." Xiao Zhanfeng probably rarely received such deference and couldn't help feeling that "a scholar dies for his bosom friend." He immediately poured out all his views on the matter.

"Third Master Zhu also knows Lin Zhuang is unreliable, so he organized another group—Zhao the Chicken Foot's gang of hoodlums. They're desperadoes who fear nothing; unfortunately, their numbers are too small to accomplish anything. So to cause trouble at South China, sugar mill workers and hoodlums depend on each other. If the sugar mill workers don't riot, the hoodlums can't fish in troubled waters." Xiao Zhanfeng tapped and sketched on the table with his chopsticks. "How could Lin Zhuang not know Third Master Zhu's calculation? If Zhao the Chicken Foot's people cause trouble, the sugar mill workers will inevitably take the blame. So he keeps stalling, just to extract more benefits from Third Master Zhu. But in case Lin Zhuang is forced by Third Master Zhu to act, things will get big."

Chen Tianxiong listened intently. Comparing the beginning and end, wasn't Xiao Zhanfeng's current statement contradicting his earlier "the matter won't erupt"? Reflecting silently, this man was a scholar after all—"making shocking statements" was probably habitual.

But there was no need to puncture it now. Overall, his analysis made sense, and he mentioned many details they hadn't originally grasped. Being local, he naturally saw things more clearly.

"So—"

"So as long as Lin Zhuang is subdued, Zhao the Chicken Foot's gang achieve nothing."

"That's precisely my intention!" Chen Tianxiong said. "But I hear it's already too late. They say they'll burn incense and swear oaths at Zou Monk Temple in three days..."

"Everyone in Xuwen knows this." Xiao Zhanfeng was dismissive. "Shopkeeper Chen, consider: if violence were truly imminent, it would proceed through secret networking, gathering suddenly to burn incense and launch the action when the time came. How can there be an affair where the incense-burning is known throughout the city three days in advance? Besides, Lin Zhuang's so-called incense-burning and oath-swearing is merely 'swearing an oath'—nowhere does it say they'll act immediately."

He grew more animated as he spoke. "Lin Zhuang was merely pressed urgently by Third Master Zhu, making a gesture—counting as earning his silver. So three days hence, he definitely won't move. Do you think a leader would still be soaking in private doors gambling and whoring just days before taking action?"

So this was the true meaning of Xiao Zhanfeng's claim that "this matter won't erupt—even if it does, it will be loud thunder but little rain." Chen Tianxiong nodded inwardly—this person did possess ability.

"So there's ample time to subdue Lin Zhuang."

"Does that mean Lin Zhuang isn't at Zou Monk Temple?" Chen Tianxiong asked.

"How could he be there!" Xiao Zhanfeng said. "Ever since Third Master Zhu recruited him, he's been lodging at Aunt Ai's place. Living quite comfortably. He's probably still there now."

"Then I would like to meet him and 'make a friend.'" Chen Tianxiong cupped his hands. "I must trouble Brother Zhanfeng for guidance!" He added: "I'm an outsider, completely in the dark here—I rely entirely on your assistance."

"Easy enough, easy enough!" Xiao Zhanfeng bowed in return. "Whatever service I can render, I'll do my utmost."

Seeing that he didn't decline at all, Chen Tianxiong recognized him as someone willing to take responsibility. He produced ten taels of silver and placed them on the table.

"Listening to your words is better than reading ten years of books," Chen Tianxiong said. "Brother Zhanfeng's life is hard. Please accept this bit of silver for household expenses. There will be further thanks in future!"

"Cannot accept." Xiao Zhanfeng refused flatly. "I absolutely will not take money. Please take it back. I spoke these words because I consider you, Shopkeeper Chen, a friend. If the conversation weren't agreeable, even ten thousand taels wouldn't induce me to bother speaking."

Here was a person with backbone, though the latter words sounded somewhat boastful to Chen Tianxiong. He immediately pocketed the silver again. "In that case, I'll return tomorrow. At that time, I'll ask Brother Zhanfeng to lead the way so we can subdue Lin Zhuang."

"What's so difficult? Going today is also possible."

"No need," Chen Tianxiong said. "I still have matters on hand to attend to. Since the situation hasn't reached that stage, tomorrow will suffice."

Chen Tianxiong returned to the sugar firm with Zhou Shizhai. Though he hadn't seen Lin Zhuang today, befriending someone like Xiao Zhanfeng was a significant gain. Chen Tianxiong preferred letting matters cool before proceeding. After a moment's thought, he invited Zhou Shizhai inside.

"Master Zhou!" He went straight to the point. "What's your assessment of this Xiao Zhanfeng today? Is he trustworthy?"

Zhou Shizhai had worked as an escort for years and possessed extensive experience judging people.

"Trustworthy." Zhou Shizhai was unequivocal.

"Mm, I also think this person is usable." Chen Tianxiong said. "But one cannot lack vigilance toward others. Ideally—this is the critical moment—please take a few local brothers to inquire about Xiao Zhanfeng's background."

"All right. I'll go immediately." Zhou Shizhai departed at once.

That evening, the sugar factory workers who had gone to lobby the sugar mill workers returned one by one. A single day's efforts naturally produced limited effects, but the news they brought back was clear: many unemployed workers were depressed and saw no hope for the future. Though Lin Zhuang supplied moldy rice daily for bare subsistence, everyone felt that living on charity like this was no long-term solution.

Plans for burning incense and swearing oaths did indeed exist. And recently, someone had been constantly inciting them to storm the South China Sugar Factory, claiming that once South China was destroyed, Leizhou's sugar mills would recover. The sugar boiling masters were most enthusiastic about this—after all, restoring old methods benefited them most, so they were willing to take risks. But ordinary workers felt that storming a sugar factory and engaging in smashing and fighting amounted to "violating the King's law." Even if old methods were restored, it was still just a mouthful of rice—their enthusiasm was correspondingly tepid. Plus, the leader Lin Zhuang maintained an ambiguous attitude and never declared his position. Without someone leading, no one was willing to stick their neck out—hence the deadlock.

Viewed this way, Xiao Zhanfeng's judgment that "incense-burning" was only "oath-swearing" and not "launching action" was completely accurate. Chen Tianxiong immediately instructed these messengers to continue activities tomorrow, hinting to unemployed workers: South China was willing to recruit workers, not only paying wages but also providing relief for entire families.

Regardless of how many unemployed workers they might attract, at minimum it would sow confusion—though Lin Zhuang had apparently never truly unified the people. This ancient labor leader still harbored too many selfish calculations and could accomplish nothing.

Viewed this way, the matter was eighty or ninety percent settled. Buying off Lin Zhuang tomorrow probably wouldn't require much effort.

The next day, still accompanied by Zhou Shizhai, the two dressed as an outside merchant and his servant. First, they secretly took a sedan chair to the "Dachang Rice Shop" in the county seat—this was where Liao Daxing had originally worked as a shop assistant, so the relationship between the two establishments was special. South China's rice was all purchased from there, and Boss Zhu of the rice shop was naturally extremely attentive to such a major customer.

To avoid potential spies, after the two arrived, they sent a shop assistant to invite Xiao Zhanfeng. After Xiao Zhanfeng arrived, Chen Tianxiong's group was led by him to Aunt Ai's establishment.

Entering through the front door and exiting through the back. Behind the rice shop was a small alley. Walking dozens of meters, they turned onto a long street paved with extremely smooth bluestone slabs. Looking around, rows of buildings were quite orderly. Pedestrians on the street were dressed considerably more neatly than in Lingao—thanks to the booming sugar industry, Xuwen was considered quite a prosperous place.

However, "private doors" were never in lively locations. Xiao Zhanfeng led the way, turning past the county yamen entrance and entering a quiet area behind the county seat. Roads here were mostly lined with the rear walls of large households' compounds. Fire walls towered high, with only small doors opening one by one. Pedestrians were scarce.

Turning a few more corners, they walked up to a double-opening small door. Xiao Zhanfeng stopped and said: "This is it."

(End of Chapter)
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The door stood open. Looking through, numerous sedan chairs were parked in the courtyard. The sounds of shuffling cards and rattling dice drifted faintly from the hall—evidently a gambling gathering was in progress. Many vendors selling cooked food extended from outside the door to inside; some apparently occupied the second courtyard as well. People entering and leaving were a motley assortment.

"Gambling operates openly here?" Chen Tianxiong was somewhat surprised.

"Correct. Aunt Ai's lover heads the county's criminal division. The advantages are numerous."

Xiao Zhanfeng explained that the kickbacks this gambling house paid annually amounted to around ten thousand, so no one ever questioned it. Looking through the doorway at the several gambling tables inside, Chen Tianxiong asked: "Can anyone enter?"

"Yes. The first courtyard allows free entry and exit. Regulars go to the back, but someone must introduce you."

So they went inside to look around. Pai Gow and Fantan were being played. Chen Tianxiong's aim was observing the environment, not gambling. Xiao Zhanfeng whispered: "He's usually inside the second gate."

"How do we get in?"

"A regular must introduce you. Follow me—let's go out first."

Exiting the door, they entered a small path alongside. Xiao Zhanfeng knocked on a door. A middle-aged woman emerged and seemed quite familiar with Xiao Zhanfeng. He introduced her: "This is my relative, Aunt Liu."

Xiao Zhanfeng spoke a few sentences in dialect with his aunt, then turned back: "Come inside first. That fellow Lin messed around until midnight last night and hasn't risen yet. I'll eat something first."

"How much longer will he be?"

"Should be soon—face-washing water was just sent in." Xiao Zhanfeng led them to a secluded spot. After a while, Aunt Liu brought a steamer basket of various dim sum.

"Would you gentlemen like some?" Xiao Zhanfeng grabbed a broken bun and stuffed it in his mouth. "No, we both ate this morning." Chen Tianxiong reflected that this scholar showed no qualms about eating brothel leftovers.

Xiao Zhanfeng guessed what they were thinking. "You must be laughing at me—a scholar, reduced to begging for food at a brothel. When a man is poor, his ambition shortens. When down and out, having rice is good enough—what dignity is there?"

After he finished, Aunt Liu led them through the woodshed to a moon gate.

"Passing through here takes you inside the second gate." Xiao Zhanfeng whispered. "After you enter, just observe—don't speak. When Lin Zhuang comes out, we'll approach him directly."

They followed Xiao Zhanfeng through the moon gate into a large hall. It was livelier here than outside—exquisite ivory chips instead of cash. Chen Tianxiong gradually discerned the values: Heaven-character chips were a hundred taels; Earth, fifty; Man, ten. The betting capital here approached five thousand taels from this small county seat. The wealth from the sugar industry was beyond imagination.

Xiao Zhanfeng pulled Chen Tianxiong to stand behind a Fantan table, waiting for Lin Zhuang. To avoid attention, Chen Tianxiong purchased small chips and placed random bets. Unexpectedly, his random betting won considerably—over a hundred taels by the first half's end.

Someone like Chen Tianxiong, betting randomly without any system and continuously winning, drew the entire venue's attention. Under dozens of gazes, his luck continued. By the term's end, he had netted over two hundred taels.

Chen Tianxiong stood slowly. "Pure luck!" He tossed the head money generously, giving the casino face—but there was no need to gamble further.

Almost an hour had passed with Lin Zhuang still absent. Xiao Zhanfeng whispered: "He's already here, but seeing your luck booming, I didn't dare disturb..."

Xiao Zhanfeng signaled with his eyes: that one is Lin Zhuang.

He saw seated beside the table a man about thirty, with rough hands, burn scars, grayish complexion, and vacant eyes—the look of excessive wine and women. Though seated, he held few chips and hesitated over betting.

"Old Lin! Why not place a bet?" The banker called.

"If you're treasuring your last coins, step down! Your luck's running cold."

Lin Zhuang couldn't decide. If these last taels were lost, he would be penniless. However reluctant to leave—especially reluctant to part from Little Jinxiu—he would be swept out immediately. The several hundred people before Zou Monk Temple were running out of food today. No silver meant no rice. To request more from Third Master Zhu, he would have to wait until at least the incense-burning.

After prolonged deliberation, he yielded his seat and ordered cold tea. Calculating how to extract more silver from Third Master Zhu, someone suddenly patted his shoulder: "Master Lin!"

Lin Zhuang turned and saw Zhou Shizhai watching with a smile. "Were you calling me?"

"Yes! Aren't you Master Lin Zhuang?"

"Yes, that's me." His eyes rolled over Zhou Shizhai. Seeing the man's dignified bearing, Lin Zhuang asked politely: "Does brother have business with me?"

"My master wishes to make your acquaintance. He's in the Warm Pavilion—please."

Lin Zhuang grew alert. If South China had found someone to deal with him, he couldn't cry for help and no one would listen. This wasn't Hai'an Street; the Haiyi Guild held no weight here.

He declined hastily: "I appreciate your master's kindness, but I have matters requiring attention—"

Before finishing, Zhou Shizhai grasped his wrist. "Master Lin—better come now. My master is very busy!" His smile remained warm, but his eyes were cold.

Sharp pain shot from Lin Zhuang's wrist; half his body went numb. He was escorted into the Warm Pavilion. Chen Tianxiong sat with his back to the light.

"This is our Master Chen." Zhou Shizhai introduced.

Lin Zhuang was half a Jianghu person. Knowing his situation was precarious, he quickly knelt and kowtowed.

"Stand up." Chen Tianxiong said.

"Yes—thank you, Master Chen." Lin Zhuang stood carefully, seeing Zhou Shizhai guarding the door, thinking he would suffer today.

Chen Tianxiong spoke forthrightly: "I was entrusted by South China's proprietor to speak with you. The matter between Haiyi Guild and South China Factory—bridges are bridges, roads are roads—originally has nothing to do with you sugar mill workers. I advise you to do fewer meaningless things. Avoid damaging harmony!"

"Wouldn't dare." Hearing this was someone from South China, Lin Zhuang's legs went soft. He collapsed to his knees, kowtowing repeatedly. His involvement in Third Master Zhu's affairs was known throughout Xuwen. The opponent might not dare move against Third Master Zhu, but crushing a mere fire stoker was effortless. How could he know if they intended using him as the "chicken" to warn the monkeys?

(End of Chapter)
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Seeing this ancient "worker leader" turn ashen-faced, Chen Tianxiong felt a surge of disdain. He had thought the man could at least mobilize a few hundred workers and counted for something, but he hadn't expected such a pathetic display. Xiao Zhanfeng's description of him as "all bark and no backbone" was spot-on.

"Stand up and speak," Chen Tianxiong said with a hint of disgust. "South China Sugar understands the suffering of you sugar mill workers. That's why my boss sent me to make friends with you, so we don't damage our friendly relations."

Hearing that they wouldn't take his life, Lin Zhuang finally recovered his wits. Carefully parsing Master Chen's words, the matter seemed still open for discussion. He answered carefully: "Your Honor sees clearly! We sugar mill workers have always lived hand to mouth, barely keeping heads above water. Now that everyone's income is cut off, and many have families to support, life is truly difficult. To make ends meet, we had no choice but to accept Third Master Zhu's silver. We harbor nothing against South China Sugar..."

He was shrewd enough not to mention that South China had forced sugar mills to close and caused workers' unemployment, lest he anger his counterpart.

Chen Tianxiong remained silent, watching how he would continue.

"As for rumors that sugar mill workers are going to cause trouble at South China—absolutely untrue. I stake my reputation on it."

"So the widespread rumors about sugar mill masters burning incense and swearing oaths to attack South China are false?"

"There are plans to burn incense, yes." Lin Zhuang knew this couldn't be denied. "But it's not as rumors say! It's just to help everyone stick together through hard times—not specifically targeting South China."

These remarks barely held together, but Chen Tianxiong had no intention of debating right or wrong—there was no right or wrong in this matter anyway.

"That so many sugar mill workers have fallen to this state—South China acknowledges some responsibility. My boss often sighs about this, saying he let everyone down! To remedy this, my boss is now willing to hire everyone into the factory. As long as they can work, regardless of sex, age, or infirmity, they'll receive wages. Since you're the leader, I'll make the decision for him: after the matter is done, I'll give you a separate bonus. What do you say?"

These words were clear enough. Though Lin Zhuang still felt suddenly overwhelmed, the meaning was plain: South China was willing to employ all unemployed sugar boilers. For everyone, this was enormous benefit—at least several hundred people's livelihoods would be guaranteed, and he could justify himself to them.

But while good for everyone, it wasn't necessarily good for him. Once everyone entered the factory, what use would he, the leader, be? His current benefits would vanish. Besides, he had taken over two hundred taels from Third Master Zhu. Now, without doing what he'd promised and defecting to South China instead—wouldn't that make him a standard "turncoat"? South China was not to be trifled with, and neither was Third Master Zhu.

He couldn't help hesitating, not daring to agree.

"You have concerns?" Chen Tianxiong saw his expression shifting and knew his thoughts. He didn't press, letting him state his own terms.

"Master Chen, Your Honor sees clearly! This is naturally a huge blessing for our sugar mill workers. But Third Master Zhu has been warm-hearted these past two months. I'm afraid if I go back and say this, not everyone will listen to me..."

Chen Tianxiong laughed loudly. "What a joke. Refusing South China's white rice to eat the Haiyi Guild's moldy leftovers? Is there truly such a loyal person?"

Lin Zhuang had bitter words he couldn't speak. The silver Third Master Zhu allocated might have bought everyone white rice, but since he had pocketed more than half, he could only buy the cheapest moldy stale rice. When workers complained, he blamed the Haiyi Guild for giving too little. Thus, Third Master Zhu's standing among workers wasn't necessarily high.

Now if he told everyone, most would be willing to go to South China. Then there would be no explaining things to Third Master Zhu. Even if Third Master Zhu didn't make him suffer directly, demanding he return all the silver would force him to death.

Lin Zhuang looked helplessly at Zhou Shizhai, then at Chen Tianxiong, unable to answer.

Just as he hesitated in silence, his eyes suddenly lit up—Chen Tianxiong placed a small chest on the table and lifted the lid. Inside were rows of neatly stacked silver dollars, brand new and gleaming. In addition, there was a pile of broken silver and a few medium ingots—estimated around a hundred taels. This was clearly prepared for him.

"This is five hundred 'Double Pillar' silver dollars," Chen Tianxiong said. "Converted, nearly four hundred taels. Consider it a settling-in allowance from South China for the unemployed workers, to be distributed once recruitment succeeds. Additionally, another hundred taels is a personal gift to you."

Speaking a number was one thing; having solid silver before one's eyes was another matter entirely. Chen Tianxiong knew nothing moved hearts like real gold delivered in person. These silver dollars were specially prepared for this purpose. He was very patient, letting Lin Zhuang think all he wanted.

"There's no need to force anything," Chen Tianxiong said. "If you have difficulties, speak frankly."

"Oh... yes, yes..." Lin Zhuang snapped out of his reverie.

He had spent time in the underworld, after all. In a flash, he conceived another approach.

"Master Chen!" He put on an extremely sincere expression. "Please understand! Since the sugar mill workers entrusted me, I must find them a proper way out. Now that South China is willing to employ them—endless gratitude! I thank the honorable boss on their behalf!" He bowed deeply, then changed the subject. "It's just that I, the middleman, have difficulties. To speak honestly—there must also be an explanation for Third Master Zhu's side. Otherwise, if I damage his face, a lowly fire stoker like me cannot bear the responsibility!"

"What difficulties? Just say them!" Chen Tianxiong figured he was angling for more personal benefits.

"I only beg the honorable boss to understand," he said. "Please allow the incense-burning and oath-swearing at Zou Monk Temple tomorrow to proceed as scheduled..."

"Oh? And then?" Chen Tianxiong remained noncommittal.

"Burning incense is just going through motions to stall Third Master Zhu and avoid his badgering—a delaying tactic. I will then talk it over with the workers. When the time is ripe, I'll send word. At that time, the honorable boss just needs to dispatch capable people to recruit directly. It's just—" he whispered, "I won't be able to stay in Xuwen afterward. I must ask for some travel expenses..."

This speech sounded comprehensive. In reality, it was still playing both sides. His calculation: use incense-burning to stall the Haiyi Guild; take South China's money and make empty promises; then leak rumors to Third Master Zhu that South China was attempting to "co-opt" unemployed workers. Third Master Zhu would naturally have to pay more to keep things under control. Though the truth would eventually surface, he could muddle through for a while. If it really didn't work, he would simply pack and leave.

This scheme naturally couldn't deceive Chen Tianxiong.

"Burning incense and swearing oaths is absolutely not allowed." Chen Tianxiong vetoed it immediately. Though merely a ceremony, it was a clear declaration of hostility toward South China. Afterward, using force would look like bullying; using soft tactics would look undignified—extremely passive either way.

"If it's not allowed, I really can't explain it to Third Master Zhu. I beg the honorable boss to understand and grant me a way to live!"

Chen Tianxiong snorted. "Master Lin! I advise you to think clearly. Don't think you can play both sides." He sneered. "My boss sees the unemployed workers are pitiful and wants to give them a way out. Since you're unwilling... if you want to take people to burn incense and swear oaths, go ahead. South China won't stop you."

Lin Zhuang grew greatly anxious. If Chen Tianxiong stormed off, the matter was irretrievable. Once fighting started, he would become a sacrificial pawn for the Haiyi Guild. Whether Third Master Zhu would protect him afterward—regardless of who won or lost—depended entirely on that man's conscience.

"Wait—let's discuss this!"

"Discussion doesn't matter." Chen Tianxiong suddenly laughed, closing the silver chest. "I know you're a man of the world, so I'll speak plainly. I just want one word from you: yes, or no?"

The gleaming silver dollars were practically put away. It seemed that with just one word, the matter would be dropped. Giving up such an opportunity felt unbearable. He answered hastily: "I'll think of a way. I'll definitely get this done."

"Good—that's straightforward!" Chen Tianxiong knew he had taken the bait. "My boss said: since we're recruiting, there must be a roster. There will be settling-in allowances upon entering the factory. You'll naturally distribute those; we won't question it. Can you provide a list?"

A roster—he naturally had one. This was Lin Zhuang's meal ticket. Third Master Zhu had seen it initially and, knowing he had hundreds of people to deploy, had been willing to give silver. This Master Chen ostensibly wanted to calculate allowances, but actually wanted to see his strength. This was worth showing off. Besides, payments like wages always meant a twenty-percent handler's cut. Lin Zhuang knew this. He grew excited: "I have it, but there's only one original copy. I'll have to find someone to copy it..."

"No problem. I have a clerk here."

Lin Zhuang took a worn blue cloth bundle from his shirt and opened it carefully. Inside was an old document folder holding a coarse bamboo paper booklet with "United in Heart and Mind" written on it.

"This is the roster—originally made when we sued at the county yamen." Lin Zhuang said. "Names were written by a hired scrivener, but everyone pressed a thumbprint behind their own."

The booklet was greasy and filthy. Opening it revealed names listed row by row, each followed by dense red thumbprints, along with the individual's Du, Tu, and village household registration. Some names had notes of job types like "Sugar Boiling" or "Fire Stoking." It was undoubtedly the genuine roster.

"One hundred seventy-four people in total. About twenty apprentices with nowhere to go aren't in the booklet."

"Wait a moment; I'll have someone copy it." He handed the original to Xiao Zhanfeng next door, instructing immediate copying.

Xiao Zhanfeng carried an ink box and began at once. To avoid sitting in boredom, Chen Tianxiong had someone bring wine and dishes, pulling Lin Zhuang to drink. He worked to appease him while learning much about Third Master Zhu and the Haiyi Guild.

When the wine was finished, the roster was copied. Chen Tianxiong returned the original and said: "Go back and think carefully. The morning after next, I'll await your news!" He pushed a fifty-tael ingot forward. "Take these fifty taels first."

Lin Zhuang was overjoyed but still had to be polite. "There's no such rule!"

"Rules are made by people. My rule: take fifty taels first, so you'll have energy doing things for me."

"Certainly, certainly." Lin Zhuang was already speaking without restraint.

The matter done, there was no need to stay. The three left Aunt Ai's establishment and returned to Dachang Grain Firm. Xiao Zhanfeng asked: "Is what Lin Zhuang said reliable?"

"Naturally not." Chen Tianxiong said. "But I have an ambush waiting. He'll get a nasty shock returning to Zou Monk Temple."

"What if he doesn't go back? You gave him fifty taels—maybe he'll squander it here again."

"This is his critical juncture—wouldn't he have to go back and think things over?" Chen Tianxiong was confident. "I'd wager he's lost all interest in gambling and whoring."

He stopped. "Zhanfeng, I think you shouldn't go home either. Move to South China Sugar. We need a clerk for paperwork. A few taels monthly, and you'll have a place to settle."

"Many thanks." Xiao Zhanfeng politely declined. "However, it's better I maintain free agent status for now. Whatever I say or do will be more convenient."

Chen Tianxiong considered and agreed—the man was thoughtful.

"Take this silver and use it first." Seeing he was truly destitute, though rejected once yesterday, Chen Tianxiong still produced some broken silver. "Consider it a loan from me!"

"No, no." Xiao Zhanfeng shook his head. "It's not that I'm being pretentious! Now is not the time to take your silver! When the time comes for me to speak out, if people say I took your silver, not only will my words carry no weight—everything I said before will be dismissed as hot air!"

"No one knows about this," Chen Tianxiong dismissed the concern.

"Heaven knows, Earth knows, you know, I know—how can you say no one knows!" Xiao Zhanfeng said with conviction. "A true gentleman stands straight and walks upright. If something is true, it's true; if not, it's not."

"Very well—I won't press you." Chen Tianxiong couldn't help feeling genuine admiration for this old intellectual.

"But your current situation—food and clothing are worrying. You can't keep troubling Auntie Liu every day."

(End of Chapter)
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"It'll be fine. I earn a few coins each day writing letters for people outside the county yamen. And if things truly become desperate—" Here the young man's cheeks colored faintly. "—I still have my cousin. We're engaged, you see. My uncle and aunt aren't the snobbish sort. They can always spare me a meal or two."

Chen Tianxiong allowed himself a thin smile and made a mental note to give the lad a small mirror later as a token of gratitude.

Upon returning to South China Sugar, Chen Tianxiong set further plans in motion, dispatching a man into the city to watch Lin Zhuang—specifically, to ascertain whether the man was reckless enough to throw all caution to the wind. If Lin Zhuang simply took the silver and stumbled back into some brothel to drink himself into oblivion, adjustments would be required. But word returned swiftly: Lin Zhuang had departed the county seat and gone back to Monk Zou's Temple.

"Old Chen," Wen Tong asked, "why are you so intent on winning over Lin Zhuang?"

"He's the head of the sugar mill workers. He carries at least some influence among them." Chen Tianxiong paused. "If only our people try to persuade the workers, it might have some effect—but his word will carry far more weight."

"And if he keeps stalling? Refuses to cooperate?"

"Then he leaves us no alternative." Chen Tianxiong was prepared for this eventuality. "He handed over his roster for us to copy—that's as good as handing us his own pigtail to pull. With this"—he waved the copied list—"he couldn't deny his involvement even if he wanted to."

"Clever," Wen Tong said with genuine admiration. "How did you get him to take the bait?"

"It's all thanks to the twenty-percent kickback on settling-in fees. Money blinds the best of us." Chen Tianxiong's tone was matter-of-fact. "The moment I dangled the settling-in allowance before him, he lost all self-control."

"Even the settling-in money has a kickback? This world is truly rotten." Wen Tong sighed heavily. "By the way—Chang Shide is back."

"Why haven't I seen him?"

"He's in Lingao, preparing to execute the mission." Wen Tong outlined the plan that the Executive Committee and South China Sugar had devised to deal with the pirates. "The Navy wants us to gather more intelligence on these pirates—root them out entirely and eliminate future troubles."

"Understood." In truth, Chen Tianxiong had no leads on this matter, but where there was will, there was way. Intelligence work lived and died by legwork. "But right now, our priority is the 'pacification' effort. What did Wu De say about our request?"

Such matters—large-scale absorption of local natives—now fell under the jurisdiction of the Civil Affairs Committee, which meant essentially Wu De's domain.

"Wu De approved it, but he wants us to submit a report on how we intend to arrange this labor force," Wen Tong said. "Do we settle them locally, or transfer them to Lingao?"

"What's your view?" On this question, Chen Tianxiong had his own opinions, but Wen Tong was managing the Leizhou situation and naturally understood its labor needs far better.

"Local settlement, of course." Wen Tong had grand ambitions. The distillery would soon be operational and would require workers. Comprehensive processing of sugar industry waste would likewise demand many hands. Absorbing this labor would pose no difficulty.

"That's my thinking as well. Most of them are locals from Leizhou and Xuwen. Forcing them to relocate to Lingao might breed resentment."

"There's also the question of their families."

"The factory can't accommodate everyone immediately, but their wages should suffice to support their dependents," Wen Tong said. "I plan to pay half in coin and half in rice—rice prices are steep here, so using the Vietnamese rice that Chang Shide ships in is far more economical. Once the enterprise expands, we can gradually employ family members as well."

This was indeed a sound approach. After Chang Shide established the maritime rice-sugar trade route between Xuwen and Vietnam, South China Sugar had effectively gained access to a vast granary.

Even so, once the "pacification" was complete, feeding nearly a thousand people would become the factory's responsibility. Before, no one had looked after them—but once they acquired a master, any mishap could ignite unrest.

"Food is simple enough to solve—Chang Shide has brought rice in quantities sufficient for any need," Chen Tianxiong said. "If there's a delay, the Dachang Grain Firm can advance some."

"They'll need settling-in fees as well," Wen Tong added. "At least one silver dollar per worker."

"Naturally. It's a demonstration of our sincerity."

"But we cannot allow Lin Zhuang to distribute the money. He's too greedy—he'd pocket at least half. We refuse to be taken for fools."

"Of course. Winning hearts is our prerogative." Chen Tianxiong's smile turned cold. "I'm more concerned he might abscond with the entire sum."

They calculated the approximate amounts of silver and grain required, how to arrange the workers, and documented every detail.

"So when will you carry out the 'pacification'?"

"That depends on Lin Zhuang's awareness. But if he truly lacks it, we'll simply force the issue," Chen Tianxiong said. "For now, it seems Xiao Zhanfeng was correct that the incense ceremony won't lead to immediate trouble. But we must still guard against any treachery on his part."



After Chen Tianxiong departed, Lin Zhuang's courage swelled with the weight of silver in his pocket. He had originally planned to linger another day at Sister Ai's establishment, but thinking on the complexity of the situation—both South China Sugar and the Haiyi Guild watching him closely—he recognized that his value had indeed increased. Playing both sides was advantageous. But how could he maintain this delicate balance of "straddling two boats"? That would require considerable scheming. Remaining at the brothel any longer meant losing control of events. Reluctantly, he tore himself away from Sister Ai's and headed back.

On the way, he first stopped at a rice shop and used a few taels of loose silver to purchase old rice, instructing them to deliver it to Monk Zou's Temple. As a regular customer here, the shop naturally obliged.

Next, he visited a money exchanger and deposited the intact silver ingots that Chen Tianxiong had given him. Then he hurried back to Monk Zou's Temple. He kept a room there—arranged at the temple's expense by Third Master Zhu. A bachelor and a down-on-his-luck drifter, money slipped through his fingers the moment it touched them. Usually he loitered around the sugar mills; he possessed no proper furnishings, merely a bamboo bed and a few ragged garments—nothing worth stealing. Upon returning to the temple, he ignored everyone, went straight to his room, barred the door, lay upon his bed, and began to deliberate.

Straddling two boats and playing both sides was all well and good, but it couldn't endure forever. Sooner or later, he would have to choose: the Haiyi Guild or South China Sugar.

On this point, Lin Zhuang felt no inner conflict. In his reckoning, the South China people were ultimately outsiders. No matter how capable they proved themselves, they could never defeat the deeply entrenched Haiyi Guild—at best, the two sides would eventually negotiate a truce. Siding with the Haiyi Guild was the safer wager.

Yet the South China people were far more generous than Third Master Zhu. That Manager Chen he had met today—fifty taels on the spot! Third Master Zhu had never displayed such munificence. Lin Zhuang couldn't suppress a sigh. If only their positions could be reversed, he would devote himself heart and soul to Manager Chen.

What made his mouth water most was the five hundred "Double Pillar" silver dollars. Such a colossal sum—Lin Zhuang had never seen anything like it. He schemed about how to get his hands on that money—or at the very least, a portion of it.

The incense-burning oath could no longer be postponed. He had already resolved upon this. Any further delay would leave him with nothing to report to Third Master Zhu. Third Master Zhu expected him to use the ceremony to incite unrest; failing to incite any was already a concession, but if he couldn't even go through the motions, his future prospects would vanish entirely.

The problem was that once he took the oath, he would be violating his promise to Manager Chen. If they flew into a rage, crushing him would be effortless. He couldn't afford not to guard against this.

He was still calculating whether there existed some way to placate both sides when someone knocked at his door: "Brother Lin!"

He recognized the voice—Ma Sanqiang, one of the leaders among the unemployed workers, a man from Qinzhou with considerable influence among his fellow Qinzhou-native laborers. Lin Zhuang felt obliged to show him some courtesy.

He rose quickly, opened the door, and invited Ma Sanqiang inside.

"Brother Lin!" Ma Sanqiang came straight to the point. "Someone just delivered rice, but it's stale again. How are we supposed to eat this?"

"Since when can't you eat stale rice?" Lin Zhuang recognized that the man had come to lodge the same old complaint and was greatly displeased—one of his principal reasons for staying at the brothel was to escape these people. Even destitute enough to sleep in a temple, they still had to nitpick everything.

Seeing his indifferent attitude, Ma Sanqiang trembled with anger. "Can we eat it? You try eating it!" He opened a cloth bundle, revealing rice so broken it was beyond recognition—much of it discolored, blackened, and yellowed, shot through with chaff and sand. It scarcely qualified as rice; it resembled sweepings from a warehouse floor.

Lin Zhuang felt a twinge of guilt. The silver he had spent on rice amounted to barely three taels, and he had instructed the shop to "buy as much as possible, the more the better"—naturally, they had sold him the cheapest rice available. The final price was three qian per shi, but he hadn't expected the quality to be this abysmal. This stuff was barely fit for pigs.

"It's still rice," he said stubbornly. "It fills the stomach. We can't afford to be picky right now."

"This isn't about being picky! This stuff is worse than chaff." Ma Sanqiang had noticed that Lin Zhuang never ate at the temple, and though he dressed in rags, he hadn't lost weight—in fact, he had gained some. This had long irked him.

Lin Zhuang steadied himself and spread his hands helplessly. "What would you have me do? Third Master Zhu provides only this much money. I'm no rich man—I can't conjure silver from thin air. Fine rice runs two taels a shi. How am I supposed to feed this many people?"

The argument was difficult to refute. Although Ma Sanqiang strongly suspected Lin Zhuang was skimming for himself, he had no proof and couldn't press too forcefully.

"I refuse to believe Third Master Zhu would give only this little. Is this how you perform a good deed?"

"Third Master Zhu was never doing this out of charity—" Lin Zhuang started to say, then realized how damningly that would sound if it reached Third Master Zhu's ears. He quickly amended: "What I mean is, Third Master Zhu's aid to everyone is already an immense kindness. There ought to be some repayment! When I asked you all to strike at the South China Sugar factory, everyone hemmed and hawed—" Feeling his argument now stood on firmer ground, his voice rose three notches. "How am I supposed to explain myself to Third Master Zhu?!"

"I won't do anything illegal," Ma Sanqiang said, his stance hardening. "Let me speak plainly—someone already offered me work at South China Sugar. I remembered that we all banded together to file our petition, so I refused to undermine the group for a full belly. Now I see it was pointless." He cupped his fists in salute. "Brother Lin, take care of yourself!" With that, he strode out.

Lin Zhuang was thunderstruck. Someone offered him work at South China Sugar—the words reverberated in his mind. Manager Chen had explicitly said he wanted Lin Zhuang's assistance with the "pacification"—so why had they already extended their reach here? He rushed out after him. In the courtyard, Ma Sanqiang and the group of fellow villagers who usually gathered around him were all packing their belongings.

"Sanqiang, let's talk this over!" He grasped Ma Sanqiang's hand. "Come back, let's discuss this properly. Don't undermine everyone!" He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Help me hold things together, and I'll make it worth your while!"

A look of disgust crossed Ma Sanqiang's face. He spoke loudly enough for all to hear: "I don't want it. Keep your money! I, Ma Sanqiang, earn my living honestly through hard work. I don't touch money of dubious origin!" He waved his hand. "Let's go!"

More than a dozen Qinzhou workers followed him out. Lin Zhuang stamped his feet in frustration, but he knew there was no stopping them. Seeing the other workers and their families whispering among themselves, their spirits unsettled, Lin Zhuang cursed silently—Manager Chen, you're too ruthless! You must have had people working among the laborers all along!

"Master Lin," a master sugar-boiler sidled up to him quietly, "lately some people who used to work at the sugar mills have been coming around. They're probably South China people..."

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

"You're never here. Where was I supposed to find you?" The man was visibly displeased. "You don't seem to care about what happens here at all!"

Lin Zhuang had no response. He realized that Chen Tianxiong had checkmated him; if he cooperated with the "pacification," fine—but if he attempted any tricks, Chen had already prepared to undercut him completely. In one stroke, his dream of playing both sides shattered.

He gritted his teeth: Manager Chen, you started this; don't blame me for what comes next. He resolved to proceed with the incense-burning ceremony as planned—it was only a day away. That evening, he summoned the more influential sugar mill workers for a meeting. But to his astonishment, their attitudes had transformed dramatically.

Among the unemployed workers, those most eager to riot and smash up South China Sugar had been the master sugar-boilers. Yet these very men were unwilling to act themselves—while they harbored the greatest resentment toward the factory, their past wages had been higher, leaving them with some savings. They weren't as desperate as the other workers and had no wish to court trouble.

As for the ordinary laborers who possessed nothing, they had previously been the angriest—unanimous in their opposition to South China Sugar, ready at any moment to rampage. But now circumstances had changed. Word had spread that the factory was willing to hire them as workers. With a glimmer of hope before them, naturally no one wished to commit such reckless acts. No matter how Lin Zhuang agitated, they cited fears of breaking the law and its consequences; others lamented that their families had long been starving, and if they were thrown in jail, their families would surely perish. Some even proposed outright that everyone simply go work for South China Sugar.

(End of Chapter)
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The longer Lin Zhuang listened, the colder his heart grew. He hadn't expected things to shift so dramatically in a single week. Just as he was fretting over how to resolve the situation, a quarrel erupted between the master sugar-boilers and the laborers. The two factions argued over whether to riot, who should initiate it, and whether to demand the "restoration of ancient methods."

These two groups had always been at odds due to the disparity in their wages, united only temporarily by a common foe. After Chen Tianxiong's masterful work of "turning the masses against each other," the laborers had reasoned that since they needed employment regardless, working at South China Sugar was no different from anywhere else—there was no point in insisting upon "restoring ancient methods," which wouldn't benefit them anyway.

Lin Zhuang weighed his odds: Chen Tianxiong's stratagem of cutting off their fuel had scattered everyone's resolve. Carrying out the incense ceremony on schedule was now impossible. If he couldn't act in time, he would have nothing to report to Third Master Zhu; the Haiyi Guild would never trust him again. For the sake of his own future, he might as well defect to South China Sugar—at least he could still claim his twenty-percent kickback on settling-in fees. Whether he remained in Xuwen or not, he would possess capital for whatever came next.

His mind made up, he sought an audience with Chen Tianxiong at the factory that very night.

Once a lackey turned traitor, he proved tireless in selling out his former master's interests. With his vigorous cooperation, the factory's pacification of the unemployed sugar workers proceeded smoothly. Liao Daxing, following Chen Tianxiong's instructions, had already prepared a large batch of blank employment contracts stamped by the county yamen's Revenue Office, complete with guarantors and witnesses. Workers needed only to inscribe their names and press their thumbprints to finalize the agreement. The entire process took less than half a day.

A brewing storm was thus swiftly quelled. The laborers, needless to say, finally secured stable livelihoods; even the master sugar-boilers—the fiercest opponents of South China Sugar—submitted to the prevailing tide. After all, if the riot failed, "traditional sugar-making" would never be restored, and they and their families still needed to eat. Practical necessity always carried the greatest weight. In the end, save for a handful of individuals who refused to join, most signed contracts and became employees.

Each person, upon signing their work contract, immediately received one Spanish silver dollar and half a shi of rice as a settling-in allowance. They were then granted a month's leave to return home and put their family affairs in order.

Wen Tong's purpose was to avoid suddenly adding too many strangers to the factory. Though they had removed a major threat, the situation remained unsettled, and there was no guarantee that some of these workers weren't Haiyi Guild plants infiltrated to sabotage operations. Even without such agents, new workers with nothing to occupy them, their minds restless, could easily stir up trouble.

Better to dispatch them all homeward and deal with them at leisure once matters had settled.

The few workers who were homeless or whose native places lay too far distant were taken in by South China Sugar and provided with lodging and meals. But Wen Tong had work for them too: helping construct houses on the empty land outside the factory near South Gate Pond, building a rudimentary "workers' village." Ma Sanqiang, having earned considerable prestige among the group, became the leader of this batch.

The smooth resolution of this affair brought relief even to the county magistrate—after all, had any serious "clan brawling" erupted, it would have marred his performance evaluation. Moreover, the unemployed workers had right on their side. South China Sugar's willingness to take a small loss to settle matters earned the factory considerable goodwill with the magistrate.

Third Master Zhu smashed a teacup. For several consecutive days, the entire Zhu residence lay deathly silent; not so much as a cough could be heard from anyone, high or low.

Lin Zhuang vanished completely from Xuwen. Some claimed he had collected two hundred silver dollars from South China Sugar and fled far from Xuwen to escape Third Master Zhu's vengeance. Others said he was already dead—his body discovered at the county border between Xuwen and Haikang, without a single coin on his person. As for who killed him, rumors abounded: some said Third Master Zhu, enraged by his betrayal, had dispatched assassins; others claimed South China Sugar had disposed of him after burning the bridge behind them. Or perhaps he had simply flashed his newfound wealth and been robbed by bandits.

Sugar from Leizhou continued pouring into the company's warehouses. The atmosphere within the Haiyi Guild had grown extremely tense. The shop owners and managers who had previously obeyed Third Master Zhu's every command now questioned him openly. Though no one had challenged him directly yet, Third Master Zhu knew that day was not far off.

If he could not deal with South China Sugar, not only would his own reputation be ruined, but the Haiyi Guild itself would collapse in an instant.

Zhu An's composure shattered. This was his first encounter with such a tenacious and formidable opponent. The only measures that could take immediate effect were murder and arson—a swift resolution that might end the South China factory's existence in one stroke. But the vast shadow looming behind them made him hesitate again and again before ultimately abandoning the idea. If the South China group suffered such a heavy blow, the forces that backed them would never let it rest. This was not the same as killing some minor out-of-town merchant who collected sugar privately, nor the same as burning down some small shipping firm that opposed him.

News from Guangzhou offered some meager comfort: silver was tight in that city lately, and assembling one or two hundred thousand taels proved difficult. Perhaps South China Sugar's silver reserves had reached their limit as well. If he could just grit his teeth and endure, perhaps the situation might yet turn in his favor.

He immediately instructed Qiuhan to send another five thousand taels to Gu Dachun, urging him to purchase more cannons, add more ships, expand his forces, and completely blockade Hai'an Harbor. As long as sugar ships couldn't depart and silver ships couldn't arrive, the South China enterprise would still be finished.

Zhu An's calculations were estimated with considerable accuracy by the transmigrators at their factory meetings—roughly seventy or eighty percent correct. The task of breaking the naval blockade now lay in the Navy's hands and was beyond their direct concern. The key was defending against arson and similar destructive attacks. For people of this era, the simplest, most effective, and hardest-to-prevent form of retaliation was setting fires. Tenants and servants who rebelled against their masters invariably resorted to arson. Arson was a capital offense, yet in this age, it was nearly impossible to trace. The entire factory grounds brimmed with flammable materials—it would certainly burn spectacularly.

Fortunately, the terrain favored them. The factory stood alone on open ground: one side bordered the river, another the main road, and much of a third side was screened by South Gate Pond. The fourth side had been empty land, now under construction as the "workers' village." The number of points requiring heavy defense was substantially reduced. Mei Lin tirelessly directed ongoing construction: firebreaks in all four directions, firewalls, and fire trenches—especially one between the workers' village and the factory proper. Water reservoirs were dug within the compound for firefighting. The yard for drying sugarcane bagasse was separated by firewalls from workshops, warehouses, and living quarters, ensuring that even if a fire broke out there, it would not spread. Wen Tong also had Liao Diahua prepare torches, lanterns, pike poles, buckets, axes, and other firefighting equipment, plus two hand-pumped fire engines. The militia doubled as a fire brigade and drilled daily.

Beiwei refined the existing security protocols and trained the militia. He arranged nightly patrols and emergency communication methods, established emergency assembly signals for all able-bodied men in the factory, and conducted several nighttime assembly and firefighting drills. After a few days of this, the hastily formed militia began to look somewhat disciplined.

Beyond defense, preparations for offense were also underway. With Xiao Zhanfeng's local knowledge, intelligence gathered by the Qiwei Escort Agency, and information extracted from newly recruited workers, Chen Tianxiong compiled a highly detailed intelligence dossier. This included a map of Hai'an Street, the locations and approaches to key targets, and even the layout of the Haiyi Guild headquarters and Third Master Zhu's residence—Lin Zhuang had contributed the most to this effort. Zhu An's personal habits and activity patterns were now thoroughly understood. Using digital cameras equipped with telephoto lenses, they had photographed the Haiyi Guild's principal members, their families, and key subordinates, compiling individual dossiers.

A hall within the trading firm was completely sealed off and transformed into Beiwei's operations command center. He and his special reconnaissance team members worked inside to develop several contingency plans: Plan A—ambush and assassinate Zhu An on the road; Plan B—raid his residence; Plan C—set fire to the Haiyi Guild headquarters; and the near-genocidal Plan D.

Plan D was the most terrifying: the special reconnaissance team would, within twelve hours, eliminate all principal members of the Haiyi Guild—shop owners, managers, stewards—and even their families.

"This is too brutal. The body count would be enormous," Wen Tong objected.

"It's merely a contingency plan," Beiwei explained evenly. "Better to be prepared."

"I absolutely refuse to endorse such a bloody approach."

Beiwei offered no response. He saw no need to explain to someone who didn't grasp what "contingency plan" truly meant, nor could he make them understand. In truth, while developing these offensive plans, he had also drafted a set of "Earthly Branch" contingencies for potential retreat scenarios, labeled Zi, Chou, Yin, and Mao. Seeing Wen Tong react so strongly to mere plans, he decided there was no point in showing him those—it would only invite more commotion.



Lingao, Bopu Harbor.

The Great Whale lay moored in the harbor. Its deck and hull, blackened from transporting coal, had been scrubbed spotlessly clean with seawater by diligent naval servicemen and shipyard workers.

Chang Shide's operation in Vietnam had consumed nearly two weeks before finally identifying several promising open-pit mining sites. Originally, they had intended to return laden with coal, but the Great Whale's structure was ill-suited for loose bulk cargo, so they brought back only about a hundred tons.

This discovery greatly excited the Industrial Department but presented a considerable challenge for the Foreign Affairs Department—how to claim Hongji? Simply sailing over with a few cannons and conquering a country remained beyond the transmigrators' reach. The Leizhou sugar enterprise wasn't even settled yet; opening another front felt like overextension. A special Executive Committee discussion was underway regarding how to fully exploit the Hongji coal deposits.

Chang Shide naturally was not participating in the Committee's deliberations, nor had he returned directly to Leizhou—he was still pondering his rice stockpiled in Vietnam. This stroke of timing worked in Gu Dachun's favor: he had managed to intercept the Guangbing. Otherwise, the Gu family pirates might have cursed their ill fortune.

At present, the Great Whale was preparing to execute a special mission—specifically, a fishing expedition. The target was the Gu family pirates. The Great Whale served as the bait—a bait substantial enough to swallow the fisherman.

On the dock, fat burlap sacks awaited loading. Thanks to the Mechanical Department's efforts, Bopu's mechanized loading and unloading capabilities had steadily improved. Not only had the number of manual cranes increased to four, but a large steam-powered crane had also been installed. To meet Bopu's high-volume bulk cargo demands, the Mechanical Department was developing belt conveyors and grab buckets. Once installed, handling efficiency for salt, rice, iron ore, and coal would increase tenfold—even a hundredfold—freeing up substantial dock labor.

The cargo destined for Xuwen consisted of two hundred shi of rice, directly allocated from reserves by the Planning Committee for the South China factory. With a reliable source of Vietnamese rice now established, Ma Qianzhu had grown more generous with grain allocations. According to Navy estimates, the pirates likely maintained informants in Xuwen ports like Hai'an Street, so the risk of incident during port entry was relatively low. This meant they could safely transport rice along the way.

The Navy had debated how to clear the pirates from the waters around Hai'an Street. Everyone agreed that dispatching warships to actively sweep the area would prove ineffective—unless they attacked indiscriminately, firing upon any ship in sight. Otherwise, the enemy could simply disguise themselves as civilian vessels and evade detection.

Given the transmigrators' naval strength, dealing with such low-grade pirates was effortless. The only considerations were minimizing their own losses and ensuring thorough eradication.

The optimal method was to strike directly at the nest for complete annihilation. But the transmigrators lacked intelligence sources for this approach.

Thus, the most effective option was "fishing"—and this was precisely Chen Tianxiong's suggestion. Fortunately, the enemy's intentions were transparent, making entrapment quite straightforward.

Using the Great Whale as bait made excellent sense: its distinctive profile was instantly recognizable to pirates as a South China vessel—an easy target to identify.

Wu De had assumed command of this mission. All professional naval officers had sailed off on exploration voyages. He was essentially the only former naval officer remaining in Lingao, so the burden naturally fell upon his shoulders.

The operational plan was fishing, but landing the catch cleanly required seizing the initiative.

The transmigrators operated in the open; the enemy lurked in shadows. The Navy was unfamiliar with the waters around Xuwen. The enemy would likely strike in coastal waters, where the coastline was riddled with islands and crisscrossed by reefs—terrain the enemy knew intimately. They could exploit the natural environment to conceal themselves, observe the transmigrators' movements, and choose the optimal moment to strike at the Great Whale.

The initiative! This problem troubled him deeply.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 299: Sweet Port Turbulence — Catching a Turtle in a Jar

Night descended slowly, enveloping the harbor in darkness. The sea breeze stirred a thin mist rising from the water—a common phenomenon in Lingao during early summer. The fog thickened, wrapping the docks, wharves, shores, islands, and factory buildings in a soft gauze. Only the faint glow of lamps within the buildings remained dimly visible.

Wu De glanced at the luminous dial of his watch: eight o'clock in the evening. The lights near the naval shipyard burned especially bright, and the rumble of steam engines could still be heard—the sound of cargo being loaded onto the Great Whale. The four smoothbore cannons destined for the ship had arrived at Bopu during the day. To avoid attracting attention, loading was conducted at night at the shipyard dock, carried out solely by marines without any laborers.

According to the plan, the Great Whale would erect walls of sand-filled burlap sacks, with rice or sugar sacks stacked on the outside as camouflage. Concealed within would be several cannons and two platoons of marines. The moment the enemy drew near, the cannons would open fire on the pirate ships. Based on descriptions from the Guangbing's crew, the pirates' vessels were uniformly small- to medium-sized coastal craft; a few cannonballs would certainly send them to the bottom.

If the pirates deployed only one or two ships, this plan—with the Great Whale's enhanced firepower—would be simple and effective. But should the enemy bring a swarm of vessels, the surprise of the initial salvo would prove effective only once. After firing, the cannons would require time to reload and re-aim. Any ships not struck could scatter and attack from multiple directions. The Great Whale was a non-motorized vessel—slow and cumbersome. If small boats swarmed it and the engagement devolved into close-quarters boarding combat, the enemy's numerical superiority would become dangerous. Conversely, if the enemy fled after the first volley, the Great Whale lacked the speed to pursue, reducing the action to a mere rout. Clearly, relying solely on the Great Whale was insufficient; other ships would need to coordinate the attack.

Yet if too many ships were deployed, the cunning pirates might withdraw their feelers entirely. Obviously, no matter what approach the Navy adopted, the fundamental condition for victory—"the initiative"—remained in the pirates' hands.

Spread before Wu De was a 1:100,000 nautical chart of the Hai'an Street area, magnified fifty times to display the distribution of islets, reefs, and sandbars. This region was dotted with islands and rocks of every size, forming countless winding channels and hidden straits. Such an environment was ideal for pirates employing small, nimble craft.

After a moment of contemplation, he picked up the phone. "Is the Dengyingzhou in port?"

"Yes, sir."

"Summon that, uh, Wang—" Wu De suddenly recalled that everyone referred to the first mate of the Dengyingzhou as "Wang the Bearded." "—the first mate to headquarters!"

"Wang the Bearded? Right away."

Wang arrived shortly. As for his beard—the Navy was divided into two factions: one believed it looked quite handsome, very "British," and urged him to keep it; the other insisted beards were unsanitary and that soldiers ought to be clean-shaven. The debate remained unresolved, so the beard persisted. After a voyage, crew members were entitled to a few days' rest, so he appeared clean and sharp. His Type 1 Naval Uniform fitted him well, shedding any trace of his former pirate image.

"Based on your experience as a pirate, if you were to intercept ships going in and out of Hai'an Street harbor, where would you strike?" Wu De indicated the chart. "Assume absolute security is required, and enemy vessels may have escorts."

Wang the Bearded studied the chart intently—these exquisitely detailed maps no longer surprised him.

"Here." He tapped a cluster of black dots.

Wu De examined the spot closely: a place called "Chrysanthemum Islets." Not proper islands, just a jumble of rocks breaking the surface. The location sat directly on the approach to Hai'an Street harbor.

He nodded. The Guangbing had been attacked approximately four nautical miles southeast of this very area. Wang's assessment was accurate.

"Why this particular spot?" Wu De inquired, noting that similar reef clusters existed elsewhere nearby.

"The conditions here are optimal. Numerous islets and rocks, all jumbled together—excellent for concealing ships. Simply anchor behind the Outer Islets, post a lookout on the rocks, and when a ship passes through, you can dash out and catch them off guard. If the enemy's escort proves too formidable to engage, you simply cut through the Outer Islets and flee. The channels are many, the reefs dense, the water riddled with hidden sandbars. Any pursuing vessel unfamiliar with the route will run aground instantly."

"Mm. And if we wished to capture these pirates, what approach would you recommend?"

"The best strategy is to conceal ships at the Inner Islets beforehand," Wang replied without hesitation. "Unless the pirates intend to escape via a route other than the Outer Islets, Cat's Leap Pass between the Inner and Outer Islets is their only path. Station an armed vessel there to block them, and you can attack from both sides. No matter what skills they possess, they won't escape."

"Very good." Wu De realized that merely examining the chart, he could never have deduced that this mere cluster of dots concealed so many tactical nuances.

"However, the Inner Islets are extremely difficult to navigate," Wang cautioned. "The channels are too complex. Only small skiffs can enter safely. Larger vessels risk striking reefs or running aground."

"What's the maximum size ship that can navigate through?"

Wang shook his head. "Two hundred liao at most. The currents inside are chaotic, and sandbars abound."

"Are you familiar with the approach?"

"Well..." Wang hesitated.

"Speak honestly," Wu De said. "This mission is critical. Complete it successfully, and you'll be commended!"

"Yes, sir." Wang came to attention in a less-than-perfect stance. "I have navigated inside once, only once. I still recall some of the channel markers."

"Good. Prepare yourself. Report to the shipyard dock."

The following day, Wu De busied himself selecting weapons and personnel. For this operation, he decided not to draw upon any transmigrators—it would be entirely a formed unit of the Navy's native troops. That evening, he and Wang the Bearded boarded a hundred-liao single-masted vessel and set out to reconnoiter the Chrysanthemum Islets.

To minimize their profile, they brought only seven or eight sailors plus two officer candidates from the first training batch—no one else. For safety, the boat was temporarily fitted with an outboard motor from one of the motorboats.

The vessel sailed for several hours through the night. Nearing midnight, Wu De estimated they were approaching their destination—the Chrysanthemum Islets, just outside Hai'an Street harbor.

The sea was calm, the moon bright. The boat had lowered its sails and now crept forward, propelled by sculling oars.

"Spotted anything?" he asked Wang, who was observing from behind a barricade at the bow.

"Not yet. Should be soon." Wang peered intently at the sea. His eyes had now adjusted to the darkness, and with the telescope, he could roughly discern objects within three hundred meters.

The reconnaissance vessel pressed onward.

"Dark shapes ahead," Wang called softly. "Mind the speed!"

At this point, what materialized before Wu De was not merely a few dark specks but an entire cluster of them. The crew tensed. Had they strayed off course? The chart indicated nothing resembling this strange jumble of small reefs and islets!

"All stop!" Wu De ordered sharply.

The vessel rapidly decelerated, gliding forward on its remaining momentum. Wu De checked the compass bearing and descended to the cabin, switched on a flashlight, and carefully compared the chart. But the chart displayed no such peculiar markings. Had sea conditions changed so drastically in four hundred years? The compass heading, ship's course, and calculated position were all correct. He pondered for a moment, then recalculated the tide table. That was it—this was the lowest tide, coinciding with a full moon, so many unnamed rocks had broken the surface. Such non-navigational waters would naturally not have been surveyed with great precision by modern hydrographers, and four centuries had elapsed since then. Even meticulously measured channels would be unrecognizable after so long. The only option now was to employ a sounding lead, probing passage by passage as they penetrated the islets.

The Outer Islets were relatively open, though reefs abounded.

"The tide is low," Wang observed. "Normally, most of these rocks lie submerged. A hundred-liao boat like ours can navigate safely with due caution."

Wu De surveyed the sea conditions and privately acknowledged that bringing Wang as an advisor had been the correct decision. Any large vessel pursuing into this area without local knowledge would almost certainly run aground.

"We're entering the Inner Islets now," Wang said tensely.

The reconnaissance vessel rounded a dark rock and turned into a narrow channel. It crept along like an aged donkey, halting and starting, while the sailors held their breath and strained their eyes at the bizarre rocks jutting up from the seabed all around. They gripped boat hooks and punt poles, poised to respond to any emergency.

The currents within the channel were wildly erratic. The oarsmen exerted all their strength to avoid being swept onto the rocks. Wang recalled the route he had once traveled, guiding the vessel's course. Occasionally he had to study a particular rock for some time to confirm it was the correct landmark.

After nearly an hour of halting progress, they finally entered the cramped Inner Islets and then slowly made their way toward Cat's Leap Pass—two massive rocks. The gap between them was so narrow that a two-hundred-liao ship could barely squeeze through.

"This is Cat's Leap Pass," Wang indicated the two rocks. "They say even a cat could leap across."

Wu De nodded. "And beyond this lie the Outer Islets?"

"Yes. Once pirates pass through here, they can exit the Inner Islets via other channels. Supposedly there are seven or eight such channels, all navigable for ships of one or two hundred liao—but only with a guide."

"Then why didn't we enter the Inner Islets from that side?"

"I don't know that stretch." Wang was candid. "I've heard the waters near Cat's Leap Pass on the Outer Islets side contain several shifting sandbars. Anyone unfamiliar with the local hydrology will probably run aground."

Wu De ordered the reconnaissance vessel into a narrow channel and located a rocky beach where they could moor. They cast the iron anchor onto the rocks, wedging it into a crevice to secure the ship.

The Chrysanthemum Islets were shaped, as the name suggested, like a chrysanthemum blossom scattered across the sea. The tiny islets and reefs between them created countless strange, jumbled channels and inlets—some almost too small to warrant the term "bays." At low tide, large ships simply could not maneuver among them. Only the waters of the Outer Islets were relatively broad.

Wu De took Wang and one sailor and climbed the unnamed islet. A pair of binoculars hung around his neck, and he wore an oilskin raincoat. The three men scrambled upward, startling seabirds and lizards into scattering. Wu De paused to scan for any movement on the surrounding sea.

The entire archipelago was utterly silent; only distant fishing lights flickered. Seeing nothing amiss, he led the party upward.

Halfway up the islet, a thick layer of wet, carpet-like moss covered the slope. Each footstep produced a squelching sound like a wet sponge. On steeper sections, the footing grew treacherously slippery, and they nearly fell several times. Higher up, the ground leveled into a relatively flat clearing overgrown with thorny bushes. Dense stiff grasses and fallen dead branches wove together into a natural hedge. The sailor hacked a path with his machete, and they reached a relatively level area near the cliff edge. The full moon hung overhead; moonlight glittered upon the water. The entire Cat's Leap Pass spread out below them.

The vantage point was superb, Wu De thought. An observation post could be positioned here. Suddenly, an idea flashed through his mind. Wasn't this a far superior firing position than any hundred- or two-hundred-liao ship could offer?

A small patrol craft could mount only light cannons, and not many at that. Attempting to block and intercept here would not provide firepower superiority. Since the Chrysanthemum Islets contained so many small islets, why not exploit them? Why not emplace cannons directly on the rocks? Excited by his own reasoning, he surveyed the surroundings.

He estimated the angles, then examined the area more closely. Though this slope tilted slightly, it was gentle enough that with modest leveling, medium-caliber guns could be mounted. The space was ample—three or four twelve-pounder artillery crews could be accommodated, along with a small infantry detachment for protection.

Gazing across at the opposite shore, he spotted several more potential gun positions. One or two cannons here, one or two there—totaling more than seven twelve-pounders, all creating interlocking fields of fire. Cannon shots from fixed rock positions would prove far more accurate than from a pitching ship. With one or two vessels blocking Cat's Leap Pass, any pirate ship reaching this point would be trapped like a turtle in a jar. Not a single one would escape.

"Summon the officer candidates!" Wu De ordered. "Have them conduct mapping exercises here and chart the surrounding reference landmarks!"

After issuing the order, he descended to the ship and radioed Lingao with his plan.

"Request Chief of Staff Ma coordinate this matter," he added at the conclusion of his message.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 300: Sweet Port Turbulence — Encounter at Sea

To the east, roughly six nautical miles distant, a column of ten or so vessels of varying sizes materialized on the horizon.

Le Lin, first mate of the Great Whale, raised his telescope and studied the distant ships' course with intense concentration.

A light breeze filled the Great Whale's two stiff sails, pushing the ship along at a sluggish two knots. The first mate checked his watch. They had been underway for two hours since departing Hai'an harbor.

The Great Whale had entered Hai'an the previous night, offloaded two hundred shi of rice, and then taken on two hundred shi of sugar. Originally, the plan had excluded loading sugar—after all, the ship's mission was to serve as bait. In combat, preserving the cargo would be impossible. Whether soaked by seawater, consumed by fire, or stained with blood, the sugar would be rendered unsaleable. Moreover, sugar was an excellent accelerant; a blaze aboard during combat would be no laughing matter.

But loading no sugar at all would have made the bait unconvincing—the enemy certainly had spies on Hai'an Street monitoring their every move.

Xi Yazhou raised his telescope. He had recently deleted too many contentious posts from the Lingao BBS, causing his popularity to plummet. He was now eager for an opportunity to distinguish himself in the tangible world. This was a naval operation, but with so many key Navy personnel away on exploration missions and the Great Whale designated as bait—essentially a platform for artillery and close-quarters combat—an Army officer commanding the fighting force was deemed acceptable. Ship handling, of course, remained the Navy crew's responsibility.

"First mate," he said, turning to Le Lin. "Are those the pirates the Haiyi Guild hired?"

"Very likely," Le Lin replied. "We can't be certain yet—wait until they draw closer."

"Good. Order heightened alert. Everyone prepare."

The order was relayed immediately. Lookouts were increased to four.

"Send a message to Squadron A: suspicious vessels sighted approximately six nautical miles from our position." Xi Yazhou stood upon the sterncastle, feeling somewhat like a general in a movie—though the deck, heaped high with burlap sacks, rather detracted from the martial image.

Squadron A—consisting of two armed trawlers providing cover—held station ten nautical miles to the south. Their orders were to intervene once combat commenced to prevent the Great Whale from being overwhelmed. If the enemy numbered fewer than four ships, Squadron A would assist in destroying them on the spot; if there were more, they would employ their speed and firepower to defend the Great Whale while herding the pirates toward the Chrysanthemum Islets, where the trap awaited.

The enemy fleet closed rapidly. The breeze was light, yet they were approaching at an estimated four knots.

"They're using sculling oars," Le Lin observed. "They're rowing hard to overtake us."

He lowered his telescope. "Must be the pirates."

"Agreed. All hands, battle stations!"

The ship's bell clanged urgently. Sailors sprinted to their posts, joined by Army gunners in gray uniforms with red collar patches. The sugar sacks stacked on the outer layer were moved below deck, while the sand-filled sacks remained to form defensive breastworks. Four twelve-pounder cannons and their ammunition crates sat deeply ensconced within these fortifications, covered by straw mats. Pumps began cycling, dousing the sacks and deck with seawater to guard against incendiary attacks.

The approaching fleet belonged to Gu Dachun—ten vessels in all, including seven freelance boats he had recently recruited. The five thousand taels from Third Master Zhu, combined with proceeds from his previous raid, had emboldened him. This time, Third Master Zhu's instructions were explicit: seizing sugar was secondary; the primary objective was terror. He intended to ensure that no ship except those belonging to the Haiyi Guild would dare haul sugar from Leizhou ever again.

Gu Dachun meant to show no mercy. He had expanded his force by recruiting rough fishermen-turned-bandits from the lawless border region of Jiangping. He had also managed to procure over a dozen cannons from illicit workshops in Qinzhou, though good gunpowder remained harder to obtain. His own three ships were now armed, but his crews were unskilled gunners who feared their own cannons as much as the enemy's. His strategy, therefore, remained traditional: close in, board, and slaughter.

Of the ten enemy vessels, three were twin-masted large ships carrying three to five cannons each. The remaining seven were smaller, lacking artillery but packed with armed men. The enemy fielded eleven to fifteen cannons against the Great Whale's four. In manpower, over a hundred transmigrator-led marines faced seven or eight hundred desperate pirates.

The transmigrators had to avoid boarding combat at all costs. Numbers would tell in close quarters—there was nowhere to run on a ship.

By eight o'clock, the pirate fleet had maneuvered into position one nautical mile upwind. Though illiterate, these pirates understood the fundamentals of naval tactics: seize the weather gage. The three twin-masted vessels assumed the center, while the seven smaller boats fanned out to encircle the Great Whale—three to the right, four to the left—intending to swarm the target.

"We must not permit them to board," Xi Yazhou told Le Lin. "Concentrate all firepower on one flank. All guns—target the starboard side."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 301: Sweet Port Turbulence — Battle of Chrysanthemum Islets (Part 1)

Why starboard and not port? The question was meaningless. Le Lin had served in the Navy for months now, and he understood the fundamental military principle of obeying orders without delay.

"Aim directly at the hulls," Xi Yazhou said, a note of regret in his voice. "Pity we don't have explosive shells; otherwise, one hit would suffice to sink a ship."

"We could use hot shot," Le Lin suggested.

The so-called "incendiary shot" was nothing so exotic as napalm, white phosphorus, or thermite—merely a solid iron ball heated until it glowed cherry-red. This ammunition could prove quite effective, but gunners had to handle it with extreme caution. Consequently, neither Army nor Navy artillerymen particularly relished using it.

"Alright, use hot shot."

The ship's twelve-pounder cannons were one of four standard artillery pieces recently manufactured by the Industrial Department based on Lin Shenhe's proposal. They were copies of the American M1857 twelve-pounder Napoleon. Although smoothbore, with a standard 1.13 kg powder charge, they could accurately project a standard twelve-pound shot to 1,480 meters at five-degree elevation—and a staggering 1,911 meters at ten degrees. Despite being smoothbore, their accuracy was quite respectable for the era. Both sides in the American Civil War had employed them extensively.

Their only drawback was weight—nearly half a ton. But mounted on a ship's deck to bombard maritime targets, this presented no issue. To facilitate naval gunnery, the four cannons were mounted on battery carriages fixed to simple turntables, utilizing recoil friction for resetting.

The nearest enemy ship to starboard was less than one nautical mile distant. With the M1857's range, the enemy sat well within effective distance, yet Xi Yazhou withheld the order to fire.

His plan was to ensure a devastating first strike. The Great Whale had to hold out for at least twenty minutes before Squadron A could arrive. Thus, the opening salvo had to score hits and inflict massive casualties; otherwise, a grueling struggle would ensue.

Even if the M1857 surpassed old-fashioned smoothbores in power and accuracy, ensuring precision required closing the range to within 400 meters.

Ten minutes elapsed. Everyone waited. The gun captains monitored the iron balls in the heating furnace. Behind the sandbag barricades, marines peered out through firing ports. The pirate ships drew ever nearer.

Xi Yazhou donned an M80 steel helmet but declined the stab-proof vest; wearing that on deck would invite lethal heatstroke. He observed the enemy's movements closely through his telescope. As he had anticipated, the three ships on the right were advancing faster, while the four on the left lagged behind.

At last, the nearest ship closed to within 400 meters.

"Deck and gun crews, attention!" he called out.

Footsteps shuffled briefly across the ship, then silence returned.

"Commence firing! Target: three o'clock."

The command was immediately relayed. The straw mats covering the gun positions were swiftly thrown aside, and the sandbags obstructing the field of fire were heaved into the sea, revealing four dark cast-iron cannon barrels.

"Range: two cables!" the rangefinder operator called out.

Le Lin hastily corrected: "Target three o'clock! Range 360 meters!"

"Target 360 meters, load one hot shot!"

Gunners rapidly placed a wet clay wad over the powder charge already in the bore. Then, wielding iron tongs, a gunner carefully plucked a red-hot iron ball from the furnace. Two gunners employed an iron carrier to hoist the searing ball and load it into the muzzle.

"Fire!" Le Lin shouted.

The four cannons fired in sequence with practiced rhythm. The deck was instantly shrouded in pale smoke.

"Damn it!" Xi Yazhou cursed. The smoke from black powder was truly infuriating. When would they finally obtain smokeless powder?

Only after the breeze cleared the smoke could Xi Yazhou observe the effect: the lead single-masted ship had been struck above the waterline and was emitting black smoke. Men on its deck frantically drew water to douse the flames.

Though effective, it wasn't an "instant kill." Xi Yazhou was somewhat disappointed.

At that moment, white smoke rose from the three ships approaching head-on, followed by the boom of cannons. But their hastily aimed shots fell into the sea well short of the Great Whale. Xi Yazhou recognized that the enemy's artillery was feeble; without closing to fifty meters, they were practically useless.

In the next volley, a hot shot punched through a sail and arced into the sea. The enemy sail ignited, swiftly transforming into a torch. Another shot swept across the quarterdeck, flattening the entire aft sail arrangement and tearing the dozen men clustered there into charred, broken pieces.

"Excellent! Superb hit!" Xi Yazhou's excitement was palpable. "Continue firing hot shot!"

But they had exhausted the supply. Le Lin ordered a switch to solid shot.

The distance closed to 200 meters. At this range, the twelve-pounders were nearly unerring. The lead starboard ship was completely paralyzed—raging fire consuming its stern, its deck strewn with mangled corpses.

Smoke from the cannon fire shrouded the deck. As a gust of wind swept it clear, Le Lin nearly screamed—one of the port-side single-masted ships had closed to within fifty meters. Bare-chested pirates, murderous with double-headed spears, sabers, and bamboo pikes, glared with bloodshot eyes, poised to leap aboard.

At the marine platoon leader's command, the marines opened fire. With a disciplined volley, the pirates massed on deck fell like wheat before a scythe.

Simultaneously, the four cannons discharged a beautiful broadside. Four hits out of four. The twelve-pound iron balls tore a massive hole in the waterline of a twin-masted ship. It began to founder.

A cheer rose from the deck. "One sunk, one ablaze," Le Lin reported.

"Good. Continue firing. Switch to canister!"

The twelve-pounder canister shot began to sweep the pirate decks. Each discharge sprayed sixty-eight iron balls, scouring the enemy decks like a hailstorm. The last ship on the starboard side fell silent after a single broadside; no moving figures remained on deck.

The threat from starboard was largely neutralized, but the three Gu family ships had reached the Great Whale. They pounced, twelve bow-mounted cannons firing simultaneously.

The Great Whale was hit. A shot struck the foremast, bringing the sail down in a chaotic heap. Howls of triumph erupted from the enemy ships.

The duel continued for ten minutes. The Great Whale sustained its first fatalities: an iron ball penetrated a sandbag wall, instantly killing three marines and a gunner.

"Take cover!" Xi Yazhou shouted. Suddenly his head jolted—a stone projectile had glanced off his helmet.

The pirate ships attacked with every available weapon. Bird-guns crackled; stone balls, iron shot, lead slugs, arrows, javelins, and torches rained down. Xi Yazhou was nearly struck several times; for a split second, his calves trembled. But believing in his "protagonist's halo," he stood firm upon the sterncastle, issuing orders calmly.

"Where is Squadron A?" He appeared composed but was panicking within.

Casualties increased. The dead and wounded were conveyed to the lower deck. Sailors scattered sand over the blood-slicked deck.

"Fire!"

"Double canister!"

"Fire on the mizzenmast, damage control team!"

The shouts of sailors, accompanied by the roar of guns and enemy screams, gave Le Lin a thrill both terrifying and exhilarating. Waving a pistol in one hand and a naval saber in the other, he shouted incessantly in Cantonese.

The Great Whale, blazing with gunfire and wreathed in smoke, moved slowly like a fire-breathing dragon across the sea.

Suddenly, Xi Yazhou noticed the enemy ships turning. Squadron A must have arrived! Through a gap in the smoke, two trawlers approached at full speed, naval ensigns flying.

"Finally!" he muttered.

The arrival of the two trawlers ended the battle instantly. Gu Dachun, though shocked by the Great Whale's firepower, had placed his faith in superior numbers. But these two mastless, oarless fast ships told him whom he faced.

The Australians who had defeated Liu Xiang and Zhu Cailao! No wonder their firepower was so terrifying!

"Quick, signal the retreat!" Gu Dachun's face was ashen.

The direction of escape required no instruction. For years, whenever a raid went awry, they fled into the Chrysanthemum Islets. Once past Cat's Leap Pass, they were safe.

Gu's three ships turned first. The remaining vessels followed suit.

On the sea, two drifting hulks and one blazing vessel remained behind. The wails and curses of abandoned pirates drifted on the wind.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 302: Sweet Port Turbulence — Battle of Chrysanthemum Islets (Part 2)

Xi Yazhou checked his watch. Exactly twenty minutes had elapsed since he sent the second telegram.

"You're damn punctual!" Xi Yazhou muttered, relief washing over him. Only then did he realize he was drenched in cold sweat.

"First Mate Le, dispatch marines to prepare to board the derelicts. Safety first!" He removed his steel helmet. It bore several dents from hard impacts; the thing had proved its worth—otherwise his skull might have been caved in long ago.

As his mind and body relaxed, he suddenly became aware of a sharp pain in his leg. Looking down, he discovered a large bloodstain spreading across his trousers. The slightest movement brought searing agony.

"I'm actually wounded..."

Hearing Xi Yazhou was injured, Le Lin hurried over with a medic. Although Xi Yazhou harbored deep reservations about the native medics, he couldn't afford to be selective now. The medic cut open his trouser leg. There was a bloody gouge on his calf, flesh torn open, bleeding considerably—likely caused by shrapnel. Watching the medic skillfully use chopsticks to hold an alcohol-soaked cotton ball for disinfection, Xi Yazhou couldn't help but think of scenes from movies about Norman Bethune.

The medic examined the wound and concluded no foreign object was embedded; applying medicine and bandaging would suffice—no stitching required. Xi Yazhou sensed his leg wasn't seriously impaired. But he worried about tetanus from the shrapnel. Though the medic applied some ointment, who knew what it actually contained? Xi Yazhou was aware that the Health Department and the Agricultural Commission's biological laboratory had established a pharmaceutical factory, producing both traditional Chinese medicine and Western medicines. He remained highly skeptical of the concoctions emerging from Shi Niaoren's workshop. He resolved that upon returning to Lingao, he would visit the hospital for a proper examination, or at least obtain a tetanus injection...

Despite these concerns, his face maintained a resolute expression, though he grimaced slightly at the sting of alcohol during the cleansing.

The operation to drive the enemy into the Chrysanthemum Islets proceeded smoothly. The trawlers didn't employ full power, merely trailing the fleet at a measured pace. The six pirate ships, terrified, fled desperately under this "pursuit."

The two trawlers followed at a leisurely distance. The commander, adhering to the plan to shepherd the fleet into the islets without permitting them to scatter, maintained moderate pressure.

"Boss, those two 'demon ships' are still behind us—" a subordinate reported in panic.

"Lingering ghosts!" Gu Dachun spat. He had already fled; why were these Australians pursuing so relentlessly? Even if they were government troops, the ships and men abandoned earlier should have sufficed for them to claim credit.

"It's fine! We'll reach the Chrysanthemum Islets soon. No one can navigate that maze of bays and shoals but us." Gu Dachun felt slightly relieved seeing the enemy wasn't gaining, though they followed persistently.

Gu Dachun seized the helm himself and was the first to plunge into the Chrysanthemum Islets. This was familiar territory; he knew precisely where every reef and sandbar lay.

At the artillery position at Cat's Leap Pass, Ying Yu raised his telescope. He observed the fleet reported by telegram minutes earlier: six single- or twin-masted sailing ships speeding among the reefs, bays, and channels. Their skill in navigating such hazards amazed him. Had it not been for Wu De's ambush plan, the Navy might never have dared pursue them into this labyrinth.

Now, on the islets and reefs near Cat's Leap Pass, artillerymen had deployed four batteries totaling ten cannons. The position Ying Yu commanded had been surveyed by Wu De personally—conditions were excellent: large area, flat terrain. Thus it hosted the heaviest twelve-pounder cannons, under Ying Yu's direct command. The command post was also situated here.

Three days prior, guided by Wang the Bearded, the Navy had transported the disassembled cannons here using light boats. Then, according to the survey, they had hauled the guns onto the islets one by one. Using makeshift derricks and pulleys, the sailors and artillerymen had overcome immense difficulties to move tons of cannon parts and ammunition onto four rocky islets. They constructed emplacements and camouflage, then commenced the long vigil.

"All gun crews, attention!" Seeing the enemy ships approaching, Ying Yu raised the walkie-talkie. "Prepare for combat!"

Ying Yu monitored the ships closely. They were sailing directly into the trap. The four artillery positions wove a web of death over Cat's Leap Pass. Every topographical reference in this zone had been meticulously measured and marked.

Gu Dachun glanced backward. The two iron fast ships hadn't followed them into the islets. He exhaled a tremendous sigh of relief.

"Hmph, wise of them! Had they dared pursue, they'd have struck a reef by now." Gu Dachun no longer worried about his safety. The only trouble remaining was how to answer to Master Zhu—this expedition had been a catastrophic loss.

The sea breeze freshened, and the waves grew turbulent.

"Lower sails!" he ordered. Using sails here made speed difficult to control and increased the risk of striking rocks. Fortunately, Cat's Leap Pass lay just ahead; the towering, rugged rocks were already visible. Shifting sandbars lurked here, so Gu Dachun focused all his attention, gripping the tiller firmly.

Just then, he glimpsed a flash of fire from a nearby rocky islet, followed by the thunderous report of a cannon.

Following the first shot—aimed and fired by Ying Yu personally—the other batteries discharged in sequence at intervals of seconds, allowing observers to accurately judge the points of impact. Gu Dachun's flagship, leading the way, absorbed concentrated fire. A twelve-pound shell struck the deck directly, sending wood splinters flying and eliciting wails of agony. Gu Dachun perished in this bombardment, struck by a piece of searing iron.

"Correction!" Ying Yu observed the fall of shot through his telescope. This was a perfect killing ground: the maximum distance between the islets serving as batteries was less than 500 meters, the minimum barely 100. The channel was narrow with almost no room to maneuver. The maze pirates used for escape had become their dead end. After a few initial misses, the gunners rapidly corrected based on splash patterns and surrounding landmarks. Their fire grew increasingly accurate. Although white smoke obscured the view from the batteries, Ying Yu had positioned hidden spotters on adjacent rocks to relay impact data via walkie-talkie.

When the smoke cleared, the waters of Cat's Leap Pass presented a dismal scene. All six ships had been struck and caught fire. Out of control, they drifted together, some already aground. Masts and sterncastles on many vessels had been demolished by cannonballs; others burned fiercely. Corpses and debris floated on the surface. A broken mast bobbed in the water, its sail still aflame. The scene was at once terrifying and spectacular. Ying Yu cared little about the battle's outcome—that had been foreordained. He was more interested in determining which type of shell damaged enemy ships most effectively.

The result matched his estimate. For common vessels in Chinese waters, explosive shells proved far more effective than solid shot. Since these ships rarely employed hardwood—and even when they did, the hulls were thin—black powder shells could easily blast open the hull planks, far superior to solid round shot that merely punched holes, and more devastating in anti-personnel effects as well.

The bombardment lasted a full twenty minutes. Ying Yu ordered a ceasefire. The six ships that had rushed into the ambush were paralyzed upon the sea. From start to finish, not a single vessel had managed to return fire. The rain of shells had annihilated all resistance almost instantaneously.

"Shall we send marines to search?" someone suggested.

"Too dangerous." Ying Yu surveyed the burning wrecks. "According to the Great Whale's telegram, three ships carried cannons. Who knows how much gunpowder remains aboard? If it detonates, the consequences would be severe. We wait." He issued another order: "Have sampans rescue drowning pirates from a safe distance. Pick up anyone capable of swimming to the boats."

When marines finally boarded the wrecks run aground, they had fished approximately forty survivors from the water. There was no loot worth mentioning, so the Navy stripped all iron from the vessels.

Following Xi Yazhou's request, Ying Yu had all corpses on deck and floating in the sea retrieved. He instructed the prisoners to identify the leaders, then ordered their heads severed and packed in boxes filled with lime. This "medieval" practice made Ying Yu distinctly uncomfortable.

Tranquility returned to the sea. The Great Whale lay at anchor, repairing masts and rigging damaged in battle. Sailors washed the deck. To lighten the load, some sandbags had been discarded, making the deck appear considerably more spacious.

In this engagement, the Great Whale had suffered eight dead and twenty wounded. The bodies of the fallen were wrapped in white cloth and arranged along the gunwale, a cannonball tied to each man's feet.

"Pity we don't yet have a national flag; otherwise, we should drape one over each of them," Xi Yazhou said with emotion. Although casualties were inevitable in war, seeing soldiers trained by the transmigrators themselves perish was genuinely sorrowful.

"Sound the bugle!" As the mournful bugle call rang out, the bodies were slid one by one into the sea. All sailors and gunners saluted.

The two trawlers returned from the Chrysanthemum Islets. Observing the sea burial underway on the Great Whale, they sounded their sirens in sequence.

"Report!" A signalman approached and saluted. "Trawler No. 1 signals: 'Salute to all officers and men of the Great Whale!'"

"Reply: 'Salute to all officers and men of the Glorious Navy!'" Xi Yazhou responded.

The two trawlers, one ahead and one astern, escorted the Great Whale as it sailed toward Lingao. Behind them, black smoke still rose from the burning pirate fleet in the Chrysanthemum Islets.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 303: Sweet Port Turbulence — Heads

Master Zhu invariably slept in the courtyard adjoining his study. This wasn't because he loathed his wife—she had passed away years before—but rather for the convenience of managing his affairs. He remained in his study until very late each day. Checking accounts, composing letters to out-of-town clients and branch staff, and reading correspondence constituted his principal daily occupations. He was especially meticulous about personally verifying the accounts submitted by shopkeepers, scrutinizing them for any omissions or, worse, embezzlement.

As an employer, Master Zhu could scarcely be called generous. Providing his staff with food and a modest stipend for clothing and bathing was deemed sufficient; consequently, most of his employees hailed from the poorest districts of Guangdong—people who would labor for little more than their daily meals. As for how their families survived or how they might eventually support wives and children, such matters never concerned him.

Consequently, mischief among the staff occurred from time to time. Unfortunately for the miscreants, no one could match Master Zhu's shrewdness. No matter how artfully the accounts were doctored, he invariably found the threads of deceit. Furthermore, he was an expert judge of expression; if a shopkeeper's demeanor aroused suspicion, that man would soon find himself packing his bags. For decades, no one had ever succeeded in taking advantage of him.

This morning, Master Zhu woke early as was his custom. Rising at dawn was an ingrained habit, particularly since the struggle with the South China factory was raging, rendering his sleep fitful. To guard against extreme measures from the "Australians," he had doubled the night watchmen and guards stationed around the mansion.

As he stirred, the concubine sleeping beside him woke as well. Having a woman at his side served less for carnal pleasure and more for the convenience of being attended to at night and in the morning. Unlike other wealthy men who lusted after beauty and maintained numerous maids and concubines, Master Zhu often remarked: "Women are a burden—both physically and financially."

Today, Qiuhan was attending him. Thanks to Gu Dachun, Qiuhan's status within the household had risen, so the "privilege" of serving the master fell to her with increasing frequency.

Qiuhan rose quickly, dressed, and hurriedly washed in the outer room. When she returned to the bedroom, she was neatly groomed. She spoke softly: "Master, won't you sleep a while longer?"

"No more sleep!"

This exchange was a daily constant.

Qiuhan retrieved a thin lined jacket and draped it over his shoulders, helped him sit on the edge of the bed, and put on his socks, leggings, and shoes. Then she assisted him in standing, tied his sash, and helped him into his long gown. Next came combing his hair and arranging it in a bun.

Suddenly, a scream rang out from outside, followed by the clatter of a copper basin striking the ground. Master Zhu frowned. Qiuhan hastily set down the comb and went to investigate.

Moments later, Qiuhan returned, her face stricken with panic.

"Master! Under the eaves of the study... there are many boxes!"

"Boxes?" Master Zhu didn't immediately comprehend, but something was clearly amiss. He strode out of the bedroom and discovered eleven wooden boxes arranged neatly beneath the eaves of his study.

His heart constricted instantly. Master Zhu remembered with certainty that these objects hadn't been present the previous night. Where had they come from?

"Open them!" At his command, a servant who had arrived stepped forward and lifted the lid of one box. The servant suddenly shuddered violently, nearly flinging the lid away. He set it down swiftly, his voice trembling:

"Master, it's a human head!"

Screams erupted from the women gathered outside.

"What is this shrieking? Get out here!" Master Zhu waved his hand impatiently and approached the boxes himself.

Inside lay a complete human head preserved in lime. The bloodstains were fresh; it must have been severed recently. Master Zhu had never seen this man before. What does this signify? He was perplexed.

The boxes were opened one after another. All contained heads. Suddenly, his heart nearly seized. He unmistakably recognized the half-charred head of Qiuhan's brother—Gu Dachun—eyes half-closed.

He turned to Qiuhan, who was shrinking away. "Come here and look!"

"Your servant dares not—"

"Come here!" he roared impatiently.

Qiuhan fainted the instant she beheld her brother's head. After being revived, she crawled to Master Zhu's feet, weeping and imploring him to avenge her brother.

As for the remaining heads, Qiuhan identified them one by one. They were all key members of the Gu family pirate gang, all connected by blood in some fashion.

Qiuhan fainted from weeping again, but Master Zhu had no mind to attend to her. He was enveloped in a bone-chilling cold. He collapsed into the chair in his study, unable to stand for a long time.

The appearance of all these heads here meant one thing: the Gu family pirates had been annihilated. But that was secondary. Who could, in a single night, silently evade the night watchmen and guards to place eleven boxes of heads neatly beneath his study eaves?

This cold, precise action demonstrated the mastermind's absolute confidence. They regarded his guards as nothing whatsoever. Moreover, they knew his every movement perfectly. They had struck in the dead of night, quietly bypassing all security to accurately locate one specific courtyard among many in the darkness. This reality alone was sufficient to make him shudder.

This was a ruthless and pragmatic threat—a warning: the South China factory was not without means to deal with him. And he had exhausted his options.



On the same day Beiwei led his men to deliver "gifts" to Zhu An, Wen Tong initiated his move against the Haiyi Guild's merchant houses. Liao Daxing, bearing gifts and trailed by attendants, visited the sugar firms on Hai'an Street one by one, presenting six-item gift baskets.

This marked South China Sugar's first public appearance on Hai'an Street. Although most owners politely declined via servants claiming "the master is out" when Liao Daxing's card was presented, none refused the gifts. A few received him, exchanging pleasantries before seeing him out.

This probe confirmed Chen Tianxiong and the others' assessment: the attitude of most Haiyi Guild merchants had softened. Once news of Gu Dachun's annihilation at sea became widely known, Master Zhu's prestige on Hai'an Street would plummet. The Haiyi Guild sugar firms would shift their stance within days.

The tale of the eleven heads at the Zhu residence spread through every teahouse in Xuwen. Storytellers embellished it vividly, and listeners devoured it with relish. Although the Haiyi Guild cautioned the teahouses on Hai'an Street against permitting guests to spread such rumors, the Haiyi Guild wasn't the government. People spoke, and those willing listened.

A heavy, tense atmosphere pervaded Hai'an Street. In stark contrast, owners, shopkeepers, and stewards of various sugar firms were feasting, attending plays, and drinking with courtesans daily. In these settings, they conferred urgently in whispers, exchanging opinions.

The backbone of the Haiyi Guild, Master Zhu, was rarely glimpsed at these gatherings. He was "ill." As for the nature of his illness, the Zhu household maintained strict silence. Even had he not been "ill," he could scarcely have wielded his former persuasive authority. Their unity had crumbled! Everyone in the Haiyi Guild recognized this: two-thirds of the crushing season had elapsed, yet their sugar warehouses remained empty. The South China factory displayed no signs of collapse; their ships continued entering and departing Hai'an Harbor, shipping sugar ceaselessly. With the number of farmers selling sugar steadily dwindling, everyone grew panicked. The consensus prompted action: this deadlock could not persist.

"Report, Master," Wen Qing bowed to Chen Tianxiong and Wen Tong, who were engaged in their customary "after-dinner chess game." "Someone is asking to see you. Boss Zhu of the Dachang Rice Shop brought him. Shall we receive him?"

Chen Tianxiong was contemplating his move, hesitating with a "Horse" piece in hand.

"Who is it? Didn't you inquire?"

"He claims to be from the Haiyi Guild—"

"Should we see him?" Wen Tong asked.

"No reason not to. Show him in."

Zhou Shizhai, watching in silence, spoke up: "Exercise caution. It's after dark. In case..."

"Rest assured," Chen Tianxiong replied. "Master Zhu lacks the nerve for a 'dagger concealed in a map' assassination." He smiled. "Besides, with you here, brother, what have we to fear?"

The visitor wore traveling clothes and a bamboo hat, seemingly attempting to obscure his face. When he removed the hat, Chen Tianxiong nodded in recognition.

"Boss Feng, a nocturnal visit. What instruction do you bring for us?"

"I wouldn't presume!" The visitor was Feng Guangfeng, proprietor of "Richangji." Hearing this stranger address him by name, he was momentarily startled. "Indeed, I am Feng Guangfeng." He bowed with hands clasped. "Is this Manager Wen?"

"This is Manager Wen. I am merely a humble clerk," Chen Tianxiong said.

Greetings were exchanged. Chen Tianxiong preferred that the visitor not remember him too distinctly, so he withheld his name and deliberately positioned himself in the shadows.

"Two managers!" Feng Guangfeng spoke earnestly. "This misunderstanding between the South China factory and the Haiyi Guild... The Haiyi Guild has caused you great offense. I have come specifically to offer apologies."

Wen Tong responded, "The sugar business is ultimately one family, regardless of north, south, east, or west. We hope for your guidance and care in the future, brother."

"You are too gracious," Feng Guangfeng said. "I have come this time..."

"One moment," Chen Tianxiong interjected. "Is Boss Feng here representing 'Richangji' or the 'Haiyi Guild'?"

The distinction was significant. Feng Guangfeng dared not respond carelessly. After a pause, he declared, "Naturally, the Haiyi Guild!"

"So the Haiyi Guild is aware you are here?"

"Not everyone—" Feng Guangfeng hastened to clarify. "However, most members of the Haiyi Guild, high and low, would be pleased to see me here."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 304: Sweet Port Turbulence — Suing for Peace

This meant, naturally, that apart from a small faction closely aligned with Master Zhu, he represented the prevailing sentiment of the majority of sugar firms.

Setting aside the veracity of this statement, Feng Guangfeng's arrival at the very least indicated that the Haiyi Guild had begun to fracture internally. Some members were seeking their own path forward.

"What is the purpose of your visit?"

Feng Guangfeng hesitated briefly before divulging the substance of the confidential discussions among the many sugar firms of the Haiyi Guild over the preceding days.

Except for Master Zhu's Riyicheng, all other firms within the Haiyi Guild had concluded it was time to make peace with the South China factory. The immense strength the factory had demonstrated—both in mobilizing capital and in dispatching pirates—made them realize with painful clarity that Master Zhu's attempt to strangle the newcomers was akin to a mantis trying to halt a chariot.

Therefore, they proposed a truce. The Haiyi Guild would accept South China Sugar as a member, extending all the privileges of the trade: hereafter, the company could acquire sugar throughout Leizhou at will, provided it adhered to the guild's agreed pricing, without obstruction from other members. Likewise, their sugar could be shipped out freely, with no interference from the guild.

In exchange, they hoped South China Sugar would reduce its acquisition price to 1.8 taels, while the Haiyi Guild raised theirs to 2 taels. This would attract farmers who hadn't yet sold to return to Hai'an Street.

"This is unreasonable, I know," Feng Guangfeng acknowledged. "But these past days, almost no guild members have received any sugar stocks. Your factory has acquired abundantly this season and profited handsomely. We implore you to show mercy and leave a path for your colleagues to survive!" He bowed deeply once more.

Wen Tong found these conditions absurd—this was suing for peace? Offering a seat in the Haiyi Guild was supposed to be a great concession? As for free acquisition and shipping, wasn't South China Sugar already operating freely? Of course, this "freedom" had been won by the Transmigration Group's guns. The Great Ancestor's dictum—"Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun"—truly pierced to the essence of things.

"Boss Feng!" Wen Tong considered for a moment. "This is curious logic. The scarcity of sugar stocks is a consequence of the Haiyi Guild lowering prices of its own accord. What does it have to do with us? If you wish to purchase sugar now, simply raise your prices. We give you our word not to raise ours further."

"This—" Feng Guangfeng was rendered speechless. The argument was well-founded and irrefutable. He himself recognized that asking them to adjust prices lacked any legitimate basis.

"...Is joining the Haiyi Guild so rare a privilege?" Wen Tong laughed. "Isn't our factory prospering quite nicely as things stand? You've witnessed the fate of those who attempted underhanded schemes. You people! Naive! Truly too naive! To still harbor such notions at this stage!" He laughed heartily, projecting an aura of command. "Had my employer not wished to be magnanimous to the utmost, the Haiyi Guild would have been reduced to ashes long ago."

The laugh was unrestrained and sweeping, dispelling the gloom of months of anxiety. Even Zhou Shizhai, whose martial cultivation typically kept him "unmoved," allowed himself a smile.

Had this been spoken a fortnight earlier, Feng Guangfeng might have dismissed it as bluster. Now, his back was drenched in perspiration.

"Yes, yes," Feng Guangfeng bowed again. "Regarding past events, we were blind, our judgment clouded by greed! We caused great offense! But we still beseech the managers to facilitate this matter. The large and small members of the Haiyi Guild will be eternally indebted!"

This presented a dilemma. An outright refusal might drive them closer together, compelling them to follow Master Zhu to the bitter end. It would also squander the perfect opportunity to absorb the Haiyi Guild. But agreeing would mean breaking faith with the Leizhou farmers.

This matter demanded caution. Wen Tong and Chen Tianxiong exchanged glances. Wen Tong said, "How about this: Boss Feng, please return for now. We need to deliberate before reaching a decision."

"Yes, then this humble one awaits favorable news." Feng Guangfeng understood that such a momentous matter wouldn't receive an immediate promise. Terms would inevitably be stipulated, which was only to be expected.

Chen Tianxiong nodded. "If we need to contact you, where should we send word?"

"Go to the Dachang Rice Shop and ask Boss Zhu to relay a message. He is my fellow townsman."

"Boss Zhu... isn't he from Qinzhou?" Chen Tianxiong inquired deliberately. "I recall the owners and shopkeepers of the Haiyi Guild hail predominantly from Shantou and Guangzhou."

"I am not from those parts," Feng Guangfeng made no attempt to conceal it, explaining how, as a clerk at Richangji, he had been chosen by the owner to marry into the family and inherit the business.

Chen Tianxiong already knew this from his investigations. Seeing him speak without evasion suggested Boss Feng was honest. This disposition was favorable.

"We need to take control of this organization—the Haiyi Guild," Wen Tong declared after seeing Feng Guangfeng out.

Several key figures of the South China factory had assembled in the room. Mei Lin had returned to Lingao; Xiao Gui and Beiwei were uninterested in commercial matters and hadn't attended. Chang Shide, fresh from Lingao, was present.

"Naturally. Otherwise, we could simply eliminate them," Chen Tianxiong agreed. His thinking ran deeper than Wen Tong's. Intelligence gathering had provided him with a thorough understanding of the Haiyi Guild's scale and capabilities. The twenty-one sugar firms each possessed a minimum capital exceeding ten thousand taels. Their combined capital surpassed five or six hundred thousand taels. If this money could be directed by the Transmigration Group, it would greatly benefit the factory's next phase of expansion.

Direction didn't mean possession. That would constitute naked robbery. Merely joining the "Haiyi Guild" as a member wouldn't permit direction. Although Master Zhu exercised a degree of control over the guild, he merely managed to facilitate communication and unity; business was still conducted individually.

"If we're going to do this, we make it a holding company," Chang Shide proposed, his suggestion causing a stir.

"Haha, we think alike." Wen Tong beamed. "Of course, we'll be Chairman and CEO."

"What CEO? This habit of abusing English abbreviations must cease. Call it keeping pace with the times! Just say Chief Executive Officer," Chen Tianxiong remarked solemnly.

"Fine. But persuading this group to join a joint-stock company will be difficult. Human hearts are complex."

"That's precisely why the present moment is opportune," Chen Tianxiong explained. "We ride the momentum of the great victory at Chrysanthemum Islets. While they're paralyzed with fear, we push it through in one decisive stroke. Once they recover their composure, we may no longer be able to control these sugar magnates!" He sipped his tea. "Complex hearts don't matter. The key is to hold firm to the word 'profit.'"

The Haiyi Guild had united against South China Sugar for profit; now they sought peace and prepared to abandon Master Zhu, also for profit. As long as the South China parent company could provide sufficient profit, these merchants would gladly comply.

"However, execution is difficult. The key is finding someone among them who understands both the trade and the wider world. Only then will our words carry weight with them. Otherwise, if they're all provincial bumpkins, we'll merely be shouting at the wind!"

"Someone with prestige, too," Wen Tong added. "Those who perceive clearly often hold no power. Those without power speak in vain."

This resonated with everyone. Their knowledge of the Haiyi Guild's internal affairs remained limited. Xiao Zhanfeng had offered some insights, but as an outsider, he knew little.

Wen Tong asked, "What about Feng Guangfeng? He seems sincere."

"He won't do," Chen Tianxiong replied. "He's a live-in son-in-law. The ancients looked down upon such men most. And he's not a fellow townsman to most guild members. Additionally, he's a minor player; his words carry no weight."

Everyone felt slightly disappointed. Then Chang Shide laughed: "I have it! In any trade guild, while they claim to protect industry interests, it's invariably the few large firms benefiting while the small firms suffer—"

"We recruit the small firms!" Chen Tianxiong grasped the insight instantly.

They immediately summoned Liao Daxing and inquired about the firms comprising the Haiyi Guild.

"Four major firms. The remainder are small," Liao Daxing replied. Having served as a grain shop clerk for years, he knew the fundamentals.

"The largest is naturally Master Zhu's Riyicheng." Actually, Riyicheng hadn't originally been the largest. When Master Zhu inherited it, it had ranked last among the major firms.

"...It prospered because he founded the Haiyi Guild. He unified the scattered elements of Hai'an Street—and seized considerable benefits for himself."

"There must be conflicts between large and small firms, correct?"

"How could there not be! Consider the public account. The Haiyi Guild collects a common fund for dealings with officials, pirates, and hiring guards. Originally, it amounted to ten thousand taels annually, apportioned with large firms paying one share and small firms half a share."

"...Later, it increased to twenty thousand taels annually—"

"The large firms claim they pay, but actually don't, or pay reduced amounts, correct?"

"Yes, small firms grumble about it privately." Liao Daxing nodded. "Actually, only Riyicheng truly pays nothing. Large firms paying less is accurate. Furthermore, only Heaven knows the guild's actual expenditures. Everything is managed by Master Zhu's people."

"How do you know this so thoroughly?" Chen Tianxiong was intrigued.

"It's not difficult. Boss Feng and Boss Zhu are fellow townsmen and drink together frequently. I overheard it. Boss Feng is quite a character!" Liao Daxing spoke of Feng Guangfeng with evident admiration.

"Good person, skilled in business. It's rare to find someone not obsessed with money! Several small firms respect him and don't look down upon him as a live-in son-in-law."

Understanding the guild's structure and maladies confirmed that recruiting the small firms was viable. The question that remained: how?

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 305: Sweet Port Turbulence — Sugar Industry Guild

"We lack a leader with influence who can speak with authority," Wen Tong summarized.

Zhu An possessed prestige and served as the leader of the Haiyi Guild. If he could be persuaded to cooperate, the effort would be halved.

"However, unless this storm concludes with a head rolling, it cannot be considered truly settled," Chen Tianxiong observed. Ambiguous victories carried substantial danger.

"Besides, even if he cooperates, he'll eventually contend for leadership within the joint-stock company."

A man accustomed to wielding power, even if he submits temporarily, will never remain content. Any disturbance would spark dissent, generating endless trouble.

Feng Guangfeng was a decent man but looked down upon due to his status, so his influence was limited. They didn't know the other guild members well enough.

"I don't think we need to search around for someone," Chang Shide reflected for a while. "Since they dispatched Feng Guangfeng as a liaison, it demonstrates they trust him. Let's simply befriend him and utilize him as an intermediary. He doesn't need to issue a rallying cry—just convey our meaning accurately."

They sent Liao Daxing to the Dachang Rice Shop to contact Boss Zhu.

The following evening, Feng Guangfeng arrived as arranged.

"South China Sugar will not alter the acquisition price," Wen Tong stated directly. On the question of conceding to the Haiyi Guild on pricing, everyone had agreed to stand firm, ensuring they understood clearly who the overlord of Leizhou sugar now was.

Feng Guangfeng's expression turned grim.

"Please, managers, reconsid—"

"Say no more," Wen Tong interrupted. "Ever since establishing scales in Xuwen, South China Sugar has maintained 2.5 taels. We cannot destroy our own credibility."

Merchants valued trust above all else. Crushed by this principle, Feng Guangfeng had nothing to say.

"However, we understand your difficulties," Wen Tong continued. "You were incited by Zhu An and fell into a misunderstanding with my firm. My employer is magnanimous. As long as everyone makes a clean break with Zhu An, my employer will naturally look after you!"

Feng Guangfeng understood the condition being set: they had to abandon Zhu An. But he still failed to see the benefit. Even if the colleagues agreed to raise the price to match South China Sugar's 2.5 taels, given the Haiyi Guild's ruined reputation, they wouldn't collect much—South China Sugar's renown for benevolence had spread throughout Leizhou. Unless they paid even more, which the merchants were unwilling to do.

"My employer's intention is this: South China Sugar can acquire sugar on behalf of the firms. The price remains 2.5 taels—farmers endure hardship too; 'if the skin is gone, to what can the hair attach'? Everyone needs a means of survival, correct?"

The words were gracious. Feng Guangfeng could only nod repeatedly and say "yes." He himself felt the Haiyi Guild's price suppression had harmed farmers excessively and was unkind.

"Each firm simply hands over the silver. We will acquire as much sugar as there is silver to purchase. We won't take a cut; consider it a gratuitous service."

Feng Guangfeng's mind worked rapidly. This was indeed a workable approach. But would South China Sugar truly serve without remuneration? He turned the thought over and immediately said:

"Then the two-percent discount per shi of sugar shall be offered by our colleagues as South China Sugar's labor fee!"

This was a very graceful gesture. With over a hundred thousand shi of sugar involved, the two-percent discount represented a substantial profit.

"That is for later—" Wen Tong nodded. "However, this proxy acquisition carries a condition."

The condition was that firms must purchase sugar from South China Sugar with cash; no credit.

"That presents no difficulty," Feng Guangfeng nodded readily. "Acquisitions are customarily conducted in cash anyway."

"Good." Wen Tong continued: After payment, South China Sugar would issue warehouse warrants to each firm recording the amount of sugar calculated at 2.5 taels per shi.

However, after payment, the sugar firms could not withdraw the goods themselves. All sugar would be transported and sold out of Leizhou by South China Sugar. After the sale, accounts would be settled according to the figures inscribed on the warrants.

"The current market price in Guangzhou is 3.8 taels per shi. It may rise or fall," Wen Tong explained. "Regardless of fluctuations, we will settle accounts based on this rate. Whatever the warrant indicates, that's the silver you receive."

Feng Guangfeng was taken aback. This clearly meant South China Sugar intended to monopolize the sales rights of Leizhou sugar. The Haiyi Guild had never ventured into this territory. Their ambition was vast indeed.

Yet he couldn't say "no." Not that he didn't wish to, but he dared not. Since the other party had opened their mouth so wide, they clearly had nothing to fear. Thinking of the rumored eleven heads, Feng Guangfeng felt a chill course down his spine.

However, upon deeper reflection, the firms wouldn't suffer loss: selling in Guangzhou themselves yielded similar margins. Though the market might rise, it might equally fall—uncertainty in either direction. Transporting it themselves meant bearing freight and travel costs, which were considerable. Encountering storms or pirates meant heavy losses or total ruin.

For small firms specifically, these terms were advantageous. Small firms lacked the capacity to transport and sell independently; they consigned through large firms. Not only did they pay commissions, but they also absorbed losses during transport—large firms routinely shifted wastage onto small firms or invented various fees.

If they could close transactions locally in Leizhou at 3.8 taels, everyone would likely accept gladly.

In contrast, South China Sugar's risk was considerably greater. Even if the Guangzhou price held, they had to absorb freight and expenses. If it declined, they would sustain substantial losses.

Since they offered such terms, they obviously anticipated a surge in sugar prices. But price fluctuations depended heavily on "foreign hong" demand, which was notoriously difficult to predict.

Feng Guangfeng considered for a moment before asking cautiously, "Doing this naturally benefits the colleagues greatly, but sugar prices fluctuate wildly. If the market proves unfavorable, your employer will suffer tremendous loss. How can we accept this in good conscience?"

"You needn't concern yourself with that." Wen Tong proceeded to flatter him. "Among the twenty-one firms of the Haiyi Guild, it is rare to find someone as reasonable as Boss Feng: caring for both self and others!"

"I wouldn't presume—" Though he recognized it as flattery, Feng Guangfeng, customarily looked down upon within the guild, was gratified to be appreciated. "Manager Wen praises me excessively."

"When Zhu An wanted everyone to suppress prices, only Boss Feng spoke up for the farmers. This was no small thing." Seeing the approach was working, Wen Tong continued the flattery as planned. "'If the skin is gone, to what can the hair attach?' The people of the Haiyi Guild lacked even this elementary insight; truly a waste of Boss Feng's good intentions."

Hearing this, Feng Guangfeng felt moved. He had repeatedly urged the guild not to harm farmers while fighting South China Sugar—it was detrimental to Leizhou sugar in the long term. He had endured cold looks and insults for speaking these words. Unexpectedly, these "Australians" appreciated his views so highly. Mixed feelings rendered him momentarily speechless. He felt he had encountered kindred spirits.

"We have our reasons for doing this as well." Seeing his expression shift, Wen Tong knew the persuasion had succeeded. He spoke earnestly:

"My employer's intention is simply this: since the sea ban was lifted, more ships are trading overseas. Beyond goods being shipped out, foreigners are arriving to trade. Some maritime merchants, seeking quick profits, deliberately undercut prices. If one lowers the price, it becomes difficult for others to raise theirs. Foreigners are shrewd; if you quote a high price, they find someone else—there's always someone willing to sell. Ruining ourselves through mutual undercutting—is it not lamentable?"

Feng Guangfeng had visited Guangzhou. Though he hadn't engaged directly in "foreign hong" trade, he knew Wen Tong spoke the truth.

"Thus, South China Sugar wishes to unite the Leizhou sugar colleagues to advance and retreat together." Wen Tong concluded. "That is our original intention."

Feng Guangfeng nodded. "If we advance and retreat together, we should share profits and losses. With the current arrangement, your risk is excessively high."

"True. But we are newcomers to this precious land and unfortunately clashed with our colleagues. Although it was Zhu An's doing, grudges linger and must be dissolved gradually. If hearts aren't united, even good intentions can be misconstrued. So this time, we will assume a larger share of risk."

"It is rare indeed for Manager Wen to be so candid!" Feng Guangfeng's impression improved considerably. "I will do my utmost to persuade the Haiyi Guild. But—" He inquired carefully, "Do firms only need to hand over acquisition funds? Are there other costs?"

"None, except the two-percent discount fee." Wen Tong said. "I know this benefit belongs to the sugar firms. But we haven't collected anything for months, so we request the firms to concede it for now."

"I can decide this on my own authority." Feng Guangfeng nodded. "But monopolizing all sales involves numerous parties and will surely encounter complications."

Wen Tong proposed inviting the heads of all firms to a meeting to discuss the charter and address doubts directly. Feng Guangfeng thought it a sound idea but worried about incomplete attendance—some were timid, and South China Sugar's "prestige" was intimidating.

"That doesn't matter. The meeting won't be held at our factory," Wen Tong had already planned. "Two days hence, how about 'drinking flower wine' at Sister Ai's?"

"Excellent!" Feng Guangfeng agreed enthusiastically. This "private brothel" was connected to the county yamen; no one dared cause trouble there. It was as though the yamen itself guaranteed everyone's safety. He admired their thoughtfulness. Compared to the Haiyi Guild members—either pedantic traditionalists, ignorant hedonists, or frogs in a well—even Master Zhu couldn't transcend greed. The difference was like clouds and mud. He sighed and took his leave.

For the next two days, Feng Guangfeng traveled about persuading hesitant colleagues to attend. Not everyone accepted; the timid declined, saying, "You go discuss; I'll follow whatever is decided."

A few others—formerly close to Master Zhu—felt it inappropriate to defect publicly and politely excused themselves.

None refused outright.

Of the twenty firms invited, eighteen responded—Riyicheng had no place in the future blueprint of Leizhou sugar. These firms were the first shareholders of the future Leizhou Sugar Industry Co., Ltd.

The de facto inaugural general meeting of shareholders convened three nights later in Sister Ai's flower hall. South China Sugar spent lavishly, booking the entire courtyard and all the girls.

After feasting and drinking, Chang Shide addressed the gathering, explaining all the benefits of their proposal. They could enjoy high profits without risk, merely advancing silver.

Naturally, entrusting hard cash required guarantees. Chang Shide proposed that the participating firms organize a "Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild," register with the county yamen's Revenue Section, and inscribe the conditions into a contract. Each paying family would receive a copy as evidence.

"Does this mean however much silver I pay, South China Sugar provides me the equivalent shi of sugar in warrants?"

"We are acting as an agent," Chang Shide clarified. Theoretically, silver is exchanged for sugar, but with half the season elapsed, it depended on how much the farmers retained.

According to estimates, farmers held approximately 130-140 thousand shi. The Transmigration Group couldn't purchase it all—besides the Guangzhou Station's funds, they relied on spot sales to recycle cash. Only a two-pronged approach could satisfy the acquisition cash flow.

To monopolize Leizhou sugar sales, local capital had to be mobilized. This was the principal reason for hastening to form the guild and offering agent services.

The attendees remained unaware of the transmigrators' underlying calculations—South China Sugar's performance in crisis had instilled in these merchants an illusion of its omnipotence.

"Fine. I'll pay fifty thousand taels upfront. I want warrants for twenty thousand shi tomorrow!" The speaker was Liu Yulin, proprietor of Risheng Firm, a major player.

"Agreed." Chang Shide nodded. He turned to Liao Daxing: "Record it. Risheng Firm, twenty thousand shi."

Liu Yulin's stance surprised the assembled merchants. Although twenty thousand represented half his usual volume, handing over fifty thousand taels to South China Sugar demonstrated considerable boldness. The crowd buzzed with discussion.

(End of Chapter)
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"Richangji, seven thousand shi," Feng Guangfeng followed up immediately. "I'll deliver the silver shortly."

With two firms now committed, the others who had been observing likewise pledged their quantities—some three thousand, some five thousand, some ten thousand. The total exceeded one hundred fifty thousand shi. Chen Tianxiong knew that most were holding back; these figures were merely stones cast to test the waters.

However, had they been overly enthusiastic, South China Sugar would have been forced to disgorge some of the sugar already collected to distribute among them, which would have meant losses. This way, everyone was satisfied.

"With this Sugar Industry Guild established, what becomes of the Haiyi Guild?" someone posed the sharp question. If Master Zhu forbade them from joining and insisted on maintaining the Haiyi Guild, how would they handle him?

The representatives shifted uneasily in their seats, exchanging whispers.

Everyone understood that Master Zhu wouldn't surrender easily; a vicious fight was inevitable. He possessed money and the ability to direct various dark forces. He was not to be underestimated.

To this, Chang Shide replied that South China Sugar would handle the matter properly. Specific negotiations would be conducted by the factory. If Master Zhu sought trouble with anyone, South China Sugar would stand behind them, never breaking its word.

"I believe everyone is aware: South China Sugar possesses the capability to support its promises."

Chang Shide spoke decisively. The attendees, though somewhat uneasy, accepted the assurance.

"The meeting was a success," Wen Tong remarked to Chang Shide afterward. "But why not form a joint-stock company directly? Why commence with proxy purchasing and sales?"

"Let them taste the sweetness first," Chang Shide explained. "At the outset, they don't trust us sufficiently. Once this year's business concludes and they recognize the benefits of following us over that worthless Haiyi Guild, discussing a joint-stock company will become feasible."

"The next step is consolidating our gains, especially guarding against Zhu An's counterattack," Chen Tianxiong reminded them. "Master Zhu remains on Hai'an Street. A centipede dies but never falls. His dormancy might be merely waiting for an opportunity to strike. We need a response plan immediately."

"Ideally, we neutralize him swiftly, lest long nights breed many dreams." Chang Shide warned: whether the Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild could ultimately be established depended on South China Sugar's ability to eliminate Master Zhu's power rapidly.

"We could simply dispatch him, but that might make these sugar merchants feel 'the fox mourns the death of the rabbit.'" Chang Shide propped his chin on his hand. "We hesitate to throw at the rat for fear of shattering the vase."

"Set that aside for now. Make Feng Guangfeng the liaison. Inform them all funds must be remitted within three days, or the contracts are void," Chen Tianxiong said. "This money serves as their pledge of allegiance, preventing wavering."

"Right. I'll have Liao Daxing handle it, and instruct Liao Diahua to prepare men and carts to collect silver on Hai'an Street."

This was no small sum. Chen Tianxiong calculated after the meeting and was astonished—these merchants would hand over 375,000 taels of silver! Nearly 15 metric tons!

"Truly substantial!" Chen Tianxiong felt the importance of a bank even more keenly. Leaving aside paper currency, if remittance services existed, a single draft would resolve everything. As matters stood, moving and storing 15 tons of silver presented a considerable headache.

Since commencing sugar acquisitions, South China Sugar had expended massive time and energy on storing, guarding, and dispensing silver. All silver shipped in was "Official Treasure" re-smelted in Guangzhou furnaces—uniform purity, fifty taels per ingot. This simplified packing, transport, and counting.

But in actual practice, it became complex. Sugar payments were fractional; one couldn't employ fifty-tael ingots for everything. The factory had been obliged to purchase silver shears and scales. Whole ingots were clipped into fragments. The process was tedious and incurred substantial wastage.

As for the silver arriving from the sugar firms, it would undoubtedly consist of broken bits of varying purity. Liao Daxing had already warned them to engage assayers promptly; mistaking debased silver for pure "snowflake" silver would mean enormous losses.

"The Executive Committee has established a bank in Guangzhou," Wen Tong circulated a recent internal bulletin. "I think we can request a local branch here."

"Call it South China Sugar Bank!" Chang Shide was struck by sudden inspiration. "We'll soon have nearly 400,000 in cash—isn't that a reserve?"

"The name is inappropriate," Chen Tianxiong objected. "Financial systems must adhere to the Executive Committee's unified framework; we shouldn't establish our own parallel structure. Besides, we aren't finance professionals. Best to let experts handle it."

Chang Shide, sharp as ever, understood immediately. "Right, right. Let's telegram the Executive Committee to open a branch." He added, "Leizhou's sugar industry genuinely requires banking services."

"Yes," Wen Tong agreed. "After controlling sales, the next step is assisting farmers to increase production."

Increasing production required promoting new planting techniques and sugar cooperatives. Gaining farmers' trust wouldn't be easy, but they had built a sound reputation during this acquisition war. With a bank, they could employ financial instruments to issue low-interest loans supporting production.

While they discussed, Zhou Shizhai requested an audience.

"Someone intends harm to South China Sugar," he stated without preamble.

They exchanged glances. What they had anticipated had arrived—Master Zhu was indeed bent on destruction. Desperate like a cornered dog, he might resort to despicable methods.

"What's the situation?"

"Liao Diahua's men have learned that Zhao Jijiao's people are purchasing oil and dry firewood—they're a gang of punks who don't cook. What would they need that for? Probably arson. They've been spending lavishly lately, gambling and whoring, clearly recipients of a substantial payout."

Zhou Shizhai mopped sweat from his brow. "Additionally, rumors are circulating in the Leizhou underworld that South China Sugar holds hundreds of thousands in silver but maintains weak defenses. Kidnapping a few managers could extort an enormous sum."

"Vicious. Using unseen silver to entice others to do their dirty work," Chen Tianxiong commented.

"Don't joke. Being kidnapped would be humiliating." Wen Tong's expression was grim.

"If Li Siya kidnapped you, you'd probably enjoy it. Incidentally, she's your clansman."

"Stop jesting," Wen Tong said anxiously. "Li Siya or Li Sisu—what if we actually get kidnapped?"

"Kidnapping isn't our greatest concern," Zhou Shizhai observed. "Scattered bandits can accomplish little, and the managers carry weapons. The genuine worry is bandits banding together to raid—that must be guarded against."

"Banding together?" Chang Shide inquired. "How so?"

Zhou Shizhai explained that while no large bandit armies operated in Leizhou, small groups of four or five abounded, robbing lone travelers. Some bands numbering under a hundred raided farming villages. To assault a firm like South China Sugar, they would require four or five hundred men. Bandits valued numbers; even if they lacked genuine fighters, they would drag along farmers to pad their ranks and cow civilians.

"Hai'an Street is wealthier than us. Why don't they rob them?" Wen Tong found it peculiar.

"Fear of death," Zhou Shizhai answered simply. Hai'an Street maintained hundreds of local militia paid by the shops. Well-fed and well-compensated, they fought competently. Bandits needed strong teeth to bite that bone.

"We are newcomers. Bandits don't know our strength. If incited to believe there's a fortune here, they might assemble a substantial force. We must guard against it." Zhou Shizhai now fully considered himself part of the Transmigration Group.

"What about our militia? Can they hold?"

"Yes," Zhou Shizhai confirmed. "With Comrade Bei training them, they should hold for some time."

The transmigrators were less confident. They understood the militia's limitations: workers were occupied with factory tasks, leaving scant time for training. Beiwei's arrival had only marginally improved matters.

"Don't worry excessively. This is the county seat's doorstep. Bandits won't dare linger—hit and run. As long as we deny them initial success."

"True, but we must protect ourselves," Chen Tianxiong agreed. "Until this is resolved, don't venture out casually. Strengthen gate guards. Keep militia on standby. Even when Liao Da, Liao Er, or the Wen brothers go out, assign armed escorts."

"Beware of arson as well," Chang Shide added. "The factory is reasonably secure; construction makes arson difficult, and fires won't spread. But the workers' village housing the displaced—straw sheds. One spark and it's catastrophe. Deaths would be terrible."

"Old Wen, arrange for Liao Daxing to inspect it. Give them a warning!"

"Also—" Chen Tianxiong recalled something. "Telegram Guangzhou and Lingao. The sea situation may not remain tranquil. We eliminated one Gu Dachun, but Wang Dachun or Li Dachun might covet this prize."

"Mm. And the Gu pirates aren't entirely exterminated. Their main force is destroyed, but they still possess silver and men. They might return seeking revenge."

Lingao had transmitted a summary of enemy intelligence based on interrogations from the Chrysanthemum Islets battle. The Gu gang still retained approximately twenty or thirty men and a single-masted boat for liaison purposes.

"Since we have prisoners, why didn't the Navy simply eliminate them at their base?" Wen Tong asked.

"Too difficult," Chen Tianxiong explained. The pirate nest wasn't a water fortress on an island but ordinary fishing villages along the coast, intermixed with regular fishermen. Distinguishing friend from foe was problematic.

"Well, I believe they will come." Chen Tianxiong leaned back in his chair. "Xiao Zhanfeng mentioned that Master Zhu keeps a concubine who is Gu Dachun's sister."

The atmosphere grew tense. In the following days, patrolling militia extinguished several fires ignited by thrown incendiaries. Thanks to fire prevention measures, only walls were blackened. Intelligence from Liao Diahua confirmed the arsonists were Zhao Jijiao's gang—punks with no grudge against South China Sugar, clearly hired by Master Zhu.

Arson attacks became frequent, occurring once or twice nearly every night. Finding the factory and merchant house difficult to burn, targets shifted to the workers' living quarters.

The most perilous incident occurred in the workers' village. A straw shed was ignited at night. The factory watchtower sounded the alarm; the fire brigade extinguished it within ten minutes.

The arsonist was apprehended on the spot by workers. Recognized as one of Zhao Jijiao's punks, realizing there was no escape, he slammed his head against a rock, then lay howling on the ground, covered in blood. The enraged workers fell silent.

"What is he howling about?" Chang Shide inquired.

"Essentially that we're bullying him, beating him without cause. If we don't compensate for his injuries, he'll die at our gate," Liao Daxing replied with a bitter smile. "These punks fear nothing. If provoked, they might actually hang themselves at your door, generating a lawsuit that ruins you."

"Oh?" Chang Shide recognized the type—a "hobnailed rascal." Sending them to the yamen meant release soon after. Even with money expended, at most a beating and pillory—which they didn't fear. Punks often colluded with yamen runners. Even if officials wished to act, subordinates would obstruct them, reducing major matters to minor ones. Punishment was elusive.

While pondering what to do, Ma Sanqiang pushed through the crowd and shouted: "Boss, this man burned our house and injured a child inside! I ask the Boss one question: will you handle this?!"

Chang Shide grasped the situation instantly. A punk's life versus the hearts of a host of sugar workers—the choice was obvious.

"Of course I'll handle it!" Chang Shide declared decisively, waving his hand. "Attend to this 'gentleman' properly. Make it clean!"

Several special forces soldiers brought by Beiwei stood among the crowd. Hearing this, they moved instantly. One stepped on the man; another seized a handful of mud and straw, stuffing it into his mouth. The screaming thug gagged and went limp from asphyxiation. The two soldiers wrapped him in a straw mat and carried him away in silence.

(End of Chapter)
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"How did the fire start earlier?" Chang Shide asked Ma Sanqiang again.

"Reporting to the owner: some of the boys were careless with candles. We've caused you worry," Ma Sanqiang replied with practiced deference.

"Be more careful in the future. Clean up the scene."

"Yes, sir." Ma Sanqiang turned and bellowed across the yard. "Everyone watch the fire carefully from now on! Don't let it happen again!"

"How badly is the child hurt?"

"It's bad." Ma Sanqiang's face creased with genuine concern. "We've already sent someone to fetch a doctor."

"Go to the accounting room and draw twenty taels of silver for expenses. Hire a proper physician." Chang Shide turned and walked away without waiting for a response.

"Thank you, Owner!" Ma Sanqiang called after him, his voice echoing through the courtyard.

Liao Daxing hurried to catch up, falling into step beside him and lowering his voice. "Owner, you must think thrice about this matter. This kind of thing can't be covered up. Zhao Jijiao's lot are not men to trifle with. The moment they realize they've suffered a loss, they'll come looking for trouble. Dealing with a lawsuit afterward will be messy business."

"Mm." Chang Shide offered no explanation.

"Men like them aren't afraid of beatings or death—even the yamen can't do anything about them. But their talent for causing trouble is unmatched. Why forge this grudge?"

"Forge a grudge?" Chang Shide allowed himself a cryptic smile. "That won't happen. There will be no grudge to forge." With that, he continued walking toward the inner courtyard.

That was forbidden territory; no one except the owners' most trusted confidants could enter. Liao Daxing sighed, abandoning his pursuit, and hurried off to discuss countermeasures with his cousin Liao Diahua.

Chang Shide stood alone in the courtyard for a moment, breathing in the sugary, slightly acrid air of the refinery. A moment later, one of Beiwei's indigenous operatives approached silently, materializing from the shadows.

"Chief Bei asks: now that you've interrogated the situation out of him, what do you intend to do? Send him back to Lingao, or—"

"Dispose of him immediately," Chang Shide said. "I'm heading over now."



It was April outside Xuwen County, and the polluted air discharged from factory chimneys—carrying the sweet scent of sugarcane—pervaded the streets beyond the city walls. Behind those high brick barriers, machinery roared ceaselessly through the night.

This place had once been vast wasteland and open farmland, with nothing but a dirt "official road" winding past the South Gate. But since the South China factory had been built here, everything had changed. A flood of migrant workers had moved in, joined by an endless stream of cane farmers coming daily to sell their harvest. The area had flourished almost overnight. At first, there were only simple straw sheds selling tea and dry rations. As business improved, merchants sensed opportunity and began buying land and building proper shops. One after another they opened, until a small district had taken shape outside the South Gate.

The cane farmers had changed their selling location, and with them went the flow of silver. The merchants on Hai'an Street found their business wasn't what it used to be.

A night watchman carrying a paper lantern walked his lonely patrol through a narrow alley.

"The weather is dry, beware of fire—"

The clatter of his wooden clapper faded with his voice into the distance.

"The watchman's gone. All clear!" From the darkness, several figures emerged—from street corners, ditches, behind vegetable garden fences—materializing like phantoms.

They moved with fluid precision, vaulting from their hiding spots. Each wore a black hood and tight-fitting black clothes cut in a short, narrow-sleeved style. Strange bundles rode on their backs, and in their hands they carried short, thick implements raised to their shoulders, level with their eyes. They assumed peculiar stances—some kneeling, some prone—forming a tight circular formation.

"Clear!"

"Kee-lear!"

"Kuh-lee-er!"

"Klee-ar!"

The whispered confirmations came in accents ranging from the southern coast to the northern plains.

The team leader produced a strange object, pressing it over his eyes to scan the street intersection. The opposite side of the device glowed with an eerie red luminescence.

"No heat signatures in the patrol zone. All clear."

"Move out!"

Faster than words could describe, the leader sprang forward, crossed the street in two or three bounding strides, and scanned left and right beneath the high walls of the factory compound. He meowed—three long, one short—then began searching along the wall. Two others followed close behind, positioning themselves beneath the wall to observe while signaling to the alley opposite.

Seconds later, figures filed from the alley and converged on their position.

The leader raised his hand and began a silent pantomime—waving left, then right, forming an octopus shape, then a chopping motion. The surrounding men watched his hands intently, nodding at each gesture. Finally, he waved downward. Everyone rose and split into three groups.

One group carrying heavy backpacks sprinted toward a small door at the base of the wall. Another scattered to establish a perimeter watch. The third threw grappling hooks that bit into the top of the wall. The leader scaled it in two swift movements. Porcelain shards embedded in the mortar crowned the wall's crest, but these were useless against him. He crouched atop the wall and surveyed the compound below. Confirming neither guards nor dogs patrolled the courtyard, he signaled the all-clear.

The rest vaulted over in quick succession and swiftly opened a small door in the wall to admit their comrades. The leader checked his watch and nodded with satisfaction. Just as they prepared to advance deeper into the compound, two high-powered flashlights blazed to life simultaneously.

"Alright, drop your weapons!" The voice came from beneath the eaves of a building fronting the courtyard.

"You're too slow." The leader lowered the steel crossbow in his hand. "I'm already inside the courtyard—"

"We knew you were coming the moment you broke from the street intersection." Beiwei switched off his flashlight and stepped from the shadows. "'Clear' could have been shouted a bit louder."

The leader showed no embarrassment whatsoever, brazenly replying, "Training the team, you know. Building some modern awareness."

"Formalism kills people," Beiwei said flatly. "Come inside."



The visitor was Chen Sigen, dressed in standard Special Reconnaissance Team gear. Tall and powerfully built, with a back like a tiger and a waist like a bear, he was the very image of a warrior. In his previous life, he had been a Doctor of Nutrition and a fitness coach. During his years in what he called "the decadent United States," he had become an avid firearms enthusiast and dedicated practitioner of mixed martial arts. His expertise had earned him a position as a military instructor, and his lifelong worship of special forces had led him to constantly pester Xue Ziliang and Beiwei about "special tactics." He trained relentlessly with the team, and through extraordinary physical fitness and a solid foundation in shooting and fighting, he had managed to earn himself the half-baked title of "Special Forces Soldier"—though Beiwei never acknowledged the Transmigration Group possessed any such thing. He preferred the humbler designation: "Reconnaissance Soldier."

This time, Chen Sigen had brought ten soldiers to reinforce Beiwei. The Executive Committee had concluded that Beiwei's three or four men were insufficient for the Leizhou operation. The South China factory now held substantial quantities of both sugar and silver; should any situation arise requiring forceful resolution, the hastily organized local militia would be useless.

These soldiers included Special Reconnaissance Team cadets and handpicked soldiers on rotation from various units—the most elite indigenous troops they possessed.

"Let the soldiers shower and rest." Beiwei surveyed the group, noting the dirt and salt stains coating their uniforms. "Tell Wen Qing to have the kitchen prepare them something to eat."

"How did you get here?" Chang Shide asked.

"By boat," Chen Sigen said casually. "After dark, we found a desolate stretch of coast and did an armed swim—about a hundred meters to shore. Then we marched roughly ten kilometers through the darkness to reach this compound. Carrying full gear, no road, pitch black—I'd say the results aren't bad, wouldn't you?"

Beiwei could only offer a rueful smile. Full darkness fell after seven in the evening, and it was now nearly eleven. Taking almost four hours to march ten kilometers was hardly impressive, even accounting for night movement through rough terrain.

"Of course, the pace was a bit slow," Chen Sigen conceded. "But we also brought a non-combatant."

As if on cue, a black-clad figure stumbled in, panting heavily. It was Xu Yingjie from the Industrial and Energy Committee. Running through wilderness in complete darkness was a first for him, and for security reasons he had carried the case containing the classified equipment himself. It hadn't felt like much at first, but by the end it had become dead weight.

Both men went to wash up before returning to Beiwei's command post. Beiwei lit another candle and summoned Chen Tianxiong. Chang Shide dispatched A-Luo to fetch provisions, and when Chen Sigen and Xu Yingjie saw the spread of simple food, they fell upon it ravenously.

"What's the situation?" Chen Sigen asked between mouthfuls.

"We'll move very soon. You arrived just in time—I was worried Beiwei didn't have enough men."

"Ten was all we could spare," Chen Sigen said. "But Xu Yingjie brought you plenty of new equipment."

"Oh? What have you got for us?"

"Old Xu!" Chen Sigen called out. "Show everyone your treasures!"

Xu Yingjie grinned. "Forget my treasures—have a look at this." He opened two rattan suitcases stowed beneath the table.

"This is the latest emergency equipment kit designed by the Weaponry Group of the Industrial and Energy Committee." His eyes gleamed with professional pride. "Chen Tianxiong, you've read The Deer and the Cauldron, right? You know Duke Wei's legendary three-piece survival kit?"

"The Invulnerable Silkworm Vest, the dagger that slices iron like mud, and the Sand-Blasting Shadow-Shooter?" Chen Tianxiong nodded. "If you don't count Shuang'er... Except for the exotic hidden weapons, I've already assembled a set for myself. Don't tell me the Industrial Committee has managed to develop stab-proof vests?"

Xu Yingjie extracted an eighteen-centimeter tube from the case. "Since you've already got protection, I won't bother introducing the chainmail. This is the sleeve arrow developed by the Weaponry Group—surely you've heard of it. It holds six steel needles internally, can penetrate two millimeters of iron plate at ten meters, and is gunpowder-powered. Remarkably quiet."

"Gunpowder-powered—do you have to light it with a fuse?"

"There's a small revolving igniter. One press fires one shot. There is a delay after pressing—roughly two seconds..."

"No cocking? No recoil?"

"Of course not—otherwise it would just be a pistol, wouldn't it?" Xu Yingjie laughed. "The Weaponry Group developed this weapon specifically to produce special operations equipment using minimal modern industrial requirements."

Chen Tianxiong's interest was piqued. He turned the device over in his hands, examining it from every angle. "Where's the casing?"

Chang Shide spoke up. "Think of a Roman candle. Ammunition is loaded sequentially in the tube, separated by clay dividers."

"Old Chang, you already know about this?"

"It was Wang Ruixiang's idea, wasn't it? He talked about it everywhere back in Lingao. Everyone in the New Army has heard."

"Isn't that basically an iron-tube fire lance?" Chen Tianxiong said skeptically. "If I put this in my sleeve, I'd be afraid of blowing my arm off."

"It won't explode. The safety margin is remarkably high. According to our tests, the success rate is 87.53 percent!" Xu Yingjie added, somewhat less reassuringly, "And even if it does misfire, it'll only scorch some skin..."

"Alright, alright, enough sales pitch. I definitely won't be using this thing." Chen Tianxiong's refusal was categorical.

Beiwei couldn't resist interjecting. "Even if you people refuse to make Derringers, couldn't you at least manufacture some flintlock pistols? What exactly is this supposed to be?"

Xu Yingjie took no offense. He produced another bag and poured out several oval balls the size of pigeon eggs, each wrapped in differently colored paper. "White is smoke. Yellow is sulfur. Blue is tear gas. And red is the most dangerous—a small high-explosive grenade, exclusive to Intelligence and Special Reconnaissance teams. The yield is relatively modest, but it's far more practical than the No. 1, 2, and 3 grenades the New Army carries. To use, tear away the outer wrapping and light the black portion with an open flame. Five-second delay." He paused. "One drawback: these must be kept absolutely dry. The packaging must remain intact. So—" He produced a bamboo tube. "—this is a dedicated storage container. Each tube holds three, sealed with wax at the lid gaps."

"Reminds me of ninja equipment," Chen Tianxiong observed. "Though the lighting mechanism is cumbersome. Still, better than nothing."

"The real killer weapon is right here." Xu Yingjie withdrew a small rattan box from his pack and opened it with exaggerated care. Inside lay two porcelain bottles nestled in rice straw.

"Molotov cocktails." He lifted one gently, a note of pride creeping into his voice. "My own formulation. The primary component is extracted from coal tar—similar to gasoline. It also contains your factory's contribution: sugar." Sugar had always been a common ingredient in incendiary recipes.

The porcelain bottle was tightly stoppered and sealed with wax.

"I've added white phosphorus to this incendiary. It ignites on impact—no need to light a wick beforehand. But be extremely careful during transport. If it breaks, it's a catastrophe." He let the warning hang in the air.

Finally, he produced an object shaped like a wine bottle and held it aloft. "This is an epoch-making product—the ancestor of the RPG: a handheld shotgun cannon. Hardwood construction, thirty-meter range, produces a kill zone of five meters radius. Similar to a modern shotgun effect. Single-use. This is a brand-new concept from the Weaponry Group! Impressive, isn't it?"

"Japanese ninjas have a weapon called a 'hand cannon'—the handheld ōzutsu. It's essentially the same thing."

"Is that so?" Xu Yingjie shrugged. "Well, we'll just exterminate the ninjas later."

"Is the structural strength sufficient?"

Xu Yingjie nodded confidently. "You can rest assured. It's rated for exactly one shot."

Besides these items, there were a dozen pyrotechnic signal devices and illumination rockets. Though small, they would prove extremely useful. Examining these innovations, Chen Tianxiong marveled at his colleagues' ingenuity while recognizing what they truly represented: Lingao's industrial capabilities had ascended to another level entirely. Many of these devices required sophisticated chemical products. The Industrial and Energy Committee had clearly been hard at work. Engineers, he reflected, were indeed pragmatic men.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 308: Sweet Port Turbulence — Burning the Temple

Xu Yingjie said, "This equipment hasn't seen actual combat yet. When I heard there was an operation in Leizhou, I brought it along. Rest assured—we've conducted extensive trials. I only brought items that are relatively mature."

Chang Shide nodded. "Just in time for an operation. We can test some of these properly." He turned to Beiwei.

"Good," Beiwei agreed.

"As for the rest—the sleeve arrow concept isn't bad, but I find it rather dangerous." Chen Tianxiong pondered for a moment. "Issue them as emergency equipment to the subordinates. I want five sets of chainmail vests. I have protection myself, but the managers at the sugar refinery don't. I'm asking on their behalf."

"We can't manufacture too many chainmail vests at present—materials are limited. I can only provide two sets. I brought four sleeve arrows; equip the subordinates first."



Past midnight, the moon had already drifted westward, obscured by ragged clouds, leaving everything on earth suspended in half-darkness. Dew floated low over the ground, and the group gathered in the courtyard was already damp with it. Li Yunsheng's sweat-soaked body felt cool under the faint breeze.

Watching the moon pass its zenith, he grew increasingly uneasy, his eyes constantly seeking the direction of Xuwen County.

Li Yunsheng was one of the few indigenous members of the Special Reconnaissance Team whom Beiwei had brought from Lingao. Like the Army and Navy, the Reconnaissance Team had begun absorbing indigenous soldiers, though the standards were particularly exacting. Candidates had to be orphans—no family ties whatsoever. They had to be young: anyone over fourteen was rejected outright. Those with vagrant habits, slow reactions, or who exhibited petty cunning were similarly dismissed. Finally, they had to pass a brutal series of physical and skill tests—truly one in a hundred. Except for drill and cultural classes, which fell under the Military and Political School, all training was conducted within the Special Reconnaissance Team itself. The cadets ate, lived, and trained alongside the transmigrator operatives, forging unbreakable bonds of belonging and combat brotherhood.

Beiwei's standing order to the team was clear: "Treat the cadets like your sons and brothers. They are not only the future seeds of the Special Reconnaissance Team—they are also the future guardians of the Transmigration regime."

These cadets had trained for only three months, and their missions were primarily reconnaissance. This was Li Yunsheng's first time executing a mission alone.

He had disguised himself as a betel nut vendor, hawking his wares all the way from Xuwen County to Hai'an Street. To avoid arousing suspicion, he continued selling through the afternoon, finally working his way around to Monk Zou's Temple. Under cover of peddling, he toured the grounds—front and back, inside and out—memorizing the building's structure and every entrance and exit as his training demanded. Then he returned to Hai'an Street, found a dilapidated temple to rest in, and waited until full darkness before moving to the designated rendezvous.

According to the plan, Chief Bei would personally bring men at midnight. They would then act based on the intelligence gathered.

Growing anxious, Li Yunsheng finally spotted a row of figures approaching swiftly along the field ridges. White cloth strips flickered on their arms—the recognition signal. He challenged them immediately.

"Password?"

"Sweep!" Beiwei's voice. He had indeed led the team himself.

The full team numbered fifteen, including those Beiwei had brought from Lingao previously and the new arrivals. Spirits ran high. Xu Yingjie had tagged along as well, determined to observe the weapons' performance firsthand.

They gathered in a huddle, concealing themselves among the chaotic grave mounds beside the road. Li Yunsheng reported the intelligence he had gathered during the day, sketching the topography of Monk Zou's Temple on the dirt with twigs and small stones.

According to his reconnaissance, Monk Zou's Temple was extensive—fully four courtyards deep.

"The thugs are gathered in the side rooms and under the eaves of the first courtyard." Li Yunsheng indicated the positions with his finger. "After dark, the temple keeper closes the gate to the second courtyard. The main gate closes later. Besides the main entrance, there's a back door behind the temple, but it doesn't connect to the front courtyard."

Drawing on this intelligence, Beiwei formulated his plan swiftly. He divided the fifteen men into four groups, assigned each group its combat role, and laid down strict discipline. "We're close to Hai'an Street. Unless absolutely necessary, no firearms. Resolve this with blades and crossbows. And leave nothing behind."

"Move out." Beiwei pulled down his hood.

With Li Yunsheng guiding, walking point alongside Beiwei, they threaded through vegetable gardens, wheat fields, irrigation ditches, grave mounds, and tree rows on the outskirts of Hai'an Street, eventually reaching the collapsed pavilion north of Monk Zou's Temple. The team members took cover in silence, watching the temple. Under the drifting cloud-veiled moon, the surrounding landscape was dimly visible.

The temple gate stood half-open. Two thugs—evidently drunk—sprawled snoring beneath the threshold. Faint light flickered within.

Beiwei carefully surveyed the surroundings through the team's only infrared telescope. Though Monk Zou's Temple technically stood on Hai'an Street, it occupied the far end, isolated amid vegetable plots and chaotic grave clusters. Only the open ground before the temple appeared somewhat maintained, crowded with merchant stalls—all empty now at this midnight hour.

Minutes passed. Suddenly the temple door swung open. Two figures emerged, each carrying a bundle. They glanced furtively in all directions before heading toward the team's hiding place.

The pair crept along the vegetable garden's edge. Seeing no one about, they straightened and walked more openly. Just as they rounded a corner, two team members hiding there pounced silently, tackling them around the waist. The thugs started to cry out, but hands clamped over their throats. They were dragged behind a grave mound, knife points pressed to their chests.

The two thugs went limp against the grave, terror replacing bravado. Believing they were being robbed, they groveled immediately. "Great Kings, spare us! We're just small fry—we've got a few taels of silver on us. It's all yours!"

"Silence!" A team member flashed his blade.

"Are you Zhao Jijiao's men?"

The two exchanged glances, and comprehension seemed to flicker in their eyes. One of them recovered half his wits and managed a sickly grin. "I was wondering who it might be—so it's the South China Sugar folks—"

Beiwei's wrist flicked. A dagger sank into the man's chest. His eyes went wide with disbelief, and he died.

Immediately the stench of loosened bowels filled the air. The other thug had lost all control.

"Are you Zhao Jijiao's subordinate?"

"Yes—yes, I am—"

The terrified man answered instantly, all pretense of swagger gone.

"What were you doing going out at midnight?"

"Going to the factory to set a fire."

They searched the bodies. Indeed: each carried a bundle of firewood stuffed with oil-soaked kindling, along with fire-starters.

"Who sent you?"

"It—it was our boss."

"Zhao Jijiao?"

"Yes, yes, him."

"Who's paying for the arson?"

"I heard Zhao Jijiao say it was Third Master Zhu."

"How much?"

"That—that we don't know. Silver and money, Zhao Jijiao handles all of it. We get one tael per job. Ten if something actually burns!"

The price was not insignificant. Beiwei listened to the interrogation. Master Zhu, you are generous indeed.

"Where is Zhao Jijiao now?"

"He's—he's gambling inside the front hall."

"How many men inside?"

"Twenty-something."

"All of them?"

"One went out to set a fire yesterday and hasn't come back! And there are a few drinking outside."

"How many haven't returned?"

"Three or four. People come and go—I don't know exactly. Please, Master, have mercy!"

"Does Zhao Jijiao have friends or contacts outside?"

"Just a regular whore he visits sometimes."

Seeing the interrogation was complete, Beiwei nodded. The interrogator thrust his knife forward, finishing the man.

They stripped the corpses and threw them into a deep pit amid the chaotic graves—unclaimed bodies were routinely dumped here. The group then advanced on Monk Zou's Temple. Beiwei left one man to watch outside, led seven others to scale the north wall using a human ladder, stepped onto the wall, climbed a large pine tree, and slipped into the rear of the first courtyard hall.

The front hall was modest in scale and visibly dilapidated—completely incongruous with the buildings behind it. Moreover, a high wall separated front from back. This was because the first courtyard had long served as a gathering place for beggars, vagrants, and thugs. To give these people shelter while avoiding constant nuisance, the renovation had simply abandoned the first courtyard, refurbishing and expanding only the rear three. With the middle gate closed, the back courtyards became a world unto themselves.

Light spilled from the front hall's windows, accompanied by the din of gambling and the slurred babble of drunks. The gang clearly knew how to enjoy their evenings.

Stacked beneath the gable wall lay piles of bone-dry firewood and baskets of clear vegetable oil, along with numerous bamboo torches imported from north-south goods firms—their heads treated to ignite easily and burn long.

Beiwei led his men along the gable to the doorway. Crouching in the shadows, he peered inside. The hall lacked even clay idols now—only empty pedestals and a bare incense table remained. A crowd huddled around it, shouting and gambling. Straw covered the floor on both sides, littered with sleeping bodies.

Sticks of various sizes leaned against the walls—presumably their weapons. Using blades was a serious crime, and the thugs were remarkably law-conscious on that point: they strictly employed sticks when committing violence, lest anyone catch them on a felony charge.

He soon confirmed Zhao Jijiao was among the gamblers. To catch bandits, first catch the ringleader. This man could not be permitted to live. Beiwei withdrew and signaled. Two team members rushed to the main gate, silently dispatched the sleepers on the threshold, dragged the bodies inside, and dumped them beneath the gable. Others busied themselves around the perimeter.

"Action!"

The hall's four windows shattered simultaneously, and four incendiary grenades arced inside. These were the Molotov cocktails of this timeline—renamed "Xu Yingjie Cocktails" to honor his great sacrifice in concocting the foul mixture.

The porcelain bottles smashed against the floor and ignited instantly. The flames burned at extraordinary temperatures with fierce adhesive properties—they could consume steel until the fuel was exhausted, far more devastating than torches.

One of the first grenades landed on a straw bed, and flames leapt up at once. Before the men inside could react, a second volley followed. One struck the gambling table directly; burning liquid splashed onto bodies, setting them ablaze. Screams and desperate cries for help erupted amid the chaos.

"Quick, put out the fire!"

"It's burning! Burning!"

"Get water!"

In the pandemonium, bamboo tubes were thrown through the windows, bursting on impact. Grey powder exploded everywhere. The choking reek of pepper sent the men inside into fits of coughing and sneezing, compounding the chaos.

"Someone's attacking! Grab weapons!" Zhao Jijiao reacted quickly, kicking over the burning table. Covering his nose with his sleeve, he fought through the crush of bodies toward the weapons stacked against the wall. Just then, a large dark object sailed through a window, smashing at the base of the wall and drenching him in liquid.

Zhao Jijiao tasted it. Oil.

This was clearly the same oil he had purchased—oil meant to burn the South China factory.

His mind worked with desperate speed. Someone was giving him a taste of his own medicine. It had to be the Sugar Company's men.

They meant to burn them alive.

Terror seized him. Forget the stick. He roared: "Everyone run! The factory's men are he—"

Before the word "here" left his mouth, more grenades flew in. One landed right beside him. High-temperature flames splashed through the pooled oil. He let out a scream and was swallowed by fire.

Those quick enough to react rushed for the hall door, only to find it already ablaze. Unbeknownst to them, dry wood had been piled at the entrance and was burning furiously. The bravest charged through anyway—only to be driven back by crossbow bolts from the men waiting outside. Those struck fell directly into the flames, screamed once, and went still.

The firewood and oil beneath the gable walls ignited. The sea breeze blew strong, and the entire front hall was soon sheathed in flame.

The fire swelled. Screams and cries for help carried far on the wind, but the temple stood at some distance from Hai'an Street proper, and at this midnight hour, the street's fire brigade dared not venture out alone to fight it.

Beiwei listened intently. In the distance, fire gongs clanged their urgent alarm; presumably the local militia was mobilizing as well.

From Hai'an Street to here would take at least five minutes on foot. By the time they mustered and set out, his men would be long gone.

"Has the fire spread to the back?" Beiwei asked.

"No," reported a team member. "There's some distance, and the partition wall is a fire wall. They probably feared a front-courtyard fire when they built it."

"Mm." That was for the best—not out of concern for cultural relics, but because the temple had been collectively renovated by the Hai'an sugar merchants. Burning it completely would provoke them unnecessarily.

"Anyone emerge from the rear?"

"I heard movement—people getting up—but no one opened the door. Sounds like they're splashing water on it from inside."

They were preventing the fire from spreading. The fact that they hadn't come out relieved Beiwei; he had no desire for unnecessary killing.

Seeing the fire now raging fully and the sounds from within gradually fading, he waved his hand.

"Withdraw."

(End of Chapter)
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The next morning, news of the fire at Monk Zou's Temple swept through town like wildfire itself. Crowds flocked to the ruins—now nothing but a pile of ash-blackened rubble—to gawk at the destruction. The blaze had started so suddenly and burned with such ferocity that everyone who witnessed it swore they had never seen anything like it. By the time the Hai'an Street Fire Brigade arrived under militia escort, the entire hall was already burning like a torch.

Those in the know attributed it to the excessive amount of firewood and vegetable oil piled beneath the gable walls. The thugs had gambled and drunk by lamplight every evening; carelessness with the lamps must have ignited the stockpile.

The destruction of Zhao Jijiao's gang elicited no sympathy. Many openly celebrated that the street was now rid of one pack of villains, declaring it divine retribution for their habitual cruelties.

However, anyone familiar with the open strife and covert maneuvering between South China Sugar and Third Master Zhu harbored deeper suspicions. This sudden, peculiar fire—from which not a single man in the room escaped—was indeed food for thought. The handful of thugs who had been fortunate enough to be elsewhere that night fled town the following day. Their noses were sharper than anyone's.

The yamen runners detained the temple sexton and the fire-tender Taoist from the rear courtyard, though this hardly indicated the county yamen considered the incident suspicious—it was purely routine extortion. Everyone in the temple insisted they had heard nothing unusual. With certain interested parties applying their influence, the sexton's wife easily negotiated a price with the head of the "Fast Squad" at the teahouse opposite the yamen, and the prisoners were released.

After a few days of buzzing gossip, the incident faded from public attention. Arson incidents targeting the factory ceased entirely. The sugar merchants who had previously refused to attend meetings were now secretly communicating with South China Sugar through Feng Guangfeng.

Their attitudes toward the new Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild had reversed completely. Where once there had been reluctance, now there was enthusiasm. Chang Shide found that "talking business" could now proceed much further. Chen Tianxiong seized the opportunity to lobby the merchants privately.



Zhu An sat iron-faced in the council hall of the Haiyi Guild, occupying the presiding seat as he always had. The twenty chairs flanking the hall were filled with the head shopkeepers of the various sugar firms, sitting stiffly upright.

This was the first Haiyi Guild meeting convened since Zhu An had announced he was "ill." The stated topic was the rebuilding of Monk Zou's Temple. But Third Master Zhu now found himself surrounded by enemies on all sides, his position crumbling: sugar refinery workers recruited away, the Gu family pirates annihilated, sugar merchants defecting, and Zhao Jijiao's entire gang inexplicably burned to death.

He had thought he held a handful of winning cards. Now his hand was empty. Third Master Zhu could not think of a single weapon remaining against South China Sugar. Open attacks and hidden arrows—he had deployed them all. South China Sugar stood unshaken; it had not only survived but had excavated his very foundations.

In his heart, he knew he had lost. But Third Master Zhu could not accept defeat—he had dominated the Leizhou sugar market for thirty years and had long since come to regard his every word and deed as the embodiment of authority. When that authority was suddenly stripped away, he could not accept it emotionally.

Under the pretext of rebuilding Monk Zou's Temple, he had convened this meeting of sugar merchants, attempting to leverage his accumulated prestige to make one final effort to salvage the situation.

The merchants had turned out in full—not a single absence. Even the "traitor" Feng Guangfeng was present. Seeing this outsider, Zhu An's eyes nearly spat fire. Though he knew perfectly well that Feng Guangfeng was merely a go-between, and that the true betrayers were the fellow townsmen he had considered most reliable, the bonds of native-place loyalty made him unconsciously direct his fury at this convenient outsider.

"He actually dares to come," he muttered.

His advisor, standing beside him, glanced uneasily at the assembled crowd. These men were either expressionless or entirely at ease; none displayed the slightest guilt or discomfort.

"Master, stay calm."

Zhu An nodded, steadied himself, and began.

"You are all aware that a few days ago, the Patriarch's temple caught fire. Although only the first courtyard was destroyed, the Haiyi Guild is naturally duty-bound to undertake the rebuilding—"

He paused deliberately, surveying the room for reactions. Finding none—the merchants behaved as though the matter was no concern of theirs—his heart sank.

"...I wonder what everyone thinks regarding this reconstruction effort?"

"The temple must naturally be rebuilt," someone interrupted. "But this is hardly an urgent matter."

The immediate contradiction caught Zhu An off guard. Furious, he identified the speaker: Wu Yi, owner of Baolai Firm—one of the smallest operations in the Haiyi Guild. This man had groveled and begged, finally offering ten thousand taels of silver to squeeze his way in. Baolai Firm had meager capital and carried little weight among the membership.

Zhu An suppressed his anger and replied coldly, "Oh? Then what does Shopkeeper Wu consider urgent?"

"Acquiring sugar!" Wu Yi jabbed relentlessly at Third Master Zhu's most sensitive wound. "The sugar season nears its end. Our warehouses remain empty. Without sugar, where will we find silver to repair the temple? Perhaps it would be better for Third Master Zhu to bear this expense alone!"

"Bastard!" Zhu An roared. When had he ever been mocked to his face by such a minor figure? "What are you? As I recall, you knelt on the ground begging just to earn the right to buy sugar!"

"Indeed, I'm no great personage." Wu Yi remained boldly defiant. "You, Third Master Zhu, are a man of consequence. Originally, you vowed to guarantee everyone sugar this season. And now? I, Wu Yi, groveled before everyone not to make money licking Third Master Zhu's boots!"

The words were nakedly crude, yet they perfectly captured the sentiment of the majority present: Third Master Zhu is finished.

"Old Wu, don't put it that way—" The portly owner of Riyuelai attempted to smooth things over, but couldn't think of anything to say.

"If not that way, then how?" Wu Yi had long since been bought by Chang Shide. He bowed elaborately to the assembled merchants. "Shopkeepers! Owners! We formed the Haiyi Guild to unite in acquiring sugar, did we not? Now that Zhu An has led the Guild to the point where no one can obtain any—I propose that Third Master Zhu can no longer serve as Guild Master!"

Zhu An kept his face impassive, projecting calm—even indifference. It was a practiced skill. Inside, his nerves were jangling. Wu Yi could never have conceived this performance himself; someone was backing him, and most of those present had probably agreed to it in advance. The realization alarmed him deeply.

What terrified him more was that the surrounding merchants showed no surprise whatsoever, confirming his suspicion. Veins pulsed visibly at his temples. He glared at this rapidly turned coat, wishing he could kick him to death.

"There is no longer any need for the Haiyi Guild to exist." Wu Yi continued his assault unchecked. "This guild has long since become the Zhu family's private property. Third Master Zhu! In the seventh year of Tianqi, the Haiyi Guild held nearly ten thousand taels in its public account. Why were there only a few hundred left by the second year of Chongzhen, requiring assessments from everyone? For these past two years, we've paid our dues in full—not a single tael short!"

Murmurs rippled through the assembly. Everyone knew that Zhu An controlled the Haiyi Guild, installed his own people, spent public funds at will, and collected extra fees under various pretexts. It had never been a secret. But his prestige and abilities had kept all mouths shut. Now that someone had raised the issue, whispers filled the hall. Those who had previously felt constrained by propriety found themselves muttering complaints.

Feng Guangfeng stood. "Shopkeeper Wu is absolutely right. There is no longer any need for the Haiyi Guild to exist."

The stirring among the merchants swelled to open clamor. After a moment, someone sighed. "It has to be this way."

"Yes, there's no other choice."

"Third Master Zhu has labored for half a lifetime. He should rest."

"But if the Haiyi Guild is dissolved, what will we do in the future?" They were already discussing the aftermath, treating the Guild's dissolution as a foregone conclusion and casting Third Master Zhu entirely aside.

Zhu An surged to his feet. "You despicable, shameless villains!" His voice thundered, drowning out all others. "Short-sighted, every one of you! The Haiyi Guild is where you settle and make your living—you are destroying your own foundation!" He roared, "Without my Haiyi Guild—"

"The Haiyi Guild isn't surnamed Zhu!" Feng Guangfeng cut him off loudly. "For years, this Guild has been the Zhu family's property—not ours!" He raised his voice further. "I propose we invite Manager Wen of South China Sugar to preside over the Haiyi Guild's affairs!"

Wu Yi immediately leapt to his feet. "Only Manager Wen can resolve the current situation!"

Others chimed in. Though some held their tongues, none voiced opposition.

"This is the Haiyi Guild!" Zhu An screamed, losing all composure. "I am the Guild Master!"

Wu Yi ignored him completely. "Please enter, Manager Wen!" he called toward the door.



Wen Tong and his companions, guarded by Zhou Shizhai, had secured a private room at a teahouse down the street, awaiting the summons. The group hummed tunes and sipped tea. Wen Tong couldn't help asking Chen Tianxiong:

"Is this scheme of yours really going to work? I'm afraid they won't understand half of what I say."

"It'll work." Chen Tianxiong smiled. "Most of them are from Guangdong. Just speak Cantonese."

"I just feel it's all a bit theatrical." Wen Tong muttered. "Couldn't we take over in a less... dramatic way?"

"Of course we could. But if you want to command the Sugar Industry Guild in the future, you need to make an entrance first. A little theater produces excellent results."

"Like this—"

Chen Tianxiong sensed his lack of confidence. "Relax. Zhou Shizhai and Li Biao will guard you closely. Chen Sigen and his team will go in with you. Beiwei's men are posted outside—he's even got sniper rifles on the rooftops..."

"No need." Wen Tong felt a sudden surge of bravado. "Just Zhou Shizhai with me is enough. After all, I'm one of the protagonists. I've got a halo protecting me."

"Right—turn up the 'Tyrant's Aura' a bit more. The Haiyi Guild will submit immediately."

Wen Tong nodded repeatedly and closed his eyes, apparently trying to accumulate said aura.

Chen Tianxiong smiled, drew out his walkie-talkie, and contacted Beiwei on the rooftop once more. Beiwei was observing movement in the Haiyi Guild courtyard, watching for any sudden moves by Third Master Zhu.

Reports from all positions indicated no activity. Shortly, the lookout by the window reported that a servant had emerged from the Haiyi Guild gate and was heading straight for the teahouse.

"The invitation has arrived. Old Wen, get ready. It's time."

Wen Tong nodded. Taking only Zhou Shizhai and Li Biao, he walked out into the street. Though it was merely fifty meters to the Guild hall, Wen Tong felt as if he were walking on clouds. Fear, anticipation, doubt, and confidence churned together; a peculiar, intoxicating pleasure enveloped him.

The main gate of the Haiyi Guild stood wide open. Ascending the steps, one could see straight into the hall with its windows thrown back. Wen Tong drew a deep breath and walked in with his head high.

Feng Guangfeng awaited him beneath the eaves, bowing with clasped hands. "Manager Wen, everyone has been waiting."

Liu Yulin, owner of Risheng Firm, was first to rise and bow. Then all the shopkeepers stood and bowed as one. Wen Tong moved through the hall, smiling, returning their courtesies.

"Shopkeepers, this is Manager Wen of South China Sugar—and the new Guild Master of the Sugar Industry Guild." Wu Yi announced it loudly.

Wen Tong completely ignored Zhu An, whose eyes blazed with murderous fury. Standing at the center of the hall, he bowed to the assembly.

"Shopkeepers and owners of the sugar firms—South China Sugar is deeply honored by your trust in selecting us to serve as Guild Master of the Sugar Industry Guild. We accept this as both a great honor and a solemn responsibility, and pledge to devote ourselves entirely to Leizhou's sugar industry until our dying day..." He glanced at Zhu An, and something shifted in him—this man no longer seemed frightening. If anything, he seemed pitiable. Zhu An still didn't understand what he was facing. If he truly knew, his fury would give way to terror.

"...Zhu An has betrayed your trust. For years he has controlled the Haiyi Guild, abused his power, appointed cronies, embezzled public funds, colluded with pirates, and harbored bandits..." Wen Tong enumerated twenty charges in a single breath, each well-documented, mobilizing years of accumulated grievances among the merchants and delivering a sense of profound satisfaction.

"You—you—" Zhu An could barely speak. The accusations were all true—yet his collusion with pirates and maintenance of bandits had been expedient measures to protect the entire Leizhou sugar industry. The lesser of evils. And everyone had benefited—for nearly twenty years, the sugar firms here had enjoyed peace precisely because of those expedients. Now they were counted among his crimes!

When they want to condemn you, they can always find a charge. Third Master Zhu's hands and feet went cold. His opponents possessed not merely abundant funds and overwhelming force—they were also first-rate practitioners of realpolitik.

Wen Tong spoke with gathering force. "...I urge Third Master Zhu to retreat honorably from the fray. Leave some room for future encounters, lest auditing the accounts make for an ugly scene!"

(End of Chapter)
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Third Master Zhu laughed—a hideous, grating sound—and slammed his palm against the table. "Good! You have guts." With that, he seized the porcelain bowl before him and hurled it to shatter beneath the table.

The crash sent shards spinning across the floor, and in the same instant, hurried footsteps thundered from the lower hall.

Twenty or thirty burly men surged from the side rooms, each gripping a wooden cudgel, faces twisted with menace. These were the "boat protection water braves" Zhu An had recruited—many of them former pirates or deserters from the imperial army. Third Master Zhu had intended to use them as a final card should the meeting turn against him: a Banquet at Hongmen, Stage a scene of intimidation, and presume everyone would submit out of fear.

The main gate slammed shut with a resonant clang.

The sugar merchants sat frozen with terror. Some simply collapsed back into their chairs. Wu Yi snapped his mouth shut and tried to edge away. Feng Guangfeng's face went pale, though he held his ground. Zhou Shizhai and Li Biao stepped forward, ready to shield Wen Tong and fight their way out.

"No need." Though Wen Tong felt a tremor of fear, his heart steadied, and something like disdain rose in him. Smashing a cup as a signal, soldiers hidden all around—did Zhu An think this was a storytelling session?

Third Master Zhu laughed thunderously. "By all means, continue! I should 'retreat bravely from the torrent,' should I? Let's ask my brothers whether they agree!"

Wen Tong's expression remained placid. He listened for a moment, then smiled.

"Gentlemen, please—stay calm. Just listen to the gongs in the street."

Everyone pricked up their ears.

Sure enough, from somewhere not far off came the sound: Clang—clang—clang... Seven beats per cycle. They recognized it instantly: the clearing gong that heralded the County Magistrate's procession. The sound traveled from far to near, unmistakably approaching.

While the crowd hesitated, someone pounded heavily on the main gate.

"Why is this door barred in broad daylight? What trickery is this? I am Head Constable Li from the county yamen! Open up!"

The men who had sealed the gate dared not keep it shut. The cudgel-wielding brutes scattered to the sides.

The gate swung open, and Head Constable Li strode in wearing his official uniform. "The County Magistrate has arrived! Manager Wen, lead everyone out to welcome His Honor!"

"Certainly." Wen Tong clasped his hands. "Many thanks, Head Constable Li." As he spoke, Li Biao hurried forward to present a heavy red envelope—containing twenty taels of silver.

"The County Magistrate is here," Wen Tong said with a pleasant smile. "I suggest you withdraw your men, Third Master Zhu, before something happens that proves difficult to explain."

"Let us welcome His Honor at once," Wu Yi proposed eagerly.

"Yes, yes—quickly now."

But Wen Tong showed no urgency to depart.

"Third Master Zhu," he said, his tone almost serene, "your jianghu tricks are useless here. Unless you're prepared to wage open battle right under the County Magistrate's nose. And even if you spent your entire family fortune buying his silence afterward, it wouldn't suffice. You cannot permit that to happen. Nor can you 'restore' anything..." He paused. "Do you know what fu pi means—'restoration'? By your expression, I'd guess not.

"Restoration means returning the old order—regaining the authority of your Haiyi Guild, using it to continue extracting maximum benefit for yourself. But those days are gone forever. Either you quietly collect your belongings and leave, or you insist on clinging to this empty title. If you choose the latter, by all means—summon your water braves to attack. Let's see whether they prove more formidable than Zhao Jijiao or Gu Dachun."

In the seconds that followed, events unfolded in rapid succession. A bodyguard at Third Master Zhu's side lunged, attempting to seize Wen Tong. But Zhou Shizhai moved faster, sweeping the man's legs from under him. Li Biao pounced and drove his fist into the attacker's throat, knocking him unconscious on the spot.

A second man drew a knife from his sleeve. Third Master Zhu shrieked, "No blades!"

Using a knife was a felony—violent crime—and the hall was full of witnesses while the County Magistrate was approaching. Even if the matter could be settled afterward, it would cost a fortune.

But before Zhu could finish worrying, the knife had barely cleared its sheath when Zhou Shizhai struck the would-be assailant in the neck with one hand, kicked him hard in the abdomen with the other. The man slammed headfirst into the wall, bounced off, took two more blows to the stomach, and collapsed in a heap.

Wen Tong exhaled. Zhou Shizhai's martial arts were indeed no exaggeration.

"Different masters employ different men," Wen Tong observed. "Third Master Zhu, was I wrong?"



Third Master Zhu's carefully prepared Banquet at Hongmen had ended before it began, along with his laughable stratagem. Perhaps such tactics weren't quite obsolete in 1629—but they were utterly useless against opponents with four centuries of advanced experience. Beiwei's team had already discovered the ambush during routine reconnaissance, and Chen Tianxiong had made timely arrangements.

Outdated. Though Zhu An's eyes blazed with enough fury to carve Wen Tong into mincemeat, he still understood that those who read the times are the true heroes. His subordinates scattered in an instant. The scene was truly more dramatic than any stage performance. Wen Tong allowed himself a soft sigh of relief.

"Master Zhou's kung fu is impressive."

"Call me 'Comrade.'" Zhou Shizhai brushed the dust from his hands.

Zhu An and his retinue departed in humiliation through the back door just as the magistrate's sedan chair arrived at the front gate. Wen Tong straightened his garments and went out respectfully to receive him.



Inviting the County Magistrate to process to the Haiyi Guild, sit with Wen Tong over tea, and exchange a few courtesies had cost Chen Tianxiong five hundred taels—plus a promise to increase the "regular fees" paid from the sugar industry by fifty percent annually. The price was steep, but it was worth it.

The life of the Haiyi Guild ended that day. The following morning, the county yamen received two petitions: one, a joint application from the twenty member firms to dissolve the Haiyi Guild; the other, a joint application from South China Sugar and twenty industry peers to establish a new Industry Guild. Under South China Sugar's vigorous lobbying, this was already a foregone conclusion. The yamen approved swiftly: Granted as requested.

The Haiyi Guild's plaque was taken down and immediately replaced with that of the Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild.

The remaining assets were likewise transferred to the new Guild. According to South China Sugar's division of labor, the Sugar Industry Guild would be primarily Chang Shide's responsibility. He immediately began liquidating the old Guild's holdings. Wen Qing, who had been studying modern accounting, was put in charge of clearing the books, assisted by clerks familiar with ledger-keeping.

The silver and movable assets in the public account were refunded to each firm according to their contribution shares—including Zhu An's portion. Chang Shide declared that regardless of how much Zhu An had embezzled or misappropriated, he had after all accomplished many things for the Leizhou sugar industry. "One should view a person's merits and faults with a balanced perspective," he said, affecting magnanimity. The money owed to Zhu An would not be short by a single coin.

To demonstrate South China Sugar's absolute impartiality, Chang Shide organized a public election to appoint five sugar merchants as supervisors. The account clearing was conducted with complete transparency; weekly reports were distributed to each sugar firm, detailing which accounts had problems and how they were resolved. This practice of open books and clear organization won universal appreciation. The transmigrators had brought an entirely new atmosphere to the Leizhou sugar industry.

Every employee of the old Haiyi Guild—from managers down to servants—had been appointed by Third Master Zhu himself, either distant relatives or fellow townsmen. All were now given severance pay and dismissed without exception. Those lacking local household registration received extra travel funds.

Chang Shide had initially wanted to retain a few capable hands, but Chen Tianxiong opposed it.

"Even if a few are useful, they're connected to Zhu An in some fashion. If we suspect a man, we don't employ him; if we employ him, we don't suspect him. If we can't fully trust them, we simply shouldn't use them. We'd only be inviting trouble."

"Then just use them without suspicion. I don't believe these minor figures can hold deep affection for Zhu An."

"Old Chang—as they say, 'Righteousness is often found among dog butchers.' These are all Zhu An's friends and longtime associates. However small, they were once beneficiaries. They received his favors. We cannot fail to guard against them."

In the end, everyone was dismissed with silver. These people also understood the wind had shifted, took their money, and dispersed without incident.

The thorniest problem for Chang Shide was the boat protection braves the Haiyi Guild had trained—over thirty men. This lot were either pirates or deserters, their habits atrocious. The Guild had supported them lavishly: five taels monthly, bonuses on the three festivals, extra "travel allowances" for distance traveled on each trip. Their fighting ability was decent, but they had been spoiled into arrogant, silver-addicted mercenaries. Chang Shide knew full well this group was difficult to manage. Hiring them would require immense effort to discipline; not hiring them would turn them into a menace.

Wu Yi, however, said, "Guild Master Chang need not worry about placing these men."

"Oh? Why not?"

"They're directly under Third Master Zhu's personal command. We couldn't touch them if we wanted to." Wu Yi explained that pay, supplies, deployment—everything—was handled by Third Master Zhu himself.

The dues had been paid by everyone, but these men had always been Zhu An's private retainers. Though shipping sugar was theoretically each firm's own business, anyone who didn't use the Zhu family's shipping lines found it extremely difficult to secure protective escorts—Zhu family vessels had priority. For safety's sake, everyone had simply paid an additional shipping fee to Zhu An.

"This lot has only ever had Third Master Zhu in their eyes—never the Haiyi Guild. Let Third Master Zhu deal with them himself." Wu Yi laughed with evident satisfaction.

Chang Shide concurred. But if this group remained on Hai'an Street, they would still represent a force in Zhu An's hands. Zhu An hadn't used them before, but now—desperate—he might well unleash them to cause trouble. The potential threat still needed to be neutralized.

Chang Shide also announced that the rebuilding of Monk Zou's Temple would be financed entirely by South China Sugar. The merchants had expected another assessment; seeing South China Sugar's generosity, their goodwill increased considerably.

Soon a construction crew arrived from Lingao, erected reed-mat barriers around the temple, and began major renovation. Because the project was substantial and would take time, the factory specially renovated a small temple in the county seat for the original sexton to preside over, so he wouldn't lose his livelihood. The sexton, his wife, and the fire-tender Taoist moved happily to their new quarters.

No one expected that the newly renovated Monk Zou's Temple would actually serve as the future Xuwen Intelligence Station. The factory also acquired extensive wasteland around the temple, hiring workers to clear it—reportedly for a charity school and a benevolent hall. These actions further burnished South China Sugar's reputation as public-spirited and righteous throughout Xuwen and Leizhou.



One morning, Feng Guangfeng was seen walking toward a teahouse he frequented when someone observed him speaking with a stranger not far from the entrance. Then Feng Guangfeng climbed into a two-bearer sedan chair and departed northward.

The next morning, his body was found beside a water pond near the factory—on the site of the future workers' village. He had been stabbed dozens of times, perforated like a sieve. The savagery was unmistakable: the killer had been consumed by hatred. Only his face remained intact—as if to ensure easy identification. His mouth was stuffed full of granulated sugar, crammed all the way down his throat.

Zhu An died two days later. By then he had already relocated from Hai'an Street. After Riyicheng Sugar Firm ceased operations, he had moved to his farm estate outside Haikang County seat, continuing to operate his shipping line. That night a great fire consumed the estate. Not a single member of the Zhu family survived.

Thus the storm on Hai'an Street concluded in blood and ashes. Hearing this news, the directors of the transformed Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild scarcely knew whether to rejoice or mourn. Many recalled the Haiyi Guild's thirty-year history—its struggles, its triumphs—and felt a welter of conflicting emotions. Yet this world had unmistakably begun to change.

Feng Guangfeng's death struck South China Sugar hard. Wen Tong, Chen Tianxiong, and Chang Shide had all grown fond of this "outsider" within the Haiyi Guild and had planned to rely heavily on him in the future. His sudden loss was a grievous blow.

Chen Tianxiong blamed himself for a long time afterward—they had focused on protecting the transmigrators and their direct subordinates, never imagining Zhu An would strike at Feng Guangfeng.

"It's because Feng Guangfeng was an outsider," Chen Tianxiong observed. "Zhu An still couldn't bring himself to harm his fellow townsmen—nor did he dare to." He sighed, wondering whether this cultural phenomenon was ultimately good or bad.

"There really isn't much decency among these sugar merchants. The moment Feng Guangfeng died—never mind condolences—they were all calculating how to acquire his firm. His child is young; his widow can't show her face to manage the business. They're clearly preparing to exploit the orphan and widow."

"And her clansmen on her husband's side—they all want to seize the property."

Hearing this, Wen Tong spoke decisively. "Richangji must continue. South China Sugar will preserve this firm for him."

Chang Shide agreed. "He contributed more than anyone to this affair. He cannot end up with nothing. Otherwise, how will others view us in the future?"

"I have three proposals," Chen Tianxiong said. "First: the Sugar Industry Guild will conduct a grand public memorial service. Every member will attend—the highest posthumous honor. Second: the seven thousand shi of sugar has been paid for; the warehouse receipts must be delivered to his family immediately, to provide for his widow. Third: select an honest, reliable clerk from his own firm to manage operations on his behalf. The Sugar Industry Guild will supervise."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 311: Acquiring Dachang

Liao Daxing was summoned immediately, and Chen Tianxiong explained the arrangements in full. Liao Daxing said, "The Masters are truly thorough. Shopkeeper Feng would surely be grateful, knowing this in the netherworld. However, there is one point the Masters may have overlooked—"

In any merchant family, the head of the household managed all financial affairs. When that head died, all debts—both owed and owing—had to be cleared and settled immediately. This involved substantial sums. At such a time, collecting debts proved extremely difficult, while creditors descended the moment they heard the news. Cash flow crises were inevitable, often forcing the sale of family property at desperate prices.

Many businesses appeared prosperous while the patriarch lived, but the moment he died suddenly, all credit evaporated with him. By the time the funeral concluded, the family had slid into ruin.

"Consider the warehouse receipts Shopkeeper Feng left behind. The orphan and widow won't realize anything close to the 3.8 taels per shi he was promised. Most likely they'll be forced to sell at a discount to other sugar firms. If the buyer has some conscience, he might offer 2.5 taels. If greed blinds him, 1.7 or 1.8 is considered generous!"

"That corrupt?" Everyone was startled. Did professional loyalty count for nothing?

"It isn't corruption—it's simply how things have always been."

"In that case, send the family three hundred taels as a condolence gift. And—" Chang Shide considered briefly. "The account settlement will be handled by someone sent by the Guild, to discourage improper thoughts. If cash advances are needed for settlement, South China Sugar will provide them."

Liao Daxing nodded. "The Master's thinking is thorough. I'll arrange it immediately. Only—regarding who should represent the Guild—"

"Send your brother." Chang Shide had Liao Diahua in mind. The man came from a merchant background and was no stranger to auditing ledgers. "He's the branch manager of Qiwei Escort Bureau. I'll give him the additional title of Guild Executive—no conflict of interest, but legitimate authority to intervene."

So it was settled. Under South China Sugar's forceful intervention, every sugar firm that had been eyeing Richangji withdrew its predatory hands.



The Sugar Industry Guild's first action demonstrated its distinctive character. Many observers recognized what lay behind the decision: the new guild genuinely protected everyone's interests. Helping orphans and widows yielded no immediate returns—yet they had done it anyway.

Using this incident as an opening, Chang Shide launched sweeping reforms of the old trade guild structure.

Every sugar firm participating in the Sugar Industry Guild would hold a director position and participate in deliberations. Daily affairs would be managed by a newly established "Standing Committee" comprising five Standing Executives, each responsible for specific functions, led by a "Secretary-General"—a role naturally assumed by Chang Shide.

Operating expenses would be covered by guild dues, shared proportionally according to each firm's capital. The total annual assessment was set at ten thousand taels.

The most visible change was the introduction of a completely modern financial system, ensuring the destination of every sum was transparent and accountable. The clarity of this system caused considerable stir among the guild directors.

For Chang Shide and his colleagues, this structure was preparation for a future joint-stock company. Once locals grew accustomed to the transmigrators' business models and concepts, forming the Leizhou Sugar Industry Joint-Stock Company would follow naturally. Then they would no longer require financial transfusions from Guangzhou; they could openly leverage the capital of these sugar merchants for operations.

To accelerate acquisition speed, Wen Tong seconded large numbers of skilled clerks from the various sugar firms through the Guild to assist South China Sugar. Wages and provisions during this period were entirely South China Sugar's expense.

"Although there are a thousand things demanding attention, sugar shipments cannot pause for a single day," Wen Tong said. "Don't forget—the Guangzhou Station borrowed at usurious rates on our behalf. The longer this drags on, the more disadvantageous our position."

"Mm. But we promised these merchants 3.8 taels. What if Guangzhou can't sell at that price? We may dominate Leizhou sugar sales, but if demand is weak, we're helpless."

"In Guangzhou, last week's market price had already reached 3.95 taels. The British are willing to pay four per shi. The price won't fall in the near term."

"There's also the Vietnam trade." Chang Shide spoke with confidence. "Wu Yujia has no silver there, but he has rice in abundance. We'll exchange for rice, then negotiate with Boss Zhu of Dachang."

Bringing Dachang Grain Firm in as a partner had been Chang Shide's idea. In his official communication to Lingao, he had argued: though South China Sugar's opening a wholly owned rice firm would yield far higher profits, they lacked experienced, reliable managers to run it—that was point one. Second, South China Sugar was already notorious in Leizhou. If, after securing the sugar industry, they openly intervened in the rice trade, they would inevitably frighten the local business community into boycotts. Not all money could be earned in one stroke; winning hearts mattered more.

Dachang Grain Firm had been the local merchant most friendly to South China Sugar from the beginning—not because Boss Zhu Fusheng possessed any special foresight, but because his commercial instincts were sharper than his rivals', and his capital base was the largest. When the immigrants organized by South China Sugar first arrived, he had scented opportunity and come to sell grain, offering excellent terms: South China Sugar could draw grain at any time, settle accounts at the three festivals, and enjoy promotions such as one shi free for every twenty purchased. This had solved Wen Tong's headache over organizing large-scale grain supplies.

To retain this major client, Zhu Fusheng had done his utmost to satisfy South China Sugar's every request, and had contributed significantly during their confrontation with the Haiyi Guild—though he had selfish motives as well, since South China Sugar still owed him several thousand taels on open account.

With such a foundation of trust, cooperation would be relatively straightforward. Moreover, Liao Daxing himself had begun his career as a clerk at Dachang, making discussions even more convenient.

Yet Liao Daxing's first approach returned in failure.

Chang Shide frowned. "Why didn't it work?"

"Boss Zhu's family is having domestic troubles," Liao Daxing explained. "His mood seemed off. He only said he was interested but couldn't make the decision yet. Said to wait and see." With domestic troubles preoccupying him, naturally he had no appetite for discussing partnerships.

"The first wife beating the mistress?" Wen Tong asked, curious.

Liao Daxing didn't recognize the term Er Nai, but understood the meaning. He shook his head. "No—Boss Zhu has only one wife. From what I could gather, it sounds like a dispute among relatives over the grain firm."

"I'll have someone investigate immediately," Chen Tianxiong said.

The next day, he reported as follows: First, Dachang Grain Firm was organized as a traditional Chinese joint-stock enterprise. The shares totaled twenty-one and a half, originally valued at one thousand taels each. Second, Dachang's shareholders were essentially Zhu family clansmen or relatives—aunts, uncles, and the like. Third, the recent domestic unrest stemmed from clansmen complaining that dividends were too low. Fourth, Dachang's operational condition was actually quite healthy.

"Zhu Fusheng's headache arises from exactly this," Chen Tianxiong explained. "His clansmen lack ambition; they all rely on this rice firm. They harass him every few days." Their demands: either increase bonus dividends, or stuff their layabout offspring into positions where they could draw salaries for doing nothing.

"Actually, the returns for Dachang shareholders over the years have been excellent. Annual bonuses run to five or six thousand taels. One share earns around two hundred taels—"

"Wait—it should be two hundred thirty taels per share," Chang Shide corrected.

"Dividends are distributed based on twenty-three shares. One and a half shares are labor shares for the shopkeeper and all the clerks."

"That return is considered quite good, isn't it?" Wen Tong recalled Yu Eshui mentioning that a middle-income family of four or five could live comfortably on fifty taels per year.

Chen Tianxiong nodded. "It is. But human hearts are insatiable." He turned a page in his notebook. "I investigated the shareholder structure. Boss Zhu himself owns eleven shares. The remaining ten and a half are divided among over a dozen large and small shareholders. The smallest holding is half a share."

It was easy to imagine: even if Boss Zhu welcomed South China Sugar's investment, the minor shareholders wouldn't want to surrender their stakes. With Dachang's returns so attractive, they would want larger portions, not smaller ones. Why would they be willing to sell?

"This is somewhat thorny." Wen Tong scratched his head.

Chang Shide remained confident. "It might have been difficult before. But since we finished Zhu An, we face no obstacles in whatever we undertake. I'd like to see whose gall is big enough to resist."

"Though that approach would be easy, it would damage our reputation." Wen Tong paused. "I have an idea—but we need to tip off Old Zhu in advance. Like this—"



Before long, a terrifying rumor swept through the streets and alleys of Xuwen County: South China Sugar is about to open a rice firm!

The news terrified grain merchants across Xuwen and beyond. The Rice Industry Guild descended into chaos; the duty executive and major rice firm bosses all rushed to pay calls, attempting to glean information from Wen Tong.

Wen Tong's response was categorical: No. South China Sugar has no plans to open a rice firm itself. There is no such intention.

But the street gossip only intensified—these rumors were all spread by Xiao Zhanfeng. What South China Sugar's next target might be became the hottest topic among Xuwen's common folk.

Alarming signals multiplied: strange flat-bottomed ships delivered three thousand shi of rice at once, unloading at Hai'an Street. Manager Wen was surveying wasteland everywhere, inquiring about land prices. Liao Daxing was making rounds of the teahouses where rice industry clerks gathered, asking whether any experienced hands were looking for work...

All of this pointed to one conclusion: South China Sugar's entry into the rice trade was a certainty. The grain industry fell into gloom. They have money, they have power, they aren't afraid of trouble. If they actually open, what room will be left for us?

In this climate of tension and uncertainty, agents directed by Chang Shide easily purchased ten and a half shares from Dachang's minor shareholders at eighteen hundred taels per share—instantly becoming Dachang's second-largest shareholder.

With shares in hand, the talk of opening a rice firm naturally evaporated. Wen Tong personally visited the Rice Industry Guild to clarify the rumors, solemnly announcing: South China Sugar will not open a rice firm.

Once this news spread, the rice bosses and clerks breathed sighs of relief. Those who had sold their shares naturally beat their chests and stamped their feet—but the shares could not be bought back.

The silver for this acquisition came from Boss Zhu himself. As compensation, South China Sugar would supply Dachang Grain Firm with twenty thousand shi of brown rice at a discounted CIF price of one tael per shi.

Dachang Grain Firm would continue under Boss Zhu's management. And Boss Zhu was delighted. He had forever rid himself of his insatiably greedy relatives and clansmen, and gained a cheap, reliable supply source. The moment the share transfer contract was signed, South China Sugar became his primary supplier—currently providing rice at a CIF price of 1.2 taels per shi, roughly equal to his previous acquisition cost but eliminating transportation expenses and transit risks. Extremely profitable.

"It doesn't matter if we let Boss Zhu of Dachang earn a bit. Let him enjoy counting his silver for now. We can simply collect more personal income tax from him later."

"And consumption tax. Mistress tax. Servant tax..." Chang Shide laughed. "Finally, slap on a property tax. Long live the Transmigration State's revenue system!"

"Old Zhu is full of energy. He says with such stable, cheap supplies, he can really spread his wings. He's planning to expand his branch offices." Wen Tong smiled. "We should support him, too. Cash-crop cultivation in Guangdong has absorbed significant acreage, already affecting grain production. The grain trade has enormous potential."

Chang Shide nodded. "Although Leizhou has sugar, it also suffers from sugar. Prices for everything are climbing. We need not only to extract the financial benefits of sugar but also to import more daily necessities to withdraw silver from circulation and curb inflation." He thought for a moment. "I wonder if Indian cotton cloth would sell well here."

"Sources of goods can be organized. We just need to report the demand," Wen Tong said. "I want to buy up all the land near the South Gate Refinery to build shops for rent. The market here will only improve."

The group discussed further before dispersing. Wen Tong returned to his quarters and called for Ah Zhu.

"Go take a bath." This was his code for summoning her to bed. Ah Zhu, who had not been visited by the master for many days, had grown somewhat anxious. Hearing his order, her heart leapt with joy, and she hurried off to bathe.

That night, Wen Tong—deprived of intimacy for days by the crush of affairs—was both vigorous and relentless. As he surged forward, he found himself reliving the scene in the Haiyi Guild hall: composed, commanding, unflappable. A litany of flattering adjectives surfaced in his mind, and he felt suffused with vitality.

When the clouds finally scattered and the rain ceased, Wen Tong went limp, on the verge of sleep. Ah Zhu nestled against him.

"Master, Ah Zhu begs a favor of you."

"What is it?" Wen Tong asked carelessly.

"Ah Zhu has a sister who also came from a fishing family in the past—"

"Did she turn pirate later?" Wen Tong recalled her background and teased. He didn't notice Ah Zhu's expression flicker. She forced a smile.

"Master jests. Her family was poor, so she was sold into a wealthy household as a maid when she was young. Recently she's found herself with nowhere to go and hopes to find a new master to serve. She has good looks, a good temper, and is skilled at needlework..."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 312: Bairen General Hospital

Taking in a maid was hardly a significant matter. If she truly was as capable as described, Chen Tianxiong could use her—he didn't have a woman anyway.

"Very well. Have her come by tomorrow for a look," Wen Tong said absently.

"Thank you, Master, for your grace!" Ah Zhu arched her body fawningly and began sliding slowly downward toward his groin. She took him gently into her mouth and gave a delicate lick with the tip of her tongue. He shuddered entirely, stiffening again instantly.

I'll have to teach her some fresh techniques later, Wen Tong thought. The notion flickered briefly through his mind before consciousness dissolved into the rising tide of pleasure.



"The Dean is making rounds!"

The moment the Head Nurse's high-pitched voice rang through the corridor, every ward and office in Bairen General Hospital tensed in anticipation. This was the routine Monday Dean's Grand Rounds. All chief physicians were required to attend. The first batch of Health School graduates—newly capped and promoted to formal nurses—and their juniors, the second-batch interns, hurried to open ward doors and arrange themselves in the corridor. They stood in respectful stillness, scarcely breathing, awaiting the arrival of the figure who loomed godlike in their minds.

The main door of the Chief's Office building swung open. Shi Niaoren emerged, one hand tucked casually into the pocket of his crisp white coat, his broad shoulders and imposing frame leading the procession. A step behind walked the department chiefs, faces taut, white coats pressed to knife-edge creases—ironing physicians' coats was among the designated duties of Bairen General Hospital's nurses—stethoscopes gleaming around their necks.

"Good morning, Doctors!" Led by Head Nurse Zhang Ziyi, all nurses and interns bowed and spoke in unison. The gathering was modest, but the effect was striking.

"Good morning. Thank you for your efforts." Shi Niaoren acknowledged them with a nod. The chiefs always felt a twinge of awkwardness at this moment—after all, only one person was truly entitled to say, "Comrades, thank you for your hard work." The inspection team was customarily led by Shi Niaoren, the highest-ranking People's Commissar of Health and Dean of Bairen General Hospital. In this new timeline, his US-earned doctorate and professorship in infectious diseases still commanded considerable weight.

The inpatient building rose three stories. The first and second floors housed ordinary wards—ten rooms per floor, six beds per room. The third floor was designated the "Senior Cadre Ward"—in practice, reserved for transmigrators. It too had ten rooms, but only three beds each.

Currently, about thirty patients occupied the ordinary wards. Most cases involved muscle contusions, fractures, traumatic infections, and common ailments: upper respiratory infections with fever, acute gastroenteritis. In recent days, a batch of wounded had been admitted—sailors and artillerymen from the Great Whale, injured in the Battle of Juhua Islet. Their wounds were mostly minor burns and punctures from iron shrapnel.

Most didn't truly require hospitalization; once their wounds were dressed, they'd be fine. Only a few had serious injuries. Such wounds, provided they didn't damage major vessels or organs, weren't difficult to treat. Even fighting infection was far easier than in the old timeline—antibiotics like sulfonamides worked almost miraculously.

The only thing troubling the physicians was tetanus antitoxin. This item was growing scarce, and its shelf life was limited. Once exhausted, wounded men would have to rely on luck.

For ordinary patients, the rounds consisted of reviewing the bedside chart and inquiring whether any abnormalities had been observed. Yet even in such basic matters, Shi Niaoren frequently uncovered problems.

"Why doesn't this patient have a morning temperature reading?" Dean Shi began to flare—how many times had he emphasized this? "Who was on duty?"

"Reporting to Master—"

"Dean!" Shi Niaoren thundered. "Say it again: call me Dean!" The address "Master" marked the speaker as a Health School student; formal nurses knew better.

"It's me—" The student wore a blue nurse's uniform. Because she wasn't yet a formal nurse, she wore only a blue triangular kerchief instead of a proper cap.

"Who are you?"

"Hou Qing."

Hou Qing appeared thin and slight. By 21st-century standards she might pass for fifteen or sixteen, but she was actually in her early twenties—considered an old maid in this era. She and her brother, Hou Wenyong, were refugees recently brought in by the Guangzhou Station.

"Why didn't you take the temperature?"

"Ashamed... I was too ashamed—" The girl actually covered her face, looking as though she might cry.

The explanation emerged quickly: to prevent patients from biting through thermometers, temperatures here were taken rectally. In other words, the nurse had to "violate" the patient's posterior.

Patients certainly weren't accustomed to it. But asking these young women—born in an age where "men and women should not touch"—to perform such an act on a grown man they'd never met was even more difficult.

Early on, someone had suggested introducing a male nurse system, but Shi Niaoren had rejected the idea outright. "You all understand perfectly well: medical workers have no gender! If they cannot step over this threshold, what's the point of discussing the training of qualified indigenous medical personnel?"

Of course, such transformations couldn't happen overnight. Nine out of ten new students couldn't accept it initially; they had to be educated gradually. Shi Niaoren sighed and turned to Zhang Ziyi.

"Teach her properly."

With that, he moved to the next bed.

"What is this about?"

Every round uncovered problems. Either basic temperature readings were missed, or medical records were written incorrectly. The first batch of Health School graduates remained fundamentally immature in many respects—they had crammed into six months what their counterparts in the other timeline took four years to learn, and many had only recently risen above functional illiteracy.

After reprimanding the nurse who had erred and watching her correct the mistake on the spot, Shi Niaoren exhaled slowly. There is progress. At least the nurses no longer dropped to their knees, begging his "mercy" the moment he raised his voice, as they had in the early days. Instilling modern medical concepts remained a heavy responsibility with a long road ahead.

After inspecting the ordinary wards, the group proceeded to the Senior Cadre Ward, where only two patients currently resided.

"You Laohu. Army Company Commander. Acute enteritis," reported the duty nurse, Guo Fu.

Shi Niaoren took the medical chart and examined it. The handwriting was crooked, but the format was correct. Fasting temperature at 6 AM: 37.4 degrees. Slightly feverish.

He handed the chart to Lan Yangyang, the gastroenterology specialist.

"Did you have diarrhea last night?"

"Twice."

Lan Yangyang conducted a further examination and asked follow-up questions.

This patient had contracted acute enteritis from eating wild fruits during field training the previous day. His face had been green when they carried him in. Lan Yangyang had worked through half the night to stabilize him. He remained on a glucose drip.

"You're fine, just fine. We'll have you healthy and bounding around in no time," Shi Niaoren reassured the mournful-faced You Laohu in an amiable tone.

"Don't eat anything today. Have some rice porridge tonight, rest well, and you'll be jumping around tomorrow." Lan Yangyang sought to bolster the patient's confidence.

"Thank you, Doctor." You Laohu—normally eager to flirt with the hospital's young nurses—had no energy whatsoever. Even with a pretty nurse standing before him, he couldn't summon the slightest interest.

"Tell the Army Club to get you a duck to nourish your body when you get back, hehe." Shi Niaoren remained all smiles. "And don't eat things like wild fruits anymore."

"Definitely not—" You Laohu, usually strong as an ox, was now weak even in speech. Indeed, a hero cannot withstand three bouts of diarrhea.

Shi Niaoren's tone changed entirely as he approached the other bed. A fat man lay there, groaning theatrically, but his complexion was suspiciously robust.

"I say, Fatty Xi!" Shi Niaoren was blunt from the opening words. This patient had checked in after returning from the Great Whale. His injury was genuinely minor—not even requiring stitches—far below the threshold for hospitalization. "How long do you intend to freeload here?"

"Doctor, I've been experiencing some muscle twitching. Could it be the first stage of tetanus?" The man groaned from his pillow.

"You are perfectly healthy!" Shi Niaoren said. "How many times have I told you? All transmigrators received tetanus immunizations. Your wound isn't deep, and the medic treated it properly. Where would tetanus come from?"

"That's not guaranteed." Xi Yazhou sounded feeble. "For the sake of the Party and the State, just give me a shot of serum..."

He had made this request several times over the past few days. Shi Niaoren shook his head in exasperation. The man clearly wouldn't leave without an injection. But he was unwilling to waste the limited serum supply on someone who wasn't sick—they couldn't manufacture this serum; every vial used was one fewer remaining.

"Fine—you've worn me down," he said at last. "Get discharged after the shot." Leaving the ward, he called Zhang Ziyi over quietly.

"Give him an injection of saline. Make it sting. Tell him it's the serum."



Having disposed of this matter, Shi Niaoren returned to his Dean's Office and lit a cigarette. As a physician, he wasn't restricted to "Holy Ship" brand cigarettes; all heavy smokers in the health department smoked the filtered cigarettes brought from the other timeline. These were typically gifts from grateful patients.

Everything is hard at the beginning. Shi Niaoren watched the smoke rings drift upward. The transmigrators were justifiably proud of their health department. In this timeline, the medical knowledge, skills, and specific drugs they possessed were enough to make every doctor in the Ministry of Health a "Miracle Worker." But they were far from omnipotent.

When that transmigrator—the one who had accidentally fallen from the wall during the attack on Gou Family Village, overexcited and careless—died silently in the medical team's tent, Shi Niaoren and all the medical workers felt a powerful sense of helplessness for the first time. The traumatic brain injury might have been salvageable in the old timeline; here, they could only watch him slip away.

At the time, fearing damage to morale, and with the Executive Committee's approval, the body of this obscure transmigrator was quietly buried in the wasteland behind Bopu Health Center, awaiting a suitable opportunity to be reinterred in the Martyrs' Cemetery. Fortunately, they hadn't been ashore long then, and personnel transfers were constant; the man was quickly forgotten.

"But it cannot always be like this," Shi Niaoren murmured to himself. A thousand things demanded his attention.

Since the completion of Bairen General Hospital's infrastructure, he had been contemplating the establishment of a rudimentary medical system. They lacked neither basic equipment nor medicines; though doctors were few and their specialties somewhat unbalanced, they could manage. What they didn't have was a complete medical system—no, not even a primary one.

After several discussions, the Health Department had decided to first build Bairen General Hospital into a model unit, perfecting its systems to serve as a template for all future medical institutions—much as Wu Nanhai had done with his demonstration farm.

Currently, thanks to their efforts, this general hospital possessed five basic departments: Internal Medicine, Surgery, Infectious Diseases, ENT, and Traditional Chinese Medicine. It had a pharmacy, a radiology room, and a laboratory center. They had also taken over the Sanitation Class originally under the Military and Political School and established a Health School, training a cohort of nurses and military medics. By modern standards, these personnel weren't even as qualified as the barefoot doctors trained in the 1970s—but something was better than nothing.

All physicians had been given the title of Chief—naturally, no one among the transmigrators was more qualified. But these Chief Physicians of Bairen General Hospital couldn't afford the fastidiousness of doctors in major hospitals. They had no flock of graduate or undergraduate students to perform the grunt work. There wasn't even a qualified pharmacist. Taking X-rays, performing ultrasounds... they even had to compound medicines themselves when necessary.

Qian Shuiting's wife, Ai Beibei, originally worked in pathological research within epidemiology—not outpatient care. Now she had to moonlight as a gynecologist as well. Even 21st-century women often preferred female gynecologists; in 17th-century China, the reluctance was orders of magnitude greater.

For the most common internal medicine and infectious disease cases, Shi Niaoren had written "Guidelines for the Treatment of Common Diseases in Hainan," given the lack of specialist physicians. He ranked common ailments—intestinal diseases, respiratory diseases, malaria, surface bacterial infections, gynecological diseases—then detailed treatment protocols for each, improving efficiency and reducing misdiagnosis.

Medical record formats had to be handwritten by doctors personally to serve as models for nurses and future interns. Drug use was institutionalized: all specific drugs and non-routine medications required his personal approval; anesthetic dosages had to adhere closely to the lower limit of the theoretical dose. Anesthesiology was actually a critical specialty where inexperience killed—but none of them were truly proficient in it. If something went wrong, there wouldn't even be a chance for resuscitation.

As for the laboratory center, Shi Niaoren hoped to expand it—to enable medical testing, disease prevention, the compilation of prevention manuals, and the formulation of rational disease control strategies. However, a prevention and control system required administrative power for enforcement; it would have to wait until the organizational framework was finalized.

Finally, there was the matter of the pharmaceutical factory commencing production. This could brook no delay. The glass factory could now supply them with sufficient specialized equipment. The bacterial strains brought by He Ping's wife remained in the laboratory. These couldn't be stored indefinitely; they had to be put into production as soon as possible. Chemical pharmaceuticals couldn't be counted on for the time being...

"Dean, everyone has arrived. Shall we begin?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 313: Human Dissection

Just as he was contemplating these challenges, Sister Li walked in to ask whether "teaching" should begin. She was the mother of the pair Zhang Xingjiao had brought back some time ago. Though older than most of the staff, she was literate and had been assigned to the hospital to handle administrative work and miscellaneous duties. Because she consistently refused to reveal her true name, everyone simply addressed her as Sister Li.

"Mm. I'm going now." Shi Niaoren stubbed out his cigarette.

The dissection room occupied the semi-basement of Bairen General Hospital. Apart from several vents sealed by louvered shutters, there were no windows; anyone attempting to peer through the louvers would see nothing at all. The door was kept locked at all times, and no one except Shi Niaoren could open it. The purpose of all this was secrecy. Human dissection remained taboo for many Chinese even in the 21st century—families rarely agreed to it except under extraordinary circumstances. In this era, the resistance was absolute.

Shi Niaoren arrived at a preparatory room where Hippo was already waiting. He would serve as dissection assistant while simultaneously honing his surgical skills.

Shi Niaoren unlocked the normally barred door, led the way down the stairs, and switched on the fluorescent lights. At the bottom stretched a corridor. The walls were still bare cement—ceramic tiles weren't yet available in sufficient quantity—while overhead, fluorescent tubes cast pallid beams through the stillness.

The air smelled of disinfectant.

The autopsy request form for the corpse had already been completed. Shi Niaoren insisted that procedures here be as meticulous as in a 21st-century hospital. He flipped through the form: the deceased was named Chen Yabao, age unknown. The body had been wheeled here, prepared to face the physicians' scalpels.

The dissection room itself wasn't large—roughly sixty square meters. On all four sides, wooden tiered stands awaited future interns and nurses who would observe autopsies. Fully occupied, the room could accommodate about thirty people.

Ventilation equipment had been installed—quite a luxury by transmigrator standards. At the room's center stood a reinforced concrete dissection table faced with porcelain tiles. Since the transmigrators' own ceramic kiln hadn't yet commenced production, these facing tiles had been custom-ordered from kilns in Fujian through merchant intermediaries. Fujian kilns had decades of experience producing export porcelain to foreign specifications, making it relatively easy to trial-produce new products. The resulting tiles were indeed "porcelain tiles"—not merely glazed on the surface, but solid blocks of ceramic.

What the transmigrators didn't know was that ceramic tiles had already been manufactured in Ming Dynasty kilns. The most famous surviving examples were the floor tiles of the Porcelain Tower of Nanjing—decorated in blue and white.

The dissection table's surface was grooved for drainage and equipped with a faucet and spray hose, permitting the corpse to be rinsed continuously during the procedure.

At one end of the table stood a materials cabinet, its shelves arranged with dissection instruments and sampling containers. Adjacent to the main room were a preparation room and a specimen storage room.

It had taken considerable effort to secure the Executive Committee's approval for this dissection room. Unlike a pharmacy or an operating room—whose immediate utility was obvious—the dissection room required Shi Niaoren to articulate its importance as a critical cornerstone for rebuilding modern medicine in this timeline.

The lighting was extremely bright—sufficient to reveal every detail on the dissection table.

A corpse covered with coarse white cloth lay waiting; it had just been conveyed by a dedicated hoist. The deceased was a peasant who had died suddenly while working on the Bairen City infrastructure site. He wasn't local, so his body had fallen into the hospital's hands. Such opportunities were rare—Shi Niaoren's greatest difficulty was the inability to preserve cadavers. There was no shortage of corpses in this timeline; after battles, they could litter the ground. But they couldn't be kept. They had neither cold storage nor adequate preservatives, and Lingao's temperature never dropped low enough. Bodies had to be used as they were found.

Hippo changed first, donning latex gloves and a mask, then lifted the white cloth. The deceased was a young man, very thin and slight. Yet his muscles and tendons were powerfully developed. Varicose veins traced his calves and arms—the marks of someone who had labored intensely for years.

Hippo placed a pillow beneath the corpse's neck and arranged the arms. Shi Niaoren laid out the instruments they would need: scalpels, rib shears, clamps, cranial saws. Everything had been thoroughly cleaned—though unlike surgical instruments, strict sterile disinfection wasn't required. Here, there was no concern about patient infection; the physicians needed only ensure their own safety.

"The nursing students will be arriving shortly," Hippo remarked.

Shi Niaoren teased him. "Does it excite you to dissect in front of them?"

"As long as they don't treat me as a man-eating demon, I'll be satisfied." Hippo smiled ruefully. "In the modern world, even if people can't accept dissection emotionally, they at least understand it benefits medicine. Here?"

"Take it slowly. Changing concepts doesn't happen overnight. They are the seeds of modern medicine." As he spoke, Shi Niaoren picked up a four-page dissection analysis form, reading aloud as he reviewed it.

"What's the presumed cause of death?"

"Sudden death. Probably something like coronary heart disease," Hippo said.

"Coronary heart disease is rare in this timeline. Besides, he's young." Shi Niaoren scrutinized the youthful face, already gray-white. "He's severely thin. Mild malnutrition."

"I'll record the corpse condition." Hippo took the clipboard.

He muttered to himself as he wrote: "Trauma scar on the left arm—" He shifted the arm aside, murmured, "Sorry, brother," then noted: "Mild muscle rigor." He opened the eyelids. "Pupils equal and round, diameter 0.3 centimeters." Then he pried open the stiffened jaw. "Let's examine the teeth."

Footsteps echoed in the outer corridor. The dissection room door opened, and Ai Beibei entered.

"They're here." Behind her came a group of young women—the most robust of the nurses, and orphans whom the transmigrators were most eager to develop. Shi Niaoren intended to train them as doctors. He had even begun teaching them basic medical Latin.

"Good morning," Ai Beibei greeted them. "Come on in, all of you."

The nurses stood in a row at the door—six in total. As they filed into the room, each glanced nervously at the corpse on the table.

They had served in the health department for several months now. They had witnessed various scenes and participated in collecting bodies. Slowly they had grown accustomed to suppurating sores, mangled limbs, rotting flesh—to sights and smells that would make most people retch. But watching a human dissection was something altogether new.

"Put on your masks and sit down. Don't fidget."

Shi Niaoren appraised the girls. Guo Fu was among them. She was one of the nurses he valued most. Though young, the enthusiasm and ability she displayed in her work surpassed many of the older students. More importantly, she wasn't afraid of dirt or blood, and she harbored no superstitions whatsoever.

The girls were understandably nervous at the sight of the corpse—though they'd seen plenty before. But this was the first time they would witness a live autopsy. It would be exactly like those somewhat frightening anatomical charts from class—only this time, a real person would be opened before their eyes.

Guo Fu worried about how she would react. Already she felt something strange stirring inside her. As a nurse, she was accustomed to death. Still, dissection was a terrifying, unprecedented experience.

"Good morning." Ai Beibei greeted them again and walked straight to the changing room. She removed her white coat, put on a mask, took a surgical gown from the rack, and slid her arms into the sleeves. Shi Niaoren, dressing beside her, courteously tied the straps at her back. Then, as if following an unspoken choreography, they walked one after another to the washbasin. After scrubbing their hands, Ai Beibei took a canister of talcum powder and dusted Shi Niaoren's hands, then held open a pair of latex gloves. Doctor Shi slid his fingers inside. Not a word was exchanged throughout.

Shi Niaoren approached the dissection table and took the clipboard from Hippo, focusing on its contents. He didn't even glance at the corpse. Hippo watched the professor's movements closely, suddenly struck by how much the scene resembled a symphony conductor taking the stage—lacking only the audience's applause.

Ai Beibei climbed the wooden ladder at one end of the dissection table and photographed the corpse from above.

"This is the body of a young male," she announced. "Development normal. Mild malnutrition. Body type lean..."

Drawing on these physical indicators, Shi Niaoren analyzed the deceased's hairstyle, facial features, tooth wear, and cranial suture closure.

"The deceased is an unmarried young male, age between twenty-three and twenty-six." He turned to the nursing students. "This is your first time watching a dissection, correct?"

"Yes, Dean." The girls answered in unison.

Shi Niaoren nodded. "Today we are conducting gross anatomy. The reason for dissecting this individual—" he indicated the corpse on the table "—is so that we physicians can clearly understand the structure and state of the human body. And simultaneously, determine why they died."

He pointed to the wall behind him. "Please look at the words inscribed there."

The girls' gazes followed his gesture to a motto painted in black ink on the white plaster.

Mortui Vivos Docent.

Shi Niaoren read the Latin sentence aloud, then translated: "The dead teach the living." He turned his attention back to the corpse.

"This man died suddenly during labor. There were no symptoms of illness beforehand. We call this sudden death." His gaze swept imperiously over the students. They watched him with bated breath, much like the graduate students he had mentored in his previous life—who could imagine that over half a year ago, these women had been waiting to be sold as slaves in Guangzhou's markets, or begging in the streets?

"We will now analyze through autopsy exactly why he died."

With that, Shi Niaoren examined a set of dissection instruments laid before him and selected a scalpel. He scanned the incision site with clinical precision, then cleanly plunged the sharp blade deep into the corpse.

When the knife descended, several girls screamed. Ai Beibei scolded them immediately.

Hippo secretly observed the nursing students. He knew that the soft-hearted or squeamish couldn't endure autopsies. Even those with some experience were rarely eager to watch the first cut. Up to this point, the body on the table still bore some resemblance to a living person.

But once the first cut was made, all illusions vanished. The corpse had forfeited all dignity as a human being. Whether it had once been a man, woman, or child, now it was merely a collection of bones, flesh, lymph, and blood vessels.

Because Shi Niaoren had worked primarily in research, he hadn't performed many autopsies in his previous life. But after D-Day, knowing the road to performing surgeries stretched long and difficult ahead, he had practiced whenever a corpse became available. His knife skills had been reborn. The incision was fluid; he proceeded calmly and agilely.

He made two cuts trailing downward from the corpse's shoulders. The incisions met at the base of the chest cavity, then continued in a single line down to the genitals, opening the abdominal cavity. Three cuts formed a precise "Y" shape. When the scalpel descended, there came only the soft sound of flesh and skin parting. Based on his experience, well-nourished modern people typically had a layer of yellow fat here—but this man had none. Truly lean to the bone.

Both Hippo and Ai Beibei watched the nurses' expressions. Three had gone pale. Another gagged and turned away. The remaining two held their ground without flinching.

By rights, this senior cohort of nurses had already witnessed numerous grotesque corpses with entrails spilling out. When pirates attacked Bopu, the entire first Health School class had been mobilized to collect bodies—specifically to build their courage. Though they had vomited helplessly at the time and screamed from nightmares in the dormitory at night, they had gradually grown inured. People of this era were far tougher—or perhaps more numb—in the face of death.

Ai Beibei clapped her hands. "Anyone who needs to step out for a few minutes may do so. If you can't hold it, go vomit outside."

But no one moved. They were teachable material after all. Only by passing this test did they have hope of becoming doctors.

Yet when the saw bit into the skull, one student did leave—returning only after a considerable interval. The rasping grind of the surgical saw against bone was chilling; only Hippo, with his orthopedic background, found it unremarkable.

Shi Niaoren carefully pried open the skull cap, revealing the meninges enveloping the brain. This level of stimulation was sufficient to make weak-nerved first-year medical students faint. He glanced again at the nurses. They seemed to be holding on. In some eyes, he noticed a glint of something almost like hungry fascination.

"Attention! I'm cutting."

Shi Niaoren warned them, then used sharp scissors to sever the large vein running front to back along the center of the meninges. He suddenly realized he had forgotten the name of this vessel. Am I getting old? Blood immediately welled up, flowing over scissors and fingers. He noted that the blood was fluid, showing no signs of coagulation. This man clearly hadn't died of cerebral infarction. After carefully examining the meninges, he peeled them back, exposing the brain. With delicate scalpel work, he separated the brain from the spinal cord and gently removed the organ. At that moment, Ai Beibei brought over a glass jar half-filled with formalin. Shi Niaoren lowered the brain slowly into the solution. The specimen was in excellent condition; he decided to preserve it.

"This is the human brain. If the entire human body is a country, the human brain is the Imperial Court." He explained in simple terms, covering the distinctions and functions of cerebrum, cerebellum, and brainstem. Then his scalpel turned to the heart.

Shi Niaoren removed the heart from the corpse and examined it carefully. He addressed the female nurses once more.

"The greatest likelihood of inducing sudden death is coronary heart disease. Let us first determine whether this hypothesis fits."

The nurses, now somewhat numbed to the gore, focused their attention on the organs themselves, watching intently as he deftly opened the coronary arteries.

"We should find an embolism point here..." He indicated with the tip of a metal probe. "But there is nothing. In the main branch of the coronary artery, there are absolutely no traces of blood clots."

"Now let us examine the heart itself." Shi Niaoren placed the organ on the dissection board and bisected it with his scalpel. He turned the two halves to inspect the valves, then beckoned the nurses closer. They approached hesitantly.

"He obviously didn't die from coronary heart disease," Shi Niaoren concluded. "In this heart, we can observe neither acute thrombosis nor myocardial infarction complicated by ventricular aneurysm."

"Then what killed him?" Shi Niaoren pointed at the heart with his probe. "The left ventricle shows significant dilation, and there is formation of grayish-white myocardial scarring. He suffered from rheumatic heart disease during his lifetime. This is the condition that induced his sudden death."

He set down the probe. "Take a close look."

He didn't expect these girls to become real physicians in one or two years, but at minimum they needed to overcome all terror and superstition regarding the human body.

Guo Fu had steadied herself by now. She felt she could get through this. Shortly after the dissection began, when she'd watched the saw cutting into the dead man's skull, she had felt the blood drain from her head, leaving her dizzy. She had nearly fainted. But she had resolved to persist—to not fall.

For reasons she couldn't fully articulate, she suddenly recalled an incident from her wandering days. Tian Liang had once suffered a festering calf wound and developed a high fever by the time they reached a small town. A wandering traditional doctor, seeing how pitiable they were, had treated him. He had used a knife to cut away all the rotting flesh until fresh red meat appeared, then applied medicine. At the time, no one else dared to look; only she had remained at Tian Liang's side, assisting the doctor. Afterward, Tian Liang had limped for several months before fully recovering. She had tended him throughout—never fearing the blood and pus of his wound, never recoiling from that terrible gash. The memory gave her strength now. She knew that once she passed this test, watching autopsies in the future would present no difficulty. One day she would be able to heal people, just as the Chiefs did.

After demonstrating the lungs, this dissection teaching session concluded. Hippo returned the removed internal organs to the body cavity—there was insufficient preservative solution to store them all as specimens.

Shi Niaoren asked, "Who is willing to suture the incision?"

The girls exchanged uncertain glances. This was demanding work.

"I will." Guo Fu stood.

"Good. Go change. Let me see how your suturing skills are."

Health School students had all learned wound suturing, but practice opportunities were few. Fortunately, suturing a corpse didn't require excessive care or concern about scarring. Guo Fu worked with evident meticulousness, though her technique remained imperfect.

"Passable." Shi Niaoren nodded. Hippo nodded as well. Ai Beibei allowed herself a faint smile. Technique was average; attitude was excellent. This girl had a future worth cultivating.

The corpse was rinsed with water, lifted from the table onto a cart, and covered with white cloth. Shortly it would be transported to Cuigang for burial. Though the dissection room was a basement with somewhat lower temperatures, with so many people crowded together it still exceeded twenty degrees. The body would rot quickly. In a proper medical school or hospital, such tasks would be handled by others—but here, they had to do everything themselves.

They changed clothes, emerged from the dissection room, and returned to ground level. Hippo exhaled a breath of stale air and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

"We need to install air conditioning."

"If you ask me, we'd do better with a cold-storage facility." Shi Niaoren lit a new cigarette. "Regardless, the current temperature won't do. When summer arrives it'll be deadly—the room will feel like a steamer. We won't even be able to store medicine."

"Didn't Li Xiaolü draw up blueprints for geothermal air conditioning? I think we can submit an application. Summer is coming anyway." As Hippo spoke, the girls filed out, and Guo Fu approached.

Hippo felt an indescribably ambiguous sensation as this young woman drew near. The figure outlined by her stiffly starched blue uniform... the slightly fluffy hair beneath her blue cap—it would feel very soft to the touch. He steadied himself.

"Good work today, Little Guo," he praised.

"Thank you, Doctor." The girl blushed slightly and lowered her head. A faint scent emanated from her neck. Is this the body fragrance of a virgin? Hippo found his thoughts wandering. Guo Fu was quite attractive—by 21st-century standards, at any rate. After months of adequate food and regular exercise in Lingao, her figure had filled out nicely. Hippo noticed her chest wasn't small. Though the blue nurse's uniform wasn't a dress, it was form-fitting enough.

"Little Guo! Come here!" Ai Beibei was calling.

"If there's nothing else, I'll go. Goodbye, Doctor." She gave a slight bow with a smile and turned away. I want this girl. The thought crystallized suddenly in Hippo's mind.

Guo Fu caught up with the other students. They were all asking what she had been thinking while suturing the corpse, whether she had been frightened. She answered absently, her thoughts lingering on Doctor He's peculiar gaze. Her face reddened again.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 314: Medical Planning

Now Hippo and Shi Niaoren tied off and severed the arterial vessels to minimize bleeding during the dissection. Shi Niaoren retrieved the aspirator tube from the instrument rack above the table, stepped on the pneumatic valve, and suctioned out the blood pooling in the abdominal and thoracic cavities.

When Hippo began to peel back the scalp in preparation for the craniotomy, someone finally couldn't contain herself and rushed out to vomit.

"Shall we take a break?" Ai Beibei asked.

"Might be wise. We'll be using the saw to open the skull shortly." Shi Niaoren held his hands beneath the faucet, rinsing the bloodstains away.

After a ten-minute intermission, the dissection resumed. Ai Beibei asked whether anyone wished to leave. No one withdrew. They were teachable after all. Only by passing this ordeal could they hope to become physicians.

Yet when the saw bit into the skull, one student did step out, returning only after a considerable interval. The grating rasp of surgical saw against cranial bone was chilling; only Hippo, who had worked in orthopedics, found the sound unremarkable.

Shi Niaoren pried open the skull cap with deliberate care, revealing the meninges enveloping the brain. This level of exposure was sufficient to make weak-nerved first-year medical students faint. He surveyed the nurses once more. They seemed to be holding on. In some eyes, he noticed a spark of something almost like enthralled fascination.

"Attention. I'm cutting."

Shi Niaoren warned them, then used sharp scissors to sever the large vein running from front to back along the center of the meninges. He realized suddenly that he had forgotten the name of this vessel—Am I getting old? Blood welled up immediately, flowing over scissors and fingers. He noted the blood was fluid, showing no coagulation. This man had clearly not died of cerebral infarction. After carefully examining the meninges, he peeled them back, exposing the brain. With delicate scalpel work he separated brain from spinal cord and gently extracted the organ. Ai Beibei brought a glass jar half-filled with formalin. Shi Niaoren lowered the brain slowly into the solution. The specimen was in excellent condition; he decided to keep it.

"This is the human brain. If the entire human body is a country, the brain is the Imperial Court." He explained in accessible terms, then covered the distinctions and functions of cerebrum, cerebellum, and brainstem. After that, his scalpel turned to the heart.

Shi Niaoren removed the heart from the corpse and examined it carefully. He addressed the female nurses.

"The likeliest cause of sudden death is coronary heart disease. Let us first determine whether this hypothesis fits."

The nurses, now somewhat numbed to the gore, focused their attention on the organs themselves, watching intently as he deftly opened the coronary arteries.

"We should find an embolism point here..." He indicated with a metal probe. "But there is nothing. In the main branch of the coronary artery, we observe no traces whatsoever of blood clots."

"Now let us examine the heart itself." Shi Niaoren placed the organ on the dissection board and bisected it. He examined the valves, then beckoned the nurses closer. They approached hesitantly.

"He did not die of coronary heart disease," Shi Niaoren concluded. "In this heart, we observe neither acute thrombosis nor myocardial infarction complicated by ventricular aneurysm."

"Then what killed him?" He indicated the heart with his probe. "The left ventricle shows significant dilation, and there is formation of grayish-white myocardial scarring. He suffered from rheumatic heart disease. This is what induced his sudden death."

He set down the probe. "Take a close look."

He did not expect these girls to become real physicians in a year or two, but at minimum they needed to overcome all terror and superstition about the human body.

Guo Fu had steadied herself by now. She felt she could endure this. Shortly after the dissection began, when she'd watched the saw cutting into the skull, she had felt the blood drain from her head and grown dizzy—she had nearly fainted. But she had resolved to persist.

For reasons she couldn't fully articulate, she recalled an incident from her wandering days. Tian Liang had suffered a festering calf wound and developed a fever by the time they reached a small town. A wandering traditional doctor, taking pity on them, had treated him—cutting away all the rotting flesh until fresh red tissue appeared, then applying medicine. No one else dared to watch; only she had remained at Tian Liang's side to assist. Afterward, he limped for months before fully recovering. She had tended him throughout, never fearing the blood and pus, never recoiling from that terrible gash. The memory gave her strength now. Once she passed this test, autopsies in the future would present no difficulty. Someday she would heal people, just as the Chiefs did.

After demonstrating the lungs, the dissection teaching session concluded. Hippo returned the removed organs to the body—there was insufficient preservative to store them as specimens.

Shi Niaoren asked, "Who is willing to suture the incision?"

The girls exchanged uncertain glances. This was demanding work.

"I will." Guo Fu stood.

"Good. Go change. Let me see your suturing skills."

Health School students had all learned wound suturing, though practice opportunities were scarce. Fortunately, suturing a corpse didn't require excessive care or concern about scarring. Guo Fu worked with evident meticulousness, though her technique remained imperfect.

"Passable." Shi Niaoren nodded. Hippo nodded as well. Ai Beibei allowed herself a faint smile. Technique was average; attitude was excellent. This girl had a future worth cultivating.

The corpse was rinsed, lifted onto a cart, and covered with white cloth. Shortly it would be transported to Cuigang for burial. Though the basement was cooler than above, with so many bodies crowded together it still exceeded twenty degrees. Decay would set in quickly. In a proper medical school, others would handle this—here, they did everything themselves.

They changed, emerged from the dissection room, and returned to ground level. Hippo exhaled stale air and wiped the sweat from his brow.

"We need air conditioning."

"If you ask me, cold storage would be better." Shi Niaoren lit another cigarette. "The current temperature is untenable. When summer comes it'll be deadly—the room will feel like a steamer. We won't even be able to store medicine."

"Didn't Li Xiaolü draw blueprints for geothermal air conditioning? I think we can apply for that. Summer is coming anyway." As Hippo spoke, the nurses filed out. Guo Fu approached.

Hippo felt an ambiguous sensation as this young woman drew near—the figure outlined by her starched blue uniform, the fluffy hair beneath her cap. He steadied himself.

"Good work today, Little Guo," he praised.

"Thank you, Doctor." She blushed faintly. A delicate scent rose from her neck. Is this the body fragrance of a virgin? Hippo's thoughts wandered. Guo Fu was quite attractive by 21st-century standards. After months of adequate food and exercise, her figure had filled out. Her chest wasn't small, and though the uniform wasn't a dress, it was form-fitting.

"Little Guo! Come here!" Ai Beibei called.

"If there's nothing else, I'll go. Goodbye, Doctor." She gave a slight bow with a smile and turned away. I want this girl. The thought crystallized in Hippo's mind.

Guo Fu caught up with the others. They were asking what she had been thinking while suturing, whether she'd been frightened. She answered absently, her thoughts on Doctor He's peculiar gaze. Her face reddened again.



After Ai Beibei dismissed the students, she proceeded to the Chiefs' Conference Room as usual for the weekly Monday hospital meeting. The so-called Conference Room was a comfortably appointed large chamber with enormous glass panes in the windows, furnished with several old sofas where they could sit and converse at ease, reading newspapers or books. When they had spare time, they liked to gather here; the atmosphere felt more like home.

He Ping was participating in the circumnavigation of the island and hadn't yet returned from sea. His wife, Zhao Yanmei, attended in his place. She had been a mold laboratory technician at a pharmaceutical factory, and her participation in the transmigration was purely the result of deception—He Ping had lied that a boss wanted to open a pharmaceutical company.

Now Shi Niaoren was indeed preparing to put her in charge of the pharmaceutical factory.

"Meeting begins. Little Zhao, you'll take the minutes." Dean Shi called out. "Is Ziyi here? Go fetch your husband. Yes, though he's a veterinarian, he's also a doctor."

Shortly, Yang Baogui arrived as well, his arms still damp, smelling of disinfectant throughout.

"Another meeting. I was just breeding cows for the farm."

Last to enter was Liu San, a Master of Traditional Chinese Medicine. He now served as Chief of the TCM Department, though he rarely appeared at the hospital, spending most of his time on medicinal plant cultivation at Wu Nanhai's farm.

"All right, let's review last week's progress." Shi Niaoren opened his notebook. "First, our operating room and dissection room are now complete..."

After considerable effort, Bairen General Hospital had established a functional operating room. Equipment and instruments were straightforward—much had been brought ready-made, and the Feng City's infirmary contained a simple operating room that served as backup and a source of spare parts. The difficulty lay in acquiring basic support items. Things like ceramic tiles and ceramic disinfection basins had only recently arrived from Fujian kilns. Additionally, two surgical assistants had been trained from among the nurses; they could now manage suturing of major vessels and wounds, though barely. The real problem was the lack of a professional anesthesiologist. Every simple surgery left those poor patients howling like ghosts.

"...Our boiler room is complete. Boiler workers are being trained by the Energy Ministry. Fuel and soft-water quotas have been approved. We anticipate firing it up and putting it into operation soon."

A boiler room was a tremendous convenience. First, sterilization could employ high-temperature steam rather than the crude moist-heat method. Large volumes of washing and disinfection work could be performed in-house. Staff and inpatients could bathe at the hospital. As the weather grew hotter, this was essential for maintaining hygiene.

"...The agar needed for the microbiology culture room in the testing center has been the subject of a joint agreement with the Navy and the Ministry of Agriculture's biological laboratories. The Navy will supply raw materials; the pharmaceutical factory will produce the agar centrally. Equipment arrived from the glass factory last week. Somewhat rough, but better than nothing."

The microbiology culture room was crucial. They could finally test for bacterial infections and identify infectious pathogens. In the preceding phase, Shi Niaoren had used water sedimentation and concentration methods to check random samples for parasite eggs. Over recent days, a dozen positive specimens had appeared each day. He was considering whether to conduct a general survey before long.

"Judging from current data, the infection rate for parasites has risen significantly. This indicates that the tendency to eat indiscriminately in the wild is on the rise again. We need to notify the Propaganda Department to strengthen public education on this matter." Shi Niaoren summarized his points. "Next, Director Ai will address medical education."

Ai Beibei adjusted her glasses. Having spent many years in the United States, her Mandarin carried a faint accent.

"The health training class we assumed from the Military and Political School system is currently focused on nursing instruction. This is far from adequate. At minimum, we need to train medics capable of basic diagnosis and treatment.

"Currently, our largest-scale training in this area involves cooperation with the Army, Navy, and Resource Ministry. The first cohort of medic training—for both transmigrators and indigenous personnel they've sent—has concluded. The overall response has been positive. Once institutionalized, this will guarantee the most fundamental military health requirements in wartime.

"I believe this should be our direction in the near term. This type of education is crash-course training: operation-focused, with simple theoretical knowledge. We can borrow from first-aid courses run by organizations like the Red Cross—training first responders in three-month cycles, specifically emphasizing emergency care and basic treatment. We can also reference the barefoot doctor training system used in rural areas during the 1960s and 70s."

Though the barefoot doctor system had been eliminated after Reform and Opening Up, it was undeniable that it had covered the fundamental rural medical network at lower cost. This held reference value for the Transmigration Group, which faced similar constraints. Shi Niaoren agreed deeply.

"As for nursing training, the first nursing class has graduated and been capped. However, by strict standards, their professional level can only be described as 'unqualified.'"

Zhang Ziyi nodded. This was beyond dispute.

"They can only realistically be counted as orderlies by modern metrics. They've had too few internship opportunities, and various consumables and medicines remain insufficient." Zhang Ziyi continued, "No specimens, minimal equipment. Apart from alcohol and cotton wool, the supplies nurses can actually use are almost zero. We don't even have Mercurochrome."

To emphasize the point, Zhang Ziyi counted on her fingers: "As of now, the only items nurses can freely use are: medical alcohol and saline for washing wounds. We cannot even prepare physiological saline for intravenous use."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 315: The Pharmaceutical Factory

Strictly speaking, apart from a small quantity of herbal preparations compounded by Liu San using local materials, the medicines consumed by Bairen General Hospital still came almost entirely from stockpiled reserves—including physiological saline for intravenous infusion.

These reserves were dwindling with every use. No matter how rigorously they economized, the day would come when supplies ran out. If basic medicines could not be reliably supplied, the Health Department would never be able to launch medical services on a larger scale—and with so few patients, both doctors and nurses had pitifully few opportunities to practice. Everything hinged on the next step: getting the pharmaceutical factory into production.

Shi Niaoren said, "As for long-term training, we must begin with fundamentals: physiological phenomena, anatomy, botany, zoology, and Western pharmacology. We need to develop a coherent theoretical framework—the goal being to establish a primary biology and medical system independent of Traditional Chinese Medicine. Besides short-term crash courses, we must simultaneously conduct formal education. Our next step will be to recruit medical and pharmaceutical students from among those who've completed literacy training for systematic instruction. This cohort may take ten years to fully develop, but they will become our successors. And if we're recruiting students, we need a basic theoretical foundation—otherwise, how will they understand what they're doing? Everyone should draft a preliminary teaching plan as soon as possible."

Hippo interjected, "This means our priority must be supporting the establishment of the education department and system. But as I understand it, our education system is only now being organized. Also—isn't the cultural level of literacy graduates rather low? To study medicine in China, one needs at least a high school education. In the US, you need three years of science college first."

"Can't we recruit some interns from among the transmigrators?" Liu San asked.

"Excellent idea!" Shi Niaoren felt as though he had discovered a new continent. Transmigrators had at minimum a high school education; learning medicine shouldn't present insurmountable difficulty.

"But studying medicine is dry and tedious. Would these people actually be interested?" Lan Yangyang voiced skepticism, recalling the misery of memorizing textbook after textbook during medical school.

"We could start by recruiting among the women. Most of them don't hold key positions, and women tend to be emotionally richer—they may find healing the sick and wounded more appealing."

Ai Beibei said, "That's feasible. Recently a young woman asked me how to become a nurse."

Hippo added quickly, "Nursing would be wasteful for someone like that. Let her become a doctor."

"And what about Hu Yicheng?" someone suggested. "He's wasted in the Ministry of Agriculture's biological laboratory—a molecular biology major, for heaven's sake. We should request his transfer to help produce medicines."

"Good. First compile a list of suitable candidates and focus on persuading them. Then place a notice in the Lingao Times announcing open recruitment of interested volunteers." Shi Niaoren tapped his notebook with his pen. "By the way—the recruitment poster should include provocative photos of female nurses. Check the general catalog of the AV library in the Great Library to see if relevant films exist. We can study them internally first..."

Ai Beibei laughed. "I won't be participating in that study session. Dean, I'm requesting leave."

"Very well, very well." Shi Niaoren coughed, sensing he had overstepped and somewhat compromised his dignity. "Continue, continue—"

Ai Beibei said, "The educational foundation of indigenous students is indeed quite low. I suggest we begin with basic anatomy. Didn't the origins of modern medicine emerge from Renaissance interest in human structure? Moreover, anatomy is visual education—students see what's actually there, which enhances persuasiveness. Once they establish basic cognition of human structure, it becomes far easier to understand pathology and related subjects."

Hippo nodded. "This still constitutes crash-course education. They can be 'retrained' later anyway. Besides, within our lifetimes we'll witness the first batch of indigenous high school graduates. Another critical point is breaking the ancients' superstitious thinking and their resistance to the modern Western medical system. Popularizing acceptance isn't actually difficult. We can borrow methods missionaries used in China historically—establishing civilian clinics and simple outpatient services, bringing medicine and treatment directly to the common people. Once they see results, promoting modern medical concepts becomes straightforward."

"But this issue circles back to medicines, consumables, and equipment again." Shi Niaoren sighed.

"Including surgery—we can barely perform operations now," Hippo said. "We have no qualified anesthesiologists. I can probably fill in, but that's not sustainable. And anesthetics diminish with each use; we must find substitutes."

Medicines and medical consumables depended entirely on achievements from the chemical industry—specialized equipment, special materials, including rubber, corrosion-resistant products, various catalysts and reagents. Many catalysts were closely guarded trade secrets of their original manufacturers.

"We can begin experimenting with antibiotics," Zhao Yanmei said. "I'll attempt to cultivate Kasugamycin, Oxytetracycline, and Aureomycin—the simple preparation of these antibiotics is relatively straightforward. After preparation, we'll test them on animals at the Ministry of Agriculture first. If toxicity levels are safe, we proceed to clinical human trials."

"Running a pharmaceutical factory requires many chemicals. I'm skeptical when the chemical department can begin large-scale production beyond refining coal tar. Some basic or critical drugs should still be accumulated gradually in the laboratory. APC can be made using relatively rudimentary methods. For the present, if we can treat common diseases and war wounds, and screen for common pathogens, that's sufficient. Add some planning and regulations, and so forth. Anything more is impossible for now." Shi Niaoren remained pessimistic on this matter.

Liu San had waited until they'd discussed nearly everything before speaking up. "There is also the development and utilization of Traditional Chinese Medicine." He drew a breath. "I'm aware many people have reservations about TCM. However, it still contains many proven formulas with demonstrated efficacy. The preparation of Chinese medicines is also relatively convenient. The Health Department should give this due attention."

"I agree entirely." Shi Niaoren nodded. "I've been wanting to discuss the pharmaceutical factory issue with you for some time. Proprietary Chinese medicines will be a key focus of our production."

"Yes—we should attempt to replicate useful proprietary medicines. Things like Zhuge Xingjun San and similar remedies. It's unfortunate the formula for Yunnan Baiyao remains secret." Liu San's voice carried genuine regret.

"Did Yunnan Baiyao exist in the Ming Dynasty?"

"No, it only dates from 1902." Liu San shook his head. "Most of the effective proprietary Chinese medicines we know completed their final formulation and processing during the Qing Dynasty. Perhaps we could acquire Pien Tze Huang in Fujian."

"That would be excellent." Hippo's interest was evident. "It's a holy remedy for inflammation and antibacterial purposes in TCM."

"The efficacy is indeed good. People in TCM circles say it was a secret court prescription from the Ming that later spread to Fujian. It should exist now. When we send people to Fujian for procurement, we can make inquiries. If we discover where it's manufactured, we might as well kidnap the makers and bring them back."

"We needn't limit ourselves to proprietary medicines we already know," Liu San continued. "The Ming Dynasty surely had effective proprietary formulas of its own—we simply don't know them. We should contact External Affairs and Intelligence, use their connections to collect proprietary medicines. Clinical testing will reveal whether they're effective, and we may find ways to improve them."

"Mm, mm." Shi Niaoren nodded in agreement.

"Also—" Seeing the Dean's support, Liu San pressed on. "—we must secure the supply of our Chinese medicinal materials. Manufacturing proprietary medicines is impossible without raw material supply. Typically, only the county town in Lingao has a medicine shop, and I've inspected it: the variety is incomplete. I made inquiries. Apart from a small portion produced locally, most of their stock is imported from Qiongshan and Leizhou. The scale of the shops here is too small; they haven't accessed the major medicine markets."

Ai Beibei asked, "Didn't you specially establish an herb garden at the farm?"

"Far from adequate," Liu San said. "There are two thousand common Chinese medicinal materials on the market alone. Many also require special processing. Additionally, precious drugs like musk, ox bezoar, and rhinoceros horn are difficult to obtain in suitable quality unless you go to the major medicine markets."

"You want to visit the medicine markets to purchase herbs?"

"Precisely." Liu San nodded. "Whether I go personally or we send someone else, we should buy and stockpile precious medicinal materials as soon as possible. It's 1629 now—probably still a relatively peaceful period in the late Ming. As the world grows more chaotic later, the medicine trade may well be interrupted."

"Good. I'll coordinate this matter. We'll aim to produce a plan as soon as possible."



At the meeting, the establishment of the Pharmaceutical and Medical Instrument Factory was formally announced. This factory would be jointly operated by the Agricultural Committee and the Ministry of Health. Consequently, the factory director's rank was elevated, with Shi Niaoren and Wu Nanhai serving concurrently as directors. The executive director was Zhao Yanmei from the Ministry of Health, while the Agricultural Committee appointed Huang Dashan as executive deputy director. Both happened to be working on bacterial strains.

The pharmaceutical factory's location was chosen on the riverbank not far from the farm. Ample wasteland surrounded the site, and it could share the farm's comprehensive infrastructure. Moreover, most of the biological expertise among the transmigrators was concentrated at the farm, permitting convenient collaboration.

The entire pharmaceutical factory was designated a key department of the Transmigration Group and received highest priority in infrastructure construction. To ensure constant temperature in certain production laboratories, Bairen City's first air conditioning system was installed at the pharmaceutical factory.

This was the geothermal air conditioning system originally proposed by Li Xiaolü. By drilling wells more than ten meters deep and exploiting the constant-temperature characteristics of subterranean earth—using water as a heat-exchange medium circulating between underground and building—it could achieve warmth in winter and coolness in summer: extracting heat from the ground in winter, releasing heat to the ground in summer.

The principle was simple, but the entire system was extremely luxurious. Not only did it require digging wells over ten meters deep, but it also demanded the manufacture of high-efficiency heat exchangers—constructed from brass. The copper requirements alone made the Planning Committee's heart ache for some time.

But the pharmaceutical factory was one of the ten key projects of the "First Five-Year Plan"—a project Ma Qianzhu declared must be launched even if they had to "pawn their pants." Fortunately, the copper required didn't actually force Ma Qianzhu to pawn anything; it merely provoked protests from the Power and Telecommunications Departments, whose resource allocations were squeezed.

This project launched amid intense preparations, and the Machinery Factory began manufacturing the relevant pipelines and equipment according to the blueprints.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 316: Nick's Career (Part 1)

In the seed collection room of the farm's biological laboratory, Hu Yicheng held a glass jar filled with semen, capped it tightly, and placed it carefully into an enamel pot filled with ice cubes. It would be sent for sperm motility testing shortly.

Ice cubes were precious commodities, produced by a freezer. Freezers and refrigerators were luxury items of the highest order in this era; apart from those aboard the Feng City, only the Demonstration Farm and Bairen General Hospital possessed them.

Yet this semen was even more precious—freshly collected from a Tieling draft stallion, quite possibly the only Tieling draft horse in this entire timeline. The Ministry of Agriculture was preparing to use it to inseminate the department's mares, thereby expanding the breed's population. Yang Baogui scoffed at allowing animals to mate naturally—such breeding efficiency was far too low. The studs would simply have to endure the indignity of "being milked." For the past several days, everyone in the biological department had been occupied with this work: first a boar, then a stallion, then a jackass... Only poultry like roosters and drakes had thus far escaped this fate. A group of grown men desperately assisting animals with the process—not only were the animals depressed, but so were the men.

With spring's arrival, Yang Baogui had been laboring tirelessly at the Demonstration Farm to increase the animal population. The situation demanded it. The transmigrators' resources were limited; the semen of various improved livestock breeds, stored in liquid nitrogen tanks in the ship's cold storage, couldn't be preserved indefinitely. Suitable mothers had to be found as quickly as possible. Several local yellow cattle were already pregnant with Dutch Holstein calves. The day when transmigrators could enjoy milk in abundance was drawing near. Meanwhile, Wu Nanhai was experimenting with planting alfalfa and corn on chemically poor highlands to solve the fodder problem.

"Mr. Hu!" Someone shouted from outside the laboratory while he was absorbed in his work. The address startled him. No one here called him "Mr."—usually it was "Little Hu" or "Fox," or else indigenous staff calling him "Chief" or "Comrade." "Mr." probably meant that Australian. He went out to look. Sure enough, it was Nick, emanating his customary aura of horse manure.

"Your transfer order!" Nick thrust a piece of paper into his hand. Hu Yicheng was baffled—he hadn't applied for any transfer. Life on the farm was quite pleasant; he had no intention of being stuffed somewhere else.

Opening it, he saw it was a transfer to the Pharmaceutical Factory. I don't have a background in pharmaceuticals, he thought, caught between laughter and dismay. Fortunately, the Pharmaceutical Factory was also located on the farm, so he wouldn't need to relocate. He had grown comfortable in his quarters.

"Where is Da Tie?" Da Tie—"Big Iron"—was the name the Agricultural Committee had bestowed upon the Tieling draft stallion. The mare, naturally, was called Xiao Tie—"Little Iron."

"In the shed out back. Finished with him." Hu Yicheng tucked the transfer order into his pocket and breathed a sigh of relief. On second thought, this pharmaceutical factory was jointly operated with the Ministry of Health. Perhaps there would be ample opportunities to encounter young nurses in the future. Though they were all indigenous girls, after a few months of training—dressed in those blue nurse uniforms—they looked rather appealing.

After delivering the notice, Nick hurried to check on his horse. Da Tie was led out. Despite having just been milked, the stallion showed no fatigue. Seeing Nick approach, it even snorted excitedly.

Nick patted Da Tie's neck and inspected the animal for injuries before slowly leading it toward the stable.

Walking along the cinder-paved road, gazing at the high A-frame roof of the stable in the distance and the horses grazing and drinking on the grass before it, Nick felt a profound contentment. He couldn't help drifting into memory.



It had happened shortly after the farm's completion, when Yang Baogui had gathered all the scattered livestock and driven them to the new facility. Among them was Nick's beloved retired racehorse, Alanchi—Blue Lightning had already died in the chaos of the initial landing. Nick had mourned privately for several nights.

Since handing the horses over to the Agricultural Committee, he had worried about them constantly. After Blue Lightning's death, he had run to the temporary horse pen every few days. When he heard the horses had been relocated to the farm at Bairen, he rushed over to inspect them.

Following someone's directions, Nick quickly found the nascent farm. In the crude stable, he discovered his treasure alongside several other horses of varying sizes and breeds—as well as Ye Yuming, who was observing them with a distinctly troubled expression. Clearly the man didn't understand these large animals.

"I've already troubled everyone enough. I'm very happy that you and Mr. Nanhai have found this shelter for them. Thank you very much." As a token of gratitude, he produced two boxes containing twenty bottles of "Ten Drops Water" from his satchel and handed them over.

"I apologize—normally I'd be embarrassed to offer such things, but this is all I can do at the moment. These are highly effective for preventing and relieving heatstroke. For people working under the scorching sun every day, they'll certainly prove useful. Also—" He suddenly remembered something and extracted several small bags from his luggage. "—soybean seeds, oat grains, millet, corn, and radish seeds I brought with me. These are essential feed for horses and pigeons. I'm not skilled at farming, so I'll rely on you and Nanhai to cultivate them here."

"This..." Ye Yuming looked uncomfortable. It wasn't that he minded the trouble, but he knew nothing about raising horses. Asking him to care for these animals would be risking their lives. Yang Baogui had emphasized how delicate horses could be.

"Actually, I think you should come and raise the horses yourself," Ye Yuming suggested. "Only Dr. Yang has any knowledge here, but he's a veterinarian and can't attend to the horses daily. You probably wouldn't feel at ease letting others feed them, either."

This was true enough. Among the five hundred or so transmigrators, only Nick could genuinely be counted as someone who knew how to raise horses. "But—" he hesitated. "—I agreed with the Military Committee to serve as their equestrian instructor. To organize cavalry."

"Equestrian instructor?" Ye Yuming said. "What sort of cavalry can you organize with just these few horses? Right now, our priority should be letting the mares produce more foals to expand the herd, shouldn't it?"

Nick considered this and conceded the point. So he returned to the Executive Committee and negotiated. Thus, besides his position as "General Instructor of Cavalry," he acquired a new title: "General Manager of Horse Husbandry." He ended up spending far more time at the farm than with the New Army—running himself ragged for the horses earned him the nickname "Horse Maniac" among certain wits.

Nick's taking exclusive charge of horse husbandry was precisely what Wu Nanhai had hoped for. He'd been worrying about what to do with the pair of Tieling draft horses and two donkeys, let alone the horses captured in battle.

Nick soon discovered that the farm was an excellent place. It had everything and abundant supplies. More importantly, it wasn't chaotic like the beach camp or the main Bairen City. He built himself a plank house beside the horse pen. Most people would have considered the location undesirable—the smell of horse manure was omnipresent—but opening the rear window allowed him to see the stable at a glance. Next to the house, he constructed a pigeon loft. Among the animals brought aboard the Feng City, only he had brought pigeons—several dozen of them. In the chaos following D-Day, he had lost not only a horse but also several birds, including a carrier pigeon named "Phoenix Wings," which he suspected had ended up in some glutton's belly. He felt more at ease guarding these creatures himself.

Besides the pair of Tieling draft horses and his Alanchi, the stable housed three captured Dian horses. He inspected them all. Nearly every animal showed varying degrees of weight loss. Horses were sensitive creatures; adapting to unfamiliar environments took considerable time. They hadn't been well cared for in the interim. Nick's heart ached at the sight.

The Dian horses were in even worse condition, all exhibiting some degree of skin disease. Judging from the distinctive deformities of their hooves, these animals had apparently never been shod—indicating they couldn't withstand high-intensity labor. During the transport of the recent Great Migration, transmigrators who knew nothing about driving horses had caused severe wear to their hooves on the rugged roads.

Accordingly, Nick announced that horse use was suspended. While asking Yang Baogui to prepare local remedies to treat the skin diseases, he dug hoof-trimming tools from his luggage—his baggage allowance had included quite a few such items. Working by candlelight, he trimmed the hooves of these unfortunate animals through the night. Not just the native horses, either: even the horses they'd brought with them hadn't had their hooves scraped since landing.

The following day, he drove off Planning Committee personnel who attempted to commandeer horses for transporting goods. Nick brandished a heavy stick, declaring that anyone who wished to take the horses would have to step over his corpse first. The nickname "Horse Maniac" spread like wildfire.

That night, he caught someone attempting to steal and eat one of the pigeons. He initially intended to drag the culprit to Ran Yao, but then discovered the man was a high-ranking military leader on the Executive Committee. After the man repeatedly pledged to provide maximum support for the horse-breeding program, Nick reluctantly released him.

Nick rose early and worked until dark every day. Using a dedicated stable wheelbarrow he'd brought himself, he shoveled manure and transported fodder. He scoured the East Gate Market for miscellaneous grains suitable for horses. He searched everywhere for appropriate grazing land. He hadn't known how to shoe horses before, so he asked Yang Baogui for help. To avoid perpetually troubling others, he apprenticed himself and learned the craft. When installing a dedicated drinking channel for the stable, he visited the construction department repeatedly and supervised the work on-site day and night. During the period when miscellaneous grains were scarcest, he even reclaimed a small plot himself and had someone teach him to plant soybeans and corn.

His professional dedication moved many people. "Horse Maniac" gradually became a term of admiration. Everyone respected him: it was truly remarkable that someone who had once raced horses and lived a privileged life in Australia could accomplish so much under such arduous material conditions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 317 - Nick's Career (Part 2)

As the seasons turned, the farm's material conditions steadily improved, and Nick's horse-breeding enterprise began to flourish in earnest. Permanent stables rose according to proper equestrian specifications. A dedicated water supply system was installed for the animals, and a paddock was fenced off where the horses could move freely.

To solve the problem of concentrated feed, Nick paid multiple visits to the Planning Committee and finally secured permission to add oats, alfalfa, and various legumes to the procurement list. Wu Nanhai also promised to include these varieties in future planting schedules. Throughout the winter months, Nick busied himself sourcing suitable fodder—if the horses were to breed come spring, the stallions and mares needed fattening. Grass alone would keep them alive, but little more.

Fortune smiled when they captured Gou Family Village; among the seized provisions were substantial quantities of miscellaneous grains. Nick treasured these like precious gems. He pestered Ma Qianzhu for an entire day and finally secured every bean variety except soybeans, mung beans, and red beans. He even arranged for the leftover dregs from future tofu production to be counted as horse feed.

"I was planning to feed that to the pigs," Wu Nanhai said, shaking his head at the waste.

"Feeding horses or pigs—either way it's wasteful," Auntie Tian interjected. She presided over the cafeteria and had strong opinions. "We're short on dishes as it is. I could make stir-fried bean dregs for everyone. That counts as a dish."

"Let's not," Wu Nanhai replied. "Everyone would curse us to death."

"It's not bad at all! Stir-fry it with sheep fat or lard, add some green garlic—smells delicious." Auntie Tian gestured expansively. "Snowflake Dish, we'd call it!"

"We're short on animal fat. That stuff needs oil to taste good. Otherwise, who'd eat dry bean dregs?"

Nick cut in: "Pigs can't pull carts. And last I checked, we don't need pig cavalry."

"Fine, I give up." Wu Nanhai threw up his hands. "It's yours."

Thanks to supplementation with miscellaneous grains and tofu dregs, the horses remained in excellent condition throughout the winter—and the herd expanded. Through purchase and capture, Nick's stable now housed twenty-five animals. Many were already capable of daily labor, whether pulling carts or driving animal-powered machinery.

Wu Nanhai may be average in most professional fields, Nick reflected, but he makes a good leader. At least he listens to everyone's opinions and ideas, dismissing no one—not even the long-term worker foremen.

The paddock gate stood closed. Inside, several teenagers in gray military uniforms tended to the horses. Seeing Nick return, the half-grown lads gathered around him.

"Chief Ni, why won't this horse listen to me?"

"I want to wash the horse's hooves, but what if it won't let me grab its hoof?"

"How do I clean the hair off the brush?"

"Chief, the horse kicked me..." Someone was even "wounded in action."

They wore the red collar tabs of the artillery—cadets from the artillery unit. Regulations required Army artillery cadets to spend one day per week on rotation at the farm stables: washing horses, learning hoof trimming, shoeing, walking the animals. These cadets considerably lightened Nick's burden, freeing him to focus on training, establishing pedigrees, and breeding management.

"Don't rush. Speak one at a time."

Nick calmed them down and asked a boy working in the stable to lead Da Tie back to his stall. When it came to horses, Nick's entire demeanor brightened.

"Washing hooves requires proper hoof-grabbing technique," Nick explained. "Little Tartar, come brush Celeron's hoof."

The horses collected from this timeline all bore names drawn from Intel and AMD processors. The natives could never fathom why a perfectly good horse wasn't called "Sai Hu" (Rivaling the Tiger) or "Sai Long" (Rivaling the Dragon) but had to be called "Sai Yang" (Celeron/Rivaling the Sheep). Could it be that Australian sheep ran extraordinarily fast?

"Yes, sir!" Little Tartar answered loudly and led Celeron over.

Little Tartar's formal name was Da Shi. He wasn't Mongol; he claimed his ancestral home was in Henan. After his hometown suffered a disaster, he had wandered all the way to Guangdong. Just because his hair curled slightly, the other cadets had saddled him with this nickname.

Little Tartar was short. Following Nick's instructions, he lifted the horse's front leg to waist height, gritted his teeth, and held it up with both hands. He hadn't expected it to go so smoothly. Just as Nick had demonstrated, he used his left hand to grab the hoof and rest it on his knee. But the moment his grip loosened, the hoof slipped. Little Tartar jumped back, worried about being kicked.

"Don't be afraid," Nick said. "Your grip is wrong. Try the opposite direction."

He tried, and indeed it was much steadier. Holding the brush in his right hand, he scraped dirt from inside the hoof. Each time the brush touched, the horse shifted its leg. Little Tartar's face tensed with every movement. Finally, he fetched an iron bucket filled with water and used a scrubbing brush to clean the sole.

"Remember to hold the leg firmly while scrubbing. If you let go mid-way, it'll step on your foot—or fly into a rage."

After washing the hoof, he applied hoof oil according to Nick's instructions. This small amount of oil had taken Nick half a day of petitioning Wu Nanhai to obtain.

"Good. Now do the hind legs."

Little Tartar hesitated. "Will it kick me? A kick from the hind leg can be fatal..."

"Don't be afraid. I'm watching."

The hind legs were more intimidating. Little Tartar grabbed the left hind leg with both hands and tried to lift it without success. But the horse didn't kick, which slightly eased his nerves. He tried again with more force and lifted it fairly easily.

Cleaning remained strenuous. Whenever the hoof threatened to slip, he had to heave it back up. With great difficulty, he finally finished all four legs. Little Tartar was drenched in sweat.

"Good work," Nick praised, though it had taken rather long.

"Horses are precious and useful animals. To make them serve you, you must take good care of them. Understood?"

"Yes, Chief!" The future artillerymen answered in unison.

Nick guided the others for a while, inspected the horses exercising in the paddock to check their condition, then returned to the stable.

The tall stable was one of the farm's landmark structures. Local natives clicked their tongues in wonder at the sight, and even the transmigrators regarded it with curiosity. The entire building was brick-and-wood construction, long and narrow, with a high peaked roof. Ventilation and lighting were excellent. The floors of the double-row stalls were compacted lime-sand-clay mixture. Bedding straw was changed daily to ensure cleanliness—lacking veterinary medicines, they had to strengthen hygiene measures to keep the horses healthy. Yang Baogui also sprinkled lime daily at the stable entrance as a simple disinfection measure.

As the herd grew, so did Nick's staff. He dismissed the people Wu De had found among immigrant natives who claimed horse-raising experience as ignorant—many of their methods were completely wrong. He simply refused to take any of them.

"Correcting mistakes is harder than starting fresh on a blank slate."

Instead, Nick selected just two fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boys named Sheng Bao and Lai Bao from among the children of farm employees. Both had completed literacy classes and were now formally his apprentices.

He instructed Sheng Bao to give Da Tie water and feed. The breeding stallion required semen collection twice daily, so it needed especially rich nutrition. For this, Nick had secured specific rations of eggs and millet from Wu Nanhai. Eggs replenished protein; millet, he'd been told, improved a stallion's libido and semen quality.

Lai Bao brought fresh water from outside. Nick taught him hands-on how to clean Da Tie's genitals, particularly scrubbing the testicles with cold water—Yang Baogui had taught him this technique, claiming it beneficial for semen secretion.

Da Tie was a breeding stallion in which they placed great hopes. As a Tieling draft horse, the blood of many world-class breeds flowed in its veins: Ardennes, Anglo-Norman, Percheron, Anglo-Arabian, and more. It was an excellent draft animal of crucial importance for the transmigrators' future in agriculture, military transport, and road haulage. Besides mating it with the Tieling mare, Yang Baogui also planned crossbreeding with local Dian mares.

After cleaning Da Tie and giving his apprentices their instructions, Nick hurried back to his room to rest. He was exhausted—rising at three in the morning to feed horses, giving the last fodder at nine in the evening, tending the animals, teaching apprentices, collecting and processing feed, handling administration... he scarcely had a free hour.

A permanent smell of horse manure hung in the room, but Nick didn't mind. Too tired to bathe and unwilling to dirty the sheets, he laid out a straw pallet by the door and slept directly on it, changing the straw every other day. Wu Nanhai joked that Nick had become part horse himself.

He woke after less than two hours of sleep. During breeding season, there was simply too much to do; he dared not sleep too soundly. Checking his watch, he saw it was nearly noon. His stomach growled. He rose, dusted off the straw stalks, poured water from an earthen jar into a basin to wash his face, and prepared to head to the canteen.

Suddenly the phone rang. Yang Baogui was calling.

"Come to the Lotus Pavilion for lunch. Wu Nanhai is treating."

The Lotus Pavilion was the farm's dedicated venue for "corruption"—their euphemism for feasting. It sat beside a small lake now planted thick with lotus roots, hence the name.

"Why the sudden treat?"

"It's not treating you—you're the accompanying guest. By the way, this has a huge bearing on your horse-breeding career. You must come!" Yang Baogui hung up.

Huge bearing on horse breeding? Nick couldn't make heads or tails of it.

Arriving at the Lotus Pavilion, he discovered the invited guest was none other than Civil Affairs Commissioner Wu De. Once conversation flowed over the meal, Nick realized Yang Baogui had designs on Damei Village.

This idea had been germinating for some time. Through months of horse-breeding practice, Nick had come to understand that Lingao's overall climate and environment weren't quite suitable for horses. Moreover, the space was too confined. Currently, only the open areas along both banks of the Wenlan River were suitable for grazing and walking horses, but these had either been reclaimed as farmland or were slated for future agricultural development. Reserving large tracts of land for horse breeding was unlikely—planting crops took priority, and grain output directly determined the scale at which horses could be bred.

Although stall feeding combined with heavy use of silage and concentrated feed could support fairly high-density horse-keeping in the existing space, the climate was simply too hot and humid, which would prove detrimental to equine health in summer. Furthermore, horses were sensitive creatures requiring long adaptation periods in unfamiliar environments—a persistent headache. Animals that felt unhappy or uncomfortable obviously wouldn't have much "interest" in breeding, so natural reproduction rates remained low. This was precisely why Yang Baogui was pushing so hard for artificial insemination.

Yang Baogui had visited the Gaoshan Ridge area several times since the New Year, scouting for a potential summer mountain pasture. The mountain vegetation was lush, the climate cool and pleasant, natural feed abundant, and clean water sources plentiful. It was ideal summer refuge for horses and other large livestock.

The most ready-made location was naturally Damei Village. This small settlement, built on the ruins of Gou Family Village, was now firmly under Transmigration Regime control. Water sources flowed near the village, and nearly a thousand mu of valley and sloping land could serve for grazing and planting feed.

But the matter required approval from Wu De, who controlled all civil affairs.

"I have no objection to establishing a pasture in Damei Village," Wu De said. "It's just that the road there passes through the county town. Does that present problems?"

"Come now," Yang Baogui replied with some exasperation. "If you put it that way, Bairen City is only a few kilometers from the county town. Besides, isn't the area around the county seat under our surveillance now?"

"True enough." Wu De nodded. "However, once you establish a pasture there, you'll lack strong protection. Damei is over ten kilometers from here, and the road isn't hardened—just a simple highway. If something happens, reinforcements will take at least half an hour to arrive. You'd have to rely on the Damei Village militia to protect the pasture."

"Wasn't regime construction and militia training in Damei Village handled personally by Xi Yazhou? It shouldn't be too bad."

"No matter how good, they're just armed with broadswords and spears. Besides, there are only twelve strictly trained backbone militiamen." Wu De took a sip of wine. "Damei Village has fifty households total—two hundred sixty-one people including men, women, old, and young. Sixty-four males aged sixteen to fifty." His memory was excellent; he recited the figures without hesitation. "You must understand one thing: Lingao has serious banditry problems. If dozens of horses are kept in Damei, sixty-four able-bodied men might not be enough to stop a large gang of bandits. Wealth moves hearts."

"Exaggerated, isn't it? Just twenty or thirty horses—"

"Not exaggerated." Wu De's expression grew serious. "Do you know what a horse sells for in this timeline?"

"A hundred taels?"
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"According to Yu Eshu: a good Mongolian horse fetches a thousand strings of cash. An inferior one, eight hundred. A mule, five hundred." Wu De smiled knowingly. "So tell me—with just the horses you have now, how much is your pasture worth?"

"That much!" Whether Wu Nanhai, Yang Baogui, or Nick, all were startled by these market prices.

"So—" Wu De set down his cup. "The pasture must wait until at least after the bandit suppression campaign concludes. Additionally, we're preparing to take over Dongchun Village. It won't be too late to build the pasture once everything is settled. At least it will be safer."

"Where exactly is that?" People like Nick had basically shuttled between Bopu and Lingao since D-Day and were completely ignorant of these places.

"A small village at the foot of Piye Mountain." Wu De guessed they wouldn't know that location either. "Piye Mountain is the main peak of Gaoshan Ridge, and the route we must take to reach Damei Village. Once we control it, it can serve as a stronghold protecting the traffic."

"When does the bandit suppression begin?"

"That's classified." Wu De's smile was enigmatic. "Actually, it won't stay hidden from you, Nanhai—you'll figure it out when preparing military rations. The mud-legs are still training. Probably another month or two."



Holding a thin rattan cane, Huang Xiong bellowed at his subordinates: "Left face! Right face! About face! You bunch of idiots!" He punctuated his words by kicking the buttocks of a recruit who had turned the wrong direction. The unlucky fellow tumbled into the mud, then scrambled upright with a face full of grievance—no one could understand what Huang Xiong was saying. His Mandarin was extremely "Ming Dynasty characteristic," tantamount to a foreign language for Lingao's locals.

There was no time for proper Mandarin lessons. Xi Yazhou simply adopted a method of "learning through training," forcing recruits to master Mandarin commands during drill. Perhaps they would learn more profoundly this way.

After the Political Consultative Conference military parade concluded, the Teaching Battalion soldiers received their rank conferment ceremony. Based on performance and demonstrated ability, most were awarded the rank of corporal; a smaller number became sergeants. A select few outstanding individuals were chosen for officer training. The original indigenous squad leaders were all promoted to commissioned officer status. Huang Xiong became a second lieutenant in this promotion.

Those injured or disabled in previous battles received severance pay and retired. Depending on their remaining capacity for work, they were assigned to different departments; those with mobility issues became gatekeepers at various departments and factories.

A very small number of Teaching Battalion soldiers were neither immediately promoted to sergeant nor sent to officer training—they attended a short-term course held by the General Bureau of Political Security in Bairen City, undergoing specialized training for political security missions.

Those selected were all individuals politically dead-set on following the Transmigration Group. After training, they returned to their units with the rank of sergeant. Each battalion had ten such men, called the "Ten-Man Group," tasked with consolidating the troops, preventing desertion and defection, and watching for enemy spies attempting to infiltrate. This system had already been implemented covertly during the Teaching Battalion era. The identities of these individuals were classified; even Xi Yazhou didn't know which specific soldiers belonged to the Ten-Man Group.

First the sergeants—then they planned gradual expansion to ordinary soldiers. According to the General Bureau of Political Security's plan, in the future every company would have its own Ten-Man Group to ensure each squad contained a "Political Soldier," forming an interlocking system of checks and balances alongside officers, sergeants, and Soldier Committees to maintain tight control over the army.

Large numbers of recruits then began constructing their own barracks under sergeant supervision. They were organized and assigned to these newly promoted NCOs, and training commenced. Based on problems identified during the first phase of the Teaching Battalion, the Military Committee revised the entire training syllabus and combat manual, placing greater emphasis on formation drill, shooting practice, and earthwork construction. Formation training received particular attention—Lin Shenhe would personally preside over specialized instruction in 19th-century infantry formation changes.

In addition to the original Infantry Teaching Battalion, the Army expected to organize another standard six-company infantry battalion.

A Special Forces Teaching Team was established: one company each for communications, engineering, and logistics, plus an attached carrier pigeon team—compared to temperamental horses, pigeons bred much faster.

The Artillery Teaching Team added an Army Field Artillery Battery. At the suggestion of the Artillery Work Leading Group, field artillery was standardized to just three basic types: 12-pounder M1857 Napoleon guns, M1841 12-pounder mountain howitzers, and M1841 24-pounder howitzers. Various miscellaneous cannons previously under field artillery establishment were melted down.

The General Staff carefully stationed troops across Transmigration Group-controlled areas for training. No single location housed more than one battalion. In Ma Qianzhu's view, given Lingao's terrain, moving in battalion-sized infantry units was sufficient. Lin Shenhe shared this assessment. In his proposed training and combat plan, he clearly stated: Infantry uses the battalion as basic unit; cavalry, artillery, engineers, and logistics use the company as basic unit. The regiment serves only as a combined arms formation.

The Navy's Marines also expanded by one company. Originally, the Admiralty had intended to form a full Marine Battalion, but ship crews and fortress artillerymen consumed most of the recruit quota allocated to the Navy. Furthermore, the Military Committee made clear that the Navy need not expand its land combat capability for the time being—ship construction should be the priority.

After Huang Xiong became a second lieutenant, he was promoted to platoon leader. Although he didn't understand the 20th-century military system, he easily grasped that he had returned from the ranks of "soldiers" to the team of "officers." This lowest-level "Second Lieutenant" was probably equivalent to a Qianzong or Bazong in the Ming army.

However, Australian officers were obviously not as "nourished" as Ming officers—this didn't refer to wealth, but to throwing their weight around. Becoming a Qianzong or Bazong in the old system was almost like becoming a local emperor; the soldiers under command were essentially the officer's personal slaves. But with the Australians, sergeants and officers had authority to manage their subordinates strictly according to military regulations and discipline—yet abusing soldiers without cause or extorting property from them was absolutely forbidden. Each company had a Soldier Committee that frequently visited squads to educate men about their rights. Once a soldier "sued"—or using the new term, "filed a complaint"—the Soldier Committee would investigate covertly and report findings to the "Chiefs." The outcome was predictable. Huang Xiong knew of a sergeant who, upon his promotion, had demanded his recruits buy meat and wine to celebrate. After the Soldier Committee discovered and reported this, he was immediately docked three months' pay and demoted to Private First Class.

Tian Liang also received a promotion. His performance had been average, so he only made corporal, serving as squad leader over nine recruits whom he drilled daily. His Mandarin wasn't standard—he lapsed into hometown dialect when agitated. But being able to attach a cloth patch to his bare shoulders and sew on three yellow bars made Tian Liang very happy. He was no longer an ordinary big-headed soldier; he was a "sergeant" of some standing. His pay had increased too. He had long wanted to find Guo Fu and show her what he had become. But the place where she worked—Bairen General Hospital—couldn't be entered casually, and the unit's training schedule was particularly demanding. Besides drill, two days each week were set aside for labor, with companies allocated to various construction sites. Work, training, and nightly cultural and political studies left everyone exhausted, with scarcely time to think about anything else.

Although daily life consisted of nothing but training and labor, rumors of impending war had already spread among the officers. The more perceptive transmigrators could already divine the next target from the shift in propaganda climate: Bandit Suppression.

Starting a month ago, training content changed. Units began practicing small-group mountain combat and sharpening long-distance precision shooting skills. Beyond the shift in training, a more obvious sign appeared: during the fixed weekly political study sessions, victims of banditry from across the county began making appearances. These groups of old and young people wept and wailed on stage, recounting the terrible deeds bandits had inflicted upon them. Since most recruits hailed from Lingao itself and had personally experienced bandit depredations, they responded viscerally. Under the deft guidance of Political Soldiers, quite a few recruits also leapt onto the stage to bitterly recount their own sufferings, quickly stirring the atmosphere to a fever pitch.

Thus—no one knew quite who started it—crooked "Petitions for Battle" and "Statements of Determination" began appearing in abundance on company blackboards.



"Immediately publish a series of reports on the local bandit problem in the Lingao Times." Ding Ding received a call from the Propaganda Department while in the editorial office.

"Understood." Ding Ding hurriedly picked up a pencil. "What's the focus?"

"Four points to note: First, make clear that the local bandit problem is a historical factor and has nothing to do with the current magistrate. Second, imply that the longstanding bandit problem involves certain local gentry and petty officials. Third, focus on discussing the impact of banditry on local livelihoods. Fourth, do not explicitly or implicitly state what attitude the Transmigration Group will take toward the bandits."

"Got it." Ding Ding thought for a moment and scribbled some notes.

"But I lack materials—I'll need interview subjects..."

"Go to the Intelligence Committee tomorrow to pick up materials. Go every Monday from now on." The voice on the phone continued, "We'll arrange the interviews and notify you by phone when the time comes."

"Understood."

"The clean proof before publication must be submitted to the Propaganda Department for review. You must attend personally."

"I will."

"Besides the copies kept for archives, arrange distribution of this batch so that most reach the local people." The line went dead.

So this is preparation for bandit suppression! Ding Ding muttered to himself. He dared not delay and hurried to find someone to fetch Zhou Dongtian for a layout discussion. As for drafting articles, naturally that would require Du Wen's involvement—she had a unique talent for synthesizing and embellishing from historical materials and data.



He Ming, dressed in a crisp Year One Type Gray Army Uniform, strode into the General Staff Combat Conference Room with regulation 80-centimeter steps. Everyone present rose with a collective rustle and saluted.

He Ming returned the salute. Though only in his early fifties, his hair had grayed somewhat—cut very short, it lent him a sharp, spirited appearance.

He dispensed with pleasantries: "Comrades, we are convening the first Bandit Suppression Work Meeting." He swept back the map curtain behind him with a sharp tug, revealing a large-scale tactical map of Lingao covered with a transparent erasable overlay. Red and blue marks already dotted its surface.

"Intelligence Committee, please report on the bandit situation in Lingao."

Luo Duo stood and opened a thick folder.

"Comrades, the booklet before you is a comprehensive investigation report on Lingao's bandit situation compiled by our Social Work Department."

A rustle of pages being turned filled the room.

"...According to intelligence gathered by our various departments, the bandit situation in Lingao is as follows—"

Banditry in Lingao was severe. Ancient governments exercised weak control over local areas, and even slightly remote places often saw bandit activity. Even during the supposedly prosperous Kangxi and Qianlong reigns, large bandit strongholds had existed in the Miaofeng Mountain area barely a hundred li from the capital. Lingao, situated on the frontier and long sparsely populated, offered limited capacity for either government or local gentry to maintain social order. This made bandit activity unusually rampant.

"According to our investigation," Luo Duo continued, "thirty-eight bandit bands with over fifty members operate on a long-term basis throughout the county. Seven of these exceed one hundred members—not counting the many 'home-dwelling bandits' who farm in peacetime and turn outlaw when opportunity presents."

This figure provoked a stir in the crowd. The actual population of Lingao, according to Civil Affairs estimates, was only seventy to eighty thousand. That a county of fewer than one hundred thousand should harbor so many bandits!

Due to geographical conditions, local banditry displayed a characteristic pattern of collusion with pirates. Every time pirates made landfall, bandits coordinated with them; bandit dens often served double duty as pirate hideouts. And when government forces or militia pressed them hard, bandits would use pirate ships to escape to sea. This made suppression extremely difficult. Successive magistrates had tried various methods, but with limited effect. Even extensive militia establishment and village brave training provided only limited local self-protection.

If the transmigrators wished to conduct social surveys and implement civil affairs and agricultural reforms in Lingao, a stable social order was essential. It was unthinkable that every work team venturing into the countryside would require armed escorts. And the various infrastructure projects to come couldn't have gun towers lining every route with soldiers standing guard.
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Intelligence collection on Lingao's bandits began in earnest after the Political Consultative Conference concluded. With the liaison officer system now operational, the intelligence department could obtain firsthand information directly from local natives—far more in-depth than the objective observations made by reconnaissance teams unfamiliar with the people and terrain. The context and connections were clearer too.

To ensure accuracy and objectivity, the Intelligence Committee cross-referenced reports from various villages.

Bandits often displayed obvious regional ties. Villages frequently shielded outlaws from their own townships due to clan bonds or shared origins. And bandits typically adhered to the principle of "rabbits don't eat the grass around their burrows"—showing some restraint with locals while specifically plaguing villages in other areas.

Within this social ecology, liaison officers were hardly immune. Their reports inevitably contained concealments or exaggerations shaped by relationships between bandits and their own communities. Feuds between villages and clans also meant some deliberately mixed in falsehoods to slander rivals. Only by comparing intelligence from multiple sources could meaningful patterns emerge.

After more than a month of liaison officer research, the intelligence department had developed substantial insight into Lingao's bandit situation. Another crucial source was Wang Zhaomin. Though an outsider, he had lived here as a guest for over five years and routinely assisted the magistrate with government affairs. He knew a great deal about local conditions, especially regarding banditry, about which the yamen possessed abundant records. The intelligence department met with him privately several times and obtained a wealth of useful material.

"Although Lingao's bandits are a tangled mess, the critical one is the stubborn bandit Dang Namen," Wang Zhaomin said in a low voice in a private room at the "Half the Sky" restaurant. "The others are small bands—they can't cause major trouble. These two groups are deeply entrenched and very difficult to handle. Eliminate them, and Lingao's scattered outlaws will naturally lose their support. The entire county will find peace."

Most bandits were "home-dwelling" types. Destroy the mountain stronghold, eliminate the bandit leaders and core personnel, and these part-time outlaws would lose both their backbone and their sanctuary. Naturally they would lose heart for continued villainy. Pacification and recruitment could then settle the matter quickly.

"Historically, in bandit suppression, the ringleaders must be punished while followers are pardoned," Wang Zhaomin said. "You cannot ignore the four words 'temper severity with mercy.'"

"Yes, yes." Luo Duo nodded agreeably, then asked, "Why do you say this group is the hardest to deal with?" He refilled the man's wine cup. "Please enlighten me, sir."

"It's a long story." Wang Zhaomin appeared slightly drunk, but his mind remained sharp. He understood the Australians' intentions—they almost certainly wanted to clean up their "side of the couch." But this could work to advantage. Since the government could neither handle the bandits nor eliminate the Australians, perhaps letting them tear at each other would allow a third party to profit. So he feigned deeper intoxication and began to talk:

Dang Namen, formal name Dang Guodong, was a native of Daolu Village. After his parents died, he'd made a living herding cattle for a village family. As an adult, he scraped by as a small peddler. Having no relatives in the village, he suffered years of bullying. Even his family's homestead was seized by local rivals.

Dang Namen eventually turned to petty theft. During the late Wanli years, villagers hauled him to the county yamen and threw him in prison. The following year, he broke out, gathered a few like-minded brothers, returned to the village, and slaughtered more than ten villagers with whom he had grievances. He looted their property and fled to Baopang Mountain on the border of Lingao and Danzhou to become an outlaw.

"Don't be fooled by Dang Namen's humble origins—he is literate and loved reading since childhood. Unfortunately, with no one to sponsor his advancement, a perfectly good scholarly seed fell onto an evil path." Wang Zhaomin sighed. "A man who has read books and then turned to crime is far more dangerous than an ordinary bandit."

Because Dang Namen knew his characters and had devoured novels like Romance of the Three Kingdoms and Water Margin, he'd absorbed strategies and tactics from these pages. Thus, the bandits he led often made unexpected moves; the county's village braves were simply no match.

"Take his attack on Longbo Stronghold," Wang Zhaomin said with evident relish. "Dang Namen took several dozen men, disguised them as farmers heading to market, and entered Longbo Stronghold with goods. Using the opportunity of paying market taxes, they infiltrated the militia bureau. A few men guarded the door; others set off firecrackers outside as a distraction. He led the charge inside and killed the militia instructor on the spot. The militia fell into chaos, and Longbo Stronghold—defended by over a hundred armed men—was broken by his thirty. Tell me, is that not formidable?"

Luo Duo nodded. This Dang Namen did indeed possess some cunning. The tactic of coordinating inside and outside to strike at the head of the snake had been beautifully executed. No wonder Master Wang considered this group dangerous.

"Moreover, he knows how to win hearts!" Master Wang tapped the table lightly. "This Dang Namen consistently preaches 'rob the rich, not the poor,' which has attracted ignorant followers. It inspired villagers in places like Jialai and Meitai to refuse paying rent, causing landlords endless grief. They constantly filed complaints at the county yamen. Finally, a few years ago, Master Huang helped lead braves who inflicted heavy losses on Dang Namen's gang. Their arrogance diminished somewhat after that."

"Master Huang?"

"Huang Shoutong of Huang Family Stronghold." Wang Zhaomin noted Luo Duo's reaction. "The braves he leads are very formidable—Dang Namen is no match for them. Unfortunately, the common folk are ignorant, and many cover tracks for the bandits, allowing him to escape back to Baopang Mountain in the end. Total success was not achieved—truly a pity..."

"So Master Huang is a public-spirited and righteous person."

"Naturally, naturally." Wang Zhaomin knew vaguely that the Australians intended to establish permanent roots locally, but Huang Family Stronghold's militia remained the only force Magistrate Wu could rely upon. He couldn't allow the Australians to win them over—or consume them under the guise of bandit suppression. "Unfortunately, Master Huang was injured last time and his health has been poor. Regarding bandit suppression, I'm afraid he won't be able to assist."

Luo Duo remained noncommittal, merely nodding.



"...According to intelligence, the Dang Namen bandit gang is primarily entrenched in the Baopang Mountain area at the junction of Lingao and Danzhou—their old encampment." Luo Duo held a pointer against the map. "More than three hundred bandits are stationed there permanently. They possess firearms."

Officers below studied the markings intently. Luo Duo continued: "However, their base of support lies in the 'Thirteen Villages' region at the junction of Jialai and Meitai. Supplies and personnel alike are replenished from this area. In an emergency, they can mobilize another four or five hundred fighters from here."

A murmur of discussion arose. Someone raised a point: "Doesn't that mean 'no good people in Hongtong County'? Are all able-bodied men in this area suspected of being bandits?"

"That is essentially the case." Luo Duo nodded. "The Dang Namen gang treats this area as their private preserve—they never harm it themselves, and they don't permit other bandits to intrude. They enjoy considerable popularity."

"Practically a separatist regime!"

"Not quite separatist—not yet. According to Master Wang, tax payment in the Thirteen Villages area has never fallen short. The county simply receives no extra benefits."

"Actually, Dang Namen's thinking isn't unlike ours: not a penny less for regular taxes, not a penny more for surcharges. With guns backing them up, the county can do nothing."

"Did the Thirteen Villages area attend the recent Political Consultative Conference?" He Ming asked.

"They did. I checked the meeting records. Their representatives kept silent; they basically followed the crowd. Grain requisition, dispatching labor, sending liaison officers—they agreed to everything."

"Dang Namen understands struggle strategy quite well."

"Indeed." Luo Duo answered cautiously. "In terms of struggle strategy, he has considerable sophistication."

"The Dang Namen gang consists mostly of poor commoners, and he himself comes from persecuted poverty. He also practices 'rob the rich, not the poor,' so one might say he possesses revolutionary consciousness." Someone spoke up. "Characterizing them as bandits may be wrong—perhaps they're a spontaneous peasant resistance organization. We could win them over."

"'Not disturbing people' is relative." Luo Duo shook his head. "Only the Thirteen Villages area enjoys somewhat better treatment; harassment elsewhere is severe." Robbery, murder, kidnapping, seizing civilian women—the gang had done it all without exception. The wealthy weren't the only victims; the poor suffered equally. Insisting on calling it "peasant resistance" or "uprising" was self-deception.

He Ming explained: "The Bandit Suppression Command chose to target them first for two reasons. One: their power is the largest—destroying them sends a warning to others. Two: this gang has incurred great public outrage. We have a just cause."

Luo Duo continued: "In the Thirteen Villages area, this gang has two important lieutenants leading twenty to thirty men stationed permanently to maintain control. Their names are Xin Nari and Wang Wushu."

"Xin Nari and Wang Wushu are two of the Four Heavenly Kings under Dang Namen," Wang Zhaomin had told Luo Duo. "The 'Four Heavenly Kings' title is mostly for show, but these two cannot be underestimated."

Xin Nari had been an idler since childhood. As an adult, because he preferred ease to labor, he'd ingratiated himself with the county yamen's "Fast Hands"—the constables—and became a Zuo Gong De, a "functionary." A Zuo Gong De wasn't a formal yamen runner but rather an off-the-books temp whose income derived entirely from customary bribes and extortion. Dirty work that proper runners couldn't be seen doing fell to these men. If trouble arose, they took the fall. Fortunately, with connections inside and outside, they usually got off lightly, and even the magistrate had no recourse. Once the heat passed, they resumed being Zuo Gong De.

Xin Nari had been exceptionally active in this role. Beyond bullying common people, he finally grew too greedy for his own good and turned his schemes against the gentry. Eventually, he couldn't stay any longer—the Fast Hands weren't willing to offend the gentry on his behalf. After all, there was no shortage of Zuo Gong De; one more or less made no difference. Having lost this position, Xin Nari simply went up the mountain to become an outlaw.

"...This person has a flexible mind and some petty cleverness. He excels at sycophancy and flattery. So although he's currently a bandit, he maintains connections with many petty officials in the county yamen and unsavory local gentry. At the slightest hint of trouble, someone tips him off." Wang Zhaomin had warned, "Both Master Wu and Master Huang wanted to arrest him several times, but he slipped away every time."

As for Wang Wushu, while lacking a flexible mind, he was extraordinarily savage and cruel—notorious for killing without blinking. He had practiced martial arts since childhood and possessed some hard qigong skills. During youthful brawls, he had reportedly survived stabbing without serious injury, lending him an almost legendary aura. These two—one the brains, one the brawn—remained permanently stationed in Thirteen Villages territory, maintaining tight control over the area.

After Luo Duo finished his presentation, attendees debated how to suppress this group. Plans basically fell into two categories. The first was to strike Thirteen Villages first, eliminate the bandit forces, cut off the mountain stronghold's supply of grain and personnel, force them into chaos, then besiege the stronghold when conditions were ripe.

The second approach advocated capturing the ringleader first by attacking the Baopang Mountain area to destroy the bandit nest, then forcing the Thirteen Villages bandits to surrender without a fight.

Both plans had merits and drawbacks. After comprehensive consideration, the decision was made to attack the mountain stronghold first.

"If we hit Thirteen Villages first, the civil affairs aftermath will be extremely difficult to manage." Wu De, serving as both a Civil Affairs Committee member and Bandit Suppression Command member, explained the reasoning. "The local people harbor reservations and are reluctant to have much contact with us. With an intact stronghold to fall back on, the bandits can use civilians as cover to launch relentless attacks. If our large force stations there, we become passive. Eventually, we might likely resort to indiscriminate retaliation due to endless attacks, creating an antagonistic relationship that will be very difficult to repair afterward."

The adopted combat approach would be raid operations by lean, synthesized small units. Committing large formations to mountain bandit suppression was not worth the cost. Large troop movements were hard to conceal; bandits could transfer all materials and personnel beforehand, leaving only empty strongholds. Even deploying one or two infantry battalions—let alone searching with thousands of soldiers—would allow bandits to easily evade them. Unable to sustain supplies for prolonged mountain operations, large forces couldn't linger. Eventually, the troops would have to withdraw. Bandits had used this method to counter government suppression for generations—it never failed.



Yang Zeng, Platoon Leader of the 1st Platoon, Jaeger Company, 1st Infantry Regiment, was marching through the mountains. The late spring forest was steep and humid. Sweat had soaked through his uniform. He carried his beloved rifle on his shoulder along with two hundred rounds of ammunition.

Behind him followed his Jaeger platoon, then a mountain howitzer and all its accompaniments: shells, gunpowder, ramrods, and sundry equipment. All of it was transported by men—a full forty "Education Soldiers," recruits still in training who hadn't yet been formally awarded the rank of private. Behind them came an infantry company, then over a hundred more Education Soldiers carrying a large quantity of logistics equipment. Officially called "Military Laborers," they were actually the "Soldiers Replacing Livestock for Transport" system that Xi Yazhou had devised. Recruits weren't of much use in combat, but they could certainly carry things. Bringing up the rear was the Engineer Platoon, led personally by Engineer Company Commander Pan Da.
Chapter 320 - Battle of Baopang Mountain

The troops set out after dark, marching rapidly through the night before entering the Baopang Mountain area to conceal themselves. After a full day's rest, they resumed their nocturnal advance. Aided by complete maps and night vision equipment, they reached Dang Namen's mountain stronghold at dawn, their arrival sudden and unannounced.

The stronghold stood atop a small earthen hill, encircled by sturdy walls of stone and wood interspersed with watchtowers. The fortifications were quite good—capable of withstanding ordinary attacks.

Through binoculars, the terrain around the stronghold appeared complex rather than precipitous. While such ground was easy to defend and hard to attack, once besieged, breaking out would prove equally difficult. For this reason, bandit strongholds were generally not built on particularly perilous dead ends; the ability to escape quickly when circumstances turned unfavorable was paramount. Had the transmigrators arrived with a mighty host, Dang Namen would have had ample time to withdraw and use this terrain to scatter and flee. But He Ming had commanded troops to seize all three main access passages before dawn, sealing off escape routes—thanks to modern maps and night vision equipment.

"All units have arrived at designated positions and are constructing fortifications!" the apprentice staff officer reported.

"Order all units to closely observe enemy movements." He Ming lowered his binoculars and glanced at the map.



"Stay sharp, everyone!" Pan Da urged his engineers and Education Soldiers. Sprawled on the ground, they dug pits for burying anti-personnel mines while another group constructed shooting breastworks.

Of the three potential escape routes, Datai Slope was hardest to choke off. The other two were narrow paths where twenty soldiers could block bandits with volleys and grenades. But Datai Slope was broad. If bandits broke through here, countless mountain trails awaited them.

Pan Da had no choice but to intercept on this open ground with an infantry platoon, an engineer squad, and thirty Education Soldiers armed only with bayonets and improvised spears.

Fortunately, he had landmines—primitive directional devices consisting of black powder, a fuse, a hardwood board for directionality, and crushed stones for shrapnel. His engineers buried these "earth mines" at every possible escape point. With friction primers finally available thanks to the chemistry department's phosphorus production, detonation timing was now controllable.

Datai Slope spanned sixty meters. Each mine covered about five meters. Pan Da set up three groups of fifteen cross-positioned mines.

"Set sights to one hundred meters," Yang Zeng briefed his soldiers. "Two-rank formation, volley fire on command."

"Understood!"

"Fix bayonets!"

Yang Zeng checked their equipment, then spoke encouraging words to the trembling Education Soldiers behind. He knew they couldn't be relied upon—he'd have to depend on the "veterans" who had trained a few months longer.

Pan Da checked every friction primer and pull-cord repeatedly. If bandits launched a "Pig Rush," he had one final option: grenade dischargers—cast iron tubes that launched No. 4 grenades fifty meters. Roughly one-third failed to detonate, but as he noted, "Even if it doesn't explode, smashing onto a head will make it bloom."



The sudden appearance of troops startled Dang Namen that morning. He had intelligence sources and knew the Australians intended to suppress bandits, but hadn't taken it seriously—the Thirteen Villages area had already submitted. There was no reason to attack him.

He climbed the wall. Dense crowds of gray-uniformed troops gleamed on a hillside a li distant. That such a force had marched through mountains at night and arrived silently chilled him. He summoned his leaders:

"Don't panic! The Bald Thieves have fierce firearms—we can't fight head-on. Prepare to Flow Water!"

"Flowing Water"—scattering to hidden camps until danger passed—was standard bandit practice.

"Boss Dang! The women, gold, silver..." Zhao Haiqing, one of his Four Heavenly Kings, protested.

"Forget it! As long as the green hills remain, we needn't fear running out of firewood. Lose your life, and it's all farts! Go quickly."

But the bandits ignored his orders, stuffing silver and jewelry onto their bodies until bulging all over. Dang Namen took his trusted aides and fled separately.

"Light the fires! Burn the stronghold!" If flames rose, the Australians would rush to extinguish them rather than pursue.



"Fire! There's a fire!" The stronghold gate burst open. Through binoculars, He Ming watched bandits split into groups, fleeing in all directions.

Shortly afterward, gunshots rang out. Puffs of white smoke rose amid green mountains.

He Ming tracked another breakout attempt where forty or fifty bulging bandits rushed toward pass slopes. White smoke sprayed from positions above; struck bandits rolled downhill. From one dying figure, white silver ingots tumbled from torn clothes.

So the bulges were valuables. "Men die for wealth," someone observed. "Without that weight, some might have escaped."

Then explosions sounded—earth-Claymore mines detonating. Excited staff officers shouted confirmation.

"Order First Platoon toward the stronghold gate. Occupy when possible. Don't fight the fire—eliminating bandits is the priority."

Bandits driven back from every intersection never dreamed ambushes awaited them. Several waves were beaten bloody, more than half killed or wounded.

Dang Namen rallied survivors: "Don't panic! Drop all silver—with life, there's money. Everyone break out from Datai Slope!"

More than a hundred gathered around him, panicked, waiting for his plan.



Note: Regarding Dang Namen's bandits, this is drawn from Republican-era accounts in Lingao literary history.
Chapter 321 - Occupying Thirteen Villages

Dang Namen thought quickly. The other two mountain paths were narrow and difficult to traverse, and the enemy had already seized favorable terrain. Their fierce firearms meant just a dozen men could block a large group. Only Datai Slope offered the widest, flattest terrain. If everyone swarmed over together, seeking life in death, perhaps some could escape.

Hearing his reasoning, the crowd hurriedly threw away their burdensome valuables and swarmed toward Datai Slope.

"Detonate the first group!" Pan Da ordered upon seeing the dark mass of bandits enter the kill zone.

Only eleven of the fifteen directional mines detonated, and their timing was inconsistent. But the violent explosions and sky-filled flying stones smashed the rushing bandits bloody. Many died on the spot; more were left groaning on the ground.

The chain of explosions and shrill screams shattered human will. The bandits retreated, bleeding and crying, spinning like headless flies. Yang Zeng led the expert marksmen in his platoon, performing precise shooting at two hundred meters with rare calmness. The skill of "one shot, one man down" stunned the Education Soldiers, who surged forward to watch, disrupting their formation.

"Form up! Form up!" The sergeants yelled desperately, using scabbarded bayonets to drive the chaotic recruits back into ranks.

Pan Da coughed from the gunpowder smoke and dust. Fortunately, the enemy is few and their fighting will is weak. Otherwise, these recruits couldn't be relied upon.

Bandits repelled from various positions retreated near the stronghold, hoping to defend it. But the great fire made that impossible.

No road to heaven, no door to earth—gunfire and killing resounded from all sides. Dang Namen gathered over a hundred men before the stronghold, preparing another rush at Datai Slope. But before they could set off, the 1st Platoon intercepted them. First came canister shot from a 12-pounder howitzer, followed by three consecutive volleys. The painfully gathered team scattered instantly.

Under desperate cover from Zhao Haiqing and a few aides, Dang Namen escaped to a secluded hollow behind the stronghold. Only four or five trusted men remained. Zhao Haiqing had been shot in the back and was foaming blood—he wouldn't survive.

"Boss Dang... run quickly, report to the brothers—" Before finishing, Zhao Haiqing's head tilted and he died.

The distinctive sound of Australian rifles drew closer. Screams and groans came from everywhere as the army killed his brothers. Behind him, the stronghold blazed... his work of ten years, destroyed in one morning. With no options left, he thought only of hiding until dark. He instructed his subordinates: "Find your own way to live!" Then he abandoned them and went alone toward the deep forest.

The 1st Platoon broke into the stronghold and controlled key points. After confirming enemies were cleared, they organized Education Soldiers to fight the fire. It had become difficult to control, so the Platoon Leader commanded men to push down nearby houses for a firebreak. Gradually, the flames subsided.

At noon, as the Hall of Gathering Righteousness became charred ashes, He Ming led the command post into the stronghold. The place was a mess, with scattered valuables everywhere. The granary, not completely burned, held enough grain for two or three months. Charred air-dried meats hung from eaves.

In houses behind the stronghold, thirty or forty women and a dozen old and young men remained locked up—the fleeing bandits hadn't freed them, nearly burning them alive. They all claimed to be kidnapped victims, kneeling and begging for mercy.

"These bandits have harmed so many." He Ming ordered staff to seal the warehouses and collect scattered spoils.

"What about these people? Let them go—they're just unfortunate poor folk..."

"How do you know there aren't bandits or their families among them?" Luo Duo shook his head. "Besides, releasing them in these mountains—what if they encounter danger? That's harming them."

So they decided to send these people to Bairen along with the captured bandits for screening.

Led by veterans, Education Soldiers conducted a comb-style sweep of the surrounding area. Their long spears proved unexpectedly useful—occasional screams followed random stabs into grass, then a bloody figure was dragged out. Wounds to thighs might be survivable; belly wounds were fatal unless a kind soldier delivered a bayonet mercy thrust. Seeing such terrible ends, many bandits hiding in the grass came out to surrender. By evening, fifty or sixty prisoners had been caught, a similar number killed. Only three careless Education Soldiers were stabbed by suddenly attacking bandits. But Dang Namen remained unfound—he wasn't among the corpses.

He Ming saw Education Soldiers cutting off heads, tying hair together, hanging them on waists or spears—some spears already bore seven or eight.

"What is this for?" He Ming frowned, repulsed by this medieval practice. "We don't award prizes based on heads. Bury the corpses!"

Only leader-level heads were ultimately taken. Though the transmigrators disliked this method, they had to announce battle results to the county's people.

At dusk, battlefield cleanup ended. He Ming withdrew some troops, giving fish that slipped through a glimmer of hope. But Special Reconnaissance soldiers were already ambushed on the roads. Wearing night vision goggles, they hunted bandits attempting to cross the blockade using darkness. Throughout the night, gunshots rang sporadically; dying cries echoed in the valley. In an early morning hunt, Dang Namen was shot dead in a gully. Soldiers drove prisoners to identify the corpse. His head, half blown off by a 7.62mm NATO round, was carefully severed and placed in a lime-filled wooden box.



The next day, the raid on Daolu Village commanded by Xue Ziliang launched simultaneously. Led by Special Reconnaissance members, an infantry company rushed to Daolu Village by starlight and blockaded the whole village. Then Xue Ziliang led a squad straight for the Dang Family Ancestral Hall.

This hall was newly built after Dang Namen's rise. Actually, the Dang family had only settled here two generations ago—too early for an ancestral hall. Moreover, with no official titles to display, it appeared empty. But the brick-and-tile structure with three courtyards was grand by any standard.

After controlling front and rear exits: "Little Ye, take people to suppress the roof!" Xue Ziliang ordered—scout slang for seizing the building's commanding heights. He personally led a team rushing through the main gate. An old gatekeeper emerged from the gatehouse, scolding:

"This is Master Dang's Ancestral Hall—" Seeing strong men in colorful clothes holding various weapons, the gatekeeper fell silent, sat on the ground, and shivered.

Xue Ziliang didn't make things difficult for the old man and rushed inside—intelligence placed the bandits in the second courtyard.

Suddenly, the old man shrieked from behind: "Someone rushed in—"

Indigenous team members weren't as respectful. A kukri came down, slicing off half his skull.

At the gate, two bandit guards stood. One ran inside; the other held his saber horizontally: "Who goes there? Daring to break ground on Tai Sui's head—"

Before he finished, Xue Ziliang bounded in, waved his military saber, and finished him on the spot.

"Someone's crashing the place!" the running bandit shouted.

The house exploded into chaos. Disheveled people ran out carrying weapons. Special Ops members on the roof fired grenade dischargers into the courtyard. Instantly, wailing filled the air.

The disadvantage was obvious—gunpowder smoke obscured everything. Xue Ziliang cursed silently and guarded the inner gate:

"Don't move! Surrender and don't kill!"

This was crash-course Lingao dialect. Then Cantonese and Hokkien versions followed—under PLA veterans' training, the Army had adopted certain habits.

A matchlock shot returned the shout, iron sand pocking the wall. Xue Ziliang and team members shrank behind the wall. Rifle fire rang from the roof. Suddenly, a figure darted from the courtyard fast as lightning, rising and falling several times, already ten feet away. Xue Ziliang swung his Remington—a huge muzzle flash, a scream, and the figure fell.

"That kid probably knows qinggong," a young transmigrator remarked. "Moves pretty fast."

"Even the best qinggong eats bullets." Xue Ziliang smiled contemptuously. "Prepare to clear!"

"Captain Xue! You stole my target!" Ye Mengyan poked out from the roof. "I had him lined up!"

"Head-cutting is yours."

"Don't want it." Ye Mengyan waved his SKS. "This thing is too long for commando work!"

After another volley, silence. Special Reconnaissance searched room by room, throwing everyone into the courtyard. Nearby gunshots signaled caught escapees.

Nearly thirty people living in the hall, except those killed, knelt with raised hands—terrified into wooden silence. One bandit who tried pulling a small dagger had four fingers and half a palm sliced off, his wails piercing hearts and scaring prisoners witless.

That swift-footed figure was Wang Wushu—now riddled with holes. A soldier hacked off his head.

"Hang it at the gate." Xue Ziliang felt somewhat nauseous despite having seen such scenes before.

After counting, the last Heavenly King—Xin Nari—was missing.

"Where is Xin Nari?"

"Not among prisoners or corpses," a team member reported.

"He escaped from us?" Xue Ziliang found it hard to believe. "Search—turn the place upside down."

Even ransacking the village, they didn't find him. Repeated questioning revealed Xin Nari had left yesterday for a lover's house.

"One escaped—doesn't matter. Have the county issue a wanted notice." Xiong Buyou, handling coordination, expressed indifference. "Magistrate Wu wants the bandit heads sent to the county for public display."

When Wu Mingjin learned the Bald Thieves were conducting large-scale suppression, he knew another performance review opportunity had arrived. He'd gradually ceased disliking them—especially after they'd handed over pirate heads last time, which became his "personally leading braves in victorious attack." The victory report had received good reviews from the Prefect: reporting suppression victories wasn't rare, but having genuine heads and evidence was. Even the Lord Prefect gained face.
Chapter 322 - Changing Tactics

"Xin Nachun is Xin Nari's younger sister. This girl is something else—she has a fiery temper and dares to slaughter pigs herself. Ordinary young men aren't good enough for her."

"Mm." Liu Si kept his voice low. "Tell me everything about the village and its people properly."

"Why do you want to know these things?" Widow Zhou spat playfully, her almond eyes full of spring. "Going to suck up to those two female officials again? A grown man, taking orders from two women—shame on you!"

"They're Chiefs; they pay my salary. Even officials have to kneel before the Empress Dowager. Besides, those two broads are tall and sturdy, like big horses. How could your Fourth Brother look at them—" Liu Si pulled the woman into his arms, reached his hand inside from her waist, rubbed up and down, and whispered into her ear: "Good wife, tell Fourth Brother everything about the village properly, and I won't let you lack comfort tonight..."

Liu Si's selfishness and "using public office for private gain" actually made him the person with the most comprehensive local knowledge in the team. From Widow Zhou, he learned a great deal about the village—especially recent movements among bandit families. This was crucial intelligence. He dared not neglect it, and that night, after returning from Widow Zhou's house, he reported everything to the two women in full detail.

"So this gang of bandits is still lingering like ghosts," said Dong Weiwei.

Du Wen gnashed her teeth: "Seems we need severe suppression!" She thought for a moment. "Are the households making trouble landlords or rich peasants?"

"Landlords, rich peasants?" Liu Si was stunned. He'd learned basic social class division at the Peasant Movement Institute, but hadn't expected such a question. He hesitated: "Not really—"

Dong Weiwei cut through the ideological discussion: "Whatever landlords or poor peasants, let Liu Si speak business first!" She turned to him: "What is the common people's attitude toward us now? Bandit families remain so rampant—why won't anyone organize village braves for self-defense?"

"The village folk have Three Fears," Liu Si said. "First, they fear the work team settling accounts on the issue of 'following bandits.'"

The Thirteen Villages area had been the bandits' old nest. Few ordinary families lacked entanglements with outlaws—at minimum, they'd supplied grain and fodder, not to mention those who'd followed along to fish for benefits. If investigated, all could be considered "collaborators." Even those who didn't die would lose a layer of skin.

Second was fear of bandit retaliation should they recover. Some people who intended to approach the work team worried that if the team left and bandits returned, vengeance would be ferocious. Many still harbored lingering fears about the massacre after Dang Namen established his gang years ago—nearly all families with grudges against him had lost members, some exterminated entirely. Others had fled.

"Third is fear of going to war." Liu Si summarized in his substandard Mandarin. "Afraid that after establishing village braves, they'll be transferred out to fight bandits."

Dong Weiwei said: "When the Security Corps was formed months ago, Thirteen Villages should have also provided men. I don't recall hearing about war-fear then."

"They did send men. I heard Dang Namen said at the time that the... Baldies... weren't to be trifled with, so they dealt with it by sending a few. Each village contributed some bachelors and outsiders."

"So cowardly—if they're afraid of fighting bandits, what's the use of building village braves?" Du Wen was discouraged.

"You can't say that. Bandits beat and killed fear into them." Dong Weiwei said, "Since there are Three Fears, we must first make them not afraid. Only with courage will they dare act."

"If Xin Nari isn't caught and publicly beheaded, people's hearts won't settle. Building militia to control Thirteen Villages won't happen."

But news from daily radio contact wasn't encouraging—Xin Nari remained unfound; no bandit suppression detachment reported capturing or killing him.

Intelligence collected by other cadets was similar. Most attitudes were indifferent. The few people won over only provided basic information. In summary: beneath the calm surface, an undercurrent surged. The destruction of the Dang Namen gang was like throwing a stone into these waters. Bandit families whose relatives were killed wanted revenge; families persecuted by bandits thought of settling old grievances. Hatred was fermenting. A fierce storm loomed—but Du Wen and Dong Weiwei had seriously underestimated the severity of their situation.

After Liu Si left, the two women began a new round of arguments—this time about arresting bandit families. Du Wen demanded immediate arrests of all bandit families to "knock out their prestige." Dong Weiwei disagreed, believing arrests based merely on Liu Si's few words was too credulous.

"Besides, arrest whole families or just the men? What do we do afterward?" Dong Weiwei asked.

Du Wen paused—arresting was easy, but handling them after...

"Hold a mass struggle meeting!" She finally found another trick from land reform.

"Not necessarily useful." Dong Weiwei shook her head repeatedly. "Easy to arrest bandit families. But will victim families willingly come out to struggle against them? Bystander masses are the majority here—they still have scruples about scattered bandits outside. They may not be mobilized."

"What do you suggest?"

"Wait and see." Dong Weiwei couldn't produce any clever plan either. "It would be great if we could catch Xin Nari and bring him back for public trial."

"Isn't that the same as saying nothing?" Du Wen felt frustrated.

"We should find out details first." Dong Weiwei's eyes rolled. "We can use the foreigner in the back."

"Use the foreigner for what?" Du Wen instinctively disliked that man.

"Make him serve our purpose. He's not one of us—though no one listens to his stuff, moving around is more convenient for him than for us. Asking him to collect village intelligence and do some propaganda is quite useful."

Though Du Wen found this unreliable, since the failed mass meeting she'd begun doubting her consistent correctness. She didn't insist, and immediately sent someone to fetch Bai Duolu.

Bai Duolu came from the back wearing a mournful face—since arriving in Daolu Village, he'd practically become Lu Ruohua's manservant. He also had to print propaganda materials: before leaving, Lu Ruohua had made him write several missionary pieces, paid Zhou Dongtian's printing shop to carve woodblocks, and carried them tirelessly to the village.

When summoned to the second courtyard, his hands were covered in black ink. He wiped them with paper—quite heartbroken because the propaganda materials he'd labored over had recently appeared in various daily uses throughout the village. He could even spot them in the latrine.

Bai Duolu considered and agreed; moreover, this was the only way to break through the current impasse.

"Okay, I'll talk to Father Lu." Afterward, he felt he was sinning heavily—wondering if he should go for confession and penance.

Returning to the room, he saw Lu Ruohua still working hard under an oil lamp, writing something with a locally made quill pen—probably another sermon.

"Father—" He interrupted the diligent Frenchman. "I have something to say..."

"What is it, my child?" Lu Ruohua's expression was extraordinarily modest.

"Should we change our methods?"

"Oh." Father Lu was obviously interested. "You're finally willing to discuss this with me."

"Yes, Father. I have some ideas."

"Please speak, my child."

"I think there's no need to print and distribute things like leaflets anymore. Most people here are illiterate—they can't read at all. No matter how many you print, they just use them as daily paper... I think you've noticed this problem too, Father."

"Yes." Lu Ruohua nodded.

"You know, your audience is Chinese. And I am also Chinese. So I understand Chinese thinking." Bai Duolu said, "Chinese people are essentially a realistic nation..."

Bai Duolu began expounding what Dong Weiwei had said—actually, these insights weren't strange to him either.

He talked at length; Lu Ruohua remained silent. Finally, he spoke: "My child, the Bible says..."

"Father," Bai Duolu said very humbly, "..."

Lu Ruohua nodded: "I understand your intentions, my child." He closed his eyes, seemingly pondering. Bai Duolu slipped away quietly.
Chapter 323 - Liu Si Takes the Bait

"You beast—you're worse than an animal!" Zhao Dachong roared deliberately.

Seven or eight people, men and women, were already standing in the room. In the chaos, Xin Nachun threw herself into Zhao Dachong's arms, crying desperately—but without tears.

"I don't want to live!" she screamed, then resumed her wailing.

Liu Si struggled to climb up, stood stunned for a moment, then turned to run. But the door was blocked; he couldn't escape.

"Where do you think you're going?" Zhao Dachong grabbed him and delivered several slaps. While beating him, he cursed: "You dare defile my intended wife! A yellow flower girl, a virgin! You raped her! You look human, but you have a beast's heart!"

While the commotion escalated, people in the room stepped aside. Zhao Haiji arrived.

Zhao Dachong said deliberately: "Eighth Uncle, this is the good guest you invited! He dared rape your nephew's wife!"

Xin Nachun howled through sobs: "Eighth Uncle, you've harmed Little Chun miserably. Little Chun has no face to live, wuwuwu..."

Zhao Haiji feigned shock: "Oh!" He acted greatly surprised.

After the commotion settled, Zhao Haiji said slowly to Liu Si: "I treated you as a decent person, invited you to a banquet, asked you to put in a good word for us and plead for mercy. It's fine if you were unwilling—but how could you be such a beast in human clothing, raping a civilian woman? In any dynasty, that's a capital crime! Do you know that?" His eyes glared sideways. "Someone come!"

"Here." A half-grown boy walked out.

"Tie him up. We'll send him to the Ancestral Hall and hand him to the Work Team. I want to see how their 'Protecting the Territory and Comforting the People' actually comforts people!" Zhao Haiji strode into the inner room; Zhao Dachong followed.

Liu Si was tied by seven or eight hands and pushed into the inner room. Someone kicked his knees, forcing him to kneel.

"Tell me—what should be done about raping a civilian woman?" Zhao Haiji asked deliberately. Zhao Dachong raised a cudgel, waving it before Liu Si's eyes: "What to do? By reason, attempted rape means being beaten to death without liability. For the sake of him being in the Work Team, hang him up and beat him, then send him to the Team and let them handle it! If they don't, send him to the county yamen!"

Liu Si was sweating with fright and quickly begged for mercy, claiming he'd drunk too much and let lust overflow. After prolonged pleading, he managed to avoid physical pain.

Seeing the timing was right, Zhao Haiji said: "Nephew, go out first. Eighth Uncle will definitely give you an explanation."

Zhao Dachong humped pretentiously and left.

After everyone departed, Zhao Haiji called an advisor: "Get paper and pen. Write down everything he says."

The advisor's supplies were ready; he wrote on the kang table immediately.

"After writing, read it to him."

The advisor read: "The lowly one, Liu Si, broke into civilian Zhao Dachong's home after the banquet, encountered civilian woman Xin Nachun, and carried out coercive rape. The woman was unwilling, clothes torn and stripped forcibly. The intent to rape is true."

Liu Si defended himself: "The lowly one didn't mean to..."

"Didn't mean to tear a girl's clothes?" Zhao Haiji said. Liu Si was speechless—this wasn't a Hongmen Banquet but a trap to catch a dog.

Zhao Haiji asked: "Do you want to settle this privately or publicly?"

"Privately! Privately." Liu Si naturally understood.

Settled publicly, being pushed to the Ancestral Hall would not only humiliate him but disgrace Chiefs Du and Dong. He would be finished with the Transmigration Group forever.

"At least you know what's good for you! Someone untie him!" Zhao Haiji smiled triumphantly. This Miss Xin was indeed quite useful. "To settle privately, press a handprint on this confession."

Helpless, Liu Si pressed his print. Zhao Haiji folded the paper into his sleeve and immediately changed face: "Fourth Master Liu, you've been startled." He cupped his hands.

Liu Si remained silent. With his wisdom, he clearly understood their scheme.

Zhao Haiji drank tea slowly: "We are now people on the same boat." He paused, studied Liu Si's face, and shouted: "Someone come!"

A small official box with vermilion lacquer and copper corners was brought in—about the size of a woman's dressing box, heavy, with a small lock.

Zhao Haiji produced a key and opened it: "Fourth Master Liu, a little token of appreciation. Please accept with a smile—consider it an apology." He opened the box, making the dim room shine brilliantly.

Inside were all kinds of jewelry—gold and silver: hairpins, anklets, bridal headpieces, children's lockets, various styles, some inlaid with pearls, jadeite, and gemstones. Floating light and overflowing color stunned Liu Si.

He'd never seen such riches. His hands trembled. He declined: "I dare not take this—it's too precious..."

"Don't refuse face when offered." Zhao Haiji's expression turned cold.

Helpless, Liu Si accepted.

"Keep them with Widow Zhou. Don't worry—we'll take good care of her. She's climbed up a high branch."

Seeing Liu Si distracted, he added: "Don't be afraid. Since Fourth Master Liu talks loyalty with us, we aren't people without affection and justice."

"Yes, yes." Liu Si finally caught his breath.

Zhao Haiji leaned close and whispered: "Help us do some things. I hear the Work Team has been whispering lately. What are they saying? Tell us everything. Naturally, there will be benefits—words count!"

Liu Si had no choice: "Since you gentlemen take such care of me, I'll be at your disposal!"

"Good. Go back first. If there's anything, we'll message you at Widow Zhou's."



After a few days, the plan seemed to proceed smoothly. Though Old Man Mei continued looking listless, he could still speak under forced questioning. From him, Zhao Dachong learned the two female officials were very dissatisfied with the current situation and often quarreled. The Red-haired Monk was nothing special—just "preaching reason" all day and teaching songs.

Zhao Haiji secretly met Liu Si at Widow Zhou's house and obtained even more crucial news.

"The Australians' bandit suppression is expanding," Liu Si reported after eating his fill. "Men and horses are being moved toward Danzhou."

Zhao Haiji became interested: "So this area will soon be quiet?"

"Correct." Liu Si glanced outside and lowered his voice: "The higher-ups are dissatisfied with these two women's work and want to transfer a man here."

"Mm, mm." Zhao Haiji listened carefully. "What's this man's background?"

"I'm not clear on that. Chief Du surnamed Du has been losing her temper every evening, quarreling with Chief Dong. They're at odds—seems it's because of this."

This matched Old Man Mei's news. Zhao Haiji believed firmly.

"...These days, guards are packing luggage. The new captain will probably arrive soon. Several people must be dispatched from here to escort the two women back. Truly troublesome."

Zhao Haiji's eyelid twitched. Right—transferring the women back, they'll surely draw people to escort them. A good opportunity: the ancestral hall's military strength will be empty.

"How many are going?"

"About six or seven." Liu Si saw his eyes lighting up. "What? You're—"

"Nothing, nothing!" This must be discussed with Zhao Dachong quickly—a great opportunity cannot be missed.

That night, Zhao Dachong and Zhao Haiji discussed and decided Zhao Dachong would find Zhao Haixie and Xin Nari, discuss the matter, and bring the troops back.

"Indeed a good opportunity! But to succeed, we still need Liu Si's help." Xin Nari nodded after hearing the overnight news.

"How so?"

"The ammunition matter!" Xin Nari said, "Even with five or six gone, a dozen remain. If they start shooting, we still can't handle it." Zhao Haixie had been tormented by the Transmigration Army and directly understood firearms' power.

"Let Liu Si coordinate from inside. Just don't know if this kid has the guts!"

"With a handle held over him, should he refuse?" Zhao Haixie said.

"Useless." Xin Nari shook his head. "Liu Si only fears a confession. Passing messages is fine. Doing something that costs his head—he won't. He'll sell us out the moment he turns around!"

"Then what?"

"Under heavy rewards, there must be brave men!" Xin Nari waved his hand. "How much money and valuables remain in the village?"

"Still have to give money?" Zhao Dachong nearly shouted. "We already gave him a box of jewelry!"

He had his own reasons for refusing. Zhao Haiqing had been Dang Namen's "General Manager"—the gang's money and grain had passed through his hands. After the stronghold fell, large savings were gone, but many valuables remained hidden in Daolu Village. Though not under Zhao Dachong's control, he'd long known the hiding place and exact amounts. He regarded this wealth as his own capital and had been hoarding the secret—though arrogant, Zhao Dachong wasn't stupid. Xin Nari now had men and Greenwood connections; if Zhao Dachong himself wanted to become boss, or at minimum a major leader, he could only rely on holding this wealth.

How could Xin Nari not know his wishful thinking? But right now, the gang was poor and blank—only Zhao Dachong still controlled wealth. He had to work hard to persuade him.
Chapter 324 - The Bandits' Counterattack

"Money is something external to the body," Xin Nari said, secretly cursing Zhao Dachong as a "country bumpkin" who only saw the coins before his eyes. But he patiently persuaded: "As long as we keep the team, asking for money later will be just a word. Don't complain about expenses. If you want Liu Si to risk his head, you have to pay enough to buy his life! Also, these brothers under me—without reward money, will they be willing to kill?"

"What?! Those little bastards need rewards too—"

"Shh!" Zhao Haixie quickly stopped Zhao Dachong and scolded in a low voice: "The men Fourth Master Xin leads are brothers with no stake in our old Thirteen Villages area!"

"Exactly!" Xin Nari said, "I've only been their boss a few days—on what basis should I ask them to charge into battle?"

"Fine." Though reluctant, Zhao Dachong agreed.

"Finally, has appropriate compensation been given to village families?"

"Those who died got a few taels of silver." Zhao Dachong became alert. "Need to give more?"

"Not necessary—but if not given, it must be given!" Seeing he wasn't being completely foolish, Xin Nari breathed relief. "Rest a bit. We leave tonight. Go back and prepare everything; send it to this place..."



The next evening, night shrouded the mountains. Stars twinkled coldly, occasionally obscured by dark clouds. The deep mountains were even dimmer. The bandit gang hiding in mountain gullies only began moving at this hour.

After days of wandering and displacement, the bandits were ragged, with disheveled hair and dirty faces—looking less like outlaws than famine refugees. But they all carried weapons; those without swords or spears had whittled wooden sticks.

Xin Nari and his men had been hiding in the mountains for days, living half-starved and anxiously awaiting news. They dared not leave—villages that once provided grain, camping, and women had suddenly become hedgehogs, capable of attracting bandit suppression detachments at any moment. Now, with Xin Nari leading them out, the bandits didn't know where this newly appointed boss was taking them. But they dared not speak, each harboring their own designs.

After passing through dense forest, Xin Nari calculated they would reach the assembly point before dawn and waved everyone to stop, announcing they were going to Daolu Village.

Hearing they could march to the Thirteen Villages area—where coordination and food awaited—the bandits jumped with joy. Xin Nari seized the moment:

"You can eat, you can play with women! Everyone will be paid!" He paused. "There are only two female Short-hairs in the village, plus seven or eight soldiers. Everyone muster strength and wipe them out!"

Hearing they had to fight Short-hairs again, the bandits muttered. Xin Nari quickly encouraged them: "Brothers, rest assured! We have an insider with the Australians. When the time comes, their bird guns won't fire! Defeat them, and we eat, drink, and play in the village for three days!"

That last sentence was essentially granting a big holiday—rob whatever you want, play with whomever you want. The bandits hadn't lived such days for a long time. A commotion arose; someone shouted: "Boss Xin, stop talking—take us there!"

"Good, let's go!"

They arrived outside Daolu Village before dawn. Xin Nari carefully hid the team in a forest a few li away. Zhao Dachong and Zhao Haixie had already arrived, mobilizing bandit families overnight to cook rice and boil water, quietly sending it to the woods.

Seeing food arrive, the bandits swarmed to fight for it—they hadn't eaten properly for days, and salt deprivation left them weak. Xin Nari ordered one tael of silver distributed to each person and told them to rest.

Zhao Dachong, Zhao Haixie, and Zhao Haiji were all waiting. The four gathered to discuss tactics.

"Old Man Mei says the two women haven't left yet, but six or seven guards have already gone—to pick up the succeeding captain."

"Now only twelve or thirteen guards remain. Just two extra women, no hindrance!" Xin Nari felt confidence building. "How's the ammunition sabotage going with Liu Si?"

"Cost a lot of money." Zhao Dachong felt pained. "This kid played hard to get at first, saying ammunition is hard to damage. Soldiers never leave their ammo pouches; someone stands guard at night. No chance at all."

"And then?"

"We promised more silver, and also said we'd give Xin Nachun to him..." Zhao Dachong's loose mouth ignored Zhao Haixie's warning winks.

Xin Nari remained calm: "He agreed."

"Agreed, but not firmly." Zhao Haixie feared the young master would blurt something stupid and provoke Xin Nari, so he quickly took over. "He said damaging ammunition is unlikely, but he can damage guns so they won't fire."

Xin Nari thought: Agreeing not firmly is probably true. If this Liu Si had confidently guaranteed it, I'd have to think carefully.

"Actually, promises are just empty words!" Zhao Haiji said. "After the deed, just directly—" He made a chopping motion.

Dead men needed neither silver nor women.

"No," Xin Nari immediately opposed. "Liu Si must be kept. Whatever we promised must be given in full."

"On what basis?" Zhao Dachong shouted. He'd long planned to kill Liu Si afterward—not for Xin Nachun, but because the promised valuables were substantial, and it pained him.

"Liu Si was cultivated by the Australians single-handedly; he knows a lot about their foundation." Xin Nari had thought this through. "From the looks of it, the Australians won't leave soon. If we want to deal with them, we need this person to lead the way!"

Zhao Haixie nodded: "Fourth Master Xin is right. We shouldn't be stingy. Pull him into the gang!"

Zhao Dachong had to agree.

"Tell me—how do we strike?"

"Liu Si said he could settle the ammunition before noon. We strike at noon." Zhao Haixie said. "It's hot after noon; most people nap. Rush the ancestral hall—catch them off guard."

"How about the household families? Ready?"

"More than sixty came immediately. Hearing we're hitting the Australians, everyone wants revenge. Women have even taken up scissors." Zhao Dachong said excitedly. "I told those too old or young to go back."

"Families shouldn't fight." Xin Nari thought. "Pick a few who know roads and have fast legs to meet us at the village entrance and lead the way. The others guard village roads to prevent anyone escaping."

"Good!"

"Also, hang blue cloth strips on our families' doors. My current brothers aren't from this village—it would be ugly if they crashed into our own people."

"Easy—I'll notify everyone when I go back." Zhao Haixie said.

"Who takes care of opening the ancestral hall doors?"

"Agreed—front door is Liu Si, back door is Old Man Mei." Zhao Dachong said. "I promised Old Man Mei land and silver."

"That old thing's legs are still nimble." Xin Nari nodded. "No need to keep him then."

"Shortly, we'll use three double-bang firecrackers as the signal; all routes launch together!" Xin Nari's face turned murderous. Zhao Dachong, who had calculated on becoming boss later, couldn't help feeling a chill. Seeing clan elders obey this outsider completely, he doubted whether he'd ever become boss.

Damn it, you can't be kept either! Zhao Dachong glared viciously at Xin Nari's back as he went to deploy men. He touched the small dagger in his bosom; murderous intent had already arisen.



Just past noon, on the dirt road three li away, a black muddy current rushed wildly. More than fifty ragged bandits, waving rusting knives and guns, pounced toward Daolu Village.

They didn't shout—just ran. At the village entrance, half-grown boys and young women wearing white flowers in their hair waited, holding freshly whittled sticks. They met the bandits and ran toward the ancestral hall. Though silent, every eye spat fire—some from greed, some purely from hatred.

Originally, a few people were working or chatting on the street. Seeing this, they were struck dumb, rolling and crawling back into their houses, closing doors, shivering, listening to movement outside.

As expected, the main gate stood open. Liu Si waited anxiously by the door. Seeing them, his face relaxed greatly. Waving, he pushed the door wider. Zhao Haixie jumped up the steps.

"How is it?"

"Took a hell of an effort to take out the sentries." Liu Si raised his head. "The others are all meeting in the back..."

"Guard the main gate!" Zhao Haixie ordered, then led the main force rushing in. The first courtyard was empty—only soldiers' bundles and quilts neatly arranged in rooms.

The absence of anyone aroused suspicion, but momentum was up; he couldn't stop now. Zhao Haixie smashed open the second courtyard door, and everyone surged through.

Just then, from the back alley, many people shouted and surged out, waving weapons and charging. Both sides froze seeing each other.

This was Xin Nari's group that had rushed in from the back door!

Xin Nari had led men through the open rear door into the chapel smoothly. Besides Old Man Mei, a few old regulars sat frozen with fear. Xin Nari had no time for them and led men straight to the second courtyard—where he collided head-on with the front-door group.

The entire second courtyard was empty. Not to mention the Work Team—not even a ghost was there.

Just as Zhao Haixie prepared to search rooms, a volley of gunshots came from outside.

That whistling death-sound made him shudder all over. Liu Si was nowhere to be found!

"It's a trap!" Zhao Haixie couldn't help shouting. "Run quickly—"

His men fell into instant chaos—some going forward, some backward, some climbing walls directly. The courtyard became a pot of porridge.

On the roof, a dozen soldiers fired volleys into the courtyard. Xin Nari didn't even have time to shout "It's a trap" before the first volley dropped five or six bandits around him. The rest turned and ran. Then countless grenades rained down—iron pieces and porcelain fragments filled the courtyard. Bloodied bandits groaned painfully on the ground. The gang completely lost order; gunshots and explosions rose continuously.

Xin Nari was quick-witted, already retreating to the chapel. It was empty. The bandits guarding the main gate were gone, but the back door remained open. He felt slight relief and waved: "Run to the back door!"

The bandits surged toward it in a chaotic mass. "Where do you think you're going!" A female general emerged—wearing a stab-proof vest, an 80-style steel helmet on her head, holding an eyebrow-level steel spear. Majestic and heroic. It was Dong Weiwei! She had practiced bodybuilding and was physically excellent—taller and stronger than average men of this timeline. She raised her spear and stabbed down the fastest bandit.

"Brothers, fight!" Xin Nari saw only one woman guarding the door and knew something was wrong. He waved his machete, coaxing surviving bandits to swarm over and kill their way out. A row of soldiers popped up behind Dong Weiwei, fired another volley, then burst grenade dischargers. The courtyard was instantly littered with corpses and wounded.

But Xin Nari didn't charge with his subordinates. Taking advantage of chaos, he slipped aside, ran into a narrow alley, climbed over a wall, and escaped the trap.

He simply couldn't care how many brothers could escape—he just ran straight out of the village.

On the road, he met Zhao Dachong, who'd been waiting for coordination, his face blackened by gunpowder smoke, waving a precious sword.

"It's a trap, damn it!" Zhao Dachong cursed. "That bastard Liu Si—I'll skin him—"

"Go quickly, what's the use of saying this!" Xin Nari left him behind and ran wildly.

The battle ended quickly. Zhao Haiji, Zhao Haixie, and Zhao Dachong were all killed. Xin Nachun, who'd been leading a dozen bandit family members on the street for coordination, rolled onto the ground and played dead after the suddenly appearing soldiers' wild fire hit a few people. When clearing the battlefield, she was kicked hard several times before reluctantly climbing up, tied with ropes along with other prisoners. Fifty or so people Xin Nari had brought, plus more than thirty bandit family members mobilized by Zhao Dachong—all were killed or captured. Not a single one escaped.
Chapter 325 - Consequences of Victory

Xin Nari once again displayed his cunning—instead of fleeing through the village entrance, he jumped directly into a small river by the village and swam to safety.

During the operation, besides the Work Team itself, the Executive Committee had also deployed a bandit suppression detachment for support. In fact, most soldiers never even got a chance to fire before the battle ended. Du Wen and Dong Weiwei kept straight faces in front of outsiders but were blooming with joy inside—this was a complete victory, achieved under their own direct management!

After this battle, the deadlock in Daolu Village was completely broken. The victory not only eliminated the bandit gang but also purged the power of several bandit leader families who had entrenched themselves in the Thirteen Villages area for years. Work in Daolu Village progressed a thousand li in a day. The militia unit Du Wen had longed for was quickly organized, earth wall construction commenced, and village administration that had faced obstacles everywhere suddenly transformed into a situation where "the whole village obeys orders, none dare to disobey." Like dominoes—after one fell, a total chain reaction followed. Work Team activities in other Thirteen Villages areas suddenly met no resistance and proceeded smoothly.

Du Wen unceremoniously exercised the "Iron Fist of Dictatorship," first sweeping away bandit families in the village—the blue cloth strips on doors had become perfect identification marks. Regardless of gender or age, those not killed were tied into strings with ropes and escorted back to Bairen City—coolies were urgently needed there.

"Taking the children too?" asked the transport officer.

"Of course. Take them all. Ask the Executive Committee about handling when you arrive." Du Wen was happy to conduct a thorough cleaning, removing everyone she considered problematic. As for how to handle the children—let Wen Desi rack his brain.

Du Wen originally intended to handle all bandit families in the Thirteen Villages area this way but was stopped by Dong Weiwei: "They didn't participate in the riot. Don't drive them to extremes—leave people a way out."

"Cutting grass requires removing roots! Families of such bad elements are full of bad water; they'll all be factors of social instability..."

"Unnecessary, and it loses too much popular support." Dong Weiwei insisted. "History tells us that campaign-style expansion and implicating nine generations only backfires."

"Without settling accounts, boundless leniency is harmful." Less than five minutes after hugging in victory, the two women started a new round of arguments.

Finally, both reached a compromise. Du Wen began promoting the "Enter Village, Enter Household, Check Roots, Dig Sources, Everyone Must Pass" movement in every village. Every day, she took the newly formed Daolu Village militia and some guards to various villages: holding meetings, organizing militias, cleaning household registries, ordering home-returning bandits and their families to register and surrender, and investigating hidden valuables and grain.

Because other villages hadn't participated in Xin Nari's counterattack and had no other bandit associations, final handling was much lighter than in Daolu Village. Only a few bandits with blood debts were dealt with. Ordinary bandits, as long as they handed over looted valuables and grain and signed guarantee letters, were released. Then announcements came at village assemblies: those with minor experiences of following bandits or helping transport stolen goods in the past—as long as they hadn't participated in this counterattack and had incurred no public wrath—were granted amnesty. Money and grain distributed years ago needn't be returned—what these people had obtained was limited, and since it was years past, investigating would be endless and counterproductive for quickly stabilizing hearts.

Sending Dong Weiwei as vice-captain had indeed been a wise decision. Though she constantly argued with Du Wen on specifics, she effectively tempered Du Wen's enthusiasm for big mass movements. Things proceeded relatively gently and orderly without extreme incidents. Wu De, who had originally had reservations about sending two women to run the Work Team, now prostrated himself in admiration of Ma Qianzhu.

"The Lord Superintendent is indeed the Lord Superintendent," he said in the farm bar.

Regarding confiscated houses, fields, and property, Du Wen originally wanted to seize the opportunity for small-scale land reform and distribution. But the Planning Committee's special commissioner intercepted this.

"These are all spoils of war for the transmigrators. Handling must be discussed and decided by the Executive Committee."

"Flies!" Du Wen muttered aggressively. Though the Planning Committee was responsible to the most beloved Commissioner Ma, its people really lacked appeal. Whether distributing materials normally or receiving post-battle spoils, this group exercised their characteristic of haggling over every penny—and they always appeared at every location with major gains at the fastest speed.

Digging three feet into the ground yielded quite a few valuables, though not much grain. The Planning Committee left a portion for the Work Team to conduct village relief. Every household received some grain and silver; families harmed by bandits or who had lost members received extra pension silver.

Lu Ruohua made large signs of the cross on the street and led people to collect corpses, wearing an expression of compassion for the world. However, he was the greatest contributor to this victory. During routine confession, Old Lady Mei had revealed Zhao Dachong meeting the couple to ask about the Work Team, mentioning Zhao Dachong wanting Old Man Mei to spy.

Knowing the matter was grave, Lu Ruohua called Bai Duolu to discuss. Logically, confession content couldn't be revealed to third parties—but the Jesuits had long received exemptions. Bai Duolu hurriedly reported the intelligence to Dong Weiwei.

That night, the Work Team called Old Man Mei for questioning. Scared to death, he quickly spilled everything. Based on his news, everyone unanimously speculated the bandit gang was about to launch a counterattack.

Dong Weiwei telegraphed Bairen City requesting a bandit suppression detachment for support—to surround and annihilate them if possible. At this time, a Work Team member reported Liu Si's recent abnormal state: distracted, often hiding in the ancestral hall, too lazy to visit Widow Zhou's house where he used to help frequently. Linking this with Old Man Mei's news, the two women knew Liu Si definitely had a problem.

How could Liu Si, a country bumpkin, match cunning modern people? Covered by Du Wen's half-true, half-false words, plus half-baked body language reading learned from FBI studies, Liu Si thought he was completely exposed—originally, he hadn't wanted to become a bandit either. Under Du Wen's "patient guidance," Liu Si knelt crying bitterly and repenting, confessing everything—even admitting his mass work was actually picking up girls. Du Wen, who always looked down on promiscuity, wanted to kick him in the crotch and give him "permanent expulsion." But under Dong Weiwei's strong persuasion, she finally decided to let Liu Si "atone through meritorious service"—a good opportunity for Infernal Affairs.

For Liu Si, this merit wasn't easy to render. But Du Wen promised: after bandit suppression succeeded, she wouldn't pursue his womanizing, and guaranteed not to record the matter in his personal file.

As for the bribed valuables—those naturally had to be turned over. Liu Si dared not argue and had to honestly play double agent.

After the enemy-luring operation succeeded, Liu Si received his reward. Du Wen called him for a private talk:

"Little Liu, though you made mistakes, your attitude is good." She paused; Liu Si quickly stood. "Thank you, Organization, for trusting me! I will definitely correct past mistakes and contribute to the great cause of transmigration..."

"Alright, alright." Du Wen waved her hand. "Merit offsets faults. As said, it won't be pursued. However, you must give Widow Zhou an explanation. Just have the wedding. Always sneaking around has bad influence on the masses!"

"Yes, I'll pick an auspicious day..." He stopped—Chief Du hated such things.

"Picking a day is fine." Du Wen was in good mood and didn't fuss. "Also, the Organization has researched and decided: since you married a local woman, stay here for local work. Daolu Village is a new area—you'll serve as Village Head!"

"Thank you, Organization, for the promotion!" Liu Si stood excitedly. If kowtowing weren't out of fashion with the Australians, he probably would have knocked his head several times.

"Work hard. Get Daolu Village done well first; then we'll gradually expand to other villages." The Thirteen Villages situation was excellent. The Work Team's next focus was social investigation; they wouldn't have time for specific village affairs. Handing it to Liu Si should be fine.

However, amidst many excellent situations, one sequela dissatisfied Du Wen: the number of baptized people increased dramatically. From the original Mei couple to the whole village scrambling to hear reason and get baptized. Lu Ruohua thanked God every night. He also looked at Bai Duolu with new eyes—bombarding him daily about taking vows.

"With your talent, piety, and contribution to spreading the Gospel, the future Archbishop of Guangdong Diocese can be none other than you, plus holding posts as abbot for several wealthy monasteries..."

Bai Duolu thought: President Wen wanted me to be Bishop of Lingao; now Lu Ruohua says the Archbishop of Guangdong is mine for the taking. Is the Pope planning to award me a red hat? No—if I really wear a red hat, Wen Desi and his ilk will definitely make me Pope... This thought made him both guilty and yearning. Then he remembered clergy meant no wife—everything else was negotiable, but that absolutely could not be agreed.

During Du Wen's bandit-clearing activities—causing panic and making every family uneasy—Lu Ruohua seized the opportunity to enter various villages preaching the Gospel. This time, he wasn't alone. Though believers in Daolu Village weren't clear on basic doctrines, they had opened the path for his missionary career. A group of middle-aged and elderly women wearing crosses followed Father Lu, sweeping house by house in a "Everyone Listens to the Gospel" mass-movement-style evangelism.

"Everyone must go deep into every household, to fields and ground heads, to spread the Lord's Gospel to every lost lamb," Lu Ruohua said to the group carrying bags of missionary leaflets, their eyes extremely pious.

His mission group followed behind Du Wen's operations, active everywhere, leveraging the transmigrators' remaining prestige. Many people, hoping to quickly establish Transmigration Group connections, ran to Lu Ruohua for baptism without even understanding who the Lord and Virgin Mary were. The catechism class was overcrowded daily, holding sessions in the courtyard. Bai Duolu's voice grew hoarse. Once mass-produced believers were baptized, they quickly requested crosses—some hung several, including one on the gate. Lu Ruohua's supply quickly ran out. He hurriedly wrote Macau to order more.

Du Wen was furious and wanted to expel this foreign monk several times. But the monk's preaching about "forgiveness" and "benevolence" undeniably helped stabilize society. Under Dong Weiwei's persuasion, she endured. Besides, swarms of missionary personnel were mostly middle-aged and elderly women—she couldn't order force against them.

During this evangelism leap forward, Lu Ruohua also developed the first batch of "nuns": solitary middle-aged and elderly women wanting to cultivate the afterlife after this turmoil. Lingao lacked big temples or nunneries. This new foreign religion came at the right time—the foreign monk spoke gently, sang nice songs, had beautiful pictures. Lu Ruohua tore out advertisement pages from real estate ads that Bai Duolu had used to wrap books. After describing Heaven and resurrection, some women asked to become "foreign nuns."

Lu Ruohua simply took them in as temporary church staff. At least cleaning, cooking, and washing would get done.

That day, Lu Ruohua called Bai Duolu.

"Has your monastery been established?"

Bai Duolu was tongue-tied. The so-called Australian Church was fundamentally air—where would a monastery come from? He made excuses: "There's no monastery locally yet."

"Establish one. Many lambs here want to choose serving the Lord for life." Lu Ruohua crossed himself. "Please discuss it with He Ying."

After receiving Bai Duolu's telegram, He Ying dared not neglect. This involved future ecclesiastical authority—he hurried to the Executive Committee for instructions.

"What do you think?" Wen Desi asked back.

If based on his social experience in the other timeline, He Ying would definitely say: "My view is the same as yours." But there was no need for that here.

"Do it," He Ying said. "After bandit suppression, many bandit orphans will remain. We can't kill these children, but keeping and educating them ourselves is trouble. Why not let the monastery adopt them? It doesn't waste resources and conveniently brainwashes them. Controlling them with threat of Hell after death—isn't that more effective than knives and guns? Two birds with one stone."
Chapter 326 - The Abbot

"The method is quite good," Wen Desi said. "But what if Lu Ruohua harbors ulterior motives and uses this hatred to build his own faction of clergy?"

"That depends on Bai Duolu and the others keeping close watch. Also, we need to mix sand in." He Ying offered a plan. "I think we can select a few particularly loyal students from the school to proactively enter the monastery and serve as the first batch of grassroots clergy."

"That's naturally ideal. Selecting indigenous students is fine, but they're young and easily influenced. Just a few months of brainwashing may not be enough."

"Then send someone in to control the monastery."

"For Abbot, isn't Bai Duolu suitable?"

"He has to keep an eye on Lu Ruohua and can't pull himself away." Wen Desi shook his head. "Moreover, he's a believer. Though his faith doesn't seem firm enough, he has faith..."

He didn't finish, but the implication was clear. The church Wen Desi was preparing to establish was decidedly sui generis. Calling it "heretical" wouldn't be an exaggeration.

He Ying pondered: "How about we recruit someone and send them in?"

"Good. We'll select someone later—then I agree to run the monastery. But the location must be in Bairen, not Daolu Village. Also, monastery entrants must be reported one by one, with clear resumes, for your approval." Wen Desi instructed.



A recruitment notice for a religious professional was posted on the BBS, and someone indeed applied. The applicant was surnamed Wu, named Shimang—about thirty, slightly chubby, all smiles, not very talkative.

Wen Desi picked up his file:

Transmigration Political Security Bureau Personal Assessment of Transmigrator Wu Shimang (Top Secret):

Born X Month X Day, XXXX. Joined the Transmigration Cause X Month XXXX. Han ethnicity. Political inclination: No obvious inclination, follows the crowd politically. Personality—relatively introverted, adaptable, not picky about the environment, but will improve it manually when possible. Ruthless to enemies. Noble character, no bad habits, clear social relations. Specialties: Personnel Training (Expert), Combat (General), First Aid (Roughly proficient). Performance—active and motivated, has urgent desire to serve the organization...

Wen Desi studied it. Personnel Recruitment and Training Supervisor—means he can talk well and hoodwink people. Knows combat skills—no problem traveling to the countryside, can protect himself. Knows first aid and bandaging—useful skills; with training, he can coordinate with "sending medicine to the countryside."

"Quite suitable," Wen Desi said. "But to be this Abbot, you'll have to learn basic doctrines and go preaching. Can you do it?"

"My learning ability is very strong. As for preaching, it's a piece of cake. I often do training. Even if the organization wants me to do pyramid schemes, it's not a problem."

"Mm, but this position is clergy; it might involve baptism and taking vows..."

Wu Shimang smiled: "President Wen, you aren't really that pious, are you?"

Wen Desi smiled slightly—this person's comprehension was indeed strong.

"Formalism is still needed." After all, most Chinese still hoped to see religious professionals upholding an image of poverty and abstinence.

"What are the benefits?"

"The church currently only has Bai Duolu alone..."

"Hehe, good, good, good." Wu Shimang beamed. He started talking:

"President Wen, is this a monastery for men or a convent for women—"

"There are both. There's also the task of raising children. Things won't be few." Wen Desi said. "You'll be busy."

"Nun MMs..." This guy's expression started looking wrong.

"Nun Grannies." Wen Desi corrected him, then explained the work content.

"...The focus is brainwashing. Understood?"

"Understood, understood." Wu Shimang nodded. He offered his own view: "President Wen, I think we shouldn't give the Chinese Bible to Father Lu. In my opinion, believers shouldn't be able to see the original text."

"Mm." Wen Desi was interested. "Why?"

"With the Chinese Bible, wouldn't ordinary believers also master the doctrine? If the official doctrine we promote differs from what the Bible says, that gives certain people ready-made ammunition."

"Go on." Wen Desi was genuinely interested.

"I don't know much religious history, but I remember something key Martin Luther did during the Reformation—translating the Latin version into German. He didn't do it for amusement. He obviously regarded letting ordinary people master scripture content as a weapon."

"Going deeper—with scriptures, won't disputes arise over doctrinal ambiguity? This is common. A word, a sentence—how should it be interpreted? What if believers fight over details? If we brainwash them too well and create fanatics who chop each other up first, that's putting the cart before the horse."

Wen Desi was secretly surprised. He'd originally thought this Brother Wu was just an opportunist wanting to mix into the upper echelons—but he actually had ideas!

"Finally, Hong Xiuquan cannot be ignored. Back then, Hong Xiuquan created the God Worshipping Society with just a Christian propaganda pamphlet. Now with the full Bible, if any ambitious person uses it to create another God Worshipping Society, things will be troublesome."

"What's your plan?"

"Recall the Chinese Bibles." Wu Shimang said. "Stipulate that only clergy above a certain level can possess them. Collect the right of interpretation." Seeing Wen Desi listening attentively, he drank some water and continued:

"Ordinary believers don't need the Bible. We can compile pamphlets like 'Collection of Scriptures' or 'Catechism,' publishing basic doctrines and prayers. As for Bible stories, we can select suitable parts and publish a 'Story Collection' specifically." He paused. "Only publish 'Quotations,' not 'Selected Works.'"

"We possess the final right of interpretation." Wen Desi summarized.

Wu Shimang nodded: "Exactly. Without the original Bible, any meaning loses its basis. The church can declare unstable elements as 'heretics' at any time." He thought. "We'd better set up an arbitration tribunal enjoying final interpretive authority. No one may question it. Finally, grasp all bishop appointment rights in our own hands."

"Mm." Wen Desi was noncommittal. "Not bad. Get your transfer order first. We'll discuss again when Bai Duolu returns."

After he left, Wen Desi knew clearly that what Wu Shimang said aligned with their ultimate interests. However, they hadn't reached the time to truly show their hand with the church. For now, maintaining low-key cooperation was better. Let these missionaries lay solid brainwashing foundations first.



Wu Shimang took office. His external position was Abbot of Bairen Monastery; internally, Deputy Director of the Religious Affairs Office—same as Bai Duolu. Having become Deputy Director, Wu Shimang asked Wen Desi to telegram Bai Duolu about managing the Chinese Bibles well and strictly prohibiting outflow. So Bai Duolu quietly sent the box of books back to Bairen for Wu Shimang to keep—ostensibly fearing dampness.

Wu Shimang was enthusiastic. He first visited the Lingao Construction Company, flashing his new appointment letter. Under his persistence and pestering, Mei Lin agreed to start church construction—though he stated in advance that only building materials and some skilled workers could be provided; unskilled laborers were in short supply. Wu Shimang agreed readily, saying the church would handle unskilled labor.

While busy with infrastructure, Wu Shimang obtained quite a few religious books from the Grand Library for study. Otherwise, when Lu Ruohua returned, wouldn't his "Abbot" cover be blown if he knew nothing? Moreover, plans for future doctrine revision and establishment were needed.

"Help me find some pictures." Wu Shimang found the human search engine Luo Duo.

"What pictures?"

"Christian pictures, propaganda posters, and the like." Wu Shimang thought. "Preferably localized."

"Localized—you mean Chinese-styled figures?"

"Right, exactly. Western style is okay too, but preferably with features not too obvious. Don't want golden-haired ones. Little Jesus doesn't need localizing—a chubby white doll is definitely likable."

Luo Duo queried and found quite a few. Wu Shimang selected better-looking ones and found transmigrators who could draw to redraw them. Quite a few paintings were made.

Two young indigenous personnel were also sent from the General Bureau of Political Security—two orphans taken in from Guangdong. With introverted personalities, after sufficient brainwashing, they accepted the task: preparing to join catechism study as soon as Lu Ruohua returned, then get baptized and enter the monastery.



Lu Ruohua, however, hadn't returned. Though his achievements were remarkable, he knew these new flocks couldn't claim much real faith yet. So he toured villages daily to strengthen their belief. One day, just returning from an outer village, he saw a strange Australian in the team headquarters sitting and resting, with the new Village Head Liu Si attending diligently.

Lu Ruohua could clearly distinguish Australians from their indigenous subordinates and from local ordinary natives—the differences in mental state and physical appearance were great.

This person, though wearing a local blue cloth shirt, bamboo hat, straw sandals, and carrying a rattan basket, was tall, physically strong, and fair-skinned. His gestures were full of spirit. A typical Australian image.

"May the Lord bless you." Lu Ruohua crossed himself. "Are you here to see Ms. Du?"

"Yes, Father." The visitor was polite. "I'm here to deliver medicine."

This was Liu San. After receiving Du Wen's letter, busy tending his herb garden and concocting medicinal powders according to Dong Weiwei's telegram, he'd set off late. When he arrived, the entire Thirteen Villages area was already peaceful. Dressed in Ming Dynasty attire and disguised as an herb gatherer, he hadn't used guards and traveled freely. Arriving at team headquarters but missing Du Wen and Dong Weiwei, he found only Liu Si, who insisted on calling him Big Brother—though Liu San was actually 26, younger than Liu Si.

Hearing he was a doctor, Lu Ruohua was very interested. Missionaries coming to Asia and Africa typically mastered specialized skills—some astronomy, some technology, some medicine, some art—to penetrate local society.

Medicine was the most effective. Only in China had missionaries' medical skills seemed unpopular. Lu Ruohua knew Chinese people had their own unique medical theory and herbalogy, completely different from Europe's. He wanted to understand—particularly acupuncture. When Dong Weiwei performed acupuncture on locals, Lu Ruohua had watched for a long time, always wanting to know what theory cured pain through needles.

Hearing his acupuncture question, Liu San thought this foreigner knew his stuff. In the other timeline, the Chinese medicine most popular in the West was also acupuncture. He began explaining from Yin-Yang and Five Elements theory of the body and meridians. Actually, as a modern Master of Traditional Chinese Pharmacy, Liu San was quite skeptical about this almost shamanistic traditional theory—but acupuncture was purely empirical medicine with no scientific theoretical basis yet to speak of.

Unexpectedly, though Lu Ruohua listened with half-understanding, a look of fascination appeared on his face. Liu San thought: I don't even understand this stuff well—could this foreign monk understand it?

"Acupuncture—is it piercing a certain position to guide 'Pneuma' directly into these places to generate more 'Vital Spirit'?"

Liu San was tongue-tied, not understanding what he meant. Actually, Lu Ruohua was speaking of standard traditional European medical theory—Galen's "Pneuma" theory. Liu San had to ask what "Pneuma" meant.

"The great physician Galen said: The human body has three kinds of spirits, which are the elements of life. Residing in the liver is the 'Natural Spirit,' the center of nutrition and metabolism; in the brain, the 'Animal Spirit,' center of sensation and activity; in the heart, the 'Vital Spirit,' center of regulating body heat." Lu Ruohua was obviously familiar with these theories and spoke with fervor. "Pneuma comes from the 'World Pneuma' in the air through breathing..."

Liu San didn't know whether to laugh or cry. So Western medicine also had such shamanistic theories. He'd previously only known Humorism and already thought it charlatan-like. He hadn't expected this even more mysterious "Pneuma Theory," comparable to TCM's Yin-Yang and Five Elements.

Originally, he'd wanted to suggest to the health department recruiting some European doctors from Macau through the church or merchants to absorb local experience. Now that seemed superfluous. Lu Ruohua was obviously an intellectual even in Europe. If intellectuals trusted this medical tune, better to respectfully decline Western medicine in 1629.
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Liu San found Dong Weiwei and presented her with the medicines he had prepared—simple formulations made from locally available herbs, processed into powders and pills for ease of use.

"These are basic herbal remedies I've compounded." He transferred several paper packets and wooden boxes from his basket to her outstretched hands. "You have some TCM knowledge, don't you?"

"A little." Dong Weiwei's cheeks colored with embarrassment. "Honestly, I only picked up some acupuncture, cupping, and Tui Na massage techniques—for athletic conditioning, mostly."

"Can you read a pulse?"

"Just the basics."

"Then you should start with this." Liu San handed her a well-worn manual. "The Barefoot Doctor's Manual covers diagnostic and treatment methods for common ailments. Observation, auscultation, inquiry, palpation—proper diagnosis doesn't always require pulse-reading. Rural communities see the same afflictions again and again. And here—" he produced a second volume, "—is Diagnosis and Treatment of Common Diseases in Hainan, compiled by Minister Shi. Study both."

"Excellent. Medical skills will prove invaluable for community work."

"This is the medical alcohol, absorbent cotton, and swabs you requisitioned..." Liu San consulted a list. "Here are my compounded medicines and their indications: antipyretics, diaphoretics, dampness-dispelling preparations, purgatives, heat-clearing agents, sedatives. Unfortunately, the local pharmacopoeia is woefully incomplete—some formulations simply can't be prepared. Where the herbs are readily available, I've included the raw prescriptions instead."

Finally, he withdrew a small wooden box with a conspiratorial wink. "A gift from the Ministry of Health—your medical kit. There are some experimental products inside."

Dong Weiwei lifted the lid with evident curiosity. Alongside the expected supplies, she found gauze masks—rough but functional, of recent manufacture—and a case containing simple surgical instruments, gleaming and new.

"This equipment is precious. Isn't it wasted on an amateur like me?" She knew the value of proper surgical tools.

"These are Lingao-made!" Liu San's satisfaction was palpable. "Examine them closely."

"Is this... copper?"

"Bronze," he confirmed. "Frankly, I'm astonished the pharmaceutical equipment workshop could produce such work. Jiang Ye at the machinery factory collaborated with jewelers recruited from Guangzhou, I'm told."

"Remarkable!" Dong Weiwei's eyes shone as she surveyed the wealth of supplies. "The Ministry of Health has outdone itself. This will be an enormous help."

"I'll be conducting epidemiological research here over the coming days, so I can teach you some fundamental medical techniques while I'm at it." Liu San had trained in pharmacy, though the hospital had given him a crash course in basic surgical procedures.

Thus began Liu San's medical practice in the Thirteen Villages region. He saw patients both at the church and on rounds through the countryside, accompanying Dong Weiwei on her inspection tours. Their reputation spread rapidly. Liu San documented every observation meticulously—he bore responsibility for the basic sanitary survey as well.

Through his rounds, Liu San confronted the brutal reality of what "shortage of doctors and medicine" truly meant. The villagers knew doctors existed in the world, that such men could heal the sick, but precious few had ever been examined by one. Even itinerant medicine-sellers rarely ventured here. When illness struck, people simply waited for recovery or death; sometimes they resorted to folk remedies of dubious efficacy. Infectious diseases ran rampant. Chronic conditions went untreated. Parasitic infections were endemic. Infant mortality was appalling, maternal deaths grimly common, and gynecological ailments nearly universal. Dong Weiwei, as a woman, felt this suffering keenly and suggested repeatedly that they station professional nurses in the area.

Liu San remained unmoved by such proposals. His own staff at Bairen was stretched thin, medicines scarce—how could he spare personnel? Besides, practicing medicine wasn't his primary mission. What consumed his attention was the collection of folk remedies. Useful or not, whenever he encountered a traditional cure, he transcribed it carefully and verified each ingredient. He dismissed none, however outlandish, and managed to accumulate a respectable pharmacopoeia.

One morning, he sat in the ancestral hall seeing patients. The morning had been busy; for those whose ailments matched his medicines, he dispensed a few doses; for the others, he could only offer licorice root—a pure placebo. The villagers asked little. To have a doctor at all was blessing enough, let alone one who charged nothing. He had just unwrapped a rice ball for his midday meal when a commotion erupted outside.

"Make way! Make way! Is the doctor here?"

The urgency in that voice meant a critical case. Liu San swallowed his bite and called out: "Here! Bring them in!"

Several men burst through the doorway, carrying a patient between them.

"Put him on the board. Let me see." Liu San strode forward.

The patient was a boy of eleven or twelve, his facial muscles twitching in violent spasms, jaw locked in a rictus grin—the classic risus sardonicus. His breathing came in labored, strangled gasps. Liu San's stomach dropped. These were the unmistakable signs of tetanus.

"Where is the wound?"

The bearers pointed to the boy's foot, wrapped in a filthy rag. Liu San tore it away. A deep puncture wound gaped at him. Upon questioning, he learned a rake had inflicted it. The diagnosis was certain.

"Tetanus." Liu San's expression turned grim. The toxins were already taking hold. Even in a modern hospital, once symptoms manifested, survival was doubtful. Here he was empty-handed—no hydrogen peroxide to cleanse the wound, no antitoxin to neutralize the poison.

"Doctor, please save my child." The middle-aged man who had carried him in dropped to his knees, voice breaking. Several women, old and young, knelt beside him—the boy's family, all weeping.

"Stay calm." Liu San forced his thoughts into order, rifling through his mental catalogue of TCM treatments for tetanus. He seized a brush and scrawled a prescription. "Get this filled immediately! There may still be time!"

The man who took the paper looked stricken. Liu San had been here long enough to understand—these people were destitute. Filling a prescription was fantasy for most of them. Quickly, he stamped the paper with his personal seal.

"Take this to the raw medicine shop in the county seat. Give them the prescription directly." The shopkeeper dealt regularly with Liu San; extending credit for a few doses would pose no difficulty.

The father tried to prostrate himself in gratitude. "Go!" Liu San ordered. "Delay costs lives!" Then he turned on the crowd pressing close. "Out! Everyone out! What good is this gawking?" Tetanus patients required absolute stillness, free from any stimulation. He considered his options. The wound needed immediate disinfection. Without hydrogen peroxide, potassium permanganate would have to serve—precious stuff now, and his kit held little of it. As he deliberated, Dong Weiwei appeared in the doorway.

"Doctor Liu, come eat. I made fried rice noodles—" She froze at the sight of the convulsing child on the makeshift stretcher.

"Tetanus," Liu San said tersely. "I need your help."

"Of course." Dong Weiwei hastily donned the blue cloth gown hanging on the wall. She had no proper white coat, but since Liu San's arrival, she followed his protocol—gown, mask, and cap whenever treating patients.

"We need to move him somewhere quiet. Any stimulation will worsen the spasms." The ancestral hall, optimized for receiving patients, had windows and doors thrown wide. Light streamed in from every direction.

"The east wing of the church. It's unoccupied." Dong Weiwei immediately summoned two soldiers to transport the boy. Liu San ordered paper pasted over the windows, dimming the room as much as possible.

"Prepare a one-to-one-thousand potassium permanganate solution. Quickly." He examined the wound more closely. Filth clogged the puncture—soil, rust, organic debris. Iron implements, agricultural tools, farm fields. The combination was almost designed to breed tetanus.

Dong Weiwei retrieved the permanganate bottle from the medical kit, found an enamel basin and clean water. Then she stopped. "Damn—no measuring cup, no scale!"

"Start with a single crystal, then dilute gradually. Watch the color. Light red is correct; purple means too concentrated."

Solution prepared, Liu San first debrided the wound, then flushed it continuously with the antiseptic wash. The child twitched intermittently on the door board. Dong Weiwei moved to hold him steady.

"It's manageable. Check his tongue—is the coating yellow and rough?"

She pried open his clenched teeth with difficulty using a tongue depressor.

"No!"

"Body temperature? Fever?"

"Yes." She touched his forehead. "Do we need the thermometer?"

"Is he sweating?"

"Sweating, but not profusely."

Liu San studied the boy's complexion. No cyanosis yet—no ominous blue-purple discoloration marked the progression to what TCM termed "wind toxin entering the interior." They remained in the early phase. The probability of successful treatment with traditional methods was still reasonable. He allowed himself a fraction of relief.

"No need for the thermometer. In TCM terms, we're still at 'wind toxin in the exterior'—initial stage. Feel his pulse. What do you find?"

Dong Weiwei understood he was using the crisis as a teaching moment. She pressed her fingers to the boy's wrist, concentrating. "I'm not confident, but... it feels wiry and rapid."

"That confirms the severity of his condition." Much depended on how quickly the medicine arrived. "A round trip takes about half a day at best. If he can hold on, this child might survive."

Dong Weiwei gazed at the small figure—thin, ragged, barely more than bones wrapped in skin. Compassion welled in her chest. "Doesn't Bairen General Hospital have antitoxin serum? One dose, one injection—wouldn't that settle it?"

Liu San gave a harsh laugh. "Our tetanus antitoxin supply is finite. A fair amount has been used since D-Day. We must reserve what remains for our own."

"Surely one dose wouldn't matter?" She knew the serum's value perfectly well.

"One dose could also save a life. Whose life do you choose?"

Dong Weiwei fell silent. The question was brutal, and brutally real.

"This is precisely why I must seize every opportunity to test TCM therapies." Liu San finished flushing the wound but left it open, neither bandaged nor sutured. "The serum will run out eventually. When it does, herbal medicine is all we'll have."

Under his guidance, Dong Weiwei then performed acupuncture on the patient to control the spasms.

Late that night, the medicine finally arrived. Liu San ground the herbs to fine powder himself, sifted and blended them, then administered the mixture with heated wine and applied powder directly to the wound.

"This is a refinement of a traditional patent prescription—Yuzhen Powder, or 'Jade True Powder.'" He handed the formula to Dong Weiwei. "Study it. Tetanus is common here. Master these techniques and you'll be equipped to handle cases on your own."

Days passed with regular doses and applications. Liu San also ordered regular administration of saline water. Gradually, the spasms subsided; the rigidity faded; the boy began to mend. Liu San felt a surge of validation. He had known, theoretically, that TCM could treat tetanus—but he had never witnessed an actual case. The evidence before him doubled his confidence. At least one disease threatening the Transmigration Group's future health had a viable treatment. He documented the entire course meticulously: pulse records, prescriptions, medications, every procedure and measure employed. Someday, this case would serve as a model for training future physicians.

Watching the boy improve day by day, Liu San felt an attachment quite different from that of a normal doctor-patient relationship. He had pulled this life back from the edge. He found himself visiting the ward often, sitting and talking with the child. To navigate the county, collect herbs, and treat patients, Liu San had acquired passable Lingao dialect, so conversation posed no difficulty.

Through their talks, he learned the boy's surname was Fu—one of the great family names in Lingao, shared by rich and poor alike. As for a given name, there was none. Not even something crude like "Leftover" or "Stone." He ranked fourth among his siblings. Hence: Fu Sinan—"Fu Fourth Male."

Despite his name, Fu Sinan was actually the second surviving child in the family. He was eleven or twelve. Of the three elder brothers born before him, two had died before reaching fifteen. Three younger siblings still lived. The family's circumstances mirrored those of most villagers—abject poverty. Their home was bamboo and thatch, their diet sweet potatoes and taro for half the year, with frequent hunger even then. A standard specimen of peasant life under the old regime.

Over several days of conversation, Liu San discovered that this child possessed genuine aptitude for gardening—he tended the family vegetable plot. More remarkably, he was willing to talk, to engage openly with a stranger. In Liu San's experience, common folk of this era were usually sullen gourds, answering only when questioned directly, or simply staring in silence.

Finding such an expressive, communicative child lifted Liu San's spirits. He recalled the Executive Committee's call for everyone to "take apprentices," and reflected that a boy skilled in cultivation would be invaluable for growing medicinal herbs. He asked:

"Can you read?"

"No." Fu Sinan shook his head.

"Would you like to learn?"

"There's no money for learning..."

"What if you became my apprentice instead? You could be a doctor someday too."
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At these words, Fu Sinan tumbled from the bed and prostrated himself, pressing his forehead to the floor. Liu San caught him by the shoulders and hauled him upright.

"None of that. We don't bow and scrape here." He paused. "But if you become my apprentice, you'll have to leave home. Are you willing?"

Fu Sinan declared his willingness on the spot. Liu San remembered a guidance document from Wu De—Guidelines for Handling Relations with Indigenous People—which stipulated that agreements involving personal freedom, such as taking apprentices, should be formalized in writing to prevent future disputes.

After a few more days of rest, once the boy's recovery was complete, Liu San dispatched the liaison officer to summon Fu Sinan's parents for discussion. The prospect delighted the impoverished family. Though they would lose half a laborer, they would also shed one hungry mouth. A fair exchange. Both parties signed a contract: Fu Sinan would serve as Liu San's apprentice in Bairen Village for a term of seven years, during which time life and death lay in heaven's hands.

With the document signed and stamped, Fu Sinan became Liu San's apprentice under the laws of the Great Ming. Liu San could now treat the boy however he saw fit—provided he stopped short of beating him to death.

Having acquired an apprentice, Liu San determined to "purify" the child and eliminate his illiteracy, lest he prove unable to read even basic medical texts. There was no reason to linger further in Daolu Village. After instructing Dong Weiwei on essential matters, he set out for Bairen with his new charge.

Fu Sinan insisted on carrying the medicine basket. Liu San laughed. "I'd better carry it myself."

"When there is work to be done, the disciple undertakes the labor," the boy recited respectfully.

"Oh? I thought you couldn't read. Where did you learn to speak so bookishly?"

"The village schoolteacher used to say it." Fu Sinan's expression was perfectly earnest. "Whenever I passed the private school and the master set students to chores, he always spoke that phrase."

"It seems you love learning." Liu San felt a swell of satisfaction. If the boy had no passion for study, any plan to cultivate him would be hopeless. But this one clearly loved books—and possessed a retentive memory besides.

"Yes, Master."

Liu San led Fu Sinan to Bairen. Everything there bewildered and amazed the child who had never ventured as far as the county seat. Fellow villagers had spoken of a wondrous place called East Gate Market, now the most prosperous corner of the region, brimming with riches and marvels unseen for generations. When they reached it, the boy's eyes darted everywhere, unable to absorb the spectacle fast enough.

"Stop gawking, silly boy." Liu San patted his head. "You'll have plenty of time to look around later."

He steered the child toward a cluster of buildings enclosed by barbed wire on the outskirts of Bairen—the quarantine camp. To accommodate the growing number of locally recruited personnel, the Ministry of Health had established this facility.

The officer in charge was Bai Yu from the Ministry of Education. When this mountain of a man, standing a full 1.8 meters, came swaying toward them, Fu Sinan drew a sharp breath. The legends about Australians being tall and mighty were apparently no exaggeration.

"Call him Teacher Bai!" Liu San instructed.

Fu Sinan made to drop and kowtow again. Bai Yu stopped him with an outstretched hand. "We don't kneel to people here!"

Lifted bodily by this giant, the scrawny Fu Sinan offered no resistance whatsoever. He found himself hoisted upright before he could protest.

"Teacher Bai," he called out obediently.

"This child is now in your hands, Bai Yu."

Bai Yu looked the boy over. "Where is he from? Looks rather weak."

"The Thirteen Villages area. He's been recovering from an illness."

"We've had quite a few from that region lately." Bai Yu flipped through a register. "I don't see this child on any transfer list."

"He's my apprentice. Just enroll him in the literacy class; I'll handle his further education myself."

"You've taken an apprentice too?" Bai Yu let out a laugh. "That fellow Nanhai only takes female disciples—raising lolis from infancy, they say. Why'd you choose a boy? Raising a shota?"

"Spare me your jokes." Liu San waved the innuendo aside. "An apprentice means an extra pair of hands. I'm entrusting this child to you."

"Very well. I'll see he's properly trained." Bai Yu turned to Fu Sinan. "Come along. First, we'll get you clean."

Fu Sinan underwent the full purification regimen. When he emerged, he was shorn bald and clad in the standard blue student uniform. His own reflection seemed to puzzle him greatly.

"There." Liu San surveyed the newly scrubbed boy, who now exuded the sharp scent of saponin extract. "You'll live here for several weeks. Obey your teachers and study diligently. Otherwise, they'll cane your backside until you can't sit down. I'll return for you in due time."

Fu Sinan announced his readiness for beatings—what apprentice wasn't struck by his master, the master's wife, and senior disciples?

Bai Yu pulled out a notebook. "Name? Age?"

"Fu Sinan. Eleven years old."

"That name won't do." Bai Yu frowned gravely. "With names like that, how is anyone supposed to tell you all apart?"

"Call him Fu Wuben," Liu San suggested.

And so Fu Sinan was renamed Fu Wuben. He received a sturdy cloth satchel stuffed full, with two broad straps stitched on for wearing, and a small bamboo plaque on a cord to hang around his neck—his name and serial number carved into it. Thus the Lingao native formerly known as Fu Sinan was formally absorbed into the Transmigration system as Fu Wuben.

Paperwork complete, Liu San proceeded to Bairen General Hospital to report on his rural expedition.

He presented the tetanus treatment records to Shi Niaoren with palpable excitement. "This is tremendous! We won't need to worry about what happens when the antitoxin runs out!"

Shi Niaoren did not share his enthusiasm. He leafed through the documentation with a sour expression, then rendered his verdict:

"Insufficient clinical evidence."

Liu San's pharmacy training told him this objection was technically valid. Since tetanus antitoxin became available in China, cases treated solely with TCM could practically be counted on one's fingers.

"But Yuzhen Powder is a proven prescription for tetanus."

"First," Shi Niaoren replied without ceremony, "we cannot actually confirm this was tetanus. You have no bacterial culture, no pathology report, no temperature chart. You cannot definitively diagnose the disease. This violates the fundamental rigor of modern medicine.

"Second, many 'proven prescriptions' have been demonstrated by modern medicine and pharmacology to be completely ineffective, or outright harmful. Rabies has several so-called proven treatments as well—and yet once rabies symptoms manifest, neither TCM nor modern medicine can do anything. Without serum, it's a death sentence."

"Then what do we do when the serum is gone?" Liu San's voice rose. If his beloved TCM pharmacopoeia was to be dismissed as worthless, what hope remained? "No matter how carefully we ration it, the serum will eventually expire!"

"Large-scale clinical trials must be conducted. But running such trials now carries significant risk."

"Risk" meant that even setting transmigrators aside, the indigenous laborers and soldiers they had painstakingly recruited and trained represented substantial investment. Losing such personnel to failed experiments would be a major loss.

"Can we use animal testing?"

"Here's the problem." Shi Niaoren's voice turned pained. "Everyone thought of everything when they packed the ship—except white mice. Not a single pair."

"What about rabbits? Doesn't the farm have rabbits?" Liu San's zoological knowledge was limited, but he knew rabbits reproduced nearly as prolifically as mice.

"According to Nanhai, the rabbits have stopped breeding—it's too hot here. We only have a handful left, and there's already a queue of people eager to eat them for the meat. You think anyone will let us use them for experiments?"

"If animal testing is impossible, then we proceed directly to human trials!" A voice sounded from the doorway. Both men looked up. There stood Jiang Qiuyan, the Transmigration Group's sole psychiatrist, returned from the circumnavigation expedition.

"You're back?!" Shi Niaoren was visibly surprised. "The expedition returned?"

"Arrived this morning. I've already bathed, changed, and eaten. The rest are still unloading at the pier." He grinned. "One of the perks of being a physician." His expression grew more earnest. "Why not run clinical trials directly? Minister Shi, if you're unwilling to experiment on our own laborers—take the medicine to the countryside. Test it on the general population."

The implication was clear: use commoners outside the system as test subjects. This was, in fact, Shi Niaoren's own preference—but years in America had taught him to express such things indirectly.

"Hmm." Shi Niaoren remained noncommittal. "Liu San, refine this treatment protocol and formalize it."

That amounted to approval. Liu San's indignation ebbed. He asked Jiang Qiuyan about the expedition's results.

"Excellent results!" Jiang Qiuyan upended a cattail bag onto the table, spilling out several coconuts. "Drink up. We collected thousands—plenty for everyone!"

"Wonderful." Shi Niaoren immediately ordered the entire staff summoned and fetched ice from the freezer. Soon, a cluster of doctors was happily gulping down chilled coconut water.

"Delicious! So refreshing!" He Ma had just finished teaching a clinical class for the intern nurses and was drenched in sweat. A cup of cold sweetness sent him practically soaring. Ai Beibei refused her share but carefully wrapped a coconut to take home to her child.

"Sister-in-law, drink freely—this batch is extra-allocation." Jiang Qiuyan smiled.

"There's an official allocation too?" Shi Niaoren asked.

"One coconut per person, regardless of age or gender or position," Jiang Qiuyan explained. "Heavy laborers and officers receive additional rations. Indigenous employees get some as well, though not one apiece. And after you've drunk the water, the shells must be turned in to the cafeteria."

"Are they making curry? I heard Wu Nanhai transferred those Indians from the labor reform team to his farm—he doesn't seem to mind the smell."
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"I suspect they're planning to press oil. Coconut-poached fish, perhaps."

"The thought alone makes me nauseous," Shi Niaoren said. "More likely they're gearing up for soap production."

"Actually, large-scale soap-making is being discontinued." Jiang Qiuyan shook his head. "The expedition discovered abundant Gleditsia—honey locust—resources. I expect everyone will be washing with Gleditsia pods for quite a while."

"Does Gleditsia have any antibacterial properties for hand-washing?"

"No idea. Probably."

With that, he produced several thick, salt-crusted notebooks from his portable case, their pages crumpled and stained. They contained medical records, health diaries, and disease observations compiled throughout the voyage.

"When you have time, organize these materials together. I'm a psychiatrist, after all—this sort of work isn't really my specialty."



Fu Wuben was escorted to Boys' Dormitory No. 1. The quarantine camp now segregated by both gender and age. Orphans and single men were no longer housed together—a policy change prompted by incidents at the Bopu camp, where adults had been caught stealing food from children, and worse, cases of sodomy had been discovered. Though the perpetrators paid dearly—sentenced to lifetime hard labor in the reform brigade—the transmigrators had decided to separate the populations entirely to prevent further scandals.

Dormitory No. 1 housed children admitted during the same period. Fewer than ten occupied the thirty bunk beds, leaving the room feeling cavernous. Several boys sat on their mattress edges, reading aloud; others wrestled and roughhoused. Like Fu Wuben, they were all bald and dressed in close-fitting blue jackets with mandarin collars.

The beds held woven straw mats, clean and orderly, with folded single quilts of the same blue cloth as their uniforms. Simple sedge pillows completed the bedding. Beside each bunk stood a small cabinet of unpainted white wood.

Fu Wuben understood newcomer protocol. He took a position just inside the door, standing properly, waiting to see if a "boss" would emerge to assign him a bed. But no one spoke. After a long silence, he cautiously selected an apparently unoccupied bunk and set down his belongings.

"Hey!" someone shouted. Fu Wuben flinched, snatched up his things, and stood frozen by the bedside.

A boy trotted over. "New arrival! You can't put your stuff directly on the bed! If Teacher Bai catches you, there'll be a beating."

"Then where should I put it?" Fu Wuben asked, then added ingratiatingly, "Senior Brother."

"Senior Brother?" The boy blinked, then laughed. "I'm not your senior brother! I'm Lu Jia, from Xuankuodu!" At the mention of his hometown, he puffed his chest with evident pride.

Xuankuodu meant the county seat proper—"city folk." The age-old superiority of urbanites over rustics, it seemed, transcended the centuries.

"Your family are just tenant farmers working school fields," several boys nearby jeered. "Barbarians camped by the city walls. What's there to brag about?"

"We're official tenants—"

"So what? Still poor enough to show your ass."

"I'm from XX Village," Fu Wuben offered carefully, declining to join the dispute.

"I've heard of it! Lots of people from your area lately." Lu Jia nodded. "The rules here are strict. Everything has to be arranged just so—nothing placed at random."

"I'm from the Thirteen Villages too!" A second boy ran up. "My name is Yuan... Yuan..." He struggled to recall his recently assigned official name. "Yuan Fei!"

"You Thirteen Villages types are all bandit spawn!" Before the two could bond over their shared origins, a discordant voice cut across the room. This came from an older-looking boy with a jagged scar crossing his forehead, giving him a ferocious aspect.

"That's a lie!" Yuan Fei shrieked, face reddening. "My father's no bandit!"

"Your grandfather was a bandit! Your whole family, your whole village—bandits, all of you!" The scarred boy matched his volume. The two glared at each other, looking ready to tear into each other with teeth and nails. Fu Wuben edged backward.

"That's Wu Xiang," Lu Jia murmured. "Word is his family was destroyed by Dang Namen's gang. Now he's half-mad. Anyone mentions Thirteen Villages, he goes off like a sworn enemy."

"Will he hit me—" Fu Wuben thought uneasily. I'm from the Thirteen Villages area too. Being beaten for nothing isn't worth it.

"Don't worry. He doesn't dare anymore. Last time he and Yuan Fei came to blows, they dragged him out and caned him bloody. Now he only dares to shout." Lu Jia shrugged. "If he causes trouble again, he'll be shipped to the labor reform brigade."

Sure enough, the standoff ended after several minutes of mutual death-glares. No one threw a punch. Yuan Fei turned to Fu Wuben with satisfaction. "Good—now that you're here, we Thirteen Villages people don't have to take that lunatic's abuse anymore."

"I'd save that sentiment," Lu Jia warned. "The Australian Chiefs strictly forbid cliques based on hometown or clan. Mind the rattan cane."

"I'm not a bandit's son!" Yuan Fei's expression turned wounded. "The real bandit children are locked in a separate camp by the church! I heard they're going to make them into foreign monks."

"Why would they do that?" Fu Wuben asked, puzzled.

"Who knows." Lu Jia waved the question away. "Get your things organized first."

Fu Wuben opened the satchel he had been issued. It was stuffed with more than he had ever owned: a second set of clothes identical to what he wore, a cap with a brim, two sets of underclothes, socks. The underwear and socks were soft, with no stitching seams—a mystery that astonished him. These were products from the Bairen Textile Mill, made on primitive knitting machines.

Then came two long towels, one white and one blue, thick and plush, covered in tiny loops. Lu Jia explained: "This is called a maojin—a towel. White for washing your face, blue for bathing." Fu Wuben had never used a face towel in his life; now he was expected to use two? He wondered if he had stumbled into the wrong world. Even landlords weren't this particular.

The wooden toothbrush, he recognized—wealthy households in his village used similar implements. Of course, he himself never had.

A bamboo cup for drinking and rinsing, plus a large bowl, chopsticks, and a spoon for meals.

"My master thought of everything."

"Everyone gets the same. Nothing special." Lu Jia assumed the air of a seasoned insider. He proceeded to demonstrate how to categorize and store belongings in their designated places: clothes folded precisely in the cabinet, towels hung unfolded, chopsticks oriented just so.

"The Australians hate disorder. Everything has rules—even taking a shit!" Lu Jia's voice dropped conspiratorially. "And they're terrified of dirt. They bathe every day! Anyone who breaks the rules gets dragged out for a caning." He shuddered, perhaps recalling his own experience. "Rattan canes." His hand unconsciously drifted to his backside.

As he spoke, Fu Wuben felt a sudden cramping pain in his gut.

"Can't hold it! Where's the latrine?"

"Turn left out the door. There's a building with two entrances. But wait—" Before Lu Jia could finish, Fu Wuben was already bolting for the exit.

"Don't forget the toilet paper!" Lu Jia thrust a wad at him. Fu Wuben grabbed it without breaking stride.

When he staggered back to the dormitory, his legs were barely functioning and his stomach still churned violently. An older boy on duty outside made him wash his hands, rubbing a slippery substance against his palms until foam appeared before he was allowed to rinse.

Fu Wuben's diarrhea would persist for two days, until the deworming medication ran its course.

Eventually the boys resumed their chatter, sharing their varied backgrounds. Lu Jia, it emerged, was an apprentice recruited by Wu Nanhai.

"Master Wu was walking around the fields with the County Director of Education, and he picked me right on the spot." Lu Jia's chest swelled. "He even said I was 'teachable,' or something like that."

Yuan Fei had been collected when Du Wen's Work Team gathered orphans in the Thirteen Villages area. He wasn't technically an orphan, but when word spread that children sent to Bairen received free food, clothing, and education, many overburdened families had volunteered their offspring. The Work Team accepted them all.

As for Wu Xiang, he had fled to East Gate Market on his own initiative, begging to join the transmigrators. Origins, clearly, varied widely.

Two categories of children existed here: "Sponsored Students," adopted or sent by individual transmigrators, whose upbringing costs were deducted from their sponsors' income, to be reclaimed after completing basic literacy and military training; and "State Students," gathered through various channels, raised and educated uniformly by the Ministry of Education, then assigned according to aptitude and performance.

A shout rang from outside: "Attention! Officer inspection!" The children in the room immediately dropped whatever they held and scrambled to their beds, standing ramrod straight.

"Stand properly! Quick!" Lu Jia hissed. Fu Wuben mimicked the posture, rigid and uncertain.

The arriving officer wore an Army uniform. During the quarantine period, basic military training for all inductees—to instill organization, discipline, and obedience—was an Executive Committee mandate. Army and Navy officers rotated through as instructors. Today's visitor was Zhang Berlin.

Lu Jia, standing nearest the door, spotted him first. "Attention!"

Zhang Berlin surveyed the room and returned a crisp salute.

"Sir! Dormitory Number One reports twelve persons authorized, twelve present! Awaiting instructions!"

Zhang Berlin signaled acknowledgment and proceeded down the aisle between bunks, inspecting each bed and cabinet. Occasionally he ran a white-gloved hand along a surface, checking for dust. One boy began to sweat visibly.

Finally, Zhang Berlin pronounced himself satisfied with the sanitary conditions and departed. Moments later, the shout echoed from the adjacent dormitory.

Fu Wuben let out a shaky breath. Lu Jia smirked. "See how strict the rules are here? There are dormitory regulations on the wall. You'd better memorize them."

"I can't read," Fu Wuben admitted, embarrassed.
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Lu Jia couldn't read either—or rather, not all the characters. He was functionally semi-literate. But he had memorized the regulations in class, so he positioned his finger on the posted rules and recited them line by line, pretending to read.

Halfway through his performance, a gong sounded from outside. The children erupted in cheers: "Mealtime!" Judging by their enthusiasm, the food here was evidently worth anticipating.

There was no cafeteria. Everyone retrieved their bowls and chopsticks and queued at the kitchen window for their individual portions, then returned to the dormitory to eat. Fu Wuben stared at his tray. They were actually eating steamed rice. And a small fish. Boiled vegetables. A bit of egg scrambled with fish meal. His throat tightened. Back home, even during the busiest harvest season, meals like this were unimaginable.

"Three meals a day—one rice, two porridge. The food is excellent!"

When Fu Wuben reached the front of the line, the server paused. "New arrival? Let me see your plaque."

He squinted at the bamboo tag around Fu Wuben's neck. "Have you had diarrhea?"

"Mm, yes." Fu Wuben wondered what that had to do with getting food.

"Drink this." And so he choked down another dose of the bitter liquid he had been given during purification.

Once he finished, the cook added an extra fish cake to his tray.

"You're entitled to Recovery Rations for ten days!" The man chalked a few symbols on a wooden board.

"You even get Recovery Rations." Yuan Fei's envy was palpable. Such treatment was usually reserved for the genuinely ill.

"I was sick," Fu Wuben said. But his heart swelled, and for a moment he felt tears threatening. In eleven years of life, this was the first time anyone had truly cared about him as a person—not as a burden to be fed, not as half a laborer to be worked. Someone actually cared whether he was healthy.



Xiao Zishan rose particularly early that morning. He had skipped the previous night's banquet welcoming the circumnavigation expedition—by all accounts a legendary affair. Four People's Commissars had reportedly been carried out from beneath the table by evening's end. The Leizhou Sugar Company had shipped a massive quantity of rum fermented from molasses, and the liquor had flowed like water.

He stepped out of his office-cum-dormitory—most department heads preferred sleeping in their offices to the collective dormitory. An office wasn't necessarily more comfortable, particularly given the extra walk to the bathhouse each night, but it signified a certain status.

The dormitory occupancy rate had been declining steadily. Xiao Zishan recalled seeing the "Overnight Absence" roster from Fang Yijing, the dormitory administrator, only yesterday. Even excluding accidental overnights, more than thirty percent of residents now lived outside the dorm on a permanent basis. Some were migratory, rotating between the dorm and outside lodgings every few days.

Those not living in the dormitory obviously had somewhere else to go. Executive Committee administrative cadres mostly slept in their offices; military officers in their barracks, returning to the dorm only on weekends. Farm personnel, ensconced in their private cottages, had even less reason to emerge. Many under the Industrial and Energy Committee had taken up residence in their factories. As everyone's professional direction solidified, rest near one's workplace had become more attractive than returning to collective quarters.

This clustering might indicate high morale, but Xiao Zishan knew that if the trend continued, demands for individual housing allocations would soon follow.

Certain patterns were already visible. First: requests to the General Office for "Living Secretaries" had increased sharply, and BBS discussion threads on the topic were multiplying. Second: applications to take on "apprentices," "adopted sons," and "adopted daughters" had begun appearing. The Executive Committee had not yet opened "cross-gender adoption" except in a few special cases—otherwise, Xiao Zishan suspected, many would already be raising lolis.

Regardless, the transmigrators were scattering. If a major incident occurred, mustering forces could prove problematic. Xiao Zishan mulled over whether to raise this issue at the upcoming Executive Committee enlargement meeting as he pedaled a Type-28 heavy-duty bicycle toward the new school site—one of the Transmigration Group's priority projects. The National School was nearing completion.

Since the mainland orphan intake began, the transmigrators had prioritized cultivating successors from among the indigenous population. Adults, regardless of age cohort, inevitably carried the habits, mindsets, and values of the seventeenth century. No amount of indoctrination could erase every residue. The optimal approach was to start with children: shaping a new generation of laborers, soldiers, and administrators for the decades ahead.

This educational vision would first benefit the so-called "children within the system." They came from two sources: offspring of indigenous employees working for the transmigrators, and orphans collected from the mainland and locally. The latter were especially prized as cultivation targets. Their backgrounds were clean; they had no family entanglements to complicate loyalties or influence behaviors. They regarded the transmigrators who had rescued them from misery as saviors and gods.

Over the past half-year, the Transmigration Group had established an array of educational models: night schools promoted in rural areas; the Rural Cadre Training Institute run by Du Wen; literacy programs administered through quarantine camps; military-political schools organized by the Army and administration; Health Schools under the Ministry of Health; National Schools for orphans; and finally, the Industrial and Energy Committee's "Apprentice Corps" vocational track.

Most of these efforts lacked proper facilities. Aside from the Training Institutes, which repurposed dilapidated temples, almost none had dedicated classrooms. Children received their lessons in open-air courtyards; on rainy days they did homework and recited lessons in dormitories. Under such conditions, all education to date amounted to little more than literacy training. Continuing indefinitely in this manner was not viable.

The proliferation of parallel programs had also created administrative chaos. Zhou Dongtian found himself bewildered when trying to print textbooks—every department seemed intent on developing its own curriculum. The Executive Committee decided to consolidate all educational initiatives and pool resources.

As with every policy question, the issue of how to structure the education system had split the transmigrators into factions. Dr. Zhong Lishi, ever passionate about such debates, proposed a plan first. Naturally, it was also the most ambitious.

Education would be divided into Public Schools and Private Schools. Private schools, self-funded and self-administered, would face no curricular mandates beyond Mandarin and basic arithmetic; however, the government would use administrative and economic incentives to encourage adoption of standardized textbooks. Attending public school would be free—taxes being collected as usual—while private school tuition could earn discretionary tax reductions.

Children would enter school at seven, progressing through five years of primary school, three years of junior high, and two years of senior high. Ten years of compulsory education total. High achievers would sit for university entrance examinations; public universities would charge no fees. Non-registered auditors could attend lectures free of charge. Graduates would be selected for government positions based on merit. The government would establish various free literacy programs. Teachers would be honored as paragons of society, enjoying exceptional social prestige.

...

Hu Qingbai, People's Commissar for Education, immediately objected: "Let us revisit this plan when we have established the 'Republic of Haibei' and can exercise sovereign authority over the entire island. For now, we should concentrate on universal literacy and adult education."

Everyone agreed the proposal was too luxurious. Finding sufficient teachers in the short term alone presented an insoluble problem. Then, inevitably, another luxurious plan emerged—this one championed primarily by Army and Navy officers. They cared little for basic schooling but seized the opportunity to advocate for military education.

"Given the severe situation facing our Transmigration Government, all education must be militarized!" Zhang Berlin used the term without hesitation. "Whatever system is adopted, military training courses are essential! Simultaneously, we should establish Army Junior Schools, Army Officer Schools..." His enthusiasm was boundless. "Ultimately, an Army War College!"

"The Navy demands equivalent treatment," Li Haiping interjected. Whatever the Army received, the Navy must have too.

"Hongpai Port Naval Officer School!"

"Hongpai Naval Academy!" Internal disagreement over the naming had already begun for an institution that existed nowhere but in imagination.

"Pah, you Hanjian," someone sneered. "Planning to sing the Warship March next?"

"The copyright on Warship March belongs to this officer!"

"Then may 'Your Excellency' achieve an early Gyokusai for the Senate."

...

The military academies proposed by Army and Navy immediately triggered a rush of departmental demands. The Ministry of Health wanted a Health School. Wu Nanhai wanted an Agricultural School. The Prospecting Team wanted a Geology School. The proposals multiplied wildly.

"Enough!" Wen Desi cut through the clamor. "This isn't a BBS thread where you can toss out anything that sounds fancy. Keep your eyes on reality. Stop painting pies in the sky."

"In my view," Ma Qianzhu said, "we should focus for now on literacy classes and basic teacher training. Add a simple Cadre Training Institute. That's sufficient." His pragmatism was unvarnished. "First, we need not concern ourselves with universal education in Lingao—that's not our responsibility. We need only cultivate basic applied talent for the Transmigration Group's immediate needs. Soldiers who can write and perform arithmetic up to a hundred are adequate. At most, engineers and artillerymen should understand the four operations plus elementary geometry. Requirements for ordinary workers need not exceed those for soldiers. Administrative cadres should know some abacus work..."

"Objection!" Dr. Zhong interrupted. "Shipyard riveters alone need high-school-level solid geometry. How can workers from mere literacy classes master such techniques?"

"Illiterates can still become excellent workers. At most, they attend night school to patch their education." Ma Qianzhu was unmoved. "At the enterprise where my elders worked, many skilled industrial workers were illiterate before Liberation. A little post-Liberation night schooling, and they excelled."

Dr. Zhong remained unconvinced. "That is a low-level application of empiricism. Adequate temporarily, perhaps. But what happens as industry advances? Technology develops continuously. We cannot remain static."
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"The way I see it, our objective is to revive as much useful technology as possible within our lifetimes, then adapt it to our environment—rather than blindly attempting to restore every advancement we once knew." Ma Qianzhu pressed his argument. "The difference in context means our technological trajectory will necessarily diverge from the other timeline's..."

"The Superintendent's steampunk obsession is showing again," someone muttered nearby.

Steam-powered gear computers. High-speed double-decker steam trains. Floating battleship airships. These were the three "future technology" initiatives that the steampunk faction—with Ma Qianzhu at its helm—championed most fervently.

At this point, Hu Qingbai, head of the Education Committee, rose to speak. "Based on everyone's proposals, my colleagues in the Ministry of Education have discussed the matter and concluded that we should 'walk on two legs' in education."

The phrase meant pursuing both rapid popular education and formal education simultaneously. The former addressed immediate needs; the latter cultivated talent for future development.

This pragmatic synthesis covered all essential bases while remaining feasible given current resources. Ultimately, it won broad acceptance: the Transmigration Group would establish a dual-track education system—National Education for children and Rapid Education for adults.

First came the National School, the foundation of National Education. Its mandate: orphans collected from the mainland and children of indigenous personnel directly serving the transmigrators. Enrollment was compulsory for all children between full eight years and under twelve. Those exceeding the age limit would be channeled exclusively into adult rapid literacy programs to earn the most basic qualification—a Class C Diploma.

The National School was a comprehensive institution divided into two stages: Primary and Secondary, requiring nine years to complete. But Hu Qingbai further subdivided the curriculum into three phases: Lower Primary, Higher Primary, and Secondary School. Additionally, a Nursery would be established for preschool children.

The two-year Lower Primary curriculum emphasized fundamental reading, writing, and arithmetic alongside civic education—including basic Chinese history, rudimentary moral and social ethics, and simple natural science. Labor skills classes taught practical abilities, preparing students for future employment while fostering hands-on competence. Finally, physical education classes were instituted to strengthen bodies and begin overturning the traditional Chinese contempt for manual labor and practical work.

Upon completing Lower Primary, students received a Class B Diploma. Graduates could enlist in the Army, enter vocational or military-political schools, or join any Transmigration Group department directly. The Ministry of Education's primary goal for the coming years was universal Lower Primary coverage—extending the Class B Diploma to the Army, factories, farms, and all other sectors.

Children demonstrating ability to continue their education could advance to Higher Primary for three additional years, earning a Class A Diploma upon graduation.

Class A Diploma holders could proceed to Secondary School, Vocational Technical School, or Military-Political School. Secondary School lasted four years. According to the transmigrators' design, students who completed this level would be groomed as key future leaders. The curriculum stressed theory and foundational science, enabling graduates to ultimately master the advanced knowledge and culture the transmigrators had brought with them. In other words, students completing the full nine years of National Education and earning a Secondary School Diploma would become genuine social elites—the Transmigration Group's true successors.

Adult Rapid Education was the current priority. Hu Qingbai devised a plan based on input from all departments: upon recruitment, all indigenous soldiers and employees would undergo a one-month "purification" quarantine.

During this period, a regimen of half-day military training and labor combined with half-day cultural study would be implemented. Military training fell to the Army; cultural instruction to personnel dispatched by the Ministry of Education. The curriculum covered Mandarin, five hundred basic Chinese characters, and fundamental arithmetic. A final examination would be administered. Those who passed received a Class C Diploma.

Those who failed could continue their education within their receiving department—Army, factory, or otherwise—and retake the cultural proficiency examination, administered every six months. Each department would organize its own remedial instruction, with support from the Ministry of Education.

The Class C Diploma was the most fundamental qualification under the Transmigration Regime; without it, advancement was impossible. Those lacking a Class C Diploma could not be promoted to regular worker or Private First Class, could not enter vocational schools, and certainly could not serve as grassroots cadres. In effect, without this certificate, one was condemned to remain at the lowest tier of the labor force, with no avenue for promotion.

Originally, Hu Qingbai had wanted to dismiss those who failed outright. Given the pressing demand for laborers and soldiers, however, such waste was unjustifiable.

Class C Diploma holders could voluntarily pursue further adult training in their own time, progressively elevating their educational level. No mandatory requirement was imposed. However, as indigenous personnel advanced through the ranks, the diploma would become a gatekeeping threshold—certain job categories, positions, military ranks, and advanced vocational training would require a specific diploma level. This mechanism was designed to stimulate learning through the desire for promotion.

The Ministry of Education would administer a cultural proficiency examination every six months, open to all.

The second pillar of adult education was Vocational Skills Education. Current vocational training was already reasonably organized. The Apprentice Corps had grown substantial; orphans collected from the mainland who proved unsuited for academic study were assigned there, along with children of many indigenous employees.

Hu Qingbai planned to establish a formal Vocational School from this corps, retaining its existing structure and pedagogical approach. The school would accept all indigenous persons holding diplomas—whether Class C, Class B, Class A, or Secondary School. Naturally, the job types available to each diploma level would differ. Polishers and nurses required only a Class C Diploma; teachers and medical officers needed at least Class B; physicians were reserved for Secondary School Diploma holders.

The Vocational School focused on technically demanding occupations requiring extended training: mechanics, teachers, medical personnel, and similar roles. Depending on specialty, training ranged from three months to three years, combining cultural study with internship rotations across various departments.

Finally, the Military-Political School. The original Military-Political School and the Rural Cadre Training Institute would merge into the Lingao Military-Political Cadre School, concentrating on the cultivation of indigenous military and administrative officers. The school was divided into three levels: Class A admitted Secondary School Diploma holders; Class B admitted Class A Diploma holders; Class C admitted Class B Diploma holders—the last restricted to serving employees and soldiers with organizational recommendations.

This education system, balancing short-term practical needs and long-term academic development, satisfied all parties reasonably well. Some grumbled that the Transmigration Group had merely reinstituted the "Diploma is Gospel" mentality—but complaints remained muted.

With the system defined, infrastructure had to follow. Xiao Zishan's destination was the construction site of the new school. Long dormitory buildings already stood in rows. The location lay far from the industrial zone, in good environmental conditions, with miscellaneous woodland nearby. The terrain was elevated and well-drained, largely sand and stone—unsuitable for farming but ideal for educational purposes. Lingao Construction General Company was now engaged in a major building campaign on this parcel.

Because manpower and material resources could not support three separate schools, the site was christened—borrowing a fashionable term from the other timeline—"Education Park." All teaching and living facilities would be shared. The park was named Fangcaodi Education Park.

By the time Xiao Zishan arrived, the Fangcaodi teaching area was nearing completion. From the access road, he could see over a dozen two-story red brick and timber buildings rising from the ground. They looked strangely familiar—the primary and secondary schools of his childhood had featured similar structures: long rectangular blocks with a corridor on one side, staircases set every two classrooms. A single building could accommodate eight to sixteen rooms.

Mei Wan, People's Commissar Hu Qingbai, and Clerk Bai Yu awaited him. As Director of the General Office, Xiao Zishan bore no formal responsibility for education policy; inspecting school construction was even less within his purview. But the General Office was responsible for solving the education problem of the transmigrators' own children, so his interest in the project was entirely justified.

The campus presented a somewhat rough appearance. Due to material shortages, no perimeter wall had been constructed—which, in a certain light, aligned with the "Open Education" philosophy but proved rather impractical in this era. Mei Wan's alternative was dense bamboo fencing; bamboo was abundant and easily worked.

"...Later we'll plant climbing Rosaceae along the fence. In a few years, neither man nor beast will be able to approach. It'll become a natural 'barbed wire'!" Mei Wan explained.

The main gate, by contrast, was majestic—large stone blocks quarried from Bairen, arranged in a three-arched European style that Mei Wan admitted was copied from Tsinghua University's entrance. Somewhat incongruously, blockhouses flanked either side. Four signs already hung at the gate: "Lingao National School," "Lingao Military-Political School," and "Nanhai Vocational Technical School."

The fourth sign read "Education People's Committee."

Xiao Zishan raised an eyebrow. "What's that about?"

"Oh, Wu Nanhai agreed to allocate some surplus agricultural products as supplementary student rations. This is by way of acknowledgment." Hu Qingbai added quickly, "Chairman Wen has already approved it."

Hearing that the Chairman had signed off, Xiao Zishan let the matter drop. Noting that the Education Committee's own sign hung here as well, he remarked, "The environment is quite pleasant. A good location for your offices."
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"Not bad." Hu Qingbai laughed. The Ministry of Education's office building stood within the park—a modest two-story structure of red brick and tile. Relocating out of the government compound meant they could claim an office building outright, rather than cramming into a handful of prefabricated units.

Just inside the school gate stood a large stone pedestal, its top conspicuously empty. Several National School students were climbing on it; spotting the approaching "Chiefs," they leaped down and scattered.

"That's the base for a statue," Mei Wan explained. The Ministry of Education had originally planned to erect a great man's likeness—but since debate over which great man remained unresolved, the pedestal stood vacant.

The playground was expansive, a regulation four-hundred-meter track encircling an open field. Equipment lined the edges: horizontal bars, parallel bars, climbing poles. A football goal fashioned from wooden frames and fishing net had been erected. Nearby, surprisingly, stood a basketball court, complete with hoops that appeared quite serviceable. Xiao Zishan silently credited Wu Kuangming, who oversaw forestry and wood products—the man's standards improved continuously.

Yet the students merely wandered the grounds, squabbling and playing on the equipment. No one was playing football or basketball.

"No balls?"

"We found a few aboard the ship..." Hu Qingbai started to say taken by the General Office, but remembering the General Office's Director stood before him, he pivoted. "—Not enough to go around. We wanted to manufacture some ourselves, but Mo Xiaoan said requisitioning rubber reserves for footballs and basketballs would certainly be rejected."

"Didn't ancient China have a football of its own? Gao Qiu was supposedly expert at it. Can't we produce the Song Dynasty version?" Xiao Zishan shrugged, unconcerned.

"Not the same thing." Hu Qingbai thought the Director rather given to lateral associations.

"Can't inflate it. No elasticity." Xiao Zishan suddenly recalled that the Army often used American football as a confrontational training exercise. During his last visit to Yanchang Village, he had even seen local youth playing the sport. American football required less of the ball itself, and the physical intensity was even greater.

"We could teach everyone American football. And baseball! The equipment isn't complicated to produce."

"Isn't American football's physicality a bit extreme?" Bai Yu expressed concern. "Children get injured easily."

"American children play American football." Xiao Zishan waved the objection away. "We're building a seventeenth-century America here!"

This peculiar analogy left everyone momentarily speechless. Yet upon reflection, the Transmigration Group did harbor such ambitions—World Hegemon was a title anyone would covet.

And so it was decided: American football and baseball would be added to the school athletics program. The Army would teach football; the Special Reconnaissance Team would handle baseball—Xue Ziliang, as a second-generation Chinese-American, was well-versed in the most popular sports of his homeland.

The newly constructed teaching building's whitewash had not yet dried, so the facilities remained unoccupied. The corridors were silent. Viewed from the inside, the classrooms reminded Xiao Zishan of the primary school he had attended as a child. Wide windows, fitted with glass panes, maximized natural illumination. However, the wooden frames limited the pane sizes somewhat, reducing overall lighting efficiency.

"No electric lights?"

"No. We lack the technology to manufacture bulbs, and existing ones are strictly rationed. The Industrial and Energy Committee suggested carbide lamps for nighttime use—they can handle that."

Blackboards, desks, and chairs were all standard designs. The blackboards had been painted, but desks and chairs retained the raw white finish of unpainted wood. Xiao Zishan reflected that it was impressive enough for Wu Kuangming to have a crew of seventeenth-century migrant workers producing twentieth-century furniture at all.

Above the blackboards, slogans familiar to any transmigrator had been painted in ink on the fresh plaster: "Study Hard, Improve Every Day," "Cultivate One's Character," "Knowledge is Power"... The variety was considerable.

Classroom numbers were nailed above each door. Hu Qingbai explained that to maximize utilization, they had forgone the one-class-one-classroom model in favor of a university-style approach: different classes meeting in different rooms as schedules dictated. This squeezed the most value from limited facilities.

"Is that really necessary?" Xiao Zishan asked. "Setting aside universities, primary and secondary students are in class from seven in the morning until five in the evening. Outside nighttime hours, classrooms have almost no idle capacity to exploit."

"Our educational system is pragmatic." Hu Qingbai was confident. "One-third cultural instruction, one-third labor practicum, one-third military and physical training. Each class probably spends only half its time in a classroom at any given moment."

This "Three-Thirds" system had earned effusive praise from Ma Qianzhu, who declared at multiple meetings: "The Fangcaodi pedagogical model perfectly embodies the spirit and superiority of the Transmigration Group," and "It represents the ideal fusion of theoretical study and social practice," and "It is a superior framework for cultivating new citizens with the 'Three Haves'—Ideals, Culture, and Discipline."

The labor practicum was not a matter of cutting paper with scissors or kneading modeling clay. Students performed genuine unskilled labor in fields and factories.

The campus itself hosted practicum facilities: a small farm comprising vegetable plots, a livestock area, and a substantial biogas digester. Biogas served both cooking and sanitation—organic waste and human refuse were processed into fertilizer for on-site application, eliminating the problem of sewage and filth disposal.

Beside the farm's riverside stood a simple wind-powered waterwheel for irrigation, flanked by a row of bamboo-frame sheds of varying sizes designed by Bing Feng.

"Many of the farm's facilities were built with student participation," Hu Qingbai said. "Not just the practicum farm—students contributed substantially to the entire campus construction. Originally, these children had classes outdoors and studied in dormitories. Now that they can move into proper buildings, they're overjoyed. Their labor enthusiasm has been tremendous!"

Hu Qingbai had clearly caught the enthusiasm himself. He gestured excitedly. "Take this waterwheel, for instance—several students built it themselves. Not bad, is it?"

"Indeed. But the waterwheel isn't turning." Xiao Zishan observed that the branch of the Wenlan River here had insufficient flow to power the mechanism.

"It'll be useful once we dam the water upstream." Hu Qingbai remained buoyant. "The vegetable garden lets students grow their own produce. The livestock area will house pigs and sheep—fed on cafeteria swill—"

"Swill?" Xiao Zishan had observed local eating habits. Given how fiercely they cherished every grain, it was hard to imagine much food going uneaten. This was not a twenty-first-century university.

"There's still some. Students can supplement feed by growing pigweed and sweet potatoes, and cutting hogweed. Sheep are even simpler—just cut grass." Hu Qingbai smiled. "The harvests from the garden and livestock will all go toward improving meals for students and teachers, increasing self-sufficiency and reducing dependency."

"And these bamboo sheds?" Xiao Zishan ducked into one of the larger structures. It rose nearly two stories, framed entirely in moso bamboo with walls of woven reed matting. The floor was compacted clay and sand. But its purpose was unclear.

"Site of the school-run factory," Hu Qingbai explained.

"What will it produce?"

"Without power machinery, we're limited to manual work initially. We'll accept outsourced processing jobs—Wu Kuangming agreed to subcontract rattan and straw weaving. The machinery factory also promised to build us a few hand-cranked knitting machines. Safety helmets, straw hats. Whatever else can be arranged will be coordinated at meetings."

The next shed was lower and smaller. Inside, shelves resembling library stacks had been constructed and arranged neatly.

"This can't be the library, can it?" Xiao Zishan was puzzled—the structure seemed far too short and crude for such a purpose.

Everyone laughed. "We're planning to cultivate fungi here. Oyster mushrooms, wood ear, shiitake... Huang Dashan provides the spawn and technical guidance."

"Aren't you worried about technology proliferation?"

"Cultivation techniques can spread—in fact, the more widely, the better. We just need to control the spawn. That's Huang Dashan's patent."

"Let's see the library now."

To Xiao Zishan's surprise, the library was a luxurious two-story building with a reinforced-concrete structure and a peaked roof. The gray structural beams and columns seemed almost jarring, inlaid within the red brick walls. From outside, the building appeared heavily fortified: iron bars on the windows, iron-sheet shutters, and an iron-clad door with a modern lock.

"The contents are extremely valuable; hence the construction standards." Mei Wan unlocked the door as she spoke. "Otherwise, I would never have authorized reinforced concrete."

The building served as both library and laboratory. The well-ventilated second floor housed the reading room, bright and spacious. Rows of newly built shelves stood temporarily empty, containing only thread-bound classics purchased from Guangzhou, newly printed textbooks, and bound volumes of the Lingao Times. Textbooks remained problematic; Zhou Dongtian and the chemical department were still working to solve the ink formulation for large-scale printing. Once that hurdle was cleared, the collection would grow rapidly.

The ground floor comprised four laboratories—Physics, Chemistry, and Biology—configured to middle-school standards, along with associated storage rooms. What stunned Xiao Zishan most was the Electrical Laboratory. He might not be involved with the Planning Committee's work, but he knew perfectly well how precious the electrical equipment installed here was to the transmigrators.
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Apart from some self-made glassware and simple equipment, most items in the laboratories had been brought from the other timeline. Balances and microscopes were Class I Controlled Items on the Planning Committee's allocation list. The Executive Committee was evidently investing heavily in education.

"Cultivating talent requires decades of foresight. Chairman Wen and Superintendent Ma truly see the long term." Xiao Zishan offered the compliment. Such praise delivered outside earshot was often more effective than anything said to a person's face.

"I was startled myself when I first saw the design specifications. Remarkably generous." Hu Qingbai paused. "But I'm concerned—chemistry laboratories require many reagents. Can they be supplied?"

"In a few days, the Bopu Chemical Plant will fire up. Once 'Three Acids and Two Bases' production begins, most concerns will be resolved. Organic chemistry will remain difficult, but little else."

They emerged from the laboratory and continued to the dormitories, toilets, and bathhouses. Xiao Zishan paid particular attention to these basic sanitation facilities. Schools concentrated populations densely; if hygiene was neglected, even a flu outbreak could prove catastrophic.

Lingao Construction Company had accumulated considerable experience building such high-density residential facilities. The Bauhaus aesthetic was exploited to its fullest. Water supply, bathing, waste disposal, sewage—one by one, the Construction Company's engineers had resolved each challenge.

To reduce per-room population density while conserving land and materials, Mei Wan had redesigned the dormitories. Original single-story structures were expanded to two floors, increasing the floor-area ratio.

Under this plan, each room now housed thirty instead of one hundred—precisely the class size prescribed by educational planning. According to Hu Qingbai's experience, classes exceeding twenty students became difficult for a single teacher to manage. Thirty was just barely feasible.

Housing each class together—eating, sleeping, studying, and working as a unit—fostered unity and cultivated collective spirit and discipline.

Xiao Zishan was struck by the dormitory's impeccable orderliness. At the entrance of every dormitory building, male and female students wearing "On Duty" armbands stood watch. Upon entry, calls of "Officer Inspection!" echoed through sleeping quarters. Any random room revealed students standing at attention beside their beds, personal belongings and clothing arranged precisely. The atmosphere was entirely military—and the girls' dormitories were indistinguishable from the boys' in this regard.

"Excellent discipline!" Even someone with no military expertise like Xiao Zishan understood the value of disciplined masses: armies that would not break, and industrial workers capable of enduring high-intensity monotonous labor.

"This is the fruit of quarantine camp training," Bai Yu said. "Even the most recalcitrant individuals have been tamed. We also promote a student self-management system."

Each class was divided into groups of ten, each with a group leader. Class cadres included a monitor and three committee members responsible for studies, culture and sports, and daily life respectively.

"We require teachers only to assign tasks, not to handle implementation specifics. Students manage themselves as much as possible." Hu Qingbai elaborated. "Currently, this applies to dormitory management, including sanitation and security. Eventually, classes will rotate kitchen duty, maintain the campus environment, and organize study groups. We're aiming for 'self-governance,' 'self-support,' and 'self-study' among students."

"Is it working?"

"Not yet ideally." Hu Qingbai sighed. "Transforming mindsets doesn't happen overnight. Some students don't know what to do without explicit teacher instructions. Others swing to the opposite extreme and become petty tyrants. Just yesterday we dealt with one from the Vocational School. The boy actually argued that he was practicing 'self-management'—his classmates broke his rules, he said, so he, as their 'student official,' was duty-bound to punish them. 'Officials beating commoners,' you understand."

"An interesting child—a power-hungry brat! How was he handled?"

"Sent to the Labor Reform Brigade, along with his subordinate class committee members. Together they beat a classmate badly enough to cause a fracture and injured several others." Hu Qingbai shook his head. "If we don't lock this one up, he'll become a careerist later."

"Careerist?"

"The Political Security Bureau forwarded a report. Several students testified that this boy often claimed the room was filled with fragrance when he was born, that his mother dreamed of a great serpent entering her bosom during pregnancy, that fortune-tellers had declared him endowed with extraordinary destiny, fated for wealth and glory beyond ordinary mortals... that sort of nonsense. When questioned, he admitted it himself and insisted every word was true..."

"That sounds like mental illness. The same old clichéd portent stories." Xiao Zishan chuckled. "But quite imaginative. If left unchecked, he might style himself a local emperor someday."

"He won't have that chance now." Hu Qingbai's voice turned cold. "The Political Security Bureau sentenced him to 'Indefinite Labor Reform—not to be released without special authorization.'"

"That severe!" A chill ran down Xiao Zishan's spine. "He's only thirteen or fourteen. How much could he possibly understand? Isn't that excessive?"

"Had he not spouted those ridiculous claims about fragrant rooms and snake dreams, it wouldn't have been a major issue. But he said them, and he insisted they were true. That crossed the high-voltage line. Step on it and you fry."

Xiao Zishan privately felt the punishment was disproportionate, but in truth he had no fondness for such crude pretensions of divine destiny either. Let the unfortunate child pay the price for his delusions of grandeur.

Emerging from the dormitory tour, Hu Qingbai invited Xiao Zishan to sit in the office building. The Ministry of Education's headquarters fit the image of an academic institution perfectly: a two-story pseudo-European structure. Since the Ministry and the school were effectively one organization, this building also housed teachers' offices. But the interior was largely empty; few occupants could be seen.

Hu Qingbai led him into his own office. It was bare: just two facing desks and a few rattan chairs.

"They didn't even approve electric lighting!" Hu Qingbai groused. "Chang Kaishen insists this location is outside his wiring range!"

"There's a teacher shortage right now! Few transmigrators want to be full-time educators, and I have no authority over personnel. I've begged everywhere, and the Ministry of Education still has only twelve people. Those twelve also handle literacy instruction at the quarantine camp. We're running ourselves ragged." Hu Qingbai's frustration spilled over. "Everyone thinks being a 'schoolteacher' is tedious. Plenty will do part-time work, but part-timers have limited hours. We can't run night school for everything!"

"Speaking of teachers—weren't there scholars among the refugees recruited from Guangzhou? Train them to take positions first."

"Very few. Being able to write a few characters counts as remarkable. And the handful of actual intellectuals get intercepted by other departments the moment they leave quarantine."

"I'll raise the matter with the Executive Committee. Besides giving the Ministry of Education priority in extracting indigenous intellectuals, let's consider the women. Those with suitable backgrounds can be transferred to you." Xiao Zishan thought for a moment. "Many studied liberal arts. Keeping them scattered across departments as secretaries is pure waste. Fang Yijing, who manages dormitories for the General Office—now that occupancy has dropped, there's no need for a full-time administrator. She could be transferred here. To serve as your Head Matron."

"That would be excellent. With women on staff, I suspect we could attract a batch of liberal-arts otakus to teach as well." Hope lit Hu Qingbai's face.

"Most of them have boyfriends and husbands. Keep a close watch—no scandals." Xiao Zishan rolled his eyes. "Actually, there is a way to attract otakus to your school."

"What way?" Hu Qingbai's eyes widened.

"Think, man. What do you have in abundance here?"

"Students—"

"Female students, specifically..." Xiao Zishan said meaningfully.

Realization dawned. "Right, right!" Then Hu Qingbai frowned. "But they're all children—grubby-faced, thin as monkeys. Unless someone's a lolicon..."

"Didn't the Superintendent want you to establish a Simplified Normal School? Just select girls over fifteen with decent looks and start a Simplified Normal Class. Give them slightly better rations. Let them fill out, grow healthy and fair..." He paused. "And the sailor-suit uniforms our female students wear are awful—the tailoring is shoddy, the fabric worse. The Commune's garment factory has much better technique now, and good fabrics can be purchased from Guangzhou and Macau. Borrow any anime otaku's Japanese High School Girl Uniform Collection for reference, and have proper ones made—longer skirts, of course. Then announce that the Simplified Normal School is recruiting instructors. I guarantee those otakus will weep and clamor to return as People's Teachers."

"A Simplified Normal School can't enroll that many students. Perhaps a hundred at most. Can that create enough class sections?"

Bai Yu chimed in from the side. "We're only promising to let them teach Simplified Normal classes—not only Simplified Normal classes."

"Exactly. One period a week still counts as teaching." Xiao Zishan smiled. "Also, recruiting only a hundred for the Simplified Normal School is far too few. Aim for five hundred. Secure the literacy teachers—the lowest-demand role—first. Otherwise, you'll drown in basic instruction and have no time for administration."

"Recruiting all females might be problematic," Bai Yu cautioned. "This is the seventeenth century. There's no gender equality yet. If you put young girls in front of grown men to teach literacy, will the men accept it?"

"Working people still respect the educated, regardless of gender or status." Xiao Zishan considered this one of traditional Chinese society's virtues.

"But Bai Yu has a point. Recruit males as well."

It was thus decided: the first Simplified Normal School class would enroll five hundred students—three hundred fifty female and one hundred fifty male. Candidates would be teenagers aged fifteen to twenty who had completed literacy education and held a Class C Diploma. The Ministry of Education would concentrate most of its teachers to deliver a three-month intensive course, elevating these trainees to Class A Diploma-level proficiency.
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Xiao Zishan also promised that he and the General Office staff would come to teach whenever time permitted. Meanwhile, another matter—urgent, though not critically so—weighed on his mind.

"What should we do about the Children's School?" he asked.

The Children's School addressed the education of minor children who had accompanied the transmigrators. Currently, only three or four such children existed, all under ten, and all had gone without formal schooling for over half a year. They ran wild daily, their parents too consumed with work to supervise studies or daily life.

The numbers were small, the scope limited—but the responsibility fell to the General Office. Xiao Zishan found the problem vexing. The children's youth required dedicated caretakers and teachers. Their numbers were too few to justify a separate institution like a Yuhong School. Most transmigrators didn't even have wives yet; the first baby boom wouldn't arrive for years. Establishing such a school was a project for eight or ten years hence.

He shared these considerations with Hu Qingbai and Bai Yu. "How can we satisfy everyone?"

"Long-term, institutions like Yuhong School will be necessary. We'll need at least nursery facilities within two or three years." Hu Qingbai thought for a moment. "For now, we can establish a dedicated class within the Education Park." He considered further. "A general subject class. I'll teach it personally. But ideally, allocate a female instructor to me as well. The children are young; women have a certain natural affinity."

"Let Fang Yijing handle it. She worked in a kindergarten before."

"That would be ideal." Hu Qingbai outlined his vision: "Half-day classes, multi-grade instruction. I'll also select a few indigenous children—those with gentle temperaments and good Mandarin—as study companions."

"A sound plan." Xiao Zishan nodded. "I'd considered something similar, but the class size seemed too small."

"Indigenous children are fine companions. Many are bright and lively."

"Let me review the candidates first when the time comes." Xiao Zishan paused. "Best to have the Ministry of Health conduct thorough physical examinations beforehand. They must be completely healthy. And—presentable in appearance."

"Certainly. No problem." Hu Qingbai privately found it amusing how trivial the matters this Director managed could be.



Having seen off the "Imperial Envoy," Hu Qingbai turned to Bai Yu. "Find Wu De. Inform him about the Simplified Normal School recruitment and ask him to coordinate. After all, the natives are under his management—he knows best who's suitable."

Bai Yu nodded. "Naturally."

He found Wu De and relayed the request. Wu De frowned. "The Simplified Normal School is a good initiative. But locating that many eligible girls may prove difficult."

Wu De briefed him on the current refugee intake situation. By May 1629, over six thousand refugees had been received through the Guangzhou Station pipeline. Of these, more than four thousand had been transported to Lingao and settled in Bairen Commune. Five hundred had been placed in Leizhou. Over a thousand remained in Guangzhou.

"We've transported considerable numbers," Wu De said, "but the age distribution is uneven. You're requesting three hundred fifty girls between fifteen and twenty all at once. Where am I supposed to find them?"

"I assumed there were many women..." Bai Yu muttered. "Didn't the ancients consider daughters 'money-losing goods'?"

"Yet they were also keen on abducting and purchasing women. These refugees wandered all the way to Guangzhou—the likelihood that young girls were sold or seized along the road is extremely high."

"Just provide however many you can."

Wu De consulted his computer. "One hundred twenty, at most. And I still have to allocate forty to the Ministry of Health."

"The Ministry of Health needs that many?!"

"In my view, forty is still insufficient for their needs. Right now there aren't enough personnel dispensing disinfectant in the camps." Wu De dismissed Bai Yu.

"Hm. Everyone comes to me asking for girls. Don't think I don't know what you're all after!" Wu De muttered to himself. Then he called out: "Chu Yu!"

"Coming!" Chu Yu had transformed since her early days. Her hair was cropped short now, her clothing modern. With womanhood and some proper nutrition, she looked nothing like the scrawny servant girl of the past.

"Summon Dugu Qiuhun. Tell him we're going to inspect the Quarantine Camp."

Wu De, People's Commissar for Civil Affairs, occupied a seat in the Executive Committee's first tier of power for one simple reason: his work was the heaviest and most critical. The most brilliant technology, the grandest industry, the deepest treasury—all meant nothing without people to do the work. And Wu De controlled the Transmigration Group's entire human resource apparatus.

Dugu Qiuhun appeared at the office door wearing an iron-grey Model 99 police tunic, People's Army summer service breeches, and tall black boots. The SS M32 replica he had brought from the other timeline was unwearable in Lingao under any circumstances, so he had settled for this compromise. It still projected sufficient Eisen und Blut.

"Let's go. Time to inspect the Quarantine Camp."

This was daily routine. No matter how heavy his workload, Wu De visited the Quarantine Camp with representatives from the security and health departments. With approximately a thousand people concentrated there at any time, a mass incident or epidemic outbreak would be no laughing matter.

Their vehicle arrived at Bopu. He Ma, dispatched by the Ministry of Health, met them there. The three proceeded to the heavily guarded camp, where an infantry company trained in riot control stood watch. Besides rifles and grenades, the soldiers were equipped with rattan armor, rattan shields, wooden sticks, and tear gas.

To date, aside from a few group brawls over meals and bathing rights, no major disturbances had occurred. To prevent importing regional rivalries, host-guest conflicts, and clan feuds into Lingao, Wu De had explicitly emphasized several principles in the guidelines telegraphed to the Guangzhou intake station: accept only orphans, single men and women, and single-household small families. Clans and extended families migrating together were rejected without exception. Before the Transmigration Group cultivated sufficient reliable administrators and a robust enforcement apparatus, the Executive Committee had no desire to expend energy resolving civil disputes. The clan problems already endemic to Lingao were quite troublesome enough; importing additional major lineages would only compound the difficulties.

Upon intake, refugees were required to sign contracts as indentured servants, forfeiting personal freedom. As servants, they were legally property. Their ties to original families were severed. After local "purification" and settlement in quarantine, they became—effectively—slaves without past or personal liberty. Even their memories were to be erased. The Transmigration Group would reshape them into the human resources it required.

Surrounded by a security squad, Wu De walked into the camp. For some reason, every time he entered, he thought of Escape from Sobibor. The association was entirely inappropriate, yet the similarities were undeniable: long strip barracks, surrounding barbed wire, tall watchtowers, armed sentries, and the fearful expressions on refugees' faces as his group passed.

The refugees had been drilled well by the Army. "Attention!" upon entry, "Dismissed!" upon departure, quilts folded with military precision, straw mats spotless—even in the women's quarters, standards were identical. The Army's capability in this regard was formidable.

When Dugu Qiuhun passed through, his black boots and breeches inspired visible terror. He had become the camp's symbol of dread. Many refugees could not forget his appearances at the main gate to judge disciplinary violators: a pale-faced young man with the serene smile of a scholar, whose small gesture would cause some unfortunate wretch to be dragged onto the rack and flogged until flesh tore.

Wu De employed a carrot-and-stick approach with the refugees. He ensured they ate their fill, had clothes to wear, received medical treatment, and could reunite with family. But the stick had to be credible, making clear who held authority. Generous bestowal without enforcement bred indulgence. Strict discipline was maintained. Those who obeyed the rules suffered no hardship; those who didn't were dealt with harshly. Repeat offenders were consigned to hard labor.

The policy was effective. Feedback from the economic departments receiving immigrant workers consistently praised their performance: obedient, hardworking, disciplined.

This also made the primary enforcer, Dugu Qiuhun, somewhat isolated within the Transmigration Group. Although most transmigrators were pragmatists, a significant minority embraced "universal values," and Dugu Qiuhun's ostentatious attire inevitably attracted distaste. Some BBS posts openly questioned whether his conduct in the quarantine camp constituted fascism.

Under this awkward scrutiny, Dugu Qiuhun continued to fulfill his duties. To remove him from the fire, Wu De relieved him of his concurrent position as Quarantine Camp Commander, replacing him with Yang He.

Yang He belonged to the otaku contingent—steadfast in ideology but possessing no particular expertise beyond online gaming. Command of the quarantine camp suited him adequately. He had served as a guild leader or high-ranking officer in several small MMO guilds and had some insight into managing groups. More importantly, he executed Wu De's instructions without question. This arrangement allowed Dugu Qiuhun's enforcement activities to continue unimpeded.

"What's the emotional status today?" Wu De asked Yang He.

"Very stable. Blue Alert Level."

"'Blue' every day. Don't treat this as box-checking." Wu De knew Yang He had only recently graduated from university and lacked real-world experience—a source of some concern.
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"I take the reports very seriously. That's how I reached my conclusion," Yang He said earnestly.

The "reports" came from Sand—moles planted by Dugu Qiuhun. These operatives were mostly borrowed temporarily from the Army, Navy, and commune membership. Physical requirements: dark skin and thin build. Linguistic requirements: fluency in Cantonese, Fujianese, Jiangxi, or Hubei-Hunan dialects, since refugees hailed predominantly from these regions. To avoid having familiar faces appear repeatedly, the Sand operatives rotated. Each new batch of immigrants had moles mixed in, changing with every cohort. They ate, slept, and lived alongside the refugees, filing regular status reports.

Wu De was blunt. "What can you possibly learn just from listening to reports? How do you know they're not deceiving you?"

"That seems unlikely..."

"See? Getting bureaucratic already. How do you know they won't deceive you?" Wu De pressed. "Subordinates are skilled at reading their superiors' desires. Sometimes, unconsciously, they modify reports to match your preferences. You must go down and see for yourself. Listen with your own ears!"

He took a breath. "As the person in charge here, you should be down there at least two or three times daily. Observe their condition. Small details sometimes reveal large problems. If someone is crying, ask why. If someone is laughing, find out why."

"Understood." Yang He's expression remained indifferent. "I'll make more rounds."

Dugu Qiuhun had another vital task during these visits: population screening. Specifically, investigating refugees who behaved suspiciously or appeared to conceal their identities. Someone claiming to be a tenant farmer but possessing soft, fair skin. Someone with sword and knife scars who insisted he was an ordinary commoner...

According to the "Dangerous Persons Category List" compiled by the Political Security Bureau, Dugu Qiuhun was to watch for infiltrators: spies from the various pirate fleets along the South China coast; agents of provincial and prefectural garrison commands; Zheng Zhilong's operatives; agents of the Eastern Depot and the Embroidered Uniform Guard; and Manchu secret agents. Finally, Ran Yao had specifically requested vigilance against cult infiltration among immigrants, distributing a document prepared by Yu Eshui: "Doctrines and Slang Characteristics of Various Late Ming Cults," cataloguing most sects documented in the historical record.

In short, all suspicious characters had to be screened. Though Wu De acknowledged the importance of this work, he harbored skepticism about its scalability. Now, with intakes of hundreds to a thousand at a time, meticulous screening was feasible. Later, when immigration surged into the tens of thousands, would they still manage this?

The Executive Committee's position, however, was that while numbers remained small, work should be done as thoroughly as possible. These early arrivals would form the backbone of the Transmigration Regime's various sectors. Reliability was paramount.

A fair number of suspicious characters had indeed been identified, though the legendary secret agents never materialized. Instead, they netted escaped criminals, runaway slaves, and deserters. Additionally, some impoverished scholars who felt disgraced by having sold themselves were picked out. Even monks were caught—men who had failed to obtain ordination certificates and, unable to beg or lodge at temples, had fallen to the streets as refugees. Their hair hadn't grown long enough for proper topknots, raising suspicions they might be Tartars.

"How many people are in the camp now?"

"Seven hundred twenty as of nine o'clock this morning," Yang He reported. "One died early this morning."

Wu De stopped walking. "A death?" Deaths typically occurred in the initial intake phase—during detention in Guangzhou, or in the first few days after arrival in Lingao during purification. But this batch was nearly finished with their month. "Cause?"

"Sudden diarrhea. Fever. The camp hygienist couldn't do anything—no anti-diarrheals. By the time I got someone to fetch medicine from the health center, he was already dead. Minister Shi says the cause of death won't be confirmed until after examination." Yang He continued, "I've already sealed that dormitory. No entry or exit permitted. Bleach has been sprinkled throughout."

"Good." Wu De nodded. "The weather is heating up. We must guard against potential epidemics."

"If it goes badly, this could be cholera." He Ma examined the report that had been forwarded. "Very similar symptoms. Was a sample taken?"

"Minister Shi collected one and brought it to the health center for bacterial culture."

"Miserable. Let's hope it's not that." Wu De's voice was heavy with concern.

"If it is, the medical department will be the miserable ones." He Ma sighed. "Why did I ever study medicine?"

His mood darkened further. Summer had arrived, and cholera—endemic to Lingao—was entering its outbreak season. The Transmigration Group's primary source of protein for immigrants was seafood, which carried high bacterial risk. The thought of that reeking seafood processing plant did nothing to reassure him.

They had medicine to cure cholera, but handling a large-scale outbreak would severely strain their capabilities. Moreover, treating cholera patients required rehydration solutions, and reserves were limited. He Ma rubbed his scalp. "The toilet used by people from that dormitory must also be closed," he ordered. "We'll finalize disposal procedures once results are in."

Given this incident, the inspection team paid special attention to sanitation. Finding no other issues, Wu De proceeded to the Quarantine Camp's administrative office. A crowd of representatives from various departments had already gathered. The office was small and the weather hot, so most were squatting in the shade of nearby trees, smoking and chatting. Spotting Wu De's group, they surged forward in a swarm.

"Easy now—let's hold a proper meeting!" Wu De had anticipated this. The current quarantine cohort would complete processing in three or four days. For departments starving for manpower, these seven hundred refugees represented a prize to be divided.

"Yang He, get water for everyone. Make sure it's boiled."

"There's herbal tea, already boiled. Completely hygienic." Yang He sent for a large old-fashioned tea canister, which was placed under the tree shade. Everyone produced personal cups from their belts and drank.

Wu De surveyed the eager representatives—hungry as tigers—and delivered opening remarks: "I know why you're all here. Once a month! Don't bother telling me how difficult your department's situation is, or how vital your work is to the Transmigration Cause. I know all of it!"

This preemptive strike closed off potential complaint sessions. Those who had prepared notebooks and impassioned speeches sat back down reluctantly.

"Manpower is limited. I've reviewed your applications and consulted the Planning Committee regarding departmental progress and labor requirements." He accepted a folder from an assistant and favored the messenger with a slight smile—an indigenous girl, dark-skinned and large-eyed, rather attractive.

"Satisfying everyone completely is impossible." Wu De smiled. "Let's proceed to allocation."

Allocation applied only to males and females over thirteen. Children under thirteen were not counted as labor and would be received directly by the National School under the Ministry of Education.

After purification processing, new immigrants were assigned to Bairen Commune or Bopu Commune, depending on their receiving unit's location. Given the development of the Chemical-Steel Industrial Zone around Bopu Port, the Ministry of Civil Affairs had established Bopu Commune as the local civil administration agency, facilitating access to nearby labor.

The Industrial and Energy Committee secured the largest share, as usual. The Bopu Chemical Plant was about to commence operations and required massive staffing. Establishing mining operations at Hong Gai in Vietnam and Tiandu on Hainan also demanded considerable manpower.

The Ministry of Education obtained the second-largest allocation this time. The Simplified Normal School claimed one hundred sixty male and female teenagers in a single sweep, provoking grumbles from several departments. But after Bai Yu outlined the benefits these trainees would provide upon graduation, the complaints subsided—after all, every department was burdened with the task of delivering cultural education to its own new workers and apprentices.

Lingao Construction Company ranked third with fifty allocations. The company generally relied on dispatched workers from the commune, but as construction volume increased and demand for skilled trades grew, the company had begun building its own corps of full-time indigenous specialists.

The medical department received thirty. With summer approaching and the population expanding, healthcare and epidemic prevention needs were growing rapidly.

Other departments received modest supplements—eight or ten here, three or four there. The Army and Navy got nothing beyond replacements for deaths and disability retirements; no establishment increases. This provoked considerable annoyance. Eventually, after negotiation, it was decided that thirty children currently studying at the National School would be designated "Targeted Students," half for each service. Upon earning Class B Diplomas, they would transfer to the NCO Program at the Military-Political School.

The Internal Affairs Department likewise received no new personnel. First, security bureau staffing and recruitment were not disclosed publicly. Second, Ran Yao, who oversaw police administration, showed little enthusiasm for expansion. From an efficiency standpoint, the Army and Navy sufficed for temporary riot control when not training or working. His current initiative was "Mass Prevention and Control"—meaning security was everyone's responsibility. Don't push everything onto the police.

With personnel allocation complete, Bai Yu announced the restructuring of the Apprentice Corps into the Vocational Technical School.

"Just a name change. For purposes of centralized registration, housing, and management." Bai Yu anticipated objections. "The Ministry of Education is only responsible for students' living arrangements and cultural education. Specific vocational training remains organized by individual departments and enterprises."

"What about the Military-Political School?" The Army and Navy considered this point important.

"Same arrangement," Bai Yu confirmed. "Professional military curricula remain your own responsibility."

"So it's dual leadership? Military school cadets have different requirements from others!"
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"Specific details are in the documents distributed to each ministry and commission office. Please submit your comments to the Ministry of Education's OA system after reviewing them."

"Setting schools aside for the moment—isn't it time to organize worker grading?" Zhan Wuya, representing the Industrial and Energy Committee, spoke up.

Wu De pressed his forehead. "I'd actually forgotten about that! You're right. The Ministry of Education is implementing diplomas; professional titles must be addressed as well."

The current wage distribution system used standards formulated uniformly by the Labor Affairs Office under the Civil Affairs Committee, then disbursed through Delong Bank. Only three or four wage grades existed; compensation was essentially identical regardless of job function. Under this structure, neither the difficulty of work nor individual merit could be reflected, and no meaningful income differentiation existed.

Zhan Wuya nodded. "Job-title rankings are essential for incentivizing workers to learn skills and advance. Moreover, we're about to overhaul wage scales. Without grades, the only option is seniority-based pay, which inevitably breeds resentment."

"Capable people receive no better treatment while everyone coasts on tenure—is that the situation?" Wu De understood the problem intimately.

"Exactly. The Industrial and Energy Committee now employs over a thousand workers. This matter must be put on the agenda." Zhan Wuya produced a rolled document from his bag. "This is a technical grade scheme for industrial workers that we've drafted internally."

Under the proposed system, an industrial worker would begin as an Apprentice. During the apprenticeship, no wages were paid—only a small stipend for pocket money. Upon completing the apprenticeship and passing a skills assessment, the worker became a Helper. Helpers were not regular employees; they received only a "Labor Allowance" equivalent to fifty percent of a regular worker's wage. After one full year as a Helper—contingent on passing another skills assessment and holding a Class C Diploma—a worker could be promoted to Level 1 Regular Worker.

Attaining regular status meant entering the formal wage system. Payment became a proper salary, not "pocket money" or "allowance," and treatment improved significantly. Thereafter, with diligent work and a defect rate below the standard threshold, advancement of one level per year was possible. Level 1, Level 2, Level 3, Level 4. Each promotion brought a corresponding wage increase. Beyond Level 4, further advancement required technical examinations.

A Level 4 Worker who passed the skills assessment and held a Class B Diploma could be promoted to Technician. Technician ranks ran from Level 1 to Level 4, but each level required examination. Exams were administered annually.

Above Level 4 Technician, a worker holding a Class A Diploma could sit for the Assistant Engineer assessment. For most technicians, Assistant Engineer represented the terminal rank. Only those who subsequently passed the Secondary School Diploma examination could attempt the Engineer assessment.

By Zhan Wuya's calculation, a naturally gifted indigenous worker—quick-handed and eager to learn—would require approximately ten years at minimum to reach Assistant Engineer. Engineer would depend entirely on individual learning capacity. Ordinary workers could probably advance only to Level 3 or 4 Technician.

Wu De reviewed the proposal. "Seems reasonable. Planning to submit it to the Executive Committee for discussion?"

"Not yet. I'm gathering informal feedback first. I value your input especially, since human resources fall under your leadership."

"Very well." Wu De considered. "I'm not an expert on worker grading systems. But tell me—are you planning a uniform structure, or different tracks by job type?"

Respect flickered across Zhan Wuya's face. "By job type, naturally."

A uniform system would be inequitable. If all workers were paid solely by grade regardless of occupation, those in high-skill or high-danger positions would be severely shortchanged. A Level 3 Packer and a Level 3 Lathe Operator were obviously not equivalent. Yet technical content alone couldn't be the only criterion. Stevedores on the docks performed low-skill work, but their labor was extraordinarily demanding—they required grain rations far exceeding those of lathe operators.

"Different job categories will have different base salary levels," Zhan Wuya confirmed. This was complex work. It would be unrealistic to expect Zhan Wuya or anyone else in the Transmigration Group to develop such a system from scratch. Fortunately, abundant historical precedent was available—the Grand Library contained numerous relevant materials and regulations, requiring only adaptation to current circumstances.

"Regardless of job category, the average income of an industrial worker should at minimum support a basic household of four."

A heavy-labor worker needed between 3,500 and 4,000 kilocalories daily. If intake consisted purely of carbohydrates, that meant at least twenty kilograms of grain per month. In Lingao Grain Circulation Coupons, the currency they had issued: 40 Yuan.

His wife—southern agricultural women worked no less than men, and Hainan women were famously capable of heavy, exhausting toil—would need at least fifteen kilograms of grain.

Assuming two dependents at twelve kilograms each per month: the total came to 40 + 30 + 48 = 118 Yuan in Lingao Grain Circulation Coupons.

At that level, of course, the family would barely survive. However, the transmigrators' labor policy mandated that women also work. Female wage income could cover other expenses: clothing, household necessities, occasional fish and meat. If children or elderly family members could also work, income would increase further. This would encourage more labor to enter the market, while preventing utter destitution. The transmigrators wanted their people able to afford at least some consumer goods.

"When I served on naval vessels," Wu De said, "crew members faced a problem upon promotion: professional rank ceilings. Each post had a maximum military rank. To advance higher, one had to change positions. Do you understand what I mean?"

"We've considered that as well. Depending on a job category's technical content, each has a different maximum promotion level." Zhan Wuya nodded. "Categories with very low technical content have no Technician ranks, let alone Engineer—unless the worker is willing to transfer to a different job category..." This design was intended to incentivize workers to acquire new skills.

"You're being somewhat idealistic here. When workers reach a certain age, marry, have children, and their burdens grow heavy, asking them to retrain and switch careers is no simple matter. Might this create a permanent underclass of low-skill workers trapped in low-income brackets?"

"That's unavoidable." Zhan Wuya reflected. "We're not here to practice egalitarianism or build a socialist welfare family. Differentiating income by ability level is necessary."

"True. But we must calibrate carefully. Don't unconsciously slide into a welfare-state mentality." Wu De's tone was measured. "Compensation cannot be too low—that damages employees' health and the next generation of laborers, and depresses productivity. But it cannot be too high, either. 'It is easy to go from frugality to extravagance, but hard to go from extravagance to frugality.'"

The transmigrators could not spin straw into gold. Advanced technology did not automatically translate into wealth. The primitive accumulation of this new nation would require external plunder and internal exploitation just like any other.

A chill ran down Zhan Wuya's spine. "Honestly, it feels strange."

"Strange to speak so nakedly? Heh." Wu De laughed. "That only proves our petty-bourgeois sentiments remain too strong." He paused. "However, low-income families must also be looked after. Provide more basic welfare. Sometimes small gestures are more effective than wage increases."

"Such as...?" Zhan Wuya couldn't immediately think what benefits, beyond money and goods distribution, could be offered to workers. Wu De's expression suggested he had something specific in mind. Well, this was Wu De's domain; Zhan Wuya would simply follow instructions.

Wu De's labor welfare plan was outlined in a Sacred Ship brand notebook in his pocket. Alongside it was a more detailed labor system proposal. The notebook bulged with key points and ideas. Whenever he had free time, he took it out to ponder. Though objective conditions didn't yet permit implementation, the blueprint was gradually taking shape. Once the moment was right, he would submit it to the Executive Committee.



"Hippo! That bastard! Went to do a hygiene inspection and never came back! Does he know what I'm doing? And He Ping—came back from the voyage, got a few rest days, and simply vanished!" Shi Niaoren hadn't seen either of them for several nights of "professional study"—their euphemism for AV viewing sessions.

"If they won't watch, fine. Let them regret missing Little Sora's 'uncensored' edition!" He consoled himself while sorting through a chaotic assortment of samples.

"The variety in the AV world is truly remarkable. Little Sora's technique is exceptional!" Shi Niaoren reminisced about the previous night's "professional study" while his hands continued cataloguing the specimens.

"This is the thirtieth sample. The last one." He performed the microscopy with weary resignation. "This sample absolutely reeks." His gaze flicked to a nearby petri dish containing the culture specimen from the immigrant who had died that morning. Shortly, he would need to check carefully for Vibrio bacteria. The thought made him verify his mask was properly positioned.

The sudden-death victim remained in the underground morgue—temperatures were slightly cooler there, but the body couldn't be preserved for long. Shi Niaoren had to confirm quickly whether death had resulted from epidemic disease. If not, there would be time to organize an autopsy tonight. If so, immediate cremation was necessary. Corpse disposal was—once again—the Health Department's burden. He sighed. He had already quarreled repeatedly with Executive Committee higher-ups about body disposal. They seemed to think the sea was a natural dumping ground and suggested he simply transport corpses to Bopu for ocean disposal. He had pointed out repeatedly that the Health Department required a dedicated incinerator to burn medical waste and bodies of suspected infectious cases. Currently, dragging them to open ground for burning polluted the environment and failed to achieve complete incineration. It was practically a recipe for creating pathogen transmission sources.
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Dwelling on Lingao's subtropical climate—its oppressive jungles and labyrinthine river networks—Shi Niaoren was convinced this godforsaken corner of the world harbored at least half the pathogens known to humanity. His old mentor back in the States would have loved it here. A pity he hadn't managed to lure the man along. That American was built like an ox and would have made an excellent laborer for the Ministry of Health. At the very least, he could have been put to work examining stool samples.

Speaking of which, Shi Niaoren regarded the pile of specimen jars before him with barely suppressed despair. A distinguished university professor, reduced to analyzing excrement. The indignity was beyond measure.

What gnawed at him even more was the rising infection rate. His examinations of asymptomatic individuals had revealed eggs from over a dozen parasites—liver flukes, tapeworms, and their ilk. Bacterial carriers were likely far more numerous, but the complexity of those tests exceeded their current capabilities. The broader transmigrator community simply failed to grasp how sophisticated modern medical diagnostics truly were.

Worse still was the willful ignorance his fellow transmigrators displayed toward parasites and infectious disease. Eating wild fruit without care. Hunting game in secret. Consorting with local women...

Every report he filed with the Executive Committee met the same fate: polite murmurs of acknowledgment followed by absolute inaction. They weren't taking it seriously—not one bit.

Perhaps a proper epidemic would finally clear the fog from Chairman Wen's and Superintendent Ma's minds? Shi Niaoren positioned another petri dish beneath his microscope.

Fortunately, this latest sample showed no sign of cholera vibrio or other highly virulent pathogens. Salmonella was present in abundance, however, which explained the unfortunate man's demise. Acute enteritis—treatable, under normal circumstances. Simple antidiarrheal medication and proper hydration would have sufficed.

"Basic antidiarrheal drugs and a few bottles of saline solution in the quarantine camp," Shi Niaoren muttered, "and this man would still be alive."

With summer approaching and gastrointestinal ailments certain to spike, they needed cheap, readily available treatments—immediately. His thoughts turned to the opium sitting in the Ministry warehouse, purchased in Macau and gathering dust ever since. As much as opium was a drug, it remained an exceptionally effective treatment for pain, coughs, and diarrhea. In their current circumstances, it bordered on a panacea.

He disposed of the specimen, scrubbed his hands thoroughly, and lit a cigarette. His first call went to Wu De, informing him the yellow health alert on the quarantine camp could be lifted. His second went to Wu Nanhai, urging him to address hygiene conditions in the cafeteria and food processing plant.

"...Tomorrow," Shi Niaoren checked his schedule, "I'll come personally to inspect. We should draft a summer hygiene notice while I'm there."

"Excellent—welcome, welcome." Wu Nanhai's voice carried a nervous edge.

"Relax. I'm not some Health Bureau official coming to levy fines," Shi Niaoren said. "And don't bother with any last-minute cleaning. I need to see the actual conditions so I can prescribe appropriate measures. If you cover everything in whitewash like powder on a donkey dung ball, I won't catch the real problems—and then we'll have serious trouble later."

After finalizing the inspection arrangements, Shi Niaoren considered calling the Pharmaceutical Factory but decided a personal visit would serve better. He'd been breathing in the stench of feces since five in the morning, and it was nearly noon. A trip to the factory would at least clear his head, and he could scrounge a meal at the farm while he was at it.

The Pharmaceutical and Medical Equipment Factory sat within the farm's perimeter—a composite reinforced concrete structure with a single chimney breathing smoke into the sky. It boasted its own boiler room, geothermal climate control, purified water supply, and a dedicated waste incinerator. First-rate facilities by any measure. Yet this was Shi Niaoren's first visit since the factory had gone operational. It wasn't his specialty, after all.

As a Level 1 facility, the factory maintained strict access protocols. The iron-clad gate was shut tight, and he had to ring the bell repeatedly before a face appeared in the door's small window—a face covered in burn scars. Shi Niaoren started.

Then he remembered: this was one of the disabled soldiers. These men had been assigned to guard posts at vital installations across the settlement.

"Dean!" The guard recognized Shi Niaoren immediately and hurried to open the gate.

Though Shi Niaoren vaguely recalled treating this man, the name escaped him. He offered a polite nod. "Is Zhao Yanmei in?"

"Yes, yes," the guard replied eagerly. "Please wait in the office; I'll fetch her—"

"No need. Just tell me where to find her."

"Director Zhao instructed..." The guard hesitated. "No one is to enter while she's working. I'd better notify her first."

Room numbers beginning with zero indicated the basement—likely the strain laboratory. Though biochemistry wasn't Shi Niaoren's field, he understood the principle well enough. Zhao Yanmei was probably cultivating strains and didn't want foot traffic introducing contaminants.

"How do you notify her?" Shi Niaoren asked, curious. The factory had telephone service, but no internal extensions.

"This way." The guard led him into the guardhouse, limping on an injured leg. Shelves lined the walls, divided into rows bearing small nameplates. Above each nameplate hung a bell connected to a pull cord.

In careful, unsteady characters, the guard recorded the date and visitor's name in the register, then tugged the rope beneath a particular nameplate. A moment later, the corresponding bell chimed in response.

"Director Zhao has been alerted. She'll come up right away."

"Clever system." Shi Niaoren recognized the similarity to hospital call bells. Simple but effective for conveying basic information. The hospital could use something like this. He made a mental note to ask Zhao Yanmei about it later.

Zhao Yanmei's office was separate from the main building. Shi Niaoren waited quite some time before she appeared.

As it turned out, she'd been inoculating Kasugamycin cultures in the strain laboratory. This particular antibiotic served primarily agricultural purposes—preventing crop diseases—with minimal medical applications. It saw occasional use for minor infections, nothing more. Shi Niaoren couldn't help feeling a prick of dissatisfaction. Their joint venture with the Agricultural Committee seemed to be prioritizing farming needs over medical ones.

Noting the displeasure on his face, Zhao Yanmei anticipated his thoughts.

"This is practice work," she explained. "Kasugamycin cultivation is relatively straightforward and doesn't require exacting environmental conditions. If we can master this process, cultivating other strains will be much easier."

"What strains are next on the agenda?" Shi Niaoren pressed. "What about Penicillin?"

"Cultivating Penicillin isn't the difficulty—purification is." She frowned. "That will have to wait until our facilities improve. For medical applications, we can tackle Oxytetracycline first. It's a simpler process."

Oxytetracycline would still be valuable—its efficacy matched Tetracycline, making it a reasonably broad-spectrum antibiotic.

"Oxytetracycline would be good," Shi Niaoren agreed, his expression softening.

Zhao Yanmei's next words soured his mood again: "It's also excellent for fattening pigs."

"Fattening pigs?"

"Mm. Old Yang mentioned it." Old Yang, of course, was Yang Baogui.

"I'm afraid we won't have enough for human use at this rate. We're desperately short of antibiotics!" Shi Niaoren clutched his chest in exaggerated anguish.

"Impatience won't help," Zhao Yanmei said evenly. "None of our antibiotics have undergone animal testing. Given our production conditions, impurity levels will be high. Using them on humans too soon could cause serious complications..."

"We can't afford to worry about that now," Shi Niaoren countered. "First we establish that something exists. Then we worry about perfecting it."

Zhao Yanmei, who had come up through a proper pharmaceutical factory, remained uncomfortable with such rough-and-ready approaches. She fell silent.

"It's not quite so urgent, is it?" she finally ventured. "The Acid and Alkali Plant is about to begin production. The Coal Chemical Combined Plant will follow soon after. Once those are running, we'll be in much better shape."

"I saw the announcements in the newspaper." Shi Niaoren remained skeptical. "But coal chemical products are mainly industrial—synthetic ammonia and the like. How does that help us produce antibiotics?"

"Sulfonamide." Zhao Yanmei's eyes lit up. "Ji Situi told me: once the Combined Plant is operational, one of the byproducts will be raw material for sulfonamides."

Shi Niaoren knew precisely what that meant. Sulfonamide—first discovered in dyes—had been the most effective anti-infective agent before the advent of penicillin-class antibiotics. In this timeline, where bacteria had yet to develop resistance, sulfonamide alone could save countless lives.

"You're certain?" He nearly leapt from his chair. This was extraordinary news.

"Ji Situi himself said so. He's an expert—he wouldn't speak carelessly."

"Yes, yes—we must follow up on this! Absolutely must!"

"No need to rush. The Acid and Alkali Plant fires up the day after tomorrow. The Coal Chemical Plant will take longer; according to Ji Situi, they haven't even stockpiled enough coal."

"Very well. Let's set that aside for now." Shi Niaoren remembered his actual purpose. He described the current sanitary conditions throughout the settlement and proposed that the Pharmaceutical Factory produce some essential medicines.

"...Antidiarrheals. Physiological saline. Glucose solution. And bleaching powder."

Zhao Yanmei sighed. "To be frank, what we can deliver immediately is limited: distilled water for injections, a dozen or so proprietary Chinese medicines, physiological saline, and alcohol. Even glucose presents difficulties..."

"There are complications with the physiological saline as well," she continued. "The salt from Yanchang Village isn't pure enough—too many impurities. And we're running short on sulfuric acid. We can't produce infusion-grade saline yet; oral solutions will have to do for now."

"What else do you need? I'll submit another request to the Planning Committee."

"We need far too many things. I'm afraid even Commissioner Ma can't conjure resources from thin air." Zhao Yanmei smiled ruefully. "Doctor Shi, you should understand—modern pharmacy is fundamentally chemistry."

"You mean—" Shi Niaoren grasped her meaning immediately. "Chemical supplies are insufficient?"

"Insufficient doesn't begin to describe it. They're virtually nonexistent. Take the glucose rehydration solution you mentioned. The process is simple—starch plus acidification. But I have no acid: neither hydrochloric nor sulfuric. I'm forced to use enzymatic methods, which are time-consuming and labor-intensive. Even then, I can't correct the pH of the glucose we produce—because we have no alkali."

Shi Niaoren nodded slowly.

"Gauze and absorbent cotton are the same story. Normally, they must be degreased first—which requires caustic soda. But caustic soda is in desperately short supply. Our available disinfectants are inadequate. The products we're able to produce are barely acceptable. It's fortunate we haven't faced many major trauma cases." She paused. "For now, beyond strain cultivation and proprietary Chinese medicines, the Pharmaceutical Factory can't produce anything truly effective."

"Take comfort—these problems will be solved soon. The chemical plants in Bopu will begin producing any day now. I'll speak with the Planning Committee to ensure the Pharmaceutical Factory receives priority allocation." Shi Niaoren did his best to raise her spirits.

"That would be a relief. With the Three Acids and Two Alkalis available, we'll be able to manufacture a great deal more." She rose and retrieved a sheet of paper from her desk drawer. "Here's a list of coordinated needs and urgent material requirements."

Shi Niaoren examined it. The inventory was extensive: specialized knitting machines for gauze production; complete tailoring equipment and skilled workers for making masks; various large vessels—clay pots, iron pots. The glass factory's order list was the longest by far, encompassing vessels, piping, and alcohol blast burners.

"Also, small injection vials," Zhao Yanmei added. "Those are difficult to produce. The glass factory may not consider them worthwhile; the Planning Committee will need to issue direct research and development orders."

"You're preparing to manufacture injections? Oxytetracycline injections?"

"Traditional Chinese medicine injections, for the time being. We're looking at honeysuckle, isatis root, and Shuanghuanglian preparations, along with cardiac stimulants. Atropine extraction should be feasible."

"That—" Shi Niaoren remembered all too well the fatalities caused by TCM injections in his own time. "Is it safe?"

"Not entirely. TCM extracts contain complex mixtures of components, and the underlying pharmacological mechanisms aren't fully understood. However, preparations like honeysuckle, isatis root, and Shuanghuanglian have decades of clinical use. The mortality rate remains acceptable—they're not considered particularly dangerous. As for Atropine, it's inherently hazardous, but it's also a critical emergency medication. The potential benefits justify the attempt."

"Understood." Shi Niaoren recognized this was simply the reality of their situation.

"I have one more request." Zhao Yanmei hesitated. "All glass containers used by the hospital—injection bottles, infusion bottles, medicine vials—please save them and transfer them here. We can recycle them."

These items were already being preserved. Regulations required that no modern materials be discarded; everything was stockpiled against future need.

"We've been saving them. Washed and sterilized, too. They're currently under the Planning Committee's inventory. I'll arrange for their allocation to you."

"One more request—" Zhao Yanmei seemed to feel she was pushing her luck. "Could you possibly spare us an X-ray machine?"

Shi Niaoren stared. An X-ray machine! Those were Special Controlled Equipment. Because they involved radioactive sources, the transmigrators had exhausted considerable effort to acquire just three units. They were expected to last decades. What on earth would the Pharmaceutical Factory want with one?
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A moment's thought made the answer obvious: "You want to use radiation for sterilization?"

"Alcohol sterilization and moist heat methods both have their limitations. Radiation sterilization would be ideal."

"That's out of the question. I don't have the authority, and the Planning Committee would never approve it. There are shielding issues to consider as well—forget it." Shi Niaoren shook his head. "If you absolutely need it, transport the items to the hospital radiology room and have the sterilization done there."



Ji Situi surveyed the chemical industrial zone before him. The forest of towers and maze of crisscrossing pipes had finally taken shape, and a profound sense of satisfaction washed over him. This installation—the most critical facility in the entire Transmigration Group—was becoming a reality at last.

Construction of the Bopu Chemical Industrial Zone had begun the moment indigenous cement and bricks became available for mass production. Yet chronic shortages of both manpower and material had kept the project advancing at a measured crawl. The equipment installation alone had nearly driven him to madness. He had worked in chemical plants, certainly—but working in one and building one from scratch were entirely different propositions.

Now, gazing at the towers that stood before him—installed through sheer determination and ingenuity—Ji Situi allowed himself a moment of pride. The Synthesis Tower. The Ammonia Distillation Tower. Ethanol Rectification Tower. Ammonia Washing Tower. Absorption Tower. Decarbonization Tower. Debenzolization Tower. Rectification Tower. Synthetic Ammonia Carbonization Combined Tower. Saturated Hot Water Tower. Shift Gas Desulfurization Tower... These structures, along with the pipes connecting them, totaled over three hundred tons of equipment. Unloading them, transporting them to the site, and installing them one by one had been nothing short of a miracle—achieved through countless hours of labor, ingenious problem-solving, a handful of deaths and several injuries, and methods borrowed from every documentary on how the Egyptians built pyramids and the Celts raised Stonehenge. Thankfully, the Transmigration Group boasted a fair number of capable hands, including specialists in chemical plant architecture and construction. Had Ji Situi been forced to manage alone, he would surely have lost his mind.

Of course, by twenty-first-century standards, this equipment was modest: an 800-ton Synthetic Ammonia and Combined Soda Ash Manufacturing System paired with a Coal Coking Chemical System. The manufacturers who'd supplied it had been puzzled by the order—in terms of output, even a small county chemical plant could outproduce them. But the real advantage lay in the system's combined manufacturing capabilities. The synthetic ammonia industry, for example, produced not only ammonia water (which could be further processed into nitric acid) but also soda ash through reactions with salt, along with numerous byproducts. In short, once the synthetic ammonia industry was operational, the transmigrators would permanently occupy the apex of this timeline's technological food chain. No one could challenge a ruling group that controlled both high explosives and high-efficiency chemical fertilizers.

Ji Situi's surge of emotion subsided into a sigh: Coal.

Coal wasn't merely a raw material for these two systems—it was essential for all supporting infrastructure. The vast quantities of steam, hot water, and electricity required for production all depended on it. The large boiler currently under construction at Bopu Thermal Power Plant could hardly continue burning wood for steam like some oversized locomobile.

The coal shortage hung over his head like a tightening curse. Once operational, the entire chemical zone would require far more coal than current logistics could deliver from Guangdong. And this coal also had to feed the steel plant, the cement plant, and an ever-growing fleet of hungry boilers. Their tremendous productive capacity was being throttled by a transportation bottleneck.

Chemical enterprises, once started, generally ran continuously—shutdowns were reserved for maintenance or emergencies. But with coal supplies this precarious, launching full operations risked the humiliating prospect of grinding to a halt mid-production.

The rumble of machinery from the nearby shipyard and the thunderous clang of the steel plant's rolling equipment offered some comfort to his anxious thoughts. An epoch-making vessel was under construction: the first iron-ribbed, wooden-hulled ship designed and built entirely by the transmigrators themselves. The complexity of all-wooden sailing ship construction had sapped the mechanical department's confidence. Large timbers suitable for keels and ribs were scarce, wood processing was cumbersome, and wooden structures were heavy, weak, and offered poor payload ratios. These realities had convinced Chairman Wen to advance plans for hybrid-powered iron-ribbed wooden ships, specifically to transport the bulk cargo they so desperately needed.

The keel had been laid shortly after the expedition team returned from circumnavigating the island. To meet material demands, the steel plant was manufacturing and installing a steam hammer—the largest piece of industrial equipment the Transmigration Group had ever built. Every elite worker from the Industrial and Energy Committee was sleeping at the factory, working around the clock.

The ship's effective payload was expected to reach twelve hundred tons, dwarfing every vessel currently in service. Its massive hull and powerful hybrid propulsion would enable it to outrun most maritime threats.

But the demand for the Three Acids and Two Alkalis was urgent, and coal shipments could not be accelerated. Reserves of finished products brought from the other timeline were nearly exhausted, and the small quantities of sulfuric acid produced by dry-distilling raw materials like green vitriol (ferrous sulfate) were laughably inadequate—barely enough to wet one's teeth, let alone supply industrial needs. With applications for sulfuric acid and caustic soda multiplying, Ji Situi was forced to compromise: he would bring two simpler chemical systems online before the coal supply stabilized.

Fortunately, neither process required coal as a raw material, and their equipment demands were more forgiving.

The first was indigenous electrolytic production of caustic soda from salt. The second was the Pyrite Contact Process for sulfuric acid. Both were obsolete, wasteful, and highly polluting—technologies that would normally be condemned to the ash heap of history. But their construction requirements were minimal, and reckless production could at least yield results. Once the combined chemical plant was running, these crude workshops would serve as supplementary capacity. Moreover, the expedition fleet had delivered nearly twenty tons of pyrite from Wanning. That would sustain sulfuric acid production for some time.

The Contact Process Sulfuric Acid Plant Ji Situi had designed occupied the downwind edge of the industrial zone, well away from residential areas and farmland. He had found the complete design drawings and construction techniques in the Grand Library. The approach was so crude—so terrifyingly indifferent to safety—that it had taken his breath away. He'd known indigenous sulfuric acid production existed, but he'd never imagined it could be this primitive. Small wonder the Eighth Route Army's ordnance workers had lost their teeth to acid fumes.

The construction itself was straightforward, even simple. The acid tower was assembled from large glazed ceramic water vats. The original specifications called for ordinary ceramic vats; the transmigrators could mass-produce those now. Their corrosion resistance and versatility made them enormously popular, and orders were piling up. After countless failures, Xiao Bailang had mastered the craft—he now manufactured vat bodies using mechanized mold-release techniques, and his firing techniques left local workers in awe. The transmigrators' industrial thermometers and precise combustion controls allowed them to meticulously manage kiln temperatures at every production stage. This quantitative precision far exceeded what even the most experienced local artisans could achieve through intuition alone.

But Ji Situi hadn't ordered water vats. If he was going to improvise, he might as well improvise with ambition. Why bother knocking out the bottom of a water vat and struggling to seal the interfaces between stacked vats with whatever acid-resistant materials he didn't have? He intended to continue eating with his own teeth for the rest of his life. What he wanted from Xiao Bailang was a complete ceramic reaction vessel: 700mm in diameter, 3.65 meters tall.

The request nearly drove Xiao Bailang mad. The difficulty was extreme—firing super-large ceramic pieces was notoriously problematic.

After several days of intensive experimentation, Xiao Bailang's team produced a compromise: a reaction cylinder assembled from two sections. To ensure a tight seal, the connecting portions used a sleeved joint design, and the sealing performance proved quite good. A proper acid-resistant sealant would make it serviceable.

Ji Situi then ordered a batch of cast iron pipes from the metallurgy department. The lump ore furnace for roasting pyrite was constructed from refractory bricks, containing four combustion chambers, each with a 0.3-square-meter hearth. Grate bars and furnace doors were cast iron for easy sealing. A cyclone dust collector built from refractory materials sat atop the furnace. To meet the system's combustion and dust-removal requirements, Ji Situi requisitioned a small two-horsepower blower—an easily met power demand within the Bopu Industrial Zone.

The pyrite was first crushed into fine particles in the ore crusher, then roasted in the lump ore furnace. The resulting furnace gas passed through the cyclone dust collector and entered the First Converter, where cast iron pipes cooled it. From there, it was piped to the Second Converter for further reaction.

The original plans specified water vats for both converters. Ji Situi substituted iron sheet oil drums instead. Both converters and the dust collector required insulation, but Ji Situi had no ready-made insulating materials. His solution was simple: brick frames around each unit, with the gaps filled with plant ash. Iron catalyst was loaded into both converters.

After exiting the converter, the gas was cooled through cast iron pipes, then pumped into the Absorption Tower by a hand pump to be showered with acid. Once cooled, the recovered liquid emerged as finished 98% concentrated sulfuric acid.

The Acid Tower itself was Xiao Bailang's three-section combined ceramic vat. His tolerance work had been excellent; assembly went smoothly once the sections were hoisted into position. The tower's interior was packed with stacked fragments of broken tiles and vats. For external sealing, Ji Situi used a mixture of water glass and porcelain powder—which had required smashing quite a few ceramics to produce. Fortunately, only one joint needed sealing, so they could afford to apply the material generously. This sealant had a useful property: contact with acid caused it to harden and grow stronger, making it a reasonably effective acid-resistant seal.

Coastal Lingao was prone to strong winds and one or two typhoons annually. The entire acid tower was secured with brick pillars bracing it on all four sides.

With the core equipment in place, the remaining cooling and recovery systems posed no great challenge. Most pipes were ceramic, with some cast iron sections. For the valves, however, Ji Situi refused to compromise—he used proper chemical industry valves procured from the modern timeline. He personally inspected every seal. Once he was satisfied, he ordered preparations for ignition.

Ji Situi selected a handful of the most careful workers from among the laborers to serve as operators. They underwent three days of safety training. Nevertheless, for the first several days of production, Ji Situi insisted that only transmigrators handle operations directly, with the indigenous workers observing from the side. He simply didn't trust farmers who had only recently set down their hoes. If a major casualty occurred, the horrific appearance of chemical burns would cast a long shadow over the workforce for years to come.

For this epoch-making industrial milestone, Ji Situi led his team of chemistry enthusiasts and laborers through an entire day of intensive preparation. They gathered vast quantities of dry firewood. They secured a coal allocation from the Planning Committee. The Wanning pyrite proved to be of excellent quality, testing at over fifty percent sulfur content on average. The ore was first processed at the dressing plant, then crushed into small pieces. Stevedores used manual derricks to load baskets of ore onto a long train of flatbed cars. Two workers climbed aboard the lead diesel tractor. The driver watched a tall tower several hundred meters away. When the red flag turned to yellow, an engine roared to life. When the green flag rose, the entire train lurched into motion and crept toward the sulfuric acid plant.

While Ji Situi organized the sulfuric acid plant construction, the rail network operated by Lingao General Construction Company extended rapidly in this direction. Rail connections now linked factories, warehouses, and docks throughout both Bairen and Bopu industrial zones. Diesel-drawn flatbed trucks ran fully loaded, ferrying raw materials and finished products while emitting the occasional muffled horn blast.

After the final train of pyrite sand arrived, several small hills had accumulated behind Ji Situi: firewood, coal, pyrite, and ample quantities of lime.

He ordered indigenous workers to light kindling at the ash outlets of the furnace's four hearths, beginning the warming process. This would take approximately forty-eight hours, so Ji Situi used the interval to visit Xiao Bailang again—this time to order sulfuric acid jars.

"The jars are ready." Xiao Bailang gestured toward a row of vessels arranged on a cleared patch of ground. They were all glazed in bean-green, with ears on both sides. In shape, they resembled small wine jars, though with unusually straight bodies.

"Per your specifications: each holds twenty-five liters, with threaded mouths and matching threaded lids." Xiao Bailang smacked his lips. "A truly exotic request—pottery jars with threaded lids."

"These are for holding concentrated sulfuric acid. If the seal isn't tight, we're in trouble."

These dedicated pottery jars could be twisted shut with threaded lids—though that alone wouldn't guarantee a perfect seal. Traditional methods called for wrapping the jar mouth with water-glass-soaked asbestos rope before tightening the lid. But the transmigrators had little water glass and no asbestos rope at all. Water glass could be manufactured eventually; asbestos would require trade. Fortunately, nature had provided another naturally corrosion-resistant material: raw lacquer.
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Raw lacquer harvested from lacquer trees was impervious to nearly any form of corrosion—water, strong acids, strong alkalis. Lingao itself didn't produce lacquer trees, but Guangdong had them in abundance. The Industrial and Energy Committee had imported a supply, and Xu Yingjie had mixed a large vat of lacquer to an ideal consistency, then soaked straw ropes in it as a substitute for asbestos rope and water glass.

He paid a price for his efforts. Despite wearing full-body protection, his hands succumbed to lacquer allergy. His fingers swelled painfully, and he was forced to rest for several days.

Ji Situi picked up one of the jars and tested the threaded lid. "These will do nicely. To sustain long-term production, we're going to need enormous quantities of sulfuric acid, nitric acid, hydrochloric acid..." He produced a sheet of paper. "Here's another list—chemical equipment. Please organize your people to start production as quickly as possible."

"More?" Xiao Bailang groaned. "I haven't slept properly in three or four days. The ceramic factory only has a dozen workers, laborers included. This is too much!" He scanned the list, which specified over thirty water vats of varying sizes, along with assorted other ceramic ware.

"This many vats! Are you making pickles?"

"It does involve salt, in a manner of speaking," Ji Situi said. "But they're for industrial processes. Please hurry."

"Then give us overtime pay. The potters here have been working day and night."

"Take that up with Wu De—where would I find circulation coupons?" Ji Situi had no interest in labor welfare discussions. "Didn't they work day and night firing kilns back in Fujian? Did their masters give them overtime pay?"

"You capitalist black-heart—"

Ji Situi cut him off. "This is urgent. Please hurry."

Once the jars were transported back, Ji Situi built a straw shelter beside the sulfuric acid plant and caught a few hours of sleep. That night, after twelve hours had passed, he directed his workers to rake out all the firewood with iron rods, then immediately loaded a layer of crushed stones—roughly ore-sized—into the furnace. Wood was loaded into the four hearths and lit.

When the fire was burning strongly, Ji Situi ordered the addition of top-grade Hong Gai anthracite. The flames intensified immediately; tongues of fire shot up across the entire installation.

"Good. Everyone except the furnace watch can rest. Report back the morning after tomorrow!"

Seeing there was nothing further requiring his immediate attention, Ji Situi hurried to the next construction site—the Caustic Soda Workshop.

The Synthetic Ammonia and Combined Alkali Plant could only produce soda ash. Caustic soda, which had far broader industrial applications, was comparatively easier to manufacture. The raw material was simple: electrolyzed salt. The process yielded not only caustic soda but also valuable byproducts, including another essential chemical: hydrochloric acid. Producing hydrochloric acid as a byproduct eliminated the need for a dedicated production line—one of the key advantages of integrated chemical manufacturing.

Even the Ministry of Light Industry had taken an interest in caustic soda production. Two of their flagship products—white paper and soap—depended on it. Ji Situi decided to address everything in one go.

Herding one sheep is herding; herding two is also herding. Let the capable do more. With this thought, Ji Situi set off for the caustic soda workshop. A train carrying building materials to the site happened to be passing; he jogged a few steps to catch up, climbed aboard, and settled himself on a pile of reed mats.

"Who's there? Do you have a death wish climbing onto the train?" someone on the traction tractor shouted.

"You call this a train?"

"What else would it be?" Before they could continue, the flatbed cars arrived at the caustic soda workshop construction site.

Ji Situi hopped off and saw the man in the safety helmet was Bing Feng—which confirmed that this workshop would feature a steel frame structure.

Indeed, the caustic soda workshop was crude, but at least it had a roof—unlike the sulfuric acid workshop, still exposed to open sky. Electrolysis involved electrical equipment that couldn't be left in wind and rain. The building was a frame structure of brick columns and wooden beams, mostly open-sided for ventilation, with walls only in critical areas. The precious, fragile transformer had its own separate room, fitted with glass windows for easy observation.

The workshop covered roughly five hundred square meters. The floor was brick-paved. Chang Kaishen and Ling Tian were leading several indigenous apprentices through a transformer installation: converting the alternating current supplied by Bopu Power Station into the direct current required for electrolysis.

Ten electrolytic cells had already been positioned. Ji Situi had originally considered purchasing ready-made units, but their weight made that impractical. In the end, only core components were purchased from the modern timeline; the tank bodies were manufactured locally. Each cell was a square tank—1.4 meters long, 0.8 meters wide, 0.4 meters high—formed by weaving steel bars and pouring cement and sand. The interior was lined with ceramic tiles to prevent corrosion. An iron wire mesh lay flat inside each tank, positioned ten centimeters from the bottom. Each cell was fitted with a wooden lid coated in wood tar pitch for corrosion protection.

The heavy reinforced concrete cells were supported by hardwood boards, suspended on two brick-built supports for insulation.

Ji Situi inspected each cell for leaks and loose tiles. He noticed that linoleum coated with wood tar pitch had also been laid between the supports as an additional insulation measure. When working with four-hundred-ampere currents, one could never be too careful.

"Is this safe?" Ji Situi studied the makeshift appearance with unease.

"Reasonably so—no absolute guarantees," Ling Tian admitted. "Working with electricity ultimately comes down to being careful. Safety gear and safety training are essential."

"A heavy burden." Ji Situi could already envision the chemical plant's troubled future. "Indigenous methods get people killed."

He made a circuit of the grounds. Outside the building, a chlorine absorption tower assembled from water vats stood ready. Chlorine gas produced during electrolysis would react with slaked lime in this tower to produce bleaching powder—a cheap, effective, widely useful disinfectant.

After returning from the caustic soda workshop for a brief rest, the furnace warming was finally complete. By then, everyone with any connection to chemical engineering had gathered.

"We're looking at two or three days without sleep," Ji Situi announced, gesturing for workers to drag out several boxes from the shelter. "Protective equipment—distribute it first. Don't lose any of it! Masks and goggles are irreplaceable right now."

Ji Situi had brought substantial quantities of chemical safety gear—enough consumables for nearly a decade. These items couldn't be replaced locally for the foreseeable future.

Everyone donned full protective suits, safety glasses, and chemical masks. Work commenced under Ji Situi's direction.

First, Ji Situi closed the chimney's blocking plate and opened the converter's drawing plate. He activated the blower and began measuring temperatures at various inlets. When the First Converter inlet reached 450°C, he ordered the top cover opened and catalyst loaded—quartz sand and iron catalyst. The lid was secured and sealed with acid-resistant mud. With soda ash production looming, water glass was no longer scarce, and porcelain powder was even more abundant. Ji Situi applied the sealant liberally, ensuring both lids were perfectly sealed.

Once sealing was complete, Xu Yingjie led teams to begin feeding crushed ore into the furnace—twenty kilograms per chamber. Furnace doors were secured. Simultaneously, 98% concentrated sulfuric acid from the Planning Committee warehouse was loaded into the absorption tower as a starter, beginning acid circulation.

Ji Situi tested sulfur dioxide concentration at the First Converter outlet. The reading was already approaching seventy percent—a confirmation that sulfuric acid production was essentially successful. After acid circulation commenced in the absorption tower, 1.5 liters of acid were showering every ten seconds. Tower temperature had risen to 60°C. Ji Situi ordered water cooling activated.

From there, the process became routine: ore was loaded into one furnace every hour. The four chambers rotated through feeding and slag removal cycles, and the indigenous sulfuric acid plant was running. As long as stable feeding and firing were maintained, a workshop of this scale could operate 345 days per year, producing 98% concentrated sulfuric acid.

Ji Situi and his team had no time to celebrate this milestone. They worked continually while explaining key production points to the indigenous workers—hands-on observation was far more effective than classroom instruction, especially given the workers' educational backgrounds.

Once running, the furnace would not be stopped except for maintenance or emergencies. Rewarming took too long and consumed too much fuel to be economical.

Nevertheless, Ji Situi had only twenty tons of pyrite in total. At full production, it would be consumed in under a month. When the next supply would arrive depended on shipbuilding progress—but by then, coal coking should be producing sulfuric acid in quantity. This facility's output would become less critical. Ji Situi was already considering alternative uses: if the coal chemical plant's sulfuric acid output proved sufficient, this equipment could be repurposed to produce ammonium sulfate fertilizer from pyrite.

The first batch of 98% concentrated sulfuric acid was carefully loaded into the custom-made jars and sealed. Plaster paste was applied over the lids, and earthenware caps were placed on top to protect against rain.

"Will this method hold up?" Xu Yingjie, accustomed to modern industrial packaging, found the sight of earthenware jars—identical to wine vessels—deeply incongruous. It seemed profoundly unreliable.

"Sulfuric acid has been produced for two hundred years. Trust me—it was all packaged this way in the past," Ji Situi assured him.

Labels were affixed to each jar: "98% Concentrated Sulfuric Acid," along with production date and location. The jars were carefully placed in wooden crates, one or two per crate, custom-made by the woodware factory. Straw rope was wound around each jar for shock absorption. Then the crates were loaded onto the train and transported to the chemical hazardous goods warehouse.

After this initial victory, Ji Situi led the indigenous workers through more than ten days of production-and-instruction, continuing until the workers had essentially mastered the technology and memorized all safety regulations.
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Production safety was Ji Situi's greatest headache. Chemical plant accidents differed fundamentally from those in ordinary enterprises: beyond worker casualties, there was equipment damage to consider—and the terrible consequences of chemical leaks were impossible to predict. The casual attitude these former farmers displayed toward hazardous materials overwhelmed him. He conducted safety education sessions repeatedly and severely reprimanded several workers who had neglected to wear protective equipment.

The offenders stood with heads bowed while Ji Situi berated them for a solid half hour. Given Lingao's climate, working by the furnace in full protective gear was admittedly torturous. Fiberglass leggings, rubber aprons, long-arm gloves, high boots—everything was airtight. Even away from the furnace, a few minutes in this equipment left one drenched in sweat.

"Do you want to end up like this?!" Ji Situi produced a medical atlas—borrowed from the Grand Library—and thrust it before them. Every photograph depicted victims of chemical burns.

But the images proved too effective. Their horror had the opposite of the intended result: several indigenous workers came begging to be released from this work. Ji Situi nearly choked with frustration.

After a round of reassurances, promises, and threats—refuse to work and you'll be sent to the Labor Reform Team to experience Fu Youdi's legendary whip—he finally stabilized morale in the sulfuric acid workshop. Only then could he extract himself and hurry to the caustic soda workshop. Outside the building, piles of water vats in various sizes had accumulated alongside heaps of salt. Bing Feng was leading a team through equipment installation.

"Salt, tap water, and vats are all here. While we wait for engineering to finish, let's start mixing saturated brine," said Bai Yu, who had volunteered to bring students to assist. Though now a teacher, his enthusiasm for chemistry remained undiminished.

"This salt won't work." Xu Yingjie shook his head. "Crude salt—far too many impurities."

The principle of electrolyzing salt to produce caustic soda was simple enough: direct electrolysis of saturated brine decomposed sodium chloride into sodium hydroxide—caustic soda—while simultaneously liberating chlorine gas and hydrogen. But the salt from Yanchang Village was unrefined crude salt, containing not only sodium chloride but also potassium salts, magnesium salts, sulfates, and other impurities. These contaminants would degrade electrolysis efficiency and damage the precious electrodes.

Crude salt therefore had to be purified before electrolysis—stripped of impurities to become a pure saturated sodium chloride solution. Modern industrial systems featured extensive division of labor; caustic soda manufacturers could simply purchase purified sodium chloride as a finished product. Here, everything had to be done in-house. The more primitive the industrial base, the greater the demand for self-sufficiency.

Ji Situi began by analyzing the salt shipment. The quality from Yanchang Village proved quite high; sulfate content—the component most damaging to electrolysis—was extremely low. This was excellent news. The industrial method for removing sulfates required barium chloride, which he lacked. Barium chloride was also highly toxic; even if synthesis were possible, he would have preferred to avoid it. Calcium and magnesium salt content was also low. The salt was ideal for industrial purposes.

He directed workers to pour baskets of crude salt into settling tanks. Water was added until the solution reached saturation. Bai Yu, responsible for refining the electrolyte, then added measured amounts of soda ash and caustic soda in proportions matched to the tested brine composition. These additions reacted with dissolved calcium and magnesium salts to precipitate calcium chloride and magnesium hydroxide. The clarified liquid above was the saturated sodium chloride solution required for electrolysis. Because soda ash and caustic soda had been added, a small quantity of dilute hydrochloric acid was then used for neutralization treatment.

Industrial electrolysis was a continuous process; saturated sodium chloride solution had to be fed into the electrolytic cells without interruption. Brine purification therefore operated continuously alongside it.

Purifying brine vat-by-vat—the intermittent method—was simple in terms of equipment and operation but demanded enormous labor. Industrial practice favored continuous purification. Though Ji Situi was working with indigenous methods, he was determined to automate as much as possible.

Given the available infrastructure—specifically, the presence of a tap water supply—Ji Situi designed a continuous salt dissolution process. Water flowed in through the bottom of a specialized dissolution tank, percolated up through the salt layer inside, and overflowed from an upper outlet. Salt was added intermittently by hand to maintain a consistent salt layer. The resulting brine, fully saturated, was then directed from the dissolution tank to a settling tank for neutralization treatment.

To reduce labor requirements, the tanks were arranged in a stepped configuration—each positioned higher than the last—allowing gravity and siphon principles to move the brine along. The sequence ran: Dissolution Tank → Settling Tank → Neutralization Tank. The saturated sodium chloride solution emerging from the Neutralization Tank was finally directed to the Heating Tank.

This system was simpler than standard industrial designs and required no mechanical assistance. A handful of workers could manage it easily.

"So making caustic soda requires adding caustic soda!" Bai Yu observed, leading his students through the brine preparation process.

Xu Yingjie laughed. "Those are two entirely different things. You're preparing purified brine—that's worlds apart from manufacturing caustic soda."

"Good thing we brought substantial chemical stocks," Bai Yu reflected. "Without them as primers, we'd never have gotten started."

"Not necessarily." Ji Situi watched the reaction progress in the tanks. "It would just mean heavier electrode damage. Pure physical purification of sodium chloride isn't impossible—but it would require massive investment, starting with a complete overhaul of the salt industry equipment at Yanchang Village."

"Hasn't Yanchang Village already been modified extensively?"

"Engineer Wang's modifications focused primarily on increasing output—windmill-powered brine lifting, spray-drying to shorten concentration time." Ji Situi had visited Yanchang Village several times on business.

"Purification would be out of the question without a boiler." He paused. "The Planning Committee originally proposed building a Refined Salt Factory here in Bopu. Once our caustic soda workshop is operational, that project needs to move forward."

"Construction climax for the chemical industry!" Xu Yingjie exclaimed.

"It's our turn at last. Consider what's coming: pesticides, chemical fertilizers, explosives, medicine. Once we have those Four Magic Weapons, global domination becomes plausible!" Bai Yu's enthusiasm was irrepressible.

"That's still far off—don't expect to grow fat on a single meal," Ji Situi cautioned. "We'll need extensive supporting facilities and equipment. Real-world production problems have to be solved incrementally. Take the first batch of sulfuric acid from our workshop: impurity content is very high. In certain chemical processes, that's extremely dangerous. Improving purity requires meeting many additional conditions."

He offered an analogy: "It's like assembling a jigsaw puzzle. Making the Three Acids and Two Alkalis only gives us the four corner pieces. We can see the shape of the picture now—but completing it will take a very long time."

Xu Yingjie added his own: "It's like using glycerol from saponification to mix nitroglycerin. The theory is sound, but in practice, people die."

The brine reaction and precipitation process required twenty-four hours. Ji Situi used the interval to visit the lime kiln. Quicklime was already prepared and waiting. Using data from the process manual, he calculated how much chlorine gas seventy-two hours of continuous production would generate and how much slaked lime would be needed to absorb it. He weighed out the required quantity of quicklime, then directed workers to slowly spray water over it, allowing it to slake gradually. Once slaking was complete, the lime was sifted, loaded into baskets, and transported to the caustic soda workshop.

Ji Situi asked Xu Yingjie to measure the moisture content of the slaked lime: approximately three percent. Slightly high. He ordered the lime piled under a shed for several days. Some quickite remained in the slaked lime; residual moisture would continue the slaking process, reducing moisture content below the optimal one percent within a few days.

When all preparations were complete, the next day revealed a thick layer of white sedite at the bottom of the brine purification tank. Testing confirmed the clarified liquid above met electrolysis requirements. Using siphon principles, Bai Yu transferred the clarified saturated sodium chloride solution to the Heating Tank. Ji Situi lit a fire beneath it, heating the brine to 70°C to drive off dissolved carbon dioxide.

The white precipitate in the settling tank was collected; its main components were calcium chloride and magnesium hydroxide. Both were valuable chemicals and couldn't be discarded. Calcium chloride was particularly useful: the pharmaceutical factory could manufacture calcium chloride injections and tablets for treating hypocalcemia-related conditions. Industrially, it served as a common desiccant, a construction antifreeze, a refrigeration coolant, and a deinking agent for waste paper. It could even be used to coagulate tofu.

Ji Situi exploited the differing solubilities of the two compounds to separate them—calcium chloride dissolved readily; magnesium hydroxide was insoluble. Adding water dissolved the calcium chloride, which was then poured off for separate processing. The insolite portion was magnesium hydroxide. Though less versatile than calcium chloride, magnesium hydroxide could substitute for caustic soda and lime as a neutralizer for acidic wastewater, served as an anti-corrosion and desulfurization additive for oils, worked in insulation materials, and functioned as a flame retardant in construction. It was also an excellent desulfurization agent—exactly what Ji Situi's sulfuric acid workshop needed for its flue gas treatment.

The heated sodium chloride was easily pumped into the electrolytic cells. Ji Situi pulled the switch, and electrolysis commenced. Wearing an anti-shock protective suit and rubber-soled shoes, he tested around the cells and across the workshop floor with a voltage pen. No current leakage detected.

Electrolyte began dripping from the outlet. The color was clear—no alarming black liquid. He waited five minutes, calculating whether the flow rate was normal. Finally, he measured the temperature and voltage inside the tank. Everything was within parameters. Temperature and voltage directly determined electrolysis efficiency.

"What's coming out—that's caustic soda solution, right?" Bai Yu asked.
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"Not exactly," Xu Yingjie replied. "We call it electrolyte. The caustic soda content is less than ten percent, and it contains substantial impurities. Further separation treatment is required."

"Careful—chlorine gas!" Ji Situi clapped Xu Yingjie's shoulder.

"What? What is it?" Bai Yu started to lean forward.

"Don't move!" Xu Yingjie's voice carried a note of excitement. His mind wasn't on chlorine's uses for disinfection, environmental purification, or hydrochloric acid production. He was thinking: Poison gas.

Chlorine was common enough, but it had been the first poison gas deployed in modern warfare. During the Great War, its battlefield results had been devastating—countless souls lost to its yellow-green embrace. Better still, chlorine was easy to produce. It could serve as a superweapon in this timeline. Whether Manchu White Banner cavalry, Guanning Iron Horse, Japanese Gokenin, or Cromwell's Ironsides—none of them could withstand it. Encountering chlorine meant only one thing: death.

Currently, the transmigrators' industry couldn't manufacture pressurized vessels, so chlorine storage remained impossible. But Xu Yingjie knew the Weapon Research Group harbored its share of creative minds. Perhaps they could devise something suitably wicked.

The yellow-green gas rose through the glass tube, and every transmigrator present held their breath. Meanwhile, a small fan blade in another glass tube began to spin—indicating that a second, colorless electrolysis product was also emerging. Hydrogen.

"Everyone listen carefully." Ji Situi began safety instruction for the workers. "This yellow gas is chlorine. It's poisonous..."

Watching Ji Situi explain chlorine, hydrogen, poisoning prevention, and explosion risks to a cluster of only-partially-comprehending indigenous workers, Bai Yu silently vowed never to set foot in this chemical plant again. Too dangerous.

The produced hydrogen was routed to the only modern device in the entire system: the Hydrochloric Acid Reactor. Hydrogen was fed into the reactor and ignited, then chlorine was introduced. The reaction generated hydrogen chloride gas, which was cooled, absorbed in water, and collected as hydrochloric acid.

The reaction was extraordinarily dangerous. If the chlorine content in the hydrogen grew too high, the mixture would explode. The solution lay in rigorous control of chlorine intake during the reaction—surrounding the toxic chlorine with excess hydrogen, ensuring complete chlorine reaction while preventing both air contamination and explosive mixtures.

Given the extreme hazard, Ji Situi had never considered indigenous equipment for this step. The reactor was purchased directly from the modern timeline.

Hydrochloric acid production consumed only a portion of the chlorine. The remainder was piped to a small reaction tower nearby. Layered with dried slaked lime, the tower absorbed chlorine to produce calcium hypochlorite—more commonly known as bleaching powder.

As the most widely available effective disinfectant, mass production of bleaching powder marked a new peak in the Transmigration Group's epidemic prevention capabilities. For the densely populated settlements along both banks of the Wenlan River, this was transformative. And when the army launched expeditions, commanders would no longer need to worry about water sanitation along the march route.

Complete absorption of chlorine by slaked lime was difficult to achieve; waste gas inevitably carried some chlorine away. To maximize chlorine utilization and improve air quality, a final waste gas absorption process was implemented.

Waste gas from the absorption tower was piped to an absorption vat containing milk of lime prepared from slaked lime. The chlorine in this waste gas reacted with the milk of lime to produce calcium chlorate and calcium chloride.

Once the milk of lime was saturated with chlorine, it was pumped into a concentration pot, heated, and then cooled to crystallize out calcium chlorate—useful as a herbicide. The remaining liquid was heated and concentrated to yield calcium chloride. This approach achieved essentially zero chlorine emissions.

As for the electrolyte continuously flowing from the electrolytic cells, it now contained approximately ten percent caustic soda. However, sodium chloride content remained higher still; such dilute caustic soda liquid was unusable and required concentration.

The equipment Ji Situi employed for concentration was brutally simple: a large iron pot, heated directly over a coal fire ignited with kindling. The fumes were so powerful that anyone not wearing safety goggles fled the building.

"Isn't this level of pollution excessive?" Bai Yu called from outside.

"It is—but we don't have evaporation pans! And it wastes coal!" Ji Situi's voice was muffled by his chemical mask. "We'll upgrade when the machinery factory can provide proper equipment."

After prolonged boiling, crystals began precipitating at the bottom of the pot beneath the alkali liquid, accumulating steadily.

"Bai Yu! Scoop it out with the ladle! Be careful not to bring up the alkali liquid with it."

Bai Yu hurriedly took the specially-made wooden ladle and positioned himself by the pot, scraping crystals from the bottom.

"Mind your safety." Ji Situi watched anxiously. This pot—originally from Gou Village, once used to cook pig swill—had an enormous diameter. One misstep meant falling in, and that would be the end.

Bai Yu carefully extracted the crystals. Even through his protective mask, the steam rising from the pot stung his nose.

"This is salt, isn't it?"

"Correct—genuine refined salt."

The extracted salt was transferred to drying boards, washed several times with dilute alkali liquid, then rinsed with saturated refined brine. What remained were snow-white crystals with sodium chloride purity exceeding ninety-five percent—pure enough for preparing medical-grade physiological saline.

The electrolyte from which salt had precipitated was returned to the pot and heated further until the alkali concentration reached approximately thirty percent, rendering it suitable for chemical applications. Additional concentration and drying could produce solid caustic soda, but coal consumption made this economically unfeasible for now.



The successful manufacture of sulfuric acid, hydrochloric acid, and caustic soda electrified the Industrial and Energy Committee. Wang Luobin, Zhan Wuya, and others made regular pilgrimages to these crude workshops, studying the improvised equipment.

Though primitive in appearance, the benefits these facilities delivered were immeasurable. According to Ji Situi's calculations, given adequate raw materials and energy, the Contact Process Sulfuric Acid Workshop—operating with fifteen workers in three shifts, 345 days per year—could produce one ton of 98% concentrated sulfuric acid daily, scaling to 1.2 tons when necessary. The Salt Electrolysis Workshop—operating with twenty-four workers in three shifts, 345 days per year—could produce 47.5 tons of caustic soda, 87 tons of bleaching powder, 2 tons of calcium chlorate, and 6 tons of calcium chloride annually, plus 47.5 tons of refined salt (95% purity) and 30 tons of hydrochloric acid.

By modern standards, these figures were negligible. But for the Planning Committee—where, not long ago, chemical allocations had been measured in milliliters and grams—the output of these two workshops represented an extraordinary windfall.

Even Shi Niaoren made the journey. Seeing the 95% high-purity sodium chloride Ji Situi had prepared for him, his face split into a grin he couldn't suppress. This solved an enormous problem: infusion-grade physiological saline was now feasible. Bleaching powder was an obvious boon for the Ministry of Health. And the crude calcium chloride, once refined by the pharmaceutical factory into calcium chloride injection solution, could treat tetany caused by hypocalcemia, intestinal and ureteral colic, urticaria, exudative edema, and pruritic skin diseases. It would also address Vitamin D deficiency rickets, osteomalacia, and calcium supplementation needs for pregnant and lactating women. The physical health of the local population stood to improve dramatically.

With adequate hydrochloric acid, the pharmaceutical factory's planned glucose production could proceed as well. Shi Niaoren immediately contacted Wu Nanhai, requesting starch raw materials so they could begin planning a glucose workshop.

Wu Nanhai, for his part, was overjoyed by the unanticipated arrival of herbicide—the calcium chlorate he hadn't even dared request. He immediately demanded full allocation of all relevant output. He also inquired eagerly about ammonium sulfate production timelines, hoping to achieve record-breaking hybrid rice yields.

Representatives from the Ministry of Light Industry arrived to ask about caustic soda and sulfuric acid quotas. With these chemicals, they could produce pristine white paper; soap production was never in doubt. However, soap manufacturing required coordination between the Chemical Department and Light Industry, since the Chemical Department needed to recover glycerol as a byproduct of the soap-making process.

It was like a snowball effect. Once technical bottlenecks were broken, production lines that had been stalled suddenly began moving. Product variety expanded instantly; productive capacity surged.

The military department responded swiftly as well. That same day, Xi Yazhou called to request that the Chemical Department seriously consider chlorine's military value and potential deployment as a weapon.

Direct chlorine release remained impractical. Xu Yingjie and the weapon research group studied the problem and developed a chlorine landmine: a jar of hydrochloric acid positioned above a packet of calcium hypochlorite powder—bleaching powder—strapped to a thirty-gram guncotton charge. The explosion would atomize both substances into a reactive mist. The consensus was that, if deployed, multiple mines should be detonated simultaneously for effect.

Some suggested developing poison gas artillery shells on the same principle—simply adapting the structure to withstand howitzer firing.

"Not recommended." Xu Yingjie couldn't envision anyone scrambling across a battlefield while lugging jars of hydrochloric acid.

"In my opinion," Lin Shenhe from the Artillery R&D Group offered a concluding remark, "rather than poison gas shells or mines, we'd be better off filling glass bottles with hydrochloric acid and throwing them like grenades."



The response from across the organization was overwhelmingly positive; praise poured in from every department. But as head of the chemical department, Ji Situi took little pleasure in it. Behind the impressive catalog of products and production figures lay high energy consumption and an extremely unstable production state.

The salt electrolysis workshop alone consumed 160 tons of salt, 60 tons of quicklime, 0.5 tons of hydrochloric acid, 35 tons of coal, 140,000 kilowatt-hours of DC electricity, and 1,500 tons of water annually. This represented considerable material and energy demand—especially for electricity and industrial water. Bopu Power Station's installed capacity was only 213 kilowatts; a single electrolysis workshop would consume nearly one-tenth of the station's annual output. Power shortage had become the primary obstacle to the workshop's operation. Originally scheduled to launch the previous year, the project had been postponed repeatedly. Only after the second-phase expansion of Bairen Tan Hydropower Station succeeded—and a locomobile from there was transferred to Bopu, doubling installed capacity—could production finally begin.

Ji Situi planned to gradually replace the current crude equipment once the machinery department's manufacturing capabilities improved. This high-consumption, high-pollution production model was not sustainable.

Another drawback of the "indigenous launch" approach was that things "looked very beautiful" on paper—but actual operation exposed problem after problem that the construction pamphlets never mentioned.

The Contact Sulfuric Acid Workshop was the worst offender. Since startup, it had suffered numerous faults, major and minor. Most serious was the low conversion rate—below seventy percent—which caused some sulfuric acid batches to emerge at only eighty percent concentration, requiring re-blending to meet standards. The blower outlet sprayed acid mist everywhere, corroding the floors. Chimney exhaust carried substantial acid, which condensed into acid rain on contact with moist air, eroding and destroying every temporary structure near the stack. Several workers sustained mild acid burns and were sent to the hospital.

Ji Situi, Xu Yingjie, and technicians from the machinery and construction departments made six consecutive modifications to the entire system. The absorption tower was dismantled and refilled multiple times. A pebble dust collector was added to the converter; coke absorbent was installed at the air outlet; acid-mist-removing tile fragments and coke were added atop the absorption tower... Problems were identified, meetings held, reference books consulted—fortunately, the Grand Library held extensive materials—and solutions found one by one. It took a full month of trial and error before production stabilized.

Just as the sulfuric acid workshop steadied, the electrolysis workshop suffered several small-scale accidents. The most outrageous involved someone who had taken an interest in the hydrogen—identifying it as potential material for a future balloon observation corps—and insisted on filling balloons with hydrogen inside the workshop. This individual was wearing synthetic fiber clothing. Upon contact with the equipment...

One percent of his body surface suffered second-degree burns. He was rushed to the hospital. The entire electrolysis workshop was paralyzed for ten hours. Furious, Ji Situi had the workshop fenced off with bamboo barriers and a skull-and-crossbones sign posted prominently outside. No unauthorized entry or exit.



Shi Niaoren returned from his visit to the Bopu Chemical Plant, having secured supply agreements for several urgently needed materials from both the Planning Committee and Chemical Department. He stopped by the Bairen City dormitory area to collect a sample before heading back to the General Hospital.

"Touch here, touch again..."

Humming Eighteen Touches under his breath, Shi Niaoren strolled into Bairen General Hospital carrying several bags of stool samples. Ye Yuming passed by and muttered in bewilderment, "Has this fellow gone mad from smelling excrement all day?"

The real reason was nothing of the sort. Shi Niaoren settled into his "First Medical Examination Center in This Timeline," crossed his legs, stacked his specimen jars, and smiled with renewed purpose. The Chemical Department's successful launch had rekindled his enthusiasm for the pharmaceutical factory—enthusiasm that had been cooling. His drive surged. What other medicines might now be within reach? This news was worth ten years of effort. There truly were capable people in the Transmigration Group.
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To reciprocate the support he had received, Shi Niaoren wanted to express his gratitude properly. Not just to the Chemical Department, but to the Industrial and Energy Committee, the Agricultural Committee, the Army and Navy, the Civil Affairs Committee...

Counting on his fingers, the list of departments and individuals deserving thanks grew unwieldy. Showing favoritism would be inappropriate. The ideal solution was a token of friendship distributed to transmigrators across all these organizations.

This presented a challenge. The Ministry of Health specialized in healing the wounded and treating the sick, and as a result, its personnel enjoyed unparalleled esteem throughout the Transmigration Group. Wherever they went, deference followed. Requests were satisfied whenever possible—for the simple reason that medical care was the scarcest resource in this timeline. No one dared claim they would remain forever healthy, never fall ill, never suffer injury, until they had secured their place among the five hundred founding families.

This reverence was a mixture of fear and respect. Shi Niaoren privately disapproved of esteem rooted in "I might need his help someday—better not offend him."

The Ministry of Health was excessively honored at present. From the standpoint of long-term stability, they ought to do something that would earn genuine goodwill.

Shi Niaoren's gaze drifted to the road outside his window. The early summer sun blazed mercilessly, and the newly planted roadside trees were already wilting. Every passerby—whether transmigrator or indigenous worker—wore a straw hat and was drenched in sweat.

Heatstroke prevention and cooling. The thought came immediately. Liu San had proposed compounding several traditional Chinese medicines: Zhuge Marching Powder, Ten Drops Water, and Huoxiang Zhengqi Water. The herbal ingredients for all three were readily available—partially from local pharmacies, partially from their own cultivation. Ethanol was the only complex auxiliary material. And all three were highly effective against common summer ailments.

But medicine production took time. Liu San and his apprentice alone would struggle to compound sufficient quantities. Unlike ordinary factory workers, pharmaceutical workers required both a strong sense of responsibility and at least basic pharmaceutical knowledge. Expansion couldn't happen overnight.

Salt water! The thought struck him suddenly. Salt soda water!

Salt soda water was a labor protection staple—the ideal beverage for manual laborers in summer heat. It prevented heatstroke, promoted cooling, and helped maintain electrolyte balance to avoid dehydration.

But Shi Niaoren immediately realized he didn't have baking soda. Neither did he, nor did the Chemical Department. Baking soda wasn't exotic, but it required soda ash as a precursor. Until the Soda Ash Plant came online, there would be no baking soda. The idea had to be shelved.

Unable to produce soda water, he might at least prioritize physiological saline. With this in mind, Shi Niaoren decided to visit the pharmaceutical factory. He was waiting for He Ping to finalize some administrative arrangements and the "Mongol Doctor" training class—the private nickname they'd given the first physician training program. Through network recruitment, the Ministry of Health had found four or five transmigrators who hoped to avoid manual labor and satisfy peculiar hobbies by studying medicine.

But He Ping failed to appear. Just as Shi Niaoren was growing impatient, a bespectacled man arrived, walking with his legs conspicuously apart. The number "007" was emblazoned on his chest. A closer look revealed Dugu Qiuhun, Director of the East Gate Market Police Station.

"Doctor, could you examine me, please... here." Director Dugu discreetly indicated a particular anatomical region.

Shi Niaoren made careful inquiries, lifted the man's clothing to observe physical signs, and quickly reached his conclusion.

"Chlamydia infection. Nothing serious." He kept his phrasing deliberately vague.

"What's Chlamydia—inflammation?"

"It's... no major problem. An infection." He scribbled a prescription. "Take this to the pharmacy. Have He Pu fill it. Tell Sister Li to administer the injections. You'll be back to full strength in two or three days." He paused, produced a small cardboard box from his desk, and handed it over. "Pay attention to safe practices going forward."

Dugu Qiuhun started. "Yes—understood!"

"It's really nothing serious." Shi Niaoren offered a reassuring smile. "But perhaps limit your contact with indigenous women in future."

"Understood! This won't be a problem, will it?"

"Truly not. Just take care of yourself and keep your injection appointments." Shi Niaoren offered additional reassurances before seeing him out.

If not for Erythromycin, you'd be in real trouble. Shi Niaoren muttered to himself after the man left. He was aware that quite a few transmigrators had been consorting with indigenous women recently. The Executive Committee had originally assumed Ming Dynasty society—bound by feudal ethical codes—would present a closed social atmosphere. As long as everyone refrained from visiting brothels or committing assault, there wouldn't be gender complications. Evidently, those supposedly rigid ethical codes were more theory than practice.

His interest in waiting for He Ping had evaporated. He left a note on his desk explaining several pending matters, then set off for the farm.

Wu Nanhai wasn't in his office. According to his secretary, Chu Qing, "Master is at the Grain Processing Plant, working on sweet potatoes."

"By the river?" Shi Niaoren had never visited that facility, though he knew there was a mill there that processed rice for local residents.

"Just go out this entrance and head south..." Chu Qing's Mandarin bore the distinctive accent of this timeline—Guang-Pu, Cantonese-inflected Mandarin—and showed Wu Nanhai's influence. Shi Niaoren had noticed that not only she, but even Wang Tian, the head long-term laborer, spoke this way.

Since the Agricultural Committee had relocated to Bairen City and established the farm, sweet potatoes had been among the first crops planted.

As a high-yielding staple, sweet potato possessed extraordinary virtues: wide adaptability, strong stress resistance, drought and barrenness tolerance, minimal pest and disease concerns. Beyond serving as grain rations and livestock feed or providing starch, even its leaves made excellent green fodder—virtually nothing was wasted. Under favorable water and fertilizer conditions, typical yields ranged from three to five thousand kilograms per mu, with exceptional cases reaching 7,500 kilograms. Compared to hybrid rice—which required fresh seeds every generation—sweet potato was arguably the more significant "Transmigration Artifact."

Yet in this timeline, sweet potatoes hardly qualified as artifacts. They were nothing new here. Since the Wanli era, they had been introduced from the Philippines to China, with Guangdong hosting the earliest plantings. Qiongzhou, just across the strait, had adopted cultivation as well. During their excursions into the countryside, the transmigrators had frequently encountered sweet potato fields.

Before planting began, Wu Nanhai had consulted Wang Tian—the closest thing they had to an agricultural expert—about Lingao's sweet potato cultivation. Wang Tian's report was informative: "Sweet potatoes have been grown here for seven or eight years. The first seeds came from Qiongshan. Quite a few people plant them now. The advantage is they're trouble-free—just plant and forget. Harvest the tubers for human consumption or pig feed. Growth period is short; Lingao can harvest twice a year. They're an excellent supplementary grain..." He paused. "But they don't store well. The local climate is humid, and sweet potatoes rot easily. Growers here don't know proper cellar storage techniques. Some try slicing and drying them, but even dried slices mold during the rainy season."

"The harvest is plentiful, and they require little labor or fertilizer. One mu can yield a thousand jin at best. But since they can't be stored, small households gain nothing from planting too much. Only large and middling grain households with many laborers and livestock bother growing significant amounts."

Wang Tian warmed to his subject: "Master Wu! With so many short- and long-term workers now employed across Bairen and Bopu, you could really plant more sweet potatoes. Giving the laborers rice at every meal is wasteful. Half rice, half dried sweet potato shreds—with a bit extra in quantity, plus some salted vegetables and fish—makes a perfectly adequate heavy-labor ration. Saves considerable grain." He proceeded to present, as if revealing treasures, the cost-saving tricks he had learned while serving as a "head worker" for landlords.

A complex expression crossed Wu Nanhai's face. On one reading, Wang Tian was demonstrating "loyal service to the master." On another, he was behaving like a collaborator—a hanjian. Wu Nanhai recalled people saying that foreigners arriving in China had originally been decent folk, only to be corrupted by fawning native traitors. Though biased, the observation wasn't without foundation.

"We'll discuss that later," Wu Nanhai deflected, unwilling to commit.

Seeing Wu Nanhai's uncertain expression, Wang Tian fell silent, unsure where he had misspoken.

Wu Nanhai considered for a moment, then asked, "You said one mu yields only a thousand jin?" He found this implausible. During his rural internship, he had seen farmers harvest two to three thousand jin per mu with minimal effort.

"Only the first year produces over two thousand jin," Wang Tian explained. "Then yields decline year after year. They can drop to just eight or nine hundred jin."

"Impossible..."

Fa Shilu nodded and offered a single word: "Virus infection."

"Of course—how did I forget?" Wu Nanhai felt chagrined. This was basic agricultural knowledge.

Sweet potatoes—along with other tuber crops like potatoes—relied on asexual reproduction. Over time, they accumulated infections from multiple viruses contracted during growth and storage. These viruses degraded varietal characteristics, deteriorated quality, and dramatically reduced yields—by thirty to seventy percent.

During the autumn harvest of 1957, Hongtong County in Shanxi had set the national record for sweet potato yields: 5,510 jin per mu at Mamuxiang Fenming Agricultural Cooperative.

By the twenty-first century, five thousand jin per mu was unremarkable. New high-yield virus-free varieties, carefully cultivated, could exceed ten thousand jin in their first year. But in 1957, that figure had been national champion—and even then, likely somewhat exaggerated. Without specialized technical support, sweet potato yields remained moderate.

To date, no highly virus-resistant sweet potato varieties existed, nor were there effective treatments to prevent or control viral infections. Only virus-free cultivation technology could address the problem and improve both yields and quality.

Modern farmers had no need to save seeds or breed their own stock—professional seed companies handled all of that. During Wu Nanhai's rural internship, everything he had seen, planted, and discussed involved virus-free seedlings. He had only needed to consider soil and climate matching; the virus issue had never crossed his mind.

Even virus-free sweet potatoes would become reinfected and degrade after three or four years of planting. Virus removal was a specialized high-technology process. Fa Shilu had considered multiple approaches to solving this problem in this timeline and had brought a complete laboratory setup specifically for the purpose.

The transmigrators' first batch of high-yield virus-free sweet potatoes had been planted in December 1628. In regions with distinct seasons, sweet potatoes were typically nursed in February, transplanted in April, and harvested in August. Lingao's advantage was year-round temperatures above 18°C, permitting planting in any season. To prevent seedling loss, key Agricultural Committee members—Fa Shilu, Wu Nanhai, and others—handled planting personally, without a single indigenous worker involved. Under careful management, they welcomed their harvest at the end of April this year. The ten mu of experimental sweet potatoes yielded an excellent 4,000 kilograms per mu—though lack of chemical fertilizer had prevented the variety from reaching its full potential. Harvesting required mobilizing Army and Navy soldiers along with students to assist.

The farm's sweet potato bumper harvest—over 8,000 jin per mu—shocked not only Wang Tian but every employee on the farm. Word spread rapidly, and many people wanted to see what "Australian sweet potatoes" looked like. Wu Nanhai deployed Army soldiers to guard the perimeter, forbidding outsiders from entering until the harvest was complete.

Eighty thousand jin of sweet potatoes was not extraordinary by ancient standards. Rural areas commonly used cellar storage for gradual consumption. But Lingao's weather would soon descend into the rainy season after April and May, and cellar storage carried substantial mold and rot risks. Furthermore, the Transmigration Group's various industries had urgent needs for sweet potato's primary product: starch. Ultimately, Wu Nanhai decided that, aside from a portion reserved for seed promotion, all remaining sweet potatoes would be transported to the grain processing plant for conversion into finished products.

Sweet potatoes yielded many products: vermicelli, glass noodles, maltose, glucose, dextrin, yellow wine, alcohol, soy sauce... The variations all derived from the same source—primarily starch derivatives. Wu Nanhai therefore determined that sweet potato processing would focus on manufacturing starch, with byproducts utilizing the waste residue and materials generated during starch production.

The Ministry of Light Industry also showed keen interest in the sweet potato harvest. Mo Xiaoan reported daily, constantly proposing new products. Unexpectedly, his most enthusiastic proposal wasn't for something "modern" like glucose or dextrin or instant rice noodles—but dried sweet potatoes. Specifically: Liancheng Red Heart Dried Sweet Potato Strips, one of Fujian's famous Eight Dried Foods.

"This product sells very well." When Shi Niaoren arrived at the bamboo shed that served as the food factory, Mo Xiaoan was in full flow: "It was an export product back in our time. Even now, dried sweet potato strips remain popular snacks. In this timeline, sweet potatoes are still somewhat exotic. We could absolutely target the premium market..."

"I'm not convinced." Wu Nanhai was skeptical of the dried sweet potato plan. "Local people in this timeline rarely eat snacks. Only the wealthy and idle indulge in such things."

"If there's no local market in Lingao, we can export to Guangzhou."
Chapter 343 - Sweet Potato Kvass

Whether the common people of Ming Dynasty Guangzhou would actually purchase this Liancheng Red Heart Dried Sweet Potato Strip—appearing centuries ahead of its time—remained an unknown variable. But Wu Nanhai felt that selling dried sweet potatoes, such a relatively simple product, was beneath them as a money-making endeavor.

"Dried sweet potatoes can be one option," Wu Nanhai conceded, "but the processing depth is insufficient. The added value is too low."

"The problem," Mo Xiaoan countered, "is that Ming Dynasty commoners don't need starch. Who would we sell our starch production to?"

"They don't need it—but we do." Huang Dashan smiled enigmatically. "Forget industrial demand for a moment. Starch alone could substantially improve our meals. It's the starting point for many products."

The others instinctively edged away from this mysterious figure, whose very presence seemed to exude invisible clouds of microorganisms—bacilli, viruses, and stranger things. In truth, ninety-nine percent of Huang Dashan's biochemical laboratory contained useful strains: various mushrooms, fungi, and an array of fermentation cultures preserved in growth media.

"There's one product that satisfies your export ambitions while also improving everyone's meals," Huang Dashan continued. "MSG. I have specialized strains. The quality will be excellent."

"Doesn't MSG require rice to manufacture?"

"Rice certainly works; what matters is the starch. Sweet potatoes, potatoes, anything starch-rich will do. Nothing unusual about it." Huang Dashan pressed on: "Cooking wine, vinegar, soy sauce, bean paste—all the condiments we used to make with rice. The food factory's production was limited before mainly to conserve grain. Now, with sweet potatoes providing cheap bulk starch, we simply need to scale up directly."

Shi Niaoren mentioned his glucose injection plan. Wu Nanhai expressed strong support, telling him to make as much as needed. Shi Niaoren clarified that current requirements were modest—a few kilograms would suffice.

"Glucose injections don't require much."

Though glucose injection was useful, it wasn't an urgently needed drug; its presence or absence made little practical difference. Shi Niaoren's eagerness to produce it was partly about demonstrating the pharmaceutical factory's value—after the Executive Committee's substantial investment, they couldn't spend all their time mixing oral saline to show for it.

"The oral physiological saline and herbal tea you've been producing are quite good," Wu Nanhai observed. "Make more of those. The weather's been hot lately; they're in high demand."

"Actually, I wanted to make salt soda water." Shi Niaoren sighed. "Carbonated drinks are the ultimate thirst quenchers. But there's no baking soda available."

"Soda water is wonderful—a fashionable favorite—" Mo Xiaoan seemed ready to launch a soda water marketing campaign for Ming Dynasty consumers.

"Baking soda soda water?" Wu Nanhai scoffed. "I mixed that according to recipes when I was a kid—tasted terrible. Complete failure. Spare us. I heard Superintendent Ma designed a soda machine? It doesn't use baking soda—it dissolves carbon dioxide directly into the liquid."

"True, that's possible—he just copied historical designs. But where do we find high-purity carbon dioxide? I'm told we have fewer than twenty pressure cylinders of all sizes. Soda water production is definitely not a priority."

Huang Dashan laughed. "You people are thoroughly modern—you only think in terms of chemical preparation and physical processing. Forgotten about microorganisms? Where does Champagne get its bubbles? What about beer? They're not made by adding baking soda or pumping in carbon dioxide."

"You mean brewing beer from sweet potatoes?" Wu Nanhai's mind moved quickly.

Huang Dashan nodded. "Beer requires malt, and we're short on both wheat and barley. Otherwise, Banana from the Special Reconnaissance Team would have started brewing long ago. I've never heard of making beer from sweet potatoes." He winked. "But I can make Kvass."

"Kvass?!" Several voices exclaimed in unison. This was something exotic.

They had all heard of this beverage, wildly popular in Russia and Eastern Europe. Fermented from dried bread, Kvass was nearly beer-colored but with a reddish tint, moderately sweet and acidic, with a distinctive fragrance, abundant carbonation, and extremely low alcohol content. It was a soft drink beloved by the masses.

Traditional Kvass was fermented from bread. But Huang Dashan knew that some modern factories, seeking to reduce costs and production time, skipped the bread step entirely. They fermented starch-rich raw materials directly, adding natural or synthetic aromatics to compensate. He had previously helped a boss in the Northeast develop a sweet potato Kvass fermentation process.

"Kvass is far more impressive than soda water!" Mo Xiaoan declared. "The Ming Dynasty has plenty of wealthy people. Kvass could target upscale female consumers."

"I think having enough for ourselves to drink would be achievement enough," Wu Nanhai said drily. "Will it work?"

"Making Kvass from sweet potatoes is a technology developed in the 1990s." Huang Dashan was confident. "The process is simple. The drawback is it lacks the bread aroma of traditional Kvass, and we don't have synthetic essences here, so we'll need to add other things artificially."

"How do you seal Kvass? We don't have a soda bottle capping machine, nor tinplate for bottle caps. It's a carbonated beverage."

"However Champagne is sealed, Kvass can be sealed the same way." Huang Dashan shrugged. "Cork stopper, tightened with wire outside, plus wax seal. Champagne bottles hold much higher pressure. I haven't seen the capping machine, but presumably it's not high-tech—it can be built eventually. Tinplate just requires iron and tin, which should be manufacturable."

"What equipment do you need?"

"A few large vats will do." Huang Dashan had clearly thought this through. "But I need guaranteed allocation of various culture materials—strain and enzyme demand keeps growing, and there are gaps in equipment and media."

Unlike traditional Kvass production, Huang Dashan's process was streamlined. First, sweet potatoes were peeled and ground into slurry, then mixed with water to seventy-five percent moisture content. Monitoring the thermometer, he added a small piece of something resembling culture medium.

An hour later, he added another piece of similar material. At intervals of thirty to sixty minutes, he introduced additional suspicious-looking substances. Throughout, he constantly directed the stoker to add or reduce fuel, maintaining precise temperature control.

"What are these?" Wu Nanhai finally asked.

"Various enzymes." Huang Dashan replied. "Cytolytic enzyme, pectinolytic enzyme, several amylases..."

The sequentially added enzymes decomposed all dextrin in the sweet potato slurry into sugar.

Next came fermentation. He continued adding suspicious substances—this time, proteolytic enzyme.

Wu Nanhai watched him inoculate, heat, add water, heating again—bustling about with evident satisfaction—but felt increasingly suspicious about what exactly was happening. Huang Dashan looked less like someone producing a fermented beverage than a mad scientist mixing potions.

Finally, after boiling, cooling, and filtering, Huang Dashan carefully poured culture fluids from two separate tubes into the filtered juice.

"Brewer's yeast and Lactobacillus delbrueckii culture fluid."

"Yeast I understand, but will this Lactobacillus cause problems?" Wu Nanhai remained wary of anything ending in "bacillus."

"No problems." Huang Dashan offered no elaboration. He instructed the stoker to maintain the liquid temperature at a constant 26°C for gradual fermentation. "Filter and bottle after sixteen hours of fermentation, sterilize using the Pasteurization method, then let it rest a few days. Once it produces foam, the Kvass is ready."

"That's it?" Wu Nanhai felt thoroughly confused. The process bore no resemblance to what he had imagined.

"That's the power of bioengineering." Huang Dashan said proudly. "This is just a trial batch. Given proper resources—natural essential oils, fruit juice, honey, citric acid—the taste would be considerably better."

"Citric acid really is wonderful stuff. Canned food and soda water both require it. If only the Chemical Department could produce some." Wu Nanhai reflected that citric acid also had water purification, disinfection, and sterilization properties; adding it to livestock feed could increase protein digestion efficiency and improve feed utilization.

For the food processing factory itself, citric acid was desperately needed as an acidic flavoring agent in beverages, soda water, candy, pastries, biscuits, canned goods, and dairy products. It also served as an antioxidant for edible oils—the soon-to-launch coconut oil pressing project would require it.

Huang Dashan looked unimpressed. "What does that have to do with the Chemical Department?"

"Doesn't citric acid come from chemical plants?"

"Citric acid is produced by fermentation," Huang Dashan said. "Submerged fermentation of dried potato powder for citric acid—that's a uniquely Chinese technology. I have the strain."

"And we have the sweet potatoes!" Wu Nanhai exclaimed.

"I'll need a fermentation tank built." Huang Dashan nodded. "I don't believe the Planning Committee brought specialized fermentation tanks. They're not high-tech; carbon steel construction should be straightforward."

Thus, production of Kvass and MSG was added to the agenda. Wu Nanhai and Mo Xiaoan discussed the matter further, consulted materials in the Grand Library, located several sets of architectural designs and equipment drawings for indigenous sweet potato processing enterprises, and submitted them to the Planning Committee for approval. Approval came back quickly.

Mo Xiaoan brought the equipment requirements and drawings to Jiang Ye. Jiang Ye studied them briefly: the design was almost entirely wooden. Except for shafts and grinding blades, which were iron, everything else was wood—including transmission rods and gears.

"Where did this come from?"

"Great Leap Forward era commune sweet potato processing factory drawings from the Grand Library." Mo Xiaoan said. "Almost no steel required. Nearly all wood. Saves material, easy to fabricate."

Jiang Ye shook his head. "To put it politely, this is an emergency substitute. Frankly, it's window dressing for inspecting officials." He pointed at the sweet potato washer's structural diagram. "All-wood mechanism roller, hardwood lever, wooden gear... Did the designer consider material strength? And it's hand-cranked. Hundreds of jin of sweet potatoes plus a pool of water—even the Governor himself couldn't turn this thing." He continued examining the drawings. "If we build this, the whole setup will collapse within days. Build it from red sandalwood and the result would be the same."

"So it's not feasible?"

"The structural design is fine, but the materials need changing." Jiang Ye began scribbling notes. "I'll have to redesign it."

"How long?" Though Mo Xiaoan wasn't from the Agricultural Committee, he knew sweet potatoes couldn't wait.

"At least a week." Jiang Ye studied the drawings further. "Engineer Wang held a mechanical manufacturing standardization meeting. All specialized processing equipment must now use standardized materials and process flows. Sweet potato processing systems are no exception. So: redesign. Materials, performance—everything needs comprehensive consideration. We can't just prioritize material savings. And you'll need a prime mover. Otherwise this machinery won't run. Don't believe these flowery Great Leap Forward pamphlets—most of what's in them was designed to fool inspectors."

"I'll apply for a steam engine—might as well get a boiler too."

"No need. Apply for a single-cylinder diesel engine. This equipment can be driven by ten horsepower. Don't think about steam engines and boilers right now—riveters are in short supply. Zhou Bili and his apprentices are all building ships. When they'll have time for boilers is anyone's guess."

"Diesel means applying for diesel allocation—" Mo Xiaoan hesitated visibly. Diesel was precious; the sweet potato processing project would never qualify for a diesel quota.

"Use coal gas." Jiang Ye began promoting the Industrial and Energy Committee's new coal gas generator.

This new generator had been developed under Wang Luobin's direction, primarily to utilize the large inventory of single-cylinder diesel engines on hand. Additionally, the diesel engine factory project he was personally overseeing was moving into implementation.

Single-cylinder diesel engines were low-tech. As the machinery factory's supporting workshops—especially the foundry—came online, and apprentices in this timeline grew more skilled, manufacturing these engines was no longer a fantasy. Compared to steam engines, single-cylinder diesels offered enormous advantages in size and fuel efficiency. The drawback was equally obvious: no fuel. The Transmigration Group was severely short of both diesel and vegetable oil alternatives.

For the foreseeable future, neither would be abundant. Thus the coal gas generator—that artifact of petroleum-scarce eras—came to mind.

Coal, at least, they wouldn't lack. Even without coal, straw, wood, and charcoal remained available. Supply worries were minimal. Furthermore, coal gas could power diesel and gasoline engines directly with only minor adjustments. This meant modern vehicles brought from the other timeline could continue operating after installation of coal gas generators—at least until the Transmigration Group could develop petroleum resources.

Coal gas generators did reduce engine power output, but Germany had installed similar devices on half-track armored personnel carriers near the end of World War II. Reportedly, even the nearly fifty-ton Panther tank had been experimentally fitted with coal gas generators. Power impacts should be manageable.

Wang Luobin had designed several coal gas generator variants. One compact type was specifically configured for vehicles. Another was a medium-sized complete system designed for industrial applications, using a flat-suction principle. Though structurally more complex, this furnace could accommodate low-grade fuels.
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The metallurgical department's coking plant also produced coal gas, but that output was consumed almost entirely by metallurgy and metal processing operations, with nothing to spare for other departments. Distance compounded the problem. Laying gas pipelines with adequate sealing for long-distance transmission, manufacturing gas storage tanks—these exceeded the transmigrators' current industrial capabilities. Consequently, Wang Luobin had designed the industrial and agricultural coal gas furnace with local utilization as its fundamental premise.

Wang Luobin possessed extensive coal gas furnace documentation, especially materials on indigenous methods, which could only be described as wildly imaginative. But he distrusted these sources. Indigenous coal gas furnaces had proliferated during the Great Leap Forward, accompanied by extravagant claims—yet they had vanished without trace once the campaign ended. Clearly, there were problems with economy, safety, or practicality. He had experienced countless similar "technology promotions" during his rural years: biogas digesters, indigenous solar cookers... All had either disappeared or limped along in semi-functional states.

Experience had taught him that promoting new technology required attention to multiple factors. Economy and practicality were paramount; neither could be sacrificed.

Therefore, in selecting and designing the coal gas generator, he discarded everything too "indigenous" and made the design as "modern" as possible within the constraints of the Transmigration Group's industrial capability—ensuring effective, reliable application.

For the food processing factory, he chose a flat-suction circular furnace: 1.5 meters in diameter, 3.5 meters tall. Using a blower for air supply, this furnace featured a large hearth, uniform distribution of air and fuel, high gasification intensity, and could gasify sixty kilograms of coal per hour. Required materials—refractory bricks, red bricks, cement, and cast iron—were all producible by the industrial department. Sealing employed a water seal: simple and safe. The most difficult component was the check valve—a cast iron piece presenting almost no manufacturing challenge.

After production, the coal gas first passed through a brick-built cyclone dust collector, then was water-washed to remove tar and particulates. The clean gas, cooled after washing, was supplied to the diesel engine. Wastewater from the washing process, containing substantial tar, was recovered and treated by the chemical department.

A high-power steam generator was also installed inside the furnace, utilizing gasification heat to produce steam during operation. This addressed part of the food processing factory's steam requirements.

For ventilation and to prevent carbon monoxide poisoning, the coal gas furnace was positioned under an open shed. The furnace itself, the blower, and the diesel engine were consolidated into a power workshop. The gas-driven diesel powered a belt driving a horizontal shaft, from which additional belts connected to machinery flywheels. This twenty-two-horsepower Changchai engine met all the food processing factory's power requirements—including the blower that kept the coal gas furnace operational.

The furnace ignited successfully on the first attempt, burning coal from Leizhou. After winning the sugar war, the Leizhou Sugar Industry Company had pressed its advantage, seizing Master Zhu's shipping firm following his family's demise. Besides transporting sugar to Guangzhou and Lingao, a dozen large vessels now also carried coal—purchased through Chang Shide's network from local sources and nearby Gaozhou and Lianzhou. This coal was relatively low quality, but that made it ideal for gasification.

Another advantage of the coal gas furnace was its low operator skill requirements. There was no real technique involved—just strict adherence to procedures. Fuel loading wasn't strenuous work either, unlike the constant coal-shoveling demanded by boilers. Wu Nanhai selected an old man in his fifties from Bairen Commune's semi-labor force to manage the furnace. Though elderly in appearance, the man retained his strength, possessed sharp senses, and remained mentally acute.

At the moment of ignition, Wang Luobin personally hand-cranked the diesel engine to life. After several coughs, it settled into a steady "chug-chug" rhythm—indistinguishable from diesel-fueled operation.

Wang Luobin designated the food processing factory's coal gas furnace as the demonstration model for the technology.

Huang Dashan particularly appreciated the coal gas project. Coal gas provided high calorific value and stable heat generation—ideal for precise temperature control. Fermentation and enzyme decomposition had demanding temperature requirements.

The food processing factory's coal gas furnace substantially reduced the farm's biogas consumption. The factory had previously been a major biogas consumer, and biogas digester production was notoriously unstable. One of Wu Nanhai's persistent headaches was that regardless of digester design or capacity, gas supply fluctuations—sometimes outright stoppages—occurred regularly. Emergency fuel deliveries had become routine.

Wang Luobin personally monitored the furnace for half a day, observing combustion behavior. Satisfied that everything was functioning normally, he instructed Mo Xiaoan: "Hang birdcages in this shed and the nearby workshops. Keep a few birds."

"What for?"

"As alarms—to warn of carbon monoxide. Birds have much lower carbon monoxide tolerance than humans. They'll provide early warning of leaks."

"Is that necessary? Coal gas smells so strong when it leaks—impossible to miss..."

Wang Luobin fixed the Minister of Light Industry with a level gaze. "Carbon monoxide is colorless and odorless. That smell is added artificially."

"Understood, understood." Mo Xiaoan was sweating—he had just made a fool of himself. "I'll arrange it immediately."

Wang Luobin toured the food factory. He now faced an important task: estimating the Transmigration Group's total energy usage to coordinate the various prime movers and energy sources currently in service—improving utilization efficiency.

Among the prime movers currently deployed, electric motors represented the largest category, powered by two generating stations and scattered wind turbines.

Electric energy was clean and convenient; electric motors operated stably—naturally the first choice for prime movers. However, an internal Industrial and Energy Committee assessment had concluded that self-manufacturing electric motors and related power equipment—generators, transformers, converters, cables—presented formidable difficulties. The primary challenge was materials, particularly the silicon steel sheets used in motors. These were far beyond indigenous manufacturing capabilities. Given the Transmigration Group's industrial level, fabricating equipment wasn't difficult; the difficulty lay in raw materials that could only come from transported reserves. Once depleted, there was no replenishment. Accounting for replacement parts and repairs, these materials required careful conservation. Until these problems were solved, electricity was clearly not the primary development direction.

Beyond electric motors, there were steam engines. Since the machinery factory had begun mass-producing the fifty-horsepower Mozi Type II, this engine had gradually spread throughout the settlement. Steam engines had the worst efficiency but required low technical sophistication. Boilers could burn various fuels. For the immediate future, steam would remain the transmigrators' primary power source.

Diesel and gasoline engines depended on petroleum fuel from transported reserves. Their gradual "gasification" now opened broad application prospects. Though the internal combustion engines on hand produced relatively modest power output, their advantages—compact size, light weight, convenient mobility—far exceeded the cumbersome steam engine-plus-boiler combination. Coal gas generators could be scaled large or small, configured flexibly, and imposed minimal fuel constraints.

Promoting coal gas generators was merely one component of Wang Luobin's broader plan. He also intended to improve fuel utilization through deep processing and combustion device modifications.

The transmigrators used a remarkable variety of fuels. Beyond transported petroleum products and biogas from digesters, coal represented the largest category—essential for everything from steam engine boilers to cafeteria cooking fires. Next came various wood scraps, sawdust, and straw. Different fuels possessed different calorific values and served different applications. Wang Luobin proposed that fuel distribution—previously arbitrary and unsystematic—should be centralized. He recommended establishing a Fuel Factory. Except for biogas, all fuels would undergo uniform preprocessing before distribution to consuming departments.

This Fuel Factory would initially operate a simple coal processing workshop while also incorporating the existing wood dry-distillation kilns.

The coal processing workshop would wash incoming coal. Coal from Hong Gai and Guangdong was all mined by indigenous methods, contaminated with substantial impurities. Quality varied as well; mixing high-ash and low-ash coal indiscriminately and burning them together in boilers was enormously wasteful.

Washing removed impurities from raw coal, after which high-quality and low-quality coal could be sorted. Gangue was extracted. Crushing coal according to specific applications could dramatically improve utilization efficiency.

Wood fuels—except for sawdust and materials unsuitable for dry distillation—would no longer be burned directly. Instead, they would enter dry-distillation kilns for conversion to charcoal, improving combustion efficiency, reducing pollution, and recovering wood tar. Waste heat from the kilns would power evaporators, producing steam for Bopu's factories.

Beyond coking coal, fuel coal and charcoal would be converted to standard coal equivalents for distribution to departments—enabling accurate tracking of each department's fuel consumption.

Straw and husk fuels would remain under Agricultural Committee control. Regarding husks specifically, Wang Luobin advised against using them as fuel for now. Their high silicon dioxide content caused substantial pollution when burned, and effective utilization required specialized equipment.

For the numerous stoves currently in use—in cafeterias, factories, and dormitories—Wang Luobin planned comprehensive investigation and registration, excluding only biogas stoves. Stove types would be standardized, and inefficient simple stoves that wasted fuel and heat would be dismantled. Simultaneously, honeycomb briquette use would be mandated. Manufacturing these briquettes was straightforward: coal dust remaining after screening was ground fine, mixed proportionally with yellow earth, and pressed with a simple hand-operated briquette machine. Two or three workers could produce several thousand daily—sufficient to meet demand.
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While Huang Dashan was trial-producing Sweet Potato Kvass, Shi Niaoren was washing bottles at the pharmaceutical factory. Glass bottles—long-requested from the Planning Committee—had finally arrived. Most were produced by the glass factory; some were recycled and sterilized. Thousands of bottles in various sizes were arranged in rattan baskets, filling the pharmaceutical factory's entire courtyard. Specifications ranged from 500ml containers for physiological saline down to small medicine vials.

The entire staff spent half a day washing bottles. The cleaned containers were then wheeled into the steam room for high-temperature steam sterilization—currently the most effective large-scale sterilization method available to the pharmaceutical factory.

With these bottles, the factory could finally produce finished products. Previously, there had been nowhere to put the output. Zhao Yanmei had established an all-glass distillation room, used for producing medical distilled water and extracting Chinese herbal medicine concentrates for injectable use.

Shi Niaoren studied this somewhat ungainly but not overly complex distillation apparatus, marveling at the glass factory's advancing capabilities. The array of intricate shapes, thick and thin pipes, multi-way connectors, and valves was impressive. Alcohol lamps flickered with blue flames beneath evaporating dishes containing yellow and white plant flowers. Liquid bubbled gently; steam traveled through pipes, passed through serpentine glass condenser tubes, and finally dripped into collection bottles.

The whole scene had an otherworldly quality—neither science fiction nor fantasy, but rather like a mad scientist's underground laboratory from some low-budget film.

"What's being produced here?"

"Distillation and extraction of honeysuckle—medicine for heatstroke prevention, specifically for summer heat colds." Hu Yicheng was on duty in the distillation room today, grateful to escape the basement strain cultivation facility. "Liu San says this can serve as a base liquid for Shuanghuanglian preparations."

"Is this safe?" Shi Niaoren murmured. Chinese medicine injections contained unclear ingredient profiles and numerous impurities. Injecting such mixtures into humans invited allergic reactions—and if one occurred, resuscitation might not be possible.

Hu Yicheng anticipated his concern. "This is for oral concentrated liquid. At worst, drinking it causes diarrhea. It definitely won't kill anyone."

"The risk still troubles me." Shi Niaoren sighed.

"After this batch, we're preparing to make Bupleurum Injection. The difficulty is somewhat lower. Liu San has dried a substantial supply in the courtyard. It's quite effective for fever and colds."

"Your efficiency with this equipment seems limited."

Liu San emerged from inside. "We've already ordered another set. The glass factory is fabricating it now. This time we're planning steam heating—far more efficient than burning alcohol lamps, and easier temperature control." He gestured toward his workspace. "Minister, please come sit."

He led Shi Niaoren into his Traditional Chinese Medicine pharmaceutical workshop.

This workshop occupied a large room of approximately one hundred square meters with high ceilings. A row of earthenware pots on stoves bubbled with Chinese medicine. The operating table was crowded with equipment—hay cutters for slicing herbs, mortars of various materials, sixteen-tael scales for Chinese medicine—items both familiar and unfamiliar to Shi Niaoren. Some Liu San had brought himself; others had been custom-made locally.

Shi Niaoren inhaled the medicinal aroma filling the air and found a stool.

"These are medicines I've compounded personally." Liu San enthusiastically presented a row of paper boxes and small porcelain bottles arranged on the table.

"This is Hemostatic Powder." He picked up a small porcelain bottle. "Made from Japanese Thistle—Cirsium japonicum. Functions include cooling blood and stopping bleeding: for bleeding syndromes caused by blood heat running recklessly—hematemesis, epistaxis, metrorrhagia, hematuria, and similar conditions. Also disperses stasis, detoxifies, and reduces swelling: for heat-toxin carbuncles, administered orally or applied externally..."

"Enough—stop reciting your Chinese medicine textbooks." Shi Niaoren regarded the bottle skeptically. He knew Chinese medicine had a characteristic whereby virtually every medicinal material could claim effectiveness against an enormous list of symptoms—yet genuinely critical applications were rarely so broad. "Does it actually work?"

"Absolutely. For field bleeding, immediately find Japanese Thistle, prepare a water decoction for oral administration—effective instantly. Crushing for external application also stops bleeding."

Shi Niaoren considered that some component must be reducing blood clotting time. This warranted organized research—future military operations would create substantial demand for hemostatic drugs.

"Additionally: tincture extracted with ethanol can lower blood pressure and inhibit human tuberculosis bacilli."

"Promising."

"This is Gastritis Pill—for stomach pain, acid reflux, gastric ulcers, duodenal ulcers, and similar conditions. The primary ingredient is Cuttlebone, obtained from the seafood processing factory. It can also be made into hemostatic medicine; very effective for knife wounds."

"This is Pig Bile Pill." Liu San continued. "It treats many things, but I know the Dean isn't interested in comprehensive lists. However, there's one use you'll definitely appreciate."

"Oh? What's that?"

"Cough suppression." Liu San said. "Pig bile powder's cough-suppressing effect has passed pharmacological testing. It also treats night blindness."

"Opium Tincture." Liu San produced another bottle bearing a danger mark. "Can be used for cough suppression, diarrhea control, and pain relief."

"What about addiction potential?"

Liu San spread his hands. "Difficult to say without animal testing. But I studied with Dean Zhao and Little Hu, consulted medical references, and prepared it according to pharmacopoeia specifications. Harmfulness should be minimal as long as usage is controlled."

"Don't produce it as a general panacea," Shi Niaoren instructed. "Divide it into three products. Diarrhea and pain relief medicines should be tablets—convenient for administration. Cough medicine should be syrup. Regardless of formulation, minimize opium content while maintaining efficacy—to prevent addiction."

Opium addiction wasn't as severe as modern hard drugs, but withdrawal remained extremely troublesome.

"Understood. We'll modify the formula." Liu San noted the request casually, then produced a small wooden box and opened it with theatrical mystery. "Dr. Shi, care to sample?"

Shi Niaoren looked inside. The box contained a dried, semi-withered leaf rolled into balls.

"Betel nut?" He picked one up and placed it in his mouth. Extremely bitter.

"Coca leaf."

"Mmh..." Shi Niaoren nearly spat it out.

"Relax—it won't cause addiction." Liu San grinned mischievously. "Or at worst, no more addictive than betel nut."

Shi Niaoren knew perfectly well that in South America, chewing coca leaves was practically a national pastime. Indigenous people used it to sharpen their minds, eliminate fatigue, increase stamina; also to ward off cold, treat illness, and relieve discomfort from stomach cramps, rheumatism, headaches, and other ailments. It was a mass consumer product.

"These leaves were picked from coca trees at the farm. The trees are still small—we only got a tiny amount. Everyone received a small share." Liu San said. "Once yields increase, we can harvest in quantity."

"What's the purpose of pursuing this?"

"Coca leaves are also medicinal." Liu San replied. "Using these instead of cigarettes as a diversion for soldiers and laborers—wouldn't that be preferable?"

"That's—" Shi Niaoren found the proposal rather extreme. Still, coca leaves did offer genuine stimulant effects and had real utility for military and labor applications. "Perhaps excessive?" Coca leaf was, after all, a mild drug—even if not strongly addictive.

"The Americans supplied Amphetamine to their soldiers during World War II, and they were much bigger believers in 'universal values' than us. Coca leaf is far less toxic than Amphetamine." Liu San produced another bottle and poured Shi Niaoren a full cup of dark liquid. "Try this."

"What is it?" Shi Niaoren's guard went up instantly.

"Cola."

"Cola? That's rare nowadays." Shi Niaoren examined the liquid suspiciously, took a sip—and indeed, it tasted like Cola. Somewhat sweeter, lacking carbonation—like Cola that had been sitting too long and gone flat.

"You made this yourselves?"

"Correct. Contains coca leaf distillate." Seeing Shi Niaoren's alarm, Liu San hastened to add: "In very small amounts. Almost negligible. Once we have baking soda, we can put Cola into production."

Strange indeed: Shi Niaoren reflected that soda water hadn't materialized, yet Kvass and Cola had both appeared. He decided not to pursue further inquiry, lest something else strange require him to serve as guinea pig.

"How is the willow bark extraction I mentioned previously progressing?"

Willow bark had been a commonly used antipyretic and analgesic in both Europe and Asia since ancient times. Its active component was salicylic acid—the foundation from which the modern drug Aspirin was developed.

Aspirin was chemically synthesized, still beyond the transmigrators' current capabilities. But extracting active compounds from willow bark wasn't particularly difficult and could deliver useful results.

"We're working on it. Some has been extracted. But willow trees are scarce here," Liu San reported.

"We should ask Wu Nanhai to plant more along the rivers. They'll beautify the scenery while serving as raw material." Shi Niaoren knew the effective medicinal compounds in willow bark and leaves were present in very low concentrations; extracted products would have limited potency. But Aspirin was an extraordinarily useful analgesic and antipyretic with anticoagulant and anti-rheumatic properties. At the current stage, it was the closest thing to a panacea.

Liu San said, "I have a request. I hope the Minister will raise it with the Executive Committee."

"Oh? What request?"

"Acquire the herbal medicine shop in the county seat."

"Runshitang?" Shi Niaoren knew Liu San frequently visited this pharmacy to purchase medicine and process materials. Their cooperation seemed harmonious. "Aren't you working well together?"

"Shopkeeper Yang's thinking is sound, and he's reliable enough for routine matters. But since I'm not the owner, many decisions aren't mine to make. Several skilled professionals there are being underutilized." He poured himself a cup of "Cola." "Besides, the pharmacy's foundation is too thin—they can't even participate in medicine markets, and precious materials are never stocked. As a partner, they're too weak. They need an infusion of resources. I originally wanted to invest personally, but I have no silver..."

"You want the Executive Committee to acquire it, then install yourself as shopkeeper?"

"I don't want to be the shopkeeper—being the owner who guides their operations is enough. Shopkeeper Yang inside lacks broader vision, but he's eager to learn. A trainable talent."
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"In medicinal materials and pharmacology, I'm superior to him. But regarding medicinal material trade and pharmacy management in this timeline, I'm a complete novice. This arrangement leverages both our strengths."

"Will he agree? What's Runshitang's financial situation?"

"I've felt him out," Liu San said. "Runshitang is Shopkeeper Yang's personal property. His family has been in the business for generations. His father established this shop after arriving from Guangdong. Business has been mediocre in recent years—just getting by. Shortly after the old man died and Shopkeeper Yang took over, a shipment of medicinal materials was seized by pirates. Things have been tight ever since."

"This is his ancestral property. Ancient people may find selling family assets unacceptable."

"I've considered that. Acquisition via equity would work best. We leave Shopkeeper Yang with a minority share, keep the signboard unchanged, retain most personnel, and he continues as shopkeeper and shareholder—preserving his face. Naturally, we hold the controlling stake."

Liu San elaborated: "Once I become the owner, I can directly supervise operations openly, focusing my energy on Chinese patent medicine production. We'll use their existing business channels to first establish medicinal material procurement links in Qiongshan County. Then, leveraging their connections, we visit the mainland—Shopkeeper Yang has several uncles operating pharmacies or practicing medicine over there. We tour everywhere, cultivate relationships, acquire materials along the way, and recruit professional Chinese medicine processing talent to bring back."

Shi Niaoren nodded. "This approach is sound. How much budget?"

"Purchasing the shop—including livelihood assets and inventory—shouldn't exceed two hundred taels of silver." Liu San said. "But expansion and renovation will add considerably..."

"How do you plan to expand? Establish a dedicated Chinese medicine processing factory?"

"Unnecessary. With facilities this excellent at the pharmaceutical factory, why would I relocate to a county seat reeking of pig and chicken manure?" Liu San had clearly thought this through. "I intend to merge the processing specialists from the pharmacy into the pharmaceutical factory's Traditional Chinese Medicine workshop. The pharmacy itself would handle only drug sales, procurement, and distribution..."

"Distribution?"

"Indeed. Lingao has abundant wild Chinese medicinal resources. Take the Alpinia oxyphylla the resources department discovered recently. The honey locust found by the circumnavigation expedition can also be exported beyond our own needs." Liu San continued: "After acquisition, I plan to relocate the main headquarters to East Gate Market and build a magnificent grand pharmacy. The old shop in the county seat becomes a branch. Later, we open pharmacy branches in markets throughout the county—the Ministry of Health's 'Medicine to the Countryside' initiative can operate under the guise of 'Resident Physician' services at these pharmacies. This approach is less labor-intensive than traveling village to village, and local people will find it more trustworthy..."

"You've certainly thought this through."

"I'm not finished. Through the medicinal materials export channel, we gradually extend our network to key locations on the mainland. We build brand recognition. We begin selling the pharmaceutical factory's specialty medicines, enhancing the Transmigration Group's prestige and the reputation of 'Australian Goods.' If the Executive Committee ever decides to establish a Cult of Light or similar organization, pharmacies selling specialty medicines could serve as missionary outposts..."

Hearing Liu San's ambitious comprehensive plan, Shi Niaoren marveled once again: There are capable people in the Transmigration Group! Such talent had been hiding in his own Ministry of Health all along.

"When you put it that way, failing to fight for this budget would be unconscionable." Shi Niaoren smiled. "Setting aside future plans—how much budget do you need for acquisition plus relocation and construction?"

"Here's the budget list. Approximately four hundred taels of silver should suffice: converted inventory value, working capital, new premises, and launch expenses."

"Four hundred taels it is. I'll approve it. The Planning Committee shouldn't object—silver isn't a first-grade material, and the amount is modest." Shi Niaoren allowed himself a small joke.

Liu San packed a box of various homemade medicines for clinical trials. Shi Niaoren reflected that this effectively meant skipping animal testing and proceeding directly to human trials—a true "Great Leap Forward" in pharmaceutical development.



Emerging from Liu San's workshop, Shi Niaoren found Hu Yicheng still enthusiastically fiddling with something. He approached for a closer look: several large wide-mouthed glass jars. One, sealed with gauze, contained suspicious green cilia floating at the bottom; a jellyfish-like bacterial film drifted on the liquid surface, accompanied by milky-white translucent gelatinous bacterial masses. The smell wasn't unpleasant—rather sweet and sour.

The other jars were unremarkable, filled with dark red liquid. The liquid was somewhat turbid, with foam and scum on the surface.

Noticing Shi Niaoren's attention, Hu Yicheng hastily offered: "Minister Shi, would you like a cup?"

Shi Niaoren hesitated. Nothing about this looked drinkable. "What is this?"

"Kombucha. A health and nutritional beverage." Hu Yicheng wasn't particularly invested in Kombucha's alleged benefits; this was merely a hobby to pass the time when the distiller sat idle. Sugar and tea were now abundant, and Huang Dashan's laboratory had strains to spare, so he'd improvised some side projects to practice his craft.

Shi Niaoren was inclined to decline—but then remembered his salt soda plan remained unrealized. Though Kvass had been Huang Dashan's creation, the producing enterprises were the Agricultural Committee and Ministry of Light Industry. The Ministry of Health claimed no involvement. But Kombucha presented possibilities...

Hu Yicheng watched his superior's expression shift through several configurations, unable to gauge the depth of his thoughts. Minister Shi certainly has mastered the art of looking like a leader. How does one cultivate that gravitas? While admiring this, he noted Shi Niaoren's expression settle into something righteous and resolute.

"Give me a cup."

"Of course, of course." Hu Yicheng poured hastily. Observing what appeared to be a steeling of resolve, he added quickly: "It's perfectly safe—we tested the components. No harmful substances. Everyone drinks a bit during late-night work sessions. Whether it provides benefits is unclear, but it definitely causes no harm."

"It's fine." Shi Niaoren tilted his head and drank the liquid that resembled black tea.

The taste proved far better than expected—sweet and sour. If there was any distinctive character, it resembled sour plum soup mixed with black tea. Served chilled, it would probably be quite good.

"Not bad," Shi Niaoren pronounced. "What's the cost?"

"Effectively nothing: just tea leaves and sugar. Huang Dashan provided the strain; we culture it ourselves." Hu Yicheng was puzzled—this was just casual tinkering. Why ask about costs?

"Little Hu, this is a 'Health Supplement'—yes, Health Supplement!" Shi Niaoren's enthusiasm surged—whether from the Kombucha he'd just consumed was unclear. "Something this beneficial shouldn't remain confined to the laboratory. We must let the broad masses enjoy it! We should distribute it to our laborers as a nutritional product..."

"This beneficial?" Hu Yicheng was startled. With Minister Shi's level of expertise, he surely knew Kombucha was essentially marketing fluff—in the same category as snake oil. Did Minister Shi genuinely believe it was some kind of panacea?

"Calculate with Huang Dashan immediately. Acquire more fermentation vessels. Prepare for mass production. I'll discuss sugar and tea quotas with Wu Nanhai." Shi Niaoren considered further. "Make the drinking liquid cleaner—filter it. Aim for clear, transparent appearance."

"Yes, yes." Hu Yicheng couldn't have imagined Kombucha would suit Minister Shi's purposes so perfectly. "That would be easy to arrange..."

"Once it's ready, I'll have Xiao Zishan distribute it to everyone as a health beverage." Shi Niaoren emphasized the word health with particular weight. "Find Dashan. Collaborate on drafting something about Kombucha's health benefits. I'll arrange for printing and post copies in the cafeterias..."



Liu San, having secured Shi Niaoren's approval, felt his confidence surge. He changed into the blue cloth outer clothes he wore for house calls and herb-gathering, donned a bamboo hat, shouldered his army-green canvas satchel, and set off toward the county seat.

Runshitang occupied a location on County Front Street—the only proper commercial street in the county seat—not far from the East Gate settlement. Since the Transmigration Group and County Yamen had reached their tacit understanding, both sides coexisting peacefully, transmigrators could freely enter and exit the county seat. Initially, Wu Mingjin and his colleagues had been extremely nervous, summoning street and neighborhood heads along with Baojia chiefs from the settlements outside the three gates. They had instructed inns, shops, and households within the city walls to forbid Australians from staying overnight; anyone demanding to stay must be reported to the County Yamen for registration. Discerning observers recognized this "defense" as farcical. Did the Australians require "inside coordination" to take the city?

Fortunately, the "Australians" showed no interest in staying overnight. They invariably arrived by day and departed by night. After the first few weeks, transmigrator curiosity about this Great Ming county seat had been thoroughly exhausted. Recently, apart from a rare few visiting on business, almost no one entered the city.

But while no one entered the city, more and more people left it. Not only did Australians avoid the city—local county residents were visiting less frequently as well. With its convenient, safe transportation and diverse merchandise, East Gate Market was attracting growing numbers of local villagers. Backed by full transmigrator support, its popularity continued to rise while the County Market grew increasingly depressed. Many shops had sent personnel to open branches or set up stalls in East Gate Market; some had simply relocated entirely.

Runshitang's operations remained adequate. It was the only local pharmacy, with no competition. Scattered medicine vendors and traditional Chinese medicine practitioners who prepared their own medicines generally purchased supplies here—because most Chinese medicinal materials required processing (Paozhi) before use, and in Lingao County, only Runshitang had properly processed materials.

Since Liu San had begun planting medicinal herbs at the farm, he had learned from laborers assisting in the herb garden that such a pharmacy existed in the county seat. Professional curiosity naturally drew him to see what a Great Ming pharmacy looked like. Once conditions stabilized, he had paid a visit.

The shopkeeper and staff of Runshitang had initially regarded this "Hairless Thief" visitor with respectful distance. But over time, they discovered that although he was an overseas person, his knowledge of medical principles and medicinal properties was extensive—particularly his expertise in medicinal materials. Common ground bred warmth.

Because medicine remained in short supply, Liu San frequently dispensed Chinese medicines personally. Since his self-produced materials were incomplete, he came here to purchase—making him one of the shop's major customers.

Runshitang's storefront was impressive: high rooms, open porches. A large gold-character plaque hung on the lintel—though after long years, the gilding had chipped. Weeds grew beneath the entrance steps.

The entire property featured a front shop and rear courtyard, with an attached residential compound. Clearly, substantial money had been invested originally. Liu San had heard from the shop assistants that Runshitang's founder had come from a pharmacy-owning family in Guangdong. When he'd arrived in Lingao, he'd harbored grand ambitions of establishing a thriving enterprise. Reflecting on this, Liu San couldn't help feeling a twinge of melancholy.

He climbed the bluestone steps and felt a wave of cool air wash over him—delightfully refreshing in the hot, muggy weather.

"Mr. Liu is here!" A shop assistant's greeting echoed from the dim interior. He was thoroughly familiar to them by now.

Someone emerged to welcome him: Liu Benshan, the shop's manager. Liu Benshan was past fifty; by his own account, he had apprenticed under the old shopkeeper from age eleven—making him a true "old retainer." He handled most of the shop's routine affairs.

"Business is thriving!" Liu San cupped his hands in greeting, exchanging the customary pleasantries.

"Thanks to your blessing! Thanks to your blessing!" Liu Benshan took this in stride. Since his apprentice days, Runshitang's business had been just like this: neither prospering nor collapsing, merely persisting. It had faced serious crises several times; each time, he had thought they wouldn't survive—yet somehow they had muddled through.

Liu San surveyed the shop interior. Various implements were arranged neatly on the dark wooden counter, polished spotless. The bronze fittings on the medicine drawers behind gleamed brightly. No matter how depressed the business, standards were maintained. This was precisely why he liked coming here: no sloppiness, no carelessness.

Had this been a shoddy operation, he wouldn't have bothered with acquisition—he would simply have opened his own shop and driven them out of business.

A young shop assistant served boiled Prunella tea. Because business was poor, the shop hadn't recruited new apprentices in years. This so-called young assistant was in his early twenties. Ancient custom emphasized lifelong employment: once hired, so long as the business survived and the employee committed no serious violations, everyone simply carried on together.

Runshitang's business had deteriorated steadily since the old shopkeeper's passing, so staffing had remained static at six or seven people—front counter and back courtyard combined, handling all operations.

Liu San sipped the tea. The shop's Prunella tea was authentically prepared and thoroughly chilled with well water—fresh, smooth, and refreshing. Excellent for dispelling summer heat.

"Shopkeeper Yang isn't in?" Every previous visit, Shopkeeper Yang had emerged promptly to receive guests. He was keenly interested in Australian medicine—particularly the technique of injecting liquid medicine directly into the body with needles. He frequently inquired about the underlying principles. Liu San had explained some basic elements of modern medicine: intramuscular injection, intravenous and arterial delivery, microbial infection, antibiotics. Shopkeeper Yang's appetite for knowledge seemed insatiable. Traditional Chinese medicine shops typically didn't separate medicine from medical practice; shopkeepers and assistants generally possessed at least rudimentary medical skills. Naturally, they were deeply intrigued by these unprecedented new techniques.
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"He went to the prefectural capital a few days ago to procure supplies. He should be back any day now." The prefectural capital, in this case, meant Qiongshan County—seat of Qiongzhou Prefecture.

"Procuring supplies?" Liu San found this peculiar. The apothecary did mediocre business at best, with sluggish turnover. Shopkeeper Yang had mentioned just last time that they already had substantial inventory sitting in the storeroom.

"Indeed," Liu Benshan confirmed. "After your advice—that a proper apothecary needs authentic medicinal ingredients but should also distinguish itself with a few signature pills, powders, ointments, and elixirs—our shopkeeper mulled it over for days and decided you were right. He recently unearthed some old family prescriptions. We don't stock everything he needs, so he went to Qiongshan to compound the medicines."

Damn! Liu San thought. That had been an offhand remark, yet the shopkeeper had taken it to heart. If the man truly concocted some miraculous remedy and business boomed, the acquisition plan would go up in smoke. Liu San knew well that many century-old apothecaries in the Chinese medicine industry had built their fortunes on proprietary medicines—Leiyunshang's Six Spirit Pills and Mayinglong's eye ointment being classic examples.

He desperately wanted to ask about the prescription, but such inquiries were taboo. Feigning indifference, he asked Manager Liu how business had been lately.

"We're managing to stay open, at the very least," Liu Benshan replied with equanimity. "This year's actually been slightly better than last. Without pirates and bandits causing trouble, the roads and markets have settled down considerably. More people are coming to fill prescriptions. Even tonic medicines, which nobody used to buy, now have customers asking—that's what gave the shopkeeper this idea."

"People around here want tonics?" Generally speaking, those who took such medicines were either wealthy enough to afford these recreational indulgences or leisured enough to pursue them. Landlords who spent their days watching over tenant farmers in the fields had no interest in such things. Lingao County had few such people. Forget tonics—there wasn't a single high-class restaurant or brothel in the entire place, which showed precisely how low the local standard of consumption was.

"I was surprised too," Liu Benshan admitted. "Previously, those who bought restorative ointments were just a handful of gentlemen at the county seat and the elderly patriarchs of a few degree-holder families in the villages. You could count them on your fingers."

"And now? All locals?"

"All from this county. There's one—Master Lin. Doctor Liu might know him."

"Which Master Lin?" Liu San thought: I don't know any Master Lin.

"Lin Quan'an, the one who runs the goods depot at East Gate Market."

"Oh, him." Liu San certainly knew this Fujianese. Lin Quan'an had been the first to do business with the transmigrators, starting out as a peddler hawking vegetables from shoulder poles and handcarts. In just one year, he had rapidly grown into the owner of a considerable trading house with operations spanning the entire island, specializing in procurement for the transmigrator group. He had quite a substantial establishment at East Gate Market now. He must have made a tidy fortune—and once rich, people inevitably showed off. This was true in all times and places.

"And then there's Secretary Wang from the county yamen. Apparently he's recently taken a concubine."

Now that was news! Though Liu San was a modern man, he couldn't resist the gossip. "How can you tell?"

"He used to take tonics too, but just the usual prescriptions to supplement vital energy and dispel dampness," Liu Benshan explained. "This time he wanted ointments for strengthening the kidneys and boosting yang energy. Think about it, Doctor Liu—he's a man in his prime, years spent as a sojourner away from home with no outlet for his urges. Why would he suddenly need such things?"

"Sound reasoning! Sound reasoning!" Liu San considered this quite important intelligence. He wondered if the intelligence department had gotten wind of it. Though he couldn't see what connection Secretary Wang's concubine could have to the transmigrator group, keeping tabs on the opposition's movements was always prudent.

Just as they were talking, a commotion arose outside. Manager Liu hurried out to meet the arrival—none other than Shopkeeper Yang, returning from his procurement trip.

Shopkeeper Yang's full name was Yang Shixiang. In his early thirties, he had a fair complexion and wore three strands of fine whiskers. A refined and scholarly man, he wore a robe of substantial gauze silk. Though he had just come in from the blazing sun, not a hair was out of place. He appeared elegant and spirited.

"Doctor Liu!" Seeing Liu San in the shop, Yang Shixiang ignored the attendant coming forward to help him change and hastened over to clasp hands in greeting. The two exchanged customary pleasantries.

Though Yang Shixiang was the shopkeeper and owner of a rather modest apothecary, he retained the habits of a wealthy young gentleman. He first went inside to change clothes, then an attendant brought water for him to wash his face. Only after sipping a cup of tea were all these formalities finally completed. Liu San wanted to inquire about the procurement trip but didn't know how to broach the subject. Just as he hesitated, Manager Liu Benshan came in to report that the sedan-bearer fees had been paid, and to ask when the porters with the medicines would arrive.

"There won't be any porters," Yang Shixiang said, his expression dispirited. "The medicines I needed—none of the apothecaries I know in Qiongshan had them. There's no ginseng in all of Qiongzhou Prefecture, no pine nuts either. I'll have to go to the mainland to have any hope. But I don't have the ready cash!"

"If you really need it, perhaps try Foshan? Your late father's colleagues are there. Surely they could spare some ingredients?"

"If they were willing to help, would my father have had to come to this desolate backwater in the first place?" Shopkeeper Yang sighed. Manager Liu sighed along with him.

Liu San had heard Liu Benshan mention bits and pieces before. Yang Shixiang's father had been the son of a major apothecary owner in Foshan Town. Due to discord with his brothers, he had angrily relocated to Lingao. Though the two sides still exchanged courtesy visits for celebrations and mourning, there was little genuine affection between them. Asking them for help would likely prove futile.

Liu San deliberately pressed the matter. "Since you have relatives of the same clan there, surely they could lend at least some assistance?"

"Not just the same clan—the current owner and I are first cousins on our fathers' side. I still have several uncles and grand-uncles living. In terms of kinship, we couldn't be more closely related by blood. But the sentiment is merely average. If I wanted to borrow cheap goods, they'd probably nod along. What I need is Liaodong ginseng—right now it's worth its weight in gold. Going to negotiate would just waste travel money. Besides, they might not even have any!"

"Those troops in Liaodong are utterly useless!" Yang Shixiang couldn't help cursing. "Some 'Guanning Iron Cavalry'—they've been beaten into cowering turtles. Not only does the price of Liaodong ginseng, pine nuts, and amber rise every day, but there are shortages everywhere!"

At the words "Liaodong" and "Guanning Iron Cavalry," Liu San's ears perked up. Ginseng and pine nuts were products from beyond the pass. Now that the two sides were at war and goods from outside couldn't circulate, prices had naturally skyrocketed. Presumably goods from inside the pass weren't cheap in the Later Jin territories either—he wondered if the commerce department had thoughts about this.

However, hearing that the procurement had proved fruitless gave Liu San reassurance that his worries wouldn't come to pass. The acquisition of Runshitang showed promise. He already had a plan in mind for how to proceed. A young gentleman of noble lineage like Yang Shixiang would never admit defeat even in dire straits—approaching him directly about investment or acquisition would certainly fail. Fortunately, Liu San held other trump cards that could slowly entice him into compliance.

After some perfunctory conversation, Liu San took two small glass medicine vials from his satchel. These were empty 800,000-unit penicillin bottles he had specially requisitioned from Shi Niaoren. He used them to package his own medicines to enhance their prestige.

"Please have a look, Shopkeeper Yang."

Yang Shixiang saw the exquisitely crafted little glass bottles, his face showing amazement. He accepted them, examined them carefully, then studied the aluminum foil wrapped around the bottle openings before asking, "What are these?"

"Two prepared medicines I've formulated myself," Liu San said with complete confidence.

One bottle contained Zhuge Marching Powder, the other Plague-Repelling Powder. Both were standard summer medicines, with Zhuge Marching Powder being particularly efficacious. It had the function of opening the orifices, dispelling foulness, clearing summer heat, and neutralizing toxins. It could treat cholera, heatstroke, miasmic vapors, and various summer heat evils, as well as mouth sores and sore throat. Dissolving the powder in water and applying it to the eyes could eliminate wind-heat cataracts. Placing a small amount in the nasal cavity could prevent heatstroke and ward off pestilence. In a place like Lingao with hot summers and muggy, humid conditions, it was especially appropriate.

Plague-Repelling Powder was similar but far less potent. It was merely for cooling and refreshing effects—created by Changchuntang in the late Qing as an inexpensive summer remedy. Because it was cheap, it sold extremely well.

The raw materials for both medicines, aside from expensive ingredients like musk, pearls, and gold leaf used in Marching Powder, were mostly common medicinal herbs that were easy to obtain. Most of what Liu San had compounded came from purchases at Runshitang, with a few—mainly aromatic spices—coming from confiscated goods from Gou Family Manor.

Liu San explained the miraculous uses of both medicines in detail. Based on his limited knowledge of Chinese medicine history, Plague-Repelling Powder definitely didn't exist in 1629. Even Zhuge Marching Powder had only been compiled and published in the Qing dynasty's Compilation of Extraordinary Prescriptions. He estimated the formula might have existed during the Ming, but few knew of it, and certainly no one had made it a commercial product. Otherwise, in a place like Lingao, these would be excellent sellers. Since the raw materials weren't particularly rare or hard to find, Shopkeeper Yang—with his medical and pharmaceutical expertise—should have known how to make them if he knew the formula.

Of course, Liu San wasn't about to reveal these details. He simply said these were two special summer medicines formulated in Australia. Seeing that Lingao's climate was muggy and humid, and that common people suffered greatly from summer heat evils, he had conceived the idea of compounding and selling them locally—a way of saving the world and succoring the people.

Hearing Liu San describe these medicines as so miraculous, Yang Shixiang was somewhat skeptical. However, the bottles alone looked like they were worth a fortune, so the medicines probably weren't too shabby either. With Liu San's permission, he sprinkled a little Plague-Repelling Powder onto the back of his hand and inhaled. Immediately, an expression of pleasure spread across his face.

"Wonderful!" Yang Shixiang praised. "It clears the head and refreshes the mind—truly gives one a sensation of coolness throughout the body."

"You flatter me. In Australia, with its hot climate, Plague-Repelling Powder sells tens of thousands of bottles annually..."

"Tens of thousands of bottles? That many!" Yang Shixiang exclaimed in astonishment. "Australia must truly be a land of abundance and prosperity!"

Liu San thought this had nothing to do with Australia—the key was that this era lacked the concept. During the Republican era, despite wars and chaos, Changchuntang still managed to sell 2.5 million boxes a year.

Yang Shixiang sniffed the Zhuge Marching Powder and pondered for a moment. "The two formulas are quite similar, both using borneol and cinnabar. The Plague-Repelling Powder seems to emphasize aromatics more heavily—menthol, sandalwood, and such. Its medicinal efficacy should be inferior to the Marching Powder."

Liu San secretly admired him. To identify the main components of the formulas from a single sniff—this Shopkeeper Yang truly had real expertise.

"Shopkeeper Yang, you are most perceptive! You've seen right through to the heart of the matter. I'll be frank: the Plague-Repelling Powder is indeed intentionally cheap, so even poor common folk can afford it." Liu San's actual thinking was a "high-low combination" strategy.

Yang Shixiang nodded repeatedly, praising Liu San for his benevolent spirit of healing the world. Liu San seized the opportunity to propose a cooperation: he would provide the formulas, and Runshitang would handle compounding and sales.

"Certainly, certainly." Yang Shixiang had long wanted to develop several inexpensive but effective prepared medicines for sale, but couldn't find suitable formulas. Medical texts contained hundreds if not thousands of ancient prescriptions, but one generally didn't dare use them casually—who knew whether they would actually work? Unlike large apothecaries with substantial capital that could afford continuous experimentation, Runshitang had to be certain before acting.

Liu San's willingness to share his powder formulas for cooperation was exactly what Yang Shixiang hoped for. The two immediately reached an agreement.

Seeing his willingness, Liu San took two prescription sheets from his pocket, listing in detail the ingredients, dosages, and compounding processes for both powders.

Yet Yang Shixiang refused to accept them, waving his hands repeatedly. "Absolutely not! These are your formulas, Doctor Liu. How could I simply take them? I couldn't bear the responsibility."

"Without the formulas, how would the shop assistants know how to compound and dispense the medicines?" Liu San was puzzled.

Yang Shixiang explained his thinking: Liu San's secret formulas would of course be used, but rather than asking him to disclose the prescriptions, they would have him personally prepare and compound the medicines. Runshitang would only handle preparation of ingredients and subsequent processing. Which ingredients served as sovereign, minister, assistant, and courier, the exact amounts, the preparation methods—only he himself would know. This way the formulas wouldn't be leaked.

Liu San thought this Shopkeeper Yang was truly honest and considerate of others—a man of principle and virtue. However, these formulas weren't particularly precious. Doing everything himself would be time-consuming and laborious. Better to be generous and let Runshitang handle everything. Liu San was extremely confident these prepared medicines would find their market. At the same time, this would test Runshitang's character. He had quite a few prepared medicine formulas in hand. If this establishment proved reliable, they could collaborate more deeply in the future; if not, he would only lose two formulas at most.

"Shopkeeper Yang, you're overthinking this," Liu San said. "I'm a sojourner here, already too busy with daily consultations to have spare energy for compounding medicines. Runshitang's reputation and your personal integrity speak for themselves—why would I have any doubts? When doing business together, everyone must be of one mind. All this mutual suspicion would be tiresome."

"This doesn't seem quite proper." Yang Shixiang still hesitated.

"It's fine. If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have come to discuss this today."

With things put this way, Yang Shixiang could no longer refuse. He accepted the prescriptions and glanced at the formulas.

"Musk, borneol, gold leaf—we don't have these in stock. No pearls either. And many of the aromatic spices..." Yang Shixiang trailed off. "I'll need to go to Qiongshan County again to procure these ingredients—though even Qiongshan might not have everything." He frowned, counting on his fingers, then asked cautiously, "How many doses should be prepared for the first batch?"
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"One thousand doses of Zhuge Marching Powder, three thousand doses of Plague-Repelling Powder. I'll purchase the entire lot." Liu San had already thought this through. This batch of medicine was primarily for his own use—after all, summer heat prevention was an important matter, and Minister Shi had been asking about heat prevention medicines.

The secondary purpose was to use them as samples for trial sales in surrounding areas and mainland cities, testing how receptive the locals of this era would be. Medicine saved and benefited people; in terms of expanding the transmigrators' influence and penetration, it far surpassed luxury goods like glass.

Yang Shixiang was astonished. "Isn't that too much?"

"Not at all. Bairen City alone needs this much summer medicine—there are about ten thousand people there now. Commissioner Wu has said he'll take as much of this medicine as we can supply..." Liu San hinted that Yang shouldn't forget the transmigrator group was also a huge consumer base. Yang Shixiang's commercial instincts were rather too dull. He also took the opportunity to boast about his so-called "connections"—though in reality no such connections were needed; Wu De and Liu San merely knew each other. But Chinese people had always placed great importance on personal relationships, so this could be considered a reassurance.

"That means I'll need to go to the mainland." Yang Shixiang made up his mind. "Some of these ingredients are available in Qiongshan, but not in such quantities. I'll need to go to a major apothecary in Guangzhou. Only—" He hesitated.

Liu San guessed he probably didn't have enough capital. Medicines like musk and ox gallstones, while not as expensive as ginseng, deer antler, or rhinoceros horn, would still require a considerable outlay to produce this many doses.

"I could advance some of the payment..."

"No, no, no—that won't do!" Yang Shixiang quickly refused. "There's no precedent for that! Accepting advance payment before the business has even begun."

"Why no precedent?" Liu San smiled. "Here's what we'll do—consider it my joining as a shareholder. It can serve as capital investment."

"This—" Yang Shixiang hesitated, but the allure of this deal and the two formulas was too great. Though he had some habits of a spoiled young gentleman, he genuinely hoped to make something of the family business in his hands. After some deliberation, he nodded in agreement.

Liu San laughed inwardly. This settled half the matter of "joining as a shareholder." Actually, you should thank me, he thought. Right now, the transmigrator group is a super high-potential stock. Having me as a shareholder means you've effectively become a shareholder too—and the cost is much cheaper than trying to buy in ten years from now. By then, not only you, but your children and grandchildren, and your shop assistants and their descendants, will all have reason to thank your wise decision today.

"Very well. Manager Liu!" Yang called out. "Calculate how much of each ingredient we need based on the doses. Check what stock we have, and don't unpack my luggage. Send someone to Bopu to book a boat ticket."

The Gaoguang Shipping Company, which ran cargo vessels on the Lingao-Guangzhou route, had started regular passenger service using spare capacity on their ships, carrying passengers and personal cargo between Guangzhou and Lingao. The ticket prices were quite cheap. Though the accommodations were basic, they attracted merchants traveling between the two places—though this business wasn't large, as travelers between these locations were quite limited.

Seeing how decisively and efficiently he acted, Liu San took this as a good sign. He seized the opportunity to suggest, "Since you're going to Guangzhou anyway, why not make a side trip to Foshan?"

"Go to Foshan? Those snobs!"

"As they say, 'circumstances change with the times.' Before, when Runshitang's performance was poor and you approached them, you were asking for favors. Naturally, given how the world works, their attitude was cold. But now you have a big deal in your hands and will be paying genuine silver for their ingredients. Surely they wouldn't turn away business that comes to their door? Besides, you're still close relatives."

"In terms of variety and quality of ingredients, my uncles' stock is indeed excellent. It's just—" Yang Shixiang's face showed resentment; apparently he had endured quite a bit of cold treatment and disdain in the past. "I really don't want to let them earn this money."

"On the contrary, you should let them earn it." Liu San guided him patiently. "Lingao is such a small place with so few people. Even if you could sell medicine throughout Qiongzhou Prefecture, how many households would that be? To sell medicine, you need to go to the mainland!"

These summer medicines had a huge market in Guangdong and Guangxi. Runshitang, confined to its corner of Lingao, had long been out of touch with mainland drug merchants and the pharmaceutical industry—essentially cut off from mainland market conditions. To break into the Guangdong market, they would definitely need help from local apothecaries. Yang Shixiang naturally understood the implication: this was about using his relatives in Foshan to expand their market.

Thinking it through this way, he felt relieved. Yang Shixiang nodded deeply. "Thank you for the guidance, Doctor Liu!" He then asked, "I wonder if it would be convenient for Doctor Liu to get away? If possible, would you accompany me on this trip to Foshan?"

Liu San had been wanting to propose going to Foshan himself and was wondering how to bring it up. Now that Yang had taken the initiative, it was exactly what he wanted. He immediately agreed.

Liu San wanted to use this opportunity to get inside a pharmaceutical enterprise of this era and observe their business model and methods. He had heard elderly pharmacists tell many stories about century-old apothecaries, but those were mostly about the mid-Qing period and later—over a hundred years away from the present, with limited reference value.

Liu San returned to his lodging and quickly rode his bicycle to Bairen City to report to Shi Niaoren. Shi Niaoren praised him highly, saying his efficiency was truly excellent—though perhaps slightly too excellent. His budget request hadn't yet been approved, and if they were departing tomorrow, he might not have anywhere to get the silver. Furthermore, the Foreign Affairs and Trade Committee would need to be notified, as this technically fell under their purview.

Shi Niaoren was busy making phone calls and delivering documents. Liu San sat alone in the office, idly watching young nurses going back and forth in the corridor. After about an hour, Shi Niaoren returned.

"Everything is taken care of." Shi Niaoren was somewhat excited as he placed a document folder on the table. "Both the Executive Committee and the Foreign Trade Committee support your plan. In addition to the four hundred taels of silver in your application, they're allocating an extra one hundred taels. Also, the Planning Committee has approved your request for medicine samples—ten boxes of each type."

"Thank you for the leadership's support..."

"Hold on—you won't be going alone. There's a team."

"Huh?"

"Here's the thing. Foshan is a major town. Its ceramics and textile industries are well-developed. The Industry Committee wants to send someone to see the local industrial situation firsthand, and perhaps recruit some craftsmen to bring back. The demand for ceramics is growing constantly."

"Fine, let's go together then. But what identity will he use?"

"Just say he's your friend. The Intelligence Committee is assigning each of you a servant—these are interns from the first intelligence training class. Keep an eye on them!"

"Isn't this... quite an elaborate team?" Liu San had originally planned to travel alone with Yang Shixiang, light and carefree. Now it seemed to have become quite an undertaking.

"This is an excellent infiltration opportunity. The Executive Committee naturally wants to seize it." Shi Niaoren said, "There aren't that many people. Go get ready. Meet at Bopu tomorrow." He handed over an envelope. "Here are your allocated funds. Sign for them."

Liu San signed the receipt. Inside the envelope were several sheets of mulberry bark paper notes, printed elegantly, with the format, patterns, and designs modeled after modern bank checks. The header read "Delong Bank," with the denomination written below in formal characters. All were fifty-tael notes, brand new.

"These are Delong Bank notes, newly issued in Guangzhou." Shi Niaoren explained. "There aren't many places that accept them yet. Here's a list of the various establishments and their addresses that have agreed to honor these notes." He handed over a list. "By coincidence, the accepting establishment in Foshan Town is a pharmaceutical firm."

"Wouldn't it be funny if it turned out to be run by Yang Shixiang's relatives?"

"That I wouldn't know. But with these banknotes, traveling on business will be very convenient. Otherwise you'd have to make a trip to the Guangzhou Station first to get cash."

After the Executive Committee conceived the idea of establishing a bank during the Leizhou Sugar War, Cheng Dong and Yan Ming had moved quickly, developing a complete organizational and management system for the bank, as well as protocols for fund allocation and remittance in short order. They had even specifically recalled the main personnel from the Guangzhou Station to Lingao in rotation for meetings to discuss this matter.

After discussion, the final plan was as follows:

Delong Bank would establish a separate presence in Guangzhou, ostensibly as an independent enterprise. Since Meng Xian's appearance really didn't look much like a native of the Great Ming, it would be difficult for him to pass as a local. So the nominal proprietor was a relative of Shen Fan's—a student who could also handle document work on top of being the figurehead. The actual manager would naturally be Meng Xian.

Delong Bank's business was more similar to traditional money shops than modern banks. First, it did not engage in lending—only deposits and remittances. Of course, it would be difficult for Delong to attract deposits when just starting out with no reputation or credibility. So the depositing customers were actually just the three trading houses under the Guangzhou Station. Besides the principal, operating funds, and profits of these houses, there were also deposits attracted through Zizhen Studio and Zicheng Trading.

Through managing business account transactions, Delong Bank effectively monitored the capital flows of the Guangzhou Station, while also eliminating the need to physically transport large quantities of silver between Guangzhou and Lingao. All they needed was a ledger transfer at the bank and a telegram notification.

To quickly develop Delong's remittance business, Meng Xian first implemented a simple, rudimentary joint-network remittance system in the Pearl River Delta. This was the operational method commonly used by Shanxi banks in the Qing dynasty: in areas with substantial cash flows, they would partner with well-capitalized, actively-trading major merchant houses as joint-exchange affiliates. Drafts issued by Delong could be cashed at these establishments at face value. Conversely, drafts issued by these affiliates would be honored by Delong in Guangzhou. Between affiliates, accounts were settled monthly, with bilateral transactions cleared through remittance.
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This approach proved extremely attractive to merchant houses with substantial capital flows, particularly those procuring goods in Guangzhou. It eliminated the danger of sending personnel carrying large amounts of silver while traveling.

Liu San had the fortune to become the first user of Delong Bank drafts within the transmigrator group.

Early the next morning, Liu San met up with the Industry Committee representative Huang Tianyu at Bopu. He too wore Ming-style clothing, complete with a false hair bun and gauze headscarf—all of it looking rather awkward and unnatural.

The servants assigned to attend them were two boys of thirteen or fourteen. It was hard to imagine these youngsters were future intelligence operatives. One of them was Gao Di.

Gao Di had organized an intelligence network in Guangzhou centered on the children of servants in the Gao household. As the situation in Guangzhou grew larger, this network became increasingly obsolete. His advantages—familiarity with the Gao household servants and knowledge of the Haopan Street environment—were gradually losing their utility. Gao Di's activities had become too conspicuous, making Gao Ju and others wary of him, which reduced the network's effectiveness.

Meanwhile, Guo Yi's own intelligence system was gradually taking shape. From an intelligence perspective, Gao Di's value had diminished significantly. Guo Yi felt that while Gao Di was clever and reasonably reliable, he had never received the transmigrator group's ideological education and his professional skills were low. Someone like him—native-born with a gang of younger followers—could become unpredictable if allowed to continue operating freely in Guangzhou.

Add to that his perpetually unreliable father, and Guo Yi simply reported to the Executive Committee: relocate the entire family to Lingao. The couple was settled into Bairen Commune to work, Gao Lujie was assigned to Wang Luobin as a "secretary," and after completing his literacy education, Gao Di joined the intelligence training class as a student.

Yang Shixiang had also brought two servants. Liu San introduced Huang Tianyu as a friend—a ceramics merchant who was also going to Foshan and wanted to travel together for company. He pointed out that having more people on the road would be both livelier and safer. Yang Shixiang readily agreed.

The party boarded the Guangding. The Gaoguang Shipping Company's vessels were all cargo ships with no passenger cabins to speak of. Traveling passengers simply laid out bedding on the floor of the cargo hold below deck. The air was both foul and stuffy, and they had to mind the cargo bundles around them. Yang Shixiang was accustomed to traveling and didn't find this hardship. Liu San and Huang Tianyu, on the other hand, found it somewhat difficult to bear.

With nothing eventful happening during the journey, Yang Shixiang discussed the intricacies of the pharmaceutical trade with Liu San.

The Chinese medicine business had always been extremely profitable. Though medicinal ingredients numbered many varieties, apart from a few rare herbs, most were rough goods purchased by the jin. After processing at the apothecary, they were sold by the liang or hao. The gross profit margin was enormous. For common decocted herbs, the margin was never below sixty percent. For ginseng, deer antler, and other tonics, the more expensive the product, the more money one made—margins exceeded two hundred percent. Unless poorly managed, a pharmacy could easily grow rich.

However, running an apothecary required substantial capital—what they called a capital-intensive trade. A typical apothecary stocked between eight hundred and a thousand types of herbs, selected primarily according to the Compendium of Materia Medica, which was already quite popular in this era. Even the smallest apothecary needed at least three hundred common medicines in stock.

After procurement, herbs had to undergo various preparations according to requirements, consuming considerable labor. Some herbs couldn't be used in the year of purchase and had to be stored for periods ranging from months to years. Unlike other businesses, an apothecary couldn't afford to be short on items—completeness of inventory was paramount. So substantial apothecaries would go directly to the drug markets to procure supplies, purchasing one to two years' worth of several hundred common varieties at once. Larger establishments maintained enormous warehouses specifically to stockpile various herbs, sometimes storing years' worth of supplies. Such large herbal inventories tied up tremendous capital, which meant that even opening a small apothecary required at least two or three hundred taels to get started.

"So opening an apothecary isn't easy after all."

"Show me an easy trade. If your ancestors built a solid foundation, as long as you run things conscientiously and avoid natural disasters or man-made calamities, you can't help but make money." Yang Shixiang sighed. "This Runshitang of mine may look modest and quiet, with barely a ghost coming through the door, but if sea pirates hadn't seized a whole boatload of our medicine years ago and devastated our capital, things wouldn't have gotten so bad that I need to consult others just to compound a bit of musk and borneol."

Seeing he had opened up, Liu San took the opportunity to ask about "Liaodong goods."

Yang Shixiang explained: the Liaodong goods handled by apothecaries generally fell into five categories—pine nuts, ginseng, deer antler, amber, and honey.

Ginseng, deer antler, and amber went without saying. Liaodong sea pine nuts—what modern people call red pine nuts—were excellent tonic ingredients in Chinese medicine. Honey was used in apothecaries for honey-coating medicine pills, and Liaodong honey was known for its pure, rich flavor. Previously, the pine nuts and honey used by drug merchants mostly came from Liaodong, with some from Korea. Since the Guangning evacuation, not only had Liaodong supplies been cut off, but even Korean goods had become scarce.

"With war raging beyond the passes now and the court having halted the border trade, merchants can't get out and the Tartars' medicinal goods can't get in. What remains is used up bit by bit. At the Qizhou drug market, I hear there hasn't been Liaodong ginseng for quite some time."

Worth its weight in gold—that was intriguing. Even Huang Tianyu, who had nothing to do with trade, blinked at this. If they were to do business with the Jianzhou Jurchens, wouldn't there be substantial profits? And they could exploit Korea along the way.

The party chatted and played cards to pass the time. After four or five days, they arrived at Guangzhou.

The ship docked at the Gaoguang Shipping Company pier—also a Qiwei property. This escort agency had become quite renowned in Guangzhou and its surroundings. Beyond escort services, their business tentacles had extended broadly into the "four great trades" of carts, boats, lodging, and porterage. In ancient times, traveling for business was an extremely difficult affair—not just the exhaustion of boat and carriage travel and the inconvenience of food and lodging, but the merchants and service providers one dealt with were notorious for extortion, swindling, and defrauding travelers. As the saying went: "Cart men, boatmen, innkeepers, porters, and brokers—even the innocent deserve death." Qiwei addressed this directly, reforming old practices, eliminating corrupt customs, and adopting many modern business methods. Travelers universally praised the convenience.

The transmigrators' influence was everywhere in this. The Guangzhou Station provided substantial financial support and had directly intervened in operations. To deal with interference from the various local bullies originally dominating these trades, the Guangzhou Station had for the first time made extensive use of the gentry connections cultivated through jewelry trading and deposit-taking, leveraging scholars' influence to provide protection. At the same time, they had discreetly made a few of the most troublesome opponents disappear without a trace. The name "Qiwei" had become legendary in Guangzhou.

Though the pier was noisy and crowded, everything was orderly. Passengers, handcarts, porters, and livestock formed their own lines without interfering with each other. Previously, each inn would send clerks to the pier to solicit customers, swarming passengers as they disembarked, fighting over them, sometimes even grabbing travelers' luggage by force. Now these inn solicitors had all been concentrated in a row of shops along the street. Signs with their establishment names hung at each door. At the counters, young clerks in clean blue cotton jackets greeted everyone with smiles.

Liu San led his group over to browse, shop by shop. He would naturally be staying at a Qiwei inn—supporting the family business, after all. Next to the inn service desk was the porterage agency. A group of porters sat or stood waiting for customers, all wearing uniforms in a standardized style with a white-on-black "Porter" character on the chest and a large Chinese numeral on the back. A dedicated accountant handled porterage arrangements—customers paid and received a chit at the counter; after the porters completed delivery and returned the chit, they settled accounts at the counter. Everything was orderly and systematic.

Across from the shop fronts was a large open space with warehouses, piled with various goods. This was the cargo consignment office, handling shipping to all parts of Guangdong Province. Large signs hung at the office entrance, densely listing destinations, delivery times, and pricing methods—all clear at a glance.

Various other service facilities were comprehensively available; even the latrines were large and well-built, with prominent signage marking them. Throughout the pier, burly fellows with truncheons at their waists patrolled to maintain order. Not only was Yang Shixiang fascinated by the novelty, but even Liu San and Huang Tianyu found this Ming-era clone quite interesting.

Liu San went directly to the Qiwei Inn desk to book rooms.

"You are truly discerning, sir! Choosing our Qiwei Inn, you'll have no regrets," the welcoming clerk said with a beaming smile. "May I ask, gentlemen, would you prefer to stay in the city or outside?"

"What—your inn has branch locations?" Yang Shixiang asked.

"Yes, we have eight inns total, in and outside the city," the clerk said proudly. "Whatever area you prefer, we can arrange it!"

Liu San thought: since his objective was Foshan, it didn't matter whether they entered the city or not. So he said, "No need to go into the city. We're setting off for Foshan early tomorrow morning. Do you have anywhere convenient along the route?"

"Certainly!" The clerk took a bound ledger from the shelf and flipped through it. "The Tongji South Bridge location would be perfect. Six of you including servants—how would you like your rooms arranged?"

"Three upper rooms," Liu San said.

The clerk wrote out a slip and tore it off, then immediately called over a waiting junior attendant: "Find three sedan chairs and take these gentlemen to the Tongji Bridge Inn. Also arrange for a porter to help with their luggage!"

The Qiwei Inn's Tongji Bridge location was not far from the pier and close to the main road to Foshan. Upon entering, everyone felt this place was quite different—completely unlike the traditional inn layout centered on courtyards. It resembled a modern hotel instead.
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A clerk guided them through the central hall. Inside, the large courtyard contained three rows of two-story buildings connected by covered walkways that provided shelter from rain and sun. The rooms were arranged by floor in neat, orderly rows. This novel layout amazed Yang Shixiang, though for Liu San and Huang Tianyu it was nothing new—the blueprints had most likely been designed by someone from the construction company.

The premium suites—the so-called "Heaven" rooms—were located in the rearmost building. Each was a full suite with not just a bedroom but an attached servant's quarters. Large windows let in abundant light. By the standards of this era, the furniture and furnishings could be called comfortable and hygienic.

Gao Di and Chen Tong set down the luggage and busied themselves laying out the bedding—inns in this era did not provide it; guests had to bring their own. The attendant bustled about, bringing hot water for washing up and serving tea. He made small talk, asking about their origins and destinations. Liu San gave perfunctory answers. After everyone had washed up and was resting with their tea, the attendant brought in candlesticks and candles, then asked how they wanted dinner arranged.

"Have the inn prepare dinner," Liu San said, producing a small piece of silver weighing about two qian. "That should cover wine and dishes."

"Yes, I'll arrange it right away!"

"No hurry. First bring us some appetizers and a few pots of yellow wine. Is there a bathhouse nearby?"

"Yes, yes—our inn has its own bathhouse attached. It's not crowded, and the water is clean. Just bring your room key and you won't be charged extra."

Liu San's party had been cooped up on the boat for days, travel-worn and weary. Hearing that the inn had an attached bathhouse, they all went to bathe. Returning refreshed while it was still early, Liu San gave the two boys leave to go sightseeing in the city, knowing Gao Di was from Guangzhou.

The three men were in a relaxed mood. They called for eight small dishes and a pot of yellow wine from the attendant and drank leisurely while discussing pharmaceutical business. When the topic turned to drug markets, Yang Shixiang shared what he had seen and heard during a trip to the Qizhou drug market with his father in his youth.

The Qizhou drug market—located in present-day Anguo County, Hebei—was itself a remote, inaccessible place with poor transportation, and wasn't even a production base for medicinal herbs. Yet drug merchants from all over the country used it as their trading center. The market had existed in embryonic form since the Song dynasty, and by the Wanli era had become the largest herbal medicine distribution center north of the Yangtze. By the Qing dynasty it would reach its peak, carrying on for over five hundred years—a rather remarkable phenomenon.

"...It's not as strange as it sounds," Yang Shixiang explained. "Qizhou is the birthplace of the 'Medicine King.' Everyone says the hometown of the Medicine King is especially efficacious. Herbs that haven't passed through Qizhou lack their proper essence; if they're weak or lacking in potency, once they reach Qizhou, the potency becomes rich and full."

Liu San thought: So there's that belief too. Yang Shixiang continued, "Drug merchants from all directions gather at the Qizhou market, with herbs from north and south all available there—truly a magnificent sight." He shook his head with feeling. "There must be over a thousand market brokers just helping to negotiate deals! There are thirteen guilds of drug merchants; the Capital Guild alone has over three hundred establishments coming to trade at the market."

"What's the Capital Guild?"

Yang Shixiang explained: Because so many merchants came from different regions to trade, guilds were organized by geography to mediate disputes between merchants from different areas and handle other external matters. The number of guilds varied, but thirteen were permanent fixtures. Each specialized in different products. For instance, the Shandong Guild dealt specifically in scorpions, donkey-hide gelatin, trichosanthes, and tree peony bark; the Shanxi Guild specialized in antelope horn, wolfberry, Sichuan fritillary, coltsfoot, and fennel. If you wanted a particular item, you went directly to the relevant guild—you could virtually always find exactly what you needed. Extremely convenient.

Liu San's curiosity was thoroughly piqued. How many rare herbs had he only heard of but never seen? This drug market sounded like a holy land for anyone studying Chinese medicine. However, with Huang Taiji about to launch his raids, Hebei wouldn't be safe for a while. He could only suppress his eager impatience.

"In the early days when my father first opened shop in Lingao, he also went to the drug market several times. Later he stopped going. In all of Qiongzhou Prefecture, no shop can afford to go to the market—" Yang Shixiang sighed again, looking quite dejected.

Seeing the mood turning gloomy, Huang Tianyu changed the subject to discuss what good merchandise might be found in Foshan. His cover identity was a traveling merchant planning to procure goods there.

"Foshan is called one of the Four Great Towns of the realm, and has no shortage of fine goods," Yang Shixiang said. "The most famous are ceramics, Xiangyun silk, and bronze ware."

Huang Tianyu knew about ceramics and silk, but bronze ware was something he was hearing about for the first time. Upon closer inquiry, it turned out Foshan was also famous for its foundry work. Bronze casting was highly developed there, with Buddhist statues, incense burners, and similar items used throughout Guangdong, Fujian, and even as far as Nan Zhili mostly produced there. The town also produced large quantities of bronze and iron cannons.

With a developed casting industry, there would naturally be many foundry workers. Huang Tianyu decided that besides recruiting ceramic workers this trip, he would also need to bring back a batch of foundry workers—the Industry Committee was short on precisely such skilled native workers.

Yang Shixiang added that besides these, Foshan's Chinese medicine industry was also quite developed. There were seven or eight prominent major pharmaceutical firms that manufactured and sold various prepared medicines. Liu San decided to buy samples of each upon arrival. For those that proved truly effective, he would obtain the formulas by whatever means necessary.

While they were talking, the door curtain suddenly parted and someone asked, "Would the gentlemen like to hear some songs?"

The voice was quite clear and sweet, though with the slightly strained accent of a Cantonese person speaking Mandarin. Liu San looked up to see a young woman of about twenty, clutching ivory clappers. She wore a green jacket and floral skirt with a silk sash at her waist, her hair styled in a Paojia bun. Though her eyes weren't large, they sparkled with flirtatious charm when she glanced about—quite alluring.

Behind her followed a middle-aged woman carrying a folding fan.

Huang Tianyu said impatiently, "No, no."

"We're just travelers seeking some entertainment—what's the harm?" Yang Shixiang seemed rather experienced in these matters. He beckoned, "Come in!"

The young woman smiled prettily, waved to the older woman behind her, and entered alone, performing a curtsy. "May I ask the gentleman's name?"

"My surname is Yang." Yang Shixiang asked her, "What's your name?"

"Your servant is Shucui." Shucui curtsied again. Her nimble eyes swept quickly over the three men's faces, then she lowered her head, her long lashes fluttering. This inadvertently coy and affectionate manner made all three men's hearts stir.

It was Liu San who recovered first. "Since you're here, sing us a few songs."

"Yes. What would the gentleman like to hear?"

Liu San and Huang Tianyu looked at each other blankly—they knew nothing about this sort of thing. It was Yang Shixiang who beckoned, had the older woman bring over the song menu, and selected a few pieces.

Shucui lightly tapped her clappers, and from her vermillion lips came words that were indescribably beautiful and lingering. Only... they couldn't understand a single word! Presumably it was all about love and longing, sweet nothings between men and women. Yang Shixiang fared somewhat better, but Liu San and Huang Tianyu were both men long-deprived of female company. How could they withstand such teasing? After several cups of yellow wine, they felt increasingly flushed and heated.

Yang Shixiang leaned toward Liu San's ear. "What do you think, Doctor Liu—are you satisfied?"

"Hmm, hmm!" Liu San had already inspected Shucui thoroughly from head to toe. He nodded his approval.

"Shall I have her attend you in your room tonight?"

"Well—" Liu San's heart stirred. He'd be lying if he said he wasn't tempted. But thinking about the people at Bairen General Hospital currently getting injections in their posteriors, he couldn't help feeling hesitant. Shucui was a woman of the pleasure quarters. If she was carrying something unclean, wouldn't that be a disaster? Then thinking about his wife Wu Yunhua's temper when she flew into a rage, his ardor cooled considerably—more than half his enthusiasm evaporated.

Just as he hesitated, Huang Tianyu whispered, "I have condoms."

Liu San glared at him fiercely. Now the woman would go to Huang instead—when he'd packed for the trip, he hadn't had such foresight, and certainly hadn't dared openly bring condoms. His queen-like wife's discipline was nothing to trifle with.

"She's yours then," he said to Huang Tianyu in Mandarin.

"I'll lend you one..."

Liu San was momentarily moved. Though he and this fellow surnamed Huang were time-travel companions, they weren't particularly close. Yet he was willing to be so generous—condoms weren't something you could buy casually or use freely these days. Everyone used their personal stash brought from the future.

"It's fine. We're all brothers here, and besides, these things don't last forever if you save them too long."

Yang Shixiang, seeing them whispering, assumed they were bothered by having only one woman. He quickly said, "I'll have Shucui bring another girl in a moment."

By now Liu San had cast aside his reservations. He nodded.

Yang Shixiang said to Shucui, "You go out for now. I'll have the attendant call for you shortly, and bring along another young lady."

"Yes, thank you, Master Yang." Shucui's voice was silky smooth. "Your servant has a newly arrived sister. The gentleman is sure to be pleased." With a demure smile, she curtsied again and lifted the curtain as she departed.

The three men exchanged knowing glances, all perfectly aware of each other's thoughts. They continued drinking, chatting, and joking until the lamps were lit, when Yang Shixiang finally sent the attendant to fetch Shucui.

The curtain hook rattled as Shucui floated in gracefully, followed by another young girl. She wore a sky-blue silk jacket, tightly fitted at the waist, with a lotus-root-colored skirt below that swayed like willows in the wind.

Only she looked rather young—slender and petite, with large eyes dominating a melon-seed face and large dark pupils that gave her an honest, innocent appearance. Her jet-black hair was adorned with a kingfisher-feather silver hairpin plus a few fresh seasonal flowers, looking somewhat mismatched.

Damn, how old is this girl? She looked like a textbook example of a loli. Huang Tianyu thought she resembled the first-year middle schoolers at the affiliated school near his old workplace—and underdeveloped ones at that.

The old society was truly sinful. Still, the girl wasn't bad-looking. At least her complexion was much fairer than the locals they'd seen in Lingao.

"Your servant Qianqian greets the two gentlemen." The girl stepped forward and executed a curtsy.

"Serve these gentlemen well!" Yang Shixiang admonished her, then rose and excused himself.
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Yang Shixiang politely declined Shucui's offer to find him another companion, instead sending a note out—apparently he had a regular rendezvous elsewhere. Liu San seized the initiative and led Shucui away. With Huang Tianyu's generous donation of a condom plus the alcohol swabs in his bag, his courage had suddenly swelled.

"Xiao Huang, you treat this... young lady... with care—" Liu San was slightly tipsy. He led Shucui to his room and closed the door behind them.

Huang Tianyu groaned inwardly. Liu San, oh Liu San, you Chinese medicine man really know how to pick them. You've dumped a loli in my lap. Though he called himself a lolicon, he really didn't have the nerve to openly violate one.

While he sat there conflicted, Qianqian had already poured a cup of wine. She even untied a pink handkerchief from her lapel, wiped the rim of the cup, and presented it to him with both hands.

Though she was a woman of the pleasure quarters, her manner was gentle and refined. Huang Tianyu felt increasingly well-disposed toward her. He took her hand and asked, "How old are you?"

Qianqian smiled somewhat bashfully. "Why do you ask that?"

He'd assumed she wouldn't understand his choppy Cantonese-accented Mandarin, but the girl spoke a dialect similar to modern Nanjing Mandarin. Being able to communicate lifted Huang Tianyu's spirits.

"What, is it taboo?"

"No taboo." Qianqian answered, "Your servant is fifteen years old."

Fifteen—did that count as a minor or a young woman? This was truly a difficult question. He recalled Yu Eshui mentioning that in ancient times, girls over thirteen were considered adults and could marry freely. At fifteen, she'd probably already have a child or two by now. But then again, in modern times Qianqian would still be in eighth grade... Combined with her slender waist, flat chest, and pitifully large eyes, Huang Tianyu really couldn't bring himself to make a move.

Still, turning away meat that presented itself at his door seemed a terrible waste. An intense internal struggle waged within him.

Sounds were already coming from the adjacent room—the faint panting and moaning of a woman, occasionally punctuated by Liu San's robust baritone shouts.

While he hesitated, Qianqian had poured wine and was offering it on a handkerchief.

"I've had enough, more than enough." Huang Tianyu smiled and declined. His head was already feeling rather fuzzy.

"Hmph, just drink it." The girl suddenly assumed a "drink or else" attitude, her willow brows upturned, her almond eyes round.

Thin-skinned, Huang Tianyu downed another cup. As they say, wine emboldens a man, especially his lust. Though the young woman before him seemed like an undeveloped child, he couldn't help reaching out with wandering hands. But as he did, his whole body went limp. He couldn't control his limbs. A thought suddenly flashed through his mind: Not good! The various underworld tricks Yu Eshui had taught them in his social customs class flooded his memory...

Qianqian watched Huang Tianyu collapse on the floor like a dead pig, his eyes still staring at her. She gave a satisfied "humph," tossed her head back, and planted her foot on a stool.

"Clever as a fox, but you still drank this old lady's footwash!"

Though she called herself "this old lady," her expression was still quite childish. Looking at the completely immobile Huang Tianyu, a mischievous look crossed her face.

"Well then, let this old lady see what fun stuff you've got, uncle." She tucked her skirt hem into her waistband and began rummaging through Huang Tianyu's bundle. Hands and feet numb, body paralyzed—Huang Tianyu could only groan inwardly: I didn't even get any action, and now I've run into a female robber! At least he hadn't brought any modern items on this trip, let alone weapons. Otherwise the loss would be huge.

"Hm? What's this?" Qianqian fished out a glass bottle from the bundle. Huang Tianyu recognized it—his chili sauce, Lao Gan Ma brand. His last bottle, brought along to spice up the unfamiliar local cuisine. The little girl gripped the bottle in her five-clawed grip, turning it this way and that, studying it for quite a while, then tapping it against the headboard.

Huang Tianyu's heart leaped in panic. He wasn't worried she'd discover anything from the bottle—the label had been removed before D-Day per Executive Committee directives. He was worried she'd break it. If it broke, it was gone forever!

Finally, Qianqian managed to open the lid. Apparently unfamiliar with screw-top caps, she studied it curiously. Seeing the bottle full of reddish plant matter mixed with oil, giving off a distinctive aroma, she couldn't resist sticking out her tongue and licking the oily surface. Immediately she wrinkled her nose, sputtering repeatedly—chili peppers had only recently been introduced to the Ming and were rarely consumed, so she apparently wasn't used to the spicy taste.

Could you at least dip a finger in it? Who licks it directly—how am I supposed to eat that now— Huang Tianyu cursed silently.

Finding the chili sauce unpalatable, Qianqian casually set the bottle aside and pulled out Huang Tianyu's underwear, undershirt, and socks. She even examined these curiously before keeping one of his new undershirts and several nylon socks, tossing the rest aside. The bundle also contained some silver pieces and copper coins—his expense allowance—which the girl unhesitatingly stuffed into her bosom.

Finally, she produced a bottle of tomato sauce, brought for spreading on steamed buns. Learning from her experience with the chili sauce, Qianqian quickly opened it and gave it a lick.

A strange expression crossed her face. She smacked her lips, apparently savoring the sweet-sour taste. Suddenly her face lit up with joy. She wrapped up the bottle, apparently intending to claim this prize too.

Huang Tianyu cursed his luck—this little thief wanted everything, even his undershirt! He'd heard of men having a thing for women's used undergarments, but never heard of women being into that.

In the end, even Huang Tianyu's Holyship brand notebook and pencils were swept away. Using the bedsheet from his bed as a bundle cloth, she made a messy package. As soon as she swung it onto her back though, it fell apart, scattering everything on the floor.

"Curses!" Qianqian stamped her foot, her face showing frustration. She quickly crouched down to gather her loot.

Suddenly, from outside came a call: "Shopkeeper Huang! Shopkeeper Huang!"

Huang Tianyu was overjoyed—someone had finally come! But his body was limp, his tongue felt like it had lost its tendons, and he couldn't make a sound. He could only try desperately to rock his body, hoping to knock over the chair and make noise to alert someone that something was amiss.

"Don't move!" Qianqian crouched down, a small dagger suddenly appearing in her hand, its cold blade pointed at his throat. Huang Tianyu broke out in a cold sweat and froze.

"Shopkeeper Huang is sleeping. Is there something you need?" Qianqian called out.

"The kitchen is here to clear the dinner things..."

"No need to clear them. Come back tomorrow."

"Yes." The voice outside gradually faded. Qianqian let out a breath of relief, put away the dagger, and said, "Sorry about this, Shopkeeper Huang. It's not that I meant to rob you—I'm just stranded out here with no choice. Please forgive me. As for Sister Shucui, I tricked her—you mustn't report her to the authorities! Otherwise, you'll regret it!" She shook her fist at him threateningly.

Huang Tianyu could only resign himself to his bad luck. Fortunately the loss wasn't great. Whether Qianqian was some divine being or not, the sooner she left, the better.

Qianqian blew out the candle, then crouched by Huang Tianyu and waited for a while. A peculiar delicate fragrance drifted past his nose, making him inappropriately restless—was this the legendary virgin's scent? Or some natural chemical compound the weirdos on the forums talked about? Just as his thoughts wandered, Qianqian apparently decided it was quiet enough outside. She rose and slipped out the door.

That pest was finally gone. But the more Huang Tianyu thought about it, the more aggrieved he felt. Liu San was probably still in the thick of a three-hundred-round battle with Shucui. That guy even had a wife, while he didn't even have a girlfriend, and his "live-in secretary" arrangement still hadn't materialized. Normally he lived in a group dormitory with electricity restrictions—he didn't even have a decent environment for masturbation. Finally he got a business trip opportunity for some indulgence, and this happens. Why was his fate so bitter?

Just as he was wallowing in self-pity, a sudden commotion arose outside—sounds of running, fighting, then a woman's scream. Lights came on.

While he was still puzzled, his room door burst open. Chen Tong rushed in, calling, "Shopkeeper Huang! Shopkeeper Huang!" He scanned the room and, finding Huang Tianyu collapsed under the table, quickly dragged him out. Seeing his limbs weak and speechless, Chen Tong hurried to lay him on the bed.

Meanwhile the door had opened wide, admitting a crowd. Liu San pushed Shucui in—her hair still disheveled, wearing only an outer garment, barefoot, apparently pulled straight from bed. Her hands were bound behind her back, her face full of terror. After a moment, Qianqian was also pushed in by several inn attendants, her hair bun undone, a rope loop around her neck. The large bundle of stolen goods was also brought in.

As soon as Shucui entered, she dropped to her knees, kowtowing and begging for mercy repeatedly. She insisted she wasn't in league with Qianqian—Qianqian had approached her asking to partner for business, and she'd only agreed out of pity for the poor girl. She begged Master Liu to spare her and not hand her over to the authorities. "Shucui is willing to serve the gentleman with all her heart, free of charge."

Liu San thought: You still want to settle your debts with your body? Too bad I don't have enough condoms to enjoy your services.

The inn manager and attendants also spoke up for her, saying Shucui had been registered here singing for two or three years without incident. This was just a momentary lapse in judgment; they begged the gentleman to be lenient.

Liu San knew this had little to do with her—Shucui had merely been used by Qianqian. So he said, "Write me a written confession first!"

Shucui agreed readily. Since she couldn't write, an attendant drafted the statement for her, and she pressed her thumbprint to it.

Liu San first went to check Huang Tianyu, lifting his eyelids, prying open his mouth to sniff his breath, and testing his knee-jerk reflex.
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After his examination, he confirmed Huang Tianyu was in no mortal danger. Only then did he turn back to berate the inn manager.

"What kind of inn is this! A den of thieves!"

The manager approached with a pained expression, bowing repeatedly. "This is entirely our fault. Please, gentlemen, calm yourselves."

Fortunate indeed! Liu San thought. That they'd managed to catch Qianqian and avoid turning this business trip into a disgrace was quite accidental—all thanks to Gao Di.

After the evening party had dispersed, Liu San had taken Shucui to his room. Disrobing and undressing, they enjoyed each other's company. Shucui served him with all her might, and the two were well-matched. After several rounds of lovemaking, Liu San felt somewhat fatigued. He was about to dream of Duke Zhou when someone knocked on his door—it was Gao Di.

"It's so late—why aren't you sleeping instead of running around?" Liu San scolded unhappily.

Gao Di glanced toward the inner room before whispering, "Doctor Liu, there's something not right about those singing girls who came tonight!"

Calling someone's origins "not right" meant they were up to no good. Liu San immediately grew alert. After all, when it came to experience with this era's society, this street urchin Gao Di had far more than any of them.

"Wait here." Liu San went back inside and casually threw on a shirt. He wasn't worried about money being stolen—the large sums and valuables had all been deposited at the counter. Even if Shucui was a villain, she could only steal some loose silver and copper coins.

"Where is the gentleman going?" Shucui asked, her fragrant shoulders half-exposed as she lay in bed, seeing him about to leave.

"Going to take a bath—too hot," Liu San answered casually while carefully locking the door behind him.

The corridor wasn't a good place to talk, so Liu San led Gao Di to a corner.

"What's going on?"

"I went into the city today and heard some news. Recently there have been several cases in Guangzhou where someone slipped drugs into drinks, knocked people out, then robbed inn guests. Because they hadn't followed the proper rules of 'paying respects to the dock,' the constables from the yamen investigated privately. Word has it that a suspicious outside woman who speaks Mandarin is quite suspect—this person is probably a lone bandit. The local thieves' bosses don't even know her origins!"

"Wait—'paying respects to the dock?'"

"Mm. Pickpockets, sneak thieves, con artists... any kind of underworld figure who wants to work in this county has to, by custom, pay tribute to the head constable. Otherwise they'll find no foothold here. At best they're driven out; at worst they're caught and thrown in the yamen—if they don't die, they lose a layer of skin at least."

"Really dark." But this wasn't the time to discuss Ming-era governance. "This thief?"

Gao Di nodded. "After the masters ordered singing girls, I happened to overhear an attendant mention there was an outside girl who speaks Mandarin. Putting two and two together, I grew suspicious. So I went to inquire further with the inn staff—turns out something was indeed wrong."

"What—Shucui is the thief?"

"Shucui isn't the thief. She's registered here and paid her dues." Gao Di wiped sweat from his forehead. "But the one who went to Shopkeeper Huang's room—she hadn't registered with the inn at all."

"Call him 'shopkeeper' out here." Liu San frowned. "It's Qianqian?"

"Yes. This Qianqian did business for the first time today. She came with Shucui, supposedly her new 'sister.' The inn wanted her to register, but Qianqian said she'd register next time—and weaseled out of it."

Liu San nodded. This alone didn't prove anything, but at least Shucui was probably clean—Qianqian was highly suspicious!

"You and Chen Tong—both of you, watch by Huang Tianyu's door!" Liu San said. "I'll go see the manager and have them help keep watch."

Gao Di's deduction proved accurate. Deep in the night, when all was quiet, Qianqian emerged from the room with a large bundle on her back. Those waiting outside immediately seized her.

Though Qianqian was slender and slight, she had some martial skills. Gao Di and Chen Tong had barely approached when she beat them to the ground. It was only when the inn's security guard stepped forward that they finally knocked her down and bound her. Even bound, she wouldn't settle down—kicking wildly and screaming shrilly, attracting curious guests from every room. Only when the guard looped a rope around her throat did she finally stop.

"This is entirely our fault for poor supervision in allowing this villain to infiltrate. We've startled you honored guests," the manager kept bowing and apologizing. "Let me suggest this: room charges are waived for all of you. If your friend needs to see a physician and have medicine prescribed, all expenses will be covered by the inn. We'll also host wine for you all to help settle your nerves..."

"We'll discuss that later." Since Qiwei was essentially a transmigrator group enterprise now, Liu San wasn't particularly interested in pursuing responsibility. "You all step outside for now. I want to have a proper talk with this female thief."

Hearing he wanted to interrogate Qianqian, the manager's brow furrowed. "That may not be quite appropriate. Whether to release her or hand her to the authorities—that's your decision, sir. But conducting a private tribunal..."

"Who said anything about a private tribunal?" Liu San thought: I'm not some S&M enthusiast seizing an opportunity. "Relax—I just want to know what drug she used, so I can treat my friend!" He paused. "If you're not comfortable, you can stay here and witness."

"Yes, yes." The manager could only agree. "Please proceed with your questions, sir. I won't participate. Just let us know whether to release her or turn her over to the authorities, and we'll handle it accordingly."

The attendants cleared away the leftover food and wine from the table, then sorted out Huang Tianyu's belongings. Liu San didn't know what drug Qianqian had given him. The symptoms looked like some kind of plant-based anesthetic: consciousness intact, but limbs and tongue numbed. For Chinese medicine detoxification, the standard approach was licorice and mung bean. He ordered someone to fetch the ingredients and brew a decoction, then had a basin of well water brought over. After splashing some on Huang Tianyu's face and seeing him gradually respond, Liu San judged there was no serious harm. The effects would wear off naturally soon enough.

"He's fine," said Qianqian, who was sitting on the floor. "Someone who's taken 'Supreme Bliss Powder' recovers in an hour at most. This lady is merciful—I wouldn't harm his life."

"This powder that harms people, and you call it 'Supreme Bliss'?" Liu San scoffed. "All medicines have toxicity. Overdose, and even if you don't die, becoming disabled ruins a man's whole life. If that person has parents or children, such sin is truly enormous!"

"It's not that easy to die from it—it's been used for hundreds of years! Besides, my ancestors passed down this name. I didn't come up with it!"

"Your ancestors did such wicked deeds and still gave it such a pretty name. Truly vile to the point of having no conscience." Perhaps because of his profession, Liu San deeply detested using drugs to harm people.

"Hmph! You dare insult my ancestors—just wait till my father beats the shit out of you!" The girl was still talking tough.

"Your father ought to beat the piss out of you!" Liu San threatened. "But your father is probably the same as you—not a decent person either. So I'll beat the piss out of you on his behalf..."

"You wouldn't dare!" Seeing Liu San roll up his sleeves while his eyes scanned around, apparently looking for implements of torture, Qianqian was still a young girl who hadn't weathered many storms. Caught in the act and now fearful of physical suffering, panic rose in her. She blurted out, "You'll regret hitting me."

"Oh? Why would I regret that?" Liu San was amused. "You're just a female thief. Even if I don't hit you, once you're handed to the authorities and taken to the yamen, the magistrate will strip off your pants and give you twenty strokes to start with..."

Now Qianqian was truly panicked, her little face flushing crimson. "You can't bully people like this! What are you going to do with me!"

"Nothing much—I'll have you turned over to the authorities shortly." Liu San made up his mind. Since the anesthetic was harmless, keeping this Qianqian served no purpose. Releasing her risked her following and seeking revenge—that would be troublesome. Better to have the inn hand her over tomorrow. A few days in jail, and they'd be long gone. As for what suffering this little girl would endure in prison—that wasn't his concern. Mercy had to consider who deserved it.

"Hmph, you dare turn me in." Qianqian sniffed, her face showing total indifference. "When that happens, it's you who'll suffer." She seemed to have made up her mind. "I didn't want to scare you originally, but since you're so ungrateful, you've only yourselves to blame." She twisted her waist. "Have Shucui reach into my bosom and take out a brocade pouch!"

Liu San signaled, and Shucui hurried over. She fumbled in Qianqian's clothing for a while, then retrieved a small brocade pouch and brought it over.

Liu San was cautious. He took it and felt it first—inside was something hard and heavy, like a piece of metal. The opening was sealed with a drawstring; it shouldn't contain any traps. He gently loosened the string and extracted a small bronze plaque, quite finely crafted, bearing two lines of gold-inlaid incised Song-style characters:

Heart and Soul of the Court
Pillar of Border Affairs

Liu San's mind went blank, and he stood frozen for several seconds.

Holy mother of God—this was the Embroidered Guard!

Though Liu San was trained in Chinese medicine rather than Ming history, there were several people in the transmigrator group who walked around Bairen City wearing T-shirts printed with these eight characters. Everyone among the five hundred knew what these words meant.

How had they provoked this secret police organization? Liu San groaned inwardly. Yu Eshui had listed the Embroidered Guard among the particularly dangerous government agencies, cautioning everyone to be especially careful when entering yellow and red zones.

By now Huang Tianyu's numbness had faded, and he had come over to look.

"Good heavens!" he exclaimed.

"Scared now, aren't you!" Qianqian was utterly pleased with herself. "Hurry up and untie me, then kowtow a dozen times, and this lady will spare you."

Huang Tianyu asked nervously in a low voice, "Liu San, what do we do? This is trouble!"

"Mm." Liu San nodded. This plaque was exquisitely crafted—unlikely to be counterfeit, though they'd never seen the genuine article. If they had truly offended an Embroidered Guard operative, the consequences would be endless. It would endanger not just themselves and their mission but the entire transmigrator group... Murderous intent surged in Liu San's heart. Better to simply kill her and silence her.
Chapter 353 - The Foshan Journey (Part 6)

Calm down! Stay calm! Liu San told himself. What's done is done—panicking won't help. Besides, they weren't some Ming commoners. So what if they killed an Embroidered Guard brat? If it came down to it, they could just kidnap her and use her as a sex slave back home.

With this thought, his mood settled considerably. He picked up the teapot and poured Huang Tianyu a cup, signaling him to calm down.

Huang Tianyu had been startled at first, but now doubts arose as well: A proper Embroidered Guard operative could easily extort local officials and wealthy households. Why would they stoop to such petty thievery? The more he thought about it, the stranger it seemed.

"Liu San, something's fishy here," he said quietly.

"Mm." Liu San nodded. "Definitely fishy."

This child was only fifteen. A fifteen-year-old girl serving in the Embroidered Guard? This wasn't some period drama or wuxia novel with female constables or female squad leaders.

"Well? Cat got your tongue? Hurry up and untie me!" Qianqian demanded.

Liu San pondered for a moment, then stood and bowed to her.

"Please forgive us, Miss Qianqian! Since Miss Qianqian serves the court, we have misunderstood. We will escort Miss Qianqian to the county yamen with full honors tomorrow, and await your punishment—whether death or penalty, we shall accept it. Naturally, we hope Miss Qianqian will speak well of us before the Centurion."

"Never mind that—just let me go now. My father, the Centurion, is very busy!" A flicker of panic crossed the girl's face upon hearing mention of the yamen. Liu San became even more certain. He deliberately continued:

"No, no—we must escort the lady properly. We shall also prepare wine to help Miss Qianqian recover from her fright. At that time, we must ask Miss Qianqian to put in a good word with the Centurion..."

"I said no means no! Let me go already! The Centurion is very busy!" The girl was becoming impatient.

This confirmed it even further. Whatever connection this girl had to the Embroidered Guard, she feared them no less than they did.

Liu San felt somewhat indecisive. Originally, letting her go or handing her over would both be acceptable. But now he really needed to figure out her true identity—after all, the badge didn't look fake.

Could it have been stolen? Liu San shook his head. Why would anyone steal such a thing? Even if you wanted to impersonate someone important, it was far too dangerous.

With this in mind, Liu San spoke slowly, "Miss Qianqian, I can refrain from taking you to the yamen. Just answer a few of my questions."

"Bah! The audacity!" Qianqian's expression changed. "Who are you people to interrogate me?"

Liu San was about to speak when Huang Tianyu gestured toward Shucui—still kneeling to one side, staring blankly at their little drama. With her present, it wasn't convenient to talk.

He called Gao Di over and instructed him to take Shucui out. Hold her for now in his own room—don't release her.

Huang Tianyu closed the door securely before Liu San said:

"No interrogation—I just want to know your background."

"Hmph, you think you're worthy of knowing who I am?"

"If you don't tell us, I'm afraid you'll have to explain it at the yamen." Liu San said, "Of course, you can show them this badge—if you dare."

Qianqian's face turned scarlet. "What wouldn't I dare! It's a genuine badge! I got it from my Uncle Li—" She realized she'd said too much and swallowed the rest.

Though she hadn't finished, Liu San and Huang Tianyu understood. This little girl probably had relatives or friends working in the Embroidered Guard. The badge had likely been obtained from them somehow and couldn't really be exposed. No wonder she didn't dare go to the authorities. Flashing the badge would immediately alert local Embroidered Guard personnel to a colleague's presence—and the game would be up.

"Qianqian, just tell us properly—how did you come by this badge? You look like a child from a decent family. Why resort to thievery?" Liu San assumed a kindly, benevolent expression. "If there's really some difficulty, uncle here can help if he's able."

Qianqian's eyes darted about. Under Liu San's alternating threats and enticements, she finally relented and confessed everything.

It turned out this girl's name was Li Yongxun, daughter of a Minor Flag under the Nanjing Yingtianfu Embroidered Guard Centurion. As for why she'd appeared here, so far from Nanjing: it was an old, tired story—her father was forcing her to marry, so in a fit of anger she'd run away from home.

"...I really didn't want to steal things, but I ran out of money, and even my bracelet was stolen," the girl said, then actually started sobbing. Huang Tianyu's heart softened at this.

"Old Liu, I don't think it's anything serious. The child made a momentary mistake..."

"Uncle, please just let me go—boo hoo hoo..."

So she was a runaway. Liu San thought this was trickier. Whether what she said was true or false, she definitely had some connection to the Embroidered Guard—so handing her to the authorities was out. That would bring the Embroidered Guard down on them. But letting her go... This girl might still have tricks up her sleeve. Though her methods seemed inexperienced, those shifty eyes suggested a mind full of schemes. Who knew what mischief she might cause if they just released her?

"I think we should just take her with us," Huang Tianyu suggested.

"No good. This girl's father is surely searching for her everywhere. Traveling with a young girl would attract attention and bring trouble right to our doorstep." Liu San rejected the idea. "Better to let her go."

"Qianqian, since this is your first offense, you may leave at dawn," Liu San said. "In the future, don't engage in such petty thievery anymore—you're disgracing your family."

"Thank you, uncle." Li Yongxun now wore the expression of an innocent, repentant young girl. "But uncle, I have nowhere to go now..."

Liu San thought: This is bad—this girl is latching onto us. "You should go home."

"I won't! Father wants me to marry some pretty boy! Besides, it's thousands of li from here to Nanjing—uncle, you'd really feel comfortable letting little Qianqian travel alone?"

Sweat! Liu San and Huang Tianyu exchanged looks. We're not that close! Whether you marry a pretty boy or an ugly brute has nothing to do with us—we're not here to liberate women.

"Then the lady can suit herself," Huang Tianyu said, realizing this girl was trouble.

"Where is uncle going?" Li Yongxun asked slyly.

"Into the city tomorrow on business."

"Liar! Uncle is clearly going to Foshan!"

Huang Tianyu groaned inwardly. She'd apparently gotten their itinerary completely figured out already—though that wasn't difficult. A quick inquiry at the counter would reveal everything.

"Since uncle is going to Foshan, can't you take Qianqian along?"

Both men were taken aback. Was she crazy or lovesick? What kind of young girl tags along with strange men on a long journey?

Huang Tianyu coughed. "Look, we're all men here, with no womenfolk. Taking a young girl traveling would be inconvenient."

"You're all obviously merchants!" Li Yongxun said. "What's improper about traveling with a little maidservant?"

"It's not improper—it's inconvenient!" Huang Tianyu was getting annoyed. "Aren't you afraid we'll tie you up in some wilderness and sell you to a brothel?"

"Hmph hmph, you think I haven't been to one? Scared the madam and the pimps senseless." Li Yongxun seemed quite proud of her talisman. "You wouldn't dare—unless you think the Embroidered Guard are all good-for-nothings."

The Embroidered Guard really were good-for-nothings—Huang Tianyu grumbled internally. No matter how fearsome a secret police organization, didn't they all get wiped out by Li Zicheng and Hong Taiji alike? But saying that aloud wouldn't be wise.

"...Besides, I think you uncles are all good people."

Receiving a "good person card" out of nowhere was rather depressing. Most depressed was Huang Tianyu—he'd played the "good man" role to the letter.

After talking round and round, they simply couldn't convince this girl. Finally Liu San gave up. "Why do you want to go to Foshan anyway? We're going there on business, not sightseeing!"

"I have a sworn sister who married someone in Foshan. I want to go to her home. Just consider it doing a good deed—escort me part of the way, won't you?"

Liu San had thought of just tying her up securely, booking a room, and having the inn feed her well for a few days before releasing her. But upon reflection, this would cause Qiwei considerable trouble. Qiwei was, after all, a Guangzhou Station property—it was already a big target. Attracting Embroidered Guard attention would be even worse.

Since she insisted on coming, they might as well bring her along. Once in Foshan—whether or not she truly had a sworn sister there—at least they could deal with her however necessary without implicating the Guangzhou Station. Guangzhou to Foshan was quite close. The inn staff said it was only a two-day journey by inland boat through densely populated areas. Nothing major could go wrong.

Thinking this through, he nodded. "Alright, we'll take you to Foshan. But first you must write a document stating you've voluntarily asked us to escort you there, and that once we arrive, we go our separate ways."

"Fine." Li Yongxun promptly wrote out the document. Liu San took it, blew it dry, and tucked it away.

"It's already the third watch. Getting late—" Liu San thought they'd need to arrange a room for her.

Huang Tianyu said, "Let Miss Li sleep in my room. I'll come sleep in yours."

"That works." Liu San nodded in agreement.

"I have a bundle at Shucui's place," Li Yongxun announced. "Please release Shucui so she can fetch it for me."

"Very well." They instructed Gao Di to release Shucui and retrieve Li Yongxun's bundle. Chen Tong was sent to check on Shopkeeper Yang's room to make sure he hadn't been disturbed.

Early the next morning at dawn, Liu San and Huang Tianyu rose to wash up, then went to Li Yongxun's room first. The girl had already changed into neat, simple clothes—a blue cotton outfit that made her look like an ordinary little maidservant. She carried a bundle on her back, plus a long cloth-wrapped bundle tied together with an umbrella.

Huang Tianyu asked, "What's in there?"

"An Embroidered Spring Saber," Li Yongxun said with some pride. "Standard issue for our Guard."

"Also stolen from your Uncle Li, I suppose?"

"No way! My father had someone make it specially for me!"
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She opened the cloth wrapping, and inside was indeed an Embroidered Spring Saber—a miniature one, apparently custom-made for her. "Pretty, isn't it? What a pity I don't have a small-size Flying Fish Robe to go with it. Wearing a Flying Fish Robe with this saber at my waist, standing duty before His Majesty—that would be glorious!"

Huang Tianyu shook his head. This girl was some kind of uniform fetishist?

"I've heard His Majesty is a handsome and refined man..." Li Yongxun began daydreaming, her eyes growing misty. "If only I could stand duty before him, even just once. That would be worth dying for."

"And then he'd notice you and select you for the palace..." Huang Tianyu recalled Ming-fangirls he'd encountered before—quite a few had fantasized about becoming palace maids, attendants, or concubines to Chongzhen. Apparently such fangirls existed everywhere.

"If His Majesty were to take a fancy to me, naturally as a subject I would comply," Li Yongxun said dreamily. "But I'd be satisfied just standing duty before him."

Seeing her lovestruck expression, Huang Tianyu found it both amusing and endearing. He could only chuckle awkwardly.

They ordered a boat bound for Foshan and had all the luggage moved aboard.

Yang Shixiang had spent the night at a familiar establishment and returned just past midnight. When they set out this morning and he discovered that the singing girl Qianqian from yesterday had suddenly changed clothes and joined their party, he assumed Doctor Liu had been moved by lust and taken her in. Liu San didn't bother explaining, simply saying Qianqian was going to Foshan to visit relatives and they were doing a good deed by escorting her. Yang Shixiang even warned Liu San about picking up women of unknown origins, lest he fall victim to the "pigeon scam." Liu San smiled wryly and promised he'd be careful—"I don't want to bring her either!"

Throughout the journey, Liu San instructed Gao Di to keep a close eye on Li Yongxun and watch for any mischief. Once aboard, Li Yongxun remained well-behaved and caused no trouble. She spent all her time in the cabin pestering Huang Tianyu to tell her about the world's wonders. Huang Tianyu, a former military enthusiast and shut-in, had no worldly tales to tell. He could only spin stories from travel forums he'd browsed in his netizen days, weaving wild tales to entertain her.

Through their conversations, he also learned something about the girl. She was an only child, her mother had died early, and she'd been raised by her father alone. This "elopement to resist marriage" was also her way of protesting her father's failure to consult her. But to Huang Tianyu's eyes, she showed none of the grim determination of someone defying an arranged marriage. It seemed more like she'd found an excuse to go traveling for fun.

After running away from home, Li Yongxun had headed straight south for Guangzhou. Since she had a distant relative in Foshan, that provided a fallback if things got desperate. Besides, she'd heard Guangzhou had many novel and amusing things. Along the way she'd encountered several dangerous situations, but her badge—borrowed from one of her father's colleagues—had always gotten her through. Having grown up exposed to her father's work, she knew something of tracking, concealment, and various underworld tricks. Ordinary street hustlers were no match for her.

"Uncle, what's this thing made from?" Li Yongxun still couldn't forget the tomato sauce. At every meal she forced Huang Tianyu to produce the bottle, and his carefully hoarded ketchup—originally meant for spreading on steamed buns—ended up mixed into her rice. She even invented tomato sauce congee, tomato sauce pickles... Eventually she just grabbed a spoon and ate it straight. Half the bottle was consumed this way. Huang Tianyu had never seen anyone this fond of ketchup.

"It's tomato ketchup. Made from a fruit called tomato."

"Tomato? Grown in Guangzhou, I suppose."

Huang Tianyu gave a vague reply. He didn't want to mention Lingao to this girl, lest it slip out and she demand to go there too.

"Probably brought in from some foreign place," he said.

"Uncle, give me this ketchup, won't you?" The girl was utterly shameless. Twenty-eight-year-old Huang Tianyu had never had such a cute girl hang on him, calling him "uncle" so sweetly. He agreed immediately.

Liu San, learning of this, demanded she trade her "Supreme Bliss Powder" in exchange—the stuff had nerve-numbing properties and might serve as reference for the Health Department to develop plant-based anesthetics.

Apart from this ketchup-for-powder exchange, the journey passed without incident. On the morning of the third day, the boat arrived at Foshan pier. The group disembarked.

Yang Shixiang was familiar with the area, so he first led the servants and luggage to find lodging. Liu San's party had developed a profound appreciation for the inconveniences of ancient travel. Though it was barely past ten in the morning—normally prime business hours when one could handle affairs and book a room later, since reservations were available everywhere in modern times—in this era, if you didn't secure lodging quickly, you might find no rooms by evening.

Huang Tianyu hired two sedan chairs to send Li Yongxun off. This time she made no fuss, directing them to the address. When they arrived, it appeared to be a respectable household. Li Yongxun called for someone at the gate to deliver a message, and shortly several maids emerged to escort her inside. Huang Tianyu was also welcomed into the reception hall for tea.

A man who appeared to be the household steward came out to make pleasantries, inquiring about the journey's circumstances. Huang Tianyu gave the pre-agreed story: a chance meeting on the road, concern for her traveling alone as a young woman, thus the escort.

The steward expressed his thanks and asked where they were staying, then saw them out.

Huang Tianyu had barely returned to the inn when someone arrived bearing six gift boxes. They came from that very household. Yang Shixiang seemed quite pleased.

"That family certainly knows proper etiquette." He picked up the accompanying card. "There's also an invitation—apparently they value this young lady highly and want to host us for a meal."

The card was on plum-red paper, signed "Lin Ming offers respects." Judging from the name, it was probably an ordinary merchant household. Scholars wouldn't give such a simple name, Liu San surmised.

"I'd rather not go to dinner—let's decline," Huang Tianyu said, unwilling to waste time on socializing. He was eager to begin his investigation of Foshan's handicraft industries.

"They've sent an invitation," Liu San said. "We should at least observe the courtesies. Besides, we'll need to come and go from Foshan frequently in the future. Having an acquaintance here would be helpful."

Yang Shixiang agreed heartily. The banquet was for the next day. Since they'd found lodging smoothly and it was only just past noon with time to spare, they decided Liu San and Yang Shixiang would first pay a visit to this trip's primary objective: Yang Runkai Hall. Negotiations for cooperation weren't likely to succeed on the first try—best to get started early.

They prepared four gift boxes from items brought from Lingao—mostly local products—and hired two sedan chairs to convey them to the pharmacy.

Foshan Town, together with Hankou in Hubei, Jingdezhen in Jiangxi, and Zhuxian in Henan, was called one of the "Four Great Towns." Its commercial prosperity during the Ming and Qing dynasties rivaled even Guangzhou. The local porcelain and silk were major exports, and industry and commerce flourished tremendously. Guildhalls from all eighteen provinces were established here—truly a crossroads of the realm.

Liu San's party had been walking through the streets for over half an hour when they spotted an archway ahead. A strong medicinal scent reached their nostrils—they must be arriving.

The sedan chairs stopped. Gao Di came to lift the curtain, and Liu San stepped out. The pharmacy before him was impressive! He'd been to the original Beijing Tongrentang location, but even that was slightly inferior to this.

The storefront was seven bays wide, all two stories tall. The center bay served as the main entrance, while the other six housed warehouses. Drugs were stored upstairs and downstairs, and the smell was intense.

Yang Shixiang led him through the main gate into the front courtyard. The flagstone-paved yard was crowded with sedan chairs, carriages, sedan bearers, drivers, and attendants waiting about—bustling like a marketplace. In the center of the courtyard, two mat-roofed pavilions had been set up on either side of the pathway. Inside sat various pots and vessels, with people queuing. Apparently they were serving tea and drinks.

But then a rank, musky smell reached his nostrils. On the west side of the courtyard—partitioned off by stone barriers—was a deer pen housing several sika deer. Since it was already early summer and quite hot, the deer lay listlessly beneath an awning. Still, this attracted many onlookers.

This customer-attraction gimmick was something Liu San had only read about in books. He couldn't help studying it more closely.

"Yang Runkai Hall's Whole Deer Pills and deer antler are famous," Yang Shixiang said. "Our ancestors built our fortune on these."

Whole Deer Pills supplemented the kidneys and essence, nourished vital energy and cultivated the foundation—a major tonic. In a commercially prosperous place like Foshan, wealthy people congregated. Naturally there were many who had "the ailment of kings." No wonder the Yang family had grown rich on this.

"My family originally lived in Liaodong in the drug trade. It wasn't until my great-great-grandfather's generation that we moved to Foshan. That's how we came to have this craft," Yang Shixiang explained his family history. "Originally there were several family friends still there, but after affairs in Liaodong deteriorated, they all probably perished. Alas!"

So the Yang family had originally come from Liaodong—this surprised Liu San considerably.

"Why didn't Runshitang make these pills?"

"Who would buy them in a place like Lingao?"

"Your Lingao might not have buyers, but Qiongshan certainly does, and Leizhou and Lianzhou have buyers too. With this formula in your hands, there's actually great potential."

"'Whole Deer,'" Yang Shixiang said. "Such things aren't easy to obtain. They must be live deer, kept until autumn when the medicine is compounded, then slaughtered. Someone must tend them daily. My father thought about it too, but buying and raising deer is so expensive that a small shop like ours couldn't sustain it."

They ascended the stone steps. Above the main hall hung a black plaque with vermillion characters proclaiming the shop name: "Yang Runkai Hall—De Branch." Below it, two more hanging plaques with gold characters on black background read "Authentic Medicinals" and "Traditional Preparation Methods." The rear wall on both sides was lined with honeycomb-style herb cabinets and drawers, their lacquer polished to a glossy black. The shop counter ran horizontally across the center of the hall. Above the cabinets were additional carved decorative shelves displaying blue-and-white porcelain jars containing pills, powders, ointments, elixirs, and medicinal wines. Above these hung various seated plaques with inscriptions like "Efficacious as an Echo," "Scouring Mountains and Seas," and "Sage of the Marketplace"... The décor was extremely lavish and elegant—a world apart from Yang Shixiang's Runshitang. Even in modern times, no Chinese medicine shop came close to this grandeur. Liu San couldn't help but marvel.
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"How about it? Much more magnificent than Runshitang, isn't it?" Yang Shixiang smiled bitterly, a trace of envy showing through.

Although business in the hall was busy, a shop assistant came over to greet them as soon as they entered. Yang Shixiang said, "I have a calling card and a gift list. I'd like to trouble you to deliver them to your proprietor."

"Yes. May I ask the guest's name?"

"My humble surname is Yang," Yang Shixiang said. "Once you send the card in, your proprietor will naturally know."

"Yes, I'll go right away." The assistant invited them to sit on chairs to the side, served tea, and asked if they smoked, offering both water pipes and dry tobacco.

Liu San thought to himself that the service attitude of the old society was truly something. This kind of considerate respect was incomparable to the professional, tooth-baring smiles of modern service staff.

While the assistant went to deliver the message, Liu San seized the time to observe the operation of the entire pharmacy. Although there were many people coming and going, everyone had their own place. Some were filling prescriptions; some were small drug merchants carrying poles or pushing carts; and others, well-dressed and imposing, were likely major clients. No matter what kind of person came, there were specialized assistants to entertain them without a hint of disorder. Even though the ancients hadn't studied modern management, they had their own unique approaches to business administration.

He noticed a standing sign in a corner of the counter: "Delong Affiliate, Valid Throughout the Province, Drafts Issued and Cashed on Sight." So this really was a Delong affiliate. It made sense—only a large herbal medicine shop like this could mobilize tens of thousands of taels of silver at any time. The Guangzhou Station's efforts were really showing results.

Before their stools were even warm, they heard voices passing the message from inside: "Invite the Fifth Master!"

Just then, the assistant who had reported their arrival ran out. Reaching Yang Shixiang, he first paid respects: "Fifth Master, please forgive me. I had eyes but failed to see—"

"Forget it," Yang Shixiang said calmly. "I haven't been to Foshan in a long time; it's unavoidable that you subordinates would be unfamiliar."

"No wonder!" The assistant smiled. "Please come in quickly! The Master has ordered tea served in the flower hall."

Saying this, he bowed, extended a hand to invite the guests, and led the way, taking Yang Shixiang and Liu San to a small courtyard.

This small courtyard was specifically for receiving honored guests. Amidst flowers and trees stood a row of three rooms, exquisitely decorated. Above the center door hung a small plaque reading "Seeing Heart." Before they entered the hall, a servant loudly announced: "Fifth Master has arrived!"

Then a Xiang-bamboo curtain was lifted, and a man in his thirties stepped out. His face was white as jade, and he wore a black gauze square cap and a semi-worn azure satin robe, with white cloth socks and black satin shoes. His demeanor was graceful and elegant—from head to toe, he had the air of a noble young master from a distinguished family. He didn't look at all like a local merchant.

"Fifth Brother!" The newcomer was Yang Shixiang's first cousin, the current owner of Yang Runkai Hall—De Branch, Yang Shiyi. "It's been many years since we parted. I trust you've been well!"

"Thanks to your blessings!" Yang Shixiang cupped his hands in greeting. "Are Elder Brother and Sister-in-law well?"

"Good, good. And this is—"

"This is my close friend, the famous Lingao physician, Doctor Liu."

"Disrespect, disrespect." Yang Shiyi's eyes circled Liu San's face a few times, a shrewd light revealing itself in his pupils. Indeed, he was no ordinary heir guarding the family business.

He led them into a guest room on the east side. Liu San looked around; the decorations were extremely clean and refined, with calligraphy, paintings, and antiques arranged in a scattered yet orderly fashion—the owner's taste was extraordinary.

The style of a great Ming merchant was truly impressive! Thinking that in the original timeline, within twenty years, nine out of ten such romantic and refined figures would become bleached bones by the roadside or end up dwelling in thatched shacks, facing bleak days as the dust of the red world turned to wolf smoke—he couldn't help but feel a myriad of emotions.

The two sides exchanged pleasantries and inquired about each other's families. Yang Shiyi was extremely polite, asking after their well-being and repeatedly expressing apologies, saying that business had been busy and the sea routes unsafe in recent years, so he hadn't visited Lingao. Relations between relatives had inevitably become distant, and they should visit each other more often in the future.

Eight high-footed plates containing tea refreshments and fruit had been placed on the tea table. Servants brought hand towels chilled in well water for them to wipe their sweat. The etiquette was perfect—which confused Liu San. Was Yang Shixiang being oversensitive due to his own sense of poverty? Looking at this Head Manager Yang, there wasn't a trace of snobbery.

After the social niceties, Yang Shiyi asked about Yang Shixiang's purpose.

Yang Shixiang explained his plan to purchase precious medicinal ingredients to compound two types of summer medicine.

"...Thinking it over, only Elder Brother here has the most complete selection of fine goods. Better to ask family than strangers, so I've come to disturb Elder Brother."

"Easy to say, easy to say," Yang Shiyi nodded. However, his expression clearly showed he was merely being perfunctory. He didn't even ask what medicines were needed, but simply ordered:

"Tell the kitchen to prepare a banquet. At noon I will welcome Fifth Master and this Doctor Liu."

"Yes!" the attending servant said. "Asking for the Master's instructions, there is still a dinner engagement tonight..."

"I know, we'll talk about that later."

"Elder Brother has matters to attend to tonight, so we won't dare disturb you for a banquet. We appreciate the thought," Yang Shixiang said. "I only ask Elder Brother to look at this list and instruct the assistants to help me assemble the goods. I need to take them back to Lingao to make the medicine."

"Nonsense, we brothers haven't seen each other for years—we must have a drink," Yang Shiyi said. "You want to buy some medicinal ingredients; I wonder what they are?"

Taking the list, he glanced at it a few times, muttering to himself: "Borneol... Musk... Ox gallstones... Flying gold..." He repeated the names several times before putting down the list and saying, "As for goods, your brother here has them all, but perhaps not enough for the quantity Fifth Brother wants."

Before Yang Shixiang could speak, he started explaining: This item was needed for compounding medicine, that item had been reserved by a major client, another popular item had been requested by so-and-so's connection and had to be prioritized...

Liu San finally sensed something was wrong. He watched coldly as Yang Shixiang asked, "Then how much can be allocated?"

"Mm, about one-fifth of each. For musk and flying gold, there's very little left; I can't even provide one-fifth."

"That's too little—not enough for compounding," Yang Shixiang said. "To tell you the truth, Elder Brother, I've recently taken on a big order. Once these medicines are compounded, they're sold. I originally thought your place had the most complete stock and I wouldn't need to trouble a second house..."

"Oh? Then I must congratulate Fifth Brother!" Yang Shiyi beamed. "It's just that I really don't have enough stock here!" He pondered for a moment. "How about this: I'll instruct the manager to transfer some goods from colleagues in the trade. It's just that for transferred goods, unavoidably, unavoidably..." He sighed. "Nowadays people's hearts aren't what they used to be. Even with familiar shops, transferring goods requires cash transactions! Alas!"

Liu San's impression of Yang Shiyi did a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. This was clearly an excuse. The more expensive the item, the more out of stock it was. Transferring goods required cash—cash on delivery? Even in modern times, few companies could achieve that, let alone in an ancient commercial society where wholesale accounts were traditionally settled three times a year. Such an excuse wouldn't fool a ghost; it was a clear statement: no cash, no goods.

Yang Shixiang had apparently anticipated this situation and hurriedly said, "Elder Brother! This time I'm not buying on credit. However much you can provide, I'll pay the full price immediately." He pulled a note from his sleeve. "I heard Elder Brother's establishment is also a Delong affiliate? That saves me the trouble of exchanging silver."

"Oh?" Yang Shiyi took it. Indeed, it was a fifty-tael sight draft issued by Delong Bank. The special paper, ink, and incredibly complex patterns were impossible for ordinary people to forge. Undoubtedly genuine!

Seeming slightly disbelieving, Yang Shiyi held it up to the light to check the watermark. Only then did he lower it. "I didn't expect Fifth Brother to have landed such a big business deal this time."

"You flatter me. Is this enough?"

"Fifth Brother is too polite, too polite. For these medicinal ingredients, your brother can certainly help scrape them together." Although he said this, he showed no intention of handing the draft back.

"If there's any surplus, add some common medicinal ingredients; I'll take them all back to Lingao."

"Good, I'll have someone arrange the consolidation immediately."

Yang Shiyi probably felt it strange that his poor cousin could suddenly pay cash, so he kept making polite conversation, trying to fish for information. But Yang Shixiang kept his mouth tight and said nothing, only asking if the powdered medicines he compounded could be sold on consignment at Yang Runkai Hall, and perhaps wholesaled on his behalf.

Yang Shixiang currently had no ability to distribute goods directly on the mainland. Finding a large, reputable firm with extensive commercial connections like Yang Runkai Hall to handle consignment was naturally the most cost-effective method.

"This—" Yang Shiyi hesitated. "Fifth Brother, you know the ancestral rules. We don't allow patent medicines from outside without seeing the prescription. If they don't treat the illness, or if the efficacy isn't obvious, people won't say the prescription is wrong; they'll say our Yang Runkai Hall sells bad goods..."

"Elder Brother can rest assured. I've reviewed these two prescriptions. The formulation and preparation are indeed unique, and there will absolutely be no problems."

Seeing him still hesitating, Yang Shixiang handed over samples of the Plague-Repelling Powder and Zhuge Marching Powder. Yang Shiyi took them skeptically, poured some onto the back of his hand, rubbed it with his fingers, and sniffed.

"The medicine seems fine," Yang Shiyi said. "But it's nothing extraordinary—just refreshing the mind and clearing the orifices. Promoting it at Yang Runkai Hall might be difficult. How about this: Fifth Brother has come a long way, and I can't let you leave empty-handed. Later I'll call the shopkeeper of 'Gongji Hall' to help you consign it there. How about that?"

Yang Shixiang's face instantly turned ugly. He remembered Liu San's words about opening up the market—right now, he could only rely on Yang Runkai Hall's help. He couldn't tear up his face. But selling at Gongji Hall would drastically devalue his painstakingly manufactured medicines, making the hope of opening the market very slim. How could he justify this to Liu San, who had provided the prescriptions and working capital?
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Liu San didn't know the background of this Gongji Hall, but seeing Yang Shixiang's expression shift uncertainly, he guessed it wasn't a prestigious place. He heard Yang Shixiang say, "Elder Brother! You know what kind of medicines Gongji Hall sells. How can they use fine ingredients like borneol and musk? If these two prepared medicines go in there, won't they be ruined? How could they ever gain market recognition? I must ask Elder Brother to help promote them properly."

"It's not that I don't want to help," Yang Shiyi kept hedging. "It's really that the ancestral rules are hard to violate."

"Am I considered an outsider too?!" Yang Shixiang said, unable to bear it any longer.

This checked his cousin firmly. Ancient people stressed "kinship and benevolence" within the clan. Yang Shixiang was not only not an outsider but a member of the direct branch. Although they lived far apart, his status in the clan was not low. If Yang Shiyi had used the excuse of caution in purchasing, others would have nothing to say. But using "ancestral rules" as an excuse was practically breaking his own word.

"You speak too heavily, too heavily!" Yang Shiyi was extremely embarrassed and momentarily speechless, so he could only evade. "We'll discuss this later, discuss it later! The elders all want to see you, Fifth Brother, after so many years. Please come to the inner residence first."

Seeing his cousin leave no room for negotiation, Yang Shixiang had to stand up and follow him into the inner residence. It wasn't appropriate for Liu San to follow, and a servant came over to ask him to wait in the parlor. Liu San thought that rather than sitting alone waiting, he might as well sit in the main pharmacy hall outside to watch and learn more about the local customs. He asked the servant to lead him out and sat idly in the guest area of the main hall.

Bored, Liu San reflected that his calculation had been mistaken. He had thought the strategy of using cash to buy ingredients to build goodwill, then asking for consignment, was a "win-win" idea the other party would surely accept. Unexpectedly, it was wishful thinking—in this world, how could everything fall neatly into one's calculations?

If consignment couldn't be arranged, the sales of traditional Chinese medicines on the mainland would have to rely on the Guangzhou Station to pioneer. They had already started quite a few industries; would opening a pharmacy stretch them too thin? He'd heard the money supply wasn't too loose either.

However, Yang Shiyi had mentioned asking a "Gongji Hall" to sell on consignment. Judging by Yang Shixiang's tone, this establishment was quite unbearable. He didn't know the specific situation—if it was a small shop, perhaps the transmigrator group could consider supporting it...

While he was pondering silently, a shop assistant came to refill his tea. Liu San stopped him. "Little brother, let me ask you something."

"Please speak, sir."

"What kind of place is Gongji Hall?"

The assistant was stunned and asked in return, "Sir, how do you know of that place?"

"I just happened to hear of it. Is it your branch?"

"Sir, it's complicated," the assistant said.

It turned out this "Gongji Hall" was a branch of "Yang Runkai Hall—De Branch." But it was different from ordinary branches. First, it was jointly funded by all the "Western Partners"—that is, the hired employees—of "Yang Runkai Hall—De Branch." Regardless of rank, from the head manager down to the apprentices, everyone contributed funds, three taels of silver each. Those who couldn't afford it could have it deducted from their wages over the years. The profits earned were distributed equally among all "Western Partners" as dividends—a kind of employee benefit. "Gongji Hall" sold goods that were second-rate items eliminated from "Yang Runkai Hall—De Branch's" sales, so the prices were cheap and very popular among poor commoners.

"...'Gongji Hall' is located right next door to our main shop. It specializes in retail and also handles some wholesale business for small rural medicine merchants."

"So that's how it is." Liu San understood why Yang Shixiang didn't want to put his medicine in "Gongji Hall" for sale. It wasn't on the same level at all!

As they were speaking, a commotion arose in the courtyard. People began to gather and watch something below the steps of the main hall.

"Don't look, don't look." A manager came out to maintain order.

"What's going on?" Liu San couldn't see clearly and asked the assistant.

"Probably someone has suffered heatstroke or sha," the assistant sighed. "It's not even too hot yet. In the sixth month, there are several cases of heatstroke in the courtyard every day."

"Why?" Liu San was amazed. Was the courtyard of Yang Runkai Hall particularly prone to heatstroke?

"This is also a bit of kindness from our pharmacy manager," the assistant pointed to the two mat sheds in the courtyard. "One side serves Prunella tea brewed by our shop, specifically for customers waiting to fill prescriptions. The other side serves 'Safety Soup' for dispelling summer heat, specifically to treat summer heat, filth, and various evils. Poor families, beggars on the street, and foundry workers who contract seasonal epidemics and have no money for medical treatment or medicine come here to drink a bowl of 'Safety Soup.' But some are already severely ill—even after drinking, they still undergo an attack. If they can't catch their breath, they lose their little lives. Alas!"

"So that's it." Liu San nodded. The sense of social responsibility in the traditional Chinese medicine community was quite good.

He continued drinking tea—then suddenly realized: wasn't this a perfect opportunity to promote his own patent medicine?

He hurried to his feet and walked quickly down the steps. In the mat shed lay a large man, looking only in his early twenties, but tall for this era—a full 1.7 meters. His build was sturdy. He wore tattered clothes of indistinguishable color, had a rope tied around his waist, was barefoot, and looked covered in dust and grime. Beside him lay a wooden stick and a ragged bundle. Simply the standard attire of a Ming dynasty beggar.

Liu San found it strange. This person's sturdy build didn't look like a beggar struggling on the starvation line for a long time, but his face was haggard and sallow, obviously malnourished—which clearly wasn't faked.

Regardless of what kind of person he was, lying on a torn straw mat now, he was breathing out more than in, his jaw clenched tight, his face pale. Liu San reached out and touched his forehead.

"This gentleman—" The assistant guarding the side hurriedly blocked him.

"I am a doctor!" Liu San said in a deep voice. The assistant fell silent. The surrounding onlookers, seeing a doctor step forward to treat the beggar, quieted down.

His forehead was covered in cold sweat. Liu San felt his pulse—it was deep, hidden, and weak. He asked the assistant dispensing medicine:

"Did this person collapse suddenly?"

"Yes, he asked for a bowl of Safety Soup, and just after drinking a few mouthfuls..."

Liu San nodded. This was a critical symptom of sha blocking the internal and qi escaping externally. Without emergency rescue, death could follow easily. According to the Chinese medicine treatment model, one should unblock the closure and secure the escape at this time, first blowing Opening Gate Powder into the nasal orifices to induce sneezing and unblock the closure.

Liu San didn't have Opening Gate Powder, but he had Zhuge Marching Powder. He busily took it out, poured some onto a piece of paper, and gently blew it into the beggar's nasal cavity.

The medicine was indeed efficacious. As soon as the powder entered, the patient reacted almost immediately. His body began to move, and his eyelids opened.

"He's awake! He's awake!" The surrounding people let out a cry. Liu San pressed his philtrum and Neiguan acupoints with his fingers. Seeing that his consciousness was completely clear, he instructed the assistant beside him, "Feed him some water!" Only then did he stand up.

A crowd had already gathered around, asking him the name of the medicine and where it was sold. Some impatient ones simply wanted him to sell them the medicine he had on him.

"Fellow villagers and elders." Liu San cupped his hands in a circle and said in his choppy Cantonese, "I am Liu San, newly arrived in your noble land today. This medicine is called Zhuge Marching Powder, formulated by myself. Because I am traveling in the summer heat, I carry it for safety. If everyone wants to buy it, I am really in a difficult spot—"

Advertising on someone else's turf required moderation. Just making the medicine name and person's name clear was enough. The common people would naturally follow the clues when the time came.

Liu San bowed and explained several times before the crowd slowly dispersed. Liu San's confidence soared—summer medicines like Zhuge Marching Powder had a huge market.

While he was feeling pleased, he saw Yang Shixiang walking out from inside, looking none too lively—obviously, the trip inside hadn't yielded good results.

Back at the inn, Yang Shixiang said, "Brother Liu, this matter of asking 'Yang Runkai Hall' to consign is probably not going to happen. You saw my cousin—he's very shrewd!"

Liu San nodded. "Still didn't agree?"

"Not a flat refusal either. Just constantly circling. I don't know what idea he's harboring." Yang Shixiang took a towel from a servant, wiped his face, and drank a cup of herbal tea. "Brother Liu, where did you get your bank note?"

"Naturally from Guangzhou. Doesn't the note say Guangzhou Delong Bank?"

"Delong, heh heh, is probably also your Australian industry. Delong Grain Shop also has grain tickets." Yang Shixiang laughed. "That elder brother of mine wasn't very interested in the consignment matter, but kept asking where I got the note. He also fished for information about your background."

"What did you say?"

"The note—naturally I said it was deposit money given by a client." Yang Shixiang gave a self-mocking smile. "He wouldn't believe to his death that I have fifty taels of silver cash to use. As for you, I only said you are a doctor who recently arrived in Lingao with brilliant medical skills. Looking at him, he didn't seem to believe it much."

"This matter might still have a turning point." Liu San thought: Yang Shiyi is quite sharp—he saw the main point at a glance. It seems the consignment matter isn't hopeless yet. If we can properly utilize the prestige the Guangzhou Station has accumulated in Guangdong, we might succeed.

"What turning point could there be? I think we should pack up, wait for the goods to be ready tomorrow, and head home."

As they spoke, Huang Tianyu returned. He had taken Chen Tong around Foshan that afternoon, hiring an inn assistant as a guide, specifically to look at Foshan's handicraft industries. He also wanted to see if there were any personnel he could bring back.

Compared to Liu San's group, Huang Tianyu's harvest for the half-day was much greater.

He had visited several casting workshops and ceramic kilns. He saw large quantities of civilian items like bells, tripods, and incense burners being cast, as well as many cannons—he heard that because Guangdong iron was good and not brittle, the court was casting cannons on a large scale in Guangdong to supply Liaodong. Many casting workshops were overwhelmed with orders.
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"Crude they may be, but the scale is genuinely impressive," Huang Tianyu observed. Every foundry he visited pulsed with frenetic energy—flames roaring, workers bustling, bronze and iron alike taking shape beneath hammers and bellows. The operations had already grown to considerable size. In the open yard of just one workshop, dozens of cannons in various sizes and lengths stood arrayed—bronze sentinels and iron giants alike—leaving Huang Tianyu momentarily dazzled by the sheer abundance.

The cannon-casting in these workshops still relied on traditional clay-mold methods, though the craftsmanship was admirably refined. In Huang Tianyu's estimation, however, these remained old-fashioned guns—Hu Dun cannons that crouched like tigers, Francophone pieces, and even the largest were merely Great General cannons. None bore the hallmarks of the legendary Western-style red barbarian guns.

"There are many foundry workers here, and their wages are surprisingly meager," Huang Tianyu reported quietly once they'd returned to their room. "I made inquiries—only the lead craftsmen earn one or two taels per month. The ordinary workers are paid by the day, and many cannot even afford to marry. Life is exceedingly hard. With the wages we offer, recruiting shouldn't prove difficult."

"And what of the ceramic workers you intended to recruit?"

Liu San was not a member of the Industry Committee, but as the leader of this expedition, all matters required his consultation before action.

"Even worse off." Huang Tianyu's expression grew somber. "I shall not mince words—today I witnessed my first mass grave. Near one of the larger kilns, at the bottom of a pit, bones lay piled like cordwood. Workers who die with no kin to claim them are simply tossed in. In the half hour I stood there, several fresh bodies were added. The living workers appear scarcely better—soot-covered specters, each one looking like a little ghost escaped from hell. I hear many are currently unemployed. Recruiting them should prove even easier than the foundry workers."

"Proceed with recruitment, then." Liu San nodded. "But we're strangers here, without official status. We cannot operate openly. Should officials come asking what we're recruiting workers for, what answer do we give?"

"We likely cannot post a recruiting sign, but we can work through personal connections." Huang Tianyu had already considered this. "First, we approach one or two workers. Then have them recruit others willing to relocate to Lingao. The initial batch needn't be large—a dozen or so will suffice. Once they've experienced the benefits, we can send them back to quietly recruit more."

"Very well. Let us proceed that way." Liu San withdrew a fifty-tael note from his robe. "Tomorrow I'll visit Yang Runkai Hall to exchange this for smaller bills; then you can begin paying settling-in fees. Two taels of silver to each worker willing to make the journey. And don't forget—ensure they press their thumbprints on the contracts!" He opened a small jewelry case reserved for important documents and extracted a stack of pre-printed contract forms.

"Qiwei maintains a branch office here in Foshan," Liu San continued. "Once you've gathered the workers, deliver them there in batches to establish contact. Someone will arrange their departure." He handed Huang Tianyu an ivory chit. "Here's the token."

The two were deep in their clandestine discussion when a commotion arose outside. Chen Tong hurried in to report: "Master Liu, there's a beggar who insists on seeing you."

"A beggar?" Liu San frowned, turning the matter over in his mind. Likely the young beggar he had treated earlier that day. "Give him a few hundred wen and send him away."

"I gave him money, but he refused it," Chen Tong said. "He claims you saved his life and wishes to meet you in person to kowtow his thanks."

"Very well. Bring him in." Liu San sighed with resignation. Good deeds sometimes bred inconveniences.

Moments later, a sturdy young man strode into the room. It was indeed the man Liu San had treated that afternoon—but in just a few hours, he had recovered completely. His walk was powerful and vigorous, bearing the unmistakable stamp of a martial man.

Upon seeing Liu San, he immediately dropped to his knees: "Huang Andé thanks Doctor Liu for saving my life!"

"No need for such formality. Please rise." Liu San helped him up, privately resolving that a bath would be essential before sleeping tonight—the fellow gave off a pungent mixture of odors that defied ready identification.

Huang Andé rose to his feet. He possessed Mongolian eyes, high cheekbones, and a straight nose—features distinctly different from the local physiognomy. His eyes, though not large, were bright and spirited. His manner and bearing suggested neither a professional beggar accustomed to fawning in the streets, nor a typical timid countryman. Liu San found himself somewhat favorably impressed. He instructed Chen Tong to bring five hundred wen and a bottle of Plague-Repelling Powder to give the man.

"No, no—I couldn't!" Huang Andé shook his head repeatedly. "I came specifically to kowtow to my benefactor in thanks. The pharmacy assistant said that without your immediate treatment, I would have lost my life."

"Saving lives is a physician's duty. There is no need to speak of benefactors." Liu San assumed a sincere expression, neglecting to mention that his true purpose had been advertising. "You have no money now, and the summer heat is at its peak. Take these to have on hand, just in case."

Huang Andé said nothing further, but bowed deeply once more before turning to leave.

Liu San noticed his muscular arms and the scars marking his hands. A thought stirred in his mind, and he quickly called out:

"Might I ask, Brother Huang—what was your former occupation? How did you fall into such straits?"

"I used to work at a foundry here," Huang Andé answered gruffly. "Had no real skills—just sold my strength for food. The foreman said I ate too much and had too foul a temper, so he dismissed me a few days ago."

A foundry worker—how convenient. Liu San and Huang Tianyu exchanged meaningful glances. They shared the same thought: keep him. This young man had strength and foundry experience. With proper training back home, he could become a fine worker. At the very least, with that physique, he would make an excellent soldier—recruits standing 1.7 meters remained quite rare.

Huang Tianyu spoke up: "Brother Huang, I have a property in Qiongzhou Prefecture that happens to need workers. Since you have nowhere to go, why not accompany me to Qiongzhou?"

"Go to Qiongzhou?" Huang Andé's eyes rolled in thought. "No! I've heard that place is rife with miasmas and plagues. Go there and you'll likely perish."

His refusal was blunt. Liu San laughed: "This property is jointly owned by myself and Master Huang here. With me there, what is there to fear? I guarantee your safety."

Huang Andé hesitated at this, then after a moment asked: "Will there be meat to eat?" He quickly added: "Even once every ten days or half a month would suffice! I'm not a greedy man."

"Yes." Liu San's answer was direct. Currently, the New Army and heavy laborers in the Industry Department received a dietary standard that included fish daily and meat weekly. Not large quantities, but absolutely guaranteed.

"Then I shall go with you!" Huang Andé nodded decisively, then knelt again to kowtow: "Master!"

"No more kowtowing." Liu San found this fellow charmingly straightforward. A pity he wasn't suited for studying medicine, or Liu San would have kept him by his side. "Just sign the contract."

"Must I sell myself?" Huang Andé looked reluctant. "If it means selling myself into bondage, I refuse. I have no wish to be anyone's slave."

"It's not selling yourself—it's a labor contract. Don't you sign a contract when you work as a long-term laborer?"

"Very well!" He nodded.

He pressed his thumbprint to the document. Liu San asked whether he had any family here who should accompany him, or if he preferred two taels of silver as a settling-in allowance.

"I'm a bachelor with no family here. No need for silver. Following the master means there will be meat to eat." Huang Andé grinned broadly.

"Where are you from?"

"Human feces?" Huang Andé scratched his head in confusion. "I'm not human feces."

"I mean—where is your hometown?"

"Ah! I'm from Shandong, born and raised in Dengzhou." Huang Andé's expression shifted. "Couldn't make a living in Dengzhou anymore. I heard a buddy of mine was transferred to Guangdong for garrison duty, so I came to seek him out for a meal. But then..." At this, he suddenly fell silent.

So this Huang Andé harbored hidden circumstances. "Transferred"? Combined with his manner and bearing, Liu San surmised he was likely a deserter from the government army. A deserter was a deserter—as long as he could work, it mattered little.

Liu San instructed Chen Tong to take the man for a bath, find a barber to trim his hair, and purchase two sets of clothes from a secondhand shop. He also directed Gao Di to air out their formal attire in preparation for the next day's banquet at that Mr. Lin's residence.



That day happened to be Madam Lin's twenty-eighth birthday. The entire household hummed with festive energy. Nearly every prominent merchant and gentry member in the vicinity had come to pay respects. A steady stream of guests offered congratulations, rendering the Lin residence extraordinarily lively.

The Lin family were neither merchants nor gentry. The reason everyone valued them so highly—fawning over them with such enthusiasm—was that Lin Ming held the position of Probationary Centurion at the local Embroidered Guard Centurion's Office, effectively the second-in-command. The actual Centurion, old Centurion Liu, was elderly and befuddled. Apart from collecting his monthly stipend, he had long since ceased involving himself in the office's affairs. In modern terms, Lin Ming served as the de facto chief administrator.

After the midday meal, Lin Ming saw off the morning's guests and ordered tables of fruits, cakes, and refreshments arranged in the inner courtyard, inviting close relatives and friends to enjoy the opera together.

On the temporarily constructed stage in the courtyard, performers were presenting Kunqu opera. They had engaged Zhang Qiao, a celebrated Kunqu performer from Nanhai County—excellent in both appearance and voice. The audience watched, thoroughly enraptured.

In the place of honor below sat the guest of honor herself: Madam Lin. In Foshan, her appearance had long been a subject of local discussion—the high nose, deep-set eyes, and slightly curly hair. Her eyes held a brownish hue, lending her the air of a Persian beauty. Madam Lin was indeed a descendant of the Semu people. Her ancestors had served in the Embroidered Guard for generations, holding middle- and lower-rank positions such as Bailiff, Minor Flag, and Sub-Flag. In terms of social standing, she was well-matched for the Lin family.

According to the laws of the Great Ming, Semu people were not permitted to marry among themselves. After three centuries of intermarriage with Han Chinese, they had become virtually indistinguishable from ordinary subjects. Women with such distinctively Semu features as Madam Lin were quite rare—a source of particular pride for Centurion Lin, who had married her despite her being a year his elder. Everyone agreed that Centurion Lin possessed rather unique tastes.
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Speaking of Centurion Lin, he was a man of distinguished appearance who suffered from a particular affliction of the flesh. Ever since inheriting the family's hereditary Probationary Centurion position, he had displayed a pronounced tendency toward expanding his household's collection of concubines, devoting himself constantly to the pursuit of beautiful women. Were it not for concerns about his official reputation and limited finances, he would probably have assembled a dozen or so by now. Even as matters stood, by the time he finally took a wife, his household already contained four concubines and maidservants who shared his bed—his so-called "Four Guardian Kings." With the addition of Madam Lin, Lin Ming had declared with evident satisfaction: "This is what they call 'Five Blessings Surrounding Longevity.'"

At the moment, Centurion Lin sat grandly in the master's seat beside his wife, with his four concubines arranged in a crescent formation behind them—a picture of "the moon attended by stars." Lin Ming gazed left and right, thoroughly pleased with himself.

Just as they were watching the opera, a servant approached to report: "The young Miss Li has arrived."

Lin Ming frowned. "Which young Miss Li?"

"The daughter of Master Li of the Jiangning Centurion Office..." The servant presented a note written by Li Yongxun.

"Ah, it's her." Lin Ming was puzzled. Li Yongxun was his wife's cousin. Since Madam Lin had married and relocated to Foshan, the two families had maintained little contact owing to the vast distance. Why had she suddenly arrived without any advance letter?

"Who escorted her here?"

"According to the young miss, two medicine merchants—"

"Outrageous!" Lin Ming muttered under his breath.

"Husband, what has upset you?" Madam Lin turned her head inquiringly.

"Your Li family cousin has arrived." Lin Ming handed over Li Yongxun's note. "She's fifteen years old now, yet engages in such reckless behavior!"

"She's here now; there's no use in anger." Madam Lin remained composed. "I shall go receive her." She smiled prettily, the expression drawing out two deep dimples in her cheeks. Centurion Lin immediately felt half his body go weak.

"Very well."

"And the merchants who escorted Qianqian here—we should host a dinner to thank them. After all, they brought her safely from such a great distance."

Lin Ming considered. "That's reasonable. The kitchen has plenty of everything prepared anyway."

Madam Lin took two maidservants and went to meet her cousin. She asked the messenger: "Where is the young cousin now?"

"She's in the flower hall."

"Take her to my room."

When the sisters finally met, there was naturally an outpouring of long-separated affection. Before long, Li Yongxun said: "Sister, I'm nearly dying of heat. Let me wash up and change clothes first!"

"Of course, of course." Madam Lin turned to her maidservants: "Fetch several buckets of hot water, and have Aunt Zhang go to the back street to purchase a new bathtub."

In short order, both hot and cold water arrived along with the bathtub. Madam Lin first secured the door, drew the window shutters tight, and lowered all the bamboo blinds. The room instantly grew dim. Madam Lin stepped forward to remove her cousin's hairpins, loosen her sash, and help her out of her outer garments. Then she unwound the cloth strips wrapped around her chest, layer by layer, until only her close-fitting bodice remained. Madam Lin's slender fingers moved deftly, unfastening the silver chain that held the bodice in place, and the soft satin garment slipped away.

Li Yongxun turned aside bashfully. But Madam Lin caught her by the waist with both hands and whispered in her ear: "Qianqian, your waist has grown much slimmer."

"Sister, you're terrible—" Li Yongxun squirmed. "Was I a barrel before?"

"No, you had a willow waist before too. Only—" Madam Lin's hands cupped the two small buds on Qianqian's chest— "these have grown considerably..."

"Sister, you're dreadful, touching me like this!" The contact sent a strange tingling sensation through Li Yongxun's chest. She quickly pushed her sister's hands away. "I'm going to bathe now. Just send a maidservant to attend me."

"Maidservants are clumsy with their big rough hands." Through the dim light filtering through the bamboo blinds, Madam Lin could discern only a slender, willowy silhouette—fine pale skin, black hair falling to her shoulders, legs pressed tightly together, her bodice clutched to her front for what modesty it could offer. She smiled: "Have you forgotten? When you visited sister's home as a little girl, didn't sister bathe you?" She walked over and took her hand, speaking softly:

"Come. Sister will help you bathe."

A waft of Madam Lin's body fragrance reached Li Yongxun's nose—neither musk nor orchid—and went straight to her heart. Before she knew what she was doing, she had allowed herself to be led along.



After a refreshing bath, Madam Lin had a maidservant bring a complete new toiletry set. She helped restyle her cousin's hair and apply fresh makeup, then provided some of her own clean clothes to change into. Only then did they open the door and venture out to meet Lin Ming.

Lin Ming was largely indifferent about his young sister-in-law's arrival. Since his wife was willing to take her in, he would let his wife manage the matter. Besides, having such a pleasing and lively young sister-in-law around would add some variety to life. When asked about the journey, Li Yongxun naturally gave nine parts lies to one part truth. The only truthful portions were probably the events from boarding the boat outside Guangzhou to arriving in Foshan. Naturally, she mentioned nothing of stealing the official badge, disguising herself as a singing girl, or drugging people with "Supreme Bliss Powder."

Lin Ming nodded approvingly: "It appears these merchants are upright gentlemen. We should thank them properly."

"Indeed. At minimum, we ought to send a calling card to demonstrate our courtesy."

"As my wife says." Lin Ming was quite compliant with her wishes. He immediately had someone prepare a card and dispatch it to their inn.

How to thank them? He was most reluctant to give material gifts. Though his position as Probationary Centurion brought in a decent income, there were superiors to cultivate with gifts, colleagues to entertain when they passed through, and a wife plus four concubines to keep in finery—not to mention the crowds of servants, maids, and old nurses requiring support. Expenses were considerable. The court's stipend had limits, especially for a department like the Embroidered Guard that was riddled with sinecure positions—over eighty thousand people receiving government pay in all. Salaries were never disbursed on time. Fortunately, being a local Centurion had its perquisites, or he truly wouldn't know how to make ends meet.

If he hosted just one banquet, the courtesy might seem too slight, and relatives and friends who heard about it would gossip. Just as he was deliberating, Madam Lin suggested: "Since you'll be hosting them tomorrow anyway, and they're merchants who came to conduct business in Foshan, why not invite a few local major merchants to accompany them? Do them this small favor."

"An excellent idea. But which merchants should I invite?"

"Qianqian mentioned that Doctor Liu is a physician, and Shopkeeper Yang owns an apothecary. Why not invite Grand Shopkeeper Yang of Yangrunkai Hall to join them? He's the leading figure in that trade here."

"An excellent point. My wife thinks of everything."

"And also invite a certain Mister Li Luoyou. He just arrived in Foshan a few days ago and sent birthday gifts today. His family dealt in goods from beyond the passes—a substantial business. Your humble wife has heard that many precious medicinal ingredients come from beyond the passes. This Mister Li, though he's been residing within the passes for years now, may still maintain some stock..."

Lin Ming naturally knew Li Luoyou. Not only did he know him—that very day he had accepted a "generous gift" beyond the birthday presents, having concluded a certain arrangement. He smiled: "Wife, you're overthinking this. Business matters are for them to work out among themselves. Your husband is merely bringing people together for a gathering. Whether they can conclude any deals is their own affair."

"Yes, husband's instruction is correct." Madam Lin smiled demurely. "Tonight, with Qianqian here, we sisters have some private words to exchange. Would husband please stay with Qingyun tonight?"

"You're always having private conversations with your sisters." Lin Ming grumbled. "Who knows whether you spend more nights with Qingyun and Bibo or with your husband, month by month..."

"Now, husband shouldn't quibble." Madam Lin's eyes moved beguilingly, quite enchanting. "Have I ever left husband alone in an empty bed? Besides, this is my cousin—practically family. She must be looked after properly."

Lin Ming appeared to have further objections. Madam Lin leaned close and whispered: "Tomorrow night, your humble wife and Bibo shall attend to husband together..."



Li Luoyou had arrived in Foshan several days earlier. Traveling with him were two foreigners: one was an Englishman named John Quark who had traded in Macao for many years—Li Luoyou and his Chinese acquaintances jokingly called him "Quark Qiong" (Quark the Poor); the other was a German Jesuit missionary named Ma Yangchun.

Since receiving orders from his father in the late Tianqi reign to come to Guangzhou and assume control of the family's foreign trade business, Li Luoyou had made the trip to Foshan almost every two or three months to order porcelain, silk, and medicinal ingredients, exporting them through Quark Qiong's channels.

The Li family had been wealthy merchants for generations. Being also natives of Beizhili—right under the imperial capital—they carried a certain official air. The traveling party had set out from Guangzhou with three large boats, proceeding grandly along the river. Upon reaching the dock, they went straight to the branch office of "Liaohai Trading Company" on Foshan's Datong Street. To receive the master, the branch's Manager Cheng had prepared everything ten days in advance. When the sedan chairs arrived, Li Luoyou and his guests—along with his wife's nephew Gu Baocheng, who had been rescued from the chaos during the great retreat from Guangning and was now the sole surviving blood relative of his wife's clan—plus a secretary who handled correspondence, were escorted into the reception hall. Four specially prepared clever young servants rushed about bringing face-washing water and tea. Li Luoyou enjoyed the servants' ministrations while inquiring about various local news.

After the initial bustle subsided and everyone was seated, Li Luoyou ordered the two foreign guests sent to their rooms to rest, with strict instructions to attend to them well.

One of his personal servants brought from the journey, named Saoye, carried over a water pipe and began packing it for him. At the same time, he whispered: "Concubine Jiang has settled in and asks when Master will come to her?"

"Did I come to Foshan to keep her company?" His tone conveyed undisguised annoyance at Concubine Jiang's lack of understanding. "Tell her to kneel and reflect. I'll deal with her when I come in."

Harsh punishment at the first word, with no tenderness for fragrant beauty. The assembled servants held their breath, not daring to respond.

"Yes." Saoye dared not say more and departed for the inner quarters to deliver the order, secretly sympathizing with this unlucky Concubine Jiang. This sort of cold, ruthless household discipline had grown ever more severe since Li Luoyou's narrow escape from beyond the passes.

"Master," the branch's Manager Cheng approached to ask for instructions: "How shall dinner be arranged? Should we have Master's cook prepare Western food?" The Li household, doing business with Western merchants year-round, maintained a Western-style cook on staff along with various seasonings, utensils, and ingredients. They had brought everything along for this trip—partly to entertain the two foreign guests, and partly to impress certain business partners with an exotic feast.
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"No need," Li Luoyou replied. "Both guests can eat Chinese cuisine, and they rather enjoy it. Have Cook Liao prepare the meal." Cook Liao was his personal chef, brought from the Guangzhou household—a man renowned for several signature dishes. His roast suckling pig and roast mutton were particularly celebrated throughout Guangzhou city. Li Luoyou had brought him along specifically for the convenience of local entertaining.

"Yes. I shall arrange it immediately." Manager Cheng withdrew. Li Luoyou rose and said to Gu Baocheng: "Come with me."

Gu Baocheng was still a youth of fifteen or sixteen. He stood visibly in awe of his uncle-by-marriage, following close behind.

"The homework I assigned you on the boat—have you completed it? Were there parts you failed to understand?"

"Replying to Master: your nephew has completed it," said Gu Baocheng—for the Li family followed the custom of official households where sons, daughters, and nephews addressed their elders as "Master." "There were just a few geometry problems I couldn't solve. I shall need to ask Master for guidance."

"Mm. Bring your exercise book to the study this evening."

They arrived at the study, which had been swept clean. Over a dozen large cabinets held correspondence and account ledgers. Cabinets containing important documents bore locks. Li Luoyou inspected the seals on each cabinet, confirmed they were intact, then tore them off one by one before settling into his seat.

Gu Baocheng naturally dared not sit and remained standing in attendance at his side.

"Baocheng! Grind ink and write several letters."

"Yes!" Gu Baocheng was somewhat puzzled. Letter-writing was normally the secretary's responsibility; confidential matters Li Luoyou handled personally. Why was he being asked? He dared not question the instruction and hurried to the purple sandalwood writing desk. Taking a stick of Cheng Junfang ink, he began grinding it on a Tang-era Duan inkstone.

"Use Song-style regular script! Write—" Li Luoyou's letters were addressed to his agents in Shenyang—the "Shengjing" of the Jurchens. These agents were numerous. Some operated businesses locally; others specialized in cultivating connections with Later Jin nobility and officials. Since the Guangning evacuation, the Li family's Liaodong enterprise had been utterly destroyed. After witnessing the tragic plight of Liaodong's soldiers and civilians, Li Luoyou had returned to Zhili and, after achieving some stability, begun sending people back to Liaodong to rebuild the family business. Using trade as cover, they secretly gathered intelligence on the Later Jin. He still harbored a thread of hope: that someday, when the imperial armies recovered Liaodong, his intelligence network planted there might prove useful. At minimum, they might kill a few Tartars.

The news of the great Ningyuan victory had kindled fresh hope in Li Luoyou, who had grown deeply disillusioned with court politics. The Tianqi Emperor had passed away, Prince Xin had succeeded to the throne, the all-powerful Wei Zhongxian had lost his position and been ordered to commit suicide, and Yuan Chonghuan had returned to prominence, proposing his memorial of "recovering Liaodong in five years"—all of this made him feel an unprecedented brightness. The Mandate of the Great Ming had not yet exhausted itself after all!

The intelligence from his Liaodong agents uniformly indicated that since the old Tartar chieftain had perished under Governor Yuan's cannons, the Later Jin regime found itself in a precarious state both politically and economically. Li Luoyou sensed that the dynasty's decline in Liaodong since the catastrophic defeat at Sarhu might finally be reversing. His activities in Liaodong over the past two years had intensified accordingly.

What he dictated for Gu Baocheng were letters of instruction regarding his agents' commercial activities in Shenyang. Liaohai Trading's business in Liaodong operated mainly through the Pidao channel, smuggling goods into Later Jin-controlled territory—selling domestic goods and purchasing ginseng, deer antler, and furs, especially fine black sable pelts. This trade was illegal under the Great Ming, but was welcomed within Later Jin's domain. A regime built on plunder inevitably became militaristic, with agriculture in decline and all manner of goods in severe shortage. They enthusiastically supported such smuggling trade with China.

However, Li Luoyou was rather different from those treasonous Shanxi merchants. He never transported strategic materials the Later Jin desperately needed—grain, raw iron, bronze goods—into their territory. What he sent were only luxury goods useless for agriculture or warfare: mainly various silks and brocades, supplemented by fine and coarse porcelains. The barbarians, having accumulated vast wealth through plunder, had barely shed their pigskin garments before inevitably developing enormous appetites for such products. Li Luoyou's business, though not undertaken for profit, had grown ever larger—ginseng, deer antler, and sable pelts filled his coffers.

"...As for the Beile's request that we transport grain, please inform him: recent disasters have been frequent, grain prices are extreme, and there is no surplus grain available in the markets..."

He then dictated another letter regarding the ransom and recovery of former shop employees. He instructed his agents to gradually ransom all the business establishments' former clerks whose whereabouts had been discovered, along with any family members who could be located. Through these trade opportunities, he had found and ransomed quite a number of acquaintances, colleagues, and relatives who had been captured and enslaved during the Liaodong collapse. All ransomed persons were sent back within the passes. Those who proved bold, resourceful, and who burned with hatred for the Jurchens would be sent back beyond the passes—either to work as clerks in the trading posts or to settle locally doing small business while keeping their heads down. All waiting for the day when they might have their revenge.

After he finished dictating the final letter—regarding Dragon Boat Festival gifts for Later Jin nobles and officials—Gu Baocheng saw that his uncle had no further instructions and presented the letters for review. Li Luoyou examined them carefully—a neat hand of tiny regular script, densely but orderly written. He nodded with satisfaction, then withdrew a small seal from his personal calling-card case and stamped each letter.

Trade with the Later Jin was illegal, so Li Luoyou never delegated such correspondence to others. The contents avoided any business names or personal names, bore no signature, and carried no seals or inscriptions—only a design-seal mark as identification. Should the letters be lost, he would simply destroy the seal. Though Li Luoyou placed hope in the court, he knew exactly what manner of people filled its ranks.

The letters were carefully sealed and placed in wax capsules, to be carried north personally by specially selected trusted men. Plenty of ships traveled between Dengzhou and Pidao, making smuggling and secret communication quite convenient.

Li Luoyou finished sealing the wax capsules and stored them in a special jewelry box. Only then did he ask: "Baocheng! Do you understand why I had you write these three letters today?"

"Yes. Master wishes your nephew never to forget our nation's grievances and our family's hatred."

"That you understand is good." Li Luoyou nodded. "Sit."

"Your nephew dares not."

"Sit. I have things to say to you." Li Luoyou sighed. "Yesterday your uncle-by-marriage suffered another bout of dizziness. This illness has struck several times now. I fear I may not—"

"Uncle-by-marriage is in the prime of life..."

"Never mind. I won't die just yet." Li Luoyou spoke solemnly. "Your uncle crawled out from among the dead. I take life and death lightly now. The Li family's enterprise is flourishing in both wealth and descendants. What I cannot let go of is you—" He stopped Gu Baocheng's protest before it could form: "Uncle-by-marriage originally hoped to witness the court recover Liaodong, for us to return in glory and help you restore your family's business. Now it seems uncle-by-marriage may not be granted that fortune. So this Liaodong matter—from now on, you must pay closer attention and help uncle-by-marriage watch over it."

"Yes. Your nephew will respectfully follow uncle-by-marriage's instructions."

"The Portuguese in Xiangshan Ao—you should visit often as well. Uncle-by-marriage knows you don't wish to embrace Catholicism, and I won't force you. But going there can broaden your knowledge." Li Luoyou closed his eyes. "The Westerners have their own arts and sciences, no less than our Central Kingdom. The vastness of the world is far more than China's humble corner..." His words seemed aimed at Gu Baocheng in admonishment, yet also like murmuring to himself. Gu Baocheng dared not interrupt and simply stood listening.

"...You may go. The travel has been tiring; you should rest well. There are matters to discuss this evening."

"Yes." Gu Baocheng answered respectfully. Just as he was about to withdraw—seeing his uncle-by-marriage showed no sign of leaving but continued opening and reading correspondence from various branches—he asked: "Will Master not take some rest?"

"I'm not tired. I'll rest in a moment."

"Yes." Gu Baocheng hesitated, then ventured: "Your nephew is bold to ask Master to pardon Concubine Jiang..."

"Hmph." Li Luoyou gave a cold snort. "How tender-hearted of you toward the fairer sex."

"Your nephew dares not!" Gu Baocheng dropped to his knees in fright. A senior's woman—in the ancient order of things, this touched upon matters of fundamental principle.

"Rise! Why so frightened?" Li Luoyou regarded him with displeasure. Gu Baocheng greatly resembled Li's late wife, which lent him a somewhat delicate appearance. He sighed inwardly, wondering whether this boy could bear the burden.

"Concubine Jiang is your nephew's elder. After all, she is a woman and cannot endure such suffering..."

"Kneeling for a while—will she die from it?" Li Luoyou laughed coldly. "I crawled back from Liaodong. Those men, women, young and old of Liaodong who couldn't escape and were captured by the Jurchens as slaves—countless have been tortured to death. Those still alive—you should see the ransomed ones, hear what kind of life they endure. Kneeling for an hour won't cost her an ounce of flesh."

Gu Baocheng kowtowed once and spoke with conviction: "Master, the sufferings of the lost Liaodong people—your nephew never dares forget. But this is a different matter. What crime has Concubine Jiang committed? She merely misspoke. A rebuke from Master would have sufficed. Such punishment seems to lack benevolence..."

"Wretch!" Seeing his nephew's stubborn streak emerge, Li Luoyou cursed in fury. Suddenly his head spun with vertigo. Quickly suppressing his anger, he said only: "Leave now. Such womanish compassion!"

Li Luoyou had to compose himself for quite some time before his head cleared—these symptoms were growing worse. He resolved that after returning to Guangzhou, he must summon renowned physicians to give him a proper examination.

Just as he was resting with closed eyes, Saoye tiptoed in and whispered: "Master, Grand Shopkeeper Yang from Yangrunkai Hall has sent someone to pay respects, along with a four-item gift."

"He's not paying respects to me—he's paying respects to my ginseng and deer antler." A faint smile played across Li Luoyou's lips. "Accept the gift and tip the messenger. Tell him: please ask Grand Shopkeeper Yang to come by tomorrow for a chat."

"Yes." Saoye answered and withdrew.

"Wait." Li Luoyou called after him. "Go to the inner quarters and tell Concubine Jiang she may rise."
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As Saoye withdrew, Li Luoyou turned his thoughts to calculation: he had a thousand jin of recently shipped Liaodong ginseng and several hundred jin of deer antler stored in Dengzhou—worth over ten thousand taels of silver. With Yangrunkai Hall's capabilities, purchasing the entire lot would pose no difficulty. Yet with such a large quantity of ginseng suddenly appearing on the Foshan market, he worried it might attract unwanted attention.

Then he remembered something. From his waist he drew out a set of keys and unlocked one of the cabinet doors. Inside he found a "ledger"—a "connections ledger" detailing all the public and private figures in Foshan Town who merited cultivation. It included family members, addresses, personal preferences, and even the death anniversaries of deceased elders. He turned to the entry for "Lin Ming." Madam Lin's birthday fell in just three days.

"Just in time." Li Luoyou nodded. The gift would need to be both valuable and pleasing to Madam Lin.

He opened a large cabinet secured with a hidden lock. Inside were boxes of every description containing valuable gifts for cultivating important connections. He selected: a goose-egg mirror from Zizhen Studio; a box of twelve glass-bottled distilled floral waters; a box of silver-mounted lipstick tubes; and finally, a box of genuine "Eastern Pearls" from Liaodong.

For Centurion Lin himself: a two-hundred-tael sight draft from Delong Bank, payable on demand. Li Luoyou understood this was essentially a bill of exchange—he had encountered them in Macao. That Delong had actually established such a system in this region was inseparable from the support of Zizhen Studio's Grand Shopkeeper Guo and Guangzhou's Gao family.

After dinner, Li Luoyou invited the two foreigners to his study.

"Come, let us have a small drink and chat." He produced wine from Europe. The three toasted and turned to business.

He had brought the two foreigners to Foshan for two purposes. First, to explore whether Foshan might serve as a foothold for missionary work. Li Luoyou was a Catholic, educated by Jesuits in Macao since childhood. As one of the Great Ming's few Catholics, spreading the Gospel was his duty—though the Jesuits also played a crucial role in his commercial ventures.

Secondly, he planned to establish a foundry manufacturing Western cannons. After the Ningjin victory, the court's interest in Western firearms had surged. Officials in Guangdong had received orders to commission Portuguese cannon purchases. Li Luoyou perceived tremendous opportunity—and harbored patriotic aspirations to modernize military weaponry.

"The proposal to establish a foundry—I certainly support it," said Ma Yangchun, who wore Ming clothing. "The Superior instructed me: firearms are what the Great Ming values most. Satisfying the Emperor will aid our Gospel-spreading considerably."

"Father is correct," Li Luoyou agreed. "That is precisely how Father Lu and Father Tang gained entry to the capital."
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"Yes, I believe this presents a good opportunity for the Society to serve the court. I'm an old soldier myself—I fought for over ten years in Europe. I haven't cast cannons, but I've certainly fired them. I know the basic principles of artillery and can offer assistance."

"Excellent! And what of the cannon founders? There's no one here who knows how to cast Western cannons."

"The Portuguese won't part with their founders—requesting the Superior's intervention won't help. If you want craftsmen from Goa, you'll have to wait until next year."

"What shall we do then?" Li Luoyou had assumed that with Jesuit backing, hiring Portuguese founders would be straightforward. He hadn't anticipated they simply couldn't locate anyone. He turned inquiringly toward the Englishman.

"Don't look at me." Quark Qiong raised both hands. "The East India Company's founders are in India as well—where would we find any here?" He produced a pipe, packed it with tobacco, and puffed away thoughtfully. "But I do have an idea."

"What idea?"

"Borrow cannons! Have the Jesuits negotiate to borrow a few cannons from the Portuguese. Let the craftsmen measure them in person, then cast copies to identical dimensions. I'd wager there are no craftsmen in the world more skillful than the Chinese—show them the genuine article, and they'll figure out how to reproduce it."

This was a feasible approach. But borrowing cannons from the Portuguese required official government approval—it would necessitate considerable maneuvering. Li Luoyou felt confident about this; he had already arranged a marriage for his nephew with a strategist in Governor-General Wang Zunde's retinue. Through that connection, negotiating cannon-borrowing and casting shouldn't prove overly problematic.

"Borrowing cannons still requires approval from the Macao Municipal Council. The Jesuits cannot command the Council."

"I believe it will be fine. If Governor-General Wang Zunde issues an order, the Council won't dare refuse."

"But which cannons should we borrow?" Though enthusiastic, Li Luoyou remained an amateur in these matters.

"I think the twelve-pounders from the last campaign would be suitable," Quark Qiong offered. "I hear the Chinese army used them to kill the Tartar king."

"He was merely a barbarian chieftain. Hardly a king!"

"For pure defense, such large-caliber cannons are certainly most suitable. But they cannot be employed in field battles." Ma Yangchun, being a veteran, possessed far more experience than average. "When infantry requires fire support, these cannons prove too heavy. We must cast three-pounder and six-pounder pieces..." He noted that carts called carriages would be necessary to render them mobile in battle, enabling effective infantry support and cavalry defense.

Li Luoyou shook his head repeatedly—not in disagreement, but from knowing the Ming military situation too intimately. Never mind the shortage of horses; even if they possessed them, weren't soldiers cheaper than horses? A soldier's monthly pay amounted to only one or two taels; a horse cost dozens. Equipping artillery teams as foreigners did would prove unaffordable.

"Father, the court's demand for heavy cannons is great at present. Besides, the court lacks horses."

"Not just war horses—even draft horses are inadequate." Ma Yangchun had observed that in China, apart from the government, military, and a few wealthy individuals, horses were almost never seen. And the horses here were mostly small—he had initially believed the Chinese preferred using young horses, only later realizing otherwise.

"It seems we can only cast heavy cannons." Ma Yangchun considered the constraints. "But the largest in the Portuguese Macao batteries are merely eighteen-pounders..."

"That's close enough. Transporting the twelve-pounders during the Tianqi reign cost enormous effort."

They resolved to request the Macao Municipal Council loan them an eighteen-pounder, a twelve-pounder, and a six-pounder—one of each. Gun carriages and mounts would also be borrowed for replication. Li Luoyou still harbored hope—surely Xu Guangqi, with his learning, would recognize the importance of light field artillery?

Li Luoyou withdrew his abacus and roughly calculated expenses to establish pricing baselines for future cannon contracts.

"With a foundry established, I shall first preach the Gospel to the workers. Through them, I'll spread the Lord's word..." Ma Yangchun shifted from soldier back to priest. "Recently there is good news."

"What good news, Father?"

"The Lord's flock has grown. Do you remember Brother Lu Ruohua?"

"Of course—he escorted the cannons to the capital with the Portuguese."

"Not that one—that's Lu Ruohan." Ma Yangchun shook his head. "I mean Father Lu Ruohua, who went to Qiongzhou to spread the Gospel last year."

Li Luoyou vaguely recalled such a person. "John's missionary work there has achieved great results?"

"No, not John."

John was the famous Ming Catholic Wang Hongwei's son, baptized under that name. Wang Hongwei and Xu Guangqi had been the Jesuits' main hopes for missionary work in the Great Ming.

Ma Yangchun held his rosary, eyes raised heavenward. "Truly a miracle! Thanks be to God! The miracle expected in Ding'an City of Hainan Island instead occurred in Lingao City. The Lord's will is truly mysterious."

He praised Lu Ruohua's missionary achievements in Lingao at great length: hundreds baptized, a church and monastery established. He enthusiastically declared the Australians on the island to be a pious flock devoted to spreading the Gospel.

"Lingao? Australians?" Li Luoyou's expression grew serious. Australian goods had been famous throughout Guangdong for a year now. And he had heard about Australians arriving on iron ships to land at Lingao, building fortresses just as the Portuguese had once done in Xiangshan Ao. But after landing, this group had remained quiet—apart from sending ships to trade in Guangzhou, selling various exotic wares and purchasing supplies, they hadn't committed any outrageous acts.

"Indeed—the Australians now residing in Lingao. I hear they've built a fortress there called Bairren." Ma Yangchun knew considerable detail because of Lu Ruohua's correspondence.

"They probably wish to repeat what the Portuguese accomplished," Quark Qiong observed. "Honestly, I'd quite like to see these strange people."

"I hear there are your countrymen among them," Ma Yangchun said with a smile. "Brother Lu reports meeting several English-speaking women."

"Australians fancy English women?" Quark Qiong laughed heartily. "I really should visit—it's been so terribly long since I've tasted a female compatriot's company."

Ma Yangchun smiled. "Perhaps they are fond of the English. Brother Lu's letter says many of them know European languages, but almost everyone speaks English."

"That's truly strange." Quark Qiong's curiosity was piqued. "I cannot imagine what use learning English would serve for anyone outside England?"

In this era, intellectuals employed Latin; common people used their own tongues. French hadn't even spread to the French countryside. Yet here in the East was a group where everyone could speak some English—a phenomenon defying all social norms that no one could comprehend.

"God protect them—they're all believers in the Lord and haven't fallen into heresy..." Ma Yangchun crossed himself, then addressed Quark Qiong earnestly. "Mr. Quark, the Lord's door is always open for lost sheep..."

"Father—" Quark Qiong recognized another attempt was coming to reconvert him to Catholicism from the Church of England. Faith or its absence made no difference to this Englishman. As he'd once confessed when in his cups: if necessary, he could believe any religion at any moment, or abstain from belief entirely. This Englishman didn't believe in God at all—a thorough "no King, no God" gold-worshipper who placed faith only in glittering gold.

"Let's not discuss this," Li Luoyou interjected, changing the subject. "Australian goods are exquisitely crafted—some appear European yet even superior. I would very much like to examine their craftsmanship."

"I'd like to see it too," Quark Qiong agreed. "Trade with them directly. And witness the legendary iron ships for myself. But the Ming court won't permit us to travel inland. And the seas aren't safe."

Li Luoyou said, "Mr. Quark, if you wish it, we can visit Lingao together next month. On my ship."

"Yes, I shall definitely go." Quark Qiong, ever seeking fresh trade opportunities, accepted readily.

The three chatted late into the night before dispersing. The next morning, Li Luoyou first dispatched men with birthday gifts to the Lin residence, reaching an understanding with Lin Ming. Ma Yangchun began giving catechism lessons to several branch employees. Li Luoyou felt that having his staff embrace the faith proved beneficial—at minimum, it provided them spiritual sustenance and forestalled idle thoughts.

At dinner, Yang Shiyi came to call. After the meal, the two closeted themselves in the study for a lengthy discussion, finalizing the ginseng transaction. Yang Shiyi's smile nearly split his face—he was acquiring Li Luoyou's ginseng at sixty taels per jin and would wholesale it at one hundred taels. Retail prices approached two hundred taels per jin. He profited on both ends.

Quark Qiong had to remain confined in the trading house owing to his appearance. Li Luoyou knew how to entertain foreign merchants—good food, fine drink, and occasionally a woman for diversion. Quark Qiong, far less particular than transmigrators, accepted everything with appreciative smiles. Besides eating, drinking, and enjoying himself, his other occupation was examining product samples that Manager Cheng collected daily from various shops, selecting styles Europeans would favor. Sometimes he would draw designs and patterns himself to commission custom orders.
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Li Luoyou returned to the branch office that day to find Manager Cheng presenting an invitation.

"Centurion Lin invites you to a small dinner gathering tomorrow."

The card specified "family banquet"—meaning no official ceremony was required, merely a simple gathering. Li Luoyou was puzzled. He had just seen Lin Ming recently; why the sudden invitation to another banquet?

"What lies behind this invitation?" he asked Manager Cheng. The manager was well-connected locally and could usually ferret out such information.

"I heard his sister-in-law has just arrived..."

"Absurd." Li Luoyou frowned. "His household's womenfolk—would they summon us to accompany them at a welcome banquet?"

"No, apparently this sister-in-law was escorted the entire way by two medicine merchants. Centurion Lin probably wishes to connect them with some business opportunities—a way of repaying them." Manager Cheng shared what the Lin household servants had disclosed. "I hear Grand Shopkeeper Yang and several other pharmacy managers were also invited."

"Understood." Li Luoyou nodded. That being the case, offering some business connections would pose no difficulty. And it meant additional acquaintances.

"Send word to Master Lin that I shall certainly attend."



The following day's banquet saw every guest and host arrive without exception—no one possessed the nerve to decline an invitation from the Embroidered Guard Centurion. Yang Shiyi's expression changed dramatically when he spotted his cousin and "Lingao's famous physician" seated in the guest-of-honor positions. Li Luoyou found this quite curious.

"Master Yang, are you unwell?"

"No, no." Yang Shiyi touched his face, realizing it must appear wrong somehow.

"Elder Brother!" Yang Shixiang hadn't expected to encounter his cousin.

"Fifth Brother." Yang Shiyi returned the bow, bending considerably lower than he had a few days earlier.

"What—you two know each other?" Lin Ming was surprised.

"Indeed—" Yang Shixiang replied with composure. "This is my cousin."

"Oh? You have such a relative? I should have realized," Lin Ming clapped his hands and laughed. "He's also surnamed Yang and in the medicine trade."

"Yes, yes. He and Shixiang are cousins. Shixiang is fifth in the family order." Sweat beaded Yang Shiyi's forehead. From the look of things, Centurion Lin had invited them specifically—when had Fifth Brother established connections with the Embroidered Guard? Reflecting on his recent attitude toward his cousin, he felt a wave of panic.

"Then you're close relatives," Lin Ming smiled. "As the elder brother, you should help guide this younger brother."

"Yes, yes. We're family—naturally I shall do my utmost." Yang Shiyi hastened to agree.

Li Luoyou interjected: "Friends of Centurion Lin are naturally our friends as well. If there's anything useful we can do, just speak up." His servant promptly presented a calling card.

"Shopkeeper Yang Five, you've encountered great fortune today." Lin Ming spoke with evident pride. "This Shopkeeper Li is no ordinary person. In Guangzhou city, he's quite the figure." He proceeded to lavish praise upon Li Luoyou.

Because of his work, Liu San didn't often read the Social Intelligence Bulletin or similar internal publications. But he was quite familiar with Li Luoyou's name—having attended several joint meetings convened by the Trade Department regarding medicine purchases, where Intelligence had mentioned: this man served as the "Liaodong goods" supplier for South China, virtually monopolizing ginseng and deer antler supplies. He undoubtedly maintained close trade relationships with the Later Jin.

"Much honored! Much honored!" Everyone exchanged polite pleasantries. Liu San kept his gaze fixed on this "traitor merchant." The man appeared about forty, with a long face, short beard, and slightly plump build—the look of a shrewd merchant. But his eyes were deep, clearly marking someone who had weathered great storms.

This was a target worth noting. Liu San recalled that Trade Department people had mentioned establishing trade routes with the Later Jin—selling Lingao's growing light industrial products while obtaining urgently needed horses and livestock. Through trade, they could also insert intelligence agents and build an espionage network in Liaodong.

This Li Luoyou dealt in Liaodong goods—a potentially valuable connection.

They sat and drank. Being an intimate family banquet with relaxed etiquette, everyone chatted freely. Yang Shiyi's back dripped with sweat, uncertain what his cousin's actual relationship with Centurion Lin might be. Had Fifth Brother complained about him? Joy mingled with worry—joy that he hadn't flatly refused his cousin's requests and had shown proper courtesy; worry that his foot-dragging on medicine procurement and consignment sales might have earned his brother's resentment.

After three rounds of wine, Lin Ming broached the subject.

"Shopkeeper Yang Five," Lin Ming said, "what medicines have you and Doctor Liu brought to sell in Foshan?"

"You flatter me, Master Shi—" Yang Shixiang employed the familiar style since Lin Ming's courtesy name was "Xinshi." "These are two prepared medicines specifically for treating summer heat and noxious influences."

"So I've heard." Lin Ming seemed genuinely interested rather than merely making conversation. "This Doctor Liu saved a beggar in Yangrunkai Hall's courtyard using this medicine?"

"Precisely." Liu San replied, privately reflecting that these Embroidered Guard possessed excellent intelligence—they knew of every street quarrel. "It was Zhuge Marching Powder."

"Zhuge Marching Powder?" Lin Ming said. "Is it the Martial Marquis's formula?"

Romance of the Three Kingdoms had already become a popular bestseller, and Zhuge Liang's fame was universal—quite the celebrity endorsement.

Liu San smiled: "It's compounded from an ancient validated prescription with additions and modifications. The ancient formula claims it was 'left by the Martial Marquis.' I take that attribution with a grain of salt."

"I see. Still, the medicine is excellent—most useful." Lin Ming nodded repeatedly. He had received news that same day about Liu San's treatment in Yangrunkai Hall's courtyard, reported as social intelligence to the Embroidered Guard. He was keenly interested in this summer medicine. Though the Embroidered Guard sounded imposing and could lord it over Foshan, their work often required travel and outdoor assignments. Colleagues dying from plague infection or heatstroke en route were quite common. Having such prepared medicines ready would certainly earn praise from superiors and colleagues alike.

His thoughts were obvious to Liu San and the others. Fortunately, this expedition had included sample medicines specifically intended to open sales channels. He distributed samples to everyone at the table.

Li Luoyou inquired: "Why two kinds? One Plague-Repelling Powder, one Martial Marquis Marching Powder. Both are cooling openers, are they not?"

Liu San smiled: "Actually, Plague-Repelling Powder is somewhat less effective than Marching Powder. It omits several expensive ingredients and adds more cooling aromatics. Though marginally less efficacious, it wins on low price—affordable for everyone. Consider it a charitable formulation."

"I see." Li Luoyou nodded. He picked up some "Plague-Repelling Powder" with his fingernail and sniffed it. Immediately, a cool aromatic sensation pierced his nostrils, clearing his head at once.

Looking again at the label paper on the small porcelain bottle: "Prepared by Runshitang, Lingao." Li Luoyou paused. This pharmacy was based in Lingao? Because of the Australians, he had grown somewhat sensitive to that location. He studied Shopkeeper Yang and Doctor Liu more closely. Both wore and behaved properly, displaying no obvious flaws. Were they merely ordinary merchants from Lingao? Shopkeeper Yang came from the same clan as Yang Shiyi—that much was clear. The remaining question concerned this Liu San.

"Doctor Liu," he probed, "do you operate a pharmacy in Lingao?"

"Not at all." Liu San replied calmly. "Runshitang is Brother Shixiang's property. I merely contributed the formula."

"Ah." Li Luoyou had already concluded: this Liu San was of the same ilk as Shopkeeper Guo whom he had met previously—their Mandarin bore the same strange accent, decidedly not that of native Ming subjects.

Having such a ready-made Australian before him, Li Luoyou studied the man carefully. He suddenly realized the man was actually young—despite the three wisps of beard, he was probably not yet thirty. His complexion was warm, physique robust, eyes bright. His hands were both dark and rough, suggesting past farm work. Quite a puzzling character to read.

But the medicines were certainly useful. Given his ginseng and deer antler trade, Li Luoyou dealt extensively with medicine merchants and possessed some pharmaceutical knowledge. These two medicines were good standbys for summer safety. With the Dragon Boat Festival past and daily heat intensifying, summer medicines sold briskly. He resolved to purchase a batch—a sure profit, and it would curry favor with Centurion Lin.

"Shopkeeper Yang, I want three thousand boxes of Plague-Repelling Powder and five hundred boxes of Zhuge Marching Powder. When can you deliver?"

Neither Liu San nor Yang Shixiang had expected him to place an order on the spot. Yang Shixiang considered for a moment: "One month."

"Good, one month then. Where do I take delivery?"

Yang Shiyi quickly intervened: "Runshitang prepared medicines are consigned exclusively through our Yangrunkai Hall. Master Li can collect directly from our shop."

"Then I must trouble Elder Brother." Yang Shixiang smiled, clasping his hands in thanks.

"We're family brothers—naturally this is how it should be." Yang Shiyi assumed a pose of brotherly solidarity.

After the banquet concluded, Lin Ming was thoroughly satisfied. Both Li Luoyou and Yang Shiyi had shown him proper face, and he had received useful summer medicines. He ordered special boxes made for gift-giving purposes.

Liu San's party returned to their lodgings. Yang Shixiang was elated: "I never expected Elder Yang to prove so accommodating!" He glanced at Liu San. "Old Liu, I hadn't realized you possessed connections with the Embroidered Guard."

Liu San was privately vexed. The last thing he wanted was entanglement with the Embroidered Guard—foolish of him not to realize that with Qianqian being from an Embroidered Guard family, her "relatives" would likely be the same sort. He had blundered into escorting her here. Fortunately, Centurion Lin seemed upright enough—not some villainous type.

(End of Chapter)
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Liu San had always kept his family elders' ancient counsel in mind: "No matter how dynasties change or who assumes power, our family practices medicine as its calling. Never associate with the military, police, guards, or secret services—neither provoke them nor befriend them too closely." Yet here he had somehow entangled himself with a Great Ming secret police chief.

Since the connection was made, perhaps it could prove useful in future. This channel should be reported to the Intelligence Department upon his return—it might yield intelligence leads.

"Elder Brother has also agreed to handle our consignment sales now. This is all thanks to you." Yang Shixiang said enthusiastically. "Our medicines have established a foothold—just in Foshan alone, we can sell several thousand boxes annually!" He added with some concern: "But with Master Li's order, our raw materials won't suffice—"

The transmigrator group's orders, Li Luoyou's order, plus inventory for Yangrunkai Hall—combined, they exceeded their supply of expensive and common ingredients alike. Even emptying the shop's entire stock wouldn't be enough.

Liu San didn't hesitate: "I have more money." He withdrew two additional notes. "Tomorrow, speak with Yang Shiyi. Get all the ingredients gathered. Order double the quantity needed."

Yang Shixiang shook his head vigorously: "Getting enough is fine, but extra just ties up capital!"

Liu San shook his head: "Shixiang, you need broader vision. A few thousand boxes—what's that? We're aiming for tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of boxes. Little Foshan is merely our first step."

"Hundreds of thousands of boxes!" Yang Shixiang exclaimed. "Where would such buyers come from?"

Liu San thought this Shopkeeper Yang truly had a dull commercial mind—perhaps too long in backwater Lingao.

"Do you really think all of Foshan, one of the Four Great Towns, can only move a few thousand boxes yearly? I'd estimate Foshan alone can handle forty or fifty thousand boxes of Plague-Repelling Powder. Add Guangzhou, and a hundred thousand annually presents no problem."

Yang Shixiang shook his head skeptically: "Doctor Liu, though Foshan and Guangzhou have large populations, most are poor folk. Few can afford safety medicines."

"Foshan's foundry and kiln workers are numerous, and they'll be heavy users," Liu San countered. "The workers are poor, can't afford it—so we make it affordable. Whatever else, lives matter."

"How can we make it affordable?" Yang Shixiang puzzled. "Even at a five fen profit margin, one bottle of Plague-Repelling Powder costs one hundred twenty wen in Wanli coin. Workers earn two or three taels monthly at most—how can they manage?"

"I'm thinking ten wen," Liu San said.

"Ten wen?" Yang Shixiang nearly jumped up. "We'd lose money on every sale!"

"We won't." Liu San picked up a medicine bottle. "Fifty grams of Plague-Repelling Powder in here—" He recalled Yang wouldn't understand metric measures. "That's about one liang plus. We shrink the packaging—three grams per dose, use bamboo tubes instead of porcelain bottles."

Smaller specifications, cheaper packaging materials—common tactics in the modern business world, but novel for pharmacies of this era. Yang Shixiang acknowledged the idea was clever, though it felt somewhat devious.

"At ten wen per dose, everyone can afford it." Liu San continued: "We're not selling Plague-Repelling Powder for sick people to take. It's a daily summer medicine. People enjoy using it, so they keep using it. This is called cultivating consumer habits."

"Making it habitual?"

"Precisely." Liu San pointed to the tea on the table. "Take tea—from the Emperor down to destitute commoners, anyone with provisions for tomorrow includes it among life's seven necessities. Without tea, would people die? No. This is consumer habit. Foshan has many foundry and kiln workers. Make it cheap and useful, and they'll naturally buy."

Yang Shixiang felt enlightened: "Just like rich families taking tonics."

"Exactly. Rich families take tonics; laborers and farmers can use safety medicines too. Who doesn't wish to be free of illness and disaster?"

"Correct! Correct!" Yang Shixiang's excitement mingled with worry. "But even at ten wen per box, if people don't trust it, sales won't develop quickly. We'd need a year or two of slow cultivation before word-of-mouth brings substantial sales."

"Slow cultivation works, but we cannot wait." Liu San said. "We'll build the brand ourselves. So initially, we give medicine away."

"I understand that approach." Yang Shixiang answered calmly. "All pharmacies occasionally donate herbal teas. It's charity, but doesn't much help sales."

Liu San smiled: "I said earlier—we need to cultivate consumer habits. Waiting for people to discover our medicine on their own takes a year or two. We give it away directly so they immediately know its benefits."

Yang Shixiang asked: "If we give freely, wouldn't that become a bottomless pit? Free goods would cause a stampede."

"I've considered that too." Liu San said. "First, distribute at Yangrunkai Hall's counter to customers filling prescriptions, plus samples to drug wholesalers. Second, we organize people to visit foundries and kiln sites directly, distributing to the workers."

"That works." Yang Shixiang nodded repeatedly.

"Once distributed in those places, business will naturally grow." Liu San continued enthusiastically. "As for Zhuge Marching Powder, I plan to donate some as well."

"Donate to where?"

"Naturally, the examination halls." Liu San said. "Whether for county examinations, prefectural examinations, or provincial examinations, we'll send people to distribute Zhuge Marching Powder to the examination candidates. Have you been inside an examination compound?"

"No," Yang Shixiang shook his head. "I hear they're extremely cramped—barely room for one's body."

"The examination cells—you can't stand straight or lie fully extended. Most scholars aren't robust. Examinations mostly fall in spring and summer. Hundreds, thousands of people crammed in such spaces for nine days. In bad weather, many contract epidemic illness. With Marching Powder, their safety is assured."

"Scholars' words carry weight—everyone trusts them," Liu San continued. "They come from all directions. From small county examinations to provincial examinations—all scholars who attend will know our medicine. This kind of effect cannot be bought with any amount of silver spent plastering advertisements everywhere."

"Truly," Yang Shixiang laughed. "Doctor Liu, who knew that besides superior medical skill, you're also amazingly talented at business! Ideas no one else would conceive of, you think of. Why don't we form a partnership? Open a branch right here in Foshan! If we leave everything to my elder brother, I won't feel comfortable."

Liu San thought: This is exactly what I've been waiting for.

"Partnership we can discuss slowly upon return. I share the same intention." Liu San said. "But a Foshan branch should wait. Your elder brother just agreed to help with consignment—we need him to distribute our medicines regionally. Best not to offend him. I suggest establishing a representative office instead."

"Representative office?"

"Right. Like officials maintaining liaison quarters at their superiors' posts." Liu San explained: donating, promoting—these activities required guarding against Yang Shiyi taking credit. Better to handle them personally. Select one or two capable, trustworthy clerks to station here permanently, specifically managing donations, promotions, deliveries, accounting, and purchasing. They wouldn't even need shop premises.

"Such a clerk carries heavy responsibility—not anyone can handle it." Yang Shixiang considered. This person had to be honest, loyal, and able to navigate social situations. After thinking through his staff, only Liu Benshan seemed suitable.

But Liu Benshan was the head clerk at the shop. Transferring him to Foshan would deprive him of an important right hand in Lingao.

"I think Liu Benshan would work," Liu San said.

"He's the only suitable one," Yang Shixiang said reluctantly. "But then I'd lose an effective manager."

"Haha," Liu San laughed aloud. "Shixiang, again I must say your vision is too narrow. How much business can Runshitang have in Lingao city? Just handling retail prescriptions and preparing some medicines. Liu the manager is already underemployed."

Yang Shixiang realized this was true. Given Runshitang's business volume, they had more clerks than necessary. Transferring one Liu Benshan wouldn't affect operations. He agreed.

The two then discussed partnership details. Runshitang had been Yang Shixiang's sole ownership; now it would convert to ten shares. Liu San invested four hundred taels of silver plus several validated formulas for 4.5 shares. Yang Shixiang contributed Runshitang's signboard, shop building, raw materials, inventory—all assets movable and immovable—for 5 shares. Shop employees collectively held 0.5 shares.

They drafted the contract immediately, stipulating that neither party could privately transfer their shares without the other's consent. Upon transfer, the partner held right of first refusal.

Yang Shixiang felt he now had important backing. Though Runshitang had sold half its shares, it would certainly develop substantially from now on. The Runshitang signboard, never particularly bright, could finally be polished up. Thinking of his father, who had struggled so hard in Lingao only to die disappointed running a struggling little pharmacy, he felt vindicated. He said to Liu San earnestly: "Doctor Liu! You're now a Runshitang proprietor too. Why don't we become sworn brothers?"

Liu San readily agreed. Such rapport-building with local natives through sworn brotherhood had Executive Committee approval—provided the person was useful.

"Brother Liu," after exchanging oaths, Yang Shixiang changed his form of address. "Plague-Repelling Powder and Marching Powder are nearly settled. But a pharmacy cannot survive on 'one trick.' What other plans does Brother Liu have?"
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"Business—we actually have more than we can handle. It's merely a matter of choosing to pursue it or not." With the acquisition settled, Liu San was in excellent spirits. "Never mind anything else—just the industries under our Executive Committee alone, how much medicine would they require?" Without waiting for a reply, he continued: "Right now the Security Brigade alone has over a thousand men, plus many long-term laborers. All told, we're looking at over ten thousand people. Don't these people need medical treatment and medicine?"

"That all depends on Brother's guidance."

"I'm a half-owner now—how could I not give my utmost?" Liu San smiled. "Rest assured—anything involving the Australians, I shall arrange it."

"The second avenue," Liu San continued, "depends on your cousin. Do you know what Qiongzhou produces abundantly in terms of medicinal materials?"

"Naturally areca nut and alpinia." Yang Shixiang was quite familiar with local medicinal products.

"Exactly. These two products—we'll leave areca nut aside for now. Major buyers in Qiongzhou specialize in purchasing it; we needn't compete with them and sour relations. But alpinia is currently overlooked. Wild plants grow in Lingao and Danzhou. We can also cultivate some ourselves. After our own processing, we can sell through your cousin's distribution—there's another revenue stream."

"And then there are tonics," Liu San said. "I noticed Yangrunkai Hall's prepared medicines seem to specialize in tonics?"

"Speaking of that, our ancestors built the family fortune on various tonics," Yang Shixiang said. "Pity that by my father's generation, there was no room to develop in Lingao. All that knowledge fell into disuse."

"Since the formulas still exist, restoration should be straightforward. Lingao may lack tonic buyers, but Guangdong has plenty."

"Then we cannot let Yangrunkai Hall distribute—there'd be direct conflict. Those formulas exist in both our hands."

"No need for their distribution. We'll find other agents in Guangzhou. Or we simply open our own branch there—but that's for later."

Yang Shixiang hesitated. "Brother! There's something I don't know if I should say."

"What is it?"

"Brother, don't you feel these past few years the Great Ming has shown signs of chaos..." His voice dropped nearly to a mosquito's buzz. "Tonics are for peaceful, prosperous times..."

Liu San already knew: starting this very year, the Ming court would be caught in an alternating cycle of peasant rebellions and Later Jin invasions, with national affairs deteriorating daily—embarking on the road to collapse. But Yang Shixiang wasn't a transmigrator. From his small corner of Lingao, he couldn't possibly grasp the whole picture.

"What makes you say that?"

Yang Shixiang sighed: "These past days visiting relatives, colleagues, and my father's old friends, everyone shakes their heads when discussing conditions elsewhere. Constant floods and droughts. I hear Shaanxi suffered severe famine this spring—people are eating each other! The starving are rioting everywhere, besieging prefectures and attacking counties. The government troops suffered a great defeat; a general surnamed Gao perished. Someone has even proclaimed himself a false king..."

"Shaanxi is far from here—"

"That may be, but other places aren't peaceful either." Yang Shixiang said. "I also hear troops mutinied in the capital over back pay, actually building stockades at the capital gates demanding full wages—is that any way to behave? We've been in Lingao, somewhat oblivious. But traveling here, though Guangdong still appears peaceful, there are more vagrants everywhere than I've ever seen..."

Liu San smiled inwardly. Yang Shixiang wasn't wrong. But upon reflection—this group of "cropped-hairs" from across the sea had brazenly built forts in Lingao, levying grain and conscripting labor, with local officials helpless to stop them. Wasn't that also a major "sign of chaos"? Yet Yang Shixiang, being in the thick of it and even sensing some peaceful prosperity in Lingao, simply hadn't recognized it. Clearly the transmigrator group's rule in Lingao had gained initial acceptance.

"Don't worry," Liu San consoled. "At least Guangdong's situation appears far from deteriorating. Besides, even in chaotic times, there's chaotic-times business to be done."

"How would that work?" Yang Shixiang asked.

Liu San said: "Don't worry about business. Local disturbances, so long as the government survives, will stabilize. Once stable, there's aftermath to handle. As they say, 'after military chaos, great plague follows.' Refugees, hungry early, cold late, unfamiliar with local conditions—when they fall ill, they must buy medicine. If things truly become unmanageable, we retreat to Lingao."

"Yes, yes. Lingao can always maintain local peace." Yang Shixiang seemed to have accepted transmigrator-ruled Lingao as a land of safety.

Their plans settled, Yang Shixiang went to visit his cousin to discuss specific consignment arrangements. After Lin Ming's banquet, Yang Shiyi's attitude had completely transformed. Seeing his cousin arrive, he showered him with warm greetings. Consignment details were quickly finalized: wholesale and retail prices set by Runshitang; Yangrunkai Hall handled distribution with a "one price, no negotiation" policy—no bargaining, no discounts, no markups. Yangrunkai Hall took a fixed commission per unit as a "handling fee." Runshitang would separately pay sales bonuses to the sales clerks to encourage volume. Sales revenue would be settled at the three major festivals, with no delayed payments permitted. Runshitang would establish a Foshan representative office with a dedicated agent handling sales, delivery, and purchasing matters. Expenses would be borne by Runshitang. The parties also agreed on three prohibitions: no private meetings between their personnel, no mutual hospitality, no borrowing between staffs. Traditional commercial enterprises maintained extreme vigilance against employee corruption.

Thanks to Lin Ming's face, Yang Shiyi's commission demands were quite reasonable—not the lion's-den demands Yang Shixiang had anticipated. Though Yang Shiyi felt somewhat aggrieved, seeing his cousin place a large cash order for medicines provided some compensation. The two parted on excellent terms. Even the future Runshitang consignment of alpinia seeds was discussed and agreed upon. Yang Shiyi privately marveled—who would have thought his seemingly useless cousin had become so capable! Clearly this Lingao physician "Liu San" was no ordinary man.

Liu San, meanwhile, wandered around Foshan pharmacies window-shopping. Wherever prepared medicines were sold—familiar or unknown—he purchased several doses of each for human trials back home. He also used the excuse of expanding production to recruit several unemployed pharmacy clerks through Yang Shiyi's introductions, purchasing various traditional medicine processing equipment: slicing knives, processing pots, and vessels.

Huang Tianyu's worker recruitment also progressed well. He took Gao Di and Chen Tong to several tea houses where kiln workers gathered seeking employment, recruiting several men. Through these contacts, they located more unemployed kiln workers. Many being currently without work, recruitment proceeded smoothly. Soon they had fifty or sixty kiln workers of various trades willing to relocate to Lingao. Huang Tianyu accepted all comers, including older workers that kilns rejected. These possessed valuable experience; they were only around fifty. Nutritional supplements after reaching Lingao would transform them into excellent technical workers.

Foundry workers proved more difficult to recruit. Currently, work was plentiful; skilled workers weren't eager to venture to unfamiliar Lingao. Despite Huang Andé's efforts, he mostly found basic laborers. Even these proved reluctant. After several days of effort, they recruited only about ten men. Huang Tianyu was disappointed. On a rainy day, he simply sat in a tea house drinking tea while Huang Andé braved the downpour to continue searching.

This tea house was extremely humble—really just a small room with a large bamboo shed extension and a dirt floor. They sold only coarse tea and even lower-grade stalks and leaf dust. But prices were rock-bottom—even day laborers could afford to linger over tea there for half a day. Cheap tea and good information made it a gathering spot for unemployed workers seeking jobs.

Huang Tianyu drank his tea absently, following others' example by purchasing a packet of areca nut. Little leaf-wrapped bundles with dark contents inside. He chewed one—immediately a rush hit his brain, head spinning with an almost-drunk sensation. He needed a while to steady himself.

"What's good about this stuff?" Huang Tianyu muttered.

"It aids digestion and dispels dampness," Gao Di said beside him, red-mouthed from enthusiastically chewing areca.

Huang Tianyu was about to comment when Huang Andé walked in. Removing his dripping rain cape: "Master—" He bowed respectfully.

"Speak freely at the table."

"Yes." Huang Andé propped his umbrella by the table and sat down. "I just visited a tea house. Didn't find suitable foundry masters, but made another discovery. I don't know if Master might need it?"

"What kind of craftsman?"

"A wheelwright..."

"What?!" Huang Tianyu couldn't help shouting, drawing looks from those nearby. He quickly lowered his voice: "A wheelwright?"

"Yes." Huang Andé didn't understand his excitement. "That's right."

Huang Tianyu was naturally excited. The wheel problem had been a constant headache for the Industry Committee. Aside from rail cars, ordinary handcarts and horse carts faced ongoing wheel manufacturing issues. Wheel-making required specialized skills. The Industry Committee had capable people who had managed to produce wheels, but at very low efficiency and consuming technical personnel. So they relied heavily on rubber wheels brought from the future.

With spare wheels dwindling and cart demand ever-growing—rubber production being decades away—finding wheelwrights capable of producing qualified wooden wheels had become urgent.

Unfortunately, the south relied mainly on boats and carrying poles, with little cart usage. Wheelwrights were virtually nonexistent here.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 365 - The Foshan Journey (Part 18)

The Leizhou Sugar Company had recently located wheelwrights in Leizhou—nearly every sugarcane farmer there possessed ox carts. But the wheelwrights they found specialized in making spokeless plank-type wheels for local sugarcane transport carts. These had decent load-bearing capacity but were far too heavy and clumsy—completely unsuitable for their purposes.

"What kind of wheels does he make? With spokes or without?"

"Without spokes, can it still be called a wheel?" Huang Andé asked in puzzlement.

The man he'd found was named Bao Lei, who ran a wheelwright shop in Foshan. Bao Lei wasn't a local—a drifter from the north who had settled in Foshan over twenty years ago.

Theoretically speaking, Bao Lei was a fugitive. His family had been government artisans for generations, specifically making vehicles for the military, with exceptional wheel-making skills.

In the Great Ming, being a government artisan was hereditary—a form of forced labor instituted by Zhu Yuanzhang, not a benefit. Unlike this era, where people schemed to join power companies for high wages and benefits—in the Ming, a government artisan's status was barely better than a slave's.

Bao Lei had grown up in such a government artisan family, inheriting ancestral wheelwright skills. But he soon realized the truth in the saying that being a government artisan was like being a government slave. Actually, government artisans were worse off—slave owners at least fed their slaves enough to work. Government artisans were nearly starving.

So one day, Bao Lei simply fled.

His escape wasn't dramatic—no barbed wire to scale or walls to climb. One day he bundled up his meager belongings, loaded them onto a handcart he'd made himself, and walked away with his family. No one asked where he was going. After a while, the perfunctory officials simply added his family to the "missing" list.

Abandoning artisan registration without paying substitute fees equaled desertion. But in the Ming, this was no longer unusual. Still, Bao Lei's family felt nervous enough to flee all the way to Guangdong—the southernmost extent of their mental map. Had they known there was a Qiongzhou even further south, they might have gone to Hainan Island.

Life after escape wasn't much easier. He discovered that people here didn't use many carts. Despite possessing excellent skills, business was always slow. Fortunately, Foshan's commerce was developed enough to support a few cart shops, so he managed to scrape by.

Now Bao Lei's situation had grown desperate. Somehow the government had suddenly remembered him. With cannon-casting underway all across Guangdong, demand for gun carriages had surged. Every craftsman with any connection to cart-making was being conscripted. Bao Lei's entire family was caught up in it. He and his sons were all drafted. Even his eldest son, who had completed his apprenticeship and was working as a journeyman at a fellow tradesman's shop in Guangzhou, was inexplicably conscripted to Foshan for a forced father-son reunion.

"Since they're conscripted artisans, how can we take them away?"

"Don't worry, Master—they bought their release." Huang Andé said quietly. "Working day and night making gun carriages here, they don't earn a single Tianqi coin, and even their meals are stinted. Many have died. Bao Lei sold his Foshan shop and all his possessions, bribed the supervisors, and managed to escape."

Escaping was one thing, but it left him penniless—a lifetime's savings gone. His eldest son Bao Boqing at least had somewhere to go—back to his former shop in Guangzhou to work. Hard labor, but survival. Bao Lei, his wife, and younger son were homeless with nowhere to turn.

"These past days they've been living in a ruined temple. Father and son take carpenter jobs in the market. They're barely hanging on. They'd all be willing to follow Master to Lingao."

When Huang Andé brought Bao Lei over, Huang Tianyu studied the man before him. He looked like the local people they'd seen at the Lingao refugee quarantine camp—thin and shriveled, skin rough from years of labor, eyes murky and dull. For a moment, Huang Tianyu thought he was blind.

The man appeared ancient. Huang Andé said Bao Lei was about fifty—already one foot in the grave by this era's standards.

"You're Bao Lei?"

"Yes... this humble one is Bao Lei." Bao Lei displayed the sluggishness of long-suffering laborers.

"You're a wheelwright?"

"Yes, this humble one makes wheels." Bao Lei added: "General carpentry too..."

"Willing to go to Lingao?"

"Willing." Bao Lei nodded. "If Master will feed me, that's enough."

"Any other requests?"

Bao Lei's request was simple: hire his younger son too. That way the whole family would have food. Huang Tianyu agreed readily, even offering to bring his wife—Lingao had plenty of work for women.

After taking in Bao Lei's family, Huang Tianyu used his connections to recruit over a dozen more craftsmen who had bought their way out of conscription or escaped. Various trades, all cart-related—almost enough to staff a complete vehicle workshop. Skilled foundry workers remained elusive, but at least they'd assembled a full wheelwright crew—extremely useful for the Industry Committee.

Workers recruited in Foshan and purchased materials were all arranged for transport through Qiwei's branch office. Liu San busied himself with visits and entertaining—since Lin Ming's banquet, he'd suddenly become a local celebrity. Liu San and Yang Shixiang happily socialized everywhere—such commercial connections were always beneficial.

"Doctor Liu has been visiting pharmacies all over these past days," the clerk reported. "Any shop with prepared medicines, he buys some of everything, familiar or unknown. He purchases several doses of each. This humble one observed him labeling each with notes. The purpose is unclear."

Li Luoyou sat in his study, listening to a junior clerk report on Yang Shixiang and Liu San's activities. His interest in these few people far exceeded his interest in Lin Ming.

"The Shopkeeper Huang traveling with Doctor Liu never visits pharmacies. He only frequents kilns and foundries, lingering in tea houses. His men are recruiting workers everywhere..."

"Recruiting?" Li Luoyou had been listening attentively. This caught his particular attention.

"This humble one inquired—apparently they'll take any trade: pharmacy clerks, kiln workers, foundry workers, carpenters, wheelwrights... They accept even workers too old and weak for other employers. They even offer to bring families along."

In traditional commerce, larger establishments had employees live-in at the shop. Staff weren't allowed to go home at night; they received a few days off monthly, sometimes only annually. Those from far away might visit home once every three years. This applied from ordinary clerks to head managers—none were exempt unless they were proprietors. So allowing families to accompany workers was quite unusual.

Li Luoyou nodded and tipped the clerk five qian of silver, then dismissed him. Clearly the Australians were building workshops and factories in Lingao, hence this indiscriminate recruitment. The so-called Australian goods were actually Lingao goods—or soon would be.

Allowing families to accompany workers was meant to help them settle in Lingao and prevent escape.

"I'd quite like to see what concoction they're brewing in Lingao."

"Selling medicine?" Quark Qiong's voice came from outside. He had just returned from examining newly delivered silk samples, selecting several.

"Yes, someone's looking to sell medicine." Li Luoyou said. "You've made your selections?"

"Done." Quark Qiong had limited capital—the typical small English merchant crossing oceans with a few hundred pounds seeking fortune. Quite shrewd, he always carefully selected from Li Luoyou's stock, taking only goods with maximum profit potential.

Li Luoyou used him to connect with the English East India Company and even England itself. Trading solely with the Portuguese no longer satisfied him. As for the Manila Spanish—Li Luoyou found them thoroughly repugnant. They behaved exactly like the Jurchens: crude and barbaric, endlessly oppressing and exploiting Chinese while maintaining constant hostility and suspicion. Practically indistinguishable from the Jurchens. The Wanli-era Manila massacre still rankled, so he never touched the Manila trade.

Quark Qiong's direct England connection also opened possibilities for purchasing European books and instruments. The Jesuits could provide such things too, but obviously wouldn't procure books the Church disliked. Protestant England was considerably more tolerant.

"You must be discussing those Australians."

"Precisely." Li Luoyou smiled. "These Australians are constantly full of surprises." He shared the clerk's intelligence. "...Building forts in Lingao wasn't enough—now it appears they're establishing factories too. Recruiting tradespeople regardless of specialty. So-called Australian goods are really Lingao goods—at least they soon will be."

Quark Qiong listened, then shook his head: "The Australians probably aren't here merely for trade. This looks more like colonization."

"Colonization?" Li Luoyou was startled. He understood something of colonization—essentially immigrant settlement.

"Impossible." He shook his head. "Colonization requires seeking out vast wilderness. Like that place you mentioned before—called what, Ahmei-zhou?"

"America..." Quark Qiong said.

"Right. I hear the land there is fertile and completely unpopulated except for some savages. Immigrating there for settlement makes sense. But Lingao is a Great Ming county, part of imperial territory since the Han dynasty. Where's the need for outsiders to colonize?"

"That's difficult to say." Quark Qiong mused. "I hear they share language and race with China. Perhaps they feel entitled."
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"There is such a theory. Only the language isn't quite similar." Li Luoyou recalled Liu San's strange Mandarin. Suddenly something stirred in his mind—Liu San's Mandarin pronunciation bore a certain resemblance to that of Liaodong Han Chinese. He frowned. "Still, if they mean to colonize and settle, aren't they afraid the court will dispatch troops to exterminate them? And that county magistrate in Lingao must be a complete wine-bag and rice-sack—what manner of incompetent is running that place?" He slapped the table in frustration.

"Mr. Li, please don't get agitated." Quark Qiong said. "The Australians should harbor no hostile intentions. We've heard nothing of them harming maritime trade—you know, with their iron ships, robbing coastal merchants would be quite easy."

"That's true."

"Look, you even purchased their medicines—the Australians don't seem malicious. They observe rules and order around here. They're decent merchants." Quark Qiong spoke with enthusiasm. "I'd very much like to trade with them."

"You'll certainly have ample opportunity to trade with them." Li Luoyou had no doubt about this.

"But I still don't know what they want," Quark Qiong said with some regret. "They need medicinal ingredients, but they've already signed contracts with Shopkeeper Yang. If I knew what they required most, I could bring a cargo when we visit Lingao next month."

"You truly are a shrewd merchant." Li Luoyou smiled. "I believe they need iron and coal—especially coal."

"Why?"

"My clerk reported—the craftsmen they're recruiting are mainly ceramic workers and founders. Both require coal. I recall Lingao produces no coal."

"Coal?" Quark Qiong shook his head regretfully. "Too dirty, and I've no source." He thought a moment. "How about pig iron? If they've recruited founders."

"That's possible." Li Luoyou thought this Englishman reacted quickly.

"I believe they also need cloth." Quark Qiong thought of the Indian cotton cloth he'd shipped from Surat, still sitting in Li Luoyou's warehouse with little sold... Suddenly he remembered something:

"Mr. Li," Quark Qiong asked. "Do you truly intend to establish a foundry?"

"Yes." Li Luoyou found this puzzling—hadn't they discussed this matter just days ago?

"But as I see it, manufacturing firearms isn't a lucrative business."

"Correct." Li Luoyou calculated mentally. Looking purely at profit-making, casting cannons wasn't an attractive venture—troublesome, tedious, requiring government dealings. Dealing with the government meant costs that might far exceed the project investment itself. And the Ming government was notoriously stingy about paying for "national uses." Its procurement was essentially robbery.

The Ming's "Licensed Merchant Procurement" system required all trade shops to rotate mandatory service purchasing goods for the government. Funds were nominally provided, but rarely paid in full—how much depended on the official's character, with enormous room for manipulation—prime opportunities for officials to profit. Shortfalls were borne by the rotating merchants.

Moreover, by mid-dynasty, government procurement prices often remained at Zhu Yuanzhang-era rates. Unchanged for one or two centuries—even if the government paid every wen, merchants suffered enormous losses.

Merchants feared government power and could only absorb the losses. Years of this system had made commercial citizens cry in desperation. Wealthy merchants with connections escaped through bribery; middle and small merchants without resources often faced bankruptcy and ruin.

The court recognized the accumulated abuses and made adjustments, changing "Licensed Merchant Procurement" to "Commissioned Merchant Procurement." But despite the name change, local governments continued operating as they pleased.

Li Luoyou knew the current Foshan cannon-casting was nominally "Commissioned Merchant Procurement." But how much this commissioned procurement would actually pay remained highly uncertain. He possessed some standing in Liangguang and a few court officials for backing—local officials wouldn't brazenly underpay him. But indefinite delays were quite likely.

"Quark," Li Luoyou sighed. "You know—if I merely wanted to make money, any business here would be easier and more profitable than manufacturing firearms for the court. But the court needs these weapons to suppress local rebellions and fight the barbarians beyond the passes. These barbarians are no less savage than the Mongols. They're pressing ever southward toward the court's final defense line. I cannot imagine—" Li Luoyou cradled his head. Memories of the Guangning evacuation chaos flooded back, dizziness washing over him. "The scene of these barbarians entering the Central Plains—it would mean the destruction of Chinese civilization..."

He glanced at Quark Qiong. The Englishman's gray-blue eyes were fixed on him. Quark Qiong had never seen this great merchant so agitated. But his comparison of the barbarians to Mongols was something the Englishman fully understood: Mongols—destroyers of civilization.

"...By then, China would degenerate into something like present-day Russia—a barbarous country that others mock." Li Luoyou said quietly. "I must do everything in my power to prevent that day from coming."

Quark Qiong possessed no visceral understanding of the Later Jin, but witnessing Li Luoyou's patriotic devotion, he felt moved.

"I understand." Quark Qiong nodded. "This isn't merely a business venture."

He continued: "Mr. Li, how then do you plan to establish this foundry?"

"Naturally I'll hire local foremen who'll recruit local craftsmen." Li Luoyou said. "I know nothing of casting and smelting techniques."

"Mr. Li, have you considered hiring English craftsmen and building a workshop entirely according to English methods?"

"English methods?"

"Yes." Quark Qiong nodded. "Though I haven't seen local foundries, since the court so values English East India Company ship cannons as superior weapons, clearly firearms technology here lags behind Europe considerably."

"True. In this regard, our technology is indeed more backward." In Li Luoyou's view, China was resource-rich but technologically increasingly obsolescent. Especially having traded in Guangdong and frequently sailing to Southeast Asia—seeing European full-rigged ships with towering sides and rows of gun ports—though clumsy in coastal waters, on the high seas their handling and speed far surpassed traditional Guangzhou or Fujian vessels.

This gap had troubled Li Luoyou deeply. He wasn't given to self-deprecation, but he could feel the Great Ming growing stagnant and decadent in many areas. Now Quark Qiong was proposing European manufacturing methods for cannons—Li Luoyou was intrigued.

"What exactly does a European foundry look like?"

"Specialized iron-heating furnaces, boring machines, drilling equipment, blower furnaces—all water-wheel powered..." He added: "We can also cast hollow explosive shells. And matchlock muskets superior to any your court possesses."

"These..." Li Luoyou was startled. "This machinery—must it be purchased from England? And the craftsmen recruited from Europe?"

"For machinery, aside from a few specialized items, most can be substituted locally or manufactured on-site without great difficulty. Just a few European craftsmen for guidance would suffice. Father Ma mentioned that Chinese casting workers are no worse than European craftsmen. With guidance, they'll perform even better..."

Li Luoyou hesitated. This was a deeply tempting idea. Such a foundry, once operational, would outclass all current Western cannon imitation workshops. And according to Quark Qiong, production efficiency would be high.

But such a workshop would require far greater investment than local foundries, plus complications involving foreigners entering China. Government officials might not prove cooperative. And if court orders were limited or prices insufficient, such a heavily-invested foundry might lose everything.

He voiced these concerns.

"Sales won't be a problem." Quark Qiong said. "In all of East and Southeast Asia, only Macao and Goa can cast European-style cannons—both with very low output. But places wanting firearms aren't few. Not just China—Siam and the Lê dynasty are also building foundries and manufacturing weapons. If the Chinese court doesn't buy, selling to them would suffice to keep the workshop operating."

This "if we lose here, we gain there" thinking offered a possible way forward.

"But English craftsmen and equipment," Li Luoyou said. "Round trip would take at least a year and a half."

"Generously speaking, two years. But if you're manufacturing firearms at scale, that's not particularly long." Quark Qiong shrugged. "Once built, a workshop can operate for many years."

Quark Qiong volunteered: if this could be decided, he would immediately write to friends at the Surat English trading post, asking them to return to England and arrange everything.

Li Luoyou considered the proposal carefully and found it feasible.

"However, until your equipment and craftsmen set foot on Chinese soil, I won't pay you a thing." Li Luoyou said. "You may first calculate your costs and anticipated profits from this trade, then provide me a quote."

For Quark Qiong, this represented an enormous opportunity, but also enormous risk. If his purchased equipment sank en route to China, all his upfront investment would be completely lost.

After careful deliberation, the Englishman nodded: "Agreed! I shall give you a price within a few days."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 367 - The Foshan Journey (Part 20)

Liu San's Foshan expedition could only be called a triumphant return. Not only had he secured sufficient raw materials for summer medicines, he'd also procured a treasury of precious ingredients rarely found in Lingao or even the whole of Qiongzhou—musk, bezoar, and rhinoceros horn chief among them. The musk was particularly noteworthy: all of it sourced from Dushengxing of Henan, a firm whose reputation for genuine goods was legendary. Liu San had previously glimpsed samples of this brand's musk only in university reference collections. To see it now with his own eyes, to actually purchase it—his excitement was considerable.

Even the coveted pian zai huang was obtained. This medicine sold through a Foshan pharmacy at stratospheric prices—one tael of silver bought only a sliver. Even so, Liu San attempted to purchase more, only to be refused. Stock was limited, with a five-piece limit per customer.

"If we sold it all to you, sir, what would people with emergencies do?" The clerk's refusal was firm but not unkind. "This medicine saves lives!"

Liu San departed somewhat dejected, though he couldn't help but admire this traditional commercial ethic.

As for Chinese medicine processing equipment, he acquired countless items. Then there were the many pharmacy clerks recruited. Yang Shixiang grew somewhat alarmed: granted, Runshitang had completed several substantial deals, but surely such quantities of manpower and equipment were excessive?

"Elder brother, before long you'll find we haven't enough." Liu San's smile radiated supreme confidence. Yang Shixiang considered counseling restraint, then reflected: though this man was agreeable and they'd become sworn brothers, he was an out-and-out "cropped-head"—and every cropped-head displayed supreme self-confidence. Understandable, given their accomplishments.

He thought of how his fortunes had steadily improved since befriending this Doctor Liu. Even his business dealings had become remarkably smooth. Yang Shixiang didn't know Li Yongxun's affair was pure coincidence—he assumed Liu San held hidden cards, played only when seeing his sworn brother face resistance. His admiration for these Australians now bordered on reverence.

As long as the Australians remained in Lingao, his business would surely prosper evermore. Yang Shixiang could feel this in his bones.

Before departing Foshan, there was naturally more socializing. Hearing of their departure, Yang clan elders each hosted a farewell banquet. Even Lin Ming sent gifts. Three days of farewell wine flowed before they finally set out.

From Foshan to Guangzhou was merely a few dozen li by water. Liu San's party didn't need to escort goods themselves. The seven or eight masters and servants hired a river clipper for the return journey. Qiwei handled all arrangements, and by the standards of this era, the trip was remarkably convenient and comfortable. The connections at every stage were astonishingly precise—so much so that Liu San grew suspicious. Did Qiwei have hidden radio transmitters?

"Nothing unusual about it," replied the full-escort—yes, that was the exact term, not "armed escort," since this man's job wasn't bodyguard work.

"All by carrier pigeon," he explained.

Using their year-old network, Qiwei had integrated its branches, waystations, cart shops, boat services, and warehouses into a unified whole. At major junctions throughout the province, they'd established relay stations. Information was transmitted by carrier pigeon three times daily—morning, noon, and evening. Not as reliable as telephone or telegraph, but remarkably accurate for the times.

Reaching Guangzhou, they boarded the Guangjia. The Foshan-purchased medicines had already arrived at Qiwei's pier warehouse. The escort handed over the warehouse receipt. Liu San and Yang Shixiang verified nothing was missing or damaged, stamped the form, and loaded the ship. Even Liu San was impressed by the seamless efficiency.

The party took the Gao Guang Shipping line back to Lingao. As they entered port, they noticed the newly renovated passenger pier already had fences erected, along with several new stone buildings. Several people in naval uniforms stood watch at the fence.

After descending the gangplank, they realized these dark-skinned natives weren't Navy at all. Each wore an armband reading: "Customs."

"How novel," Liu San remarked. Though he'd known Customs was established during the institutional restructuring and that a man named Ma Jia had been appointed Customs Chief, Customs had always maintained a weak presence among transmigrators. For quite a while, the Customs Bureau had consisted of only Ma Jia plus one native customs officer.

Ma Jia had painfully discovered his impressive-sounding Customs had nothing to do. First, transmigrator imports and exports required neither duty nor tonnage tax. The Naval Department was the local maritime hegemon, and the "one-fifth" tribute from fishermen fell outside their purview. As for the few merchants trading in Lingao—the Trade Department had adopted tax-free policies to encourage them. Besides, most were petty traders with little worth taxing. Ma Jia looked at his carefully drafted Customs Law and Customs Tariffs and could only sigh to the heavens.

Equally downcast was Fu Bowen—yes, the Ninth-Rank minor military officer and Bo-pu Patrol Inspector who had fled into the county town after D-Day. This petty official had lost all face and could no longer remain in the city. Under County Magistrate Wu's stern prodding, Fu Bowen neither dared resist nor was willing to lose his rice bowl. After much hesitation, he reluctantly returned to Bo-pu.

The "cropped-head rebels" were surprisingly generous. They welcomed his return—part of a private agreement between parties. The transmigrator collective honored the treaty, restoring his original Patrol Inspector building, even leaving the installed glass windows intact. Electricity was gone, but they generously provided a gas lamp.

Even his twelve-archer establishment was restored—though "restored" warranted quotation marks. The transmigrators had provided a ready-made twelve-man squad. Fu Bowen knew none of them—all were transmigrator-selected men who essentially served Ma Jia. This squad brazenly moved into the Patrol Inspector station, drawing Patrol Inspector pay. Fu Bowen wisely gave them no orders.

Thus the transmigrator Customs and the Ming Patrol Inspector coexisted in one place—essentially two signs sharing one staff. All current taxation and passenger inspection was conducted under the Bo-pu Patrol Inspector's name. Fu Bowen was like certain nominal leaders: merely signing papers without handling actual operations.

Fu Bowen understood his position perfectly. He was a hollow figurehead, surrounded by hostile territory—especially after his recent trip home, where he personally witnessed rows of head-boxes displayed at the county gate. Those names that once made children cry and cities close their gates—now their heads were neatly displayed in wooden cages on poles, grimacing while crows pecked at them.

These cropped-heads could eliminate even the most troublesome bandits—what was a small county city to them? Fu Bowen simply went with the flow. Each morning he drank tea, practiced swordplay, read books, and perused the cropped-heads' newspaper. Meals were taken at the Bo-pu cafeteria—decent food, sometimes accompanied by excellent wine, better than county wine shops. He'd developed a taste for convenient paper cigarettes, abandoning his old dry-tobacco pipe entirely.

He arranged for family members to exchange some of his monthly salary for Lingao Grain Circulation Vouchers. Before he knew it, this spending kept growing until his meager salary could barely cover it. At such points, Ma Jia would discreetly provide some vouchers. Fu Bowen accepted without qualms—accepting money was official custom, after all.

Ma Jia himself seemed idle. Besides drafting various customs regulations and maritime law provisions, he occasionally visited Fu Bowen's station—part of his assignment, monitoring this Ming minor official stationed at such a sensitive transmigrator location.

On this particular day, Ma Jia and Fu Bowen were playing chess. Midway through the game, a customs officer burst in:

"Chief Ma! Cargo's arrived!"

"Cargo?!" Ma Jia leapt up. "Cargo arrived" meant large taxable shipments—a first for Bo-pu Customs.

"No tax exemption certificate?"

"None. I asked the Guangjia crew—the shipper is the owner of Runshitang in the county town. The cargo was imported from Foshan. Worth a fortune. All medicines!"

"Stay calm," Ma Jia ordered. "Have Ji An meet me at the pier."

Ji An had recently been promoted from among ordinary transmigrators. With ten years as a customs broker, he understood import-export procedures far better than the regulation-quoting Ma Jia.

"Master Fu, I'll return shortly." He excused himself and hurried to the pier. Ji An was already there.

"How does it look?"

"Needs appraisal," Ji An said. "Then we check the tariff schedule."

"Just ask the cargo value." Ma Jia's head hurt at the mention of appraisal—the commodity manuals had everything, but no one could identify these medicines...

"Without invoices here, how do we verify truthfulness?" Ji An was still speaking when Liu San, who'd already cleared customs, came running back.

"What's going on?"

"Collecting import duty." Ma Jia was quite excited. "Finally we have major imports..."

"These are Health Department pharmaceutical materials!" Liu San nearly leapt. "You're taxing this too?"

"Isn't this Runshitang's cargo?" Ma Jia asked. "If it were Health Department imports, there'd be a Health Department notification. Besides, this shipment is clearly Runshitang's!"

"It's Health Department cargo. Runshitang is now a Health Department joint-venture enterprise," Liu San argued confidently. "You'd tax goods crucial to public health and popular welfare?"

"Never heard of it." Ma Jia shook his head. Ji An shook his too. The Health Department-Runshitang joint venture had received Executive Committee approval and been registered with the Foreign Trade Committee, but no formal notification had gone to various agencies. Customs naturally knew nothing of it.

"Call External Trade Committee—we're registered there."

Phone calls confirmed the registration. But both sides then disagreed about whether joint ventures enjoyed full tax exemption. The Executive Committee had never specifically clarified this issue. However, the Women's Cooperative enterprises all paid business tax and income tax. Ma Jia believed this precedent showed: enterprises with private shares weren't tax-exempt. Runshitang had native half-ownership, so import duties naturally applied.

Liu San refused to accept this. While goods were half-owned by Yang Shixiang and profitable, fundamentally Runshitang served the transmigrator collective. Taxing it would dampen merchant enthusiasm.

Ji An held a third view. Since Runshitang was jointly operated with the collective, and general medicines served public health, taxation was unnecessary. But ginseng and deer antler—purely tonics, luxury goods—should definitely be taxed at high rates. He proposed taxing this portion at elevated rates.

Three people, three opinions, faces flushed with argument. Fortunately, Yang Shixiang had gone to supervise unloading and missed this dispute entirely.

Finally, after Executive Committee coordination, they reached an agreement: prioritize merchant courtesy, with all duties waived. The entire medicine shipment cleared customs. However, per Ma Jia's insistence, the shipper had to pay unloading fees—transmigrator dock workers weren't free for private service.

Ma Jia signed the release but remained wary of Liu San's approach. Recently, the transmigrator collective had developed some unhealthy tendencies. It had started with Navy private clubs, then Army immediately followed suit. Now every department was scheming. This "joint venture"—wouldn't it become Health Department's profit-making "tertiary industry"?

Yang Shixiang was unconcerned—he'd never expected loading costs to be covered anyway.

With goods unloaded, he sent a servant to inquire about hiring local porters. Liu San said:

"No need for the trouble. There's a noon ox-cart to Bairren City. From there, anywhere's convenient."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 368 - The Customs

To facilitate cargo transport—before the rail line officially connected both locations—the Transportation Department had established ox-cart freight service between Bairren City and Bo-pu. This service had been sparked by masses of cattle arriving from Changhua Fortress. Cui Yunhong and others had shipped over fifty head in batches from Li territories.

Compared to finicky, scarce horses, cattle proved hardworking, durable, and abundant. Soon the Vehicle Factory modified four-wheeled freight wagons for two-ox teams. These slow but heavily-laden ox-carts immediately became the road transport backbone. If not for persistent wheel problems, ox-cart numbers could have increased further.

The medicines were carted to Lingao county town. Originally, Liu San had planned to transport everything to the pharmaceutical factory—convenient facilities and equipment, water and power available, plus modern processing equipment. But after the acquisition became a shareholding investment, security concerns arose. The pharmaceutical factory was a sensitive facility—bringing in a dozen indigenous workers raised safety issues.

After disembarking, Liu San telephoned Shi Niaoren about this predicament. Shi Niaoren agreed the factory wasn't suitable.

"What then—transport to the county town?"

"For now, that seems the only option," Shi Niaoren replied. "Runshitang isn't our wholly-owned enterprise. Your Shopkeeper Yang naturally has rights to enter your Chinese medicine workshop anytime, doesn't he?"

"That is a problem. But production in the county town means no water or power. Many machines won't work."

As facilities went, Runshitang was actually decent. It had dedicated warehouses for raw and processed goods with good storage conditions, plus spacious courtyards with ample processing space. Even with a dozen more employees, housing them was manageable.

"We'll have to make do. After all, Chinese patent medicines were made manually for centuries. No running water, no electricity won't matter much. For now, keep production at Runshitang. When scale increases, we'll find solutions." Shi Niaoren paused. "That day will come."

"It'll happen fast," Liu San warned. He harbored no doubt: before long, Plague-Repelling Powder and Marching Powder sales in Guangdong would surge. Hand-producing medicines in the county town wouldn't suffice then.

"Mo Xiaoan and others recently proposed something to the Executive Committee—it's likely to pass soon," Shi Niaoren said.

The proposal: within the light industrial zone outside Bairren City, designate a "Private Enterprise Park" specifically to attract private capital and technology. The transmigrator collective would provide land and complete infrastructure. If necessary, they'd offer advanced technology and management methods. Production and operations would be handled by private capital.

Under this model, they could attract merchants from Lingao, Qiongzhou, even Guangdong to invest in industry—mostly light industry without critical technology. The collective would provide technical equipment and qualified industrial workers.

"Does Lingao have that much private capital?" someone had objected at the meeting.

"Lingao may not, but the mainland does," Wen Desi, who supported the proposal, had replied. "We need to become a model of stability and prosperity. Then mainland private capital seeking safety will naturally come to invest." He thought a moment. "To put it imprecisely, we should become Ming private capital's safe harbor."

As the Ming chaos was about to unfold, many wealthy people would flee—not just the rich, but also comfortable middle-class families with useful skills or knowledge. The transmigrator collective wanted exactly these people. Attracting refugees provided labor and soldiers; attracting these people would bring wealth, technology, and knowledge.

"Sounds promising, doesn't it?" Shi Niaoren said. "Still under heated discussion. Once it passes and your scale grows, invest in the Private Enterprise Park—just build a Chinese patent medicine factory there."

So the medicines were all transported to Lingao county town. Yang Shixiang assembled Liu Benshan and the employees to announce: from today, Liu San was a shop proprietor. Everyone naturally had no objection.

That evening Liu San stayed at Runshitang—a house combining residence, shop, workshop, and warehouse. Yang Shixiang hosted a family dinner; his wife personally cooked. Around the table, wife and children were introduced to this "uncle." From now on, they were family. The household's solemnity made Liu San—who'd only seen sworn brotherhood as a business tactic—rather uncomfortable.

Liu San shared his thoughts openly. He pointed out: county town foot traffic was declining daily, and business was shrinking. They should establish a branch at East Gate Market for convenient access by market-goers.

"Brother speaks truly," Yang Shixiang nodded. "I've thought about it too. But opening a branch isn't quick—buying land, building the shop, all costs money. Pharmacy buildings aren't ordinary structures. They need high ceilings for ventilation, quality materials. Given my resources, I can't manage it quickly."

Liu San nearly said "I'll cover it," then reconsidered—having just partnered, investing more would complicate shareholding questions. He thought a moment:

"I see a way to accomplish this cheaply."

"Oh? What's brother's method?" Yang Shixiang now hung on this sworn brother's every word.

"You know I work at the Australian medical bureau."

"I'm aware," Yang Shixiang said. "I've only visited East Gate Market once since you arrived."

"The bureau plans to establish clinics throughout the county—" Liu San explained the Health Department's plans. "—The first clinic is planned for East Gate Market; the building's already ready. Our branch can be housed in this clinic."

Send two or three clerks with basic medicines; hang the signboard and business could start. Treating while selling.

"I worry the building won't be suitable?" Yang Shixiang knew the Australians' construction style—small footprints but multiple stories. Recently this trend was intensifying—someone had mentioned four-story buildings.

"Doctors upstairs, pharmacy downstairs—what's unsuitable?" Liu San replied.

"But there'd be no space for processing or decoctions..."

"Keep processing at the main shop. The branch needs only modest inventory—restock regularly. It's not far from the county town." Liu San shrugged. "Once a few shipments sell, we'll have the money, and can build a proper large shop."

Yang Shixiang agreed. They decided: the clinic entrance would display both signs. Doctors would be provided by the Australians. Runshitang would pay some monthly rent to the Health Department—payable in patent medicines.

"Once we've made some sales, there'll naturally be silver," Liu San said. "Then we'll build a proper large shop ourselves."

"I'll take brother's auspicious words."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 369 - The Joint Clinic

Liu San immediately followed up with his deeper cooperation plan.

"Elder Brother Yang, this is only the first step." Liu San enthusiastically outlined how the transmigrator collective planned to open clinics at every market throughout the county, excepting only the county town itself.

"This is truly a great charitable work," Yang Shixiang nodded approvingly. "I must contribute my part." He immediately offered to donate medicines.

Liu San saw his opening and quickly proposed his plan: establishing "Joint Clinics." At all eight markets throughout the county, the Australian "Medical Bureau" and "Runshitang" would jointly establish outpatient facilities. Doctors would be provided by the Medical Bureau; medicines would be jointly supplied by both sides.

"Medicines supplied by the clinic would mostly be free, or simply cover costs. Whatever Runshitang provides, the Medical Bureau will pay at market price."

Yang Shixiang shook his head emphatically: "Brother, this is a wonderful charitable deed! How could I charge market prices?" He pondered briefly. "How about this: processed herbs at seventy percent of market price; patent medicines at sixty percent."

Chinese medicine's profit margins were substantial. At these discounts, Runshitang still made money. Opening clinics not only accumulated merit but also generated profit—what a wonderful arrangement! Dazzled by visions of future earnings and reputation, Yang Shixiang volunteered: he would cover half the clinic construction costs; in exchange, his company's signboard would hang there. As for staffing and medicine handling—he would pay the clerks himself.

Liu San thought: since you're so enthusiastic, I won't be modest. He readily agreed.

When this clinic proposal reached the Executive Committee for discussion and approval, they made small adjustments. The County Gate Market was removed—being inside the county town where Runshitang already existed, it was redundant. But per Mu Min's suggestion, a clinic would be added at Nancun Village in the Li territories.

"I fully support the Li Territory clinic. But would anyone be willing to work there?"

Runshitang's clerks were already out of the question—they viewed Li people as man-eating tigers. Heavy rewards might produce brave souls. But even the "compassionate" transmigrators, imagining a place with no water, no power, where people squatted to defecate in the open—none volunteered.

"So I say we should add a Li Class," Mu Min said. "I proposed during the education system setup that we should have ethnic classes—specifically recruiting Li and Miao children for boarding school."

"That requires their willingness to entrust children to us," Bai Yu said. "Currently we only have trade relations with them. Why would they willingly hand over their children?"

Taking in orphans wouldn't work in Li territories either. Li people retained vestiges of primitive communalism—orphans always found care among relatives. There was no need for outsider charity.

"In my view, simply trying to bring them out of the mountains won't work," Wen Desi said. "The Li territories still need a basic literacy school. Only when they feel the need to leave the mountains will they want to come study."

This still boiled down to the fundamental problem: who would go to the Li territories? Mu Min was willing to volunteer, but as a woman, extended solo deployment was inconvenient—besides, she had a nearly-forgotten husband. Separating them long-term wasn't right.

Someone thought of suggesting her husband go along, but that seemed too cruel to mention.

"I think this is where the Church can play a role," Wen Desi said. "How about sending Lu Ruohua? He knows some basic medicine too..."

"If he goes, won't preaching become his main activity?" Ma Qianzhu thought this inappropriate—Christianity was spreading too fast in Lingao as it was.

"That's a good thing," Wen Desi replied. "Spreading Christianity in minority areas is beneficial for society long-term..."

Ma Qianzhu considered and found merit in this. Besides, this fellow had recently scored initial victories in the Thirteen Villages region and was riding high. Rather than let him expand influence there, better to dispatch him to the Li territories for unity work. If he caught some infectious disease and "was called to the Lord"—that would be perfect. Of course, such thoughts couldn't be shared with the right-wing faction.

So the Li Territory clinic was approved, with Religious Affairs handling specifics. He Ying stated: ideally they'd establish a clinic at Daolu Village in the Thirteen Villages region too—that area had become the regional center, with an expanded resident work team of over twenty. This would conveniently transfer local religious authority to Bai Duolu.

"He'll need to learn the Li language there. It'll be at least half a year before he can communicate," He Ying said. "We can use this time to take over the Daolu Village preaching point, the Bairren church and monastery—give the believers a thorough screening to check if that foreigner indoctrinated any improper ideas."

"We still need someone at his side for monitoring..."

"Religious Affairs will handle that," He Ying said. "We've trained several indigenous operatives who've been properly baptized. Lu Ruohua trusts them completely. We'll select the most loyal to accompany him to the Li territories."

"Can they be trusted?"

"Absolutely." He Ying nodded. "We cured his child with our medicine. He's utterly devoted to us."

Next came staffing these clinics. Chinese medicine personnel were Runshitang's responsibility—pharmacy clerks knew the Decoction Songs and "Eighteen Incompatibilities" by heart, serving as half-trained TCM practitioners. The Foshan recruits provided enough for two per clinic. Liu San planned personal training in acupuncture, cupping, and other skills, supplemented by modern medical knowledge.

The main force would come from the Health Department's barefoot doctor training program. Dual-track recruiting from nurses and transmigrators for specialized training. After three months, they'd barely qualify for the work.

After the meeting, Liu San hurried excitedly to the hospital. It was nearly noon, and the hospital was quiet. With no current warfare, aside from occasional construction injuries, heatstroke, and diarrhea cases, there were no critical patients—perfect conditions for trainee doctors to practice.

But the director's office was empty too. Liu San found this strange and stopped a passing young nurse to ask.

"The directors all went to Jade Ridge for a burial."

"A burial? Who died?" Liu San was surprised. Since D-Day, apart from one unlucky soul who fell badly during the Gou Family Village attack and died from injuries—quietly buried—no transmigrators had died.

"I don't know. Some leader."

So a transmigrator had died! Liu San was even more startled.



The mournful flute notes faded into the air; the firing squad's gun smoke gradually dispersed. Mourners threw the first handfuls of earth onto the urn.

"Every patch of earth buries someone!" Shi Niaoren threw another handful of dirt.

"Wuuu..."

"Just like that, a life ended," Lan Daifu murmured, somewhat sentimental.

"Indeed—at least we're still alive." He Ping felt a chill. These medical conditions felt rather precarious.

"Brother, go well. Don't blame us! From now on you're a revolutionary martyr. Every year primary and secondary students will march here with flags to sweep your grave..." Shi Niaoren patted the earth down, then addressed the grieving crowd. "Everyone disperse. Back to work!"

Several barefoot doctors stirred and quickly slipped away. Having caused a death—however you looked at it—felt shameful.

This was the first officially registered transmigrator death. The circumstances were truly unfortunate. The fellow had cut his arm badly on equipment at work. Yesterday he'd come to the hospital for stitches.

A simple minor surgery. But the only doctor on duty—He Ma—was busy with a bone-setting operation, so a trainee handled it. The barefoot doctors had actually been cautious—sterilizing, debriding, performing competently. Then came the first tragedy: the patient, seeing thick suture needles and clumsy technique, panicked and demanded anesthesia before stitching. Second tragedy: the barefoot doctors didn't know anesthetics were dangerous. Third tragedy: that day's surgery had made normally strict anesthetics easily accessible. Final tragedy: barefoot doctors were bold transmigrators—indigenous nurses wouldn't have dared.

So without consulting anyone, someone injected anesthetic. The result was predictably tragic—the trainee didn't know proper dosage or onset timing. The first dose had no effect; a second dose followed immediately. By the time He Ma arrived, less than half a life remained. Despite everything—ventilation, antihistamines, vasodilators, cardiac stimulants, defibrillation, even slaps—nothing could save him. Originally just a lurker-transmigrator, without rank after D-Day. Still, seeing a living person reduced to a handful of yellow earth and a stone marker standing lonely—everyone felt the chill of fate.

"In the old world, this would be a first-class medical accident," He Ma said, lingering dread in his voice. Regardless of circumstances, failing to supervise trainees meant he bore primary responsibility.

"Let's record it as post-surgical infection, unsuccessful resuscitation," Shi Niaoren instructed. "And give those trainee doctors a serious talking-to. Anesthesia class hadn't even started and they dared administer it! Also—how is anesthesia being managed? How did they get hold of it so easily?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 370 - The Tiandu Development Plan

The review meeting continued throughout the return journey—no official report didn't mean no internal reckoning. While demanding strengthened internal management, Shi Niaoren resolved to draft various management protocols when time permitted, preventing such casual medication use from causing dire consequences.

Liu San waited half a day in the office before the group returned. Hearing Shi Niaoren recount the medical accident, Liu San could only offer consolation—this was an early stage; such incidents were inevitable. Official reporting might trigger complications. He then briefed them on Runshitang and the clinics. The proposal was inexpensive and leveraged civilian resources, but Shi Niaoren remained troubled by staffing.

"Given their performance, how can I deploy these barefoot doctors?" Shi Niaoren puffed his cigarette. "These people are actually worse than our trained indigenous staff. At least the locals understand lives are precious and ask questions when they don't know something. These fellows do whatever they please. Let them loose as clinic doctors and they'll all become killers."

"How do we staff so many clinics?" The planned nine clinics needed nine people minimum.

"Mobile medical rounds," Shi Niaoren said. "Now that Runshitang can provide clerks, clinics will have basic TCM services. I plan to select promising, capable students from our indigenous nurses as the core workforce. Then we organize doctors for circuit visits—one location daily. That should barely maintain medical service levels."

"Director Shi's thinking is comprehensive," Liu San said. "I suggest stocking clinics with common safety medicines—hemostatics, analgesics, fever reducers—for free patient access. This will massively expand our influence."

"That depends on both pharmaceutical factories' production capacity," Shi Niaoren replied. "Free medicines currently should focus on Chinese patent medicines."

"Production capacity won't be a problem." Liu San guaranteed. "By the time clinics are roughly completed, we'll be producing in batches."

"You need to hurry." Shi Niaoren's tone grew serious. "The Executive Committee has assigned new tasks—prepare anti-malarial drugs, snake and insect repellents, plus large quantities of standard emergency medicines. The plan is to develop Tiandu Iron Mine; Hongji probably enters development too."

"Developing Tiandu?"

"Yes—because iron is perpetually insufficient." Shi Niaoren had attended Executive Committee meetings and knew the details. "Put it this way: Guangdong pig iron prices rose 100% this past year—thanks to us." He lit another cigarette. "Can't help it. Coal supplies are still manageable for now."

"Tiandu," Liu San murmured the place name. "The Executive Committee is preparing for major rapid development."



Developing Tiandu had been repeatedly raised after the island circumnavigation expedition. The original approach of purchasing Guangdong pig iron for refining was becoming increasingly difficult. Though Ming-era Guangdong iron smelting wasn't backward by contemporary world standards, hand-industry-era iron output simply couldn't supply their industrialized needs. Guangdong iron prices had skyrocketed; now even supply was growing insufficient.

This gave Ma Qianzhu deep appreciation of WWII Japan's pain regarding steel allocations. Every department displayed enormous greed for steel—machine manufacturing, construction, transportation—all required massive steel supplies.

Which was more important: laying the Bairren-Bo-pu rail line first, or completing the under-construction thousand-ton iron-hulled ship? Should priority go to boilers for increased power supply, or batch-producing simple machine tools to expand manufacturing capacity? Military weapons required quality steel and cast iron, but so did modern farm implements.

Every application contained validity and necessity. No matter how the Planning Committee struggled, delays and bottlenecks persisted everywhere. Many projects were stuck on material supply—especially steel.

After discussion, the Executive Committee reached its conclusion: breakthroughs must occur in steel supply. Concentrate all available resources to solve this problem definitively.

Yet calculations revealed another thorny issue. Developing Tiandu Iron Mine required expanded coal imports to meet pig iron smelting needs. Contemporary Guangdong coal mining featured small scale, numerous mines, widely scattered. Coal quality varied. Organizing supply was exhausting—inevitably requiring Hongji Coal Mine development. Opening two branch bases simultaneously stretched manpower, resources, and military power beyond capacity.

"Especially developing Hongji," Bei Kai noted at the hearing. "Local Vietnamese aren't particularly cooperative. Our current small-scale hiring and purchasing proceeds smoothly, but establishing our own mining base would likely provoke local powers and Lê Dynasty officials. Conflict is highly probable."

Winning local plantation owners' cooperation and support wouldn't happen overnight. Whether they'd even cooperate was uncertain—requiring heavy troop protection.

Even without security issues, mining required massive machinery, explosives, housing construction, road-laying, mining equipment manufacture, miner logistics...

This was an enormous systems engineering project touching every aspect of transmigrator industry. And Hongji wasn't like Lingao—specialists and equipment weren't nearby for quick problem-solving. Landing one or two thousand people with hundreds of tons of materiel on an unfamiliar coast—the coordination alone was monumental.

Liu San took a prescription list, glancing through it. "Pharmaceutical production faces heavy pressure." No posturing here—mainland orders, clinic inventory needs, plus all these additional medicines. Never mind anything else—Chinese medicinal ingredient shortfalls were substantial.

"Stop being burdened—there's plenty to do," Shi Niaoren said. "Another matter: the Executive Committee's social work teams have begun large-scale rural surveys. They want us to comprehensively screen and centrally deploy all TCM talents discovered—including herb farmers and folk healers. The Health Department has only you who understands these things. Screening is your responsibility."

Liu San was stunned. "The whole county! That's massive workload! How many villages in all of Lingao?"

"It's manageable," Shi Niaoren said. "TCM talent here is naturally scarce—just asking around reveals everything. I'm telling you, numbers are pathetic—fewer than twenty countywide including midwives. Mostly concentrated at several markets, with a few scattered in villages. Work teams identified them all during surveys—currently being transported to East Gate Market for screening."

"Don't need midwives," Liu San said. "Rather than retraining them, better to cultivate our own midwife-nurses."

"Correct. But local midwives often know some gynecological herbal medicine—they count as quasi-physicians."

"Fine—get me a translator."

"Xiong Buyou can help translate."

"What's the plan after screening these people? Training classes?"

"Some training, then assignment to clinics. Also external deployment to Tiandu and other bases for basic medical services. The Executive Committee wants at least three to four medics stationed."

"Urgent?"

"Second half of the year—after typhoon season ends." Shi Niaoren sighed. "The Planning Committee people are tearing their hair out. I think Director Ma is nearly going crazy—crowds of people blocking his office door daily."

"The capable bear more burdens. Hahaha."



After the Planning Committee's repeated calculations and multiple Executive Committee hearings, the decision was made: begin Tiandu development in October 1629. Yulin was relatively safe with less security pressure, requiring fewer protective troops.

Before launching Tiandu development, a six-month material preparation phase would commence, gradually stockpiling base supplies. Additionally, resources would be concentrated to first complete the thousand-ton steam-powered iron ship—meeting subsequent development engineering's transport needs for materiel, personnel, and ore return shipments.

Calculations showed Tiandu development initially required at least five hundred young adults landing for basic construction—building docks, roads, and fundamental mining facilities. Subsequently another five hundred would land for mining operations. Per Health Department estimates, monthly replenishment of one to two hundred would be needed to replace deaths. This ratio shocked Wu De—at least ten percent monthly labor force losses?

Shi Niaoren explained: "Our calculation is well-founded. Mining is extreme heavy labor—" He stopped Wu De's interjection. "I don't doubt Committee Member Wu will supply adequate calories and allow sufficient rest. But consider the surrounding environment: extreme heat, humidity, subtropical conditions... plus high-intensity labor. Personally, I think one to two hundred monthly deaths is a low estimate."

"We painstakingly recruit laborers just to send them to their deaths?" Naturally, someone valued human resources.

"I say, for Tiandu development, we should use cheap slaves," Wang Luobin said. "Just keep throwing lives in."

"Like the Japanese did back then."

"Exactly." Wang Luobin nodded. "To minimize death rates, basic infrastructure must be built first—that means at least a year before large-scale production capacity forms."

"How about we go to Japan to capture slaves!"

"That's too far! Besides, Japanese are armed too—they're in their Warring States period, fighting constantly. Their combat effectiveness won't be weak."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 371 - The Heaven and Earth Society

"What about capturing Malay natives from Vietnam and Southeast Asia? The distance is closer."

"The costs don't work out," Wang Luobin dismissed. "Unless there are ready-made slave trade suppliers, capturing and transporting slaves ourselves is too expensive."

"Let's learn from historical slave trade. The English shipped slaves to Cuba and Jamaica, exchanging slaves for sugar. We could do the same—let the English be slave traders. They're quite skilled at it. We'd exchange slaves for Leizhou sugar."

"Are we really bringing in African brothers—"

Seeing the discussion veer off track, Wu De rapped the table: "Be realistic! Let's focus on measures to reduce mortality rates." He reminded everyone: "Whether laborers or slaves, excessively high mortality hurts morale. Eventually it causes escapes and riots. Then we'd have to send troops to suppress—wouldn't that become a vicious cycle?"

"Accelerate population recruitment." Wen Desi turned to Wu De: "Is doubling immigration speed problematic?"

"Yes—grain." Before Wu De could speak, Wu Nanhai cut in unhesitatingly. "Grain collected locally and captured stores are nearly exhausted. Currently we're relying on Vietnamese rice from the Leizhou-Vietnam trade."

"But there's hybrid rice..."

"You think hybrid rice is a magic wand?" Wu Nanhai had been frustrated about agricultural issues for some time. "I tap it and produce tons of rice? What about irrigation? Pumps? Fertilizer? I've raised these issues in countless meetings!"

Perhaps because of his mild temperament and reluctance to contend, Wu Nanhai's Agricultural Committee consistently lagged in resource acquisition. Though the Executive Committee understood the primacy of agriculture and didn't skimp on investment—particularly in farm infrastructure—the squeaky wheel got the grease here too. Because Agricultural Committee investments were always enormous, the Executive consciously or unconsciously applied discounts to agricultural projects.

Developing Tiandu required a population surge. Population growth required increased agricultural investment to accumulate sufficient grain stores by October.

"Currently not all my rice seeds are planted—too few high-yield fields." Wu Nanhai complained. Only two hundred standard mu of soil-improved, irrigated high-yield fields existed. Wu Nanhai had standardized to modern 667-square-meter mu, replacing local varied measurements.

"Rice seeds have shelf life," Wu Nanhai reminded them. "Their characteristics don't breed true. If not fully planted this year, next year they're only good for eating."

So the Executive Committee decided to increase resource allocation in two directions: agriculture and shipbuilding. The former prepared for population growth through immigration; the latter enabled large-scale transport.



Wu Nanhai returned to the farm and immediately convened Agricultural Department personnel to discuss accelerated agricultural development plans.

"Mass grain production?" Fa Shilu was startled. "This isn't a video game—how do we mass-produce?"

"That's exactly the point." Wu Nanhai conveyed the meeting's spirit. "First: prepare sufficient reserve grain to support more non-agricultural population. Second: increase protein supply."

"The second point follows from the first. Without grain, where does protein come from?" Fa Shilu was somewhat dissatisfied. "To mass-produce grain, we must expand cultivated area. Did the Executive Committee promise additional labor?"

The demonstration farm had only fifty agricultural workers on staff—hand-picked by Wu Nanhai from immigrants and captives as skilled farmers and breeders. From his experience, in the twentieth century without any mechanization, one able-bodied worker with an ox or horse could cultivate over fifty mu. Southern paddy regions with intensive cultivation required less, but twenty mu of paddy wasn't problematic.

During irrigation construction, rush planting and harvesting, and land clearing, the farm mainly relied on Bairren Commune work assignments and military "labor duty"—essentially seasonal workers assigned daily tasks and earning work points. Poor farming skills didn't matter—mainly it was muscle power.

The farm occupied considerable suitable riverside wasteland, but clearing land in Lingao was quite difficult. There were distinct dry and rainy seasons; dry season required irrigation, rainy season drainage—demanding sophisticated water management. According to Agricultural Committee research, extensive cultivation wasn't effective here; intensive high-yield farming was necessary—constructing irrigation, improving soil—completing all agricultural infrastructure before achieving high yields. This development model required massive labor investment.

"Approved. I plan to expand high-yield fields to one thousand mu."

"One thousand mu?!" Fa Shilu asked skeptically. "Will Wu De really approve that much labor assignment?"

Wu Nanhai nodded: "It's an Executive Committee decision—he'll definitely prioritize it. Also, Director Ma promised some engineering machinery."

"Excellent!" Fa Shilu's spirits lifted. With machinery, land clearing and irrigation work would be much easier.

"One thousand mu all in rice—fifty farm workers won't suffice," Wan Lihui observed. This man was farm-born and knew farm work intimately. He'd studied electronics in college but never found related work after graduating. Life was unsatisfying, so in frustration he'd dragged his brother along to join the expedition. But in Ming-era spacetime, his electronics specialty was even more useless—Electronics Commissioner Zhong's promised electronics industry development never materialized. After months drifting in the Mechanical Department without prospects, he returned to agriculture. His specialty was animal husbandry—typical farm-kid work was raising livestock. Now the farm's animals except horses and donkeys were all under the two brothers' care—far better than Ye Yuming's era of raising rabbits from books.

"We need to recruit another batch of farm workers," Wu Nanhai said. "Besides paddy, dry fields must also expand, especially sweet potato cultivation—target one or two hundred more mu. Corn and alfalfa too—more protein requires increased livestock feed supply."

"Expanding livestock means expanding pasture area," Wan Lihui reported. "Also understaffed."

Modern commercial livestock—pigs, sheep, chickens, ducks—used intensive farming methods. But South Sea Farm employed low-density free-range methods. Land utilization was poor. This wasn't because Wu Nanhai favored "natural," "green," or "free-range" marketing gimmicks—it was forced upon them. Modern livestock farming heavily depended on animal vaccines, antibiotics, and disinfectants. The Wan brothers could only use lime. The pharmaceutical factory had recently sent some chlortetracycline and oxytetracycline for testing—nowhere near large-scale application. Under these conditions, intensive farming would cause massive disease deaths.

Ye Yuming spoke up: "I think we shouldn't only focus on our own cultivation. We should harness local farmers' production enthusiasm."

Wu Nanhai was interested. "Promote farming?"

"Yes." Ye Yuming nodded. "I have a proposal..."



Ye Yuming proposed establishing the "Heaven and Earth Society"—naturally unrelated to Chen Jinnan's future organization. Its full title was "Agricultural Committee Mutual Aid Group." It was called Heaven and Earth Society because agriculture depended on heaven (weather) and earth (land)—very vivid imagery.

The Mutual Aid Group's basic concept was crop and poultry promotion plus agricultural technical training.

"Farmers are still cold toward us. To win their goodwill—bandit suppression is one thing; providing high-yield crops is another."

When farmers harvested more crops, beyond personal consumption, they could only enter the market. The only organization capable of large-scale agricultural purchasing in Lingao was the transmigrator collective. This meant county-wide production increases, not just on the Committee's thousand-odd mu.

"I disagree. Setting aside variety diffusion issues—without proper care, we'd just waste seed resources." Wu Nanhai immediately objected.

"My idea is to promote sweet potatoes. Don't they accumulate toxins?"

Using sweet potatoes' degeneration characteristics: even if improved varieties spread, farmers lacking detoxifying techniques would see gradual decline. Farmers who saved seeds would find them worthless after two or three years. Only the Agricultural Committee with detoxifying technology could continue providing clean seedlings—effectively controlling seeds.

"That's feasible."

"Hybrid rice too—though we only have this one batch." Ye Yuming sighed. "If we could develop hybrid rice breeding, future mainland rice cultivation would be completely in our hands."

"Actually not impossible. Hopefully we'll succeed in experiments within our lifetimes." Fa Shilu was interested in this topic. He'd actually been conducting such experiments himself. In modern times, Lingao's agricultural pillar industry was hybrid rice seed production. Local abundant wild rice resources made Lingao a must-visit for hybrid rice researchers.

Everyone liked the sweet potato promotion idea. Ye Yuming continued:

"Not just sweet potatoes—livestock too. I think chickens and ducks can be dispersed to farmer households for free-range raising. Our own raising uses too much land and labor."

He proposed the "Poultry Promotion Plan"—essentially a factory-plus-household model maximizing the Agricultural Committee's professional hatching technology.

Simply put: the Agricultural Committee would centrally incubate eggs. Hatched chicks would be delivered to households on credit for raising. When mature, the farm would uniformly purchase eggs and meat birds. The farm would also supply earthworms, maggots, and other animal feeds as supplements.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 372 - Meitai Yang

In actual practice, chicks and feed provided by the Heaven and Earth Society could be obtained on credit, deducted when products were uniformly purchased.

Ye Yuming said: "This way, we can massively increase chicken and duck stocks and egg supply without expanding the farm itself. This greatly benefits food supply—essentially mobilizing the whole county to raise chickens for us."

"Not a bad idea. If successful, it could permanently solve the egg problem." Wu Nanhai was quite interested. Egg supply had always been a headache. Chickens, ducks, and turkeys brought from the other time-space had adapted to local conditions and were laying normally. But in completely free-range conditions without special feed, Wu Nanhai's farm produced genuinely "green" eggs—in pathetically small quantities. Many fertilized eggs had to be reserved for breeding. So the transmigrator collective received very few eggs.

Transmigrators who'd chased expensive "free-range eggs" and "all-natural green foods" in the other time-space now started caring about when they'd have enough eggs to go around. Some questioned whether the farm's free-range approach was too bourgeois, ignoring the masses' supply needs.

"People are hard to please," Wu Nanhai sighed. He found the daily egg allocation disputes exhausting. Several families with children now demanded at least one egg daily—a reasonable request that Xiao Zishan, managing internal affairs, couldn't refuse. But Wu Nanhai's daily edible egg output was only two or three hundred. Supplying the 500 transmigrators' cafeteria was barely adequate.

"The reason for establishing this Heaven and Earth Society," Ye Yuming continued, "is to create a semi-official intermediary. Besides distributing seedlings and purchasing products, it can train local farmers in agricultural techniques—gradually cultivating households dependent on our seeds and technology. Through them, we gradually extend our agricultural influence countywide."

"This Heaven and Earth Society mainly targets smallholders," Wu Nanhai observed. "What about large landowners? They control more land and labor. Since we're not doing land reform, we can't ignore them."

"For landlords, there's another more profitable option: joint ventures establishing crop processing and food processing factories. With so many eggs and poultry purchased, processing factories become urgently needed. Relying solely on Agriculture and Light Industry Departments means slow development. Bringing in capable landlords with their manpower and resources speeds things up considerably."

Everyone nodded in agreement—the plan was feasible. The transmigrator collective couldn't handle everything themselves. Promoting new agricultural techniques would greatly benefit the agricultural leap forward.

"Overall feels good," Wu Nanhai concluded. "Let's refine it further before gradual rollout."

So the Agricultural Committee established the "Agricultural Committee Mutual Aid Group Preparatory Leadership Team." Wu Nanhai became team leader; Ye Yuming became secretary-general.



The next day, under unified Executive Committee leadership, a vigorous "Creating One Thousand Mu of High-Yield Fields" campaign began. This plan aimed to expand farm-controlled land to one thousand mu of high-yield, stable-yield paddy and five hundred mu of dry fields.

The core of high-yield, stable-yield farmland was water conservancy. Yan Quezhi, having studied hydrology and water resources, was appointed chief commander of this large-scale agricultural water construction. He led his students ahead with surveying equipment to begin measuring.

Wu Nanhai and Fa Shilu brought people to erect temporary sheds at the site as command headquarters. Headquarters was set on a hillock half a kilometer from the riverbank. A small grove there made working under the trees cooler. Wu Nanhai also brought Chuqing to attend to daily needs. The young woman was now boiling water and making tea at a portable stove.

Soon the folding table displayed genuine Ming-era Jun-ware porcelain tea cups, the fragrance of fresh tea drifting in the air.

"Too bad there's no iced tea," Yan Quezhi mused. Having set up surveying equipment, he recalled the bottled tea he'd often drunk.

"If the master doesn't like this, the farm has kvass and kombucha. I'll fetch some right away." Chuqing was extremely attentive.

"Never mind—it'll be lukewarm by the time you return." Yan Quezhi shook his head.

"There's spring water here. Soak the bottles in water and they'll cool."

"No need for such trouble—" Yan Quezhi felt awkward being so thoroughly attended by a young woman—an experience he'd never had.

"I'll go fetch them." Chuqing stepped back, then hurried down the hillock.

"Nanhai, what kind of life are you living? Just like a landlord..."

Wu Nanhai quickly cut off his sentiment—this would eventually make him a public enemy among the men:

"Let's discuss the planning."

"Honestly," Yan Quezhi said, "it's not really the right time for water conservancy projects."

Wu Nanhai was puzzled. "Why?"

"Insufficient hydrological and meteorological data," Yan Quezhi explained.

Though weather recording and simple forecasting had continued since D-Day, conscious collection of local hydrological and meteorological data only began in late autumn 1628—not yet a full year. Average annual temperature, humidity, precipitation, sunlight hours—including Wenlan River flow—all lacked reliable figures. These were fundamental for water conservancy construction.

"Can't we use twentieth-century data?"

"The margin of error is quite large." Yan Quezhi opened a thick 1925-1949 Lingao Hydrology Record he'd brought. "This is the closest scientific systematic hydrological record—three hundred years apart. Three centuries of climate change won't cause seas to become fields, but a few degrees' temperature difference can enormously impact climate."

The biggest issue was temperature discrepancy. In twentieth-century Lingao, winter extreme lows never dropped below 10°C. But in this time-space, Yan Quezhi had recorded 3-5°C temperatures for a continuous week. Compared to Leizhou Peninsula actually receiving snow in late Wanli reign, Lingao having no frost was fortunate. This late-Ming Little Ice Age was real—Foreign Trade Committee people doing business in Macao had seen locals wearing sheepskin robes.

Lower temperatures meant less precipitation. According to historical records, Lingao during Ming-Qing experienced major droughts roughly every ten years, minor droughts every five. Rainfall concentrated from May to October; winter and spring were nearly rainless dry seasons. Distinct seasonal alternation demanded much from drought and flood control.

Yan Quezhi couldn't extrapolate from less than a year's simple records the key water project figures: annual precipitation, maximum precipitation, longest dry period.

"For now, I can only use twentieth-century Lingao hydrological records, adjusted for general Little Ice Age conditions," Yan Quezhi said. "With mathematical models, I could roughly calculate current hydrology—unfortunately I don't have them."

"Lingao agriculture's bottleneck is water management. Drought or flood—good water works solve both. Here there's nothing—such a waste." Fa Shilu squatted on the slope, gazing at the soon-to-be-developed wasteland by the river.

Lingao had abundant sunshine and precipitation—favorable for grain. But drawbacks were obvious: spring planting and transplanting often saw no rain, causing severe water shortages; summer brought floods nine years in ten—greatly affecting yields. The Wenlan River flowed close by with adequate volume, yet throughout antiquity, Lingao had virtually no water infrastructure except in scattered spots. Only individual landowners used waterwheels for irrigation with simple self-dug channels.

"Small-peasant economy is just too weak," Wu Nanhai observed.

"You could say that," Yan Quezhi nodded. "Water projects require investments beyond what ordinary farmers working alone can manage. Even Lingao's largest landlord couldn't do it." He recalled hearing from water project veterans: even village-level simple irrigation channels required mobilizing several hundred workers during slack seasons. Larger projects needed county-wide mobilization. In the pre-machinery era, deploying thousands for a single water project was common.

For remote, underpopulated Lingao, this was clearly impossible. Without sufficient labor and engineering machinery, this thousand-mu high-yield project would be a pipe dream.



Wu Nanhai's planned development site was a riverside wasteland called "Meitai Yang"—spanning five or six thousand mu. Such flat, open land near major rivers was locally called "field plains." Aside from sandy soil along the river, most featured organic-rich laterite, with convenient irrigation—excellent farmland. Lingao's historical main grain regions were the four great field plains north of the county seat: Bohou, Tiaosu, Bolian, and Jialai. These were partially developed, but much wasteland remained.

Though Wu Nanhai lacked hydrological records, waterlines, sand distribution, and vegetation showed most of Meitai Yang wouldn't flood even at peak Wenlan River levels. Developing high-yield fields here was relatively safe.

Another reason the Agricultural Committee favored Meitai Yang: it was desolate—no fields, no villages. Easy to purchase. Neither Wu Nanhai nor Wu De wanted to handle ancient-era land expropriation. Such matters were hard to manage well and could easily provoke public resentment.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 373 - Low-Yield Fields

A few months earlier, Wu Nanhai had easily purchased this land from the county government at extremely low prices. As for why such large riverside acreage remained uncultivated, the Agricultural Committee had assumed it was due to abundant land and scarce labor. But when Wang Tian heard the "leaders" had bought this land, he rushed to tell Wu Nanhai: bad deal!

This land had actually been repeatedly cleared by Fujian migrants, but they always abandoned it after one or two years.

"Yields are too low," Wang Tian explained. "Work yourself to death growing rice—one mu produces seventy or eighty jin. With poor care, even less. Two crops yield under two hundred jin of unhusked grain—not enough to fill stomachs."

"Seventy or eighty jin?" Wu Nanhai was nearly shocked. Seventy or eighty jin was just dried grain; hulling lost another 20-30%. He knew ancient agricultural productivity was low, but based on current observations, ordinary paddies along the Wenlan River with assured irrigation could manage three hundred jin per crop.

"The master doesn't know," Wang Tian continued. "Farming here is very difficult: no rain means drought; three consecutive rainy days means flooding. But even without drought or flood, Meitai Yang rice yields are still poor."

Wu Nanhai found this phenomenon strange, but lacking capacity for immediate development, he didn't investigate further. To avoid leaving vast acreage fallow, he had workers extensively plant legumes and green manure for silage feed—some from the other time-space, some found by the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team. Results were dismal. Except for passable alfalfa yields, legumes nearly all failed.

"Looks like this land is severely phosphorus-deficient. Soil improvement is needed."

"So low yields probably stem from soil problems," Fa Shilu said after hearing the description. "We haven't thoroughly surveyed Meitai Yang's soil and moisture conditions."

"Could soil pH be too high?"

"Possibly. Since we're creating high-yield, stable-yield fields, soil improvement is involved."

He casually scooped up some soil: "If I remember correctly, Lingao's soil should match Jiangxi and Guangdong's main soil types—primarily laterite. That makes improvement relatively easier—lime will do. If alkaline, we'd need gypsum."

He rubbed it slightly: "This laterite developed from basalt, plus alluvial sand from upstream. Generally quite sandy, but not problematic for paddy."

Just then, Chuqing returned carrying a large basket filled with bottled kvass and kombucha.

"The cafeteria was out of stock. I went directly to the food factory." Chuqing smiled. "Let me soak them to cool first." She carried the basket toward a stream at the slope's base.

These two beverages were now in full production at the food processing factory—semi-automatic bottling, hand-sealing. Bottles came from the glass factory, sealed with cork and wax. Lacking preservatives, they used only sugar and citric acid—very short shelf life. The taste wasn't great either.

But for transmigrators tired of tea and plain water, these beverages arrived at the right time, becoming cafeteria favorites. Many natives who'd curiously tried a bottle also came to like the taste—some simply from imitating transmigrator lifestyles.

Fa Shilu watched her submerge the whole basket in the stream. Low hills dotted this field plain's edges. Unlike the sparsely vegetated plains, the hillocks had dense vegetation, with many streams flowing between them. Some merged into larger surface flows joining the Wenlan River; some collected in hillside ponds; some ran along the surface then disappeared underground again.

"Such abundant water sources!" Fa Shilu murmured.

"Have you surveyed the water sources here?" He suddenly asked Yan Quezhi, who had been watching Chuqing's retreating figure and now snapped back:

"No—geological matters belong to the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team. I've been too busy helping the Construction Company build houses."

"Since you studied hydrology, you should know something. Are these surface flows spring water?"

"Not mineral springs, but good water quality. Clear, cold." Yan Quezhi was confident. "Should be rainwater accumulated underground then emerging."

"I see." Fa Shilu nodded. He called everyone: "Come, let's go down and investigate soil conditions on-site."

They descended together. Wu Nanhai brought his apprentice—a boy named Lu Jia selected from the school. Lu Jia's family were official tenants farming school lands. Official tenants bore heavy burdens, much worse than ordinary tenants. Lu Jia's father, wanting fewer mouths to feed, had sent the Lu Jia and Lu Yi brothers to the transmigrator collective—purely for food.

Lu Jia, being older and knowing more farm work, proved clever—so Wu Nanhai took him as apprentice.

The group dug several test pits at intervals across the wasteland, sampling and observing soil.

"Old Fa! Still laterite here. It's everywhere." Wu Nanhai called out.

"Right—the most common soil in southern China." Fa Shilu squatted at the pit edge. "This soil should have decent fertility. If rice yields only a hundred jin on such land, that's strange."

But the next round of digging quickly revealed the low-yield mystery. They began excavating large amounts of rust-colored paddy soil. This soil resulted from long-term poor drainage causing waterlogging—soil containing abundant rusty ferric hydroxide, high acidity, low nitrogen-phosphorus-potassium, very poor fertility.

"Strange—this should be caused by prolonged waterlogging," Wu Nanhai said. "But we're far from the Wenlan's monsoon peak water line."

"The water table here is high." Fa Shilu pointed toward the hills. "Stream water ultimately goes underground. This looks like a plain but underneath it's like a water-soaked sponge—classic internal waterlogging."

Yan Quezhi set up equipment and observed: "Mm. This terrain doesn't look it, but it's actually lower than surrounding areas. Combined with hill springs constantly replenishing, the water table is high—creating chronic hidden waterlogging."

"That explains such widespread rust-colored paddy soil," Fa Shilu concluded. "Meitai Yang was historically cultivated—quite extensively as paddies. It was finally abandoned due to soil problems."

He said this because paddy soil was essentially artificial—formed by annual irrigation accumulation from rice cultivation. Natural soil wouldn't develop this structure.

"Master, we call this rust-water paddy here," Lu Jia interjected. "Paddy surfaces often have oily red rust layers. Actually, there are also waterlogged fields—over by those hillocks—"

"Waterlogged fields?" Wu Nanhai was interested. "Has your family farmed them?"

"No." Lu Jia shook his head. "Farming here loses money. Except for Fujianese unknowingly clearing land, no county folk farm here."

"Let's go look," Fa Shilu suggested.

Soon they reached the base of a hillside. At first glance, ordinary wasteland—but closer inspection showed signs of past cultivation, with old field ridges still faintly visible.

"Fujianese farmed here before—eventually total crop failure," Lu Jia said. "Water just welled up from perfectly good fields, drowning the rice."

They dug more test pits. Conditions here were worse—water appeared almost immediately upon digging; some spots even showed springs bubbling up. Due to prolonged waterlogging, soil was oversaturated—extremely dispersed, clayey, paste-like, nearly untillable, with indistinct soil layers.

"This soil won't have good fertility." Wu Nanhai poked through the mud, separating out dead leaves and grass, mostly intact with almost no decomposition. "Organic matter basically doesn't break down."

"Too clayey," Fa Shilu explained. "Air can't enter. It's like a sealed environment—how would organic matter decompose?" He shook his head. "This type of field is even harder to work."

Wu Nanhai seized the teaching moment, giving Lu Jia a five-minute lecture on organic matter—what it was, why it decomposed, and the benefits of decomposed organic matter for cultivation. Whether he understood or not, the concepts were directly implanted.

"The key is drainage," Fa Shilu delivered the final verdict.

To change this situation, mere soil improvement wasn't enough—the fundamental issue of waterlogging had to be solved first.

"To solve waterlogging," Yan Quezhi said, pointing at the survey map, "we need to expand drainage channel scale. The water table is too high—needs to drop at least 1 to 1.2 meters for farming. If necessary, we'll add a dedicated pump. The planned five drainage branch channels may not suffice—we need three more."

"That means your levee project won't be small either."

"The levee is part of the Wenlan River Basin renovation plan," Yan Quezhi explained. "According to Director Ma's plan, the entire Wenlan's water level will be raised 100 centimeters for navigation. All riverside facilities are planned according to this scheme."

Per the plan, they would first build a riverbank levee along the development zone, separating river water from the entire high-yield field area to defend against possible monsoon flooding. Sluice gates for irrigation channels would be installed on the levee. Additionally, steam pumping stations would be installed, using steam engines for irrigation and drainage.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 374 - Farmland Construction

Behind the levee lay the first-phase 1,500 mu of high-yield fields. After consultation, Yan Quezhi, Wu Nanhai, Fa Shilu and others decided the high-yield, stable-yield farmland must meet these standards: drought resistance achieving "90 days without rain, still harvest guaranteed"; flood drainage meeting "once-in-ten-years" standards (by 20th century measures), ensuring "five-day downpours cause no disaster"; riverside flood levees withstanding "once-in-twenty-years" flood levels plus Force 8 winds without breach or overflow; land improvement achieving topsoil depth of five cun for paddies, one chi for dry fields—greatly enhancing water and nutrient retention.

Fields would be laid out in grids, with large grid areas for agricultural machinery operation. Drainage and irrigation would use separate channels. Ditches, channels, roads, and tree lines would be coordinated. Particularly the trees—planned establishment of farmland windbreaks to reduce annual summer-autumn typhoon damage. Field roads must accommodate mechanized farm vehicles.

Planning complete, Yan Quezhi began surveying and design work. Wu Nanhai and Fa Shilu began large-scale mobilization of farm workers for preparatory work—processing all biogas and compost pits to prepare ample base fertilizer. Water conservancy construction materials streamed continuously to the site: wood ash and lime for soil amendment; bricks, stone, cement, timber for levees and channels; bamboo-reinforced concrete; valves and pipes for water facilities manufactured by the Machinery Factory. Simultaneously, production began on pumps, paired boilers, and steam engines.

Construction started with large labor crews dispatched by Wu De. Equipped with axes, saws, and sickles, they cleared all vegetation throughout the development zone—mainly small shrubs and weeds. Shrubs became firewood; mowed weeds and dead grass were piled in Wu Nanhai's temporary composting pits. Biogas residue served as starter, mixed together and covered with soil, watered regularly. Under summer sun, these would quickly decompose into organic fertilizer.

Direct burial in soil would leave fibrous plant matter undecomposed for years, providing no fertilization benefit.

After vegetation clearing, four bulldozers arrived, commanded by Armored Corps Commander Bai Yu—all Dongfanghong tractors fitted with dozer blades. Bai Yu leaned out from his driver's cab. Yan Quezhi and others waited at headquarters; construction routes were already marked on maps.

Step one: use bulldozers for comprehensive land leveling across the development area. Remove residual vegetation, relocate large stones—the latter requiring special care to avoid damaging blades and tracks. Each bulldozer was accompanied by an Army squad in dispersed formation, scouting ahead.

"Feels like infantry-tank coordination," Yan Quezhi observed, climbing onto the cab to tell Bai Yu.

"If bulldozer fuel and spare parts were unlimited, I'd drive straight to Beijing! Why bother with this land-clearing and road-building?" Bai Yu kept his eyes forward, hands constantly pushing and pulling control levers. Occasionally he barked into the radio, ordering other tractors to "watch spacing, maintain coordination."

"A tractor armored division?" Yan Quezhi immediately pictured it: dust rolling along dirt roads, an endless column of Dongfanghong tractors crushing the earth, tractors packed with infantry dubbed "tractor grenadiers" in bearskin caps carrying Minié rifles...

How strange it felt! Yan Quezhi shook his head.

"Nothing impossible about it," Bai Yu said confidently. "Mountains and waterways won't work, but on the North China Plain, absolutely devastating. Look at this—" He pointed at several protruding metal fixtures outside the cab—clearly added later, not original equipment.

"What are these?" Yan Quezhi shouted.

"Armor plate mounting points." Bai Yu was proud—he'd personally designed and manufactured them. "When needed, this tractor's critical sections can be fully armored in half an hour. Impervious to blades and bullets. Armor spec: can withstand direct hit from 6-pounder cannon solid shot at 400 meters. Strong enough, right?"

"Getting hit directly by such a big iron ball—wouldn't the driver inside bleed from nose and mouth?"

"The enemy has to hit first," Bai Yu seemed unconcerned. "Besides, we won't just sit and take it. Look up there."

The tractor's roof now sported something like a car sunroof, with rail-like features around it. The skylight was open, bringing cool air to the sweltering cab.

"I made a conversion kit. Can add a rotating turret directly on top of the skylight. Even without a machine gun, just a Type 56 semi-auto can make enemies howl. If needed, hand grenades and knee mortars—unstoppable."

"Very creative—"

"That's nothing. I studied weapons design and engineering." This former armored corps officer was quite pleased. "There's also a flamethrower tractor conversion kit. Sadly fuel's short—the Executive Committee won't let me test it."

He went on about several weapons he'd designed, all centered on tractors, trucks, motorcycles, even bicycles. His latest design: mounting four "handheld shotgun cannons" on a Type 28 reinforced agricultural bicycle—using the bike's fast mobility for close-range fire, disrupting enemy formations. Another conversion added a rifle-firing mount on bicycles so riders could shoot while cycling—also compatible with crossbows.

Generally, Bai Yu's designs were quite "modern." He sneered at the "retro faction" weapon designers led by Lin Shenhe.



After clearing, waste soil excavated from various construction sites was trucked in. Yan Quezhi planned to elevate Meitai Yang as much as possible—even 10-20 centimeters would help—while disposing of construction waste soil.

Land leveling was quickly completed. Then tractors mounted heavy deep-plowing implements for deep tilling. Massive quantities of quickite from Bo-pu were applied for soil improvement. Lime usage was so heavy that all construction site supplies were halved. Besides the quarry working overtime, all off-duty Army and Navy personnel were mobilized to harvest oyster shells from coastal beds for burning into lime.

Yan Quezhi's dam construction also commenced. Due to cost constraints, the dam used a simple gravity earth dam structure, reinforced with multiple rows of driven wooden piles. The dam exterior was clad entirely in stone. The entire levee was positioned over 100 meters from the Wenlan's monsoon peak water line, serving as a flood passage during high water. During low water, the sandy riverbank conditions would be used for watermelon and peanut cultivation.

The dam featured irrigation and drainage sluice gates for separate channel systems. Gates used mechanical operation, powered by the levee's steam pumping station.

Connecting these two gates were two main trunk channels, entirely bamboo-reinforced concrete construction, with design flow capacity to meet extreme irrigation and drainage needs. Other irrigation and drainage branch channels within the fields connected to these two mains, with manually operated gates at each channel opening.

For the abundant spring water flowing from the hills, simple interception and discharge into the Wenlan River was the easiest solution. But Yan Quezhi considered this wasteful. From a drought-prevention perspective, he decided to construct small reservoir dams in the hills using natural terrain. Such dams required minimal engineering. The reservoirs would collect spring water and irrigate fields during the Wenlan's dry season, reducing river drawdown—after all, this river was now the transmigrator collective's lifeline, with significant industrial and domestic water demand.

These naturally-contoured hill reservoirs could regulate water supply, beautify the environment, provide fish farming, and generate electricity—multiple benefits. Wang Luobin had experience building such small water projects, so he took charge of this portion.

Besides dam construction, Wang Luobin selected several locally-adapted commercial tree species from the farm nursery to reforest hills around the reservoirs. Experimentally, he built a small hydroelectric station at one larger reservoir. But generating capacity was too small and only intermittent—not very useful, purely for research purposes.



Agricultural water infrastructure construction was proceeding vigorously. Wu Nanhai went to the Executive Committee to find Ma Qianzhu about the fertilizer problem.

Because Meitai Yang's chronic waterlogging had caused very poor soil fertility. Lime application could only neutralize acidity, not increase soil fertility or trace elements.

Fa Shilu said: "Meitai Yang needs massive additions of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizer—especially phosphorus. The phosphorus deficiency is severe; you can't even grow legume green manure. After adjusting trace elements, add farmyard manure as base fertilizer."

Applying only farmyard manure and green manure seemed like large quantities but was far less effective than the chemical fertilizers that made modern bourgeoisie cringe. However, their ammonium nitrate had all become Military Committee explosives under "military-first politics."

"Nitrogen's easy—have the Executive Committee get us lignite or peat. But phosphorus and potassium fertilizer—where do I find those?" Wu Nanhai muttered. "Not enough bone meal either."

"Both lignite and peat work," Fa Shilu said. "Natural compound fertilizer containing nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium—much more efficient. But for soil improvement, quantities won't be enough. Best to have dedicated phosphorus and potassium fertilizers."

Potassium fertilizer could be met through potassium chloride byproduct from the Salt Refinery's bittern processing. Combined with potassium in peat and lignite, roughly sufficient.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 375 - Dongsha Island

The most problematic was phosphorus fertilizer. After much deliberation, the easiest natural phosphate source was animal bones. The Agricultural Committee had been using leftover fish bones and scraps from the seafood processing plant for fertilization, occasionally obtaining animal bones. But improving 1,500 mu of land—where would they find so many bones?

Wood ash could also supplement phosphorus, but again the problem was insufficient quantity.

After much brainstorming, they decided to call Luo Duo.

Luo Duo now worked at the Political Security Bureau's Social Department compiling incriminating files—a fulfilling life. But after hours, he continued serving as a living encyclopedia.

Wu Nanhai's question was: how to manufacture phosphorus fertilizer without phosphate ore?

"That's easy," Luo Duo said. "Boil wood ash..."

"I know that. Animal bones too. But I need to fertilize 1,500 mu of severely phosphorus-deficient soil."

"Get steel slag from the Metallurgy Department," Luo Duo replied. "I recall they use small converters, right? Perfect." He continued: "Steel slag mixed with lime produces a crude phosphate fertilizer."

Converter steelmaking's slag-making process used sand to create acidic slag, displacing phosphorus from pig iron. So converter slag contained considerable phosphorus.

"Good." Wu Nanhai immediately called the Metallurgy Department.

Ji Wusheng told him, however, that most accumulated steel slag had already been used for road paving. Only a few tons remained at the steel plant.

"A few tons will do," Fa Shilu said. "Let's make do. If not enough, use lots of wood ash—have the Citizens' School students launch a wood ash recycling campaign. Also apply peat heavily."

"I wonder if External Trade Committee ever finalized Nanbao?"

Nanbao's mines produced lignite and peat that in modern times were Lingao's main fertilizer source. The transmigrators naturally wouldn't ignore this. But Nanbao was near Li territory in hilly terrain. The Long-Range Reconnaissance Team had visited several times and concluded self-extraction was too expensive—too distant, practically like opening a branch base. Better to have locals extract then purchase or requisition.

But nothing had materialized yet. Locals weren't interested in mining this black stuff. Even with transmigrator purchasing offers, no one wanted to extract and transport it.

After Wu Nanhai reported the need for lignite fertilizer to the Executive Committee, Wu De decided delay was unacceptable. They would use compulsory quotas for collection. Liaisons from all villages near Nanbao were summoned and assigned quotas for extracting and transporting specified "heavy jin" of lignite to Bairren—in return, their grain obligations could be offset with lignite and peat.

"Many thanks," Wu Nanhai was nearly moved to tears. "Actually, phosphate ore would be even better..."

"I've no source for that," Wu De said helplessly. "There's none locally."

"How about sailing to Yulin Harbor for mining?" Wu Nanhai suggested. He'd seen in bulletins that phosphate deposits were found near Tiandu.

Ma Qianzhu shook his head: "The Yulin phosphate isn't at the coast—must go over ten kilometers inland. No roads, no equipment—can't get it back in under a month."

"I see." Wu Nanhai was disappointed. "Can we think of something—send a small mining team first for ten tons or so?"

"Well—" Ma Qianzhu considered. The Agricultural Committee wasn't the only one needing phosphorus. The Chemical Industry Department and Weapons Group had also requested phosphate ore. Making everyone wait half a year for Tiandu development—other things could wait, but grain couldn't.

"Let me ask Resources Department if there's a quick, economical method." Ma Qianzhu picked up the telephone on his desk: "Switchboard, this is Planning Committee—connect me to Office 22."

"For the fastest solution, go to Dongsha Island for guano," came the Long-Range Reconnaissance Team secretary Zhao Xue's reply. "Per resource maps, it's not far from here. The island has mountains of guano deposits—easy open-pit extraction. One shipload should be enough."

"Guano would be even better," Wu Nanhai said. Guano was rich not just in phosphorus but also nitrogen and potassium—natural compound fertilizer. This would save potassium fertilizer too.

"Alright, deploy the Navy," Ma Qianzhu immediately decided. "Invite Naval People's Commissar Chen Haiyang. Let's plan which ships to send."

Wu Nanhai felt overwhelmed by the favor—such efficiency, such decisiveness! Much better than endless "let's discuss this, let's think it over."



The decision was made: Zhenhai would sail to harvest guano—time was of the essence. Sending sailing ships would take ten-plus days; the hybrid-powered ship was far more convenient. After all, close-hauled sailing was skilled work. Among transmigrators, only the Qian brothers from North America were reasonably experienced—they'd at least sailed small boats before.

Commanded by Lin Chuanqing, Zhenhai quickly located Dongsha Island following navigation charts. The island was about 2.5 kilometers wide, very flat without peaks, but covered with coconut palms. Masses of seabirds constantly circled and swooped above the island, flying around Zhenhai's masts, occasionally leaving "gifts" for the deck crew.

"Damn it!" Lin Chuanqing cursed, spitting. His cap had already been blessed. Fishermen were somewhat superstitious about such things—considered bad luck.

"So many birds—guano must be abundant," said the enthusiastic Bai Guoshi.

"To hell with your guano," Lin Chuanqing grumbled, putting on a straw hat. "How did I get stuck with this assignment!"

Lin Chuanqing, a fisherman who'd also been a smuggler guide for years, knew the Dongsha route without charts. But he'd never approached this place before—the Taiwan Marine Corps stationed there made inspections troublesome. A bad-tempered officer might suspect espionage and treat you to a burst of gunfire—extremely unappetizing.

"Depth 8.3 meters, distance 3 cables!" a sailor reported loudly.

"Reduce speed, lower boats, sound depths!" Lin Chuanqing ordered. Several sailors lowered a small boat and rowed toward the island.

"Dongsha has a lagoon—can't we sail directly in?" Bai Guoshi asked.

"Too shallow." Lin Chuanqing shook his head. Though he'd never visited Dongsha, he'd heard about it. The lagoon was very shallow. "Under a meter at low tide. Go in and you'll ground."

The entire Dongsha Island formed a crescent shape, roughly one square kilometer, with a lagoon in the western section. This lagoon was barely one meter deep at low tide, with an outlet only twenty meters wide—almost useless as a coral island anchorage. The extremely narrow opening caused minimal water exchange, leading to long-term accumulation of organic debris on the bottom. Overall, it resembled coastal swamp ecosystem rather than the clear-watered, coral-rich lagoons typical of coral islands. Several transmigrators hoping to enjoy tropical coral island scenery were disappointed.

Following the sounding boat's guidance, the ship circled the island's west side. Dongsha was actually the only exposed island in a chain of atolls. The entire Dongsha atoll was roughly 20 kilometers in diameter. Ships could enter this atoll lagoon to anchor, but lacking exposed coral reef barriers for shelter, it had limited value as a storm harbor.

"Stop engines! Drop anchor!" Lin Chuanqing maneuvered as close as possible to shore, not anchoring until the forward keel nearly scraped bottom.

"Assemble the pontoon bridge!" Lin Chuanqing continued giving orders.

Guano extraction required moving heavy loads. Without a lagoon suitable for large-ship berthing on Dongsha, shuttling small boats was too inefficient. So Zhenhai carried floating pontoon sections to temporarily bridge ship and beach.

"Are there people on the island? Should everyone arm up?" Bai Guoshi asked Lin Chuanqing, putting his pistol in a waterproof holster.

"Shouldn't be. Summer isn't fishing season—fishermen won't come here. But there are lots of sharks." Lin Chuanqing raised a megaphone and shouted: "Everyone be careful—many sharks in the water! Don't fall overboard! If injured, return to the ship immediately! Don't pee in the ocean! Stay calm if you see sharks..."

The lagoon's organic-rich bottom created feeding attractants as water flowed to nearby seas, drawing scent-hunting predators like sharks. Shark density here was exceptionally high. Besides sharks, the atoll lagoon contained many fierce predatory fish with significant attack capability and lethality.

Two more boats were lowered. Sailors detached pontoon sections from the hull and began linking them with chains. Lin Chuanqing ordered the marine guards to stand armed watch along both sides of the ship. Each small boat also carried a dedicated anti-shark guard equipped with harpoons, wearing chain-mail arm armor and gloves.

The atoll lagoon indeed had many sharks of various species. In the clear water, these ocean apex predators could be seen happily swimming about. Everyone was tense. Tension caused fumbling—the pontoon bridge took twice as long as usual to assemble. The nearly 100-meter floating bridge rose and fell on the surface, with shark fins occasionally visible nearby. The first group crossing the bridge to land had pale faces. Several transmigrators who'd planned to visit the island decided not to go.

Bai Guoshi, tasked with directing guano extraction, had no choice but to steel himself. Holding his breath, trembling, he crossed the pontoon and reached the island. It matched the Dongsha overview he'd learned in geography class.

The island's northeast was slightly higher, southwest slightly lower, with a low central depression. Average elevation was roughly five or six meters; the highest point in the northeast reached about ten meters. The entire island was higher around the edges, lower in the middle. The central lowland was the silted-up lagoon, occupying about one-third of total area, with its mouth opening westward.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 376 - The Mysterious Ship

The island's southeast had some coconut palms, but recent shipments from Yulin had already satiated the transmigrators, so they showed no interest in this meager resource. The island was covered in wild grass and shrubs. The white sandy beaches gave a tropical island feel, though piled with various seaweed washed ashore—some with considerable economic value. But the distance from Lingao made utilization inconvenient.

Bai Guoshi led several people searching for guano. They quickly found thick accumulations by the lagoon. During spring and autumn, large numbers of migratory birds stopped here. Years of migratory bird droppings had formed guano deposits totaling 600,000 tons on Dongsha Island.

Now in summer, only seagulls and seabirds rested by the lagoon, the air carrying a pungent fishy smell. Then rain began. Bai Guoshi pulled up his windbreaker hood—this was the Dongsha archipelago's rainy season.

"Right here," Bai Guoshi said, hammering off a chunk to confirm. "This type of rock—break it off."

Sailors, marines, and laborers specially assigned for this mining operation all braved the rain to land on Dongsha, manually quarrying guano.

Guano wasn't very hard—easy to extract. Mined ore was loaded in rattan baskets and carried to Zhenhai. The bird flocks resting by the lagoon, disturbed by this commotion, suddenly filled the sky above the island, swooping and calling.

Bai Guoshi and accompanying surveyor Gao Xiaosong explored the island. Gao Xiaosong was very interested in Dongsha, though from a different perspective than Bai Guoshi—he valued its strategic position.

The Dongsha archipelago sat astride the East Asia-Indian Ocean shipping lanes and Asia-Africa-Australia international routes. Routes from Guangzhou and Hong Kong to Manila or Taiwan's Kaohsiung passed through nearby waters—significant maritime importance. In the 20th century, weather stations and lighthouses had been established here. The Naval Command had long viewed this island as a stepping stone toward Taiwan, with keen interest. Chen Haiyang had specifically assigned Gao Xiaosong to survey it.

The two trudged through the rain, finding fishermen's abandoned shelters and drying racks along the way. Being summer, fishermen had returned to the mainland—the entire island was deserted.

"A water well!" Gao Xiaosong exclaimed.

Not far away, indeed there was a stone well curb.

"Useless," Bai Guoshi shook his head. "Coral islands can't hold freshwater. There's freshwater in the sand layer, but it's easily contaminated by seawater infiltration. Well water should be less salty than seawater—barely drinkable for survival at best."

"What a pity." Gao Xiaosong was disappointed. "I'd heard Dongsha Island had wells..."

"Apparently except for Yongxing Island, no South China Sea island has usable freshwater," Bai Guoshi said. "For permanent stationing, you'd need desalination equipment or rainwater collection systems—the rainy season here is long enough to store considerable water."

"With freshwater so scarce, permanent personnel can't be stationed without major development," Gao Xiaosong assessed. "The island is large enough, but ships lack a harbor for anchorage. Personnel access is inconvenient. At most it serves as a temporary rest stop en route to Taiwan."

"Look!" Bai Guoshi suddenly shouted, grabbing Gao Xiaosong's arm.

"What?" Gao Xiaosong was startled—why so jumpy? There was nothing dangerous on Dongsha Island.

"What is that?!" Bai Guoshi pointed directly at the waters to the island's southeast.

On the seemingly empty sea surface stood a strange triangular iron framework. It protruded less than a meter above water. Now visible only because of low tide—with waves rising and falling, it wasn't easy to spot without looking carefully.

Gao Xiaosong looked closely and found it strangely familiar.

"Looks like a small vessel's mast..." Gao Xiaosong hesitated. As former Coast Guard, he knew this extremely well—a typical tripod mast from ocean-going fishing vessels.

Both immediately felt their hair stand on end. Where would such a mast come from in this time-space? Gao Xiaosong had already drawn his pistol.

"Don't panic," he said quietly. "There's no one on the island—nowhere to hide people here. Let's go investigate."

"Okay, okay—"

Gao Xiaosong first radioed Lin Chuanqing, informing him of a possible situation on the island and to watch the surroundings.

"What situation?" Lin Chuanqing sounded alarmed.

"Still unclear. Bai Guoshi and I will investigate first."

"Alright, be careful."

"I'll fire warning shots if there's trouble." Gao Xiaosong surveyed the area. "We're heading to the island's southeast tip."

"Understood."

The two carefully approached the cape nearest the iron framework. Here coral reef pebbles jutted out, extending underwater. The iron framework was in the atoll lagoon, about seventy or eighty meters from the cape. Now it was clearly visible—despite rust and missing components, this was unmistakably a ship's tripod mast.

Gao Xiaosong strained to see underwater. There seemed to be a vague ship-shaped shadow on the reef platform—but with rain, strong winds, and poor water clarity, he couldn't see clearly.

"There seems to be a ship underwater," Gao Xiaosong concluded.

"This... this... how is this possible..." Bai Guoshi's teeth were chattering. Obviously, in 1629, neither Ming nor European vessels had such masts.

"Your expedition didn't lose or have any ships go missing?" Gao Xiaosong had been following his suspicious wife when he was tricked onto the Fengcheng, so he knew little about the overall operation.

"No," Bai Guoshi said definitely. "When crossing the wormhole, we didn't lose a single ship. Every one is still at Bo-pu Harbor."

"Then this is very strange—" Gao Xiaosong naturally understood the gravity. If this was indeed a 20th-century modern fishing vessel, then besides them, others not from this time-space had also arrived.

The rain intensified, accompanied by strong easterly winds. Waves surged, crashing against the cape. The two stood frozen, somewhat at a loss.

"Should we report to the Executive Committee immediately?"

"Not yet." Gao Xiaosong steadied himself, wiping rain from his face. "Let's find shelter first, then discuss with Captain Lin. For reporting, we can't just say 'there's a tripod mast.'"

"Alright, I'll follow your lead." Bai Guoshi shouted over the wind. They retreated from the cape. The island offered nowhere to shelter from rain, so they jogged to a fishermen's shed—which was riddled with holes, but better than nothing. Interference from the heavy rain blocked the radio; they could only huddle in their windbreakers, waiting for the storm to pass.

Bai Guoshi watched the overwhelming downpour and surging waves beyond the shed, fear growing in his heart.

"Instructor Gao"—Gao Xiaosong had been a Coast Guard instructor, so everyone respectfully addressed him thus—"do you think the people from that ship might still be on the island?"

"Dongsha Island isn't too small, but there's nowhere to hide people," Gao Xiaosong said. "We saw no fresh signs of human activity along our route—they're probably not here." He added to comfort Bai Guoshi: "Maybe it's not even a ship."

"Let's hope so," Bai Guoshi muttered, extremely uneasy. He'd rather face a horde of pirates from this era than encounter an unregistered transmigrator. If such a person appeared before him now, he would unhesitatingly put a bullet through their brain, plus seven or eight more for good measure—whether man, woman, or child, Chinese or foreign.

"Don't worry too much. Even if it's a ship, it might just be an empty vessel accidentally pulled through the wormhole." Gao Xiaosong saw his excessive nervousness becoming neurotic and tried to reassure him.

"Our crossing point was Qiongzhou Strait. This is Dongsha Island!"

"Well," Gao Xiaosong shook rainwater from his jacket, "perhaps some kind of temporal disturbance..."



After the rain stopped, Lin Chuanqing was called to the island. After hearing Gao Xiaosong's briefing, he was taken to the cape to see the strange iron framework.

Lin Chuanqing's face went pale: "I know this type of mast... American West Coast ocean fishing vessels often use this design."

"So it might be an American ship?"

"Very possibly." Lin Chuanqing had worked as an American fisherman—his word was highly credible. "If only we could get closer to look. Is the water deep?"

"About 8 meters," Gao Xiaosong said.

"Just dive down for a look." Lin Chuanqing said this, but looked troubled. Eight meters was nothing for him or Gao Xiaosong—without diving equipment, a single plunge would do. The problem was sharks leisurely swimming everywhere—he lacked the courage to swim with sharks.

"The Planning Committee warehouse apparently has diving equipment, anti-shark suits, shark repellent and such—but not on Zhenhai."

The three conferred and decided to first conduct a thorough search of all Dongsha Island. If anyone from the ship was still stranded, they'd find them.

"There probably isn't anyone on the island," Gao Xiaosong said, "but just in case."

Regardless of whether they found anyone, this situation required information containment. Besides them, no one else on Zhenhai would be informed. After finishing guano extraction, they'd return and report directly to the Executive Committee.

Orders were given to suspend guano mining. The entire ship went to first-degree alert. Sentries were posted at every corner of Zhenhai. Then a comprehensive island search began.

"If you find anyone, try to capture them alive," Gao Xiaosong ordered.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 377 - Suspect Elements

"Why bother capturing them alive? Kill them and be done with it—spare ourselves future complications." Lin Chuanqing's tone was matter-of-fact.

"We need proper interrogation first," Gao Xiaosong countered. "Find out how they arrived, how many there are."

Zhenhai went to full alert. A carpet search of Dongsha Island commenced immediately. The other transmigrators aboard found this peculiar, but Lin Chuanqing offered only a terse explanation—signs of pirate activity had been discovered, necessitating a thorough sweep for safety.

The search yielded nothing. They found fishermen's graves choked with undergrowth, but no living souls and no fresh traces of human presence.

Though anxiety gnawed at them, lingering longer would produce no new discoveries. After completing the guano mining operation, they set course for home. The unloaded guano sparked an immediate scramble among departments. Under the prevailing agriculture-priority policy, the lion's share went to the Agricultural Committee, with the Chemistry Department claiming the remainder.

Upon hearing the report of a possible modern vessel at Dongsha Island, the Executive Committee convened a secret hearing. Only core leadership and security department heads attended the briefing.

The news sent a ripple of alarm through the room. If other wormholes existed—if others from their time had also crossed into this era—the implications for the transmigrator collective were grave. Setting aside everything else, the mystique that made them appear omnipotent to the locals would shatter the moment such a person was exposed. And if these newcomers had already pledged allegiance to some native faction, placing their modern knowledge and technology in service to a rival power... the consequences were unthinkable.

"You're certain it was an American fishing vessel?"

"I said nothing of the sort." Lin Chuanqing's voice was measured. "I said the iron framework visible above the waterline bore a striking resemblance to the tripod masts I've seen on American ocean fishing vessels. Almost identical, in fact."

"Americans?" A current of unease passed through the assembly. Could Xue Ziliang and Salina have had unknown companions?

Ma Qianzhu spoke first: "I recommend immediate detention of those two Americans."

"That seems rather excessive." Ran Yao's objection was calm but firm. "The Security Bureau has conducted multiple reviews. Only those two ATF agents came to China to investigate the North American branch—and they entered through airport customs with proper documentation. There's no logical reason they would have used a fishing boat."

"Could it be another ship from the North American branch?"

"Obviously impossible," Ran Yao said. "No one from North America ever mentioned such a thing. A ship sinking at Dongsha would have been major news—something people would talk about."

"Something might have happened en route." Ma Qianzhu's voice carried an edge. "Americans... the North American branch. Let's not forget—back then, wasn't Shi Niaoren a self-nominated volunteer..."

The implication hung heavy in the air.

"Such suspicion is pointless," Wu De interjected. "If we could cross the wormhole, perhaps others did too. Why must it necessarily connect to our own people?"

Wen Desi steered the discussion back to pragmatics: "Rather than suspecting ourselves first, let's consider the more likely scenario. If people from our original time-space also crossed over, what should our stance be?"

"If it's just a few individuals willing to integrate into our collective and abide by our rules, we can consider acceptance," Wu De said.

"Agreed." Wen Desi nodded. "But if these people have already pledged allegiance to some local faction, acceptance is out of the question."

What would happen if acceptance were denied remained unspoken, yet everyone understood the implication. No one raised an objection. Compared to the indigenous inhabitants, other time-travelers posed a far greater threat. On this point, consensus was unanimous.

"Alright, I concur," Ma Qianzhu said. "But if we do accept them, we must implement rigorous political vetting and maintain long-term supervised deployment."

"That said, whether these people even exist remains uncertain." Ran Yao brought the discussion back to ground. "We need a thorough investigation. Someone should return to Dongsha Island immediately, dive down, and conduct a complete survey of the wreck. We might recover useful intelligence."

The assembly agreed to maintain strict confidentiality. Bai Guoshi, Lin Chuanqing, and Gao Xiaosong were all instructed to keep silent. All subsequent matters would be handled exclusively by the Political Security Bureau. Ran Yao received immediate authorization to requisition personnel and equipment for investigating the suspected Dongsha wreck.

After the meeting adjourned, Ma Qianzhu detained Ran Yao.

"The Political Security Bureau should conduct an internal investigation," Ma Qianzhu said, choosing his words with deliberation.

"You suspect the North American branch people?" The so-called North American branch members included the Qian brothers, who had arrived by sailboat, and Zhou Weisen.

"Not just them—the ones who came by airplane as well." Ma Qianzhu rose and began pacing his office. "We must be on our guard. Once we succeed here, this parallel time-space will never produce an America. To ensure America's founding in this timeline doesn't vanish, perhaps they've been planning to sabotage our operation all along..."

Ran Yao stared, momentarily at a loss for words. Director Ma's reasoning wasn't entirely without merit, but the conspiracy theory seemed stretched beyond credibility. Besides, whether America would exist in a parallel time-space—what conceivable concern was that to the 21st-century American government?

"I think that possibility is extremely remote," Ran Yao said carefully. He continued: "Among our entire group, returnees from North America are the most numerous. They willingly abandoned everything—brought their families across to join us in an unfamiliar time-space. They couldn't possibly intend to sabotage our operation. What would destroying the collective gain them? The American government certainly can't open another wormhole to retrieve them. If we collapse, they perish with us."

Ma Qianzhu regarded Ran Yao in silence for a long moment. "Mm, you make a fair point. But this matter is too significant to be careless about our internal security. Better to conduct a review—determine if there are any suspicious individuals or activities."

"Internal investigations require written Executive Committee approval."

"I'll raise it at the next meeting."

Ran Yao returned to his office, turning Ma Qianzhu's words over in his mind. The concerns weren't unreasonable, but no evidence suggested traitors existed within the transmigrator collective. Rashly launching such an investigation, if word leaked, would be like poking a tiger in the hindquarters.

After considerable thought, he decided to use the investigation as an opportunity: have Zhou Weisen join the mission. The justification was sound—he was the only person in the transmigrator collective with a diving certification. A thorough investigation of the ship required his expertise.

If that vessel truly connected to North American branch personnel, some clue would surely surface.

Ran Yao summoned Liu Zheng to immediately draft documents organizing the "Dongsha-Xisha Survey Team." Liu Zheng was puzzled—why did this fall under Political Security Bureau jurisdiction?

"Honestly, it's just cover," Ran Yao explained. "Process it through normal mission procedures."

"So do we actually conduct research, or just sail around—"

"Research. Proper scientific survey. Completely official mission."

"Organizing such an expedition requires Executive Committee authorization."

"Already taken care of." Ran Yao produced the documents. "Mission orders are right here."

"Understood." Liu Zheng's tone was knowing. "You want to designate specific personnel?"

"Bai Guoshi from your department, plus Zhou Weisen—he can dive. I know he's not in your department; issue documents for a temporary transfer. Should be no problem."

"Fine." Liu Zheng agreed, though puzzlement lingered in his expression.

When Zhou Weisen received notice to pack immediately for departure, he had no idea he'd become an investigation subject. At that moment, he was in the pharmaceutical factory's biology lab, absorbed in his specialty—also the factory's most technically demanding work: vaccine development.

"They want me on the Dongsha-Xisha Survey Team?" Zhou Weisen was bewildered. "I just started my main assignment—why am I being sent on another expedition?"

His outdoor skills—familiarity with firearms, wilderness survival expertise, hunting experience—had made him the default instructor for the Army, Navy, Special Reconnaissance, and Long-Range Reconnaissance units, along with teaching diving. Just days earlier he'd been transferred to the pharmaceutical factory for biology research. This sudden reassignment made no sense.

Puzzled or not, a sailing trip to tropical waters sounded agreeable enough—at least a temporary escape from this tedious laboratory work. And from the insatiable Miss Mendoza. Western women, he reflected, were decidedly hard to satisfy.

Lin Chuanqing was naturally assigned again as expedition ship captain. This time they would use a small fifty-ton single-masted lateen vessel equipped with a diesel engine, purpose-built for marine surveying and short-distance coastal transport.

Ran Yao planted one investigator among the indigenous crew and another among the transmigrators. Their orders: observe all expedition members throughout the mission for any unusual behavior.

As the investigation team prepared for departure, Wu De summoned all village liaisons from the Nanbao region to Bairren City. He issued orders to deliver lignite and peat within ten days, assigning quotas ranging from five to twenty tons per village based on their able-bodied male population. Every hundred "heavy jin" of lignite or peat could offset one "heavy jin" of public grain.

The liaisons exchanged bewildered glances, wondering what peculiar scheme these Australians were hatching now. What possible use could they have for that black stuff?

Mining the coal was easy enough, but transporting such quantities to Bairren City posed considerable difficulties. The road from Nanbao to Bairren was notoriously hard to travel. Normally, villagers wouldn't venture to the county town without pressing business—let alone haul heavy loads all the way to East Gate Market, even farther than the county seat itself. The liaisons looked troubled, requesting extensions. Wu De understood the Agricultural Committee's urgent need for fertilizer, but recognizing the long and difficult road to Bairren, he granted additional time to spare the people excessive labor.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 378 - The Nanbao Highway

Wu De returned to the Executive Committee meeting room with a grimace. "Twenty days now before the first deliveries arrive. Wu Nanhai will certainly have objections."

"Objections won't help." Ma Qianzhu studied the map spread before him. "From Nanbao to Bairren—by this era's standards, it's quite far. Nanbao itself is hilly with terrible roads." He traced route possibilities with his finger. "We should advance next year's planned simple highway to Nanbao. Emergency requisitions can force villages to deliver short-term, but for sustained resource utilization, we absolutely need proper transport infrastructure."

The Nanbao region held the concentration of Lingao's mineral wealth: lignite, limonite, peat, kaolin, limestone—plus the Li territories' agricultural and forestry resources and tungsten ore. All possessed significant practical value for the collective's industry and agriculture. But long-neglected transportation, combined with a Ming garrison town near Nanbao, had kept connections with the collective weak. To date, only the Reconnaissance Team, the Bandit Suppression Detachment, and trade caravans bound for Li territories had ventured there. A highway would vastly improve local resource utilization and strengthen ties with Lingao's Li communities. Currently, the poor roads meant trade caravans visited Nan Cave only every two or three months—Li territory resources remained underexploited, and infiltration of the area was insufficient.

"I support the highway," Wu De said. "Otherwise, these emergency requisitions becoming routine would constitute extreme exploitation. I'm in frequent contact with local elders—I've come to understand that common people fear nothing more than endless labor conscription. In rural areas, able-bodied men are the most precious resource. A family without men is a family whose sky has collapsed. With a highway, travel becomes convenient; vehicles can transport materials with far greater efficiency."

By modern standards, Nanbao wasn't far at all. From Bairren City, following the Wenlan River upstream along what would become the S306 highway, passing through Lingao county town, continuing south into hilly terrain—soon you'd reach modern Nanbao Township. Under thirty-one kilometers total. A twenty to thirty minute drive in the future, but in this time-space, the journey consumed two or three days. Over wilderness dirt paths, with villages delivering coal by carrying pole and wheelbarrow—the labor consumed was staggering.

Ma Qianzhu rang the bell on his desk. A boy of fifteen or sixteen appeared at the office door. He wore a black native-cloth mandarin collar student uniform, a wooden entry-pass badge pinned to his chest.

"You called, Chief?" The boy was respectful, his Mandarin slightly halting but clear.

"Summon the Transportation People's Commissar and the Construction Company Manager to my office."

"Right away, Chief!" The boy gave a solemn nod, turned crisply, and departed.

Office etiquette training was progressing well. Ma Qianzhu privately admired the hierarchical formalities depicted in Soviet films—the serious, formal atmosphere radiating meticulousness and order.

The boy was named Hou Wenyong, an orphan collected along with his sister by the Guangzhou station. Both had decent educational foundations; his sister had joined the Health Department for nursing training. Hou Wenyong had quickly passed the Grade B diploma examination at Citizens' School. When the General Office needed reliable administrative trainees for various departments, he passed Political Security Bureau vetting and was admitted to the Military-Political Academy—attending school three days weekly and working at the Planning Committee the other three.

Transportation People's Commissar Shan Daoqian was at the Bo-pu rail dispatch center when the summons arrived, absorbed in designing railway interlocking schemes. Bo-pu's rail network had grown quite dense; crude flag signaling alone had become too inefficient.

Being suddenly summoned to the Planning Committee office surprised him. Transportation matters had been light lately—mainly maintaining and upgrading existing roads.

When both summoned officials had arrived, Ma Qianzhu presented his concept for the Bairren-Nanbao simple highway.

"Too hasty." Mei Wan found the proposal abrupt. "The rainy season has just begun. Continuous rain makes road-building extremely difficult. Why not wait for dry season?"

"The highway's purpose is transporting Nanbao's mineral resources," Ma Qianzhu said firmly. "Currently, Nanbao contains resources we desperately need that simply cannot be moved."

"If the Executive Committee approves, Transportation has no objection." Shan Daoqian's specialty was railways, but he could manage highways well enough. He studied the map carefully. "The outbound cargo is primarily minerals?"

"Correct."

"Approximately how many vehicles per day?"

"Uncertain." Ma Qianzhu admitted. Nanbao's mineral development potential was enormous, but current extraction capacity remained unclear.

"For bulk cargo transport, our most reliable vehicles are ox carts." Shan Daoqian ran mental calculations. "I'll need to order new heavy-load wagons from Li Chiqi. And our ox numbers are insufficient."

"For oxen, contact the External Trade Committee—they now manage Changhua Fortress. Have them purchase another batch from the Li. Changhua Fortress itself still has some cattle."

"Understood."

"Road surface requirements aren't high for this type of highway," Mei Wan observed. "But Nanbao is hilly terrain—the road may have severe elevation changes. Heavy-load wagons may struggle."

"Nanbao is hills, not mountains," Ma Qianzhu said. "No need for tunneling and rock-blasting on a massive scale. At most some detours—try to keep the road surface as level as possible."

"Let me check how the twentieth-century S306 highway from Lingao county town to Nanbao Township was routed." Mei Wan flipped through his work notebook. "I'll organize a survey team upon returning." A thought occurred to him: "There's a Patrol Inspector station near Nanbao, specifically monitoring traffic in and out of Li territories..."

"No problem—that inspector is exceedingly sensible." Ma Qianzhu waved off the concern. "After the peace agreement with the county, this inspector received his share of benefits. He's never troubled our Li territory trade caravans. Road construction shouldn't bother him either."

"There's also the garrison town documented in mission 221629050705."

"The garrison town's location is relatively remote; the highway can bypass it. Though it needn't detour by much—handle it as we've handled the county town." As Chief of Staff, Ma Qianzhu knew the place's military status and sneered inwardly at this so-called fortress's combat capability. "They'll simply cower behind their walls. I suggest assigning this road-building mission to the Army. If the garrison's Ming troops prove uncooperative, we'll simply 'reorganize' that garrison town."

The Bairren-Nanbao simple highway was thus decided. Wu Nanhai and the Agricultural Committee had no idea their farmland development had butterfly-effected into a cascade of subsequent events.

The Agricultural Committee was currently concentrating on the Meitai Yang water infrastructure construction while intensifying late-stage management of February's first rice crop. They aimed for spectacular yields in the test fields—building momentum for subsequent Heaven and Earth Society agricultural promotion.

By modern Lingao's accumulated temperature records, rice could be planted in January by the Gregorian calendar. But Wu Nanhai, exercising caution, had followed local farmers' customs and delayed sowing to February—wisely so, as January had brought extreme lows of three to five degrees Celsius.

Rice seedlings required temperatures above ten degrees. Though lacking comprehensive year-round Lingao temperature data, Wu Nanhai had concluded that 1629 Lingao could likely only manage two rice crops. The first crop's insufficient heat accumulation would delay harvest to May or June; the shorter second crop could harvest around October. This aligned with information gathered from farm workers. Clearly, this time-space's Lingao had sound reasons for not growing three crops.

February's first rice sowing covered five hundred mu: two hundred mu of last year's improved, well-fertilized high-yield test fields; another three hundred mu of so-called "rain-dependent fields." On these three hundred mu, beyond the hybrid rice seeds, Wu Nanhai had experimentally planted several dwarf lodging-resistant varieties to observe what results they could achieve without modern agricultural inputs.

After sowing—without herbicides, chemical fertilizers, or pesticides—they employed entirely traditional methods. Wu Nanhai and Fa Shilu spent every day in the paddies, constantly exchanging farming insights with Wang Tian and their workers, devising various homespun solutions to emerging problems.

Growing crops without modern agricultural inputs proved initially quite painful for Agricultural Committee members accustomed to modern farming. None had truly foreseen how remarkable the petrochemical agriculture that environmental critics loved to disparage actually was.

Where fifty kilograms of chemical fertilizer per mu once guaranteed high yields, now each mu required half a ton of base fertilizer plus multiple follow-up applications. Growing two hundred mu of high-yield fields had nearly exhausted Wu Nanhai's accumulated fertilizer from most of a year's preparation—leaving the other three hundred mu severely underfertilized.

Then came the weeds, rice rust, blast disease, pest infestations... every conceivable rice-growing problem confronted them. Issues easily solved with modern technology became heavy labor here. Until the Chemistry Department manufactured calcium chlorate, weeding was done entirely by hand under Wang Tian's direction. For pesticides, they scoured the Great Library for traditional formulations, established a workshop for compounding, and tried one remedy after another until problems were eventually overcome.

Now the grain-filling period was ending. On Wan Lihui's suggestion, the paddies began draining for field-drying. Drying reduced lodging, decreased pest damage, hardened the ground surface, and facilitated harvesting—all highly beneficial for yields. But timing required skill—judging the right moment was precisely the core task of farming cadres. The Wan family had grown rice for generations; Wan Lihui possessed considerable experience.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 379 - Fu Buer Joins the Society

"Finally cleared every hurdle." Wu Nanhai gazed at the rice ears swaying heavy with the coming harvest, breathing a sigh of relief. In the distance, the vigorous construction at Meitai Yang's high-yield field project filled his heart with quiet satisfaction.

Though the first early-rice crop had been bumpy, with yields falling below expectations, it had yielded invaluable experience. Many practical problems now had working solutions. He estimated that at the current construction pace, planting those fifteen hundred mu of new high-yield fields would have to wait until August—still in time for late-season planting.

Achieving modern-era yields of two thousand jin per mu was, of course, impossible. He estimated test field yields around eight hundred jin per mu—in Lingao, this would be nothing short of miraculous.

The rain-dependent fields had performed poorly—generally only three to four hundred jin. Wu Nanhai had discovered that without sufficient agricultural inputs and proper field management, hybrid rice performed only marginally better than ordinary lodging-resistant varieties. Hybrid rice on rain-dependent fields yielded merely fifty to one hundred jin more per mu than competing varieties—a difference hardly worth noting.

Still, this harvest combined with April's sweet potato haul had astonished all of Lingao County. Landlords everywhere were making inquiries: what seeds were the Australians using? Farm workers had suddenly become hot commodities—recognized on the road, they'd be dragged off for drinks while locals attempted to extract information. Several rich peasants and small landlords had even offered to marry daughters to them if they'd switch employers. As for the various schemes to ingratiate themselves with farm personnel and obtain seeds at harvest—these were commonplace.

Wu Nanhai remained unconcerned. Hybrid rice seed-saving was pointless given the genetics; sweet potatoes accumulated toxins over generations. Without the Agricultural Committee's technical support system, such miracles wouldn't recur. But for appearances, he held several assemblies announcing strict prohibition of seed leakage—anyone caught would be "sent to the labor reform camp."

"Labor reform camp" now made indigenous laborers across Lingao tremble. Camp commander Fu Youdi's reputation had grown to rival Himmler's. To strengthen laborers' law-abiding consciousness, Wu De periodically organized indigenous workers to visit the camp, allowing them to fully appreciate how fortunate it was to work honestly for the transmigrator collective.

Some who believed they had connections with the collective—like Zhang Youfu, who'd facilitated peace negotiations between the county government and transmigrators the previous year—occasionally visited Wu De, hinting at interest in the new seeds. Fu Buer, once captured and later appointed Meiyang Village representative, had heard rumors of the cropped-heads' new miracle—yields of seven or eight hundred jin from a single rice crop. He could sit still no longer. He hurried to East Gate Market to find Ma Peng, hoping for an introduction to important farm figures. "Spending some silver is no problem," he assured.

But Ma Peng told him there was no rush: "The leaders are recently establishing something called the 'Heaven and Earth Society'—specifically to help everyone farm. If you want to learn their methods, just register at the Heaven and Earth Society office at East Gate Market."

"Heaven and Earth Society?" Fu Buer was puzzled.

"Heaven and Earth Society." Ma Peng nodded sagely. "Heaven above, earth below—Heaven and Earth Society."

Fu Buer hurried to East Gate Market. A new two-story building had risen near the outer perimeter of East Gate Street. Before it stood an incongruously placed wooden arch inscribed with "Heaven and Earth Society" in large characters. Flanking couplets read: "Earth shakes the high ridge, a stream flows on for a thousand ages; Gate faces the great sea, three rivers flow for ten thousand years."

Fu Buer gathered his courage and entered. The receptionist, hearing his request, produced a registration form. Though somewhat literate, Fu Buer was effectively semi-illiterate and had to ask them to write for him. The registration covered only name, address, and family members—but then asked how much land he had, and how much was paddy versus dry field.

Fu Buer was about to answer, then swallowed his words. After a moment's thought, he said his family had only fifty mu of paddy—in truth they had over four hundred mu: three hundred mu of paddy, more than one hundred mu of dry field. He said this because it suddenly occurred to him: who knew what these cropped-heads intended with this so-called "Heaven and Earth Society"? Centuries of farmer wisdom, accumulated through generations of deception by government and gentry alike, prompted Fu Buer to set an ambush instinctively.

After registration, the clerk gave him a bamboo token with an engraved number. He was instructed: on the first of next month, bring the token to the Heaven and Earth Society office for a group meeting chaired by Society President Ye Yuming.

Fu Buer was confused: "Isn't this for buying seeds?"

The clerk smiled: "It's not that simple. You'll meet with others first. President Ye will explain the specifics at the meeting."

Fu Buer felt a flutter of anxiety: "Um, may I ask—does the Heaven and Earth Society charge fees..."

"Fees?" The clerk checked his registration. "You have only fifty mu of paddy—that makes you a middle peasant. Probably no charge. Only large landowners pay—they pay technical service fees." The clerk consulted some documents. "Charged per mu."

Thank goodness! Fu Buer rejoiced inwardly. Sure enough, nothing in this world came free. Fees were required! Fortunate he'd reported only fifty mu—otherwise wouldn't he be paying extra grain tax for nothing? Officials everywhere were equally rapacious! But the cropped-heads apparently did favor smaller households. He'd likely receive free seeds.

Fu Buer departed the Heaven and Earth Society office secretly pleased, already calculating: once fifty mu worth of seeds arrived, not a single grain would go to tenants—he'd personally supervise long-term workers planting them on his best fields. Then he'd save the finest for seed stock; next year all his paddies could be planted.

"The Heaven and Earth Society president is no longer Chen Bachi," Ye Yuming reflected with private satisfaction. "'Ye Bachi' didn't sound quite right anyway..."

He now stood in a second-floor meeting room at the Heaven and Earth Society. The freshly whitewashed walls were still slightly damp; black paint on the wooden board serving as a blackboard hadn't fully dried. This room would be the venue for future promotional meetings with Heaven and Earth Society clients. Technical training would be conducted at the farm—learning through practice.

The meeting room had gathered personnel from the Agricultural Committee, Civil Affairs Committee, and related departments, preparing to hold the first "Agricultural Work Conference" to discuss Heaven and Earth Society implementation methods.

Everyone agreed on using the Heaven and Earth Society as the external organization for agricultural technology promotion. Many local farmers and landlords had already demonstrated demand for new agricultural methods.

Originally, Ye Yuming's Heaven and Earth Society plan had involved only small poultry loans for contract farming, plus simple agricultural technical training for local farmers. After several days of discussion, the plan had expanded dramatically.

The new Heaven and Earth Society would have two departments: the "Heaven Department" for technology, and the "Earth Department" for promotion.

Improved varieties and agricultural techniques would be promoted through two client groups:

First were landlords—defined as those with over one hundred mu of directly managed land, cultivated personally or using hired workers. Also termed "entrepreneurial landlords."

Agricultural technology promotion would primarily target this group. The model: the Heaven and Earth Society provides seeds and trains field management personnel. In the first year, the Agricultural Department dispatches Heaven Department staff to assist purchasing landlords with field management while training their own personnel. Technical services for grain-producing households would require patent fees, bundled with seed purchase. Charging was intended to cultivate early intellectual property awareness.

Thereafter, these clients would pay annual membership dues. In return, the Heaven and Earth Society would continue providing improved seeds and basic services: crop disease and pest control, technical guidance, and supplies of pesticides and fertilizers.

"Wait!" Ye Yuming suddenly interjected. "Fertilizer's manageable—lignite and such, plus the synthetic ammonia industry. But pesticides? Doesn't that require an organic chemistry industry?"

"Traditional pesticides," Wu Nanhai explained. He'd accumulated considerable experience with folk pesticides during the early crop—his confidence had grown significantly. "This early rice crop succeeded largely thanks to traditional pesticides. They're not as effective as modern ones, certainly."

"Bordeaux mixture? Copper sulfate plus lime water? How effective? I remember it's for spraying fruit trees—can it work on rice?" Ye Yuming was recalling high school biology lessons.

"Bordeaux mixture is a protectant—effective if sprayed before disease appears, with protection lasting two weeks. Very effective against downy mildew, less so against rust. Early inorganic pesticides also include lime-sulfur mixture—quite effective as a fungicide, especially against rust and powdery mildew. Lasting effect, plus some insect prevention." Wu Nanhai had mastered materials excavated from old agricultural records. "Rice insect pests can be controlled with 'Yellow-Mouth Soil 666'—basically Chinese medicinal materials combined with simple inorganic compounds, effective against rice aphids. Many such formulas exist in the literature."

His enthusiasm grew: "I plan to propose to the Executive Committee that the Agricultural Committee establish a pesticide factory, plus a crude fertilizer factory. These two items alone would be agricultural super-weapons in the Great Ming. Besides our own use, we can sell commercially—they'll be in tremendous demand!"

Wan Lihui raised a concern: "External sales won't be highly profitable. Volume and weight are too large—profit per unit weight too low."

"No matter," Wu Nanhai explained. "First year, we use the Heaven and Earth Society to bring fertilizer and pesticides to the countryside. Besides supplying Society members, we provide free use to Green Zone and Blue Zone villages. Second year, we can sell countywide. Let farmers haul it themselves. Volume and weight aren't problems—these products cost little. Folk pesticides' costs are essentially labor costs—raw materials are virtually worthless."

"But, Committee Member Wu, I don't understand why the charter proposes targeting only 'entrepreneurial landlords.' Aren't all landlords the same?" Wan Lihui looked puzzled.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 380 - Micro-Loans

"The difference is enormous," Wu Nanhai explained. "Landlords actually come in many varieties. The landlords we're most familiar with exploit primarily through tenancy—they divide their holdings into small plots for tenants. According to traditional Chinese landlord-tenant relationships, once land is leased, what to grow and how to grow it becomes the tenant's business. As long as tenants pay their rent, landlords have no right to interfere with farming activities. Sometimes they can't even change tenants. So they have zero interest in improving agricultural technology—their energy goes entirely into dealing with tenants and ensuring rent is paid on time and in full."

"By contrast, entrepreneurial landlords carry something of the flavor of modern agricultural capitalists. They hire long-term and short-term workers, paying wages. Some are even tenants themselves. They have strong demand for maximizing land profits—since they can't simply raise rent to increase income, they must extract more output from the land. Their demand for agricultural technology is far more urgent."

"Tenants? If they're tenants, how can they be landlords?"

"Hehe, didn't you know there was a term 'tenant-rich-peasant' during land reform?" Wu Nanhai smiled. "Actually, calling such people landlords is technically inappropriate. They're professional land operators, generally possessing substantial capital or specialized skills. They lease large areas directly from landowners and profit by cultivating high-value cash crops."

"I see." Wan Lihui nodded, somewhat embarrassed. "And here I'm supposed to be from a farming background—"

"Hehe, the rural society you came from had long since passed this stage." Wu Nanhai said. "In this time-space's Guangdong, Fujian, and the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region, entrepreneurial landlords are rising—though they mainly grow cash crops. Pure grain-focused entrepreneurial landlords remain rare. Those are whom we want to support."

"Entrepreneurial landlords are very capitalistic," Ye Yuming observed. "Representatives of advanced productive forces in this time-space, would you say?"

"Exactly. So our agricultural policy is: support entrepreneurial landlords, protect owner-cultivators, squeeze out tenant-landlords—gradually making them disappear or transform into entrepreneurial landlords."

"What about tenants themselves?" The question came with evident concern. "Eliminating tenant-landlords eliminates tenants' livelihood. The Executive Committee isn't planning land reform—how do we solve their land problem? Under tenancy they at least had a way to survive. Eliminate tenant-landlords and they won't even have bitter rice to eat."

"Lingao has plenty of wasteland. Distribute seeds and oxen, help them clear land, organize them to build irrigation..."

Wu De directly objected: "After all that effort, we'd only create a batch of new Lingao smallholders. We don't need to expand the smallholder base here—it's useless to us."

"It sounds reasonable though—smallholders will fight desperately to defend their land and homes."

"The working class will fight just as desperately, and they possess nothing—no fretting about spring planting or autumn harvesting." Wu De allowed himself a sardonic smile. "Alright, actually, for defending homes, people don't necessarily need fifty mu to cultivate. They just need a society that feels prosperous, stable, and hopeful."

"As for absorbing surplus labor, there are many solutions. The simplest is industry." Wu De continued. "Then agriculture itself—we don't need peasants, we need agricultural workers. Except for certain specialty crops, everything gets intensive cultivation on consolidated land."

Wen Desi cleared his throat, about to speak, when Li Quan from the farm entered carefully carrying a tea tray. This little girl, collected along with her mother from Gou Family Village by Zhang Xingjiao, had after most of a year at the farm grown into quite a cute loli—two black braids, a clean thin silk blouse, large eyes blinking.

"Chief Wen, please have tea," Li Quan said sweetly. Despite her young age, she knew the transmigrator collective's main figures well—these gentlemen were "big shots" who frequently appeared at the farm.

"Good, thank you." Wen Desi raised the porcelain teacup. The little girl smiled brightly, then distributed cups to everyone. Perhaps because cute little girls were rare, everyone's appreciative gazes fixed on her, making her cheeks flush crimson. She quickly retreated.

Wen Desi gave a cold "hmph."

"Li Quan is now at Citizens' School. Very clever. Xiao Zishan wrote a recommendation for her—plans to send her to Military-Political Academy..." Wu Nanhai looked around, mustered courage, and said quietly.

"Military-Political Academy? She's far too young!" Wen Desi was puzzled, momentarily not grasping Wu Nanhai's meaning.

"In a few years she won't be." Wu Nanhai's face reddened slightly; he seemed reluctant to elaborate. Just then Ye Yuming resumed speaking, so he dropped the subject. Ye Yuming was introducing measures for small farmers and minor landlords.

For this group, the Heaven and Earth Society would primarily promote livestock and poultry techniques through contract farming, with the Agricultural Committee purchasing all output.

This wasn't simply distributing chickens and ducks to households—it was a micro-loan operation.

"I suggest Delong Grain Store handle this," Ye Yuming said. "If Delong considers the business too amateur for their operation, it can be delegated to the Agricultural Committee..."

"No problem—Delong is a financial institution by nature. Micro-loans fall within our scope." Yan Ming agreed readily. "This approach is actually preferable—easier accounting."

He proposed: during distribution, directly issue Grain Circulation Vouchers. Borrowers then use vouchers to purchase poultry from the Heaven and Earth Society for raising. These loans would be small—worth only five to ten chickens.

Households would buy chicks from the Society, raise them to maturity, then submit twenty eggs to the Society as principal and interest. The Society would then uniformly purchase additional eggs at rates of several vouchers per egg. When laying hens aged out, they could be sold to the food factory for meat products.

"We can jointly invest with local major landlords in small food processing factories. We provide technology; they manage operations. Downstream raw materials controlled by the Heaven and Earth Society; upstream sales controlled by the Trade Department. Even if factories nominally belong to landlords, they're really just processing plants—they can't cause trouble."

Ye Yuming finished explaining his plan in one breath.

"There's a procedural issue," Wu Nanhai pointed out. "Farmers receive voucher loans but repay the farm with eggs. But the farm can't repay its bank loans with eggs."

"I say let it go." Wen Desi's tone was pragmatic. "Never mind the mismatch between in-kind loans and monetary loans. Have you observed poverty-area aid programs in our time? First they distributed cash directly—farmers spent it instantly. Then they switched to distributing chickens, pigs, sheep—animals taken home and slaughtered within days for eating. Farmers would claim disease had killed them. What do you do then—demand repayment?" No one could guarantee this time-space's farmers were more honest than those in the other time-space.

"So rather than a loan format, use a futures format. Provide quality breeds free initially, then contract with farmers to purchase at agreed prices later, paying a partial deposit upfront. At least they won't immediately eat the poultry. Also, poultry farming carries risks—disease causes batch deaths, easily bankrupting farmers who then can't repay. That breeds resentment, affecting transmigrators' reputation and local social stability. So livestock and poultry farming should be postponed—first popularize quality crops."

"These are micro-loans. I think ten or fewer chicks won't bankrupt anyone." Ye Yuming was insistent. "If all the birds die and they can't repay, send them to the labor camp for a month as debt payment. If you're still worried, have employees' families do the raising first. Besides, freebies will equally be eaten then blamed on disease."

"If farmers calculate that completing the contract benefits them more than eating the chickens and drinking up the deposit, they'll work properly," Wen Desi shrugged. "Of course, some chronically impoverished people won't think this way. If Lingao's common people prove to be relatively enterprising laborers, contract farming should be implementable. My objection to micro-loans has two concerns: first, locals may lack the concept of borrowing for productive purposes; second, loans easily associate with negative phenomena like usury—hard to promote."

"Regarding borrowing concepts, Director Wen, you're overthinking." Yan Ming had researched this topic. Local rural lending existed and was actually quite diverse. Farmers often used it for fertilizer, tools, or to survive lean seasons. Lenders were mainly local landlords and wealthy households, predominantly making in-kind loans. Interest rates varied widely—from under 1.5% annual interest for mutual-aid lending within local gentry clans to usurious monthly rates of 1%.

"Overall, farmers do possess lending awareness. If our loan interest is low, farmers will be willing to borrow. For further risk mitigation, we can develop evaluation standards and implement risk control." Yan Ming was clearly interested in agricultural micro-loans—this would be his first loan operation. Small business, but a beginning.

"That approach means we can't increase local farmers' income to win popular support. The genuinely poor get nothing..."

"We must balance both." Wen Desi said after careful consideration. "For truly destitute peasants who possess nothing, no loans. Begin lending with small owner-cultivators. Lower the standards, broaden coverage, benefit as many as possible."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 381 - The Agricultural Supply Store

They finally agreed on using in-kind micro-loans—more convenient to operate and easier for farmers to grasp.

Poultry chicks would be provided on credit to farmers—minimum five, maximum ten. Farmers would sign exclusive purchase agreements for eggs, repaying principal and interest through egg delivery.

"I propose twenty eggs total per chick for principal and interest—" Ye Yuming began.

"That's practically giving them away! Far too few." Wu Nanhai felt shortchanged. "We're not giving farmers newly-hatched chicks—these are eighteen-week-old mature pullets, raised with considerable labor and resources. And all the laying breeds we brought, whether light-type white-shell layers or medium-type brown-shell layers, average two hundred twenty to two hundred eighty eggs annually. Each hen lays for two to three years. Even fifty eggs as the chick cost feels like a loss."

"At the start of promotion, let's take a loss," Ye Yuming said. "Keep it at twenty eggs."

Lingao's so-called middle peasants, rich peasants, and minor landlords all possessed limited economic capacity. Given farmers' frugal, suspicious mentality, initial promotion needed to demonstrate sufficient profit incentive—yet the conditions couldn't be too favorable, or farmers wouldn't believe them either.

Wan Lihui sided with Ye Yuming, arguing that fifty eggs was actually excessive. That annual egg yield was achieved through intensive commercial poultry farming with ample compound feed. Under traditional farming conditions—farmers providing limited, monotonous feed while poultry spent more time foraging—egg yields wouldn't approach those figures. Loss and death rates would also be considerable.

"I think several of those five to ten chickens dying from various causes is highly likely. You may have studied agriculture, but you don't truly know farmers' hardships." Wan Lihui spoke from experience. "Rural poultry farming—one mishap and you lose everything. A few chickens might seem trivial to modern people, but for farmers here they represent substantial property."

After extensive discussion, they accepted Ye Yuming's proposal: twenty eggs per chicken as principal and interest for the laying hens provided. Repayment due within six months from the start of farming.

After principal and interest were repaid, the Heaven and Earth Society would exclusively purchase all eggs and eventually buy back non-laying hens. Everyone agreed that with proper care and no unexpected losses, the benefits from this plan were obvious.

"This is also an excellent opportunity to expand Circulation Voucher use among county farmers," Yan Ming observed. After over half a year of issuance, vouchers had established creditworthiness among county merchants, but farmer acceptance of paper currency remained stubbornly low.

Paying farmers in paper currency for purchases, combined with policies incentivizing voucher use at East Gate Market—all transmigrator-operated stores offered five percent discounts for voucher purchases.

Precisely because farmers instinctively distrusted vouchers, once they possessed them they'd spend them quickly at market—further stimulating circulation and avoiding the hoarding behavior that occurred with metal currency payments. True monetary circulation at last.

"We're not promoting—we're practically subsidizing," someone remarked.

"Most countries in the world subsidize agriculture. Otherwise no one would farm anymore." Ye Yuming was unfazed. "Consider this our version of agricultural subsidy policy."

"Short-term, we'll take some losses, but building trust with the people first is essential for promotion," Ye Yuming concluded. "With trust as our foundation, future Heaven and Earth Society initiatives will proceed far more smoothly."

The poultry initially provided to farmers would be laying hens only. Wan Lihui recommended White Leghorns—this light-type white-shell layer breed had already fallen out of fashion in the twenty-first century, but possessed characteristics ideal for farmer free-range conditions: tolerance for rough feed, high conversion efficiency, and adeptness at foraging.

"One more point: we need to provide feed and technical farming services," Wu Nanhai added. "We can't just hand over chickens to farmers and walk away—we must follow up."

Feed issues were especially critical. Free-range methods could greatly reduce the chances of chicken plague, but farmers in this time-space obviously wouldn't provide as much feed as twenty-first-century commercial farmers did.

Laying hens required particularly precise compound feed. According to modern animal husbandry standards, raising layers involved thirty-nine different nutritional indicators. Beyond adequate protein, sufficient fiber and calcium were essential.

"Looking at local farmers, they barely have enough grain for themselves. Can they even afford to raise chickens? Won't the birds starve?"

Raising chickens required grain. Though farm households traditionally raised chickens to supplement income, scale was universally small.

"Even if farmers have enough grain, we must provide formula feed—especially protein and calcium. These greatly affect egg production. Otherwise our promotion would be meaningless," Wu Nanhai said.

"How do we provide it?"

"Feed loans—also repaid with eggs."

"All these consecutive loans—farmers will end up shackled with endless debt..."

"As long as our feed increases production, they should be willing." Wu Nanhai seemed confident. "Farmers used to spend money in town buying manure and household waste, buying soybean cake and peanut cake from workshops... They possess investment awareness—they understand that high inputs bring good harvests. We won't interfere with ordinary feed. We'll specifically provide formula feed—primarily supplementing protein and calcium, plus various nutrients easily deficient in free-range farming."

No one objected. Details would be handled by the Agricultural Committee. Lending would be managed by Delong. Internal settlement between the Heaven and Earth Society and Delong would proceed separately. The Finance Committee hoped to quickly implement monetary settlement between departments for better financial accounting—rather than hard-to-value in-kind accounts.

As a supporting project, Delong Grain Store would also launch "Farmer-Aid Loans"—small cash loans specifically for farmers to purchase formula feed, folk veterinary medicines, disinfectants, and other agricultural supplies. This would support farmer production while expanding Grain Circulation Voucher circulation.

"I have an idea," Ye Yuming proposed before adjournment. "Lingao is desperately short of iron farm tools—not only of poor quality but extremely expensive, seriously constraining productivity. The Metallurgy Department can't yet fully meet county demand. Can we give Heaven and Earth Society member farmers special discounts? Perhaps promote new tools at reduced prices?"

"That should be possible." Wu Nanhai nodded, turning to Planning Committee representative Dai Xie. This man had directed materials distribution on D-Day. As institutions matured, he'd maintained a lower profile, focusing on Planning Committee administration—mainly project approval and review—frequently appearing at construction sites.

"Approximately how many?"

"The Agricultural Committee needs to expand farm workers and replace some worn tools, plus this Heaven and Earth Society promotion..." Wu Nanhai pulled a notebook from his pocket. "At least fifty pieces monthly." Apparently fearing outright refusal: "I'll still return damaged tools to the Planning Committee for remelting."

"Not a major problem," Dai Xie said. "Current metallurgy daily steel production can support this volume. But tools provided to outside farmers will be difficult to recover. Factor that loss into your calculations..."

"Trade-in program. Have farmers return old ones, pay a small price difference; we sell them new ones."

"That should work." Dai Xie agreed.

"Why don't we just open an agricultural supply store?" Wan Lihui had a sudden inspiration, recalling that rural agricultural supply dealers in his time had grown quite wealthy. "New farm tools, formula feed, folk pesticides, crude fertilizers, seeds... So many quality products—no shortage of eager buyers."

Everyone liked the idea. They decided the Heaven and Earth Society would open an agricultural supply store at East Gate Market selling "Heaven and Earth Society" brand agricultural products. Initially, these products would only be available to landlords and small farmers participating in the promotion program—no external sales.

"Besides iron tools and seedlings, which can't yet be widely promoted, formula feed, folk pesticides, crude fertilizers... those should be freely available soon," Wu Nanhai said.

After the meeting, Yan Ming enthusiastically discussed agricultural supply pricing with Ye Yuming, Dai Xie, and others. The "Farmer-Aid Loans" issued would mainly purchase these products. While they debated pricing, Wu Nanhai headed back to the farm with Wan Lihui.

Wan Lihui asked Wu Nanhai what exactly this "formula feed" would be made from. Wan Lihui knew the farm's grain reserves were rather thin—insufficient grain for large-scale feed-making. They'd have to rely heavily on seafood processing plant scraps: fish bones and scales.

Wu Nanhai entered a special warehouse and emerged with a wooden box: "This is the main component of my formula feed."

"What on earth is this?"

"Earthworms." Wu Nanhai smiled. "Ever raised them in the countryside?"

"No—" Wan Lihui suddenly understood. "But someone in my area did—mainly supplying commercial chicken farms!"

"Exactly. Besides earthworms, I'm also planning maggot farming—I haven't done that myself, and we lack sufficient substrate material. Let's start simple with earthworms."

"You're planning to use earthworms as the primary ingredient for formula feed."

"Plus some plant-based ingredients, fish-offal powder, and shell powder—all essential for laying hens."

Wu Nanhai's planned main feed formula consisted of: dried earthworm powder, fish-offal powder, and shell powder. Without corn—the most common feed grain—he could only produce supplementary formula feed.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 382 - Earthworms

"Once the county's coarse grain yields increase, I'll directly manufacture complete compound feed to sell to farmers—no more self-mixing." Wu Nanhai's ambitions ran high. "That will further increase yields, reduce technical difficulty, and make promotion considerably easier."

As he spoke, Wu Nanhai rode his Type 28 bicycle with Wan Lihui to a corner of the farm. A flat piece of land had been prepared here, surrounded on all sides by rows of small trees, with drainage ditches dug around the perimeter.

Most conspicuous were the many large wicker baskets heaped near the cleared ground. Though covered with straw mats, they emitted a pungent stench. Rotting liquid seeped onto the earth, with flies dancing happily in clouds above.

Wan Lihui immediately spotted his brother Wan Lihuang sitting idly under a grass shed, wearing a straw hat, occasionally swatting at flies.

Wan Lihui pinched his nose: "Why does it stink so terribly?"

Wu Nanhai seemed entirely unconcerned, leaning his bicycle against a tree trunk.

"Little Wan, this earthworm farm will be you brothers' responsibility from now on."

"Understood." Wan Lihui thought bitterly: Wonderful—this stinking, filthy work falls to us again. Is it because we're from farming backgrounds? He reflected sourly that his dream for this time-space had been freely playing with guns. Now here he was with no guns, just farming. Back to rural labor.

Despite such thoughts, he couldn't let it show. He quickly expressed determination to complete the organization's assignment with excellence.

Artificial earthworm cultivation was a relatively new agricultural technology. Its primary purposes were providing low-cost protein feed for livestock, poultry, and fish; processing various organic wastes; converting waste to fertilizer; and eliminating organic pollution. It could also improve soil fertility.

Wu Nanhai planned to raise red earthworms—a common breed in earthworm cultivation. These dung worms loved consuming various livestock manures and possessed strong fertilizer affinity, making them ideal for artificial cultivation.

"Look, these are the red earthworms we'll be raising." Wu Nanhai opened the wooden box. Several purple-red earthworms, ninety to one hundred fifty millimeters long, wriggled inside.

"They're easy to raise—the key is properly preparing the feed." Wu Nanhai led them toward the baskets with their frankly offensive odor.

"Earthworm feed," he explained, "can come from many sources. Basically any non-toxic, disease-free organic waste works: livestock manure, plant matter, fruit peels, sugarcane bagasse, rotten fruit. Red earthworms especially love rotting fruit and vegetable leaves—they prefer sweet-sour flavors."

"Rotten fruit isn't common locally—" Wan Lihui considered that since Wu Nanhai's comprehensive composting initiative, seemingly no organic matter escaped his grasp. He wondered how feed would be allocated to the earthworms. Those baskets contained heaven-knew-what, stinking atrociously.

"Rotten vegetable leaves work just as well. Wild fruits too." Wu Nanhai had clearly planned ahead. "Leizhou is shipping us several boatloads of jackfruit—they have abundant supplies there, along with sugarcane bagasse." He pulled back a basket mat.

The basket contained rotting jackfruit and copious sugarcane bagasse—an overwhelming sweet-sour-rotting smell forced Wan Lihui to cover his nose.

"These need composting soon as well." Wu Nanhai frowned slightly.

Organic matter for feed had to be fully fermented before use. Earthworms were omnivorous segmented animals; organic wastes required composting and fermentation before earthworms could consume them—otherwise mass earthworm deaths would result. So the Wan brothers' main task was essentially composting.

Wu Nanhai personally took up a shovel, scooping out various organic wastes for a composting demonstration.

Before fermentation, livestock and poultry manure needed watering and crushing. Crop stalks and straw should first be cut into short strips with a hoe-knife; rotten fruit and sugarcane bagasse could be used directly. After piling, water was added and mixed evenly for thorough soaking. Then the material was ground-piled to approximately one meter height. The pile should be loose rather than compacted—this aided thermophilic bacterial growth. Water thoroughly for fifty to sixty percent moisture content.

After piling the feed, cover with plastic sheeting for temperature and moisture retention. Since large plastic sheets—such luxury items—weren't available here, straw mats would substitute. Then water again to keep mats moist.

"After three or four days, the internal pile temperature can reach fifty to sixty degrees Celsius." Wu Nanhai opened his bag and extracted a rod-shaped object wound repeatedly with grass rope. Carefully unwrapping it revealed an enormous glass rod—the Glass Factory's latest product: an alcohol thermometer. The ungainly thing resembled a vibrator, certain to inspire endless imagination in the otaku-minded.

"Thermometer. You must monitor compost temperature daily. Too low or too high won't work. Turn the pile every two weeks, adding moisture. After three or four turnings, properly fermented feed should be: dark brown, odorless, soft and loose, not sticky. Then it's ready for use."

Wan Lihui watched Wu Nanhai dig into a small pile and extract a handful of fermented feed: "Just like this."

This hands-on demonstration somewhat impressed him: indeed, this was how an agricultural technician should conduct themselves.

Then Wu Nanhai began guiding them in constructing earthworm beds. Fermented feed was piled into ridges eighty centimeters wide and two to three hundred centimeters long, then watered. Finally he emptied the wooden box's earthworms onto the surface. The creatures burrowed almost immediately into the feed.

"If they refuse to burrow in, the feed isn't properly fermented," Wu Nanhai explained. "This batch is breeding stock from the ship—just a few dozen specimens. Normally each earthworm bed can be seeded with a thousand. In approximately three to four months, density can reach fifteen thousand per square meter—harvest time. Not only can earthworms serve as feed, but earthworm castings can feed fish and shrimp, plus function as high-quality fertilizer."

Wu Nanhai handed him a mimeographed booklet titled Earthworm and Housefly Maggot Cultivation Technology, stamped with: "Internal materials, Agricultural Committee only."

"Earthworm cultivation is relatively straightforward. Mainly maintain proper temperature, moisture, and ventilation, plus process feed correctly."

"Raising them this way—won't it take at least a quarter to reach batch production capacity? Is there enough time?"

"There's time," Wu Nanhai assured him. "Initially our lending scale is small—not that many chicks, so formula feed demand won't be large either."

Wu Nanhai finished his instructions and provided an equipment list for earthworm cultivation: rakes, shovels, and similar tools, plus medical factory face masks.

"These are now yours. Use masks as needed—maintain proper labor protection. Take care of the tools."

Then he mounted his bicycle and departed in grand style. The Wan brothers sat by the earthworm bed, staring at each other in mutual commiseration.

"Brother, didn't you say coming here we could shoot Japanese for entertainment?" Wan Lihuang gazed at his sibling. "All I see is farm work all day..."

"Well—" Wan Lihui had no good answer. This reality diverged too drastically from casually using Japanese pirates as target practice. "Let's just focus on building the new countryside first."

"Then why come all this way just to build? Could've simply gone back home to build..."

"Enough questions!" Wan Lihui finally lost patience. "Go compost!"

And so the Wan brothers commenced their new countryside construction in this new time-space.

Wu Nanhai leisurely cycled along field paths, occasionally encountering his farm workers. Everyone had grown accustomed to these "iron-wheeled vehicles." No one came to gawk anymore—they simply stood respectfully as he passed. Wu Nanhai would greet workers as usual—not to "connect with the masses," but because good nature came naturally to him.

Now, rather than returning to the farm office, he headed toward the newly-constructed livestock area.

Previously, the livestock section had been a minor component of the farm—essentially courtyard-style farming. Following battles, trade, and various acquisitions, livestock and poultry numbers had steadily increased. Moreover, during spring, under professional veterinarian Yang Baogui's guidance, the Agricultural Committee had launched an ambitious artificial insemination campaign—results had been significant. Clearly by late summer or early autumn, population numbers would expand substantially. The Agricultural Committee decided to establish permanent livestock facilities before that surge arrived.

The livestock area was located near Nick's previously-built horse stables. The Agricultural Committee had actually coveted this land for some time—when building Nick's stables, they'd contemplated purchasing the entire tract.

But within this large expanse of wasteland lay one piece of owned land—approximately two hundred mu, which had grown some peanuts though clearly lain fallow for years.

Ownerless land required only registration at the county government—pay a fee, receive a deed. But negotiations with this particular plot's landlord had consumed considerable time. This landlord proved a stubborn type. When Wu Nanhai visited with Zhang Youfu, he could scarcely believe this person was actually a landlord—his house had a thatched roof. Though poor as any ordinary smallholder, the man absolutely refused to sell this land he neither farmed nor could farm. Supposedly, selling it meant he would no longer be a landlord. To preserve this hollow title, he adamantly refused all offers. Multiple negotiations failed.

Dugu Qiuhun, hearing about the impasse, had even proposed deploying policemen for forcible seizure. Zhang Youfu suggested: if the transmigrators didn't wish to act themselves, they could forge a deed, then through Secretary Wang's connections spend one hundred taels to sue in county court—guaranteed victory.

"No, absolutely not." Wu Nanhai shook his head vigorously. Such collusion with officials to bully common people—he fundamentally opposed it. Everyone agreed these methods were too distasteful, seriously damaging the transmigrator collective's image. The Ming might be corrupt through and through, but in the early revolutionary stage, the glorious righteous image had to be maintained.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 383 - The Livestock Farm

Zhang Youfu considered the problem for a while. "There's one approach, though somewhat troublesome—it won't be quick."

"As long as we get the land, I'm willing to wait." Wu Nanhai said. As long as it was completed before autumn.

"Then wait for my news." Zhang Youfu requested over two hundred taels of silver from Wu Nanhai, then circulated among the major farming plains near the county town. After ten-odd days of negotiations, he managed to purchase seventy mu of paddy land. He then used this deed to trade for the disputed plot.

Seeing the outcome, the Agricultural Committee members didn't know whether to laugh or cry. During negotiations, the transmigrator collective had offered two hundred taels of silver. If the landlord didn't want silver, the Committee had also proposed in-kind exchanges of equal value. The old man had rejected everything. Yet the moment someone offered a land deed, he'd agreed immediately. What logic was this?

"He simply wanted to remain a landlord. Now we're giving him landlord status—naturally he consented." Zhang Youfu looked rather pleased with himself.

"But we were willing to pay! He could have bought land with the money."

"The bumpkin hasn't seen the world—he was simply afraid of being cheated." Zhang Youfu said dismissively. Urban-rural differences ran quite deep.

"I see." Wu Nanhai nodded. Apparently this down-and-out local who'd survived as a county-town middleman possessed genuine talents after all.

"Traditional farmers' mentality is truly incomprehensible," Ye Yuming had exclaimed at the time.

"Past farmers hadn't seen the world, lacked education, were frequently cheated. High wariness is entirely normal. Rural work is indeed difficult."

To Zhang Youfu, what was more incomprehensible were these "cropped-head bandits" themselves. They possessed both power and influence—direct seizure wouldn't have troubled the landlord in the slightest. Even the county government would never offend the cropped-heads over such a pauper.

Such methods were simply called "winning hearts." But Zhang Youfu sensed something more complex lay beneath.

This land, acquired through considerable effort and cost, lay south of the farm. Here the Wenlan River formed a small backwater, creating a large shallow area thick with reeds. The terrain was flat, with rolling hills nearby, and water access was convenient. After surveying the site, Wu Nanhai and Yang Baogui agreed it suited a formal livestock facility admirably.

The new facility comprised two major sections: livestock and poultry. Wu Nanhai loved visiting here—not merely for work, but for the immense sense of accomplishment each visit brought. Especially after the circumnavigation voyage had opened additional resource acquisition channels. Bo-pu had established regular shipping to Changhua and Yulin. Large numbers of cattle and sheep from Changhua were rapidly expanding the breeding populations. Everyone's favorite meat—pork—had also increased substantially. By his estimate, next year the transmigrators could at least restore twenty-first-century cosmic-power national per-capita meat consumption standards.

Wu Nanhai first visited the horse corral. Yang Baogui had recently been learning to ride from Nick—he found his buttocks too sore from bicycle jolts on dirt roads, the seat pressing painfully on his perineum.

"I don't want prostate problems from cycling—I'm a married man." So Yang Baogui had taken up horseback riding for future outings. Nick had promised him a Yunnan pony—payment for treating the horses.

When Wu Nanhai came looking, Nick said Yang Baogui had gone to the poultry area to supervise hatching facility construction.

This large hatching facility was being built to support the Heaven and Earth Society's poultry promotion plan. Artificial egg incubation had appeared early in China and was widespread by Ming times—not exactly breakthrough transmigrator technology. But artificial incubation wasn't common in Lingao. Though chickens, ducks, and geese were the usual local poultry, farming scale was small—no one had developed such infrastructure.

Traditional artificial incubation methods varied considerably. Most common were northern kang-incubation and East China jar-incubation. Wu Nanhai hadn't trained in animal husbandry; he'd consulted Yang Baogui, who possessed extensive field experience serving farmers.

Yang Baogui recommended northern kang-incubation. This method used simple equipment with large capacity—very suitable for large-scale farming requirements. With skilled technique, hatch rates reached eighty to ninety percent, comparable to modern electric incubation. A standard seven-flue kang workshop could hold twenty-six hundred chicken eggs at once, hatching fifteen thousand monthly. Expansion was straightforward, requiring almost no modern equipment or materials. Adobe bricks' insulation actually suited hatcheries better than fired bricks.

When Wu Nanhai arrived at the construction site, Yang Baogui was directing the work. This new hatchery incorporated slight improvements: a tiled roof and brick-clad exterior walls—after all, in Lingao's climate, pure adobe structures wouldn't last long.

"Feels somewhat wasteful." Wu Nanhai regarded the crude building under construction. He worried where they'd find twenty-six hundred fertile eggs per batch. With eggs scarce and fertile embryos having brief storage life, collected fertile eggs were currently all naturally incubated by broody hens.

"It won't be wasteful. Rainy season always requires drying work—this hatchery can double as a drying room."

Yang Baogui reassured him: "The first batch being brooded now can provide about two hundred chicks—enough for twenty smallholders. Batch sizes will gradually increase. It's a gradual process. Consider how many chickens we had when we first arrived? Now over a hundred. Growth rate is several thousand percent. With mass mobilization, we may need expansion by year's end."

"Take me to see the henhouse."

"Certainly. Let me give them some instructions first." Yang Baogui inspected the construction site. The most critical kang flues were basically complete—this part was key. A well-built kang saved fuel and transmitted heat swiftly; a poorly constructed one neither heated nor drew smoke properly. A specialized craft. Lingao naturally had no kang builders—not even among immigrants. They worked entirely from books and blueprints. He gave instructions to the foreman, then led Wu Nanhai to the recently-completed henhouses.

The new henhouse still employed bamboo fence walls and fishing-net enclosures for free-range, with climbing vegetables providing shelter. The innovation lay in implementing separate housing. Breeding chickens were individually penned; layers, chicks, and growers each had their own designated spaces, mutually undisturbed, facilitating different feed additions according to condition. Finally there were the bronze turkeys—now expanded to about a dozen birds.

Around two hundred growers were active in the spacious area under the protective netting. They looked healthy. The ground had just been watered, smelling of lime.

"Daily scheduled manure cleaning, then lime-water disinfection. No choice—density remains high. Disease prevention is essential. Besides, chicken manure is also feed—can't waste it."

"We're not raising fish, are we?"

Chickens' short digestive tracts meant their droppings still contained significant nutrients. Wu Nanhai knew of circular agriculture systems that raised chickens by fishponds, using chicken manure to feed the fish.

"For pigs."

"Ugh, that's disgusting." The mere thought of chicken manure's stench killed Wu Nanhai's interest.

"After fermentation, pigs actually find it quite palatable." Yang Baogui smiled wryly. "Honestly, I don't favor this feeding method either. Once feed becomes plentiful, we'll simply use it as fertilizer."

Wu Nanhai followed him to the duck shelter. Ducks were actually more profitable than chickens in poultry operations. Ducks were omnivorous, capable of self-foraging while grazing, tolerating rough feed with high feed conversion efficiency. During spring's first rice planting, Fa Shilu had experimentally practiced paddy-duck integration—releasing ducks to forage in rice paddies. Not only could they consume field snails and small fish, but they also eliminated pests and weeds. Fa Shilu planned to drive ducks in after rice harvest to clear fallen grains and chaff—far more convenient and thorough than manual clearing. In Japan the practice had an elegant name: "duck method rice cultivation"—a retro-style natural rice farming technique.

The duck shelter stood by the river bend. Bamboo fencing separated the backwater from the main channel, with an openable gate to prevent ducks from wandering off. Reeds grew dense here; the river water was nutrient-rich. The riverbank supported abundant snails and other aquatic creatures that ducks loved. The Agricultural Committee had found a duck herder among the immigrants to take the flock out daily, also collecting snails and clams to crush for supplementary feed.

"Don't step carelessly." Yang Baogui warned him—especially avoid stepping in riverside grass. Ducks might have laid eggs anywhere in there; evenings the herder would patrol and collect eggs.

"We currently have over two hundred ducks, plus thirty-some geese. Ducks and geese require less feed than chickens—besides laying poultry needing protein supplements, most subsist on green feed. Egg production is decent as well. Also suitable for promotional farming."

The ducks were local varieties plus Beijing ducks brought from modern times. Yang Baogui planned to crossbreed them and observe results. As for geese—the transmigrators hadn't brought any since China's native goose breeds were recognized as excellent. He'd simply purchased several from the market—the common South China lion-head goose.

Wu Nanhai said: "Duck and goose farming requires water surfaces—raising conditions are constrained, not as easily promoted as chickens. Plus duck and goose eggs aren't popular. Everyone prefers chicken eggs. Who wants duck eggs unless they're preserved or salted? Have you ever had goose eggs?"

"I've had wine-fermented goose eggs—quite tasty." Yang Baogui recalled the memory fondly.

"Poultry at least grows fast. If only pigs could reproduce with such efficiency."

"Pig reproduction isn't actually bad. Sows can produce twenty piglets in two litters yearly. With proper care, survival rates are quite respectable." Yang Baogui said. "The biggest constraint is our shortage of sows."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 384 - Pigs and Cattle

The farm possessed two pairs of Landrace pigs and one pair of Northeastern Min pigs as initial breeding stock. To expand the pig population, relying solely on the brought-in sows was insufficient—it wasted the precious semen of breeding boars. A sow could only produce two litters annually, while a boar could naturally breed twenty to thirty sows per year. With artificial insemination, a single boar could serve nearly one thousand sows annually.

So Yang Baogui had specifically collected Lingao's most representative native breed—the Lingao pig—as maternal stock, rapidly expanding populations through artificial insemination. Local pig farming was fairly developed—every farm household raised pigs—but unfortunately the standards were abysmal. By modern husbandry criteria, every animal was malnourished. Yang Baogui had barely managed to acquire about ten passable sows for breeding, plus carefully selected and raised over ten gilts as future breeding stock.

Because Xiong Buyou constantly lamented the loss of purebred Lingao pigs—every time discussion turned to how Lingao's animal husbandry station had hybridized away the purebred stock, Xiong Buyou grew visibly indignant—Yang Baogui had specifically obtained several growing pigs from farmers for fattening. He discovered Lingao pigs weren't suited for modern large-scale agricultural production—their growth period was excessively long, weight gain unprecedentedly slow. He asked locals and learned that fattening a two-hundred-jin pig took twenty-four months before market. Compared to modern breeds' one-year cycle, quite uneconomical.

"It's understandable that Lingao's animal husbandry bureau hybridized the Lingao pigs. Otherwise how could they have met such export volumes?"

"You're also hybridizing Lingao pigs now."

"True—but I'm preserving several purebreds. I'll maintain a few breeding animals of each variety. Preserving original strains is important."

The newly-built pigpen rows were mostly still empty. Lingao's winters weren't particularly cold, but summers were brutally humid and hot, with heavy rain plus typhoon concerns. So Yang Baogui had chosen single-slope open-style pens for his piggery design—optimal for ventilation and cooling. Construction materials were quite refined, with cement-smoothed floors throughout. The entire piggery had been built sturdy to withstand strong winds, with excellent waterproofing.

"Summer typhoons are no joke," Yang Baogui said. "Build cheap now, and when the piggery collapses and crushes pigs—that's the real loss."

Wu Nanhai noticed a large area near the piggery enclosed with sturdy bamboo fencing. The soil had been thoroughly churned, with several black mud wallows scattered about.

"That's the exercise ground for the pigs." Yang Baogui explained. "Though we're not raising 'jogging pigs,' moderate exercise benefits their appetite. The mud wallows are something they genuinely love—plus they help with disease prevention."

Around the piggery and exercise yard, numerous plants had been established, including windbreak tree seedlings. Pumpkins grew along piggery wall-bases; trellises over open-air pens supported climbing squash. These not only shaded and cooled the pens but supplemented feed.

"These pigs really do live well. Surrounding sanitation looks impressive too."

"Of course. Animals experience psychological stress too. Don't imagine pigs enjoy dirty, smelly environments. Happy pigs get sick less, grow faster, and develop better meat quality. Breeding stock especially needs good hormonal vigor."

"Look, these are purebred Lingao pigs." Yang Baogui pointed at about ten weaned piglets sleeping peacefully in a pen. "Lingao pork genuinely does taste excellent, especially roast suckling pig." Yang Baogui smacked his lips appreciatively. "So we raise some separately. Let Xiong Buyou prepare roast suckling pig for you sometime."

Here strict separate housing was rigorously implemented. Yang Baogui told Wu Nanhai there were nine different pen types alone for different pig categories and age groups. Each pen type varied in area based on head count, with slightly different equipment configurations. Additionally, there were specialized breeding rooms and sow farrowing sheds.

"So-called scientific pig farming doesn't necessarily require complete feed, antibiotics, disinfectants, and vaccines—those are unavoidable necessities of modern commercial mass production. With our limited conditions, many simple effective techniques can achieve excellent results—just with somewhat lower scale and efficiency. But absolutely eco-friendly."

"Take this piglet pen for example." Yang Baogui had him examine the floor—iron grating raised one meter high on stone supports.

"This technique is called 'platform weaning.' Piglet droppings fall through to be absorbed by bedding below. The platform stays clean and dry, so piglets don't easily contract dysentery. Survival rates are vastly higher. Very simple principle, not difficult to implement."

"Somewhat like 'elevated platform poultry raising.'"

"Correct—related techniques actually." Yang Baogui confirmed. "Also automatic waterers. I asked the Industrial Committee to fabricate them last time. Those fellows insisted they needed plastic or rubber. What plastic or rubber? Just use a lever-type valve. Minor leakage doesn't matter. But with automatic waterers, not only is pig drinking water sanitary, pen hygiene improves dramatically. Pigs get sick less—no need for constant antibiotics."

The homemade waterers from the Industrial Committee's machinery shop used primarily ceramic and bamboo, with only a few metal components. Water flowed from an elevated reinforced-concrete tank through thick bamboo pipes. When pigs nudged a bamboo lever, water flowed from a ceramic reservoir into a drinking tray below. The equipment did leak somewhat, but was considerably cleaner than pouring water into stone troughs and wasted far less.

"Another example is feed delivery. Here they still use traditional 'thin soup plenty feeding'—watery pig feed, fed until the animals are full. Looks like it saves feed, but excessive water impairs digestion and actually hinders fattening. As for cooking pig feed—completely unnecessary. Not only damages nutritional value but easily causes nitrite poisoning. Wastes labor and fuel. Except for slop from kitchen waste, regular feed can be fed raw. Many such simple improvements are possible."

Yang Baogui's current pig-raising priority was expanding Northeastern Min pig breeding. In modern society, beyond their use as hybrid maternal stock, Northeastern Min pigs were essentially no longer raised as meat animals—they deposited excessive fat. Modern demand was for maximum lean meat: besides lean-meat breeds, there were "jogging pigs" and even ractopamine shortcuts. So this breed wasn't popular. But for the transmigrator collective, pigs besides providing meat also bore the crucial task of supplying fat as an industrial resource.

After pigs, cattle represented the largest livestock group. Historically, Hainan's major exports had included cattle. Lingao had considerable water buffalo and yellow cattle locally. Li territories were the primary local cattle source. Over one hundred cattle had been continuously shipped from Lingao Li territory trade and Changhua Fortress, greatly expanding the cattle farm's scale.

The cattle farm's animals mainly served as draft animals. Currently not extensively used in field labor—primarily cargo transport. Ox-cart transport was becoming the transmigrator collective's principal land freight method. Yang Baogui needed to balance rapid herd expansion with draft animal supply. Accelerating cattle imports from Changhua was optimal—arrivals could be put to work after brief rest and conditioning. Cattle had low feed requirements with no feed supply concerns.

He categorized arriving cattle systematically: water buffalo meat was tough and coarse, so they primarily served as draft animals for plowing and hauling—breeding scale was controlled accordingly. Main breeding focused on various yellow cattle. Yellow cattle could pull wagons while serving dual purposes: meat and leather.

The cattle were resting now—mid-afternoon, the weather hot. Several farm workers were sprinkling water around the cattle sheds for cooling. These cattle, bearing heavy daily transport duties, received particularly attentive care—not only daily concentrated feed supplements but guaranteed adequate rest.

"Quite a large cattle herd," Wu Nanhai observed. "Seems beef might actually become widely available first."

"Actually for our purposes, ideal livestock are cattle and sheep—they just need grass. Pigs require substantial grain. Green feed is only supplementary. The local custom of fattening pigs with rice—far too wasteful."

"Large-scale sweet potato planting is precisely for securing feed grain supply. But cattle also need grain, surely? Corn and such."

"Traditional cattle farming was purely grass-fed. Specialized green fodder also works perfectly. Corn-fed cattle only work in countries with excessively favorable conditions like America." Yang Baogui sighed—he harbored a particular fondness for North America.

They passed the breeding bull shed—fencing here was extremely heavy-duty. Bulls were temperamental, large-bodied and powerful—care was essential for both feeding and handling. But Yang Baogui didn't think highly of local breeding bulls—he was keeping only a few as original strain preservation. Currently pregnant local cows had all been inseminated with frozen semen from various purpose-specific improved breeds brought from modern times.

Breeding cows had all been served during spring. Pregnant cows were housed individually, each stall displaying cards with cow number, age, conception date, expected calving date, dam breed, and sire breed.

Seeing Yang Baogui approach, several cows extended their heads, pairs of large, gentle, moist eyes regarding him, lowing softly.

"See—they all recognize me." Yang Baogui joked, stroking one cow's neck. "This one's particularly precious—she's carrying a Holstein calf. Future milk supply depends on her offspring." He checked the feed trough for consumption patterns, then compared with the blackboard on the wall to verify that handlers had accurately recorded feedings. Yang Baogui strictly controlled feed delivery—hay, concentrated feed, salt—all timed and precisely measured.

(End of Chapter)
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"Won't such crossbreeding cause genetic degeneration?"

"Slightly, but not significantly. China's existing Holstein cattle are basically products of nineteenth-century Dutch Holstein crosses with local cows. Milk yield is decent, and they tolerate rough feed. The downside is lower butterfat content." Yang Baogui smiled. "People often complain that domestic milk tastes bland, not as rich as foreign milk. Besides adulteration, this is a factor."

"With a substantial dairy herd, we could implement a 'student milk' program—dramatically improving next-generation physical fitness! At minimum, every transmigrator could have fresh milk daily."

"Actually I think dairy products like cheese have greater potential," Yang Baogui said. "Chinese don't tolerate lactose well, but processed dairy products are fine. Plus dairy products store easily—under our harsh conditions, fresh milk preservation is impractical."

They continued past several cow stalls. Besides those carrying dairy calves, cows bearing various other breed crosses were also visibly pregnant. The liquid nitrogen tanks' different bull semen varieties had all been matched with local cows—some intended purely for beef, others for dual-purpose.

After the cattle sheds came the sheep pen. The enclosure held few sheep—just several dozen. These had recently arrived from Changhua Fortress—indigenous Changhua sheep. They didn't seem well-adapted to penned life; occasionally rams tried ramming the fencing.

These sheep would be raised for a period, then quality ewes selected for artificial insemination. The Agricultural Committee possessed several quality goat and sheep semen varieties. But whether sheep truly suited Lingao—Yang Baogui really wasn't confident. Better to occupy higher-latitude regions first before attempting serious breeding.

Nearby, sheepdogs came running out, barking loudly, restoring order to the flock.

"Beibei, stop barking!" Yang Baogui called. Immediately a pack of dogs bounded over, tails wagging furiously—some were puppies.

"Look—'Huanhuan,' 'Yingying,' 'Nini' are all hero mothers now. Just half a year and over twenty puppies born." Seeing Wu Nanhai pick one up adoringly: "I'll give you one."

"No thanks—dog-keeping gives off the wrong impression." Wu Nanhai reluctantly set the puppy down.

"True—several girls have asked me for dogs; I haven't given any yet." Yang Baogui said. "Need to train them properly first, then assign to departments. Ma Qianzhu wants a military dog unit; the Security Bureau also wants some."

"A dog at the gate for guarding would be reassuring." Wu Nanhai thought aloud. "Are there local mongrels available? Maybe I'll just catch one for guarding duty."

"Of course. I've captured a few, exploring whether we can develop localized hybrids. These are typical Chinese pastoral dogs—domestication level is low. They're probably more likely to end up beaten and eaten as meat dogs. Cats are better for companionship." Yang Baogui said. "Though cats and dogs don't directly produce economic value, they greatly assist agricultural production. Once the sheep flock expands sufficiently, I'll arrange grazing—that will definitely require dogs' help."

Yang Baogui proposed that besides poultry, sheep promotion would also make an excellent program. Sheep tolerated rough feed, were simple to manage, needed no specialized feed, and required little labor. Women and children could herd them—the quintessential poverty-alleviation project.

Wu Nanhai shook his head: "Sheep cause too much vegetation damage."

"That's primarily in semi-arid northwestern regions. Here with abundant rainfall and rich surface vegetation, a few sheep won't damage anything. Besides, one farm household can at most manage a dozen sheep—low land carrying capacity."

Wu Nanhai was tempted: "Wait until this chicken promotion succeeds. Only responsible farmers should receive them—eating ten chickens is a manageable problem to resolve; eating our sheep is considerably harder. Pursue repayment and they go bankrupt; don't pursue, and all future programs fail."

The livestock farm's final section was rabbits. Rabbits had initially been miserable here—the climate was simply too hot. The entire farm's best-cooled livestock housing was the rabbit building—positioned directly under large trees—yet rabbits remained listless, refusing to breed. This troubled Yang Baogui greatly—did they require air conditioning? By deep autumn in Lingao, they'd finally felt romantic stirrings. Rabbit reproduction rates were phenomenal—they could mate anytime, gestation lasted just one month, and mature rabbits produced six to ten per litter. Twentieth-century Australia's rabbit plague—despite unrelenting government and farmer culling efforts—was merely the descendants of five pairs of European rabbits over one hundred years.

Rabbits were herbivores with minimal feed requirements—extremely suitable as rapid meat source expansion.

Now this expanded rabbit building held over thirty rabbits, including ten Angora rabbits—Wu Nanhai recognized them immediately. To help Angoras survive summer, these rabbits had been completely sheared.

"Summer rabbits don't breed—wait for autumn," Yang Baogui said. "By year's end we should be able to feed everyone rabbit meat. Health Department also needs rabbits."

"Let Health Department dissect first, then everyone eats after dissection is complete."

"Physiological dissection specimens are fine for eating; pathology experiments cannot be consumed."

"Naturally." Wu Nanhai suddenly recalled something. "Lingao has wild rabbits, I believe. Haven't you considered using local wild rabbits to improve and expand the population?"

"Not very suitable. Plus wild rabbits may carry viruses—if those spread, it would be catastrophic."

Finally they reached the riverside wasteland, approaching the Wenlan River's summer high-water mark. Sandy soil here grew peanuts and watermelons. Farther away stood several large pools connected by channels, emitting a characteristic stench. Wu Nanhai recognized Tian Jiujiu's biochemical wastewater treatment system. The livestock farm was a major wastewater producer—cage-washing generated large volumes of organic-rich wastewater. Biogas pits alone couldn't handle the volume, so they'd constructed a biological treatment system: wastewater first settled in preliminary tanks, then entered treatment ponds where aquatic plant cultivation absorbed excess nitrogen and phosphorus.

Several ponds were carpeted with dense duckweed. Workers were harvesting the floating plants—excellent green feed and composting material. Not far away stood the livestock farm's silage pit.

"Pond duckweed is another feed source." Yang Baogui turned to Wu Nanhai seriously: "The Agricultural Committee apparently has high expectations for livestock farming. I want to know—have you actually considered the feed question? No grain means no livestock industry."

"Of course we have."

Wu Nanhai explained the feed solution, planned through three complementary approaches.

Primary starch feed would come from expanded sweet potato cultivation—both the tubers themselves and deep-processing byproducts like starch water and residue.

Second was green feed. In modern agriculture this typically meant corn silage. In China, because grain was precious, corn stalk silage had been promoted. In Lingao, the Agricultural Committee didn't even have corn—they used alfalfa silage and other legume fodder crops, plus sweet potato leaves. Additionally, high-yield vegetables like pumpkins and squash grown on "ten-border" marginal plots could contribute supplementary feed.

Most crucial was protein feed, which came from: first, earthworm and fly-maggot farming; second, recovering oil-pressing byproducts like soybean cake, peanut cake, and coconut oil cake. Bo-pu's seafood factory could also supply fish meal from trash fish and processing scraps.

Feed additives: calcium could be directly recovered from eggshells and bones, or limestone powder could be added. Salt they had in abundance; if needed, trace element supplements could be obtained from kelp and seaweed.

Agricultural processing byproducts like rice straw, rice bran, and sweet potato skins weren't ideal feed, but could supplement—especially after processing, livestock could better absorb and utilize them.

Calculated this way, feed sources were quite diverse. At current farming scale, feed scarcity wouldn't occur. According to Fa Shilu's estimates, after the second-half sweet potato harvest, feed supply would become quite ample—arriving just in time for autumn's peak livestock birthing season.

"Last time Fa Shilu told me: think creatively, don't fixate on just corn and sweet potatoes. We can obtain abundant supplements from wild plants—rural children used to gather grass to feed pigs."

"Does Lingao have such plants?"

"Of course. Common plants growing everywhere. Grasses like cogongrass, foxtail, medick, alkali grass, barnyard grass—all gramineous wild grasses work for pulping and silaging to feed pigs. Leguminous wild grasses go without saying—everyone knows those. Wild vegetables: lamb's quarters, Russian thistle, sow thistle, purslane, wild amaranth, chicory, plantain, bedstraw—all can be fed raw or fermented. Also fresh tree leaves: poplar, willow, elm, mulberry. Not ubiquitous, but not rare either. Mobilizing students and commune semi-laborers as sideline work could gather plenty."

"Honestly, I really wanted to bring water hyacinth. That stuff—you can scoop tons from waterways. During summer blooms it piles up like natural dams. Far more efficient than human-wave feed collection strategies."

"That invasive species—better not. Long-term consequences are endless. Let's not repeat our predecessors' ecological mistakes. Duckweed is sufficient. We'd originally planned to bring tilapia and crayfish as well. All were ultimately vetoed."

This issue had sparked fierce debate during pre-crossing material preparation. Tilapia, crayfish, and other candidates had all been eliminated through discussion. The final decision: don't bring any controversial species—they all existed on Earth somewhere anyway. When needed someday, simply cultivate locally.

"Crayfish are wonderful though. Such a pity. Everyone loves eating them."

(End of Chapter)
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"Eating crayfish when we have sea lobsters?" Wu Nanhai expressed disdain. "If you really miss them, Australia has freshwater crayfish too. Go eat those later. But I still prefer proper sea lobster."

The discussion turned to mariculture. Lingao possessed extensive tidal flats, especially at Bo-pu, Ma-miu, and Hongpai ports—all featuring large tidal zones that would become the main areas for modern Lingao's coastal farming. These three regions were now under direct or indirect transmigrator collective control, providing a foundation for mariculture development.

"We know nothing about mariculture. No one studied it, no one has practical experience," Wu Nanhai admitted. "We'd have to find reference materials and self-study first. Besides, at this time-space's fishing productivity level, expanding the fishing fleet is far more meaningful than developing mariculture."

"Let the fishermen handle it. Early mariculture was developed by fishermen themselves through trial and error. Oyster and kelp farming mainly involves seedling cultivation and creating artificial environments—minimal feed investment with considerable output."

No concrete conclusions emerged on mariculture since it technically fell under fisheries, requiring Naval Command coordination. After considerable thought, Wu Nanhai decided it was preferable for Naval Command to collect more "fishing tax." If feasible, organizing a fishing cooperative for collective offshore operations would also help.

But just then, the situation in the Qiongzhou Strait was growing turbulent.

Naval People's Commissar Chen Haiyang sat in Fengcheng's captain's cabin, studying the charts spread across the table. This giant vessel had been anchored here for nearly a year—from the beginning, a symbol of transmigrator collective power. Even when they'd huddled within Bo-pu's earthen fortifications, Fengcheng had intimidated everyone in the region.

For over half a year, besides the attacks by Zhu Cailao and Liu Xiang, no one had dared challenge their presence in the Qiongzhou Strait. Small pirate bands that once frequented Lingao waters had long been eliminated.

But now, Fengcheng's naval personnel were feeling mounting pressure.

Small pirate groups were increasingly appearing in the Qiongzhou Strait—robbing ships indiscriminately, frequently landing to harass and plunder coastal villages.

Not that such incidents hadn't occurred before, but never with this frequency. Salt Village now faced one or two invasion alerts weekly, with twenty to fifty attackers landing each time. The village was constantly running ragged; the militia had to maintain full-time alert, seriously disrupting production. To protect the salt workers, the Army had dispatched a platoon to garrison Salt Village. Salt transport ships to Bo-pu were also threatened. Naval Command had lost a salt transport in early June—thousands of jin of sea salt gone, plus five or six casualties. By June, attacks had grown even more frequent. Naval Command began stationing marines on every salt ship and adopting convoy systems. Ma-miu to Bo-pu transports now used ten-ship formations with armed sailing escorts. Finally they'd suppressed pirates' salt-ship robbery attempts.

Escort battles weren't particularly intense—often the escorts' gunfire alone made attackers flee. But when attackers mustered four or five ships, they might press determined attacks, especially against valuable salt convoys. For safety, escort ships had upgraded to cannon armament—without canister shot, these starving, desperate, red-eyed pirates couldn't be reliably repelled.

Chen Haiyang quickly recognized that Naval Command lacked sufficient forces for maintaining sea dominance around Lingao. Naval Command possessed considerable ship numbers, but these were a hodgepodge of Guangdong coast vessels—generally small, fifteen to one hundred tons displacement, with varying conditions. Most handled transport duties without cannon installations. Those qualifying as actual warships numbered only four, constituting the naval core forces: the 8154 fishing trawlers, the self-modified lateen fishing boat Dengyingzhou, the first self-built fast sailing ship Zhenhai, and the two-masted captured-pirate-then-refitted Fubo. The latter three had all been equipped with diesel engines.

Chen Haiyang had concentrated main forces for several patrol sweeps and multiple entrapment operations, sinking and capturing over twenty various vessels, killing or capturing hundreds. Prisoner interrogations revealed: most came from various Fujian coast sea gangs, unable to withstand the combined Imperial-Zheng Zhilong suppression, scattering southward to Guangdong waters. Since the Pearl River estuary was also a suppression priority—and the Portuguese feared shipping lane disruptions, deploying large warships for Pearl River patrols—many small pirate bands couldn't establish footholds and continued westward toward lower-pressure waters.

From the prisoners, the Executive Committee learned the latest maritime developments: confirmation that after Zheng Zhilong's surrender, Xu Xinsu and Yang Liu had been killed by late 1628. As for Chen Shengyu, Zhou San, and other medium-small pirates—most had been eliminated or absorbed by Zheng. Li Kuiqi's battles with Zheng Zhilong continued. The transmigrator collective's most closely watched figure, Zhu Cailao, had gone to Fujian fishing in troubled waters, repeatedly attacking Tong'an, apparently hoping to profit from the Fujian coast chaos. According to prisoners, Zhu Cailao had been absorbing scattered forces from various factions, substantially expanding his strength, seizing opportunities to plunder foreign ships in Fujian waters—quite profitably.

Chen Haiyang concluded this was probably a chain-reaction effect. Zheng Zhilong's ongoing battles against various maritime groups in Fujian waters would inevitably drive increasing numbers of scattered vessels to flee to the Qiongzhou Strait as he progressively eliminated and absorbed these bands.

Actually an excellent opportunity—a chance to absorb these people and ships. Chen Haiyang was already calculating possibilities. He wasn't particularly impressed by their vessels, but these experienced sailors would make excellent naval personnel. Training land-recruited farmers into sailors couldn't compare to these native-born seafarers.

As for whether these pirates could become qualified naval fighters, Chen Haiyang wasn't concerned. That was Political Department Officer Wei Aiwen's responsibility. This brand-new organization had been proposed by Ma Qianzhu, operating under General Staff jurisdiction, specifically handling military political work. Wei Aiwen had been nominated for this new position based on his excellent political propaganda work at the Instructional Battalion. He simultaneously served as commander of the General Staff's direct recruit training camp. After enlistment, recruits first received ninety days of basic training and political education there.

But to achieve this goal, he needed to strengthen Lingao waters patrol forces. Zhenhai and Fubo originally handled long-range armed transport runs to Changhua and Yulin. Diverting them to security patrols caused no short-term problems, but prolonged diversion would affect island-circuit shipping—especially coconut and timber supplies.

"What we need now isn't a fleet, but sufficient patrol vessels for Lingao coastal security duties."

"Select some better-condition ships from our miscellaneous vessels, add cannons for patrol use." This was essentially the current armed sailing ship format. "Add diesel engines for increased mobility."

"No—those ships are too small. Installing diesel engines would be wasteful—I don't even want to spare cannons for them." Chen Haiyang quickly rejected this suggestion. Shipyard equipment upgrades, increasingly skilled workers, and the machinery shop providing ever more equipment had greatly inflated his ambitions.

"I want a small but professional standing patrol flotilla." He stated his requirements clearly at the Executive Committee meeting. "The current hodgepodge navy in the Qiongzhou Strait only has deterrent power, not enforcement capability."

Because these miscellaneous ships possessed no performance advantages, and experienced helmsmen were fewer than their opponents had, they relied solely on firearm superiority to offset enemy advantages. But these ships weren't designed for cannon installation—mounting multiple cannons proved difficult and extremely inconvenient.

Finally the Executive Committee approved an emergency shipbuilding project, ordering Bo-pu Shipyard to concentrate all resources and immediately construct five lateen patrol vessels. This ship type drew inspiration from the anti-piracy cutters built by the British Royal Navy from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. Using single-masted lateen sails with shallow-draft hull design, they were ideal for combat in rugged coastal terrain and shallow waters. For rapid maneuvering in calm or unfavorable wind conditions, multiple pairs of oars were also installed.

British anti-piracy cutters could reach one hundred thirteen tons displacement, but Wen Desi's design specified half that standard displacement—borrowing the concept rather than replicating it. After all, these ships would serve only in the Qiongzhou Strait, at most around Hainan Island's coasts. Oceangoing performance needed little consideration.

The new patrol boat's displacement was set at sixty tons to accelerate construction. The single-masted lateen design was retained for its suitability to coastal regions' variable winds. The sail rigging system was entirely copied from the North American branch's yacht—except hand-crank windlasses replaced electric motors. The ship also featured three pairs of long oars for additional propulsion and accelerated turning.

The ship employed midship island layout. Fore and aft decks each mounted one twelve-pound M1857 smoothbore naval cannon in open casemate installations identical to Zhenhai's. According to Wen Desi's calculations, even with not-fully-trained gunners, each gun could fire once per minute. Ammunition configuration, based on several battle experiences, emphasized incendiary, explosive, and canister rounds, plus chain shot for targeting masts.

Since pirates facing patrol boats preferred boarding as their primary combat method, and small ships faced crew disadvantages, the vessels also mounted a devastating close-combat weapon: multi-barrel guns.

Multi-barrel guns weren't machine guns. Though capable of brief continuous fire, they possessed no automatic mechanisms. Essentially they integrated many rifle barrels firing sequentially to achieve a continuous-fire effect. This peculiar weapon had once been popular in Europe.

Li Yunxing's design basically replicated the original structure: sixteen barrels. To reduce manufacturing costs, barrels were made from seamless steel tubes pulled by the rolling mill, then rifled. They fired Minié paper cartridges with percussion cap ignition. Caliber was fourteen millimeters—inherited from the seamless boiler tubes brought from modern times, which served as Minié rifle barrels. Maximum range was four hundred meters; effective range one hundred meters.

The major drawback of multi-barrel guns was difficult reloading—nearly impossible during combat. So they developed an integral ammunition system. The gun body split into barrel unit and cartridge drum, with interchangeable drums. This allowed rapid reloading—similar to replacing revolver cylinders.

The result was extremely heavy—anyone hoping to deploy this as infantry "machine gun" saw its massive bulk and realized army deployment was impractical. Historically, such multi-barrel guns required two-wheeled gun carriages for land mobility, weighing nearly as much as light artillery but with inferior range and power. So they were quickly phased out of field forces.

Naval vessels were relatively insensitive to weight. Multi-barrel guns on ship decks used universal-joint mounts allowing convenient all-direction fire. Mounts featured sliding rails, using travel to absorb some recoil. They also incorporated improved firing mechanisms: a typewriter-keyboard-like hammer-striking device let shooters control firing rate. After Li Yunxing practiced several times, he could actually achieve controllable burst fire. This weapon earned the nickname "typewriter." Each multi-barrel gun crew carried twelve drums as standard ammunition load. For shooter protection, multi-barrel guns featured iron gun shields.

Besides this fearsome close-combat weapon, patrol boats employed an ancient but effective anti-boarding measure: protective nets along both gunwales. The handheld shotgun cannons that had proven effective in bandit suppression were also standard equipment for deck melee combat.

The ships temporarily lacked engines, but with future upgrade needs in mind, construction left installation space and structural provisions. Planned engines would use single or twin-cylinder diesels—quick-starting, suitable for patrol boat requirements.

Some questioned these ships' effectiveness given their small size—only thirty total crew. But Chen Haiyang maintained they were fully adequate for escort and patrol security duties in the Qiongzhou Strait—no one should expect fleet engagements from them.

In early June 1629, Bo-pu Naval Shipyard laid five iron keels on slipways, beginning simultaneous construction. The patrol boats pioneered iron-framed wooden-hulled construction. Keels and ribs all used rolled iron. The steel plant produced keels and ribs in batches according to blueprints. The entire construction schedule was reduced by over two-thirds compared to traditional wooden keels and ribs.

Patrol boat construction introduced many modern design concepts. Hull forms were completed on computer by Wen Desi and several ship-model enthusiasts using virtual shipbuilding software and extensive fluid dynamics databases. The Industrial Committee attempted standardized construction. Various wooden planking was unified in dimensions and shapes, batch-produced in workshops using woodworking machinery. Wen Desi even preliminarily attempted modular construction—certain large components were built on ground then hoisted aboard for installation. Lateen sails were custom-ordered in Macao through Jesuit connections. The Jesuits had written that the sailmakers they needed were en route from Europe to Macao; if all went well—no storms, disease, or pirates—they'd arrive in a year and a half.

Naval Command built ships and prepared for battle. Chen Haiyang intensively conducted training through operations, sending naval cadets, petty officers, and recruits aboard armed sailing ships. Short-term voyages didn't require worrying about provisions—cramming extra personnel aboard was acceptable. Zhenhai and Fubo maintained combat readiness, daily patrolling the Lingao-Xuwen strait zone. Suddenly Lingao's coast was thick with masts—quite an impressive martial display.

Soon the first five patrol boats launched. Total construction time was under twenty days. Wen Desi ordered concentrating resources to outfit one vessel first as a verification ship, deploying to combat as soon as possible to discover problems for further improvement.

Yue Lin now sat on this brand-new patrol boat's bridge. Under the awning was a rattan high-backed captain's chair fixed to the deck—and it rotated. This was a gift Wu Kuangming had carefully designed for Naval Command, also part of shipbuilding standardization measures. The chair, extremely comfortable in Lingao's climate, quickly became a symbol of naval authority. "Sitting the rattan chair" would later become transmigrator-nation navy slang—meaning becoming captain.

His command flag flew from the mast. The newly-completed Patrol Boat 101 was this patrol formation's flagship. Beautiful lateen sails billowed full with wind. On deck duty stood marines newly issued naval-model Minié rifles—the naval variant featuring shorter barrels suited for deck use. Fore and aft open casemates identical to Zhenhai's protruded black cannon muzzles.

Behind the bridge sat an experimental weapon—Li Yunxing's "machine gun." Several "typewriters" had been manufactured and were being tested aboard various vessels. Patrol Boat 101 was honored as the first to mount this weapon.

"Finally looks like a proper warship." Yue Lin said with evident satisfaction. His gaze shifted from the cannons to the ships flanking him. Though somewhat worn fishing boats with patched hardtop sails, this three-ship formation spread across the sea still conveyed the bearing of a naval squadron. In his imagination he saw himself in white gold-trimmed Grand Admiral uniform, chest covered with medals, standing on a battleship bridge. Beside him across the sea, battleships spread in wedge formation, riding wind and waves under the morning sun...

(End of Chapter)
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Until now, Yue Lin had only ever sailed aboard the locally-built seventy-ton lateen fishing boats that dominated these waters. The transmigrators possessed a considerable fleet of such vessels, used primarily as transports and occasionally pressed into service as patrol craft—pursuing fishing boats that refused to pay the fishing tax, suppressing small pirate bands that preyed on fishermen, and escorting passing merchant ships.

Naval Command had recently launched "Maritime Security Rectification Month." From dawn to dusk, patrol vessels swept constantly along the several-dozen-kilometer coastline between Bo-pu and Ma-miu. The campaign had dramatically increased sortie rates, with transport vessels reassigned to patrol duty. To ensure numerical superiority, ships now operated in formations of three to five, with each group including at least one or two cannon-equipped vessels—many of the guns borrowed from the Army.

The ships cut rather shabby figures at sea. On their foredecks sat Army 12-pound M1857 cannons, temporarily transferred and lashed in place with rope. Wet sandbags stacked around the guns formed crude emplacements. Among the marines stood gray-uniformed Army gunners on loan—the Navy still lacked sufficient trained crews.

"If only all our patrol boats were like 101." On his maiden voyage aboard Patrol Boat 101, Yue Lin couldn't stop praising its sailing performance—nimble, responsive, with highly efficient sail utilization. Little wonder Director Wen insisted that lateen sails were best suited for coastal navigation.

The lookout's sudden shout interrupted his thoughts:

"Something at three o'clock!"

Yue Lin raised the binoculars hanging from his chest. Two or three nautical miles distant, over a dozen small vessels swarmed around a large ship. The larger vessel was a typical Guangdong-style trader common along China's coast—impressive tonnage, easily four or five hundred tons. Yue Lin blinked in surprise. The Qiongzhou Strait lay well off the ocean shipping routes. Large oceangoing traders seldom ventured here. Even when such ships made for Hainan, they typically resupplied at Qiongshan County's Shenying Harbor or continued directly to Yulin. None ever strayed into Lingao-Chengmai waters.

"How can there be such a big ship?" Yue Lin could scarcely believe his eyes as he adjusted the magnification to maximum eight-power.

The large ship's hull listed heavily to one side, grounded on a sandbar. Tattered sails still hung from its masts. Through the binoculars he could make out figures swarming onto the vessel. The deck was crowded with heads, and smoke and flames rose intermittently.

Pirates, mid-robbery. Yue Lin's pulse quickened—the tedious patrol work finally had some fresh excitement. A genuine opportunity for action!

"Battle stations!" he shouted.

The drummer stationed at the stern castle immediately beat a rapid tattoo. Deck sailors and soldiers sprang into motion. Petty officers' whistles shrilled; off-duty sailors and marines poured up from below.

"Left rudder, fifteen degrees! Full speed ahead!" Yue Lin gripped the railing and bellowed with authority.

"Fifteen degrees, left!" the helmsman acknowledged, spinning the wheel. Naval Command had converted all its better-condition vessels over fifty tons to wheel-helm operation.

The stern castle signal officer immediately transmitted the orders to the flanking ships. Vessels 108 and 111 began their turns in response.

"Lower oars one, three, and five!" Ruan Xiaowu shouted. Yue Lin's orders sounded impressive, but without engines, "full speed ahead" meant deploying the ship's three pairs of oars for manual rowing.

Ruan Xiaowu was now a proper naval cadet. After returning from the circumnavigation voyage, all participating cadets had received promotions. Though only fifteen, he already wore the silver sleeve braid marking cadet rank—insignia that clearly distinguished him from deck sailors, who now saluted when they saw him. He still didn't pay officer mess fees, however, eating supply-system rations like the enlisted men.

His naval uniform now bore an additional decoration: the "First Circumnavigation Commemorative Strip," awarded to all voyage participants. Ruan Xiaowu had grown increasingly fond of his once-awkward front-buttoned jacket. He frequently walked East Gate Market while on leave, dressed immaculately, observing the bustling crowds with a faintly superior air—he'd quite forgotten what he himself had looked like upon arriving in Lingao.

Today he served as Patrol Boat 101's duty officer, responsible for the second morning watch from four to eight. The moment battle stations sounded, his throat tightened. Battle! Against pirates!

As a fisherman's son, Ruan Xiaowu knew pirates intimately. Small bands unable to attack large ships targeted defenseless lone fishing boats—stealing catches was the least of it. Most terrifying was forced conscription: pirates compelling fishermen to join them, sometimes abducting both men and boats together. Such recruitment surged whenever pirates prepared to fight rival gangs or face Imperial suppression. Several of Ruan Xiaowu's relatives had suffered such fates—losing their lives or their vessels. Eventually his own father was captured and made a pirate, dying when his ship was destroyed during an Imperial suppression operation. The family was left destitute. Thus he harbored a particular hatred for pirates, and his file rated his "stance extremely firm"—the Political Security Bureau had developed him as a Navy "Circle of Ten" member.

Under the rowing sailors' propulsion, the patrol flotilla accelerated to five knots.

"Fire warning shot!" Yue Lin ordered.

The deck cannon spat white smoke; deafening thunder echoed across the water. But the pirate ships surrounding the grounded vessel seemed unmoved. Through his binoculars, Yue Lin observed figures frantically transferring cargo from the large ship to smaller boats. Others on the sampan decks handled long tubular objects that resembled firearms.

Since the transmigrator collective had established dominance in local waters, small pirate bands generally avoided direct confrontation. Yue Lin had often witnessed enemies flee without fighting. If they raised sails at three or four nautical miles, his flotilla couldn't hope to catch them. But these pirates apparently had no intention of fleeing.

Yue Lin estimated one and a half nautical miles remained—12-pound cannons could theoretically reach, but accuracy at that range was hopeless. Firing or not made little practical difference.

Perhaps cargo remained unlooted, or perhaps the pirates felt confident seeing only three approaching ships. Several vessels broke away from the swarm around the grounded ship and charged aggressively toward the flotilla.

"Enemy showing attack intent!" Ruan Xiaowu shouted. "Prepare to engage!"

"Bold—either that or the loot's worth fighting for." Through his binoculars, Yue Lin could see several ships still busily unloading. Apparently the enemy intended to protect their prize at all costs.

"Looks like a fight." Adrenaline surging, Yue Lin shouted: "Armor up!"

His orderly quickly fetched stab-resistant vest, knee guards, steel helmet, and cut-resistant chain gloves from the stern cabin, helping him dress. Yue Lin received the final item—a replica American naval officer's sword. He drew it and flourished it with spirit:

"All ships, prepare for battle!"

Red triangular battle flags rose as combat personnel took their positions. Soldiers loaded rifles while sailors brought iron cans of ready-use powder up from below—no powder was kept near the guns during combat. At gun positions, cannons were loaded and fitted with friction primers; shells stood ready beside assistant gunners. Shooters locked heavy drums onto their "typewriters" and chambered rounds. The marines' rifles lacked bayonets—impractical for shipboard fighting—replaced instead by Navy Model 1629 machetes: copies of the famous Rwandan panga, issued in small batches to naval vessels.

"Single file, seize the weather gauge!" As a naval enthusiast, Yue Lin firmly adhered to Royal Navy tradition: seize the wind, attack proactively.

"Steady! No firing without orders." Yue Lin's hands and feet went cold; he nearly slipped into Cantonese again when giving orders.

The enemy ships now crackled with ragged popping sounds, like strings of firecrackers. White smoke rose from throughout their formation. This habit of firing before reaching effective range—Yue Lin had witnessed it many times, even among transmigrator-trained soldiers initially. Apparently firearms were mostly for courage. The Army and Navy had invested enormous effort correcting this wasteful habit.

"Range five cables!" spotters continuously reported enemy positions.

"Signal 108 and 111: follow flagship closely."

Once battle commenced, Yue Lin's command would become largely meaningless. Like all naval commanders before the age of radio, once engaged, each ship acted on its captain's judgment. Within the Naval Department, melee tactics had no supporters; formation tactics dominated.

At three cables' range, Patrol Boat 101 fired a solid shot. The cannonball arced over the undulating boats and splashed into the sea. A naval gunner with a rangefinder immediately measured the impact distance, and the gun captain adjusted elevation accordingly.

Then the other two ships fired. One sampan took a direct hit; wooden splinters flew several meters into the air.

"Good shooting! Maintain fire!"

The flotilla cut across the pirate formation, executing classic crossing-the-T tactics. Besides the three patrol boats' 12-pounders, one-pound falconets designed for personnel casualties and the marines' rifles blazed at the motley collection of vessels. The sea was shrouded in gun smoke, muzzle flashes occasionally visible through the haze.

The patrol boat cannons had all switched to canister. Per naval combat experience, at fifty to one hundred meters against small-scale coastal pirates, canister proved far more lethal. These impoverished pirates' boats were almost entirely ordinary timber of limited thickness, unable to withstand canister fire. Their habit of crowding on deck to board enemies offered perfect opportunities to sweep them with shot.

"Hard starboard! Adjust to eleven o'clock heading for another pass!" As the deck smoke cleared, Yue Lin carefully avoided closing too near the enemy ships, coming about to cross the T once more.

Patrol Boat 101's maneuverability was on full display during the turn. Within minutes, the lateen sail came about to windward position, driving the boat through a sharp arc. The hull heeled dramatically as spray dashed across Yue Lin's face.

By comparison, the two lateen fishing boats turned far more sluggishly. Only after ten or more minutes did all three ships complete their turns and reform.

The smoke had cleared. In that chaotic exchange, the three ships had suffered virtually no substantial damage—only sail holes large and small proved the pirates' return fire had been swift if ineffective. But pirate losses were clearly far heavier: several long sampans were sinking; other larger vessels were strewn with corpses, casualties heavy.

Surviving pirates jumped overboard, hoping to swim to other vessels in their formation. But those ships' crews now understood the enemy's ferocity—concerned only with escape, they had no thought of rescuing comrades. Not a single rope was thrown. Pirates fired wildly while turning to flee. Those still transferring cargo on the large ship couldn't reach the boats before their comrades cut the lines and departed. The abandoned screamed from the deck; some jumped desperately, trying to reach safety, only to smash themselves to death on the exposed sandbar. Chaos erupted around the grounded vessel.

The patrol flotilla's second salvo began. This time, Patrol Boat 101's chain shot struck a single-masted boat's mast, disabling it instantly. It drifted helplessly before them, crowded with men—a perfect target.

"'Typewriter,' open fire!" Yue Lin had long wanted to test this new weapon's power.

Two specially-trained sailors braced shoulder stocks and pulled firing levers.

The typewriter's violent recoil nearly knocked Yue Lin from his feet. The bridge was immediately engulfed in thick smoke as gunfire deafened all present.

The typewriter's recoil was enormous, its muzzle swing severe. It roared terribly, long flames spewing through the smoke. Bullets swept the crippled deck; heads, limbs, and body parts were shredded by fourteen-millimeter lead balls and flung in all directions. Even the smoke turned pinkish—it was a massacre.

Cannons became unnecessary. After the typewriter emptied three drums into the boat, it drifted lifelessly—not a living soul visible.

Gunners loaded a fourth drum. By now the entire weapon was scalding hot, the barrel smoking. Gunners had to don thick gloves to continue operating.

"Engage the sampans at four o'clock." Yue Lin ordered. Four or five sampans were rowing frantically toward shore. He wanted to observe the typewriter's accuracy issues—judging by that violent shaking, precision was probably concerning.

Indeed, the typewriter's bullets did "spray"—initial rounds missed the boats by wide margins. But once adjusted, its power satisfied: the boats were shot through, taking water and sinking under fire. After several minutes, the multi-barrel gun's wooden grips became too hot to hold, and firing ceased.

"Fierce stuff." Yue Lin wiped sweat from his forehead. The two gunners were blackened by powder smoke; the entire barrel and receiver steamed, smelling of burning.

"Seems we didn't fire many rounds." Yue Lin checked—the typewriter had expended only ten drums. Minié rifle barrels could fire fifteen or sixteen rounds continuously in combat without overheating so severely.

This battle, like previous naval encounters, devolved into a rout. When the situation turned unfavorable, the pirates scattered. Yue Lin didn't dare split his force to pursue, instead leading the flotilla after the largest two-masted ship. Eventually cannon fire forced its surrender, capturing sixty or seventy prisoners. But roughly half the pirate ships escaped.

Even so, the waters around the sandbar had become a charnel house. The surface was covered with debris, wrecked boats, and floating corpses. Yue Lin's formation also fished up several dozen pirates still able to call for help and breathe.

But what interested him most was the large Guangdong-style ship grounded on the sandbar. What was the origin of this vessel that had suddenly appeared in the Qiongzhou Strait?

For caution, he personally remained with one ship to guard the prize, dispatching 111 to Bo-pu to report and request engineering personnel to assess whether the ship could be refloated. If so, this prize would be enormous.

Yue Lin sent men ashore on the sandbar to check for hidden enemies. The sandbar was strewn with various crates and baskets, some burst open to reveal their contents—mostly porcelain, silk, and other valuables, plus baskets of medicinal herbs. This was apparently a typical South Seas trading vessel.

"Ruan Xiaowu, immediately organize twenty marines and sailors," Yue Lin ordered. "Prepare equipment for boarding!"

"Yes sir!" Ruan Xiaowu saluted and hurried to prepare grappling hooks and ropes.

Meanwhile, Yue Lin directed the battlefield cleanup: gathering and loading scattered cargo, inspecting floating vessels one by one—those of value received minor repairs and were towed back; worthless hulks were scuttled.

Ruan Xiaowu, machete on his back and Derringer pistol at his hip, spat into his palms, leaped to grab a thick rope hanging from the gunwale, and climbed aboard first. "Leading from the front" was a basic principle of transmigrator collective officer education. His men followed one by one.

On the broad deck of the Guangdong ship, signs of fierce combat were everywhere—blood and corpses, along with cargo dropped during the interrupted transfer.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 388 - Breaking Free

"Surrender and live!" As marines shouted the ultimatum, people began staggering out from below deck and behind cargo piles, one by one kneeling dejectedly on deck to await judgment. Ruan Xiaowu ordered them all bound and sent ashore for transport to Lingao for interrogation.

A search below deck revealed many bound captives—the ship's original sailors and merchants. Ruan Xiaowu didn't bother distinguishing friend from foe; he ordered them all sent to Lingao as well. These unfortunates trembled, not knowing which new band of heroes had captured them now.

Ruan Xiaowu led his men to search one level deeper. The hold below was packed with cargo. The pirates evidently hadn't had time to steal much—besides, their primary targets were valuables; heavy goods like porcelain held no interest for them. Though the hold had been ransacked, most of its contents remained.

"So many good things," several marines whispered among themselves. From their first day of enlistment, "all captured goods belong to the collective; no hiding spoils; no looting civilian property" had been drilled into them constantly as iron discipline. They knew violations brought terrible consequences. Yet even so, with vast wealth before them, temptation stirred naturally. The young cadet's face, however, remained impenetrable and impartial; the soldiers dared think no further. Such was the power of officer leadership by example.

"Seal all hatch entries," Ruan Xiaowu ordered, then arranged for corpse and scattered cargo collection while awaiting reinforcement personnel to take over.

Chen Haiyang was delighted upon receiving the report. The recent maritime suppression campaign had been charity work without profit—just battered small boats and ragged prisoners. Now, hearing they'd found such a windfall—a four-to-five-hundred-ton Guangdong ship fully loaded with cargo—he immediately dispatched the rarely-used Type 67 landing craft, delivering a marine company and three cannons to guard against anyone attempting to seize the prize.

Wen Desi, hearing about the large ship, found himself unable to focus on his mountain of administrative work. Using the pretext of helping refloat the vessel, he organized a work team and departed with the landing craft. Naturally, Planning Committee personnel came aboard as well—there to register and receive spoils. Planning Committee people were now called "omnipresent vultures." This particular vulture was a young man named Sun Xiao. He wore black native-cloth work clothes with a red armband bearing an archaic-script "Planning" character, and carried the Planning Committee's personnel-issue native-cloth satchel—larger than Army and Navy versions, able to hold more ledgers and loose-leaf paper. Embroidered on it in red: "Planning Committee Exclusive."

"Five-masted ship!" When the Guangdong vessel came into view, Wen Desi couldn't help slapping the armrest. This was his first time seeing such a large Chinese sea vessel in person. Where else would such ships appear in Lingao waters? The prize was enormous.

Zhan Wuya was equally startled by the massive wooden hull: "At least three hundred tons!"

"You're underestimating. This ship's displacement is five to six hundred tons." Wen Desi had researched the subject extensively.

"Traditional Chinese wooden ships could be built this large?"

"The mythical ten-thousand-ton wooden ships some boast about couldn't be built. But among common Chinese sea vessels, Spanish records mention eight-hundred-ton sailing ships coming to Manila for trade. Five-to-six-hundred-ton ships aren't rare."

The landing craft rendezvoused with Patrol Boat 101 beside the sandbar. Yue Lin had been waiting anxiously. Seeing Director Wen had personally come, he hurried to report.

"No rush—first tell me about the patrol boat's performance." This was his patrol boat design's first combat trial. Wen Desi wanted front-line personnel's direct feedback.

"Very good."

"Very good?" Wen Desi thought this feedback rather sparse, though it at least indicated no major problems.

"Any issues?"

"Well—" Yue Lin couldn't immediately think of specifics; the after-action review hadn't been held yet.

"The machine gun overheats too quickly. After less than ten drums, the wooden stock nearly caught fire."

"That shouldn't happen." Wen Desi knew the troops' Minié rifles could fire fifteen or twenty consecutive rounds without overheating. One barrel overheating after ten rounds seemed excessive.

"Absolutely true. Also, tremendous vibration, no accuracy, chaotic trajectory. Power's decent though."

"Possible." Zhan Wuya examined the typewriter. Two shooters were disassembling the cooled barrels one by one, cleaning each thoroughly. Paper cartridges' major drawback was the heavy residue they left in the barrel.

"Bundled barrels with no cooling devices, fixed directly together, make heat dissipation even harder."

"Submit a report to the Industrial Committee Weapons Group when you're back. See about adding heat sinks or something." Wen Desi wasn't particularly interested in multi-barrel guns. In his view, using stockpiled spring components to produce a Maxim machine gun would be child's play—this retro-style contraption existed only because mass-producing metal cartridges remained an unsolved problem.

"How's the rigging?"

"Turning is agile. Director Wen, your design is excellent." Yue Lin had learned to flatter leadership.

Patrol Boat 101 had performed well overall in combat—hull and deck equipment sustained no major damage; casualties were minimal. Combat intensity had been light, of course; after all, pirates lacked the determination for a fight to the death. But this matched its design intent perfectly.

As for the prize, Yue Lin reported that the entire ship had been searched—living and dead alike removed.

"...Prisoners have been transported away, corpses thrown overboard. The ship still holds plenty of cargo; we have no vessel available for unloading at the moment. Perhaps we should wait for the ship to float and sail it directly?"

"The cargo must be unloaded, or the ship won't float." Wen Desi checked his watch, then studied the sea. High tide now—the sandbar completely submerged—yet the ship remained grounded, motionless. Obviously, without unloading, tidal force alone was hopeless.

"Let's circle the ship."

Several people rowed a sampan around the large vessel. The bow was grounded on the sandbar, deeply embedded—apparently the panicked helmsman had rammed it straight on.

"Looks deeply stuck. Won't float without external force." Wen Desi assessed.

Meng De said: "It's not that simple. The bow, struck with such force, must have damage. See how it's listing? We must pump out water and repair compartments first."

He scanned the sea, then the slightly tilted hull: "Currently we have two options to free it: wait for the next highest tide and use ships to tow it off the shallows; or use flotation barrels to lift it."

"We have plenty of iron barrels, but they're all in use by various departments. We'd need to ask everyone to empty them." Zhan Wuya hesitated—actually, the Industrial Committee's departments were the primary users.

"Go with option one. Leaving it here invites trouble." Wen Desi looked worriedly at this floating fortune.

"How badly is the ship damaged?" Sun Xiao asked. Planning Committee people always fussed over costs and outputs—perhaps a consequence of their mostly accounting backgrounds.

"I don't think it's too badly damaged. The rigging is a total loss, but all masts remain intact. We can patch up the sails—they don't need to be perfect, just functional. It'll be slower, but it can still move. If too slow, Landing Craft 67 can tow it."

"That's a lot of work." Zhan Wuya surveyed the enormous hull.

"No problem. Get me Chen Haiyang on the radio."

Chen Haiyang, hearing the ship held valuable cargo, immediately agreed to send additional ships and sailors to lighter the cargo. Necessary equipment and technicians would also come aboard.

The highest tide would arrive at night. Wen Desi decided to begin preparations immediately. Marines from the landing craft climbed aboard and quickly assembled a hoist crane on deck, then lifted cannons, ammunition, and related supplies to the ship. Wen Desi and the others also came aboard.

The deck had already been cleared by Ruan Xiaowu's detail. Marines mounted cannons on the stern castle and erected a tent on deck as a temporary command post for Wen Desi's group.

After the reinforcement ships arrived, over a hundred marines worked five hours to unload the hold, using the crane to transfer cargo to waiting sailing ships below and lighten the hull. The ship held not only abundant common export goods—porcelain, silk, medicinal herbs—but also cheaper bulk items like coarse pottery, ironware, and tinware. Transport ships made several trips to offload two-thirds of the cargo. The remaining third, Wen Desi planned to use as ballast during the refloating operation.

While inspecting the hull, Meng De found two seams with cracks on the port side near the wales. Fortunately, the ship listed slightly to starboard, keeping the openings above the waterline. Spare shipbuilding materials were aboard; Meng De had shipyard workers seal the gaps on-site.

Further inspection of hull and bilge revealed no serious grounding damage. The bottom had taken on water, but not deeply. Only the bow was embedded deeply in sand—extractable only at highest tide.

After the internal inspection, Meng De swam down to feel for the exact gap location and determine whether the keel was damaged.

"There's a gap below. Not large." Meng De emerged from the standing water in the bilge, gasping heavily. "We must pump dry before patching. We'll pump immediately when the tide falls."

So the pump was hoisted from a sailing ship. This manually-operated device was worked in rotation by marines, quickly draining the water. Several shipyard workers immediately began repairs—they had to finish before the rising tide.

Eventually all gaps were patched. Then came rigging cleanup. The five masts remained intact; only the rigging had been destroyed in the fierce boarding battle. They salvaged one usable sail, patching it with remaining sail fragments and available materials.

All that remained was figuring out how to free the ship. Unfortunately, strait tides didn't rise particularly high...

Wen Desi ordered marines to move the remaining cargo—ironware, coarse pottery, spare provisions—all to the stern, weighting it down to help tip the bow out of the sand.

Finally, steel cables were attached to the ship, with the other ends secured to Landing Craft 67. At high tide, using seawater's buoyancy combined with the landing craft's towing power, they would pull the ship off the shallows.

By the time these preparations were complete, it was midnight. Everyone was exhausted. The wind was slackening; several former military men observed cloud formations and detected strengthening wind ahead.

"That's good. We'll raise sails and borrow some wind power." Meng De said. "Let's rest now. Heavy work ahead."

Sleeping directly on deck was impossible—wind was picking up and, adding insult to injury, rain began to fall. Everyone had to spend the night in the ransacked stern castle—quarters intended for the ship's officers that pirates had thoroughly rifled through. Everyone lay fully clothed on cabin floors. Yue Lin's flotilla took the night watch.

In the small hours, the dozing Wen Desi suddenly felt the ship shift.

"High tide's here! Everyone up!"

They watched long, low waves roll in one after another as the sandbar gradually disappeared. Refloating time was approaching. Anxiety filled every heart; everyone was overly tense. No one spoke; all awaited orders.

Wen Desi had descended to the landing craft, intently observing tidal patterns. He glanced uneasily at the two taut, straining steel cables.

"Raise sails!" Wen Desi called to Meng De on the big ship's deck via walkie-talkie. "Watch the windward face!"

The hastily-patched sail rose on the mainmast. "Hardtop sails raise fast"—before Wen Desi finished the thought, four o'clock arrived: tide at maximum height. This was the instant between rising and falling. They had to act now—no more delay!

"Full power!" Wen Desi shouted.

Landing Craft 67's engines immediately pushed output to maximum. Rows of indicator lights on the control panel flashed wildly.

Aboard the large ship, the sail shuddered in the strong wind, making tearing sounds. Meng De noticed the patched areas already showing cracks. Hopefully they'd hold until the ship floated.

Wind's force, tide's action, plus landing craft towing. The large ship's hull seemed to move slightly, emitting creaking sounds.

"Ship's moving." Meng De, wearing a rain jacket, sheltered the walkie-talkie against his chest and shouted.

"Good—tell everyone to be careful." Wen Desi's voice came through the walkie-talkie mixed with the engine's tremendous roar. Meng De couldn't help peering at the landing craft's lights in the distance, bobbing amid the waves.

Water rose more powerfully, swelling around the hull, pushing outward. People felt the hull shuddering several times, seemingly about to float.

Wind blew harder. Meng De heard mast creaking and rigging shrieking. Rain blinded him.

"Ship's floating! More power!" he shouted into the walkie-talkie.

"Already overloaded—"

Suddenly a gust struck. The hull lurched violently; the sail emitted a sharp scream.

"No!" Meng De knew the sail had torn. Indeed, a huge black shadow crashed down upon him, immediately knocking him unconscious.

But in that same instant, the ship had borrowed that final gust to break free, rocking violently on the water. The taut steel cables emitted terrifying whistles. For a moment, Wen Desi's legs went weak aboard the landing craft.

The ship finally stabilized in the wind and rain, and under landing craft towing, departed the sandbar. By daybreak, the flotilla returned to Bo-pu. When this unprecedented Chinese five-masted sailing ship was towed into harbor, transmigrators on shore erupted in excitement. Many came to gawk.

Meng De was sent to Bo-pu's clinic. Suspecting fractures, they rushed him by vehicle to Bairren General Hospital for X-rays. After consultation, Hippo announced that Meng De's life wasn't in danger: two broken ribs plus mild concussion. The safety helmet had saved him—otherwise his skull wouldn't have survived. After examination, Zhang Ziyi gave him a sedative injection, and he slept.

"Now I've lost a key captain and instructor." Chen Haiyang lamented the heavy toll. Meng De would be out for months.

"No real loss—you gained a big ship." Wen Desi said. "Repair and modify it, and it could become a capital sailing ship."

Complete cargo inventory took forty-eight hours. Seeing the thick ledgers Sun Xiao brought, Ma Qianzhu felt they'd hit a genuine windfall. The cargo was not only voluminous but varied—especially daily necessities, which would greatly help address Lingao's current consumer goods shortage.

But the cargo's organization was strange: items weren't sorted and stacked by category, but different merchandise mixed together in piles, with various bamboo tags bearing names attached. The cargo apparently belonged to different merchants.

"Besides the shipowner, multiple merchants evidently rented cargo space." Ma Qianzhu studied the name tags piled on the desk.

"If they're still alive, confiscating their cargo seems wrong." Sun Xiao said.

Ma Qianzhu was unconcerned: "Probably all dead. Ownerless property belongs to the finder."

But facts proved Ma Qianzhu had celebrated too soon. Just as he was wielding a calculator against mountains of departmental requisition forms to calculate allocations, Ran Yao slipped in.

"Director Ma, there's a complication."

"What?"

"During prisoner interrogation, we discovered quite a few of the ship's merchants are still alive."

"Really!" Ma Qianzhu involuntarily paused his pen. A thought suddenly flashed through his mind. He deliberately placed the pen on its jade holder and said: "Hard to say—nine out of ten are probably pirates impersonating merchants..."

"No—we found a passenger manifest on the ship, with customer names, cargo quantities, and types. Cross-verification confirmed its accuracy."

According to the Political Security Bureau investigation, this ship had been built by a Hai-surnamed gentry from Qiongshan County. Besides his own cargo, the ship carried thirty-eight merchants, each with their own goods.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 389 - Winning Over Defectors

Beyond revising legal provisions, merely transcribing the legal documents was itself a massive undertaking—ordinary people couldn't handle it. The "unofficial establishment" folks had to be mobilized.

"No problem! Majia, you're so accommodating—we brothers will definitely help!" Several people immediately agreed.

"But we have day shifts, so we'd have to work evenings."

"I'll talk to Wu De about 'borrowing' you for a few days."

Wu De supported establishing a judicial system; he shouldn't refuse such a loan. Without the loan formality, these people would work as volunteers, and only outside regular hours.

Escaping boring work for a few days to practice their specialty pleased everyone.

Majia took a deep swig of kvass. The Law Club members seemed in good spirits—a good sign. This was currently an era of engineer governance; in the future, like America, it would probably become an era of lawyer governance...

After the meeting, Majia submitted a report to Wu De requesting these people be "assigned" to the Maritime Court. He also submitted an application to Xiao Zishan for office expenses—drinks and cigarettes for work sessions.

Xiao Zishan proved quite generous, immediately writing an appropriation slip and issuing a special-supply purchase certificate.

Previously, special-supply goods were mainly consumables not produced in this time-space—various foods: cola, cigarettes, instant noodles, canned goods; also toiletries and medicines. These were primarily supplied to transmigrators performing "heavy labor" or "dangerous work."

As supplies improved, the special-supply items had changed. Some were removed—cigarettes, cola, instant noodles. Others were added. The biggest change was increasing locally-produced industrial goods. Many items weren't particularly "high-grade"—production capacity simply remained limited.

Majia checked the certificate's offerings: "Leizhou Sugar Industry" rum (750ml), one bottle daily limit; Lingao-brand cigarettes, one ten-pack daily limit. Just two items, but with meaningful implications.

"Seems quite a few on the Executive Committee think well of us." Majia murmured, then muttered: "Almost a year since landing," pocketing the slip.

While the Law Club folks busied themselves with the five-masted ship piracy case, a visitor arrived at Bo-pu.

This person came by small fishing boat. Per current emergency protocols, all vessels reaching Lingao-Xuwen waters required inspection. The visitor claimed during boarding inspection to be a rice merchant—the boat was indeed loaded with grain. After landing, however, he revealed his true identity: he was Zhu Cailao's envoy—Shi Shisi, the minor pirate captain captured during the previous year's "fishing" operation.

Back then, Ma Qianzhu had released him for peace talks with Zhu Cailao. But the man had vanished without trace. Afterward, Zhu Cailao rarely operated near Qiongzhou waters. The peace talks were shelved.

Now, arriving at Bo-pu, Shi Shisi demanded to see "Chief Ma," bringing Zhu Cailao's negotiation demands and a letter.

The letter's tone was hard. Zhu Cailao was willing to negotiate with the "Australians," but the collective must compensate all his losses from the Gou family's destruction in Lingao. He wasn't interested in their proposed exclusive glass export trade rights—he directly demanded forty thousand Spanish silver dollars as compensation, plus an equal amount as a loan at two percent monthly interest. Additionally, he specifically requested cannons and gunpowder; if possible, ship-building assistance. These he would purchase with cash or goods.

Though the letter was arrogant—very much "magnanimous despite wrongs" and "agree or we attack immediately"—after Ma Qianzhu studied it repeatedly, he sensed bluster concealing weakness. Zhu Cailao's urgent references to silver, weapons, and ships clearly revealed desperate need for support.

"If only we had the strength for a maritime Blackwater operation—Zheng Zhilong would have real headaches." Chen Haiyang remarked during the letter review.

"With such strength we'd have destroyed him already, taking his ships and men outright." Ma Qianzhu held the letter, genuinely undecided. "Our intelligence is still too scarce," he said with evident frustration.

What Ma Qianzhu didn't know was that Zhu Cailao's past year had been rough. His north-south fleets had scattered under combined Ming-Zheng Zhilong suppression. At this critical juncture, the mysterious "Australians" had blindsided him—the Gou family was his biggest fence and stash location. The loss was severe; sudden financial strain caused supply crises and serious subordinate unrest. Some men and ships immediately scattered.

Zhu Cailao wanted to attack Lingao for revenge, but Liu Xiang's pressure forced him to deal with that upstart first. After failing to seize ships through deception, he led the southern fleet north to Fujian, hoping for profits to rebuild. Arriving there, he gathered scattered forces, raided several land targets, and replenished provisions—his strength recovered somewhat. But Zheng Zhilong viewed all Fujian maritime trade as his personal preserve. Various factions clashed constantly. Zhu Cailao's weaker finances gradually put him at disadvantage.

In this deteriorating situation, Zhu Cailao planned retreat to eastern Guangdong, but Liu Xiang didn't want him back. The first returning ships were intercepted at the Fujian-Guangdong border. Though the ensuing battle proved inconclusive, Zhu Cailao's passive situation remained unrelieved.

"You've traveled far. Rest first." Ma Qianzhu said pleasantly, then ordered Shi Shisi lodged at the East Gate Market commercial house.

The Executive Committee immediately convened an emergency meeting. Honestly, the terms weren't harsh. Spoils from the Gou family definitely exceeded forty thousand Spanish dollars, and his loan request included interest payments.

"Zhu Cailao won't live long." Yu'eshui said. "Negotiating with him now is worthless—unless we intend alliance."

Historically, Zhu Cailao would be defeated by Zheng Zhilong at Min'an this August, then annihilated at Nanri.

The main question: should history be changed to save Zhu Cailao's group?

Some supported this—his existence could check Zheng Zhilong while indirectly checking Liu Xiang. From the transmigrators' perspective, the more chaotic the seas, the better.

Others thought saving him unnecessary. First, they couldn't absorb this maritime force yet; second, once allied, they'd assume ever-increasing responsibilities—something the collective didn't want.

Wen Desi wasn't interested. The investment was too large, uneconomical. Saving Zhu Cailao meant providing financial support and selling weapons. Unfortunately, the transmigrators weren't rich in either.

"I believe Zhu Cailao's amounts aren't exaggerated—he genuinely needs this much to operate his fleet. And this is probably just the beginning."

Once invested, it could become a bottomless pit. Such things often started as "spend a little, accomplish much," then spending grew while results worsened. See how America got trapped in Vietnam.

Times had changed, Ma Qianzhu reflected. Zhu Cailao hadn't played his card during their most vulnerable period—the most critical phase had passed. If Yu'eshui's historical data was accurate, Zhu Cailao had less than two months remaining. Perhaps it was better if he—who'd formally feuded with them—simply died.

Yu'eshui spoke: "...Colleagues, it's now late June 1629. In less than a month, Zhu Cailao will be defeated by Ming forces at Min'an, then destroyed by Zheng Zhilong at Nanri. In this final remaining month, how do we realistically plan to influence him?"

"Tell him not to attack Min'an, and when fleeing, avoid Nanri—"

"Whether he'll heed our advice is unknown. If he asks: instead of Min'an, where should I go? Who can produce a strategy benefiting both him and us?"

No one could.

"So we shouldn't try saving him, but act as vultures," Yu'eshui used an ugly but apt metaphor, "...gaining maximum practical benefits from his corpse after destruction."

Practical benefits meant not treasure, but Zhu Cailao's personnel and ships—what Chen Haiyang had always wanted.

The task of winning over Zhu Cailao's subordinates fell to the Political Security Bureau's Enemy Work Department, officially named "Rong Operation."

Ran Yao summoned his secret weapon in his office.

"Send for the Enemy Work Department Chief."

"Yes, Chief." Teenage messenger Hu Lai clicked his heels Prussian-style, turned, and ran out.

Enemy Work Department Chief Lin Baiguang soon entered. He'd been deputy director of a county committee office, with his own approach to officialdom—he'd climbed quite high at a young age. But his ambitions far exceeded being a civil servant in some dusty county town.

Ran Yao knew this man was a typical Chinese-style bureaucrat: always smiling, always measured in speech, always commenting only to a point; sometimes treating people better than blood brothers, yet capable of instant betrayal.

Ran Yao also knew he'd used all his ship weight allowance for luxury consumables—dozens of cigarette cartons—yet was never seen smoking. Every Political Security Bureau meeting featured Chunghwa cigarettes of unknown origin on the table—presumably his contribution.

Most suspicious was his solar-powered PDA, which he often studied at night, occasionally writing something. Ran Yao thought it definitely wasn't novels—more likely a diary. Possibly even a black account book.

Once, Ma Qianzhu had inexplicably asked: "Does anyone in your department keep a diary?"

Later, Wen Desi had made a similarly strange comment: "Keeping a diary is a good habit. Pay attention to colleagues with this habit."

Ran Yao took months to understand. Obviously, within the Political Security Bureau, people he didn't know reported directly to Executive Committee leadership. This deduction didn't surprise him—such a powerful department couldn't be entirely controlled by one person.

However, Lin Baiguang's work capability was indeed strong, his attitude extremely proactive. Not only had he quickly learned the difficult Lingao dialect, he'd self-studied Cantonese, Hokkien, and Mandarin. Recently Ran Yao noticed him practicing Manchu each morning.

Ran Yao thought: this kid's ambitions are impressive. But ambition drives motivation.

Lin Baiguang entered.

"Sit." Ran Yao got straight to the point. "I've just received an Executive Committee assignment. Your Enemy Work Department will handle it."

"Understood. What's the mission?"

Ran Yao briefly conveyed the Executive Committee's intent.

"So, have you considered how to proceed?"

"It's difficult," Lin Baiguang answered seriously. "We have no 'connections' to exploit among pirate groups. To date, our only contact is the Zhang Youfu line—but he only connects to peripheral pirate elements, and we can't currently judge his reliability."

(End of Chapter)
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Of course, leadership didn't summon him to hear about difficulties, but to get things done. However, before getting things done, it never hurt to emphasize difficulties first—lest leadership always think things were easy.

Besides, what he said was factual. The transmigrator collective knew little about internal pirate affairs. Winning over defectors required inside connections; otherwise there was no starting point.

Currently the collective held a batch of pirate prisoners—some had been absorbed into the Army and Navy, some became commune laborers, others remained in labor camps doing hard labor. Lin Baiguang believed that even those considered "reliable" after joining the military hadn't been "revolutionary" long enough for high loyalty; their "revolutionary will" wasn't firm. Sending them back into enemy territory for life-and-death "infiltrate and extract" work wasn't suitable.

"The viable approach is exploiting existing connections for a quick strike."

Lin Baiguang's "existing connection" was Shi Shisi. This man wasn't among Zhu Cailao's core subordinates. From interrogations, they knew pirate groups highly valued blood relationships—core members were almost all relatives. Even without blood ties, they were servants or adopted sons with strong personal dependency. Shi Shisi had none of these.

"Zhu Cailao's core people would be hard to turn—and would create complications even if we did. So my idea is recruiting peripheral minor leaders like Shi Shisi. First, their small scale makes them easy to absorb; second, being mid-to-lower level, joining us wouldn't create status-drop feelings."

Such peripheral backbone had group attachment emotions but wouldn't die for the cause—like modern company employees who'd definitely jump ship when it was sinking. Relatively easier to recruit.

"What's your plan?"

"First let me understand Shi Shisi's specific situation." Lin Baiguang said. "I'd like the Executive Committee to make me negotiation representative. This gives me reason to directly contact Shi Shisi, talk extensively, understand his thinking, build rapport—preparing for next steps."

"That's no problem." The Executive Committee didn't actually intend negotiating with Zhu Cailao anyway; having Lin Baiguang stall was perfect.

So the next day, Lin Baiguang became negotiation representative. He first invited Security Bureau Technical Division Chief Wufo to set up a "bugging room."

"This is easy." Wufo was a seemingly honest but scheming middle-aged man, an electronics engineer by training, with a passionate hobby for electronic surveillance. Now he could openly practice his trade—peeping into others' secrets kept him youthfully energized.

"The surveillance target is..." Ran Yao explained the mission.

"If the subject has no concept of recording, it's simple: just microphone pickup with tape recording."

Wufo favored tape recorders because, compared to precision digital devices, recorders and tapes better suited the transmigrator collective's future production capacity.

So Shi Shisi was lodged in a luxurious commercial house room—the most premium available. Furnishings were comfortable; the room was equipped with microphone and camera. This was specially reserved for indigenous VIPs. Since this time-space had no such technology, concealment was simple. Beside this room was a small hidden chamber with recording equipment and a monitor.

Next, Lin Baiguang found someone from former Zhu Cailao gang members who'd "joined the revolution"—someone familiar with Shi Shisi—assigning him to accompany Shi Shisi for dining and sightseeing, catching up on old times.

"Your task is ensuring he eats well and has fun. Understand?" Lin Baiguang raised his eyelids at this naval-uniformed man. Suddenly summoned by the Political Security Bureau, sweat beaded on his forehead—everyone knew these colorfully-dressed people were the Australians' Embroidered Guard.

"Budget is 100 Circulation Vouchers daily. Don't be afraid to spend."

"Yes, Chief!"

"Whatever he thinks or says, report to me every evening."

"Understood, Chief!"

The man saluted and quickly retreated. Lin Baiguang then phoned Dugu Qiuhun, simultaneously sending an OA email containing digital photos of Shi Shisi and the assigned companion.

"Starting tomorrow, 24-hour surveillance on these two. Daily reports to me."

"Who are you?!" Dugu Qiuhun's tone was impatient.

"I'm Lin Baiguang from Political Security Bureau. Problem?"

"Oh, oh—Political Security Bureau. No problem."

Shi Shisi was happily enjoying VIP treatment at East Gate Market. Born poor, though he'd made money as a pirate, he rarely had places to spend it. Arriving at this dazzling world, his eyes couldn't take it all in. He wished he could experience everything. His companion obligingly spent freely. At night, sitting behind the tavern's large glass window, Shi Shisi gazed at the glittering streets with an intoxicated expression.

Unfortunately, East Gate Market's nightlife remained quite backward. Shi Shisi disdained local streetwalker quality. Given brothels' potential instability and general reluctance to become brothel owners, East Gate Market remained primitive in this regard.

According to various reports, Shi Shisi was enchanted by East Gate Market and filled with curiosity about Australians—last time he'd only felt fear. This second visit showed earthshaking changes. Shi Shisi found everything fresh.

When conversation touched Zhu Cailao's situation, Shi Shisi didn't hide—revealing that the brothers were all tired of fighting. Piracy was ultimately for personal wealth and pleasure; easy targets were best. Constant life-and-death combat was pointless!

Shi Shisi couldn't help recalling the good old days over a decade ago, when they'd dominated Fujian-Guangdong waters, trading and robbing freely. Useless Imperial forces couldn't touch them. Here he expressed extreme hatred for Zheng Zhilong—without this traitor, maritime heroes wouldn't struggle so hard.

Lin Baiguang let him enjoy himself for several days. After reviewing full surveillance reports and wiretap transcripts, he'd basically grasped this man's personality and temperament before officially engaging him.

Though a 17th-century pirate might not be intellectually inferior to a 21st-century civil servant, regarding relationship-building and schmoozing skills, Shi Shisi was far outmatched by an officialdom veteran like Lin Baiguang—not to mention Lin Baiguang was an office director by background, a position always held by "capable people."

Besides engaging Shi Shisi, he didn't neglect the pirate sailors lodging at Bo-pu. He personally accompanied them to bathhouses and tea houses. Seeing their tattered clothing, he ordered sailor work uniforms from the garment factory. This low-cost gesture won many hearts.

Evenings, he hosted sailors at Half-the-Sky Restaurant. These pirate sailors were poor fishermen or bankrupt farmer refugees—though risking lives as pirates, they were still bottom-rung people. First-time visitors receiving such warm hospitality were naturally moved. Plus his expansive demeanor and eloquence—within two days, the pirate sailors were calling him "brother." Lin Baiguang had excellent memory; after a few drinks, he could call out everyone's name.

After dinner, Lin Baiguang thoughtfully had Dugu Qiuhun summon all East Gate Market's prostitutes to service the sailors—expenses from Political Security Bureau operational funds.

Dugu Qiuhun complained loudly, directly phoning Ma Qianzhu.

"No problem—if he wants prostitutes, get him prostitutes!" Ma Qianzhu said indifferently.

"Public-funded prostitution—that's unprecedented..."

"This is mission execution. Just do whatever he requests."

Handling Shi Shisi wasn't so simple. Fortunately, besides drinking and bathing, Lin Baiguang had 20th-century weapons sufficient to handle this 17th-century bumpkin.

That evening, after Shi Shisi had eaten his fill, he was led to a windowless room. A projector hung from the ceiling; Toshiba's English logo was projected onto the white wall.

Before Shi Shisi understood what was happening, the wall suddenly brightened. He nearly screamed—lifelike human figures had appeared!

"Stay calm."

Soon Shi Shisi relaxed, then tensed again—but from different causes. "Yamete" and women's suggestive moans filled the room.

The power of Teacher Sora Aoi was infinite. Shi Shisi was completely defeated. Lin Baiguang watched coldly; halfway through, Shi Shisi repeatedly tried reaching out to touch certain parts of Teacher Aoi. The colorful shifting mosaic clearly puzzled him.

When it finished, Shi Shisi impatiently asked: "What... is this..." His expression was terrified and dazed, drool trailing from his mouth.

"This is an Australian secret show, called AV."

"AV?" Shi Shisi nodded repeatedly. "Good watching. Can I watch again?"

"Wouldn't that be repetitive?" So they showed him an uncensored version. This time Shi Shisi watched with blood boiling. Lin Baiguang thoughtfully arranged a prostitute in his room.

After this, their friendship progressed by leaps and bounds. Shi Shisi had thought the Australians' place was "quite nice"; now he thought it was "excellent." He inquired several times about Australian plans for Lingao—whether they intended permanent residence, whether they planned expanding. Lin Baiguang judged that besides scouting for Zhu Cailao, this questioning implied evaluating potential new employers. This greatly increased his confidence in recruiting Shi Shisi.

Several days later, he approached Ran Yao with his proposal.

"What? You want to go back with Shi Shisi to Zhu Cailao?"

"Correct." Lin Baiguang nodded. "I've talked with Shi Shisi and sounded him out—he's very worried about the future. His words suggest that if Zhu Cailao falls into desperate straits, he definitely won't die for his leader."

"Can't we just recruit him directly?"

"Recruiting him is no problem—he greatly envies our conditions. But his strength is too small." Lin Baiguang said. "Shi Shisi only has seven ships, under 400 men. Directly recruiting just him is meaningless."

Ran Yao thought: the Executive Committee hadn't specified expectations, but merely recruiting Shi Shisi clearly wasn't impressive enough.

"Your appetite's not small. What's your plan?"

"Zhu Cailao's group has quite a few peripheral backbone like Shi Shisi. But these people don't have Shi Shisi's direct impression of our strength, so when defecting, we won't be their first choice." Lin Baiguang explained: when defecting to a new power, people naturally have misgivings. If a representative is present to explain, effects are much better—like companies doing on-site recruiting.

Infiltrating enemy territory to turn them was traditional enemy work. But this required exceptional courage. Ran Yao rather admired his nerve.

"What identity would you use? Shi Shisi can't secretly bring you there."

"I'll go openly as negotiation envoy. Please have the Executive Committee give me a detailed negotiation plan, completely authentic." Though they didn't actually intend negotiating, preparations had to seem genuine.

"That's no problem." Ran Yao said. "But the enemy is a fleet. Once aboard Zhu Cailao's ship, how much room for maneuver will you have?"

Lin Baiguang said: Shi Shisi had revealed important intelligence—Zhu Cailao was currently at Nanri.

Nanri Island was Fujian's third-largest island, located at the junction of Xinghua Bay and Pinghai Bay. Besides the main island, it had over a hundred islets and reefs. Geographically excellent—a suitable shelter on Taiwan trade routes. Surrounding deep-water channels included the famous Nanri Waterway, historically a maritime traffic hub. Zhu Cailao occupying here was obviously to access Taiwan trade routes.

Once on the island, though movement was restricted, there was room for activity. Besides, he didn't intend directly urging defection—rather using personal interaction to build trust.

Lin Baiguang continued: through his envoy status, contact Zhu Cailao, pretend willingness to support him, haggle over terms—actually stalling. While lingering, through Shi Shisi, meet peripheral mid-to-lower-level leaders. When Zhu Cailao's Min'an attack failed and morale collapsed, then urge them to defect.

"How is that possible? Your talks won't last a month—three to five days at most. Underworld types are more suspicious the higher their level. Once he suspects you, you're dead!"

"We don't have much time anyway—only thirty days until Zhu Cailao's death. I'll find ways to stay. For this plan to succeed, I must be with his fleet when he falls."

"Too dangerous." Ran Yao said. "Even if you understand pirates, you may not accurately grasp their psychology. Besides, won't Zhu Cailao have planted his own people? If you start recruiting, you might be directly killed."

"That's why we act after the Min'an defeat." Lin Baiguang insisted. After the defeat, Zhu Cailao's fleet would be pursued by Zheng Zhilong and Ming forces. At that point, he couldn't effectively control all ships. When morale was shattered during the rout, rallying them could very likely succeed.

(End of Chapter)
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"What about credibility? You know you have zero credit with pirates—why would these people trust you?"

"I'll focus on recruiting Shi Shisi, then through him connect with others."

"I can't approve this—almost zero success rate."

"There is one." Lin Baiguang was clearly confident.

Ran Yao still felt uncertain—in his view, Lin Baiguang's entire plan carried extreme risks. Only someone believing in a "protagonist halo" would attempt it.

"I'll act according to circumstances. Enemy work never has a 100% success rate anyway." He held his ground.

"Fine, one last question." Ran Yao said. "If Zhu Cailao demands you reveal the Australians' origins, explain the big iron ship and fast ships' secrets, or similar sensitive questions—how will you answer?"

"According to the Capture Handbook of course." This handbook, initiated by Ma Qianzhu, had been revised to its seventh edition, constantly enriching details, even incorporating indigenous rumors to make it increasingly credible.

"What if he doesn't believe you? Or worse—say he decides to torture you—" Ran Yao observed his reaction. "Can you hold out?"

"Two nations at war don't kill envoys. Besides, I'm a negotiation representative—since he needs us, he won't do such things." Lin Baiguang said confidently.

"Alright." Ran Yao agreed. "I approve your going. But know this: the probability of dying at pirate hands is extremely high..."

"I know."

"You might be killed the moment you reach Nanri Island, without even a chance to speak."

"Then that's just my bad luck."

Ran Yao felt he'd said enough to fulfill his duty.

"Do you need any support? Radio, weapons... or Army, Navy, Special Reconnaissance coordination..."

"No need. Military coordination only increases complexity. A radio can't fit in my pocket. A pistol among thousands—having one or not is the same. Once trouble starts, even an AK couldn't shoot my way out."

This kid was quite philosophical. But clearly very ambitious.

After Lin Baiguang left, Ran Yao phoned Executive Committee Chairman Wen Desi. He'd barely started reporting when Wen Desi interrupted:

"This matter will be directly handled by your Political Security Bureau. No need to report details. I'll handle any coordination needed."

Ran Yao hung up, pondered Wen Desi's words for several minutes, then began drafting the Rong Operation implementation outline.

Shi Shisi heard that Australians wouldn't directly accept the boss's terms, instead sending someone to Nanri Island to negotiate personally. He felt somewhat hesitant but agreed. Ma Qianzhu's judgment was correct—the other side urgently needed aid.

"You want to see Chief Zhu—I won't stop you. But understand: he's been in a bad mood lately. You people really hit him hard last year. You may not get a warm reception." Shi Shisi had built basic friendship with Lin Baiguang these past days.

"I'm going to discuss business with Chief Zhu. He won't harm me. When the time comes, I'll rely on Brother Shi's guidance."

"Anything I can help with, I'll give my all!" Shi Shisi slapped his chest.

Promises might be worthless in another time-space, but here, Lin Baiguang believed they still had value.



"That's right—this is a modern fishing boat." Zhou Weisen climbed onto the survey ship's deck, yanking off his snorkeling mask, gasping. "This is a big deal."

Bai Guoshi's expression was grave.

The sampan's passengers said nothing. At low tide they'd already examined the mast closely, finding weld seams and nuts. Except for Lingao, nothing manufactured in this time-space would bear electric welding marks. Zhou Weisen had merely confirmed again.

"What kind of ship?"

"Looks like an American oceangoing fishing vessel." Zhou Weisen told Lin Chuanqing. "Shape, structure all match. Hull numbers are illegible—seems deliberately erased."

"That can't be—hull numbers are critical—" Lin Chuanqing suddenly stopped, remembering when he'd been a snakehead running human smuggling operations, his boats' hull numbers were also deliberately obscured.

This suggested the ship's origins were truly unclear.

"Anything on the ship? Did you go inside?"

"The bottom's four or five meters down. The ship's settled on the reef plate, positioned straight. But entering the cabin with snorkeling gear is too dangerous." Zhou Weisen shook his head. "Need scuba diving."

Exploring a sunken ship's interior was specialized diving activity. Zhou Weisen was experienced, but wreck diving required proper equipment. Both he and the Planning Committee warehouse had diving equipment—from simplest snorkeling to common scuba to heavy diving gear—plus compressed air cylinders sufficient for diving use.

Transmigrators couldn't manufacture oxygen-nitrogen mixed gas, but ordinary compressed air diving could handle depths up to 70 meters.

Zhou Weisen had just used snorkeling equipment, holding his breath to explore. His underwater time was merely two or three minutes—barely enough to identify the ship type.

"You rest. I'll go down this time. Scuba." Lin Chuanqing said.

"Sharks are gathering again!" Gao Xiaosong noticed ten-odd sharks patrolling the clear water. "You'll need the shark suit."

Sharks driven off by repellent were slowly returning, even beginning to circle around them.

"I told you not to throw garbage in the sea!" Lin Chuanqing cursed the indigenous sailors.

"I think we should both go down—safer. Watch each other's backs." Zhou Weisen said. "Sharks aren't a big issue—no aggressive species here. For safety, we'll release shark repellent powder."

They retrieved two sets of scuba equipment from below. Zhou Weisen decided against wearing the chainmail shark suit—the wreck's tight interior spaces could snag and trap him.

Lin Chuanqing wasn't so calm, donning one. Besides that, he brought essential ropes and mesh bags for wreck diving—the latter for retrieving items.

"If something happens, use this." Zhou Weisen gave Lin Chuanqing a powerful diving speargun—CO2-propelled, effective range 20 meters. "Only use it as last resort."

Each took a diving knife for personal protection. They agreed Zhou Weisen would enter the cabin while Lin Chuanqing guarded outside.

"Alright, let's go!"

Yellow shark repellent powder dispersed in the water; sharks retreated.

Zhou Weisen donned his mask, opened the valve, and rolled into the water. He descended about four or five meters, checking his dive watch—exactly 12:10 PM. He'd brought two 15-liter cylinders, each with independent supply systems. For diving at most 10 meters deep, his backup was 200% redundant. But he didn't dare be careless—wreck diving's danger coefficient was extreme.

Bottom visibility was good. Sunlight filtered through rippling waves, illuminating the grayish-white seafloor. The mysterious sunken ship sat on the reef plate less than 20 meters away, settled upright like a model ship in an aquarium.

He felt a tap on his shoulder—Lin Chuanqing holding the speargun. He gave a thumbs-up—everything OK. They swam forward together.

The deep seabed was all coral sand and reef plate. Fish swam around. Zhou Weisen was careful—coral reefs held not just sharks but more terrifying creatures. Moray eels hiding in reef crevices were especially horrifying—these things could grow over 3 meters long.

They crossed the reef plate to the wreck. From underwater, preservation was excellent. Seaweed attached to deck and hull drifted in the current—the ship had clearly been here for a while. Based on attached sediment and shellfish, at least six months. The surrounding reef plate had no scattered items; it looked like someone had opened the sea valves and scuttled it deliberately.

At the stern, he noticed the propeller was bent, the rudder partially damaged—looked like it had struck rocks. The white protective paint still looked new. Even quite a few pilothouse windows remained intact.

He used his diving knife to clear away glass from a broken pilothouse window. The cabin had become a marine organism paradise; a startled small octopus jetted past him. Zhou Weisen steadied himself—he didn't know if the ship held victims' remains.

But the pilothouse held nothing. He couldn't find the crucial ship's log, nor any registration documents or port papers.

He found only some charts and navigation materials—completely empty-handed otherwise.

Securing a safety line to the pilothouse, he continued deeper. The ship's interior was neat and clean. No structural damage, no scattered items—evidently no violent impact when sinking.

He noticed emergency kits near the pilothouse had been removed, while those deeper inside remained intact. He reached the first compartment below deck—door closed. He tried pushing—surprised to find it locked. Every cabin door was locked. How strange—who locks doors when abandoning ship?

Most peculiar: nowhere on the ship bore markings of its name or registration port—areas normally present on equipment. These had all been carefully ground away or painted over. Clearly, the owner had ensured no one could discover the ship's true identity.

Thirty minutes later, a mesh bag of items was pulled up on a rope, followed by both men surfacing.

The bag contained objects from the cabin: navigation materials, an emergency kit, a fire axe, cans and bottles. From these, Lin Chuanqing reconfirmed: this was apparently an American-built small fishing boat.

"Nothing identifying it," Zhou Weisen said while removing equipment. "Not just no ship's log—no navigation documents at all. Ship's clock is gone. Even equipment nameplates were removed. Even smuggling boats aren't this secretive."

"This ship wasn't doing honest work." Lin Chuanqing lit a cigarette.

"Obviously—such deliberate identity concealment—definitely not fishing. Besides, the cabin had no fishing gear whatsoever."

"Probably illegal activities." Gao Xiaosong summarized. "Could it be a smuggling ship?"

"Not ordinary smuggling—otherwise no need to be so thorough." Lin Chuanqing said. "From the looks of it—either drug smuggling or arms smuggling."

"Damn—so some drug dealers came to Ming Dynasty?"

"If arms dealers, that'd be great—a whole ship of weapons!" Bai Guoshi grew excited.

"Drug or arms dealers, hard to say. Need to raise the ship and search thoroughly." Zhou Weisen said. "The ship appeared to be underway when it sank."

The cabin held many provisions—lots of canned goods and liquor. Labels were waterlogged, but seals looked intact.

"Where are these cans from?"

"Made in America."

"So the people aboard were Americans. Can you estimate the time?"

"Check this emergency kit."

Zhou Weisen opened the box—excellent sealing, completely dry inside. Food, medicine, signal flares. The expiration date showed: the time was consistent with their departure time-space.

(End of Chapter)
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"So they're from the same time-space."

"Nine out of ten." Lin Chuanqing lit a cigarette. Everyone fell into silent contemplation. Where did this ship come from? How did it cross time-space to arrive here? Was it wormhole disturbance, or was this sea area itself a wormhole—17th century above, 21st century below? Had others crossed over? Were they alive or dead? If alive, where were they now? How would they view this group of ambitious adventurers? Friendly or hostile...

A string of question marks swirled in everyone's minds, unanswerable.

After discussion, they decided to make more dives while daylight remained, thoroughly searching the ship.

Subsequently Zhou Weisen, Lin Chuanqing, and Gao Xiaosong took turns diving. They surveyed around the wreck, diving into the cabin. Except for locked compartments and the complex engine room terrain, Zhou Weisen had inspected nearly everything, retrieving more items.

During these dives they found human remains, fallen on the reef plate far from the wreck. Had sharks not torn the oilcloth wrapped around the body, they wouldn't have noticed. The corpse had been completely destroyed by sharks and marine life. Octopi and crabs were still feasting on it.

To uncover the truth, despite the nauseating task, they retrieved the remains.

Though some muscle and skin remained, the face was completely unrecognizable. From remaining hair color, this was a Caucasian. The person was wrapped in marine oilcloth, feet weighted with two heavy dumbbells. Apparently a sea burial. This person was likely one of the shipwreck's passengers.

"Should we bring the remains back?"

"Absolutely—this is important evidence."

So they rewrapped the remains. After transport, examining them would be the Health Department's job.

They continued expanding the search around the wreck but found no more human remains. The reef plate's edges had some very deep trenches they couldn't search. One thing was certain: survivors had left after burying the dead at sea. Zhou Weisen noticed one of two sampans on deck was missing; some cabin equipment showed signs of removal. Combined with no large-scale oil leakage, the ship was apparently scuttled after exhausting fuel.

"The ship had at least one person, at most eight." Lin Chuanqing deduced.

"A sampan holds at most eight?"

"Yes, and I think there were only two or three people when abandoning ship—otherwise it's hard to explain not taking more supplies. In an emergency, shouldn't you take as much as possible? If it were me, I'd take both sampans."

"Clearly another group arrived in this time-space, likely Americans." Gao Xiaosong summarized. "We must heighten vigilance. They scuttled the ship clearly not wanting discovery. The upright positioning probably facilitates future salvage."

"Could be time-travel management bureau people."

"The time-travel management bureau would be American-run? At least it'd be a UN organization."

Whether time-travel bureau or random entrants like the Ming family in the Qiongzhou Strait, others from their time-space had arrived. What they intended, how the transmigrator collective would handle them—that wasn't for Gao Xiaosong's group to consider.

However, everyone agreed: this ship should be salvaged. Repaired, it would be a decent vessel.

Bai Guoshi said: "This ship's displacement is about 100 tons—no worse than the Navy's 8154 fishing trawlers. The hull's intact. Restoration shouldn't be difficult. Plus the ship has many useful materials."

After returning to Lingao, the survey team submitted two reports and attended two briefings. One was for the weekly gazette—per Xiao Zishan's suggestion, the Executive Committee now issued an internal government gazette weekly. A demonstration of "open governance."

The gazette report covered the Dongsha Island survey. The other was their shipwreck report—currently top secret, known only to involved parties and key Executive Committee leadership.

Ma Qianzhu soon received another report personally delivered by Ran Yao—a surveillance report on Zhou Weisen and Lin Chuanqing written by a survey team transmigrator. The report clearly stated: they showed no abnormalities throughout the survey.

Ran Yao waited as Ma Qianzhu read, then fell into contemplation for several minutes before reminding: "Director! Finished reading?"

"Hmm? Finished." Ma Qianzhu showed a relaxed expression. "This is best!"

"Yes, I personally believe the North American members are above suspicion."

Ma Qianzhu nodded, held the report to a gas lamp and lit it, watching it turn to ash. Ran Yao relaxed—he'd planned to retrieve and destroy that paper.

Subsequently a secret meeting was held with the survey team. Bai Guoshi's proposal for complete salvage was rejected. Though the repaired ship would be useful, once towed to Bo-pu, the secret of an "unplanned" ship couldn't be hidden.

"We'll salvage useful materials and equipment in batches." Ma Qianzhu said. "Many items will be wasted if they soak too long."

"Food, medicine, tools, small equipment—all useful."

"Might even fish out crates of heroin, cocaine, or marijuana."

"Too bad these are useless to us—if only it were an arms smuggling ship."

If it were an arms ship, it would certainly have large quantities of weapons and ammunition. Though they didn't feel short on small arms, having an AK-47 or similar automatic weapon would be exciting.

"Finding portable anti-aircraft missiles would be depressing."

"Hahaha." Laughter filled the meeting room.

"Aren't you celebrating too early?" Wen Desi said slowly. "What about the people on the ship? Don't forget this key issue."

"Not a big problem." Ran Yao said. "The survey team believes so few people were aboard they could only take one sampan. A few isolated transmigrators won't make big waves."

"Could other ships have been together?"

"Extremely unlikely—otherwise, abandoning so many things would be too wasteful."

"I'm not worried they'll become a force—we five hundred, thoroughly prepared, have only achieved this small situation. The key concern is them joining an opponent. Then our cards would be completely exposed. That's most critical." Wen Desi was very concerned.

"Nothing we can do—completely beyond our control. We can only order heightened vigilance. Anyone suspicious should be captured or immediately—killed—" Ma Qianzhu said gravely.

Just then, Shi Niaoren arrived with an autopsy report.

"The body found by the survey team: male, age between 35 and 40, Caucasian; hair remnants are brown. Height 1.87 meters, extremely developed musculature; estimated weight around 100 kilograms."

"A big man—"

"Correct. Based on remains analysis, this person suffered multiple injuries during life, including gunshot wounds..."

"Shot to death?"

"No—the gunshot wounds are old. Happened many years ago."

In summary: the deceased was a prime-aged man, tall and muscular, with multiple past injuries. Shi Niaoren believed: this was probably a soldier.

"At least someone who dealt with danger." Ran Yao said. "Military or law enforcement."

"The time-travel management bureau would also be law enforcement."

"Let's drop the bad jokes."

Ran Yao suddenly remembered something.

"Does everyone remember an incident reported by our observation post outside the county seat during D-Day?"

"What?"

"Among Ming troops heading to reinforce the county, they were escorting a European prisoner."

"Don't remember. Was there such a thing?"

"Of course. Li Jun and Wei Aiwen witnessed it. Their report should be in the archives."

"Get it immediately!"

The report contained scant information—merely noting a European-looking prisoner in the column. No details whatsoever.

"This happened! Is the person still in Lingao county prison?" Wen Desi exclaimed.

"Haven't asked—"

"Have Xiong Buyou immediately investigate. Is this European still in Lingao? Did he bring anything? What did he say? Where is he now..."

"Director Wen, don't get excited." Wu De counseled. "The timeline doesn't match."

According to Ran Yao, the European was sighted just days after D-Day. This location was far from the Dongsha Islands. Even if this person came from the ship, he couldn't possibly have arrived at Lingao that quickly.

"Time-space disturbances are unpredictable!"

At Wen Desi's insistence, Xiong Buyou was assigned this task. He didn't recall any European in the county!

Xiong Buyou now worked for the Foreign Commerce Committee, specifically liaising with Lingao County Yamen. He directly approached the county yamen's jailer. The jailer confirmed: indeed, a Westerner had been escorted in by a patrol deputy—found at the coast. After arrival, he'd been jailed.

"Is he still there?"

"Long gone—sent to the prefectural capital. Probably a redhead from Macau who fell overboard."

"Did he have any belongings?"

"What could survive falling into patrol deputy hands?" The jailer sneered.

As for origins—Lingao County had no interpreters. The redhead couldn't speak Chinese, so naturally there were no interrogation records.

Xiong Buyou's investigation disappointed the Executive Committee—this person probably wasn't a sailor from the wreck.

The shipwreck salvage plan was approved. Lin Chuanqing's group remained in charge. For safety, a fishing trawler was dispatched, carrying necessary salvage materials and equipment. All crew were carefully selected, guaranteed reliable and tight-lipped.



Fu Buer emerged from the Heaven and Earth Society office building in a daze, mind still not quite processing—had he done the right thing or wrong?

Because he'd only declared fifty mu when registering, he'd been classified as "middle peasant." At the promotion meeting, watching neighboring village landlords with less land sign service contracts—the Society's Australians would visit villages with seeds and farming assistance—he'd only received a voucher for ten chicks. This alarmed him—chickens, he had dozens already! Australian seeds were what mattered.

He rushed to the Society clerk.

"That's correct. You only have fifty mu—just a middle peasant. The seeds you want are currently only available to grain households owning over 100 mu who personally manage cultivation."

Fu Buer stammered that he actually had a hundred mu—actually two hundred.

"Then bring your deed first—talk is cheap."

Fu Buer returned home to another tongue-lashing from his wife, accusing him of being blinded, determined to jump into fire pits. This quarrel actually steeled his resolve—he brought his deeds for verification.

"Two hundred twenty-seven mu." The clerk verified. "All self-farmed? None leased out?"

"All cultivated by myself with household servants and hired hands."

"Good, just sign this contract."

Fu Buer was illiterate, so the clerk read it aloud. Essentially rights and obligations. Seeds, fertilizer, and pesticides were charged by quantity, plus technical service fees. He wanted to back out. Finally hearing the first year was promotional—except for seeds and service fees, everything else was waived—he relaxed and signed. Thinking: once I get seeds the first year, I won't participate in this nonsense again.

Also joining was county notable Zhang Youfu, now a Civil Affairs Committee consultant. By traditional classification, Zhang Youfu was a collaborator lackey. He didn't own much land and had no enthusiasm for farming. But if Australians wanted to run some Heaven and Earth Society helping with farming, fine.

Besides them, various local medium and small landlords and rich peasants joined. Most owned between 100 and 300 mu. Most county landlords were suspicious—many inquired about seeds, but hearing Society membership was required for services, they retreated. The first batch of planting service customers totaled only eleven households. One was unexpected—the county academy's educational officer.

No one expected the old pedant to do something so bold. Actually, he was desperate.

County Educational Officer Wang Ci was an old xiucai, holding this "impoverished post" for many years. Ming-era Lingao's education was relatively developed for Hainan—besides the county academy, there were private "study halls." But the county academy's condition was quite poor.

(End of Chapter)
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Funding shortages constantly plagued the county academy. Regarding educational investment, Lingao County's academy fields totaled four or five hundred mu—quite substantial. Academy fields were a type of official land, traditionally farmed by official tenants. This system worked well initially, but over time problems accumulated. Official tenants' burdens grew excessive; gradually tenants began fleeing. Now barely one in ten remained. Wang Ci was a scholar—what did he know about economics? Besides seeking help everywhere, he was helpless. Several hundred mu of prime riverside paddy fields lay fallow while the academy was penniless.

As they say, desperate times call for desperate measures. Seeing the academy deteriorating daily, Wang Ci knew getting county funds was impossible. Hearing that Australians were willing to help with farming, he came requesting their assistance.

Ye Yuming couldn't decide himself, quickly reporting to the Agricultural Committee. Wu Nanhai had long coveted the academy fields outside the west gate. Hearing this, he immediately agreed, telling Ye Yuming to accept and provide "VIP" treatment.

The Heaven and Earth Society and Lingao County Educational Officer Wang Ci signed a technical service contract—strictly speaking, more like a management contract. Academy fields now had barely a few struggling official tenants. Everything depended on the Society.

This matter drew Wu De's keen attention—this was the transmigrator collective's first step into Lingao's official lands. The Executive Committee agreed this was an excellent opportunity to deepen control of Lingao county government. Gaining good reputation here would greatly help win local intellectuals' hearts.

Finally, following Chinese customs, this originally simple commercial activity was elevated to political importance. Both county yamen and Executive Committee "highly valued" it.

Prefect Wu preferred not provoking these Shorn Bandits, but couldn't obstruct Wang Ci. The county's famous Moli Pavilion was nearly collapsing; the academy was dilapidated. He'd never allocated a single repair coin. Wang Ci had maintained the academy through constant fundraising.

Secretary Wang advocated for this arrangement. County Magistrate Wu had adopted a laissez-faire attitude; Wang Zhaomin's analysis convinced him it benefited the county without harm. He tacitly approved.

The Agricultural Committee commissioner personally took charge—Wu Nanhai became the academy fields project's main supervisor. He brought Lu Jia and Lu Yi to inspect the fields.

Wang Ci led the remaining tenants, including the Lu brothers' father Lu Da—the fields' overseer. This dozen people waited at field's edge, respectfully welcoming this "Chief's" arrival.

Wu Nanhai exchanged pleasantries with Wang Ci. The educational officer spoke crude Cantonese; combining speech and gestures, they communicated without interpreters.

Wang Ci was seeing a "Shorn Bandit" leader up close for the first time. Finding this person with proper features and kind expression, not the fierce villain imagined, he felt relieved.

"This time we trouble Mr. Wu." Wang Ci bowed. "Academy field quality affects Lingao's scholarly morale..."

"I understand." Wu Nanhai smiled. "Rest assured—come autumn, there'll be a good harvest!"

Wang Ci thought: this man boasts without basic pleasantries—truly an overseas barbarian.

"Then we rely on everyone."

"This is the fields' overseer, Lu Da—come greet Master Wu!"

Lu Da ran over and kowtowed. Wu Nanhai was meeting his disciples' father for the first time. Thin and small, typical traditional farmer, blue cotton clothes patched to tatters.

Wu Nanhai inspected the fields, repeatedly expressing regret. These fields were far better than the Meitai Yang land—near the river, easy irrigation. Excellent local land.

Lu Da presented the field register. Wu Nanhai asked: "How much land? How much paddy, how much dry?"

"326 mu 4 fen paddy, 115 mu 1 fen dry, 13 mu garden land."

"What do you plant?"

Lu Da reported the main crop was rice; dry fields grew local millet. Some tenants grew sweet potatoes and peanuts, but little.

Plenty of land but lacking cultivators. Lu Da had considered recruiting hired hands for fallow land. But calculations showed hiring hands meant paying more taxes—he'd gain nothing. Better to leave it fallow.

Wu Nanhai had his assessment and began planning his transformation.

One morning, laborers from Bairren Commune arrived carrying tools, pushing "Purple Lightning" wheelbarrows, appearing outside the west gate. Students studying surveying brought measuring instruments. A branch began extending from the Bairren-Lingao highway toward the west gate.

Building roads before working was the transmigrator collective's consistent style. Lu Da watched dumbfounded—wasn't the Society supposed to help with farming? Why first building roads? He'd thought they'd deliver seeds, send a few people for guidance—hadn't expected this.

He hurried to bring the able-bodied tenants out, encountering "Chief Wu" leading the team, his two sons beside him. Lu Da was about to kowtow when Wu Nanhai stopped him.

"No need for ceremony. Gather all tenant households—I need to count population and assign work."

"Able-bodied men are here—"

"Bring out women, elderly, and children too. Lu Jia, prepare registration!"

"Yes!" Lu Jia took out a notebook.

Lu Da wondered what was happening. He rushed to the side street where tenants lived, summoning all household members.

The count showed seven tenant households, over forty people. All checked and registered. Then Lu Jia assigned work based on gender and physical condition. Strangely, all able-bodied men were told to stay, awaiting further notice.

Another work team arrived—tools, vehicles, oxen, and horses. Leveling land, digging channels. The crisscrossing field ridges were demolished, replaced by large square grid fields. Crude earthen ditches became a channel system with separate irrigation and drainage.

Then came herds of cattle pulling huge iron-and-wood agricultural machinery. Before diesel and steam engines, America had already developed large draft-animal farm machinery. Lu Da was seeing such equipment for the first time. Over a dozen oxen spread across the field, dragging massive equipment for deep plowing.

The entire transformation site buzzed like a hornet's nest. This massive concentration of manpower and materials for agricultural production deeply impressed Lu Da:

"Farming can be done like this!" he muttered. He saw his elder son standing imperiously on a field ridge, holding some strange object and gesturing. His younger son held a wooden board, writing something. Lu Da felt proud—the boys had made something of themselves! But also a bit sour—he himself hadn't advanced...

His reflections didn't last long. Academy field tenant men, led by Lu Yi, were assembled and sent to Bairren Commune for fifteen days of Society farming training.

Training participants included other Society customers. Per notice, each household sent one to three people. Most were landlords themselves and household laborers. Fu Buer came with his hired hand.

Wu Nanhai's curriculum focused on common crop cultivation and field management. He'd discovered Lingao's agricultural technology level was extremely low—many techniques widely used elsewhere were completely absent. Even important classical farming texts were unknown to scholars like Wang Ci.

So Wu Nanhai's textbook prioritized simplicity, incorporating contemporary advanced techniques, focusing on rice, wheat, and sweet potato cultivation. "Appropriate to current social productivity levels."

Clearly, the Agricultural Department's strategy of demonstrating success before promotion was correct—otherwise, with Wu Nanhai's occasionally bizarre theories, farmers would never believe him.

While teaching, Wu Nanhai drafted planting plans. He didn't intend giving customers too many new crop varieties. Rice was the main focus. He planned promoting short-stalk lodging-resistant varieties. Given this time-space's lower accumulated temperature, he'd adopt rice-rice-wheat rotation.

Though wheat yields were lower, it required far less field management labor. Another factor: many transmigrators liked wheat-based foods. The Navy hoped future hardtack could be baked biscuits rather than rice cakes.

Next was sweet potatoes. He planned planting this high-yield crop in all customers' dry fields. Mass sweet potato production meant starch industry; starch industry meant modern food industry.

With feed, livestock scale could expand further. Livestock manure returned to fields provided abundant soil nutrients.

Meanwhile, contract poultry farming promotion continued. Ye Yuming signed breeding agreements with farmers near Bairren.

Chicken applications exceeded expectations. Only 20 eggs exchanged for one chicken, with guaranteed future purchases—quite attractive.

Chick quantities were limited; only twenty households received the first batch. Ye Yuming separated breeding households, adopting one per village. This aimed for better demonstration effects.

Besides intensive promotion work, the Agricultural Department was developing high-yield fields. Wu Nanhai delegated this to Fa Shilu. Everyone was busy. The planned pesticide factory was neglected. After consideration, Wu Nanhai decided to jointly establish the Agricultural Pharmaceutical Factory with the Health Department.

After fifteen days of training, Wu Nanhai announced everyone could return to prepare tools and fields. On-site "agricultural technicians" would soon arrive for guidance.

The attendees had been confused by class content—mostly illiterate, unable to take notes. Hearing about on-site guidance, they burst into praise.

"On-site technicians require no payment—included in your service fees. You provide lodging; they pay for their own meals."

Hearing technicians paid for meals, everyone felt it too generous. Someone said:

"That's unnecessary—even hiring laborers means providing meals."

"Technicians eat three meals daily, half a jin of rice each meal..."

"Even a full jin, we can afford that."

"One chicken daily; if no chicken, a fish—one jin each; plus one egg daily..."

Those enthusiastically offering free meals fell silent. Only Liu Youren from Jialai said:

"No problem—my household can provide this."

Wu Nanhai studied this person. Man appeared around thirty, stocky, dressed like ordinary farmers, but clothes weren't torn—neat and clean, feet in blue cloth shoes splattered with mud. He knew old-time farmers rarely wore cloth shoes—field work wore them out. Someone this careless with shoes must be wealthy. His waist held a Xiangfei bamboo pipe with a white jade pendant.

He checked the file. Liu Youren came from Jialai Village, self-reporting over 300 mu. But Intelligence Committee noted Liu Youren actually lived in a fortified compound—a typical rural strongman. The entire Liu Family Stockade controlled at least five or six thousand mu. Liu Youren joining the Society was probably testing the waters.

Note: Moli Pavilion is Lingao's most famous landmark, founded in Southern Song Dynasty. When Hanlin Academy's Hu Quan was exiled to Jiyang Army, he passed through Lingao. County Magistrate Xie requested he lecture at the academy. Several years later, local student Dai Dingshi passed the provincial examination—Lingao's first-ever juren.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 394 - Circuit Tours to the Countryside

Fortified compounds like Liu Family Stockade were common in Lingao and throughout contemporary China. These strongholds had strong independence—paying taxes and grain levies in full to government, but government could barely manage internal affairs. When the transmigrator collective convened the Political Consultative Conference, Liu Family Stockade sent representatives and elected liaisons; delivering grain and providing laborers, they appeared very compliant. During rural bandit suppression, the Stockade politely refused work team residence, but cooperated well—whether summoning militia or providing supplies, they responded instantly.

But such compliance didn't satisfy the transmigrator collective—their ideal social form was absolute grassroots control. Though these strongholds wouldn't oppose any ruler's demands, they were subjects with zero loyalty, closing gates to rule themselves. Whether bandits, Imperial troops, or transmigrators, all received the same treatment. Once situations changed, they'd switch sides faster than turning pages.

"Without securing rural strongholds, we're just Sengoku daimyo." Wen Desi stated at the Civil Affairs meeting. "These stronghold masters may secretly be colluding with bandits, pirates, and government. At the slightest disturbance, they'd turn against us!"

Now that Liu Youren had personally come for training, Wu De decided: send the most capable people into Liu Family Stockade for agricultural guidance and social work. Break through from this angle, gradually winning over these semi-independent strongholds.

"We've also opened an agricultural supply store. Interested parties can visit the first floor." Wu Nanhai said mysteriously. "Just received a batch of farm tools..."

The training attendees immediately emptied the classroom—Lingao iron tools were scarce goods. Besides, these were Australian tools, renowned for quality.

The Heaven and Earth Society supply store occupied the first floor. Various agricultural supplies were displayed—all recently produced by the Machinery Factory and Woodworking Factory. Nothing yet counted as "game-changing"—only familiar items. But modern industrial manufacturing's advantages in quality, appearance, and design still mesmerized indigenous customers.

"Same hoe, but the Australian one looks so refined." Fu Buer marveled.

"So refined—might not be durable though?"

"Not durable? Australian goods' quality is famous."

"Right—look at this steel edge. Much better than Blacksmith Li's hoes—his are so brittle!"

"I'll take this one, and this, and this—"

"Never mind—I'll take three of everything." This from someone wealthy.

Some without money could only hang back watching. Such fine goods surely weren't cheap.

"This batch totals only fifty pieces. Each household limited to four, one of each type." Ye Yuming said.

A collective sigh of disappointment.

"How much silver?"

"No silver." Ye Yuming said. "This store only accepts Lingao Grain Circulation Vouchers."

Everyone was dumbfounded. Circulation vouchers—they all knew about these. Australian paper currency. Outside East Gate Market, nobody used them—a piece of paper as money felt unreliable.

"Can't use silver?"

"No—vouchers only." Ye Yuming smiled warmly.

Murmuring below, then someone proposed exchanging silver for vouchers.

"Silver can't be exchanged for vouchers, but grain can." Ye Yuming said. "Visit Delong Grain Exchange—one jin of rough rice equals one yuan."

Immediately some ordered servants to fetch grain. Not everyone had silver, but grain was plentiful. Iron tool prices ranged from 50 to 100 yuan.

For those who couldn't immediately produce rice, Grain Exchange Manager Yan Ming promoted Delong's micro-agricultural loans. Unsecured, monthly interest at 2%, with principal due after autumn harvest.

Such interest roughly matched current Lingao market levels. Yan Ming believed this interest wouldn't burden planting-plan participants.

Delong lent vouchers and collected vouchers. If borrowers lacked vouchers for repayment, they'd first exchange grain. This extra step was the Finance Department's strategy: using lending to forcibly expand voucher circulation.

Yan Ming talked himself hoarse, but no response. This sudden good fortune left everyone uncertain. Nobody dared be first—borrowing from Shorn Bandits couldn't be the same as borrowing from neighbors.

Finally, unable to resist iron tools' temptation, with Yan Ming's guarantees and Zhang Youfu's pledge that there were no tricks—plus the transmigrators' carefully cultivated credibility—the remaining people took loans. Yan Ming was exhausted.

"Xiao Ye, your Heaven and Earth Society really isn't easy." Yan Ming felt deeply.

"Actually much better now. This past year, we haven't broken faith."

"I say we should put effort into intensive collective farms." Yan Ming looked at his pile of fingerprinted loan documents. "So complicated. Just force all these farmers into bankruptcy, then hire them as laborers."

"You're ruthless! But we suffer from too few people. The Agricultural Committee started this Society plan to cultivate private intensive farms, so we don't do everything personally—we just control the superstructure."

"I see!" Yan Ming nodded. "I'm beginning to understand the Executive Committee's thinking."

Fu Buer returned from training extremely excited. He'd not only learned new farming methods but toured the farm—eye-opening.

Only his wife brought more trouble. The several hundred jin of grain spent on tools earned him tongue-lashing. Enraged, Fu Buer beat his wife soundly, then ignored her. He ordered household tools organized, oxen washed and fed, preparing for the agricultural technician's arrival.

His anticipation finally brought his longed-for seeds and technician. When a young Shorn One appeared alone at the village entrance carrying a large pack, all Meiyang Village was in uproar—Shorn Bandits had never come here! Young women were called home. The village's richest man simply pretended illness.

This was Wan Lihui.

Wan Lihui's beautiful dream of becoming Governor of Japan hadn't materialized—not only no governorship, but no freely playing with guns. He'd been issued one pistol with only six bullets. The farm had SKS-D rifles, but aside from monthly training's five-round allowance, he couldn't touch them.

Wan Lihui and his recruited brother worked as stockmen on the farm, tending animals daily. Plus composting and processing rotting fruit arriving as earthworm feed. One or two boats of jackfruit arrived daily from Leizhou. Leizhou Sugar Company bought it cheaply; vast quantities rotted in fields.

This dripping, foul-smelling stuff arrived by the basket for the brothers to process. Handling this daily, despite masks, Wan Lihui smelled that sickly-sweet stench everywhere—losing his appetite.

Hearing the Society was assigning him as circuit agricultural technician for countryside tours, Wan Lihui nearly cried with joy—finally no more composting!

"Brother, the livestock farm is in your hands now." Wan Lihui solemnly told his masked, strongly-odorous brother. "This concerns new agriculture's great cause!"

After these pompous words, Wan Lihui quickly escaped.

The Society's circuit tours used rotation—each technician covered five or six villages, staying several days in each, cycling continuously through the production season.

Wan Lihui received his field kit, configured per recommendations. For water-safety issues, his luggage included water-purification tablets and bleaching powder. The Health Department had given technicians basic medical-hygiene training, equipping them with medicine kits.

"You agricultural technicians are not only modern technology's instructors, modern science's sowers, but also our transmigration enterprise's propagandists!"

Ma Qianzhu spoke thus at the farewell banquet. The technicians felt uncomfortable—too much responsibility!

Circuit technicians' villages were mostly within 40 kilometers of Bairren—the Blue Zone. After continuous suppression and patrol establishment, this area was quite safe. Solo technician visits posed no security problems.

Those five kilometers from the patrol drop-off took Wan Lihui two and a half hours. Rainy-season field paths weren't just muddy but extremely sticky—every step required great effort. Wan Lihui had prided himself as a true farmer's son, but 17th-century Lingao countryside conditions shocked him. This unremarkable footpath alone showed how vast the several-century gap was.

Wan Lihui despairingly watched his feet sunk in yellow mud. His boots constantly threatened to separate—losing combat boots was a serious loss! He simply removed shoes and socks, tying them around his neck.

Walking barefoot on mud paths was indeed more comfortable.

Wan Lihui entered Meiyang Village looking like this.

Fu Buer's Meiyang Village was one of many small villages scattered along Wenlan River, situated on a small hillock. Surrounded by thorny bushes, with a small river encircling it—even a simple drawbridge. Since security improvements, the strongmen guarding the bridgehead had been withdrawn.

Fu Buer stood at the bridgehead with his servants, welcoming this "Chief." Women and curious children stood watching in the distance, observing and discussing his clothes and appearance.

Wan Lihui heard occasional laughter from the women's group. His face reddened involuntarily.

Wan Lihui exchanged pleasantries with Fu Buer, then followed him home. Most village houses had bamboo-slat walls and straw roofs. Several prosperous households were visible. Village layout was casual; dirty water and garbage covered the ground; pigs and chickens wandered leisurely.

"This environment!" Wan Lihui thought, recalling his vaccinations.

"This is it." Fu Buer led him to a compound. Fu Buer's household was among the village's better-off. Inside was a large courtyard; center stood a three-room brick-and-tile main building, flanked by wing buildings.

Fu Buer had cleaned out one wing room for Wan Lihui. He judged the environment reasonably clean and decided to stay.

Just after opening his backpack, he heard a woman rapid-firing Lingao dialect—then pig-slaughter-like screams.

"The master is beating his wife." The speaker was Fu Buer's servant girl Fu Xi—a teenage girl of thirteen or fourteen, dressed raggedly but neatly, with two black braids. She carried a teapot in and curtsied.

"You speak Mandarin?" Wan Lihui was surprised. Fu Xi's Mandarin wasn't standard but communicable.

"A little. I attend Fangcaodi."

"School? You're a Citizen Academy student."

"Yes, the master sent me to study." Fu Xi helped organize his luggage. "Master said you were coming, and the household needed someone understanding Mandarin, so he called me back."

"Will you return to school after I leave?"

"Of course. The Citizen Academy is much more interesting—better food, not dirty." The girl pursed her lips. "Only our household is clean in this village. Master became cleanliness-obsessed after returning from the prisoner camp last year."

"Your master is quite enlightened, sending a girl to school." Wan Lihui said.

"He just didn't want to lose Fu Qing and Fu Xiang's labor. So he sent me to learn reading, abacus, and bookkeeping. Also wanted me to learn spinning or something."

Fu Buer's household had four servants; besides these three, one called Fu Fu had been sent to serve the transmigrators during spring conscription.

"Apparently he's serving in the Security Corps." Fu Xi said. "Once enlisted, hearts grow wild. Master was counting on his military salary, but didn't get a single coin—made him curse up a storm." She giggled.

(End of Chapter)
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Wan Lihui thought Fu Buer was truly a model supporter of the transmigrator collective—Ding-Ding should really publicize this. Noticing the girl was quite tall, and though her skin was very dark, it looked lustrous. His heart stirred slightly. Making conversation, he asked:

"What was your master's wife muttering about?"

"Nothing nice of course." Fu Xi covered her mouth, giggling. "Said you're just a hired hand, and the master giving you such a nice room means he's gone crazy."

Being called a hired hand—Wan Lihui could only smile wryly. In a way, wasn't he basically a hired hand at the Agricultural Committee too?

"The master's wife is like that." Fu Xi glanced toward the door. "Master gets pestered until he can't stand it, then beats his wife. Hehe. Good beating."

Apparently Fu Buer's wife normally treated household servants harshly—no sympathy for her.

"This is the Chief's luggage? I'll help organize."

"Hey, no need—"

"It's fine." Fu Xi helped unpack his luggage, spread his sleeping bag, arranged the tea mug, toothbrush, and towel neatly. She fetched a wooden basin, poured hot water, and helped wring a towel for face-washing. At twenty-two, Wan Lihui had never had any girl care for him so attentively—he felt flattered and uncomfortable.

"We know you all like cleanliness." Fu Xi smiled. "Clothes worn just a few days need changing. The master ordered a bathing tub made."

While she was busy, Fu Buer arrived. His face was ashen—beating one's wife wasn't pleasant. Besides, though his wife took beatings, she never admitted defeat verbally—so Fu Buer's ancestors were all insulted.

Additionally, he still felt uneasy about joining the Heaven and Earth Society, fearing his wife's bad predictions always came true.

"Is Chief Wan satisfied with the accommodations?" Fu Buer forced a smile.

"Very good, very good." Wan Lihui, seeing his grim expression, answered carefully.

"Bring tea!"

The two sat facing each other in silence. Fu Buer couldn't speak Mandarin; Wan Lihui's Lingao dialect was poor. They waited for Fu Xi to translate.

Fu Buer's main concern was seeds. He saw Wan Lihui had come alone with just a large pack—seeds for over a hundred mu couldn't be carried this way.

"Rest assured, Mr. Fu. Our Society practices unified seedling cultivation and unified delivery."

Seedling cultivation was an important stage in rice planting, involving temperature management and seed-bed fertilizer technical issues.

After discussion, Agricultural Committee technicians concluded that for rice-rice-wheat rotation in this time-space's insufficient accumulated temperature, they had to use artificial warming for germination and seedling cultivation, transplanting immediately when temperatures became adequate. Artificial warming wasn't new—Jiangnan farmers had long used this method. To ensure quality, the Society decided on unified cultivation in farm nurseries, then centralized delivery.

Fu Buer thought these Australians were truly cunning—probably guarding against seed theft. But come harvest, with grain everywhere, they couldn't watch it all.

Wan Lihui asked detailed questions about Fu Buer's household—how many people, how many oxen. His questions made Fu Buer's heart pound—was this investigation before "butchering pigs"? But he couldn't easily lie. So he reported truthfully.

Fu Buer's land was entirely self-farmed, no tenants. Workers included himself, his wife, two sons and one daughter, several servants plus one hired hand. During busy seasons, they hired temporary workers. Besides rice, they grew sweet potatoes—introduced from the mainland just a few years ago. Also various grains: sesame, peanuts, soybeans, mung beans. Plus garden vegetables—mainly for consumption and feeding pigs.

Land yields were limited. Whether rice or sweet potatoes, yields were low. The whole household worked dawn to midnight, yet a year's work merely meant eating their fill with slight savings. Even these savings had to be preserved—Lingao was plagued by minor disasters: drought, flooding, bandits, government excess levies. He'd tried mainland methods: growing indigo, madder, tobacco, sugarcane. All ventures failed.

After D-Day, thanks to transmigrators' hearty appetites, Meiyang Village had sold large quantities of vegetables and livestock to Quanfu Vegetable Company—and Fu Buer's household finally improved. Now he'd added another ox.

Wan Lihui wanted to inspect the fields. Fu Buer, seeing he had no airs—wanting to inspect immediately after one drink—felt embarrassed, saying it was late and raining. Better rest today.

Wan Lihui checked his watch—only just past 2 PM. This counted as late? He insisted on looking around. Fu Buer sent his head hired hand to accompany him.

The moment they left, they became a procession. A crowd of curious people followed, pointing and commenting. In remote countryside without entertainment, gawking at outsiders was traditional leisure.

The Fu family's land wasn't contiguous. It had been gradually acquired over four generations through clearing, purchase, and usury—scattered in seven or eight locations. Some plots were just one mu of vegetable gardens; others were several dozen mu of large paddy fields. The paddies' first-crop rice had just been harvested, now lying empty.

"If only the land were connected." Wan Lihui thought. Such fragmented land—how could agricultural modernization work? He examined the crops, squatted at field's edge, and studied the soil for a long time.

"Do you fertilize here?"

"Yes, we fertilize." Mainly latrine pit and pigsty manure.

"Apply bean cake?"

Fu Buer said locally there was no soybean oil-pressing habit. Oil-pressing mainly used sesame and rapeseed. Leftover cake went to pigs.

"Not enough fertilizer." Wan Lihui shook his head. Your fields are severely fertilizer-deficient, especially nitrogen. Just applying fertilizer would yield much higher production.

Fu Buer understood that land lacked fertilizer and soil fertility was insufficient.

"I know it's not enough, but fertilizer is hard to find."

In ancient times, everything depended on farm manure. Farm manure sounds eco-friendly, but effective components were minimal. 1,000 jin of human waste's nitrogen content equaled only 25 jin of ammonium sulfate. Farmers spent enormous effort collecting fertilizer. For densely-populated areas, sources were plentiful. But Lingao's urban population was tiny.

Wan Lihui recalled Wu Nanhai had dispatched people everywhere investigating fertilizer sources. He wondered how Nanbao's lignite development was progressing.

Overall assessment: Fu Buer's land's basic problem was substantial soil fertility depletion. Annual double-crop rice with limited fertilization, plus no green manure cultivation, caused persistent low yields. This wasn't isolated—during surveys, they rarely found land with healthy crop growth.

Fu Buer was troubled too, but the problem wasn't easily solved. Organic fertilizer had low fertility, required large quantities, and needed local sourcing.

After surveying various plots, Wan Lihui mentally drafted a plan.

He proposed: this year's late rice acreage should be reduced by half, planting only fields with better fertility. Other fields should be drained and switched to broad beans.

Planting legumes aimed to fix nitrogen. Currently the Society couldn't supply large quantities of nitrogen fertilizer; they could only use this method.

After broad bean harvest, he planned planting alfalfa as green manure. Alfalfa could be cut several times; harvested stems served as fodder or compost. Remaining portions would be tilled under in spring.

Fu Buer heard this technician wanted him to fallow half his land for broad beans—he shook his head vigorously. Wouldn't this mean losing half his harvest?

"The broad beans you grow—we'll buy them all."

Legumes were urgent agricultural products—whether for cafeteria supply, horse feed, or food processing.

Fu Buer fell silent. Wan Lihui continued: Society rice seeds could double yields—wouldn't these broad beans be extra income? Product outlets weren't concerning—the Committee would purchase them.

Puff puff—Fu Buer just smoked his water pipe. Wan Lihui grew anxious:

"You understand the policy! When has our transmigrator collective broken its word? This only has benefits!"

These words had miraculous effect. Fu Buer had prisoner-camp experience. Whoever "didn't understand" would be dragged out to circle the bonfire until they "understood."

Under dictatorship's coercion, Fu Buer agreed. But he weakly requested: the Society must sign a written document guaranteeing purchase.

"No problem. However much you have, we'll buy it all." Wan Lihui readily agreed. Broad beans had many uses—vegetables, concentrated feed, plus shells were excellent nitrogen fertilizer sources.

That night Fu Buer and his wife fought again. Wan Lihui thought this wife was practically his nemesis, opposing him on everything.

Next morning, Fu Buer assembled the household. Wan Lihui was fortunate to see Fu Buer's wife—a dark, thin middle-aged woman wearing homespun clothes. Nothing like the legendary white, plump landlord's wife. She looked at Wan Lihui with guarded, suspicious, hostile eyes.

The Fu family's three children seemed friendlier. The girl was eldest, probably sixteen or seventeen. The two boys were around ten. Their appearances were no different from servants.

Wan Lihui exchanged pleasantries, then began assigning tasks. First: composting.

"Starting today, except for plowing personnel, everyone prepares fertilizer."

"Good." Fu Buer was glad to hear about new fertilizer methods. He and the hired hands would plow; he assigned Fu Qing, Fu Xiang, Fu Xi, and his own three children to Wan Lihui.

Wan Lihui led the six teenagers outside the village to cut grass. Vast wasteland grew thick with various wild grasses. He instructed: cut as much as possible, prioritizing bright green, juicy, soft stems and leaves. The teenagers quickly mowed large swaths.

Wan Lihui noticed the two girls worked quickly but frequently stopped to search the ground. Curious, he looked closer—they were gathering wild greens. Half a basket accumulated. He wondered: this landlord family had their own vegetable garden, yet girls gathered wild greens? How stingy!

After cutting, he led Fu Buer's eldest son and Fu Xi to the stream outside the village. Both Meiyang Village's drinking water source and sewage outlet. Water was greenish, banks thick with reeds, emitting waves of stench.

"This river really stinks!" Wan Lihui frowned. Theoretically ancient rivers weren't severely polluted. But now he needed the smellier the better.

Per his instructions, they fetched manure scoops and tools from the threshing ground. Everyone scooped river mud and weeds from the bottom. This novel activity drew spectators—river-mud composting was unknown locally.

Black, foul-smelling mud was piled on the bank. After partial drainage, it was tossed into baskets, carried load by load to Fu Buer's field edges. Wan Lihui appreciated ancients' hard work—Fu Buer's daughter and Fu Xi carried loads no lighter than the boys. Loads he himself absolutely couldn't carry.

"Good, next step is cleaning." Wan Lihui brought out brooms, giving everyone a basket.

"Go to the village—wherever you see garbage on streets or roadsides, except for broken bricks and tiles, collect everything."

Everyone looked at each other—why sweep streets? Could garbage be fertilizer?

Thus these teenagers, under Wan Lihui's direction, swept and collected garbage throughout the village, causing a sensation. Some made cutting jokes about Fu Buer. Others felt the Australian was doing public service.

Wan Lihui had noticed much garbage—piles almost everywhere. This garbage couldn't be directly used but after composting could become decent base fertilizer.

Various garbage filled baskets: old straw, chicken feathers, broken baskets, worn-out sandals, collapsed wooden tubs...

"Chief Wan, is this stuff for fertilizer?" Fu Xi finally asked.

"Correct."

Fu Xi didn't ask further. Wan Lihui volunteered to explain organic matter, bacterial decomposition, why this couldn't directly serve as fertilizer... fully indoctrinating Fu Xi on fertilizer principles. Not from desire to cultivate the next generation, but because this allowed him to legitimately talk with her while collecting admiring gazes.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 396 - Fu Buer's Family

Being admired by a girl was certainly nice, but work still needed doing. After a full day's exertion, Fu Buer's field edge had accumulated large quantities of composting materials.

Wan Lihui had ample experience with composting fermentation. He directed everyone to crush the collected garbage, mix it with scooped river mud, water weeds, and cut grass, then blend in a dozen buckets of waste from Fu Buer's latrine. Everything was combined and piled up, exterior sealed with mud. As long as it was turned regularly and kept sufficiently moist, after six or seven months the compost would be ready—just in time for next spring's plowing.

"Compost must maintain adequate moisture, otherwise it won't decompose properly." Wan Lihui explained to Fu Xi: pile loosely when starting; once temperature rises, pack tightly. Also constantly check moisture content. He taught her a simple method—insert a dry wooden stick deep into the compost, wait briefly, then remove. If the stick is moist, moisture is correct; otherwise, sprinkle water.

"...But not too much water either. If you see dark water draining from under the compost, that means too much."

Lingao's rainy season meant rain every two or three days. Wan Lihui had them build rain shelters over the compost.

The Fu household's activities became long-term village entertainment. Fu Buer himself remained skeptical but didn't dare question. He just daily took his hired hands and sons to prepare the paddies for transplanting, awaiting seedling delivery.

Seedling orders had been allocated based on Wan Lihui's reported planting area. That day, a wheelbarrow transport team arrived from Lingao, using the Vehicle Factory's "Purple Lightning" all-purpose agricultural wheelbarrow—designed by Li Chiqi and Jiang Muzhi based on Lingao road conditions.

The carts carried boxes of rice seedlings. Fu Buer, hearing seedlings had arrived, immediately stopped work to look. He was captivated—was this the legendary rice yielding five or six hundred jin per mu?

But the quantity was far too little! He estimated these seedlings couldn't even plant 100 mu—at most sixty or seventy. This was outrageous!

Wan Lihui was startled by Fu Buer running up and shouting excitedly. Not understanding, he waited for Fu Xi to translate.

"Not enough seedlings?" Wan Lihui thought that unlikely. He checked the seedling trays. These were large-spike varieties, robust with well-developed roots—he understood.

"It's like this. Tell your master: more seedlings doesn't mean higher yields—just watch."

Transport team leader Jiang Muzhi delivered a letter from Ye Yuming instructing him to promote sparse-planting rice technology at Fu Buer's.

"What? Planting less yields more? What logic is that?"

Seeing Fu Buer's skeptical expression, Wan Lihui knew that until final results were visible, he wouldn't believe in any rice technology.

Sparse rice planting meant reducing seedling numbers per mu. The goal was improving field ecology, utilizing rice's strong tillering capacity, coordinating individual and collective growth contradictions, enhancing stress resistance, and increasing yields—while reducing costs.

After adopting sparse planting, seedling requirements dropped dramatically, saving nursery labor, seed, fertilizer, and facilities. During transplanting, fewer seedlings meant reduced labor requirements—especially suitable for labor-scarce Ming-era Hainan. This freed up more agricultural time, utilizing Lingao's water and heat resources.

Additionally, sparse planting allowed rice to develop ideal morphology, forming large spikes. After heading, green leaf area was larger with better light exposure, increasing grain weight. Typically increasing production 5-10%.

Sparse planting was highly technical with high management requirements. So not all customers used it. After discussion, Ye Yuming selected only Fu Buer's household as the pilot—Wan Lihui was the most experienced rice technician.

To ensure success, Ye Yuming's letter asked him to stay longer at Fu Buer's.

"Sparse planting is good, but—" Wan Lihui looked doubtfully at Jiang Muzhi. "This requires lots of fertilizer—farm manure alone isn't enough."

Sparse planting wasn't a cure-all. Generally: "rich fields rely on development; poor fields rely on density." For infertile land, appropriately increase density. For fertile or heavily-fertilized fields, thin appropriately. Fu Buer's paddies had poor fertility. Without sufficient fertilizer, sparse planting would underperform.

"Don't worry. Commissioner Wu has requisitioned over ten tons of lignite from Nanbao, now at Bairren. Two boatloads of guano have arrived from Dongsha Island. Should be enough, right?"

Jiang Muzhi shared good news: the exploration team had discovered peat fields near the county seat. Peat was suitable as both fuel and fertilizer. Foreign Commerce was negotiating to buy it.

"...The Bairren-Nanbao highway will be completely open in one week. Our Vehicle Factory is working on coal-transport ox carts. Once the road opens, lignite will roll in."

"So the fertilizer factory is imminent—"

"Actually already started. Ye Yuming mentioned construction is underway."

"Wonderful." Wan Lihui thought: if I'd known, why put so much effort into composting!

"Oh, Ye Yuming asked me to pass on a message: recently there are signs of scattered bandit elements. Patrol teams are increasing searches. Watch your personal safety—"

"Damn!" Wan Lihui cursed. "I'm here alone—not even anyone to take turns standing watch."

"Did you bring a gun?"

"Yeah, standard issue." Wan Lihui produced a Smith & Wesson 9mm revolver. "But only six bullets."

"Here's a box." Jiang Muzhi pulled out 24-round packaging. "And this—" He extracted signal rockets with pointed bamboo stakes at the bottom.

These rockets were byproducts from Lin Shenhe's team. Paper-tube signal rockets reached 200 meters altitude. No parachute—just trailing black smoke during day, firing light at night. Patrol routes passed just a few kilometers away; once distress signals were spotted, help would arrive.

"By the time I plant it and light it, my head will probably be cut off. Better to use my PHS." This area was at the edge of coverage. His phone sometimes connected.

Muttering, he took the rockets—six total.

"Rainy season means moisture damage. Giving you extras."

Watching the transport team recede along the field ridge, rain began falling again. The fields were deserted. In the distance: gray sky and mountains... Wan Lihui had never felt so alone. Heaven and earth seemed to contain only him—could those novel protagonists who crossed alone really endure such loneliness? He at least had five hundred companions who understood him.

After some argument, Fu Buer despairingly followed instructions for sparse transplanting.

The sparse seedlings immediately became the village's laughingstock. Several well-meaning relatives came to advise: farming had been passed down for thousands of years; what gave Australians the right to change things? Just because he grew well at Bairren didn't mean it would work here. Some hinted Australian high yields involved "sorcery."

After several days, Fu Buer's eyes were sunken. To avoid his wife's nagging, he simply beat her immediately upon returning home. Fu Xi was always smiling when delivering meals, apparently pleased.

"Why does your master always beat his wife?" Wan Lihui was puzzled.

"It's because of you." Fu Xi whispered.

"Me? I pay for all my meals."

"Haha, it's not about meals." She told him the village gossip. Only then did Wan Lihui realize the seriousness. Though he hadn't read many books, he knew civilization didn't always defeat ignorance—reform always faced opposition. Without measures to win family support, "policies dying with departure" could happen.

To encourage the Fu family, after dinner Wan Lihui sat with them in the courtyard—fanning, drinking bitter-grass tea, chatting. Also practicing Lingao dialect.

At first everyone was restrained. After several days, finding Chief Wan friendly with many strange tales, they became willing to talk more—except Fu Buer's wife. She still refused any interaction.

Within two or three days, Wan Lihui thoroughly understood Fu Buer's household:

Overall, small landlords like Fu Buer were quite diligent. Those who'd risen from peasant backgrounds were mostly capable and thrifty.

For example, he paid more attention to fertilizer than typical farmers. Wan Lihui had seen local farmers throw waste into rivers—unimaginable to peasant-born Wan Lihui. So Fu Buer's harvests were somewhat better—around 300 jin per mu.

If relying only on rice, this household couldn't survive. Fu Buer's position came from generations of careful management.

Though lacking money, they kept four servants—three boys, one girl. Instead of temporary hired hands, he used these youngsters. Servants were one-time investments—just provide food. Though they couldn't do heavy work for years, they handled side businesses. More obedient than hired hands too.

His main side business was duck-raising. He'd traveled to the prefectural capital finding a poultry dealer, agreeing to quarterly purchases. Duck-raising required little feed. Profits weren't generous—Qiongshan merchants showed no mercy—but he had relatively flexible cash. Occasionally lending to villagers at modest interest, requiring collateral—essentially risk-free.

Beyond that, frugality. The Fu family only served three meals during busy seasons; normally just two—one solid, one liquid. Dry rice mornings for energy; thin porridge evenings—sleeping anyway.

Meals were completely egalitarian—master, servants, hired hands all ate at one table. Rice always contained pumpkin or sweet potato. Meat, eggs, fish—never. Those were for selling.

Wan Lihui ate separately, Fu Xi cooking for him. He had 5 yuan daily allowance. To the Fu family, Wan Lihui ate better than an emperor: pure grain rice, fish or meat, vegetables. This treatment made village elders say Australians lived in such extravagance they'd surely decline. Young people who envied this were sternly educated: if they weren't ruining themselves, why would they travel so far?

But Wan Lihui didn't feel his treatment was good. At the farm, they ate germinated rice—already uncomfortable. Here eating straight brown rice was harder. Each meal left leftovers. Every time dishes were cleared, Fu Buer's wife stared unblinkingly.

"That mean old hag!" Wan Lihui cursed. She still hadn't shown him a good face.

"Hmph, her? She'd want everyone eating bran and vegetables every meal." Fu Xi whispered. "She says you're a swindler confusing the master, purposely destroying crops to seize the land. Says you're a male fox spirit, bewitching everyone." She giggled.

"Male fox spirit?" Wan Lihui was depressed—he wasn't some pretty-faced beauty worth anyone's interest.

"Yes, she even fought with Sister Yijin last night, making her cry." Fu Xi said mysteriously. "Know why?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 397 - The Question of Interests

"I don't know—" Wan Lihui found his thoughts wandering. Could that fifteen or sixteen-year-old village girl have taken a fancy to him? What would he do if Fu Bu'er proposed marrying off his daughter? Should he accept or decline? The Executive Committee didn't seem to have any regulations about marrying native women. And when he thought about it, Fu Yijin wasn't unattractive—just a bit dark-skinned. Though in this era, she was surely a virgin...

"What are you thinking about?" Fu Xi's voice shattered his reverie. "Sister Yijin was just saying you work very diligently and teach everyone useful things. She doesn't think you're a fraud at all."

"Oh, is that so." Wan Lihui felt a flicker of disappointment, but the words indicated his strategy was paying off. The Fu household trusted him reasonably well now.

Redoubling his efforts, he set about cultivating goodwill among the family's servants and children. Knowing they usually ate poorly, he began saving his leftover rice after each meal, wrapping it in lotus leaves. He would wait until Fu Xi had collected the dishes before slipping her the rice. During rest breaks in the fields, he often shared the rations from his pack with the workers. Thanks to his persistent charm offensive, Wan Lihui's standing in the Fu household grew steadily, and everything he did proceeded smoothly.

Yet Fu Bu'er's attitude toward him remained lukewarm. The landlord never obstructed Wan Lihui's suggestions, but this cooperation was compelled by the transmigrators' collective intimidation—Wan Lihui doubted the effect would persist after he left.

The key, he reasoned, was catering to Fu Bu'er's desires. What did Fu Bu'er lack most right now? Money, naturally. The Fu household wasn't destitute, but the man seemed to have an almost obsessive appetite for accumulating wealth. Fu Bu'er had tried growing cash crops several times and was now raising ducks—clear signs of a powerful drive for profit. One evening, while they sat cooling off in the courtyard, Fu Bu'er had summoned the courage to ask for help recovering Fu Fu's military pay.

"Your Honor doesn't understand—Fu Fu is my domestic servant. I raised him from infancy, provided his food and clothes. I raised him to eighteen or nineteen years old; I'm practically his father. Now he's become a soldier, yet he doesn't send back a single wen of his monthly wages! That's one tael of silver per month! One whole tael of silver!"

Remembering Fu Bu'er's indignant expression when mentioning the silver, Wan Lihui decided this was the man's weak point. The results of rice cultivation wouldn't be visible until autumn. What could he help him profit from right now?

Perhaps he could arrange for Fu Bu'er to supply vegetables and ducks to the transmigrator collective? That was already happening—business agents from Quanfu Vegetable Trading came to the village every week with ox carts to purchase vegetables, pigs, and poultry eggs.

Wan Lihui pondered this vexing problem all night without arriving at an answer. Whether planting or animal husbandry, neither could generate quick returns. He had considered helping Fu Bu'er develop a sericulture business—something he knew relatively well—but mulberry trees were scarce locally. If they had to wait until after planting mulberry trees to raise silkworms, the timeframe would stretch far too long.

To get rich quickly, commerce and industry were still the only options. Wan Lihui arrived at the same conclusion countless predecessors had reached.

About half a month passed this way. Once he saw that Fu Bu'er's second rice crop transplanting was essentially complete and that he had conveyed all the key points of field management, he set off back to the farm to rest for a few days.

Upon returning, Wan Lihui first wrote reports on his client's economic situation, population demographics, and ideological trends. He also attended a briefing on the field inspectors' guidance work. After the meeting, he went directly to General Staff Headquarters.

Originally, Wan Lihui wanted to find Ma Qianzhu, but he wasn't there. After wandering around for a while, he found someone and asked, "Who's in charge of political and ideological work?"

And so he came to the Political Department. Wei Aiwen was in his office talking with several new soldiers, so Wan Lihui had to sit outside the door, waiting. Though the door was closed, he could faintly hear a man sobbing inside. What was going on in there? Physical punishment? Something else entirely?

While his imagination ran wild, the door opened and two young men wearing educational soldier insignia emerged. Their eyes were red, but their faces bore expressions of relief.

Wan Lihui strode into the Political Department office. Before he could even stand still, someone shouted:

"What squad are you from? How dare you walk in without signing the register and reporting! Don't you have any discipline!"

The speaker was a half-grown boy in an army uniform, staring at him with a severe expression, gesturing decisively for him to leave.

"What?!" Wan Lihui nearly went cross-eyed with fury. He'd been composting at the farm, dredging river mud in the countryside at risk of encountering bandits, transplanting rice seedlings in the paddies—and here were these people, living comfortably in their offices, putting on airs like some privileged class.

"Hey, hey—this is a senior official—" Wei Aiwen didn't recognize Wan Lihui, but he knew the man was a transmigrator. Seeing his expression turn hostile, he hurried over to smooth things out.

"Senior officials aren't exempt either. Non-summons entries to the Political Department office are forbidden. Those seeking an audience must register..." The boy was stubbornly by-the-book and paid Wan Lihui no attention.

"This gentleman had an appointment with me. Please step outside for now." Wei Aiwen quickly ushered the meticulous young cadet out and closed the door, then turned and asked: "And you are?"

Wan Lihui sized up the man before him—about twenty-five or twenty-six, wearing a crisply pressed Year-One pattern army uniform. A German-style military officer's belt cinched his waist, and his boots were polished to a gleaming shine. Wan Lihui felt an immediate surge of distaste. "Since this is a military restricted area, perhaps I should go out and register first."

"No need for that!" Wei Aiwen said quickly. "I'm Wei Aiwen. And you are—"

"Wan Lihui, from the Agricultural Committee." He dropped into a chair. "I have some business I originally wanted to discuss with the Supervisor, but since he's not here, I'll talk to you directly—it's still political work-related, after all."

"There's a soldier in the army named Fu Fu..." He proceeded to explain the Fu household's situation and mentioned Fu Bu'er's desire to obtain the military pay. He hoped the Political Department could mediate and convince Fu Fu to send a portion of his wages home each month.

"Not much—just a few hundred wen would be a nice gesture..."

"That makes no sense at all." Wei Aiwen was dismissive. "Fu Bu'er was his master, not his father—not even an adoptive father. It was purely a master-slave relationship. Now that Fu Fu is our soldier, he's no longer anyone's servant. The demand to claim part of his military pay is completely unjustifiable."

"True enough. But Fu Bu'er feels quite cheated. He raised Fu Fu from childhood, and now that Fu Fu is serving as a soldier for us, not only has Fu Bu'er lost a laborer, but he's not receiving any benefit either. Doesn't that seem rather inappropriate?"

"He should have received two hundred kilograms of rice as a settling-in allowance when Fu Fu enlisted. This landlord is simply greedy!" Wei Aiwen's contempt was plain.

"Greedy for certain, but I think we should still satisfy him somewhat," Wan Lihui said. "Cultivating his goodwill is very useful for the Tiandihui's expansion plan."

"Impossible. Absolutely not." Wei Aiwen shook his head repeatedly. "Whether a soldier sends his pay to his family is his personal freedom. We have no right to interfere."

"That's precisely why I'm asking you to do political and ideological work—you are the Political Department, aren't you..."

Wei Aiwen found this whole business distasteful. Suddenly suspicion crept into his thoughts: Why was this Wan Lihui so eager to fight for a landlord's interests? Could he have accepted some bribe during his time in the countryside? But given that this landlord Fu was scheming to get his hands on a mere tael of silver a month in military pay, he probably couldn't afford much of a bribe. So it had to be—

The phrase "sexual bribery" suddenly popped into his mind. Yes, that had to be it. In ancient society women had no status; they were surely offered as gifts to build connections... Wei Aiwen's imagination took flight: Wan Lihui feasting in the landlord's great hall, the landlord's daughter emerging to offer wine, and then...

At this thought, his tone hardened: "Speaking on behalf of slave owners is definitely not the kind of political work our Political Department does."

"You—!" Wan Lihui nearly jumped up, but then realized Wei Aiwen's words were technically correct. His tone softened into a plea: "This matter is indeed rather unreasonable, but it would help our work."

"I don't see how it would be useful—" Wei Aiwen replied curtly.

"You don't understand the issues here!"

"Isn't he just a greedy landlord?"

"It's not that simple!"

Their voices rose, back and forth, growing louder. The cadet outside quickly opened the door and rushed in.

"Get out—you don't need to come in!" Wei Aiwen feared the cadet might do something drastic in his agitation, which would leave him holding the bag.

"Let's all calm down and not argue." Wu De's voice came from beyond the doorway.

Wu De had come to the Army Department to coordinate labor deployment. The military was currently the most commonly used source of organized labor for the allocation department he managed.

"Good timing—come settle this dispute." Wei Aiwen quickly pulled him inside and explained the situation from beginning to end.

Wan Lihui also laid out the Fu household's circumstances and his own reasoning.

Wu De smiled. "Little Wan, you're quite enthusiastic. But this matter is indeed tricky."

"Tricky? We simply shouldn't get involved." Wei Aiwen huffed. "Currying favor with a landlord by forcing soldiers to send their pay to slave owners? What would that make us! Lackeys for the landlord class?"

"Alright, alright—don't escalate this to a political level." Wu De pressed his hands down in a calming gesture. "This matter isn't insignificant—we'll likely encounter similar issues in the future."

The Ming Dynasty wasn't a slave society, but the system of domestic servitude was widespread. The deeper they penetrated into this society and the broader the population they encountered, the less they could avoid this issue.

"If you ask me, we should simply refuse to recognize this servant system at all..."

"Not recognizing it would be the simplest solution. But don't forget—the immigrants are all contract slaves of the transmigrator collective. We are slave owners ourselves. Since we're using this servant system for our own benefit, we must treat everyone equally. We can't allow ourselves to start fires while forbidding others to light lamps."

"Fine," Wei Aiwen softened his tone. "Tell me what you think should be done. But I'm opposed to this approach."

"Since we're going to recognize the servant system, then Fu Bu'er's request has its own rationale—Fu Fu is his domestic servant. Having him serve as a soldier while extracting his military pay as income is essentially no different from exploiting his labor for free."

"That can't be the same thing though. Being a soldier carries high risk—he could be maimed or killed at any moment. That's not the same as farming and doing odd jobs."

"Perhaps this could be considered high-risk, high-reward. It's just that the reward is taken by his master, which reduces him to the status of livestock or a tool. Now that Fu Fu is refusing to send his pay back, it shows he's already developed a consciousness of resistance—he's no longer passively accepting his fate."

"How should we handle this then?"

"If we ignore it, Fu Bu'er naturally can't do anything about it—although he'll be dissatisfied, it won't necessarily affect the Tiandihui's expansion..."

Wan Lihui was about to raise an objection, but Wu De cut him off:

"Little Wan, your intentions are good, but this is more like icing on the cake than sending coal in the snow. If you help Fu Bu'er get Fu Fu's military pay, he'll naturally trust you more, and future work will be easier. But if you simply ignore him, he won't suddenly develop a dislike for us or sabotage the Tiandihui's expansion—he can still tell the difference between the big picture and minor grievances."

"There's a lot of opposition in the village, and many rumors circulating..."

"Even if you help him get Fu Fu's military pay, it won't eliminate the rumors, will it? You want to use this matter to increase Fu Bu'er's trust in you—a fine idea, but you need to think more comprehensively." Wu De lit a cigarette. "If the Political Department intervenes to convince Fu Fu, it can naturally be done. But what will Fu Fu think? He'll definitely feel we're siding with the wealthy—after all, he's the one sweating and bleeding, not Fu Bu'er. Moreover, they have a master-servant relationship. Fu Bu'er feels he showed Fu Fu the grace of raising him, but Fu Fu might feel he was mistreated and exploited since childhood and harbors deep resentment."

"Ah, right—" Wan Lihui realized he hadn't considered that.

"As they say, where you sit determines who you speak for. Landlords like Fu Bu'er, we need to win over; the poor people like Fu Fu are our base of support."

"You mean don't offend either side..."

"Heh—what I mean is you don't need to pay any attention to Fu Bu'er at all." Wu De smiled. "I've already explained the reasoning—the benefits Fu Bu'er receives from us far outweigh that trivial military pay. Just pretend you didn't hear him. As for how to handle this in the future, we'll come up with a plan."

"I understand." Wan Lihui nodded and took his leave.

This incident also reminded Wu De that similar problems would likely become more frequent in the future. Since they had chosen to carry this historical burden for the time being, they needed to find a reasonable solution.

"Little Wei, conduct a survey: How many soldiers in the military currently have servant status? What are their situations—are they runaways, or were they sent by their masters? I suspect there are quite a few people like Fu Fu among the conscripts from the various villages."

"We have the political vetting forms. I'll have the Computer Center run the statistics immediately." To conserve the lifespan of computer components, the number of machines allocated to each department had been greatly reduced. Except for certain key departments and a few individuals' offices, each department had its own Computer Center to centrally process various tasks.

The Computer Center quickly sent back a reply. According to the political vetting forms, more than thirty soldiers were registered as servants of various Lingao households. Those registered as runaways from servitude were even more numerous—three or four hundred.

"The vetting forms may not fully reflect the situation. Some people may have concealed their history. Have the squad leaders investigate more carefully—just don't make it too formal and frighten anyone."

After giving these instructions, Wu De went to find Ma Qianzhu and discussed the issue with him, hoping to formulate a solution for similar problems.

"Ah De, this is indeed something we need to think about," Ma Qianzhu said. "As we interact more with the natives of this timeline, we must have formal documentation to regulate behavior. Besides the servant issue you mentioned, there's also the matter of adoption, taking on apprentices—and some people have asked the Executive Committee what procedures are needed to marry a native wife."

In fact, some people had inquired whether they could buy a personal servant for themselves—the exploits of Chang Shide in Leizhou had spread throughout both banks of the Wenlan River, inspiring envy among the single men. Since they couldn't wait for the state to distribute women, wouldn't it be fine to simply buy one? Suddenly, purchasing servant girls had become the hottest topic of conversation.

Wu De's face reddened slightly. First Rain, residing in his own household, still existed in a state of "undefined status," continuing under the title of "Commune Secretary."

"Let's just draft a law then—a 'Native Relations Act.' Use legal provisions to establish all kinds of relationships, rights, and obligations with natives, and how to handle disputes when they arise. We can have the Justice Office draft it."

"Just leave it to Ma Jia—doesn't he enjoy drafting legal provisions? That Law Club of his, tsk tsk."

"There's no ready-made book to copy from for this law. We should first draft a guiding document."

How to provide guidance? Ma Qianzhu thought about the myriad aspects of relationships with natives. They weren't easy to sort out immediately. He had someone summon Ma Jia for consultation—the man spent most of his time at the farm's coffee house these days, where the Law Club's jurists used it as their office.

After hearing their situation briefing, Ma Jia said: "Producing a formal codified law quickly would be difficult. For now, I think we should use a case-based approach. Cases are flexible and can be modified and updated at any time."

They would list all the various interactions with natives that the transmigrator collective had encountered so far, then write out specific handling methods and reference opinions for each scenario, followed by the Executive Committee's guiding principles. This way, one merely needed to look up cases to find answers—much clearer and simpler than obscure legal provisions.

"Take the current servant issue in the military," Wu De said, explaining the day's events. "Cases like this are quite typical: a master sends his servant to serve as a soldier, yet still wants to take his military pay. Whose side should we take? After investigation, there are more than thirty people with local servant status in the military, and landlords who think like Fu Bu'er are surely not isolated cases."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 398 - Camp Panic

"Of course we stand with the soldiers. They're the ones shedding blood and sweat for the transmigration enterprise—we cannot let their hearts grow cold!" Ma Qianzhu didn't hesitate. "But I understand what you mean—our own backsides aren't clean either." He gave a mocking laugh. "To be honest, none of this would be a problem if you people weren't constantly cozying up to feudal landlords."

Wu De offered a dry laugh but said nothing. Ma Jia likewise maintained a diplomatic silence—he always stayed out of topics with political overtones.

"Since we can't carry out direct expropriation-style nationalization, let's go with compensated nationalization instead. For servants who perform well and are willing to work with us long-term, we'll pay to redeem their freedom." Ma Qianzhu finished his complaint and pressed on.

Wu De nodded. This was probably the only approach that would satisfy both sides.

Only then did Ma Jia offer his opinion: "A redemption system causes relatively little damage to both parties' interests. The redemption price should be tiered based on the servants' age and sex, using market prices as reference to establish uniform pricing."

"Don't let those landlord gentry haggle," Ma Qianzhu said. "We must set a maximum price cap. We won't accept absurdities like a girl priced at one hundred taels."

"Strictly speaking, this is compulsory redemption—the master has no choice but to agree. The redemption price is essentially symbolic," Ma Jia said.

"What about runaways?"

"We naturally won't get involved with runaways. We'll simply consider them free people. Otherwise what would we do—send them back to their masters?"

"Of course not," Wu De said. "For runaways from other places, as long as they become part of our system, we refuse to acknowledge their former servitude status."

"As for local runaways," he continued, "we'll help them redeem their freedom as you just described."

"We could set a statute of limitations—say, one year. If the master comes to claim them within one year, we'll pay to redeem them according to policy. After the deadline, their servant contracts become void," Ma Jia said.

"That's good—well-reasoned and justified." Wu De expressed his approval.

"As you wish. As long as our red flag flies over Bairren City, you can set whatever legal provisions you like," Ma Qianzhu said indifferently.

Ma Jia departed the Executive Committee compound and returned to the farm's coffee house. The members of the Law Club were buried in their files—some leafing through books, others drafting documents. Occasionally someone would huddle with a colleague to discuss a point. The tables were piled high with paper scrolls, folders, ink bottles, unwashed pen nibs, and inkstones for grinding ink—dip pens were now dipping traditional pine-smoke ink imported from Guangzhou. The modern and the traditional had achieved a peculiar synthesis here.

Empty kvass jugs, wine bottles, cups, clay ashtrays stuffed with cigarette butts, and plates smeared with food scraps cluttered every surface. The place resembled a garbage dump.

"Everyone's working hard!" Ma Jia called out in greeting. "How's progress?"

An Xi replied, "Almost done. Just a few more documents to wrap up."

"Everyone push a bit harder. Those merchants have been stranded in Bopu for over a week now. Let's finish up so they can be on their way." Ma Jia encouraged the group while pouring himself a small glass of rum, tossing it back in one gulp.

"So the Maritime Law was officially approved?"

"Yes, it passed. Not easily!"

A small cheer arose from the people buried in their work.

An Xi said, "All day, everyone was worried—if it hadn't passed, or if major revisions were required, much of our work would have been wasted."

"There were some modifications and adjustments, but mostly within expectations," Ma Jia said. "A few minor corrections may be needed here and there. The five-masted ship case will require some revisions." He pulled a document from his briefcase. "There are about twenty-odd changes."

"Alright, we'll correct them right away."

Ma Jia nodded. The stimulating burn of the strong liquor had raised a sweat all over his body, followed by a wave of exhausted weakness. Three consecutive hours of article-by-article debate over the Maritime Law in the Executive Committee meeting room the night before had left him utterly drained. Many Executive Committee members had vehemently opposed certain provisions.

He had anticipated that matters involving the redistribution of interests would never pass easily. Some department heads might not directly oppose it themselves, but they would surely send proxies to vigorously "open fire." If he lost during the hearing phase, there would be no hope for the subsequent vote. So before the meeting, Ma Jia had mobilized all members of the Law Club to conduct mock Q&A sessions anticipating every possible objection from each department.

"We must absolutely avoid being stumped by questions at the meeting, and our answers must be completely logically airtight," Ma Jia had said at the preparatory meeting.

Fortunately, when it came to logic and argumentation, law school graduates still held certain advantages. Their preparation had been close to perfect—but talented people always existed in the world, and the transmigrator collective was no exception. At the meeting, Ma Jia could tell that several committee members had arrived prepared with their own high-caliber advisors backing them. If he hadn't done his homework thoroughly, he wouldn't have dared claim he could hold his own in that internal debate.

Until the final vote count was announced, he hadn't dared assume his proposal would pass.



The merchants and sailors who had been rescued from the five-masted ship and temporarily detained in Bopu had spent seven or eight days in anxious uncertainty. After landing, they had been treated reasonably well—someone had taken them to bathe and change clothes. They were housed in a large rectangular building. Large buckets of ginger soup had been brought over to ward off the chill. Their personal belongings had been returned intact. The only drawback was the crowded conditions—many fishing boats had come to shelter from the recent storms, so a building meant for twenty people now housed more than forty. They received two hot congee meals a day. The rice was rough-milled but free of any impurities, and they could eat as much as they wanted.

Apart from using the latrine, these people weren't allowed to leave the building. Sentries guarded the door. Anyone who wanted to use the toilet had to obtain a "toilet tally" from the sentry.

Even when they could go outside, all they could see was a brick-paved courtyard. The courtyard contained several similar buildings, all apparently packed with people. Bamboo fences surrounded the yard, densely covered with thorny climbing vines. The main gate was likewise guarded by sentries who lit bonfires at night. The overall atmosphere was that of a large prison.

In reality, the place was the Bopu Port Detention Center, designed to accommodate fishermen, sailors, and merchants temporarily stranded due to storm shelter, shipwreck, or similar circumstances. Concentrating them in one location served both quarantine and counterintelligence purposes.

This state of affairs made them deeply uneasy. Could it be that they had merely escaped one set of pirates only to fall into the hands of another? Looking at the soldiers outside carrying bird-shot guns, it seemed entirely possible. Contemplating such a terrible prospect, some lamented their ill fortune. Small peddlers calculated that being robbed by pirates had already caused them severe losses—if they were now extorted for ransom on top of that, they would be utterly ruined. They spent their days sighing and groaning.

They had already learned from the people managing the detention center that they were in Lingao, under the control of the Australians. The reputation of the Australians had spread somewhat along the Guangdong coast. Most people knew their goods were often of exceptional quality, but who would have expected their fighting prowess to be so formidable! The thought of not knowing how these foreigners would deal with them left the survivors feeling anxious. Some tried to pay for information, but to no avail—neither the overseers inside nor the sentries on guard showed any interest in bribes. Their refusal to accept money and their stony silence only deepened the captives' anxiety.

Then, one early morning, breakfast was particularly sumptuous. Besides the congee—which was mixed with plenty of fish and shellfish—vegetables had been added. After they finished eating and the workers cleaned up, someone came to tell them to gather their belongings.

"Uh, Old Chen, what's happening that we need to pack our things?" someone asked.

"Good news. Congratulations to everyone." The man called Old Chen was named Chen Zhonghuan, one of the older immigrants who had arrived in Lingao in the first batch of mainland migrants after D-Day. Originally a fisherman, his household registration was placed under the Bopu Commune. Chen Zhonghuan had fallen gravely ill shortly after arriving in Lingao—he was on the brink of death when doctors from the Health Department saved his life. From then on, he regarded the Australians as his benefactors and became extremely enthusiastic about everything. Being old and frail, Wu De had assigned him a leisurely job specifically managing the port's temporary detention center.

But his words turned everyone's faces ashen. Chen Zhonghuan thought of himself as something like an innkeeper, but these people saw him as a jailer. In prison, the word "congratulations" was the last thing you wanted to hear—it usually meant you were about to meet your maker.

Making matters worse, the morning's breakfast had been especially sumptuous. This had originally been Wu De's kindness—to give these victims of pirates a good meal before departure so they would leave with a favorable impression of the transmigrator collective. But they interpreted it as a "final meal" before execution. The room immediately descended into chaos: some wept, some screamed, some fainted on the spot. Chen Zhonghuan stood there in bewilderment, waving his hands: "What's gotten into all of you? You'll be heading home soon—what's there to cry about?"

The words "heading home" only deepened the misunderstanding, and pandemonium erupted. Despair is contagious. This group had barely escaped with their lives at sea and had spent the days since their rescue in constant anxiety about their fate. Now, hearing they were about to be executed, all the accumulated pressure exploded at once. Following someone's sudden shriek—"I don't want to die!"—cries and screams filled the room.

"No one's going to die—" Chen Zhonghuan was aghast, wondering how things had come to this.

But no matter how he shouted and explained, his voice was drowned out by the clamor of dozens of people wailing and screaming. Chen Zhonghuan was so frightened he quickly summoned the soldiers standing guard outside. The entrance of soldiers with gleaming bayonets only made those inside even more desperate—everyone thought the slaughter was about to begin. Some simply knelt on the ground motionless, ready to receive the fatal blow; others hurled themselves against the walls; still others grabbed whoever was next to them and began fighting. Weaker people were trampled underfoot, letting out agonized screams. Some were already bleeding... The scene was complete chaos.

"This is bad! It's a camp panic!" The sentry who had entered was none other than Huang Ande. After returning to Lingao with Liu San, Wu De had observed that he was tall, strong, and had a military background, so he'd been assigned to return to his old profession. Huang Ande took things as they came; he was now an educational soldier receiving training at the new recruits' training camp. Today happened to be his day to stand guard at the detention center.

"A what?" Chen Zhonghuan asked urgently.

"A camp panic!" Huang Ande, a former soldier, knew how terrifying this could be.

So-called "camp panic" often occurred in military camps or prisons—places where many people were packed into small spaces with high stress levels throughout the group, teetering on the edge of collective breakdown. Once someone screamed from a nightmare, it often triggered a chain reaction, sending the entire group into a hysterical state that could lead to people killing each other, with countless casualties. The consequences were extremely severe.

Huang Ande had witnessed a camp panic while serving in Shandong. Once it spiraled out of control, even generals and commanders on the scene couldn't suppress it—let alone a few soldiers. With just these few people, there was no question of stopping it; charging in would likely only get them killed.

"Quick, get out." Huang Ande quickly pulled Chen Zhonghuan through the door. The other sentry hurried out as well, his face pale.

Huang Ande fell back about a dozen steps with the others. He took a bullet and percussion cap from his belt and loaded his weapon in one smooth series of motions—this loading procedure, broken down into twenty-five steps, was something he performed more smoothly than any of the other educational soldiers in his training class.

With his loaded rifle in hand, he calmed down somewhat. Remembering the emergency response training he had received before taking up guard duty, he shouted to the still-dazed Chen Zhonghuan: "Quick, go ring the alarm bell!"

"I'm on it!" The old man's legs suddenly found their vigor, and he actually jogged off.

The educational soldier standing next to Huang Ande fumbled to load his rifle, repeatedly failing to fit the percussion cap.

"Don't panic!" Huang Ande said, trying to calm him. "What's your name?"

"Qian—Qian—Duo!"

"Sounds like you don't have much money at all," Huang Ande joked.

"Right, right. Just a poor man." Qian Duo's nerves steadied somewhat, and he finally managed to fit the percussion cap. "What if they rush out? Should we shoot?"

"Don't worry—they won't rush out." Huang Ande knew that during a camp panic, people typically fought each other in place rather than fleeing.

Then the alarm bell rang. The detention center was not far from the quarantine camp. An infantry company stationed there with riot control equipment heard that something had happened and immediately dispatched an infantry platoon.

Huang Ande could see from a distance more than thirty men in rattan helmets and rattan armor, carrying bamboo rods and rattan shields, marching toward them in formation while chanting cadences. Chen Zhonghuan hurried over and began gesturing and explaining to the officer in charge.

"Attention! Tear gas ready!" Under the platoon leader's command, a squad holding single-use grenades ran up and deployed in a line.

"You can't use tear gas!" Huang Ande had learned in weapons class that they were loaded with pepper powder and classified as "non-lethal" riot control weapons. But a camp panic wasn't an ordinary riot—using them wouldn't just fail to disperse the crowd; it would cause even greater chaos. He rushed forward and, in his agitation, forgot the military salute he had learned, instead dropping to one knee before the platoon leader. "Sir! You mustn't use it!"

The platoon leader was startled. "Who are you?"

"I'm one of the sentries here." Huang Ande waved his hands urgently. "This is a camp panic! If you fire tear gas in there, things will get even worse. A lot of people will die!"

Seeing the platoon leader still hesitating, Huang Ande shouted: "I was a soldier before, and I've seen this! The only thing to do is rush in and suppress it directly!"

The platoon leader wasn't from the Ming military and didn't know what a "camp panic" was, but seeing Huang Ande's grave expression and hearing him say that tear gas would kill many people, he ordered them not to fire the tear gas and instead sent men in directly to suppress the situation.

"Two by two—grab one person at a time and drag them out," the platoon leader directed.

With the riot infantry's rapid intervention, the disturbance in the detention center calmed down within ten-odd minutes. But tragedy had already struck—three people had been severely injured in the chaos, and almost everyone bore some wound.

Wu De hurried over and watched the blood-covered wounded being carried out, his face turning pale. This was the first time they had encountered such a bizarre incident.

Chen Zhonghuan was so frightened he dropped to his knees before Wu De: "Officer Wu—Chief Wu—I didn't say anything wrong, I swear—"

"Get up." Wu De waved his hand. "This isn't your fault."

"Thank you, Chief." Chen Zhonghuan quickly got to his feet.

"Were you the one who said it was a camp panic and that we shouldn't use tear gas?" Wu De walked over to Huang Ande.

"Yes, it was me—"

"You're a soldier!"

"Yes! Educational Soldier Huang Ande! I was the one who said it!" Huang Ande quickly recalled what he had learned in recruit training—head up, chest out, speaking loudly.

"How did you know this was a camp panic?"

"I used to be a soldier in Shandong. We had a camp panic in our camp once—I witnessed it."

"Good—your handling of this was excellent!" Wu De said to the cadet beside him, "Tell Wei Aiwen—Educational Soldier Huang Ande handled a crisis appropriately. Give him a merit for this!"

"Thank you, Chief!" Huang Ande said loudly, rendering a somewhat awkward military salute.

Jiang Qiuyan also came rushing over. As a psychologist, he was intensely interested in "camp panic," this group psychological phenomenon. Of course, there was a practical element to his interest as well: the transmigrators' military forces were growing larger, and the quarantine camps constantly held thousands of people. If an incident like a camp panic occurred, the consequences would be unimaginable.

As soon as he arrived, he pulled Chen Zhonghuan, Huang Ande, and the others aside to ask about the situation. He also questioned several participants—these people had been completely drained by their earlier outburst and lay limp on the ground. Now that they had heard the Australians harbored no intention of killing them, their hearts finally began to settle. But none of them could clearly describe what had happened in that moment—their minds had gone completely blank.

"It was caused by excessive psychological stress," Jiang Qiuyan concluded. "A concentrated release of accumulated pressure."

"Psychological stress? We've been giving them good food and drink since they came ashore."

"Good food and drink, true—but people in an unfamiliar environment still easily accumulate stress. And the living space was too crowded." Jiang Qiuyan said. "I'll give them some opium tincture and let them have a good sleep, and they'll be fine."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 399 - The Small Merchants

Three days later, aside from a few severely injured individuals, everyone else had received basic treatment and was now waiting at the Customs Building for the Maritime Court to process their property.

After the inexplicable disturbance a few days earlier, each of these merchants still bore some wounds on their faces and hands, making their reunion rather awkward.

Chen Zhonghuan was extra careful this time, saying not a single word more than necessary. He simply informed everyone that they could now collect their cargo from the ship.

Ma Jia's framework was as follows: for any cargo where ownership could be confirmed, each owner would pay twenty percent of the total value of rescued goods as a salvage fee according to maritime salvage principles. For goods that had been rescued but damaged by water, fire, or other factors, the fee would be calculated based on the remaining value.

For any cargo where ownership couldn't be confirmed—or where the owner was known but had died or gone missing at sea, or where goods had been consigned to the ship's master for transport—the Maritime Court would impound them pending resolution until someone could prove ownership within the specified period. If no one came forward by the deadline, the Maritime Court would confiscate the goods.

For impounded goods, when returned to their owner, the same twenty percent salvage fee would be collected. During the impoundment period, the Maritime Court had the right to dispose of all or part of the goods as it saw fit. For confirmed owners, compensation would be paid according to the goods' value upon return.

Ships rescued from maritime disasters were likewise subject to a salvage fee of twenty percent of their remaining value. Additionally, ship owners had to pay for repair costs and depreciation incurred during the rescue process. Ship owners also had to cover the food, lodging, and medical expenses of shipwrecked sailors during their stay in Bopu. If ship owners failed to complete formalities before the deadline, their ships would be confiscated.

Given the transportation conditions of the era, Ma Jia set this deadline at one year.

During the impoundment period, the Bopu Maritime Court would assume only basic custodial obligations and would not be responsible for maintaining the value of goods. Basic warehousing fees would be charged for impounded items.

No salvage fee would be collected from rescued persons. However, food, lodging, and medical expenses during their stay in Bopu remained the responsibility of the rescued individuals. These had to be settled before departure—otherwise, the court would detain them until the fees were paid.

These various provisions were broken down into great detail. Some wouldn't have fallen under the jurisdiction of a maritime court in the modern era, but Ma Jia's intent was to bring all maritime adjudication powers under the Maritime Court, so he enumerated every matter, large and small.

But these provisions caused an uproar in the Executive Committee. Many people could accept returning cargo to the small merchants—it was about winning hearts and minds, after all! But returning large quantities of cargo and ships was another matter entirely. These had been seized from pirates at the risk of Navy soldiers' lives.

"If we want to establish order and law in the Qiongzhou Strait, we can't approach things with this profit-seeking mindset!" Ma Jia declared. "We didn't come to this timeline to amass endless silver—we came to be the rule-makers of this world."

After three consecutive hours of debate, Ma Jia's proposal finally passed the vote. The Navy didn't particularly care about returning the cargo, but watching the five-masted ship fly away like a cooked duck was a bitter pill to swallow.

In the Maritime Court hearing room inside the Customs Building, Ma Jia delivered the legal documents to each of the merchants, explaining the legal provisions. Though most didn't fully understand, they did comprehend that most of their goods would be returned to them.

None of these people had expected to recover their cargo—it was already a blessing to escape with their lives. Now the Australians were not only willing to let them go home, but after paying a twenty percent salvage fee, they would even return their goods. Everyone was overjoyed.

The group collected their verdicts and retrieved their respective goods from the warehouse at the dock. However, settling the salvage fee based on cargo value wasn't straightforward. After Ma Jia consulted with the Planning, Finance, and Foreign Commerce Committees, they decided to settle in kind.

Besides paying the salvage fee, the Planning Committee purchased outright any cargo they found useful, at Guangzhou market prices. Although the merchants didn't earn the windfall profits of trading in Batavia, they at least saved the return shipping costs.

The Planning Committee was most interested in things useful for production and daily life—metal implements, tung oil, medicinal herbs, cloth. They had no interest whatsoever in the hottest maritime trade items like silk and porcelains.

Xiong Buyou represented the Foreign Commerce Committee and was talking business with several small merchants. The Planning Committee had noticed that the goods they transported were commodities the transmigrator collective would need in large quantities: raw lacquer, tung oil, metal implements.

"We can't always rely on the Guangzhou Station for procurement," Ma Qianzhu had instructed. "From now on, we need to find ways to attract small and medium-sized coastal merchants to trade directly with us in Lingao."

Xiong Buyou's persuasion efforts finally had some effect. Merchants who had previously just nodded without committing finally opened their mouths:

"I've heard that buying and selling in Lingao uses some kind of paper slips," one said cautiously. "That's—well—something I'm not sure about..."

"The Lingao Food Circulation Voucher isn't mandatory," Xiong Buyou patiently explained. "When paying for goods, if you want actual silver, we'll pay in silver."

"Do we have to go through a broker guild to sell?" Another small merchant chimed in.

"Not at all," Xiong Buyou said. "Trading in Lingao doesn't require going through brokers. As for what we purchase, all payments are settled immediately in cash."

"What about taxes?"

"Currently, commodities shipped to Lingao for sale only require import customs duties. If you ship designated commodities, you can even enjoy duty-free status."

These designated commodities were materials not produced locally in Lingao but in high demand—primarily coal, metals, various grains, chemical raw materials, timber, and oils and fats.

The merchants asked many more questions, and Xiong Buyou answered each one. His sincere attitude moved everyone, and finally someone nodded and said: "If that's how it is, I'll ship a batch of tung oil here next month."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 400 - What Can We Sell

"I'll ship timber then."

"I can ship lead. And spelter too."

Spelter was zinc—widely used in industry, especially for galvanized thin steel plate, commonly called white iron sheet. It was rust-resistant and corrosion-resistant, useful for roofing, rolling into tubes, and fashioning various containers. Extremely practical.

Xiong Buyou also quickly negotiated with a deerskin trader. From their conversation, he learned that this man frequently traveled to Tayouan Harbor in Taiwan to purchase deerskins from the Dutch, then transported them to Southeast Asia for sale. Besides what he'd paid in salvage fees, the Planning Committee had purchased all of his remaining cargo. Sun Xiao specifically mentioned to Xiong Buyou that it would be best to develop this person as a regular deerskin supplier.

Deerskin was one of the most sought-after animal leathers in the East Asia–Southeast Asia region, and the deerskin trade had become a specialized business. Although the transmigrators didn't know why deerskin was so popular, they likewise needed this leather for manufacturing industrial drive belts.

The enthusiastic atmosphere infected others who had initially shown no interest, and everyone began inquiring about what items were needed here and could be sold for cash. For these small merchants, traveling overseas to places like Batavia could bring windfall profits—but crossing the ocean for years at a time was dangerous and fraught with unknowns. Coming to Lingao was much easier. Though the profits were smaller, they could make several trips a year; the risks were lower, and overall it was more worthwhile.

Their lives had been saved, their property was mostly secure, and there were future opportunities to make money. These small merchants, who just days ago had been fighting madly among themselves, were now in much better spirits. Everyone was eager to go home and began asking whether there were any ships heading to Qiongshan or Guangzhou in the port.

"Gaoguang Shipping is selling tickets to Qiongshan and Guangzhou! Cargo shipping has special discounts—packing service included! Four-hundred-liao big ships with smooth sailing, armed escort by veteran guards from the Qiwei Escort Bureau the whole way—keeping you and your cargo worry-free!"

As Gaoguang Shipping's agents shouted through paper cone megaphones, the merchants who had received their goods rushed to buy tickets and arrange shipping. Having the civilian-colored "Gaoguang Shipping" handle things instead of having the Navy escort survivors home was another part of Ma Jia's maritime system reform. Anyone traveling by ship would now buy their own tickets.

There were also some unlucky souls who had lost all their cargo and had nothing left. Their tickets were paid for by the Civil Affairs Committee. Charity work was, after all, part of the Civil Affairs Department's responsibilities.

Several peddlers who had been completely wiped out simply decided to stay in Lingao. Tang Zheng was one of these small merchants. His capital was meager—he'd been transporting coarse pottery and crocks. Half were destroyed when the ship ran aground. The remaining cargo was smashed by pirates during their raid, as they suspected valuables might be hidden inside.

Tang Zheng, who had invested all his assets in this overseas venture, was utterly devastated. Part of his capital had been borrowed from relatives and neighbors, and now he was ruined. Although the Australians were buying him a ticket and giving him some travel money, he had no face to return home. Hearing that the Australians were hiring everywhere with decent pay, he simply decided to stay.

The sailors who had survived from the five-masted ship attended a mobilization meeting hosted by Li Haiping. Most were eventually persuaded to join the Navy. Those who firmly refused were given tickets home by the Civil Committee. The fire master from the five-masted ship, who had been injured in the pirate attack, received special treatment. After careful treatment at Bairren General Hospital, he had already recovered his health. Besides getting a free trip home to Qiongshan County, he received some small gifts as rewards. Additionally, Xiong Buyou had prepared a four-piece gift set and a letter for him to deliver to the shipowner and cargo owner of the five-masted ship—the gentry member Hai Shuzu of Qiongshan County.

After hearing the results of these proceedings, Wen Desi asked: "Attracting merchants to do business in Lingao—I'm very much in favor of that. But is there any pressure on our payment situation? Ever since we set up the Delong Bank in Guangzhou, silver remittances back have decreased. I'm afraid our reserves may not be sufficient."

Outside merchants certainly wouldn't accept circulation vouchers—payment required real silver, just as with this procurement from the small merchants.

"The pressure isn't great. What these peddlers bring are low-value products. Our current silver reserves are sufficient. For large payments, we can use Delong's bills of exchange, redeemable at Delong Bank in Guangzhou," Yan Ming reported.

"Director Wen, rest assured. Even if we pay out real silver, they won't be able to take it out of Lingao!" Mo Xiao'an said confidently.

"What are you planning to do?" Wen Desi looked at him suspiciously. Mo Xiao'an realized his meaning had been misunderstood and quickly explained:

"I mean—let them exchange their money for goods. That way there's no question of whether we have enough silver. It's essentially barter trade."

"Does the Light Industry Department have that capability now? You might want to sell to them, but they might not want to buy!" Wen Desi expressed doubt. Winning over consumers from the Ming-Qing era was quite difficult. Back then, the only materials that could be exported to China from overseas in large quantities were gold and silver, or dried goods like shark fin, bird's nest, and sea cucumber. Otherwise, it was specialized local products.

Since D-Day, the only major export commodities the transmigrator collective could produce were salt and sugar.

"No problem," Mo Xiao'an said. They had successfully trial-produced multiple products and were now expanding factories and adding equipment. They would soon have batch production capacity for various goods.

"Good—this will depend on you then," Wen Desi said. "Our current commodity exports have a problem of product monotony, over-relying on luxury goods and the 'one sweet, one salty' exports. Such an export situation is unhealthy. Vigorously developing light industrial product exports is the current priority. You need to put more thought into new product development. Consider different market needs—exports to Southeast Asia and Europe should be differentiated from exports to the mainland. Price-wise, it would be best to form high, medium, and low tiers. On this, you should listen more to the opinions of the Guangzhou Station and Foreign Commerce Committee. They understand more about this era's markets."

"I understand," Mo Xiao'an replied, taking notes to show he was treating Director Wen's words seriously.

"Focus on deep processing and high value-added product development. As for things like Liancheng red-heart sweet potato strips—don't bother with those anymore, except for making some to eat yourselves."

"Alright."

Mo Xiao'an returned to his office and looked at the large pile of new product trial and development plans on his desk. He wasn't worried about new products—recently, successful trial products had been as numerous as cow hair. But choosing what to put into production was the troublesome part.

He understood what Director Wen meant, but what were Ming Dynasty people actually interested in? This wasn't like the Industry Committee, which produced things for their own use. The Light Industry Department produced things that "might be needed." Trial production was fine for now—at worst, if it didn't sell, they'd use it themselves. But once batch production began, unsold inventory would mean enormous waste, and as Light Industry People's Committee Chairman, he would be held responsible.

Among the traditional transmigrator artifacts, glass products—including mirrors, glass vessels, and flat glass—were now on track, with steady monthly sales. But aside from mirrors, sales of glass vessels and flat glass were quite limited. Obviously, small merchants coming to Lingao wouldn't have any interest in these luxury goods.

Matches weren't technically complex. After large amounts of guano rock from Dongsha Island arrived, Ji Situi had been organizing people to produce red phosphorus—not for matches, but for the military's smoke bombs, for producing phosphoric acid in chemical production, and for the Metallurgy Department's planned trial production of phosphor bronze. The latter could serve as material for springs, which was a new material priority for the Industry Committee.

In comparison, whether his matches would even make the cut was hard to say. Mo Xiao'an had gone to the countryside several times for research and observed that locals used flint and steel to start fires. Some simply kept a fire burning year-round in their stoves. None of that was particularly difficult—whether matches would have much of a market remained questionable.

"Chief, it's time to eat." The speaker was the Light Industry Department's administrative trainee, who had brought Mo Xiao'an's meal. Originally, according to Xiao Zishan's regulations, native personnel weren't allowed in the transmigrators' cafeteria—not for kitchen help, deliveries, or fetching meals. But over time, this rule had gradually loosened. Now it had been amended to permit a few "reliable" natives to enter the cafeteria.

Mo Xiao'an looked at the dishes in the container and didn't feel much appetite—seafood again. He was going crazy from eating so much of it. Suddenly he noticed scallion-oil fried sea intestine on the plate.

"Sea intestine!" A book he'd read suddenly came to mind. The protagonist didn't make matches or blow glass—instead, he processed sea intestines into powder and sold it as MSG...

"MSG!" Mo Xiao'an felt he'd made a major discovery. At the last red sweet potato comprehensive utilization meeting at the food factory, Huang Dashan had mentioned that red sweet potatoes could be used to make MSG. But after they made kvass, that topic hadn't come up again. Had he actually made MSG or not?

"MSG? Of course I made it. What did you think you've been eating in the cafeteria?!" Huang Dashan said irritably over the phone. "And you call yourself the Light Industry Department's People's Committee Chairman? You've barely shown your face at the food factory!"

"Well... I've been busy... meetings..."

"Stop with the bureaucratic talk. Just come to the food factory yourself and take a look. Discussing export products over the phone—who can figure anything out that way!"

It had been more than ten days since he'd last visited the food factory, and Huang Dashan had been managing it all that time. This was rather inconsiderate of him—Huang Dashan's main job was cultivating bacterial strains, and he also helped out at the pharmaceutical factory. Managing the food factory was beyond his capacity and probably not his top priority either.

Mo Xiao'an reflected on how, as the Light Industry Department's People's Committee Chairman, the food factory was a key subordinate enterprise under his department, closely tied to the transmigrators' daily lives. Achievements there would be visible to everyone; problems would immediately destroy his reputation...

With this in mind, his expression became serious. Since he didn't understand food processing or food factory operations, merely holding a position without contributing wasn't the solution. It would be better to find a dedicated factory director to take charge. Even if they didn't understand food processing technology, it would be fine.

After much thought, he thought of Xun Suji. Because this man had a chef's license, he'd been working in the cafeteria ever since the landing. His official affiliation was the Agricultural Committee, as he also did some vegetable growing on the side. The man was actually quite versatile—Mo Xiao'an recalled that when Xun Suji was at the cafeteria, he'd made his own salted duck eggs and pickled eggs. He'd also made pickles and kimchi, with quite good craftsmanship. Being a chef who also made snacks, taking charge of the food factory wouldn't make him an outsider.

And so Xun Suji received transfer orders assigning him to the food factory. This sudden appointment as Food Factory Director left Xun Suji both surprised and delighted. He was happy because he'd gone from being an ordinary member to a leadership cadre. On the Executive Committee's unofficial ranking system, the food factory director was equivalent to a third-level leader—also a small department head. He was surprised because he was a dull otaku type who had always been managed and represented by others. Now he was supposed to manage and represent others—this seemed rather difficult.

But then he thought: once he became a department head, according to regulations, he could have his own office, his own electricity quota, and with luck, maybe even a secretary. Setting aside everything else, just that personal electricity quota was worth its weight in gold. At least he could use his computer until midnight. Thinking of his full box of personal items finally getting to see the light of day, this otaku Xun Suji beamed until his face blossomed with joy.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 401 - The Versatility of Sweet Potatoes

Xun Suji arrived at the food factory full of expectations. He would first familiarize himself with the situation and see what was going on, then discuss technology with Huang Dashan and Mo Xiao'an. As for factory management and finances, he planned to leave those matters to his future deputy and accountant.

But the food factory was different from what he had imagined. The first thing that caught his eye upon entering was a red industrial safety banner: "Prioritize Safety So You Can Go Home." Beneath it hung photographs of industrial accident victims at various enterprises—hands missing fingers, fingers crushed so their bones were exposed...

Red tape for industrial safety? And gory photos used to scare people? Xun Suji was bewildered. The food factory should have just a few grinders and choppers at most, with no dangerous operations at all.

A young man in overalls and a cloth cap came running over. "Factory Director, you're here! I'm Mei Lin, the factory's general manager."

This Mei Lin was a veteran employee from the first batch. He'd been formally assigned to the factory over a year and a half ago, back when the factory was still in the Baye period. Though his educational background was modest—just an associate's degree in economics—he'd made his way up through seniority at the food factory.

"What's with these photos?" Xun Suji asked.

"Oh, the equipment in the production shops has rolling parts. Several workers have had their fingers caught," Mei Lin explained, speaking with easy familiarity about the operations. "Most of the equipment uses belt-driven transmission from the water wheel. Those are fine—they shut down if anything happens. But there are also two sets of animal-powered pulley equipment that can't stop quickly in case of an accident. We've had incidents."

"Have there been fatalities?"

"No, no. Usually just finger injuries. Apprentice workers who aren't careful."

The two walked and talked. Crossing the courtyard, they entered the main production building. "This is the sweet potato processing workshop," Mei Lin said. "The main products are sweet potato flour, maltose, hard candy, and MSG. Sweet potato vermicelli was produced at one point but discontinued—there isn't enough equipment."

"Didn't Director Mo say vermicelli is a key product?"

"He did say that. But Director Mo hasn't been here in over ten days..."

Xun Suji caught the hint of resentment in Mei Lin's voice. Having just arrived, he neither understood the situation nor wanted to take sides, so he simply nodded noncommittally.

"Besides sweet potato processing, the factory has a salt workshop and a sugar workshop—well, those are just workshop names. They're actually just warehouse-administration rooms for managing the communes' deliveries. We don't do any actual processing—that's all done at the salt fields and sugar mills."

Xun Suji toured the factory, getting a basic overview of operations. The most important facility was the sweet potato flour workshop. Besides the multi-process production line stretching from raw materials to finished sweet potato flour—with flour being the foundation for all sweet potato products—there was also the maltose workshop. This was the current production focus.

Maltose was used to produce hard candy, and the Chemistry Department also wanted maltose for making glucose.

"Production capacity isn't enough. We can barely keep up with the cafeteria's candy supply. Supporting the Chemistry Department is out of the question..."

"So you want to persuade me to help expand production?" Xun Suji asked bluntly.

Mei Lin looked slightly embarrassed.

"I'll look for opportunities—expanding production benefits the factory, after all." Xun Suji thought that the food factory had the potential to house many industrial enterprises. The future of processed foods was limitless. Expanding factory scale was the right direction; it was just a matter of timing.

"What's the MSG situation?"

"Oh, MSG is produced by Director Huang. He handles all the production and usually takes the finished product away himself. We don't see much of it."

Huang Dashan, as the person actually in charge, had his own small office at the food factory. When Xun Suji went to find him, he wasn't there. According to Mei Lin, "Director Huang rarely comes by either."

Mei Lin's dissatisfaction was written all over his face. Both transmigrators nominally in charge were hardly ever around, leaving him to take care of everything.

Xun Suji said he would keep an eye on things and toured the factory again. Although called a "food processing factory," it actually only processed sweet potatoes. Other items like sauerkraut, pickled radish, salted eggs, and preserved meat were still produced by individual cafeterias rather than being centralized. Even salt and sugar were only warehoused here, not actually processed.

But changing this would require significant capital investment. Xun Suji remembered Director Wen's "support for light industry products" instruction—there might be opportunities to develop here. Before taking charge, he needed to understand what the food factory was currently capable of producing and what each product was used for.

"Director Huang, I want to learn about our production situation..."

"Production situation? Go check the accounting records yourself—I'm not in charge of administration." Huang Dashan's impatience was evident.

Xun Suji sensed tension with Mo Xiao'an and didn't want to get involved. He quickly changed the subject: "I mainly want to understand the MSG production process."

MSG was the only product at the food factory with both technological content and export potential.

"The MSG production process isn't complicated..." Huang Dashan calmed down and began explaining in detail. In his later years, he'd been sent to work in the countryside, where he had used the simplest methods to produce MSG from sweet potatoes. To him, this was nothing special.

"Making MSG from sweet potatoes actually involves fermenting sweet potato starch to produce glutamic acid, then neutralizing it with alkali to get monosodium glutamate crystals. The whole process mainly requires acid, alkali, and the fermentation strain Corynebacterium glutamicum."

The overall process wasn't complicated. Sweet potato starch was first mixed with dilute sulfuric acid, then the mixture was heated and hydrolyzed to make a sugar liquid. After cooling, the fermented culture solution was added. Fermentation took about thirty hours, after which filter pressing began. The filtered liquid was what crystallized into MSG after neutralization.

The acid hydrolysis step was mainly to saccharify the starch. Starch was a polysaccharide and needed to be broken down into sugars that microorganisms could utilize; otherwise, fermentation wouldn't work.

The Chemistry Department was providing the acids and alkalis. Dilute sulfuric and hydrochloric acids, caustic soda—no problems there.

"What about the fermentation strain?"

"I brought it. I'll use it to cultivate and scale up," Huang Dashan said. "In the old timeline, I did this by extracting wild strains from soil samples. Getting a pure strain was quite complicated. Conveniently, this timeline has almost no glutamic acid-producing bacteria, so I can use pure strains without worrying about contamination, which actually makes it easier."

Xun Suji scratched his head. This was beyond his knowledge. "Then what's the problem?"

"No problem at all! I've already made the MSG—go taste the cafeteria's chicken soup yourself..."

"Then what do we need to do to expand production?"

"More fermentation tanks, more saccharification tanks." Huang Dashan pulled out a folder. "I wrote the equipment requirements over two weeks ago. Still no reply from the Industry Committee. And you can't rush Wu's factory—who knows when they'll actually make them."

This was a significant problem. Metal containers were always in short supply, and there was no quick solution. Xun Suji thought he'd discuss the matter with Mo Xiao'an tomorrow and see if there was any way to push for quicker approval.

At the sweet potato processing line, Xun Suji spent a long time watching sweet potatoes go through weighing, cleaning, grinding, and all the subsequent steps before finally becoming snow-white starch. Then he observed the starch being processed into maltose and the maltose being boiled into hard candy.

After reviewing the factory's operations, he suggested to Mo Xiao'an: "I think we should make one more product."

"What product?"

"Instant rice vermicelli."

At the last production meeting, Mo Xiao'an had mentioned sweet potato vermicelli as a potential export good. Though regular vermicelli could also be made from sweet potato flour, Xun Suji felt it lacked differentiation.

Rice vermicelli was a traditional staple in Southern China. The transmigrators, who hailed from all over, had brought diverse tastes. The cafeteria's vermicelli was very popular.

"Instant rice vermicelli? Isn't that just a convenience food? Selling convenience food to people in this era—won't they laugh at us?"

"I'm not thinking about export. I mean internal supply."

"Internal supply?"

"Field rations." Xun Suji had done his homework. "The Military Affairs Department has been wanting to develop individual field rations. We can produce pre-cooked, dried rice vermicelli that rehydrates quickly with boiling water. Add a seasoning packet, and it's a simple meal."

Mo Xiao'an considered this. Field rations had always been a gap in their capabilities. The current marching rations were just hard tack and salted vegetables—nutritionally adequate but unpalatable. If they could produce instant vermicelli with soup base, that would be a real improvement.

"What about the soup base?"

"MSG, salt, and dried vegetables. The cafeteria can handle dehydrating vegetables—we're already making dried radish and such."

"Sounds feasible. Write up a proposal, and we'll try a small batch first."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 402 - Xun Suji Takes Office

"I wouldn't dare say there's an export market, but domestic demand for rice vermicelli is definitely substantial—I think you should go ahead and produce it," Huang Dashan said to Xun Suji. "The Executive Committee will start the Tiandu Development Plan in autumn. Thousands of people will gather on the beach. Having rice vermicelli makes cooking easy—just add water and seasoning and boil. It's even easier than noodles, which need alkaline water removal."

"Fine, I'll produce rice vermicelli then. Making rice vermicelli is easy and doesn't require much equipment..."

"Hehe, you think you're still making rice vermicelli in the cafeteria by yourself? At most, you made a few dozen jin. Now you need to aim for thousands, even tens of thousands of jin. There's a big difference between industrial manufacturing and manual production. Ask the machinery plant people to modify some food processing machines for you."

"Put that way..." Mo Xiao'an felt a bit dispirited. "MSG probably won't pass either—even if sweet potatoes aren't worth much, they're still grain."

"Deep-processed sweet potato products like MSG might be approved for export—as long as the added value is high enough. If one ton of sweet potatoes can fetch one ton of rice or a few hundred kilograms of pig iron, Ma Qianzhu will definitely agree."

Mo Xiao'an couldn't guarantee that MSG made from a ton of sweet potatoes would yield such high returns.

"I can't guarantee that. But when the Japanese sold MSG to China in the 1920s, they made a fortune. Even if the Ming Dynasty is decadent, it can't be worse than the 1920s. And we aren't necessarily worse than the Japanese."

"Zhang Xin will be back in Lingao to report on his work in a few days. Talk to him," Huang Dashan told Mo Xiao'an. "He's in Guangzhou, so his understanding of the market will be more accurate than our wild guesses."

Huang Dashan explained that making MSG wasn't actually difficult. As long as there were bacterial strains and fermentation conditions were controlled, starch or even simpler dried sweet potato powder could be fermented. They could make as much as they wanted—as long as there was starch or starchy materials.

"Fermentation is a mysterious thing," Huang Dashan said, beaming as he spoke of his specialty. "Bacteria are truly very cute..."

Mo Xiao'an and Xun Suji involuntarily stepped back, avoiding contamination by his "cute bacteria."

"This is the fermentation workshop," Huang Dashan said, pointing to a row of frame-structured, high-stilt factory buildings at the other end of the courtyard. Inside were sealed pots heated by steam or coal gas.

Though called a fermentation workshop, it was actually divided into separate sections. Huang Dashan was fermenting several different things inside.

Every workshop entrance had a disinfectant pool filled with lime water. Anyone entering or leaving had to walk through it as a basic disinfection measure.

"This is to avoid contamination by miscellaneous bacteria," Huang Dashan explained. "Some fermentation products don't have high environmental requirements, but others are quite troublesome."

Currently, several products in the fermentation workshop used starch or direct sweet potato utilization: besides the MSG Mo Xiao'an hoped to market in the Ming Dynasty, there was kvass, currently hot-selling in the cafeteria; vinegar fermented directly from sweet potatoes; and finally, citric acid, an important additive for both chemical and food industries. Production of the latter was relatively complex and occupied a large separate factory building.

"There's nothing much to see inside—mainly pots, fermentation tanks, and pipes of various sizes," Huang Dashan said. "I'll be coming over more often to look after this fermentation section in the future."

MSG was currently produced in small batches, each output only twenty or thirty kilograms, mainly supplying the various cafeterias. Huang Dashan said that if export channels could be opened, large-scale production would not be a problem.

"The food factory's equipment is very primitive, and the scale isn't large either." After touring the whole factory, Mo Xiao'an spoke to Xun Suji in the factory director's office. "Aside from the sweet potato workshop, there's just the fermentation workshop. You need to think of ways to expand production of new varieties. Besides export, we need them for ourselves too."

This directive made Xun Suji feel heavy pressure. After holding it in for a long time, he managed: "I'll think of something."

"Alright, use your brain more," Mo Xiao'an said. "You should know: the food factory belongs to the Lingao Grain, Oil, and Food General Corporation. Theoretically, it's under the dual management of the Agricultural Committee and the Light Industry Department. I'm the General Manager, and Wu Nanhai is the Deputy General Manager. In reality, neither of us has managed it properly—there are simply too many things to do. So until now, this so-called General Corporation is still just a shell. I discussed this with Wu Nanhai a few days ago. I plan to resign from the General Manager position. Wu Nanhai will become the General Manager, and you will be the Executive Deputy General Manager. From now on, it will center around you. Use the food factory as the core and gradually build up the entire General Corporation."

Xun Suji was truly shocked. Initially, he was just the food factory director, and before his seat was even warm, he was now the Vice President of the Grain and Oil Corporation—a promotion of three levels at once.

"This—" he stammered somewhat incoherently, "the responsibility is too great..."

"It's fine. Whose responsibility isn't great? People who used to be company commanders are now acting as Commander-in-Chief of the Army. Someone with nothing but a bachelor's degree in law is acting as the Chief Justice of the Court—and by the looks of it, he's going to be the Minister of Justice. You, a former chef, becoming manager of a grain and oil corporation is actually a professional match."

Mo Xiao'an briefly introduced the situation of the Grain and Oil Corporation. Generally speaking, the corporation's assets consisted of four main parts.

First was the earliest industry of the transmigrator group: the water-powered mill on the Wenlan River. After several expansions, this mill had become Lingao's largest grain processing plant. In addition to water turbines, a steam engine had been installed to work when water volume was insufficient. Recently, the Industry and Energy Committee had installed a set of spiral cold-pressing oil equipment in this workshop, specifically for processing dried coconut transported from Yulin.

"The Grain and Oil Processing Plant is currently directly managed by the Agricultural Committee, so don't interfere with the specific production management details there."

"Good—I don't know how to mill rice or press oil anyway."

Secondly, there was the Agricultural Committee's earliest food processing factory in Bopu—the Bopu Seafood Processing Plant. Xun Suji was very familiar with this plant—the vast majority of ingredients in the cafeteria were supplied by it. It could process salted fish, roasted dried fish, fish cakes, fish sauce, fish oil, dried seaweed, and fish meal. Operations were very good.

Then there was the slaughterhouse at Nanhai Farm. The original plan was to upgrade it into a meat processing plant. In addition to slaughtering to provide fresh meat, they had planned to manufacture salted meat, sausages, and ham. However, meat itself was scarce at this stage. Whenever there was a good day for slaughtering pigs or sheep, the entire animal was pretty much eaten clean—bones, skin, and all. The so-called meat processing industry had so far only produced a few kilograms of dried meat to supply personnel working far afield.

Finally, there was the newly built food factory.

Mo Xiao'an explained that according to discussions between him and Wu Nanhai, the Agricultural Committee would oversee the Grain and Oil Plant and the Seafood Processing Plant, while the Light Industry Department would oversee the Meat Processing Plant and the Food Factory. Administrative affairs of the Grain and Oil General Corporation would be handled by Executive Deputy General Manager Xun Suji.

"That's the situation. Any questions?"

"None for now." Xun Suji was clueless at the moment and didn't dare express any opinions.

"It's fine! Wu Nanhai is very cooperative." Seeing his bewildered look, Mo Xiao'an comforted him. "If there are problems, communicate more with him. He will definitely help. After all, he is the General Manager!"

He turned to survey the office again. The room smelled of lime water, raw lacquer, and new wood. The four walls were whitewashed. Paired with the newly made desk and filing cabinet and a few rattan chairs, it looked very much like a state-owned enterprise office from the 1970s or 80s.

"Are you satisfied with this place?"

"It's quite good." Xun Suji nodded repeatedly.

"There is one drawback: there's no power supply here yet," Mo Xiao'an said with slight regret. Due to the need to conserve electrical wires and distribution equipment, many newly built non-critical facilities currently lacked power. The food factory had no electric motors, and not even wires had been run over. So if production ran into the night, they could only use gas lamps for lighting.

"Isn't my electricity quota wasted then!" This was what Xun Suji couldn't let go of.

"You'll just have to persevere for now. There will be bread eventually," Mo Xiao'an said nonchalantly.

Mo Xiao'an slipped away after handing over all procedures and relevant documents. He still had matters at the garment factory to deal with. Also, regarding the bold claim he'd made in front of Director Wen—"small merchants coming here won't be able to take silver away"—he had to develop several new products that could keep the merchants' money here.

Xun Suji sat alone in the office, looking at the whitewashed walls, the standard desk and filing cabinet, and a box of documents and account books for the food factory and Grain and Oil Corporation, calculating what he should do first.

Reasonably speaking, a new official should try to achieve some results quickly. But Xun Suji's mind was on his large box of personal contraband. The common feature of these items was that they couldn't be used without electricity. Since the food factory had no electricity, he figured it would be better to go back to the dormitory area to sleep—at least there was electricity there.

Originally, he planned to ask Xiao Zishan whether he could be assigned a single dormitory room so that using his quota wouldn't disturb his roommates. This wasn't difficult to arrange now: many people slept at night in their work departments, and there were plenty of four-person dormitories occupied by only one person. Xiao Zishan would definitely agree.

Xiao Zishan said that arranging a single room was possible, but if it was in the dormitory area, his extra electricity quota would be invalid. To avoid disturbing others in the collective dormitory, power was cut and lights went out for the whole dormitory area once bedtime arrived. Regardless of whether you had extra electricity quota, you had to sleep. If you wanted to read or use the computer, you had to go to the common recreation room, but even there it only stayed open until midnight.

"Wait—don't I have a secretary now?" Xun Suji's eyes lit up. With free labor, things would be much easier.

He hurriedly called Xiao Zishan, saying he didn't want a separate dormitory anymore and would just live in the food factory office. However, he needed to be assigned a secretary.

"Naturally, a female, to help me wash clothes and such. But she needs to be strong, not frail—capable of heavy work."

"No requirements for appearance?"

"No, this is purely for work. As long as she doesn't look scary and appears reasonably clean."

The administrative trainee who arrived was a girl, both dark and thin. Her appearance was unremarkable. She introduced herself in unfamiliar but basically understandable Mandarin as Jin Xishan. She was eighteen or nineteen years old, an escaped bondservant from Fujian, an orphan. As for why she fled—during the political review, everyone expected her to say it was because of abuse by her master or attempted rape, but the real reason was that her master didn't allow the maids in the house to marry.

Local wealthy people in Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong, and other places during the Ming and Qing dynasties practiced a custom called "confined bondservants" (gubbi). Maids in the house were never married off after adulthood and were kept in the house for servitude until old age and death. This highly inhumane practice was to prevent property loss. After all, maids were mostly raised from childhood. No matter how much bride price could be collected from marrying them off, it couldn't offset the value of an adult woman's labor over a lifetime.

Jin Xishan had run confusedly to Guangdong, nearly falling into the hands of human traffickers, and was almost "snatched for marriage" by peasants without wives in the countryside. After a period of displacement, she was rescued by people from Qivei and arrived in Lingao.

Jin Xishan? Xun Suji couldn't connect the person in front of him with that artificial beauty no matter how hard he tried—this was too "natural." He wondered which Korean pop fan had given her that name.

Fortunately, Xun Suji hadn't expected her to be beautiful anyway. But could such a girl really be counted as "strong"?

Unexpectedly, when packing things at the dormitory, he immediately witnessed the hardships and endurance of ancient working women. He had brought a lot of equipment: a box full of microfilm technical data and related reading equipment, an astronomical telescope, a hand-crank generator, vehicle supercapacitors, various tools, a computer, and a large box full of digital products, plus a set of incredibly heavy copper-plate encyclopedias. These things had mostly remained unopened since D-Day. There had been no space to spread them out in the dormitory, nor electricity to use them.

Xun Suji unfolded his folding bicycle, strapping basic repair tools and spare parts to it. As for the other things, he asked Jin Xishan to find Xiao Zishan and request two laborers to help move them.

Jin Xishan, however, only borrowed a "Purple Lightning" wheelbarrow. She proceeded to strap all this miscellaneous equipment onto the cart. Then, with a fierce exertion of force, she managed to push up this wheelbarrow carrying a load of nearly two hundred kilograms. Xun Suji stared in dumbfounded amazement.

"Hey, hey—it's too heavy. Better hire two people."

"Chief Xiao said we'd have to wait an hour for people. We could be there by then. Let's go—there's another load," Jin Xishan said, pushing the cart toward the farm without a care. She walked and talked simultaneously, her expression unchanged, not even panting.

Throughout the journey, Jin Xishan not only didn't rest but also chatted with Xun Suji the whole way. Pushing and talking, face unchanged, breath steady.

Arriving at the office, she unloaded the items without resting, immediately returned to the dormitory area, and in one trip transported all the remaining items. The unloaded goods piled up into a huge heap—Xun Suji himself hadn't realized he'd brought so much stuff. Jin Xishan took the broom, wooden basin, rag, and soap locusts she had just collected from the Planning Committee warehouse off the cart. Cleaning, moving furniture, hanging curtains... she was busy as a bee. Xun Suji just stood aside blankly, unable to lend a hand—except showing a bit of usefulness when she asked him where to put which piece of luggage.

Xun Suji went into his bedroom and saw that the table had been wiped clean, fine bamboo blinds hung on the windows, a kerosene lamp was placed on the plain wood desk, and various things were arranged neatly.

"Chief, are you satisfied?"

"Very good." Xun Suji nodded with satisfaction. A secretary was indeed a wonderful thing. No wonder everyone had been longing for the Executive Committee to assign one.

Jin Xishan then opened her own luggage roll to unpack. Her bedroom was in a small room next door. Although Xun Suji hadn't had any particular thoughts initially, seeing his secretary living right next door, he couldn't help thinking it would be better if Jin Xishan were prettier...

He unpacked the hand-crank generator himself. This thing hadn't been out of the box since D-Day. He connected it to his UPS, battery pack, and vehicle supercapacitor one by one, and finally took out a power strip. As if to compensate for the frustration of not playing with them for nearly a year, Xun Suji plugged in his PSP, digital camera, and laptop all at once.

"Alright, Xiao Jin—you come and crank this handle every afternoon until this light turns green, understand?" Xun Suji said seriously. "This is a very important task and must be completed on time!"

"Yes, Chief."

With this human-powered charger, he could fully enjoy his wonderful otaku evenings. Although the 3D character in front of him wasn't very moe, the 2D world was still perfect.

After fully arranging his little life, Xun Suji began to think about what he should do to ensure this treatment could be maintained for the long term.

Mo Xiao'an wanted him to produce results. Where would these results come from? Export commodities and such were too complicated—better leave that headache to Mo Xiao'an. It was more realistic for him to start by expanding the variety of supplies.

He studied the food factory workshop production chart on the wall several times and checked the supply records and the list of raw materials available from the farm. After studying for a while, he picked up the phone, found Wu De's office number in the "Administrative Personnel Directory" he had just received, and dialed it.

That afternoon, Yang He at the quarantine camp received notification to gather all the soy sauce shop assistants, tofu makers, distillery workers, former cooks, restaurant waiters, and butchers from among the immigrants waiting for assignment after passing quarantine, and send them all to the food factory. Wu De also selected a few individuals with expertise in these areas from among the commune members who hadn't been assigned yet.

Xun Suji's first step was to separate the workshop functions from the cafeteria. After communicating with Wu Nanhai and Xiao Zishan, the indigenous staff and equipment originally responsible for making tofu in the cafeteria were all transferred to the food factory, establishing a bean product workshop specifically to produce tofu, dried tofu, and tofu skin. They also sprouted soybean sprouts and mung bean sprouts. Xun Suji had originally planned to use fermented tofu to make fermented bean curd, but he soon encountered a difficult problem—there weren't enough soybeans. Like soybean production in all Chinese rural areas at the time, soybean planting in Lingao was small-scale miscellaneous grain planting. Aside from supplying a few tofu workshops in the county, there was no surplus.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 403 - Orders from Guangzhou

This year, the farm had expanded soybean planting, but soybeans themselves were in short supply, and Nick was also competing for them. Xun Suji decided not to fight with that Madman Ma and instead simply make a substitute—broad bean tofu.

Broad beans were easy to plant and grow, with high yields. Their root systems had nitrogen-fixing properties, and the bean shells made excellent organic fertilizer. The farm had planted a lot of them to improve the soil, so the supply was abundant. In years when supplies were difficult, broad bean tofu was a common substitute. Its drawback was rather unsightly appearance—pitch black—and its texture and mouthfeel were far inferior to real tofu's smoothness.

Since soybeans were scarce, and mung beans were an important dietary therapy item for relieving summer heat, the tofu workshop had to continue looking to broad beans for its bean sprout business as well. Xun Suji used porcelain basins and pottery jars to make sprouted beans.

After the tofu workshop's production using substitutes was on track, Xun Suji assembled a sauce garden team from the immigrants. This team was quite impressive: a bankrupt sauce garden owner, unemployed sauce-making masters and general workers—a group of sauce garden practitioners from all over the country had gathered in Lingao, forming the first commercial entity under the Light Industry Department: Tianchu Sauce Garden.

Rather than placing Tianchu Sauce Garden inside the food factory, he found a secluded spot in East Gate Market. Xun Suji's reasoning was simple: since the transmigrator group was gradually phasing out the supply system and more immigrants were joining, the consumption of pickles and such would increase daily. Placing both production and sales locations in East Gate Market was much more convenient than keeping them in the farm within the Green Zone.

He had originally wanted to name this sauce garden "Liubiju," but learned that Liubiju had already existed in Beijing for many years—legend had it the plaque for "Liubiju" was inscribed by the famous Yan Song. Using it again would inevitably raise suspicions of imposture. So he adopted the brand name of Wu Yunchu's Tianchu MSG Factory, the man who made outstanding contributions to the Chinese food industry and invented Chinese MSG.

"Actually, the name Tianchu is excellent. It has style! It has artistic conception!" Mo Xiao'an said when Tianchu opened. "Later, when the food factory grows big, it could also be called Tianchu."

Tianchu Sauce Garden used traditional techniques and equipment to brew broad bean paste, chili paste, and soy sauce, while also pickling various pickles and salted vegetables. The products supplied the various cafeterias and were also sold externally. The masters and workers in the sauce garden came from all over, bringing flavors from their respective hometowns. Xun Suji himself was a chef, knowledgeable about food, and skilled at blending the strengths of various schools. Before long, the reputation of Tianchu pickles had spread.

The Agricultural Committee praised this move greatly. Originally, a large portion of the vegetables in the farm's fields couldn't be consumed in time and had to be turned into feed, especially the high-yield cabbage and radishes. Now with the sauce garden, surplus vegetables were consumed by it without any waste. Huang Dashan came to the sauce garden several times to provide technical guidance and even brought several new fermentation strains.

The transmigrators were genuinely pleased to have such a sauce garden—having one more condiment to vary the flavors was always welcome. Not long after opening, many people came to Tianchu to offer advice and suggestions, contributing secret methods for making pickles and dried vegetables from their hometowns.

Seeing that demand for pickles was strong and the supply of red chili peppers was ample, Xun Suji ordered a good number of large pickling jars from Xiao Bailang and taught the sauce garden workers the technique for making Sichuan pickles. Soon, Sichuan pickles were available in the cafeteria. The refreshing and palatable pickles were very popular in the hot summer. Even gentry and officials in the county seat sent people to buy some to taste.

Next, he turned his attention to the small shrimp at the seafood processing plant. Every day, the catch at Bopu contained a large amount of undersized shrimp that didn't make the grade. Aside from being sun-dried into shrimp skin, they were used directly as phosphate fertilizer or feed. Xun Suji remembered eating "Jinzhou side dishes" in the Northeast, which were soaked in shrimp oil—delicious, extremely salty, and excellent with rice. The so-called shrimp oil was actually the clear liquid extracted from the upper layer after fermenting small shrimp with salt. As for the mixed sediment at the bottom, that was "shrimp paste," also a type of seasoning sauce.

After he mentioned his idea to the seafood processing plant, he soon obtained this "shrimp oil." The characteristic of "Jinzhou side dishes" was that they were mostly pickled using "baby vegetables"—baby cucumbers, baby eggplants, and the like were most popular, and these cost almost nothing—they were culled from the vegetable gardens anyway.

Neither Xun Suji nor Mo Xiao'an expected that Tianchu Sauce Garden would later become one of the Light Industry Department's most important export enterprises.



A few days after Mo Xiao'an handed over the food factory matters, Zhang Xin returned to Lingao. That evening, Mo Xiao'an sent someone to invite him to his office—he wanted to hear the opinions of this professional who was on the front lines and had a sales background regarding export products.

"I don't know how you plan to sell MSG," Zhang Xin said after hearing his preliminary ideas. "In my opinion, if there are no grain control issues, the instant rice vermicelli idea is good because everyone has to eat. But MSG is just icing on the cake. The rich don't need it, and the poor don't find it necessary."

Rich people were particular about what they ate, using high stock slow-simmered from whole chickens and ham. They wouldn't look twice at artificial flavor enhancer. The poor had trouble just getting enough to eat and wouldn't think of wanting this stuff—besides, MSG was just seasoning, not canned soup. Adding a little MSG couldn't turn plain water into chicken soup, which made its sales prospects problematic.

"So there's no hope then?"

"No—there is still a market," Zhang Xin said. "Besides the rich and the poor, there are middle classes in this world. But expecting to export it in large quantities is impossible. Also, the small merchants coming to Lingao for trade won't want this—their customers don't need it. The likely users would be the catering industry."

"The catering industry is fine too. As long as it sells, it's good."

"We can try this out." Zhang Xin thought they could first use it in the kitchens of inns and mule stations owned by Qivei. If the response was good, people would naturally come asking about it.

"If you were a small merchant from Guangdong or Fujian coming to Lingao and selling off your goods, what products would you feel would be popular to bring back?" Mo Xiao'an listed examples. "Salt is probably out of the question since it's illegal. Sugar is a bulk commodity—bringing back a few dozen jin is meaningless, and Leizhou has sugar, Fujian has plenty too..."

"First, it needs to be cheap. Second, novel and unavailable elsewhere. Third, useful," Zhang Xin said. "Australian goods already have a reputation for being exquisite and useful. Ordinary citizens can't afford mirrors or glass, but the envy and desire to use Australian goods already exist. It's just like how someone might not be able to afford a Mercedes-Benz but insists on getting a Mercedes-Benz logo as a keychain—the same psychology."

Zhang Xin's opinion was to develop products that were cheap, high-quality, and possessed "uncanny ingenuity" to cater to this market sentiment.

"Actually, sewing needles would be good. Good steel, and in terms of appearance, they'd rank first in the market. They really embody the impression everyone has of Australian goods," Zhang Xin evaluated.

"But sewing needles require steel, which is a level-one controlled material..."

"How much steel can that really use?" Zhang Xin disagreed. "How much iron does the cannon fire out in just one twelve-pound shell? One shell could make a whole lot of needles."

Mo Xiao'an hesitated. "There's also the issue of production capacity. Sewing needles are produced by the machinery plant. Since it's not an urgently needed item, it's often prioritized last."

In fact, sewing needle production had stopped after totaling less than ten thousand needles. The machinery plant not only had too many things to do, but everyone also lacked interest in manufacturing such small hardware daily necessities.

"This equipment shouldn't stay at the machinery plant. Although you all belong to the Industry and Energy Committee—the people in the machinery plant play with machinery. They're all building steam engines and boilers and still feel it's not enough; you expect them to make sewing needles for you? Talk to the Supervisor. Ask the machinery plant to manufacture a few sets of needle-making equipment and assign them to the Light Industry Department. As for workers, ask the machinery plant to help train them for you, and get the raw materials allocated by the Planning Commission. That way, the sewing needle factory can guarantee daily operation."

Mo Xiao'an thought, Why didn't I think of this earlier! With machines and personnel in other people's hands, naturally things wouldn't go smoothly.

"I'm suddenly enlightened!"

"We also hope the light industry sector develops more new products for sales. Selling mirrors and glass vessels all the time will eventually cause aesthetic fatigue."

"How are the sales of flat glass?"

"Like glass mirrors—how big a market can such things have?" Zhang Xin had a clear view on luxury goods. Although luxury goods had windfall profits, they weren't the main direction for commodity development. However, it was lonely at the top now. The measure proposed by Wen Desi to cheapen small mirrors hadn't been implemented yet because everyone was unwilling—after all, the current profits were both substantial and stable.

The Industry and Energy Committee itself was currently unwilling to cheapen mirrors either. The glass factory's capacity was limited. Once cheapened, sales would skyrocket, making it even harder for the already strained glass factory.

"You could also look into food items—not MSG—are there any cheap, popular snacks? The kind where one wen can buy several... for example—candy."

"Candy?"

"Candy!" Zhang Xin said. "Right, the kind children eat. When I was little, living in a small county town in Hunan, a relative went on a business trip to Guangzhou and brought me back a bag of fruit drops. I felt it was an incomparable delicacy on earth..." Zhang Xin was immersed in memories of the past.

"Will there be a market?"

"At least in Guangzhou, it's impossible for there not to be one. Don't forget how Wenzhou people made their fortune back then."

"I know that—exchanging chicken feathers for candy."

"The candy exchanged for chicken feathers was just maltose made by farmers during the slack season. If Wenzhou people could accumulate their first pot of gold in China when material conditions were extremely scarce, perhaps it can work in the Ming Dynasty too."

"I understand—start a confectionery industry." Mo Xiao'an nodded. This was indeed a worthwhile line of thought. First, sugar was a bulk product of the transmigrator group; there was no shortage of raw materials, and this would be deep processing to increase the product's added value.

Currently, although sugar prices weren't low, sugar was sold by the shi (stone or picul). No matter how cheap candy was, it would still sell for one or two wen per piece. Calculating it out, the profit from candy was much higher.

Zhang Xin also mentioned several materials that could potentially be exported in large quantities. First was writing paper. Since the chemistry department could already produce sulfuric acid and caustic soda, large-scale batch papermaking was no longer a problem. Whether it was bagasse papermaking in Leizhou or straw papermaking, the paper produced by the transmigrator group would definitely be the cheapest. With the addition of kaolin, they could also make paper with the highest whiteness.

"Writing paper is very expensive," Zhang Xin said. Although the raw materials for papermaking were cheap, in the past era without chemicals, rotting the raw materials into pulp took a long time and a lot of labor. The only chemical that could help was lime.

Under Mo Xiao'an's Light Industry Department, there was a rudimentary papermaking workshop, run by papermaking workers found among the immigrants from the mainland, using entirely traditional methods. Mo Xiao'an was well aware of the low efficiency of traditional papermaking. The paper produced, aside from some better quality used for writing, mostly served as toilet paper.

The papermaking industry in the Ming Dynasty was already quite developed, but paper's value remained high. Besides the specific "tribute paper" detailed down to individual sheets that various paper-producing regions had to offer to the government, there was also a "paper tax" system: prisoners interrogated or admitting guilt had to pay a certain amount of paper, and later, even litigants involved in cases had to "pay paper."

The paper used for account books in the past was already extremely coarse and poor quality, yet Zhang Xin had still seen people writing on the backs of such sheets. Writing paper was simply very expensive at that time.

"Speaking of paper, we must talk about books. Books are also not cheap. We have an opportunity there," Zhang Xin said.

How much did books cost in Guangdong? Zhang Xin said the prices were high—higher than in any country in the twenty-first century. A set of well-edited and carved market edition books cost at least one or two taels of silver.

"Woodblock printing technology should be very mature in the Ming Dynasty. Woodblock carving is labor-intensive, but once done, can't it be used repeatedly?"

"The cost of woodblocks is very high, and storing them isn't easy either. Worms eat them, they rot. Every year some need repair or replacement. This long-term maintenance cost isn't low."

Moreover, woodblocks consumed a lot of labor and material, and took up much space after completion. If it wasn't a popular book ensuring long-term sales, booksellers wouldn't be very willing to carve and print it. Therefore, publishing new books in ancient times was difficult. Often, authors had to pay for carving and printing themselves. Cash-strapped authors could only rely on finding sponsors to publish. Li Shizhen wrote the Compendium of Materia Medica, and it was only with the help of Nanjing publisher and bibliophile Hu Chenglong and the literary giant of the time Wang Shizhen that he saw his work begin to be carved during his lifetime. As for formal publication, that didn't happen until the sixth year after his death. The time span and immense cost of book publication were hard for modern people to imagine.

"You can consult Zhou Dongtian about this—he specializes in it. Put simply, just set up a movable type printing factory."

After talking with Zhang Xin, Mo Xiao'an felt greatly inspired—he wrote several full pages of notes. However, Zhang Xin had another business promotion matter to discuss with him.

"This matter has direct connection with the Light Industry Department and also concerns whether our Guangzhou Station can continue to occupy the high ground of fashion consumption in Guangzhou in the future!"

Ancient society also had trends and fashion. In late Ming Guangzhou, a place with a rich commercial atmosphere and supreme consumerism, occupying the high ground of fashion could largely change the consumption habits of wealthier citizens, thereby allowing various Lingao-produced "Australian goods" to smoothly enter the market.

"What is the specific matter?"

"Renovating Ziminglou," Zhang Xin said.

"It's not PEPI causing trouble again, is it?" Mo Xiao'an had an instinctive aversion and suspicion toward this person.

"Her ideas are included, but this is a collective discussion by the Guangzhou Station." Zhang Xin emphasized "collective discussion" right from the start. "We want to transform Ziminglou into a fashionable consumption venue in Guangzhou..."

"Don't tell me it's going to be a Ming Dynasty version of 'Heaven on Earth' nightclub. That would make gathering intelligence and building connections easy. High—really high!"

"Not at all," Zhang Xin laughed. "It's going to be more complex."

The guiding ideology of this reconstruction was to transform Ziminglou into a showcase of the "Australian lifestyle." They would install various modern living facilities and promote consumer goods to the wealthy and powerful families who could afford to spend big money—covering food, clothing, housing, transportation, and all other aspects.

"Note that these are lifestyle consumer goods, not luxury goods."

"What's the difference? Ordinary people can't afford them anyway."

"There are many kinds of ordinary people. In Guangzhou, there are still many people living affluent lives." Having been in Guangzhou for a long time, Zhang Xin had a profound sense of Ming Dynasty social life. The lives of people in Guangdong, especially in the Pearl River Delta region, were still considered stable and well-off. Especially in a city like Guangzhou—although people dying on the road and beggars were not uncommon, the living conditions of ordinary citizens were still passable.

This class of citizens, who could barely be called the "Ming middle class," might not necessarily be able to throw away thousands of gold at Ziminglou. But just as the modern middle class was particularly obsessed with words like "high-class," "elegant," "luxurious," "ultimate," and "noble"—enduring hunger to buy an LV bag, or occasionally pretending to be chic by spending money at a place where a cup of coffee would make their hearts ache for a while—the life enjoyment of the rich was the object of their imitation. Even if they couldn't enjoy everything, they could at least enjoy a small part.

"I roughly understand what you mean. Ziminglou will be similar to high-end clubhouses, nightclubs, and the like."

The model for Ziminglou was a modern high-end nightclub—nothing more than sensual pleasures, eating, drinking, and entertainment. It was just that all this would be packaged using technology, concepts, and products from the modern timeline.

"So is PEPI considered a famous courtesan or a madam?" Mo Xiao'an spoke without filter.

"Damn—PEPI will fight you. Nominally, she's Guo Yi's concubine..."

"Little Guo has a really good appetite."

"Didn't I say nominally?" Zhang Xin said with dissatisfaction. "Stop interrupting. This is a tentative commercial promotion activity by the Guangzhou Station on the mainland. If successful, your Light Industry Department will have rolling orders!"

"Okay, okay—I'm all ears."

"The first thing now is to develop a full set of sanitary ware." Zhang Xin gave him a list. "The sanitary ware must be produced within two months. The others can wait a bit."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 404 - Nanbao Coal Mine

After a simple survey by the prospecting team, the proven reserves of the Nanbao Coal Mine had reached thirty million tons. Though it wasn't a large coal mine, it was a precious resource for the energy-starved transmigrators. The coal seam here was shallow and the geological structure was simple, making it very suitable for open-pit mining. However, this deposit also had a flaw: it was lignite, which had low calorific value, high volatile matter, and was prone to spontaneous combustion and disintegration, making it unsuitable for long-distance transport. But for the transmigrators who urgently needed fuel, having coal to burn was already a blessing.

The Mining Group under the Industry and Energy Committee had already set up camp here. The person in charge was Ji Situi. Originally a college graduate majoring in mining engineering, he'd been working in sales since graduation. Now returning to his old profession, he felt somewhat unfamiliar.

Most of the equipment for the coal mine was "indigenous equipment." The excavators and conveyor belts originally planned remained just dreams on paper. In the end, they still had to rely on the simplest tools: pickaxes, shovels, and baskets.

The workers at the mine were mainly laborers recruited from nearby villages, along with some "model laborers" purchased from Guangzhou. These people worked in three shifts, digging out the black coal from the ground day and night.

Although it was open-pit mining, safety issues could not be ignored. The Mining Group had formulated strict safety regulations, but for these workers—most of them illiterate—enforcing them was quite difficult. Ji Situi could only rely on fines and strict supervision to maintain safety.

"Director Ji, the coal output today is a bit low." The captain of the mining team came to report, wiping his sweat. "We've dug up too much rock in the open pit recently, and it's taking too much effort to clear."

"Didn't I tell you to use explosives?" Ji Situi asked.

"We ran out of explosives. We've already sent a request to Bopu, but the new batch hasn't arrived yet."

"Urge them again." Ji Situi frowned. Without explosives, relying solely on manpower to dig rocks was indeed too inefficient.

The "standard explosive" used by the transmigrators prioritized safety and stability, mainly ammonium nitrate explosives. Black powder was powerful, but its safety was poor and it produced too much smoke, which affected line of sight in the mine pit. Although this was an open-pit mine, once they dug deep, smoke dissipation was also a problem.

To transport the coal out, the Ministry of Construction laid a simple light rail from the mining area to Nanbao town center. This narrow-gauge railway used wooden rails covered with iron sheets, pulled by draft animals or manpower. Though rudimentary, its transportation volume was much larger than using poles or wheelbarrows.

At the coal washing plant in Nanbao town, black coal was piled up like mountains. Workers were busy crushing, screening, and washing the coal. The washed clean coal would be sent to the briquette factory to be processed into honeycomb briquettes—this was currently the main form of coal usage in Lingao.

Burning raw lignite directly was not efficient and produced a lot of heavy smoke. Making it into honeycomb briquettes not only improved combustion efficiency but also made it convenient for daily use. Now, the cafeterias of the transmigrators and some wealthy households had begun to use honeycomb briquette stoves.

Wang Ruoxiang came to the Nanbao Coal Mine for inspection. As a member of the Executive Committee, she was very concerned about energy supply.

"Director Ji, how is the current coal production?" Wang Ruoxiang asked.

"It can basically meet current demand, but if the scale of industry expands further, it will become a strain," Ji Situi replied truthfully. "The main bottleneck is still transportation and mining efficiency. Relying on manpower is theoretically feasible, but in practice, management costs and accident rates remain high."

"The Executive Committee is considering allocating a few steam engines to you to power drainage pumps and winches. Would that help?"

"That would be excellent!" Ji Situi's eyes lit up. "With steam engines, we can consider deep mining. Even for open-pit mining, using winches to transport ore and waste rock is much faster than carrying them on human backs."

"And about the workers' lives," Wang Ruoxiang added. "Although they are laborers, basic living security must still be provided. Only when they have enough to eat and a safe place to sleep can they work hard."

Ji Situi nodded. "We've built a dedicated dormitory area and a canteen. Although the conditions are simple, they're much better than their homes. However, recently there have been some cases of malaria, and we're organizing treatment."

"Medical and health work must not be neglected. If an epidemic breaks out, the mine will have to stop production." Wang Ruoxiang instructed. "I'll coordinate with the Ministry of Health to send a medical team over."

After inspecting the mining area, Wang Ruoxiang visited the nearby brick and tile factory. This factory used gangue and low-quality coal from the coal mine as fuel to burn bricks and tiles, which was a comprehensive utilization of resources. The red bricks and tiles produced were continuously transported to Bopu and the Hundred Ren City construction sites.

"The development of Nanbao is very fast," Wang Ruoxiang observed. "A few months ago, this was still a wilderness."

"Yes—where there are resources, there are people." Ji Situi said with feeling. "However, the security issue here is also becoming prominent. There are often petty thefts, and occasionally fights."

"The Ministry of Police will increase the police force here. You also need to strengthen internal security management."

Leaving the coal mine, Wang Ruoxiang thought about the future layout. Nanbao would serve as an industrial town, providing energy and building materials support for the entire Lingao base. With the exploitation of limestone mines and the construction of cement factories, this place would become even busier.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 405 - Nanbao Layout

For the indigenous people in Nanbao, circulation vouchers held little attraction.

Everyone in Lingao now—and even in neighboring Danzhou, Chengmai, and Qiongshan—knew that these circulation vouchers were creditworthy. But for the common folk here, how could paper slips be as tangible as silver or copper coins? In a place where commodity circulation was virtually non-existent, paper money simply didn't work.

Originally, Ye Yuming intended to pay local workers' wages in silver, but Cheng Dong and Yan Ming resolutely opposed this. Their reasoning was that such differential treatment would seriously shake the confidence of the mining employees in the circulation vouchers.

To ensure the vouchers could be accepted by the locals, they had to make them "useful" and fully demonstrate their purchasing power.

As construction progressed, Dongmen Chuiyu and Li Mei, two key cadres from the Foreign Commerce Committee, arrived in Nanbao. Their mission was to replicate the successful experience of East Gate Market. Of course, there weren't many consumers among the Nanbao locals—their target was mainly the miners.

Dongmen Chuiyu first built a stone road outside the residential area. After building the drainage ditches, he started constructing commercial buildings. These brick-and-concrete structures were nothing new to Mei Lin and his construction team. Nanbao had plenty of stones, saving even the need for bricks. In less than a week, the first building was completed. It was a long, two-story structure, divided into separate rooms inside. Because it used external load-bearing walls and a truss structure, the internal partition walls were all made of so-called lightweight materials to save clay bricks. These buildings had poor sound insulation, but the space was easy to divide and suitable for multiple purposes.

Before the whitewash on the walls was even dry, the sign for the Nanbao Branch of the Women's Cooperative was hung up. It occupied five storefronts on the ground floor. Oxcarts delivered shelves, counters, well-trained female clerks, and a large quantity of goods. The cooperative sold miscellaneous daily items and snacks—cloth, silk, needles and thread, towels, wine, vinegar, betel nuts, salt, and brown sugar. Li Mei originally wanted to import small items like rouge and powder from Guangzhou and Macau, but the Financial Committee refused to issue her a silver usage permit, so this proposal was dropped. She had to rely on Mo Xiao'an's Light Industry Department to produce them instead. Additionally, Li Mei negotiated with the Heaven and Earth Society intending to act as an agent for their agricultural supplies store, selling seeds, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and farm tools. To get Ye Yuming to agree, her condition was to waive all agency fees and sell at zero profit.

"Then what money do you earn?" Ye Yuming, who was walking with her on the Nanbao town construction site, was puzzled.

"Agricultural supplies will bring me customers. The cooperative doesn't intend to make money on agricultural supplies—it's just to 'bring in business.'"

When more farmers came to buy agricultural supplies, they would conveniently purchase other goods, and the profit would come from that. Just like large supermarkets selling eggs at a loss—the goal was foot traffic.

"You really know how to do business—"

"Not at all; I still need the support of all you leaders." Li Mei smiled brightly. "When your business trip ends, I'll treat the Heaven and Earth Society people to a meal to reward them! You young comrades have worked hard going down to the countryside for technical guidance. It's not easy—not easy."

The purpose of opening this grocery store was to withdraw circulation vouchers from circulation and make the locals feel that the vouchers were useful and easy to use. Therefore, the cooperative did not accept copper coins or silver.

The Planning Commission also required the cooperative to be responsible for purchasing local products in the area, including local cloth, kapok, rattan, chickens, ducks, and livestock. The Planning Commission didn't actually lack these things—the main purpose of purchasing local products was to expand the use of circulation vouchers. Another purpose was to expand trade with the Li district—Nanbao town was right on the edge of the Li district. With Nanbao town as a stronghold, the connection between the transmigrator group and the Li district would be greatly strengthened. For this reason, Mu Min specifically sent Fang Jinghan here to serve as the local Li Affairs Clerk.

Li Mei also creatively launched a "Domestic Service Agency" in the cooperative—she recruited many local women who wanted to earn pocket money to clean and wash clothes for single miners. This service soon caused scandals between the long-deprived miners and the love-struck young women—this matter was easy to handle: the Mining Office would pay the betrothal gift on behalf of the miner, helping him marry the girl and bring her home, which became a happy story. The betrothal money would be deducted from wages in installments.

But subsequent romantic affairs between miners and married local women made the villagers furious—no one liked wearing a "green hat."

At first, they dared to be angry but not speak out. Later, the village elders saw that if this continued, "morals would be corrupted," so they united to complain to the Mining Office, which finally curbed this trend. Ye Yuming stipulated that from then on, laundry could only be transferred through the Women's Cooperative. Wages were paid by the cooperative, and the two parties were not allowed to meet. As for cleaning, it had to be done after the miners went to work.

Next to the cooperative was an office of the Delong Grain Bank. This was established considering that a large number of circulation vouchers would circulate locally. To ensure credit and guarantee that voucher holders could exchange them for grain at any time according to Delong's promise, Delong transported two thousand kilograms of unpolished rice to the locality as a redemption reserve. Storing large amounts of grain would not cause backlog or waste—miners had to eat anyway.

Delong's other task was to collect the "Reasonable Burden" locally. In this way, villages in the Nanbao area only needed to transport public grain to Nanbao town to complete tax payment, avoiding the toil of traveling long distances to Hundred Ren City. It was a measure for the convenience of the people.

Dongmen Chuiyu opened a Miner Service Center here, mainly providing three meals a day for miners—most miners had no wives and no one to cook for them at home. The second floor was the Service Center's cafeteria. Besides selling simple meals, it also sold alcohol and cigarettes. Cigarettes were already on the Planning Commission's monopoly list and were currently only sold in one hundred percent "state-owned enterprises," so Li Mei's cooperative didn't carry them.

The Miner Service Center was actually the general logistics steward of the mine. All logistical needs of the mine were handled by the Service Center, including managing prostitutes. Miners were mostly bachelors with good physical strength and strong sexual desires. If they weren't given an outlet to vent, they would inevitably steal chickens and dogs in the surrounding villages, causing many disputes. Dongmen Chuiyu simply implemented the same "Yellow Ticket" system locally as in East Gate Market—he didn't even need to mobilize prostitutes from East Gate Market to come to Nanbao. Rumor had already spread that the flesh trade in Lingao was easy business: as long as you obtained a Yellow Ticket, you could do business peacefully without being exploited. Many prostitutes from other places had already come to East Gate Market, some even from the mainland. If they all did business in East Gate Market, it would be unsightly, so he simply diverted some to Nanbao.

Because the rules stated that prostitutes applying for a Yellow Ticket must undergo physical examination and those with venereal diseases must be treated, the Hundred Ren General Hospital had to set up a dedicated venereal disease treatment center in a remote location. This made everyone in the Ministry of Health complain endlessly—without qualified antibiotics, treating venereal diseases was extremely difficult. The pharmaceutical factory had now manufactured some sample antibiotic drugs for clinical trials, but their efficacy remained quite suspect. For this reason, people from the Guangzhou Station had kidnapped quite a few doctors specializing in syphilis and skin diseases from around Guangzhou to conduct integrated Chinese and Western medicine treatment.

"Although having prostitutes can alleviate this problem, it cannot solve it. In the long run, it is even harmful." Wu De instructed Ye Yuming, "Not to mention the spread of venereal diseases—the Ministry of Health's regular inspections and treatments are not a panacea."

"So we still need to find them wives as soon as possible, right?"

"That's right. One approach is to encourage prostitutes to leave the trade and marry. The second is to organize social events with nearby villages. Provide some good food and drink, host a market, and maybe show a few movies. When there's mutual affection, the rice will be cooked, won't it?"

"Will the miners be willing to marry prostitutes?"

"When prostitutes were reformed back in the day, many married workers. This approach should be feasible," Wu De said. "Of course, we can also offer some material encouragement, like sending some silk and cloth."

"Wait—this era places a lot of emphasis on chastity..." Ye Yuming still felt this was unreliable.

"The emphasis on chastity depends on social class." Wu De said, "The miners in this timeline are the destitute class, facing life-threatening danger at any time. Being able to settle down and marry a wife, having a woman to take care of their life—they're already satisfied. How can they care about so many other things! Even if they wanted to, they couldn't afford the three matchmakers and six betrothal gifts, the dowry, and the banquet."

"Poor people have no right to marry virgins!"

"Hehe, Little Ye—to use an inappropriate analogy: if you had millions in assets in the other timeline, you could naturally be picky when looking for a girlfriend, examining appearance, figure, and even education—no junior college, at least an undergraduate, master's degree even better. But if you were just an ordinary clerk, you wouldn't be so particular—would you?"

"That sounds really disheartening—" Ye Yuming muttered. "If we hold social events, the young men in nearby villages will have opinions. The miners will monopolize all the girls."

"It won't be as easy as you say. There won't be many such examples for the time being—right now in Lingao, the working class hasn't yet become an enviable class. At least for parents of girls, having a miner as a son-in-law isn't very attractive."

The rural clinic jointly run by the Ministry of Health and Runshitang also moved into this building, occupying two shops downstairs and three rooms upstairs. Amidst traditional drums and firecrackers, the Nanbao Branch of Runshitang cum Clinic opened. Liu San sent two pharmacy clerks to work here, dispensing herbal slices and patent medicines for common illnesses. Once a week, medical personnel from the Ministry of Health would come for rounds. Although this clinic was simple and primitive, it provided the Nanbao area with healthcare services for the first time.

Miner entertainment was also considered: the Miner Service Center built a rugby field. This sport, which had the lowest equipment requirements, was now a sports project promoted everywhere by the transmigrator group. The rugby field was used for playing ball normally, and when the mobile movie projection team came, movies were shown here. Xi Yazhou was very enthusiastic about this plan. Of course, he didn't forget that Nanbao was a key facility needing protection. He conducted military training specifically for the miners, equipping them with standardized spears and sabers manufactured by the machinery plant. Coupled with rattan safety helmets, this miner militia was not only sufficient for self-defense but could also suppress riots if necessary.

Finally, He Ying also arrived here. He mysteriously inspected a certain foundation, and then fenced it off—this was the future church.

The smooth mining of the Nanbao mining area alleviated the mineral supply for the transmigrator group. Lignite, peat, gypsum, kaolin, and limonite were continuously transported out of Nanbao on four-wheeled heavy-duty wagons pulled by oxen. Even the gangue and various waste rocks that couldn't be used temporarily could be used for construction and road building.

Mining kaolin meant being able to make porcelain. In the past, some porcelain with special shapes needed by the transmigrator group for industry and daily use had always been fired by export porcelain kilns along the Fujian coast. Although they could generally meet demand, transportation was very troublesome.

One major harvest of Huang Tianyu following Liu San to Foshan was recruiting many ceramic artisans. Although many artisans were old and weak, their experience in making and firing porcelain was very rich. With this group of people, Xiao Bailang's ceramic kiln production efficiency advanced by leaps and bounds. Many formerly difficult-to-make oddly shaped and super-large pieces could now be fired. But these were still just glazed pottery. Without kaolin, they couldn't make porcelain glazes.

Kaolin mined from Nanbao was crushed, washed, and transported to the ceramic factory. Xiao Bailang handed the drawings of a flush toilet to his subordinate old kiln workers.

Several people studied the drawings for a long time without speaking. Finally, the oldest kiln worker, named Li Jinquan, spoke:

"Chief, we haven't made this thing before. We can make large pieces, but there are some holes and cavities inside. I'm afraid it can't be done in one go."

"How long will it take to make?"

Several kiln workers put their heads together and discussed for a while, saying it would take two or three weeks.

"Fine, you guys start making it." Xiao Bailang had no interest in making flush toilets and was too lazy to ask questions himself, simply pushing it to the indigenous workers. When it came to experience in firing large porcelain pieces, the transmigrators definitely weren't as rich as the indigenous kiln workers of this timeline.

It was Mo Xiao'an who was full of interest in this thing, coming to see the progress almost every day and occasionally offering ideas. But he was a pure layman; aside from cheering the kiln workers on, he was of no use.

However, the things fired after several days of effort were not right at all. Obviously, Xiao Bailang's concept that a flush toilet was just a more complex large porcelain piece was inaccurate. In the end, they had to seek advice from the Great Library and find information.

Upon checking, they found that the craftsmanship of sanitary ware was actually quite complex, especially the surface glazing, which had extremely high technical content. The transmigrators naturally didn't need such high-end surface glazes; as long as it could stay clean and be easy to scrub, it was fine.

Take the manufacturing process of the simplest sanitary ware. Most sanitary ware uses injection molding technology. For the transmigrator group, the most technically difficult part was the preparation of special molds. The quality of the sanitary ware molding depended mainly on the manufacturing level of the mold.

Xiao Bailang ran to the machinery plant several times and manufactured special molds for sanitary ware in the factory. After the molds were transported back to the ceramic factory, gypsum was made into a slurry and poured into the fixed molds, using its gelling property to slowly solidify and shape inside the mold. After evaporating some water, the plaster mold for the product was made.

The raw material was made into mud slurry, then injected into the plaster mold. Using the water absorption of the plaster mold, the water in the mud slurry close to the mold wall was absorbed to form a certain mud layer. Then the remaining slurry was poured out of the mold. The mud layer attached to the mold wall separated from the mold due to dehydration shrinkage, forming a green body, which became a semi-finished product.

The green body slowly dehydrated and dried under certain conditions. In modern factories, there was temperature-controlled drying equipment. In Lingao, they could only use natural drying methods, letting air and wind take away moisture in special sunshades.

After the green body dried, it was time for the critical glazing process. Factories generally used spraying for glaze slurry. Lacking this condition here, Xiao Bailang adopted the dip-lifting method. The green body was mounted on a special rack and repeatedly dipped in the glaze slurry until a layer of glaze firmly adhered to the surface. Not only the exterior of the sanitary ware, but the interior was also glazed. Glazing the inside wasn't for looks, but to facilitate sewage discharge and prevent filth from adhering and congealing.

After glazing, it was fired in the kiln. Soon, the first finished product was fired, but due to temperature control issues, the shape was somewhat deformed. After several improvements, they finally fired a product that was considered acceptable. Li Jinquan was very puzzled when he learned that the thing they had spent so much effort firing was a toilet bowl—he really couldn't figure out why a toilet bowl had to be so complex and made of white porcelain. When Mo Xiao'an came to see the finished product, he mustered up the courage to ask.

"Because it can make money, and it's clean and hygienic."

Li Jinquan understood the meaning of clean and hygienic, but he couldn't grasp the concept of making money—how much money could a toilet bowl sell for, no matter how well made?

"What are the most luxurious toilet bowls like in Guangzhou?"

This question made the kiln workers look at each other. They lived poor lives and mostly relieved themselves directly on the street or in the wild. Having a chamber pot at home was already considered decent.

Li Jinquan was the oldest and had seen more of the world. He recalled that about ten years ago, he had seen one in the sedan chair of a sea merchant who came to the kiln to look at porcelain. It was red lacquered and gilded, with white copper hoops polished to a shine.

"That's just it. The pursuit of life enjoyment by the wealthy is always endless. Since they can make red lacquered and gilded toilets, we can make them with white porcelain—in Australia, good porcelain toilets are worth a lot of money!" Speaking of this, Mo Xiao'an recalled his sense of powerlessness in a famous foreign brand sanitary ware specialty store—a toilet bowl sold for twenty thousand, which was his annual salary at the time.

"We understand now. It's just—" A younger kiln worker raised a question. "Since it's a toilet bowl, why is the bottom not sealed but has strange curved pipes? In that case, wouldn't the filth flow out? How is it used?"

(Chapter End)
Chapter 406 - The New Ziminglou

Mo Xiao'an had no choice but to roughly explain the concepts of water supply and drainage, the siphon principle of flush toilets, and how water seals blocked odors. Although the scientific principles sounded like heavenly scriptures to the kiln workers, they grasped the general idea and couldn't help but express their sincere admiration, declaring the Australians truly the most ingenious craftsmen in the world.

After the flush toilet was successfully molded, the team began making other sanitary ware, including bathtubs. Manufacturing bathtubs proved much more difficult. Modern bathtubs were mostly made of enamel, with base materials stamped or cast from metal, then glazed and fired. To make them purely of porcelain while ensuring structural strength was a considerable challenge.

After repeated trial production, a single-person bathtub was finally produced a few weeks later. Water tests confirmed the product was fully qualified, complete with an overflow drain.

Having mastered bathtubs, smaller items like washbasins were even less of a problem. Finally came the tiles. These were no longer heavy porcelain bricks, but ceramic tiles just like in modern times.

Mo Xiao'an thought that with this, they could create a truly modern bathroom. Placing this in the Ming Dynasty would be an ultra-luxury innovation. High officials and nobles living in opulence would surely demand a set or two to display their status.

"Here—don't forget to add patterns to these things. Yes, that's right, decorative patterns."

This was easy for the kiln workers. Among the recruited artisans were those who specialized in decoration. After arriving in Lingao, they had found their skills useless—the Australians' porcelain and pottery were all plain wares with nothing added. Now hearing that patterns were required, they immediately brought out their full repertoire. Soon, Mo Xiao'an was looking at a beautiful blue-and-white porcelain flush toilet and an underglaze red washbasin.

"How precious must the butt sitting on this be!" Mo Xiao'an clicked his tongue. However, seeing the colorful flowers, plants, and birds painted stroke by stroke on every small tile, he found himself lost for words—it was simply too extravagant.

"Hmm, don't forget to write a trademark in seal script on it..."

"Trademark?"

"It's the brand name," Mo Xiao'an said. "Only we can make this stuff, so we have to let everyone know."

He added casually: "Just call it 'Pierre Cardin'."

"Preserved Egg (Pi Dan)?" The kiln workers were puzzled. Why call such a beautiful toilet "Preserved Egg"?

"Inappropriate, inappropriate," Mo Xiao'an rested his chin in his hand and muttered. "How about we call it 'Heaven on Earth'!"

For a moment, Mo Xiao'an felt his idea was brilliant. Heaven on Earth—the life enjoyment products from the future that they were putting into production were worthy of this name. He decided that all luxury consumer goods manufactured by the Light Industry Department in the future would bear this brand.

Mo Xiao'an quickly found someone to draw the logo, then had the kiln workers paint the pattern onto the products.

The ceramic factory itself had a heavy workload supporting industry, so sanitary ware production remained small-batch. However, plain white tiles were immediately put into large-scale manufacturing. The machinery plant even specially built an automatic brick-making machine for the ceramic factory to mass-produce tile blanks. Tiles were easy to clean and were the best building material for maintaining environmental hygiene. The hospital, pharmaceutical factory, food factory, and cafeterias all placed large orders to improve their working environments.

As for the first batch of sanitary ware samples, approved by the Executive Committee, they were used to renovate the luxury suites in the Commerce Hall. To accommodate these items, the Commerce Hall installed a small experimental water supply and drainage system, including a small experimental water-tube boiler for heating water, specialized cast iron supply and drainage pipes, and faucets and showerheads made of bronze. Metal hoses were out of the question, so the showerhead was fixed directly to the wall, just like in a public bathhouse. The walls were covered with colorful flower-and-bird tiles.

The hardest part to handle was the leather cup seal in the toilet tank, which was replaced with a cork stopper. As for the float ball system for automatically shutting off the water, it was still difficult given the transmigrators' mechanical processing and materials, so it wasn't adopted at all. The toilet tank was filled directly by a faucet, which had to be turned off manually when full. It was troublesome, but absolutely reliable. Ancient labor costs were cheap; households that could afford toilets presumably had no problem dedicating a servant solely to waiting in the bathroom to fill the water.

This installed system was shocking—not only to the local indigenous people, but even the transmigrators felt it was impressive. Even if you had a Pierre Cardin toilet back home, it probably wasn't made of blue-and-white porcelain.

Mo Xiao'an expressed basic satisfaction after testing it. After communicating with the Guangzhou Station, an order for five sets was issued. Each set included a flush toilet, bathtub, and washbasin, plus matching hardware, tiles, and floor tiles.

The patterns for each set were different—blue-and-white, underglaze red, and a pure white Japanese style with small flowers. In short, it was the height of luxury.

Even the hardware had different requirements; some required gilding, others silver plating. The final creative idea was to request that the showerhead, exposed pipes, and faucets all be made of glass—Mo Xiao'an finally understood what it meant to rack one's brains for luxury.

Why not just make a set of sanitary ware out of glass? A fully transparent flush toilet isn't necessary, but a fully transparent bathtub... Mo Xiao'an felt his blood pumping just thinking about it and rushed to the glass factory. The answer he received was that theoretically there was no problem, but currently the glass manufactured by the factory couldn't meet the strength requirements.

"Making a big fish tank is possible—at most, we make it thicker and sacrifice some transparency—but a bathtub won't work." The person in charge of the glass factory rejected it flatly.

Subsequent orders were much larger: dozens of toilets, washbasins, matching hardware and pipes, and finally hundreds of boxes of colored tiles. Originally they wanted patterned ones, but relying on artisans to paint them stroke by stroke would take forever, and there was no time to test mold printing, so they simply switched to plain colored tiles.

Finally, a sixth set order came. The general requirements were similar to the previous ones, but it requested a double-person massage bathtub.

Mo Xiao'an found a shell-shaped pattern from the materials and handed it to the ceramic factory for trial production. This super-large bathtub made the kiln workers very nervous—the size was on par with the dragon jars that were hardest to fire. Such super-large porcelain pieces could no longer be fired even in Jingdezhen. Although the Australians had taught them the new method of using molds for body detachment, no one was certain of success.

In the end, the bathtub was fired, but testing immediately revealed a problem: this bathtub couldn't massage.

Relying solely on water pressure from a high-hanging tank couldn't produce the jet effect for massage—unless Ziminglou intended to build a water tank three or four stories high. Of course, Ziminglou could do that, but the Guangzhou Station lacked the equipment to lift water to such a height, and installing a steam engine in Ziminglou seemed a bit too shocking.

"I have a simple method," Wang Luobin said after inspecting it. "Use manual pressurization."

The so-called manual pressurization meant adding a crank pressurizer to the water pipe. Manually turning the crank would enhance the jet force of the water flow.

"The person bathing might feel very awkward," Mo Xiao'an said. "Imagine you're hugging a girl in the bathtub, and you have to ask someone outside to crank a handle. It kills the mood."

"What else can we do?" Wang Luobin couldn't think of a better way either.

"It doesn't matter. Ancient people think differently from modern people." Yu E'shui, who also came to observe the bathtub, said, "Having a maid serve during intercourse is nothing in this timeline, so cranking a handle outside the wall counts for even less."

"Ancient people were so happy." Mo Xiao'an lamented.

Thus, the hand-cranked pressurized massage bathtub was finalized. The whole set was packed and shipped to Guangzhou for installation.

Guo Yi used this set of bathtubs with water jets to create a model room.

The new Ziminglou, redesigned and built by Zhang Xingpei in Guangzhou, maintained the form of traditional Chinese architecture in appearance but completely changed course in structure—though this didn't mean switching to reinforced concrete. Zhang Xingpei was very familiar with wood-structure houses; most of the houses he had supervised in the United States were wood structures.

After arriving in Guangzhou, Zhang Xingpei changed his outfit, surveyed the terrain of Ziminglou on the spot, and experienced the "flow" of the entire restaurant under Shen Fan's guidance. He found that Ziminglou's land area was relatively limited, so the original owner had built a three-story structure to increase usage area. Overall, Ziminglou had several shortcomings. First, the main gate along the street was too lively, lacking a discreet passage for high officials and nobles to enter and exit quietly. Second, land utilization was poor; they painstakingly built high-rises in the front but left a large piece of land in the back for traditional courtyard-style buildings. This not only wasted area, but every move in the courtyard could be seen from the rear building's windows, offering no privacy at all. Also, cooking fumes from the side shed were heavy, often letting guests in the ground floor hall smell the food. Third, the structure was unreasonable; there was only one staircase, which easily congested when passenger flow was high. Sometimes it inevitably led to people bumping into others they didn't want to meet. The last problem was that Ziminglou lacked parking spaces—that is, a place for sedan chairs to wait. Although there was an open space in front of the screen wall opposite where sedan chairs, carts, and horses could be parked, waiting in the open air made the sedan bearers and servants miserable. In scorching sun or heavy rain, the sedan chairs themselves would become hot and damp.

In terms of practicality, Ziminglou had three floors but only one toilet. Zhang Xingpei thought the most terrifying thing here was the toilet. In such a luxurious restaurant, the toilet was actually located in a small tiled house next to the fume-filled kitchen. In terms of condition, it was ten times better than the latrines Zhang Xingpei saw in Lingao County seat—but the two big manure vats and a row of urine jars with mosquitoes and flies dancing around made him run out immediately after the first glance.

"You can actually use this toilet?" Zhang Xingpei asked Guo Yi.

"I don't use it anyway," Guo Yi said. There was a toilet more in line with modern standards behind Pei Lixiu's boudoir in the courtyard.

"Ziminglou must be demolished and rebuilt." Zhang Xingpei proposed his plan a few days later.

"Okay." Guo Yi nodded. "What do you plan to do?"

The new design plan eliminated the large but useless backyard. Drawing inspiration from the "Fan Building" of the Northern Song Dynasty, Zhang Xingpei prepared to build a multi-building complex. There were three buildings in total, front and back, ranging from three to four stories, arranged in a staggered and orderly manner. The buildings were connected by two-story corridors. From a plan view, it looked largely like the character "田" (field). Each building was equipped with multiple staircases, and separate dedicated staircases and passages were set up for internal personnel like waiters.

The first building was a restaurant structure with three bright floors and a fourth "dark" floor. Zhang Xingpei introduced the modern hotel's porte-cochère design here. Guests would disembark from their sedan chairs in front of the main gate and enter the hall, while the sedan chairs would be carried to the semi-underground dark first floor. This was Ziminglou's "parking lot." It also provided hitching rings and drinking troughs for customers riding horses or carriages. There was a water well, and dedicated personnel took care of grooms and sedan bearers, supplying tea and snacks. The bright first floor was the lobby. Zhang Xingpei was ambitious in the design, using a full-height atrium. From the floor straight to the ceiling of the third floor, it was a gallery. A sixty-four-head glass chandelier produced by the glass factory hung high from the thick main beam at the top of the third floor with bronze chains and pulleys.

The lobby was open front and back, with large wood-carved glass windows installed on the walls, making it appear tall and bright. The floor was paved with Lumu Chengjiang bricks ordered from Suzhou—commonly known as "Gold Bricks." Although Gold Bricks weren't made of gold, their preciousness was hardly inferior; they were imperial items for the Forbidden City in both the Ming and Qing dynasties. What Guo Yi could buy were seconds rejected from tribute goods, which already cost a fortune.

However, the fact that such high-priced floor tiles from thousands of li away could be shipped to Guangzhou for sale showed how high the consumption power and how rampant the extravagance of this city were. The transmigrators' plan to use Ziminglou to promote life enjoyment products was feasible.

An indoor pool was set up in the center of the lobby, paved with pebbles to raise goldfish. A rockery taller than a man stood in the pool, with bamboo pipes guiding water to create a waterfall.

Rest areas were set up on both sides of the pool, equipped with screens, tables, and chairs, specifically for guests to wait and rest.

The second floor was the open dining area, while the third floor consisted entirely of private rooms. Zhang Xingpei didn't offer any new creative ideas for this part, handing it all over to local carpenters for decoration—even if he wanted a modern style, he didn't have the materials or tools. The only improvement was the addition of restrooms on both the second and third floors, paved with Lingao-produced colored tiles and equipped with blue-and-white porcelain flush toilets. Of course, in these restrooms, special personnel were responsible for flushing and turning off the water.

The main business project of Ziminglou's second building was the modern bathhouse. Because the transmigrators couldn't yet produce particularly effective preservatives and waterproofing agents, and the floor load-bearing capacity couldn't support dozens of cubic meters of water, Zhang Xingpei could only place the bathhouse on the first floor. A large oval bath pool was recessed underground, with wide steps set up for easy entry. To save on tile usage, Zhang Xingpei used ample cut stone slabs as the exterior facing of the cement pool. Animal head carvings were installed in the four corners, spitting water into the pool. Outside the bath pool, there were steam rooms and massage rooms. Of course, the massage rooms inevitably included content popular with the masses, like opposite-sex massage.

On the second floor, a lounge for guests was set up. The lounge design was distinctive, adopting a semi-circular amphitheater arrangement with a circular performance area in the middle—specifically for performing various "improved versions" of song and dance.

The third floor was the place to apply those six sets of brand-new bathroom equipment, including the manual pressurized massage bathtub. Considering that the load-bearing capacity of the wooden floor was limited, Zhang Xingpei specifically added several structural supports.

These six rooms equipped with modern bathroom equipment were naturally VIP rooms. Not only were they luxuriously decorated and comfortable, but they also had dedicated staircases and passages, completely unconnected to other levels.

A bathhouse meant large amounts of water usage. Water usage in Guangzhou city came from two sources—water carriers delivering water with carts and shoulder poles, mostly from the Pearl River basin; and private wells. Guangzhou was right on the banks of the Pearl River, and the groundwater level was high. For Ziminglou to run a bathhouse, it naturally couldn't rely on water carriers. For this reason, in addition to the original two wells, several more were dug, and mechanical hand pumps were installed to increase drawing speed.

The water pumped out by manual labor was injected through stone troughs into a newly built cement cistern. After a brief period of sedimentation and alum treatment, it could be used.

But this system had a big problem. If the supply of hot water could be solved by effective traditional techniques—such as heated brick beds (kang) and flues—then the tap water system extending throughout the building required a high-level water tank. Building a water tank was easy, but how to lift water from the ground to a height of three or four stories was a thorny problem.

Zhang Xingpei originally intended to install a boiler and steam engine, using mechanical power to lift water. But the technical overhead was too high. Without knowledgeable workers to maintain them constantly, the boiler was a ticking time bomb. Moreover, the vibration of the steam engine, the high-heat exhaust steam, and the dark thick smoke from burning coal would be enough to destroy the luxurious and elegant atmosphere Ziminglou attempted to create.

If they didn't use machinery, unless Ziminglou intended to hire people to lift water to the water tower manually, the workload seemed frighteningly large. So Wang Luobin stepped in—his task was to find a power source for the water lifting equipment that didn't require a steam engine.

Unable to use a steam engine, and with manpower being too inefficient, transmigrators generally turned to wind and water power. Water power wasn't feasible at Ziminglou—as for wind-powered water lifting equipment, Wang Luobin thought the feasibility was low. To effectively lift water to a water tower more than ten meters above the ground, they would have to build a behemoth with a height of over twelve meters and windmill blades spanning five meters. Such a giant standing in Guangzhou city would guarantee gossip for Ziminglou. After testing wind speeds and checking the Guangzhou Station's meteorological data, Wang Luobin also rejected this plan.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 407 - The Ice Machine

"Use an animal-powered machine." Wang Luobin finally used this thing.

The so-called animal-powered machine was a transmission device that converted an animal's weight, foot-treading force, and traction into rotational power, which was then transmitted to various work machines. Its operating efficiency was actually quite limited, but it could be used to drive various relatively complex machines. Before electricity and steam engines became widespread, it was widely used in early 19th century Europe and America, including driving various agricultural equipment, hoisting ore and pumping water in mines, and even driving machine tools in factories.

After steam engine technology matured, these animal-powered machines were quickly phased out. They continued to be used in rural areas for a while before gradually disappearing completely.

The animal-powered machine Wang Luobin prepared to drive the water pump was an inclined treadmill type. To put it vividly, it was like a cow or horse running in place on a treadmill. A large flywheel was installed on the shaft of the wooden treadmill to regulate the speed, and transmission was done via a belt pulley. This type of animal-powered machine could be built large enough to accommodate two or three animals working simultaneously.

Considering that a single cow's stable long-term output power equivalent in actual work was only about 411W, two cows working together could only guarantee just over 1 horsepower of output. So Wang Luobin designed two identical machines, allowing for quick switching when one cow got tired, ensuring uninterrupted water pumping.

Of course, to ensure long-term effective operation of such machines, sufficient livestock had to be raised. Six to eight animals would be safest. This was relatively easy—just build a dedicated stable. In modern cities, even raising chickens was a punishable offense, but in ancient cities, it was normal for residents to keep pigs at home. In the first half of the 20th century, even in the great city of Beijing, many people in residential areas raised sheep or cattle, and some restaurants could even keep over a hundred sheep.

Wang Luobin incidentally pointed out that relying on shallow groundwater for such a tap water system could only meet very small-scale needs. Using it to supply a bathhouse was quite strained. Even without considering the labor consumed in pumping well water itself, such prolonged extraction would greatly reduce the well's output—because groundwater levels didn't replenish as quickly as people imagined.

To ensure supply, the best method was to drill a deep well into the aquifer, which would provide abundant and stable water.

"Use a two-stage water supply: use the animal-powered machine to pump water from the deep well to a surface cistern, then pump from the cistern to the water tower. This way, the pumping stroke is shorter."

"Drill a small deep well?" Zhang Xingpei shook his head repeatedly. "Drilling deep wells is too technically demanding. This timeline has no such technology, and even if it did, where would we get the specialized steel casing for deep wells? Should the Industry and Energy Committee provide it? Besides, with a deep well, hand-operated pumps wouldn't work..."

"It's not difficult. We don't even need the Industry and Energy Committee to do the work." Wang Luobin asked, "Do you know about the Zigong salt wells in Sichuan?"

"The place where they boil brine into salt?"

"The ancient salt wells and natural gas wells in Zigong are several hundred meters or even over a thousand meters deep. They drilled those deep wells using primitive methods, so technically it's not a problem."

"The problem is that the salt workers are in Sichuan."

"No issue. Just have the Guangzhou Station find a way to recruit some people. With heavy rewards, there will be brave men. As soon as they arrive, have them drill deep wells—the deep wells for water extraction here don't need to be several hundred meters; I think about fifty meters will be enough."

This matter was quickly implemented. Guo Yi sent a memo to Qiwei, asking them to immediately go to Ziliujing in Sichuan to recruit local workers skilled in drilling wells. The number was unlimited, with favorable treatment and families could come along.

Although Manager Sun of Qiwei couldn't figure out why salt workers were suddenly needed—and specifically Sichuan salt workers at that—he wondered whether the Australians knew there were salt deposits underground in this area. But Guangdong itself was a salt-producing region; drilling more wells wouldn't help much, not to mention the issue with the authorities. But he had grown accustomed to the Australians' crazy, unconventional ways of doing things. He also knew that whatever they wanted to do, they would spend any amount of money to accomplish. He immediately sent his subordinates to handle it.

Another problem Zhang Xingpei encountered was that modern public buildings, including restaurants, bathhouses, and museums, mostly relied on artificial lighting, with relatively little consideration for natural lighting. It was impossible to use modern lighting equipment here. Using candles, oil lamps, and the like was very prone to causing fires. So throughout the design process, natural lighting had to be maximized. For this reason, he lavishly used glass and skylights on the roof. In some parts of the roof, he even used glass tiles to enhance light transmission.

"This should count as extremely eco-friendly." Zhang Xingpei was quite satisfied looking at his design drawings—he had used every possible means for lighting.

"Perhaps when everyone sees how well glass works for windows, they'll all come to buy glass for their windows." Zhang Xin studied the design drawings for a while. "I just don't know if the glass factory can guarantee supply."

"No problem." Zhang Xingpei knew that since Changhua Fort had begun expanding, mass extraction of quartz sand was just a matter of time. Moreover, the machinery plant was working on a major technological upgrade project for the glass factory: an automatic blowing system, researching how to use compressed air to mass-produce glass bottles. Once this problem was solved, not only would glass bottle production explode, but more skilled workers would be freed up to produce flat glass.

Ziminglou was also continuously trial-producing and small-batch manufacturing various luxury goods to be used. Already confirmed for promotion at Ziminglou was kvass—this carbonated drink had already been proven popular among indigenous people in Lingao. Huang Dashan also had Hu Yicheng distill some local spices: mint, orange peel, and the like, to use as flavorings. After being re-blended, the kvass became a beverage with fruit and herbal flavors.

Leizhou rum was also on Ziminglou's promotional list. Plain rum wasn't particularly outstanding compared to traditional Chinese distilled spirits, so Pei Lixiu's idea was to sell cocktails. Of course, they didn't have soda water for the time being, but adding sugar syrup and fruit juice to rum was still achievable.

"I think this makes rum a bit feminine." Zhang Xin, who liked to drink, commented after having a few glasses of fruit rum.

"Traditionally, women didn't drink alcohol. If we can attract women to drink too, the business will be huge..." Pei Lixiu said.

"Do you think there will be women coming to Ziminglou?" Guo Yi said unhappily.

"How could there not be? Life in the mansions is empty and lonely too..."

Pei Lixiu's idea was to create a women's salon of sorts—talking poetry, engaging in literature, composing verses in response to each other.

"Alright, your thinking is on track, but who would it attract? Obviously, only famous courtesans. Respectable women won't come to your salon..."

"Having famous courtesans willing to participate isn't bad either." Zhang Xin said. "First, it builds up our popularity—a celebrity effect. Second, using established figures is easier than cultivating our own, and there won't be the controversy—"

The so-called controversy naturally referred to the ongoing debate among the five hundred in Lingao. Regarding the slavery issue, The Lingao Times had already published several issues with different viewpoints; proponents of abolition and supporters of slavery each held their own opinions, naturally with fence-sitters and those trying to muddy the waters too.

Ziminglou's business of recruiting young women in Guangzhou to train as masseuses and dancers had already drawn a lot of criticism—especially from Du Wen, who had written consecutive articles in The Lingao Times fiercely attacking this "going against the tide of history" and "reversing the wheel of history," reminding everyone to be vigilant against the "resurgence of feudal thinking that toys with women"... However, her attempt to contact Li Mei to issue a protest in the name of the Women's Federation failed—Li Mei was very interested in this; she had long wanted to establish a similar entertainment complex in Lingao.

"Second, famous courtesans of the late Ming had great social influence. Whether for promoting products, influencing certain officials and gentry, or gathering information, they had natural advantages—think of the Eight Beauties of Qinhuai. Moreover, many high officials and nobles loved to take famous courtesans as concubines in this timeline, and the sisterhood among them was also something we could exploit."

"Let's try it." Guo Yi nodded, then turned to Pei Lixiu. "Since you had this idea, you probably already have suitable salon candidates."

"Of course," Pei Lixiu smiled charmingly. "Master, you truly have discerning eyes..."

"Alright, alright, stop buttering me up. Tell me about the situation."

Sure enough, Pei Lixiu had made several close female friends over the past few months, basically concubines and the like from wealthy households. Among them were the concubines of people like Dong Jizhong, who had lent money to Guo Yi during the Leizhou sugar industry battle. These women ate well all day and were all looking for entertainment to pass the time. Women frequently visited each other, and Pei Lixiu was eloquent and had many novel items not available locally. Before long, she had struck up friendships with them.

"Hmm, not bad. At least when necessary, they can whisper suggestions to their men. But these women's status isn't high. You need to try to befriend those at a higher level."

"Sister Su said one of her younger sisters is Gao Qinshun's concubine. She's long heard about the benefits of Australian goods. If not for the recent demolition and renovation of Ziminglou, she would have wanted to come take a look these past few days."

Guo Yi and the others all knew the name Gao Qinshun. He was the Inspector of Guangdong. Although only a seventh-rank official, he was a Supervising Censor and a powerful figure in local affairs. Knowing what he thought about in bed would certainly be of great benefit to intelligence work.

"Good, follow up on this. You must secure her!"

"Here are some things I want. Can the master help me out..." Pei Lixiu's eyes were alluring as she spoke, handing over a slip of paper.

Zhang Xin's attempt to obtain a refrigerator in Lingao had completely failed—not only were refrigerators crucial equipment at this stage, but even if they could have one, the Guangzhou Station lacked enough electricity to power it. Just a few solar panels and a pedal-powered generator were barely enough for the radio and computer.

Of course, the Ming Dynasty also had methods of cold storage—using wells. Underground temperatures could be maintained at around twenty degrees. This was barely enough for general preservation. But wells couldn't make ice blocks. Without ice blocks, naturally there was no hope for the shaved fruit ice, ice cream, popsicles, and other cold drinks that Pei Lixiu proposed—wealthy and particularly fastidious households in Guangzhou had private ice cellars storing ice made in winter, but most people didn't have such conditions. Zhang Xin had written N letters to Mo Xiao'an asking him to help solve this problem, strongly advocating its significance and benefits. Mo Xiao'an, pestered beyond endurance, had no choice but to go find Zhan Wuya.

"It's not that I don't want to build a refrigeration machine. With that, everyone would be comfortable." Zhan Wuya sat in the machinery plant office where the temperature reached 40 degrees. Outside were tall truss-framed workshops. The heating furnaces emitted enormous heat. The roar of machines, the rotation of motors, and the tremendous sounds of steel during blanking and stamping made the entire environment unbearably hot. Several high-powered blower fans made by the machinery plant blew strong winds from the doorway that could almost knock a person over—too bad they were hot.

"I'm not asking for air conditioning—" Mo Xiao'an knew that air conditioning was actually easier to solve. The ground-source air conditioning system installed at the pharmaceutical factory had performed quite well. If it didn't consume so much copper and require deep wells, it might have been widely adopted already. The air conditioning for the Ziminglou renovation was also temporarily shelved precisely because of this factor—the Planning Commission required Ziminglou to solve the copper and deep well issues on its own. Now they could only wait for the salt well workers from Sichuan.

"An ice machine is even harder—" Zhan Wuya shrugged. "Without a high-power compressor, without a refrigerant, what can we use to make ice? Even if I could build one, do you plan to install a generator for them in Guangzhou first?"

"True." Mo Xiao'an thought about it—without electricity, this really was difficult. "So there's no way?"

"There is a way. To be honest, it's quite primitive and not very economical." Zhan Wuya said. "One thing needs to be confirmed first: can the animal-powered machine Wang Luobin plans to set up there achieve 1.5KW?"

"One animal-powered machine is just over 1 horsepower. Two running at full capacity would be over 2 horsepower. That's enough."

Zhan Wuya nodded and made a phone call to the Planning Commission. On the phone, he mentioned "one air conditioner" and seemed to be applying to use this air conditioner. Mo Xiao'an waited a few minutes until Zhan Wuya hung up:

"No problem. The Supervisor agreed. Check back in a few days."

"You can build it?"

"Can't guarantee it yet." Zhan Wuya laughed. "It's a crude idea of mine. It hasn't been technically verified. We'll have to see the actual effect after manufacturing."

After seeing Mo Xiao'an off, Zhan Wuya dug out a pack of Dahongying cigarettes from his locked drawer. Carefully pulling out one, he sniffed and squeezed it for quite a while before lighting it and taking a drag.

To meet Guangzhou Station's urgent needs, Zhan Wuya was preparing to build a crude "animal-powered compression refrigeration machine" of his own design. He immediately called Liang Xin, who was temporarily idle at the machinery plant. The two of them took wrenches and tools to the Industry and Energy Committee's dedicated warehouse.

Although it was the Industry and Energy Committee's warehouse, everything inside was under the absolute management of the Planning Commission. Every pair of pliers, hammer, and screwdriver was registered and assigned to a specific person. Whether damaged or lost, it had to be reported. Management was extremely strict.

The warehouse was stacked with various tools and parts from the machinery plant, all packed in boxes with tags and warehouse receipts. Walking to the very back, there was a pile of objects on the ground wrapped tightly in oilcloth, looking like a machine.

Opening it up revealed an air conditioner, rusted and looking quite pitiful.

This air conditioner had been dismantled from the flat-deck self-propelled barge. At the time, it was already in a scrapped state—it wasn't any specialized marine air conditioner, just an ordinary 1.5KW household wall-mounted air conditioner that the crew had bought to create a comfortable environment. This air conditioner, abandoned in a corner of the engine room, was already covered in rust and no longer cooled. When the Planning Commission collected materials, following the principle that "nothing from the 21st century is废," they had registered and accepted it as well.

The two used a handcart to pull the air conditioner to the workshop. Opening the outer unit cover for a thorough disassembly, they removed the air conditioning compressor, then also removed the evaporator. This air conditioner was really something—it actually had two evaporators—these corrugated copper tubes were really good stuff.

"Rather than going through all this trouble, why not use a gas refrigerator?" Liang Xin was puzzled.

"A gas refrigerator is of course good, but we're still not up to making household-level ones. Also, a gas refrigerator needs a matching coal gas generator. To be honest, I don't feel comfortable using it in Ziminglou. We still have weaknesses in gas piping, valves, and seal production."

Using gas furnaces in Lingao, they were basically set up far from crowds. The furnaces were supervised by dedicated personnel, with ventilation on all sides, making safety somewhat better. Ziminglou was densely populated with people. If a leak occurred, whether it was an explosion or poisoning, it would be a tragedy.

After bypassing the compressor clutch, the compressor actually started running. After Zhan Wuya connected his own self-made condenser, throttle valve, and evaporator, a simple refrigeration system was created.

A purely green, eco-friendly, animal-powered ice machine—of course, results would be even better with an electric motor or other power machine.

Next was the refrigerant. The Freon in the broken air conditioner was long gone. Where could they find this refrigerant? Zhan Wuya suddenly realized he had overlooked this key problem. Finally, he thought of Ma Qianzhu: although he hadn't brought guns to this timeline, he had several air rifles, and didn't air rifles use F12? That was an excellent refrigerant!

But the air rifles were his private property. Building a small ice machine wasn't exactly a matter of life and death or industrial upgrading; convincing him to contribute his F12 wouldn't be easy. It looked like material enticement was the only option—Zhan Wuya suddenly felt very wronged: this thing he was building wasn't for his own use, so why should he have to pay out of his own pocket for materials?

But the allure of building equipment using crude methods was too great. Making things by following blueprints wasn't anything remarkable; this kind of challenging work was the interesting stuff.

Returning to his office, he gritted his teeth and dug out a carton of premium Dahongying from his drawer. He opened it and took out two packs, thought about it, put one back, and taking only one pack, went to find Ma Qianzhu.

Note: The copyright of this ice machine belongs to Zhan Temporarily's Crow. Whether it works or not is unknown. The original text used a bicycle to power it, and he himself has explained that the output power of a bicycle cannot drive a compressor.
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Ah, no choice. He could only trade this away. Zhan Wuya was heartbroken. Although the premium Dahongying were already last year's cigarettes, he had carefully preserved them and the flavor hadn't changed at all.

This stuff—flicking out just one could accomplish many things. Now he actually had to give away an entire pack. Zhan Wuya was pained beyond measure.

Finding Ma Qianzhu and after much persuasion, spending countless words plus one pack of cigarettes, with the additional promise that he would be the first to try the ice machine once it was built, he finally obtained two bottles of refrigerant.

"Without the P12, my air rifles won't work anymore—"

"You can play with real guns—I'll specially build you a machine gun later..." Zhan Wuya perfunctorily replied while stashing the two bottles of F12 in his bag.

After battling through the night and disassembling and adjusting the equipment countless times, a large block of pure white ice finally appeared in the condenser! Zhan Wuya and Liang Xin were instantly energized—this thing actually could work!

Zhan Wuya rushed back to his office to find his insulated cup and packed this first block of ice to send to the Supervisor—with a slip of paper stuck on it reading "Good News," then he went all the way there as if beating drums and gongs.

Liang Xin called the cafeteria, asking them to quickly bring over some insulated containers. These crude insulated containers used kapok and cotton as insulation material, specifically used to transport popsicles from the Fengcheng and to transport live seafood.

In the end, this ice machine could produce approximately 2 kilograms of ice per hour when running. Honestly, the efficiency was a bit low. But Liang Xin noticed that their insulation measures were too poor. If strengthened, the ice-making efficiency would be even better.

The Industry and Energy Committee producing such a thing made everyone very happy. After all, transporting ice from Bopu was inconvenient. Now with this device, they could enjoy frozen food anytime, anywhere. Immediately someone proposed installing one in the cafeteria first. Others proposed simply dismantling all the air conditioners they had and converting them to ice machines—after all, there were only these few air conditioners, and giving them to anyone wasn't good. Better to dismantle them all and make ice blocks that everyone could enjoy.

In fact, the call for producing refrigeration equipment had been quite strong recently, not just from Ziminglou. The communications center needed ice to cool equipment. The explosives workshop needed ice to lower temperatures to ensure production safety. The cafeteria needed to preserve food. The Ministry of Health needed to preserve corpses for dissection...

The transmigrator group's number of refrigerators was pitifully small—nobody had thought of this at the time. The Fengcheng's cold storage was a bit far from Hundred Ren City, and the ship's cold storage was maintained by auxiliary engines burning precious diesel. Ma Qianzhu had always hoped the Industry and Energy Committee could develop refrigeration equipment more economical than the ship's cold storage.

The Industry and Energy Committee had already held several meetings on this issue. They had long found a relatively simple, feasible, and economical method to meet Ma Qianzhu's requirements, which was the gas refrigerator Liang Xin mentioned.

The so-called gas refrigerator used gas heating to boil concentrated ammonia water. The ammonia vapor produced was cooled to condense the water vapor within it, while the ammonia gas condensed into liquid ammonia. Then at the entrance of the evaporator, it mixed with hydrogen. Due to different partial pressures, ammonia diffused violently from the liquid ammonia into the hydrogen, causing the evaporator temperature to drop and producing the cooling effect. Afterward, the ammonia gas was absorbed by dilute ammonia water to become concentrated ammonia liquid again, while the remaining hydrogen returned to the evaporator. So the gas refrigerator achieved cooling through gas combustion heating, circulating three substances—ammonia, water, and hydrogen—through pipes. The cooling temperature could reach as low as minus 40°C. Efficiency was extremely high.

Ammonia water was no longer a problem now that the 800-ton synthetic ammonia system had begun initial operation. Hydrogen was a byproduct obtained during the process of electrolyzing salt to make alkali.

Using this principle, it was possible to manufacture small refrigerators at the household level. By 20th-century standards, gas refrigerator technology was quite low-level. But in Lingao's 1629 industrial system, manufacturing small gas refrigerators had many practical problems that couldn't be resolved, especially regarding materials and processes. For example, the fire-resistant ceramic on the burner head and the zinc alloy die-cast parts for the burner housing—none of these could be solved immediately. Furthermore, the highly efficient insulation materials needed for the cabinet body were also what they lacked.

Since they couldn't make fine precision versions, the Industry and Energy Committee decided to manufacture a large "gas refrigerator" to reduce the technical difficulty of manufacturing—if they couldn't make small fire-resistant ceramic burner nozzles, large cast-iron burner nozzles were certainly possible—in reality, they were preparing to build a gas cold storage facility.

This cold storage was first built at the cafeteria—the cafeteria itself had ample biogas supply, and now also had coal gas. Fuel was abundant. As for insulation materials, using only kapok or cotton couldn't effectively insulate. So Zhan Wuya used the most common ice storage method of the ancients—building the cold storage underground and using soil for insulation. The major ice cellars of old Beijing all collected ice in the twelfth lunar month, stored under conditions of just earthen cellars, covered with straw mats and piled with dirt. When sealed until the next summer when the ice cellar was opened, ice block losses were negligibly small.

The Lingao Construction Company first excavated a rectangular cellar with one open side in a small hillside at the farm. After tamping down the floor and walls, they laid perforated bricks. Then insulation materials were added to the inner walls.

The Industry and Energy Committee had neither foam plastic nor asite. The only natural insulation materials that could be supplied in large quantities locally in Lingao were kapok and diatomaceous earth. To ensure effectiveness, the Industry and Energy Committee alternately applied multiple layers on the cold storage walls. All piping used yellow copper components. After installing the cold storage, a layer of straw mats was laid on top, then completely covered with thick earth. Only an access passage connected to the surface. The passage had double wooden doors inside and outside, with thick insulation material installed on the doors. The machinery plant personnel tried to make them fit the door frames as closely as possible, applying several layers of leather belts as sealing material. The cold storage's combustion chamber was set up on the surface, using coal gas from the farm's supporting coal gas generator for heating. Lingao had much rain, so finally a house was specially built over the entire underground cold storage for shelter, with drainage ditches on all sides.

After ignition, the cold storage ran continuously for 24 hours, proving that this cold storage could reach a minimum temperature of minus 16 degrees and maintain it stably at that level.

Everyone was quite satisfied with this. The theoretically achievable minus 40 degrees had no special significance for the transmigrator group. Minus 16 degrees was already sufficient for long-term storage of various fresh foods, making ice blocks, and producing various cold drinks.

Because they had built a cold storage that could cheaply produce large quantities of ice blocks, it not only met dietary needs but even served the role of air conditioning to some extent—large blocks of ice taken from the cold storage and placed in rooms to naturally melt, this traditional cooling method quickly spread through the transmigrators' dormitories and offices. To prevent everyone from rushing to get ice, the Planning Commission, after meticulous calculations, issued ice tickets. Besides each transmigrator's personal daily allocation of several kilograms of ice, each department had different allocation standards based on needs.

Lingao Telecom's communications machine room also finally became somewhat cooler—not just for comfort, but also beneficial for ensuring proper operation of equipment. Since entering summer, Lingao Telecom's equipment, besides using enhanced ventilation for cooling, had adopted a rotating power-on method to prevent excessive heat from causing accidents.

Indigenous workers working in high-temperature environments also enjoyed the coolness of ice. This treatment moved many workers—being able to use ice in summer was a luxury of the wealthy. Now ordinary commoners like them could actually enjoy it. Although in the enormous workshops, this bit of cold air couldn't offset much heat, as Xiao Zishan often said: "Sometimes, the common people just want the rulers to show a basic attitude."

Due to the strong demand for ice blocks, the Industry and Energy Committee soon organized the construction of a second and third cold storage. With accumulated experience, construction techniques became increasingly skilled, the cold storage's energy consumption further decreased, and the probability of malfunctions also greatly reduced.

With the completion of the professional fishery cold storage and supporting gas station at Bopu, under the Planning Commission's orders, the Fengcheng's cold storage ceased operations. After this major power consumer shut down, the Fengcheng's auxiliary engines' operation was reduced to the minimum power needed to maintain the ship's own systems to save fuel. After this cold storage that had run continuously for nearly a year shut down, the Navy Club's influence in the Executive Committee dropped sharply. The Fengcheng was no longer a place certain committee members were eager to visit. This result was probably the most unexpected.

Of course, letting this cold storage sit idle was a pity. Another task the Planning Commission gave the Industry and Energy Committee was: research how to use coal gas to drive the ship's auxiliary engines to generate electricity, so it would completely stop using the stored diesel?

"Theoretically speaking, of course it's possible." Zhan Wuya said with a smile. "In reality..."

"What, not realistic?"

"It's not that it's unrealistic, but unnecessary." Zhan Wuya said, "The ship can obviously use external power connections."

Modern ships could completely use shore power after entering port, and the Fengcheng naturally could too.

"Plainly put, as long as we expand the installed capacity of the Bopu power station, the Fengcheng's auxiliary engines would have absolutely no need to continue generating power."

Zhan Wuya continued: "Of course, using coal gas to replace diesel as fuel for the auxiliary engines to generate electricity is also theoretically possible, but the piping installation would be a major problem."

The implication was that it was utterly unnecessary.

Xiao Zishan reminded him: The auxiliary engines were large generator sets. Their output power alone was greater than all the traction engines in the entire Bopu power station combined. The Planning Commission wouldn't let such a large generator set stop running. When the time came, Bopu might even have to rely on the Fengcheng's auxiliary engines for power generation.

"Hmm, true. But marine auxiliary engines—such large equipment—I've really never worked with them before. I'm not confident."

"Anyway, this matter can be studied slowly. Don't worry about it," Xiao Zishan comforted him. "You should think about how to actually manufacture a real gas refrigerator."

Xiao Zishan felt that before long, it would be possible to equip every transmigrator's residence with a small gas refrigerator—provided they could safely lay gas pipelines into homes. Perhaps in the future, they would even install gas lamps in indigenous residences.

As for the animal-powered ice machine that Zhan Wuya had painstakingly built, it was safely transported to Guangzhou. Shortly after, Mo Xiao'an received a telegram: "Urgently make thermos bottles and large-mouth insulated barrels"—ice was being produced, but there was nowhere to store it.

Mo Xiao'an sighed and got up to head to the glass factory. He suddenly realized: actually, thermos bottles were also quite a nice trade product!

Making thermos bottles was already child's play for the glass factory. Especially after they had fairly mastered mold-blowing techniques, they had achieved a breakthrough in what had previously felt like the most difficult part—blown forming. With molds, they no longer had to rely on the hand-feel of blowing workers and could manufacture hundreds or thousands of identical finished products.

The key to a thermos bottle was the inner flask. The inner flask was essentially a glass bottle with a hollow interlayer. In manufacturing, what was actually used was a technique of combining large and small bottles.

First, workers dipped a small amount of glass liquid and blew it into a glass bubble. After slight cooling, this glass bubble continuously dipped more glass liquid and was constantly swung and blown larger. Then it was elongated and quickly placed into a mold, rotated and blown fully. Opening the mold produced a bottle blank.

Then the glass workers repeated this work, only using a smaller mold. In fact, in the glass factory, blowing and forming inside molds was done using compressed air for batch production. Now they didn't have compressed air available, so they still used manual labor for the time being.

Mo Xiao'an watched a young man named Huang Zhongshan skillfully blowing bottle blanks one after another. His movements were so fluid they could be called flowing like clouds and water. He couldn't help but nod repeatedly.

"He's the fastest and best among the apprentices." Xiao Bailang sat on a wooden crate wiping his sweat—he now managed both the ceramics factory and the glass factory—wherever he went, he got roasted.

"Talented, I suppose."

"Pity that talent alone can't make blown glassware."

To date, all slightly complex products from the glass factory were almost entirely mold-blown or mold-pressed. The skill of making various products using only blowing plus scissors and pliers had not yet been mastered by the factory workers—because the transmigrators themselves didn't know how either.

"We need to capture some European glass craftsmen!"

"Where would there be European glass craftsmen in Asia?" Mo Xiao'an said. "The Europeans who come to Asia are basically scum."

Xiao Bailang didn't respond. He was watching the operation of the entire workshop, checking if everything was in order. Recently the weather had been hot, and with Ji Situi away at the coal chemical plant for long-term trial production, labor discipline at the glass factory had become somewhat lax. As soon as Xiao Bailang arrived at the factory, he cracked down on labor discipline.

Xiao Bailang didn't bother with any political ideology work. He directly sent several slackers to the labor reform camp—they were only released later under Wu De's intervention. But as a result, production efficiency in the factory improved considerably. Now when his eyes swept across, the entire workshop fell silent.

"This approach of yours won't work." Mo Xiao'an couldn't help but remind him. "Using only coercion won't win hearts."

"I know, I know—use both kindness and authority." Xiao Bailang replied perfunctorily.

"Fine, I'll have the food factory send some kvass over here."

"Chief, the gas station says they can send gas now..."

"Okay. Have them deliver it." Xiao Bailang put on his dark glasses and walked to the newly installed coal gas nozzles—a row of gleaming brass nozzles. He waved his hand: "Let's begin."

Several workers turned on the valves. Red flames immediately shot from the burner heads. Xiao Bailang put on thick work gloves and carefully adjusted the flames until they jetted blue.

"Prepare for joining!"

Huang Zhongshan quickly used tongs to bring over the two glass bottle blanks—one large, one small—that had just been blown and brought from the annealing furnace. Xiao Bailang first heated the bottom of the large bottle and the neck of the small bottle with the coal gas flame, then used a blade to neatly cut them off. Then he slipped the small bottle into the large one and filled the space between the large and small bottles with three small pieces of cork.

Properly speaking, asbestos particles should have been used, but the Industry and Energy Committee could only temporarily use substitutes. Their function was to maintain equal spacing between the inner and outer bottles so they wouldn't wobble. Another function was to strengthen the structural strength of the flask. After the flask was made, the only connection point between inner and outer bottles was at the mouth, which was prone to cracking when filled with water. With asbestos embedded, it was equivalent to adding three additional support points.

Next, he heated the large bottle with the small bottle inside to a semi-molten state over the coal gas flame. The critical step was about to come. Xiao Bailang's expression was serious as he pulled the semi-molten glass liquid with pliers, carefully pulling the bottom gap closed. This procedure seemed simple but had certain technical requirements for manual operation. It required not only sealing the bottle bottom smoothly and tightly but also leaving a thin glass tube. Modern thermos bottle companies all used automatic bottom-pulling machines to complete this.

Xiao Bailang tried several times without success. His face was flushed red from the coal gas flame. He put down the pliers to catch his breath and told the others to try. After several attempts, they finally sealed this bottom as required.

Next came the silver plating process. The thermos bottle flask was plated using silver nitrate. The plating agent was injected through the small glass tube reserved at the bottom into the space between flask walls. With the basic supply of three acids and two alkalis now available, this wasn't an issue at all. Finally, after pouring out the residual liquid, a layer of bright silver remained on the entire glass flask wall, shiny like a mirror.

The workers let out an amazed sigh. In fact, they had already witnessed the transmigrators' "secret technique" when making mirrors. Among the crowd, quite a few greedy eyes were fixed on the residual liquid being poured from the flask.

After silver plating, workers poured in distilled water to rinse once and dried it. Xiao Bailang first used the coal gas flame to heat the glass tube at the bottom red-hot and pulled it thinner, then inserted an exhaust tube—this simple exhaust pump was designed and manufactured by Zhong Lishi, a very simple exhaust type that could barely reach a crude vacuum level.

While pumping air, he used the coal gas flame to heat the outer bottle, promoting gas expansion for faster gas extraction. Of course, the crude exhaust pump couldn't measure the extraction status. Xiao Bailang had previously used the most primitive method—repeated trial and experiment until finding the optimal extraction time.
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When the timer was up, he began using the coal gas flame to gradually heat the tail end of the glass tube, causing it to gradually fuse into a cord and then naturally break off. This procedure required great care. The glass tube couldn't have the slightest crack, or all previous efforts would be wasted. Xiao Bailang's dark glasses were almost touching the flame head, sweat dripping down from under his work cap.

"Done!" With Xiao Bailang's loud shout, a complete, shiny thermos bottle flask was finally born. It was carefully placed into a rattan-woven thermos bottle shell and secured.

"Pour in boiling water!"

Mo Xiao'an saw that all the workers were soaked with sweat on their backs. The thick cotton work clothes had sweat stains seeping through. The heat from the furnaces and annealing kilns in the workshop raised the temperature to nearly 50 degrees. The only cooling measures were the ventilation windows in the roof and two large wooden barrels at the door—filled with oral saline solution and kuding tea prepared by the pharmaceutical factory.

"Too hard." Mo Xiao'an sighed.

"Factories are all like this." Xiao Bailang gulped down a large cup of tea and swallowed a salt tablet. "The pharmaceutical factory also brought over a lot of heat-relieving medicine. Furnace workers rotate every fifteen minutes. There won't be any incidents."

After an hour, Mo Xiao'an poured out water from the thermos bottle—the water was still scalding. Using an industrial thermometer to measure, the temperature had barely dropped.

The insulation test results were satisfactory. Mo Xiao'an was greatly encouraged and ordered people to bring many barrels of kvass from the food factory to distribute to the workers as a reward. The indigenous workers didn't really understand what use this laboriously made item had, but seeing Mo Xiao'an so happy, they knew something good had probably been made, and everyone laughed along.

"Make some more wide-mouth thermos bottles."

"Just need to have the machinery plant open a few more mold sets." Xiao Bailang readily agreed.

"Manager Lin, please—"

The little pirates standing by the ship's railing made a respectful "please" gesture. Lin Baiguang steadied himself, placed his hand on the pirate's arm, and calmly stepped from the deck onto the gangway.

The gangway was crudely built and swayed when stepped on. Seawater rushed and crashed below, splashing spray. The bay of Nanri Island was densely packed with ships with lowered sails. It was now dusk, and wisps of cooking smoke rose from many ships.

Lin Baiguang finally, for the first time in his life, saw a real Ming Dynasty pirate stronghold. In the summer sunset, the bay was filled with an endless array of ships, masts like forests, sails like clouds.

Countless ships of all sizes lined up from the shore to the end of the bay. Lin Baiguang was almost stunned. In modern times, he had never seen so many ships at once. How could the scene before him not astonish him?

This wasn't a modern industrial society—it was an era where everything had to be done by hand. How much manpower and resources would it take to build such a fleet!

Such a fleet, setting sail, could establish a new nation wherever it went! The Chinese had expanded on land to the limits that agricultural peoples could survive, yet they stopped short at sea, always lingering near the coast, never taking that crucial step.

While sighing, Lin Baiguang's eyes revealed a greedy look. Pity that such an enormous fortune would soon disappear from the sea: either turn into blazing torches on the water or be swallowed by Zheng Zhilong. Thinking of this, an urgent feeling enveloped him.

Most of the ships were small coastal fishing boats or cargo ships of forty to fifty tons, crudely built. They looked no different from the ordinary fishermen's boats he had seen in Lingao. Only occasionally were there larger ships of over a hundred tons mixed in, and even Western-style sailing ships. Lin Baiguang noticed that almost every ship had cannons of various sizes and styles, set up or tied onto the decks in various ways. The pirates sat quite casually by the cannons eating, smoking. There were even women and children on the ships.

This large settlement-style pirate group was truly a rare sight.

Suddenly, a woman's scream came from one of the ships. Looking toward the sound, he was startled: he saw a woman tied naked to the ship's side, and a wiry pirate was viciously whipping her bare back, buttocks, and thighs with a seawater-soaked whip. With each lash, the woman let out an ear-piercing scream, desperately twisting her body against the wood.

On the ship, men and women, old and young, were unconcerned, going about their work or smoking.

Because of the distance, Lin Baiguang could only vaguely hear the man's scolding: "...Who do you think you are? Pretending to be virtuous, look where you are! See if I don't beat your stinking c*nt raw. Still acting coy with me..."

This scene, rich in S&M flavor, made Lin Baiguang shudder—he reminded himself that these were the people he had to deal with. They were almost completely unrestrained by any law or morality, with not a shred of mercy in their hearts.

Shi Shisi led him ashore. Unlike what he had imagined, the pirates on Nanri Island had built no kind of stockade or fortress. On shore were some ships pulled up onto the beach for repairs. The pirates had put up some grass sheds as temporary shelters. Obviously, the pirates didn't think anyone could charge ashore and directly threaten them—the fleet was their fortress.

Because Lin Baiguang had already changed into Ming-era clothing beforehand, he didn't attract much gawking. Walking along, he saw several open spaces enclosed by makeshift fences of broken wood and stones, with pirates carrying knives, spears, and cracking whips standing guard on all sides. Inside, many people—men, women, old, young—either squatted or lay. There were wealthy people in silk brocade and poor people in rags. After squatting in this place exposed to wind and rain for ten days or several months, many had already lost all color in their faces and were filthy beyond description. Several corpses hung from wooden stakes outside the fences, apparently dead, covered in flies.

Outside the fence was apparently a graveyard, shallowly buried, emitting a nauseating stench.

"This is the Ticket House." Shi Shisi said. "Hostages captured from various places are all kept here."

"Why bother capturing such poor wretches?" Lin Baiguang feigned surprise.

"When raiding ashore, who has time to sort the poor from the rich? Grab everyone first and sort them out later." Shi Shisi said.

"If they can't pay ransom, what's the use of capturing them?"

"Same as you Australians—to do work." Shi Shisi laughed. "We're not as clever as you, able to make so many exquisite goods. But there's plenty of odd jobs in the big gang. Having some unpaid hands around is convenient."

Those captured who couldn't pay ransom were all put to work, from gathering firewood, cooking, repairing ships, to hauling water—nothing was off-limits. They slept outdoors and ate sporadically—the pirates didn't care whether these captives lived or died. If they could survive a few months without dying, the chief might show mercy and release them. If the gang was short on men, they would be pressed into service as pirates.

Women with any looks were used to satisfy physical needs. Once everyone tired of them, they were sent to the mainland to be sold, or sometimes to Southeast Asia—Chinese merchants doing business in Southeast Asia could take local women as partners, but women from China were more favored—fetching good prices.

Lin Baiguang followed him past the Ticket House. In the distance, he saw a complete stockade on a small hill by the sea, flying Zhu Cailao's banner. He was startled—this stockade was so neat and orderly! But walking closer, he saw that the stockade walls had collapsed in many places, and some buildings inside had also caved in. Looking at the watchtowers and flagpole bases on the walls, he realized this was originally a Ming military water fortress that had been abandoned for a long time before being occupied by pirates.

Around the stockade, many sheds and tents were densely set up, probably the quarters for Zhu Cailao's trusted subordinates and various bosses. Pirates carrying swords and bamboo pole spears became more numerous. Lin Baiguang knew they were probably nearing Zhu Cailao's headquarters.

The group headed toward the abandoned Ming fortress. Along the way, they kept encountering small patrolling groups of pirates. Compared to the refugee-like pirates they'd seen on the beach, these looked more capable, showing they were getting closer to Zhu Cailao's central army.

However, even with Lin Baiguang's unprofessional eye, Zhu Cailao's shore camp didn't seem particularly impressive. At a glance, it was clearly haphazardly arranged without any plan. The sentry posts and patrols were quite casual, and defenses at many points were very lax—all appearance, no substance.

Such a seemingly mediocre pirate force had repeatedly landed, penetrated deep inland to rob counties, and was mostly unstoppable. Either his strongest forces weren't on Nanri Island, or his opponents were truly terrible. Lin Baiguang thought the latter was more likely.

Assessment of Ming military combat capability had always had two extremes in the transmigrator group. One view was that they were utterly useless, with visions of a few hundred armed men sweeping through Guangdong and even taking Nanjing. The other view was that no matter how bad the enemy was, they were still regular troops, while no matter how strong they were, they were amateurs—victory wouldn't be possible without full body armor, AK-47s, or Maxim machine guns.

Now it seemed that at least the Ming troops of Guangdong and Fujian were nothing to fear. Forces at Zhu Cailao's level could run rampant through Guangdong and Fujian provinces, leaving the Ming military helpless. Given the equipment, training, and discipline of Lingao County's Security Regiment, defeating ten-to-one might not happen, but defeating three or four times their numbers would be no problem at all.

After walking a while longer, though still at some distance, in the clear sky Lin Baiguang could clearly see the large banner on the stockade embroidered with the character "Zhu," beside which flew another flag embroidered with "Commander of Three Armies."

So the pirates also flew Ming military flags. Lin Baiguang was speechless. It seemed that even rebels like bandits and pirates had a weakness for worshipping the establishment.

Arriving at the stockade gate, Shi Shisi stopped. After saying a few words to the guards, he turned back:

"Manager Lin! Please wait here for a moment. Allow me to go in and announce you." Shi Shisi said. "If the Big Boss is in the stockade, he'll see you soon."

"Go ahead." Lin Baiguang nodded. Shi Shisi gave some instructions to those around him and went in on his own. The little pirates brought out a table and chairs, invited him to sit, and brought a bowl of tea.

Lin Baiguang saw that the tea bowl was chipped, with a ring of grime around the rim. The tea was murky yellow—who knew what it tasted like. Forcing down his disgust, he took a big gulp, even smacking his lips in a satisfied manner.

The tea was bitter and astringent, with a salty, fishy taste of seawater. Yet Lin Baiguang said: "Finally got to drink some tea!"

The pirate who delivered the tea smiled: "Whether the tea is good or not, we don't know. The water here is so salty and bitter that we couldn't drink it without adding some tea leaves."

Although Nanri Island had fresh water, it couldn't sustain over ten thousand troops gathered there. Drinking water was a daily problem for most people, who could only dig wells wherever they were. On such a small island, the groundwater was somewhat infiltrated by seawater—barely enough to get by.

The gate-guarding pirates didn't know who he was, but Lin Baiguang had been brought by Shi Shisi, clearly someone of status. His attire was neither wealthy nor lowly, yet he exuded capable energy. Everyone figured he was probably a fellow traveler from some other faction. They were therefore somewhat more courteous: recently the Big Boss's days weren't good; a fellow traveler arriving was probably here to discuss an alliance.

Lin Baiguang intentionally engaged them in conversation. Having been an office director, he was particularly good at sweet talk and managing interpersonal relationships. He had his own gift for gab. Soon he was chatting with the several guards like old friends.

Very quickly, Lin Baiguang learned some things from these few little pirates: the fleet gathered here was basically all of Zhu Cailao's assets. Apparently, the Big Boss was going to lead them to "pull off a big job." What big job, they didn't know. Lin Baiguang knew—obviously, it referred to the attack on Min'an.

Lin Baiguang didn't inquire about sensitive matters like ship numbers or troop counts. He felt those weren't worth concerning himself with. What he wanted to grasp was the pirates' morale and supply situation. To pull people away during the army's collapse, that was what truly mattered. From the fragmentary bits of conversation with the pirates, he could sense their morale wasn't high—gathering this huge crowd together created enormous logistical problems for food and daily necessities. To supply grain and vegetables, they had to dispatch fleets daily to scrounge. Even so, some ships occasionally ran out of food. Some smaller groups, finding eating difficult and water access inconvenient, had already come and gone, drifting away.

"Only we in the central army here eat and drink without worry. Sometimes we even get meat. The other small groups have meals only hit or miss—they can only catch fish to eat every day." One pirate said proudly.

This kind of idle boasting went on for who knows how long. Just when Lin Baiguang had drunk his fourth bowl of tea and was about to give out, loud conch horn sounds suddenly came from the central army camp.

"The Big Boss is holding court!" the sub-leader said. "The Big Boss probably wants to see you immediately."

As the conch sounds echoed through the camp, suddenly many small groups of pirates appeared, swords drawn, rushing toward the stockade walls and lining up along both sides of the road.

This was putting on a welcoming display. Lin Baiguang thought to himself.

On the good side, it was respect for him as an envoy. On the bad side, it was intimidation. Perhaps both, depending on how he handled it.

Looking at the bustling, chaotic scene before him, Lin Baiguang felt deeply moved. He had pushed aside all objections, risking his life alone to come here, all to infiltrate the pirate group from within. Zhu Cailao, this sea hawk commanding the seas, probably never dreamed that his purpose in coming was actually to undermine him—

Just as he was thinking, several neatly dressed pirates came running down the road from the main gate. Arriving nearby, they called out loudly: "Would the fellow traveler who has arrived please identify himself?"

From their call, Lin Baiguang guessed that Zhu Cailao didn't want news of his arrival to leak out. As for why he was doing this, he didn't yet understand. He could only play it by ear.

Lin Baiguang cupped his hands: "It is I!"

That sub-leader returned the bow, then said: "Fellow traveler, our Big Boss invites you to rest at the old camp first! Please!"

So pirates also called it the "old camp"—was this term common in Ming dynasty armies?

Lin Baiguang nodded and bid farewell to the guards at the gate with a bow to all four directions: "Brothers, many thanks for your hospitality! Until we meet again!"

Everyone hurriedly and respectfully cupped their hands in return. They all felt this fellow traveler handled matters impressively, with impeccable manners—they just didn't know which road's hero he was.

By the time they reached the old camp gate, two rows of troops had already lined up outside to welcome Lin Baiguang's arrival.

These men were neatly dressed with gleaming weapons, looking very fierce—clearly Zhu Cailao's elite trusted followers. Compared to the refugee-like pirates seen along the way, they were worlds apart.

The weapons in the hands of the pirates lining both sides of the road glinted in the sunlight. One look conveyed an overwhelming aura. They all held standard Ming military long spears and wore Japanese katanas at their waists. Cold faces featured pairs of fierce eyes, shooting terrifying glares.

Under the wolf-like stares of the pirates on both sides, Lin Baiguang walked onto the road leading to the central army. That wordless pressure was indeed frightening—in the past, when Lin Baiguang saw such scenes in TV and movies, he thought they were just for show. Only when experiencing it firsthand could one feel the terror. At one point, his face went somewhat pale, feeling like he couldn't breathe.

Just at that moment, Shi Shisi, who had gone in earlier to announce him, came running out, calling loudly: "Will the honored guest please enter!!"

Lin Baiguang steeled his nerves—having come this far, fear was useless. He couldn't help but close his eyes and pray silently to heaven:

"Transmigrating predecessors struggling in various timelines, transmit your protagonist aura through space-time to me!" After silently praying several times, when he reopened his eyes, he felt energy throughout his body. Behind him seemed to appear a faint halo with two large characters written on it: "Protagonist."

"Lead the way, please!"

After following Shi Shisi for a while, a camp gate appeared on the road ahead. A pirate by the gate shouted:

"Visitor, remove your sword!"

"I don't have one." Lin Baiguang said calmly. "Would this brother like to search me?"

"No need, no need!" Shi Shisi hurried over to negotiate. Having accompanied him all the way, he knew this Manager Lin was completely unarmed, bare-handed through and through.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 410 - Acting Real

Passing through the camp gate, a spacious view suddenly opened up before him. The camp tents densely lined along both sides of the road earlier were nowhere to be seen inside this gate. What appeared before them was a wide open space, elevated several feet above the surroundings. From the scattered building materials, this was probably the foundation of the former water fortress's administrative office.

On this foundation stood a large tent sewn from various colored silks and satins—very much in pirate style. The tent entrance was fully open, with four burly men holding large swords standing guard at the door. In front of the tent was a flagpole, at its top the "Zhu" surname banner fluttering in the wind.

"Please!"

Lin Baiguang entered the central army tent, directly facing this sea merchant and pirate who had roamed the seas for over twenty years and whose name, like Zheng Zhilong's, would be recorded in historical records. His heart couldn't help but feel somewhat nervous. Up to now, no one in the transmigrator group had actually met a historical celebrity. This counted as the first one.

Seated in the central chair of the tent was a man in his fifties. His hair was graying, skin dark. A pair of fisherman's eyes gleamed brightly. He wore an extravagantly flashy Nanjing sapphire-blue satin robe, belt of rhinoceros horn and jade at his waist, soft leather boots on his feet. Tucked in his belt was a Turkish-style small curved dagger with a gold handle and silver sheath, studded with jewels.

Lin Baiguang's first thought was strange: wasn't he afraid of heat dressed like that?

His mood immediately calmed. After a brief daze, he came to his senses and quickly surveyed the tent.

This extravagant, very piratical silk tent was spacious, but crammed inside was a mishmash of things. Various Chinese and Western luxury goods and decorations were displayed haphazardly. The intention was probably to flaunt wealth, but the effect was like a general store.

There were fewer than ten people in the tent, seated in two rows on either side. Obviously, these people were Zhu Cailao's main gang leaders. There were men and women, old and young—a very complex mix.

Having sized up the situation in the tent, Lin Baiguang strode up to Zhu Cailao and bowed deeply: "Lin Baiguang greets Big Boss Zhu!"

Zhu Cailao seemed very interested in Lin Baiguang, sizing him up for quite a while before saying: "Manager Lin has come from the Australians in Lingao?" Surprisingly, he spoke standard Nanjing Mandarin.

Lin Baiguang quickly replied: "Indeed, I've come specifically to pay respects to Big Boss Zhu!"

"Quite bold." Zhu Cailao smiled, then said bluntly: "You Australians robbed my goods and killed my men, without any gesture of compensation. Not a single tael of silver—so why are you here, to make me sobering soup?"

The gang leaders below let out an unfriendly round of laughter.

Lin Baiguang knew that "sobering soup" was a famous delicacy among jianghu heroes, traditionally made from human liver. These words contained both his displeasure and an element of intimidation.

"Haha! We'd just arrived and didn't know the lay of the land. We failed to recognize Mount Tailong and offended Big Boss Zhu's mighty reputation—that was our fault—" Speaking, Lin Baiguang bowed deeply. "I beg Big Boss Zhu to be magnanimous!"

"Easy to say," Zhu Cailao still wore a smile. "Your mighty reputation aside, you slaughtered Gou Da's entire household, servants and all—that's nothing. But the money, grain, and goods Gou stored—you owe me an explanation, don't you? Toss a silver ingot into the sea and at least I hear a splash. With you, there's nothing?"

Lin Baiguang became more careful. Although the negotiation with Zhu Cailao was just a pretense, to make him fully convinced, Lin Baiguang had prepared negotiation materials in the spirit of acting real. He thought for a moment before speaking:

"Big Boss Zhu, please understand! We destroyed the Gou family truly by accident, not intentionally." Lin Baiguang once again expressed that their side had no hostile intentions toward him. "So when we released Manager Shi, we mentioned that our Australian glassware has no agents in Southeast Asia..."

"Glassware, mirrors—all good things." Zhu Cailao smiled. "But they're not as useful as bright silver. What do you think?" Zhu Cailao's expression suddenly darkened. "Stop beating around the bush. Tell me! My conditions—do you accept them or not?"

"How could we neglect Big Boss Zhu's matters?" Lin Baiguang continued his tai chi deflection, careful not to anger him, lest in a moment of rage he ordered "take him out and chop him." He could learn from novel and movie protagonists by laughing heartily to save himself, but whether that trick worked in reality only heaven knew.

"It's just that I have a few words to report—"

"Speak."

"Regarding the loan..." 

"Hold on!" Zhu Cailao cut him off, sneering. "Don't try to slip past this—give me a straight answer: this debt, are you paying it back or not?"

"Repaying debts is only natural. It's just that our leader feels he doesn't owe Big Boss Zhu any silver..."

"What?!"

"Bullshit!"

"Take him out and cut him in half! This madman who spouts wild nonsense can't be kept!" The tent immediately erupted with angry voices.

"Everyone, please hear me out." Lin Baiguang knew he was in extreme danger. Actually, making empty promises would have been inconsequential—it wouldn't be honored anyway. But he was determined to be provocative, to leave a deep impression on Zhu Cailao's subordinates. Otherwise, someone who agreed to everything wouldn't be valued by the pirates at all.

"We destroyed the Gou household, and the property we obtained was all Gou family assets. How can you say it was Big Boss Zhu's property? Even if there's a debt, that should be collected from Gou Er—he's still alive."

The gang leaders below were nearly going mad, all wanting to charge forward and tear him to pieces. Although Lin Baiguang had resolved to put life and death aside, he still felt a chill. He didn't know if this "making shocking statements" approach would work.

Zhu Cailao waved his hand to silence his men's clamor. He stared coldly at Lin Baiguang. After a long while, he nodded:

"What deep blood feud do you have with the Gou family?"

"No feud whatsoever. It was simply—as they say—uprooting weeds completely."

"Good!" Zhu Cailao nodded. "Once Gou Er and his son are captured, I'll send men to hand them over to you, and we'll see exactly how much silver should be repaid to me!"

Actually, whether Gou Er was dead or alive, the transmigrator group wasn't interested. Lin Baiguang was just using him as a diversion to mislead Zhu Cailao.

"As for the loan, our leader has approved it." Just not in actual silver—entirely in Lingao Circulation Vouchers. "The limit is one million yuan. Loan term is one year. No interest for the first three months, then one percent per month." Lin Baiguang explained the concept of circulation vouchers issued in Lingao.

"Use paper slips to pay the brothers' wages?" someone said angrily.

"Circulation vouchers are for buying things." Lin Baiguang didn't back down. "Who said anything about paying your wages?"

In reality, the Executive Committee's policy was to issue export credit loans—although they didn't intend to actually give Zhu Cailao this loan. One million in circulation vouchers was no small sum, and they absolutely couldn't devote precious resources and production capacity to manufacturing weapons for Zhu Cailao.

Several gang leaders were furious, ready to charge forward and start hacking. To them, without silver they couldn't pay wages, couldn't stabilize morale. No matter what that useless circulation voucher could buy in Lingao, on these Fujian waters it was just waste paper!

"This is a list of goods my leader is prepared to supply to your gang. All can be paid for with circulation vouchers."

What the Executive Committee promised to sell was dazzling: from cannons, muskets, and ammunition to various medicines, dry rations, and sugar—everything was available. Not only were categories listed; many items included illustrations with simple explanations—looking rather like an advertising brochure.

As for prices—clearly marked, fair for all ages. A line of small print noted: "Actual price trading, no hidden deductions."

"These are made by you—made right there in Lingao?"

"Indeed." Lin Baiguang saw his expression change and knew these items had moved him.

"I want your cannons. Thirty of the 24-pounder ones called—Carronades! How soon can you have them?"

"None in stock. Materials need to be prepared and casting done—at least two months."

"Too long." Zhu Cailao shook his head. "Won't make it in time."

Lin Baiguang had been afraid he'd want to buy cannons before launching his attack on Min'an. If details changed, history might take a very different course. Now it seemed Zhu Cailao didn't intend to delay his attack plan. This relieved him.

"Though the time is a bit long, cannons will be needed eventually."

"Hmm." Zhu Cailao nodded. "You have no silver. How are your grain stores in Lingao?"

"For every yuan of circulation vouchers outstanding, Lingao has one jin of unpolished rice in reserve."

Zhu Cailao nodded and said: "Good."

Both sides agreed that goods would be picked up by Zhu Cailao's own ships, with payments deducted from the credit limit.

As for repayment, Zhu Cailao naturally had no way to find circulation vouchers for principal and interest. So both sides agreed that Zhu Cailao would pay the loan and interest with war spoils. The two parties discussed in detail how to calculate circulation voucher value and how to price goods. Lin Baiguang had also prepared detailed and thorough plans with the Financial Committee in advance.

Although the loan plan would never actually be implemented, this policy of issuing credit loans would be implemented in the future. Working out the plan now wouldn't be wasted effort.

Seeing that more than half the matter was settled, Lin Baiguang was secretly delighted. Zhu Cailao suddenly asked with a smile: "You're giving me this one million to buy cannons and grain. Aren't you afraid that after I've dealt with Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang, I'll come after you?"

This question wasn't tricky, but asked so suddenly, it had the power of a well-aimed strike. Lin Baiguang quickly steadied himself:  

"Big Boss Zhu, that's not right." Lin Baiguang said. "What kind of people are Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang? How could they easily lose their heads?"

The implication was that he didn't believe Zhu Cailao could immediately defeat Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang—which was also the truth.

What Lin Baiguang wanted to convey to Zhu Cailao was this: For the Australians to survive on these Fujian-Guangdong waters, they wouldn't allow any one force here to dominate. Supporting Zhu Cailao was protecting themselves—the Australians didn't want Liu Xiang or Zheng Zhilong to grow too powerful.

Strategically, this made sense and was reasonable. Zhu Cailao had no choice but to believe it.

Zhu Cailao nodded: "You're quite frank."

Lin Baiguang smiled: "I'm just a young upstart. How could such little schemes fool an elder like yourself?"

Zhu Cailao instructed Shi Shisi to take Lin Baiguang to the rear camp of the central army and assign him a tent to rest. Lin Baiguang knew the matter was more than half done, but with someone as cunning as Zhu Cailao, whether his little tricks could actually deceive him remained to be seen.

Though inwardly anxious, he put on an unconcerned manner and followed Shi Shisi into the tent.

"This tent is yours."

"Many thanks, Brother Shi." Lin Baiguang glanced around the tent and felt like laughing and crying at the same time. The furnishings were obviously plundered from some wealthy family's women's quarters: embroidered curtains hung in disorder; a bed with only boards; there was even a vanity table with some tea cups and pots on it.

"Apologies, brother. We who make a living on the sea, these things are all temporary finds—" Shi Shisi had seen the transmigrators' living standards.

"Not at all. Can't be picky when traveling."

"Haha, Big Brother will find you some entertainment later." Shi Shisi laughed lecherously. Lin Baiguang knew this probably meant bringing a woman.

Before long, Shi Shisi indeed had someone bring in a woman.

"How about this? She's not bad, eh? A daughter from a wealthy family! Not many have used her—still quite fresh..."

Having relations with local women carried health risks—the Ministry of Health had repeatedly warned about this. Since D-Day, although Lin Baiguang had plenty of opportunities to secretly find women, he had never touched any—succumbing to sexual desire was a mark of human weakness.

But at this moment, he decided to take this woman. He knew well the mentality of these lower-level bandits: they valued drinking and womanizing above all else. If he didn't partake, he'd be seen as "lacking guts," which would be unfavorable for gaining their trust and developing his work.

The woman brought in was about twenty, white and tender-looking, not like a girl from a seafaring family. She was wrapped in a man's blue cotton robe, looking listless.

"Enjoy yourself tonight!" Shi Shisi seemed quite pleased with himself. "The Big Boss really thinks highly of you—he specifically ordered us to find you a woman. Haha, our lesser leaders don't even get this treatment." Speaking, he had someone bring in a food box:

"There's nothing good to eat on the island. This is a small token from the Big Boss."

"Too kind, too kind. The Big Boss is too generous—"

"Hehe, just enjoy it." Shi Shisi said with a grin, then added seriously, "If there's nothing tonight, don't go out. No walking around the camp at night—if caught, that's execution. You're the Big Boss's honored guest, so execution might not happen, but suffering needlessly would be pointless."

"With all this springtime beauty in my room, why would I go out into the sea breeze?" Lin Baiguang made small talk until he sent him off.

After seeing Shi Shisi off, Lin Baiguang walked to the food box and opened it. He was startled. The dishes inside were unexpectedly refined: scalded goose feet, stir-fried lamb, tofu and crab soup, marinated oysters... In the center were two porcelain jars—opening them, one contained snow-white rice and the other chicken soup with pickled vegetables and yellow chives.

Besides the dishes, there were also two pots of wine, one yellow and one white.

Preparing such a spread on a small island, and cooking it so exquisitely—this was no small gesture.

He had expected nothing more than rough fish and meat—how refined could pirate food be? He had overlooked one thing: the sea merchants and pirates of this era were one and the same. Zhu Cailao and his gang leaders, besides being big pirates, were also big merchants, accustomed to refined living.

However, Lin Baiguang, thinking of the gate-guarding pirates' comments about supply difficulties and some ships even running out of food, knew such extravagance was built upon widespread deprivation—he felt no sentiment about this, but was secretly pleased. The upper echelons living in extreme luxury while the lower ranks went hungry meant poor team cohesion. The chances of his undermining operation succeeding had increased several points.

"What's your name?" Lin Baiguang helped himself to food and drink, finding time to ask the woman still sitting dazed on the floor.

"This slave is called Xiao Shu."

(Chapter End)
Chapter 411 - Deep into the Enemy's Den

The blue cotton robe wrapped around the woman slid to the floor. Underneath, she wore only a small dudou undergarment. Lin Baiguang was a long-deprived man—how could he hold back? He immediately pulled a small sealed packet from his pocket, tore it open with a "rip"... and the tent was soon filled with springtime vitality.

Having eaten and drunk his fill, Lin Baiguang, slightly tipsy, climbed into bed embracing the now naked Xiao Shu. He fished a cigarette from his pocket, carefully placed it in his mouth, lit it with the oil lamp, and took a comfortable drag, preparing for another round shortly.

Given Lin Baiguang's experience frequenting pleasure quarters in the other timeline, he could tell this woman was quite clean. This opportunity had to be properly seized. Of course, he still had to use a condom—thank goodness he'd had the foresight to bring several.

Just as he was considering what position to switch to and what tricks to try, the woman in his arms began to sob softly. Lin Baiguang exhaled a puff of smoke and asked with concern: "You were fine. What's with the crying?"

"Nothing. Just lamenting this slave's bitter fate."

Lin Baiguang thought this was a familiar trope, but her bitter fate was caused by pirates, and partly had his share of responsibility. He mumbled something vague in response.

"Where is the master from?" Xiao Shu nestled in his arms, looking like a small bird seeking shelter. "This slave feels the master is from the Zhangzhou-Quanzhou area..."

Lin Baiguang thought she had actually guessed right. His ancestors had lived in Taiwan for over a hundred years—he was half Southern Fujianese.

"No, I'm Australian." Lin Baiguang said. "Though my ancestors crossed the sea from Southern Fujian."

"So the master and this slave are half-townsfolk."

"One could say we're old acquaintances in a foreign land." Lin Baiguang said with a laugh, but inwardly he grew wary.

Sure enough, Xiao Shu spoke to him in a voice barely audible: "This slave has something to ask of you."

"Hmm, what is it?"

"Keep your voice down!"

Xiao Shu pressed her finger to Lin Baiguang's lips. She pointed at her ear and made a "walls have ears" gesture.

Lin Baiguang lit his cigarette and ignored her warning: "Tell me."

"Can you take this slave away?"

"Away?" Lin Baiguang couldn't help lowering his voice.

"Yes."

"..." Lin Baiguang suddenly faced this situation and was somewhat at a loss. What exactly was Xiao Shu scheming? Was there any trickery involved?

"I beg you, master. Take me away. If this continues, sooner or later they'll abuse me to death." Seeing his expression shift uncertainly, Xiao Shu lay on his chest, pleading in a low voice.

"Don't cry," Lin Baiguang gently consoled her. "What exactly is going on..."

"This slave is originally from Zhangzhou Prefecture..."

Xiao Shu explained that she had been captured by pirates last month and had been kept in the old camp, exclusively for the big bosses' pleasure.

"...Over a dozen men taking turns defiling this slave's body wasn't enough—the slightest resistance meant beatings. It's truly worse than death." Xiao Shu wept softly.

"I see."

Lin Baiguang replied softly. He thought there were probably people eavesdropping outside the tent.

"I only beg the master to show mercy and take this slave away from this bandit den. This slave's family in Zhangzhou has some money. We will certainly reward the master generously."

"If your family has money, why haven't they ransomed you?"

"Negotiations fell through," Xiao Shu said miserably. "They want a huge sum. We'd have to sell the house and land to raise it..."

"Rather lose life than money, eh."

"This slave's fate is just bitter. I beg the master to show mercy and take me away." Xiao Shu stopped crying and whispered, "Before this slave came here, I heard them discussing, saying the master probably has an ulterior motive for coming to Nanri Island. They want the Big Boss to cut you in two and be done with it."

"..."

Xiao Shu kept urging: "The Big Boss is very suspicious. He won't believe you." She said quietly, "You're here to gather intelligence, aren't you? This slave has secretly found out the numbers of the Big Boss's men, ships, cannons, and grain." As if afraid he wouldn't believe her, she whispered, "Seven 2,000-liao large ships—"

"I'm not a spy. I don't need to know these things." Lin Baiguang said gently. By now he had completely determined that Xiao Shu was lying—this was a woman sent to test him.

"If you want to leave here and go home: tomorrow when I see the Big Boss, I'll naturally put in a good word and ask for you. Even if it means paying some ransom, we Australians can afford it. Then I'll naturally send you home. As for payment—not a single coin. It's just—" His words were stern: "You actually secretly investigated the Big Boss's military and grain figures. This is absolutely treasonous! I think you'd better stop doing such foolish things. I won't tell Shi Shisi what you said. Just behave yourself and accept your fate, or your life won't be spared!"

Lin Baiguang spoke cold, heartless words. But what he really wanted to say was: this lousy performance should end now. Though the actress performed well, the script was too terrible.

"Please spare this slave's life!" Xiao Shu sobbed, wanting to get off the bed and kneel.

"No need to worry. These words I'll treat as if I never heard them. But you must behave." Lin Baiguang stubbed out his cigarette, flipped over and pressed the woman beneath him, positioning her to kneel. Feeling pleased, he slapped Xiao Shu's buttocks twice hard, then once again forced her to cooperate.

That night, Lin Baiguang released himself several times. Knowing the woman beneath him was actually a spy, he had no remaining trace of tenderness for the fairer sex. It wasn't until he was utterly exhausted that he fell into a deep sleep.

While Lin Baiguang was falling into deep slumber after fierce battle, the central army tent was brightly lit. Zhu Cailao and his subordinate leaders were discussing the situation and also evaluating the reliability of the Australians as allies.

Everyone felt that what Lin Baiguang said should be reliable. Having this additional ally now was very beneficial. Moreover, the other side had already agreed to supply crucial materials like weapons and grain—this was urgent for the beleaguered gang.

The next step was whether to launch the attack on Min'an. The leaders were divided in opinion, but all felt they couldn't continue to be stuck on Nanri Island. They needed to pull off a big job to replenish depleted supplies.

Wang Youmei, the old camp's general manager, furrowed his brow: "Big Boss! The brothers' provisions are severely depleted. Even eating is a problem."

Zhu Cailao's expression was quite poor. Grain had become a constant worry for him. Originally, pirates never worried about grain. On shore, there were countless wealthy families and merchants with maritime connections—as long as one was willing to pay, they would risk their lives to deliver grain. But now, none of that could be relied upon—Fujian's Zhangzhou and Quanzhou areas were all Zheng Zhilong's territory. Now that he had an official title, maritime-connected families dared not offend him. Zhu Cailao's only means of obtaining grain was robbery. Though robbery seemed free, the current costs were far higher than buying. The shore was covered with fortified villages and militia. Though provincial troops mostly played soy sauce, Zheng Zhilong watched his territory very closely, responding to almost every alarm. Every grain-gathering expedition required dispatching large numbers of ships and men. It was almost more trouble than it was worth.

"How much grain remains?"

"With rationing, approximately ten days' worth." Wang Qing reported. "Wages can be delayed a bit, but grain can't wait a single day."

The leaders stirred restlessly.

"Big Boss, this won't do. Let's return to Guangdong."

Guangdong was Zhu Cailao's home turf. Returning there would be much easier for obtaining grain and support.

"Return? Easy to say! Will that little bastard Liu Xiang let us pass? He'd love nothing more than for us to rot here in Fujian."

"We fight him. Who wins is not yet certain."

"Right! He may not be a match for us!"

...

Zhu Cailao snorted:

"Return? Return for what—to drink the northwest wind?" His palm slammed the table. "The foreign goods business in Guangzhou is all in the hands of the Franks. We can't get in on it. If we want to make money, we have to operate here!"

"Besides, if we fight Liu Xiang, we're just benefiting those short-hairs in Lingao!" Zhu Cailao sneered. "Those overseas barbarians are probably waiting for Liu Xiang and me to fight so they can pick up the spoils."

"Big Boss, they're willing to supply us with grain and weapons..."

"You think that grain and weapons are easy to take? They want us to send our own ships to transport it. If I take my whole fleet back to Guangdong, will Liu Xiang let me return peacefully?"

"F*ck your mother! There's this catch too!" Some leaders were already cursing. "Kill that punk!"

"Forget it. He's allied with us now. We'll be counting on them for cannons and guns in the future." Zhu Cailao waved his hand. "But expecting their assistance right now is like drawing cakes to satisfy hunger."

"Not necessarily." Wang Qing said.

"Oh? General Manager Wang has some insight?"

"The whole gang can't return to Guangdong, but we could first dispatch some ships to Lingao and have them supply a batch of grain and weapons."

"No, no. Liu Xiang won't even let the whole fleet pass. A few dozen ships—he'd catch them and swallow them whole!"

"Liu Xiang doesn't have clairvoyance or all-hearing ears. He definitely has spies here. Our ships move and he gets the news." Wang Qing seemed to have a ready plan. "But if we don't take the inner sea route and go by the outer sea instead, even if he knows, where in that vast ocean would he find us?"

"If we take the outer sea, small boats can't go." The outer sea had big waves and no landmarks. The small vessels that made up the bulk of the pirate fleet couldn't navigate it.

"Since we're going to load cargo, small boats are useless anyway—can't carry much. Naturally, we send large ships."

But if the large ships went, naval combat strength would inevitably decline. This was another dilemma. After the meeting, they decided to first dispatch a squadron of large ships to Lingao to load grain. Once the ships returned and morale stabilized somewhat, they would launch the attack on Min'an.

The next day when he woke, it was already late morning. Lin Baiguang didn't have a watch, but judging from the shadows outside, it was probably close to ten o'clock.

Waking up, he felt completely relaxed and refreshed in spirit. Looking beside him, Xiao Shu was already gone. Only the long hair on the pillow reminded him of last night's romantic scenes, leaving him somewhat wistful.

"Little brother is up?" Shi Shisi came in smiling from outside, followed by a small pirate carrying wash water.

"Slept in. Brother Shi must be laughing at me."

"Haha, you were too mighty last night!" Shi Shisi said with an ambiguous smile. "How was it? Xiao Shu wasn't bad, right?"

"Good, quite good."

"That tender-skinned little slut—" Shi Shisi said with an envious tone, "Ah, never mind. The Big Boss wants to see you shortly."

After washing up, Lin Baiguang was again led by Shi Shisi to Zhu Cailao's central army tent. But this time, he was received in the rear tent.

There was no one else in the tent—only Zhu Cailao sitting alone in a chair, with many map scrolls piled on the desk.

"Sit." Compared to yesterday, Zhu Cailao's attitude was much warmer.

"Sleep well last night?"

"Thanks to the Big Boss's blessings, very soundly." Lin Baiguang stood up to bow. "I must also thank the Big Boss for his generosity."

Zhu Cailao nodded and got straight to the point: "You're willing to sell those rapid-fire rifles too?" The SKS rifles, as described by the escaped pirates, had left a deep impression on Zhu Cailao.

Hearing this, clearly he had already acknowledged their agreement. Lin Baiguang felt a small thrill of excitement. He reminded himself to stay calm:

"Of course we can sell them. It's just—"

"Price is negotiable! If the loan runs out, I'll pay with actual silver."

"It's not the price. These are steel rifles." Lin Baiguang naturally couldn't say Lingao couldn't yet produce SKS rifles or manufacture ammunition in bulk.

"The gun bodies are all made from the finest hundred-folded steel. Even if our blacksmiths in Lingao worked non-stop for a month, they couldn't make many."

"I want one hundred." Zhu Cailao didn't hesitate. "Double the price is fine. How soon at the fastest?"

"Well—" Lin Baiguang pretended to look troubled. "Three months, I suppose."

"Too slow." He looked somewhat disappointed. "How about old rapid-fire rifles—those for sale?"

With only a few hundred SKS rifles, selling them would leave us with nothing. Lin Baiguang thought, then smiled and cupped his hands: "That would be difficult. As you know, Big Boss, we have few men and ships. What we rely on to survive in Lingao, besides your good grace in not troubling us, is precisely these rifles. If the Big Boss wants to buy rifles, give us a few months and there will be some."

Zhu Cailao stared at Lin Baiguang for a long time before saying: "Strange. Buying cannons takes two months. Buying rifles takes three months. What do you people have that's ready? Could it all be just empty promises?"

Lin Baiguang felt intimidated by his gaze—this aura of a great sea merchant was truly no joke. What was called "king's domineering presence"—this was it, damn it! As for our Executive Committee members who spent all day putting on airs and spouting theories—they were simply worlds apart.

Lin Baiguang kept his eyes lowered, waiting. Only after Zhu Cailao spoke did he reply:

"Big Boss, please understand! Weapons aren't available on demand. They all require labor and materials." Lin Baiguang said carefully. "As for other things, those are ready."

"Grain too?"

"Yes." Lin Baiguang had somewhat anticipated that his greatest interest, besides military supplies, would be grain.

"And gunpowder?"

"Yes."

"Tomorrow I'll dispatch a fleet to Lingao to buy goods," Zhu Cailao said casually. "Would Manager Lin like to return with the ships?"

Lin Baiguang answered without hesitation: "I'd better stay here. The deal isn't complete yet. My presence here serves as witness."

He had come here to work on defection. Going back just like that—what would that accomplish? All his efforts would be wasted.

He continued: "The Big Boss dispatching ships for grain presents no problem. Lingao currently has sufficient grain stores. I'll write a letter back immediately."

"Good, I'll dispatch large ships at once." Zhu Cailao smiled. "Before the ships return, I must ask Manager Lin to stay here a few more days."

"I'll be imposing on your hospitality."

Zhu Cailao nodded and asked Lin Baiguang about his personal background. He smiled without comment at Lin Baiguang's claim of being Australian. He spoke to Lin Baiguang about Quanzhou's Kaiyuan Temple and Luoyang Bridge, about Quanzhou's xianfan (salted rice) and xicaogu (madder cakes)... Some Lin Baiguang had heard of before; others he hadn't. Lin Baiguang could only acknowledge what he knew and admit what he didn't, adding that he was only ancestrally from Southern Fujian and didn't really know his homeland's situation. Then Zhu Cailao spoke of his experiences doing business along the Fujian coast in his youth.

When Zhu Cailao chatted about these things, he was both amiable and easygoing, like a retired neighbor elder who couldn't bear loneliness and was looking for someone to chat with. Lin Baiguang suddenly realized: he was probing his background.

This cunning old fox. Lin Baiguang, recognizing this, felt his situation was more dangerous than ever. At this point, he felt his principle of "tell the truth as much as possible, only lie at critical moments" was absolutely correct. A sharp eye couldn't tolerate sand—the slightest inconsistency would probably make this old pirate turn hostile!

The friendly chit-chat lasted about an hour. Lin Baiguang deployed all the skills he had once used to handle county leaders. No matter how formidable Zhu Cailao was, Lin Baiguang figured he couldn't be stronger than the county party secretaries he had served.

At lunchtime, no meal was offered to him. Instead, he was warmly escorted back to his tent by someone.

Back in his own tent, Lin Baiguang checked his personal calendar. Not many days remained until Zhu Cailao's attack on Min'an. One thing he hadn't figured out: Zhu Cailao was eager to bring grain from Lingao, obviously because supplies had reached a very difficult state. If so, would he wait until the grain came back before launching the attack?

From various signs, this was quite possible.

Lingao could certainly produce enough grain to fill twelve large ships, but this way, when Min'an fell in defeat, all that grain would end up benefiting Zheng Zhilong—and how many men and ships he could actually pull away from Zhu Cailao was still unknown. If he gave away over a dozen shiploads of rice for nothing and in the end only escaped the chaos alone, wouldn't that be a colossal joke? He would never be able to hold his head up in the transmigrator group again.

Lin Baiguang made up his mind: absolutely no grain could be given. Zhu Cailao couldn't hold out on Nanri Island for many more days. Just get through a few days, and he would have no choice but to take risky action.

The only option was to use delaying tactics to hold the grain transport ships in Lingao. This way, even if his defection efforts failed, at least the transmigrator group would end up with twelve large oceangoing ships and several hundred men.

But this way, his situation would become much more dangerous. Lin Baiguang couldn't predict Zhu Cailao's reaction once he didn't get the grain. Stalling a few days might be possible, but drag it out too long and his life would be in jeopardy. Not to mention, an enraged Zhu Cailao might abandon the attack on Min'an and mobilize his entire army to strike Lingao instead.

(Chapter End)
Chapter 412 When the Ship Starts to Leak

However, this risk was worth taking! When Lin Baiguang came to Nanri, he took the outer ocean route, which took more than six days one way. In ancient times, there were no telegrams or telephones for instant communication. Once the fleet set off from Nanri, Zhu Cailao could only wait. It would take at least fifteen days for him to realize something was wrong.

Even if he discovered something was amiss, he wouldn't know exactly what the problem was: whether the ships had sunk in an accident, been robbed, or gone off course... The various uncertainties of navigation would make it difficult for him to make up his mind to deal with Lin Baiguang immediately. Lin Baiguang estimated that from the moment the fleet set sail, he would be safe for at least fifteen days.

Fifteen days was enough to do many things. Fifteen days was also enough for Zhu Cailao to run out of grain and be forced to launch an attack.

Thinking of this, he began to write the letter.

The content of the letter was very simple, merely informing the Executive Committee of the agreement reached, and writing down the conditions and requirements of both parties. At the same time, he informed Lingao that Zhu Cailao would immediately use the loan to buy grain, and requested them to sell the grain as soon as the ships arrived.

The letter was straightforward and used no code words. This was to gain Zhu Cailao's trust—he would inevitably inspect it carefully before letting the messenger take it. Therefore, Lin Baiguang did not use any invisible ink or ciphers; he didn't know how sophisticated the ancients were at detecting secret writing. As for ciphers, although the other party might not be able to crack them, seeing them would naturally arouse suspicion.

He believed that Ran Yao and the others had enough intelligence to understand the meaning conveyed in his letter. After writing, he blew the ink dry, put it in an envelope, and wrote no inscription. He handed it to the young pirate outside and asked him to give it to the messenger going to Lingao.

If Zhu Cailao wants to study it, let him study it, Lin Baiguang laughed to himself.

At noon, Shi Shisi brought people to deliver the meal. The food was as exquisite as always. Lin Baiguang found it hard to believe that this was the food for an army that was about to run out of grain: it was still four dishes: fire-singed ox scalp, blanched duck tongues, clear soup bird's nest, and steamed abalone. Apart from slight differences in seasoning compared to modern times, these dishes would not be inferior even in a large modern restaurant.

"It's too wasteful for me to eat such a table of good food alone. Since there is food and wine, Brother Shi, why don't you drink with me?"

"Alright," Shi Shisi was not a person to be coy, especially since such food had become almost impossible to get on Nanri Island recently. Although he was a mid-level leader who had enough to eat, he certainly didn't eat this exquisitely.

"I'll go get a few jars of good wine," Shi Shisi said and was about to go out.

"Since we are drinking, the more people the better."

"That is naturally good, but—" He stared at the food and wine on the table, showing a hesitant look.

Lin Baiguang laughed: "No matter, Nanri Island is surrounded by the sea; is it possible we can't catch a few nets of fish and shrimp?" He fished out a small piece of silver from his waist, about two taels. "Brother Shi, take this to buy some, and find a cook to prepare it—I see the cooks here have very good skills."

"Where is the need for so much?" Shi Shisi refused to take his silver. "For fish and shrimp, just telling the little ones to go catch them is enough. They are all from fishing families; it's as easy as turning over a hand. As for the cook, five mace is enough—I can afford that! We can't hire Boss Zhu's personal cook, but the ones from the small kitchens will do."

Shi Shisi refused to take the silver and went off on his own. Lin Baiguang cleared the table himself and took out dried meat, preserved fruits, and other dry provisions suitable for drinking from his luggage.

About half an hour later, Shi Shisi returned with people and added seven or eight dishes to the table, all seafood. They were nothing more than razor clams, oysters, prawns, and seaweed—the most common foods on this island.

"There is only this seafood..." Shi Shisi rubbed his hands with some embarrassment. "Even if we wanted to find a few eggs, there's nowhere to look."

"It's already very sumptuous!"

"I invited a few friends I'm usually close with; they also wanted to meet you, brother!" Shi Shisi smiled with squinted eyes. "Everyone wants to go to Lingao to experience the Australian foreign treats." He laughed loudly as he spoke.

Lin Baiguang laughed: "What difficulty is there in that? Once the matters here are settled, just come over. Brother will play the host for everything!"

As they were speaking, another four or five people came in one after another, of varying heights and builds. Shi Shisi introduced them one by one; they were all "managers" of various branches, as well as small leaders in Zhu Cailao's central army. Everyone exchanged greetings and took their seats.

Shi Shisi had people carry in a few more jars of wine.

"This is real Lanling wine I got from a ship a few years ago." Shi Shisi was in high spirits, smashing the mud seals and pouring wine for everyone one by one.

After a round of toasts, everyone began to chat idly, talking mostly about the fresh Australian gadgets in Lingao. Sure enough, these people held an extremely strong interest in the AVs Shi Shisi had watched in Lingao.

From their mouths, Lin Baiguang learned that Zhu Cailao had long been interested in the Crossing Group. When the Gou Family Manor was destroyed, Zhu Cailao had once considered moving his entire army to Lingao, but he held back out of fear of the Crossing Group's "giant ships" and "fast boats," changing his plan to sending Shi Shisi to "fish." Later, Zhu Cailao got bogged down in the chaotic war with Liu Xiang and had no mind for other things.

That really was a close call! Lin Baiguang thought that if it weren't for their iron ship having enough deterrence, plus the chaos on the southeast coast, if Zhu Cailao had really launched his whole army to attack back then, the Crossing Group, which had not yet established a firm foothold, might not have been wiped out, but heavy losses would have been unavoidable.

With more wine, loose talk began.

"It really is easier to be an official if you have someone in the court," Shi Shisi showed a look of indignation.

"Oh? Who has offended Brother Shi?"

"Hmph, originally, I should have been the one to go to Lingao to buy grain. I've been there twice, I know the way, and I understand your rules there. But they insisted on swapping in that idiot He Xin! Just because he's the cousin of the concubine of Boss Zhu's brother-in-law!"

Lin Baiguang couldn't figure out this complex relationship for a moment, but he understood the meaning: the "cushy job" of going to Lingao to buy goods had been snatched by someone with connections.

"Forget it, they have backers. How can hard-suffering people like us compare?"

"Motherfucker! If I knew earlier, I wouldn't have talked about the things in Lingao! If I'd just said it was a living hell, no one would have fought me for it." Clearly, Shi Shisi was still obsessing over his various "adventures" in Lingao.

From his mouth, Lin Baiguang learned that the ships going to Lingao were twelve large vessels directly under Zhu Cailao's command. The smallest was five or six hundred liao, and the largest was fully two thousand liao—Zhu Cailao intended to "eat the big households" at Lingao.

"Brother Shi doesn't need to take it to heart. There will be plenty of chances to go to Lingao in the future."

"That little bastard He Xin, relying on being some kind of bird relative... he doesn't go to fight battles, but he grabs all the benefits. This bunch of imperial relatives who rely on women selling their cunts aren't good things!"

"Forget it, in this world, where isn't it like this?" A leader named Lin Dan drank a bowl. "We drink and eat meat here, while the little ones below are gnawing on fish bones and drinking salty water. Do you think they are happy?"

"We eat meat and drink wine here because we fought for it with swords and spears. Like him," Shi Shisi pointed to a fat man beside him, "Old Hu spent his own money to build ships and came to join with his whole family. We all have capital. What capital does He Xin have? Relying on a woman's thing?"

The crowd burst into wild laughter, and someone joked: "Maybe his 'capital' is a few inches longer than yours..."

Lin Baiguang discovered that the topic of "sex" could always arouse enthusiastic discussion among everyone.

Shi Shisi was indignant and poured out much of the grievance in his chest: "We risk our lives fighting, but when dividing money, they are the first..."

"Brother Shi, speak cautiously! Speak cautiously!" Lin Baiguang liked this reaction very much, but the incident with Little Shu yesterday had made him alert—who knew if this Shi Shisi was acting intentionally? Even if not, there might be spies inside or outside the tent watching his every move.

Shi Shisi wanted to curse more under the influence of alcohol but was persuaded to stop. The fatty named Hu drained a bowl of wine and sighed: "Our big gang is getting worse year by year. Think back to those years with the northern and southern fleets, sweeping across Fujian and Guangdong. How glorious, how imposing! Now we are squeezed onto this small island to muddle along, unable to advance or retreat!"

"In the final analysis, it's that traitor Zheng Zhilong who broke the rules! If I catch him, I'll slice him up to feed the dogs!"

"Hmph, do you think Li Kuiqi doesn't want to? Or the Big Boss doesn't want to? But he is now a dignified guerrilla general, an official of the imperial court."

"What's a guerrilla general? A sesame-sized official. We've even beaten a Regional Commander to death, so why fear a ball like him?"

"He has many men and many ships," Lin Dan said. "Presumably, he has a lot of money too." He wondered, "I've never figured it out. Last year when he and Li Kuiqi split the pot, didn't Li Kuiqi take most of his men and ships? How did his momentum become so strong in less than a year?"

"The court supports him. I heard Governor Xiong Wencan is buying cannons and building ships for him. His strength has greatly increased."

"That old fogey Xiong Wencan is thinking of the trick of borrowing a knife to kill a man."

"Isn't Zheng Zhilong doing the same thing? He just wants to use the power of the government to wipe out people like us so he can do all the business on the sea alone." Lin Dan sighed, "The Big Boss is not his opponent."

Fatty Hu said: "Come, come, let's drink. It's still passable for now. If it really doesn't work out, I'll just hoist my sails and run with my whole family. At worst, I'll go down to the South Seas to seek a way to live."

The crowd fell into silence for a while, all feeling that the future was worrying. At this moment, someone whispered: "Have you heard? Black Flag Number Four is going to run."

"Who said that?" Everyone was startled. Black Flag Number Four was not an ordinary manager; he was a backbone of the big gang. If he was going to run, wasn't that a sign that the great tree was about to fall?

"It looks like it. Everyone has gone back to the ships. Not a single one is on shore."

"If it really doesn't work, I might as well run too. What a life!"

"When the time comes, everyone should just defect to Lingao," Shi Shisi suddenly popped out such a sentence. Lin Baiguang was startled inside. In his view, these words were too blunt and simply carried the implication of luring him into a trap.

"True, hearing you speak so well of Lingao, I want to go too," someone responded.

"You must be our introducer when the time comes," Fatty Hu said with a face full of sincerity.

"Can't say that, can't say that," Lin Baiguang responded carefully. "The Big Boss's situation hasn't reached that stage yet. Everyone just rest assured. As long as we get through these few months, maybe the situation will improve—hasn't the Big Boss already sent ships to Lingao to transport grain and gunpowder? If things unfortunately get to the point where everyone is displaced, there will always be a meal for everyone in Lingao." He smiled. "But for now, everyone should work together to tide over the difficulties. If the big tree really falls, it won't be good for us monkeys."

"Manager Lin is right," Lin Dan said. "Better to deal with the familiar than the unfamiliar. Maybe after a while, our luck will turn."

"I'm just afraid that while we work together, those who usually eat the most fruit will have long wanted to get down from the tree."

Xu Cheng, who hadn't made much noise, suddenly spoke up. His face was already flushed red, as if he had been holding it in for a long time. He was a small leader in the central army. Originally, he had just been drinking sullenly with his head down without saying a word.

"You probably don't know," Xu Cheng's tongue was big, "The Fourth Madam's brother recently escorted several ships of things out. I don't know where they were sent... And Great Manager Wang Er's brother has also disappeared... Even the iron chests for storing valuables in the old camp are missing many!"

Xu Cheng lowered his head and stammered: "I've seen through it. What brotherhood loyalty, what Jianghu morals, it's all bullshit. Money is the only real thing. I've followed the Big Boss for more than ten years, and I don't even get to be in the front line for playing with women; it's all leftovers from others—yet their relatives, clansmen, and slaves have all become leaders, shipping women and wealth home boat by boat!"

"You're drunk, stop drinking." The faces of several people became unnatural, and they quickly supported him to stop him from talking nonsense. Shi Shisi hurriedly went outside the tent to take a look. He only felt slightly relieved when he saw that only the few trusted aides he brought were keeping watch outside.

"Watch carefully. If anyone comes, give a signal!" After saying that, he ducked back into the tent. The people inside had already stuffed Xu Cheng's mouth with food.

"This, Brother Xu made a slip of the tongue after drinking, a slip of the tongue..."

"It's fine, it's fine, Little Brother didn't hear anything." Lin Baiguang gave a knowing smile.

It seemed that the hearts of the people here with Zhu Cailao were greatly unstable. The vested interest group was frantically stealing, ready to leave this sinking ship at any time—this was also the inevitable result of this kind of traditional family-style feudal corporate group.

"Cough, cough, nowadays, sigh, it's really..." Shi Shisi didn't know how to phrase it.

"It's okay, let's just continue drinking. Only talk of romance, only talk of romance."

The fleet Zhu Cailao sent to Lingao had left Nanri Island for twelve days.

In these days, Zhu Cailao no longer summoned him. Presumably, in his view, Lin Baiguang's use as a messenger had ended. Now he was just a collateral hostage.

Under Shi Shisi's introduction, Lin Baiguang got familiar with quite a few leaders in the fleet. Every day, besides drinking, they gambled—he carried a lot of silver on him as operational funds. Lin Baiguang used the poker cards he brought to teach everyone to play Blackjack. This novel card game, being simple and exciting, immediately became a popular gambling game for a time.

Since it was inconvenient to gamble in the central army stockade, he went to Shi Shisi's camp every day to drink, gamble, and watch the young pirates box and wrestle.

Little Shu was still sent to his tent every night to serve him. Lin Baiguang naturally wouldn't be pretentious; he would even come up with some new tricks every night, his cries reaching several li away.

With gambling, playing with women, and drinking combined, everyone just thought Lin Baiguang was a man who indulged in sensual pleasures and wouldn't connect his frequent drinking with leaders to other things. This was also his tactic for self-cover.

However, he strictly adhered to one point: he would absolutely not reveal even a tiny bit of intention to recruit in any venue, though many people asked him about Lingao's condition and strength. By this time, small groups had already appeared that, despairing of the future, took their ships and left the main force under the cover of night.

It seems that when the time comes and everything is in chaos, I just need to grasp the situation in time to pull away a hundred or so ships without a problem, Lin Baiguang calculated.

However, historically, the fleets of Zheng Zhilong and the Ming army chased all the way to Nanri Island and defeated Zhu Cailao right there. How to save his life in a chaotic battle was still a question—wouldn't it be unjust to die in the chaos of war?

He thought about this every night. Alone and unarmed, how could he cope? It seemed the only way was to get onto Shi Shisi's ship before that happened. That old sea dog Shi Shisi would surely have the skill to escape with his life.

But another threat began to slowly descend upon him. The fleet that went to Lingao indeed did not return on time as he had predicted. Zhu Cailao became restless after waiting for a few days, but he didn't know where the problem lay. He began to suspect Lin Baiguang's intentions, but hearing people say that he drank and gambled all day and played with women enthusiastically at night, he didn't look like someone harboring evil designs.

"Damn it, what exactly is going on!"

Suddenly, Lin Baiguang could no longer leave the central army stockade. Although food and women continued to be supplied, and Shi Shisi often came to see him, he was tantamount to being under house arrest. This was the first dangerous signal. Lin Baiguang knew that the outcome would be decided in these few days.

After waiting for grain and pay for a long time without result, Zhu Cailao would definitely follow history and launch his whole army to attack Min'an—this was foreseeable.

What was unforeseeable was what attitude he would hold towards the grain-buying fleet that hadn't returned for so long. Would he directly chop Lin Baiguang's head off before setting out to fight?

Lin Baiguang had no plan to use, so he could only wait, engaging in resignation to fate. He felt: the problem wasn't big.

On the evening of the thirteenth day, Zhu Cailao and the main leaders were discussing matters in the central army tent when they heard the sound of clappers. They couldn't help but be startled.

"What happened?!" he asked sternly. It wasn't the signal cannon for an enemy attack, but beating the clappers meant an urgent unexpected event had occurred.

Before long, someone came to report: another group of ships had left the main force.

"It's Black Flag Number Four's ships!"

The leaders instantly caused a commotion. This Black Flag Number Four was not a small group; he had six large ships and twenty small ships, a medium-sized gang. He had been under Zhu Cailao's banner for ten years. Suddenly weighing anchor and leaving was obviously a sign that he had lost confidence in the future.

"Big Boss! I'll go chase him back right now!"

"Forget it! You can't keep someone who wants to leave." Zhu Cailao's face was iron-blue. "We've been brothers. If you go to stop him, it will inevitably lead to a fight, letting outsiders see a joke. Let him go; it leaves some room for meeting in the future."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 413 Lin Baiguang's Crisis

"But Big Boss—"

"I know. If I don't stop him, others might follow his example." Zhu Cailao's expression was grave. He thought for a long while before seeming to make up his mind: "Manager Wang, tell the granary immediately to distribute the stored grain to every branch and every ship. Issue all the grain in the granary and have the whole army cook! Prepare for battle."

"Ah?!" The leaders looked at him. Only Wang You, the General Manager of the Old Camp, was not surprised. Although they had obtained a batch of grain in the last ten days or so, and some people had run away, the grain supply had only barely held out. It was a drop in the bucket; the whole army would run out of grain in just these few days.

"Big Boss! We are short twelve large ships now! Should we wait for the ships that went to Lingao to return before discussing..."

"Waiting for He Xin to return would be too late. God knows what happened to them." Since the fleet took the outer ocean route, once it was delayed, various factors were possible. Continuing to sit and wait would not solve any problems and would instead lead to a desperate situation of complete grain exhaustion. Wang You clearly pointed out how bad the current situation was.

"We can't avoid fighting; the grain is about to bottom out," Zhu Cailao said coldly. "We're going to attack Min'an right now!"

"Missing a dozen large sea-going ships isn't a big deal. Small ships can fight just the same. For attacking such a land-based place, small ships are even more agile."

"Big Boss! What about that Australian envoy? Is that kid fooling us?"

"Envoy?" Zhu Cailao waved his hand impatiently. "Keep him on Nanri—he can't run without a ship. I don't have time to deal with him now!" He shouted, "Tell the brothers to eat a full meal and set sail tomorrow morning. After conquering Min'an, swords will not be sheathed for three days! Wealth and women go to the brothers first!"

"Thank you, Big Boss!" the leaders responded with a roar.

He Xin's fleet had a smooth journey all the way. Taking the outer ocean route, they arrived at Bopu Port in just six days. He Xin actually knew nothing about navigation; he had attained his position through nepotism. Therefore, Ren Fu, the general manager of the flagship, was the de facto commander.

He Xin was led to meet Wen Desi. Wen Desi said a few polite words, complimented He Xin as "young and promising, full of heroic spirit," and gave him a valuable gift, making He Xin dizzy with delight. After eating and drinking gluttonously in the commercial hall, he was led to a luxurious suite to stay. In the room, two prostitutes with outstanding looks selected by Dongmen Chuiyu were already waiting.

Ren Fu and the sailors also had special personnel to receive them. First, they bathed, then each was given a set of clothes and treated to good food and drink. The sailors had long since had their mouths fade out of flavor on Nanri Island. Upon arriving in Lingao, there were fresh vegetables, chickens, and ducks. As for wine and rice, they were supplied openly. Everyone felt that coming to Lingao this time was "hitting the jackpot." Wei Aiwen went into battle personally, leading the cadets from the Military and Political School who were interning in the General Political Department. Ostensibly they were doing "reception," but in reality, they were conducting face-to-face propaganda work. They vigorously publicized how the Crossing Group treated the poor well, and how everyone had "clothes to wear," "food to eat," "houses to live in," "could marry wives," and "were not bullied"—things related to the vital interests of ordinary people. To fully demonstrate the superiority, they also organized them to visit the residences, factories, farms, and schools of the Bairen and Bopu communes, plus the East Gate Market.

In order to give them a full understanding of the superiority of the Crossing Group's new society, this group was also taken to the Lingao county seat to give them a stark contrast.

He Xin was accompanied daily by special personnel from the Foreign Business Committee and toured the East Gate Market. Whatever he took a slight fancy to, the escort bought immediately. If he fancied any woman hanging a yellow ticket, she was guaranteed to be sent to the commercial hall at night. This made He Xin, who had only mixed his way up in the pirate gang through nepotism, so happy he didn't know north from south. Eating, drinking, and enjoying were secondary; he had always been looked down upon in the pirate group, but this time someone attached such importance to him and looked up to him, giving him great psychological satisfaction. As for buying rice with the loan, he simply threw it to the back of his mind—not that he forgot, but since buying rice meant returning, delaying the purchase for a few days meant he could enjoy this gentle land for a few more days.

In fact, even if he were a person with a strong sense of responsibility, he wouldn't have been able to leave. As soon as the ships entered the port, the Navy sent people to move the ships and seal the fleet's exit route. The Marines were also on standby to take over the ships at any time—similar drills had been done countless times in their boarding training.

"I really don't understand the people from the Political Security Bureau. Why go to all that trouble: entertaining them with meals, and treating them to whoring at public expense? Just arrest them all and take over the ships," Old Di complained. He was the company commander of the Marines responsible for monitoring the ships.

The General Administration of Political Security's explanation was: this is to ensure the safety of enemy-work personnel.

No one could guarantee that there were no spies of Zhu Cailao or other forces in Lingao. If they detained the ships and arrested the people directly, and the other side sent news out overnight, it would reach Nanri Island in at most a week. The Crossing Group's face of "fake negotiation, real poaching" would be completely exposed, and Lin Baiguang would die without a burial place.

Now, dragging He Xin down with fine wine and women, if things were done slowly, it wouldn't be the Crossing Group's problem.

After eating, drinking, and playing for several days like this, Ren Fu was, after all, an old bandit of many years. Thinking that they came this time to buy grain and gunpowder, if they delayed any longer, it would be terrible if they botched the big matter. He Xin was a relative of the imperial family and naturally could get away with it when the time came, but the responsibility would fall on him. He immediately went to persuade He Xin: the tens of thousands of brothers in the fleet, and the Big Boss, were waiting for grain. It was important to finish the business and go back as soon as possible.

Only then did He Xin come back to his senses. Thinking of what the Big Boss had said to him when he left, he couldn't help but break out in a cold sweat and hurriedly asked to see Wen Desi.

Unexpectedly, Wen Desi was gone. Every time he asked someone to arrange buying grain, the Australians always made excuses—either the manager had no time, or there weren't enough porters. Only then did He Xin feel something was wrong. Moreover, because he lived alone in the commercial hall, there was no one around to discuss things with. Ren Fu never showed up again after coming once.

He Xin had no choice and made up his mind to go back to Bopu first. As a result, just as he stepped out of the room, the clerk outside greeted him:

"Where is Master He going? The little ones can send someone to serve you."

"Nothing, I'm going to the East Gate Market to buy cigarettes." He Xin wasn't completely a straw bag; he immediately thought of an excuse.

"The cigarettes will be sent over in a while; no need to trouble Master He's honorable steps."

"Bullshit, I want to buy them myself," He Xin raged.

"Master He had better go back to the room first, lest the little ones can't bear the responsibility..." The clerk smiled apologetically but didn't give an inch.

"Bastard, what do you mean? Am I a prisoner?!"

"Not at all, Master He is a distinguished guest of the Chiefs. You'd better go inside first. We'll send the cigarettes immediately. If you feel bored, just say the word, and we'll have someone come and show Japanese shadow plays."

As they spoke, three or four clerks surrounded him, bowing and scraping, each wearing a smile that made one shudder. He Xin couldn't help but take a few steps back, knowing in his heart that the Big Boss had fallen for the trap of this gang of Kun!

Returning to the room helplessly, He Xin thought despairingly that this luxuriously furnished and comfortable room was nothing but a gilded cage. Ren Fu and the brothers under him had mostly likely already fallen victim to their vicious hands! As for himself, he didn't know how long they would let him live. Thinking of this, his mood instantly fell into a bottomless abyss. He actually lay on the bed and began to cry bitterly.

"What pirate leader? Turns out he's just a little sissy!" Wu Fo spat in the monitoring room next door to express his contempt.

"He rose through nepotism; he's not an authentic pirate leader," someone beside him said.

"Have the Swallows arrived?"

"They're here, waiting downstairs."

Wu Fo went down the hidden stairs. In a secret room of the commercial hall, two prostitutes were waiting for him.

These were carefully selected by the Intelligence Committee from the registered prostitutes. Not only were they required to have good looks and exquisite figures, but they also had to be bold and careful, and good at dealing with situations. They received a small allowance every month on the condition that they must await the orders of the intelligence department at any time.

"Listen," Wu Fo said to the prostitutes in the room. "From today on, you are to follow this Master He all day long, whether he eats, sleeps, or goes to the toilet. Whatever he says or does, report to me at any time."

"The maidservants understand."

"After the matter is done, there will naturally be benefits for you. Now go and serve him well."

Wu Fo finished assigning the task and hurriedly rode his bicycle straight to Bopu.

The situation in Bopu was already under control. Ren Fu and his sailors had been secured.

"Make Ren Fu appear in public regularly; act as if he hasn't disappeared, understand?" Wu Fo instructed the staff. "Arrangements must be made every day for him to go on board to take a look and say a few words. Let the ordinary sailors continue to live on the ships; their movements will be monitored by people from the Political Department."

"What if they want to seize the ships?"

"That's why Ren Fu must be controlled separately. He is not allowed on board at night to prevent him from passing news to the sailors. You must keep in contact with Minister Wei at all times."

As for He Xin, besides sending two prostitutes to serve him personally, many activities awaited him every day. He Xin spent his days either eating and drinking in restaurants or wandering the streets with prostitutes. How could he have such interest? But Wu Fo unceremoniously threatened him with something more terrifying than death: saying that if he dared to show the slightest reluctance outside, he would sell this pretty boy to a Westerner's xianggong house to be a "boy." Then he showed him gay S&M movies for a whole night. Anyone who dared not to cooperate would end up like that in the foreigner's xianggong house. The scenes in the movie that night almost made He Xin faint; for several days he felt his anus was in danger.

To protect his anus, He Xin had to perform perfunctorily every day, trying his best to act out his debauchery. After a few days of fine wine and women, what little sense of responsibility he originally had was gradually worn away. Thinking that his days were likely numbered, he simply abandoned himself to even greater dissipation. This made the people of the Intelligence Committee feel very gratified; everyone concluded that this method might be promotable in the future.

As for the ordinary sailors, they didn't feel anything improper about the happy days of good food, good drink, and women to sleep with in Lingao; it would be best if such days never ended. Even if they went back in a hurry, the credit would belong to He Xin and Ren Fu, and they would still have to risk their lives fighting battles.

Although everyone found it strange why the grain and gunpowder hadn't been loaded yet, they had always believed that "the leaders decide the big matters," so the sailors didn't care.

The Intelligence Committee stepped up its collection of intelligence on Zhu Cailao's maritime movements. Lin Baiguang did not carry any communication tools to contact Lingao. To know the development of the situation, the intelligence department had to rely on itself to collect information. The Guangzhou Station began to concentrate its energy on collecting news about Zhu Cailao, Nanri Island, and Min'an.

Zhang Xin sent Zhang Dabala to Fujian to inquire about news: he had been a pirate and knew a lot about the situation inside, so it was easy for him to get news.

"Zhu Cailao is going to Min'an. You find a place to hide near Min'an. As soon as Zhu Cailao retreats in defeat, send a pigeon back!"

Zhang Dabala was puzzled. Zhu Cailao had been stationed at Nanri recently; everyone knew this. But how was it apparent that he was going to attack Min'an? And how did they know he was bound to lose?

"Yes, but this Big Boss Zhu's combat power is not weak. If he conquers Min'an, what should I do?"

"He can't conquer it; he is bound to lose," Zhang Xin said with full confidence. "How about you bet your monthly silver for this month and this business trip's expenses with me? I'll give you five to one odds."

"Forget it, you guys have magic arts. I won't bet." Zhang Dabala muttered to himself and crossed himself. "God bless! Evil spirits disperse!"

Zhang Xin laughed secretly: his being a believer is really creative.

Zhu Cailao's fleet finally launched an attack on Min'an in August of that year. The attack lasted for four days. The offensive on the first day went very smoothly. His fleet of sampans and small boats entered the Min River under the cover of the large ships' artillery fire, routing the intercepting Ming troops and local militia along the way, driving straight for Min'an Town.

Min'an is ten kilometers from Luoxing Pagoda and more than thirty kilometers from Fuzhou. From Hou'an below Luoxing Pagoda to Tingtou, mountains stretch continuously on both banks, and the river flows tortuously. The gorge at Min'an Town has the most perilous terrain; the river channel is deep and narrow, only 600 meters at its narrowest point. It is the choke point guarding the mouth of the Min River. The Ming army set up temporary artillery emplacements along both banks of the river here, deploying dozens of cannons to intercept the fleets going upstream. Local militia conscripted from various places along the river guarded both banks. Every time the pirates tried to land and advance, they would be intercepted and killed by the militia. But encouraged by the promise of three days of unbridled looting, the pirates did not flinch and attacked fiercely all the way, disregarding casualties.

Min'an is the gateway to Fuzhou and the main sea exit for Fujian. Once it fell, not only would the tens of thousands of merchants and civilians and countless wealth in Min'an turn to ashes, but Fujian's sea exit would also be closed. For a time, Fuzhou was shaken. Merchants and civilians in Min'an fled one after another, and the situation was in chaos.

However, Zheng Zhilong had already arrived with his army and subsequently engaged Zhu Cailao's main force outside the mouth of the Min River. At this time, Zheng Zhilong was equipped with dozens of large ships carrying heavy cannons sponsored by Xiong Wencan, forming an advantage in both quantity and quality. The two sides engaged repeatedly at the mouth of the Min River, and Zhu Cailao suffered repeated defeats. Morale was greatly shaken. By the evening of the second day, with some ships fleeing the battlefield, Zhu Cailao's fleet finally collapsed completely. Seeing that the situation was irretrievable, Zhu Cailao immediately gathered the remnants of his army and retreated towards Nanri Island, preparing to gather the remnants there and regroup.

Zheng Zhilong did not intend to let him go just like that and immediately launched a pursuit. Under Zheng Zhilong's pursuit, Zhu Cailao's forces collapsed all the way. Ships were either lost or captured. Less than one in ten ships retreated to Nanri Island. Anyone could see clearly that Zhu Cailao's destruction was only a matter of time.

Fleeing all the way from Min'an, groups large and small constantly left the fleet in the chaos, either to find a way to live elsewhere or simply to surrender to the victor, Zheng Zhilong. This was not rare among maritime groups. This kind of alliance could expand rapidly when the wind was smooth, but once they suffered a defeat and the situation was bad, they would immediately fall apart.

In such a situation, Zhu Cailao led the remaining more than one hundred ships and retreated to the sea surface off Nanri Island.

These ships were smoking; some masts were broken, and some sails still had arrows stuck in them or traces of being pierced by lead and stone projectiles. The hulls were scarred, riddled with holes and bloodstains everywhere. These ships appeared so tense and panicked that they had completely lost their normal formation, caring only about scrambling to escape for their lives.

As for the pirates on the ships, after days of bitter fighting, they were frightened by the collapse like a landslide. Most people let themselves be tossed by the waves, silent as cicadas in winter. Panic-stricken eyes searched the distant ocean surface from time to time.

The news of the defeat had reached Nanri Island one step earlier than them—it turned out that since the morning of the day of the battle, ships that had left the main force had been fleeing back to Nanri Island continuously. By the time the whole army began to retreat from Min'an, sharp-eyed and quick-handed leaders had already rushed back to Nanri to transfer their families and property. Some simply began to let their soldiers loot the granary and the Old Camp. The Old Camp was only barely preserved by the desperate resistance of Zhu Cailao's personal guards.

More and more ships began to weigh anchor and flee. Those clansmen and same-surname "branches" of Zhu Cailao still held the idea that perhaps they could pick up the pieces and stage a comeback, organizing their men and horses in the chaos to wait for the main army to return.

Lin Baiguang was still trapped in the Old Camp at this time. He had originally thought to escape during the chaos when someone besieged the Old Camp, but unexpectedly, the sound of gunfire and killing outside lasted for a while and then gradually died down. Upon inquiring, he was told that the Old Camp and the granary had been held.

Now he became an ant on a hot pan. From the personal guards he was familiar with, Lin Baiguang knew that many people had already run away with their ships. He couldn't help being burned with anxiety—those running now were non-direct line troops. The more that left, the more the remainders would be die-hard loyalists. How could he move them? Moreover, the few small leaders he had socialized with these days had no news at all. He didn't know if they had gone to Min'an with Zhu Cailao and lost the battle, or stayed on Nanri. He knew nothing about whether they were dead or alive, ran away, or were still on the island.

Lin Baiguang knew that the longer he stayed in the Old Camp, the more unfavorable the situation would be. Once those leaders ran away or died in battle, his attempt to control the fleet would fail completely. And once Zhu Cailao returned, Nanri Island would become a Shura field for the final decisive battle with Zheng Zhilong, and nine out of ten chances, he would die in the chaotic army!

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 414 Escaping Alive

Thinking of this, Lin Baiguang deeply regretted that he had tried his best to request to do "Operation Banyan." This matter was indeed too unreliable! How could he control this chaotic situation? He had calculated his wishful thinking over and over again, but he hadn't expected that changes would always be faster than plans. It didn't matter if he died—he had always held the philosophy of "seeking wealth and honor in danger" and "accepting defeat if one bets"—but the reputation he left behind would probably be a negative example of arrogance and conceit! He would be used as a laughingstock by that group of people in Lingao for nothing.

However, he was unfamiliar with the terrain and couldn't get out of the camp at all. Even if he could get out, he would be helpless without a ship at the seaside.

Just as he wanted to find someone to inquire about the current situation, it was chaotic outside. If he ran out of the tent rashly, he would probably be hacked before he could open his mouth. While he was hesitant and at a loss, someone suddenly broke in. He looked closely and saw it was Xu Cheng.

"Brother Xu!"

"Cut the chit-chat, follow me quickly." Xu Cheng dragged him over. "Don't talk on the way, watch my signals."

"Okay." Lin Baiguang knew there was no need to ask more at this time, so he just followed. He had already packed his few belongings. The most important thing in a chaotic army was silver, which could buy life when necessary, followed by dry rations and fresh water. He also got himself a small knife as a self-defense weapon.

Xu Cheng led him out of the tent. The camp was in chaos, with people running everywhere. Personal guards, family members, and servants ran around like headless flies—putting out fires, looking for people, bandaging wounds... crying and shouting in a mess.

Xu Cheng dragged him and ran all the way, stopping only when they reached a wall of the camp. There was a hole in the wall here, guarded by five or six people.

"Go out from here and walk straight north. Shi Shisi's ship is stopped there waiting for you! Get on the ship and leave quickly."

"What about you?" Lin Baiguang felt grateful and asked back.

"I've worked by the Big Boss's side for thirteen years. I can't do such a thing as running for my own life." Xu Cheng sighed. "And my seventy or eighty brothers under me; I can't bear to leave them behind..."

"Take everyone and run for your lives together!"

"If we run together, the Old Camp will be finished in an instant! The Big Boss and the families of the various leaders are still here."

Order on the island was now in great chaos. People had even begun to kill each other fighting for wealth and ships to escape. If the Old Camp collapsed, not a single woman or child inside would be able to escape. Lin Baiguang hadn't expected this grumbling small leader to be like this at the last moment. He couldn't help but feel deep respect:

"Brother Xu, you really are loyal and righteous..."

"Stop talking rubbish, go quickly! In a while, when the chaotic soldiers come over, even you will be dead!" Xu Cheng stomped his foot and shouted, throwing a bundle to him as he spoke.

"This is my meager savings. If you can escape with your life, help me give it to my family! The address is on the bundle!"

Suddenly, the gunpowder magazine of a ship exploded on the sea surface. The sprayed flames shot straight into the clouds, and black smoke billowed. The people around all turned pale. Lin Baiguang nodded: "I will definitely not fail my mission!" With that, he tied the bundle to his body and ran wildly all the way.

The road had become extremely unsafe, with fires everywhere and dangers all around. Along the way were crowds of chaotic people, waving knives and spears, carrying bundles, running aimlessly. Sometimes when two groups of people collided, they would start hacking at each other for no reason.

Lin Baiguang dared not stay. He chose places with no people to run and hid when he saw large groups of people. With great difficulty, he ran to the pier by the sea.

Looking closely, he saw Shi Shisi's ship was indeed still there. Shi Shisi led a few sturdy pirates, holding bows, arrows, and long spears, guarding the bow. Anyone who attempted to seize the ship was shot. Even so, the deck was already packed with people.

"Come quickly!" Shi Shisi had sharp eyes. Seeing a short-haired guy running wildly towards them while looking around, he knew it was Lin Baiguang. He hurriedly called out and threw down a few ropes for his subordinates to go down and meet him.

Lin Baiguang finally climbed onto Shi Shisi's ship. As soon as he got on the deck, he went limp as mud, panting heavily—this life-and-death sprint was really too stimulating!

"Where's Old Xu?"

"He refused to come out, saying that the families of the various leaders are still in the Old Camp..."

"Sigh, this guy is really..." Shi Shisi stomped his feet repeatedly. "Throwing away a small life for nothing! The Big Boss can't even take care of himself!"

"What?"

"Look!" Shi Shisi pointed to the waters east of Nanri Island while instructing the sailors to set sail. Lin Baiguang immediately gasped—densely packed sails were constantly appearing on the horizon, surging towards them. They were also constantly spewing white smoke. The sea surface was shrouded in thick smoke for a while, then blown by the sea breeze, revealing the magnificent scene of thousands of sails competing to advance.

In contrast, Zhu Cailao's fleet deployed along the edge of Nanri Island appeared very thin.

Anyone could see that Zhu Cailao was undoubtedly going to lose this time. He deployed his formation by the sea probably to buy some time for the Old Camp to escape.

"Is this Zheng Zhilong's fleet?!"

"That's right. It looks like he's turned out in full force."

Under the step-by-step pressure of the other side, Zhu Cailao's fleet retreated continuously. The ships that didn't have time to retreat were surrounded and swallowed up one after another. burning warships lay paralyzed on the sea surface like torches emitting black smoke.

So Zheng Zhilong has this many ships! Lin Baiguang finally understood why the Executive Committee feared the maritime groups of this space-time like tigers. Truly formidable! Just relying on a few rifled guns and ships without engines, the other side could really drown you.

Shi Shisi said they turned out in full force, but Lin Baiguang knew very well that Zheng Zhilong had an even bigger opponent, Li Kuiqi. He couldn't possibly bring all his men and ships to the vicinity of Nanri Island. He had to leave at least one-third to half of his strength to guard against Li Kuiqi, not to mention his ships doing business on trade routes—Zheng Zhilong's strength was truly no small matter.

"Brother, if you hadn't come, I would have had to run." Shi Shisi pointed to the nearby sea area. "Zheng Zhilong's ships are outflanking us. In another two hours, no one will be able to run."

"Where are the other brothers?"

"Fatty Hu has already run with his ships. Lin Dan went with the main force to attack Min'an; I don't know how he is..." Most people were unsure of their life or death because they followed Zhu Cailao to attack Min'an. A small number had already run. Shi Shisi's experience was quite thrilling. He was part of the force attacking Min'an. When the main forces of Zheng Zhilong and Zhu Cailao met at the mouth of the Min River, the fleet he led was fighting with the local militia outside Min'an Town.

Because the local militia had the assistance of government firearms and were defending their hometowns, they fought very fiercely. Shi Shisi led people to wade ashore several times but was beaten back by the militia, losing more than forty brothers in total. In the chaos, a large ship ran aground and had to be abandoned. Three or four small boats were also burned or seized.

"It was a huge loss this time!" Shi Shisi was heartbroken.

Only later did he receive the order to return to the waters outside the Min River mouth to support the main unit immediately. As soon as he led the ships out of the Min River mouth, he saw Zheng Zhilong's fleet coming continuously. Knowing that his side was definitely not a match, he ran directly from the battlefield.

"If I had run a few steps slower, I wouldn't have been able to return!" Shi Shisi probably felt he was lucky.

Lin Baiguang was slightly disappointed. In this chaotic situation, at most he could persuade Shi Shisi to defect to Lingao. As for the other leaders, strictly speaking, he didn't even know their whereabouts, so how could he talk about recruiting them?

Seeing his heavy expression, Shi Shisi thought he was worried for those friends and comforted him: "No need to worry. Everyone has made an agreement. If we get separated, we will meet up near Dadan Islet and then figure out a way out."

Lin Baiguang nodded, thinking about how to persuade these soul-lost pirate leaders to defect to Lingao after arriving at Dadan Islet. Just as he was thinking, the young pirates behind him suddenly let out a shout, followed by a nervous commotion.

Lin Baiguang was startled and looked up. In the chaos, three three-masted sailing ships, fully two hundred tons each, charged directly from the side. It looked like they were going to crash into Shi Shisi's fleet. They were all under full sail and coming fast. The few ships bearing the brunt managed to dodge in time, narrowly letting them pass without collision. But even so, Shi Shisi's subordinates were scared into shouting: "Which bastard is that? Watch how you sail!" "Fuck your mother!"...

A look of contempt appeared at the corner of Shi Shisi's mouth: "This fellow runs fast!"

"Who is it?"

"Someone of He Xin's ilk." Shi Shisi said. This was a so-called clansman of Zhu Cailao named Zhu Ting. It was unknown how he managed to connect implicitly to the clan. In Chinese-style family groups, blood relations were the most important, even if fake. So this newly minted clansman rose step by step in the group very quickly, becoming a leader in the Old Camp and being assigned large ships. He was considered a core backbone.

The three ships did not respond to the curses at all. With sails full, they flashed past everyone's eyes, heading straight for the open sea.

Suddenly a sailor shouted: "These ships are suspicious!"

"How are they suspicious?"

"The hull is very heavy. Could it be they are carrying some cargo..."

Zhu Cailao had rampaged across Fujian and Guangdong for over a decade, accumulating countless treasures, gold, and silver. Besides what was transported back to his hometown, it was heard that the Old Camp moving with the army alone had over a hundred iron chests. According to Xu Cheng, they were full of gold, silver, and jewelry.

It was highly likely that these treasures were on Zhu Ting's ships.

Once the old order collapsed, everyone would instantly become unscrupulous. For someone like Zhu Ting, whom Shi Shisi had despised in the past but treated very politely on the surface, now that his status as an "imperial relative" was gone and he might be carrying treasure, he was just a big fat sheep!

However, Shi Shisi was unmoved. He only ordered to signal the ships to drive straight to Dadan Islet and not stop—he still knew which was more important, money or his life. Chasing up to fight Zhu Ting, they could win, but the time spent could not be recovered. When Zheng Zhilong pulled the net tight, no matter how much treasure he snatched, it would all be for nothing!

The escape route was still full of dangers. Fleets of various branches and scattered ships fled in all directions. In the next few hours, they encountered such panic-stricken ships several more times. Some were like Zhu Ting's fleet just now, silent and only caring about escaping; but there were also some who were clearly scared out of their wits. As soon as they found a ship blocking the way ahead, regardless of the situation, they would fire rockets and cannons, killing several brothers on Shi Shisi's ship. This made Shi Shisi curse loudly while also ordering cannons to be fired randomly.

Sitting in the safest place on the poop deck, seeing this chaotic situation of collapse, Lin Baiguang felt sad inside.

The battle in the Nanri Island waters was coming to an end. Zheng Zhilong's fleet broke through Zhu Cailao's cover on both wings, went around the bay, and began to blockade Nanri Island and the nearby waters. The small islands around Nanri Island, where Zhu Cailao had originally set up camps and batteries, raised surrender flags one after another. Those ships that were still persisting in fighting also began to turn around and flee one by one.

At dusk, the Zhu Cailao Group, which had been illustrious since the end of the Wanli reign, was completely destroyed. He himself and the main leaders were all killed in battle.

The news of Zhu Cailao's final destruction was first transmitted to Lingao from Zhang Dabala. After seeing Zhu Cailao routed from Min'an, Zhang Dabala released a pigeon and rushed to the area of Zhongzuosuo, Zheng Zhilong's lair, to inquire about news. Within a few days, on the sea surface near Zhongzuosuo, he indeed heard that Zhu Cailao had died on Nanri Island and his whole army was destroyed. The ships and men under him either fled or were incorporated by Zheng Zhilong.

Zhang Dabala knew this news was extremely important to the Australians, so he dared not delay and hurriedly hired a fast boat to return to Guangzhou overnight to report the news.

"That fool Lin Baiguang! Throwing away his life for nothing!" Seeing the urgent telegram sent from the Guangzhou Station, Ran Yao slapped the table fiercely. He couldn't help feeling a bit sad. After all, he was a comrade. He circled the office a few times. Although Lin Baiguang was dead, his plan to incorporate pirates to expand the naval power still had to be executed.

However, before this, he had to do one more thing. He made a phone call to Bopu: "Old Di? Do it."

He Xin was arrested in the suite of the commercial hall, then had a hood put over his head and was escorted out through a secret passage. He was locked up in a secret location, and Ren Fu was immediately taken from the house arrest location in Bopu to keep He Xin company. As for the sailors, they were called ashore under the guise of "watching a Japanese movie" and immediately sent to the quarantine camp. No force was used during the process.

The Executive Committee and the Navy hadn't held much hope for Lin Baiguang's plan of organized surrender in the first place. They had long formulated a plan to "recruit exiles" after Zhu Cailao's destruction. They prepared to send some ships disguised as merchant ships or fishing boats to the Fujian and Guangdong waters to recruit surrenderers.

Shi Shisi's fleet finally managed to run to Dadan Islet with fright but no danger. Dadan Islet was just a bare rocky island with no permanent population. However, there was fresh water on the island to use, and a harbor for shelter, so temporary anchoring was not a problem. Only eight ships, large and small, ran out under Shi Shisi. About two-thirds were lost. A lot of the gold and silver he had saved over the years also sank with the ships, making Shi Shisi curse his mother in heartache.

At Dadan Islet, Fatty Hu had already arrived with his five ships. Because he saw the opportunity early and was the first to run, he was unscathed and suffered no casualties.

Then some ships came one after another. Lin Dan also arrived. He only had four ships left. He cried when he saw Shi Shisi—all his brothers were killed in the naval battle. As for his family dependents, they were trapped on Nanri Island, life or death unknown. As soon as he boarded Shi Shisi's ship, he asked if there was any news.

"Did the Old Camp escape in the end?"

"Probably not," Shi Shisi said. "When I left, the Old Camp's ships were still on the shore and hadn't moved. The Big Boss led people to resist desperately on the shore, probably to let the Old Camp leave—at that time Zheng Zhilong's ships had already surrounded them. I almost didn't get away myself."

Hearing this, Lin Dan's face turned gray, and he lost even the interest to speak.

Of the dozen or so leaders who drank and gambled with Lin Baiguang back then, half were either killed in battle or missing. However, the remaining people, along with other scattered ships that ran to Dadan Islet to rest and reorganize, actually gathered more than one hundred ships.

But Dadan Islet was a deserted island with no food. The ships fled in haste; even if there was some stored grain on board, it wouldn't last a few days. With more than one hundred ships, there were nearly a thousand men, women, old, and young. Being crowded in a small place was not a long-term plan. Each branch was calculating where to go next.

Right now, their choices were nothing more than: defect to a certain maritime power, such as the "Big Bosses" Zheng Zhilong, Li Kuiqi, or Liu Xiang; or burn the ships and go ashore to hide temporarily.

As to whom they should defect to, everyone had different views, and for a while, no one could convince anyone else. But most people were not very willing to take this path. After this great battle, with heavy casualties and losses—without strength, they wouldn't be valued if they defected, and they would be destined to be cannon fodder.

As for the idea of starting over on their own, it wasn't that no one had thought about it, but here there were few ships and many leaders. No one had enough prestige, so they couldn't recommend a leader to control the overall situation at all.

After the rout, there was no source of grain or pay. Although each family brought out some accumulated wealth, it was a drop in the bucket for regrouping forces.

Lin Baiguang kept silent. Rather than proposing it now and meeting with endless doubts and opposition, it was better to wait until they were at the end of their resources and had no way out before speaking. It would often settle the matter with one hammer blow.

They discussed like this for two days without any result. Dadan Islet had nothing except limited fresh water. Even firewood was insufficient. If they discussed any longer, everyone would run out of food. That night, Fatty Hu finally couldn't endure it and announced that he wanted to go ashore.

"I'm not doing this business anymore. I'll wash my feet and go ashore! For these ten years, I've lived in fear. I've got tens of thousands of silver; I'll just eat, drink, be a rich man, and wait for death."

These words resonated with many people. Some who only had one or two ships left were thinking about this idea. Almost everyone had accumulated varying amounts of wealth. Moreover, when they prospered in the past, they entrusted people to buy many properties in their hometowns. Going back to collect rent and live as a rich man was not a problem.

After a major defeat, people's hearts were often disheartened, and the thought of retiring gained the upper hand.

(End of Chapter)
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But Lin Dan said: "Don't daydream. Back then, Xiang Yu said he 'had no face to see the elders of Jiangdong.' Why? Three thousand people went out with him to fight, and not a single one came back! You all have been out wondering for these years; how many nephews, clansmen, and fellow villagers from your hometowns came out with you, and how many have died? Do you think you can live a peaceful life just by going back like this? It would be strange if the old mothers and widows of those brothers didn't kick down your thresholds!"

Lin Dan added: "Once you go ashore, each of you is wealthy. It's not like no one knows what you've been doing all these years. Without swords and spears in your hands, aren't you just big fat sheep? Even if the government doesn't come to trouble you, if those evil gentry want to find fault with you, won't you have to obediently spit out the silver?

"Furthermore, who among you sitting here hasn't made enemies over these years? Killing someone's parents, seizing someone's wife or daughter, burning someone's house... When the time comes for revenge and redress of grievances, it's hard to say if you can even keep your lives!"

Upon hearing this, Fatty Hu sat down dejectedly. Those who originally had active minds about going home also fell silent.

Defecting to other big gangs had no future, setting up their own portals was impossible, and even the last resort of returning home to enjoy good fortune had become fraught with difficulties.

Running into a dead end—this feeling strongly seized their hearts. It was as if boundless darkness shrouded everyone's head.

At this time, Lin Baiguang stood up. He coughed once: "Everyone, why not go to Lingao?"

"Lingao?!" Lin Dan woke up as if from a dream. "Go defect to the Australians?!"

Shi Shisi also seemed to remember: "Right, let's go defect to the Australians!"

However, everyone still looked at Lin Baiguang with hesitant eyes—what was said while drinking was one thing, but when things came to a head and they had to really do it, they had to think it over carefully.

"Brothers!" Lin Baiguang had saved up his energy for these few days just waiting for this moment. In this instant, the soul of a county investment promotion office director possessed him! He began to expound on the draft he had been preparing in his belly for weeks. He emphasized: currently, Lingao is waiting for everything to be done; if everyone goes to defect, they will inevitably be put in important positions. Moreover, the Australians occupy Lingao; whether for ship rest and maintenance or anchoring, there is a base. Everyone will have a house and courtyard, unlike in the past drifting everywhere on the sea, suffering from water and food shortages from time to time.

These words were quite touching. The bitterness of drifting on the sea was not something ordinary people could endure. However, the Australians' foundation was shallow after all, and no one knew how long they could stay in Lingao. Everyone's eyes suddenly fell on Shi Shisi—he was the only one here who had been to Lingao.

Shi Shisi nodded: "I trust Brother Lin's words! I am willing to go to Lingao!"

That was almost the final word. Everyone looked at each other and couldn't come up with a better idea. At this time, someone suddenly asked: "I have something I want to ask Brother Lin!"

Lin Baiguang knew that this was entering the Q&A phase of investment promotion. He saw that the questioner was a not-very-familiar leader named Li Guangfa, who had brought three ships. He had stumbled upon this place by chance; originally he only wanted to get water here, but seeing everyone gathered, he stayed—after all, there was safety in numbers.

"Big Brother Shi has been to Lingao and has seen the Australians' skills; presumably he won't deceive the brothers. But how long do the Australians intend to stay in Lingao?"

This was a matter of great importance. Since everyone was going to defect to a master, they had to have a stable place. They couldn't go today and disband tomorrow.

"We will stay in Lingao until this world is no longer surnamed Zhu!" Lin Baiguang said without hesitation.

"Good!" Shi Shisi couldn't help but shout his approval—he hadn't expected Brother Lin to have such soaring ambition.

"Brother has heroic spirit!" Li Guangfa nodded. "What if Grand Manager Liu or Zheng Zhilong don't let you stay in Lingao?"

"Hehe," Lin Baiguang laughed. "Even if Liu Xiang and Zheng Zhilong are added together, wanting to drive us out of Lingao is just wishful thinking!" He said, "Words are no proof. Those who are willing to go to Lingao will naturally see our capital. If you arrive in Lingao and feel it is not a place to stay for long, we will give you grain and gunpowder as a gift, and you are free to come and go. We will never eat our words."

Seeing is believing. Rather than wasting breath explaining how much technology and industry they possessed that these people didn't understand, it was better to let them see the power of cannons and motorboats with their own eyes. Moreover, over the past year, news that the Australians had big iron ships, fast boats, fast guns, and exploding shells had spread widely in Fujian and Guangdong. Especially the incident where Liu Xiang used Spanish galleons to launch a night attack on Lingao and suffered a disastrous defeat had spread everywhere. It couldn't fail to influence these people.

In addition, Lin Baiguang was deeply convinced that the vigorous and upward social atmosphere gradually shaped by the Crossing Group in Lingao over the past year would infect this group of muddle-headed pirate leaders—everyone had ideals.

Fatty Hu said: "I am also willing to go to Lingao!"

Lin Dan also nodded at this time: "I am also willing to go."

In this atmosphere, everyone expressed their willingness to go one after another. At least they were willing to go and see if the Australians were a power worth seeking refuge with.

Lin Baiguang saw that some leaders still didn't speak, just remaining silent. He thought that rather than letting them stay silent now and stumble in the dark later, it was better to speak openly and be aboveboard. So he said: "This matter is absolutely not forced. For those willing to go to Lingao, my Lingao will welcome you with open arms! If you are unwilling to go, just do as you please."

In the end, about thirty ships were unwilling to go to Lingao and planned to seek their own way out. The remaining nearly eighty ships expressed their willingness to go to Lingao. From Dadan Islet to Lingao was still a sea journey of several days. The fleet had both large and small ships, so it was inconvenient to take the outer ocean route. Taking the inner sea route meant preparing for the possibility of encountering Liu Xiang's fleet. To facilitate command, everyone elected Shi Shisi as the general manager. Shi Shisi had the ships with more ammunition spare some for those without, and had the women, children, old, and weak board a few large ships to avoid distraction during fighting.

Arrangements settled, everyone returned to their ships to prepare. They prepared to set sail for Lingao at dawn.

Lin Baiguang was very excited inside. He hadn't expected the persuasion work to be so smooth. It seemed that the effort put in on Nanri Island was not in vain. However, he didn't dare to show his excitement on his face. The more critical the moment, the less one can be paralyzed by carelessness, he secretly reminded himself.

Just as he was about to go to sleep, Shi Shisi suddenly came.

"Brother Lin, from now on we are one family. I'll need your care, brother!" As Shi Shisi spoke, his attitude became respectful. He brought up a small box. Opening it, there were yellows and greens—all precious jewelry, glittering and dazzling the eyes.

"This is a small token of the leaders' appreciation."

"The brothers are being too polite!" Faced with treasure, Lin Baiguang was not unmoved, but on second thought, what use did he have for it? So he changed to an extremely sincere attitude and said, "Brother Shi! These valuables were earned by the brothers with swords and spears. How can I take them? My conscience would be uneasy if I took them. Brother, don't worry. Lingao is currently in need of people. Once everyone goes, they will naturally have a good future."

"Good, I trust Brother's words." Seeing his sincere and determined attitude, Shi Shisi didn't insist anymore.

Chen Haiyang, Wei Aiwen, and Ran Yao were inspecting the men and ships preparing to be sent out from Bopu to recruit the remnants of Zhu Cailao. To prevent failing to recruit them and being eaten instead, they decided out of caution that it was better to equip a small fleet to set out, at least having the ability to protect themselves. They now had the twelve large ships brought by He Xin. These ships were all seagoing vessels of over two or three hundred tons. Once equipped, they would be enough for self-defense.

The Navy carried out simple modifications to the ships, removing the various iron cannons of different quality and calibers, and replacing them with "low-configuration" naval guns designed by the Weapon Design Team.

The so-called low-configuration naval guns adhered to the principle of "high-low mix," equipping naval artillery that was simple to manufacture and low in cost. It consisted of 24-pounder smoothbore cannons and 48-pounder short-barreled carronades, specially equipped for sailing warships. They also planned to use them for export in the future.

These ships would be sufficient for self-defense at sea after being fully equipped with artillery and ammunition. After several days of education and propaganda, some of the sailors who came with He Xin had already expressed their willingness to defect to Lingao. Chen Haiyang decided to staff each ship with one-third of them, filling the rest with Navy sailors and Marines.

While they were busy as bees, Chen Lidi suddenly ran out of the Port Affairs Office out of breath and reported to him that Lin Baiguang was back.

"He's back? Where? Where?" Ran Yao asked repeatedly.

"Just passed Ma'niao! He met the Third Patrol Detachment! He brought back quite a few ships!"

Hearing that he brought back many ships, Chen Haiyang couldn't help but feel a burst of joy and hurriedly asked again: "Are they Zhu Cailao's ships? How many are there?"

"Quite a lot, fully seventy or eighty. More than a thousand people." Li Di couldn't suppress the joy in his heart. "He boarded Le Lin's flagship and just spoke with me."

"Seventy or eighty! What kind of ships are they?"

"Big and small, many are large ships!"

Seventy or eighty ships! This was hitting the jackpot! Even if they were all small-tonnage ships like the Lingao Trawlers, it would be a considerable increase to the Crossing Group's maritime power, not to mention they all came with sailors.

"Let's go, let's go take a look." Chen Haiyang couldn't restrain his joy—Zhu Cailao was really helpful, sending two big gifts one after another.

"No need to rush; the ships haven't passed Ma'niao yet." Li Di smiled like a flower. "Lin Baiguang said: as soon as they entered the Qiongzhou Strait, the beacon towers along the coast were lit up one after another—probably scared out of their wits."

"We should still go to meet them to show seriousness." Wei Aiwen proposed, "At least an Executive Committee member should be sent..."

"I'll go," Chen Haiyang said. "I'm the head of the Navy, after all!"

That Lin Baiguang actually pulled so many ships back in one breath was not only an accident in the eyes of Chen Haiyang and the others, but also an accident in Ran Yao's view. getting twelve large ships from Zhu Cailao was already a remarkable achievement.

(End of Chapter)
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Ran Yao originally felt it wasn't worth risking his little life for twelve ships, but now that he had brought back even more ships and was still alive and well, he couldn't help but be happy for him from the bottom of his heart.

Li Di was busy on his side, directing the ships to move to the anchorage. To clear anchorage for these nearly eighty ships, Wu De also arrived: "purifying," rationing clothes and food, and arranging accommodation for more than a thousand people were not big issues for the Quarantine Camp, which was already familiar with the business. However, this group of people was not like the refugees transported from Guangzhou; they were a gang of pirates, so they had to be dealt with carefully. Wu De was afraid Yang He was young and inexperienced, so he decided to supervise it personally.

"Do we need to mobilize another company for reinforcement?"

"No need," Wu De said. "There are already two companies of Marines here, plus an infantry company for riot control. If we, with regular troops trained for several months, can't handle a thousand old and young pirates, we might as well run away to Australia." He paused. "Besides, don't make it too tense, or people will think we are going to double-cross them."

Thus, the tone of "loose on the outside, tight on the inside" was set. But "what if they want to see Ren Fu or He Xin?" These two had arrived in Lingao earlier, and their whereabouts and treatment could obviously be seen as a model.

"Don't let them meet for the time being. Little Wei, this Ren Fu is yours to train well."

"Doesn't the training belong to Ran Yao? Mine is at most brainwashing." Wei Aiwen pressed down his peaked cap, which was about to be blown away by the sea breeze, and touched his Sam Browne belt.

"He Xin is actually easy to talk to—this guy has no opinion; he's just a spineless jellyfish and grass on the wall; he'll do whatever you want him to do. Ren Fu won't do; he thinks we aren't loyal, refusing to sell grain and detaining his ships..."

"Tell him Zhu Cailao is finished?"

"How can we say that? If we say that, won't it look like we intentionally screwed Zhu Cailao?"

"We need to enlighten him well and let him know that we in Lingao represent the correct direction of historical development." As Wu De spoke, he thought this matter was a bit thorny. He took Yang He to the Quarantine Camp.

Telegrams kept coming between the two sides. Le Lin had already reported the approximate number of personnel on the ships. The kitchen at the Quarantine Camp immediately got busy. The dampers of the recently modified coal briquette stoves were opened to blow wind in, and soon the newly added honeycomb briquettes burned red. In the pots was the customary first meal of the Quarantine Camp: thin porridge.

Wu De took a look and shook his head: "Add half more rice, and add more vegetables."

"Didn't they say people who have been hungry for too long shouldn't eat a full meal..."

"They are not famine victims. Even if they ate a bit less and worse recently, they can't be mentioned in the same breath as refugees who haven't eaten or drunk for many days—add more vegetables; there are no vegetables to eat at sea."

Dormitories, clothing, and health personnel preparing to conduct physical examinations and treatment for them arrived one after another. After all preparations were made, to add atmosphere, Dingding had already hired the only folk band in the county to wait at the pier, ready to play music to welcome them. He also planned to ask students from the National School to line up to welcome them.

But Chen Haiyang said: "No need to be too solemn. Such pirates shouldn't be overly honored, lest they breed arrogance!"

After exchanging information with Le Lin, Lin Baiguang returned to Shi Shisi's flagship. The entire fleet sailed towards Bopu under the escort of the patrol fleet.

Before long, four strangely shaped ships with colorful flags hanging from their masts were seen breaking through the waves ahead. The rolling spray was imposing. Shi Shisi was startled. These ships had no sails or oars, yet they traveled so quickly; they must be the Australians' "Iron Fast Ships." In an instant, these four iron fast ships rushed to the front of the fleet. Just as Shi Shisi was about to tell the helmsman to be careful, the four ships split to the two wings, avoiding the fleet and outflanking them.

As if to perform, these four iron fast ships changed formation from time to time around the entire fleet, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, sometimes bringing up the rear, sometimes leading the way, and sometimes shuttle back and forth through the fleet.

"So fast!" Shi Shisi was an old pirate and naturally knew what this terrible maneuverability meant. The other party not only didn't need to consider the wind direction but could also adjust the sailing direction at any time and any place, as flexible as a fish. No wonder the Australians could establish a foothold in Lingao with only a thousand people and seven or eight ships, and neither Liu Xiang nor the Big Boss could do anything to them!

Hearing that the Australians' "Iron Fast Ships" had come to welcome them, the sailors and family members on the ships swarmed onto the decks to see these "Iron Fast Ships" that had long been thunderous to their ears—using no sails or oars, made of iron but not sinking, and possessing "supernatural power."

"It's really made of iron! Oh my mother. Iron actually doesn't sink in water!"

"Probably not Chinese iron."

"Who knows! Without sails, yet they run so fast."

"Monsters! Monsters!" Some sailors shouted in terror, only to be knocked to the ground by a slap from a leader, and immediately dragged into the cabin by trusted aides and locked up. If the Australians hear this, we'll be in deep trouble.

The leaders knew very well in their hearts that this was both a courtesy and a warning from the Australians. Their moods were very complex. After all, except for Shi Shisi, no one knew the situation in the Australian place clearly.

After escorting them for a segment, the fishing vessels suddenly increased horsepower and soon disappeared from their sight, leaving as quickly as they came. At this time, the buoys outside Bopu Port had appeared in Lin Baiguang's line of sight. Then, a puff of white smoke rose from the towering Bopu Beacon Tower, followed by the sound of cannon fire like rolling thunder.

"This is firing a salute to welcome everyone," Lin Baiguang said.

Seventy-eight sea vessels of various sizes—the largest over 300 tons, the smallest over 40 tons, all Guang ships and Fu ships common on the southeast coast—now lined up along the natural breakwater made of piledup rocks at Lingao Cape and dropped anchor. This naturally formed rock embankment had been transformed into a real sea-blocking dike. Roads were built on the dike, a lighthouse was erected, gun emplacements were built, and a trestle bridge was built to facilitate personnel landing. The pirates on the ships thus supported the old and the young to land on the dike from the trestle bridge.

On the pier, the band Dingding found was taking turns playing "Happy Reunion" and "Flowers on Connected Branches."

Shi Shisi and a dozen or so main leaders had changed into their best clothes and, under Lin Baiguang's guidance, went to have an audience with the "Grand Australian Chief."

The place Chen Haiyang chose to receive the defecting pirate leaders was in front of the Customs House in Bopu. Although the Customs House was just a three-story red brick building, there was a large open space paved with cinders in front, and although the clock tower didn't have a clock yet, it still looked majestic. Especially standing on the square in front of the building, one could clearly see the huge silhouette of the ship Fengcheng across the bay behind the Customs House. It was enough to leave a deep impression.

Chen Haiyang had a high-backed Navy captain's chair placed on the steps in front of the Customs House. Navy cadets were transferred from the Military and Political School as guards. They all wore Navy uniforms and carried the newly issued mechanism Navy cadet sabers. The cadets lined up on his two wings, their backs straight and exceedingly martial.

Extending from the bottom of the steps to the entrance of the square, the Army and Navy each had sixty men serving as guards, their polished bayonets forming straight lines.

The pirate leaders followed Lin Baiguang and walked cautiously. Except for Shi Shisi, it was the first time for everyone else to come to Lingao. The instant shock when the huge iron ship appeared in their field of vision had not yet faded. Seeing the tall buildings standing across the bay, stretching out long arms, emitting bursts of white smoke from time to time, and sending rumbles...

"It's turning, it's turning!" someone exclaimed in a low voice.

Sure enough, the long arm on a huge building was slowly rotating. Below was a long rope hoisting some huge cargo. Suddenly, a high-pitched and passionate scream came from afar, the sound crossing the bay and shooting straight into the clouds, making them all shudder.

"Damn, what ghost is screaming..."

"Don't talk!" Shi Shisi whispered.

Shi Shisi had thought that the Grand Chief of Lingao would be somewhat polite, exchanging greetings at the pier, clasping fists, and then everyone drinking and eating meat together—this was the routine for most people who brought troops to defect to a Big Boss over the years. He didn't expect the official authority here in Lingao to be so full. He couldn't help but feel a bit awkward inside.

A cordon was set up outside the square. The servants and personal generals of the crowd were not allowed to enter, and their swords and weapons were left outside. From the entrance to the bottom of the steps, two rows of soldiers stood guard heavily. The entire square was solemn and silent, with only the sound of flags fluttering in the wind.

Lin Baiguang led them through the cordon to the bottom of the steps. Without any order, these people all knelt down with a whoosh.

Chen Haiyang could now speak a few sentences of Cantonese and Hokkien of this space-time, but he didn't say a word, only ordering them in standard Mandarin with perfect enunciation to rise, saying there was no need to kneel. Xiong Buyou, serving as the interpreter at the side, stepped forward and translated it once in Cantonese and then in Hokkien.

This kind of etiquette was the result of a consultation among several people present. Chen Haiyang not speaking dialect was to indicate the status of Mandarin as the "National Language," and having Xiong Buyou translate in popular dialects showed respect for the surrendered people.

Shi Shisi and the others hurriedly stood up. They saw that the Grand Chief sitting on the steps looked only in his early thirties, sitting on a high-backed rattan chair, wearing only a blue cloth button-down jacket that Australians liked to wear, with a cloth belt around his waist—this outfit was simple to the extreme, almost no different from the young personal soldiers around him.

It was the first time for everyone to see such a simple Grand Chief, and they were somewhat at a loss.

It was Shi Shisi who had dealt with the Crossing Group more; he hurriedly took a step forward, clasped his fists in salute, and said some words for "docking" and defecting, like "have long looked up to your great name, willing to come and serve, will work together with one heart in the future," etc. After saying this, he presented the register he brought—this was the roster of names and the account book of ships, grain, weapons, and gunpowder copied out at sea over the past two days—as a sign of submission.

(End of Chapter)
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Chen Haiyang nodded and had someone receive the delegation. As was customary, he offered words of encouragement and reassurance before Shi Shisi stepped forward to present the gifts. These had been specially selected from each family's treasures for today's ceremony: a pair of exquisite Japanese katanas, a pair of flawless white Hetian jade lions, a wine set consisting of a gold-inlaid jeweled ewer with four gold-trimmed jade cups, and finally, a lacquered box containing fifty small gold ingots, each weighing one tael.

Chen Haiyang cast a brief appraising glance over the offerings. These pirates certainly have substantial resources, he thought.

Yet he had already heard complaints from the sailors who'd arrived earlier—many hadn't been paid in one or two months. It seemed that while there was never money for the common crews, the leaders' personal coffers remained quite full.

Since the gifts had been publicly presented as a symbol of submission, Chen Haiyang naturally accepted them. He ordered them received and handed over to the Planning Commission for inventory and storage.

After the formalities, Chen Haiyang scrutinized the men before him. "Since you leaders have come to serve Lingao," he said slowly, "you are now people of Australia. From this day forward, we are one family. 'Working together with one heart' is not merely words—it must be achieved in truth. Do you understand?"

"Yes, we little ones understand!" Shi Shisi felt sweat prickling down his back.

A smile spread across Chen Haiyang's face. "Please proceed to the Commercial Hall for a banquet, leaders. A reception to wash the dust of the road from you."

With the ceremony concluded, Lin Baiguang led the leaders to the cafeteria in Bopu, where a welcome banquet awaited. As for the men, women, elderly, and children aboard the ships, staff from Yang He's Quarantine Camp came to count heads and compile a roster before leading them away for "purification" and meals. The inventory of materials posed a more delicate matter—since private property remained aboard, the Planning Commission refrained from boarding the vessels to tally supplies, posting guards at each gangway instead.

Eighty seagoing vessels of various sizes now crowded the harbor. The smallest were large sampans capable of carrying twenty-odd passengers; the largest reached over four hundred tons. All were Guang ships and Fu ships common to these waters.

With the Navy gaining so many vessels, not only would their maritime military strength increase dramatically, but the chronic shortage of shipping capacity could finally be addressed. The awkward practice of using warships as transport vessels would at last be relieved.

Even before the reception banquet ended, Chen Haiyang had begun planning the distribution of these ships at the Naval Department. The miscellany of vessels now under their command demanded a comprehensive reorganization plan.

But the matter was far from simple. These ships remained, technically, the private property of their leaders. Their defection had not been unconditional surrender but rather a form of "joint venture." As Chairman of the Board, one couldn't simply strip shareholders of their means of production at will. Doing so would ensure that no one would ever "join the venture" in the future.

In terms of raw power, the pirate leaders now stood at an absolute disadvantage—resistance or flight had become impossible. But winning hearts was a long and arduous undertaking.

What the Transmigrators sought was "absorption," not "alliance." This keynote served as the fundamental principle for integrating natives into the Crossing Group, which meant granting them the status of allies was never considered.

This batch of defecting pirates were neither prisoners of war stripped of everything nor desperate refugees, but an organized, established armed gang.

To completely absorb them would require overcoming the leaders' natural resistance. Such organizations possessed a strong sense of private ownership—everyone regarded ships and sailors as personal property. The question of how to "reform" this entrenched pirate structure thus became an urgent priority.

"Little Wei, this task falls to you," Ma Qianzhu said in his office. "Use that brain of yours and help us digest this force of over a thousand without getting indigestion. Understood?"

"Yes, General Secretary Ma. Leave this matter to me." Wei Aiwen brimmed with confidence.

Wei Aiwen's absorption strategy was thoroughly traditional. In essence: "Reassure the upper level, win over the middle level, and strive for the lower level."

The most crucial element was winning over the lower ranks. They were numerous and had always been neglected when benefits were distributed. They shared no great common interests with the leaders and likely harbored many grievances. Winning them over would be comparatively straightforward.

Once the lower ranks were secured, the middle-level elements would become fence-sitters, and the upper-level elements—even those with complaints—would find themselves unable to resist after losing their grassroots support. At that point, whether to treat them well as examples or to "humanely dispose" of them would be entirely at the Transmigrators' discretion.

As for the upper-level elements themselves, Wei Aiwen believed they too could be differentiated. The leaders' demands were not uniform. In his report submitted immediately after landing, Lin Baiguang had noted that the leadership's aspirations currently diverged: someone like Fatty Hu wanted to find a comfortable nest and enjoy a peaceful retirement; Lin Dan was anxious to locate his wife and children; Shi Shisi wanted to climb this great tree and continue making money...

"We divide and conquer, and we can absorb them swiftly," Wei Aiwen explained to Ma Qianzhu.

"You have full authority over this matter. That includes Ren Fu and He Xin's group—put effort into them as well. We lack ships, and we lack sailors even more. We need to win over the crews and the technical specialists among them as quickly as possible."

"There's also the issue of how to compensate the leaders," Wei Aiwen hesitated. "This too requires resolution. The sailors are simple enough—they can receive the same provisions as Navy soldiers. But what about the bosses?"

The Crossing Group had already implemented a worker classification and technical grade system among the natives, but for administrative personnel and Army and Navy soldiers, they still employed communist-style supply systems. Officers and administrators received only slightly more allowance—nothing dramatically different from ordinary soldiers and workers.

"Don't concern yourself with that for now; the Executive Committee needs to consider it." Ma Qianzhu recalled how the administrative rank system he'd proposed at the meeting had been shot down. "We're in a favorable position now. What treatment do you assign this group?"

First was the issue of salary. They hadn't relied on pay under Zhu Cailao—robbery and trade had been their sources of income...

At this thought, Ma Qianzhu's eyes lit up. Exactly! Forcing them to become Navy captains or fleet commanders living on salaries would result in low enthusiasm and endless complaints. Better to let them play to their strengths and ply their old trade.

"Their place isn't in the Naval Department—it's in the Foreign Business Committee!"

He sat down and began drafting a proposal for handling this group.

That evening, the Executive Committee convened. Ma Qianzhu presented his views and ideas.

"This proposal has merit. Otherwise, this group would be quite troublesome to manage. And having them lead troops might not be reliable anyway."

"Yes, let them do what they know best."

Someone proposed reconsidering the establishment of the "Southeast Asian Company." This concept had been envisioned by the Executive Committee for some time. Its purpose was to conduct direct maritime trade with Southeast Asia, obtain agricultural, forestry, and mineral resources, and eventually—as their strength grew—undertake colonial expansion. In nature, it resembled the East India Company.

However, the idea had been shelved because the Naval Department lacked ships suitable for long voyages and personnel familiar with the field. Now, having these leaders who had served under the great sea merchant Zhu Cailao take on this role seemed perfectly suited.

"In the past, we didn't have enough ships, and we feared that if conflicts arose locally, we wouldn't be able to protect ourselves with few men and vessels," Ma Qianzhu said. "But now, with this new force joining us, the conditions for direct trade in Southeast Asia are ripe."

Li Haiyang grew animated. "When necessary, we could even have them conduct privateering in local waters. Strike at European trade there."

"It's not time for that," Wen Desi objected. "Privateering breeds enmity. Our presence in Southeast Asia remains a blank slate—we shouldn't take such action before establishing a foothold. The Dutch, Spanish, and English are not to be trifled with. In a genuine conflict, with no base of operations, we could easily be defeated. Besides, privateering is a form of piracy. This group is already half-merchant, half-pirate. If they taste the sweetness of robbery and simply become pirates in Southeast Asian waters, we may lose control of them. That would mean endless trouble."

Wen Desi continued: "Whether privateering or pioneering colonies, we shouldn't attempt either until we have the capability to genuinely intervene in Southeast Asian affairs. For now, we simply ensure the safety of our own trade."

In Wen Desi's conception, the Southeast Asian Company's ships would travel in convoy formation. Every voyage would form a large escort fleet—similar to the annual maritime circuit trade the Venetians had conducted in the Mediterranean and Black Sea. Such a substantial fleet, with sufficient personnel and military force, would be capable of self-protection during voyages. Neither Europeans nor other maritime groups would pose a serious concern.

"We in the Navy don't understand trade matters," Chen Haiyang said. "I simply want to know: what is the Executive Committee's attitude toward their personnel and ships? Do we allow them to retain their original units and command structure, or do we disband and reorganize completely?"

"Beiping-style retention of units," Ma Qianzhu replied.

This meant nominally retaining the units while actually stripping the leaders of control over their original personnel through infiltration and structural adjustments.

"According to the roster figures and verification results from the Quarantine Camp," Wu De opened his folder, "there are a total of 1,803 people. Among them, 230 are women, children, and elderly over fifty. In reality, on average, each ship has fewer than twenty sailors."

Obviously, even counting women, children, and elderly, and excluding the small vessels that required only a few crew, they were seriously short of manpower.

"So, to get these ships running again, we must supplement the crews." Wu De consulted the Planning Commission's ship inventory list. "Excluding small sampans and the like, at least 1,500 more people need to be added for these ships to operate at full capacity."

(End of Chapter)
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With a fifty percent ratio of "mixing in sand," it would already be possible to completely strip them of control. Combined with disrupting the original units and distributing personnel evenly to achieve "you in me, me in you," the internal factions would be thoroughly fragmented.

"The sailors will have to undergo a sixty-day quarantine period regardless," Wei Aiwen explained. "Our Political Department will seize this time to conduct educational work and do everything possible to win them over."

"How is the education progressing for the people Ren Fu brought?"

"Considerable progress has been made." Wei Aiwen spoke with evident enthusiasm. "They belonged to Zhu Cailao's central army system and were relatively trusted, so things were difficult at first. But we've seized upon the contradictions between officers and ordinary sailors—"

Wei Aiwen explained that the entire ideological education effort focused on the "Speaking Bitterness" movement. Whose bitterness would be spoken? First came the bureaucrats and evil gentry who had oppressed the common people until life became unbearable, forcing everyone onto this path. Second came the sea lords themselves. The emphasis was on exposing and criticizing the various acts of oppression within the pirate gangs, making the sailors fully understand that their bosses and leaders were not benefactors but parasites who exploited and enslaved them...

"Stop, stop..." Wen Desi hurriedly called a halt. "I understand this approach—estranging the relationship between the two sides. But these leaders will still be employed in the future; they're not to be dragged out and shot. If we create too much antagonism, how can work be carried out later? Won't the sailors start hauling them out for struggle sessions the moment they board the ships?"

"We'll exercise discretion, of course." Wei Aiwen smiled. "Things won't escalate. We simply want them to see the true face of their former masters. Besides, we have study courses for these pirate leaders as well."

"You're holding study classes?"

"Precisely. Study classes."



Shi Shisi and the others remained in the Commercial Hall, treated to fine food and drink. Beginning the second day, however, came a constant rotation of tours.

"Tours—we organize them continuously, letting them fully appreciate our group's strength and the superiority of our system!" Wei Aiwen had instructed. "Facts speak louder than words."

First came the tour of the Fengcheng. Upon personally boarding this massive iron ship, these men of the sea became as curious as children. They had barely taken a few steps onto the deck before rushing to the bulwark to peer down.

"So high!"

Some refused to believe it was truly made of iron. They touched it with their hands, knocked and scraped with the copper coins they carried. A few even went so far as to lick it. When they spotted the newly installed cast iron cannons on deck, their eyes went wide. These were the same 150mm muzzle-loading rifled guns mounted on the Bopu Beacon Tower. The ammunition rails beside the gun positions, the shells, the cranes used for loading—all aroused endless fascination.

What captivated them most were the sliding rails beneath the gun positions. With minimal effort, two or three men could rotate the cannon freely. They all had experience in naval combat and understood the immense tactical advantage of being able to adjust firing direction at will. Exclamations of wonder rippled through the group.

"Damn! With this thing, Zheng Zhilong amounts to nothing." Shi Shisi could barely contain his excitement. "Even the big galleons the Red Hairs keep in Macau wouldn't stand a chance."

Next came tours of the Bopu Commune and the shipyard. The first iron-hulled vessel, Project 854—which had been in semi-shutdown due to material supply problems—became the perfect showcase for the completed sections.

Shi Shisi and the others walked directly into the dock, running their hands along rows of iron ribs as thick as small tree trunks and plate after plate of iron riveted onto the frame with giant rivets. Their expressions betrayed utter disbelief.

Fearing the impact wasn't sufficient, Wei Aiwen also showed them propaganda films for several consecutive days. Out of caution, Japanese films were excluded; instead, they viewed material edited from various resources.

On the animated screen, molten steel splashed in an iron and steel complex; enormous jets of water roared through a hydroelectric power station; steel giants slid slowly from slipways into the sea; looms churned out endless bolts of cloth and silk; cities gleamed with sparkling lights and rivers of automobiles; rosy-cheeked modern farmers drove Dongfanghong tractors across verdant fields...

Then came rows of white-helmeted Imperial Stormtroopers marching in formation, followed by armored troops at the National Day parade...

The leaders, one by one, lost all capacity for critical judgment in the darkness. These images far exceeded their ability to comprehend the world. When the lights came on, Lin Baiguang was satisfied to see every face frozen in stupefied amazement.

"Gentlemen, this is the place we come from!" Lin Baiguang announced, full of energy.

A few managed to squeeze forced smiles onto their faces while others displayed expressions of wild joy mixed with their stupor. The former seemed more attuned to the current situation, while the latter showed potential for opportunism. The intelligence personnel tasked with observing their expressions recorded intuitive assessments beneath each person's photograph.

After three days of touring and study, according to Wu Fo's eavesdropping on their private conversations, the leaders had practically prostrated themselves before the Crossing Group. Pirates worshipped strength. Nearly everyone remarked in private that defecting to Lingao had been the right choice. Some were even ambitious, speculating that perhaps the Australians would conquer the Central Plains and replace the Zhu Emperor—and they could all become founding heroes.

In this atmosphere, the necessary disposition of the fleet became much easier. After allowing them several days of rest and relaxation, a special meeting was convened with Wu De presiding to announce policy to the defecting leaders.

All defecting leaders, regardless of how many ships they had brought, would each receive an independent residence. This housing type had been designed by the Lingao Construction Company for the gradually expanding ranks of native administrative cadres. It also served as an experiment for personal residences after the Crossing Group eventually abolished its collective dormitory system.

The cadre housing adopted a row-house design to conserve land and building materials. Each unit was a two-and-a-half-story structure with a practical area of 240 square meters. All featured running water, drainage, and simple flush toilets, though not electricity. Each house also included small front and back yards.

All private property they had brought would be protected and remain freely disposable.

The family members and children of the leaders would all reside on shore. Minor children would attend school. Adult children would pursue education or employment according to family preferences and personal wishes.

Private servants were not recognized locally. Therefore, all servants the leaders had brought would have their status abolished. Those willing to continue serving might do so under formal employment arrangements. Those unwilling would be processed as immigrants.

As for the sailors they had brought, those wishing to return home or travel elsewhere would receive disbandment funds. Those willing to stay would be concentrated for ninety days of quarantine.

"After the quarantine ends, those wishing to return as sailors will be reorganized and assigned to ships; those unwilling will be arranged other work," Wei Aiwen explained.

The men below grew restless. Servants were a minor concern—there weren't many. But sailors were another matter entirely. Many had been commoners forcibly captured. If they were free to come and go, wouldn't a good number flee? The leaders had already lost many people through this catastrophe. If this policy proceeded, they might command no one at all.

Wei Aiwen continued his announcement: "Currently, some of your ships have many crew, others few. There's barely enough for sailing, but if battle comes, it probably won't suffice. Therefore, the Navy will establish staffing quotas for each ship and fill all vacancies. From now on, pay will be issued according to the roster once each ship is fully staffed."

"In the future, all your food and pay will be issued by the Navy. You won't have to worry anymore. No more concerns about rice and firewood." Wei Aiwen laughed.

Shi Shisi and the others, however, found nothing amusing. They understood the implications perfectly. After personnel reorganization, a substantial amount of "sand" would inevitably be mixed in. The tight-knit small groups originally formed through regional and kinship ties would be completely diluted. Even if familiar faces remained aboard their ships, those men would no longer be the trusted followers who obeyed their every command.

As for unified logistics—it sounded beneficial, but in reality, whoever controlled the pay controlled the soldiers. If the Australians managed food and wages, the crews would no longer listen to them. Once pay and provisions were controlled, they could only follow Australian commands obediently.

How could anyone miss these implications? Yet the conditions were open and fair—generous, even. They now had no men, no provisions, and if they objected, it would merely prove they harbored "disloyal hearts." What consequences awaited someone who had just switched allegiance, everyone understood perfectly.

After several days of touring and study, they had gained a direct understanding of Australian strength. Not only had they developed sufficient awe, but their ambitions and expectations had also grown. Judging by the Crossing Group's power, they might not dare say they could march on Beijing and become emperors, but occupying a corner of the southeast and establishing a feudal domain seemed entirely achievable. When that day came, they would be founding heroes with ranks and titles, honored alongside their wives and children!

Better to demonstrate loyalty now. After all, crushing their meager power would be effortless for the Crossing Group. Since they were selling themselves to seek refuge, they might as well do so completely. With this thought, Shi Shisi was the first to rise:

"Since I have come to defect to Lingao, I willingly offer all my subordinates and ships! I ask only to serve as a vanguard general, charging into battle for the Chiefs!"

Everyone was dumbfounded. Li Guangfa promptly rose as well: "I am also willing to offer my ships and people. From now on, I am of one mind with the Chiefs. Sharing the same boat through thick and thin."

"I'm willing too. I've had enough of drifting on the sea!" Fatty Hu shouted.

With this, the remaining leaders who might have been less willing had no choice but to chorus their agreement.

Wei Aiwen assumed the manner of a leader, pressing his hands downward in a calming gesture. "Since everyone has come to Lingao, we are one family. And within a family, there's no need to be particular about whose is whose."

He continued: "Your ships will still be under your command. For those who no longer wish to drift on the sea, the Executive Committee has policies as well."

According to the Executive Committee's policy: for those willing to hand over their ships, the Committee would purchase them at fair value. After surrendering their vessels, those wishing to continue in maritime business would be assigned to the Naval Department. Those unwilling to continue going to sea would be assigned positions elsewhere.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 419 - Study Class (Part 2)

Those wishing to keep their ships could continue commanding the fleet. They would join the newly formed joint-venture franchise company under the Foreign Business Committee—the Southeast Asian Company—specializing in overseas trade. The leaders would contribute their vessels as shares, with each hundred-ton ship counting as one share. Ships exceeding one hundred tons were calculated proportionally, while ships under one hundred tons were not accepted.

Ships joining the Southeast Asian Company would conduct overseas trading activities while also completing transportation, combat, and patrol assignments from the Naval Department. The Southeast Asian Company operated under the dual leadership of the Foreign Business Committee and the Naval Department. However, in terms of status, the company's management could participate in expanded meetings of the Executive Committee.

After this policy was announced, the assembly found it acceptable. Although supplementing personnel and unifying logistics had greatly diminished their private control over the fleets, maintaining even nominal command of their ships made many feel more comfortable psychologically.

Most chose to join the Southeast Asian Company. Since they would be venturing into open waters, small vessels served no purpose and might as well be surrendered for silver. Shi Shisi stood apart from the others, firmly demanding to hand over all his ships to the organization and refusing a single coin in return. He asked only to serve as a minor official—a "Qianzong" or similar—in the Naval Department.

Wei Aiwen found this strange. Why had this pirate leader suddenly become so enlightened? Could he truly believe they might march on Beijing and let him become a founding hero?

Lin Dan likewise surrendered his ships without hesitation, equally refusing silver. His single condition: the Crossing Group must do everything in its power to help locate his family.

"Whatever silver is due, that's what we'll pay. That's credibility," Wei Aiwen said. "As for finding your family—we will do our utmost. Aren't we all one family now?"

Fatty Hu straightforwardly surrendered all five of his ships. His request was simply not to go to sea anymore. He wanted to run a farm.

"Before I became a pirate, I was skilled at farming. If those damned Yang Six and Yang Seven hadn't burned down my manor, I would never have entered this line of work."

"If you hadn't entered this line of work, you might have lost everything long ago," Lin Dan observed. "A country bumpkin rich man like you is just a piece of fat meat."

After a round of registration and allocation, five of the eleven leaders who had brought ships—large or small—were willing to surrender all of them. Among these, Hu Wumei (known as Fatty Hu, given such a feminine name by his elders because bearing descendants had been difficult for the family) indicated he no longer wished to work the sea. He wanted to take the silver and purchase some land and a house to settle down.

"You won't need to purchase land and a house—we're assigning you a house," Wu De said, nodding from beside them. "How about this: you work as a farm supervisor for us. There's a school endowment manor outside the county town with several hundred mu of land that needs a manager. You can take your wife, children, and relatives to live there. You may also bring a few of your personal soldiers with you."

"Very well, managing a farm is my old trade." Hu Wumei seemed fairly satisfied with this arrangement. "I'd also like to buy some additional land. Would that be permitted?"

Wu De nodded. "Of course, but we have policies regarding land purchases. You'll have to wait a bit—silver in your pocket is still silver; it won't lose value."

"Good, good." Hu Wumei was quite satisfied.

Shi Shisi, Lin Dan, Li Guangfa, and others chose to join the Australian Group's Navy directly.

The remaining six leaders joined the Southeast Asian Company. They also surrendered their smaller ships, retaining only the larger ones. On average, each still commanded three to five major vessels.

Yan Ming brought personnel from the Delong Grain Shop to handle ship purchases on-site. The units of measurement for ancient Chinese ships were rather complicated—some used materials, some calculated by size, others by tonnage. Yan Ming's pricing used shipbuilding costs from along the Guangdong and Fujian coasts, collected by the Guangzhou Station, as the baseline reference, then assessed each ship's materials, condition, and accessories. Overall, the prices were generous—though in truth, these vessels had been adrift at sea for two or three years without repairs and were generally in poor condition.

All prices were paid in silver, delivered in full to the leaders. This too was a way to build trust. Yan Ming estimated that, given current consumption patterns in Lingao, these men would soon grow weary of inconvenient silver.

After the formalities concluded, each leader designated a few trusted subordinates to handle ship transfer procedures. Once Planning Commission personnel broke the seals, cannons, ammunition, grain, materials, and personal luggage were moved from each ship piece by piece. Personal items were generally returned to their owners after disinfection. Cannons, grain, weapons, and other supplies were all registered and turned over to the public. Regardless of whether these ships had been purchased, the shipyard would conduct comprehensive repairs and modifications on all of them so they could carry out missions in the autumn.

With arrangements finalized, everyone received a two-month leave to settle their families and attend to private affairs. Subsequently, doctors from the Health Department conducted physical examinations for the leaders and their families—several were immediately dispatched to the STD clinic. The remainder, after undergoing "purification," received the keys to their new homes.

This batch of residences specially prepared for the pirate leaders was located in the upscale residential area of the Bopu Commune—the first pilot district for high-end housing. Each row contained twelve units, with three rows completed. Except for Hu Wumei, who went to the farm, and Lin Dan, the other nine households moved in. Lin Dan, being alone, found the prospect of living in such a large house by himself lonely and requested quarters in the Navy barracks instead. Chen Haiyang assigned him an officer's dormitory at the Bopu Naval Base.

The interior decoration, furniture, furnishings, and daily necessities were all complete. Wu De had instructed that everything should embody four standards: "tidy, clean, comfortable, and respectable." Flowers and trees had also been planted in the front and back yards. For the pirate families, long accustomed to cramped quarters at sea, the experience proved delightful. The faucet that produced water with just a push of the lever caused a particular sensation.

The Crossing Group also arranged a gatekeeper for each household—typically older men who watched the gate, cleaned, and received visitors. Dressed in brand-new blue garments and seated at the gate, they looked quite impressive. In reality, they were all part-time informants receiving stipends from the General Administration of Political Security.

When the families moved in, Dingding, the head of Publicity, brought the band to play music while setting off firecrackers as usual, striving to create a festive atmosphere. Congratulatory gifts for the housewarmings were then presented in the names of Wei Aiwen, Chen Haiyang, Wu De, and Lin Baiguang respectively. Finally, gifts were presented in the name of the Executive Committee.

The leaders, for the moment, couldn't decipher the Australians' system. Some believed this "Executive Committee" was probably the name of the Australian Emperor. Others, somewhat more literate, recognized it as an institution similar to the "Cabinet." Regardless, it was a rare honor. So when the gifts arrived, everyone still knelt and kowtowed to express gratitude, then respectfully placed the gifts in the center of the main hall. This left Wei Aiwen, who had come to congratulate them, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.

The gifts were quite simple—no gold, silver, jewelry, antiques, or calligraphy. Just daily necessities: firewood, rice, oil, salt, cloth, and silk. Though not valuable, for newcomers who had just arrived and didn't even know where to purchase things, the gesture was exceptionally thoughtful.

Finally, the cafeteria delivered a housewarming banquet. Wei Aiwen, Chen Haiyang, and others personally accompanied them, and the atmosphere was warm and convivial. The various courtesies and preferential treatment since landing had left everyone deeply grateful.

Then came "study sessions" every few days. The content consisted of movies, lectures, and the "tours" the Communist Party had used repeatedly when conducting "thought reform." The only regret was that the Crossing Group didn't possess many industrial enterprises to display, and most facilities remained rather modest in scale. Nevertheless, even the limited factories demonstrated a semi-modern production capacity sufficient to astonish people from the medieval era.

Wei Aiwen assigned each leader a student from the Political Department training class. Nominally, these students served as translators so the leaders could understand the lecture content. In essence, they conducted one-on-one infiltration-style propaganda.

The leaders also observed Army and Navy drills, artillery target practice, and infantry formation exercises. But apart from the tremendous force when artillery fired, these demonstrations didn't leave as deep an impression as the factories had. Mostly, the leaders were simply watching for entertainment—most knew very little about military affairs. Even their naval tactics were unremarkable: basically following flags to charge, using cannons at long range, firing rockets at close range, and finally boarding for melee combat.

Besides tours and movies, there were lectures. Since most leaders were illiterate, literacy campaigns weren't conducted at this stage—these men were accustomed to being unrestrained and didn't yet appreciate the importance of knowledge. Having them sit properly like students in class simply wouldn't work. So the lectures took the form of symposiums focused on ideological cultivation. Besides Wei Aiwen himself, Lin Baiguang, Wu De, Chen Haiyang, and others took turns attending. These gatherings were generally held in farm pavilions, with tea, snacks, and fruits provided. Eating, drinking, then chatting. Through such conversations, the Crossing Group's viewpoints were gradually instilled, and questions were answered as they arose—from popular science topics like why iron ships can float to whether the "Australians" intended to rebel and seize the world. Regarding rebellion, Wei Aiwen always smiled mysteriously and declined to answer.

This approach to equal and trusting conversation made a strong impression on the leaders. Nearly all came from impoverished backgrounds and were accustomed to government brutality. Although there existed some "democratic" atmosphere within pirate groups, under the family-style management system, as outsiders with different surnames, they could only keep their grievances about internal injustices to themselves. Now, with everyone speaking openly and freely, a sense of exhilaration prevailed. Many couldn't help venting their dissatisfaction with Zhu Cailao.

Wei Aiwen listened and nodded, thinking that at the Quarantine Camp, the sailors were probably venting their dissatisfaction with this very group of men.

(End of Chapter)
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Summer gradually waned. The summer of 1629 saw Lingao County town grow strangely quiet. Partly the weather was to blame—the heat left townspeople reluctant to stir. Farmers labored under the scorching sun with the summer harvest and planting, watering fields and pulling weeds, finding no time to venture into town. But there was another reason: the city had been slowly marginalized economically. The already-scarce merchants had gradually been drawn to set up shop at the East Gate Market. Common folk and gentry alike had grown accustomed to this new marketplace. Whether purchasing goods or simply strolling, the East Gate Market far exceeded the county town in both selection and shopping environment.

Several handicraft households in the city had closed their businesses entirely, including the county's only blacksmith shop. Their products simply couldn't compete with those of the Transmigrators—in either quality or price. They had lost utterly in the free market. Now they no longer resided in the county town. Word had it they were working as craftsmen for the Kun, and the treatment was good. According to those who had seen them, the cooper—once so impoverished he owned nothing—had obtained a wife, brought on four or five apprentices, and was making barrels day and night.

The only establishment in the city that still possessed some vitality was the Runshitang pharmacy. Ever since its owner departed for the Mainland, the previously tranquil shop had suddenly become a hive of activity, with outside apothecaries added to the workforce. Basket after basket of medicinal herbs was carried in, and box after box of finished medicines carried out. Everyone said that Yang Shixiang, the owner of Runshitang, had struck it rich. Once every ten days, several large carts of goods were transported to Bopu, loaded with Runshitang's newly manufactured Zhuge Marching Powder and Epidemic-Avoiding Powder—said to be selling briskly throughout the Guangzhou area.

These two medicines had proven popular in Lingao as well. Especially the cheap and excellent Epidemic-Avoiding Powder—many people now carried a bottle on their person, making it a staple summer safety medicine. Even those who truly couldn't afford it could obtain some at the church gate of the East Gate Market—the only cost was listening to the foreign monks inside recite a passage of scripture.

The foreign monks were friendly, their stories quite appealing, and they would produce attractive picture books. Even setting aside the medicine, it made for pleasant entertainment.

Those in the know said the reason Runshitang had turned its fortunes around was because Boss Yang had connected with a "Divine Doctor" among the Kun. The medicine formulas had been provided by him. Rumor had it he'd also received financial backing.

These Australians truly seemed like attendants of the God of Wealth. The active-minded people of the county all shared this impression. Take Lin Quan'an, who ran the Quanfu Trading Company—he had originally been just a Fujianese peddler carrying goods on a shoulder pole. Now he'd become one of the county's great wealthy men, traveling about in a four-man sedan chair, conducting business throughout the prefecture. And now there was Yang Shixiang... Many minds grew restless. Some were making inquiries about how they might connect with someone in the Crossing Group.



The County Yamen, Lingao's central authority, had also been listless throughout the summer. The main gate remained tightly closed, with two yamen runners guarding the entrance hidden in the gate passage to escape the heat. It was time to collect summer grain, but the clerks, petty officials, and "grain tax collectors" who usually paraded their power at the yamen gate each autumn were nowhere to be seen. The local summer grain quota amounted to merely thirty-two shi. Even doubling the levy wouldn't yield much profit, so naturally no one was eager.

The major and minor officials of the county sensed something foreboding in the stagnant air of the city, though none could articulate precisely what made them uneasy.

What was there to be dissatisfied about, really? The bandits had been largely cleared out, and large-scale pirate landings and robberies had completely vanished. In Wu Mingjin's eyes and those of others, these achievements alone were already remarkable. As for the road that kept extending past the city gate—that was a beneficial project he'd dreamed about for years but could never accomplish.

Personally, everyone was doing well. From Wu Mingjin at the top to the ordinary petty officials in the yamen, each received a sum of "Circulation Vouchers" from the Kun every month according to a grade table. Though it wasn't gleaming silver, it could be spent at the East Gate Market. Wu Mingjin had originally looked down on this "counterfeit money," but ever since he'd developed a fondness for cigarettes—that substance with a mellow, non-pungent taste so convenient to smoke—the "counterfeit money" had proven its value. The shops selling cigarettes at the East Gate Market only accepted this currency.

And his wife and children, whom he'd brought back from Qiongshan, loved Australian goods far more than he did. First, his wife couldn't put down the glass mirror. Second, ever since Xiong Buyou had sent a pair of porcelain-bottled Tianchu "Secret Recipe MSG," the kitchen couldn't function without it. Subsequently, various Tianchu pickles were delivered, which for Mrs. Wu—a guest sojourning in this wild and barbarous land—arrived like rain after a long drought.

Wu Mingjin was from Nanzhili and had a natural fondness for pickles and marinated eggs. Though common and cheap in Nanzhili, such items were rarities in Lingao. Wu Mingjin tasted a few slices of "Yangzhou Pickled Cucumber" and found that, while the flavor wasn't quite right, it was roughly similar—enough to stir a bout of nostalgia. In a surge of elegance, he composed a few poems on the spot. Feeling inspired, he sent someone to invite Secretary Wang for poetry composition, only to be told the secretary had gone out with his newly taken concubine. Wu Mingjin was quite disappointed.

Yet the Kun were cunning. Though they frequently sent gifts, they never repeated items. When the MSG, pickles, and marinated eggs ran out, he waited eagerly for Xiong Buyou to send more, but no trace of him appeared. To purchase these things, one had to visit the East Gate Market. Wu Mingjin reluctantly diverted a portion of his cigarette money to his wife for household expenses.

As Xiong Buyou's gifts grew more frequent, Wu Mingjin found his cigarette budget increasingly strained. His solution was to have his servant take the brown rice the court provided as his salary to the East Gate Market to exchange for Circulation Vouchers. Even he found this practice unbelievable. But Circulation Vouchers really were useful things.

However, the prices of "Australian goods" were exorbitant! He had been smoking "Holy Ship" brand cigarettes: ten white cigarettes, each fitted with a small bamboo tube mouthpiece, with a ship pattern on the box—Wu Mingjin recognized this as the giant vessel anchored at Bopu. The price of Holy Ship was six Yuan per pack. According to the Delong Grain Shop's price list, that was equivalent to about four or five jin of brown rice!

A tiny cigarette, once lit, was half a jin of rice! Wu Mingjin felt he was becoming truly extravagant, so he instructed his servant to buy cheaper ones. The servant returned with a brand called "Bairen Beach." The taste was about the same, merely lacking the bamboo tube mouthpiece, and the packaging was much simpler. The price: only three Yuan. After smoking for a few days, he discovered the yamen clerks smoked this kind too. Looking more closely, he realized cigarettes came in different grades. The most expensive was "Holy Ship," followed by "Bairen Beach," then "Gaoshan Ridge" at one Yuan, and finally "Big Production" at only fifty fen. Peddlers and laborers smoked this variety.

As the county's highest official, it was simply unseemly for Wu Mingjin to smoke the same grade as the yamen clerks. So he had to continue with "Holy Ship."

Recently, the East Gate Market had begun selling ice blocks—this caused a tremendous sensation. Everyone in Lingao wanted to know where the Kun' ice came from. Lingao's winters didn't freeze, and there were no deep mountains locally where snow could be stored as ice. The Kun not only seemed to possess ice, but it came almost effortlessly. They had enough for their own use and could still sell it. A large block cost just ten fen in Circulation Vouchers.

A large block of ice placed in the hall immediately made the room feel much cooler. Using ice to chill fruits was even better. Xiong Buyou also had someone deliver a few small jars of sour plum syrup—drinking a bowl of iced sour plum soup was a delightful thing indeed—though it further expanded Wu Mingjin's Circulation Voucher expenditures.

County Magistrate Wu rather cleverly perceived that the Crossing Group was using all manner of material enjoyments as "clever tricks" to lure him and his whole family. They didn't send real gold and silver—they sent things to enjoy. And these enjoyments were available only from the Kun.

Wu Mingjin sneered to himself: Do you think I don't recognize your tricks?

Yet recognizing them was one thing; the cravings proved irresistible. As the saying goes, "It's easy to go from frugal to extravagant, but hard to go from extravagant to frugal." Once a person grew accustomed to life's pleasures, changing back became extraordinarily difficult. His attempt to return to smoking a dry pipe had failed miserably. The tobacco was spicy and bitter, dripping tar. After a few puffs, he flew into a rage and flung the pipe away, scaring the attendant into kneeling speechless on the ground. In the end, cigarettes were purchased from the East Gate Market to settle the matter.

As for ice blocks—even if he could endure without them, his wife and children couldn't understand his difficulties and simply had to have them. His son even suggested sending someone to ask the Australians to deliver ice every day—presumably they wouldn't refuse. This made Wu Mingjin so furious he wanted to slap him several times.

He could certainly buy ice himself, but his cigarette money kept shrinking... The problem of insufficient cigarette funds, so often encountered by modern men, Wu Mingjin now experienced firsthand.

Money—naturally he had some. Though Lingao was a remote and small county, the magistrate's share of summer and autumn levies was still reliable. But the silver he'd saved had already been sent back to his hometown. Summer levies offered little profit, and the autumn levies hadn't yet arrived. For the time being, apart from his pitiful monthly salary, there was nowhere to obtain funds. Wu Mingjin considered himself a "conscientious" county official. Taking ill-gotten money and engaging in corruption were things he generally wouldn't do.

Of course, if he merely dropped a hint and grumbled about his hardships to Wu Ya, the Kun would probably take the initiative to raise his "allowance." But County Magistrate Wu, besides being "conscientious," also possessed a bit of "backbone"—he absolutely wouldn't do something akin to begging.

Unexpectedly, a few days later, Xiong Buyou considerately sent over a stack of ice tickets. Each ticket could be exchanged for one block of ice at the East Gate Market—one block per ticket, thirty blocks per month.

Wu Mingjin's emotions grew complex: the Australians' bribery—he lacked the courage to refuse, yet accepting it—he felt himself sinking ever deeper. Not just himself alone, but all the officials in the county, high and low alike.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 421 - Wang Ci

Not only did he receive ice blocks, but like the monthly allowance, ice tickets were also distributed to the county yamen according to rank. The others in the county, however, didn't seem to share his misgivings. Wu Ya, who dealt with the Kun more than anyone else in the county, was eating and drinking in the yamen every day. This old schemer had actually taken to something called Langmu Wine from the Kun, along with its peculiar manner of drinking—mixing in some fizzing sour water, then adding crushed ice. Sometimes a few mint leaves were added too. It was said that drinking it relieved summer heat and quenched thirst quite comfortably. He repeatedly recommended it to Wu Mingjin, but Wu Mingjin felt this method, with water and fire mixing, ice and fire attacking each other, violated the principles of health preservation. He politely declined.

As for the Chief Constable, that was even more outrageous. Who does he even work for? Wu Mingjin fumed silently. The Chief Constable lived in the yamen but came running at the Kun' every summons. He was busy as a bee doing their bidding. When the Kun went to open mines in Nanbao, the Chief Constable led the yamen runners to clear the road, bustling about before and after. If they wanted paperwork done, he did paperwork. If they wanted land deeds drawn up, he drew up land deeds.

Why weren't you this diligent in the past! Wu Mingjin thought resentfully. From the increasingly ample food, clothing, and expenses emerging from the Chief Constable's household recently, and from his trips to the East Gate Market every "week"—this was the Kun' manner of reckoning time—the saying "money makes the mare go" was proven true indeed.

Wang Ci, the County Educational Director, was the most upright Confucian scholar imaginable. Wu Mingjin hadn't expected even him to seek the Kun' assistance. Now the several hundred mu of school endowment land outside the West Gate had practically changed hands. He had secretly observed from the city wall several times—the appearance of the school lands had transformed dramatically. This left him both pleased and uneasy. Pleased because he had long wished to support Lingao's cultural atmosphere but could never muster the funds. Now that the school lands had been reorganized, the county school's expenses would be covered. Uneasy because the Kun, through this tactic, would inevitably insert themselves among the literati.

Wu Mingjin cared little about what the mud-legged common folk thought. Though he knew sayings like "the people are more important than the ruler," "water can carry a boat but can also overturn it," and "the direction of the people's hearts," it was the attitude of the literati that worried him most. If the educated people who understood reason developed favorable impressions of the Kun—or worse, if a few treacherous wretches who betrayed orthodox teachings appeared—the people's hearts would become unmanageable.

Though ancient people lacked explicit theories on "ideology," they grasped the essential principles. So this matter had worried him greatly.

Wu Mingjin hadn't read extensively in historical records, but he had read works like Zizhi Tongjian. Generally speaking, once literate people became involved in rebellion and revolt, the harm and poison increased a hundred or a thousand times beyond mere mud-legs rising with bamboo poles.

Since ancient times, there had been no shortage of examples of literate people joining banditry. It was said there were also quite a few scholars among the Fake Kun—truly a disgrace to the literati! Wu Mingjin suddenly became alert. Could this Educational Director Wang also be unable to resist the Kun' lures? This was no small matter! Lingao was a small county with only thirty student quotas. If just a few xiucai sold out...

Wu Mingjin dared not think further. A xiucai joining the bandits—it seemed this precedent hadn't been set in this dynasty. Agitated by these thoughts, he ordered someone to fetch Educational Director Wang.



Wang Ci was at that moment entering the city through the West Gate, sighing repeatedly as he walked.

He had gone to pay condolences. A student with the rank of "Attaché" had just passed away. As an educator, this was an obligation he couldn't avoid. Fortunately, the Australians had built good roads, and the family didn't live far from the main road. Coming and going required only one day. In the past, he wouldn't have returned until the following morning.

Though the journey was easy, Wang Ci's mood remained heavy. The deceased student had been only in his early forties. When he arrived to pay respects, the deceased had left behind a pitiful widow and orphans. The family's circumstances were quite dire—they had originally subsisted by running a private school and teaching a few children to read. The county's stipend silver hadn't been paid for many years. If there had been money and rice to supplement their income, perhaps he wouldn't have died.

The cultural atmosphere in Lingao was originally weak. Now another one had passed. Though the vacant quota would naturally be filled when someone passed the examination, there simply weren't many scholars in the county to begin with...

Generally speaking, in ancient times, those who embarked on the path of study and examination wouldn't be in dire poverty. In rural areas, one had to be at least a middle peasant or above. But once someone devoted themselves to scholarship, the family lost a strong laborer. If there weren't enough family members, or if misfortune struck, falling into poverty became quite easy.

Many scholars in Lingao County were in poor economic condition. Not only were the xiucai impoverished, but the tongsheng who hadn't qualified for stipend silver were even worse off. At the last county examination, many tongsheng had appeared dressed in patchwork clothes, looking like beggars. Besides helping the xiucai, the tongsheng were the seedlings of the literati and also needed subsidies.

The county naturally couldn't provide funds. Donations from the gentry had been mostly exhausted, and having asked too many times, Wang Ci couldn't bring himself to approach them again. It seemed they would have to wait until after the autumn harvest, when the autumn grain from the school lands came in and the school would have more money and rice. Wang Ci thought.

Walking past the West Gate of the county town, when he caught sight of the renovated School Land Manor, he would mutter to himself—had this step of his been right or wrong?

Judging by the condition of the fields, this was the best the school lands had looked since Wang Ci had arrived to take up his post in Lingao. Lush green seedlings, neat field ridges and irrigation channels, newly built fences in the garden plots with pumpkin flowers blooming on the vines—this beautiful rural scenery was something he had never witnessed in the school lands before. What he had seen was only large tracts of barren land and half-dead crops.

But then his gaze fell upon the road that simply extended to the West Gate, and the fortress-like house that had just been erected outside the city walls. The Australians had built this house for the school land tenants. It was quite well-constructed—actually a brick and tile building! Wang Ci had been inside several times. It contained threshing grounds, toilets, livestock sheds, and wells. All living facilities were complete, and the layout was so rational and convenient that he'd never seen anything like it. Of course, living inside were not only tenants but also laborers the Australians had recruited in batches from the Mainland, all of whom were also tilling the school lands.

Though Wang Ci couldn't identify anything specifically improper, looking at this small stockade standing newly renovated less than half a li from the city gate, he always felt uneasy inside.

Just as he was lost in thought, he encountered Lu Da on the road. He saw this tenant headman of the school lands pushing a brand-new wheelbarrow along the newly paved machine road, with two large wooden barrels with lids on the cart. From afar came a smell that was hard to describe—somewhat like manure but far more pungent.

Seeing Educational Director Wang approaching, Lu Da hurriedly stopped the cart and stood respectfully by the roadside, calling out: "Master Wang."

Wang Ci originally had nothing to say to mud-legs of this sort, but wanting to learn about the Australians' activities, he smiled and said: "Good, are you taking manure to the fields?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, this isn't manure—it's ammonia water," Lu Da replied.

"Ammonia water?"

"Yes, it's transported from Bopu. Used to fertilize the fields. They say it works even better than manure or bean cake."

"Is that so?" Wang Ci was no longer much surprised by the Australians' novelties nowadays. Presumably this was another of their new tricks.

"How are the crops?"

"Excellent!" Lu Da's face broke into a smile. "I've been farming for decades, and I've never seen such fine crops! It's miraculous!"

Lu Da enthusiastically described the many new things the Australians were doing in farming. Some Wang Ci had heard of, others he hadn't. He listened with great interest to their various strange ideas and curious gadgets, sometimes feeling curious, sometimes amazed at the grand scale of their undertakings.

Wang Ci vaguely sensed that what made the Australians formidable was not merely their many "clever tricks" he didn't understand—it was their execution and boldness.

Several hundred mu of school land—they had simply gone ahead and renovated it. The land was turned over, all the irrigation channels completely rebuilt. In just one month, the entire appearance had been transformed. He estimated that if the county were to attempt this, even with ample funds and grain and Magistrate Wu personally supervising, it couldn't be accomplished in less than half a year. As for the road beneath his feet—that was something he wouldn't even dare to imagine.

Not only did they dare to do it, but they could do it. This realization inspired genuine admiration in Wang Ci.

"A scholar is the most useless of all!" This sentence flashed suddenly through his mind. Whether it was himself, or Magistrate Wu, or anyone in the county with an official degree—who among them wasn't someone who had read widely in poetry and books, with the Four Books and Five Classics memorized by heart? Why could the many things that needed doing in the county, the problems that needed solving, never get done? Just the problem of the school lands had been in his hands for seven or eight years; he had pondered it repeatedly but found no solution. The bandits and roads in the county—Magistrate Wu had convened the gentry repeatedly to try to address them, and they hadn't been solved either.

When the Australians came, it was like a typhoon had blown through, sweeping everything clean in an instant.

Pioneers of a new era! Wang Ci sighed. He already sensed that what the Australians were doing in Lingao wouldn't remain limited to Lingao alone.

Wang Ci also inquired about the internal affairs of the School Land Manor. Lu Da explained that currently, children under thirteen on the school lands had been sent to school. Room and board were provided by the Australians. Not only did they receive three meals a day, but all daily necessities—clothes, bedding, shoes—were supplied as well. The children basically needed only to show up with their mouths.

"What?!" Wang Ci exclaimed in alarm. "They're running a school?"

This struck Wang Ci's nerves profoundly. As the highest leader of Lingao County's education department, he worried about the county school daily. And here the Australians had quietly established a school—from Lu Da's tone, it seemed to be running quite well!

"Yes," Lu Da replied, looking at him strangely. "Doesn't Your Excellency know? My two little monkeys have been attending for several months already."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 422 - Conflict

"I had no idea. Come, tell me about it." Disregarding matters of status, Wang Ci pulled him aside to sit down, asking him to relate everything about the Australians' school.

Lu Da told him the full story of the National School. Wang Ci listened attentively. He didn't bother asking what the Lu Jia and Lu Yi brothers had learned—Lu Da hadn't studied, so asking would be pointless. However, Lu Da said with considerable pride that his two sons were learning the Australians' knowledge.

"The Australians' knowledge?" Wang Ci didn't understand for a moment.

"Yes, things like this land reformation—how to draw lines, how to dig dirt—it was all done by my son Lu Jia."

Lu Da was exaggerating. In truth, Lu Jia had only participated in agricultural water conservancy surveying and mapping as an apprentice. Lu Da, with a father's vanity, had bestowed this honor upon him.

Wang Ci wasn't entirely convinced. Though he didn't understand the Australians' knowledge, it certainly wasn't something an illiterate country boy could master.

"Who are the teachers?"

"There are Australian Chiefs, and there are also scholars from the Great Ming..."

"There are scholars from the Great Ming?"

"Yes, several of them. One is a local, surnamed Zhang. I heard he was originally from the Gou Family Manor..."

"That must be Zhang Xingjiao!"

Wang Ci knew this person because Zhang Xingjiao was a registered tongsheng in the county. Though he hadn't passed the examination, he still fell under Wang Ci's jurisdiction as County Educational Director. The Zhang Xingjiao family had originally been reasonably well-off, but they were later oppressed by Gou Da and had their family ruined. Zhang Xingjiao had been arrested and brought to the county yamen, nearly cangued for unpaid grain taxes. Only after Wang Ci personally interceded was his life spared. After that, there had been no news of him for a long time. Wang Ci hadn't expected him to have joined the Kun! Considering that the Kun had attacked the Gou Family Manor as soon as they landed, he had probably been the one who guided them there.

Wang Ci didn't blame him for this—it was revenge for family wrongs! Besides, the Gou Family were not good people to begin with; destroying them removed a scourge from Lingao. But to continue associating with bandits after exacting his revenge showed a failure of moral principle. Wang Ci resolved to find a way to see him and advise him not to mix with the Kun any longer—after all, he was also Zhang Xingjiao's teacher.

With this in mind, he nodded. "Are there any other scholars?"

"That I don't know. I heard they came from over in Guangdong."

"Are there any xiucai?"

"Probably not. Don't xiucai have to stay in their own county to receive the stipend silver and cold pork?"

These words were spoken without thinking, but Wang Ci detected a mocking edge. The students of Lingao, let alone the stipend silver, hadn't received even the cold pork customary at sacrificial ceremonies for several years. These past few years, every sacrifice had used a pig's head instead of a whole pig. After the ceremony, it became his exclusive property as Educational Director—in truth, a pig's head wasn't easy to divide.

Half-heartedly, he asked: "Do they learn to read?"

"Of course, of course, they learn to read." As he spoke, Lu Da produced a small booklet from his chest. "My son even wanted to teach me to read. I said I don't have the time or the brains for it! But he insisted anyone can learn. He even said something about 'no discrimination in education.'"

Wang Ci laughed. Unexpectedly, the Australians knew this too—the Australians he had encountered were people of vulgar speech. But since they claimed to be descendants of Cathay and the Song Dynasty, reading a few tomes of the Four Books and Five Classics wasn't strange. However, in his interactions with the Australians, Wang Ci hadn't felt that they understood these things. Several times when he'd spoken and mentioned allusions from the Four Books, that Grand Chief Wu Nanhai had worn a look of complete incomprehension.

They seemed to know a great deal, yet when they spoke, they seemed uneducated. He couldn't fathom what the Australians' knowledge actually was. Curious, he casually flipped through the booklet Lu Da had given him. He had seen the Australians' letters, notices, and newspapers before, but this was his first time seeing one of their books.

The book was printed quite simply, on slightly yellowed paper that nonetheless felt very smooth to the touch. On the cover was the title in regular script: New National Literacy Textbook Volume One (Trial Edition). Wang Ci half-understood this title and didn't dwell on it. When he opened it, he was startled: the book was printed exquisitely!

The paper was pristine, each character upright, the strokes all of uniform thickness. Most remarkably, the characters were all exactly the same size. There were no ink stains between characters either. It was extremely clean to look at.

"Excellent book!" Wang Ci praised it. Even in the large bookshops of Guangzhou, one couldn't purchase books so finely made. The saying that everything the Australians made was precisely crafted proved true indeed.

But it felt awkward to hold. The book opened from right to left, and the text was written horizontally from left to right—very unfamiliar at first. Looking further, it was a primer similar to the Three Character Classic, with folk songs and ditties as well, but all in simplified characters. Wang Ci's disdain increased somewhat. After all, having gone overseas and lived among barbarians, they had lost the orthodox origins of Chinese culture.

Examining the content, the writing was crude and incomprehensible. Wang Ci shook his head while reading—if this was supposed to be a primer, it was simply misleading children. Full of simplified characters, wouldn't writing them make people laugh? Not to mention taking examinations with them. In his view, the only advantage was that whether songs or short sentences, everything was punctuated, saving the primer teacher considerable effort.

Turning to the very front, there were strange symbols like ghost scribbles. Wang Ci didn't recognize them. "What is this?"

"Lu Jia said they're called phonetic letters. They're also a kind of writing."

These must be the Australians' characters, Wang Ci thought.

"...Lu Jia said that in the school, when learning to read, they start from these letters first. After learning them all, they learn characters, and the learning goes faster—"

"Absurd!" Wang Ci flew into a rage and hurled the book to the ground. Learning barbarian letters before Chinese characters—wasn't this transforming Chinese into barbarians?! And this group of Australians dared to claim they were descendants of Cathay! A bunch of people forgetting their ancestors and abandoning tradition!

Lu Da had no idea why this Master Wang had suddenly flown into a rage and thrown the literacy textbook—which his son had solemnly entrusted to him—on the ground. He hurriedly retrieved the book and wiped it off.

"Master Wang—"

"This book—you'd better not let your children read it. It's misleading children, misleading children!" Wang Ci spoke with righteous indignation.

Lu Da stared blankly at the Educational Director whose face had become somewhat distorted, thinking this official must have been possessed by phlegm. Why the sudden episode? He didn't dare speak and just mumbled along.

After his outburst, Wang Ci suddenly remembered that the person before him was just an illiterate mud-leg. Saying "misleading children" to him—he wouldn't understand anyway. So he softened his tone:

"You'd better call your two sons back to farm. This book shouldn't be read."

Lu Da looked disbelievingly at this "Master Wang" whom he had always respected. In his view, Master Wang had always been a learned and kindly official. Now that he suddenly said these words, Lu Da felt great revulsion rising within him.

The Australians taught his children to read so they wouldn't be illiterate. What was wrong with that? They provided food and clothing. Even the xiucai in the county didn't have such treatment.

He mumbled a few perfunctory sounds. Wang Ci knew he was unwilling in his heart. Originally, he was too disinclined to waste words with him, but thinking that Lu Da was the head tenant of the school lands and many things would depend on him in the future, he said patiently:

"Lu Da! Everything taught in this book is wrong!" He wanted to explain that the characters inside were simplified and the writing wasn't very coherent, but communicating this to an illiterate proved extremely difficult. He thought for a long time but couldn't explain it clearly.

Lu Da listened impatiently and said: "Since it's all wrong, is Master Wang willing to teach my two sons the correct knowledge?"

Wang Ci heard the sarcasm in this and his expression changed greatly. He thought resentfully: Truly bewitched! Then he reflected: he had no money, no people. He couldn't even raise the stipend silver for a few xiucai. The other side not only taught, but was willing to provide food and clothing. In comparison, he was weak and incompetent to the extreme. He felt lost and dejected.

What the common people sought was nothing more than having enough food and clothing. The Kun had seized upon this point to bewitch the people. Even if he were Confucius reborn with all his learning, he could only sigh helplessly!

Thinking of this, he was utterly disheartened. Wang Ci rebuked weakly: "What do you know! Go!" He dragged his feet toward the county town.

Lu Da watched the Educational Director's hunched figure walking away and couldn't help spitting on the ground: "Easy for you to talk, standing there! Useless scholar—all that reading's gone to the dogs!"

Lu Da couldn't care less whether the knowledge his sons were learning was right or wrong. He only knew that his sons ate well and dressed warmly at the National School, learned many things, and had recently been teaching everyone farming—was this knowledge fake? Reading a belly full of things that no one could understand—was that knowledge?

In that instant, Lu Da's long-held reverence—for the xiucai of the county school, for Educational Director Wang, for all the scholars in the county—completely collapsed. He suddenly realized that learned people in this world were not limited to these sour types who wore long gowns and spoke incomprehensibly. The Australians possessed another kind of knowledge, more useful than theirs.



Wang Ci staggered back to the county school. The Lingao County School of this space-time had been rebuilt on the ruins of the Song and Yuan county schools in the third year of Hongwu. It was renovated in the third year of Yongle and repaired many times thereafter, but the last major renovation had been in the eighth year of Chenghua—after that, the county school had gradually declined.

Though declined, the old scale remained. Entering from the Lingxing Gate, passing through the Halberd Gate, one reached Minglun Hall. On both sides were Jinde Study Hall and Xiuye Study Hall—the classrooms of the county school. Behind lay many supporting buildings, as well as the examination booths. In terms of scale, it ranked among the foremost on the entire island of Hainan.

The staff of the county school was also large. In terms of servants alone, there were six study hall attendants, two cooks, three gatekeepers, and three storekeepers. But this was only what was stipulated in official records. These servant positions were all "silver duties." By the late Ming, the silver for hiring servants was levied from servant households, but the people weren't necessarily employed. So in the grand county school, the actual servants remaining numbered only three.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 423 - Scholars

The gatekeeper was a decrepit old doorman, sweeping the ground in front of Minglun Hall. Nowadays, only the Lingxing Gate and the area before Minglun Hall still looked somewhat presentable. The courtyard appeared clean and tidy, but the roof of Minglun Hall was already covered with thatch, and there were even small trees growing lush and green upon it.

The doors and windows of Jinde Study Hall and Xiuye Study Hall were all closed; the sound of students reciting hadn't been heard for a long time. Wang Ci's "office" was in the three halls behind Minglun Hall, which served as both his workplace and residence. The grass in the courtyard grew knee-deep, with foxes and rats coming and going.

Wang Ci was from Luoyang, Henan. He had failed the examinations repeatedly. Only in his forties did he receive the status of a "suigong student"—the so-called suigong, also called "waiting for tribute" by the ancients, was when a xiucai who had been a stipend student for a long time while continuously failing the provincial examination could, upon reaching a certain age, be granted suigong status, thus qualifying to become an official. This was still considered the orthodox path of the imperial examination, but it ranked a grade lower even than Wu Mingjin's "Major Selection of Provincial Graduates," and could result only in minor positions like Deputy County Magistrate, Assistant Instructor, or Educational Director.

Wang Ci had thus been appointed to the position of Lingao Educational Director. The Educational Director was a sinecure with an extremely meager salary, and unlike the county magistrate, he couldn't bring his family. He had brought only one servant named Wang An to care for his daily needs.

Though the furniture in the room was somewhat worn, under Wang An's daily cleaning and management, it was kept clean and tidy.

Wang Ci flopped down onto a bamboo couch and drank several gulps of the cold tea prepared on the table. Wang An wasn't in the room—probably off somewhere finding extra work again. The Educational Director's salary was truly pitiful. Lingao was an extremely small county without a strong literary tradition, and the county school's Educational Director had no sources of extra income. Life for Wang Ci and his servant had become truly difficult.

Wang Ci had heard that his servant had recently found some kind of job and could earn a few coins each month to supplement the household. He hadn't thought much of it before, but today he became suddenly alert—could Wang An be working for the Australians?

The more he considered it, the more possible it seemed. In this Lingao city, the only ones who always had work available were the Kun! He resolved that when Wang An returned, he would question him properly. If he really was working for the Kun, he'd better tell him to stop. These people were skilled at bewitching minds; he shouldn't let Wang An be led astray too.

Thinking of the Australians, Wang Ci could only sigh. Their educational efforts had dealt him a tremendous shock. Lu Da's retort had left him speechless—"No discrimination in education"—could he live up to that? The Australians were the ones truly practicing it.

It was just that what the Australians taught without discrimination was not the Four Books and Five Classics he knew. Even the writing style was different. If this continued, wouldn't they produce a generation of "Australian scholars"?

Wang Ci was not a pedantic Confucian. When he had approached Wu Nanhai for help with the school lands, he had chosen them precisely for their practical knowledge and ability to apply learning to reality. He hadn't expected the Australians to be so ambitious—not only recklessly using simplified characters but also changing the writing format and even creating some "phonetic letters"! For him, this was simply unbearable.

He had to think of a way. He couldn't let them continue this chaos of transforming Chinese into barbarians!

Wang Ci was racking his brain for ideas when the doorman of the county school suddenly ran in, shouting:

"Master Wang! Master Wang!"

"What is it? What is all this panic? Where's your composure!" Wang Ci waved the patched sleeve of his Confucian robe with great dignity and picked up the chipped tea cup.

The doorman panted: "The Short—the Australians have come to visit!"

"Ah?!" Wang Ci's hand trembled, spilling tea on his lapel.

"Is it Master Wu?" Perhaps Master Wu, who managed the school lands, had come to discuss something.

"It's not Master Wu—it's Master Xiong." Xiong Buyou, because of his position in the Foreign Business Committee, was specifically responsible for dealing with the county yamen. Nearly every yamen runner and subordinate in the county knew him.

This Australian Master Xiong had never come to his place before. Wang Ci found it strange. What business could he have at the county school for no reason? He couldn't sell land here, nor did he have yamen runners to dispatch. It was the coldest of cold sinecures. What did the Australians see in it?

Could it be that his conversation with Lu Da earlier had already been reported to the Kun, and this Master Xiong was here to find fault? At this thought, Educational Director Wang grew alarmed. He was just a scholar. Even if the other side didn't bring soldiers, in a one-on-one confrontation, given his physique, he would certainly be at a disadvantage. Being beaten was one thing; losing his scholarly dignity was another.

"Tell him that the master is—hmm—not here."

"Well," the doorman said awkwardly, "Master Xiong knows you're here—"

"Did he bring people?"

"He brought two attendants." Seeing that the Educational Director was very alarmed, the doorman quickly added, "Master Xiong also brought gifts and speaks very politely."

Wang Ci let out a sigh of relief. Bringing gifts didn't sound like coming for a confrontation. "Invite him in, invite him in."

Xiong Buyou openly brought his attendants and gifts into the hall. He offered a simple bow and gave his name. He had no official title—the ancients couldn't make sense of the "committee member" designations the Crossing Group used anyway.

Wang Ci studied the man before him: tall and sturdy, wearing the Kun' button-down jacket with a canvas belt around his waist and a green cloth satchel slung diagonally across his back. A machete hung from his waist. Though he didn't know Xiong Buyou personally, he had long heard of him. Word had it that last year this man had swaggered into the city with several hundred pirate heads and met with Magistrate Wu at the county yamen. Since then, he was constantly heard going in and out of the yamen as a major figure handling the Kun' external communications.

"This student is Wang Ci. May I ask what instruction Chief Xiong has for visiting here?" Wang Ci feigned calm and cupped his hands.

"So you're the Educational Director?"

"That is this student." Wang Ci responded carefully.

"I'm really sorry we've neglected you these past days, haha." Xiong Buyou smiled and looked around. "I didn't expect conditions here to be so poor!"

"The ancients said, living in a humble room..."

"We'll discuss the ancients' matters later. Let's talk about present matters first." Xiong Buyou got straight to the point. "I heard Educational Director Wang traveled far today?"

"That's correct. One of my students passed away yesterday. Out of the bond between teacher and student, I had to pay my respects in person." Wang Ci heard this was the question and answered openly.

"I heard your esteemed student met an untimely end, leaving behind a widow and orphans in difficult circumstances?"

Even this he knew. The Kun were remarkably well-informed. Wang Ci nodded and sighed: "Indeed. He left behind a widow and three children. Without the pillar of the family, who knows what will become of them. The school and his fellow students pooled some condolence money, so for now they should be able to manage."

As for what would happen in the future, Wang Ci didn't even want to contemplate it. This family had some meager property, and before the deceased's body was even cold, clansmen were already eyeing it, planning to seize it. A family of widow and orphans was bound to suffer. As a minor Educational Director and an outsider, he couldn't help at all.

"This is a small token of our regard." Xiong Buyou extracted a white paper package from his bag. "Please pass it on, Educational Director Wang."

Wang Ci was stunned. What was this from the Kun? Could this xiucai have had dealings with them? He had never heard of it. Why send condolence money to complete strangers?

"How can this be?" Wang Ci thought the money highly questionable and absolutely couldn't be accepted. He shook both hands vigorously. "First, we're complete strangers. Second, it would harm one's reputation—"

"So the Educational Director still considers us 'bandits'?"

Wang Ci realized he had spoken his true thoughts and hurriedly explained: "No, no, what I mean is: your side and my student were complete strangers. Now there's a widow and orphans. Sending condolence money might—might invite criticism and damage their good name. Please think twice, Chief."

These words were fairly appropriate. Xiong Buyou didn't pursue it further, but he didn't take back the paper package either.

"This isn't just my personal intention; it represents the entire Australian Group. Since we've taken up residence in Lingao, this is also our hometown. This is doing our part for the scholars of our hometown. Please don't refuse, Educational Director."

His tone was quite firm. Wang Ci originally wanted to storm off in indignation to demonstrate the moral backbone of a Ming literatus, but seeing Xiong Buyou's fierce eyes and the machete at his waist, he nodded slightly:

"I'll accept this kindness on her behalf." Whatever the case, this was a good deed. Besides, he couldn't see what the Kun could possibly use this widow and orphans for.

Xiong Buyou watched this sour scholar finally accept after much dithering and felt contempt inside. He had been prepared to be righteously scolded by the Educational Director. He hadn't expected the so-called "moral backbone of scholars" to amount to just this.

"This condolence money is 300 Yuan in Circulation Vouchers," Xiong Buyou pointed to the paper package. "After the mourning period, there will be an additional monthly subsidy of 50 Yuan. Though meager, it should be enough to maintain their livelihood."

Wang Ci was momentarily stunned. A monthly subsidy too?! His mind couldn't process it for a moment, and he froze.

"Educational Director Wang!" Xiong Buyou called out when he saw him daze off.

"Ah? Oh, yes, yes." Wang Ci's feelings became very complex—both pleased and uneasy. Pleased because with this money, the xiucai's family wouldn't starve or freeze, and the clansmen eyeing the meager property, seeing the Australians' involvement, wouldn't dare act rashly. This was a tremendous kindness for the family.

Uneasy because the Kun' intentions were transparently obvious. In the past, they had shown favor to ignorant common folk in the countryside. Then they had co-opted the officials in the county yamen. Now their hand was reaching toward the scholars. Step by step, meticulous planning, calculating everything—it truly deserved the phrase "their hearts are punishable."

Wang Ci now felt that handing the school lands over to the Australians to farm had been a mistake. When autumn came and they could distribute money and grain to the stipend students, wouldn't everyone know this was the Kun' doing? Thinking of this, Wang Ci was filled with regret. He had truly been shortsighted. For some money and grain, he had allowed the Kun to get their foot in the door.

Xiong Buyou observed this Educational Director's face turning blue and red and had no idea what he was thinking. In truth, Wang Ci was overestimating his own importance. According to the Executive Committee's long-term plan, cultivating local intellectuals would have proceeded regardless. Whether or not the school land matter existed, Lingao's scholars wouldn't escape.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 424 - Moli Xuan Work

Wang Ci found he couldn't refuse. Reasoning that regardless of the Kun' intentions, the aid would ultimately benefit this family, he stood and said: "This student will thank you on their behalf." With that, he made a deep bow.

"Hehe, no need for ceremony." Xiong Buyou watched his attitude soften and estimated the plan had a seventy or eighty percent chance of success. Of course, whether or not this sour scholar agreed wouldn't affect the final outcome, but with his participation, things would proceed more smoothly. The work of cultivating native intellectuals would benefit from the County Educational Director's assistance.

The Executive Committee had originally not placed much importance on native intellectuals. Their own knowledge structure and systems far surpassed any scientist in this space-time, whether Chinese or foreign. These petty intellectuals who only knew a few books of the Four Books and Five Classics, in the Transmigrators' view, were valuable only for being literate.

But over time, social feedback continuously collected through their work made the Executive Committee revise their view somewhat. After all, no matter how poor and destitute intellectuals became, they were theoretically people who possessed knowledge and served as reserve forces for the bureaucratic system. So they still enjoyed considerable status and reputation in society.

Thus, native intellectuals were elevated from usable human resources to a class requiring focused cultivation. In an ancient society lacking knowledge and plagued by extremely high illiteracy rates, educated people held not only discourse power but also the power to judge right and wrong. The attitude and allegiance of this group could influence many ordinary commoners.

Additionally, from the incomplete lists of students and tongsheng they had collected, besides some poor scholars from common and small households, many were actually sons of gentry and landlords. Winning them over also meant indirectly winning over the local gentry class.

Therefore, the Foreign Business Committee began a special project to cultivate all the scholars in the county—codenamed "Moli Xuan" Work. Besides students, provincial graduates, and jinshi, tongsheng without official rank were also included in the plan.

After a period of investigation and research, the Foreign Business Committee had basically grasped the entire cultural situation of Lingao.

Overall, the level was extremely low.

Of course, this "extremely low" was said in the context of the Ming Dynasty as a whole. Speaking of Hainan Island itself, Lingao's cultural development was actually among the top in Qiongzhou Prefecture. After all, Lingao was also a county with a thousand years of history; there had been some accumulation.

But because the population was sparse, the proportion of scholars in the county was correspondingly low. The whole county had about thirty students, and tongsheng who had registered at the county school and taken the county examination numbered around sixty or seventy.

The number of students in a county had a fixed quota. The most valuable were naturally the stipend students, who could receive six dou of rice each month. Generally, large counties had thirty, small counties twenty. Lingao's stipend student quota was twenty. Besides stipend students, there were extra quotas like increased students and attached students, but these received no subsidies. In areas with strong literary traditions, there were many such people, but in Lingao there were only a paltry ten or so.

The county's finances were difficult, and income from the school lands was almost nonexistent. Even the stipend students couldn't get their rice for years on end, let alone the others. Of course, quite a few scholars came from comfortable family circumstances and didn't care about this little bit of money and rice, but for the poorer ones, life was very hard.

After basically grasping the situation, they happened to encounter Wang Ci's request for the Tiandihui to help farm the school lands. The Foreign Business Committee recognized this as an excellent opportunity to establish a foothold in Lingao's education.

Xiong Buyou stood up and walked around the hall, then gazed at the desolate state of the courtyard from the veranda, shaking his head. "I didn't expect this county school and Confucian temple to have fallen into such disrepair!"

Wang Ci's face reddened. "It's all this student's incompetence..."

"This can't be blamed on you," Xiong Buyou said casually. "The county hasn't given you a single coin or grain of rice for years. To have held on to this point is already remarkable. For Lingao's cultural atmosphere, Educational Director Wang truly deserves to be called wholeheartedly devoted and exhausting oneself!"

Hearing these words from a Kun's mouth, Wang Ci's eyes almost reddened.

Heaven have mercy! he thought. Ever since I came to this remote southern county of Lingao as Educational Director, not a day has passed without me running about. I've thought of every possible method, going everywhere to solicit donations from the gentry, wearing out several pairs of shoes, being robbed by bandits and almost losing my life, encountering a hurricane by the sea and nearly being buried in the fish's belly, seeing enough of the gentry's cold faces—barely maintaining things until now. The county magistrate only says "you've worked hard" and nothing more. Who would have thought that these Australians, who've only arrived a little over a year ago, could see things so clearly? Suddenly he felt a great sense of having found kindred spirits.

"I don't deserve such praise." Wang Ci calmed his emotions. "Since I've taken on this county's Educational Directorship, I must put in the effort." He sighed. "I only seek a clear conscience."

"Well said—'only seeking a clear conscience'!" Xiong Buyou saw from his expression that this bowl of flattery had been effective. Before coming, they had discussed what approach would move Educational Director Wang. After deliberation, they had settled on this method as most likely to scratch his itch. Trying it, it proved effective indeed.

He then deliberately sighed: "If only all of the Great Ming's officials could live up to 'a clear conscience,' that would be wonderful!"

These words carried a flavor of criticizing current affairs. Though Wang Ci was just a minor Educational Director, he was no frog at the bottom of a well. What he had seen and heard on the way to take up his post and while in office, combined with correspondence from friends and classmates at home, made him feel the situation was declining day by day. He was unwilling to comment on such matters in front of a Kun, so he simply kept silent and only sighed.

Xiong Buyou sensed the moment was right. "I see Moli Xuan next to the county school has become so dilapidated. If it's not repaired, I'm afraid it will collapse. This piece of Lingao's literary history will be lost..."

"How could I not want to renovate it?" Wang Ci had been worried about this too. He wasn't a native of Lingao County, but if this important relic of Lingao's literary world was destroyed during his tenure, what would the county gazetteer write about him a hundred years from now? The thought kept him awake at night.

"I've also asked the county magistrate, but the county granaries are empty with no extra money or rice. Even if I conscript a few civilian laborers to do the work, I still have to feed them. Besides, carpenters and bricklayers won't come just for food." Wang Ci was at his wits' end. Repairing a building wasn't a small sum—hiring workers, buying timber, bricks, tiles, and lime meant enormous expenses.

"Since the county has no money, we can help repair Moli Xuan." Xiong Buyou seized the opportunity to make his proposal.

"You will repair it?" Wang Ci looked at him in surprise. What were the Kun scheming? Helping repair buildings for no apparent reason—what benefit was there for them?

"Exactly. Not just Moli Xuan, but here too." Xiong Buyou pointed outside. "Your Confucian temple and county school also need proper repairs. Otherwise, it's really an eyesore."

"This—" Wang Ci was momentarily confused, murmuring, "This, I don't deserve this, I don't deserve this."

"Hey, what's this about not deserving it? As I said: since we've settled down in Lingao, this is our hometown. What's wrong with repairing the Confucian temple and county school for our hometown? It's called benefiting our fellow countrymen, hahaha."

Wang Ci couldn't think of any rebuttal to this somewhat specious argument for the moment, but he instinctively felt this was a weasel paying respects to a chicken. It definitely concealed some scheme.

"Alright, the matter is settled. Just wait for the good news." Xiong Buyou didn't wait for him to respond. He stood, cupped his hands, and departed.

"Hey—hey—please stay—" Wang Ci felt something wasn't right and wanted to discuss it further, but how could his footsteps match Xiong Buyou's? Chasing out of the room, Xiong Buyou had already exited the courtyard gate.

Helpless, he had to return to his room first, thinking it would be best to report this to the county magistrate. Otherwise, he would be acting arbitrarily, and if something went wrong, it could be serious.

"Master—" the doorman appeared again.

"What is it?!"

"Master Xiong left two chests of gifts behind. Shall I have them brought in?"

"Gifts?"

"Yes, here's the gift list." The doorman presented the list.

Wang Ci opened it and saw six items listed: 300 large jin of brown rice, two jars of fruit syrup wine, 1,000 sheets of fine white paper, 100 various brushes, 100 sticks of pine-soot ink, and 50 books. The rice was substituted with an equivalent amount of Circulation Vouchers.

The gifts weren't especially valuable but were very practical. Except for the wine, all could be used to help impoverished scholars. Lingao had no papermaking, brush-making, ink-making, or printing. Brushes, ink, paper, inkstones, and books all had to be transported from the prefectural capital. The journey was long, so prices were naturally high, creating a significant burden for scholars.

"There are also books?" Wang Ci was puzzled. Could they think he, like the mud-legs, would want those books full of simplified characters with incoherent writing?

"Yes, there's a whole chest."

"Throw them away!" Wang Ci said without hesitation. "No—take them to burn as firewood!"

"Ah?" The doorman was illiterate but knew how precious books were locally. "Master, this—"

"Burn them when I tell you to burn them."

"Yes, Master." The doorman withdrew.

Wang Ci hurriedly got properly dressed and went to the county yamen to see County Magistrate Wu.

The yamen runner quickly relayed the message: please meet in the flower hall.

Wang Ci came to the flower hall and saw County Magistrate Wu wearing a ramie robe, seated in a new "Australian-style" rattan chair. Beside him stood a huge wooden tub filled with ice like a crystal mountain, wisps of white vapor rising from it. Walking into the room, he immediately felt the entire space was cool.

"This subordinate pays respects—"

"Alright, alright, the weather is hot. These empty formalities can be dispensed with." Wu Mingjin waved his hand. "Come, Old Wang, loosen your clothes and sit!"

"I dare not be improper before my superior." Wang Ci said respectfully.

Wu Mingjin silently cursed: Pedantic! But aloud he said: "Then please sit, sir. Someone—bring the gentleman a bowl of iced sour plum soup!"

"Reporting to master," the attendant said, "the sour plum syrup is gone. Someone has been sent to the East Gate Market to purchase some. We have the kvass that Master Xiong just sent..."

"Then bring that. Tell the kitchen to bring some crushed ice." Wu Mingjin nodded.

"I dare not impose."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 425 - Catering to His Preferences

Wu Mingjin paid no attention to the protest. Before long, a servant brought over two porcelain cups. Unable to refuse, Wang Ci accepted his. The chill beneath his touch was immediate, the surface slightly damp. Lifting the lid, he saw the liquid inside was faintly green, with many pearl-like fine bubbles rising in strings from the bottom.

Several pieces of crushed ice floated and sank in the cup, bumping together with crisp sounds.

"Come, drink this to cool off first!" Wu Mingjin said, taking a sip himself with evident satisfaction.

Wang Ci normally adhered strictly to principles of health preservation and had always politely declined anything cold. But when a superior offered something, he couldn't refuse. He took a small sip.

Upon entering his mouth, the taste was sweet and sour with a lingering aftertaste of mint's cool fragrance—but there was also a peculiar tingling sensation, as if many things were exploding in his mouth. The feeling was quite extraordinary.

After swallowing, his whole body felt cool and comfortable. He couldn't help but take a second sip.

"This kvass must be drunk all at once; if the fizz escapes, it loses its flavor." Wu Mingjin had become something of a spokesperson for Lingao high society's fashionable lifestyle.

The weather really was oppressively hot. Wang Ci quickly finished. Suddenly feeling gas rising from his stomach, he hurriedly covered his face with his sleeve and burped several times. Immediately, his body felt much cooler and more refreshed. Indeed, it was an excellent thing for relieving summer heat and quenching thirst! Probably another Australian product, Wang Ci thought.

Wang Ci collected himself and reported on Xiong Buyou's visit, mentioning the Australians' plans to repair the county school and Moli Xuan.

"This subordinate believes this matter is of great importance and requires Your Honor's instruction."

Wu Mingjin had originally harbored some resentment that Wang Ci had taken it upon himself to lease the school lands to some "Tiandihui" for tenancy. He had heard that this Educational Director was always crying poverty outside and soliciting donations everywhere, always talking about how the county had no money or rice to give him—though this was true, it showed too little regard for his superior's face. Besides, the county really had no money.

Wu Mingjin let out a "hmph" and said: "What choice do I have? Since the school lands are already in their hands, their repairing the Confucian temple and county school is only to be expected." As he spoke, he took a cigarette from a lathe-turned wooden cigarette box. The attendant beside him hurriedly brought a paper spill to light it for him.

Wang Ci was greatly embarrassed. His political acumen wasn't high, and he hadn't realized his words while soliciting donations had offended his superior. He thought the county magistrate was blaming him for taking it upon himself to lease the school lands to the Tiandihui. He hastily rose and said: "It's all this subordinate's momentary confusion..."

"The county has no money now. Since they want to repair it, let them repair it." Wu Mingjin had completely given up resisting whatever the Kun chose to do. Whatever they wanted to accomplish, they would accomplish. His making a fuss was nothing more than a mantis trying to stop a chariot.

Wang Ci got not a single piece of advice from Wu Mingjin, though he did witness the county magistrate's various recent "Australian enjoyments." He wanted to find Secretary Wang, but the attendant said the secretary was napping and wasn't receiving guests. He could only slink back to the county school.



As soon as he entered the Lingxing Gate, he saw the doorman in the gatehouse busy at a yellow clay portable stove outside the room, apparently cooking something. He was holding a book, tearing it apart page by page and stuffing it into the stove to start the fire.

Suddenly, a half-burned scrap of paper flew to Wang Ci's chest. He grabbed it with his hand, about to throw it away, when his eyes went wide.

This was a page from the Analects!

He had only instructed the doorman to burn the Kun' books; he hadn't told him to burn the Analects. Confucian classics like the Four Books and Five Classics, though not rare, simply couldn't be purchased in Lingao—you had to travel to the prefectural capital! Using such a book as firewood—

Wang Ci nearly fainted from rage. He was about to rush over and berate him loudly when he suddenly froze.

This Analects was printed horizontally!

Horizontally printed books—in the Great Ming, besides these Kun, absolutely no one else did this!

So the fifty books the Kun had sent were not that strange Literacy Textbook but "proper books" like the Four Books and Five Classics! Realizing this, he shouted with all his might:

"Stop!"

Wang Ci sat in the hall with a rattan-woven chest at his feet. Inside were the books rescued from destruction, snatched from Zhurong's jaws. The doorman had already burned several books while starting the fire for boiling water. As for Wang Ci's behavior—first forcing him to burn books and then rushing over like a madman to stop him—the doorman was utterly confused and could only conclude that the weather was too hot and Master Wang was probably having some sort of episode.

Wang Ci didn't care what the doorman thought. He hurriedly picked up and examined the books one by one.

The box was mostly filled with the "Thirteen Classics"—the thirteen classic works of Confucianism, including the Book of Documents, the Rites of Zhou, the Analects, Mencius, Erya, and so on. This was the foundation of the imperial examinations. Someone who could read through the Thirteen Classics was considered an intellectual in ancient times.

The box had originally contained a complete set of the Thirteen Classics, though the doorman had already burned a few. This set of Thirteen Classics, apart from opening from the right and the horizontal text layout, contained not a single simplified character throughout. The printing was extremely fine. The line grids separating characters found in ordinary books were completely absent, yet the characters were arranged in perfectly neat columns and rows. This effect of black characters on white paper with a pure white background was something even the finest Song dynasty editions Wang Ci had ever seen couldn't match. He couldn't fathom how the Australians had achieved it.

Wang Ci felt the only impropriety was that punctuation had been added. Naturally, this greatly reduced the effort needed to read, but whether these overseas barbarians could genuinely comprehend the sages' meanings when adding punctuation—he simply couldn't rest easy.

He randomly selected one and looked at it, only to discover that the punctuation contained not the slightest error. Wang Ci was surprised: The Australians aren't so uncultured after all!

The more he thought, the more puzzled he became. He examined the other books inside. There was also a set of Thirteen Classics with commentary. In reality, this was Zhou Dongtian's pirated edition of Zhonghua Book Company's Thirteen Classics: Qing Dynasty Annotations Collection. Since ancient times, quite a few people had written annotations for the Thirteen Classics. The Qing dynasty had marked another peak for such annotations, especially in textual explanation and evidential research on names and institutions, surpassing previous generations. When Zhou Dongtian chose what to pirate, he had considered: first, it must have high academic achievement; second, it couldn't be work from previous dynasties—that wouldn't demonstrate the Crossing Group's abilities. So Qing dynasty research results were the first to be appropriated.

Wang Ci had naturally read annotations of the Thirteen Classics before, but this work was entirely new to him. He naturally assumed these annotations were the Australians' own scholarship. After reading a few pages, he couldn't help exclaiming in admiration—the level of these annotations was in no way inferior to the previous annotators from Han, Tang, Song, and Yuan that he had read. Wang Ci couldn't help but become confused.

If one said the Australians were a crude and ignorant group, their level of classical scholarship was clearly not low. If one said they were very learned, they used simplified characters recklessly, and their writing style was unbearably crude.

"Truly a strange group of people." Wang Ci felt increasingly bewildered. Could it be that the truly great Confucian scholars had stayed behind in Australia and not come out? But with such great scholars, how could they tolerate this group making such a mess? Who knew what sort of person was king of the Australians.

As he casually flipped through, he received another shock—he saw the Grand Dictionary. This so-called Grand Dictionary was actually Zhonghua Book Company's punctuated Kangxi Dictionary. Naturally, the name Kangxi didn't exist here.

The Kangxi Dictionary was based on two Ming dynasty character dictionaries, Zihui and Zhengzi Tong, with additions and "corrections of doubts and errors." But at this time, Zhengzi Tong hadn't been completed yet—it wasn't officially published until the end of Chongzhen. The Transmigrators' pirated Zhonghua Book Company Kangxi Dictionary was not only the Daoguang-era collated edition but also included modern collation results. Presenting such a dictionary that combined ancient and modern achievements greatly shocked Wang Ci. After reading a few pages, he felt the Australians were even more unfathomable.

These books were not only finely collated but also printed so beautifully that he couldn't put them down. Scholars loved books by habit. When Wang Ci had come to take up his post, even though it was a thousand li away, he had still had his servant carry a chest of books. Seeing this chest of books, Wang Ci's covetous desire surged. After all, this was a gift sent to him; claiming it as his own was a matter of course.

With these thoughts, his wariness toward Xiong Buyou decreased considerably. His thinking inevitably drifted toward the same position as Wu Mingjin's—since he couldn't stop them anyway, he might as well let them proceed. After all, it was something beneficial for Lingao.

With such thoughts, when Xiong Buyou came again the next day, Wang Ci's attitude had become much more cooperative. Xiong Buyou also brought him a second gift—an allowance.

In the past, when the Crossing Group distributed allowances to county yamen officials, they had unfortunately forgotten Wang Ci. First, he didn't work in the county yamen, and second, most modern people didn't know there was such an official as Educational Director in a county. Fortunately, it wasn't too late to correct this now.

Wang Ci made the customary refusals, but as Xiong Buyou had expected, officials of this space-time obviously didn't view such income as sinful. Besides, given this Educational Director's straitened circumstances, he desperately needed the money.

The next day, the construction team from the Lingao Construction Company moved into Moli Xuan. This famous Song dynasty building had been just a small thatched hut in the early Ming. It wasn't until 1455 that it was renovated into a "Large Tiled Pavilion" and became an academy.

The entire Moli Xuan wasn't large in scale, but it wasn't simple either: stone pillars, glazed tiles, carved beams and painted rafters—clearly, considerable effort had been invested in building it originally.

Though it had been repaired many times over nearly two hundred years, it was after all ancient. Upon inspection, the decay of the wooden structure was very serious. The walls and roof also had many damaged and leaking places—it had deteriorated into a sorry state. Among the Transmigrators, no one specialized in ancient architecture, but fortunately the Lingao Construction Company had already recruited quite a few carpenters from the immigrants of this space-time. Repairing buildings posed no problem.

The timber, bricks, tiles, and lime needed to repair Moli Xuan were readily available for the Crossing Group. With ample materials, workers in place, and modern construction supervisors managing on-site, in less than five days, the entire demolition, replacement, and renovation of Moli Xuan was completed. A week later, the main structure had been restored to its former appearance and painting work had begun.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 426 - Moli Xuan Academy (Part 1)

The courtyard of Moli Xuan had originally been filled with jasmine plants, but over the years, many had withered and died. During the restoration, new jasmine was planted in abundance. Li Xiaolü also undertook the landscape design for the garden, constructing Suzhou-style garden walls with lattice windows, rockeries, and ponds. In the end, this newly restored Moli Xuan assumed the style of the many faux-antique buildings found in the original space-time.

Wang Ci was dumbfounded as he watched. Lingao had never possessed the concept of private gardens. Apart from the small water and rock decorations in the back courtyard of the county yamen, Moli Xuan was now considered the finest man-made landscape in the county, destined to serve as a venue for local officials and literati to hold elegant social gatherings.

The brevity of the construction period was equally hard for Wang Ci to fathom. He hadn't seen the Kun use any special mechanical aids, nor was the number of workers particularly large. By Wang Ci's estimate, if he had organized the repairs himself, even a simple renovation wouldn't have been possible in less than half a month—let alone expanding and adding significant new structures as the Australians had done.

Besides the original buildings, the construction team had added several new structures, including a two-story waterside pavilion for banquets, classrooms and dormitories built in modern style, and proper toilets and bathhouses.

When Wang Ci saw the many new buildings, he couldn't help but seek out Xiong Buyou, who was coordinating at the site, to ask their purpose.

"Of course they have uses," Xiong Buyou smiled. "Moli Xuan was an academy in the past, wasn't it?"

Moli Xuan had been an academy since the Song dynasty, cycling through periods of prosperity and decline. It had served as an academy for a long period in the Ming dynasty as well, but by the time Wang Ci arrived in Lingao, the institution existed in name only. The reason was simple: no money.

The county school was already chronically short of funds, let alone a charitable school like Moli Xuan that relied on private funding. Originally, it had possessed about a hundred mu of land as an endowment, but over the years, some had been fraudulently sold while powerful landlords occupied others. The accounts had long since become a muddled mess. Without funds, they couldn't hire capable teachers or provide stipend silver, so naturally, there were no students.

"Chief Xiong means to restore Moli Xuan Academy?" Wang Ci asked, his voice trembling slightly.

"Of course. Otherwise, what's the point of repairing it? Just for drinking?"

"This is truly an immense kindness!" Wang Ci bowed deeply, overcome with emotion. "This student bows on behalf of Lingao's scholars..."

"Alright, alright, no need for formalities." Xiong Buyou thought to himself: Don't rush to represent anyone yet. You don't know this is actually a sugar-coated bullet. It tastes sweet now, but you'll find out what's inside later.



After the Moli Xuan renovation project was completed, Lingao County held an "enthusiastic," "simple," and "harmonious" ribbon-cutting ceremony. Wu Mingjin originally didn't want to appear at a Kun event, but the renovation of Moli Xuan was a major occasion for the county, falling under the category of "beneficial influences on education." Not appearing might seem "out of touch with the people." He had no choice but to attend.

Wang Ci was once again exploited by the Crossing Group. He spared no effort running everywhere, delivering invitations to all the gentry and scholars in the county. The Executive Committee estimated that, given Moli Xuan's fame and local significance, these people were unlikely to refuse.

Sure enough, not only did all the provincial graduates and xiucai in the county agree that this was a momentous occasion they absolutely had to attend, but even Liu Dalin—whom the Executive Committee hadn't been confident about—indicated he would come. Furthermore, Wang Ci secured calligraphy for the commemorative stele from Jinshi Liu himself.

Liu Dalin, though still harbouring misgivings about the Crossing Group, had nevertheless observed their actions over the past year: bandit suppression, road construction, disaster relief, resettling the poor. Though he stayed behind closed doors, his family members constantly gathered news from outside.

He was a jinshi residing at home, possessing great fame in the county and throughout Qiongzhou Prefecture. He figured he must be a target for these Kun. So these past days, he stayed home reading, barely receiving guests. Only a few close relatives and friends were admitted. He kept arsenic and a knife by his side, ready to take his own life at any moment—first, to avoid the humiliation of capture, as he had participated in planning the campaign against the Kun and feared revenge; second, to die proving his integrity if they tried to force him into a puppet position. When the Kun first entered the city, the atmosphere at the Liu household had been extremely tense—everyone prepared for the end.

Unexpectedly, after the Kun entered the city, they withdrew again, merely sending a few dozen pirate heads to the county yamen. In the months that followed, except for swarming into the city during the New Year, they never entered in large numbers. As for the Liu household, absolutely no one came calling. It was as if the Kun didn't know Liu Dalin existed.

Jinshi Liu had imagined countless scenarios of martyrdom—knives to the throat, dying curses, taking poison... But none occurred. No revenge, no coercion. While relieved, he also felt somewhat slighted—these Kun really had no discernment.

Where family members saw relief, Liu Dalin felt growing curiosity. What exactly were these overseas Australians, who claimed to be descendants of the Song, scheming in Lingao?

They suppressed bandits, built roads, established workshops and water conservancy projects—every action beneficial to the country and people. Coming from ten thousand li away to this remote southern frontier to do all this... In this era, there was no concept of "Lei Feng spirit." Liu Dalin couldn't see what practical benefit they gained.

With his political wisdom, he understood this was a move to win hearts. But winning hearts in Lingao seemed of little value—the place was poor and remote. Even if they turned the entire county into bandits, what of it? Even occupying all of Hainan Island would mean holding just a corner of the South Sea.

When Wang Ci delivered the invitation, family members advised Liu Dalin to stay low-key to avoid future repercussions if government troops recovered Lingao. But Liu Dalin saw it differently.

In his view, regardless of the Australians' schemes, repairing the Confucian temple, renovating Moli Xuan, and subsidizing the academy were unequivocally good deeds. As the only jinshi in Lingao's history, not attending such an occasion might hurt the scholars' feelings. Furthermore, hiding at home prevented him from grasping the Australians' intentions. Better to go out and see for himself. Seeing is believing. Finally, since the Australians hadn't sought revenge or forced him into a position for over a year, they likely wouldn't start now. Lingao County was still, nominally, the Great Ming's Lingao County.

Liu Dalin's acceptance caused a great stir among the scholars and gentry. For a time, the news of the Australians' benevolent works became the talk of the county. Even scholars who had previously gossiped about them had to admit the Australians were "inclined toward cultural education."

To reduce resistance, Xiong Buyou deliberately minimized the display of the Transmigrators' strength. Only he and a few others attended, carrying no obvious weapons. The atmosphere was happy and harmonious.

The ceremony blended ancient and modern elements. After speeches, Wu Ya unveiled the stone stele inscribed by Liu Dalin: Record of the Chongzhen Renovation of Moli Xuan. As the red silk slid down, the Transmigrators applauded, and surprisingly, the natives followed suit.

Wu Mingjin elegantly cut the ribbon with silver scissors—the only part of the ceremony that drew criticism for extravagance. The scissors, made of over two liang of silver, became a thank-you gift for the ribbon cutter.

After the ribbon cutting, everyone toured the renovated Moli Xuan, curious about the new facilities. Those familiar with the Crossing Group recognized that the newly built study halls followed the format of Australian schools.

What made the scholars most envious was the new library—already stocked with over a hundred finely printed books from the Light Industry Department's new printing factory. Representative classics from the Hundred Schools of Thought and the Classics, Histories, Philosophers, and Literary Collections filled the shelves. The originals used were mostly Zhonghua Book Company's punctuated editions and Taiwan Academia Sinica's electronic versions. The quality was first-rate for the Ming dynasty.

Flipping through books with exceptionally clear characters, snow-white paper, and refined binding, everyone marveled. A debate broke out between pro-punctuation and anti-punctuation factions: the former believed punctuation aided reading, while the latter argued it damaged understanding of the original works.

But regardless of punctuation, Lingao had never possessed such a complete library, public or private. The shock to the scholars was immense. Weren't the Australians from a "barbaric land"? Why could their books be printed so finely? Moreover, the textual collation clearly represented enormous effort—definitely not something a barbaric land could achieve. Could they truly be descendants of the Song, the orthodox inheritors of Chinese civilization? Many scholars felt their sense of the distinction between Chinese and barbarian beginning to waver.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 427 - Moli Xuan Academy (Part 2)

Though Liu Dalin could no longer walk and required two family members to carry him about, he insisted on touring every floor of the library, his heart swelling with emotion at each turn. As Lingao's only jinshi since the county's establishment in the Tang dynasty, the state of local scholarship had always weighed heavily upon him. Yet Lingao had ever been a poor and sparsely populated backwater. Merely keeping a handful of academies and charitable schools afloat had proven difficult enough—a proper book collection was an expense beyond imagining. In ancient times, the seeds of learning required wealth to cultivate. The flourishing literary traditions of Jiangsu and Zhejiang during the Ming and Qing, with their abundance of jinshi and top scholars, were no happy accident, nor simply the blessing of talented folk. Such achievements were built upon economic foundations.

This library was modest in scale, yet the very fact that the Australians harbored such intentions for Lingao stirred something within him. In his estimation, their donation of this library far outweighed their suppression of bandits or their road-building—this was a "hundred-year endeavor." And that raised questions anew in his mind about the Crossing Group's true purpose.

Throughout the ceremony, Xiong Buyou and his subordinates maintained careful watch over the attendees' expressions and behavior.

Several present were already on the Political Security Bureau's blacklist. Among them was Huang Shoutong's second son—a proper stipend student in the county. This dark-skinned scholar in his thirties, his muscles well-developed, uttered not a word during the ribbon-cutting and tour, yet his eyes darted constantly about, alert to everything around him.

Observing the man's complexion and physique, noting the large hands with their bulging veins, Xiong Buyou understood at once: this was no frail scholar. Here was a man who had labored in fields, seen battlefields, and taken lives. His will was resolute, his mind sharp. Xiong Buyou found himself rather admiring the fellow—if all the scholars of the Great Ming possessed such substance instead of indulging in empty metaphysical talk, perhaps Chinese history would never have entered its period of regression.

Most attendees appeared relaxed, wandering about and chatting animatedly in a "just passing through" mood. Beneath the great osmanthus tree at Moli Xuan, Xiong Buyou had arranged a long table draped with cloth. Crystal glasses filled the platters set out in reception style, while four Western-style barrels offered different flavors of kvass: mint, citrus, jackfruit, and green tea. Beside them stood large insulated containers brimming with crushed ice, with tongs available for anyone to use.

Ordinary tea was also provided. Rows of teacups filled with leaves stood ready, with several rattan-covered thermos bottles lined up alongside. Anyone desiring tea could prepare it at once.

Xiong Buyou had specifically requested a group of National School students to serve as attendants. Hu Qingbai had initially planned to send pretty girls, but Xiong Buyou thought it wiser to keep women out of sight—no need to leave any improper impression on these pedantic scholars. Thus, only well-mannered boys attended.

The scholars were intrigued by the reception format, and the novel iced drinks drew them like magnets. A long queue formed immediately before the kvass table; by comparison, the hot tea station stood rather forlorn. Even so, some attendees took keen interest in the thermos bottles.

Unlike mirrors, which one could do without, the thermos bottle addressed a genuine daily hardship. In ancient times, obtaining hot water was a constant struggle. Though tea-warmers and "soup pots" atop stoves helped with insulation, any need for hot water meant fresh boiling. Wealthier households maintained a "wind stove"—a small charcoal-burning brazier kept smoldering, its intense heat ready to boil water at a moment's notice. Common families, unable to afford charcoal, made do with lukewarm water.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, very few modern industrial products found success in rural China. The rare exceptions were matches, kerosene lamps—and thermos bottles. The latter had achieved at least modest penetration in the villages of more prosperous regions.

From this, one could discern that such an item might yet open a market in the Great Ming.

Based on Xiong Buyou's observations, the scholars regarded the Crossing Group with "interest," and perhaps also "envy." Some maintained serious attitudes, but none showed outright hostility. At the opening ceremony, Jinshi Liu's demeanor had softened visibly. The prospect of winning him over seemed hopeful. Yet Liu's position remained guarded. Throughout the entire affair, he exchanged words only with local officials and scholars who approached him—to Xiong Buyou's greeting, he offered merely a slight nod of acknowledgment. Not a single word passed between them.

This old man still harbors doubts about us, Xiong Buyou mused. But we have sugar-coated bullets aplenty.

Meanwhile, Wu Mingjin observed with relief that nearly every provincial graduate and xiucai in the county had attended, and none appeared to have "gone over to the bandits." Drawing Wang Ci aside, he asked in a low voice whether the Kun had made any attempts to recruit local scholars. Had they attached any conditions to the Moli Xuan renovation—perhaps requiring scholars to do something in return?

Wang Ci hastened to assure him that the renovation of Moli Xuan and the county school came with no strings attached; no demands had been placed upon the scholars. Wu Mingjin looked skeptical and pressed him repeatedly, until Wang Ci grew quite vexed. At last he let out a cold laugh: "The scholars are all outside. I'll summon them at once, Your Honor, and you may question them yourself!"

Wu Mingjin laughed awkwardly and lowered his voice: "Sir, no need for anger. This is merely precaution. Scholars are not like country bumpkins—those are merely ignorant commoners. Should scholars join the bandits, the consequences would be endless."

"I understand. We absolutely cannot allow them to succeed," Wang Ci said firmly. "But in my view, the Australians have done nothing improper. Indeed, they have brought considerable benefits to the county..."

"Hmm." Wu Mingjin nodded, closing his eyes. After a long silence, he opened them again. "That is precisely what troubles me."

Were they simply burning, killing, and plundering, they would be ordinary bandits and nothing more. But doing good deeds everywhere like this—that was buying hearts. What need had ordinary bandits for popular support? Their ambitions ran deep indeed.

Wang Ci did not think as far ahead as Wu Mingjin. For him, solving immediate problems was good enough. Who solved them mattered little.

After the ribbon-cutting ceremony came a banquet hosted by the Crossing Group. The fare was not lavish, yet it allowed many impoverished tongsheng and xiucai who had not tasted meat in ages to eat until their faces glistened. A few whose stomachs had grown accustomed to vegetarian fare, having just consumed a bellyful of iced kvass followed by fish and meat, found their constitutions rebelling—they fled for the latrine before the banquet even concluded. Wang Ci lamented aloud that this was a disgrace to scholars everywhere.

Despite this minor incident, the overall atmosphere remained harmonious and festive, with friendship between the Great Ming and Australia blossoming splendidly. At the banquet, Xiong Buyou delivered an enthusiastic speech, pledging that the Australian Group would make ever greater contributions to Lingao's educational cause. He also announced that all expenses for Moli Xuan Academy would henceforth be supported through an organization called a "foundation."

The natives knew nothing of foundations, but the Australians' willingness to sponsor Moli Xuan Academy won unanimous praise. Caught up in the warm atmosphere, the attending gentry donated three to five liang each, collecting a total of thirty liang in silver. Striking while the iron was hot, Xiong Buyou proposed on the spot that Liu Dalin serve as Academy Head of Moli Xuan Academy. The proposal met with unanimous approval—in all of Lingao, who could rival Liu Dalin's examination rank and literary reputation?

Liu Dalin found himself somewhat caught off guard, but under such circumstances, public refusal was impossible. Fortunately, Moli Xuan Academy had existed since ancient times; accepting the position of Academy Head could hardly be construed as taking up a puppet post. He offered a few modest words about his physical disability and his fear of disappointing everyone, said he could only do his best, and accepted.

Liu Dalin's position as Academy Head was, of course, purely nominal. Given his condition, simply coming to inspect and lecture every few days would be admirable enough. An Academy Head not only lectured but also managed the academy's daily affairs—the equivalent of a modern school principal. For someone in Liu Dalin's state, this was quite impossible. Thus Wang Ci was appointed Deputy Academy Head, responsible for the actual administration. Moli Xuan Academy, from its inception, bore a distinctly official character, making the County Educational Director's involvement entirely appropriate.

Wang Ci also hired several learned and upright provincial graduates and xiucai from the county as academy professors. With this, the basic structure was established.

Moli Xuan Academy was allocated forty students, divided among four study halls. The new academy would not admit degree-holding students—Lingao, unlike regions with flourishing literary traditions, had very few xiucai in the county. One county school was more than sufficient. Its primary focus would be tongsheng.

Enrollment required either tongsheng qualification or recommendation by the Crossing Group. This latter stipulation was specifically proposed by Xiong Buyou. Their sponsorship of traditional Confucian education was not merely to curry favor with local intellectuals; it also served to cultivate their own scholars. This was especially true for the intelligence agents they would eventually deploy to the Mainland—a scholar's identity would facilitate infiltration into the upper echelons of society. To impersonate a scholar, however, the Transmigrators' atrocious handwriting simply would not do. The Leizhou plan, for instance, was already on the agenda. Without specialized training, attempting to pose as a prefecture or county official would be an impossible mission.

Every enrolled student received a living allowance. Rather than in-kind disbursements of rice, charcoal, or lamp oil, this allowance came in Circulation Vouchers—thirty Yuan per person per month. Additionally, bedding and fabric for clothing were provided annually, while study supplies such as brushes, ink, paper, inkstones, and books were furnished free of charge. The treatment was quite generous.

Academy students lived in dormitories and received communal meals provided by the Women's Cooperative Restaurant at East Gate Market, at the same standard as National School students. They could rest one day out of every six. This rest system was no Transmigrator invention; in the Ming dynasty, some academies already observed one day off in five.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 428 - Education Foundation

Wang Ci was well satisfied with the various sponsorships and systems Xiong Buyou proposed. He made one point clear, however: the academy's curriculum must remain under the Academy Head's authority, and the Crossing Group could not insert their own books into the teaching program. Xiong Buyou readily agreed. In his view, Moli Xuan Academy had no connection whatsoever to the Crossing Group's future educational ventures—they could teach whatever they pleased. For the Crossing Group, the reopening of Moli Xuan Academy was itself a victory. At minimum, they had achieved a formal collaboration with Lingao's local intellectual class.

From the perspective of ordinary folk, the reasoning was simple: if scholars who were always prattling about benevolence and righteousness could accept sponsorship from the Australians, why couldn't simple commoners do the same? China's scholars had long been regarded as society's moral exemplars. Their allegiance often swayed the sentiments of many classes.

Before the opening ceremony had even concluded, a group of raggedly dressed tongsheng pushed their way before Liu Dalin and Wang Ci, earnestly expressing their fervent desire to study and advance. Both men were moved to tears. Xiong Buyou, however, offered a rather more cynical assessment of the scene:

"Hmph, they're here for free meals, nothing more."

But that was fine as well. Those seeking free meals were generally easy to handle. Xiong Buyou declined to involve himself in the particulars of enrollment. He had already agreed with Wang Ci that three slots in the academy would be reserved for the Crossing Group—one of which was earmarked for Zhang Xingjiao.

As for the remaining two, the Crossing Group had not yet identified suitable candidates. Personnel from the Social Work Department responsible for such matters believed that sending young people back to an academy steeped in traditional values before completing their thorough indoctrination was risky—a counter-brainwashing, as it were.

Zhang Xingjiao's case was different. His hatred had already bound him irrevocably to the Crossing Group's fate. During the attack on Gou Family Manor, his hands had been stained with Gou family blood—there was no going back now. His only path forward lay in wholehearted service to the Crossing Group.

Wang Ci harbored some misgivings about allowing Zhang Xingjiao to study, but considering that all of this was provided by the Australians, objection seemed inappropriate. So he consented.

After the ceremony concluded, every attendee received a commemorative gift. The gentry, including the provincial graduates and county officials, each received a rattan-covered thermos bottle—a novelty they treasured enormously. The ordinary scholars received fifty Yuan in Circulation Vouchers; everyone was by now well acquainted with this paper currency's uses. As for Liu Dalin, he had originally resolved to accept no gifts whatsoever. But what was presented made refusal impossible.

It was a wheelchair. Meticulously crafted by the Manufacturing Committee's machine factory, it was structurally identical to modern wheelchairs in every respect save that it could not fold. Family members could push it, or he could roll the wheel rims himself to move forward. To reduce weight, it employed steel wheel rims and hubs, with locally produced ball bearings installed on the axle. The quality was unexceptional, but it worked. The bearings greatly reduced axial friction, making the wheels far easier to turn.

The sole drawback was the lack of rubber, which made the ride somewhat "hard."

This gift struck precisely at Liu Dalin's heart. Though servants were plentiful at home, moving about had always required two men to carry his chair—a considerable inconvenience. Now, with this wheeled chair that could move freely in any direction, his daily life would become immeasurably easier.

Liu Dalin tried sitting in it. Whether advancing or retreating, turning left or right, everything proved impressively convenient. The onlookers marveled audibly. Liu Dalin silently acknowledged: No wonder they say the Australians "possess marvelous skills and excel in every craft." The reputation is well-deserved.

He might have refused trinkets like thermos bottles, but this was simply too useful. So he accepted. Xiong Buyou nodded to himself. Wu Nanhai truly had some clever tricks up his sleeve. His suggestion of presenting a specially made wheelchair had indeed worked.

Once you use our wheelchair, you become dependent on our door-to-door service. The wheelchair requires oiling, the bearings need replacement. In this space-time, no one but us can provide such maintenance.

Unexpectedly, the wheelchair's appearance also created a business opportunity. A gentleman pushed through the crowd and executed a deep bow before the grinning Xiong Buyou, startling him.

It was Liu Youren of Liu Family Village in Jialai. Liu Family Village was the only local major landlord to have joined the Tiandihui. He had purchased the title of jiansheng and was therefore counted among the scholars, which earned him an invitation to the opening ceremony. For the occasion, Liu Youren had even donned a Confucian robe—though this attire did not quite suit his rustic country squire appearance.

His purpose, it emerged, was to purchase two more wheelchairs.

"My elderly parents are advanced in years. Their legs have grown weak, and they have great difficulty moving about. If you would kindly sell me two such wheelchairs, I, Liu, would be eternally grateful."

At this, several other gentlemen pressed forward as well, hoping to purchase wheelchairs for their own elders. Xiong Buyou had not anticipated that this specialty product would possess such commercial potential. He hastily announced there was temporarily no stock available, but everyone should wait a few days—the East Gate Market would have supplies soon. The crowd, however, was insistent, wishing to place orders with silver on the spot. Xiong Buyou concluded that manufacturing a few wheelchairs would likely pose no threat to Lingao's industrial system, so he accepted the orders—but declined the silver. Pricing would need to be discussed.

This unexpected interlude brought the Moli Xuan Academy opening ceremony to a perfect close. Everyone departed delighted. Liu Dalin's family members carried the wheelchair solemnly behind his sedan chair as they processed majestically back to the city. The gentlemen had their family members hold the thermos bottles with utmost care while they themselves sat in sedan chairs heading home. The tongsheng and xiucai clutched their Circulation Vouchers and hurried off to the East Gate Market—their wives and children had been speaking for ages about all the fine goods there. Those from the Nanbao area had no need to rush; these vouchers could also be spent at the local Nanbao Mining Bureau's service store.

Wang Ci was elated, so stirred he could not calm himself, pacing circles in the courtyard of Moli Xuan. He very much wished to compose a few poems and was racking his brain for the right words. But Xiong Buyou interrupted his poetic reverie—there were still details to discuss.

After some negotiation, both parties agreed to use Lingao's school lands as the capital of the "Lingao Education Foundation," with operations handled by the "Tiandihui" under the Crossing Group. Lingao County School would not collect any form of rent from the Tiandihui, nor would it interfere in any manner with the Tiandihui's development or utilization of the school lands.

In return, the Tiandihui would bear all daily operational and maintenance expenses for Lingao County School, the Confucian Temple, and Moli Xuan Academy—including the various living allowances paid to xiucai and tongsheng. The grain taxes owed on the school lands would likewise be covered by the Tiandihui.

In essence, Wang Ci had exchanged the "perpetual tenancy rights" and rent collection rights of the school lands for the Tiandihui's complete financial support of the county school.

All these funds would be settled in Circulation Vouchers, deposited under the "Lingao Education Foundation" account at Delong Grain Shop. The foundation would be co-chaired by Tiandihui Chairman Ye Yuming and Wang Ci. Apart from routine daily expenses, any extraordinary expenditures would require agreement from both parties before withdrawal.

With this arrangement finalized, Wang Ci felt as though the funding problem that had plagued him for so long had finally been resolved. He would never again worry about money. As for the school lands, they remained under the county school's name—merely "perpetually leased" to the Tiandihui.

For the Crossing Group, the Agricultural Committee felt confident: income from the school lands after implementing scientific farming methods would be sufficient to cover the regular expenses of both the county school and academy. There might even be considerable surplus—and even without it, the Executive Committee considered the investment worthwhile. It was, at the very least, enormously helpful in winning over the hearts of local intellectuals.

Besides Moli Xuan Academy, repairs to the county school and Confucian Temple also proceeded apace. Before long, these restoration projects reached completion. And the allowances provided by the foundation caused the long-abandoned county school to once again resound with students' recitations. The stipend students returned one by one. The foundation not only paid the stipend students their prescribed six dou of rice monthly, but Wang Ci also listed the attached and increased students from families facing financial hardship, granting them places at the county school with the same six dou rice subsidy. The Kun, whose reputation among scholars had never been particularly favorable, suddenly became "Australians."

Having accomplished all this, Xiong Buyou was in excellent spirits. He led his people out of the city and boarded the public ox-cart departing from the county's west gate for Bairen Castle. Following the trial run of the ox-cart freight system, Shan Daoqian had also established a simple public transit network. Transfer stations were set up at Bopu and East Gate Market, equipped with temporary ox pens and vehicle repair facilities. From five in the morning until four in the afternoon, departures ran every hour. Several boarding and alighting points dotted the route. They used large four-wheeled carts pulled by two oxen, fitted with seats and step boards for embarkation, as well as folding canopies for rainy days. To accommodate local farmers who habitually carried large loads, luggage racks for hanging rattan baskets and loose cargo were installed on the carriage exterior.

These ox-carts served not only Transmigrators but natives as well. The fare was remarkably cheap—a single fen in Circulation Vouchers would carry you from Bopu to East Gate Market. As construction proceeded on the School Land Manor outside the west gate, the transit route extended there as well. The fare increased by one fen—two fen total would take you to the county town. This greatly facilitated travel for residents along the route.

The roads and ox-cart transit system gradually awakened the people of Lingao to the concept of public services—this kind of provision by the authorities for the benefit of all was virtually nonexistent in traditional Chinese society. Which was superior, the public services offered by the Crossing Group or the efforts of the Lingao County Yamen, became immediately apparent. The punctuality of the public ox-carts also slowly instilled modern concepts of precise time into the people's minds.

Unfortunately, the Crossing Group had not yet managed to manufacture clocks and watches, and thus could not further advance modern time awareness among the natives. Dr. Zhong Lishi's entire energy was devoted to developing wireless radios—that was more urgent than clocks.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 429 - Batteries and Timekeeping

The Crossing Group's desire for telegraph machines was immense, but Dr. Zhong correctly observed that their leapfrog advances in mechanical and chemical engineering remained insufficient to support the development of electrical science. The road ahead was long.

At present, the Crossing Group had established an electrical application system far surpassing anything in this space-time—a simple power generation and distribution network, wireless radio, semi-automatic and manual telephone exchange systems, and cellular networks. Yet all of this rested upon equipment from the twenty-first century.

Compared with the mechanical industry, which could now manufacture various simple machine tools, standard parts, and bearings, the Crossing Group's electrical industry was essentially a blank slate. Forget the simplest equipment—merely mass-producing electrical wire had only recently been accomplished. The insulating material employed a crude mixture of raw lacquer and tung oil as its basic ingredients. This substance was currently barely adequate for telephone lines. Zhong Lishi believed it would probably not pose too great a problem for wired telegraph. And wired telegraph was precisely what he had chosen to develop.

Why wired telegraph first? Dr. Zhong explained his reasoning thus: First, wired telegraph was the easiest communication equipment to manufacture using crude methods. Many had seen simple wired telegraph equipment in The Mysterious Island. Though the manufacturing process depicted there was overly simplified, Dr. Zhong believed the basic concept was sound. With his abilities and the equipment at his disposal, he should be able to produce something superior. Manual exchange telephones might appear technically simpler, but manufacturing the telephones themselves required overcoming certain technical difficulties. Second, wired telegraph offered a low error rate and reliable transmission. Though the radio environment in this space-time was remarkably clean, various weather-related interferences persisted. In truth, most commercial, civilian, and military telegrams in the past had traveled via wired telegraph networks.

Had Dr. Zhong crossed over alone and empty-handed, this work would have proven exceedingly difficult—he would have needed to rebuild an entire system of crude chemical industry while also relying on a metal smelting industry that, however primitive, at least existed. Manufacturing electrical instruments would have been an extraordinarily arduous task. But now he possessed various testing instruments and equipment brought from across space-time, along with a fairly modern industrial system. Manufacturing wired telegraph would not be terribly hard.

First, he needed to address the power source. The Crossing Group's power supply ran on alternating current, which obviously failed to meet the requirements of a basic telegraph machine. The power source problem had to be solved. Originally, this was not a significant obstacle—whether hand-cranked generators or lead-acid batteries, the Planning Commission's warehouse held ample stock. But Dr. Zhong resolved to develop a power source resting entirely on the Crossing Group's industrial foundation. The twenty-first century inventory would run out eventually.

For the battery, he settled on the technically least demanding Daniell cell. This battery consisted of a copper cylinder containing a porous container within. The copper cylinder served as the positive electrode, while a zinc rod inside the porous container acted as the negative electrode. Dilute sulfuric acid was poured into the porous container, with saturated copper sulfate solution outside.

The design proved quite successful. It avoided the acid mist problem common to early batteries, could operate for extended periods without supervision, and delivered stable voltage output. Moreover, the electrodes did not corrode and could function for considerable time.

The Daniell cell served as the primary power source for telegraph machines until 1875. Though its output voltage was only two volts, a ten-cell battery sufficed to power a telegraph machine for long, stable operation. Its greatest drawback was that it could not be recharged. After discharging, the liquid had to be refilled and maintained, causing significant environmental pollution and affecting operators' health. Yet compared to the voltaic pile, which could only serve as a laboratory curiosity, this battery possessed high practical value.

All raw materials for the Daniell cell could be supplied by Crossing industry. Zinc was the "Japanese lead" of this space-time. The Crossing Group had imported large quantities of low-purity Japanese lead from Guangdong and re-smelted and purified it—the Manufacturing Committee had originally planned to use it for tinplate.

After Dr. Zhong provided the design, the machine factory quickly produced a prototype. The battery's outer container was fashioned from glass. Glass offered superior corrosion resistance and leak prevention compared to ordinary materials; its only disadvantage was fragility. Fortunately, a typical wired telegraph machine would not be moved about frequently.

With the finished product in hand, Zhong Lishi conducted a short-circuit spark discharge test to verify that the battery functioned. He connected two rubber-coated copper wires to the two electrodes, donned protective gloves against electric shock, and slowly brought the wires together until they touched. A minuscule electric spark, barely visible to the naked eye, flashed for an instant at the point of contact. The spark was so small it required careful observation to detect.

He then measured the battery with a multimeter. The output voltage held steady at two volts—the Daniell cell was a complete success. Dr. Zhong immediately christened it the "Zhong Model 1 Battery." He called it "Model 1" because he planned to continue appropriating subsequent achievements—such as rechargeable lead-acid batteries.

The Zhong Model 1 Battery still had room for improvement. Subsequently, using information from technical materials he had studied, he processed and manufactured zinc sulfate solution to replace the dilute sulfuric acid. This approach was said to extend the life of the zinc rod. He had the machine factory produce another prototype, intending to run both batteries simultaneously to determine whether the claim held true.

With Dr. Zhong absorbed in battery research and wired telegraphy, Lingao had to continue relying on the traditional method of sounding steam whistles for public time announcements. Timekeeping had not been emphasized by the Crossing Group in the past; they had simply continued using Beijing time brought from the other space-time.

Before crossing over, the Transmigrators, except for a few special-purpose locations, had replaced their timepieces with mechanical ones and also brought a large quantity of mechanical watches as reserves. All public and private timepieces were uniformly calibrated to Beijing time, calculated from the Greenwich time displayed on the marine chronometer aboard the Fengcheng.

To provide public time announcements for natives and Transmigrators alike, steam whistles sounded four times daily at six o'clock, twelve o'clock, eighteen o'clock, and midnight at the thermal power stations in Bairen Castle and Bopu. Within Bairen Castle and Bopu Harbor, the Lingao wired broadcasting station provided hourly time announcements.

Now they realized that continuing with this time system was no longer necessary. First, Lingao and Beijing occupied different time zones. Second, on the future political map of the Crossing Group, Beijing—located in the far north, with a poor natural environment and no sea access—enjoyed no special status. Some extremists had already proposed changing its name to "Youzhou" once the crossing enterprise succeeded in China.

After several discussions, the research group led by Wang Luobin concluded that they could begin using local time in Lingao—specifically, the time of the East Seventh time zone.

"To be honest, I fail to see what practical significance switching from East Eighth to East Seventh has for us—beyond satisfying certain people's inexplicable preferences." Ma Qianzhu did not understand this change, driven more by psychology than practicality.

"There's no harm in it," Wang Luobin replied. "At minimum, timekeeping will be more precise. After all, there's a one-hour difference. Besides, some people even want to adopt Lingao time instead of Greenwich time."

"No, absolutely not. If we changed that, an entire pile of technical materials would require modification. Far too troublesome." Wen Desi had no interest in this proposal either.

Wang Luobin had no desire to change Greenwich time either. At present, their most precise time was the Greenwich time on the Fengcheng's marine chronometer. Switching to Lingao time would likely prove less accurate than the original.

"We need to establish an observatory in Lingao," Wang Luobin said.

The significance of establishing an observatory was, of course, not to observe Halley's Comet or search for signs of extraterrestrial life. The basic purpose of the Crossing Group's observatory was the same as the ancients'—primarily to serve precise calendars and timekeeping.

"Not just an observatory, but also a weather station," Ma Qianzhu suggested. "Weather forecasting is tremendously important to us. We require not only a weather station but also a meteorological monitoring network."

"And hydrological stations," Wen Desi added, remembering that Yanque Zhi had mentioned the need to collect hydrological data on Lingao's main rivers. At minimum, full-watershed observation stations needed to be established across the Wenlan River basin.

"Very well, let us make this a systematic long-term plan." Wen Desi spread out the large-scale map of Lingao. "The observatory can be located in the Gaoshan Ridge area."

"Isn't that area planned for animal husbandry?"

"Besides animal husbandry, the observatory and weather station can go there as well. I propose making the Gaoshan Ridge area our construction priority for the next phase," Wen Desi continued. "We should relocate our research institutions and archives to the mountainous area—it's easier to secure. Should an enemy launch an attack, Bairen Castle could become a battlefield. With flat ground on all sides, comprehensive defense is difficult."

There was also the matter of typhoons in Lingao. Thus far, the Crossing Group had not experienced one. According to warnings from several amateur meteorologists, late summer and early autumn marked the peak period for typhoons striking Lingao. Though Lingao was among the coastal areas of Hainan Island with relatively fewer typhoons, their power was not to be underestimated. They frequently caused flooding. The Crossing Group's main bases were situated either at harbors or beside rivers, rendering them vulnerable to such disasters. The Gaoshan Ridge area suffered far less wind damage and faced lower flooding risks. As for mudslides, the staff at the Grand Library had searched through all available materials and found no such records in the Gaoshan Ridge area. By all indications, it was a safe location.

Gaoshan Ridge boasted abundant water sources, an excellent natural environment, and temperatures milder than the Wenlan River basin. The geological conditions were highly stable—during the era of "dig deep tunnels and store plenty of grain," the local garrison had excavated large wartime caves there. Gaoshan Ridge possessed certain feasibility as a strategic reserve base for the Crossing Group.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 430 - Little Crossroads Plan (Part 1)

The so-called Gaoshan Ridge was in fact a mountain ridge of Piye Mountain, situated west of Lingao County Town. Piye Mountain's six main peaks stood upon the northern plain of Lingao, and the six ridges commanded the Beibu Gulf to the northwest—a natural barrier shaped by nature itself. To the southeast, from the commanding heights, one could overlook the villages and fields within a radius of dozens of li. It was a position of strategic importance. On Xixing Ridge of Piye Mountain, a coastal defense battery had been established during the Qing dynasty, its artillery capable of controlling the sea areas around Lingao Corner, Xinying Harbor, and Paipu Harbor in Dan County. In 1950, the Nationalist garrison had also positioned artillery on Xixing Ridge as the lynchpin of Lingao's coastal defense.

Following the liberation of Hainan Island, the PLA had likewise stationed an artillery unit in the Piye Mountain area, with the garrison located on Mopan Ridge—one of the six ridges.

"From Lingao County Town to Gaoshan Ridge—that is, the Piye Mountain area—the modern road distance is only three to four kilometers, still within relatively close proximity to our main base. The popular base at Damei Village, established after eliminating the Gou Family Manor, enjoys quite favorable conditions. If we elevate Damei Village to Damei Commune and relocate some immigrants there to strengthen our forces, stationing an infantry company would make the area quite secure. This would form a barrier to the west. No enemy could launch a direct attack on Bairen Castle." Military People's Commissar He Ming assessed the benefits of establishing a branch base in the Piye Mountain area at the Executive Committee meeting.

"But wouldn't this create too many bases and disperse our forces?" Wen Desi expressed concern. The army had not grown substantially larger, yet the locations requiring defense seemed to multiply. Nanbao and Macao currently relied on militia for self-defense. Such militia might prove adequate against bandits, but against Ming troops, they would likely scatter at once.

"It won't," He Ming replied, pointing to the large-scale map of all Lingao hanging on the wall—a map unique in this space-time for its precision, having been resurveyed and corrected based on cartographic data from the modern era.

"Effective defense is not best achieved by clustering troops in one place," He Ming explained. "For genuine defense, you must control key points on the periphery."

Controlling the Piye Mountain area would establish a northwestern defense line for Bairen Castle. It would not only block the Ming army's approach from Danzhou but also strengthen defense of Bopu Harbor by positioning batteries on Xixing Ridge.

"Our current formation is a linear snake array." He Ming's pointer traced along the Wenlan River. "From Bopu to Nanbao, we're stretched out in a line. Should someone attack our flank and sever our communications line, the entire strategic situation becomes dangerously passive..."

"I cannot imagine any army in this space-time capable of cutting our communications line..."

"I believe they can, so do not speak in absolutes." He Ming was more cautious. "Has anyone here actually witnessed the combat capabilities of armies in this space-time?"

Apart from engaging pirates, bandits, and local militia, the "New Army" trained by the Crossing Group had not yet truly faced the Ming army, the Eight Banners, or the "roving bandits." Whether Minié rifles combined with volley fire tactics would prove invincible remained untested.

"As long as a few dozen cavalry rush onto our road, kill one person, hijack one ox-cart, traffic would essentially be disrupted. We would need to prepare escort forces for every transport convoy."

Everyone understood clearly the consequences should this occur. First would come the interruption of raw material supplies. Bairen Castle, this emerging industrial city, depended on the continuous delivery of industrial raw materials from Bopu and Nanbao to maintain production. Second, the farms developed along the Wenlan River would suffer tremendous damage. Crops, unlike factories, could not be defended with cannons and walls.

"What we must defend now is 'area,' not merely the 'points' of the past. This thinking must change in time. To control all of Lingao, occupying the Wenlan River basin alone is insufficient," He Ming concluded.

To defend an area, they had to progressively control strategic points on the periphery, using those points to cover the whole. Making the Piye Mountain area into a base was one such measure.

He Ming's explanation silenced the previous doubts. Ma Qianzhu struck while the iron was hot and delivered a report on the next development plan for Lingao—the so-called "Little Crossroads Plan."

Throughout the development history of Hainan Island, from the Song dynasty onward, proposals had emerged for opening "Great Crossroads" across the entire island. The concept was straightforward: upon the foundation of post roads encircling the island, north-south and east-west arterial roads would be opened to traverse all of Hainan Island. This would not only greatly shorten overland travel but also strengthen governmental control and development of Hainan Island's interior.

Yet this concept, from Song through Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, had never been realized. Yuan dynasty armies had once reached the foot of Wuzhi Mountain, erecting a stone marker as testament, but ultimately withdrew to the coastal areas. Ming dynasty roads had extended to the foot of Limu Mountain in Hainan's interior, where Shuihui Qianhusuo Fort was established—but there they stopped.

In the Crossing Group's follow-up plans for Hainan Island, there existed a new version of the "Great Crossroads Plan." What the Executive Committee currently intended to implement was the Little Crossroads Plan in Lingao. Its central idea was identical: strengthen actual control over the entire county through building crossroads.

With good roads, the movement of materials and personnel, the implementation of government orders, and the deployment of troops would all become remarkably convenient. The modern state's robust control over grassroots and populace was built precisely upon the foundation of good roads and communication networks.

The Little Crossroads Plan involved not only control of the entire county but also related to the Crossing Group's political, economic, and industrial layout for Lingao County. It was a major component of the First Five-Year Plan, second in scale only to the comprehensive management of the Wenlan River basin.

The Little Crossroads Plan already possessed a certain foundation. The north-south road traversing Lingao had been opened, with the highway extending from Bopu all the way to Nanbao. The three bases of Bopu, Bairen, and Nanbao, developing from points to lines to areas, had not only divided the entire Lingao County in two but also controlled the land on both banks of the Wenlan River most suitable for development—including the county town. Moreover, they actually controlled Lingao County Town itself. This north-south arterial road passed directly before Wenshui Bridge outside the East Gate, while the Crossing Group had also used the opportunity of the Tiandihui leasing the school lands to construct a branch road to the West Gate. Shan Daoqian's next step was to build a ring road for the county town—though this ring road spanned only a few hundred meters, it would place the villages and land surrounding the county town completely under control.

Originally, the Crossing Group had established a watchtower at Wenshui Bridge to monitor the county town, keeping direct watch on the East Gate. Now, with School Land Manor constructed outside the West Gate, they indirectly controlled that gate as well. For so small a city as Lingao, with East and West Gates controlled, the South Gate completely visible, and the North Gate nonexistent, the entire county lay completely exposed.

Wu De planned to use the watchtower outside the East Gate as the core and settle several dozen immigrant households, forming a new fortified settlement. On one hand, it would monitor the county town; on the other, it would protect the county town as the midpoint of the crossroads. Lingao County Town, with its geographical advantages, was the ideal crossroads intersection for the "Little Crossroads Plan." The Crossing Group's future positioning for Lingao County Town was "the county's transportation hub and goods distribution center." They planned to first establish a large ox-cart freight center there, and for this purpose had already purchased nearby land for use as pasture for the cattle herds.

In longer-term plans, a major transportation transfer center would be constructed at Wenshui Bridge, comprising a train station, long-distance bus station, and an inland navigation pier on the Wenlan River. Travelers and goods coming to Lingao would be distributed from here to all parts of Lingao—and indeed, all of Hainan.

The highway passing through the county town extended south all the way to Nanbao. Establishing Nanbao Town enabled not only the acquisition of various resources from the Nanbao mountain area but also opened connections with the Li District of Lingao. Trade with the Li District would become more convenient, as would the implementation of various economic, cultural, and religious infiltrations designed to completely eliminate potential instability factors in the Li District.

The Crossing Group's positioning of Nanbao was: "A window for Li District trade and a supply base for mining and forestry products." As for Bairen Castle, it was designated the "manufacturing center and political-military center." Bopu was the "shipping, foreign trade, and chemical center."

After controlling Nanbao, the Crossing Group would formally establish a fourth commune in the Jialai area north of Nanbao: Jialai Commune. Jialai Plain was one of Lingao's four great plains and served as an important agricultural area in modern Lingao. Development in this space-time, however, remained at a very low level. According to Agricultural Committee surveys, because of its proximity to the Li District, farming households were few. Centralized, contiguous development would prove relatively straightforward.

Wu Nanhai's plan was that once the development of Meitai Plain was complete, he would establish farms in Jialai and set up immigrant settlements, building this area into an agricultural region directly under the Crossing Group.

The current road conditions of the Nanbao-County Town-Bairen Castle-Bopu highway were as follows: the Bopu-Bairen Castle section had completed road surface hardening, with telephone and power transmission poles constructed along the route. Supporting facilities were complete. The Bairen Castle-County Town section was still undergoing surface hardening, but the condition of the simple road remained fairly good.

The worst was the County Town to Nanbao route. Hastily opened and subsequently crushed by large numbers of heavily loaded ox-carts, the road surface had suffered extensive damage. The transportation department expended substantial manpower and resources on maintenance. In his report to the Executive Committee, Shan Daoqian explicitly noted that they should either immediately begin the hardening project for this section or immediately lay rail transport. Given the current high-volume cargo transport, though rail transport required high initial investment, long-term operating costs were low.

In the east-west direction, the Crossing Group held Damei Village, established on the original site after eliminating the Gou Family in the Gaoshan Ridge area to the east. In the Macao Peninsula area to the west lay Salt Farm Village. Currently, a simple road connected Damei Village and Lingao County Town. Thanks to salt production, a flagstone road had once linked Macao to Bopu, though its condition was also poor. Consequently, salt was still transported primarily by boat.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 431 - Little Crossroads Plan (Part 2)

The Executive Committee's decision was to focus on the eastern section of the east-west road—specifically the Gaoshan Ridge, or Piye Mountain area. First, the road from the county town to Damei Village would be completed. In the plan, the Piye Mountain area was designated as the Crossing Group's primary livestock-raising base for the future. Taking advantage of the relatively cooler mountain climate, they would open pastures to raise horses, goats, cattle, donkeys, mules, and other livestock. Simultaneously, they would develop mountain economic crop cultivation.

At the same time, they would construct the key project "Grand Library" and various research facilities in the core area of Piye Mountain, storing the Crossing Group's materials and books there.

As for the area west of the Wenlan River, besides the riverside plains, the most valuable was likely the Macao area. As a salt-producing region, salt export port, and future salt chemical industry base, the Bopu-Macao road seemed more important. However, since salt from Macao Peninsula was currently transported in large quantities by sea ship at low cost, Shan Daoqian believed there was no need to open this road for now.

"However, if we do proceed, we might accomplish something that kills two birds with one stone," Shan Daoqian reported to the Executive Committee. "It could prove beneficial for Xiong Buyou's work."

Shan Daoqian's idea was simple: repair the post roads—the official roads.

Lingao's official roads were essentially coastal routes. One originated from the county's East Gate, passing through Guanrong Post, Chaoyang Post, Changchuan Post, and Jiasui Post before entering Chengmai County territory. This was the route to the prefectural capital. The other began at the West Gate, passing through Xinxing Post, Huaiyin Post, and Luoxian Post toward Danzhou.

These two constituted Lingao's main east-west arterial roads, yet few people actually traveled them. Especially the road to Danzhou—in the Ming dynasty, there was virtually no material exchange between Lingao and Danzhou. The only bulk cargo transport was the military provisions Lingao allocated to Danzhou. Every year, over two thousand shi of grain from the autumn tax had to be transported to Danzhou. For safety's sake, they always went by land. As for the road to the prefectural capital, traffic was heavier, but since road conditions along the way were poor, most travelers still chose to go by sea.

Shan Daoqian had conducted field surveys of both official roads. The conditions were terrible—so poor they could only be rated as ungraded roads. At their narrowest, they measured only two meters wide; at their widest, under four. They were merely the most ordinary dirt roads. Not only did they lack facilities such as drainage or roadbeds, but some sections had literally sunk into the earth, becoming trench-like roads averaging one meter below ground level—in some spots, as low as four meters. When it rained, the road even became a stream. Without local guides, Shan Daoqian could not even identify traces of the official road in many sections.

Shan Daoqian was not surprised by this. When he had studied road construction, he had learned some history of Chinese roads and knew that ancient roads often fell into this sunken condition. As the saying went, "A major road traveled for many years becomes a river." Without roadbed or drainage, over time these dirt roads naturally evolved into "road ditches."

This road was ancient even by Ming dynasty standards. It had been built during the Shaoxing period of the Song dynasty. Since then, there had been only patching and repairs, no substantial changes—little wonder someone once remarked that change in ancient life was exceedingly slow.

As for the environment along the road, it could only be described as desolate. The first few stations after leaving the county's West Gate traversed areas with numerous villages and concentrated population. But after passing Jiasui Post, the final ten-plus li to Chengmai was complete wilderness on both sides—hardly any signs of habitation or farmland visible. However, the bridges along the route remained maintained. The posts along the road still housed impoverished post soldiers who scraped by on meager wages, responsible for transmitting documents, maintaining supplies for official travelers, and road upkeep.

"Repairing the official road would certainly please Wu Mingjin, but it does not benefit us greatly," Wen Desi observed, studying the route map. "There's nothing worth developing along the way."

"It would facilitate travel for villages along the route and attract them to the East Gate Market. It could also draw people from neighboring Chengmai and Danzhou to Lingao."

"But this involves the post stations along the way. Negotiations with the county yamen would be required." Wen Desi examined the map. "I don't believe we need to repair the entire route. Just repair the portion from the county's West Gate to Chaoyang Post." Chaoyang Post, on modern Lingao maps, belonged to Bobei Town and lay very close to Macao. Repairing this section would also prove useful later when constructing the road to Macao.

"Wu Mingjin would certainly be pleased. The condition of the county's post road traffic is also a criterion for his performance evaluation."

"As for other sections," said Xi Yazhou, who was responsible for evaluating the military significance of road projects, "I believe poor road conditions are actually acceptable. If we repair them too well and the Ming army comes to attack us by land, they will move too quickly."

Shan Daoqian's Transportation Bureau was tasked with comprehensively hardening the existing roads. He immediately encountered a problem: insufficient hardening materials.

The hardening materials the Crossing Group employed for road construction were primarily coal slag and steel slag. Recently, after discovering that steel slag could be used to manufacture phosphate fertilizer, it had been claimed by the agricultural department. All Shan Daoqian had left was coal slag. In truth, even with steel slag included, it was a drop in the bucket for this massive undertaking.

Not only were hardening materials insufficient, but the road surfaces already treated with coal slag had revealed the problem of inadequate load-bearing capacity. The heavy ox-carts with hardwood wheels caused significant damage to the road surface.

"We need to build the roadbed with crushed stone. With just this compacted dirt roadbed, as more vehicles travel on it, damage will only accelerate."

"We need maintenance. I want to establish a maintenance team with section-by-section responsibility. Use without repair, and any road will break down." Shan Daoqian said this after surveying the road that had been pitted by ox-carts alongside Meilin from the Construction Company.

"A crushed stone road? You might as well request an asphalt road," Meilin replied skeptically. A crushed stone road would certainly be superior to a dirt road with a layer of coal slag, but where would they find so much crushed stone?

Stone, they had in plenty. Since opening Nanbao Town, the supply of general construction stone materials for the Crossing Group came mainly from the Nanbao area. The original Bairen Rapids quarry now primarily produced high-grade building stone. The Nanbao Mining Office chiefly used blasting to mine stone on a large scale, but filling roadbeds required crushed gravel. The stone had to be processed and broken up.

"Do you have any idea how much crushed gravel we need to harden these road surfaces?" Meilin said to Shan Daoqian. "If we continue relying on women breaking stones by hand as we do now, comprehensive road hardening will take until the Year of the Monkey."

"Of course we cannot continue with manual labor. Mass movements can save the day temporarily but not forever. I was thinking of asking the ore processing plant for assistance." Shan Daoqian settled onto a milestone. "The ore processing plant has two crushers. They're more than sufficient for breaking stone."

"Those machines are tremendously busy now. The cement plant, fuel plant, and ceramics plant all need them... They're crushing day and night. Taking on road construction stone materials too might be excessive—and there's no iron ore yet. Once iron ore arrives, they'll be even more strained."

"It would be ideal if we could have one of our own," Shan Daoqian mused. "How about applying to the Planning Commission to have the machine factory build one? Install it at the Nanbao quarry and process the crushed stone directly before shipping it out."

"I doubt it. Have you actually seen a crusher?"

"Exceedingly simple machinery. Just make the simplest single-toggle jaw crusher. What's difficult about that?"

This type of jaw crusher's main component was an eccentric wheel driving a group of connecting rods, which in turn pushed a movable jaw plate to crush stone, breaking large rocks into small ones. The structure was simple enough for a primary school student to understand, and it worked reliably with almost no maintenance required. Though invented in 1858, it was used in cement, ceramics, mining, metallurgy, and other industries through the latter half of the twentieth century.

"That's a steel tiger with a mouthful of steel teeth. Very material-intensive."

Though this type of crusher possessed various advantages, it was crude and bulky—essentially assembled from steel. A single movable jaw plate required over a ton of steel. Whether this major steel consumer could obtain manufacturing approval from the Planning Commission remained uncertain.

Unexpectedly, Ma Qianzhu readily approved it. With ever-increasing infrastructure construction and growing demand for building materials, crushers were needed for cement, lime, and crushed stone alike. The Nanbao Mining Office had also mentioned to the Planning Commission that it would be best to construct an ore processing plant locally to sort and crush the various ores mined on-site, thereby saving transport capacity.

Ma Qianzhu not only approved the crusher but added more—once manufacturing succeeded, three more would be built. All four machines would be deployed at the Nanbao Ore Processing Plant. Additionally, one Mozi Model 1 steam engine would be allocated to power the equipment.

The machine factory, having just finished equipping the forging shop, received word of this major project and was immediately energized. Most people in machinery harbored a kind of "gigantism fetish"—the bigger, the better. When discussing hydraulic presses and forging machines, they spoke as if describing some adult film actress with enviable attributes.

The crusher's main component was the jaw plate, which could be fashioned from low-carbon steel. Through casting cannons, steam engine cylinders, and other large equipment, the metallurgy department had accumulated considerable experience with large castings. The several apprentices Xiao Bailang had trained could now assist in manufacturing molds for large castings. This jaw plate weighed approximately one ton—far from the heaviest casting they had produced.

Soon, the foundry poured the required steel billet. This one-ton mass was loaded onto a sixteen-wheeled heavy-duty rail car and hauled from the foundry all the way to the machine factory's forging shop.

At present, this jaw plate ingot remained in as-cast structure, with relatively large columnar crystals and a loose center. Mechanical strength was limited. Therefore, it had to undergo major plastic deformation through forging and heat treatment to break up the columnar crystals into fine grains, compact the loose structure, and obtain excellent metal structure and mechanical properties.

(End of Chapter)
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The forging shop had originally possessed a crude, makeshift free-fall forging hammer, but its efficiency was low. It barely sufficed for current needs. As industrial standards continued to rise, the machine factory's enthusiasts were prepared to abandon this crude equipment and construct a hundred-ton hydraulic press. Later, they realized this goal was too ambitious and decided to begin with more primitive means: manufacturing a steam forging hammer. This device was not technologically sophisticated, but it was effective enough. The Jiangnan Shipyard had two steam forging hammers built around 1880 that remained in service through the 1990s. Even when the bases deteriorated, Jiangnan was reluctant to dismantle them and kept patching them up for continued use.

With a steam forging hammer, forging many large workpieces became considerably easier. The entire apparatus's slide rail stood five meters high, constructed entirely of steel, mounted upon a foundation of granite plus reinforced concrete. The forging hammer on top weighed one ton and was driven by a steam-operated slide valve.

Compared to the free-fall forging hammer the machine factory had previously designed and manufactured, this hammer's forging capacity and work efficiency improved three to four times over. Using the old hammer had been laborious—one constantly operated the steam engine to lift the hammer, then used a cam clutch to control the drop. Each forging strike was separated by long intervals, preventing continuous forging and causing great difficulties for heat treatment.

The forging shop quickly finished processing the low-carbon steel jaw plate, then manufactured the toggle plate and eccentric shaft using the same method. After completing the eccentric shaft, they took it to the lathe for turning to achieve the greatest possible circularity. Finally, they manufactured two large flywheels with a diameter of 1.2 meters, to be connected to the power source.

These behemoth components were loaded onto ox-carts and hauled slowly to Nanbao. Because ordinary four-wheeled ox-carts had limited carrying capacity, they were placed on specially made large flatbed carts with sixteen wheels, pulled by twelve oxen. Regardless of what this contraption was actually for, the convoy alone attracted crowds of onlookers and spirited discussion—the folk along the road were amazed at how wastefully the Australians used steel.

The equipment was installed in the newly constructed Workshop No. 1 at the Nanbao Mining Site. Workshop No. 1 was a large-span iron truss factory building designed by Bingfeng, three stories in height. The structure employed reinforced concrete columns for support. The floor was poured with concrete and had iron rails installed for ore carts.

An overhead crane was installed on the workshop ceiling to deliver a large hopper for loading the crusher's materials. In Zhan Wuya's view, a belt conveyor would actually be optimal, but they lacked a suitable substitute for now. Using deerskin would be too extravagant.

At last, Xiao Gui arrived to install the steam engine. The system was finally complete. The massive apparatus, weighing approximately ten tons in total with its steel and giant base, stood in the center of the workshop. Not only were the native workers impressed—even the Transmigrators themselves found it awe-inspiring.

As Xiao Gui ignited the boiler, the steam engine slowly began to turn. Under the transmission of the large gearbox, the final stage delivered power via belt to the crusher's flywheel. As the flywheel's rotational speed gradually increased, the crusher officially commenced operation.

Workers used flatbed rail cars on tracks to bring in a load of large rocks. The overhead crane, driven by steam-powered pulleys, quickly hoisted a massive rock and dropped it into the crusher. Clank-clank, clank-clank—the crusher operated at a steady pace. The movable jaw plate slowly opened and closed. As the jaw opened and closed, the huge rock sank deeper and was clamped ever tighter. The rock began to crack, throwing off many chips. With a boom, a plume of white smoke rose, and the rock shattered into several pieces.

Everyone present was startled, but the machine factory men knew this operation was completely normal.

The jaw plate continued its slow, relentless compression. The rocks, now smaller after cracking, were clamped ever tighter in their descent, continuing to endure the compression of the movable and fixed jaw plates, constantly fracturing further.

Crushed stone and powder began appearing at the discharge port. Thick dust filled the air. Then a large pile of crushed stone tumbled into the hopper car positioned at the discharge port.

Below the discharge port ran a track with a series of hopper cars connected nose to tail, stopped beneath the discharge port. They were connected by cable to a winch driven by a steam engine. After one car was filled, the operator started the machine to pull the train, allowing the second car to move under the discharge port—and so on until the entire train of hopper cars was full. Then they switched to the second train.

The filled hopper car train was pulled up to the loading station on the slope. Using the height difference, they tipped directly into the ox-cart's cargo bed and hauled away. The entire process minimized the need for manual loading and unloading.

Zhan Wuya calculated that for crushing construction-grade gravel alone, the crusher could process approximately fifty tons of crushed stone per day. If this work were performed by hand, three or four hundred workers would be required at minimum.

But now, including the boiler maintenance workers and crane operators, one shift required only twenty workers. The difference in labor efficiency could only be described as earth-shaking.

For the local people, however, this rumbling stone crusher represented terrifying power. If it could reduce such hard boulders to powder, what could these Australians not accomplish?

But the amazement did not end there. After the crusher was proven workable on the first day, over the following half month, the Nanbao Ore Processing Plant installed three more crushers in succession. This had an almost devastating effect on the locals.

The result was that the Crossing Group's work in the area proceeded with remarkable smoothness. Local gentry and common folk practically obeyed their every word. And many people who had not previously been interested in becoming mine workers now came seeking odd jobs. Even landlord and gentry households sent household slaves or collateral nephews to work—all to establish connections with the Mining Office.

With sufficient crushed stone, the transportation department's road hardening work progressed rapidly. Shan Daoqian used crushed stone for the roadbed to increase its load-bearing capacity, then applied coal slag and fine sand for road surface leveling on top. After several rounds of compacting, the road became smooth as new—even superior in quality to some low-grade rural roads elsewhere.

Besides the construction machinery roller, Shan Daoqian also cooperated with the machine factory and vehicle factory to develop animal-drawn road rollers. These were simple—just a giant stone roller with animal harness. Slightly more complex were animal-drawn road graders, water sprinklers, and paving machines. Currently, all could be pulled by horses, oxen, or human power. This specialized equipment not only reduced wear on construction machinery but, being self-producible, was not nearly so precious. The Transportation Bureau ordered several sets at once, deploying them simultaneously on multiple road sections.

Shan Daoqian applied to Wu De for several dozen worker positions, established the Road Maintenance Engineering Office, built maintenance stations along the routes, and formulated rules for regular, scheduled inspection, maintenance, and upkeep of the highways.

"There's another matter—we need to establish traffic rules," Shan Daoqian said, approaching Wu De.

Originally, Lingao required no traffic rules. Apart from pedestrians, there were at most a few sedan chairs and a few wheelbarrows, with an occasional horse passing through. Even if the dirt roads were narrow and uneven, traffic accidents were virtually unknown. But now circumstances had changed. The Crossing Group's arrival had greatly increased the complexity of road conditions. Besides the ever-increasing pedestrian traffic, there were ox-carts, livestock, bicycles, automobiles, and motorcycles. Road construction had also introduced new issues—intersections and bridges, all requiring some degree of control. There had already been several traffic accidents recently.

"Let the police handle it," Wu De said. "Dongmen Chuiyu is just the man for this."

Dongmen Chuiyu, having long managed the East Gate Market, already possessed some experience with such matters. He said: "I don't believe we need overly complicated traffic regulations for now. First, common folk will not remember them, and publicizing them will prove difficult. Second, we lack sufficient manpower for on-site investigations and enforcement."

When Liu Bang entered Guanzhong, he had established only three simple laws. Though from a legal studies perspective this represented a major regression, it was easy for the masses to understand and accept during the founding stage.

Dongmen Chuiyu established the basic principles: "Keep right, pass on the left, separate lanes for fast and slow."

According to the rules, pedestrians, sedan chairs, and livestock used the slow lane. Horse-drawn carts, ox-carts, and motor vehicles used the fast lane—logically speaking, motor vehicle speed differed vastly from ox-carts, but motor vehicles rarely traveled the roads lately, so this would not cause traffic chaos.

Herds of livestock, such as cattle and sheep, were not permitted on the road and could only walk below the roadbed. Large herds on the road could easily cause traffic jams.

Shan Daoqian added: "However, motor vehicles should avoid honking horns to prevent startling the livestock. And expecting heavy ox-carts on the road to yield is absolutely wishful thinking. Just pass them yourself."

"There need to be some penalties. Pedestrians should walk on the roadside. What if someone simply insists on walking in the middle?" Dugu Qiuhun asked.

"Fines won't work," Dongmen Chuiyu said, resting his chin in thought. "First, implement the concept of 'hit and die with no liability.' For injuries, deaths, and property damage caused by traffic violations, no compensation will be given—"

"Wait, that's not the main point," Shan Daoqian interrupted. "I agree with what you're saying, but right now we first need to discuss general minor violations. Given our current authority, even if we actually hit and killed a few commoners, no one would dare seek an explanation."

"Send them to the reform labor team!" Dugu Qiuhun offered this method.

"That would also increase the labor force." Dongmen Chuiyu thought it viable. After all, minor violations these days were all compensated with labor, from three days to three months.

Shan Daoqian said: "I propose this: anyone caught violating traffic rules gets assigned to our Transportation Bureau."

The Transportation Bureau had numerous projects and matters to attend to, and free labor was always welcome. Not only could they build bridges and roads, but violators could also be used to direct traffic.

(End of Chapter)
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"I don't believe that's a good idea. This way, the common folk will be terrified. One moment of carelessness on the road and they're grabbed for labor. You may think you're correcting illegal behavior, but they'll assume we're pressing gang labor." Dongmen Chuiyu considered for a moment before continuing. "This is different from stealing or fighting. Everyone knows those are wrong—but no one thinks walking is against the law. We need publicity to make traffic rules ingrained in people's hearts before we can implement punishment. Let's focus on education and publicity first. For about half a year."

"Doesn't that still require people?" Shan Daoqian lost interest. "I can't establish something like a road administration bureau myself, can I?" But this thought suddenly excited him. He came from a railway background and was intimately familiar with the self-contained system of railway departments, large and small. Looking at the current situation, the transportation authority of the future Crossing Empire would undoubtedly be his. If he established a road administration now, his transportation department would have its own law enforcement arm. In the future, there might be a transportation public security bureau, transportation procuratorate, transportation court...

Shan Daoqian's mind wandered. When he had worked in the railway department, he had sneered at this all-encompassing system. But when it came to him wielding power within such a system, he suddenly found it quite reasonable. This kind of psychology was probably human nature.

"Transportation management should still fall under the police to avoid multi-headed management. In the end, no one handles matters, but everyone comes to collect fees," Wu De made the final call, dashing Shan Daoqian's little fantasy. "Don't underestimate these so-called expedient measures—many abuses and bad policies originated as expedient measures. Once the situation grows larger, change becomes difficult. If we're going to do it, let's do it right from the root."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

"Traffic police aren't needed for now. Let's pursue more traffic regulation publicity. In the East Gate Market—I think we should double the strength of the East Gate Market Police Station—no, or perhaps simply upgrade it to a police bureau..."

"Whether it's upgraded or not doesn't matter," Dongmen Chuiyu said. "The key is adding people. Nanbao and Bopu don't have police stations now. We need to add one to each."

"Bopu doesn't need one for now. There's the Army and Navy there, and the native population isn't large. Setting up a police station in Nanbao with five or six people would suffice."

"Let's promote a native station chief," Dugu Qiuhun suggested, thinking of several capable constables under him who needed cultivation.

"Promote a deputy chief. Observe him for a few years. The chief should still be a Transmigrator to maintain the general direction. Police are a violent institution that also interacts with the masses. Be cautious." Wu De slapped his forehead. "It's not that I'm worried about natives' loyalty. I'm genuinely worried about how they'll act after they hold power—when will our own students mature..."

"De, I don't think this is right," Dongmen Chuiyu interjected. "If we don't let them take the helm, how can we know if these people are reliable? We talk about brainwashing constantly, yet in the end, we still don't trust them. If our own people are always at the steering wheel, native cadres will never grow up. What's the point of promoting this deputy chief?"

"This is also an opportunity to test them!" Dugu Qiuhun said excitedly.

"Alright, alright, I agree," Wu De made a gesture of surrender.

Dongmen Chuiyu brought up another matter: the East Gate Market Police Station had Zhou Shizhai, sent by the Qiwei Escort Agency, along with his two apprentices. They had been in Lingao for a year and had performed well in public security—they were thoroughly familiar with the tricks of petty thieves in this space-time. And their performance during the recent business trip to Leizhou had been commendable. Zhou Shizhai could be considered for promotion.

"I'm afraid that won't work. Zhou Shizhai is still considered a guest. He's not within our system," Wu De shook his head.

"He's been here for over a year. Isn't that reliable enough? He also participated in the Leizhou affair. He's taciturn and reliable in his work—absolutely a suitable candidate." Dongmen Chuiyu defended him.

"I also admire Old Zhou. A true gentleman under traditional culture!" Wu De said. "But Qiwei's relationship with us remains cooperative in nature. He's still Qiwei's man. We have no authority to unilaterally appoint him."

Additionally, Wu De harbored another concern. Though escort men were employed by others, they possessed strong self-esteem. Having him become a station chief within the Crossing Group's system—wearing a uniform, carrying a truncheon, standing at attention and saluting when seeing leaders—he might not be willing. Better to treat him as a guest for easier relations.

"His two apprentices..."

"They're too young, aren't they? Li Biao is only about seventeen, and Chen Kai is only fifteen or sixteen."

"I'm not suggesting they become station chiefs. What I mean is, these two young men should genuinely be educated by us, trained to become police in the future..."

"How about running a police training class?" Dugu Qiuhun proposed.

"That's an excellent idea," Dongmen Chuiyu agreed strongly. "The police organization will keep expanding. When the time comes, current police will all be sent out to take charge on their own. Current police are trained only at the patrol level. They haven't acquired many professional skills. We should run one!"

The Crossing Group had several people who had been police officers, and their ranks weren't low—plus there were two American law enforcement personnel. These were usable resources. Wu De indicated he would discuss it with the Executive Committee upon his return and open a police class at the National School.

Indeed it was necessary, because according to the expansion plan, the Nanbao police station would have an allocation of five. Besides promoting one from the East Gate Market, the other four would all need to be newly recruited.

Recruitment was easy enough. Both the Army and Navy had eliminated personnel available—either injured in training and deemed unsuitable for formation service, or with physical deficiencies. They couldn't serve as soldiers, but they were qualified to be police—at minimum, they had undergone physical and formation training and possessed sufficient discipline.

Wu De said, "Hurry and select your candidates. Pick a day and they can take up their posts. Recruit a few more new police—five, let's say."

And so Ma Peng became the Deputy Chief of the Nanbao Police Station. He was stunned by this promotion, for before this, he had been merely an ordinary constable at the East Gate Market Police Station—no different from the other nine constables. Every day he patrolled the streets, corrected prostitutes soliciting outside their designated spots, caught farmers urinating in public, and checked merchants' measuring tools—the East Gate Market had already begun comprehensively implementing unified new weights and measures. When the occasional clueless thief came to make money at the East Gate Market, he was given a beating with the truncheon and sent to the reform labor team. When there was nothing to do, he sat in the station memorizing the Security Incident Handling Procedure Manual—this was compiled by Mu Min specifically for native police. It used a case-based format, creating a comprehensive compilation covering all possible security and management issues. Written in plain, easy-to-understand language, native police who had completed literacy training simply had to follow the rules strictly. Compiling various specialized manuals was a common method the Crossing Group employed to adapt to the conditions of this space-time.

After receiving the formal appointment from Dongmen Chuiyu, Ma Peng was so astonished he forgot to accept the appointment letter, staring fixedly at Dongmen Chuiyu.

"What, is there a problem?"

"No, no, I—no, I will definitely work hard and not disappoint my superiors' expectations!" Ma Peng suddenly came to his senses, quickly snapped to attention, and said loudly.

"Good, sit down." Dongmen Chuiyu gestured for him to sit.

"Thank you, Chief!"

"The place you're going is Nanbao. It's in the mountains. Conditions aren't as good as the East Gate Market—"

Ma Peng nodded carefully. In his heart, he thought, well, the pay should probably be a bit more.

"...How does that sound? Any requests?"

"Yes, may I bring my mother to Nanbao? After I leave, there's no one here to take care of her."

"Yes, just bring her along." Dongmen Chuiyu nodded. "The housing is ready there. Just move your belongings. I'll give you thirty Yuan for moving expenses."

"Thank you, Chief!"

"I'm giving you three days to take care of household matters. On the fourth day, come to me to get your reporting certificate and free travel pass."

Ma Peng took the transfer order and walked out of the office, his face turning deathly pale. The changes in one's fate were truly ineffable. A year ago, he had still been a farm laborer. Now, he had actually become a cadre under the Australian lords. Ma Peng had observed native cadres in the East Gate Market—each wearing a neat four-pocket blue button-front jacket and carrying a shoulder bag. Though these four pockets were only two more than ordinary laborers', this marked an important distinction between cadres and workers! Walking down the street, they held their heads high—something he had once mildly envied. Now it was his turn to be a cadre!

His colleagues had already received the news and came to congratulate him. Ma Peng naturally had to spend some money. He hosted a banquet at Gou Buli's restaurant in the East Gate Market. There was no shortage of talk about "don't forget to help your old brothers once you've made it." Ma Peng also offered many ceremonial words—basically "thanks to the leadership and cultivation of the chiefs, thanks to everyone's consistent support over the past"—the kind of words that would serve at any occasion.

Everyone drank to their hearts' content. Even Gou Buli came to join the festivities, saying that since it was Station Chief Ma's happy occasion, today's food and drink would be on the house. Unexpectedly, the tipsy Ma Peng immediately straightened up and warned him: don't make him commit a mistake. He even lectured Gou Buli: the Australians' police aren't yamen runners; they serve the common people.

This kid! He's really slick and smooth! No wonder he got promoted. Gou Buli thought while writing his surveillance report under the lamp after closing. His little test had been immediately deflected back.

"Husband, aren't you coming to bed?" His wife walked over.

"How many times have I told you, call me comrade!" Gou Buli hurriedly covered what he was writing. "'Husband' and 'wife'—that's too backward..."

Gou Buli's wife had recently married him. She was also a refugee from the Mainland, a widow. Though not much to look at, she was hardworking and capable at running the shop. Gou Buli was quite satisfied with this marriage.

(End of Chapter)
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Of course, this was thanks to Wufo—he was Gou Buli's direct superior, and this woman had been introduced by him. Thinking of this, Gou Buli's dissatisfaction decreased considerably. The Australian high official was quite humane, didn't put on airs, and was genuinely considerate of others.

"Isn't addressing each other like this between husband and wife too formal?" His wife said aggrievedly. "I heard that 'comrade' is only used between cadres and chiefs..."

"Hmph, how do you know I won't become a cadre!" Gou Buli said indignantly. He thought, even that farm laborer Ma Peng has become a cadre. I worked so hard for the Australians at the Gou Family Manor, and now I've just ended up with a small tavern, being an informant. That's too lame!

Of course, having a small tavern entirely his own wasn't bad. Not counting the monthly stipend, the tavern's profits alone were quite good. The Australians had treated him well—but Gou Buli's ambitions were considerably grander. He wanted to rise above!

As for how to rise above, Gou Buli hadn't figured that out yet. Generally speaking, he would need to expose a major case—preferably "treason." Thinking of this, he was startled. Who exactly was committing treason? This question was a bit difficult.

This was the first time Gou Buli had considered this question, but he did not continue thinking about it. Dwelling deeper on this question was really too frightening. Suddenly he felt that being a small tavern owner while collecting a stipend on the side was quite pleasant.

"Hmm, wife, you should keep calling me 'husband' from now on," Gou Buli said to his wife.



Lin Baiguang had drunk with Shi Shisi and the others and felt a bit dizzy, though his mind remained clear. To avoid showing signs of drunkenness, he slowed his pace and walked back to his office on steady feet.

Arriving at the office, he locked the door and retrieved a bottle of sobering medicine from his safe—this wasn't iron but reinforced concrete with an iron door. This was something he always kept on hand back in the county. Taking one pill before drinking and one after, he could mostly stay clear-headed and avoid talking nonsense.

He swallowed the medicine with cold water. Lin Baiguang leaned back in his rattan chair—these pirates really can drink! he thought. They drink rum like it's water!

After the pirates settled down, since they knew no one here, Lin Baiguang naturally became everyone's friend and spokesman. People often invited him for drinks and asked him to help with matters. Lin Baiguang never refused, attending to them all. On one hand, he tried his best to solve their difficulties; on the other, he kept tabs on their thoughts and attitudes.

The pirates who had defected, though formally reorganized, still harbored various private sentiments. This did not surprise Lin Baiguang—not everyone could adapt to such a transition. The fact that these people were willing to share their complaints with him meant they still trusted him, and letting them voice their grievances at least provided an outlet.

First was the great resentment over the separation of their relatives and nephews. After moving into the villas, relatives who had been accustomed to living together were assigned to commune apartment buildings instead. This made many feel uncomfortable. They were used to having brothers, nephews, and other relatives around them, ready at their call. Now, besides parents, wives, children, and a few servants, no one remained. Especially the leaders' most trusted and capable people—nephews and such—were now in military dormitories or schools. Having lost their gang and also their relatives, they felt somewhat lost and confused. They were used to standing on the deck of their own ships, looking at their own vessels and men around them. Now there was no one beside them except wives and children. Their hearts felt empty and insecure.

Second was the seemingly endless study sessions. Only a month had passed. Though each day was fully scheduled, these were men of the sea. Having rested ashore for some days, they inevitably grew restless. And several who were locked in the STD treatment center were full of complaints—not being able to have women was one thing, but having to strip naked below while several men and women fiddled with them, administering medicine and applying ointments, was really unbearable.

Lin Baiguang used the drinking occasions to let them vent while also offering some consolation: nephews not being by their side meant they were joining the army or studying—both with a future. Wasn't that better than forever being followers by their elders' side? As for going to sea, there would be opportunities later; it wasn't urgent.

After each drinking session, he patiently compiled the entire meeting process and conversation content into summaries, copies sent upward. Whether they read them or not didn't matter; the key was to leave documentation, to avoid being unable to explain things when the time came.

Lin Baiguang finished his report, stamped it with his personal seal, and sealed it. He closed his eyes and thought about what he, the Enemy Work Department Director, should do next.

First was to select a group of activists from among the former subordinates of Zhu Cailao who had defected, to supplement the Navy's patrol fleet. After Zhu Cailao's destruction, his remnants, besides surrendering to Zheng Zhilong, had gradually retreated back to Guangdong. Some were absorbed by Liu Xiang; others roamed the seas, waiting for opportunities to rob. Some ships, like the small pirate groups Zheng Zhilong had defeated a few months ago, had drifted into the Qiongzhou Strait.

The Navy was preparing to conduct pacification activities in the Lingao waters of the strait, incorporating these stragglers. Of course, for incorporation, having envoys would be best to avoid battle casualties. For ships, capable sailors were even more precious.

Second was to make an intelligence trip to the Mainland. He had already arranged for people to search for Lin Dan's family along the coasts of Guangdong and Fujian—this matter had to be resolved for Lin Dan. As for Xu Cheng's package, he had arranged for it to be exchanged for a draft at Delong and wired to Guangzhou for him to collect. He planned to find Xu Cheng's family and settle this matter.

He still held a glimmer of hope that Xu Cheng hadn't died. This man valued relationships and loyalty. If he wasn't dead and could be won over through this opportunity, he would make an excellent assistant.

For this trip, he did not plan to sail directly to Guangzhou. Instead, he intended to first sail to Qiongzhou—he had an idea he wanted to try.

The thought of going to Qiongzhou came from inspiration while the Enemy Work Department was sorting through letters seized from the secret room at the Gou Family Manor. Though the letters were written in vernacular, classical vernacular grammar differed considerably from modern Mandarin. He brought Zhang Xingjiao in to read through every letter word by word and explain the meanings clearly.

Most of these letters were correspondence with Zhu Cailao and his subordinates—nothing more than results of fencing stolen goods, where they were planning to meet to transfer money and goods, or commissioned purchases and such. But another portion was correspondence between the brothers Gou Da and Gou Er with certain persons in Qiongzhou. From the letters, these correspondents were apparently local merchants or gentry in Qiongzhou Prefecture, specifically conducting fencing and salt smuggling business with the Gou brothers.

Lin Baiguang did not know exactly who these people were. In their letters, they used either trade names or simple surnames as addresses. But clues in the letters also revealed much information. For example, one "Mr. Ma," judging from between the lines, should be someone working in a government office—probably an official. What surprised him was that Ruth Ya had also had dealings with the Gou family! Ruth Ya had once stored a batch of stolen goods at the Gou Family Manor.

Since he started studying this batch of letters, the more Lin Baiguang studied, the more ideas he had. Since the Gou Family Manor was finished, their material legacy had been inherited by the Crossing Group. These relationships could also be attempted to be inherited by the Crossing Group.

However, in the Gou family's letters, most were Gou Da's correspondence; Gou Er's were remarkably few. This was somewhat odd. According to local opinion, Gou Da was the martial side, Gou Er the literary side—logically speaking, for someone like Gou Er, who played the strategist and white-paper-fan role, his correspondence would not be scarce.

Where had it gone? Lin Baiguang thought for a moment, then suddenly remembered that Gou Er had not resided at the Gou Family Manor. He had lived in the county town. He had his orderly retrieve the operation report from the search of Gou Er's house from the archives.

The report was highly detailed, from what time the assault team entered the county town, what time they surrounded the Gou residence, to the route of entry and people encountered—all written clearly.

In the entire operation, no members of the Gou family were caught—including Gou Er, Gou Er's son, and the wives of this father and son—only two doorman servants were apprehended.

Finally, there was an inventory of items seized at the Gou residence—this list was almost depressing to read. Though it meticulously recorded every broom and basket in the house, there were absolutely no valuables, gold, silver, letters, or account books.

Obviously, when Gou Er fled, he had dealt with all his property and important letters, which was why nothing was found.

The key was: where had he hidden his things? Lin Baiguang suddenly became very interested in Gou Er's "lost treasure." Gold, silver, and jewels were secondary. Those letters should contain explosive material, and there might be even more important things—like bribery account books. Finding them might prove extraordinarily useful.

He made a phone call to Ran Yao: "I suggest we immediately issue a warrant for Gou Er and his son. Have the Lingao County Yamen issue documents with portraits for their capture."

"Is that necessary?" Ran Yao was skeptical. "He's just a stray dog."

"Yes." Lin Baiguang concisely explained his thoughts. "Catching Gou Er is like opening a door to Qiongzhou Prefecture."

Ran Yao said, "But Gou Er's son is still a xiucai. Theoretically, the Lingao County Yamen cannot issue a warrant for him. His xiucai degree must be revoked first. That requires documents to the Provincial Education Commissioner's office in Guangzhou—it probably can't be accomplished in less than several months."

"Then we'll issue a private warrant ourselves!" Lin Baiguang thought that without the Lingao County Yamen issuing it, the notice would have no authority. They certainly couldn't issue it in the Executive Committee's name. "Or just issue a warrant for Gou Er alone."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 435 - Another Search

"Fine, if we catch the father, the son can't run away either," Ran Yao said. "But don't get your hopes up. If I were Gou Er, I'd have fled far away long ago."

Lin Baiguang's thinking differed from Ran Yao's. The point of issuing a warrant for Gou Er and his son was not merely to catch them—in truth, the likelihood of capture was not high. It was a matter of attitude. The Transmigrators needed to clear their name for the bloodbath at Gou Family Manor. This had not been done in the past, so now they had to make up for it quickly.

Finding Gou Er's treasure obviously could not be achieved merely by catching people. Lin Baiguang thought for a moment and called Mu Min, asking if she was interested in participating in a search of Gou Er's residence—Mu Min had done five years of criminal investigation work and should have professional experience in searches.

"Search?" Mu Min was surprised. When they raided Gou Er's residence last year, she had not participated because her status was still undetermined. But she had heard the place was turned upside down. What could they possibly find by searching again?

Early the next morning, Lin Baiguang and Mu Min took several native team members into the city. Xiong Buyou had already informed the county jail warden about searching Gou Er's house. The warden naturally agreed readily and brought a few yamen runners to wait.

Gou Er's house was situated in the North Guanxiang area of the county town. Lingao's North Gate had been blocked up long ago, so North Guanxiang was very desolate—no shops, scattered households. It was perfect for someone like Gou Er who engaged in shady dealings.

A small door opened in a black water-stained wall, sealed with the Lingao County Yamen's strip. Ever since the Gou Family Manor was destroyed, the Lingao County Yamen had sent people to seal the house. Wu Mingjin cared nothing for the Gou family. As soon as the Gou Family Manor fell, he had secretly cheered. Right after the Australians finished searching Gou Er's house, he had ordered it sealed to display official authority.

The warden ordered men to remove the seal, gave a few instructions, and departed with his men, leaving only one runner to keep watch.

Inside the door was a small courtyard connected to a hallway. Grass had already sprouted between the paving bricks. Passing through the courtyard, they reached the main building. The doors and windows of the three main rooms stood wide open, revealing a scene of devastation. Rotten paper, rags, unraveled bamboo curtains, smashed pots and jars, and dismantled furniture were scattered everywhere. It looked as though it had been looted. Anything slightly decent had vanished without a trace. This violent search was not the Transmigrators' style; obviously, the yamen runners had not cared about their former jianghu friendship with Gou Er and had thoroughly scavenged the place.

Gou Er's residence was not large; it had the layout of an ordinary well-off household in the county town. Lin Baiguang and Mu Min led their people through every room, searching carefully, but found nothing particularly notable—no hidden compartments or secret rooms. There was a hidden compartment in Gou Er's study, but it had long been smashed open and was empty. Lin Baiguang recalled the report stating that apart from some scattered silver and a dagger, nothing else had been found there.

Mu Min couldn't help but ask: "Why do you insist that Gou Er hid something in his own home and didn't take it? For such important things, shouldn't he have carried them with him when fleeing for his life?"

"Our attack on Gou Family Manor was a sudden action, and we nearly captured him alive on the road," Lin Baiguang said. "He reacted very quickly—so quickly that when we went to the county to catch him the next day, he was already gone. Not only was he gone, but the important valuables in the house had vanished as well. These things couldn't be moved in such a hurry, so I conclude the things are still in the house."

"That's not necessarily true," Mu Min replied. "According to our investigation of the county at the time, after D-Day, wealthy families in the county, guarding against our attacking the city, moved valuables and fine goods to relatives and friends in the countryside one after another. Gou Er would be no exception."

"That possibility exists, but what I want isn't his gold and silver. It's the documents and letters in his hands," Lin Baiguang said. "Compared to gold, silver, and jewelry, these things concern his very life and the capital for his rise. How could he easily entrust them to others? Either he carried them with him—but he couldn't take everything, so surely some portion is hidden somewhere."

"What you say makes sense." Mu Min thought for a moment. "Let's search one more time. Consider it an internship for the kids." She smiled. "To be honest, the previous search might not have been terribly thorough."

Saying this, she took out some equipment from her kit bag—knowing she was to search Gou Er's house again, she had specially requisitioned equipment and brought along her two "apprentices." She had taken two young interns from the Military and Political School specifically to learn criminal investigation from her. One of them was Wu Xiang, who harbored a deep hatred for bandits—he had been chosen for this reason.

"I believe we should start with the study. This should be the key location, followed by the bedroom," Lin Baiguang suggested.

Mu Min shook her head. "Normally, these two locations are most likely to conceal important household items. But when fleeing, neither place is particularly likely—precisely because everyone would think of them. Wasn't that hidden compartment found?"

"Where do you think is more likely?"

"I'm not very familiar with the ancients' hiding patterns, but buried caches should be more common. Digging a pit to bury important things."

"Hmm." Lin Baiguang thought it best to leave such professional questions to her judgment.

"Pay attention to the square bricks on the ground. Check for signs of prying." Mu Min instructed the two interns. "Knock on the square bricks and listen for hollow sounds."

Panel walls and the like had already been split open by greedy runners, so nothing remained inside. Gou Er's house, like most traditional southern dwellings, had no ceiling, so nothing could be hidden on the beams either. The most likely place was beneath the brick floor.

Others helped as well. Lin Baiguang worked for a while but found it particularly boring, so he went out to smoke. He had not expected criminal investigation work to be so dull and tedious; he had originally thought it would be exciting. It seemed his job in enemy work was right for him—at least it was more interesting.

They searched all morning without any discoveries. Someone found a small cellar beneath the original bed position in the bedroom, but lifting the square bricks revealed it was empty.

Several similar small hiding places missed last time were also found. One contained knives and spears; others held several sets of clothes and utensils—outfits for wandering Taoist priests, peddlers carrying loads, and beggars, probably prepared for disguise and escape in emergencies.

But none contained what they sought. Lin Baiguang felt dejected. He had thought he could find something. Did he really have to arrest Gou Er's relatives? First would be Gou Er's father-in-law's family, then Gou Er's in-laws through his son's marriage. Gou Er's clan relatives were all at Gou Family Manor; apart from them, these two families were most closely related to him.

The problem was that according to the Social Work Department's investigation, Gou Er had a very poor relationship with his son's in-laws—his son Gou Chengxuan had forced the marriage, and that family felt deeply ashamed of this relative, having almost no dealings with them. It was impossible for them to hide things on his behalf.

That left only Gou Er's own in-laws. Lin Baiguang checked the records; this family lived dozens of li from the county town and were local small landholders who were fairly compliant with the Crossing Group. Asking them to honestly hand over treasure was probably impossible, but openly raiding their home seemed to lack a suitable reason...

Walking aimlessly to the backyard with a cigarette in his mouth, he found the backyard desolate, with nothing but weeds covering the ground. There was a tall kapok tree in the yard, full of bright red kapok flowers, attracting Lin Baiguang's gaze for a few moments.

Only then did he notice that not far from the tree, there appeared to be the stone enclosure of a well. He hurried over. The well was covered with a lid. Lifting the lid and peering down, he saw it was very deep and dark. Lin Baiguang's heart stirred—a water well was also an excellent place to hide things! Didn't the tunnel entrances in Tunnel Warfare lie within well walls? He pulled out his powerful American police flashlight and shone it carefully around the well walls, hoping to find a trace.

The well was deep, its walls built of blue bricks. Over the years, they had become covered with moss. There were no facilities for climbing up or down on the walls, nor any traces of anyone having climbed—the moss was thick and showed no signs of being worn away.

He was slightly disappointed; there did not appear to be any tricks. After looking for a long time, Mu Min brought her people over and began carpet-searching the backyard.

"Let's put it this way: we've searched every searchable place," Mu Min said with a smile. "We even dismantled the stove in the kitchen. Still nothing."

"Same here. There's a well here. I thought I might find something, but it was empty." Lin Baiguang sighed.

Mu Min took the flashlight and looked carefully. She also found nothing unusual. Just as she was about to leave the well platform, she suddenly froze, staring intently at the stone ring of the well curb.

"What is it?"

"There's something wrong here!" Mu Min was somewhat excited, pointing at the stone ring. "See that? Traces of impact."

Lin Baiguang followed her finger and looked carefully. Sure enough: on the stone rail, there were some pitted marks and traces of dragging and abrasion—the traces were relatively fresh, not from long ago.

"What is this?"

"These traces show that someone once dragged something very heavy over the well curb. This object was very hard—hard enough to knock dents into the stone well curb."

"What could it be?" Lin Baiguang's mood lifted.

"Unknown. Probably ironware. Weapons?" Mu Min said. "Whatever it is, it was likely thrown into the well. The drag marks prove it." She peered at the depth of the well. "We need to find a hook or something..."

She threw a pebble in and watched the splash under the flashlight beam. "Very deep. Ordinary hooks probably won't work; need something longer and heavier."

"It must be the treasure!" Lin Baiguang saw light before his eyes. "Forget grappling iron. Pump the water out directly."

(End of Chapter)
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In the afternoon, several people arrived from the machine factory, bringing a gas engine, a water pump, and hoses. After the gas generator ran for an hour, the diesel engine finally started up, and the water pump began continuously emptying the well, discharging directly into the moat.

In less than two hours, the water was pumped dry, revealing the dark bottom. Several powerful police flashlights shone down together, and the iron box that Gou Er had sunk on the night of D-Day appeared conspicuously in the beams. It was intact and sat squarely at the bottom of the well.

"Quick, fish it up!" Lin Baiguang said excitedly.

Wu Xiang responded and was about to climb down after rigging the ropes, but Mu Min stopped him.

"Wait a while! The water was just pumped out; there's likely insufficient oxygen down there."

After waiting a suitable interval, they lowered a burning candle to test the air before allowing Wu Xiang to slide down the rope. Then another native staff member descended to help secure the box with rope hitches. Only then did they hoist it up bit by bit using a hand chain hoist.

The box was extremely heavy. Lin Baiguang estimated there were many valuables inside, so he ordered the people below to be pulled up first—lest the box slip and fall halfway. The space at the bottom was narrow with nowhere to dodge, which would surely cost lives.

With great care throughout, they finally hoisted the box up and placed it, dripping wet, beside the well. Lin Baiguang examined it carefully—though called an iron box, it was actually hardwood reinforced with iron. The exterior was intact, even the hanging lock in good condition.

However, since the box had been soaked in water like this, it likely contained only gold and silver. It could not possibly hold things like letters—otherwise, they would surely be soaked to mush...

Thinking of this, he was slightly disappointed. Treasure was pleasant, but it was not what he sought.

That said, they should transport the box back first. The box was immediately loaded onto a cart and hauled away.

The box was opened in a dedicated room of the Internal Affairs Commission. Mu Min, filled with intense curiosity, had long wished to see what this ancient treasure looked like. She grabbed a hammer and smashed the lock in short order. Opening the box, they saw it had been sealed well with oilcloth and grease. The box itself was built very tightly, and inside it was lined with a layer of thick animal skin, coarse and prickly to the touch.

"Wolf skin." Mu Min, who had handled cases involving illegal trade in protected animal hides, recognized it at a glance. "Insulates against cold and damp. Gou Er was really meticulous."

Unfolding the wolf skin, there was no box full of glittering gold and treasures, but packets of various sizes carefully sealed in oil paper. Mu Min was about to open them when Lin Baiguang suddenly stopped her.

"Don't open them."

"?" Mu Min was puzzled.

"Ideally, we should have someone from the Planning Commission present," Lin Baiguang said. "Register as we unseal, so there's proof."

Reminded by him, Mu Min realized that besides her and Lin Baiguang, no one else was present. If any issues arose later, it would be difficult to explain.

"My hands were too quick. I should have waited for the Planning Commission before smashing the lock."

"Not a significant problem. It's still not too late."

They immediately called the Planning Commission. After a while, Sun Xiao arrived, bringing the specialized forms for inventorying spoils of war.

They opened the sealed oil paper packets one by one, counting and tallying. The items taken out were diverse: gold ingots and silver ingots of various sizes, stacks of gold leaves, pillar-shaped packages of Spanish silver dollars, various pure gold and gem-inlaid jewelry, and utensils and weapons inlaid with jewels—some with distinctly exotic styles. Sun Xiao photographed, numbered, and registered them one by one.

The box had taken on a little water, and there was some moisture, but the items were preserved very well. This reassured Lin Baiguang—even if there were paper documents, the damage should not be too severe.

Clearing all the way to the bottom, they found two more small iron boxes. These were genuine iron boxes, sealed with several layers of oilcloth on the outside. Lin Baiguang's heart stirred—paying such attention to moisture protection, nine chances out of ten these were documents.

Prying open the boxes, inside were oil paper packages once again. Lin Baiguang opened one, revealing a stack of letter envelopes. He said excitedly:

"Found them!"

Sun Xiao and Mu Min both leaned over to look. Sun Xiao laughed: "Truly remarkable. You didn't get this excited seeing a box of gold, silver, and jewelry, but a few letters have you HIGH like this!"

"You don't understand. A single piece of paper is worth far more than these boxes of gold and silver treasure." Lin Baiguang patted the small iron box. "I dare say Gou Er would rather lose all the treasure here than lose this small box."

After registration was completed, the gold and silver treasure was carted away by the Planning Commission, while the seized documents and materials went to the Political Security Bureau. He called over several native interns from the Security Bureau to catalog these documents.

Besides letters, there were many other important items—primarily quite a few account books. Lin Baiguang flipped through them but did not quite understand the format inside, so he decided to ask Sun Xiao for assistance. Though ancient and modern financial regulations differed, people who worked as accountants were always more sensitive to numbers and organization.

Because there were so many items, they invited several Transmigrators skilled in classical Chinese to help review them. First came registering the letters. The correspondence was classified by the sender's name and tied into bundles. Lin Baiguang retrieved the files on the Gou family—compiled from seizures and prisoner interrogations after the destruction of Gou Family Manor—from the archives to cross-check the names and identities of the senders.

Regrettably, apart from a portion of the letters, most either had no salutation and signature or used pseudonyms instead. It was either "Nanhai Liweng" (Old Man in Bamboo Hat of Nanhai) or "Qiongshan Yisou" (Old Man of Qiongshan), or designations like "Plum Knowing Hall," "Has-Not Pavilion," and so on. Some simply had a signature cipher. It was impossible to determine who was who. After comparison, they found that many names also appeared in Gou Da's correspondence.

If only we knew who these names referred to—at least we could send people to inquire. Lin Baiguang estimated that given Gou Da and Gou Er's range of activities, these people were likely in the Qiongzhou Prefecture and Leizhou area, not far beyond that range.

He ordered the documents seized from Gou Family Manor to be brought over as well, to be analyzed together.

Lin Baiguang could not help much for the moment. He had more carbide lamps added to the meeting room and had tea, food, and plenty of ice delivered to them. He himself studied the information already obtained in his office, trying to piece them together to reconstruct Gou Er's activity trajectory in Qiongshan.

Every hour, he sent an orderly to the meeting room to ask about progress. The answer was always: "No special discoveries for the time being."

Around ten o'clock at night, the first relatively major discovery finally came: Sun Xiao brought an account book.

"If this booklet were thrown into Guangzhou, the officialdom of Qiongzhou would probably experience an earthquake."

"What good stuff?"

"It's a record of bribes," Sun Xiao said, handing him the account book.

It turned out to be a registry of gifts and favors—the same thing as the "gift ledger" that private secretaries of prefecture and county officials routinely haggled over during handovers. It was nothing more than data on various official figures who needed greasing and the amounts of customary silver presented for the "Three Festivals." Doing this kind of business, the Gou brothers could not have lasted long without official protection. Even without collusion, they had to pay the customary fees to buy peace.

Gou Er's "favor ledger" was listed in great detail. Lin Baiguang took a rough look and saw complete lists of officials for Hainan's Lingao County, Chengmai County, Danzhou, Qiongshan County, the Qiongzhou Prefecture's five sets of leadership, and also Xuwen County in Leizhou. Each official had personal data including native place, examination degree, and birthday. Besides the officials themselves, there was data on their family members and children. It was compiled very meticulously. There were many alterations in this account book; some names were crossed out, with notes behind them stating not only the time of leaving office but also the reason: promotion, departure from office, transfer, death, conviction, and so on.

A rough look gave a clear overview of the movements and bribery prices in the local and surrounding officialdom generally between the first and seventh year of Tianqi.

Data on main figures in Lingao's officialdom, such as Wu Mingjin and Wu Ya, was also complete. There were standard gift rates for the Three Festivals and birthdays listed as well.

Lin Baiguang was not as excited as Sun Xiao; he had seen similar things long ago.

"It won't cause an earthquake, because this is merely a registry of officialdom's unspoken rules," Lin Baiguang said. "Gifts for the Three Festivals and birthdays, or 'ice and charcoal' respects, were considered legitimate income for officials in the Ming and Qing dynasties. Even the Emperor knew his officials below had this—it cannot stir up waves. We need the registry of true, large-scale bribes."

"I thought it was a time bomb..."

"In this space-time, this counts for nothing. Useless." Lin Baiguang thought, However, this thing is still quite useful. At minimum, it's a data sheet useful for navigating official circles. It has significant meaning for intelligence personnel infiltrating the Great Ming officialdom later.

"Is there a registry of genuine bribes?" Lin Baiguang was more concerned about this.

"Seems there is, but it's useless. All in code." Sun Xiao dug out another booklet.

This was the real bribery registry. Year, month, day, how much silver or property given to So-and-so for what matter, with what result—all written clearly. But the names of So-and-so were all codes used in letters. One could not determine who was who.

Lin Baiguang noticed the last bribe was in April of the seventh year of Tianqi. Gou Er had bribed someone, asking him to intercede with Wu Mingjin not to report his son Gou Chengxuan's cheating in the county school's routine examination to the Education Commissioner, thereby preserving his xiucai degree.

"What a pity." Lin Baiguang studied it for a while. "But judging from the matters entrusted, these people should be officials—at minimum, people very close to officials."

"Too bad we don't know who they are. Otherwise, mastering this set of data, they'd have to obediently listen to us."

"Hehe, it's not that simple." Lin Baiguang had mixed in official circles for many years and knew this material could be said to be useful or useless, depending on the circumstances. "However, we can use it. The key is to discover who is who."

(End of Chapter)
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The key to unlocking these materials lay in identifying who each code name represented. With that knowledge, these documents would transform into devastating "black materials"—their release far more lethal than any ledger of "Three Festivals and Two Birthdays" gifts. After all, the difference between an actress adhering to "unspoken rules" and one being raped was the difference between gossip and a criminal case.

Lin Baiguang was convinced that Gou Er couldn't possibly possess a superhuman memory capable of recalling every person behind every code name. There had to be a cross-reference table somewhere—a master cipher linking pseudonyms to real identities.

Yet if Lin Baiguang had reasoned this far, Gou Er surely had as well. As the document sorting drew toward completion and Sun Xiao still hadn't located the crucial roster among the account books, Lin Baiguang's expression darkened. To discover such valuable material and find it unusable—the disappointment was almost unbearable.

"Don't be too disheartened," Mu Min offered. "Perhaps Gou Er memorized it himself. Or he carries the master copy on his person. Besides direct searching, we can employ intelligence analysis to deduce who these code names refer to."

"By cross-referencing the materials, we can generally determine where a person is located, what specific activities they engage in, and who their contacts are. From there, we can make reasonable guesses." She picked up the bribery registry. "Take this 'Old Man of Lanling' mentioned in the final entry—he received payment to intercede with Wu Mingjin on some matter, and it was successfully handled. Clearly, this person enjoys a close and rather extraordinary relationship with Wu Mingjin."

"I'd considered that," Lin Baiguang replied. "But Wu Mingjin has quite a few trusted aides—confirming precisely which one would be difficult. Besides, if it were Assistant Magistrate Wu Ya or an important member of the local gentry interceding, Wu Mingjin would hardly reject them outright."

"Which is why we need to synthesize all the materials. Only then can we deduce the truth."

When they finally finished clearing the box, Lin Baiguang found exactly what he needed: the roster.

Sun Xiao brought it over, and Lin Baiguang's heart leapt. With this document, he would have a firm grip on all the "bezoars and dog treasures" hidden in the bellies of these Qiongzhou Prefecture officials!

He opened it—and his excitement immediately curdled. It was indeed a cross-reference table. Each page was divided into upper and lower columns, the upper containing the person's code name, the lower showing meaningless three-character combinations. Judging by their bizarre construction, these couldn't possibly be actual names.

"Damn! This Gou Er is truly cunning! This must be another layer of cipher!"

Mu Min suspected the same but confessed complete ignorance of cryptography. Through the personnel database, they identified an expert: Zhang Xingpei.

Zhang Xingpei had only recently returned from Guangzhou, where he'd enjoyed excellent hospitality—four or five women in one breath had left him exhausted. Back in Lingao, he desired nothing more than rest and recuperation. But a phone call summoned him to the Political Security Bureau.

On the way, anxiety gnawed at him. Had he done something to wrong the Crossing Group? Could his "lifestyle" issues in Guangzhou have been reported? Surely the Security Bureau didn't concern itself with such matters of the lower body... Unable to puzzle it out, he simply reported for duty.

"Look at these," Lin Baiguang said without preamble. "Is this a cipher?"

Zhang Xingpei harbored a strong interest in cryptography and intelligence studies and had devoted considerable effort to their study. Of course, his knowledge remained at the most basic level. The mention of ciphers alarmed him—his entire framework was Western. He had no conception of what ancient Chinese ciphers might look like.

"This is extremely difficult," he admitted. "I know nothing about ancient Chinese ciphers. The ancients probably wouldn't employ overly complex systems, but without understanding the underlying mechanism, I wouldn't know where to begin."

"Surely the principles are the same?"

"Hard to say." Zhang Xingpei shook his head. "Chinese uses eight hundred common characters, while Western systems use merely a few dozen letters. From a coding perspective, an alphabet is obviously far easier to work with than a logographic script."

This vast difference in writing systems created completely divergent approaches to secret communication. Ancient China relied more heavily on secret slang and argot—jargon passed down orally, fundamentally different from true ciphers. Zhang Xingpei knew a little about such slang, but it bore no resemblance to the document before him.

"Quickly, call Luo Duo! Tell him to research ancient Chinese cryptography materials!"

"It's the middle of the night. Disturbing people at this hour lacks basic civic virtue—" Zhang Xingpei, already irritated at being summoned so late, seized the opportunity to voice his displeasure.

"Don't worry. This 'walking encyclopedia' is definitely still in the Social Work Department office." Lin Baiguang clearly had no interest in civic virtue, and he knew Luo Duo's habits well—the man's greatest joy was research, and the later the hour, the sharper his mind.

But Luo Duo couldn't offer much additional material—at midnight, he couldn't access the Grand Library's computer center for searches. Drawing from his limited memory, Zhang Xingpei learned that ancient Chinese military ciphers fell mainly into two categories. The first was "hidden language," similar to jianghu slang, though the precise methods could no longer be verified.

The second was "word verification"—ziyan. This involved compiling forty items covering situations likely to arise in military communication: "Request Bows," "Request Arrows," "Request Advance," "Request Reinforcements," and so on. The corresponding parties would agree upon a five-character regulated poem containing no repeated characters as the "word verification." When writing a letter, the item number of the matter to be reported would correspond to the Nth character in that poem. By placing a small dot beside that character, the message was conveyed. Even if the letter fell into enemy hands and the method was known, without the master list of item numbers, knowing the poem itself was useless.

"...But this method is primarily for communication. If Gou Er used something similar purely to prevent leaks in his personal records, the approach might be entirely different."

"Fascinating," Zhang Xingpei murmured, falling into deep thought. "Substituting meaning with characters..."

Luo Duo then introduced a cipher invented by Qi Jiguang based on fanqie pronunciation—already quite similar to modern ciphers. But judging from the complexity he described, everyone agreed that Gou Er would never employ something so elaborate. In fact, this cipher had been used only briefly within the Qi Family Army and never spread widely.

Zhang Xingpei took pen in hand and copied the entire account book. One thing was now certain: these nonsensical three-character combinations represented people's names. He examined his copy carefully, and within minutes found a breakthrough.

"I have an idea." He pointed at the characters. "This is a simple substitution method—also known as the Caesar cipher."

"When did Gou Er ever learn about Caesar?"

"I'm not saying he used the actual Caesar cipher, just that the principle is similar." Zhang Xingpei explained: The so-called Caesar cipher simply replaces each letter in the plaintext with a different letter or symbol. According to historical records, Caesar himself replaced each letter with the one three positions ahead.

"That seems unlikely," Luo Duo immediately objected. "How many letters are there? Common Chinese characters number over eight hundred. The character table would be enormous—Gou Er would need to carry a codebook as thick as a telegraph manual."

"I'm not certain how he managed it." Zhang Xingpei shook his head. "But based on probability, I can roughly deduce a few surnames."

His reasoning was simple. Since these were all names, the first character of each three-character combination must represent the surname. And surnames had frequency distributions—just as 'e' appeared most often in English, certain Chinese surnames dominated. Wang, Zhang, Li, Chen were the most common. Though Zhang Xingpei didn't know the exact ranking in the Ming dynasty, he assumed it couldn't differ dramatically from modern times.

"You'll need to account for local variations," Luo Duo reminded him. "In Lingao, Fu is a major surname, and there are many Fujian immigrants, making Lin quite common as well."

"That's the challenge." Zhang Xingpei isolated the most frequently appearing surname characters and studied them repeatedly, but the path forward remained elusive.

"This is bad," he finally admitted. "I have no feel for ancient Chinese texts. Gou Er definitely used a classical book as his codebook—something very common, just as Europeans often used the Bible."

"I think I've identified one." Mu Min suddenly spoke. "The person who interceded with Wu Mingjin for Gou Er's son must be Wang Zhaomin—his private secretary!"

Every gaze turned to her.

"Look—the first character corresponding to 'Old Man of Lanling' is exactly one of the high-frequency surnames Zhang Xingpei identified: Wang, Zhang, Li, Chen. Add Fu and Lin. Now consider: among Wu Mingjin's trusted associates, or those who can speak to him effectively, who matches these surnames? Only Wang Zhaomin!"

"Yes, yes." Lin Baiguang nodded eagerly. Checking against their data, the match seemed increasingly plausible.

"By cross-referencing the bribery registry with our understanding of Lingao's social landscape, we should be able to identify quite a few names—fortunately, we're only dealing with names, which are relatively easier to guess."

Other regions might prove difficult, but the intelligence department had an excellent grasp of Lingao's basic social situation. Soon, they extracted several more names from the clues.

"But relying on guesswork alone limits our accuracy," Mu Min cautioned. "And once we move beyond Lingao, this method becomes unreliable. We still need to find the actual character table."

"Let me work on it slowly," Zhang Xingpei said. "Since we've already confirmed a few characters, we can proceed by elimination. I'll start with the Hundred Family Surnames, the Three Character Classic, and the Thousand Character Classic—any educated person in the Great Ming can recite these from memory."
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Eventually, Zhang Xingpei confirmed it: the cipher used the Thousand Character Classic as a substitution code, with each character corresponding to a common Chinese character. Gou Er must have carried a specialized version of the classic as his decoding key.

"Can you crack it?"

"Of course," Zhang Xingpei replied with certainty. "But several prerequisites must be met. We need someone fluent in Ming dynasty Chinese to understand the linguistic habits of the era—this allows us to calculate character frequency in the ciphertext. We also need sufficient ciphertext for reference. The more material we have, the easier it becomes to cross-reference usage patterns..."

"All we have right now are these names," Mu Min said. "That makes it extremely difficult."

"In that case, yes—very difficult indeed." Zhang Xingpei's confidence evaporated. With only names and no coherent sentences, there was no way to verify decryption accuracy through context.

"I'll keep trying," he said. "But I can't promise when results will come."

"Alright. Just extract as many names as possible." Lin Baiguang was resigned; there was no other way.

Nevertheless, by combining confirmed names with information deduced from the files, they successfully identified a batch of Lingao residents and learned precisely how they had colluded with the Gou brothers. This intelligence greatly heartened Lin Baiguang—it added substantial weight to their "Ming Skin, Australian Heart" plan, scheduled to launch with the autumn tax collection.

The concept behind "Ming Skin, Australian Heart" was straightforward: leverage the upcoming autumn tax collection to infiltrate the county yamen, purge the lower-level clerks, replace them with their own people, and thereby seize control of county administration. Wu Mingjin and the others would be thoroughly sidelined.

Once they controlled the yamen, they could use its official signboard to implement the Crossing Group's policies openly. Cao Cao had "held the Emperor hostage to command the feudal lords"; the Crossing Group would "hold the Magistrate hostage to command the county." The scale differed, but the logic was identical. This was the Executive Committee's grand strategy.

The appeasement of yamen staff and the cultivation of local intellectuals served precisely to pave this road—paralyzing resistance and reducing the likelihood of confrontation.

But these were merely carrots; the necessary stick had to be prepared as well. Gathering "black materials" was the most effective stick of all. It could not only knock people senseless but also destroy their reputations. In an ancient society that still relatively "knew shame," such tactics proved far more effective than in modern times.

The Political Security Bureau's Social Work Department had been collecting black materials for months. The sources were diverse: information gathered from locals by social survey teams, intelligence extracted through prisoner interrogation, and naturally, countless anonymous denunciations secretly submitted—many people had placed their hopes for personal revenge upon the Crossing Group.

Some weren't even anonymous. Zhang Youfu, that perpetually down-and-out householder, had become something of a specialist in gathering black materials. It could be said that aside from the Gou brothers themselves, no one in the county had dirtier hands—yet he was exceptionally talented at informing. During the consultative conference, he had secretly passed Xi Yazhou several pieces of damaging material on Liu Dalin. These were subsequently transferred to the Political Security Bureau. Ran Yao reviewed them and found they consisted almost entirely of Liu Dalin's cursing remarks against the Crossing Group and his past schemes to attack them.

Zhang Youfu also provided a list of gentry who had participated in attacks against the Crossing Group, complete with their statements and actions. Though Ran Yao despised the man after reading his work, he had to acknowledge he was a "talent." Thus Zhang Youfu became one of the Security Bureau's guest agents.

After several months, the accumulated black materials were truly staggering—from major offenses like colluding with bandits and pirates, driving tenant farmers to death, and raping bondmaids, down to minor sins like secretly slaughtering draft cattle, incest with daughters-in-law, and seducing widows. Everything imaginable was catalogued. Ran Yao filed them all by name, regardless of whether their truthfulness had been verified.

Lin Baiguang's keen interest in Gou Er's seized ledgers stemmed not only from a desire to map the Gou family's network across Qiongzhou Prefecture; increasing the weight of black materials was another goal. He couldn't let the Social Work Department hog all the glory.

Lin Baiguang reported his findings to Ran Yao. The next day, Xiong Buyou received an order: proceed to the county yamen immediately to handle a certain matter.

Xiong Buyou went to see Wang Zhaomin, following established protocol. When dealing with the Magistrate, the fastest and most effective approach was through his private secretary. Officials had many things they couldn't say directly, making specific bargaining difficult—the secretary handled such matters more conveniently.

Wang Zhaomin might refuse audiences with others, but "Master Xiong" had to be seen. He hurriedly sent someone to invite him in, wondering to himself: The monthly stipend was just delivered. What could Master Xiong want, arriving so suddenly?

The matter proved minor. They requested the county yamen issue an official document declaring that Gou Da and Gou Er had colluded with pirates, and that the destruction of the manor was the result of "pirates fighting among themselves, killing everyone." This wasn't difficult; though the yamen hadn't formally issued a document, that was precisely how the matter had been handled internally. Wang Zhaomin thought: These Bandit Chiefs are learning some propriety. They understand that "if names are not correct, language is not in accordance with truth," and want to use the Great Ming's legal authority to legitimize themselves.

This realization secretly pleased him. As long as you acknowledge the authority of the Great Ming government and want to use the signboards of Lingao County Yamen and Wu Mingjin, we can negotiate terms. He remained unaware of the Crossing Group's plan to replace them entirely.

Second, they requested that the county yamen write to the Guangdong Education Commissioner to revoke Gou Er's son Gou Chengxuan's shengyuan degree on the same charges. Simultaneously, sea arrest warrants should be issued countywide to pursue and capture Gou Er and his son.

Wang Zhaomin considered briefly. None of these requests were particularly difficult. Writing to the Guangdong Education Commissioner was slightly more troublesome—but only slightly. The Commissioner would certainly not refuse. The other two matters required virtually no effort. He just needed to carefully consider what medicine the Australians were selling in their gourd.

A few days earlier, he had heard that the Australians suddenly descended upon Gou Er's residence and caused quite a commotion. Afterward, when runners went to reseal the door, they discovered the backyard well had been pumped completely dry. Had Gou Er hidden something in that well? Why else would the Australians drain it?

Wang Zhaomin couldn't fathom their purpose. For the Crossing Group, the information flow was almost entirely one-directional: they knew whatever happened in the county, while he remained completely in the dark about their activities. Let alone guessing their specific intentions. Wang Zhaomin came from a "secretary" background—he possessed miscellaneous learning and was proficient in officialdom's ways. But the Australians' knowledge system was entirely different from his, and even their thinking diverged widely, making speculation nearly impossible.

"This is easily done," Wang Zhaomin agreed readily. He had figured out one thing clearly: the Australians liked directness. State requests directly; they despised oblique hints. "Issuing a proclamation is simple enough. But for the Guangdong Education Commissioner, there are customary expenses involved."

"That's easily managed." Xiong Buyou smiled inwardly as Wang Zhaomin broached the subject of money. "How much approximately?"

"Fifty taels should suffice." Wang Zhaomin knew the matter had little to do with the Commissioner himself—his private secretary handled such affairs. Adding the fees for subordinate clerks, forty taels of silver would be enough. The remaining ten taels would be his own benefit.

Of course, these ten taels weren't taken for nothing. Revoking a xiucai degree was absolutely no small matter in Ming and Qing times—more serious even than expelling someone from the Party today. But it wasn't impossible. The Ming and Qing could be considered a "procedurally legal" society: regardless of whether something was reasonable, the key was that it had to withstand official scrutiny. The official document had to be written flawlessly. With appropriate silver on top, the matter would naturally be handled. Wang Zhaomin felt somewhat self-satisfied—he had already drafted the memorial in his mind.

"The necessary expenses will be presented at a later date." Xiong Buyou nodded and made to rise and take his leave.

"Wait." Wang Zhaomin stopped him. "Master Xiong, please stay. There's a matter I wish to inquire about."

"Yes?" Xiong Buyou paused to hear what he had to say.

Wang Zhaomin hesitated. He had discussed this matter with Wu Mingjin at length. After much deliberation, there seemed no alternative—though whether the other party would be interested remained uncertain.

"I've heard the Noble Group is reclaiming wasteland and farming at Meitai Yang..."

"That is indeed the case." Xiong Buyou admitted openly.

"Meitai Yang is notoriously difficult to cultivate," Wang Zhaomin said. "Presumably the Noble Group possesses Australian secret methods. Bountiful harvests should be no difficulty."

Xiong Buyou smiled reservedly. The Crossing Group's agricultural capabilities were known throughout Lingao—their most attractive skill.

"...It's simply that Meitai Yang is also subject to autumn taxes, like other farmland. We would ask the Noble Group to pay the full amount." Wang Zhaomin finally revealed his true purpose.

Xiong Buyou immediately understood. So they were aiming at the autumn grain tax.

The calculation was quite shrewd. Officials might feign confusion, but there were no truly confused ones. Of course, Wu Mingjin and Wang Zhaomin's keen interest in the Crossing Group's land was partly born of necessity—they had never wanted to deal with this group of Australians, but circumstances left them no choice.

Collecting "Imperial grain and national tax" was the most critical responsibility for ancient grassroots government departments—the priority among priorities. Regarding Lingao's tax burden, it was difficult to call it unbearably heavy. Summer grain was negligible. The main event, autumn grain, amounted to only 7,686 shi, 7 sheng, and 9 he. Even with Lingao's current low productivity, the amount was affordable.

The real problem lay in the surcharges—the jiapai. Liao Supplies had already been surcharged three times, levying 9 li per mu. Of course, at this point, neither Wu Mingjin nor Wang Zhaomin knew that next year—the third year of Chongzhen—would bring yet another surcharge, raising the rate to 1 qian 2 li per mu.

For relatively affluent areas with wide silver circulation—Southern Zhili, for instance—such sums weren't difficult. But for a remote small county like Lingao, where the natural economy dominated, paying in silver proved exceedingly burdensome.
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Lingao's commodity economy remained woefully underdeveloped. Silver circulated rarely, making its price relatively high while grain prices stayed low. Collecting taxes in silver inevitably meant extracting far more grain than the nominal amount. The price differential between incoming and outgoing seemed minute on any single transaction, but when accumulated, the figures became enormous.

The total taxable official land in Lingao amounted to 1,660 qing and 98 mu. At 9 li per mu, the levy would reach roughly 15,000 taels of silver. Though some land was taxed at 4 li and certain parcels were exempt, the total would still approach 10,000 taels—an almost unbearable burden for such a small county.

Consequently, when grain collection season arrived, silver prices would surge. This created a huge burden not only for grain-paying households but also for the county administration itself. In earlier times, before the surcharges, paying the grain tax had been somewhat manageable. But ever since the first Liao Supplies surcharge at the end of the Wanli reign, the county yamen had been forced to urge tax collection and gather silver, running themselves ragged in the process.

What made the situation most difficult for Wu Mingjin and his staff was Lingao's remoteness—far from the emperor's reach—which severely limited the yamen's authority. Never mind the county gentry; even ordinary local landlords who had built forts for self-protection paid their taxes rather arbitrarily. The government simply couldn't press too hard. As for the countless "hidden fields" reclaimed privately, they were impossible to enumerate.

In the past, relying on Wu Mingjin's methods and Wang Zhaomin's tireless efforts, Lingao's autumn tax could at least be completed on schedule. Last year, though the Australians had arrived, they hadn't interfered much with autumn tax collection, so the task was managed. Later, though a "Reasonable Burden" was implemented, that had nothing to do with the county yamen.

This year's situation, however, was subtly different. The Australians were now openly reclaiming wasteland and planting crops themselves. This gave Wang Zhaomin considerable hidden worry.

What worry? This brings us to "proxy registration"—guiji. To evade government taxes, some families would "cast themselves under a master," registering their land under the name of a landlord with an examination degree or power. In principle, Ming dynasty tax exemptions had clear regulations: officials of certain ranks were exempt for specified amounts, juren for their amount, shengyuan for theirs. But actual practice often wildly exceeded these rules. Lingao was no exception. The county had few degree-holding gentry but many powerful landlords. "Proxy registering" under such landlords wasn't legally tax-exempt, yet the county yamen—bound by the basic principle that local officials shouldn't offend influential households—often turned a blind eye to the discrepancies. Generally speaking, both sides managed to get by.

Now, however, the Australians stood as the most powerful household in all of Lingao County. If they openly refused to pay a single grain of rice and the county yamen proved helpless against them, many small and medium landlords—even independent farmers watching from the sidelines—might cast themselves under their protection. Lingao's autumn tax revenues would shrink dramatically. This portended disaster for both Wu Mingjin and Wang Zhaomin—affecting not only the Magistrate's performance evaluation but also both their pockets. For local officials, the benefits from floating collection and tax surcharges represented reliable, risk-free income.

After much deliberation, Wang Zhaomin proposed that the only path forward was to negotiate with the Australians and ask them to set an example by paying taxes. Judging from the Australians' behavior over the past year, they didn't wish to make enemies of the Great Ming government and were sometimes even willing to spend money to buy a favorable image. If the price was right, perhaps they wouldn't refuse outright.

How could Xiong Buyou know his calculations? He was pondering what the other party actually wanted.

"This county's grain tax is quite light," Wang Zhaomin said quickly, seeing him appear to deliberate. "The official levy is only three dou five sheng per mu. For your several thousand mu of land, Bairen Village need only start with a tax assessment for five hundred mu."

Xiong Buyou shook his head. "Private Secretary Wang, I must report this matter to the Executive Committee before I can give you a reply."

"Naturally." Wang Zhaomin was delighted to see there was room for discussion and thanked him repeatedly. Were it not for his firm knowledge that these Hair Bandits were impervious to oil and salt, he probably would have promised substantial benefits on the spot.

Xiong Buyou reported to Wu De immediately upon returning. The matter aroused Wu De's keen attention, and the Executive Committee convened at once to discuss.

"This is a gift delivered right to our door!" Wen Desi beamed with delight. "I was wondering how to persuade them, and here they've come to us first!"

"That's not quite the same thing, is it?" Ma Qianzhu immediately objected. "He wants us to pay grain tax, not asking us to collect it."

"Though it's not identical, Wang Zhaomin has revealed his hand," Wen Desi said, employing a vulgar metaphor.

"Originally, we had no idea how much pressure Lingao County faced regarding grain collection. Now it's clear their pressure is enormous." Wen Desi analyzed the situation. "Judging from Wang Zhaomin's request, it exposes serious difficulties in the Lingao County Yamen's grain collection."

Where there were difficulties, the Crossing Group had opportunities.

However, they remained completely in the dark about the precise nature of these difficulties. Before taking the next step, they needed to understand the county yamen's cards.

For such information, the most direct approach was naturally to consult the clerk of the "Revenue Section" in the county yamen.

But this was far from easy. The county yamen had the "Three Classes and Six Rooms." The leaders of these three classes and the clerks of the six rooms were notoriously difficult to handle. Only the clerks truly understood the grassroots workings of every yamen, large and small—this was their "capital." The real situation, the keys and tricks of the trade, were secrets never shared with outsiders. Though no written rule mandated "hereditary" clerkships, an invisible father-to-son transmission formed just such a custom. These people were all seasoned officials, intimately familiar with government business and thoroughly versed in worldly wisdom and bureaucratic philosophy. The Transmigrators could neither control nor buy them off. The Executive Committee's policy toward this group was to appease them temporarily for their usefulness, then purge them thoroughly once the time was ripe.

The Revenue Section clerk in Lingao County was named Chen Minggang—a local. It was said his ancestors had served as clerks in Lingao County since the Song dynasty. His family held many secret books passed down through generations, and his knowledge of county affairs was encyclopedic. Everyone had to show him respect; he was a figure who could actually get things done locally. The Gou brothers had run wild in Lingao for years, and Chen Minggang had profited handsomely from the arrangement.

Actually, in Ran Yao's assessment, gangs like the Gou brothers might seem clamorous and powerful for a time, but eradicating them wasn't particularly difficult—once they fell, their followers scattered. Figures like Chen Minggang, with their deep roots and extensive networks, were the true "invisible black hands behind the scenes."

Within the county administration, Chen Minggang was an indispensable favorite. That Wang Zhaomin could collect the autumn grain year after year owed much to his assistance. In fact, whether a magistrate could establish a good working relationship with the Revenue Section clerk directly determined whether his tenure would proceed smoothly.

Therefore, even Wang Zhaomin, a powerful figure in the county, had to address him affectionately as "Old Eight" upon meeting—Chen Minggang ranked eighth in his generation. The nickname implied familiarity without standing on ceremony.

Because the Revenue Section clerk controlled the county's entire tax apparatus, he was an extremely critical figure. Wu De had long sought to win him over, sending Xiong Buyou to socialize with him on several occasions. Lin Baiguang had also made overtures. The results were uniformly unsatisfying.

Chen Minggang wasn't an upright man, nor could he be said to hold any particular principles. His attitude was slippery to the extreme. Toward the Transmigrators, he strove to be perfunctory in every way. Whatever request or matter arose, he never delayed, nor did he demand the customary fees—he gave one hundred and twenty percent face. But whenever critical issues came up, especially regarding land quantities and tax burdens, he played dumb, saying half and hiding half, sometimes simply rambling in obscure terminology until the Transmigrators left utterly baffled.

In the Political Security Bureau's files, Chen Minggang had accumulated abundant black materials. He was considered one of the most reviled clerks in the county—guilty of even more heinous crimes than the Punishment Section clerk. Zhang Xingjiao particularly hated this man. After all, his family's ruin had begun precisely with the Revenue Section colluding with the Gou brothers to execute the scheme of "property gone, tax remains."

For now, however, the Transmigrators still needed to use him. Xiong Buyou immediately sent someone to prepare an invitation card, requesting Chen Minggang's presence at the teahouse across from the county yamen.

Generally speaking, the street before the county yamen was always the busiest place in any county seat, and a few businesses like teahouses invariably operated opposite the yamen. Here, "scribes" with government-issued "stamps" wrote petitions and complaints as a profession, and experienced pettifoggers who could work all angles nested in the teahouse awaiting customers or seeking business opportunities. Yamen clerks, runners, long-term attendants, and private secretaries of all types used this place as well—to exchange information, negotiate, collude in fraud, and haggle with the outside world. For anyone wanting to get things done at the county yamen, this was the best window.

Lingao was a small county without so many schemes, but the general situation was much the same, just on a smaller scale. Though the teahouse was modest, it existed.

Xiong Buyou was already a "celebrity" in the county. Who didn't know he was the Australians' main liaison with local authorities? As soon as he arrived at the shop, a waiter immediately led him to a private room in the back.

The private room was extremely small—just a table and a few chairs fit inside. The tea wasn't necessarily fine quality. But then, people came to drink tea mainly to discuss business; the tea itself was secondary.

When Xiong Buyou dealt with county clerks, he generally met them here. The familiar environment put the clerks at ease. Additionally, the Executive Committee had another consideration: they didn't want to summon clerks directly to Bairen City for secret talks, lest outsiders think the Crossing Group maintained too deep a relationship with local officials. This teahouse, the customary venue for "negotiation tea" and "talking terms," was more suitable.

Before long, Chen Minggang arrived. He was nearly fifty, with a dark complexion and a slightly stout figure. Constrained by his status, his attire wasn't particularly splendid, though the material and workmanship were clearly exquisite. He carried a Sichuan fan in one hand.

The waiter led him inside. Chen Minggang's attitude toward the Transmigrators could only be described as respectful and submissive; he bowed each time they met.

"No need for ceremony—sit, sit!" Xiong Buyou gestured.



Notes:

1. The Liao Supplies surcharge in the 2nd year of Chongzhen was 9 li, though it varied slightly by region. Not explored in detail here.

2. I couldn't find the exact Liao Supplies surcharge for Lingao. Calculating directly using Lingao's taxable acreage here is necessarily imprecise. I found a figure for Yancheng County in Huai'an Prefecture: Liao Supplies in the 3rd year of Tianqi were 23,000 taels. Yancheng wasn't an economically developed area, but certainly more prosperous than Lingao.

3. The tax of three dou five sheng represents the average Ming dynasty level. Checking Qiongzhou Prefecture's levy standards, there are eighteen grades. Three dou five sheng is most common, so I used this figure.
Chapter 440 - Chen Minggang's Abacus

Chen Minggang thanked him and took his seat, eyes sliding calculatingly across Xiong Buyou's face.

"Master Xiong, please speak your mind freely."

"Old Eight!" Xiong Buyou adopted Wang Zhaomin's familiar address, projecting warmth without lowering his own status. After all, even the county gentry called him "Old Eight."

"There's a matter I need you to be straight with me about." Xiong Buyou dispensed with pleasantries—given both sides' communication abilities, directness proved far easier.

He repeated Wang Zhaomin's tax payment request, then asked plainly: "What problems exist with the county's autumn tax collection?"

"Naturally, there are problems." Chen Minggang's expression remained unruffled, as though he had anticipated this question long before. His composure told Xiong Buyou that he had known about Wang Zhaomin's approach all along.

"Master Xiong, does Australia also collect grain tax?" Chen Minggang inquired.

"Imperial grain and national tax exist everywhere under heaven. Australia is no exception." Though the agricultural tax had been abolished in their original timeline—and only for a number of years at that—it had once existed.

"Does Master Xiong know how Australia collects its grain tax?" Chen Minggang pressed. "Are there any abuses?"

Xiong Buyou naturally didn't know this. Considering that the government's abolition of agricultural tax had served partly to benefit farmers and partly to eliminate the harassment accompanying collection, he could only say: "I'm not entirely clear on that. Probably there are some."

"Then you understand—every trade has its difficulties." Chen Minggang spoke with calm assurance. "Take the Great Ming, for instance. The two taxes of summer and autumn are the court's primary revenue. However, every county invariably has its share of obstinate people who stubbornly resist payment. If the county presses too hard, they abandon their land and flee to other villages. For the sake of his performance evaluation, the Magistrate can't pursue too vigorously either..."

This sounded quite different from the Ming dynasty tax problems Xiong Buyou had learned about in the social conditions lecture. Besides, would tax-evading wealthy households really abandon their land and flee? On reflection, he realized that the lecture had addressed systemic abuses, while Chen Minggang was one of the system's greatest beneficiaries—why would he speak ill of it? Better to simply listen.

"The number of households and population in the county is a key metric in the Magistrate's evaluation. If the household count drops during his term, his assessment suffers. So toward such stubborn elements, he can only—and finds it inconvenient to—investigate thoroughly. He must simply accept whatever they deign to pay."

"Do the gentry in the county pay their grain tax in full?"

Chen Minggang nodded. "Master Xiong has touched upon the key point. According to dynastic regulations, gentry naturally enjoy tax exemptions. However, the gentry inevitably stretch the court's preferential treatment to its absolute limit—two hundred thousand percent, as it were. Those entitled to exemptions of a few shi claim a dozen shi; those entitled to a dozen claim hundreds. Master Xiong has surely heard of 'proxy registration'?"

Xiong Buyou recalled his study materials and nodded; the picture was becoming clearer.

"Has anyone recently sought to register their land under the Noble Group's protection?"

"That hasn't happened." As the primary liaison handling local matters, such news would have been reported to Xiong Buyou according to regulations.

"It will happen soon. On the eve of autumn tax collection, people will likely come. Master Wu is worried precisely about this, which is why he asked Private Secretary Wang to intercede with Master Xiong."

"Now I understand completely!" Xiong Buyou grasped the situation at last. The county feared that a swarm of "obstinate people" would shelter behind the Crossing Group's power to avoid paying autumn tax—hence Wang Zhaomin's urgent mission to negotiate payment terms.

If the Crossing Group were willing to take the lead in paying autumn tax, it would send shockwaves through every circle in Lingao. Those who had hoped to exploit the Crossing Group as a shield against payment would have to reconsider carefully.

However, Xiong Buyou sensed the matter wasn't so simple. He ventured casually:

"So this year's autumn tax will be difficult to collect?"

"Of course it will be difficult." Chen Minggang answered without hesitation. "Gentlemen probably understand that in a place like Lingao, far from the emperor, obstinate elements tend to be rather more brazen. Without a 'villain' to suppress them, getting things done isn't easy."

Xiong Buyou thought: And who might this "villain" be? Obviously the Gou brothers—those two had often handled grain tax collection for Lingao. They were the county's notorious "grain runners."

"Grain runners" weren't necessarily yamen runners; most were local "villains"—men with their own businesses or simply local ruffians. They all maintained connections with the Revenue Section clerks in the county yamen. When the yamen commenced grain collection, these runners would accompany official collectors to the countryside, seizing the opportunity to extort and grab benefits.

Initially, these "grain runners" served merely as muscle for the clerks. Over time, certain powerful local landlords and gentry became involved, using their rural influence to monopolize tax collection. They proceeded to bully commoners and squeeze peasants. After the imperial grain and national taxes were gathered, they inevitably enriched themselves handsomely. The more audacious ones would collect taxes from the common folk but pocket them without remitting to the government, causing the county to run arrears year after year. In the late Ming and early Qing, tax arrears in Jiangnan prefectures and counties were extraordinarily severe. When the Qing court moved to clear these old debts, someone remarked explicitly: the common folk don't owe taxes; those in arrears are all gentry and landlords who "contract tax farming."

Xiong Buyou knew the Gou brothers had for years undertaken grain tax collection for the county seat district and surrounding areas, profiting enormously.

Chen Minggang was fully aware that the Crossing Group had exterminated the Gou family—why mention this specifically? Xiong Buyou pondered, and a thought flashed through his mind: Could Chen Minggang be hinting that they, too, could enter the tax farming business?

This aligned perfectly with their intentions! Xiong Buyou felt a surge of excitement. If this clerk shared the same idea, they could put him to great use—and learn far more about Lingao's tax situation in the process.

But he didn't commit himself just yet, merely studying Chen Minggang with interest. This posture actually unnerved Chen Minggang somewhat—he had indeed intended to recruit the Crossing Group into undertaking the county's entire tax collection.

With the Crossing Group's prestige in Lingao, if they stepped forward—even just by lending their banner—it would be enough to make the whole county tremble with fear. And he could seize the opportunity to make a killing. The Gou brothers had been formidable in their time, but quite a few powerful gentry and landlords still refused to defer to them. With the Australians backing him, probably no one would dare refuse. His personal income would naturally expand dramatically.

As for the specific handling, the Australians knew nothing about Ming dynasty grain collection—let alone these visitors from across the seas. In the entire county, besides himself, only Private Secretary Wang understood these matters. And though Wang understood, he didn't possess the county's Fish Scale Registers. All specific operational affairs would still require his arrangement...

Thinking thus far, Chen Minggang felt almost giddy. With the "grain runner" backing of the Australians, with their mighty ships and sharp cannons, he could properly settle accounts with the families who had opposed him.

Chen Minggang planned to use this opportunity to fleece the county ruthlessly. Not only would ordinary commoners dare not complain, but even Wu Mingjin and Wang Zhaomin wouldn't have the courage to object. In any case, if the sky fell, the tall Australians would prop it up. If the Australians remained in Lingao for the long term—or even established their own territory and opened an office—his service as their tax collector would naturally make him a meritorious official. And if the imperial court eventually drove the Australians away, the blame for exorbitant levies would fall upon their heads.

"Master Xiong!" he called out.

"Oh, yes?" Xiong Buyou responded. "Old Eight! You mean you want us to be this 'villain'?"

Chen Minggang smiled but said nothing.

"I'll have to go back and discuss this," Xiong Buyou feigned hesitation. "This is a major matter."

"Isn't grain a major matter for the Noble Group as well?" Chen Minggang dropped a hint.

He had calculated this scheme over and over, convinced it was flawless. The key was persuading the Australians—which he felt wouldn't be difficult. For the Australians to establish themselves here, grain was fundamental. Their wasteland reclamation everywhere demonstrated their hunger for it. When they first arrived, they had summoned leaders from all villages and stockades in the county to levy grain and conscripts, conducting some "Reasonable Burden"—obviously indicating enormous demand. With such an opportunity to obtain substantial grain through legitimate means, why wouldn't they seize it?

"True, true." Xiong Buyou played his part to the hilt, baiting Chen Minggang to speak openly while showing hesitation on his face. "It's just that we're people from overseas, completely ignorant of Ming dynasty tax collection..."

"This, gentlemen need not worry about." Chen Minggang felt he had said enough and showed his hand directly.

"Good. With that assurance from you, Old Eight, I can make a definite report." Xiong Buyou cupped his hands in farewell.

Chen Minggang escorted him out respectfully. Watching him disappear into the distance, he returned to the private room. Just as he was about to order a snack to satisfy his hunger and calculate his next moves, his apprentice Zhou Qi suddenly burst in, shouting: "Master! Trouble!"

"What trouble?" Chen Minggang demanded, alarmed by his frantic appearance.

"Mistress—Mistress—" Zhou Qi stammered.

"What about Mistress?" Chen Minggang truly despised his shrewish wife, née Zhang. The woman's fierce temper was famous throughout the county seat. His family lived on the back street behind the county yamen, and nearly all their neighbors were clerks and runners serving in the county. When it came to cunning and trickery, few in ancient society could match yamen clerks—yet even this hardened group shook their heads at the mention of Chen Minggang's wife.

Chen Minggang cut an imposing figure locally, his word carrying considerable weight. But against this wife, he was utterly helpless. Her father had been the former Punishment Section clerk in Lingao County Yamen. Her elder brother now held the same position, and her younger brother was a runner in the Fast Squad. They were all birds of a feather. This was a network of relationships woven over generations; even if he loathed it, he had no choice.

"Mistress just went to make trouble at Qiuhong's place!"

"What?!" Chen Minggang shot to his feet. Qiuhong was a prostitute who had arrived from the mainland a few years ago. She ran a private brothel in the county seat to receive guests. After he took a fancy to her, she became his exclusive mistress. Chen Minggang was deeply infatuated with this outsider woman—so different from the local females. Fearful of his wife making scenes, he hadn't dared to keep her in the county seat itself. Instead, he had built a house about a li outside the city to settle her, purchased several bondmaids for her use, and specially arranged men to stand watch around the premises—first to prevent his wife's interference, and second to guard against libertines seducing Qiuhong and cuckolding him.
Chapter 441 - Chen Minggang's Domestic Affairs

"Master, go quickly! The fight's already started!" Zhou Qi urged frantically.

If the fight had already started, there was no need to deliberate—his little darling was suffering under his wife's cruel hands at this very moment. Imagining what the beauty's tender skin would look like beneath his wife's brutal fists, Chen Minggang felt a stab of anguish. He raised his hand and slapped Zhou Qi hard across the face.

Zhou Qi was completely unprepared. The blow landed solidly, nearly knocking him off his feet. He covered his face, not daring to make a sound.

"What good are any of you? Several grown men couldn't stop one woman?"

Though Zhang was a formidable fighter, Chen Minggang had deployed four or five men around the outer residence. Blocking her long enough to let Qiuhong escape should have been manageable.

"It's not that we failed to block her—it's that Fifth Master also came. We didn't dare..."

Fifth Master was Zhang's younger brother, a runner in the Fast Squad. Though Zhang Wu wasn't a squad leader, his elder brother held the Punishment Section clerk position, granting him considerable swagger. Even the squad leader had to show him some deference, let alone Zhou Qi—a mere hanger-on "doing public duty" without official establishment.

"Move!" Chen Minggang panicked and hurried his apprentice out of the teahouse.

Before they even reached the city gate, they spotted a commotion ahead—a large crowd approaching. Chen Minggang looked closely and couldn't suppress a groan. There was his principal wife Zhang, her skirt tucked into her waist, hair in wild disarray, clutching a washing mallet as thick as a child's arm. Behind her marched several women of various builds, each brandishing sticks or feather dusters, all looking positively demonic—more imposing than the Magistrate holding court.

At the center of the mob, dragged along and staggering by several sturdy women, was his "little sweetheart" Qiuhong. The beauty's face was smeared with black soot; probably from being dragged after falling, the skin on her cheeks was scraped raw. Dust and blood mixed into a grotesque mess, and her hair had been torn into tangles. She was barefoot—Qiuhong, being a prostitute, had bound feet. A woman with bound feet could barely walk without shoes, much less being dragged along.

The sight pierced Chen Minggang's heart. He nearly exploded, wanting nothing more than to rush forward and slap his wife several times. But outside the crowd, his brother-in-law Zhang Wu was leading several "public duty" hangers-on, obviously protecting his sister. Seeing this spectacle, every idle person in the county had emerged to gawk and jeer.

Chen Minggang seethed inwardly. This was making a complete fool of him in public! If the scandal blew up, how would it benefit their family? But he knew his brother-in-law was as pigheaded as his sister—a rash fool's temper. Confronting him now would only create a standoff, provoke more mockery, and accomplish nothing.

He choked down his rage, retreated to a street corner, and ordered Zhou Qi to go to the county yamen and find the Fast Squad head to disperse the crowd. He himself ran directly to his elder brother-in-law Zhang Shi's house to demand an explanation for the day's events.

Unexpectedly, this brother-in-law proved equally "unreasonable"—he had tolerated his brother-in-law's philandering for quite some time. Though he felt his younger siblings had gone too far this time, he held secret intentions of humiliating Chen Minggang. Not only did he refuse to help, he offered barbed remarks: "My brother and sister did go a bit overboard in this matter. But Brother-in-law, you should also consider whether your own footing is firm here."

"A real man has three wives and four concubines. Even if I take a concubine, what of it? What do you mean my 'footing isn't firm'?" Chen Minggang demanded angrily.

"Let me offer you some advice, Brother-in-law. You're over fifty now. Spend more effort on official business and leave some shade for your descendants. Cultivate my nephews well so they can fill your vacancy someday. Stop fooling around with rotten whores all day! Watch out for syphilis!"

This family truly had stiff necks. Chen Minggang was so angry he could vomit blood. Knowing that arguing was futile, he sneered:

"In this Lingao County, it's always your family's logic that prevails. But with your sister making such a scene, how can I maintain my standing before the Magistrate and Private Secretary? How will the gentry and commoners of the county view me? Slapping my own face wasn't enough—she had to do it for outsiders to see. If I lose face, doesn't your family lose face? Don't your nephews lose face?" He pointed at his own nose. "For those of us serving in the yamen, face comes first. Now that I've been made a laughingstock in public, how am I supposed to conduct business in the future?"

These words had some effect. Zhang Shi pondered; making such a public scene was indeed undignified. He reluctantly went to fetch his wife to help clean up the mess. Chen Minggang decided that returning home meant another round of quarreling, and going to Qiuhong's place would inevitably involve tearful complaints, so he simply went to sleep at the county yamen. He wondered privately: keeping Qiuhong outside the city had been done with utmost secrecy—how had it leaked?

Zhou Qi and the several men stationed outside Qiuhong's house were all trusted lieutenants he had used for years, extremely reliable. Not only were their lips sealed tight, they handled affairs dependably. Though Zhang Wu muddled along in the Fast Squad, his understanding of worldly matters matched his sister's—that of a rash fool. The Fast Squad head, Fu He, didn't look out for him; he only let Zhang Wu cause trouble in the county for the sake of appearances, never calling upon him for actual cases. Zhang Wu had no popularity within the Fast Squad either; only a few "public duty" idlers flattered him.

Fu He and his subordinates would absolutely never offend Chen Minggang for someone like Zhang Wu by acting as spies on Qiuhong. Even if they knew something, they wouldn't tell him—there was no benefit in it.

He summoned Zhou Qi for detailed questioning about recent days. Zhou Qi bore the title "apprentice" but was actually over thirty, having followed Chen Minggang for more than a dozen years. Chen Minggang was extremely fond of women, yet remarkably, Zhou Qi never looked sideways, never casting eyes upon his master's women. This earned him high regard.

Zhou Qi reported that they had taken turns patrolling outside disguised as stall vendors and had seen no suspicious characters coming around or asking questions. He also called in the old couple living with Qiuhong—servants who both attended to her and served as guards and supervisors.

The old couple had been beaten bloody. They entered wailing and complaining, revealing nothing useful. Chen Minggang had to produce some silver, telling them to clean up first and tend to Qiuhong's recovery; he would visit her tomorrow.

Though the case remained muddled, Chen Minggang's fury didn't subside. He immediately sent men to secretly detain the few idlers surrounding Zhang Wu, locking them in a countryside house for interrogation under torture: who exactly had passed the news to Zhang Wu?

Though Chen Minggang was a Revenue Section clerk, he possessed considerable skill in tormenting people. He tortured the idlers half to death, and they confessed immediately.

It turned out the news had reached Zhang Wu's ears when he went to drink tea at East Gate Market the day before yesterday—the rumors were vivid and detailed. Zhang Wu immediately dispatched men to investigate. Upon seeing Zhou Qi and other Chen Minggang confidants active in the vicinity, he believed it seventy or eighty percent, leading to today's drama of the amazons making their scene.

The news had originated from East Gate Market—this surprised Chen Minggang somewhat. But upon reflection, it made sense. Business in the county seat had grown sluggish; many people had shifted their consumption to East Gate Market. When it came to well-informed ears, that was the place.

"What was Zhang Wu doing at East Gate Market?" Chen Minggang pressed.

"Heard—heard," the battered idler managed, "that there are many merchants in East Gate Market, but they never pay the customary fees. Fifth Master Zhang felt this broke the rules and left the brothers with no money to spend, so he went to investigate the situation..."

Chen Minggang thought: This Zhang Wu truly values money over his life! Are the Australians easy to deal with? He really dares reach into a pot of boiling oil to fish for money! I need to distance myself from him quickly. If the Australians explode, I might be implicated in the destruction! Remembering the Gou brothers' fate, he couldn't help but shiver. He began to harbor deep doubts about his plan to use the Australians.

While this farce unfolded in the county, the observation post on the watchtower outside the West Gate witnessed everything clearly. The observer was a local, but the Transmigrators had taught him to record every important event in a daily log.

After his shift ended, this log was sent to the intelligence department for analysis. Zhou Botao received the report, and a smile curved at the corner of his mouth.

Zhou Botao was a veteran. His childhood dream had been to become a great detective, so after his discharge, he worked as an assistant police officer for a few years. Later, seeing no future in it, he switched to an investigation company—what passed for private detective work.

However, private detective work had nothing to do with criminal investigation. His main tasks were gathering information and taking covert photographs. After a few years, he had actually learned some useful tricks. His participation in the transmigration was entirely accidental—he had been commissioned by Chang Shide's wife to catch this strictly-acting "philanderer" in the act. Later, discovering that Chang Shide was involved in some "Transmigration Company," he joined as well.

Upon arriving in the New World, his veteran status should have landed him an officer's position in the New Army. But Zhou Botao had no interest in military games and volunteered for the Public Security Team. After system adjustments, he became head of the Political Security Bureau's Action Division.

The news about Qiuhong's whereabouts had been released on Zhou Botao's orders to his subordinates. His Action Division had already developed a dozen plainclothes agents; spreading information was one of their primary tasks. When necessary, they could also execute kidnapping and arrest missions.

This particular instruction had come directly from Ran Yao. Ran Yao's meaning was clear: since the next step involved dealing with Chen Minggang, and this person had accumulated abundant black materials, they might as well release one piece first to disrupt his position. The Security Bureau understood Chen Minggang's domestic affairs thoroughly. Sure enough, as soon as the news broke, chaos erupted.

"Old Chen Minggang's got a fire in his backyard—wonder if he'll panic completely." Zhou Botao muttered to himself, then reported the situation directly to Ran Yao.

"Should we add more fuel? Make it burn hotter?" he requested instructions.

"Is there more black material we can use?"
Chapter 442 - Cooperation Partner

"Yes. Qiuhong once served as the fence for a bandit in the county. After we exterminated that bandit, the wealth conveniently fell into Qiuhong's hands."

"Does Chen Minggang know about this?"

"Of course he knows. However, I've come to understand some of their jianghu rules," Zhou Botao reported. "For this kind of thing, customarily the Fast Squad and Militia Squad should each receive a share. Chen Minggang should have at least offered a portion for the two squads to 'get a whiff.' Swallowing it all directly—they call that 'injuring the Tao.' Strictly speaking, it's a very serious breach."

"Let's hold off on releasing that matter for now. Wait until we need the Six Rooms to turn on each other like dogs before using it." Ran Yao paused. "But if there are any smaller tidbits, release a few first to stir up some internal conflict."

Zhou Botao understood perfectly. He immediately instructed his subordinates to pull out all the black materials on the Three Classes and Six Rooms collected over the past year—these had accumulated considerably. Since Gou Er's account books had been partially deciphered, many details of old incidents had been added, lending greater credibility to the rumors. He selected appropriate pieces and spread them one by one in complete sets.

A wind of suspicion immediately began to blow through the Lingao County Yamen. Lingao was a small place; rumors didn't take a day to travel from East Gate Market to the county seat. The "public duty" crowd in the county couldn't help but mutter—people who ate the yamen's rice harbored particularly many suspicions. Many old matters that had been fine when left unmentioned suddenly surfaced, bringing all manner of past grudges floating to the surface.

Beyond these rumors, news also spread that Chen Minggang was preparing to have the Australians undertake this year's tax collection. This information was released by Chen Minggang's apprentice on his orders. If the plan succeeded, so much the better; even if the Australians weren't prepared to wade into these murky waters, he intended to use the tiger's authority to frighten people with this grand signboard. After all, nobody was likely to dare ask the Australians directly whether it was true. Afterward, he could simply fabricate some money and grain figures to present to them.

Wang Zhaomin had no interest in these rumors, but the news about Chen Minggang attempting to draw the Australians into tax collection made him break out in a cold sweat. The rumor was now spreading vividly—it probably wasn't baseless. He hurriedly summoned Chen Minggang and demanded a straight answer: was there any truth to this?

"There is indeed such a thing." Chen Minggang answered openly. Though he maintained a respectful posture before Private Secretary Wang, his expression was brazenly arrogant—clerks in such remote places, because local administration depended so heavily upon them, often didn't even acknowledge the Magistrate, let alone a private secretary like Wang Zhaomin.

"How dare you!" Wang Zhaomin was so furious his beard scattered. "What manner of people are these Hair Bandits? You dare collude with them? When the Imperial Court's heavenly army arrives in the future, let's see how you extricate yourself!"

"Replying to Private Secretary Wang: if I can't extricate myself when that time comes, naturally there are taller men than this lowly one to hold up the sky." Chen Minggang's face turned thoroughly brazen.

Wang Zhaomin was instantly struck speechless. Speaking honestly, in this Lingao County Yamen, who could claim to be clean with no dealings with the Hair Bandits? Such a person probably couldn't be counted. For petty clerks, accepting a few circulation coupons was easily explained away. But for someone in his position, when the time came, he feared he couldn't explain things so simply.

Wang Zhaomin was, after all, a veteran private secretary with considerable composure. He said gravely: "Old Eight, I advise you to be sensible! This group of Hair Bandits is absolutely not benevolent. If you provoke them, I fear the one who suffers in the end will only be yourself!"

"Whether I suffer or not is a matter for later. For the immediate matter at hand, Private Secretary Wang has to devise some solution, doesn't he?" Chen Minggang showed no weakness. He knew perfectly well the Australians weren't easy to handle. But relying on his thorough knowledge of the county's money and grain affairs, even if the Australians possessed heaven-reaching abilities, without his help they couldn't collect grain. "Reasonable Burden"? That scheme was clever enough, but the grain it gathered was extremely limited—counting only as the government's "voluntary donation"—impossible to sustain long-term.

The immediate matter naturally referred to the upcoming autumn grain collection. Not just grain but also the surcharged Liao Supplies, as well as the county's miscellaneous taxes and poll money. All these things combined constituted the county's topmost priority. Wang Zhaomin had been racking his brains over this very issue.

The grain tax itself was manageable; Wang Zhaomin knew that with diligent pressing, it could generally be completed. Moreover, after the Australians exterminated the bandits this year, the powerful local landlords who had previously colluded with them had restrained themselves considerably. Openly opposing the government was something they probably wouldn't attempt. But now they had a better option—the Australians.

If they openly used the Australians as backing—just as they had colluded with bandits in the past—grain collection would become hideously difficult again.

It seemed that, no matter what, without cooperating with the Australians, this autumn tax would likely encounter enormous trouble. Thinking of this, Wang Zhaomin couldn't help but secretly curse Chen Minggang for his selfish maneuvering, approaching the Australians about autumn grain collection on his own initiative. Now, if Wang Zhaomin wanted to discuss cooperation with the Australians, they likely wouldn't give him the time of day without a steep price.

Xiong Buyou returned and reported his conversation with Chen Minggang to Wu De. Hearing that Chen Minggang also wanted to exploit the Crossing Group, Wu De was somewhat surprised—people fishing for money in boiling oil apparently existed everywhere.

"Looks like we've become quite the delicacy. Both Wang Zhaomin and Chen Minggang want to borrow our signboard." Wen Desi smiled upon hearing this.

"This way, we can properly negotiate the price." Wu De said. "Wang Zhaomin originally had no intention of cooperating with us—he just hoped we'd make a gesture. Now with Chen Minggang stirring the pot, he has no choice but to come to us. Saves us some effort."

"It looks like Chen Minggang will offer better terms."

"Should we cooperate with him?"

"I don't think that's necessary." Wu De didn't hesitate. "We didn't come to Lingao to play at being officials; we came to control the county yamen. There's no need for so many twists and turns. Besides, given our level of understanding of this society, if we try to outwit them professionally, we're probably no match for this gang of clerks."

Even the Magistrate himself couldn't fully comprehend the various official businesses within the county yamen, let alone outsiders like them. As foreign athletes competing against locals who knew all the rules, no matter how skilled they might be, they would still lose if they kept fouling.

To handle this situation, only brute force would work—destroying the old order, establishing new rules, and compelling everyone to operate under the new system they prescribed.

"Of course, in terms of data, we temporarily still need to rely on their expertise," Wu De continued. "Don't break with him openly just yet. See how sincere this fellow really is. In the meantime, we should prepare for takeover ourselves."

"Cooperate with Wang Zhaomin?" Xiong Buyou didn't much like this private secretary; he still felt someone like Chen Minggang, who talked prices and conditions directly, was more straightforward.

"Of course! That's the proper path." Wu De said with certainty. "Clerks are base people. We need to establish our own image; how can we mix with them? Wang Zhaomin and Wu Mingjin are dignified official lords. Their status in the common people's hearts is entirely different."

The leader is always good; it's the crooked-mouthed monks below who recite the scriptures wrong. This theory wasn't unique to modern times—since ancient days, Chinese common people had thought this way. For the Transmigrators to reverse such thinking wasn't something achievable overnight.

Because the autumn grain collection was imminent, various parties held a joint meeting. The meeting decided, with very Chinese characteristics, to establish a special County Yamen Leadership Working Group, directly controlled by Wu De's Civil Affairs Commission.

"Manpower and resources are at your disposal," Wen Desi told Wu De. "You can also direct the intelligence department. If necessary, dispatching the Special Reconnaissance Team is permissible as well—I've already spoken with Bei Wei. Available anytime. Concentrate our strength to take down the county yamen this time!"

"The responsibility is enormous," Wu De acknowledged. "But I will do my utmost. Also—find me a few ruthless individuals."

"Certainly," Wen Desi said. "Name whoever you want."

So Wu De transferred Zhou Dongtian over. Zhou Dongtian had been working on printing recently, his face perpetually smeared with ink. Because they were also testing lead type, he came directly to Wu De's office.

"Old Zhou," Wu De said, "I know you did odd jobs for Ran Yao. Recently you might have to perform this sideline on a larger scale."

Zhou Dongtian grinned, revealing white teeth.

That day, Zhang Youfu came to find Xiong Buyou, reporting that Private Secretary Wang wished to meet with the Crossing Group's big boss secretly at his humble abode. Xiong Buyou guessed it probably concerned the autumn tax collection again.

The following evening, at Zhang Youfu's manor, both sides held a secret meeting. Wang Zhaomin was pleased to see that not only Xiong Buyou had come but also a major figure—he recognized Wu De, knowing this person wielded great power among the Australians, belonging to the "Giant Scoundrel" tier.

After exchanging pleasantries, Wang Zhaomin cut to the chase: Was the recently rumored matter of Chen Minggang inviting them to undertake the autumn tax collection true?

"You could say there is, or say there isn't." Xiong Buyou spoke vaguely.

Wang Zhaomin cursed inwardly at this Hair Bandit's cunning but had to ask patiently: "What does 'both is and isn't' mean?"

"Chen Minggang did indeed come to mention this to us, but we are still deliberating and haven't reached a conclusion."

"Haven't reached a conclusion" meant there was still room for maneuvering. Wang Zhaomin understood this meant bargaining. He had to summon every ounce of his wits.

"What is the Noble Group's intention?"

"Chen Minggang promised several conditions," Xiong Buyou said. "Quite generous."

"Chen Minggang, that county termite, is nothing but a despicable petty person. Can the Noble Group truly trust him?"

Xiong Buyou laughed. "We trust him. We suspect he hasn't the nerve to cheat us either."

Wang Zhaomin pointed out earnestly that the so-called cheating didn't refer to discrepancies in money and grain figures. Rather, Chen Minggang would use the Transmigrators as cover to bully others, extorting everywhere he went.

"...You are new to this place and unfamiliar with the Great Ming and the local county situation. Base people like this have controlled county administration for more than a day—they are intimately acquainted with everyone high and low. If they borrow the Noble Group's prestige to play tricks and harm the common people, it would be greatly detrimental to the Noble Group's reputation!"

Wang Zhaomin knew the Australians valued their reputation relatively highly, so he could only try to move them from this angle.
Chapter 443 - The Knowledge of Grain Collection

Over the following minutes, Wang Zhaomin maligned Chen Minggang continuously—though "malign" wasn't quite accurate; he was simply stating facts. The Revenue Section clerk clearly hadn't been getting along with Private Secretary Wang in recent years.

Wang Zhaomin had no idea his words were being recorded—of course, he lacked such awareness. The Political Security Bureau took keen interest in such material where natives exposed one another. Sometimes a few words or a single sentence could yield a wealth of useful information.

After listening attentively for some time, Wu De spoke in a deliberately reluctant tone: "What Private Secretary Wang says may well be true, but we are unfamiliar with the terrain in Lingao. Without relying on such people, I fear we cannot gain a foothold..."

Wang Zhaomin thought: If not for so many "traitors" helping you work and fight, you certainly couldn't have stayed. But such words could only be said in his belly. These Hair Bandits are truly cunning—obviously he wants me to state my terms first.

Wang Zhaomin proposed the conditions he had discussed with Wu Mingjin: When autumn grain collection commenced, the Transmigrators would proactively pay grain and tax to the county yamen in the name of Bairen Village. The taxed area would be five hundred mu of paddy fields. Regardless of fertile or lean land, the flat rate would be three dou five sheng of brown rice, plus nine li of Liao Supplies. Poll money would be three hundred wen per person, collected based on the approximately fifty people registered in Bairen Village's household rolls.

In return, Wang Zhaomin promised that for every shi of quota autumn grain, an additional one dou two sheng five he of "wastage rice" would be levied. This income would be entirely handed over to the Crossing Group—roughly one thousand shi of grain. As for the "Reasonable Burden" the Crossing Group collected themselves, the county yamen would not interfere; they could collect however they pleased. Indeed, even if they wanted to interfere, they couldn't.

Wu De calculated. According to these conditions, after deducting necessary taxes, their actual income would be somewhere around seven or eight hundred shi of rice—essentially net income obtained without expending any significant effort.

However, this fell far short of their goal. The Crossing Group didn't particularly value this bit of rice at present—not counting Lingao's warehouses, their granaries in Vietnam still held seven or eight thousand shi of brown rice awaiting shipment. Purchasing another few thousand shi was a trivial matter.

What the Crossing Group intended was to use this opportunity to shatter the Ming dynasty's tax system—chaotic and riddled with abuses for centuries—and establish an efficient, orderly collection system, thereby infiltrating and controlling Lingao's county administration. In other words, they were preparing to use Lingao as a test field for their new administrative management system. For this goal, the Crossing Group was prepared to pay an enormous price. How could they be bought off by a mere one thousand shi of rice?

Wu De didn't respond directly but instead asked: "Private Secretary Wang, we truly know nothing about the intricacies of autumn grain collection. Could you enlighten us?"

Wang Zhaomin said: "What's difficult about it? Only, discussing all the tricks and abuses within—three days and three nights wouldn't suffice."

"Please, we're all ears."

Since he had time on his hands, and since this Chief Wu showed no obvious signs of rejection—there was probably still room for negotiation—Wang Zhaomin selected some of the various abuses and tricks in grain collection to share with Wu De, hoping to win the Australians' trust.

"Actually, I originally trained in legal affairs," Wang Zhaomin began. "However, I also learned money and grain management. I can handle the financial affairs of an average small county."

Generally, when a magistrate took office, the Legal Secretary and the Money and Grain Secretary were the most important assistants. The former assisted the magistrate in trying criminal cases. The latter specifically handled money and grain reporting, land and poll tax, doorplate registers, land measurement, opening granaries for relief, and miscellaneous tax collection. Their specialty lay not merely in mastering the various tricks of the trade but in skilled accounting as well.

Wang Zhaomin's specialty was legal affairs, but his skills weren't refined enough to secure good employers—mostly juren lords or "associate jinshi" circulating among remote small counties. Small counties had small populations and naturally fewer lawsuits. Hiring two private secretaries was somewhat wasteful, so he had learned money and grain management as well. Though not extremely proficient, holding two posts provided extra income for himself while saving his employer the expense of another person. Everyone benefited.

The skill of a Money and Grain Secretary, beyond wielding an abacus, lay in understanding the situation and being adept at handling clerks. For quota money and grain and the land-poll tax, the Board of Revenue only demanded the total number, not the details. Who locally owned how much land, where it was located, how much tax was levied—only the Revenue Section clerk in the county yamen knew these things clearly. What they relied upon was a secret book passed down through generations: the "Fish Scale Register." Without this book, even a man with heaven-reaching abilities couldn't collect money and grain.

The Fish Scale Register was originally public property, drawn and revised under government auspices. But over generations, county archives had been either destroyed or lost, their whereabouts long unknown. The "public registers" revised by the government had instead become the private property of the clerks. Whether it was the Magistrate or the Money and Grain Secretary, to smoothly handle the official business of the two annual summer and autumn taxes, they were often held hostage by the clerks.

Generally speaking, after a magistrate took office, the Money and Grain Secretary had to negotiate terms and haggle with the Revenue Section clerk to form a tacit understanding, each colluding to take what they needed. Between Wang Zhaomin and Chen Minggang, however, there had always been friction—the reason being that Lingao was extremely remote, far from the emperor, so the clerk's fear of officials was much diminished.

Because the "Revenue Clerk" held the Fish Scale Register, not only could official business proceed smoothly, but he could also profit handsomely from it. For many years, the collection of money, grain, and land-poll tax had been a muddled affair. Those who paid might never receive the "grain receipt" from the government, while those who didn't pay held invalid receipts. Some had no standing room yet still had to pay grain tax; some possessed a thousand qing of fertile fields yet paid not a single grain of rice. Anyway, as long as the "superiors" received the full quota amount, they simply didn't care about mismatched names.

As for the tricks involved, they had many names. Wang Zhaomin mentioned "proxy registration" and "property gone, tax remains." The latter Wu De already knew from Zhang Xingjiao's case, and he had some understanding of "proxy registration" as well.

"Speaking of court exemptions, haven't there always been fixed quotas?" Wu De "sold" a bit of the knowledge he had heard, lest Wang Zhaomin truly think they knew nothing and feed them nonsense.

Wang Zhaomin was indeed startled—Chen Minggang probably told them, he thought—and explained: "The court's exemptions originally had fixed quotas." These were set during the Hongwu reign. Roughly, a first-rank capital official could exempt 30 shi, second-rank 24 shi, and so on down the line. External officials received half the exemptions of capital officials. As for Students of the Imperial College, juren, and xiucai, custom allowed them to exempt 2 shi. Beyond the tax-exempt share, all self-purchased land had to be reported for tax payment.

"In reality? Those entitled to exempt two shi exempt dozens. When Grand Secretary Zhang measured the land during his administration, he first checked his own family's holdings. The quota exemption was over eighty shi, but the actual exemption approached nine hundred shi."

Wu De listened intently. He guessed "Grand Secretary Zhang" referred to Zhang Juzheng. Yu Eshu had specifically mentioned in his lecture on Ming dynasty land tax systems that Zhang Juzheng conducted land measurements during his tenure—not too distant from the present era.

"Beyond the court's exemptions," Wang Zhaomin smiled bitterly, "there exists another class of people who also practice so-called 'proxy registration.'" Every county had its share of tricky, domineering, and difficult-to-handle "special characters"—either powerful landlords and gentry or rural rascals. These had to be appeased. Even if their weights were short or their rice quality poor, it had to be accepted without complaint. Sometimes they were even given "grain receipts"—proof of tax payment—falsely, simply to buy local peace. Many commoners and small households would "cast their land" under such figures to pay less tax. This was one aspect.

The second aspect was that some people would ask these figures to "contract payment" on their behalf. Over time, so-called "Tax Farming Households"—Baohu—emerged. These Tax Farmers were either "grain runners" colluding with officials or local strongmen who could coerce officials. If small households entrusted them to "contract payment," though the "floating collection" portion was unavoidable, it was still much cheaper than paying directly.

"The two Gou brothers you eliminated—they were originally the county's two biggest Tax Farmers," Wang Zhaomin said. "However, if they hadn't colluded with Chen Minggang and served as 'grain runners,' they could never have become Tax Farmers."

Wu De nodded. This "Tax Farmer" did carry the meaning of a "tax contractor."

"Tax Farmers" naturally didn't work for free. Customarily, they skimmed from the middle. The most audacious among them simply collected grain but never remitted it, delaying endlessly, waiting for the court to eventually "pardon" the arrears. This situation was rampant in the Jiangnan region during the late Ming and early Qing.

If some paid less, others had to pay more. The county's taxes still had to come from the county's people. Adding the various exploitation costs and benefits for county officials, everything fell upon the heads of the small folk. This was called "Wastage and Heaping," also known as "Floating Collection."

"Wastage and Heaping" wasn't "arbitrary charging"—it was clearly stipulated in the Great Ming tax system. In some places, the additional wastage rice and "heaped" rice per shi reached as much as 7 dou 6 sheng, exceeding half the principal quota. This extra income was the largest and most reliable "gray income" for local officials—far safer than black money from perverting justice and similar activities.

"Wastage and Heaping" was nominally meant to cover transport costs and loss of tax grain, but in reality, there was no standard—the arbitrariness was enormous. Wang Zhaomin's willingness to propose an additional levy of 1 dou 2 sheng for the Crossing Group exploited precisely this loophole.

Wang Zhaomin remained vague about the "Floating Collection" portion, saying only that it covered transport costs and grain losses. Naturally, he didn't want the Australians to understand this income too clearly.

Wu De thought: No wonder Luo Duo said back then that Lingao County's true tax burden exceeded 15,000 shi. Looking at it now, that's entirely possible.

"What is the customary wastage rice per shi in this county?"

Wang Zhaomin started and hurried to say: "Oh—the Noble Group need only pay the principal quota; all floating collections are waived for you."

Wu De thought: It doesn't matter if you won't say—we can find out ourselves.

"The Liao Supplies surcharge must be very difficult for the county, correct?" Wu De pressed.

"Difficult." Wang Zhaomin was worrying about this very matter and nodded involuntarily.

"Where exactly does the difficulty lie?" Wu De seized upon this point and wouldn't let go.

Wang Zhaomin hesitated before answering: "Silver is expensive."
Chapter 444 - Undertaking Taxes

Wang Zhaomin poured out his grievances about the problems that had plagued the county since the Liao Supplies levy began. In his view, the court's insistence on collecting silver was simply harmful without benefit for a remote small county like Lingao. Every time silver was levied, it caused turmoil and disturbed the people tremendously.

"Lingao is nothing like Southern Zhili, nor can it compare to Henan or Hebei! Where can the common people in such places find silver to pay? It's nothing more than selling grain and cloth at rock-bottom prices, fattening the merchants for nothing." Wang Zhaomin sighed heavily.

Listening, Wu De understood that this was another headache for the county. Lingao and Xuwen or Haikang across the strait were practically two extremes. On one side, due to sugar cane production, the commodity economy flourished, with expensive grain and cheap silver. Here, the economy was almost purely natural, and silver was rarely seen in the market.

"I've heard that in Xuwen across the strait, because of the abundant sugar cane production, rice is expensive and silver is cheap. Why not transport grain there to sell for silver?"

"If only it were that easy!" These words triggered another flood of complaints from Wang Zhaomin.

When Wu Mingjin first took office, he too had entertained this idea and even sent family members to Xuwen to inquire about market prices. But transporting grain required having a batch of grain on hand for turnover—and there was no source for it. Lingao's annual grain tax was barely completed, and the Ever-Normal Granary held no surplus grain for adjustments. Furthermore, transporting grain across the sea involved considerable shipping costs. If the boats capsized, no one could afford the compensation. After the freshness of Magistrate Wu's new appointment wore off, he finally abandoned the idea, adopting the mindset that avoiding trouble was better than creating it.

Also needing to pay taxes, Haikang and Xuwen had it much easier than Lingao. Their local yamen obtained substantial revenue from the sugar trade. With silver, they didn't worry about being unable to buy grain—but having grain didn't necessarily mean being able to exchange it for silver. The worst part was that Lingao's agricultural productivity was inferior to Xuwen and Haikang, simply unable to exchange for the required silver through large-scale grain exports.

For the government to complete the tax quota, they could only coerce villagers to sell their products at depressed prices. Though collecting taxes in currency played an important role in disintegrating the natural economy and establishing a commodity economy, for places like Lingao—with frequent natural disasters and low productivity—it proved deeply destructive.

Unexpectedly, separated only by a narrow Qiongzhou Strait, they were two completely different worlds. Wu De lamented the vastness of China and the complexity of its national conditions, feeling a measure of awe for the first time regarding the weighty hat of "Civil Affairs" that sat upon his head.

However, having talked this far, Wu De felt it was sufficient. He had received full authority from the Executive Committee and could now reveal his cards to Wang Zhaomin.

He began: "Private Secretary Wang, actually, regarding the grain tax matter, you need not worry—"

"Much obliged!" Wang Zhaomin hurriedly thanked him.

"Wait!" Wu De said slowly. "Regarding my Australian group paying tax, I can make this commitment here: five hundred mu of paddy fields, not a single grain less. Not only that—for Lingao County's autumn tax this year, whether it's land tax, poll tax, or Liao Supplies, we will undertake and pay it all."

"What?!" Wang Zhaomin was dumbfounded, utterly unable to process what he had heard. "The whole county's grain tax!" This was far too unexpected—someone was actually proposing to pay the whole county's autumn tax on everyone's behalf!

"The whole county's grain tax?" Wang Zhaomin repeated in disbelief.

"Exactly." Wu De nodded.

Wang Zhaomin's mind raced. These Australians are too audacious! Just the principal quota of grain for the whole county approaches eight thousand shi. Add the various wastages in collection and transport—even if every handler in this county were crystal clear and mirror bright, it would still take ten thousand shi of brown rice to manage. Not to mention the more than eight thousand taels of silver for Liao Supplies.

The Australians were still collecting 'Reasonable Burden' throughout the county after the Spring Festival—how did they become so generous in the blink of an eye?

"This year, we will serve as the General Tax Farmer for the whole county." Wu De stated clearly, his tone brooking no doubt.

Wang Zhaomin was speechless. This was an outcome he had absolutely not anticipated. He had thought the Australians might refuse the request and not pay a single grain of rice, or perhaps demand an exorbitant price, or maybe even ask the county yamen to collect "Reasonable Burden" on their behalf. But undertaking the whole county's taxes—this request was truly too unexpected. Even at the peak of the Gou brothers' power, they had never conceived of such an idea.

"You truly wish to undertake the whole county's taxes?" Wang Zhaomin couldn't help asking again.

"Of course." Wu De nodded and said calmly, "We always mean what we say. When have we ever broken faith?"

Wang Zhaomin's brain spun furiously. Was this ultimately beneficial or harmful to him and Wu Mingjin? For the moment, he couldn't form a judgment.

Yet he instinctively felt that this request concealed evil intentions.

"The dynasty's grain tax has thousands of threads and loose ends; the tricks within are extremely numerous. Moreover, that person Chen Minggang is extremely treacherous and wicked..." Wang Zhaomin began posing difficulties.

"We understand this," Wu De said, not intending to discuss specific details. He simply stated his side's conditions:

"As for how much tax should be paid, presumably Private Secretary Wang knows clearly enough not to deceive us outsiders for being ignorant." Wu De's eyes fixed intently on Wang Zhaomin. "Exactly how much is the principal quota, how much is the wastage rice, and how much benefit should be in it for the yamen—you may state it all. No need for delicacy."

"This—no need, no need..." Wang Zhaomin was already flustered. "This matter must be discussed with my employer before any decision can be made."

"Discussion is natural. However—" Wu De's voice took on a threatening edge. "Autumn grain is a major event in county administration. I trust Master Wu understands this reasoning perfectly."

The implication was unmistakable: if they weren't permitted to undertake the autumn tax, don't even think about collecting Lingao's grain.

"Yes, yes—naturally he understands." Wang Zhaomin was sweating profusely.



"So the Hair Bandits are determined to undertake the whole county's taxes?" Wu Mingjin asked with a frown.

"Exactly, East Lord! This bandit chief surnamed Wu spoke rudely, implying that if we don't let them undertake it, they will make the county's autumn grain impossible to collect!"

"Old Master, what are the Hair Bandits trying to do?"

"Probably they want to take the opportunity to accumulate wealth." Wang Zhaomin had thought it over repeatedly; only this possibility seemed to exist. "Yet it doesn't quite seem like it—very suspicious."

"Exactly," Wu Mingjin nodded. "Accumulating wealth requires money and valuables. What use do they have for so much grain? Besides, obtaining grain and money is extremely easy for them—just tell the local rich landlords to hand it over, and who dares refuse? Why go to such trouble, first making a spectacle of undertaking taxes?"

Undertaking taxes wasn't easy work—not only troublesome but also complicated and difficult. If the Crossing Group wanted to get rich from this, it seemed rather implausible.

The two thought back and forth but couldn't divine where the motive lay. Naturally, they unanimously agreed the Australians "harbored no good intentions."

Regardless of intentions, Wu Mingjin didn't have many choices. Either he agreed to let the Australians undertake it, or he disagreed and waited for the Australians to make trouble. It had to be one or the other.

The result of the choice was obvious. Wu Mingjin had to agree. Judging by the Australians' usual conduct, they had always kept their promises. If they said they would undertake taxes, they absolutely wouldn't play the trick of collecting grain but failing to remit tax. If taxes could be collected in full and on time, it was actually a good thing for Wu Mingjin. At most, the Australians would raise the wastage rice and floating collection to extract a few more shi of grain—but that was the commoners' concern, irrelevant to him.

"I fear the proceeds this year will be much reduced," Wang Zhaomin reminded his employer.

"That too is unavoidable." Wu Mingjin sighed. Though intuitively he felt it probably wouldn't be less, he still had to put on a helpless expression. "Avoiding trouble is better than creating it. I only seek to finish this term as Magistrate peacefully. After leaving office, I'll return to my hometown immediately..."

Wang Zhaomin had no reply, so he took his leave first. He thought to himself: the East Lord said "unavoidable," but he still had to figure out a way to extract sufficient benefits from this year's autumn grain for him—after all, this also directly concerned his own income. He told his concubine to brew a pot of tea and carefully thought through the causes and consequences. Regardless of what evil intentions the Australians harbored in undertaking taxes, right now it did no harm to Wu Mingjin or himself.

Grain taxes could be paid in full and on time, and he wouldn't need to deal daily with the tricky Revenue Section clerks and their hundred schemes. As for the "obstinate people" in the county—naturally, the Australians' fast guns and bayonets would deal with them. Wang Zhaomin suddenly found himself hoping the Transmigrators would properly fix those fellows who had always despised his authority.

The next day, he met Wu De again, and both sides reached agreement on the issue.

The Australians would undertake the whole county's taxes—including grain tax, land-poll tax, miscellaneous taxes, and Liao Supplies. All would be paid to the county yamen in full and on time.

"The deadline for autumn grain is the end of the eleventh month," Wang Zhaomin reminded him. "However, sooner is better than later. After collection, the county still must ship it out to complete the tax payment. Large-scale transport of money and grain involves a difficult journey, and Lingao involves crossing the sea. The time spent in transit is considerable, so it's best to pay in full by the end of the tenth month—that way things can proceed more comfortably."

Money and grain shipped to the capital were the responsibility of the Grand Canal troops in Southern Zhili. There were many tricks involved, as Wang Zhaomin had witnessed. Qiongzhou Prefecture had no Grand Canal transport duties; the county was responsible for transport itself, inevitably dealing with transport households.

The earlier the money and grain were shipped, the cheaper the freight. As the deadline approached, transport households knew the government couldn't miss its deadline and would deliberately dawdle to extort higher fees.

"...At such times, if 'wastage rice' proves insufficient, we'd have to conscript commoners to serve corvée labor for grain transport. Laboring the people and wasting resources is a tremendous abuse. Please be mindful, gentlemen!"

"Is this county's money and grain shipped to Qiongzhou Prefecture?"

"It's complicated," Wang Zhaomin said. "This county's autumn tax goes to several destinations."

Of the total 7,686 shi, 7 sheng, 9 he of autumn grain, 6,489 shi was Capital Warehouse Official Rice—the portion that had to be shipped out.
Chapter 445 - Abuses

"However, the Capital Warehouse Official Rice doesn't all need to be shipped to the capital," Wang Zhaomin explained. Originally, during the Hongwu reign, autumn grain really had to be transported thousands of li to the capital. The "Grain Chiefs" within the Lijia system bore responsibility for grain transport, and the manpower and material resources consumed were staggering. Grain Chiefs often went bankrupt from this burden.

Later, considering local needs and the desire to reduce losses from round-trip transport, regulations were modified. Part of the money and grain was shipped to the capital, part was directly transferred to wherever money and grain were needed within the prefecture, and part was kept in Qiongzhou Prefecture granaries as reserves—entered only into the Board of Revenue's accounts.

"That is indeed much more convenient," Wu De nodded. If shipping only to Qiongzhou Prefecture, whether by land or sea, the distance was quite short. Even at Ming dynasty capability levels, it shouldn't prove too difficult.

"If only it were that easy!" Wang Zhaomin shook his head. Having served as a private secretary for over a decade, he had never seen grain collection and payment in any county be a simple matter. He couldn't help but deliberately show off to demonstrate his expertise—somehow, Wang Zhaomin now found the Australians' opinion of him increasingly important.

"Just within the quota of Capital Warehouse Official Rice to be shipped to Qiongzhou, one thousand five hundred seventy-nine shi, one sheng, nine he is transferred to Changhua as provisions. Another two thousand one hundred eighty-one shi, nine dou, two sheng, five he is turned over for Prefecture official and troop provisions. So the county must transport grain to five different places: Qiongzhou Prefecture, Changhua County, Danzhou, Wanzhou, and Lingshui County. The expenses for shipping and acceptance tallying are uncountable." Wang Zhaomin assumed an expression of concern for the country and people. "The disturbance to the populace is extreme!"

Still have to go to Changhua? Wu De thought. That's actually along the way. Since establishing round-island sailing and constructing Changhua Fort and Yulin Fort, we've opened regular round-island shipping routes. Transporting grain to Changhua will be effortless.

"Why must grain also go to places like Danzhou and Wanzhou?"

"Because these places all have Prefecture Granaries."

The official granaries of Qiongzhou Prefecture weren't all located in the prefecture city. During the Ming dynasty, Qiongzhou Prefecture maintained five granaries, four of which were established in outer counties—such as the Guangji Granary in Wanzhou and the Nanfeng Granary in Lingshui.

The dispersed grain storage locations were mostly in critical strategic areas, especially locations vulnerable to "Li unrest"—facilitating nearby grain access for punitive expeditions should conflict arise.

The brown rice payable by each county had to be transported to these granaries for tallying. Wang Zhaomin explained: Lingao had to hand over one thousand shi to Danzhou, one thousand two hundred shi to Wanzhou, and nine hundred shi to Lingshui. The provisions transported to Changhua for the Changhua Thousand Household Post amounted to one thousand five hundred shi. Only the remainder was transported to Qiongzhou Prefecture city.

"Transporting grain thousands of li is secondary; there are also various tricks during acceptance tallying at the granaries." Wang Zhaomin continued. Whether it was a military granary or a prefecture granary, the managing officials were all "unranked" petty officials. But forget about such unranked petty officials—even the tallymen and head granary laborers, if not properly greased, would cause endless trouble during grain acceptance. Either they'd find fault with rice quality or insist the weight was insufficient. If the acceptance period passed, a penalty for missing the deadline was unavoidable.

"So that's how it works!" Wu De nodded. It seemed the Crossing Group's undertaking of county taxes was still going to be a challenging affair. Just grain transport and acceptance concealed such tricks; the schemes in other stages could only be imagined.

Thirteen hundred shi was retained in the county for officials' salaries and daily administrative expenses. From this, provisions for county garrison troops—five hundred seventy-two shi and two he—and provisions for the Bopu Port Inspection Station—seventeen shi, eight dou, six sheng—had to be deducted. In reality, even for a small county like Lingao, this modest amount of grain kept in the county was completely insufficient for expenses. Beyond maintaining basic administrative operations, the county essentially couldn't accomplish anything it wished.

Wu De thought: Undertaking grain tax seems to require a batch of natives familiar with local conditions to assist. This Wang Zhaomin needs to become a key target for recruitment.

Thinking thus, he nodded: "Thank you, Private Secretary Wang, for your instruction."

"Not at all, not at all." After demonstrating his expertise and seeing this Australian big boss listening with rapt attention and a grave expression, Wang Zhaomin's spirits immediately lifted. "Just some superficial observations."

"Regarding this grain collection matter, we still need Private Secretary Wang to provide more guidance," Wu De said. Seeing that the hour had grown late and there remained much to discuss, he ordered supper to be prepared.

Originally, Wu De intended to win over Wang Zhaomin, so this supper wasn't prepared by Zhang Youfu's maidservants. The stove, utensils, seasonings, and ingredients all came from the Women's Cooperative Restaurant in East Gate Market. The two cooks were originally refugees from Guangdong with excellent skills; after the Crossing Group's training, their abilities had improved further. Hearing that a big boss was entertaining an honored guest, they summoned every ounce of their expertise to prepare delicious dishes.

The fare wasn't rare in the modern timeline—just Cantonese morning tea dim sum. Lingao didn't lack seafood locally, and the Tianchu Sauce Garden supplied various modern condiments, so the dim sum produced differed little from its modern counterparts. But in this timeline, such items became extraordinarily rare "delicacies."

Due to the lack of wheat flour, these "Cantonese Dim Sum" weren't sold publicly—used only for Transmigrators' own consumption and for entertaining native dignitaries. Wang Zhaomin had naturally never tasted them. Seeing the semi-transparent dumplings served up, wrapping crimson shrimp meat and emerald green peas, he was already somewhat stunned. Placing one in his mouth, Wang Zhaomin closed his eyes to savor it carefully, unable to speak for a long time.

Because it was a late-night snack, no wine was prepared, but the cigarettes and tea were of premium quality. After the meal, Wang Zhaomin smoked a cigarette and pondered for a long while before smiling: "I truly cannot fathom you people!"

This was relatively intimate talk, quite different from the polite remarks exchanged thus far. Wu De understood that Private Secretary Wang's psychological defenses had loosened somewhat. He had deliberately created a relaxed atmosphere precisely to speak frankly with Wang Zhaomin and probe whether there was any possibility of subduing him for their own use.

"How so?"

"With your food, clothing, and expenditure, Australia must be a prosperous land of rich people and a wealthy state. Instead of remaining comfortably in your own homeland, you insisted on leaving your native soil to come to this remote, impoverished backwater of Lingao. What exactly is the reason?"

Wu De laughed dryly several times. I can hardly tell you right now that it's to 'Unify the Six Directions and Gather the Eight Desolations'—you'd think I was mad. Even a more modest goal—entering the Central Plains—would scare you to death. He could only say: "Not something to share with outsiders."

Wang Zhaomin, however, thought: Probably this group were dignitaries in Australia. Either they lost in domestic factional struggles or failed in palace intrigues, so they had to lead their followers and kin across the sea to take refuge in the Great Ming. Seeing them build roads, construct houses, and dredge harbors, they clearly intend to settle here long-term.

If so, I could persuade them to write a memorial showing submission—'Internal Attachment.' With their intelligence and various exquisite Australian goods, if they campaigned in the capital beforehand and then presented themselves before the Emperor, the Court probably wouldn't refuse. If the Court allowed them to settle in Lingao, it would resolve an immediate crisis.

"Having arrived in the Great Ming, does the Noble Group plan to remain in this corner of Lingao for the long term?"

"What insights does Private Secretary Wang have?"

Wang Zhaomin voiced his views. Wu De disapproved inwardly—such amnesty or recruitment schemes were out of the question for now. Seeing him uninterested, Wang Zhaomin could only sigh and cease speaking.

Wu De, however, couldn't afford to chill his heart, so he said: "Private Secretary Wang, it's not that we fail to recognize what's good for us. Though our learning is shallow, we still understand that 'A common man is innocent, but possessing treasures becomes a crime.'"

Wang Zhaomin was startled, recognizing the sense in his words. With what the Australians possessed, if the Court learned of it—never mind the Emperor—wouldn't officials high and low view them as an enormous piece of fat meat? The difficulties, exploitations, and extortions that would follow could only be imagined.

"Yes, yes—the Noble Group's concern is well-founded."

They dropped this issue and continued discussing the details of grain collection. Wang Zhaomin's main purpose this time was to discuss "Private Fees"—the customary benefits the Magistrate received through the grain collection process.

These benefits weren't solely for the Magistrate; the Assistant Magistrate, Jail Warden, and other auxiliary officials in the county all needed to wet their lips somewhat, though the bulk went to the Magistrate. As for Private Secretary Wang, he too had a benefit—customarily around one hundred taels of silver.

In the past, though Tax Farmers existed, they didn't monopolize everything. The collection had to be aggregated at the county, where Wang Zhaomin customarily presided over distribution of the shares. Now that the Australians were monopolizing the process, these fees had to be clarified beforehand.

These benefits naturally came from "Floating Collection." According to Wang Zhaomin, Lingao's customary Floating Collection was an additional 3 dou to 3 dou 5 sheng per shi of principal quota, depending on the harvest year.

Within this Floating Collection, 1 dou constituted "Private Fees"—the benefit for county officials, normally amounting to 800 to 1000 shi.

Wu De nodded. This figure was quite different from the numbers obtained by the Social Investigation Team—it seemed lower. He would have to instruct the Social Investigation Team to conduct another focused sample survey later.

"Though the customary wastage rice is 3 dou per shi of principal quota, in reality, bitterness and joy are unequal." Wang Zhaomin reminded him. "Some grain households don't pay even one he of wastage rice, while some must pay seven or eight dou. Whether to pay, and how much—these tricks are all in the clerk's hands. His benefits are found therein."

"I accept the matter of Private Fees," Wu De agreed on the spot. "When grain collection ends, the payment will be presented together." With that, he rose and went to the next room. His accompanying guard retrieved an envelope and returned to the room, handing it to Wang Zhaomin with both hands.

"What is this?" Wang Zhaomin feigned surprise.

"A Letter of Appointment." Wu De spoke with evident sincerity. "We have just arrived here as people from overseas, knowing nothing of these intricacies. Since we are entrusted by the county to undertake tax collection this time, we still need Private Secretary Wang to guide and support us. This is the Letter of Appointment for an 'Advisor.'"

"No need, no need—where is the necessity." Wang Zhaomin declined very politely, thinking: How could I casually accept such a thing? Wouldn't it become evidence of accepting a 'puppet office' later?

But seeing Wu De insistent, and fearing refusal might anger the other party, he had to accept it first, thinking he would simply burn it upon returning home.
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"Sir had better take a look," Wu De smiled. "Otherwise, if you destroy it upon returning, I fear regret will come too late."

Wang Zhaomin blushed, feeling acutely embarrassed at having his thoughts seen through so easily. Thus prompted, he had to open the envelope. Inside lay a single sheet of paper.

It was a sheet of thick paper made by the Australian paper mill, extraordinarily crisp and stiff, with a faint yellow patterned background. It felt luxurious to the touch. Wang Zhaomin's heart stirred. He drew it out and examined it carefully—a Delong Bank provincial bank draft with a face value of one hundred taels.

Because he took tonics, Wang Zhaomin maintained close dealings with Run Shi Tang. He had heard Yang Shixiang say that the Australians had now issued a kind of silver draft that could be exchanged for cash silver at designated merchant houses throughout Guangdong Province. Large amounts of silver no longer needed to be carried on one's person, nor entrusted to convoy agencies for transport. One simply deposited silver at the counter, paid the "remittance fee" according to the amount, and then could take the draft elsewhere to exchange. Extremely convenient.

Carrying this bill on one's body was far more convenient than a large amount of silver. Setting aside everything else, one hundred taels of silver wrapped in a bundle made for a very conspicuous package. One could also add secret marks and seals to the bill, so even if lost, it couldn't be falsely claimed.

Wang Zhaomin understood this was payment of his "Private Fee" for grain collection in advance—asking him to assist more during the collection process. He had never encountered such a straightforward patron before, and his psychology gained great satisfaction. He cupped his hands: "Wherever I can be of use, I will naturally be at your service."

Having spoken to this point, both parties already understood each other tacitly. The night was long and conversation enthusiasm ran high. Wu De still had an urgent matter to raise, but the timing hadn't been quite right until now; at last, the moment seemed appropriate.

He lowered his voice: "How should we deal with this person Chen Minggang?"

"If you feign compliance," Wang Zhaomin closed his eyes, "you may not necessarily prove a match for this old fox..."

Wu De understood perfectly. It was much as he had thought.

"I have been instructed."



The two men's secretive conversation lasted until early morning. Wu De returned to his office under cover of darkness. The room was brightly lit. The members of the County Yamen Leadership Working Group hadn't slept and were gathered in the conference room discussing issues.

A group of professional personnel had been transferred from various departments specifically for this land tax matter—mainly financial talents, plus an Army combat engineer named Pan Da. He had been transferred because he had formerly worked in the Tax Bureau and possessed clear understanding of tax collection systems.

Of course, there was also Xiong Buyou, responsible for external liaison, and Dong Weiwei, responsible for surveying. This half-baked Ming history enthusiast had also come—not to rely on her Ming history knowledge, but because she had been conducting social surveys in the countryside for months and possessed first-hand materials.

There was also a group of liaison officers responsible for coordination with various ministries and commissions—people like Sun Xiao from the Planning Commission and Zhou Botao from the Political Security Bureau.

Wu De ordered strong tea to be brewed and conveyed the contents of his conversation with Wang Zhaomin one by one. Everyone was highly interested in such intelligence. However, the biggest controversy within the leadership group concerned how to dispose of Chen Minggang.

This cunning clerk himself wasn't worth a penny, but the Fish Scale Register in his hands was a critical item. Exactly how much taxable land existed in the whole county was all recorded in this book.

The Transmigrators had only completed half of the county-wide social census, and land ownership issues were an even more complicated matter, requiring large-scale land measurement and property rights verification. This wasn't something achievable in a short while. The Transmigrators had just established authority at the grassroots level in Lingao; their tentacles hadn't truly extended into every corner yet.

Therefore, regarding how to dispose of Chen Minggang, controversy arose within the leadership group. Some believed he should be arrested immediately, publicly tried, and then shot. Others advocated using him for a time first. Of course, there was no disagreement about the final result of shooting this person.

"Alright, let's summarize the immediate problems," Wu De said.

The Crossing Group's purpose in undertaking taxes was primarily to use this opportunity to infiltrate and control the county yamen, and secondarily to establish a fair and effective new tax system—reducing the burden on common people while increasing revenue.

To achieve these two goals, they needed a complete understanding of the county's land quantity, fertility grades, and property rights. Otherwise, they couldn't even begin.

The social investigation work that had started after the Spring Festival—proceeding through bandit suppression battles and grassroots organization construction—had shown initial results. But it remained far from truly grasping the whole county's social situation.

Regarding total land quantity, they had obtained preliminary data through work team investigations. Some also proposed using model airplanes for remote sensing mapping to precisely determine the quantity, nature, and location of land throughout the county. But land property rights issues couldn't be resolved through simple mapping alone.

To investigate property rights, land had to be measured. Re-declaring and remapping was not only extremely laborious and troublesome but also faced enormous resistance. In feudal society, whenever land measurement was required, it was typically feasible only when a new dynasty was freshly established and everything was being reformed. Every subsequent attempt provoked fierce backlash from the gentry class, often ending in failure.

One of the fundamental purposes of the Executive Committee launching large-scale social investigations was precisely to prepare for comprehensive land measurement work. But it now appeared that progress had fallen far behind. According to Wu De's statistics, through bandit suppression and work team deployment, they currently controlled roughly one-quarter of the county's grassroots administration.

However, this administrative control remained quite weak; relying on it to conduct land measurement and verification was impossible.

Moreover, it was now the eighth lunar month, and grain collection was about to commence. According to Wang Zhaomin, work had to conclude by early November. The available time was no more than two months. Completing county-wide land measurement in such a short period was simply unrealistic.

"So the Fish Scale Register is extremely critical for us—at least for now," Wu De said, "until we have completely mastered the county's land property rights."

Though the Fish Scale Register was riddled with errors, it remained the only proof before new property registration books could be established. No wonder the Revenue Section clerk could profit from it so handsomely; no matter how dynasties changed, it wouldn't cut off their financial pipeline.

"So it seems we still have to cooperate with Chen Minggang after all?" Xiong Buyou said.

"It's just a Fish Scale Register. We'll find a way to get his Fish Scale Register into our hands," Zhou Dongtian said slowly. "I believe he will definitely talk."

"You're that confident?"

"Of course." Zhou Dongtian appeared supremely assured. "As long as you authorize it."

Wu De naturally knew how he planned to proceed—but he had other ideas.

"I have a plan. The land measurement work must be done, and the tax undertaking work must also be done," Wu De said. "But this plan needs to be reported to the Executive Committee for approval, and we need deep cooperation with Wang Zhaomin. Let's discuss it ourselves first..."



Before the autumn grain even appeared on the market, news that the Australians were preparing to undertake the whole county's autumn tax had already spread throughout Lingao. This news immediately caused a sensation and also made the gentry and large households feel nervous. They sent people to the city to inquire one after another, and for a time, the teahouse in front of the county yamen was packed to overflowing.

The news that emerged was very bad. It was said that this time Master Wu of Bairen Village was undertaking it—and as for this so-called Master Wu of Bairen Village, everyone knew he was a major chief among the Australians. For this person to step forward meant he obviously harbored ill intentions. Anyone with one or two hundred mu of land at home—counting as a grain household—felt uneasy, not knowing how the Australians intended to proceed.

Whether it was Wang Zhaomin or Chen Minggang, both kept their mouths firmly shut about the Australians' specific methods for undertaking grain tax. Nobody knew what medicine these two were selling in their gourds.

Commoners and small households remained calm; after all, they had to pay grain tax no matter who was emperor. Paying grain tax to the Australians was probably much the same—it couldn't be much worse. Fortunately, the weather this year had cooperated, with favorable wind and rain, and the harvest was good. Many people had also earned considerable income by working for the Australians, so they speculated that this year's autumn tax might be easier to pay than last year.

After a few days, the gentry in the county publicly nominated Zhang Youfu to negotiate terms with Wu De—hoping to learn from his mouth exactly how large the Australians' appetite was this time.

Zhang Youfu went to Wu De's place for a visit, and after listening to Wu De's instructions, he immediately returned home.

A group of anxious landlords and gentry awaiting a reply had gathered in the living room. Some hadn't come personally but sent trusted stewards.

"Chief Wu said everything remains as before this year," Zhang Youfu announced.

A collective sigh of relief rose from the crowd. Since it was as before, their interests wouldn't suffer. Though some carried heavy and unreasonable burdens, they didn't wish for any changes—after all, they could get by right now. If something really changed, heaven only knew what it would become. Chinese people have known since ancient times that many things are bad originally, but the result of higher-ups claiming they want to improve them often makes them worse.

"Chief Wu also said that their undertaking of taxes this year wasn't originally their idea," Zhang Youfu told everyone. "They simply considered that Reasonable Burden caused trouble for everyone, so it's better to combine it with the autumn tax for collection. Saves everyone from making two trips."

This wasn't unacceptable. However, Reasonable Burden was collected by village, while grain tax was calculated by land acreage. Someone asked how the conversion would work.

"Autumn grain is autumn grain; Reasonable Burden is Reasonable Burden," Zhang Youfu said. "Just send them together when paying."

Zhang Youfu continued to announce that whether Reasonable Burden or grain tax, both could be offset with Grain Circulation Coupons. This news caused a stir among the landlords—usually when they obtained Circulation Coupons, they spent them immediately. Now hearing they could offset grain tax, many felt regret.

After Zhang Youfu finished announcing several points, everyone felt satisfied and dispersed one after another. Liu Youren had been sitting at the very back and only approached at this time, asking Zhang Youfu:

"Old Zhang! Is this year's grain collection still being handled by Old Eight?"

"Naturally! Without Old Eight, and with the Australians lacking the Fish Scale Registers, how could they possibly collect grain?" Zhang Youfu asked, puzzled by the question.
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"Old Eight's greed will know no bounds this year," Liu Youren declared, his expression darkening. "The Australians have placed their trust in entirely the wrong man."

"You worry too much, Master Liu," Zhang Youfu offered in consolation. "The grain levy will proceed as it always has. What could possibly be different? Surely Old Eight won't transform overnight into a different person."

"As if I don't know exactly what manner of creature Old Eight is," Liu Youren replied with cold contempt. "He's the sort who delights in riding the coattails of power. Now that he's attached himself to the great tree of the Australians, things will spiral out of control. Mark my words—he won't rest until he's created a thorough disaster." With that pronouncement, he stamped his foot and departed.

Zhang Youfu made no attempt to detain him. Instead, he hurried off to report to Wu De.

Wu De received the news with an enigmatic smile. "There's something you should remember henceforth. I've departed on a journey—a very long road. There's no need to seek me out for the time being."

"Yes, yes," Zhang Youfu agreed reflexively, though he didn't entirely understand.

"However, should any matter arise, you are to report it immediately to my secretary, Chuyu. Is that clear?"

"This humble one understands completely." Zhang Youfu knew Chuyu well—she had once served as a maidservant at Gou Manor and now held the position of Wu De's favored bedchamber attendant. He was well aware that the Australians harbored no objections to women managing affairs of consequence; indeed, some among their number appeared publicly and served as leaders in their own right.

Wu De issued several additional instructions, to which Zhang Youfu nodded repeatedly.

Finally, Wu De posed one last question: "You've joined the Tiandihui, have you not?"

"Indeed, though in truth my landholdings barely qualified me for membership." Zhang Youfu explained that his participation was purely a gesture of support. Yet since joining, the Tiandihui had proven remarkably diligent—representatives visited regularly to advise his farmhands on cultivation techniques, and they periodically delivered innovations like fertilizer. The crops across his several dozen mu now thrived as never before.

"Prepare a room. The Tiandihui will be sending someone to lodge at your residence and provide ongoing guidance."

"Yes." Zhang Youfu understood immediately that this person would be there to monitor him. Clearly, something significant lay beneath the surface of this grain levy business. He ventured a cautious probe: "Should this humble one inform him whenever I meet with the grain households?"

"He's there to assist with your farming. Other matters are none of his concern. Remember—if anything arises, go to Chuyu."



Chen Minggang had received word through Zhou Qi that Master Xiong had approved his proposal to contract this year's tax levy. The news pleased him greatly, for he had made his own calculations.

In years past, though he had profited handsomely from the grain levy through various manipulations, his takings remained somewhat inferior to those of Qiongshan, Chengmai, and Wenchang—counties blessed with larger populations and more extensive farmland. Most local landlords here maintained fortified villages for self-defense, and the court's authority carried little weight. After each round of collection, once he distributed shares to his subordinates and enforcers, the actual profit in his pocket amounted to a mere two or three hundred shi. For someone like Chen Minggang—who had visited Qiongshan's prefectural seat and even traveled to Guangzhou, who had glimpsed something of the wider world—this was profoundly disappointing.

Now the Australians had appeared at an opportune moment. These newcomers were formidable adversaries—courteous enough in everyday dealings, yet utterly ruthless when violence was required. Whether storming Gou Family Manor or exterminating bandits, they killed and seized property without so much as blinking, thoroughly terrifying the local gentry. This time, Chen Minggang sensed he finally possessed a powerful patron.

The government yamen could easily be bought off, but the Australians, it seemed, could not. Chen Minggang was an observant man. He perceived that while the Australians appeared courteous and principled on the surface, at their core they were people for whom benefit reigned paramount.

As long as something—or someone—could deliver sufficient profit to them, the Australians would protect it.

Through contracting this grain levy, he would deliver the Australians their full share of profit while simultaneously exploiting their fearsome reputation to enrich himself for years to come.

Chen Minggang reckoned that given the government's glacial efficiency and the Australians' military prowess, even if the Great Ming eventually managed to expel them, that day lay at least three to five years distant. It was entirely possible that the Australians, like the Portuguese before them, might simply settle permanently in Lingao.

And even if the Australians ultimately packed up and departed, Chen Minggang himself would suffer no loss whatsoever. At worst, if his reputation became too tarnished, he would simply resign his post and allow his apprentice Zhou Qi to serve as figurehead for a time before his own son succeeded him. So long as he retained possession of the Fish-Scale Register, it mattered not who sat on the throne—this position of Household Clerk would remain his family's birthright. After all, his lineage had already survived two dynastic changes since the Song; a few more would make no difference.

This was precisely the clever scheme Chen Minggang had devised. But as for how to please the Australians, how vast their appetite might prove, and precisely how far they would permit him to go—these matters still required careful probing.

He instructed Zhou Qi to summon all his apprentices and the county's grain runners to his private residence—which was Qiuhong's home. After his wife's last outburst, Chen Minggang had simply brought everything into the open and moved openly into Qiuhong's residence. He had even asked the constables' squad leader to look out for the place. Though his wife and her relatives simmered with resentment, they could do nothing. Zhang Wu had attempted to cause trouble several times, but the squad leader suppressed him on each occasion. Zhang Shi, wary of gossip among colleagues, had grown reluctant to continue supporting his brother and sister's agitation. The two sides had fallen into a cold standoff.



Within a few days, all the grain runners from across the county had assembled. Lingao County originally employed nearly thirty runners, divided into two categories. The first consisted of "contracting households"—typically petty rural landlords who, through collusion with Chen Minggang or by virtue of commanding numerous strong-armed clansmen capable of dominating the countryside, had obtained their positions. The second category comprised urban and rural hoodlums and down-and-out riffraff, including some exiled convicts who served as enforcers during grain collection.

This gathering was already missing half its usual number. Many of these men had previously colluded with bandits. The recent campaign had launched a large-scale, mass-mobilization "Root Out Bandits" movement, and several had been executed or arrested. Others who had no direct connection to banditry but had accumulated deep popular resentment through years of extortionate collection had also been seized by the masses—ostensibly for collaborating with bandits—and summarily executed. The work teams welcomed this outcome; it provided convenient pretexts for eliminating local strongmen.

Those grain runners who did appear remained jittery from the rural campaigns and terrified of the Australians as if they were tigers. In particular, there was a female Baldy-bandit named Du Wen who inspired universal trembling. Rumor held that several men who had tasted her iron kicks would be fit only for the eunuch's life in their next incarnation.

They had spent weeks anxious and uncertain about their futures. Now, suddenly receiving a summons from Clerk Chen for a meeting about the grain levy, each felt his spirits revive. They dressed in their finest clothes and arrived eager to discuss business.

As the crowd gathered, conversations buzzed with exchanges of recent tidings—who had died, who had been arrested, whose whereabouts remained unknown. Being able to meet again, and hearing they might continue handling the grain levy, they felt as though the clouds had parted to reveal the sun.

When Chen Minggang observed that everyone had arrived, he cleared his throat and commenced.

He spoke of how the Australians intended to contract the grain levy this year. The attendees had heard whispers of this before arriving. Learning they would now work for the Australians, far from feeling shame at becoming "collaborators," they were positively elated—now they could establish connections with the Australians! Not only might they retain their positions, but they could seize the opportunity to make fortunes.

"...However, we still don't fully comprehend the Australians' temperament. I've called everyone here to work out a proper strategy, so that we might negotiate effectively with their leaders."

After some deliberation, since the Australians would be handling the overall contract this time, the individual contracting households would no longer manage affairs directly. Though secondary subcontracting remained possible, all agreed that for their first engagement with the Australians, caution was paramount. Rather than scheming over subcontracting arrangements and "padded margins," they should focus entirely on collection. Delivering a solid amount of grain to the Australians took priority.

"But how much should that be?" someone inquired.

"From what I gathered from Chief Xiong, the intention is to include the 'Reasonable Burden' portion alongside the levy. That amounts to three thousand gongshi," Zhou Qi explained.

"Far too little." If that were the entire sum, why would the Australians bother with contracting at all? Clearly, their expectations ran far higher.

"Precisely. We must at least double it for the Australian masters to recognize our value."

"Then we'll need to increase the tribute rice. The old rate of adding three dou per shi of base quota won't suffice." Several among them possessed skill at mental arithmetic, and they swiftly calculated the figures.

One of the grain runners, nicknamed "Umbrella-Shop Little Hu," spoke up: "Eighth Master! If we simply follow past practices this year, I doubt we'll be able to extract much profit."

The Magistrate's customary share had to come from somewhere, and the Australians' "Reasonable Burden" represented a substantial sum. Naturally, this assembly also wanted their cut. If they merely followed precedent, their only option was to increase the tribute rice.

Adding tribute rice wasn't a major difficulty, but the defenseless small households had already been squeezed to the point of gasping for breath. Pressing them further would yield little and might even provoke them to petition the Australians directly. The larger households could certainly afford additional payments—not only did they pay less tribute rice to begin with, but they also possessed abundant hidden fields and land sheltered under others' names. Yet these households had already been providing regular benefits for years. Increasing their levy without justification would inevitably breed resentment and complicate future dealings.

Zhou Qi declared, "What's there to fear? If anyone refuses to pay more, simply bring in the Australians. They'll end up like Gou Family Manor—let's see whose neck remains stiff enough to resist."

"One mustn't burn all bridges." Chen Minggang shook his head. "Stirring up trouble isn't difficult, but everyone here must still make a living in Lingao going forward. When the Australians eventually depart, what will you do then?"

Umbrella-Shop Little Hu observed, "We absolutely must establish some pretext. Only then can we approach the major households and leave them with nothing to say. This also preserves room to maneuver in the future."

Chen Minggang nodded approvingly. Little Hu possessed sound instincts—far sharper than his own apprentices. A pity the man was lame and couldn't be put forward as a public face. Thinking of this, he glanced at Zhou Qi and felt a wave of distaste toward his senior apprentice.

(End of Chapter)
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Zhou Qi was Chen Minggang's senior apprentice and, by all rights, his most dependable man. Yet Chen Minggang was stingy by nature. Zhou Qi's parents had passed away years ago, and according to the customs of the time, Chen Minggang—as his master—was his closest elder, obligated not only to look after him but also to arrange his marriage.

This obligation Chen Minggang had never fulfilled. In Ming-era Lingao, the ratio of men to women was severely imbalanced—most incoming migrants were single men, and women were desperately scarce. This made the cost of taking a wife considerably higher than on the mainland. Moreover, given Zhou Qi's status as an apprentice, he couldn't simply marry any woman; propriety demanded a daughter from a local minor landowner of respectable means or from a family in the same profession. Such a match required a presentable bride price and the construction of a house for the new couple.

Chen Minggang was unwilling to spend this money and had kept delaying. Before he knew it, Zhou Qi was approaching thirty—a middle-aged bachelor by seventeenth-century standards.

This prolonged unmarried state proved quite embarrassing for Zhou Qi. Moreover, it had bred another consequence: Chen Minggang was exceedingly fond of women, and as his senior apprentice, Zhou Qi handled many of his master's private affairs. Frequent contact with his master's women inevitably aroused suspicion—after all, this apprentice was young and vigorous, far more robust than himself.

Lately, whispers had circulated—some claiming Zhou Qi was conducting an affair with one of Chen Minggang's women, others suggesting he harbored deep resentment behind his back. Though Chen Minggang didn't entirely credit these rumors, his trust in his apprentice had diminished. Combined with the recent incident involving Qiuhong, doubts about his senior apprentice's competence had grown considerably.

"Precisely—Little Hu has struck the nail on its head. We absolutely require a pretext for this, to compel the major households' compliance. We're merely carrying out orders—they cannot blame us." Chen Minggang's lips curved into a thin smile. "Let them serve as the villains."

Everyone nodded in agreement, some adding words of flattery.

"But what pretext would serve?" someone inquired. "Finding one won't be simple."

First, the common folk had to find it believable—and these "common folk" weren't ignorant peasants but landlords and gentry with property and standing, men who wouldn't be frightened by empty words. Second, the Australians had to support it. Chen Minggang understood that the Australians were particular about their image and strongly opposed anyone impersonating them or invoking their authority falsely.

Chen Minggang remained unhurried, taking a leisurely sip of tea. He believed his superiority over this assembly lay not merely in possessing the ancestral treasure of the Fish-Scale Register, but in his ability to see farther and more clearly than everyone else.

"You've all come from the countryside," he said abruptly. "What precisely are the Australians' work teams occupied with?"

The group chimed in with various answers. The work teams were engaged in numerous activities throughout the villages, primarily conducting social surveys: cataloging population, land quantities, and soil quality. They were also generally helping villages establish militias, construct stockades, and even providing medical treatment and medicine.

"None of you have touched upon the essential point." Chen Minggang shook his head. "What the Australians care most about is ascertaining Lingao's true situation."

Everyone exchanged bewildered glances. The county's true situation?

Someone more seasoned among them grasped it: "Population, land quantities..."

"Precisely." Chen Minggang nodded. "The Australians intend to remain here in Lingao permanently. What must they know?" He tapped his folding fan against his palm, counting off the points. "First and foremost, how many people reside in the county, how much land exists, and what that land produces."

"Land surveying!" Umbrella-Shop Little Hu blurted out.

"Exactly." Chen Minggang cast an appreciative glance at Little Hu. "The Australians dispatch work teams to the countryside and contract grain levies in the county seat. At the root of it all, they simply wish to determine how much Lingao is truly worth." He snapped his fan open with a sharp crack and began fanning himself with measured elegance. "So let us assist them—with a land survey."

The room erupted in murmurs. "Land surveying"—the term literally denoted measuring field acreage, but its implications extended far beyond. Concurrent with such a survey, new Fish-Scale Registers would be compiled, and land ownership and tax status re-registered entirely. In ancient society, this was no trivial matter; it typically had to be initiated by the imperial court itself. Throughout the Great Ming's history, apart from the Hongwu reign when the first Fish-Scale Registers were compiled, the only other instance occurred during the early Wanli reign under Grand Secretary Zhang Juzheng. Each time a land survey was conducted, the Ministry of Revenue and the province dispatched special officials to oversee it, and scholars were drafted from across the province to assist. The process required at least half a year or more—certainly not something that could be completed in a month or two.

Though this assembly "ate from the grain levy," their knowledge of conducting an actual land survey was superficial at best. They were by no means professionals, and besides, there simply wasn't sufficient time.

Chen Minggang gestured for silence. "What's all this commotion? This is merely a pretext!" His smile turned cold. "Do you actually believe we're going to survey anyone's land? Even if you wished to, we lack the capability."

Everyone nodded and looked to him as their guiding light.

"The Australians want to know Lingao's true worth, so we'll simply play along. We'll claim to be helping them survey the land—the Australians won't refuse. Once we possess that pretext, won't the major households be entirely at our mercy?"

The room burst into acclaim: this plan was brilliant! Not only did it provide legitimate cover, but the Australians would certainly approve. Best of all, the major households would have nothing to say, and any consequences could be attributed to the Australians.

"Will the major households actually comply?" Zhou Qi asked with hesitation. "They maintain their own connections with the Australians."

"Having connections is irrelevant." Chen Minggang perceived the relationship between the transmigrators and the gentry with perfect clarity. "The Australians hold no affection for the gentry. At present, they're merely making use of them."



"Somewhat unexpected, wouldn't you say?" Xiong Buyou remarked with a laugh as he relayed Chen Minggang's proposal in Wu De's office.

"Indeed, quite unexpected." Wu De nodded, filled with emotion. "Who would have imagined that Chen Minggang would see straight through our intentions? The county's scholars, meanwhile, seem incapable of discerning anything." A note of appreciation, almost kinship, colored his voice.

According to Wu De's original design, he had intended to allow Chen Minggang free rein in imposing additional tribute rice, stirring up sufficient complaints from both gentry and common folk. Once the county's taxes were largely collected, he would then stage a dramatic "petition" scene with the masses seething in righteous indignation. Finally, the transmigrators would step in as benevolent arbiters, prosecute Chen Minggang and his entire gang, and thereby pacify popular anger.

After venting their frustrations, the transmigrators would seize the opportunity to implement "new policies"—using the prevention of future abuses as justification to launch a county-wide land survey, establish a proper tax register, and complete tax reform.

Wu De had also prepared a contingency plan. Should anything unexpected occur during the grain levy that prevented the autumn taxes from being collected on schedule, he had already secured the Executive Committee's approval for an advance-payment method. The transmigrators would front the autumn grain and taxes first, then gradually recover the sum from future tax collections.

Regardless of which approach was employed, the transmigrators were confident they could pay this year's autumn levy punctually. This would allow them to survey the land and register households at a leisurely pace rather than racing against the tax deadline. As the saying went, good work requires time—Wu De planned to simmer this "new tax system" slowly.

This undertaking represented a major initiative for the transmigrators, and the Executive Committee had already issued multiple directives to various departments, bureaus, and companies.

Leizhou Sugar Company received instructions to continue selling sugar to Vietnam while also exporting other locally needed goods, all to purchase large quantities of Vietnamese rice.

The Maritime Force received orders to concentrate shipping capacity and rush Vietnamese rice to Lingao, with the objective of raising brown rice reserves to thirty-five thousand shi before the eleventh lunar month.

The Foreign Trade Commission received instructions to use the Vietnamese rice to purchase silver in Leizhou's three counties, with a quota of ten thousand taels. This silver was earmarked for Lingao's "Liaodong levy." Wu De anticipated that rice prices in Lingao would decline due to the levy collection; they could then sell rice at inflated prices, exchange it for silver, and subsequently buy grain back at depressed prices.

The Education Department was instructed to immediately incorporate surveying, basic plane geometry calculations, and similar subjects into students' practical curriculum, preparing personnel for the comprehensive land survey.

The printing plant also received notice to immediately produce large quantities of blank land deeds and property registration books.

"Chen Minggang truly possesses remarkable talent," Xiong Buyou observed.

"Unfortunately, this particular talent cannot be permitted to remain." Wu De couldn't help viewing this "corrupt clerk" in a new light. The scholarly consensus that Ming and Qing grassroots governance was effectively "rule by clerks" appeared well-founded indeed.

"How should I respond to him?" Xiong Buyou inquired.

"Hint that he may proceed along these lines. You must appear genuinely interested in the land survey." Wu De had decided to let Chen Minggang stir things up on this issue. It resembled the modern practice of floating a harsh proposal first, allowing public opinion to attack it, and then quietly rolling out a slightly improved version that the public would find far easier to accept. Wu De intended to employ the same tactic.

"However, under no circumstances may you explicitly approve it." Wu De provided detailed instructions. "Ensure someone is recording your conversation with him on video. Say plenty of ambiguous things. Coordinate with the Propaganda Department beforehand on how to phrase matters—this will simplify editing later. You need to make it appear as though he was the one eagerly recommending the land survey to us—"

"I understand." Xiong Buyou nodded.

"Chen Minggang simply wants us to play the villains while he grows rich. Originally, we could have played the villain role regardless." Wu De sounded faintly regretful. "If only he were actually willing to invest the effort and help us conduct a proper land survey."

"Ha! Now you're asking a tiger for its skin." Xiong Buyou had dealt with clerks long enough to understand their nature perfectly. "They're nothing but parasites feeding on the system, thinking only of how to line their own pockets. How could they possibly possess such elevated consciousness?"

"One additional matter. Chen Minggang asked me where the grain collection stations should be established and how many of our people should staff each station."

"The stations will remain in the county seat," Wu De had already considered this. "As for our people—not a single one. Let them continue as before." He continued, "Since we're having them bear the blame, they might as well bear it completely."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 449 - Autumn Levy (Part 4)

Zhou Botao picked up a case file that had just been placed on his desk—locally manufactured at Zhou Dongtian's paper factory, composed of coarse yellow paper that sat weighty in his hands. He opened the cover to discover page after page of personal dossiers, each with a photograph attached. These were the profiles of the grain runners who had attended the recent meeting; their background investigations had just been completed.

Qiuhong's house had long been under Action Division surveillance, but since guards were posted around it, installing listening devices had proven impossible. Zhou Botao hadn't arranged for anyone to approach using a peddler disguise either—that would have been far too conspicuous. In a rural residence devoid of commercial activity, a cluster of peddlers would obviously arouse suspicion. Instead, he had arranged for long-range observation with binoculars.

Now they had identified the complete roster and backgrounds of every grain runner in Lingao County. Zhou Botao intended to study this assembly carefully to determine if there was anyone he could exploit—or, alternatively, if the decision was simply to "eliminate" them. That would depend on the Executive Committee's wishes.

Zhou Botao turned to the final pages containing materials on Zhou Qi. He was keenly interested in Chen Minggang's senior apprentice, for the investigation had revealed that the master harbored strong suspicions about something unclear between Zhou Qi and his mistress—though he had never found proof.

Zhou Botao took particular interest in rumors of romantic entanglement. Based on his experience as a detective, once whispers of romantic scandal reached a certain threshold, the matter was usually genuine. It resembled how, when a wife first suspected her husband of infidelity, investigation nearly always confirmed that something had indeed occurred.

He summoned Wu Xiang and handed over the file. "Go investigate Zhou Qi."

"Eighth Master's apprentice?" Wu Xiang's expression betrayed a trace of fear.

Zhou Botao regarded him with displeasure. "What—are you frightened of him?"

Wu Xiang swallowed. "No."

"Good." Zhou Botao's tone hardened. "You're our man now. What is there to fear about some 'Eighth Master' or 'Ninth Master'? Find out everything about Zhou Qi. From this moment forward, keep him under constant surveillance. Report his every movement to me—I want to know precisely when he relieves himself and when he goes to sleep. Understood?"

"Yes, understood."

The answer was acceptable enough. Watching Wu Xiang's departing figure, Zhou Botao allowed himself a contemptuous look. This fellow was supposed to bear a blood feud, someone who hated the old society with burning passion. He had performed quite admirably in school, displaying a powerful sense of grievance. Yet the moment he commenced actual fieldwork, he revealed no courage whatsoever. When confronting county yamen personnel or local strongmen, he still unconsciously slipped into a kind of servile deference.

"It seems hatred isn't the universal panacea after all," Zhou Botao muttered. He picked up a written order, opened it, glanced at its contents, and rang a bell to summon his orderly.

"Fetch the leader of the Special Propaganda Team. Yes—immediately."



After Chen Minggang paid his respects to Xiong Buyou and received tacit approval, he threw himself into the work with genuine earnestness. Besides the customary posting of proclamations and distribution of "grain notices"—essentially payment demand slips—by the county yamen, he also gathered his disciples and subordinates to establish collection stations in front of the county granary.

The first phase of grain collection naturally involved waiting for the grain households to come and pay voluntarily. Only after this phase concluded would they enter the stage of actively enforcing collection in the villages. But this year, Chen Minggang ordered all the grain runners to venture into the countryside and vigorously spread news of the "land survey."

In no time at all, word that the Australians intended to "conduct a land survey" had spread throughout the county, throwing major and minor grain households alike into panic.

The gentry naturally wanted nothing to do with a land survey. No matter how corrupt and inefficient the existing system might be, they had already reached an accommodation with it. As long as they paid a certain price as "lubricant," they could do as they pleased within the system. Now a new force had arrived that actually intended to re-survey all the farmland and re-register property ownership—this struck like a bolt from the blue. The grain households immediately grew anxious. Then, from the mouths of grain runners who had gone out to the countryside, they received confirmation: the Australians not only intended to collect grain this time but also to conduct a land survey first and levy grain based on acreage.

The grain households hastened to dispatch agents everywhere to gather intelligence. Indeed, both the county seat and the East Gate Market buzzed with discussion of the matter, with people speaking as though they possessed firsthand knowledge. Chen Minggang's crowd of hangers-on strutted about with self-important airs. Yet strange counter-rumors also emerged, claiming none of this was true—that Chen Minggang and his gang were merely invoking the Australians' name to frighten people.



Everyone rushed to Zhang Youfu seeking confirmation. But he could offer no definitive answer either. Zhang Youfu explained that Chief Wu, who oversaw the grain levy, had "departed on a long journey," and no one was available to respond. Zhang Youfu himself was somewhat startled by these developments, but remembering Wu De's earlier instructions, he sensed something deeper was unfolding behind the scenes. He dared not speak carelessly. He immediately traveled to Bairren City to request an audience with Chuyu and reported the situation.

Of course, he received no response from Chuyu either. Zhang Youfu stood in the courtyard of his own residence, studying the "grain notice" that a runner had just delivered, and furrowed his brow for several long minutes. Suddenly, something clicked into place, and he began to understand.



Liu Youren sat upon a bamboo couch beneath the steps of his main courtyard, smoking a dry tobacco pipe. Wisps of blue smoke curled lazily upward. On a bamboo table sat a teapot, teacups, and a sheet of coarse mulberry paper—the "grain notice."

The grain notice was a collection demand slip. The government hadn't originally employed such instruments; it possessed only grain tallies—collection receipts. This was something the yamen clerks had devised independently: sheets of extremely coarse mulberry paper, pre-printed with stamps and formatted spaces for clerks to record the grain household's name and the amounts of base grain and tribute rice owed. Once a household received this slip, it was required to pay by the deadline. The deadlines were divided into first, second, and third terms. After the third term passed, collection entered the "dunning phase," whereupon delinquent households would be hauled to the yamen and subjected to flogging every three or five days, or else pilloried in public.

In practice, this was mostly bluster. Those who actually suffered the yamen's beatings and the cangue were defenseless, isolated small grain households—people like Zhang Xingjiao had once been. Any grain household with the slightest local influence would never be treated this way. Some were village rogues who, though lacking political power, were hardened characters willing to fight and kill. If they refused to pay the full levy, they would send some able-bodied kinsman to accept the punishment in their stead, bribe the bailiffs a little, and endure a performance of flogging. They would toughen it out until the New Year, find someone to post bail for their release, and consider the year's accounts settled. Grain households of even higher standing could haggle directly with the runners and clerks over precisely how much tribute rice they would pay. The truly powerful ones paid nothing beyond the base quota. As for the gentry and strongmen, most had concealed vast amounts of land, and basically contributed nothing at all—even when the yamen knew, it could only look the other way.

The Liu family had once been local strongmen from Jialai. After Liu Youren purchased himself a jiansheng degree, they had become "gentry." His family's registered land holdings amounted to less than four hundred mu, but in reality they possessed nearly two thousand. And the land "falsely registered" under the Liu family name exceeded three thousand mu more.

Beyond the four hundred mu of registered paddy fields they worked using hired farmhands, none of their other land had ever contributed a single grain in taxes.

Liu Youren had previously approached the Australians employing the same strategy he used against bandits: on one hand, fortify the stronghold and train militia for self-defense; on the other, humor them—if they wanted some benefit, accommodate within his means and purchase peace. After all, this region had operated thus since his grandfather's time.

But after attending the Political Consultative Conference and witnessing the Baldies' power firsthand, his thinking had shifted. Liu Youren realized that simply humoring them as he had dealt with bandits would lead only to losses. The strength and conduct the Australians had demonstrated suggested they harbored vast ambitions—ambitions unlikely to be satisfied by Lingao alone.

Such ambitions were certainly not something a rural strongman like himself could possibly obstruct. If the Liu family wished to survive in Lingao and avoid sharing Gou Family Manor's fate, they would need to be more proactive. At minimum, that would secure their self-preservation.

Therefore, though he seldom visited the East Gate Market, he actually maintained close watch over the Australians' every move. The moment the Tiandihui was established, he joined. His decision had startled the Liu family elders at the time, provoking strong opposition—how could they reveal the family's true situation to the Australians? Even if they reported only the officially taxed acreage, the Australian agricultural technicians were no fools; after a few visits for "technical guidance," they would surely deduce the reality.

Liu Youren patiently persuaded them: even if he didn't join, did they imagine the Australians would remain ignorant of how much land the Liu family actually held? That was hardly a secret in the county. Naturally, someone eager to curry favor would report it. Rather than waiting for them to come knocking, engaging with them first would facilitate maneuvering.

After joining the Tiandihui, agricultural technicians came to help him make compost, deliver seedlings, and instruct his farmhands on cultivation. Their earnestness far exceeded Liu Youren's expectations. He couldn't comprehend why the Australians would exert themselves so—if they merely wanted to collect "service fees," a simple order to the liaison officer would ensure every village paid up. Why bother with such laborious nonsense?

Just as he puzzled over this, the grain-levy contracting affair had left him even more bewildered. He found himself utterly unable to fathom the Australians' thinking.

His gaze fell once more upon the grain notice. The columns for base quota and tribute rice amounts stood blank. The grain runner who delivered it had explained that according to orders from the Australian masters, this levy would be accompanied by a "land survey." Each household was required to report its land holdings before the first deadline, and grain would be levied based on the new acreage figures.

"Eighth Master says this is the Australians' first time contracting the grain levy in this county. Each household had better contribute a little and report more accurate land figures—don't provoke them." The grain runner who came had smirked insincerely. "This way everyone can get by, and those of us carrying out orders can render a proper accounting."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 450 - Autumn Levy (Part 5)

"Third Uncle! This is surely another new extortion scheme Old Eight has concocted!" One of his clan nephews, Liu Guangbiao, could no longer contain himself.

Liu Guangbiao had studied business in the prefectural city. He could work an abacus, maintain accounts, and understood various commercial practices—in Lingao, this made him quite an accomplished talent. The Liu family had brought him back to serve as general accountant, managing the family's properties.

Liu Youren said nothing. That Chen Minggang was seizing this opportunity for extortion went without saying. The question was whether the Australians actually intended to conduct a land survey. Was this merely a ploy to intimidate everyone into paying more "Reasonable Burden," or did they genuinely wish to ascertain the county's full land holdings and make a fresh start, as one would following a dynastic change?

The difference was enormous. If it was merely intimidation, the countermeasure was simple enough: pay Chen Minggang an additional bribe, allow him to report an extra hundred mu or so, and contribute a bit more in taxes. But if the latter, things would become far more troublesome.

Liu Youren had always been a man of firm opinions, yet now he found himself in a quandary. The Australians weren't like the government. They were a more efficient, decisive group that actually dared to accomplish things—he had perceived this clearly long ago. Even "good officials" like Wu Mingjin, when they attempted to accomplish something in the county, had never succeeded. The Australians, however, announced they would do something and then did it, driving through countless difficult undertakings. It would hardly be surprising if they truly intended to conduct a thorough county-wide land survey and population census.

The old methods of dealing with officials and bandits wouldn't work on them. Taking a hard line—the Australians weren't afraid of massacring entire households and would probably welcome the opportunity. Taking a soft approach—the Australians were remarkably incorruptible, immune to monetary bribes.

What exactly did the Australians want? Liu Youren pondered. If they truly intended to survey the land, perhaps the wisest choice was to honestly report his family's holdings. As for land registered under his family's name on behalf of others, that could wait. But if this was all mere bluster, his candor would only benefit the clerks while earning him ridicule—and that embarrassment he could not afford.

"What did Master Zhang say?" he inquired. Master Zhang referred to the middleman Zhang Youfu.

"He said he went to inquire, but Chief Wu, who's handling the matter, wasn't at home. No one else is managing it, and no one knows anything."

"Not at home." Liu Youren chewed over these words. "Really not at home?" he murmured. These people were truly unfathomable.

"The Tiandihui's—agri—agri—"

"Agricultural technician," Liu Guangbiao supplied.

"Yes—has Master Xun arrived yet?" Master Xun was Xun Suji. Because agricultural specialists were in short supply, and he possessed good expertise in vegetable cultivation, the Tiandihui had hired him as a part-time agricultural technician—following special training, of course. Tiandihui representatives now carried a mystical aura in the eyes of Lingao's common folk, so Ye Yuming preferred employing even half-trained transmigrators rather than native agricultural technicians. It resembled how, in the early days of Reform and Opening Up, everyone had especially trusted foreign goods.

"He only comes on the third days."

Liu Youren calculated—still seven or eight days until his next visit—and felt somewhat disappointed. When Xun Suji arrived, he could attempt to probe for information about what was happening on the inside, to catch some hint of their intentions.

Unfortunately, ordinary inducements held no interest for them. Liu Youren sighed once more over the transmigrators' bulletproof dedication to honest governance. Officials with authority who refused bribes—this truly required adjustment.

Liu Guangbiao was perceptive; he knew the family head was fretting over this matter. He had long harbored an idea and now sensed the moment was ripe.

"Third Uncle!" Liu Guangbiao spoke carefully. "Meilan from the Fourth Branch is getting on in years. She's tall and sturdy, and hasn't been able to find a suitable husband—"

"Ah!" Liu Youren immediately understood what his nephew was suggesting. If the path of money was blocked, perhaps women might work. He had long heard that women were scarce among the Australians, and many of them had no recourse but to watch "secret shadow plays" to relieve themselves...

Liu Youren had previously considered offering Master Xun a maidservant as a token of appreciation. But reflecting on the maidservants of Liu Family Village—unlike the bondmaids of wealthy urban households, these were of peasant origin, toiling all day with rough hands and feet and sun-darkened skin—Master Xun had never displayed the slightest interest in any of them.

By comparison, marrying off one of the clan's own daughters would serve better. A maidservant was ultimately an outsider; once married, she would hold the status of a slave, commanding neither position nor respect. But if they actually became in-laws with Xun Suji, he would be obligated to look after his wife's natal family.

Liu Meilan was a girl from the Fourth Branch who, having grown tall and robust, had always been mocked—utterly lacking any feminine charm. At nineteen, she still had no suitor. This clan grandniece was worth considering. Her branch held a low position within the clan; even if unwilling, they wouldn't dare refuse.

Liu Youren nodded. The cost would be minimal: Meilan's family belonged to a distant branch. Even if the Australians were later defeated by the government, the main family wouldn't be too heavily implicated. She was a pawn they could afford to sacrifice.

"Good. Go speak with her father." Liu Youren made up his mind.

"Yes." Liu Guangbiao was secretly pleased. He harbored another, darker agenda. Liu Meilan had once offended him over a matter involving the collection of memorial rice, and he had long desired revenge.

Hmph, this time I'll throw you into the fire pit to taste hot wax. Liu Guangbiao had heard from a native at the East Gate Market who had witnessed the Australians' "secret shadow plays" that they were extremely depraved in the bedroom: they liked to bind women like rice dumplings and subject them to various tortures, even dripping hot candle wax or oil onto their naked bodies...

Liu Youren knew nothing of his nephew's dark thoughts. After deliberating a while longer, he said, "Prepare a visiting card for tomorrow. Invite Zhou Qi over."

"Not invite Eighth Master Chen himself?"



"I fear I cannot command his presence these days." Liu Youren explained. "Zhou Qi is his senior apprentice—his word carries the same weight."

"See Eighth Master Chen out," Huang Shoutong called.

"Oh no, no—please don't trouble yourself, Master Huang—" Chen Minggang's face was wreathed in smiles as he departed with his retinue.

Huang Shoutong watched them exit through the courtyard gate, then addressed his steward. "Have his underlings all been taken care of?"

"Yes, Master," the steward replied. "Each received three hundred wen for 'shoe money,' plus a meal with wine."

"Good, you may go." Huang Shoutong coughed. His second son, Huang Binkun, hurried over to support him. Since being wounded in the counter-attack battle the previous year, Huang Shoutong's health had declined considerably.

"It's nothing." He waved it off and inquired, "Why haven't you been attending lessons at the county school lately?"

"Your son isn't a stipendiary scholar—I was never required to attend regularly anyway."

"That won't do." Huang Shoutong shook his head. "You're still a xiucai. You should at least earn a juren degree to bring glory to the family."

Huang Binkun smiled bitterly. "Father, you know as well as I do that in the two hundred and some years since the founding of the Great Ming, this entire county hasn't produced ten juren. Your son probably doesn't possess that kind of fortune."

Huang Shoutong shook his head. "Though luck counts for much in the examination hall, you mustn't grow too dispirited." He returned to the hall in the inner courtyard and seated himself. "Right now the county is in turmoil because of the Australians, and everyone is distracted from their studies. The more things are like this, the harder you must work at your lessons, lest you let them go to waste..."

Huang Binkun had expected his father to discuss the Australians' land survey and autumn levy with him. Instead, the opening consisted of a lengthy lecture about studying diligently—he couldn't help wondering if his father was becoming somewhat senile.

"Father!" he couldn't help interjecting. "This autumn levy matter—what do you intend to do?"

"Hmph, these Baldy-bandits—their treasonous hearts stand fully exposed." Huang Shoutong struck the table in anger. "A land survey—is that something they're qualified to conduct?!"

"Father, how should we respond?"

"There's something mysterious at work here." Huang Shoutong mused. "What manner of Australian enchantment has Old Eight swallowed to make him so eager to stir things up for the Baldies?" He snorted. "Does he imagine the realm now belongs to the Baldies? That all principles of Heaven and law have ceased to exist?"

"These clerks and runners are nothing but profit-seekers. Father needn't work himself into anger over them."

"The land survey business is merely a feint on Old Eight's part." Huang Shoutong pronounced. "He harbors no true intention of surveying any land. He's using this pretext to pressure everyone into paying more taxes, so he can both please the Australians and enrich himself."

"Yes, that was my assessment as well. The Baldies were probably talked into it by Old Eight, imagining they could collect more grain. Today, Old Eight proved quite flexible in his talk. I was considering offering him some additional private benefit, adding a few dozen shi to the Reasonable Burden allocated to our village..."

"No—the land survey may be a feint, but the matter isn't that simple." Huang Shoutong waved dismissively. "Do you believe the Baldies are people who would allow themselves to be manipulated by the likes of Old Eight?"

"Then what are they after?"

"Grain and taxes are probably not their main objective," Huang Binkun reasoned aloud. "Consider this—how much profit can Lingao truly offer? Besides, if they wanted to levy grain, they could simply have the liaison officer issue the order, and what village would dare refuse? Why go through Old Eight and create unnecessary complications? Their true intentions lie elsewhere."

"Could they be using this opportunity to—"

"Kill the chicken to frighten the monkey!" Huang Shoutong's face turned grim. "Using this land survey as an opportunity to establish their authority! I reckon the small households will emerge unscathed this time—not merely unscathed, but probably even benefiting. For major households like ours, however, this hurdle will not be easy to surmount."

Huang Binkun immediately grew tense. Speaking of which major household in Lingao the Baldies despised most, his own family and Liu Dalin were probably tied for first place. In the past—when opposing the Baldies—one had schemed while the other had personally charged into battle. The Baldies surely harbored bitter resentment. But Liu Dalin possessed the distinction of being "the county's only jinshi," commanding extremely high prestige—even the Baldies had to show him some deference. The reopening of the Jasmine Pavilion Academy demonstrated that Liu Dalin was a primary target of their wooing efforts. In contrast, his own family presented an excellent target.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 451 - Autumn Levy (Part 6)

Thinking of Gou Family Manor's fate, Huang Binkun couldn't suppress a shiver. Third Brother had perished at the Baldies' hands—were they now coming to exterminate the entire household?

He recalled how, just a few days earlier, his father had suddenly dispatched his eldest brother and nephew to the prefectural city to purchase land and establish a new estate, taking along a considerable sum of silver. He had been puzzled at the time—the family hadn't planned on acquiring land, and his eldest brother, who served as captain of the village militia, rarely departed the estate, let alone for such an extended period. Could his father have already prepared for the worst, arranging a fallback position for the Huang family in the prefectural city?

A cold sweat broke out across his body. He ventured cautiously, "Father, should we perhaps reinforce the village walls..."

After the defeat at Bairren Rapids, though Huang Shoutong had been wounded, he had maintained constant vigilance over his family's defenses, ever guarding against Baldy retaliation. Over several months, the walls had been raised higher, watchtowers added, and cannons and matchlocks procured from the mainland. Large quantities of gunpowder and shot had been manufactured and stockpiled. Grain reserves had been laid in, and several new wells dug.

The militiamen had stood on high alert day and night, and this tense state had persisted for quite some time—only easing after the Lingao Political Consultative Conference concluded.

Since his son's return with a report on the conference, the old man had paid less attention to Huang Family Village's defenses, concerning himself only with ordinary threats like bandits and pirates. Huang Binkun also understood that no matter how thoroughly the village walls were reinforced, they couldn't withstand the Baldies' artillery. If they wished to destroy his family, they could do so whenever they pleased.

The sensation of being a fish on someone else's chopping block proved deeply unpleasant. The Huang father and son had spent months secretly discussing how to respond to the Baldies.

Retracting their claws and lying low was naturally the best immediate choice, yet they believed the Baldies would never let them escape. The only long-term solution was to bring in government troops for a campaign of extermination—only then could the matter be settled once and for all.

The government troops of this prefecture were, in theory, stationed throughout the island. The county even possessed a garrison. But the only force truly capable of fighting was the two thousand or so soldiers at Baisha Naval Station under the Qiongzhou Maritime Defense Command.

Though the Huang father and son were highly esteemed within the county, they remained ultimately just rural strongmen. Forget General Tang of Qiongshan—he wouldn't grant them the time of day—even the local garrison officers couldn't be bothered with them. Huang Shoutong had endured their disdain since his youth.

No ability whatsoever, yet each of them considered themselves above everyone else. Incompetent themselves, they refused to permit others to demonstrate ability either. Unwilling to accomplish anything, yet perpetually scrambling for credit. This was the conclusion Huang Shoutong had reached after decades of cooperation with government troops. Apart from their passable courage when suppressing Li uprisings—where the enemy was armed with nothing but bamboo and wooden implements—their performance in all other circumstances remained truly uninspiring.

Even if General Tang committed his entire force, they would prove no match for these Baldies. Exterminating them would require a province-wide joint campaign, mobilizing four to six thousand crack troops and two to three hundred warships. Huang Shoutong was startled by his own estimate—wouldn't that necessitate mustering at least ten or twenty thousand men?

This lay far beyond Huang Shoutong's capabilities. And so the matter had cooled.

Now, with his own family about to become the chicken slaughtered to warn the monkeys, the Huang father and son found themselves revisiting the issue.

"Reinforcing the walls is pointless," Huang Shoutong declared. "We must petition for government troops to mount a campaign."

"That's a formidable undertaking—" Huang Binkun had considered this before but hadn't been able to devise any effective method for mobilizing the military.

"Acting alone, we certainly cannot accomplish it. But what about all the gentry of the county together?" Huang Shoutong proposed. "They wish to conduct a land survey now, don't they? Will the major gentry households agree? If we coordinate behind the scenes, we might be able to organize everyone to submit a joint petition."

A joint petition from the county's entire gentry, dispatched to the provincial capital—that would constitute no small matter. Whether the Governor-General or the Provincial Governor, they would have to respond somehow. If supported by lobbying efforts, the campaign might actually materialize.

"Your son will set about making arrangements at once!" Huang Binkun, being young, was eager to act the moment he glimpsed hope.

"Wait." Huang Shoutong restrained him. "Not so hastily. At present, people haven't yet witnessed the Baldies' true colors. Many probably haven't awakened and are contemplating simply bowing their heads and enduring. Once Old Eight and his crew have thrown Lingao into complete chaos and stirred up universal outrage, everyone's resolve will naturally harden."

"Father's guidance is wise!"

"Also, starting tomorrow, you should resume attending the county school. Listen to what the students are saying and do some agitating while you're at it. If all the county's scholars were also to submit a petition, the matter would become still more certain."

"Very well. After I return to the county seat, I'll pay a visit to Master Liu," Huang Shoutong instructed. "Inquire about his thoughts—with Master Liu, you may speak directly. He may not own much land himself, but there's likely a considerable amount registered under his name on others' behalf. He cannot remain uninvolved in this."

"Your son understands."

"Zhang Youfu should also be visited several times."

"That man has sold himself heart and soul to the Baldies. What purpose would visiting him serve..."

"Hmph—Zhang Youfu is an old fox; he may not truly have sold himself. We don't expect his assistance anyway—he's close to the Baldies, so by visiting him frequently, you can probe for information."



All the grain households in the county, at least those of any size, spent these days in chaos. As soon as darkness fell, the heads of households would gather under lamplight, whispering together about strategies for the land survey. Treasures that had been dug up were now buried again. Some families hastily sent people to purchase passage to Qiongshan, rushing their trunks and luggage off to relatives in Qiongshan or neighboring counties.

Suddenly, tickets on the Gao Guang shipping line became hot commodities. This anomaly was immediately reported to the Political Security General Administration via both the Harbor Office and the shipping company. Ran Yao didn't dare neglect the matter and quickly dispatched investigators.

"Capital flight?" Wu De glanced at Zhou Botao, who had rushed over to report.

"Precisely. Ever since the grain notices went out, the grain households throughout the county have been in an uproar. There's a serious problem with assets being transferred to other counties."

"Hmm, let them transfer." Wu De was unperturbed. "They can't take the land with them anyway. As for silver and copper coins—we don't particularly care about those."

"You mean—"

"Their voluntary departure from Lingao isn't a bad thing for us." Wu De glanced at the report.

The major households couldn't take their land or their farmhands and tenants with them. The land and population left behind would naturally become their property. Unfortunately, most people would probably hold firm—but that was acceptable too. Let Chen Minggang and his crew thoroughly stir things up and apply some pressure.

"Damn—so you had this maneuver planned all along? A disguised land reform?"

"Not at all. It isn't land reform." Wu De shook his head. "This is merely a side effect." He then inquired, "Is the surveillance report ready?"

"It is." Zhou Botao produced several sheets of paper.

"Anything significant?"

"There's one item you'll certainly find interesting," Zhou Botao said. "Huang Binkun—the son of Huang Shoutong, the militia leader who fought us last year—has returned to the county school."

"Ah, that venerable fellow who charged magnificently across the ditch and managed to hold on for a few minutes before tumbling from his horse." Wu De still remembered him—the old man had left quite an impression on the transmigrators. "I recall he didn't perish."

"He was wounded and fled, then lay low afterward. At the Consultative Conference, he sent his second son—this same Huang Binkun—as his representative. Whether on the Reasonable Burden or bandit suppression, his attitude has been quite cooperative."

"And then?"

Zhou Botao handed over the Huang family's dossier. "It appears the old fox is scheming behind the scenes."

Wu De opened the surveillance report as Zhou Botao explained: "Huang Binkun claims to be attending the county school, but he's only an additional scholar. Since the school's restoration, he had never appeared—until now. His sudden presence is highly suspicious."

The report detailed how, upon arriving in the county seat, he had immediately paid calls on several of the leading gentry, as well as visiting Liu Dalin—the two had conversed for nearly two hours. An informant developed among the school's menial staff also reported that during every break, Huang Binkun deliberately steered conversations with fellow students toward the autumn levy.

"Highly suspicious indeed."

"Moreover, the Huang family should be classified among the most dangerous 'reactionary elements,'" Zhou Botao stated matter-of-factly. "According to Zhang Youfu's exposé, Huang Shoutong and Liu Dalin were the most active in taking hostile action after D-Day. And the Huang family harbors a personal vendetta against us—his third son was killed by Guo Yi. So Huang Binkun's current activities are very likely part of some ulterior scheme."

"Then keep watching him and see what he's planning." Wu De smiled. "Actually, I wouldn't mind if a few 'loyal martyrs' emerged from among the major households."

"You're not dealing with him now?"

"Just maintain surveillance. Don't let him cause trouble. At present, we're targeting the clerks—the gentry's turn hasn't arrived yet."

After disposing of Chen Minggang and his gang of clerks, the next step would be to deal with a few disobedient major households as a warning to others. This was the Executive Committee's established objective. Boiling the frog slowly—one at a time.

"How is the work on Zhou Qi progressing?"

"The rumors have been disseminated, and we have someone watching him," Zhou Botao reported. "We haven't discovered anything between Zhou Qi and Qiuhong yet..."

"No scandal? Then fabricate one!"

"Well—" Zhou Botao understood his meaning, but execution wouldn't be simple. The ancients weren't fools. If the frame-up was too crude, people wouldn't believe it. "Let me consider it carefully."

"Make haste. Zhou Qi and his master have been working separately quite frequently lately. Now is the perfect moment to plant evidence." Wu De intended to create a serious rift between Zhou Qi and his master, then recruit him.

One purpose of recruiting Zhou Qi was to employ him as a consultant. The old tax collection system harbored all manner of abuses and cheating methods—trade secrets invisible no matter how many historical records one studied. Zhou Qi had followed Chen Minggang for more than a decade; he surely possessed substantial knowledge in this domain.

Another purpose was to have him provide exposés when the clerks were brought to account. As Chen Minggang's senior apprentice, Zhou Qi undoubtedly knew plenty of dirty secrets about the clerical class—excellent material for destroying their reputations. People generally connected private morality with public conduct. A private scandal could not only destroy someone but also transform their downfall into a spectacle the masses would relish.

(End of Chapter)
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Zhou Botao's subordinates had proposed a crude but direct method: simply drug Zhou Qi unconscious and deposit him in Qiuhong's bed, then lure Chen Minggang over. Though rough, it would certainly prove effective. Even if Chen Minggang recognized it as a setup, for the sake of his reputation he would have to expel Zhou Qi.

However, this approach would produce severe aftereffects—Chen Minggang would immediately realize someone was targeting him, putting him on guard. Moreover, after conducting a site inspection, Zhou Botao had concluded that the operation wouldn't be feasible. Six or seven of Chen Minggang's men were stationed around Qiuhong's residence keeping watch, with another four or five servants inside the courtyard. Too many people were involved. Chen Minggang was no fool.

Operating outside proved equally difficult. According to surveillance reports, Qiuhong seldom ventured out—Chen Minggang generally forbade her from leaving anyway. She wasn't a local and had no acquaintances in the county to visit. Lingao was a small place with no decent temples—even the common leisure activity of making temple offerings, typical for women in ancient society, was unavailable.

With her secluded thus, nothing could be done. They couldn't penetrate the residence, and they couldn't draw her out. Unable to devise a superior plan, Zhou Botao could only have the Special Propaganda Team continue spreading rumors and gossip.

Zhou Qi himself remained completely oblivious. Since the autumn levy began, he had been extremely busy. Chen Minggang had delegated most of the work to him. Zhou Qi interpreted this as a sign of his master's trust—he had been anxious about the incident with Qiuhong being beaten, but now felt somewhat reassured that his standing with his master hadn't diminished.

Though they had played the "land survey" card this year, his master had already briefed them that the key lay in "negotiating terms" with the major households.

"Our own share of benefits—that must be negotiated first," Chen Minggang had instructed him. "But we must also keep the Australians satisfied. The major households need to surrender some of the land they've previously underreported, hidden, or falsely registered—only then can this matter be concluded satisfactorily."

As for how much each household would surrender, the specific amounts were negotiable, but Chen Minggang had prepared a list with minimum requirements. Each household had to report at least some acreage according to their scale; attempting to bribe their way out without reporting a single mu was absolutely unacceptable.

Chen Minggang understood clearly: to borrow the Australians' authority, he had to produce tangible results. Operating purely on bribes wouldn't work under the Australians' watchful gaze.

Zhou Qi grasped his master's intentions perfectly. Thus, these past days he had been rushing about the countryside, spending virtually all his time negotiating terms and bargaining.

Naturally, matters weren't progressing smoothly. Chen Minggang's demands were harsh: not only must each household report some hidden land, but the tribute rice amounts had also increased. In the past, some grain households had paid no tribute rice or only a token amount; this time, Chen Minggang was uncompromising, insisting they pay in full according to the prescribed quotas.

"If we don't squeeze them hard now, we may never encounter another opportunity like this," Chen Minggang had instructed him. "Don't fear pushing too hard or speaking harsh words. With the Australian masters behind us, what is there to fear? We're not afraid of things turning ugly—Dang Namen was so arrogant, yet his head still ended up hanging from the city gate!"

While all this was true, Zhou Qi didn't wish to proceed this way. His master was his master; he was himself. Whether he could ever become a yamen clerk himself remained uncertain—given the current situation, he probably had no hope. Chen Minggang had three sons, the eldest already twenty. His master was still relatively young and could easily continue for another decade, after which the position would naturally pass to his own son. Who knew what attitude that junior apprentice-brother would adopt toward him then?

He wasn't an official clerk—when all was said and done, he remained merely an unregistered hand. Ancient times also placed great weight on "establishment." Zhou Qi operated on the principle that more friends meant more options, so he remained consistently courteous to the major households and always made clear upfront that these demands came from "above," not from his own initiative.

"This humble one also has no choice," he would say with a pleasing smile to the major households. "Look at me—I'm thirty years old without even a wife, just scraping by. Please, gentlemen, show some understanding!"

These words amounted to a hint: The benefits aren't flowing to me. Direct your blame where it belongs.



Liu Family Village.

"So you're saying we absolutely must report additional acreage to get through this?" Liu Guangbiao inquired.

Liu Youren had dispatched Liu Guangbiao to negotiate terms with Zhou Qi on behalf of the Liu family—this way, should negotiations collapse, room for maneuver would remain.

"Exactly." Zhou Qi nodded definitively. "The Australians wish to conduct a land survey. They can't merely make thunder without producing rain, can they? They require some face, at minimum."

"Hmm, that makes sense." Liu Guangbiao studied Zhou Qi intently, attempting to discern some trick from his expression, but Zhou Qi's face remained wreathed in smiles, deferential and obliging throughout.

"Old Seventh, just draw the line—what's the price?" Liu Guangbiao asked.

"Let's not rush to discuss prices. First, may I inquire about Third Master Liu's intention—how much does Liu Family Village plan to report?" The amount of additional land reported directly affected the private fees. This point couldn't be mistaken.

Zhou Qi possessed Chen Minggang's bottom-line list. He had handled grain payment matters for Liu Family Village before and knew they had less than four hundred mu on the tax register. But Liu Youren actually owned over two thousand mu.

"How about five hundred mu total of assessable land?"



"How much land Master Liu actually possesses, you know better than I," Zhou Qi replied slowly. "Besides, with the vast Jialai Plains right there, you can scarcely claim you possess only five hundred mu—the Australian chiefs aren't fools, you realize."

Liu Guangbiao understood this meant offering to report just one or two hundred extra mu wouldn't suffice. He probed, "Old Seventh, what you're suggesting is—"

"At minimum, half must be reported. Twelve hundred mu."

"Twelve hundred mu!" Liu Guangbiao acted as though terrified. "How is that acceptable? That's far too... too..."

"Third Master Liu!" Zhou Qi emphasized his tone. "Don't be heartbroken. With half reported, you still retain the other half! If you consider that excessive, when the Australians come out to survey the land themselves—then I'm afraid every fraction of every mu will be recorded in their registers..."

Liu Guangbiao recognized this as an opening bid, awaiting his counter. He pondered for a moment.

"Just name your price—what's the maximum reduction?"

The two sides haggled back and forth, finally settling on terms: Liu Family Village would newly report two hundred thirty mu, bringing their total assessable land to just over seven hundred mu. As for tribute rice, both parties agreed that this year's rate would be three dou three sheng per shi of base levy—also an increase; in the past, Liu Family Village's tribute rice had been merely one dou two sheng. Of the increase, one full dou constituted Chen Minggang's "private fee." This amount was unprecedented.

After seeing Zhou Qi off, Liu Youren, who had been listening in the back hall throughout, slowly emerged. Liu Guangbiao hurried to greet him.

"Third Uncle! What do you think—"

"It's acceptable. You handled this well." Liu Youren sighed. Though Zhou Qi's tone had remained respectful, Chen Minggang's crew truly possessed enormous appetites this year. In the past, a mere eight or ten taels of silver would have settled matters. This time, besides adding tribute rice and reporting hidden land, they had even dared to embed their private fees within the tribute rice itself!

"These Australians are truly causing endless harm!" Liu Guangbiao said bitterly. "Chen Minggang never dared be this brazen before!"

"Mm." Liu Youren said nothing more. By now he fully understood. This so-called land survey was probably indeed the Australians' idea—but Chen Minggang had exploited it, transforming it into a tool for extortion and enrichment. Otherwise, there would be no need to pressure everyone to report hidden land, and reporting too little wouldn't do—Chen Minggang also understood the Australians couldn't be casually fooled; there had to be tangible results.

He only found it strange that the Australians would permit Chen Minggang and his gang to run amok. Given their capabilities, if they surveyed the land themselves, wouldn't it prove more accurate? And less disruptive to the populace...

Liu Youren suddenly realized: if the Australians truly surveyed the land themselves, major households like his would have no room for maneuvering whatsoever! They would probably have to report every last mu exactly as it stood. Come to think of it, having a parasite like Chen Minggang around offered certain advantages.

Still, the resentment from being extorted couldn't be shaken off.

"To think I must humble myself before such petty men!" he said bitterly. It seemed that to avoid being bullied, he would need to establish direct connections with the Australians. If even Chen Minggang wasn't afraid to associate openly with the Australians and serve as their instrument, why should he—a rural landowner with a purchased jiansheng degree—be afraid?

"When Chief Xun arrives, treat him well," he instructed Liu Guangbiao. "Draw closer to him, cultivate a relationship. Inform him about this situation."

"Yes, your nephew understands!"

"Also, the Meilan matter—you need to devote more thought to it. I'm thinking that when Chief Xun comes this time, have Meilan serve him..." At this point he realized the impropriety. Meilan wasn't a maidservant; she couldn't simply be thrust upon someone. That would actually make them look down on her.

"Your nephew will devise something." Liu Guangbiao understood immediately.

"Has her father agreed?"

"The opportunity to befriend an Australian master—her father is beside himself with joy." Liu Youren knew, of course, that his nephew was speaking nonsense and had probably employed some combination of threats and inducements. But this was immaterial: Liu Meilan's family was insignificant within the clan, and no one cared about their opinions.

"When the memorial rice is distributed at year's end, give her family a bit extra," Liu Youren said. "And the dowry for Meilan's wedding—let it come from the common fund. Let her marry in proper style."

"Third Uncle thinks of everything!" Liu Guangbiao smiled. "Not only her family can receive more—every branch can receive substantially more memorial rice this year. The harvest was truly excellent. Better than all our neighbors! Joining the Tiandihui was absolutely the right decision, sir."

Speaking of the harvest, Liu Youren's mood finally brightened somewhat: Fortunately, this year's harvest had been exceptional!

First, the weather had been favorable without major disasters. Second, after joining the Tiandihui, Chief Xun had proven genuinely devoted, employing numerous methods to assist their farming. Some techniques he found unremarkable, but others were quite extraordinary. The paddies had already been drained for sun-drying, and though Liu Youren was a landlord, he was well-versed in farming. Examining this year's rice ears, he observed not only more stalks per plant but also notably heavier heads. He casually selected one and counted—not only were there far more grains than before, but there were remarkably few empty or shriveled heads.

(End of Chapter)
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By his calculations, the three hundred mu of paddy that the Tiandihui had helped cultivate would yield approximately fifty percent more per mu than in previous years. This achievement was enough to leave anyone's jaw agape—no wonder everyone claimed the Australians possessed secret farming techniques.

"If not for this land survey business, this year's harvest would have proven even more profitable," Liu Guangbiao observed with regret. "Third Uncle! Come spring, we should have the Tiandihui manage all our land..." He suddenly stopped, apparently realizing the impropriety.

Liu Youren said nothing. Having the Tiandihui manage all their land meant the Australians would know precisely how much land the family truly possessed. He sighed—this was indeed a dilemma.

"Guangbiao, I actually believe that if the land survey were conducted by the Australians themselves, it might prove preferable."

"Third Uncle?" Liu Guangbiao didn't understand. Given the Australians' exacting standards and their terrifyingly efficient methods, probably not even half could be concealed—even the land falsely registered under their family's name might not escape detection.

"The Australians are strict in their methods, yet more lenient in governance than the official yamen," Liu Youren said quietly. "Strict where strictness is required, lenient where leniency is appropriate—what they call 'balancing severity with mercy.' The government, by comparison, is actually somewhat haphazard..."

"Third Uncle!" Liu Guangbiao was startled. These words bordered on sedition. Remote though Lingao might be, the government's authority still commanded some respect. "You mustn't speak so carelessly!"

"Hmph, naturally this is just between you and me." Liu Youren dismissed the warning. For the present, they would proceed this way. Once Chief Xun arrived, they could hear what he had to say before determining their next steps.



For over a fortnight, such negotiations and haggling continued in every major household across the county. A pall of tension and anxiety hung over each family. Those with any connections to one another traveled about constantly, gathering intelligence. Households with ties to the Tiandihui suddenly became the county's focal points; visitors practically wore down their doorsteps. Even the parvenu despised by the major households—Lin Quan'an of the "Quanfu Trading House," who had made his fortune procuring goods for the Australians—suddenly became a sought-after commodity, receiving guests every few days. Some left gifts and immediately departed; others sat down to ramble about nothing whatsoever. Lin Quan'an hardly knew what to say.

Besides Lin Quan'an, there was also the "Runshitang" pharmacy. This establishment's business suddenly flourished as members of major households all seemed to have "fallen ill," specifically requesting that the proprietor Yang Shixiang examine them personally. Since physicians and pharmacists were one and the same, he did practice medicine on the side, but he hadn't anticipated such a sudden epidemic.

Of course, no concrete information could be extracted from any of these people. Never mind Lin Quan'an and Yang Shixiang, who had nothing to do with land matters. Even Zhang Youfu, who supposedly maintained the closest ties to the Australians and possessed the best access to information, could reveal nothing.

In contrast, the small grain households without wealth or influence suffered no such alarm this time. They possessed no extra land to report in the first place; some even shouldered tax burdens for land that wasn't even theirs. Further squeezing would yield little. This wasn't because Chen Minggang had suddenly developed a conscience and chosen to spare them—clerks were the sort who devoured people without spitting out the bones and would squeeze oil from pebbles. Rather, Chen Minggang sensed that the Australians were primarily targeting the major households, and expending great effort to squeeze the smallholders would prove pointless and yield no results. It might even provoke backlash from them. Chen Minggang perceived that the Australians' attitude toward common folk differed entirely from the Ming government's. Should trouble erupt, he would certainly bear the worst of it.

The major households' frequent networking and communications provided the Political Security General Administration with an excellent opportunity. The Action Division's surveillance unit compiled this intelligence into a "Relationship Map of the County's Major Households." When Chinese people encountered difficulties, their first recourse was naturally to relatives and friends. This exercise afforded them a rough understanding of the degrees of closeness among these families.

Liu Dalin's household also became a center of the whirlwind. When Huang Binkun first visited, Liu Dalin had been noncommittal about his questions. In his view, the matter of clearing land records was legitimate—regardless of the Australian question, schemes like concealing land and false registration damaged the court's revenues.

Of course, from a personal standpoint, immediate interests required attention. When individual interests collided with the government's, most people still chose to protect their own. The Liu family had once been of middling means, but ever since his father's generation obtained a degree, the official tax exemption had sufficed to cover the entire household's grain levies. Yet one always had relatives and friends to look after—they were all close family and dear friends—and he was no saint, so he had agreed. Over time, the amount of land registered under the Liu family name had somehow grown to a thousand mu.

Regarding this land survey affair, Liu Dalin himself hadn't been troubled—Chen Minggang knew the Australians regarded this jinshi with great respect and harbored plans to utilize him. So, as in previous years, he hadn't even dispatched a grain notice. Even the customary visits to pay respects and angle for gratuities during this season had been dispensed with.

However, Chen Minggang still intended to diminish this previously untouchable jinshi Liu. He didn't send Liu Dalin a grain notice, but the landowners who had falsely registered under Liu's name weren't so fortunate. Chen Minggang possessed detailed records showing precisely how much land each family had sheltered under Liu Dalin's name. He sent grain notices directly to these landowners, requiring them to report their land holdings by the deadline in preparation for assessment.

With this, Liu Dalin's relatives and friends of every degree were thrown into an uproar. Everyone knew Chen Minggang was ruthless and difficult to handle. They hastened to the county seat to consult Liu Dalin and request a solution. The gate of the Liu residence inside the county's west gate was suddenly crowded with sedan chairs and attendants.

Like all scholars, Liu Dalin preferred quiet over commotion. Since his legs had become immobile, he rarely ventured out. Now, suddenly descended upon by this crowd of relatives and friends, each demanding to see him, to obtain his opinion, to find solutions, to conduct negotiations—he was utterly at a loss. He could only instruct his steward to receive them while he himself retreated to his study.

Listening to the hubbub of voices from the front, Liu Dalin felt helpless. He felt both apologetic toward his relatives and friends, and annoyed with them—as though his assistance were something they were entitled to claim.

His family had been scholars for generations. His grandfather had possessed no official degree but considerable literary reputation. His father had served as a prefect. He himself was a jinshi. They could fairly be called the most prominent gentry family in the county. In the past, any matter could be resolved simply by sending his card to the county yamen. Now, no matter how many cards he dispatched to the yamen, it would probably prove useless—he would have to negotiate with the Australians.

But dealing with the Australians was the last thing he wished to do.



Given the deference and respect the Australians showed him, if he were willing to intercede, they would surely grant him some consideration. Matters could be negotiated. But he truly didn't want to become involved.

Though the Australians hadn't committed any particularly egregious acts, they remained ultimately foreign barbarians who didn't submit to proper rule. Here in Lingao, they had brazenly constructed cities and established their own system—practically a separatist regime. He had endeavored to maintain his distance; how could he now freely engage with them? If the Baldies intended to utilize him, and he approached them seeking favors, wouldn't he be handing them leverage? His lifetime of cultivated reputation would be ruined.

Yet he couldn't fail to provide his relatives and friends some answer, or he would earn a reputation for being "heartless"—and that he couldn't accept either.

Just as he was fretting, a maidservant who attended his wife arrived. Observing his clouded expression, she didn't dare speak and simply stood at the door, peeking in.

"What is it?" Liu Dalin finally noticed her. "If you have something to say, come in and speak."

"Yes, Master!" The maidservant hurried in. "Several uncles and aunts from Madam's side have arrived to see her. They're conversing in the rear hall now. They all wish to come see you, but Madam was concerned you might not be feeling well, so she's holding them back for the moment..."

"I understand." Liu Dalin waved his hand. "You may go."

The maidservant hesitated, then added, "Madam asks if you could perhaps look after her family's close relatives..."

"Go back and attend to Madam. I have my own plans for this matter."

The maidservant withdrew. "My own plans"—yet in truth, he had no idea where such plans might originate. Liu Dalin suddenly realized he had no one around him to consult.

Friends—he certainly possessed them—but these friends were the sort who could discuss principles of philosophy and moral cultivation, or compose poetry and essays, appreciate music, chess, and painting. They excelled at such pursuits, but when actual practical matters arose, they couldn't offer a single useful suggestion. Everyone flattered him as a man of "lofty virtue and pure conduct, luminous in purpose"—and indeed, he merited such praise. But the current problem was not something "lofty virtue and pure conduct, luminous in purpose" could address.

After much reflection, the only possibility was the second young master of Huang Family Village, Huang Binkun—the son of old Master Huang. He had visited several days prior to inquire how Liu Dalin intended to respond to this land survey business. Because the Liu family, since his father's tenure as an official, had enjoyed tax exemptions for two generations, apart from perfunctory dealings with clerks seeking gratuities during festivals, they had long been uninvolved in grain levy matters. He hadn't been able to provide any coherent answer at the time.

Now, in retrospect, the Huang father and son were people worth consulting. Though the Huangs were rural strongmen, they had exerted themselves strenuously over the years defending their homeland. Liu Dalin had always maintained interest in county affairs and thus greatly respected the Huang father and son, exchanging visits on festive and solemn occasions. When Huang Binkun passed the county-level examination, Liu Dalin had personally called to offer congratulations, conferring tremendous honor upon the Huang family.

Thinking of this, he felt a glimmer of hope. He quickly wheeled his chair to the doorway and called for a servant.

"Go and inform all the gentlemen that I am aware of their concerns. Please ask them to return home for now; they will receive a reply in due course."

"Yes!" The servant was about to depart.

"Wait!" Liu Dalin knew this crowd had probably all brought gifts. "All gifts received are to be returned."

"Yes—"

"The guests from Madam's side as well—don't accept their gifts either. Give them the same message!"

Having issued these instructions, he summoned a personal page and ordered:

"Go to the county school and invite Young Master Huang of the Huang family to come for a conversation."

(End of Chapter)
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"It's already afternoon—are you inviting Young Master Huang for dinner?"

"No," Liu Dalin considered. If it were for dinner, the discussion would extend into the evening. He prided himself on being open and aboveboard; conducting business after dark might invite criticism of furtive behavior. "Tell him to come tomorrow morning."

The following day, before dawn had fully broken, Huang Binkun arrived at the gate to pay his call—this young man's head had already been turned by visions of accomplishing great deeds.

Last time, the two had discussed nothing concrete. This sudden summons from Liu Dalin probably meant the "land survey" storm had finally blown his way as well.

If Liu Dalin was willing to take the lead in drafting a petition, the matter would be more than half accomplished! In truth, even with Huang Binkun's understanding, he knew that even should the province dispatch troops, driving out the Australians wouldn't prove easy. But his hostility toward the Baldies prevented him from facing reality squarely.

"...I too find myself at my wits' end." Liu Dalin smiled bitterly. "My own family's land—even if they demanded I pay full taxes on every mu, I would accept. After all, it amounts to only a few mu. But the land my relatives and friends have registered under my name is another matter entirely. Since they've come to me seeking assistance, I cannot fail to provide them an answer."

"Uncle, as this humble nephew perceives it, this land survey business is a case of the sword dance at Hongmen—pretending one thing while intending another. Clearing hidden fields and false registrations is the pretense; targeting the county's gentry and major households is the true intent," Huang Binkun declared.

Liu Dalin listened attentively and inquired, "I've heard similar assessments from my household. However, clearing land registers constitutes proper government business. Whether the Australians are involved or not, schemes like concealing land and false registration have always damaged the court's revenues. The Australians are using this as justification and borrowing the county yamen's authority—it's difficult to argue against them. What solution does young sir propose?"

"In this humble nephew's view, the root of all this lies with the Baldy-bandits," Huang Binkun said quietly. "Chen Minggang and his ilk are merely prancing clowns using this opportunity to enrich themselves. But the Baldies' actions conceal sinister intent. If we continue to maneuver with them, we may harm ourselves first."

"What do you mean?" Liu Dalin was startled. He couldn't discern what this young man was planning. Observing Huang Binkun's decisive expression, this was clearly a major matter. He grew cautious.

"Rally all the county's gentry, grain households, and scholars. Draft a joint petition and dispatch someone to deliver it to the provincial capital," Huang Binkun proposed. "This endeavor requires Uncle's strong support to succeed."

During the Ming and Qing dynasties, officials placed great importance on examination cohort connections and regional ties. Whenever local gentry wished to accomplish something, they required support from officials both at court and locally. Lingao had produced only one jinshi in its entire history—Liu Dalin himself—so regional connections at court were out of the question. But Liu Dalin had forged examination cohort connections when he passed the provincial and metropolitan examinations, and quite a few of his fellow graduates now held official positions. This presented one avenue. In Huang Binkun's thinking, if Liu Dalin was willing to compose several letters of introduction and the gentry and major households pooled together five or six thousand taels to send someone to the provincial capital for lobbying, hope still existed.

"Draft a petition?" Hearing the proposal, Liu Dalin was somewhat taken aback. He quickly glanced toward the doorway. The servant attending the study was a house-born domestic of many years, quite trustworthy.

"Precisely, Uncle!" Huang Binkun pressed. "A petition from gentry and commoners is no trivial matter..."

But Liu Dalin didn't see it that way. If the Baldies wished to plunder from the major households, they could simply unleash their soldiers to pillage—never mind gentry and major households, they could devour even the common people down to the bones. Why trouble themselves with a land survey? Though he bore no affection for the Australians, he remained a well-read man who understood reason. In Lingao, the Australians not only merited the phrase "not a strand of silk taken," but could even be termed a "righteous army." Moreover, this grain levy—the greater portion was being collected for the Great Ming, was it not?

He shook his head. "It isn't that I'm making excuses. Lingao possesses few distinguished names. Never mind at court—even within the province, you'd be hard-pressed to locate more than a handful of Lingao-born officials. The highest-ranking are merely education inspectors or county magistrates at best. What effect would a petition actually produce..."

"As for my examination cohort connections," Liu Dalin sighed, "after passing the examinations, I fell ill and returned home. I never held an actual post for a single day. The bonds from those years remain quite limited, alas!"

"I only request that Uncle compose several letters of introduction. We will naturally dispatch capable people to the provincial capital to lobby. It's merely a matter of expending some silver."

"And what transpires after the province receives the petition?" Liu Dalin asked. "Will they dispatch troops for a punitive campaign?"

"Naturally. Are we to simply permit them to run amok?"

"Mm." Liu Dalin fell silent. His heart was deeply conflicted. Emotionally, he hoped Lingao would return to its former state before the Australians arrived, allowing him to resume his peaceful scholarly life: reading and composing poetry daily, guiding young students in their studies. In summer, he might retreat to the countryside to escape the heat. When the mood struck, he and his friends could visit the county's scenic spots for an excursion and a few cups of wine. Should the county require attention to matters, he could offer what modest counsel he could.

But since these Australians arrived, they had accomplished many good things for the locality. Having resided here his entire life, Liu Dalin was most acutely aware of Lingao's transformations: over the past year, all sectors of the county—scholars, farmers, artisans, merchants—had benefited from the Australians. The previously moribund, desolate little county on the southern frontier now exhibited signs of prosperity. Especially recently, they had rebuilt the county school and supported the Jasmine Pavilion Academy, even subsidizing impoverished scholars of the county. All of this was precisely what Liu Dalin had wished to accomplish but never could. His favorable impression of the transmigrators had risen considerably. Though he personally maintained his distance, in his heart he had already removed the "rebel bandit" label from them.

Now Huang Binkun wanted him to take the lead in organizing a petition. Liu Dalin truly couldn't bring himself to make that decision. He wasn't afraid of consequences should the matter be exposed. But if the province actually did dispatch troops for a campaign, this rare and unprecedented prosperity would immediately crumble to ashes.



Before passing the jinshi examination, Liu Dalin had traveled extensively on the mainland for his studies. He understood perfectly well what government troops were like. Never mind whether they could actually defeat the Australians—regardless of victory or defeat, Lingao being ravaged by them was unavoidable.

"Young sir!" Liu Dalin spoke solemnly. "This matter requires great caution! You and your father have spent years suppressing bandits and pacifying Li uprisings in this county. You must know that inviting government troops is far easier than sending them away. Should they actually arrive, and this county has always been impoverished in both public and private coffers, what would we use to accommodate these soldiers? Military mutinies have been heard of with alarming frequency these past few years!"

Huang Binkun was struck speechless. Liu Dalin was right. Never mind whether a mere petition could actually summon government troops—even if they did arrive, before the Baldies could be driven away, the county would probably be stripped bare by those soldiers first. Back when the Tinan Village and horse-dung Li uprisings occurred, his father Huang Shoutong had personally witnessed the government troops' outrages and had recounted them many times. Had Huang Family Village not already been well-fortified at the time, they probably would have been plundered clean as well. For this reason, Huang Shoutong had repeatedly warned his sons: when fighting alongside government troops, always remain wary of them—not merely for their tendency to suddenly flee, but also for their habit of robbing their own allies of heads, property, and provisions.

Reflecting on this, more than half his enthusiasm for "heavenly reinforcements" evaporated. If government troops truly did arrive for a campaign, never mind anything else, the requisitions and supplies alone would pain the major households for years. By then, they would probably all blame him for being meddlesome.

Huang Binkun's spirits deflated, yet he refused to accept such defeat. He continued, "The Baldies have temporarily retracted their claws here in Lingao. But once their wings are fully grown, who knows what treasonous acts they might commit? By then, our Lingao would be dragged down into eternal damnation! Better to make preparations early."

"That is certainly a concern," Liu Dalin acknowledged. "As the saying goes, 'Those who repeatedly commit injustice will bring about their own destruction.' If the Australians truly dare to commit great treason, the gentry and scholars of this county will never tolerate them!"

These words amounted to saying nothing at all. Huang Binkun fell silent.

"The only solution lies in sending someone to negotiate with them," Liu Dalin proposed. "We must identify a suitable person to serve as intermediary and convey the grain households' collective sentiment. The Australians are not an unreasonable lot..."

Huang Binkun's eyes brightened. "If that's the case, why not rally the county's grain households to submit a petition to the Baldies?"

"Submit a petition to the Australians." Liu Dalin mused over the idea.

"Precisely—concerning this year's grain levy matter." Huang Binkun suggested asking Secretary Wang or Zhang Youfu to serve as intermediary, with both sides negotiating an appropriate resolution. The critical point: Chen Minggang must not be involved.

"That seems feasible," Liu Dalin conceded. "However, this matter..."

He didn't complete his thought. Naturally, this couldn't be entrusted to just any Zhang Three or Li Four. For the Australians to take it seriously, the person stepping forward had to carry weight.

The person the Australians would regard as most significant in the county was obviously not Wu Mingjin—it was Liu Dalin himself.

Liu Dalin struggled inwardly for a long while. He didn't wish to step forward for this sort of matter, especially when the other party was the Australians of unknown provenance.

In the end, he nodded. "Very well. This matter would be best handled with me taking the lead."

"Uncle, your health—" Huang Binkun said with genuine concern. "Let my father assume leadership instead."

"That won't do." Liu Dalin had made up his mind. If he didn't step forward personally, probably no one else in Lingao could. Examining the Australians, they did seem inclined toward "civilization." If he reasoned with them, perhaps some effect could be achieved. At minimum, it would provide the county's gentry and grain households with an explanation and spare them from being extorted by Chen Minggang's gang.

Huang Binkun was secretly overjoyed. With Liu Dalin willing to step forward, the grain households who had been wavering and taking a wait-and-see attitude would now be willing to join this petition. It would also force the Baldies to squirm, whatever their plans might be.

Whether the Australians would yield, Huang Binkun wasn't entirely certain. But that this would cause the transmigrators a headache—of that he was confident. If they were ordinary pirates or bandits, they naturally wouldn't humor your jinshi Liu or juren Huang. But the Australians constantly performed their "love for the people" act—they couldn't possibly alienate him openly. To deal with Liu Dalin, they would probably have to make some gestures of accommodation.

You constantly preach "peace and security for the realm"—well, now all the grain households are in an uproar. Let's see how you "secure the realm"!

Huang Binkun was secretly pleased. Though he couldn't travel to the provincial capital to file complaints, using this opportunity to unite all the major households already constituted a significant achievement.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 455 - Autumn Levy (Part 10)

"If Uncle is willing to take the lead, this humble nephew stands ready to serve as your vanguard, running errands on your behalf," Huang Binkun declared, appearing quite eager.

"Good. Then I must trouble you with this."

Huang Binkun took his leave, brimming with energy. He paused in the street for a moment to collect himself, then resolved to first return to the county school and contact his fellow students. Together they could brainstorm and compose a moving, persuasive petition—that would truly show Liu Dalin something.

Students were all educated people who understood principles. Throughout history, scholars had served as the pillars of the nation. He firmly believed the scholars of this county were such pillars.

Yet the group of examination graduates at the county school proved unenthusiastic about the matter. No matter how emphatically Huang Binkun stressed that this concerned the entire county, most remained hesitant. Some claimed this was a matter for their elders and that juniors shouldn't meddle. Others, upon hearing they were to submit a petition to the Australians, blanched with fright and refused to utter a word. As for those scholars from impoverished families, they possessed even less interest in this proposal—their families held no significant landholdings. In their most basic, most practical sentiments: wouldn't offending the Australians mean having their stipends terminated? They had only just begun receiving this allowance, their families had finally caught their breath, their wives and children could eat a few proper meals, and with some savings, by year's end they might purchase some cloth and a few jin of meat for a celebration.

Huang Binkun talked until his lips were parched, yet apart from one student named Li Xiaopeng from the county seat's Li family, he found no supporters. Let alone anyone volunteering to help draft this "petition." The Li family was also considered a "great house" in the county. His ancestors had hailed from northern Anhui and followed Zhu Yuanzhang in fighting for the realm, eventually becoming minor officials here and settling down. The Li family had long ranked among the wealthiest in the county—not because they owned extensive land, but because they held a hereditary monopoly on Lingao county seat's "night soil district."

The proprietor of a night soil district was responsible for removing residents' waste. Though the business sounded foul and reeking, the owner needn't perform the work himself. He hired workers from among the rural peasantry as waste collectors, and didn't even need to pay wages—the waste itself served as their compensation. The collected waste and refuse was then sold to farmers as fertilizer. This income was not only stable but extremely profitable. In a county like Lingao with utterly undeveloped commerce and industry, this constituted quite a substantial enterprise. The Li family had leveraged this foundation into rural moneylending, accumulating considerable wealth.

With money came land. The Li family also possessed roughly a thousand mu in the countryside, so the grain levy directly concerned them. Second, Li Xiaopeng harbored considerable hostility toward the Australians. His family had formerly been the county's foremost wealthy household. The Gou family, though rich, couldn't flaunt their wealth openly. But ever since the Australians arrived, several nouveaux riches had suddenly emerged—Lin Quan'an in particular. Having abruptly come into wealth, he naturally had to display it. Moreover, as the transmigrators' agent procuring various industrial and agricultural materials across the island, he had gained considerable worldly experience. In matters of consumption and enjoyment, he had become the county's leading figure, which Li Xiaopeng found utterly insufferable.

Li Xiaopeng was the restless sort who relished stirring up trouble. He had always found studying at the county school tedious. Hearing this affair could embarrass the Australians, he immediately declared his eager support.

Li Xiaopeng's essays weren't particularly accomplished, but he possessed plenty of fair-weather friends. One summons could gather forty or fifty people. Huang Binkun reckoned that though these idlers weren't particularly useful, they could at least create a show of force—rural folk were timid, and some might lose their nerve at the crucial moment.

Seeing no results at the county school, Huang Binkun decided to first canvass among the major households in town. He immediately went to Wang Ci to request leave.

Departing the county school, he was hurrying along the street when, at the deserted corner near the Temple of Literature, he was suddenly tripped. Fortunately, he possessed some martial arts training and stable footing; he staggered several steps before regaining his balance. He observed a beggar sitting against the wall, disheveled and in rags. A bamboo staff lay stretched across the middle of the alley.

Because the Australians prohibited begging, anyone caught begging in their territory—no matter how pitiful their performance or whether truly destitute—was hauled off by the constabulary. The sick were dispatched to the hospital for the first batch of medical students to practice upon; the healthy were sent straight to labor-reform teams to work. Consequently, the number of beggars in the county had dropped considerably. The remaining ones had drifted into the county seat to continue their vocation—the Australians didn't trouble themselves with this area.

Huang Binkun spoke angrily, "You beggar—why is your staff lying all over the place?" He wanted to kick the man a few times, but remembering he had urgent business, he lacked time to argue with a beggar.

Yet the beggar displayed no fear. He slowly withdrew the bamboo staff, and the man lifted his head slightly. On a face so grimy and blackened that its natural complexion was unrecognizable, his mouth actually stretched into a grin.

"Brother Binkun, how have you been?"

Huang Binkun was startled. The voice sounded familiar, but for a moment he couldn't place it. Examining the beggar more closely, the filthy face was crisscrossed with several scars, quite unsightly. Yet the features seemed familiar. He called out uncertainly, "You are—"

"Gou Chengxuan!" The beggar smiled—a smile uglier than weeping. "What, can't recognize me?"



"It's you?! ...How did you manage to return to the county seat..."

"Shh—not for others to know!" The beggar made a silencing gesture. Seeing Huang Binkun about to ask more, he said quietly, "The Fubo Shrine behind the Temple of Literature. I'm there." With that, he hunched his shoulders and fell silent once more.

Huang Binkun glanced around—no passersby—and hurried away.

His heart pounded: Gou Chengxuan had returned to Lingao!

Though the entire Gou family was notorious, Gou Chengxuan proved no exception. This man was an expert at moneylending and gambling—a capable hand in the family "business." Though not necessarily virtuous, he was talented. He had even passed the county examination to become a xiucai. After that, the Gou family's arrogance had only grown more brazen. Gou Chengxuan seldom visited the county school—he had no interest in it, and he knew the education officials there didn't welcome him. Apart from occasional appearances to make an obligatory showing, he was rarely seen. Huang Binkun, holding a poor impression of the Gou family, had never accorded Gou Chengxuan a friendly look.

Just the previous day, he had observed a notice at the county school: the Guangdong Provincial Education Commissioner's office had issued a document to Lingao County ordering the revocation of Gou Chengxuan's xiucai status. Given what Gou Er and his son had done, revoking this xiucai was cause for public celebration. He had only wondered why, nearly a year after the Gou family's destruction and the disappearance of Gou Er and his son, this document had suddenly arrived.

He hadn't expected Gou Chengxuan would possess the audacity to infiltrate the county seat! Huang Binkun's heart constricted—what was he risking everything to return for? Surely to exact revenge on the Australians. Who would have imagined Gou Chengxuan harbored such courage! Though he had always looked down on the man, he now couldn't help but admire his daring.

In reality, Gou Chengxuan's return to the county stemmed from desperation. After his father departed for Lingao's mountains to seek refuge with Rotten-Eye Hu—his former sworn brother turned bandit—Gou Chengxuan had remained hidden in Qiongshan County. Initially, his father still dispatched letters once or twice a month; later, all communication ceased. He inquired for a long time without news, until he finally learned from traveling merchants that Lingao was conducting bandit-suppression operations and the bandits had been swept clean.

The news sent Gou Chengxuan into a panic. First, his father's whereabouts were unknown. Second, when he and his father had fled in haste, they hadn't brought much silver. Their activities in Qiongzhou Prefecture and Guangzhou had already consumed much of it. With funds dwindling and the prospect of becoming street beggars looming, Gou Chengxuan had no choice but to risk returning to Lingao.

He couldn't approach his wife's family in Lingao. His relationship with his wife was poor—years ago, on a whim, seeing how pretty the daughter was, he had forcibly married her. He had grown tired of her soon after the wedding. On D-Day itself, his wife had returned to her parents' house. If he approached his father-in-law now, they would probably bind him and deliver him to the Australians for beheading.

The only possibility was his mother's family. Even if they couldn't take him in, they could at least provide some silver. He simply didn't know whether the Baldies had made a clean sweep and slaughtered his maternal relatives as well. Gou Chengxuan disguised himself as a beggar and slipped into Lingao. He proceeded with extreme caution. Reaching his maternal relatives, he approached their door under the guise of begging and finally managed to meet his kin. But he didn't dare linger—the place was surely a focus of Baldy attention, and a sudden raid would trap him like a turtle in a jar.

Ultimately, he decided to return to the county seat. He had heard the Baldies rarely ventured there; it remained much the same as before. Having been a local bully, he was intimately familiar with every corner of the county seat. Finding somewhere to conceal himself wouldn't prove difficult.

But the county seat contained too many people who knew him—former confederates among the clerks and runners were numerous, and such people could turn on you faster than flipping a page. They might very well sell him out. In the end, Gou Chengxuan steeled himself and slashed several wounds across his own face, then shaved off his eyebrows entirely. These past days of fear and anxiety had already left him haggard and thin. Combined with the rough journey, his complexion was sallow. With this additional disguise, he was confident that even acquaintances couldn't recognize him at first glance. Only then did he slip into the county seat, taking up residence directly in the Fubo Shrine behind the county school. The Fubo Shrine, dedicated to Ma Yuan, was among the coldest and most neglected of the county's many "official shrines"—it didn't even possess a temple keeper. Only beggars used it as a resting place.

Quite unexpectedly, there in the shrine he discovered the Lai brothers, who had formerly worked for his family. After the Gou family's destruction, the brothers had lost their livelihood. Having served as the Gou family's enforcers with some swagger, they found no one willing to assist them when they fell on hard times—a classic case of everyone pushing when the wall falls. The brothers had been idlers since childhood, knowing no trade and unwilling to labor for a living. They had thus become beggars.

When master and servants met, they embraced and wept. Under ordinary circumstances, Gou Chengxuan had no particular affection for these brothers. But now, as fellow outcasts, he felt considerably closer to them. The Lai brothers lacked sophistication; seeing their young master return, they urged him to seek revenge.

(End of Chapter)
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"How could I not desire revenge!" Gou Chengxuan had originally been terrified of the Baldies. Returning to the county, he had only intended to invoke the principle that "darkness lies directly beneath the lamp"—to hide quietly, await news of his father, and see if an opportunity might arise to retrieve the iron strongbox Gou Er had sunk into a well. With the treasure inside that box, he could flee far away. But now, stirred by the Lai brothers' provocations, the hatred in his heart began to ferment. He had once commanded the wind and rain in this county—what a magnificent figure he had been! Now he couldn't even return home, reduced to a beggar eking out a wretched existence. The mere thought filled him with rage.

To exact revenge, he would need to rely on his own strength. During the trip accompanying his father to Guangzhou, though they had failed to accomplish anything, Gou Chengxuan had gained considerable worldly experience. He knew that counting on the imperial court was mere daydreaming—unless affairs in Lingao became completely unmanageable, the officials at court couldn't be bothered.

Having grown up under his father's and uncle's tutelage, with Gou Family Manor sheltering all manner of desperate outlaws, Gou Chengxuan knew plenty about the ways of the jianghu. He understood that attempting to create trouble right under the Baldies' noses was pure fantasy. For now, he could only hide and await his opportunity. To this end, he and the Lai brothers had been lying low in this desolate Fubo Shrine. He possessed some silver obtained from his maternal relatives, plus some rudimentary martial skills. The other beggars who used the shrine as a resting place had all been brought under his control and followed his orders—though they remained ignorant of his true identity. Unknowingly, he had established a small "beggars' confederation" right in the county seat.

Gou Chengxuan was extremely cautious. He rarely even visited the East Gate Market, confining his activities to the county seat—where the Baldies seldom ventured. When they did appear, they stood out so conspicuously in a crowd that he could spot them immediately and keep his distance. He and the Lai brothers gathered intelligence only while begging along the streets.

These past days, he had learned of most of the transmigrators' various measures in the county. Gou Chengxuan realized this Australian gang harbored no small ambitions—they likely even harbored traitorous, rebellious intentions. This delighted him. If this were simply a case of bandits eating bandits, his family's grievance would sink forever without redress—though others might call it just deserts. But the Baldies were clearly preparing for open rebellion. In three years or five, the court would have to dispatch a punitive expedition! When the imperial forces arrived, with his meritorious service in supporting them, his day of vindication would surely come.

Recently, news of the transmigrators' grain levy through Chen Minggang had also reached his ears. During his begging rounds, through kitchen servants and gatekeepers at the major households, he had gleaned plenty of information regarding their discontent. This development made Gou Chengxuan feel that opportunity was at hand. He ordered his people to inquire at the county school—being a former xiucai himself, he knew that scholars were always the most enthusiastic discussing current affairs.

After careful deliberation, Gou Chengxuan decided to plant an informant within the county school. As it happened, Wang Ci's finances had recently become quite comfortable, and he was looking to hire a few more menial workers. Lai Xiao, being younger and less notorious than his older brother, assumed his most pitiful expression and managed to secure the position. Thus, Huang Binkun's activities at the county school became known to Gou Chengxuan in complete detail.

Embracing the principle that one's enemy's enemy is an ally, Gou Chengxuan believed he could win over Huang Binkun. He pondered this all night. The Huang father and son were major households with a blood feud against the Baldies—a son and brother killed. He was certain they would never forget. The Gou and Huang families had been at odds in the past, but they had never actually come to blows.

"Young Master, isn't this too risky? What if that Huang fellow sells you out..." The Lai brothers tried to dissuade him. Lai Da offered to speak with Huang Binkun himself.

"It's fine! You are of too low a station; Huang Binkun wouldn't trust you. I must go personally." Gou Chengxuan spoke with confidence. "Don't worry! Not only does the Huang family have a blood feud with the Baldies—back when fighting them, they exerted themselves the most! Liu Dalin only schemed and plotted, but the Huangs took the field bare-chested. For that alone, the Huangs and the Baldies are sworn enemies. He might ignore me, but he'd never sell me out."

Watching Huang Binkun walk away, a slight smile touched Gou Chengxuan's lips. When it came to reading people's expressions, he was a hundred times more skilled than this sheltered son of a scholarly farming family. In that instant, he had already perceived Huang Binkun's inner turmoil and hesitation... There was hope!

He quickly rose and ducked into another alley—one could never be too careful. Gou Chengxuan took a circuitous route through deserted back streets, waited nearly two hours until he was sure nothing was amiss, then finally returned to the Fubo Shrine.

This Fubo Shrine had been constructed during the Hongwu reign of the Great Ming. In its day, the complex had been substantial—three successive courtyards. Now only the main hall of the second courtyard and the buildings in the last courtyard remained relatively intact. Everything else had long since collapsed into rubble. The surrounding walls were crumbling, full of holes, and the yard was overgrown with weeds. Even in broad daylight, no one passed by. It made an excellent hiding place.

Gou Chengxuan and Lai Da occupied the rearmost courtyard buildings. As the "confederation" chieftain now, having a beggar attendant wasn't unusual. The other five or six beggars lived in the front courtyard. Gou Chengxuan collected a token tribute from them, but actually often subsidized them for running errands and performing small tasks. For now, though, he dared not entrust them with anything serious.

He had just returned when Lai Xiao arrived, cleaned up and tidy, waiting for him in the room.

"Young Master!" Lai Xiao called out upon seeing him.

"Don't call me Young Master—are you trying to get me killed?!" Gou Chengxuan's face darkened.

"Yes, yes, I forgot again—Boss Chen!" Gou Chengxuan had given himself the alias "Chen Ji," implying he would never forget his hatred. Lai Xiao hurriedly reported what had transpired at the county school—Huang Binkun's failed attempt to mobilize the scholars for a petition.

"...Apart from that blockhead Li Xiaopeng, none of the scholars were willing to step forward."

"Good." Gou Chengxuan reasoned that Huang Binkun, lacking allies, would be much more likely to join forces with him. He told Lai Xiao about his own encounter that day.

"It just so happens he hit a snag today," Gou Chengxuan said smugly. "Truly Heaven is helping me!"

"We should be cautious of others," Lai Xiao suggested. "Young Master—ah, Boss—don't you think we should prepare a few more hiding places? So we can disappear at the first sign of trouble..."

"Mm, I've considered that, but I haven't been able to identify a better spot just yet."

Lingao city had a small population and plenty of vacant buildings—either "official shrines" or various "official buildings" constructed long ago and now abandoned. But most of these structures had collapsed and become uninhabitable.



"There are plenty of empty barracks at the small drill ground by the North Gate," Lai Xiao said. "I've had a look. A few are still livable. There are lots of buildings there, like a maze. And it's close to—close to Boss Chen's old home. Maybe there'll be a chance to go back and take a look..."

Gou Chengxuan knew there were indeed large stretches of empty barracks near the sealed North Gate. It was certainly a hiding place. But precisely because it was close to his home, he had avoided it—who knew if the Baldies had planted watchers nearby? Besides, now that he harbored thoughts of waiting for an opportunity to strike, his desire for the treasure had somewhat faded.

But he hadn't told the Lai brothers about the treasure in the well—he had to guard against greed.

"That won't work. There might be watchers there. Too much coming and going would draw attention." Gou Chengxuan shook his head.

"The Qingjie Yuan should also serve."

The Qingjie Yuan was the county's shelter for "chaste widows" who had committed to remaining unmarried. This semi-official, semi-private institution had long since become unsustainable in a small county with a sparse population and strained finances. The buildings had fallen into ruin.

"Fine." He nodded. "Tonight I'll have your brother go prepare things there. We need to have three burrows like a cunning rabbit."

Just then, Lai Da returned as well. He had been specifically sent to the city gate that day to check the heads on display and the proclamations. Gou Chengxuan didn't dare inquire openly about bandit-suppression affairs in the city. He had only been passively listening to gossip, never hearing news of Rotten-Eye Hu's or his father's death. This gave him some relief. Having heard that the city gate displayed the heads of executed bandit leaders along with proclamations, he had instructed Lai Da to investigate—Lai Da could recognize a few characters—to see if those names appeared.

"I've looked," Lai Da reported. "The heads have all rotted—can't tell who is who. But neither Rotten-Eye Hu nor the Master's name appeared on the proclamations! They're probably safe."

"That's for the best!" Gou Chengxuan relaxed. "Rotten-Eye Hu's stronghold must still be standing!"

"Then I'll go look around sometime!" Lai Da volunteered.

"Good, you go scout the situation." Gou Chengxuan thought that if he could contact his father through this, he'd have another source of support.

"Young Master—" Lai Da hesitated. "There's something else."

"Go on."

"I saw another proclamation. It said... it said..." Lai Da swallowed hard. "Your xiucai status has been revoked..."

Gou Chengxuan's face instantly went white as paper. He stood frozen for a moment. Lai Xiao quickly steadied him. "Young Master!"

"It's nothing!" Gou Chengxuan blinked several times and waved his hand, but involuntarily sank into a seat. This blow was too great. The xiucai status was the most useful credential he possessed. It was precisely because of this credential that the Gou family had been able to stand toe-to-toe with the county's gentry—otherwise, they would always have remained mere local thugs. Because of this credential, wherever he went, officials and gentry had to treat him with some courtesy.

Now this credential had been stripped away! Henceforth, he would be a "commoner" who had to kneel before county magistrates, a man who could be stripped and beaten at any misstep! The magnitude of this blow nearly made him collapse. Lai Xiao, seeing his expression shifting and his face turning pale as cold sweat streamed down, knew he was on the verge of a breakdown. He quickly pulled out some "Zhuge Marching Powder" and blew it into his nostrils. After a moment, Gou Chengxuan slowly came back to himself.

"Young Master, don't take it so hard. What's done is done—" Lai Da began to offer consolation when Gou Chengxuan said weakly, "Say no more. The way things are now, what difference does having a degree make?"

(End of Chapter)
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Though Gou Chengxuan spoke these words aloud, the hatred smoldering in his heart only intensified. This scheme reeked of collusion between the Baldies and officials in the county yamen. His bitterness now encompassed not merely the transmigrators, but the entire corrupt apparatus of the county seat.

"Wu Mingjin—just you wait!" he snarled through clenched teeth. "You worthless traitor, conspiring with those Baldies!"

The Lai brothers dared not utter a sound. They understood all too well the gravity of their young master's loss. Without the protective mantle of the xiucai title, he was now nothing more than a common grass-folk—stripped of privilege, exposed to the world.



Huang Binkun's emotions remained in turmoil long after his encounter with Gou Chengxuan. The disgraced scholar had returned to the county seat bent on vengeance against the Baldies. By appearing openly and risking exposure, he had clearly calculated that Huang Binkun would not betray him—and the scoundrel's ability to read men's hearts proved disturbingly accurate.

His purpose in revealing himself was obvious: to forge an alliance against their common enemy. Whether to join forces with such a man, Huang Binkun could not decide. Yet recalling Gou Chengxuan's recent loss of his xiucai status, he began to perceive the threads connecting recent events. The Baldies were clearly determined to annihilate Gou Er and his son at any cost. The two sides had become irreconcilable enemies. If he entangled himself with Gou Chengxuan and the association came to light, Huang Family Village would become the second Gou Family Manor—razed and ruined.

At this thought, cold sweat broke across Huang Binkun's back. Though he knew nothing of theoretical concepts like "antagonistic contradictions" versus "contradictions among the people," he understood instinctively that hatreds came in varying degrees of severity. For now, there was no need for him to martyr himself for righteous causes.

In the end, he resolved to ignore Gou Chengxuan for the time being. The man was in the city; he could always be found if circumstances changed. Besides, whether they joined forces or not, Gou Chengxuan would inevitably make trouble for the Australians on his own.



While Huang Binkun busied himself with his campaign, Chen Minggang and his gang had not been idle. By the time the second deadline passed, they had negotiated terms with most of the county's major households. The process, naturally, had involved judicious applications of threats, promises, and bribes.

Chen Minggang reviewed the account books his grain runners had submitted and felt considerable satisfaction. Not a single gentry family or major household had dared refuse their demands this time. There had been bargaining, of course, but all within the range he was prepared to concede. He had been careful not to squeeze the major households too hard—how long the Australians would remain was still uncertain, and this was only his first season working for them.

This "land survey," achieved without lifting a finger, had added nearly ten thousand mu of assessable land to the rolls. Setting aside tribute rice, and calculating only on the government's standard base rate of three dou five sheng per mu, this meant more than three thousand shi of grain conjured from thin air. Such a substantial gift would surely delight the Australians beyond expectation. His contract for next year was as good as secured.

His personal cut was equally rich. The surcharge of one dou per shi alone would yield close to a thousand shi this year—a fortune beyond anything he had dared imagine before. In the past, major households often failed to pay their full tribute rice. Some even evaded the basic levy altogether. This time, not only was the tribute rice collected in full, but no one had dared openly refuse the additional surcharge. And that said nothing of the countless smaller benefits collected in connection with negotiating land assessment figures. The oil-shiny faces of his grain runners told him everyone had profited handsomely—though naturally, he had reaped the most.

However, as Chen Minggang flipped toward the back of the ledger, his expression gradually darkened. He finished examining the book and sat in his chair for a long while, brow furrowed in contemplation. His young page servant under the eaves recognized the prelude to a tantrum and quickly retreated out of harm's way.

Just then, Umbrella-Shop Little Hu arrived. Chen Minggang glanced at the accounts Little Hu submitted and praised him with a few words. Little Hu's face broke into a wreath of smiles. Despite his lame leg, he bowed repeatedly and lavished flattery on his superior.

Though Umbrella-Shop Little Hu walked with a limp, his wits were sharper than most. He had apprenticed at an umbrella shop from childhood, then ingratiated himself with a grain runner and learned all the tricks of that trade. Being a grain runner required, first and foremost, ruthlessness—orphans and widows kneeling before you in supplication could not stop you from taking their last he of rice. Second, it required physical stamina—collecting taxes meant traveling the countryside, braving the elements, sleeping rough, and occasionally engaging in bloody fights. Someone without a strong constitution could not handle such work. Little Hu was at a disadvantage physically. Ruthlessness alone could not earn him a place in this profession. His ability lay mainly in "knowing the numbers"—no matter how irregularly shaped a plot might be, a skilled grain runner could size it up at a glance and know precisely how many mu and fen it contained, assess the condition of the rice, estimate the yield. This skill came only from hands-on experience combined with basic geometry and arithmetic. Most grain runners lacked such expertise.

Having apprenticed in business from childhood, Little Hu possessed some foundation in these skills. Combined with his diligence, he had become known throughout the trade for "knowing the numbers." Even Chen Minggang admitted that Little Hu's field-assessment abilities were superior to most.

Perhaps because of his disability, Little Hu harbored an especially intense desire to climb higher. Of course, in the grain runner profession, upward mobility was virtually nonexistent. No matter how skilled one became, everyone remained merely a lackey of the Household Clerk. Little Hu's goal was to become the foremost lackey—in other words, Chen Minggang's most trusted confidant.

Chen Minggang's most trusted people were naturally his apprentices. But among these apprentices, Little Hu knew that only Zhou Qi had any real chance of inheriting the mantle; the others were merely errand boys. Umbrella-Shop Little Hu's objective was to dislodge Zhou Qi from his position.

Zhou Qi had served Chen Minggang since childhood; master and apprentice shared deep ties. Such a relationship could not be easily severed by a few slanderous words. But ever since Chen Minggang had taken Qiuhong as his mistress, Little Hu sensed his opportunity had arrived. He was savvy about tactics—ordinarily, he would drop cold water only at critical moments, his remarks seeming casual while ensuring Chen Minggang took careful notice. Added to this was the fact that Zhou Qi had never truly been in good standing with his master, harboring no hope of inheriting the clerkship, and occasionally let slip certain complaints. Some of these words had reached Chen Minggang's ears. Gradually, the master had begun to distrust this apprentice.

Noticing Chen Minggang's displeased expression now, Little Hu's mind stirred. "Eighth Master! Is something the matter?"

"Hmph." Chen Minggang's face darkened immediately. "Secretly currying favor! Did he think I wouldn't find out?!"



Umbrella-Shop Little Hu now understood exactly what was happening. Lately, rumors had been circulating in the streets that Zhou Qi had lined his own pockets during this "land survey" farce. The major households were obviously willing to show him generosity because he had gone easy on them during negotiations. Chen Minggang was probably fuming over this discovery.

So Little Hu feigned ignorance. "The major households have all been crying and complaining, saying this 'land survey' is flaying them alive..."

"Flaying? Pull a few hairs off them and they cry to high heaven." Chen Minggang was dismissive. "And now I haven't even managed to pull a few hairs! He actually dares deceive me! A good-for-nothing who accomplishes nothing but can certainly ruin things."

Now Little Hu was certain this was about Zhou Qi. He assumed an alarmed expression. "Eighth Master, all of us work honestly and would never dare deceive you. If there truly is someone so treacherous as to betray his master, none of us would tolerate him!"

Originally, Chen Minggang had merely been angry about Zhou Qi selling favors behind his back. Now, with Little Hu's phrasing—"betray his master"—his fury intensified. Remembering the recent street rumors, especially the gossip about Zhou Qi and Qiuhong, his disgust for this apprentice grew even deeper.

"Mm!" Chen Minggang nodded. "You may go now."

"Yes!" Umbrella-Shop Little Hu, seeing that his master's expression had darkened considerably, knew his poison had been administered at precisely the right dose. Secretly pleased, he quickly withdrew.

Zhou Qi remained completely oblivious. His generous treatment of major households during this "land survey" was indeed fact. For all these years, he had run about on Chen Minggang's behalf, and in the end he had not even managed to secure himself a wife. He had little savings. Moreover, his master was now suspicious of him over the Qiuhong affair—though the truth was, nothing had happened between him and Qiuhong. Touching his master's woman was beyond Zhou Qi's nerve. Years ago, a county hoodlum had been tied to a rock and drowned in the river merely for flirting with an itinerant actress that his master had fancied.

Qiuhong or no Qiuhong, Zhou Qi was not particularly interested—though the woman did possess an alluring look about her. As for silver, this land survey had brought him plenty of benefits. What Zhou Qi worried about most was his future.

His master had three sons. Unless they all suddenly died, the clerkship would never pass to him. Chen Minggang's eldest son had already come of age, and his attitude toward Zhou Qi was merely cordial, never warm. This young master of the clerkship naturally maintained his own circle of hangers-on. When the time came for succession, Zhou Qi might not even be welcome to curry favor.

He was past thirty—halfway through his life by any reckoning. Whether he could even beg for scraps from this junior apprentice-brother in the future was uncertain. The junior apprentice-brother was indifferent to him, and the master's wife even more so. Having assisted the master with his womanizing for years, the master's wife had long despised Zhou Qi and never showed him a friendly face. Thinking of the Zhang brothers from the mistress's family, Zhou Qi's prospects seemed bleaker still.

If he wanted to continue making a living in Lingao after his master passed on, Zhou Qi had resolved to maintain good relations with the major households. They had been here for generations. Strong relationships with them meant he would always be able to eat, no matter what he ended up doing.

Of course, he had also considered ingratiating himself with the Australians. But Zhou Qi suspected the Australians might not stay long—if they blew through like a typhoon and vanished, all his efforts would have been wasted.

For this reason, during the land survey, he had done his best to accommodate the major households. The figures his master had given him always settled at the minimum threshold. He reasoned that since the threshold had been set by his master, meeting it should satisfy him without complaint. The grateful gifts from the major households had been generous as well.

With the task more than half completed and proceeding smoothly, Zhou Qi felt quite pleased with himself. With cash in hand, he made a special trip to the East Gate Market to relax—eating, drinking, and calling on a girl to ease the weariness of these busy days.

(End of Chapter)
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The East Gate Market boasted two restaurants. The first was the Trade Hall Restaurant—a "semi-official" establishment reserved primarily for the transmigrators' exclusive use. It opened to the public on ordinary days, but since most of its patrons were Australian "chiefs," ordinary local folk did not dare frequent the place.

The second was the more accessible and novel Welfare Society Restaurant. This establishment was said to be run by an Australian woman. The food and drink were excellent, and its patrons came from all walks of life. Zhou Qi had long yearned to visit, but his empty pockets had kept him from sampling its offerings—he lacked the nerve to dine and dash at an Australian establishment.

Now, with silver in hand, he was eager to taste foreign fare at last.

Zhou Qi entered the restaurant, and a waiter promptly came to attend to him. Since he was drinking alone, he did not require a private room. He chose a seat by the window and ordered several famous dishes—nothing more exotic than tomato scrambled eggs and stir-fried broccoli. He also ordered a bottle of sugarcane wine and began drinking by himself.

He was happily eating and drinking when he suddenly heard someone singing ballads downstairs. Such folk singers were common in the marketplace—some dressed as Daoist priests or monks, though they were neither. They sang morality tales and religious stories, as well as various popular tunes. Sometimes they even set current news to music.

Zhou Qi paid no attention at first. After a few cups of wine, he could hear the singer below combining narration with performance, surrounded by onlookers who occasionally erupted in lewd laughter and rowdy cheers. Quite lively. Gradually, he began to listen more carefully. What he heard nearly made him explode with fury. It was a ballad about Qiuhong.

The song did not openly name "Qiuhong" but called her "Miss Hong." The incident when Chen Minggang's wife had beaten her was described in vivid detail—that much was tolerable. But then the ballad spun out a tale of romantic escapades between "Miss Hong" and a household servant called "Little Seventh." The story was not only delivered with feeling and flair but embellished with elaborate details: how Little Seventh climbed the wall at midnight to enter her boudoir, hid beneath the bed, and so forth—and the subsequent scenes that the masses so enjoyed hearing were described with great variety. The listeners were practically drooling, their mouths agape.

Zhou Qi was beside himself with rage. He wanted nothing more than to hurl the wine pot down and smash up the show. No—not just smash it up—he wanted to summon the constables to drag the singer to the yamen for a thorough "lesson." But this was the East Gate Market. Here, yamen personnel did not dare drink so much as a cup of water without paying. How could they arrest anyone? If he threw that pot, he would find himself in the labor-reform team breaking rocks, sifting sand, and taking the whip before he knew it.

What truly enraged Zhou Qi was not merely being defamed as some lecher, but that this involved Qiuhong. His master had long suspected something improper between him and Qiuhong. The streets were already full of rumors, and now here was a vivid ballad: "Little Seventh's Night Tryst with the Master's Concubine—Miss Hong Causes a Ruckus Under the Grape Arbor." If this reached his master's ears, the consequences would be unthinkable. Zhou Qi knew his master well—a man of extreme pettiness and shrewdness, but particularly susceptible to losing his head over women. If a fit of rage drove him to make trouble for Zhou Qi, decades of apprenticeship would have been for nothing.

Unfortunately, this was someone else's territory. Though he possessed the strength, he dared not use it. Zhou Qi felt like an ant on a hot griddle. He gulped down cup after cup of wine, hoping only that the crowd would disperse soon so he could get down there, give the singer a warning, then offer some silver to make him clear out.

The balladeer was in no hurry. After finishing the "Miss Hong" saga, he switched to a new piece. Zhou Qi listened carefully and was relieved to find it unrelated to him—a topical song about the Liaodong war. The people here had only the vaguest notion that the court was fighting savages in some extremely northern region, with no knowledge of specifics, so there was a sizable audience for this as well. Zhou Qi had no interest in court affairs. Hearing that the subject had shifted away from him, he finally relaxed and settled down to wait for the crowd to disperse.

This little incident had soured his previously good mood considerably. Thinking about his relationship with his master and his own future—the outlook truly seemed bleak.

When one's spirits sank, drinking took on a quality of drowning one's sorrows. Before long, the entire bottle of sugarcane wine was gone. This rum was a distilled spirit; though slightly sweet and easy to drink, it ran around forty proof. Zhou Qi was already somewhat tipsy.

Wine filling a belly full of sorrows, his grievances multiplied. Zhou Qi reflected on how, since apprenticing at thirteen, he had followed Chen Minggang faithfully for nearly twenty years—always loyal, never rewarded. And in the end, to be suspected by his master over some common whore! His resentment toward his master began to swell.

He was nursing the last of his drink when someone suddenly called out:

"Oh! Isn't this Brother Seventh?"

Zhou Qi looked up and saw a man in his forties, dark-skinned and plump, sporting a pair of inky-black whiskers. He wore an oil-stained mesh headwrap and a long robe of some indeterminate color—less like a respectable person than a petty merchant. Zhou Qi blinked for quite a while before recognition struck.

"Isn't this Gou Buli?"

Gou Buli had been an outer-kitchen cook at Gou Family Manor, in charge of hosting small gatherings. Whenever Chen Minggang visited the manor, it was Gou Buli who prepared his meals. Zhou Qi, attending his master, had frequently passed through the kitchen and grown acquainted with him.

"That's right!" Gou Buli beamed. "Brother Seventh! Why are you drinking alone and looking so glum? I'm here by myself too. Let's share a table—my treat!"

Presented with a free meal, Zhou Qi naturally did not refuse. He followed Gou Buli to his table—but Gou Buli had a private room. On its round table sat seven or eight dishes: all the restaurant's signature specialties. The centerpiece was a roasted suckling pig, which made Zhou Qi's eyelids heavy with longing. Such suckling pigs used to appear only at the grand banquets of wealthy households. It was said that in Guangzhou, a single one cost a whole tael of silver!

The waiter brought over Zhou Qi's dishes and reset the tableware. The two men resumed drinking. With the alcohol loosening his tongue, Zhou Qi said, "Old Gou! You've really come up in the world! Drinking alone with roast suckling pig—in the old days you only got to roast pigs for other people."

Gou Buli laughed. "It's all thanks to Australian blessings! The East Gate Market is such a wonderful commercial spot—like something from a dream. So many people, and they're willing to spend money. I opened a small tavern, and business has been quite good!"



When Zhou Qi heard "quite good," according to old habit he would have immediately demanded an "autumn windfall"—a customary shakedown. But he retained enough sense to know that yamen prestige carried no weight in the East Gate Market. He started to speak, then stopped himself. He only sighed:

"You're all doing so well! Ah!"

The tone of grievance was unmistakable. Gou Buli, seeing he was already five or six cups in, knew his moment had come. He seized the opportunity:

"Brother Seventh! Aren't you busy helping your master collect the autumn levy these days? By the end of this season, you must have made quite a lot of profit..."

"The profits are plentiful, but they're not mine—" 

In truth, Zhou Qi barely knew Gou Buli—a nodding acquaintance at best. But in his current state of gloom, after a few more cups, having someone to talk to was precisely what he needed. Before he knew it, he was pouring out his heart.

He complained about his master's stinginess and lack of gratitude. About feeling hopeless for his future. About his master's suspicions. Zhou Qi's grievances and resentments came tumbling out. Gou Buli simply listened attentively, agreeing at appropriate moments, refilling his cup and adding food to his plate. Zhou Qi felt quite satisfied, and his words grew increasingly frank.

"...And people in the East Gate Market are even singing some ballad about Miss Hong," Zhou Qi grumbled. "How can such things be fabricated so casually? My master is the sort of person who already looks down on me because of this groundless nonsense!"

"As long as you yourself are upright and proper, the dirty water can't splash on you—"

"Easy to say, hard to do. Once dirty water is aimed at you, it's nearly impossible to dodge." Zhou Qi's voice turned irritable. "I have no idea who has so much idle time on their hands that they must make up stories!"

"Must be someone with a grudge against you, or perhaps against your master..."

Thinking it over, it was most likely the Zhang brothers' handiwork. They hated Qiuhong to the bone. This sort of mud-slinging was something only they would do, and only they had the means to spread it throughout the city. But even knowing this was useless—there was nothing he could do about the Zhang brothers.

He sighed bitterly. "...I'm just taking things one day at a time now, grabbing what little money I can while I still can—saving for my old age. Otherwise, those little bastards in the Chen family—who knows how they'll mistreat me!"

"Your junior apprentice-brothers are naturally no support," Gou Buli said, his small eyes darting about. "But there's Zhang Wu—that fellow does things with viciousness. Brother Seventh, you need to be more careful going forward. He doesn't dare cross your master, but he might well take it out on you..."

Zhou Qi stiffened. That was true! Zhang Wu, that little scoundrel, had the nerve to follow his sister and help beat Qiuhong. Hitting Zhou Qi would be done in passing. Chen Minggang was, after all, Zhang Wu's brother-in-law and the Household Clerk—Zhang Wu would not dare do anything to him. But Zhou Qi? He was nobody! Even if Zhang Wu beat him to death, with his brother Zhang Shi being the Punishment Clerk, the matter could easily be covered up. His master probably would not even step in on his behalf...

"Ah!" Zhou Qi sighed again. "It's just bad luck, that's all! All I've done is devote myself to my master's business the best I could, and somehow other people's family affairs end up on my head!"

"In situations like this, you just have to stay alert and not get in too deep—"

Though Zhou Qi was somewhat muddled, he heard these words clearly. They seemed to carry a hidden meaning. He probed: "Brother Gou?"

"Your master's pool," Gou Buli said mysteriously, "—don't get in too deep."

Zhou Qi half-understood. Gou Buli's meaning was somewhat clear—don't be too wholeheartedly devoted to your master. But the words seemed to imply something more.

"After all, we're master and apprentice," Zhou Qi said. "When he gives orders, can I refuse? When I carry them out, I get no thanks. It's difficult!"

"Brother Seventh," Gou Buli said, leaning closer, "you really should start thinking about finding yourself a way out."

(End of Chapter)
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Zhou Qi had thought about finding a way out before. But now that Gou Buli had raised the subject directly, his instincts sharpened. He studied the man carefully and probed: "I wonder what kind of way out there might be?"

Gou Buli dropped all pretense. He leaned in and whispered, "Wouldn't you like to someday become this county's Household Clerk?"

Zhou Qi nearly replied that with his master having three sons, it would never be his turn no matter what. But he caught himself—with Gou Buli's status, what ability did he have to make such a statement? Someone must be pulling strings behind the scenes.

Given the gravity of the matter, Zhou Qi grew circumspect. "A man seeks higher ground—how could I not want that?"

"It's enough that you have that ambition." Gou Buli then quietly revealed the Australians' intention to install him as the new Household Clerk.

"How is that possible!" Zhou Qi shook his head repeatedly. "Don't you know that being Household Clerk ultimately depends on possessing the Fish-Scale Register? If my master refuses to pass the register to me, becoming the clerk is meaningless!"

"You needn't worry about that. The Australians are tremendously capable. Do you think they couldn't handle a trifle like this?" Gou Buli's small eyes blinked knowingly.

Zhou Qi nodded slowly. "The Australians wouldn't be so generous as to simply hand me the position for nothing. There must be conditions."

Gou Buli nodded with a smile. "Brother Seventh is straightforward! Actually, there are no particular conditions. As they say, a new emperor has new ministers. With the Australians in charge of Lingao now, they naturally want to install their own people in the yamen—makes things easier to arrange, doesn't it..."

"How am I considered their 'own person'—" Zhou Qi asked doubtfully.

"Heh heh, let's speak plainly then." Gou Buli's eyes gleamed. "If the Australians knew everything about grain collection and the Fish-Scale Register, would it ever be your turn to become Household Clerk? Right now is an opportunity! You mustn't let it slip by!"

Zhou Qi fell silent. The Australians' arrival was indeed an opportunity. Right now, anyone in the county willing to prostrate themselves before their strange half-boots and sell their services would certainly reap some benefits. And here they were, actively recruiting him—with the position of Household Clerk as the prize. The temptation was almost overwhelming.

But Zhou Qi did not dare agree. First, doing this would make him guilty of "betraying his master"—he would become a pariah among the clerks. Second, given his master's personality, voluntarily stepping aside was impossible; he would have to be forced out by the Australians. There would certainly be endless trouble afterward.

"Don't worry." Gou Buli seemed to divine his fears. "Your master—when the time comes, he'll be willing." He made a sinister gesture with his hand. "You're his senior apprentice. Having you succeed him, no one will object."

Zhou Qi's heart stirred. The first rule of being a clerk was to kill one's conscience. Whatever fate might befall his master caused him no emotional distress. His only concern was the consequences.

"He still has sons. How would it ever be my turn? Don't forget that Punishment Clerk Zhang Shi is their uncle!" He shook his head repeatedly. "Besides, there are many grain runners under my master. They may not all submit to me."

"Whether they submit depends on your ability. Otherwise, why would the Australians want you? They're not your father." Gou Buli was blunt. "As for the Zhang brothers—that's not your concern. That will naturally be handled for you."

This was a clear signal that the Australians would "protect him." However vicious the Zhang brothers might be, they were no match for the Australians.

Zhou Qi hesitated, then said very carefully: "Brother Gou! We're both local folk here, so let me speak frankly—do you think these Australians will stay for the long term?"

Gou Buli smiled. "Whether they stay long or not, you'd be holding the position of 'Household Clerk' of Great Ming's Lingao County. What does it matter?"

Zhou Qi's mind suddenly cleared. That was right! This was not some "puppet position"—it was a proper "registered clerk." Whether the Australians stayed or not was immaterial! As long as he seized this opportunity and spent these years consolidating his position with Australian backing, clearing out anyone who stood in his way, even if the imperial troops eventually returned, he would still be sitting securely in this seat!

If he proved to be worthless mud that could not hold a wall, then naturally he would have to quietly slink away. But Zhou Qi did not believe he was any worse than his master. He had always felt that Chen Minggang had reached his position only through the luck of being born into a hereditary clerk family. His own disadvantage lay entirely in his origins.

Still, this was a weighty matter. He needed to think it over carefully. He cupped his hands in salute. "Brother Gou, please convey to the Australian chief: I need time to consider this."

"Very well, think it over." Gou Buli did not press. "Let me know in a few days." He added, "Every morning I take tea downstairs."

The Welfare Society Restaurant, like establishments in later times, had opened an "early tea" business. Though flour was in short supply and they could only make simple rice-based dim sum for now, this had already made the place bustle with activity every morning.

Zhou Qi lost all appetite for food and drink. He excused himself and departed. Gou Buli continued eating and drinking alone in the private room. After a while, the door curtain lifted and Zhou Botao entered, dressed like a wealthy merchant. Gou Buli reported the entire conversation word for word. In fact, Zhou Botao had been listening from the restaurant's surveillance room, but the two men had spoken in Lingao dialect, which he did not fully understand. He would have to send the recording to specialists for translation and transcription.



"...Zhou Qi is tempted, but he's afraid his colleagues won't accept him..."

"Colleagues?"

"The other clerks in the yamen. Zhou Qi is still an outsider, after all. If Chen Minggang openly handed him the position, no one would object. But even if you push him into the seat, Chief, his position won't be stable."

"This position isn't supposed to come easily in the first place." Zhou Botao smiled and said something cryptic.

"Yes," Gou Buli replied, though he had no idea what the chief had in mind—but it was obviously nothing good. "...He's also worried about the Zhang brothers' attitude. Those two have never treated him well, and they're the uncles of Chen Minggang's sons. If they decide to make trouble for him, he'll be miserable."

Zhou Botao seemed uninterested in this. Instead, he asked: "Do you think there's anything between him and Qiuhong?"

Gou Buli laughed. "You'd have to kill him first! Old Eight doesn't joke around when it comes to women. Touching his woman is like digging up his ancestors' graves. If Zhou Qi had dared do that, he'd have died seventeen or eighteen times over by now."



Huang Binkun's petition finally took shape. He had exerted considerable effort among the major households in town and the surrounding area. Once they learned that Liu Dalin was willing to personally negotiate with the Australians, the family heads all grew considerably bolder. As long as someone was willing to take the lead, the Chinese were always quite happy to follow along and join the clamor—especially when their own interests were at stake. Everyone expressed willingness to sign the joint petition.

In his conversations, Huang Binkun also tested the major households' attitudes toward the Baldies. Most were dissatisfied with the Australians' "poor judgment in personnel," but beyond that, there was little else. Huang Binkun took the opportunity to hint that Chen Minggang was merely a pawn—that the real intention behind the land survey plunder was the Australians'. But when he said this, his listeners either changed the subject or simply fell silent. No one showed any strong reaction.

This disappointed Huang Binkun greatly. In the past, whenever the county yamen attempted to undertake any project, major households would vigorously oppose it. Just a few years ago, when the county wanted to repair the Ever-Normal Granary, several powerful households had raised such a fuss that the matter was dropped.

"And now they're so docile! Truly people who won't shed tears until they see the coffin!" Huang Binkun cursed silently. Still, persuading them to sign jointly was already a significant achievement.

After finishing a busy day, he returned to the county school. For convenience, he had not taken lodgings in the student dormitory with attending servants but was staying in the compound of the "Archery Range." Archery was one of the "Six Arts" of the Rites of Zhou, so the county school maintained this facility—though it had fallen into disuse many years ago. Huang Binkun stayed there with two young servants.

He had barely arrived at his quarters when Li Xiaopeng came looking for him. He reported that he had persuaded another ten or so classmates to sign on for this cause.

"These fellows have long been unhappy with the Australians, but their families keep them on a tight leash and they didn't dare speak up readily." Li Xiaopeng explained. "Now that I've told them Master Liu is taking the lead, and their families won't stay out of it either, they've agreed. But they need to send word home first to ask permission."

Huang Binkun said, "Let me pay visits to their homes in the coming days. They'll all agree then."

"There are also a few poor students," Li Xiaopeng added. "They're only interested in the Australians' food vouchers. I promised them some benefits, and they finally softened—as long as everyone signs together, they'll add their names too."

Huang Binkun had assumed Li Xiaopeng was just a foppish rich boy. He had not expected that when the young man actually set his mind to something, he possessed real ability. What Huang Binkun himself could not accomplish despite talking until his lips were parched, Li Xiaopeng had achieved in half a day. Truly impressive.

"Good—I must ask you to continue your efforts on this." Huang Binkun said. "Master Liu is our backer. Tell everyone not to be afraid—even the Australians greatly respect Master Liu."



News of Huang Binkun's secret campaign to rally the major households for a petition soon reached Chen Minggang's ears.

"Hmph, these scholars have nothing better to do with their time." Chen Minggang said angrily.

Angry though he was, the situation had to be addressed. Men with degrees were people of status. One or two impoverished scholars might be nothing, but when they banded together, they became difficult to handle—let alone when they had Liu Dalin as their banner.

Liu Dalin's stock had been rising with the Australians lately. If he came forward to speak for the grain households, along with a crowd of clamoring scholars, the Australians would have to make some gesture of response—and that would ruin his own plans.

He could not and dared not touch Liu Dalin; Chen Minggang understood that clearly. But Liu Dalin had no ability to campaign actively on his own; he was merely a Buddha being carried around by others. The key figure was Huang Binkun.

A snake cannot move without its head. If he could stop Huang Binkun from continuing to run about, the joint petition would simply fizzle out.

(End of Chapter)
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But Huang Binkun was not an easy man to deal with. He was no naive youth—he had fought battles, killed men, held a xiucai title, and his family were local strongmen of Lingao. He possessed both education and martial prowess, with wealth behind him. Bribes could not move him; threats did not frighten him. In the past, the two sides had maintained an attitude of "well water doesn't mix with river water"—as long as they could coexist, that was sufficient.

This time, Chen Minggang wanted to use the Australians' power to cow the major households and squeeze out more profit, while Huang Binkun wanted to use the opposition to the "land survey" to embarrass the Australians. The two had locked horns, and things were escalating step by step.

Even Wu De, who had personally set this wave in motion, had not anticipated that his plan to let Chen Minggang "fill up his measure of sins" would trigger reactions from all corners of the county, ultimately creating a situation even he had not foreseen.

Chen Minggang immediately sent for his sedan chair and went to the East Gate Market to call on Wu De. But he found no one there. The guards at the gate politely informed him that Chief Wu had "gone on a long trip." If there was anything, he could leave a message. For minor matters, the chief's secretary would handle it. Chen Minggang knew this "chief's secretary" was a bedchamber maidservant who certainly could not make decisions on anything of significance.

Unable to directly leverage Australian power, Chen Minggang's eyes rolled as he had someone compose a letter reporting that Huang Binkun was "rallying grain households with intent to resist the levy." He sent the letter up, then ordered his people home. On the way, he calculated the relationship between the Huang family and the Australians, as well as the consequences of eliminating Huang Binkun.

Eliminating Huang Shoutong's son was no small matter. In Lingao, the only ones who could do this and remain unscathed were the Australians. Once the old man went mad with rage, Chen Minggang's crew would be no match. His ideal scenario was to have the Australians come down hard on this young pup—best of all, to see the Huang family reduced to ashes like the Gou family. But it now appeared the Australians were not inclined to play the villain—at least not at present.

"Since that's how it is, I might as well let this little brat stir things up properly. Then you'll have no choice but to step in!" By the time Chen Minggang returned to his quarters, he had made up his mind. He immediately summoned several trusted subordinates and gave detailed instructions. Zhou Qi was also called in.

The moment Zhou Qi arrived, Chen Minggang's face darkened. He barked, "Kneel!" Then rewarded him with several resounding slaps, leaving Zhou Qi stunned. As far as he knew, he had not done anything wrong lately—he had even stopped taking the surveillance shifts near Qiuhong's residence.

"Hmph, you think you're doing fine!" Chen Minggang said darkly. "Your master isn't seventy or eighty and at death's door yet. Why are you in such a hurry to sell favors?"

Hearing that his master had discovered his secret, Zhou Qi was greatly alarmed. But he dared not admit it, only protesting that he had followed instructions and had not dared disobey his master's orders.

"One or two households might pass unnoticed. But every single household you handled reported the bare minimum figures. Do you think your master is a fool?!" Chen Minggang roared and rewarded him with several more slaps, leaving Zhou Qi seeing stars. "Go back out there and squeeze them harder!"

"Master, the deals have already been made. To renegotiate now—" Zhou Qi said quietly, covering his face.

"The deals were made between you and them, not me." Chen Minggang sneered. "Trying to curry favor and ingratiate yourself? Wait until I'm dead! Go tell the major households: the Australian masters aren't satisfied. Add at least another ten percent. Now get out!"

Zhou Qi fled in disgrace. Chen Minggang called in all the grain runners who had been watching the spectacle outside.

"Right, now we need young Master Huang to stir things up properly." He turned to a butcher-looking man with a face full of horizontal creases. "Old Zhang, take a few men to visit the relatives and friends of Liu Dalin's household—they've all got land registered under false names. Give them a good scare. You understand?"

"Understood!" Old Zhang rubbed his hands together excitedly.

"And those scholars at the county school—give their families some attention too." Chen Minggang added. "Help little Huang get everyone mobilized."

Someone asked uneasily, "If things really blow up, won't the Australians come down on us? Liu Dalin and his people are figures the Australians value..."

"Don't worry." Chen Minggang reassured them. "The Australians treat the major households well so they'll behave and pay their grain. If they cause trouble and refuse to pay, do you think they'll still get a pleasant reception?"

"Mm, mm." Everyone nodded together.

"We're working for the Australians. Without us, could the county's grain be collected?" Chen Minggang rallied his troops.

Naturally, if things blew up, the Australians would have to give the major households an explanation, requiring Chen Minggang's gang to produce a scapegoat for punishment and appease public anger. Finding a scapegoat would not be difficult—promise them generous silver and bail them out from a death sentence. The Australians probably would not want them dead anyway.

Once the situation exploded, the ringleader Huang Binkun would naturally have no easy time either. "Punish the principal offenders and show leniency to the followers"—every dynasty dealt with popular unrest this way. The Huang family would become a thorn in the Australians' side from then on. Even if they were not dealt with immediately, the days of the Huang family in the county would be numbered.

Besides, the Huang family had a blood feud with the Australians. Chen Minggang figured the Australians would hardly take this lying down.



Zhou Qi emerged from the teahouse clutching his swollen face—a disgraceful sight. People along the street stared and pointed, his dignity in tatters. But he dared not show his anger. He could only return to his lodgings, fetch a basin of cold water, and thoroughly wash his face, discovering that his lips had gone numb.

"Such a heavy hand! Damn him!" Zhou Qi cursed bitterly, his heart full of hatred. At this moment, he wanted nothing more than to find Gou Buli immediately and declare his willingness to become this "Household Clerk" and serve the Australians.

But they had been master and apprentice for twenty years. Not that Zhou Qi harbored any affection for Chen Minggang—it was simply that after years of buckling under his master's tyranny, his courage had long been broken. Making up his mind to betray his master was genuinely frightening. He agonized for a long time without reaching a decision.

Outside, the storm was already raging. Following Chen Minggang's orders, the grain runners sallied forth again, claiming "the Australians aren't satisfied" and demanding that grain households report even more land and tribute rice. The households that had already settled terms were thrown into great panic and fury. The number of people flocking to Zhang Youfu's house to pour out their grievances surged suddenly, startling even Zhang Youfu—how had things become so volatile so fast? He quickly tried to calm everyone and rushed off to report to Chuyu.

The Liu Dalin household was in complete chaos. Relatives and friends poured in wailing, recounting the grain runners' outrages—when had they ever been treated like common rabble? Crude, lowborn runners had barged straight into the inner halls, sat with their feet up, and the moment anyone said a wrong word, they slammed tables and unleashed streams of curses.

"This is unbearable! You must think of something for us!" relatives and friends implored.

"Our kind of family—when have we ever suffered such humiliation!" A distant grand-uncle of Liu Dalin's cried—though in truth he was merely a small rural landlord. Since Liu Dalin's father had become an official, he had puffed himself up as a man of some standing in the county. Being thus humiliated by a few grain runners, he had come running to this grand-nephew seeking reinforcements.

Liu Dalin had no choice but to console them with kind words while urgently sending for Huang Binkun, asking him to finalize the petition quickly so Liu Dalin could seek an audience with the Australians.

Huang Binkun's work also became much smoother. Grain households who had previously thought there was no need to stir up trouble were now actively requesting to join the joint petition—this reneging on agreements was simply too outrageous!

From his underlings, Chen Minggang learned that Huang Binkun and his allies were bustling about with great enthusiasm. He laughed to himself: Just wait for the Australians to deal with you.

All of these maneuvers by both sides fell under the watchful eyes of the leadership group. The situation had developed to a point that was somewhat unexpected, but it also gave them insight into Lingao County's intricate web of relationships and the many facets of human nature.

Overall, events were progressing in the direction they had anticipated. Only the reports of Chen Minggang running amok in the villages made some members of the leadership group uneasy.

"We worked so hard to cultivate good relations with the major households and the intellectuals. With Chen Minggang carrying on like this, won't our image suffer badly? Shouldn't we give him a warning to stop while he's ahead?"

"No need." Wu De studied the reports flowing in from all sources. "Great chaos must precede great order. The more havoc Chen Minggang wreaks, the better. The worse it gets, the more justification we have for cleaning up the clerks. Secondly, it also exhausts the major households' energy—so when we conduct our own land survey next, they'll be too worn out to cause more trouble."

"What if someone gets killed?"

"Murderers must pay with their lives!" Wu De said calmly. "Regardless of who kills whom, the dead will only be clerks, major households, or scholars. None of them matter."

"Damn, you're inciting the masses to fight the masses. Brilliant—truly brilliant!"

"If we want to carry out social reform, we have to give these local power-holders a good shaking. Otherwise, how can we push anything through?" Wu De explained. "After a period of turmoil, people naturally yearn for stability. Anything that promotes peace and unity will face minimal resistance."

"I didn't realize our plan had plans within plans. You've been hiding things from us, De."

"Nothing of the sort!" Wu De denied flatly. "The plan is the original plan. Getting to this point involved some happy coincidences and also just human nature." He continued, "We exploited Chen Minggang's little scheme, and Chen Minggang knew it perfectly well. But he was also trying to exploit us. He simply miscalculated two things. First, we possess technology and management capabilities that transcend this era—we don't need his precious old system. Second, he doesn't realize our ambition is systemic social reform, not simple plunder. You can't really blame him—he couldn't possibly have such insight." He exhaled. "This is probably the advantage that comes from the gap between eras."

(End of Chapter)
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The covert maneuvering of Chen Minggang and Huang Binkun finally reached its climax. Not only did the behind-the-scenes scheming intensify—violence at last erupted. One grain household, unable to bear the repeated harassment and extortion from the grain runners, finally drove them out by force.

Violent incidents occurred every year during grain collection, of course. Sometimes the runners beat people; sometimes they got beaten. It was nothing remarkable. When Chen Minggang heard that one of his men had been struck, he was secretly pleased—violent resistance to the levy was an excellent charge. In the past, the county had not dared offend these people. Now the Australians would not tolerate such behavior.

He immediately ordered that everything this household had already paid be struck from the books and recorded as having paid neither base levy nor tribute rice—an outstanding debt.

During these ten-odd days, the wealthier a person was, the more anxious and unsettled they became. Rumors flew that Chen Minggang had colluded with the Baldies and was preparing to make examples of several major households. Others claimed he was "falsely transmitting imperial edicts." True and false information swirled everywhere, impossible to distinguish.

Not knowing how negotiations would turn out, the major households made tense preparations. Some hid their valuables; some sent away their womenfolk and children; others reinforced their village walls. To win hearts and loyalty, quite a few landowners forgave or reduced their tenants' rent and gave raises to their hired hands and household servants.

Some families even abandoned their own residences, moving into the more defensible strongholds of relatives and friends. The tension gradually reached a peak.

Based on reports from all sides, Wu De knew that Huang Binkun had finished collecting signatures for the joint petition and was preparing to present it formally at the Management Building in the East Gate Market in three days. Local natives could not enter Bairren City, and to them, the Management Building—with its imposing signboard and "police" standing guard at the entrance—was the "yamen." The place did serve certain yamen-like functions: dispute mediation, land leasing arrangements, and arrests.

As for Chen Minggang's gang, they too had made their preparations. Following Chen Minggang's instructions, three men had been found within the county to serve as scapegoats. The agreement was: three hundred taels apiece if the Australians wanted them dead; if they were sent to the labor-reform team instead, five taels of silver for every month served inside. Family members would receive thirty taels as a settlement payment.

In case the Australians saw through this ruse and the major households refused to let the matter rest, insisting that he surrender key subordinates, Chen Minggang had that figured out too: he would hand over Zhou Qi. Given Zhou Qi's status as his senior apprentice, that would be enough to satisfy everyone. He was tired of this apprentice anyway—not only because of Zhou Qi's machinations behind his back, but also because of the widespread rumors about Zhou Qi and Qiuhong.

As they say, rumors can kill. What had originally been pure fabrication—Chen Minggang knew there was nothing between those two—had been repeated so often and so vividly that it seemed to take on a life of its own, causing him to lose face.

Zhou Qi, meanwhile, appeared to be working quite hard, going to the countryside every day and staying for days at a time. But each time he returned, his expression was troubled. He did not even dare face Chen Minggang—probably because things were not going well.

"Utterly useless," Chen Minggang cursed silently. Probably this good-for-nothing apprentice had pocketed so much money from people that now, when he tried to squeeze them again, he could not bring himself to open his mouth. Thinking of this only strengthened his conviction that throwing Zhou Qi out as a scapegoat was the right decision.



The day to present the petition finally arrived. Huang Binkun and Li Xiaopeng had originally planned to mobilize the students from the county school and the Jasmine Pavilion Academy to submit the petition together. But Wang Ci talked them out of it—he felt the matter should not be made too large.

"Binkun, you and Master Liu and a few others going together will suffice. If too many people go, with too many mouths, someone might say something inappropriate. If the Australians lose their temper, it'll be impossible to accomplish anything."

"We need to show them the backbone of Lingao's scholars..."

"Binkun!" Wang Ci cut off his rhetoric. "Don't let your emotions rule! The Australians hold the weapons and are foreigners beyond civilization. It's remarkable that they now show some inclination toward enlightenment. We can only work on them gradually. If you go storming in with a crowd of students causing a scene, and they take offense—lives cannot be brought back!"

Huang Binkun calmed himself and reconsidered. Wang Ci's words made sense. He softened his tone. "Sir, your instruction is correct."

"This matter is rare in having Master Liu willing to come forward to uphold justice. You need only accompany him with Xiaopeng and a few others. The Australians have great respect for Master Liu. With him taking the lead, matters can certainly take a turn for the better."

Huang Binkun agreed deferentially. In his view, the Australians were insatiably greedy. With Liu Dalin stepping forward, they would probably just go through the motions, making token concessions. Their extractive nature would not change.

From his years of experience following his father in bandit suppression, Huang Binkun knew the root of any problem—whether bandits or pirates—was grain. Large groups of assembled men without grain would fall into chaos. The Baldies would be no exception. Now that they controlled Lingao, they would not pass up an opportunity to collect massive quantities of grain.

But this was also fine, Huang Binkun thought. It would force the major households who had been harboring illusions to firm up their stance. Whatever came next would be much easier.



Early the next morning, Huang Binkun and Li Xiaopeng, along with several friends, servants, and hangers-on, arrived at Liu Dalin's residence on the west side of the county seat. The place was already full of relatives and friends who had fled from the countryside seeking help. Hearing that Liu Dalin was going to personally negotiate with the Australians about the autumn levy, everyone had risen early and gathered under the eaves to see him off.

Liu Dalin emerged from the house impeccably dressed, capped and robed, pushed out in his wheelchair by a servant. Seeing his expression of righteous indignation, everyone praised him: truly a man of lofty virtue.

Huang Binkun and the others paid their respects, then began pushing the wheelchair toward the gate. The relatives, friends, and servants gathered under the eaves all watched, bowing repeatedly as he passed.



Sitting in his wheelchair, Liu Dalin surveyed the scene before him and felt a surge of stirring emotion—then silently chided himself for his foolish imaginings. He wanted to say something but could not think of anything appropriate. He could only cup his hands and return their salutes.

Outside the gate, a bamboo-and-rattan sedan chair had been prepared. Several people helped him into the chair. Huang Binkun and the others neither rode in chairs nor on horseback but walked alongside on foot.

The county yamen, meanwhile, kept its main gate tightly shut. During the busy farming season, the yamen traditionally suspended hearing petitions. The grain collection and land survey business was far too thorny. Fortunately, neither Liu Dalin nor Huang Binkun had come to the county yamen. Gentry versus Australians—the yamen could not afford to offend either side. Better to play deaf and dumb.

"What if something really blows up?" Wu Mingjin harbored a small worry. If there was a "grain riot" during collection, his career would be finished.

A so-called grain riot meant widespread refusal by the county's grain households to pay their levies. This was of course a serious offense against imperial law, but the county magistrate bore heavy responsibility too—dismissal from office was certain.

Wang Zhaomin, however, was quite confident. He smiled knowingly. "Your Excellency! If you're afraid of trouble, don't you think the Australians are too?"

Wu Mingjin nodded slightly, quite impressed by this secretary.

"Just wait and watch," Wang Zhaomin added mysteriously. For him and the magistrate, doing nothing was the best choice.



Liu Dalin's sedan chair arrived at the Management Building in the East Gate Market. He sent in his visiting card. Dugu Qiuhun and Xiong Buyou had been waiting inside for some time. They had received Wu De's instructions to receive the "petitioners"—and to do so "with every courtesy."

"We're supposed to show every courtesy to a landlord element?" Dugu Qiuhun said with displeasure.

"Who told him to be the only jinshi? We still plan to make use of him." Xiong Buyou rose, straightened his clothes, and together with Dugu Qiuhun went out to greet them.

Liu Dalin was visiting an Australian establishment for the first time—and the Australian yamen at that. He gazed about with great curiosity. It was a two-story red brick building, perfectly square and regular. The windows were tall and narrow, fitted with gleaming glass...

"Too extravagant," Liu Dalin said, shaking his head. He saw that the front door had a semicircular top and was quite tall. On either side stood a black-uniformed officer wearing a rattan hat—the so-called "police." He had heard they were all local natives.

Through the doorway came two men, one tall and one short, one plump and one thin—a comical contrast. Both wore blue cotton jackets with four pockets, hatless, their hair cropped like monks. On their feet were canvas shoes with string laces. From head to toe, there was not a stitch of silk or satin, not a single ornament.

Liu Dalin was quite surprised to see how simply the Australian leaders dressed. From what he had heard, the Australians were skilled at making money and manufactured all manner of cunning and ingenious wares; they must have accumulated considerable wealth. Looking at everything they did—building roads and bridges, establishing schools, constructing great ships—each required the expenditure of enormous sums. Yet in personal consumption they practiced such austerity! A measure of respect stirred in his heart.

Xiong Buyou came forward to greet him. After a few pleasantries, he immediately escorted Liu Dalin and his party upstairs to the reception room.

Upon entering the reception room, Liu Dalin nearly laughed out loud. These Australians, for all their abilities, were truly uncouth. The room was large, its walls painted snow-white, the floor made of fine wood. Autumn sunlight streamed through the glass windows—extremely bright. But the furnishings and decor were utterly haphazard.

The walls were covered like a painting vendor's stall—scroll after scroll of paintings and calligraphy, densely hung everywhere. There were central hanging scrolls, couplet pairs, screen paintings, even a few fan paintings. Landscapes, flowers-and-birds, fine brushwork, freehand, splashed ink, blue-and-green... every style imaginable, hung completely at random. Among them were even a few obvious Suzhou forgeries.

In the corners stood several large vases, haphazardly equipped with feather dusters—these vases, over half the height of a man, had no industrial use. Nobody wanted them for decoration, but destroying them seemed a waste, so they had been relegated here for this purpose.

Clearly, the Australians' discernment was deplorable. Calling them nouveaux riches would be flattering them. Liu Dalin shook his head inwardly. Even the county's rustic landlords had better taste than these people.

(End of Chapter)
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Both sides exchanged courtesies and took their seats. Liu Dalin adopted the attitude of "when in Rome, do as the Romans do" and let Xiong Buyou arrange everything. Shortly after, someone brought in tea.

Liu Dalin came straight to the point. "This humble one has come to submit a petition on behalf of all the gentry and grain households of the county." With this, he produced a document from his sleeve. Xiong Buyou accepted it and opened it for a glance.

The petition was quite long and appeared to be written in highly literary style. Xiong Buyou was not accustomed to reading traditional characters, and classical Chinese was certainly not his strong suit. Behind the main text were numerous seals and thumbprints arranged in a dense cluster—presumably the joint signatories.

Besides the petition itself, the envelope also contained a supplementary list, written much more colloquially. It catalogued all of Chen Minggang's gang's misdeeds.

Xiong Buyou made a show of reading through it, then returned the petition to its envelope.

"This matter is beyond my authority to decide. I must forward it to the leadership. Please wait a moment, Master Liu—"

Liu Dalin nodded in agreement. Xiong Buyou hurried out and immediately sent the letter to Wu De.

Wu De was in fact right behind the Management Building, in the office. Not only was he present, but most of the leadership group was there as well. When Xiong Buyou arrived, the group's classical Chinese literature specialists began translating the petition's contents.

"Damn, this is really a showcase of erudition." The person directing the translation scratched his head. "Quick—get me a dictionary of classical allusions."

"Aren't you a Master's in Chinese Language and Literature?"

"Even a Chinese Language Master hasn't learned this many allusions. Besides, I didn't specialize in classical Chinese..."

This petition, personally drafted by Liu Dalin, employed numerous allusions—many of them obscure. Of course, by the standards of Ming-era scholars, they were not particularly abstruse.

"No need for such a thorough translation. Just summarize the main points for me quickly," Wu De instructed.

"That won't do. Allusions aren't just to show off learning—sometimes they express subtle attitudes. In times past..."

"Alright, alright, just hurry up and summarize the main content for me."

The summary was simple enough. The petition set forth three demands: first, to halt the "land survey" because it "disturbed the people"; second, to abolish the contracted collection of grain levies and "adhere to precedent in all things"; third, to "severely punish the petty villains."

At bottom, the petition's ultimate demand was for everything to remain as before. This wish the transmigrators certainly could not grant. Fortunately, the leadership group had already anticipated the petition's contents and had prepared corresponding countermeasures. Wu De immediately gave Xiong Buyou his instructions.

"Honorable elder." Xiong Buyou returned to the reception room and cupped his hands in salute. "The petition—I shall accept it now. It will be forwarded to the Executive Committee for deliberation shortly. Within three to five days at the earliest, no more than ten days, you will certainly receive a reply."

It would have been possible to give them an answer on the spot. But Wu De felt there was no need to appear too deferential—where putting on airs was appropriate, airs should be put on.

This response was roughly what Liu Dalin had expected. He had dealt with officialdom many times. When commoners submitted petitions, delays of a month or two were not unusual. For them to promise a reply within ten days at most was already extremely fast.

According to official practice, once the petition was accepted, the meeting should have concluded. But the Australians showed no intention of seeing them out. Xiong Buyou ordered fresh tea brought to the petitioning representatives. He also instructed that no unrelated personnel enter. Then he assumed an expression of great sincerity and said:

"I have read the petition from you elders. I never imagined that this grain collection would cause such disturbance. This was truly unexpected! However, we are outsiders here with limited access to information. As to exactly what disturbing incidents occurred during the grain collection, I would ask you to explain them one by one, so I may report to the Executive Committee members for their decision."

Hearing this speech, Liu Dalin felt quite satisfied. It seemed the petition was already having an effect. That they were willing to make such a gesture showed they were not ignoring it.

"This disabled one has limited knowledge of outside affairs, but many of my relatives have been harassed. As for conditions elsewhere—Binkun, you explain."

"Yes." Huang Binkun had not dared sit in the room; he had been standing respectfully behind Liu Dalin. Now, being called upon to speak, he was delighted. He bowed and launched into a detailed account of all the abuses committed by Chen Minggang's gang during the grain collection and land survey. To write the petition, Huang Binkun had gathered considerable material from the gentry and grain households. He was quite eloquent as well, so his narration was vivid and passionate. Where hatred was due, he spoke as if he wanted to eat their flesh and sleep on their skins.

In truth, Huang Binkun himself did not necessarily hate Chen Minggang's crew to such a degree. To ordinary grain households and small landowners without power, the clerks were wolves. To the powerful gentry, they were merely vicious dogs—one had to throw them occasional scraps to keep them from biting, and when needed, one could set them on others. The two sides were not irreconcilable enemies.

But this time, Huang Binkun had come with the intention of "severing one of the Baldies' arms." In his secret deliberations with his father, they had concluded: The Australians were strangers in Lingao with no local roots. To truly control the entire county, they would have to rely on this gang of clerks—unprincipled men whose eyes saw only silver—since only they were familiar with the county's administrative affairs and specific circumstances. The plan was to drive a wedge between the two parties, even provoke them into conflict.

Xiong Buyou listened and nodded repeatedly. He already knew most of what Chen Minggang's gang had done. What he wanted to learn was the attitude of Huang Binkun, Liu Dalin, and others toward this man. Now it seemed the gentry and major households thoroughly detested him.

Since they planned to use him to appease public anger, the target naturally had to be someone who aroused considerable public anger.



"Is the next step to begin mass arrests of Chen Minggang's gang?" Zhou Botao asked at the subsequent leadership group meeting.

"Of course not." Wu De said. "Theoretically, we have no judicial authority in Lingao—"

"Tch!" Dugu Qiuhun said with displeasure. "We've arrested so many people in the East Gate Market and sentenced them to labor reform. Isn't that already infringing on Ming judicial authority? De, you're being too pedantic."

"Yeah, and how many bandits and tyrants did we execute during the bandit suppression? Chen Minggang is just a runner. Runners are of base status, right? Even killing an ordinary commoner wouldn't necessarily draw any comment from the county—"

"Please note, this is different from bandit suppression. And during suppression, we used the name of the joint-village self-defense militia," Yu Eshui explained. "Chen Minggang is technically of base status, but he's a 'registered clerk' of the Great Ming. In modern terms, he's an official local civil servant on the government payroll. He can't be killed arbitrarily without proper procedures—"

"So you're saying this has to go through the Lingao county yamen?" Dong Weiwei, the amateur Ming history expert, perked up with interest. "He may be on the civil service register, but he's a local cadre. Personnel authority lies with the county—no need for edicts from the Ministry of Personnel. The county can dismiss him directly."

"Correct, this procedure must be followed." Wu De said. "As for his subordinates, some are registered and some are not. All the registered ones must first have their appointments revoked."

"I don't think this is necessary at all. It's superfluous." Dugu Qiuhun was a typical advocate of "kick aside the county yamen and make revolution."

"The Lingao county yamen is currently a puppet regime under our control, and this puppetization will only deepen." Wu De explained. "Since we want to keep wearing this skin for a while longer, we need to give the county people some illusion—at least to formally respect this puppet regime's authority."

"Suit yourselves." Dugu Qiuhun shrugged.

"If we go to discuss this, Wu Mingjin will definitely refuse." Dong Weiwei continued her analysis. "Although the county magistrate may not particularly value Chen Minggang, with his intelligence, there's a good chance he'll guess we want to purge the county yamen. We'll still have to coerce—"

"Of course we'll have to coerce, but we won't be the ones doing the coercing. We'll have the major households coerce him." Wu De indicated Zhou Botao. "How are your arrangements coming along?"

"Everything's ready." Zhou Botao stood up and began to explain his plan.



"This seems too risky." In a run-down temple somewhere in the county seat, several shadowy figures were conferring.

"Risky my ass. Just toss a knife into the courtyard under cover of night."

"The others are fine, but the county school entrance—that's practically half a yamen..."

"Enough, enough—you talk too much. Are you doing this or not? If not, I'll find someone else."

"We'll do it, we'll do it. It's just—Brother Seventh, if we get caught, you've got to smooth things over at the yamen for us. Go easy on the paddle—"

"Do you even need to say that?" The speaker was Zhou Qi. "You know who my master is?"

"Fine, but the silver—"

"Half in advance, the rest when it's done." Zhou Qi said quietly. "Let me make this clear upfront: if you take the money and don't get the job done, there'll be interest to pay."

"We wouldn't dare."

"Good. Here are the knives and the handbills." Zhou Qi handed them the small knives hidden in a rush bundle. This was a common type of crude small iron knife in the locality. Travelers often carried them for self-defense and for practical uses like cutting meat.

Zhou Qi finished giving instructions and hurried out of the ruined temple. He scanned his surroundings to make sure no one was about, then breathed a sigh of relief and headed toward the designated location.



"Well, are you confident you can hit the target?" On a desolate stretch of the western city wall, several figures lay prone. The watchtower was supposed to have militia guards, but the county was peaceful these days, and the militia had grown lazy, hiding in the lean-to shelters on the inner side of the wall to sleep and gamble. The wall itself was deserted, with only a string of lanterns swaying in the wind, casting dim light.

"Low-light night-vision scope, compound crossbow—if I can't hit a door with this equipment, I might as well go die." The questioned man, Dai Xie, spoke with displeasure.

Dai Xie had been excited to hear he could participate in a "secret operation." He usually worked at the Planning Committee and occasionally taught everyone crossbow techniques—an area in which he had expertise. Life was quite monotonous. When Zhou Botao came looking for him, telling him to bring his crossbow and "execute a mission" immediately, he had assumed he was being sent on some kind of assassination. He had not expected that after being escorted up the city wall by the Special Reconnaissance Team, this was what he was doing.

(End of Chapter)
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"These arrows aren't ideal—not the modern crossbow bolts you're used to. Will that be a problem?"

"No problem. Just watch." Dai Xie raised his beloved compound crossbow. It was not actually his own—this one had better performance—but these crossbow bolts did look awkward. The craftsmanship was too crude.

Of course, if they used their own manufactured bolts, that would be a dead giveaway.

He took careful aim and squeezed the trigger.

Twang—the bolt flew. In the deathly quiet of the seventeenth-century night, the sound was startlingly loud. Then came a thunk from the darkness. Dogs immediately began barking furiously. From near to far, every dog in the West Gate suburb joined the chorus.

"Direct hit!" said the man monitoring the results through infrared binoculars.

"Withdraw!" At the command, everyone silently vanished into the night.

After quite some time, lights finally flickered to life in the pitch-black West Gate suburb. The house that had produced the sound was none other than the Liu Dalin residence. The Lius did not have many servants, and Lingao had not always been a peaceable place, so when they heard unusual sounds in the courtyard, no one dared rush out immediately to investigate.

Several servants lit torches, took up clubs, and cautiously opened the door to search the courtyard. The Liu property was not large—just three courtyards front to back. They searched and found nothing amiss, until they reached the side courtyard. This was where Liu Dalin's study was located. At night, apart from page servants, no one else would be there.

"Look! There's an arrow in the door!" one servant cried out.

Everyone rushed over. At the study entrance, they saw an arrow embedded in the wooden panel door, sunk deep into the wood. The servants gaped in shock—though Lingao was not exactly a place where people left their doors unlocked, this was the first time anyone had heard of arrows being shot openly inside the city walls. Much less at the home of the county's foremost gentleman.

"Quick, quick—report to the master!"

Liu Dalin was already awake. His wife and maids were helping him dress. The commotion had woken him, and he expected the servants would soon come with a report. Liu Dalin was always meticulous about propriety; whether dealing with family or servants, he always received them fully dressed.

When the servants came running to report that an arrow had been found in his study's wall, he was startled. This was truly unprecedented—even when the Li people had revolted and the county seat was in peril, no arrows had been shot into the city! Bandits and brigands had been virtually wiped out recently. How had this suddenly happened?

He had a vague sense this was connected to yesterday's petition submission. Composing himself, he said, "Don't panic! Remove the arrow immediately and wrap it up. Everyone go back to sleep. Do not spread word of this!"

"Master, should we report it to the yamen first thing tomorrow morning—"

"No report!" Liu Dalin ruled. "Treat this as if it never happened." He was quite certain this was the work of Chen Minggang's gang, meant to intimidate him.

"Hmph, truly low and despicable scoundrels!" Liu Dalin said.

His wife was quite shaken. "Husband, we should really report this. Magistrate Wu has always been on good terms with us; he'll surely look into it..."

"Wife, Magistrate Wu is a fine man, I'm sure. But that pack of jackals and dogs under him are mostly in cahoots with Chen Minggang. What good would reporting do? A few runners would come, investigate a bit, and that would be the end of it. Having those base servants entering our halls—I'd be afraid of them dirtying the place!"

"Husband—"

"Say no more. I know what I'm doing." After this disturbance, Liu Dalin's drowsiness had vanished. He consoled his wife with a few words, then went to the outer room, lit candle and lamp, and began to read.

The book had been purchased in Guangzhou by someone he had commissioned—since the Gao Guang shipping line established regular service, having things bought in Guangzhou had become much more convenient. These were the examination essay collections from several civil service examinations during the Tianqi era and the Grace Examination of the first year of Chongzhen—all first-rate eight-legged essays. Such collections were generally of interest only to ambitious xiucai and juren eager for advancement. Those who had already passed the jinshi examination typically regarded such books the way high school graduates regarded test prep materials.

Liu Dalin's enthusiasm stemmed from his desire to train a few disciples and produce another jinshi or two for the county.

But the civil service examinations were a peculiar business. As they said, one should not discuss essays based on examination performance. Writing brilliant, polished essays did not guarantee success. The higher one climbed, the more unpredictable factors came into play. Not only must essays be excellent—one also needed to understand the chief examiner's temperament and writing preferences, as well as the court's current inclinations. One had to craft essays best suited to the examiner's taste.

Liu Dalin was studying this book to discern trends in the examination halls over the past decade, so he could offer more targeted guidance in his lectures.

But the book would not hold his attention. Normally compelling passages now seemed tediously boring.

"Empty and vapid!" Liu Dalin slapped the table. Involuntarily, his thoughts returned to the arrow. Chen Minggang's gang clearly meant to intimidate him—that was obvious enough. But they were remarkably bold to do this. Could the Australians be behind it?

He thought again and decided this was unlikely. The Australians had no need for such elaborate measures against him. A simple "Petition denied" would leave everyone in the county helpless. Why resort to this?

It seemed only Chen Minggang's gang would do such a thing. To think he would dare commit such an outrage, relying on Australian backing! Even when the Li people had revolted and the county seat was imperiled, nothing like this had ever happened inside the city walls! And now this was directed at him personally!

Liu Dalin's pride was deeply wounded. He had always been humble and courteous, regardless of others' status. The entire county had shown him respect. Now a mere clerk dared to threaten him so brazenly—this was intolerable!

"Does he think these ghostly tricks can frighten me?" Liu Dalin said bitterly.



But lodging a complaint with the Australians was impossible—there was no evidence; this was a case without leads. After much deliberation, he decided to remain silent for now. He summoned the steward and ordered him to organize the household's able-bodied men into watch teams, standing guard day and night against troublemakers.

However, by early the next morning, the entire county was in an uproar. As it turned out, the previous night, besides the arrow shot at Liu Dalin's house, knives had been thrown into the courtyards of several other gentry households. The knives were stuck with handbills, scrawled with warnings reminding them that "loose lips sink ships" and threatening to "be careful of their dog heads." The county school's archery range had a knife planted in its main gate. Even the door to the scholars' dormitory had received a knife.

News of these incidents immediately rocked the city. Within half a day, word had spread even to the East Gate Market. Such a thing had never happened before in this county, and it added some color to the otherwise dull local life. Everywhere, people were buzzing with discussion.

Nearly everyone agreed: this was certainly the work of Chen Minggang's gang. Some marveled at their audacity; others sighed that the gentry's prestige had fallen so low.

Though Liu Dalin had told his household not to spread word about the arrow, by midday many in the county already knew his home had also received an arrow warning. Quite a few people had specially come in sedan chairs to express their consolation. Liu Dalin was puzzled—who had leaked this? Since visitors came with sincere concern, he could not very well refuse to see them. He had no choice but to come out and receive them, leaving him exhausted.

Huang Binkun also hurried over to offer his condolences. Having a knife stuck in his door was nothing to worry about—the Huang family stronghold had received all manner of threatening items from hostile bandits in the past, and he had laughed them all off. But that Chen Minggang's gang would do something like this was completely unexpected. Particularly that they would dare threaten Liu Dalin so openly!

"Uncle, you must have been alarmed!"

"Merely the antics of petty villains, acting like jumping clowns. Not worth mentioning." Liu Dalin was unconcerned.

"This matter should still be reported to the authorities..."

"No need." Liu Dalin explained his reasoning.

"Uncle, reporting is necessary. Whether or not the case can be solved is a separate issue. Now that news of the arrow at your residence has spread throughout the city, if you simply endure this in silence, won't people think you're afraid of these scoundrels—that you'd rather let the matter quietly fade away?"

Liu Dalin considered Huang Binkun's point valid. If no one had known, that would have been different. Now that word was out, pretending nothing had happened would actually look worse. He sent someone to the county yamen to file a report.

The county's response was swift. Before long, the Jail Warden came to inspect the Liu residence. He went through the usual investigation formalities, examining arrow marks in the study courtyard, inspecting the arrow, and ordering his men to collect it as evidence.

After the inspection, there were inevitably some polite words about "solving the case within a deadline." Liu Dalin went through the motions of acknowledging these assurances.

Everyone knew this had nothing to do with the county yamen. The key was how the Australians intended to handle this.

The answer came soon enough. On the day after the incidents, the militia at the city gates saw a party approaching from the direction of Bairren Rapids. They were uniformly short-haired and dressed in short clothes. Everyone knew these were Australians and hurried to send word to the county magistrate.

When the citizens heard that a large party of Australians was entering the city, they flocked to the gates to watch the spectacle. They saw a column of over thirty men, all in blue short jackets, leather belts at their waists festooned with various implements. Some shouldered firearms; others had swords and blades at their hips. They marched in orderly formation, spirited and vigorous—every one looking impressively martial. Compared to the local garrison soldiers they were used to seeing, in their ragged clothes like beggars, the difference was like heaven and earth.

"The Australian soldiers really are elite—" someone in the spectating crowd commented.

"What kind of eyes do you have! These are all fake Baldies..."

"Shh! You want to get yourself killed? Australians! Australians!"

"Right, right—these Australian soldiers are all recruited locally. Some are from other prefectures too."

"Imagine taking the Australians' coin and serving as their soldiers. Such audacity." Someone remarked.

"Master Zhao, if you too had no grain to last a night and couldn't fill your belly, I bet you'd be bolder than any of them."

...

(End of Chapter)
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They noticed that among the Australian column, several figures were particularly tall. Everyone knew these must be the real Baldies. The true Baldies were not only taller but somewhat more heavily built than ordinary people. They saw that these men rode neither sedan chairs nor horses, did not travel in "motor carriages" or "iron horses," but simply walked. The commoners had a favorable impression of this unpretentious manner.

The ten or so militia at the city gate did not dare obstruct them and simply let the column pass into the city. The party headed straight for the county yamen. When they reached the intersection before the yamen, the column split in two. One group went around toward the rear of the yamen; the rest proceeded directly to the main entrance.

The two constables at the yamen gate sensed something was wrong. Their eyes darted nervously toward the "gate steward." Wu Xi, who managed the gate, had dealt with Xiong Buyou on many occasions. Seeing "Master Xiong" accompanied by several official-looking Australians, all with iron expressions and triangular brownish holsters at their waists—containing the powerful Australian hand-cannons, as he knew—he felt his courage falter. Bound by duty, he could only plaster on a smile and step forward.

Master Xiong, who was typically affable, this time projected considerable official authority. Very simply, he stated he wished to see Magistrate Wu. Of course, when they wanted to see Wu Mingjin, he would receive them no matter the hour—even if he was asleep. Wu Xi promptly agreed and went inside to announce them.

Wu Mingjin was currently nursing a headache. This knife-and-arrow affair that had suddenly set the city buzzing was not terribly serious—after all, no lives had been lost and no property stolen. But the matter involved the county's gentry and scholars, and if he failed to resolve it satisfactorily, he would bear responsibility.

He hastily sent for Secretary Wang to discuss the situation.

"This was definitely the work of Chen Minggang's gang," Wang Zhaomin said quietly. "Young Master Huang has been rallying the major households for that petition recently, and Master Liu stepped forward too—it's blocking their money."

"This is all because those Baldy-bandits had to meddle!" Wu Mingjin was quite annoyed. "They had to take on contracting the grain levies and carry out a land survey! Now the whole city is in turmoil! I'd like to see how they plan to wind this up." He glanced at Secretary Wang.

Wang Zhaomin's face reddened. He had been the one who had strenuously persuaded Wu Mingjin, arguing that the Australians were highly capable and had resolved so many intractable county problems, and that this grain levy contract would not present much difficulty.

But this was not the time for regrets. Seeing his master showing signs of washing his hands of the matter, Wang Zhaomin quickly said: "Your Excellency, this isn't something they can simply walk away from..."

Wang Zhaomin's words reminded Wu Mingjin—he was the Great Ming's county magistrate of Lingao, not one of the Australians in Bairren City. If trouble broke out, he would be the one held responsible.

Over the past half-year, Wu Mingjin's awareness of being the county magistrate had been fading steadily. Apart from occasionally receiving lawsuits from commoners, performing the ritual incense offerings at official shrines according to the calendar, and presiding over the routine examinations for students and scholars at the county school, he had done nothing connected to his magisterial duties. Most days were spent drinking tea and playing chess with Secretary Wang, or supervising his children's lessons. Life was exceedingly leisurely.

"Exactly. The Baldies don't understand Central Plains customs and do things haphazardly. They entrusted the wrong person, causing trouble, and now they probably have no idea how to conclude matters." Wu Mingjin nodded gravely. "I always thought Chen Minggang knew the proper limits. How has he become so audacious this time!" He glanced again at Wang Zhaomin.

"Chen Minggang is a minor official who gained the Australians' trust purely through 'profit' as his bait." Wang Zhaomin hastily changed the subject. "The urgent matter is to pacify the gentry and major households..."

The gentry and major households were already complaining bitterly about the grain collection and land survey. Now with these intimidation incidents, if matters were not properly handled and they went to Qiongshan Prefecture or Guangzhou to lodge formal complaints, he would be in serious trouble. At best, he would lose his position. At worst, he might be charged with "collaborating with bandits" and face prosecution.

"What do you suggest?" This was precisely what Wu Mingjin had been worrying about. Solving the case was unnecessary—even three-year-olds in the county knew Chen Minggang's gang had done this. But handling it was tricky.

To satisfy the gentry, Chen Minggang's gang should be severely punished. But this was where Wu Mingjin felt the difficulty. A county magistrate having qualms about dealing with petty clerks might sound absurd, but it had been this way since the Song and Yuan dynasties. Clerks controlled local administration and were often hereditary in their positions, with immense practical experience and mutual support among themselves. If one offended them, a clerk could secretly sabotage and undermine the magistrate. Not only would one fail to profit from one's post, one might even lose it due to administrative failures. Thus local officials typically turned a blind eye to clerks' various misdeeds. Even when incidents occurred, punishments were extremely light—a scolding and dismissal was considered the severest sanction. And dismissal meant nothing to them; whoever replaced them would be their own kin, who would continue controlling local administration.

Now that Chen Minggang brandished the tiger skin of Australian support, moving against him would be even harder.

"Of course Chen Minggang's gang must be dealt with," Wang Zhaomin replied. He had already thought this through. "Summon Chen Minggang, give him a dressing-down, and order him to produce a few scapegoats to take the fall..."

"This is difficult," Wu Mingjin said, shaking his head. "There's simply no case. You call him in—is he going to admit to anything?"

"Naturally we can't name the crime as terrorizing gentry with knives and arrows. He's not stupid—having such a charge put on paper would create enormous future liability." Wang Zhaomin suggested simply using the charge of "disturbing the locality" during grain collection.

This way, at least they would have done something. Once the gentry's anger was appeased, matters could more or less settle down.

Just as they were deliberating, the gate steward came running in. Without waiting for Wu Mingjin to speak, he blurted out: "Your Excellency! Master Xiong has come to call!"

"Show him in quickly!" Wang Zhaomin did not wait for his employer's response before issuing the order. Wu Mingjin also nodded. "Show him in quickly."



Chen Minggang's leverage was the Australians' support. This matter still required coordination with them. Fortunately, the Australians were not unreasonable people.

But the visitor was not Xiong Buyou alone. Several tall Australians accompanied him, all with unfriendly expressions. After being seated, they said nothing. Xiong Buyou offered no introductions either. As Wu Mingjin was wondering what this meant, a personal servant came running in and whispered a few words in his ear. His face went ashen.

The Australian column had taken control of all entrances to the county yamen! No wonder they had brought thirty or forty men into the city! Wu Mingjin's face turned the color of earth. Could they be preparing to formally raise the banner of rebellion?

At this thought, his legs went weak. If not for already being seated, he might have collapsed to the floor. If the Baldy-bandits committed this great act of treason, he absolutely could not turn traitor! But dying as a martyr was one thing—dragging his wife and children down to their deaths with him...

The thought cut his heart like a knife. He bitterly regretted why, to save a few coins, he had brought his family back from Qiongshan Prefecture to Lingao.

Wang Zhaomin had not heard the servant's report, but seeing Wu Mingjin's face change color, he knew nothing good was afoot, and his own expression changed as well.

Xiong Buyou spoke. "Magistrate Wu! Secretary Wang!" He cupped his hands. "I've heard there was a major incident in the county. Someone threatened the gentry and major households in the city. Even Master Liu's home had an intruder shoot an arrow in warning. The whole county is in an uproar over this."

Wang Zhaomin had originally planned to bring up this matter himself. Since Xiong was raising it voluntarily, he said, "Indeed, that is so. But the situation is quite thorny..."

Xiong Buyou assumed an expression of innocent puzzlement. "What's so thorny about it?"

Wang Zhaomin thought: You know perfectly well but pretend otherwise! But he could not say this directly. His original plan had been "substituting the peach for the plum"—avoiding the issue of intimidation and talking only about "disturbing the locality" to muddle through.

But his good intentions required the Baldies' recognition. He chose his words carefully before speaking slowly: "This matter has no corroborating witnesses. Apart from a few small knives, arrows, and handbills, there's no strong evidence. Proving who was responsible would be quite difficult..."

He did not say "solving the case" but specifically mentioned "proving"—hinting to the Australians: We know who's behind this. We just don't intend to investigate further.

"Not easy to solve the case?" Unexpectedly, Xiong Buyou completely missed the subtlety of his words and launched into a speech about how, since they had settled in this locality, they too were people of Lingao and should contribute to building a "harmonious Lingao"—

Wang Zhaomin smiled bitterly to himself: If all the "people" of this county were like you, who in the world would want to be an official? "Troublemakers" barely described them—they were practically local emperors.

From Wang Zhaomin's experience, whenever the Baldies delivered lofty speeches about "harmony," trouble invariably followed. Sure enough, Xiong Buyou promptly put forward his demand:

"...We Australians have exceptional methods for investigation and case-solving. Since we are now fellow citizens of Lingao, we should help share Your Excellency's burdens. This case shall be handled jointly by our colleague Zhou Dongtian! I won't exaggerate—within three days, the case will be solved!"

Wu Mingjin, having initially heard nothing in his words suggesting they were raising a rebel banner or demanding he accept a puppet position, had relaxed somewhat. Now, suddenly hearing this demand to handle the case, his jaw dropped in astonishment.

Wang Zhaomin was equally shocked. Handle a case? Whether it was bandit suppression, grain collection, road building, or mining operations... he could generally understand the Australians' motives for these activities. But handling a case—what was this about? Certainly, handling cases had benefits, but for the Australians, such benefits seemed too trivial to matter.

Moreover, this was obviously instigated by Chen Minggang. In Wang Zhaomin's thinking, on one side were the gentry, represented by Liu Dalin, whom the Australians were trying to win over; on the other was Chen Minggang, running about collecting grain for them. Logically, the Australians should play deaf and dumb, or adopt a "muddy the waters" approach similar to his own. Why would they go looking for trouble?

"This—" Wu Mingjin did not wait for Wang Zhaomin to speak before stammering, "There is no precedent for this in the Great Ming..."

"If there's no precedent, we create precedent!" Xiong Buyou said carelessly, using a novel phrase. "The matter is settled!"

(End of Chapter)
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Wu Mingjin and Wang Zhaomin exchanged glances. This was not something that could simply be "settled." Wang Zhaomin said, "The matter is this: investigating, arresting—these all require warrants and orders. You gentlemen are not Ming subjects, and you hold neither official rank nor commissions..."

"This case will naturally remain under the county's primary jurisdiction," Xiong Buyou replied. "We will merely assist from the side."

Wang Zhaomin understood that so-called "assisting from the side" meant the Baldies still wanted to control the handling of this matter. Well, that was fine too—might as well toss this hot potato back to its original owner. He also wanted to see what the Australians were really up to.

Wu Mingjin coughed and excused himself, saying he was unwell and needed to rest briefly. Xiong Buyou understood this was the official way of saying "You may proceed, but I wash my hands of it." What came next could be discussed with Wang Zhaomin alone. This was a common stratagem in official circles.

Wang Zhaomin thought this case absolutely could not have the Australians presiding over court hearings. The only option was to delegate a county official to take the lead, with the Australians directing from behind.

"Send for Magistrate Sun," Wang Zhaomin ordered.

This assignment naturally fell to the Jail Warden. The position of Jail Warden had existed only since the Ming dynasty, evolving from the County Lieutenant of the Song and Yuan eras. His duties were roughly prison and patrol matters—essentially public security work. In places without a Patrol Station, he also handled patrol, suppression, and bandit-catching duties. Entrusting this matter to him was entirely appropriate.

The Jail Warden's rank was very low—not even a rating on the nine-grade system, counted as "unranked." Still, being unranked was still being an "official," which required formal court appointment.

Those who served as Jail Wardens were among the most frustrated of scholars, mostly selected from the ranks of "students by purchase." If juren who failed to pass the jinshi examination could still "make the selection" for county magistrate or county assistant posts, purchased students could only hope for trivial positions like Registrar, Education Officer, or Jail Warden. Promotion prospects were minimal.

Thus the county's Jail Warden, Sun Ruiwu, had become a typical official who saw everything in terms of money. Unfortunately, the locality was truly poor, local powers and bandits were formidable, and his meager office offered limited pickings.

The Australians' arrival had brought Sun Ruiwu good fortune. Because of his lowly rank, he was often dispatched as a sacrificial lamb to handle Australian affairs on Wu Mingjin's behalf. Each such assignment brought its rewards. The various pleasures of the East Gate Market made him all the more unable to resist. Thus, under the double stimulation of cash bribes and material enjoyments, Jail Warden Sun sank ever deeper into collaboration. Whenever the Australians had any activities, he was always the first to appear, performing his duties with great enthusiasm. He had become known around the county, mockingly, as the "Australian Jail Warden."

Sun Ruiwu himself was entirely unbothered by this reputation. Every day he enjoyed life at the East Gate Market, getting along very well with Dugu Qiuhun. The two frequently "corrupted" together. This purchased student had long forgotten whatever sage teachings he had once studied, having tossed any concern about barbarian-civilized distinctions to the winds.

"That won't work." Unexpectedly, Xiong Buyou objected to the usual arrangement. "Secretary Wang, Jail Warden Sun's rank is too low. This case involves the county's gentry and major households. Without a person of adequate stature presiding, I fear public sentiment won't be reassured."

"Then what does Master Xiong suggest?"

"It would be better to have County Deputy Wu preside, with Magistrate Sun assisting."

"That makes sense." Wang Zhaomin thought this was reasonable enough. As long as his master did not have to be the face of it, whether Sun the Jail Warden or Wu the County Deputy made no difference.

He sent for both officials and briefed them on the situation. Hearing that this case was for the Australians, Jail Warden Sun immediately agreed wholeheartedly. Wu Ya, however, paused to think before saying, "Gentlemen chiefs, this knife-and-arrow intimidation case—the case itself is straightforward. The difficulty lies in handling it..."

Wang Zhaomin cleared his throat and said: Since you're discussing official business, I won't intrude further. And he slipped out.

"I've heard a bit about the difficulties," Xiong Buyou said. "However, this matter is of great importance. We must investigate thoroughly and give the county a proper accounting."

"Yes, yes. Since Chief Xiong puts it that way, we shall comply fully." Wu Ya knew there was nothing in this for him—he and the Jail Warden were just there as figureheads. "Where does Chief Zhou plan to set up his office?"

"In the county yamen, naturally. Let's use the Second Hall—"

"That's not appropriate." Wu Ya shook his head. "Chief Zhou has no official rank in the Great Ming—he's a commoner. Unauthorized use of the Second Hall would itself be a crime. Besides—"

Besides, Wu Mingjin was still the "lord of a hundred li." He could not be summoned at will like a servant. And in the past, holding court and trying cases was a serious and weighty matter—it could not be treated too casually.

"I think we should conduct the case in the Flower Hall," Jail Warden Sun suggested.

"My thought exactly." Wu Ya nodded.

The Flower Hall was part of the inner compound. However, whenever the county had cases involving morality issues or gentry and major households, they were generally tried in the Flower Hall rather than publicly in the Main or Second Halls—this was to preserve the parties' dignity.

Because it was part of the inner compound and not an officially designated court area, Zhou Dongtian could conduct proceedings there without any problem.

"Good." Xiong Buyou nodded. "Let's do that." He cupped his hands. "This case involves many people. Secrecy regarding developments is essential. We will be implementing security measures at the yamen shortly. Please don't be alarmed."

"Security measures?" Neither Wu Ya nor Sun Ruiwu had anticipated this. They were greatly startled. What were they planning to do?

"Don't worry," Xiong Buyou reassured them gently. "This is unavoidable, ha ha." With that, he made a phone call:

"Begin."



The several dozen guards stationed outside the yamen immediately moved into the compound, completely controlling all entrances and key points within. No one in the yamen could leave; entry was still permitted.

Meanwhile, following Xiong Buyou's phone call, three army squads that had been standing by moved swiftly to Lingao County's three city gates, immediately taking control. They did not openly take over city defense but stationed themselves in the guard chambers behind the gates to monitor the militia.

The NCOs of each squad had spent weeks memorizing faces. By now they had committed to memory the faces of Lingao County's clerks and all their "public service" confederates. Wu De's orders to them were: these individuals could enter the city but were not permitted to leave.

"If anyone tries to leave the city, detain them immediately and send them to the county yamen. Understood?"

"Yes! Understood."

Inside the yamen, as key departments came under control, the clerks working there grew uneasy and emerged to inquire. Sun Ruiwu had to come out and calm everyone, telling them not to panic.

Zhou Dongtian sent for the Head of the Constables.

Lin Changsan, head of the Constable Squad, was a sharp-featured man in his thirties with a blade-shaped face and a pair of small, very keen eyes. His arms were well-muscled—befitting a veteran constable whose specialty was administering punishments.

Arriving at the Flower Hall and paying his respects, Lin Changsan saw two of the county's officials seated above, while an Australian man in his thirties or forties sat in the lower position. His eyes were ice-cold—clearly not someone to be trifled with.

Zhou Dongtian scrutinized the constable chief. "Bring me the roster! Assemble the entire squad of constables. I want to call roll."

"Yes, yes." Lin Changsan hurried out to give orders. Before long, all the constables had assembled.

Zhou Dongtian opened the roster and was startled. The list was densely packed with fifty or sixty names, yet only about twenty men stood below awaiting roll call.

"What's this? Not everyone is here?"

"Your Honor may not be aware," Lin Changsan said carefully. "The numbers in the roster don't count. These are all nominal constables."

Because yamen runners enjoyed exemptions from labor service and grain levies, some people paid to have their names registered on the roster without ever actually serving.

"...Only those with payment amounts noted beside their names are the ones who actually work."

Zhou Dongtian counted—twenty-four names had payment records. He called the roll. All present and accounted for.

"Each of you immediately prepare a complete set of constable uniforms. Now!"

The men looked at each other in confusion, not knowing what this was about. Lin Changsan glanced toward Jail Warden Sun. Sun Ruiwu waved impatiently. "Do as he says! What are you dawdling for?"

"Your Honor, this servant only has this one set of official clothes."

"Then take it off!" Sun Ruiwu ordered.

The constables had no choice but to comply. Before long, all the uniforms had been collected.

These clothes were immediately put on by the students from the Political Security rapid-training program they had brought along.

"Alright, everyone look sharp! Get these clothes on." You Guotuan barked orders.

You Guotuan was a staff member of the Security General Administration. In the modern timeline, he had been an unremarkable ordinary citizen. But in the seventeenth century, he had become a zealous advocate of violent methods. He consistently maintained that only the most ruthless and merciless approaches could effectively establish rule. Originally he had served in the army, but the Political Security General Administration, thinking he would create "unhealthy tendencies" among the troops, had transferred him to their own department.

Sure enough, once at the Political Security General Administration, he thrived. He quickly drew attention from his colleagues with his brutal rhetoric. Of course, his ruthless style had not yet had the opportunity to manifest itself.

"Alright, now you are all county yamen constables. According to the plan, secure all the key points!"

In moments, Lingao County seat and the county yamen were completely under the transmigrators' control.

The constables, crowded together in the Flower Hall, gazed uneasily at Zhou Dongtian as he issued his strange commands. Lin Changsan wore an expression of terrified sycophancy, practically ready to prostrate himself. Zhou Dongtian sneered inwardly: You think you can fool people with that act, pretending to be harmless? Too bad—this old man isn't some naive novice who thinks he radiates authority.

"Gentlemen," Zhou Dongtian said slowly, "you are all hereditary professionals, experts in the application of torture. Tomorrow during the interrogation, I'll be relying on you heavily!"

(End of Chapter)
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The assembly chorused "Aye!" in unison. Sun Ruiwu and Wu Ya felt their hearts sink—this was shaping up to be a major prosecution. Where exactly the Australians aimed their arrows, neither could say. But that the county's landscape would be dramatically transformed after this case seemed beyond doubt.

With the city gates and yamen under control, Wu De had already relocated his command post to Zhang Youfu's manor to direct operations from closer range. Zhang Youfu's entire household, including his employees, had been rounded up and sent to the East Gate Market, where they would be "hosted" with good food and drink for a few days.

"Get on the phone to the Planning Committee immediately. Have them dispatch two hundred sets of Ming-era clothing to Zhang Youfu's manor. Make it fast." Wu De issued orders from behind a large wooden table.

"Have the interpreters we pulled from the Citizens' School arrived?"

"They have. They're assembling in the courtyard now."

"As soon as the clothes arrive, have them change. Then escort them into the city to the county yamen."

...

At the county yamen, Zhou Dongtian wasted no time exercising his new authority. He ordered the Constable Squad chief, Fu He, summoned immediately.

"This is Master Zhou," Jail Warden Sun said tersely by way of introduction. "He has come specifically to assist in handling the knife-and-arrow intimidation case. His instructions are as good as mine—and as good as Magistrate Wu's wishes. Do you both understand?"

The two men had no idea what this was about but could only respond, "Yes."

"Good. Take extra men and search the city for the knife-throwers and arrow-shooters. You have one day. And make sure you actually catch the culprits—don't just grab random people to take the fall." Zhou Dongtian smiled as he tossed down the order tablet.

Fu He withdrew, nodding obsequiously. The task would not be difficult. Lingao's county seat was tiny. His constables, along with their unofficial helpers, could turn the place inside out in half a day. Besides, the sort of person who would personally carry out such a task was typically a street ruffian or lowlife. He knew exactly how many such characters the county harbored.

The trouble was that this matter involved Chen Minggang. If he actually captured someone and brought them before the court, these petty scoundrels would confess everything the moment the magistrate glared at them—no torture needed. Then his grievance with Old Eight would be cemented.

He decided he had better go talk to Chen Minggang first. If Chen Minggang was cooperative and willing to pay up, he would naturally help smooth things over. If not, it would have to be handled officially.

Chen Minggang was at that moment in his residence conferring with his subordinates. He had learned of this development the day before and been thoroughly startled. He had not ordered anyone to do this! Yet once it happened, everyone in the county would assume it was his doing!

What exactly was going on? Chen Minggang pondered but could not figure it out. But he understood one thing immediately: he had now become a thorn in the gentry's eyes. Could Huang Binkun have arranged this?

He sent people out to gather information, but none returned. Just as he was growing frantic, someone reported: Fu He had arrived.

Fu He was the Constable Squad chief. They had little contact ordinarily, so his sudden visit clearly meant something. Chen Minggang quickly said, "Show him in!"

Fu He entered and wasted no time on pleasantries. He simply stared at Chen Minggang, making him uncomfortable. Finally Chen Minggang smiled. "Old Fu! If you've got something to say, say it! Stop staring with those ox eyes!"

Fu He sneered. "Old Eight! You've been too bold! Did you really think this Lingao County belongs to the Chen family?"

"The knife-and-arrow business was not my doing," Chen Minggang denied flatly.

"Whether it was you or not—you can explain that to the officials when you're summoned to court."

"What, has the magistrate summoned me?"

"Order tablets have already been issued—immediate arrest of the knife-throwers and arrow-shooters. Once we drag those small fry before the court, won't they confess everything clean?" Fu He assumed an attitude of supreme confidence. "You'd better think carefully about what to do!"

Seeing his expression, Chen Minggang knew further denials would be useless. Fu He had clearly come to extort him. Even if he didn't admit it, Fu He could easily find a few people to memorize a confession and testify against him in court.

"It wasn't me. And I wouldn't do anything so stupid." Chen Minggang assumed an air of righteous indignation. "If you ask me, it's probably that young Huang's doing—setting up the major households to deal with me." He sighed. "Running this errand for others, I've offended too many people. Please, Old Fu, put in a good word for me." He called in an apprentice. "Go to the back and tell the mistress to bring forty taels of silver."

This sum satisfied Fu He. Taking the silver, he said with a smile, "Old Eight, you're a real sport! This was definitely that young Huang's doing!"

"Thank you for your trouble." Chen Minggang cupped his hands in thanks. "I won't see you out."



Watching Fu He's departing figure, Chen Minggang sneered. Huang Binkun did it? If you actually produce that testimony, you're the one looking for trouble! Huang Binkun was no ordinary person—the second son of Huang Shoutong, the greatest local strongman in Lingao, and a proper county school student. To finger him as the mastermind without the Punishment Clerk and the secretary all colluding together would be impossible.

Fu He took the silver and returned to the teahouse opposite the county yamen where he usually worked cases. He summoned three of the county's riffraff, promised each two taels of silver, and designated them as the knife-throwing and arrow-shooting "culprits."

"...When you're brought before the court, no matter how the officials question you, just insist that Li Gong ordered you to do it! That's all!" Fu He sipped his tea. "They may not believe you and might use torture. But don't worry. Whether it's the paddle or the ankle-squeezers, I'll have everything arranged. You'll suffer a little, but nothing serious."

One of them asked, "Chief Fu! That's easy enough. But these small knives and bows and arrows—where did they come from? We'll need some kind of story—"

The county used to have blacksmiths, but they were long gone. Buying iron implements now required going to the East Gate Market. That was Australian territory. If they made up nonsense, and it somehow implicated the Australians, things would go badly.

"Just say Li Gong gave them to you." Fu He said. Once the torture implements were applied, Li Gong would confess to whatever they wanted.

He had the three men shackled and held at the teahouse, to be brought before the court first thing next morning. One of Fu He's men whispered to him, "Chief! Didn't you say we were going to finger Huang Binkun...?"

"You're an idiot!" Fu He scolded. "Huang Binkun—can we afford to provoke him?" He sneered. Directly fingering Huang Binkun wouldn't work; they couldn't even implicate his servants. But the person who had been most actively running about at his side lately was Li Xiaopeng. Saying it was his servant who gave the order was as good as pointing the finger at Huang Binkun. And they could extort a hefty sum from the Li family. Two birds with one stone.

Just as he was calculating how much to demand from the Li family, one of his men came in to report: strange faces had suddenly appeared all over the city in groups of three to five, stationed at various key points. The city gates were only allowing people in, not out.

"Don't worry about it. The Australians must have come into the city. They're just setting up security cordons." Fu He figured that since several important Australian chiefs had arrived, they would naturally post guards. Expected behavior.

"Tell the brothers to stay off the streets. Everyone stay at the yamen and await orders—minimize trouble!" Fu He knew his men were used to swaggering around the city. If they clashed with the Australians' people, there would be no good outcome.

"Everyone stays at the county yamen?"

"This is a case the Australian masters are personally handling. Everyone needs to be on their best behavior!"



Zhou Dongtian had boldly commandeered the yamen's Flower Hall as his command center, receiving intelligence and reports from all quarters. He also had various equipment set up in the hall. Finally, he asked Wang Zhaomin to send invitations to the affected gentry households, as well as Huang Binkun, Li Xiaopeng, and others from the county school, requesting their presence at the yamen early the next morning to observe the proceedings.

With everything arranged, he left You Guotuan in charge at the yamen and went out of the city to Zhang Youfu's manor to report to Wu De.

"It seems Fu He did go to Chen Minggang. And he found unrelated people to take the blame." Zhou Dongtian reviewed the surveillance report Zhou Botao had sent over. "The clerks really are all intertwined."

"This time we'll completely dismember them, so they can no longer act as a unified faction." Wu De said. "They'll serve us honestly and obediently."

"There was really no need to tame them. Just arrest them all. Didn't we prepare replacements?"

"That was my original thought too. Rely on violent methods to reshuffle the deck—simple and clean." Wu De said. "But since we still need to fly the Ming flag for a while longer, we must maintain Lingao County yamen as 'Ming on the outside, Australian on the inside.' The routine administrative affairs also have to be handled—how should grain levies be processed? What procedures apply? How should documents from higher yamen be answered? Only the clerks understand these Ming administrative procedures. So it's necessary to retain some of them."

"If we do that, won't they just use that to hold us hostage again?"

"Heh heh, Ming officials were easily held hostage because they were part of the same system. Officials wanted peaceful careers and personal profit. We're only borrowing this skin temporarily—we don't want to be Ming officials." Wu De said. "They can deceive us once, but they won't have a second chance. Once the first person makes that mistake, I believe no one else will repeat it."

He continued, "And even if they're all the most stubborn villains, they still have wives and children. I believe that to reach the point of disregarding one's wife and children, one must have extraordinarily strong faith."

The clerks' faith was in making money. That kind of faith generally could not withstand testing.

After discussing the next day's interrogation procedures and key points with Zhou Dongtian, Wu De contacted Yang He to confirm whether the "study class" barracks prepared specifically for the yamen clerks were ready for immediate use. Then he inquired about the arrival status of the army personnel being dispatched.

"The infantry entering the city should change into Ming-era clothes. No rifles—just have them carry spears." Wu De gave instructions over his phone. "Bring plenty of rope and hoods."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 467 - Autumn Levy (Part 22)

On the morning of the interrogation, Wu Ya and Sun Ruiwu arrived at the county yamen in full official regalia, both men showing the strain of a sleepless night. They had returned home the previous evening only to discover that every servant dispatched on errands had been turned back at the gates—strict security measures were in force, and no unauthorized movement in or out of the compound would be permitted.

Now, having forced themselves to appear alert through hasty washing and dressing, the two officials proceeded to the Flower Hall. Court tables had been arranged within, flanked by a dozen or so chairs. Several of the gentry implicated in the case had already arrived and were exchanging courtesies in the courtyard.

Sun Ruiwu, ever sharp-eyed, spotted Liu Dalin inside the hall, conversing with the others. He hurried over to pay his respects. The old gentleman's complexion appeared remarkably well—surprising, given that this normally reclusive near-hermit had chosen to observe the proceedings in person. For someone of his status, sending a steward would have more than sufficed. The Australians commanded impressive respect indeed.

Since this was an interior hall proceeding, all formal ceremonial protocols were dispensed with. Wu Ya and Sun Ruiwu took seats at the upper bench, while Zhou Dongtian was given a separate bench below them. Two rows of constables stood in neat formation holding their water-and-fire staffs, though their uniforms were a mismatched assortment—the official robes had been stripped away and worn by Political Security students.

Zhou Dongtian surveyed this courtroom scene that looked as though it belonged in a television drama. Knowing he would soon be playing "the Magistrate," he couldn't help feeling awkward about the whole affair. This judicial system definitely needs reform, he thought. Going through these theatrical motions all day would be unbearable.

Lin Changsan saw that the officials were seated and the gentry had arrived. He was about to lead the ceremonial cry announcing court was in session when Zhou Dongtian waved him off.

"Bring in the prisoners!"

The three suspects were brought forward. Zhou Dongtian asked the routine questions—names, ages, native places—knowing full well these three weren't the real culprits. This was all theater for now, and without wasting words, he proceeded directly to questioning them about the case. The three proved quite cooperative, readily confessing to all charges.

"Who instructed you to commit these acts!" Zhou Dongtian barked.

"Your Honor," the one in the middle said, "it was Li Gong who gave the orders."

The observing gentry's expressions shifted. Li Gong was Li Xiaopeng's personal attendant—everyone in the county seat knew this. Everyone also knew of Li Xiaopeng's recent activities, running about with Huang Binkun rallying signatures for the petition. All eyes immediately turned to Huang Binkun.

Huang Binkun started. He hadn't expected this to be pinned on him! He was about to rise and protest when he caught Liu Dalin's slight shake of the head. Restraining himself, he settled back to observe how matters would develop.

Zhou Dongtian didn't know who Li Gong was. He asked, "Who is Li Gong?"

Someone nearby quickly supplied the answer: "He is Li Xiaopeng's personal servant."

"Li Xiaopeng?" Zhou Dongtian casually flipped through the materials at hand and understood at once. "Ah, the young master of the night-soil tycoon family."

When this title was pronounced in open court, the whole hall could barely contain its laughter. The constables struggled to keep straight faces; the gentry either covered their mouths to snicker or took sips of water while pretending to cough.

"Where were the small knives purchased?"

"Li Gong gave them to us."

"And the bow and arrows?"

"He gave those to us too."

Zhou Dongtian sneered. "Is your testimony truthful?"

"Every word is true. We dare not deceive Your Honor."

"Where exactly did you shoot the arrow from? What draw-weight was the bow?"

How could they know such details? They exchanged blank looks. Finally, one of them ventured, "It was in the street in front of Master Liu's gate. A ten-shi bow."

"Ridiculous!" Zhou Dongtian slammed the table. "Shooting from the street—then why does the arrow's trajectory come from the opposite direction? A ten-shi bow? Are you Li Guang reborn? Furthermore, Li Gong bears no grudge against any of these gentlemen—why would he do such a thing? This makes no sense. You're obviously lying!" He bellowed, "Take them down and give each twenty strokes!"

The constables shouted in unison: "Twenty strokes!" They dragged the three from the hall for paddling. Fu He had already given them instructions—this was a well-practiced routine. The paddles struck only the floor; though the cracking sounds were impressively loud, not a scrap of skin was actually touched. Soon they were brought back to report completion. Zhou Dongtian observed that the three were merely affecting expressions of pain—the men below were faking the punishment. His expression darkened.

"Trying to play the 'striking the floor' trick on me?" Zhou Dongtian's face turned menacing. "Little You, give these worthless wretches a proper lesson!"

You Guotuan brought over several interns from the Political Security interrogation division. They immediately seized the constables who had administered the paddling and forced them to their knees in the hall, twisting their arms into reverse joint-locks that made them grimace in agony.

"These useless idiots—what's the point of leaving their hands intact?" Zhou Dongtian waved dismissively. "Cripple them!"

Sharp cracking sounds echoed through the hall. The constables' joints were dislocated using specialized techniques. Screams rang out continuously; some fainted from the pain on the spot.

"Jail Warden Sun!"

"Y-yes." Sun Ruiwu hadn't expected this Australian to resort to violence right there in open court. He was already shaking with fear.

"These useless men serve no purpose. Dismiss them!"

"Yes, yes, dismissed immediately!"

The men were dragged from the hall and bound hand and foot. You Guotuan's waiting team consisted entirely of interns from the Political Security interrogation division—every one of them harboring deep grudges against officialdom and utterly ruthless. They immediately trussed the men up like rice dumplings and threw them to the ground, with cords looped around their throats—a technique Wu De had taught them, one that could silence a prisoner without needing a gag.

Everyone in the hall had turned pale. These constables with dislocated arms would face a grim fate—at best, being sent to Nanbo to break rocks.



"Take them down and beat them again!" Zhou Dongtian ordered.

The constables were already trembling with fear. Lin Changsan, more experienced, knew they had encountered an "unbending magistrate" today and dared not be negligent. He quickly instructed: "Strike properly!"

The three were dragged down. Since their own lives were at stake, the constables struck hard. After twenty paddle blows, the three wretches had only enough strength left to gasp for breath.

"I'll ask you one more time: Were you the ones who threw the knives and shot the arrows?"

"Have mercy, Your Honor—it wasn't us—"

"Then who was it!"

"It was—it was—" Now all three were caught in a dilemma. They couldn't afford to offend Fu He either. They bitterly regretted getting into this mess for a mere few taels of silver!

"Beat them again!"

"Please, Your Honor, no more!" Seeing that more beatings would cost them their lives, the three hastily confessed: it was Fu He who had instructed them to implicate Li Gong.

The gentry were quite surprised. Fu He had nothing to do with the grain collection—why would he wade into this muddy water? Sun Ruiwu and Wu Ya, however, understood: Fu He had intended to use this opportunity to extort the Li family. A common trick among constables.

"Someone bring Fu He!"

Within moments, Fu He was brought from the squad room where he'd been chatting with his men. Seeing the three wretches with blood streaming from their buttocks and thighs, he thought angrily that Lin Changsan was truly disloyal. He'd given instructions and paid for the paddle-wielders to go easy, yet they'd struck this hard.

"Fu He!" Zhou Dongtian shouted. "These three are not the criminals in this case. You randomly grabbed innocent people to take the fall—that alone is improper. You also instructed them to implicate Li Gong, intending extortion. What punishment do you deserve!"

Fu He knew the game was up, but he was a veteran functionary. This scene was nothing he couldn't handle. Bold-faced, he claimed these three scoundrels were local riffraff whom he'd disciplined in the past—this was merely their attempt at revenge.

"...If Your Honor condemns someone based solely on the one-sided claims of these three, that places far too much faith in their words."

Zhou Dongtian smiled. "Very well, then. I'll let you die understanding." With a wave of his hand, someone nearby activated a recording device and loudspeaker. Fu He's voice immediately echoed from the speaker—his conversation with the three wretches at the teahouse.

Fu He's amplified voice reverberated through the Flower Hall: "...Just insist it was Li Gong who ordered you—that's all!..."

"Well? Care to hear more?" Zhou Dongtian asked.

The assembly sat in stunned silence. A black box that could reproduce human voices! This was terrifying—it could replay exactly what someone had said! It was practically sorcery! Could this be the legendary "all-hearing ear"? Huang Binkun was seized by terror, his face ashen. For a moment, he felt like a puny ant foolishly trying to shake a great tree.

Fu He collapsed to the ground, unable to utter a word, his entire body shaking. When he heard Zhou Dongtian's question, he prostrated himself, kowtowed repeatedly, and begged for mercy. Then he confessed everything in detail: how he had gone to Chen Minggang, taken his silver, and following Chen's instructions, directed others to implicate Li Gong for purposes of extortion.

"Since you're being cooperative," Zhou Dongtian said slowly, "I'll give you a chance to redeem yourself. You have half an hour to bring me the real culprits!"

"Yes, yes, this lowly one will go immediately." Fu He scrambled away in disgrace.

The Flower Hall fell deathly silent. Cold sweat ran down everyone's backs. Zhou Dongtian surveyed the expressions around him with satisfaction. The "kill the chicken to frighten the monkeys" approach was working well. These major households and gentry indeed needed a demonstration of power. Then he cast a mocking glance at Huang Binkun. The young master nearly collapsed to the floor.

Before long, Fu He returned with the three men Zhou Qi had hired. These three didn't even need torture. One look at the court's authority and the precedent—those bloody buttocks—and they immediately confessed everything.

Hearing that the instigator was Zhou Qi, everyone's faces showed an expression of "just as expected."

"Seize Zhou Qi and bring him to court!"

What followed was straightforward. The moment Zhou Qi was brought before the court, he confessed immediately:

"It was this lowly one who hired these three to intimidate the gentry and scholars."

"Oh? What reason did you have for doing such a thing?"

"I dare not say!" Zhou Qi prostrated himself, kowtowing repeatedly. "It was—it was—" He deliberately stammered, as if harboring some unspeakable secret.

"Speak quickly! Unless you'd prefer your flesh to suffer!"

"It was my master, Chen—Chen—Chen Minggang who instructed me to do it."

Though this testimony was what everyone had expected, when Zhou Qi actually said it, a wave of suppressed gasps swept through the Flower Hall. Wu Ya and Sun Ruiwu sighed inwardly: Chen Minggang was finished!

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 468 - Autumn Levy (Part 23)

"Chen Minggang is the Household Clerk of this county. Why would he commit such an unlawful act? Unless you hold some grudge against your master and seek revenge?" Zhou Dongtian deliberately suggested.

"I dare not!" Zhou Qi hastily defended himself. He then explained how Chen Minggang had planned to exploit the grain collection as an opportunity to extort the major households handsomely, how he had proactively proposed the "land survey" as a pretext for extortion, and all his various schemes—confessing everything in complete detail. Finally, he added tearfully that because the major households were planning to submit a petition, Chen Minggang had ordered him to hire ruffians to intimidate them.

The testimony was both reasonable and plausible. Moreover, over ninety percent of it was true. The listening audience couldn't help but believe it.

Huang Binkun sipped some cold tea and steadied his nerves, recovering from his earlier shock. He assessed the situation: Chen Minggang's guilt was now established beyond doubt. Even the Australians couldn't protect him anymore—to do so would be to openly make enemies of the county's gentry. It seemed the Australians intended to use Chen Minggang as a scapegoat. If so, Huang Binkun thought, the Australians would now be at odds with the clerks. These "skulking worms" who knew the county inside out would no longer be useful to them—that eliminated a major future threat!

"So you're saying the petition submitted by the gentry, accusing your people of openly soliciting bribes—using bribes to determine land survey figures and tribute rice amounts—is factually correct?"

"It is true. The several grain households I personally handled were all managed according to my master's instructions."

"Are there ledgers?"

"The ledgers are all in my master's possession. We dare not keep private copies."

"Where did the knives and bow and arrows come from?"

"My master gave them to me," Zhou Qi said. "I dare not lie."

"Good, you may step back!" Zhou Dongtian surveyed the gentry. "It appears Chen Minggang is the principal culprit in this matter."

"This man is guilty of heinous crimes!" Sun Ruiwu was quick to see which way the wind blew and immediately chimed in.

The gentry, seeing Zhou Dongtian's public pronouncement, knew the outcome of this case would favor them. They all relaxed. Thinking of all the harassment and intimidation they had suffered these past days, they now felt as if the clouds had parted to reveal the sun. Their admiration for the Australians' methods grew. Liu Dalin also silently praised them—if this case had been in the county magistrate's hands, nine times out of ten it would have been muddled through. The Australians handled matters with clarity: one was one, two was two—right and wrong clearly distinguished.

"Since this is so, his position as Household Clerk—"

"Shall naturally be revoked immediately." Wu Ya also stepped forward to declare.

"Good! Deputy Magistrate Wu, Magistrate Sun—you two are truly keen-eyed and upright officials of the Blue Sky!" Zhou Dongtian immediately ladled out some flattering praise. The gentry took the cue and chorused their agreement.

"Someone! Bring Chen Minggang and his entire gang to this court!"

"Aye!" Fu He, eager to redeem himself, threw himself into the task with great energy. He took the arrest tablet and assembled over a dozen of his constable brothers, preparing to go out. Just then, You Guotuan approached.

"Chief Fu, your men should stay here. Let these men accompany you instead." You Guotuan indicated the dozen or so men behind him. All wore yamen runner uniforms and carried weapons, each one radiating a murderous aura.

"Yes, yes." Fu He knew these were the Australians' trusted agents and didn't dare refuse.

Within half an hour, over twenty people had been brought into the Flower Hall courtyard. Chen Minggang's apprentices, grain runners, and hangers-on—everyone in the city—had been rounded up in one sweep. They knelt in the courtyard in a dark mass.

Chen Minggang was brought up to the hall. Seeing Zhou Qi kneeling to one side, his heart sank—this wretch must have sold him out.

Regarding his crimes, Chen Minggang adamantly refused to confess. The grain collection and land survey had been conducted with Australian consent—how could it be called "unauthorized"? As for extorting fees, that was merely "inadequate supervision" of subordinates—at worst a leadership lapse. Zhou Dongtian listened and found it all too familiar. So this kind of rhetoric was a tradition passed down through the ages.

As for intimidating gentry—that was even more absurd nonsense. This was perfectly true—it must have been Zhou Qi's own doing, a scheme to take revenge on his master.

"...Zhou Qi had no regard for proper hierarchy and repeatedly tried to seduce my concubine Qiuhong. Out of consideration for our master-apprentice bond, I tolerated this. Who knew this beast would do such a thing..." At this point, Chen Minggang actually choked up and shed tears.

"Nonsense!" Zhou Qi shouted. "There is nothing between Qiuhong and me..."

"Silence!" Wu Ya rapped the gavel. "Speak only when spoken to!"

"What an actor!" Zhou Dongtian had no interest in wrangling with Chen Minggang. This veteran clerk possessed a tongue like a blade. Though Zhou Dongtian had interrogation experience of his own, the language barrier made exchanges inconvenient, and he had no time for debate tournaments. Fortunately, the Great Ming wasn't exactly a place that respected judicial human rights—torture and interrogation required no pretense of disguise. He could take his time dealing with Chen Minggang later. For now, he would break through by targeting his subordinates.

However eloquent Chen Minggang might be, his underlings couldn't all be equally skilled. Zhou Dongtian had Umbrella-Shop Little Hu brought forward. According to the Political Security dossier, Little Hu was second only to Zhou Qi as a core figure in Chen Minggang's gang. Prying open his mouth would prove very useful.



When Umbrella-Shop Little Hu was brought up to the hall, he still attempted to defend himself. But a round of paddling had him crying for his parents, and he immediately confessed everything. This included Chen Minggang's orders to squeeze the grain households hard, pushing them to submit the petition so the Australians would think Huang Binkun was leading a grain resistance—all of it came pouring out.

"A proper Household Clerk, actually orchestrating grain resistance behind the scenes—what crime is this?" Zhou Dongtian exclaimed for the hall's benefit.

"Heinous crimes, heinous crimes!" Sun Ruiwu chimed in again. Wu Ya looked at him with contempt but said nothing.

More than a dozen grain runners were then brought forward. Those quick-witted enough confessed before any torture was applied; those less astute inevitably suffered in the flesh. The paddles in the hall cracked loudly, accompanied by wailing and howling. Lin Changsan's men's paddles were stained red with blood. The gentry, unused to witnessing such spectacular floggings, trembled and shuddered. Only Huang Binkun remained relatively composed.

Chen Minggang knelt to one side. Watching his subordinates confess and sign their statements one after another, watching Zhou Dongtian's demeanor of pursuing the matter to its conclusion, he grew alarmed. Yet one thing he still couldn't understand: why were they doing this? Yes, he had made a killing during the grain collection, but the benefits he'd brought them were far greater! As for ordering intimidation of the gentry—that was pure fabrication. Not even Zhou Qi would have had that kind of nerve!

...

"Well, do you have anything else to say?" Zhou Dongtian asked Chen Minggang, holding up the stack of confessions.

"This lowly one is truly wronged!" Chen Minggang stiffened his neck. "Under torture, what confession cannot be extracted? Since you insist on pinning these charges on me, I'd like to see how you'll manage to collect this year's autumn levy!"

"That's none of your concern." Zhou Dongtian knew the Planning Committee had already stockpiled enough Vietnamese rice. Even if not a single grain was collected from Lingao County, the autumn levy could still be fulfilled. Threatening the county magistrate with this might work; trying it on the transmigrators, who controlled the Vietnamese rice supply chain, was simply a joke. "Take him away and throw him in the jail!"

"Don't celebrate too soon!" Chen Minggang knew the situation was beyond saving. Given the Australians' methods, he wouldn't survive. Faced with death, the comfortable feeling of control that had served him well for years collapsed entirely. Only blind rage remained. He roared, "You've all colluded with the Baldies—sooner or later you'll meet your end at the execution ground! As for you major households—" he glared at them viciously, "—the day the Australians flay you alive is coming!"

These words made everyone in the hall change color. The few sentences struck at what weighed on everyone's minds. Zhou Dongtian was furious. "Shut him up!"

Someone immediately came over and looped a prepared cord around Chen Minggang's neck, pulling it tight. He could no longer speak.

"Take him away!" Zhou Dongtian shouted.

After the prisoner was removed, the gentry had no desire to remain. One after another, they asked to take their leave. Zhou Dongtian didn't urge them to stay. He ordered the court adjourned—someone would naturally clean up the Flower Hall. Zhou Dongtian, together with Wu Ya and the others, went to the rear document-signing room to sit. Xiong Buyou had already been waiting there.

"Chen Minggang still hasn't confessed. Should we hold another court session?" Wu Ya asked. Chen Minggang had stubbornly refused to admit guilt, and in ancient times, trials placed great emphasis on confession. Without the prisoner's signed confession, the case wasn't considered closed.

Sun Ruiwu said, "Just use torture. He'll have no choice but to confess. We must make this an ironclad case!" Terrified by Chen Minggang's outburst in court, he had resolved to have him put to death.

"Actually, making this into a formal case might not be the best approach." Wu Ya, more shrewd and calculating, said, "What charge should we impose? If we want to give him a capital sentence, won't we have to report it to the Ministry of Justice for review..."

Instinctively, neither of them wanted to report this matter further up—best to avoid stirring up trouble.

"No need to make it an ironclad case. The circumstantial evidence is now complete—that's sufficient to revoke his position as Household Clerk." Zhou Dongtian said. "Just hand him and his men over to us."

"This—" Wu Ya hesitated. In Australian hands, Chen Minggang would certainly not survive. The problem was finding a proper pretext for transferring prisoners.

"It's nothing." Zhou Dongtian said. "Once Chen Minggang is stripped of his clerkship, he can't remain at the county yamen. Where he goes from there is his own business—why should you concern yourselves?"

Wu Ya agreed. After discussion, they settled on charging Chen Minggang with "extorting the locality and disturbing the people," sufficient grounds to strip him of his Household Clerk position. The Constable Squad chief, Fu He, would also be dismissed at the same time—both to be quietly handed over to the transmigrators for private disposal.

This created two important vacancies.

"The Household Clerk position will be filled by Zhou Qi," Xiong Buyou said. The Household Office had pressing business, and the autumn levy still needed to be handled. They couldn't put an inexperienced person in charge. Having Zhou Qi take over as a transition was most suitable.

Zhou Qi had obtained this position by selling out his master. He would inevitably be reviled by his peers. Only by serving the transmigrators with complete devotion could he protect both his position and his life.

(End of Chapter)
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"That's easy enough. We just need to coordinate with Secretary Wang per the usual procedure," Wu Ya said.

Both the Constable Squad chief and the Household Clerk were extremely lucrative positions in the county. Filling them required substantial payments—for a county as modest as Lingao, the Household Clerk position cost two hundred taels of silver. The Constable Squad chief also required a certain tribute before taking office. These kickbacks went to the county magistrate. Of course, such opportunities were rare under normal circumstances.

"I'll naturally coordinate with Secretary Wang on this matter," Xiong Buyou said, inwardly annoyed by these endless irregular fees. In this remote and backward frontier county, not a single such practice was missing.

Still, for now the county yamen's façade had to be maintained. Following procedure was acceptable. A few hundred taels of silver was nothing to the transmigrators.

"But now that you've dealt with Chen Minggang and his entire crew, how will this year's autumn levy proceed?" Wu Ya expressed concern.

"No need to worry. Collecting this grain is child's play for us." Xiong Buyou patted his chest, though he himself didn't know exactly what Wu De planned. Nor did he particularly care—there was always a solution.

"The immediate priority is to have Zhou Qi take over Chen Minggang's operation as quickly as possible," Wu Ya said. "How much has already been collected? How many grain tallies have been issued? How much has the granary actually received? These are all complex matters. Zhou Qi may be experienced, but we'll need to retain a few of Chen Minggang's people as well..."

"Thank you for your guidance, Deputy Magistrate Wu." Xiong Buyou was to remain at the county yamen to complete the takeover work, so he wasn't in any hurry to leave. Instead, he chatted casually with the two officials. In truth, he already knew everything about their family situations. This was purely relationship-building, while also probing for more intelligence about the inner workings of the yamen.

Lunch was provided by the Welfare Society Restaurant—quite exquisite, accompanied by fine wine. The several men chatted most companionably. Wu Ya and Sun Ruiwu were both minor officials who'd been stuck in place for over a decade. They had long since given up hope of promotion and viewed their posts merely as a means of livelihood. Compared to Wu Mingjin, they had far fewer misgivings and spoke more freely.

When discussion turned to the three squads and six offices of the yamen, both men had plenty to complain about. Lingao had always been a place beyond the emperor's reach. Not only were local strongmen extremely overbearing, but the clerks were also deeply entrenched, controlling county administration and regarding the officials as beneath notice. Wu Mingjin, as the proper magistrate, was treated somewhat better. Subordinate officials like Wu Ya and Sun Ruiwu often had to beg the clerks to get things done. Whatever kickbacks they were given, they accepted without daring to haggle.

"Officials like us are walking the 'path of epidemic ghosts,'" Wu Ya said bitterly. "I've served as Jail Warden and Registrar in five or six counties—all 'hardship posts in frontier wastelands.' After nearly twenty years, I barely made it to County Deputy, only to be assigned here! One term wasn't enough—I'm serving a second! And even if I get transferred, who knows which godforsaken corner I'll end up as yet another petty official!"

Sun Ruiwu echoed his sighs. Xiong Buyou made sympathetic noises while privately taking mental notes. These two minor officials, though part of the ruling class, were clearly dissatisfied with reality. Having served long in local positions, they possessed rich administrative experience and knew official procedures well. They were worth cultivating as potential assets. The Intelligence Committee had issued a circular to all departments, asking them to keep an eye out for recruitable candidates during their regular work.

He lavished attention on them and made a great show of sympathizing with their grievances. Though both knew this was merely social courtesy, hearing themselves praised by the "all-powerful" Australians still made them feel better. A sense of mutual appreciation developed.

This drinking session lasted until after two in the afternoon. Xiong Buyou personally escorted them back to their residences—Lingao being a small place, officials from outside all lived with their families within the yamen complex. He also took the opportunity to greet their family members and gather more information. Only then did he return to his command post within the yamen compound.

The county yamen had now been effectively taken over. The action team members from the Political Security operations division, dressed in constable uniforms, controlled all entrances and key departments. The next step was a comprehensive purge of the yamen's institutions.

The plan for taking over the county yamen had been discussed several times between Wu De and the others. How to arrange and deal with the three squads and six offices had been carefully considered. If they eliminated everyone, the county's routine administrative functions would be paralyzed—contrary to their goals. After several discussions, they decided to begin with the "strong-arm" and key departments.

What the transmigrators called "strong-arm departments" were the "three squads." Of these, the Constable Squad handled court processions, maintained order during hearings, and administered torture; the Runner Squad handled public security and catching thieves; the Militia Squad was responsible for local security forces. These three "squads" were the "sword-wielding" elements of the organization and had to be completely taken over.

The takeover model would resemble that of the Bopu Patrol Station. However, the Patrol Captain was at least an official—the transmigrators couldn't casually dismiss him and would have to keep him as a figurehead. The three squads had no such constraints. Whether to replace everyone from top to bottom or partially retain some could be decided at will.

"Among these three departments, the Militia Squad has the least technical content," said Dong Weiwei, the "amateur Ming history expert," based on historical knowledge and gathered intelligence. "This county's eighty militiamen serve barely any function beyond the most basic city defense. In the past, bandit suppression relied primarily on local defense forces and village militias."

The militiamen under the Militia Squad's command were different from the regular Ming military forces like garrison troops or guard stations. They were local security forces specifically used to guard prefectural and county yamen, and also frequently handled tasks like escorting prisoners, transporting grain tribute, and patrolling the locality. As for their combat effectiveness—that was another matter entirely. In the Qing dynasty, the Militia Squad was nicknamed "foxes," meaning they wielded only borrowed authority like a fox using a tiger's might, with no real fighting power.

The local Militia Squad chief was a butcher named Li Heng—the only butcher running a meat shop in the county. Having purchased this position, he routinely bullied the countryside, engaging in forced purchases and other abuses. Public resentment against him was considerable.

This Militia Squad chief had another notorious "achievement": he frequently exploited prisoner escort duties, directing his men to collude with exiles in highway robbery along the route. He had several murder cases connected to robberies on his record.



This seemingly outrageous behavior was actually not rare at the time—indeed, it could be called an open secret of the "hidden rules."

"The Militia Squad will be completely purged—chief and all militiamen sent to the study class. We'll sort them out individually later," Wu De said. "Li Heng has aroused considerable public anger. We can have the yamen revoke his position. We'll hold him for now and deal with him through a public trial when the opportunity arises."

An infantry company would be drawn from the army to fill the "militia" vacancy. This way, the county seat's defense would be entirely in the transmigrators' hands.

"The most useful aspect of the Constable Squad for us lies in administering torture," Dong Weiwei said. "They're not particularly useful otherwise, but if you insist they have technical content, I won't argue."

"Someone has to do the dirty work," Wu De said. Currently, some transmigrators were also "doing dirty work"—Zhou Dongtian was one—but the numbers were far from sufficient. Most transmigrators had grown up in modern civilized society. Pulling a trigger to kill someone was manageable; actually torturing a living person was beyond most of them.

"These people are every one of them wolf-hearted and dog-lunged, but they can stomach it. Many things can be delegated to them."

"We can leave the Constable Squad alone for now," Xiong Buyou said. "They can't cause any trouble anyway."

"No, there are too many constables. We can't support so many people on the government payroll," Wu De said. "Their wages may be meager, but they'll squeeze it from the common people. So we only need to keep a few."

Additionally, the Constable Squad controlled the yamen's own security and escorted county officials' comings and goings, as well as handling many miscellaneous duties within the yamen.

"The Constable Squad must be firmly in our hands—that way we'll have complete control over everyone in the yamen."

The final decision was to send the entire Constable Squad to the study class, screen out seven or eight who could be "reformed and utilized" as torturers, and replace the rest with interns from the Political Security General Administration.

"Won't they have to participate in court sessions, march in processions, and all that?" Zhou Botao asked.

"Is that difficult?"

"I know it's not difficult, but the interns were trained with considerable effort. Using them for this—isn't that wasteful?"

"Not wasteful at all. This is exactly where they're needed." Wu De smiled. "Don't worry—once we have a population boom, the rapid-training class interns won't be so precious anymore. For now, giving them practical experience will make them the core cadres of the future."

Last to be dealt with was the Runner Squad. Of the three squads, this one had aroused the most public anger. In theory, the Runner Squad was supposed to maintain public order; in practice, it did the opposite. Generally speaking, the runners only arrested "clueless" or "dense" outside thieves and petty criminals. Anyone who had registered with them and paid their dues received protection; sometimes the runners even participated personally. Some runner squad chiefs were themselves the heads of the county's criminal underworld. Ordinary people suffered tremendously from them, and even gentry households were often subject to their extortion. They were universally despised, yet no one dared offend them.

Wu De planned to use graduates of the police rapid-training program to completely replace the Runner Squad personnel and establish a modern police system within the county seat.

"However, this runner squad won't be the county-wide institution it was before," Wu De explained. "In practical terms, it will only have the status of a county-seat district station."

With the plan set, implementation proceeded in an orderly fashion. As dusk fell, the night watchmen began beating their clappers and calling out "Curfew!" in the streets as ordered. There was no night market here; originally no one walked about after dark anyway. In moments, the streets were deserted. Army companies waiting outside the city entered in file, beginning with the militiamen at the gates, then proceeding to the yamen.

The runners of the three squads were assembled according to the roster one after another. Some had sensed something was wrong since the afternoon, but with the gates and yamen under control, they had nowhere to flee. They could only submit to arrest.

(End of Chapter)
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Though the runners ordinarily swaggered about as if they were tyrants lording over the common people, in reality they depended entirely on the power of the system. Whenever they encountered "hard cases" beyond the system's control, they could only accept defeat. The Australians naturally had no respect for the Ming system either, so the runners one and all proved very sensible. Wu De had prepared for possible disturbances, but unexpectedly, after seeing the glittering spears and broadswords surrounding them, not a single person uttered a word of protest. Each meekly fell into line and marched out of the city. Not even the prepared ropes for binding prisoners were needed.

The squad chiefs and core members received special treatment—they were tied up and loaded onto cargo ox-carts. They would enjoy private rooms in the study class.

The runners' destination was the "study class." This study class, of course, was not for "studying"—its primary purpose was screening and interrogation. Before finally disposing of these people, Wu De intended to extract as much intelligence from them as possible.

As for the six offices, the Household Office had already been completely taken over by a special team from the Planning Committee. Since the Household Office controlled the county's entire fiscal situation, apart from the arrested Chen Minggang and his gang of "grain runners," the remaining personnel were temporarily retained pending gradual cleanup. The writ for Zhou Qi's formal appointment as Household Clerk hadn't yet been issued, but he had already formally taken charge of the office—under the protection of transmigrator bayonets, of course.

Wu De didn't trust Zhou Qi either. In his view, not a single person from the old system could be entrusted with important duties. Zhou Qi was merely a transitional figure. As for how the Household Office would ultimately be reorganized and how future tax collection work would be conducted, he had another plan entirely.

Personnel from the Punishment Office were temporarily all retained, but Punishment Clerk Zhang Shi had been arrested. His arrest was primarily due to his connection to Chen Minggang—since he was Chen Minggang's brother-in-law, he couldn't be left in such a sensitive position. Better to arrest the wrong person than let a guilty one go.

The clerks from the remaining offices were needed to handle daily administrative business, so they were summoned to the yamen. Xiong Buyou announced they should continue working there and "devote themselves to serving the Emperor and the court." However, they were not permitted to leave the yamen. Retained personnel from all offices were treated the same way.

"Though we won't touch the Personnel Office staff, you must immediately assign someone to take over and prohibit them from moving any of the archives," Wu De instructed Zhou Botao.

The Personnel Office controlled the county's entire system of lijia heads, village headmen, and local officials, as well as the clerks' own personnel files. Appointments, promotions, transfers, and salary matters all had to pass through their hands. It was equivalent to the modern county Personnel Bureau combined with the Organization Department—substantial authority.

For the transmigrators to thoroughly understand the "local cadre" system of Ming-dynasty Lingao County, this office's archives were crucial. The Archives Repository, which specially stored documentary materials, was also placed under dedicated control.

Another key location was the county storehouse. One of the night's arrest targets was the warehouse clerk. Once taken, he was immediately detained in the county yamen awaiting disposition. The Planning Committee had little confidence that much money or grain could be extracted from Lingao County's treasury. Still, there would be something. And this warehouse clerk's personal household wealth was unlikely to be meager.

As for the yamen's other minor clerks—jailers, coroners, executioners, granary stewards, inspectors, and the like—these were all specialists. Though abuses existed at virtually every level, purging them was not an immediate priority. They could be retained for now.

That night, the Lingao county yamen blazed with lights and bustled through until dawn. Households throughout the county kept their doors shut, no one daring to venture out. A tense, uneasy atmosphere gripped the entire county. Xiong Buyou sat in command at the yamen, directing everything, run off his feet with activity.

Wu Mingjin and Wang Zhaomin had no idea what was happening in the front compound. After the Flower Hall interrogation concluded at midday, Wu Ya had come in to report the entire proceedings. The outcome left Wu Mingjin fairly satisfied.

"It seems the Australians do understand the key principles of local governance. Pacifying the gentry is the first priority," Wang Zhaomin commented.

But Wu Mingjin still wore a worried frown. "Pacifying the gentry is well and good, but with Chen Minggang dismissed and a whole gang of grain runners cashiered, what about the half-collected autumn levy?"

"Your Excellency needn't worry about that," Wang Zhaomin said confidently. "Since they dared arrest Chen Minggang, they must have a plan."

Wang Zhaomin volunteered to negotiate with the Australians and demand a concrete proposal for completing the autumn levy before reporting back.

"Just don't let them create more trouble this time." Wu Mingjin sighed, feeling that being an official was rather nerve-wracking. Half a year of leisurely governing while enjoying others' achievements had cultivated a fine mood that was now almost entirely dissipated.

By afternoon, he had fallen into a panic—a servant suddenly came to report that the front and back of the yamen had been sealed off. Even the passage to the front compound was guarded; no one was permitted in or out.

"The men are wearing Constable uniforms, but this humble one doesn't recognize a single one!" the servant reported.



"Is this true?" Wu Mingjin was shocked. What were they doing?

"Send for Secretary Wang!"

The servant left, then returned shortly—the passage to Secretary Wang's courtyard was also under control. No one was permitted in or out now.

Wu Mingjin's already volatile emotions plunged once again into despair—his fantasy of peacefully coexisting with the Baldies until the end of his term had been utterly shattered. It seemed they really were going to rebel this time. The only question was whether they would force him to accept a puppet position. This terrifying thought, which had plagued him since morning, filled Wu Mingjin with dread. Though he had steeled himself to die rather than yield, when death actually loomed, facing one's own fear was no easy thing.

That night, everyone in the county yamen spent a sleepless night. Wu Mingjin didn't close his eyes, listening fearfully to the sounds from the front compound. But aside from more footsteps than usual, the battle cries or looting he'd anticipated never materialized. When dawn broke in the east, Wu Mingjin was already up in the signing room—having not returned to the inner residence to avoid his family's questions. After a hasty wash, his servant brought breakfast. Was Secretary Wang here? Should he be shown in?

"Of course! Show him in at once." Wu Mingjin almost skipped breakfast entirely. Then, thinking Secretary Wang probably hadn't eaten either, he added, "Have the kitchen prepare another serving."

Secretary Wang said he'd already eaten. Looking at him, he showed no signs of having been frightened. He even seemed somewhat pleased. Wu Mingjin couldn't help growing suspicious. Had Secretary Wang been helping the Baldies with something last night? The Baldies had always been generous with their payments...

But Secretary Wang didn't know his employer was growing suspicious. He hurried to share the important news he'd learned that morning.

"The autumn levy business—the Australians have agreed to handle everything." Secretary Wang knew his employer cared most about this. "Any grain the county can't collect in time, they'll advance..."

"Advance?!" Wu Mingjin was startled. Including the base levy and tribute rice, they'd need at least twelve or thirteen thousand shi of rough rice just to get by. This was Lingao, not the prosperous Jiangnan region—not only was the population sparse, but field yields were pitiful. Even if the Baldies had secret rice-growing techniques, they had over ten thousand mouths of their own to feed...

"Correct." Wang Zhaomin was clearly quite confident in the transmigrators' capabilities. "Master Xiong and a gentleman from the Delong Grain Trading Company will be calling on Your Excellency shortly to discuss the autumn levy."

"What interest rate do they want?" Wu Mingjin knew there was no such thing as a free lunch. Advancing tax payments existed elsewhere too—for example, in some counties where the summer levy required wheat but the local wheat harvest came only in autumn. The county would typically borrow from major local households and repay after the autumn harvest, naturally at interest.

"No interest." Wang Zhaomin looked pleased with himself. "Master Xiong said the Chen Minggang affair has disrupted the autumn levy collection. It needs to be straightened out from scratch. To avoid missing the tribute delivery deadline, they'll advance the base and tribute amounts. They'll even handle the shipping and warehouse delivery."

Shipping and warehouse delivery involved a substantial sum in miscellaneous fees. The process was tedious and subject to extortion from the transport boatmen. Every year it caused Wu Mingjin considerable headaches. If the Australians were willing to handle it—this was excellent news indeed. No wonder Wang Zhaomin looked so pleased.

Wu Mingjin suddenly remembered. "Last night there was quite a commotion in the front compound, and the front and back were sealed off. What exactly happened?"

"Something major happened." Wang Zhaomin had been summoned by Xiong Buyou first thing that morning, who had given him a rough account.

"What?!" Wu Mingjin slapped the table and shot to his feet. "This is outrageous! Who rules Lingao County anyway?"

Overnight, they had arrested all these runners and dismissed Chen Minggang—that was acceptable. But they'd also taken the three squad chiefs and the Punishment Clerk! This was practically rebellion!

Not that these people had been particularly loyal or useful to him—quite the opposite, in fact. But for the Australians to arrest them all without so much as a word to him was too contemptuous of official authority!

"Your Excellency!" Wang Zhaomin said. "It appears the Australians intend to involve themselves in yamen affairs..."

"Hmph, this is using the emperor as hostage to command the lords—" Wu Mingjin caught himself and stopped. He was hardly any kind of "emperor"—saying such things could be taken as treason. Wang Zhaomin understood his meaning. The Australians' move was to hollow out the county yamen and thoroughly seize administrative power. Henceforth they could act openly and legitimately in the name of Great Ming's Lingao County. Their scheming was calculated indeed.

In the core regions of Ming rule, this trick might not succeed easily. But in a remote frontier county like Lingao, far from the emperor's eye, things were different. The place was sparsely populated and almost completely isolated from the outside world. Commercial exchange was extremely undeveloped, with little population movement. News traveled slowly in and out. The local gentry mostly hadn't seen much of the world. The examination system had produced few successes, leaving them with little influence in official circles.

(End of Chapter)
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The Baldies neither killed officials nor rebelled openly. They didn't rampage through killing and burning, but instead continuously offered small favors to win over the common people, the gentry, and the literati, deliberately creating an appearance of peaceful coexistence. This made it even less likely to attract the attention of superiors or the court. After all, from top to bottom, everyone preferred fewer troubles rather than more.

"These Baldies are truly detestable!" Wu Mingjin said in frustration.

"Your Excellency need not fret. The Baldies conduct themselves with some measure of restraint. Whatever they want to do, just let them do it." Wang Zhaomin had no clever ideas to offer and could only resort to an "ostrich policy."

"There's no other way!" Wu Mingjin knew he had three choices: immediately take his own life in a display of principled martyrdom, making himself useless to the Baldies—but he was reluctant to die like this, not to mention his entire family to consider; alternatively, abandon his post and flee, perhaps returning home in secret or going to the prefectural or provincial capital for help—but county magistrates had a duty to defend their territory, and desertion was a serious crime; finally, he could send someone to the provincial capital to request rescue—but this was even more hopeless. He had previously sent someone to Qiongshan for help, and aside from a few inconsequential letters, not a single soldier had come to suppress the bandits. Besides, it had now been over a year since the Baldies had landed. If his superiors began making inquiries, what would he say he'd been doing all this time?

After thinking it over, there was really no alternative but to accept reality.

"What exactly has been changed in the county yamen?" Since he intended to continue his charade, he needed to understand what the other side was doing.

"Besides Chen Minggang, Zhang Shi has also been arrested—" Wang Zhaomin detailed the personnel adjustments the transmigrators had made in the yamen. "In my judgment, the Australians will most likely want Your Excellency to dismiss all these people from their positions."

"Then do as they wish!" Wu Mingjin thought that at this point, there was no other option. The only problem was that without all these experienced hands, how would official business be handled?

"No need to worry about that," Wang Zhaomin said. "Zhou Qi has been installed as Household Clerk—he was Chen Minggang's top apprentice and is just as skilled in the work. The clerks from Personnel, Rites, Works, and Military Affairs are all being retained. As for the three squad chiefs..." Wang Zhaomin felt it barely mattered whether they existed or not at this point.

As for the Punishment Office, this county had few cases to handle anyway. Besides, there were other clerks in the Punishment Office who could fill in. Missing one Zhang Shi wouldn't bring the sky down.

Looking at it this way, the problems weren't too severe.

"Master Xiong said the customary fees for filling clerk vacancies would remain the same—"

Wu Mingjin's eyelid twitched. Whenever a position came vacant, filling it required a tribute payment to the county magistrate—like official appointments themselves, the going rate depended on how lucrative the position was. Now the Baldies had swept up two clerks in one stroke—this was no small windfall! Wu Mingjin suddenly felt a twinge of regret: since they were making arrests, why not arrest all six office clerks? It wasn't as if the previous clerks had been paragons of loyalty anyway.

"...But they've also arrested the warehouse clerk."

Wu Mingjin was startled. "Do the Baldies want to rob the county treasury?"

"Not exactly. They just took the person into custody. He's still in the yamen." Wang Zhaomin lowered his voice. "They've put seals on the warehouse and stationed guards. No other unusual activity."

Lingao was a poor county. The treasury had little of value. But however meager, there were still several hundred taels of silver, over a thousand shi of grain, and various bolts of cloth and miscellaneous goods—not an insignificant sum of wealth. If it was all plundered clean, given Lingao's fiscal situation, the shortfall couldn't be made up in three to five years. When his term ended, Wu Mingjin would have no way to account for it to his successor.

In an empty room within the yamen, the warehouse clerks arrested the previous day were being held, awaiting interrogation.

The person conducting the interrogations was You Guotuan—Zhou Dongtian had already rushed to the "study class" to personally interrogate Chen Minggang's gang. You Guotuan's task was to crack open the warehouse clerks' mouths, discover exactly how much wealth these rats had accumulated to replenish the Planning Committee's coffers, and also to understand the key mechanisms—they would be taking over more prefectures and counties in the future.

"Don't underestimate a few warehouse clerks," Dong Weiwei said. "Do you know who the wealthiest people in Beijing were during the Ming and Qing dynasties?"

"The Emperor? High officials and nobles? Grand corrupt ministers?"

"Ha! Well, those too, I suppose. But it was the warehouse clerks whose wealth was famous throughout the capital."

These warehouse clerks were the clerks who managed the Ministry of Revenue's silver vaults. Their theft and embezzlement to enrich themselves was an open secret in society at the time.

Local yamen warehouses were much the same. Though not as lucrative as the Ministry of Revenue's vaults, they were still sufficient for building a fortune. Within a county yamen, aside from the Household Clerk, the silver and grain warehouse clerks were best positioned to profit. "Managing the storehouse means feeding from the storehouse." Compared to their colleagues in the Ministry of Revenue vaults who mainly resorted to smuggling silver out in their rectums, local yamen warehouse clerks employed far more sophisticated techniques. The tricks of the trade were as numerous as hairs on an ox.

The simplest and arguably "most honest" method was to divert treasury funds for private lending at interest. Silver and copper could be lent out, and in places like Lingao where the commodity economy was undeveloped, cloth and grain could likewise be used as loans.



Next came substituting inferior goods. The various goods stored in the warehouse—grain, cloth, and the like—naturally suffered deterioration over long storage periods. What deteriorated? How much? The warehouse clerks decided everything. They could either write things off as losses outright, or report that items had deteriorated in storage and request permission to sell them at reduced prices.

Even silver and copper coins, which didn't technically deteriorate, could still be subjected to substitution tricks. High-quality coins could be replaced with low-value small coins like shaqiao or guangpian. Ingots of treasury silver couldn't be casually touched, but scattered fragments collected from taxes but not yet remelted could be swapped out for debased alloys.

All of this was common knowledge within prefectural and county yamen, but local officials rarely dared to reform it. If you blocked their income stream, problems of "accounts not balancing" would emerge at the handover when your term ended—and the official would have to cover the losses. Furthermore, warehouse clerks also paid tribute to local officials. At most, honest officials with integrity would refuse to accept the warehouse clerks' tributes but didn't dare antagonize them. Even when warehouse embezzlement was exposed, they would try to cover it up and let the clerk figure out how to plug the hole themselves. They absolutely couldn't push too hard and back them into a corner. At worst, a warehouse clerk might lose his position, but the official could end up bearing the losses—and might even be dismissed or stripped of office.

If the official was corrupt, then all sorts of under-the-table schemes, falsified accounts, and theft of stored goods became possible. Some magistrates treated the county treasury as their personal ATM, issuing IOUs for direct withdrawals whenever they needed money. Across the realm, virtually no prefecture or county treasury was free of shortfalls.

As for the grain warehouse clerks, their benefits were even greater. Since the warehouse held only grain, there was more room for manipulation and substitution than with silver or miscellaneous goods. Grain also had issues of spoilage and staleness. Each year, some old grain was routinely disposed of—the old grain sold cheaply and replaced with new. This was permitted by granary regulations. Once the magistrate approved, good grain could then be recorded at the price of poor grain. The difference between the book price and the actual price became a substantial "profit."

As for substitution schemes similar to those in the silver vault, they were even easier to carry out in the grain warehouse. Sell off the good grain and bring in equivalent quantities of inferior goods to replace it. As long as the accounts balanced, there was no risk whatsoever.

"These are just the most basic tricks. As for how many methods they actually use in practice, we really have no idea. You'd best get as much information out of them as possible," Dong Weiwei said. "It'll be useful later."

"Don't worry, I'll definitely pry their mouths open." You Guotuan was quite confident.

"OK, but I'm a gentleman who stays out of the kitchen. Enjoy your SM session." Dong Weiwei said with a laugh as she walked away.

"Playing SM with these ugly uncles," You Guotuan muttered, "takes some strong nerves. And I'm the one who has to do it—"

Pulling his thoughts back from his grumbling, You Guotuan entered the room where the warehouse clerks were detained. It consisted of three main rooms. The largest central room served as his interrogation chamber, while the wing rooms served as cells.

The prisoners were brought up. He examined the several men kneeling before him—some managed the silver vault, some the materials depot, and one managed the salt storehouse. Since Lingao produced salt locally, it had this additional storage facility. All were core figures among the warehouse clerks.

To crack them open as quickly as possible, torture was naturally the method of choice.

Unfortunately, not many were willing to learn this very promising craft. The several apprentices Zhou Dongtian was training were all at the study class attending to Chen Minggang's gang. Here, he would have to handle things personally. Fortunately, some experienced torturers from the Constable Squad had been retained and could be put to use.

You Guotuan seated himself grandly in a chair at center, not even glancing at them, and began sipping tea. However pressing and complicated matters might be, there was no rush at this particular moment.

The several men knew the Baldies were using this to cow them, and each shifted about uneasily. Kneeling for so long was uncomfortable. Moreover, since their arrest the previous night, they'd been given only meager food and drink. These men had lived lives of ease and comfort—how could they endure such hardship? In less than ten minutes, someone could no longer hold out and began kowtowing and begging for mercy.

"Chief, please say what you want. This lowly one will obey any instructions."

You Guotuan affected an air of leisurely contentment and said casually, "I hear you fellows are all quite rich."

These words struck like a thunderbolt. All their faces froze. One immediately began kowtowing: "This lowly one is merely a petty runner in the county, barely scraping by. How dare I claim to be rich?" The others quickly echoed in agreement.

You Guotuan frowned. These men were not only greedy but stupid as well. It seemed that working for officialdom too long had adverse effects on intelligence—they believed that whatever they said was the truth, that even bald-faced lies would go unchallenged.

"Someone!" You Guotuan called out. The new Political Security interns supplementing the Constable Squad immediately ran over.

"Reporting, Chief—"

"Not you. Call in the retained men." You Guotuan added, "Have them bring their tools. Besides paddles—hmm, bring the finger presses!"

(End of Chapter)
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The several men kneeling on the ground turned deathly pale. The finger press was a "severe punishment" that county yamen reserved only for murderers or notorious bandits. No matter how iron-willed a man might be, after two applications of the press, he would confess. Moreover, anyone subjected to the finger press would be left with permanent disabilities in their hands and feet.

Runners in a county yamen getting paddled by officials was routine—from clerks and squad chiefs down to ordinary constables. But since runners were all colleagues sharing the same interests, when constables administered the paddle, they merely went through the motions, usually striking the floor. It was rare for blows to actually land. Now this Australian chief was ordering the finger press right from the start—how could they endure it!

Immediately they began kowtowing frantically, wailing: "Have mercy, sir!"

"Stop kowtowing," You Guotuan said. "Tell me properly: how much have you siphoned from the county treasury? Where is it all stashed?"

"How would this lowly one dare—" The several men below desperately protested their innocence.

Just then, four retained constables from the Constable Squad were called in. The moment they entered, they fell to their knees and kowtowed.

"No need to kowtow. Get ready to work," You Guotuan ordered. "Did you bring everything?"

"Reporting to the master, everything's here." The constables stole glances at the men kneeling on the ground. Seeing they were warehouse clerks, they understood—the Australians meant to deal with these "fat pigs."

"Right then. Give each of them twenty strokes first." You Guotuan gave the order directly.

"Have mercy, sir! This lowly one has money—willing to offer tribute to the master..."

"A bit late for that now." You Guotuan waved his hand. "Get to it!"

These were all constables known for being "highly skilled" at their craft. Seeing that others had been taken outside the city to destinations unknown while they had been retained at the county yamen, they had been quite apprehensive, not knowing whether fortune or calamity awaited. Now, hearing they were to administer torture—this was their specialty. Each of them rallied their spirits. They moved to drag the men over and strip them bare.

Men who moments ago had been properly dressed were suddenly stripped naked, like bare pigs. The constables truly had no compunctions. Ignoring the wails and struggles, they pressed the first man down, and two of them picked up bamboo paddles and immediately began swinging.

The first dull thud of bamboo striking flesh provoked a piercing shriek, yet no blood appeared on the white buttocks. You Guotuan knew these constables weren't faking it. If they'd wanted to fool him, the first blow would have split the skin, making things look bloody but actually causing less injury. This bloodless, muffled beating was not only far more painful but caused much more serious damage.

For the final strokes, the constables followed protocol and broke the skin to release blood, preventing the victims from dying of blood stagnation to the heart.

When the paddling was done, the several warehouse clerks lay on the ground, unable to move.

"Good. Now tell me properly: how much profit have you taken from the county treasury? Where is it all hidden?" You Guotuan asked. "And who else in the county yamen has taken a cut from you? Tell me every single one!" He had paper and writing brushes thrown down. "Write it yourselves. Write neatly."

After considerable commotion, the several wretches all submitted their first round of "homework." Squinting to decipher the traditional characters and cross-reference the accounts was truly tedious work. Fortunately, there was no need to look too closely—specialized personnel would handle that. He only needed to see whether they were answering honestly.

After this paddling and writing lengthy confessions, the warehouse clerks were utterly exhausted. One after another, they lay groaning on the ground. The younger and sturdier ones fared somewhat better; several who were older or typically averse to exercise had simply fainted.

"Good. First get their thumbprints," You Guotuan instructed the constables. "Then take them out, apply medicine, and let them recover. Once they've healed in a few days, we'll question them again!"

Wails arose from below: "Have mercy, sir—this lowly one will tell everything..."

"Take them away." You Guotuan waved his hand impatiently. The matter didn't seem troublesome at all—one round of paddling and they'd all talked. The modern equipment he'd specially brought along wouldn't even be needed.

The confession statements were immediately sent to Zhang Youfu's residence, where the language team transcribed them in clear copy and distributed them to the relevant responsible parties. These documents also reached the person Xiong Buyou was about to introduce to Wu Mingjin.

"Now we've got Wu Mingjin in our hands." Zhou Botao slapped the table after reading the delivered materials.

"What's this about?" Wu De was also studying the documents.

"According to the salt warehouse clerk's confession, Wu Mingjin's personal servants have repeatedly 'borrowed' salt permits from the salt warehouse."

"Oh?" Wu De and the others at the table all became interested.



"Look here." Zhou Botao pointed at the document. "Page four. The salt warehouse clerk says several servants from the Wu household borrow a certain number of salt permits from the salt warehouse every year. They settle up by late autumn."

"That's not strange. Don't forget—after we took control of the Maixiao salt works, a large portion of our illicit salt has been marketed through his channels."

"But this is different in nature. That's pure contraband salt. This is converting public goods to private use." Dong Weiwei said after reading. This was actually another form of cheating: borrowing salt permits from the county treasury and selling them directly to illicit salt traders, then using the surge in salt production during autumn to make up the shortfall through inflated levies from the salt workers.

Salt absorbed moisture easily, so losses were substantial. Salt collection therefore also involved inflated levies—another heavy burden on the salt workers.

Selling off government-requisitioned salt at below-market prices, then using inflated collection to fill the gap—this was essentially a no-capital scheme!

"Why doesn't he just get illicit salt directly from the salt works?"

"At the time, the Maixiao salt works was controlled by the Gou family. Getting directly involved would have meant colluding with the Gous—and the Gou family's reputation was terrible. He probably didn't want that association."

"No wonder Wang Zhaomin agreed so readily last year when we proposed a partnership in the salt trade during negotiations—turns out they were already in the business!"

"Why else do you think so many people throughout history have fought tooth and nail to become officials?" Wu De laughed. "Beauties like jade and houses of gold—these aren't just idle words."

"Does clearing out the county treasury count as disturbing his rice bowl?" Xiong Buyou was quite concerned about this question.

"His salt revenues—he's already getting those from us now. So clearing the county treasury won't much affect his grey income. The warehouse clerks' account books make it quite clear: since last year, this kind of 'borrowing' has completely stopped—because we're now involved."

That afternoon, Xiong Buyou brought someone the likes of whom Wu Mingjin and the others had never seen before to request an audience. This person was none other than the manager of the Delong Grain Trading Company—Yan Ming.

Yan Ming didn't yet rank as a People's Commissioner on the transmigrator hierarchy, but Delong had already become something like the transmigrators' central bank, and its prominent importance went without saying. With his elevated position and command of complex financial knowledge, he rarely left Bairun City. Apart from work inspections to Bopu and East Gate Market, he never set foot outside the Green Zone.

His appearance at the county yamen this time was to pitch his proposal for managing the county treasury to the county magistrate—though of course, this was essentially mandatory. Whether Wu Mingjin was willing or not, Delong's treasury management system would be implemented. This was also an important measure in reforming county administration—and this reform was closely connected to the overhaul of the tax collection system.

According to the Leadership Group's estimates, under the dual impact of the Divine Society's agricultural technology promotion and the new collection system, Lingao's tax revenues would grow substantially over the next five years.

However, this growth was not meant to help consolidate the Great Ming's rule. Control over these increased revenues had to rest with the transmigrators. Just as the Executive Committee was constantly strengthening its financial control over all departments within the system, it intended to control Lingao County's finances in the same way.

The means of control was to bypass the county yamen. This was the treasury agency business.

Treasury agency services had existed by late Qing times. The emerging banks and money houses of that era not only managed county and prefectural treasuries but even provincial treasuries. Local tax payments and administrative disbursements passed through these financial institutions, not only eliminating the trouble of storage and custody at the county and prefectural levels but also making fund transfers far more convenient than the old method of physically transporting silver. Yan Ming merely wanted to advance this system to the late Ming.

Of course, this reform would affect certain interests—in theory, Wu Mingjin's among them. But based on the warehouse clerks' confessions and the seized account books, apart from receiving the customary "regular tribute" that the warehouses presented annually and dabbling in some salt smuggling from the salt warehouse, Wu Mingjin generally didn't directly dip into the county treasury. By that measure, he could be considered quite honest among local officials. As for other petty officials and runners, there were plenty of so-called "advances" which were nominally "loans" but in reality were shares of the warehouse clerks' profits.

Since Wu Mingjin himself had no great personal stake in the county treasury, and since the benefits he received from the transmigrators were no small sum, the treasury agency proposal shouldn't meet too much resistance.

As for whether others opposed it—Wu De didn't care. Of course, if Wu Mingjin was truly determined to resist, there were ways to bring him around. His dossier of compromising materials might not yet be voluminous, but it wasn't insubstantial either.

"Agency management of the county treasury?!" Hearing this proposal from Yan Ming, Wu Mingjin was somewhat bewildered. His first reaction was that it was absurd—the county treasury was a state granary! How could a grain trading company manage it?

Then he thought again: this was surely just a ploy by the Baldies to pillage the county treasury. At this thought, Wu Mingjin's face showed indignation. A scholar's small measure of backbone surfaced. He was a properly appointed magistrate of the Great Ming's Lingao County! If he couldn't even protect a county treasury, what business did he have being an official?

"In this matter, I cannot comply," Wu Mingjin said coldly. "The county treasury may be small, but it is still an official institution. How can it be casually entrusted to merchants?"

"Master Wu, you misunderstand." Yan Ming had anticipated this reaction and patiently explained. "Delong's agency management essentially handles collection and payment services. The greatest benefit to this county is eliminating the depredations of the clerks."

(End of Chapter)
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He went on to explain the advantages of having a grain trading company manage the county treasury. First, the accounts would be clear and transparent, eliminating the problems of warehouse clerks embezzling and keeping multiple sets of books. Warehouse clerks counted as "public functionaries" who formed cliques and alliances. Even if a magistrate wanted to discipline them, he would have to worry about repercussions. With a grain trading company as intermediary, the relationship became purely commercial—one was one and two was two, with no need for excessive concerns.

Second, income and expenditure would be separated, making the flow of finances clear and unambiguous, not easily manipulated by clerks. Moreover, the grain trading company would disburse funds solely upon the magistrate's written orders, making embezzlement by others virtually impossible.

Third, with the grain trading company handling collections, many abuses associated with the grain warehouse during tax season could be eliminated—a measure that would both benefit the people and earn popular gratitude.

Grain taxes required tribute rice, but beyond that, all manner of additional exactions occurred at the time of payment. This was where the grain warehouse's profits lay. Everyone from warehouse clerks down to granary stewards and inspectors took their cut. The simplest method was nitpicking about rice quality when accepting payments. Rice quality was assessed by visual inspection alone, with no objective standards, leaving ample room for fault-finding. Without appropriate "courtesies," they would claim the rice was too varied in type, or insufficiently dried, and refuse to accept it.

Grain households unable to submit their grain had no choice but to wait around in the county seat. As days stretched on, they lost time from their work and had to spend on food and lodging. Thus grain households could only meekly comply.

"...Take the autumn grain, for instance. Grain households could submit directly to the grain trading company, sparing them all the various extortions of the granary clerks. Wouldn't that be an achievement that wins Your Excellency the people's hearts?"

"And you're saying that your company handling collections wouldn't result in the same abuses? Are every one of you Australians saints? Even if you're all sages, there's no guarantee your subordinates wouldn't engage in such practices." Wu Mingjin grew quite agitated. The events of recent days had greatly wounded his pride. His sense of responsibility as a local official with a duty to "defend his territory" suddenly flared up.

"Master Wu has served as a local official for some time and has surely witnessed many such abuses," Yan Ming said calmly. "We wouldn't presume to claim the word 'saint.' However, our conduct in this county over the past year is plain for all to see. No need for sworn promises—facts speak louder than words."

Wu Mingjin didn't understand what "facts speak louder than words" meant, but over the past year, the transmigrators had indeed proven true to their word and decisive in action. They hadn't harmed a hair on the common people's heads; they bought and sold at fair prices. Even when convening gentry and major households for their "reasonable burden" assessments, everything was conducted cleanly, with no instances of officers extorting bribes on the side. Wu Mingjin had seen and heard plenty of this, knew it to be true, and found himself momentarily without rebuttal.

Seeing him at a loss for words, Yan Ming proceeded to explain the specifics in detail. In essence, the county would no longer manage the grain warehouse. Only one or two clerks would be retained solely for registering and recording transactions. Actual storage, collection, and disbursement would all be handled by Delong.

Tax payments from grain households would be submitted directly at Delong Grain Trading Company's counter, where personnel from the yamen's Household Office would be stationed to issue grain tallies on the spot.

All collected taxes—whether grain or silver—would be deposited into a business account that the county yamen would open at Delong. Thereafter, whenever the county needed to draw funds or grain, they would simply write a check and present it at Delong for withdrawal.

Delong would also provide the county yamen with a line of credit. Within certain limits, even if the account had no balance, funds could be temporarily advanced and repaid later at Delong's posted interest rates—at preferential terms, of course.

Besides the county yamen's main account, individual departments could also open accounts—provided the magistrate approved. The County Academy, for instance, already had a dedicated account at Delong.

As for the county's tribute remittances, a single check from the county would authorize Delong to handle delivery to the various destinations—naturally for a small handling fee, though far more economical than the past system of payments and extortions.

Wu Mingjin felt deeply conflicted. The proposal sounded quite good. But this way, all of the county's financial flows would fall entirely into Australian hands—something he absolutely could not and dared not agree to. What if the Australians suddenly decamped one day and vanished? Whom would he approach to recover the treasury's funds and grain?

Yan Ming, seeing his reluctance to respond, assumed he was worried about his annual customary income. He therefore hinted that the regular perquisites the officials received from the grain levy would not be reduced by a single wen, and could even be remitted to the gentlemen's hometowns.

This offer the county magistrate firmly refused. No matter how eloquently Yan Ming argued, he could not persuade Wu Mingjin to agree.

Yan Ming returned to Wu De, crestfallen, to report.

"This was to be expected," Wu De said. "This kind of risk he probably doesn't want to run." He thought for a moment. "Whether he agrees or not, he'll have to agree anyway." He summoned Xiong Buyou and handed him a stack of documents.

"Go talk to Wang Zhaomin. Show him a few of these. Let him play the role of persuader!"

"Since we have material on Wu Mingjin, why not just hand it to me directly—I could make him submit on the spot." Yan Ming didn't understand.

"Wu Mingjin isn't your typical greedy fool of an official. He still has a bit of backbone. If you confront him with this directly and force his hand, he might react badly and refuse out of shame. Working through Wang Zhaomin gives him face and makes things easier to handle."

"I see."

"Threatening people into doing things requires finesse—especially with local officials like this, who've been 'little emperors' since ancient times, accustomed to arrogance. If an ordinary commoner pressures them from above, they might fly into a rage and do something extreme. So the more cards you hold, the more room you must leave for maneuver. Otherwise, if they decide to break the pot, you'll get nothing—and might even suffer for it."

"Ah De, you really have a lot of tricks up your sleeve. Truly someone who's been through the bureaucratic mill!"

"Ha!" Wu De laughed. "I hardly count as having been through it. I've just observed and summarized a bit of experience. Just wait for Xiong Buyou's good news."



The matter was quickly settled. After seeing the documents Xiong Buyou brought, Wang Zhaomin's face immediately changed color. Early the next morning, Xiong Buyou, who had been resting at the yamen, was summoned by Secretary Wang.

"His Excellency has given instructions. The grain and silver warehouses of the county treasury will both be assigned to Delong for agency management," Wang Zhaomin said. "This took a great deal of persuading on my part!"

"Much obliged to Secretary Wang." Xiong Buyou offered a compliment and smoothly pressed an envelope into his hand.

"That's not necessary." Wang Zhaomin declined, shaking his head with a bitter smile. "This sort of thing is truly difficult! You've put me in a hard position—in the future, such matters of forcing people's hands would be better handled by yourselves."

"Secretary Wang is simply someone who gets things done because of his abilities..." Xiong Buyou pushed the envelope forward again anyway. Since taking a concubine, Secretary Wang had found his stamina somewhat lacking, and his expenses had also increased substantially—who could have predicted all the novelties at East Gate Market that women loved! The Political Security operations division had also planted an informant near Wang Zhaomin's concubine, and from time to time she led the young woman into consumer spending. Secretary Wang had accordingly tumbled into the "circulation coupon trap."

Seeing Wang Zhaomin no longer refusing, Xiong Buyou continued: "Since Delong is now managing the county treasury, we hope Secretary Wang will continue to look after our humble establishment." He gestured for him to open the envelope.

Wang Zhaomin opened it to find a refined hardcover passbook and a small buffalo-horn seal inside. Wang Zhaomin was from Southern Zhili and had traveled widely. He recognized this as a deposit passbook; the small seal was for stamping when depositing and withdrawing. Such passbooks typically recognized the seal rather than the person.

He opened it and saw the words "Zhao Ji" written in neat regular script on the cover. Below was already recorded a deposit of one thousand yuan in grain circulation coupons. This was his share of the benefits.

Not a bad haul at all! Wang Zhaomin thought. The Australian perfume and lipstick and nail polish his young wife had been wanting could probably all be bought now. And his beloved Lanling wine—previously unavailable locally—had recently appeared for sale at East Gate Market.

He couldn't help but smile. There was another passbook and seal in the envelope; without opening it, he knew it was for His Excellency. Though the Australians' methods were somewhat rough at times, they were also thoughtful where it counted—particularly in not putting their intermediaries in difficult positions. Wang Zhaomin rather appreciated this.

"Too kind."

"Where there's official business, there are expenses. That's the standard protocol of officialdom, isn't it? How much would be needed, do you think?" Xiong Buyou was applying lessons from social dynamics lectures he'd attended on bureaucratic hidden rules.

"Heh, Brother Xiong has been in the Great Ming long enough to adapt to local customs." Wang Zhaomin said with a smile. "Under ordinary circumstances, if someone else wanted to get this done, it wouldn't be possible without spending a thousand taels of silver. Originally, just Chen Minggang alone would have required at least a hundred taels in 'facilitation fees' before things could proceed smoothly. But now..."

Now, those clerks who would have demanded bribes had either been arrested or were utterly cowed. That money no longer needed to be spent.

"There's only so much in one pot of porridge. If too many people are ladling from it, everyone goes short."

"Exactly right." Wang Zhaomin had expended considerable breath persuading Wu Mingjin today. Now, hearing Xiong Buyou's implication that they could continue "ladling porridge" in the future—and ladle even more—his spirits lifted considerably. He remembered something and asked:

"Does Delong have affiliate branches in Qiongzhou or Guangzhou, or plans to establish branches there?"

"We certainly intend to establish branches. For now, banknotes issued in those places are honored at major affiliated merchant establishments."

"Can large-sum remittances be handled?"

"Up to thirty or fifty thousand taels, yes."

"That's more than sufficient." Wang Zhaomin nodded but didn't say why he asked. He rose and said, "Please come to my study!"

The so-called study didn't contain a single book. By the window stood a desk bearing, besides writing brushes and inkstones, only an abacus and account ledgers. Beside it was an extremely sturdy wooden cabinet with a lock. He opened it and took out a presentation box. From the box, he extracted a sheet of paper and handed it to Xiong Buyou.

"I've prepared everything for Master Xiong. Fill in Delong's company name, then find a merchant to act as guarantor, and Delong can begin managing the county treasury."

(End of Chapter)
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Xiong Buyou took the paper and examined it—a petition to undertake agency management of the public treasury. This was his first time handling such a matter. He couldn't help asking: "Is this all that's required?"

"You'll still need an official response from the yamen and a public notice," Wang Zhaomin said. "Then the matter is complete. I'll naturally handle this."

Seeing how practiced he was in all of this, Xiong Buyou suddenly grew suspicious. Could Wang Zhaomin have handled similar matters before?

Wang Zhaomin seemed to know what he was thinking. He smiled and said, "No need to look at me like that. Treasury agency management has been done elsewhere in the Great Ming before—"

"This method has many advantages." Wang Zhaomin said meaningfully. "Though I haven't handled it personally, some of my fellow apprentices have."

"Oh?" Xiong Buyou's interest was piqued. "Please enlighten me."

"There's nothing remarkable about it. The approach is similar to yours." Wang Zhaomin said. "However, it depends on the circumstances. Some places simply can't do it—like here."

Places that could implement banking agency management of the public treasury had to meet several prerequisites. First, commerce had to be developed, with frequent movement of people and goods—a prosperous region involving large sums of public funds, such as prefectures and counties in Southern Zhili. Money houses wouldn't open in poor backwaters.

From a public business perspective, bank agency management naturally had its benefits. But the greatest benefit was personal—to the county magistrate himself. Merchants who operated money houses valued harmonious relations and were always willing to negotiate. Compared to the rapacious and vicious clerks, they were far easier to deal with. And when temporary diversions of public funds became necessary, short-term loans could be arranged.

"But then, wouldn't shortfalls be difficult to cover—"

"Ha ha ha!" Wang Zhaomin laughed and shook his head. "When it comes to the investigation of things and applying knowledge to practice, no one in the Great Ming can match you. But when it comes to the intricacies of officialdom, you're still quite inexperienced."

"Please continue to guide us, Secretary Wang."

"Heh, with your abilities, if you were to enter officialdom in the Great Ming, each of you would be a capable administrator."

"Too kind, too kind," Xiong Buyou said. "They say a private secretary's brush is formidable—a single stroke can determine a family's fortune or ruin, can decide life or death, and sometimes can even affect the master's career! Others say 'the finest prose in the realm comes from the secretarial chambers.' This shows the depth of the craft."

"That's not an exaggeration." Wang Zhaomin accepted the compliment graciously. "However, my skills are lacking—I haven't reached that level. Otherwise, why would I be serving as secretary in this little county?"

At this, he seemed somewhat melancholy, apparently feeling a sense of loss at his lack of achievement.

So even this sleek Secretary Wang was dissatisfied with society. Xiong Buyou thought: good—discontent creates motivation.

According to informants' reports, Wu Mingjin had privately begun to grow distrustful of this secretary. Because Wang Zhaomin had long been responsible for negotiating with the transmigrators, he had received substantial benefits. Wu Mingjin increasingly suspected him of playing both sides.

If so, they could eventually bring him over to their side as well—cutting off another of Wu Mingjin's arms.

After exchanging a few more pleasantries, Xiong Buyou took his leave. Within a week, the takeover of the county yamen was complete; everything from top to bottom had been thoroughly overhauled. Wu De ordered most of the action personnel to withdraw from the county seat. The newly-trained runners who had completed their replacement duties formally assumed their posts. To ensure the county yamen remained firmly under the transmigrators' control, a "County Station Office" was specially constructed adjacent to the yamen, equipped with power lines and telephone connections, with Xiong Buyou as director and You Guotuan as the station's security special agent, fully responsible for political and military security within the county seat. To allow discreet access to the yamen at any time without attracting notice, an enclosed corridor was built between the yamen and the County Station Office.

After the Planning Committee inventoried the county treasury and established accounts using modern warehouse management methods, it was formally placed under Delong's agency management. To avoid overly provoking Wu Mingjin, apart from the grain and silver warehouses, the salt storehouse, materials depot, and confiscated-goods repository remained under yamen management. However, the warehouse clerks were all replaced with Planning Committee trainees, operating according to transmigrator-specified rules and regulations.

"The next step is to begin large-scale liquidation activities," Wu De said from his command post in Zhang Youfu's residence, issuing orders continuously by telephone. "For every family with members serving as clerks in the county, we must thoroughly investigate their assets! Especially those in 'lucrative' positions."

"Right now Zhou Dongtian and his people are concentrating all their efforts on Chen Minggang's gang..." Zhou Botao acutely felt the shortage of personnel.

"Have them inform on each other!" Wu De said coldly. "First pick a few who aren't too important but have blood debts. Bring their enemies and hold a public struggle session at the study class. Let everyone settle old scores—debts of blood and grudges alike. Beat a few to death."

"Understood!" Zhou Botao grasped his meaning. "I'll have people prepare the venue and make it impressive."

"Find everyone who has grievances against them—whether blood debts or petty injustices. Once the atmosphere heats up, the masses will inevitably get physical—" Wu De continued his instructions. "Let the masses vent. But pay attention: protect the others. Let them suffer in the flesh a bit, that's all."

"Yes, I'll make arrangements immediately."

"When does Elimination Operation Number One begin?" Wu De asked.

"In three days," Zhou Botao reported. "We're currently mustering the units and equipment needed for the operation."



Elimination Operation Number One was to remove all family members of the clerks taken to the study class from the county seat. This was primarily to ensure stability within the county seat and prevent any sabotage. Secondarily, it was an opportunity to confiscate their property and replenish the Planning Committee's warehouses.

"We must guard against them massing to resist or setting fires—that would disturb ordinary people and damage our reputation," Wu De said, spreading out a map of Lingao County seat. "Some of the clerks' residences are clustered together. Pay special attention to those areas."

"We've already prepared a contingency plan. The arrests will commence simultaneously on a unified signal."

"Is anyone watching them now?"

"Yes. The Militia Squad is mainly handling that."

"Remember, the entire removal operation must be swift," Wu De said. "People and property must be moved out of the city as quickly as possible. After it's done, post guards at the sites—the Planning Committee's special search teams won't be able to cover all these locations right away. We must prevent opportunistic looting and people sneaking off with hidden valuables we haven't found."

The Planning Committee's special search team was a newly-established unit directly under the Planning Committee. It consisted of both transmigrators and native personnel, with the specific mission of searching out concealed wealth and important items. People called it the "Asset Seizure Squad."

After arranging the city operations, he phoned the study class:

"Has Chen Minggang confessed yet?"

"Not yet." Zhou Dongtian's voice came through. "I plan to work on the others first, get all the peripheral evidence together, then begin interrogating him."

"Good, but work quickly! The fish-scale registers and account books in his possession must be obtained as soon as possible!" Wu De pronounced the last words with heavy emphasis.

The grain levy collection had only reached the halfway point and couldn't be abandoned. How many tricks Chen Minggang had pulled, how much he really knew about the true extent of Lingao's "hidden fields"—all of this had to be learned from the account books. Not to mention the upcoming tax system reforms and land title re-registration that would follow.

"I'll get it done quickly," Zhou Dongtian chuckled over the phone. "One night. I guarantee he'll talk."

"It's all in your hands now."

"But you'll need to bring me his family first—plus that little concubine, what's-her-name Hong. This old boy is slippery as a loach. I'll need to 'appeal to his emotions' to crack him."

"Done. We have people watching them. I'll send someone right away."

After the call, Zhou Dongtian returned to his interrogation room. The study class camp was set up in a temple not far from the county seat. The temple had been built during the early Ming when Zhu Yuanzhang was standardizing infrastructure across the counties. It was one of the officially-designated temples for state sacrifices. The deity it originally honored had been forgotten even by the locals after so many years. The incense had long since ceased, but some of the durable halls from those days still stood. They were now being utilized by the transmigrators. The Lingao Construction Company had renovated the usable structures and demolished the dangerous ones, repurposing their stone foundations.

Using the existing architectural remains, the construction company had built rows of barracks, watchtowers, and barbed wire fencing. The location was well-situated, didn't encroach on arable land, and though close to the county seat, was relatively secluded. The Executive Committee planned to develop this site into a prison for holding important prisoners and captives.

Zhou Dongtian's interrogation center was established on the stone platform of a collapsed temple hall. The construction company had erected a fully-equipped prefabricated structure using wooden modular components. Inside, it had everything: electric lights, telephone—all present and accounted for.

He walked down the corridor and opened a leather-padded soundproofed door at its end. Inside, all furniture was fixed to the floor or walls. A desk lamp shone, its beam falling on the face of Umbrella-Shop Little Hu, slumped in an interrogation chair to which he was cuffed.

Several of his apprentices were in the room, sleeves rolled up, sweat on their brows. They snapped to attention and saluted when he entered.

"Good. Anything new?"

"Reporting, Chief! Nothing new." The person taking notes stood and reported loudly.

Zhou Dongtian walked up to Little Hu. The man's face was clean, his clothes still reasonably intact, but his spirit was utterly depleted—Zhou Dongtian trained his students according to the cardinal rule of his trade from another timeline: no visible marks.

"Now look, you're just a grain runner. Is it really necessary to be this loyal to Chen Minggang?" Zhou Dongtian knew he'd suffered plenty already and needed someone to play the gentle role.

"Boo hoo hoo, spare me please..." Little Hu kept his head down and wept. "I really only know these things..."

(End of Chapter)
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Zhou Dongtian picked up the interrogation record. The man had revealed quite a lot—the information was substantial. But on the critical point—where were the actual account books for the autumn levy—Umbrella-Shop Little Hu hadn't given up the goods.

"Where are the account books for the villages you handled?" the interrogator demanded hoarsely.

"They're all with Eighth Master—no, with Chen Minggang." Little Hu shook his head in agony. "The account books had to be turned in."

"Looks like we need to add a bit more—"

"No! This lowly one really has told you everything!" Little Hu struggled uselessly in the chair, tears and snot running down his face. He looked completely like a man whose will had been broken through torture. After twenty-four straight hours of relentless questioning, he had reached the edge of collapse.

"Enough." Zhou Dongtian waved his hand. Looking at this dispirited wretch weeping uncontrollably, he said, "Tell me—how exactly were they turned in?"

"After every village's business was done, Eighth Master would send someone to collect the account books from us." Little Hu sobbed. "Chen Minggang kept a very tight grip on the account books. He didn't allow us to keep or copy them privately."

"What about the collection registers he gave you?"

"Same thing. As soon as one village was done, they had to be returned."

"Even if there were unpaid amounts, they still had to be returned?"

"Yes, no matter how many people were in arrears, they still had to be returned." Little Hu said weakly. "Eighth Master—he collected the registers for grain tallies daily."

"Aren't the grain tally registers at the Household Office?"

"Those are fake registers. Some people who paid grain still couldn't get one; some who didn't pay could get one anyway... The real register was in his own hands."

"So that's how it is!" Zhou Dongtian realized that if they could get this register, quite a few people in the county who had been fraudulently obtaining grain tallies to evade taxes could be exposed. With this in hand, they could discipline anyone they wanted—and do so openly and legitimately. After all, what they'd be pursuing was the Great Ming's imperial grain tax.

"Quick—tell me! What other double ledgers does he have?"

...

Zhou Dongtian asked many questions repeatedly, some of which Little Hu had already answered. This cross-examination technique was meant to check for inconsistencies in the details of his confessions.

Finally, he concluded there was no more oil to squeeze from Little Hu. He ordered him taken away.

"Shall we bring Chen Minggang for interrogation?"

"Not yet. First we need to break their morale." Zhou Dongtian shook his head. The "struggle session" was already nearly prepared.

Whenever "struggle" was involved, Du Wen always participated. This time was no exception. Though she wasn't part of the Leadership Group, she had invited herself as a "consultant" and done considerable preparation work and creative planning for the struggle session.

Mobilizing the masses through the liaisons turned out to be not difficult at all. Ordinary people thoroughly detested the clerks' abuses. Where once they could only bow and scrape, enduring humiliation and extortion in silence, now they could suddenly take open revenge. Passions immediately ran high. Before long, over two hundred people had been organized from villages across the county. Du Wen followed instructions, prioritizing those with high "grudge values"—those with blood debts were best.

Among the "masses" was also the indigenous propaganda performance artist Gou Buli. He would attend this struggle session presenting himself as someone driven to familial ruin by "flying apportionment." Of course, since quite a few people in the county seat recognized him, Gou Buli couldn't publicly recount his tragic history this time. He would have to blend into the crowd and work as an agitator.

He wasn't fighting alone. Mixed into the crowd were approximately thirty trainees destined for the Propaganda Department. They were there specifically to create momentum during the meeting. At prearranged signals from Du Wen, they would applaud, cheer, roar in anger, or shout designated slogans. These were the first batch of students from the propaganda and agitation crash course. The Propaganda Department was treating this struggle session as a valuable practical training opportunity.

The next day's struggle session was a great success. Under the agitation of Du Wen and the indigenous propagandists mixed into the crowd, the masses were soon worked into a frenzy. Old grudges and new hatreds erupted together. Led by Gou Buli, a mob surged onto the stage in a flurry of punches and kicks. Seven or eight clerks were beaten to death on the spot. The survivors were all injured, their souls shattered. For the clerks, execution grounds were routine—even lingering death by slicing wouldn't make them flinch.

But this mass frenzy was truly terrifying. Over a hundred people—men and women, old and young—gnashing their teeth and rushing forward with punches and kicks, tearing with their teeth, literally ripping limbs and flesh from living bodies...

In this atmosphere of terror, the group study sessions began. Participants were required to engage in "self-dissection" and "exposure" activities—talking not only about their own problems but also about others'. Besides the study class members, the clerks who had temporarily been retained in the yamen also took turns attending these "study" activities daily.

Du Wen hinted during the study sessions that whoever exposed and confessed the most—and the most thoroughly—might survive. Otherwise, they'd be dragged to a struggle session. In the days that followed, the study class was pervaded with an atmosphere of conspiracy and betrayal. For a time, everyone was on edge, every man in fear for himself. Soon Zhou Dongtian's desk was piled high with denunciation materials and "confessions." Not only actual incidents but fabricated ones were invented in abundance.

A week later, the clerks in the study class who had initially been whispering among themselves in their boredom no longer exchanged a single word. Many now made every effort to demonstrate an intense "desire to remake themselves." Their cooperation during transmigrator interrogations had improved markedly. They answered questions fully and even volunteered useful information.

But still no one knew the whereabouts of the fish-scale registers and collection accounts—"those things are kept by Chen Minggang himself," every grain runner answered in unison.



From Chen Minggang himself, they still couldn't extract anything. Since his arrest and confinement to the study class, he had not exchanged a word with any of his former subordinates. He maintained the demeanor of "Xu Shu entering Cao Cao's camp." Zhou Dongtian had sent his men to interrogate him once, with no result. Threats of being "struggled" at a public session he treated with utter indifference—Chen Minggang knew perfectly well what the transmigrators wanted. Until they got it, they would never actually kill him. He intended to use this leverage to protect his own life and his family's, and to accumulate bargaining capital for the future.

That night, Zhou Dongtian finally interrogated him personally. Chen Minggang's attitude remained defiant; he simply ignored Zhou Dongtian's questions. After a long pause, he finally spoke:

"The fish-scale register—yes, this lowly one has it. The collection account books—yes, I have those too." Chen Minggang looked at him sidelong. "But these are this lowly one's rice bowl. If I hand them to someone else, won't I have lost my livelihood? I beg Your Honor's mercy!"

"So—you've lost your livelihood, but have you thought about your wife and son's livelihood?" Zhou Dongtian asked, and noted with satisfaction that Chen Minggang's eyelid twitched. "And then there's Qiuhong?"

"What do you intend to do with them?" He was pleased to see Chen Minggang's expression grow tense.

"That depends on whether you cooperate." Zhou Dongtian blew a smoke ring. "What we want is simple. You have it. Hand it over."

"And after I hand it over?"

Good—he's ready to negotiate terms. Zhou Dongtian knew this was the opening.

"Very well. I guarantee the safety of you and your entire family—including Qiuhong. And I guarantee that your past deeds will not be held against you. Your eldest son, I hear, has quite a reputation in the county seat—I guarantee your family won't be sent to the labor reform camp."

"And what else?"

"Nothing else." Zhou Dongtian replied bluntly. In this timeline, he had virtually unlimited operational authority. There was no need to play games of "leniency for confession" to trick people into talking.

"I cannot comply!" Chen Minggang said.

So the old boy really intended to resist to the end. Zhou Dongtian spat out his cigarette butt and glanced at his men.

"Give Eighth Master some proper hospitality."

"Yes, Chief!" Several indigenous Political Security trainees had been itching to try out the "Australian torture device"—a mysterious little black box with a hand crank. Two wires extended from it, each ending in a copper clip.

Apart from demonstrations on rabbits and similar animals during training, no one had used this mysterious device on a human being. They were all curious to see how a person would react—whether, as Chief Zhou said, the subject would violently convulse.

Zhou Dongtian had no interest in watching copper clamps being attached to a man's nipples or other parts of his anatomy. He lit a cigarette, knowing his apprentices were at this moment connecting wires to the hand-cranked telephone. Without conductive gel available in this timeline, the effect would be somewhat diminished.

"You are the first personage of the Great Ming to receive this treatment," Zhou Dongtian murmured to himself.

Several minutes later, muffled screams could be heard from behind the closed door. Don't overdo it, Zhou Dongtian thought—if he dies, that would be awkward.

He finished his cigarette and walked back inside. Chen Minggang was strapped stark naked to the chair, face drenched in sweat, body still trembling uncontrollably.

"You see, this device is quite different from the torture instruments at the county yamen," Zhou Dongtian said mildly. "You won't die. You won't be maimed. If you're willing, you could live many more years, hale and hearty. And for all those years, I could treat you to this seventeen or eighteen times a day..."

He signaled again. His men immediately began cranking the telephone. Chen Minggang's body arched violently like a fish, went rigid for several seconds, then began jumping uncontrollably in the chair. A string of shrieks echoed through the room.

Zhou Dongtian signaled them to stop. "Tell me. Where are the fish-scale registers and collection accounts?"

Chen Minggang tried to feign unconsciousness, but this didn't fool Zhou Dongtian. Two more brief jolts forced him to "wake up."

"I'll talk. I'll talk." Chen Minggang finally broke.

"Good. Take your time." Zhou Dongtian signaled for the note-taker. An indigenous stenographer walked in from the adjacent room. She was a young woman. Seeing a half-naked, middle-aged man slumped in a chair with clamps and thin cords attached to various parts of his body—particularly that part—she froze in shock. The stenography clipboard clattered to the floor.
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"Pick it up!" Zhou Dongtian scolded, his voice sharp with disapproval. "State your personnel number and rank!"

"Yes..." The girl snapped to attention, trembling, her eyes darting frantically to avoid the sight before her. "He Chun. Political Security cadet. Personal code: 1629042749545210."

"You can't handle seeing a naked man? How do you expect to do your job in the future? Get ready to take notes!"

"Yes!" He Chun sat down, face burning with embarrassment, keeping her gaze strictly on her clipboard, daring not to look up at the interrogation scene again.

It seemed the Political Security training program still had gaps, Zhou Dongtian noted. For people in this line of work, the enemy had no gender and no age. They needed to be thoroughly desensitized.

"Good." Zhou Dongtian turned back to Chen Minggang, his voice dropping to a gentle, almost soothing register. "Take your time. No rush. But don't leave anything out."

"The fish-scale registers are... they're at..." Chen Minggang murmured through trembling lips, revealing the hiding places one by one.

Based on his confession, several concealed caches were unearthed containing not just the fish-scale registers and past collection accounts, but also the current year's ledgers used for extorting major households under the pretext of "land surveying." Most crucially, the essential "black ledgers" were found. Unlike the official fish-scale registers, these clearly recorded the locations and amounts of "hidden fields" belonging to many grain households in Lingao. Details of various gentry and major households who had bribed him to alter their official entries were also meticulously documented. Though Wu De couldn't immediately decipher all the terminology and formatting, with all the Household Office clerks now under control, decoding them would present no difficulty.

Of course, Zhou Dongtian wasn't satisfied with just this. These findings would please Wu De, but the Planning Committee colleagues were watching eagerly for something else. Chen Minggang's family had served as Household Clerks for generations. The accumulated wealth couldn't be trivial—it would be a shame not to squeeze it all out.

"Where is your cached silver?"

"This lowly one has no cached—"

Zhou Dongtian nodded slightly, and Chen Minggang's body immediately began to spasm.

"Just tell me. Wealth is but worldly goods—" he coaxed.

The interrogation continued for most of the afternoon. Zhou Dongtian had specially summoned a nurse to measure Chen Minggang's blood pressure and heart rate every hour, ensuring the continuous electric shock interrogation remained within limits that caused maximum pain without endangering the subject's life.

"Just say it. Once you do, it'll be over."

"You've been Household Clerk for all these years. You expect me to believe you only have this much? Who are you trying to fool?"

...

In the end, the Planning Committee's search team uncovered three caches stuffed with valuables. One was at his residence in the county seat. Another was at the estate where Qiuhong was housed. The last was at a farm outside the city registered under a relative's name.

From his own residence's cache alone, they seized a massive quantity of silver. The cache at Qiuhong's estate contained chests of jewelry and valuables.

From the three caches combined, they recovered nearly forty thousand taels of silver—a staggering sum for the locality. This was equivalent to three years of Lingao County's total fiscal revenue. And this didn't include the many valuables that hadn't yet been appraised. The wealth of a "Household Clerk" was truly shocking.

Besides this, they recovered large quantities of various living supplies: substantial amounts of grain, cloth, oil, salted meat, salted fish, and wine.

"I really don't understand," Zhou Dongtian said, looking at the inventory list sent by the Planning Committee. "I can understand him hoarding silver and valuables—that makes sense. But what's the point of all this grain and cloth? Leave them long enough and they'll just rot away."

Du Wen replied, "One of the main characteristics of feudal society is that the upper classes endlessly accumulate life necessities far exceeding their own needs..."

"It can be used for lending. When people run short between harvests, old rice and spoiled grain can be lent out, and in autumn you collect fresh rice in return." Yan Ming was quite pleased about this windfall. He had studied Lingao's socioeconomic conditions thoroughly.

"That's really dark."

"Not especially. Just simple capital management techniques." Yan Ming shrugged. "Modern financial industry tricks are truly dark. But this does indicate one thing: there's great potential for rural microfinance!"

"Immediately organize the retained Household Office personnel. Have them work with our people to translate and compile these account books. Zhou Qi will be in charge," Wu De ordered. "Grain runners from the study class who performed well and have less public resentment can also be brought in to help. Also—" Wu De thought for a moment, "—within one week, I want a complete summary of this year's grain collection situation, including the base and tribute rice already collected, the bribes they took, inflated land claims, and so on. Everything must be clarified!"

"What should we do with Chen Minggang?" Zhou Dongtian asked for instructions.

"Execute him secretly after the ledger processing is complete."

"And his family?"

"All to be handed over to the labor reform camp," Wu De instructed. "No fixed term."

"Yes!" Zhou Dongtian remembered something. "Should Qiuhong be sent there too?" His tone suggested it would be a waste—Lingao had a serious gender imbalance, and giving a young woman to an indigenous employee would be a nice benefit.

"No. Give Qiuhong to Zhou Qi."



"Eh? That kid really lucked out."

"Not only are we giving him Qiuhong—we're also going to hold a grand wedding for them."

"What's this about? Buying his loyalty doesn't require going this far."

"You spread all those rumors about her and Zhou Qi. Now we make it real and ensure the whole county knows about it," Wu De said with a smile. "Zhou Qi is now firmly branded as a traitor who betrayed his master. He'll have no choice but to serve us loyally from now on."

After disposing of Chen Minggang's assets, the county seat purge also came to an end. The Leadership Group convened again.

"The county yamen is now completely under our control. We have all the necessary ledgers. It's time to resume grain collection work," Wu De said.

"We already have sufficient grain reserves. Why not just skip collection this year and directly start the new tax system reform? A one-year moratorium could give the people some respite."

"The new tax system isn't something that can be accomplished overnight. Stopping grain collection would cost us too much." Wu De shook his head. He then conveyed the Executive Committee's opinion: the new tax system reform would begin immediately, but this year's grain collection would also continue.

Though the transmigrators had stockpiled enough grain for advance payment, this was mainly for emergencies. The transmigrators themselves needed grain too. Local resources had to be utilized as soon as possible.

"We'll take a two-pronged approach, doing both simultaneously," Wu De explained his plan. "One track continues grain collection under the old system, using the fish-scale registers as the basis. I know the fish-scale registers are far from ideal in essence, but right now they're the only thing that everyone more or less recognizes as a basis—at least until we produce our own land registration records, we'll have to use them."

Besides the fish-scale registers, they had also obtained the collection accounts. These weren't the perfunctory official records, but Chen Minggang's actual "working ledgers." With these, they could clearly know who had paid and who hadn't, and what the actual amounts were.

"...With these figures in hand, we can implement supplementary collection and refunds..."

"You're going to issue refunds too?"

"To maintain the principle of fairness, of course we'll refund overpayments," Wu De said. "Since we can't implement the new tax system just yet, while using the old system we must strive for fairness—minimize abuses and earn the people's trust."

Specifically, collection would follow the amounts registered in the fish-scale registers. The countywide standard for tribute rice would be set at three dou per shi, with no additional levies. Any overpayments would be refunded.

"As for 'flying apportionment,' 'false registration,' and all the other countless abuses—they're too tangled to sort out quickly, so this year's grain collection won't address them. The focus will be on cleaning up the collection process itself: standardizing weights and measures, eliminating heaping, and reforming rice quality assessment."

"Won't we switch to metric units?"

"Not yet. Suddenly changing collection instruments would cause great confusion. I've had the woodworking shop produce a batch of standard official measures based on the iron bushels stored at the county yamen—the official bushels used for collection are all undersized."

Back when Zhu Yuanzhang founded the dynasty, he had specifically manufactured iron official bushels as standard measuring instruments and distributed them to counties throughout the realm to eliminate abuses of large and small measures in collection—though based on this county's current situation, the measure clearly hadn't had lasting effect.

Second was prohibiting heaping—naturally, the tricks of "kicking the granary measure and skimming the top" would also be discontinued.

Finally, for rice quality, the Agricultural Committee would specially develop a rice quality standard and produce sample cards for distribution to collection personnel.

"It's already October," Sun Xiao expressed concern. "According to Wang Zhaomin, the grain needs to be ready before November to be submitted on time. We've been busy with this upheaval for over ten days... without experienced hands now, we might not make it..."

"That's what the Vietnamese rice is for," Wu De said. "Emergency backup—that's exactly what it means. Use Vietnamese rice to cover the quota first, then handle grain collection at a more leisurely pace."

"Understood."

"Don't keep fixating on Vietnamese rice, everyone," Wu De warned them. "Our grain reserves aren't plentiful. Next year we're developing iron mines, and immigrants keep arriving—all these people need to eat and wear clothes. The sugar season in Leizhou is about to end."

Moreover, as they dumped large quantities of sugar into Vietnam and bought rice, local sugar prices were falling while rice prices were rising. The exchange ratio was no longer as advantageous as before.

"The specific collection operations will be handled by Delong."

Delong Grain Trading Company now had branches in Nanbo and Bopu in addition to its headquarters at East Gate Market. All three locations could accept grain, which was very convenient for grain households—previously, everyone had to go to the county seat to submit payment.

"Additionally, we plan to open a branch in the county seat," Yan Ming said. "Since we're managing the county treasury, we should be as close as possible to our clients. It's more convenient for everyone."

"That's good. The natives still respect the county seat's authority."

"Also, we need to establish a specialized agency," Wu De said. "Let's call it the Grain Collection Bureau."
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"Isn't Delong already handling collections?" Yan Ming bristled at this encroachment on his territory.

"Delong manages the county treasury, but managing funds isn't the same as collecting taxes. When someone pays their taxes at a bank, that doesn't make the bank a tax collector."

"So you're proposing something like a tax bureau?"

"Precisely. Such an agency will need to exist sooner or later—we might as well begin with this year's grain collection." Wu De laid out his vision. The name "Grain Collection Bureau" was strategic: they still needed the Great Ming's official façade to lend legitimacy.

"Nominally, the Grain Collection Bureau will operate as a temporary agency under the county yamen. We'll invite Wu Ya—the County Deputy—to serve as Director-General. A figurehead, naturally. This arrangement allows us to conduct business under the yamen's authority and, when necessary, deploy 'official forces'..."

"Official forces? You mean our own people in disguise?"

"Ha, precisely." Wu De smiled. "The Grain Collection Bureau's primary mission is to assist Delong in collecting autumn grain. Meanwhile, our Leadership Group will focus on surveying and re-measuring the county's land."

The work would unfold in phases. From this autumn through next spring, they would conduct a comprehensive investigation of Lingao's land ownership and grain production—laying the groundwork for the new tax system. Beginning next summer, formal implementation would begin.

The first order of business was clarifying land property rights: reissuing deeds and verifying taxable acreage. Years of manipulation by the Household Clerk had rendered the fish-scale registers a fiction—the records bore little resemblance to actual ownership.

Second came the clearing of hidden land: properties concealed through "false registrations" or various schemes to escape taxation.

Finally, they would assess the fertility, cultivation practices, and harvest yields of each parcel—essential data for setting fair tax rates.

"...This will require the Agricultural Committee's assistance. I've already spoken with Wu Nanhai. He'll assign personnel with agricultural expertise to serve as consultants during the land surveys. Once we've gathered thorough data, we can design new tax rates and collection methods."

"So the Household Office becomes obsolete after this."

"Essentially, yes. Future duties will be limited to routine administrative paperwork, though we may retain some personnel for specialized tasks."

"Clearing the hidden land will face enormous resistance. The gentry and grain households will react violently."

"Their passion should be well exhausted after this incident. Even if they stir up trouble, we now know how to handle them."

The greatest dividend from this affair was insight. They now understood how the gentry and major households would react, the limits of their capabilities, and which individuals harbored the fiercest opposition. Though Chen Minggang's "land survey" had been a vehicle for corruption, it had inadvertently provided Wu De and his colleagues a preview of local resistance patterns.

The Grain Collection Bureau plunged into the grueling work of organizing account books. Grain runners from the study class, along with Household Office personnel who had "demonstrated good behavior," were assigned to assist. Under Sun Xiao's direction, all records were re-entered using modern accounting formats.

Re-registering the fish-scale registers proved herculean. Yu Eshui had boasted confidently, but once the actual documents were in hand, he found himself overwhelmed. Classical Chinese specialists and literate employees had to be recruited. Fortunately, Zhou Qi—who had served under Chen Minggang for nearly two decades—helped decipher the cryptic entries and land maps.

Using this working ledger, cross-referenced against collection records, each household's payment history was verified. New "grain notices" were then issued according to the principle of refunding overpayments and collecting shortfalls.

"The silver that Chen Minggang's gang extorted under the guise of 'land surveying'—we need a thorough accounting." Wu De examined the newly transcribed ledger of bribes. "How much Chen Minggang pocketed personally, how much each subordinate received—every coin must be traced!"

"Is that really necessary? Their assets all belong to us now anyway..."

"No. After investigation, all these bribes must be returned."

"Is that wise?" Sun Xiao was taken aback. "These were bribes willingly paid to Chen Minggang's gang. One party offered, the other accepted. Even under modern law, there's no provision for returning bribe money."

"Pay attention." Wu De shook his head. "These bribes were specifically connected to the land survey. We need to draw a clear line of separation."

Wu De intended the refunds to send an unmistakable message: the land survey would proceed. Bribes could not buy exemption.

"This really seems like an unnecessary gesture." Sun Xiao winced at the thought of parting with the money.

"A small sacrifice." Wu De was unmoved. "Establishing proper rules for these grain households—that's what truly matters."



News of the upheaval at the county yamen gradually filtered down to commoners and gentry alike. The sudden changes, the citywide lockdown, the palpable atmosphere of fear from the mass arrests—all of it had set nerves on edge throughout the city and surrounding countryside. But when daily life continued uninterrupted and the same flags still flew above the city gates, tension slowly ebbed. Apart from many unfamiliar faces, the yamen operated as before. The busy farming season meant the magistrate wasn't hearing cases—by custom, complaints went unheard and court was adjourned. Yet Magistrate Wu still made his ceremonial rounds in his sedan chair, touring the countryside to "inspect typhoon and flood prevention work."

Huang Binkun, who had been the most active agitator in recent weeks, now found himself adrift in bewildered impotence. By all rights, he should be celebrating. His tireless lobbying had seemingly thwarted the Australians' scheme to use clerks for county grain collection. Now collection was suspended, and Chen Minggang's entire network of grain runners had been swept away. The gentry and grain households had finally vented their fury.

Yet even now, he couldn't determine whether his efforts had achieved this result—or whether the Baldies had intended this all along.

If the goal was controlling the yamen, why had they left the county's officials untouched while purging every clerk who actually administered its affairs? Clerks might be despised, yet without them, no one could govern the county. Surely the Baldies understood this?

Seeking to divine their true intentions, he attempted to gather information through his yamen connections. The Huang family had always maintained excellent relations there—plenty of acquaintances were willing to accept Huang silver. But this institution, where any secret could once be purchased, had become an impenetrable fortress. Not a whisper of useful intelligence leaked out. The few remaining familiar faces saw Huang Binkun approaching with questions and fell silent, firmly refusing even his silver. Such behavior was practically the sun rising in the west.

Left with no alternatives, he found himself frequenting the proclamation wall by the yamen entrance, checking for new notices.

The weathered, rain-faded wall now displayed several crisp announcements. A crowd had gathered to read them. Huang Binkun's spirits lifted, and he hurried over.

Seeing his scholar's attire, someone called from behind:

"Scholar! Help us read it!"

Huang Binkun read aloud as he scanned. The first notice announced the establishment of the Grain Collection Bureau. It denounced at length the various abuses of using grain runners for past collections and declared that henceforth, the practice of the Household Office employing private grain runners was abolished. A specialized agency—the Grain Collection Bureau—would now handle these matters.

"Grain Collection Bureau—is that a new office?"

"Quiet! Let him continue."

Pressed by the crowd, Huang Binkun had no time to ponder the implications. He began reading the second announcement.

This one was peculiar: it concerned the agency management of the county treasury. Henceforth, all deposits and withdrawals would be handled by Delong Grain Trading Company.

Huang Binkun's experience was limited; for a moment, he stood dumbfounded. Could a county treasury really be "managed" this way?

The commoners also struggled to grasp what "treasury agency" meant. Everyone knew Delong Grain Trading Company—that large grain establishment at East Gate Market. Fully-loaded ox-carts came and went daily, an impressive display of prosperity. The circulation coupons most useful for purchasing goods at East Gate Market were issued by this very firm.

While everyone buzzed with discussion, Huang Binkun slipped away amid the confusion. Though he didn't fully understand how the treasury would be "managed," the notice's meaning was clear: all monetary and grain transactions for the county yamen would flow through Delong.

Connecting this with the Grain Collection Bureau, the picture crystallized. The Baldies were seizing control of the county's fiscal power! The Household Office would be stripped of all real authority—grain collection would become the business of the Australian-controlled Grain Collection Bureau. This so-called Bureau was clearly the Australians' creature.

Truly pressing forward step by step. Huang Binkun thought: the Baldies were no longer content to merely influence county administration from outside its walls—they were openly and directly inserting themselves into its operations.

He wandered toward the side of the county yamen. This area had formerly been where the county's clerks congregated—runners who worked at the yamen mostly lived here. Perhaps he could glean something from their women and children.

But the alley entrance was empty and deserted, the wooden gate barrier closed. A militia guard from the Militia Squad stood at the entrance, holding a wooden staff. This was new. Huang Binkun found it strange. He was about to inquire when the guard shouted: "What do you want?"

The accent was definitely not local. This startled Huang Binkun. To his knowledge, the county's militiamen were all locals—the position exempted one from corvée and taxes, making it a prize beyond outsiders' reach.

Studying the man's stance and the stubble of cropped hair visible beneath his cap, Huang Binkun recognized him immediately—a "fake Baldy"! Most likely one of those militia soldiers they had organized.

Huang Binkun explained he was looking for someone, but regardless of what he said, he was refused entry. The guard clearly considered this distinguished xiucai unworthy of respect. Beyond repeating "No passage allowed," he said nothing.

Huang Binkun pulled a string of copper coins from his sleeve and pressed them forward: "Friend, be a good fellow and accommodate me!"

"I don't take money." The militia guard shoved his hand back forcefully—had Huang Binkun lacked some martial training, he would likely have landed on his backside.

"Ungrateful wretch!" he cursed inwardly, slinking away in embarrassment as he pocketed the coins.
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In the past, Huang Binkun wouldn't have hesitated to cuff such a clueless underling across the face—a lesson in which way the doors of Huang Family Stronghold opened. But lately, Huang Binkun had grown skittish. The Australians' strange arts had plunged him into a state of perpetual anxiety. Now when he and Li Xiaopeng spoke, they did so in whispers. This had drawn a scolding from Instructor Wang at the County Academy just yesterday: "Skulking about!"

What gnawed at him most was his meeting with Gou Chengxuan. At the County Academy, he encountered Lai Xiao nearly every day, diligently studying while periodically receiving knuckle-raps on the head.

Every time he recalled how Fu He's private conversation with those three fall-guys at the teahouse had been recorded and played back by the Australians, Huang Binkun trembled at the thought that his own discussion with Gou Chengxuan might also be known to them.

Yet seeing Lai Xiao still alive and well—not shipped off to Nanbo to sift sand—suggested the matter probably remained unexposed. Besides, he hadn't actually discussed any concrete schemes with Gou Chengxuan at the time. Still, any plan to ally with Gou Chengxuan would have to be shelved—the timing wasn't right.

Preoccupied with these thoughts, Huang Binkun wandered the county streets. With considerable difficulty, he located the wife of an acquainted clerk in the city. The woman nervously informed him: most of the yamen runners and clerks had recently been taken away by the Australians. Not just them—their families had been taken as well.

"...It was all done secretly at night, house by house. Men, women, old and young—not one spared..." The woman remained visibly shaken. "Who knows what methods they used—silently, strings of people were led away."

"Where were they taken?"

"Who knows? Perhaps to the labor education camp. Fortunately, my husband has always treated people decently..." The woman lapsed into rambling.

Huang Binkun listened patiently to her account, then pressed for details about the changes at the yamen.

From her, he learned the general outline of personnel changes. She made clear that many outsiders had been brought in to fill positions—quite unusual, since clerks were typically connected by blood or marriage.

This only confirmed Huang Binkun's suspicions: the Baldies were directly placing their own people in the county yamen! Such audacity! Yet he himself was powerless to intervene—if the officials didn't care, what could a mere xiucai do?

While Huang Binkun fretted in secret, the gentry and major households were privately celebrating, almost ready to break out the wine. Setting aside the grain collection and land surveying troubles, having the Australians sweep away the clerks who had tyrannized and extorted them for so long—regardless of ulterior motives—was clearly a good deed.

But the joy proved short-lived. Soon, Liu Dalin received an "Administrative Appeal Response." This novel term was unfamiliar to everyone. Opening it, they found a vernacular reply to the grain households' petition.

The response addressed each of the petition's three demands with clarity:

On the first point—to cease "land surveying"—the response stated: clarifying land measurements was a reasonable and fair basis for grain levy collection. In the past, "Household Clerks" and "grain runners" had colluded in corruption, privately altering tax registers, both harassing and harming the people. If grain households were law-abiding citizens, they had nothing to fear from this "measure benefiting both nation and people."

"So land surveying is still going ahead?" Several relatives staying at the Liu residence were greatly alarmed.

Liu Dalin gestured for silence and continued reading.

The petition's second point had demanded the abolition of grain tax "contracting," requesting a "return to old customs." The response declared that grain contracting was inherently abusive. Accordingly, the county had permanently prohibited "contract households" and "grain runners," replacing them with a specialized agency—the "Grain Collection Bureau"—to handle these matters.

The final point was "severely punishing the villains." This needed little elaboration—Chen Minggang had already been stripped of his Household Clerk position. Not only that, but he and his entire family had vanished without a trace. The response nevertheless acknowledged "poor personnel choices" and stated that matters had been "seriously dealt with."

The document was handwritten in quite good calligraphy—probably by some literate person. Everyone in the county knew the Australians' brushwork was atrociously poor.

Liu Dalin fell into deep contemplation. Though the response was written entirely in simplified characters and vernacular—flaws by traditional standards—these could not overshadow its virtues. The entire document contained not a single superfluous or empty phrase. Every point raised in the petition received a specific reply—nothing evaded, nothing concealed. Agreement or disagreement was clearly explained. This manner of handling affairs was truly remarkable!

Though Liu Dalin had never held office, he had witnessed plenty of bureaucratic practice. In the Great Ming's administration, such petitions might receive replies, but they would either be outright rejections or strings of hollow platitudes. Even for urgent matters, officials would merely prevaricate. If evasion proved impossible, they would put on official airs to intimidate petitioners. If the petitioners were gentry or similar personages, some yamen secretary might emerge to offer meaningless placating words. If they were ordinary commoners, they'd receive a thrashing from the runners—and might even face charges.

The Australians' administration is a hundred times superior to the Great Ming's! Liu Dalin thought, then immediately felt uneasy about harboring such a thought. Suppressing his inner turmoil, he turned to his relatives.

"Land surveying is still happening?! What shall we do?" Someone was panicking.

"Nothing to be done." Liu Dalin had lost much of his appetite for this fight. "The Australians are determined to proceed." He spoke slowly. "In principle, their reasoning isn't wrong. The current grain levy system is truly riddled with abuses, causing the people no small harm."

"Your Lordship! We who have long lived in the countryside naturally understand the abuses. But if they thoroughly survey the land, what livelihood will we have left?"

Liu Dalin felt some distaste for this relative—at least he had a jinshi kinsman under whose name he could register land to evade taxes. What of the common people without power or influence? Had they not managed to survive somehow? Liu Dalin was, after all, a great Confucian who understood principles. He knew that the corruption of grain levies was largely due to the gentry's abuse of their tax-exempt privileges.



If the Australians could truly clarify the county's land situation and achieve more equitable taxation, the common folk might finally catch their breath.

He was still pondering when a doorman announced: Huang Binkun had come to call.

"Please show him in." Huang Binkun was one of those who had co-signed the petition. Now that a response had arrived, he naturally needed to be informed—as did the other signatories. This task could be delegated to Huang Binkun.

"...Uncle! Surveying and clarifying land and taxes is something even the court doesn't dare undertake lightly—it may be a measure benefiting the nation and people, but imperial grace and blessings never reach the common folk!" Huang Binkun spoke urgently after hearing Liu Dalin's thoughts.

"That's precisely my concern as well." Liu Dalin knew Huang Binkun spoke truly. In his reading, he had sensed that whenever dynasties throughout history had tried to reform some abuse or benefit the people, the reforms always seemed to make things worse.

"Even if the Australians truly intend to serve the people," Huang Binkun pressed, "land surveying and tax clarification are matters of enormous complexity. In the past, Chen Minggang used this very pretext to harm the people, causing no small suffering. Now that we've finally rid ourselves of Chen Minggang, if surveying continues without him, who's to say some Li Minggang or Wang Minggang won't take his place?"

Liu Dalin nodded, knowing Huang Binkun was right. However noble the intentions from above, they couldn't withstand those below who handled implementation—good deeds became bad ones. Could the Australians escape this pattern? He had no confidence.

"Very well. I'll speak to the Australians again. This land surveying business should be postponed."

"Uncle, you are truly a benefactor to all the gentry and common people of the county." Huang Binkun hastily placed a tall hat on him.

"Originally I had no wish to involve myself in such matters." Liu Dalin sighed. "But since this concerns the people's livelihoods, I must once again venture into the fray."

Since the Australians intended to remain in Lingao for some years, their conduct suggested they would inevitably have to govern the people. For the sake of his native land, he would "educate" the Australians somewhat in the principles of governance, lest they make similar mistakes.

He ordered someone to submit a calling card at the East Gate Market management office, requesting a meeting with Xiong Buyou.

Xiong Buyou, however, wasn't at the East Gate Market office. As Director of the County Station Office, he was stationed in the county seat and visited the yamen almost daily—the takeover work had entered its detailed phase, requiring comprehensive inventory and cleanup. Much remained to be done. When he received a phone call reporting that the jinshi Liu wished to see him, he knew it was likely lobbying to "exempt the land survey"—what landlords feared most. This old fellow really was stubborn. Worthy of being a spokesman for the landlord class.

Having Liu come to the County Station Office wouldn't be appropriate—the place was too chaotic for receiving guests. Better to pay him a visit.

"...Chief Xiong—" Liu Dalin used the common form of address for Australians.

"Please, just call me Xiong Buyou." Xiong Buyou studied with care this jinshi whom everyone—whether local natives or the Executive Committee—considered a treasure. He noticed that while Liu's frame was somewhat frail, his eyes were remarkably keen.

"This student has come today regarding the land survey matter."

Here it comes, Xiong Buyou thought. Let's see what you have to say.

"The land survey disturbs the people excessively. I plead with you to rescind your decision. The people of Lingao will be eternally grateful!"

Right from the start, speaking on behalf of all Lingao's people. Xiong Buyou felt somewhat annoyed. He countered: "Land surveying is meant to clarify tax burdens and equalize the people's obligations. How does this constitute disturbing the people?"

"Since your distinguished company has come to Lingao, professing to protect the territory and keep the peace, surely you understand: protecting territory is easy, but keeping peace is the hardest thing in the world." Liu Dalin assumed a lecturing posture. "Your forces—with their firearms, cannon, and iron ships—are unmatched in three hundred years. But nurturing the people is not the work of a single day."

The moment Xiong Buyou heard this, irritation prickled beneath his skin. But as the officer responsible for external liaison—essentially a diplomat—he had to maintain some composure. He merely adopted an expression of attentive listening.
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"In nurturing the people, the essential principle is 'tranquility'! In ancient times, the Emperors Wen and Jing of Han..."

Xiong Buyou listened patiently through a lengthy discourse and discovered that the jinshi's entire theory amounted to this: "Rulers should do nothing whatsoever; everything should continue operating in the existing order, so as not to disturb the people."

Liu Dalin continued: land surveying might seem reasonable and beneficial to the people, but in practice it was often exploited by "villains." What was originally intended to benefit the nation and people invariably ended up causing harm. Without hesitation, he cited Chen Minggang as evidence.

"If not for Chen Minggang's land survey, we wouldn't have thought of this issue..." Xiong Buyou deflected the responsibility directly onto him. "Though his motives were corrupt, we don't believe the matter of land surveying and tax clarification itself is wrong."

"Land surveying and tax clarification—it's all just about collecting more grain and money. The people of this county are already suffering enough!" Liu Dalin grew agitated, launching into a lengthy account of living conditions in Lingao. Though he lived in the county seat reading behind closed doors, he learned the true state of the countryside from family members, relatives, teachers, students, and his own tenants. He understood a great deal about the decline of the rural economy and the hardships of the farmers.

"Everything Master Liu says is true," Xiong Buyou replied. "But since the founding of the Great Ming, Lingao has enjoyed peace for nearly three hundred years. Over those three hundred years, the people have become increasingly impoverished. What exactly is the reason?"

"External troubles from Li rebellions and pirates, internal troubles from bandits, continuous natural disasters..."

"Those are only part of it. Surely Master Liu knows that Lingao's registered population has been declining year by year?" Xiong Buyou began with this question.

Liu Dalin certainly knew this.

"At the beginning of the Ming dynasty, this county had a registered population of nearly sixty thousand." Xiong Buyou let the figure hang in the air. "How many now?"

Liu Dalin was momentarily stumped. He actually didn't know the county's current registered population.

"Barely over twenty thousand. Over these two hundred seventy years, though Lingao has experienced the Li rebellions, pirates, and bandits as Master Liu describes, the overall situation has been relatively stable. 'Crude peace in people's livelihood'—those four characters are well deserved."

Liu Dalin nodded. This was true. Though Qiongzhou Prefecture was no earthly paradise, large-scale upheavals were far rarer than on the mainland. Logically, in such a place, registered population should increase. That it had decreased only indicated runaways and unregistered households had multiplied. He was aware of the latter—several whole villages in the county were unregistered, sheltering under some local strongman. Under his own name, too, were a small number of unregistered households.

The root of the problem lay in the Great Ming's tax system! Xiong Buyou pointed out its flaws without ceremony.

He began with the massive "false registrations" and "hidden fields." Large landowners used various means to evade taxes, thereby increasing the burden on landless or smallholding peasants. Moreover, major households colluded with authorities and bribed clerks. All manner of illegal behavior went uncorrected. Ordinary people couldn't reduce their payments by a single grain; instead, they were forced through various schemes to bear additional burdens.

"The wealthy occupy ten thousand mu without contributing a grain of rice, and no one investigates; the poor and weak, who don't own a blade of grass, must pay heavy taxes year after year with no recourse." Land concentrated; levies grew unequal. Peasants either fled or registered their land under others' names. "...During the Hongzhi reign, the Great Ming had 1.5 million fewer households than in the Hongwu era, and over 7 million fewer people. And today? Even worse!" Xiong Buyou spoke with conviction. "Surveying land and equalizing taxes has become an urgent necessity that can no longer be delayed! If we continue merely 'keeping tranquility,' the people will ultimately have no choice: the strong become bandits, the weak end up in ditches!" His tone sharpened. "Master Liu has many old friends on the mainland, and you read the official gazettes. Surely you understand the current state of affairs better than we do."

Xiong Buyou's materials were comprehensive—facts supported by facts, figures backed by figures. Unlike the vague emotional platitudes traditional scholars used about "people unable to make a living" or "corpses everywhere." The social survey after the New Year had given the transmigrators abundant local data. To handle situations like today's, the data department had long since summarized all available research materials on Ming-era taxes and corvée from the database into a lengthy report for the Leadership Group's study. Now everyone in the Leadership Group counted as half an expert on Ming tax and corvée systems.

Sure enough, Liu Dalin was left without reply. Though he possessed considerable understanding of Lingao's declining rural economy, that understanding remained superficial—his scholarship wasn't focused on economic matters. Xiong Buyou's well-reasoned and thoroughly documented argument commanded admiration.

However, it also left him deeply puzzled. The Australians claimed to be descendants of Song-era Chinese who had drifted overseas for several centuries. If so, how could they know so much about the Great Ming? They even knew the words and memorials of court ministers and local officials from the past!

Clearly, there must be scholars of this dynasty among the Australians. And these scholars' learning and knowledge were surely no less than his own—nine out of ten, they far surpassed him. The thought made him wary.

"I am enlightened!" Liu Dalin cupped his hands in salute, his tone grave. "I never imagined Australians would know the Great Ming in such detail. I am truly humbled!"

"Merely superficial observations."

"What Chief Xiong says is sound reasoning. But has your distinguished company considered this?" Liu Dalin wasn't ready to concede. "In this world, reasonable matters become unreasonable, good intentions turn to bad outcomes—examples are too numerous to count! Your company intends to survey land and equalize taxes. Do you have confidence you can succeed?"

"We're aware of this." Xiong Buyou spoke solemnly. "Master Liu, I once heard Secretary Wang and Magistrate Wu say they had long wished to accomplish a few things for Lingao's people. Do you know what those were?"

"I do." Liu Dalin was the county's foremost gentry figure; any major county affairs would be discussed with him first. "Suppressing bandits, building roads, promoting education."

"Were they accomplished?"

Liu Dalin grasped his point: these three things Wu Mingjin had planned for years without success. The Australians had accomplished them all within a year of arrival—no wonder they were so confident and proud.

It seemed the Australians were determined to proceed with surveying land and clarifying taxes. If they could actually accomplish this, it would be a great and benevolent policy. Liu Dalin thought to himself as he nodded, then issued another reminder:



"Your suppression of bandits, road construction, and promotion of education succeeded because you have money and power. Surveying land and taxes is an enormously complex matter. I urge you to proceed carefully." He paused. "Especially in the matter of personnel—you must be cautious."

"Yes, we understand this." Xiong Buyou noticed that his tone was no longer one of vehement opposition and was quite surprised. Could my little speech have moved him? Perhaps this landlord class element is relatively enlightened after all.

"...Furthermore, since your company intends to clarify taxes, this will inevitably involve the county's major households and gentry. When the time comes, I would ask you to show some mercy and preserve some dignity."

"Of course, of course." Xiong Buyou replied noncommittally.

News that the Baldies intended to re-survey the land soon spread throughout the city. Huang Binkun went to see Liu Dalin again but couldn't extract any new ideas—Liu Dalin simply claimed illness and refused all visitors.

The major households were completely bewildered, unable to discern which way the wind was blowing. If "disturbing the people" was supposedly bad, then land surveying was also disturbing—so why had they only arrested Chen Minggang while continuing with the survey?

Huang Binkun understood the jinshi had probably hit a wall. The Baldies' minds were made up. He discussed the matter with Li Xiaopeng for a long time without reaching any conclusion. Li Xiaopeng proposed mobilizing grain households to submit another joint petition. Huang Binkun shook his head with a bitter smile—he knew these major grain households too well: typical bullies who feared the strong. Who dared tug the Australians' tiger whiskers? Before, at least they had Liu Dalin as a figurehead. Now that he was unwilling to take the lead, even if Huang Binkun talked himself hoarse, it might not help. Moreover, since the Australians had already punished Chen Minggang, causing more trouble now would be "refusing a toast only to drink a forfeit."

Liu Family Stronghold.

Liu Youren was once again studying the newly-delivered grain notice, just brought over by Liu Guangbiao.

The grain notice was quite different from the crude account-book paper of the past, stamped with wooden seals and scrawled with brush strokes. This notice was printed on thick, sturdy paper. It listed Huang Family Stronghold's taxable land in mu, the base levy per mu, the tribute rice per shi, and specified a date by which to submit payment at Delong Grain Trading Company in the county seat, East Gate Market, Bopu, or Nanbo. Besides rough rice, Delong's grain circulation coupons were also acceptable. Overdue payments would be collected at the door with a 1% daily late fee.

"Who was the grain runner who delivered the notice? Please show him in. I'd like to meet him." Liu Youren kept thoroughly informed about county affairs even from Jialai. Since Chen Minggang's gang had been purged, he should meet the new "Grain Collection Bureau" runners and cultivate some rapport. This was customary practice.

"He left right after delivery. My nephew invited him to stay for a meal, but he refused."

"Did you give him the 'straw-sandal money'?"

"Five hundred wen, but—" Liu Guangbiao's tone betrayed disbelief. "He wouldn't take it."

"Wouldn't take it? Too little?"

"No." Liu Guangbiao shook his head. "His refusal was quite firm, not merely for show."

"How strange!" Liu Youren recalled people saying the Australians never accepted bribes and didn't allow their subordinates to take any benefits either. He had assumed this was mere talk, or that they only enforced it under the Australians' watchful eyes. He hadn't expected them to actually follow through.

"What was his name?"

"Your nephew doesn't know—"

"What kind of work is this!" Liu Youren scolded disapprovingly.

"I asked, but he wouldn't say. He just said his work number was—was—" Liu Guangbiao pointed to the grain notice. At the bottom, after "Delivery Agent," was a string of crooked symbols called Arabic numerals.

"He just asked me to tear off a receipt and had me put my thumbprint on it."

Liu Youren examined the notice. The lower portion had been torn off, with numbers running across the perforation. He had no inclination to study this novel arrangement at the moment. He asked:

"Three dou of tribute rice per shi of autumn levy?"

"That's three sheng less than under Chen Minggang." Liu Youren grumbled with dissatisfaction. But looking more closely, the taxable land figure on the notice was three hundred eighty mu—same as before.
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Liu Youren started. So the "land survey" that Chen Minggang's gang had conducted was completely fictitious—just as he had suspected. Old Eight had been using it as a pretext for his own schemes.

"At last!" he sighed. "The land survey business is over."

"Third Uncle! The land survey business isn't over yet!"

"What do you mean?"

"Third Uncle, look at this. This is the Australians' 'Administrative Appeal Response.' Every grain household who signed the petition received one."

Liu Youren hurriedly unfolded another neatly-creased piece of paper. It was also a printed document. The heading was blunt—"To Liu Youren of Liu Family Stronghold, Lingao County."

No salutation whatsoever. Named directly. But Liu Youren didn't care about such niceties. He scanned the response quickly and immediately understood its meaning. He slumped back in his seat.

According to the response, the Australians were absolutely going to proceed with land surveying. All this commotion—the Australians had rejected Chen Minggang's "survey," only to conduct it themselves!

"Third Uncle, what now? With Chen Minggang's gang finished, even if we wanted to negotiate, there's no one to talk to! Should we invite Zhou Qi over for a chat? He just got promoted to Household Clerk. He's now a top favorite under the Australians..."

"You're quite mistaken about that." Liu Youren shook his head. "Zhou Qi isn't any kind of favorite—he's merely a front man. If they really valued him, they wouldn't have created a Grain Collection Bureau."

The Grain Collection Bureau's Director-General was County Deputy Wu Ya, and the Managing Director was an Australian. Apart from carrying the hollow title of "Household Clerk," Zhou Qi was completely excluded from grain collection matters. Not a trace of favored status.

"And if you go looking for him now, he probably won't even dare meet with you."

"What can we do?" Liu Guangbiao's anxiety was genuine—not an act. Liu Family Stronghold's finances passed through his hands. How much taxable land was assessed directly affected his own economic benefits.

Liu Youren fell silent. He too was among those who had signed the petition. Should he approach Huang Binkun again and consult about continuing to appeal through Liu Dalin?

"It won't work." He immediately rejected his own idea. As things stood, the Australians had given Lingao's gentry and major households ample face. Chen Minggang's gang had just been dealt with. If he submitted another petition now, the other side wouldn't be so polite—especially with the renewed rumors about the Australians' various "sorceries" circulating again. A chill ran down his spine.

Huang Binkun was right there in the county seat and should have heard the news before him, yet there had been no word. Apparently this Huang Second Young Master had lost his nerve and didn't dare take the lead again.

What about following the same approach they'd used against Chen Minggang—reporting some land while hiding some? Last time they'd already reported an additional two hundred thirty mu. Going below that figure was absolutely impossible. But exactly how much to report...

Suddenly, realization struck him with a start: many of Chen Minggang's people were now in Australian hands. These people knew the true land holdings of local major households perfectly well—take Zhou Qi, for instance. He knew the actual extent of Liu Family Stronghold's land holdings with complete clarity. Zhou Qi had secured his Household Clerk position by relying on the Australians. Nine times out of ten, he would use these secrets to curry favor with them.

Fortunately he'd thought of this—otherwise he might well become the "chicken" in "kill the chicken to warn the monkeys."

"Third Uncle, should we invite Chief Xun over for a chat?"

Liu Youren recalled that the Divine Society's agricultural technician was currently at their estate. Perhaps he could sound out the Australians' intentions—though he didn't hold out much hope. The last time he'd tried to extract information about the "land survey" from Xun Suji, using every method to draw him out, he'd gotten nothing. These people kept their lips sealed tight.

"What is Chief Xun doing?"

"Teaching the farmhands to use the threshing machine." Liu Guangbiao smacked his lips. "That thing really is remarkable..."



Xun Suji's days were quite fulfilling—which is to say, he was exhausted every waking moment. On one hand, he served as Deputy General Manager of Lingao Grain & Oil Food Products Corporation, concurrently holding positions as factory director and chief engineer of the food processing plant. He also taught weekly classes at the National School's "Chef Rapid Training Program." Finally, three times a month he had Divine Society service assignments—as a technical advisor.

At least the Divine Society was considerate enough to assign him only one major landlord, Liu Youren. Unlike other agri-technicians who had to make constant rounds, he didn't have to travel continuously.

Liu Youren's holdings were the largest among Divine Society clients—rivaling the County Academy's school-endowment lands—qualifying him as a priority client with dedicated agri-technician service.

For Xun Suji, serving as Divine Society advisor was practically a vacation on his schedule. Liu Youren was a major landlord, and Liu Family Stronghold's living conditions were excellent. Each visit was quite comfortable—real landlord treatment, unlike the rural minor-landlord treatment at Wan Lihui's. He was given a private courtyard with two servants assigned to handle his daily needs.

Now the most demanding phases of planting and management had passed. The farmhands were gradually mastering the new agricultural methods. Throughout the growing process, Xun Suji had used new techniques and management approaches to solve longstanding problems, building the farmers' confidence in the Divine Society's "Australian agricultural methods." The arriving harvest had made them true believers.

Liu Youren's trust in him had also increased substantially. Previously, he'd always considered the Divine Society's implements too expensive. Now he purchased and used whatever the Divine Society promoted without hesitation, quite decisively. Sometimes he even proactively inquired whether the Divine Society had any new agricultural supplies coming out.

Before this harvest, the Divine Society had organized the Agricultural Implements Factory to produce a batch of pedal-powered threshing machines. Simple threshing machines had existed in ancient times, but in Lingao, people still used the most primitive method of beating rice stalks against wooden bins—inefficient and wasteful. The Divine Society's threshing machine was built according to blueprints from a 1990s-era human-powered model: a rectangular box shape with a foot pedal below the threshing end, connected by a belt to an iron wheel on the side. The wheel shared an axle with an internal drum fitted with U-shaped curved tines, their sharp ends driven into the drum. The drum ends had iron wheels; between them ran parallel wooden beams. The rotating tines threshed the grain and could also shell peanuts. Much faster than beating stalks against a wooden bin, with far less waste.

This machine was not only convenient but lightweight—two adult men could carry it between them. When first demonstrated, the initial batch of ten units was snapped up immediately by members.

Another piece of equipment was a wind-powered grain winnowing machine, using small windmills to blow and separate grain husks—replacing the manual winnowing traditionally done in villages. Not only faster but also saving labor. Lingao's wind resources were fairly abundant, and small windmills presented no difficulty for a transmigrator industry that had mastered gear manufacturing.

Both agricultural implements caused quite a stir among Divine Society users and amazed other farmers as well. Add to this year's autumn harvest: every Divine Society client had enjoyed bumper crops of varying scale, with yields increasing anywhere from thirty to fifty percent. The sensation was considerable.

"Watch your rhythm. Don't pedal too fast." Xun Suji, wearing a straw hat, instructed the farmhand who was threshing. The man nodded, seemingly understanding. Xun Suji went to check another machine—it had broken down. The belt was jammed.

Using tools from his belt, he struggled to repair it. The substandard parts produced by the Mechanical Industry Department had terrible tolerances and frequently malfunctioned. While laboriously correcting the deformed component and repositioning the belt on the guide wheel, he didn't forget to teach the young farmhand beside him about the machine's principles and how to troubleshoot simple problems.

Finally, the belt was back in place. Xun Suji rose from the ground, sweat streaming down his face. He removed his straw hat and, mimicking the heroic laborers in old movies, fanned himself with a grand gesture.

"Looking like this, I should at least get a Model Worker award or something."

"Chief Xun, would you like some tea?" The speaker was none other than Liu Meilan. Ever since Liu Guangbiao had decided to marry her off to Xun Suji, he'd been visiting her family constantly, wearing down her father with persistence. Liu Meilan's father had finally relented and agreed.

As for the girl's own opinion—no one in this era gave it a thought. Thus Liu Meilan was now preparing to be married off to Xun Suji. To create opportunities, whenever Xun Suji came to Liu Family Stronghold, Liu Meilan was frequently sent to serve tea and bring refreshments; sometimes she even delivered fruits and snacks to his residence.

The Liu uncles and nephew calculated that if Xun Suji took a liking to her and spoke up, they would immediately agree. Unexpectedly, Xun Suji behaved like a perfect gentleman. Whenever Liu Meilan came to deliver something, he was very polite, sometimes barely exchanging a few words before the conversation lapsed into awkward silence.

Xun Suji had no idea such good fortune was waiting for him. He hadn't interpreted Liu Meilan's frequent appearances before him as any sort of matchmaking signal—partly because he was dense about romantic matters as otaku tended to be, and partly because he simply didn't understand seventeenth-century courtship customs.

"Thank you, Miss Liu." Xun Suji accepted the tea bowl and drained it in one gulp. The tea was bitter and astringent, but drinking it down was cooling and thirst-quenching—quite refreshing.

Liu Meilan couldn't help but giggle at his manner of gulping it down like a cow. This man was nothing like the Australian "chiefs" she had imagined. He was unremarkable in appearance. Though his skin was a bit fairer, his every gesture lacked any resemblance to the elegant young gentlemen of romance novels. He looked distinctly uncouth—and he actually did farm work himself! She had always thought that truly distinguished young masters wouldn't soil their hands with farm work. Only landlords like her family, small-time landowners, would go out to the fields alongside their farmhands and tenants.

Being told by her elders to marry this Australian, Liu Meilan was somewhat reluctant. The young man she fancied was the son of a small landlord in the neighboring village—very refined-looking, having just recently "entered school." Liu Meilan had seen him several times at village temple fairs and still harbored fantasies about him.
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But she knew the young master from that landlord family would never look at her. Hers was among the poorest families in the clan—little land, surviving on the sacrificial rice distributed from the ancestral hall. Naturally, there would be no dowry to speak of... and she was taller than many of the young men... So this seventeenth-century young woman had naturally resigned herself to fate. After all, the Australians ate and lived better than the wealthiest people in the county. Marrying Chief Xun might not be so terrible after all.

Their eyes met briefly, then darted away. Xun Suji, as always, couldn't conjure a new topic of conversation. Liu Meilan could only leave in disappointment.

Xun Suji returned to the rattan chair by the threshing floor, continuing to sip cool tea while watching the operation of the threshing machines and windmills, occasionally correcting improper usage habits. His secretary Jin Xishan held an umbrella to shade him, now and then casting a tender glance at the "Chief."

While things with Liu Meilan weren't progressing, Xun Suji's personal life had actually undergone quite a transformation.

This subtle change had happened one night. After Xun Suji had conquered an H-dating-sim game and successfully won over the final heroine, he browsed through the CG album recording his glorious history one more time. With a satisfied feeling and hormones coursing through his body, he was about to retire when he heard a woman panting outside his window. It turned out Jin Xishan was still out there, diligently pedaling the charging generator—he had forgotten to tell her to finish tomorrow.

Pity, surprise, guilt, and hormones combined to help Xun Suji break through his two-dimensional aesthetic constraints. He finally stopped being "worse than a beast."

Thereafter, Jin Xishan worked even harder and became attentive to him to an unprecedented degree. She even followed him when he went to the countryside for agricultural work, just to serve him.

Liu Meilan sat not far away, staring idly at the basket of teapot and cups on the ground. Although Liu Guangbiao kept creating opportunities for them to meet and spend time together, Xun Suji adhered to the otaku characteristic of lacking practical experience in pursuing three-dimensional women. Liu Meilan's figure and appearance occasionally stirred romantic thoughts in him, but he still hadn't made any move to pursue her.

At the moment, his gaze drifted between Liu Meilan and the farmers threshing grain. Liu Meilan was slightly fairer than the local indigenous women he usually encountered, and tall—which suited his taste. Jin Xishan, though she came from a laboring background, had grown up in a wealthy household and naturally understood such matters. She knew the Chief fancied "Miss Liu" and was already thinking about how to play matchmaker for him.

The three of them, each absorbed in their own thoughts, were exchanging glances when Liu Guangbiao hurried over to summon Xun Suji.

Xun Suji already knew what Liu Youren would ask—the Executive Committee had recently briefed all transmigrators on the land tax clarification issue, instructing them on the unified talking points for external contacts. Agricultural technicians like Xun Suji, who frequently visited major grain households, had received specialized guidance.

Liu Youren was quite forthright, cutting straight to the point: what exactly were the Australians' intentions in surveying the land?

Over the past few months, their cooperation had been pleasant. Liu Youren had deliberately cultivated the relationship, and Xun Suji had done his work conscientiously. The two had developed a rapport. Liu Youren's directness carried the implication of "treating you as one of us."

"...If your distinguished company is short of grain or money, we grain households are all willing to increase our reasonable burden by some amount. This land surveying and tax clarification business is time-consuming and labor-intensive. What exactly is your purpose?" Liu Youren spoke with evident sincerity.

Xun Suji thought: just as Ah De predicted. But he wasn't interested in such matters and couldn't quite remember the specific talking points from the guidance meeting. After thinking for a while, he said:

"I'm just an agricultural technician. I don't know much about this." Seeing Liu Youren's look of disappointment, he felt a twinge of guilt—he had been very well treated with excellent food and lodging these past days. So he added:

"Even if the land is surveyed, as long as you've joined the Divine Society, you won't lose out. Just look at how much more you're harvesting per mu!"

These words struck like a thunderbolt. Liu Youren and his nephew exchanged glances. This was true!

Looked at this way, even if they reported all their land, as long as they could continue receiving Divine Society services and increase their yield per mu, they wouldn't actually be losing out.

Liu Youren was momentarily at a loss for words as his mind raced with anxious calculations.



Fu Buer's wife had finally stopped complaining. Though the woman was sharp-tongued and stingy, full of doubts about the Divine Society, the rice in the fields had given her ample proof—the beatings she had received from Fu Buer over the years had been entirely justified, correct, and reasonable.

In the fields where the Divine Society had provided seedlings for sparse planting, the rice not only produced more ears but also dense, full grains. The superiority over the rice in neighboring fields was obvious at a glance.

This harvest hadn't come easily. From the moment the rice began filling out, Fu Buer's heart had been lodged in his throat—he had never seen late-season rice grow so well. But this also made him nervous, fearing that weather or pest damage might suddenly destroy all hope of a bountiful harvest.

Yet the various disasters that typically struck during rice cultivation were all resolved one by one by Wan Lihui. Fu Buer went from simple blind obedience to genuine, whole-hearted admiration. Nothing seemed to stump the man. When moths had plagued them during summer—previously, all they could do was let nature take its course—Wan Lihui had visited the Divine Society once, and the very next day, many wooden buckets arrived filled with a foul-smelling emulsion: tung-urine-incense.

Under Wan Lihui's guidance, the Fu family's farmhands mixed the emulsion with water at a ratio of one part emulsion to one hundred fifty parts water, then scattered it manually in the fields. The results were remarkable. After several applications, the rice borers, leafhoppers, and planthoppers that had been rampant in the paddies decreased significantly.

Wan Lihui explained that this miraculous substance was called "pesticide," manufactured by the Australians specifically to combat rice pests and diseases—this year the pesticide was free, but from next year there would be material fees.

"Yes, yes, it's wonderful stuff!" Fu Buer was so excited he could barely speak. "Let me buy some more right away!"

"No need. Your fields aren't infested anymore—buying more would be useless. It loses effectiveness if stored too long."

Wan Lihui knew that the main components of this crude pesticide were human urine and tung oil. Tung oil was easy enough, but fresh human urine was difficult to collect and couldn't be stored for long periods. The pesticide factory only made what was needed when it was needed, so production wasn't high. Beyond their own use, supplies were allocated only to Divine Society clients.

This response changed Fu Buer's mind: next year he would continue participating in the Divine Society. While obtaining seed grain from this year's harvest was certainly valuable, the "pesticides," "compound fertilizers," and other supplies that had played such a crucial role in the growing process were only available to Divine Society clients.

Standing at the edge of the freshly harvested paddy field, reflecting on the trials of the past few months, Fu Buer felt an irrepressible surge of excitement—it was miraculous! Though the late-season rice planting area had been reduced by half, the total yield was still ten percent more than last year. If he could plant all his land this way, wouldn't he get rich? Not to mention the broad beans grown on the fallowed land had all been purchased by the Australians. The purchase price for broad beans wasn't high, but it was still income. And circulation coupons could be used to pay for various Divine Society services—killing two birds with one stone.

The Fu family had also bought a threshing machine and windmill. His wife was now standing by the threshing machine, curiously watching this novel contraption knock grain off the stalks at astonishing speed. The children in the family had gathered around as well, mesmerized by the first machinery they had ever seen in their lives.

Lately, her attitude toward Wan Lihui had completely transformed. Gone was the vigilant, suspicious gaze. She had become more like a normal woman. To express her simple gratitude, she had even made several pairs of cloth shoes for Wan Lihui.

Fu Buer's success had caused a sensation throughout Meiyang Village. Those who had previously made Fu Buer the butt of their jokes had now fallen silent—it was perfectly clear who the joke was now. Those who had mocked him were now competing to claim they had always seen potential in Fu Buer, eager to demonstrate their "foresight."

The seemingly crazy behaviors Wan Lihui had exhibited during the busy farming season had now all become models for the villagers to imitate. A fever for composting had swept through the village. Meiyang Village had suddenly become cleaner than it had ever been—no one threw garbage in the village anymore. Some followed Wan Lihui's example of venturing into the wild to collect grass, dredging mud from the river to make compost. The small river outside the village was soon dug so clean and clear that the muddy stench had completely vanished.

Every time Wan Lihui came to the village for inspections, many people came to ask him all sorts of technical questions—how to compost, why they should fallow half their land to grow beans... Wan Lihui turned no one away, offering simple explanations. He took the opportunity to promote the benefits of joining the "Divine Society"—though this sales pitch was often rudely interrupted by the Fu household's mistress. Wan Lihui couldn't figure out what the woman was thinking.

"What's she thinking? She wants to keep others from joining the Divine Society." Fu Xi told him with a giggle when she came to clear away his dishes after hearing his question.

"Is that so!"

"She wishes every family in the village would sell their land to our family. If everyone joined the Divine Society and learned your farming methods, there'd be no chance of that..."

"That doesn't seem right." Wan Lihui said. "Common prosperity is the main direction—"

"Hee hee, common prosperity indeed. You people are so strange!" Fu Xi said. "Coming all the way to this remote backwater to teach everyone your skills! I heard at school that any single craft could make a fortune in the Great Ming! 'Teach your apprentice, starve your master'—don't you know that saying?"

"If a master only ever knows that little bit, of course he'll starve. But our knowledge is as vast as the sea!" Wan Lihui made a grandiose gesture.

"Whatever you say." Fu Xi said. "When are you leaving?"

"What, trying to get rid of me?" Wan Lihui looked at Fu Xi with a smile—he had become quite familiar with this household girl of the Fu family. They had developed mutual affection, and their conversations had grown much more casual.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 482 - Eliminating Abuses

"I wouldn't dare." Fu Xi unconsciously smoothed the hair by her temples. "Once you leave, I can go back to the National School. The busy season break is almost over. The Mistress insists I can't leave until you do."

"Soon. I'll leave after I teach them how to store grain." Wan Lihui said. "You really like going to school?"

"Mm!" Fu Xi nodded. "School is a hundred times more interesting than here!" She suddenly lowered her voice. "I really don't want to come back."

The knowledge the National School taught her, the concepts it instilled, had influenced her living habits. The indigenous children were already being subtly changed through assimilation. This is the power of education, Wan Lihui thought. We're starting to cultivate a new generation of people who belong neither to the seventeenth century nor the twenty-first.

"Not wanting to come back is easy. Just find me when the time comes." Wan Lihui said casually. The National School was training them for their own use, not to keep accounts for local rich farmers. This girl was probably being groomed for agricultural work in the same department as himself. A word to Wu Nanhai could get her placed at a farm.

"Really?"

"Of course." Wan Lihui found this strange. Seeing the girl staring intently at him, her cheeks flushed, he secretly sensed something was amiss. This girl was only fourteen—fourteen! Wan Lihui constantly reminded himself to stay resolute.

Fu Xi gazed at him silently for several seconds, then suddenly ran off. Wan Lihui watched her braids bouncing away, his heart somewhat confused.

A few days later, Wan Lihui departed Meiyang Village. Compared to when he first arrived months ago, the Divine Society had become a mythical organization capable of bringing wealth. Families in the village with substantial land were all calculating how to join—all except Fu Yousan. The old man continued responding to all changes with unchanging stubbornness.

The Grain Collection Bureau's notices also reached Meiyang Village. When Chen Minggang had played his "land survey" tricks, Meiyang Village hadn't experienced much turmoil since there were no major grain households there—but the tribute rice burden here was already a heavy five-plus dou, quite onerous.

When the new grain notices were distributed, everyone was surprised to see that tribute rice had been reduced to three dou per shi. For people who had been suffocating under the weight of taxes and extra levies, this was like lifting a stone from their backs, allowing everyone to breathe easier.

"Life has gotten a bit easier since the Australians arrived." Fu Buer sighed. As a small landlord without power or influence, his tax burden had been crushing.

Not only in Meiyang Village but throughout the county, many villagers shared this sentiment. The area was peaceful; going out, people no longer had to fear encountering bandits or pirates. After harvesting grain, there was no need to worry about raids. They could work and rest in peace. Even those without a scrap of land could find work with the Australians to make a living.

With life stable and the newly-established Grain Collection Bureau having standardized the county's "tribute rice" levy while greatly reducing the burden on the people, the autumn grain collection progressed very smoothly. Not only that—grain households who had already paid excess tribute rice received notices that they could collect refunds of their overpayments.

This news quickly caused a sensation throughout the county—no one had ever heard of grain that had reached the government's hands being returned! The sun was truly rising in the west.

Wu Ya had strongly advised Wu De against returning the excess tribute rice.

"Tribute rice has always been uneven—some pay more, some less. What's already been collected doesn't need to be returned." Wu Ya also reminded him: standardizing tribute rice at three dou was certainly beneficial to the people, but the total tribute collected would probably decrease. Various expenses might then fall short—they might even have to make up the difference out of pocket.

Yet Wu De insisted on treating everyone equally to ensure "fairness."

"Even if we have to subsidize it, that's fine. What we want is precisely the word 'equalization'!" Wu De said, unconcerned. In fact, the Planning Committee had already run a simple calculation. As long as every grain household paid according to the three-dou standard, the total tribute rice wouldn't be less than previous years. Even if some subsidy was needed, the cost would be limited.

Grain households who had already paid could bring their grain tallies to the Grain Collection Bureau to complete some paperwork, then take the voucher to Delong to reclaim the excess tribute rice the Household Office had previously over-collected. This was when Wu De once again experienced the chaos of ancient administrative systems.



Quite a few grain households came to the Grain Collection Bureau weeping that they had paid their grain but never received tallies. Upon inquiry, it turned out many small grain households had never received tallies at all. Wu De hurriedly had someone check the records—the figures in the official collection ledgers didn't match what the grain households claimed at all—they were much lower. Only after checking Chen Minggang's working ledgers did they learn the actual figures. The grain households hadn't lied. The Household Clerk's trick was to collect more than recorded, which naturally meant no tallies were issued.

"For everyone who comes to verify, we must help them check thoroughly. Give them refund vouchers according to the ledgers." Wu De thought that if they hadn't cleanly seized all of Chen Minggang's working ledgers and had the help of Zhou Qi, who had defected to their side, these muddled accounts would have been impossible for anyone to sort out.

Besides equalizing tribute rice and refunding over-collections, another major measure was launching the policy of accepting circulation coupons for grain tax payments.

Since the transmigrator collective had begun issuing circulation coupons, they had repeatedly promised that grain circulation coupons could be used directly to offset reasonable burden payments—and they had indeed kept that promise. Now the scope was expanding to formal grain taxes. Nothing could demonstrate the coupons' value better than being able to pay grain taxes with them—especially in this timeline. After all, when the Great Ming government had issued its Great Ming treasure notes and promised they could offset taxes, it had then reneged and demanded copper coins and silver when collecting taxes. In Yan Ming's view, the Great Ming treasure notes couldn't be called currency at all—they were purely a means of government plunder. The government had no intention of maintaining even basic credit, thinking a piece of paper backed by empty words could ensure circulation.

The memory of the Great Ming treasure notes still lingered. In conversations with natives, Yan Ming often heard old people speak of those "paper slips." Counting the years, the treasure notes had ceased circulating at least eighty or ninety years ago, yet their ill effects still hadn't faded.

"Now is our chance to build the circulation coupons' credit." Yan Ming excitedly pointed this out at the Executive Committee's financial work meeting.

That circulation coupons were useful and could buy many things was already an accepted fact among Lingao's people. But the circulation coupon was still just short of being true currency. Once the nation's taxes could be paid with circulation coupons, the resulting increase in credibility would be immeasurable.

After setting this precedent, in the future they could use circulation coupons to push for monetization of tax collection, eliminating the labor-intensive and resource-consuming collection of taxes in kind.

Seeing that these paper slips could actually pay grain taxes made local farmers who had still harbored doubts develop confidence in them. If even the government accepted them, weren't the circulation coupons equivalent to actual grain?

Some who did odd jobs for the transmigrators or traded with them had accumulated substantial quantities of circulation coupons. They didn't even need to deliver grain to Delong. Just bringing a stack of circulation coupons allowed them to pay their grain taxes directly at the counter's posted exchange rate. Both convenient and fast. Delong even opened a dedicated lane for paying taxes with circulation coupons.

"When the Great Ming treasure notes were first issued, they also said they could offset taxes—but the government then broke its word." Wang Zhaomin, who had been closely following the Australians' grain collection activities, sighed. "Now the circulation coupons will stand firm and unshakeable."

The lines of people paying grain soon packed Delong's three branches. Business volumes surged. This excellent situation delighted the Leadership Group members but also brought concerns. The scene of several hundred people queuing daily to pay grain taxes greatly increased the possibility of corruption and fraud. Wu De understood human weakness well. When money was involved, one absolutely couldn't rely on people's self-discipline—strict systems were essential.

As a key enterprise of the transmigrator collective, all of Delong's indigenous employees had been carefully selected and trained. They were not only skilled but also rated highly for loyalty.

"Loyalty doesn't equal integrity. Thinking loyalty will lead to self-discipline is wishful thinking. And don't believe that subscribing to some ideology makes anyone exempt." Yan Ming said. No corrupt official ever failed to wholeheartedly love the system that had promoted them and granted them power. But that love in no way prevented them from massively undermining the system to fill their own pockets—even if doing so would ultimately destroy the system, they didn't care.

He deeply shared Wu De's concerns. He had studied accounting; because of his profession, he felt more strongly than others about using strict systems to regulate behavior. For this reason, he had long ago established a modern accounting system within Delong. This system had ensured that Delong had yet to experience any major internal fraud cases.

Now his system was receiving support from new products developed by the stationery factory. First was carbon paper, which allowed creating multiple copies of documents with identical handwriting. In the past, there had been handwritten multi-copy documents, but since they were written out separately, there was no way to verify whether entries had been made in one sitting or added afterward.

Another important new product was watermark paper. Though primitive watermarking methods had existed in ancient times, the results were poor. The large volume of standardized documents printed for grain collection all used the new watermark paper. This novel paper, which ancient technology absolutely couldn't manufacture, made the document-alteration tricks that had been rampant during grain collection completely impossible. Clerks and secretaries were especially skilled at this craft—cutting out words and phrases from documents and receipts, patching them with paper scraps and paste to appear seamless, then rewriting with brush and ink. Ordinary people could almost never detect it.

Besides Yan Ming strengthening internal monitoring and using various technical means for prevention, Wu De also organized "flying inspections"—unannounced spot checks of the accounts at various branches, verifying the quantities of collected grain and circulation coupons. He also sent people to make covert visits to check whether the fraud techniques that had been ordered prohibited—like large and small measures, heaping, and such—were still being used.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 483 - Surveying the Land

"For those with discrepancies in their accounts, they can be temporarily suspended for investigation. As long as it wasn't intentional, they can still be forgiven." Wu De issued instructions to Zhou Botao. "But if anyone continues committing offenses against the wind and keeps playing these tricks, send them directly to the labor reform camp."

With a series of measures in place, not only were the people satisfied, but the pace of grain collection also accelerated greatly. Though the improvements to the grain levy weren't dramatic in scale, every single one was implemented practically and benefited the people. The transmigrator collective's reputation increased considerably. The Executive Committee was also quite satisfied with Wu De's work.

But the hardest part still lay ahead.

"The land survey work will begin immediately." Wu De announced at the meeting. "This task is more complex than anything we've done before."

First, they had to address the resistance of grain households, especially the major ones. Second, they needed mental preparation for the chaotic state of ancient land ownership.

"...We have the fish-scale registers, Chen Minggang's private ledgers, and confessions from the grain runners and clerks. But all this is still far from enough. These account books only give us numbers. Where exactly is this land located? How much area does it cover? That remains very unclear, with massive errors—we need to verify and check each one."

From social surveys and Divine Society fieldwork reports, they knew that a landowner's holdings weren't connected blocks. Most were divided into small, scattered parcels—especially in areas around the county seat and along both banks of the Wenlan River where agricultural development had begun earliest. Investigating all this would be no easy task.

Students were drawn from the National School and given uniform training on surveying and mapmaking. Umbrella-Shop Little Hu was pulled from the study class. The limping grain runner was so dejected he could barely stand. Wu De asked him simply:

"Want to get out?" Wu De said. "We won't mistreat you! Look at Zhou Qi. Working with us has its benefits!"

And so Little Hu immediately began working for the transmigrator collective. His first assignment was participating in the land survey.

"Work hard."

According to the plan, land survey work was divided into three phases. Before the end of 1629 was the declaration phase. Under the pretext of "exchanging for new deeds," re-registration would be conducted. An order was also issued: any land not registered by the deadline would have its old deeds invalidated and land ownership voided.

The second step was the verification phase. Land survey work teams would go to the countryside to verify each household's declarations, correct data, and simultaneously conduct mapping and registration.

The final phase would issue new land deeds based on verified information. This would serve as the basis for implementing the new tax system. The entire survey was expected to be complete by May of 1630.

Through this unprecedented large-scale land survey, Wu De also planned to simultaneously conduct population and property registration, determining all residential settlements in the county—long-range exploration teams kept discovering small villages with no records at the county yamen. They would try to understand Lingao's manpower and material resources as thoroughly as possible.

Besides using manual census methods, Wu De also planned to make heavy use of technological means—particularly aerial remote sensing. No matter where fields or settlements were hidden, from above everything would be laid bare.

Wang Ruixiang had brought an American-made large model airplane and a remote-controlled helicopter. These two extremely precious treasures had been carefully stored in the Planning Committee's specially-controlled equipment warehouse. These constituted the entire "air force" of the transmigrator collective.

The helicopter wasn't very practical and, because replacement parts were extremely expensive, Wang Ruixiang hadn't purchased many spares. The large model airplane had far more spare parts. This plane was quite large and could carry considerable weight in equipment—perfectly usable as an unmanned reconnaissance drone.

"If only we'd known, we should have gotten a Chujiao-6 trainer," Jiang Hongjun said wistfully as he watched Wang Ruixiang assemble the plane. "Easy to fly and very rugged."

"Buying a real airplane would have been too troublesome." Wang Ruixiang shook his head repeatedly. "The paperwork alone would drive you crazy! I actually think it's a loss that the North American branch didn't buy an ultralight. Those aircraft aren't much harder to assemble than model planes."

"But using this is already quite impressive." Wang Ruixiang added. "The only problem is Lingao's strong winds—this thing is too sensitive to wind. If the main structure crashes and breaks, that'll be the end of it."

"We could actually build an airplane." Jiang Hongjun raised the idea. "Simple aircraft don't require much advanced technology. Weren't early planes just bamboo and wooden frames with an engine attached? We have small motorcycle engines. Add a propeller and it could fly!"

"Zhong Lishi and Wang Luobin are both quite interested in aviation. We should talk to them sometime..."



Before he could finish, someone came to hurry them: "The survey team is about to leave. Hurry up!"

"Almost ready!"

Wang Ruixiang's airplane was carefully mounted on a fixed frame that also served as a launch rack, using rubber-band power for catapult takeoff. After the frame and airplane were assembled, they were loaded onto an ox cart. Then this "aviation ox cart" set off to the countryside under escort of a squad of indigenous soldiers to conduct land remote sensing.

Under Wu De's direction, the land survey commenced in an orderly fashion. To save time, he adopted a method of registration and surveying simultaneously. While waiting for natives to "self-report," they were already beginning to investigate land conditions district by district, first grasping each area's approximate amount of cultivated land, wasteland, and residential settlements. This work relied partly on field teams going to the countryside for on-site inspection, and partly on archival research. The county yamen's document storage room contained masses of original records. A sorting team sent by the Grand Library first went through all land registration archives.

Ming-era cultivated land had numerous designations by nature, mainly relating to land use and origin. The systems were intricately complex—even veteran clerks might not fully understand them. Wu De decided to ignore all of it and first establish actual land ownership status. The sorting team quickly clarified the county's "official land" situation. The results were as expected: the data calculated from original documents didn't match the Household Office records at all—off by more than half.

"Just the official land figures are way off from the Household Office accounts. Missing more than half."

"Those clerks were really corrupt."

"It's not entirely the clerks' fault. Official lands naturally disappear over time. Sometimes tenants occupy them; sometimes local strongmen take them over. Some are even sold off... All sorts of problems, very hard to resolve." The person in charge of sorting reported.

"With these original documents, we can recover the official lands. Transfer everything to the Agricultural Committee!"

"Recovering official lands is certainly legitimate but very difficult." Yu Eshui expressed objection. "Over the years, those cultivating the land have long considered it their own. Now if someone comes waving a centuries-old deed saying this land is theirs, would you accept it?"

"Hmm, that's true."

"Also, these lands may have changed hands many times over the past century or more. We have no evidence to prove current owners are illegal occupiers. So we can only accept the fait accompli. No point wasting effort investigating—it's not cost-effective and would lose popular support."

"That makes sense. Let's just manage the current official lands well first." Wu De thought for a moment. "Actually, let's issue new deeds for these lands too—make everything proper and legitimate."

Ding Ding was also summoned to the Leadership Group office. Besides running the newspaper now, his main energy had shifted to propaganda work. Local popular entertainment activities were extremely scarce—making this an ideal opportunity to occupy the ideological front with propaganda. The Lingao Times had extended its circulation beyond the Green Zone, with more and more local natives recognizing the newspaper's importance. Besides local retail and complimentary distribution, there were now long-term subscribers—mainly local major households eager to understand Australian policy directions.

The Propaganda Department had also recruited all the "performers" in the county, including monks who could chant scripture narratives, Taoist priests who could sing daoqing ballads, and village musicians who performed at weddings and funerals. All were now registered and receiving training. These people would go to the countryside at any time to conduct propaganda activities according to instructions.

But the biggest find was discovering several Lingao puppet theater artists during the social survey. This delighted Ding Ding—Lingao puppet theater was a famous Hainan regional specialty. He had always wondered why they hadn't found any puppet troupes locally. Now he learned this performance form was still in its formative stage.

Ding Ding keenly seized this opportunity. Under his "care," the Lingao Puppet Theater was established—the first salaried professional performance troupe organized by the transmigrator collective. Previously, the performers had all been farmers who only performed at markets during their spare time, earning a few coins. Though quite popular with the common people, they could only stage a few shows throughout the year. Now they could devote themselves entirely to performing.

He invested heavily in the Lingao Puppet Theater—building a small theater for both performances and rehearsals, constructing dedicated dormitories for the performers. These puppeteers had been insignificant folk using inherited skills to scrape together small change because their families had too little land and too many mouths. They weren't respected by society and could fairly be described as cold and hungry. Now the Australians actually valued them, directly hiring them as employees with monthly wages and housing. All the performance equipment—puppets, costumes—was replaced with new items, including various novel Australian gadgets. Every one of them was moved to tears with gratitude toward Ding Ding.

In Ding Ding's view, this was merely basic infrastructure investment. His ambitions were much grander. He wasn't satisfied with just one Lingao Times. Future media mogul of the empire—that was his goal. Of course, not a decadent capitalist mogul like Murdoch, but a media mogul wielding political power.

Ding Ding not only provided the troupe with new performance equipment but also showed them recordings of Fujian glove puppet shows. That puppet theater could reach such levels astonished the performers.

Sometimes opening a window for people sparks infinite creativity. The troupe's level improved by leaps and bounds. Ding Ding also found them a literate scholar to serve as playwright.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 484 - The Typhoon Arrives

"The carts are no problem. I'll give you another ten—plus twenty Purple Lightnings. As for loudspeakers, the Planning Committee probably won't approve any more." Wu De said. "You can't keep relying on noise. Think of some other forms of mass entertainment that people enjoy—something simpler, preferably not requiring electricity."

"To ensure the propaganda offensive remains persistently effective," Ding Ding instructed his "generals" at a special Propaganda Department meeting, "the interval between propaganda cart rounds through each village must be shortened as much as possible—"

"Report!"

"We're the Propaganda Department, not the military. No need for that." Ding Ding corrected the propaganda trainee who had stood up ramrod-straight to report—the Army had trained these people into conditioned reflexes. "Just speak directly."

"Yes." The man clicked his heels together in proper German style. Ji Denggao had previously made his living as a fortune-teller in Guangzhou—a profession with huge wealth disparities. When Ji Denggao, whose skills were mediocre, had been on the verge of starving to death on the streets, he was saved by the Guangzhou Station's routine collection operations. He was subsequently sent to Lingao, studied for several months, and then came to the Propaganda Department to apply his silver tongue.

"Currently there are still too few propaganda carts. A full cycle takes forty days to complete. Adding a few more carts would help—the loudspeakers are very effective."

"I have carts, but no more loudspeakers to put on them." Ding Ding shook his head. Just as Wu De had anticipated, since high-powered speakers couldn't be manufactured locally in the short term, the Planning Committee held them tightly—not a single extra unit would be released.

"Could we get more drums and gongs?"

"Fine." Though he said this, actual stock might not be available. Drums and gongs were simple items, but in Lingao they were equally unavailable—this remote little county couldn't obtain any handicraft items requiring even moderate skill. At minimum, they would have to be purchased from the prefectural capital.

"With extra drums and gong equipment we could organize several lion dance troupes..."

"Lion dance?!" Ding Ding had an awakening—how had he not thought of this! This was a beloved form of folk entertainment among the Chinese people.

"There are craftsmen who can make the lion heads and people who know the dances." Ji Denggao was Cantonese and very familiar with lion dance activities. "Country folk love watching spectacles. Lion dances are excellent for gathering crowds."

"Not bad. A very good idea." Ding Ding jotted a note in his notebook: write slogans on the lion costumes.

Ji Denggao's face lit up with excitement that his first suggestion had been accepted: "Thank you, Chief!"

"This task is assigned to you." Ding Ding said, writing out an authorization letter and stamping it with the Propaganda Department's seal. "First organize ten lion dance troupes. I'll go to the Planning Committee about the drums, gongs, and lion-making materials." He added, "This is on an amateur basis, but we can give some allowances. It'll provide entertainment for everyone in the meantime."

"Understood, I'll get right on it!" Ji Denggao knew he had been entrusted with an important mission. His eyes shone, and unconsciously he slipped back into "old speech." Natives called the Mandarin spoken by Australians "new speech," while their local tongue was "old speech."

While Ji Denggao's lion dance troupes were still being organized, a typhoon of the kind common to Lingao autumns arrived. Wind and rain washed away slogans and notices, temporarily extinguishing the blazing propaganda offensive and bringing the transmigrator collective's storming Great Leap Forward to a halt.

The typhoon from the Beibu Gulf and cold air from the north worked together to create a storm exceeding Force 11—far surpassing the Force 8-9 gales of summer.

Cold air and tropical typhoon stirred up towering waves. Torrential rain poured down. The Wenlan River rose rapidly—summer was already Lingao's rainy season with abundant rainfall, keeping the Wenlan's water level persistently high. With this storm added on top, floods immediately swept through the middle and lower reaches.

Before the typhoon arrived, the newly-established weather station in the Gaoshan Ridge area had issued a timely weather warning—not based on satellite imagery, of course, but on barometers and radar. The weather radar from the Fengcheng had proven to be a true "divine artifact," predicting the typhoon's arrival earlier than barometers alone.

Though the transmigrator collective hadn't encountered typhoons in the autumn of 1628, the Executive Committee had been aware of Hainan's typhoon problems. Lingao averaged five storms of Force 8 or above annually—the least wind-prone area in Hainan. The transmigrators had still made provisions against wind and flood in their construction. Events proved this extra investment was necessary—the 1629 typhoon came in fierce. Rain, wind, and floods swept through the Wenlan River basin, destroying houses and fields, sweeping away people and livestock, flooding equipment...

The transmigrator collective had made all precautionary preparations in advance: reinforcing facilities, relocating materials, rushing to harvest grain, evacuating personnel. But immovable structures and heavy equipment still suffered losses. Waves destroyed parts of the Bopu dock facilities, throwing more than ten vessels onto the shore. More than half the wooden structures at the quarantine camp were damaged.

Industrial enterprises suffered heavy losses. Gales tore off part of the glass factory's roof; three annealing furnaces were destroyed by rainwater, forcing the factory to cease operations for repairs. Some of the chemical plant's towers, tanks, and pipes were blown down. Because of damage to buildings, roads, and partial flooding of some factory buildings, all industrial enterprises under the Industrial and Energy Committee were forced to halt production. The power line between Bopu and Bairun was severed; landlines and the newly-laid telegraph were completely interrupted. Roads were washed out in multiple places, completely cutting off traffic between Bopu and Bairun.



The Agricultural Committee's breeding base suffered severe damage to its pens and shelters, though the livestock had been relocated and escaped harm. Some fields were destroyed, but all farmland that had completed standard renovations withstood the wind and rain with minimal losses—validating the effectiveness of standardized farmland development.

Over a hundred structures collapsed in Bairun City and Bopu Base. The prefab simple-housing dormitories in Bairun City were mostly destroyed—fortunately, most transmigrators had already moved out of the dorms. Their personal belongings had been placed in container-converted warehouses before the typhoon and were unharmed.

Thanks to the weather station's early warning, people and materials were evacuated and relocated promptly, limiting losses. The National School had suspended classes in advance, transferring all children to bases in the Gaoshan Ridge area for shelter. The Grand Library's materials and important equipment had also been moved to the relatively safer Gaoshan Ridge area well ahead of time.

But losses among ordinary people were quite severe. The Wenlan River basin particularly suffered from flooding as the waters rose. Many households that hadn't finished harvesting their grain suffered major losses. Many houses were destroyed; human and animal casualties were considerable.

Bopu Harbor, just ravaged by the typhoon, was a scene of devastation. Debris floated and drifted—some from the sea, some washed from the land by floodwaters. Among the flotsam were human and animal corpses, bellies swollen. The primitive boom cranes erected along the shore earlier had been swept away without a trace. Dozens of meters of wooden jetty had been destroyed. Ships thrown ashore lay tilted on the beach. A work crew was dismantling the hulls to salvage the lumber.

On the dock's stone quay, scattered remains of burnt incense and paper ash marked where many families who had lost loved ones in the typhoon—unable to find bodies—could only conduct memorial rituals from the shore.

Health department personnel organized laborers to recover floating human and animal corpses from the harbor. A smell of various degrees of decomposition filled the port. The shadow of an epidemic outbreak loomed over the transmigrator collective.

Most of the transmigrators had never had direct experience with natural disasters—they'd only seen their power on television. Now they discovered they not only had to face natural disasters but also deal with the aftermath—in other words, emergency rescue and disaster relief wasn't the People's Liberation Army's job anymore. It was now the Executive Committee's responsibility.

"All right, we'll need to temporarily set aside various projects and focus on emergency rescue and recovery first." Wen Desi said helplessly at the Executive Committee's emergency meeting.

Shan Daoqian was assigned to urgently repair the damaged roads and communication lines, ensuring contact between the various bases—without communication, people inevitably became nervous. This applied to both transmigrators and indigenous personnel equally. Morale had to be stabilized immediately. The Executive Committee dispatched several teams to separately contact the cut-off bases and conduct inspection and comfort visits. For this purpose, they specially put back into service several agricultural vehicles and off-road motorcycles that had previously been mothballed.

The Health Department organized personnel to clear corpses and garbage, using bleach for disinfection and epidemic prevention. The Agricultural Committee repaired embankments and irrigation channels. The Construction Company patched up damaged buildings and facilities. The Army and Militia moved into key points to maintain order while clearing debris...

These were all expected matters. But the thornier problem emerged soon after—refugees appeared. In the three or four days following the typhoon, hundreds of refugees had flooded into the county seat begging. They didn't dare go to East Gate Market because of the regulations against vagrants there.

Reports from all quarters indicated this year's disaster was quite severe. Wu De sent people to all locations to order the village liaisons to come immediately for a meeting to report on conditions.

"Prepare to open gruel stations and build temporary camps." The Executive Committee issued instructions to the Civil Affairs Committee. "Receive and provide relief to refugees!"

Refugees who had lost their homes and grain had no choice but to flee seeking charity. This would not only cost valuable population; large numbers of displaced people also increased the risk of epidemics.

The Civil Affairs Committee accordingly set up refugee reception stations outside the county seat and outside East Gate Market to provide relief for homeless people whose houses had collapsed. They also planned to open gruel stations at multiple markets throughout the county and distribute grain from the granaries to provide relief.

"Go visit Wu Mingjin right away. We need to discuss disaster relief with him."

Wu Mingjin was quite enthusiastic about this matter. After Xiong Buyou visited him, he personally ordered the county granary opened and grain allocated.

"The state of the county treasury—your distinguished company surely knows better than I do." Wu Mingjin said with concern. "The accounts may balance, but as for how much grain there actually is..." He performed the classic Chinese bureaucrat's head-shaking sigh, indicating he knew the situation was bad but there was nothing to be done—and of course, he bore no responsibility.
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Xiong Buyou knew the county granary's situation well: the accounts and stored grain matched perfectly—it was just that the quality was far below standard. A large portion of the rough rice reserves consisted of aged grain that by modern standards was only fit for animal feed. There were barely a hundred-odd shi of rice fit for human consumption.

So Xiong Buyou had his sights set on the Ever-Normal Granary. Ancient states had very limited communication and transportation capabilities. For ordinary natural disasters, expecting the court to provide relief was unrealistic. In most cases, local officials had to handle things themselves. Besides the county granary, which the magistrate directly controlled, there were also community-stored grain reserves and similar warehouses.

The general idea was that local gentry and grain households would donate some grain each year to build up reserves for distribution during disaster years. The concept and method were sound—the execution, however, invariably went awry. Ever-Normal Granary reserves were often misappropriated by the government, leaving the system existing in name only. Lingao's Ever-Normal Granary building was impressively constructed, but for over a century, not a single grain of rice had been stored there.

Xiong Buyou's plan was to have the County Magistrate issue a notice calling on gentry and landlords to make "charitable contributions" to the Ever-Normal Granary. This kind of charade happened every year, and the gentry were long accustomed to it. When the magistrate came to "solicit donations," they would typically produce ten or twenty shi as a token gesture. This way, they could collect two or three hundred shi of grain.

"That's easy enough." Wu Mingjin was pleased that although the transmigrator collective held actual power over the yamen, they still came to consult him on everything. "I'll issue a notice."

He ordered a notice drafted calling on all gentry and grain households in the county to make charitable contributions to replenish the Ever-Normal Granary rice for disaster relief.

"The bulk of relief grain will still have to come from us." Xiong Buyou told Wu De. "I asked the County Magistrate—he says they can only solicit about two hundred shi of rough rice and miscellaneous grains annually."

"How much do we need for relief?"

"The Planning Committee is still tallying damage," Xiong Buyou said. "But two hundred shi plus what's in the county treasury definitely won't be enough."

"If we have to provide it, then we provide it. Being rulers means bearing some obligations." Wu De said with frustration. "Now we'll also have to exempt some grain taxes. This is turning out to be a losing proposition!"

Since the Australians took the lead, no one else dared refuse. This round of "charitable donations" was exceptionally enthusiastic. Soon four hundred shi were collected from various sources.

Wu De ordered some of the rice distributed to gruel stations throughout the region to be cooked and served to the refugees.

"Pay attention—keep the food rations adequate. They shouldn't fall below people's normal caloric intake levels." Wu De instructed Jiang Qiuyan, who was in charge of refugee health. "Also, bring in some pickled vegetables to ensure salt intake."

"Is that really necessary? Just maintain minimum physiological needs so they don't starve. Keep them alive until next spring."

"No, I don't intend to just keep them alive." Wu De said confidently. "They're going to keep themselves alive."

"What do you mean?"

"Next we'll need to feed them even better." Wu De outlined the plan he had already discussed with the Executive Committee.

His relief plan was simple: work-for-relief.

Work-for-relief had always been an effective method in China's history of disaster relief. It not only saved masses of disaster victims but also created many major public works projects. What had worked for the ancients would certainly work for modern people.

At the disaster relief meeting, the Executive Committee decided to use disaster victims from this calamity as the main labor force and begin comprehensive road construction during winter, including hardening all road surfaces.

"Experience has proven," Shan Daoqian said, "that pursuing cheap and fast construction of simple projects is actually the most uneconomical approach." He added, "The lesson this typhoon taught us is exactly that."

Damage to transportation and communication lines had been the most severe. The hastily-constructed roadbeds had already loosened after a summer of rain erosion. The typhoon had washed out more than a quarter of the total road mileage. Only the county seat-to-Nanbo highway had remained unobstructed—partly because inland areas suffered less from typhoons, and partly because this section had been the first to undergo roadbed and surface improvements to accommodate heavy vehicles.



Wen Desi said: "All disaster victims will be assigned to you as laborers. Working through March next year should be enough to repair all the roads. Never mind anything else—first priority is restoring all roads to service!"

"I'm afraid it won't be that fast..."

Wu Nanhai said: "Spring planting starts in March. We need to help disaster victims resume production and get them back on their land as quickly as possible..."

"The way I see it, why bother helping them resume production?" Ma Qianzhu said casually. "We don't need lots and lots of small agricultural producers. Let's use this opportunity to transform them into industrial workers. We'll buy back their land. This is a great chance to promote large-scale agriculture!"

This thinking went against the grain, jumping from simple relief straight to strategic considerations. The attendees exchanged knowing glances: not a bad idea. The transmigrator collective's guiding principle in agriculture was large-scale production. They didn't need a multitude of smallholders. Using a natural disaster to transition this group of farmers off the land wasn't just about increasing directly-controlled labor for the transmigrators—it could also serve to break down the old rural order.

"Since most people don't want to do land reform," Ma Qianzhu said, "we need to seize opportunities like this."

"Taking advantage of people's misfortune—isn't that a bit unseemly?" Wu Nanhai expressed concern.

"Without sheep eating men, how would there have been an Industrial Revolution?" Ma Qianzhu was unconcerned. "Besides, these are fair transactions. As long as there's no coercion, no one can object."

Thus the decision was made: all collected refugees would be converted on the spot into laborers under commune control, assigned housing and private plots according to commune member standards, with children enrolled in school.

Those willing to sell their land would have it purchased by the Agricultural Committee. Those unwilling could keep it—though in practice, once someone became a commune member with production and labor completely controlled by the commune, keeping land would only let it lie fallow anyway. Eventually they would sell to the Agricultural Committee regardless. This so-called "freedom to sell" was mere window dressing.

"These methods are really..." Wu Nanhai expressed regret.

"Compared to nationalizing all land, don't you think we're being quite merciful?" Wen Desi said. He had no interest in land reform games but great interest in comprehensive land nationalization.

Thus the fate of the several hundred already collected in refugee camps and the thousand-plus soon to be collected was decided. Their land gradually fell into Agricultural Committee hands. In some severely affected areas, entire villages' worth of land changed hands this way. However, the land gains weren't as great as imagined. Families with more land typically had better disaster resilience. Most refugees were economically disadvantaged poor peasants and tenant farmers.

Besides establishing refugee camps to receive fleeing disaster victims, the Civil Affairs Committee also conducted relief based on each village's disaster situation—disaster-affected villages were exempted from that year's "reasonable burden." For villages not severely affected with only crop damage, Wu De's relief plan was to have them engage in self-help production. Delong Grain Trading Company would provide loans for rebuilding homes and also lend seeds for buckwheat and other famine-relief crops—these grew quickly, were cold-resistant, and were very suitable for emergency planting in late autumn and early winter. By the following spring, they would lend disaster victims rice seeds and farm implement loans.

Calculations showed the currently mobilized grain was nowhere near sufficient. The seeds alone for spring planting would be a major expense.

With modern management experience and large numbers of well-trained, certified low-level administrative personnel, disaster relief quickly got on track. The scenes of refugees begging throughout the county seat soon disappeared, replaced by orderly refugee camps. Meanwhile, relief operations for affected villages proceeded methodically.

But Wu De wasn't entirely reassured. A major characteristic of grassroots administration was that no matter how good the intentions and determination at the top, it was very difficult to control every low-level administrator's actions—especially when regulations and systems were imperfect and had loopholes. A single grassroots administrator's malfeasance was enough to tarnish the image of all administrative personnel. This was a situation he absolutely didn't want to see.

From ancient times to the present, post-disaster relief invariably became a feast for local power-holders. This was an open secret. Even the court was helpless—knowing full well that relief funds and grain sent down would be skimmed at every level, with barely a tenth reaching disaster victims, they still had to keep sending it. Otherwise, natural disasters would spark popular uprisings—and sometimes even after allocating funds, rebellions happened anyway. The important difference between a flourishing era and a declining era was that in the former, some disaster relief actually reached the victims, while in the latter, it was completely divided up and pocketed.

"Ultimately, it comes down to declining administrative capacity." Wu De said in conversation with Ran Yao. "In flourishing times, institutions operate normally, and official corruption hasn't yet affected administrative execution capability. As corruption becomes increasingly severe, the administrative system's execution capability declines along with it."

Now, for disaster relief, many students still in training programs had been deployed to front-line work. Through their hands, large quantities of relief materials were being distributed—and much of this material, for anyone with intent, wouldn't be difficult to embezzle. Mixing some sand and chaff into rough rice, as long as the amounts were controlled, would absolutely escape notice. And common people didn't possess modern citizens' keen awareness of reporting and defending their rights.

Registering disaster victims was another task with plenty of exploitable loopholes—just like the welfare programs Wu De had seen in the past: people who needed assistance didn't have it, while many living comfortably collected welfare and played mahjong. Given that modern governments with powerful grassroots control still left so many loopholes, how much worse would it be for the transmigrator collective operating under conditions dozens of times more difficult? Wu De knew perfectly well he couldn't personally verify whether each person receiving relief grain or tax exemptions had actually suffered disaster. If anyone wanted to muddy the waters, the chances of going undetected were high.

"You mean you want us to do anti-corruption work?" Ran Yao understood his meaning.

(End of Chapter)
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"Exactly." Wu De nodded. "When interests are at stake, neither conscience nor faith can be relied upon."

From grain collection to land surveying, the Civil Affairs Department's demand for grassroots administrative personnel had exploded. Now, with disaster relief expanding to encompass ever more territory, Wu De and the handful of transmigrators under his command could no longer oversee every detail personally. The loss of direct control gnawed at him.

"But we do political security work, not anti-corruption—" Ran Yao felt that corruption fell outside the purview of the police—it was a matter for a Discipline Inspection Commission. Yet no one in the transmigrator group had experience in such an agency.

"Everything has a beginning," Wu De urged. "Since the agency doesn't exist, why don't you create it?"

"It would be more appropriate for you to submit the proposal." Ran Yao hesitated. Establishing a specialized agency wasn't difficult—anti-corruption could arguably fall under Internal Affairs. But anti-corruption work was far more complex than political security. The director needed an intimate knowledge of the administrative system to spot loopholes and a grasp of finance to penetrate "cooked" books. Moreover, anti-corruption efforts wouldn't stop at natives. History proved the most formidable corrupt elements always had backers at the center, meaning investigations would inevitably touch the transmigrators themselves. The role required someone impartial and iron-willed...

Finding such a person was difficult. And placing this agency under the Interior Department would be unwise—Ran Yao already held too much power. He felt it best to establish it independently.

"I'm not familiar with running secret agencies."

"It's not a secret agency. It has investigative functions, but it's distinct from Political Security," Ran Yao argued. "The Executive Committee should control it directly. Future anti-corruption work will inevitably involve transmigrators."

"You're right." Wu De conceded. Without the backing of the highest authority, such an agency would be toothless.

Wu De drafted the proposal requesting the establishment of an Independent Commission Against Corruption.

The direct result was the Executive Committee's announcement of a "Special Audit Committee." Cheng Dong of the Finance Committee had simultaneously submitted a report requesting an Audit Bureau to supervise the group's material and financial status, citing urgent necessity.

In the spirit of conserving manpower for the revolution and minimizing bureaucracy, the Executive Committee decided to merge the proposals, establishing a single department to manage both integrity and auditing. Thus, the word "Special" was appended to the Audit Committee's title.

Yi Fan was appointed its first director. He was not only an accountant but a professional auditor—a perfect match for the role. His appointment was strongly backed by the Finance Committee, who viewed the transmigrator group's current financial system as a sieve riddled with loopholes—a hotbed for corruption that demanded a professional guardian.

"Is he suitable?" Wu De eyed the fat man sitting solemnly behind the conference table. He looked like a petty clerk. His auditing skills were likely sound, but did he possess the necessary steel?

"Should be no problem," Ran Yao whispered. "Yi Fan is a totalitarian..."

"Understood." Wu De nodded. Totalitarians generally recognized no family ties and would stop at nothing to maintain the system. He was perfect.

True to form, Yi Fan's maiden speech revealed strong authoritarian tendencies. His first request was to rename the Special Audit Committee to the "Special Audit Committee for Eliminating Corruption and Sabotage"—abbreviated as "Cheka."

"Here it comes, see?" Ran Yao chuckled softly. "Just like the Germanophiles who get excited over Iron Crosses and Tiger tanks, these guys get ecstatic at the mention of the KGB or Cheka."

The room exchanged glances. Finally, someone pointed out that even in Russian, the abbreviation for his proposed title wasn't "Cheka." Wasn't this naked cosplay a bit excessive?

"Not at all." Yi Fan beamed. "Anti-corruption is a long-term struggle, a combination of public action and secret investigation." He removed his glasses and began cleaning them with methodical slowness. "Gentlemen, the key to anti-corruption is prevention, not retroactive punishment. Arresting hordes of people, cracking major cases, or even dragging an Executive Committee member out to be shot merely to demonstrate resolve is meaningless—by then, the evil fruit of corruption has already ripened."

"This kid is ruthless. Wants to shoot Executive Committee members right out of the gate," laughed Cheng Dong, the People's Commissar for Finance.

Maybe he really plans to, some thought silently.

"...Therefore, the committee must possess a powerful deterrent capability. To deter crime, we need a name that resonates—a word that makes corrupt elements tremble."

"The name is irrelevant," Wen Desi said slowly. "Call it Cheka or Gestapo if you like. What do you plan to do?"

Yi Fan smiled cunningly. "That depends on how much power the Executive Committee grants me."

In the end, he received the mandate he sought. This freshly baked 17th-century Cheka, in addition to controlling financial and material auditing, was authorized to enter any department under the Executive Committee at any time to inspect and seize account books, records, and material vouchers. It could suspend any department's material requisitions, freeze departmental and personal accounts, and summon individuals for questioning—for up to 72 hours. This summoning power was limited to native personnel; questioning transmigrators required Executive Committee approval.

To ensure strong executive power, the Special Audit Committee was professionally guided by the Finance Committee but reported directly to the Executive Committee.

Yi Fan's department threw itself into work immediately. In a surprise inspection of the refugee camp, he audited the daily rice consumption and found a discrepancy. He had calculated precisely how much brown rice was required to feed the refugee population, yet the current daily consumption was 7.4% higher than his figure.

Consequently, the staff responsible for cooking and distribution were summoned for questioning. Within 24 hours, a small ring embezzling porridge rice was exposed, involving four people. The theft amounted to three shi of rice.

Wu De immediately convened a public trial at the refugee camp, attended by refugees and Civil Affairs staff. The four unfortunates were sentenced to six months of labor reform—"to warn the others."

The effect was immediate and powerful. Subsequent surprise inspections discovered various instances of waste due to negligence, but no further embezzlement. For most students assigned to the welfare department, the "gold content" of the job was high—compared to ordinary laborers toiling at construction sites or docks, they enjoyed "cadre" status with respectable income. Everyone agreed that ruining one's future for a few shi of rice was a fool's bargain.

This case established the reputation of the newly minted "Cheka." Yi Fan was immensely proud. Every day he wore a dark trench coat—leather ones being unavailable in Lingao—assumed a grave expression, and addressed everyone as "Comrade," using full names like "Comrade Wu De."

However, most of his time was consumed by dry, tedious financial auditing. As per the Finance Committee's plan, the "Cheka" was to conduct a comprehensive audit of all institutions.

"This work is heavy burden," Cheng Dong said to Yi Fan in the Finance Committee office. "Drink some kombucha?"

"Just tea for me."

"Actually, kombucha isn't bad. I quite like it." Cheng Dong brewed him a cup of tea.

" The ICAC invites people for coffee; here we have tea," he joked. "I'm afraid you'll be inviting people for tea often in the future."

"I hope not," Yi Fan answered carefully. He realized this conversation was crucial; he needed to grasp the leader's intent.

"This audit is tricky. It likely won't be smooth." Cheng Dong finally reached the main topic.

Yi Fan nodded. The formal financial system had only been gradually implemented since the start of the year. Legacy problems in the accounts would be abundant.

"The most annoying thing is that many ministry heads are either ignorant of the financial system or simply don't care. Some resist, feeling that strict systems and audits imply distrust." Cheng Dong smiled wryly. "Finance personnel are unpopular everywhere."

"They don't understand the importance of the system yet..."

"Yes. Everyone speaks logically about systemic problems—that self-discipline is unreliable and strong systems are necessary. But in reality?" Cheng Dong snorted. "Everyone wants to be the exception."

"That is indeed the case." Yi Fan didn't know exactly what the leader was alluding to, so he simply agreed.

"Which department do you plan to start with?"

"Guangzhou Station, of course. It was established early, handles massive flows of money and materials, and incurs large expenses, including bribery funds," Yi Fan stated. "I imagine the internal accounts are a mess. It should be the hardest nut to crack. If we break it, the rest will follow easily."

"Not necessarily." Cheng Dong shook his head. "Guo Yi stands particularly firm. He has a family background issue and takes extreme care never to offer leverage to anyone. Moreover, since we opened the Delong branch in Guangzhou earlier this year, the Station's financial system has been completely formalized. Though the accounts are voluminous, they likely won't be difficult to organize."
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Yi Fan understood immediately that Cheng Dong wasn't referring to technical complexity—he meant the human obstacles. Certain high-ranking figures harbored a profound distaste for audits.

"No matter how formidable the department, I will see this audit through to completion." Yi Fan set his jaw with an expression of fearless resolve.

Cheng Dong studied his face for a long, measured moment, as if weighing the substance behind the bravado. Then he gave a curt nod. "Very well. Every endeavor must have an auspicious beginning."

Rising from his chair, he retrieved a file box from the locked cabinet behind him.

"These documents pertain to the financial dealings of various ministries and commissions. I believe you will find them instructive."

Yi Fan accepted the box, noting the blank label.

"Study these materials thoroughly," Cheng Dong said, his voice heavy with implication. "They will prove invaluable to your audit work."

"I understand. Thank you." Yi Fan recognized immediately what this must be—a collection of financial irregularities that the Finance Committee had been quietly accumulating. So Cheng Dong had been building leverage all along. Still, for Yi Fan's purposes, this was a gift: a roadmap to each ministry's vulnerabilities, a guide to where he should focus his investigations.

"These are not blackmail materials," Cheng Dong said, as if reading his thoughts. "These minor irregularities may not amount to much individually, and many were not committed with malice. But the beginning is everything. If we fail to establish proper rules now, we will find the enterprise ungovernable when the scale of operations expands. This audit must nip every bad precedent in the bud."

"You truly think ahead," Yi Fan offered, the flattery calculated.

Cheng Dong permitted himself a thin smile, clearly pleased.

"I suggest you begin with the Divine Society under the Agricultural Committee," he continued. "Wu Nanhai is a reasonable man—honest and forthright. He will certainly support your work."

"That department should be straightforward to audit." Yi Fan found this puzzling. Why start with such an easy target?

"You intend to conduct this audit alone?" Cheng Dong raised an eyebrow. "Your subordinates are all novices."

"Ah—you're right." Yi Fan had nearly forgotten this crucial detail. He had no one working under him. While he could soon draw students from the National School's accounting training program to fill the ranks, beyond rudimentary bookkeeping, they knew nothing of auditing. He would need to teach them everything from the ground up.

Taking students into the field and teaching through practical case studies was the most effective training method available. But that required a gradual progression—easy cases first, to build experience.

"I will lend you several professional accountants to assist," Cheng Dong said. "But only on temporary assignment."

Yi Fan squared his shoulders. "I will ensure these accounts are thoroughly examined."



With the receding floodwaters, the transmigrator group's first major natural disaster finally drew to a close. The work of relief and reconstruction remained arduous, but under the gradually crystallizing modern administrative system, no catastrophic failures occurred. Most losses could be recovered.

Grain collection had reached its final stages before the typhoon struck, sparing this year's grain tax from significant damage. This brought considerable relief to Wu Mingjin—in recent years, petitions for tax reductions due to disaster had met with increasingly harsh rejections from above. Nine times out of ten, such requests were denied. At least now he could fulfill his quota.

Wu De shared this sense of relief—the majority of the season's harvest had been preserved. Had the typhoon arrived even a few days earlier, their grain-tax contracting venture would have plunged into total loss.

Yet the business still operated at a deficit. Between relief grain distributions, exemptions on "reasonable burdens," and covering grain taxes for disaster-stricken households, the transmigrator group absorbed a loss of roughly a thousand shi of brown rice this season. Reconstruction expenses added another considerable sum.

Their original scheme—exploiting the arbitrage between cheap rice and expensive silver in Lingao versus expensive rice and cheap silver in Leizhou during the Liaodong Surcharge collection—had collapsed entirely. After the disaster, rice prices in Lingao skyrocketed. Any hope of profiting from the Liaodong Surcharge through speculation was now dead.

"Our only path forward is to accelerate the land survey and implement the new taxation system by next year," Wu De said. "Once we increase the taxable acreage and reform the system, our situation will improve substantially."

Wen Desi frowned. "But that doesn't solve our immediate problem. What about this extra levy of over ten thousand taels for the Liaodong Surcharge? Are we supposed to absorb that ourselves?"

"Further collection would be difficult," Wu De admitted. "I've spoken with Wang Zhaomin and gathered intelligence from retained Household Office personnel. Collecting the Liaodong Surcharge was already a struggle. With this year's flood, it will be even harder."

"I believe we should pay it," Wu De said firmly. "Give the common people a chance to recover. The group can manage bearing ten thousand taels on their behalf."

"Tremendous loss," Cheng Dong muttered, shaking his head. "Tremendous loss."

"We must approach this as a government, not as merchants," Wu De countered. "A government that seeks only profit while avoiding all loss—treating the people and the nation as business propositions—how can it possibly succeed? A wealthy state with impoverished citizens is the harbinger of a dying dynasty."

Yu Eshui nodded sagely. "The ancients observed long ago: Emperor Wen of Sui and his son pitied their granaries rather than their people. The dynasty perished in the second generation, and all those stores of cloth and grain fell cheaply into the hands of the Li family."

"I agree with the principle," Cheng Dong said, "but we currently lack a proper title. We still wear the Great Ming's hat. If we perform this good deed, I fear the common people will credit the Zhu Emperor, and we'll have gained nothing for our investment."

"Let Ding Ding publicize it extensively," Wu De replied. "The people are reasonable. Besides, Lingao is our base of operations. At critical moments like this, we must demonstrate tangible benefits—that is how we ensure they follow us resolutely."

"We pay this year, but what about the next?" Cheng Dong pressed. "We must maintain this for at least several years. What of the Liaodong Surcharge during that time, and the ever-increasing levies to come?"

"Once we implement the tax reforms and the agricultural promotion plan, extracting these funds from Lingao itself will present no difficulty." Wu De spoke with the confidence of someone who had studied the situation thoroughly. "Consider this a loan to Lingao—restoring its capacity to generate revenue."

After further deliberation, the group adopted Wu De's proposal: the transmigrator group would pay this year's Liaodong Surcharge on behalf of the people. The group possessed silver, certainly, but not in such abundance that parting with this sum came easily. The decision caused no small amount of anguish.

Having committed to this course, Wu De had no path of retreat; the land survey must be completed swiftly and thoroughly. Immediately upon returning to the Grain Collection Bureau, he convened a meeting to accelerate progress, dispatching work teams to conduct field measurements in villages where declarations had concluded. Simultaneously, additional propaganda teams regrouped and launched a fresh campaign.



After completing his self-declaration, Fu Buer received a return receipt. He was informed that field verification and mapping of his declared land would follow, after which new deeds would be issued.

Among the handful of landlord households in Meiyang Village, his declaration had been the most comprehensive. He had omitted not a single fen of land—not from any elevated sense of civic duty, but because he alone had witnessed the full extent of Australian power. He understood their capabilities far better than his neighbors.

The other households had, without exception, employed strategies of partial reporting. Some declared only paddy fields and concealed garden plots. Others reported only parcels with existing deeds while hiding reclaimed land. Still others listed contiguous blocks but omitted fragmented corner plots. As for the village's wealthiest man, Fu Yousan, he had declared only his registered, deed-bearing land, confident that his hidden fields in the mountain hollow remained secure.

Fu Yousan had even dispatched servants bearing daily necessities to the farmstead, instructing his second son and the tenant workers to avoid the village for the time being—to stay clear of any trouble with the Australians.

Ordinary villagers, with their meager holdings or tenant-farmer status, naturally harbored no such concerns.

Into this atmosphere, the survey work team descended upon Meiyang Village.

The scale of the operation exceeded anything the village had witnessed, surpassing even the work teams deployed during the bandit suppression campaigns. Beyond surveying professionals, there were draftsmen—both transmigrators and trainees. Ox carts arrived laden with a full complement of professional equipment, accompanied by assigned security personnel. A formidable contingent exceeding one hundred souls.

Wang Ruixiang commanded this enterprise. Of course, he understood nothing of surveying—it was perfectly normal for leaders to lack expertise in the profession they oversaw. What he possessed was knowledge of mechanics and drafting, considerable combat prowess, a voice loud enough to carry, and the capacity to intimidate the locals through sheer presence. This combination sufficed for leading the work team.

Given the number of personnel and quantity of equipment, the operation would not conclude quickly. The work team established a temporary camp in the open ground beyond the village. Within eight hours, a compound surrounded by barbed wire and equipped with modular guard towers stood complete. The spinning blades of wind generators caught the attention of curious villagers who gathered to gawk.

Such investment was not, of course, devoted solely to Meiyang Village. The team's purview extended to six or seven surrounding villages as well. For this reason, it had been equipped—unusually—with four-wheeled agricultural vehicles for reaching more distant locations.

Once established, the work team immediately commenced field measurements and mapping of each household's land. This process employed the new weights and measures system exclusively. The mu was uniformly calculated at 667 square meters, while all linear measurements used the metric system.

Land verification proved intricate. Beyond confirming the area and location of each household's declared holdings, those with old deeds required cross-referencing to prevent misreporting—though this was hardly the most troublesome aspect. However inaccurate the old documents, they at least provided baseline references. The vast quantities of unregistered, deed-less land presented the true chaos. During field verification, the work team encountered multiple claimants for the same parcel, overlapping boundaries, and property disputes that erupted in tears, accusations, and physical altercations right there in the camp. The team found itself serving as impromptu civil arbitrators, urgently summoning several members from the "Law Club" to assist. Some villagers could not even articulate the precise location of their land, confusing one plot for another; others reported incorrect areas—every conceivable complication presented itself. The camp hummed with ceaseless activity, as raucous as a beehive.
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The surveying and verification work consumed considerable time. Under modern methods, problems yielded one by one, and the land map of Meiyang Village spread across the center of the command tent grew steadily clearer. Numbers and colored blocks crowded the floor—a dense configuration comprehensible only to specialists, its kaleidoscopic complexity resembling an abstract painting.

From the emerging picture, it became obvious that certain households had concealed their acreage. Numerous surveyed parcels bore no declarants whatsoever. These were undoubtedly hidden fields. Exercising caution, Wang Ruixiang personally met with Fu Buer and several village elders to inquire whether any outside landlords had purchased land within the village. The answer was negative.

Excellent, Wang Ruixiang thought, settling back in his tent. Now you shall be made examples. As for precisely which families had failed to declare, he felt no urgency to investigate. They would confess readily enough when the time came to issue land deeds.

On the appointed day, Wang Ruixiang convened a village-wide assembly on the threshing floor to distribute the new deeds in person.

The new land deeds featured a double-page certificate format with unified serial numbers. Cover and backing consisted of thick, durable cardboard. The inner pages were heavy-duty cardstock with watermarks produced at the paper mill. To sidestep the inconvenience of reissuing deeds after formal independence was declared, the documents bore only the name of the Lingao County Grain Collection Bureau, stamped with its official seal. Only the final page carried the seal of the Lingao County Magistrate—a concession to public trust while the Great Ming's banner still flew.

Beyond recording landowner, area, dimensions, and location, each deed included a scale plan drawn according to modern cartographic standards. The documents existed in triplicate: one copy for the landowner, one for the Household Office archives, one for the Grand Library.

When the distribution concluded, Wang Ruixiang made his announcement: all remaining undeclared land would be confiscated as ownerless property.

"It would be a shame to leave so much land lying fallow," he remarked, affecting indifference. "However, the county has already recruited considerable numbers of refugees from Guangdong. The ownerless parcels will be distributed to them for cultivation." He let this sink in before adding, "More than a dozen households will be settling in your village. I trust everyone will get along harmoniously."

Everyone in Lingao knew the Australians were ferrying boatload after boatload of refugees from the mainland through Bopu. Presenting this as a logical consequence—using the village's unclaimed land to settle them—was both reasonable and irrefutable.

The villagers stood stunned. Not merely those who had hidden land, but even the tenant farmers felt the blow—what a ruthless maneuver!

"Very well, deeds have been collected. Everyone may disperse."

The courtyard erupted into agitated murmuring.

"Chief! Have mercy!" A shrill scream pierced the din. A woman from one of the landlord families, hearing that all undeclared land would be seized and given to mainlanders, lost whatever composure she possessed. Heedless of her household patriarch's authority, she burst from the crowd, fell to her knees, and crawled forward to prostrate herself at Wang Ruixiang's feet.

"We lowly folk still have land we haven't declared—"

"Too late. The declaration period has closed." Wang Ruixiang's face remained impassive. "In another month, the mainland immigrants will arrive."

Pandemonium erupted. Families throughout the courtyard who had initially feigned calm now shattered utterly. They collapsed to their knees in a collective wave, pleading desperately.

Wang Ruixiang remained unmoved. He let them kneel there—young and old alike—weeping and begging. Let them cry, tear at their garments, beat their breasts. The family facing the heaviest losses stood to forfeit nearly half their holdings. Several elderly members and children fainted from the intensity of their wailing.

"I told you repeatedly: declare truthfully. Declared reclaimed land receives a deed; undeclared land is treated as ownerless even if you possess an old document." When the scene had reached its peak, Wang Ruixiang allowed a note of feigned sympathy to enter his voice. "There is nothing to be done if you refused to listen. The mainland immigrants are arriving soon. Now you come forward to say you concealed land—tell me, what am I supposed to do?"

"It was lard blinding our hearts! Please, Master, show mercy!" A dense throng knelt before him; the old men at the front had battered their foreheads against the ground until blood ran.

"Spare me the performance. If we hadn't measured, you wouldn't be here begging," Wang Ruixiang said coldly. "Perhaps you'd be snickering at home this very moment, congratulating yourselves on your cleverness."

These words struck at the heart of the matter. Those kneeling below turned ashen and found themselves unable to reply.

Wang Ruixiang cleared his throat. "If you have the courage to deceive, you must have the courage to face consequences. Stop behaving like men without spines."

"We lowly ones will never dare again!" The supplicants continued their entreaties, their foreheads striking the stone with audible thuds. Several had raised swollen, bleeding lumps.

Women in the crowd keened and sobbed. Many villagers had gathered on the threshing floor to watch—mostly ordinary farmers. Seeing the village's wealthy reduced to such wretchedness brought a grim satisfaction. Some permitted themselves smiles; others jeered from the sidelines.

Fu Buer stood among the onlookers, maintaining a neutral expression and keeping silent. Inwardly, however, he felt vindicated—this gamble had paid off. The Australian, whose rough exterior concealed considerable shrewdness, had just praised him as a "model" and made many promises. Whether those promises would be fulfilled remained uncertain, but at minimum, all his land remained intact.

He stole a glance at Fu Yizhuang, eldest son of Fu Yousan. The young man was drenched in nervous sweat. The Fu Yousan household had held their silence and made no confession. They remained convinced the farmstead's location was hidden and that the Australians hadn't discovered it. But confronted with this spectacle, Fu Yizhuang's confidence crumbled. The torment was unbearable. Silently, he cursed his father—always the one hatching schemes, but when confrontation came, always hiding himself and sending others to the front.

"Very well," Wang Ruixiang said at last, observing that foreheads were swollen from kowtowing and the assembly teetered on the verge of collective collapse. He finally relented. "Seeing how pitifully you plead, I will offer everyone a path forward."

"Thank you, Chief—" They moved to kowtow again.

"Save your gratitude." Wang Ruixiang's smile was thin and cold. "If any of you exposes another household in this village that failed to declare honestly, I will grant you an opportunity for leniency."

Silence fell across the courtyard. Every gaze swung toward Fu Yizhuang. Everyone in the village knew the Fu Yousan family possessed far more land than they had reported.

Wang Ruixiang followed the collective stare. Fu Yizhuang felt the weight of their attention like needles against his spine. His legs trembled; he wanted to fall to his knees and beg for mercy. He forced himself to maintain composure, reassuring himself silently: No matter how capable these Australians may be, they lack clairvoyance and supernatural hearing. Even the villagers cannot articulate the farmstead's precise location. What is there to fear? Even if someone wished to inform, they would be unable to describe where the land actually lies.

"The Fu Yousan family has considerable holdings." At last, someone concealed in the crowd spoke in an undertone.

Those kneeling seized upon this as if grasping a lifeline. They transformed into vicious dogs, scrambling to their feet, eager to tear at the Fu Yousan household. Men, women, and elderly alike shouted vehemently: "The Fu Yousan family has undeclared land!"

The accusation rose into a wave that crashed against Fu Yizhuang. His face went pale. Watching these same people—who mere moments ago had been kneeling and begging for mercy—abandon kinship, clan loyalty, and neighborly bonds to betray his family without hesitation filled him with such fury he nearly vomited blood.

He forced himself to maintain composure. Chief Wang's gaze had fixed upon him. Steeling himself, he answered:

"My family's land has all been declared. There is no concealment."

"He's lying!" A woman shrieked. "That miser Fu Yousan is the greatest hoarder of wealth. His family has piles of grain they cannot finish eating. He buys land every year—there must be other holdings!" Her words ignited a frenzy of agreement.

Wang Ruixiang raised a hand for silence, then beckoned Fu Yizhuang forward. "Does your family truly have no additional land?"

"Truly, none." Fu Yizhuang committed himself to brazenness.

"None in other villages either?"

"My family's holdings are modest. We cannot manage land purchased in other villages."

"Don't you have brothers? Where are your brothers?" Wang Ruixiang inquired.

Fu Yizhuang started. He hadn't expected the Australians to possess such detailed knowledge of his family. On reflection, Fu Buer must have informed them.

"Erzhuang went to visit his wife's maiden family."

"Hmm." Wang Ruixiang studied him for a long moment. "And your father?"

"He—he is unwell—"

"Unwell again? Remarkable how conveniently he falls ill, and always at precisely the right moment." Wang Ruixiang's smile carried no warmth. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. "Wouldn't you say?"

"Y-yes—" Fu Yizhuang was caught entirely off guard.

"Your family possesses undeclared land." Wang Ruixiang spat on the ground. "You and your father believe we cannot find that place. Am I correct?"

"I wouldn't dare, wouldn't dare presume—" Fu Yizhuang stammered, trembling uncontrollably.

"I'll tell you plainly now," Wang Ruixiang announced, sweeping his gaze across the assembled crowd, "nothing escapes our eyes!" He turned back to Fu Yizhuang's quaking form. "Go home and inform your father: we have no need of torture. Within three days, we will know precisely how much land your family holds. When that time comes, your household will pay double."

Fu Yizhuang wanted desperately to confess, but the thought of his father's inevitable reaction stopped him. Fu Yousan would never believe any explanation—the blame would fall squarely on him. He feared his father as a mouse fears a cat. Even knowing the gravity of the consequences, he dared not defy Fu Yousan's decree.

"Chief, I cannot make decisions for the family." Fu Yizhuang was in turmoil, practically begging. "Please forgive me! Forgive me!"

"Useless!" Wang Ruixiang eyed him with contempt. "A man past thirty, taking no responsibility for his own household affairs!"

Fu Yizhuang seethed inwardly. Dare I take responsibility in this family? Fu Yousan maintained an iron grip on everything. Though he was the eldest son, his father ordered him about like a common laborer. Naturally, he could voice none of this. He simply lowered his head and maintained his silence, determined to say nothing even under threat of death.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 489 - Iron Birds and Thousand-Li Eyes

"Very well. Since that is your position, the truth shall reveal itself within three days." Wang Ruixiang did not yet know the precise location of Fu Yousan's concealed fields, but his confidence was unshaken. "You may go."

"Thank you, Chief." Fu Yizhuang led his family members away in a wretched procession.

"As for you households who have earned merit through exposure," Wang Ruixiang continued carelessly, addressing the remaining families, "I will grant you a second opportunity to declare."

"Thank you, Chief!" "The Chief is wise!" "The Chief's boundless mercy—"

"Enough flattery," Wang Ruixiang cut them off. "But do not imagine this settles matters so simply." He then announced the punishment scheme.

Every household caught concealing land would bear the full relocation costs for one immigrant family, including house construction, land clearing, and three years of provisions.

Those still kneeling turned ashen. No trace of relief at receiving exemption crossed their features.

The burden was substantial. Combined with regular taxes, these larger farming households would accumulate no wealth for three years—barely scraping by. Yet without a severe penalty, there would be no deterrent effect. Wang Ruixiang privately considered the punishment rather lenient.

"Well? Find the burden excessive?" Wang Ruixiang said. "Then perhaps we should forget this arrangement..."

"No, no—we shall never forget the Chief's great kindness," the old man kneeling at the front responded with desperate speed. Weighing evils, suffering three years of poverty remained preferable to losing the land outright—that would be catastrophic.

"Gratitude is nonexistent. You probably all despise me to the marrow." Wang Ruixiang spat before him, and the old man shuddered, unable to muster even a denial.



After the assembly dispersed, the village divided into two distinct atmospheres. Ordinary families treated the humiliation of the larger households as dinner-table entertainment, their conversations seasoned with no small amount of schadenfreude. The punished families, meanwhile, sank into dread. Wang Ruixiang's performance had terrified them. These households dared not light lamps, huddling instead in darkness to whisper their fears.

The Fu Yousan residence fell into deathly silence after Fu Yousan's roars and wails subsided—sounds that had accompanied Fu Yizhuang's beating as the son fled through the house. No one in the Fu household dared provoke the patriarch, but at present, the family demon possessed no recourse beyond throwing tantrums. He remained firmly convinced the Australians could not locate his land. Yet the Australians clearly believed with equal conviction that he had concealed holdings. Whether they found it or not, they would surely punish his family severely as an example. This terrifying prospect gave Fu Yousan no peace.

Fu Yizhuang summoned his courage to suggest that honest declaration remained the better course. Going now to beg for mercy would mean, at worst, bearing the cost of three years' provisions for one immigrant household. This earned him several fresh lumps on his head. Fu Yousan refused to accept any loss; he maintained that the Australians were people of unknown origin, lacking legitimate governmental authority.

His son attempted several times to point out that bandits also lacked official sanction, yet they extorted money and grain just the same... These truths, of course, earned him additional strikes of the rod. He was forced into silence.

"Bandits want money and grain, but they wouldn't want our land!" Fu Yousan's eyes blazed crimson. "These beardless thieves! Hmph—let us see how they find it!" He paced the central hall. "Go file a complaint with the authorities!"

Fu Yizhuang and Fu Sanzhuang, standing below, gaped in disbelief. Report to the officials? Had the old man lost his wits? Everyone knew the Australians effectively were the government in Lingao now. Even Master Wu treated them with deference. Filing a complaint would simply invite a beating.

"Who said anything about the county yamen!" Fu Yousan snarled. "Go to the prefectural yamen to file! These bandits! Sanzhuang, pack your things—take two taels of silver and ten days of dried rations. Leave tomorrow and beat the drum to lodge a complaint at the prefectural yamen!"

These brothers had been cowed by their father for years; his tyranny had frightened them witless. Though they recognized yet another of their father's delusional schemes, they dared not contradict him to his face. They quietly withdrew.

Fu Sanzhuang complained once they were alone: "Elder Brother, what should we do? Actually travel to Qiongzhou Prefecture?"

"Taking two taels of silver to report to the officials—do you imagine officials are living Bodhisattvas?" Fu Yizhuang knew his father's character intimately: obsessed with control yet incompetent in execution. He insisted on deciding every matter large and small, yet always delegated the actual work. As for appearing before officials—he dared not even face a petty clerk. If the family failed to perform to his satisfaction, he would lose his temper and resort to beatings.

"Besides, if government troops actually came for suppression, providing their provisions and wages would bankrupt our family!" Fu Sanzhuang agreed that their father grew increasingly senile. Sensible people avoided such entanglements at all costs—yet he wanted to throw himself into them.

Fu Yizhuang nodded. "Our family has no connections among the officials. How could Father even conceive of reporting to them? Truly addled."

"But Father ordered it." Fu Sanzhuang lacked the courage for open defiance.

"Find somewhere to hide for a while. Return in a few days and claim the task is done." Fu Yizhuang possessed greater resourcefulness. "He won't have the nerve to verify with the prefectural yamen anyway."



The next morning, Wang Ruixiang wheeled the "drone" from the command tent. This "treasure" was stored in a dedicated container converted into a specialized case, enjoying "Special Class 1 Equipment" treatment.

Wang Ruixiang and Jiang Hongjun carefully broke the seal and lifted the craft out.

Except for fragile components, the aircraft had been fully assembled in Bairun City and secured on a custom-built rack. Only the wings required attachment before takeoff. Given the relatively flat terrain and the availability of free labor to level a runway, Wang Ruixiang decided against the still-immature catapult launch, opting instead for conventional taxiing.

The native members of the work team had heard tales of Australian "iron birds" capable of flight but had never witnessed the reality. Seeing this blue-and-white object emerge, they swarmed around it.

The thing was breathtakingly beautiful. The streamlined form and smooth, gleaming surface of the model aircraft struck everyone who beheld it. But could such a thing actually fly?

In their experience, flying objects were kites and Kongming lanterns—constructs of gossamer-light materials. That something so manifestly heavy-looking might take to the air filled them with skepticism. Yet upon reflection, if Australians could make great iron ships float upon water, making this object fly was probably no more difficult.

When the iron bird soared into the sky, sensation rippled through the camp. Most native personnel had never witnessed anything like it. Many sprinted after the aircraft involuntarily, shouting as they ran, consumed by excitement.

Wang Ruixiang climbed the observation tower with his equipment to operate from above. His gear included the aircraft's remote control, a monitor, and various other devices. The model was equipped with both a video camera for real-time transmission to the small monitor before him and a still camera. Viewing the ground from above revealed details invisible from the surface. This was the source of Wang Ruixiang's confidence in using the aircraft for land surveying.

He designed a zigzag flight path centered on the camp. In addition to live video, the digital camera captured an image every ten seconds for post-analysis—uncovering situations that might escape notice during real-time monitoring.

After two sorties, Wang Ruixiang discovered unregistered fields and a housing settlement absent from any map, nestled in a hilly hollow five kilometers south of Meiyang Village. The captured images revealed a settlement of more than twenty rooms. The primary structures were brick-and-tile buildings—a thoroughly developed farmstead.

"Remarkably well hidden." Wang Ruixiang studied the recorded video and photographs with care. The farmstead's location had been chosen with considerable cunning. A single entrance existed, and the access path was virtually invisible from ground level. Without aerial reconnaissance, finding it would have been genuinely difficult.

"Aircraft are certainly useful," Jiang Hongjun observed approvingly. He was responsible for maintaining this drone—their "only child" with no replacement yet manufactured. Extending its service life remained paramount.

"Surveying and land investigation are child's play. The real value will emerge in combat." Wang Ruixiang's thoughts kept returning to military applications. "A pity it's merely a model. Even if it could carry ordnance, we're talking firecracker-level payloads."

Dismissing this line of thought, he summoned Huang Ande. The young soldier had graduated first in his recruit cohort, immediately entered the NCO training program as a corporal, and now held the rank of sergeant.

"Take ten men immediately and proceed to this location to apprehend the occupants." Wang Ruixiang sketched the farmstead's approximate position on the map. "The path is difficult to locate, but you must move quickly."

"Yes, sir!" Huang Ande snapped to attention.

"Escort the occupants back after apprehension. Leave five men at the farmstead to guard the property and grain—apply seals and await the Planning Committee's takeover."

Huang Ande completed the mission efficiently. Three hours later, Fu Erzhuang—along with the farmstead's long-term laborers, household servants, and their families—were roped together and marched back under escort.

They were paraded through the village streets, heading directly for the gate of the Fu Yousan residence. Seeing Fu Erzhuang, who had been missing for days, brought back in bonds by the Australians, villagers poured from their homes to watch the spectacle, following the procession to Fu Yousan's door.

Hearing the commotion outside, Fu Yizhuang hurried out. The sight of his captured brother caused his heart to plummet. He stood mute. Only a single thought remained: It's finished.

"Excellent—your brother has returned." Wang Ruixiang gestured toward Fu Erzhuang. "He most certainly did not visit his wife's family."

Fu Yizhuang's face shifted through shades of green and crimson; he had no idea how to respond. The surrounding villagers had already grasped the situation and began whispering among themselves.

"Not counting your brother, the farmstead contains eleven men and women, two oxen, twenty rooms, a well, and stores of grain and cloth in the warehouse. Quite a fine property." Wang Ruixiang smiled. "Since you insist it does not belong to your family, we shall happily accept it. Have you anything to say?"

Fu Yizhuang released a mournful sigh and hung his head.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 490 - Census and Catching Vagrants

Fu Yousan's household suffered devastating punishment. The entire farmstead was confiscated—land, grain, livestock, and people alike—and an equivalent area of registered Fu family fields was seized as well. The village's former wealthiest man found himself reduced to fewer than fifty mu, barely the holdings of a middling peasant household.

Not long afterward, Fu Yousan went mad. His fortune lay in ruins, and with it collapsed his patriarchal authority. The resentment his three sons had accumulated over years of oppression finally erupted. With no inheritance left to pursue, none of them paid any further attention to Fu Yousan's tyrannical posturing. Fu Erzhuang and Sanzhuang simply took their wives and children, departed Meiyang Village, and traveled to Bairun City to seek employment as workers. Fu Yizhuang abandoned the old man in the backyard, providing only the bare minimum of food and drink while otherwise ignoring his existence.

For Fu Buer, the land verification yielded tremendous benefit. The collapse of the Fu Yousan household elevated him to the throne of the village's wealthiest man. Moreover, following Wu De's instructions, Wang Ruixiang had been directed to cultivate new interest groups within the village as cornerstones of the emerging regime. A rural small landlord like Fu Buer—willing to embrace new ideas and possessed of strong ambition—represented an ideal target for recruitment. Accordingly, great favor was shown to him. Not only was his banquet invitation accepted, but at the celebration, it was announced that the county yamen would present him with a plaque reading "Devoted to Public Service and Law-Abiding." Fu Buer's face flushed with excitement—such an honor was rare indeed, perhaps enjoyed by few in the entire county.

Beyond honor, there were more tangible rewards: Wang Ruixiang issued a special permit exempting him from one year of Divine Society service fees.

Fu Buer's standing in the village soared immediately. The villagers came to regard him as the Australians' representative in the community, and he quickly became a man whose word carried weight. He also became, of course, one of the transmigrator group's most devoted local agents.

Subsequent surveying work in neighboring villages proceeded far more smoothly. News of Meiyang Village's events spread rapidly. Everyone now knew the Australians possessed "iron birds" soaring through the sky with "Thousand-Li Eyes" that missed nothing. Many who had concealed holdings during the declaration period grew deeply uneasy.

Wang Ruixiang capitalized on this anxiety, dispatching teams everywhere to publicize the "voluntary surrender" policy. Any household that had concealed land during the self-declaration phase could secure leniency by coming promptly to the work team to "confess broadly." Those discovered through investigation would not merely forfeit the concealed land—double the amount would be seized.

The moment this announcement spread, an endless stream of households descended upon the work team's station to "surrender." Wang Ruixiang found this deeply satisfying. No longer did he need to venture out to thunder and threaten those wretched souls—the work was mentally exhausting. Now he could focus on another priority: the census.



Exactly how large was Lingao County's population? This was a question no one in the county could answer with confidence. According to the Yellow Registers retrieved from the Household Office, the county contained 6,231 registered households, of which 4,795 were civilian households. The remainder consisted of military households, corvée households, horse station households, and various other categories, each bearing different tax and labor obligations. The total recorded population stood at 33,282, with males accounting for more than two-thirds and women numbering barely over 4,000.

This figure strained credulity. While local population was admittedly sparse, daily observation suggested numbers far exceeding the official count. Clearly, a substantial number of "hidden households" existed.

Wu De specifically consulted Zhou Qi on the matter. Zhou Qi confirmed their suspicions: numerous hidden households existed, primarily to evade taxes and labor service. As for the population figures in the county yamen's records—they were essentially worthless. The numbers published in these Yellow Registers were statistics from the seventh year of Zhengde.

"Ever since the Single Whip Method was implemented during the Wanli reign, with grain taxes collected and transported by officials rather than through the li-jia system," Zhou Qi explained, "these Yellow Registers have served no practical purpose. Supposedly they are revised every ten years, later supposedly every year, but since the records are useless for either tax collection or conscripting labor, the Household Office simply copies the previous year's numbers and makes rough estimates." He flipped to several registers at the back for Wu De to examine. Remarkably, one bore the date of the tenth year of Tianqi—clearly "pre-fabricated." This administrative approach elicited a rueful laugh from Wu De. Certain bureaucratic pathologies, it seemed, were truly inherited across dynasties.

"I see." Wu De nodded. "It would be wise to restore these Yellow Registers properly."

"Yes, yes," Zhou Qi agreed, privately wondering what purpose restoring the Yellow Registers could possibly serve. The system had long been a mere formality.

With Zhou Qi's experience, he could not yet grasp the significance of a genuine census. Another crucial institution the transmigrator group planned to establish—the household registration system—likewise required a census as its foundation. The Ming Dynasty's household registration system had once been rigorously maintained, but by this era it had deteriorated into shambles. The transmigrator group intended to transplant a system that had proven effective in another timeline.

Implementing a new household registration system would inevitably require establishing a grassroots administrative structure—a prolonged undertaking consuming vast quantities of manpower and resources. To rapidly assess the county's population status and advance the next phase of the population development plan, the Executive Committee decided against an immediate countywide rollout of household registration. Instead, they would conduct a census first. For this purpose, they created a population card system. Registration was individual. Each card recorded only name, birth date, gender, education level, ethnicity, occupation, and residence. Every card bore a unique twelve-digit number, laying the groundwork for a future identity card system. Originally, photographs were to be affixed, but since mass printing of photos remained impractical, fingerprint collection was substituted. Based on the collected cards, village-level population registers would be compiled for reference.

The census in Meiyang Village and several neighboring villages was nearing completion. Leveraging the fearsome reputation of the "Iron Bird" and "Thousand-Li Eye," this census proceeded with remarkable smoothness. Not a single person dared evade registration. Rumor held that anyone who failed to register and was spotted by the Thousand-Li Eye would be seized for "labor reform."



In truth, the Thousand-Li Eye had observed other things. During aerial reconnaissance to investigate Meiyang Village's concealed fields, Wang Ruixiang had discovered additional features in the imagery: temporary shacks and small cultivated plots scattered deep in the hills. In one photograph, he even glimpsed a ragged, unkempt man staring upward, mouth agape in astonishment.

"Vagrants, is it? Not an easy existence, hiding in such remote places." Wang Ruixiang muttered to himself as he plotted the distribution of shacks on the map. He would provide this to Huang Ande and task him with leading a team to "catch vagrants."

So-called "catching vagrants" constituted another dimension of census work. "Vagrants" in the county referred to two distinct categories. The first consisted of foreign refugees scattered across the wilderness, eking out survival by reclaiming small patches of wasteland. Most of these refugees originated from the Fujian and Guangdong coasts, with some from Vietnam. To evade government taxes and corvée, they dispersed into uninhabited hill country and mountains, clearing tiny plots to grow minor crops. They passed their days without adequate clothing or sufficient food, barely scraping by. When opportunity presented itself, they also stole from nearby villages or banded together for robbery.

The second category comprised the "loafers" common to every larger village—individuals engaged in no honest labor, subsisting on petty theft. Some also colluded with bandits for "major business" such as robbery and kidnapping.

The transmigrator group held that permitting this situation to continue was, first, a waste of labor, and second, a source of social instability. Therefore, concurrent with the census, a unified operation was conducted to collect and arrest both types. The former would be processed through immigrant procedures and distributed to communes; the latter would be exiled to labor reform camps for compulsory hard labor.

"Quite a considerable number of 'black people' out there." Wang Ruixiang studied the speckled marks on the map, wondering how many more such settlements remained undiscovered. Some had been located during reconnaissance operations by long-range exploration teams and special recon units, but the undetected ones surely represented the majority. The number of population cards registered in Meiyang Village alone exceeded Household Office figures by approximately eighty—across hundreds of villages in the county, how many such unregistered households might there be? Lingao's population potential, it seemed, was far from exhausted.

"Ensure you capture every last one," Wang Ruixiang instructed, holding Huang Ande's gaze. "You have only ten men. You cannot afford to alert anyone during the arrests, or they'll scatter, and the operation becomes considerably more troublesome. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!" Huang Ande replied crisply. He already had a draft plan for capturing them—surprise attack tactics. During his time as a Ming soldier, he had heard veterans who served in Liaodong speak of their fears: first, open field battles; second, serving as night sentries. Standing guard on enemy towers in pitch darkness, if Tartars crept up silently—one either lost one's head or was taken alive.

In the NCO training program, he had mastered new weapons and new tactics that neither the Ming army nor the Tartars possessed. Huang Ande was eager to test these Australian surprise attack methods and see how effective they truly were.

After receiving his orders, Huang Ande assembled his squad. He currently served as an infantry squad leader; his deputy was his longtime comrade Qian Duo. Qian Duo possessed mediocre abilities—adequate in all respects—and had attained corporal rank as deputy squad leader largely through seniority as the army expanded.

Conducting a pre-battle meeting before any action—assigning tasks, discussing details, boosting morale—these were standard procedures in the Australian army. Huang Ande had initially considered them superfluous. Soldiers simply needed to charge in formation with swords and spears, did they not?

He discovered that the Australian military particularly valued "subjective initiative" in soldiers and junior officers. While emphasizing obedience to orders and discipline, they also expected personnel to develop independent views on how to fight more effectively and the capability to handle unexpected situations.

Over time, he came to appreciate the benefits. In any circumstance, soldiers knew what they should do—rather than standing dumbfounded or scattering in a panicked swarm.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 491 - Tang Yunwen Arrives

Huang Ande laid out the mission concisely: the Chief's expectations, the enemy situation, and the concrete implementation plan. According to the map markings, the target area contained a sizable refugee settlement—approximately forty to fifty shacks scattered across a five-square-kilometer radius. The estimated population was no fewer than one hundred souls.

For ten men to apprehend a hundred across such terrain of such complexity was, on its face, an impossible assignment. Yet they possessed two decisive advantages. First, Huang Ande knew the precise location of every shack and the optimal route to reach each. Second, the distance between dwellings measured at least two to three hundred meters, with numerous hills, woods, and tall grass providing separation. So long as they moved swiftly and maintained silence, they could arrest the occupants one by one.

The squad then deliberated on their route of action, deciding to establish a temporary holding point in a relatively central and concealed location within the operational area. They would capture multiple groups before escorting them back collectively, avoiding the waste of time and energy from repeated trips. They also verified communication methods and signals repeatedly until every man had committed them to memory.

"Move out!"

The arrest operation lasted two days. Huang Ande completed the mission successfully, apprehending over one hundred refugees and seizing a quantity of production materials and grain.

Wang Ruixiang ordered all persons and goods transported to Bairun City for processing. The captured refugees—eyes wide with terror and bewilderment—were bound into columns of ten and led away. As for the small plots of land they had reclaimed, the parcels were too scattered and inaccessible to be worth maintaining. All were abandoned to fallow.

The land confiscated from the Fu Yousan household would, per Wu De's instructions, be leased to Fu Buer for immediate cultivation to prevent it from lying fallow. The harvest would be divided forty-sixty between state and tenant.



Outside Bopu Harbor, Qiongzhou Strait.

"This is Bopu?" The voice carried unmistakable surprise.

The speaker appeared to be around forty years of age. His face was dark and weathered, the texture of skin long exposed to sea winds. Yet his eyes retained a keen vitality. He stood on the deck of a two-masted fishing boat—the common type plying the Qiongzhou Strait—his gaze fixed upon Bopu Harbor in the distance.

"Yes, My Lord," the man beside him answered quietly, with evident respect.

"You've forgotten again!" The middle-aged man frowned at his subordinate's inability to adapt.

"Yes, yes—Master."

"Who addresses a fisherman as 'Master'?" The middle-aged man's displeasure was palpable. "Call me Boss." With that, he fished a bamboo tube from beneath a basket of fish and shrimp. Uncapping it, a dark object slid out—one of the rarest instruments in China at that time: a Dutch-made monocular telescope. It had been purchased from the Portuguese in Macao. Only a handful of coastal generals in Guangdong and Fujian had seized opportunities to acquire such a rarity. The device had been invented in Europe less than twenty years prior.

The middle-aged man raised the telescope to his eye, closed the other as the Red-haired barbarians had instructed, and slowly adjusted the tube. The field of vision clarified, and he trembled involuntarily—before him stood the battery upon the embankment of Lingao Cape.

This fortification had certainly not been constructed by the Ming army. On this point, the middle-aged man was absolutely certain. He studied it carefully. The battery's design differed from standard fortifications, bearing certain similarities to the "Western-style platforms" advocated by Lord Sun Yuanhua. It seemed the rumors were indeed accurate.

This man clutching the telescope was none other than the figure discussed daily by the transmigrator group's military and intelligence departments: Tang Yunwen, Assistant Regional Commander of the White Sand Water Fortress, concurrent commander of Qiongya Land Forces and various other positions, and Assistant Commander of the Imperial Bodyguard.

This lengthy title identified him as the highest-ranking garrison commander the Ming Dynasty maintained on Hainan Island, with authority over both naval and land forces. When the transmigrator group eventually clashed with the Ming government, nine times out of ten, it would be his troops they faced.

Tang Yunwen had not learned of the transmigrator group's arrival late. On D-Day itself, the beacon towers had reported to him: Lingao's beacon signal indicated alarm—pirates were invading. This was hardly novel; pirate incursions in this region occurred routinely. Garrison forces lacked the capacity to respond to each one. The standard strategy was "strictly defend camps and cities, waiting for the bandits to depart on their own." Thus, the report attracted little of his attention. More than ten days later, he received a plea for assistance from the Lingao County Yamen, claiming that a group of "overseas magnates" had landed and were building camps with apparent intentions of "prolonged occupation," requesting him to dispatch troops expeditiously to expel them.

Given his responsibilities, such a plea naturally warranted sending an investigator to assess the situation before deciding on troop deployment. But Tang Yunwen's actual circumstances made easy deployment impossible.

Tang Yunwen bore an impressive title. Theoretically, all naval and land garrisons on Hainan Island—including recruited soldiers and Wei-Suo troops—fell under his command. In reality, the forces available for combat at any given moment numbered barely over two thousand men, primarily naval forces stationed at the White Sand Water Fortress in Haikou Battalion. In truth, "Assistant Regional Commander of White Sand Water Fortress" represented where his actual authority resided. Those were the only troops he could genuinely deploy.

As for the Wei-Suo troops garrisoned across the island—beyond barely sufficing to "pacify the Li people," they served no useful function.

With a naval force of fewer than three thousand, he still had to dispatch substantial portions to patrol Huichang, Changling, Yangjiao, and other points around the island. Yet he faced unprecedented coastal defense pressures. In late-Ming Guangdong, the waters teemed with pirates of every stripe: professional pirates, merchant-pirates, coastal fishermen doubling as pirates when opportunity arose. Westerners also appeared occasionally to enliven the scene—Portuguese, Spanish, British, and Dutch, trading one moment and robbing the next, constantly seeking footholds on Chinese soil.

As the saying goes, when debts multiply beyond counting, one ceases to worry. Tang Yunwen had grown entirely numb to this coastal defense situation where fires ignited everywhere and smoke rose constantly. However earnestly Wu Mingjin pleaded in his letters, however gravely he described the situation—Tang Yunwen remained unmoved.

His sole gesture was dispatching two patrol boats to survey Bopu. This was nominally a standard coastal defense regulation; maritime patrols on Qiongzhou's West Route were supposed to visit Lingao waters every four days. In recent years, however, funds had grown desperately tight. Military pay had never been issued in full—the situation was barely maintainable during peacetime. Naval operations were expensive; ships required repairs and replacement. Even without combat, losses at sea demanded replenishment. The cost of a single vessel vastly exceeded the value placed on dozens or hundreds of soldiers' lives. Tang Yunwen had not received new ships for years, and even the annual public funds allocated for ship repairs were routinely reduced. To ensure vessels remained available for genuine emergencies, he was forced to minimize sailing frequencies. The result was that the patrol system had become a mere formality.

Tang Yunwen could only hope the appearance of his patrol boats might frighten off the pirates. If the opposition proved powerful enough to disregard his two vessels, he was helpless—just as he had been helpless against Zhu Cailao and Zhong Lingxiu all these years, and more recently helpless against Liu Xiang.

The chiliarch commanding the returning patrol boats, however, appeared to have suffered a tremendous shock. Face pale, he stammered incoherently about a "great iron ship tall as a city wall" now anchored in Bopu Bay. Government warships aside, even the Red-haired barbarians' "clip-board ships"—the largest vessels on these seas—were like sampans in comparison.

Tang Yunwen did not believe him. Only after repeated questioning and his subordinate swearing oaths to heaven with the most emphatic assurances did he dispatch his trusted officers to investigate. These confidants returned equally ashen-faced, confirming the report's accuracy. This shocked him considerably—if the opponent possessed such enormous vessels, would they not be invincible across the Guangdong seas? These overseas visitors were clearly neither the Red-haired barbarians nor the Franks he knew. Nor had they come simply to plunder—what wealth did Lingao possess that warranted bringing such a giant ship?

Tang Yunwen found himself in a dilemma. By his duty, regardless of these visitors' intentions, unauthorized anchorage and the establishment of shore encampments were highly improper. He should immediately dispatch troops to Lingao to drive these overseas visitors away. But deploying troops—setting aside every other consideration—who would bear the costs for provisions and wages? Counting on the Guangdong Provincial Treasury was hopeless. Wei Zhongxian had transferred the thirty-odd thousand taels accumulated in the treasury to the capital for major construction projects at the close of the Tianqi reign, leaving the coffers destitute. Qiongzhou Prefecture certainly could not produce this money. Lingao was even less to be counted upon.

Without money, one could not fight. Even with money to fight, he possessed absolutely no confidence of winning. How did one engage such a towering iron ship? Based on past experience dealing with Western vessels—since their ships were tall and their cannons had superior range—the Ming forces could gain no advantage whether boarding or engaging in artillery duels. They typically relied on fire attacks as their primary naval tactic, often achieving good results. But now the opponent possessed an iron ship impervious to fire and water. What could possibly be done?

In desperation, he could only consult his advisors for strategies. The advisors spoke all at once. Some suggested sending braves to board the enemy ship at night using grappling hooks. Others proposed fabricating dozens of extra-large "River-Roiling Dragons"—primitive naval mines—and dispatching small boats to release them covertly into the harbor...

As they enthusiastically offered schemes, one advisor among them interjected: "Everyone is offering strategies to defeat the enemy, but may I ask: where is the grain? Where is the pay?"

The signing room fell instantly silent. The advisors exchanged looks. This was the crux of the matter.

"War is the worst policy given current circumstances." The speaker was surnamed Jiang, named Youling—a juren by background and a veteran of official circles.

Jiang Youling's proposal was straightforward: dispatching troops was absolutely out of the question. Money and grain were one consideration; the opponent possessing giant ships indicated extraordinary strength. Rashly committing forces would result in defeat nine times out of ten.

Defeat was difficult to explain away. So long as no battle occurred, there could be no defeat.

As for pirates landing and plundering—this happened virtually daily along the Guangdong and Fujian coasts. It was nothing remarkable. So long as the Lingao county seat did not fall, regardless of any iron ships, the situation remained merely ordinary pirates landing to rob.

This method of muddling through while deceiving superiors had hardly been invented yesterday. After thorough discussion, everyone concluded this countermeasure was most appropriate. Thus Tang Yunwen simply played deaf and mute, turning a blind eye.

(End of Chapter)
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Ignoring the problem appeared to work. After some time, the pleas for assistance from Lingao—which had once arrived every seven or eight days—ceased entirely. Tang Yunwen grew deeply anxious that the Lingao county seat might have fallen. If so, some rival could impeach him for "failing to rescue the dying," and matters would grow complicated. He dispatched agents to the prefectural yamen to make inquiries, and they reported that the courier road to Lingao remained open and the county seat stood intact. This brought him considerable relief. Since peace prevailed and no incidents had occurred, there was no need to rack his brains further.

Tang Yunwen simply put the matter of the great iron ship out of his mind. Compared to that mysterious vessel in Lingao, he faced more pressing troubles. Liu Xiang, a rising star on the Guangdong seas, was harassing and plundering around the Pearl River Estuary with ambitions of monopolizing Guangdong's overseas trade. Occasionally, his forces ventured to the waters of Qiongzhou, Leizhou, and Lianzhou to seize salt and sugar ships. The old pirate lord Zhu Cailao showed no weakness, clashing with Liu Xiang happily across the Guangdong seas. The chaos in Fujian waters also spilled over to disturb the Guangdong coast. People came and went, smoke rose everywhere, and calls for Tang Yunwen to mobilize his troops for "joint suppression" arrived one after another. He led his forces into battle repeatedly, moving between the Fujian and Guangdong seas, his seat never warm, battered and exhausted.

With Zhu Cailao's defeat and death at Nanri Island, Tang Yunwen finally had opportunity to breathe. He withdrew his forces to base camp for rest. Yet shortly after returning to White Sand Water Fortress, unsettling news reached him. Patrol boats had captured scattered pirate stragglers who confessed that remnants of Zhu Cailao's organization had fled to Lingao. Seventy or eighty vessels and over a thousand men.

These pirate remnants who had sought refuge in Lingao were now dispatching agents across the Guangdong seas to recruit surrendered pirates and renegades, constantly luring Zhu Cailao's former subordinates to Lingao to "defect to the Australians." This was the first time Tang Yunwen had encountered the name "Australians." He hurriedly sent spies to Lingao again to gather intelligence.

The news they brought back shocked him profoundly. It transpired that the Australians who had arrived in the great iron ship had not only failed to depart but were actively constructing houses and docks at Bopu, apparently intending to remain in Lingao permanently. This reminded him of the Franks' past attempt to build a city and establish residence at Tunmen—the same Franks who later gained their foothold in Macao. Could these Australians intend to replicate that old stratagem?

This was a grave matter that could not be ignored. Tang Yunwen grew tense. He understood perfectly the Imperial Court's stance toward such overseas peoples—with the sole exception of Macao, they were absolutely forbidden to remain on Great Ming's soil, let alone construct cities and docks. Whether it was Shuangyu and Tunmen in earlier times or Penghu during the Tianqi reign, the court's position remained consistent: for Westerners seeking to stay and build cities on Ming territory, there was only one word—"Fight."

Reflecting on this, he dared not play deaf and mute any longer. Counting from the iron ship's arrival, this group of overseas "Australians" had been in Lingao for almost a year. In that year, they had probably established a firm foothold, which explained their aggressive efforts to recruit Zhu Cailao's remnants and expand their strength.

Viewed in this light, the situation in Lingao was alarming. Tang Yunwen hurriedly sent agents everywhere to collect news from Lingao. The results surprised him. Over the past year, Lingao had not only sent no pleas for help against pirate invasions—it had repeatedly presented severed pirate heads, captured seals, flags, and documents to the prefecture. Among these trophies were notorious pirate leaders wanted by the government. Even several heads of Western pirates had been submitted.

"Magistrate Wu Mingjin of Lingao has become a first-rate popular official," Jiang Youling informed him. With pirate activity virtually extinct in Lingao waters, the Prefect regarded him highly.

"What of these so-called Australians?"

"That is where matters grow strange." Jiang Youling paused meaningfully. "Magistrate Wu has never once mentioned the Australians in his correspondence with the prefectural yamen."

"You mean..." Tang Yunwen lowered his voice, "Magistrate Wu is colluding with the Australians?"

"Whether outright collusion exists is difficult to say, but at minimum, there appears to be a tacit agreement of mutual non-aggression."

"Wu Mingjin is extraordinarily bold," Tang Yunwen remarked. "Yet it seems Lingao is quite peaceful."

"More than merely peaceful." Jiang Youling's expression grew more pointed. Lingao had become a major destination within Qiongzhou Prefecture. Merchants traveling there for business arrived in an endless stream, and every day considerable numbers of mainland merchants transferred ships at Shenying Port bound for Lingao.

"An external counter of the Gaoguang Shipping Company now operates in Shenying Port. Anyone wishing to travel to Lingao simply purchases a ticket at the counter and boards a ship. Remarkably convenient."

A degree of local prosperity and commercial vitality rarely witnessed on the island had emerged in Lingao—and it was obviously connected to the Australians. Wu Mingjin had served as Lingao's magistrate for several years without achieving such results. The great iron ship had arrived for twelve months and the situation had advanced by leaps and bounds. No one would believe the Australians were uninvolved.

Tang Yunwen resolved to visit Bopu personally to assess the situation. Information obtained through hearsay inevitably contained unreliable elements. He would decide his course afterward.

Thus he found himself disguised as a fisherman, personally sailing out to investigate the truth.

"Raise sail—proceed to Changgong Bay," Tang Yunwen ordered his men.

Changgong Bay lay just west of Lingao Cape, a traditional fishing ground for the area with numerous boats operating. With sails dotting the sea surface, blending in should be straightforward.

Unexpectedly, the boat boss serving as guide shook his head. "Vice Commander! It isn't that I refuse to go. To fish in Lingao waters, you need something called a 'license' and must display a small flag on the mast. I haven't obtained one. If we sail over and cast nets, the Australian fast boats will come to inspect. At best, they confiscate the catch. At worst, they confiscate the boat itself."

"What is this license business?"

"I understand you're only permitted to fish in Lingao waters if you receive a flag, and you must surrender one-fifth of the catch as daily tax."

Tang Yunwen nodded. The Australians certainly knew how to extract revenue. The marine catch in the Lingao area was exceptionally rich. Controlling this territory and levying fees on fishermen would yield considerable income. He himself received three or four thousand taels annually in tribute from fishing masters across the island.

"Since that is the case, do not bother casting nets. Simply bring the boat closer."

The boat boss was helpless. He did not know Tang Yunwen's precise identity, but the passengers were clearly officers from the government garrison at White Sand Water Fortress. Those who made their living on the water could ill afford to provoke such figures. Combined with the greed stirred by the promised "extra silver," he risked bringing the boat toward Lingao Cape.

Propelled by the great yuloh, the vessel approached Lingao Cape quietly. Fishing season was in full swing, and many boats worked the waters. This two-masted fishing boat blended inconspicuously into the fleet.

The boat boss remained visibly anxious, glancing about constantly and urging haste. Tang Yunwen privately laughed at the man's timidity—with so many boats present, how could the Australians possibly monitor them all? He proceeded to raise his telescope and observe Lingao Cape.

Tang Yunwen had passed Lingao Cape dozens of times while leading patrol vessels. It had been a natural rock embankment with nothing upon it.

Now Lingao Cape had transformed utterly. On the promontory extending into the sea stood a circular battery with multiple protruding bastions along its exterior. The structure was not tall, but it had been built with extraordinary solidity and thickness, constructed entirely of massive stones. On the platform, he could vaguely discern an enormous iron cannon—far larger in appearance than the Red Barbarian cannons purchased by the Imperial Court.

Numerous jetties had been constructed at Lingao Cape, all paved with great stones, wide and level as broad roads. Large and small vessels lay moored there. People and carts came and went along the embankment—a scene of bustling activity. Many identical tall wooden frames with large wooden wheels had been erected along the waterfront, extending long crane arms that hoisted cargo back and forth—something resembling well sweeps.

Tang Yunwen felt secret alarm. Setting aside the cannons' power, merely constructing such a solid platform and these stone jetties at Lingao Cape... if government forces undertook such a project, even with adequate funding and no concerns, he estimated it would require at least two or three years.

"My Lord, the beacon tower!" His personal guard Zhang Wen reminded him in a low voice.

The beacon tower too had changed appearance. Originally, the bricks and stones surfacing this structure had mostly crumbled away, portions having collapsed back to earth. Wild grass and small trees had overgrown it, lending it the appearance of a small earthen hill. Now the tower had been entirely re-faced with brick. Trees and weeds had been cleared away completely. A small structure had been built atop it, and he could vaguely make out what appeared to be a very large iron cannon.

Tang Yunwen found this puzzling. The beacon tower certainly offered a commanding field of view and could see extremely far, but mounting a cannon upon it seemed pointless—the Red Barbarian cannons purchased by the Imperial Court had a maximum range of only four or five hundred zhang and possessed virtually no accuracy. This beacon tower stood five or six li from the waters of Bopu. If the cannon fired, would the ball not simply strike the land?

Could it be the shot could actually reach the sea? That would mean this cannon could fire at least five or six li! Tang Yunwen was a general with genuine combat experience who had engaged Europeans. Unlike literati who scribbled nonsense about firearms tactics, he knew the claims of Western cannons "reaching ten li" were pure fabrication. Yet facing this group of Australians and their massive ordnance, contemplating the implications left him deeply unsettled. The largest cannon on his own ships could not match even the Franks' Red Barbarian cannons. If he came to suppress the Australians at Bopu, presumably his fleet would be blown to smithereens before coming within engagement range.

Reflecting on this, he could not help feeling grateful that he had heeded Jiang Youling's counsel. Had he actually come with suppression in mind, defeat would have been getting off lightly—his entire force might have been annihilated.

Yet as his thoughts turned, his mood grew heavy once more. Viewing the situation, the Australians were calculating the same way as the Franks and the Red-haired barbarians during the Tianqi reign—preparing to build a city at Bopu and remain permanently. If so, the court would inevitably issue a decree for suppression sooner or later.

But not this year, Tang Yunwen reasoned. Recently, the Eastern Barbarians had suddenly bypassed Mongolia to breach the passes, capturing several cities in succession, their forces pointing directly at Zunhua and shaking the capital itself. The court probably had no attention to spare for this matter at present. If local authorities conducted an encirclement and suppression campaign, it would likely require a joint effort by Guangdong and Fujian...

(End of Chapter)
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"Jiang Youling truly sabotaged matters!" Zhang Wen muttered beside him. "Now that the Australians have established themselves at Bopu, driving them out will be extraordinarily difficult."

"What do you know!" Tang Yunwen rebuked him. Zhang Wen was a distant relative who had inherited a hereditary position as a Small Banner. Tang Yunwen had promoted him to Chiliarch in his Central Army Standard Battalion as a personal guard. The affection between them exceeded what he showed ordinary subordinates.

"Could the Australian cannons have been manufactured in Lingao?" Tang Yunwen demanded. "How many ships do we have for them to sink?"

Zhang Wen fell silent, though his expression suggested he remained unconvinced.

Tang Yunwen inquired: "Where is the great iron ship?"

"The ship is docked within the harbor. It cannot be seen from here," the boat boss explained. "You would need to sail around Lingao Cape to view it."

"Take us around for a look!" Tang Yunwen was naturally eager to behold the legendary iron vessel.

The boat slowly adjusted its rudder and rounded Lingao Cape. Tang Yunwen observed that security on the cape was exceptionally tight. The platform was surrounded by chevaux-de-frise and other obstacles for protection. Men resembling soldiers stood guard, long muskets slung across their backs. Behind the platform rose another tall, stone-built round tower. According to the boat boss, this was a newly constructed lighthouse. With it, sailing at night and in poor weather was considerably safer.

As they rounded Lingao Cape, the iron ship gradually emerged into Tang Yunwen's field of vision. In that instant, he held his breath.

Too enormous.

Tang Yunwen had seen the great clip-board ships of the Franks and Red-haired barbarians. Their massive hulls and cloud-piercing masts had left deep impressions. Yet compared to the iron ship before him, they were utterly insignificant. A vessel could actually be built to such a scale!

"Good heavens—this ship is immense!" Zhang Wen could not restrain himself.

"This ship has become a scenic attraction in Lingao. Many people come specifically to view it," the boat boss offered. "It is taller than the prefectural city walls!"

"This vessel has no masts, and I see no oars or yulohs. How does it sail?" Tang Yunwen could not fathom how such a behemoth might move across the sea. What kind of sail would be required to propel it? Moreover, being made of iron, would it not be many times heavier than wood?

"I have heard people say it needs neither sails nor oars—the ship moves by itself," the boat boss replied. "But I have not witnessed this personally. The ship has not moved since it arrived at Bopu."

Zhang Wen ventured: "My Lord, this vessel is probably iron-clad rather than iron-built. Otherwise, a ship made of iron—never mind sailing—would sink the moment it entered the water."

Tang Yunwen found himself in agreement. He recalled hearing old shipwrights speak of the Chenghua and Xuande reigns, when the Longjiang Shipyard had constructed a kind of Great Treasure Ship for ceremonial purposes. Its form had been magnificently grand, with multi-tiered palace pavilions upon the deck, resembling a floating city. But it could not sail independently, nor undertake long ocean voyages. When moving, it was towed by smaller boats. Presumably, this iron-clad great ship required similar handling. Otherwise, Tang Yunwen truly could not imagine what force in this world could directly drive such an enormous vessel across the sea.

"Even if iron-clad, the workmanship is astonishing," Tang Yunwen observed. Raising the telescope again, he discerned what appeared to be a cannon on the foredeck. Being experienced in military matters, he had already noted three gun positions in his mind. With these three cannons, any direct assault on Bopu from the sea would invite extreme danger.

While he pondered this, the boat boss suddenly spoke in a trembling voice: "Trouble! A patrol boat is approaching!"

Tang Yunwen looked up. A single-masted small boat was sailing toward them at high speed, full sails deployed. Its velocity seemed almost supernatural—like flying across the waves—yet the hull tilted at such an extreme angle that Tang Yunwen momentarily expected it to capsize.

Recognizing escape was impossible, he hurriedly stowed the telescope and concealed it. He assumed the posture of a fisherman inspecting nets in the cabin. Zhang Wen, however, was visibly nervous, his eyes constantly darting outside.

"Stay calm," Tang Yunwen cautioned.

The patrol boat soon drew alongside the fishing vessel. The moment the two hulls touched, several men wearing blue short jackets leaped across and landed on the fishing boat's deck, then threw multiple ropes to lash the vessels firmly together.

Judging from their agile movements, these men were clearly seasoned mariners. Each wore a tight-fitting blue jacket with front buttons and a broad cloth belt fastened with an iron buckle at the waist—the overall impression was one of toughness and capability.

Everyone carried a short sword in a leather scabbard strapped to the thigh, along with a triangular coarse-cloth pouch hanging from the waist belt, secured with straps and an iron buckle. Its contents were unknown.

On closer inspection, the blue jackets—seemingly simple at first glance—displayed numerous accessories. Small black square patches adorned the upturned collars, bearing cryptic patterns. Soft cloth loops on the shoulders displayed patterns and bars. He noticed the leader bore fewer bars than the others, though his were considerably thicker.

Everyone also wore a cloth strip pinned to the chest bearing the characters "Coast Guard." He did not know the meaning; Tang Yunwen surmised it was probably some form of unit identification.

Upon boarding, the men immediately fanned out. Someone positioned himself at the stern to control the helmsman while others directed the boat hands to lower the sails. They swiftly secured all key points of the vessel.

On the opposing boat, two small cannons were already trained on the fishing vessel. Tang Yunwen had seen similar weapons on Frankish ships and knew they were designed to fire small iron pellets to kill sailors on deck.

Though these people were pirates, the entire boarding and control procedure had been fluid and swift, demonstrating well-trained elite forces. Tang Yunwen reflected that even his Central Army Standard Battalion could not have performed better. Probably not even as quickly.

The leader called out: "Where does this fishing boat hail from? Why are you not flying a flag?"

He spoke Mandarin, but with a southern Fujian accent. This pirate was clearly not an Australian but a rebel subject of Great Ming—most likely one of Zhu Cailao's subordinates who had defected to the Australians.

The boat boss had already approached with obsequious bowing: "This lowly one has not yet obtained a flag..."

"How can you come here to fish without a flag?"

"We heard the harvest is excellent in Lingao fishing grounds, so we came to assess the situation first. If it proves worthwhile, we shall apply for a permit." The boat boss gestured toward the cabin with an ingratiating smile. "We lowly ones would never dare break the rules. Look—the nets are stowed. There is not even a fish scale in the cabin, let alone fish or shrimp."

Tang Yunwen knew the usual routine. The leader would inevitably assume a stern expression and deliver threats, whereupon the boat boss would present the prepared silver. As for inspection, it was nothing more than going through the motions.

However, this leader did not employ the standard intimidation tactics. He simply waved his hand, and his subordinates immediately dispersed, surprisingly conducting a thorough cabin-by-cabin search. Even coiled ropes and stacked fishing nets were examined—very meticulously.

The boat boss hurriedly dug out a few mace of silver from his waist and attempted to press it into the leader's hand. But it was pushed back:

"Keep your silver. If there is no illegal fishing, we shall naturally let you go." The leader spoke seriously. "If illegal fishing is discovered, then apologies will be required."

"There is absolutely no illegal fishing. This is a small token for the officers to buy wine." The boat boss persisted in trying to force the silver upon him.

The leader refused again. Not only did he refuse, but he sternly reprimanded the boat boss. Tang Yunwen watched in astonishment—judging by appearances, the refusal to accept silver was not performance.

Refusing even silver delivered to one's hand—could these Australians truly be considered pirates? Tang Yunwen had dealt frequently with the heroes of the sea and knew that people took this path for various reasons, but ultimately, it came down entirely to wealth and women. That such a group of money-scorning pirates had now appeared was unprecedented.

After the inspection concluded, no catch was discovered. Tang Yunwen's telescope was well hidden and went undetected. The leader registered the boat boss's name and vessel's home port before departing. Before leaving, he reminded them that if they wished to fish locally, they should register at Bopu promptly. A "Fishery Association" had recently been established there, introducing many beneficial measures for fishermen. If the boat boss was interested, he should go "take a look."

The boat boss naturally agreed to everything, nodding repeatedly like a pecking bird until the men departed. Only then did he order the sails raised. Seeing Tang Yunwen sitting beneath the mast, staring fixedly at the retreating patrol boat, he could not help but smile bitterly. "Boss, that truly terrified me."

"What is there to fear! There are neither weapons nor official seals on this boat. As long as you respond carefully, nothing will happen." Tang Yunwen asked: "Those who boarded just now were Australian subordinates, correct?"

"Yes—they specialize in patrolling and inspecting these waters," the boat boss confirmed. "This is a small boat; there are also two-masted large ships. The inspections are very strict! Recently they have captured quite a few scattered pirates. The sea here at Lingao is much safer than in previous years. Coastal boat households and merchants all say that once a vessel enters Lingao waters, it is safe."

If so, the Australians were not merely collecting "benefits" from catches here but also capturing pirates and protecting merchants—conducting themselves somewhat like a government. Reflecting on this, Tang Yunwen grew wary. These Australians harbored no small ambition.

Zhang Wen suggested going ashore to investigate further—probing ground defenses and artillery arrangements. But Tang Yunwen considered that what they had seen was sufficient. Going ashore was risky; many of Zhu Cailao's former subordinates were here, some of whom had seen him. Being recognized would cause trouble. More fundamentally, he had completely lost any appetite for using military force to expel the Australians—the disparity in strength was simply too great.

"Return to White Sand," Tang Yunwen ordered.

"My Lord, if we do not probe the situation on land thoroughly, should we raise troops for suppression in the future, would it not be—" Zhang Wen advised in a low voice.

"It will not be too late to probe then." Tang Yunwen cut him off. "This Lingao matter is extremely complicated. Suppression would require the strength of the entire province."

The implication was plain: no suppression for at least five or six months. Mobilizing the power of an entire province was not something he, a coastal defense assistant regional commander, could arrange. Simply the writing of reports and the circulation of documents—mountains of official paperwork aimed at avoiding responsibility—would consume a month or more.

Moreover, with his status, traveling outside Bopu Harbor to investigate was already "personally risking danger." There was no need for him to act as a spy and infiltrate Bopu. He could leave such work to his subordinates.

(End of Chapter)
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The boat boss was eager to depart these waters and hurriedly ordered his men to turn the rudder and raise the sails, steering for the open sea. At that moment, white waves churned across the surface as two Type 8154 fishing trawlers entered the harbor. These trawlers had recently undergone extensive refits and were conducting sea trials. The modifications had removed fishery production equipment and certain navigation and electronic systems deemed too advanced for this era. Weapons had been added, a dedicated ammunition magazine installed, fuel tanks and crew quarters expanded, and armor fitted in critical areas—rendering them worthy of their "cruiser" designation.

Watching these steel warships pass five hundred meters off the beam with awe-inspiring presence and thundering engines—disregarding wind direction and current, sailing swift as the wind without sails or oars, traversing the ocean surface as easily as a level road—Tang Yunwen's face went pale. He sank onto the fishing nets as if all strength had drained from his body.

"My Lord!" Zhang Wen rushed to help him up.

"It's nothing." Tang Yunwen waved him off. "Return quickly!"

Tang Yunwen sat for a time, steadying his thoughts, then rose and descended to the cabin, cold sweat beading his forehead. The Type 8154 trawlers had shaken him more profoundly than the great iron ship. The iron ship was merely "enormous," and he still doubted that behemoth could propel itself. But he had witnessed these trawlers moving with his own eyes. As a naval commander, he understood precisely what kind of power an opponent possessing such vessels would wield in maritime warfare.

"Those ships are terrifying," Zhang Wen said, clicking his tongue.

"Those are Iron Fast Ships," the boat boss explained. "Also brought by the Australians."

"You mean they have more than one great iron ship?" Zhang Wen asked nervously.

"Of course—more than one." The boat boss spoke with evident pride. "Besides the Iron Fast Ships, I have seen a kind of large vessel with very low gunwales and an extremely flat deck. Originally, it was loaded with great iron boxes, but now there is only a big well sweep upon it..." The boat boss gestured expansively. "Some people have seen a square-prowed Australian ship that needs no harbor—it goes up and down the beach by itself. The bow can open, and once opened, it forms a ramp..."

"Absurd!" Zhang Wen could not restrain himself. "If the bow opens, would it not sink at sea?"

The boat boss laughed: "Vice Commander! That is merely folk legend. I have not witnessed it personally, so I cannot say whether it is true."

Tang Yunwen had no interest in ships with opening bows. What concerned him most were these "Iron Fast Ships." He asked: "How many Iron Fast Ships do these Australians possess?"

"That I do not know." The boat boss shrugged. "The Australian ships are all docked at a special wharf on the far side of Bopu Harbor. Ordinary vessels are forbidden to approach. Small boats patrol the water constantly, prohibiting anyone from crossing the line."

"Those who love excitement and insist on getting close to look are caught—and none of those caught have been released." The smile faded from the boat boss's face. "I have heard they are conscripted as coolies for the Australians."

Perhaps contemplating that his own act of ferrying officers to investigate Bopu would meet the same fate if discovered, the boat boss rose, slapped his trousers, and began berating the boat hands, ordering them to scull faster and leave.

"My Lord, these Iron Fast Ships are indeed formidable..." Zhang Wen said.

Tang Yunwen nodded. He concluded that forcing the Australians to evacuate Lingao through military conquest would undoubtedly result in defeat. The only viable approach was to replicate the method employed against the Red-haired barbarians in Penghu: approaching with overwhelming force to compel peace through demonstrated strength. The Australians had traveled from distant lands; ultimately, they commanded few ships and limited personnel. Though they were vigorously recruiting local vagrants to replenish their ranks, the scale remained constrained. If his side displayed its might with a tenfold or twentyfold advantage, he did not believe the opponent would fail to retreat before such difficulties.

At the close of the Wanli reign, the Red-haired barbarians had arrived at Penghu with three large ships; government troops had dispatched fifty war junks to force them away. When they occupied Penghu again in the fourth year of Tianqi, the Red-haired barbarians had possessed no more than a dozen large and small warships with a landing force of merely eight hundred men. Yu Zigao had led over ten thousand men in an eight-month standoff before forcing their withdrawal. The Australians' current strength and scale far exceeded the Red-haired barbarians of that era.

By his estimation, expelling the Australians who occupied Bopu would require mobilizing a force no smaller than that deployed to expel the Red-haired barbarians from Penghu during the Wanli and Tianqi reigns. At minimum, ten thousand troops and fifty warships would be needed to besiege the Australians around Bopu and compel their retreat. Beyond this, he saw no other path.



Lin Baiguang walked along the main street before the county office in Qiongshan County, dressed as a small merchant. He was en route to visit a certain individual—someone with great bearing on his plans for coming here.

The transmigrator group's rule in Lingao was deepening, and the plan to establish branch bases at critical resource points across the island was advancing steadily. The next phase was to penetrate and control the prefectures and counties of the entire island.

Other prefectures and counties held no significant political or military importance. The Executive Committee had determined that the key was Qiongshan County. This was the premier county of Qiongzhou Prefecture, the gateway for all traffic entering and leaving Hainan Island, the island's political and economic center, the core of Great Ming's governance, and the station for the island's only mobile force with genuine combat capability.

Should the Ming military launch an encirclement and suppression campaign against Lingao, this was the inevitable point for a major army to cross the sea and assemble. Should the transmigrator group launch a war to unify the island, they must first defeat the garrison at White Sand Water Fortress, capture Haikou Battalion City, and occupy the Qiongshan county seat. Other prefectures and counties across the island would essentially fall upon receiving a circular. For these reasons, the Intelligence Committee had focused current intelligence and infiltration efforts here. Lin Baiguang's mission was to leverage existing relationships to establish an intelligence network in Qiongzhou Prefecture, concentrating on infiltrating local government and garrison to monitor troop status and movements.

Because Qiongshan County City served as the prefectural seat, it was considerably larger than Lingao. The county seat was situated at the foot of Daying Mountain and Bao'er Mountain, constructed along mountain and waterway. The terrain rose above the surrounding land. The Meishe River flowed past its south and east gates, forming a natural moat—certain similarities to Lingao's own city construction.

As the prefectural seat, with personnel and materials from the mainland largely gathering and distributing here, commerce flourished considerably. Many shops and households lined both sides of the main streets outside the East, West, and South gates—quite lively indeed. Handicraft workshops rarely found elsewhere on Hainan also operated here. Many simple primary industrial products could only be manufactured in this location on the entire island. Consequently, population and household density were far greater, and the bustling streets somewhat resembled the ancient county towns of novels and films.

However, once inside the county seat itself, similar to Lingao, few commercial or residential figures could be seen. Both sides of the main street were lined with various government offices: Qiongzhou Prefecture Yamen, Hainan Branch Surveillance Commissioner's Office, Branch Administration Commissioner's Office, Armament Bureau, Qiongzhou Prefecture School, Qiongshan County School... hardly any civilian residences were visible, let alone commercial establishments. Only a market in the unwalled area outside the East Gate seemed reasonably lively. Lin Baiguang inquired and learned this was called "East Gate Market."

Lin Baiguang found this odd configuration puzzling. Why was this dignified prefectural city so small in scale, leaving scant space after being stuffed with various government offices? Cold and cheerless, with almost no room for residential or commercial districts. Instead, the area outside the walls bustled with activity, forming the actual population settlements. He did not realize that ancient cities in Hainan differed fundamentally from those on the mainland. In typical mainland cities, people came first—the city emerged after population concentrated to sufficient density. In Hainan, the city preceded the people. City construction served garrison and administrative needs. In other words, whether the Qiongzhou prefectural seat or the Lingao county seat, their essence was that of military castles. The purpose of constructing these cities was primarily defense against attacks by indigenous peoples and bandits—a demonstration of the Imperial Court's ruling authority.

Gradually, such cities became guarantors of safety, and people gathered around them, forming settlements. Because the cities themselves had never been designed to accommodate residents, their areas were generally quite small, making it difficult to house continuously increasing civilian populations. Thus, even the ancestral homes of Qiongshan County's famous sons Qiu Jun and Hai Rui lay outside the West Gate.

The transmigrator group already maintained a foothold at Shenying Port outside Qiongshan County City: an inn operated by Qiewei. Beyond guest rooms, it featured an attached large-scale warehouse and a ticket agency for Gaoguang Shipping. The target clientele were merchants purchasing local products on the island. Various goods they acquired across Hainan could be temporarily stored here, then shipped via Gaoguang Shipping. Because procedures were convenient and transport secure, one-third of goods currently exported from Qiongshan traveled on Gaoguang Shipping vessels.

Lin Baiguang considered that staying at the inn was too distant from the city and inconvenient for his purposes. He took his subordinates and lodged at a small temple outside the city in the guise of a merchant. Such temples were modest in scale but maintained fastidiously clean accommodations and meals. Not only was lodging comfortable, but the quiet atmosphere perfectly served as the era's equivalent of a "luxury hotel."

He was generous with money, presenting ten taels of silver upon arrival to book a small courtyard. After settling in, he set up the portable 20W radio and established contact with the base station in Lingao. Each day he went out for strolls to "visit" clients according to a list.

Calling it "visiting" was not entirely accurate. Some were genuine visits—presenting a card at the door to request an audience. Others were merely peripheral inquiries about intelligence, with no actual meeting sought.

These individuals came from all trades and professions. The list Lin Baiguang carried had actually been deciphered and compiled from Gou Da and Gou Er's documents—the relationship network in Qiongshan County. He intended to take over this system.

Lin Baiguang circled approximately twenty names on the list of those who had conducted cooperative dealings with the Gou family. There was no need to absorb the entire network. According to the transmigrator group's plan, they would occupy all of Hainan Island by the end of the first five-year plan. By then, they would be the rulers of Qiongshan County.

Those he selected included petty clerks in government offices, junior officers in the local garrison, seated merchants operating shops, and traveling merchants moving between the mainland and Qiongshan. All were people who could provide the transmigrator group significant assistance in intelligence and commerce in the years ahead.

(End of Chapter)
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Among his targets, the one Lin Baiguang valued most was Ma Benyuan, who served as a secretary in the Hainan Branch Surveillance Commissioner's Yamen. This man was a local Hainan Muslim and a key figure in the Gou family's Qiongzhou-Guangzhou stolen goods disposal network. Vast quantities of plunder seized by pirates like Zhu Cailao had passed through his hands. The correspondence between Gou Da, Gou Er, and this man was extensive. The blackmail material alone was sufficient to see him beheaded ten times over. Lin Baiguang was confident he held enough leverage to compel the man's submission.

What Lin Baiguang valued was not the disposal network Ma Benyuan controlled—Lingao's trade routes were already essentially open, and another channel was merely icing on cake. What he prized was Ma the Advisor's position within the Branch Surveillance Commissioner's Yamen. With such an insider, the transmigrator group could know every move of Hainan's highest authorities in advance.

Lin Baiguang understood that approaching Ma Benyuan directly to request an audience would prove futile. Men of this type were extremely suspicious and never willingly met unknown outsiders. Accordingly, he presented as a gift an Eight Treasures silver statue of the God of Longevity—originally a birthday present from Ma Benyuan that had been seized from Gou Er's residence.

This unexpected gift gave Ma Benyuan a considerable fright. This was a gift he had given to Gou Er—how had it suddenly appeared before him? Since Gou Er had fled to Qiongshan in wretched circumstances the previous year, weeping that his farmstead had been destroyed, nearly a year had passed without contact.

At that time, Ma Benyuan had unceremoniously driven Gou Er away, refusing to give him even the three thousand taels of silver owed for fencing stolen goods. This was not because he wished to embezzle the money. He had been the one who connected the Gou family with Zhu Cailao, serving as something of a guarantor. Now that this nest had been wiped out with nothing remaining, if Zhu Cailao turned his anger on him and came demanding explanations, the consequences would be beyond his capacity to bear. This silver could at least partially mollify Chief Zhu's wrath.

After driving Gou Er away, Ma Benyuan had lived in constant fear. He counted as a figure of some standing in Qiongshan County, but before a pirate lord like Zhu Cailao, he was less than nothing.

Fortunately, Zhu Cailao had troubles of his own. Beyond sending men a few times to inquire about Gou Er's whereabouts, he had made no trouble. From those emissaries, however, Ma Benyuan learned that the force that had destroyed the Gou Family Farmstead was a new power from the sea. They called themselves Australians, arrived in iron ships, and wielded formidable firearms. Ma Benyuan complained secretly; neither the Australians nor Chief Zhu seemed the benevolent type.

Recently, he had learned that Chief Zhu had fallen in battle in Fujian. This brought Ma Benyuan considerable relief. For the past half-year and more, Zhu Cailao's subordinates had been searching everywhere for Gou Er. He had lived in dread that one day, unable to locate Gou Er, they would come to vent their fury upon him.

Now this God of Longevity appeared before his eyes. Could it be that Gou Er, also having learned of Zhu Cailao's death, had come to demand the silver owed for his goods?

Ma Benyuan pondered whether to simply embezzle the money and refuse the meeting. Gou Er was now a stray dog with no power remaining beyond a son. If he dared cause trouble in Qiongshan County, Ma Benyuan could crush him with a single finger.

To be prudent, he inquired: "Is the visitor Gou Er?"

The gatekeeper servant was a confidant who naturally knew all the master's associates.

Upon inquiry, the visitor proved to be neither Gou Er nor his son, but a stranger speaking with an unusual Qiongzhou accent. While Ma Benyuan rubbed his chin in perplexity, he suddenly shuddered:

Could it be the Australians?!

This thought nearly frightened him off his chair. He wondered what the Australians could possibly want with him. He had no dealings with them, no grievances.

But this silver God of Longevity—Ma Benyuan knew perfectly well that when Gou Er fled the farmstead, he would have taken only valuables like gold and silver. He would never have fled carrying such a gift item. This object could only have fallen into Australian hands.

What business could the Australians have coming to his door? Ma Benyuan wished to refuse the meeting, but reasoning that since the Australians had come to him, they had clearly come prepared—they had even recovered the silver statue he had given Gou Er—he decided he should meet them to assess the situation.

"This student is unacquainted with your distinguished self. I wonder what matter brings your great self to honor me with a visit?" Ma Benyuan observed that the visitor was young yet possessed a steady temperament and appeared quite shrewd. Unable to determine his background, he spoke with elaborate politeness.

"My surname is Lin. I come from Lingao." Lin Baiguang smiled. Since he intended to recruit this man into the transmigrator group's service, there was no need for concealment.

Ma Benyuan's heart lurched. So it truly was them!

He spoke cautiously: "Your distinguished self is an Australian, correct?"

Lin Baiguang nodded. "Precisely." With that, he handed over a thin sheaf of papers.

This was a copy of "The Ledger"—compiled from materials seized from the Gou brothers. It clearly recorded Ma Benyuan's accounts for fencing stolen goods on behalf of pirate chiefs like Zhu Cailao. Dates, quantities—all meticulously documented. The final entry stated plainly that three thousand taels of silver for Zhu Cailao's goods remained unsettled.

Upon seeing this copy, Ma Benyuan slumped into his chair like a punctured balloon. After a long silence, he managed:

"This student did indeed conduct business dealings with the Gou brothers, but I merely sold some goods on their behalf." He waved his hand weakly. "I truly did not know the goods were stolen property from Zhu Cailao and others..."

"Mr. Ma," Lin Baiguang smiled broadly, "I am not the government. Such matters do not concern me."

"Yes, yes—much obliged." With his experience, Ma Benyuan naturally understood negotiations were about to commence. "I wonder what task your distinguished group requires of this student?"

"We simply wish to continue our partnership with Mr. Ma." Lin Baiguang recognized the matter was largely settled. He smiled. "To scheme great plans together."

Lin Baiguang considered this Ma Benyuan a shrewd man. He held sufficient cards to force submission—no need for circuitous maneuvering. He promptly laid out his requirements one by one. Ma Benyuan's initially composed face grew uglier as he listened. Only after a prolonged silence did he reply: "This is too difficult."

Lin Baiguang said: "Sir need only relay what is heard and seen within the yamen to us. We naturally have people who will contact you."

Ma Benyuan continued to hesitate, shaking his head. This sort of business amounted to spying for the Australians. Passing information for others within the yamen was no great matter, but he understood something of the Australians' conduct: this group was building cities and roads in Lingao, recruiting renegades—sooner or later, they would cause enormous trouble! If he were discovered spying for them, it would be a capital offense!

Yet Lin Baiguang's threat was also genuinely terrifying—especially this ledger, which possessed tremendous killing power. Zhu Cailao had only just been exterminated, and the government's zeal for eliminating pirates had not yet cooled. If this document were released, even if he escaped death, he would lose a considerable amount of skin.

Watching Ma Benyuan's resolve waver, Lin Baiguang informed him that he could keep the three thousand taels of silver. Furthermore, he could continue fencing stolen goods for pirates in the future, with the transmigrator group paying commissions as usual.

This enticing condition finally secured Ma Benyuan's agreement. In truth, he could not refuse. Agreement meant receiving silver annually at minimum; refusal meant this ledger and the letters in their possession would become his death warrant. As for the particulars of spying—that was a matter for the future.

Seeing his acceptance, Lin Baiguang explained the contact protocol. Under normal circumstances, on a designated day each month, someone would be sent to meet him at a teahouse on the main street outside the West Gate.

"Simply sit there. Someone will naturally make contact." Lin Baiguang lowered his voice. "The person coming to contact you will carry a water pipe with a green jade mouthpiece. Whatever news exists in the yamen or inside and outside the city, you simply tell him."

This was not difficult, Ma Benyuan thought.

"If there is specific news we wish to know, he will tell you," Lin Baiguang added.

Ma Benyuan nodded.

"Should you ever need to meet our people urgently, go to the Five Officials Temple and drop a broken straw shoe by the stone steps outside the main gate. Then wait at the teahouse. Someone will naturally come to meet you."

A chill crept up Ma Benyuan's spine. Not because the method was particularly clever, but because the ability to implement this meant the Australians had already positioned numerous personnel within the prefectural city. Perhaps Australian spies were watching his house at this very moment.

"Sometimes we will need to contact you urgently. We will draw a circle on the wall outside your gate. When you see it, go to the teahouse. Someone will contact you."

Lin Baiguang spoke with complete authority. In reality, he had not a single agent in Qiongzhou Prefecture. The so-called Qiongzhou Station was still nothing but a concept. But this speech served the purpose of intimidating Ma Benyuan.

Having conveniently recruited Ma Benyuan, Lin Baiguang's visits continued for several more days. Not a single person on his list dared refuse his requests—the killing power of blackmail material proved remarkably effective. This group was not particularly reliable; they served the transmigrator group only under duress. Lin Baiguang used them merely as intelligence sources. Genuine intelligence work would still require intelligence personnel dispatched from Lingao.

One concern troubled him: the Brocade Guard personnel in Qiongzhou Prefecture. By custom, the prefectural city housed dispatched agencies of the Brocade Guard, with officers such as Hundred-Household, Trial Hundred-Household, General Banner, and Small Banner. Influenced by films and television, ordinary people naturally feared secret service agencies like the Great Ming's Brocade Guard, Eastern Depot, and Western Depot. Lin Baiguang was no exception.

Yet no Brocade Guard personnel appeared in the Gou family's relationship network. This struck him as strange. The lucrative illicit enterprises the Gou family engaged in—harboring stolen goods, fencing, salt smuggling—should have attracted an agency as powerful as the Brocade Guard, which typically sought opportunities for shakedowns even when nothing was wrong.

In the bribery ledger seized from Gou Er's strongbox, the names of Qiongzhou Prefecture's Brocade Guard Hundred-Household and Trial Hundred-Household appeared only in the gift ledger for the Three Festivals and Two Birthdays. Their names were conspicuously absent from the ledgers containing major bribes.

(End of Chapter)
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What did this indicate? Lin Baiguang pondered the absence. Either these Brocade Guard officials were scrupulously law-abiding and had refused to be dragged into the mire by the Gou family, or the Gou family had deemed them insignificant enough to ignore.

Whether it was the former or the latter, Lin Baiguang could not be certain, nor did he have time to investigate further. He still had numerous arrangements to make.

He proceeded to establish the Qiongzhou Prefecture Intelligence Station. This organization, which had so terrified Ma Benyuan, was in reality a castle in the air. Lin Baiguang possessed nothing but a paper plan and three hundred taels of station-building funds approved by the Intelligence Committee.

As for the intelligence agents stationed locally, he decided to serve as station chief himself for the interim to guide the work personally. While numerous short-term training programs—such as the intelligence work training class—were underway, the students were generally too young. Asking such adolescents to take charge of a sector alone was obviously unfeasible.

Lin Baiguang harbored private complaints regarding the Executive Committee's preference for cultivating only native teenagers for key positions. Adolescents certainly offered the advantages of receptivity and ease of indoctrination, but blindly emphasizing youth resulted in a dearth of key cadres capable of managing the bigger picture. In his view, loyalty could not be forged by brainwashing alone.

Just as there is no love or hate without reason, there is no loyalty without cause. To compel genuine loyalty from subordinates, one must provide sufficient tangible benefits, secure them psychologically, and—preferably—raise an idealistic banner for them to follow. With this three-pronged approach, most people could be managed effectively. Loyal hearts did not necessarily require children to achieve.

The transmigrator group's treatment of native employees had already generated considerable loyalty. There was only one point Lin Baiguang found lacking: the banner of idealism.

Thus far, the transmigrator group had not proposed a clear ideology. While using the shell of the Great Ming as camouflage was convenient and safe—offsetting the "rebellion" concerns of many natives—from another perspective, it extinguished the hope necessary to attract ambitious individuals. In any spacetime, there existed a large cohort dissatisfied with the existing order, eager for change but lacking the ability to raise a call to arms or become local warlords.

If someone could offer them such an opportunity, this group would explode with tremendous energy, striving for things unattainable under the old order. When drinking with surrendered pirates, Lin Baiguang had heard them ask more than once what the Australians planned for the future. Almost everyone hoped the Australians would one day raise their flag and fire their cannons to contend for the Central Plains, allowing them to become founding generals and bring honor to their wives and children.

The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom proclaiming kingships immediately after taking Yong'an felt overly hasty to later historians, but the parties involved had relished the feeling of being generals and ministers. It fully demonstrated the leadership's determination to "carry the revolution to the end," massively boosting morale.

The Executive Committee deliberated that obscuring their intentions like this was safer, but it was detrimental to morale, easily allowing everyone to fall into a state of petty satisfaction. If the Boss harbored no ambition, how could he recruit capable followers? Oda Nobunaga on the four islands of Japan had known to carve a seal reading "Tenka Fubu"—Spread Military Rule Under Heaven—stamping it everywhere to let the world know his ambition.

He resolved to discuss this line of thought with the Executive Committee upon his return, urging them to raise the banner of ideology. Furthermore, regarding personnel usage, the current system was overly rigid—stricter than the Communist Party back in the day—which hindered operations.

Lin Baiguang's philosophy of personnel management was eclectic. Regardless of a person's type, as long as they could be useful to him, they should be used—provided, of course, they could be controlled. He believed this reflected a leader's true skill. He scoffed at the Executive Committee's method of checking if someone was "reliable" and possessed a "clean history" before taking any action. Of course, he would never voice these views openly. Just as he never discussed his opinions on the conduct of certain county committee members in the past.

For the staffing of the Qiongzhou Prefecture Intelligence Station, he selected Gao Di.

In terms of seniority, Gao Di counted as a "veteran" among all native employees. He had served as an intelligence agent in Guangzhou for a period, qualifying as a senior operative. Intelligent and intimately familiar with the ways of the street, he was an ideal candidate for espionage.

However, the man was too clever and flexible. Coupled with his seniority and unique status—legally, he remained Wen Desi's domestic slave—he posed challenges. Being the domestic slave of the Executive Committee Chairman conferred a status that allowed one to look down on others. Consequently, Gao Di inevitably displayed arrogance, becoming an unpopular figure. After returning from the Foshan trip with Huang Tianyu and Liu San—where he had timely exposed Qianqian's true colors, earning merit and commendation—he had been quietly "sidelined" within the department. No missions were assigned; no share in training was given. He had appeared rather depressed for some time.

Lin Baiguang believed Gao Di possessed the talent for intelligence work, and his loyalty wasn't lacking. His current predicament stemmed simply from arrogance and high self-esteem incurring the jealousy of others. Such people were highly motivated; as long as medals and commendations were issued liberally, he would risk his life.

Lin Baiguang believed Gao Di possessed more drive than other natives and must be utilized. The reason lay precisely in the fact that his family had "followed the dragon" earliest but now fared significantly worse than latecomers. His parents had been ordinary commune members upon arrival, assigned daily tasks by production team leaders. Later, through Xiao Zishan's arrangement, they were transferred to the small kitchen. His sister had achieved some success but wasn't Wang Luobin's life secretary. Clearly, this disparity served as a powerful stimulus to Gao Di.

As for the other candidate, it was Chen Tong, Gao Di's companion during the Foshan trip. Chen Tong was a top student from the first term of the intelligence work study class and had been interning at the Intelligence Committee. He was considered an elite element of the future intelligence front, viewed favorably by everyone.

Elite or fanatic, Lin Baiguang planned to use Qiongzhou Prefecture as the stage to test their actual capabilities.

He returned to his quarters in the temple, where Chen Tong and Gao Di awaited him. When Lin Baiguang had gone out earlier, he had deliberately given them no instructions, handing each one tael of silver as pocket money.

Qiongzhou Prefecture was a far more bustling world of flowers and wine than Lingao. Both were fifteen or sixteen-year-old teenagers, naturally at an active age. With money and free time, whether they could restrain themselves and wait quietly in the temple for his return was a simple test.

Evidently, both possessed enough patience to wait for his orders. Lin Baiguang summoned them into his room.

The first priority was securing a location for the intelligence station. This Qiongzhou Prefecture Intelligence Station would need to operate for at least three or four years; it could not rely on rented rooms in a temple. A secure base was essential.

Qiewei already maintained an inn here, but Lin Baiguang decided against incorporating Qiewei's branch into the intelligence network. If the intelligence station were compromised, the negative impact on Qiewei would be too great, potentially affecting operations elsewhere. Moreover, the transmigrator group had not yet achieved full controlling interest in Qiewei, so many matters could not be exposed to them.

As for using the Runshitang Pharmacy brand—although it was almost completely controlled by the Health Department, the reality that Runshitang was known as a Lingao shop could not be avoided. Using its name would arouse suspicion among those already vigilant against "Lingao."

He decided to acquire existing local property for use.

"Gao Di, go find a way to secure a house. Renting or buying are both acceptable," Lin Baiguang instructed. "It will be used for the intelligence station."

Gao Di had often navigated the markets of Guangzhou, so such tasks should have been simple. However, as a Guangzhou native, his speech marked him as an outsider here. The habit of bullying outsiders was universal, past and present—compounded by the fact that "house brokers" were mostly tough old scoundrels. Whether Gao Di could handle it depended on his ability.

"Yes, Chief." Gao Di asked, "What is the budget? What scale? Any special requirements?"

"The budget is modest—only one hundred taels," Lin Baiguang said. "This house is for the future intelligence station. What kind of house to choose is up to you."

Lin Baiguang believed that finding a house for an intelligence station required more than mere eloquence and social skill. One needed vision—only by comprehensively considering the nature of upcoming intelligence work could one select a suitable property. This was a test of the boy's ability.

"Whether buying, pawning, or renting, it cannot be resolved in a day or two," Gao Di noted. "It will take about ten days..."

"I leave the matter entirely to you. You have full authority. Here is twenty taels of silver for your activity funds." Lin Baiguang deliberately offered no further instructions. Hands off completely.

If Gao Di botched it, the cost would be merely some wasted silver. Appointing the wrong person would have far graver consequences. The role of personnel in intelligence work was simply too critical.

"Yes, I'll go check the market immediately."

After assigning the housing task, he instructed Chen Tong to investigate a person.

"This person is named Hai Shuzu, a local from a prominent family. Find out the details of his family situation." He handed Chen Tong twenty taels of silver. "Your activity fund."

"I'll go right away." Chen Tong nodded earnestly and accepted the silver.

Hai Shuzu came from a prominent local clan; the Hai family was famous here. Inquiring about his general situation wouldn't cost much. However, intelligence came in generic varieties and precious insider information. This task depended on Chen Tong's ability to collect intelligence of value.

"I will give you ten days."

(End of Chapter)
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Lin Baiguang had entrusted the two agents with a generous operational budget, a deliberate test of their judgment. Would a sudden windfall lead to profligacy, or would they demonstrate the prudence required of intelligence operatives?

Acquiring safe houses, gathering intelligence, managing operational funds—these skills had been drilled into them during training. But the classroom was one thing; the field was another. This mission would prove whether they could translate theory into practice.

After briefing them on their objectives, Lin Baiguang conducted a preliminary reconnaissance of the area. He scouted the environments within and without the prefectural city, the vicinity of the Haikou Qianhu Garrison, and observed the Baisha Naval Camp from a distance to assess Haikou’s defensive infrastructure.

By the standards of the seventeenth century, Haikou’s defenses were formidable. Lin Baiguang’s career had been in the civil service; while he had some familiarity with historical texts like the Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance, he had never possessed a deep interest in military minutiae. However, the necessities of the post-D-Day world had compelled him to study, granting him a functional understanding of Ming military affairs.

The Baisha Naval Camp was not an isolated outpost; it maintained subsidiary encampments at Dongying and Mangliao harbors. These positions formed a mutually supporting triangle around Shenying Harbor. When combined with the Haikou Rear Qianhu Garrison and the numerous fortifications guarding the west and south of the prefectural city, they created a comprehensive defensive network for Qiongzhou.

The area surrounding Shenying Harbor and the Rear Qianhu Garrison was bristling with beacon towers, watchtowers, and earthworks. Patrol boats crisscrossed the waters while chevaux-de-frise lined the shores, and sentries patrolled with visible diligence. It was a rigorous defense, fitting for Haikou’s status as the island’s military hub and a linchpin of coastal security.

Yet, to Lin Baiguang’s eye, breaching this network with the transmigrators' current military capabilities would be trivial. By the time their five-year plan matured, taking this city would be child's play.

The brick-and-stone emplacements were numerous but armed mostly with antiquated Portuguese-style breech-loading swivel guns. The rest of the arsenal was even more archaic: "crouching tiger" cannons, bowl-mouth mortars, and bamboo-jointed pieces that belonged in a museum. Modern Western artillery was scarce. It seemed the Ming government’s military modernization efforts in Guangdong had yet to trickle down to Hainan.

Even if these fortifications were redesigned by the era’s finest European engineers and bristling with "red barbarian" cannons, they would still crumble before the transmigrators' firepower.

After a full day of inspection, Lin Baiguang was confident. Seizing Hainan was not the challenge; the true difficulty lay in the lack of administrative personnel and garrisons to hold it. Conquest without consolidation would be a hollow victory.

Returning to the temple, he drafted his first report to Lingao. He proposed designated the Qiongzhou intelligence station as a "practical training base" for new operatives. The local environment was relatively simple, and the Ming presence weak; if operatives blundered, rescue would be swift.

His second proposal was to use Qiongzhou as a springboard for intelligence work throughout Guangdong. The Guangzhou Station currently bore the brunt of operations, but Guo Yi and his team were already high-profile figures. Expanding clandestine large-scale operations there carried significant risk to the transmigrators' economic lifeline. Lin Baiguang recommended spinning off non-Pearl River Delta operations to the Qiongzhou Station, with Guangzhou providing logistical support.

As for his own cover, Lin Baiguang decided to open a grain shop in Qiongshan County. The collective already had a grain business in Leizhou, allowing him to transfer experienced staff and leverage existing trade networks. It was an ideal front.

Rice was a universal necessity. While Lingao produced many novel commodities that would sell well, Lin Baiguang had no intention of performing commercial miracles here. He needed a cover that facilitated travel across Guangdong, not a business empire. He would avoid dealing in any signature "Lingao" goods.

A modest operation would suffice—a starting stock of one thousand shi of brown rice. In the future, when the collective took full control of Hainan, the shop could segue into the food distribution network, ensuring nothing was wasted.

Gao Di and Chen Tong had been in the field for several days, leaving early and returning late. Lin Baiguang remained in his room, plotting operations and refraining from interference. Finally, Gao Di returned with a report. He had identified several prospects.

Lin Baiguang listened as Gao Di detailed the locations, layouts, and terms for each property.

Gao Di had shortlisted three compounds outside the city walls. Two were moderately priced residences, but the third, located on West Gate Avenue, was more expensive as it included street-facing shopfronts.

"This property has three bays of storefront space," Gao Di explained. "The front courtyard is spacious enough for a warehouse, making it suitable for a business front. There’s also a quiet rear courtyard, and the back gate opens onto an area with multiple escape routes."

The asking price was two hundred and eighty taels, inclusive of fees for middlemen and guarantors. Given the specifications, it was reasonable.

Observing Gao Di’s dusty clothes and hoarse voice, Lin Baiguang noted the effort the young man had invested. The results were commendable; the property matched Lin’s requirements perfectly. Gao Di had demonstrated not just obedience, but initiative—a rare and valuable quality.

Chen Tong then reported on Hai Shuzu. The man was a descendant of the famous official Hai Rui. Thanks to his ancestor's lingering prestige, Hai Shuzu was considered local gentry in Qiongshan, but the family’s fortunes had waned. Bound by the pressure to uphold their ancestor’s reputation for probity, the family avoided illicit dealings and subsisted on the meager income of their ancestral estate. Supporting a large household on such thin margins was a constant struggle.

Desperate to restore his family’s wealth, Hai Shuzu had turned to commerce. He had pooled funds from clan members and friends to build a large ship for the Southeast Asian trade. Disaster struck when pirates seized the vessel and its cargo; only the manager and a few sailors returned. Now, creditors were banging on his door, driving him to the brink of ruin.

Lin Baiguang knew this story well—the ship and its cargo were currently sitting in Lingao, under the jurisdiction of the Admiralty Court. They had released the manager with instructions for the owner to claim the vessel, but months had passed without a word from Hai Shuzu. Clearly, the man lacked fortitude. Hearing that creditors were now making a scene, Lin Baiguang smiled. External pressure would make him easier to manipulate.

"I’ve gathered some details on his personal life as well," Chen Tong added. "Overall, he’s unremarkable—a rule-abiding scion of an illustrious line whose ambition for wealth outstrips his ability. A common tragedy in these times."

"One of his household servants is from Meizhou," Chen Tong continued. "We’re from the same region. I’ve already established a rapport with him as a fellow townsman. Getting access to the Hai household will be much easier now."

"Very good," Lin Baiguang nodded approval.

He then reviewed their expenditures. Gao Di had spent a dozen taels, citing costs for cultivating middlemen, purchasing silk garments, and hiring sedan chairs to maintain appearances.

"...Without projecting a certain status, the matter wouldn't have proceeded so smoothly," Gao Di reasoned.

"The operational funds are yours to use, provided the expense is justifiable," Lin Baiguang said. "However, your reporting is sloppy. Look at Chen Tong’s ledger."

Chen Tong had spent only four taels and three qian, yet his report itemized every expense, from buying tea to gifting a pair of shoes. In contrast, Gao Di’s ledger was littered with vague entries of "entertainment expenses."

"You have discretion over these funds, but remember that this is public money," Lin Baiguang admonished. "The distinction is vital. Public funds must be free of private entanglement. In intelligence work, large sums will pass through your hands. The greater the amount, the more transparent the accounting must be. Every single wen must be traceable. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

Lin Baiguang paused, studying the two young men. "Competence is important, but self-protection is paramount. Neglect these details now, and you will find yourselves defenseless when an audit comes. Protesting your innocence then will be useless—no one will believe you."

"Yes, we will remember," they affirmed.

"Good. Gao Di, proceed with purchasing the property on West Gate Avenue." Lin Baiguang counted out eighty taels of silver from his iron chest. "This is for the deposit. The balance will be paid at closing."

"Should I spend a little extra to have the deed registered at the Qiongshan County Revenue Office and stamped with the red seal?" Gao Di asked.

It was a prudent suggestion, though Lin Baiguang considered it somewhat redundant—in a few years, the Ming administration here would cease to exist. Still, the foresight deserved encouragement.

"Very well. Do it."

"Understood."

Preparations for the Qiongzhou station moved swiftly. Lin Baiguang had no intention of playing shopkeeper; he knew nothing of the grain trade. Managers would be transferred from the Leizhou Sugar branch of the Intelligence Commission. Zhu Fusheng, owner of the Dachang Rice Shop, was happy to recommend his own senior clerks and expressed a willingness to establish business ties with the new "Wanfeng Grain Shop."

These commercial staff would not participate in intelligence operations. Espionage would be the domain of trainees from Lingao, who would serve as junior clerks and servants. Separating the business and intelligence tracks would ensure better management and security.

(End of Chapter)
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Two or three armed guards were transferred from the Qiwei Escort Bureau to provide security. Like the grain shop’s clerks, they were strictly professionals who would not be privy to intelligence operations. Qiwei was merely a joint venture; while the transmigrators controlled its finances and management, its personnel were products of the old society, untouched by the collective’s ideological "purification." Their reliability was, by necessity, a tier lower.

Nevertheless, the escort bureau men were professionals. For security work, they were more than adequate. Lin Baiguang had always maintained that an intelligence operative who had to rely on his fists rather than his wits had already failed.

Gao Di, quick-witted and silver-tongued, was appointed "External Affairs Manager"—the equivalent of a modern sales director. The earnest and dependable Chen Tong was assigned the role of "Household Manager."

Lin Baiguang assumed the role of the "Proprietor," a Guangzhou merchant expanding his grain business. All the necessary documentation would be forged by the Guangzhou Station.

To befit a man of his station—and with the Executive Committee's approval—he was assigned two "maidservants." These young women were also graduates of the intelligence training program; their primary duties, however, were those of radio operators and cipher clerks.

"These are your staff, not your 'domestic secretaries,' just so we're clear," Hu Qingbai joked while processing the transfer papers.

"Do you really think I'm that cliché?" Lin Baiguang scoffed. Unlike some, he did not let his libido dictate his priorities.

Hu Qingbai, missing the point entirely, shook his head. "Logically speaking, you’re a wealthy merchant. It looks suspicious for you to have no wife at home..."

"That’s where you’re wrong," Lin replied. "The Historical Materials Section confirms that in this era, it was customary for traveling merchants to leave their families behind. Even the wealthiest tycoons often left their wives in their hometowns, returning only every few years."

"Well, if I had that kind of money, I wouldn't want to live like a monk. What's the point of wealth if not to enjoy it?"

Lin Baiguang didn't bother to respond. In his view, Hu Qingbai failed to understand that a man’s career was the ultimate source of stimulation; the fleeting pleasures of the flesh paled in comparison to the thrill of ambition.

After finalizing the paperwork, Lin visited the Political Security General Administration to formally hand over his duties. As a station chief, his chain of command had shifted to the Intelligence Commission, requiring him to temporarily relinquish his post as Director of the Enemy Work Department to avoid a conflict of interest. Before he left, there was a small ceremony to attend.

In the administration's conference room, the staff stood at attention, crisp in their uniforms and armed belts. The Political Security personnel wore the Year One naval uniform, distinguished only by their blue collar tabs.

"...To all departments: In recognition of Comrade Lin Baiguang's outstanding contributions to enemy-work operations, this order is hereby issued to commend his exemplary service... Chairman of the Executive Committee, Wen Desi. November 1629."

After Ran Yao finished reading the commendation, Lin Baiguang offered a formal salute and received the document with both hands. Applause filled the room. A personal commendation from the Chairman was unprecedented in the department, and given Lin’s achievements, entirely deserved.

"It's a pity we don't have medals yet. 'First-Class Merit' or 'Second-Class Merit' feels too sterile," Ran Yao said apologetically. "I’d be embarrassed to give those to indigenous staff, let alone you. So I applied for a Chairman's Commendation instead."

After the ceremony, the two men retreated to Ran Yao's office to discuss the transition. Lin Baiguang requested that specific enemy-work files be transferred to his new station, including the intelligence circuits in Guangdong and the hunt for the families of Lin Dan and Xu Cheng—vital leads for rounding up the remnants of Zhu Cailao’s pirate fleet.

"That portfolio can go with you," Ran Yao agreed. "I’ll coordinate with the Intelligence Commission to assign you a separate call sign. You can continue reporting directly to us and requesting support as needed."

"Thank you." Lin proceeded to brief Ran Yao on the ideological state of the recruited pirates. Although no longer his direct responsibility, he had cultivated close personal ties with many of them and possessed unique insights into their mindset. Since he would be leaving Lingao, a thorough handover was essential.

He also had one personnel request. The individual in question was technically a "political prisoner," currently laboring in the reform caps. Dugu Qiuhun, who managed the labor camps, had no jurisdiction over political detainees; only the Political Security General Administration could authorize a release.

"Oh? Who do you want?"

"He Xin."

"That weakling?" Ran Yao was surprised. He knew of He Xin—a pirate by association, but in reality a quintessential dandy who had climbed the ranks on the coattails of a powerful female cousin. He possessed no useful skills whatsoever.

"He Xin is useless in Lingao. He can barely cut it as a laborer. But in my hands, he has value," Lin Baiguang said.

"All right, he's yours."

Lin Baiguang’s interest in He Xin had been piqued during idle conversations with former pirates like Shi Shisi.

"As for He Xin—eating, drinking, whoring, gambling—he’s a master of the vices. An excellent sycophant," Shi Shisi had once joked. "He spent his days keeping the big bosses entertained. But the moment fighting started, he’d soil himself. He was terrified of cannon fire—wouldn't even stay at headquarters if he could help it. He spent the war skulking around the supply dépôts."

He Xin was the son of a Fujian fish merchant. After his parents died, he had squandered his inheritance on hedonism within a few years. destitute, he had sought refuge with his cousin, the pirate queen.

Thanks to his glib tongue and flair for revelry, he had carved out a niche in Zhu Cailao’s organization as a professional entertainer—a glorified hanger-on.

A born sycophant and social lubricant could be useful. Lin Baiguang’s ambition was to penetrate the upper echelons of Ming society—merchants, officials, and gentry. He was confident in his diplomatic skills, but he lacked familiarity with the era's decadent diversions. He Xin, a master of such amusements, would make a perfect guide.

Lin had probed further. Shi Shisi and others didn't despise the "pretty boy"; though he was a parasite, he wasn't malicious or cunning.

Not treacherous, Lin thought. That makes him manageable. As long as he isn't rotten to the core, I can use him.

He immediately issued the release papers and instructed Gao Di to prepare a private cell at the Bopu detention center, complete with clean clothes and amenities.

Lin himself boarded the public ox-cart to Nanbao to retrieve his prize.

With the opening of the Nanbao coal mines, the labor-reform camp originally at the Bairen Quarry had been relocated. Blasting stone in the densely developed Bairen area was no longer safe, nor was a prison camp appropriate near the collective's industrial heart.

Lin Baiguang crossed the drawbridge over the deep moat. Sharpened, fire-hardened bamboo stakes bristled from the trench bottom. Beyond lay a barbed-wire perimeter enclosing rows of low brick-and-timber barracks. Wooden guard towers loomed at intervals.

In the center of the compound stood a wooden platform that chilled the blood. Strange frames fitted with iron shackles hung from it—unmistakable instruments of punishment. It was little wonder the indigenous population spoke of this place with trembling voices; "human rights" was a foreign concept here.

Fu Youdi trotted out to greet the visiting official.

"I want He Xin. Bring him to me immediately—I’m taking him out."

Fu Youdi looked apologetic. "Sir! That man is classified as an 'indefinite-term' political offender. The serious cases are all at the quarry, except for the sick. Could you wait until they return this evening?"

"I want him now," Lin said.

"Then I’m afraid you’ll have to come to the quarry, sir."

The quarry was located at the foot of a small hill nearby, a separate facility guarded by armed soldiers and watchtowers. Three or four hundred prisoners were hauling rubble from the blasted rock face. To maintain hygiene and prevent escape, every head and beard was shaved bare. They labored almost naked; the rags they wore served only to protect skin from sharp rocks, not for modesty.

Each work gang was overseen by a supervisor wielding a rattan switch, marked by colored flags.

The scene reminded Lin Baiguang of Spartacus. This was naked slave labor in its rawest form.

"Are there any female prisoners here?"

"No. Women are a scarce resource in Lingao—we wouldn't waste them here," Fu Youdi explained. Female convicts were housed elsewhere, engaged in textile work and hide tanning at the Light Industry Ministry's processing plant, handling the flow of raw materials from Li territory.

"Bring me inmate 16280505130080."

At Fu Youdi's command, a guard descended into the pit. Before long, a filthy, stark-naked prisoner was escorted up.

"You are He Xin?" Lin Baiguang examined him. Apart from his darkened, rough skin, he appeared reasonably healthy—not the broken wreck Lin had expected. Only his face was caked in grime.

(End of Chapter)
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"Yes, that's me..." He Xin hesitated, his voice rusty. For months he had been addressed only as "130080"; his own name sounded foreign to his ears.

"You want him, sir?" Fu Youdi chuckled. "This fellow’s just a pretty boy. Useless for labor."

Lin Baiguang ignored the warden and studied the former pirate chief.

He Xin stood nearly naked, clad only in a ragged loincloth. His body was a map of bruises, old and new—testaments to the efficacy of the rattan switch. He trembled under the Australian's scrutiny, his mind flashing back to the terrifying films shown during his interrogation.

Fu Youdi was notorious for his brutality—and, judging by his expanding waistline, his corruption. But Lin Baiguang wasn't here to audit the prison system; that was Lu Yifan's headache.

"Wash him off and get him some clothes," Lin ordered.

Back at the camp, Lin instructed Gao Di to supervise the bath. The standard "purification" protocol was unnecessary; the labor camp had already scrubbed He Xin of any defiance.

When He Xin emerged, clean and dressed in fresh clothes, he looked almost human again. To be plucked from hell and restored to the world of men felt like a fever dream.

Confusion gnawed at him. Why had he been saved? The Australian stranger wasn't one of the men he’d met in Lingao when buying grain for Grand Master Zhu.

The thought of Zhu Cailao brought a fresh wave of despair. The labor camp grapevine had long since confirmed the pirate lord’s annihilation. Was this about hidden treasure? He Xin felt his knees weaken. He had been interrogated for weeks about every scrap of the organization's assets. He knew nothing of secret hoards. If he disappointed this man, would he be sold off to the rumored "boy-brothels"?

Gao Di interrupted his spiraling panic with a tray of food.

It was standard fare from the quarantine camp mess—fish, shellfish, and meat. To He Xin, conditioned on coarse rice and watery vegetable soup, it was a banquet fit for an emperor. Doctors like Chen Sigen designed prison rations for survival, not pleasure.

Saliva and tears welled up in equal measure. Yet, months of harsh discipline held him back; he dared not touch the food without permission.

"Eat," Lin Baiguang said. "Don't worry. You belong to me now."

"Thank you, sir! Your kindness is vast as the sea—" He Xin fell to his knees to kowtow.

"No need for that." Lin stopped him. "Eat first. We'll talk after."

He Xin attacked the bowl. Food he would have once scorned as peasant slop now tasted divine. He wept as he ate, the flavors mingling with the bitterness of his ordeal.

"What are you crying for? A grown man shedding tears over a meal."

"I... I wouldn't dare..." He Xin wiped his eyes, stuffing rice into his mouth.

"Work hard for me, and I won't treat you poorly."

"Yes, yes, I will serve you faithfully..."

"If you fail me, I’ll send you back."

Terror seized him. He Xin choked on his rice and threw himself to the floor again. "I wouldn't dare! I wouldn't dare!"

"Get up and finish."

When He Xin had licked the bowl clean, Lin Baiguang spoke. "I hear you're a man of pleasure."

He Xin froze. "A man of pleasure" could mean many things. "I... I was foolish in the past," he stammered. "Fond of drink and dice..."

"What skills do you have? Tell me everything," Lin said, adopting a candid tone. "I'm going to Qiongshan on business, and I need someone with your particular talents."

Realization dawned on He Xin. The Australian needed a sycophant, a companion for social engagements. That was his specialty! Relief washed over him.

"I wouldn't presume to boast," he said, his face relaxing into an ingratiating smile, "but I am well-versed in kickball, backgammon, chess, cards, and word puzzles. I can sing, and I play the pipa passably well."

Lin nodded. "Do you know your way around the pleasure quarters and gambling dens?"

"Begging your pardon, sir," He Xin beamed, "before I joined Grand Master Zhu, I lived by my wits in the flower districts. High class or low, from Guangzhou to the coast, I know them all. I’m still on familiar terms with quite a few madams."

"Can you write?"

"Yes. I attended private school for a few years. I can draft letters and invitations."

"Good. From now on, you are my guest-retainer. We leave in a few days."

"Yes, Master! I will serve you with all my heart!" He Xin’s spirit soared. Leaving Lingao meant leaving Fu Youdi. He would have followed the devil himself to escape this place.

"From now on, address me as 'Master'."

"Yes, Master."

Gao Di produced a porcelain bottle of Sanli Tong—"Pain Disperser"—a new remedy from the Runshitang Pharmacy. Developed by Liu San from confiscated recipes, it was highly effective for the bruises and contusions common in He Xin’s recent life.

"Strip down. Brother Gao will apply the medicine."

"Thank you, Master." Tears flowed again, this time of gratitude.

After He Xin was treated and told to rest, Lin Baiguang and Gao Di stepped outside.

"Have Yang He assign someone to watch him," Lin said.

"Understood."

Lin Baiguang then visited the Finance Commission to withdraw three hundred taels of silver. Since Qiongshan lacked a Delong Bank branch, cash was necessary.

"Will that be enough?" asked Cheng Dong at the window.

"Plenty. The grain shop will generate its own operating funds soon enough."

"Very well. Just remember, Wanfeng Grain Shop is an Executive Committee enterprise. The paperwork must be precise."

"I know the drill."

Cheng Dong handed over a disbursement kit—vouchers, carbon paper, a ledger, and stamps, all locked in a small box. "Every voucher is numbered. Even voided ones must be retained for the Audit Commission."

"The stricter, the better," Lin said. "Protects us in the field from suspicion."

The next few days were a blur of bureaucratic errands—collecting equipment, signing forms, stamping receipts. It felt remarkably like his old life as a civil servant. Institutionalization, he mused, was just bureaucratization by another name.

Finally, dressed as a wealthy Ming merchant, Lin Baiguang set sail from Bopu with his entourage.

He stood on the deck, feeling a profound lightness. Unlike many transmigrators who viewed Lingao and its fortress as a sanctuary, Lin felt no attachment. Leaving felt less like exile and more like liberation. The sky seemed wider here.

Qiongzhou was just the beginning. He sensed, with a vague certainty, that he would not be returning to Lingao for a very long time.

(End of Chapter)
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In the cramped cabin of the Guangding, Lin Baiguang leaned against his bedroll, his mind occupied by the chessboard of Qiongshan.

His primary objective was the recruitment of Hai Shuzu. The original plan—luring him to Lingao under the pretext of reclaiming his ship—had failed. Hai Shuzu remained wary, refusing to venture into the "Australian" den.

If I were in his shoes, I wouldn't go rashly either, Lin mused. Who knows what schemes we might be hatching? To a man of his standing, caution is natural.

If he refused to come, the collective would merely gain a large vessel and its cargo by default—not a terrible outcome. But Hai Shuzu himself was the true prize. The value lay not just in his lineage as a descendant of Hai Rui, but in his potential utility for a specific industrial need.

The Industry Commission had been clamoring for a local coal source. The Haikou region possessed some of Hainan's better coal deposits—dominantly lignite suitable for coking. With the impending development of the Tiandu iron mine, coke would soon become the bottleneck of their steel industry. High-grade anthracite from Vietnam was ill-suited for coking, and the logistics of foreign extraction and shipping were messy. They needed a secure, local supply.

In the Ming dynasty, however, opening a mine was a labyrinthine ordeal. The obstruction wasn't imperial policy or taxation, but the predatory nature of local powers. Mines were magnets for extortion, cited for disturbing "fengshui" or severing "earth veins." Primitive environmentalism also played a role—smelting and excavation caused pollution that invariably angered locals.

Official attitudes were arbitrary at best. Since the Ming state lacked a coherent resource tax, mining offered no fiscal benefit to local governments, only headaches. Mines attracted large, unruly workforces—"destabilizing elements" in the eyes of officials concerned with maintaining order. With no profit to gain and only trouble to expect, magistrates usually defaulted to prohibition at the first sign of conflict.

Without a powerful local patron to provide political cover, opening a mine was impossible.

Given these realities, the Executive Committee had vetoed sending a direct agent like Lin Quan’an. Their strategy was to find a local proxy to front the operation while the collective provided the capital and technology.

Hai Shuzu was the ideal candidate. His family name alone carried immense weight, capable of smoothing over bureaucratic frictional and silencing local thugs.

The challenge was persuasion. Hai Shuzu’s venture into maritime trade proved he had both an adventurous streak and a thirst for wealth. Now, according to Chen Tong’s intelligence, the Hai family faced a liquidity crisis. This was the opening Lin needed.

Lin Baiguang paced the small cabin, calculating the timeline. The current coke ovens relied on coal purchased from Guangdong, which was sufficient for now. But once iron ore began arriving from Tiandu next year, the demand for coke would skyrocket.

Upon arriving in Qiongzhou, Lin wasted no time. Staff transferred from Leizhou and new escorts from Guangdong arrived in waves, and renovations on the grain shop proceeded rapidly.

While the station took shape, Lin directed his agents to dig deeper. Chen Tong intensified his infiltration of the Hai household, while Gao Di surveyed the broader social fallout.

The report, delivered a week later, was promising. Hai Shuzu’s ill-fated trading voyage had been funded by fifty-one households totaling ninety shares. Hai himself held twenty-three. The investors were a motley crew: clan members, relatives, friends, and small merchants blinded by dreams of Western Ocean riches. Even household servants had pooled their meager savings to buy slivers of equity.

For the small investors, the loss was catastrophic. Many had bet their life savings—their "coffin money"—on this venture. "Limited liability" was a foreign concept to them; they saw only ruin. Daily, they besieged the Hai residence, weeping and demanding restitution.

For Hai Shuzu, who prized his family’s reputation above all else, the public spectacle was agonizing. Engaging in commerce was already considered beneath the dignity of a scholar; this failure turned a quiet disgrace into a loud scandal.

But shareholders were only the first wave. To build such a massive ship, Hai Shuzu had taken high-interest loans. Now the creditors were circling.

Worst of all were the families of the passengers—small peddlers and traders who had booked passage on the ship. Though most had been rescued by the transmigrators and had even recouped some losses through trade in Lingao, many had still lost capital, and some had lost lives. Widows and orphans wailed at the gates, demanding Hai Shuzu "return their husbands and fathers."

"There is no defense against that kind of grief," Lin Baiguang sighed. "Maritime trade is not for the faint of heart."

"As the saying goes, 'People see the thief eating meat, not the thief getting flogged,'" Gao Di remarked. "I saw plenty of it when I served Master Gao. Men ruined by a single storm, stranded in foreign lands, or stripped of everything by pirates. Even Master Gao lost ships and tens of thousands of taels over the years."

Lin nodded. The risks were immense, compounded by the terrifying custom of unlimited liability. A merchant's personal assets were never safe from his business debts. A single failure could mean total annihilation.

Hai Shuzu knew this. As a descendant of Hai Rui, the paragon of integrity, his bankruptcy would be more than personal ruin—it would be a stain on a revered legacy.

"What is the state of the Hai family's assets?" Lin asked.

"An empty shell," Chen Tong replied. "Apart from two hundred mu of clan ritual land, they hold less than two hundred mu of private fields. Movable property is negligible. Hai Rui was famous for his poverty—he couldn't even afford a coffin when he died. His descendants have maintained that tradition."

To uphold their ancestor's reputation, the Hai family had eschewed the darker methods of wealth accumulation common among the gentry—land annexation, usury, and litigation racketeering.

"Remarkable," Lin exclaimed. "Truly worthy descendants of Hai Gong."

"Indeed," Chen Tong agreed. "The locals say this calamity is a tribulation decreed by fate."

"If they can weather this storm, they may yet prosper," Lin said enigmaticallly. "It depends on whether Hai Shuzu has the vision to seize a lifeline."

He turned to Gao Di. "Go and investigate the creditors. Find out if they are willing to sell the Hai family's promissory notes."

Gao Di’s eyes lit up. "I understand."

"Don't rush. Drive a hard bargain," Lin cautioned. "Those notes will soon be worthless paper in their hands."

Without external aid, Hai Shuzu was effectively bankrupt. Repaying the principal and interest would strip him of everything.

"Handle this discreetly," Lin added. "We aren't buying these debts out of charity, but for leverage. Silence is key."

Meanwhile, Hai Shuzu had fled to Guangzhou to escape the storm. He was at his wit's end. Since the news of the piracy broke, he hadn't slept a full night. Survivors trickling back had brought fragmented accounts: pirates, a battle, rescue by the "Australians." It wasn't until his navigator returned with a letter and gifts that the full picture emerged.

The Australians had invited him to Lingao to reclaim his ship. He wanted to go—it was his only hope of recovering capital—but fear held him back. His family warned him it was a trap, a kidnapping scheme by foreign devils.

Paralyzed by indecision and hounded by creditors, the descendant of Hai Rui found himself cornered, waiting for a miracle—or the end.

(End of Chapter)
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Hai Shuzu remained skeptical of the danger. His most valuable assets, the five-masted ship and its cargo, were already in Australian hands. What point was there in kidnapping him now? Furthermore, the sailors and merchants who had returned reported that the Australians were courteous and fair.

However, his family was adamant. Facing fierce opposition from his wife and mother, he had no choice but to postpone the trip indefinitely. Instead, he traveled to Guangzhou, hoping to leverage his connections—former classmates and his late father’s colleagues—to borrow enough silver to weather the crisis.

But Hai Shuzu’s status was largely inherited. He himself held only the title of jiansheng, a courtesy extended to the descendants of Hai Rui. The family was respected, but not wealthy. His fundraising tour was a failure. Friends contributed token sums—twenty taels here, fifty there—but after ten days, he had scraped together barely three hundred taels. It was a drop in the ocean compared to his debts.

Guangzhou was expensive, and he could ill afford to linger. Realizing the futility of his efforts, Hai Shuzu returned to Qiongshan to face the music.

He didn't dare go home. Instead, he took refuge at his family’s rural estate, sending the manager ahead to gather news. He sat alone in the empty house, attended only by a servant boy borrowed from a friend. When he left, he hadn't even dared to bring his own staff—many were among his minor creditors. Their resentment often slipped out in snide remarks and sloppy service, humiliations he could not bear.

He recalled the days when he traveled with a retinue of five or six servants, all deferential and obedient. Now, he couldn't even command his own household.

As he brooded, a commotion at the gate announced the arrival of several small sedan chairs. An estate worker rushed in to report. Bracing himself, Hai Shuzu went out to meet them.

Leading the party was his chief steward, Hai Ji, but the bearers were strangers. When the curtains parted, Hai Shuzu froze. Inside were his mother, wife, and children.

"Home has become unlivable," Hai Ji wept.

After Hai Shuzu left, the creditors, finding no head of household to harangue, had panicked. Fearing they would never see their money, the mob intensified their harassment. In desperation, the family had petitioned the yamen for protection.

"The yamen runners were useless," Hai Ji explained. "They demanded bribes immediately, and even after we paid hundreds of wen, they barely lifted a finger. The mob ran riot, threatening to storm the inner quarters. It was only when Magistrate Zhang passed by and ordered the worst offenders dragged off to the cangue that order was restored."

Hai Shuzu bowed his head, sighing deeply. Magistrate Zhang had acted out of goodwill, but requiring official intervention to suppress creditors was a stain on the family honor.

Unable to endure the siege, the women and children had borrowed chairs from relatives and fled in secret.

Seeing his family’s wretched state, clutching meager bundles of possessions, Hai Shuzu broke down. His ambition had ruined them. He had failed in self-cultivation and failed in household management.

"The servants are insufferable," Hai Ji ranted. "The ones we owe money to are one thing, but even those we owe nothing to have stopped working. Some are already looking for new masters..."

"When the tree falls, the monkeys scatter," Hai Shuzu said bitterly. "I cannot blame them."

The Hai family had lived in Qiongzhou for a century, renowned for virtue and charity. They had never treated their servants harshly. Yet in the face of financial ruin, loyalty evaporated like morning dew. The power of money had never felt so cold.

Sighs would not solve their predicament. Hiding at a country estate was no long-term solution. After consulting with his mother and wife, Hai Shuzu made the painful decision to sell the family’s farmland. Combined with the silver from Guangzhou, they could settle a portion of the debt.

"But once the land is gone, we will have nothing," Hai Shuzu mourned. "We will be destitute."

There was still the clan ritual land to prevent starvation, but their life as gentry was effectively over.

"Unloading the land to pay debts is the only honorable path," his mother said through her tears. "But what of the silver you borrowed in Guangzhou? without land, how will you repay them?"

Hai Shuzu suspected his friends never expected repayment, but he could not voice such a thought.

The family debated their bleak future until late afternoon, lacking the appetite for lunch. Suddenly, the estate manager burst in, breathless and forgetting all protocol.

"Master! The creditors... they've all vanished!"

"Vanished?" Hai Shuzu was stunned. This group held promissory notes that the authorities couldn't invalidate. Why would they leave?

"I heard someone bought up their notes!"

Hai Shuzu stared. Bought them? Why? He was on the brink of bankruptcy. Even after liquidating his land, he could pay mere pennies on the dollar. Whoever bought those notes had just purchased a pile of worthless paper.

"Perhaps some gentleman, admiring your righteousness, has extended a helping hand?" Hai Ji suggested hopefullly.

Hai Shuzu couldn't believe such fortune existed. The debts totaled over two thousand taels. He knew no one with that kind of wealth who would squander it on a stranger.

Before he could process this, a worker entered with a visiting card. "A Mister Lin is asking for you, Master."

Hai Shuzu glanced at the name—Lin Baiguang. He didn't recognize it. "Tell him I am not receiving guests."

"Mister Lin said that once you open the card, you will recognize him."

Hai Shuzu hesitated, then took the card. It felt heavy. Beneath it lay an envelope. Inside were his promissory notes.

He shuffled through them—every single debt he had issued, stamped "SETTLED."

This stranger, this Lin Baiguang, had bought his life. But what did he want? Hai Shuzu felt a chill of uncertainty.

"Master," Hai Ji whispered, "this Mister Lin seems to mean well. He has returned the notes marked paid. If he meant harm, why do this?"

"Yes... yes," Hai Shuzu breathed. "I must meet him."

"Mister Lin, my master invites you in!"

Lin Baiguang entered with a faint smile. After the magistrate's intervention, the creditors' confidence had collapsed. Gao Di had easily purchased the debt for thirty percent of its face value.

Gao Di had wanted to buy out the shareholders as well, but Lin had forbidden it.

"We relieve some pressure to show sincerity," Lin had explained. "But if we solve every problem, he has no incentive to work with us. What if he says, 'Thank you, I'll work like an ox to repay you, but I won't front your mine'? What do we do then? Kill him?"

"But we hold his debt. Surely he wouldn't dare refuse," Gao Di argued.

"Threats breed resentment," Lin countered. "Resentment is a cancer in a partnership. Besides, Hai Shuzu is gentry. If we, as outsiders, push him too hard, the local elites might close ranks. We’d lose our money and our mna."

"I understand," Gao Di had said, impressed.

"A family like the Hais must be won with kindness. We leave him some pressure. Once he agrees, we can help him with the rest."

"What if he's deceiving us?"

"You're getting sharper. But Hai Shuzu is a descendant of Hai Rui. Such base tactics are beneath him. Family honor would not permit it."

Convincing Hai Shuzu was surprisingly easy. Desperate and cornered, the proposal was a lifeline. It wasn't glorious, but it was better than ruin. And more importantly, it offered a way to repay the shareholders who had trusted him.

The terms were generous: Mister Lin provided the capital; Hai Shuzu provided the name and the mining rights. The Hai family would invest nothing but receive twenty percent of the profits. Lin took eighty.

"I understand," Hai Shuzu said hesitantly. "You need me to handle the officials and local powers. That I can do. But I must warn you: I have never heard of successful coal mining in Qiongzhou. Firewood here is cheap and plentiful; who will buy coal? Have you considered this risk before sinking your capital?"

Lin Baiguang nodded, genuinely impressed. Even at the edge of the abyss, Hai Shuzu remained an honest man. It was a comfort, in any era, to do business with a gentleman.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 502 - The Partner (Part 2)

Lin Baiguang explained the logistics: a site had already been identified, and the coal was destined for export, not local sale. The Hai family would be silent partners, collecting dividends without the burden of management.

Sensing Lin’s confidence, Hai Shuzu raised no further objections. Though doubts lingered, his precarious situation left no room for hesitation. They drafted the agreement on the spot.

In name, Hai Shuzu would be the principal investor, while Lin’s team handled operations. Accounts would be settled annually.

"Regarding your current debts," Lin added, "I am willing to advance the necessary funds to settle them immediately."

"I will certainly repay you," Hai Shuzu said hastily. His pride stung; he had already accepted so much charity.

"No rush," Lin waved a hand dismissively. "Consider it an advance against your future dividends. We can deduct it from the year-end settlement."

"And the interest?"

"Come now," Lin laughed. "I am a merchant, not a usurer. Let us not speak of interest between friends."

With the letter of intent signed, Lin Baiguang wired his report to the Executive Committee. He requested funds and specialized personnel be dispatched to Qiongshan immediately. Ma Qianzhu, seeing a long-awaited plan finally bearing fruit, promptly authorized five thousand taels for startup costs and ordered the Long-Range Exploration Team to deploy range. They already possessed data on the region's coal deposits; now they needed to pinpoint the extraction sites.

Silver in hand, Lin Baiguang moved quickly. He disbursed funds to Hai Shuzu to settle with the shareholders. The total claims amounted to just over a thousand taels—a manageable sum. The investors were paid in full, and the turmoil at the Hai residence finally ceased.

The servants who had joined the mob were dismissed. After their back wages were cleared, each was given a severance of five taels and shown the door. It was a small price for Hai Shuzu to reclaim his dignity.

Families of the passengers who had perished received condolence payments of five to ten taels. Strictly speaking, the Hai family bore no liability for acts of piracy, but the gesture silenced the wailing at the gates and prevented any pretext for official intervention.

The Hai household viewed Lin Baiguang as a godsend, a savior who had pulled them from the brink of oblivion. Overcome with gratitude, Hai Shuzu proposed they become sworn brothers.

For a scion of the Hai clan to offer such a bond to a grain merchant of unknown lineage was an extraordinary honor. Lin Baiguang accepted readily. He knew that in this era, sworn brotherhood carried profound weight. Effectively, Hai Shuzu had stepped one foot onto the transmigrators' "pirate ship."

The exploration team, dressed in Ming attire that did little to hide their odd mannerisms, set out daily under the escort of loyal Hai servants. They quickly identified several potential mining sites on wasteland.

"The land is cheap," Hai Shuzu reported. "Mostly ownerless scrub. We can file a claim at the yamen and purchase it for a pittance. Existing owners will take a few days to negotiate with."

"No hurry. Just ensure secrecy," Lin cautioned.

"I understand. If word leaks that we're mining, prices will skyrocket." Hai Shuzu hesitated. "There is one thing, Brother Lin..."

"Speak freely."

"I worry about appearances. I was on the verge of ruin, and now suddenly I have cleared my debts and am opening a mine. People will talk. If they suspect illicit dealings..."

Lin Baiguang suppressed a sigh. The man was fastidious to a fault.

"I understand you have a large ship outstanding?" Lin asked.

"Indeed. If not for that ship, I wouldn't be in this mess. Come, drink." The crisis averted, Hai Shuzu’s mood had lifted enough to break out the home-brewed liquor.

Lin Baiguang drained his cup to show sincerity. The liquor was rustic but mellow.

Hai Shuzu recounted the saga of his lost ship. Lin listened patiently, feigning contemplation. "So, the ship is with the Australians in Lingao?"

"Yes. They invited me to retrieve it. I wanted to go—perhaps recoup some losses—but my family feared for my safety." Hai Shuzu smiled bitterly.

"I have heard of these Australians in Guangzhou. They are strange, yes, but they are businessmen who follow rules."

"That was my argument! Why would they kidnap a man of modest means when they possess such wealth?" Hai Shuzu shook his head. "Their goods are famous even here in Qiongzhou. A single glass mirror is worth half my fortune. If not for my mother's weeping, I would have gone just to see their wonders with my own eyes."

"A reputation for wealth is a double-edged sword," Lin noted inwardly.

"I happen to know merchants who trade with them," Lin lied smoothly. "If you cannot go, I can arrange for an agent to handle it. Bringing the ship back should be simple."

This was the perfect cover. The return of the ship would provide a plausible explanation for Hai Shuzu’s sudden liquidity, shielding him from suspicion. Hai Shuzu caught on immediately.

"The costs you incur should be recorded," he said hurriedly. "We will settle them from the dividends."

"What costs? We might even turn a profit." Lin regretted that Hai Shuzu hadn't seen Lingao himself—the propaganda value would have been immense—but this would suffice.

"If the ship returns safe, that is blessing enough. I will sell it immediately. I am done with the sea." Hai Shuzu shuddered.

Lin Baiguang instructed Chen Tong to return to Lingao, accompanied by Hai Ji, the steward. Hai Ji was the only literate and reliable servant left.

Although the "owner" hadn't come, the man known as "Ma Jia" at the Admiralty Court processed the case according to procedure.

The file for the five-masted ship was thick, covering the vessel, cargo, and salvage calculations. Hai Ji stood before the court, heart pounding, as Ma Jia read the judgment. He expected a ruinous ransom.

Ma Jia’s technical jargon flew over his head, but Hai Ji grasped the essentials: the "salvage fee" was one-fifth of the total value. The Australians were willing to buy the cargo at market rates to offset this fee.

Hai Ji nodded frantically. To him, these were powerful pirates; he wouldn't dare negotiate. He signed the papers and pressed his thumbprint where directed.

To his shock, he was handed a stack of documents and a chest containing 1,174 taels of fine silver.

"This is the balance from the cargo sale," Chen Tong explained. "After deducting the salvage and storage fees. Here is the itemized receipt."

Hai Ji stood dumbfounded. The pirates were paying them?

"The prices are based on Guangzhou market rates," Chen Tong smiled. "Don't think we shortchanged you."

"Not at all! I wouldn't dare!" Hai Ji stammered, waking from his daze.

"Now for the ship," Chen Tong said. "Follow me."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 503 - The Five-Masted Ship's New Purpose

Hai Ji stood on the dock, staring at the battered hulk of the family’s flagship in dismay. The pirate attack and subsequent grounding had ravaged the vessel. Masts were shattered, sails shredded, and the hull breached. The Navy had stripped it of usable rigging and slapped on temporary patches to keep it afloat, but since the establishment of the Admiralty Court, it had been left to rot, ravaged further by a recent typhoon. Only three masts remained standing, rising from a deck clutter of splintered cabins.

Sailing this wreck back to Qiongshan seemed impossible. Even if they made the perilous crossing, the repair costs would rival the price of a new keel. It would fetch no more than firewood prices. Selling it to the Australians here seemed the only rational choice.

But Hai Shuzu was adamant: the ship must return.

Reluctantly, Hai Ji approached the port authorities with a bag of silver, prepared for a long and expensive overhaul. To his surprise, Li Di, the Port Authority Chief at Bopu, greeted him with enthusiasm. Li offered a startling deal: the shipyard would repair the vessel for free, provided it transported a consignment of cargo to Qiongshan on its return voyage.

Flustered by this generosity, Hai Ji agreed immediately.

The ship was hauled into drydock, and the industrial might of the shipyard roared to life. Steam-powered cranes lifted timber like matchsticks; standardized parts were fitted with precision. The hull was patched, caulked, and sealed. Citing a timber shortage, the yard repaired only the three surviving masts, removing the stumps of the others.

Curious modifications followed. Two large cargo hatches were cut into the main deck. Iron davits were installed along the gunwales, and hand-cranked derricks were mounted fore and aft. Below decks, structural reinforcements were added—preparations for a future refit that Hai Ji could not comprehend.

In seven days, a job that would have taken months in a traditional yard was finished.

Under Li Di’s supervision, the ship was loaded until it sat low in the water. Finally, four flat-bottomed skiffs were hoisted by a hissing steam crane and hung from the new davits.

Hai Ji found the ship’s transformed appearance baffling, but he didn't care. It floated, and it was free.

Escorted by patrol boats, the resurrected giant set sail. Three days later, it glided into Shenying Harbor.

The return of the Hai family flagship caused a sensation in Qiongzhou. A ship lost to pirates, vanishing for months, had returned laden with cargo. Those who had marveled at Hai Shuzu’s sudden solvency now nodded wisely—clearly, he had struck a fortune in trade, not disaster.

The cargo—uniform wooden crates bound in iron—remained a mystery to the onlookers. Only Lin Baiguang knew they contained mining equipment. The skiffs were specialized transport boats for the river.

A few bribes ensured the Qinglan Patrol Inspector barely glanced at the manifest.

"Truly extraordinary!" Hai Shuzu gazed at the chest of silver delivered by Hai Ji. "I never dared hope the Australians would honor their word to the letter."

Save for the twenty percent salvage fee, Lin Baiguang thought with a smile.

"Without you, worthy brother, this would have been impossible," Hai Shuzu bowed deeply. "They are men of the sea, yet they uphold righteousness like true gentlemen!"

He opened the judgment documents Hai Ji had brought. The strange binding and crisp, white paper caught his eye. He began to read, his expression turning grave.

Lin watched him closely. These legal documents were dense with technical jargon and simplified characters. Could a Ming scholar decipher them?

After a long silence, Hai Shuzu looked up. "Remarkable."

"Oh?"

"Though I grasp only seven or eight parts, the logic is impeccable. The reasoning is meticulous, the execution rigorous. I have never seen such legal precision."

While his master marveled at the paperwork, Hai Ji grew anxious. "Master, the Australians in Lingao expressed interest in buying the ship. Since it is here..."

"Sell it," Hai Shuzu agreed briskly. His admiration for the Australians was now boundless. "Five hundred taels should suffice."

"Master, but..." Hai Ji stammered. The repairs alone were worth more!

Lin Baiguang interjected. "Five hundred is an insult to the vessel. Steward Hai went to great lengths to bring it back. One thousand taels is a fair price."

The deal was struck on the spot. The collective’s Maritime Forces Division paid cash and took possession, intending to use the ship for the coal run. To the public, however, it remained the Hai family flagship, further cementing Hai Shuzu’s restored reputation.

With the front man secured and the logistics in place, preparations for the mine accelerated. Lin Baiguang, acting as Chairman of the Preparatory Committee, found his grain shop overrun with survey engineers. Their odd mannerisms and frequent comings and goings in the busy commercial district risked exposure. They needed to move.

The Planning Commission had selected the "Jiazi Mine" site on the banks of the Nandu River. Though the reserves were modest and the coal quality merely adequate, its location was strategic. Only ten kilometers from the river, it allowed flat-bottomed boats to ferry coal directly to the harbor, bypassing the need for expensive road construction in the mountains.

Hai Shuzu purchased the barren hills for a pittance. Lin also acquired a secluded plot in the harbor for a warehouse and private pier.

The network was complete. The coal would flow.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 504 - The Jiazi Coal Mine

Once the public sensation faded, the vessel—now christened Qionghai Coal—moved to the private Hai family dock. The wharf was already a hive of activity, piled high with timber, stone, and lime purchased by Chen Tong.

Zhang Xingpei had arrived days earlier with a specialized construction crew trained by the Lingao Construction Company. Their expertise far exceeded that of modern rural contractors, for they possessed a unique skill: assembling prefabricated structures.

Drawing on American timber-frame techniques, Zhang had developed a system of standardized, pre-cut components produced in Lingao. A two-story, two-hundred-square-meter house could be erected in four days, requiring no drying time for mortar. It was ugly—the wood treated with black tar preservative gave it a grim, industrial look—but it was fast.

Steam derricks on the Qionghai Coal hoisted bundles of these components ashore. The pier itself was a prefabricated assembly brought in by barge. In less than five days, Zhang Xingpei transformed the mud bank into a sturdy, level wharf decked with sawn planks and reinforced with iron fittings.

Wrought iron rails were laid along the pier, anticipating the heavy coal flow to come. For now, they carried flatcars laden with housing modules.

A small diesel cement mixer, hidden inside a shed to avoid frightening the indigenous laborers, churned out concrete for the footings. Unlike traditional buildings, these structures were raised on stilts to separate them from the damp ground.

Using makeshift hoists, the crew assembled the camp at breakneck speed. The speed of construction left the local onlookers dumbfounded.

Within a week, the wasteland had become a functional logistics hub: a wharf, warehouses, a stockyard, and cranes. Local laborers dug a moat and built brick walls complete with battlements and machicolations. A three-story blockhouse watched over the river. In this chaotic era, such fortifications were standard prudence for any remote commercial outpost.

With the base secure, four flat-bottomed transport boats loaded supplies and began the journey up the Nandu River to the mining site.

They quickly learned that "Prefectural Seat" did not equal "Safe." As soon as the boats touched the riverbank near Jiazi, a ragged band of bandits emerged from the tree line. Fortunately, the plainclothes security team was alert. A scattered volley of gunfire dropped several attackers, sending the rest fleeing into the hills.

Undeterred by the welcome party, the boats made another run that same day, delivering more materials and a reinforced security detail led by Huang Xiong. A former Ming junior officer trained in modern tactics, Huang immediately set the men to digging trenches and planting chevaux-de-frise.

That night, shadows lurked at the edge of the camp light, but the defenses and the memory of the "thunder-sticks" kept them at bay.

"Security is nonexistent here," Lin Baiguang observed, standing next to Shan Daoqian, the road engineer.

"It's mountain country," Shan replied nervously. "Imperial law stops at the tree line."

The mine was situated 9.3 kilometers inland from the river. The terrain was rough, necessitating a dedicated transport link. Shan’s crew was tasked with laying a rail line connecting the pithead to the river dock.

"It's a big investment," Shan noted, "but without it, we'd need a herd of oxen to move the coal."

The geography lay in their favor. The gradient from the mine to the river was a consistent ten-degree decline, allowing loaded cars to coast downhill by gravity—a massive saving in energy.

"What about the locals?" Shan asked. "Building a road through bandit country..."

"Bandits we can shoot," Lin said. "The real headache is theft. Where a railroad goes, scavengers follow. Even in the 20th century, we couldn't stop villagers from stealing rail spikes. Here, iron is precious currency."

"That’s why we’re sticking to iron-clad wooden rails," Shan said. "If we laid solid iron tracks, they’d be ripped up faster than we could bolt them down."

Wooden rails were less durable and carried less load, but they were unappealing to scavengers. In Lingao, theft of public property was curbed by the threat of hard labor. Here, in the "Orange Zone"—hostile territory—the transmigrators lacked legal authority.

"If we kill a thief and the local magistrate gets involved, it becomes a diplomatic incident," Lin sighed. "It's a delicate balance."

Finding a director for this remote outpost had been a challenge. The role required a geologist who could handle explosives, a commander who could repel bandits, and a diplomat who could manage indigenous labor—all while enduring total isolation.

The Executive Committee chose Tang Menglong. Into his thirties, physically robust, and skilled in martial arts, Tang was a veteran of the Exploration Team.

He accepted the post on one condition: "I need batteries and a charging station. Paradox games are the only thing that will keep me sane out there."

"Done," Xiao Zishan, the HR director, agreed. "And we’ll assign you a 'lifestyle secretary' to manage your... domestic needs."

Tang Menglong paused. A personal secretary? Until now, that perk had been reserved for high-ranking officials who usually turned them into concubines. The Committee was clearly desperate to keep him happy.

"I accept," Tang said.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 505 - Employee Benefits

"You'll be out there alone," Xiao Zishan said. "Solitude is dangerous. Even with a computer, there are only so many games you can play before the walls start closing in."

Xiao Zishan knew the score. While the technical fanatics buried themselves in work, most transmigrators spent their downtime consuming media and nursing their frustrations. The Ministry of Health had already flagged a spike in non-bacterial prostatitis—a direct result of idle hands and unspent hormones. For the Jiazi deployment, a "personal secretary" wasn't a luxury; it was a medical necessity.

"It's not like Guangzhou or Leizhou where you can find distractions," Xiao continued. "Jiazi is wilderness. You won't even see a female monkey. Providing a companion is essential for your mental health."

He slid a form across the desk. "I've handled the approval. Go see Hu Qingbai and pick one out. My advice? Don't pick someone too young. You need a worker, not just a bedwarmer."

Tang Menglong felt a surge of gratitude. "Thank you for the organization's concern!" he stammered, correcting himself. "Thank you to the Executive Committee!"

"Here's your personal enjoyment allowance." Xiao handed him another list. "Batteries, hand-crank charger, extra rations. If you need anything else, ask."

"I have no words," Tang said, genuinely moved.

He arrived at Hu Qingbai’s office with a spring in his step.

"Ah, the mine director," Hu said, unsurprised. "Everything is ready."

"Xiao Zishan said I could choose."

"You can," Hu sighed, "but the pool is shallow."

"Don't give me the leftovers," Tang warned. "I know there are plenty of students."

"Read the directive," Hu presented a document. "Vocational students are off-limits. Nursing students go to doctors, agronomy students to heavy industry. We don't waste specialized training on secretarial duties."

That left the general pool. Subtracting the under-sixteen crowd, the top students destined for middle school, and the physically unfit, the selection was meager.

Hu spread out a few files. "This one is from the administrative track. She's your best bet."

Tang scanned the file. Resistance was futile; Hu had clearly pre-selected the only viable candidate.

"Fine. I'll take her."

"Cheer up. A secretary is primarily for work," Hu encouraged, ringing a bell. "Bring in Jiang Wenli."

A dark-skinned young woman entered. Her file claimed she was sixteen, but hard labor had made her age indeterminate. She was sturdy—a plus for a mining camp. Her face was plain, her figure serviceable, though she suffered from the nutritional deficiency common to the era: a flat chest.

Tang accepted his lot.

Meanwhile, at the quarantine station outside Bairen Fortress, Dugu Qiuhun was recruiting a different kind of support staff. He needed twenty licensed prostitutes for the mining camp.

"One year contract," Dugu announced through a megaphone to the assembled women. "Rations and clothing provided. Private rooms guaranteed. At the end of the term, you can renew or return. It's up to you."

Recruitment was brisk. Life on the mainland was hard, and the Australians paid in silver and full bellies. For the Executive Committee, this was a pragmatic measure. Four hundred robust men isolated in the wilderness needed an outlet. Without it, the cam would either descend into chaos or become a "comrades' barracks"—neither of which was desirable.

The labor force consisted of over four hundred immigrant workers. Wu De had signed them to strict one-year contracts with generous pay, but the terms were draconian.

Once at the mine, they were prisoners of their employment.

Unauthorized departure was desertion, punishable by summary execution. Collective disturbances were mutiny. Weapons were strictly forbidden.

The mine director's power was absolute. Tang Menglong was startled by the authority granted to him in the management manual. He could suspend work, ration food, punish, imprison, and even execute indigenous laborers. He was, in every sense, a local emperor.

Most chilling was the right of self-defense. To protect the mine, he was authorized to kill any local indigenous person—man, woman, or child—and to burn hostile settlements.

"This reads like the diary of a colonial villain," Tang muttered.

"It is," Wu De said bluntly. "This is a prototype for our future colonial outposts. You are the governor. Without thunderbolt methods, you won't last."

"I understand the logic, but casual murder..."

"It grants you the power to kill, not the mandate. But you must be willing. If you show womanly compassion at the wrong moment, you invite disaster," Wu De warned. "Stand firm. If someone needs to die, let them die."

Tang nodded slowly. He hoped he wouldn't have to test his resolve.

Security would be provided by a platoon of thirty regulars under Huang Xiong, reinforced by the miners themselves.

"Four hundred men with pickaxes are a formidable force," Wu De noted. "We’ll issue weapons and drill them. In this region, you will be the strongest warlord around."

The logistics were finalized. A staff of thirty, under Lin Baiguang, would manage the dock. The Qiwei Escort Bureau would handle transit security.

The third voyage of the Qionghai Coal carried the workforce and the army. It also carried a squad of engineers led by Pan Da and over a hundred barrels of gunpowder for blasting.

As the ship plowed through the waves, the miners slept soundly on brand-new duffel bags, blissfully unaware that they were resting their heads on a floating powder magazine.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 506 - The New Equipment Testing Ground

"Now this is a weapon," Huang Xiong said, admiring the steel edge. He stood over a freshly opened crate in the temporary camp.

Packed inside were "Second-Generation Standard Spears," mass-produced for the collective's irregular forces. The triangular steel heads, tempered by modern metallurgy, gleamed under a coat of "Hell Oil"—the black, viscous byproduct of coconut oil refining, now repurposed as an industrial lubricant and rust preventative.

The shafts were lathe-turned and pressure-treated, designed to resist rot and pests for years. For a militia force, these were luxury items. While equipping every miner with a Minié rifle was logistically impossible, giving them high-quality cold steel was trivial for the Machinery Works.

Each man received a spear, a cutlass, and two rattan helmets—one for labor, and a reinforced combat model for defense. Armor was deemed unnecessary. If the regulars didn't wear plate, the militia certainly didn't need it.

"Give me these four hundred lads," Huang Xiong boasted, swinging a spear, "and I could take Qiongzhou Prefecture. Rifles? We don't even need them."

"I need them to mine coal, Commander, not conquer cities," Tang Menglong said dryly. "And don't underestimate the Ming garrison. Quantity has a quality of its own."

"Discipline beats numbers," Huang countered, parroting the doctrine he’d learned in officer training. "Three months. Give me three months, and I'll turn them into crack troops."

"They work six days a week. You can drill them on their rest day," Tang compromised.

The miners were currently doubling as construction crews. Under the guidance of Zhang Xingpei and Shan Daoqian, they carved out the camp and laid the roadbed. Their secret weapon was not machinery, but chemistry.

Xu Yingjie of the Chemistry Department, after surviving several laboratory explosions, had finally synthesized nitroglycerin using local coconut oil. Stabilized with diatomaceous earth into dynamite, it was a safe, powerful blasting agent for civil engineering. The Navy, skeptical of its volatility, had refused to carry it, but it had arrived safely aboard the Qionghai Coal.

For the Executive Committee, the Jiazi project was a live-fire exercise—a rehearsal for the massive industrial developments planned for Tiandu and Hongji. They threw every prototype they had at it: modular wharves, mobile field kitchens, portable Lancashire boilers, large-scale water purifiers, and the new "Grassland" field rations.

The infrastructure rose at record speed. Even the rails were imported from Lingao. Huang Xiong marveled at the extravagance of shipping crushed stone and timber sleepers, but Shan Daoqian explained the logic: cutting and treating timber locally took time they didn't have. Importing finished materials was faster.

With the rail line complete, Tang Menglong ordered the first blast. Pan Da detonated the charges, stripping away the overburden to reveal the black seam beneath.

Tang’s geological survey confirmed his suspicions: this was an extension of the Changchang coal belt. The seams were shallow and accessible by open-pit methods, but the quality was mixed.

"Sixty percent gangue," Tang noted, examining the first samples. "Only forty percent is usable lignite."

It was a disappointing ratio, but better than the dirt-coal of Nanbao. The gangue could power the site’s boilers, while the lignite—marginally suitable for coking—would be shipped to Lingao.

"It's a pity there's no bituminous coal on this island," Tang sighed.

There were consolation prizes—kaolin, clay, and peat were found in association with the coal—but without transport capacity, they were useless.

And transport was the bottleneck. The Bopu Shipyard’s flat-bottomed boats could carry only five or six tons each. Even running nonstop, the fleet could move less than two hundred tons a day. The river’s shallow draft limited larger vessels.

For now, the coal would pile up at the Hai family dock, waiting for the Qionghai Coal to ferry it north. It was an imperfect system, but the black blood of industry had finally begun to flow.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 507 - The Transport Bottleneck

Under Tang Menglong's capable management, the Jiazi Coal Mine swiftly settled into regular production. Jiang Wenli proved herself a worthy graduate of the administrative training program, putting her lessons into practice with such efficiency that daily operations soon ran like clockwork. She oversaw all routine administrative affairs with meticulous care.

Work logs, files, and ledgers were established in due course. Regulations and procedures took shape. Admittedly, she could be doctrinaire at times, adhering rigidly to every clause in Ye Yumin's Coal Mine Administrative Management Manual. Though Tang Menglong's background was in geological surveying rather than mining operations proper, he had many friends in the industry and had observed management practices at both state-owned and private mines. Drawing on this experience, he made judicious adjustments to bring the procedures closer to practical reality.

Secretary Jiang had initially come to serve as Mine Director Tang's personal secretary with a mindset of simple compliance—obeying organizational directives as she understood them. After all, the chiefs always needed women to look after their daily lives: cooking and washing by day, warming their beds at night. For a girl who had once dressed in rags and gone hungry, such an arrangement was more than acceptable. She felt boundless gratitude toward the chiefs who had rescued her from the brink of starvation, clothed her, taught her to read, and even bestowed upon her a name. She was prepared to do whatever they asked. As for any romantic feelings toward this stocky, dark-skinned, rough-handed chief—those, of course, were out of the question.

Nevertheless, her months at the National School had instilled in her a reverence for knowledge. "Knowledge is power"—the chiefs had personally demonstrated this axiom. Through knowledge, they made iron ships float on water, manufactured cannons that neither government troops nor pirate lords dared provoke, and amassed boundless wealth. This had thoroughly overturned the meager worldview of a country girl. She had become a fervent devotee of knowledge supremacy.

Tang Menglong's few casual suggestions had transformed the management procedures she had labored over with every ounce of her training—making them more streamlined, more rational, and especially more practical. For Jiang Wenli, this renewed sense that the chief's wisdom was as vast as the sea also kindled a small spark of genuine admiration.

Tang Menglong naturally paid no mind to whether she admired him or not. She had been assigned to him; that made her his. Though her looks were nothing remarkable, physiological hormones trumped culturally conditioned aesthetics. Once work had more or less stabilized, he "consummated the arrangement." That night he went at it three or four times, leaving the thirty-something Tang Menglong barely able to crawl out of bed the following morning.

"Overindulgence," he muttered as Little Jiang helped him struggle into his clothes, his back and waist aching. Outside, the steam whistle had already sounded twice—it must be approaching seven o'clock. The whistle blew promptly at five each morning, then once every hour; the third blast at seven signaled the start of work. He fished out his pocket watch: 6:50. He would have to hurry to the office, or the miners would laugh at him.

At the doorway, the sentry from the security team presented arms in salute. Tang Menglong waved feebly, wondering whether his enthusiastic exertions the previous night had been overheard by the guards. Come to think of it, what purpose did posting a sentry at his quarters actually serve, aside from putting on airs? He gazed skeptically at the compound's high walls and watchtowers.

The entire mine area was enclosed by a double-layer wall of cement-bonded bricks and stone, defended by bastions and watchtowers, and ringed by a ditch—more formidable than most rural strongholds in the region. Once the gate was shut, several thousand men without siege equipment would never break in. Such precautions were not without reason: during the construction phase, they had spotted figures watching from a distance. The locals might not understand what all these strange objects were, but they instinctively knew they were valuable.

Tang Menglong ate breakfast in his office. The meal came from the Grassland Series: special dried rice noodles sprinkled with dried minced meat, dried seaweed flakes, and dried shrimp skins—quite colorful, truth be told.

"If only I had some fresh vegetables," he murmured wistfully.

His wish was soon granted. Jiang Wenli, who also oversaw logistics and food supply, understood that the mine's stockpile of Grassland rations could sustain them only briefly; long-term provisions of grains and vegetables would be supplied by Lin Baiguang's "Wanfeng Rice Shop." Like any traditional Chinese peasant in any era, the moment she arrived somewhere new she thought of growing vegetables and raising chickens. She had obtained various vegetable seeds through Lin Baiguang from the Tiandihui, borrowed a dozen or so chicks and ducklings, and established a sizable vegetable garden within the mine compound. Tang Menglong praised this initiative highly; freshly picked vegetables from the garden were certainly tastier than the wilted leaves delivered by transport boat.

The prostitutes were organized to work as well. Besides selling their services, they washed and mended clothes and bedding for the miners—for a fee, of course. Tang Menglong had initially worried the women would refuse such work, but they proved surprisingly enthusiastic, often waiving payment. He later realized this was simply one of their methods for cultivating regular clients.

Under stringent modern management and comprehensive logistical support, the miners achieved impressive productivity. The transmigrated collective's coal operation paid by the piece; income was directly tied to output. Tang Menglong set each squad's minimum quota at eighteen tons—yet plenty of squads managed twenty, even twenty-five tons. For extraction crews using only picks, shovels, and pushcarts, these were respectable numbers indeed.

Tang Menglong even considered launching a Stakhanovite labor competition, but then realized that doing so would only swell the stockpile already accumulating at the mine.

From a mine manager's perspective, the more coal extracted the better. Tang Menglong's dilemma, however, was transport capacity.

Even at the outset, limited transport capacity had been the reason for not deploying the coal-cutting machine. Now it was clear that even manual output exceeded shipping speed.

With twelve transport boats moving coal—each carrying five tons—the round trip from the Nandu River dock to the Hai family dock exceeded forty kilometers. Fully loaded and traveling downstream, speed was only five or six kilometers per hour; returning empty but rowing upstream, even slower. A complete round trip plus unloading took eight hours. Days were growing shorter; after dark, the Nandu River was unsafe for navigation. Each boat could make only one run per day. Twelve boats moved just sixty tons daily, while extraction ran to at least four hundred tons. The result: coal piled up in the mine's storage yard.

The backlog grew day by day, posing a serious problem for a mine that lacked modern loading equipment and relied entirely on manual labor. Tang Menglong had no choice but to reduce mining shifts and assign more time to military drill—otherwise, the stockpiled coal would become unmanageable.

Small mountains of coal accumulated in the yard with no immediate prospect of being shipped out. Burning it in the boilers consumed only a trivial amount, and they could hardly export electricity from here. Tang Menglong communicated with Lin Baiguang and asked him to petition Lingao for more transport boats.

"Transport boats aren't the main issue," Lin Baiguang replied. The real problem was not too few boats but too few runs per day.

"The Nandu River has decent hydrological conditions. When I came up on the transport boat, the river seemed quite wide and deep. Why can't they run at night?"

"Boss, that's easy for you to say. The Nandu has no navigation markers and hasn't been dredged. Running boats in the dark courts grounding or striking rocks."

Lin Baiguang had no solution. He could only cable the Executive Committee, requesting a remedy.

"In my view, simply adding more transport boats won't help," Jiang Ye said at an Industry Commission working meeting. "We need to increase vessel tonnage."

"I agree. These transport boats were originally designed for rivers like the Wenlan, with shallow depths and obvious dry-season lows. The dimensions are simply too small—wholly unsuited for the Nandu. We should build larger boats. Barges hauling sand, cement, and coal on canals routinely carry 1,000 to 1,500 tons."

"You're talking about steel- or iron-hulled vessels. Our wooden boats can't compare."

"How deep is the water?" Wang Luobin asked.

"The Nandu is the largest river on Hainan, and the Haikou reach is near the estuary, so navigability should be decent," Jiang Ye said. "Let's get a few flat-bottomed sand junks. Load them with coal at the Jiazi dock and sail straight back to Lingao. That would also eliminate the hassle of transshipping from small boats at Haikou. Qionghai Coal could be freed up for other tasks."

"That may not work," Wang Luobin said. "Visit Haikou and you'll see—one of the most lucrative trades there is sand dredging on the Nandu. Siltation is severe. Sandbars are as numerous as hairs on an ox. The river may look wide, but depth is another matter."

"The average depth of the lower Nandu is about two meters—not insignificant," Luo Duo said. "But that's the depth after the modern Songtao Reservoir was built. Like the Wenlan, the Nandu's water levels vary greatly between rainy and dry seasons. Still, an average depth of around one meter year-round is probably reliable—enough to float boats in the thirty-to-fifty-ton range."

"Since we're short of steel and the Nandu hasn't been dredged, why not build a wooden flat-bottomed boat to Ming grain-transport standards: thirty-one tons displacement, fifteen-ton cargo capacity?" Zhou Bili suggested. "The draft is about 0.75 meters."

"A boat like that would need masts," Wang Luobin said. "Otherwise, the heavy load and insufficient power would make it hard to handle and dangerous to operate."

"I never said no masts…"

Yan Quezhi shook his head with a smile. "You're all just speculating." He picked up the notebook beside him. "It was my suggestion to dispatch small transport boats to the Jiazi Coal Mine for hauling coal. Let me show you the 1957 survey report on the Nandu River from the Ministry of Water Resources Design and Exploration Bureau."

The navigable stretch of the Nandu—from Chengmai to Haikou—was about one hundred kilometers long, suitable only for small craft with a maximum load of ten tons. During the dry season, there were nine shoals with water depth of only 0.3 meters and six more with depths of 0.3 to 0.5 meters. Wooden boats carrying four to nine tons had to rely on crewmembers wading into the water to push the vessels across the shallows.

Author's note: The lower Nandu's current depth is quite impressive—an average of five meters, with the deepest points reaching twelve meters—all thanks to sand dredging. As late as 2000, the Nandu still had no substantial shipping industry.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 508 - The Coal-Washing Plant

No one had expected the Nandu River's navigability to be so dismal. The assembled committee members sat in disappointed silence. With water so shallow, what was the point of running boats at all?

Using Ming-era grain-transport vessels to haul coal would require at least some dredging. As for large-scale sea-and-river intermodal shipping, the entire lower reaches would need comprehensive channel improvement. Even if all of Hainan were already under the transmigrated collective's control, with unlimited supplies of materials and manpower, the sheer scale of such a project—and the investment it would demand—would likely warrant its own line item in the Five-Year Plan.

"So let's just work with the small boats," someone concluded.

"Install engines on the transport boats," another suggested. "With higher speed, each boat could make more trips—twelve boats making one extra run means an additional sixty tons of capacity!"

"Fit them with small steam engines. We can manufacture that sort of engine without difficulty now," Jiang Ye said. "We can even use Li Di's small steam engine as a prototype for reverse-engineering."

Installing a steam engine would sacrifice some payload, of course, but the ability to make more runs would increase total throughput—an acceptable trade-off.

"A standard transport boat's payload is five tons. Add a steam engine and the coal to power it, and the payload loss is too great," Wang Luobin objected. "I think we'd be better off building a tugboat. We could make the steam engine more powerful and tow a string of ten or so small barges behind it. The old-style narrow barges used on British canals would fit the bill perfectly—basically an open, oblong box of the simplest possible construction, with very shallow draft."

The upshot of the discussion was to begin building a small steam engine at once, along with a fleet of small barges. Additionally, they would establish a coal-washing plant at the Jiazi Coal Mine.

This was Luo Duo's proposal. Since transport capacity was tight, why not think in reverse?

"Tang Menglong's report to the Industry Commission makes clear that lignite accounts for only forty percent, and a portion of that isn't even suitable for coking. Gangue and other low-heat-value coal make up the majority. Rather than ship everything, we should wash it first and transport only the coking-grade lignite. The rest can stay at the Jiazi mine for now—there's no shortage of wasteland in this era."

"Actually, gangue has plenty of uses—at the very least, it can be burned to make cement…"

"Compared to cement, coking is what matters," Luo Duo said. "Besides, once we occupy Qiongshan, we can develop and utilize those materials locally. There's no need to haul it all to Lingao and pollute the environment there."

"Why not just coke the coal on-site at the Jiazi mine? I've seen the Kailuan-style coke ovens at Bopu—simple structures, no technical sophistication."

"Ji Tuisi would kill you," Wang Luobin said. "He worked so hard to procure the coal-chemical integrated production equipment from the twenty-first century—you'd just scrap it? The whole point of that system is comprehensive utilization: directly processing the tar and waste gases from coking to produce all sorts of by-products. If you move the coking operation to the Jiazi mine, what's he supposed to do?"

In the past, the Kailuan-style ovens had been used mainly because the coking-coal supply was unstable, and the integrated system—once fired up—could not be switched on and off at will, so it had never actually entered regular operation. Now that a stable supply channel existed, the high-pollution, high-waste Kailuan ovens had become the first "obsolete technology" slated for decommissioning by the Planning Commission.

Ma Qianzhu readily approved the Industry Commission's Jiazi Coal Mine upgrade proposal, allocating the necessary raw materials and equipment. Establishing a stable coal-supply system was now a top priority.

Xiao Gui and his team, tasked with reproducing the steam engine, first "requisitioned" the American-made small steam engine Li Di kept in the shipyard workshop. Under Li Di's pained gaze, the little engine was disassembled piece by piece, each component labeled and measured in preparation for reverse-engineering.

"American industrial design really is first-rate!" Xiao Gui exclaimed admiringly over the parts strewn across the floor. "Such an ingenious structure."

"Can you replicate it?" Ran Yao asked.

"An exact copy is beyond us—their machining processes and materials are beyond our reach. But our requirements are lower too. We can scale up the component dimensions a bit, and that should get us close enough."

Even as Xiao Gui and Zhou Bili labored to reproduce the steam engine, the Jiazi Coal Mine's coal-washing plant was under construction. Lin Baiguang felt the pressure mounting. In his original conception, the Jiazi mine was to be a modest operation—a few hundred people quietly digging coal, then shipping it by boat to the Hai family dock for loading. He had not expected the scope to balloon like this.

"If we keep expanding, the Jiazi Coal Mine will have 'Australians' written all over it in plain characters," Lin Baiguang grumbled.

The coal-washing plant was located near the Jiazi dock's storage yard, where water for washing was abundant—a necessity, since coal washing consumed five tons of water per ton of coal. Discharging wastewater into the river was also convenient. Coal washing involved no sophisticated technology; the equipment was not complex: crushers, jiggers, dewatering screens, and the like—none difficult to manufacture. The principal washing apparatus was the sluice.

Power for the plant came from steam engines. The Industry Commission shipped a second boiler and two 50-horsepower Mozi Mark II steam engines to the Jiazi Coal Mine. All were installed at the Jiazi dock—one to drive the water pump, the other to power the washing equipment. The boiler burned gangue from the wash process; the plant's designed annual throughput was 250,000 tons of raw coal.

"Since we're equipping the Jiazi dock with steam engines anyway, let's send a steam crane," Ma Qianzhu said. "It'll speed up loading considerably. Otherwise, the boiler's steam would just go to waste."

"We'll also need to add a full set of equipment at the Hai family dock, or one end will be open while the other stays clogged," Zhan Wuya said.

"The Hai family dock isn't a big problem; we can use local indigenous labor in a human-wave approach. Labor's cheap there," Ma Qianzhu said after a moment's thought. "It's not that I begrudge a few pieces of equipment, but that's deep inside Ming-controlled core territory. Running steam engines and boilers would be far too conspicuous."

Soon a steel monster sprouted on the banks of the Nandu River—an iron-armed creature ceaselessly puffing white steam. A pumping station on the riverbank used steam power to draw water and supply the coal-washing plant with vast quantities of it. Behind the crane rose a three-story building fitted with long wooden chutes—the washing plant itself. Raw coal was hoisted by steam-driven winches to a hopper on the third floor, then passed through successive stages of screening, washing, and jigging before emerging from the bottom as clean coal. Gangue and inferior coal were diverted along the way via chutes. Blackened wash water flowed into settling ponds before being discharged into the Nandu; the ponds also recovered large amounts of coal fines. This fine coal had a high moisture content and took a long time to dry. Wang Luobin exploited precisely that high moisture to establish a briquette workshop, using a steam-driven press to manufacture honeycomb coal briquettes.

Though transport constraints still limited deliveries, the steady flow of dark lignite from the Jiazi Coal Mine finally resolved the instability of purchasing coal from Guangdong. At last, Ji Tuisi of the Chemistry Department could confidently commission the coal-chemical integrated production system—built but never actually put into full-time operation—and run it at full capacity for continuous production.

The formal start-up of the coal-chemical integrated system brought a quantum leap to chemical industry development. The simplest change: the primitive sulfuric-acid workshop shut down. High-polluting, erratic-quality sulfuric acid produced by the crude method was replaced by industrially manufactured acid. Other by-products—gasoline, diesel, asphalt, phenol, toluene, crude benzene, various solvent oils, lubricating oils, and paraffin wax—also began coming off the line. Lubricating oil and paraffin wax in particular were a godsend for the machinery industry—the lubricating properties of coconut-oil dregs had always been limited. Paraffin, besides its industrial uses, gave the Light Industry Department an opportunity to manufacture an entirely new consumer product: modern candles. Paraffin-based candles not only cost less than traditional tallow candles but also burned far brighter. The treated cotton-thread wicks consumed themselves as the candle burned, eliminating the need for "snuffing" and the attendant black smoke and bad smell. As for gasoline and diesel—though output was minuscule—they at least offered a glimmer of hope for internal-combustion engines whose fuel reserves were running dry. At least some vehicles would not be reduced to bizarre contraptions topped with coal-gas bags.

"Now we have the firewood for steelmaking; all we need is the rice for cooking," said Ji Wusheng of the Iron and Steel Industry Department at an early-December implementation meeting for the Five-Year Plan. "Phase Three of the steel mill expansion will begin in April 1630."

Phase Two had been fully completed in November 1629, its main focus being the perfection of smelting-facility supporting systems, the installation of rolling-mill equipment, and the increase of converter-steelmaking capacity. Steel production still relied primarily on imported pig iron; the collective had not yet established its own pig-iron industry. Phase Three would add two blast furnaces and two open-hearth furnaces, along with a new iron-ore beneficiation plant. Tiandu ore was of high enough grade to be used directly for steelmaking. The Iron and Steel Industry Department planned to sort the ore: the highest-grade material would go straight into steelmaking, while the next tier would be smelted into pig iron.

The blast furnaces in the design had a capacity of 125 cubic meters, capable of producing 50 tons of pig iron per day—roughly mid-nineteenth-century technology. With both blast furnaces running, annual pig-iron output would reach 35,000 tons. The figure made everyone's eyes light up: 35,000 tons of pig iron! To put that in perspective, during the Industrial Revolution, Britain's pig-iron output in 1720 was only 25,000 tons.

"That's practically a mountain of steel and a sea of iron!" Wang Luobin was elated. With such prodigious pig-iron capacity, steel would no longer be the bottleneck constraining Lingao's industrialization. Railways, iron-hulled ships, large all-steel-frame factory buildings, reinforced-concrete construction, complete sets of industrial equipment—all would be within reach.

With a massive steel supply, the transmigrated collective's industrial production could finally break free from its present small-scale, almost artisanal mode and embark on the road to true heavy industry.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 509 - The Yulin Harbor Development Plan

"An expansion of this scale for the steel industry—do we have adequate stockpiles?" Wen Desi asked. These were not Great Leap Forward–style backyard furnaces but genuine industrial blast furnaces. By the standards of another timeline, they qualified as outdated, small-capacity facilities slated for restriction or demolition. In the seventeenth century, however, they represented the height of technology.

Setting aside refractory materials—that problem had been solved using bittern from the salt fields—the cooling water jackets alone required several tons of steel, and they were castings. Wen Desi knew that of all casting work, steel was the most difficult; its low fluidity made large steel castings like cooling jackets extremely challenging.

"The technical conditions for building this new equipment are fully mature, and the material requirements are met. Expansion to this scale poses no problem," Ma Qianzhu replied. "However, we will consume a great deal of our pig-iron and steel stocks to manufacture the equipment. Allocations of pig iron and steel for other purposes will have to be further cut…"

"What about the mining equipment? And all the supporting systems—boilers, steam engines… These things are made from tons of steel," Zhan Wuya objected. "Then there's the rail production slated for Tiandu that the Planning Commission scheduled. The shortfall is forty percent. Even if we had enough materials, we'd still need to add production equipment to deliver on time."

"Those priorities will naturally be guaranteed," Ma Qianzhu said, opening his notebook. "Gentlemen, since August the Planning Commission has been cutting steel allocations across the board for the express purpose of breaking through this critical steel-and-coal bottleneck. The difficulties are temporary. Once we get past this hurdle, steel will no longer be a controlled material—you've all seen the projected output. That said, current stocks remain tight." He read out the present inventories of steel, pig iron, and wrought iron.

"That really isn't much," Zhan Wuya said. "We'll have to halt all munitions production. Casting cannons and shells consumes a lot of pig iron."

The transmigrated collective's armaments work had always proceeded at a slow but uninterrupted pace. Each month the Planning Commission allocated production quotas for weapons, ammunition, and rations. As for a dedicated arms factory that the Army and Navy had requested—none existed yet; everything was handled by the Machinery Works.

Halting all munitions production was a highly sensitive issue. Since this was a Five-Year Plan implementation meeting, Ma Qianzhu was the only one who could plausibly represent the military, so no one jumped up to object. Still, once this measure was announced, the military's reaction was easy to imagine—especially the young Turks led by Zhang Bailin and Wei Aiwen. Artillery was their pride and joy.

The matter was significant. All eyes turned to Ma Qianzhu, who also held the title of Chief of the General Staff.

"It can be done, but it's a close thing." Ma Qianzhu pulled another notebook—this one from the combination-locked briefcase he always carried—bearing the word "Armaments" on its cover.

"Current Minié rifle stocks stand at four basic loads per weapon. The Artillery Training Detachment has one basic load of shells; the coastal heavy guns, half a load. The 8154's naval guns have one-and-a-half loads; the schooner patrol boats, one load. Ammunition reserves aboard the other sailing warships are insufficient. After absorbing Zhu Cailao's remnants, our sailing fleet expanded rapidly. The old miscellaneous cannons and shells aboard were removed and melted down, but new cannons haven't been mounted in time—the shortfall is large. As for shells, don't even mention it," Ma Qianzhu said candidly.

"Enough for one battle, though?"

"As long as it isn't a joint attack by the Ming army and Zheng's main fleet, we may not be able to annihilate the enemy entirely, but we can certainly repel them." Ma Qianzhu had participated in several war-game exercises at the General Staff under Xi Yazhou's direction.

"Is there currently any danger of war?" Wen Desi asked.

"According to analysis from the Intelligence Department, not at present."

"Then halt cannon and ammunition production. Channel full capacity into equipment for the Tiandu development plan."

"Can we ask Guangzhou to expand pig-iron imports?"

"Not easily. The problem isn't just that the price of importing pig iron from Guangdong keeps rising; it's that our import volume is so large that market stocks are running low—and we've encountered competition."

"Besides us, who would be buying that much pig iron?"

"The Ming government," Ma Qianzhu said. "The Guangzhou Station reports that Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi Wang Zunde is casting cannons on a large scale and buying up pig iron. Iron prices on the market have spiked sharply."

"Would the government actually pay cash for iron? Don't they usually do 'forced purchases' and the like—extorting goods with worthless scrip?"

"That's true enough. But since the foundry owners take a loss, they have to recoup it somehow. Besides, the Ming now contracts things out to merchants—they don't rely entirely on coercion anymore."

"According to historical records, Wang Zunde's cannon-casting efforts were quite ambitious—he once cast two hundred pieces in a single order," the Intelligence Department representative reported. "Next year's scale may be even larger. A wealthy merchant named Li Luoyou has somehow wrangled exclusive rights to cannon casting for the entire province of Guangdong."

"What's his background?"

"We haven't started investigating yet."

"Wire Guangzhou immediately and have them look into him!" Wen Desi said, then suddenly remembered something. "Have we figured out that woman Li Huamei's background yet?"

"Not yet. She set sail for Goa in October, carrying a large consignment of cargo."

"What does she plan to bring back for us?"

"Mainly opium and jute," Ma Qianzhu said. "Plus miscellaneous goods."

"How is the sailor training going?"

"Very well. Director Wen, the crews of those schooner patrol boats you designed were all trained by her."

Xiao Zishan cleared his throat to remind Director Wen not to go off on a tangent. "So next year's pig-iron prices will rise even more sharply."

Although once the Tiandu development was complete and the blast furnaces began producing iron, Lingao's pig iron would be entirely self-sufficient—with large quantities of finished steel products available for export—that was still a year away at the earliest.

"We'll just have to grit our teeth and keep importing," Wang Luobin said. "Expensive is expensive; at least we can afford it."

"We're only letting the foundry owners profit temporarily," Wen Desi said. "Once our steel output ramps up—never mind exporting iron products back to Guangdong—just stopping imports will cause iron prices to collapse."

"We could use the opportunity to establish a commodities-exchange system and control Guangdong's iron market through bulk-commodity trading…"

"Hold on—economics we'll discuss later, or we'll spiral off endlessly," Xiao Zishan, the meeting's moderator, cut off Yi Fan's discourse. "Let's stick to the coal-and-iron issue."

"With a stable coal supply secured on the island, our next step is the Tiandu Iron Mine," Wen Desi said. "Let's now discuss the Tiandu development plan."

Ma Qianzhu rose and walked to the large display board, drawing back the curtain covering it.

Behind the curtain hung a large-scale map of the Sanya area, festooned with colored flags marking various locations.

"At the Executive Committee's behest, the Planning Commission has completed the Tiandu Development Plan," Ma Qianzhu said. "Please review it."

Developing Tiandu was not simply a matter of building a mining area and expanding the Yulinbao dock. The transmigrated collective intended to construct Yulin as an entirely new base—a future staging ground for naval expeditions to Southeast Asia for trade and colonization. The overall plan was ambitious: Phases One and Two would be completed within the First Five-Year Plan; Phases Three and Four would be undertaken in the Second Five-Year Plan.

"Phase One involves developing the Tiandu mining district," Ma Qianzhu said, pointing at the map, "along with basic supporting infrastructure."

First, a new fortress would be built on the main peak of the Luhuitou Peninsula. Simultaneously, docks, piers, and artillery batteries would be constructed on the peninsula. This location would serve as a naval anchorage for fleets heading south to Southeast Asian waters.

The existing Yulinbao dock would be expanded into a specialized materials-export terminal fully equipped with mechanized loading gear. In the future, iron ore from Tiandu, manganese and phosphate ore from Damao, and dried coconut and timber from Yazhou would all ship through this facility.

Anyoule Town, across from Yulinbao Fortress, would be completely rebuilt according to modern urban-planning standards, outfitted with comprehensive infrastructure, and populated with a large influx of immigrants. Local resource-processing enterprises would be established on-site; plans called for a timber mill, a copra-processing plant, and a food factory first. Anyoule would become a commercial port for trade with Southeast Asia. Not only would the transmigrated collective attract merchant vessels traveling to and from Southeast Asia to anchor and trade there, but Wen Desi also planned to relocate the headquarters of the newly formed Southeast Asia Company to the site.

Tiandu Township—destined not to appear for another three hundred years—would now be founded ahead of schedule. The transmigrated collective's Tiandu Mining Bureau would be headquartered there. The Bureau would manage not only the Tiandu iron mine but also the future development of manganese and phosphate deposits in the Damao area.

A railway would link Tiandu Township and the Yulinbao dock to transport ore.

"This means we'll be investing heavily in the Yulin area," Wen Desi observed.

"Heavy investment, but high returns. Developing the Yulin Harbor area isn't merely about the Tiandu iron mine; it will also become a new foothold in southern Hainan, complementing Lingao in a north–south mutual-support posture," Ma Qianzhu said.

This new base was essentially a blank slate. Indigenous inhabitants were few; Ming authority was dozens of kilometers away in Yazhou. The transmigrated collective could plan, develop, and build in this region entirely at will, without expending great effort on conquest or negotiation. Unlike Lingao's "coexistence model," the Yulin Harbor area would become the first territory under the transmigrated collective's outright rule.

"Yulinbao will be upgraded to the Sanya Special District," Wen Desi announced.

The Executive Committee promptly approved the Tiandu Development Plan. The entire operation would commence in the spring of 1630. Its complexity rivaled the original D-Day landings. All departments began planning the allocation of materials and personnel.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 510 - Preparatory Work

The laborers slated for deployment to Sanya had been training for over three months. They were healthy young adults recruited from among the immigrants—more than three thousand in all—organized into military-style units and drilled accordingly.

This labor force would land as construction workers. After completing the infrastructure work, they would transition directly into employees of the Tiandu Mining Bureau.

In the Director's vision, this was the transmigrated collective's Construction Corps. The project manager from the Lingao Construction Company tasked with overseeing the engineering work, Zhuo Tianmin, was not at all keen on the title.

"I say we just call it the Engineering Team. 'Corps' sounds too grandiose. Besides, how is a construction company supposed to command a corps?"

After the military training concluded, specialized vocational training began for the large engineering team. The military phase had been chiefly meant to instill organization and discipline; the transmigrated collective had no intention of using them for combat. A full infantry battalion would be detached from the Army and dispatched to Yulinbao, where it would be permanently stationed. To this end, the Army was authorized to recruit a supplementary battalion from newly cleared immigrants in quarantine.

This infantry battalion would constitute the transmigrated collective's core military force in the future Sanya region. Its missions were twofold: to counter any hostile indigenous forces or Ming troops that might appear, and—more importantly—to deter and suppress insurrection within the Engineering Team itself. In the Executive Committee's assessment, given the harsh local conditions and the intensity of construction, such incidents were virtually inevitable.

Zhuo Tianmin submitted a list to the Executive Committee itemizing every category of specialized worker he needed. Besides the more than one thousand basic laborers, the Lingao Construction Company's own construction crews would have to deploy in full. Various departments would also have to assign a number of skilled workers to accompany the mission.

Even so, the gaps were large. Zhuo Tianmin therefore requested that the Executive Committee coordinate the assignment of skilled workers to train the Engineering Team—this would at least address some of the less technically demanding trades.

He established five training classes, drawing participants from among the laborers.

The first was a construction-worker training class, taught by rough carpenters, masons, and plumbers from the Lingao Construction Company's crews.

The second was a blasting training class, dedicated to explosives and demolition work, taught by Pan Da's combat engineers.

The third was a road-building training class, led by Shan Daoqian and Li Chiqi. In addition to road construction and rail-laying, the curriculum included vehicle maintenance and driving skills.

The fourth was a foraging training class, conducted by members of the Long-Range Exploration Team. The Yulin Harbor area was still a wilderness, rich in timber and wild flora and fauna—resources too valuable to waste. Trainees learned logging, fishing, gathering, and hunting techniques.

The final class was a hygiene training class, organized by the Ministry of Health to produce a cohort of basic medics. The Ministry would also dispatch a seven-person medical team to accompany the deployment, but against a first wave of over one thousand personnel—followed by another thousand—a seven-member team was a drop in the bucket. A great deal of basic hygiene and health care would require trained hands.

In addition to the construction and mining laborers, Wu De, following directives, had selected three hundred immigrant households for resettlement as a group. This cohort would be led by Hu Wumei—also known as Fatty Hu—a former pirate chief who had served under Zhu Cailao. They would become residents of the new Anyoule Town.

These immigrants had been selected with an eye to occupational balance: most were farmers, but the group also included artisans and small traders. They would arrive in Yulin Harbor after the infrastructure was complete.

To acclimatize the Engineering Team to the upcoming sea voyage—and prevent seasickness from disabling them upon landing—Zhuo Tianmin arranged for the laborers to sleep aboard empty ships moored in Bopu Harbor as adaptation training.

For transporting the Engineering Team, Zhuo Tianmin selected Qionghai Coal—the largest vessel in the transmigrated collective's possession, capable of carrying enough people in a single voyage. Chen Haiyang promptly recalled Qionghai Coal from its coal-hauling duties, substituting smaller vessels.

After the recalled ship had its holds cleaned, it was renamed Sanya One. Its primary mission would be troop transport. Hammocks and bunks were crammed aboard, and footboards and handrails for latrines were installed along the gunwales.

For cargo transport, the auxiliary vessel chosen was a 1,500-ton self-propelled flat-deck barge. Its large capacity and shallow draft made it ideal for the landing operation. Previously, fuel shortages had kept it dormant at Bopu, serving only as a floating crane. Now its crane was removed and the hull cleaned out. Compartments were unsealed; the empty fuel tanks were reconnected to Fengcheng's oil lines and refilled with diesel.

"Can this thing still move?" Wang Luobin asked, a little worried.

"Definitely," Meng De assured him. "When we put it in storage, the engine room was given a full overhaul before sealing, according to regulations. It's only been a year and a bit—no problems."

When the generator was test-run, everything was indeed normal. Self-propelled barges were low-tech and built to take a beating.

This barge was christened Swift Whale. Together with Great Whale—now undergoing modernization with a diesel-engine installation—it would handle the transport of heavy equipment and large materials for this operation.

Wang Luobin took his mechanical-department crew aboard Fengcheng and wandered through its cavernous engine room, heads together in murmured discussion.

"Chief Wang, I don't think the small coal-gas generator can handle bringing the auxiliary engines back online," Jiang Ye said, pushing up his hard hat. The darkened engine room stank of machine oil, the air thick and stale. Since Fengcheng's auxiliary engines had been shut down, the auxiliary-engine compartment had been sealed; apart from monthly inspections, no one entered.

"It would be such a waste not to get these big auxiliaries running again. The generating capacity of these two auxiliaries alone equals who knows how many locomobiles."

Wang Luobin's task was to bring Fengcheng's generators back online to partially meet the shore's power needs. The locomobiles currently at Bopu Power Station were slated for shipment to Yulin Harbor to serve as the first landing party's mobile power station.

"Too bad the coal-coking plant's diesel output is so low."

"Let's burn coconut oil. Marine auxiliaries are pretty rugged—they don't need high-grade diesel."

"First, coconut oil's viscosity is too high; without hydrogenation it probably won't work. Second, coconut-oil production is limited too, and marine auxiliaries are fuel hogs," Wang Luobin said, gazing at the hulking, high-powered marine diesel auxiliaries in the darkness. If only they could remove the generators connected to them—running them on steam would be easy enough.

But extracting those generator sets and re-installing them ashore to run again would involve an enormous amount of work, with no guarantee of success. Generators—especially high-capacity ones—were among the transmigrated collective's most precious assets.

"What about a continuous-feed coal-gas generator?"

"The piping's hard to build. It needs to be airtight and run over water; our current materials probably aren't up to it," Wang Luobin shook his head.

"Why not just build it on deck?" Xiao Gui suggested. "Put the gasifier directly on deck. The piping can use existing engine-room plumbing, or we can fabricate our own."

"The only worry is an explosion," Wang Luobin said. Still, it was an easy solution.

"The risk isn't too great," Jiang Ye said; coal-gas generators were right up his alley. "Use better materials for the gasifier, install it directly on deck, and surround it with blast-resistant sandbags."

The discussion concluded with a decision to install a gasifier on Fengcheng's deck. This infuriated Li Di: the graceful lines of the big iron ship would now be topped not only by a coal-gas bladder but also sandbags and a coal bunker. It was hideous.

But electricity was paramount; Li Di's objections were overruled. Even his argument about military security was dismissed—someone had demonstrated that, apart from the transmigrated collective's own artillery, no one else could lob a shell onto Fengcheng's deck.

"Relax—as soon as the petroleum industry gets going, we'll take all this off," Wang Luobin consoled him.

"That'll be in the year of the monkey, the month of the horse."

"It won't be that long. The Second Five-Year Plan will definitely include it."

Chen Haiyang raised no objections. Without the auxiliaries running, Fengcheng was essentially a dead ship; relying on power fed from shore, only a few systems could operate, and much of its onboard equipment went unused. He was, however, concerned about safety—coal gas and coal piled on deck; an explosion or fire would be catastrophic.

"For now, we can only say take every precaution. There are no guarantees in industrial production," Wang Luobin said. "The ship already has water pumps aboard; the key is proper protocols and accountability. The naval ratings you've stationed aboard could stand to do fire drills in addition to their regular training."

"I'll make that a priority," Chen Haiyang said. "You also need to remind the operators to practice safe production. Fengcheng may be 'tied to the wharf' for now, but it's our fleet-in-being—a symbol of deterrence. If something goes wrong, it would be nothing less than the shattering of a myth."

Once Fengcheng's auxiliaries were running and feeding power into the grid, the four mobile 100-horsepower locomobiles at Bopu Power Station were all shut down. The machines were sent to the Machinery Works, disassembled for their first major overhaul. Going forward, the Industry Commission would no longer rely on locomobiles as the primary generating equipment.

"Since we've proven that diesel engines can run on coal gas, we can put all our stockpiled diesel generator sets into service," Wang Luobin issued instructions to Chang Kaishen at the Electric Power Company.

The transmigrated collective had brought several diesel generator sets, but owing to fuel shortages they had been sealed in reserve after operating briefly in the period before the Bairen Hydroelectric Station came online. Now that coal-gas substitution had proven successful, the generator sets could be recommissioned.

After the locomobiles and their ancillary generators were cleaned and overhauled, they would be installed aboard two new purpose-built small power barges under construction at the shipyard. These would serve as mobile power stations. Compared to diesel generator sets, their greatest advantage was fuel convenience—highly suited to an era in which, outside Lingao, petroleum fuels simply did not exist.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 511 - The Small Steam Engine

Li Di's contraband—the American-made small steam engine—was successfully replicated under the combined assault of Jiang Ye and the Machinery Works crew. Many of the specialized components were handcrafted by the two fitters Sun Li and Xiao Gui. The boiler's unusually compact and ingenious design gave them quite the headache.

The result was thirty percent larger in dimensions and twenty-five percent lower in power output. Overall, it would do.

"Don't underestimate it—compared to the locomobiles we brought along, its output efficiency is much higher," Zhou Bili said. "It's lucky we're reverse-engineering it now; a year ago, we wouldn't have been able to."

Over the past year and a half, the Machinery Works had continuously added specialized equipment and gradually completed its tooling. Combined with constant production practice, skill levels had improved rapidly. Workers had become increasingly adept at using their tools and had gained considerable experience in selecting substitute materials.

This small steam engine was quickly finalized and put into mass production. It was light enough to be installed on a rowboat—and motorizing such small craft was precisely what the transmigrated collective urgently needed. The engines would serve not only for inland-waterway transport but also aboard slightly larger boats for harbor patrol and security.

Following instructions, the Industry Commission installed these steam engines on transport boats, converting them into tugs. Meanwhile, purpose-built shallow-draft small barges were manufactured according to Wang Luobin's drawings. When Zhan Wuya saw the plans, he was taken aback.

"Chief Wang, is this supposed to be a barge?"

"Of course it's a barge."

"It looks more like a coffin to me," Zhan Wuya said. "Aside from being a bit larger and having a slight streamline below the waterline, it's basically a floating coffin!"

To reduce the vessel's weight, these small barges were fabricated from riveted iron plate. They looked much flimsier than the wooden-hulled transport boats—though, of course, their draft was also much shallower.

"That's exactly what it is," Wang Luobin said. "The British built these for hauling coal on canals." Britain was the first nation to build a large-scale canal network. Early canals carried little water and had no reliable motive power; boats were often towed by a single horse, so large vessels could not be used. In some stretches where elevation changes were steep, specialized boat lifts were employed to haul barges over the drop. Consequently, the barges were small and their draft shallow. A single converted tug could tow ten such barges. Each barge's payload was roughly 2.5 tons.

"The 2.5 tons isn't even the maximum capacity—that's the load set for a safe draft depth. In better channel conditions, four tons would be no problem."

Still, the draft truly was shallow enough to meet navigation requirements on the Nandu River. The tugs fitted with small steam engines could also get through—barely. Of course, the tug's loading had to be calculated carefully; it could not carry too much fuel—only enough for a one-way trip. Since fuel could also be taken on at the Hai family dock, the issue was not serious.

Zhan Wuya planned to convert four transport boats into tugs. Each tug would haul twenty-five tons per voyage. Powered boats were faster; they could make two round trips a day, moving two hundred tons of lignite per day from the Jiazi mine. Moreover, once the coal-washing plant came online, what they shipped would be clean coal rather than raw coal containing sixty percent impurities. The net effect was transportation capacity equivalent to around 550 tons per day of raw coal—more than enough for the coal-coking integrated plant.

"In practice, maintaining that volume will be impossible," Zhan Wuya said. "I doubt the uptime of these steam engines will be that high. Factoring in scheduled maintenance and breakdowns, keeping three tugs running on the route is achievable. Even so, daily throughput would still be 150 tons."

"You're too optimistic. Mark my words—once these tugs have been in service for six months, if you can keep two running simultaneously, the Machinery Works will have struck gold," Wang Luobin said.

"By then, small steam engines will be in large-scale production. If one breaks, we just swap it out!" Zhan Wuya declared grandly. "We're only waiting for the iron ore from Tiandu."

Wang Luobin smiled. Grand sentiment, sure—but things were obviously not that simple.



Landing three thousand people on a desolate beach was an operation even larger than D-Day. And they had to launch construction simultaneously in three directions, requiring correspondingly greater stockpiles of supplies.

Lingao's entire productive capacity was running at full throttle, churning out the materials needed for the Yulinbao landing. Work uniforms alone required nine thousand sets. Mo Xiao'an had originally planned to produce six thousand—by his reckoning, one set on each worker plus two spares would suffice. But when he submitted the production plan, Ma Qianzhu told him the figure was insufficient.

"You've never done construction work. Clothes don't just get worn—they get devoured. Four sets per person is the bare minimum. And shoes—at least three pairs each."

"Damn, that bad? The canvas and coarse cloth the Planning Commission allocated won't be enough."

"Tell Guangzhou to procure another batch. I recall they cabled recently about an English broker offering a large lot of cheap Indian cotton cloth. At the time we still had unused domestic stocks, so I didn't approve the purchase."

"Wonder if it's still available," he muttered to himself.

"What did you say, Commissioner Ma?"

"Nothing." Ma Qianzhu covered quickly. "Go take care of it."

"But I still have an application for more sewing machines…"

"Approved." Ma Qianzhu glanced at the application, mentally tallied roughly how much stockpiled material would be consumed, and agreed.

"That's wonderful. But you'll have to talk to Zhan Wuya and his people—have them hurry up, or we won't have time to make the clothes."

"I know, I know. Off you go—I won't see you out."

After shooing Mo Xiao'an away, he immediately called the Vehicle Works to ask whether the vehicle-production quota could be met on schedule.

"Definitely not in time," Li Chiqi shouted from the other end of the line.

Li Chiqi's Vehicle Works was swamped. They had to manufacture three different types of vehicles simultaneously: railcars for the simple railway, mine carts for the mining district, and "Purple Lightning Kai" human-powered wheelbarrows.

Producing all three at once kept Li Chiqi and Jiang Muzhi running like headless chickens. Fortunately, the Bao Lei family, recruited from Foshan, had stepped up as indigenous technical pillars.

The moment the Bao family left the quarantine camp, they were entrusted with critical duties: Bao Lei became the lead craftsman of the wheel-manufacturing team. Having risen from "looking like beggars" to having food, clothing, and shelter, the father and sons were overwhelmingly grateful to the "Australian bosses" and threw themselves into their work. Before long, they had fabricated wheels of various diameters to Vehicle Works specifications.

After watching their craftsmanship, Jiang Muzhi judged the products to be quite good—apart from a shaky grasp of tolerance, quality was nearly flawless. The only drawback was their slow production speed.

The Bao father and sons were fascinated by the transmigrated collective's "Purple Lightning Kai" wheelbarrows. Wheelbarrows were simple in structure and easy to build; the Baos had made many in their time. But how did the Australians manage to produce wheelbarrows so light, so nimble, so effortless to push? That secret had been something Bao Lei was determined to uncover.

In truth, Bao Lei harbored a hidden agenda. Arriving in Lingao and enjoying food, clothing, and security naturally filled him with gratitude toward the Australians. Yet the Purple Lightning Kai had also kindled his greed. If only he could learn how to make this type of wheelbarrow, he could open his own workshop and make a fortune!

But he soon discovered he was dreaming. Though poor, Bao Lei had been proud of his craftsmanship. Then one day he sneaked into the final-assembly shop and watched the Purple Lightning Kai being put together; his confidence evaporated completely.

The assemblers used only a few simple metal picks with wooden handles. Effortlessly, they fitted a cart together from a heap of loose parts. Bao Lei had built carts himself and knew that assembly was the most labor-intensive stage—constant adjustments, wood shims wedged in here, parts removed and planed there. Even the smoothest assembly took half a day.

Now, this worker had assembled over twenty carts in under half an hour. Each was completed in a single pass. The shock was profound. Dozens of carts, and every part on each was identically sized! The Australians truly deserved their reputation as master craftsmen! From then on, in addition to the awe an employee owes his employer, Bao Lei felt a new respect for them as fellow artisans.

Finally, when he saw the roller bearings on the wheelbarrow axles, Bao Lei knew he would never in his life be able to imitate the Purple Lightning Kai—not even the crudest knockoff. Perhaps the Ming had skilled craftsmen capable of turning iron into tiny spheres and fitting them into round housings, but he would never be able to procure such housings in quantity for installation on wheelbarrows. If he tried, the price of his imitations would be beyond anyone's means.

From that point on, Bao Lei became utterly devoted to the Australians. He worked with all his heart, no longer hoarding his skills. He grew far more enthusiastic about mentoring apprentices—he understood now that his own craftsmanship was nothing compared to theirs.

When the Machinery Works consulted its archives and fabricated several purpose-built wheel-making machines for the Vehicle Works, Bao Lei was terrified by these mighty devices that could shape hardwood as though kneading dough. He understood perfectly well that such machinery could completely replace his skills—and do the job better.

For that very reason, he worked harder than any other craftsman to learn how to operate the machines. Before long, he was the most proficient equipment operator on the wheel-making team. His younger son, Bao Bohong, also improved rapidly.

"It seems traditional craftsmen can absolutely embrace new technology," Li Chiqi observed.

Jiang Muzhi snorted dismissively. "Hmph—that's because he's destitute and works for us. If he had his own workshop, think he'd be so willing?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 512 - The Sanya Expeditionary Battalion

"You have to understand the mentality of these petty producers—at their core, they're unreliable," Jiang Muzhi continued airing his distrustful views. "Let me tell you something."

It turned out that an "alert" worker with a "positive attitude"—though his motives were suspect—had already come forward to inform on Bao Lei. He reported that the master craftsman had been secretly sketching on scraps of paper and often lingered alone in the workshop at dawn, long before the shift began, examining vehicle parts.

"Really?!" Li Chiqi's eyebrows shot up. "So the indigenous people really can't be trusted!" In his view, the collective had rescued the whole family from the brink of starvation, and they enjoyed the highest compensation in the Vehicle Works. Yet they still harbored ulterior motives!

"It's not about being trustworthy or not—selfishness is a human weakness."

"Looks like we'll have to reassign him away from key positions…"

"That's unnecessary. So he drew a few awkwardly proportioned sketches—does that mean he can build a Purple Lightning Kai? He can't even source the materials. Besides, he works hard now, and his machine-operating skills are solid—he's our top technician," Jiang Muzhi said.

"Hmph, I just can't stand that type of person." From then on, Li Chiqi's opinion of Bao Lei soured considerably.

The sheer volume of vehicles needed for the Tiandu development kept the Vehicle Works running around the clock, yet the gaps remained large. The problem of the Machinery Works' small scale was laid bare. Lingao's current industrial system was small but comprehensive—capable of producing many things, but incapable of scaling up for true mass production.

After some thought, Ma Qianzhu ordered a temporary reduction in railcar output—those were the most complex to manufacture and consumed the most materials—in favor of prioritizing wheelbarrow production. At the construction launch, demand for the nimble little carts would surely be high.

Ma Qianzhu then endured harassment from Zhang Bailin. Hearing that cannon and shell production had been halted and all capacity diverted to civilian machinery, Zhang marched straight to the Executive Committee to "demand an explanation."

"Director, you're dismantling our own defenses!" Zhang Bailin adopted a pained expression. "When the enemy attacks, are our Army brothers supposed to resist with second-generation spears and cutlasses? I beg you to reconsider! Boo-hoo-hoo."

"Production is only being suspended for a few months. Besides, the recent casting quota was mainly for naval guns."

"Is that so?" Zhang Bailin's tears vanished instantly. "…Still, naval guns are also part of the nation's armaments—they shouldn't just be cut. And as for ammunition, what we have now would be used up in a flash. Without artillery, how do we counter enemy human-wave tactics?"

"The Machinery Chief wrote on the OA that concrete could be used as a shell substitute. Not as good as iron shells, but workable in a pinch," Ma Qianzhu recalled Jiang Ye's post. Concrete shells might even serve as training rounds later; recovered iron shells always suffered some attrition losses…

"Would the ballistics be the same?" Zhang Bailin tried to continue.

"Do you want Soviet-level quantities of guns and American-level unlimited ammunition? If you do, then bear with it for now. I'm very busy—let's talk later." Ma Qianzhu finally managed to coax him out, wiping sweat from his forehead. Clearly, he would have to establish a formal visitation system. He couldn't have every Tom, Dick, and Harry barging into his office; otherwise, major initiatives would become impossible.

Chen Haiyang, though he had reservations about halting artillery production, was at least a cadre schooled by the Party and accustomed to obeying organizational directives. When he reflected on the payoff once the Tiandu mining operation succeeded, he made his peace with it.

"The order to build a thousand-ton iron ship was issued ostensibly for developing Tiandu, but by the time it could be finished there was no iron. Now we're short on iron and re-smelting it would be wasteful, so it's shelved as a non-performing asset. A textbook case of seat-of-the-pants leadership," Meng De groused about Project 854 sitting on the slipway. The ship was supposed to mark an epoch; instead, it sat weathering sun and rain, now streaked with rust—an unsightly spectacle.

"At the time, we didn't know we'd acquire so many wooden ships. Hindsight is easy." Chen Haiyang shut down Meng De's complaints. When the Executive Committee had been seized with enthusiasm for the big iron ship, he, as the Navy's head, had been an ardent supporter.

"Can wooden ships compare to steam-powered iron ships? Getting ready to go to Tiandu—just preparing the vessels is a huge job!"

In preparation for the Tiandu development, the Maritime Forces Division had been ordered to undertake a large-scale vessel-readiness campaign, driving the naval personnel into overdrive. Simply assembling crews had taken considerable ingenuity. Most of the pirate chiefs who had defected with their ships were still "studying"; many sailors were not yet out of quarantine. Some of these ships had arrived with incomplete rigging or damaged hulls; their sanitary conditions were hellish—infested with rats, cockroaches, lice, and fleas. The sanitation team had sprayed disinfectant and laid poison bait to exterminate vermin multiple times. Vessels in particularly dire shape were simply moored in the harbor's quarantine-zone waters and left sealed, allowing their onboard life forms to die off on their own.

After a night of calculations and planning, the naval staff under Ming Qiu concluded that, in addition to Swift Whale, Great Whale, the Type 67 landing craft, and Sanya One, at least ten sailing ships of 200-ton displacement or more would need to be made ready to meet the first wave's material-transport requirements. These vessels would not only support the initial landing but also execute subsequent shuttle runs, ferrying a continuous stream of personnel and supplies ashore.

Simply readying all of them would take considerable time. Large sailing ships had not been built for transporting construction materials; many oversized or extra-long items required special modifications before they could be loaded. The shipyard was swamped.

The escort force comprised two 8154-class fishing trawlers, the steam-powered gunboat Zhenhai, and the sailing gunboat Fubo. Each of the other sailing vessels was armed with eight 48-pounder carronades and two "Typewriters" for self-defense.

Swift Whale had two Typewriters mounted on its deck. As for Great Whale—now motorized after its diesel-engine refit—it would carry an Army artillery platoon. Two 12-pounder Model 1857 field guns were emplaced in sandbag-walled positions on deck, along with one 12-pounder mountain howitzer. If Anyoule Town proved cooperative, all would be well; if not, the Artillery Training Detachment would have a chance to practice.

Additionally, the expedition carried two disassembled naval 120mm muzzle-loading rifled guns. These would be installed at the Luhuitou naval battery.

Great Whale and Swift Whale also had varying numbers of transport boats lashed to their decks. Some had been hastily fitted with small steam engines; others were oar-powered. They would provide mobility within the bays of Dadonghai and Yulin Harbor. Chen Haiyang regarded this as a rare opportunity for a large-formation naval operation, so he sent all the naval officer cadets aboard for shipboard training.

Finally, several small sailboats were readied for use as courier vessels and fishing boats—the waters around Yulin Harbor had good fishing grounds, and fresh provisions could be obtained locally.

He Ming was in charge of Army readiness. He was, after all, a career officer who had actually served in a military unit and held the highest rank among Army transmigrators; compared to the senior command cadre—dominated by NEET self-defense armored generals and enlisted or NCO veterans—he was clearly the most professional.

The expeditionary infantry battalion was commanded by Xi Yazhou. A great many people had been denouncing him on the BBS for chronic absenteeism, claiming he was hiding out at the sanatorium on the pretext of photophobia and wind sensitivity as sequelae of tetanus. (Shi Niaoren had established a sanatorium outside Bairen Fortress, away from the industrial zone, for military personnel, Long-Range Exploration Team members, and workers in heavy-labor or hazardous positions.)

According to the accusations, Xi Yazhou not only malingered for extended periods but repeatedly tried to become "intimate" with the nurses assigned to the facility—though all such attempts had been righteously rebuffed by the young nurses Shi Niaoren had trained. After Ma Qianzhu telephoned him several times, Xi Yazhou finally checked out of the sanatorium—his photophobia had reportedly improved, though he still told anyone who would listen that he must have contracted tetanus during the battle aboard Great Whale and that it simply hadn't manifested yet.

"Look, my persistent aversion to light is proof," Xi Yazhou whined to Ma Qianzhu from behind sunglasses.

"Tetanus causes photophobia?" Ma Qianzhu was skeptical. "I don't think that symptom matches…"

"Of course it does. I'm enduring the pain to serve the organization…"

"All right. The organization has decided: you're being posted to Yulin Harbor as Sanya garrison commander." Ma Qianzhu stood with hands clasped behind his back, gazing out the window. "You should know there's a lot of discontent toward you—apparently you made quite a few enemies on the BBS back in the day. A good number of our core people were active posters there."

"When I was a moderator, I deleted a lot of posts. I did offend a few petty people."

"They're comrades now." Ma Qianzhu turned around; the sunlight streaming through the window behind him cast a dazzling halo around his figure. "Your thinking is quite off-track. If you keep this up, it could get dangerous."

"All they do is mouth off—"

"There you're wrong. Anyone who was one of the Five Hundred will, in the future, be capable of doing far more than mouthing off." Ma Qianzhu said no more. "You've been on extended sick leave; plenty of people in the Army have grievances against you. There's no going back to the Training Detachment. Go to Yulin Harbor—there's room to make a name for yourself."

"Very well. I'll definitely do a good job. You can count on it!"

"Of course I can count on it. Turn Sanya into the transmigrated collective's southern bastion. The place has great potential." Ma Qianzhu smiled. "Report to He Ming and put your team together. Discuss the details. Once you're in Sanya, you may have to open fire a few times."

Xi Yazhou returned to Army Headquarters and conferred with He Ming over the deployment details.

From Lingao to Sanya, a sailing ship took seven days. With the number of motorized vessels limited, once the Yulinbao garrison encountered a large-scale attack and sent a distress telegram, they would have to hold out for at least ten days before reinforcements could arrive. The area to be secured was also substantial, so He Ming judged that a force of three infantry companies was not excessive.

Note: The seven-day sailing time from Lingao to Sanya is based on records in the Zhengde-era Qiongtai Zhi.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 512 - The Sanya Expeditionary Battalion

"You have to understand the mentality of these petty producers—at the core, they're unreliable," Jiang Muzhi continued airing his distrustful views. "Let me tell you something."

It turned out that an "alert" worker with a "positive attitude"—though his motives were hard to say—had already come forward to inform. He reported that Bao Lei had been secretly sketching on scraps of paper and often lingered alone in the workshop at dawn, before the shift began, examining vehicle parts.

"Really?!" Li Chiqi's eyebrows shot up. "So the indigenous people really can't be trusted!" In his view, Huang Tianyu had rescued the whole family from the brink of starvation, and they enjoyed the highest compensation in the Vehicle Works. And yet they still harbored ulterior motives!

"It's not about being trustworthy or not—selfishness is a human weakness."

"Looks like we'll have to reassign him away from key positions…"

"That's unnecessary. So he drew a few awkwardly proportioned sketches—does that mean he can build a Purple Lightning Kai? He can't even source the materials. Besides, he works hard now, and his machine-operating skills are solid—he's our top technician," Jiang Muzhi said.

"Hmph, I just can't stand that type of person." From then on, Li Chiqi's opinion of Bao Lei soured considerably.

The various vehicles needed for the Tiandu development kept the Vehicle Works running around the clock. The gaps remained large. The problem of the Machinery Works' small scale was laid bare. Lingao's current industrial system was small but comprehensive—capable of producing many things, but incapable of scaling up for mass production.

After some thought, Ma Qianzhu ordered a temporary reduction in railcar output—those were the most complex to manufacture and consumed the most materials—in favor of prioritizing wheelbarrow production. At the construction launch, demand for the nimble little carts would surely be high.

Ma Qianzhu then endured harassment from Zhang Bailin. Hearing that cannon and shell production had been halted and all capacity diverted to civilian machinery, Zhang marched straight to the Executive Committee to "demand an explanation."

"Director, you're dismantling our own defenses!" Zhang Bailin adopted a pained expression. "When the enemy attacks, are our Army brothers supposed to resist with second-generation spears and cutlasses? I beg you to reconsider! Boo-hoo-hoo."

"Production is only being suspended for a few months. Besides, the recent casting quota was mainly for naval guns."

"Is that so?" Zhang Bailin's tears vanished. "…Still, naval guns are also part of the transmigrated nation's armaments—they shouldn't just be cut. And as for ammunition, what we have now would be used up in a flash. Without artillery, how do we counter enemy human-wave tactics…"

"The Machinery Chief wrote on the OA that concrete could be used as a shell substitute. Not as good as iron shells, but workable in a pinch," Ma Qianzhu recalled Jiang Ye's post. Concrete shells might even serve as training rounds later; recovered iron shells always suffered some attrition losses…

"Would the ballistics be the same?" Zhang Bailin tried to continue.

"Do you want Soviet-level quantities of guns and American-level unlimited ammunition? If you do, then bear with it for now. I'm very busy—let's talk later." Ma Qianzhu finally managed to coax him out and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Clearly, he would have to establish a formal visitation system. He couldn't have every Tom, Dick, and Harry barging into his office; otherwise, major initiatives would become impossible.

Chen Haiyang, though he had reservations about halting artillery production, was at least a cadre schooled by the Party and accustomed to obeying organizational directives. When he reflected on the payoff once the Tiandu mining operation succeeded, he made his peace with it.

"The order to build a thousand-ton iron ship was issued ostensibly for developing Tiandu, but by the time it could be finished there was no iron. Now we're short on iron and re-smelting it would be wasteful, so it's shelved as a non-performing asset. A textbook case of seat-of-the-pants leadership," Meng De groused about Project 854 sitting on the slipway. The ship was supposed to mark an epoch; instead, it sat weathering sun and rain, now streaked with rust—an unsightly spectacle.

"At the time, we didn't know we'd acquire so many wooden ships. Hindsight is easy." Chen Haiyang shut down Meng De's complaints. When the Executive Committee had been seized with enthusiasm for the big iron ship, he, as the Navy's head, had been an ardent supporter.

"Can wooden ships compare to steam-powered iron ships? Getting ready to go to Tiandu—just preparing the ships is a huge job!"

In preparation for the Tiandu development, the Maritime Forces Division had been ordered to undertake a large-scale vessel-readiness campaign, driving the naval personnel into overdrive. Simply assembling crews had taken considerable ingenuity. Most of the pirate chiefs who had defected with their ships were still "studying"; many sailors were not yet out of quarantine. Some of these ships had arrived with incomplete rigging or damaged hulls; their sanitary conditions were hellish—infested with rats, cockroaches, lice, and fleas. The sanitation team had sprayed disinfectant and laid poison bait to exterminate vermin multiple times. Vessels in particularly dire shape were simply moored in the harbor's quarantine-zone waters and left sealed, allowing their onboard life forms to die off on their own.

After a night of calculations and planning, the naval staff under Ming Qiu concluded that, in addition to Swift Whale, Great Whale, the Type 67 landing craft, and Sanya One, at least ten sailing ships of 200-ton displacement or more would need to be made ready to meet the first wave's material-transport requirements. These vessels would not only support the initial landing but also execute subsequent shuttle runs, ferrying a continuous stream of personnel and supplies ashore.

Simply readying all of them would take considerable time. Large sailing ships had not been built for transporting construction materials; many oversized or extra-long items required special modifications before they could be loaded. The shipyard was swamped.

The escort force comprised two 8154-class fishing trawlers, the steam-powered gunboat Zhenhai, and the sailing gunboat Fubo. Each of the other sailing vessels was armed with eight 48-pounder carronades and two "Typewriters" for self-defense.

Swift Whale had two Typewriters mounted on the deck. As for Great Whale—now motorized after its diesel-engine refit—it would carry an Army artillery platoon. Two 12-pounder Model 1857 field guns were emplaced in sandbag-walled positions on deck, along with one 12-pounder mountain howitzer. If Anyoule Town proved cooperative, all would be well; if not, the Artillery Training Detachment would have a chance to practice.

Additionally, the expedition carried two disassembled naval 120mm muzzle-loading rifled guns. These would be installed at the Luhuitou naval battery.

Great Whale and Swift Whale also had varying numbers of transport boats lashed to their decks. Some had been hastily fitted with small steam engines; others were oar-powered. They would provide mobility within the bays of Dadonghai and Yulin Harbor. Chen Haiyang regarded this as a rare opportunity for a large-formation naval operation, so he sent all the naval officer cadets aboard for shipboard training.

Finally, several small sailboats were readied for use as courier vessels and fishing boats—the waters around Yulin Harbor had good fishing grounds, and fresh provisions could be obtained locally.

He Ming was in charge of Army readiness. He was, after all, a career officer who had actually served in a military unit and held the highest rank among Army transmigrators; compared to the senior command cadre—dominated by NEET self-defense armored generals and enlisted or NCO veterans—he was clearly the most professional.

The expeditionary infantry battalion was commanded by Xi Yazhou. A great many people had been denouncing him on the BBS for chronic absenteeism, claiming he was hiding out at the sanatorium on the pretext of photophobia and wind sensitivity as sequelae of tetanus. (Shi Niaoren had established a sanatorium outside Bairen Fortress, away from the industrial zone, for military personnel, Long-Range Exploration Team members, and workers in heavy-labor or hazardous positions.)

According to the accusations, Xi Yazhou not only malingered for extended periods but repeatedly tried to become "intimate" with the nurses assigned to the facility—though all such attempts had been righteously rebuffed by the young nurses Shi Niaoren had trained. After Ma Qianzhu telephoned him several times, Xi Yazhou finally checked out of the sanatorium—his photophobia had reportedly improved, though he still told anyone who would listen that he must have contracted tetanus during the battle aboard Great Whale and that it simply hadn't manifested yet.

"Look, my persistent aversion to light is proof," Xi Yazhou whined to Ma Qianzhu from behind sunglasses.

"Tetanus causes photophobia?" Ma Qianzhu was skeptical. "I don't think that symptom matches…"

"Of course it does. I'm enduring the pain to serve the organization…"

"All right. The organization has decided: you're being posted to Yulin Harbor as Sanya garrison commander." Ma Qianzhu stood with hands clasped behind his back, gazing out the window. "You should know there's a lot of discontent toward you—apparently you made quite a few enemies on the BBS back in the day. A good number of our core people were active posters there."

"When I was a moderator, I deleted a lot of posts. I did offend a few petty people."

"They're comrades now." Ma Qianzhu turned around; the sunlight streaming through the window behind him cast a dazzling halo around his figure. "Your thinking is quite off-track. If you keep this up, it could get dangerous."

"All they do is mouth off—"

"There you're wrong. Anyone who was one of the Five Hundred will, in the future, be capable of doing far more than mouthing off." Ma Qianzhu said no more. "You've been on extended sick leave; plenty of people in the Army have grievances against you. There's no going back to the Training Detachment. Go to Yulin Harbor—there's room to make a name for yourself."

"Very well. I'll definitely do a good job. You can count on it!"

"Of course I can count on it. Turn Sanya into the transmigrated collective's southern bastion. The place has great potential." Ma Qianzhu smiled. "Report to He Ming and put your team together. Discuss the details. Once you're in Sanya, you may have to open fire a few times."

Xi Yazhou returned to Army Headquarters and conferred with He Ming over the deployment details.

From Lingao to Sanya, a sailing ship took seven days. With the number of motorized vessels limited, once the Yulinbao garrison encountered a large-scale attack and sent a distress telegram, they would have to hold out for at least ten days before reinforcements could arrive. The area to be secured was also substantial, so He Ming judged that a force of three infantry companies was not excessive.

Note: The seven-day sailing time from Lingao to Sanya is based on records in the Zhengde-era Qiongtai Zhi.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 513 - The Army–Navy Central Agreement

"…If the Navy is going to defend Luhuitou Fortress on its own, it will need at least one marine company—and they simply don't have that kind of strength. So they'll definitely need our support," He Ming said. "Additionally, Tiandu Township must be secured. It's inland and the surrounding environment is complex. There's not only the danger of attack by Ming troops or local militia, but also the Li situation. A unit must be stationed there for protection."

"Three companies may not be enough. We also have Anyoule Town to defend."

"Anyoule can be left to the militia for garrison duty. Deploy the main force and battalion headquarters at Yulinbao, using boats for mobility, able to support Anyoule at any time—and, if necessary, Luhuitou or Tiandu Township."

The final strength of the Army's Sanya Expeditionary Battalion comprised three infantry companies, one artillery platoon, one engineer platoon, and a battalion headquarters platoon—essentially a combined-arms battalion. The Navy would send a detached squadron and a small shore-defense contingent to garrison the area.

At a joint Army–Navy conference held at the General Staff, army representative He Ming and navy representative Ming Qiu concluded Army–Navy Central Agreement No. 1 concerning the defense of the Sanya region. The agreement stipulated that the Luhuitou naval base would be garrisoned by a naval fortress-artillery unit and a marine platoon. The Army would assign one company to assist in the defense. Yulinbao, previously occupied by the Navy, would be transferred to the Army; army units would be stationed at both Yulinbao and Tiandu Township.

Both parties confirmed: the commanding officer of the Army's Sanya Expeditionary Battalion would concurrently serve as the Garrison Commander of the Sanya Special District, exercising unified command over both Army and Navy forces.

Local militia would be organized. The Army would be responsible for organizing and training these units. Command would be shared between the Sanya Special District's administrative head and the Sanya Garrison Commander.

Logistics for both services would be transported by the Navy—in practice, provisioning for the entire Sanya Special District was the Navy's responsibility. This clause was inserted at the Army's insistence to ensure that army materiel enjoyed necessary priority during transport. A point of contention was who would control the only radio transmitter in the Sanya area; the final decision was that Army personnel would operate the set, which would be sited at the Navy's Luhuitou base.

Once both sides had signed, Ma Qianzhu led the applause. Naval signalwomen then brought in trays filled with glasses of fruit-juice–laced kvass, bubbling vigorously.

"Let us toast to Army–Navy cooperation in the Sanya region." Ma Qianzhu raised his glass in the General Staff conference room at Executive Committee headquarters. The Army and Navy representatives lifted their glasses in unison.

Both Ming Qiu and He Ming were veteran soldiers; in the military, they drank hard, and both held their liquor well. Kvass was little more than mouthwash as beer went. Seeing their lingering thirst, Ma Qianzhu ordered, "Bring the gentlemen some rum." Rum soon appeared.

Ma Qianzhu poured for them himself, then poured a small measure for his own glass.

"This operation is the transmigrated collective's first large-scale action since D-Day, and the first major joint operation since the Army and Navy were established as separate services." Ma Qianzhu chose his words carefully. "The Sanya operation—to put it grandly—bears upon the nation's destiny. You are both career soldiers trained by the PLA. On matters of grand strategy, you must steer the Army and Navy on the right course and refuse to be swayed by extraneous factors."

How could the two not understand the Chief of Staff's meaning? They drained their glasses at once.

"Rest assured, Chief of Staff," He Ming declared immediately.

Ming Qiu also gave a steady nod. Because of his background, he was technically still only a guest adviser to the Navy; the Chief of Staff's words signified that he was being treated as a true insider.

"Consider it done, Chief of Staff!" he said. Then he added, "The Sanya Special District development operation still has no code name—calling it by its full title is inconvenient. Why not take this opportunity to give it one?"

"Let's call it Operation Giant," Ma Qianzhu said. "Our transmigrated collective is about to grow into an industrial giant right here."



Ruan Xiaowu was on the patrol boat, leading the hands in scrubbing the deck. He was now a fully qualified naval officer cadet—no longer a supernumerary trainee. In fact, he had become the gunnery officer of a 200-ton sailing ship, one of the vessels brought by the defecting remnants of Zhu Cailao's fleet that Lin Baiguang had turned. After thorough cleaning, overhaul, and refitting, the ship had joined the sailing warship squadron. This type of traditional Chinese junk was ill-suited for Western-style gun decks owing to the constraints of its hull structure; moreover, its slow sailing speed made it unsuitable for coastal patrol work. The Navy basically employed it as an armed transport. It had been given the simple designation Linyun 7.

"Scrub harder!" Ruan Xiaowu shrilled. His sleeves were rolled up; his arms, soaked in seawater, were red. In one hand he held a book-sized stone—the specialized "holy stones" transmigrated sailors used to polish decks bright. The practice was something Wen Desi had adopted from the age-of-sail British Royal Navy.

Most of the Lingao naval personnel came from absorbed pirates; a smaller portion were impoverished coastal fishermen. Whether former pirates or fishermen, they universally expressed profound bafflement at this business of scrubbing decks with stones every day—along with many other tasks they considered completely "pointless."

Every morning at five o'clock, the watch on duty began hosing down the deck. After the washdown, they polished the planks white and gleaming with "book stones," then mopped them dry. Simultaneously, all metal fittings on the deck were buffed to a shine with cloths and fine sand; any loose cordage had to be coiled neatly and stowed; sails not in service had to be lashed and furled. Nothing was permitted to lie casually on deck; everything had to be organized and stowed in its proper place.

For men accustomed to a free and easy life at sea, such discipline was sheer torment. No one understood why the deck had to be scrubbed clean and then polished bright—the moment the ship went to sea, it would be splashed with saltwater again. As for coiling ropes, that was even more incomprehensible—piled in a heap, they served just as well.

Yet the naval officers and cadets enforced these regulations to the letter; no deviation was tolerated. For the first time, the pirates learned what military discipline truly meant. In the old days under the pirate chiefs, there had been rules too—no drinking before battle, no loud talking after lights-out—but interference in personal affairs was minimal, and there was plenty of free time. With the Australians, everything changed. Even when ships lay at anchor and no shore leave was granted, sailors adhered strictly to four-hour watches. Men off duty could sleep or chat; men on duty had to perform maintenance, upkeep, and drills.

Whether of pirate or fisherman background, sailors initially found naval discipline unbearable. Chen Haiyang, however, tolerated no slackening. Not entirely confident in the cadets' abilities to enforce order, he frequently went aboard ships himself to inspect watch-standing and drill performance.

Yulin had once cautioned Chen Haiyang against checking in person—after all, these sailors had only undergone a few dozen days of Wei Aiwen's indoctrination training, and how much effect that had on the old hands among the pirates was anyone's guess. If a mutiny broke out, he could lose his life for nothing.

"All the more reason to show some guts. If you're timid yourself, how can you expect to cow them?" Chen Haiyang laughed. "A few pirates—what of it? If any of them dares stick his head up, we'll deal with him harshly."

During the subsequent "Rectification Training," a number of old hands did indeed begin grumbling and inciting the sailors to cause trouble. As it turned out, Wei Aiwen's "political study" was not for nothing—the majority of new sailors, though still chafing under the strict discipline, had already witnessed the Australians' power during those sessions. Moreover, the Australians' naval wages were the highest in this era.

The marine-force commander, Old Di, led the marines in a swift and clean suppression. Of the more than forty rioters, eighteen ringleaders were hanged at the Bopu Harbor naval wharf; the rest were sentenced to "indefinite reform through labor."

Ruan Xiaowu gazed at the deck: more than a dozen sailors lay prone, scrubbing vigorously. The cleaning was almost done; detritus had been stowed. The eight 24-pounder carronades at their stations gleamed brightly, and round shot was stacked in regulation pyramids.

"Zheng Dashui! You call that scrubbing the deck?! Go back and do it again!" Ruan Xiaowu spotted a patch that was not bright enough and immediately ordered the work redone.

"Yes, sir!" The sailor called Zheng Dashui obeyed at once. By age, Zheng Dashui was twice Ruan Xiaowu's senior; by experience, he had been knocking about in Zhu Cailao's main crew for more than a decade—a veteran old salt. Yet before an officer cadet, he obeyed orders just the same. From the very start of "Rectification Training," Chen Haiyang had hammered home the concept of rank and established the absolute authority of the officer corps.

Ruan Xiaowu's gaze swept across the naval wharf. Eighteen desiccated corpses hung from iron chains, swaying in the sea breeze—the direct consequence of defying orders. A stark reminder to every indigenous person who joined the Australian navy.

Along the wharf, the fully prepared large sailing ships lay at anchor, one after another. These vessels looked nothing like they had when they first arrived at Bopu. Ruan Xiaowu sometimes marveled at how people changed after coming to Lingao; even inanimate objects like ships, once in the Australians' hands, seemed to transform into entirely new things.

Damaged hulls, gaping deck seams, and crooked masts had all been repaired. Every defect, no matter how trivial, had been mended. Sails that had been patched or pieced together with grass mats were replaced with brand-new canvas; ragged rigging was replaced with standardized new cordage. Ruan Xiaowu, a child of seafaring folk, knew that even without these repairs the ships could have sailed for years without falling apart. No wonder some people said the Australians were obsessed with appearances. But looking good really did make one feel different. In Ruan Xiaowu's view, once a ship passed into Australian hands, it was as if it had become new—no, it was more than that. It was not merely like new; it had been infused with an entirely new vitality, a vigor he had never sensed on any ship before.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 514 - Naval Ensign

The sailors finished scrubbing the deck and mopped the wet planking dry. The entire surface was now mirror-bright, without a speck of dust or debris. Ruan Xiaowu, as the day's duty officer, inspected the work.

Following the regulations laid down by Director Wen, the Navy's supreme adviser, he removed his shoes and paced the length of the deck in a pair of white cloth socks freshly donned that morning.

The sailors knew the drill: if he lifted a foot and found grayish-black traces on the sole, the entire deck would have to be scrubbed again. Every ship moored in designated harbor zones was required to meet this standard—another regulation from Director Wen. Director Wen's concern for naval affairs had reached a level the sailors found "hair-raising." Beyond setting the standard, he had also mandated a rigorous deck-cleaning protocol. Mopping, for instance, followed explicit procedures: two buckets were required, one marked "Clean" and one "Dirty." The mop was first rinsed in the dirty bucket and wrung almost dry before being dipped into the clean bucket—taking care not to absorb too much water—and applied to the deck. After a specified area was covered, the dirty bucket was emptied; the clean bucket became the dirty one; and a fresh clean bucket was brought forward… the rotation continuing in unbroken sequence.

As Wang Dahuzi had once remarked while drunk: "The Navy is a place where even farting has a regulation."

After walking the length of the deck, Ruan Xiaowu's socks remained as white as when he put them on. Satisfied, he put his shoes back on, logged the deck's condition in the handbook, and announced that cleaning was complete. Only then did the sailors, still holding buckets, mops, and brushes in readiness, begin stowing their gear. Ruan Xiaowu proceeded to inspect deck equipment. As the ship's gunnery officer, he paid particular attention to weapons.

Owing to its original hull structure, all of Linyun 7's gun positions were on deck. Exposed to salt spray and seawater, these weapons demanded high maintenance. Each cannon had to be kept spotlessly clean in the bore, and not a trace of rust was permitted on the barrel.

He checked each gun's muzzle and barrel in turn, inspecting the touchhole for fouling or corrosion. He tested the carriage wheels for sluggish rolling and felt around the axles to verify that lubricant had been applied according to regulations. Finally, he inspected the tackle and breeching ropes secured to the gunwales—as gunnery officer, ensuring every weapon was in peak condition was his primary duty.

He also tested whether the two newly installed "Typewriters" traversed and elevated smoothly. This entirely new weapon had only recently been issued. Ruan Xiaowu had witnessed its power during his training aboard the patrol boat. With this device on the poop deck, any enemy attempting to grapple and board would be slaughtered outright. Even fire ships—that ultimate terror of pirates and Ming troops alike, and feared even by the red-haired foreigners—were no longer terrifying. No crew could steer a vessel close enough to ram when the helmsmen would all be cut down by the "Typewriter" from a hundred meters away.

The weapon was, however, not yet easy to employ. The gunner needed great strength to hold the barrel on target; a first-time shooter invariably sprayed rounds into the sky or the deck. Ruan Xiaowu himself had practiced long hours in the training detachment before mastering the trick of controlling muzzle climb, a technique he then taught to his gun crew.

After the inspection was complete, the gunners covered and secured the weapons with tung-oil–treated waterproof canvas.

He glanced at the hourglass and scale beside the helm on the poop deck. In half an hour, the captain would come topside for inspection. After that, breakfast.

But last night all captains in port had been summoned to Navy headquarters for a meeting. Ruan Xiaowu knew the Navy was about to undertake a major mission; the specifics might well be announced today.

As for what the orders were, Ruan Xiaowu had no idea—even the captain had been in the dark. Linyun 7's captain, Qian Changshui, was one of the earliest pirates to defect to the Australians—captured during Liu Xiang's night raid on Bopu. After vetting, he had been deemed "redeemable" and taken on as a sailor. Through outstanding performance and diligent study, he had earned a recommendation for Naval-Studies Course One at the Military-Political School, becoming one of the first indigenous personnel promoted to naval officer—and among the first cohort to serve as ship's captain. In the old days, he had commanded only a battered sampan; now he was captain of a 200-ton ship, strutting about the deck in an officer's uniform, issuing orders with authority. Ruan Xiaowu envied him greatly—when would he himself command a ship?

Still, that was rather wishful thinking. He would only turn sixteen after the lunar New Year. Was there such a thing as a sixteen-year-old captain? Then again, he was already a naval officer cadet with candidate-officer status, gunnery officer of a large ship, and ranked among the top students in Naval-Studies Course Two. As for his future prospects… At the thought, his lips curled into a grin.

Qian Changshui returned, smiling broadly, and clapped him on the shoulder—an informality at odds with military protocol that startled Ruan Xiaowu. Qian Changshui was normally the consummate officer; when had he become so friendly?

"Congratulations, lad!" Qian Changshui beamed. "You're about to become a captain!"

"What?!" Ruan Xiaowu's eyes went wide. A captain? A sixteen-year-old captain?

"Don't gape like you're trying to swallow a watermelon." Qian Changshui's warmth was genuine. "Come, let's talk in the cabin."

Ruan Xiaowu, still dazed, reached the captain's cabin on the poop deck before he came back to his senses. Qian Changshui explained: Linyun 7 had received orders; in another week, she would set sail on a mission. He, too, had been promoted to captain and would soon transfer off Linyun 7.

"You'll probably get a special-duty vessel," Qian Changshui said. "Not big, but at least it's a ship! You'll be the old man aboard! Such a young captain—that's a first on these waters! The orders will be delivered shortly. Get your quarters squared away, change your clothes, and prepare to go to the Sacred Ship to receive your new commission."

A messenger arrived with orders for him to attend the promotion ceremony aboard the Sacred Ship. Fengcheng was now called "the Sacred Ship" in standard "new speak"; it was the transmigrated collective's holy ground—and the Navy's sanctuary. Naval headquarters occupied part of Fengcheng's compartments. Owing to its comfortable facilities, it was nicknamed "Fengcheng Hotel" and "the Dock Queen"; jokers termed it "Lingao's Yamato."

Ruan Xiaowu had once gone aboard as a trainee for observation. The vessel's majesty had so excited the three Ruan brothers—then still trainees—that they could not sleep for days. From that moment on, they had resolved to follow the Australians to the end.

The moment he set foot on the gangway, a golden-haired foreign woman popped up from somewhere, aiming a black object at him and clicking away. Ruan Xiaowu already knew this thing was called a "camera"—used for taking "portraits." Photographs appeared from time to time in the Lingao Times they read daily; this was how they were made. Ruan Xiaowu no longer fled in terror at the sight and had learned to smile for the lens.

He stared at the large bosom bouncing beneath the foreign woman's close-fitting blouse, blushed crimson, and quickly ducked his head to pass.

"Look up! The fifteen-year-old captain!" she called with a loud laugh. People on deck laughed too. Ruan Xiaowu, mortified, hurried toward the cabins in double time.

The promotion ceremony was imposing. In Fengcheng's banquet hall, the "Warship March" blared from a loudspeaker. More than a hundred naval trainees from the Military-Political School's officer-cadet program stood in formation. The ceremony for this second cohort of ensigns was underway. on the dais sat Chen Haiyang, People's Commissar of the Navy; Director Wen Desi, Supreme Adviser to the Navy; and other senior transmigrator officers.

This was the Navy's second indigenous-officer promotion. To foster a sense of honor and reinforce loyalty among indigenous servicemen, both the Army and the Navy held solemn ceremonies for every promotion.

"There's really nothing unusual about it. If these ensigns don't get killed or prove utterly hopeless, they should all be lieutenant generals or full admirals in twenty years. A bit of pomp and circumstance is only fitting." Ma Qianzhu had always supported such "martial splendor" activities, both in spirit and materially.

This time, however, he did not attend. He felt his appearance rate was already too high: having attended three of the Army's four ceremonies and one of the Navy's, further exposure would only invite gossip.

Chen Haiyang read out the names of the ten newly promoted naval ensigns one by one. Most were from Naval-Studies Course One, though a few were from Course Two, like Ruan Xiaowu.

Those called stepped onto the dais individually, receiving their officer's commissions from Chen Haiyang and their naval officer's short swords from Wen Desi. Although the simple cotton Year-One naval uniforms looked a bit comical with a sword hanging from them, the naval transmigrators had insisted on issuing this symbolic weapon—because the Army awarded command sabers at its ceremonies, and if the Army had them, the Navy certainly could not go without.

"Naval-Studies Course Two, Ruan Xiaowu!" Chen Haiyang's unaided voice was full and resonant. "Awarded the rank of naval ensign! Chairman of the Executive Committee, Wen Desi; People's Commissar of the Navy, Chen Haiyang. December 1629."

Ruan Xiaowu jumped to his feet as if by reflex, walked on trembling legs up to the dais, and saluted. He received his commission from Chen Haiyang.

Then Wen Desi presented the officer's sword. Looking at this scrawny young man who seemed almost a child, Wen Desi knew he was the youngest of this cohort—a youth destined to be a pillar of the future imperial navy. No wonder the Propaganda Department planned to use him as the subject of a major publicity campaign.

"Congratulations," Wen Desi said.

"Thank you, Director Wen!" The sight of Director Wen—whom indigenous people revered almost as a god and who seldom appeared—offering him personal congratulations moved Ruan Xiaowu to brimming tears.

For the first time in his life, Wen Desi witnessed someone reduced to tears by a few words of his. His sense of leadership was greatly gratified.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 515 - Pan Pan's Interview

Ruan Xiaowu immediately received the first formal assignment of his naval career: he was appointed captain of Special-Duty Boat Yu Te 04. Yu Te 04 was a 70-ton-class, two-masted Guangdong junk, originally brought in by remnants of Zhu Cailao's fleet when they defected. After conversion, it had been designated a special-duty boat.

The Navy had acquired an assortment of seventeenth-century Chinese sailing vessels of various sizes in this timeline—especially after absorbing Zhu Cailao's remnants and sundry other petty pirates and stragglers. The Lingao Navy's fleet had grown considerably. Smaller-tonnage vessels, after targeted modifications, were all classed as "special-duty boats" and assigned miscellaneous support tasks—including fishing, which was one of the Naval Forces Division's important duties.

"Report to your ship immediately and handle the handover. You have three days' leave—starting tomorrow. After your leave, go to the shipyard to take on equipment, personnel, and ammunition. Prepare to sail." Chen Haiyang issued the orders directly.

Ruan Xiaowu walked out of the cabin in a daze, clutching his document folder, his head floating in the clouds. He unconsciously touched the officer's shoulder boards he had just put on, then the short sword at his waist, then peered at the commission in his hand. Joy he could not suppress welled up from his heart. He was now a naval officer—and captain of a naval warship. Compared to the rank of ensign, the position of captain carried even more weight in his mind.

He had to tell his brothers right away so they could celebrate properly. Ruan Xiaowu realized it had been months since he and his brothers had gathered. All three were in the Navy, but in different units; apart from the occasional chance encounter at the docks, they almost never had time to meet.

But the moment he stepped out, he ran into the busty foreign woman who had been snapping pictures earlier. Speaking in her peculiar new-speak accent, she demanded that he strike a few more poses for photographs. Ruan Xiaowu obliged with several stiff postures. The woman seemed dissatisfied and kept telling him to "relax," to "act natural."

At last the photographs were done, and the foreign woman asked to "interview" him. Ruan Xiaowu did not know what an interview was. She explained that she would just ask him a few questions. Ruan Xiaowu replied at once that answering questions would require a superior's approval—otherwise, he might inadvertently leak secrets.

"There won't be any leaks. I'm a reporter for the Lingao Times. I have authorization to conduct interviews." As she spoke, she produced a slip of paper from her bodice.

Ruan Xiaowu hesitated before accepting the warm slip—a letter of introduction from the Lingao Times, bearing an official stamp. On the back was Chen Haiyang's notation: "Approved," and a blue naval anchor seal.

"All right. Go ahead and ask," Ruan Xiaowu said.

"Don't be nervous—relax," Pan Pan said, pulling out a notebook. "I'm just going to ask about everyday topics."

The interview lasted thirty minutes and was filled with questions that struck Ruan Xiaowu as baffling—what he liked to eat, what his favorite color was, how he felt about killing as a soldier… He could not fathom what use any of this was to a newspaper. When the questions turned to his background and how he had joined the Navy, Ruan Xiaowu's eyes reddened.

Ruan Xiaowu's family tragedy was nothing unusual for Chinese people of any era—even for someone from the twenty-first century, such stories had occurred generation after generation, times beyond count. Yet for someone like Pan Pan, the impact remained profound.

"…If the Australian chiefs hadn't saved us brothers, our whole family would have died—our bodies eaten by wild dogs," Ruan Xiaowu said with emotion. "They didn't just save our lives—they gave us food, drink, and clothes, taught us to read and write. And now I've become a naval officer. This kind of kindness—even if I died to repay it, I could never repay it."

Pan Pan's expression was complex. She did not think Ruan Xiaowu was being insincere; such heartfelt gratitude could not be feigned. Yet deep down, she harbored doubts about this kind of gratitude. In her view, such devotion could undermine a person's capacity for independent thought, turning him into a blind follower of the transmigrated collective.

Although Pan Pan had followed Ding Ding to this era without hesitation—for love and adventure—she had after all grown up in a Western society that prized individual freedom. The concept had seeped into her very bones. Regarding the collective's various actions—and including some of Ding Ding's own remarks and behavior from time to time—she often felt a dangerous premonition: the new world these modern people were preparing to build by cheating their way to power was not what she had imagined.

"Haven't you ever thought about what you truly want to do with your life?" Pan Pan asked.

Ruan Xiaowu looked at her strangely; the question seemed odd. If you asked what he wanted to do, of course being a great landlord and having people wait on him hand and foot would be best. But for a child from a poor fishing family, not starving in childhood or drowning in adulthood was already the height of good fortune. To have reached his present circumstances was practically like being reborn—what else could he "truly want to do"? If he had to name something, it would be to climb the ranks—lieutenant, captain, and upward—and take a wife and have children to carry on the family line. But he was too embarrassed to say that aloud.

"Nothing for now," he said.

After the interview, Pan Pan snapped a few more photographs. She also wanted to take a group portrait of the three Ruan brothers together. Ruan Xiaowu said that would have to wait until their gathering that evening—at the moment, even he did not know where his brothers were.

Ruan Xiaowu returned to Linyun 7. The other cadets and sailors who had heard his promotion news all came to offer congratulations. Fellow Course-Two cadets gazed enviously at the ensign's shoulder boards and the officer's short sword at his side. Qian Changshui also offered many cordial words.

"You've really made something of yourself now, lad," Qian Changshui said. "You haven't formally left the ship yet. Let's add dishes to the midday meal to celebrate—after all, you came out of Linyun 7."

So at noon the entire crew received extra rum and fried fish fillets. In the captain's cabin on the poop deck, the captain hosted a farewell luncheon for all cadets in Ruan Xiaowu's honor. The table was set with proper utensils; each diner had a pretentiously fine white-cloth napkin draped at the neck. An orderly with a white towel over his wrist waited on them.

"There's one downside to being an officer: from now on, you pay for your own meals," Qian Changshui said, tucking his napkin back into his collar for the tenth time after it had slipped. Because it was a farewell banquet, Qian Changshui had paid out of his own pocket and instructed the ship's purser to buy extra provisions from the naval mess at Bopu.

Officers had to pay mess fees. If you wanted better food at the base, the naval mess could oblige within its means—but everything cost money. In the past, Ruan Xiaowu, like any sailor, had eaten rations out of a tin lunch box, enjoying the free supply-system mess. In terms of content, the fare already far surpassed that enjoyed by most commoners of the era, and even most of the Australians' civilian workforce. Yet compared to officers' mess, the gap was considerable.

Cadets and sailors mainly ate rice and dry stir-fried rice noodles, with side dishes of fish, shrimp, shellfish, and a bit of vegetables or pickles, plus a big pot of tofu-and-kelp soup or the like. The captain's table was different. Seafood still predominated, but preparations were more refined and variety greater. This time, Qian Changshui had even instructed the orderly to purchase chicken.

There was also fruit wine on the table—the sort drunk by the chiefs—recently made available in small quantities for sale at the officers' mess. Ruan Xiaowu sampled a glass and found it sweet and sour, easy to drink, though not strongly alcoholic. Dishes were served family-style but portioned by the orderly onto each diner's plate before eating.

Because this was a banquet, lunch was a bit more lavish than usual: three dishes and a soup, with shrimp-and-mussel fried rice noodles in tomato sauce as the main course. Tea was served at the end.

Ruan Xiaowu sipped the bitter, fragrant tea following the naval etiquette he had learned in officer-cadet training. In his heart, he felt fortunate beyond measure to have crossed into the ranks of commissioned officers—such a life had been beyond his wildest dreams.

Qian Changshui and the other cadets heaped many compliments on him at the table. At this stage, indigenous naval officers were still few; the value of an ensign was very high—especially since his first assignment was as a ship's captain. Qian Changshui, who had never thought the scrawny cadet anything special, now felt rather proud of him—after all, the boy had come up through his own ship.

When the socializing was over, Ruan Xiaowu took his leave, went ashore to the barracks, set down his belongings, and went out to find his brothers.

There were three Ruan brothers: Ruan Xiaowu, Ruan Xiao'er, and Ruan Xiaoqi. After Ruan Xiao'er joined the Navy, his gunnery skills stood out; in the end, he did not ship out but became a coastal-fortification artilleryman stationed at Bopu's Beacon Tower, where he was now a gun-crew chief.

As for Ruan Xiaoqi, his gunnery was no worse than either brother's—but he was younger, only thirteen. After joining the Navy, he was promptly enrolled in the officer-cadet program at the Military-Political School—though in the junior division. In addition to military training, emphasis was placed on academic subjects, and the curriculum was far longer than the regular program.

Ruan Xiaowu went to considerable trouble to locate both brothers. Ruan Xiao'er happened to be off duty that evening and could take a few hours' leave; Ruan Xiaoqi had also obtained leave from the Military-Political School.

The three brothers walked together into a Co-op restaurant in East Gate Market. Their months of service had endowed them with a trim, crisp military bearing, and the moment they stepped inside, many eyes were drawn to them. A petty officer, a naval ensign, and a naval cadet—three brothers, three different sets of shoulder boards and sleeve stripes gleaming together, plus Ruan Xiaowu's officer's short sword: they became the focus of attention. Under the scrutiny of the crowd, the three Ruan brothers felt excitement, pride, and a touch of self-consciousness. One of the waiters, reading the room, ushered them into a private room.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 516 - Brothers Reunited

Ruan Xiao'er ordered an array of dishes, including the local specialty, roast suckling pig. The waiter, however, apologized: the dish had recently been banned by order of the great Master of East Gate. Dongmen Chuiyu occupied such an unassailable position in East Gate Market that some joker had saddled him with the nickname, and the indigenous folk had taken it up.

"The Master says eating piglets is wasteful—they should be raised to full size before slaughtering. If you insist, you'd have to pay an extra surcharge—enough to buy ten piglets." The waiter added helpfully, "You can see, sir, that really isn't worth it. We do have spit-roasted pork; it's quite good. Even Master Liu is fond of it…"

"Fine, bring us a portion of the spit-roast," Ruan Xiao'er said.

The three brothers had been apart a long time. Opportunities to gather like this—sharing wine and conversation—were rare now. Each of their lives was full. That was entirely different from the old days: then, they had struggled daily merely to scrape together a living, toiling from dawn to dusk without getting enough to eat, enduring endless hardships. Now, their busyness gave them a sense that their lives had meaning.

Ruan Xiao'er had become thoroughly proficient at operating the heavy guns atop the Beacon Tower. As a key NCO, he was now training new coastal artillerists. Two new heavy guns had been delivered to the naval range, destined for installation somewhere—he did not know where—but the orders to train gunners kept coming in with urgency.

He was expert at working the guns and equally expert at training new hands. He had even devised a set of gunnery jingles, turning the procedures and key points for each station into rhyming mnemonic verses. The task was no easy feat, because although Li Di endorsed the approach, he required that the jingles be in "new speak." The Cantonese-dialect rhymes Ruan Xiao'er had originally composed no longer flowed properly.

A few days after he raised the problem, Li Di brought Wang Tao to help. Wang Tao was a semi-professional folk-art performer; composing rhymes in Mandarin was easy for him. The jingles were written and put to use as they were completed, with excellent results. When Li Di reported to Chen Haiyang, it was decided to extend the model. Ruan Xiao'er received a commendation from the People's Commissar of the Navy.

Ruan Xiaoqi was not only studying "advanced" subjects—mathematics, geometry, physics—but also doing regular internships at the Machinery Works, learning steam-engine construction and operating principles, and touring the hull structure of the 8154 fishing trawler in person. At the large testing pool Wen Desi had built for the Navy, he studied how waves affected models of different hull types.

All of this opened a door the fisherman's son had never imagined. Ruan Xiaoqi was exhilarated; he absorbed every bit of knowledge poured into him like a sponge. Sometimes, because his basic education was so weak, he suffered intellectual indigestion. He compensated with sheer memory, swallowing material whole. Before long, Ruan Xiaoqi was one of the top students in the naval junior-cadet program.

Everything that usually appealed to boys his age had lost all interest for him. Every spare moment went to study. What he loved best were the top-secret albums that could only be borrowed from the library on a naval cadet's student ID—and could not be taken out of the reading room. These albums were unique to the Australians; everything depicted in them was lifelike. They contained the warships possessed only by the Australian navy: giant vessels of steel, cannons thicker than a man… Every time, Ruan Xiaoqi was entranced.

These albums glorifying the transmigrated collective's overwhelming might were produced by a special unit within the Propaganda Department, expressly for brainwashing the indigenous elites the collective intended to groom as future leaders. All images had been curated and Photoshopped, with anything inconvenient to explain carefully removed or obscured. Image selection also followed set standards: for instance, the most advanced warship type shown in the naval albums was the pre-dreadnought battleship, up to about 1900—and only a handful at that. The albums were filled instead with sailing warships and old-fashioned sail-and-steam hybrid vessels. This was to avoid giving indigenous viewers the impression that Australian technology had regressed. Later, the collective could claim that dreadnoughts, aircraft carriers, and submarines were all its own inventions. The captions, too, were entirely fabricated historiography, written by Lin Shenhe. To prevent the text from becoming too florid and contradicting the invented Australian history later assembled, he was instructed to keep descriptions vague and brief. Dates and years were omitted entirely to avoid complicating the future compilation of historical records.

The three brothers' experiences were rich and varied, yet now, reunited after so long, a thousand words rushed to their lips but none would come: the secrecy drilled into them by the Navy prevented them from discussing the most exciting parts of their careers.

Not knowing what to say, the three turned their gazes to the street beyond the private room's window.

East Gate Market had by now grown into a small town. The transmigrated collective had brought thousands upon thousands of immigrants from the mainland, drastically expanding the customer base. Wages paid to employees, compensation to laborers, and sums remitted to local suppliers provided the material foundation for commercial prosperity. A thriving market brought vitality; it drew many locals to settle nearby, and also attracted people from the mainland: petty peddlers, ruined artisans, unemployed shop clerks, destitute prostitutes, and countless others with nothing to their names—all hoping to claim a share of the boom.

The original three planned streets—one running north–south, two east–west—had gradually filled with buildings; little vacant land remained. Thanks to good planning, space had been set aside not only for shops, pedestrians, and vehicles, but also for vendors' stalls, marked out with white-painted squares. In some open lots, one could still pitch tents and set up booths.

Newly planted coconut-palm saplings lined both sides of the street. Using biogas from public latrines and the garbage-processing station, Wang Luobin had equipped the entire East Gate Market street network with biogas streetlamps. Recently, a gasification furnace had been built specifically to produce coal gas, supplementing the sometimes-plentiful, sometimes-scarce, and occasionally interrupted biogas supply.

Thanks to an ample coal-gas supply, streetlamps had spread from the East Gate main thoroughfare to the side streets. Many larger shops willing to pay the connection fee had also installed gaslights. The large storm drains laid below the streets during the original planning proved invaluable for running gas pipes. Had steel not been rationed, limiting pipe production, Wang Luobin would have gaslit the entire East Gate Market.

Even so, the nighttime illumination of East Gate Market was dazzling. The old-style candle-lit lanterns—dim and oily—had vanished from the lighting system except as decorations. Even those who still burned candles now used the far brighter "Australian wax."

Cheap, bright lighting not only improved public safety but had also given rise to night markets unknown in Lingao before, changing the habit of many locals who used to retire at sunset. Members of the Bairen Commune had taken to strolling here with their families after dinner. Some women even brought their needlework to do under the street lamps of the East Market.

Beneath the bright gaslight, hawkers and shop clerks called out to attract custom. A row of food stalls stretched into the distance, warm and inviting.

"It's not like it used to be," Ruan Xiao'er was the first to break the silence. "When we first came to Lingao, East Gate Market was nothing but one trading house and mostly wasteland. Hardly any shops—just shed stalls."

"Yes, who'd have thought it would grow so fast, so big," Ruan Xiaowu said. Recalling how the three brothers had looked when they arrived in Lingao, he was overcome with emotion. "We didn't even have a whole set of clothes between us."

"Little brother had no clothes at all—came in bare-assed and swinging in the wind."

Ruan Xiaoqi reddened. "You call what you were wearing 'clothes,' Second Brother? A scrap of rag covering the front, bare in the back."

"Come to think of it, when the chiefs first came to sterilize us, they even looked at our… well, our backsides. I thought they were going to use us as catamites. I was thinking: these chiefs want an awful lot of catamites!"

"Ha ha ha!" The three burst out laughing. The humiliation and terror of those days—recalled in times of success—held no pain, only the sweetness of savoring their triumph.

"Lingao really is a good place," Ruan Xiaoqi said softly.

"Better to say our luck wasn't bad—running into the chiefs," Ruan Xiao'er corrected.

"Who could have imagined the three of us sitting in a grand restaurant like this, eating like gentlemen?" Ruan Xiao'er gazed at the table laden with food and sighed. "If only Father and Mother could have lived to see this—how happy they'd be."

He raised his cup and poured a libation onto the floor. The three fell silent, each visited by a distant sorrow; the faces of their dead relatives seemed to float before their eyes.

Ruan Xiao'er refilled the three cups. Everyone began chatting again.

"Xiaowu, you've really made it!" Ruan Xiao'er clapped his brother on the shoulder. "From now on, I'll have to call you 'sir.'"

"Big brother is joking," Ruan Xiaowu said, embarrassed. "I wouldn't dare."

"In the military, you follow military rules," Ruan Xiao'er said seriously. "Our instructors used to say: even if the soldier is the grandfather and the officer the grandson, the grandfather must still salute the grandson. That's what discipline means."

"Ah, I wish I had one of those!" Ruan Xiaoqi was fascinated by his second brother's officer's short sword. He drew it from its sheath, turning it over in his hands, beaming with delight.

"It won't be long. Once you graduate, serve a few months' shipboard internship, and you'll be commissioned. This sword was presented by Director Wen himself! Who knows if you'll be that lucky."

"We don't know when we'll ever graduate," Ruan Xiaoqi said. "The teacher says learning to be a naval officer takes many years—at least three or four. Not like Second Brother—you're already a captain. When will I ever be a captain?"

"Ha ha—you silly boy." Ruan Xiao'er, several years older, saw further than his brothers. "The program you're in is also called the cadet course, but you do a lot more book learning. Chief Li told me once: you're all being groomed for big things. When the time comes, maybe you'll be promoted even faster than Xiaowu."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 517 - The New Position

The waiter swept in bearing a magnificent platter—a whole slab of roast pork, skin-on and weighing a full jin. The rind had been cooked to a deep golden-brown, crackling and blistered, dusted with some unfamiliar herb that released a heady fragrance as the fat beneath it sizzled and popped.

"That smells incredible!" Ruan Xiaoqi's throat worked involuntarily.

The platter was heaped with golden fried potato strips, lightly grilled tomato slices, and bright-green blanched broccoli—all "Australian produce" that had appeared only in the past year. In all of Lingao, only the Australians' own mess halls, the Co-op restaurant, and the trading post served them. The roast-meat sauce, carefully blended, pooled at the edges of the platter and mingled with the dripping fat in a way that made one's fingers itch.

The waiter wielded a two-pronged fork and carving knife with practiced ease, slicing the meat so that each portion included skin, fat, and lean in perfect proportion.

"This roast is magnificent!" Ruan Xiao'er exclaimed. "The price is equally magnificent."

"A rare treat. Besides, we can afford it now," declared Ruan Xiaowu, newly emboldened by his officer's commission.

"We still ought to save something for finding wives."

The three brothers were chatting when a commotion erupted outside the private room—shuffling footsteps and a confusion of voices. Then came the waiter's strained appeal: "Gentlemen, please don't crowd—please don't crowd—return to your tables—this is a chief, no gawking please!"

As they puzzled over this, a knock came at the door. Through it, the waiter announced: "Officers, a chief wishes to see you."

Indigenous folk had no right to refuse when a chief wished to see them. The door opened before the waiter had finished speaking. Pan Pan walked in.

She still had her black box slung over one shoulder, pen and notebook in hand.

"Xiaowu, I'm here to continue the interview." She produced her letter of introduction. "I've obtained authorization from your brothers' units as well."

The letter now bore additional stamps from the Navy's Bopu Fortress District and the Military-Political School, covering nearly half the page.

And so the three brothers' family dinner became Pan Pan's interview session. One by one, their expressions stiff, they endured questioning on all manner of topics—including what type of woman they preferred. When the interrogation finally ended, they were posed and photographed for several group portraits before she released them.

It was a relief to see the foreign-woman chief off at last. The three brothers wiped the sweat from their brows and slumped into their seats.

"Good heavens! That foreign lady has a powerful scent!" Ruan Xiao'er panted. "Something between perfume and musk."

"How did a foreign woman end up being a chief anyway?" The Ruan brothers exchanged puzzled looks.

"Apparently she's a chief's wife—or perhaps a concubine. There seem to be quite a few red-haired people among the Australians. Several chiefs have red hair."

"But they all seem to be women."

"The chiefs have peculiar tastes." Ruan Xiao'er was a bit older and possessed some acquaintance with matters between men and women; he relished discussing them.



The gathering lasted until eight in the evening, when the steam whistles of the Bairen industrial zone's factories sounded the nighttime signal and they dispersed. Any later, and the last ox-cart shuttle to Bopu would stop running. Ruan Xiao'er and Ruan Xiaowu would travel to Bopu together; Ruan Xiaoqi would return to his school alone.

After their farewells, the two elder brothers set off under the night sky and boarded the public ox-cart running between Bairen Fortress and Bopu. Both were slightly tipsy.

"Petty Officer and Ensign—do you have your IDs? No ID means you buy a ticket," announced the conductor-cum-guard, who sat beside the ox-cart driver wearing a uniform, a dual-use combat-and-work safety helmet, and a leather vest with front and back steel plates for protection.

The guard wore a bayonet at his waist and carried a short-barreled Minié rifle on his back. These were Army soldiers, assigned in rotation to duty on the ox-carts—first to protect the transit route and vehicle, second to deter anyone inclined to ride without paying.

Ruan Xiao'er and Ruan Xiaowu produced their military passes. The guard held them close to the lantern hanging at the cart's front, carefully comparing their photographs, before returning them. Military personnel rode free as a rule, but anyone without ID forfeited the exemption.

The late ox-cart was nearly empty—only half the seats occupied. The cart lumbered into motion. Once they passed East Gate Market, the lighting dimmed. Lamppost standards lined both sides of the road, but the lamps were merely candle-lit lanterns—less for illumination than for marking the road's boundaries, lest pedestrians or vehicles wander off the pavement. Actual visibility depended on the carriage lantern hung from the cart itself.

Every few kilometers, whenever the ox-cart passed a blockhouse, drums sounded from above and the guard tapped a small gong a certain number of times—a departure signal whose count varied by day, serving as a recognition code for the route-protection system.

According to Police Headquarters regulations, all nighttime traffic—whether vehicles or pedestrians—had to carry a lantern as a signal. Anyone detected without one by a blockhouse could be fired upon at any time; casualties would not be investigated. In practice, shots were never fired except in emergencies, but anyone caught would be taken into the blockhouse and detained overnight.

The carriage lantern's glow spilled into the cart's interior, quite dim; the passengers were mere silhouettes. In the distance, Bairen Fortress and the industrial zone across the river blazed with light. The steelworks' smelting furnaces were apparently still in production; their glow reddened the sky, and the roar of machinery and the clang of steel carried clearly even from the opposite bank.

By now, these sights were utterly familiar to the brothers—no longer sources of the fear and wonder they had once provoked. The Ruan brothers vaguely understood that it was precisely these steel monsters, thundering day and night, that had enabled the Australians to transform Lingao—and to transform themselves and everyone in it.



Ruan Xiaowu's leave was full and eventful. Classmates and colleagues he had worked with came one after another to offer congratulations; banquets and dinners filled two days. On the final day, knowing he would take command of his ship the next morning and immediately set out on a mission, he shut himself in the Bopu barracks to rest and recharge—and to ponder how to manage his ship and his sailors.

Unlike the Army, whose ranks came mostly from honest peasants, sailors were predominantly former pirates, tainted with all manner of bad habits and correspondingly more unruly. Instilling discipline in them required far more effort than with Army recruits. Wei Aiwen and Chen Haiyang had devoted enormous energy to cultivating a disciplinary mindset and strictly reinforcing the concept of rank. Consequently, although the Navy's compensation far exceeded the Army's, hierarchy was more rigid and discipline far stricter. Thanks to civilizing influences from the twenty-first century, no one proposed restoring corporal punishment, but the threshold for court-martial was very low. A captain had the authority to arrest, confine, and interrogate anyone aboard at any time during a voyage. A military tribunal could be convened on board, composed of the captain, one officer or cadet, and one sailor delegate. Once conviction was rendered, the captain possessed authority to sentence the offender to death.

Of course, the captain's power was not as absolute as it might seem. Ruan Xiaowu had been a member of the "Group of Ten" and knew that every ship carried secret Group-of-Ten members; the captain's words and actions were reported continuously. When necessary, the Group of Ten had authority to take over a vessel—though any such takeover would be subjected to rigorous review afterward. During his training, the chiefs had repeatedly warned them: only when an officer committed a clear, imminent act of defection to the enemy—and no other force nearby was capable of immediately stopping the act—could the Group of Ten reveal itself and seize command. No other circumstance could justify taking command; otherwise it would be treated as mutiny. The consequences were severe.

"You must always remember: you are secret agents, not political commissars! Never undermine an officer's authority. Advocating for soldiers' rights is the business of the Soldiers' Committee," Ran Yao had reminded them more than once during training. "The moment you expose your identity needlessly, you lose that identity—and your purpose for existing."

In practice, the Political Security Bureau dealt harshly with soldiers who leaked their Group-of-Ten status. Several of Ruan Xiaowu's classmates in the training program had been punished for violating the Group's internal regulations—sent to the Political Section's disciplinary unit. Some had their military status revoked and were dispatched to the labor-reform camps.

Little had he imagined that he was now, himself, among those being monitored. Of course, his Group-of-Ten status remained unchanged despite his promotion to officer and captain. Once you joined the Group of Ten, it was essentially a lifetime posting. Now, naturally, a new Group-of-Ten member would be assigned to Linyun 7, while he would be tasked with monitoring other captains—even higher-ranking officers.

The previous night, an unsigned letter had appeared in his barracks-room drawer. The Political Security Bureau instructed him to report to the Bopu naval officers' mess during breakfast the following morning and await further directives.

While queuing in the bustling mess hall for breakfast, an indigenous naval officer he had never seen before approached him. After they exchanged recognition signals, the man handed him a document containing detailed instructions.

The letter—without salutation or signature—first congratulated him on his promotion to ensign and his elevation to captain, wishing him success in "shining brightly" and "achieving new feats" in his new post. Then came instructions for his next assignment.

His mission was changed to monitoring other captains in the naval detachment to which Yu Te 04 belonged. Reports were still monthly; in emergencies, he could report at any time. The letter emphasized that reports would be submitted by mail, giving the address: P.O. Box 119, Bairen General Post Office.

Somewhere on his own ship, one of the crew was a Group-of-Ten member. Given Yu Te 04's size and complement of roughly twelve to eighteen men, there was at least one. Ruan Xiaowu felt certain he could identify the agent—but on reflection, he decided it was better not to try.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 518 - The Sanya Special District Leadership

The next day, Ruan Xiaowu took delivery of the newly refitted Yu Te 04 at the shipyard. Only then did he receive his formal orders: Yu Te 04 would join the Navy's Yulin Harbor Detachment as a permanent station.

Chen Haiyang had concluded that although the Navy had absorbed Zhu Cailao's remnants and various other small pirate bands—expanding its scale dramatically—combat effectiveness had improved only marginally. The limited number of vessels that could be called "modern" main-force ships still had to be reserved for defending Lingao and escorting the sea lanes. Yulin Harbor's current purpose was to serve as an export terminal for iron ore and other local resources, not as a naval base from which to strike in all directions.

Given these limited objectives, the Yulin Harbor Detachment's mission would be security-oriented: patrolling, inspecting, countering small-scale hostile actions, and—when necessary—transporting Army units for maneuver within the bay. Should a large-scale attack actually occur, the heavy naval guns of Luhuitou Fortress would provide resistance; the detachment need not engage in fleet actions.

Accordingly, the vessels chosen for the detachment were small craft under a hundred tons, subjected to simple conversion and reinforcement, and armed with a modest number of guns. Like the other special-duty boats sent to Sanya, Yu Te 04 carried only two 12-pounder naval smoothbores—one fore, one aft—plus a "Typewriter" mounted on the poop deck. Because the special-duty boats had low freeboards, anti-boarding nets that could be raised or lowered were installed as defense against enemy grappling attempts.

The vessel was tiny indeed. Including Ruan Xiaowu, her full complement was only eighteen men. Apart from himself as the sole officer, there was just one naval officer cadet serving as navigator.

The sailors were taken aback by the arrival of such a young captain. Months of rigorous training and disciplinary instruction had cowed them into not openly challenging an officer's authority—but exchanged glances and raised eyebrows still passed among them.

Ruan Xiaowu felt a flutter of nerves. He surveyed the sailors under his command—tall or short, fat or thin, but uniformly clad in Year-One naval uniforms.

They were unruly, salt-sprayed veterans of the South China Sea who had spent years eating hardtack and drinking sea breezes. Some had sailed north and south, visiting Batavia, Patani, Manila, Ryukyu, and Japan; others had never ventured beyond the bays near their home villages. Some were destitute fishermen who had toiled all day without filling their bellies; others were old pirates, years roaming the sea, to whom murder and plunder were daily bread.

Chance had gathered them, dressed them in the same uniform, hammered them into identically shaped soldiers, and finally set them on the deck of this special-duty boat to face a captain who was still a few days short of his sixteenth birthday.

The sea wind swept over the deck; the rigging creaked and groaned; the planking rose and fell with the swells. Ruan Xiaowu gazed at this freshly painted ship—from now on, she was his. In that instant, a pride he had never known surged through his heart. Ruan Xiaowu—a fisherman's son who had nearly starved to death in the streets—was now a captain. Henceforth, he would be responsible not only for himself but for this ship and everyone aboard.

"Captain, all crew assembled and awaiting orders!" The highest-ranking sailor on board—the naval officer cadet—saluted and reported.

He was a young man of about twenty-five or twenty-six, eyes full of puzzlement—probably wondering why the chiefs had chosen someone so young to be captain.

"At ease," Ruan Xiaowu said, his voice calm.



The permanent naval forces dispatched to the Sanya Special District consisted of the Navy's Sanya Detachment and the Yulin Harbor Base Unit. The former comprised six special-duty boats and a handful of sampans; the latter consisted of a fortress-artillery company and a marine platoon. Numbers were modest; the most powerful weapons were two 120mm muzzle-loading rifled guns. Though they fired only solid iron-tipped shot, in this era that was enough to destroy any vessel afloat. The Base Unit also carried two "Typewriters" mounted on two-wheeled light carriages for close-range support—available also to reinforce Army operations if needed.

The commander chosen for the naval contingent in Sanya was Li Haiping, recalled from Wuchang Fortress a month earlier. His days at Wuchang had been both fulfilling and tedious: fulfilling because every day brought endless work—Wuchang Fortress had become a key trading post for commerce with the Li region, and with Lingao's ever-growing demand for cattle, its pens and warehouses were under constant expansion. Tedious because, come nightfall, with no electricity available, everyone simply went to bed. After several months, Li Haiping was deeply tanned, in peak physical condition, with stamina to spare.

There were not many candidates the Navy could dispatch. Chen Haiyang had few men in his pocket. He Ming was, after all, an elder, and his military career was even richer than Chen Haiyang's own—better to keep him as an adviser. Meng De was a merchant-ship crewman; Yulin and Li Di were both naval enthusiasts who, despite a year and a half of practice, were still entry-level sailors. In a sense, their practical seamanship and combat skills were inferior to those of Wang Dahuzi and other pirate-origin indigenous officers. Being stationed at Yulin Harbor was nothing like being in Lingao, backed by the full might of the transmigrated collective. Defending the port with just a handful of small boats was not something amateurs could manage.

After mulling it over, only Li Haiping seemed suitable. He was a former PLA Navy man. Though his rank had not been high, he had at least been a professional naval serviceman—he had served aboard ships and ashore. Such versatility suited Yulin Base's needs.

Li Haiping thus became Commander of the Detachment and concurrently Chief of the Base Unit. He asked Chen Haiyang to grant him a rank.

"Indigenous officers have all been given ranks now—shoulder boards and all. We're still bare-shouldered. That looks pretty bad when issuing commands, doesn't it? Improper title, unclear justification." Li Haiping proposed that, given the position he was about to hold, he ought to be given the rank of commodore.

"Commodore?" Chen Haiyang shook his head repeatedly. "Indigenous ranks are easy to assign, but the Executive Committee hasn't even formally begun discussing our own administrative grades and ranks. Ranks will come in due course."

"So I'm just supposed to be a commander with no markings?" Li Haiping muttered, clearly dissatisfied.

"We can discuss that later. The Sanya garrison commander will be the Army's Xi Yazhou. A company will also be assigned to assist in defending Luhuitou Base. Make sure you maintain good relations—don't stir up conflicts."

"Old Xi, huh? No problem!" Li Haiping grinned. "We used to play wargames together all the time."



That day, Wen Desi summoned Wang Luobin to his office.

"Director Wang, you're looking well lately." Wen Desi and Wang Luobin shared a relationship closer than most—they had been through one of the "three bonds forged in iron" that men speak of—so when they were alone, the tone was less formal.

"Not bad, not bad. Just wondering when the personal-secretary situation is going to be resolved." Wang Luobin had been busy lately overseeing the plan to convert Fengcheng's auxiliaries to coal gas.

"That'll happen soon," Wen Desi said in a low voice. "How would you like to serve as Governor of the Sanya Special District?"

"?!" Wang Luobin's jaw dropped. The Executive Committee had not announced a candidate for Sanya's top post; in fact, no one even discussed it much. The Sanya Special District's designation and planning were already laid out, and its importance dwarfed branch operations like Leizhou or Qiongzhou. At the very least, it was a reserve main base.

Who would hold the senior post in the Sanya Special District was a sensitive matter—this would be the transmigrated collective's first regional chief executive. All parties had therefore refrained from proposing candidates and asked Wen Desi to make a "sacred ruling"—though when actually spoken, the phrase was "Would Director Wen please suggest a candidate for consideration."

"Wouldn't that be controversial?" Wang Luobin knew full well how significant the position was.

"No. You're a technical specialist by background—you understand all kinds of technology, and you're an all-rounder when it comes to construction. You can handle civil administration and military matters reasonably well. Your prestige score is high enough." Wen Desi paused. "Besides, since D-Day, though you've been an Executive Committee member, you haven't actually headed a formal department. Your treatment has been on the low side. Given that alone, your appointment as Governor of the Sanya Special District would be beyond reproach."

"Well—" Wang Luobin was certainly drawn to becoming a regional chief executive, but going to Sanya would mean abandoning his current leisurely life as a technical adviser and consultant. Leaving Lingao—which was starting to feel like a comfortable nest—for the wilderness of Yulin Harbor to open up a new base... he was reluctant.

"Director Wang, you're not especially attached to the cozy little nest here in Lingao, are you?"

"You've hit the nail on the head," Wang Luobin admitted. "Life in Lingao is pretty good. Go to Sanya and become a general contractor?"

"The people doing the actual work will be specialized professionals. You just oversee the whole thing," Wen Desi said. "You're governor now—feel free to expand your administrative staff."

"All right. But 'governor' doesn't sound right—too apt to trigger associations and resentment. Let's just call it Special City Mayor or District Chief."

"'Special City' doesn't have the right ring. Let's make it Greater District Chief."

And so, at the twenty-third working meeting for the Sanya Development Plan, Wen Desi nominated—and the full body approved—Wang Luobin as Greater District Chief of the Sanya Special District.

The organizational structure of the Sanya Special District was also discussed and finalized at the same meeting. The highest authority in the district was the Greater District Chief, who possessed jurisdiction over all civil affairs throughout the Sanya region—including administration, justice, the economy, public security, and so forth.

The militia to be organized in the Sanya region would be commanded and deployed by the Greater District Chief. Only the Army and Navy garrisons remained under direct vertical leadership from the Executive Committee in Lingao. The Sanya Special District Government had no command authority over the stationed military forces. To facilitate coordination between the local government and the military, the Executive Committee also established a Sanya Regional Committee composed of five members: the heads of the Army and Navy garrisons, the Greater District Chief, the Director of the Tiandu Mining Bureau, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Sanya Construction Headquarters. All major military issues would be coordinated and decided by this committee.

(End of Chapter)
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The Sanya Special District's military-committee system resembled a "standing committee" arrangement, but the committee's authority was limited strictly to military operations. Wang Luobin's policies in Sanya did not require the approval of the other four members.

The garrison forces in the Sanya region were permitted to operate only in the vicinity of Yulin Harbor, primarily performing local defense and public-security duties. Their jurisdiction extended from Tiandu Township as the center: north to Damao, south to the Luhuitou Peninsula at Yulin, east to Daan Ridge, and west to the eastern shore of Sanya Bay—roughly the entire area surrounding Yulin Harbor.

Within this zone, the Military Committee was authorized to sanction unlimited military action by the Army and Navy, including "pacification" operations against local villages and Ming garrisons.

As supreme authority in the Sanya Special District, Wang Luobin enjoyed governor-like powers similar to Tang Menglong's. He possessed the authority to appoint and dismiss all transmigrator cadres under his jurisdiction—except that this power did not extend to the heads of the Army and Navy garrisons, the Director of the Tiandu Mining Bureau, or the Construction Commander-in-Chief, all of whom were members of the Sanya Military Committee and directly appointed by the Executive Committee.

Only if the full Military Committee, when necessary, voted four-to-one in favor could the leadership of any one of those four be removed. Such a removal, however, was treated as a grave matter; afterward, all committee members would be relieved of duty and recalled to Lingao to face a hearing.

The Greater District Chief was exempt from this constraint: even if the other four Military Committee members reached a four-to-one vote, they had no authority to remove him. Any attempt to strip him of power would be treated as "mutiny."

This framework had been designed as an experiment in future local-government checks and balances—avoiding, on the one hand, a garrison degenerating into a "Kwantung Army"-style cabal that acted autonomously and ran roughshod over the region, while preventing, on the other, the local government from controlling the garrison and becoming a semi-independent power with its own grain and guns. The Executive Committee's leaders clearly did not want a secondary power center—or worse, a splinter transmigrated collective—to form in Sanya.

As for the five senior administrators' subordinate department heads, those would be nominated and appointed by the respective committee members. The tier of officials below them would be filled as far as possible by indigenous personnel trained at the Military-Political School, so as to observe their capacity for independent administration and inform adjustments to the next phase of cadre training.



While the Executive Committee busied itself convening meetings on personnel—the critical issue in this process—and debating departmental structures and cadre assignments for the Sanya Special District, the transmigrator masses were also actively maneuvering.

The Executive Committee's communiqués on the Sanya development project had already run to more than twenty issues, each containing "releasable content" from the meetings, mainly for the purpose of soliciting suggestions. Attentive members of the public had noticed that, to date, the communiqués had not touched on specific personnel assignments.

Without a doubt, once Sanya was developed and its administrative framework erected, a number of the Five Hundred would be promoted to office. For rank-and-file transmigrators who had not secured even a minor post during the previous round of institutional expansion—those who remained ordinary "titleless chiefs"—this was an excellent opportunity to advance on the board. Moreover, rumor had it that cadres dispatched to Sanya would, following the precedent set in Qiongshan, be issued personal secretaries. This stirred considerable imagination among those with a keen sense of career advancement. Some began actively jockeying for the vacant positions.

As a result, the Executive Committee's discussion forum on the Sanya development project overflowed with all manner of opinions and proposals. The more sophisticated petitioners used their own expertise and skills as an entry point, eloquently arguing the importance of establishing relevant departments or enterprises in the Sanya Special District, citing precedents and drafting feasibility reports. Most of these individuals possessed specialized skills; those more qualified than themselves had already been promoted to leadership positions in earlier rounds, so the creation of any such new post would naturally fall to them.

Those less adept simply hammered away, over and over, at the importance of certain agencies and posts—typically ones requiring no particular professional expertise.

Those with neither skills nor inclination for roundabout office-seeking bluntly asked for posts outright: having served as basic labor for so long, surely they deserved credit for their pains if not for accomplishments—surely it was only fair to be given a minor administrative post now.

Members already holding positions in the various departments were more circumspect, mainly calculating whether they might move up another rung. After Xi Yazhou became commander of the Expeditionary Battalion, he had spent several consecutive days hosting banquets and distributing cigarettes to fend off the envy of his many transmigrator colleagues in the Army. Everyone knew that, though his official title was merely a humble battalion commander, being the first to receive an independent major command was a harbinger of future ascent.

Xi Yazhou's fortunes set many others into motion.



At the Lingao Construction Company, one man had begun scheming.

The company's headquarters was a two-story frame building of industrial style designed and built by Bing Feng—wrought-iron trusses, fair-faced brick walls. The atrium rose the full height of both floors, with a clearance of five or six meters to the roof. Several enormous, sturdy wooden tables stood in the atrium. On the first table sat a scale model of Bairen Fortress; the second was currently under construction, surrounded by plaster powder, paper, glue, and assorted fine woodworking materials.

The model-maker was Ji Runzhi, planner for the Lingao Construction Company. He was a fervent architecture devotee. As a licensed urban and architectural planner—the only one in the entire Construction Company—Ji Runzhi had credentials that entitled him to look down on everyone else. He frequently submitted planning and design proposals at the company, all of which shared the hallmarks of "big," "huge," and "elaborate." Shortly after D-Day, the Executive Committee had commissioned the Construction Company to erect a simple monument on the beach where the landing took place. Ji Runzhi promptly submitted a drawing for a grand Baroque-meets-Neoclassical triumphal-arch structure. The proposal won unanimous praise at the Executive Committee—and was immediately rejected as wildly unrealistic. In the end, no marker of any kind was erected.

Ji Runzhi had become a transmigrator for two reasons: first, to see the Bao'en Temple pagoda with his own eyes; second, to fulfill his dream of becoming the new Speer. He adored the visionary architecture and urban plans of the Soviet Union and the Third Reich; his computer was stuffed with such drawings. He fantasized that one day he would personally design the "Palace of Transmigration" and the thousand-year imperial capital—which he privately called "Divine Capital," though it overlapped somewhat with Empress Wu's "Divine Metropolis."

Later he had submitted designs for the "Lingao General Hospital," the "National School," the "Lingao Transportation Hub," the "Customs Building," and the "Army Headquarters"—proposals he himself regarded as woefully compromised with reality, reduced to unbearably spartan standards. Without exception, all were shelved by the Planning Commission. The designs actually adopted were invariably the simple structures by Mei Wan and company. The most horrifying was the ox-cart transfer station overseen by Mei Lin: a bamboo-pole truss with a rush-mat roof.

"That's a soup kitchen, not a transportation hub," Ji Runzhi grumbled in private.

Such comments, of course, did not win him many friends at the Lingao Construction Company.

So far, the only projects accepted had been the Cuigang Martyrs' Cemetery and the Construction Company's sole external contract: the East Gate Market Catholic church.

The initial design drawings for that church had nearly given Lu Ruohua a heart attack. The building would be larger than the Church of St. Paul in Macau, which had taken over a decade to build. The Jesuits' entire missionary budget would not cover even the façade.

The plan was eventually slashed to an "economy church" before Lu Ruohua gave his approval and construction began.

"I thought the Church would have more money," Ji Runzhi said, disappointed. He had not crossed into the seventeenth century to build ordinary little structures like these.

Even General Manager Mei Wan finally told him: what was the point of churning out all this useless work every day? He should design buildings that matched the transmigrated collective's current capabilities and requirements. Ji Runzhi, however, turned a deaf ear. Most of his time went to sketching "grand architecture" on his drafting board and drafting "master plans" for one new city after another.

His long-standing neglect of practical work eventually led to Ji Runzhi being relegated to on-site supervision as a project manager. His professional expertise was consulted only when certain projects required planning input. As for architectural design—he was entirely shut out.

The moment the Sanya Special District plan appeared in the communiqué, he threw himself into action. Sanya—Yulin—such wonderful places! Ji Runzhi had visited Dadonghai in the modern timeline and praised its natural environment. Unfortunately, the area was already crammed with hotels, resorts, and luxury housing—no room for him to stretch his legs. And here in Lingao, the "Lingao Bauhaus School" dominated by Mei Wan was both distasteful and offered no future. So he set his sights on the Sanya Special District as the place to exercise his talents. If he stayed here, his dreams would die.

The Sanya Special District's raison d'être was construction and development. That being the case, comprehensive planning for the region would be essential. The communiqué laid out only a rough framework; there was ample room for detailed elaboration. If he could seize this opportunity to submit a complete planning proposal, the Executive Committee's regard for him would soar, and his ambition of transferring to Sanya as a dedicated planning and architectural designer would be realized.

Driven by this ambition, Ji Runzhi threw himself wholeheartedly into designing a planning scheme for the Sanya region. To strengthen his case when presenting himself to the Executive Committee, he began constructing a topographic model of Yulin Harbor in the Construction Company's atrium. Ji Runzhi knew that mere proposals would not persuade; a professional planning document would likewise mean little to laymen, who would find it excruciatingly dull. The best approach was to demonstrate visually with a model.

(End of Chapter)
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Ji Runzhi's planning was now far more in line with the transmigrated collective's productive capacity than before—though force of habit still led him to include quite a few unrealistic features. Along the Dadonghai coast, he could not resist laying out a tourism and resort zone complete with all manner of leisure facilities: hotels, vacation villas, a golf course, a sanatorium, and a diving club—the only things missing were beach-volleyball girls in bikinis.

The model was beautifully made. Using only the simplest materials and the tools he had brought with him, Ji Runzhi had constructed a large sand-table model in the Construction Company's atrium. The moment it was unveiled, it attracted widespread attention; many Executive Committee members came to view it. Contrary to Ji Runzhi's expectations, quite a few took considerable interest in the resort zone—which he had assumed was merely an indulgence in his own quirky tastes. A handful even asked him which part of the Dadonghai area had the best environment and was most suitable for building villas.

The professional planning proposal did indeed win the Executive Committee's meaningful attention. After Wang Luobin came to see it, he decided on the spot to transfer Ji Runzhi and appoint him Director of the Sanya Special District Planning and Architecture Office.

"He's our only licensed planner. If you take him, the company has no one left to do planning," Mei Wan lamented the loss of manpower. After Yan Quezhi had been transferred, and now Ji Runzhi as well, his staff was shrinking.

"No problem. Any future planning requirements can just be mailed to Sanya for him to handle," Wang Luobin said. "Besides, there's not much left to plan in Lingao."

Mei Wan had no choice but to agree. On his way out, Ji Runzhi very much wanted to tease Mei Wan—the head of what he privately called the "Lingao Bauhaus School" and the "contractor-architect"—but seeing Mei Wan's genuinely dejected expression, he relented.

Ji Runzhi delivered an awkward tribute of admiration to Director Wang, after which the two conducted an in-depth discussion on the relationship between architecture and carnal pleasures, with houses as the central theme. On the subject of what type of house suited what type of woman, Ji Runzhi offered a series of observations—for instance, Japanese-style houses, he opined, were especially suited to the elegant, tranquil temperament of Asian women, though such dwellings were unsuitable for winter enjoyment.

At the conclusion of this conversation, Ji Runzhi secured a commission to design Wang Luobin's future vacation villas. Preliminarily, the summer villa would be built in Hokkaido and the winter villa in the Maldives.

Ji Runzhi returned to his quarters humming a tune and began packing his belongings. His spirits were high. A successful job transfer; a boss who took him seriously—combine the two and his future was limitless.

His luggage was simple. Aside from the standard issued equipment, his most prized possessions were a compound bow and a number of carbon-fiber arrows—a powerful weapon, though at the time of his departure there had been no registration requirement. His drafting board, drafting instruments, and laptop would travel with him, of course. Books and data discs on architecture and planning filled several crates; he selected a small number to bring to Sanya and boxed the rest for deposit at the Grand Library, which offered the best conditions for preservation.

After completing the paperwork, Hu Qingbai telephoned to tell him to come to the National School "to pick people."

"Director Wang specifically instructed it. Hurry over and select them so they can go to Sanya with you."

"Director Wang really looks out for us common folk." Ji Runzhi was so moved he nearly burst into song: "Chief Wang is our bosom friend." He hurried off to the Fangcaodi Educational Campus.

The campus was a scene of lively activity. On one playing field, the rugby team was scrimmaging, going at it hammer and tongs. On the baseball diamond, shouts rang out. Mounted high on tall wooden poles, loudspeakers blared stirring marches in rotation.

On another field, students clutching wooden rifles were drilling bayonet exercises and close-order drill, their shouts deafening. The Army NCOs in charge of military training bellowed like rabid dogs, pacing around the student formations and occasionally lashing out with a hard kick.

"Full of vitality," Ji Runzhi thought, finding it all quite novel. As he passed the classroom building, he found an altogether different scene: students—male and female alike—bent over their desks, some reading, some doing homework. Not one was idle.

Ji Runzhi felt a twinge of shame—even in high school, he had never studied this diligently.

Hu Qingbai was already waiting for him in his office.

"My requirements are modest; I'll accept whatever you arrange. But I do have a few small requests—surely not too difficult," Ji Runzhi said with relish. "Appearance—reasonably pretty would be enough; figure—preferably tall; though if the curves are good, short and petite will do. Oh, and no bound feet…"

Hu Qingbai gave him an odd look, then burst out laughing. "What are you talking about?" He handed Ji Runzhi a roster.

Ji Runzhi opened it. On the first page was, unmistakably, a bald-headed boy. Startled, he flipped on—page after page of shaved heads. The "sex" column invariably read "male."

"This—" he stammered. "There must be a mistake? How can I use males… ahem… to look after my daily needs?"

"A boy can look after your daily needs perfectly well," Hu Qingbai said with a smile. "Don't rich families' young masters always have page-boys attending them?"

"Well—I—" Ji Runzhi wanted to say he had no interest in chrysanthemums and that he needed a girl, but somehow the words would not come out. His face was a mask of embarrassment.

"All right, I won't tease you any longer." Hu Qingbai had known all along that Ji Runzhi had misunderstood. "These are boys to serve as your apprentices. Director Wang felt it would be a pity if your knowledge and skills weren't passed on to a successor—he wants you to start training one early."

So it was about finding him apprentices? Ji Runzhi deflated like a punctured balloon. He said listlessly, "I thought everyone going to Sanya was getting a personal secretary?"

"Where did you hear that?" Hu Qingbai shook his head. "The communiqués never mentioned it. Where did this baseless rumor come from?"

Ji Runzhi was tongue-tied. Thinking back, the communiqués had indeed never promised personal secretaries for cadres dispatched to Sanya. It must have been cafeteria gossip.

"Damn!" Ji Runzhi's mood plummeted from the heights to the depths. He had been planning to "consummate" his new secretary that very evening; now he had no desire even to go home and watch porn.

"Why do the apprentices have to be male? There are plenty of female architects and planners," Ji Runzhi said weakly.

"You're from the Construction Company—don't you understand? Our architects don't just sit in an office and draw pictures; at most, they might visit the site now and then. They have to go to the construction site themselves and supervise—or even do hands-on work. What would you do with a little girl?"

"I never intended to take apprentices." Ji Runzhi had entertained notions of raising a loli, but the idea of accepting students had never crossed his mind—it seemed too much trouble. Better to leave education to the proper schools.

"I'll take a girl as an apprentice," Ji Runzhi said, a sudden notion occurring to him. He looked at Hu Qingbai hopefully. "Is that possible?"

"Well—that's a bit awkward—" Hu Qingbai hesitated.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Ji Runzhi resumed his discourse on the relationship between houses and women. After accepting the commission for Hu Qingbai's future "harem," Hu Qingbai finally relented and agreed to give him a girl as an apprentice as well.

"But you still have to take a boy—otherwise, it'll be hard to explain when I report upward."

"Fine." Ji Runzhi agreed readily, thinking that "training female students" was, after all, a subject the masses enjoyed imagining. He might as well try it himself.

And so, in a muddle, Ji Runzhi acquired two apprentices. When the apprentices appeared before him, he realized he had made a terrible mistake.

The boy was fifteen, tall and thin. Upon seeing him, he gave a ninety-degree bow and stood at attention. Then a girl's head popped out from behind him—sparse, yellowish hair, looking at Ji Runzhi a bit fearfully.

"Don't be afraid. This is your master; from now on, you'll follow him," Hu Qingbai reassured her.

Encouraged by Hu Qingbai, the girl shyly stepped forward and gave a bow so deep her head nearly reached her knees.

Ji Runzhi's regret was now so acute his intestines turned green. True, according to her file, this female apprentice was fourteen years old—but she looked like an undeveloped little girl, frail and malnourished.

"These two are your apprentices now. Let them take your surname. You give them names," Hu Qingbai said.

"That seems excessive. You'd have to alter the records. Let's just use their original names."

"No problem! Their files only had serial numbers before; whatever name you give them now becomes their official school name." Hu Qingbai explained that the number of children taken in was simply too large to name all at once; they were first registered by number and fingerprint, then named individually over time. "Besides, their original names were really not much good. Better for you to name them—it'll give them a sense of attachment to you."

The girl had originally had no name; she knew only that her surname was probably Wang—or maybe Huang. The boy had been called "Yang Ergen."

Ji Runzhi had no choice. He named the girl "Ji Yuan" and the boy "Ji Shu."

"One a 'garden,' one a 'villa.' Very creative," Hu Qingbai laughed. "They both hold Class-B diplomas—two years' curriculum completed and examinations passed in one year. Not only smart but very hardworking, and they have a bit of artistic talent. They should more than qualify as your successors."

"It's just that I really have no experience looking after children…" Ji Runzhi said miserably.

"Ha ha—you must be joking," Hu Qingbai chided. "You think this is like where we came from? Here, thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds are working adults. Relax—they'll look after you and keep you comfortable."

"I hope so." Ji Runzhi looked at the sallow-haired waif Ji Yuan. The girl was so frail—never mind "enjoying her"; he would probably have to look after her himself. At the thought, his good mood vanished entirely, and he silently cursed Wang Luobin a dozen times over.

(End of Chapter)
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"Relax," Hu Qingbai reassured him once more. "Home economics is also part of the school curriculum…"

"Fine, fine, you win," Ji Runzhi surrendered dejectedly. "But where are they going to live now? I'm in group quarters. They can't get into Bairen Fortress."

"You don't need to worry about that. They'll link up with you when you leave for Sanya." Hu Qingbai handed him two envelopes containing the relevant materials. "The paperwork is all in here, along with their living-expense passbooks."

"There are living expenses?"

"Of course—did you think you'd have to pay out of pocket to support them?" Hu Qingbai looked a bit apologetic. "By rights, you should also get a subsidy, but the Executive Committee hasn't finalized that yet. It'll probably come through after the New Year."

Hu Qingbai was full of grievances. "The Executive Committee is moving too slowly. I've raised the issue of subsidies for apprentices and adopted children several times, and I still haven't gotten a clear answer."

"Yes, yes." Ji Runzhi slunk off, not wanting to get caught in a rant.



Preparations for the Sanya Special District development finally drew to a close; the New Year of 1630 was about to arrive.

That year's New Year saw festive preparations underway in every region controlled by the transmigrated collective. According to the Great Ming calendar, the Lunar New Year was still over a month away, but the Gregorian calendar used by the collective had influenced local folk. Some people—especially those directly under the collective's administration and those who had benefited from the "Australians"—had started imitating the "Australian New Year" celebration.

The transmigrated collective's finances had improved considerably, and consumption of luxury goods rose accordingly. Mo Xiao'an's Light Industry Department was developing new consumer products for both export and domestic supply; the variety of items available through the monthly ration grew steadily. More and more life-amenity goods appeared on the market.

Big red lanterns and red "Chinese knots" began appearing for sale—newly organized small-batch productions from the Light Industry Department, meant to "enrich the holiday market." Zhou Dongtian's printing works also mass-produced modern-style, vibrantly colored Spring Festival couplets, New Year pictures, and "Good Fortune" posters. They were not only distributed to the transmigrators but also to commune members. Business partners of the transmigrated collective likewise received them; many regarded them as treasures. These small trinkets, hardly expensive, had become status symbols for Lingao's nouveau riche and newly minted notables.

Had this timeline possessed surveys measuring happiness indices, the Lingao populace's score would have risen. Yet not everyone in Lingao felt happy.

An undercurrent was swirling through the internal BBS. Grumbling posts were multiplying; from time to time a thread ignited debate. A few days earlier, a thread titled "How to Educate Your Personal Secretary" had appeared—originally a fantasizing post by some shut-in, discussing how to train one's personal secretary to match transmigrator aesthetic tastes. It covered everything from the classically refined—zither, chess, calligraphy, painting—to the less refined "jar sitting," and from the modern—ballet and modern dance—to the rather plebeian massage and sauna. Suggestions poured in enthusiastically; the thread reached over 250 floors. Just as high spirits peaked, someone suddenly flew into a rage and derailed the thread, questioning exactly what standards the Executive Committee used to allocate secretaries.

This question clearly struck a nerve. Public opinion surged; verbal artillery roared; the atmosphere verged on "just two short of a quorum." The moment someone shouted, "One cannon shot from Fengcheng—" the thread was locked.

Although the BBS operated under a real-name system, transmigrator citizens were evidently far more fearless than their counterparts in another timeline. Immediately, many people posted demanding to know why the thread had been locked. Those who tried to defend the Executive Committee were promptly slapped with the epoch-making label of "Five-Currency Coupons Party," and what had been a one-sided denunciation devolved into a two-sided brawl. Somehow, the topic pivoted to Xi Yazhou; old grudges over his past thread deletions were dredged up. In the heat of the moment, someone proposed that he be shot "the moment the second revolution succeeds." Just as the spamming reached a climax, the midnight whistle blew, and Chang Kaishen—punctual as ever—pulled the main switch. All discussion was cut off.

The following night saw slightly calmer discussion: that day, Xiao Zishan had announced on the BBS, on behalf of the General Affairs Office, that the rationing-coupon system for various daily necessities was abolished; everyone could purchase freely. This somewhat mollified the disgruntled masses. Moreover, the General Affairs Office had just released a draft soliciting opinions on private-residence designs for each transmigrator. These developments did much to ease the shut-ins' discontent.

Nevertheless, resentment continued to ferment. Reports trickled through various channels to the Political Security Bureau. Ran Yao found the situation somewhat thorny and personally edited a special issue of the Public Sentiment Bulletin, focusing on transmigrator ideological trends. He printed several copies and placed them on the desks of the Executive Committee's principal members.



The winter solstice passed in the blink of an eye, and a cold front descended without warning. The Little Ice Age's Lingao received frost; vegetation was blanketed in white. Before sunrise, temperatures plunged to around 3–4°C. Transmigrators who had grown accustomed to wearing shirts and thin jackets hurried to add thermal underwear. Some plants showed signs of withering. At last, the sensation of winter had arrived.

Xiao Zishan walked through Bairen Fortress in a warm coat and sweater. Every transmigrator he encountered greeted him; the whole way, he was nodding and saying, "Morning," "It's really cold today," "I'll think about that in a bit." As General Affairs Office Director, he managed the Five Hundred's food, clothing, shelter, and sanitation; virtually everyone knew him.

The director's post was not a glamorous one, but familiarity with everyone was a significant asset. Xiao Zishan felt that, for now, this kind of work suited him.

He emerged from the canteen after a bowl of rice noodles, nice and warm all over, and arrived at his office. The Sanya development work was proceeding at white heat, and his own schedule had grown busier. In his office stood several large, locked sheet-metal filing cabinets. Inside, arranged alphabetically by English letters, were drawers packed with the personal dossiers of every transmigrator. After the organizational restructuring, he had personally led a team to transcribe everything from the computer system by hand and then print it into booklet form. Computers would last twenty years at most; the data had to be backed up in time.

Xiao Zishan had never worked in personnel management, but he had spent many years as a regional sales manager. A regional sales department was not a full company, but it had its own little operation; he was well acquainted with office procedures and management methods. Managing dossiers for five hundred people was not overly complicated. Following introductions from professional HR-management textbooks, he had also commissioned a set of personnel-index cards, in case the computers failed and manual retrieval became necessary.

After sitting down, he began processing the paperwork for recently appointed personnel. The formalities were not complex, but Xiao Zishan was worried.

What worried him, naturally, was the growing chorus of discordant voices from within the collective—voices that were growing louder as the collective's fortunes improved. His daily work on living-standards issues brought him into frequent contact with ordinary transmigrators; he did not need the Public Sentiment Bulletin or the internal BBS to know that resentment was accumulating among the masses. It made him very uneasy.

After a while, his mind refused to settle—an acute sense of imminent crisis was intensifying. Xiao Zishan felt he needed to speak immediately with the other Executive Committee members, who were busy with the Sanya development plan, before the situation escalated into a mass movement and became impossible to resolve.

He picked up the telephone, cranked it three times, and said, "Connect me to Wen Desi."

Once the call went through, he said, "Director Wen, there's this matter—perhaps you might consider it?…"

Wen Desi's voice came through the receiver. Xiao Zishan murmured a few "mm-hmms," then added, "This should be dealt with early. Around holidays, people have more on their minds. Why not float something in advance to calm people down?"

"Well—I'm afraid that, when the time comes, the situation may be hard to control," Xiao Zishan said after hearing Wen Desi's response.

Finally he said, "All right, all right, I understand." Xiao Zishan nodded repeatedly to the empty room. "The personal-secretary issue absolutely must be resolved this time. If you have no objection, I'll give a heads-up to the Guangzhou Station and have them step up purchases of suitable girls."

"No rush," Wen Desi said. "The budget involved is too large, and the allocation method is bound to cause disputes. We might as well put it to a vote."



While Xiao Zishan was on the telephone, Ma Qianzhu was in his office writing the Planning Commission's year-end summary report. Such documents had been mere boilerplate in another timeline, but here Ma Qianzhu considered them absolutely essential.

The Farm coffee house was in full swing. Newly decorated, with additional tables, chairs, and barware, it now offered several more items for sale. Leizhou-produced rum had been removed from the list of special-supply goods. Since the Leizhou sugar operation installed a second boiler and larger distillation equipment—and Huang Dashan personally visited to provide modern fermentation strains and improve the process—rum output had risen further. Rum was now sold without restriction. At the Farm coffee house, it was sold by the glass, with a limit of 250 ml per person per day. This was not because supply was short but because Xiao Zishan worried about alcoholism.

Ma Jia's Law-Studies Club, along with various others who did not belong to the club, was meeting here. Ostensibly, it was just "year-end, time for a get-together." In reality, these malcontents—or men with designs of their own—were plotting something major: they were preparing to convene the first General Assembly.

"Our transmigrated community must immediately convene a General Assembly," An Xi declared with passionate conviction. "The transmigrated collective's political framework has been operating for over a year now. Various problems and contradictions have gradually emerged. Now is the time to hold an assembly and correct these issues."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 522 - Discontent

At last, An Xi voiced the sentiment shared by the Law-Studies Club: "This state of emergency should be over by now!"

According to Executive Committee Resolution No. 1, passed by the General Assembly before departure, the period following D-Day was designated a state of emergency. Except for matters involving declarations of war, treaties, or major personnel reorganizations, all affairs were to be handled by the Executive Committee with full authority. This state was to last six months.

"By rights, the General Assembly should have convened this spring to decide the grand policy direction. But it's been a year and a half now, and the Executive Committee shows no intention of holding one. They haven't even gone through the motions of calling a meeting to extend the emergency another six months," An Xi complained.

The Law-Studies Club had organized this gathering not to hold a pointless grumble session but to drum up public opinion and urge the Executive Committee to convene the first post-D-Day General Assembly as soon as possible.

Problems were piling up: living standards, benefit distribution, power allocation, organizational structure… all had issues to varying degrees. Some were quite serious—especially the discontent among ordinary transmigrators over living standards and benefit distribution. If not resolved quickly, they would affect subsequent development and even the internal unity and stability of the transmigrated collective.

Once morale collapses, the team becomes unmanageable. Ma Jia, as a beneficiary of the existing system, wanted that system to remain stable, so he believed a General Assembly must be held—at the very least, to nail down the terms of benefit distribution within the collective and give the rank-and-file transmigrators some peace of mind.

Ma Jia and the Law-Studies Club had drafted a rough comprehensive solution to the many current problems, which they intended to pitch to the Executive Committee during the preparatory phase.

Of course, this had nothing to do with lofty ideals about popular interests or mass democracy. The Law-Studies Club hoped that this assembly would enshrine the principle of rule-by-law, thereby ensuring that Club members could snag official posts and form a stable judiciary. Such a need genuinely existed. As for Ma Jia's personal ambitions, he wanted to enter the Executive Committee. Ideally, he would wind up as Chief Justice in a future separation-of-powers system, or as a senior central political-legal official under a Communist model. Either would do.

"I think they've forgotten—or they simply don't intend to hold one," someone began sniping. "Long live Director Wen forever; the Director is eternally healthy."

"The iron ore at Tiandu is still in the ground, yet everyone's already talking about villas at Dadonghai."

"This trend is very bad! Very bad!"

Ma Jia saw the situation turning sour. He had not convened this gathering to stage a beer-hall putsch. He quickly signaled his fellow Club members to stop piling on with complaints and steer the conversation back to the main point—demanding an assembly.

"The current systemic problems are indeed serious—" Ma Jia had barely begun when he was cut off.

"System, my ass! Right now, officials are openly corrupt and degenerate!" Shan Liang, a technician from Lingao Telecom, rose to his feet. He had long been fed up with the Law-Studies Club's empty talkers; this time he stepped forward directly.

Ignoring Ma Jia entirely, he launched into his own loud monologue: "The first problem is unequal hardship. Some sit in offices; some shovel shit. Yes, there are policy tilts in the allowances, but that tilt is laughable! Take one example: in summer, the temperature in my equipment room hits 40°C. Can an office ever reach 40°? Which would you rather be in—an office or an equipment room?"

This stirred memories of the summer heat, especially among those in the Industry & Energy Commission or outdoor work. Someone shouted along, "That's right! Even with exhaust fans, the workshop was nearly 50°!"

"Exactly!" Shan Liang bellowed. "At least your workshop has a roof for shade. The site supervisors at the Construction Company and the ag-extension officers at the Agricultural Commission are out there working under the blazing sun."

This struck a chord; the murmur of agreement swelled.

"I think they've been leaders so long they've forgotten themselves," Sun Li, a machinist at the Machinery Works, spat on the ground. "What kind of damn business is this? I work as a fitter and an electrician at the Machinery Works—sixteen hours a day—while the leadership sits in offices issuing documents and holding meetings. I just want to know: who got to be a leader, and by what criteria?" He went on, "Take that guy Ji Runzhi, who got to be Sanya's planning director just by making a few crummy models! When it comes to contributions, if Sun Li and Xiao Gui hadn't hand-crafted the key parts, Li Di's little steam engine would never have been replicated. Is our contribution smaller than a few plaster models?"

"Nobody's saying your contribution is small." An Xi saw the situation deteriorating and rushed to defuse it. "Besides, he's in planning and design—you can't do development without a planner."

"That's really just an extension of the first problem," Shan Liang continued. "Yes, society has division of labor—that's a fact. I'm not asking everyone to work the shop floor or demanding absolute equality. But the administrative staff are bureaucratizing—even becoming corrupt—and everyone can see it, right?"

"I'll grant bureaucratization, but corruption seems a stretch…" Ma Jia attempted to defend the Executive Committee.

"A stretch? Let's talk about the personal-secretary issue," Shan Liang vented. "The secretary issue has been raised many times. What happened? Not a peep of follow-up. But there are plenty of restrictions—today a notice, tomorrow a warning: no relations with indigenous women, no casual adoption or purchase of indigenous girls… Fine, you won't let us—we accept that. But at least solve our physiological problems! Is that so hard?!"

"Treating the masses' interests as nothing is the hallmark of bureaucratization!" Sun Li chimed in.

"The moment someone becomes a cadre, they immediately get a personal secretary. Old Tang having a secretary—I understand; it's tough out there in the wilderness. But why does the cook get a secretary? And there's Chang Shide—supposedly bought three or four women. Isn't Leizhou Sugar common property? If he can buy slave girls, why can't we?"

Chang Shide's romantic fortunes were a favorite topic of gossip among Lingao's transmigrators. Mentioning it immediately sparked great indignation.

"Privilege! Corruption!" Shan Liang assumed an anguished expression. "Cadre appointments aren't transparent. A few Executive Committee members get together and decide. Where's the standard for cadre selection?"

"I'd say it's whoever's close to them," someone challenged. "What is Mo Xiao'an, anyway? What kind of light-industry expert is he? At least Wu Nanhai was an ag-university student!"

Ma Jia shifted uneasily. Mo Xiao'an was also a Law-Studies Club member; dragging him in was highly inappropriate.

"And that cook—suddenly promoted to factory director and deputy general manager, complete with a secretary. Who believes there's nothing going on between him and Wu Nanhai?!"

"Wu Nanhai is gay?"

"The man's romping with a mother-daughter pair at the Farm, and you think he'd choose to be gay?"

"Damn—I don't even have a skin flick to watch while I jerk off, yet someone's doing mother-daughter threesomes. What kind of world is this!"

"He's also got Chu Qing!"

"Rich men's gates reek of wine and meat while frozen bones litter the roadside."

…

Amid the clamor, someone struck a profound pose and said, "I have a bad feeling about the current trajectory. Those of us at the bottom have basically become tools. What the higher-ups are doing, what they plan to do—we're almost completely in the dark!"

"Exactly—they just put out a government bulletin to fool us."

"Never mind grand policy—just solve my electricity and women problems first!" one person said pragmatically.

"Without women, at least give us electricity. Otherwise, even jerking off is no fun. Imagination alone doesn't cut it!"

"Let's march to the Executive Committee right now and protest!"

"Yes! Let's go! If we don't knock these leaders down a peg now, we'll end up as Boxer the horse in the future!"

…

As public sentiment boiled, Ma Jia groaned inwardly. He was not worried about himself becoming Boxer from Animal Farm. He was a trained lawyer, keenly sensitive to institutional issues. The Executive Committee, as representatives elected by the transmigrators' General Assembly, had broken its own word and led the charge in violating the rules—a very dangerous signal. It was deeply damaging to the cohesion of the whole transmigrator community. Through his frequent contact with ordinary members, Ma Jia knew full well that the masses did have opinions, but most grievances centered on living conditions; there was relatively little discussion of grand policy.

If the rank and file were now incited to aim the spear of struggle directly at sensitive issues like the distribution of power, and if the Executive Committee mishandled the situation, the entire transmigrated collective could be thrown into turmoil—perhaps even split apart. That was something he did not want to see.

"Everyone, please calm down." An Xi worked hard to soothe tempers. "I'm sure the Executive Committee simply has too much on its plate and forgot. Besides, this past year and a half, Lingao has developed quite well."

"What good is a big, beautiful cake you never get a slice of?" Shan Liang retorted.

An Xi could not answer. Seeing him floundering, Ma Jia hurried forward: "The phenomena you describe certainly exist. But you can't conflate individual cases with the whole…"

"That line sounds awfully familiar," Shan Liang said mockingly. "You ought to go work for Ding Ding as a mouthpiece, not play court president."

Ma Jia was furious inside, feeling as though he had encountered a "troublemaker." He steadied himself and tried to stay composed: "I'm stating facts. Executive Committee privileges and corruption do exist, but they're not widespread." He continued, "As for Wu Nanhai's alleged mother-daughter threesome—who has proof that it actually happened?"

Silence fell. Wu Nanhai was ordinarily low-key, considered a nice guy by all. The so-called mother-daughter threesome was mostly collective fantasy. Besides, the mother of the Li family had been working at Bairen General Hospital all along; the daughter was only eight and, apart from helping out at the Farm on holidays, lived full-time at the National School as a boarding student.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 523 - Verbal Sparring

"There must certainly be some accounting."

Xiao Zishan immediately stepped forward to announce that the caretaker cabinet's first order of business would be to establish a "Maid Countermeasures Committee," with Wen Desi appointed as chairman, tasked specifically with discussing procurement, training, and allocation mechanisms for personal secretaries and formulating the corresponding policies and regulations.

"The Committee's office will be located in Room 1111 of the Executive Committee compound. A dedicated forum will also be opened on the internal BBS for discussion! We guarantee no posts will be deleted. We hope everyone will participate enthusiastically," Xiao Zishan's voice rang out.

"Cut the crap—don't let discussions drag on for another six months or a year," Sun Li shouted. "Give us a deadline!"

"By Lunar New Year's Eve, the proposal discussions will be completed. Immediately after the Spring Festival, personnel will be dispatched to handle matters. Of course, solving everything at once will be difficult," Xiao Zishan said. "It can only be done gradually, in batches. We ask for everyone's understanding…"

"We've 'understood' for a year and a half now. Please allow us a moment of not understanding," Shan Liang said, glowing with vigor, his words ringing with force. The sensation was wonderful; his self-regard had never been higher. "How many people are in this first batch? Who qualifies for it? By what criteria? Where are the standards—the conditions? Are there measures to ensure fairness and reasonableness, so the masses don't lose out?" He turned to face the crowd and shouted, "Xi Shi goes to the leadership; the homely ones go to the masses—does everyone agree to that?!"

"No!" Sun Li leaped out to lead the chant; the others, finding it reasonable, joined in. The quality of indigenous girls was something everyone had observed: not quite unbearable to look at, but mostly just enough to satisfy physiological needs. Of course, there were always a few exceptions in any crowd—and who could guarantee those exceptions wouldn't be snapped up by the leadership first?

Xiao Zishan knew that Shan Liang and his company were angling to earn political capital today. But the question struck at something critical; it had to be answered seriously.

"That question…" Xiao Zishan was about to say the matter needed to be decided collectively. But Wen Desi waved his hand and stepped forward again.

"Comrades!" he bellowed, raising his voice. No one had expected the famously measured Director Wen to suddenly unleash such a passionate cry—loud enough to be heard clearly by everyone without a microphone.

"I have been appointed chairman of the Maid Countermeasures Committee—an honor the organization has conferred upon me, and I would be remiss to decline!" Wen Desi was all smiles. "I would like to offer my personal thoughts on this matter. Does anyone object?"

The Law-Studies Club members broke into applause; the others hesitated, then applauded halfheartedly.

Wen Desi was entirely unfazed by the tepid reception. He continued, passionately laying out his proposal:

"My personal view is this: to resolve this issue effectively, fairly, reasonably, and efficiently, we must introduce an ISO quality-management system…"

Seeing the cold response, Director Wen promptly translated theory into practice. With a sweep of his hand, his voice rose several more degrees:

"Everyone draws lots! Whatever number you draw is your number. You select girls in order of rank. Number one picks first! But whoever is ranked first is not allowed to dawdle. You have one day to pick a girl from the candidates; if you don't, you forfeit—and drop to the bottom of the current round.

"The previous person must finish before the next can pick. If you want to trade—fine. Handle it yourself and register at the, uh, relevant department. You may only trade before you've used her! Once used, she's yours. No regrets after trading, either. We are comrades, not a wife-swapping—er, secretary-swapping club. Everyone must keep this in mind: do not corrupt our pure social mores or comradely friendship! Also, trading only—no gifting. The collective needs you to produce the next generation!

"You may also trade your selection-priority number! For example, if you're number one and you're willing to trade with number 250… fine—he becomes number one, and you become 250. You must both register and notarize the exchange; no reneging.

"Do not touch anyone else's designated secretary. How to punish violations will depend on the group's wishes. If I draw a number in the top fifty, I will relinquish that rank and drop to the very end. Or—if I happen to draw something in the top ten, I'll put that rank up as a prize for everyone to draw again… whoever draws it trades with me, and I'll throw in a jar of my personal, homemade, secret-recipe rice wine—excellent for strengthening the body, indescribably marvelous. That's how a mature man handles things."

Before anyone could recover, An Xi was the first to shout, "Chairman Wen has devoted such painstaking thought and care to us, the masses! Truly, truly…" Evidently realizing that "dearer than our own parents" would sound too sycophantic, he improvised: "Truly he is our bosom friend!"

"Oh, please," Wen Desi smiled. "Don't call me Chairman anymore—I'm just an ordinary transmigrator now! This is merely a humble suggestion, for everyone's reference—and for the caretaker cabinet's consideration."

No one applauded or cheered. The Law-Studies Club members felt that An Xi's words were far too low-level, far too saccharine; they were too embarrassed to echo them.

Ma Jia thought: An Xi's boot-licking skills are only beginner-level, but his "shamelessness" has reached grandmaster. Though the man was usually quite capable in his work, one had to stay wary of him.

The rank and file in the plaza were skeptical but intrigued. Director Wen's proposal was operationally feasible and easy to understand; tempers cooled. Some murmured discussions broke out; others asked about details. The atmosphere grew somewhat lively, and the confrontational mood dissipated considerably.

Shan Liang and his cohort watched the fickle masses toss their "people's representatives" aside as quickly as they might discard yesterday's news. They grew anxious. Yet Wen Desi's scheme clearly appealed to the rank and file; Shan Liang could not find an opening to challenge it. He was scratching his head when Cheng Mo, having just received a phone call, suddenly remembered something. He squeezed forward and bellowed:

"Comrades, do not be deceived by the Executive Committee! Have girls blinded your hearts? What was our purpose in coming to the Executive Committee? Was it just for a few girls?" He declaimed passionately, "If I say your awareness is low, it truly is. Girls are only the surface. What we are really opposing is people using authority to feather their own nests!"

The crowd's attention was immediately recaptured. Seeing the favorable turn, Cheng Mo was about to continue when Shan Liang, unwilling to let his thunder be stolen, jumped in:

"Chang Shide, the corrupt element hidden among the people, is a case in point. If you say Leizhou is dangerous—isn't Wen Tong, director of the South China Sugar Refinery, in danger too? Isn't Xiao Gui, the chief technical engineer, in danger? Isn't Zhan Tianxiong from Political Security in danger? Leacing Wen Tong aside—Xiao Gui worked tirelessly supervising the installation of sugar-refining equipment; his life was even threatened. He has no girl. Why should Chang Shide, who embezzled public funds to buy his own girl, have one? Who approved Old Chang's girl purchase? Nobody! Who approved Old Chang's use of a girl? Nobody!"

Xiao Zishan's expression turned ugly. He had been watching Director Wen's grand snow job wrap things up, only for a wrench to be thrown in midstream. After a moment's thought, he said:

"The various issues everyone has raised certainly exist. That is precisely why we dissolved the Executive Committee and are preparing to convene the Second General Assembly. At that assembly, everyone will discuss and resolve these problems together." He paused. "Therefore, the caretaker cabinet's second order of business is to establish a preparatory committee for the Second General Assembly."

"Who are the members of this preparatory committee? Will it just be a few Executive Committee people chatting casually again?"

"How the preparatory committee is constituted—who composes it—will be decided by the entire transmigrator community," Xiao Zishan said. "We plan to open a dedicated discussion forum on the internal BBS. Once a concrete framework emerges, we will vote to elect the committee members."

"The preparatory committee must include representatives from us, the masses. Otherwise, you Executive Committee types will just hijack it."

"First of all, we are not Executive Committee members—we are caretaker-cabinet members," Xiao Zishan said, a little irritated but maintaining a civil front. "Second, the preparatory committee members will be elected by the entire transmigrator community. There is no 'hijacking.'"

Shan Liang's voice boomed: "This matter must be settled today. We, the masses, demand that an independent supervisory committee for the preparatory committee—and for the future General Assembly—be established immediately. The election will be held right here! Its sole job will be to supervise the entire process!"

Xiao Zishan frowned; so this was Shan Liang's real aim all along. These provocateurs were clearly angling for "supervisory committee" positions. The matter was troublesome; he was in no position to promise or refuse on his own. Just as he was about to glance at Director Wen and the stone-faced Executive Committee members to see what they had to say, Ma Jia suddenly stepped forward:

"'We, the masses'? I'm sorry—I don't wish to be represented by you. I oppose this approach!" His face was full of righteousness, his voice ringing. "I am one of the organizers of this demonstration, but I want to state my position here: the Executive Committee has made mistakes, but its achievements are primary. I absolutely refuse to allow certain people to exploit the Executive Committee's errors to throw the transmigrated collective into chaos for their own unspeakable purposes. I am confident that no one here wants to be used as a firebrand! Everything must be built upon justice, order, and the rule of law!"

Ma Jia had wanted to add, "We absolutely must not allow mob politics," but decided that such a line would be taken too personally and might affect the overall situation. Better left unsaid.

An Xi, quick on the uptake, immediately followed suit: "We refuse to be represented!"

The Law-Studies Club members promptly joined the chorus:

"Stability above all!"

"Down with the careerists!"

…

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 524 - Problems Surfacing

The subsidy amount was roughly equivalent to the average price of an ordinary female slave aged sixteen to twenty-five in the Guangdong-Guangxi region, using the Guangzhou human-market price as a benchmark. Specialty "merchandise" such as trained "thin horses" was not factored in.

Anyone receiving the subsidy who wished to purchase a slave would pay the purchase price to the organization and entrust the caretaker cabinet to handle procurement collectively. Those without such intentions could spend the money however they pleased. Anyone who did not currently want to buy an indigenous girl could save the funds and use them later to acquire a Slavic mare.

"At the company where I used to work, the firm organized summer travel. Originally, routes were arranged uniformly; the company footed the bill, but people still complained. In the end, they switched to handing out travel allowances directly—several price tiers, clearly labeled. Want the cheap option? Fine. Want the expensive one? Pay the difference yourself. Don't want to go at all? Also fine. Everyone was satisfied."

This approach had several advantages. First, it accommodated transmigrators who could not or did not wish to partake; everyone received an equal public-funded benefit. The act of purchasing a slave then became a personal choice—buy as many as you could afford, at whatever price point you preferred. If no supply was currently available, wait until there was. This fully met the needs of all.

Second, it made settling past accounts easier.

"Women already allocated—including cases like Chang Shide—would be impossible to untangle if we insisted on pursuing them. It would only hurt comradely feelings and harm unity. Under this proposal, we can declare: anyone who has already received a personal secretary—whether officially assigned or purchased with public funds—will not receive the maid subsidy this time. Those in excess possession of slave girls simply reimburse the caretaker cabinet for the price, and the matter is closed."

"Complete monetization of distribution," Ma Jia summarized. He had not expected Jixin, that perpetually glum-faced fellow, to think so broadly.

"Exactly. Only this way can we quantify 'people,'" Jixin said. "Of course, we also need to organize the supply. Money without goods becomes an empty promise. I suggest we forget about Japanese women: the distance is far, and the Shogunate won't support exporting women anyway. By comparison, Vietnamese women are not hard to procure. Why not have the Leizhou Station purchase a batch? I hear women from northern Vietnam are of good quality. If no one buys them, they can be sent to the textile mill as slave labor."

"Good," Ma Jia said. "Finalize your proposal and post it right away."

After online discussions and written submissions, followed by several rounds of debate and voting, the personal-secretary allocation plan was finalized in early January 1630. Jixin's proposal won majority approval; when it came to women, everyone was skeptical of everyone else's tastes. Some who had brought wives or girlfriends had not yet won over their partners and were already heartbroken at having to forfeit this opportunity. At least a cash distribution left them a glimmer of hope.

Of the Five Hundred, only one held an explicitly opposing stance: Du Wen. Hearing that the maid issue was being openly discussed, Du Wen stormed into the Executive Committee compound and shoved open the door to Ma Qianzhu's office.

"Director! What is the meaning of this? How has our organization become so vulgar—so depraved?" Tears welled in Du Wen's eyes; she was on the verge of crying.

Ma Qianzhu went on sorting the documents on his desk, ignoring her.

Du Wen paid no heed; she plopped into the rattan chair across from him. Dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, she said indignantly, "You're a principal leader—why have you said nothing about this? Trampling on women's dignity and personal rights like this is outrageous!" Once she got started, she could not stop: how certain cadres treated their assigned female secretaries as concubines—working them by day and sleeping with them at night; how women were never considered when promoting indigenous cadres; how indigenous women laborers received no special accommodation but were instead assigned much of the heavy, exhausting work… She concluded by proposing that the Second Executive Committee should include a seat for female transmigrators.

In short, it was a comprehensive indictment of the current state of the transmigrated collective's women's work. Du Wen vehemently demanded that the Executive Committee rectify this. Naturally, she also hoped the "buy-slave-girls-and-distribute-women" plan would be scrapped. Her counter-proposal was to let people "fall in love freely"—to give indigenous women full choice and respect, rather than treating them like merchandise to be appraised and purchased.

Ma Qianzhu continued organizing files throughout Du Wen's torrent of complaints. Only when she paused did he speak:

"Ah Wen, this tendency of yours is very bad." He leaned back in his rattan chair. "A leader's first duty is to unite the majority. Do these so-called issues you've raised unite the majority?" His voice was soft, his tone mild, but the severity beneath silenced Du Wen.

"Think about it: of these five hundred, how many are women, how many are men? What is a basic principle of democracy? You should thank the Party and government for the sixty years they spent drumming the concepts of gender equality and women's-rights protection into the public. The inertia of those ideas hasn't yet vanished from most of the men in this collective. But those who would do as they please have long existed." Ma Qianzhu's voice grew sterner. "Do you want to give them a chance to take full advantage of democracy?"

Du Wen shivered. Hearing her most revered Director Ma speak so solemnly, her former boiling zeal instantly cooled by ninety-nine percent. She twisted her handkerchief: "Aren't you a principal leader of the Executive Committee?"

"The Executive Committee has been dissolved. I am now serving in the caretaker cabinet, and this term ends in less than thirty days."

"That's just a formality…"

"Formality or not, public opinion must be respected," Ma Qianzhu said. "You'd do better to focus on your theoretical writings."

Seeing that further argument was futile, Du Wen took her leave. At the door, she could not help adding, "Director! Are you just going to let them do as they please?"

Ma Qianzhu did not respond.

After leaving his office, Du Wen was still unwilling to give up. She continued canvassing privately—only to find, to her disappointment, that the female transmigrators seemed uninterested in the issue. Some said their boyfriends or husbands would never want any "slave girl"; others remarked that if it was just about buying someone to do housework, they would like to buy one too.

Astonishingly, one girl said that, so long as her position as the principal wife was secure, she would not mind if her man had a few concubines. "Keep the number to four or fewer, and I'll consider it—but I must have absolute authority!"

Reading such comments, Du Wen wanted to weep but had no tears. She left the dormitory, muttering under her breath, "Backward! A disgrace to women!"

At last she found Li Mei. Li Mei had been distracted for days—not over the secretary-distribution business, but over news of the Executive Committee's dissolution and the upcoming Second General Assembly.

The Li family had been swept into the transmigration by pure accident; they had become unwilling members of the collective. Yet over the past year and a half, they had done rather well. Li Mei even felt that getting sucked through the wormhole was a blessing in disguise. In the original timeline, she and her husband were already retired. Her daughter-in-law's career had been smooth, but without a powerful patron, upward mobility was limited.

In this timeline, her old man had become a naval adviser. Judging by his health, he could easily serve another decade or more; once the Navy's cadre roster expanded, he could retire at least as a lieutenant general or admiral. As for her daughter-in-law—currently Director of the Li-Region Affairs Office and concurrently Precinct Station Political Instructor—Li Mei estimated that whether she developed along the ethnic-affairs track or the public-security track, her future rank would not be low; eventually, she could turn into a vice-ministerial figure.

Her son's situation was less satisfactory, but the family's basic standing in this new world was secure. The next step was to work on elevating the family's social status and accumulating more wealth.

Her Women's Cooperative had been bustling for a year. Strictly speaking, it had not yet turned a profit: goods, building materials, and construction labor had all been obtained on credit—she had to use revenue to service those debts. After deducting costs, she still owed the Finance and Monetary Commission the agreed-upon twenty percent of net profits. She had reinvested the remainder entirely.

At present, the Women's Cooperative's balance sheet was far from satisfactory. But as immigrants continued to pour in and East Gate Market flourished, business was improving day by day.

Yet the dissolution of the Executive Committee and the ensuing discussion about the Second General Assembly gave her a foreboding feeling. She seldom visited the internal BBS herself, but a few days ago her son had shown her the discussion pages, and they worried her.

Among the limited agenda-item discussions, half targeted the Women's Cooperative. Many people questioned the enterprise's legitimacy and whether it infringed on public rights. More seriously, some accused the Cooperative of "embezzling public property—a tool of corruption for certain Executive Committee individuals."

"This is a grave injustice," Li Mei complained at the dinner table to her whole family. "All I did was take the Gou Family Village spoils on credit from the Executive Committee to sell. The proceeds from those sales I turned over to the Executive Committee in full. Plus, unsold inventory has already been settled. I just took a margin as a sales-service fee. How is that embezzlement?"

"I was against your starting a company in the first place. See? Here comes the trouble," Ming Lang grumbled. Discontents at being a mere nobody all along, he was now doubly annoyed at his mother's meddling. "Never mind whether you're being wronged—the 'infringing on public interests' label is stuck to you now and won't come off."

Ming Qiu said, "You really didn't think this through! Trading for profit is one thing, but what you're doing is essentially official profiteering—and monopoly profiteering at that. Pocketing a margin on the transmigrated collective's war spoils, a no-capital business—how could people not be jealous?!"

"If I don't make a margin, how am I supposed to pay off the Cooperative's debts?" Li Mei was unconvinced. "Building the premises, hiring workers, renovations—it all costs money; it wasn't free. Besides, the whole transmigrator community owns a twenty-percent stake; I've handed every penny of that profit share over to the Finance Commission." She went on, "As for taxes—there isn't even a tax bureau yet. It's not that I don't want to pay."

Mu Min had been silent, but now she spoke up: "Mom, I think you should hand over this Cooperative. Keeping it is nothing but trouble. You like staying active—why not take a cadre post at the Commerce Commission? They're short-staffed there. Why put yourself through this hassle—not making much money and being called corrupt? Is it worth it?"

Li Mei thought: right now, it's not making much, but someday it'll be on the level of Walmart. Giving it up? She was truly reluctant.

But what happened next made her even more anxious. Ding Ding suddenly showed up at the Cooperative's office and retrieved the application form he had submitted in Pan Pan's name. He even returned the share certificate and the Cooperative's 1628–1629 fiscal-year financial report distributed to shareholders.

Ding Ding refused to explain why he was suddenly withdrawing his stake; he said only that he and Pan Pan "should focus on their primary duties and not be distracted by other matters."

Li Mei had weathered political storms. She knew this move of Ding Ding's was called "drawing a clear line." It alarmed her. Ding Ding was head of the Propaganda Department; his preemptive line-drawing—was the Executive Committee about to move against the Cooperative? Or had public-opinion pressure grown so severe that Ding Ding felt compelled to extricate himself?

For days, this had been her worry. She was loath to surrender the Cooperative. She had poured immense effort into building it to this scale, and she could see that Lingao's commercial boom was only beginning. As the transmigrated collective's power expanded, her Cooperative would one day become a commercial empire.

But if she did not hand it over voluntarily and a mass campaign descended, let alone a cooperative—the whole family might not survive. She had witnessed the fury of mass movements firsthand; even if her old man were a naval marshal, it would be useless.

Just as she wavered, Du Wen arrived, fuming. She had just seen Mu Min—only to have Mu Min laugh out loud at her spiel and declare, "Men are creatures without endurance—nothing unusual about it." Even if Ming Lang wanted to take a girl, she said, she would not mind. "She'd just be a concubine—useful for cooking, minding children, washing clothes. If she doesn't behave or tries to stir up trouble between husband and wife, beat her until she obeys." Mu Min added, "Let her learn how formidable the principal wife is."

Du Wen's unexpected visit initially made Li Mei think she had come to discuss the Cooperative—after all, Du Wen was also a shareholder and had been one of its most enthusiastic early supporters. To her surprise, the moment Du Wen sat down she launched into talk of "personal secretaries" and "women's rights being violated" and the like, which was quite annoying. But Du Wen was, after all, a cadre; Li Mei had to humor her. She brewed a pot of tea and sat down to listen.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 525 - The Women's Issue

As she listened, Li Mei grew interested—though not in protecting women's rights. What caught her attention was a new business opportunity.

Li Mei was, at heart, a businesswoman. A businesswoman seizes every opportunity, even at the most inopportune moments. Five minutes earlier she had been worrying whether the masses would "collectivize" her Cooperative and whether she could save her property at all; now she was already scheming to profit from sex-starved shut-ins.

These five hundred men had considerable needs. Li Mei mused silently: the entertainment industry was easy money. In another timeline, the required investment was too large, the waters too murky, and she had to consider her daughter-in-law's career—she had never dared even think about it. But in this timeline, things were different.

Her mental abacus spun: what scale would be needed? What décor style? How much investment? Where would the capital come from?

Seeing Li Mei's grave expression, Du Wen assumed her words had made a powerful impression—until Li Mei began showing intense interest in opening a nightclub or similar establishment and peppered Du Wen with questions.

Once Du Wen perceived Li Mei's true motives, the conversation soured. Only when Li Mei mentioned her worries about the Cooperative's future did Du Wen find a fresh angle.

"If men move against the Women's Cooperative today, tomorrow they'll move against the interests of women as a whole," Du Wen said persuasively. "This conspiracy is closing in step by step. 'Personal secretaries,' 'maids'—aren't these just concubines in disguise? As women comrades, so many among us remain unawakened. Don't you see? We retreat one step, and the enemy advances one step!" She went on to propose that the women comrades in the transmigrated collective unite and "roar with a female voice" at this General Assembly.

Li Mei said nothing. She was interested in saving the Cooperative, not in women's rights. Hearing Du Wen ramble on without any substantive content, she had already lost interest.

Finally, Li Mei excused herself by claiming that her whole family held only temporary IDs and probably lacked the standing to submit proposals or vote at the General Assembly. She showed Du Wen to the door.

Du Wen, of course, knew that this "old capitalist" was insincere; her sole aim was to preserve the Cooperative. Inwardly, she seethed. She thought: when the Assembly convenes, I might as well lead the bombardment against the Cooperative and let the Executive Committee "collectivize" it outright. Then she remembered that Li Mei had once promised the Women's Federation five percent equity. If the Cooperative collapsed, that would be a real loss.

Du Wen was no fool. She understood what Director Ma had meant. Alone, she sat for a long time beneath the willows on the Wenlan River embankment, until Dong Weiwei came to call her for lunch and she snapped out of her reverie.

Dong Weiwei and Du Wen both worked at the Social Work Office under Wu De's Civil Affairs Commission. Ever since the two of them had opened up the Thirteen Villages area, Civil Affairs had designated it a pilot zone for grassroots governance. Du Wen, for her part, had turned Daolu Village into a showpiece for new rural construction, visiting every other day. Village Chief Liu Si dared not slack off; he was constantly busy responding to her various directives—until recently, when Wu De issued an order forbidding Social Work Office staff from going to the countryside around the New Year to give local cadres a rest. Only then did her schedule lighten.

Dong Weiwei lacked Du Wen's passion for political affairs. On days with no fieldwork or meetings, she practiced her sword techniques in the courtyard and wrote social-survey reports. She had no enthusiasm for Du Wen's campaign to defend women's rights. Seeing Du Wen brooding again, she tried to comfort her:

"What's the matter—still fretting over the personal-secretary issue?" Dong Weiwei had the look of someone observing a worrywart. "Men—they're obsessed with what's between their legs. So many bachelors—isn't it a good thing if they all have a woman? At least I'd feel safer taking a bath."

"Little Dong, you have to see through appearances to the essence," Du Wen shook her head. "Isn't this a reactionary resurgence of polygamy? Personal secretaries are concubines. Surely you can see that?"

"It's a system of one wife and multiple concubines," Dong Weiwei launched into pedantry. "A concubine is not the same as a wife—there are major differences in family rights and personal bondage…"

"Kept mistresses are illegal, too, and that doesn't stop them," Du Wen said.

"Right now, the goal is to solve the living problems of the majority of bachelors. You can't say, 'Because you might keep a mistress later, you're not allowed to have a woman now.' That's completely unreasonable."

"You'll see," Du Wen said listlessly. "It's only a matter of time."

Dong Weiwei urged her a bit more, asking her to come to lunch. Du Wen declined, saying she was not hungry.

As she sat alone on the bank of the Wenlan River, lost in thought, someone sat down beside her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw it was a man—a transmigrator—but she did not recognize him. Clearly, he was one of those generic rank-and-file types.

She was in no mood to ask why he had sat down next to her, much less to engage him. To her surprise, he spoke first.

"What's wrong—lost heart already?"

Du Wen was taken aback. His attitude suggested he knew her. She turned to study his face—no recollection at all.

He was around thirty, evidently strong and robust, with dark skin. He clearly had not been a "cadre" after D-Day—and she knew all the cadres; this man was not among them.

"Who are you?!" A woman's self-defense instincts made her draw back a step.

"You're Du Wen, right?" Unconcerned by her manner, he pulled a pack of "Sacred Ship" cigarettes from his pocket, shook one out, and lit it.

"That's right. Who are you?"

"Heh heh heh." The man suddenly laughed. "How's it going—women's work isn't easy, is it?"

The words struck her to the quick. She quickly glanced around, then asked again, "Who are you? What business is this of yours?"

"Let me give you a piece of advice." The man continued smoking, unconcerned. "Rather than this fruitless canvassing, why not get involved in the preparatory work for the Second General Assembly and think about what proposals to submit?"

"I don't need you to tell me that. Stop playing the aloof sage." Du Wen was not about to be outdone. Of course she had a proposal in mind: to propose the establishment of a Women's Federation. Relying solely on her own efforts was not enough; she needed an organization to rally women around her—not just transmigrators but indigenous women too.

"If you move to form a Women's Federation, it'll be shot down a hundred percent during the discussion phase." The man seemed to know her thoughts. "Men are the majority. Who would create trouble for themselves by forming a Women's Federation? Besides, even if it were established, what use would it be to them?" He coughed. "Your proposal has too obvious an agenda." Without waiting for Du Wen to ask, he flicked his ash. "Why not try this instead—"



After several rounds of meetings and votes, the caretaker cabinet finalized the schedule for the Second General Assembly and established its preparatory committee.

The preparatory committee was chaired by Wen Desi, with Ma Jia as vice-chairman. Most of the staff came from the Law-Studies Club—essentially the same team as the Maid Countermeasures Committee. Two signs on one door.

To balance reactions from all quarters and represent public sentiment more broadly, the preparatory committee also recruited one or two specialists from each professional field.

Proposal submissions opened at 0:00 on January 10, 1630, and closed at 24:00 on January 15. Every transmigrator had the right to submit proposals; there was no limit on the number of proposals per person. The full text of each proposal was posted on a dedicated forum on the internal BBS for all to browse. Each proposal required co-signatures from five percent of all transmigrators to become valid and proceed to the discussion phase. Each transmigrator could co-sign up to five proposals.

From January 15 to January 25 was the discussion phase. The format was unrestricted—BBS or group discussions were both acceptable. After discussion, a proposal required co-signatures from ten percent of transmigrators to advance to the open-debate and voting stages of the Assembly. Again, each transmigrator could co-sign up to five proposals.

The period from January 10 to January 25 was the preliminary phase; everyone continued their normal work and conducted discussion and proposal work only during off-hours.

The General Assembly formally convened on January 26 for a five-day session. The agenda included the First Executive Committee's report on its tenure, open debate on proposals, and voting. Except for a very few personnel who could not be recalled from overseas postings, all transmigrator expatriates would be called back. Those unable to attend due to work requirements could be briefed on proposals and vote via telegraph and telephone.

Given that proposals might be numerous and there might not be time to debate and vote on each during the Assembly, those advancing to the floor would be tiered. Proposals involving the transmigrated collective's future development, legislation, or other major matters—as well as any with over fifty percent co-signatures—would be designated Tier-One Proposals and given priority.

The moment this plan was announced, interested parties throughout the collective began convening private meetings to discuss their proposals. Some were canvassing for co-signatures before their proposals were even published. Yi Fan was especially diligent, writing proposals late into the night after his auditing duties; his proposals alone filled a large binder.

Ma Jia and his core cadres, in addition to handling the Committee's administrative work during the day, organized nightly sessions with all Club members, drafting all manner of legal proposals for submission to the Assembly for deliberation.

Caretaker-cabinet members were either canvassing and holding talks, or holed up in their offices writing. Only Xiao Zishan seemed relaxed. Aside from the routine processing of correspondence and maintenance of the transmigrated collective's normal operations, his main task was to implement the maid initiative and make it a reality.

"Telegram from Lingao!" Zhang Yuchen emerged from the radio room, dispatch in hand, and delivered it to the other members of the Guangzhou Station who had been awaiting the latest directives from Lingao.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 526 - The Guangzhou Station Before the Assembly

Every Saturday evening at this hour, the members of the Guangzhou Station gathered secretively in the station's safe house to hear the latest directives from Lingao.

The people seated around the rosewood table were almost unrecognizable compared to their former selves. The most striking difference was their hair: all had grown it out and tied it into topknots. Meng Xian, whose hair was still too short, wore a false topknot concealed beneath a gauze turban.

They were dressed in the attire favored by wealthy men of the Great Ming—silks and satins went without saying. The accessories and pendants they wore were enough to drive any colleague back in Lingao wild with envy. Pepi's gauze gown was so sheer, its colors so vivid, and its embroidery so exquisite that any female transmigrator who saw it would die of jealousy.

On the table sat four varieties of dried fruit. The topmost-grade Wuyi Da Hong Pao tea—by any standard in this timeline—had gone cold. None of them bad taken a single sip. In any other residence, attendant servants and maids would long since have poured out the cold tea and brought fresh. But here, they dared not enter. This courtyard on Huifu Street was Master Guo's forbidden ground; any servant who ventured in unbidden would vanish without a trace before the sun rose.

Guo Yi, Yan Maoda, Zhang Xin, Pepi, and the recently arrived Meng Xian sat around the table, watching as Zhang Yuchen unfolded the telegram and read it aloud.

They had already guessed most of its contents. Although no official dispatch had yet arrived from Lingao, news of the "Maid Revolution," the Executive Committee's resignation, and the impending Second General Assembly had reached Guangzhou through casual radio chats between Zhang Yuchen and his sister, Zhang Yu. Not long ago, they had received an official telegram announcing the Executive Committee's resignation and the formation of the caretaker cabinet.

The news unsettled the Guangzhou Station personnel. Under the previous Executive Committee's leadership, the station's development had been smooth sailing. Now they suddenly heard there was to be a change of leadership—though they knew it was arguably the proper course. Hearing that the maid issue had stirred up serious internal strife only deepened the anxiety of these staff members stationed far from home. First, they feared internal disputes could split the collective; second, they worried about becoming targets for certain elements within the group. When it came to possessing women, everyone at the Guangzhou Station except Pepi was "over quota." Their colleagues back in Lingao were agonizing over personal secretaries, while here they were surrounded by lovely maids and concubines. If those people ever saw this, they would be torn limb from limb.

Should someone with ulterior motives whip up the "Guangzhou issue," there was no telling what decisions the caretaker cabinet might make against the station under pressure from "public opinion." The recent establishment of an audit department, coupled with rumors of a comprehensive financial audit and inspection of all departments, only deepened their concerns. If problems were sought, they would be found: the Guangzhou Station handled enormous sums of money, grain, and goods—there had to be irregularities. It all depended on whether anyone intended to make an issue of it.

Guo Yi was particularly anxious about his own future. Though he was station chief—the transmigrated collective's number-one general in the commercial and foreign-trade arena—his status remained a problem. To this day, he still held only a temporary ID.

If someone intented to single out a negative example from the Guangzhou Station, he—an outsider with no power base within the collective—was the ideal candidate.

The telegram had two parts. The first requested that the Guangzhou Station quickly prepare a batch of women in Guangzhou—"women who suit modern tastes"—with basic requirements of good health, regular features, and unbound feet, aged between sixteen and twenty-five.

"…Three to four hundred in number," Zhang Yuchen read. "If genuinely difficult, at least one hundred must be shipped to Lingao by the end of January 1630. Expenses are to be listed under the special-expenditure category."

"It's not that there are none, but assembling that many will be hard," Zhang Xin muttered. The Guangzhou refugee camp was under his management.

The second part of the telegram informed them of the Second General Assembly's schedule. They were to conduct proposal submissions and discussions in Guangzhou as well. Assembly proposals advancing to full discussion would be delivered by Navy transport ships. The Guangzhou Station's proposals could be submitted by telegraph.

Finally, they were reminded that they must return to Lingao by January 25 to attend the General Assembly. One or two could remain behind at their discretion; the choice was up to the station.

"I'll stay behind," Guo Yi said. "I'm probably the most suitable."

Everyone knew that, strictly speaking, Guo Yi was not a member of the transmigrated collective. Whether he had the right to speak or vote at the Assembly was an open question; whether he attended was not a major concern.

"I think you'd better go back," Yan Maoda said. "For one thing, there's the Assembly; for another, it's also a work report. The Guangzhou Station has been operating for over a year now, and the Executive Committee surely owes everyone an accounting. You're the one in overall charge; not going would look bad."

Guo Yi nodded. Beyond its explicit meaning, Yan Maoda's remark carried a second implication: if he avoided going back, people would not assume it was about voting rights—they might instead suspect he had done something shady in Guangzhou and dared not return to report.

Zhang Xin added, "I agree. As for staying behind, Pepi and I will do it." Zhang Xin was essentially the station's general manager, familiar with every aspect; with him there, things would run smoothly.

No one objected. Pepi had no interest whatsoever in General Assemblies. She was wholly absorbed in Ziming Tower, adeptly navigating among officials and the powerful, reveling in the flattery of men. From time to time, she hosted local notables and their cherished mistresses at her little salon. Her life was infinitely fulfilling; Lingao held no appeal.

Zhang Yuchen, on the other hand, was eager to go back. He would finally get to meet Zhang Yu in person. After more than a year of radio chats, he was dying to see this girl. He had even scoured Guangzhou for pretty little trinkets and clothing to present to her.

"The issue is preparing the girls—that's not easy, and they're in such a hurry," Zhang Xin said. "Three or four hundred girls meeting these requirements can't be rounded up at short notice. Even a hundred is difficult."

"First, let's see how many girls in the refugee camp fall within this age range," Yan Maoda said. "As long as they're the right age, healthy, with unbound feet and a minimum height of 1.55 meters, that should be enough. As for 'meeting modern aesthetic tastes'—that standard is too vague; just ignore it."

"Even so, there aren't enough." Zhang Xin retrieved an account book from a locked cabinet in the safe house. "As of last Sunday's count, not counting age, females total just over six hundred. Those in the target age bracket are under a hundred. Everything else is a non-starter."

"Besides, they're all sallow and emaciated—hardly 'healthy.' The caretaker cabinet definitely won't be satisfied if we send them to Lingao."

Local procurement was an option, of course, but the cost would be steep. Girls in the hands of slave traders commanded high prices. More importantly, a purchase on this scale could not be concealed. This was not their usual practice of picking up vagrants off the street under the guise of charity; this was a single bulk purchase of several hundred young women. Anywhere in the world, that would attract considerable attention.

After a moment's thought, Zhang Xin said, "How about this: tell Sun Kecheng to buy in areas where Rising Power Escort Agency has outposts—Guangdong and Jiangxi. Maybe a dozen per location. Added up, that could amount to around a hundred. Then we find some suitable candidates in the refugee camp."

Everyone found this workable. Yan Maoda smiled. "It's a good thing we took a controlling stake in Rising Power back then. With this subcontractor, everything's so much easier. Boss Sun is upright and reliable."

Over the past year and a half, Rising Power had leveraged the transmigrated collective's funding and ever-expanding business to grow from a small escort agency into a giant renowned throughout Guangdong. Setting aside its "external-counter" operations, the agency's core business alone now boasted over three hundred registered escorts.

"Rising Power will definitely come up at the meeting when I go back to Lingao," Guo Yi said. "The agency's grown large. They're only partners with us—there's still a layer in between. Their autonomy is too great. Right now, that's not a big issue, but once the authorities get involved, it may not be so easy to manage."

"True," Zhang Xin nodded. "And Rising Power has basically become a Jiangxi gang. Boss Sun is a good man, but his approach to hiring is traditional."

Almost every escort in Rising Power was a disciple or protégé of Sun Kecheng and his martial-arts brothers—or a fellow townsman or relative. The overwhelming majority hailed from Boss Sun's home region. Those from elsewhere were almost all assigned to the external counter.

This system fostered tight cohesion but inevitably smacked of nepotism. And such clannishness posed a latent threat to the transmigrated collective.

"I think we should absorb Rising Power—bring it completely under our control," Yan Maoda said. "If we don't take it over now, it'll only get harder once the scale expands further."

"How do we do that?" Guo Yi had pondered this too but had not found a good solution.

"Scatter the sand."

"You mean insert our own people? That would be difficult!" Zhang Xin shook his head. "Sun Kecheng's group sticks together tight. Inserting outsiders is nearly impossible. If we force it, we risk hurting feelings."

"I said scatter, not insert." Yan Maoda explained: "Right now, the Jiangxi clique in Rising Power is a lump of sand, compacted tight here in Guangdong. But if we scatter them across the country? The lump falls apart."

"You mean we should have Rising Power expand nationwide?!"

"Exactly," Yan Maoda nodded. "There's no real need to go nationwide—first establish presence in Jiangsu–Zhejiang and the capital. Once the scale grows, the current personnel will have to disperse. Old Boss Sun will probably be thrilled to see his disciples going off to run their own operations. And that's when we insert our people at the local level."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 527 - The Guangzhou Proposal

"Where exactly do we source this 'sand'?" Zhang Yuchen asked, frowning. "Escort work demands specialized training. You can't just round up refugees and expect them to perform."

"We won't use ordinary refugees. We need proper personnel trained in Lingao," Yan Maoda replied. "Remember Zhou Shizhai from Rising Power? He's serving as a guest adviser in Public Security now. Boss Sun speaks highly of him; the man knows every trick in the escort trade. We should have him handle the professional training. As we establish our commercial fronts, we'll gradually insert these new men, eventually breaking up that insular Jiangxi clique currently running Rising Power. Ideally, we'll absorb some of them into other departments in Lingao."

Meng Xian, the increasingly prominent chief manager of the Delon Bank in Guangzhou, absently stroked his new whiskers. He was growing them out to counter his youthful appearance, which sometimes made major clients hesitate. "No need to worry about Rising Power getting ideas," he said. "We control the purse strings. What good is their solidarity? The moment Delon freezes their accounts, Rising Power shuts down."

Zhang Xin laughed. "Who freezes their own account? Old Yan, aren't you being paranoid? Creating a crisis where there is none. Rising Power today isn't the agency of the past. Without our management, Sun Kecheng probably couldn't even list all the enterprises under his banner, let alone run them."

The commercial properties nominally under Rising Power—inns, restaurants, warehouses, logistics, and shipping—were now firmly under Yan Maoda's control. While escort agencies traditionally operated ancillary businesses like warehouses and mule inns, their antiquated business philosophy and management style could not compete with modern methods. As the Guangzhou Station expanded its investments, Yan Maoda had completely subsumed this sector. Sun Kecheng didn't mind; he and his men were martial artists, not merchants. As long as the Australian managers continued to invest and expand the business, he was content to sit back, share the profits, and find decent jobs for his townsmen and relatives.

"Exactly!" Meng Xian added brashly. "Financial and managerial authority are in our hands. Sun Kecheng only controls the muscle."

"I never said Rising Power would revolt. Old Sun is reliable. But local cliques are harmful to the organization," Yan Maoda said, picking up a water pipe. In Guangzhou's wealthy circles, fashionable paper cigarettes were in vogue, but Yan Maoda had gone native. His pipe was a masterpiece worth over fifty taels: fine white copper engraved with intricate patterns and inlaid with pearls, crystal, and agate—crafted by the master jewelers of Purple Treasure Studio. A delicate Eight-Treasure openwork silk cover, painstakingly stitched by his chambermaid over a month, protected it from the winter chill.

He lit a jasmine-scented paper spill from a candle and unified flame and tobacco himself. Outside, a servant would handle this; in the mansion, a personal maid. But here in the safe house, they dropped the pretenses.

He took a few deep puffs, exhaling a plume of smoke. "Rising Power's status must be resolved. Their escorts are deployed across our various enterprises for security. Their reliability is critical." He paused for another drag. "There's a deeper concern. We sell 'Australian goods'; our connection to the Australian merchants—or the fact that we are Australians—is an open secret among Guangzhou's elite. If Lingao clashes with the Great Ming, Rising Power's stance becomes uncertain. Sun and his core brothers are honorable, but the agency has expanded too fast. Who knows if rogues have slipped in? If Sun is forced to distance himself from us, our entire network in Guangdong collapses."

The other three nodded grimly.

"I think we need to standardize our narrative," Zhang Xin said. "First, we must categorically deny we are Australians."

This went without saying. They now held formal Great Ming household registrations; claiming overseas origin would only invite disaster.

"Second, regarding the source of goods—there's no need to hide it. It comes from Lingao. The news of Lingao's great iron ship and the regular Gaoguang Shipping runs is hardly a secret in Guangzhou anymore."

"We've all considered this," Guo Yi interjected, sipping his cold tea. "I wonder if we should fragment Rising Power rather than hanging everything under one banner. Their ties to the three Purple-family enterprises are too visible. Any observer can see the connection. If the Guangzhou Station ever has to go underground or withdraw, Rising Power will be implicated."

Yan Maoda nodded. "Correct. Moving forward, our national expansion shouldn't use the Rising Power name. Once we've openly broken with the Ming, we should move quickly to secure Guangdong and Guangxi, but pushing north won't happen overnight."

The group debated how to restructure the agency.

"Why don't we submit a reorganization proposal for Rising Power at the General Assembly?" Zhang Xin suggested.

"That's off-topic," Meng Xian waved a hand dismissively. "The Assembly is for electing a new Executive Committee and setting grand strategy. Rising Power's internal structure is an operational detail."

"Whether it counts or not, bringing proposals is better than arriving empty-handed," Guo Yi argued. "It shows we take the General Assembly seriously."

Yan Maoda smiled. "Actually, we have a much better proposal." He paused for effect. "It concerns Xiao Guo's status—and others in his situation. They can't remain 'temporary' forever. We need a formal ruling."

Zhang Xin nodded vigorously. "Yes, that is a major issue."

"I absolutely support Guo Yi receiving the same treatment as everyone else: full voting rights and shares," Meng Xian stated. "Anyone who disagrees can go screw themselves."

"Xiao Meng, that's not appropriate…" Guo Yi murmured, worried that Meng Xian's foul language might slip out at the Assembly and damage their cause.

"Given the Guangzhou Station's track record over the past year, the results speak for themselves. If someone with such contributions isn't a comrade, who is?" Yan Maoda said. "Anyone opposing your rights is rotten to the core."

Pepi pursued her lips. "Xiao Guo is the best. Why shouldn't he be equal? If anyone makes trouble, I'll go find Director Ma personally!" She struck a pose, hands on her slender hips.

Zhang Xin laughed. "Exactly. Xiao Guo earned his place long ago. In my view, the two from ATF and the four members of the Ming family should also have equal rights. Forget the size of the contribution—we all came on the same boat. Unless someone is actively sabotaging us, we should all be equal. There's no reason to artificially distinguish 'permanent' from 'temporary' in this timeline."

"I agree," Zhang Yuchen said. "We've crossed into a new world—are we really going to maintain a caste system of regular and temporary workers?"

Guo Yi was touched by their support. He offered a few words of thanks, then pivoted back to business. "What worries me is that some people at the Assembly may attack our lifestyle. Does anyone have a strategy for that? If questions explain our spending, we need an answer."

Silence fell around the table. In terms of comfort, the Guangzhou Station staff were likely the most privileged of all transmigrators. Even Meng Xian, a newcomer, lived like a lord. Posing as major merchants required a certain level of opulence; they couldn't appear shabby. But the "woman problem"—the issue causing the greatest uproar back in Lingao—was hardly a blip in Guangzhou.

Guo Yi was relatively cautious, keeping only one chambermaid. Yan Maoda and Zhang Xin each had two. Meng Xian, young and vigorous, had already acquired four maids and concubines. Zhang Yuchen, harboring feelings for Zhang Yu, had discreetly taken only one.

"According to Zhang Yu, Chang Shide in Leizhou has become a target," Zhang Yuchen said. "People are accusing him of embezzlement—buying women with public funds, using his position for private gain. The heat is intense. Someone has already proposed a hearing, demanding he explain himself. He'll have a tough time at the Assembly."

"Honestly, Old Chang's situation is blown out of proportion!" Zhang Xin said indignantly. "How much could a few women cost? Besides, opening a station in Leizhou requires servants for the household—it's incidental. I'll be blunt: if you don't sleep with a woman a few times and 'break her in,' she'll feel you don't trust her."

Meng Xian nodded vigorously. "Shiba! Exactly right. Take my maids—before I bedded them, they were like wooden dummies…"

Pepi frowned. "Too vulgar. All this 'bedded' talk—can't you men discuss something else?"

"That's the point," Zhang Xin said, waving his hand carelessly. "Even back in the old world—if a couple dates for a while and nothing happens, can you really say there's feeling?"

"Old Chang is just like us. Having women around is normal here; not having them would be strange," Yan Maoda reasoned. "We should remind the new leadership not to split hairs on this issue. We're in the 17th century, after all."

(End of Chapter)
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"The Executive Committee isn't stupid—they understand the necessity. The worry is that some people will pretend not to," Yan Maoda sighed, tapping ash from his pipe. "According to Zhang Yu and others, the comrades back in Lingao are furious about the distribution of benefits over the past year. If an opportunist seizes on that resentment, who knows how this will end? We need to prepare our defense now. Anyone who targets Chang Shide won't hesitate to target us next."

"Not just defense—we need to go on the offensive. submit a formal proposal!" Zhang Xin said, leaning forward. "Declare the rights of overseas personnel. Rights aren't given; they're fought for."



Leizhou, Haian Harbor

Since the mysterious death of Master Zhu the Third and the dissolution of the Haiyi Hall, the sugar merchants of Haian Street had reorganized into the "Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild." The monopoly on Leizhou sugar sales had passed entirely to the South China Sugar Refinery. For the transmigrates, this was a major victory—though the season's profits had been somewhat eroded by the high-interest loans taken out during the price war.

After the dust settled, Chang Shide moved into Master Zhu's former mansion on Haian Street. As spoils of war, the estate had been unceremoniously claimed by the company.

Zhu An's mansion wasn't massive, but it was elegant and well-built—a far cry from the noisy, industrial chaos of the South Gate Pond factory complex. Chang Shide managed this relocation under the pretext that, as the Guild's Secretary-General—or "Chief Steward"—he needed a base closer to the other merchants. He moved in with his women and his secretary, Wen Qing, officially establishing the Zhu residence as the Leizhou Station headquarters. The former storefronts of Zhu An's "Riyicheng" firm were re-branded and absorbed into the South China Sugar Company's operations.

Wen Tong remained at South Gate Pond to oversee production, while Zhan Tianxiong split his time between the factory and the Zou Monk Temple, which was currently under reconstruction as a forward outpost.

Because Haian was the primary port connecting Leizhou to Lingao, the station's center of gravity had naturally shifted there. The Lingao Construction Company had renovated the mansion thoroughly, turning it into a comfortable and secure command center.

In the mansion's safe room, Chang Shide reclined on a wooden couch piled with cushions, wrapped in a thin silk-padded robe against the seventeenth-century chill. Across from him sat Wen Tong, dressed like a prosperous petty merchant in a thick gown and a puffy cotton cap. Zhan Tianxiong occupied a heavy armchair, looking like a rough-and-tumble street peddler in his short jacket and trousers.

The three men studied a secret letter from Lingao. The Qiongzhou Strait was narrow enough that even without radio—which they hadn't been issued—couriers could make the crossing in half a day.

The letter was an official notice from the caretaker cabinet, identical to the one received in Guangzhou. They knew the political storm brewing across the water.

Wen Tong and Zhan Tianxiong were trying to dissuade Chang Shide from returning for the General Assembly.

"It's clearly a trap," Zhan Tianxiong warned. "Old Chang, I know you're not afraid, but they want to make an example of you. You can't let your guard down."

"Exactly," Wen Tong added. "The masses are in an uproar over the 'woman issue.' You, with your five women, are a lightning rod. If you go back, the incels will mob you. You won't even get a chance to explain."

"Old Wen! When did I ever have five women? Rumors are deadly," Chang Shide complained. "Didn't A'Zhu go to you? And A'Luo is just... a trainee. I'm cultivating her potential."

"Try explaining 'cultivating potential' to a crowd whose only nightly companion is Miss Five Fingers," Wen Tong retorted. "I can already picture it: high dunce caps, placards around our necks, struggle sessions..." The imagery was drawn vividly from his father's stories of the Cultural Revolution.

"It doesn't matter," Chang Shide said, dismissing the fear. "Hiding in Xuwen solves nothing. If I don't go back, the new cabinet will just order me back for discipline anyway. At least if I go now, I can face the Committee members directly. For overseas personnel, the woman issue isn't just physiological—it's operational."

"The Executive Committee has resigned. The caretaker cabinet is a lame duck. What's the point?" Wen Tong shook his head.

"The core leadership won't change much," Zhan Tianxiong noted. "But I'm afraid some of them might sacrifice you to appease the mob."

"Am I, Chang Shide, the sort of man who can be easily sacrificed?" Chang Shide scoffed. "Any turtle-egg who thinks they can scapegoat me has another thing coming. I'm one of the 'masses' too."

A bell chimed inside the room—the signal that someone was outside. Indigenous staff were strictly barred from the secure area.

Chang Shide stepped out and returned a moment later with a small bamboo tube. "Pigeon post from Guangzhou," he announced. "Rare. Something's happened."

"Trouble?" Zhan Tianxiong asked.

"Let's see." Chang Shide broke the wax seal, unrolled the scroll, and decoded the message. His expression shifted from curiosity to vindication.

"Guangzhou gets it!" he exclaimed, slapping the paper on the table. "In matters like this, we can only rely on ourselves."

Wen Tong read the decoded message and nodded. "They're right. We need to fight back."

"The people in Lingao don't understand the operational environment," Zhan Tianxiong agreed. "They see corruption; we see necessary cover."

Chang Shide was animated now. "It seems only comrades in the same trench truly understand the struggle." He waved his hand decisively. "We'll submit a proposal too! Let those shut-ins in Lingao know the reality of overseas work!"



Outside Bairen Fortress, Army Training Cadre Garrison

In a conference room where the lights blazed but the typhoon shutters were sealed tight, a secret meeting was underway.

Around a long table littered with rum bottles, six or seven young officers sat with ramrod-straight spines. They wore identical Army uniforms, Sam Browne belts buckled tight, doing their utmost to project an aura of martial discipline that clashed slightly with the scattered alcohol.

"Comrades!" Zhang Bolin's voice was low and forceful. "The thirteenth meeting of the Young Officers' Club will now begin! All rise for 'The Young Officer's Song'!"

A chorus of off-key male voices broke into a rewriting of the "Panzer Lied." The lyrics were clumsy and the rhythm ragged, but the enthusiasm was genuine. They bellowed the song with a fervor that made up for the lack of musicality.

"Comrades," Zhang Bolin intoned solemnly after the singing died down. "Our Club has existed for exactly one year. The collective's tremendous achievements are inseparable from the selfless combat of the Army!" He swept his gaze across the room. "Now, we face a turning point. The Army is the bedrock of the regime, and the Young Officers' Club must be its steel core—ready to defend the revolution against sabotage from any quarter!"

"Long live!" the officers shouted, stamping their boots three times in unison.

"Next, Wei Aiwen will speak!"

Wei Aiwen stood, adjusted his belt, and marched to the podium with strict, eighty-centimeter goose-steps, brimming with performative Germanic spirit. He clicked his heels sharply before turning to address the room.

The Young Officers' Club was a clique of young men united by a fanatical, almost fetishistic admiration for the German military tradition—specifically the Wehrmacht of the Third Reich.

Within the transmigrator Army, the officer corps was divided. The first stream consisted of genuine veterans—former PLA or paramilitary men like He Ming and Ying Yu—who held the key command positions and delivered professional results. The second stream was the "civilian officers" like Wei Aiwen—military enthusiasts from the old world who had memorized tank specifications and battle orders but had never held a gun before Landing Day. While the veterans viewed them with a mix of amusement and skepticism, the young officers compensated with theoretical passion and an intense, self-imposed discipline.

(End of Chapter)
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Among the civilian officers, men like Pan Da and You Laohu—fierce fighters, crack shots, and willing killers—held genuine respect within the Army despite their lack of formal background. But many others, who had stumbled into company command on sheer enthusiasm, found themselves sidelined. Only Wei Aiwen, leveraging his knack for theatricality into a career in "political work," had climbed to the top of the Political Department. Zhang Bolin was another outlier; obsessed with artillery, he had doggedly mastered the operation of muzzle-loading cannons under Lin Shenhe, carving out a niche where the modern expertise of professional artillerists like Ying Yu was less applicable.

These two were the de facto leaders of the Young Officers' Club, jokingly dubbed the "Class of '80 Party." They shared a specific aesthetic ambition: fiery youth, gleaming jackboots, and glittering bayonets. In their heads, they were commanding Panzer divisions at Kharkov or leading the counterattack in Operation Spring Awakening, dreaming of Oak Leaves and Swords at their throats while standing atop King Tiger tanks.

Reality was a cruel contrast. They wore featureless, minimalist gray cotton uniforms with limp cloth shoulder boards. Their Sam Browne belts were locally made from foul-smelling, poorly tanned hide. There were no Iron Crosses here—only a few sleeve stripes for those who had defended Bopu.

Daily life was a grind of endless drill—no tanks, no Blitzkrieg. Mornings began on the parade ground, where they drilled their companies after being drilled themselves by the PLA veterans of the Training Cadre. Bespectacled history buffs lectured them on nineteenth-century "firing by ranks" and linear tactics. In this, everyone started from zero, yet the professionals still outperformed the amateurs; companies led by veterans consistently marched straighter and shot truer than those led by the Class of '80.

The militarist dreams of the new timeline met the hard wall of logistics. Everything—uniforms, boots, rifles, ammunition—was rationed by the Planning Commission. Every musket and cannon was a battle for resources; practice ammunition was counted by the round; even fish rations were calculated to the gram.

The soldiers were clumsy. Hands calloused by hoes did not easily adapt to rifles. A simple "eyes right" could take a day to teach. After hours of shouting and correcting posture until throats were raw and arms ached, the formations would still raggedly disintegrate.

After drill came inspections, political instruction, and the weekly five-kilometer march. Every month, they were dispatched to "support construction"—a dual-purpose policy echoing both socialist states and Roman legions: building endurance while building infrastructure.

The "Grand Army" they had toiled to build was barely a regiment strong. They were not generals commanding legions; they were company commanders of a small, under-equipped militia.

Reality had taught the Class of '80 a hard lesson: a powerful army is built by systems and industry, not by introducing one or two modern weapons or clever tactics.

And so, their frustrated militarism coalesced into the Young Officers' Club.

Their credo was ambitious: an army with the scale of the Soviets, the aesthetic of the Wehrmacht, and the logistics of the Americans.

But the Executive Committee and the military leadership had adopted a strictly Navy-centric philosophy. The Army was kept small—just enough to police the county and defend the base. Including the Training Cadre and auxiliaries, the entire land force numbered less than three thousand men.

This created a bottleneck reminiscent of the Weimar Republic's Reichswehr: too few officer slots, especially at senior levels. Promotion was glacial. While the Navy already had indigenous captains and lieutenants, the Army had yet to produce a single indigenous company commander. It grated on them. If indigenous naval officers began outranking transmigrator Army officers, where was their pride?

Wei Aiwen gripped the podium, his voice rising with theatrical passion. "…Our environment is fraught with peril. On land: the Ming, the Manchus. At sea: Zheng Zhilong, Liu Xiang, pirate fleets. And our Army? A measly dozen companies! Not a single horse! Artillery man-hauled, ammo on backs, not even a shadow of a machine gun!" He took a dramatic breath. "The Executive Committee preaches patience for the sake of economic construction. We have been patient. We haven't complained."

He leaned forward, eyes scanning the room. "But although obedience is a soldier's first duty, I must state this clearly: certain individuals on the Executive Committee have allowed personal bias to warp our development. The Navy feasts while the Army starves."

He ticked off the grievances on his fingers. "Since the Typewriter went into production, the Army hasn't received one. Yet the Navy? Even their unarmed transports have them! Look at the cannons: every heavy gun produced goes to the ships. The total projectile weight of a single naval volley exceeds our entire artillery corps! Comrades—is this acceptable?"

"It is not!" Zhang Bolin shouted, the memory of his pathetic 12-pounder field guns burning in his mind compared to the majesty of a naval broadside.

"Who plants the flag on the enemy bastion? Who defends the regime with bayonets when the walls are breached? The Army!" Wei Aiwen shouted. "Let the Navy try parking a battleship at the gates of Bairen Fortress!"

"Long live the Army!" the officers roared, stomping their boots.

"History warns us: navies are unreliable. Who stabbed the Second Reich in the back? The sailors at Kiel! Who fired the fatal shot at the Russian Empire? The sailors of the Aurora!" Wei Aiwen's agitprop skills were fully deployed now. "The soldiers who bled in the trenches for four years were betrayed by mutinous sailors!"

He spoke with such conviction that he seemed to be channeling the ghost of a betrayed frontline soldier. The sparse audience was fully infected by his fervor.

"The Army must expand! Armaments must be upgraded!" He chopped his hand through the air. "We have sacrificed enough for the economy. Now, the Army must make its voice heard!"



Later that night

Qian Duo, a roving sentry on the late watch, reported nervously to the duty officer, You Laohu. There were still people in the Training Cadre conference room; despite the shuttered windows, he could hear shouting and singing.

"It's nothing," You Laohu said, not looking up from his logbook. "Director Wei is drunk. They get together once a month, drink too much, and talk nonsense. Ignore them."

After Qian Duo left, You Laohu hesitated over the watch journal. Regulations required recording all sentry reports. But Wei Aiwen's use of the room was already authorized, and their entry was logged. There was no need to highlight their drunken theatrics. You Laohu privately disdained their cosplay, but he wouldn't rat them out. They were all comrades, after all.



Outside the Church

Evening vespers had just concluded. Wu Shimang, resplendent in a black cassock with a silver cross, walked out of the church with a dignified, measured gait. Parishioners bowed as he passed; some reached out to kiss his hand. He smiled benevolently, making the sign of the cross over them, before walking out toward a stretch of wasteland the Church had recently purchased.

He had advised Lu Ruohua to buy the land early, predicting prices would spike as Lingao developed.

"Use two hundred piastres just for this scrubland?" Lu Ruohua had grumbled, still unconvinced. "How much higher could it possibly go?"

(End of Chapter)
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"Lingao will have substantial rigid demand for land in the future," Wu Shimang patiently counseled the priest. "Land will become very tight."

"Tight?" Lu Ruohua shook his head. "Dean Wu, there is plenty of uncultivated land in Lingao."

"It will become scarce in time. Don't you wish to secure more Church property?"

Under Wu Shimang's persistent coaxing, Lu Ruohua bought another parcel next to the Bairen Monastery.

"Foreigners just don't understand the power of a commodity economy," Wu Shimang thought, recalling the effort it had taken to persuade him. Lingao's land prices would certainly rise. Whether sold or developed for the Church's own use, the property would bring substantial returns. Wu Shimang had no interest whatsoever in religious matters, but he was very professional: having chosen religion as his vocation in this timeline, he had to manage Church assets well to demonstrate his value.

Wu Shimang returned to the monastery. At the entrance, a nun sweeping up hurried over to kiss his hand. Watching this elderly woman with dark, wrinkled skin kiss his ring, the Dean could not help fantasizing about how nice it would be if she were a lovely young sister instead. Alas, all dozen-plus nuns in the convent were grandmother-aged.

"Father Bai has returned. He is waiting in your office," the nun reported respectfully.

"Oh, he's back too." Wu Shimang nodded. Bai Duolu had spent the past several months accompanying Lu Ruohua, proselytizing among the Li people who came to Nanbao to trade. The results, he heard, were quite good.

Wu Shimang passed through the gate. The Bairen Monastery was modest in scale, without imposing edifices—merely a mixed Sino-Western compound of three courtyards. The first was the monastery's administrative offices. Owing to spartan conditions, the monastery had no chapel of its own and shared the Bairen Church. The rear two courtyards held dormitories, classrooms, and a handicraft workshop, housing the nuns and forcibly interned "bandit dependents"—mostly relatives of petty bandits, deemed low-risk. After a period of religious indoctrination and a passing assessment by Political Security, they could be given normal settlement; those who failed went to labor camps.

He entered his office. Bai Duolu was already waiting. Once pale-skinned, Bai Duolu's face was now dark—evidently he too had been roughing it, traveling and eating outdoors in Nanbao. His expression was dejected. He had heard about the Maid Revolution in Nanbao, but his identity as a priest made it awkward to agitate openly over women. Inwardly, however, he yearned.

Would there be a share of the maid distribution for him? Surely Xiao Zishan would not literally treat him as a monk and leave him out? Bai Duolu wondered how he might tactfully remind the General Affairs Office Director not to forget that benefit.

Fortunately, he had resolutely resisted Director Wen's demand that he take formal holy orders; he had joined the Church only in a secular capacity. Otherwise, his lower half/body's happiness in this lifetime would have been ruined. His faith was not exactly rock-solid, but he could not bring himself to treat religion as sheer instrumentality the way Wu Shimang did.

The sight of this counterfeit monastery dean, rosy-cheeked and evidently thriving, told Bai Duolu that Wu Shimang was doing very well for himself in Bairen Fortress. Each time Bai Duolu returned to report, the church and monastery had either expanded or upgraded facilities. The former training manager clearly still had strong operational skills—under his stewardship, the Church was beginning to take shape.

"Xiao Bai, how are you? You look well. Spreading the faith successfully, are you?" Wu Shimang plopped into a chair.

"Call me Bai Duolu, please," Bai Duolu said with some pain. "And it's 'spreading the Gospel,' not 'the faith.' You can't use such a neutral term."

At Bai Duolu's insistence, Wu Shimang had secretly received baptism—Bai Duolu simply could not accept an unbaptized man running the Church. After the baptism, Bai Duolu also gave him a few lessons in basic religious knowledge and assigned him a handful of introductory catechism books, lest he make a fool of himself in Church matters. It seemed the gentleman had made little progress in this regard.

"Fine—the believers, er, no… the flock has grown considerably?"

"The results are significant," Bai Duolu said briefly. "But never mind that. You had me rush back before the Assembly—what's this about?"

"I thought of you precisely because you're one of us—so you could get a good rest. Nanbao's conditions aren't as good as here. Besides, accompanying that priest must be dull." Wu Shimang poured him a cup of tea from a vacuum flask. "There's also the question of our Church's future direction."

Bai Duolu thought: this man has really grown into the role of dean—now earnestly pondering the Church's future. He knew that Director Wen and the Executive Committee grandees had no religious sensibility whatsoever; they were naked pragmatists. In their hands, the Church would inevitably be a mere tool. What Wu Shimang called "the Church's future direction" was simply about making the Church a better tool for the transmigrated collective—and extracting greater personal advantage in the process.

Bai Duolu himself had no interest in the clerical profession. His background was printing; he had some knowledge of surveying and field exploration, and now held a concurrent post with the long-range reconnaissance team, doing surveying work when out "proselytizing" and occasionally conducting social surveys for the Social Work Office. Either pursuit struck him as more interesting than tagging along behind the priest as an attendant to spread the faith.

"How the Church develops is up to the Executive Committee," Bai Duolu said indifferently. "Wasn't this Church set up on the Executive Committee's instructions in the first place?"

"Xiao Bai—ah—" Wu Shimang started to speak, saw Bai Duolu's displeased look, and quickly corrected himself. "Old Bai, your thinking is too old-fashioned. The leadership has so much on its plate—how can they possibly think of everything for us? This is exactly where we should exercise initiative. They don't handle day-to-day operations; they don't understand grassroots conditions the way we do." He rose and began pacing around the office. "At this Second General Assembly, our Church should present a comprehensive, sound development proposal for the incoming leadership to consider."

"That's possible, but what new tricks can religious activity really offer?" Bai Duolu mused. The usual tools were education and charity. Even in Nanbao, where Lu Ruohua could not run schools, he had started with simple acts of kindness.

"This isn't about tricks," Wu Shimang shook his head. "Our Church should vie for the important task of ideological work among the masses. Right now, brainwashing of the indigenous population is inadequate, and no dedicated institution is doing it—it's a blank space." This conclusion was not baseless. Though Dean Wu had shown no interest in studying doctrine, he had read extensively on church history in his spare time and had developed considerable insight. He also frequently discussed ideas with parishioners and kept copious notes on ideological trends.

Wu Shimang believed that the spiritual life of Lingao's indigenous population was utterly barren—they did not even have the religious life typical of traditional societies. Limited by economic circumstances, though the county had a few temples, most were in a half-dead state; seldom did any temple have a resident monk or Taoist. All manner of folk superstition flourished, with non-professional witches and shamans widespread.

"Propaganda directed at the indigenous population is still very inadequate. Beyond a few broad slogans, attention is focused on those within the system; those outside are seriously neglected. Systemic brainwashing has not been carried out. Right now, the problem isn't visible, but in the future it will be enormous!" Wu Shimang spoke gravely, his manner utterly serious.

"The Church should seize this opportunity. Exploiting the vacuum in local beliefs and the prevalence of superstition, it should advance into every aspect of social life—not just do a bit of charity and call it a day."

Bai Duolu was astonished. He had not expected this former HR and training manager to be so ambitious. Evidently, he was positioning the Church at the level of a "state church." Now that Wu Shimang laid it out, Bai Duolu also felt that the transmigrated collective was too deficient in the superstructure domain, too fixated on climbing the tech tree and developing productive forces.

"What do you have in mind?" Despite himself, Bai Duolu was drawn in by the grand scheme.

"Since you're one of us, I'll tell you," Wu Shimang said. "I want to start with weddings, funerals, and celebrations."

Bai Duolu was puzzled for a few minutes before it dawned on him.

"That's highly unlikely. The force of custom is very strong!" Bai Duolu knew that folkways were stubborn; without major changes in the social environment, they scarcely shifted.

"Customs can change—but only if a powerful force impacts society," Wu Shimang said, full of confidence. "Right now, the transmigrated collective is impacting this traditional society. If we want to change social customs, this is the ideal moment!"

Starting with the customs of daily life would habituate the populace to the Church's presence. So-called "faith" among the masses mostly manifested as superstition. According to Malinowski's "social functionalist" theory, superstition and religion were society's way of releasing internal pressure and stabilizing its structure. If pressure did not disappear, superstition could not be eradicated; new superstitions would spring up endlessly—unless society itself was destroyed.

The future empire would certainly not be an earthly paradise. Since social pressure would persist, offering the masses "spiritual opium"—guaranteeing their afterlife—would be an effective approach.

"Rather than let superstition—including those highly dangerous cults—fill the void, let us provide a faith for them," Wu Shimang had clearly thought this through. "Extend the Church's influence into every stratum of society, ensuring that the future empire maintains a high degree of unity in the ideological domain!"

(End of Chapter)
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Yan Maoda's initial role at the Guangzhou Station had been overseeing Purple Treasure Studio, the station's front for luxury goods and curios. That business was now mature: production and sales were thriving, and it was even attracting deposits. With operations running on autopilot, Yan found himself bored. As a former jewelry company manager, he had no desire to simply repeat his old career in this new timeline. He needed a new project, if only for amusement.

Meng Xian approached the problem from a different angle. Trade between the Guangzhou Station and Gao Ju generated massive cash flow. While much was reinvested to purchase materials and labor for Lingao, a significant surplus inevitably sat idle. This left the Delon Bank Guangzhou Branch, which Meng Xian managed, with very healthy—but unproductive—cash reserves.

Holding cash was fine, but deposits didn't grow on their own. To generate profit, money had to be lent. Yet Meng Xian dared not wade lightly into the deep waters of traditional Chinese credit markets; the customary rules of 17th-century finance were a minefield for an outsider.

So far, the branch had only lent a fraction of its reserves, mostly to borrowers within the Gao Ju network. While secure, the scale was too small—less than twenty percent of available funds.

The "Sugar War" changed his perspective. The Leizhou Station's enormous demand for capital during that crisis highlighted a new market: the Leizhou sugar industry.

The capital requirements for sugar were staggering—not just for procurement during milling season, but for upfront investment in cultivation. Beyond the plantations directly controlled by the South China Sugar Company, the station was promoting "sugar-cane cultivation cooperatives." To boost output, they needed to issue small loans to individual farmers. These loans demanded more capital than the micro-finance initiatives run by the Tiandihui in Lingao, and the administrative burden was heavy. The Leizhou staff viewed the paperwork as an ordeal.

The two sides found common ground instantly. Meng Xian proposed that the Guangzhou Delon Branch establish a dedicated office in Leizhou to handle these agricultural loans.

"Don't worry about staffing. Even if Lingao can't spare people, I can run a training class right here in Guangzhou. Micro-loan officers don't need advanced financial degrees," Meng Xian assured them, patting his chest.

"Will the Finance Commission approve this?"

"Cheng Dong won't refuse. Leizhou is unique—cash flow is explosive and volatile, with little steady commercial banking business. He'd be reluctant to waste a financial expert there. But if we open a branch office to support production, he'll agree."

For Chang Shide, the alliance made sense. Guangzhou was Leizhou sugar's primary market for both domestic sales and export. The station relied heavily on Guangzhou's support, and the financial muscle Yan Maoda had flexed during the Sugar War had left a deep impression.

"How will personnel be managed?"

"Administratively, they'll answer to you. Since they're indigenous staff, we need our own people keeping an eye on them," Meng Xian said. "But operationally, let the indigenous professionals manage themselves. That transition has to happen eventually."

"Do you think they're up to it?"

"Ha! Do you truly think we're innately superior?" Yan Maoda laughed. He pointed at himself. "Without Lingao's industrial system backing us, the locals would sell us into slavery and we'd be counting the money for them."

"I'm just afraid they won't understand our methods…"

"Relax. Their learning ability is no worse than ours. Some might even be sharper than certain comrades among us."

The second joint venture concerned trade with Vietnam. The Leizhou Sugar Company had opened a "sugar-for-rice" route, exchanging sugar for Vietnamese rice to secure a stable food supply for the collective. This single achievement laid the foundation for large-scale immigration and made Chang Shide one of the top contributors among all transmigrators.

This trade route fascinated Yan Maoda. If Leizhou sugar could find a market in Vietnam, so could Lingao's light industrial goods. Vietnam had its wealthy elites—Chang Shide had mentioned the plantation owner Wu Yujia. If a man like that could buy sugar, he could certainly afford mirrors, glassware, and other luxuries.

Conversely, Vietnam offered payment in rice—and potentially women. Yan had heard rumors of Vietnam's severe gender imbalance due to decades of civil war. Whether scientifically accurate or not, the prospect of a surplus of young women was enticing.

Since Guangzhou was too far away, Leizhou—only a day or two by sea—was the natural staging ground.

Thus, at Yan Maoda's proposal, they agreed to form a joint trading company headquartered in Leizhou. Guangzhou Station would supply the capital and merchandise (beyond sugar and rum); Leizhou Station would provide premises and logistics. Yan Maoda would handle operations.

"Old Zhan! How about you serve as general manager of this Vietnam Trading Company?" Yan Maoda suggested. "I can't be in Leizhou full-time; I need a steady hand on the tiller."

"I'm in intelligence. Trade is outside my scope," Zhan Tianxiong demurred cautiously. "And I'm no merchant."

"It doesn't matter. It's just a cover—keep the company running smoothly, and I'll handle the business deals," Yan Maoda pressed. "Besides, it's a perfect vehicle for gathering intelligence on Vietnam."

That point intrigued him. "Let me think about it. If I do this, my cover changes. I prefer keeping a low profile."

"If we're targeting Vietnam for intel, we need more comrades. We're shorthanded," Chang Shide noted. "I have the sugar guild and the cooperatives; I can't be everywhere."

"That's easy. There are plenty of comrades still without assignments. Anyone offered an overseas posting will jump for joy," Yan Maoda said with a sneer. "Mark my words—once the news is out, they'll beat down our door."

"Overseas work carries risk. And a Vietnam run…"

"Ha! A Vietnam run means the chance to buy Vietnamese girls at will. Do you think they'll care about risk?" Yan Maoda clapped Chang Shide on the shoulder. "The power of example is limitless. How many people denounce you publicly while secretly dreaming of becoming 'Chang Shide the Second'?"

"Heh." Chang Shide laughed awkwardly. "If that's the case, I'd recommend Bei Kai. He went to Vietnam with us before. Good man. Also Zhang Dabala—the old pirate speaks the language."

"If possible, we should set up a forward outpost in Vietnam," Yan Maoda mused ambitiously. "Yu Eshui says the north and south are at war, generating huge demand for arms. The Portuguese and Dutch are meddling; we should stick our oar in too. Fish in troubled waters, maybe force a few unequal treaties."

"First order of business should be taking out Wu Yujia," Chang Shide grumbled, still seething over the humiliation he'd suffered during their sugar deal. It had shattered his 'protagonist aura,' and he wanted payback.

Guo Yi remained silent through most of the discussion, nodding only when addressed. He agreed a joint venture was necessary, but he worried about the optics. The overseas stations were already "tall trees catching the wind." Even with Executive Committee approval, the internal gossip would be vicious.

"We need a PR campaign," Guo Yi said thoughtfully. "Our image right now is terrible."

"Nobody notices that Lingao's industry only runs because of the materials and labor we send back," Yan Maoda agreed. "They take it for granted."

"All they talk about is the women we've taken—they can't let it go," Chang Shide complained. "Is it easy for us? When we were dodging machetes to earn money for the collective, nobody gave a damn."

"We should talk to Ding Ding," Meng Xian suggested. "Get him to run some feature reports on the overseas stations. Show the hardship. Prove we're not just drinking and chasing skirts all day."

"The Lingao Times?" Yan Maoda sneered. "The masses hate that paper right now—and they hate Ding Ding. Mostly because they're jealous he gets to sleep with his foreign girlfriend whenever he wants."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 532 - The Dugu Qiuhun Case

The members of the Law-Studies Club were jubilant, but for Ma Jia, the victory brought immediate headaches. As the newly anointed head of the judiciary, his first official challenge was a minefield: how to handle the cases of Chang Shide and Dugu Qiuhun.

On the eve of the Assembly’s closing, someone had proposed a public trial—dragging both men before the Senate for a struggle session. The motion was rejected; the violence of the imagery was too extreme, and after days of contentious meetings, the exhausted delegates had little appetite for more drama. The extensive lobbying by the overseas stations had also done its work, killing the proposal in the cradle. Instead, the Assembly passed a compromise motion: a hearing would be held by the Honor Court after the session adjourned, supervised by the Senate Standing Committee.

Since it was a judicial matter, the hot potato landed squarely in Ma Jia's lap.

Ma Jia returned to his Maritime Court office in the Customs Building—he hadn't yet moved into the Executive Committee compound—and convened a small meeting of his key cadres. They were there to debrief and plan.

The Law-Studies Club was the undeniable winner of the Second General Assembly. Not only had Ma Jia secured a seat in the highest ruling circle, but the principle of "rule by law" had been enshrined in the collective's constitution, locking in the future of every legal specialist. Though decorum forbade cheering in the office, smiles were plastered on every face. An Xi was practically vibrating with glee, feeling that his legwork had been the catalyst for their total victory.

Trained legal minds tend to be efficient. There was no wasted talk. They quickly reviewed the situation and set the agenda for the next phase: the Club would continue to champion "pure scholarship" and "rule of law," using the newly passed Associations Law to strengthen their internal organization.

The final item was "dividing the spoils"—allocating positions within the new judicial system. As the head of the Arbitration Tribunal and the supreme judicial leader, Ma Jia held the keys to the kingdom. The entire Club had been waiting for this moment.

Ma Jia was cautious. He promised everyone would get a piece of the pie but set a condition: they first had to draft the blueprint for the system itself—legal traditions, trial procedures, organizational structure. They had to build the house before they could move in.

"Go back and discuss it. I want proposals by Thursday," Ma Jia ordered. "I need to submit the plan to the Executive Committee by Monday, then to the Senate. Once the structure is approved, we assign personnel. Don't slack off now."

"Will do!" they chorused, eyes bright with ambition.

As the meeting dispersed, with members already planning celebratory drinks at the Farm Café, Ma Jia held Ji Xin back.

"The Chang Shide and Dugu Qiuhun cases," Ma Jia said quietly. "I'm handing them to you."

Ji Xin hesitated. "What's the leadership's temperature on this?"

"Ambiguous. The directive from the top is 'don't let it blow up,'" Ma Jia said. "But be warned—many ordinary Senators and even some Executive Committee members don't share that leniency."

"I understand," Ji Xin nodded. "Leave it to me."

"It's in your hands."

Ma Jia had chosen Ji Xin carefully. He was articulate, mature, and prudent—qualities essential in a tangled political mess. More importantly, he was upright; he wouldn't try to leverage the cases for personal profit, unlike many others circling the waters.

Ma Jia handed him two files. Chang Shide's was thin; Dugu Qiuhun's was substantially thicker. The weight difference alone told Ji Xin where the real trouble lay.

"Chang Shide is at Guest House No. 1. Dugu Qiuhun is at the Army Club," Ma Jia said. "You can interview them anytime—they aren't going anywhere."

Ji Xin was assigned a temporary office in the Customs Building. He moved in immediately, bringing his sleeping bag and personal effects.

He knew Chang Shide's case was manageable. Exonerating him wouldn't be difficult because the leadership's orientation was fundamentally protective. The public anger over the "woman issue" had largely subsided after the Assembly; a few procedural maneuvers would likely see Chang Shide through without much controversy.

The real challenge was Dugu Qiuhun.

Dugu mobilizing the police to "suppress a riot" wasn't catastrophic in itself, and Ji Xin dismissed the hysterical claims of a "coup attempt." He believed Dugu's loyalty to the collective was absolute. The problem was that Dugu's expression of that loyalty had triggered a primal fear among the transmigrators: the fear that one of their own might use indigenous forces to threaten the group.

They were building an empire where the indigenous population would form the bulk of the military and administration. Securing the loyalty of the native elites was already a major anxiety. Now, Dugu had demonstrated the nightmare scenario: a transmigrator turning native guns on his comrades for political ends.

If the police hadn't been intercepted before reaching the fortress—if the locals had seen their "gods" scattering before native truncheons—the collective's prestige might have collapsed irreparably.

From that perspective, Dugu's conduct was indeed "extremely egregious." Severe punishment—removal from office, investigation, a lifetime ban on public service—was entirely justifiable.

But Ji Xin sensed deep waters.

The "Dugu Qiuhun Incident" wasn't isolated; it was part of the "Maid Revolution." Ji Xin hadn't marched that night—he disdained mob politics—but he suspected the Law-Studies Club wasn't clean. Ma Jia and Shan Liang leading the march together... was that really a coincidence? Or was Shan Liang just the detonator for a pre-planned explosion?

And beyond the Club? How many other shadows had moved behind the scenes that night? Recalling the Executive Committee's paralysis during the crisis, Ji Xin began to see the shape of the game.

He broke the seal on Dugu's file. It contained Political Security interrogations of every policeman present, reports from Bei Wei and Xue Ziliang, and transcripts of Ran Yao's conversations with Dugu.

The smoking gun was a handwritten order from Dugu himself, instructing Li Yayang to mobilize the Police Reserve Company.

The depositions of the indigenous officers made Ji Xin draw a sharp breath: multiple policemen testified that Dugu had ordered them to open the armory and take Minié rifles into the city.

Ordering indigenous personnel to enter the city armed without authorization was a fatal error. Regardless of intent, that single act was enough to destroy him. Pinning a "coup attempt" on him would be effortless.

Dugu Qiuhun's political career was dead. That was certain. The dilemma was how to bury the body. Ma Jia's instruction was "don't let it blow up," but the undercurrents both in and out of power wanted blood. Someone needed to pay for the scare.

Ji Xin decided to start at the source.

The day after the incident, Ran Yao and Mu Min had arrived at the East Gate Market Precinct. After a brief closed-door interrogation, a pale Dugu Qiuhun was stripped of his pistol and taken away. Mu Min took temporary command, bringing in fresh trainees from the Academy, while the original officers were carted off to a Political Security "study camp" for intensive debriefing.

Dugu had been held at the Army Club ever since. He lived in a comfortable room, received daily meeting minutes, and even voted in the Assembly by proxy, but he was effectively a prisoner.

When Ji Xin entered the room, Dugu looked surprisingly unbothered.

"Are you my defense lawyer?" Dugu waved a hand dismissively. "I'm not guilty. I don't need a defense!"

Ji Xin smiled faintly. "I'm not a lawyer. I'm a judge."

Dugu looked confused.

Ji Xin introduced himself and explained the Assembly's resolution regarding the Honor Court hearing.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 533 - The Unknown Number

"A pack of bastards!" Dugu Qiuhun ground the words out through clenched teeth. "I did all this for the collective—and these traitors hide behind the banner of 'democracy' to stab me in the back! They'll ruin everything sooner or later!"

Ji Xin waited for Dugu’s breathing to slow before he pressed him again on the events of that night.

"There's nothing new to tell. I've told Ran Yao a dozen times," Dugu snapped. "I was just mobilizing the squad to quell a riot—protecting the Executive Committee! Director Ma has poured out his blood and sweat for us, and these people sit around criticizing? Making trouble over a few women? Is their crotch more important than the Grand Strategy? Is there no justice?"

Ji Xin groaned inwardly. This guy. Invoking Ma Qianzhu as a saint at every turn was political suicide right now. It was practically handing ammunition to the anti-Ma faction.

"Stick to the facts," Ji Xin interrupted, his voice sharp. "Leave other people out of it."

It was useless. Dugu couldn't go three sentences without praising Ma Qianzhu. Ji Xin instinctively glanced around the room. Are there bugs? He dismissed the thought. Ran Yao wouldn't dare. Bugging fellow transmigrators was a third rail that would electrocute anyone who touched it. Besides, this was the Army Club—Ma Qianzhu’s turf.

"Tell me exactly what happened," Ji Xin ordered. "Forget the previous statements. Walk me through it again."

"Fine."

Dugu Qiuhun recounted the night’s timeline. It matched the files perfectly until he mentioned the trigger.

"So you only knew about the march after receiving a phone call?"

"Of course. I was sleeping at the outer perimeter station. I stay there every night for emergencies. Little did I expect I’d be rushing back to protect a bunch of ingrates..."

"Who called you?"

"Lots of people." Dugu waved a hand. "It was chaos. Calls coming in on my cell, on the office line..." He rattled off a list of names—friends, colleagues in the Army.

"Who told you they were 'besieging the Executive Committee'?"

"They all said—"

"No," Ji Xin corrected him. "One person you mentioned said 'protest march.' There's a difference." He leaned forward. "Think. Who used the word 'siege'? Who made it sound like a coup?"

"What's the difference?"

"A big difference."

Prompted effectively, Dugu struggled to separate the blurred memories. Finally, he frowned. "There was one call... I didn't recognize the voice."

"Are you sure?"

"Positive. Definitely not someone I knew."

"Whose number was it?"

"I don't know. Unfamiliar."

"Do you still have the call log?"

"It's on my phone." Dugu pointed to the table. "Though the service is cut. Can't even call out. Boring as hell."

Ji Xin felt a wave of relief. The phone hadn't been wiped or confiscated. Investigating at the source was still possible.

He picked up the device and scrolled through the received calls from that night, copying down every number. One stood out—an internal number, but not one stored in Dugu’s contacts.

It was highly suspicious. Even if Dugu couldn't confirm that this specific caller had used the word "siege," it was the only anomaly in a sea of known friends.

"Get your chronology straight," Ji Xin warned as he stood up. "At the hearing, talk only about your actions. And for god's sake," he lowered his voice to a whisper, "stop mentioning the Director!"

Dugu blinked, then the realization dawned on him. He slapped his forehead. "Right. Stupid of me."

Ji Xin left the Army Club and headed straight for the Telecom Department.

In Li Yunxing's office, Ji Xin presented his commission papers.

"No problem," Li Yunxing agreed readily later. "Damn shame about Dugu. I heard he was planning to seize the Telecom Building and cut communications? Talk about lawless."

Ji Xin froze. That detail was only in Li Yayang's deposition—a classified document.

"Li Yayang told you?" Ji Xin asked, feigning casual curiosity.

"Li Yayang? Who's that?" Li Yunxing looked genuinely puzzled. "No, it's all over the Fortress."

"All over the Fortress?"

"Yeah. Rumor mill is wild." Li Yunxing leaned in. "So, is there any inside scoop?"

"Nothing yet," Ji Xin evaded. He pushed the list of numbers across the desk. "Can you identify these owners?"

"Can't you check the internal directory? They're all listed."

"I need an official trace. For evidence."

"Fine." Li Yunxing handed the list to a clerk. "Check these."

"I also need the full server logs for Dugu’s phone during that time window," Ji Xin added. "Incoming and outgoing, duration, exact times. I need to cross-check against his device."

"That requires a warrant."

"Way ahead of you." Ji Xin produced a pre-stamped Arbitration Tribunal warrant, filled it out on the spot, and signed it.

"Wow. You guys are efficient." Li Yunxing examined the paper like it was a rare artifact. "Okay. Shao Zong! Pull the logs."

Fifteen minutes later, Shao Zong returned with a stack of printouts.

"Everything here?"

"Printed straight from the server," Shao Zong confirmed.

Ji Xin commandeered a desk and began the tedious work of cross-referencing. The phone's local log matched the server records perfectly. The clerk returned with the ownership list: almost every number belonged to Dugu's known associates.

Except one.

Local PHS Number: [Redacted]
Owner: [Public Phone - Recreation Hall]

Ji Xin stared at the entry. He took the paper to Li Yunxing.

"There are public PHS phones?"

"Yeah, chained inside boxes," Li Yunxing explained. "Since the old crank phones can't call mobiles, we put a few public mobiles around for convenience. There's only four of them."

"Where?"

"Executive Committee compound, Canteen, Recreation Hall, and the Farm Café."

"The Executive Committee?" Ji Xin's heart skipped a beat.

"That one's in the classified comms room," Li shook his head. "Highly restricted. Nobody uses that for pranks."

"So this number..."

"That's the Recreation Hall unit," Li confirmed. "I know it by heart."

"Thanks."

Ji Xin hurried out.

The Recreation Hall was the transmigrators' living room—a hybrid internet café, library, and game center. It was filled with computers, game consoles, and off-duty personnel killing time.

In the corner, chained to the wall inside a plastic protective sleeve, sat the public phone.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 534 - The Hearing

Someone had called Dugu Qiuhun from the Recreation Hall that night. Though Dugu couldn't be certain that this specific call was the one that fed him the "siege" narrative, Ji Xin considered it the smoking gun.

However, recovering forensic evidence was a fantasy. The phone’s plastic sleeve was coated in grime, and even if they lifted prints, it was a public device in a high-traffic area. Half the transmigrators would be suspects.

Still, the existence of this call clarified one thing: Dugu Qiuhun was a pawn, not a mastermind.

Ji Xin interviewed the attendant on duty that night. The logbook showed who had signed out equipment—consoles, controllers, chargers—but casual visitors who just sat on the sofas or used the phone didn't need to sign in. The attendant had no memory of anyone making a call; phone use was free and mundane, unworthy of notice.

Whoever did this was slick, Ji Xin thought. Pursuing the caller’s identity was a dead end. Even if identified, they could simply deny it. And realistically, calling Dugu to say "they're besieging the Executive Committee" wasn't technically illegal. It was hearsay, panic, or rumor-mongering—hard to prosecute.

Ji Xin’s final stop was the Police Reserve Company headquarters to meet Li Yayang.

Li Yayang was still spooked. The twelve-hour interrogation at Political Security had evidently rattled him. He initially refused to speak, relenting only when Ji Xin flashed his Arbitration Tribunal commission.

"Dugu really screwed me," Li Yayang complained. "I was grilled for a whole day. They nearly drove me crazy." He sighed, slumped in his chair. "My future is toast."

"You're wrong," Ji Xin said. "Right now, this is just procedural. You stood on principle and refused an illegal deployment order. Your career is going to skyrocket."

"I hope so," Li said, unconvinced. "What do you want to know? I've told Political Security everything except the color of my underwear."

"Pink, I assume," Ji Xin cracked. "Tell me about that night."

Li recounted the events. Ji Xin listened, mentally cross-referencing against the deposition. No discrepancies.

"Besides Political Security, have you told anyone else?"

"No," Li shook his head firmly. "You're the second. They warned me strictly: classified investigation. One word outside and I’m done."

Ji Xin nodded. Li Yayang hadn't talked. Dugu was in isolation. The files were sealed. Yet Li Yunxing—a Telecom engineer with zero connection to the case—knew the details and claimed it was "all over the Fortress."

Back in his office, Ji Xin wrote his report. Since he lacked a smoking gun, he avoided speculation. He simply listed the dry facts: the timeline, the phone logs, the source of the mysterious call, and the rumors spreading despite the blackout. He would let the facts speak for themselves.

He handed the file to Ma Jia.

"What's your plan?" Ma Jia asked after reading it.

"Circulate copies to all Executive Committee members," Ji Xin said. "And to the twenty-five Senators attending the hearing."



"Damn it! Running a newspaper like this—it's just a mouthpiece for the powerful!" Shan Liang slammed the Lingao Times Internal Edition onto the table.

Ding Ding had recently merged the Lingao Times with the old Internal Newsletter. The public edition was for the indigenous population; the internal edition—classified secret—was for transmigrators only.

What enraged Shan Liang was a serialized feature titled The Sugar War. It detailed the Leizhou Station’s heroic struggle against the Haiyi Hall in Xuwen. The author was anonymous, but the prose was gripping, filled with suspense and cliffhangers.

It was obviously a PR piece commissioned by the overseas stations.

"The newspaper is supposed to be a tool of public oversight!" Shan Liang fumed. "Now it's whitewashing vested-interest groups. I bet half of this is fabricated."

"Leizhou really had it tough. Tooting their own horn isn't a crime," Cheng Mo said soothingly. He had been cultivating a friendship with Shan Liang and was now a trusted confidant.

"But this swings public opinion toward Chang Shide! It justifies his corruption!"

"Errors are errors; achievements are achievements. We just need to separate them at the hearing," Cheng Mo advised. "Pin him down on the misappropriation of funds. Make him answer for the money."

"Right." Shan Liang nodded. He had won a seat on the Standing Committee—a small victory—but his "protest right" motion was the real prize. He knew he couldn't beat the ruling faction in a direct power struggle, but wielding the banner of "public opinion" gave him leverage.

"Chang Shide is just a symptom. If he's corrupt, the whole overseas system is rotten," Cheng Mo added, stoking the fire. "Use this to demand a comprehensive audit."

"Exactly! They can't treat collective assets as their personal piggy bank!" Shan Liang paused, a new suspicion forming. "Do you think... do you think they're bribing the Executive Committee? Buying votes?"

"Outright bribery is unlikely," Cheng Mo said. "Gold is useless here. Coupons are traced. Women? Too risky under scrutiny. But 'gifts' and 'souvenirs'? Almost certainly."

"Cultivating goodwill is just bribery by another name," Shan Liang scribbled furiously in his notebook. "I need to nip this in the bud."

Cheng Mo watched him, feeling a twinge of guilt. Shan Liang was diving into political activism with honest zeal, unwittingly serving as a pawn for Cheng Mo’s own faction. Well, Cheng Mo told himself, our goals align. For now.



The hearing convened a few days later.

The venue was the small screening room in the Recreation Hall. Tables were arranged in a horseshoe, with the witness chair in the center—the "hot seat," directly in the line of sight of every judge.

Twenty-five Senators had been selected by lot from the fifty-three Standing Senators to serve as the jury. Attendance was mandatory.

Guilt or innocence would be decided by their vote. Punishment, if valid, would be determined later by the Honor Court or the Executive Committee. Ma Jia had designed the rules with a bias toward caution: a guilty verdict required a supermajority of 19 votes; acquittal needed only 13. Convicting a Senator was a grave matter that could ruin a career, and Ma Jia wanted no ambiguity.

Presiding over the session was a three-person tribunal: Ma Jia (Arbitration Tribunal/Honor Court), Ji Xin (Investigator), and Mu Quan (Clerk). Xiao Zishan attended as the Executive Committee’s non-voting representative.

Ji Xin arrived early, hauling a massive rattan case stuffed with documents, sweat soaking his shirt.

"You could have asked a clerk to carry that," Ma Jia remarked.

"They're busy enough, and they're all skinny kids. I'd feel bad," Ji Xin grunted. He pulled a fresh set of camouflage fatigues from the case and changed.

"You're too kind."

"Hardly. Everyone has a mother. Exploitation has limits."

Ma Jia nodded approvingly. Ji Xin understood that appearance mattered. The court needed to project authority.

Chang Shide arrived flanked by Yan Maoda and a phalanx of Guangzhou/Leizhou staff. He was groomed to perfection, wearing improper but impeccably pressed casual clothes and a pair of black-framed glasses. He looked the picture of intellectual honesty and reliability.

Someone coached him, Ma Jia thought. He looks like a white-collar defendant in a high-profile American trial.

In stark contrast, Dugu Qiuhun looked wretched. His hair was a bird's nest, his uniform wrinkled and stained. Two Political Security officers escorted him to a back-row seat to await his turn.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 535 - Chang Shide and Dugu Qiuhun

The charges originally prepared against Chang Shide were severe. Shan Liang and his cohort had pushed for "embezzlement of public funds," but the Senate Standing Committee—and the Executive Committee majority—rejected it.

A faction led by Ji Tuisi argued that Chang Shide's conduct wasn't even illegal. When the Executive Committee dispatched him to Leizhou, they had placed no restrictions on fund usage. The mission was results-oriented: as long as he succeeded, how he spent the money was his discretion. At worst, the fault lay with the Executive Committee's loose authorization, not Chang Shide's spending.

Some even suggested that Shan Liang's crusade was driven by jealousy. The Leizhou team had risked their lives, seized the sugar market, opened trade with Vietnam, secured a food lifeline, and discovered the Hongji coal deposits. Given these monumental achievements, spending a few dozen taels of silver on women for personal enjoyment seemed trivial. Fixating on it, they argued, would only demoralize frontline personnel.

Shan Liang insisted on "separating merit from fault," demanding corruption be nipped in the bud. But as the hearings approached, his support evaporated. The new Executive Committee showed zero interest in prosecuting a hero. Left with no choice, Shan Liang downgraded the charge to "misappropriation of funds."

Ji Xin knew acquittal was inevitable. The sum in question—a mere ten taels—was absurdly low. Even under Ming law, it wouldn't qualify as a crime.

Before the hearing, following Ma Jia’s instructions, Ji Xin circulated background dossiers to the juror Senators. These files detailed the Leizhou Station's brutal operating conditions and the current work assignments of the five slave girls. It was standard procedure, but the subtext was clear: Look at what they achieved. Look at what they endured.

Merit didn't erase fault, but it certainly provided context.

When Mu Quan read the bill of inquiry, stating "...willfully misappropriating public funds totaling a staggering ten taels of silver," laughter rippled through the room.

"Does the accused have anything to say?" Ma Jia asked.

Chang Shide rose, calm and collected. "I wish to make a statement."

"Permission granted."

Chang Shide didn't dodge. He admitted that purchasing the women included personal gratification. But he argued that the women were essential station assets. They handled housekeeping, logistics, and daily operations—work that required personnel regardless. His use of them was merely "value-added."

"These women primarily serve the collective; serving me is secondary," Chang Shide said. He listed their contributions, then played his ace. "During our darkest hour, when thousands of rioters threatened to burn us alive and chop us into meat paste, when even our paid indigenous staff wavered... these five women stood firm. They vowed to live and die with the station. Why? Has anyone considered that?"

The Senators looked blank.

Chang Shide raised his voice. "Precisely because I had bedded—er, taken them in!"

The room erupted in laughter.

"Trust built on physical intimacy is the strongest bond in this timeline," Chang Shide continued with a straight face. "Slave girls regard being 'taken in' by their master as the ultimate favor. It buys absolute loyalty. We must adapt to local customs to survive."

"So you also opened the chrysanthemums of the Wen brothers?" a Senator shouted. "The files say they're loyal too!"

The room roared.

"I have no such predilection," Chang Shide deadpanned. "But you're welcome to try."

Ma Jia banged his gavel. "Order! Questions must be recognized!"

Chang Shide continued his performance, mixing absurdity with logic, charming the room completely. Shan Liang fumed in silence. The man was turning a corruption trial into a stand-up comedy routine.

Finally, Chang Shide made his closing offer. Since his use of the women was controversial, he offered to purchase them personally.

"They will continue to serve the station, but I will reimburse the collective. Of course, certain services can only be provided to me; I regret they cannot serve the public."

More laughter.

"This is my small contribution. Thank you." Chang Shide sat down.

The vote was a formality. 19 to 6: Not Guilty.

Ma Jia announced the verdict: the charge of misappropriation was not sustained. However, acknowledging the private benefit, Chang Shide was ordered to pay the full purchase price of four slave girls—eight taels total—into the Treasury within fifteen days. (One girl was deducted as his standard "maid benefit.")

Chang Shide accepted the ruling unconditionally. He shook hands with his entourage, looking every inch the victorious statesman.

During the recess, Ji Xin stepped outside for a smoke. He found Ma Jia drinking water by a tree.

"That guy can talk," Ji Xin said. "He turned the whole room around."

Ma Jia smiled forcefully. "Eloquence matters. But didn't the response feel a bit... orchestrated?"

"The lobbying," Ji Xin murmured. "The interest groups are flexing their muscles."

"It's unavoidable," Ma Jia said, pouring the dregs of his water onto the roots of the tree. "The key is balance."

Ji Xin wasn't sure how that balance would be held, but Ma Jia seemed confident.

Then came Dugu Qiuhun.

The atmosphere shifted instantly. The questioning was sharp, the hostility palpable. The initial charge of "rebellion" had been dropped after fierce opposition from the Army and Police, but the remaining charges were serious: "unauthorized mobilization of armed forces," "intent to inflict bodily harm on transmigrators," and "intent to destroy public property" (for the Telecom Building plan).

After Ji Xin read the charges, Dugu Qiuhun stood up. He looked haggard but defiant.

"I mobilized the police to maintain order," he stated. "To prevent the situation from escalating."

"In addition to being Precinct Chief, I am the Outer Perimeter Security Commander. I have the authority to handle emergencies. When there is a protest march, I have the duty to prevent vandalism, looting, and arson. Therefore, I cannot accept the charge of 'unauthorized mobilization.'"

Shan Liang jumped in immediately. "On what basis did you presume the demonstrators would commit vandalism? Isn't that a 'presumption of guilt'? Do you have so little faith in your fellow transmigrators?"

"Every protest in the world requires police containment," Dugu shot back. "What makes you think transmigrators are special?"

(End of Chapter)
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He glared hard at Shan Liang for a moment, then raised his voice. "I think not."

"This whole affair is a smear job!" Dugu Qiuhun shouted, proclaiming his innocence. "Someone plotted to entrap me! I never destroyed public property! I didn't even enter Bairen Fortress—who smashed the coffee house gate? Seizing the Telecom Building was a precaution—how is that vandalism? This is a trumped-up charge!"

That charge is a bit of a stretch, Ma Jia admitted to himself. "Intent to disrupt public order" would have been cleaner.

Dugu also rejected the charge of "intent to inflict bodily harm."

"I have always treated comrades with the warmth of spring," he declaimed, ignoring the chorus of jeers from the room. "I reserve winter's cruelty only for enemies. I would never extend my claws toward my own comrades."

"Then why the guns?" a Senator challenged. "Bairen Fortress is ninety percent transmigrators. Who were those Minié rifles for?"

Dugu floundered. The file contained ironclad testimony from multiple indigenous officers confirming the order to arm with lethal weapons.

The Senators were visibly angry. The idea that an armed indigenous force had been deployed to suppress them—that they might have been beaten or shot by their own "inferiors"—was intolerable. It threatened the racial hierarchy they had implicitly built.

Under the barrage, Dugu ran out of arguments. He fell back on his only defense: his loyalty to the collective was "as clear as the sun and moon."

Then, a new speaker rose.

"The Dugu incident appears accidental, but it has deep roots," the man spoke eloquently. "I believe Dugu is a man without guile, loyal in his way. But sometimes, simple minds confuse loyalty to the organization with worship of an individual..."

Ma Jia frowned. It was Hailin—a heavyset man in his thirties, currently running the wood processing plant under the Forestry Bureau.

Hailin's words were a precision strike. Everyone knew Dugu worshipped Ma Qianzhu. Ma Jia had been waiting for this shoe to drop. He exchanged a glance with Ji Xin.

"...This affair demonstrates serious errors in our personnel system. How did a man with no military or police background, no concept of rules or chain of command, climb to the post of Precinct Chief? How did he become Outer Perimeter Security Commander?"

The room went quiet. Hailin was attacking the previous Executive Committee—specifically Ma Qianzhu.

"Punishing Dugu is treating the symptom, not the disease. What supported him in his delusion that 'whatever I do is right'? Comrades, this deserves deep reflection!"

Hailin looked pointedly at Shan Liang, expecting the firebrand to jump up and second the motion. He expected Shan Liang to demand an inquiry into the "hidden hand" behind Dugu.

But Shan Liang pretended not to see him. He looked away, studying the ceiling.

Hailin paused, waiting for support. None came.

"Do you have anything else to say?" Ma Jia asked coolly.

Hailin had to continue alone. "I propose... a thorough investigation of the root causes. Only by digging out the source can we guarantee stability."

He sat down, disappointed. His carefully crafted "lead-in" had failed. The Senators merely condemned Dugu's lack of discipline; no one touched the third rail of "leadership responsibility."

Strange, Hailin thought. When did Ma Qianzhu become so popular?

He idly flipped through the information packet distributed before the hearing. He hadn't bothered to read it earlier, feeling confident in his speech. Now, a document caught his eye: "Independent Investigation Report on the Dugu Qiuhun Incident," authored by the Arbitration Tribunal.

Hailin froze. The Arbitration Tribunal had done its own report?

He skimmed it rapidly. It was dry, factual, listing interview records and site logs without conclusions. But between the lines, the message was crystal clear: We know everything. We chose not to say it.

The Senators weren't protecting Ma Qianzhu. They just didn't want to be used as Hailin's gun.



As the hearing neared its end, Hailin took the floor again. He pivoted.

"Dugu's behavior shows that some people see only certain leaders, not the collective." He stressed the word certain. "Power is corroding us. Today, a precinct chief deploys native police against citizens. Tomorrow, will our own army turn its guns on us at the behest of a careerist? We must be ruthless. I propose Dugu be stripped of all posts, deprived of his Senate seat, and banned for life from any armed service position."

This time, the room nodded.

Ma Jia called the vote.

Verdict:
"Unauthorized mobilization": Guilty.
"Intent to inflict bodily harm": Guilty.
"Intent to destroy public property": Not Guilty.

"Convicted on two counts," Ma Jia announced, striking the gavel. "Sentencing will be announced at a later date. Adjourned!"

"I refuse to accept this! I am innocent!" Dugu screamed as Political Security officers dragged him away.

The Senators filed out, chatting in low voices.

Ji Xin packed his bag. His job was done. He didn't care about the sentence or the secrets behind the curtain.

"Walk with me," Ma Jia said, catching him at the door.

On the way back to the Customs Building, Ma Jia brought up the sentencing.

"We need to present a proposal to the Executive Committee," Ji Xin said.

"Strip him of administrative posts, definitely," Ma Jia said. "But revoking his Senate seat? That might be going too far."

"Why not include it, then let the Committee show mercy and 'descend from on high' to reinstate it?" Ji Xin joked.

Ma Jia laughed. "That's a strategy. It shows unity."

He looked at Ji Xin with new appreciation. The man had handled a volatile situation perfectly, defusing a bomb without letting it explode.

"What about your future?" Ma Jia asked, sounding him out. "Where do you want to fit in the new judicial system?"

"I don't want a judicial post," Ji Xin said, surprisingly. "I want to go to the Education Bureau. Specifically, indigenous education. And... if you'll support it, I want to set up an Indigenous Rights Protection Association."

Ma Jia stopped walking. "Indigenous rights? You're serious?"

"Dead serious. We have freedom of association now, don't we?"

"I won't object. But I doubt you'll get many members."

"I don't need members. I just need the official status," Ji Xin said. "Legal disputes between us and them are going to multiply. Someone needs to stand up for them. To keep them from being bullied."

"That's admirable. Promoting social harmony," Ma Jia nodded slowly. It was a useful safety valve.

Ji Xin shook his head. "I don't care about harmony. We have the guns; we can force harmony if we want. I just think... everyone is born of a mother. They're human beings. They should have basic rights."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 537 - The Forestry Ministry

"Alright, I support you. Whatever else, we have freedom of association now," Ma Jia said, though not without a touch of regret. "Do you really want to work in the Education Ministry? You have a talent for handling cases. Going into education seems like a waste."

The Ministry of Education had become the default refuge for liberal arts graduates with few other options, but Hu Qingbai had little patience for such recruits. His critical shortages were in mathematics, physics, and chemistry. Many of these humanities majors had long forgotten even elementary arithmetic, spending their days daydreaming about romances with female students rather than contributing to the curriculum.

"Yes," Ji Xin nodded. He shoved his hands into his pockets and sighed deeply. "Old Ma, I'm still at your service whenever you need me. No matter how difficult the task, if I believe it's right, I'll get it done—I'm not afraid of anything."



Hailin returned to his office at the Forestry Ministry's wood processing plant. His desk was piled high with documents, but he didn't spare them a glance, dropping heavily into a factory-produced rattan chair.

"The Arbitration Tribunal bunch are real busybodies," Hailin muttered indignantly. He pulled out his PHS, made a call, and recounted the situation at the hearing. Finally, he said, "It looks like the Tribunal clearly wants to suppress this matter."

He made a few sounds of agreement in response to the voice on the other end, then asked, "So we just let it go?" After listening for a moment, Hailin finally said with evident reluctance, "Fine, I understand."

Just as he hung up, a shout came from outside.

"Chief!"

"What is it?" Hailin asked impatiently.

"Chief Wang just called to ask when the production of ten thousand straw hats and five thousand safety helmets will be delivered," an indigenous clerk asked cautiously from the doorway, noting Chief Hailin's foul expression.

"Engineer Wang?" Hailin perked up instantly. "How many have we produced?"

"As of closing time yesterday, we were short six thousand straw hats and three thousand safety helmets," the clerk reported, checking his notebook.

"Starting today, extend working hours by four hours daily. The production plan must be completed on time!" Hailin ordered.

According to the transmigrators' labor regulations, a standard factory shift was ten hours. Enterprises requiring round-the-clock operation used an eight-hour, three-shift system. This was not out of respect for workers' rights, but because three-shift enterprises were mostly critical facilities where excessive fatigue could lead to catastrophic accidents. However, every enterprise leader had the authority to mandate overtime, provided the cumulative overtime did not exceed one-third of the normal monthly working hours. Overtime was paid at standard rates.

After the indigenous clerk left, Hailin called Wang Luobin and assured him the order would be delivered on schedule.

Then the crank telephone rang; it was Xi Yazhou. He asked when the one thousand bamboo hats allocated for the Expeditionary Battalion could be delivered.

Hailin shouted into the phone, "We're busy as hell over here; the delivery date for the bamboo hats will have to be pushed back."

Xi Yazhou presumably complained, for Hailin continued, "My production schedule is just too full. How about this: I'll try to arrange production to give you half before you set out. I'll fill the rest gradually."

He hung up and sneered. Outside the window, the tall chimney of the wood processing plant's drying kiln loomed in the distance. Since its construction, that chimney had been spewing smoke and fire day and night, pausing only for brief maintenance.

Hailin knew a large shipment of timber had recently arrived from Leizhou, and the processing plant was working around the clock to handle it—the timber industry was the transmigrated collective's most critical industrial sector. Given the shortage of steel, wood served as a universal substitute. It was widely used not only in construction and shipbuilding but also in mechanical equipment where tolerances were forgiving. Even I-beams were often substituted with wooden counterparts; the General Construction Company had even developed steel-wood hybrid structural materials to conserve precious steel.

Although wood was easier to acquire than pig iron, it was limited by total supply—Lingao's local timber resources were scarce. The mangroves at Bopu had been stripped bare by Wu Kuangming's logging teams. Only the southern regions near the Li area offered significant timber stands, but logging and transport there were logistically difficult.

Since the completion of the island circumnavigation and the establishment of Yulin Fortress, the timber supply problem that had plagued the Forestry Ministry had improved significantly. Ships brought a steady stream of timber from southern Hainan, and in the last six months, channels for obtaining timber from the Leizhou Peninsula and Vietnam had opened up. Ma Qianzhu continued to increase investment in the Forestry Ministry; steam-driven wood processing equipment was steadily replacing primitive water-powered machinery.

The timber industry bore the brunt of construction pressure, yet the transmigrated collective's industrial focus lay elsewhere. Both the original Industrial and Energy Commission and the Planning Commission viewed wood processing as a stopgap measure until the steel industry matured. Within the Executive Committee, the Forestry Ministry had little voice and received scant attention in resource allocation.

Conditions at the various enterprises under the Forestry Ministry remained extremely primitive. The Ministry provided building materials for the structures springing up all over Lingao, yet the state of its own factories was deplorable. The office of the wood processing plant, which suffered the worst conditions, was still the temporary wooden shack built right after D-Day. After a year and a half of exposure to the elements, it was cracked and warped. Its location was terrible, too—originally built compact for easy defense, the office sat too close to the drying kilns. It was sweltering in summer and smelled perpetually of creosote. Wu Kuangming's repeated requests to rebuild the office area had been consistently rejected.

Because conditions were so poor, almost no transmigrators were willing to work in the Forestry Ministry. In this wood processing plant, for instance, Hailin was the only transmigrator, leading over a hundred indigenous workers—he didn't even have a peer to talk to.

The factory he managed was a subsidiary of the Forestry Ministry. This enterprise was highly valuable at the current stage—Wu Kuangming and Mo Xiaoan had fought fiercely over its ownership. Ultimately, because it housed many specialized wood processing machines brought from the other timeline, it remained under the Forestry Ministry's jurisdiction.

The wood products factory contained not only specialized woodworking machines but also equipment for manufacturing rattan, straw, and bamboo wares. Most were copies produced by the machinery plant from prototypes and blueprints brought from the future. Some were simple—like the straw braiding machine, which was merely a primitive hand-cranked device, yet its efficiency was hundreds of times higher than manual labor.

The result was the total annihilation of Lingao's local straw, bamboo, and rattan handicraft industries. Not only did the few small artisans go bankrupt and end up in the factory, but even farmers who did it as a sideline gave it up. The processing plant gradually monopolized all raw materials.

Now, Lingao no longer exported red and white rattan directly; instead, it processed them locally into high-grade rattan, bamboo, and straw goods for sale to Guangdong. The factory's straw hats, in particular, swept across Hainan with their low price and high quality. "Lingao Straw Hats" became a suddenly booming local specialty. Not only did peddlers from neighboring counties come for wholesale, but merchants from as far as Yazhou and Wenchang came too.

However, this meant little to Hailin. The transmigrated collective operated a typical planned economy; he only had to produce according to the Planning Commission's directives. The tasks assigned by the Commission grew heavier, yet resource allocation was strict: procedures were cumbersome and requests were often slashed. Low status, heavy workload, poor treatment... these issues combined fuelled Hailin's dissatisfaction.

Naturally, his superiors and colleagues were also dissatisfied. Thus, an anti-Ma faction formed within the Forestry Ministry. Ma Qianzhu's removal as People's Commissar for Planning after the General Assembly reshuffle did not satisfy them—the Forestry Ministry's anti-Ma faction had hoped to use the Dugu Qiuhun incident to launch a fierce attack on Ma Qianzhu, aiming to discredit him if not topple him. They hadn't expected the Arbitration Tribunal to pull such a maneuver. Hailin thought: this will require long-term planning.



"This is the Arbitration Tribunal's recommendation for handling the Dugu Qiuhun case." Ma Jia submitted the proposal at the Executive Committee's working meeting.

The attending Committee members silently circulated the document. The recommendation was extremely severe: it proposed not only stripping Dugu Qiuhun of all administrative posts but also depriving him of his Senatorial seat for life. This practically announced that Dugu Qiuhun had no future in the violent institutions and, for the rest of his life, could not hold even a minor official post in any other department. He would spend his life as a "hatless Chief" receiving dividends—according to the Common Program, his Senatorial status could only be restored by his heir after his death.

"Isn't this too harsh?" Xiao Zishan began to speak after reading it, but Ma Qianzhu interrupted him.

"Not harsh at all. For someone who committed such a serious organizational error, not shooting him is letting him off easy. I find this verdict very appropriate. I suggest adding a clause: require him to write a profound self-criticism, then send him to the most arduous post to reflect for a year. After one year, consider assigning him other work based on his performance."

"Director! Dugu is still young; impulsive mistakes are inevitable for young people. Let's show some leniency," Zhan Wuya remonstrated. He bore Dugu Qiuhun no ill will and simply felt it was a pity.

"He didn't think about showing leniency to the masses when he wanted to enter the city to suppress the riot." Ma Qianzhu's face was stony. "His punishment must be severe—to serve as a warning to others!"

"Too much, too much." Cheng Dong, seeing Ma Qianzhu's livid face, thought he was acting out of a desire to "forge iron into steel"—fearing he might really ruin Dugu's political future. On the attitude toward Dugu Qiuhun, the feelings of the original Executive Committee members were completely different from those of the masses like Shan Liang. The masses saw Dugu's attempt to use violence to suppress democratic demands; the Committee members saw Dugu Qiuhun's loyalty to the Executive Committee and to order.
Chapter 538 - The End of the Dugu Incident

"Dugu Qiuhun's loyalty to the transmigrated collective is reliable. Punishing him like this will dishearten people."

"If we don't punish him like this, the masses will be disheartened," Ma Qianzhu sighed. "Do you think I wish for this? But the cry of the masses acts as a mandate; we must give an account."

Ma Jia thought: It looks like the Director wants to play the role of Zhuge Liang executing Ma Su with tears in his eyes.

At that moment, Wen Desi spoke up, his voice measured. "Director, I don't believe we should make Dugu Qiuhun an example to be utterly disgraced. He is young, after all! Young people are impressionable; making small mistakes is inevitable. I propose we limit his punishment to one month of confinement. Once released, we can assign him a position in another department to redeem himself through service."

Xiao Zishan thought this punishment was too light—it lacked sincerity fundamentally. Wu De, the newly appointed President of the Planning Commission, voiced this concern. "CEO Wen, your handling suggestion is too lenient—the masses likely won't accept it."

"The masses definitely won't accept it. Protecting Dugu Qiuhun will result in the entire collective losing cohesion."

Ma Qianzhu insisted on severe punishment for Dugu Qiuhun. Everyone offered their own remonstrations until Wen Desi coughed to clear the room.

"Did Dugu Qiuhun commit an organizational error or a line error? I believe it was primarily an organizational error." The Executive Committee members realized proper CEO Wen was making a keynote speech.

"The nature of his problem is strictly serious, so the Director's demand for the severest punishment is correct," Wen Desi continued. "Of course, his committing such a grave error wasn't accidental; it was the formation of erroneous concepts under a long-term lack of correct guidance—specifically, the personality cult. I believe this point should be clarified in the punishment document."

The air in the conference room suddenly stagnated. Everyone waited for what Wen Desi would say next, calculating what stance they should take when he said it.

"Comrades, regarding personality cults—it's fine to let the indigenous people worship us, preferably treating us as gods, or at least archangels representing god on earth—of course, I know many comrades disagree. But within our collective, blind worship of any individual is extremely harmful. You've all seen the consequences. Dugu Qiuhun is a victim of this erroneous concept," Wen Desi spoke with assurance.

"But we must also recognize that Dugu Qiuhun's loyalty to the transmigrated collective is primary. In the spirit of 'curing the sickness to save the patient,' we should give him a way out."

The Committee members thought: "loyalty to the transmigrated collective" would be more accurately described as "loyalty to the Executive Committee."

Wen Desi's tone made it clear he wanted to leave Dugu a path, which greatly surprised most Committee members. Only Ma Jia understood—Dugu Qiuhun was ultimately just a chess piece. Now that he had become a discarded piece, "killing" him would have no effect on the game's outcome.

Ma Qianzhu still held significant influence; cadres in most departments trusted him deeply. The fact that no second person stepped up to contest his run for Secretary of State spoke volumes.

Seeing the timing was right, Ma Jia proposed a new punishment plan.

Dismiss Dugu Qiuhun from all posts. Order him to write a profound self-criticism. Assign him to Ye Yuming's "Tiandihui" as an agricultural technician to reflect while working. Reconsider assigning him other duties after one year, based on his reform. Simultaneously, ban him from holding military or police positions in the future.

"There should be a special communiqué regarding the outcome of this matter," Wen Desi said. "Include the points I just mentioned. Does anyone object?"

No objections were raised. Thus, the plan for handling Dugu Qiuhun was decided.

The Executive Committee's decision: Dismiss Dugu Qiuhun from his post as East Gate Market Precinct Chief and transfer him out of Police Headquarters; revoke his concurrent post as Bairen Fortress Outer-Perimeter Security Commander; revoke all other administrative posts and titles he held. Hand him over to Wu Nanhai for one month of "residential surveillance," then turn him over to Ye Yuming to be assigned work in the Tiandihui for "probation," subject to his attitude of reflection.

The probation period was set for one year. During this time, the Political Security Bureau would assign personnel to secretly monitor him. If he passed probation, he would be reassigned, though he could no longer serve in violent organs like the police or military.

The decision would be communicated to all transmigrators. To prevent the document from falling into indigenous hands, this decision would only be published on the internal intranet BBS.

Seeing the matter resolved relatively harmoniously, everyone was satisfied—except Dugu Qiuhun. Even Dugu Qiuhun, the biggest victim of the incident, was left a lifeline; though the punishment was severe, his political future was not annihilated. After the probation period, he could re-emerge to dedicate his loyalty to the Executive Committee once more.

Xiao Zishan proposed moving to the next agenda item, but Ma Qianzhu indicated he had more to say.

"Comrades, although this incident exposed deficiencies in our work, there were also shining moments. For instance, that indigenous police sergeant Zheng Ergen, who stood on principle and refused to open the armory—he was excellent! Without his insistence, the matter might have blown up even bigger. We must commend such a model—"

Wen Desi snorted. "Director, you really can find a silver lining in any disaster. Your dialectics are too powerful."

"Shouldn't adherence to principle be commended?" Ma Qianzhu asked.

"Adhering to principle is naturally a good thing," Wen Desi admitted. "But this is dirty laundry. Commending him is tantamount to announcing that Dugu Qiuhun did something wrong. We cannot tarnish our own image in front of the indigenous people."

Ma Qianzhu retorted, "CEO Wen, are you playing the 'Great, Glorious, and Correct' card too?"

"Of course," Wen Desi said indifferently. "If we admit that we too make mistakes, wouldn't that seriously shake the indigenous people's confidence in us? Logically, that group of indigenous police should all be secretly executed..."

Everyone looked incredulous; some eyes even showed fear. Wen Desi brought the conversation back from the ledge. "Of course, we are civilized people; we can't do such things. But open commendation won't do. Give them some benefits secretly; as long as they understand in their hearts, it's fine."

"After we occupy Sanya, we'll need to set up security organs there. Why not promote him to deputy precinct chief there?" Wu De suggested. "Sending him far away solves it."

Some of the other indigenous police from the precinct would follow Zheng Ergen to Sanya; others would be drawn to form Lingao's third precinct—Bopu Precinct. This left very few men in the original East Gate Market police force; vacancies would be filled by newly graduated cadets.

Who would fill the vacancy of East Gate Market Precinct Chief was a delicate matter. Dugu Qiuhun's past role was unique: as precinct chief, he was under Ran Yao's leadership, but Ran Yao only had operational guidance authority. His real power lay as Outer-Perimeter Security Commander, directly responsible for guarding Bairen Fortress and controlling the Police Reserve Company. Functionally, this was the position of a "confidant minister"; in this respect, his status was no lower than that of the Special Reconnaissance Detachment Commander, whom the Executive Committee regarded as the "Praetorian Guard."

Now that he was finally purged, the next person to hold this post would inevitably become the focus of the Executive Committee gentlemen. Wu De suggested letting Mu Min take the post concurrently; she was already the East Gate Market Precinct political instructor and had a genuine police background. Keeping her on Li affairs was a waste of talent.

Most importantly, Mu Min was a true outsider with no background ties to anyone. Everyone felt reassured having her in charge of Bairen Fortress's perimeter security.

As for Reserve Company Commander Li Yayang, to honor his firm stance, he was awarded the transmigrated collective's highest honor, the "Senate Commendation," circulated to the entire army. The Executive Committee intended to establish Li Yayang as a model of "obeying commands in all actions." At the same time, the Committee instructed Xiao Zishan to list Li Yayang for "priority promotion."

"Officer promotions aren't decided by me, are they?" Xiao Zishan said. "Doesn't that fall under the Military Affairs Ministry?"

"That brings us to the first issue we need to discuss: the cadre system," Ma Qianzhu said.

"People have complaints about cadre appointments," Wu De said. "Everyone feels the current appointments are opaque. That is a fact."

"The fact is that people have complaints about cadre benefits, not who is a cadre," Wen Desi countered. "But to fully demonstrate respect for public opinion, we still need to create a very transparent system."

According to the Common Program stipulated at the Second General Assembly, all cadres below the Executive Committee were appointed and removed by the Executive Committee. Personnel changes for principal leaders of People's Commissions and Ministries required Senate approval. Appointments and removals of cadres below Minister/Commissar level did not require Senate approval.

This clarified the cadre appointment system. The Executive Committee decided to first establish a cadre management agency. To ensure the transmigrators' realm never changed color, the cadre management agency would adopt a dual-track system. Personnel management for transmigrator cadres would be handled by the Organization Department of the Executive Committee General Office; appointment management for indigenous cadres would be handled by the Cadre Department of the Civil Affairs People's Commission.

In the other timeline, the Organization Department was a key department. Everyone had misgivings about who should control it. Finally, it was decided to place it under the General Office. Although the Director of the General Office was a Committee member, he had no vote and the least influence within the Committee, making it unlikely to cause a power imbalance.

All Senators—provided they had not been stripped of political rights—were eligible for administrative posts at all levels. For ease of management, Ma Qianzhu's proposal for establishing grades, ranks, and salaries was finally passed—without definitive grades and military ranks, daily operations were inconvenient, especially in the military. Indigenous personnel had ranks, yet transmigrators did not.

To avoid internal conflict caused by rank disparity, the Executive Committee decided to continue the past philosophy in the new system—minimal material difference between grades, adhering to the principle that the salary gap between the highest and lowest levels should not exceed a factor of two.
Chapter 539 - Drawing a Line

The compensation structure for indigenous officials was divided into three components. The first was the "position salary," determined by the specific office held. The second was the "rank salary," decoupled from the official's current post and linked instead to tenure and contributions to the transmigrator regime. Under this system, a senior clerk at the grassroots level could earn more than a junior mid-level official. Xiao Zishan championed this approach, believing it allowed indigenous cadres to find contentment in grassroots and specialized work, avoiding the trap where increasing skill led to promotion away from the front lines. As long as one excelled in their role, the financial rewards would be substantial. The final component was "allowances and benefits," granted based on the nature of the work, weighted heavily toward dangerous, physically demanding, and arduous posts.

The meeting then devolved into a long discussion on a series of related issues. This plenary session of the Executive Committee dragged on through the night. By the time it wound down, everyone was exhausted and famished, yet before adjourning, the Committee members were obligated to review the session communiqué word by word—not only to resolve issues lingering from before the General Assembly but also to carefully calibrate the masses' reaction. The taste of democracy was indeed not easy to swallow.

In the final stage of the meeting, everyone agreed to create the position of Secretary-General of the Executive Committee. This official would not be a Committee member but would be responsible for managing the Committee's paperwork and administrative affairs.

"I think Mu Quan would serve well; his meeting stenography is quite competent..." Ma Qianzhu began, but Wu De interrupted him.

"Director, don't forget we've just established the cadre system—"

"Oh, right. We should recruit openly," Ma Qianzhu corrected himself. "Then let's recruit. Post the opening on the internal BBS."

"All right, I'll handle it," Xiao Zishan agreed. "I also need a Head of the Organization Department. I'll recruit for that position simultaneously."

"Use your discretion," Wen Desi cautioned. "Not just anyone can be Organization Department Head; the position is critical, so choose carefully."

"I know."

After the meeting, the Committee members turned off the lights and walked out of the conference room, groggy with fatigue. The sky was faintly brightening; reveille was already blowing in the military camp. Several members hurried off to eat and sleep without a word.

Ma Qianzhu, however, felt invigorated by the cold morning breeze. Realizing he couldn't sleep, he headed back to his own office.

Hou Wenyong had already arrived for work and had cleaned the large outer office used by the indigenous clerks. It was spotless. Like all indigenous people taken in, educated, and employed by the transmigrated collective, he harbored immense gratitude toward the collective. He did not see himself merely as a paid "employee" or a "cadre" in Newspeak, but viewed the relationship as a master-servant bond involving close personal loyalty.

If not for the strict restrictions on indigenous entry and exit at the Executive Committee compound, Hou Wenyong would likely have slept there—he considered his presence natural.

With very few exceptions, all indigenous personnel in Bairen Fortress lived concentrated in a dedicated compound within the city. After 21:00 each night, all indigenous personnel were required to return to the dormitories, which were then locked by sentries. They could not leave until 6:00 a.m. By that time, some workaholic Senators had already begun their office hours. There was little entertainment in Lingao; everyone slept early and rose early.

Ma Qianzhu instructed Hou Wenyong, "Make a cup of tea. Strong!"

"Yes, Chief!" Hou Wenyong responded and started to back out, then hesitated. "Chief, you haven't had breakfast yet. Should I call the canteen to send some over?"

"No need. Organize the materials on the desk first." Ma Qianzhu felt his thoughts were somewhat scattered; he needed to sit down, drink tea, and sort them out systematically.

Hou Wenyong brought him hot tea and closed the door carefully as he withdrew. He could already read Chief Ma's mood from his face. Ma Qianzhu opened one of the countless drawers beside him and took out a lunch box. Inside was Russian-style black bread baked by the canteen. Originally intended for the Army because it curbed hunger effectively and didn't spoil easily, the canteen staff found it time-consuming to bake, and wheat yields were too low to feed even the transmigrators regularly. Consequently, it was made in small quantities for Senators. But sales were mediocre; most Senators had no interest in the sour, rock-hard bricks.

He took a chessboard from another drawer and set up an endgame simply for study—his habitual method for pondering major issues.

Ma Qianzhu gnawed on the black bread, fingers moving over the chessboard, his mind racing.

Although many of his plans had been rejected, the determination of status and remuneration for indigenous cadres at this Executive Committee meeting pleased him greatly—massive social reforms relied on indigenous cadres for implementation. He had always believed that the key to building a new society was relying on "cadres," and vast numbers of them.

Like the yamen of a Ming dynasty county: a few officials reliant on a swarm of "petty clerks" of base status to govern—it would be a miracle if administration functioned effectively. Ma Qianzhu had always admired bureaucracy; he firmly believed that the primary reason modern society achieved social control and executive power unattainable by ancient or traditional societies was the establishment of a massive, structured bureaucratic machine.

If the transmigrated collective wanted to build a modern society, it could not do so without training and deploying its own cadres in large numbers.

Since Wu De had left office, the Civil Affairs Commission had fallen directly into Ma's sphere of influence. And the power to appoint indigenous cadres lay under the jurisdiction of the Civil Affairs Commission's Cadre Department. This gave him greater initiative to reform the entire civil affairs system of Lingao.

Although Ma Qianzhu had lost the Planning Commission—the position that once gave him stranglehold control over the collective's resources—as Secretary of State, he had legitimately become the collective's "Premier." To a certain extent, his actions were now less constrained. Through the State Council, he could effectively impose his will and philosophy on various ministries and commissions, rather than relying on his past resource-allocation power to influence goals indirectly.

What Wu De handed over was an operation beginning to show results, but many initiatives were just starting and needed continued implementation. He wondered: who should serve as the Civil Affairs People's Commissar?

Open recruitment? Ma Qianzhu scoffed involuntarily. Hiring cadres directly without long-term cultivation and probation was absurd. As he ate bread and mentally arranged personnel files, the office door was slammed open.

Dugu Qiuhun barged in, dropping into a grand armchair without even looking at Ma Qianzhu.

"I can't work like this! They're all coming at me," he cursed angrily, directing his ire at the air. "Is it easy for me? Who did I do this for? Wasn't it for everyone's benefit..."

Ma Qianzhu didn't even look up, focusing on tearing the bread into small pieces and feeding them into his mouth.

"Now they treat me like a criminal—pronouncing me 'guilty'! What is this?! Want me to be an agricultural technician! I won't be a farmer raking muck!"

Ma Qianzhu said nothing. He took a sip of hot tea, shook the hard bread crumbs off his clothes onto the floor, and picked up the newly published Lingao Times Internal Edition from the desk.

Dugu Qiuhun grew restless; his tone softened. "Big Ma, you have to back me up. I did all this listening to 
you..."

"I only told you to be a good sentry for Bairen Fortress and manage external security," Ma Qianzhu interrupted coldly. "I didn't tell you to lead a police squad into the city."

"Wasn't I afraid rioters would storm the Executive Committee?" Dugu Qiuhun said, sounding aggrieved. "You don't know how many people were badmouthing you behind your back those days. I was afraid rioters wanted to use the opportunity to harm you..."

"I walk straight and sit upright; why fear gossip?" Ma Qianzhu snorted. "Your actions only substantiated the rumors."

"This... this... I didn't mean to..." Dugu Qiuhun was flustered. "I didn't expect to be used by people, that crafty old..."

"Are you planning to get slapped with a slander charge too?" Ma Qianzhu cut him off sharply.

"You can't just leave me to die." Dugu Qiuhun was getting desperate. "We're tied to the same boat."

"All 521 of us are tied to the same boat." Ma Qianzhu moved another chess piece, unhurriedly. He turned his head. "Go quietly to Wu Nanhai's place for a month of confinement and write a profound self-criticism. Old Wu is a good man; he'll look after you. Afterward, go work hard under Ye Yuming to redeem yourself. Don't say another word. I've spoken to him; he'll try to arrange some administrative work for you."

"Big Ma, you..." Hearing that his future involved dealing with mud, Dugu Qiuhun looked despairing.

Ma Qianzhu waved his hand, signaling him not to interrupt. "You made the mess; clean it up yourself."

Dugu Qiuhun's face went pale—whether from fear or anger was unclear, but the emotion was volatile enough to make him jump up and shout.

"Ma Qianzhu, don't think I don't know what game you're playing! You're sacrificing the rook to save the king! You used me as a gun before, and now you want to draw a line!"

Ma Qianzhu simply gazed leisurely at the chessboard, chewing his black bread, as if he hadn't heard the outburst. Only after Dugu had vented did he speak slowly.

"Qiuhun! Remember, never form factions or stick labels on yourself—you'll make mistakes that way."

"Fine! I'll take responsibility for what I did! From now on, I work for myself!" Dugu Qiuhun rushed out.

Ma Qianzhu, face wooden, packed up the chessboard. Losing Dugu Qiuhun was a major loss, but after this incident, if he didn't draw a clear line, it would become a fatal wound in his political life.
Chapter 540 - Personnel Changes

The decision regarding Dugu Qiuhun was quickly posted on the internal BBS, and official notifications followed shortly thereafter. Dongmen Chuiyu opened the file at his desk in the East Gate Market Commercial Hall.

"In the name of the Senate and the People..."

Dongmen Chuiyu started—what was this? Looking closer, he realized it was the Arbitration Tribunal's formal decree regarding Dugu Qiuhun's charges and punishment.

"Dugu's really been stripped of his uniform this time." Dongmen Chuiyu felt a twinge of regret; he and Dugu Qiuhun were birds of a feather. "A pity about those Wehrmacht and SS uniforms he brought with him."

Dongmen Chuiyu already knew the new precinct chief would be Mu Min—her nomination was currently being publicized online. If no objections were raised within the three-day window, her appointment would be formalized.

That woman, Mu Min—he had seen her in action. At a glance, she was a formidable character. Dongmen Chuiyu wondered if she, now permanently stationed at East Gate Market, would cooperate as seamlessly with him, "Official Dongmen," as Dugu had. It was hard to say. Thinking of this, his interest waned. In fact, he had long harbored thoughts of leaving: East Gate Market was largely on autopilot now; there were no new tricks to play. Moreover, rumors suggested Yi Fan's Cheka would conduct a massive financial audit of all departments after the New Year. Having handled land sales, leasing, and real estate development while effectively controlling East Gate Market, it would be a miracle if an audit found no irregularities.

But to transfer, he needed a destination. Dongmen Chuiyu thought: I've been doing commerce lately; transferring to the Ministry of Commerce would be a professional fit...

Just as he was contemplating his next move, a commotion erupted outside. Dongmen Chuiyu opened his door to find Dugu Qiuhun arguing heatedly with two fresh police cadets outside his former office. Dugu was demanding entry to retrieve his belongings; the cadets were standing firm, citing orders to seal the office until the new chief arrived.

"I can't even retrieve my personal items?! Whose rule is that!" Dugu Qiuhun's face was flushed with indignation.

"We are executing orders, Chief." The two newly assigned cadets repeated the phrase like a mantra.

"Dugu, don't be hasty! Come sit in my office for a while!" Dongmen Chuiyu called out. "I'll call Ran Yao and ask when Mu Min can come over. If she can't, having someone else open the door is fine too."

Dugu Qiuhun sat fuming in Dongmen Chuiyu's office. Since being taken away by Political Security, he had become a pariah—a rat crossing the street that everyone wanted to beat. Now that his freedom of movement was restored, people on the street either glared at him, ignored him, or put on a "drawing a line" face to distance themselves.

Dongmen Chuiyu called Ran Yao, asking if someone could be sent to open the door so Dugu Qiuhun could collect his personal effects.

He put down the phone. "Ran Yao says to wait. You can handle the handover when Mu Min arrives. It's better to do it face-to-face."

"Handover my ass," Dugu Qiuhun huffed. "The only thing missing is being dragged to the square for a struggle session. The keys to the safe and filing cabinets were confiscated long ago; they haven't even returned my pistol. Why play these formalist games?"

"Stop griping." Dongmen Chuiyu sympathized with Dugu. "It's already like this; just go with the flow for now."

"Hmph, I don't care about others, but I didn't expect Director Ma to sell me out without a word—and so thoroughly!" Dugu Qiuhun ranted, pouring out his bitterness over Ma Qianzhu's cold betrayal.

"I decided to follow him to the end! I didn't expect him to be so heartless!"

Dongmen Chuiyu shook his head. "Qiuhun, if the Director didn't do this, he couldn't even save himself. You blame him?!"

"What's it to me if he saves himself?" Dugu Qiuhun's anger at Ma Qianzhu hadn't subsided. "If I get pushed too far..."

"Only if he saves himself now can he save you later." Dongmen Chuiyu lowered his voice. "If he goes down too, you'll be an agricultural technician for life!"

Dugu Qiuhun froze, asking in disbelief, "Really...?"

"Sigh, you." Dongmen Chuiyu sighed. "If only you'd told me before you deployed troops that day. I definitely would have stopped you..."

"Fat lot of good saying that now." Dugu Qiuhun stood up impatiently and paced in circles. "When do you think they'll let me head the police squad again..."

"Don't even think about that." Dongmen Chuiyu had just spoken when he heard Mu Min talking unusually loudly in the corridor outside. He stopped. "Go pack your things. I'll come see you later."

After sending off the muttering Dugu Qiuhun, Dongmen Chuiyu pondered his own destination. Suddenly it struck him: Li Mei now had formal Senator status, and the Women's Cooperative she ran had been renamed "The Cooperative" since nationalization. This Cooperative held absolute dominance in East Gate Market's commercial sector. Given Li Mei's ability and seniority, she would not only continue as General Manager of the Cooperative but might well become Minister of Commerce. Even if he transferred to the Ministry of Commerce, he wouldn't have much room to maneuver—she was a veteran of the business world, completely unmatched by someone like him who switched careers halfway and rose by selling land and renting houses.

If he went to the Ministry of Commerce, he'd be a Deputy Minister at best. Just as Dongmen Chuiyu was hesitating, his phone rang.

"You're still a part-time staff officer at the General Staff, right?" the voice asked.

"Yes, I attend staff meetings at the General Staff every week—you should know," Dongmen Chuiyu said.

"Yes, I'm completely confident." Hearing the words on the phone, Dongmen Chuiyu involuntarily straightened his posture. "Rest assured."

Personnel appointments came down one after another. Mu Min was appointed East Gate Market Precinct Chief, ceasing to serve as Director of the Li Affairs Office. Ran Yao formally became National Police Leader, stepping down as concurrent Director of the Political Security Bureau. Dongmen Chuiyu resigned as Director of the East Gate Market Management Office and transferred to the General Staff as a full-time staff officer. Li Mei became Director of the Commercial Ministry's East Gate Market Management Office and concurrent Director of the Cooperative.

Chen Haiyang ceased to be Navy People's Commissar and became Minister of the Naval General Staff; Ming Qiu took over as Navy People's Commissar. He Ming ceased to be Army People's Commissar and became Army Chief of Staff.

Organizational adjustments and personnel changes created many vacancies. Many "hatless Chiefs" obtained official posts in this reshuffle, greatly soothing their feelings of unrecognized talent. Ma Jia kept his word: the group from the Law Studies Club who had contributed most obtained key positions in the Arbitration Tribunal. An Xi became Director of the Arbitration Tribunal General Office; Dong Shiye became a judge of the Public Order Court. Ma Jia had intended to give the position of Director of the Investigation and Execution Department to Ji Xin, but Ji Xin declined, saying he didn't want it and asked only to be recommended to the Education Ministry. Helpless, Ma Jia spoke to Hu Qingbai and recommended Ji Xin.

The position of Investigation Director had to be left temporarily vacant. The post was critical; simply reciting statutes wouldn't suffice. Ma Jia decided to keep the position open until a suitable candidate emerged. Others also received positions; the worst off found a spot in the Legal Counsel's Office.

Only the most thorny position—Director of the Political Security Bureau—remained unfilled. Ma Jia requested several times to meet and discuss candidates for this post. The position was both important and sensitive; leaving the selection power in his own hands put too much pressure on Ma Jia. Who knew what those people were really thinking!

But the few Executive Committee members merely ha-ha'd their way through the discussions, none suggesting a candidate. Ma Jia spoke privately with several key members but got nothing concrete. In the end, Ma Jia had to consider the candidate himself.

This person should ideally be unconnected to CEO Wen and unrelated to the Director. Logically, Mu Min was the most suitable candidate after Ran Yao's departure: she was a complete outsider and had done political security work in the original timeline—she was professionally qualified. The problem, Ma Jia thought, was that she was too much of an outsider, with no foundation at all. She couldn't command respect in that post, and CEO Wen clearly disliked female cadres.

Besides, giving it to her would make the Ming family's power too terrifying, Ma Jia thought secretly.

Sitting in his office, Ma Jia drank cup after cup of strong tea, repeatedly scanning the complete roster of transmigrators he had obtained from Xiao Zishan. The roster briefly listed everyone's data and current posts. Finally, his eyes fell on a name in the Z section at the end.

This person should work! Ma Jia thought. Though he wasn't from the public security system like Ran Yao or Mu Min, he studied international politics—specifically specializing in Soviet-era political science and practice, with profound research into Stalin-era purges and the NKVD. One could say he possessed sufficient theory. Moreover, he didn't like the limelight—that alone made him far better than all the loudmouths clamoring to be purge officers.

This person was none other than Zhao Manxiong-ski.

Zhao Manxiong-ski lived a secluded life, rarely leaving the original Internal Affairs Commission compound and speaking little. He almost never attended Internal Affairs meetings, holding the title of Director of the Internal Affairs Policy Research Office. No one knew what he did, but every department of the Internal Affairs Commission had to copy files to him for research reference. Every day he simply read continuously, took excerpts, and wrote in a large, locally-produced 16-mo notebook.

Gradually, Zhao Manxiong's office became piled high with these notebooks. Department heads sometimes went to his office to talk for a while. But his full name never appeared on any document.
Chapter 541 - Political Security Cadets

Factories didn't hire every day, so Lu Cheng had to bide her time. Being somewhat older, she was ineligible for the various training programs at the Military-Political Academy. She didn't find this particularly regrettable, however. A neighbor's daughter had passed the Type-C Diploma exam and eagerly enrolled in the nursing class—enticed by the prospect of treating the sick—only to flee home in terror after her first encounter with a human anatomical specimen. Upon returning, she recounted such horrific stories that Lu Cheng had come to view "joining a unit" as a terrifying prospect.

Today, her father brought news: "Some Security Bureau is hiring. Go have a look tomorrow!"

"Security Bureau?" Although Lu Cheng was no longer unfamiliar with the Newspeak ubiquitous in Lingao, the endless stream of new terms still baffled her.

"I don't know either." Lu Bai pulled a towel embroidered with the red characters "Labor is Glorious" from around his neck, rinsed it in the washbasin Lu Cheng brought, and wiped his face. "Probably a place like the village militia or the local defense bureau!"

"Would a place like that want women?" Lu Cheng was doubtful.

"The Chiefs have deep thoughts; how can Dad understand? Anyway, it's just serving the Chiefs," Lu Bai said.

Lu Shouye added, "It's true; the notice is posted at the Farm Headquarters. Men and women, no limit. Age under 23, must have a Type-C Diploma—isn't that perfect for Younger Sister? Serving the Chiefs has to be easier than working in a factory; look how hard Mother works on three shifts!"

Lu Cheng was tempted. If she could secure a job, it would help the family immensely. The next day, she went to the Commune Farm Headquarters to inspect the notice.

Sure enough, a large notice was plastered on the bulletin board. A crowd had gathered, discussing it animatedly while a clerk from the Commune read it aloud. Lu Cheng had recognized a few characters back home, so after arriving in Lingao, she passed the Type-C Diploma without much struggle. Reading a notice was no problem.

The conditions listed were exactly as her brother had described: men and women, unlimited vacancies; unmarried; 16 to 23 years old; Type-C Diploma. And the pay? She glanced at the figures, and her cheeks felt hot: a 200 yuan settlement allowance upfront, 30 yuan monthly salary during probation, and 55 yuan in circulation coupons after formal hiring—that was a fortune! Her father, an accountant at the farm, only earned 60 yuan a month.

But reading further, the condition requiring work away from home dampened her enthusiasm. Lu Cheng worried immediately—a single woman going out to work alone was something she wouldn't have dared dream of when she was a sheltered girl in her boudoir. But months of wandering as a refugee had emboldened her. Still, working alone?

Finally, the desire to lighten the family burden prevailed. After discussing it with her family that night, she went to the village office the next day, obtained her household registration certificate, and went to Headquarters to apply. Several men in tight blue short jackets and sam browne belts checked her certificate and diploma, asked many questions, and made her read a Newspeak article and write a few characters on the spot. Then, inside a small room, she was ordered to strip naked before two nurses for a physical examination.

Height and weight were measured. Then the nurse ordered her to trot in place, jump, and perform leg kicks. Lu Cheng felt humiliated doing all this without a shred of clothing. As she hesitated, the older nurse's rattan cane lashed down.

"What are you shy about?! Jump!" Her buttocks, thighs, and back stung with the impact.

Wanting to cry but daring not to, Lu Cheng quickly completed the required movements. Finally, she was asked to look at a chart on the wall; she could barely make out the direction of the symbols on the smallest line.

"Vision: Excellent." The nurse noted something on the white paper clipped to her board.

Finally, the nurse's gaze fell on her feet—Lu Cheng had "liberated feet." She had bound them in the past, but during the months of wandering, small feet made walking difficult, and she had no time or energy to wash and bind them daily, so she had naturally let them out. After arriving at the refugee camp, foot binding was strictly forbidden. The Australian Chiefs were draconian about this: not only were girls forbidden to bind feet, but women with bound feet were compelled to unbind them. Those who refused faced coercion. In the quarantine camp, Lu Cheng had seen several women who would "rather die than unbind"; the Chiefs didn't kill them but sent their whole families to the labor reform detachments—every immigrant knew the horror of that fate.

"Pity about the liberated feet." Following this remark, a young man walked in from behind the curtain. Naked, Lu Cheng immediately squatted down in shame.

"Stand up!" the nurse shouted. "This is the Chief!"

Afraid of being beaten, Lu Cheng stood up slowly—the Australian Chief was her master, and it was heaven's law for a slave to obey—but shame compelled her to cover her privates and breasts with her hands as best she could.

The young man looked her up and down with clinical interest. The nurse barked again, "Put your hands down!"

Lu Cheng dared not disobey but covered her face in shame, her body trembling.

"Figure isn't bad!" the Chief commented, then sighed with regret. "The feet are a defect."

"Yes, but she unbound early. It seems the foot shape recovered well."

"Mm." The Chief seemed dissatisfied. "Can she walk and run properly?"

"According to Chief Head Nurse Zhang, it shouldn't affect much," the nurse said respectfully.

"Forget it, pass her," the Chief decided after a moment. "Too few girls applied."

So when she came out dressed, a blue stamp was already inked on her medical form. Five days later, she received the admission notice one evening.

"Congratulations, you're eating public rice now." The village resident police officer delivered the notice. The officer wore a tight black buttoned jacket that Lu Cheng found comical, a flat cloth hat like a plate, puttees, and a baton at his waist.

The resident police officer played a role similar to the fast-squad runners of the old county yamen, but he lived in the village with his family. He was amiable and didn't extort people like the classic runners.

As the only person in the village receiving "wages" and eating "public rice," the resident police officer commanded the awe of all villagers—even the village head and militia captain, who held the most power, only received allowances from the Commune. Only the Commune stewards—or "cadres" in Newspeak—received actual wages.

Hearing Lu Cheng was accepted, the whole family was happy but also sad—after all, she was leaving home to make a living. Lu Bai and his wife shed tears.

"Alright, don't be sad. Your daughter is going to the General Security Bureau," the officer shook his head. "That's the Chiefs' Praetorian Guard. I wanted to serve there but couldn't!" He turned to Lu Cheng. "Work hard; you'll prosper in the future!"

The officer instructed that he would pick Lu Cheng up early the next morning to take her to Headquarters. Lu Cheng knew two boys from the village had also applied and been selected.

"Don't bring anything; the public provides everything," the officer told her. "Whatever you bring will just be sent back. Just go in the clothes on your back."

Early next morning, the officer escorted the three from the village to the Commune seat. After a few comforting words, he left. The young Chief who had seen her naked was also at Headquarters; seeing him, Lu Cheng blushed.

A total of seven Security Bureau cadets were selected from Jialai Commune. Lu Cheng was the only female. The young Chief gave them a few words of encouragement. The seven were taken to the Commune station to wait for the oxcart sent specifically for them. Looking at the six strangers, blank-faced like herself, Lu Cheng realized this was her first time completely separated from her kin. Only her clothes were familiar. She stared blankly out the window at the road stretching into the distance.

Several oxcarts delivered the accepted cadets from Jialai Commune to the Fangcaodi Education Park. They were led into a courtyard guarded by sentries. Besides them, there were over thirty other teenagers and young adults.

"Line up! First Bairen Commune, Second Bopu Commune, Third Nanbao Commune, Fourth Jialai Commune." A clerk blown a sharp whistle, shouting to enforce order.

The cadets jostled into line. Another clerk at the gate held a clipboard and shouted names loudly:

"Bairen Commune, Ye Lüsu!"

A youth of eighteen or nineteen hurried forward.

"Idiot," he was scolded before he could stand steady. "Can't you shout 'Present'? Do it again!"

Ye Lüsu hurriedly shouted "Present!" and was admitted.

Jialai Commune was fourth. Lu Cheng waited nearly an hour before hearing her name. She quickly shouted "Present!"

Inside the main hall, several men looking like Chiefs sat behind a table. In the center was a white, fat Chief.

"Lu Cheng!" As she walked in and stood still, the clerk beside her began reading her registration data loudly. "Female, 20, unmarried. Registered: Jialai Commune. Status: Small proprietor. Education: Type-C Diploma."

The Chiefs flipped through the pages in front of them and scrutinized her. The young Chief suggested, "Ideally female—send to Secret Service Training Class?"

"No, assign to Security Cadre Training Class," the fat Chief in the center overruled.

So Lu Cheng was assigned to the Security Cadre Training Class. After a cursory review, all cadets were sorted into three short-term classes: "Reconnaissance Cadre Training Class," "Security Cadre Training Class," and "Secret Service Personnel Training Class." A few were eliminated—sent home directly without reason.

When she came out, a clerk handed her a small bamboo tag: "Wear it around your neck!"

Then every cadet received a large backpack. Carrying the heavy packs, the cadets were led to the backyard by a clerk.

"Females over here!" A female clerk arrived and beckoned Lu Cheng and a few other female cadets—they were taken to a side courtyard.
Chapter 542 - The Girls' Squad

The side courtyard housed rows of barracks. The structure and layout were similar to Lu Cheng's accommodation in the quarantine camp, except each room housed only eight people—a vast improvement over the crowded bays of twenty-plus in the quarantine camp. Since there were only six female cadets out of the forty-odd total, they were all assigned to a single dormitory.

Having lived in the quarantine camp dormitories, everyone was already disciplined. As soon as they dropped their backpacks, they hastened to organize their personal space: arranging cups, hanging towels, making beds, and folding quilts. Then came the election of a dorm head—no one wanted this responsibility-heavy, thankless task, so Lu Cheng, the lone outsider not from Bairen Commune, was volunteered for the role.

The roommates were all girls from Bairen Commune. In fact, she was the only one in the entire recruitment batch who wasn't from Bairen.

The members of Bairen Commune were the indigenous people who had attached themselves to the transmigrated collective earliest. Whether local villagers or immigrant refugees, they had been most deeply assimilated by the transmigrators' influence, so it was not surprising they were the trendsetters in local fashion and thought.

Lu Cheng felt these girls looked down on her. Hearing she came from the newly established Jialai Commune, their tone took on a distinct air of superiority.

"What's there to be haughty about?" Lu Cheng thought to herself. Then the Bairen girls began discussing which scent of the Cooperative's latest soap smelled better—jasmine or rose. One girl even proudly claimed she had used transparent soap.

Lu Cheng felt firmly put in her place as a rustic; she understood nothing of what these girls were discussing. She knew soap—sometimes the Commune assigned work for women to wash bedding and clothes, distributing large rugged blocks of it—but she had never heard of scented soap, let alone transparent soap.

Next, a girl took out a few paper-wrapped candy balls from her pocket to share. This girl was named Yao Yulan. Her parents worked in the food factory; her father was a technical backbone in the bean products workshop, earning a high income, so naturally, her consumption level was a cut above the rest.

"It's top-grade fruit candy!" Yao Yulan haughtily offered Lu Cheng one.

Lu Cheng didn't know what fruit candy was. Imitating the others, she peeled off the paper. She had never seen such beautiful confectionery—a crystal-clear yellow orb that seemed to capture the light.

"Eat it!" Yao Yulan said triumphantly, satisfied with her reaction.

The fruit candy was indeed delicious, sweet with a palatable tartness and a faint fruit fragrance. Lu Cheng couldn't help but exclaim, "It's good."

The girls all laughed. Lu Cheng had an easygoing nature and laughed along, which melted the ice significantly. Among the six girls, Yao Yulan was the only non-indentured servant—her family originally ran a small tofu shop in Foshan. Later, due to the war in Liaodong, bean prices soared, and seeing the business failing, her father was moved by Liu San's recruitment of artisans to Lingao with promises of excellent benefits. Yao Yulan's father signed up. Finding life in Lingao prosperous, he quickly moved his family and remaining assets there.

Because of this comfortable background and her loose spending money, Yao Yulan generally looked down on everyone.

There was also a girl named Yang Cao, the oldest of the group. Everyone was surprised when she revealed she was twenty-three—a woman that age was usually either a widow or a mother.

But looking at her appearance: a full figure and eyebrows devoid of fine downy hair, she was clearly no virgin.

This immediately piqued everyone's interest. Under the girls' relentless interrogation, Yang Cao hemmed and hawed before admitting she used to be an opera singer. She had been sold into a troupe since childhood, and the troupe leader never allowed her to marry.

"To make money for him—" Yang Cao said in a dull voice. "If I married, I couldn't make money for him." Yao Yulan clamored for stories about the troupe, but Yang Cao ignored her, silently organizing the items in her issued backpack.

Lu Cheng had faithfully followed the resident police officer's instructions and brought nothing but the clothes on her back. Yao Yulan, however, had brought a small satchel. The satchel was old and showed signs of mending, but Yao Yulan treasured it—Lu Cheng knew this was exclusively for "cadres." She had seen it on the resident police officer in her village, and the village head and militia captain also wore them proudly when going to meetings.

Because of this bag's specific nature, it became a status symbol. People specifically sought out eliminated, beat-up bags for their own use, turning it into a fashion statement of political consciousness.

This bag was likely a hand-me-down from some cadre. Lu Cheng knew that to get such a bag, one either had family or relatives who were cadres or had special "connections" and some spare cash.

Most of the girls had brought some private items: candy, soap, rouge, handkerchiefs, combs, and similar trinkets dear to young women.

For a while, the dormitory seemed to be hosting a noisy exhibition. The girls showed off their treasures while Lu Cheng stood blankly to one side, empty-handed. She coveted their items; everything was so exquisite and beautiful. Her family's income wasn't low, but expenses were cut drastically for her brother's marriage fund, and Jialai Commune had no shops selling such luxuries. She felt a pang of melancholy. Especially Yao Yulan—just a "Tofu Beauty"! She herself had once been the young miss of a fabric shop, after all.

A while later, a female cadre entered the dorm. Her clothes were ironed crisp and stiff, but she looked very childish, seemingly younger than all the girls in the room. Lu Cheng knew this cadre was an indigenous person, not a Chief—female Chiefs were pitifully rare. Lu Cheng had seen a female Chief inspecting the quarantine camp: a tall woman, looking particularly sturdy, with very pale skin, differing physically from Great Ming women.

"Attention!" she shouted. The girls hurriedly stood up and automatically formed a line.

"I am He Chun," the female cadre introduced herself. Though she spoke loudly, her nervousness was palpable. "Political Security NCO Cadet, and also your Squad Leader." Her gaze swept the room. "Who is the dorm head?"

"I am—" Lu Cheng hurriedly raised her hand.

"Why didn't you shout 'Attention' when you saw me enter?"

Lu Cheng was flustered, freezing for a moment, unable to form a reply.

"I am your Squad Leader now!" He Chun tried hard to project "official authority." In truth, before being transferred here as Squad Leader, she had been chewed out again by Zhou Dongtian—Zhou thought she was too thin-skinned to handle preliminary interrogations and kicked her back to await reassignment.

Being returned for reassignment was serious for an intern; it meant an "incompetent" mark on her performance evaluation. As a Political Security NCO cadet, He Chun understood the importance of evaluations better than anyone. She viewed this Squad Leader assignment as a critical chance to rehabilitate her record. He Chun fully recalled everything she had seen, heard, and suffered when she was a refugee and a cadet, and she had even gone to the army training camp to absorb their methods. One could imagine what these girls were about to encounter.

"You are now cadets of the First Short-Term Training Class of the General Political Security Bureau!" He Chun tried her best to look severe, reciting a modified version of the induction speech she had heard during her own training. "Throw your civilian habits aside! This isn't a place for you to muddle your way into becoming cadres; it's a place for you to be reborn! This work requires a high degree of discipline and self-sacrifice. From now on, all actions must obey commands—first and foremost, my commands! Now, inspection of housekeeping!"

Then began the housekeeping bomb. She unceremoniously dumped everyone's bag upside down, scattering items all over the beds. Personal items that violated regulations were thrown directly onto the floor. A handkerchief Yao Yulan brought was not only thrown down but deliberately stomped on. Yao Yulan was so angry she shed tears.

The next day, training officially began. The training class was organized under the auspices of the Military-Political Academy. Zhao Manxiong designed the curriculum for each class and personally supervised its implementation. Each short-term class focused on specific professional training. Although the duration was short, the rigorousness was intense, bordering on harsh.

"Left—face!"

Over forty cadets repeated simple movements on the drill ground: left face, right face, mark time, forward march... For every ten people, a corporal took charge. Eyes wide, brandishing a rattan stick, he walked back and forth along the line. A wrong turn or a mistaken movement earned a sharp lash of the stick or a kick to the ground.

"Idiot! Fool!" Besides commands, the corporals shouted nothing but abuse.

Lu Cheng held a dummy gun inlaid with iron bars—this was a training rifle, 20% heavier than the standard Minié rifle used by the army. Even a man would find it heavy, let alone a woman. Her arms were so sore and numb they were losing sensation, but she stood straight, struggling to maintain her grip—if the gun tilted, Yang Cao, who was crying and trying to crawl up at her feet, was the best example of the consequences.

It was still early spring, but sweat had turned their blue cotton fatigue uniforms black.

The first item of the training class was military drill. The girls' squad received no preferential treatment—not in training rifles, time, nor content. The only privilege was that He Chun, as a young girl, was embarrassed to shout the fluent profanities used by the male corporals. But in exchange, the rattan stick waved more frequently. Lu Cheng's buttocks and thighs stung with pain; she didn't know how many hits she had taken. But she was better off than Yao Yulan—who was lying on the ground refusing to move. No matter how He Chun beat her, she wouldn't get up, until she was dragged aside and doused with a bucket of cold water.
Chapter 543 - Discipline and Training

Wu Mu prowled the perimeter of the girls' squad, his expression wooden. That little chick He Chun had clearly been trained by Zhou Dongtian—her strikes were ruthless! Wu Mu felt that even he couldn't bring himself to be quite so heavy-handed. And Zhou Dongtian still complained she was too thin-skinned? If that were true, one shuddered to imagine the glorious brutality of Zhou Dongtian himself. Wu Mu involuntarily shrank his neck. He glanced at the teetering Lu Cheng in the formation, recalling her naked body again—figure wasn't bad, a pity the feet were a buzzkill. Wu Mu sighed with regret and shook his head.

His subtle movement was misinterpreted by He Chun, who thought the Chief was dissatisfied with her performance. Terrified, she disciplined the girls' squad even harder.

By the time the squad was dismissed, everyone was too exhausted to even wash up, collapsing onto their beds with collective groans. But He Chun, this freshly minted devil, wouldn't let them rest. Waving her rattan cane, she drove everyone out of bed.

"It's not lights out yet, no sleeping! Everyone get up and shower!" She shrieked, herding them toward the bathhouse.

In the bathhouse, the girls examined the bruises on each other's bodies and rubbed them with medicinal liquor. Several who hadn't suffered much hardship before began to weep. Yao Yulan cried especially miserably, wailing that she regretted it to death—if she had known, she would have listened to her parents and entered the food factory as a worker in the bean products workshop. With her family-inherited tofu-making skills, she would have started at least as a Grade 3 worker. Why did she insist on becoming a cadre only to endure this? But to most, this hardship was nothing. Lu Cheng, hardened by her journey as a refugee, found it bearable.

Dinner quality was excellent. Everyone received vegetables, fish, shrimp, and eggs, with unlimited rice. To most, the food was shockingly luxurious. Lu Cheng, exhausted from the day, wolfed down her meal, leaving her bowl spotless.

Training lasted three months. Wake up at 06:00, physical and drill training from 07:00 to 12:00. One hour for lunch and rest. Professional studies began at 13:00, with dinner and rest at 18:00 for one hour. Studies continued at 19:00, reviewing the day's content. Rest at 22:00. A test was held every week; those who failed had to take remedial classes to prepare for a re-test. Remedial time ran from 22:00 to 00:00. There was no private space or rest time. Corporals could barge in anytime. Sometimes, the squad leader would announce an emergency assembly in the middle of the night for a run or a mass test. Those who didn't pass had to review until dawn.

Zhao Manxiong-ski slowly tightened the screws, subjecting every cadet to increasing mental and physical pressure. This pressure was greater than their past struggle for simple survival, enough to cause a mental breakdown in those with weak wills. By the end of the third week, some couldn't take it and were eliminated.

Zhao Manxiong believed: those who couldn't withstand pressure were unfit for political security work. The weak must be weeded out before formal studies began. The deliberately fabricated atmosphere of tension and the overloaded physical training were designed for this specific purpose. A political security cadre had to be not only cold and ruthless but also possessed of an iron will. Merciless torture of will and body was a form of quenching; those who withstood the test would emerge as the toughest security operatives.

The content of the training class was varied, but the first month focused on foundational culture. Although every cadet held a Type-C Diploma, it was far from sufficient. Their education was merely literacy-level, inadequate for their future roles. In Zhao Manxiong's view, they should at least be able to draft reports, read materials, and formulate plans with ease—Type-C Diploma holders couldn't do any of that. Zhao Manxiong specifically required them to master Mandarin fluently to avoid mission errors caused by language misunderstandings. The cadets' Mandarin was truly a mess. After one inspection, Zhao Manxiong found he simply couldn't communicate with them directly.

"Your task is to completely eliminate dialects in the study class." He issued an order to Wu Mu, who was specifically in charge of this.

"That's very difficult..." The cadets had grown up speaking dialects, and they were almost exclusively Southerners; the linguistic gap between their dialects and the Northern-dialect-based Mandarin was immense.

"There is no word 'difficult' in our work, Comrade," Zhao Manxiong-ski said flatly.

"Yes, I will get it done." Wu Mu felt a chill, clicked his heels, and went to Hu Qingbai to request teachers. Then he issued a death order: from this day on, anyone who could not correctly express their meaning in Mandarin was forbidden to eat.

As for professional studies, Zhao Manxiong didn't prioritize depth initially. He was already compiling a work manual; for now, they just needed to memorize the manual by rote.

Those who showed particular talent in the training class would be noted for specialized training later. The class also placed great emphasis on cultivating iron discipline. Zhao Manxiong personally drafted the disciplinary code for security cadres.

The code emphasized loyalty and discipline—especially discipline. Zhao Manxiong wasn't worried about loyalty; if someone wasn't loyal enough, there were many ways to remind them how to be loyal or simply make their loyalty irrelevant. But for a cadre who was loyal enough but lacked a concept of discipline, the situation would become messy.

Cadres of the General Political Security Bureau occupied the most advantageous position among the transmigrated collective's violent organs. Work requirements meant they would inevitably possess significant power and access core secrets. While the scope was still small, they could monitor everyone's behavior closely and punish indiscipline promptly. Once the scope expanded, control would be harder to maintain without ingrained habits.

After the first month ended, the first thing cadets did every morning was to recite the Five Disciplines of Security Personnel.

"Obey orders and heed command; subordinate everything to organizational decisions; be ready to sacrifice everything personal at any time."

"Strictly observe security work discipline and regulations; guard all organizational and work secrets."

"Work actively, earnestly, and responsibly; guarantee timely completion of missions."

"Resolutely draw a line with non-nationals; no contact without permission. No interaction with relatives or friends in enemy-occupied areas."

"No law-breaking or indiscipline; maintain a serious lifestyle and upright behavior; keep financial matters clear."

This was formulated by Zhao Manxiong after consultation with several Senators. The formal regulations for Political Security personnel contained dozens of disciplinary clauses, but Zhao Manxiong believed a few basic ones were enough—easier to remember and leaving a deeper psychological imprint.

Lu Cheng and the others chanted these five disciplines every day until they knew them by heart, but they didn't really understand specific terms like "non-nationals" and "enemy-occupied areas." However, as studies deepened and they began to access textbooks, the true meaning behind these phrases became clear.

After the first month, studies shifted to professional training. Rules and regulations became even stricter. Lu Cheng felt the class was a hundred times stricter than the quarantine camp. Regulations were as numerous as ox hairs, the strictest being secrecy. The Fangcaodi Education Park had a post office specifically for cadets; mail was free for the military-political school system. But Political Security short-term cadets had no right to write home. They could only send a postcard once a month saying "Everything is fine, do not worry." Cadets in the same dorm were not allowed to ask about each other's study content. Reviewing books could only be done in the classroom; not a scrap of paper could be taken out.

The political security textbooks blatantly referred to the transmigrated collective as a state and explicitly treated the Great Ming as the "enemy." In Lingao, which was still under the Great Ming sky, this was treason and heresy.

The deeds of the Australians in Lingao had spread throughout Guangdong, but these were largely treated as "rumors"; officials preferred to avoid trouble and feigned ignorance. But once written materials leaked, the nature would change completely—becoming "iron proof" of the transmigrated collective's separatist rebellion in Lingao. The Executive Committee did not want to invite that trouble yet.

However, the impact of these materials on the cadets was immense. Many made a living under the Australians and were grateful, but few had thought deeply about what the Australians actually intended to do—only a few intelligent or restless ones had realized: the ambition of this group of Australians who arrived on a giant iron ship was rebellion.

"Isn't this rebellion?" One night after lights out, Yao Yulan quietly climbed onto Lu Cheng's upper bunk, buried herself under the quilt, and whispered almost directly into her ear.

Over the past month or so, a subtle friendship had formed between the two. This friendship was built on their shared petty-bourgeois background. Although their current economic levels differed, similar origins gave the two girls a common language. Lu Cheng felt that although Yao Yulan was a bit frivolous and showy, she was a good person at heart, someone worth befriending.

Lu Cheng nodded without speaking. She had been worried sick these days. In the past, she hadn't thought much about what "Commune," "Cadre," and "Resident Police" meant. But in the last few days, she suddenly understood—wasn't this the structure of an Australian government?

She was attending the Political Security training class; wouldn't she be an agent of the Australian government when she graduated? And her father and brother, working for the Commune—weren't they acting as the baozheng and lijia for the Australian regime?

Rebellion was a terrifying word for commoners. It meant "beheading," "extermination of nine generations," and other horrifying outcomes. Thinking that she and her whole family were implicated with "rebels," Lu Cheng had been frightened awake from her sleep several times.
Chapter 544 - The Informant

In her nightmares, the government troops attacked, the Australians were routed, and the Chiefs were dragged one by one to the execution grounds to be beheaded. Somehow, her entire family was there too—her father, mother, brother, even the younger brother lost in childhood and her grandparents dead for years—all bound with execution placards thrust into their backs. The earth ran red with blood. She tried desperately to explain to the officials that her family weren't hair-shaven bandits, merely refugees swept up in the chaos. But her voice failed her. Later, she tried to run—she wasn't tied, and no one was guarding her—yet her feet were heavy as lead. She shouted in silent desperation.

Similar nightmares plagued her repeatedly. Waking in a cold sweat, she resolved countless times to quit school the next day, go home, warn her family, and flee far away from this place.

But by daylight, hesitation returned. Flee? To where? There was no paradise under the Great Ming sky. Let alone paradise, for commoners like ants, finding a place just to survive was a struggle. Lingao wasn't heaven, but at least it allowed her family to live in peace, with food, clothes, and shelter. It gave them hope. were they to return to that wandering life of displacement and near-starvation?

So what if it was rebellion? Lu Cheng thought. Without the Australians, the family might have died in the gutters long ago, and she would likely have fallen into the hands of human traffickers, sold to suffer somewhere unknown. She steeled her heart: even if it meant rebellion, she would follow the Chiefs. Even if it meant death—at least she had lived a few good days. If they could defeat the government troops, the future would be brighter still.

"The Australian Chiefs saved our whole family. Even if it means beheading for rebellion, we'll follow them," Lu Cheng sighed. "What else can we do?"

"I just don't know if the Chiefs can hold out," Yao Yulan said. "My dad moved our whole livelihood to Lingao. If the Chiefs can't beat the government troops, our family is finished." Unlike the refugees who had suffered enough, Yao Yulan lacked the desperation to burn her bridges completely.

"You have a family. So do I," Lu Cheng said. Suddenly she remembered something. "The Chiefs have such good firearms; the government troops surely can't beat them."

"And that big iron ship. The government troops can't even beat pirates; they definitely have no chance against the Australian iron ship." Yao Yulan seemed to be trying to convince herself, but then she sighed again. "It's just that the Chiefs have too few soldiers. If the government sends a swarm, I'm afraid they can't hold."

"It doesn't matter if the Australians have few soldiers; aren't we all 'soldiers'?" Ke Yun, sleeping on the bunk adjacent to the upper bunk, had been woken by their whispers. She was the youngest of them all, only fifteen, and looked very thin and small. Ke Yun never mentioned her family; Yao Yulan assumed she was an orphan.

"We count as soldiers?" Yao Yulan dismissed the idea. "Women fighting—don't the Chiefs think it's bad luck? Women aren't allowed in the army."

"They have female officials; what's a few female soldiers?" Ke Yun whispered. "Haven't you seen them?"

"I have. A Chief Dong—pretty, but her frame is really big!" Yao Yulan gestured. "And that chest..." She pulled her shirt exaggeratedly high. "This big!"

Several girls giggled, waking up the others. Woman talk was infectious; one by one, they joined the conversation.

"Chief Dong is formidable. I saw her practice with a steel spear. Heard she even went to the countryside and killed bandits."

"So fierce? Was she a street performer?"

"Nonsense. Chief Dong is very learned and manages many villages. She comes to our village often."

"Isn't it Chief Du who goes to the villages often? A tall female Chief with very long legs," Lu Cheng recalled. This Chief Du acted decisively and had very short hair, but she spoke entirely in incomprehensible "Newspeak." The village headmen were all terrified of her.

"There are quite a few," Ke Yun said. "Besides, once we learn to shoot, I won't be afraid of any great general in full armor, let alone a small soldier. With the Chiefs' Six-Star Repeater, anyone who comes is dead."

The "Six-Star Repeater" was actually a revolver. The large batch of pistols the transmigrated collective purchased through the North American branch included many S&W 9mm revolvers. Many transmigrators found this pistol convenient and handy—especially the women, who almost all carried one.

"That belongs to the Chiefs. Would they give them to us?" Yao Yulan, having been in Bairen Commune for over half a year, knew that things issued to indigenous people, while superior to anything in this timeline, were far inferior to the Chiefs' personal gear. "Besides, even if they gave them to us, I wouldn't dare take a gun to battle. Hearing hundreds of men shout during army drills terrifies me."

"Yeah, fighting and killing on the battlefield—I wouldn't dare." Other girls agreed.

"What do you know?" Yang Cao, sleeping on the bunk below Ke Yun, also woke up. She had remained silent until now. "What the Chiefs want us to do is the work of the Australian Jinyiwei and Eastern Depot."

"What are Jinyiwei and Eastern Depot?" Most girls didn't know, but Yao Yulan and Lu Cheng did; their faces instantly drained of color.

The Jinyiwei had branches in the provinces, but the Eastern Depot operated mainly in the capital; traces of Eastern Depot agents were rarely seen locally. But since Wei Zhongxian took power in the Tianqi era, even remote places saw men in "fresh clothes and angry horses, speaking the capital dialect." The terror of the Eastern Depot had spread from the capital to the entire country.

"You mean we're to be female agents?" Yao Yulan turned pale as a flower.

"What are agents?"

"Spies for the court," Yang Cao explained bluntly. "Specializing in investigating officials and commoners. With an arrest warrant from the Ministry of Justice, they can arrest, interrogate, or just kill you."

"That fierce!" The girls gasped in unison.

"We have to kill people too?" Yao Yulan was practically scared out of her wits—she wanted to be a "cadre," not an assassin.

At that moment, footsteps sounded in the corridor. Everyone shut up simultaneously—chatting without permission at night was a serious infraction.

Early the next morning, amidst the chaos of breakfast in Fangcaodi Education Park's No. 1 Canteen, Ke Yun slipped away quietly. A few minutes later, she appeared in a windowless room behind the canteen. This was one of several "safe houses" set up by the General Political Security Bureau within the Education Park. Such rooms were nestled within building clusters, accessible only to those who knew the path. Political Security personnel met their informers here to debrief and issue instructions.

Wu Mu was waiting for her. Ke Yun was actually a "Ten-Man Group" mole Wu Mu had planted in the girls' squad. Ke Yun was trained specifically for "internal control." This orphan, physically only fifteen, had been plucked by the Guangzhou Station from a pile of corpses in the Nanhai County charity graveyard. Now she was a seasoned informant who wouldn't blink at betraying anyone.

She reported the girls' squad's ideological trends to Wu Mu, noting any serious disciplinary violations. Wu Mu listened intently. In fact, Ke Yun's Mandarin was passable; her heavy dialect was a deliberate disguise.

In her report, the focus was on the recent wavering thoughts in the girls' squad. Ke Yun gave a low evaluation of Yao Yulan, considering her worldly and glib, a person who unknowingly influenced opinion within the squad.

"Yao Yulan's stance is unstable; she often spreads wavering remarks," Ke Yun said, listing many of Yao Yulan's statements. Because most indigenous personnel had low education levels and couldn't write accurate reports, Ran Yao had focused on training Ten-Man Group members in verbal repetition, verifying the subjects' words directly.

Wu Mu noted the key points of her report. He asked no questions during the process, waiting until she finished to avoid interrupting her flow. Then she reported Yang Cao's suspicious points—her older age, her claim of being an opera singer despite never singing, and her surprising knowledge of government secret services like the Eastern Depot and Jinyiwei—even knowing the agents were called "Fanzi."

Wu Mu wasn't interested in Yao Yulan's case; whether to expel her or observe her was a minor administrative detail. But Yang Cao's case was distinct—could this woman be a spy?

Wu Mu decided to review her file immediately upon returning.

"Lu Cheng often has nightmares," Ke Yun continued. "She wakes up frequently. She never talks about what she dreamed, but once I heard her talk in her sleep: '...were swept up.' I think her stance is wavering."

"Swept up" implied that working for the Australians wasn't voluntary but forced. It suggested Lu Cheng had little confidence in the transmigrated collective, believing they would eventually be suppressed by government troops—otherwise she wouldn't have such dreams.

She then reported on the other girls' thoughts and offered her own evaluations. Wu Mu took notes while listening, secretly admiring Ran Yao: without the foundation Ran Yao laid, he wouldn't know how to conduct this work. Just training the personnel was a massive achievement.

"You've done well." Wu Mu nodded in praise. Ke Yun immediately stood up. "Thank you, Chief."

"Sit down. Continue monitoring them, focusing on Yang Cao," Wu Mu instructed. "Report who she contacts most, what she says, and where she goes."

"Understood."

"As for Yao Yulan's wavering tendencies, pay attention to neutralizing her negative influence," Wu Mu added. "Give everyone confidence."
Chapter 545 - Records of Atrocities

The History Group spent four or five days collating materials before quickly producing the inaugural volume of Records of Atrocities by the Usurper Ming. As the historical records of the Ming Dynasty were as vast as the ocean, it was impossible to review them exhaustively; instead, the group compiled excerpts of well-known historical events. The only challenge lay in "embellishments": while interpreting history from a unique perspective was standard practice, fabricating historical materials required more finesse.

They adopted the strategy of utilizing unofficial histories—"wild history"—wherever possible. Compared to official records, wild histories contained vivid details omitted by court historians and plots that resonated more strongly with the masses.

Only sixty copies of the first volume were printed for internal limited distribution. The Great Library allocated forty copies to the General Political Security Bureau, retained ten for its own collection, gave two to the Historical Data Group, and sent the remainder to the Executive Committee for review.

This book immediately captured everyone's attention. Currently, the transmigrated collective had not openly broken with the Great Ming, but that day was approaching. Once the rupture occurred, all camouflage would be discarded, and the collective would need a robust "rationality" to justify its actions. Not everyone would be seduced by the ambition of becoming kings and nobles; they would be opposing a dynasty that had stood for nearly three hundred years—the banner of orthodoxy still held immense weight in Chinese hearts.

This book met the needs of the moment perfectly. Many departments requested additional copies, planning to use it to gradually brainwash their subordinate indigenous cadres. The Executive Committee had to intervene, announcing that distribution was frozen for the time being, and no additional printing was permitted without full argumentation.

Ding Ding felt immense pressure after seeing the book. The concept was simple—compiling "black material"—and not difficult to implement. But why hadn't he thought of it first? Wu Mu had seized the initiative! The consensus within the collective was clear: Wu Mu of the General Political Security Bureau had a terrifying knack for propaganda warfare.

Ding Ding couldn't wait to submit a report to the Executive Committee, requesting that the Literature and Propaganda Department lead a specialized team to compile such works. They would not only continue the Records of Atrocities by the Usurper Ming series but also compile Records of Atrocities by the Evil Zheng and Records of Atrocities by the Eastern Barbarians, preparing public opinion for future conflicts with these powers.

This later became standard operating procedure: whenever the transmigrated collective prepared for war, a specific Records of Atrocities would be released. After all, no one in this timeline possessed the massive data advantage of the Great Library.

But credit for the original concept belonged to Wu Mu. Ding Ding personally visited the General Political Security Bureau to ask Wu Mu to transfer the specific compilation work of Records of Atrocities by the Usurper Ming to the Literature and Propaganda Department for centralized management. Theoretically, this request wasn't necessary as Wu Mu had only made a suggestion, but Ding Ding decided to be prudent—when dealing with the secret police, one couldn't be too cautious.

Ding Ding reciprocated by helping Wu Mu compile his experience using puppet shows for political education into a booklet for distribution to all departments. This naturally highlighted the importance of his Puppet Theater—a classic "win-win." Thus, Wu Mu transformed from an obscure clerk-like figure into someone famous throughout the collective.

Wei Aiwen was dissatisfied with this phenomenon. He issued a memorandum to the Executive Committee and Ma Jia, reiterating that "political ideological work is the domain of the Political Department; other departments should not intervene without authorization, to avoid inconsistent propaganda ideology."

Ma Jia forwarded the memorandum to Zhao Manxiong-ski's office.

"Wei Aiwen has objections," Ma Jia said with a smile.

Zhao Manxiong-ski glanced at the header and smiled faintly. "He even forgot the words 'General Staff'."

Ma Jia hadn't noticed earlier, but looking closely, the header read "General Political Department." Not only had he forgotten "General Staff," but he had also altered his own department's letterhead without authorization. His department's full official name was clearly "Political Department of the General Staff."

"He even called to complain," Ma Jia said. "Of course, I fully support you."

"It doesn't matter," Zhao Manxiong said. "Wu Mu's work is targeted solely at the staff of the General Political Security Bureau—they have certain particularities, after all."

The implication was that the General Political Security Bureau would not interfere with other departments in this field.

"I'll explain it to him."

"I'll file this memorandum; I won't return it to you."

"Of course." Ma Jia didn't know why Zhao specifically mentioned this. "The copy was intended for the General Political Security Bureau anyway."

"Also, I hope you'll sign this commendation order." Zhao Manxiong-ski produced an official document. Ma Jia looked at it; it was a bureau-wide commendation for Wu Mu. He signed it without a word.

"Only a bureau-wide commendation? His current reputation could justify applying for a Chairman's Commendation."

"His work is far from enough. Besides, fame is meaningless for him and our department."

Zhao Manxiong then summoned Wu Mu. Wu Mu, nominally the Director of the General Political Security Bureau's General Office, was currently stationed at the Fangcaodi Education Park, directly overseeing the cadet squads.

Zhao Manxiong first expressed appreciation for Wu Mu's work, then presented him with the bureau-wide commendation order, apologizing that currently such a commendation was merely a piece of paper without material rewards, which would have to wait until economic conditions improved.

Then he gave instructions regarding the work report Wu Mu had submitted.

"There is one issue I hope you pay more attention to," Zhao Manxiong said. "In political studies, never let the cadets perceive systemic problems."

"This, I don't understand—" Wu Mu was confused.

"The Great Ming has system problems; won't the future Empire have system problems too?" Zhao Manxiong-ski snorted. "We just need to tell the cadets: 'Great Ming is bad, Transmigrated Collective is good.' That's enough."

"Yes, I understand!" Wu Mu said. "From now on, it's 'Tartars are bad, Transmigrated Collective is good'."

"Correct." Zhao Manxiong nodded. At the end of the conversation, he added a warning: "People doing secret work had best not be famous."

These words pulled Wu Mu, who had been floating on air with recent success, back to reality. His joy was instantly halved.

"I will definitely pay attention in the future."

After Wu Mu left, Zhao Manxiong opened a locally made reinforced concrete safe in his office and retrieved a file labeled "Wei Aiwen." He placed the memorandum Ma Jia had brought him inside.

Wu Mu returned to his temporary office in Fangcaodi and saw the latest batch of cadet reflections on his desk. He checked; it was from the girls' squad. Disinterested in the others, Wu Mu dug out Yang Cao's file directly.

Yang Cao's handwriting was relatively beautiful among the cadets—clearly not the result of basic literacy education in Lingao. He remembered Yang Cao stating in her self-confession that she had learned some culture in the opera troupe.

The text was written in vernacular Chinese and was fairly smooth. Though it contained many typos and awkward sentences, the general meaning was clear.

Wu Mu was somewhat disappointed. Her reflection was just a rehash of the materials confessed in her file. From beginning to end, it exuded a cold detachment. There were no tear stains on the paper, nor any chaotic strokes caused by emotional agitation. This woman was calm—too calm. The calmer she was, the more suspicious. Wu Mu couldn't imagine a woman with such a tragic past remaining so composed under the "accusation" atmosphere he had carefully cultivated.

Wu Mu thought for a moment and had He Chun summon her.

"This is your reflection."

"Yes, Chief."

"Did you feel nothing after watching that play?"

"I wrote it all in the reflection," Yang Cao said flatness.

Wu Mu couldn't think of anything else to ask and was momentarily speechless. He felt this woman's heart was hard as iron and unfathomable, reinforcing his belief that she absolutely could not remain in the cadet squad.

"Chief, isn't it simply that you want to see this servant cry bitterly and recount every tragic event of my life?" A strange smile appeared on Yang Cao's face. "Would you be at ease with this servant then?"

Wu Mu was startled; the remark struck home. In the past, he held an intellectual superiority over the indigenous cadets, especially during political studies, feeling he had them in the palm of his hand.

Yang Cao suddenly shattered his superiority. This embarrassed him greatly, and he subconsciously denied it.

"We know all about your past."

"Actually, it doesn't matter if the Chief wants to know." Yang Cao began to unbutton her clothes. Wu Mu was shocked: "Hey, hey, what are you doing?"

"Has the Chief never seen a woman's body?" The woman's lips bore a mocking smile.

Wu Mu was even more embarrassed: truly an opera singer, utterly shameless!

Yang Cao didn't strip completely at once; she removed her top, leaving only her undergarment.

"This is this servant's past." Yang Cao pointed to her bare shoulders, arms, and half-exposed chest. They were covered in old scars; though faded, they were clearly visible upon close inspection.

"Chief, these were left by the troupe leader, and clients—" Yang Cao spoke in a tone as if discussing a stranger. "When not singing, this servant had to take clients to make money for the leader." She pointed to over a dozen old burn scars on her chest. "This is the result of a client spending ten taels of silver."

Wu Mu had never seen such a shocking sight—he was, after all, a young man in his early twenties. He was stunned into silence.

"Actually, there are other places. If the Chief wants to see, this servant will strip completely—"

"No need!" Wu Mu hurriedly waved his hand. "Put your clothes on!"

Yang Cao dressed slowly. "Are you reassured now? This servant was saved by the Chiefs from the eighteenth level of hell. This servant will never dare forget the Chiefs' grace."
Chapter 546 - Gathering of Heroes

Wu Mu's suspicion of Yang Cao lessened considerably—surely a spy wouldn't torture herself with decades of scars just to establish a cover?

Yet, the icy calm and decisiveness Yang Cao displayed only deepened his misgivings. He brought his doubts to Zhao Manxiong.

"Do you think she is reliable?" Zhao Manxiong asked.

"Reliable, yes, but I worry..." Wu Mu hesitated. "I worry I can't control her."

"You have full responsibility for the cadet squad," Zhao Manxiong said. "If you feel she's unusable, expel her."

"But I feel it would be a pity."

"I'm afraid I can't make this decision for you," Zhao Manxiong said. "You are in a position of authority now; you must have the ability to make independent decisions. I will support whatever choice you make."

Wu Mu returned to his office and deliberated for a long time. Finally, he called He Chun and Ke Yun separately and questioned them carefully about Yang Cao again. No further suspicious circumstances emerged. In the end, he marked a check on Yang Cao's reflection paper, indicating she had passed.

Yao Yulan's "passing" was far more arduous. First, she had little resonance with the struggle sessions, so she couldn't feign "sincere feelings." Second, her usual flamboyance had sown seeds of resentment. During political studies, classmates who resented her superiority took the opportunity to attack her, rejecting her reflection several times. Yao Yulan had to rewrite it six times. Full of complaints, she thought about quitting, but felt it would be a waste after suffering so much already. Finally, with Lu Cheng's help, she barely scraped through. Naturally, after this ordeal, she became much more low-key in her conduct.

The deepening of political studies significantly boosted the enthusiasm of the entire training class. Wu Mu now understood some of the trade secrets—specifically, keeping cadets in a constant state of agitation. This excitement couldn't be sustained by study alone, so he arranged many cultural and sports activities: exhausting the body to leave no energy for stray thoughts. In particular, a weekly visit was arranged to let cadets witness the power of the transmigrated collective, establishing the unshakeable belief that the collective was "invincible."

The cadets' professional studies advanced day by day. The short-term class aimed for speed, so it couldn't start from the basics like the NCO training class. Zhao Manxiong invited a roster of experts to lecture: Ran Yao taught Political Security Overview; Mu Min taught Organization and Implementation of Political Security Work and Investigation Methods; Zhou Dongtian taught Interrogation Methods; Zhou Botao taught Secret Investigation; Liu Zheng taught Wilderness Survival Skills; and Xue Ziliang taught Traceology, while also overseeing team expansion training and combat instruction...

"The transmigrated collective is truly full of talent," Zhao Manxiong sighed. "A veritable gathering of heroes."

Because some instructors were too specialized, Zhao Manxiong had to remind them repeatedly: the cadets were a group of indigenous people without even elementary education, and their enemies wouldn't be much more sophisticated. Teaching overly specialized knowledge and skills was not killing a chicken with a butcher's knife, but vaporizing a chicken with a Gatling gun.

"Some knowledge and skills are too advanced; there's no need to let indigenous people master them too early," Zhao Manxiong told Xue Ziliang and Salina. Among all instructors, these two possessed the most outstanding professional skills, generally representing international standards. Since Americans were relatively casual about information sharing, Zhao Manxiong had to caution them specifically.

The cadets quickly learned how to establish secret networks, conduct covert investigations, monitor organizations and individuals, detect undercurrents beneath surface calm, and handle secret communications...

Many courses utilized field exercises. Once, Zhou Botao took them to East Gate Market and let them roam freely for three hours. Upon return, they were asked to recall details of the market as much as possible: street layouts, number and location of shops, etc. Most were stunned. Many had wandered the entire market for three hours but hadn't thought to note any specific details.

Most could only vaguely name the larger shops; many hadn't even entered the smaller, more secluded side alleys.

"Pay attention to details everywhere!" Zhou Botao admonished them. "Details will save your life!"

When escaping, knowing the surrounding terrain like the back of your hand prevents running into dead ends, allowing you to hide in secluded spots or blend into busy markets as the situation demands.

When pursuing or tracking, you can anticipate which direction the target might flee and where to intercept them.

To test if they maintained such observational powers at all times, sometimes they were sent to the streets for a routine internship task, only to be interrogated about completely unrelated details upon their return.

Once, Lu Cheng was ordered to observe the activity patterns of small vendors in East Gate Market. But upon her return, Zhou Botao asked her to report how many prostitutes she saw waiting for customers in the market that day and identify them from photos on the table.

Lu Cheng had never expected such a question. She despised such shameless women who sold their bodies voluntarily and hadn't deigned to look at them.

"Why didn't you look at them?" Zhou Botao challenged. "You are a political security cadre. In this world, there are no people you like or dislike, only our own people and enemies. Those who oppose us are enemies; those willing to work honestly, make money, and pay taxes are our people. You must remember this at all times!"

They learned tracking and anti-tracking, conducting field training in markets, wilderness, forests, and mountainous areas. Zhou Botao taught the common ABC tracking method, involving a three-man rotation.

"When tracking, two people follow behind the target, switching positions to avoid detection," Zhou Botao pointed to the street sand table model on the desk. "The third person is on the opposite side of the street. If in the wild, on the opposite bank of a river or similar barrier, maintaining a parallel and slightly lagging position relative to the target."

"The third person's role is to prevent the target from suddenly changing vector." Zhou Botao used a pointer to push the wooden piece symbolizing the target to the other side of the street. "If he suddenly crosses the street and there are many people and carts, you might not follow in time before he disappears into a side street."

Zhou Botao reminded them that the easiest place to lose a target during tracking or pursuit wasn't the desolate wilderness or secluded corners of a city—where people were scarce and movements easily exposed.

"The easiest place to be shaken off is a busy market, especially those with access in all directions. Once you lose the target's trace in such a chaos, it's very hard to reacquire them."

Cadets played the roles of tracker and target, taking turns in confrontation. Losers were punished by cleaning up for the winners for several days.

Zhou Botao was particularly adept at teaching tracking and had unique approaches to investigation. This made Mu Min curious. She knew Zhou Botao was a veteran who handled a pistol well, but he definitely wasn't from the public security system. And many techniques he used clearly had a "wild" flavor.

"I was a private investigator," Zhou Botao explained. "Specializing in investigating extramarital affairs."

Private investigators excelled at surreptitious evidence collection, so Zhou Botao had developed his own unique methods for tracking and covert photography.

To improve every cadet's physical fitness, Chen Sigen was placed in charge of physical training. Chen Sigen was a professional fitness coach and a PhD in nutrition. His current title was "Director of the Nutrition and Fitness Office of the Ministry of Health," and he set the menus for both Senators and indigenous personnel.

Because the recruits were immigrants who had been in Lingao for six months, their nutritional status and physical fitness were much better than the average indigenous person of this timeline. But Chen Sigen felt this wasn't enough for future political security operatives. Although secret police, like intelligence officers, spent most time doing office work, the transmigrated collective's manpower was tight, implying there wouldn't be a strict separation of internal and field staff. Every security cadre might have to do field work and take up arms to defend the regime when necessary. Their physical fitness directly affected operational efficiency.

Chen Sigen decided to raise the food rations of political security cadets to the same standard as the Army and Navy NCO classes.

"Is this too high?" Wu Mu hesitated. He was willing to feed his cadets better, but raising it to the highest level among indigenous cadets worried him about backlash from other departments.

"Have you ever fired a pistol?" Chen Sigen asked.

"A few times; there was organized training after D-Day." Wu Mu was a bit embarrassed. "I shot poorly."

"Do you know the physical requirements for pistol shooting?"

"What?" Wu Mu wondered what physical requirements a pistol needed beyond pulling a trigger.

"The most critical thing for pistol shooting is arm strength," Chen Sigen said. "The shooter must be able to easily complete 30 push-ups and a 5000-meter run to allow the pistol to be effective. And we're giving the indigenous cadets pistols made by our own machinery plant—they're heavy."

While improving the food, Chen Sigen began gradually ramping up their physical training, enhancing strength, coordination, and endurance. This was also physical preparation for the next step: combat skills.

Regardless of the combat style or martial art, the basic requirement was that the user had sufficient strength. Attacks without strength were ineffective.

Chen Sigen excelled in free combat and was responsible for part of the combat coaching. But the main combat course was taught by Xue Ziliang, who taught Krav Maga, widely used by US law enforcement agencies.
Chapter 547 - Combat Techniques

Krav Maga, a self-defense system originating from Israel, is widely recognized in the West for its brutal efficiency. Designed for the chaos of street fighting, it focuses on neutralizing threats ranging from robberies to sexual harassment, making it the ultimate tool for personal protection.

More than just a collection of techniques, it is a comprehensive system blending striking, grappling, ground fighting, and defense against knives, sticks, and firearms. It weaponizes instinct, forging aggression and situational awareness into a singular objective: eliminating the threat by any means necessary.

One of Krav Maga’s greatest strengths is its adaptability. It is effective in the most disadvantageous circumstances—dark alleyways, confined spaces, or when one is exhausted or pinned to the ground. This makes it particularly suitable for law enforcement and intelligence operatives.

Xue Ziliang did not believe in coddling. Once the trainees grasped the basics, he threw them into the deep end, incorporating realistic simulations into their regimen. He deliberately scheduled these sessions for the end of the day, when bodies were broken and minds were dull.

Their opponents were seasoned soldiers from the Army—men hardened by months of military combatives. They were fresh, strong, and merciless.

The result was a slaughter. The exhausted trainees were swept aside like leaves, none lasting more than a minute against the onslaught.

Looking at his students groaning on the floor, Xue Ziliang knew the road ahead was long. Their form was passable in controlled sparring, but under the pressure of real combat, they froze. Their reactions were fatal fractions of a second too slow.

"And you think you can be agents?" Xue Ziliang bellowed. "Get up! All of you, on your feet in one minute!"

He believed in forging them through pressure, using stress to engrave self-defense into their muscle memory.

The female squad received no special dispensation. Enemies would not show mercy because of their gender, nor would they adhere to the rules of a fair duel. For women in this line of work, the ability to protect oneself was paramount.

When it was the women's turn, a ripple of laughter went through the Army ranks. "Let's skip this," one soldier jeered. "It's hardly fair."

Xue Ziliang was unmoved. "Corporal Huang Ande! Front and center!"

The first match-up was Army Infantry Corporal Huang Ande versus Lu Cheng, Captain of the Political Security General Administration Trainee Corps Women's Squad. Huang Ande was not a giant—standing 172cm and weighing 70kg, he was average by modern standards. But compared to Lu Cheng, who was a petite 155cm and weighed only 40kg, he looked like a titan.

Huang Ande grinned sheepishly, rubbing the stubble on his chin, clearly unsure of how to proceed against a woman.

"What? Did the sight of a woman turn you into an idiot?" Xue Ziliang barked. "Begin!"

Huang Ande hesitated, his attacks light and tentative.

"Fight seriously or you'll be scrubbing latrines for a year!" Xue Ziliang roared.

The threat worked. Ten seconds later, Lu Cheng let out a wretched cry as she was hurled through the air, crashing heavily onto the mats and passing out cold.

Huang Ande proceeded to dismantle the remaining six women in under three minutes. Yao Yulan forgot everything she had learned and stood frozen until she was struck down. Yang Cao, who possessed some agility from her days in the opera, fared slightly better. She managed to land several punches, but Huang Ande barely flinched. He countered with a barrage of heavy blows. Yang Cao parried desperately, feeling as though her arms were fracturing under the impact. After fifteen seconds, a brutal punch to the gut crumpled her to the floor.

Huang Ande was startled—he hadn't meant to hit her that hard. He leaned down to check on her, only for Yang Cao to suddenly lash out with a leg sweep, catching him on the shin.

But technique alone could not overcome the gap in physical prowess. Huang Ande swayed but didn't fall. His combat reflexes kicked in, and he leapt back out of range. Yang Cao, having spent her last ounce of energy on that failed gambit, collapsed completely. Huang Ande hesitated, wondering if he should finish her off.

"Halt!" Xue Ziliang shouted.

"Did you see that?" Xue Ziliang pointed to the writhing Yang Cao. "It doesn't matter what martial arts you know—without stamina, it's useless! Your punches were like tickles to him."

He watched Yang Cao struggle to stand, still clutching her stomach. "Although you haven't mastered Krav Maga, that sweep showed promise. Good."

"Continue training!" Xue Ziliang announced. "Cry now if you want, because later you won't have the strength to weep! I will train you useless lot until you can actually survive!"

And so, the beatings became a daily ritual. Bruises were badges of honor. Lu Cheng's arms were constantly swollen, requiring daily massages with medicinal wine. The Medical Department supplied them with copious amounts of Runshitang's "San Li Tong Compound Tincture"—a new topical remedy developed by Liu San, with the trainees serving as willing test subjects.

Amidst the nightly groans of pain, Yao Yulan received her first love letter. It was from Huang Ande, secretly slipped into her hand during training. Scrawled crookedly and riddled with errors, it earned nothing but her contempt. She spat on the ground and tossed it into the trash. As a "city girl," she looked down on refugees, especially one who had beaten her so thoroughly on the training mats.

The next day, Huang Ande was not assigned to the women's squad. He looked at Yao Yulan with hopeful eyes, only to be met with a cold glare. His heart shattered. He had thought his flirtation was foolproof. Crushed, he channeled his heartbreak into violence. That day, every trainee who faced him was knocked out cold. Even Xue Ziliang was baffled by the sudden surge in the corporal's ferocity.

However, as the weeks passed, the tide began to turn. The trainees' fitness improved, and their technique sharpened. The sparring sessions looked less like beatings and more like fights. Soldiers began to hit the mat. They stopped smiling and started fighting with grim seriousness.

The combat training did more than harden their bodies; it forged the confidence they needed to operate independently.

Another tool that bolstered their confidence was the handgun.

Alongside unarmed combat, the trainees began formal firearms training. Their weapon of choice was the "Six-Star Pepperbox"—not a Smith & Wesson, but a locally manufactured revolver based on designs from the Weapons Design Group.

As the transmigrator administration expanded into the grassroots, there was an urgent need to arm the growing number of native cadres, police, and intelligence officers.

Currently, native cadres were defenseless. Police carried only truncheons and bayonets, with a few ancient rifles among them. This was insufficient. Although the bandit suppression campaign had improved security, threats still lurked. Gou Er remained at large, and the administration's aggressive policies on land and taxation had undoubtedly made enemies. Fear of the transmigrators' military power kept these hostile elements in check, but the risk of retaliation against native collaborators was high. These cadres were the lifeblood of the administration; their deaths would be a significant loss and a blow to morale.

The Machinery Factory had previously produced mild success with Derringer-style pistols for agents, but their limited capacity and heavy caliber made them unsuitable for general issue. There was no interest in mass-producing them.

Before the Second General Assembly, Wu De had commissioned a study on the issue. The conclusion was clear: arming cadres was essential, especially those working in the field who were vulnerable targets.

Upon becoming head of the Planning Council, Wu De, with the support of Ma Qianzhu and the General Staff, moved to implement this plan. The military also faced a shortage of sidearms; officers, artillerymen, engineers, and sailors were mostly unarmed aside from sabers, as rifles were clumsy and impractical for their roles. A standardized sidearm was the logical solution.

(End of Chapter)
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The proposal to arm native cadres sparked immediate controversy. Was it safe to distribute weapons so broadly? The centralized nature of the military kept its arsenal under strict transmigrator control, minimizing the risk of proliferation. But placing firearms in the hands of dispersed native officials was a different matter entirely; once issued, these weapons would be difficult to track and harder to retrieve.

However, the reality of the security situation silenced the dissenters. The Planning Council eventually approved the manufacture of a standard-issue self-defense sidearm for native personnel.

The project fell to the First Weapons Design Group. Unlike their counterparts in the Second Group, who focused on "retro" black powder weaponry, the First Group specialized in "modern" designs. The driving force behind this team was Li Yiwo.

Li Yiwo was a quiet, rotund man whose unassuming appearance belied a dangerous mastery of mechanics. A master fitter by trade, his true passion lay in the clandestine art of gunsmithing. In the old world, he had manufactured firearms as a hobby—highly illegal, but executed with the precision of a master craftsman. He could replicate a Type 64 pistol with his eyes closed and had even built shotguns and rifles from scratch. To prove his bona fides, he had brought two of his creations through the wormhole: a 9mm Makarov and an M1911.

Upon arrival, Li Yiwo donated his entire workshop—a treasure trove of custom tools and molds—to the collective. With these, he claimed he could build an AK-47 from scrap iron, although he admitted that manufacturing the ammunition was the real bottleneck.

For Li Yiwo, transmigration was a liberation. No longer forced to hide his passion in the shadows, he could now build guns in broad daylight, discussing rifling twists and trigger pulls with like-minded enthusiasts. He and his wife, Li Yuanyuan, a clerk for the Executive Committee, had found a happiness in Lingao that the old world had denied them.

Initially, however, his skills were underutilized. The transmigrators' own armory was well-stocked with modern firearms, and the mass production of Minié rifles for the native army was an industrial process that didn't require his artisanal touch. Instead, he was assigned to the Machinery Factory to reload ammunition, primarily the 7.62×54mm rounds for the SKS rifles, which were being consumed at an alarming rate.

It was tedious work. The days of reloading a few dozen rounds for a weekend range trip were over; now, he faced mountains of thousands of spent brass casings daily. But Li Yiwo was resourceful. With support from Zhan Wuya, he scaled up his operation, turning his personal reloading bench into a semi-automated production line. This efficiency bought him the time to return to his true calling: design.

While he turned his nose up at the clumsy Derringers, the new mandate for a native service pistol piqued his interest. The First Weapons Design Group gathered at the Machinery Factory to break down the problem.

The group's intellectual core was Bai Yu, an armor officer with formal training in weapons engineering. While Li Yiwo had the hands of a master smith, Bai Yu provided the theoretical framework for mass production.

They reviewed the Planning Council's requirements:
1.  Economical: Cheap materials, easy to manufacture, capable of rapid mass production.
2.  Controlled Lethality: Ideally using ammunition that natives could not replicate or scavenge, preventing the weapons from being turned against the creators.
3.  Usability: Simple operation, high reliability. Performance was secondary; an effective range of 25 meters was deemed sufficient.

"To meet these specs, it has to be a revolver," Li Yiwo said, scanning the document. "Unless we want to mass-produce 13mm single-shot pistols—basically sawed-off Miniés."

"Forget the single-shot," Bai Yu said dismissively. "Fire once, reload once? It's good for suicide and not much else."

The team agreed. Revolvers were robust, required less precision metallury than semi-automatics—no slide springs or complex extractors—and offered sustained fire.

"So, what are we cloning? Webley or Smith & Wesson?" Li Yiwo asked. He had the schematics for almost every major handgun in history memorized. "The Webley has better performance."

"I vote Smith & Wesson," Wang Ruixiang chimed in. He had a romantic attachment to the classic American design. In the other timeline, he had carried a 4-inch barrel S&W in 9mm, paired with a police holster he'd bought at a surplus store. It was more fashion statement than sidearm, but he loved it.

"The Webley reloads faster," Li Yiwo countered. "Top-break action. You snap it open, the ejector star clears the cylinder, you drop in a fresh moon clip. It's elegant."

"And complex," Bai Yu noted. "Top-break frames take a lot of stress. Our steel might not hold up. Plus, without metal cartridges, the ejection mechanism is useless."

"Smith & Wesson it is, then," Wang Ruixiang said, hopeful.

"Still too complicated," Bai Yu shook his head. "The Council wants simple. Swing-out cylinders require tight tolerances. If we fuck up the crane alignment, the timing goes off, and the gun explodes."

"So... a solid frame?" Li Yiwo asked. "Western style?"

"Western style," Bai Yu confirmed. "Single Action Army style. Fixed cylinder, loading gate on the right. One round in, rotate, one round in. It's slow to load, but it's indestructible and easy to build."

Wang Ruixiang proposed using 13mm seamless steel tubing for the barrels to share supply lines with the Minié rifle production.

Bai Yu shot that down immediately. "13mm is massive. That's a .50 caliber handicap. To drive a slug that heavy, you need a lot of powder. In a revolver with no recoil system? It would break the shooter's wrist."

He explained further, "Revolvers vent gas through the cylinder gap. A massive charge for a 13mm slug would turn that gap into a flamethrower. It's dangerous and wasteful. We need a smaller caliber. Less powder, less recoil, thinner barrel walls. It solves the material problem and the handling problem."

"Besides," Bai Yu added, "a 13mm revolver would be a hand-cannon. It would be huge, heavy, and hold maybe four or five shots. We want a sidearm, not field artillery."

The decision was made: a rugged, simple, solid-frame revolver. It wouldn't win beauty contests, but it would work.

(End of Chapter)
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Bai Yu advocated for a 9mm caliber. His reasoning was pragmatic: it discarded the archaic imperial system for metric simplicity, struck a balance between stopping power and manufacturing ease, and future-proofed the design.

"We can't mass-produce brass casings yet," Bai Yu argued, "but if we bore the chambers to 9mm Parabellum dimensions now, we can easily convert these revolvers to use modern ammunition later."

Some voices called for further simplification, suggesting the elimination of rifling. They argued that for a crude self-defense weapon intended for untrained natives, smoothbore barrels would suffice, saving valuable machining time.

"Absolutely not," Li Yiwo countered fiercely. "A smoothbore pistol is a pipe dream—literally. Without rifling, accuracy and range drop off a cliff. We're building weapons, not fireworks."

The consensus shifted to Li Yiwo's side. Cutting rifling was a trivial task for the transmigrators' specialized equipment; switching the cutter head took minutes. To sacrifice performance for such a negligible saving was foolish.

"It breaks continuity," Bai Yu added. "If we go smoothbore, the 9mm standard becomes meaningless."

The final design was locked: a fixed-cylinder revolver with a six-round capacity and a rifled 105mm barrel—roughly four inches. Shorter or longer barrels could be swapped in for specific mission profiles.

For ammunition, Li Yiwo devised a clever control mechanism: wax-sealed paper cartridges. He combined a Minié bullet, a measure of high-grade black power, and a percussion cap into a stiff paper tube, sealing the entire assembly with paraffin. It was a self-contained unit that loaded as easily as a modern cartridge.

Crucially, it was impossible for the locals to replicate. While natives might scrounge black powder and cast lead balls for a simple smoothbore, the percussion cap chemistry was beyond their reach. This ensured that if the weapons were lost or stolen, they would eventually become useless paperweights without a steady supply of ammunition from the administration.

The trade-off was fouling. Like all paper-cartridge weapons, the residue built up quickly, demanding rigorous cleaning discipline.

The prototype, hand-finished and blued by Li Yiwo himself, performed admirably in testing. At twenty meters, it punched through iron plate; at fifty, it remained lethal.

The Planning Council formally designated it the "Model 1630 Revolver"—or "Model 30" for short—and authorized low-rate production. The first batch was immediately issued to the National Police and the Political Security General Administration.

When the crates were pried open before the trainees, a hush fell over the ranks. Rows of blue-black steel glinted deeply in the sunlight.

"It's the Six-Star Pepperbox!" someone whispered in awe.

"Ignorant," another hissed. "It's called a revolver."

"I heard it fires continuously. Just pull the trigger and people die!"

For the trainees, these weapons were symbols of authority. They had seen the Australian leaders carrying them, talismans of their power. Now, that power was being placed in their hands.

"Starting today, you will master this weapon," Xue Ziliang announced. He gestured to the red-haired woman standing beside him. "This is Instructor Salina."

The administration had plenty of marksmen, but Zhao Manxiong didn't need target shooters; he needed gunfighters. He needed operators who could clear a room or suppress a threat in a crowded street. For that, he turned to the professionals: the ATF agents.

"Three rules," Xue Ziliang barked, counting them off on his fingers. "One: Never point the muzzle at anything you don't intend to destroy. Two: Firearms are not toys—no joking effectively avoids death. Three: Keep your finger off the trigger until you are ready to fire. Violate these, and you are gone."

He spoke with the venom of experience. He had seen too many "modern" transmigrators flagging each other on the range, their fingers resting casually on triggers. He would not tolerate such stupidity here.

Since guns were scarce, the squads rotated through training. The range soon echoed with the boom of black powder and the smell of sulfur. The trainees were giddy with their new power—the ability to deal death with a twitch of a finger was intoxicating.

But accuracy was humbled by physics. The Model 30 kicked like a mule, demanding arm strength and solid technique. Xue Ziliang found that even 21st-century enthusiasts struggled with pistol marksmanship; for these natives, who had never held a firearm, it was completely alien.

After a week of live fire, Li Yiwo inspected the weapons. Aside from minor fouling, they held up well. "The pure lead bullets are saving the rifling," he noted, measuring the bore with calipers. "If we had better steel, we could forge the barrels instead of using seamless tubing. They'd last forever."

"They're adequate," Xue Ziliang said. "What's the service life?"

"Originally estimated at 100 rounds. Looks like they'll handle 200 easy, though accuracy will degrade."

"Accuracy is secondary," Xue Ziliang shrugged. "For them, it's mostly about noise and courage." He had noticed the trainees' tendency to "spray and pray"—firing wildly to boost their own morale rather than to hit a target. It reminded him of militia fighters in war-torn Africa. Breaking that habit was his priority.

On the fifth day, the women's squad took the field.

"These are precious instruments, crafted by the Leaders with ultimate technology," He Chun shouted. "You must be worthy of them!"

The women trembled as they approached the table. The dark metal looked cold and unforgiving.

Salina stepped forward. She looked vibrant, her energy restored by decent food and Xue Ziliang's... attention. She enjoyed training locals; she had once told Xue Ziliang it felt like "training police for a third-world African nation." To her, their primitive nature made them eager, malleable students.

She started with the basics: disassembly. The Model 30's simplicity was a virtue here; even the mechanically illiterate could strip and clean it.

Once they understood the mechanism, Salina prepared for a live fire demonstration.

"Watch closely."

She leveled the revolver at a target twenty meters away. The boom was deafening, a cloud of white smoke erupting from the muzzle. The women flinched.

"Check the target."

A neat hole had been punched through the iron plate and the hardwood backing behind it.

"So powerful..." The whispers rippled through the squad. They realized with a chill that no armor, no muscle, could stop this.

"Now, the grip." Salina reholstered the weapon. In a blur of motion, she drew, fired, and reholstered. She did it again. And again. Three shots in the blink of an eye.

The girls forgot to scream. They stared at the target—three fresh holes clustered in the center of the chest plate.

"Practice, and you can do this too." Salina began correcting their grips. "Left hand supports the barrel, right hand drives high into the beaver tail. Squeeze until you shake, then back off ten percent. Lock your wrists."

She moved down the line, adjusting hands with professional force. When she reached Lu Cheng, she clamped her hands over the girl's grip, squeezing with shocking strength. Lu Cheng felt her bones grinding against the steel and let out a small cry. Salina didn't flinch, molding the girl's hands to the weapon as if she were shaping clay.

(End of Chapter)
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The classified file on "Matter A" thudded onto the conference table. Gao Xiaosong, the officer in charge, cleared his throat and began his briefing to the Eight-Person Conference.

Following Zhou Weisen's reconnaissance, the Executive Committee had greenlit a covert salvage operation. Ideally, the mission was a "feasibility study for guano mining and a survey for a Taiwan transit base." In reality, it was a treasure hunt.

A mixed task force—comprising Navy personnel, the Long-Range Exploration Team, and the original survey crew—departed for Dongsha Island. It wasn't until the flotilla of one motor-sailer, a large transport ship, and several longboats dropped anchor that Gao Xiaosong revealed the truth to the crew.

"Guano?" Gao Xiaosong scoffed, addressing the stunned men. "We're not here for bird shit. We're here for a smuggler's ship packed with contraband."

The shock dissolved into electric excitement. A smuggling vessel meant drugs or, better yet, weapons. The transmigrators were desperate for modern firepower. The SKS was reliable, but it was ugly and semi-automatic. Dreams of AK-47s and machine guns danced in their heads. Even if it was drugs, well, morphine was always in short supply.

The native sailors watched in confusion as their "leaders" buzzed with manic energy over a desolate, sun-baked rock in the middle of nowhere.

Driven by the prospect of loot, the team worked with feverish efficiency. A lightweight trestle pier materialized on the beach. Marine platoons swept the island, securing the perimeter and locating the freshwater wells. A distillation plant was jury-rigged next to the wells to desalinate the brackish water, ensuring survival for the hundred-man team.

The salvage began. It was grueling work. Lacking heavy cranes or commercial diving gear, the team relied on manpower and the two qualified divers, Zhou Weisen and Lin Chuanqing. For two weeks, they stripped the wreck of everything not bolted down: tools, supplies, even the old tires used as fenders.

Ashore, the salvaged goods were rinsed, dried, and cataloged. It was a haul of useful junk, but the prize—the weapons—remained elusive.

"We haven't breached the sealed compartments yet," Zhou Weisen reported, wiping salt from his face. "If the goods are anywhere, they're in there."

Breaking into the sealed hold underwater was a nightmare of leverage and lung capacity. Finally, a hatch gave way. Inside, stacked under heavy green tarps, were long, rectangular crates.

It took every ounce of strength Zhou Weisen and Lin Chuanqing possessed to wrestle a single small crate out of the dark hold and float it to the surface with lift bags.

On the deck of the support ship, the crew crowded around as the lid was pried off. CHEERS erupted. Inside, pristine in their factory packaging, were twelve handguns, complete with spare magazines.

"SIG P226!" someone shouted.

"Wrong," Zhou Weisen corrected, picking one up. He racked the slide, the action smooth as silk. "It's a CZ99. Yugoslavian. A clone, but a damn good one."

"Yugoslavia?" Most of the younger crewmen had only a vague concept of the dissolved nation.

"Fifteen rounds of 9mm," Weisen grinned, slapping a magazine home. "It's a beast."

The discovery validated the mission, but it also brought a tinge of disappointment. Handguns were great, but they weren't assault rifles.

"Don't lose heart!" Lin Chuanqing rallied them. "Where there are pistols, there's ammo. At the very least, we're sitting on a stockpile of 9mm."

But the diving was taking its toll. The wreck was a labyrinth of dark, twisted metal. Zhou Weisen and Lin Chuanqing were exhausted. They managed to recover a few more crates—military supplies and NATO 7.62mm ammunition—but the pace was agonizingly slow. The discovery of the 7.62mm rounds hinted at heavier weapons like FALs or M14s, but getting to them was impossible.

"We need to raise the ship," Lin Chuanqing argued. "My gear is rotting down there. The engines, the electronics—every day in the salt water is destroying them. If we lift her now, we can salvage the machinery. Wait another month, and she's just scrap metal."

Gao Xiaosong radioed the request to Lingao. The Executive Committee, sensing the urgency, approved the plan and dispatched an 8154 trawler to assist.

Raising a hundred-ton vessel from ten meters without heavy cranes required ingenuity. Lin Chuanqing proposed a classic refloating technique: seal the hull, pump out the water, and pump in compressed air. The ship's buoyancy would do the rest.

"She was scuttled by opening the seacocks," Lin Chuanqing explained. "The hull is intact. If we close the valves and seal the hatches, she'll float."

Equipment was rushed from Lingao. Lin Chuanqing and Zhou Weisen dove back into the gloom, navigating the interior of the ship to locate and close the seacocks. Lin's experience as a captain was invaluable; he knew exactly where to look.

After a month of preparation, the pumps roared to life. Air hissed into the hull.

Slowly, agonizingly, the sea began to churn. A dark shape broke the surface, shedding cascades of water and foam. The American fishing vessel rose from the grave, greeted by the thunderous applause of the salvage team.

Once stabilized, the wreck was towed alongside the large sailing ship. Lin Chuanqing boarded the ghost ship and dropped the anchor.

Gao Xiaosong posted armed guards. "No one touches her until the search team is done."

Lin Chuanqing led the search party back into the now-dry hold. They moved quickly, cracking opening the remaining compartments. Crates of ammo, magazines, and supplies were hauled out.

But still, no rifles.

"Where are they?" someone muttered, kicking a crate.

"Here!"

A shout from the forward hold. A new crate had been pried open. Inside lay rows of dull metal rifles.

"AKs?"

"Sort of..."

The guns were strange. They had the distinctive silhouette of a Kalashnikov, but the proportions were wrong, and they were fitted with straight box magazines.

"It's a variant," Gao Xiaosong guessed, scratching his head. He knew soldiers, not obscure firearm taxonomy.

Zhou Weisen, the aficionado, stepped forward. "Behold, the M77B1," he announced reverently. "It's a Yugoslavian AKM chambered in 7.62 NATO."

"Yugoslavian guns running NATO rounds," Lin Chuanqing mused. "Our smugglers had eclectic taste."

(End of Chapter)
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"Nothing strange about it," Lin Chuanqing shrugged. "Yugoslavia had a massive arms industry. When the country imploded, everything from rifles to tanks hit the black market. Seeing their gear in a smuggler's hold is par for the course."

Gao Xiaosong ignored the history lesson, his attention caught by a squat, ugly weapon with a folding wire stock. "And this?"

"VZ68," Lin Chuanqing identified it instantly. "The 9mm variant of the Czech Scorpion. A classic machine pistol."

Gao Xiaosong hefted it. It felt awkward—too large for a pistol, too small for a carbine. "It handles well, but the stock is a joke. How does it compare to the Type 85?" As a Coast Guard captain, Gao disliked the current SKS and cut-down Miniés; he craved something compact with high rates of fire for ship-boarding actions.

"Night and day," Lin Chuanqing smiled. "The Scorpion has been killing people reliably since the fifties. It's a proven man-stopper."

Gao Xiaosong caressed the cold steel, reluctant to put it down.

The unboxing continued, and the surprises kept coming. The real jackpot was hidden in the deeper crates: four M240 machine guns. Unlike the Eastern European surplus, these were genuine US military issue. The sight of the belt-fed beasts turned everyone green with envy. Security had to constantly remind the onlookers to stay back, lest they drool on the merchandise.

The final tally was impressive: 25 M77B1 assault rifles, 4 M240 GPMGs, 36 CZ99 pistols, 12 VZ68 Scorpions, 25 M72 LAW rocket launchers, and thousands of rounds of ammunition. There were also grenades and blocks of plastic explosive.

"Small-time operator," Lin Chuanqing diagnosed. "A ship this size could carry ten times this load. This feels like an amateur run."

Once the adrenaline faded, a sobering reality set in. The haul was a windfall, sure, but in the grand scheme, it changed nothing. Twenty-five rifles and four machine guns wouldn't win a war. The rocket launchers were useless without tanks to shoot at. The real value lay in the ammunition, which would keep their existing stocks fed for a while longer.

The rest of the cargo was a bizarre time capsule of 21st-century consumerism. Waterlogged bales burst open to reveal "Made in China" sportswear, fake Nike sneakers, and counterfeit luxury handbags. Deep within a hidden compartment, they found 200,000 cigarettes, forty cases of Scotch, and a library of pornographic magazines, all hermetically sealed against the ocean.

"The clothes were the cover," Lin Chuanqing explained. "The booze and smokes were the grease money. Smuggling 101."

The ship's physical evidence told a darker story. The crew quarters suggested five occupants. Most of their personal gear—clothes, toiletries—was left behind, abandoned in the haste of evacuation.

"That puzzles me," Gao Xiaosong said. "If you're abandoning ship, why leave your survival gear? That's suicide."

"Unless they left in a hurry," Lin Chuanqing pointed to the davits. "One lifeboat is missing. The other is still here only because its emergency kit was stripped. They took what they needed to survive and left the rest."

The chilling implication hung in the air: Did they take weapons?

The cargo was untouched, but smugglers wouldn't use their merchandise for self-defense unless desperate. "They would have had personal sidearms," Lin Chuanqing reasoned. "We found empty slots in the crew lockers, spent brass on the deck, and a half-empty box of 9mm. They were armed when they left."



"The ship is currently at a black site undergoing refit," Gao Xiaosong concluded his report to the Eight-Person Conference. "Location is classified."

"Classified by who?"

" The Executive Committee."

Ma Jia, presiding over the meeting, tapped the table. "We have two issues. One: do we tell the general population about 'Matter A'? Two: how do we handle these... intruders?"

"The Executive Committee delegated the assessment to us," Chen Haiyang noted.

The consensus was swift: Tell them. Keeping the existence of other modern humans secret was dangerous. If a transmigrator stumbled upon an armed rival faction unaware, the results could be catastrophic.

"There are only five hundred of us," Ran Yao argued. "We can't afford secrets that affect our collective survival."

As for the intruders, the Conference adopted a ruthlessly pragmatic stance. The policy was simple: "Submit or Die."


	Organized Rivals: If the intruders had established a power base, they were to be annihilated without warning.

	Individuals: Small groups were to be captured and "persuaded" to join. Resistance would be met with execution.

	Total War: In the event of conflict, no prisoners would be taken. Families and associates would be purged. No trace would be left behind.



Yi Fan proposed a "Witch Hunt Squad" to actively track these potential threats.

"Too expensive," Ma Jia shot it down. "We can't chase ghosts. Issue a general alert. Raise vigilance levels. If they're out there, we'll find them."

When "Matter A" hit the internal network, it detonated like a depth charge. The realization that they were not alone—that other moderns were out there, potentially armed with machine guns—shattered the collective sense of security. Phones at the Executive Committee rang off the hook.

Then came the backlash. Shan Liang and the opposition block savaged the administration for concealing the information for months. "The People's Right to Know" became the rallying cry on the BBS.

The General Affairs Office responded with a stroke of bureaucratic genius: That happened under the previous administration. The Second Executive Committee believes in transparency and released this immediately upon review.

It was a masterstroke of deflection. The anger dissipated, replaced by the usual greed. The transmigrators stopped caring about the constitutional crisis and started arguing over who would get dibs on the whiskey and the M240s.

(End of Chapter)
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The OA system published a comprehensive manifest of the materials recovered from Matter A, along with the approved distribution plan. Essential items like clothing, shoes, and cigarettes would be issued to every transmigrator as welfare benefits. Strategic resources—food, liquor, specialized workwear, tools, and industrial materials—would be stockpiled and allocated centrally by the Planning Council.

Although these items were mundane, they were greeted with enthusiasm. The clothing and shoes, in particular, were a godsend. Nearly two years after landing, the transmigrators' original wardrobes were in tatters. While the domestic garment factory could produce basic hats, clothes, and shoes, the styles were drab and the colors lifeless—nothing like the vibrant, modern athletic casualwear from the ship. And the shoes? The difference in quality went without saying.

Regrettably, the shipment contained no underwear or socks, the two items in most critical shortage. Local substitutes still suffered from poor fit and uncomfortable materials.

The General Affairs Office managed the distribution strictly on a per-capita basis. In a display of absolute fairness, even children received a full adult share, despite there being no child-sized clothing in the haul. Cigarettes were treated with the same egalitarian rigor—one carton per person, regardless of gender, age, or smoking habits. Non-smokers immediately found themselves holding valuable currency for the black market.

Leather goods were deemed non-essential and withheld for now. Briefcases were cataloged as "official supplies," to be issued only to personnel with a demonstrated need.

Liquor and adult magazines were excluded from general distribution. Xiao Zishan transferred the entire collection of pornography to the Grand Library's restricted section, available for on-site perusal only. The whisky was sequestered as a strategic reserve for emergencies.

Miscellaneous daily items and personal effects found on the ship were auctioned off via the BBS. Proceeds from these auctions were deposited into a dividend account, to be distributed to all transmigrators based on their shares at the end of the year.

The disposal of consumer goods caused little friction. The weapons, however, were another matter entirely. While the CZ99 handguns sparked no competition, the distribution of automatic rifles, submachine guns, and machine guns ignited a firestorm. Army and Navy officers waged fierce verbal battles on the BBS, each branch aggressively arguing its desperate need for automatic firepower.

The debate began with calm reasoning and citations of tactical doctrine, but quickly descended into mud-slinging. Inevitably, the moderators stepped in, and the entire thread was nuked.

The battlefield then shifted to the Lingao Times.

"Automatic rifles, submachine guns, and machine guns are intrinsic to infantry warfare. It is only natural that they be fielded by the Army," argued an op-ed signed by "A Loyal and Fearless Army Officer."

The very next day, the Navy retaliated with an article titled The Application of Automatic Weapons in Boarding Actions, expounding on the critical role of rapid-fire weapons in modern naval engagements.

The Navy's strategy was insidious. To the uninitiated, these pieces appeared to be dry academic discussions, but their true purpose was "moistening the earth silently"—planting the subliminal idea in the public consciousness that the Navy had a legitimate claim to these weapons.

Following this opening salvo, the Navy flooded the Lingao Times with a series of "academic" papers: Naval Infantry Tactics in Asymmetric Amphibious Operations, The Evolution of Amphibious Special Warfare, and so on. Whether professional analyses or fabricated nonsense, they all shared a common leitmotif: the indispensability of automatic weapons for the Navy.

"They're manufacturing consent!" Wei Aiwen slammed the newspaper onto his desk. Though currently serving in the General Staff, he remained an armor officer at heart and a staunch Army loyalist. He snatched up the phone and dialed Zhang Bailin.

"Bailin! You're falling behind! The Navy is winning the propaganda war!"

"I saw it. Those traitors... always playing dirty."

The Navy, with its ranks and nomenclature carrying a distinctive whiff of the Imperial Japanese Navy—especially after they unofficially adopted the Warship March—had been slapped with the label "Traitors" by the Army. The Navy, in turn, referred to the Army as "Yellow Nazis." To prevent open conflict, both terms were banned from public discourse and the BBS.

"If this keeps up, the machine guns are going to end up in their hands—or at best, we'll have to split them fifty-fifty," Wei Aiwen said, his voice tight with anxiety. "The Executive Committee has been debating this for days. If public opinion sways them, we're screwed."

"The Navy has more ink-spillers than we do. We're short on literary talent," Zhang Bailin admitted, sounding troubled. In a firefight, the Army feared no one, but in a war of words and subtle insinuations, they were outmatched.

"Those bastards have crossed the line!" Wei Aiwen cursed, then paused. "If you can't write, steal! Go to the library, dig up every article you can find on automatic weapon tactics, stitch them together, and get them published. We have to seize the narrative!"

"Right, I'm on it!" Zhang Bailin hung up and immediately rallied a team to scour the archives. He realized that rigid plagiarism wouldn't fly; they needed to adapt the material to their current reality.

He personally penned a short piece titled The Machine Gun is Artillery. Reading it over, he felt the logic was shaky—what the hell was he even arguing?—but compared to the Navy's ghostwritten drivel, he figured it was par for the course.

And so, the Army-Navy "Academic Paper War" escalated. The sudden explosion of military theory in the papers was transparent to anyone with half a brain. After a few days, having exhausted all actual academic points, both sides resorted to nitpicking each other's syntax and grammar, implying that their opponents' tactical incompetence was rooted in their poor scholarship.

The "academic dispute" nearly culminated in a physical brawl. Only the forceful intervention of the Army and Navy People's Commissars prevented a mass incident.

"Fighting over a few guns like children... do they think the Executive Committee is dead?!" Ma Qianzhu slammed his hand on the table, rising to his feet. "Fine. Neither the Army nor the Navy gets a single one. You can all go play with your Minié rifles!"

The Executive Committee's final ruling was swift. One of each weapon type and rocket launcher would be allocated to the design bureau for reverse-engineering and preservation. Twelve automatic rifles and six submachine guns were assigned to the Special Reconnaissance Team. The remainder would be crated and stored in the central armory. Neither the Army nor the Navy received a single round, finally silencing the dispute.

The final item on the agenda was the disposal of the salvaged vessel. Codenamed "Ship A," the vessel had been secretly towed at night to a mangrove-shrouded cove in Bopu immediately after being raised. The area was a Navy restricted zone, inaccessible to natives and surrounded by impassable mudflats and dense forest. It could only be reached by small boat, ensuring maximum security.

Once at Bopu, the ship underwent basic preservation: the hull was scrubbed of marine growth and the interior cleaned. It was then sealed to prevent further deterioration. With the secrecy level now lowered, the priority shifted to repair and refit.

The ship was towed by steam launch to the main shipyard and dry-docked for a comprehensive overhaul.

A task force was assembled to develop a restoration plan, led by Meng De, Wang Luobin, Zhong Lishi, and Qian Shuiting—the North American expert on small vessels.

Although all identification numbers and logs had been destroyed, the team's analysis suggested it was a 110-ton seiner built on the American West Coast—an oceangoing fishing vessel modified for smuggling.

Most fishing gear had been stripped, leaving only external fixtures as camouflage. The freezer hold remained, though the refrigeration plant appeared barely used. The propulsion system was the real prize: the original engine had been replaced with a high-performance power plant. Lin Chuanqing estimated the ship could hit thirty knots. Enlarged fuel tanks gave it a range far exceeding that of a standard fishing boat.

The electronics suite was equally impressive, featuring advanced radar, navigation, and radio systems unheard of on a civilian trawler. Unfortunately, saltwater immersion had ruined most of it, though Zhong Lishi was optimistic about salvaging some components.

The bridge was reinforced with steel plating. Suspicious universal mounts were bolted to both sides of the bridge and the stern—clearly intended for heavy machine guns.

"This thing is leagues ahead of the 8154!" Meng De exclaimed, patting the hull. "The speed alone puts it in a different class! And it's armored!"

"Is the engine salvageable?" Zhong Lishi asked, eyeing the machinery that had spent months underwater. "Do we have the capability for a major marine engine overhaul?"

"It's possible," Wang Luobin said, having spent hours in the engine room. "But we'll have to pull it off the mounts. A full tear-down is required."

"Absolutely not!" Meng De shook his head vigorously. He had interned at a shipyard and knew the risks. "Remounting a marine engine is an art form. Taking it out is easy; putting it back and aligning the shaft is a nightmare. Ideally, we shouldn't touch the mounting."

But the engine wasn't the biggest headache. Everyone agreed that while the engine was damaged, the mechanical department could likely fix it. The real problem was the propulsion gear—the propeller and rudder had been badly twisted by the reef impact.

"Without years of industrial experience and specialized equipment, repairing these is a long shot," Wang Luobin noted grimly. "We can try hammering the rudder back into shape, but the prop blades... that's high-precision metallurgy."

"We have reserve modern alloys and CNC centers. We can CAD the design and machine a new one from scratch," someone suggested.

"That's our only option. But this prop was likely cast. A machined replacement might not have the same structural integrity."

The consensus was that Ship A would need two to three years of work before it could be commissioned. However, the remaining fishing equipment could be stripped and put to immediate use, much like the gear from the 8154 trawler.

As for the engine, the decision was made to pull it. Leaving it in place made it impossible to properly flush the salt and corrosion. The electronics would be stripped entirely and handed over to Zhong Lishi for research and potential repair.
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When news broke that Ship A would require extensive, multi-year repairs, the frenzy of interest surrounding it evaporated. The Navy, the Long-Range Exploration Team, and the Special Reconnaissance Team—all of whom had been aggressively jockeying for ownership—quietly withdrew their claims.

With spring approaching, the machinery for "Project Giant" roared back to life, picking up where the General Assembly had left off. To ensure the ideological fortitude of the laborers and immigrants destined for the harsh southern frontier, the propaganda apparatus went into overdrive. The puppet theater troupe debuted a new production titled The Land of Bliss, designed to instill a pioneering spirit and a vision of a utopian homeland.

The script was a localized adaptation of the Soviet novel Virgin Soil Upturned, keeping the core narrative arc but transplanting the setting to the untamed wilds of Australia.

The Land of Bliss depicted a vast, fertile Australian wilderness where a group of destitute, landless farmers, guided by benevolent "Australian leaders," tamed the savage land. They battled the elements, established thriving collectives, harvested endless fields of golden wheat, and raised fat cattle, living happily ever after in a worker's paradise.

The play was populated by archetypes: the wise "Australian leader" who always pointed the way forward; the hesitant, selfish peasant; the obstinate elder focusing on the past; the fiery, idealistic youth; and the martyr who sacrificed everything for the collective. And, of course, the villains: saboteurs who destroyed dams and stole public grain, and insidious "class enemies" who whispered discontent in the shadows. The enemy was never explicitly named, but their puppets spoke in high official Mandarin and slipped in damning phrases like "My Lord" and "The Emperor."

Ding Ding, feeling that a diet of pure optimism was insufficient, mandated a rotating schedule: The Trial one day to remind them of the misery they had escaped, and The Land of Bliss the next to show them the paradise they were building.

The impact was profound. Most immigrants were simple farmers with little worldly experience but an infinite capacity for hardship. Land and stability were their twin gods. The promise of satisfying these primal needs ignited a fanatical enthusiasm that stunned even the propagandists.

While the propaganda department painted rosy pictures of the Southern Seas, the Planning Council was quietly drafting mortality schedules. These were cold, actuarial tables calculating "acceptable death quotas" based on weekly workload projections and environmental hazards.

These quotas were central to the logistical lattice of Project Giant: they determined how many fresh bodies needed to be shipped to Sanya each week to replace the fallen, how much grain and cloth to allocate to Yulin, and whether the quarantine camps in Lingao needed expansion. In the grand calculus of colonial development, human lives were merely integer values in a spreadsheet.

Parallel to the propaganda, internal security was tightened. The Political Security General Administration wove a web of informants throughout the labor camps, monitoring the pulse of the masses. "Defeatist elements"—those spreading rumors or panic about the Sanya expedition—were quietly disappeared. Zhou Dongtian presided over their interrogations, hunting for external handlers or organized conspiracies, a prospect that deeply worried Zhao Manxiong.

Zhao Manxiong doubted the Ming intelligence apparatus was sophisticated enough to infiltrate agents into the immigrant pool for complex agitation. His true fear was the organic formation of internal cliques. In a classified memorandum to the Sanya Development Leadership Group, he flagged this as a critical threat.

"Regionalism is the cancer of cohesion," he wrote. "Cliques bound by dialect and shared origin possess strong exclusivity. Once such a group reaches critical mass, it inevitably preys on the minority 'outsiders.' This has been the historical norm."

He warned that once these cliques cemented, "elders" or "big brothers" would emerge to control their fellow townsmen. Dialects would harden into secret codes, impenetrable to outsiders and authorities alike. This challenged the absolute authority of the Transmigrator Senate and created pockets of ungovernable instability.

In Lingao, under the iron grip of the administration, such tendencies were easily crushed. But Sanya would be a frontier town with looser controls. In that harsh environment, the instinct to "seek one's own kind" would be powerful.

Zhao Manxiong urged the Five Bosses of Sanya to be ruthless. "Suppress any formation of hometown associations immediately. If necessary, use physical elimination. We cannot tolerate a state within a state."

Accordingly, workers attempting to organize "fellowship societies" were arrested. Regardless of their actual intent, Zhao Manxiong stamped their files with a single sentence: Indefinite Labor Reform.

But the Political Security Bureau's workload was about to spike. At the end of January 1630, a convoy from Guangzhou arrived carrying the most anticipated "special cargo" of the year: women.

The procurement had been orchestrated by Zhang Xin through the channels of the Qiwei Escort Bureau. Sun Kecheng, the old bureau master, had initially balked at the commission. Buying women for the "Australians"—foreigners, in his eyes—felt sickeningly close to human trafficking, a violation of the traditional taboo against "separating flesh and blood."

Zhang Xin had to work hard to dismantle these scruples. "Manager Sun, these women are going to Lingao, not overseas to Australia. They remain on Chinese soil. And if their families wish to accompany them, we will resettle the entire household. There is no separation involved."

It took repeated assurances and a personal intervention by Zhou Shizhai to finally ease Sun Kecheng's conscience.

"Manager Zhang, please understand," Sun Kecheng had said, his face pained. "You gentlemen have come from afar to settle in this backwater. It is natural you need women to care for you. But to take a daughter ten thousand li across the ocean, never to see her kin again... that is a sin we dared not commit."

Zhang Xin privately found this moralizing quaint. Was selling a girl to a rich merchant in Beijing really so different? But he respected the old man's code. Men like Sun Kecheng would forfeit profit before honor. That made them difficult to work with, but impossible to buy off.

Sun Kecheng eventually agreed, with a caveat: his armed escorts would not handle the "cargo." The procurement and transport would be managed by the commercial clerks of the outer offices.

Zhang Xin laid out the criteria: "Respectable family background, unmarried, under 25, natural feet. No brothel girls or tooth-seller wares. Price cap of ten taels. An additional two taels resettlement fee for any family members."

Knowing the Australians favored "northern" aesthetics, Sun Kecheng instructed his agents to look for tall stature, long legs, slim waists, and large breasts.

The dragnet across Guangdong, Guangxi, and Jiangxi netted over four hundred candidates. This was the rough cut. A second, more rigorous screening took place in Guangzhou under the auspices of the "Female Servant Countermeasures Committee."

Chairman Wen Desi took a personal interest in the quality control. He commissioned specialized anthropometric tools: rigid height gauges set to 1.60m (Standard) and 1.55m (Reserve), soft tape measures for bust-waist-hip ratios, and a visual reference chart for body proportions.

The method was brutal but effective. Native staff could simply apply the gauges—pass or fail.

To the committee, the bar was ostensibly low: 1.60 meters and a B-cup. Skin color was a loose requirement for "fairness." Yet, to the staff on the ground, these standards felt impossibly high. In the nutrition-poor environment of the 17th century, finding women who met these modern aesthetic benchmarks was like searching for needles in a haystack.

"If we're going to do this, we do it right," Wen Desi insisted when his team wavered. "If we just wanted female bodies, we could pull them from the refugee camps. We are building a gene pool."

"But is there really enough supply..."

"China is vast," Wen Desi said dismissively. "The numbers are there."

Of the initial four hundred, only a hundred barely scraped past the committee's inspection. Desperate to fill the quota, the team applied the new standards to Guangzhou's refugee camps, culling another hundred candidates.

The final shipment to Lingao consisted of two hundred strictly vetted women, accompanied by over a hundred family members. The "rejects" were not discarded; they were simply reclassified as general labor immigrants and shipped out in the next batch.

The arrival was anti-climactic. After months of heated debate and anticipation, the actual event was met with a strange calmness. The endless arguments on the BBS had burned everyone out.

The women were quietly transferred to the custody of the General Affairs Office and housed in a special quarantine camp, hermetically sealed from the rest of the settlement. The real distribution would come later.
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Once the purification quarantine was complete, the Health Department initiated comprehensive physical examinations. Shi Niaoren took personal command, directing Zhang Ziyi and her nursing staff to screen for everything from acute infections to hereditary defects.

The examination was as invasive as it was thorough. Shi Niaoren demanded detailed family medical histories, cross-referencing them against a database of common generic disorders he had compiled from previous immigrant waves. The purpose of these "Life Secretaries" was an open secret: they were the prospective mothers of the first generation of "Transmigrator-born." The genetic purity of the future ruling class was not a matter to be taken lightly.

Candidates found with hidden ailments, chronic conditions, or undesirable family histories were summarily cut from the program. Those with treatable issues were isolated for therapy. The rejects who were otherwise healthy and non-contagious were reassigned: the literate were flagged for administrative training, while the uneducated were sent to the General Affairs Office to serve as menial staff in transmigrator-exclusive facilities.

About forty women were eliminated in this culling. The survivors were moved to a newly constructed, specialized compound for the next phase of indoctrination. To distinguish them from common servants and grant them a veneer of prestige, the "Female Servant Countermeasures Committee" bestowed upon them the official title of "Life Secretary."

The training program was Chairman Wen Desi's pet project. He treated it as a Tier-1 priority, bulldozing through bureaucratic hurdles and requisitioning resources at will. Ma Qianzhu grumbled privately about the waste of human and material capital, but since Wen framed it as "securing the vital interests of the masses," he found it politically difficult to object.

Unlike the rough-and-ready camps managed by the Civil Affairs Committee, the "Female Servant School" was a fortress of privilege managed directly by the General Affairs Office. Enclosed by high brick walls rather than flimsy bamboo fences, it had a single, guarded entrance. Security was tight; without a special clearance pass, no one got in.

Inside, the facilities were spartan but complete. The school boasted its own bathhouse, kitchen, cafeteria, and even an indoor gymnasium for all-weather exercise. A dedicated clinic, staffed by two native nurses assigned by the Health Department, ensured the assets remained in peak condition.

The dormitories were luxurious by local standards: four to a room, each equipped with a full-length mirror—an object of endless fascination and vanity for the girls.

But luxury came at the price of total subjugation. Upon entry, the women signed "absolute contracts." These were not standard indentures; they stripped away the right to manumission after seven years. Even the option of redemption by family was removed. If a girl's parents struck it rich and wanted to buy her freedom, they could only do so at the master's whim. Wen Desi didn't necessarily intend to enslave them for life, but he wanted the power of "grace" to reside solely in the hands of the transmigrators.

Discipline within the walls was draconian. Contact with the outside world was severed. Every aspect of their lives—walking, speaking, eating, sleeping—was regimented. Supervision was entrusted to a cadre of older women recruited from the settler population, former housekeepers and maids from wealthy households who knew how to keep order.

These matrons were over thirty-five, healthy, hardworking, and merciless. They were selected for their taciturn nature and their ability to keep secrets.

They embraced their role as disciplinarians with relish. The cries and screams of punished students frequently drifted over the high compound walls.

This curriculum was officially termed "Awe Training"—or, in colloquial terms, "breaking the horse." Unlike military training, which aimed to build self-reliance and esprit de corps, this program had two core objectives: Gratitude and Fear.

Many committee members found this approach excessive, with some whispering that Chairman Wen was indulging in sadistic fantasies. But Wen stood his ground, framing it as a matter of "long-term stability for the collective."

"Men come in all varieties," Wen lectured at a committee meeting. "Some of us are alphas, but let's be honest—some of you comrades are soft! If we don't properly break these women in, if we don't instill a bone-deep fear of authority, we're going to end up with a bunch of Wu Zetians running our households!"

The committee members burst into laughter, finding the notion absurd.

"Laugh all you want," Wen scolded. "We come from a timeline that was feminized to the core. You think you're 'manly'? Please. I look around this room and I see a lot of henpecked husbands waiting to happen!"

The laughter redoubled.

"Don't deny it. Who here hasn't scrambled to buy overpriced flowers on Valentine's Day? Who hasn't simp-ed for a dinner date?"

"Chairman Wen, that's hardly the same thing..."

"A real man doesn't need that performative nonsense!" Wen said with genuine pain. "Modern men have been brainwashed. Korean dramas and feminist discourse lowered our collective IQ. We put women on pedestals, made them into angels, goddesses, mistresses to be worshipped."

An Xi chimed in: "Chairman Wen has a point. History is littered with great men brought low by pillow talk. 'Even a hero cannot pass the trial of a beauty.'"

"Comrade Xiao An gets it," Wen praised. "The risk of manipulation is real. We must nip it in the bud!"

"But won't the female transmigrators object?" someone asked. "This 'breaking' curriculum looks suspiciously like abuse."

"Anyone with objections can raise them. We'll vote," Wen said dismissively. "Freedom of speech and all that."

"I doubt there'll be pushback," Ma Jia remarked. "Having someone thrash the 'little vixens' for them? They probably think it's great."

With the curriculum set, the school needed a principal. The single male "otanku" on the BBS who volunteered were immediately disqualified—putting them in charge was like asking a fox to guard the hen house. It had to be a woman.

But the available pool was small. Of the twenty-odd adult female transmigrators, most were wives or girlfriends who had zero interest in grooming their future sexual competitors. The two single women were non-starters: Li Xiaolü was too detached to care, and Du Wen was a radical feminist who would likely burn the school down on principle.

After much deliberation, the choice fell on Dong Weiwei. Not because she was supportive of the cause, but because she was already the fitness instructor.

The job had originally belonged to Chen Sigen. As a professional trainer, he was an expert in body-sculpting. But Chen was wary. Training the future concubines of his peers was a minefield. As a handsome, muscular man, he was a walking scandal waiting to happen. Even if he remained professional, the rumors alone could be damaging.

So he had recruited Dong Weiwei, using a "train the trainer" model: he taught her the routines, and she taught the girls.

Dong Weiwei's background was in bodybuilding and aerobics, but she had also picked up various trendy disciplines like belly dancing and pole dancing. With Chen's guidance, she became the school's indispensable fitness lead.

Wen Desi reasoned that since she was already willing to teach there, her moral objections couldn't be that strong.

Dong Weiwei hesitated when offered the principalship—not out of feminism, but because she was swamped with her duties at the Social Work Department. Building rural grassroots organizations gave her a profound sense of accomplishment.

"You can hold both posts," Wen assured her. "You're there to teach anyway. Just add some administrative oversight."

"Who handles the day-to-day? If I do this, I want it done right."

"We'll arrange a vice-principal for the grunt work."

"Alright, I'll take it," Dong Weiwei said frankly. "I know the Executive Committee is in a bind—can't trust the men, can't find a willing woman. Rest assured, I won't half-ass it. But I want veto power on the vice-principal."

"Excellent!" Chairman Wen nodded, pleased. "That is very big-picture of you."

"Chairman Wen flatters me. I am but a humble woman with shallow knowledge," she replied, slipping into a mock-historical tone that revealed her own fascination with the era.

Truth be told, Dong Weiwei was intrigued. Her university thesis had been on The Culture of Pleasure in the Jiangnan Region during the Tianqi and Chongzhen Reigns. This was a chance to recreate the legendary courtesan culture of the late Ming, focused purely on aesthetics and temperament.

When her husband, Gao Xiaosong, returned from his naval deployment and heard the news, he laughed.

"You're running a finishing school for concubines? Aren't you afraid you'll train the very 'little vixen' who replaces you?"

"Hmph. I am the Primary Wife, the one who wears the Red Dress!" Dong Weiwei scoffed. "Besides, they aren't even concubines—they're maids. If one of them wants to climb into your bed, she needs my stamp of approval. And if she tries any vixen tricks, I'll skin her alive."

She paused, blinking mischievously. "Hey, should we use our subsidy to buy one for ourselves?"

"Absolutely not. Having you is more than enough trouble," Gao Xiaosong declaimed instantly, striking a pose of righteous monogamy.

"Liar," Dong Weiwei purred, wrapping her arms around his neck. "But... I'll think about it."
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Upon assuming the principalship, Dong Weiwei's first order of business was to define the strategic objectives. What, exactly, was this school supposed to produce?

Everyone knew why the transmigrators wanted "Life Secretaries." The unspoken demand was for concubines. However, the exact skillset required was a matter of fierce debate. Some factions envisioned a Lingao version of the "Yielding Breeze Pavilion"—a dedicated academy for erotic arts and bedroom techniques.

The Female Servant Countermeasures Committee, however, threw cold water on these fantasies. The available pool of women was simply too small and the average quality too low. The transmigrator collective lacked the resources to train high-end courtesans from scratch. Therefore, the official verdict was pragmatic: these were not professional entertainers or sex workers, but high-functioning domestic staff with benefits.

"Sexual service is an incidental function," the memo read. "The primary utility of a Life Secretary is household management. Bedroom techniques are a matter of private cultivation by the individual master; the School generally provides compliant raw material."

Dong Weiwei's curriculum reflected this pivot. The core pillar was Mandarin immersion. A Life Secretary needed to communicate deeply and effectively with her master, understanding not just the language but the nuance of modern vocabulary and concepts.

Basic literacy was mandatory, aiming for a Level C diploma: recognition of 500 common characters, basic arithmetic (addition, subtraction, multiplication, division), and simple bookkeeping. They were being trained to run a modern household, not just decorate it.

Cooking was another essential module. While few transmigrators had private kitchens yet, the foundation had to be laid. Cooking was traditionally women's work, but a girl from a starving peasant family who had never seen a wok, let alone a gas stove, would be useless in a modern kitchen. The flavor gap between the Ming Dynasty and the 21st century was a chasm that needed bridging.

Then came the domestic sciences: laundry, sanitation, and deep cleaning. Many of these women came from homes with dirt floors where "sweeping" was a theoretical concept. They had no schema for floor wax, glass cleaner, or the sanitary maintenance of a porcelain toilet.

Dong Weiwei pulled training manuals and instructional videos on hotel management and domestic service from the Grand Library. The Committee even built a "simulation suite" within the school—a mock apartment with modern and traditional decor, a fully plumbed bathroom, and a kitchen—where trainees could practice the art of Western-style housekeeping.

Etiquette and posture were drilled relentlessly. Most trainees were rough peasant girls; malnutrition and hard labor had left them with poor skin, dull hair, and clumsy movements. Even the few who were naturally pretty carried themselves with the slouch of the downtrodden.

Dong Weiwei personally led the physical conditioning. Every day included yoga, posture correction, and an hour of belly dancing. When Wen Desi heard about the belly dancing, he immediately authorized the renovation of a classroom into a mirrored dance studio with barre rails.

Each morning, lines of women walked in circles to the ticking of a metronome, balancing half-bricks on their heads, before moving on to splits and backbends.

"It's a tragedy we can't manufacture spandex yet," Xiao Bailang sighed, watching the class through the window. "If they were wearing bodysuits doing those splits... the Executive Committee really is wise."

Xiao Bailang, who had been conscripted to manufacture the massive floor-to-ceiling mirrors, had spent two days cursing the "arbitrary directives" of the leadership. Now, seeing the results, his grievances vanished, replaced by unabashed voyeurism.

"Forget bodysuits. Just hav 'em practice in bra and panties," Chen Sigen laughed. He was there to audit the nutritional program he had designed.

"Why stop there? Just strip them naked!" Xiao Bailang licked his lips. "Get that big foreign mare Salina to instruct them. Now that would be a show." He shook his head ruefully. "These uniforms are a buzzkill."

Indeed, the uniforms were designed for modesty, not fantasy.

The original BBS threads had been filled with fevered suggestions: high-slit qipaos, French maid outfits with lacy aprons, anything that screamed specific fetish. But the Committee ruled that while such clothes were fine for the bedroom, they were impractical for housework and inappropriate for public display. The transmigrators wanted concubines, but they weren't eager to have their women flashing skin to the neighbors.

The compromise was a standard mass-produced blue cotton pullover and a long skirt—essentially the same uniform worn by students at the Fragrant Meadow School, distinguished only by a cloth chest tag reading "HEALTH CARE."

The only hidden upgrade was the underwear. Each trainee was issued a bra. Produced by the Light Industry Department, these were simple, wire-free designs meant for basic support rather than entrapment. It was the first time bras had been mass-issued to native women.

Chen Sigen ignored Xiao Bailang's leering and focused on the clinic's weekly data. Most of the women suffered from chronic malnutrition or specific micronutrient deficiencies. His meal plans were slowly correcting this, but it was a long game.

As they sat on the clinic porch, soaking up the sun, Liu San arrived with his apprentice, Fu Wuben. The young man was pushing a heavy-laden 'Purple Lightning' bicycle, its cargo baskets overflowing with sealed pottery jars.

"What's the haul?" Chen Sigen asked.

"Tonic medicine," Liu San said with a mysterious smile. "The good stuff."

The jars contained herbal pastes. While the school focused on macronutrients, the "Female Servant Countermeasures Committee" had commissioned the Health Ministry to use Traditional Chinese Medicine to accelerate the "beautification" process.

Liu San had adapted several secret formulas for "nourishing yin" and "improving complexion" from an old army doctor in Leizhou, including the famous Three-White Decoction. He viewed the assignment as a perk—proximity to the water meant getting first glimpse of the moon.

"Conditioning," Liu San called it, though his tone suggested he was "grooming" prize racehorses.

The formulas were standard Runshitang fare, but upgraded. Money was no object; Xiao Zishan had opened the General Affairs Office's war chest for this project. The pharmacists at Runshitang, knowing these tonics were for the Leaders' future bedmates, had sourced the finest ingredients and prepared them with religious care.

The results were undeniable. Between the protein-rich diet, the yoga, and the herbal supplements, the women were transforming. Their skin was clearing, their hair gaining luster, their bodies filling out in all the right places. They were being physically engineered to satisfy the transmigrators' desires and to bear healthy heirs.

"Spot any you like?" Chen Sigen asked, gesturing to the courtyard where the women were jump-roping.

"Doesn't matter if I do," Liu San's face fell. The subject was a sore spot. The "tigress" at home kept a tight perimeter. Aside from a few stolen moments on business trips to Leizhou, he had been forced into monogamy.

"Ah. Right. You brought sand to the beach," Chen Sigen nodded sympathetically.

"She's... vigilant," Liu San sighed.

"The burden of attachment," Chen chuckled. "This is the joy of bachelorhood. The bitterness ends, and the sweetness begins."

Liu San watched the jumping figures with a mix of longing and resignation. The bachelors had a bright, harem-filled future ahead of them. He could theoretically afford a whole squad of Life Secretaries, but in practice, he was destined to watch from the sidelines.

Back in the old world, having a girlfriend was a status symbol, he thought gloomily. Now it's a shackle.

Still, observing the bloom of health on the trainees' cheeks, he resolved not to give up entirely. Even if she was just a "maid" on paper... surely he could smuggle one into the house under the guise of domestic necessity. It was a waste to let such an opportunity pass.
Chapter 556 - Family Conflicts

"I wonder what the asking price for that one is?" Chen Sigen asked, gesturing with his chin toward a girl jumping rope in the exercise yard. She looked to be about seventeen or eighteen; although her hair was just growing out from a buzz cut, her delicate features and tall, slender figure were undeniable. Her generous chest swayed rhythmically with every jump.

"Asking price?" Liu San grunted, feigning disinterest. He knew he was priced out of the market—not by money, but by matrimony.

"You don't know?" Chen Sigen looked surprised. "I thought this was common knowledge. The Committee has graded the merchandise: S, A, B, C, D, E. Since we're using a cash-based allocation system, they had to slap price tags on them."

"I assume C-grade is the baseline?"

"Right. C-grade costs exactly the amount of the 'Female Servant Subsidy' issued to every transmigrator. If you want better quality, you pay out of pocket. If you're cheap or broke, you can buy a D or E-grade and pocket the difference."

"Flow Vouchers are useless anyway," Liu San muttered. "Might as well blow it on a top-tier model."

"You only know half of it," Chen Sigen laughed. "You think it's just about money? Anything above C-grade is allocated by lottery based on a priority queue. If you draw a bad number, you're at the back of the line. And the S-tier? That's going to be a competitive auction."

"Damn capitalists," Liu San cursed. "Always finding ways to drain our wallets." Inwardly, however, he tasted sour grapes. I couldn't spend a cent even if I wanted to.

"If they rated everyone S-grade, that would be a sight." Chen Sigen knew the girl's name was Zhao Min. The school also housed a 'Huang Rong', a 'Li Ke', and a 'Mu Jianping'. By his assessment, Zhao Min was at least an A-grade. The problem wasn't the price; it was the competition. If the collective wasn't watching so closely, he might have tried to use his position as instructor to secure a "backdoor listing"...

Liu San rode home in a gloom, rehearsing his pitch. He had spent days preparing a dossier of arguments to present to his wife, Wuyunhua.

Unfortunately, Wuyunhua's defense was impenetrable. His application for a "domestic assistant" was summarily rejected.

"I don't mind if the single guys want one," Wuyunhua said, her tone dangerously calm. "Men have needs. If they can't solve it themselves, fine. But you? When have I ever left you unsatisfied?"

"You're absolutely right, dear," Liu San nodded frantically. "It's not about that. It's the housework... I hate seeing you so tired..."

"You have hands, don't you?" Wuyunhua laughed. "And doesn't Fu Wuben help out? In the old days, apprentices emptied the master’s chamber pots. Are we too good for that now?"

"That's the evil old society talking..."

"Please. The 'new society' you lot are building looks a hell of a lot worse than the old one," she scoffed.

"Not 'you lot'—'we'," Liu San corrected weakly. "Honey, look at the big picture. We're going to have kids. Maybe lots of them. How can we manage a household and full-time jobs without reliable help?"

"Reliable help? Or just someone 'close to your body'?"

"Absolutely not!" Liu San protested. His strategy was the wedge: get a servant in the door for cleaning, then gradually soften the boundaries. But Wuyunhua wasn't giving an inch.

Still, the primal instinct died hard. He harbored a flicker of hope that the social environment would eventually wear her down. Everyone else had maids; surely she wouldn't want to be the only one scrubbing her own floors forever?

"I heard you've been very busy with work lately?" Wuyunhua asked suddenly, her eyes narrowing.

Liu San's radar pinged wild warnings. "Yes! Very busy. Terrible workload."

"Since you're so busy," she said sweetly, "you should probably just sleep at the office."

Five minutes later, Liu San stood on the streets of Bairren City, a bedroll strapped to his back.

"Kick out again, Old Liu?" an acquaintance called out. "Off to 'contribute to the collective' on Madam's orders?"

"Busy! Meetings at the Health Department!" Liu San shouted back, fleeing the scene.

The Health Department was a terrible place to sleep. The offices were inside the General Hospital, permeating the air with disinfectant and the smell of sickness. The basement morgue full of "fresh specimens" didn't help the ambiance. The pharmaceutical factory was no better—strong chemical odors and workers who would corner him with endless questions about TCM formulations.

He decided to crash at Runshitang. Yang Shixiang was his sworn elder brother, a man who treated him with the reverence due a savior of the family business. There would be good food, good wine, and the comfort of a traditional patriarchal household.

Runshitang was in the county seat. The Executive Committee had recently upgraded Lingao County Town from a "Caution Zone" to a "Blue Zone." With the puppet magistrate fully under control, the town was essentially transmigrator territory.

Liu San registered his destination at the Bairren City gate—a security measure implemented by Zhao Manxiong to track personnel movements—and collected his apprentice, Fu Wuben. He bought a bag of fruit candies at the East Gate Market for his "nephew," then retrieved his assigned vehicle.

It wasn't a jeep or even a Red Flag carriage. It was a utilitarian "28-bar" heavy-duty bicycle. Liu San preferred it for its cargo capacity.

The road to the county seat was now pavement, smooth and hard. The five-kilometer ride was a breezy twenty-minute cruise.

Construction was exploding along the highway. The "Wenlan River Comprehensive Remediation Project," a cornerstone of the First Five-Year Plan, was in full swing. Thousands of laborers swarmed the riverbanks, digging dikes and hauling stone.

Liu San pedaled past sections where the riderbed had been exposed, the water diverted by cofferdams. Workers were dredging the channel to a depth of 1.5 meters, aiming to boost water storage and allow the passage of heavy barges.

"Make sure we have ample stocks of Bi Wenshen and Zhuge Marching Powder," Liu San muttered to himself, recalling Shi Niaoren's directive about heatstroke prevention.

"They mock TCM all day long, but the moment an epidemic looms, who do they come crying to?" Liu San felt a surge of resentment. In the Health Department, he was the odd man out. Drs. Shi and Ai, with their Western degrees, treated him like a witch doctor. The irony was that Liu San himself was skeptical of mystical Five Elements theory—his degree was in pharmacology. Yet, in the face of their arrogance, he found himself forced into the role of TCM's defender.

Still, job security was job security. As long as the modern pharmaceutical lines were bottlenecked, the colony ran on his herbal patent medicines. His influence was growing by the day.

He arrived at the county town's west gate. The ragged, shifty-eyed yamen runners of the past were gone, replaced by strapping local militia in crisp uniforms, holding standard-issue spears. A full infantry company of the Transmigrator Army was garrisoned within the walls.

The town itself had been transformed. The Civil Affairs Committee had launched a "Patriotic Health Campaign," clearing tons of accumulated garbage, dredging the sewers, and spraying disinfectant until the streets reeked of chlorine. For the first time in history, the roads in Lingao County didn't turn into cesspools when it rained.

The "Lingao Patrol Squad"—a front for the fledgling police force—had swept the streets of vagrants and beggars, shipping them off to the quarantine camps for "purification" and labor reassignment.

Liu San breathed in the relatively clean air. "Not a bad place to spend a few nights," he mused.

Yang Shixiang was surprised by the late visit—the city gates were about to close—but his welcome was warm.

"I'm imposing on you for a few days, brother," Liu San said with a pained smile.

"My home is your home," Yang Shixiang said instantly, asking no questions. He ushered Liu San into a guest courtyard attached to his outer study.

It was a marked step up from a hospital cot. The room was elegant, appointed with rosewood furniture and antiques. Two young shop boys were immediately assigned to attend to him, preparing a hot bath and laying out fresh clothes.

After bathing, Liu San exchanged the requisite courtesies with the Yang family matriarchs. Once the ritual etiquette was satisfied, Yang Shixiang ordered a banquet table set up in the study.

Surrounded by good wine, fine food, and deferential servants, Liu San finally relaxed. Here, at least, he was a master.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 557 - Sworn Brother

The banquet was exquisite. The Yang family, hailing from the prosperous heartlands of Guangdong, possessed a refinement in their enjoyment of life that far outstripped the local gentry and landlords of Lingao. With their coffers recently overflowing, the quality of their daily living had ascended to match. The table held few dishes, yet each was a masterpiece of meticulous preparation. The wine, a premium Lanling vintage commonly savored by the wealthy of the Ming Dynasty, had been specially procured from the mainland.

Yang Shixiang ordered his apprentices to warm the wine, then dismissed them. He and Liu San were left alone in the study; he had important matters to discuss.

Since swearing brotherhood and forming a partnership with Liu San, Yang Shixiang’s business had expanded voraciously, practically raking in bushels of gold by the day. Precisely because of this success, he paid increasingly close attention to every ripple within the transmigrator collective. The "Australians" were not merely his investors, major clients, and technical advisors—they were, in essence, his patrons. To a significant extent, the rise or fall of the Australians dictated the fate of Runshitang.

Liu San often visited Runshitang to discuss the manufacture and sale of traditional patent medicines, but rarely did he have the leisure to sit for casual conversation and gossip.

Yang Shixiang was burning to learn the truth behind the so-called "Female Servant Revolution." This affair wasn't nearly as airtight a secret as the transmigrators imagined. In fact, rumors had begun swirling within days, whispering that the Australians had fallen into internal turmoil over women. Some stated with certainty that the trouble arose because the leaders within the barbed wire commanded dozens of wives each, leaving the lower ranks with none. Others claimed the Australians didn't lack women in general, but had fought over a peerless beauty, their competition for her affections escalating into open conflict.

Yang Shixiang found this news perplexing—he hadn't expected the Australians to be short of women! Ships arrived from Bopu Harbor every ten days or so, disgorging one or two boatloads of refugees, among them many women. The Australians numbered at most a thousand; surely one woman apiece was easily manageable?

His sworn brother Liu San had a wife—Yang Shixiang had even sent a gift specifically to Wuyunhua, and had been rather awed by the robust presence of that Australian woman. He harbored a vague suspicion that his sworn brother was somewhat henpecked.

After three rounds of wine, Yang Shixiang finally broached the subject obliquely.

Liu San started—so this matter had even reached the county town. Good news never leaves the gate, but bad news travels a thousand li. He nodded slightly. "Indeed, it's true."

"What was the outcome?" Yang Shixiang asked quickly.

"Everyone is satisfied."

Liu San’s expression bore no trace of satisfaction, leaving Yang Shixiang puzzled. "From your manner, brother, you don't seem satisfied at all."

After a few more cups, Liu San couldn't help but vent his grievances about his girlfriend. They were complaints any man could relate to.

"So you're not permitted to take a concubine." Yang Shixiang looked at his somewhat dejected sworn brother and thought this hardly constituted a crisis. "What's difficult about that? Since you can't bring one home, just set up another household outside."

Liu San was startled; he hadn't expected Yang Shixiang to suggest this. After a moment’s hesitation, he shook his head. "That won't work. For now, we're not allowed to establish residences outside Bairren City. Besides..."

Besides, if his wife found out about such audacious behavior, wouldn't she immediately storm over and cause a scene for the whole city to witness? The thought made him realize it was completely unfeasible.

Of course, there was no Women's Federation here to back Wuyunhua. The women among the transmigrators were few, and they couldn't exactly be described as a united front. If it really came to a fight, apart from Du Wen, probably no one would come to Wuyunhua's aid. Liu San realized that, strictly speaking, he could do whatever he wanted when it came to gender relations.

But if he did, years of affection would be destroyed. Liu San couldn't bear that cost.

"Forget it. Let your younger brother work on this slowly," he said listlessly.

Yang Shixiang had already formulated a plan: if Liu San truly desired a concubine, his wife's family had relatives in Zhangzhou who had recently crossed the sea to join him. There were several girls of marriageable age in that branch; arranging for one to become Liu San's concubine would be effortless.

Since Liu San wasn't willing, Yang Shixiang didn't press. What he truly urgently needed to know was this: had the Australians been fatally compromised by this disturbance?

Rumors ran wild outside. Some said the Australians had slaughtered each other, leaving corpses strewn through Bairren City. Others claimed the leaders had set a 'Hongmen Banquet' trap, luring in the troublemakers before dropping a cup as a signal, whereupon arquebuses opened fire, mowing down hundreds instantly. Still others whispered that the main leaders had all been assassinated, and a new faction had seized power.

One rumor veered uncomfortably close to the truth: the 'East Gate Grand Official' who managed the East Gate Market had rebelled, leading his men in an attempt to storm Bairren City. A firefight had erupted at the gates; outnumbered, the Grand Official and his men were wiped out. Some storytellers even vividly described how gunfire had echoed through Bairren City all night long...

The locals weren't very familiar with Dugu Qiuhun, so the protagonist of this tale was often swapped for Dongmen Chuiyu. Since Dongmen Chuiyu had indeed been transferred and vanished from East Gate Market, the rumor gained an air of credibility.

Liu San frowned as he heard how wild the stories had become. What is the Political Security General Administration doing? Didn't such rumors seriously damage the transmigrator collective's "great, glorious, and correct" image?

He had to expend considerable effort to explain to Yang Shixiang that these were merely rumors. As for demonstrations and protests, such things were trivial. Not only had the transmigrator collective's strength remained intact, but after weathering this storm, it would emerge even stronger.

To make his point, he had to outline the electoral system and the basics of their political structure, lest his sworn brother fail to grasp the nuance.

Only after a lengthy explanation did Yang Shixiang feel at ease. He had no interest in political systems, but he understood the core message: this was merely "civil struggle," devoid of the actual bloodletting that would damage their foundation. He relaxed and laughed. "Then I was overly worried. As long as the core strength is unharmed, that is good."

Liu San then pivoted to his plan for developing new medicines. His next targets were Ten Drops Water and Huoxiang Zhengqi Water—two essential summer remedies—as well as an attempt to manufacture Fengyoujing. All were urgently needed for the Yulin development project.

Yang Shixiang had absolute faith in every proposal Liu San made. The patent medicine business was booming so remarkably that he was seriously considering relocating the pharmaceutical workshop from the city to the "Private Enterprise Park" outside Bairren City. Runshitang's current workshop was already bursting at the seams.

"That would be excellent," Liu San thought. This had been part of the plan all along—keeping the factory at Runshitang initially was merely for convenience. Since Yang Shixiang was proposing the move himself, it was perfect.

"Now that I have capital, your elder brother wants to build a grand workshop like those in your Australia! To really do something magnificent." Yang Shixiang was deeply impressed by the Australians' industrial scale. Fueled by wine and recent success, his excitement grew. His cousin, Yang Shiyi, had completely changed his attitude, sending frequent gifts and letters, and adopting a much more respectful tone. He was even courteous to the old manager Liu Benshan, whom Yang Shixiang had sent to Foshan. Moreover, Yang Shiyi had indicated that cash payments were no longer strictly required and credit limits could be raised. After years of suffering his relatives' disdain, Yang Shixiang could finally hold his head high.

The conviction that cooperating with the Australians meant 'Great Enterprise' was now deeply etched in his mind. Hearing that their core strength was intact and their presence in Lingao secure, he was ready to pursue even greater achievements with his sworn brother.

"Your foolish elder brother wants to install those, um, 'machines' in the factory," Yang Shixiang said. "Last time I visited the mill and saw your waterwheel—it was so fast, so fine. Everyone says you Australians are the most ingenious. Surely you have machines for making medicine?"

"There are indeed machines." Liu San nodded. He had long wanted to open a pharmaceutical factory utilizing mechanical processing rather than manual labor. Runshitang currently employed over twenty medicine workers, plus a dozen casual laborers and apprentices. Mechanization could cut that workforce by two-thirds, freeing up capital for expanded production.

The veteran workers, intimately familiar with drug properties and pharmacology, were wasted on simple manual labor.

"What machines are needed?" Yang Shixiang was fascinated by the concept of mechanized production, though he had no concept of the specific machinery required for processing medicinal herbs.

"There are many types." Liu San realized he would need to submit an application. Manufacturing equipment for medicines should receive priority, but since Runshitang was a joint venture, he wasn't sure how the pricing would be determined. He decided to prepare the ground. "The price probably won't be cheap."

"Expensive doesn't matter, as long as it works well—silver sitting in a vault won't breed baby silver!" With money in hand, Yang Shixiang's speech took on a delightfully profound, if slightly dandyish, tone.

"Since Elder Brother has this intention, I'll attend to it the moment I return." Liu San was genuinely excited. This was a classic example—a model of native capitalist cooperation with the transmigrator collective. The Executive Committee would surely grant favorable policies for the sake of future propaganda, perhaps even designating it a "Model Enterprise."

Becoming a positive model would smooth many paths.

In truth, whether Runshitang became a "model" mattered little to Liu San personally—his shareholder status was nominal; the true shareholder was the collective. Yet, he sincerely hoped Runshitang would grow into a pharmaceutical giant in this new world.

His sworn brotherhood with Yang Shixiang had begun as a mere vehicle for cooperation. However, over six months of discussing pharmacology, exchanging knowledge, and managing the business side by side, a deep friendship had taken root. Moreover, Yang's family treated him with a warmth and concern that felt like true kinship. It warmed Liu San's heart.

Naturally, he would look after his sworn brother's interests.

"Then I'll trouble my worthy younger brother with this," Yang Shixiang said excitedly. "I'll instruct Manager Liu right away to recruit more workers from Foshan—"

Liu Benshan was now Runshitang's manager in Foshan, overseeing all of the firm's affairs in Guangdong.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 558 - Last Night at Anyoule Market

Dawn was approaching, yet the night clung stubbornly to the world. Along the single main street of Anyoule Market, oil lamps and torches sputtered in shops and dwellings, casting a sickly, wavering glow onto the gravel road. Light still spilled from taverns, small eateries, and brothels, punctuated by bursts of drunken revelry. For the merchants, supercargoes, and sailors wintering here to catch the trade winds—stranded at this remote "End of the Earth"—there was nothing to do but drown their boredom in wine and women.

Hu Xun, draped in a silk robe and a heavy cloak against the predawn chill, strode proudly down the center of the street. Behind him trailed a motley procession: a handsome young page clutching a tea canister wrapped in padded brocade; a private secretary with a long gown and wispy beard; a servant shouldering a folding chair; another holding a bamboo strip—the instrument of summary punishment; and finally, a squad of militiamen armed with clubs, swords, and spears.

Hu Xun was performing his duty as the local baocheng—the night watchman. His task: to question suspicious persons and maintain a semblance of order. Though Anyoule Market was small, public security was a nightmare. The town was a transient hub for men of the sea—rough characters released from the terrifying monotony of the ocean. Once on land, theft, brawls, and stabbings were as common as breathing. At peak season, it wasn't unusual for several men to die in street fights every single day.

Hu Xun never reported these deaths to the county. Doing so would only invite bureaucratic leeches, and the magistrate couldn't solve the crimes anyway. Detailed investigations were impossible here; step outside the market, and you were in the wilderness. A few dozen li out lay the territory of the Li tribes—who would chase a murderer there?

However, as a prominent local figure, he had to maintain a baseline of order. Every night, Hu Xun personally led patrols. Drunks, rowdies, and anyone brandishing a weapon were detained immediately. This doubled as a revenue stream—ship captains had to pay handsomely to bail their men out. If no one came for some penniless wretch, that was fine too; when the next wave of ships arrived, Hu Xun would simply sell the man off. Mortality rates at sea were horrific, and supercargoes were always eager to replenish their crews with "volunteers."

Tonight, Anyoule Market was quiet, but quiet did not mean peaceful. As the last resupply point before key routes to the Southern Seas, this remote outpost was a fat prize in the eyes of many. Hu Xun’s priority wasn't petty theft, but reconnaissance—pirates often sent scouts to facilitate a raid, "opening the gates" from within.

The hour before dawn—when the sky was darkest and watchmen were most sluggish—was the prime window for a surprise attack. That was why Hu Xun was out here, shivering in the sea breeze.

He walked the length of the street and climbed the watchtower at the west gate. Several bleary-eyed militiamen stood guard, staring out over Dadonghai Bay. Storm lanterns swayed in the wind, their light feeble against the vastness of the dark. Hu Xun leaned against the wooden palisade. Below, lights burned on the dock, and riding lamps bobbed on the masts of anchored ships. The vessels rose and fell with the swell, the only sound the rhythmic crash of waves against hulls and rocks.

Across the bay, a few steady points of light were visible—the fortification built last year by the "Lingao Sea Merchants." Although the two sides traded and exchanged pleasantries, Hu Xun remained deeply wary.

For months, the population inside that compound had never exceeded thirty. They worked like peasants—growing vegetables, raising chickens, fishing, harvesting coconuts, and cutting timber. Their presence had injected some vitality into the local economy; many impoverished villagers found work there, and the compound's residents occasionally came to the market to buy goods and hire craftsmen.

But Hu Xun was certain of one thing: Manager Wang's claim that they were "merchants specializing in the Southern Seas trade" was a bald-faced lie. Almost every week, ships docked at their private pier, loading worthless local coconuts and timber while offloading uniform, heavy crates.

Hu Xun had never sailed the Southern Seas, but he had seen enough passing merchants to know the market. Timber and coconuts were even cheaper down south; shipping them there would be like carrying coal to Newcastle.

He was convinced this group was smuggling contraband. As for what they were smuggling, he didn't care. In this lawless corner of the world, as long as everyone minded their own business and the silver flowed, why pry?

"Any unusual activity?" Hu Xun asked the watch commander.

"Nothing, sir. All is peaceful."

The night breeze bit through his cloak. The moon was setting, and only the ghostly flicker of bioluminescence lit the waves. Nothing seemed amiss.

"Stay alert. No sleeping!" Hu Xun barked, then turned to descend the tower. It was time to go home and warm himself in the arms of his concubine.

Less than ten nautical miles away, Ruan Xiaowu, captain of the Special Service Boat Yu-Te-04, lowered his binoculars. Behind him, breaking the waves in a formidable column, sailed a fleet of fifty ships.

Leading the formation were the fast single-masted cutters. heir lightweight hulls heeled sharply in the wind and waves, gunwales nearly kissing the water. To an observer, they seemed perpetually on the verge of capsizing, only to right themselves at the critical moment. These agile craft were crewed by trainees and the most daring sailors of the Navy, acting as the fleet's eyes and ears, constantly probing the flanks.

Behind them came the main body: a long column of special service boats, their holds packed with weapons, sailors, and supplies.

Then, looming like a mountain, came the five-masted behemoth Sanya No. 1. Its massive sails were spread wide, dominating the skyline. Flanked by a swarm of smaller transport vessels, it carried the lifeblood of the expedition: thousands of laborers, soldiers, construction materials, tools, vehicles, and grain.

Yet even this giant was not the true core. That honor belonged to the strange, mastless vessels that followed, slicing through the waves without sails or oars: the Xunjing self-propelled barge, the Dajing flat-deck barge, the Type 67 landing craft, and two massive 8154 fishing trawlers. The Xunjing's broad deck was stacked high with peculiar, hulking shapes tightly wrapped in oilcloth. The landing command headquarters was established aboard one of the 8154 trawlers.

Screening the starboard flank of this armada was the iron fist of the fleet: a column of six three-masted warships, led by the Zhenhai and the Fubo, their gun ports sealed tight, radiating silent menace.

Ruan Xiaowu felt a swell of pride. True, there were pirate lords in these seas with more ships than the Australians, but what were those tubs compared to this? Filthy, rotting decks; sails patched with rags; crude, rusty cannons tied down with fraying rope. He recalled the scornful smiles of the naval cadets when they inspected captured pirate vessels—gunpowder heaped carelessly below decks, scrap metal and pottery shards serving as grapeshot. Bumpkins. Dangerous bumpkins, perhaps, but bumpkins nonetheless.

On the flagship—one of the 8154 trawlers—the leadership of the future Sanya Special Zone was crammed into a command room converted from a freezer hold. The ship's displacement wasn't large, and it pitched significantly in the open sea. Zhuo Tianmin, plagued by severe seasickness, lay flat on a bench to conduct the meeting.

Four men crowded around a small table. In two hours, dawn would break, and the operation would commence.

Although this was an unopposed landing—no enemy artillery, minefields, or machine gun nests awaited them—coordinating a force of this scale on an unfamiliar coast was a logistical nightmare. The fleet was heavy with supplies, heavy machinery, and human lives.

Detailed planning for this "All-Out Landing" had been underway for a month. A joint working group from the General Staff and the Planning Council, under the direct supervision of Wang Luobin, had agonized over every step.

The challenges were immense. While history offered many examples of amphibious landings, the transmigrator collective was attempting a modern-style operation with limited seventeenth-century resources. In some ways, it was more complex than their original D-Day. Then, they had landed five hundred people; now, they were landing three thousand.

The questions were endless. Where to land? When? Who goes in the first wave—soldiers or laborers? How many ships? How many days of dry rations before the field kitchens could serve hot meals? How to move people from ship to shore—piers, small boats, rope ladders?

By the time the plan was finalized, it was a thick tome. Every detail of "Project Giant" was specified, with contingency plans for every imaginable disaster.

"When formulating the plan, do not first think about victory," Wang Luobin had instructed the working group. "Think first about how to pick up the pieces if we fail."

"Who could defeat us?" The planners had scoffed. "The local militia of Anyoule Market?"

"Consider everything," Wang Luobin insisted. "A typhoon sinks half the fleet. Zheng Zhilong's armada ambushes us mid-landing. We must have a plan for the worst case."

"It's disheartening to think of defeat before we even start..."

"Call it what you will, but you must assume the worst," Dongmen Chuiyu had argued, backing the Engineer. "Crisis response is the heart of planning. The more thoroughly we imagine disaster, the less likely it is to destroy us."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 559 - On the Ship

The operational plan had been drilled into the mind of every commander until reaction became instinct. Deviation was not an option.

Unlike a blind assault, the transmigrators possessed a decisive advantage: intelligence. Though Yulin Stockade was too small to offer substantial logistical support, it had served as an invaluable listening post. Since its establishment, Wang Tao had bombarded Lingao with telegrams and dispatches detailing local hydrography, tidal patterns, and weather conditions.

The surveying team had taken twentieth-century maps as a baseline and refined them with fresh data. The Long-Range Exploration Team had cataloged water sources and natural resources. Most recently, a meteorological team had arrived at the stockade, deploying equipment to attempt localized weather forecasting.

Furthermore, the Grand Library had been scoured for every scrap of historical data on the Yulin-Sanya region. Combined with the field reports, this information was synthesized by the Planning Council’s "Project Giant" Operations Office.

The result was a terrifying asymmetry of knowledge: the invaders understood the terrain of Yulin better than the natives who had lived there for generations. On the planning maps, landing zones, camp sites, anchorage points, and pier locations were marked with mathematical precision.

Aboard the flagship, the four members of the Sanya Regional Military Committee—minus the Director of the Tiandu Mining Bureau—waited for the first light of dawn. By their calculations, they would arrive at Yulin Harbor at sunrise.

A signalman knocked and entered, handing a telegram to Xi Yazhou.

"Latest forecast from Yulin: Clear, northeast wind force 3-4, gusts to 5. Wave height 1.5 meters." Xi Yazhou glanced at the slip of paper. "Who wrote this? Where did they get the data? The Ming Dynasty Weather Satellite Network?"

"It's from the Yulin team," Wang Luobin said. "The reliability is... theoretically high." He said this with confidence he didn't feel. Lingao at least had the Fengcheng's radar; Yulin relied on what essentially amounted to a primary school weather station.

"Reliable or not, we move at dawn," Li Haiping said grimly. "The ship is at the door; we can't refuse to enter."

"If we don't get ashore soon, these three thousand people will be combat ineffective," Zhuo Tianmin groaned from his bench. His face was a pale shade of green. "Get us on solid ground today, or we'll be carrying them off on stretchers."

The Planning Council had treated personnel transportation like a logistics spreadsheet: humans were merely volume and weight. They hadn't accounted for the brutal reality of a long-distance voyage in the age of sail.

Three days into the journey, the troop compartments of Sanya No. 1 and the other transports were a hellscape of densely packed hammocks and groaning bodies. Most passengers, despite acclimatization training, had succumbed to seasickness. The air was a thick, suffocating stew of vomit, brine, and unwashed bodies. Seawater splashed constantly through the gratings, ensuring nothing was ever dry. With thousands of people crammed aboard, fresh air was a rationed luxury—ten minutes on deck per person, strictly rotated. In terms of comfort, the great ship was actually worse than the smaller coasters.

Food was the dreaded "Grassland Series" hardtack—indestructible bricks of flour, salt, and water. But only a few had the stomach to gnaw on them; most couldn't keep even water down.

Yet, a few hardy souls were unaffected. In a relatively open corner of the hold, Hu Wumei and several others were playing leaf cards.

Hu Wumei had already been confirmed as the new Mayor of Anyoule Market. Under his command was a migrant contingent of three hundred households.

When the Civil Affairs Committee first approached him about leading the migration to Yulin, Hu Wumei had agreed on one condition: he wanted one thousand mu of land. He didn't care if it was hill land, as long as it could grow trees.

His tenure as estate head at Xuetian Manor had revealed a talent for agricultural management that deeply impressed Wu Nanhai. In the original timeline, Hu Wumei had been a landlord who successfully farmed indigo and medicinal herbs before chaos forced him into piracy.

"Fine," Wu De had agreed without hesitation. "I'll give you three thousand mu. But you manage it yourself—hired labor only. No tenant farming."

"I don't want tenants anyway," Hu Wumei had declared, slapping his thigh. "But where will I find laborers in that wilderness?"

"Don't worry. There will be plenty."

Hu Wumei had dreamed of being a landlord. Now, realizing he was becoming an official, excitement warred with apprehension. To ensure this former pirate walked the straight and narrow, the Civil Affairs Committee had assigned him a support team: a secretary, an accountant, and—inevitably—an operative from the Political Security General Administration.

Hu Wumei had wanted to bring his entire clan—nephews, cousins, old pirate comrades—to Yulin. Rushing to a new territory with a relative in power seemed like a golden opportunity. But the Committeemen saw right through it. They had no intention of turning Anyoule Market into "Hu Family Village." In the end, only his closest relatives were allowed to accompany him.

Sitting across from Hu Wumei was Zheng Ergen.

After the "Night of the Rebellion," Zheng Ergen had been arrested. He spent three days in terror, undergoing intense interrogation. Then, just as he resigned himself to execution, he was released, announced as the new Police Chief of Anyoule Market, and ordered to pack his bags.

He wasn't alone. Several colleagues from the East Gate Market station were also transferred, all receiving a one-rank promotion. To the dull-witted, it looked like a reward. To the sharp, it smelled like exile. They had seen something that night—Dugu Qiuhun mobilizing his forces against Bairren City—and now they were being scattered to the ends of the earth.

Reward or punishment? Who knew. But keeping their lives was a blessing. Zheng Ergen had learned his lesson: keep your mouth shut. When Hu Wumei probed about the incident, Zheng Ergen simply repeated, "I forgot," or "I can't remember clearly."

This stonewalling annoyed Hu Wumei, as did Zheng Ergen's refusal to gamble.

"Damn it," Hu Wumei cursed, tossing down a few paper slips used as chips. "Continue. Continue."

"We can play," Zheng Ergen said quietly, "but no betting."

"What's the point of playing cards without money?" Hu Wumei grumbled.

"I won't take a single coin from you," Zheng Ergen said, returning the slips. "If the higher-ups catch me gambling, I'm finished." Chief Ran had recently hammered the "No Gambling" rule into their heads, and Zheng Ergen was taking no risks.

"Boring!" Hu Wumei threw down his cards. Without the thrill of gambling, the game was tasteless. He felt a stir of lust and thought about his concubine, but looking around at the swaying forest of hammocks, he realized there was absolutely nowhere to seek relief.

Nearby, Lin Gonglao lay in his hammock, staring at the deck beams. Born to a family of boatbuilders, the sea didn't bother him, but his spirit was crushed.

He had gone from being "Young Master Gonglao" of Baitu Village to a nameless laborer at Bairren Commune, waking to the factory whistle like everyone else. The villagers who once bowed to him now ignored him, their status as "Formal Workers" elevating them above his clumsy craftsmanship. Even his father, Lin Xianming, couldn't get him a job in the shipyard; the Australians' new machines required skills the old masters didn't possess.

Now, he was being shipped to Yazhou—the "Edge of the World," a place for exiles and criminals. Why? He couldn't understand.

He wasn't the only one. A significant chunk of the Lin and Lu clans were on this ship.

The transmigrator collective had never trusted these large clans. The Lin clan alone boasted nearly two hundred adult males and hundreds of women and children. They gathered for festivals, worshiped ancestors together, and maintained a tight-knit web of loyalty that deeply unsettled the Australians.

Investigation by the Political Security General Administration revealed a resurgence of clan power. Lin Xianming and others were actively recruiting poor "Lin" immigrants into a "linked lineage" system, offering aid in exchange for loyalty. The most aggressive organizers were the disaffected "second generation"—men like Lin Gonglao and his brother Lin Gongxun, who, unable to succeed in the new industrial meritocracy, sought power through traditional blood ties.

Wu De, the Civil Affairs Commissar, had decided to strike. The solution was "Divide and Conquer."

A second breakup of the Lin family was ordered. The agitators were identified. Lin Gonglao and his brother were marked for relocation. Their father pleaded for mercy, and eventually, the administration compromised—taking one son, leaving the other.

Along with Lin Gonglao, a dozen other "problem households" from the Lin and Lu clans were uprooted and sent south. Some were bitter reactionaries; others were simply ambitious families looking for a fresh start. To ensure they behaved, Wu De had instructed Hu Wumei to watch them closely, and had even assigned Wang Sangou—a man once bullied by the Lin clan—to monitor them specifically.

Hu Wumei didn't know the full political intricacies, but he understood the core truth: The Leaders' word was absolute. It was more terrifying than an Imperial Edict, for the Emperor was far away and ignorant, while the Leaders seemed to know everything.

He recalled a pirate captain who had submitted to Lingao with him. The man had secretly plotted to steal his ship back and flee. The Australians caught him before he even made a move. They summoned him, recited his exact conversations, names, dates, and intentions, and then... simply let him go.

The man was broken. He donated his ship to the collective and sent his children to Australian schools the very next day.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 560 - D-Day

The sky had turned a pale, watery gray. In Dadonghai Bay, the slumbering fleet began to stir. On deck, soldiers checked weapons; below, laborers were roused from their fitful sleep. With the ships at anchor, seasickness began to recede, replaced by the hollow ache of empty stomachs.

On vessels equipped with galleys, hot meals were served. Sailors distributed disposable wooden bento boxes containing white rice mixed with vegetable flakes, a whole fish, and a hard-boiled egg.

For the soldiers and laborers, this was a feast. Morale, battered by days of misery, began to climb. Those who finished eating lined up for steaming iron buckets of soup—a thick broth of broad bean paste, dried fish, and seaweed. It was warm, salty, and infinitely comforting.

Ships unable to provide hot meals distributed "Type A-1" rations—high-energy biscuits made from rice flour, lard, nut meal, egg powder, salt, and sugar. To the average Ming peasant soldier, who had never seen such refined food, these dense blocks were a marvel. Zhuo Tianmin had insisted on piping hot soup to every ship via small boats; he saw it not as welfare, but as fuel. These men needed to burn calories to build a city, and they needed to recover from the voyage immediately.

Squad leaders and foremen moved through the eating crowds, barking orders to pack gear. The time was near.

Nervous excitement crackled through the transmigrators. D-Day. T-Hour.

Over sixty ships had circumnavigated half of Hainan Island to be here. This was the collective's largest maritime operation to date, the prototype for all future conquests. Months of planning hung on the next few hours.

"Commence operations," Wang Luobin ordered from the bridge of the flagship trawler. He handed the headset to the naval commander. "Command is transferred to Li Haiping until shore HQ is established."

Radios crackled. Semaphore flags snapped in the morning breeze.

On the decks of the Xunjing and Dajing, cranes groaned as heavy wooden motor launches were lowered into the water. Smoke chugged from their small steam engines. These boat teams acted as pathfinders, splitting toward Luhuitou and the Tiandu River mouth.

Their mission was to mark the landing zones. In day, they would use color-coded panels; at night, colored lights and smoke. Every ship captain held a task card with a matching color strip. It was a system devised by Wen Desi—simple, idiot-proof, and rigidly standardized. "The future nation is an ISO-compliant nation," as he liked to say.

As the motor launches sped away, the Type 67 landing craft in the center of the formation roared to life. White spray erupted from its stern as the veteran vessel once again assumed the role of assault vanguard.

Its cargo deck was packed with heavy armor: two "Dongfanghong" tractors fitted with dozer blades. Wedged around them were cross-country motorcycles, a platoon of Marines, and the Sanya Detachment of the newly formed Special Reconnaissance Battalion.

The Marines eyed the Recon troopers with a mix of envy and awe.

The Recon soldiers looked alien. They wore USMC woodland camouflage and carried modern modular gear, marred only by the outdated Type 80 steel helmets on their heads (the Kevlar ones had expired).

But their weapons were the real envy. The standard trooper carried an SKS carbine. The marksman held a scoped Mosin-Nagant. The fire-support gunner lugged an MB77B1 assault rifle. And then there was Qian Shuixie.

Standing on the bridge wings, Qian Shuixie looked like he had walked off the set of a South American mercenary movie. A VZ68 submachine gun slung over one shoulder, Russian binoculars on his chest, a GLOCK 17 on his hip, a US military Ka-Bar and a jungle machete crossed on his lower back. He wore aviator sunglasses even in the dawn light, held a radio in his left hand, and gripped a 12-gauge pump-action shotgun in his right. At his feet sat a golden Labrador retriever strapped into a custom canine life vest. If he'd had a cigar, the caricature would be complete.

Qian Shuixie was a former long-haul trucker recruited into the Special Recon Team by Xue Ziliang. He was a gun nut, a veteran of IPSC and IDPA shooting competitions in the old world. He had drifted after D-Day until the "North American Gang"—Xue Ziliang and Bei Wei—recognized his talent.

Qian Shuixie had blazed through the twelve-week basic training in eight. His physical endurance, honed by years of trucking, was exceptional, and his familiarity with firearms was second nature. Bei Wei was impressed; the Americans really did have a culture of violence that no other nation could match.

His appointment as Detachment Commander had caused a minor political stir. The Special Recon Team was already becoming known as the private army of the "North American Gang." With Chen Sigen and Xue Ziliang (both Chinese-Americans) leading other detachments, Qian Shuixie's promotion meant three out of four commanders were effectively "American-aligned."

But Qian Shuixie didn't care about politics. He wanted action.

"All hands check equipment!" Qian bellowed. "Life vests on!"

The soldiers strapped on their kapok-filled vests.

"Protect your weapons!"

Qian reached into a pouch, pulled out a condom, and unrolled it over the muzzle of his shotgun. Around him, his men did the same. It was the cheapest, most effective waterproofing available.

"Slow down! Lookouts, eyes open!" shouted Meng De, the captain of the landing craft. He had taken the helm himself; the entrance to Dadonghai was littered with submerged reefs.

He checked his watch. 05:50. T-Minus ten minutes.

"Rowboat at 3 o'clock!" the lookout shouted.

"Battle stations!" Meng De ordered instinctively. The starboard machine gun swiveled.

"Yellow flag! I see a yellow flag!"

"Stand down." Meng De exhaled. It was the pilot boat.

Shi Jinxi, a corporal from the Yulin marine detachment, stood in the bow of the rowboat, waving the yellow signal flag. A former fisherman, he had spent months sounding every inch of this bay, mapping every rock and current while pretending to fish.

Guided by the pilot boat, the vanguard formation slipped into the bay. The channel was already marked with red-flagged buoys.

Inside the bay, preparations were complete. Bai Guoshi and his team had been working for a week, laying out anchorages with buoys that doubled as gas lamps for night operations. On shore, the landing zones were cleared. A reinforced concrete cistern had been built, and latrine pits dug.

The stage was set. The invasion of Yulin had begun.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 561 - T-Hour

Hu Xun was jolted from his sleep by a frantic pounding on his door.

"What is it?" He was instantly awake. His subordinates knew better than to disturb him without catastrophic cause.

"Master! It's bad!" A servant burst in, panting and gesturing wildly. "The bay! Ships! There are... so many ships!"

"Pirates?" Hu Xun sprang from the bed, throwing on his clothes. "Sound the gong! Arm everyone! Prepare for battle!" He barked at his concubine, who was sitting up in stunned silence. "Get dressed, woman!"

Outside, the brass gong began to clang—fast, urgent strokes that shattered the morning peace. The stockade erupted into chaos. Militiamen dropped their bowls and scrambled for weapons: swords, spears, bows, and a dozen rusty matchlocks were distributed from the armory. Two small cannons were dragged screeching toward the gate.

Hu Xun rushed out, gripping a large saber in his left hand and a foreign flintlock pistol in his right.

The street was a scene of madness. Merchants and ship captains, trapped in the market for the winter trade winds, scurried like headless flies. When word spread that a massive pirate fleet had arrived, faces turned ashen. Some men sat in the dust and wept for their doomed ships; others ran for the harbor.

Reaching the west gate, Hu Xun found a mob of a hundred sailors and merchants pushing against the militia, screaming to be let out so they could board their vessels and flee. The wooden bar of the gate groaned under the pressure.

"Open the gate! Let us out!"

"Fools!" Hu Xun roared. He charged into the crowd. "There are dozens of ships out there! You'll never make it!"

Two men ignored him, their hands clawing at the locking bar.

Schwing.

Hu Xun’s saber flashed. Two heads tumbled into the dust. Blood sprayed the front ranks of the mob.

Silence fell instantly.

"Have you gone mad?" Hu Xun flicked blood from his blade. "You want to run? You'll just be target practice! Forget your cargo. Stay here, and you might keep your heads!"

Cowed by the violence, the crowd retreated. Hu Xun ordered the militia to herd them into the inns, then climbed the watchtower.

His breath caught in his throat.

Fifty or sixty ships filled the bay. He saw a five-masted giant that dwarfed anything he had ever seen. But it was what lay beside it that chilled his blood: sleek, terrifying vessels that moved without sails or oars, slicing through the water with unnatural speed.

Iron ships? Ghost ships?

Then he saw the warships. Three frigates approached the shore, forming a line of battle mere cables from the pier. Their gun ports flipped open in unison, revealing the black muzzles of cannons. Hu Xun counted twelve guns on the facing broadside alone.

"Master... shall we fire?" a militiaman asked, trembling as he held a match to the touchhole of a rusted stockade cannon.

"Fire my ass!" Hu Xun slapped the man across the face. "You think this is a funeral procession? You want to die?"

"But Master... surely they're here to sack the town?"

"If they wanted to sack the town, we'd be ash already," Hu Xun stared at the black muzzles. "We guard against an assault, but do not provoke them. Tell everyone: do not fire unless ordered."

Hu Xun wasn't foolish enough to think his few hundred militiamen could hold this stockade. His show of force was merely a message: We are a hard nut to crack. Negotiate, don't chew.

"Prepare fifty jars of wine, two roasted sheep, two hundred taels of silver, and a hundred bolts of cloth," he instructed his manager. "Pile it at the east gate."

"Master, that might not be enough to buy them off," his secretary whispered.

"I know it's not enough," Hu Xun snapped. "It's a greeting gift. Let's see what they want."



While Hu Xun sweated, the landing operation proceeded with the mechanical precision of a clock.

The first transport docked at Yulin Stockade's pier. Cargo doors groaned open. Laborers, swaying on unsteady legs, filed down the gangways.

The transition from sea to land was chaotic. In the crush, several people slipped from the pier into the water. Small boats stationed for rescue fished most of them out, but a few, weighed down by packs and exhausted by days of vomiting, sank like stones before help could arrive.

Those who made it to the beach collapsed on the sand, gasping like landed fish. Team leaders moved among them, kicking and shouting, herding them toward the distribution center.

There, steaming cauldrons awaited.

Lin Gonglao took an enamel cup from a cook. The liquid inside was dark and smelled pungent. He took a sip. Bitter, slightly sweet, with a strong herbal aftertaste. He drank it all.

Almost immediately, a warmth spread through his belly. The trembling in his legs ceased. His mind cleared, and a surge of artificial energy flooded his exhausted body. He looked around; others were having the same reaction. Men who had been dragged ashore were now sitting up, color returning to their faces.

"What is this? Magic water?" Lin Gonglao muttered.

It was "Energy Supplement Type B." The formula, developed by Dr. Chen Sigen and Liu San, relied on a single active ingredient: Coca extract.

The transmigrators had brought coca plants for exactly this purpose. Despite ethical debates in the Health Department, pragmatism had won. For high-intensity labor in extreme conditions, nothing beat the "Andean Coffee." Alongside the soup, cigarettes—"Great Production" brand—were distributed freely, unlimited supply.

Fueled by coca and nicotine, the labor force was revitalized.

Team numbers were called. Lin Gonglao's squad was marched to the construction site.

With the help of engineering vessels and floating cranes, a second pier—Pier No. 2—was assembled from prefabricated concrete components in record time. Generator barges moored alongside, their diesel engines thrumming as they began pumping electricity into the grid.

Pier No. 1 would handle personnel; Pier No. 2 was for heavy cargo.

Four steel derricks were bolted into place. Bundles of light rail tracks were offloaded. Under the command of Shan Daoqian, the road engineering team laid track using prefabricated frame roadbeds. They moved with practiced efficiency, bolting gravel-filled frames and rails together. Within two hours, a double-track line extended from Pier No. 2 to the cargo yard a kilometer inland.

Then, the Dajing lowered a strange beast onto the new rails.

It was a steam locomotive, but only just. Manufactured by the Lingao Mechanical Works, it was essentially a small boiler and piston engine bolted onto a flatbed railcar. The machinery was exposed, the aesthetics were non-existent, and it looked like a toy built by a madman.

They named it "The Meteor."

Technician Liang Xin, his face already blackened with soot, fed high-quality Hongji coal into the firebox. Steam hissed from the valves.

Shan Daoqian checked his watch. Three minutes ahead of schedule.

"Start!" He waved a green flag.

Liang Xin pushed the throttle. The Meteor whined, wheels slipping on the track before finding grip. Clank-clank-clank. The chain of ten flatbed cars jerked forward.

It moved ten meters and stopped.

"What happened?" Shan Daoqian leaped onto the engine.

"Pressure drop!" Liang Xin wiped sweat from his eyes with a greasy wrench. "I don't see a leak..."

"Fix it! Fast!" Shan Daoqian looked anxiously at the waiting crane. "Every minute counts!"

Liang Xin hammered on a valve. A hiss of steam, then silence. Pressure began to climb. The Meteor shuddered and resumed its journey. It crawled toward the cargo yard at a staggering speed of five kilometers per hour.

It was slow. It was ugly. It broke down constantly. But it was a machine. One trip by this pathetic little train replaced hundreds of trips by manual laborers.

Shan Daoqian checked his watch again. Two minutes delay. Acceptable.

At the central command tent, Sun Xiao sat before a large table covered in charts. This was the brain of the operation.

Following Wen Desi’s obsession with standardization, Sun Xiao used the "Project System." Every task—from latrine digging to rail laying—was a distinct project with a dedicated manager and a strict timeline.

Sun Xiao’s finger traced a line on the Gantt chart. "Pier 2 operational. Rail link established. Unloading of Heavy Equipment Group A begins... now."

In the seventeenth century, amidst chaos and pirates, the cold logic of modern logistics had arrived.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 562 - The Fall of Anyoule Market

Wang Luobin and the command staff approached Pier No. 1 in a motor launch noticeably bedecked with four fluttering command flags. An Army squad from the Expeditionary Battalion stood at the bow, providing an armed escort.

On the pier, Wang Tao waited. He had changed into a crisp field uniform, his chest adorned with every decoration he had earned: the Hainan Circumnavigation Medal, the Bopu Defense Service Bar, the Yulin Development Medal, and the Collective Third-Class Merit Badge. Behind him, the Yulin Marine Detachment stood in formation, a forest of gleaming bayonets under snapping banners.

The handover was formal and swift. Technically, Yulin had been a Naval jurisdiction, and Wang Tao—a civilian administrator—had merely been "Acting Commander."

Now, Xi Yazhou (Commander, Sanya Expeditionary Battalion) and Li Haiping (Commander, Sanya Base Fleet) stepped forward. Bugles sounded. Infantry and marine squads presented arms.

"I hereby relinquish command of Yulin Stockade!" Li Haiping announced, saluting.

"I hereby assume command!" Xi Yazhou returned the salute. Documents were exchanged. The simple ceremony marked the end of the frontier era and the beginning of the occupation.

"Ceremony complete," Wang Luobin said, cutting through the pomp. "Is the Command Post ready?"

"Ready. Please follow me."

The new CP was located inside the central bastion of the original stockade. It had been gutted and remodeled days prior, partitioned into offices and a war room. The beds were made, the desks polished.

Wang Tao, who was scheduled to return to Lingao the next day, felt a pang of melancholy. He had built this place from nothing, raising chickens and fighting malaria. Now, it was being handed over to the big shots. Xi Yazhou promised to preserve the stockade as a monument to "self-reliance," but Wang Tao doubted his native chickens would survive the week.

In the conference room, a large-scale map was spread across the main table, covered by a sheet of glass. Clerks armed with grease pencils stood ready.

"I assume command," Wang Luobin stated.

Clerks immediately began placing markers on the glass: ship berths, supply dumps, troop concentrations. The chaos of the landing was reduced to tidy geometric shapes.

The four leaders gathered around the map.

"Security situation?" Wang Luobin asked.

Xi Yazhou cleared his throat. "Maritime threats: negligible. The Navy can handle any pirate raid. Land threats: minimal. Yazhou City is sixty kilometers away. Intelligence confirms there is no road connecting us—just dense jungle and mountains. No Ming army can traverse that terrain to attack us."

"So we can relax?"

"Basically. The only potential threat is the Li tribes. They might ambush small patrols for supplies, but they lack the numbers for a sustained assault."

"Bandits?"

"This place is too godforsaken even for bandits," Xi Yazhou scoffed. "Bandits need victims. Here, there are only monkeys."

He drew lines on the glass. "1st Company will disperse platoons to the Tiandu River, Anyoule Market, and Luhuitou. 2nd Company holds the stockade. Marines concentrate at Luhuitou to guard the battery construction. The most dangerous window is after the escort fleet leaves—we'll be relying on the battery."

"Those two guns?" Xi Yazhou muttered. "We'd be better off hoping the noise scares them away."

"As long as the defense holds for a few days, the main fleet will be back," Li Haiping assured him.

Discussion turned to the expansion. Yulin Stockade would grow north, south, and east. "New Yulin" would feature ten bastions, double walls, and a massive warehouse district for ore export.

A signalman entered. "Report: Envoys from Anyoule Market are at the gate. They request to see the 'Maritime Lord'."

"Meet them?"

"No," Wang Luobin was blunt. "I don't care what they want. The schedule says Anyoule Market surrenders in one hour."

"I've ordered the bombardment for T-plus-45 minutes," Li Haiping said eagerly. "The sailors can storm the beach. One charge, it's ours."

"Wait," Wang Luobin checked his watch. "Send Wang Tao."

Wang Tao was summoned.

"Do you think you can talk Hu Xun into opening the gates?" Wang Luobin asked.

"No," Wang Tao admitted. "He's a local warlord. Stubborn."

"Guarantee his life and family's safety. Guarantee his personal liquid assets. But not his real estate."

"I'll try."

"You have forty-five minutes. If he refuses, we level the place."

Wang Tao hurried to Anyoule Market. He wasn't being sent out of mercy; the Planning Council simply calculated that a pristine town was more valuable than a pile of rubble. They needed the buildings, and they needed the labor.

Inside the market, Hu Xun was sweating. His secretary had returned with the rejection. These Australians were arrogant beyond belief.

"Who do they think they are?!" Hu Xun raged.

Suddenly, a voice like thunder rolled over the town.

"ATTENTION, CITIZENS OF ANYOULE MARKET. ATTENTION. RESISTANCE IS FUTILE. OPEN YOUR GATES AND SURRENDER IMMEDIATELY. YOUR LIVES WILL BE SPARED. OPPOSITION WILL RESULT IN DESTRUCTION. YOU HAVE THIRTY MINUTES."

The voice was colossal, booming from the sky itself. Hu Xun's face went white. He had never heard a loudspeaker—a high-power PA system mounted on a special service boat. To his 17th-century ears, it was the voice of a god, or a demon.

"Master! Listen!" his secretary pleaded. "They have sorcery! We must surrender!"

"It... It's nothing!" Hu Xun stammered, terrified. "They're bluffing! Tell the men: five taels for a wound, fifty for a death!"

But the militia had dissolved. The sight of the iron ships and the booming voice had broken their will. Commanders threw down their weapons and begged Hu Xun to capitulate.

With five minutes left on the clock, the gates of Anyoule Market swung open.

Wang Tao met Hu Xun at the entrance. The "Mayor" was trembling violently.

"Brother Wang! Brother Wang!" Hu Xun threw himself into a bow. "For the sake of our friendship! Save me!"

"I will do my best," Wang Tao said coolly. "But you and your family will have to endure some 'inconvenience' for a few days."

Hu Xun shoved a heavy jewelry box into Wang Tao's hands. "Please! Put in a good word!"

Wang Tao weighed the box—heavy. A nice retirement fund. He immediately handed it to the discipline officer beside him. "Evidence."

Police squads led by Zheng Ergen marched into the town. They moved with discipline, rifles shouldered.

"Looters!" someone shouted.

In the chaos, opportunists were smashing shop windows. Zheng Ergen didn't hesitate. "Shoot them."

Crack. Crack.

Two looters fell. The rest scattered like rats.

"Gongs!" Zheng Ergen ordered. "Sound the curfew! Anyone on the streets is shot on sight!"

The town fell silent. The militia surrendered their weapons—or simply dropped them and ran home.

Within an hour, Sun Xiao arrived with the "Confiscation Squad."

At Wang Tao’s suggestion, Hu Xun’s home was spared from looting. He was a useful puppet, a man who knew the local landscape. With his family and wealth held hostage, he would be a loyal dog for the new administration.

Anyoule Market had fallen. Not a single shot had been fired by the invaders.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 563 - Sanya City

Hu Xun had no choice. Resistance was impossible. He surrendered his jurisdiction, his warehouse filled with scavenged goods, and essentially his dignity.

The natives of Anyoule Market hid behind shuttered windows, peering through cracks at the new masters walking their streets. These "sea pirates" wore matching tight-waisted jackets and carried long muskets, moving with eerie discipline. There was no looting, no burning, no screams of rape. The tension in the air began to ease.

Then, the gongs sounded.

"All shopkeepers! Ship captains! Heads of households! Assemble at the East Temple!"

No one dared refuse. They filtered out of their homes, a timid herd.

He Fanghui stood on the stone steps of the temple, holding an oversized tin megaphone. He was the appointed Civil Affairs Liaison for the Sanya Region, which effectively made him the Emperor of Anyoule Market.

He swept his gaze over the crowd, inhaled deeply to summon his qi, and bellowed like an auctioneer.

"Fellow Townspeople!"

His voice boomed in perfect Hainan dialect. For good measure, he could have repeated it in Cantonese, Hakka, Teochew, or Wenchang dialect. He was a linguistic chameleon, and he used it to dominate the space.

"By order of the Sanya Construction Command, I announce the following!"

First, requisition. All grain, materials, and assets were subject to Australian seizure. Receipts would be issued; repayment would come... later.
Second, curfew. Martial law after dark.
Third, corvée labor. All able-bodied residents were now employees of the Construction Command. No one leaves the town without a pass.

"If you obey," He Fanghui shouted, his tin voice ringing off the tiles, "your families and property are under our protection. Follow the Police Team's orders. Do not resist. Do not delay!"

He paused, letting the silence hang. Then he waved a hand.

"Bring them up!"

The police dragged three ragged men onto the stage. They were the looters caught during the surrender.

"This is the price of disorder," He Fanghui stated, his voice ice-cold. "String them up."

A crude gallows had already been erected in the square. The police moved with practiced efficiency. No trials, no speeches. Just the kick of a stool and the snap of rope.

The three men jerked and danced in the air.

Below, the crowd trembled. Several men wet themselves. The message was received: The new masters are civilized, but they are not soft.

Next, He Fanghui turned to the ship captains. "Hand over your manifests. We will purchase necessary cargo at Guangdong market prices. Unnecessary cargo, you keep. Your ships are yours, but your crews are ours until the trade winds return."

The captains handed over their papers with shaking hands.

He Fanghui commandeered the town's public hall as his HQ. The Health Team sprayed the place with disinfectant until it smelled like a hospital. Inside, the Planning Council's "Abacus Army" set up shop. The clack of beads and the scratching of steel-nibbed pens filled the room as they cataloged every bolt of cloth and sack of rice in the town.

"You killed three people," Sun Xiao complained, looking up from a ledger. "That's three units of labor wasted."

"Kill the chicken to scare the monkey," He Fanghui shrugged. "Order is cheaper than chaos."

They moved on to labor allocation. Cooks were sent to the mess halls. Craftsmen—saws, hammers, trowels—were drafted into construction teams. Then came the "Special Service Personnel."

"Sixty prostitutes for a population of under a thousand?" Sun Xiao raised an eyebrow at the register. "This town is a den of vice."

"Good news for us," He Fanghui said. "It means we don't have to force 'decent' women into comfort work."

"Prostitutes are working class too," Sun Xiao said, ever the humanitarian. "Ideally, we should liberate them."

"Liberation can wait. For now, they serve the Great Cause." He Fanghui was a pragmatist. "Keep the brothels open. Just ensure the Health Team inspects them."

While Anyoule Market was reorganized, the rest of the invasion force broke ground.

Four construction sites opened simultaneously: Yulin Stockade expansion, Luhuitou Battery, Tiandu River Outpost, and the designated site for "Sanya City."

At the cleared ground outside Yulin, a massive labor camp rose from the sand. It was a grid of prefabricated huts, centered on Zhuo Tianmin’s Engineering Headquarters.

Hygiene was enforced with military rigor. Latrines were flushed with wastewater; drinking water was boiled and distributed from central cisterns; bathing was mandatory in the communal showers, fed by river water treated with bleach. In this tropical climate, disease was a deadlier enemy than any Ming army.

The warehouses were strict no-fire zones. "No Smoking" signs were posted everywhere. Electric lights were used at night. Grain—the lifeblood of the project—was stored in sealed tin drums to prevent rot and rats.

Two hundred meters from Anyoule Market, the migrant laborers were setting up tents. They would build the new city—Sanya City.

It would not be a renovation of the old market. It would be a new organism, born of Planning Council blueprints.

The layout was a strict grid. The centerpiece: a five-story brick-and-stone City Hall, built like a fortress to serve as a last redoubt. In front, a commercial plaza. Beneath the streets, brick-lined sewers.

"We don't build medieval cities," Ji Tuisi had declared during the planning phase.

Waste would be fed into biogas digesters to fuel streetlamps. Coconut shells—an infinite local resource—would be carbonized in dry-distillation furnaces to produce charcoal and chemical feedstocks.

The water system, designed by Tian Jiujiu, avoided lead and expensive copper. It used aqueducts and settling tanks, feeding into concrete public cisterns. The cisterns featured a coin-operated innovation: insert a token, get 20 liters. A lesson in capitalism and conservation for the new citizens.

Walls? No.

"Walls are obsolete," the plan stated. Sanya City would be defended by wide earthen ramparts and deep, seawater-filled moats. When the city inevitably expanded, the ramparts would be bulldozed to form the foundation for a ring road, and the moats lined to become drainage canals. It was forward-thinking urban planning disguised as fortification.

The goal was clear: Sanya City would be a model. A showcase of Cleanliness, Order, and Australian Superiority. It would awe the natives and provide a civilized vacation spot for the overworked Elders.

To build it, they needed bricks. Shipping them from Lingao was wasteful.

"Make them here," Zhuo Tianmin ordered.

Clay deposits were found near the Tiandu River. Kilns were built. Since local wood was needed for construction (and carbonization), coal was shipped in to fire the kilns. It was a complex logistical chain, but the machine of colonization was beginning to hum.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 564 - Blasting

The development of Sanya was powered by steam. From the standard "Type 2" to the "Mozi" series, and even the lightweight "Suichao Type 1"—a copy of American small-scale engines—steam power was ubiquitous. It drove piles, hoisted cargo, and pumped water.

But steam engines eat coal.

Three dedicated colliers shuttled constantly between Lingao and Sanya, yet the stockpiles dwindled. Zhan Wuya, the energy czar, issued a grim warning: even if fertilizer production ceased, Lingao's reserves of lignite and peat would be exhausted in a week.

They needed anthracite. They needed Hongji.

The Planning Council turned its eyes south to Vietnam. The Hongji coal mines were a black gold mine waiting to be tapped. But the geopolitical risks were high.

"Invading Hongji means war with the Northern Trinh," Wu De argued at the State Council. "We cannot open a second front without a major garrison."

"Is the Northern Court really a threat?" a committee member asked. "Hongji is uninhabited wilderness."

"Don't underestimate Vietnam," warned Yu Eshui, the Southeast Asia expert. "Since the Han Dynasty, they have expanded aggressively. Their maxim is: 'What is yours is mine, and what is mine is mine.' The Trinh and Nguyen lords have been fighting a civil war for decades. Their armies are battle-hardened, equipped with European firearms, and trained by Portuguese and Dutch advisors. They are not savages. If we build a stockade, they will attack."

"What about allying with the South against the North?"

"We could," Yu Eshui nodded. "But what do we gain? Vietnamese troops? We don't need them. And we can't secure the mines effectively while fighting a jungle war."

"Peaceful penetration, then," Wu De concluded. "Commerce first. Buy the land, establish a trading post, and mine quietly."

The Leizhou Station was tasked with the job. For now, the "voluptuous beauty" of Vietnam would have to be wooed, not seized.



Pan Da rode his cross-country motorcycle through the Sanya wilderness, a large pack strapped to his back. Inside was professional-grade EOD gear imported from America.

"It's only good for leaving an intact corpse," his old colleagues used to joke.

Pan Da was the Deputy Commander of Construction, specifically in charge of blasting. Zhuo Tianmin knew civil engineering; Pan Da knew how to blow things up.

His workforce was a patchwork: one-third veteran pioneers from the Expeditionary Battalion, the rest crash-trained laborers. To cover all the sites—road building, obstacle clearing, quarrying—Pan Da had to split his qualified personnel into thin, dangerous slivers.

He sped from site to site, putting out fires—metaphorically, and sometimes literally. Safety protocols were a suggestion. Just days ago, a transport boat carrying black powder had vaporized in the bay. Six men gone, just like that.

Black powder was weak and unstable. Pan Da had demanded high explosives. Nitroglycerin (stabilized into dynamite) and Ammonium Nitrate explosives had been shipped in. They were more powerful, but in the humid heat of Sanya, "stable" was a relative term.

A radio message crackled in his helmet. "Misfire at Site 0+1400. Tiandu Road."

Pan Da cursed. A misfire was a bomb waiting for a victim.

He arrived at the site. A small hillock blocked the road alignment.

"What happened?"

"Fuse burned, no bang," the squad leader reported. "I waited fifteen minutes, then pulled the charge." He held up the cylindrical cartridge.

Pan Da exhaled. At least they followed protocol. He examined the charge. Cheap ammonium nitrate. Dampness had likely ruined the sensitivity.

"Good work," Pan Da said. "Don't use this one. Dispose of it later. Continue operations."

The team drilled new holes. Pan Da climbed the slope to supervise. He watched nervously as laborers gathered below to watch the show.

"Get them back!" Pan Da shouted. "Minimum safe distance is—"

A gasp from a soldier nearby cut him off.

Pan Da turned. Time seemed to slow.

A 75-gram explosive cartridge slipped from a pioneer's sweaty fingers. It tumbled through the air, falling toward the rocky ground below.

Pan Da’s mind flashed with every explosion he had ever seen. Ammonium nitrate was shock-sensitive. A drop from this height onto rock?

Dead.

He dove.

It was pure instinct, honed by years of service. He hit the dirt, flattening himself against the earth.

Thud.

No boom.

Pan Da blinked. He looked up. The cartridge lay on the rocks, intact.

But the laborers were rushing forward. Curiosity was a fatal disease.

"Don't touch it!"

Pan Da scrambled to his feet. He lunged, snatched the cartridge from the ground, sprinted three steps to the edge of the embankment, and hurled it toward the Tiandu River with a roar.

He threw himself flat again.

The cartridge spun through the air, a perfect arc.

Splash.

BOOM.

A column of water shot skyward. The shockwave slapped the onlookers into the dirt.

Pan Da lay panting, his heart hammering against his ribs. He checked his limbs. Still attached.

"Everyone okay?" he croaked.

"I'm... I'm good," the squad leader stammered, pale as a ghost.

The laborers were groaning, picking themselves up. They were shaken, bruised, but alive.

Pan Da stood up, dusting off his knees. The soldier who had dropped the charge was trembling, held by two guards.

"Disciplinary action?" the squad leader asked.

Pan Da looked at the terrified kid. "No. He just made a mistake. But no more blasting for him. Put him on shovel duty. And hold a safety briefing tonight. Everyone attends."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 565 - Malaria Strikes

Luck is a finite resource. The blasting team had escaped disaster, but the rest of the project was not so fortunate. In the feverish drive to extract iron ore, safety protocols were trampled by the march of progress.

Workplace accidents became a daily ritual.

The rush orders from the Mechanical Works meant that equipment arrived in Sanya fabricated by hastily trained apprentices. These machines were then operated by equally green native laborers. The result was carnage.

In the first week, two boilers exploded, killing eleven. An automatic brick-making machine disintegrated during operation, shrapnel killing one man and maiming several others.

The death rate stabilized at a chilling 0.778 persons per day. And this was on the relatively benign coast. What would happen when they pushed into the mountains?

"We need to slow down," Zhuo Tianmin argued. "Strengthen safety education. Reduce the workload."

"We need iron ore," Wang Luobin countered, his face set like stone. "Deaths are rising? Yes. Will education stop a boiler from blowing? No. Our mission is iron. Everything else is secondary."

"This is treating human lives as consumables!" Zhuo Tianmin's voice rose.

"This is National Destiny," Wang Luobin said quietly. "If we fail here, everyone dies eventually. Write a report to the Manufacturing Supervisor if it makes you feel better. We can co-sign it."

Zhuo Tianmin swallowed his anger. He knew Wang Luobin was right, in the cold calculus of survival. He wrote the report.

But morale was plummeting. The laborers were terrified.

"We need to do something for them," Wang Luobin conceded. "He Fanghui, find a cemetery site."

"A cemetery?"

"Yes. A nice one. High ground, good fengshui. Burying the dead in shallow graves scares the living. Make it a park."

He Fanghui found a gentle slope overlooking the sea. He cleared the brush, planted flowers, and laid out flat stone markers in the style of the Cuigang Martyrs' Cemetery. It was a beautiful place to be dead.

Yet posthumous honors did not stop the bleeding. The Yulin-Tiandu railway line was a meat grinder.

The route winded through subtropical jungle where the air hung heavy and wet. Casualties from landslides and falling timber were common, but the true torment came from the wildlife.

Leeches. Millions of them.

They dropped from trees; they crawled up boots. The Construction Command issued multi-layer "anti-leech socks" and tubes of salt, but it wasn't enough.

Shan Daoqian declared war on the jungle. He employed a scorched-earth policy: bulldozers stripped the earth bare for fifty meters on either side of the track. Flamethrowers and brush fires incinerated the undergrowth. Drainage ditches were dug to dry out the breeding grounds.

Laborers worked in sweltering 30-degree heat, bundled in layers of protective clothing, choking on the smoke of burning qinghao (wormwood) designed to repel mosquitoes.

Meter by meter, the rails extended. A coal-gas locomotive chugged back and forth, bringing food, ammo, and fresh bodies to the front.

But the jungle had a weapon they couldn’t bulldoze.

Forty days after the landing, the first cases appeared.

Dr. Hippo walked into the field hospital ward. Six patients lay on the cots. Some were shivering violently under heaps of wool blankets, helpless against an internal chill. Others were flushed crimson, sweating through their sheets.

"Shaking fits," the natives called it.

"Malaria," Hippo pronounced the death sentence. "Isolate them. Screens on the windows. Now."

"Yes, Doctor."

Head Nurse Guo Fu moved efficiently to carry out the orders. She had become indispensible, and the Health Department was already grooming her to be the first native-trained physician.

"Tomorrow, summon all health workers," Hippo instructed, lighting a cigarette to mask the smell of sickness. "Inspect every camp. Mosquito nets must be hung properly. No net? Screens. No screens? Burn wormwood 24 hours a day."

"Prevention is key," he continued. "You will personally oversee the distribution of antimalarials. Watch them swallow the pills. That includes yourself."

"I understand."

"Assign two nurses just for these six," Hippo sighed, exhaling smoke. "Keep them warm during the chills, cool during the fever. Hydrate them. Give them Grade 1 sick rations."

He looked out the window at the green hell of the jungle. "This is just the beginning. We're past the incubation period. The peak is coming."

"With you here, Doctor, we can overcome anything," Guo Fu said, her eyes shining with absolute trust.

"I'm not a god, Guo Fu." Hippo smiled bitterly. His stockpile of drugs was finite. The mosquitoes were infinite.

"Doctors aren't gods," she smiled, a sweet expression that made his heart skip a beat. "But they are close enough."

The news of the outbreak hit the Command Post like a bomb. An emergency meeting was called. If the workforce collapsed, Project Giant would grind to a halt. The real war for Sanya had just begun.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 566 - Riot

"There is no cure," Hippo said bluntly. "We have quinine, which suppresses it. But if we face an explosive outbreak, we don't have enough beds, we don't have enough nurses, and frankly, we don't have enough drugs."

"Do what you can," Wang Luobin said. "Just prevent a total collapse."

In the cold arithmetic of the Planning Council, a sick laborer was worse than a dead one. A corpse was a one-time loss; a patient was a resource sink. But labor was precious—it took ninety days and significant capital to import a worker from Guangzhou. They couldn't afford to let them die en masse.

"Prevention," Hippo said. "Nets. Screens. And smoke."

The camp disappeared into a haze of qinghao smoke. It choked the lungs and stung the eyes, but it kept the mosquitoes at bay. Yet, the parasite was already in the blood.

Cases mounted. The hospital overflowed. Women from the migrant families were drafted as temporary nurses.

Hippo watched his quinine reserves dwindle with mounting panic. They had miscalculated. They assumed Hainan's malaria was like Lingao's—sporadic. But Sanya was a pestilent hotbed. They needed chloroquine, primaquine—modern synthetics they couldn't produce. They were fighting a 21st-century war with 19th-century weapons.

Then the dying started.

It began with three or four a day, then ten, then twenty. The cemetery filled up in a week. He Fanghui had to open "Phase Two."

Every day, the funeral pyres on the secluded beach roared to life. The wind carried the cloying scent of burning flesh back to the camp.

Panic spread like a contagion. Rumors whispered that the "miasma" of the railway line was a death sentence. Fear turned to anger.

Though Shan Daoqian tried to lead by example, taking his pills and working the line, the laborers saw only death. Political Security operatives flashed "Orange Alerts": Riot Imminent.

The Construction Command convened. "We need to calm them," Zhuo Tianmin said. "Better food. Visible leadership. Rotate the Elders to the front lines."

But it was too little, too late.

The strike began the next morning. A labor team refused to leave the barracks. When captains tried to force them, they were beaten.

Zhuo Tianmin rushed to the scene. He believed in reason. He believed that if he explained the science—that the medicine worked, that prevention was key—they would understand.

He stood on the steps of the Public Hall. "Brothers! Listen to me! Taking the pills will protect you! I take them myself!"

"To hell with your pills!" a laborer screamed. "Keep them! We want to live!"

A ceramic brazier smashed at Zhuo Tianmin's feet.

"Don't be afraid—"

The mob surged.

Logic died. Fear took over. A dozen hands grabbed the Elder. Fist met flesh.

"Kill him!" someone shrieked. "Kill the running dog!"

Zhuo Tianmin fell. Boots rained down on his ribs. For the first time since arriving in this timeline, he felt the cold, paralyzing terror of impending death. His status as a "Senator," a "Creator," meant nothing here. He was just meat.

The riot exploded. The Public Hall was torched. The mob rampaged through the camp, looting supplies and hunting down the "collaborators"—the native team leaders and health workers. Several nurses were cornered and raped.

News reached Command.

"They have Zhuo Tianmin," Wang Luobin said, his face draining of color.

"Send in the troops," Xi Yazhou pulled his pistol.

"He's a hostage," Qian Shuixie said coolly. "If we wait, they'll realize his value. We have to hit them now, while they're confused."

"Do it," Wang Luobin ordered. "Bring him out alive. Crush the rest."

The riot squad advanced. A shield wall of rattan and steel moved against the mob. Stones clattered harmlessly off helmets.

The infantry didn't stop. They advanced in silence, a machine of suppression.

Clubs rose and fell.

The mob, disorganized and leaderless, broke instantly. The "bravery" born of desperation evaporated before the discipline of the Army.

Zhuo Tianmin was found in the dirt, battered, bleeding, but alive. The rioters had been too busy looting to finish him off.

"I'm fine," he croaked as they loaded him onto a stretcher. "Just... bruises."

But as he was carried away, he saw the other victims. Health workers with broken limbs. Nurses weeping, their clothes torn. The shrouded bodies of loyal staff.

He closed his eyes.

The toll was heavy. Ten native staff dead. The Public Hall reduced to ash, taking valuable documents with it.

The inevitable backlash was swift and merciless.

"Laborers have no right to strike," the Council declared. "And raising a hand against an Elder is treason."

"We must kill," Xi Yazhou raged. "They beat an Elder! If we don't wash this in blood, our authority is dust!"

"Public execution," He Fanghui agreed. "For the murderers. For the rapists. For the leaders."

Qian Shuixie stayed silent. He believed in workers' rights, but he wasn't suicidal. A line had been crossed.

The next day, the entire camp was assembled on the beach.

Bayonets gleamed under the tropical sun. The atmosphere was heavy with the promise of violence.

In front of the assembled thousands, a massive funeral pyre burned. Eleven white-shrouded bodies—the victims of the riot—lay upon it, their souls ascending in smoke.

Beside the fire stood the gallows.

The trial was a formality. "In the name of the Senate and the People..."

Twenty-five men were dragged up the steps. Ringleaders. Murderers. Rapists.

The ropes tightened. The trapdoors fell.

Twenty-five bodies swung in the sea breeze, silhouetted against the roaring flames of the pyre. The lesson was burned into the memory of every laborer present:

The grip of the Australians is iron. Work, and you might live. Rebel, and you will surely die.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 567 - The Daoist Arrives

Xi Yazhou announced the implementation of "Decimation"—collective punishment for the labor teams that had participated in the riot. None save the Elders knew what this ancient term meant, but they would learn soon enough. Terror would teach them.

The three labor squadrons implicated in the uprising were herded to the center of the compound and formed into ranks. Then the counting began: one to ten, one to ten, one to ten. Every tenth man was dragged from the line and hanged.

Military drums beat their unhurried cadence as the battalion's law officer counted aloud with mechanical indifference. "One, two, three, four..." One after another, condemned men were hauled toward the gallows. Some went slack with shock, their minds unable to process their fate. Others thrashed and fought, screaming protests that dissolved into gurgles as ropes cinched tight around their throats. A few stood rigid with bloodshot eyes, curses dying on their lips as the noose silenced them forever.

The drums maintained their deliberate tempo until the moment a rope went taut and a body rose—then they erupted into a thunderous roll. When the condemned man's struggles finally ceased, the drums crashed three heavy beats and fell silent. A heartbeat later, the measured rhythm resumed, and the counting continued.

The watching laborers watched in paralyzed horror. Some collapsed where they stood.

When the drums finally stopped, twenty-seven fresh corpses swung from the gallows. An announcement followed: the bodies would not be cut down. They would hang until they rotted, until birds stripped the flesh and insects picked the bones clean. Only then would the remains be cast into the sea.

The survivors of this culling were formed into a "Punishment Squad" and assigned exclusively to the most backbreaking, exhausting, and dangerous labor. Their ultimate fate would be determined by the Political Security General Administration.

For the native staff who had perished in the disturbance, the Sanya Military Committee arranged full honors. Their ashes were solemnly collected and interred. Telegrams went to Lingao requesting survivor benefits for their families.



Killing could suppress the situation, but only temporarily. To sustain productivity, antimalarial drugs had to be distributed—both to the recovered and to those still healthy, as a preventative measure. Hippo personally returned to Lingao and presented a requisition to the Health Department for additional compound antimalarial tablets. Director Shi Nioren didn't dare authorize such a request on his own authority—antimalarial drugs were controlled substances. The matter was escalated to Planning Council Director Wu De, who approved the Health Department's use of stockpiled medications as needed.

"Even if we exhaust every last pill in our reserves, we must stabilize Sanya first," Wu De said. "If Sanya fails, the coal-iron complex cannot be built—and then what's the point of discussing Taiwan or Southeast Asia?"

"Nutrition is also critical," Hippo added. "The laborers' diet remains woefully inadequate—too many carbohydrates, not enough protein. They can't sustain heavy manual labor, and their immune systems suffer for it."

Without proper nutrition, this kind of mass die-off was inevitable.

"I'll allocate five tons of dried fish and a thousand jars of fish sauce," Wu De said. "What about sugar? Nothing replenishes energy faster."

"Absolutely," Hippo said, satisfied. "I'll take brown sugar."

"Nobody's sitting month here—why brown sugar? We have white sugar and rock sugar available."

Hippo snorted. "You believe that traditional Chinese medicine nonsense too? Brown sugar is just crude sugar with marginally more nutrients. It has nothing to do with postpartum recovery. Save the refined sugars for export."

"Fine. Five tons of brown sugar as well."

"Much appreciated." Hippo thanked him and proceeded to the Health Department to request additional medical personnel.



"Nurses are nearly impossible to spare," sighed Zhang Ziyi, director of the Nursing Division and chief nursing officer. "You've already been allocated twenty. If you need more, I can only offer some third-term students—and not many."

Her reluctance was well-founded. The Health Department was currently expanding medical capabilities across all fronts, particularly the training of junior practitioners. The "barefoot doctors" hastily trained from among the Elders had proven disappointing—most lacked enthusiasm and aptitude, dropping out once the curriculum advanced to memorizing medical texts and technical terminology. Director Shi had abandoned that approach and shifted focus to training native nurses instead. After rigorous screening, roughly half of the first-term nursing class would transition to medical practitioner training. The remainder would undergo advanced nursing education.

Compounding the shortage was a recent report from Ai Beibei. With life secretaries about to arrive in large numbers, a baby boom was certain to follow. She recommended beginning immediately to train obstetrics practitioners, midwives, and pediatric personnel.

Matters concerning Elder offspring were not treated lightly. Director Shi approved at once, which meant even the most promising second-term students had to be diverted to this new training track.

The result: second-term students became the backbone of available nursing staff. Third-term students had barely completed basic training and lacked competence. Fourth-term students were even less prepared.

"Third-term students will suffice," Hippo said, explaining the situation in Sanya. "We have many sick patients and insufficient nursing staff. Besides, you needn't formally assign them to Sanya Clinic—call it an internship."

"That's not the same thing," Zhang Ziyi remained unconvinced. "How about I send you a batch of fourth-term students for internship instead?"

"I know nothing about nursing specialities." Hippo shook his head firmly.

"You have several first and second-term nurses there already. The experienced ones can mentor the newcomers."

As for doctors, not a single one could be spared—not even Zhang Ziyi's husband, the veterinarian Yang Baogui. Hippo was preparing to leave in disappointment when Zhang Ziyi stopped him.

"There is someone—rather unconventional. But he is a genuine doctor with Chinese medicine training..."

"Who?" Hippo was certain she wasn't referring to Liu San.

"The Religious Affairs Office just transferred his personnel file. They want us to arrange a placement. He explicitly stated he's willing to serve in the harshest locations—perfect for your needs." She paused. "Speak with He Ping for the details."



He Ping served as the Health Department's office director, handling various administrative matters for the department and its subordinate units. Occasionally he moonlighted at the pharmaceutical factory as a guest equipment maintenance engineer—an arrangement he didn't mind, since the factory director was his wife, Zhao Yanmei.

He Ping kept a low profile. Not particularly brilliant, but absolutely obedient to leadership and never one to gossip. He maintained good relationships throughout the department.

"This person transferred from the Religious Affairs Office," He Ping said, producing a file. "Named Zhang Yingchen. According to his résumé, he received genuine training as a doctor at a Chinese medicine hospital."

"How have I never heard of such a talent?" Hippo was surprised. Doctors—especially those with modern medical training—were the scarcest resource in the transmigrator collective.

"Since landing, he's been attached to the Religious Affairs Office conducting religious research. Apparently uninterested in practicing his profession. His skill level is unknown, but he definitely holds a medical practitioner's license." He Ping added, "That's according to Director He of Religious Affairs."

"Damn. He's not some Christian missionary, is he?" Hippo had no interest in foreign religion. But he reconsidered. "Actually, fine—we could use some spiritual opium right about now."

"He doesn't seem like a missionary," He Ping said, uncertain how to characterize the man. "Rather mystical. Talks about qi and the Dao constantly."

"He's not some qigong master, is he?" Hippo asked warily. He handed He Ping his requisition list—supplementary drugs, consumables, and equipment, already signed by the Planning Council and Director Shi.

"Most of this is manageable, but we don't have this much refined salt. Iodine tincture is also short of your requirement." He Ping shook his head.

Hippo found this hard to believe. Refined salt and iodine tincture were the most common consumables in the Health Department—basic disinfectants that required no special authorization.

"We're short on those as well?"

"There was an incident at the Ma Niao salt works," He Ping explained. "Before Director Wang was transferred, he had them equipped with a steam-powered salt operation—four boilers. A few days ago, they exploded one after another for reasons unknown. The chemical and food factories have heavy salt demands right now, so suddenly there's a shortage."

"And the iodine tincture?"

He Ping coughed awkwardly. "Well. You know our iodine primarily comes from kelp and seaweed extraction. But lately, eating seaweed has become tremendously fashionable. Supply can't keep pace with demand."

The fad had erupted just days ago. Rumors spread that consuming kelp and seaweed promoted longevity and rendered one immune to all poisons. The claim swept through the native population first; previously worthless dried and fresh kelp vanished from the markets overnight. Eventually even Elders succumbed, though among them the purported benefits mutated into skin whitening, sun protection, and enhanced sexual performance. Every seaweed dish in the cafeterias was suddenly in desperate demand—kelp and bean paste soup appeared at all three daily meals, and the food factory rushed to produce dried seaweed snacks.



Meanwhile, in the Religious Affairs Office, Director He Ying sat reviewing meeting minutes.

The document recorded an internal religious affairs symposium held after the new year. He Ying had spent much of the previous year conducting a social survey of religion in Lingao, gathering substantial firsthand material.

At this symposium, Zhang Yingchen of the Religious Affairs Office had presented a paper titled "Survey Report on Religious Conditions in Lingao." He then proposed the creation of a "New Daoism."

Zhang Yingchen was approaching thirty—formerly a doctor at a Chinese medicine hospital, with a particular fascination for religion. He had dabbled in Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, achieving something approaching semi-professional expertise in religious studies. His deepest interest lay in Daoism, which he had researched extensively.

His proposal had ignited fierce debate. Wu Shimang, Bai Duolu, and others opposed it vigorously. The Lingao Church had no desire to see the pie divided. Dean Wu especially—though he still couldn't recite the Rosary from memory—had been scheming to launch a comprehensive "crusade" of faith across all Lingao, uprooting every existing belief.

Wu Shimang's opposition wasn't rooted in genuine religious conviction. He simply didn't want competition eating into his share. In his remarks, he enumerated the countless complications that competing for believers would create.

But Zhang Yingchen's proposal won He Ying's support. He had sponsored the countywide religious survey precisely to determine what form of religion could best serve the natives of this era. He Ying understood the Executive Committee's thinking perfectly: introducing Catholicism to Lingao—however enthusiastically the Jesuits embraced the project—was essentially just grafting skin onto a future new religion. Behind that borrowed exterior, a new organism would evolve, eventually becoming an entirely new religious form under complete transmigrator control.

Everyone in the Religious Affairs Office understood this ultimate objective. But Dean Wu's recent activities had drawn He Ying's growing concern. Wu Shimang had been tirelessly strengthening the church organization, accumulating ecclesiastical property, promoting changes in customs, training missionaries... Clearly, Old Wu was building toward a state religion.

He Ying agonized over how to respond. In the short term, Wu Shimang's approach generated significant benefits for the transmigrator collective. But this same progress would inevitably produce a Roman Curia-style ecclesiastical organization. And He Ying knew well: the Yuan Elder Council would never welcome a powerful church. What they needed was a tool—an absolute tool. Even Director Wen, who cared most deeply about Religious Affairs development, had repeatedly emphasized in his directives: pay attention to the "degree" of church building.

Zhang Yingchen's idea offered an insight: monopoly was dangerous. Only competition could create a virtuous cycle.

After the meeting, He Ying submitted a report to the Executive Committee conveying Zhang Yingchen's specific proposals. This involved ideology—not something he could decide unilaterally.

The response came written in Director Wen's hand. The opening line read: "Under a single Radiant God domain, any religious form can be discussed."

He Ying was puzzled—where had "Radiant God" suddenly come from? Was Director Wen planning to create some church of his own? Reading further, he found another line: "The Dao Saints—the lineage of Laozi and Zhuangzi—are all Great Archangels under the Great Archangel Commander of the Radiant God. The same applies to Christ, son of the Palestinian carpenter."

"I see!" He Ying grasped Director Wen's meaning. He summoned Zhang Yingchen for a formal discussion.

"Director He, you should come to my office instead," Zhang Yingchen said on the phone. "I have many things to show you that wouldn't be convenient to transport."

So He Ying went to him. Zhang Yingchen's office occupied a courtyard—befitting the Religious Affairs Office's modest scale compared to the Lingao Church. They couldn't very well work in the Seminary, so they shared this courtyard with the Li-Miao Affairs Office. The latter stood empty most of the time; the compound was serene, its garden beds lush with flowers and trees in classical Chinese style. Within its walls, one could hardly sense the bustle of the outside world.

Zhang Yingchen's office was elegantly appointed, suffused with traditional charm. The furniture, calligraphy, paintings, and ornaments had all been purchased with his own money from the cooperative—not the modernist furnishings issued by the Planning Committee.

When He Ying entered, Zhang Yingchen sat in a red sandalwood bamboo-joint chair wearing headphones, writing rapidly. Beside him lay a portable CD player. The red sandalwood desk displayed the Four Treasures of the Study alongside locally manufactured dipping pens with iron nibs. A three-tiered rosewood shelf held rows of books—Ming Dynasty texts he had personally commissioned the Guangzhou Station to acquire. Most concerned Daoism.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 568 - New Religion

He Ying knew that Ming Dynasty block-printed books commanded steep prices, and moreover, for an Elder to spend silver personally required tedious exchange procedures through Delung. Most couldn't be bothered with such hassle. This Zhang Yingchen truly was willing to invest in his passions.

On the snow-white wall hung a painting of Laozi Converting the Barbarians, the work of some Ming local painter—likely also acquired from the Gou family spoils.

Zhang Yingchen wore a curious outfit: a navy blue cross-collared Daoist robe cinched with a cloth sash at the waist, custom-tailored by the Lingao clothing factory to his own design. He had kept his hair in a short ponytail, lending him the air of a modern artist.

The man was humming while writing rapidly. He Ying listened closely and realized he was composing lyrics to accompany scripture melodies.

"Such fine propaganda talent being used for this seems a bit wasteful," He Ying remarked, examining several new Daoist religious hymns Zhang Yingchen had composed. His tone carried a note of regret.

"Shining and generating heat in the most suitable position, contributing to the transmigrator collective—that's the opposite of wasteful." Only then did Zhang Yingchen notice his visitor's arrival. He quickly removed his headphones and, with a smile, brewed fresh tea.

"As someone about to begin growing out my hair, frugal living and measured speech are necessities. I've quit tobacco and alcohol entirely. I fear I have nothing finer to offer you."

"No matter." He Ying thought the man was rather dedicated. He cradled his teacup and got straight to the point: "I came to hear about your system for this New Daoism."

"Please examine this first." Zhang Yingchen opened a box beside him. Inside lay fresh-smelling new books, their binding clearly from the printing works.

He Ying took one. The cover read Taishang Dongyuan Dushi Yujing (Supreme Cavern-Abyss World-Saving Jade Scripture). He knew nothing about Daoist texts. Flipping through several pages left him somewhat bewildered.

"Look at these lines here." Zhang Yingchen pointed.

He Ying read where indicated: "In the age of the Great Ming, when the world nears its end, when people lack sincerity, and disturbances arise. Only the sounds of wailing over corpses are heard, not the echoes of immortal songs. The people are defiled, the Three Caverns are blocked, the disasters of the hundred-six calamity arrive—sword and pestilence. The Demon Kings unleash their poison, slaying the good and virtuous. Door after door knows misfortune; mournful cries echo one after another. The masses devour each other, self-creating their suffering, dragging each other to death, embracing ignorance and suffering, not knowing the way out."

"The Great Ming?" he asked hesitantly. "Is this the Great Ming we're currently in?"

"Exactly this Great Ming." Zhang Yingchen nodded and picked up another book. "Now look here."

"When the great kalpa arrives, in the Central Kingdom there are Immortal Man Wen Si, Immortal Man Wu Mei, and Immortal Man Ma Shu, leading five hundred immortal saints. Together they board iron ships to receive Daoists who possess scriptures. Children, await this."

He Ying understood immediately—this described the transmigrator collective! "Did you write this?" he asked with surprise.

"Yes and no." Zhang Yingchen looked rather pleased with himself. He took another book from the shelf and opened it to a particular page.

The title read Taishang Dongyuan Shenzhou Jing (Supreme Cavern-Abyss Divine Incantation Scripture). He Ying carefully read the indicated passage: "When the great waters come, in the Central Kingdom there are Immortal Man Tang Ping, Immortal Man Yu Guang, and Immortal Man Ma Qi, leading eighty thousand celestial beings. The immortal men board iron ships to receive Daoists who possess scriptures. Children, await this."

"That passage you just read about 'Great Ming'—the original actually says 'Great Jin.'"

"You've been altering Daoist classics!" He Ying suddenly grasped it. This Zhang Yingchen was formidable! To have conceived such an approach—only someone intimately familiar with Daoist texts, having conducted deep research, could manage it. He found himself regarding this doctor with newfound respect.

"Exactly. What I'm promoting is New Daoism, not a continuation of the old system." Zhang Yingchen nodded. "I plan to use the Quandao Zhenji (Comprehensive Explanation of the True Doctrine)—compiled from Laozi with Xiang'er commentary and the Taiping Jing—as the sole designated text for Lingao Daoism clergy."

"Can such drastic revisions actually work?" He Ying remained skeptical. "Though Daoism here in Lingao is weak, across the nation it remains a powerful presence. And this scripture surely isn't unique—if you alter it so blatantly, won't you be exposed?"

"You needn't worry about that. Doctrinal disputes exist everywhere; it depends on who gains the upper hand." Zhang Yingchen was unconcerned, radiating confidence.

"Doctrine aside, the Catholic Church has already established a foothold. How would a newly emerged church coexist? Won't that create tremendous confusion in matters of faith?"

"The method of reconciliation is for the two new religions to run parallel, mutually recognizing each other as sibling faiths while keeping each other in check. My Daoism template uses the messianic and earthly divine kingdom theory from the Taiping Dao branch of Daoism—which is practically identical to Christianity's Thousand-Year Kingdom of Christ concept." Zhang Yingchen leaned forward. "There's tremendous room for development here. If we follow Dean Wu's approach—a single religion wielding extremely inflated divine authority—its future influence on the transmigrator state would eventually exceed even the Yuan Elder Council. That potential consequence must be guarded against."

He Ying nodded. This had been preying on his mind lately as well. The other party's thinking was clear and organized; this proposal had genuine merit.

"Tell me about your specific approach."

"First, Daoism's ultimate faith is the Dao—as it says, 'There was something formless yet complete, born before heaven and earth.' Philosophically and theologically, this is incomparably superior to Christianity's Trinity doctrine."

He Ying thought this opening was predictable—one typically begins by denigrating competitors.

"Second, the Daoist worldview derives from Dao-Qi theory. From ghosts and gods and stars above, to mortals and ants below—all are transformations of primordial qi."

"The qi of qigong?"

"No, it's qi." Zhang Yingchen dipped his finger in tea and traced the character on the tabletop. "Qi is prenatal qi; qi is postnatal qi. The two are completely different."

He elaborated: so-called qi was a metaphysical mysterious energy, fundamentally distinct from ordinary qi.

"In Chinese medicine theory, it refers to the most fundamental energy constituting the human body and maintaining life activities—it also carries meanings of physiological function. In Chinese medicine terminology, qi combined with different words expresses various concepts: the qi of the five viscera, the qi of the six bowels, the qi of the meridians, and so forth. And an important concept in Daoism is 'One Qi Transforms into Three Purities.'"

"I see." He Ying suddenly thought of "psychic energy" for some reason. Did the concept of warp energy and such draw from Chinese Daoist ideas? Then thinking of the Tau's "Dao" and "Theory of Harmony," he increasingly felt this might be the case.

Zhang Yingchen didn't know Director He's mind had wandered into such associations. He continued explaining this most crucial concept in his religious system:

"Note, it's 'One Qi,' not 'one qi.'" Zhang Yingchen emphasized. "Based on these two points, we can carry out our reforms."

His approach was to begin at the root: using traditional Dao-Qi theory as the foundation with natural deism as a reference, he would completely discard the Daoist ghost and god system represented by "Three Purities and Four Emperors." All ghosts and gods would be explained as manifestations of "Dao-Qi" at various levels.

Second, Laozi would be positioned as the sect founder rather than supreme deity—leaving expandable space for the supreme deity's final form.

Third, toward all ghosts and gods—including the Daoist pantheon as well as deities from other religions such as Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, and Shinto—they would adopt the Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith's attitude, guided by Dao-Qi theory. These deities were merely manifestations of Dao-Qi at different levels.

"The Japanese Shinto system has a concept of 'gongen'—manifestation—that reconciled contradictions between Buddhism and Shinto, creating de facto 'dual-track' religious belief in Japan.

"Our goal is total integration of these beliefs into the Lingao new religious system, making them exist like saints within Christianity.

"Of course, in such integration, depraved local cults must be attacked. Depraved cult beliefs are to be eliminated, then positive local immortal beliefs reformed and converted.

"For example, Mazu and Baosheng Dadi—local deities with deep influence in Fujian—New Daoism must prioritize absorbing them, making them objects of New Daoism devotion. Simultaneously, we must reform the problem of local deity worship being practically detached from Daoist organization."

Zhang Yingchen grew more animated as he spoke.

"Let's set doctrine aside. How does your New Daoism plan to conduct outreach? To what extent can such outreach promote the transmigrator collective's rule?" He Ying interrupted his theological discourse.

"Director He truly goes straight to the heart of the matter." Zhang Yingchen offered a smooth compliment. He explained: when proselytizing to ordinary believers, the emphasis would be on "doing good," "obeying the law," and "supporting the Lingao regime," combined with the "Seed People of the Four Heavens" doctrine. The goal was making people believe they were chosen seed people of the True Sovereign. Simultaneously, drawing on prophecies of "the True Sovereign descending to the world" in Daoist scriptures like the Taiping Jing and Dongyuan Shenzhou Jing, they would promote the legitimacy of the Lingao regime.

"Of course, how to conduct outreach still requires coordination with propaganda department colleagues. That way they can complement each other," he said. "I only have rough ideas at present—not fully mature—so I won't presume to share them yet. My first step is to establish New Daoism's image. Religious personnel must have distinctive markers clarifying their identity and demonstrating the religion's presence."

He Ying nodded and again sized up this tall doctor.

"How long have you been researching these materials?"

"Not long. I audited some Daoist studies courses in college. Consider it a personal hobby. I dabble in all religious forms. I prepared it for killing time during idle moments—never expected to actually use it."

Zhang Yingchen shrugged indifferently, picked up the teapot beside him, and refilled He Ying's cup.

"In any case, New Daoism's vestments are the first propaganda weapon. We must give the public an intuitive recognition, distinguishing New Daoism from old Daoism. Therefore, I selected this Tang-style right-lapel narrow-sleeved turnover-collar garment as the template and had the clothing factory colleagues design this set of general clergy uniforms."

With that, Zhang Yingchen pulled over a wicker suitcase, withdrew two gray-blue turnover-collar robes with military uniform styling, and hung them on a clothes rack.

"To distinguish male and female clergy, the factory colleagues referenced military uniform regulations and sewed red armbands on the right sleeve. The qian trigram armband represents male clergy; the kun trigram armband represents female clergy—simple and clear."

A false believer—a false believer with considerable ability and religious aptitude. Looking at the military-style clerical robes before him, He Ying mentally labeled the man. Fundamentally, he was like Wu Shimang—a dedicated professional religious huckster. The difference was that Zhang Yingchen covered his burning ambition with a rich layer of doctrinal theology, while Dean Wu simply charged in bare-chested.

Zhang Yingchen talked at length, covering theological points, scripture compilation, doctrinal modifications, organizational management models, personnel training, and more. He Ying was secretly amazed. This person had obviously been scheming for a long time. Such material couldn't have been produced without months of repeated consideration and revision; the so-called "killing time when bored" was clearly deliberate understatement.

"Of course, establishing the Daoism Council still requires guidance from leadership and colleagues. Working alone behind closed doors won't do—there's inevitably some wishful thinking involved. These doctrines, precepts, rituals, vestments, and management are simply my personal rough ideas, all requiring everyone's supervision and control." He concluded his exposition in the manner of a standard-issue statement.

As he spoke, Zhang Yingchen maintained his gentle smile, but He Ying felt he needed to reassess this doctor entirely.

"Your approach rather resembles the relationship between Protestantism and old Catholicism."

"Indeed, that meaning is included." Zhang Yingchen nodded. "New wine must go into old bottles. The final product is an entirely new religious system—note, a system, not a single dominant power. A church capable of influencing all of society is dangerous to secular authority." He paused. "I believe we should remind every Elder engaged in religious activities: no matter what religion, religion is merely a propaganda and stability-maintenance tool serving the Lingao regime. Beyond that, it is nothing."

"This is the inevitable contradiction between secular power and religious organizations." He Ying pondered for a moment, then suddenly raised a new concept:

"Since a state religion will inevitably develop the desire to meddle in secular society, and the two are irreconcilable—what about complete integration of church and state? Like England, for example—the monarch is the church leader." He continued, "Your five hundred immortal saints—doesn't that mean every Elder is a 'god' within this system?"

"Integration of church and state has a problem: England has a king as natural leader of the church. Who do we have? All five hundred are archangels—should Director Wen be Great Archangel Commander? Would you agree?" Zhang Yingchen asked and answered himself. "Obviously you wouldn't. No matter who became this Great Archangel Commander, nobody would accept it. The danger inherent in this is something everyone can see."

"Organize your proposal and I'll report it to the Executive Committee," He Ying said. "This matter will probably require a hearing at the Yuan Elder Council Standing Committee. Ideological matters are no small thing."

"A hearing is no problem. I trust the Elders will fully grasp my intent." Zhang Yingchen was quite confident—after all, Daoism was a native Chinese product, holding a very different place in Elders' minds than foreign faiths.



PS: All the exposition on New Daoism's theory, concepts, vestments, and details was provided by LK Forum's Daoquanzi (i.e., Zhang Yingchen in this book). Thanks are expressed here!
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"Good, but don't expect much support. The Executive Committee is notoriously stingy with funding and personnel allocations for the Religious Affairs Office. The Catholic Church currently operates mostly on Jesuit money."

"I don't need many resources," Zhang Yingchen said modestly. "Just allocate me the necessary personnel—a dozen or so orphans will suffice. As for funding, current needs are limited; I can cover it myself for now."

"Personnel is extremely difficult—everyone's competing for them." He Ying shook his head. "And you want orphans? Do you realize orphans are a scarce commodity?"

"There must be some available. My requirements aren't high—ten would be enough. All boys, ages eleven to sixteen, preferably thirteen or fourteen. The fair-featured type. I'll train them personally."

"Everyone else is thinking about raising lolis, but your tastes are truly distinctive," He Ying remarked.

"Not at all." Zhang Yingchen coughed awkwardly. "I do have specific requirements! No orphans tainted with underworld associations. None who are too honest and inflexible. Preferably those who've received training in theater troupes or similar places—who understand musical instruments. Ideally with high hatred values: the more they despise this era, the better they suit our needs."

"Submit a report after the hearing passes," He Ying said. "Purely a queue-up formality—the chances of getting people immediately are slim."



Ultimately, Zhang Yingchen's proposal passed the Standing Committee's hearing and received Executive Committee approval. As for the novices he wanted—there were none available. Just as He Ying had warned: orphans were a scarce commodity in high demand from all quarters. His application wouldn't go through without waiting several months.

Zhang Yingchen decided not to wait. He chose the Sanya Development Zone as his first missionary testing ground. Large numbers of laborers there desperately needed religious solace. Moreover, launching missionary work directly in Lingao would easily create conflict with Old Wu. Though Wu Shimang was no crusader, it was wiser to avoid such direct intrusion into someone else's territory.

He resolved to use his medical skills as a vehicle for spreading doctrine. To this end, he had He Ying temporarily transfer his personnel file to the Health Department, positioning himself to compete for an assignment to Sanya in a health service capacity. As a precaution, he also had He Ying provide an introduction letter bearing the Religious Affairs Office's stamp and the State Council's seal. The Elders in charge at Sanya—Wang, Xi, Zhuo, Li, and the rest—were no gentle souls. If they mistook him for some "cult" operator and arrested him first to ask questions later, the embarrassment would be considerable.

Beyond this precious letter, Zhang Yingchen's belongings were deliberately spartan. He intended to emulate those missionaries who had blazed trails through thorns and ventured into remote regions, carrying only the most essential supplies, attempting the simplest possible lifestyle for living and proselytizing. This served not only to project the humble appearance expected of a religious person but also to prepare himself for future missionary activities deep in wilderness areas.

Besides the self-made Daoist robes he wore, he carried only a double-shoulder wicker backpack made by the Lingao Clothing Factory. Inside: several sets of coarse cloth undergarments issued to laborers; similarly labor-issued towels and enamel cups; a tin lunch box; an oilcloth rain cloak; two spare pairs of leather-soled cloth shoes; and Army-issue cloth puttees. His Swiss Army knife was the sole piece of modern equipment. Beyond this was a standard medical kit, containing mainly various Chinese patent medicines developed under Liu San's supervision, plus a few crude antibiotics.

Zhang Yingchen decided to train himself with this equipment at Yulin first. He approached the Long-Range Exploration Team and completed a four-week wilderness survival course, learning direction-finding, route selection, foraging, and various other skills. He also began studying several local dialects, including the most widely spoken Hainan dialect and military dialect. As for the Li language, there was nowhere to learn it yet.



When Hippo returned, he brought smoking braziers, medicine, food, more nurses—and this suddenly appearing doctor.

Wang Luobin and the others had already left the command office; only Zhuo Tianmin remained on duty. He'd suffered considerable injury in the riot and was temporarily convalescing at the command post.

Zhuo Tianmin examined the dispatch certificate, then studied this strange man in his strange clothes with his strange hair: a wicker box on his back, a standard Health Department medical kit slung over his shoulder, a Model 29 jungle machete hanging from his belt, a bamboo hat resting on his shoulders, and several water-filled bamboo tubes around his neck.

In this getup, he looked less like an Elder and more like an ordinary native.

"You're a doctor?"

The tall Daoist smiled and extended his hand. "Zhang Yingchen. I heard the Sanya Development Zone needed additional medical personnel, so I came here first. I'll need your assistance going forward."

"Your appearance—" Zhuo Tianmin studied him skeptically.

"Indigenous equipment setup," Zhang Yingchen explained. "I plan to venture deep into the interior to explore and gather herbs, and incidentally make contact with the local Li and Miao peoples to gauge their receptiveness to doctrine."

"I see." Zhuo Tianmin nodded. "But this equipment is too crude."

"It's sufficient." Zhang Yingchen wore his gentle smile. "Natives travel the same way, perhaps even worse equipped. If they can manage, so can I."

Zhuo Tianmin had no interest in the man's peculiar hobbies, but remained skeptical of his stated mission. The person kept claiming to be here as a doctor, yet his introduction letter and dispatch certificate both bore the Religious Affairs Office's seal.

Wang Luobin cared nothing about whether the medical personnel temporarily supporting from Bairren City was a Daoist or a priest. Once this self-proclaimed medical worker presented his attending physician certificate from Bairren City's medical system, he was cleared to assist at the clinic immediately.

But Zhuo Tianmin remained uneasy about this fellow who resembled a religious huckster more than a doctor.

In his view, the appearance of such a strange doctor in Sanya—where nerves were already frayed from constant workplace accidents—was itself an uncertain factor. Having personally experienced the Li boss's riot, Zhuo Tianmin couldn't help voicing his doubts to Wang Luobin.

Wang Luobin was unconcerned. In his view, Zhang Yingchen was at minimum properly trained. His medical skills surely exceeded those of the hastily trained veterinarians and nurses among the transmigrators, and a clergyman's appearance would serve as a timely emotional stabilizer for native workers.

"The Portuguese and Spanish brought priests to the Americas and Southeast Asia," he replied without looking up from his engineering reports. "Religious brainwashing is an indispensable weapon for colonizers. Worst case scenario—Old Zhang is one of us, an Elder too. Surely you don't think he'll carve a one-eyed stone figure at midnight and bury it at the work site to organize these natives for revolt?"

The discussion about the newly arrived Daoist doctor ended inconclusively. Zhang Yingchen, currently busy treating patients and assuring the dying that he could certainly transcend them to the Elect Heaven, had no idea two colleagues had just engaged in an unpleasant argument about him.



He soon experienced his colleagues' hostility toward his missionary activities firsthand. One day he was paired with Guo Fu. During a break, he expounded some doctrine to her. The next day, Hippo summoned him for a very serious conversation:

"I know you came to Sanya with an experimental missionary assignment. This was approved by the Central State Council." Hippo's tone was firm. "But you should know that according to Executive Directive 1-61, employees like nurses cannot be targets of proselytizing."

"Executive Directive 1-61 only prohibits proselytizing in schools, government offices, and the military. It doesn't say nurses can't be proselytized..."

"At this stage, hospitals and clinics are government offices. Nurses are public servants—no proselytizing." Hippo had no desire for his nurses to develop religious inclinations—even though religious organizations running hospitals was common worldwide.

To Zhang Yingchen, this seemed like baseless interference. But he didn't argue. To establish himself here, he needed support from the local Elders; confrontation would accomplish nothing and would only damage his prospects.

So he redirected his missionary efforts toward ordinary laborers. He believed management wouldn't interfere with such proselytizing. Moreover, after the riot, the Sanya Military Committee bosses would surely be eager for some spiritual opium to soothe the masses.

When Zhuo Tianmin received Hippo's report, he felt somewhat uneasy. After conferring with Wang Luobin, Xi Yazhou received orders to "keep an eye on that Daoist."

According to various reports, Zhang Yingchen wasn't particularly interested in traditional Daoist occult arts and immortal ascension. His missionary theory, in Zhuo Tianmin's view, was practically a variant of Christianity.

Setting aside his abstract explanations of "the Dao" as Daoism's supreme object of faith, what this short-haired Daoist constantly preached was: "The Lord Laozi pitied mankind's many hardships, and thus dispatched five hundred true immortals aboard one iron ship, descending upon the South Sea, manifesting as Holy Sovereign forms to enlighten the people, awaiting the arrival of the Land of Great Peace. Those who follow this enlightenment are the Heaven-chosen people, who will surely have a place in the Land of Great Peace; even if they unfortunately perish, they will ascend to the Elect Heaven."

This was practically nonsense, Zhuo Tianmin thought. But he also acknowledged that under current harsh conditions, giving native laborers some spiritual sustenance was beneficial. Those who believed a good place awaited them after death would be braver facing it.



Through everyone's collective efforts—particularly the widespread distribution of compound antimalarial tablets and significant nutritional improvements—the malaria tide suddenly receded after reaching its peak. Mortality plummeted. By the end of the second month, no new cases of illness or death were reported. Sanya development had finally weathered its first hurdle.

Though workplace injuries still occurred sporadically, the lifting of epidemic fears greatly calmed minds. Combined with Zhang Yingchen's tireless preaching that those who died from disease or accident had ascended to the Elect Heaven, the dual impact of material and spiritual support finally settled the previously anxious native laborers. As the environment was further modified and hygiene campaigns expanded, mosquitoes, flies, leeches, and various parasites saw their habitats deteriorate and their populations collapse. Illness rates dropped dramatically, and project progress accelerated substantially.

On April 20th, amid crackling firecrackers, the railway finally reached the Tiandu Iron Mine site. Before enthusiastic cheers from the railway workers, Wang Luobin, Zhuo Tianmin, and others symbolically drove the last spikes into the rails. The Yulin-Tiandu Railway was officially operational—the transmigrators' first formally running railway line, distinct from the industrial tracks that moved raw materials around Lingao's industrial zone.

This railway of less than twenty kilometers was later called the "Road of Blood" by certain commentators: hundreds had died from workplace accidents and epidemics during its construction. The independent scholar Dubai wrote in his work The Bloody Giant Beneath the Modernization Mask (now banned):

"...According to statistics, during the initial phase of 'Project Giant' implementation, the foundational engineering work—railway, road, and communications construction—saw nearly a thousand laborers die from accidents, overwork, disease, and malnutrition due to the extremely harsh climate and living conditions along the construction line, compounded by inhumane forced labor under certain individuals like Zhuo, Wang, and Pan. For this reason, this section of the project was later called the 'Road of Death.'"

Yet for the Elders managing Sanya development, the completion of this line represented a decisive victory. The railway was like a great blood vessel, finally capable of continuously transporting construction materials and labor to the front lines. Wang Luobin wrote in his reminiscences: "...If we still had doubts about the prospects before this, then at the moment the railway was completed, I believed Sanya development's success was only a matter of time."

Meteor No. 2 locomotive departed from the crude wooden platform of Yulin Stockade station amid firecrackers. (Meteor No. 1 had been completely wrecked due to inadequate component strength and had no repair value; it was returned to Lingao for dismantling and recycling.) Meteor No. 2 used a Mozi Type 3 steam engine with 500 horsepower output. The massive boiler devoured premium Hongji anthracite, boiling thousands of liters of water into scorching steam that drove pistons and levers. The black iron wheels slowly turned. The fully loaded train of construction materials accelerated steadily, finally reaching twenty kilometers per hour as it headed toward Tiandu Station.

The Elders laid a foundation stone at the original site of Tiandu Town, formally commencing Tiandu Iron Mine development. Supported by bulldozers, explosives, and the "Purple Lightning Kai" wheelbarrows, labor teams wielding steel tools completely destroyed the local vegetation and original landforms. Wetlands were buried under waste soil and rubble; grass and shrubs were cleared entirely. Vast swaths of brush were simply burned away. The river valley once lush with subtropical vegetation had now become mostly barren wasteland.

The Tiandu River had dried up as well—dammed temporarily upstream while the riverbed was dredged and deepened. Wang Luobin planned to build a small reservoir nearby to supply Tiandu Town and the mining district with domestic and industrial water. If the water volume proved sufficient, they might add a small hydroelectric plant as supplementary power.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 570 - New Tiandu Town

Ji Runzhi, director of the Sanya Special Zone Planning and Construction Office, set up a folding table in the shed beside the foundation stone—which doubled as construction site headquarters—and spread his architectural planning drawings across it. A gas lamp filled the dim shed with bright light.

Ji Yuan and Ji Shu bustled about inside, tidying the space until it was clean and orderly, much to Ji Runzhi's satisfaction. Having apprentices was indeed a blessing. These two served him perfectly in every way—except they couldn't meet his physiological needs. They'd reached the point where a single cough from him would bring them rushing with paper for spitting.

Ji Runzhi wasn't inclined to hoard knowledge. His apprentices pleased him so thoroughly that he taught with genuine diligence—despite having no natural interest in education.

Under his guidance, these two had now mastered simple terrain and topographical surveying along with basic cartography. Ji Runzhi planned that once the Sanya development project stabilized somewhat, he'd concentrate on teaching them more specialized content. In the future, routine tasks could go directly to them without requiring his personal involvement.

"All right, you may step out now." Ji Runzhi heard distant voices calling "attention" and "salute"—the main military and civilian leaders of the Sanya region had arrived. They would review Tiandu's construction plans here.

He walked out of the shed. Sure enough, at the station platform, Meteor No. 2 stood venting steam. Laborers scrambled onto the flatbed cars to unload cargo. A group of Elders descended from the platform while sentries presented arms.

"Very nice setup you have here." Xi Yazhou was first to duck into the shed, plopping onto the long bench. "Better furnished than my command post."

"That's all Ji Yuan and Ji Shu's doing—the kids do good work." Ji Runzhi greeted everyone while instructing the two apprentices waiting outside. "Go brew a pot of tea."

"What tea," Wang Luobin waved his tempered travel mug. "We all brought our own. Just have them fetch hot water."

Ji Shu retrieved two thermoses from the hot water station—luxury items only Elders could enjoy—and poured for everyone. He turned up the gas lamp's valve, then withdrew.

Outside the shed, laborers and vehicles streamed past continuously, generating considerable noise. But it didn't disturb the meeting underway. All the main military and civilian leaders of the Sanya region gathered around Ji Runzhi, studying the Tiandu planning diagram he'd just completed and listening to his concepts.



This originally humid subtropical valley would house over ten thousand miners and their families in the future Tiandu Iron Mine. Ji Runzhi had to plan not only the layout for this emerging town but also account for future development.

Tiandu's iron ore quality was excellent, but the absolute reserves were limited. Given the transmigrator industry's enormous demand for steel, Tiandu extraction wouldn't continue beyond one generation. So from the outset, they needed to consider what would happen when nearby mineral resources were exhausted.

From an urban development perspective, the Sanya Bay coast was far more suitable for a large seaside city. It possessed sufficient coastline as a tourism resource, local sea salt production potential to support urban development, and the Sanya River provided ample water.

By comparison, Tiandu's development potential was limited. First, the area was constrained. Second, once mineral products were exhausted, the town would inevitably decline. Mining towns typically suffered severe pollution, making industrial transformation difficult and potentially requiring substantial environmental restoration. Thus Tiandu had weak sustainability, and its water reserves—essential for any city—were also insufficient, rendering transformation to other industries quite difficult.

Therefore, in the Sanya development plan, Ji Runzhi designed Tiandu as a purely functional mining town, without separate industrial or commercial districts. The town would have only three parts: the mining company administrative district, the miner living district, and the mining industrial district. The latter was simply a mechanical repair shop for the mine, also providing simple repair services for mechanical equipment throughout Sanya.

The city and mining district's water would come from a small reservoir on the Tiandu River. According to surveys by Bai Guoshi and others, combined with hydrological data from the old timeline, the Tiandu River's flow—like all Hainan rivers—varied dramatically between dry and wet seasons. Though the railway now made river navigation unnecessary, domestic water demands for the town and industrial water demands for the mine were substantial. The transmigrators also planned basic agricultural production near Tiandu. Combining all factors, a reservoir for flow regulation was essential. Hydroelectric generation was secondary; small hydropower was unstable with insufficient output—useful only for enriching Elders' lives.

Tiandu's main energy would come from coal. Transport ships would carry iron ore away from Sanya and bring coal on return trips. Part would directly power steam engines; the rest would be converted to coal gas for lighting, cooking, and fueling local small industry.



"Too few supporting facilities," Wang Luobin said, studying the planning map. "The commercial district is also too small." He continued his critique. "Miners will eventually have wives and children. Where will they be accommodated? Surplus labor also needs arrangements... According to your plan, this town is a typical bachelor town."

"Precisely." Ji Runzhi explained his reasoning. "Putting too much effort into this town is pointless; its development potential is limited, and Tiandu's ore reserves aren't that large either. Tiandu serving for twenty to thirty years is sufficient."

"If that's the case, the future Tiandu Town will have no women or children."

Ji Runzhi nodded. "In my view, this should be a labor camp model, similar to Jiazi Coal Mine. Miners, administrative personnel, and technicians would all use contract rotation systems—single male assignments. Work here three or four years, then go home. Food through cafeterias; no individual cooking. Fully socialized logistics management—food, housing, clothing, and travel all covered by the mining bureau. Life service facilities minimized: at most a few small restaurants and taverns for variety, plus a sports field and brothel for miners to blow off steam when idle."

He continued: "There's also Sanya City. When miners rest, they can go there for entertainment. This would drive local tertiary industry as well. With the train, travel between the two is quite convenient."

As for Tiandu's future function, Ji Runzhi believed that once ore extraction was complete, it could serve for military garrison purposes, as a land fortress surrounding Yulin Harbor.

"Forcing miners to stay single for several years—isn't that somewhat inhumane?" Zhuo Tianmin looked worried.

"I'd say this is too militarized," Qian Shuixie interjected, instinctively recoiling from such military-style management, though he'd resolved to speak as little as possible.

"Call it whatever you like—if it works, it works." Ji Runzhi explained: "This achieves maximum intensive management and reduces social costs. If you let them bring families, we'd have to arrange employment for the families. Without employment, labor is wasted. With families, they'd certainly cook for themselves. This isn't like Lingao, which has at least basic commercial circulation and agricultural product supply. There's nothing here."

The greatest advantage of military-style management was convenient uniformity: food, clothing, tools... even women would be uniformly allocated. For supply logistics, this massively simplified procedures.

"No, I don't think this approach is sound." Wang Luobin shook his head. "First, miners without families won't feel any sense of belonging here. People come and go, nothing permanent remains. This place would always stay a labor camp. We're investing massive manpower and resources to develop a town—we can't be as wasteful as Americans or Russians, abandoning cities and moving on when resources run out. Second, women themselves are a labor resource. Arranging their employment isn't a burden for us. The timber processing factory, coconut drying factory, and food factory in the Sanya development plan all need substantial manpower. There's no reason to force miners to use prostitutes for physiological needs while importing labor from outside." He leaned forward. "Final point: what we need most is population, especially children. Such forced bachelorhood wastes large numbers of child-bearing-age people. It's disadvantageous for population expansion, particularly the new generation."

Children born in the coming years in transmigrator-controlled areas could be educated entirely according to transmigrator wishes. In twenty years, they would grow into the native backbone of the transmigrator nation.

"I agree—our priority should be expanding Sanya's population cluster. That's how we form a stable ruling base." He Fanghui nodded. "To put it bluntly, without their own women and children here, when you ask miners to fight and defend the mine, that'll be difficult."

The final decision was to moderately expand the miner living district. Miner housing wouldn't consist purely of collective dormitories anymore; besides dormitory buildings, some family-unit corridor apartments would be constructed. Living district support facilities would correspondingly increase, adding an elementary school and kindergarten. Besides cooperative commercial premises, some commercial space would be reserved for future merchants to open shops.



As for the stringent defense system Ji Runzhi had originally planned, Xi Yazhou felt it unnecessary.

Ji Runzhi's defense system was essentially the same as Sanya's—ditches and earthen ramparts. But Xi Yazhou believed Tiandu's defensive pressure was actually much less than at Yulin Harbor. From Tiandu further inland lay Li territory. The Li's military capabilities were quite limited—a people who had to purchase all their iron externally were at a great disadvantage in warfare. And according to Hu Xun's testimony, the Li occasionally raided but rarely launched large-scale armed incursions.

"If we wanted to fight, our several thousand miners equipped with standard spears and safety helmets, having received military training, would be sufficient to advance to the foot of Wuzhi Mountain."

"This is already the most simplified defense facility. How can it be further simplified?" Ji Runzhi was unhappy to see his plans successively rejected.

"Use the village model that German colonizers used in their eastward expansion." Wang Luobin suggested. "Use the buildings themselves as defensive works."

The specific approach was to arrange individual buildings in square or circular clusters, with each household's doors and windows facing the central courtyard. Walls facing outward would have no windows. Buildings would be connected by log or brick walls. Only one fortified main gate would be maintained for entry and exit.

"This is too crude." Ji Runzhi found it inconceivable. He'd seen this method before—when building enclosed residential communities, the outermost ring of apartment buildings was simply sealed together with walls.

This approach might work against petty thieves, but against armed enemies? Ji Runzhi thought it completely unreliable.

"Back then, German settlers used this method to resist Slavs and expanded German territory from Swabia to the Oder River, deep into East Prussia. And their buildings and walls were made of wood. The Li we face don't even possess Slavic-level armaments—the Slavs at least had iron weapons."

"Besides the Li, we should also consider Ming troops or pirates."

"If they can cross mountains and traverse Li territory, then they're neither Ming troops nor pirates." Xi Yazhou was confident. "Even if they had that ability and persistence, reinforcements from Yulin Stockade would arrive by train in at most thirty minutes. A few thousand armed miners resisting for twenty minutes should be manageable, right?"

"Actually, looking at your planned building designs," He Fanghui interjected, "most buildings are two-story or higher brick structures. Two stories would be five or six meters tall, correct? Lingao's city wall isn't much higher. Besides eliminating windows on the first floor facing outward, second floor and above could still have windows—at most add tin shutters."

The final decision was to cluster all buildings, then add several blockhouses at strategic points as defensive cores. Each blockhouse would be garrisoned by core militia. The administrative district office building would be fortified like the Sanya City public hall. Finally, a ditch would be dug around the entire Tiandu Town as basic defense.

At the meeting, Xi Yazhou raised the concept of armored patrol cars for security. He suggested requesting Lingao to build several flatbed railcars equipped with Suichao-type steam engines or—better yet—single-cylinder diesel engines. The car bodies would have simple armor on all four sides and be equipped with a typewriter. The railcar would conduct scheduled patrols on the Yulin Stockade to Tiandu track. When encountering enemy attack, it could reach any point along the line at maximum speed and strike enemies with concentrated fire.

"Given the technical level and fighting will of enemies in this era, I believe at least in the South China region, no enemy can sustain an attack under typewriter sweeping fire." Xi Yazhou was quite confident.

Besides serving as a mobile force for reinforcement, the armored patrol car was mainly intended for regular surveillance along the railway. Xi Yazhou wasn't worried about enemies attempting sabotage—he was concerned that so much railway track might attract local covetousness, triggering a large-scale rail theft wave.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 571 - Initial Results

"Who would come to this remote wilderness to steal rails—are they tired of living?" Zhuo Tianmin was dismissive.

"There are people who follow right behind artillery impact points to pick up shell casings—this is nothing compared to that." Xi Yazhou said. "Besides Anyoule Market, according to Special Recon Team reports, there are still some scattered settlements in the Sanya Special Zone. Can you guarantee they won't come steal rails?"

The problem was that scattered settlements within dozens of li were vanishingly few. Zhuo Tianmin couldn't imagine how many thieves could possibly come from a total population of less than two or three hundred people in these pathetic hamlets. And what would they even do with stolen rails? He felt this was merely a pretext.

Sure enough, at the subsequent Sanya Military Committee meeting, Xi Yazhou proposed that to "clean up the surrounding environment," a comprehensive "public security rectification" campaign should be conducted throughout the greater Sanya jurisdiction.

The specific measure was to transform all villages and stockades in the area—like Anyoule Market—by concentrating populations and forcibly relocating them to settlements under transmigrator control. In short: labor intensification.

"You're creating strategic hamlets. I firmly oppose this." Zhuo Tianmin registered strong protest. "Concentration and resettlement was a Japanese and American trick—you're picking that up too?"

"Call it whatever you like—if it works, it works." Xi Yazhou remained unperturbed.

But everyone agreed the proposal was pointless. Not because they worried about disturbing villagers, but because the massive effort would yield limited additional labor, while resettlement would cost manpower and resources. Poor cost-effectiveness. In the end, only a courtesy visit to these villages was approved—to assess the situation and gather any useful intelligence about local resources.

"Rather than rounding everyone up and forcing them to work, better to entice them with material benefits," He Fanghui suggested. "Besides, since they're able to survive there, they've surely developed the surrounding area to some degree. We can still obtain resources from them. I propose opening a cooperative locally, using commodity exchange to penetrate the interior."

"The potential consumer population of a few villages is too small."

"There are also the inland Li people," He Fanghui continued. "They have no money, but they have mountain goods. We trade them salt, sugar, and various daily necessities, making them dependent on Sanya trade. Then we recruit cooperative partners among the Li. When we eventually penetrate Li territory to establish governance, they'll serve as suitable grassroots foundations. Trade isn't just about profit—we don't actually need profit, do we?"

"This can be delegated to migrant households. We don't need to do everything ourselves." Wang Luobin said. "Have the cooperative set up a consignment point, find some small merchants to operate it. We provide policy and supply channels." He paused. "But I've examined the Anyoule site—the plot is too small. With the new city almost linear in layout, future expansion into a major city will be difficult."

"Ji Runzhi is conducting planning research," Zhuo Tianmin said. "He also thinks the original plan had major omissions. He'll have a report on specific modifications in three days."

"Now let's discuss project progress—" Wang Luobin cared most about this. "When can we ship ore?"



"Right now I'm organizing manpower to break through the road to Huangling. Labor working in three shifts." Zhuo Tianmin spread out the map. "Huangling isn't high, and the terrain isn't too complex. The main road-building problem is the overly dense vegetation—clearing it takes considerable effort." He checked his notebook. "In another week we can break through, though the road surface won't be high-grade—only passable for people and single-wheel carts."

"Getting people up there is victory." Wang Luobin said. "Once people can reach the site, we can clear the mine while building the road simultaneously—two approaches at once."

Wang Luobin had participated in the Tiandu mine survey and knew the local geological conditions well. Tiandu ore was high quality but with limited absolute reserves. The exploitable pit diameter was only about three hundred meters. The ore body was very regular; simply stripping the surface layer and setting up mining sections would enable extraction—convenient for either manual or mechanized operations.

The fastest way to strip the surface layer was whole-mountain blasting. They'd conducted overburden blasting before during Nanbao development. But Pan Da surveyed the site and declared it would be extremely difficult.

"For complete stripping, setting aside technical difficulties—which I don't fully understand either—looking at the mountain's condition, we'd need at least ten tons of yellow explosive. Not black powder."

Everyone knew this was impossible. Never mind where ten tons of nitroglycerin explosive would come from—the fat for making glycerin remained scarce—even with ready explosives, shipping them would be a hazardous venture. The Navy cursed every time they transported a load.

"Ideally we'd build an explosives factory locally, even if it can only produce black powder." Pan Da said. "Upcoming mining will have enormous explosive demand. Shipping constantly from Lingao is inconvenient and unsafe. Besides, we're already planning to build a coconut drying factory here for oil pressing—ready-made coconut oil!"

"That's for the future. What about now?" Wang Luobin asked.

"For safety, fire small charges first, stripping soil and rock layers progressively until we expose the ore layer. Black powder and ammonium nitrate will last another month. After blasting, manually clear a work face. With a work face established, we use hand mining supplemented by small charges." Pan Da said. "I think this is the safest approach. This isn't like doing blasting at Nanbao, with explosives right next door—if it doesn't work, just blast a few more times."

"Let's do that then." Wang Luobin decided. "Ants gnawing a bone—gnaw it open bit by bit. Other sites must also push forward. Especially the Luhuitou and Yulin Stockade fortification and dock projects—we must complete basic construction before summer."

Summer would bring heavy rainfall and risk of direct typhoon strikes. If basic construction wasn't completed in time, the current temporary wooden buildings and simple docks could be destroyed by waves and storms.



The entire Sanya Development Command was consumed by a rush-to-work spirit: Elders worked day and night almost without rest, lights burning through the darkness. Everyone knew the Yuan Elder Council and Executive Committee were watching Sanya. The sooner they shipped the first load of iron ore, the louder their voice in the Elder Council would be.

Hundreds of laborers toiled day and night under Zhuo Tianmin's direction, repairing roads and leveling foundations. Ji Runzhi ate and slept at the Tiandu site's temporary shed, designing and drawing and supervising construction simultaneously. Li Haiping simply slept at the just-blasted-flat Luhuitou mountaintop battery construction site; all marines became laborers. Sun Xiao's Planning Council calculators clattered their abacuses like rain drops, and Sun Xiao's daily work was compiling countless reports. Detailed forms tracked daily labor deaths, injuries, and illness; personnel replenishment status; categorized material consumption and inventory; earthwork completed and planned...

These data reports didn't need to be sent back to Lingao immediately. The Planning Council representative only telegraphed daily to report project progress and required personnel and material replenishment. But since Wu De took office, he'd particularly emphasized establishing a complete archive system, requiring all projects to maintain records for future reference, experience summary, and accountability.

Wang Luobin studied the progress chart's multicolored markers in the Yulin Stockade command post. Every day, telegrams brought the latest progress from each site. He constantly marked symbols showing whether schedules were exceeded or missed, adjusting labor, machinery, and materials—calculating how much longer until ore could ship. According to the Planning Council's plan: ship the first ore load ten months after D-Day; achieve annual production of ten thousand tons of ore at eighteen months; expand to sixty thousand tons annually after twenty-four months.

Looking at this progress chart, Wang Luobin felt somewhat uncertain. This work vastly exceeded his previous experience. He'd been a project manager before, but handling such an enormous and crucial project was a first—not to mention he actually had little knowledge of construction and mining. He could only push forward, learning as he went.

Generally, conditions were improving. Workplace fatality rates had dropped to acceptable levels. Those convalescing from malaria were beginning to recover work capacity. Available labor numbers showed restorative growth for the first time. According to Sun Xiao's projections, they wouldn't need fresh labor replenishment from Lingao for a while.

The brick machine that had caused the catastrophic workplace accident was repaired. Now, apart from occasional minor breakdowns from worn parts, it ran normally. The Sanya brick-and-tile works used continuous kilns with steel cables and iron trackway carts—far more efficient than Lingao's rotary kilns. Brick and tile production could now fully meet construction demand. Besides cement, steel reinforcing bars, and bamboo reinforcement still requiring Lingao supply, bricks, tiles, stone, and lime were now fully sourced locally in Sanya. The timber processing factory was also under intensive construction. Once completed, it could not only supply sufficient building materials locally but also ship timber products and byproducts to Lingao. The cargo space previously occupied by these bulk goods would be repurposed for coal. Sanya's coal demand was steadily increasing.

The Planning Council required Sanya to maintain at least fifteen days' coal reserves beyond daily consumption. Steam engines and boilers had risen to "dependency" level importance for the transmigrator collective.

The only problem was that boiler quality remained concerning. The mass-produced steam engines and boilers manufactured in rush mode had high failure rates, at one point affecting project progress. At his request, Zhan Wuya specially dispatched a repair team composed entirely of Elders to conduct a major overhaul of all boilers and steam engines used in the project.

Pan Da led blasting teams in continuous blasting at various sites. The entire Yulin region echoed with explosions. Laborers and migrants knew this was just blasting, but for the former Anyoule Market residents, the sudden increase in explosions disturbed and unsettled them—they believed these "Australian sea pirates" were fighting some unknown enemy.



Hu Xun remained in the seaside temporary detention center with food, drink, access to showers, and permission for his family to send clean clothes—quite preferential treatment. The only difficulty was knowing no one around him, which kept him nervous. He had no idea how these pirates would deal with him—he now understood they were the so-called Australian pirates.

He worried for his own life and feared they might harm his family. Hu Xun had several concubines and a fourteen-year-old daughter awaiting marriage. Wasn't this a plump morsel everyone coveted? And these were pirates who'd supposedly mount old sows when the lights went out!

The daily blasting intensified his terror. Inland, to his knowledge, there was no force besides the Li people. Fighting the Li obviously wouldn't require such excessive firepower. As for government troops, if they came, they'd come by sea—they absolutely wouldn't come through the wilderness overland.

He kept trying to extract information from his guards—where they came from, what they were doing here, and most importantly, what they planned to do with him. But the guards said nothing, responding only with the barest necessary words, and they behaved the same among themselves. Hu Xun wondered what kind of people these expressionless guards were—how could they stand facing each other for hours without exchanging a single word?

After about a month of agonizing waiting, someone finally came to see him.

The visitor was an Australian—Hu Xun recognized him as one of the same people as the so-called Manager Wang from Lingao. He saw a man of medium height, powerfully built, with close-shaved head, double chin, dark eye bags, and thick lips. He wore the gray short jacket common among the Australian short-hairs, with a bag slung diagonally across his body and a bamboo hat at his shoulder. His appearance and dress exceeded all of Hu Xun's social experience—he couldn't figure out this person's background.

He Fanghui politely inquired about his living conditions and health.

"I'm well enough. Your honored group has treated this prisoner quite generously." Hu Xun smiled bitterly.

"Heh heh," He Fanghui laughed, patting his shoulder in a friendly manner. "Old Hu, don't take this personally—in another twenty years, you'll look back on today and feel grateful to have been our prisoner."

Hu Xun was speechless. What kind of shameless person was this? Having your family estate seized, you were supposed to feel grateful? What nonsense!

But he didn't dare show his feelings, only murmuring agreement. Seeing the visitor in good spirits, he hurriedly inquired about his family.

"Your family is fine." He Fanghui was brief. "Still in your original residence. I've posted some police at your door to look after things. The household is all safe—you can rest assured."

"Thank you, Master He." Hu Xun relaxed somewhat upon hearing the residence was safe. With his whole family at their mercy, there was no need for deception.

"You needn't stay here any longer." He Fanghui said. "Today you go home."

He was told to gather his things and was led out of the Anyoule Market public hall. Outside, the weather was fine and sunny, the light dazzling. After a month indoors, the sudden brightness made Hu Xun dizzy—he nearly fell. Then, under special "escort," he returned to his own residence.

Walking down the street, Anyoule Market had completely transformed. The original palisade walls had been entirely demolished; some street buildings were also torn down. Only a few brothels and small eateries remained in business. The inns and warehouses where sea merchants had stayed were also intact, with people in black short jackets and waist sashes standing guard at the doors.

His own residence remained unchanged, just with the main gate tightly shut. Returning home naturally brought a mix of joy and sighs. Fortunately, everyone was safe, and the pirates hadn't come to harass them. Every few days, vegetables, fish, shrimp, and grain were delivered—free of charge.

"Everything at home is fine—not a cent or a mosquito missing—but everything you had stored in the outside public warehouse is all gone..." His wife was still chattering.

"Don't think about those goods." Hu Xun waved his hand impatiently. "If they'd wanted to take things, even the household goods would be gone. What's the point of mentioning the warehouse!"

Hu Xun's mind was in turmoil. He couldn't figure out what this group wanted. It seemed these people—calling themselves from Lingao one moment, from Australia the next—intended to settle here permanently. Watching their major construction work made that clear.



While Hu Xun fretted at home, he didn't know he'd just narrowly escaped the terrible fate of being exterminated along with his whole family.

How to handle this former baocheng of Anyoule Market had produced two different opinions in the Sanya Military Committee. The most extreme view held that Hu Xun was a leader of the old order, likely to collude with authorities, and thus a potential threat. For safety, he should be executed along with his family.

The other view held that Hu Xun had merely exploited weak government control to become a local strongman. He had no significant misdeeds, knew the local situation well, and moreover had surrendered voluntarily. Killing him would give the transmigrators a reputation for cruelty. Future encounters with similar people would then face determined resistance.

"His whole family is now in our grasp. Any suspicious moves and we can wipe them out immediately—legitimately." He Fanghui fought to spare his life.

"Hmph, do we need legitimacy?" Xi Yazhou scoffed. "Honestly, this person is of little use to us; keeping him is just a hidden danger. As for our reputation—cruelty is also a weapon."

"That's on the Huns' and Mongols' level. Not helpful." After much deliberation, Wang Luobin decided not to create too many enemies at this stage. The final decision was to spare Hu Xun as an example for future recruitment and pacification efforts.

So Hu Xun was placed under house arrest, forbidden to leave. His household could keep ten servants—limited to maids, old women, and men over fifty. All other servants were "confiscated."

Of Hu Xun's three sons, only the one under ten years old remained; the other two were sent to Lingao to "study"—effectively hostages. Hu Xun couldn't understand how Lingao had become Australian territory, but he was powerless to stop them. He could only pack their bags and see them off.

Hu Xun's former secretary, after a period of vetting, was retained under He Fanghui as a clerk. As for the militia commanders, who were of pirate background and had some martial skills, they were taken to Lingao to supplement the Navy's recruit battalion.

Former Anyoule Market militiamen with local families were organized into labor teams; single men were shipped to Lingao to replenish the labor pool. As for Hu Xun's clansmen and relatives—every single one was sent to Lingao for resettlement.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 572 - Li Luoyou Arrives

"It seems we need to make a trip to Lingao." Li Luoyou set down the letter in his hand, speaking as if to himself.

The person standing beside him said nothing. Ever since the trip to Foshan, Li Luoyou had seemed to develop an obsession with this place called "Lingao."

His subordinates didn't understand why their master had suddenly become interested in a small county that even most Guangdong natives knew little about. Only his closest confidants understood: Boss Li believed the source of the hottest-selling Australian goods flooding the Guangzhou market lay in Lingao.

As a merchant, his sensitivity to such matters far exceeded others'. Recently, an increasing variety of previously unseen goods had appeared on the Guangzhou market. All were wholesaled through Guangzhou's Zicheng Trading Company—the Australian goods firm.

Li Luoyou paid extreme attention to Australian goods. He assigned someone to visit Zicheng Trading and Zizhen Studio daily, immediately purchasing any new merchandise that appeared—from precious curiosities to worthless candies and pickles. Now in his head office's counting room stood a specially designated room filled entirely with Australian goods available on the market.

He had noticed something significant: unlike the previous Australian goods, which were all exquisitely expensive luxury items, the recently wholesaled merchandise from Zicheng Trading consisted entirely of practical, everyday consumer goods. The quality remained as fine and useful as ever, but prices were far more accessible—affordable for moderately prosperous families.

Sewing needles packaged in bamboo tubes, twelve per pack—not only excellent steel but completely smooth and burr-free from shaft to eye. "Flavor essence" in wax-sealed porcelain bottles—adding just a little to dishes made them extraordinarily delicious. Hard candies in brilliant colors, not only beautifully shaped but with various fruit flavors. Thick "towels" full of loops—soft against the face, wonderfully absorbent, far superior to plain washcloths. Socks of unknown material: thin, soft, breathable. Little wooden sticks that ignited with a strike anywhere, requiring no flint. And finally, paper white as snow—Li Luoyou had never seen paper so white. The finest tribute-grade Xuan paper still showed a faint yellow tinge upon close inspection; this paper was absolutely pure white, like winter snow. As for the paper's smoothness, Li Luoyou had never seen its equal.

Of course, speaking of white paper, the large sheets of whitewash paper used in the capital for interior decoration were also quite white. But that was ordinary paper coated with white clay—useless for writing, with a very rough surface. Nothing like Australian white paper.

What amazed him even more: buying a thick stack, if you randomly pulled out any sheet, the quality was exactly the same, virtually without defects. No matter how many you bought, they were identical.

He'd noticed this phenomenon with all Australian goods. Randomly pull a needle from each of two packs—their length, luster, and thickness matched exactly.

Not only could they make things well, but quality was always consistent. This was what made Australian goods formidable. And the final point was even more terrifying: the price.

The recently sold Australian goods from Zicheng Trading were still pricier than local alternatives, but against comparable local products, they showed enormous price advantages.

Australian paper, in its most common grade, cost about the same as the cheapest local ledger paper—yet the quality was dozens of times better. Under such price advantages, sales of local and imported paper plummeted. The market was flooded with all varieties of Australian paper. Subsequently, Zicheng Trading began selling various paper products—ledger books, student calligraphy copybooks, various cards...

Paper quality was excellent, printing was exquisite, and prices were even cheaper. With these three factors combined, over ninety percent of goods in Guangzhou's paper shops became Australian paper. Only some specialty painting and calligraphy paper and coarse paper for plastering work continued using original products.

Li Luoyou could never figure out how Australian paper could be sold so cheaply while still turning a profit. This paper surely wasn't shipped from some distant Australia, but even if—as he suspected—it was manufactured in Lingao, he still couldn't understand how the Australians managed it. Lingao had never had papermaking workshops; it couldn't be said to possess particularly abundant or cheap papermaking materials.

If the Australians were running a loss-making business, what was their purpose? Li Luoyou became increasingly, intensely interested in these Australians.



In the room storing Australian goods, a purple sandalwood curio shelf stood filled with miscellaneous Australian items—edible, usable, playable—a dazzling array. Li Luoyou would sometimes come here to admire and handle these novel little gadgets. His favorite was a crystalline transparent "Divine Mechanism Self-Igniting Fire"—inside, you could see water-like liquid. Lightly flicking the small wheel produced a flame. This fascinated him. Sometimes he thought: if this device were used to ignite artillery and muskets, wouldn't it be better than smoky, easily extinguished matchcord? Because he was preparing to bid on Guangdong's official artillery and firearms manufacturing contract, he paid close attention to anything that could improve performance.

Unfortunately, this item was too expensive, and Gaoju's shop had been out of stock for some time. As for Zicheng Trading, they'd never sold it at all. He'd had an assistant inquire—would bulk orders bring stock? Zicheng Trading's clerk had flatly refused, saying this item "won't be available again for three or four years."

"I absolutely must go see." He muttered to himself again.

"Master wants to go to Lingao?" Gu Baocheng, standing nearby, asked cautiously after hearing him say this a second time.

"Indeed. I'd intended to go later, but now it seems time waits for no one." Li Luoyou gazed thoughtfully at the pile of correspondence and ledgers on his desk. Among them was a letter from the capital head office.

The letter's content was simple: informing him that the Jurchens had retreated. The Zunhua branch was completely destroyed—personnel and cargo both lost. Instructions had been secretly sent to the Shenyang branch manager to determine whether any company employees or family members had been captured, and to arrange rescue if possible. Other branches throughout the capital region had suffered varying degrees of property loss—some looted by Jurchens, some extorted by various military units and local militia claiming "army provisioning." In sum, losses were severe.

And Governor Yuan, on whom he'd once placed high hopes, was now imprisoned. Capital opinion was hostile—things didn't look good for him. Upon receiving this letter, Li Luoyou sighed deeply. Whatever Governor Yuan's crimes, his fate was likely ill. Such a national disgrace and military defeat couldn't go without someone taking responsibility.

He'd thought that with Governor Yuan governing Liaodong, the Ningjin defense line would be impregnable. Even if unable to "recover Liaodong in five years," at least keeping the Jurchens out should have been possible. Who could have imagined they'd bypass through Mongolia, entering through Jizhen at Daan Pass—clearly catching the court completely off guard. The vaunted Guanning Iron Cavalry wasn't so impressive after all.

Thinking of the Jurchen cavalry sweeping through, how many families destroyed, how much public and private wealth plundered—Li Luoyou was filled with grief and indignation.

Not just grief and indignation, but disappointment as well. The Tartars had been merely a small tribe among the Jianzhou Jurchen; the now-deceased Nurhachi had been nothing but a retainer under Li Chengliang. Yet they'd beaten the Great Ming—with its hundred million subjects and dominion over all under heaven—into continuous retreat. After losing Liaodong, now even the frontier walls had been breached. Right under the capital, beneath the Son of Heaven's nose, they'd ranged hundreds of li, routing government troops completely—even Zunhua had fallen! What on earth was wrong with this Great Ming?

By Li Luoyou's former thinking, with the Great Ming's resources, even if field armies couldn't win, relying on artillery and firearms, strong walls and solid fortifications—just defending without attacking should have been enough to grind the Jurchens down through attrition.

Now it seemed the Jurchens were actually growing more vigorous. Given Li Luoyou's understanding of the Later Jin and the Great Ming, this Jurchen incursion was definitely no loss-making venture—they must have seized enormous amounts of people, grain, wealth, and livestock, enough for a prosperous new year. As for government troops, they'd likely been following far behind to "escort them out the door."

Grief, disappointment—Li Luoyou knew he was merely a merchant, unable to affect matters of state and military. But manufacturing firearms and modernizing armaments—these he could work at. Li Luoyou's earlier maneuvering through connections to lobby the Viceroy of Liangguang and the Guangdong Governor to award him the contract for copying Dutch cannon had shown initial success. Before long, the "official document" would arrive.

Though Quark had already dispatched someone back to Europe to purchase equipment and hire craftsmen, the shipping time was long. Even if all went smoothly, it would take over a year and a half. The Australians were also reputed to have formidable firearms. Since they could manufacture such fine and useful goods in Lingao, they must have skilled craftsmen and machinery there. Whether buying machinery, hiring workers, or establishing a joint venture with the Australians—Li Luoyou just wanted to get the foundry working sooner, producing more firearms for government troops.

"Please send for Mr. Quark," Li Luoyou instructed.



John Quark, or Quark Qiong, was living very comfortably in the Great Ming. He'd grown tired of staying at the Li family trading house in Macau and had come to mix at Li Luoyou's Guangzhou mansion. From time to time he'd accompany Li Luoyou on free tours around South China. Li Luoyou wanted to keep him close and looked after him meticulously—women and strong liquor, whatever he wanted. This English merchant was so happy he'd forgotten about home.

Quark's mood was good: the Indian cotton cloth he'd shipped in had been stuck in Macau and Guangzhou, unsold for years—until recently when it all suddenly sold out. Though profit margins weren't large, combined it was a tidy sum. And this Boss Li's plans to cast cannon and carriages represented a potentially major deal. He'd dispatched one of his clerks with a personal letter back to England to see if any ironworkers and technicians were willing to come to China. He'd also instructed his clerk to try to "procure the latest specialized foundry machinery."

The prospect of becoming arms supplier to the Chinese army made him somewhat giddy. The Portuguese were already mercenaries for the Emperor. Wouldn't it be even better for the English to be the Emperor's arms dealers—at least they wouldn't be trading their own lives for money.

He'd heard the Tartars had attacked near the capital this time, and government troops had suffered several defeats. He was even secretly pleased. The more pressure on the Emperor and his officials, the easier they'd be to persuade. Quark had learned from Li Luoyou that European firearms had performed well in all the battles, so the more defeats government troops suffered, the greater their desire to purchase new weapons to arm their forces.

Of course, he didn't express such thoughts aloud, only vigorously joining Li Luoyou in cursing "Tartars" and "barbarians."

"Going to Lingao?" Quark was somewhat surprised. Li Luoyou had talked about this for a long time but never acted on it. He himself, as a foreigner unfamiliar with the place—he didn't even know which direction from Guangzhou Lingao lay—naturally couldn't go either.

"That's right. I'm thinking of going in the next few days to have a look." Li Luoyou nodded.

"Excellent! I've long wanted to see this place!" Quark was quite excited. "I want to see how they make those things! And that ship too."

"I want to see as well." Li Luoyou smiled. "Actually, you should be even more interested in them."

"Why?" Quark was puzzled.

"Heh heh, do you know who bought your cotton cloth?"

"It was the Australians?" Now Quark was truly astonished. Indian cotton was cheap enough, but shipping it to China still couldn't compete with local cloth prices. When he'd shipped in those several thousand bolts, they'd sat for years with barely a tenth sold—only those with more distinctive patterns had moved.

He'd originally harbored grand ambitions to sell English woolens in the north, but seeing the situation, he knew woolen cloth was absolutely unsellable.

"Though I have no proof," Li Luoyou nodded, "I'm certain it was them."

"Lingao." Quark said. "Is commerce flourishing there? Or does it have a good harbor?" He suddenly had ideas: since the Australians could settle there long-term, perhaps English merchants could also get a share? After all, no European nation besides the Portuguese had successfully established a stable trade base on China's coast—the Dutch didn't really count as being in the South China Sea proper.

If he could establish trade relations with the Australians, or even establish an English trading post, it would greatly benefit English-China trade, earning himself great merit. If the other side wasn't strong, he could also lure the East India Company to send an expedition to drive them out. The Company would owe him likewise.

Looking at it this way, Lingao was absolutely a must-visit. Even if no business deal materialized, at least he could scout the situation.

"The place is sparsely populated with virtually no commerce." Li Luoyou had no idea this Englishman had already conceived so many schemes. He knew equally little about Lingao himself. In preparing for this trip, he'd had great difficulty finding anyone familiar with Lingao, learning only that it was a typical "remote backwater" within the province.

"As for harbors, there are a few, but they don't count as good ones."

"That's strange. What are the Australians doing in such a place?"

"Heaven is high and the Emperor far away," Li Luoyou said.

"You mean Lingao is a place beyond the Emperor's reach?"

"China is vast. The Emperor has many places he cannot attend to." Li Luoyou said. "But once the Emperor learns of something, he must intervene."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 573 - Hegemony over the Qiongzhou Strait

The decision to depart for Lingao was known only to a few close confidants within the Li household. Li Luoyou reckoned the court would sooner or later send troops against Lingao, so the fewer who knew, the better. Besides Quark, he brought only Gu Baocheng, his personal servant Saoye, and a few capable household attendants.

Though the matter was settled, it was now year's end. The third year of Chongzhen arrived in the blink of an eye. Year-end affairs were tedious—many social obligations to fulfill. After handling all public and private business, the second day of the second month—the "Dragon Raises Its Head" festival—passed before Li Luoyou finally found time to arrange the Lingao trip.

The most convenient way to reach Lingao was of course to take a Gaoguang Shipping Company vessel from Guangzhou. These ships primarily carried cargo but also took passengers, with extremely cheap fares. However, the environment was noisy and uncomfortable, with people and cargo mixed together. Using his own private vessel would be too conspicuous, and the seas were unsafe—if some maritime heroes caught wind and kidnapped him for ransom, that would be troublesome.

While he was pondering this, Saoye reminded him that the Yang Runkaitang firm in Foshan had business dealings with Lingao—why not go through them?

"Does Master still remember? At Mr. Lin's banquet in Foshan last time, there was a Mr. Liu from Lingao at the table—said to be the manager of a pharmacy there. His family seems to be related to Mr. Yang of Yang Runkaitang. Going through this route would be both safe and well-connected—wouldn't that be the best of both worlds?"

At Saoye's reminder, Li Luoyou recalled it too. He immediately ordered his diary brought over. He had a habit of recording everything, large and small. Of course, his diary wasn't about how his mood was bad today, or how so-and-so was a scoundrel, or which concubine needed discipline—such trivial personal matters. Rather, it concerned commercial affairs: what business he'd conducted that day, whom he'd met, what they'd discussed, what new ideas had occurred to him.

This habit he'd learned from Portuguese merchants while doing business in Macau. He found this method helped him not forget things, so he'd developed the practice. No matter how busy each day, he would record it all before sleep.

Flipping through his diary, he found details richer than what Saoye had mentioned. So Runshitang Pharmacy in Lingao was indeed a useful channel.

He then summoned his chief secretary, Advisor Feng, to ask if there was a Runshitang branch locally.

"Runshitang has no branch in Guangdong," Advisor Feng had an excellent memory and knew every shop and person who had ever done business or had contact with Liaohai Trading, "but they have an accounting office in Foshan, specifically handling dealings with Yang Runkaitang for buying and selling medicines. The person in charge is called Liu Benshan."

"If Master wishes to go to Lingao, you could ask Mr. Yang Shiyi to make introductions," Advisor Feng said. "Runshitang in Lingao and Yang Runkaitang in Foshan are branches from the same root—the two proprietors are first cousins."

Though going to Lingao was confidential and the fewer who knew, the better, Yang Shiyi need not be avoided—this man had been involved with Li Luoyou in trading Liaodong goods and had connections to Lingao. He absolutely wouldn't dare speak carelessly outside.

The decision made, he sent another personal servant who handled confidential matters to Foshan to arrange this.

Li Luoyou wanted to go to Lingao; Yang Shiyi naturally wouldn't slight this "god of wealth." He immediately contacted Liu Benshan. Within just a few days, the servant returned from Foshan, saying everything was arranged.

Because the matter was confidential, when Li Luoyou left Guangzhou he only announced he was going to inspect the Foshan branch—as a prominent merchant in Guangzhou, he received visitors daily and couldn't secretly vanish for ten days or half a month. After reaching Foshan, Liu Benshan would arrange his travel to Lingao.

Yang Shiyi showed every courtesy to this god of wealth, specially chartering a double-masted Fujian ship—one that regularly sailed to Lingao. The captain knew the route well. He'd also carefully furnished the cabin. He even wanted to send capable household servants to attend them on the voyage, but Li Luoyou declined—he didn't want to make too much of a show. Yang Shiyi could only send along ample food and wine for the journey.



The voyage passed without incident. This day the weather was fine. Li Luoyou emerged from his cabin to get some air on deck. He saw the waters here were extremely narrow, with green mountains, trees, villages, and estates on both shores clearly visible. Curious, he asked:

"Where are we?"

"We've reached the Qiongzhou Strait. That over there is Leigong Island." The captain looked quite relaxed, pointing to a small island near the shore on the ship's port side. "This is the boundary between Lingao and Chengmai. Past Leigong Island is Lingao County's coast. In less than two hours we'll reach Bopu Harbor."

Li Luoyou nodded. He'd never been to Qiongzhou before and had no conception of this large island. His businesses spanned Guangdong, yet Qiongzhou Prefecture alone he'd never touched. The place was sparsely populated with meager products—besides timber, coconuts, betel nuts, red and white rattan, and such, there were no major exports, and nothing much to sell there either.

What did the Australians rely on to prosper such a remote, desolate little county? Li Luoyou found this intensely interesting.

Quark also emerged from the cabin. He was dressed entirely in Ming Chinese fashion, except for a jet-black square scholar's cap to conceal his hair. But his blue eyes still betrayed his identity.

The captain had seen foreigners before and thought nothing of it.

"God, what beautiful scenery," Quark said. He somewhat greedily breathed the fresh sea air—these past days he hadn't dared show himself, and only now emerged.

"The captain says we'll reach Lingao in a few more hours."

"Really?" Quark said excitedly. "I really want to see the legendary great iron ship."

As they were talking, they spotted a triangular-sailed vessel cutting through the waves near the coast. Li Luoyou immediately realized this wasn't a Chinese ship—you could tell from the hull design and rigging. It looked like a Western sailing ship.

"What kind of ship is that?" He pointed it out to Quark.

"That's a triangular fore-and-aft rigged sloop!" Quark was no less astonished than Li Luoyou. This was a typical triangular-sailed sloop, identical to those he'd seen at his English seaside hometown. But he'd never seen one in Asia—this type of vessel generally only sailed coastal waters and didn't run long-distance trade.

"That's an Australian patrol boat," the captain interjected. "From here on to Lingao is Australian territory."

"The Australians patrol here?" Li Luoyou was somewhat surprised—truly brazen! "The navy doesn't intervene?"

"The navy would need the ability first, wouldn't they? They're only good at demanding money. When they see a few pirates, they run faster than rabbits! Would they dare meddle in Australian affairs?" The captain's words dripped with contempt for government forces. "The Australians patrol here daily. When they encounter pirates, they wipe them out. When ships are in distress, they're willing to rescue them—no hesitation. Since Lingao's patrol boats appeared, the strait has become much safer—pirates don't dare enter."

"That ship—she's sailing beautifully!" Quark exclaimed. "Sailing close to the wind! God!" He shrieked again—the ship had heeled over at an angle that seemed about to capsize.

"The Australians are truly first-rate sailors!" Quark mopped his brow with a large handkerchief. "Even in my homeland they're no better than this."

"They sailed great iron ships across vast oceans to come here—naturally they'd be skilled in seamanship." Li Luoyou watched the triangular-sailed vessel's movements closely. Its speed was swift and agile. The court navy's clumsy, obsolete warships would have trouble even defending themselves without cannon.

The patrol boat gradually drew closer—so close he could see sailors scurrying about on deck, furling and unfurling sails. On the tilting, pitching deck, sailors in blue cloth jackets still moved and worked rapidly. From the mast to both gunwales hung rows of fishing nets—he didn't know their purpose. Everything on deck was orderly, and most conspicuous were the long cylindrical objects wrapped in oilcloth on the fore and aft decks. Probably Australian cannon.

"Quickly raise the flag!" the captain ordered a crewman. Soon a triangular flag was fluttering from the mast. The sloop seemed satisfied; it turned its bow away and departed.

"What does that mean?" Li Luoyou asked with interest.

"This ship of mine is registered at Bopu," the captain said. "So I have a flag. Raising it means I can pass inspection-free and sail directly to Lingao. Unregistered ships may be ordered to heave to for inspection."

"Interesting." Li Luoyou thought the Australians' management was highly systematic—not like merchants' methods at all, more like a government.

"What if you don't stop?" Quark suddenly asked.

"What's this red-haired gentleman saying?" The captain shook his head. "Not stop? Never mind the cannon up there—one shot and even an immortal couldn't take it. Even a volley of muskets would be quite enough. Besides, inspection doesn't take your money or goods—why look for trouble?"

The captain added: "The Australians in Lingao are quite good. Their officers are polite and don't extort money. Recently, ships entering and leaving port pay no duties. Merchants doing business there all speak well of them."

"Tax-free imports and exports—that's to attract merchants to trade there." Quark was quite excited. This suggested the Australians welcomed merchants for trade. His chances of establishing a trading post there were very good!

Though Macau was fine, it was Catholic territory after all. If not for Li Luoyou's protection, he'd have been expelled by the zealots long ago—possibly killed. He knew perfectly well what happened to his countrymen caught smuggling slaves in the Americas by the Spanish. As for Guangdong, he could only stay in the Li family's residences and trading houses, avoiding going out. Life was comfortable enough, but rather boring.

If he could establish a warehouse in Lingao, he could use it as a base to trade with the mainland—buying silk, sugar, and porcelain, storing them in Lingao, then catching a ship back to Surat to resell when the opportunity arose. Once he had more money, he'd simply buy his own ship for shipping. When his resources grew larger, he could negotiate with the Australians to allow an English trading post, bringing more English merchants to trade at Lingao. As trading post agent, his opportunities would be immeasurable...

John Quark's merchant heart beat wildly, as if countless gold coins were glittering before his eyes. He could hardly contain his impatience.

Quark Qiong swallowed and asked: "Are there many people coming to Lingao to trade?"

"Not many at first, but in the last six months or so it's picked up." The captain puffed on his pipe. "You can sell just about anything. Plus you can bring back lots of marketable Lingao goods on the return trip. Coming and going without empty runs, earning double—why wouldn't everyone be willing?"

"I see."

"Are you two gentlemen also here to trade?"

"What makes you say that?" Li Luoyou asked.

"Who'd go to that place if not to trade?" The captain laughed. "Besides, there's this red-haired gentleman. Red-hairs never lift a finger unless there's profit—wherever there's money to be made, they'll walk through mountains of knives and seas of fire. They'd fish coins out of a boiling oil pot."

Quark Qiong laughed heartily, agreeing repeatedly. Mercantilism was fashionable in Europe at the time. To Chinese ears, such words were disparaging; to this Englishman, they were praise.

Li Luoyou found this amusing and chatted with the captain for quite a while, only returning to his cabin when the sea grew rougher.



"Pack up the things—we'll be arriving soon." Li Luoyou instructed Saoye, then frowned. "Where's Baocheng?"

"Reporting to Master," Saoye said carefully, "he's still seasick today. He can't get up from his cabin."

"Such delicacy!" He'd been resting in his cabin since boarding due to seasickness. Li Luoyou thought—it had been five or six days now, and the seasickness still hadn't passed. The young man was about to be married, yet still so frail. As the sole blood descendant of his wife's family, would he have the ability to rebuild the family fortune? Thinking of this, he couldn't help but secretly worry.

While he himself lived, he would naturally do his utmost for Baocheng. But his own health was deteriorating. If something happened to him, never mind Baocheng establishing his own household and reviving the family name—even finding a secure position in the Li family would likely be difficult. Li Luoyou knew several close clansmen in his lineage had complained about him nurturing and promoting an outsider.

Constantly, clan members sent intermediaries to approach his father or other elders, wanting to place their own sons and nephews under him to "learn some skills." And Gu Baocheng's existence repeatedly became evidence of his unwillingness to favor clan members.

"Hmph, useless at work, but every one of them is skilled at grabbing money." In recent years, over a dozen clansmen had come to Guangzhou seeking his patronage. Apart from a few, most were prepared to coast on ancestral connections. That was still manageable. Worse was their aggressive maneuvering—constantly trying to get close to him to "serve," hoping to land some money-handling position as "manager" or "steward."

"We share the same surname Li—if nephew doesn't look after uncle's affairs, who will?"

Li Luoyou had heard this kind of talk until he nearly vomited. Facts proved that clansmen were less reliable than hired outside staff—and when it came to skimming money, they were utterly self-righteous: It's all Li family money, why can't I use it? Li Luoyou was quite helpless against such people, yet couldn't easily send them away. He could only assign them idle positions, keeping them well-fed and comfortable to avoid trouble.

Whenever Li Luoyou thought of these clansmen, he felt vexed. For diversion, he took out a book to read. It was a copy of Shushu Jiuzhang (Mathematical Treatise in Nine Sections)—a work by the Song Dynasty's Qin Jiushao.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 574 - Sights of Bopu

Li Luoyou was quite interested in mathematics. As a youth in Macau, he'd read many European and Arabic works and had developed considerable expertise in geometry and algebra. But outsiders assumed his mathematical enthusiasm was for business accounting—some ignorant people even mocked him, saying Master Li loved money like his life and was afraid his accountants would cheat him, so he learned arithmetic to perfection himself.

Li Luoyou had occasionally heard such remarks. Though not worth arguing about, he secretly smiled bitterly: the vast majority of his countrymen's concept of mathematics still remained at the most elementary level of practical arithmetic. Li Luoyou had widely read works by mathematical masters both Chinese and foreign and had corresponded with contemporary mathematicians, but this subject existed only as amusement within a very small circle. Many considered it useless "clever trickery"; those more complimentary called it "dragon-slaying technique"—impressive but impractical. In terms of applications, only astronomy and calendrical calculation had use for it. Who needed it in daily life?

With Li Luoyou's attainments in algebra and geometry, he could be considered one of the few mathematical talents in this timeline's Ming. But this talent had almost no practical use. In his daily life, he could only use solving geometry and algebra problems as recreation. He couldn't help feeling his talents were wasted.

The content of Shushu Jiuzhang was broadly in the realm of number theory, though not pure mathematical theory—it contained many practical applications, including astronomy and calendrics, surveying, market transactions, tax calculations, and more. It had both theory and practical use. Li Luoyou found it quite interesting.

The more he read, the more absorbed he became. Finally, he spread paper on the table, took out a quill pen, and began working through the practical examples—a habit from his youth when studying under Jesuit missionaries.

He had vertigo; after calculating for a while, he felt somewhat dizzy. He stood and walked around a bit, then simply returned to the deck for fresh air. Just as he emerged from the cabin, he saw Saoye perched on a crate, holding onto the mast and gazing into the distance. Seeing his master emerge, he quickly jumped down to attend him.

"What's there to see?" Li Luoyou was puzzled. "No proper behavior."

"Yes," Saoye said respectfully. "Master is right to scold. This servant was watching the salt boats."



Li Luoyou looked and saw a fleet of vessels sailing on the ship's port side. These were all small to medium-sized vessels—double-masted Fujian ships, Guangdong ships, rice boats, tow-wind boats, and such. The hull types varied, but each ship's bow was painted with white characters: "Lin Yun," followed by Arabic numerals!

Li Luoyou was startled. He recognized Arabic numerals and sometimes used them when keeping his private accounts. But his case was exceptional; seeing them painted directly on ship hulls was a first.

"Are these Lingao ships?"

"That's right. Salt transport boats from Ma Niao." The captain said. "Ma Niao Port is right over here. There's a salt field."

At this explanation, Li Luoyou had a vague recollection: there was indeed an official salt field here, under the Haibei Salt Commissioner.

"Where is all this salt being transported?"

"To Bopu, of course," the captain said.

The Australians were smuggling salt! Li Luoyou thought. He watched the salt fleet—about ten vessels sailing in formation, each riding deep in the water, apparently carrying substantial quantities of sea salt. Such brazen salt smuggling—these people were bold indeed!

The fleet maintained orderly formation, sailing single-file one after another. The sailors wore the same blue jackets as those on the patrol boat; some carried long muskets on their backs, standing guard on both sides of the gunwales. Li Luoyou counted silently—each ship had at least four armed men. Several ships had strange devices mounted on their deckhouses—a round European goblet-style base supporting a long black box, with two sailors behind it holding it in place. He didn't know its purpose. Li Luoyou guessed it might be some kind of Australian cannon—given their reputation for formidable firearms, having weapons unknown to either Ming or European wasn't surprising.

With such a show of force, no wonder the authorities could only play deaf and dumb. Salt-smuggling enforcement traditionally caught the small and let the big go. Those caught and punished were only small peddlers with a few catties or tens of catties; catching one with several shi was already considered a major case. The truly big smugglers moving tens or hundreds were untouchable—not only because salt smugglers were fierce and willing to fight to the death, but also because such trade often involved gentry backing.

With the Australians so brazen, who were the gentry behind them? Gao Ju could be counted as one of their patrons. And Master Gao was connected to Eunuch Yang in the capital...

But even Eunuch Yang probably wouldn't dare support their antics to this extent. The Australians were clearly not so simple.

The salt fleet gradually fell behind. Li Luoyou gazed at Ma Niao Port; the salt fields along the coast glittered brilliantly in the sunlight. Among the salt fields stood windmills, their great vanes slowly rotating in the wind. These massive water-lifting windmills had become a signature feature of the Ma Niao coast.

"Very like the Netherlands' scenery," Quark commented.

"What are these windmills for?" Li Luoyou asked.

"I think they should be for lifting water," Quark said. "Otherwise I can't imagine what use they'd have."

"If it's for lifting water, why raise seawater?" Li Luoyou observed. "Why not just dig a channel to bring seawater into the salt pans?"

At that moment, the wind pushed the ship slightly closer to the coast. They could see that beside the windmills were wooden elevated platforms. The tops of these platforms had rows of channels filled with bamboo strips—densely packed but very orderly.

Li Luoyou watched closely, though the distance was still too great. He could just make out that the windmills were indeed lifting water, which was continuously poured onto the platforms and flowed down.

Li Luoyou's concept of salt-making came entirely from books. He knew roughly that salt-making first required making brine, then producing salt through boiling or sun-evaporation. After watching for a while, he still couldn't understand what they were doing.

Quark naturally didn't understand either. There was much more he didn't understand—for instance, inland, billowing black smoke rose into the clear sky. Was something on fire somewhere?

"It's like that every day," the captain said, perceiving the passengers' puzzlement. "This kind of black smoke is everywhere in Lingao. It all comes from brick chimneys taller than trees. I don't know what they're burning furnaces for every day."



The ship soon reached Bopu Harbor, docking at Linggao Point pier. The natural stone breakwater had been improved, with over a dozen wooden jetties extending into the bay, serving as Bopu's passenger and cargo docks. Small to medium vessels could dock directly at the jetties to disembark passengers and load or unload cargo.

Li Luoyou stood on deck, looking at this suddenly prosperous Bopu Harbor—a port he'd never even heard of before. The bay was full of ships, but they were arranged very neatly, one after another alongside the jetties. He noticed that though the water area wasn't large, ship berths were clearly zoned, marked by colored floats on the water. Ships entering and leaving the port each had their own lanes. Everything looked orderly.

"That's the great iron ship." The captain pointed across the bay, like an enthusiastic tour guide.

Indeed it was huge! Li Luoyou gasped. This ship's height rivaled Guangzhou's city walls—no, it was probably taller than the walls. As for volume, it was immense beyond measure. If it carried cargo, how much could it hold? Even 100,000 shi of goods probably couldn't fill its hold.

The Fengcheng completely exceeded his comprehension. Li Luoyou's first thought was that this couldn't be made by humans.

"God!" Quark spoke his mind for him. "Only the Devil could build such a thing!"

Li Luoyou nodded. He thought of what the captain had said about chimneys spewing black smoke everywhere in Lingao. Could these Australians be Devil worshippers, conducting secret black magic here to increase their power?

His heart grew wary. He touched his crucifix and silently recited the Rosary.

"The largest ship England can build isn't a tenth of that!" Quark continued. "Incredible! Humans couldn't possibly build such a giant ship." He quickly crossed himself.

"God protect us." Li Luoyou couldn't help worrying about the state of his soul.

"Heh heh, quite frightening, isn't it?" The captain had apparently long grown accustomed to such reactions and seemed rather pleased. "This ship is made of iron, too, can you believe it? Tsk tsk, a tiny iron nail thrown in water sinks to the bottom, yet they make a ship this big that floats on the sea!"

Quark was still asking if it was really iron, if anyone had gone aboard to see. Li Luoyou said nothing. Whether it was iron no longer mattered to him—a ship this size would be astonishing even if made of wood. He shook his head, even feeling a twinge of regret about his decision to come to Lingao—he increasingly suspected the Australians were Devil worshippers, or at least practitioners of some forbidden fallen arts.

Quark, however, was unconcerned, eagerly looking around. On the embankment, two parallel black iron rails were laid. Flatbed carts were pushed along them by human power, their iron wheels making rumbling sounds on the rails. The carts seemed able to carry very heavy loads. Quark watched as two or three people pushed fully loaded flatcars rapidly along; some were box-type, piled with black coal.

"What a good idea," Quark thought. This method could move heavy cargo with little effort. If horses were used for traction, efficiency would be even better. But China seemed severely short of horses—using human power was understandable.

Li Luoyou's gaze, however, was drawn to a series of tall towers on the embankment. The towers varied in height, but even the shortest was at least two zhang tall. All were built on stone circular platforms using iron bars and sturdy timber. From the tops of the towers, long arms extended obliquely into the air, with black ropes hanging from the arm tips.

Such towers were everywhere around Bopu Harbor. Across the bay, at what was said to be the shipyard, they were especially concentrated.



"Attention! Attention!" Someone on the embankment was blowing a whistle and shouting. "Berth 15 beginning loading!"

With a rumbling sound, a long line of flatcars rolled along the track. Li Luoyou and Quark both started—this train of track cars wasn't being pushed by human power.

Not only no human power, but no horses, mules, donkeys, oxen, or any other draft animal they could think of. The flatcars had no sails either. This long train of flatcars simply came along on its own, rumbling as it went.

If anything was pulling the cars, it should be the first car, which carried a black iron device about half a table in size, plus a round iron drum-shaped thing. This black iron drum had a large wooden sign hanging on it, painted in red with four large characters: "Strictly No Fire," along with a flame illustration.

Beside this strange contraption sat a driver, his face blackened with soot, his clothes stained so nothing of their original color could be seen. Around his neck hung a white towel gone gray. This man gripped iron levers, constantly pushing and pulling, occasionally shouting something to people on the embankment.

"I've heard Australian ships can sail without sails or oars—these carts must be the same," Li Luoyou said quietly.

Quark Qiong watched for a while, his face showing an expression of horror: "The Devil!"

The flatcars stopped. At the sound of whistles, several people in blue cloth jackets jumped down from the rear flatcars. Li Luoyou noticed everyone here wore these short blue jackets—some with belts at the waist, some without. The common feature was that they all wore some kind of woven headgear, probably rattan helmets. Li Luoyou couldn't understand the purpose of these helmets. Had the Australians learned from the Southern Barbarians in Romance of the Three Kingdoms and started training rattan-armored troops?

These men climbed into a circular cage beneath one of the towers. They ran rapidly inside the cage, making it rotate. The long arm on the tower rose with it. Then the others pushed with all their might, swinging the tower toward the flatcars. One person continuously blew a whistle and waved two small flags, one red and one green. Li Luoyou watched for a while and understood—this was directing the men on the rotating drum which way to turn. Under his direction, the arm slowly extended over the first flatcar and lowered a huge iron hook. The men on the flatcar hooked it onto some rope netting on the car and quickly jumped off. At the sound of whistles, the men in the cage began running again, and the crane's head began to rise.

What had seemed like a pile of rope netting was actually a net bag filled with many hemp and straw sacks.

"A squirrel-cage crane!" Quark recognized the device. Such things were also used in Europe, though quite cumbersome and requiring many men. This squirrel-cage crane looked much simpler and lighter—probably an Australian improvement.

The arm began moving toward the ship. On deck, another person was blowing a whistle and waving two small flags. The arm moved over the ship's deck, the cables slowly loosened, and the net bag landed safely on deck.

Next, the crane lifted cargo from another flatcar. This time it wasn't a net bag but a wooden pallet, neatly stacked with crates, the crates securely wrapped in netting.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 575 - Customs

Compared to contemporary European squirrel-cage cranes, the Lingao version used a gearbox and cam controller, both increasing output efficiency and preventing sudden reversal that could cause injury or death.

This twenty-first-century technology-improved squirrel cage was far superior in both efficiency and safety to anything Quark Qiong had seen before. Even for a trader like Quark with little engineering knowledge, the advantages of this loading system were obvious: a full flatcar of goods was loaded in just a few minutes, using fewer than ten people total. With manual carrying, it would take one or two hours.

Quark Qiong's deepest impression since arriving in Ming was that the Ming rarely used animal power or machinery, with a tendency to overuse human labor. He'd discussed this with Li Luoyou, who explained that while machinery was certainly convenient, each machine displaced many workers, invisibly robbing them of their livelihood.

"Even if it's just a bitter bowl of rice, people still need to eat, don't they?" Li Luoyou had looked down on this red-haired foreigner for not understanding statecraft.

Li Luoyou was interested in machines—he often inquired about such things from European missionaries and merchants and even ordered books. Yet he greatly resisted their practical application. This made Quark somewhat unable to understand his logic, though the extreme cheapness of Ming labor did leave a deep impression. Especially the workers in Li Luoyou's establishments—by Quark's standards, their wages were unimaginably low.

No wonder his repeated suggestions that Li Luoyou introduce certain English machines for his enterprises were always refused. And Li Luoyou even justified his refusal as "doing good," because using machines meant dismissing surplus workers and ruining their livelihoods.

Was it really doing good, or was it because human labor was so cheap that this great merchant refused to use machines? Quark thought it was probably both.

This great merchant only welcomed one type of machine without hesitation—those for tasks that humans simply couldn't do. For example, machinery for casting cannon.



At this moment, this great merchant was watching the loading operations intently. Even his earlier fear was gradually fading. Flatcars and box cars ran back and forth on the tracks—some pushed by human power, some arranged in trains that moved on their own. Some cargo was transported to berths for loading onto ships; other cargo was unloaded from ships. Tower cranes continuously rotated and lifted; cargo flowed constantly. The speed and frequency dazzled Li Luoyou.

All kinds of goods were being transported. Exports from Lingao were all well-packaged—either uniform-sized crates, or neat grass bags and bundles, or sealed rattan baskets and bamboo containers. Some were straw-rope-wrapped jars. They bore various markings and symbols. Li Luoyou could just make out some boxes marked "Fragile" and "Handle with Care."

Imports were less uniform, far more varied: some was husked rice and unhulled grain; some was sugar; some was timber beams. Some flatcars carried Guangdong pig iron—he'd been having his men stockpile pig iron as raw material for casting cannon recently and had familiarized himself with the material's forms and standards. He'd always wondered why pig iron was in such tight supply. Now, seeing the mountains of iron ingots and bars piled on those flatcars, he understood why a formerly worthless commodity had risen so much in price—the Australians' iron purchases far exceeded his own scale.

What did Australia need so much pig iron for? Li Luoyou was puzzled. The various Australian goods they sold rarely required large amounts of iron. This iron, once imported, was surely being stockpiled.

Could they be forging weapons and plotting rebellion? Li Luoyou shivered.

But even more was the black coal—most of the box cars were loaded with pitch-black coal. The Australians' demand for pig iron and coal seemed staggeringly huge.

The captain advised: "Gentlemen, after disembarking you'll still need to clear customs and show your passes. You'd better hurry and pack your luggage to go ashore."



Li Luoyou had originally expected Runshitang to send someone to welcome him at the dock, so he'd waited on deck for quite a while. Watching as passengers from nearby ships had all departed and still no one came to receive him, he could only tell his attendants to prepare to disembark.

As a great master, Li Luoyou naturally had servants to manage everything. In no time, the servants had bundled up his luggage. With this Master Li surrounded and attended, the entourage grandly disembarked.

Besides the iron-railed track, the embankment also had pedestrian paths. These roads were paved with some unknown material—gray, hard, smooth, and level. Signs stood on both sides reading "Keep Right." Not just signs—white arrows were painted directly on the road surface: "Going" on one side, "Coming" on the other.

Li Luoyou's party followed the arrows, keeping to the right. At the embankment's end stood a long building, square-shaped, with a clock tower in the center resembling a European church, though no bronze bell hung above—only a large circular opening covered by wooden boards.

This building was strange; strangest of all was its many doors. In front was a large open courtyard, currently uncrowded and rather empty. Large signs stood in the courtyard reading "Local," "Long-term Valid," "Short-term Valid," "Temporary," "Customs Declaration," "Quarantine Registration," "Refugees," "Green Channel"...

Li Luoyou, newly arrived, didn't know what these meant. Quark was equally baffled. While they hesitated, someone in a blue button-front short jacket approached:

"First time visiting Lingao?" The man spoke impeccable Mandarin. Li Luoyou noticed a cloth tag pinned to his chest, reading "Customs" in neat official script.

So this was the Australian customs. But customs' main function was collecting taxes. Since the Australians weren't collecting taxes, what purpose did these "customs" officials serve?

"Indeed," Saoye quickly stepped forward to answer.

"Are you carrying any goods?"

"No goods."

"Please use the Temporary channel." The man pointed the way.

Li Luoyou had expected Quark's presence might cause some trouble. But the official seemed uninterested in foreigners.

Saoye went through the channel first to investigate, then returned: "Master! There's queuing for processing inside. Please rest here a moment and let this servant handle it."

"Go ahead." Li Luoyou gave the order and chose a spot with a sun awning. His servants quickly unfolded two folding stools for the master and Quark to sit. Then someone poured tea from a white bronze pot wrapped in blue satin, and someone else offered hand towels. Quark had a snuff habit; his snuffbox was immediately presented.

This display drew stares from everyone in the courtyard. Li Luoyou, accustomed to such treatment, saw nothing amiss. But the accompanying Advisor Han coughed quietly and murmured: "Master, isn't this rather... conspicuous—"

"No matter." Li Luoyou thought the purpose of this visit was precisely to make contact with the Australians—otherwise why would he have gone through Yang Shiyi? By now the Australians probably already knew of his arrival.

Li Luoyou sipped hot tea and surveyed his surroundings. Everything was extremely clean. People of all sorts came and went, each going their own way, attending to their own business. Whenever anyone hesitated or looked uncertain, someone in a blue jacket would come forward to offer guidance. Everything appeared orderly.

Li Luoyou was nodding to himself, fanning himself with a folding fan inscribed by Zhu Zhishan, when his gaze swept to one side and his hand trembled. On one side of the courtyard stood three more buildings. At the entrance stood a wooden sign bearing a line of incongruous bold characters: "Great Ming Lingao County Bopu Patrol Inspector's Office." Never mind that the sign's format completely violated Ming protocol—the very fact that a Ming Patrol Inspector's Office stood right beside the Australians' brazen customs building was rather ridiculous.

This Patrol Inspector's Office actually had a soldier in official uniform standing guard at the door with a staff, looking quite proper. Only his monk-like cropped hair revealed he was actually a "cropped one"—or what might be called a "false crop."

These Australians were certainly interesting. Just as he was thinking this, Saoye came running over and dropped to one knee in salute: "Reporting to Master, the officer over there insists you personally come to fill out some form. This servant argued for quite a while but couldn't persuade him—"

"When in Rome, do as the Romans do." Li Luoyou folded his fan and stood. "Let's go meet them and see."



Inside the building was a long counter. Behind it sat several people wearing "Customs" cloth tags. Li Luoyou noticed they were all very young—twenty at most. Each had a stack of white paper before them, European-style dipping inkwells, and Chinese-style writing implements.

"This is our master," Saoye announced with full authority.

The clerk looked up to study him:

"Forms need to be filled out. Can you read?"

No pleasantries, never mind the honorific "master." Just as Saoye was about to scold him, Li Luoyou nodded: "I know a few characters."

"Excellent, fill it out yourself then." He handed over a sheet of white paper. "Pen and ink are available here."

Li Luoyou took it and looked. The white paper already had many phrases pre-printed in grid format—name, year of birth, and various other details. It resembled an inn's guest register, but far more detailed.

After some thought, he picked up a pen and began filling it out. Li Luoyou was using an alias for this Lingao visit—You Shucheng. He wrote this name, listed his occupation as "traveling merchant," residence as Foshan, and purpose of visit also as "traveling merchant."

Finally came the number, names, and genders of accompanying servants. Li Luoyou filled everything in and handed it over. The clerk glanced through it and stamped it with a seal.

"Press a fingerprint." The clerk pushed over a box of red ink paste.

Li Luoyou had pressed fingerprints on contracts back when his business was smaller—a common commercial practice. He hadn't expected the Australians in Lingao to use this method too.

The form was then passed to the person beside him.

This person verified it, then took a card from a drawer—made of thick, stiff paper, about half the size of a book. The clerk tore a long strip from the form Li Luoyou had filled out and pasted it onto the card. Then, using a bamboo-handled iron-nibbed dipping pen, he began writing something.

"You must carry this card at all times during your stay in Lingao," the clerk said. "The card is valid for thirty days. Return it when you leave Lingao. If you wish to stay beyond this period, you must re-register at this office or the local police station before expiration to receive a new card."

He emphasized his words to convey their importance: "...The card is very important. Don't lose it under any circumstances. If it's lost or damaged, report it immediately!"

Li Luoyou took it and looked. The back of the card read "Temporary Visa," with the torn strip pasted below. It was a rectangular pattern of thick and thin black lines, with a row of Arabic numerals beneath it.

The front, besides his registered name, origin, and occupation, showed "Date of Issue," with a line at the bottom: "Valid for thirty days from date of issue."

Li Luoyou noticed that not only he but also Advisor Han, Saoye, and even every servant had all gone through the same process and received identical cards. Those who couldn't read had the clerk fill in for them.



After receiving their documents, Li Luoyou's traveling party proceeded along the counter. Behind this section sat several young women in long blue cloth gowns. They wore cloth caps shaped like wontons, and their gowns were quite form-fitting—they looked quite attractive. Their chest tags read "Quarantine."

Behind these women stood four or five men and women in black short jackets with belts at the waist, wearing disk-shaped caps. Their chest tags read "Police"—Li Luoyou understood these small cloth patches indicated their assignments.

A woman took Li Luoyou's card, looked at it, and called out: "Foshan!"

A woman behind her immediately flipped through a large ledger. After a moment she called back loudly: "No epidemic in Foshan in the past ninety days."

The woman then asked Li Luoyou a series of questions: Had he had a fever recently? Any coughing? She also carefully examined his complexion. This made the gentleman feel quite uncomfortable—normally women either looked at him with fearful awe or shyly lowered their eyes.

"Have you had any illness recently?"

After receiving a negative answer, the woman called out "Passed!" and stamped his card. Li Luoyou looked closely—the stamp was blue, with four characters: "Quarantine Cleared."

Next was Quark. The same questions were asked. Then Li Luoyou suddenly heard: "Have you ever had syphilis?"

"God as my witness, no!" Quark denied emphatically.

"Gonorrhea?"

"No!"

"Please step inside for a moment," the woman said.

"Why?" Quark sensed something was wrong. "I'm not sick. I'm perfectly healthy!"

"It will only take a moment." The woman was unyielding. Several burly men with clubs behind her moved closer.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 576 - The Main Road

Quark Qiong emerged from the small room with a face flushed crimson. It was quite a while before he told Li Luoyou what had happened inside: he'd been semi-forcibly stripped of his trousers, then made to lie on an iron bed, whereupon several women with faces covered by white cloth masks—showing only their eyes—came and scrubbed him from front to back below with brushes dipped in medicinal solution.

Then his freshly cleaned and disinfected parts were carefully examined by multiple observers for several minutes, and probed with cold, pincer-like instruments. Quark silently lamented his fate, but the burly men beside him made him dare not resist.

He then heard people discussing that his body hair was too thick to see clearly, followed by debate about whether to shave him. Quark was horrified—he wasn't a woman! If his nether regions were shaved and anyone found out, he'd be a laughingstock for life.

He pleaded desperately in Mandarin and Cantonese, saying he was willing to give up everything if they would just not do this shameful thing to him. In the end—whether due to his pleading or because they decided it was unnecessary—he barely escaped this ordeal.

"...For days after I got back from Lingao, I still had that medicinal smell on me," Quark said helplessly. "These Australians are truly strange people!"

But at the moment, his face was stony as he followed Li Luoyou out of customs in silence.



Outside customs was another cobblestone paved courtyard. As the group was looking around, a young man in a blue servant's coat came hurrying over:

"Excuse me, might this be Master You from Foshan?"

"Indeed, this is our master." Saoye nodded.

"Greetings to Master You." The man immediately dropped to the ground and kowtowed. "This humble servant is from the household of Master Yang Shixiang of Lingao Runshitang. I've been specially sent by our master to welcome you."

"Please lead the way."

The man quickly rose and led them forward. At the courtyard's edge ran a broad road, with many signs posted along it. They bore what appeared to be place names—County Town, Ma Niao, Bairren, and several others. Under each sign gathered groups of villager-looking folk carrying shoulder poles and baskets, waiting. Among them were also "cropped ones" wearing the Australians' trademark short jackets.

Everyone found this interesting. Suddenly from a row of buildings at the road's head came the sound of whistles, and a four-wheeled cart pulled by four oxen slowly appeared on the road. The ox-cart was a long box shape, quite tall, with each wheel reaching shoulder height. Two drivers sat at the front, a sign reading "Bairren" hanging from the front of the cart.

"Passengers, attention! Passengers, attention! The scheduled cart to Bairren is now arriving! Please step back behind the safety line and queue for boarding!"

A man in a blue cloth jacket came out, holding a tin funnel to his mouth as he shouted. He also blew a whistle from time to time.

The ox-cart slowly pulled up to the Bairren sign and stopped. The waiting crowd stirred, pushing and shoving toward the cart. The man with the tin funnel kept shouting: "Don't push! Don't push!"

But clearly his shouting had little effect; everyone wanted to squeeze to the front. To the front for what? Was the ox-cart giving away money or rice?

Then several people wearing conical hats and carrying short clubs at their waists appeared in the courtyard. They waved their clubs and shouted, and order gradually returned as people began to form a line. Clearly the locals were quite afraid of these "police" with their conical hats and short clubs—probably Lingao's version of "runners."

The driver climbed down and lowered folding iron step ladders. The queuing passengers began boarding the ox-cart one by one, seating themselves along both sides of the carriage. Then the driver raised a simple sun awning. Those with shoulder poles and baskets used the iron rings and ropes on the carriage's outer walls to secure their goods outside. This ox-cart now looked quite odd, covered in external attachments.



Li Luoyou's party naturally had no need for public transportation. Runshitang had prepared two sedan chairs and four or five wheelbarrows in advance. The master rode in the sedan chair; servants loaded the luggage onto the carts and walked alongside.

Lingao's climate was hot; though it was only late February, the weather was already somewhat sultry. Runshitang had prepared bamboo strip cool-chairs—both breezy and good for sightseeing. Li Luoyou sat upright in the chair. The road to the county town was level as a grindstone, entirely paved with black gravel, extremely compact. Vehicles he saw along the way traveled on it smoothly and quickly. Li Luoyou, who had suffered greatly from the mule carts up north, couldn't help sighing to himself—even the imperial boulevard in the capital probably wasn't as smooth as this road.

The road's center was marked with white lines. Every li or so there was an arrow indicating direction. Signs stood everywhere along the roadside, some with words and some with symbols—Li Luoyou could barely take them all in.

What he admired most were the clear directional signs at every crossroads, telling you where each road led—not just the destination, but intermediate place names and distances. Clear and comprehensible at a glance.

He called Saoye to bring over the Yang family servant who had come to receive them.

"What do all these road markings mean?"

"They're traffic signs." The Yang family servant explained each symbol and label one by one.

"Truly meticulous." Li Luoyou commented. "This is the Australians' work?"

"Yes, this road was also built the Australian way. The labor and materials expended are beyond counting."

Even someone with no engineering experience like Li Luoyou knew the road's cost must be immense. Though he didn't know what the black road surface material was made of or how it was laid, the roadbed had drainage ditches with perforated covers on both sides; roadside trees—though only tea-cup thick—were carefully maintained, each trunk propped with supports; resting pavilions for travelers and livestock with water troughs and wells; watchtowers every two li... All told, this road must have cost several times more than an ordinary road.

"Such massive construction—the people of Lingao must be suffering greatly."

"Reporting to Master, not at all." The servant smiled. "How many people does Lingao have? Round them all up and there still wouldn't be enough for road work." He pointed to a large pile of gravel and sand on the road's right side. "Just this river project alone has several thousand workers. They're all laborers the Australian masters brought in themselves."

"Where do the laborers come from?"

"Shipped from the mainland. Every few days, several boatloads of people arrive in Lingao," the servant said.

"Shipped from the mainland? Must be refugees."

"Yes. When they arrive, they look neither human nor ghost. First they have to spend two months in the big barracks at Bopu, getting nursed back to health before they're fit to work." The servant smiled. "We all say: this isn't like hiring workers at all—it's more like doing charity. The Australian masters are truly wonderful to the poor."

This was unpleasant to hear. Li Luoyou gave an indifferent snort. The servant knew his master was displeased and said no more, just walking alongside the sedan chair.



Though they couldn't see the work sites from the road, the endless piles of gravel, yellow sand, and excavated soil along the roadside suggested a massive project. Ox-carts fully loaded with bricks, timber, bundles of thin bamboo strips, and many sacks waited in neat rows by the roadside to unload. Some sacks had torn edges, spilling gray powder.

The squirrel-cage cranes he'd seen at the harbor were here too, standing in rows. Strange though—no one was running inside them now. Instead, black iron machines puffed and wheezed, belching white steam and black smoke. Iron wheels of various sizes spun rapidly, making clanking sounds. Several men blackened by coal smoke attended these devices, constantly shoveling coal into them.

From time to time, blue-clad workers in rattan helmets passed by carrying tools and pushing carts. They were covered in mud and dust, but looked energetic—each one robust and dark-skinned. Occasionally they'd sing songs about "...strength..." To Li Luoyou, accustomed to gentle crooning, this sounded like howling, though it was indeed quite stirring and inspiring.

The laborers were very disciplined. Someone waved red and green flags to direct work, but there were no whip-wielding overseers. Everyone seemed to know what they should be doing. The entire work site appeared orderly.

Li Luoyou watched this riverside construction and couldn't help clicking his tongue. River management on this scale—how much manpower and resources must Lingao be investing? Never mind the road construction and buildings... The Australians had really invested heavily here!

If so, cooperation with the Australians was worth discussing. Li Luoyou reasoned: regardless of where the Australians came from, how good their goods were, or how capable they seemed, the fundamental point was their ability to protect themselves. If they couldn't protect themselves, sooner or later they'd be driven out or destroyed by either government troops or sea lords. Cooperation would hold little benefit for him.

Only if they could guarantee their continued presence in Lingao was cooperation possible—just like his main partners, the Portuguese.

Now it seemed the Australians' investment in Lingao was enormous. With such massive investment, they must have both the ability and determination to defend their property. With these two points established, Li Luoyou could discuss deeper cooperation with the Australians.



Li Luoyou's party soon reached the county town. Along the way, he'd seen enough of the ugly buildings the Australians had constructed. "Ugly" wasn't because the buildings weren't solid or well-built, but because they were all built to standard geometric specifications with almost no curves visible. All buildings had no decoration beyond whitewashing; many were identical in form, proportion, and dimensions. The Australians' architecture's main feature was practicality and sturdiness. There were many multi-story buildings—not just two floors, but three, four, even five or six stories. Li Luoyou couldn't understand why—Lingao had plenty of wasteland. Following the main road, many areas had not just no villages but not even cultivated fields, just wild grassland—why would the Australians use such land-saving methods?

As the county town walls came into view, not far from the city gate stood a circular fortress-style building.

Around the fortress were expansive farmlands—some with lush green rice seedlings already planted, some covered with golden rapeseed flowers, some with rows of various vegetables, and some with unknown green crops. The growth was excellent, far more orderly and flourishing than the farms along the road. Li Luoyou nodded to himself silently. This place—

As the sedan chair passed, he noticed the fortress gate was open. Several women sat there, some mending clothes, some holding children and chatting—a scene of peace. But on the gatehouse, armed men stood guard with long spears.

"What is this place?"

"Reporting to Master, it's Xuetian Manor."

"Xuetian Manor?"

"Yes, inside live the long-term workers and their families who farm the school lands." The servant said. "All around are Lingao's school lands."

"These school lands are well tended!"

"They were contracted to the Australians' Tiandihui for cultivation."

"The Australians know how to farm too?!" Li Luoyou was even more surprised. Outside reports only said they were "skilled in techniques" and "capable craftsmen," making all sorts of ingenious things. He hadn't expected they could farm too! This was astonishing news indeed.

"That's right," the servant pointed out. "This area of school lands used to yield barely one in ten. Only after Tiandihui took over the contract did it become like this. What you don't know, Master, is that just the preparation before planting was enough to astound anyone."

He went on with great interest to describe how the Australians turned and leveled the fields, how they dug ditches, how they used over a dozen oxen to pull iron frames through the fields for cultivation, how they brought cartloads of charcoal and lime to spread on the land...

Li Luoyou listened carefully, increasingly feeling the Australians' intentions differed from the Europeans'. Europeans, regardless of nationality, came to Ming primarily interested in trade and commerce, or simply raiding and plundering. He'd never heard of any being interested in farming. Of course, their lack of interest was understandable—Ming was neither their homeland nor a colony for settlement.

The Australians here were recruiting refugees, building roads and cities, dredging rivers, establishing farms... Though Li Luoyou hadn't read much history, he knew such activities far exceeded a maritime merchant's needs. The Portuguese occupied Macau merely seeking a temporary anchorage; the Australians were building a "little Australia" here!

He suddenly thought: could this be another Jurchen situation?

Thinking this way, cooperation with the Australians required extreme caution.

With such complex feelings, Li Luoyou's sedan chair arrived at the city gate. Four or five militiamen with long spears stood guard. It seemed the county town was still Ming territory. But when he noticed the militiamen's monk-like short hair, he knew this "Ming territory" was merely a facade.

"Present your documents!"

Now Li Luoyou knew what the card was called—a "document." Saoye handed over everyone's documents, along with a prepared courtesy: a red envelope with two qian of silver.

"Something for the brothers to have tea with."

"No need." The sentry politely returned the red envelope. Saoye was stunned—this was two qian of silver! For four militiamen, this would be a substantial gratuity. Was it too little?

The sentry simply took the documents and examined each one, then checked the luggage on the carts. Finally he waved his hand: "Enter the city."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 577 - Operation Willow

Saoye had never encountered officials who refused money. The shock left him so stunned that he forgot to signal the sedan chair bearers to resume. Advisor Han quickly issued the order, and only then did the party finally set off again.

Once the sedan chair passed through the city gates, the county town revealed few overt traces of Australian presence. Yet a discerning eye could detect their handiwork everywhere: the main street had been freshly paved and leveled, and drainage channels were still being dug along both sides.

What surprised Li Luoyou most was the remarkable cleanliness. Not only were there no stagnant muddy pools or scattered garbage, but even the usual urine and excrement that accumulated in wall corners—unavoidable even in Guangzhou—were entirely absent. To find such standards in a remote backwater like Lingao was extraordinary.

The shops lining the street were few—a handful of general stores, teahouses, and the like. Though modest in size, their frontages were neat and spotless. Li Luoyou could tell these buildings had been recently renovated: walls not merely whitewashed but brickwork properly repaired.

The county town seemed rather deserted, yet the atmosphere was peaceful and calm. Li Luoyou found himself wondering: how did Lingao's county magistrate coexist with these Australians? Could he truly be cowering in his yamen, playing deaf and dumb? Such composure would be quite impressive.

Lingao's county town was small. After barely two or three hundred paces, the sedan chair turned onto a cross street and arrived at Runshitang's premises. Rather than entering through the main gate, it turned the corner through a side entrance and was carried directly to the second reception hall, where stewards and servants stood waiting.

The carrying poles were removed, the armrests taken down, and Saoye hurried forward to lift the sedan curtain.

"Greetings to Master." The receiving stewards and servants immediately kowtowed.

Li Luoyou observed that Runshitang was quite substantial, and the servants conducted themselves with the proper manner of a great household. This pleased him somewhat. The complete absence of hierarchy among the Australians' staff had irritated him greatly.



Li Luoyou's arrival had already been reported to the Executive Committee by Liu San. This merchant's basic information had been added to the intelligence department's files after Liu San's visit to Foshan, later upgraded in priority due to his large-scale iron purchases across Guangdong. However, Li Luoyou's file remained fairly sparse. Beyond the stations in Guangzhou and Leizhou, the transmigrator collective had no intelligence sources on the mainland.

After the External Intelligence Bureau was established, they conducted supplementary investigations of important native figures whose files dated from the Intelligence Committee era. Li Luoyou was among them. The Guangzhou Station collected considerable material about him from various public sources, and gradually his profile came into focus.

The External Intelligence Bureau didn't know the precise depth of Li Luoyou's relationship with the Later Jin, but they knew at minimum that he maintained trade relations with Later Jin-controlled territories—and that these relations were far from superficial.

"Consider, everyone, what does this Li Luoyou sell?" Yu Eshui said. "Liaodong goods. Especially ginseng. Anyone who can trade ginseng must have influence within the Later Jin regime."

After Nurhachi raised his banner, the Later Jin placed extreme importance on ginseng as a medicinal material, even establishing a special official—the Wor-huo-da Zhang-jing—specifically to manage ginseng collection, storage, and sales. It was their primary export for purchasing goods from within the passes, its importance comparable to oil for Gulf states.

For Li Luoyou to trade ginseng, he must not only possess certain connections within the Later Jin but also be colluding with military families at the various Liaodong border garrisons. Otherwise, with the court's ban on Liaodong trade, he could not possibly transport goods back and forth over such vast distances.

In other words, gaining Li Luoyou's cooperation would be equivalent to opening a Hainan-Liaodong trade route. Trade and intelligence networks could thereby be established.

Moreover, Li Luoyou wasn't merely an adventurous Liaodong trader—he also possessed extensive commercial networks within the passes. The transmigrator collective could leverage his connections to establish their own intelligence and commercial networks.

Previously, the collective had refrained from expanding their mainland networks. Manpower shortage was one factor, but lack of local contacts and unfamiliarity with the territory were equally problematic. Ancient local societies were remarkably closed; without introductions and protection from local connections, outsiders found it extremely difficult to establish themselves. Though Gao Ju's influence was extensive, beyond Guangdong he was only useful in the capital—elsewhere he counted for nothing.

They weren't in a hurry to reach the capital, but Jiangnan was a region the transmigrator collective urgently wanted to penetrate. In their future plans, Jiangnan would serve as their primary market for selling goods and procuring materials.

Jiangnan's rice, cloth, and silk in particular were trade commodities the collective coveted, and the region's flourishing commerce provided an ideal market for their financial services.

Thus, while Li Luoyou was still in Foshan awaiting departure, Lingao's various departments had already begun mobilizing.

Though they didn't yet fully understand his purpose, Li Luoyou's objective in visiting Lingao was obviously to conduct business. And the most likely possibility was weapons and munitions.

The External Intelligence Bureau had learned that Li Luoyou was lobbying the Governor-General and Governor's offices in Guangdong, hoping to cast cannon for the government. His visit to Lingao was probably for similar purposes—after all, the transmigrators were renowned for their "formidable firearms."

But within the transmigrator collective, there was little enthusiasm for exporting weapons. While arms dealing was the most profitable trade, it consumed their "strategic materials": metal and coal. With both in short supply, large-scale exports were hard to justify.

As for the technological gap and the possibility of Ming or Later Jin forces copying their weapons, the Industrial Department felt there was no cause for excessive concern. Given the sophistication of Lingao-manufactured weapons, hand-crafted imitation was virtually impossible. At most, copies might approximate the appearance and structure, but the gap in material quality and processing standards would degrade their performance to very low levels.

The final decision was to avoid mentioning weapons first, instead attempting to sell him other industrial products. These could be distributed nationwide and to Liaodong through his channels. A money-making opportunity—Li Luoyou surely wouldn't refuse. The transmigrator collective especially hoped to use his commercial network to promote their financial product, Delung Bank bills of exchange, to major cities, then roll out the collective's currency when the time was ripe.

All this depended on Li Luoyou's impression of the transmigrator collective. A special working group was therefore established to handle him, composed of temporary personnel from Intelligence, Political Security, Trade, and Administrative departments. The operation regarding Li Luoyou was codenamed "Operation Willow."



The person chosen to lead Operation Willow was Liu San. Li Luoyou had come to Lingao through the Yang Runkaitang-Runshitang connection. Liu San was both an Elder and a Runshitang shareholder, as well as Yang Shixiang's sworn brother, and had once met Li Luoyou. Whether from principle or personal connection, having him make contact was most appropriate and convenient.

Liu San received all intelligence materials on Li Luoyou. To avoid over-stressing his sworn brother, Yang Shixiang wasn't informed about Operation Willow. Liu San thought it better to let contact occur naturally—ideally with the other party making the first move, to gain some initiative in negotiations.

Yang Shixiang was already waiting in the flower reception hall beneath the eaves. After they met, there followed the customary round of courtesies and polite phrases about "long admired" and "honored to meet." Li Luoyou inevitably complimented him on "reviving the family business." This was Yang Shixiang's proudest achievement, and the flattery naturally hit its mark. He'd been curious about this merchant introduced by his cousin: the letter had only mentioned the visitor was very curious about the "Australians" and hoped to tour Lingao, perhaps finding business opportunities with them.

Though his cousin's letter was vague, Yang Shixiang knew his cousin wouldn't write specially for an ordinary merchant. This person must be quite important—possibly even a government official.

Yang Shixiang observed the man before him: about forty, medium height, a long face with a short beard, possessing the air of a prosperous gentleman. But looking closely, his gaze was quite sharp—this was a man who had weathered great storms.

Yet at first sight, Yang Shixiang felt a strange sense of familiarity, as if he'd seen him somewhere before. He pondered this privately. Seeing the servants had already served tea, he asked: "Has the guest room for Master You been prepared?"

"Yes, Master You will stay in the East Guest Courtyard," the steward quickly replied. "How should the red-haired gentleman be accommodated? Please instruct us, Master."

"Please have him rest in the East Guest Courtyard for now." Yang Shixiang had already known from the letter that a red-haired merchant would be coming.

The East Guest Courtyard was newly expanded by Runshitang. Since their prosperity, visiting merchants and colleagues had increased, and the original guest quarters proved insufficient. This new one was built specifically for honored guests—five rooms wide with front and rear wing rooms, enough to accommodate Li Luoyou's entire party. Furnishings and supplies were complete.

Li Luoyou's trunks and luggage were checked off item by item by Saoye and sent to the guest courtyard for arrangement. Li Luoyou had also brought four types of Foshan local specialties as meeting gifts.

The gifts weren't too substantial—meant to show friendship—but weren't light either, since he was unfamiliar here and would be imposing on his hosts for everything.

"Master You, this is too generous." Yang Shixiang felt somewhat uneasy; for their level of acquaintance, the gift was rather lavish.

"No matter. I'll certainly be troubling Manager Yang for assistance." When Li Luoyou saw that irrelevant people had withdrawn from the flower hall, leaving only himself and his counterpart's personal servants, he spoke:

"My surname isn't You." In truth, he'd met this manager before, as well as Liu San—though it had been a brief encounter. There was no need to hide his true identity from them. "My surname is Li. Liaohai Trading in Guangzhou is my establishment."

"So it's Master Li the Great Merchant! My apologies! My apologies!" Yang Shixiang was greatly surprised. Everything suddenly clicked into place. Wasn't this Master Li the great merchant he'd seen at his cousin's banquet when he'd traveled to Foshan with his sworn brother?

He hadn't paid much attention to this great merchant's background before, but as Runshitang's position in Guangdong's pharmacy circles rose, he'd learned something of this influential figure. This man was quite legendary in Guangdong merchant circles. As a youth in Macau, he'd worked as an errand boy for the Portuguese and learned fluent Portuguese. Later he went to Liaodong to manage the family business. When Guangning's garrison was abandoned, he'd fled from the city, barely surviving the harrowing journey. The Li family's century of Liaodong property was lost overnight. Returning within the passes and relying on the remnants left in the capital, he traveled south to Guangdong to pursue foreign trade. Within barely ten years, he'd rebuilt the family fortune, becoming a renowned great merchant in Guangdong.

That Li Luoyou traded Liaodong goods was an open secret in Guangdong merchant circles; officialdom naturally knew as well. With just money, without some backing and means, he couldn't peacefully enjoy being a wealthy gentleman.

"My visit has several purposes I'd like to request help with." Li Luoyou came straight to the point, not at all hiding his intentions.

"Of course, of course." Yang Shixiang nodded thoughtfully. For Master Li of Guangdong's merchant circles to come under an alias meant there must be important matters to discuss. And these matters likely involved the Australians. One must be cautious.

Beyond caution, he couldn't help feeling a small sense of pride. When he'd been what he once was—tending to a half-dead little pharmacy—how could he have dreamed of a great personage like Li Luoyou coming to pay him a visit!

But for such a person to suddenly venture alone to Lingao to see him, the matters to be discussed were surely no small thing.

"I'd like to meet with the Australians, and I hope Manager Yang can act as intermediary."

Yang Shixiang felt quite hesitant. This wasn't unexpected, but the Australians in Lingao numbered a thousand if not five hundred—which ones did he want to meet? If he wanted to meet major leaders like "Director Wen" or "Lord Ma," Yang Shixiang wasn't sure his sworn brother's word would even carry weight.

"I'll do my best." Yang Shixiang nodded, deciding not to reveal Liu San's true identity for now. Better to consult with Liu San first before making any decisions.

That very evening, he sent for Liu San and conveyed Li Luoyou's request.

"This brother dared not promise him first, nor did I say you're Australian. This matter is of great importance and must be handled cautiously." He specifically reminded Liu San that Li Luoyou might well be a government agent sent to probe Lingao's situation—or he might be here to negotiate something on behalf of the government.

"At that banquet in Foshan where we first met Li Luoyou, there was an official present."

Liu San naturally knew about this—not just knew, but knew this official was a Jinyiwei probationary centurion. But there was no need to tell his sworn brother; it would only frighten him.

"Brother's advice is wise," Liu San said. "Since he wants to meet with us, you may promise him."

"I don't know the Australian hierarchy. What level of person does this Master Li want to meet? What if he wants to meet your major leaders?"

"I'll handle that myself." Liu San said. "If he wants to meet Director Wen, I'll convey the request. Whether to meet or not is another matter."

"Good." Yang Shixiang nodded, then added: "Brother should notify your colleagues to devise a response strategy." Yang Shixiang warned him, "With you building cities and training troops here like this, the court will get involved sooner or later. If a large army arrives, there'll be devastation. You should plan ahead."

Liu San remained unconcerned, only instructing him to host their distinguished guest well. As for Liu San himself, he'd be staying at Runshitang frequently going forward. For convenience, he hoped Yang Shixiang could allocate a quiet, out-of-the-way courtyard with easy access for his use.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 578 - The Englishman's Usefulness

At this point, the Executive Committee members began to understand.

"What dirty work?" Zhan Wuya asked.

"The Englishman's old trade, I suppose." Ma Jia shook his head. "I'm against it—the cost-benefit ratio isn't favorable."

"Drug trafficking? Are we having them sell opium?" Ma Qianzhu objected. "India has plenty of that. The small amount Li Huamei's channel brings in is enough for medicinal use. Ade, don't tell me you're going the drug trafficking route too? That's a double-edged sword—it cuts others and cuts yourself."

"Not drug trafficking—slave trading. Something the English are doing quite enthusiastically right now." Wu De said.

"Importing black uncles?" Zhan Wuya shook his head vigorously. "I don't want a future where the Chinese mainland has some African tribe. Black uncles' racial characteristics are too distinctive! Even after several generations they'll be difficult to assimilate. If we must use slaves, I'd rather have Japanese or Koreans—at least they'll blend in eventually."

"Who said anything about black uncles?" Wu De replied. "I mean Southeast Asian natives."

"No good, no good." Ma Jia objected. "Southeast Asian natives' endurance and physical ability aren't great. Besides, the mainland has plenty of refugees—why not put more effort into recruitment instead of going all the way for Southeast Asian natives?"

"Use them at Tiandu and Shilu, wouldn't that work? And Taiwan later." Wu De said tactfully. "Besides, endurance isn't genetic—it's entirely nurture. Once they're sent to the mine, I'd like to see who still isn't hardworking."

"Capturing and transporting slaves costs money! The price won't be low. Do we have the purchasing power?"

"Capture and transport is the English's business; we don't manage that," Wu De said. "As for payment, we pay with sugar and tea. Silver would work too, but we don't have much stockpiled."

"Why do we need slaves?" Ma Jia remained doubtful. "In terms of labor efficiency, slaves are far inferior to free workers. And if the death rate is too high, you constantly need to buy more—ongoing costs might not be any less than hiring laborers."

"When being used as consumables, slaves are obviously better than laborers." Wu De said. "Have you all read the report from Sanya?"

Ma Jia replied: "The incident has been resolved. Carrot and stick, all handled—by the way, I don't really approve of the decimation order. Long-term, it's inappropriate. Once development construction is complete, I propose establishing a formal court in Sanya rather than letting Wang Luobin proclaim the law at will, executing whoever he pleases. Natives' basic rights should still be guaranteed. Also, the Political Security General Administration's report says: current emotional status among laborers is blue. Importing slaves isn't necessary."

"This disturbance is just the beginning." Wu De said. "Tiandu development hasn't even reached the mining stage. When it does, death rates will rise again. Heavy manual labor, subtropical climate, mountains and forests—these three together will kill more people than the malaria outbreak. Mining development in such an environment means filling in with human lives."

"Manpower attrition, if controlled within certain parameters, is still acceptable." Ma Qianzhu flipped through his notebook. "I recall you submitted an attrition and replacement plan."

"Yes, but people have feelings; they're not numbers in a computer game." Wu De said. "Suppression is fine, but have you considered this? From recruitment to becoming usable, how much time and resources do we invest in a laborer? These people could be trained as industrial workers or soldiers—consuming them in low-skill physical labor like mining is too wasteful. Better to use slaves."

Wu De elaborated his thinking: laborers already in Sanya would gradually undergo training. Some would become technical workers and managers at the mine; others would be integrated into Sanya's industrial and agricultural enterprises. The hardest, most dangerous mining work would be left to Southeast Asian slaves.

"This approach has two benefits. First, it firmly places laborers in our hands—the labor force becomes our ruling foundation in Sanya, not a potential stability-maintenance population. Second, it avoids the drain of constantly shipping population to Sanya. Let the English deliver slaves directly there; we only need to ship sufficient sugar and other trade goods."

This reasoning moved the Executive Committee members. Ma Jia still disagreed but yielded: "I abstain on this issue, but I oppose a comprehensive restoration of slavery."

"That issue is for the Yuan Elder Council to decide." Wen Desi said. "Let's vote?"



Liu San gave Yang Shixiang a perfunctory verbal response about the pacification suggestion—not that he wasn't interested, but such matters were for the Yuan Elder Council.

He changed the subject, discussing the "Great Ming Watson's Chain Pharmacy" idea. Yang Shixiang was interested but worried about mainland branches. First, he feared unsettled times; second, branch pharmacies were difficult to manage, especially with Chinese patent medicines where quality couldn't be verified once processed.

"Don't worry about that. The troubles are in the north and west." Liu San said they'd focus on developing the Jiangnan market—it would remain relatively stable for twenty years.

"As for substituting inferior products, we can find solutions." Liu San pointed out that Li Luoyou's visit was an excellent opportunity—with his support, the matter could be accomplished with half the effort.

Yang Shixiang nodded. After partnering with Liu San, he'd become more willing to take risks.

"Good. Once the pharmaceutical factory starts construction, I'll personally survey Jiangnan."

"Good, I'll go with brother." Liu San had long wanted to see the Qizhou medicine market.

"But with your hair..." Yang Shixiang said. "Best if you could grow it out."

"I'll pose as a wandering monk. Just buy a tonsure certificate." Liu San had no intention of growing long hair.

"If you become a monk, what about my sister-in-law?" Yang Shixiang joked. "Since you'll be staying here a while, I'll have Xuanchun come to attend you."

Liu San wanted to refuse but couldn't bring himself to. In truth, he missed Xuanchun. Since that night of intimacy, her image had lingered in his mind.

"Matters of the heart are truly hard to understand," Liu San muttered, realizing he was falling for her.

Yang Shixiang then said: "Looks like we'll have to properly entertain Master Li tonight. I'll host the welcome dinner; brother, you arrange for tomorrow evening."

They discussed how to ensure Li Luoyou's satisfaction with meals. Liu San suggested: "Simple home-style dishes. When one's tired of delicacies, plain rice porridge and small dishes are more appetizing."

"Good, that's decided." Yang Shixiang then added, "Those Australian gadgets newly installed in the guest courtyard—I'd like help finding someone dedicated to their maintenance."

The East Guest Courtyard had been renovated by the Lingao Construction Company with bathing and sanitary facilities. The high-mounted water tank, water pipes, and heating furnace had cost substantially; the Executive Office subsidized half.

Yang Shixiang had requested similar renovation for his own residence. Besides the guest courtyard, a set was installed in Suochun Studio in the garden. Liu San noticed a double massage bathtub in the order and understood—Manager Yang wanted romantic shared baths.

Considering Mrs. Yang's recent displeasure, Liu San understood his sworn brother had probably committed the classic male vice of "extravagance and debauchery," likely getting his hands on household maids.

Just a few days after installation, Liu San had already had to find someone to unclog drains and fix faucets.

"Just train someone from your household; I'll arrange for him to learn." Liu San said, exasperated.

"Good, brother is too kind." In ancient thinking, free learning was practically charity.

Before returning to Bairren City, Liu San went to the agricultural station, instructing Fu Wuben to pack for Runshitang. He decided to use this opportunity to check his disciple's homework.

Liu San's education of Fu Wuben focused on medicine—having him memorize herbalism texts and the Chinese Herbal Medicine Pharmacopoeia. Beyond memorization, there was daily gardening work. With this disciple, the gardening required little attention, freeing Liu San to focus on new drug development.

Fu Wuben was happy for the chance at personal instruction. He packed early and waited at Bairren City's gate.

"Master."

"Let's go." Liu San's expression wasn't pleasant—he'd just had another quarrel with Wuyunhua.

Wuyunhua had always had a fierce temper. Liu San's guilty conscience made him evasive, which only increased her suspicions. Arguments had become frequent. Leading Operation Willow let him temporarily escape his domestic troubles. This gave him some relief.

Liu San walked with Fu Wuben toward the county town, questioning him on bookish knowledge. Beyond memorizing texts, Fu Wuben's daily tasks included gathering medicines throughout Lingao—training his identification ability while mapping the distribution of Chinese medicinal herbs.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 579 - Liu San's Romance

At the county town gate, the head of the county's fast squad waited with his men. The county town still wasn't classified as a green zone, so staying here required assigned security guards. Liu San considered that Runshitang was quite enclosed, with outsiders rarely coming and going—security was guaranteed. He declined the bodyguards the Political Security General Administration offered, only agreeing to have the police station post hidden sentries at Runshitang's entrance.

The residence Yang Shixiang arranged for him was a courtyard situated between Runshitang and the living quarters—small and secluded, rarely visited by ordinary people. A narrow passage led directly to a small door at the residence's rear, convenient for coming and going.

The steward showed him around the courtyard. The rooms were old but recently renovated by the Executive Office: walls whitewashed, windows fitted with glass, floors properly installed—clean and bright.

Liu San circled the rosewood desk by the window, wiped spotless. Bookshelves, curio shelves, brush holders—all fine things.

Most eye-catching was a telephone on the desk. This gray-green hand-crank military magneto phone looked old-fashioned, but among the transmigrator collective it was a symbol of status and power. Liu San cranked it three times and picked up the receiver.

"County switchboard. Where would you like to connect?" A sweet female voice came through.

Lingao Telecom had recently set up a telephone exchange in the county town, extending phone service beyond the County Office to the Grain Requisition Bureau, the County Fast Squad (County Police Station), and various city gate guard posts.

"Runshitang office phone test," Liu San muttered.

"Hello Director, phone is working normally."

"Thank you." Liu San hung up, looking at the dumbfounded Fu Wuben—who didn't understand what his master was doing. Liu San smiled: "A disciple's duty is to serve. Unpack and tidy up."

"Yes, Master." Fu Wuben was looking around eagerly. "Where do I sleep?"

"Sleep in the east wing room." A female voice came from outside. Liu San looked up—it was Xuanchun.

She still wore a half-worn blue cloth skirt, washed spotless, but her top was a water-red satin button-front jacket. Her twin hair buns were tied with red satin ribbons—this style of ribbon was actually a new fashion that had spread out from the transmigrators, specifically from Li Chiqi's sister Zhang Yu.

She looked more put-together than before. Liu San's heart stirred involuntarily; he smiled and beckoned.

Xuanchun approached with a graceful smile, placed both hands at her left hip, and curtsied: "Blessings to Third Master."

"Good, good." Liu San, having been at the Yang household for a while, knew something of proper household etiquette. Custom called for a tip. He had money—a few yuan in circulation notes would suffice. But Liu San had something special in mind for Xuanchun.

"Let me arrange the luggage, sir. He's only a half-grown boy who still needs his mother's care," Xuanchun said.

Fu Wuben's face flushed. A country lad, seeing such a pretty, confident maid from a great household naturally made him feel self-conscious.

"He's my disciple, quite capable," Liu San said. "Since you're offering to help, I'll excuse him from the task."

Fu Wuben, having followed Liu San for some time, had developed a sense for such things. He quickly withdrew. Xuanchun smiled and withdrew as well.

Shortly she reappeared, bringing a basin of clear water. First she unwound the towel from his satchel and washed it, then brought hot water for him to wash his face, and served tea—attentive and considerate as ever. Liu San had intended to focus solely on work, setting aside romantic matters. But seeing Xuanchun, his mind wandered.

"Third Master, wash up first and change clothes. What would you like for dinner?"

"Are you cooking?"

"Of course the kitchen staff will cook." Xuanchun smiled. "If sir doesn't mind, I can cook, but not as well as them."

"I'd like to try yours," Liu San said.

"Good." Xuanchun readily agreed. "After all, you're half-master of this household. You can make that decision."

He'd expected her to demur. Her straightforward acceptance surprised him. Looking at her now, her expression was richer than before.

"You seem happy about something?" he probed.

"I have nothing to be unhappy about," Xuanchun said as she undid his buttons and removed his jacket, half-leaning against him. Again that infinitely wistful voice. Liu San felt a peculiar sensation.

When she bent to unbuckle his belt, he couldn't help reaching to stroke her glossy black hair. Xuanchun lowered her head further, avoiding his hand: "Third Master, it's broad daylight—"

"Mm, I was being forward." Liu San felt somewhat disappointed.

"In broad daylight, if someone saw, it wouldn't look good." Xuanchun whispered, fetching a loose silk robe to help him change. Though brief, her words held intimate undertones that made Liu San's heart flutter.

He took a small box from his satchel. Inside was a silver powder compact—a glass-mirror compact from Zizhen Studio's mass production line for the middle market. Not handmade but machine-stamped in Lingao, then sent to Guangzhou for simple hand-finishing and mirror installation. Low cost since it saved labor.

But in Lingao, such items were rare. Xuanchun was more shocked than pleased. She examined it again and again, opened and closed it repeatedly. Finally, she set it down:

"Third Master's gift is too generous. A mere maid like me doesn't deserve it."

"What's undeserving about it?" Liu San said. "You've been looking after me all this time. I had nothing to thank you with—consider this a token of gratitude."

Xuanchun still wouldn't accept—not from lack of desire, but because she'd seen such glass-mirror compacts before. They were fashionable new foreign goods, quite expensive. Her own household's mistress and young lady didn't have one; even the Yang household only had one for the lady of the house. A mere maid possessing one would make her a target of jealousy.

But outright refusal would embarrass Liu San—that wouldn't do either. After much hesitation, she finally accepted and knelt to kowtow.

"No, no, not necessary." Liu San thought this business of constantly receiving kowtows wasn't that pleasant after all.

Taking the opportunity of helping her up, he held her hand. Xuanchun didn't pull away, only murmuring: "My hands are rough."

"That's fine." Liu San couldn't think of any other compliment. "Labor is the most glorious thing."

"What?"

"Nothing." Liu San quickly changed the subject. "Has Master Yang recently taken a concubine?"

"Not yet, but soon." Xuanchun whispered. "Yang Da's master sent two singing girls to Master Yang, who's quite taken with them. Suochun Studio in the garden was built for them."

"Sending singing girls?" Liu San's imagination ran wild. Suddenly he grew alert—lately there had been many new faces at the Yang household. This required investigation. He asked: "The Yang household has added many people. Where are they from?"

"Mostly people who came seeking employment. Some are sent by relatives and friends with recommendations." Xuanchun thought nothing of it. "Now that Master Yang is prosperous, naturally more people want to make a living here. Quite a few have been added recently."

Runshitang as a key enterprise now recruited employees only through the quarantine camp's political screening. But the Yang household's servants had never been monitored for their origins. A few spies slipping in would be troublesome. This should be noted in a report to alert the Political Security General Administration.

Moreover, traditional enterprises often couldn't separate household from business. Traditional hiring favored "one's own people": family and relatives went without saying; apprentices and servants, though not blood-related, also counted as "insiders." Future branch expansion would give newly arrived household servants good opportunities. Runshitang had expanded rapidly lately; Yang Shixiang had mentioned several times that people weren't enough.

Liu San had always been proud of his partnership with Runshitang, considering it inspired—a typical "win-win" situation. Now he could see this partnership had left significant problems.

He resolved that the pharmaceutical factory and branches' personnel matters must absolutely not let Yang Shixiang meddle in.

While pondering how to handle this, Xuanchun returned with a tray containing a covered bowl. Opening it revealed mixed fruit sweet soup: papaya, coconut, lychee, mango, sago, and konjac, with floating tapioca pearls—fragrant, colorful, and beautiful. Chilled with crushed ice, it was refreshing and sweet. This dessert, like the ribbons in Xuanchun's hair, was a new fashion brought by the transmigrators. Sago, konjac, and tapioca pearls were food factory products. The recipe had spread from the cooperative's restaurants.

Liu San had worked up a sweat on the road; this sweet soup was perfect. Eating by the window, gazing at the swaying green shade and dancing flower shadows, he felt an indescribable lightness and relief—truly the pleasure of a Southern king.

"The sweet soup is my own cooking. Not as good as the restaurants'," Xuanchun said. "Does Third Master have any food taboos?"

"None. I only avoid two-legged humans and four-legged tables." Liu San joked. "But the more meat the better. The less fish and shrimp the better."

Food hall supplies were getting better—daily eggs now, weekly pork, occasional beef. But the protein mainstay remained fish, shrimp, seafood, and bean products. So the Elders particularly craved meat.

"Good." Xuanchun agreed.

"Will you come again tonight?"

"If I don't come, who'll bring your dinner?"

"After delivering it?"

Xuanchun hesitated: "If sir wants me to come, I'll come."

Her face flushed slightly, shy yet almost coy—a young maiden's bashfulness. This tender coquettishness was exactly what modern men rarely encountered. Liu San, living with a fierce woman, had tasted even less of it. His heart and soul were enchanted. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her to his side.

The soft, warm body against him made Liu San's heart pound. Xuanchun said nothing, feeling uneasy. She'd always sensed that Third Master Liu had special feelings for her—not merely craving momentary carnal pleasure.

Since he had feelings, he wasn't heartless. She was approaching her lonely twilight youth—was she to remain like this forever, an aging maid? She needed a proper destination. Her thoughts stirred; her manner changed. She leaned closer to Liu San, making soft sounds. Liu San's hands roamed her waist and hips, making her heart race.

Liu San stroked her face: "So hot!"

Xuanchun turned her face away, but pressed her body closer—as if only being held tight gave her heart security.



Liu San released his hands: "Fetch me some tea."

Xuanchun quickly stood, turning away to button her vest and smooth her loosened hair.

"The tea's gone cold. I'll get fresh hot tea."

"Cold is fine." Liu San felt overheated, but in broad daylight someone might enter at any moment—and Fu Wuben was outside. He had to hold back.

Xuanchun poured cold tea from the pot. Liu San took a big gulp, refreshingly cool. Thinking of what had just passed, he felt like a high schooler fooling around under the stairs with a girl for the first time—excited yet fearful.

After Xuanchun left, Liu San made several phone calls to arrange for tomorrow's banquet and reception. The grand feast at the Commercial Hall was essential but not the focus—banquets don't build strong nations. Excellent cooking, at most, makes people think you're all cooks!

The focus was demonstrating their side's strength. Military exercises? Artillery firing? Movie screenings or factory tours? Should they show him the Holy Ship? Or give him a look at that stalled Project 854?

This was quite a brain-racking problem. Blatant boasting was too obvious; better let him raise the topic himself.



Li Luoyou's party settled in. The newly renovated bathroom astonished him—a room entirely decorated with porcelain, complete with porcelain bathtub and toilet. The sheer novelty was remarkable. And the convenience and cleanliness of use were unprecedented.

The bathroom's sensational effect exceeded even the all-glass windows. Not just Gu Baocheng and Quark came to look, but even the servants found excuses to peek. Everyone was mystified by the hot and cold running water at the turn of a tap. Where was the water heated?

Quark had some idea. He said there should be pipes leading to some cistern; as for hot water, probably some kind of heater with people constantly stoking a fire.

But he was greatly shocked that porcelain was used for toilets and bathtubs. Europeans overvalued porcelain; initially it was worth its weight in gold. Quark, long in China, knew porcelain wasn't particularly precious here. But using it for such large sanitary fixtures—such extravagance was hard to imagine.

Everyone was sincerely impressed by the Australians' lavishness.

Li Luoyou enjoyed a thorough hot bath in the blue-and-white porcelain tub, washing off the dust of travel. He put on Chenzhou grass slippers, loosely belted his robe, and came out to stroll.

The courtyard had many newly planted trees and flowers. The climate here was even warmer and more humid than Guangzhou; though only February, the courtyard was already lush. Leaves and petals danced gracefully in the breeze—elegant and peaceful.

In the courtyard was an aged gourd vine, specially transplanted from outside the city. Now it had taken root, its dense shade covering the trellis.

Servants had already set up a rattan couch and tables under the gourd trellis. Li Luoyou reclined on the couch, feeling cool breezes waft over him, the journey's dust swept away.

Saoye and the personal servants waited under the eaves. Gu Baocheng, being of the younger generation, couldn't sit either; only Advisor Han and Quark had chairs. Advisor Han dared not be presumptuous and only sat on a rattan stool. But Quark sprawled in a rattan armchair, gulping kvass.

"This stuff is delicious—sour, sweet, and thirst-quenching," Quark said, pouring a few more ounces of rum into his glass. "Who knew they'd have rum here! Want some?"

"Drinking without food—that I can't do," Li Luoyou smiled. Saoye had already brewed fine tea in his usual pot.

"Baocheng!" He ignored Quark. "Traveling here, what are your impressions?"

"Reporting to sir: First, this place is wealthy. Second, order is unsettled." Gu Baocheng replied carefully.

"Mm." Li Luoyou nodded. "How do you mean 'wealthy'?"

"Yes," Gu Baocheng responded. "From Bopu to the county town, just this one road plus the river project—without a hundred thousand taels of silver, it couldn't be done."

"And 'unsettled order'?"

"Blockhouses everywhere along the road. Armed men on watch everywhere. Even the ox-cart drivers carry muskets and swords."

"You observe well and think carefully." Li Luoyou agreed. "But you can't judge public order by defensive preparations. With the Australians' power, would they fear a few petty thieves?"

"Then—"

"Too early to say." Li Luoyou snapped his fan shut. "Tomorrow in the marketplace, we'll learn something."

Where order was unsettled, markets inevitably declined—that couldn't be faked. The county town was quiet, seemingly confirming Gu Baocheng's assessment. But the Yang family servant had mentioned the most prosperous place wasn't the county town but East Gate Market outside Bairren City—where the Australians were based.

Li Luoyou knew the Australians would certainly entertain him well. The elaborate care they'd taken with his room showed they valued him greatly.

He had now seen part of the Australians' strength; clearly there was much more he hadn't seen. Li Luoyou prided himself on sharp judgment and careful thinking. The Australians' strengths and weaknesses couldn't be hidden from him.

Just then, Saoye came to report: tonight, Runshitang's owner Master Yang was hosting a welcoming dinner. There was also an invitation from Liu San, inviting them to a banquet at the Commercial Hall in East Gate Market tomorrow evening.

"Who is this Liu San?"

"Runshitang's second proprietor, sworn brother to Manager Yang. He was in Foshan too, last time." Advisor Han reported.

"Oh, it's him. This Liu San is probably an Australian?" Li Luoyou said. "At Foshan I thought there was something strange about him. Sure enough!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 580 - East Gate Market Travels

That evening, Yang Shixiang's family banquet was quite refined—not the showy "five-five feast" with its impractical decorations, but twelve small dishes for drinks and ten hot dishes. Local flavors blended with Guangdong official cuisine style, creating something distinctive. Though Li Luoyou sampled sparingly, he found the flavors quite pleasant.

After dinner came tea and fruit. Two singing girls—gifts from Yang Shiyi—kept them company, singing and playing drinking games. Though Quark knew nothing of such customs, with women present he grew excited, grinning foolishly and shouting approval. That night he even shamelessly asked Saoye if he could get a woman to sleep with—much to everyone's disdain.

Exhausted from traveling, Li Luoyou rose very late the next day, only getting up near noon. After lunch, he told the attending steward he'd like to stroll around the county town and East Gate Market, and perhaps see some local sights. Was the area peaceful? How many people should he bring?

The steward smiled: "The area is very peaceful. Please enjoy yourselves as you wish." He quickly called out: "Prepare the carriage!"

Li Luoyou had ridden mule carts in the capital—an experience that nearly shook his organs loose. Hearing about carriage travel, his brow already furrowed. Saoye quickly went to speak quietly with the steward.

"No problem," the steward said. "This is an Australian carriage, not a northern saddle cart. More comfortable than an open sedan chair."

The carriage was naturally a Red Flag, though the design had been improved: more leaf springs, ball bearings on the axles, and a refined interior. The exterior was finely decorated by Zizhen Studio's skilled craftsmen from Guangdong—elegant yet luxurious.

With limited horses, only two such carriages had been built. They weren't for daily use—only for diplomatic receptions.

"This resembles European carriages." Li Luoyou sat inside, his rear on the yielding spring cushion—factory-wound springs that weren't quite industrial grade but worked well for sofas.

"Lighter and more comfortable than English carriages," Quark said, examining the interior. "Inside it's like the cool sedan chairs we rode."

Due to Lingao's hot weather, this carriage didn't use the velvet and satin of the first Red Flag. Instead: cool, smooth bamboo, rattan, and gauze.

Glass windows were set in frames with green gauze screens, plus fine bamboo blinds for shade. Besides two facing rows of seats, there were small side stools designed for Ming conditions. Carriages moved fast; servants and maids couldn't walk alongside like with sedan chairs. But having them share seats with their master was unthinkable—hence these two small stools.

Saoye sat on one. Suddenly his eyes lit up: "Master, this carriage is truly remarkable!"

What was remarkable was a hidden cabinet in the carriage wall. Inside were two rattan-cased bottles—yesterday they'd learned these were hot water flasks. Scalding water inside remained hot even overnight.

With these, wherever you went, you had hot water. Saoye thought this Australian product far more practical than mirrors and such.

One flask held hot water; the larger one was filled with crushed ice. Besides water and ice, there were several glass bottles of kvass with cork stoppers, plus some red-colored beverage of unknown kind. Quark, impatient, opened one to drink.

"What does it taste like?" Li Luoyou teased.

"Sweet and sour, with a strange fragrance," Quark smacked his lips. "Quite good."

After gulping down a bottle of kombucha, Quark felt like drinking more. But there was no rum in the cabinet—making the Englishman cry "stingy!"



The carriage left the county town and rolled onto the main road. The weather was fine—neither too hot nor too cool, with favorable winds and timely rains. Farmers were in their fields; workers and merchants walked or pushed carts and carried loads. The road was bustling with travelers. The two-horse carriage rolled grandly down the center of the road as people pointed and stared. Li Luoyou pretended not to notice, sitting steadily, though inwardly he regretted that traveling this way was too conspicuous.

Shortly the carriage stopped. The steward climbed down from the driver's seat to report: they'd arrived at East Gate Market.

"Would sir prefer to disembark here, or shall I drive the carriage inside?"

"I'll disembark here."

Stepping down, he saw a gray dam spanning the river, water cascading over its top, white mist swirling—quite spectacular. Beyond, near the riverbank, stood a mass of red buildings surrounded by high earthen ramparts, towers rising from them.

At the center of these buildings stood a tall iron tower unlike anything he'd ever seen. Across the river was another stretch of red buildings, jagged like sawteeth, with brick chimneys of various heights belching black, yellow, and white smoke. Li Luoyou stared, almost forgetting himself. Even in the most bizarre dreams, he'd never imagined such a scene.

The wind carried rhythmic rumbling and hammering sounds. A pungent smell drifted—faintly sulfurous. Li Luoyou shivered. Under blue sky and bright sun, he sensed something of hell.

Quark involuntarily crossed himself.

"Gentlemen, this way please."



East Gate Market's prosperity quickly captivated them. It couldn't compare to Guangzhou or Foshan in bustling activity, but the orderly buildings and level roads were unprecedented. The atmosphere far surpassed Guangzhou or Foshan a hundredfold. The road surface was spotless—not just no garbage, not even a fruit peel—and no puddles. The roadside trees, though small, already provided some shade.

Puzzling were the poles along the street, topped with iron-framed glass covers.

"What are those?" Li Luoyou asked.

"Street lamps," the steward answered.

Li Luoyou had guessed as much. But lined up along the main street—such extravagance was perhaps only seen in the palace. He'd heard eunuchs in the capital mention that the palace's eternal lanes had stone lanterns lit every night.

Street lamps in a market town seemed excessive. Even with bustling night markets, shops would light their own lamps—why bother with this? Li Luoyou was unimpressed.

Strolling through the streets, pedestrians were numerous—rich and poor, all hurrying about their business. There were local natives, outside merchants, and Australians in blue, gray, and khaki button-front jackets with monk-like cropped hair. The Australians weren't few in number. But listening to their speech, most accents clearly came from Guangdong and Fujian. These must be the "fake crops."

True crops were impossible to count. But fake crops were many. Careful observation showed that despite similar clothing, details revealed their occupations.

Those with brimmed hats, belts, and short swords were soldiers; those in rattan helmets with open shirts and rolled sleeves were probably workshop craftsmen; those in straw hats with rolled-up trousers were obviously farmers. The final category—neatly dressed, buttons all fastened, often carrying bags—Li Luoyou couldn't identify. He asked the steward.

"Those are Australian clerks," the steward said. "They handle affairs and governance for the Australians."

"Secretary-type people then—like yamen clerks." Li Luoyou nodded.

"Yes and no," the steward said. "It's complicated. Just these clerks have many ranks—they call them 'cadres' internally. Among those, there are still more distinctions that outsiders like us can't figure out. But you can see, sir—any 'cadre' has four pockets on their jacket. Regular clerks have only two below."

Looking around, indeed that was so. Li Luoyou nodded, then suddenly noticed women wearing similar clothes.

"What? The Australians have female clerks too?"

"Indeed." The steward reported this as news. "Australians don't distinguish between men and women. Women can be officials and managers. Some factories and workshops only hire female workers. A few female clerks aren't strange."

The beggars and ruffians common in prosperous markets were entirely absent here. Not even street performers or martial artists. Li Luoyou found it strange—had they specially cleaned up because he was coming? He couldn't imagine having such importance.

They simply strolled through the market. Many shops lined the streets with every kind of merchandise. Li Luoyou entered a few at random—nothing unexpected. The Australian goods sold here were available in Guangzhou too. But the buildings made a deep impression.

Nearly all were two stories or higher; three was common. Building after building, packed together. Neither he nor Quark could categorize the style—Quark said it vaguely resembled European architecture but wasn't the same.

Hard to say if the buildings were beautiful or ugly, but they clearly saved land. Li Luoyou remained puzzled—Lingao had abundant wasteland; why such economy?

Ahead stood a large shop with five-bay frontage, crowded with people. Approaching, he saw blue-skirted female clerks at the entrance greeting customers in various dialects—Cantonese, Hakka, Leizhou, Fujian... Li Luoyou frowned inwardly. Female clerks in a shop? Almost like using looks to attract customers.

But entering, he found the "looks" claim ridiculous. These female clerks were all sturdy and robust; none had any delicate charm. Each wore a wooden name tag on her chest. Their jacket backs bore three large characters: "Cooperative."

"First time here, sir? We have all kinds of fresh goods! Retail or wholesale! We pack, ship, and the more you buy the cheaper!"

A female clerk noticed Li Luoyou's hesitation and eagerly promoted the shop. Li Luoyou didn't refuse and entered.

The shop was enormous. At the center was an atrium reaching to the roof; second and third floors were galleries. Standing in the middle, the lofty space was overwhelming.

Most astonishing was the ceiling—glass skylights.

Glass skylights weren't unknown; some houses used translucent mica, ox horn, or polished giant clam shells for light. But those were small pieces.

Here was glass—huge pieces. The entire atrium was covered with an iron framework inlaid with whole glass panes. Sunlight streamed through, making all three floors brilliantly lit—utterly unlike the dim interiors of ordinary shops.

"What grand ambition!" Li Luoyou couldn't help exclaiming.

On the third-floor gallery hung a large signboard—black with gold-leaf characters: "Cooperative." Flanking it, two wooden pillars bore the inscriptions: "Quality at fair prices" and "No bargaining."

Li Luoyou asked the steward what "Cooperative" meant.

"I don't know either," the steward said—probably an Australian name.

The central atrium had a circular counter staffed by five or six blue-skirted female clerks—these were in their mid-twenties, attractive. Each had a small box-like device before her. When customers came, the clerks pressed something on it, producing a clear "ding"—then a drawer popped out. Li Luoyou watched, fascinated but confused.

"That's for collecting money," the steward explained. "Money goes in that drawer."

Li Luoyou didn't understand the point of this, and the steward didn't know either. But the Australians seemed to love this device—everywhere money was collected, they used these drawer-popping boxes.

Beyond the counter, more female clerks stood throughout the atrium, approaching confused-looking customers to offer guidance.

"My my," young Gu Baocheng, who'd never seen such a display, blushed. "This doesn't seem like a proper establishment."

"It's a kind of business strategy," Li Luoyou said, seeing it differently. "Without real valuable goods, a few women won't help."

"The shop manager is actually an Australian woman, so all the clerks are women," the steward added with interest.

"Oh? Quite a remarkable woman."

"Indeed! Her business ideas are one better than the next. Look at this shop—from construction, to hiring, to setting rules... all her doing."

"I'd like to meet her sometime," Li Luoyou said.

No sales counters in the shop—only display cases with glass fronts showing various goods: visible but not touchable. Each item had a stiff card noting prices—three types: retail, wholesale by case, and batch. "Bulk" said "negotiable."

Goods of every variety dazzled the eye. Most were daily goods and local products. As Li Luoyou suspected: Australian goods were really Lingao goods. The Cooperative mainly did wholesale.

Customers selected from the display cases; clerks wrote tickets on the spot; customers took tickets to the central counter to pay, received a slip, then walked further back—what happened there?

"That's how it works here," the steward explained. "Select and pay in front, then pick up goods with your slip in back."

Quark asked: "If the actual goods don't match the samples?"

"Impossible. Quality here is guaranteed," the steward said. "Australian goods' greatest advantage is consistent quality. Whatever the sample looks like, the goods look exactly the same. Even if there's any difference, it's microscopic."

He then asked: "What's this 'yuan' in the prices? I notice payment isn't in silver or copper coins."

"They use circulation notes."

After the steward explained circulation notes and showed him the actual paper money, Li Luoyou fell into deep thought. Today's sights had brought many shocks, but none compared to circulation notes.

Li Luoyou was no economist; he didn't understand monetary theory. But his merchant's mind understood perfectly the difficulty of promoting paper currency—and the enormous benefits once successful.

Throughout Ming, coin minting had been neglected. People suffered from currency shortage and circulation difficulties. Private casting of small, debased coins was rampant; even officials didn't prohibit it. Token currencies similar to circulation notes existed locally, but never on such a scale. From the steward he learned the Australians had strict systems for note use and exchange, with a special granary for management—these practices went far beyond mere expedient solutions to coin shortage.

The Australians' elaborate efforts to promote circulation notes here—such ambition! This was clearly not just about settlement and trade. Li Luoyou added another layer of doubt.

The Cooperative's second floor had more glass display cases; the third floor was small private rooms, mostly closed. Occasionally people entered and exited. The steward said for major transactions, clerks would invite customers to these rooms, serve tea and tobacco, and negotiate at leisure.

"...Our manager has done business here too."

"Master Yang also purchases here?"

"No—sells."

So the Cooperative not only wholesaled Australian goods but also bought local products. Runshitang's mass-produced "Plum-Vinegar Pills," "Secret-Recipe Dried Tangerine Peel," "Lotus-Leaf Tea," "Withered-Grass Tea," "Stew Spices" and such partly sold through here.

Traditional pharmacies carried many such products that were neither strictly medicine nor not—not major business items. Shops didn't expect profits from them; mainly they built relationships with local customers. Low prices, convenient for households—quite popular. Liu San greatly valued this business, believing these products had huge potential in the vast rural market. He mass-produced them with uniform packaging for sale. The profits were limited, but the branding effect was extraordinary.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 581 - Continued Travels in East Gate Market

"I didn't expect that your Third Master Liu is not only a famous doctor but also proficient in the art of commerce."

"Third Master is indeed a remarkable man!" The steward praised sincerely. "That Runshitang has its current standing is truly thanks to Third Master's assistance."

"So the Australians are quite capable then."

"Who says otherwise? Farming, manufacturing, fighting, building, trading—they're good at everything. There's hardly anything they can't do."

"Let's go, find a place to rest." Li Luoyou closed his fan.

Gu Baocheng knew his uncle's intention was to do business with the Australians, yet upon arriving at the place for Australian wholesale goods, he remained unmoved. Finding this strange, he hurried to remind Li Luoyou.

"No matter." Li Luoyou shook his head. " This is a wholesale place for small clients; we'll just look." Li Luoyou had his own calculations. He had come specifically to talk business with the Australians; they would certainly give him a much larger discount. Li Luoyou believed the resources in his hands were sufficient to ruthlessly negotiate prices with the Australians.

Just as they were about to leave, there was a commotion at the door. A female clerk from the Cooperative in a blue skirt suit waved a small triangular flag, leading a dozen people bursting in through the main gate.

"Come, honored guests! This is Lingao's largest wholesale market—the Cooperative Main Store! This store possesses over a thousand varieties of goods. From mirrors used by the Empress down to pickles eaten by commoners... Everyone take a good look, all kinds of Australian goods are here, buying them back guarantees profit! It's not easy coming to Lingao; if you don't buy more goods, you'll be letting down your own two legs..."

The female clerk shouted through a triangular paper cone while waving the flag. Following behind was a group of merchant-looking types. Suddenly arriving in such a magnificent and opulent shop, they looked around, somewhat timid and shrinking.

"Everyone drink some tea first, don't stand on ceremony. Look slowly, choose carefully, there is plenty of time." As she spoke, other female clerks were already bringing out tray after tray of cups containing hot tea, herbal tea, kombucha, and kvass, allowing the petty merchants who had just disembarked, queued for half a day at customs, and sat on an ox-cart for a while to recover.

These were petty merchants coming to Lingao to traffic goods. Ever since the rescue of the Hai family's five-masted ship, merchants on board discovered a much closer source of goods, so later they flocked specifically to Lingao to stock up. Xiong Buyou of the External Liaison Department, intending to promote the transmigrator collective's light industrial products, quickly discussed with the Executive Committee: should they organize an "East Gate Market One-Day Tour" for these people?

Thus, this East Gate Market One-Day Tour activity continued. Once petty merchants passed customs, they would be organized, loaded onto specially prepared ox-carts in groups of a dozen, and taken to shop in batches.

The prosperity, cleanliness, and order of East Gate Market opened the petty merchants' eyes. The dazzling array of goods made their hearts itch. There were too many novelties here unseen on the mainland: thick "towels" currently becoming popular among Guangzhou city dwellers, sewing needles with excellent steel tips, snow-white granulated sugar, colorful candies, light, soft, and breathable knitted socks, small wooden sticks that ignited with a simple scratch anywhere without needing flint, snow-white smooth paper... and many various unseen foods and liquors...

The dazzling goods left the petty merchants overwhelmed, each calculating which items could sell for big money back home. But to buy these things, silver and copper coins were useless; here they only accepted "paper slips"—circulation notes.

A long queue formed in the hall of Delung Grain Bank. Petty merchants all ran to Delung, first using silver to buy rice tokens at the day's listed grain price, then exchanging rice tokens for circulation notes at the counter.

Over time, for customer convenience, besides the exchange point at East Gate Market, Delung also set up temporary exchange points in some designated shops.

Previously there was only one Commercial Hall for wholesale shopping. After the Second Plenum, wholesale points expanded to multiple locations, including the "nationalized" Cooperative, Tianchu Sauce Garden, and even Runshitang joined this system accepting large amounts of circulation notes. Yang Shixiang was willing to accept large amounts of circulation notes mainly considering the need to pay for services like buying machines from the transmigrator collective.

There was also a newly opened specialized Rattan Goods Store. It displayed many novel styles of rattan ware never seen before, including various rattan furniture, daily necessities, and tools—Lingao traditionally exported red and white rattan as its largest commodity. Wu Kuangming felt it was a pity to export such good resources only as primary products. He set up a special rattan workshop to develop rattan products. These products had certain specificities requiring large display spaces, making them unsuitable for consignment by the Commercial Hall or Cooperative, so the Ministry of Commerce opened a dedicated rattan store.

After petty merchants selected their goods, the shops collected shipping fees and packed them, then the post office unified collection and consignment. When they boarded Gaoguang Shipping's return boats, the packed goods would already be loaded in the hold.

Gaoguang Shipping's routes also expanded from strictly Guangzhou-Lingao to regular scheduled routes like Guangzhou-Qiongshan, Guangzhou-Xuwen, and Lingao-Qiongshan. This introduced the concept of regular liners and expanded the source of customers.

Under the transmigrator collective's vigorous promotion, the East Gate Market Shopping One-Day Tour gradually gained traction. Petty merchants welcomed such thoughtful arrangements. Merchants coming to Lingao to traffic goods increased; besides those simply bringing cash to purchase, many began bringing goods to trade. Many goods now didn't need Guangzhou procurement but were brought directly by mainland merchants, satisfying not only the transmigrators' needs but also ordinary people's daily necessities. This was also beneficial for Lingao's social supply—the transmigrator collective couldn't manufacture everything themselves.

Li Luoyou watched with interest as this group of petty merchants loudly commented on the goods' quality and calculated potential profits in the store. First-timers didn't know the rules and tried to haggle; the female clerks just pointed to the "No Bargaining" sign with a smile, saying nothing.

The Australians not only welcomed big business but also spared no effort for such small clients, fearing only that care was insufficient. What was the purpose of such practices? And judging from the steward's introduction and his own observations, the Australians didn't like silver; they wanted goods—not silk or porcelain, the most popular export goods, but ordinary commodities: iron, coal, cloth, grain, timber...

He suddenly startled—what the Australians wanted were all necessities for state and people! This thought suddenly intruded into his mind. He thought of when the Jianzhou Jurchens traded with him; they valued grain and iron tools most, often willing to pay high prices—this was similar to the Australians.

Seeing they were somewhat tired coming out of the Cooperative, the steward opened a private room in the Cooperative Restaurant. Li Mei was checking accounts in the restaurant; hearing distinguished guests had arrived, she personally came out to entertain.

Li Luoyou saw this female Australian who "did big business" wearing only a very simple blue cloth skirt and jacket, with ear-length short hair, not a single piece of jewelry on her body, nor an inch of silk. This attire couldn't compare even to a slightly respectable maid in a Guangzhou great household.

Doing such big business yet enjoying such simplicity—Li Luoyou admired this greatly; at least he couldn't do it.

Li Mei knew of this Manager Li's arrival long ago, and was now extremely attentive. She specially presented the highest grade bird's nest coconut milk mixed fruit sweet soup—smooth, fragrant, and cool, containing many unknown fruits, making even Li Luoyou, who didn't favor sweets, feel extremely satisfied. As for Quark, he ate with eyes glazed over.

Li Luoyou sought opportunities to inquire about the Australians' internal affairs, but although this female Australian was attentive, she either diverted his probing questions or merely smiled.

Quite a tough character! Li Luoyou thought. According to the steward's introduction, this Li Mei should be a powerful figure among the Australians, apparently some "Minister." Since they had met, he should curry favor properly; she might be useful in the future.

With this thought, he changed the topic, his words becoming very earnest, and praised the Cooperative's operation. Sure enough, a look of pride appeared on Li Mei's face.

Seeing the timing was about right, Li Luoyou signaled with his eyes. Saoye was prepared and took out a brocade box from his carried bundle.

"A trifling local product from Liaodong, I hope you will accept it with a smile." He cupped his hands. "In the future, there will be many areas needing Minister Li's care."

"Where do you start? You are too polite, sir—" Li Mei smiled like a flower. Taking the box and opening it, she saw a ginseng root with full whiskers and leaves. Even by this spacetime's value, it was an expensive gift.

This made her hesitate. Recently she did want to buy a few ginseng roots for herself and her husband for winter tonic use. But according to regulations, valuable gifts had to be turned over; if she wanted to keep it, she had to buy it at market price. She didn't begrudge the money—this ginseng was of such good quality that buying it herself would be a bargain. But this Manager Li's relationship with their side wasn't clear yet; would accepting the gift rashly cause any sequelae? She had suffered once before, so she had to be cautious in this regard.

After considering again and again, she returned the ginseng.

"This gift is too heavy," she said. "I am ashamed to receive it."

Despite repeated offers, the other party still politely refused. Li Luoyou used ginseng as a brick to knock open doors; it worked everywhere, yet now the other party strictly refused. He was quite surprised.

Li Mei exchanged pleasantries with them a bit longer before excusing herself. A while later, someone brought four cotton bags. The bags were exquisitely made, with dense and neat stitching. On the bags, colored silk threads embroidered the words: "With Compliments of the Cooperative."

"This is a small token from Minister Li."

Not accepting his gift, but giving him a gift instead. Wondering, he opened it to see the most popular and mass-market Australian product: one large and one small towel. Blue and white patterns, dyed very fastidiously.

Although popular Australian goods and quite practical in a place like Lingao, they were ultimately low-value items. Sending them specially—was there some significance?

These Australians' minds were truly different. Li Luoyou had a strange feeling: he had more common language with the Jianzhou Jurchens; at least he could understand the barbarians' thinking. With this group, he felt completely lost.

"Go, let's stroll some more." Li Luoyou waved his fan.

Reaching a crossroads, he saw a building made of the best red bricks. Asking, he learned this was the place managing market trade. There were people standing guard at the door, likely a yamen-like place. But commoners went in and out the main entrance steps, and the guards didn't stop or question them. Interested, Li Luoyou wanted to go in and look.

"Nothing to see inside," the steward said. "Just places for handling affairs."

"No matter, I just want to see how affairs are handled." Saying so, he stepped onto the stairs.

This yamen indeed wasn't much to see. Australian buildings used massive amounts of glass for windows, so rooms were always bright. This made Li Luoyou, accustomed to dim interiors, uncomfortable; he couldn't imagine handling affairs in such a room.

In the center was a large table displaying three items: a huge balance scale with many weights beside it; a ruler seemingly made of steel; and a small bucket made of sheet iron.

Before the large table stood a sign reading "Public Scales." According to the steward, this was specifically for standard measures. Anyone buying or selling on the street who doubted dimensions or weight could come here to re-check. If they didn't know how, specialized clerks would help.

Li Luoyou nodded, approaching to examine closely. The measurements seemed different from the Great Ming's. Looking carefully, the ruler's graduations were called "gongchi" (meter), the weights "gongjin" (kilogram), and another unit "gongshi" (quintal); the small bucket was volume, called "gongsheng" (liter).

"These weights and measures must be brought from Australia."

"Must be." The steward said. "Different from this dynasty's standards." He pointed at the meter ruler. "This ruler is about three chi and a bit of this dynasty's construction ruler."

"And they just use it like this?"

"Since East Gate Market opened, these three measures were set up," the steward said. "Originally, whether a foot was long or short, a catty heavy or light, everyone claimed theirs was most accurate. With these three measures, there's a standard. In trading, there's no dispute over quantity—those unconvinced just come here to weigh and measure. Everyone found it convenient, so they all use it."

Privately establishing weights and measures. Li Luoyou added another crime to the Australians. Turning around, he saw a large room on the left of the atrium separated by a waist-high wooden fence. The fence had a gate, currently locked. Inside were long tables arranged in a horseshoe shape. The middle table sat high above. On the wall behind the middle table hung a huge wood carving, looking somewhat like a European coat of arms. On top was a red sun, in the middle a balance scale, below were wave patterns.

"Looks like a court." Quark suddenly said.

This reminded Li Luoyou; it indeed looked very much like a European court. Asking, it really was a "place for judging cases," formally called "East Gate Market Summary Court."

According to the steward, this court specifically managed all sorts of trivial cases: littering, fighting, short weights, theft, also handling small trade disputes and issuing notarized documents. Trials were simple: a few words, facts clear, immediate judgment. Half a day could clear a dozen cases.

General public order cases had no plaintiffs or defendants; the court judged and closed them directly. For instance, theft caught by police was just a formality in court; judgment read, then dragged directly to the labor reform team as free coolie labor. As for cases with plaintiffs and defendants, both sides had to pay money first to buy standard official paper to fill out complaints. This official paper was unified format, unified printing; all legal documents were written on this paper.

"They handle notarized documents here?" Li Luoyou suddenly interjected.

"Yes, they do, but few people do it. Most don't quite understand..." The steward pointed to a row of framed notices on the wall. "It's all written up there."

"Go, let's take a look." Li Luoyou called to Quark.

Li Luoyou read carefully, exchanging a few words with Quark occasionally. Quark could speak Chinese but not read it, judging only by Li Luoyou's translation.

"...From what you say, this group of Australians uses a European legal system." Li Luoyou said. "At least Great Ming doesn't have notarized documents."

"Indeed, and these statutes. If the Australians wrote these, the drafters must be very familiar with Roman Law and various continental codes." Quark said. "I only know a little law, but based on what you say, the Australian judicial system clearly relates to Europe, but is different." He shook his head. "I have a feeling they might be more advanced than us."

"More advanced than your motherland?" Li Luoyou joked.

"Hehe, how can my motherland compare." Quark didn't hide it. "If an overseas colony can achieve this, who knows what the mother country looks like. I really want to go see."

Coming out of the administration office, the sun was gradually slanting west. Pedestrians on the street had dispersed somewhat. The streets became empty and quiet. Quark bought some trinkets on the street, saying he planned to send them back as gifts.

Suddenly, a sharp whistling sound came from the sky, from far to near, as if some monster was screaming one after another. Gu Baocheng's face turned pale. Li Luoyou also felt a chill, just about to check the source. The steward hurriedly reassured: "No matter! It's the steam whistle for the morning shift getting off work."

The whistling sound, one long and one short, rang seventeen times. Shortly after, groups of people in oil-stained blue coarse cloth clothes began to multiply on the roads. Like a tide, they instantly crowded the entire East Gate Market.

Workers laughed and talked loudly, flocking into cheap wine shops and eateries. Roadside snack stalls also perked up, shouting their wares with vigor.

East Gate Market was instantly filled with a strange mix of sweat, oil, and food aromas. The street market, which had grown somewhat lonely, instantly became vibrant again.

(End of Chapter)
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The workers surged forward like a tide, paying no heed to Li Luoyou's party swaggering down the middle of the road. The steward hurriedly guided the group to the roadside, finding a tea stall to sit down.

The stall owner knew the steward and rushed over to greet them and pour tea.

"No need for tea, we're just resting our feet, leaving in a moment." The steward said. "Don't bother."

Seeing these filthy workers pass by him without a care, he felt very unhappy.

He sat wooden-faced, saying nothing. They sat for a good while until the workers on the road gradually thinned out. Just as Li Luoyou was about to rise, the steward suddenly ran off in a hurry. He returned a moment later.

"Third Master has already set up a banquet at the Commercial Hall to welcome you, Master."

That evening, arranged by the Commercial Hall's restaurant, Liu San and personnel from Foreign Affairs, Commerce, and Intelligence hosted a banquet for this Great Manager Li.

Before taking seats, Liu San introduced them one by one to Li Luoyou.

Those attending were mainly members of the Operation Willow team and heads of relevant departments. Li Mei was also prominently listed—she was invited first because it concerned her department, and second, when it came to socializing skills at the banquet table, there was no more powerful existence among the five hundred.

Because it was a formal occasion, the Elders all changed into formal suits, no longer treating fatigue uniforms as daily wear. Only, in Li Luoyou's eyes, these formal suits weren't much better—hardly distinguishable from their "fake crop" subordinates, just slightly better fabric and cleaner. No wonder Australians had no distinction of rank.

Li Luoyou kept smiling and saying "Long admired," while eyeing these short-haired men like monks. He suddenly realized they were all young, and all had smooth chins and upper lips. Suspicion arose: could they all be "eunuchs"? But thinking again, their speaking voices were normal, so probably not.

Li Luoyou, Quark, and two others were invited to the table; Saoye and the others were invited elsewhere. Gu Baocheng didn't dare take a seat originally, but Li Luoyou seeing the Australians didn't care much for hierarchy—and insisting on Great Ming ways might provoke ridicule—told him to sit too.

Compared to the luxurious banquet hall, the meal appeared very simple. The Elders agreed that although this had the nature of a quasi-state banquet, it should focus on "refinement and thrift." Thus, dishes like tomato scrambled eggs and stir-fried broccoli—vegetables not yet existing in this spacetime—appeared at the feast. They were exquisitely cooked, giving Li Luoyou a refreshing feeling, though Quark's gluttonous desires went unsatisfied—he hardly ate any meat.

Li Luoyou saw the Commercial Hall's interior was luxurious and comfortable, yet the banquet was extremely simple. Not only were dishes light and palatable, but there were no "second and third presentations" by the head chef for tips, nor singing girls or young boys to sing songs and urge drinking. Thinking they eschewed extravagance, he felt a measure of admiration.

The servers at the banquet were all young women, wearing crisp, starched black high-collared one-piece dresses with white ruffled aprons—which only covered the front, with just crossed straps in back. The skirts were short enough to reveal feet. Both black shoes and socks were visible, making Gu Baocheng blush immediately upon seeing them. Their hair wasn't styled, either hanging short to shoulders or tied in a ponytail with various colored ribbons. On their chests was a small shiny silver tag; Li Luoyou looked for a long time before reading the words "Health."

The black and white attire looked clean and efficient. Compared to Great Ming women, they possessed a different kind of beauty.

But having these young women dressed prettily just to serve dishes and wine, without accompanying drinking or singing—wasn't this superfluous?

The drinks on the table were entirely Lanling wine and kvass, not counting the rum Quark loved. None of the famous wines Zichengji sold in Guangzhou were present. Except for Liu San's opening toast, there was no urging to drink.

The atmosphere was relaxed, discussing idle matters. Those present could at least understand Li Luoyou's Cantonese vernacular, and Li Luoyou could actually understand seventy to eighty percent of their "Australian." Communication wasn't difficult. Li Mei was a master of the banquet table, very skilled at adjusting the atmosphere. Soon it became cordial and friendly. As the banquet progressed, Li Luoyou confirmed again: the so-called Australian spoken by this group carried quite a few accents of Liaodong military speech, which he found increasingly strange.

Li Luoyou was considered very knowledgeable among the natives of this spacetime. Speaking of his trips to Nanyang and India, everyone listened carefully, occasionally asking questions. Only when Li Luoyou mentioned Australia, the faces of the Elders present became less animated.

Except for some explanations in a captured manual, no one knew what this so-called "homeland" Australia actually looked like. Was it the 21st-century version or the 19th-century version?

Seeing their hesitant expressions as if hiding something hard to say, Li Luoyou became more convinced of the rumor: this group of Australians had failed in palace struggles in their motherland and were forced to flee to Great Ming in iron ships for their lives.

Hearing that most Australians coming to Lingao were single, and mostly young men, it was likely their fathers' generation failed in rebellion and, facing destruction, sent them overseas to seek refuge and a new life. They came to Great Ming probably because of "same script, same race"—rumors outside had long said Australians were descendants of Song people from Yashan.

Thinking this, he reminded himself not to ask more about Australia to avoid embarassing them or bringing up sad memories. But since so many men came single, they would have needs to marry and settle down. Li Luoyou didn't quite believe the rumors of Australians causing trouble for women; in his view, if they just wanted women to warm beds, wash, and cook, whether buying with money or forcing with guns, it woudn't be hard.

The so-called shortage of women must be a shortage of women worthy of their status. Li Luoyou thought, these Australians must include many sons of high officials from Australia; they would have high requirements even for concubines. In a backwater like Lingao, how could they look upon daughters of ordinary country landlords?

Thinking here, he was already calculating how to cater to their tastes in this regard.

After the meal, Liu San invited them to move to the lounge. This lounge was similar to the banquet area, equally tall and bright, with crystal glass chandeliers. Large paintings hung on the walls—neither landscape nor flower-and-bird, nor quite Western oil paintings. Seemingly a mix of both. They depicted either mountains and rivers or snow-braving pines and plums. Directly facing the screen was a magnificent painting: a great river surging into the sea amidst mist-shrouded mountains, a red sun rising over the sea with ten thousand rays of light, and in the center of the light was that iron ship of the Australians. Four large ink characters were titled horizontally: "Splendid Rivers and Mountains."

Using "Splendid Rivers and Mountains" (a phrase implying sovereignty/territory) for a ship painting. What grand ambition! Li Luoyou suddenly grew alert.

Large Persian carpets covered the blue brick floor. Li Luoyou felt heartache at a glance; these were top-grade Persian goods, sold by inch not piece. Now not only were they filthy, but they also had many burn marks.

As for the chairs, unknown where they were looted from. Not only were they not a set, but arranged strangely in a semicircle. Behind the tables and chairs was a large red sandalwood screen inlaid with mother-of-pearl, gold, and silver wire, exquisitely carved. Normally such a large screen belonged in a grander hall. Placing it in this Australian room gave a feeling of being forced in.

Actually, Duguo Qiuhun had originally arranged this room modeling the layout of Ziguang Pavilion in Zhongnanhai. But the Commercial Hall rooms didn't suit such a layout, resulting in this strange appearance. Although decorated as a state guesthouse, there were no "state guests" initially, so the East Gate Market management staff often used this room as a lounge and smoking room, ruining a fine Persian carpet.

Each chair had a name card; everyone took seats according to cards, saving the tedious etiquette of yielding seats.

Once seated, maids served fine bone china coffee sets. This was high-grade bone china fired under Xiao Bailang's supervision. Recruited Foshan ceramic workers used his process flow, selecting fine kaolin clay, sieving it, adding bone ash, finally firing at extremely high temperature in a gas kiln. Shapes and patterns imitated modern spacetime, coming out exact.

This bone china was produced very little currently. Except for a small amount sent to Guangzhou for Ziming Tower to develop the domestic luxury porcelain market, the rest was kept for self-use in Lingao.

The coffee was hand-roasted from the first batch of beans harvested from Wu Nanhai's tropical crop garden, fragrant in aroma. Wu Nanhai named it "Golden South Sea."

Quark and Li Luoyou had seen this beverage with Arab and Indian merchants and didn't find it strange. Instead, the porcelain attracted their gaze. Quark couldn't put it down. Li Luoyou felt this porcelain's shape and texture didn't look like Great Ming firing. Could Australians fire porcelain too? Then again, since they were descendants of Yashan Song people, having a few ceramic artisans among them wasn't strange.

After coffee, the conversation officially cut to the main topic.

Before the negotiation, Liu San had already determined several basic points in the Operation Willow working meeting, approved by the Executive Committee and the Senate Standing Committee.


	Li Luoyou to transport and sell goods for the transmigrator collective.

	Li Luoyou must assist the collective in opening commercial houses locally; if necessary, joint ventures can be opened.

	Li Luoyou to procure designated goods for the collective; prices negotiated annually for bulk procurement. Lingao has the right to choose payment in goods or currency.

	Li Luoyou's branches on the mainland and overseas to provide acceptance services for Delung bills of exchange.



But before stating demands, everyone wanted to hear what this Great Manager needed from Lingao.

Li Luoyou didn't hide his intentions. After complimenting the collective's "sturdy ships and sharp cannons" and being "rare in the world," he straightforwardly requested to purchase munitions.

The volume wasn't large; specific types were even simplified to cannons, muskets, and short muskets.

Liu San hesitated. He hadn't expected this to be Li Luoyou's real purpose. Of course he came for trade opportunities, but trading for munitions? Unlike selling paper or matches, munitions consumed massive strategic materials and were high-consumption items for industrial capacity.

Moreover, munitions were sensitive strategic materials affecting the mainland power balance. Involving foreign policy, it wasn't something Liu San and others could decide.

Unexpectedly, Li Luoyou raised an issue beyond Liu San's authority right at the start. The present Elders looked at each other, unsure what to do.

Li Luoyou, being who he was, saw their embarrassment and knew it was difficult. But since most of his purpose in coming was for this, he wouldn't give up easily, so he said:

"If there are difficulties, please speak freely."

Liu San steadied himself: "This matter is not within our authority. We need to ask superiors for a decision."

Li Luoyou nodded in understanding: "How long?"

"Three to five days for a result."

"Good. If selling guns directly is inconvenient, could you help set up a gun factory?" Li Luoyou raised his second request—actually his real goal: since selling weapons was a big deal, helping build guns probably also needed "superior" decision.

"I will report your request together." Liu San smiled bitterly. "This concerns military and state affairs; hope Proprietor Li understands."

"I understand, I understand."

Next was Li Luoyou's request for trade privileges. Lingao was free trade; currently import tax was fully waived, export partially waived. Anyone could trade. Li Luoyou wasn't a small merchant hitching a ride; his scale was large, strength great, so he demanded privileges.

Specifically, exclusive export rights for "Australian goods." Mainly Australian glass mirrors. Li Luoyou prepared to ship them to Nanyang and India for sale. For the latter, he also planned to sell to Europe through the Goa window.

Europe's Venetian glass mirrors were world-famous. Not only priced exorbitantly but limited in production. Lingao's Australian glass mirrors seemed endless, and prices were much cheaper. Especially recently, Lingao began large-scale sales of cheap glass mirror compacts of various materials through Guangzhou channels, which had even more price lethality.

Such compacts were small and light. A sea ship could transport massive quantities. Even adding long-distance freight costs, selling in Europe could yield over 100% profit.

Such small, high-priced goods didn't even need to go to Europe to make huge profits. Sea ships could exchange for other goods at trading ports along the way. Actually, Li Luoyou never thought of shipping directly to Europe. He planned to sell part to Goa, for Portuguese merchants to resell to India, Red Sea, and East Mediterranean; part to Quark to ship to Surat, reselling directly to local British merchants. Of course, this secret couldn't be told.

"I'm willing to guarantee sales of one hundred thousand units annually. Fifty thousand porcelain, three thousand lacquerware, twenty thousand others." Li Luoyou said. "Price at fifty percent of your retail price in Guangzhou."

"Too cheap..." Li Mei shook her head directly. Of course she couldn't agree—currently Zichengji gave Gao Ju an import price of sixty percent retail. If she gave Li Luoyou fifty, he could flip it to the domestic market and destroy Gao Ju's business. What Li Mei hated and feared most in business was "trans-shipping": distributors exploiting regional price differences to dump goods, wrecking prices so no one made money.

"Opening European channels, fifty percent isn't excessive. Besides, I have to ship to Portugal, thousands of miles, braving wind and waves."

"Your ships don't need to go to Europe," Li Mei almost said "Actually you've never been to Portugal," but thought better of it, leaving some face. "Just shipping to Goa or Surat is enough to offload."

Li Luoyou's smile stiffened slightly. In Great Ming, people who knew Goa or Surat were almost non-existent. There were many sea merchants, but they went to Japan or Nanyang. They knew Manila and Batavia, but knew nothing of Indian routes.

"Furthermore, we already have a trade agreement on the Goa route." Li Mei remembered the route monopoly agreement signed with Li Huamei last year. It had a few months left. Although the Commerce Ministry's general opinion was not to grant monopoly rights anymore but adopt free trade, this monopoly claim could raise her own bargaining chips.

Both sides launched into lengthy negotiations. Finally, a trade agreement with Li Luoyou was reached: Li Luoyou could transport and sell all products on the transmigrator collective's permitted export list to regions other than South Zhili and Liangguang (Guangdong/Guangxi), including Liaodong; discounts for these goods would match those given to Gao Ju.

"In that case, my costs are much higher than Gao Ju's." Li Luoyou was dissatisfied. "My spending on the road is much greater than his."

"If he wants to ship goods to Liaodong or the Capital to sell, he also has to pay transport costs. On this point your conditions are the same." Li Mei said. "Distance is profit, distance is price. You and all merchants know this."

For goods sold to Surat and Goa, the collective granted an extra 0.5 discount. This discount used a rebate model. Li Luoyou paid full price at procurement; after a fiscal year ended, the discount would be returned to him. Using goods, cash silver, or circulation notes was up to him.

For goods exported to Surat and Goa, a trade agreement for the following year must be signed in November of the preceding year, specifying order quantity and type. The collective granted a 10% fluctuation margin. If orders exceeded the margin, the rebate discount on the excess would be cancelled.

Also stipulated: domestic sales goods settled over three festivals per Great Ming custom. Foreign sales goods settled in cash.

(End of Chapter)
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Of course, "settlement over three festivals" didn't mean unlimited credit. The Ministry of Finance and Delung Bank intended to have a certain credit limit, equivalent to export credit. The limit would be adjusted anytime based on import-export status. However, this credit was interest-free.

As for the settlement currency, it was designated as Lingao circulation notes.

This made Li Luoyou somewhat awkward, and Advisor Han at a loss—refusing shining white silver and insisting on some circulation note nonsense? Besides Lingao, there was nowhere else to find this stuff.

Li Luoyou said: "I don't have circulation notes. Does your group not accept silver?"

"The settlement currency here is circulation notes. Silver or gold is just a commodity," Chen Ce said. "It doesn't matter if you don't have circulation notes. You transport mainland goods to Lingao for sale, and we pay you in circulation notes."

This former bank credit review clerk had volunteered to become Director of Bank Planning after Delung's separation and restructuring. Having done credit review for 7 years, becoming Credit Management Director would have been normal given his professional level. But he really didn't want to continue endless paperwork, so he applied for the Planning position instead.

"This—" This was novel. Not wanting white silver, but wanting goods. What kind of business logic was this? Business stressed real gold and silver; getting gold and silver was best—took no space, didn't rot, convenient to spend or hoard.

Those refusing cash were either able to swap for more profitable things locally, or the place had no cash. Australians' thinking was truly strange.

"Is your meaning this," Li Luoyou organized his thoughts, "I ship goods to Lingao to sell, earning circulation notes to buy your goods?"

"Exactly."

"Isn't this superfluous?" Li Luoyou shook his head. "Why not just barter!"

"Alright, then you say how many catties of ginseng for one mirror?"

He was instantly speechless. Without money as an equivalent, calculating prices was impossible!

"If so, I must set up a local shop and build a warehouse." Li Luoyou hesitated. "Extra expenses—"

"We provide the land for your shop. You only pay for construction, which we will also build." Li Mei was generous. "Additionally, we have a guaranteed purchase catalog. Anything you bring, we buy at classified prices regardless of quantity."

She handed over the latest guaranteed purchase catalog listing thirty-one goods and prices.

"For these thirty-one goods, all import taxes are waived, and we buy them all at guidance prices."

Li Luoyou looked. Coal was surprisingly first, followed by many metals: pig iron, wrought iron, copper, lead, zinc, tin... then people's livelihood materials like grain, cloth, cotton, oil, timber... Seeing the end, his eyelid jumped—horses, donkeys. What did Hainan need horses and donkeys for?

"Most of these are bulky and cheap, extremely troublesome to transport." Li Luoyou still had the traditional maritime merchant mindset, liking high-value, small-volume items.

"Profit isn't large, but your cost isn't large either." Li Mei continued analyzing. "Most can be bought all over the South; profit is made just by shipping here. Plus the volume is huge. Even earning a few cents per pack adds up to a large sum. Isn't a guaranteed profit business good enough? We set guidance prices adding ten percent gross profit to Guangzhou market prices."

Calculating this way, his profit wasn't low. And shipping only to Lingao meant dozens of trips a year; small boats could do it. Unlike going to Nanyang or the Western Ocean, requiring waiting for monsoons, ocean-going ships, and hiring expensive navigators.

"As for goods outside the guarantee, you are free to bring them for sale. Currently, Customs waives import tax on most commodities." Li Mei said.

The general commodity transaction was thus settled. It was also confirmed Li Luoyou would open a Liaohai Trading branch in Lingao, specifically responsible for local business contact.

"Additionally, we will provide you with export credit."

"Export credit?"

"In case your limit isn't enough and cash on hand is insufficient, but you need large stock, we can provide extra export loans at favorable rates. However, restricted export catalog goods cannot get loans."

With Li Luoyou's reach, a simple note could mobilize over a hundred thousand taels of silver in Guangdong anytime. He was originally disdainful of red tape like credit limits, but since they only accepted so-called circulation notes here, this system became very useful to him.

Both sides negotiated details of the Liaohai Trading branch. Li Luoyou thought besides contact, this branch could do some retail business. Given Lingao's situation, retail had future potential; consider it laying foundations.

During negotiations with Li Mei and others, Li Luoyou had figured out Australian business habits. Australians had no sentiment in business, only rules. No hints; everything had to be stated clearly face-to-face. Everything must be written down. So details about this branch were discussed exhaustively.

Knowing East Gate Market was the best location, he explicitly requested land there.

"Possible, but area is limited." Li Mei agreed immediately. "Only 200 square meters of building land."

"How big is that?"

"About one-third of a mu."

"How to build a counter room with that?" Li Luoyou was very displeased. He didn't want to build three or four stories—a pigeon coop without even a courtyard. "I'll pay to buy."

Li Mei said: "East Gate Market land prices are high..."

"How much per mu? I'll buy ten mu!"

"Depends on which plot."

"What?" Li Luoyou thought these Australians were truly profiteers.

"East Gate Market is now a Class I Zone. Land price is highest." Li Mei timely unrolled the market plan. "See, these streets are Grade A in Class I. Highest price. And plots are generally small; there isn't even a ten-mu plot to buy here." Her finger tapped the map. " If you want a large plot, better buy here. Road just finished, slightly secluded now, but will be bustling in a few months. Great appreciation potential."

"Appreciation?" In Li Luoyou's concept, except for rent-collecting fields and productive forests, ordinary land didn't fluctuate much. And he was buying land to build a branch; even if it rose to tens of thousands of taels per mu, so what? Sell the branch?

After some haggling, Li Luoyou bought a ten-mu plot beside a newly developed street in East Gate Market. One mu was a free gift from Li Mei representing the Commerce Ministry.

Chen Ce then proposed establishing a joint exchange service.

Li Luoyou pondered. Bills issued by Delung Bank Guangzhou were becoming popular in Guangdong. Their method was simply the allied business model, jointly honoring payments among merchants with large cash flows. Indeed very convenient for users.

However, this joint exchange had great risks. Li Luoyou thought. A bill was ultimately a piece of paper used for fund flow. The momentum existed now; some merchants passed received bills on without cashing them. Convenient, yes, but someone would surely think of issuing empty bills to increase floating capital—100 taels principal acting as 1000 taels flow. This drum-passing game relied on credit; once an issuer or acceptor had problems, a crash risk emerged.

This matter required caution. He considered repeatedly and decided to refuse. Refusal wasn't just due to financial risk, but political risk. Australians could protect themselves in Lingao—he was quite sure of that—but their mainland assets were hard to say. If the government turned hostile and confiscated Lingao assets on the mainland, the loss borne by an ally would be devastating.

Of course, whether the government would turn hostile and to what degree was another matter. After all, neither Delung nor Guo Yi's properties ever claimed to be Australian business. If Australians did their homework and spent money well, it was possible the government would ignore these properties or be loudly hostile publicly but lenient privately.

But since the wind direction was unclear, he didn't need to rush in.

So he politely expressed refusal.

This reply surprised Chen Ce slightly. In his view, joint exchange had risks but brought greater benefits to Li Luoyou—definitely a "win-win."

However, even after repeated elaboration on risk control and potential profit, Li Luoyou remained unmoved, changing the subject.

This slippery fellow! Liu San was anxious. Three of four goals reached consensus. Only this business Delung valued most was rejected! Wasn't this his negotiation failure? He repeatedly signaled Li Mei to join the fray.

Li Mei was a business veteran. Seeing this, she knew talking was useless and would only reveal their weakness. The opponent would suspect Delung had problems and was desperate for a strong partner to inject capital.

If Great Manager Li thought that, never mind cooperating with Delung, he might reconsider even the trade agreement.

So Li Mei interjected, slowly shifting the topic to doing business with Quark.

Quark also got a trade agreement: Quark had the right to ship any Indian and European goods to Lingao, enjoying partial tax exemption like other traders.

The collective stipulated every ship must bring not less than one-third of total load in Indian saltpeter and lac. Besides that, he must bring unlimited quantities of woolen cloth, combed and processed wool, tanned sheep and ox hides, cotton cloth, cotton, and jute. Additionally, annually ship 500 chests of Indian opium to Lingao, packaged at the 20-pound standard. Total 10,000 pounds.

"Opium cannot exceed the limit. Fixed at 500 chests. Excess confiscated." Li Mei said. "Also opium is not tax-exempt."

"No problem." Quark thought opium wasn't a scarce item. British merchants shipped it to Ming decades ago; at most two or three hundred chests a year.

"Also, there are several deals to do with Mr. Quark, but it's not time yet." Li Mei said.

"Good, we'll talk later." Quark was very excited.

The trade conditions lifted Quark's spirits. This Englishman had struggled to find goods Great Ming needed. He could only peddle spices, seafood, and rarities from India and Nanyang. His attempts to sell British woolens and Indian cottons had failed miserably. Now finally there was export potential for bulk commodities.

His only dissatisfaction was settlement in circulation notes. But when Li Mei told him he could use notes to buy white sugar at the Commercial Hall, the Englishman rubbed his hands in excitement. White sugar was too hot; no need to ship to England—shipping to Surat would sell it. British merchants could resell to Persia and Arabia besides Europe.

That night, Li Luoyou clicked his abacus, calculating which goods yielded max profit. From a stability angle, the thirty-one guaranteed items were best. Low profit, but they bought unlimited quantities; profit was very stable.

Pity they weren't interested in his best-selling high-profit items—Liaodong goods like ginseng and deer antler, extremely hot on the mainland, but Australians lacked interest.

Key point: they seemed unwilling to sell big cannons. In his view, weapons money was easiest to earn. Portuguese didn't want to sell...

Wonder if Runshitang is interested? Yang Shixiang should be; he knew he'd wholesaled such goods to Yang before. He suddenly thought: since this Australian Liu San is Runshitang's second owner and shares profit, he could open a breach through him.

But this was long-term work. He couldn't stay long in Lingao. Calculating, he suddenly had an idea. He called for Advisor Han and Gu Baocheng. As for Quark, some things he didn't need to know.

"Alright, we've seen it. Australians are different from ordinary Red Hairs, and different from our Great Ming." Li Luoyou said. "Baocheng, sit. Tell me, how are these Australians?"

"Australians value profit." Gu Baocheng hesitated. "But nephew sees that while valuing profit, they also keep credit."

"Correct." Li Luoyou said. "Australians indeed value profit. But this group is different from ordinary Westerners."

Advisor Han said: "If they purely valued profit, they wouldn't have refused to sell us cannons today."

"Whether they are willing is yet unknown." Li Luoyou said. "But seeing today, buying cannons may not succeed—these Australians probably have other designs on Lingao."

"Australians implicitly intend to partition Lingao." Gu Baocheng blurted out.

Li Luoyou tapped his fan on his palm, nodding after a long while: "We can't guess their thoughts immediately. But Australians will likely stay here a long time. There is great business to be done." He suddenly asked Gu Baocheng, "Baocheng, how about you be the manager of this Lingao branch?"

Gu Baocheng apparently hadn't expected such a question. He was instantly dumbfounded. After a long while:

"Since Uncle cultivates me, nephew will naturally serve with utmost sincerity!"

Advisor Han knew Young Master Gu's status in Li Luoyou's heart—more important than a son; incense bearer for his wife's maiden family. Putting him in a remote Australian place like Lingao? He quickly advised:

"Master please think thrice, here is not like the mainland—"

"No matter." Li Luoyou said. "Here is actually easier to do business than mainland branches."

Lingao's commercial and social environment was simpler; only Australians needed dealing with. Unlike the mainland requiring a manager to be slick and handle all walks of life to support the facade. And while Australians valued profit, they weren't unreasonable people; much better than Westerners.

"Here you are the manager; I give you all authority a manager should have." Li Luoyou thought, this child had been by his side long enough, seen much, but his independent ability was hard to say. This wasn't a long-term solution; he needed a place to practice alone. After two days, he was quite satisfied with Lingao's social environment.

"Yes, nephew will be conscientious."

"Mm, you've never stood alone. You'll marry soon; can't be under my wing forever. Lingao's environment is cleaner than the mainland; fewer messy things. I'm assured leaving you alone here." Li Luoyou exhaled. "Just maintain good relations with Australians and handle business contacts well."

He looked at his nephew. "I give you another thousand taels silver principal for this branch. Besides contacting Australians, do whatever business you want. As long as it's not wicked, I support it all. Losing money doesn't matter."

"Yes," Gu Baocheng said respectfully, "Only I ask Master to assign capable stewards and staff to assist."

"Don't worry. Pick anyone I have—you choose. Whoever you pick is yours." Li Luoyou said. "Picking wrong doesn't matter; knowing mistakes allows correction."

Advisor Han understood Li Luoyou's intent and stopped advising—training the young master was good. But he felt necessary to remind: "Master," he whispered, "These Australians have partition intent. If the Court sends troops to crusade, Lingao becomes a Asura hell..."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 584 - Slave Trade

"Mm." Li Luoyou thought, the Court probably lacked the ability. Leaving aside how sharp Australian firearms were, just with Australian defenses at Bopu and fast ships in the strait, unless the Court mobilized tens of thousands of troops and hundreds of warships, the Australians wouldn't even bother looking.

"No need to worry. Australians have sturdy ships and sharp cannons; moving them won't be easy." Li Luoyou deliberately didn't lower his voice, checking his nephew's expression. Seeing no fear, he felt this was feasible.

"Even if there's trouble, Baocheng, you drop the shop and leave immediately. I won't blame you. As long as the green hills remain, there's no fear of running out of firewood. It's not shameful."

"Yes, nephew will remember Master's teaching."

The three discussed who to send to assist, how to do business, what goods to prepare, how to escape if trouble arose, and how Guangdong would respond. Only after everything was settled did they rest.

While the Li family deliberated, Quark was quietly invited to Liu San's office in Runshitang.

Led by a servant with a lantern through dark passageways and unmanned alleys, dizzy from turns, he was brought to a courtyard. The courtyard was brightly lit. Liu San, who had negotiated with him earlier, waited before the room.

Quark was welcomed into a wing room and was astonished upon entering—why was the light so bright? In the courtyard Li Luoyou stayed in, the Yang family provided their best; with four candle stands in a room, yet lighting them all still left it dim. This room looked like dozens of candles were lit.

The light source came from a lamp on the table. Under a glass cover, a flame jumped, emitting light that made the whole room snow-bright.

The room was simply furnished: a Chinese desk, a few beautiful rattan chairs. Besides Liu San, there was a young man he hadn't seen—medium build, slightly chubby, ordinary looks, scholarly air, wearing a frame on his face inlaid with two pieces of glass. Quark knew these were spectacles, but seeing them perched directly on the face was a first. He couldn't help looking curiously.

The man sat in a chair, silent. Just looked him up and down.

"Mr. Quark, please sit." Liu San smiled. "We have another deal to talk about. You will definitely have great interest."

"Very good." Quark thought, a deal discussed only with him obviously wasn't something good.

Liu San rose to close the door and draw the curtains tight. Seeing such secrecy, Quark felt uneasy, wondering what they were up to.

"Mr. Quark, to talk business with peace of mind, we have to be cautious." The spectacle-wearing young man on the rattan chair suddenly spoke. And in fluent English.

Quark was startled. In this spacetime, English was neither an academic nor noble language, just one of countless European languages. Few outside Britain spoke it.

His greatest pain coming to Great Ming was the near non-existence of English speakers, forcing him to learn Chinese himself. His Chinese was passable, but expression was sometimes difficult. Hearing someone speak English now, he felt greatly relieved.

Difference existed between Old English and modern British English, but communication was unimpeded.

The speaker was Xu Tianqi, a university language student fluent in English and German. Useless after D-Day, he fell into the basic labor pool until Ma Qianzhu's mechanical card data system needed technical translation, borrowing him to the Grand Library. Afterward, he returned to labor.

After the Second Plenum, the masses of basic laborers excitedly declared "Our spring has finally come." Xu Tianqi was formally transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Actually, there wasn't much to do there; main work remained translating technical data. This time counts as formal work.

"Mr. Quark, have you traded slaves?"

Quark shook his head: "That is dangerous business!"

Slave trading was hugely profitable; even if half died en route, a ship could earn hundreds of percent profit. But risk was immense. Ships waiting at African slave stations for inland dealers often saw crews die of terrible fevers. High profits meant constant prying eyes; attacks on slave ships and stations were frequent. If caught by Spanish en route to South America, from captain to sailor might be hanged or given to the Inquisition—even converting to Catholicism meant years of slave-like hard labor before release.

Those daring this trade were the boldest, most ruthless, and unbridled men. Quark hadn't considered it even at his lowest point.

"Now there is an opportunity—" Liu San explained through Xu Tianqi the business of shipping Southeast Asian natives to Sanya. "...Natives you ship to Sanya, we pay with sugar, tea, or raw silk."

Quark hesitated: "You need slaves, I understand. But why these natives? They are small, lazy, and very ferocious. Not working material."

"Are there lazy and ferocious slaves?" Xu Tianqi said.

Quark nodded: "Fine. But capturing and shipping them is difficult."

"That counts in your cost." Liu San said. "I believe British merchants are troubled by finding no suitable trading port with China."

British merchants had no footing in Nanyang, forced to operate in Dutch territory. The Dutch wanted monopoly trade with China, causing friction in Banten, then killing eight Englishmen in Ambon. The British bore a grudge, crying "Ambon Massacre" daily as a pretext for revenge, but their East Asian strength was negligible against the Dutch. Portuguese and Spanish were deeply rooted; even the Dutch couldn't dislodge them, let alone the British.

"You mean—"

"Please look." Liu San opened a map of the South China Sea.

"You drew this?" Quark was astonished. The map was exquisite, depicting coastlines previously unmapped or guessed.

"Correct," Liu San said. Maps were Level 1 controlled items; he didn't want to dwell on it. "Here is Qiongzhou Prefecture." He pointed to Hainan Island.

"We are here." Pointing to Lingao.

"You plan to open this as a free trade port?" Quark asked.

"No, not here. Lingao has deficiencies as a trade port." Liu San said. "Specifically, here." He pointed to the southern tip of Hainan.

"There is nothing here." Quark said.

"No, we have a port here." Liu San said. "Transport slaves there, and we pay you best white sugar, crystal sugar, and raw silk."

"You have a port there?!" Quark shouted exaggeratedly. He didn't know the name, but geographically it was a choke point between China and Southeast Asia. Superior location. Closer to China than Dutch-held Formosa. Very convenient for British ships.

If he set up a warehouse there... Gold began dancing before Quark's eyes again.

"I want to see for myself. As for slaves..." Quark hesitated. Slave trading was profitable but hard to start. No existing chain like African slaves. Southeast Asia had no such industry; Quark had to build the chain.

Referencing the African model: bribe local chiefs to capture slaves, exchange goods for captives, build fortified trading stations to hoard slaves. Stations needed defense against jealous rivals or backstabbing chiefs.

This was a huge expense. Quark calculated costs. Finally shook his head:

"I cannot do this deal. Initial investment is unbearable." To prove he wasn't lying, he listed expenses to Liu San.

"I need to build or buy ships, hire enough hands; station needs fortification, cannons, weapons, a small garrison, precious gifts for chiefs—otherwise they won't catch slaves or give land for the station."

"We issue you a slave trade patent." Commerce and Diplomacy had prepared this. "Granting you monopoly on slave trade to Sanya for five years."

A patent! Quark's eyes lit up. With this, he could organize a joint-stock company, raise shares, pull in more merchants. Financial problems solved.

"How about it? You can form a joint-stock company." Liu San seemed to know his thoughts.

"Yes, with a patent, funding is easy." Quark lost interest in Li Luoyou's gun factory—how could that compare to slave trading's quick money!

"But it needs considerable time." Quark said. "I must go to Surat to raise shares. Buy ships, recruit men. Earliest first shipment by year's end."

Year-end coincided with Tiandu infrastructure completion and mining start. First batch would arrive just in time.

"Acceptable. But hurry. If you cannot deliver the first batch by December end, patent is void."

Quark, seeing wealth but having to wait half a year, burned with anxiety but agreed: "Good, I guarantee delivery."

"This patent includes only Southeast Asian natives. You may not traffic other slaves. Unless we request." Liu San warned. "Found carrying others once, patent void."

"I ask to set up a warehouse in this—San... ya." Quark proposed.

"Allowed. Since it's a trade port, merchants are welcome. As long as you follow our laws."

Simultaneously that night, a state meeting convened in Bairen City to discuss selling munitions to Li Luoyou.

Most opposed selling munitions: dangerous to sell quality weapons to a potential enemy. If Great Ming attacked, transmigrators didn't want to taste their own 12-pound Napoleon cannonballs. If Li Luoyou resold to Liaodong, consequences were severer—disrupting mainland balance. Historically Guan-Ning Army was a supply team, losing many firearms to Later Jin. The upcoming Dengzhou Mutiny would give Manchus fireams, soldiers, and technicians, enabling their own Red Barbarian Cannons. If Li Luoyou resold, firearm advantage would tilt to Later Jin earlier. Great Ming's firearm-reliant defense might collapse.

Some suggested making inferior cannons, slightly better than Red Barbarian ones, and selling good matchlocks. Open a weapon workshop for Great Ming.

"Comrades, weapons need metal. Our iron and copper rely on imports; they are strategic materials. Checked how much iron or bronze a cannon needs? Importing from Guangzhou to cast cannons to sell—too strange! We don't lack that money." Ma Qianzhu said. "Plus energy consumption—electricity or coal isn't abundant."

"Processing supplied materials? Li Luoyou supplies copper, iron, coal, plus extra..."

"Little significance." Zhan Wuya said: "Don't forget labor hours and machine wear. All costs."

Exporting weapons was vetoed. Someone proposed exporting Lingao's Type 30 Revolvers—low metal/labor, ammo uncopyable by Ming/Jin. Buying meant relying on Lingao for ammo.

"Revolvers can't be used in battle formations; to natives they're just ingenious contraptions. Generals and officials would love one for self-defense."

"Possible, but they might not want it. knowing it's a toy, Li Luoyou isn't stupid; he knows it's useless for big wars. Won't buy many."

"Also, I fear a Jinyiwei agent sneaking up on an Elder watching an opera and putting a round in his skull with a Type 30," said Wu Mu of Political Security, assessing risks.

Final decision: no munitions sales. Wu De suggested helping Li Luoyou build a gun factory.

"Not selling guns but selling a factory?" Cheng Dong couldn't understand. " putting the cart before the horse."

"Strictly speaking, selling simple equipment. Moderate technology diffusion," Wu De suggested selling simple industrial equipment.

"Like boring and rounding the bore—not in Chinese tradition. Selling dedicated cannon boring machines drastically improves their imitation of Red Barbarian Cannons. Power improves limitedly, not affecting our safety or mainland balance."

Besides boring machines, he suggested iron mold casting technology. Improves yield, durability, and efficiency.

"Iron mold casting isn't advanced. We'll use Rodman method and solid casting deep drilling. Iron mold won't affect our lead."

Also blowers to improve efficiency.

"Power? Steam engines?"

"Stage one: water turbines or windmills." Wu De said. "Of course provide gearboxes, otherwise useless."

"What benefit?" Ma Qianzhu didn't understand.

"Selling guns consumes resources; selling machines too."

"We can sell services. Seeing the parts maintenance bill, Li Luoyou will go mad." Zhan Wuya said.

"Don't just think of money. Selling guns to Chongzhen is net consumption; selling machines is blood creation," Wu De said. "We can't produce everything forever. Uneconomical. Sooner or later open production to private sectors. Since opening, we don't want them using handicrafts, or our equipment manufacturing won't develop—lack of orders."

Anyone seeing transmigrator factories was awed by industrial efficiency. Yang Shixiang wanted to mechanize his medicine factory, but Lingao's economy was weak; few could invest. Industry consumed population. Labor was tight; adding private industry demand worsened bottlenecks.

If the nearby, capital-rich, populous Pearl River Delta joined industrialization, Lingao's equipment manufacturing would develop hugely. And create dependency. Machine supply, maintenance, upgrade would rely on Lingao.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 585 - Cannon Foundry

But to let people know the benefits of machinery, they must see it to believe it. The transmigrators couldn't drag everyone to Lingao to witness their industrial capability; the only way was to set up a model on the mainland. Since Li Luoyou wanted to build a gun factory, this was the best prototype. Wu De believed the efficiency demonstrated by these machines in production would have a huge impact on the natives, enough to spark their interest in new technology and equipment.

"Handicrafts and commerce in the late Ming were very developed; a group of workshop owners already exists," Wu De said. "We can't intervene in Jiangnan for a while, but Guangdong has potential. By upgrading equipment, we can cause a batch of new factories to rise locally, mastering relatively primitive but scaled industrial production capabilities. This lays a foundation for our future control of the Pearl River Delta and its industrialization."

In the long run, controlling equipment manufacturing meant controlling all manufacturing. Such technology diffusion wouldn't harm Lingao's technological hegemony, and continuous external orders would stimulate Lingao's local equipment manufacturing industry.

"But can people of Great Ming link gun factories with productivity? Seeing it, they'll at most think: this Australian gun factory is powerful, but that's it. They won't link it to civilian industries like weaving and spinning."

"Mm, I also doubt it," Zhan Wuya said. "Modern people live in an industrial society and have basic industrial common sense. Ancients, especially ordinary merchants, probably lack this associative ability."

"Foundry owners might realize it. For example, mechanized blowers."

"We can't underestimate native creativity too much," Wu De said. "Besides, windmills and water turbines exist domestically. We're providing an upgraded version with better efficiency and higher output—the value of these two is clear to most people."

At this point Wen Desi coughed: "I want to query something. According to our strategy, we uphold 'non-interference' and 'mainland balance'; now, not selling guns to Great Ming but directly exporting gun-making tools—isn't military technology diffusion against strategic policy?"

"I think it's negligible," Wu De said. "Wang Zunde himself is a gun-making fanatic. Every time he organizes casting, it's by the hundreds. We provide equipment merely to make his guns slightly better quality and faster to manufacture. The most direct result is just enabling him to make a few more cannons."

Wu De said: "Finally, even if we gave them 12-pound Napoleon cannons now, I don't think Ming troops can do anything to the Jianzhou Jurchens. A few new weapons can't change anything."

More cannons wouldn't save Great Ming's fate; history proved this. Sun Yuanhua hiring Portuguese instructors to train a new army using Western firearms in Dengzhou ended with annihilation in internal strife, proving "tools" couldn't save Great Ming. Thus, transmigrators selling some equipment to Great Ming wouldn't qualitatively change the mainland balance.

"Gentlemen, I remind everyone not to forget one issue," Yu Eshui jumped out to remind everyone again. "After Zheng Zhilong accepted pacification, he got large aid from Xiong Wencan. From large warships to cannons, the Fujian Provincial Administration gave him much aid. Guangdong and Fujian are neighbors, and Wang Zunde is a major gun-maker; likely some cannons will flow into Zheng Zhilong's hands."

"Zheng Zhilong is busy fighting Li Kuiqi himself; otherwise he'd have come to hit us long ago," Wu De was dismissive. "Even if a few guns fall to him, they'll be used on Li Kuiqi."

This issue was debated for a long time in the State Meeting. Finally a compromise was reached: export only water turbines, windmills, gearboxes, blowers, and cannon boring machines, but not iron mold casting technology—the latter boosted production speed too much. Though some estimated Great Ming's tragic financial state made making too many cannons unlikely.

Then someone proposed in the State Meeting that while technology diffusion was inevitable, how to diffuse and what to diffuse should be evaluated by a specialized department to avoid threatening the strategic situation.

Thus it was decided to establish a "Technology Coordination Office" under the Ministry of Science and Technology, specifically responsible for evaluating exported technology and products.

Li Luoyou didn't know a secret meeting was held for this issue. In the following days he was leisurely, touring everywhere. Liu San, intending to show strength, also arranged for him to visit everywhere.

The Holy Ship was now a hot attraction. For someone with state guest qualifications like Li Luoyou, he certainly had to see it. Early the next morning, Liu San accompanied him by carriage to Bopu, entering the naval pier surrounded by barbed wire.

Li Luoyou carefully observed the Australian soldiers wearing blue uniforms and straw hats. They were different from soldiers seen in East Gate Market; besides blue uniforms, they wore round, flat-topped straw hats with black ribbons, trailing two streamers behind the neck.

Liu San prepared new "IDs" for him and Quark, stamped with prominent red seals "Valid Today" and "Valid Once."

After checking IDs and documents, Liu San led them onto a gig boat, heading for the Fengcheng.

When Li Luoyou stepped onto the Fengcheng's deck, standing on this high and open deck with sea breeze blowing, his legs suddenly couldn't move.

With difficulty he regulated his breathing, slowly stepping forward. Beneath his feet was rough steel plating. Huge rusty chains. Li Luoyou carefully walked to the gunwale and looked down into the dark green rippling water, feeling a wave of dizziness, quickly retracting his gaze.

Although a ship, he felt no swaying or heaving. Truly solid as a rock.

Li Luoyou touched the cold steel gunwale. This ship exceeded his comprehension. He pondered a moment and asked Liu San: "This ship is so huge, how does it move?"

"Using machines."

"Machines?" Li Luoyou asked. "If not animal traction, then windmills or waterwheels. Windmills and waterwheels obviously can't work; are there many horses and oxen driving it inside? How many would that take!"

"Even many horses and oxen couldn't drive it." Liu San thought Li Luoyou had some insight, having the concept of "power." "It uses the power of steam."

Actually Fengcheng used a large marine diesel engine. Liu San felt unable to explain the internal combustion engine concept, so he picked a simple one.

"Steam? Can I see it?"

"Why not? But the machine on this ship is huge, and it's dark below, hard to see clearly. There are similar but smaller ones in the factory."

"Ship machines can also be used in workshops?"

"Why not?" Liu San found it strange.

Li Luoyou didn't pursue it, staring long at the Armstrong rifled heavy gun on deck pan-glowing with blue light, looking at the circular sliding track below and the huge conical shell standing beside it.

Originally he suspected this gun was a fake for show. Aside from anything else, could human strength move such a giant gun? But if such an iron ship could be driven from Australia ten thousand miles away to Lingao, what was this gun?

Australians invested such capital here; they had such sharp weapons!

Thinking here, the hope of buying guns from Lingao suddenly became very urgent. He suddenly whispered to Liu San: "Any news from your superiors regarding selling guns?"

Although Liu San hadn't received formal notification, the meeting situation had been communicated to him. Selling guns was definitely off. he equivocated: "Haven't heard yet."

"If this matter gains Third Master's assistance, I would be endlessly grateful!" Saying so, he signaled with his eyes.

Liu San naturally understood. Not to mention actually helping, just leaking a bit of wind would bring valuable gifts immediately. The ginseng he wanted to give Li Mei yesterday, unbeknownst of quality, certainly wasn't cheap. Detailed investigation or asking favors would surely prompt this Great Manager Li to give a hundred-year premium old mountain ginseng without hesitation.

But this benefit absolutely couldn't be taken. A report about Li Luoyou wanting to gift Li Mei had arrived that night. He could only equivocate: "This matter requires patience."

Li Luoyou pretended to gaze at the sea view, asking in a barely audible voice: "Which persons need my attention?"

Liu San had to pretend not to hear.

Seeing these Australians dead set against bribes, Li Luoyou was disappointed. Thinking again, they indeed didn't lack ordinary wealth; as for ginseng, perhaps overseas people didn't know its benefits. Seems only the beauty trap might work.

Calculating all the way, he was brought to the Bopu Arsenal. This was the transmigrator collective's main artillery manufacturing base, producing for both army and navy. However, navy demand was high, so current production focused on naval guns.

For safety, this arsenal itself was a fortress, with stone foundations, red brick walls, bastion-style main gate, and moat. Heavily armed Marines stood guard before the gate tower. Huge roars and crashing sounds constantly came from within the high red brick walls; white and black smoke constantly emanated from behind the walls. The air smelled pungent and biting.

Li Luoyou hesitated, seeing Quark also hesitant. This place looked frightening. Both involuntarily crossed themselves and silently recited a scripture before following Liu San inside.

Inside the arsenal were iron-framed buildings, each three stories high, doors open, containing black steel machines roaring tirelessly. On iron rail tracks, workers pushed sliding carts loaded with iron ingots and steel blocks.

They visited the casting workshop. The massive heat from over a dozen operating cupola furnaces made the two almost unstable. Workers were wrapped tight, faces covered with towels, wearing black eye-shields.

Red-hot iron water hissed flowing into pouring gates. Smoke filled the air. Quark coughed violently, covering his face and fleeing.

Li Luoyou was much better. Since planning to undertake gun casting, he often watched workers cast guns in Foshan. So he could endure it—he really wanted to see how the famous "Australian Cannons" were made.

As it looked now, Australian casting didn't exceed his expectations: making molds, pouring. Of course their scale was much larger, using more tools and equipment, working much faster than Foshan workers.

But he immediately discovered differences in the next workshop—the cast cannon blanks were solid! How to use? He saw workers use a crane to lift blanks into hot ovens for heating. When ready, blanks were lifted again, finding the red-hot blank carefully hoisted onto an iron sliding cart, clamped between huge iron jaws, then the jaws turned ninety degrees. Workers pushed the cart to a large drop-hammer machine.

Amidst steam, Li Luoyou watched the huge iron hammer slide from the top frame, ruthlessly pounding the red-hot cannon blank. Workers operated iron clamps, turning the blank during intervals when the hammer was lifted, allowing the hammer to strike inch by inch. Red sparks constantly burst out amidst huge hammering sounds. Hard iron blocks changed shape like dough under the hammer.

The huge vibration and heat made the group unable to stay nearby for a minute. Li Luoyou was soaked in sweat after watching a short while.

Pungent smells, thick smoke, huge noise, and powerful force demonstrated by machines—neither Li Luoyou nor Quark had seen such scenes. Quark had seen England's textile mills and shipyards, but compared to here, they were quiet gardens.

Workers in clothes stained black by smoke and sweat worked amidst smoke and noise, operating huge machines, running and shouting. Dozens pushed a machine together, muscles bulging, looking martial and powerful. Li Luoyou felt his hair stand on end. This seemed like a devil's armory, a hellish smithy!

A fear soaked his heart. He felt he was losing self-control—God, was his soul to be lost here? He prayed secretly, feeling he should leave immediately, but an unprecedented power kept him from leaving. He vaguely realized he saw something he shouldn't see; a power, a power no one in this world had ever seen or harnessed. A door suddenly opened to him; he uncontrollably wanted to see clearly.

Forged cannon blanks were sent away on iron sliding carts. Li Luoyou saw them again in the next workshop. He thought these shouldn't be the ones just forged, as piles of blanks sat there. Here stood many black machines on stone bases. On the roof, iron shafts spun rapidly, extending many belts downwards, spinning rapidly, driving many iron wheels.

Hammered steel castings were mounted on huge iron beds, slowly advancing at an angle. Looking closely, he found the cannon blank spinning rapidly towards a knife-like object; strands of iron shavings flew continuously from the cannon body. Meanwhile, foul-smelling oil dripped constantly on the cannon, seemingly flowing from the knife.

Soon, the originally rough hammered surface became a blue-shining smooth surface.

Li Luoyou stood dumbfounded. "Slicing iron like mud"—these words appeared in his mind. He'd seen Japanese swords slice iron like mud, but those were made of hundred-refined steel, taking countless efforts, treasured even in Japan. Australians actually used such treasure knives to peel cannons!

The next scene shocked him even more. A cannon blank fixed on a rack, a multi-edged steel drill spinning rapidly, rotating into the center of the solid blank. Iron shavings were brought out by the drill head, mixed with black sewage. A smell of hot iron mixed with grease filled the air.

So the bore was drilled with a knife! Australian knives were so formidable! Li Luoyou thought, this wasn't wood, but a big iron block! Iron hitting iron at most chipped; how could it dig a hole?

Finally, he saw finished products. Cannon barrels of various sizes shone blue, mounted on iron racks of sliding carts. Li Luoyou calculated secretly: just this casting workshop was making over fifty cannons simultaneously! In Foshan, with workers and materials sufficient, it would take five or six months—just drying a clay mold for pouring took a month.

"Truly breathtaking!" Li Luoyou felt soul-shaking shock. "No wonder everyone says Australian firearms are peerless! Cannons made this way, how can a few blacksmiths melting iron and pouring compare!"

Quark also nodded: "Manager Li, this gun factory is a hundred times better than the best in Britain—Europe!" He inhaled greedily. "If they opened full capacity, conquering all of China wouldn't be hard!"

"Expand production?" Li Luoyou was shocked.

"Didn't you see many machines weren't running?" Quark said. "If all started..." He shook his head. "Manager Li, regarding proper gun factory matters, I think it's unnecessary."

Li Luoyou didn't know he had settled the slave trade deal with transmigrators; having a faster, easier money channel, he lost interest in the foundry and used this to decline. Li Luoyou thought he spoke from sincerity and nodded: "Only this national sharp weapon, they may not be willing to sell."

Liu San seeing them looking somewhat lost, hurriedly invited them to the arsenal office to rest, serving hot towels and iced kvass. Spirits somewhat settled, Li Luoyou immediately had a pile of questions; why cast solid then drill instead of hollow? What knife cuts iron? Why hammer the cannon body?

Liu San professed ignorance to all questions. Li Luoyou thought he was preserving secrecy and stopped asking. Actually Liu San wasn't an engineering major; he really didn't know.

(End of Chapter)
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Finally, at Li Luoyou's request, Liu San took them to the power workshop to let him see "the power of steam." Li Luoyou was startled by the boiler workers, who were black with soot all over, showing only the whites of their eyes as they continuously shoveled black coal into the raging furnaces. As for the large iron box called a "boiler," it emitted wisp after wisp of white steam everywhere.

Li Luoyou and Quark watched the movement of the steam engine's pistons, connecting rods, and flywheels for a long time, remaining silent. The shock embodied by such powerful "force" was simply too great.

If the Australians were to set up such a gun factory for the Great Ming... Li Luoyou immediately shook his head. How could that be possible! Not to mention that Wang Zunde could not afford this money at all, even if the Imperial Court were to undertake it, the appropriation alone would probably cause a huge uproar in the court.

This gun factory was worth at least a million taels of silver. Furthermore, where would so many master craftsmen come from? The craftsmen he hired in Foshan could at most melt iron and pour iron water; they didn't know how to operate machines.

Thinking of this, his interest had waned. It seemed this trip: buying guns was impossible, and setting up a gun factory was even more hopeless. The business deal reached with the Australians was certainly good, but he was already making plenty of money; earning an extra hundred thousand taels a year was just so-so.

Because his interest had waned, he simply had no interest in continuing the tour that day. Pleading illness, he returned to Runshitang.

After Liu San saw them back, he immediately went to the Executive Committee to report the whole situation, and also mentioned Li Luoyou's attempt to bribe him.

"He seemed to become very depressed looking at our arsenal."

"Probably he felt we could manipulate the power of ghosts and gods and was frightened quite a bit," Wen Desi said. "Looking at the intelligence department's data, this Boss Li has great potential as a Ming loyalist. After seeing the production process, he probably had a premonition that the Great Ming is doomed."

"Wouldn't that be asking for trouble? He might bring the Great Ming's army to suppress us right away."

"Suppress? Will he pay the military expenses and provisions?" Wu De scoffed. "Letting the government know a bit of our strength isn't bad; at least let them know this place isn't so easy to chew."

"I think you could totally accept his bribe," Wu Nanhai happened to be in the compound for business and joined the banter. "Say that after your efforts and maneuvering, you finally agreed to build a 'monkey model' gun factory. For this, you maneuvered the gentlemen of the Executive Committee and spent countless favors..."

"Alright, stop joking." Ma Qianzhu interrupted Wu Nanhai's idea of "disguised asset increase." "The impression we give now must be one of integrity and devotion to public duty. It's not worth blackening our names for this little thing."

"I feel the same way." Liu San thought that the ginseng was probably gone.

That night, Liu San visited Li Luoyou with a mysterious expression, telling him: The higher-ups said selling guns is not allowed, but they can sell him the equipment for a gun factory.

Li Luoyou was stunned. This was originally what he always wanted, the so-called "giving a man a fish is not as good as teaching him to fish." But after seeing the foundry yesterday, he had completely dispelled such fantasies—he couldn't afford this kind of gun factory even if he bankrupted his family.

"Thank you, Master San, for your trouble and the good intentions of your superiors. As for this gun factory, this humble brother is probably powerless," Li Luoyou cupped his hands with a bitter smile. "Before coming to Lingao, this humble brother thought he was knowledgeable. After the viewing yesterday, I realized I was a frog in a well!"

Liu San was stunned. He thought the other party would be moved to tears of gratitude, but he didn't expect him to say these words. The implication was obviously that it was too expensive. Thinking again, the things seen yesterday were indeed too fierce; there was a misunderstanding.

"This is a simplified gun factory." Liu San gestured for a long time. He wasn't from an engineering background himself, and he was facing an indigenous person of this spacetime—Li Luoyou wasn't ignorant of science; in terms of algebra and geometry, he was probably wiser than Liu San who had returned all his high school math to his teachers, but he knew nothing about industrial production.

After painstakingly explaining for a long time, he finally made Li Luoyou understand his meaning: the Australians were willing to provide a set of simplified equipment suitable for the Great Ming's level. This set of equipment could completely produce cannons in Foshan, with higher production quality and efficiency than local methods.

"Are the cannons produced Australian cannons?"

Li Luoyou hadn't seen Australian cannons fire, but he had heard a lot: they shot particularly accurately, shot very far—dozens of li in one shot and so on. And the production flow he saw in the foundry yesterday also gave him the feeling that these cannons were extraordinarily powerful—if it were just an Australian version of the Red Barbarian Cannon, they wouldn't need such precision work.

"This set of equipment is prepared specifically for manufacturing Red Barbarian Cannons," Liu San said. "What comes out is naturally still Red Barbarian Cannons, but they will be easier to use than the Red Hairs' ones."

"So that's how it is!" Li Luoyou felt slightly disappointed. But on second thought, setting up a foundry in Foshan was originally intended to build Red Barbarian Cannons. This trip could be considered worthwhile.

Subsequently, the Foreign Trade Department proposed a contract. It stipulated that Lingao would provide Li Luoyou with the complete equipment and production technology for a simplified gun factory, and be responsible for installation and worker training, while providing maintenance and spare parts service for one year. The total value of the contract was equivalent to fifty thousand Kuping taels.

Li Luoyou sucked in a breath of cold air when he saw the quote. This was even more expensive than the British gun factory equipment quoted by Quark! Quark estimated equipment plus shipping at four thousand Spanish pillar dollars. Master craftsmen were calculated separately: the highest was no more than two hundred twenty taels of silver a year. The lowest was one hundred taels a year. The total labor cost was less than two thousand a year.

This investment would probably not be earned back even if he built cannons for Wang Zunde for ten years. Let alone his investment in this project, just when the Guangdong Provincial Administration Commission would settle the full payment for the manufactured cannons was a problem.

Li Luoyou's loyalty to the sovereign and love for the country struggled with his merchant nature in his heart for a long time. He couldn't make up his mind.

"Can we really not buy cannons?" He still hoped to buy cannons directly. Fifty thousand taels could buy many cannons. The effect of Australian cannons brought back would definitely be more conspicuous than buying a set of equipment. Although he advanced most of the money, there was ultimately a meaning of "government-supervised, merchant-managed" in it. If he did things with great fanfare under the government's banner but the results were not apparent, the Provincial Administration Commission's expression would not look good. Many people around Wang Zunde were jealous of his assignment; complying with the request would become a huge handle against him.

"In principle, no." Liu San adopted a bureaucratic tone. Seeing Li Luoyou looking like he had eaten a bitter melon, it was obvious his heart ached for the silver.

"Allow Li to consider it again."

That evening, Liu San returned to his office in Runshitang. Just as he wanted to rest, take a bath, and have a happy time with Xuan Chun in the evening—their feelings were growing stronger day by day, and Xuan Chun had gradually let go a lot, becoming much more active than letting him manipulate her while lying down in the past. Just as he was thinking about what fresh tricks to play tonight, Fu Wuben suddenly came to report: Advisor Han was visiting.

"Advisor Han?" Liu San was strange. This person was Li Luoyou's accompanying advisor, his confidant. Why did he suddenly visit him?

"Quickly invite him in."

As they spoke, Advisor Han had already entered. This Advisor Han was about fifty years old, his eyelids always drooping, looking listless, only occasionally flashing brilliance when his eyelids lifted.

"Master San," Advisor Han bowed deeply. Very polite. "The student has come to disturb you!"

He spoke Mandarin, but his accent carried Minnan dialect. Two servants followed behind him, carrying food boxes.

"You are too kind, too kind." Liu San hurriedly returned the courtesy, inviting him to sit in the main room.

"My master brought some premium Wuyi tea, a tribute to the imperial court. The student saw that the tea here is not very good, so borrowed this flower to offer to Buddha, to taste with Master San."

As he spoke, the two servants were already busy, laying out the tea set and wind stove one by one. Liu San saw this was the so-called Kung Fu tea, only slightly different in form and daily usage.

The servants lit the wind stove and put on cold water. Advisor Han signaled them to withdraw.

The wind stove used premium Red Luo charcoal, and the cast iron kettle was not large; the water boiled slightly in a moment.

"There is no good spring water here, but Shopkeeper Yang's family is indeed an old family! They actually have rain water from the previous year!"

Fujian's Wuyi tea, exquisite utensils, brewed just right. Although Liu San didn't know his intention, holding the mindset of taking things as they come, he tasted the tea while appreciating the tea set, chatting idly with Advisor Han. Appearing extremely comfortable and casual. Advisor Han also deliberately avoided official business, only engaging in social niceties. Wanting to deepen their friendship in a short moment.

After changing the tea leaves once, Advisor Han finally said: "The student came here on my master's dispatch. Specifically for the matter of the gun factory."

Liu San nodded: As expected, he came to bargain. Theoretically, bargaining is expected for large transactions, but the debate on this issue within the Executive Committee and the Senate Standing Committee was very intense. Wu De's plan to sell equipment was only barely passed, so if the price of fifty thousand taels were to be discounted, it would probably become the best ammunition for the opponents.

Seeing Liu San reveal a difficult expression upon hearing his intention, Advisor Han became more certain of his calculations. He was indeed dispatched by Li Luoyou, but he also had another layer of purpose.

Advisor Han flattered Lingao as "people at peace and market prosperous," complimented them again, and then touched upon the request:

"Regarding the price of this gun factory, I wonder if a concession can be made?"

Liu San naturally shook his head. The Foreign Trade Department only gave him the authority to quote, not the authority to negotiate business.

Advisor Han then hinted: In any business deal, there is always a "hat" (markup/cushion) included. If Liu San could come forward to maneuver and lower the quote by ten or twenty percent, Li Luoyou would definitely have a generous gift—silver, women, anything was possible.

"I really can't help." Liu San continued to shake his head. "It's not that I'm being pretentious, it's really that the higher-ups have set a rule: not selling for less than fifty thousand taels." He said in a sentimental tone, "I beg brother to understand in all matters."

This was tantamount to shutting the door on the discussion. At this point, there was really nothing more to discuss. Liu San also couldn't be bothered to socialize with him anymore, speaking in circles with hypocrisy.

Unexpectedly, Advisor Han didn't leave but started speaking differently. "My master likes your group's machines very much. It's just that the price is too high, and he hasn't been able to make up his mind, always wavering. Honestly speaking, the success or failure of this matter lies in a single word or thought."

Liu San didn't understand what this meant; was it all empty talk? Thinking carefully again, he suddenly understood: This was Advisor Han making an offer.

The deal could be done, and at their quoted price, but Advisor Han personally had to be given a benefit.

First, he tried to bribe him to lower the price; when lowering the price failed, it turned into soliciting a bribe. This business was truly creative! Liu San thought that the transmigrator group absolutely prohibited accepting bribes, but giving bribes didn't matter—this was inherently a society where bribery was public practice; nothing could be done without bribery.

"I wonder how big a 'hat' Mr. Han wants to wear?" Liu San probed first.

"Hehe, Master San is truly straightforward." Advisor Han said, "The total price of four [sic - likely meant fifty] thousand has been quoted; a hat cannot be worn."

"How much kickback?"

"Ten percent." Advisor Han raised two fingers.

"Ten percent?" Liu San almost shouted. This was five thousand taels—definitely no go. Not to mention ten percent, even a thousand taels kickback was impossible. There were already many people opposing this matter; if a huge kickback was involved, wouldn't it become a ready-made target!

There was no need to even report it up—Liu San rejected it directly.

"Won't Master San think thrice?" Advisor Han narrowed his eyes, sipping tea in small mouthfuls.

"Truly powerless." Liu San shook his head.

Seeing his attitude was very firm with no room for discussion, Advisor Han sneered slightly:

"Australian machines are naturally beyond reproach, but after all, they are just iron tools."

Liu San was furious upon hearing this, thinking this Advisor Han truly turned his face faster than flipping a book. He also sneered: "Mirrors are made of sand, yet people rush to buy them with real gold and silver."

Advisor Han smiled unfathomably and took his leave. Liu San looked blank, not figuring out what Advisor Han meant until the end.

Li Luoyou received Advisor Han's report and knew that private maneuvering for a discount was hopeless. He then discussed with Advisor Han whether to buy the gun factory or not. Li Luoyou rarely discussed business matters with others usually, but this time he really couldn't make up his mind.

Advisor Han pondered for a moment and said: "The Australians' capability, Master has seen it all. The student need not say more. However, no one in the Great Ming knows how to use these machines; that is a difficult problem..."

"According to Master San, they will help train craftsmen to operate them."

"Australians have always been trustworthy; this point can be skipped." Advisor Han said, "But the Australian price is not low. Within a year is fine to say, but if after a year, what if the Australians 'hold the machine to enhance their own importance'?"

This sentence was like a bucket of ice water poured over Li Luoyou's head. Only Australians knew how to use the machines, and only they could manufacture them. If they broke, only they could repair them. This was a big problem!

"Master, the contract only covers repair and teaching for the first year!" Seeing his employer's face change greatly, Advisor Han knew his words had moved him. His implication was clear: if the Australians asked for sky-high prices in the second year, would he use it or not. Using it meant being exploited; not using it meant the machine bought with hard-earned money would become a pile of scrap iron!

"Master, Australian machines are indeed good, but this is not like local craftsmen where if Zhang San can't do it Li Si can, and if Li Si can't do it Wang Wu can—one or two capable ones can always be found. Besides, you are serving the Imperial Court. If you want someone to come and they don't, that's being unappreciative; a card from the government office can deal with them! Nor is it like the English mechanics Master Quark invited—once here they rely entirely on you, sir; out the door, they are blind. The Australians possess skills only they know, and they have a lair in Lingao. It seems the government can't do anything to them either. What if they put on airs and don't come to repair?"

"Australians have always been trustworthy; they wouldn't do such things." Li Luoyou's confidence had wavered.

"Master, let's leave that aside. Australians are ultimately people outside civilization. The Court won't ignore Lingao forever. When the time comes to send troops for a crusade, fighting for a few years, Australians can't come to the mainland, and the machines here can't be dismantled and sent to Lingao. Wouldn't that be a troublesome matter?"

"Very true!" This was a very worrying matter. "What is your opinion?"

"The student believes that to have no worries for the future, one must spare no expense to recruit a few mechanics from among the Australians to bring to the mainland for maintenance." He continued, "Nothing more than using heavy gold and women to bind their hearts."

Advisor Han didn't say not to buy, but proposed something fundamentally impossible to achieve.

"This matter is fundamentally unfeasible." Li Luoyou had calculated this long ago. Liu San refused completely, only agreeing to train craftsmen for him. As for privately connecting with Australian craftsmen, he was unfamiliar with the place and people here, and judging by the Australians' guarded appearance, it was impossible.

He couldn't help but sigh deeply.

"Making this kind of broken stuff is simply shameful." Several technicians surrounded a table in the Mechanical Factory office. Spread on the table were three-view drawings of several pieces of equipment. This was data just transferred from the Grand Library.

The so-called gun factory equipment consisted of only five items: power unit, gearbox, pulley block crane, blower, plus a cannon boring machine. The three-view drawings on the paper were all drawn according to actual equipment drawings from the 18th to 19th centuries. Absolutely time-tested old equipment.

After discussion, everyone thought wind power in Foshan was probably unreliable, so water power should be the main source. Factories in the early Industrial Revolution almost all used water power on a large scale. Water power was more reliable than wind power and could maintain continuous production. It was the most suitable large-scale power source before steam engines.

Hydraulic machines combined with gearboxes could output power to drive bellows much larger than manpower could, providing oxygen for multiple cupola furnaces at once, and cannon boring machines could also be powered by hydraulic power.

"Manufacturing this set of stuff will take a week," Zhan Wuya announced after watching for a while.

"I think it's quite boring. Although it consumes few resources and man-hours, I always feel it's inexplicable to make it," Xiao Gui commented. "Might as well sell cannons and matchlocks directly to that Boss Li; it'd be more satisfying, and at least let apprentices practice their hands."

"Selling guns and cannons is brain-dead!" Sun Li jumped up. "Selling equipment is madness! I see Wu De is a trans-traitor! I want to initiate an impeachment!"

"What is a trans-traitor?"

"Don't talk nonsense! I think Wu De selling equipment is not bad," Zhan Wuya said. "Create an industrial model, let the rich over there see that using machines for production improves efficiency and makes money. Everyone does it together, at least allowing Guangdong to slowly establish a primitive primary industry. This way we can import primary manufactured goods, instead of always buying raw materials to process ourselves. Besides, earning tens of thousands of taels for a few simple machines, this business is doable!"

(Note: Whether British equipment was worth this much money is unknown; written casually. Craftsmen's wages reference the wages of Portuguese soldiers hired to operate and teach firearms in the late Ming. At that time, the highest was one hundred twenty taels annually, with monthly food allowance of ten taels.)

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 587 - Liaodong Population

"If that's the rationale, we should diffuse light industry. Why on earth would we diffuse a gun factory? Ordinary people won't be visiting armories on their leisure days."

"My position is that we sell Li Luoyou a complete silk-reeling setup—"

"Processing supplied materials is the wiser path. We earn money and raw materials while letting our apprentices get hands-on experience!"

"Horseshit—"

The two factions had found little to quarrel about on technical matters, yet the question of whether to sell equipment—and on what terms—had nearly come to blows.

"Enough! Everyone, cease this pointless bickering!" Huang Tianyu appeared at the office doorway, his expression curdled with dismay. "The man doesn't want it anymore."

"What?!" The room went silent. Regardless of where any man had stood on the question, this news hit like ice water dashed in the face. Of all the products manufactured by Lingao industry, some sold like wildfire and others moved at a crawl, but never—not once—had anyone outright refused them. In every Elder's mind, "Lingao Manufacturing" carried the same mystique as "German Engineering" from the old spacetime.

And now this native tycoon had simply... declined?

Even those who had most fiercely opposed the sale felt a strange sense of loss. It was rather like a woman you didn't fancy pestering you relentlessly for intimacy, offering herself entirely to your pleasure—only to suddenly refuse even a modest advance. The emotional deflation was palpable.

"Why won't he buy?"

"Apparently the price was too steep." Huang Tianyu slumped onto a crate of parts.

"Says who?" Those who had originally championed blocking the sale now appeared most crestfallen—fifty thousand taels of silver, evaporating!

"Liu San told me. The formal notification should arrive any moment."

Minutes later, the telephone in the Mechanical Factory rang. The secretary from the Manufacturing Director's Office informed Zhan Wuya that Secretary Chuyu of the Planning Agency had officially cancelled the simplified gun factory equipment order.



The Political Security Bureau burned bright through the night. This particular courtyard kept its lights ablaze even past midnight—secret police, in any spacetime, gravitated toward nocturnal hours. The compound hummed with ringing telephones, murmured conversations, and the heavy percussion of Chinese typewriters.

Ufo held the latest wiretap report, freshly organized and typed before the stroke of midnight. In an adjacent room, over a dozen indigenous clerks sat in cubicles partitioned by thick glass panels and sound-absorbing kapok insulation. Every monitor was fluent in at least two dialects: Cantonese, Hainanese, Leizhou dialect, Hainan Military dialect, Hakka, Lingao dialect—whatever tongue was spoken in this region, someone here understood it. They listened with fierce concentration to voices captured by various devices: computer microphones, tape recorders, recording pens. The sounds poured from cheap computer speakers purchased in bulk for barely ten yuan each, carefully housed in protective wooden boxes. As they listened, the clerks dipped iron-tipped pens in ink, transcribing every word into notebooks.

Once transcribed, the wiretap reports traveled to the typing room for formal transcription. The typewriters were heavy, clunking Chinese models—not imported from the old spacetime, but locally imitated. Inferior materials made them even more unwieldy than the originals: big, black, rough. Yet in speed, the indigenous typists quickly proved they could outpace the Elders themselves.

To preserve equipment, the Political Security Bureau installed listening devices only in select locations. Though installation sites remained officially classified, any Elder could hazard an educated guess: the Commercial Hall, certainly; the County Yamen; the County School; the Jasmine Pavilion; and that small teahouse directly across from the County Yamen—which was practically saturated with bugs. Runshitang's East Guest Courtyard could be monitored at a moment's notice.

Neither Yang Shixiang nor the distinguished guests lodging there suspected that their residence concealed interlayers and secret passages unknown to them. Monitoring equipment could be threaded into the walls whenever circumstances demanded.

Ninety-nine percent of wiretap reports proved worthless. Useful material regarding civilian sentiment was bound into volumes and forwarded to the Propaganda Department. Complaints against grassroots staff or evidence of corruption went to the Cheka. Common crimes were routed to the National Police. Reports flagged as "serious situations" landed on the desks of the General Bureau Investigation Division.

Even mundane gossip and domestic trivia, if they touched upon certain keywords, required processing by specialized teams. These keywords centered on Ming officials—the County Magistrate, local major landlords, names of pirates known to operate nearby. All such individuals had dossiers in the PSB, and any conversation mentioning them was filed under the "Rumors" category.

Regardless of outcome, every original manuscript was archived. Zhao Manxiong had emphasized this point repeatedly in work meetings: the foundation of security work is a complete database.

Ufo thumbed through the stack, first extracting the report from Runshitang's East Guest Courtyard. Li Luoyou's arrival had elevated the monitoring status there from "General Attention" to "Key Attention."

He read for several minutes, his frown deepening. This Advisor Han spoke with poisoned intent—clearly determined to sabotage the deal! He hurried to telephone the Ministry of Commerce.

"The Ministry of Commerce has closed for the evening," came the operator's sweet voice, still carrying an accent beneath her Mandarin. "Shall I transfer you to the duty room?"

"No, never mind." Ufo remembered then that it was midnight. Business discussions would have to wait.

Still, if the intelligence reached the right ears before workday morning, Li Mei might have time to recalibrate—adjusting transaction conditions or whatever else was needed. This transaction was Wu De's initiative, and the relationship between the First Deputy Director and Wu De ran deep. Ufo dared not be careless; he reached for his mobile phone to dial Wu De directly.

Wait. He hesitated. The optics were wrong. This was Wu De's project, but plenty of people opposed it. Reporting directly to him would appear too nakedly partisan.

He reconsidered. Rather than contacting Wu De, he would call Li Mei. She was the direct supervisor responsible for this transaction and had considerable personal stake in its success. She would surely coordinate with Wu De and devise a plan to salvage the deal.

From a procedural standpoint, this was unimpeachable.

But her phone was off. Li Mei was nearing sixty; she slept lightly and never left her mobile powered through the night—unless specifically instructed otherwise.

He ordered the report sealed and sent to the reception room. On the envelope he wrote: "Copy to Li Mei, Ministry of Commerce."

"Urgent!" He stamped it and handed it to the clerk. "Deliver by seven tomorrow morning."

What Ufo did not know at that moment was that Li Luoyou had already made his position plain to Liu San earlier that evening: he had no intention of purchasing the gun factory equipment. The Planning Agency had already cancelled the order.



After hearing Advisor Han's words, Li Luoyou had been struck by a realization that chilled him to the bone: he had not adequately considered what the future relationship between the Great Ming government and the Australians might become.

The government tolerated their existence now, but that tolerance would not last forever. Li Luoyou knew intimately the pattern of relations between the government and the various Europeans who arrived in Great Ming hoping to make their fortunes. Europeans invariably sought to establish a coastal foothold for long-term trade. Local officials would ignore them at first, but when matters escalated beyond what could be concealed at the provincial level, troops would be dispatched for expulsion.

Generally speaking, with the sole exception of the Portuguese, no foreign group had managed to hold coastal territory for long. The Dutch had occupied a portion of Taiwan, true, but they had ultimately been driven from Penghu.

This knot coiled in his mind, giving him no peace. He resolved that until the relationship between the Australians and the government clarified itself, prudence demanded minimal entanglement. The Australians could pack up and sail away whenever they wished—but he had a family; he could not simply flee.

In the end, he decided there was no need to rush into fervent displays of patriotic service. Better to avoid being branded an "Australian lackey" or "treacherous merchant" should hostilities erupt, lest he be forced to pour enormous bribes into Guangdong officialdom just to survive.

When Liu San learned the deal had collapsed, his first reaction was disbelief. Then he caught Advisor Han's expression—utterly calm, betraying nothing—and yet Liu San could feel the mockery radiating from that face.

He found himself uncertain whether to report that Advisor Han had visited to solicit a bribe and been refused. A gnawing suspicion told him that writing such a report would likely make him the scapegoat for the transaction's failure.

He had not reported the bribery solicitation at the time. If blame were assigned, he would clearly be the primary responsible party—even though no one in the Transmigration Group would ever have agreed to such bribery.

Liu San's mood curdled. After agonizing deliberation, he decided to omit that detail from his report, writing only that Advisor Han had visited to request a price reduction. Not lowering the price had been a directive from above; he had executed it faithfully. Besides, Advisor Han would never speak of his failed shakedown himself.



Although Li Luoyou's arms deal fell through, both parties departed reasonably satisfied with the overall transaction. From one perspective, more money was always preferable; from another, they had secured two new supply channels. Li Luoyou's pricing undercut both Gao Ju and Huang Shunlong, especially for bulk goods.

Most crucially, Li Luoyou had agreed that whenever needed, he could arrange for them to travel to Jiangnan and provide whatever covert assistance proved necessary.

However, this assistance could only be covert—never overt.

As for the capital at Beijing, that remained off-limits for the time being. The reason, Li Luoyou explained candidly: the transmigrators' accents were simply too strange.

"You must work to correct that accent. The dialect you gentlemen speak resembles the Liaodong tongue—far too conspicuous in the capital." Beijing swarmed with patrolling spies; the most trivial irregularity might be reported to the Eastern Depot. If some bored agent decided to interrogate them, Li Luoyou could not bear that liability.

As for venturing into Liaodong itself, Li Luoyou indicated that short visits for reconnaissance or trade were possible, but he could not guarantee their safety for any extended stay.

"Han people suffer grievously under Tartar rule! Even Fan Wencheng—that sycophantic pseudo-Grand Secretary who rendered the Tartars such service—was nearly killed by the Old Tartar simply for being Han. You would stand out immediately. Extended residence there is simply not possible."

Speaking of the plight of the Liaodong Han, Li Luoyou grew visibly agitated, sighing and lamenting their suffering. He spoke of the Wall being breached and the massive looting of the previous year, when over a hundred thousand men, women, and children had been hauled beyond the passes. How many still survived? Who could say.

"Incompetent generals, and the common people pay the price! Peasants eat chaff and weeds, sell their sons and daughters to pay the imperial grain tax—and for what? To feed a pack of useless parasites!" Li Luoyou's reverence for Supervisor Yuan had long since curdled into bitter hatred. His words brimmed with venom. Liu San thought that regardless of whether Yuan Chonghuan had died unjustly, public sentiment at the time had certainly turned sharply against him.

"...The Tartars simply lack the grain to feed so many mouths!" Li Luoyou said bitterly. "When the Old Tartar still lived, grain was perpetually short—so they simply slaughtered Han people to reduce the number of mouths. When Huang Taiji became Pseudo-Khan, he showed somewhat more leniency toward the Han, but grain remains insufficient—"

Insufficient grain meant they offered exorbitant prices to purchase from within the passes, willing to pay ten or even more than ten taels for a single shi of rice—several times the Central Plains market rate. Women and children deemed useless were sold directly to Mongolia in exchange for cattle and sheep.

This pain was personal to Li Luoyou. He had traded in Liaodong for many years; the wretched condition of both Liaodong Han and captives was something he had witnessed with his own eyes yet remained powerless to change. Speaking of it caused him immense anguish.

After unburdening himself somewhat, Li Luoyou suddenly recalled that he was in Lingao, speaking of such matters to a group of overseas people who were not even subjects of Great Ming. He stopped short, cupping his hands apologetically: "Forgive me—I lost myself! I beg your pardon."

Yet Liu San was thinking that since the Tartars were so desperate to sell captives due to grain shortages, the Transmigration Group might do well to purchase them. Women and children whom the Tartars didn't want and whom the Mongols wouldn't pay top prices for were precisely what Lingao needed. The Operation Willow meeting held before Li Luoyou's arrival had touched on this very subject.

"Regarding this matter, we are willing to relieve the suffering of the common people," Liu San said.

"Oh? What do you have in mind?"

"If the Tartars cannot feed so many people and wish to sell them, we will simply go and buy them—"

Li Luoyou's eyes brightened. This Master San spoke sensibly; the Australians, whatever else one might say of them, considered themselves descendants of Hua-Xia. Lingao was Great Ming territory. Arriving in Lingao would be a hundred times better than falling into Mongol hands.

Yet he shook his head. "This will prove difficult." He spoke cautiously. "The Tartars are exceedingly cunning. They will never sell young men—only women, children, the old, and the weak. With my modest connections, ransoming a dozen young men at once is manageable, but obtaining large numbers would be nearly impossible."

He said no more; the Australians were not running a charity operation, after all. They wouldn't necessarily spend substantial sums to transport women, children, and elderly who couldn't perform heavy labor from thousands of miles away.

"We want women, children, and the elderly as well. Saving one is saving one," Liu San replied, assuming the pose of righteousness incarnate.

Women—Lingao suffered from a severe gender imbalance; bringing in more women would help correct that ratio. Moreover, women were invaluable for light industry. As for children, they represented the human resources the transmigrators prized most highly. Nothing absorbed new ideas more readily than children raised on strong hatred.

"Master San is truly righteous beyond measure," Li Luoyou said admiringly. "However, what the Tartars value most are iron tools and grain. I noticed these appear among the thirty-one goods you guarantee to purchase. Presumably your own needs are not yet fully met. How can you spare resources for ransom? I fear this will prove difficult."

"Only grain and iron tools?" Liu San felt as if someone had doused him with cold water. He asked hopefully, "Can we not sell other items?"

"Though Huang Taiji is a Tartar, his shrewdness should not be underestimated," Li Luoyou replied. "Merchants who come to trade are welcomed only when selling materials essential for people's livelihood and state use. Grain and iron tools are preferred; cloth and silk are acceptable. But luxuries like your glass mirrors—items of pure enjoyment—I fear would be prohibited the moment they were shipped in."

"I see." Liu San found this problematic. Exporting strategic materials required Executive Committee approval. "Then we must approach this differently."

"If you have such intentions, I am willing to serve as your intermediary."

"We would be most grateful, Proprietor Li."

Both sides settled on a plan: within the next three months, Li Luoyou would arrange for a small group of Elders to secretly travel to Liaodong for firsthand reconnaissance, determining whether large-scale purchase of captives was feasible.

For communication, both parties would use Li Luoyou's branch in Lingao as the contact point, with Gu Baocheng acting as liaison. Beyond this channel, no other contact would be made. Li Luoyou produced a pair of patterned ox-horn seals that could lock together as one or separate into two halves. He left one half behind.

"Whenever there is a letter or message, use this seal pattern as proof. The seal speaks with my voice."

This was his customary method for maintaining secrecy in his regular operations. It was simple and effective. Apart from his wife, his inner and outer studies each held two trusted confidants who kept ox-horn seals of different patterns. Only he knew which seal corresponded to whom.

Ransoming captives brought Li Luoyou no direct benefit and might well fail, yet it eased something within him. His goodwill toward the Australians deepened measurably.



In the following days, Li Luoyou continued his tours throughout Lingao. Wu Nanhai's intensive farm left a particularly deep impression. He then visited the Catholic Church in East Gate Market—he had noticed its presence by accident, spotting people wearing wooden crosses on the street. Upon inquiry, he learned the church had existed there for some time. At his request, a visit to the church was added to his itinerary.

At the East Gate Market Church, he received a warm welcome from Wu Shimang and others. Although Li Luoyou could never quite shake an indefinable sense of awkwardness around this Australian priest. The man was dignified and well-mannered—far more presentable than that malodorous German priest Ma Yangchun who seemed allergic to bathing—yet his conversation simply didn't feel like that of a priest.

Father Bai, on the other hand, struck closer to the mark. Li Luoyou was favorably impressed that the Australians permitted the church to build here, and when he heard a monastery had been established as well, he was genuinely surprised. It seemed the Australians held the Lord in high reverence after all.

The church was modest: a pointed roof, a small bell tower, and long glass windows set into the walls. The architecture was simple yet beautiful. Li Luoyou took an immediate liking to it and donated circulation notes equivalent to one hundred taels on the spot. Wu Shimang expressed his thanks and presented a Chinese edition of the Catechism as a gift—an introductory text for Catholics, printed with exquisite care and beautifully bound. Li Luoyou appreciated it greatly and promptly donated another hundred taels of silver specifically for printing more copies. He further expressed willingness to purchase five hundred copies.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 588 - Wudaokou Financial Meeting

Another effect of visiting the church was to put Li Luoyou's mind at ease. He had secretly suspected that the Australians worshipped devils and drew their extraordinary powers from the netherworld. But seeing such a magnificent church—the cross, the priest—his suspicions evaporated. He immediately attributed their remarkable abilities to the extraordinary wisdom and power bestowed by God. At last, he could depart Lingao with a tranquil heart.



It was a calm and unhurried day. The Bairen Industrial District continued belching smoke of various hues, and wastewater flowed ceaselessly from the treatment plant's drain into the Wenlan River. Temperatures climbed steadily, and the river seemed greener than in years past—and now carried a faint stench. Water in certain diversion channels had grown so foul that daily cleaning crews were required.

In a relatively remote quarter of East Gate Market—for yes, East Gate Market had by now developed into proper city blocks, no longer a single street as in earlier days—new cross-streets sprouted from the Central Avenue as it extended outward. Fresh blocks took shape; plots of land were enclosed by fences, marked with signs bearing strange foreign text. Some sites already bustled with construction of new buildings; others lay fallow, left for commoners to plant vegetables.

At the intersection of Fifth Street—colloquially known as Wudaokou, or "Five Way Crossing"—stood a newly completed teahouse. The ground floor sold tea leaves, while the second and third stories offered seating for patrons. This establishment was a new venture opened by the Cooperative. Tea was a mass-market daily necessity, and consumption in Lingao was rising sharply. The island produced no tea itself; every leaf was imported from Fujian. The Cooperative had opened this teahouse not merely to regulate people's livelihood but also as a mechanism for withdrawing currency from circulation.

Both the Executive Committee and the Standing Committee had agreed that private capital could be cautiously introduced into non-critical industries. This teahouse had received investment from several Tiandihui clients, who now held forty-nine percent of total capital. These same clients were planting tea, an economic crop, in the surrounding hillsides under official guidance—working to eventually meet domestic demand.

The guest seats on the upper floors were immaculate and well-furnished, attracting a steady clientele. Most patrons were local small landlords and merchants who had recently prospered, along with indigenous employees from the various expanding departments.

The most frequent customers of the Wudaokou Teahouse, however, were Elders from the fiscal and financial systems. The establishment stood very close to the newly opened Delung Bank Head Office, and many wandered over to chat and relax during breaks. Gradually, this place supplanted the cold, angular lounge in the original Financial Commission compound back in Bairen City, which was all primary-industrial simplicity and concentration-camp ambiance.

The tea leaves arrived from Fujian and underwent simple sorting, reprocessing, and packaging at the Light Industry Ministry's tea factory. Nearly every famous Fujian tea of this spacetime could be found here. The most popular was Oolong tea, which had already appeared by this era.

This teahouse was a microcosm of the intersection between diligent, simple pioneering Celestial merchants and the new forces of Lingao: Fujian tea, Lingao-style packaging and service, cooperation between indigenous merchants and monopoly state enterprises. The operation ran naturally and smoothly. Since the Wudaokou Teahouse opened, it had gradually become the gathering spot for Elders in the fiscal and financial sector. Even indigenous upstarts who came for tea understood that the third floor was not a place for them.



The leisure lives of Elders were generally not very stimulating, and finance people spent their days drowning in reports and numbers. To adapt to a future fiscal system that might one day lack computers, subordinate departments of the General Fiscal Directorate were pushing what they called "Manual Accounting." This deliberate regression aimed to ensure that if computers ever disappeared entirely, the ability to aggregate reports would not vanish with them. Current computer systems were reserved only for relatively complex accounting work.

Days spent reading reports, clicking abacuses, cranking hand-calculators, and sliding slide rules drove everyone to endless complaint. Adding to their misery, every Elder had been assigned apprentices—apprentices who, rather than lightening the load, initially increased it.

The more tedious the work, the greater the emphasis on leisure and relaxation. Hence this place became a daily pilgrimage for many—not only for idle chatter, but sometimes even for holding actual work meetings.

The long-term gatherings gradually crystallized the fiscal and financial Elders into several informal cliques: primarily the "Accounting Clique," the "Bank Clique," and the "Fiscal Tax Clique." The lines between cliques were never sharp; personnel frequently overlapped. These minor factions loosely coalesced, later forming what would be known in the Senate as the "Wudaokou" faction. This system lacked the scale of the Law Club, the rigorous thinking and organization of legal professionals, or the grand ambition of the Marxism-Leninism Institute to dominate all things. Instead, various small factions stood like trees in a forest, mutually contemptuous of each other's financial, economic, and fiscal philosophies, and unwilling to defer to anyone. Consequently, at the Second Congress, the Financial Group failed to secure a larger slice of power—and achieved correspondingly less than the Law Club.

Within the primary coal-iron complex, finance—or rather, the fiscal department under the current system—was indispensable but far from paramount. Everyone understood the limited prospects for expanding their influence.

"We are a service unit." On this point, the Fiscal-Financial Clique maintained perfect unanimity.



The fiscal, financial, and tax systems had just undergone comprehensive restructuring following the recent Second Plenary Session. The former Fiscal and Financial Committee had been divided and adjusted into multiple departments. The new system finally had a formal Ministry of Finance; the awkwardly positioned Cheka finally received formal status; and the tax department, which had long lacked clear standing, was formally established. In addition to assuming control of the County Grain Collection Bureau—a compromise product of the old Ming system—a new Tax Bureau was also being organized.

The original Delung Grain Bank had been split into two entities. One retained the old name—Delung Grain Bank—and continued to handle grain purchase, storage, and sales. The currency issuance and financial business portions were spun off to become Delung Bank, which presently played a three-in-one role as central bank, specialized bank, and commercial bank.

The new Fiscal Comptroller, Cheng Dong, never came to Wudaokou, but he supported his subordinates discussing professional issues here. The teahouse was an informal setting where conversation flowed freely, unlike the formality of official meetings. Many things could be said openly. Thus it gradually became an important venue for operational departments to hammer out and formulate policy.

The third floor consisted entirely of private rooms, with thin bamboo curtains hanging at the doorways and green plants adding decoration. Some rooms were tiny, accommodating only four or five people for casual conversation; others were large enough to host gatherings of more than twenty for a working meeting. An indigenous waiter guarded the stairway entrance—both to prevent uninformed natives from stumbling onto the third floor and to tend to the thermos bottles and tea supplies.

At this working hour, most private rooms sat empty. Only one was filled with guests: seven or eight people gathered around a circular table, trading jokes with each other. Their exchanges touched mainly on departmental business issues and then, inevitably, the maid welfare that seemed tantalizingly within reach. Occasional bursts of knowing laughter—"you know what I mean"—drifted out.

Hot tea and plates of fruit sat on the table. The skylight in the roof was propped open; smoke from several cigarettes and cigars curled slowly upward. This tableau of ascending green smoke had earned them the nickname "Immortal's Gathering" from the natives.

"I hear the quality of maids after training is quite impressive—far better than when they first arrived," said Yi Fan, head of the Cheka. A hint of frustration showed in his somewhat dissolute manner. "I'd truly love to get one early and train her personally."

The Cheka had been established for months now, yet it hadn't landed a single "big fish." Yi Fan was deeply disappointed. His audit work crawled forward at a snail's pace due to a chronic shortage of suitable personnel. Everything had to be built from scratch—and competition for resources was fierce. Consider the most basic accounting training class needed for auditing: he had championed its large-scale launch with the utmost urgency, but trained accountants were promptly intercepted by various departments. The Executive Committee had apparently awoken to a new reality—to have departments and enterprises keep proper records and perfect their financial systems, accountants were essential.

And so Yi Fan ultimately received fewer than ten people. Adding in apprentices he personally supervised and civilian staff who didn't require accounting or audit knowledge, he barely scraped together enough for a football squad.

With this skeleton crew learning as they went, Yi Fan expended ten times the effort he would have spent doing everything himself. His fledgling auditors made mistakes constantly; every document demanded his personal review. The result: he still hadn't straightened out the accounts of enterprises under Wu Nanhai's Agricultural Committee. His famous declaration—"Drag the Elder out and shoot him"—had become an object of mockery.

Ji An bit into a mango. "The good-looking ones have to be won by lottery bid. They're deliberately squeezing every last drop from our pockets."

"I couldn't care less," said Wu Di, flicking cigarette ash. A perfect cylinder of ash sailed into a glass cup already brimming with butts. He was about thirty, medium build, well-proportioned and muscular, rather handsome—the sort who drew attention in any crowd.

"What are indigenous maids, anyway? They're nothing special to look at, all short and small." Wu Di expressed his disdain openly. "Never mind their looks—open their mouths and there's zero common ground with modern people. I have absolutely no interest."

"Then why did you claim the maid welfare fund?"

"Everyone gets it. Why shouldn't I?" Wu Di said indifferently. "Besides, buying one to do housework isn't a bad idea. That kind of 'life secretary' is really only good for that."

Transmigrators had rarely brought wives or girlfriends. Only Wu Di had not only brought along a young and beautiful wife but had also managed to abduct his sister-in-law. He made no secret of his ambiguous relationship with the latter, sometimes appearing in public with all three in tow—drawing sidelong glances from everyone. Du Wen had privately cited his wife and sister-in-law multiple times as textbook examples of "women voluntarily placing themselves in patriarchal shackles, reduced to male appendages."

"You are truly the proverbial well-fed man blind to the starving man's hunger—" Every time Yi Fan saw Wu Di, he genuinely wanted to audit his accounts and find some excuse to drag him out and shoot him, thereby preventing one man from monopolizing too many resources. Unfortunately, the Credit Department of Delung Bank where Wu Di worked hadn't yet transacted enough business to justify an audit. The idea had to be shelved.

"Ahem." Jin Zhijiao coughed beside them. As the only woman present, she found such topics deeply uncomfortable—and harbored a private unease: would Old Hu want a concubine too?

Yi Fan noted her reaction and hastily steered the conversation elsewhere. Not out of respect for women, but simply because Jin Zhijiao was currently one of his most important generals; he needed to keep her in good standing.

Jin Zhijiao was the wife of Hu Muye, an engineer at Lingao Telecom. Having graduated in accounting, she excelled at statistics and currently served as second-in-command at the Cheka.

"Any new policies lately?" Yi Fan asked casually, flicking ash.

Chen Ce, Director of the Delung Bank Planning Department, looked at him and stubbed out his cigarette.

"Are you genuinely unaware, or merely pretending? The General Office of the Executive Committee issued a document on monetary system reform. They've asked us to supplement a detailed plan based on our last report."

"That draft for comment?" Yi Fan said. "Isn't that the report you submitted previously?"

A few months earlier, Chen Ce had submitted a report to the First Executive Committee regarding fiscal and financial system reform. Besides advocating restructuring of the Fiscal and Financial Committee and the separation of finance from taxation, he had also raised the question of monetary reform.

"Correct—still largely the framework I proposed. But one can tell the Executive Committee is completely adrift on how to reform the monetary system. They're wavering badly."

"Not bad, though. At least the current fiscal system reform owes a great deal to your report. Delung was separated out—tell me, was the ultimate goal of your report to split Delung in the first place?"

In the grain bank era, power within Delung had been held primarily by Planning Committee people; financial and accounting personnel were essentially worker bees.

Once the split occurred and the grain bank business was spun off—with a proper banking system established—those who ate from the financial and accounting trough immediately rose in status. A whole cohort ascended to middle management positions.

"Ha! I wouldn't put it quite that way—it was simply the natural course of events," Chen Ce replied smoothly. "A grain bank doing finance is absurd; the name didn't fit the reality. Can you imagine the People's Republic of China's Ministry of Grain issuing banknotes?"

So-called base money is the liability of the central bank. The central bank purchases Treasury bonds to issue currency. Hence the first step in Chen Ce's proposed fiscal reform had been to transform Delung Grain Bank into Delung Bank. That step was now complete—which explained why he was proposing monetary reform.

"Didn't the PRC Ministry of Grain issue food stamps for decades? Though we are admittedly more thorough—we combined two systems into one outright." Yi Fan offered his commentary.

"You studied finance as well. You understand better than anyone the flaws of our so-called circulation notes."

"Indeed. That's why I approved when you proposed that Cheng Dong use grain as the standard." Yi Fan nodded. Using rice as a general equivalent for fully convertible paper money was workable during the initial startup phase. In an underdeveloped region like Lingao, only rice could provide sufficient credible credit backing, and through foreign trade, rice prices—and thus currency value—could be stabilized within an acceptable fluctuation range.

"The biggest problem with pure grain circulation notes is that they function essentially as grain bank exchange receipts. The restrictions are too rigid; other assets must first be converted to grain before they can become currency. This no longer matches our current socio-economic development." Yi Fan summarized the situation. "However, the reason your proposal passed back then was largely because your approach appealed to Director Ma—that 'Industrialism' fanatic." Yi Fan laughed. "I suspect Director Ma fundamentally doesn't understand currency, but harbors intense hostility toward finance. And he craves complete control over the financial system."

"Director Ma is a planned-economy zealot," said Wu Di, lighting a fresh cigarette. "He's also concocted a new monetary system plan of his own."

"Oh? I'd like to see that. I didn't know Director Ma had developed an interest in finance and fiscal matters."

"It's extremely long," Wu Di said. "I can summarize his thinking for you."

"I'm listening with respectful attention."

"Director Ma's monetary system, in essence, amounts to controlling world currency issuance by controlling trade channels," Wu Di explained. "His theory is: as long as you monopolize the logistics industry, you can monopolize the definition of currency. The pound sterling and the US dollar became international currencies in succession because they monopolized commodity circulation."

He pulled a notebook from his pocket. "Let me read you a passage from his original text:

"...Purchasing things requires two prerequisites: A) someone must be selling, and B) a channel to buy must exist. With only farmers, you cannot buy rice; with only factories, you cannot buy clothes. Currency must be used, and the logistics industry must handle the transfer. Therefore, monopolizing logistics means monopolizing the definition of currency. The pound sterling and the US dollar became international currencies sequentially; the key point is that both countries controlled sea power. Mastering sea power has two meanings: first, owning a monopoly merchant fleet that others cannot compete with, so that all bulk trade passes through your hands—naturally giving you the right to set prices. Second, possessing the world's preeminent navy, capable of halting any trade route at any time without fearing retaliation. The US and UK both followed this model. The US need not care who extracts Middle East oil or who manufactures half the world's industrial goods—as long as these things are priced in dollars..."

"Of course, if this could be achieved, it would be beneficial in the short term—look at the old spacetime's America," Chen Ce observed. "His abacus clatters along the same lines as the Americans: relying on international currency credit to accumulate infinite debt. Most of the over-issued currency spins endlessly in the world market."

"He has a four-phase scheme in this plan," Wu Di continued. "Phase One: let this new currency—call it the 'Australian Dollar'—purchase our materials. We already have circulation notes; just swap them directly. Phase Two: require Australian Dollars to purchase others' materials, exchangeable with gold and silver. Phase Three: require gold and silver to be priced in Australian Dollars. Phase Four: require everything to be priced in Transmigration Currency."

"The Director is a true believer in 'planning as panacea, materials uber alles,'" Chen Ce said with a wry smile. "To him, finance is essentially heresy."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 589 - New Monetary Policy

Yi Fan shook his head. "I cannot agree with his line of reasoning. First, the pound and the dollar were built upon the foundation that Britain and America were, above all, manufacturing powerhouses. Our current production capacity has high efficiency but minuscule total volume. Most of our limited capacity and output must be reinvested in self-upgrading. In the short term, we cannot even effectively meet the industrial consumer goods demand of the Chinese mainland—so relying solely on Lingao's exports to support large-scale credit paper is simply unrealistic. As for using force to compel currency circulation, that's even more impossible."

"I don't approve either. Director Ma's thinking remains mired in that 'planned economy cures all ills' mentality," Wu Di added. "He simply refuses to acknowledge the role of financial instruments. It's nothing more than the model from decades ago, when the entire country had only the People's Bank serving as both central bank and retail bank—until eventually the People's Bank retreated to the second line and spawned the four specialized banks to take over."

"Let's set that aside for now and discuss the new monetary policy," Chen Ce interjected. "We are, after all, a planned economy ourselves—and more rigorously planned than even Soviet Revisionism."

"Monetary policy is a 'monthly cycle' around here—not a month passes without someone spouting nonsense about it on the BBS. Everyone fancies themselves an economist," Yi Fan remarked. "I suspect the Executive Committee already has a headache the size of a bucket over this issue. First, they know there are problems with grain circulation notes. Second, they have no idea what to replace them with. Third—and this is fundamental—there are simply too many opinions."

Wu Di spoke up: "From our perspective, basically copying the silver standard system is the most operationally stable approach right now. Easy to implement, and commoners can accept it."

The current system was clearly an unsustainable stopgap. With that understanding, people in the fiscal and financial department had held multiple working meetings on the matter—yet disagreements persisted even now.

"We are a service department," Chen Ce said. "We cannot act against the Executive Committee on this. The production and sales departments are the driving force; we merely coordinate with their work to solve problems arising in the grand enterprise of transmigration—forecasting five to ten years ahead at most."

"Fine. Enlighten us with your plan," someone prompted. Everyone present knew Chen Ce had actually been commissioned by the Executive Committee to draft the new monetary system. His remarks were setting the tone.

"Current theories are bewilderingly varied, but they essentially distill into two schools of thought," Chen Ce began. "One advocates a silver standard; the other champions pure credit currency. Both have merits. My personal view, given Lingao's present circumstances, is that we should implement a credit currency linked to silver."

"I feel the silver standard works quite well at this stage—convenient, intuitive, and its credit is guaranteed," Wu Di said. "Consider the use of Spanish Pillar Dollars in China: silver coins of only ninety percent fineness are actually more practical in circulation than scattered silver of ninety-two-and-a-half percent fineness, simply because they're beautifully minted and easy to value. In many transactions, a coin worth 0.72 taels can pass for a full tael! Minting itself generates profit. And we must consider foreign trade demand—without silver, we simply cannot purchase goods."

"Mechanized silver dollars," Yi Fan mused. "Once they circulate outward, they'll inevitably become hoarding objects for mainland landlords. Gresham's law—bad money drives out good. We must guard against this. China's silver 'black hole' earned that name for a reason."

"That's acceptable. Let them hoard. They'll always need to bring silver back to purchase goods in Lingao. As long as outflow and inflow roughly balance, we're fine. Given our development trajectory, we'll probably face a serious trade surplus with severe inflation in the future," Wu Di replied.

"Probably not that simple. What we need most are bulk commodities. Merchants selling bulk raw materials may not want to buy anything from us at all. They'll sail off directly with silver rather than purchasing our goods. Furthermore, what they take away will be standardized silver dollars, but what they bring might not be ninety-two-and-a-half percent pure. Everyone prefers to spend their worst currency."

"Exactly. For us, silver functions essentially as foreign exchange." Chen Ce tapped his pencil against his teacup. "And what about our circulation notes? They're really just RMB before the 1990s. The Executive Committee genuinely hopes circulation notes can circulate widely, but in practice this is impossible—at least for now. Despite various measures, the quantity retained in foreign merchants' hands remains limited. Circulation notes have no purchasing power outside Lingao. Foreign merchants will simply choose either to accept silver or to spend all their circulation notes before leaving."

"So you want to link the currency to silver?" Yi Fan immediately grasped his intent.

"Exactly. Denying the value of silver is wrong—at least wrong at this moment." He opened his notebook. "Let's examine where our problems actually lie.

"First: scarcity of raw materials. Except for steel, which will soon be self-sufficient, everything else relies almost entirely on imports. Second: export products rely almost entirely on indigenous distribution channels. Third: controlled population is far too small."

"This resembles early Britain quite closely!"

"Correct, but our burden is substantially heavier," Chen Ce replied. "Britain only needed a sufficient navy. We must simultaneously build and maintain a strong army. Army, navy, merchant fleet; constantly expanding administrative and technical teams; large-scale basic education—all require enormous investment. And our productivity? Unfortunately, the majority of industrial goods produced in Lingao must be devoted to infrastructure construction and capacity expansion, with only a small portion available for export. Maintaining balance of payments in the current account..."

Yi Fan coughed. Chen Ce realized he was veering into classified territory. "Everyone understands my meaning."

Yi Fan spoke: "Of course. In the foreseeable future, Lingao's industrial production capacity is insufficient to meet even East Asia's demand for industrial consumer goods. Therefore, exporting grain circulation notes is impossible—no one will recognize them. So there's really only one answer: copy history's method, temporarily promote paper money based on a silver standard. This is, after all, the only precious metal we can acquire in large quantities and that everyone recognizes."

"No! That's far too wasteful!" Chen Ce saw that his lengthy explanation had been summarily overridden by Yi Fan. "It's credit currency linked to silver exchange rates!" he insisted, pressing forward. "The existence of silver circulation within Lingao's domestic economic activities is itself a waste of resources!"

"Use silver dollar certificates," Wu Di suggested. "No actual silver dollars visible in the market—just stipulate that one dollar of paper money can be exchanged for one silver dollar. Alternatively, implement an incomplete silver standard: specify the silver content of banknotes but limit the amount exchangeable. That prevents a sudden run overwhelming our ability to pay out."

"If I had to choose between those two, I'd take the first. The second would only accelerate credit collapse given our low credibility. If notes cannot be exchanged for silver one hundred percent of the time, what's the point of specifying silver content? Imagine a major merchant arrives to exchange a large sum of circulation notes, and you tell him, 'Sorry, this exceeds the exchange limit. You'd better purchase goods instead.' Do you think he'll appreciate the nuances of an 'incomplete silver standard with restricted exchange'?" Chen Ce emphasized his point. "He won't. He'll understand only one thing: circulation notes can no longer be converted to silver. And then everyone who does business with us will know it—and our banknote credit is finished. If conversion isn't guaranteed, don't stipulate a silver content at all."

"You're making a Great Leap Forward." Yi Fan rapped his knuckles on the table. "Setting aside whether your so-called credit currency can actually be realized—first tell me: how large is Lingao's economic scale? You must understand that without knowing total economic scale, you cannot determine total currency issuance. Print money according to 'demand' and we'll be Chiang Kai-shek the Second."

"Isn't accounting for Lingao's economic scale your responsibility?" Chen Ce kicked the ball right back. "The Ministry of Finance has issued a document requiring all departments to establish basic financial systems. Train indigenous accounting personnel a bit, and they can pick this up fairly quickly."

"Difficult." Yi Fan uttered the single word. "Very difficult. I have no one available for auditing right now; talking about this is pure fantasy." He sipped his tea. "Just accounting alone is enough to make your head spin."

"We'll discuss that later. Let me continue outlining my approach." Chen Ce pressed on with his monetary policy vision. "Simply put, we can emulate the Celestial Dynasty's monetary system. Prohibit precious metal circulation within our territory—not just for foreign merchants, but for all commercial activities within the controlled area. Everything must switch to circulation notes. Except with circulation notes, no one can purchase anything. Through withdrawing precious metals and through redemption, we gradually consolidate all precious metals in the controlled area into Transmigration Group hands—to be reserved and used as foreign exchange. Paper money is pegged to silver at a managed fixed exchange rate. This is not the same as a silver standard; the exchange rate between silver and circulation notes has meaning only in the context of trade."

"I understand your meaning." Yi Fan summarized: "Use circulation notes exclusively within the Transmigration Group's controlled area. Foreign small merchants exchange for circulation notes through designated banks to purchase Lingao products. Bulk trade transactions are all priced in circulation notes but settled in currencies acceptable to the counterparty, through specialized agencies. Foreign trade enterprises within the Transmigration Group's controlled area conduct external transactions through designated banks, priced in circulation notes. Circulation notes will no longer be anchored solely to the grain standard but pegged to a basket of basic agro-industrial products. Circulation notes will have a designated exchange rate with silver."

"Roughly so," Chen Ce confirmed. "The key to this policy is mandatory settlement and sale of foreign exchange. Under Lingao's infrastructure, technology, and policy influence, a cohort of domestic joint ventures and wholly-owned enterprises will inevitably emerge. The silver and gold they earn from exports must be mandatorily settled at Delung Bank. For their domestic consumption, production expansion, and labor recruitment, circulation notes suffice. Silver needed for their imports is sold only after Delung approves. Of course, as circulation notes flow outward, some degree of daily commercial circulation will occur at overseas locations like Guangzhou and Leizhou. Unlike deposit slips, circulation notes in Li Luoyou's hands can purchase certain consumer services and products from Lingao-controlled enterprises in Guangzhou. But this volume will remain quite limited in the near future—of little significance."

"Your proposal is essentially still a disguised silver standard. You're merely using mandatory foreign exchange settlement to contain financial risks within the Lingao economy." Yi Fan pointed at a crucial issue. "You must be clear on one point: industrial products are priced in currency—currency is not priced in industrial products. For Lingao, the biggest and most critical imports right now are coal, iron, and grain. Once Hongji and Tiandu production capacities normalize, the most important import becomes people. Mines use slave labor; enterprises and agriculture use people imported from the mainland. As long as we don't fall out with Great Ming, how much can refugees possibly cost? Ultimately it's a grain problem. And the likelihood of achieving grain self-sufficiency is high. Lingao will inevitably run a trade surplus in the long run. The only concern will be managing inflation. This closed economy can only prevent itself from being destroyed by inflation through capital export and technology diffusion."

"That's a problem to address later," Chen Ce replied. "The present fact is that we have a deficit. And this deficit will persist for quite some time."

"Your system still relies on steadily increasing silver reserves in the early phase. Otherwise, the risk remains substantial." Ji An had been scribbling in his notebook at length. "The problem is, our export growth hasn't been very impressive lately."

"After the First Five-Year Plan, when light industry capacity comes online, trade will certainly swing into surplus. I'm not overly worried about that."

"Fine. Ultimately it comes down to one fundamental question: what is Lingao's economic scale? The scale of banknote issuance cannot be calculated based on silver reserves alone—it must be based on Lingao's economic scale."

"And doesn't that still require your efforts?" Chen Ce said with a faint smile.

"Fine, fine. If your policy passes, I'll need to talk to Cheng Dong. The accounting office must expand. Best to create a Statistics Bureau as well—enforce a unified financial accounting system." Yi Fan mulled it over. "Currency will be singly pegged to silver. Gold coins follow market prices."

"Correct."

"Let's proceed this way for now. In the long run, silver is unsuitable as currency." Yi Fan stretched. "Silver's volume is simply too large. Ideally, a gold standard—or perhaps a stainless steel standard—would be better."

Wu Di spoke up: "Speaking of a stainless steel standard, there's another matter. Regardless of whatever plan the Executive Committee ultimately adopts, I strongly urge that we enforce a unified legal tender in Lingao and abolish the circulation of various silver and copper coins currently in use. Market circulation is far too chaotic right now—silver coins, copper cash, circulation notes—all jumbled together. Copper cash and silver fineness vary wildly; bank conversion is a nightmare."

"Director Ma has raised this multiple times, though he approaches it from industrial needs. Primarily to reclaim copper cash—there's actually little silver in Lingao's daily circulation. Copper cash is the bulk. But even the most degraded copper cash contains substantial lead. Isn't it better to spend it as currency and use it as metal?" someone observed.

"If you ask me, we might as well ship it directly to Southeast Asia. That kind of inferior small cash is the most widely used currency in Southeast Asia. Some maritime merchants make a living specifically trafficking these coins to Manila."

"The reality is that we need subsidiary currency most urgently; the circulation system most needs small-denomination subsidiary currency." Wu Di continued. "Subsidiary currency is best minted in metal. The one-fen, five-fen, ten-fen paper notes we're using now are not ideal. Commoners aren't accustomed to them. Copper cash still circulates heavily for small payments."

Everyone pondered this. Continuing to mint copper cash would be optimal, but copper was a strategic material in massive demand for both military industry and the power sector. And copper's self-lubricating properties made it invaluable in countless industrial applications. Lingao's copper reserves were already low; the Planning Agency would never agree. Nor could they issue iron coins—the psychological status of iron coins was simply too degraded. Historically, eras that issued iron coins were generally troubled times; iron currency carried a reputation for worthlessness.

"What about issuing steel coins? Like modern RMB. Shiny, resembles silver. We could call it 'Mithril'!" Wu Di proposed with enthusiasm.

"Modern RMB uses stainless steel. Ordinary steel stamped coins look fine initially, but they rust within weeks. Commoners will recognize it as iron at a glance—you'll earn a reputation for counterfeiting. Inadvisable."

"What's required to make stainless steel?" Yi Fan had long harbored designs on stainless steel coinage. If they had this "Mithril," why waste time debating? They could simply adopt a stainless steel standard. Only the Transmigration Group could produce stainless steel; not a single gram of the metal existed in this spacetime. Issuance and usage wouldn't need to account for external factors. And "Mithril" was attractive, substantial in weight—replacing silver might actually be achievable!

"Requires nickel."

"Do we have any?"

"The Holy Ship brought small reserves of virtually every non-ferrous metal—including a fair quantity of stainless steel. But the Executive Committee types will never release it for minting. According to those engineers' plans, even silver ought to be diverted to industrial use."

"As long as a suitable substitute exists, I have no objection." Yi Fan said. "Can nickel be imported?"

"Would have to import from Southeast Asia—might even have to mine it ourselves. These days everything must be done ourselves. Apparently Guangdong has deposits as well. But producing stainless steel is probably more complicated than we imagine."

"We can submit a report upward. Let the industrial department sort it out." Yi Fan said. "Oh—we could also do aluminum coins. Aluminum products were once tremendously valuable, priced comparably to silver. As long as we control output, it could serve as Mithril."

"Aluminum coins are too light, and they don't age gracefully. I rather like the stainless steel concept." Wu Di said. "If only we'd known, we should have brought more one-yuan and one-jiao RMB. Issue and circulate them directly. The new coins don't bear country names—no explanation needed."

"Far too heavy. Rather than haul that weight, better to bring more stainless steel—at least then you can define denomination and size yourself."

"Agreed. We'll submit two proposals. The subsidiary currency problem must be solved."

Everyone reached basic consensus on the issue. The next step was to finalize various details in working meetings and formulate a comprehensive proposal. This proposal would be submitted to the Executive Committee for discussion; once passed, it would go to the Senate Standing Committee for approval. The latter step was essentially a formality.

"On the Executive Committee side, Director Ma's attitude remains unpredictable." Chen Ce addressed Yi Fan. "He's quite indifferent to the comprehensive economic accounting system you've proposed."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 590 - Financial Accounting System

"I'm well aware of his position. His theory differs fundamentally from mine." Yi Fan leaned forward. "His argument runs thus: before industry is fully expanded and resources can be allocated at will across various departments, finance and accounting are merely bookkeeping. But even our current capacity is estimated based on project needs—accurate and timely budget accounting cannot be divorced from production. Finance isn't merely government expenditure; it's also the instrument that regulates currency. Currency issuance and withdrawal are inseparable from finance."

Yi Fan spoke with mounting fervor. His interest in monetary policy was actually subordinate to his enthusiasm for the fiscal and tax system. He had long styled himself the "Chief Accountant," and privately calculated that Cheng Dong's position as Fiscal Comptroller was a political appointment—the man would step down after two terms at most. By then, Yi Fan would be a highly competitive candidate for the position.

From obscure middle manager to potential member of the Nine Elders—this prospect drove Yi Fan to spare no effort on matters where he could distinguish himself. Though the Wudaokou group had not coalesced into a particularly powerful organization, it could at least make itself heard.

He expounded enthusiastically on his comprehensive fiscal and tax proposals. Some were already implemented; others existed only in his notebooks and countless memoranda. Writing memos and formulating policies had essentially become Yi Fan's primary recreational activity.

"What is the most fundamental and urgent problem facing Lingao's economy? Fiscal taxation, accounting, and markets!" He slapped the table for emphasis. "Without this modern system, we might as well abolish all currency and regress to an economic structure of physical rationing and barter."

"Put it that way and the Director will certainly approve," Chen Ce remarked. "Tell us about your plan. Less commentary."

Wu Di added: "Skip the names. Let's discuss the substance." As he spoke, he glanced around the room with visible unease.

"Very well," Yi Fan said.

"Many people treat taxation merely as a means of accumulation. In reality, fiscal and tax issues are enormously complex. Fiscal taxation determines investment in and consumption of public goods; determines the scale of public debt; determines control over financial markets. As for accounting—I trust everyone here understands: a fiscal system cannot be built without economic data. Accounting determines mastery of economic data, determines investment direction, determines the scale and particulars of imports and exports. Markets determine whether locations and institutions exist to execute currency issuance and withdrawal; markets determine the government's control over currency..."

His speech covered territory familiar to everyone present—this was common knowledge. Yi Fan delivered it primarily to rehearse his presentation for the formal Senate Fiscal and Financial Hearing. He intended to leave a full and profound impression on the assembled Elders. To that end, he had practiced many times alone by the banks of the Wenlan River.

"The root of fiscal taxation is the tax itself. In adopting a tax system, apart from direct taxes like the agricultural tax that we must inherit, new tax categories should follow the turnover tax system of the old spacetime as closely as possible. As for a two-level tax system—there's no need to replicate that here. Our territory remains quite small. Given our shortage of qualified indigenous tax personnel, maintaining two separate institutional structures is impractical. For now, only the National Tax Bureau holds authority. Local government finance will depend on full appropriations from above.

"Regarding public debt: it will be issued to all Lingao residents, underwritten by Delung, and repurchased by Delung when necessary. At our current scale, there's no immediate need to establish corresponding market institutions, but internal divisions within Delung must be clearly delineated. Audit must be stationed within Delung to prevent indiscriminate issuance and excessive repurchases. We should establish a Financial Committee combining the Ministry of Finance and Audit to produce quarterly plans for Delung's regular and irregular business operations."

"Public debt can wait, particularly while our jurisdiction is confined to Lingao," Wu Di interjected. "At this stage, the simpler this apparatus, the better. Otherwise it drains too much energy."

"Without public debt, what currency can you possibly issue? How did you study finance?" Yi Fan had long found Wu Di disagreeable; now he attacked him directly.

"I never said we can't issue—just that swapping hands between the Ministry of Finance and Delung is sufficient. There's no need to sell publicly." Wu Di countered. "In a place as small as Lingao, what's the point of elaborating these mechanisms? Forget free purchase—even with allocated sales quotas, who would you sell to?"

"Plenty of people in Lingao have grown wealthy because of us. Shouldn't they contribute something? Besides, they're secretly transferring assets offshore anyway."

"How much could that amount to? Moreover, people transfer assets because we haven't yet radiated 'Tyrant's Aura,'" Wu Di replied. "They still lack sufficient confidence in our prospects."

"Fine. Continue," Chen Ce said.

"Next: accounting. This is the foundation of the entire economy and finance. Though Lingao currently has over a hundred product lines, they essentially divide into three categories.

"First: heavy industry using coal, iron, and non-ferrous metals as raw materials, with internal infrastructure as the primary consumer.

"Second: light industry—primarily food processing, cotton textiles, garments, matches, and so forth—with Lingao residents as the main market, though exports are gradually increasing.

"Third: luxury industry—mainly sanitary ceramics, clocks, cosmetics—primarily for export, with gradual domestic market penetration.

"Of these three, the first category constitutes Lingao's main external expenditure. Priced in silver, it generates no direct profit. The second category's raw materials are mostly imported as well, but profits from the export portion can sustain the entire industry's continued development, while domestic sales priced in grain coupons ultimately convert to silver pricing. The third category is supported by the first and represents one of our primary profit sources.

"Simultaneously, Lingao also has imports in the pure consumption sphere: grain and population. Grain supports population importation, and population costs must include inspection, quarantine, physical recovery, and so forth. This sector requires human resource cost accounting to determine the direction and method of population import through detailed analysis.

"The above covers only general cost accounting. Expense accounting demands a large corps of basic accounting personnel. Given the relatively simple current production situation, a centralized accounting department can be established under the Ministry of Finance to uniformly handle all institutional accounts while preparing reports separately—gradually expanding the general ledger's scope and accelerating preparation of monthly consolidated reports. Concurrently, accounting and taxation are inseparable: not only central SOEs require accounting; Fiscal Tax and Delung need it even more."

"The material you're presenting—I'd wager most of the Senate wouldn't understand a word of it," Chen Ce observed.

"Obviously not. People who understand this work are all in the fiscal and financial department. Doesn't Director Ma extol 'Engineers Running the Country' every other day? Well, we're also a type of engineer."

Chen Ce suddenly perceived that Yi Fan harbored serious ambitions—one could have discerned this from his creation of the Cheka. He felt a flicker of wariness.

"So I'd suggest you avoid unified accounting," Wu Di cautioned. "That impinges on the material planned allocation system Director Ma insists upon. He won't surrender that concept easily."

"I'm aware of this." Yi Fan nodded. "This is a proposal, not a final draft. Even if my plan receives full approval, implementation will reveal various problems. We'll adjust then."

"Finally: markets—specifically, financial markets." Yi Fan pressed on. "Currently, joint-stock operations already exist among Lingao civilians and between civilians and the Transmigration Government. Therefore, first establishing an over-the-counter market for government-guided stock trading is an urgent necessity. Likewise, external joint ventures of Zichengji, Delung, and Leitang can be incorporated into this market. Zichengji's outpost in Guangzhou could be considered the prototype of a Guangzhou Stock Exchange.

"However, the stock market is currently only a very modest pilot within the financial market. For Lingao's fiscal and monetary system, the most important priority is establishing a bond market as quickly as possible, beginning with public debt issuance. Public debt can regulate currency scale through the fiscal side, while Delung regulates currency via credit scale on the banking side. Simultaneously, the financial market must incorporate maritime and fire insurance institutions. Grand maritime trade rests on two pillars: the shareholding system and the insurance system. As for commodity trading, the Cooperative already functions as the prototype of a commodity exchange..."

"Securities exchanges, commodity exchanges, your insurance companies—table all of that for now, along with the bond market. Economic scale is too small; engaging in this is pointless. And we haven't nearly enough clients yet." Chen Ce cut off his soaring rhetoric. "At minimum, wait until we've unified Hainan and occupied Guangdong. The more grandiose you make these proposals now, the greater the likelihood they'll be shot down. The Executive Committee may not embrace Director Ma's theories, but they all subscribe to the 'Simple is Good' philosophy."

"Fine, fine. I'll simplify and be done with it."



"Director Yi, you've been theorizing at length. How exactly do you propose to organize this accounting and audit system?" Jin Zhijiao had remained silent throughout, but now spoke up. "According to your description, our 'Cheka' effectively shoulders audit, accounting, and statistics all in one. How to coordinate relations with corporate accounting departments becomes a significant issue."

"I have thoughts on that," Yi Fan replied. "The accounting system actually centers on central SOEs and shareholding enterprises. Due to the shortage of qualified accounting personnel and the small scale of individual enterprises, we can adopt centralized accounting—a single accounting center handling all Lingao enterprise data, with reports prepared separately. Internal transactions among central SOEs can be treated as related-party transactions for now; only imports and exports generate cash flow. Separate the expense accounting department to handle all enterprise expenditure disbursements. Additionally, establish a Planning and Budget Department to coordinate budgets across all enterprises in Lingao, Guangzhou, Lei, and Sanya."

"Discussion of this is premature," Chen Ce said. "I think you need only improve the financial systems of each enterprise. Once data collection is complete, everything else can follow."

"Fine, fine." Yi Fan pivoted. "By the way, regarding additional bank security personnel for Delung Bank—Cheng Dong has no objections, correct?" Chen Ce asked.

He was addressing Du Mo, Delung Bank's Office Director—one of the very few people who hadn't lost a single pound since D-Day. Having done finance work previously, he had become part of the fiscal-financial staff. He worked in the Cheka for a time, then transferred to become Delung Bank's Office Director after the separation, since he had prior experience handling office reception.

Du Mo and Yi Fan aligned completely on many concepts; he was Yi Fan's devoted follower and one of his core personnel in the Cheka. The transfer had come suddenly and could not be refused. As for Yi Fan suddenly transplanting Jin Zhijiao from the Organization Department into his operation—Du Mo harbored considerable resentment. The Cheka he had imagined was something akin to Hong Kong's Independent Commission Against Corruption, not an accounting firm.

"Committee Member Cheng signed off on it. I expect it'll be rubber-stamped at the next Executive Committee standing meeting." Du Mo indicated the request was buried in a large stack of signed reports—a minuscule bank administrative matter.

The conversation drifted into casual chitchat, touching on everything and nothing—pure idle talk. Yi Fan realized he'd drunk too much tea and needed to relieve himself.

"I should go as well. Let's walk together," Chen Ce said.



In the modern lavatory on the third floor, two men stood at adjacent urinals. Just as Yi Fan let out a groan of relief, Chen Ce whispered:

"Your plan essentially amounts to creating a SASAC—a State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission. This will likely draw fire from the Director, and Wu De will certainly ally with him. With a SASAC, the Planning Agency's status diminishes substantially. Once those two combine forces, your plan will face serious opposition."

"I'm aware of this." Yi Fan maintained his stance, whispering back. "There are nine Executives, after all."

"Extremely risky." Chen Ce expressed concern. "Don't forget President Wen—he may have presented as a liberal in the past, a petty capitalist, but at core he's also a planned-economy adherent. He's a standardization fanatic. From that angle, his craving for control exceeds even the Director's. As for Zhan Wuya—a thoroughgoing engineer—he'll certainly stand with President Wen. Ma Jia is slippery; since this doesn't concern him, he won't stick his neck out. The others hold similar attitudes—mostly 'buying soy sauce,' as they say."

"What about the Senate Standing Committee? The Executive Committee doesn't rule with absolute authority."

"Your plan is so complex and technical—do you really expect Standing Committee members to understand it? They can only decide general direction. You want them to determine appropriation amounts and allocation? That's fine. You want them to decide how much currency to issue or how accounting entries should flow? These are professional issues—they shouldn't be managing that in the first place."

Yi Fan was silent for a moment. "I still intend to try."

"I think you'd be wiser to stay calm and prepare a simplified version for submission."

"I have a simplified version as well," Yi Fan said. "Submit the complex one first—stir things up—then introduce the simplified version. It'll pass more easily." He buttoned his trousers. "Excessively simple measures won't cause problems immediately, but will certainly create drawbacks over time. Regardless, I've stated my position in advance. The decision rests above."



"What do you plan to do about redeeming precious metals and copper cash?" Cheng Dong received the three principal generals submitting the proposal in his office. "This matter touches people's livelihood and public trust. We cannot proceed incautiously."

His office was somewhat cramped, dominated by filing cabinets stuffed with various financial documents and dossiers. This had once been the aggregation point for all the Transmigration Group's financial data. As departments multiplied, substantial files had transferred to their proper destinations, and the once-chaotic office finally looked somewhat respectable.

The standard furniture remained: plain wooden tables and chairs from the earliest manufacturing runs. Decorations consisted solely of a few potted green plants. Many people hung looted Ming Dynasty calligraphy and paintings in their offices, or at least displayed a few pieces of Fujian-produced Kraak porcelain as ornament. Here there was nothing of the sort. The walls were glaringly white.

Yi Fan sometimes felt this man's ascetic simplicity bordered on affectation.

"Someone come!" Cheng Dong called out. A young woman in the standard female clerk's uniform appeared at the office door. "Tea!"

"Yes, sir." The secretary withdrew.

"You finally have a secretary," Wu Di offered smooth flattery. "That's rare among Executives, isn't it?"

"Not that rare. President Wen and the Director still don't have one. Now that Elders have hope of being assigned secretaries, I dare to employ one. Otherwise I'd become a target." Cheng Dong smiled wryly. A moment later, the secretary returned bearing three glass cups of kombucha.

"This is all we have. Make do."

"No problem—I love this stuff." Wu Di immediately drained half his cup in one gulp.

Yi Fan didn't drink. He went straight to the matter at hand: "Put simply, we issue a public notice specifying a final deadline for the circulation of silver and copper cash. After that date, all metal coins not issued by us are prohibited from circulation in Lingao."

Seeing Cheng Dong frown immediately, Yi Fan knew the other man didn't fully approve of this proposal—which was within expectations.

"—This is an administrative measure requiring supplementary implementation procedures. My idea is..."

"Before you elaborate, there's one point I must clarify." Cheng Dong raised his hand. "Both I and the Executive Committee, while approving the redemption of gold, silver, and copper cash circulating in the market, absolutely do not wish to leave commoners with the impression that we're looting their wealth.

"Commoners won't care about your economic policy or monetary policy. They'll only conclude you're plundering for self-enrichment—that's one concern. Worse, they might suspect we're about to flee, which would explain why we're so desperately hoarding precious metals and copper cash. Public sentiment is easily ruined and difficult to restore. Commoners have been betrayed by governments so often that they're intensely suspicious. Such major economic measures must be handled with extreme care. We absolutely cannot hand critics a handle to accuse us of competing with the people for profit."

"In truth, there is such an intention—"

"Of course I know that. The key is propriety. Propriety." Cheng Dong emphasized the word. "The optics cannot be too ugly, especially in our foundational base area."

"Yes, we understand." Yi Fan nodded repeatedly. "That's why in our discussions, we emphasized soft measures as much as possible—achieving objectives through commodity circulation and taxation. But this will require considerably more time."

The specific measures were as follows: after a transition period, all retail and wholesale channels controlled by the Transmigration Group in Lingao would switch entirely to circulation note pricing, no longer accepting silver or copper cash. During the transition period, shops would establish exchange counters accepting silver and copper cash and paying out circulation notes. During the transition period, dual pricing would apply, with devalued rates for silver and copper cash to encourage consumers to adopt circulation notes...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 591 - Foreign Intelligence Bureau

After a week of investigation, two of the candidates were swiftly eliminated. One man's consumption records revealed that he drank rum at cafes every single day, often finishing his daily quota. Colleagues reported that whenever he drank, he held forth loudly on current affairs and had been cited for drunk and disorderly conduct on multiple occasions. Such a person was immediately stricken from the list. The second candidate showed relatively balanced metrics but lacked any management experience. When Ming Lang interviewed him, it became painfully clear that his entire conception of intelligence work derived from thrillers like 007—pure fantasy.

That left Jiang Shan.

His personnel file was exceptionally long. Dai Xie, the representative from the Central State Council, snorted after reviewing his materials: "This is practically a standard-issue elite." Dai Xie had served as Ma Qianzhu's subordinate in the Planning Committee and transferred to the Central State Council when the Committee was restructured into the Planning Agency.

The profile was indeed impressive: Jiang Shan, 33 years old. Master of Psychology (Social Psychology). Master of Business Administration (Enterprise Management). Bachelor of Medicine (Bio-engineering). Born into a traditional Chinese medicine family (possessed rudimentary knowledge of pulse diagnosis and prescription). Two years of marketing experience at IBM. Six years of engineering, business, planning, and investment work at a central power enterprise. Served as project manager for large-scale single-unit wind power projects. Came from an airborne troop family; familiar with light weapons shooting and combat techniques.

"I believe he's relatively suitable," Ming Lang said. "This directorship primarily involves intelligence analysis and administrative management. Based on his professional background and career trajectory, he has development potential."

His confidential evaluation characterized the man as gentle yet resilient, soft on the surface but steely within, with calm and methodical thinking. Broadly speaking, he was an appropriate leadership candidate.

Financial records were equally unblemished. This man almost never frequented cafes to drink. Monthly circulation coupons were spent only on occasional supplementary meals in the cafeteria. He didn't smoke at all.

Informal reports indicated he was quite sociable but never commented on current affairs.

"Comrade Jiang Shan has arrived," the female clerk announced. A moment later, the man Ming Lang had studied countless times in photographs walked through the door. 178 centimeters tall, 63 kilograms. His body was very well-proportioned—broad shoulders, long legs—a typical athlete's physique, radiating health. His hair was cropped extremely short, lending him a capable, energetic appearance.

Ming Lang thought that were it not for his round, almost baby-like face lending him an overly delicate look, this man could easily have served as a model of the "Pure Chinese" under the "New Chinese Order."

"Hello, Comrade Ming Lang!" The newcomer greeted him briskly, offering a refreshing smile that immediately put people at ease. He wore a crisply ironed training uniform without a speck of mud, exuding a faint scent of disinfectant—he was currently working in the Ministry of Health laboratory as a member of the vaccine research and development team.

"Hello. Please, sit." Ming Lang inclined slightly from his seat.

"The air here is quite pleasant," Jiang Shan observed, surveying the office with what appeared to be genuine appreciation.

"It's nothing special—offices are wherever they're assigned," Ming Lang replied.

He cleared his throat: "Entrusted by the Executive Committee and the Senate, I hereby inform you—" He set down the document in his hand. "I won't bother with the official boilerplate. I'm notifying you that you are now Deputy Director of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau—though in practice, you'll serve as Executive Deputy Director."

"I thank the Executive Committee and the Senate for their trust." Innocent excitement flickered across Jiang Shan's face. "And of course, I also wish to thank you—"

"No, this has nothing to do with me," Ming Lang interjected quickly. "We followed standard organizational procedures."

"Of course, of course." Jiang Shan then uttered a string of appreciative remarks, deftly narrowing the distance between them. It was evident he had done his homework on Ming Lang—he had clearly researched his family situation.

"You flatter me." Ming Lang nodded, maintaining his polite smile, thinking: I've encountered plenty of your type. Seemingly effortless to befriend, but possessing considerable "internal cultivation." Easy to know, difficult to know deeply. "Naturally, there remains a seven-day publicity period for your appointment. But since the Senate has already passed it, the publicity is essentially a formality."



Several hours later, Jiang Shan arrived at his office. The Foreign Intelligence Bureau was a decidedly modest institution. What had been called the "Intelligence Committee" was actually just a joint conference body, with personnel regularly dispatched from various external-facing departments to participate in exchange and consolidation. Most administrative work had been handled by the General Bureau of Political Security. Now that a separate department was established, personnel from other institutions had all been withdrawn. Jiang Shan found himself a commander without troops.

The Foreign Intelligence Bureau didn't even possess its own independent compound; he had been allocated merely a two-story building. Rooms were stacked with file boxes transferred from other departments, still sealed with strips. The most classified materials hadn't yet been delivered—he would need to retrieve those from various departments personally.

Jiang Shan selected an office. As Executive Deputy Director, he believed he had that authority. He chose a room at the end of the second-floor corridor. The location was ideal; only the area was rather generous. He thought he might partition off a meeting room, which would suffice for convening personnel.

The office contained only a standard desk and chair—standard-issue configuration. Should he require "upgraded configuration," he would need to draft a requisition list and submit it to the General Office.

No rush to acquire equipment now, Jiang Shan concluded. The General Office would help him procure office furniture. His first priority was manpower and organizational structure. As the famous maxim goes: "Work is primarily about personnel arrangement."

Jiang Shan had never conducted intelligence work, but everyone here had started from scratch, building something from nothing. Moreover, he had access to a powerful database for reference. Their configuration couldn't possibly be worse than what existed in this spacetime.

He organized his thoughts and spread a sheet of white paper on the desk. To accomplish anything, one must first understand one's goals and positioning. The intelligence department belongs to the power apparatus—an important component of any regime—but its standing among "important" government departments can vary enormously.

Setting aside behemoths like the CIA, the Red Army's General Staff Intelligence Directorate, or MI5—where exactly did the Lingao regime's foreign intelligence agency position itself? Or rather: who were the future "enemies"?

Jiang Shan understood perfectly that intelligence work acknowledges no friends. "Friends" planting spies on one another is hardly rare in this profession. Never mind the French with their double-dealing—even America's most stalwart ally, that most loyal British servant, wouldn't hesitate to plant intelligence personnel in the United States.

Who were the Transmigration Group's enemies? He first drew a flag on the paper and wrote "Ming" beneath it—Great Ming. Then he drew several iron anchors with arrows marked "Liu," "Zheng," and "Li." Third came a head sporting a queue—Later Jin. Next, he sketched several three-masted ships flying different flags: British, Spanish, Dutch. After some reflection, he finally added a minority-style headdress representing the local Li and Miao peoples.

First: Great Ming. Undoubtedly, though Great Ming's national power was declining, in terms of territory, population, and economic strength, it remained the Transmigration Group's foremost opponent—and the most dangerous. If Great Ming ever decided to confront the Lingao regime with the same gravity it devoted to Later Jin, they would face a monumental crisis.

Fortunately, Great Ming's internal strife was catastrophic. Its energy hemorrhaged into internal friction. Combined with a ruinous fiscal situation, unless Chongzhen himself turned his attention to the Hainan theater, no overwhelming challenge would materialize.

Since Great Ming served as the Transmigration Group's primary source of population and materials—and was simultaneously the key target of the Group's incursion—Great Ming was obviously the paramount focus of intelligence work. He drew a "1" beside it.

Intelligence work on Great Ming already possessed considerable foundation, particularly through the Guangzhou Station and Leizhou Station. Guangzhou Station monitored the central activities of the entire Guangdong province, while Leizhou Station provided early-warning capability against large-scale land and sea attacks launched by Great Ming toward Lingao.

Unfortunately, figures from the commercial department lurked behind both stations. From the Executive Committee's perspective, these stations would continue to prioritize trade over intelligence work for the foreseeable future.

Nevertheless, their existence provided an excellent basis for intelligence operations. Guangzhou Station's infiltration of Guangdong's power center had yielded fruit, and through control of the Qiwie Escort Agency, it had gradually penetrated numerous areas of Guangdong and neighboring provinces. With their support, intelligence personnel could dig deeper still.

Later Jin. They currently formed no direct interest relationship with the Transmigration Group. Following Li Luoyou's visit, Later Jin might become a trade partner—but nothing more. Later Jin was viewed as a border menace by Great Ming, but to Lingao it scarcely merited acknowledgment. This regime was destitute, built on extreme internal oppression and reliance on external plunder—little more than a bandit-style local power. In the near future, it posed no threat to the Transmigration Group. In the complete future, eliminating it would be trivial. Intelligence activities against Later Jin could be placed last. He wrote a "5."

The pirate-merchants operating along the South China coast—represented by "Liu," "Zheng," and "Li"—were now approaching the apex of their power. Zheng Zhilong wielded immense wealth and influence, constituting the Transmigration Group's greatest maritime threat. Fortunately, Li Kuiqi kept him in check; he wouldn't threaten the Group immediately. He remained only a potential danger.

Liu Xiang posed the most immediate maritime menace. Moreover, he had colluded with the Spaniards and already struck at Lingao once, suffering defeat. It was not unreasonable to assume he harbored a grudge.

Jiang Shan drew a "2" beside "Liu."

Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese, and British. These four constituted the primary foreign powers in East Asian and Southeast Asian waters. The British maintained the smallest presence in Southeast Asia—merely factories in India and Siam—with limited strength. They had already established trade links with the Transmigration Group. Not a current priority.

Spanish and Portuguese flew under one king but harbored divergent agendas. Their coastal presence in China was modest, and their ambitions equally so—they merely wanted to preserve what they had. They wouldn't pose a significant threat to the Transmigration Group. And the Group had no immediate designs on either Macau or Manila. Of these two locations, the former was Europe's gateway to China; the latter, a transit station for silver imports. The Senate judged it wise to let them continue operating for now.

Jiang Shan considered the Dutch most dangerous among these four powers. Not merely because they commanded the strongest forces in Southeast Asia, but because they were the most aggressive and ambitious. If Spanish fantasies of conquering China were mere idle talk, the Dutch had genuinely deliberated the question. He knew that in 1622 the Dutch had launched an expedition against the Chinese coast, seriously intending to establish coastal colonies. Only after discovering China's sheer size and the impracticability of their goal had they retreated from Penghu and relocated to Taiwan.

As for the local Li and Miao peoples on the island, Jiang Shan ranked them last. Their strength was limited, and two dedicated departments already handled them—the Religious Affairs Office and the Li and Miao Affairs Office had both accomplished substantial work. He needn't intrude on their territory; intelligence consolidation and analysis would suffice.



Having established priorities, he turned to organizational structure, which needed to be submitted to the Organization Department for review the next day. After extensive consideration, Jiang Shan decided to first establish the Intelligence Analysis Division. Intelligence work begins, above all, with analyzing open intelligence. This was as true in the seventeenth century as in the twenty-first. Most intelligence could be obtained through public channels. The Transmigration Group didn't need to learn the Emperor's marginal notes on memorials. Under ancient productivity conditions, any government measure became visible fairly quickly through bureaucratic operations.

The plan he ultimately submitted established five divisions. The First Division—the Domestic Division—would specifically target the Great Ming government. The Second Division—the Overseas Division—would address Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese, and British forces, with expansion as necessary. The Third Division would handle miscellaneous unclassified forces, currently focusing on pirates and maritime merchants along the Chinese coast, eventually incorporating future actors like Li Zicheng. The Intelligence Analysis Division would specialize in analyzing and consolidating collected intelligence. The Support Division would provide various forms of support for intelligence activities.

Additionally, an Office would handle all administrative, personnel, and archival work, as well as coordination. Given the existence of cross-organizational institutions like Guangzhou and Leizhou, cross-departmental coordination would inevitably prove demanding.

His organizational plan received swift approval, except for the Support Division. The Executive Committee determined that the Foreign Intelligence Bureau could rely on support from other departments. Within Great Ming, it could depend on the Ministry of Commerce; if force was required, the Special Reconnaissance Team could be deployed. Jiang Shan recognized this was not worth contesting. In the past, there had been too many Elders without positions; now there were clearly too few.

He recruited his first Elder: Wang Ding. As if to contrast with Jiang Shan, this man was approximately thirty, about 1.6 meters tall, with a face so unremarkable he would vanish into any crowd. Yet Jiang Shan considered him advantageous for intelligence work—first, he was taciturn; second, his appearance attracted no attention.

Moreover, he had worked as a subordinate functionary in a certain powerful department. Even if he hadn't eaten pork, he'd seen pigs run. He spoke lucidly about intelligence analysis and offered original insights.

Wang Ding had failed to make a name for himself in Lingao. Watching Chang Shide flourish abroad, he had developed aspirations for an overseas intelligence posting.

"I think you'd do better to remain here at headquarters as Chief of the Intelligence Analysis Division," Jiang Shan told him.

"But I'd prefer to go abroad—to places like Jiangnan to serve the organization..." Wang Ding had harbored this intention for some time. Establish a small business as an intelligence station in Jiangnan, then dabble in silk and tea trade—those being the only Jiangnan specialties he knew. The Qinhuai Eight Beauties were too expensive to dream about, but acquiring a few Suzhou and Hangzhou beauties as concubines remained within the realm of possibility.

"Heh." Jiang Shan shattered his pleasant fantasy without mercy. "Do you imagine the Executive Committee doesn't know your little calculations? Look—anyone dispatched to Jiangnan must be capable of both generating profit and gathering intelligence. Do you really think they'd choose you?"

Of course not. This was beyond wishful thinking. Wang Ding possessed sufficient self-awareness to recognize that much.

"If you absolutely insist on dispatch, being sent to Shaanxi or Liaodong is more realistic."

"Forget it. I'll be this division chief." Wang Ding immediately abandoned his dispatch request. He scratched his head. "I did do intelligence analysis back in the day. Consider me half a professional."

"Exactly. Speaking honestly: what's so wonderful about being dispatched? Breaking away from the core is never advantageous."

"Fine, fine. I firmly obey the organization's arrangements." Wang Ding said. "Tell me—what's our first order of business?"

"Finding people to serve as division chiefs and office director, obviously. Otherwise we can't function." Jiang Shan said. "But that comes later. First, let's discuss how to actually conduct intelligence work."

"I oversee intelligence analysis..."

"Please. This isn't the CIA with its rigidly compartmentalized regulations. Right now, my entire staff consists of you." He produced a silver cigarette case. "Smoke one?"

"Gladly." Wang Ding immediately recognized this wasn't locally produced Lingao tobacco, but genuine old-spacetime cigarettes. Privately imported cigarettes had been virtually exhausted after two years. Only recently had salvage from a shipwreck yielded some American cigarettes for distribution.

But looking more closely—it was actually Chunghwa. He started. The preciousness of a Chunghwa cigarette far exceeded that of condoms.

"You still have Chunghwa?"

"Yes. I brought a private stock. Preserved quite well. Go ahead—smoke." Jiang Shan produced a matchbox and struck a light for him.

Caught off guard, Wang Ding hastily drew from the flame, then inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.

"Magnificent. The authentic taste of the old spacetime." Wang Ding's expression turned nostalgic.

"Now. Tell me your views." Jiang Shan slipped the cigarette case back into his pocket. In truth, he didn't smoke at all. He'd brought cigarettes purely for public relations purposes.

"Our intelligence work, at the current stage, is inevitably an appendage of trade activities. I think we must acknowledge this clearly." Wang Ding said. "On this point, we need to position ourselves correctly."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 592 - Intelligence Work Meeting

Were Guo Yi and his colleagues merchants, or were they spies? Their identity and affiliation had never been clearly delineated. But obviously, the merchant component predominated. Whether at Guangzhou Station or Leizhou Station, their primary mission was selling goods, importing materials, and funneling manpower to the Transmigration Group. Intelligence gathering was merely a sideline.

As for Leizhou Station, its activities extended beyond sales and imports to encompass sugar production and distilling under the Light Industry Department, sugarcane cultivation improvement under the Agricultural Department, and the agricultural cooperative jointly promoted by the Tiandihui and Delung.

"...These two stations have seen far deeper intervention from other departments than from us. The notion that we could directly command them is, I fear, unrealistic."

Precisely so, Jiang Shan thought. The Guangzhou and Leizhou systems had grown accustomed to their unique status as political-economic-intelligence complexes. Bringing these stations under the Intelligence Bureau's umbrella was pure fantasy—neither the Executive Committee nor the Senate would sanction it. If he marched in demanding that this belonged to him and that belonged to him, the Foreign Intelligence Bureau—this freshly minted institution—would only get a noseful of ash.

The Foreign Intelligence Bureau sounded impressive, but in reality it was a hollow shell. Until it accumulated sufficient strength, no one would take it seriously.

"We must rely on the organizations, connections, and groundwork of the overseas stations," Jiang Shan acknowledged. "Of course, we could start from scratch and dispatch less conspicuous intelligence personnel to the mainland independently. But—"

"But the Executive Committee won't approve, correct?" Wang Ding said. "You understand the Executive Committee's thinking as well as I do. They despise waste. Every Elder is a treasury of knowledge and skills—even the so-called loser otakus. As for dispatching indigenous intelligence agents, I'm not certain how many are actually available."

Jiang Shan reflected that he truly had no conception of how much foundation the intelligence system possessed. The answer would have to wait until all transferred materials were fully reviewed.

That day, the two spent a full day and night reading through everything that had been transferred. Materials from various departments were a motley assortment—fortunately, the quantity wasn't overwhelming. The most valuable items were undoubtedly those from the former Enemy Work Department, transferred from the General Bureau of Political Security. Whatever modest intelligence work had occurred in the past had been largely operated through the PSB Enemy Work Department.

"Lin Baiguang has established a base in Qiongzhou—this probably qualifies as a dedicated intelligence station." Jiang Shan noted.

Lin Baiguang's station in Qiongzhou—the Wanfeng Grain Trust—not only employed five indigenous intelligence agents but had also cultivated a local intelligence network headed by Ma Benyuan. Simultaneously, he had performed extensive work supporting production and export transportation from the Jiazi Coal Mine. His achievements were genuinely outstanding.

Even the grain trust's commercial status was respectable. According to his financial statements, Wanfeng Grain Trust's profits sufficed to maintain the intelligence station's operations, with a small surplus remaining.

"If Lin Baiguang were willing to return and serve here, he would be more than qualified to direct the Third Division." Jiang Shan observed.

Wang Ding thought: If he were willing to return, would this directorship have fallen to you? But he kept this to himself. Aloud, he said: "There's also Monk Zou Temple in Leizhou—another professional intelligence station." Chen Tianxiong had specifically requested the temple's reconstruction as an intelligence station. His current Leizhou activities were essentially based there.

"I believe we should recall everyone and convene a work meeting," Jiang Shan said after some deliberation. "Including representatives from Guangzhou and Leizhou. This is firstly a gesture of respect toward them. Secondly, we'll be coordinating extensively with those locations going forward. Failing to speak frankly face-to-face could cause problems later."

"Mm. Actually, you could reserve certain positions for dispatched personnel—they wouldn't necessarily need to return to headquarters. Guo Yi could serve as Director of the First Division. Lin Baiguang could perfectly well direct the Third Division. No need to recruit among Elders in Lingao..."

"You're handing out titles and making promises." Jiang Shan smiled. "Once they become Division Directors, they'll have to take the work seriously, won't they?"

"Exactly. The district magistrate can never match the man on the spot! One always cares a bit more about matters within one's own jurisdiction. Besides, frontline personnel understand many jobs far better than we do. What's the point of hastily promoting a few people who read spy novels to be Division Directors? Would frontline staff even respect them?"

"Your reasoning isn't wrong, but they're all on the front lines. I worry they couldn't fulfill a Division Director's responsibilities—leadership requires substantial administrative work." Jiang Shan said. "Making Guo Yi First Division Director would probably please him, and the Executive Committee might not object. But later, when the Intelligence Bureau arranges personnel to enter Great Ming for operations, how would we discuss and coordinate with him? The process becomes impossibly complicated."

"Mm." Wang Ding conceded he had overlooked that point. With evident reluctance, he abandoned his proposal. "So that won't work after all."

"The ideal arrangement would be to transfer frontline personnel back to serve as Division Directors while dispatching new intelligence officers outward." Jiang Shan said. "That way, leadership possesses experience, and newcomers gain frontline training."

"I'm afraid that's currently impossible."

Jiang Shan recognized the impracticability as well. Commercial relationships and personal connections in ancient society were tightly interwoven. Transferring any one of Guo Yi's group would sever numerous commercial and social ties in Guangzhou. This wasn't the same as casually rotating executives in modern corporations.

"Let's hold an intelligence work meeting first. Ideally, we can communicate with everyone." Jiang Shan reached his decision. "I also want to visit various departments first to understand the specific situation."

"Very well. What should I do?" Wang Ding asked.

"You should visit the people on this list first. Have casual conversations with them." Jiang Shan said. "They're all Elders who have volunteered for intelligence work. You worked in a powerful department before—you should have the skill to read people. Assess whether they genuinely want to pursue this invisible profession or merely fancy themselves Great Ming's answer to 007."

"Understood. I'll go shortly." Wang Ding asked, "You don't want the latter type, correct?"

"No, the latter is also acceptable—at least they have enthusiasm." Jiang Shan said. "The prerequisite is knowing how much manpower and budget I can actually obtain."



The first intelligence work meeting convened by the Foreign Intelligence Bureau was held in Bopu. Participating institutions included: the Ministry of Commerce, the Religious Affairs Office (along with the heads of "Two Religions"), the Li and Miao Affairs Office, the General Bureau of Political Security, and personnel from the two overseas stations. Zhang Xin represented Guangzhou; Chen Tianxiong represented Leizhou. Lin Baiguang also traveled from Qiongzhou to attend.

The meeting was hosted in Bopu—specifically in the private villa Wu De had constructed for himself. Following the Second Plenary Session, Wu De had transferred the property rights to the General Office to forestall inquiries from other Elders on the matter. Because the location was both quiet and secluded, and less conspicuous than anything in Bairen City, it had become an ideal venue for small-scale clandestine meetings.

On matters of intelligence work, the Executive Committee had long believed a comprehensive integration and cleanup was necessary. First, to eliminate the Political Security Department's interference in the intelligence system; second, to consolidate existing systems and eliminate the chaos of policies issuing from multiple gates.

Modern people were extremely sensitive about intelligence. Nearly every department aspired to run its own intelligence organization—or to become one. Even a department like the Agricultural Committee had submitted proposals to organize a "Red Flower Society" within the Tiandihui system—an institution that would operate as itinerant peddlers roaming the countryside while conducting intelligence collection and propaganda agitation. The General Staff was likewise contemplating a General Staff Intelligence Bureau...

This fanatical enthusiasm for everyone doing intelligence needed correction. The Foreign Intelligence Bureau was precisely the basin of cold water the Executive Committee poured over the heads of all these departments.

At this intelligence meeting, it was clarified that external intelligence collection was the exclusive responsibility of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. All external intelligence activities must be planned and registered with the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. Departments were prohibited from conducting external intelligence activities without prior notification. Simultaneously, it was reiterated that no department could establish its own intelligence organization or compile specialized personnel without authorization.

Under the premise of unified command, it was stipulated that all intelligence consolidation and analysis work fell under the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's purview. Intelligence collected from all stations must first be submitted to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau for consolidation and analysis before distribution.

Intelligence analysis was the heart of intelligence work—arguably the most critical function. Previously, intelligence collected by individual departments, with the exception of the General Bureau of Political Security, had typically been forwarded raw, without analysis. The recipients were generally the Executive Committee and "potentially useful departments." The latter was a vague category. For example, the daily market retail price telegram collected by Guangzhou Station—recipients were the Executive Committee. But after the Executive Committee received it, determining whom else should see this intelligence became murky: Ministry of Commerce, Foreign Trade Company, Cooperative, even Agricultural Committee and Civil Affairs Committee might theoretically need it.

Out of excessive caution, the General Office had been copying intelligence to every conceivably interested department. This was not only wasteful but diverted receiving departments' attention—these intelligence items arrived unrefined, unanalyzed, unconsolidated, essentially raw material that each department had to interpret for itself. Supervisors were forced to spend considerable time reading and determining whether any given item was actually useful. Many grew lazy and simply filed everything unread.

According to Wang Ding's plan, all intelligence would now undergo preliminary consolidation and analysis in the Analysis Division before being categorized and compiled according to timeliness and content. Each department would submit its required intelligence categories to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau, which would then distribute according to security clearance. Urgent or major intelligence would be transmitted directly to the relevant Executive Committee member and counterpart department to ensure the fastest possible response time.

Second was the establishment of a shared Master Intelligence Database. All collected intelligence materials would be compiled by category and date for specialized storage in the database. When departments had needs, they could query directly according to their security clearance—rather than archiving separately as before, creating mountains of dead materials that only the truly curious ever consulted.

In the division of responsibilities: Li and Miao affairs intelligence was classified as "Internal Affairs." The Foreign Intelligence Bureau would no longer involve itself in intelligence collection and organization in this sphere. This work would be led by the Li and Miao Affairs Office, with support from the General Bureau of Political Security and Religious Affairs Office.

A critical element of foreign intelligence work—the affiliation of overseas stations—was clarified at the meeting. Overseas stations fell directly under the Colonial and Trade Department. Previously, their status had always been ambiguous: some were counted as intelligence ports, some as commercial ports, some under the Planning Agency. The things they handled were numerous and jumbled, yet of irreplaceable importance. Now that affiliation was formalized, coordination among parties would become easier.

The meeting determined that overseas stations were obligated to support all Foreign Intelligence Bureau activities. To enable effective command, all overseas station heads would concurrently hold the position of Intelligence Station Head within the Foreign Intelligence Bureau, creating a de facto hierarchical relationship with the Foreign Intelligence Bureau Director.

Thus Guo Yi of Guangzhou Station and Wen Tong of Leizhou Station became Intelligence Station Heads of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. Every overseas station established in the future would be obligated to collect local intelligence and support Foreign Intelligence Bureau activities. In practice, of course, station heads could delegate specific intelligence responsibilities to other Elders at their station.

Besides overseas stations, the Religious Affairs Office was designated a "Key Assistance Unit" of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. Zhang Yuchen's "New Taoism" in particular was seen as possessing tremendous intelligence infiltration potential. Chen Tianxiong noted specifically that Monk Zou Temple in Xuwen was ideal territory for "New Taoism" to use as a base, serving simultaneously as a missionary outpost and an intelligence station.

Zhang Yuchen, freshly returned from the Sanya Development Zone and tanned dark, embraced this proposal enthusiastically. He offered to prepare "New Taoism" for close cooperation with the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. He was willing to contribute the graduates of the "Taoist Student Training Class" currently being prepared by "New Taoism" for dual training in mission work and intelligence. This way, once Taoist students graduated and expanded to the mainland, they would become dual vanguards of ideological and intelligence work.

"Your Taoist Student Training Class hasn't produced a single person, yet you're already promising to contribute them everywhere?" Religious Affairs Office Director He Ying sneered. "First you contributed to Li and Miao Affairs, then to the PSB for internal security, now to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau."

"I am merely indicating the magnitude of the role 'New Taoism' might play in our cause," Zhang Yuchen replied without changing expression. "As for the source of Taoist students, I have submitted numerous reports." The implication was clear: if the role wasn't being fulfilled, the fault lay with those who refused to provide manpower.

Wu Shimang, seeing his Lingao Church overlooked, hastily spoke up. Though the Lingao Church faced certain restrictions on missionary work in mainland China, the "Catholic" faith could enable them to play a greater role in activities targeting Europeans. Moreover, the Lingao Church already commanded a cadre of sufficiently devout believers available for deployment. Compared to "New Taoism," which could only speak in abstractions about potential contributions, the Lingao Church could immediately "enter battle."

"Our believers are deeply devout—yes, deeply devout," Wu Shimang said. "They sincerely welcome martyrdom. Assigning them any task requires no consideration of consequences."

"And what exactly would your nuns and grandmothers be good for?" Zhang Yuchen adopted a contemplative look.

Laughter erupted around the conference table. Wu Shimang was unabashed, arguing forcefully: "What's wrong with nuns and grandmothers? Such elderly people attract no attention wherever they go—they make excellent intelligence personnel!"

"I think we should leave the elderly in the convent alone," He Ying said. "They've served your Lingao Church long enough. Let them spend their remaining years in peace."

"We also have quite a few young devout believers," Wu Shimang pressed on, eager to demonstrate his work in this area. "I believe dispatching devout indigenous people with firm faith to serve in intelligence collection is highly suitable—at minimum, they won't betray us."

Jiang Shan saw merit in using religion for intelligence collection and promptly expressed "sincere thanks" for the Religious Affairs Office's support.



After the Bopu Intelligence Work Meeting concluded, Chen Tianxiong and Lin Baiguang were invited to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau for a private meeting with Jiang Shan and his team.

These two were essentially the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's core intelligence personnel abroad. Jiang Shan valued them highly and conversed with elaborate courtesy. His first proposal was to invite Lin Baiguang back to serve as either Third Division Director or Office Director.

"No. I'd prefer to remain an external operative." Lin Baiguang shook his head without ceremony. "I don't enjoy office work. I want to accomplish practical things in the field."

"Very well." Jiang Shan recognized that such a person would not be easily swayed; pressing further would only diminish his own standing. "Then I'd like to hear your views and suggestions on this Bureau's work."

Lin Baiguang smiled. "Nothing complicated, really. First and foremost: people. We need to add personnel in substantial numbers."

"I too feel that manpower is desperately scarce," Jiang Shan nodded. "But Elders are a scarce resource..."

"I'm not talking about Elders," Lin Baiguang shook his head. "As you said, Elders are precious. How can we casually throw them into grassroots intelligence work on the mainland? Every death is a major loss. I'm talking about indigenous intelligence personnel."

Lin Baiguang reminded Jiang Shan that several cohorts of intelligence personnel training classes had been conducted in the past, but the numbers were small—nowhere near sufficient. Personnel training must be prioritized.

"Indigenous intelligence personnel lack experience and need more opportunities for practice. I suggest increasing investment in Qiongshan County. Newly trained intelligence personnel can all be sent to me." Lin Baiguang said.

"Oh?" Jiang Shan wondered what this meant. Qiongshan County was the attached county of Qiongzhou Prefecture—after all, just a county seat on Hainan Island. In the Executive Committee's eyes, it was merely an apple temporarily left unpicked. Were it not for the Jiazi Coal Mine, investing substantial intelligence resources there would be unnecessary.

"Before I explain, let me first describe our operational situation in Qiongshan County."

He began with his work report.

Wanfeng Grain Trust's activities. Work with the Hai family. Ma Benyuan's local intelligence network...

"...In Qiongshan County, we have already achieved considerable progress." Lin Baiguang said. "The bureaucratic institutions of the entire Qiongzhou Prefecture are practically sieves."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 593 - Organizational System

Over the span of a few months, Lin Baiguang had intensified infiltration activities against the various yamens of Qiongzhou Prefecture. Working through Ma Benyuan's local connections and wielding the Gou family ledger as leverage for blackmail, he had swiftly penetrated most government offices. He had not only established a network of relationships targeting middle and lower-level figures—private advisors, clerks, yamen runners—but had also successfully bribed the servants of several principal local officials. Now, if needed, he could learn what book the Prefect of Qiongzhou had been reading the previous evening by the following morning.

"The reason I advocate increased investment here is not to add standing intelligence personnel. We already possess considerable strength in this location—enough to guarantee the safety of inexperienced newcomers operating here. The purpose is to use Qiongshan County as an internship ground for intelligence personnel."

This was novel thinking. Jiang Shan reflected: "Internship in a relatively secure 'enemy-occupied area'?"

"Precisely," Lin Baiguang nodded. "Qiongshan County is a microcosm of local Ming society. Though somewhat less prosperous than other areas, its government operations and social structures are highly representative. The experience our intelligence personnel—whether Elder or indigenous—gain from activities here will prove far more valuable than internships in places like East Gate Market. At minimum, they'll experience the tension of operating in hostile territory."

"Can their safety be guaranteed?"

"Absolutely." Lin Baiguang was confident. "If anyone gets caught, I have means to extract them—though it will cost money, of course."

"Good. I've noted this matter."

He continued: "I'm actively training two indigenous intelligence personnel, originally hoping to groom one to replace me in Qiongshan. But recently I've realized the difficulty—they're simply too young, needing another five or six years to reach twenty. It's not a question of ability; it's that in Great Ming, age is crucial for conducting social activities." He cleared his throat. "Excessively young people struggle to command sufficient respect and trust. They're easily dismissed. Naturally, if we're infiltrating lower-class society, this hardly matters. But if we're using merchant identities or other professions that require contact with government and gentry, ages above twenty-five or twenty-six are preferable. I hope the Bureau will attend to this when selecting the next cohort of indigenous intelligence trainees."

"I see." Jiang Shan nodded thoughtfully. He recalled the files of the graduated indigenous intelligence personnel training classes he had reviewed—without exception, all were under twenty.

Chen Tianxiong had remained silent until now. "We've run several training classes, all training teenagers—what use is this? Constantly emphasizing loyalty, but loyalty alone doesn't get things done."

Teenage boys and girls could generally handle only office work; deployed externally, they were capable only of simple errand-running and making inquiries. This was a serious impediment to launching large-scale operations.

"Furthermore, intelligence training should have focus and must incorporate practical skills." Chen Tianxiong elaborated. "I reviewed their training materials—the content is essentially identical to the General Bureau of Political Security's, with heavy emphasis on illegal activity techniques. Completely unnecessary. What kind of intelligence personnel do we actually need? Nothing more than people who can accurately report enemy movements and numbers, local social sentiment, economic conditions. Ninety percent of this is open intelligence—it merely requires additional effort to collect and organize. There's no need to go to great lengths teaching surveillance, kidnapping, arson, and such. That's not intelligence collection—that's intelligence warfare.

"My requirement for indigenous intelligence personnel is this: they need only master basic intelligence collection skills. They must know how to count. They should recognize a few characters. Ideally they can write reports; if not, the ability to accurately articulate what they've seen and heard is sufficient. Teach them simple tradecraft; beyond that, nothing else is needed. And there's no requirement for them to be utterly loyal and tested by fire. Suitable secrecy protocols and organizational systems can ensure that even if they're captured or defect, the broader operation remains unaffected. Low-level intelligence personnel can essentially be treated as consumables."

"They should also be taught cover and survival skills," Lin Baiguang added. "Knowing one or two trades, or possessing skills like chanting sutras and fortune-telling, allows intelligence personnel to use professions as cover for mobility."

"Of course, we can also cultivate high-level specialists specifically. But I oppose directly training elite intelligence personnel from scratch—such a system is unworkable. We should select outstanding performers from ordinary intelligence personnel who have worked in the field for some time, then provide them advanced education." Chen Tianxiong continued developing his intelligence personnel training theory.

These were genuinely constructive suggestions. Listening to frontline personnel was indeed invaluable. Jiang Shan nodded to himself. He had considered some of these points, but had not yet organized them systematically. Now these two articulated matters far more comprehensively than he could have.

"Very well. Going forward, we'll train intelligence personnel according to this approach." Jiang Shan immediately validated their suggestions. "Hearing you lay it out, the thinking crystallizes considerably. Comrades on the front lines clearly think through matters more thoroughly."

"You flatter us," Lin Baiguang replied with modest courtesy.

Seeing the atmosphere grow more harmonious, Jiang Shan continued: "Regarding the launch of intelligence work, my thinking runs as follows:

"We divide intelligence work into two major categories. The first encompasses systematic, planned collection and compilation of stability information from various regions—materials easily filed for reference. For example: map surveying, traffic investigation, logistics and economic situation analysis, products, manpower, political composition and diplomatic tendencies, historical evolution, copies of gazettes and extracts of important publications, long-term garrison conditions, overviews of major public and military facilities... and so forth."

"Archived in the Master Intelligence Database?" Wang Ding jotted notes.

"Yes. Sources for this intelligence can draw on various departments, including institutions like overseas stations, or we can dispatch specialized personnel to these locations for on-site investigation under cover of doing business, studying, or wandering. Given the slow pace of development in ancient society, data obtained from one investigation might remain valid for over a decade."

"That's excessive—" Lin Baiguang shook his head. "Verification every year or two remains necessary, particularly for traffic conditions and public sentiment. These are not peaceful times. The seventeen years of the Chongzhen reign are essentially an era of accelerating chaos. Society is changing rapidly."

"Broadly speaking, yes." Jiang Shan decided not to quibble over details, pressing forward. "This data is enormously useful not only to military departments but also to economic and industrial ones. Queries can be opened according to security clearance—including indigenous cadres within the system. Such intelligence can be obtained and transmitted through open and semi-open methods, distinct from other intelligence operations. We won't need to invest many professional personnel; we can adopt a government-supervised, merchant-managed model."

Jiang Shan's "government-supervised, merchant-managed" concept resembled the model by which Guangzhou Station had cultivated the Qiwie Escort Agency—establishing various enterprises along traffic arteries and in important towns. Most staff could be locally recruited rather than dispatched from Lingao, with only a handful of intelligence personnel embedded among them.

"Such enterprises can simultaneously provide logistical support, goods flow, and transportation routes for intelligence personnel. Multiple birds with one stone." Jiang Shan said. "At the same time, the enterprise's own operations ensure we don't need excessive funding support. We only spend startup costs, then let it sustain itself through its own profits."

"This is a memo I found in materials transferred from the former Intelligence Resources Committee archives," Wang Ding said. "Dated August 1629. It coincides with your thinking."

"Is that so? I didn't see it." Jiang Shan expressed mild surprise.

"A few more boxes of materials arrived yesterday," Wang Ding explained. "Let's look first."


To: Intelligence Resources Committee

From: Grand Library - Historical Data Research Group, First Class Historical Data Researcher: Yu E-shui

Subject: Yu E-shui's views on the intelligence system and evaluation of memo K/BW/290322.77.

Confidential! Single copy only, restricted to business-related personnel!

...

Intelligence agencies require supplementary materials. For reference, consider Japan's continental Ronin activities. The Lingao organization could actively dispatch Ronin groups—enthusiastic and loyal—to penetrate northward and southward, collecting intelligence through running schools, opening shops, and conducting business.

This work is a highly specific and enormous spontaneous undertaking, requiring strictly educated indigenous elites who feel spontaneously that their dreams cannot be realized step-by-step within Lingao's existing system—that only by taking initiative toward the vast continent can they ascend to heaven in one bound...

...The military, General Bureau of Political Security, and other relevant departments can participate jointly, implementing key leadership and business guidance work. But they should not interfere in specific business activities. This is a semi-open intelligence agency that can coordinate with other power departments, as well as an in-depth organization for collecting vast quantities of physical books and Ming Dynasty materials for advisory agencies...

...

Launching foreign intelligence work into powerful long-range reconnaissance too hastily is, in my personal view, inadvisable... The Special Reconnaissance Team's scale is insufficient to support such widespread operations... Staff-ride style field investigation can be conducted entirely through the intelligence system's public institutions.

...

The Military Intelligence Bureau can establish two organizations... First: inland river/coastal boat assassination teams, utilizing the advantage of silent close-combat weapons in the chaos of pirate and river grain transport, eliminating certain enemy leaders without a trace. Dutch "Ghost Ships" could operate everywhere; in coastal cities with intelligence personnel and Ronin group reception capability, light decapitation operations could be executed to deter enemies. Second: adopt ultra-long-range reconnaissance training, targeting the capability for light infantry squads to survive in wilderness conditions comparable to Discovery Channel's Bear Grylls across South China mountains... These are essentially hard probes of mountain infantry, specifically targeting local armed forces like mountain bandits and river pirates. Regular army plain warfare doesn't need them; the primary future use of such special armed forces is suppression of guerrillas and local bandits...

...



Lin Baiguang nodded. He recalled this material, though not vividly. At the time, however, the Intelligence Resources Committee lacked clear organization, and the General Bureau of Political Security showed little enthusiasm—so the matter had been shelved.

"What is this 'Military Intelligence Bureau'?" Jiang Shan grew alert at the term. He had recognized the chaos pervading the Transmigration Group's intelligence system within days of taking over. Small wonder Lin Baiguang showed no interest in headquarters work, constantly seeking field assignments.

"At that time, both Army and Navy proposed establishing a specialized Military Intelligence Bureau. Later, someone submitted a detailed memo discussing the organizational structure." Lin Baiguang said. "But the plan consumed too many resources, and the Executive Committee showed no interest. The matter was shelved. The second half of Yu E-shui's memo should be addressing that proposal."

"And then?"

"Nothing further." Lin Baiguang said. "That memo should still be in the Intelligence Resources Committee archives. You can retrieve it."

Jiang Shan sensed that Lin Baiguang and Chen Tianxiong were unwilling to delve deeper into this matter. He decided to table the subject temporarily and return to his "government-supervised, merchant-managed" intelligence system.

"...Yu E-shui's thinking is broader than mine." Jiang Shan observed. "According to his conception, we can expand our channels considerably. Not necessarily through enterprises or businesses—religious facilities or schools could work as well."

"In this aspect, we can cooperate deeply with the Religious Affairs Office." Wang Ding noted. "Didn't Daoist Zhang already declare his position?"

"Hmph. If you want to cooperate with him, you'll have to help him apply for personnel—that's his biggest headache." Lin Baiguang smiled. "You really think Daoist Zhang is cooperating sincerely, offering a free lunch?"

Wang Ding said: "If you want someone to exert effort, providing some benefits is only right and natural."

"If his New Taoism can truly become as powerful as he claims, I think helping him secure some personnel is well deserved. Everyone benefits." Chen Tianxiong added. "People like monks and Taoists can wander openly everywhere; the government pays them little attention. Spreading rumors is also their specialty."

"Regarding this kind of dispatched intelligence agency, I personally believe it's best not to form an open chain or branch model, to avoid one agency's exposure implicating the entire network." Jiang Shan said. On this point, he had reservations about the Qiwie Escort Agency's extensive chain system—though better left unsaid. At this stage, they still needed Qiwie's cooperation. Later, he intended to gradually build his own system—or something resembling Yu E-shui's "Black Dragon Society" model.

"As for personnel management, we can draw from the reconnaissance network system operated by Zhao Manxiong." Jiang Shan said. Following the formal establishment of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau, Zhao Manxiong had sent a memo briefing him on the reconnaissance network the General Bureau of Political Security had deployed in counties surrounding Lingao—and expressed that this resource "could be shared in certain ways."

Though Jiang Shan found this posture somewhat objectionable, he presently commanded few soldiers and generals; without demonstrable performance, he had no choice but to swallow his pride. Moreover, the Executive Committee's instructions had clearly stated: no need to invest excessive energy in intelligence work on Hainan Island itself. And the PSB had currently deployed the reconnaissance network only to a handful of counties near Lingao, not rolling out on a large scale. Disputing this with the PSB was pointless. Besides, in many respects, he still required the PSB's professional guidance and operational cooperation. The organizational structure of this reconnaissance network came from PSB Office Director Wu Mu, who had enthusiastically offered to provide faculty support for intelligence personnel training.

The reconnaissance network stationed one reconnaissance instructor per district, supervising two to four reconnaissance groups. Each group comprised three people, one of whom served as group leader. When membership reached five, the group split into two. No horizontal contact occurred between instructors; no horizontal contact between group leaders. Vertical reporting and guidance proceeded by level. The reconnaissance instructor commanded all district reconnaissance work, collecting reports from group leaders and feeding intelligence back via traffic stations.

Jiang Shan moved on to discuss "Second Category Work" in intelligence operations—namely, covert line operations targeting confidential information and uncertain events, such as undercover agents infiltrating the enemy regime's core. Their value was comparatively high. Such covert line personnel would employ the traffic officer single-line model for direct contact. No contact would occur with the local reconnaissance network.

"I personally believe deep-sea sleeper agents have no value." Chen Tianxiong opposed this flatly. "At most, we're a dozen years from overthrowing Great Ming. Why bother with sleeper agents? Understanding what Chongzhen thinks or what he writes on memorials holds little significance for us."

"At minimum, we can grasp the opponent's strategic moves."

"I don't deny that, but the cost required to reach that level compared to the benefit is simply too disproportionate." Chen Tianxiong cautioned Jiang Shan. "We know virtually nothing about the Great Ming system. Transmigrators bear no resemblance to ancients. To infiltrate the enemy interior—let alone ascend to high levels and the core—is purely fantastical. Even if some Elder went mad with the desire to go undercover, I would oppose it. This would be sending them to their deaths."

Lin Baiguang coughed. "Not quite to the point of death. Infiltrating the enemy interior still has value. Naturally, reaching the highest levels is probably impossible. My personal view: there's no need to deliberately pursue opportunities to infiltrate the enemy interior, but we shouldn't dismiss suitable opportunities when they arise. Maintaining a few sleeper agents or relationships embedded in the enemy system remains useful." He offered a reminder. "Consider our Tang Monk Plan. Preliminary preparations for that plan are already complete."

"The difficulty with the Tang Monk Plan is that it's nearly impossible for a modern person to impersonate a Great Ming official. It amounts to completely re-educating and reshaping someone," Chen Tianxiong said. "If it fails, the losses are severe."

"Is the Tang Monk Plan still being implemented?" Jiang Shan had encountered this operation plan among stacks of files, with rich supporting materials—staff-ride reports by Bei Wei, various social surveys from Leizhou Station—but no follow-through.

"Technically, the Tang Monk Plan was never cancelled," Chen Tianxiong said. "The problem is: who volunteers to be the imposter official?"

"Indeed. And according to the plan, once the First Five-Year Plan concludes, Leizhou will be ours anyway. Going to impersonate that Prefect seems somewhat redundant."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 594 - Yu E-shui's Research

Jiang Shan's interest was piqued. "I think if we can secure this Prefect position, we might try transferring him to another post in advance. Spend money lobbying to have him reassigned to central departments in Nanjing or Beijing. Isn't it said that many in the Donglin Party are equally vigorous in selling offices—that everything can be arranged with sufficient funds?"

"The same question applies: who goes?" Chen Tianxiong shook his head. "In principle, planting such a person offers nothing but advantages. But we simply cannot identify such a person among the Elders."

"Is the danger truly that severe?"

"The danger stems from the fact that no Elder possesses the ability to pass as a qualified Great Ming official. The cover would be blown the moment they appeared in public. Setting aside the most obvious issues of accent and appearance, no Elder commands the basic qualities of a Great Ming intellectual." Lin Baiguang shook his head with evident regret. "This cannot be learned through a few months of cramming. The opportunity is genuinely excellent, but..."

"If this were the Great Qing, we'd be fine. Donation-purchased officials run everywhere—any riffraff can become an official." Wang Ding observed.

Lin Baiguang said: "I propose selecting a trustworthy indigenous person to impersonate the Prefect of Leizhou. This is the only path by which the Tang Monk Plan might succeed."

"Can indigenous people be trusted? Might they not become intoxicated with power and sell us out in pursuit of a genuine official hat? I don't fear much else—only that the Elder pulling strings behind the scenes might suffer. If something goes wrong when we're so far away, we might not even have time to mount a rescue."

"His own crime would be equally severe," Lin Baiguang pointed out. "I believe we can still control him. With sufficient ingenuity, methods exist. Yu E-shui was very interested in this matter at the time. I suggest you consult with him."



"This matter is extraordinarily difficult," Yu E-shui reiterated his familiar refrain. "The ideal scenario would be finding an Elder to serve as Prefect. But I've studied it. Even with intensive cultivation starting now—assuming this person is intelligent and studies diligently—two or three years minimum would be required."

He was responsible for historical data retrieval and compilation in the Grand Library and had ample idle time. During his leisure hours, he had devoted considerable energy to researching the feasibility of the Tang Monk Plan. More accurately, this was a recreational scholarly project rather than a genuine attempt to advance the operation—similar to the alternate history topics he had once pondered, such as "How a Modern Person Might Become an Official in Great Ming." The deeper he delved, the more fascinated he became, feeling rather like writing a thesis or undertaking a project.

Moreover, he possessed one significant advantage: he was actually living in Great Ming. Though the imperial examination tradition was not flourishing in Lingao, the county had produced one Jinshi, several Juren, and a batch of Xiucai. The imperial examination system existed living and breathing beside him. He didn't need to constantly speculate about books or verify authenticity.

Beyond perusing historical materials, he had also visited a number of imperial examination figures in Lingao County, soliciting their knowledge on all aspects of the examination. This included several Xiucai and Juren in the county, Instructor Wang at the County School, and even Liu Dalin—who had received him once. Liu Dalin, unaware of Yu E-shui's actual intentions, had assumed this young Australian was "inclined toward enlightenment" and intended to sit for the examinations himself. He immediately grew effusive, holding forth at length about his own examination experiences, then explaining numerous techniques for composing Eight-legged Essays and trial poems. He even recommended several contemporary masters of "White Posts"—mock examination papers—for Yu E-shui to copy.

"During the Palace Exam, the characters on your scroll should be large, lustrous, and round. A good hand of calligraphy surpasses a good essay." Liu Dalin instructed earnestly. "The Palace Exam is ostensibly administered by the Emperor personally, but in reality it depends on scrolls recommended by the Chief Examiner. The Emperor merely brushes in the rankings. The Palace Exam determines ranking in an instant—who actually reads your essay? The Chief Examiner recommends scrolls primarily based on calligraphy."

Finally, Liu Dalin produced several collections of examination essays newly purchased from Guangzhou, discoursing on recent shifts in literary style in the imperial examinations and his views on the court's current tendencies in selecting scholars through essays.

Though this knowledge was useless for Yu E-shui's research, it left him in considerable admiration. Indeed, the art of guessing and gambling on examination topics was as old as the examinations themselves.

But all this led Yu E-shui to essentially despair of the notion that a modern person could successfully impersonate a Great Ming official.

"...Our imposter Prefect needn't pass the imperial examination himself—which is marginally advantageous. But at minimum he must understand the ways of the examination. For instance, the composition and evaluation of Eight-legged Essays. Without this knowledge, he'll expose himself when handling educational affairs within the prefecture. Second, he must be able to write poetry." Yu E-shui explained. "I don't know who among our five hundred-odd people can compose genuine classical poetry, but for someone who came up through the imperial examination, it's normal not to possess elevated poetic skill—yet strange to be entirely ignorant. Imperial examinations require trial poems in addition to Eight-legged Essays. If you cannot write poetry and don't understand rhyme schemes, questions will be raised about how you ever obtained your scholarly credentials!"

Everyone's heart sank. Eight-legged Essays, trial poems—these might as well be ancient Sanskrit.

"...Then I must address the calligraphy issue." A peculiar smile played across Yu E-shui's face—the look of an intellectual relishing the opportunity to pose an impossible problem. "Modern people have mostly developed the habit of word processing by computer. Nowadays, even writing with fountain pens and pencils produces crooked, twisted results. Writing with a brush would probably be inferior even to a young shop apprentice. Calligraphy requires practice—and additionally, anyone who passed the imperial examination can write 'White Posts.' That's a separate skill requiring separate practice."

"If you put it that way, there's truly no hope whatsoever!" Wang Ding exclaimed.

Chen Tianxiong nodded with an expression of of course, that's what we said all along. "If not for these problems, why do you think the plan stalled?"

"There are many more problems! The accent, for instance. We're accustomed to speaking Putonghua—but this Putonghua is based on modern Beijing dialect, and modern Beijing dialect developed from Qing Dynasty Beijing dialect. How did Qing Dynasty Beijing dialect originate?" Yu E-shui assumed a mysterious expression. "Primarily from a mixture of Ming Dynasty Beijing natives plus the Eight Banners and the large numbers of Liaodong Han troops they brought through the passes. The accent amalgamated from these three sources."

"Are you saying our accent bears similarities to the Tartars'?" Jiang Shan's face went pale.

"Strictly speaking, it's more similar to the Liaodong Han troops," Yu E-shui clarified. "Of course, these two languages are not identical—the similarity may not be very high—but commonalities definitely exist."

"I feel the accent issue can be overcome; it's not too difficult." Lin Baiguang said. "I can now speak Great Ming Mandarin—similar to modern Nanjing dialect. If one is determined to learn, it's manageable. Three or four months should suffice. Besides, the accent issue isn't necessarily a critical flaw. Neither Guangzhou nor Leizhou have experienced leaks."

"The accent problem is comparatively the easiest to solve. An official learning Mandarin can generally muddle through." Yu E-shui said. "But the first two points are genuinely difficult. Especially the first."

"Two years remain. Crash training should work, shouldn't it?"

"According to Liu Dalin and the local Xiucai, it takes approximately ten years for someone to progress from beginning formal education to passing the Xiucai examination—and passing depends significantly on luck. The difficulty of passing the Xiucai exam substantially exceeds that of a Master's degree entrance examination." Yu E-shui said. "Although our imposter Prefect needn't actually take the examination, he must be familiar with the Thirteen Classics and possess slight proficiency in Eight-legged Essays and poetry. I fear this would require three or four years of effort—assuming this person is sufficiently diligent and genuinely interested in learning."

"To summarize: it's impossible for an Elder to serve as this imposter Prefect." Jiang Shan said. "Is that your conclusion?"

"I didn't say that. If someone is willing to study hard and is clever enough, perhaps two years might suffice. At least people capable of teaching this knowledge exist in Lingao." Yu E-shui said. "The imposter Prefect does have one advantage: origin and native place details are ready-made—no fabrication required. And there are no photographs in ancient times. Impersonation is readily accomplished."

"There are many people clever enough, but I fear none willing to study diligently." Jiang Shan knew perfectly well: asking this cohort of Elders to immerse themselves in the Thirteen Classics, Eight-legged Essays, and calligraphy practice—"burning the midnight oil and crowing with the dawn"—would be worse than dispatching them to the countryside as agricultural technicians. At least in the countryside, peasants would flatter them, and they might have the chance to court a small landlord's daughter.

"It seems if we genuinely want to implement the Tang Monk Plan, we must select indigenous candidates." Lin Baiguang recognized that while Yu E-shui's discourse had a whiff of showing off research results, his reasoning was entirely sound.

Jiang Shan said: "For an indigenous person to possess both the necessary abilities and sufficient loyalty, such a candidate—" His expression conveyed the difficulty.

"There is one person you might consider." Yu E-shui said. "Zhang Xingjiao. You can pull his file."

"Thank you." Jiang Shan said. "Our Foreign Intelligence Bureau intends to dispatch intelligence personnel to the mainland. In fact, many Elders are eager for field duty, but after hearing you, I'm somewhat hesitant."

"I understand," Yu E-shui nodded. "My suggestion is this: dispatching Elders is acceptable, but it's best they not assume official identities—unless they're being placed in desolate frontier military prefectures. Otherwise, once they socialize with local gentry, exposure becomes likely. Gentry maintain connections extending to the province and the capital. Even without formal reports, a joke or anecdote dropped into ordinary family correspondence might invite trouble."

"So dispatched personnel should continue following the Guangzhou and Leizhou model—merchants and the like?"

"Merchants, monks, Taoists are all acceptable. Landlords can work at a stretch. Impersonating intellectuals—and the fantasy of copying Chairman Mao's poetry or Nalan Xingde's lyrics to become a literary hero—should be abandoned immediately. Anyone harboring such notions cannot be trusted for field duty." Yu E-shui's tone sharpened with evident feeling. "All unauthorized infringement of ancient people's intellectual property rights must be severely suppressed! All use of such materials must be approved by the Grand Library! Otherwise it is plagiarism!"

Everyone was momentarily stunned, unable to fathom why Yu E-shui harbored such deep resentment on this point.

No one knew that Yu E-shui had suffered a rather embarrassing incident while consulting a certain Xiucai on examination knowledge just days earlier. This Xiucai came from a modest rural family without stringent etiquette rules, and Yu E-shui had accidentally glimpsed his daughter. Quite taken with her, Yu E-shui had seized the opportunity to recite a ci lyric by Yuan Mei to demonstrate his "talent." The other party's reaction was neither "prostration in admiration" nor "deep appreciation," but rather profound surprise—it turned out another transmigrator had already plagiarized this particular Yuan Zicai lyric to court the same girl long ago.

Recalling this, Yu E-shui gnashed his teeth. Naturally, he couldn't share this with anyone. He simply continued writing intellectual property memoranda to the Executive Committee, urging strict control over ancient people's intellectual property rights and prohibiting Elders from using them freely. All poetry, articles, and works from the late Ming onward must require application before use...

Jiang Shan joked: "Fortunately this is late Ming. Only Qing Dynasty literati remain as plagiarism targets. There aren't many Qing Dynasty poets worth plagiarizing..." He then coughed. "I think we must organize a training class ourselves for intelligence personnel—including not only indigenous people but also Elders willing to serve in the field."

"I strongly agree with this idea." Yu E-shui said. "Especially for Elders. Their appearance, mannerisms, living habits, and language differ too drastically from Great Ming natives. Without proper training, rashly undertaking field work easily leads to disaster. Unlike Guangzhou and Leizhou stations, which are close at hand—with Lingao capable of launching rescue operations within two or three days if something goes wrong—once on the mainland, one can only rely on oneself. Never mind the Northern Administrative Division or the Eastern Depot; even being locked in a county jail is sufficient for an Elder to lose several layers of skin!"

"Researcher Yu, you command such extensive knowledge of Ming social conditions—how about working at the Foreign Intelligence Bureau? You would be our Great Ming expert." Jiang Shan said. Most bureau positions remained vacant. If Yu E-shui agreed, the directorship of the Great Ming Division would be well within his qualifications. If he preferred something lighter, they could establish an Intelligence Personnel Training Center for him to direct. As for rank, concurrent appointment as Deputy Director of the Great Ming Division would solve that.

"Part-time consultant poses no problem. Full-time is out of the question." Yu E-shui refused flatly. He had settled comfortably into the Grand Library. Apart from assigned tasks, his time was almost entirely self-directed—ideal for research work that interested him. He had no desire to bury himself in paperwork at an operationally intensive office. "If historical data questions arise, please call anytime. I'll certainly do my best to answer—that's part of my job."

Failing to recruit this asset left Jiang Shan slightly disappointed. Yu E-shui perhaps intuited his thoughts and said: "I have a candidate in mind. He genuinely wants to work on the intelligence front. Are you interested?"

"Of course. I'm desperately short of personnel—" Jiang Shan left half his thought unspoken: ...especially personnel willing to sit in an office.

"You'll definitely be satisfied with this person," Yu E-shui said. "He's very interested in intelligence work. In our section, he handles literature retrieval and translation, and also assists the Ministry of Agriculture with bacterial cultivation on the side. His favorite amateur activity is translating and researching various trap-making and IED materials. He's personally tested several at the Bopu shooting range. He's extremely methodical in his planning."

"What's his name? I'll apply to the Organization Department for his transfer."

"Li Yan. PhD in Stem Cell Biology," Yu E-shui said. "He once wrote a memo on intelligence work. You can review it if you wish, though the memo addressed military intelligence—not quite aligned with your purposes."

"Oh? Is it Memo K/BW/290322.77?"

"I don't recall the number." Yu E-shui shook his head. "I even wrote a response opposing his proposal—his material essentially clones the US military system. Implementing that would bankrupt us now... Perhaps in the future."



Next, everyone discussed the next phase of station deployment. Planting stations on the mainland involved the Transmigration Group's future strategic layout—a matter on which no conclusions had yet been reached. However, eliminating Liu Xiang and Zheng Zhilong, seizing opportunities to occupy important strategic positions along the mainland coast, and opening mainland coastal communication lines had roughly formed a consensus.

"If we want to eliminate Liu Xiang and Zheng Zhilong, we must find ways to establish stations in Fujian. Only then can we effectively monitor Zheng Zhilong's movements." Yu E-shui said. "Zheng Zhilong's lair is Anping. He now holds legal status and spares no effort developing Anping. Anping contains his substantial property and his clan. Another key location is Zhongzuosuo. Ideally, we would establish intelligence stations in the Zhangzhou and Quanzhou areas of Fujian to maintain constant surveillance of Zheng Zhilong's and Li Kuiqi's activities."

As for Guangdong, everyone agreed no additional major effort was needed. Guangzhou and Leizhou stations were excellently managed. Combined with the Qiwie Escort Agency's coverage, substantial further investment in manpower and material was unnecessary. Simply smoothing the relationship between intelligence and trade would suffice.

Regarding Macau, everyone believed a base should be established there. Not only to collect Portuguese intelligence, but also to gather considerable information about Zheng Zhilong—the Portuguese maintained extremely close ties with him. This base could serve simultaneously as a foreign trade window and an intelligence collection point. Two birds, one stone.

"We should also focus on Jiangnan—or the Yangtze River Delta region." Jiang Shan said. "This will inevitably become the Group's second major target after occupying the Pearl River Delta."

Jiangnan's rich products, vast markets, abundant labor, and embryonic capitalist handicraft workshops made it a superior base compared to the Pearl River Delta of this spacetime. Voices in the Senate had long advocated "Take Jiangnan to Settle Under Heaven." The faction viewing Jiangnan as the primary strategic objective was ever vocal.

"Regardless of when the Senate or Executive Committee decides to take Jiangnan, we need access to resources and markets there. Station deployment is therefore absolutely essential."

"We can simultaneously nurture commerce while collecting various intelligence on the side. Multiple birds with one stone." Wang Ding's eyes gleamed as he spoke. "Whoever goes to Jiangnan as station head basically wins the lottery." He felt renewed regret over his shattered grand plan.

"I'm afraid every department wants a stake in that region," Chen Tianxiong observed. "Delung Bank also wants to extend into Jiangnan—absorbing deposits and engaging in finance."

Jiang Shan shook his head. "Delung Bank should ideally remain a separate system, not intermingled with the intelligence and commerce departments. Maintain it as an independent line."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 595 - Black Dragon Society

"If it's Jiangnan, we're essentially talking about Nanjing, Suzhou, Yangzhou, and Songjiang—these few locations." Yu E-shui said. "Actually, for deployment in Songjiang, one might select Shanghai County. Songjiang itself is an industrial and agricultural city. Although it produces large quantities of cloth, its value as a commercial shipping hub is not as significant as Shanghai County's port."

"What about Beijing?"

"For Beijing, Delung Bank will certainly establish a station," Jiang Shan said. "Yan Ming is also planning operations to absorb illicit funds from corrupt officials and eunuchs. Our Intelligence Bureau should likewise open a small establishment of some kind—to inquire about firsthand court news."

"We shouldn't forget Liaodong." A strange light glimmered in Lin Baiguang's eyes. "Relying entirely on Li Luoyou as our intermediary isn't particularly secure. Besides, this man may not be fully trustworthy. We should send people directly to obtain firsthand materials on the ground. If necessary, establishing a commercial station is warranted."

"Long-term stationing in Liaodong requires shaving one's head and adopting the queue. No one is willing."

"Sending someone for reconnaissance is still worthwhile—not necessarily for permanent stationing." Jiang Shan reflected that whether long-term presence was even feasible remained a major question mark.

With the plans settled, Jiang Shan organized the meeting's discussions into a formal document and submitted it to Ma Qianzhu.

After reviewing the report, Ma Qianzhu posed several additional questions, then said:

"I have no objection to you filling out your personnel roster. Consult the Organization Department on how many people are willing to transfer to the Intelligence Bureau. Additionally, the Organization Department recently issued a document regarding staffing levels for various departments. Review it first and prepare a staffing table."

"Yes. I'll go shortly." Jiang Shan understood that Secretary Ma was a leader who preferred "Soviet-style comrade etiquette"—he valued concise, crisp answers and neat expressions.

"Personnel staffing includes not only Elders but also indigenous personnel." Ma Qianzhu added. "Discuss this matter thoroughly. It affects next year's fiscal budget—beginning next year, all administrative institutions must maintain proper budgets and final accounts. Keep figures in mind."

"Understood!" Jiang Shan nodded crisply. "There are several matters on which I'd like to request guidance."

"Proceed."

"The 'Government-Supervised, Merchant-Managed' intelligence collection approach mentioned in the submitted activity plan, and the mainland station deployments—" he said, "these all involve how to handle our working relationship with the Colonial and Trade Ministry."

Although intelligence personnel could adopt various covers, merchants remained the most common and convenient identity, with the additional benefit of establishing commercial networks on the mainland. Two birds with one stone.

"I'll need to discuss this matter with the Vice Minister of the Colonial and Trade Ministry." Ma Qianzhu said. "Since both sides benefit, newly opened commercial stations should receive appropriate investment from them. Your intelligence work is merely a side operation."

"Yes. That was my thinking as well." Jiang Shan was pleased that the Governor Director had accurately identified the crux of his proposal and expressed approval.

"As for dispatching personnel to Liaodong—my personal view is that it's unnecessary. Since we have Li Luoyou as our intermediary, why send another Elder? It's redundant effort. The Later Jin's total capacity is only so large. Strike it lightly and it shatters. Who cares what Huang Taiji, Dorgon, Da Yu'er, or Xiao Yu'er are thinking."

"I believe clarifying the situation in Liaodong holds certain significance for future military operations to conquer the territory." Jiang Shan said. "My idea is to emulate the activities of Japanese Ronin—collecting basic intelligence on Liaodong's geography, weather, fortified villages, commerce, population, and so forth, thereby providing intelligence support for future military action and comprehensive pacification. In the long term, no Elder need remain permanently, but an Elder should be dispatched to oversee the initial phase."

"If you feel this necessity exists, and there's an Elder willing to shave his head and accept this risk, I won't oppose it—lest people say we don't respect collective opinion." Ma Qianzhu expressed indifference. "But anyone who goes must receive approval from the Organization Department. Talents with specific specialized skills cannot be released."

"Understood." Jiang Shan felt a chill. He sensed something he couldn't articulate: Governor Ma viewed Elders as essentially no different from indigenous people.

"Regarding intelligence station deployment," Jiang Shan continued. "Beyond overseas stations operating in cooperation with the Colonial and Trade Ministry, I plan to establish a separate system—which I call the 'Black Dragon Society' system."

Ma Qianzhu assumed an expression of disinterest. Whether it was Black Dragon Society, White Dragon Society, or Red Flower Society—he understood Jiang Shan's intent perfectly. It was nothing more than a request for funding.

Intelligence work cost money. Substantial amounts of money. Circulation coupons were useless for this purpose. It required hard currency—silver by the handful, or goods convertible to silver. Silver now held the status of "foreign exchange," requiring case-by-case applications. The procedures were exceedingly cumbersome.

Jiang Shan pressed on undeterred: "The Black Dragon Society organization would be a non-governmental body. Funded by private capital under the Transmigration Group system to establish stations throughout the mainland. The Intelligence Bureau would dispatch only key personnel to embed within for command. We could even consider recruiting intelligence and operational personnel locally on the mainland..."

He expounded for over ten minutes on the organizational structure and operational model of this Black Dragon Society. Ma Qianzhu then spoke:

"Have you considered which capitalists in Lingao would serve as funders for the Black Dragon Society?"

The government-supervised, merchant-managed concept of the Black Dragon Society wasn't poorly conceived. The problem was that overseas stations were Transmigration Group property, manageable through Executive Committee directive. But private capitalists—their sole consideration was profit. Without sufficient returns, who would assume such risks to join some Black Dragon Society?

"I've considered this carefully. First: Lin Quan'an's Quanfu Firm. Lin Quan'an built his fortune handling bulk procurement for us. Now that our supply system is maturing and the foreign trade system is established, the days of obtaining profits from his early monopoly supplier status will inevitably end. He'll have to transform." Jiang Shan had conducted thorough research. Lin Quan'an's orders from the Transmigration Group had been declining recently, with profits significantly reduced. He did gain some compensation from the rapidly expanding local population, but overall he was on a downward trajectory.

Jiang Shan believed Lin Quan'an was currently anxious to find new commercial outlets. Cooperation was highly promising.

"Lin Quan'an already possesses extensive commercial connections throughout Hainan, but the Hainan market is small. Many materials he once procured are now acquired directly by us. He therefore harbors ambitions to expand to the mainland."

"Mm." Ma Qianzhu's interest quickened slightly. "Continue."

"The reason Lin Quan'an has delayed his move is primarily that he feels he lacks backing on the mainland. After all, his fortune was built on our patronage, and we provided convoy protection for his commercial development. Once on the mainland, detached from Lingao's power, he lacks confidence.

"So I propose to exploit this psychology—make him feel that we haven't forgotten him, that our interests are bound with his, and moreover, that a powerful organization stands ready to support him behind the scenes. Lin Quan'an would be willing to become a member of the Black Dragon Society."

"Very good." Ma Qianzhu commented briefly. "What else?"

"Runshitang, naturally."

"You're casting your net to catch all of Lingao's capitalists at once."

"Yes," Jiang Shan confirmed. "Liu San of the Ministry of Health submitted a memo regarding establishing a 'Watson's'-style chain pharmacy across Great Ming, relying on Runshitang as the foundation.

"Runshitang's proprietor Yang Shixiang is investing in mechanized production of proprietary Chinese medicines, with most products sold through mainland channels. Expanding mainland investment aligns with his original intentions. We merely channel those intentions..."

"Ahem." Ma Qianzhu coughed. "Yang Shixiang originally possessed his own commercial network on the mainland. His dependence on us isn't as pronounced as Lin Quan'an's. Is there any realistic possibility of persuading him to risk participating in the Black Dragon Society for intelligence operations against Great Ming?"

"Fifty-fifty," Jiang Shan replied candidly. "Initially, there's no need to inform him. We simply use his branch institutions as cover—directly planting intelligence personnel inside. After he witnesses our intelligence agency's capabilities, we can approach him openly."

This was certainly feasible. But Runshitang differed from Lin Quan'an's Quanfu Firm. Quanfu Firm merely remained as a model for the Transmigration Group; Runshitang was essentially a Transmigration Group subsidiary. Moreover, Yang Shixiang and Liu San planned to pursue the chain pharmacy route across Great Ming. A single failure could wipe out the entire operation. Never mind Yang Shixiang's attitude—Liu San and the Ministry of Health, which had invested in Runshitang, would erupt in fury.

"You'll need to coordinate closely with Liu San, the Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Commerce on this matter." Ma Qianzhu cautioned.

"Yes. If they object, we'll suspend the Runshitang plan." Jiang Shan said. "By employing the Black Dragon Society system, we can substantially reduce investment costs. A portion can be borne by these capitalists..."

And the other portion, naturally, falls to us. Ma Qianzhu thought. After all that discussion, they had returned to the fundamental issue.

He said: "Very well. Draft a plan, estimate the budget, and submit it."



Ma Qianzhu instructed Hou Wenyong: all documents regarding the Foreign Intelligence Bureau received in recent days should be delivered to his desk with priority. Hou Wenyong had been promoted to Secretary of the State Secretary. He was pleased to hold a "Private Advisor"-level position at his young age, yet also felt awkward—he had quickly discovered that secretaries of various departments were almost universally young women. Every time a secretaries' meeting convened, he became the "single spot of green among ten thousand reds."

"Then proceed to the Colonial and Trade Ministry compound and invite their Vice Minister to meet." Ma Qianzhu instructed. "Mm—don't bring him to the State Council compound. Use the General Office lounge."

He thought: Though the other party is a Vice Minister, he is Vice Minister of a ministry equivalent to mine. We have no hierarchical relationship. Summoning him directly here would appear too domineering. Bad for my reputation.

The Colonial and Trade Minister had not yet been elected. According to the Common Program, the nine Executive positions were all political appointments requiring Senate election. But several remained unfilled—either attracting no suitable candidates or attracting too many competing aspirants. The Senate had held several plenary sessions without resolution.

Consequently, those with ambitions in these areas took the administrative official route instead. Positions below Executive level were appointed rather than elected. Si Kaide had followed this path, smoothly becoming the Office Director of the Colonial and Trade Ministry—currently equivalent to Vice Minister and effectively exercising most of the Ministry's administrative powers.

Si Kaide had studied radar. There were a few radars here, but building new ones proved exceedingly difficult. He quickly grasped what "Dragon Slaying Skill"—an impressive but useless specialty—meant in practice. Until now, his entire professional experience had consisted of maintaining the Transmigration Group's handful of existing radars.

Ma Qianzhu knew this man. Politically, he was an oligarchist, opposed to parliamentary democracy, irreconcilably hostile to the Qian brothers who headed the North American Branch, and dismissive of Shan Liang as an "ambitious demagogue." Ma Qianzhu felt this person was well-suited for work in the Colonial and Trade Ministry. People too enamored of universal values and democracy couldn't handle this ministry's work. But characters who nakedly advocated genocide were equally unsuitable—too extreme, forever straining to prove their ideological loyalty, failing to understand that many things must be accomplished in stages.

He placed an "Away" sign on his desk. This sign came in two colors: green, indicating a brief absence of fifteen minutes or less; yellow, indicating an absence potentially lasting an hour. This prevented people from waiting in vain.

Ma Qianzhu descended the stairs, exiting through the office building's rear courtyard door. An indigenous guard was posted there. He displayed his pass. The guard carefully verified the photograph against his face, then recorded his departure time and pass number in the register.

He observed the guard's dark face, meticulously—and somewhat clumsily—copying Arabic numerals according to regulations. Our system is truly taking root, he thought. Since people can be reformed, so too can society.

"Your pass, Chief." The guard stood at attention and opened the rear courtyard door.

"Thank you." Ma Qianzhu pocketed the pass and walked slowly through.

The rear door opened onto a long outdoor alleyway leading directly to the courtyard housing the Executive Committee General Office. The alleyway connecting various agency compounds allowed personnel from different departments to move directly between buildings without exiting through main gates—facilitating both security and access control.

No one was in the alleyway. It was remarkably quiet. Ma Qianzhu could even hear birdsong. Such sounds had grown increasingly rare near Bairen City. The roar of machinery and the thick smoke from the neighboring industrial zone had driven away birds and animals.

Yet the birdsong was so cheerful. Yes—spring had arrived in Lingao. This was subtropical territory after all; winter was brief and barely noticeable. Leaves never withered; flowers bloomed in all four seasons. At noon, one could always go about in shirtsleeves or even undershirts. Ma Qianzhu preferred places with distinct seasons, where one could sense the flourishing and fading of plants, the passage of years through seasonal change...

He thrust his hands into his pockets. His mind returned to the documents regarding fiscal system, tax system, and accounting system construction recently sent by the General Fiscal Directorate. And to the conversation content of Yi Fan, Chen Ce, and others at the Wudaokou Financial Meeting. He felt an unprecedented pressure bearing down upon him.

This pressure was difficult for others to comprehend—perhaps they wouldn't understand at all. Fiscal and economic systems... wasn't this dignified institutional construction? As someone had said: without accounting and fiscal systems, should we regress to a barter economy?

No. Not like that. Ma Qianzhu thought. This is a line struggle.

Put simply, it was the conflict between engineers and accountants—a struggle between two fundamentally different developmental philosophies.

Accountants were eager to engage in finance, using economic indicators to control society, managing enterprises the way enterprises are managed. Engineers intended to employ a complex set of technical indicators to expand industry as rapidly as possible.

Ma Qianzhu believed the accountants' thinking suited only individual enterprises—and specifically those capable of switching among multiple suppliers, multiple logistics providers, and multiple sales channels at will. Only such enterprises could be managed with capital at the center.

He wrote in his private memo:


...Under Lingao's current economic conditions, the thinking of Yi Fan and his cohort is meaningless. Capital cannot be applied uniformly across different suppliers—i.e., across other factories' production processes. One indicator cannot be linearly exchanged for another. Current circulation coupons are not real currency. Industrialized products have no mature market in this world to which microeconomics can casually be applied. Therefore, marketization does not hold. Complex indicators must be employed—i.e., technical core control. Only common technologies and mature technologies—i.e., technologies suitable for opening to indigenous operation—can follow the pure capital-control route.

...

High technology never follows the market. Because value itself cannot be measured by the market. At this stage, only the Engineer Core Route is rational. Planned economy must be maintained in core industries, using monopoly profits to cover development costs, using technological superiority to offset micro-efficiency losses.

...



Yet from the perspective of a government, it was difficult to deny the roles of currency, accounting, auditing, and calculation. One might even say that without this system, no modern government could operate—including the minimal fiscal budgets and final accounts essential to modern governance. So the key question became: how to achieve balance?

He decided he should speak with Cheng Dong. Cheng Dong ought to understand his reasoning. Of course, Cheng Dong currently also supported Yi Fan's faction's proposal—which was natural. Once that plan passed, the power of fiscal and economic departments would increase geometrically. Few could resist such temptation.

He suddenly recalled that among documents recently sent by the General Fiscal Directorate to the Executive Committee Secretariat, one was a request regarding additional "Full-time Bank Security Personnel." This report was inconspicuous, buried among a stack of routine submissions. According to procedure, as long as it passed in the Executive Committee and then cleared three readings in the Senate Standing Committee, the matter would be done.

Ha! Ma Qianzhu thought. You want to create a Ministry of Finance Secret Service. Could this matter serve as a bargaining chip? He immediately dismissed the notion—the chip was far too small. Could such a minor agency as the Ministry of Finance Secret Service possibly be weighed against powers affecting the overall situation?

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 596 - Cooperation

Yet this matter could serve as a warning bell—alerting other Executives, particularly Wu De, President of the Planning Agency. Once the "Yi Fan-Chen Ce" system was adopted, the impact on the Planning Agency, as direct successor to the Planning Committee, would be immediately apparent to him.

Ma Qianzhu rang the doorbell at the end of the alleyway. A small window immediately appeared in the iron-clad door, revealing a pair of watchful eyes.

"Pass."

He handed it over.

A few minutes later, the door swung open. The guard stood at attention and saluted: "Hello, Chief."

"Good, good." He mumbled a few words, took back the pass, and asked casually: "Is Xiao Zishan in?"

"Yes, sir."

Ma Qianzhu glanced at the blue-brick building in the courtyard. Xiao Zishan's office occupied the top of the second floor. If he looked down from the window, he would see Ma Qianzhu—and according to his consistent practice, would certainly come down to exchange pleasantries. Anticipating this, Ma Qianzhu quickened his pace to escape that line of sight.

The General Office Lounge was located in the General Office's rear courtyard. Xiao Zishan had commissioned Li Xiaolü for a landscape design, resulting in an open-pavilion-style pseudo-antique structure, with transplanted flowers and trees on all four sides. Jasmine was blooming vigorously now—snow-white blossoms covered the branches, their fragrance almost overwhelming.

This was a place resembling a teahouse. The interior was bright and spacious, furnished with rattan chairs, very much like the teahouses Ma Qianzhu had visited in Suzhou and Hangzhou. There were no waiters, however. Tea leaves, boiling water, and beverages came pre-packaged and arranged neatly on a low cabinet. One could bring one's own cup or use those provided. A sink ran along the wall, with spare brushes and small packets of bleaching powder. A notice was pasted on the wall: "Please wash tea sets yourself after use!"

Ma Qianzhu brewed tea for himself. After waiting leisurely for several minutes, Si Kaide arrived in haste.

"Hello, State Secretary." He greeted him. In truth, he and Ma Qianzhu were not especially familiar—they had only met a handful of times at Executive Committee Enlarged Meetings.

"Just call me Ma Qianzhu, Comrade Si Kaide."

"Very well." Si Kaide nodded. He was approximately thirty, 175 centimeters tall, with a rather standard build and an unremarkable face. According to the General Bureau of Political Security's political assessment, this man was a chauvinist, harboring hostility toward Britain and America. His ideal was establishing a colonial empire and entering the Third Industrial Revolution within his lifetime. Regarding this last point, Ma Qianzhu felt they might possess some common ground.

Ma Qianzhu outlined the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's station deployment plan.

"...Jiang Shan's concept is that for the current mainland layout, we should essentially adopt a system that combines intelligence and commercial functions. This maximizes the efficiency of people, money, and materials while avoiding redundant construction."

"You mean something like the Guangzhou Station model."

"Roughly speaking. But such stations may not achieve the scale of Guangzhou Station."

"Investment and operations under the Colonial and Trade Ministry's responsibility, while supporting intelligence personnel activities—is that the idea?"

"Precisely." Ma Qianzhu nodded. "But I want to correct one point. Strictly speaking, all investments are provided by the Planning Agency and the General Fiscal Directorate." He detected a hint of bargaining intent and moved quickly to foreclose that possibility.

"Yes," Si Kaide nodded. "What I mean is, if our ministry is responsible for commercial activities, then commercial considerations will inevitably factor into station site selection—rather than purely intelligence considerations. Some locations the Intelligence Bureau deems of critical importance, warranting permanent stations, may not generate sufficient profit from a commercial standpoint, or may even fail to cover the station's own operating costs."

"If such locations exist, the Intelligence Bureau will assume sole responsibility for them." Ma Qianzhu was direct.

"In that case, I agree to cooperate. But I hope the Intelligence Bureau provides a list of proposed deployment sites so the Ministry can conduct a comprehensive assessment."

"No problem." Ma Qianzhu said. "I'll instruct Jiang Shan to contact you. You must keep this location list strictly confidential."

"Naturally," Si Kaide said. "I'm drafting a report on expanding overseas stations. Since the Intelligence Bureau is also considering this matter, we could draft the report jointly with them."

"You can discuss the details with Jiang Shan." Ma Qianzhu said nonchalantly. "How do you plan to approach your deployment?"

Si Kaide grinned. "Regarding large-scale deployment, the Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Light Industry are equally anxious. They all want to expand the mainland market."

Ma Qianzhu understood. Silver reserves had been steadily declining. The Transmigration Group's primary revenue source—Leizhou sugar's crushing season—hadn't yet begun. Meanwhile, industrialization expenditures continued without pause. As the departments chiefly responsible for earning "foreign exchange," the anxiety of the Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Light Industry was understandable.

"We've discussed and decided to prioritize deployment in Jiangnan—Nanjing, Yangzhou, Suzhou, and Hangzhou. These four locations offer the greatest commercial value. Our high-quality industrial products will find markets there. It would also be ideal to establish one or two points in Fujian."

Fujian was a major production region for export porcelain. Kraak porcelain was manufactured primarily in that area. The province also boasted abundant tea resources. Both were crucial export commodities. For the Transmigration Group's own needs, kaolin and tea were highly desired resources.

Second priority: Beijing and Zhangjiakou.

"Zhangjiakou? Extracting money from Shanxi old wealth won't be easy."

"Zhangjiakou is a major trading hub for Mongolian goods. Furs and horses—doesn't the Executive Committee want those?"

Of course they did. Furs could be re-exported—Europeans possessed enormous appetite for furs. As for horses, the Transmigration Group suffered chronic shortages. Never mind that the Agricultural Committee people disdained Mongolian horses for their low shoulder height and small stature—this breed tolerated rough feed. Acquiring a few hundred for draft work would be quite valuable, certainly more maneuverable than plodding oxen. Besides, the army also had urgent demand for horses. Zhang Berlin had complained countless times: using substitute livestock for troop transport and artillery hauling was a barbaric and backward military system.

"How would we transport Mongolian goods? From Zhangjiakou to any coastal port inside the passes—that's no short distance."

"That's where the intelligence department needs to get creative. First, we must cultivate relationships with frontier army generals, obtaining their assistance with transit procedures—otherwise horses simply cannot get on the road. Second, we need to secure a port in the northern coastal region for loading goods traded from the north directly onto ships."

"Are these all the deployment sites under consideration?"

"Yes. Commercial deployment in the Jiangnan region can be denser—Zhenjiang and Shanghai could also receive stations. But we'll limit it to these for now. Too many sites, and investment runs short."

"Very good." Ma Qianzhu jotted key points in his notebook.

Si Kaide couldn't tell whether this "very good" was praise for his work or simply meant "that's all." He coughed:

"Besides the mainland, I propose establishing a point in Macau."

"Macau already has a fellow named..."

"Huang Shunlong." Si Kaide reminded him. "This man serves as our agent in Macau. But he's not very proactive in business. His operation amounts to sitting there receiving stolen goods and reselling contraband. His value to us is diminishing—he can no longer satisfy Lingao's appetite. We need a sales window capable of dealing directly with the Portuguese."

"Isn't there a Li Huamei acting as agent?"

"This person—" Si Kaide said, "is highly suspect. You're likely aware she's probably unreliable."

"If that's the case, establishing a point there is worth considering."

"Finally: establishing a point in Vietnam." He said. "Begin with Tonkin. This is our source for rice and coal. A trade station there is essential." Where there was a trade station, intelligence work would naturally follow.

"Establishing a station in Tonkin is a major undertaking. It would probably require coordination across all ministries. The Northern Court may not permit it. We must be prepared for military confrontation."

"What about probing first?" Si Kaide had been planning this for some time. Chang Shide from Leizhou Station had recently returned to Lingao specifically to discuss it with him. Leizhou Station and Guangzhou Station were preparing to establish a Vietnam Trade Company—besides mining coal in Hong Gai, they would also conduct trade activities.

Setting up a commercial station or goods firm in Tonkin wasn't difficult. As long as there was money to be made, the Northern Vietnamese court still welcomed merchants. Many Great Ming merchants already maintained warehouses and firms locally. The difficulty lay in mining coal at Hong Gai. That was far trickier. It was hard to imagine the Northern Vietnamese court simply ignoring a group of strange overseas people digging for coal.

Si Kaide's calculation was straightforward: if Ma Qianzhu didn't object, he would start small-scale operations in Hong Gai. Manpower and materials were already available.

"This matter still requires Executive Committee deliberation. It involves foreign relations issues." Ma Qianzhu said. "Tonkin isn't a collection of Southeast Asian native chieftains. They field hundreds of thousands of troops. Antagonizing them now—I'm afraid we couldn't handle the consequences easily."

A few days later, the proposal for the Intelligence Bureau and Colonial and Trade Ministry to jointly deploy mainland stations passed the Executive Committee and subsequently cleared three readings in the Senate Standing Committee. As for deployment in Tonkin, the Executive Committee and Senate "approved in principle," agreeing to dispatch a small-scale team for preliminary reconnaissance—with the proviso: "minimize military conflict."

Si Kaide felt profoundly stifled. Colonization was supposed to be bloody. How could it be called "colonial development" without the accompaniment of cannons and muskets?

"We have to be timid even toward Vietnamese," he grumbled in his office. Then he picked up the telephone: "Connect me to the Organization Department... Yes, Organization Department? This is the Colonial and Trade Ministry Office. I'd like to request transfers of several personnel files... No, transfer procedures aren't needed yet... Correct, the first one is named Bei Kai..."



Li Yan stared at the mycelium under the microscope. This was the Agricultural Committee's biological laboratory, where seven or eight people crammed together. A cohort of PhDs and Masters who had once studied molecular biology, stem cells, and other twenty-first-century frontier sciences were now researching practical fungal strains under Huang Dashan's leadership. This was one of two options for biology students. The alternative was the Ministry of Health's biological laboratory, which dealt specifically with viruses and vaccines.

He recorded his observations on the clipboard. This work was tedious and dry, but fortunately he was accustomed to it. Following plans step-by-step had become integral to his life.

Li Yan handed the microscope to someone else and walked out of the increasingly cramped laboratory. Emerging from the stuffy, overheated space into the outdoors, he found the air remarkably fresh. He inhaled deeply. Compared to other locations, the air at the farm remained pleasant.

He had already received his transfer order. Tomorrow he would report to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. His perpetual work in retrieval and translation at the library had grown insufficiently challenging. He was accustomed to dry work, but that didn't mean he was content with simple work. Intelligence work suited his temperament perfectly.

Li Yan had no intention of becoming some 007, nor M. What he aspired to be was an office planner. Ideally, a trainer—specifically teaching various schemes and traps, and his beloved IEDs. Whether such devices would actually find use remained doubtful.



A few days later, the first dispatch personnel training class commenced. It was designated "first session" because these students differed from previous cohorts—all were Elders who had volunteered to dedicate themselves to intelligence or trade work. Every one had submitted applications requesting frontline mainland assignments.

The batch numbered about a dozen, varying in height, weight, and build, but sharing one characteristic—all were male. It wasn't that no women had applied; quite a few ladies were willing to undertake this high-risk work. But after analysis, the intelligence department concluded that women's scope for activity in Great Ming-controlled areas was limited—unless she was willing to blend into lower-class society or go all-in as a social butterfly like Miss PIPE.

Fortunately, almost all women in the Transmigration Group had boyfriends or husbands, sparing Jiang Shan from confronting excellent female agents aspiring to infiltrate Chongzhen's court, or preparing to burrow into Huang Taiji's or Dorgon's side through harem intrigues. This had always been his concern. The remaining handful of persistent volunteers also retreated after Yu E-shui enumerated the various living inconveniences they would face conducting intelligence activities on the mainland.

"Never mind the girls—I suspect these men might not endure the hardship when the time comes." Yu E-shui crossed his legs. "Everyone imagines it's as comfortable as Guangzhou and Leizhou, surrounded by maids, concubines, and servants. Where is such a cushy deal to be found?"

"I must protest that characterization. Our early days developing Leizhou were extremely bitter!" Chen Tianxiong objected to lumping Guangzhou and Leizhou together. Developing Guangzhou had seemed far easier than Leizhou to him. Guangzhou had Gao Ju—High Official Gao—a wealthy and powerful local powerhouse to manage affairs and keep things under control. Leizhou had been carved out by their group through sheer struggle, constantly on edge and wary. The two situations were utterly incomparable. Not to mention that the so-called "enjoyment" at Leizhou Station amounted merely to everyone acquiring a few women ahead of schedule—nothing approaching the lifestyle of the Guangzhou contingent.

"Fine. Let's see whether anyone needs to be eliminated." Jiang Shan said to Li Yan. The latter had just been promoted to Deputy Director of the Great Ming Division, with concurrent appointment as Head of Intelligence Training. The "Head" title was the Intelligence Bureau's own creation; the Organization Department recognized only the Deputy Director position.

"Eliminating people now means future recruitment becomes more difficult." Yu E-shui observed. "Currently everyone believes dispatch is like Guangzhou. Wait until they're deployed and cry about being deceived—after they return and spread the word, enthusiasm for going will evaporate."

"Very well. Let's conduct brief interviews. Those truly unsuitable cannot be accepted." Li Yan insisted on interviews.

"As you wish."



"Xu Ke—" The person before them wore a Navy uniform. "You're Navy. Active Lieutenant. Why have you come to us?"

"Conducting naval military intelligence is my long-cherished ambition..."

"Then you'll need to retire first, then reapply. We fall under the Central State Council system—we don't accept active-duty military personnel."

Requiring this person to retire and apply afresh was clearly asking a great deal. Xu Ke blinked. "Make an exception. Don't you need military intelligence personnel who understand the navy? The Foreign Intelligence Bureau collects military intelligence too, doesn't it?"

"Correct, but your position is with the Navy! If you come to us, your salary can't be issued, and the Navy will count you as a deserter—"

"This problem—" Xu Ke scratched his head. Salary was a minor issue. Becoming a deserter was a serious one.

"If you genuinely want to come, you must apply for retirement from the Navy, transfer your file back to the Organization Department, then submit an application."

"I really do want to be an intelligence officer! A naval military intelligence officer." Xu Ke remained devoted to his aspiration. "Perhaps you could help communicate with them? There's always a solution."

So the telephone switchboard and transfer stations buzzed with activity for a while. Ming Qiu didn't know how to handle this either. Reasonably speaking, the Navy should possess its own intelligence analysis room. After urgent consultations, it was decided that Xu Ke would work at the Foreign Intelligence Bureau with the status of naval military intelligence personnel—counted as Navy-dispatched staff. Salary paid by Navy; allowance paid by Foreign Intelligence Bureau. He would be specifically responsible for naval military intelligence collection and analysis within the Foreign Intelligence Bureau.

"Is this appropriate—letting the Navy stick its foot in now?" Wang Ding asked Jiang Shan quietly. "Looking at the Navy's and Army's intentions, establishing independent military intelligence bureaus later is virtually certain—probably one for each service. Aren't our hard efforts just making wedding dresses for others?"

"Making wedding dresses is making wedding dresses. This is cooperation. Don't be too calculating." Jiang Shan assumed an expression of magnanimity. "One of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's tasks is providing intelligence preparation for the army's future mainland conquest operations. There's nothing inappropriate about the Navy sending someone to handle naval intelligence. Besides, our future activities depend heavily on Navy support. With such a person here, won't coordination be easier? Director Wang, everything should focus on the big picture."

"Very well. As you say."

"Next—"

"Cheng Nifeng. You want to be dispatched personnel?"

"Let me be a human trafficker—I have insights on this..."



After brief interviews, all candidates were accepted. Li Yan had them sign forms, take photographs, and complete paperwork. Once procedures were finished, Wang Ding appeared before them with a grave expression:

"Comrades gathered here have all prepared to accept dispatch to the mainland for intelligence and trade activities. Some comrades will remain at headquarters to work, but will inevitably travel for business as well."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 597 - Training

"Going on assignment means penetrating deep into enemy territory. Whether you're operating in the Ming Dynasty, dealing with the Later Jin, or navigating European colonial powers—every single person you encounter is an indigenous inhabitant of the seventeenth century. Don't make the mistake of judging their behavior by modern moral standards. On behalf of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau and the Colonial and Trade Superintendent, I'm presenting a formal notice outlining the risks you may face while executing your missions. It's better you understand these matters now, before you leave..."

Jiang Shan had insisted on preparing this notice. Yu Eshui opposed it, but in the end, Jiang Shan's view prevailed. His reasoning was simple: better to lay out the ugly truth from the start. He wanted to spell out every difficulty and danger of intelligence work, to kindle whatever heroic spirit these recruits possessed—and to preempt any complaints later.

"Alright, alright, enough with the old woman's prattle," called out a burly man from the back row. "I signed up because I'm not afraid to die, so spare us the empty talk."

"It's still better that everyone knows," Wang Ding replied evenly. He recalled the man's file: Huang Hua, native of Heilongjiang, formerly employed at a machinery factory under the Manufacturing Superintendent. On his application, he'd stated his ambition to serve as a station chief in Later Jin territory. His record noted business experience, a certain commercial acumen, mechanical knowledge, and familiarity with the geography and customs of the lands beyond the passes. He spoke fluent Korean and passable Shanxi dialect—quite a suitable candidate for operations in Jurchen territory.

"This isn't about fear," Wang Ding continued, beginning to read the notice. "Sometimes what awaits you is worse than death."

The notice painted a grim picture. You are participating in dangerous work. You will endure the hardships of travel on wretched roads. Whether by land or water, you may encounter bandits. Unless you possess the legendary aura of a commander who makes outlaws prostrate themselves at the mere sight of him, your fate will be to die where you stand.

Local militiamen, yamen runners, and soldiers are hardly better than the bandits themselves. In certain regions, even ordinary folk wouldn't hesitate to rob and murder a passing traveler for a few scraps of dried food and a tattered garment.

As for hygiene, cities aren't necessarily better than the countryside—often they're worse. Epidemics flourish in densely populated areas. Water and food that locals tolerate with ease might devastate a modern person's digestive system. Beyond bacterial infection, you face the constant threat of parasites.

Poor sanitation may make you ill, but even without sanitation issues, you might still fall sick. If you're injured during a mission, you'll have no medical services beyond the meager supplies you carry and whatever local Chinese doctors are available. A dog bite or a wound from a rusty blade could prove fatal—and even if you're rushed back to Lingao, the journey is so long that you may well die en route.

You will face attacks from fleas, bedbugs, ticks, and other parasites—creatures that exist in staggering numbers in this era, and not just among the poor. These pests won't merely leave you uncomfortable and covered in welts; they carry all manner of strange diseases, some of which can't even be effectively treated in modern times.

Finally, once you're captured on the mainland, the Foreign Intelligence Bureau cannot mount an immediate rescue. If you're unlucky and there's no radio station nearby—or no one to notify headquarters in time—it may be months before anyone knows you've been taken. By the time a rescue team arrives, you may have been languishing in captivity for half a year. And capture doesn't necessarily mean your cover was blown or your work compromised. The Spanish might arrest you simply for being Chinese. The Later Jin might arrest you simply for being Han. As for the Ming Dynasty—perhaps merely because you're a merchant with some money, some Eastern Depot spy or county yamen runner will decide to turn a profit off your misfortune. Even disguising yourself as a beggar offers no protection: you might be arrested and tortured simply because a crime occurred nearby and the authorities need an outsider without connections to serve as a convenient scapegoat.

The Ming, the Later Jin, European colonizers—their governments, their organs of power, even private organizations—all practice torture. Some seek confessions; others simply want to squeeze money from you. Prisons in this era don't merely lack basic human rights—they may not even guarantee your right to survive. Jailers might kill you through any number of methods. Moreover, this is an age with a pronounced tolerance for certain predatory behaviors, so a fair-skinned modern person might very well fall victim to some lecherous older man...

"...Even if you're rescued, you may suffer permanent psychological and physiological disabilities from the torture you endured and... various other forms of abuse."

This deliberately horrifying portrait of the future stirred considerable unease—it made the seventeenth century sound less like an era of the past and more like a descent into hell.

"If anyone feels they're not suited for this work, you may still submit a request to withdraw," Wang Ding said. "The Organization Division's transfer procedures haven't been processed yet. We'll return your application materials, and no records will be kept."

Silence filled the room. Of course, no one admitted to being afraid. First, the embarrassment would be unbearable; second, they had the examples of Guangzhou and Leizhou stations before them. No one had heard of such terrifying conditions befalling their operatives. Everyone who had been sent out was still alive and well—living quite comfortably, by all accounts.

"Hmph, just a disclaimer," Huang Hua muttered, then said loudly: "Fine, I understand! From now on, if something happens, it's our own fault—nothing to do with you! Just let me sign a death pledge with the Bureau."



According to the agreement with the Colonial Trade Department, the transmigrators assigned abroad belonged to both organizations without distinction. Training, however, fell entirely under the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's purview, with specific courses determined through inter-departmental consultation.

Li Yan had originally wanted Hu Qingbai to allocate classrooms and dormitories at Fangcaodi for intelligence training. But Jiang Shan objected: that location saw too much traffic, too much bustle. More importantly, it was too "modern"—it lacked the immersive feel of Ming Dynasty life. Ultimately, only Intelligence Training Center Division A was established at Fangcaodi, dedicated to training indigenous intelligence personnel: field agents, administrative staff, and intelligence analysts.

Intelligence Training Center Division B, tasked with preparing transmigrators as field operatives, was established in the former residence of Gou the Second in Lingao County Town. The property had sat empty for some time. The building area was spacious enough, with sufficient open land around the rear courtyard for expansion. Better still, Lingao County Town remained a well-preserved specimen of Ming society.

Xiong Buyu, head of the County Liaison Office, approached Magistrate's Secretary Sun Ruiwu and promptly arranged for this confiscated property to be "sold" on the cheap. It was an empty contract backed by paper money—but the county officials got their kickbacks.

The Construction Company made minimal modifications, mainly adding living and training facilities. Thus the Intelligence Bureau Training Center came into being. For secrecy's sake, there was no signboard, no uniformed guards—only two reliable indigenous workers assigned to watch the main gate. Personnel and materials came and went only at night.

Jiang Shan designed the training program, with curriculum recommendations from Wu Mu of the Political Security General Administration, Chen Tianxiong of Leizhou Station, and Yu Eshui.

Since most operatives would work within the Ming Dynasty, training focused primarily on making them "seem like Ming Dynasty people." Those willing to operate in European territories required less effort—they didn't need to impersonate Ming subjects.

How to pass for a Ming person became the sole focus. Historical materials alone wouldn't suffice. Fortunately, both Guangzhou and Leizhou stations had accumulated years of genuine, firsthand information on daily life: customs, habits, social conditions, and countless other details.

The first hurdle was appearance—the easiest to address. From the moment recruits entered training, they stopped cutting their hair and let it grow. Those intending to use Buddhist monk covers were exempt. Depending on face shape and intended cover identity, some would also grow beards.

For full immersion, everyone dressed in Ming Dynasty clothing for daily activities and classes, wearing training uniforms only during specific exercises. Dormitories contained no modern items. Rooms were kept exactly as they would have appeared in the Ming Dynasty: hard plank beds, sheets of local coarse cloth, rectangular wooden pillows. Windows were covered with paper; at night, the only light came from candles or oil lamps.

Every meal was prepared by indigenous cooks in "authentic Ming Guangdong style" or "authentic Ming Fujian style"—cuisines that tasted completely different from the Cantonese and Fujianese food everyone knew. Twice a week, they also endured "bitter meals reminiscent of the past": sweet potatoes, dark flour, and various coarse grains. These weren't the boutique "multigrain" packages sold in supermarkets at premium prices, but the genuine peasant subsistence fare. The cornmeal buns were made with husks—one bite and they crumbled, yet no amount of chewing could make them go down. The sweet potato porridge was more peel than rice, barely any white grains visible...

This dietary regimen was designed to help the transmigrators adapt to the food of this era before deployment, so that those accustomed to polished rice and refined flour wouldn't suffer digestive collapse the moment they stepped onto the mainland. Fortunately, they'd all been eating brown rice since D-Day, which had already conditioned their systems to tolerate actual coarse grains.

Next came matters of accent and identity. After discussion, everyone agreed that posing as Cantonese was ideal. The Cantonese dialect had remained relatively stable over the centuries, and many transmigrators already spoke the local variety. Additionally, with the Guangzhou Station established, obtaining household registrations and creating false identities was straightforward. If needed, they could even set up cover "homes" for field operatives.

Language training focused mainly on Ming Dynasty mandarin—the official tongue. Speaking it competently would get you through most situations. Communicating with local commoners remained more difficult, but that could be learned gradually at the deployment site.

As for writing, everyone practiced brush calligraphy. It didn't need to be beautiful—just legible enough for letters and account books. Simplified characters, Yu Eshui noted, wouldn't pose significant problems; such vulgar forms were already common in everyday writing. Classical Chinese was even less necessary. As long as you could speak Ming mandarin, you could simply write vernacular—most merchants operated at precisely that level.

Once appearance and language passed muster, a person could roughly blend into Ming society. Of course, much remained to be learned: the living habits and appropriate demeanor befitting a Ming Dynasty person. Things that would horrify or enrage a modern person might leave an indigenous person completely unmoved. What locals feared or dreaded, a modern person might find utterly unremarkable.

"Never let your sympathy run wild, and don't rush to play the hero," Yu Eshui emphasized. "Don't assume ancient society was filled with simple, honest folk. Many modern scams and tricks have been passed down since antiquity. At best, you'll lose money; at worst, you'll bring endless trouble upon yourself. As for standing up publicly for justice—absolutely forbidden. Don't imagine that coming from the twenty-first century makes you some kind of superman. Even if you can protect yourself, once you've offended the local powers, you'll never establish yourself there, and all your work in that region will come to nothing."

Yu Eshui paused for a sip of water. "I advise everyone to forget all the tropes from martial arts novels. Rescuing beauties, drawing your blade to help the oppressed, dramatic gambling exploits—none of this has anything to do with our work, and in fact it's actively harmful. Sometimes fatal.

"Unless headquarters approves an operation with a complete action plan and necessary external support, don't attempt to organize underground societies. The Ming Dynasty has its own underworld organizations, often with deep foundations that even the authorities can't touch. Their methods are no less ruthless than any modern syndicate. Becoming a godfather in a Ming county town is no easier than it was back in your hometown in the old time-space."

...

Even regarding romantic entanglements, they were warned to exercise strict caution.

"You'll be gone for years, and we can't expect everyone to remain celibate. Once you're settled locally, headquarters will arrange for a reliable domestic secretary to accompany you. Don't patronize brothels carelessly—you'll catch all manner of venereal diseases. Late Ming is a period when syphilis was both introduced and exploding in scale. Don't pursue married women, either—Ming law stipulates that a cuckolded husband who kills an adulterer and adulteress commits no crime. We didn't go through all the trouble of training you and sending you to the Ming Dynasty so you could end up like Ximen Qing with your head chopped off by some Wu Song. And don't pursue virginal unmarried girls..."

"Can't we even visit high-class establishments?" someone asked. "You mentioned in the last lecture that elite brothels in the Ming Dynasty functioned as social venues. If we're disguised as wealthy merchants, we'll inevitably need to frequent such places. And gambling too—sometimes the mission may require it."

"Of course, that's different," Yu Eshui replied. "However, high-class establishments are money pits with their own elaborate systems of etiquette. Those who don't understand will simply waste money and be laughed at—I'm not particularly versed in those customs myself. Lin Baiguang has someone under him who's an expert in these matters. We'll have him come later to teach you the intricacies of eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, so you won't be cheated."

"That would be welcome."

Someone continued pressing about the woman issue: "Can we buy women locally?"

"Yes," Yu Eshui nodded. "Relatively speaking, purchased women are the safest option. But buying women requires proper procedures and channels..."

The so-called proper procedures meant purchasing whenever possible from established human markets and slave dealers. Although prices ran higher, you wouldn't fall victim to "pigeon release" scams—where a seemingly sold woman runs off back to her original handlers.

"Alternatively, there are daughters from humble local families. If you've taken a fancy to someone's daughter, you can engage a matchmaker to negotiate. If the price is right, arrangements can usually be made."

"What if a local family takes a fancy to me and wants their daughter to marry me?" someone asked.

Yu Eshui spread his hands. "That involves policy issues. I can't speak to that."

Li Yan, who had been sitting off to the side, laughed and interjected: "As long as you didn't bring a wife or girlfriend through the crossing, headquarters has no objection to you taking a wife or concubine locally. You simply need to ensure their reliability. However, if you take a wife, the transmigrator collective will recognize her status as 'wife.' In other words, when you relocate or return to Lingao, you cannot take another wife. Is everyone clear?"

"Clear!" The crowd responded with evident enthusiasm.

"Remember, the deeper you penetrate into the mainland, the harder it is for headquarters to support you," Li Yan emphasized. "In the two Guangs, we have Gao Ju as a protective umbrella, Qiwei Escort Bureau, and our Special Reconnaissance Team. If necessary, the Navy can even shell Guangzhou. But where you're going, you'll have nothing. It may take headquarters months to receive any news from you. Everything depends on yourself. While slips in daily details aren't as immediately fatal as they would be in modern intelligence operations, if they accumulate, they'll still attract attention."

Subsequently, instructors arrived to teach various common etiquettes and appropriate behaviors: when to bow with clasped hands according to one's status, when to kowtow, proper forms of address based on relationships. These courses were generally taught by the most reliable indigenous personnel, and Zhang Xingjiao was among them. As a scholar, even though he lived in a small southern border county, he was thoroughly versed in all manner of proper ritual.

The greatest assistance in this area came from an unexpected source: Wang Ci himself. This County School Director had been lured by Xiong Buyu under the pretense that "We have long admired the rituals of the Great Ming and hope to learn a thing or two." Wang Ci had grown quite demoralized watching the Australians demonstrate superiority in every conceivable domain, especially since he now survived entirely on their "handouts" to maintain both the County School and the Jasmine Academy. This mixture of wounded pride and practical dependence cut far deeper than the comfortable stupor in which the county yamen's officials passed their days.

Now, suddenly hearing that a group of Australians were "yearning for civilization"—and seeing that they had actually changed their clothing and hairstyles to Ming Dynasty style—he was so moved he nearly wept. His spirits lifted instantly, and he threw himself into teaching etiquette and proper conduct with tremendous enthusiasm. He even firmly refused any compensation, providing several years of instruction to the training class entirely without pay.

After that, they brought in clerks and yamen runners from the reform study class—men diligently "studying" and painstakingly "reforming their thoughts"—to lecture on how Ming Dynasty local government actually operated: procedures for handling affairs, customary practices and common abuses, and how various identities—merchants, landlords, itinerant monks and Daoists—should interact with the diverse personalities populating a county yamen. They learned which activities required which local connections, how to offer bribes and divide spoils properly, and what to do if something went wrong—whether to escape punishment or simply to flee...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 598 - Becoming Ming

To deepen their practical experience, the trainees were given tours of the county yamen—everything except the inner chambers. Wherever they went, yamen runners provided specialized explanations.

Wang Zhaomin, the Advisor, was also occasionally invited for what were called "discussion sessions." Unlike the yamen runners and clerks undergoing reform, his position was more elevated and his status more delicate. To prevent him from growing suspicious at facing a large crowd—and refusing to speak freely—Xiong Buyu would typically lure him to the Liaison Office under the pretense of "drinking tea and wine."

A small courtyard had been arranged at the County Liaison Office. With some tidying and repair, a few trees and flowering plants, the setting became rather elegant. It served specifically for meetings with county officials. The atmosphere was relaxed, the environment quiet, and conversation flowed easily. The Liaison Office occasionally held tea tastings and garden parties here to cultivate good relations.

Advisor Wang's "lectures" took place in this courtyard. He had no idea he'd been granted this dubious honor. While he and Xiong Buyu chatted expansively, the surroundings were in fact full of people—the space had been specially modified. Though it appeared deserted, the trainees sat in hidden chambers, listening to every word.

Advisor Wang thoroughly enjoyed coming to the Liaison Office to relax and talk. Sitting idle in the county yamen had grown boring—Lingao had always been a place of "slow business." As the Australians continued to intervene in county affairs, he had little to do beyond routinely transcribing official documents and handling bureaucratic paperwork. Moreover, the Australians' simplified courts had absorbed much of the advisor's traditional business in criminal cases.

So when someone invited him for drinks and conversation, Wang Zhaomin naturally accepted every invitation, drank at every visit, and expounded at length on whatever topic presented itself. As a result, Xiong Buyu had to prepare discussion themes in advance, lest Wang's enthusiasm carry him endlessly off course.

Yet the content of his casual conversation proved quite valuable. As an advisor, his observations and understanding of officialdom ran deeper and more comprehensive than those of clerks and runners. Moreover, advisors traveled extensively on official circuits, were knowledgeable and worldly, with perspectives far broader than the yamen runners and clerks of a small county town could offer. He had contact with every stratum of society—upper, middle, and lower. Li Yan's request for Wang to hold "discussion sessions" at the Liaison Office was largely intended to broaden the field operatives' horizons and deepen their understanding of Ming social conditions.

Wang Zhaomin's sessions were all recorded—to be reviewed afterward and compiled into reference materials—but no real-time interpretation was provided. He spoke in mandarin, and Li Yan required everyone to go back and summarize what he'd said into written reports. This primarily tested the field operatives' mastery of mandarin; secondarily, it trained their ability to reconstruct intelligence content from memory.

Another major indigenous instructor for the "Ming Dynasty Social Conditions Lecture Series" was Zhou Shizhai, Consultant to Police Headquarters. He taught all manner of Ming Dynasty social stratagems, trade secrets, and the various rules and risks of traveling abroad.

Travel in ancient society was both arduous and dangerous. Whether rich or poor, one faced tremendous hazards on the road. Zhou Shizhai had escorted caravans and guarded estates; his social experience was extraordinarily rich.

"When traveling far from home, remember: scald your feet every day but don't wash your face," he advised, passing on his accumulated wisdom. "Whenever conditions permit, scald your feet to drain blisters and soothe your muscles and tendons. But don't bother washing your face."

Not washing one's face served to prevent the facial skin from cracking. The roads were dusty and the sun fierce, making sunburn and chapping common hazards. Ancient people had no sunscreen, so they used dust itself as a protective layer.

As for dangers on the road, there were too many to enumerate. Zhou Shizhai focused on practical matters: how to avoid staying at "black inns," which locations were prime ambush sites for bandits, how to arrange sleeping positions at night to minimize the risk of robbery...

"Once you're on the road, never let your money show," Zhou Shizhai counseled earnestly. "Far too many people along the way will conceive evil intentions at the sight of wealth. Beyond outright brigands, among the cart-drivers, boatmen, innkeepers, and porters, you'll find plenty of bandits biding their time." He then recounted how once, while escorting cargo, he was crossing a river when the boatmen—observing the quantity of goods—decided on the spot to commit robbery. The escort agency had barely managed to escape with the cargo intact.

Much of the knowledge and tricks Zhou Shizhai imparted had been accumulated by the escort agency through years of convoy work. It was extremely practical for intelligence operatives heading into the field. Not only did the Intelligence Bureau invite him to lecture, but Police Headquarters also collected and compiled his teachings as reference materials.

Liu Gang, who had long been selling illicit salt for the Colonial and Trade Department, was also invited. He'd made his fortune running contraband salt for the transmigrator collective. This time he was secretly brought in to lecture on Ming Dynasty commerce and illegal trade—especially on how a small or medium-sized merchant could conduct business in Ming society.

He Xin, whom Lin Baiguang had rescued, was specially recalled from Qiongshan to deliver a lecture series on Ming Dynasty brothels. This course covered many forms of entertainment and leisure in the Ming Dynasty. They learned the rules, jargon, scams, consumption standards, and taboos of high-class establishments.

When He Xin heard he had to return to Lingao, he was terrified, thinking he'd fallen back into the clutches of the demon Fu Youdi. To his surprise, upon returning he found himself teaching a strange group of people how to visit brothels, attend drinking parties with courtesans, play dice games...

All manner of indigenous workers under the transmigrators' control, provided their knowledge and experience might prove useful, would be "invited" into a palanquin at night and quietly carried into the training center. There, they would sit face-to-face with several chiefs, speaking through a tightly sealed curtain, teaching everything the chiefs wished to know. No one saw what lay behind the curtain, but clever people could probably guess that Australian chiefs sat there as well—whenever someone's accent was too strong, a chief would repeat their words in Australian mandarin.

To enhance the field operatives' sense of immersion, Yu Eshui organized practical life-scenario drills with indigenous personnel playing different roles. Each session, he designated a life scenario and assigned a field operative to one role while indigenous people played the others. When an operative checked into an inn, the indigenous people became the innkeeper and attendants; when buying a maidservant, they played the broker; when negotiating business, they became business partners; when visiting government offices, they transformed into gatekeepers, yamen runners, advisors, and county magistrates...

Each performance used indigenous people who, whenever possible, had actual experience in such occupations, to ensure maximum authenticity. To encourage the indigenous participants to challenge the field operatives, Yu Eshui scored each performance. The indigenous person who performed best at putting the operative under pressure could earn extra rewards.

After each performance, everyone gathered for a replay-style analysis. Yu Eshui specifically required field operatives to memorize the jargon and secret codes used by various characters and to understand their counterparts' thought patterns and methods of handling affairs.

"Don't harbor this sense that 'I am Superman.' Don't imagine you can never lose," Yu Eshui hammered into them during class. "You were ordinary citizens in the twenty-first century, and you won't become important figures in the seventeenth century either. Without the transmigrator collective as a whole, you are nothing. Unless it's necessary and approved by headquarters—don't try to showcase your uniqueness anywhere, your vast knowledge, your distinction from the crowd. And certainly don't go around preaching 'democracy' or 'one nation, one party, one leader' or any such nonsense. You're not being sent to the Ming Dynasty to become scientists, politicians, or any other kind of '-ists.' Your mission is simply to 'seem like a Ming Dynasty commoner.' Nothing more."

To ensure they truly "seemed" genuine, their sense of immersion had to be deepened through practice. At various stages, field operatives went out on internships in the guise of Ming persons. The internship content started simple—buying things, hiring servants—then gradually progressed to attempting to run a small business on their own... Everyone had to ensure that others couldn't recognize their true identity.

Personnel from the Political Security General Administration's Operations Division followed and monitored the field operatives to observe whether any indigenous people detected them. Li Yan believed that since indigenous people in Lingao were those who interacted most frequently with transmigrators, if they could fool them, there would be no problem on the mainland.

Later, these operations evolved into adversarial exercises. Both sides agreed on limited venues and numbers of participants, then Intelligence Bureau trainees and Political Security Bureau trainees attempted to identify and apprehend each other within that space.

Once they were generally deemed problem-free and convincingly disguised, the deployed transmigrators would be secretly escorted by the Special Reconnaissance Team on several long-distance overland journeys. The destination was typically Qiongshan County. The deployed transmigrators, just like ordinary indigenous travelers, would carry simple luggage and minimal funds, traveling on foot or by sedan chair. These journeys gave them a firsthand feel for the actual operating environment—Lingao had already been transformed into near-modern conditions, quite different from the genuine seventeenth-century world.

In Qiongshan County, under covert protection from the Qiongzhou Station, they could move about for several days to half a month, experiencing social conditions under Ming Dynasty rule. This leg of the journey marked a passing grade. Afterward, field operatives would have the opportunity to visit Guangzhou to witness what a major city of this era actually looked like.

Beyond disguise courses, the transmigrators also had to learn all knowledge that might prove necessary for intelligence work. They studied surveillance and counter-surveillance, combat techniques and dagger skills, basic surveying and map-making, and how to accurately judge numbers, object dimensions, and distances using only visual estimation. They learned to operate radios and perform encryption and decryption—until there were reliable indigenous radio operators, all this had to be done by the transmigrators themselves. Radios were precious and limited in quantity, so most of the time they needed to use encrypted letters. The Intelligence Bureau had developed an invisible ink method: essentially writing with rice water, revealed by iodine. Since no one in the Ming Dynasty besides the transmigrators possessed iodine, security shouldn't be an issue.

They also mastered a simple set of specialized code words: "Center" meant the Intelligence Bureau headquarters; "swimming" meant travel; "sick" meant arrested; "doing wet work" meant assassination; "legend" meant a fabricated cover identity and history; "wine" referred to invisible ink; "pipa" meant a radio; "neighbor" meant the Political Security General Administration; "peddler" meant a courier...

Finally, they were sent to the wilderness exploration team, where Liu Zheng and others guided them through a four-week wilderness survival course, ensuring they could use these skills if they ever needed to escape.



While Division B of the Intelligence Training Center conducted intensive training, Division A was also rapidly preparing indigenous intelligence personnel. Their curriculum was more extensive yet compressed compared to the transmigrators', but it focused on intelligence operations. This batch of personnel would be dispatched as aides to the transmigrators. All were men—it wasn't convenient to bring women on the road before settling down.

One day, Li Yan gathered everyone together to announce some news:

"Pack your things. We're going to Fangcaodi now."

Only after arriving at Fangcaodi did they learn this was for them to select their "domestic secretaries." Li Yan announced that the selected domestic secretaries would receive additional intelligence training at Division A, and once each person was settled in their work location, they would gradually be sent to join them and assist in intelligence work.

"The leadership is really looking out for us," someone said, moved nearly to tears.

Others were less appreciative: "Didn't you say we could freely buy women ourselves? Why do we need to bring domestic secretaries?"

"Domestic secretaries are safer than women you buy outside, aren't they?" Li Yan replied. "And they can help you with intelligence work too—two birds with one stone. What's not to like?"

Put that way, everyone was satisfied. Each person then reviewed the files and selected the girl they wanted. Most spent their female servant subsidy to purchase a C-grade maidservant. Those who had their eyes on higher grades could only register and await subsequent lottery results. The maidservants wouldn't arrive immediately anyway—according to Center's plan, they wouldn't be dispatched until at least three months after the operatives had settled in locally.



Near the Cooperative General Store in East Gate Market stood a very large building. This building was one of the few traditional-style structures in the market. It had a spacious front courtyard for parking vehicles and palanquins, with warehouses on both sides for storing goods.

The main building housed the shop itself, its wooden counter polished to a mirror sheen with varnish and tung oil. The goods were numerous and varied, but unlike the cooperative, this place sold products from the mainland: cloth from Songjiang, silk and candied fruits from Suzhou and Hangzhou, porcelain from Jiangxi, tea and oranges from Fujian... all manner of northern and southern goods. Having such a well-stocked establishment in Lingao would have been unimaginable if the population hadn't multiplied several times in recent years and people hadn't come into some money.

The second courtyard contained a grand main hall. Square bricks covered the floor, with fine Guangdong rosewood side tables and official's hat chairs. Large porcelain vases and a carved wood screen stood in the center. Eight lanterns bearing the characters "Quanfu" hung under the eaves—strictly speaking, this exceeded what was proper. But in the southern reaches, the emperor was far away, and no one would bother about such things. In Lingao, there was even less need for caution.

Such grand style—clearly a prosperous traditional commercial establishment of long standing. Everyone knew this was Lingao's premier "imperial merchant," the property of Lin Quan'an, designated supplier to the Australians.

This Lin Quan'an—three years ago, to everyone who knew him, and including himself—could never have dreamed that one day people would call him "Master Lin," let alone that he could accumulate such wealth and influence.

He sat in the counting room behind the main hall, surrounded by commercial documents and large account books. Master Lin was about thirty-five or thirty-six years old, yet his skin had already grown dark and full of wrinkles, making him look like someone in his early fifties. He was a man of humble origins. For nearly twenty years of his life, he had passed his days peddling goods from village to village with a carrying pole, living hand to mouth.

But now he wore a gown of Nanjing fragrant cloud silk from Guangdong, with straw slippers from Chenqiao in Kaifeng on his feet, studying his account books with rapt attention. Master Lin was a merchant who dared to be first in the world. In his early years he could neither read nor use an abacus, but later, as his business grew—just as he'd been the first to do business with the "hair-shorn pirates" back in the day—he didn't hesitate to attend the literacy class run by the Australians. He learned to read, to use the abacus, and to keep accounts. These accounts were kept in Australian style, even using Australian numerals. This pleased him greatly—because this way, no one else could understand them.

A quill pen stood in an inkwell on the desk. Lin Quan'an couldn't write with a brush; he'd learned this method of dipping and writing from the Australians.

He was reviewing the pages of a large account book; each page was printed with horizontal and vertical lines, with liabilities recorded on the right and assets on the left. On the first page, in large characters, was written: "Third Year of Chongzhen, Year of the Metal Horse."

After Lin Quan'an finished reviewing the final item and carefully corrected an error, he leaned back in his chair wearily, feeling somewhat melancholy.

The retail business was doing well enough—profits around thirty percent by rough estimate. But the volume of such sales was too low. He had grown accustomed to selling goods in large batches, and this piecemeal business no longer suited him.

These past two years, he'd grown accustomed to smooth sailing in big deals. Lin Quan'an recalled that three years ago, he'd been nothing but a peddler trudging through streets and alleys with goods on his shoulders. His capital had amounted to only four or five strings of cash. By walking village to village collecting vegetables, pigs, sheep, chickens, and ducks for the "hair-shorn pirates"—the Australian masters—he'd made a fortune within a year and opened this Quanfu Store. Then, under Master Xiong's direction, he gradually expanded his reach across the entire Qiongzhou Prefecture, procuring all sorts of goods for the Australian masters. He made money until his hands went numb—his residence and shop had doubled in size twice in three years. He now had glass windows, porcelain toilets, porcelain bathtubs, and running water just like the Australian masters used, not to mention thermos bottles, crystal mirrors, and other small luxuries. Not only had he been able to afford a wife, he'd now taken two concubines.

All of this came from the Australians who had arrived on iron ships. The Australians were his lucky stars, his gods of wealth.

Recently, however, he sensed this lucky star's light had dimmed somewhat. The accounts showed that his largest customer—the Australians—had been dealing with him less and less over the past six months. He'd only closed a few large transactions in timber, and though he'd sold quite a bit of northern and southern goods, the volumes weren't substantial.

Now the Australians were supplying their own vegetables, pigs, sheep, chickens, and ducks. They had so many vegetables they couldn't eat them all and were making pickles to sell. As for pigs, sheep, chickens, and ducks, they'd recently been able to give their corps soldiers meat once a week. Australian ships continuously brought in whatever they needed from everywhere, naturally leaving less and less business for him.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 599 - Lin Quan'an's New Business

At this rate, he could only resign himself to being a shopkeeper at the East Gate Market, selling northern and southern goods from the mainland. Of course, the comfortable life of a prosperous merchant wouldn't be bad. But for someone as ambitious as Lin Quan'an, how could he content himself with such modest circumstances?

Business demanded innovation and adaptation.

Just as he was mulling this over, someone walked into the counting room. Lin Quan'an opened his eyes and recognized his neighbor and tenant, Lin Li. Like him, Lin Li was a "Fulao"—a Fujian person—from the same village, with some distant family connection. They'd once arrived in Lingao on the same boat to seek their fortunes. The several dozen mu of orchard land and paddy fields that Lin Quan'an had purchased in the countryside were now rented to Lin Li.

In the past, Lin Li had been a peddler with a carrying pole, just like Lin Quan'an himself. After Lin Quan'an's successful dealings with the Australians, quite a few adventurous peddlers had followed in his footsteps, collecting vegetables, pigs, and sheep for the newcomers. But after earning a modest sum, Lin Li had bought over twenty mu of rice paddies, built a house, and brought his wife and family to Lingao to live off farming.

With his whole family depending on just a dozen or so mu of land, life naturally ran tight. After Lin Quan'an prospered, he'd simply rented his orchard land to Lin Li as well.

Lin Li made a bow. He carried a basket in his hand, inside which were eggs carefully wrapped in rice straw rope. Two chickens, their legs bound, struggled on the ground beside him.

"Is that you, Old Lin?" Lin Quan'an said amiably. Lin Li was his old comrade; though he'd later given up trade to farm, they were still friends from their humble days. "How have you been? Spring treating you well?"

"Good, good—thanks to your blessing, Master." Lin Li regarded this "master" before him with a mixture of envy and regret. Three years ago, this master had been just like him: wearing local cotton clothes with thick patches on the shoulders, wearing someone else's discarded straw hat, carrying goods on a pole for dozens of li to sell from village to village, buying local products. Less than three years later, their positions had become as different as clouds and mud.

If he hadn't bought land and built a house back then, if he'd continued peddling alongside his old friend, his family fortune would probably have grown to a respectable size. At least his old comrade still gave him some face—not only renting the orchard to him, but aside from requiring daily firewood, vegetables, chickens, ducks, and rice, charging barely any other rent. Life could still be cobbled together.

Thinking of this, he sighed silently. He'd been foolish back then, always convinced the Australians wouldn't stay long, that the sensible thing was to earn some money, buy land, build a house. He never imagined the Australians' enterprise would grow and grow.

Lin Quan'an knew what he was thinking. He coughed once, expressed his thanks, and got down to business.

"Are the laborers all ready? Can we finish in three nights?"

"Everything is ready. We have enough laborers—myself, my wife, and my eldest son. He's fourteen this year and can handle the work." He blinked. "Master, are you really going to do this?"

"Of course," Lin Quan'an said, polite yet warm. "Better safe than sorry. The situation in Lingao isn't entirely clear yet."

He added: "Work at night, not during the day."

"During the day, there's not a soul walking near my courtyard—it's very remote!"

"Better to be careful," Lin Quan'an said.

What Lin Quan'an had ordered Lin Li to prepare was the digging of a cellar at his courtyard. Naturally, this cellar wasn't for hiding gold and silver—Lin Li hadn't yet earned that level of trust. What he would store there was dried grain, pickled vegetables, and salted meat: ten shi of rice, a jar of pickles, and several cured pig legs. Enough provisions to last several months.

Besides Lin Li's place, he'd made similar arrangements at several other locations—all in case the imperial army came to attack and the whole county fell into chaos. He'd have somewhere to hide.

Lin Quan'an figured that given the Australians' strength, the imperial army probably couldn't win. But once the war reached a stalemate, life for commoners would become very difficult. Someone as wealthy as him would certainly become a target for various factions. If Lingao descended into chaos, he'd take his family and hide at these locations, surviving on these supplies for a few months until the situation clarified before re-emerging.

As for his large fortune, he'd already identified suitable places for it—at the first sign of trouble, it could vanish without a trace.

Over these years, he'd quietly bought several hundred mu of land in neighboring counties, all now rented out to tenants. If things truly became impossible in Lingao, he could flee to a neighboring county and at least become a small landlord.

In short, Lin Quan'an was executing a strategy of "the cunning hare has three burrows."



After seeing Lin Li off, Lin Quan'an began to consider another matter. The previous night, Chief Xiong had suddenly arrived at the East Gate Market Merchant Association and asked for him by name.

With Chief Xiong was another important chief who introduced himself as Bureau Director Jiang. Lin Quan'an had come to understand the Australian bureaucratic system somewhat. He knew the highest were called Executive Committee members, followed by People's Commissioners or Ministers. Those called Bureau Directors or Chiefs ranked slightly below. Chiefs without titles were ordinary citizens—though the Australians had a nicer term for it: "transmigrators"—even though they were neither old nor particularly rotund.

Jiang Shan inquired about his business situation, asked if he had any difficulties, whether there was anything he needed help with. Lin Quan'an discussed his recent circumstances—he'd been built up by the Australians from nothing, and he firmly believed he still had value to them. Otherwise there would have been no need to come speak with him like this.

"Doing business on Hainan Island—how large can the market be?" Bureau Director Jiang said. "The mainland is where the real opportunities lie."

Bureau Director Jiang then proposed a rather enticing idea: the Australians intended to support him in doing business on the mainland, opening establishments there. They would provide him with all manner of preferential treatment in terms of capital and goods. They might even secure official backing for him. The condition was that he must completely follow the Australians' direction.

Lin Quan'an was bewildered by this request. Making money in business was of course desirable, but why did he need to be the one to front it? He had no power or influence on the mainland—if he did, he wouldn't have left his family behind to come to Lingao as a migrant laborer.

"We aren't Ming Dynasty subjects. Our appearance and speech are quite different. If you come forward, it avoids considerable trouble," Jiang Shan explained.

This explanation was reasonable, yet Lin Quan'an sensed things weren't quite so simple.

The business Jiang Shan proposed he front was a Northern and Southern Goods Trading Firm—in the Ming Dynasty commercial sphere, this was major enterprise. Not only did it require large amounts of working capital to purchase goods throughout the year, but it also demanded transporting various local specialties north and south annually. It involved extensive dealings with porters' guilds, shipping lines, coaching inns, and escort agencies. Only merchants of considerable capability and skill could manage it.

Naturally, the profits were also high. Northern and southern goods were a "two-way profit"—the principle was never to travel empty. Carry southern goods northward, sell northern goods in the south; one trip meant double the profit.

Lin Quan'an's business had expanded over these years, and his horizons had broadened considerably. He'd learned about various trades. He estimated that to run a northern and southern goods business, an investment of at least fifty thousand taels of silver would be needed.

Silver—he could certainly raise it, but that would be almost his entire fortune. If the venture failed, staging a comeback would prove difficult. Lin Quan'an knew he was a product of "times make the hero"—he'd simply seized an opportunity and used it well. If he failed this time, whether he could find such a favorable opportunity again remained very uncertain.

Jiang Shan hadn't asked for an answer right then, just asked him to go home and "think it over."

"I'll come to call on you tomorrow," Chief Jiang said with a smile. "I'm sure Shopkeeper Lin won't pass up such a good opportunity."

If he agreed, the opportunity was indeed excellent. He'd originally wanted to go to the mainland but feared having no power to rely on. Now with the Australians' support, that worry was considerably reduced. It was just—how long could the Australians really stay in Lingao?

He'd tossed and turned in bed all night thinking about this but still hadn't made up his mind.

Lin Quan'an was no longer the Lin Quan'an of old. In the past, he'd been a lone bachelor with nothing to lose, fearing nothing. Now he had a family and an estate; he'd begun to think twice before acting.

"Do it!" He finally made up his mind.

If he hadn't risked everything back then by carrying a load of vegetables to Bairren Rapids to sell, by guiding the Australians to Gou Family Manor, how could he have today's fortune? Lin Li had also done business with the Australians back then—but he'd quit while he was ahead. Now he'd been reduced to a tenant, scraping by on Lin Quan'an's leftovers.

If he didn't seize this opportunity, he'd just end up being a more comfortable version of Lin Li!

Having made up his mind, he sent someone to the Cooperative Restaurant to reserve a banquet, awaiting Bureau Director Jiang's arrival to discuss business.

Unexpectedly, more than just Jiang Shan came that afternoon. His old acquaintance Xiong Buyu, along with another transmigrator he didn't recognize—who introduced himself as Si Kaide—came as well.

They seemed to have known he would certainly agree to this commercial venture.

"Three years ago, when we'd just arrived in Lingao, we were red-browed, green-bearded man-eating monsters. Yet you dared to bring a load of vegetables right to our doorstep to sell. Surely you're not afraid to do business on the mainland now?" Xiong Buyu said with a laugh.

Negotiations proceeded very smoothly. Both sides agreed to jointly establish a new firm called "Wanyou"—"All-Possessing." The headquarters wouldn't be in Lingao; the specific location was to be determined. They would use the convenience of the canal to ship northern and southern goods.

Wanyou's capital was set at one hundred thousand taels, calculated in silver. Lin Quan'an would invest fifty thousand taels for forty-five percent of the shares. The Australians would invest fifty thousand taels for fifty-one percent—the extra six percent was compensation for the various logistical and security support the transmigrator collective would provide. The remaining four percent would be "company shares," with the profits used for employee welfare and entertainment expenses.

Both sides agreed that all investment funds would be deposited into a company account opened at Delong Bank within one month. From then on, all monetary transactions would go through Delong bills. This method was both convenient and secure. But from the transmigrator collective's perspective, it amounted to recouping fifty thousand taels of silver in one go at no cost. As for the collective's investment, it was merely a matter of shifting figures on paper.

Regarding management, Lin Quan'an would serve as managing proprietor, and a transmigrator would serve as chief manager. Personnel and financial authority would rest with the transmigrator. Lin Quan'an understood he was probably just being enshrined as a figurehead in this business—he'd likely just need to come forward for entertainment and socializing. So he didn't argue much about this. After all, the Australians were at least as good at making money as he was, if not better. Moreover, they'd promised him "guaranteed principal with profit sharing." If the business suffered losses, he simply wouldn't receive dividends—his principal would be fully protected. If there were profits, they'd be distributed proportionally. The worst outcome would merely be losing a few years of interest—and there wasn't really anywhere in Lingao for him to lend money at interest anyway.

Both sides drafted a memorandum. Then they agreed to formally sign and notarize the agreement three days later—this commercial practice was currently being promoted throughout Lingao.

"We don't know anything about the northern and southern goods business. Does Shopkeeper Lin have any insights?" Si Kaide asked. As a member of the Colonial and Trade Department, he was far more enthusiastic about this matter than the Intelligence Bureau.

"The northern and southern goods business is very profitable," Lin Quan'an said. "But I don't know much about it either. I've only heard people talk."

Lin Quan'an's idea was to establish Wanyou's headquarters in Yangzhou, then set up branches in Nanjing, the capital, Suzhou, and Hangzhou.

Setting up headquarters in Yangzhou was convenient for transport. The profit in northern and southern goods came from regional price differences—and these differences were enormous. Dried bamboo shoots from Fujian cost only a few qian of silver for a whole basket locally; transported to the capital, they fetched several qian per jin. Dongting red oranges from Suzhou, tangerines from Fuzhou—during harvest season, there were so many they could only be dumped, but transported north they became precious southern fruits. Sea cucumbers and shark fins cost only a few fen of silver in Shandong; transported to Jiangnan or the capital, they became delicacies...

But large-scale north-south transport of goods had always relied either on mule carts or the canal. Specifically, it meant using tribute grain boats. Each year, the tribute boats traveling upstream with grain were allowed to carry private goods for the boat soldiers. As for the downstream return when they were empty, carrying goods was an even more important source of income for the boat soldiers.

Yangzhou was an important port where north and south met on the canal. Setting up headquarters here meant that whether shipping northern goods southward or southern goods northward, they could conveniently arrange transport with tribute boats, while remittances and letters could be sent along with the boats—extremely convenient.

As for the four branch locations—first, these were all commercially prosperous gathering points for goods. Not only was transportation convenient, but the residents had high consumption levels, making them ideal for retail storefronts, whether for individual or wholesale sales. Second, they could station buyers there or dispatch personnel to purchase local products. Take Hangzhou, for example—not only could they purchase the various local products of the two Zhejiang provinces nearby, but from there they could also take the Hui-Hang route deep into the mountains of southern Anhui to purchase tea, dried bamboo shoots, and various mountain goods. They could also travel directly to Fujian to purchase its various local specialties.

"Why not use sea transport?"

Lin Quan'an was taken aback. Shipping by sea from Jiangnan to the capital—he'd never considered that. After all, the flow of materials and people between these two places had always moved by the canal.

"I don't know about that either," Lin Quan'an shook his head. "I've only heard that sea transport is dangerous. If you hit storms and your cargo sinks, you're bankrupt in an instant. People prefer tribute boats—even if a few sink along the way, it's not a total loss."

"Tribute boats are very slow."

"Yes! Not only are tribute boats slow, but there are many abuses along the way," Lin Quan'an said. He'd heard plenty of stories about schemes on the canal. From the moment goods were loaded, there was all manner of extortion, theft, and customary fees. All along the way, countless people "ate off the water."

"But for merchants shipping goods, once it's handed to the boat soldiers, that's the end of it. All the dealings along the way are their business. It just costs a few more qian in shipping fees."

"This is all about money," Si Kaide thought. If they could shift freight from Jiangnan to the capital onto sea transport and capture a portion of the canal's goods transport business, not only could the transmigrator collective make substantial profits, they could also develop a fleet spanning north and south. When the military needed to move by sea in the future, they'd have ready-made ships and sailors, and the routes could be scouted in advance.

This meant the best place for headquarters would actually be Shanghai.

Shanghai was the junction between China's northern and southern sea routes. Ships leaving port could easily head north to Tianjin and Liaodong, or south to Guangdong and Fujian, or penetrate inland. The location was extremely convenient.

Going upriver from Shanghai along the Yangtze, one could easily reach China's main grain-producing region, the Huguang area. Seizing this golden waterway would allow them to use the Yangtze as a transportation hub, penetrating both banks, continuously absorbing the region's abundant products and human resources while selling large quantities of goods.

...

If the transmigrator collective wanted to engage in Japan trade, departing from Shanghai would also be more convenient than from the Jin-Xia area dominated by Zheng Zhilong.

The goods Zheng Zhilong shipped to Japan were primarily raw silk and silk products, followed by cloth, daily necessities, and medicinal materials. All these products were produced in abundance in the Jiangnan region. Purchasing nearby and shipping from nearby meant transportation costs would be lower than Zheng Zhilong's operation, confined as he was to just Fujian...

Actually, Si Kaide was also contemplating the idea of shipping tribute grain by sea for the Ming Dynasty. Several million shi of tribute grain were shipped from Jiangnan every year—if they could take on that contract, the freight income alone would be enormous.

But this idea was too ambitious. It probably couldn't be accomplished anytime soon.

With discussions concluded, each side went to make preparations. Lin Quan'an then made a request: if he was to relocate to the headquarters, he'd need to bring one wife or concubine and her children. His other family members could remain in Lingao.

Jiang Shan naturally agreed—it was a reasonable request. What he didn't know was that Lin Quan'an was also calculating that this opportunity would let him relocate some of his family and property—still executing his "cunning hare's three burrows" strategy.

"It's a pity your sons are too young. Otherwise they could serve as your assistants." Jiang Shan had no idea what was going through his mind.

"I will depend on the chiefs' future patronage," Lin Quan'an said politely.

The Wanyou firm that Lin Quan'an would open was called "Mountain Route" in Lingao's intelligence system, with the codename "Gold-Character Firm." Based on multiple discussions between the Foreign Intelligence Bureau and the Colonial and Trade Department, considering both trade and intelligence, the future mainland intelligence-trade system would be modeled after the organizational methods of the Zheng clan.

The Zheng clan's maritime operations, except for a brief period after accepting pacification during the late Ming, had been suppressed by the Ming court in the early period and blockaded by the Manchu Qing in the later period.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 600 - Land and Sea Routes

Whether under the Ming or the Qing, both dynasties fully understood that the Zheng clan's power derived from the enormous revenues of maritime trade. One of their primary measures for attacking the Zheng clan was to impose blockades on mainland goods exports. Especially after Zheng Zhilong surrendered to the Qing and was subsequently executed, the Manchu Qing implemented powerful maritime prohibition measures, imposing a trade blockade on Zheng Chenggong. They enforced the maritime ban with "not a single plank permitted on the sea," prohibiting the export of goods. Yet Zheng Chenggong, relying on Taiwan and the Jin-Xia region, was still able to continuously obtain large quantities of goods from the mainland for overseas trade. This was all thanks to the commercial-intelligence network the Zheng clan had established on the mainland—the so-called "Two Routes of Land and Sea, Five Merchants and Five Guilds" system.

This system operated with remarkable success. Not only did it continuously supply the Zheng clan with various mainland goods, but it also provided intelligence and logistical support for Zheng Chenggong's military operations on the mainland. In 1659, when the Zheng army attacked Zhenjiang, Zheng clan merchants had purchased large quantities of rice beforehand and stored it at Jinshan Temple at the river mouth. As soon as the Zheng ships arrived, military provisions could be supplied on the spot. When Zheng Chenggong's subordinate Huang Wu defected to the Manchu Qing, he revealed this system. But throughout the entire Shunzhi reign, only twelve so-called Zheng spy cases were uncovered, and most details remained unclear, involving only five or six people. Clearly, the system had suffered little damage.

Zheng Chenggong's system had the Mountain Route handling commerce and the Sea Route handling logistics and material distribution. Each route had five trading houses responsible for their respective areas, without mutual contact.

What Jiang Shan, Si Kaide, and the others were now establishing was essentially an imitation of this operational method.

The Mountain Route was responsible for the transmigrator collective's mainland trade and procurement of materials. The Five Merchants used "Gold, Wood, Water, Fire, Earth" as their codenames. Wanyou took the "Gold-Character Firm;" the "Wood-Character Firm" was reserved for the Runshitang pharmacy system; the rest awaited assignment.

As for the several Purple-Character enterprises in Guangzhou and Huanan Sugar in Leizhou, both the Intelligence Bureau and the Colonial Trade Department felt these were too important to the transmigrator collective. For now, it was best to maintain their current arrangements.

The Sea Route would establish Five Guilds, managing cargo and personnel transport, inns, warehouses, and also operating in finance—essentially a logistics-financial services industry. They would use "Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, Faith" as codenames. The "Benevolence-Character" would be the Qiwei Escort Bureau system; the "Righteousness-Character" would be the Delong Bank system.

Both the Land and Sea Routes' Five Merchants and Five Guilds would employ vertical management, with only commercial connections between them—no intelligence connections. Their operations would be kept secret from each other. Except for a few key personnel, most of the clerks and managers employed in the shops would remain unaware of their secret mission.

The Five Merchants and Five Guilds would focus on collecting local public intelligence while also providing logistical, transportation, and communication support.

Beyond the Land and Sea Routes stood the "Black Dragon Society" system, directly under the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. This system was composed entirely of intelligence personnel who would deploy reconnaissance networks for intelligence gathering in key locations. These personnel would use various identities as cover: landlords, peddlers, small merchants, clerks, Buddhist monks, Daoist priests, and the like. When necessary, they could also occupy a mountain stronghold or organize local militia to run small-scale armed forces as future mainland armed work teams.

The Black Dragon Society had no horizontal connections with the Land and Sea Routes. It mainly engaged in activities of higher risk, performing undercover, infiltration, and defection work. Black Dragon Society members couldn't hold positions in Land and Sea Route shops to avoid implicating others if caught or exposed. When cooperation or support from the other side was needed, they had to present a special token or have instructions in coded correspondence.



Establishing a large-scale commercial network on the mainland was a major investment project. This project required not only significant capital but also considerable personnel. When it passed its third reading in the Transmigrator Parliament, it triggered considerable controversy, leading to a hearing.

At the meeting, personnel from the finance, trade, and industrial departments each presented the current situation and the challenges they faced.

Currently, investment in Lingao's industry, civil administration, and infrastructure was constantly expanding. The behavior of expanding production capacity and increasing population was greatly stimulating imports. Meanwhile, Lingao's self-sufficiency rate for raw materials remained very low. The result was that Lingao's dependence on foreign trade was constantly deepening. Lingao's Finance Division was finally encountering a difficult problem: foreign exchange shortage.

The so-called foreign exchange was, of course, the most widely used hard currency of this era: silver.

Constantly expanding industrial and mining enterprises, administrative organs, and military and police forces employed a vast number of people. Enormous administrative expenses plus industrial investments meant that the Finance Commission's physical silver reserves had dropped close to the warning level by April 1630.

On paper, Lingao's trade had always been in surplus, and its silver reserves seemed more than adequate. But most of the reserves were merely accounts receivable in the Guangzhou Station's books. Similarly, the debt figures in the Guangzhou Station's accounts payable column for imported materials were also considerable. If it weren't for the approach of the first settlement day after May's Dragon Boat Festival, the transmigrator collective's silver reserve situation by summer's end would look quite ugly.

Meanwhile, Leizhou, the transmigrator collective's largest source of silver, not only couldn't contribute revenue but actually required massive financial investment. Huanan Sugar Company, leveraging the Leizhou Sugar Guild, was organizing "sugar cooperatives" locally—similar to Japan's "agricultural cooperatives." They adopted a model of unified supply of seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides; unified planting guidance; and unified purchasing. The most critical element of this system was providing farmers with substantial small, low-interest loans to free them from local rural loan sharks' control. This system was currently operating only in Xuwen, but the capital investment needed amounted to at least fifty thousand taels. Adding the two to three hundred thousand taels needed by autumn for purchasing funds to satisfy procurement demands, the second-half financial situation was becoming quite severe.

"Given this severe financial situation, why increase investment on the mainland?" asked Qian Shuixie, a standing committee member of the Transmigrator Parliament. "The funds invested now can't possibly return principal within the year, let alone generate sufficient profit."

"First, this system will be built gradually, not all at once." Sitting in the solitary chair at the center of the horseshoe-shaped table was Si Kaide—while this system served both commerce and intelligence, it primarily served commerce. According to the principle that whoever benefited most should answer questions, he had to take the floor.

"This system mainly uses existing mature commercial enterprises, which we lead and guide in expansionary investment," Si Kaide pointed out. Whether the about-to-be-established Wanyou or the "Ming Dynasty Watsons" that Runshitang Pharmacy planned to create, both were private shareholding enterprises. The expansion funds would be primarily borne by them.

"But we also have investment, don't we? And this investment isn't a small sum."

"Certainly. While our nominal investment figure is large, the actual silver investment is limited..."

"Are you saying that our investment is merely an accounting transaction?"

Si Kaide hesitated for several seconds before answering: "If you're referring to how the funds are transferred, then yes, that's correct." He immediately added, "But we still need to commit some real silver. Just a limited amount."

"Regardless, for Wanyou and Runshitang, the total investment won't be less than fifty thousand taels, correct? Even at half your contract investment amount. Once this money is invested, how long before we recover the cost—I'm not even asking about profit?"

"I don't think even Buffett could say when profits would definitely come," Si Kaide said. "But the time to recover principal is quite fast. For example, Wanyou's northern and southern goods business."

According to historical records, naval calculations, and commercial department estimates: using traditional sand boats to transport northern and southern goods from Shanghai to Tianjin, approximately two months would complete one round-trip transaction. With fifty thousand taels of principal, after deducting expenses, the net profit would be between three thousand and six thousand taels—very considerable profit.

"The profit can't be returned to Lingao for immediate use, correct? Since the business needs to expand, capital must accumulate."

"Yes, that's true," Si Kaide said. "But while the initial investment is large, later stages won't require additional investment—or even if they do, it will be limited. The enterprise can sustain its operations and development through its own earnings. For our investment level, it's still quite worthwhile."

The standing committee stirred with murmurs, apparently not entirely satisfied with this answer.

Si Kaide continued: "Regarding capital, there's another channel for supplementation. Everyone knows where the deposits at Delong Bank in Guangzhou come from, right? Mainly from deposits absorbed from local wealthy people through Purple-Character enterprises. After our mainland commercial network is established, we can use the same method to absorb funds."

"Additionally, the Colonial and Trade Superintendent Department requests that the Grand Library's Historical Data Research Section's first-class historical researcher Yu Eshui be summoned as our witness."

"Approved."

Yu Eshui submitted testimony. According to historical records, next year—the fourth year of the Chongzhen reign—the Ming army would blockade Guangzhou Bay, prohibiting the Portuguese from entering and trading. This would abolish the long-standing convention that the Portuguese could come to Guangzhou city twice a year to purchase goods.

"If the Portuguese can no longer purchase Chinese goods directly, they'll certainly seek Chinese agent merchants to buy goods. The Guangzhou Station can use this opportunity to sell large quantities of Chinese goods directly to the Portuguese. We can obtain huge silver foreign exchange reserves. If we can establish the mainland commercial network before next year, we can use this network to cheaply procure goods, then export them—whether selling directly to the Portuguese in Macau or shipping to Southeast Asia."

The Portuguese's favorite commodity—raw silk—was mainly produced in Jiangnan. The first-grade export silk variety "Lankijn" (Nanjing) was produced in Jiangnan.

The proposal to establish a mainland commercial network finally passed its third reading in the Transmigrator Parliament, though the standing committee added an attached condition: any additional appropriations for these enterprises must be approved by Parliament.

Additionally, Parliament also approved the Colonial and Trade Superintendent Department to conduct one or two exploratory trade-investigation expeditions each to Southeast Asia and Liaodong, to determine whether there were possibilities for establishing trading posts or agency offices in those regions.

At the same time, Parliament also tasked the Manufacturing Superintendent Department to develop more export products as quickly as possible, ensuring a trade surplus in foreign trade to increase foreign exchange reserves and guarantee continued imports of production raw materials and population.

The Colonial and Trade Department obtained all the authorizations they wanted. But the Manufacturing Superintendent Department was quite displeased—this hearing hadn't gained them any benefits, and they'd been given more pressure instead. Developing new export goods was easier said than done.

Most products of the departments and enterprises under the Manufacturing Superintendent Department couldn't be exported—even if they wanted to export, Lingao itself didn't have enough. Orders for machinery and equipment, which consumed most of Manufacturing's production capacity, were booked out to 1633, all to be supplied for various industrial, mining, and agricultural uses in Lingao and the future Sanya region. The clothing factory's capacity had reached a figure indigenous people found unbelievable: five thousand sets of various garments per month. Yet it still couldn't keep up with the ever-growing population. Sometimes purified immigrants couldn't even receive the standard two sets of clothing per person and had to be issued clothing vouchers to redeem later. As for shoes, their demands had never truly been met. The army could only manage by making their own mixed rag-strip "premium straw sandals" to keep soldiers from training barefoot—proper leather-soled cloth boots were only worn during inspections, exercises, and outings.

Even much of the light industrial products' capacity was being consumed internally—take soap, for example. Capacity was limited by insufficient oil supply, and the high internal demand meant most soap was directly consumed in Lingao. Only a small amount of premium soap bars and transparent soap was exported as luxury goods.

"Mo Xiao'an, this is your problem to consider," Zhan Wuya said. "As everyone knows, the only possibility for the heavy industry sector to export is arms and machinery. Since the Executive Committee doesn't agree to any of that, the heavy responsibility of exporting industrial products falls on your Light Industry Department."

He sighed. "I know you're in a difficult spot. Many products' raw materials are 'controlled' substances, so even if they'd sell well on the market, you can't mass-produce them. But please try your best."

"I'll figure something out," Mo Xiao'an said with a long face. "Could we submit a report to the Executive Committee? Allow some grain exports? Then I could at least develop a lot of sweet potato products."

"That's basically impossible, but I'll try again. You'd better pray for an extra-large sweet potato harvest this year—so abundant they're rotting. Maybe then it'll be possible."

Mo Xiao'an's problem was that the food factory's comprehensive utilization of sweet potatoes was too thorough—there was almost no possibility of waste.

Back in his own office, he racked his brains for half a day but still couldn't think of anything that could expand exports. There were quite a few export products available to him now: from side dishes and snacks to medicine, cosmetics, sanitary ceramics, and paper goods... all sorts of things. After excluding varieties with capacity too low for anything but local consumption and the varieties on the Executive Committee's export control list, he was left with about forty varieties.

Among those, the highest sales volume was MSG produced by Tianchu, pickled vegetables, and then needles and paper products. These four accounted for half of Lingao's bulk export commodity value.

The export growth rate for Runshitang's traditional Chinese medicine formulas was very fast, but hand-manufactured capacity was low. Adding in Lingao's large internal consumption, export value remained relatively low. This wouldn't change until the new mechanized pharmaceutical factory went into production.

MSG production was limited because it required sweet potatoes as raw material. Pickled vegetables and such could expand production—vegetable yields were always considerable, especially in Lingao's climate where all vegetables could grow year-round.

Unfortunately, his rice noodle plan couldn't succeed—rice noodles heavily mixed with dried sweet potato powder had been on sale in Lingao for a long time, and both transmigrators and indigenous people had eaten plenty of it. He'd always hoped to sell this stuff on the mainland, but the Executive Committee still wouldn't approve the export.

Mo Xiao'an thought and thought but couldn't come up with new products. He had plenty of new product ideas, and trial sales in Guangzhou had produced reasonable results. But what he needed were new products that could be shipped in large batches. Finally, he summoned Xun Suji and Zhou Dongtian.



Xun Suji hadn't been very focused on work lately. Liu Youren had lost hope of Xun voluntarily proposing marriage and had sent Liu Guang to make a direct proposal: they were willing to marry their "grandniece" Liu Meilan to him. Not only was the Liu family willing to give their daughter, but they'd also provide Liu Meilan with a substantial dowry. As for the "room girl" Jin Shannü currently at Chief Xun's side, Liu Guang indicated that Miss Meilan was definitely not a woman who couldn't tolerate others.

This windfall left Xun Suji dizzy. He'd actually had some interest in this tall girl, but it had been only vague interest—he'd never thought about how to act on it.

But marrying an indigenous woman—the Executive Committee had never given a definite answer about that. Now that he already had a female servant and secretary, would they agree if he suddenly proposed to take a wife?

Xun Suji consulted Wu Nanhai, who declared his enthusiastic approval:

"We should be integrating into the local indigenous population as soon as possible. If you marry Liu Youren's clan grandniece, the Liu family will essentially be on our ship. From then on, they'll be core supporters—is this girl pretty?"

"Not bad. Good figure," Xun Suji said.

"Then seize the opportunity," Wu Nanhai said. "I'll arrange more agricultural extension activities at the Liu household for you."

But Mo Xiao'an had a different opinion:

"Suji, it's no big deal if you get an indigenous woman as a maid or servant. But making a daughter of the Liu family your wife—isn't that going a bit too far?" Mo Xiao'an said. "Quite a few people in Parliament are very wary of private collusion between indigenous people and transmigrators. If you marry into the Liu family, a lot of things will be hard to explain later."

Mo Xiao'an wasn't being alarmist. This was indeed one view held by some transmigrators—forming marriage ties with local indigenous power holders would inevitably create a new privileged class dependent on transmigrators. If this privileged class exploited these marriage connections to run roughshod, dealing with them would become far more troublesome than before for the transmigrator collective. Everyone harbored some selfish desire to look after their own relatives; sometimes it was purely about face.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 601 - Xun Suji's Trouble

Such things definitely wouldn't escape Parliament's scrutiny—even the Political Security General Administration would likely investigate. Xun Suji hadn't graduated from the police academy for nothing. If they found nothing wrong, that was fine. But if anything could be criticized, it would cause considerable trouble.

In the end, it was Mo Xiao'an who understood human nature. Xun Suji snapped awake to the reality of his situation—if he married the girl, the Liu family would naturally expect him to help them. But in Lingao, many things simply couldn't be arranged through personal relationships. Each department operated according to its own procedures, so even if he wanted to help, there wasn't much he could actually do. Given the current situation, what could he really offer the Liu family beyond the occasional favor? The most meaningful assistance he could provide was perhaps influencing the distribution of chemical fertilizer—and that was about it.

The realization left Xun Suji quite disheartened.

"If our policies toward the indigenous population were clearer, I'd be able to give you a definite answer," Mo Xiao'an said, spreading his hands. "But currently, even from the Executive Committee's announcements and Parliament's various resolutions, you can't derive a conclusive policy. Is it assimilation? Is it using them as cheap labor—with transmigrators as a ruling class positioned above? There's no conclusion. The whole native policy can be summed up in four words: 'muddling through.' So right now, all I can say is: if you really like that girl, you can bring her home first—doing this should be fine."

He paused. "First bring home a 'room girl,' then upgrade her to concubine, and if she's truly devoted and reliable, eventually upgrade to wife—this gradual approach might be best."

So Xun Suji was hesitating over this matter. Only when Mo Xiao'an summoned him did he reluctantly come over.

"What products are doing well in mainland exports right now?" Mo Xiao'an asked.

"Paper, needles, and buttons," Xun Suji said. "Paper goods are selling well—accounting papers, notebooks, various office supplies. These are also bestsellers domestically. The Guangzhou Station set up two stationery shops last year, and business is booming."

Among these, the bestsellers were actually the cheapest products: account paper and notebooks. This was because Lingao's stationery quality was exceptionally high. The Xuan paper and Mao Bian paper used by Ming Dynasty merchants for accounting and correspondence had a fatal flaw: they absorbed ink. Therefore, Ming people mostly used brushes to write and keep accounts. Lingao's machine-made paper, after undergoing sizing, didn't absorb ink—you could write on it with pen and ink or pencil without blurring. This feature made it extremely popular.

But this paper could only be sold through Purple Treasure Studio's stationery shops—its quality was too good, which was precisely why it didn't absorb ink. Ordinary stationery shops couldn't explain why, so buyers rarely dared to purchase it.

"I know all this," Mo Xiao'an sighed. "But what I want is products with high added value. Paper's added value is too low."

Paper was a thin-profit product—Lingao's advantage lay in its high production efficiency and low cost, not in any technological advantage. Theoretically, similar paper could be made using traditional methods too.

Products with high added value were generally on the Executive Committee's export control list, because they mostly consumed controlled raw materials. Others, like matches and lighters—these involved firearms ignition technology and had already been classified as strategic exports.

"There are still porcelain bathroom fixtures," Xun Suji reminded him.

Mo Xiao'an shook his head: "Capacity is too low. There are so many large households in the Ming Dynasty—every yamen, every gentry residence, every landlord's compound—the demand is enormous. And our monthly output... sigh, you know how tight production is. To complete assigned orders on time, we practically have to beg those lazy bums in the Construction Company."

The ceramic bathroom fixtures were selling exceptionally well in Guangzhou. In the Ming Dynasty market, flush toilets, urinals, and bathtubs that you could see were ceramic products that didn't require any irreplicable special materials or technology. They could be manufactured with Ming Dynasty ceramic-making techniques, but the products themselves embodied technological knowledge this era couldn't access. For example, the ceramic flush toilet's S-bend structure, how excess water should flow and discharge, how the cistern refill valve worked—the average Ming Dynasty craftsman simply couldn't understand these things.

Guangzhou Station had once broken open a flush toilet just to see what was inside. All they found were some wooden valves and hooks, plus a water tank. But even seeing these components, without the corresponding knowledge system, they couldn't understand how they worked together. Besides, the Executive Committee had also prohibited selling complete tank lids—toilet cisterns were sold with permanently sealed lids, and if the cistern broke, you had to buy a new one. So even if you managed to break the lid open, you couldn't figure out what was inside. Though actually, given the poor water quality of this era, the water tank probably wouldn't last long anyway.

Ever since Emperor Zhu Di of the Yongle reign had used that European-style toilet chair, no one in the Ming Dynasty had made any improvement in this area. Transmigrators who had crossed two time-spaces brought this product to the Ming Dynasty—and it immediately became a must-have for wealthy families. The latest model, with a hand-pumped pressurized flush, still required manual pumping but was more effective. Advanced installations could use an elevated water tank for gravity-fed pressure, achieving true automatic flushing. But this required the building to have sufficient height and structural strength, which was rare.

Purple Treasure Studio in Guangzhou sold both complete fixtures and accepted orders for "bathroom renovation projects," providing one-stop service for demolition of old bathrooms, pipe-laying, fixture installation, and debugging. Full payment was required before work began—either cash or a Delong Bank promissory note. A bathroom renovation for a major household typically cost between one hundred and three hundred taels, depending on the project scope. The store had been flooded with orders since opening and couldn't keep up with demand.

From a profit margin perspective, the bathroom renovation business was the highest—the fixtures were expensive to make but even more expensive to sell, with profit margins of three hundred to four hundred percent. Including the entire renovation project, profits grew even more substantial. It essentially turned one unit of fixtures into two units of profit.

But there was no way to increase production. The entire transmigrator collective had only one ceramics workshop, with just one kiln producing sanitary ware. This kiln couldn't keep up with internal demand, let alone satisfy the Guangzhou market. There was also the Coal-Iron Complex's ceramics workshop, which made chemical and electrical porcelain. Those products weren't sold externally and hardly ever had any surplus anyway.

"Aren't we expanding the ceramics workshop? They're building two new kilns, right?"

"Still not enough. My idea is this: we need to expand the ceramics factory. Both regular ceramics and sanitary ware—I think the market in Guangzhou could absorb at least ten times our current production capacity."

Mo Xiao'an had already written a report to the Executive Committee requesting expanded investment in the ceramics industry and submitted it to the Manufacturing Superintendent. The question was whether there were production conditions to support it.

Paper products' added value was too low. Without new products, their only option was to expand the porcelain industry. Lingao's soil and fuel were both suitable, and the Danzhou area in the north had abundant kaolin resources. Ceramic products weren't on the prohibited list and could be mass-exported without restrictions.

"I want to have a proper discussion with Zhou Dongtian about this. But I also wanted to hear your thoughts first," Mo Xiao'an said. Before Xun Suji could speak, he continued: "Actually, I called you here mainly to discuss something else."

"What is it?"

"The Liu family's matter."

"How did you know?" Xun Suji was taken aback—was this news already public? He'd tried hard to keep it quiet.

"Liu Guang found me," Mo Xiao'an said. "After you seemed to be dragging your feet, Liu Youren suspected you might have concerns. So he sent Liu Guang to probe me. As your direct superior, I guess they thought I'd know."

Xun Suji scratched his scalp: "Yes, I do have concerns."

"I think you should have concerns. This involves policy matters," Mo Xiao'an said. "However, everything has its solutions. Whether we permit marriage with indigenous people or not, I believe that once the Executive Committee or Parliament issues clear regulatory documents on indigenous policy, there will be relatively clear provisions in this area. The question is just whether it will be more lenient or stricter."

Mo Xiao'an continued: "My personal view is that a complete ban on intermarriage with indigenous people is impossible. But there will likely be some conditions attached, such as background checks and registration—nothing can escape registration, after all."

"So my suggestion is: if you genuinely like that girl, bring her home first. Get to know her over time, and only consider marriage once there are clearer regulations. By then, you'll also have a better understanding of her."

"The Liu family probably won't wait much longer. They've been hinting for a while now."

"I can stall them for you," Mo Xiao'an said. "You're not the only person the Liu family can approach. Since colonization in the Sanya area is about to begin, more indigenous laborers will be needed. Some of this labor will definitely be recruited from mainland settlers, with the Liu family acting as intermediaries. As long as we give the Liu family this opportunity, they'll certainly take it."



When Zhou Dongtian arrived, he found Mo Xiao'an and Xun Suji already deep in discussion about expanding the ceramics factory.

Speaking of the ceramics industry, this actually fell under Premier Wen De's area of responsibility, but Wen De had little interest in commercial matters, so the ceramics business was essentially handled by Mo Xiao'an.

When Zhou Dongtian learned they wanted to expand production capacity, he immediately agreed: "Tiles alone require enormous quantities. Right now, the Construction Company asks me for tiles every day. We're firing two kilns around the clock, and we still can't keep up. Basically, we can only supply projects specifically approved by the Executive Committee and major communal facilities. As for private residences, forget tiles—even bricks are in short supply."

"So when the time comes, the ceramics factory should be listed as an independent enterprise," Mo Xiao'an said. "We'll call it East Gate Ceramics Factory."

Zhou Dongtian smiled without responding—giving up part of one's department wasn't something to simply nod along to. But this so-called light industrial ceramics factory would essentially be under Mo Xiao'an's sole control. Setting aside everything else, he could at least designate more production capacity for sanitary ware.

"The industrial expansion plan in the Sanya-Yulin area should include the ceramics factory. Sanya has abundant clay resources, and the ceramics plant there could specialize in building materials," Mo Xiao'an said. "Tiles, bricks, drainage pipes—those kinds of things. Production here could focus on sanitary ceramics and daily-use ceramics."

"And what about chemical porcelain and electrical porcelain?"

"That stuff has to stay at the Coal-Iron Complex. It can't be separated from industry."

The three of them discussed the ceramics factory expansion project for a while. Since they agreed on the general direction, Mo Xiao'an then brought up the question of exporting ceramics.

Currently, Lingao's main ceramic export product was sanitary ware. The Guangzhou Station's ceramics orders for Purple Treasure Studio alone exceeded the workshop's annual production capacity by three to four hundred percent. Mo Xiao'an estimated that if business developed normally, this figure would rise even higher.

But sanitary ware was structural material—it couldn't be installed without accompanying renovation work. Renovating buildings had rather strict technical requirements. Yet most of the time, it wasn't Purple Treasure Studio's own personnel doing such renovation projects—it was trained indigenous workers. These indigenous renovation technicians had limited skill levels and could only remodel residences meeting a certain structural standard. This significantly limited the market for sanitary ware.

"What I'm thinking is, we could consider developing daily-use ceramics. Tableware, tea sets, and the like."

In the late Ming Dynasty, Chinese ceramics were exported in huge quantities to Europe, Japan, and Southeast Asia. They were a pillar export product. If Lingao could leverage local ceramic resources and produce exportable daily-use ceramics, the market potential would be enormous.

"The problem is capacity. The expansion of the ceramics factory will mainly go toward daily-use construction materials—tiles, pipes, bricks. Sanitary ware is selling well, so production will definitely increase, but not by much." Zhou Dongtian said. "When it comes to daily-use ceramics, I believe we'd first need to solve the problem of a dedicated production line."

"There's also the question of glazes and decorative painting," Xun Suji added. "Glazes require specialized raw materials, which takes time to source and prepare. Decorative painting requires skilled artisans—training them would take even longer."

Mo Xiao'an nodded. These were real problems. Simply expanding capacity wasn't real expansion if core technical issues remained unresolved.

"I have another idea," Zhou Dongtian said. "Why don't we consider acquiring an existing kiln from the mainland?"

"Acquiring a kiln?"

"Yes. Jingdezhen isn't the only place that makes porcelain. There are kilns all over the country. Some are large, some small. Smaller private kilns with lower reputation levels wouldn't be too expensive to buy. We could recruit the craftsmen to work for us, using our methods to reform their production processes."

This was worth considering. If they could find a suitable small kiln, they could quickly establish a production base. Training local craftsmen in new techniques while gradually introducing more advanced production methods—this could work.

"Good idea," Mo Xiao'an said. "I'll submit a proposal to the Colonial Trade Department. Let them look into this when they send trading expeditions to the mainland."

The discussion had been productive. At least now they had a direction for developing export ceramics. As for the specific implementation details, those would require more investigation and planning.

After Zhou Dongtian left, Mo Xiao'an returned to his own concerns. The export product issue wasn't fully resolved, but at least ceramics offered a promising path forward.

He looked at the pile of documents on his desk. There was always more work to be done.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 602 - The Printing Factory

The most important piece of equipment in the print shop was the high-speed mimeograph machine. As for the several EPSON 24-pin dot matrix printers, they had been extremely important in the early days—many stencils for mimeographing had been printed using those printers back then. After the first batch of female typists were trained, the Chinese typewriters they'd brought finally came into use, and Zhou Dongtian came to rely mainly on Chinese typewriters for cutting stencils.

Now, the Chinese typewriters brought from the old time-space had been cleaned, sealed, and stored along with several other relatively well-preserved dot matrix, inkjet, and laser printers as STC—Standard Technical Components for original equipment templates. In their place stood several crude, heavy locally-manufactured Chinese typewriters. Several female typists worked in front of bright windows, their heads bent over their tasks, the room echoing with the clatter of type-heads striking the character plates.

In the adjacent room, around a large table, some people used styluses to cut steel stencil plates while others proofread freshly printed proofs. Everyone was very busy—the print shop was one of the busiest operations in the transmigrator collective. They not only had to print over a thousand copies each week of both editions of the Lingao Times, but also had to produce large quantities of textbooks, technical booklets, various manuals, and countless documents. The workload was immense. Besides the mimeograph machine, they'd copied several hand-cranked mimeograph machines for smaller print runs. Several workers were currently turning the handles.

The woodblock printing workshop occupied the largest floor area. Zhou Dongtian went in to take a look. When constructing these workshops, they'd put considerable thought into the lighting. The transmigrator collective couldn't provide sufficient artificial lighting for the workers, so they had to make the most of natural daylight. The design reflected this necessity. Not only were the windows very large, but most workshops also had skylights. Louvered shutters and curtains were used to adjust the light, making it as soft as possible.

Before the windows sat several elderly engravers, wearing their issued reading glasses, concentrating intently on carving printing blocks. Woodblock printing was mainly used for printing various tickets, blank documents, credentials, and the like.

Lingao's currency—Food Circulation Vouchers and other securities—were also printed here. Therefore, the woodblock printing workshop was particularly important. During work hours, dedicated personnel stood guard. Before closing up, all blocks, paper, and ink had to be counted and then stored in a special warehouse. The management system was extremely strict. Not only were there counting records for the manufacture, modification, and disposal of every block, but there was also a registration system for each use and printing session. Every printed sheet was accounted for.

Zhou Dongtian went to the mimeograph machine workshop to find Tan Ming—this person could be considered one of the rare talents in the transmigrator community who had actually operated a printing press, and he even knew color separation—though that skill wasn't needed locally.

The high-speed mimeograph machine was installed in a separate workshop, locked when not in use. Zhou Dongtian had brought large quantities of spare parts and ink for it, estimating that with economical use, it could last about seven or eight years. To take care of this precious machine, every print run was personally operated by a transmigrator, with only a few indigenous apprentices assisting.

Tan Ming was washing his hands; he'd just finished processing the latest order—the Mandarin Dictionary compiled by the Grand Library. The Executive Committee had placed an order for one hundred copies.

Because of his many concurrent positions, Zhou Dongtian mainly left the technical work of the print shop to Tan Ming now. He discussed with him the matter of establishing a proper printing factory.

"I've never seen the kind of type foundry you're describing," Tan Ming said, shaking his head. "I've operated offset presses and worked with laser typesetting. But using lead type for typesetting—I really don't know how to do that."

"You won't have to do it yourself," Zhou Dongtian said. "But in the future, my main effort will be on the movable type printing factory over there. Just manage the print shop here properly. I've submitted a document to the Organization Division recommending your appointment as factory director of Bairren Print Works. The formal appointment should come through in a few days."

"That... of course... thank you..." Tan Ming said, somewhat incoherently.

"Don't mention it. You've been doing most of the work here anyway. Besides, I'm only here concurrently," Zhou Dongtian waved his hand. "Whether you're factory director or not doesn't really matter. The key is having a title makes it easier to get things done."

Zhou Dongtian went through each item with him in his office. Tan Ming looked a bit lacking in confidence—suddenly having to take charge of everything made him somewhat apprehensive.

Having settled matters there, Zhou Dongtian hurried off to the Industry Department to discuss equipment issues.



Movable type printing sounded very modern, but in the contemporary printing industry, it had almost disappeared completely. Even the smallest printing shops no longer used it. Zhou Dongtian had encountered movable type printing plants in the past and had some understanding of this system.

Movable type printing was certainly much more efficient than woodblock printing. But in a traditional society without any industrial foundation, its costs were far higher than woodblock printing, and the technical difficulty was also much greater. This was why movable type printing never became mainstream in China. In Chinese history, large-scale movable type book printing had only occurred a few times, and all were government-organized. Among the public, movable type printing remained at the level of small-scale, simple, rudimentary applications. It was rarely used for printing books.

Zhou Dongtian understood the reasons well. First, casting movable type was a technical skill, and printing a single book required large quantities of type that had to be manufactured in advance. Moreover, the materials for the type were very particular. Bi Sheng had used ceramic type, which had the lowest manufacturing difficulty and smallest cost. Therefore, ceramic type was still in use in the nineteenth century—the dibao (official bulletins) in various places were printed with ceramic type. But because ceramic didn't hold ink well, the printed documents had blurry characters.

During the Qing Dynasty, government-printed books used copper type, with good printing results. But copper type was expensive—only the imperial court could afford it. The inherent value of copper meant that even emperors couldn't resist the temptation. By the Qianlong era, the copper type stored at the Palace of Martial Valor (Wuyingdian) had been melted down and recast into imperial furnishings.

Printing craftsmen had also tried using other materials to make type, including wooden type and tin type. None worked well. Type requirements were stringent: it had to be wear-resistant but not too hard, had to hold ink properly, and had to be cheap enough for large-scale use. The only material meeting these requirements was lead. But pure lead type still didn't perform ideally—antimony had to be added.

Another problem with movable type printing was the ink. This was never solved in traditional Chinese printing—traditional woodblock printing used water-based ink: water-soluble ink with lampblack as the pigment. Water-based ink performed well on wooden blocks but easily beaded up on metal type. And unlike woodblock printing, simple pressing couldn't complete the transfer. Rubbing was a slow process. To ensure effective printing, highly absorbent paper had to be used, which meant the reverse side of the paper also got ink marks. This made double-sided printing impossible, effectively increasing printing costs.

These factors combined meant movable type printing never became the mainstream of Chinese printing.

New technology and new concepts couldn't become productive forces without suitable technical means. Zhou Dongtian had come to appreciate this truth after learning about the development history of printing out of interest—Chinese people throughout history had proposed countless new technologies and concepts ahead of their time, but many remained at primitive stages. In the mid-nineteenth century, the ceramic type workshops printing official bulletins in various places were no different from Bi Sheng's era.

Zhou Dongtian knew that to use metal type practically, he first had to solve the problem of mass-producing printing ink—he recalled that the key was oil-based ink, meaning oil had to be used to mix the printing ink.

According to technical documents, boiled linseed oil was ideal. It had excellent adhesion and dried easily. This was why it was still used to mix oil painting pigments. However, Zhou Dongtian visited the Planning Commission and checked all the material inventory lists. There was no linseed oil among the inventory or producible/purchasable materials. As for other vegetable oils—rapeseed oil, castor oil, coconut oil, peanut oil—none were suitable.

"I need linseed oil," he told Fa Shilu at the Agricultural Committee. As Chief Agriculturalist, he should have a solution. "I know Lingao doesn't have any, but you must be able to think of some locally producible substitute oil."

"Hemp oil, I suppose," Fa Shilu answered after only thirty seconds of consideration. "Lingao has hemp—actually there are few places without hemp. But we haven't cultivated it—the Li people should have plantings. The last trading expedition to the Li region brought back hemp rope and coarse cloth."

So Zhou Dongtian went to the Planning Commission again. But the Commission's inventory didn't have this item—hemp oil had mild hallucinogenic effects when consumed and wasn't edible. Local hemp also hadn't formed any cultivation scale, so the Planning Commission hadn't bothered collecting it.

Under his persistent pursuit, Wu De finally agreed to add hemp seed collection to the urgent schedule.

"I'll have the long-range exploration teams and trading departments collect it as soon as possible," Wu De said. "But I don't know if hemp produces seeds at this time of year—you need to have a schedule, you can't just demand things immediately..."

"Then the Executive Committee shouldn't suddenly issue directives demanding expanded exports either."

"Fine, fine, it's our fault," Wu De said helplessly. "The key is what you want is too strange. Hemp fiber I have in stock. Seeds I've never thought about."



Having solved the ink problem, Zhou Dongtian went to the Machine Factory and approached Zhan Wuya directly. He wanted to gather all the personnel who had participated in manufacturing Chinese typewriters last time—this group had made the lead type for the type plates before, so they had experience.

Lead type needed to be manufactured in large quantities. The simplest and cheapest method for batch manufacturing was casting. The specific method was to use hard metal like steel, have an engraver carve a reversed raised character—the punch—then use the punch to stamp an indented matrix into soft brass. Then pour molten lead into the matrix to cast the type.

This was just the simple principle. In practice, there was a series of detailed processes: lead type had to be uniform in size with perfectly aligned bases so they could line up neatly on the composing stick. This required special equipment to guarantee, plus specialized finishing workers to file and polish. Because of the enormous consumption of lead type, casting had to be a continuous large-scale operation. Matrices needed special processes for quick release... The complete type-founding process had been gradually improved and perfected from the fifteenth century onward, reaching very high standards by the eighteenth century.

Zhou Dongtian planned to work from the transmigrator collective's current industrial level, manufacturing equipment to eighteenth-century printing factory standards.

Several technicians gathered around the technical documents Zhou Dongtian had copied from the Grand Library, commenting and critiquing. Clearly, to batch-manufacture lead type, having one steel punch per character wasn't enough—these wore out quickly and had to be constantly replenished. This made everyone a bit worried: engraving steel punches was boring, quite tedious work.

"I recall that the commonly used characters number around eight hundred. For printing, we'd need to prepare at least three thousand characters," Jiang Ye calculated. "Averaging four or five steel punches per character, just making punches would require tens of thousands. This would take forever."

"That's not all," Sun Li shook his head. "Printing will definitely use both simplified and traditional characters. Combined, the commonly used characters would be at least five or six thousand. Plus ancient texts have many obscure characters—we'd need to make one or two punches for each of those too."

"We can recruit woodblock carvers for engraving. They're already in the business of carving characters," Zhou Dongtian said.

"But the efficiency is very low," Sun Li studied the documents for a long time before saying. "I don't know how many punches a day an engraver can produce, but efficiency won't be high. And hand-poured casting of these matrices—that would require manual work too, plus demolding time and filing work. If we rely entirely on manual labor, this plan of being able to print within three or four months seems unreliable." He asked: "How did modern movable type printing plants do it?"

"They had specialized linotype machines. Casting, typesetting, and distributing type were all automatic, with one person operating the machine. Of course, it required electricity or steam." Zhou Dongtian produced several more drawings. "But this machine is quite complex, nearly twentieth-century level."

What he'd brought out was the Linotype machine invented by Americans. This machine was in use from 1890 to 1940. Though mainly used for printing newspapers and magazines, it was also widely used in America for printing books.

The group studied it together for a long time.

"Copying the machine isn't a problem, but the structural strength and tolerances of materials are hard to control. This machine is also quite precise," Xiao Gui said. "We can make it, but we can't guarantee quality."

"My idea is to start simple and work toward difficult. Linotype machines are hard to manufacture, so save those for later. First sacrifice efficiency and use simpler processes," Sun Li said. "Industrial upgrading isn't accomplished in a day or two."

"I have an idea," said Liang Xin, who had been silent until now. "Let's think about it backwards—we possess precise stamping technology that people of this era don't have. Why not use stamping to manufacture lead type directly?"

His thinking was to use high-strength steel to make matrices, then use the matrices as stamping dies to directly stamp lead plates of a certain thickness, punching out lead type directly from the lead plate.

"This way we can skip the casting process. One stamping die can punch out several hundred characters in one go. Efficiency would be much higher," Liang Xin said. "Stamped parts also need much less post-processing. No need for so much filing."

"That still means making several thousand stamping dies," Jiang Ye frowned. "Besides, if you use high-strength steel for the matrices, what material do you use for the punches? Are you going to have engravers carve high-strength steel directly?"

"I think that's possible. They're in the business of carving. They can carve diamond, jade, and glass—why not steel?" Liang Xin said. "It's just that the speed might be a bit too slow. Or we use the machining center directly to make the punches."

"Your thinking isn't bad, but it won't work," Zhou Dongtian shook his head. "Type stamped this way would only be the character face without the type body. There'd be no way to line them up neatly on the composing stick. And what about characters with radicals off to the side?"

Liang Xin scratched his head in disappointment—he hadn't thought of that problem.

"For speed, the first batch of punches can be made directly using the machining center. That would only take a few days," Sun Li said. "That should be enough for the first phase. Let the engravers get familiar with it gradually later."

"Too bad we're so far from Europe," Zhou Dongtian said. "The Dutch already have professional type foundries that can manufacture standardized letters and symbols of various sizes for printing plants."

"The Dutch make letters—can they make Chinese characters?" Jiang Ye stroked his chin. "Why not suggest to the Executive Committee that we recruit a group of Dutch type founders—but time is too tight."

"Should be possible, right? They'd just treat them as graphics," Zhou Dongtian said regretfully. "But the distance is enormous. Even if we send someone now, they wouldn't reach Lingao until at least two years from now."

Sun Li said: "Aren't the Dutch in Batavia? If the Dutch East India Company headquarters is there, they must print something, right? There should be a print shop, and following your logic about continuous type founding, there should be a few type founders. Why not just kidnap them along with their equipment? Lock them up and have them print for us."

"I keep feeling this method is too backward," Jiang Ye said after studying the documents for a long time. "There should be a simpler method—after all, we're standing on the shoulders of our predecessors. With so many inventions and innovations, we should be able to find something suitable. Let's think about the process some more."

"This matter should be done as soon as possible," Zhou Dongtian said. If they could recruit skilled type founders, it would be much better than having him—a half-baked amateur—train workers himself. After all, he'd only watched typesetting and printing before. If he had to personally guide the whole operation, he wasn't entirely confident.

Zhou Dongtian continued his departmental tour and paperwork applications. He found the Colonial and Trade Department and submitted a document requesting the recruitment of Dutch printers from Batavia. The document emphasized that whether by coercion or voluntary agreement, as long as they could get the people, that would be fine. Bringing equipment along would be even better.

Si Kaide was organizing a trade expedition to Southeast Asia. Zhou Dongtian's request was just an add-on. He readily agreed, saying that as long as such people existed locally, he'd find a way to bring them back no matter what.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 603 - The Man on Ship A

Next, Zhou Dongtian went to the Planning Commission to request lead, tin, and antimony. These were the three essential metals for casting lead type. Antimony was especially important—without it, not only would lead type perform poorly, but its lifespan would also be significantly shortened.

"Bismuth would be even better," Zhou Dongtian vaguely recalled that this substance was also needed for casting type.

"We definitely don't have bismuth. Lead and tin, yes. Antimony is a bit difficult," Wu De said.

The reason it was "a bit difficult" wasn't that China lacked antimony—quite the contrary, both antimony ore and refined antimony were abundant in this era. The problem was that people at this time confused antimony with tin. The world's largest antimony mine—Xikuangshan in Hunan—was being mined during the Ming Dynasty. It had been named this way precisely because they'd thought it was tin.

Since there was no concept of antimony, when the Guangzhou Station purchased antimony, they could only say they wanted to buy tin. Whether what they actually acquired was tin or antimony had to wait until the shipment arrived for metallurgical analysis.

"So far, we haven't managed to buy any antimony," Wu De said. "But the Guangzhou Station has already sent people to Hunan to buy antimony. If you're not in a rush, just wait a while."

Besides making type, antimony was also useful in manufacturing incendiary devices. Multiple demands combined meant the Guangzhou Station had finally dispatched a dedicated purchasing team—the Long-Range Exploration Team had sent people along too—heading to Hunan. Along the way, they'd also visit Jiangxi and Hubei to survey what nonferrous metal deposits from this era had already been developed. The Huguang region included several major mining provinces.

"Heh heh, you could just come directly to me. I have antimony here," Ji Wusheng laughed and patted his shoulder when Zhou Dongtian reached his final stop—the Metallurgy Department—to discuss type casting.

"You have it?!" Zhou Dongtian's spirits rose.

"I do have a small private stash," Ji Wusheng nodded. "The quantity isn't large. This stuff trickles in every now and then, never in significant amounts. I got lazy about reporting it daily and just planned to report it all at once when I'd accumulated more. Besides, antimony isn't rare, so no one would suspect me of embezzlement."

He led Zhou Dongtian to a warehouse in the nonferrous metals workshop. A dozen or so antimony ingots lay in the storehouse, along with a dozen or so crates of miscellaneous unsmelted antimony fragments of various sizes.

"You really came through! Where did you get this? I thought we hadn't managed to buy any antimony."

"We haven't bought any, but there's antimony in the coins," Ji Wusheng said.

The nonferrous metals workshop under the Metallurgy Department had an ongoing task: melting down copper coins and scrap metal objects collected through various channels and extracting the refined metals. Whether copper coins or various scrap copper and iron, these were actually alloys containing various nonferrous metals that could be recovered through refining.

"What we recover most often is privately minted small copper coins. Locals say they put a lot of lead in them. Actually, it's not just lead—there's also tin. And quite a lot have antimony mixed in too."

As for daily utensils, white pewter ware and tinware were most common, and many of these also contained antimony as an adulterant for tin. These bits and pieces accumulated over time into this stockpile of antimony.

"It's not a lot, but it should be enough for now," Ji Wusheng said. "Since you've already sent people to purchase more, antimony will keep flowing in continuously."

"It's a bit short, but temporarily enough," Zhou Dongtian thought. Since they'd already dispatched purchasing teams, subsequent antimony would arrive in a steady stream.

Having solved the casting materials problem, he left the remaining type-founding processes and printing press manufacturing to the engineering team at the Machine Factory—they would select the optimal movable type printing press design based on the documentation.

Zhou Dongtian made only one request: they should try to design two different printing presses. One would be a small hand-cranked or animal-powered machine; the other would be a large machine-powered one. He intended to eventually install the former in Ming Dynasty territories to run printing plants—especially in Nanjing. Zhou Dongtian was already preparing to reenact the Leizhou story in Nanjing—crushing the woodblock printing industry of Sanshan Street in one stroke and establishing an entirely new printing empire. The latter would of course be used in transmigrator-controlled territories.

He requested from the Planning Commission a batch of "purified" apprentice quotas and prepared to send them to Hu Qingbai for training.

"This batch of apprentices doesn't need to be taught anything else. The key is teaching them to read characters. Not just eight hundred common characters and done—they need to recognize at least three thousand Chinese characters," Zhou Dongtian said. "And they need to know both simplified and traditional characters."

"Goodness, your requirements are too high. Learn all this in three months?" Hu Qingbai clicked his tongue. "That would take intensive cramming plus corporal punishment education."

"Whatever you want. If corporal punishment of female students would keep the teachers in high spirits, you can select female apprentices instead—just make sure they're sturdy. I'm counting on them to set type," Zhou Dongtian said. "Oh, and they need to know Pinyin. Pinyin is essential!"

Knowing Pinyin was mainly for character retrieval. If they had linotype machines, this requirement could actually be waived.

Zhou Dongtian pressed on without pause, next arriving at Si Kaide's office to request inclusion in the "Jiangnan Trade Expedition." His purpose was naturally to investigate Nanjing's printing industry.

"There's no Jiangnan Expedition. Only expeditions to Liaodong and Southeast Asia. The Jiangnan contingent is for establishing trading posts. You want to go?"

"I want to go!" Zhou Dongtian affirmed.

"Fine, but if you go, keep a low profile. Follow all instructions along the way."

"No problem. I mainly want to observe. I won't be staying long."

News of organizing northern and southern trade expeditions stirred the hearts of many who aspired to be dispatched abroad. Many people balked at the training required for deployment to Ming Dynasty territories, but dispatch to Southeast Asia or Liaodong didn't require "Ming-ification." Southeast Asia especially—not only could you enjoy tropical scenery, but you might even get to date some foreign girls. Over a dozen people signed up at once for the Southeast Asia Expedition.

The Southeast Asia Expedition's purpose was to conduct a reconnaissance of Southeast Asian conditions. Their particular focus was gathering intelligence on the Dutch. According to Foreign Intelligence Bureau assessments, the Dutch were the transmigrator collective's most threatening European adversary. Therefore, investigating the Dutch East India Company was classified as an urgent matter.



Landu spat. The saliva flew toward the dark sea and immediately vanished.

He'd been unemployed for quite some time now. Ever since his unsuccessful expedition with Aragon, he hadn't found any new work.

After Aragon's ship joined forces with Liu Xiang's fleet, they'd attempted once more to obtain a foothold near the Pearl River estuary. The task Jeranzani had given him—secretly sabotaging their efforts so they couldn't succeed—was completely unnecessary. Liu Xiang only wanted to leverage the Spaniards' power to strike at Zheng Zhilong and warn him not to "encroach on others' territory." He didn't actually want to give them any foothold.

As a result, Aragon found himself in a confused skirmish as the main foreign auxiliary in Liu Xiang's fleet against Zheng Zhilong's subordinates. In terms of performance, the Countess of Scarborough performed quite admirably. Using the galleon's towering hull and superior firepower, Aragon fully satisfied his desire to perform in battle, thoroughly chastising the "Chinese barbarians."

But when Zheng Zhilong's fleet began launching fireships, Aragon had no choice but to turn and flee. If he lost this galleon, he'd be finished. Unfortunately, the hastily assembled crew panicked and ran the Countess of Scarborough aground. Instantly, they were surrounded by countless junks. Zheng clan sailors swarmed aboard, and within moments the demoralized Malay sailors on deck were slaughtered.

Just as Aragon was about to meet his end, Liu Xiang's ships pulled alongside and barely saved his life. But the Countess of Scarborough—that noble "Spanish lady" who'd been thoroughly humiliated at Bopu—was now completely reduced to Zheng Zhilong's prize.

Landu nearly lost his life in the chaos. Actually, the only reason Aragon survived until his ally came to rescue him was thanks to the VZ68 submachine gun Landu had hidden on his person. He'd concealed himself in the aftercastle, using short bursts to mow down the Zheng sailors as they surged aboard. The enemy, terrified by the fierce firepower, halted their advance. A group of Zheng sailors then tried to set up a cannon on deck to bombard the aftercastle. Landu used his submachine gun to pick them off one by one, barely preventing this attempt.

After being rescued, he thanked God repeatedly—Weiss Landu had never been a devout believer, but in more than a decade as a mercenary, he'd never encountered such a desperate situation. If Liu Xiang's men hadn't come to the rescue, trapped in that ship, he couldn't have used his considerable skills at all. If he wasn't hacked to pieces, he'd have been forced to jump overboard—and would probably have drowned.

"I should have gone to Manila earlier to find work."

Weiss Landu—Italian-American, thirty-five years old. He'd served as a volunteer soldier in the Bosnian War, fighting first for the Bosniaks, then for the Croats. When the fighting ended, he and several companions had gotten into small-scale arms smuggling. Business had just started picking up in Iraq when they lost most of their cargo. Eventually, they were pursued back in the States. With nowhere else to go, they'd taken their remaining goods intending to sell them to Thai gangsters.

Just one day before reaching their destination, in the South China Sea, they'd suddenly encountered a strange storm—one minute the sky was clear, the next minute winds howled and the ship felt like it was being sucked into a vortex. Landu even vaguely remembered that the sky in the distance remained blue, with no storm clouds. Then they'd all lost consciousness.

When they woke, only three of the five men on the boat remained. One was already dead. Landu tried to continue sailing, but discovered the GPS navigation system had gone blank, all data reset to zero. All navigation equipment had become useless. Even the radio was dead silence except for the hiss of static. Even satellite phones had lost their signal.

The two survivors used a sextant to determine that they'd drifted more than five hundred nautical miles from their original course. This data shocked them—the charts showed they'd ended up somewhere not far from Pratas Island.

This sent Landu and his companions into a panic. Pratas Island was Taiwanese military territory, with Marines stationed there. If their ship was inspected, no country's laws permitted private arms smuggling—how could they possibly explain themselves? Besides, Taiwan was even more loyal to its mainland motherland than he was to his own. If caught, they'd certainly be extradited back. Several federal felonies plus however many years without parole—he'd spend the rest of his life in orange jumpsuits.

They hurriedly started the engine and headed for open water, but the magnetic compass and TACAN navigation system had gone completely haywire. The compass needle slowly circled, completely unable to indicate north. Landu and his companions cursed their luck. In this confusion, their fishing boat drifted to a deserted island. And their fuel was nearly exhausted.

It was on this island that Landu first realized something strange—or perhaps terrifying—had happened. He measured with sextant and charts countless times, confirming he was on Pratas Island.

But there wasn't just no sign of Taiwanese Marines—there wasn't even any trace of military presence. Landu had been to many islands; wherever people had lived long-term, traces were left behind. If an army had been stationed there, the human traces would be even more abundant—at minimum, there'd be reinforced concrete water cisterns and the foundations of barracks and guard posts. But here there were only traces of local fishermen having passed through.

All electronic equipment maintained its silence. The radar screen showed nothing—Landu knew this stretch of sea was on the Taiwan shipping route; there should be many freighters passing through. But radar only showed very few blips that seemed to be fishing boats.

No one could explain this. Landu could only conclude that his sextant readings were inaccurate.

After some discussion, the two survivors decided to abandon ship—the fishing boat had no fuel left, and it carried some munitions. They dealt with their companion's body, then gathered items from the boat and opened the sea cocks, carefully sinking the ship. The location was carefully chosen so they could easily raise it later—in his imagination, he'd be back in a few months.

They encountered a storm en route. The dinghy capsized, and they were rescued by a strange group of fishermen—their ragged fishing boat and bizarre appearance made him think he'd ended up in some corner of Indonesia. Eventually, he was sent ashore, then escorted by men with spears and armor—and it was then that he realized something incredible had happened.

After a series of transfers, he was finally handed over to a man who appeared to be a European priest. The priest questioned him in several languages about his origins. He finally understood one of them—Italian.

From Father Anders, Landu learned this was "the 1627th year since the birth of our Lord Jesus." He screamed and fainted on the spot.

When he woke, he was already in Macau. Landu stared blankly at the street scene, then accepted reality—a man who lived by the gun never surrendered to his environment. He immediately picked up his almost-forgotten Italian. With his limited historical knowledge, Landu knew that English speakers weren't welcome among the Portuguese at this time.

Landu gradually made something of himself by running errands for Father Anders. He claimed to be a scion of a rural noble family from Parma, Italy, who'd served as a volunteer soldier in the Balkans—the latter was true; the former wasn't entirely fabricated either. Landu's grandfather was born in that village and had vivid memories of a declining local noble family, often telling young Landu about them. The Parma noble family Landu fabricated was based on this family. Even the coat of arms was plagiarized with minor modifications.

The only problem was the English that occasionally slipped out. Landu could only claim he'd been an English prisoner, spending several years in England. As for how an Italian ended up captured by the English, Landu had to continue fabricating, saying he'd served the Catholic King of Spain—common enough among Italians—and was captured by the English in a campaign supporting Ireland.

However, when discussing this matter, he firmly stated he'd only fought for pay, not out of admiration for His Majesty. He had a distinct feeling that the local Jesuit leadership valued Portuguese interests far more highly than their Spanish king.

But for a modern person to live in seventeenth-century Macau was still extremely difficult. He had almost nothing. Most terrifying was that everyone suspected his origins.

Fortunately, Landu had some historical knowledge. From his experience fighting in Bosnia, he understood religious fanaticism. He knew it was best for him to display some religious fervor right now; otherwise, these priests might burn him as a barbecue.

So Landu attended Mass at church every week—he'd been baptized Catholic as a child but hadn't set foot in a church since adulthood. He also went to confession from time to time and strictly observed the Friday fasting rules. When the forty days of Lent descended upon him, Landu first experienced extreme hunger. From dawn to dusk, he ate only one meal and couldn't eat meat. This life was unbearable for a modern person. For nearly a month, he felt weak all over. He had to survive every day on foul-smelling salted fish and eggs.

Besides this accursed fasting, seventeenth-century life was simply a nightmare. Irritating parasites were everywhere. Bathing opportunities were rare—in this respect, it was worse than even the poorest backwaters of North Africa he'd visited, where many small towns had perfectly good steam baths. Fresh food was scarce. Salted meat and salted fish made up the bulk of his diet. Wine transported from thousands of miles away was scarce and expensive, tasting like vinegar. Sometimes he ate at Chinese restaurants—though the flavors were completely different from what he'd had in Chinatown, at least most of it was fresh vegetables and meat.

The sanitary conditions were terrifying. Fortunately, he was experienced enough to endure. Most terrifying were the toilets. After one visit, Landu decided he'd rather find a bush in the suburbs than use the toilets in the official residences. He also noticed that neither Chinese nor Europeans here had the concept of toilet paper. He had to spend his earnings buying paper to solve the problem—and paper here was very expensive.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 604 - The Task of Making a Living

Landu had spent most of the year adapting to life in this time-space—he could now speak fluent Italian and had mastered all manner of aristocratic airs. He'd secretly hired a boat back to Pratas Island. The fishing boat was intact. He managed to dive in and retrieved some personal weapons and ammunition, plus several emergency kits—the modern medicines inside were priceless in this era.

Disaster was also a kind of new opportunity. Once settled, Landu began considering his future.

In this unfamiliar time-space, he could always make a living with his skills and the firearms in his possession. But simply drifting along like this left him somewhat dissatisfied.

Go to Europe? Landu quickly rejected that idea. He was American, with no real concept of Europe. Traveling thousands of miles to get there—what would he live on? America didn't exist yet. He could go as an immigrant, certainly, but that would be far too difficult.

Landu had considered floating his boat and using these weapons and the motorized vessel to simply become a pirate. The Manila Galleons brought in vast amounts of silver every year. A considerable portion of that silver ended up in Macau, used to purchase various Chinese goods. The Jesuits actively participated in this trade—Landu had seen too much of it.

If he could get a ship, this South China Sea would be practically paved with gold! Portuguese ships, Spanish ships, Dutch ships—every one of them sailed toward China laden with silver. If he could rob just one, he'd be rich! With money, he could recruit desperadoes, buy ships and cannons... Landu differed greatly from Chinese transmigrators. He'd never thought about manufacturing anything himself. He was accustomed to using whatever ready-made weapons were available. By now, he was quite skilled with matchlocks and flintlocks, and his swordsmanship ranked among the top ten local experts.

Once he'd robbed enough, with capital and followers, he could simply go set up a small independent country and be king: there was plenty of unexplored wasteland! He could kidnap some Portuguese women who caught his eye, then slip off to Australia or New Zealand to be a colonizer.

Soon he realized he had nowhere to get fuel. Besides, he had no subordinates at all. Trying to be a colonizer alone would probably just get him eaten by Maoris.

Also, he had no technical means to salvage the boat. Disappointed, Landu decided to stick around Macau for now, then try to gather a reliable group of people.

But he was quickly disappointed again: in Macau, this city full of adventurers, everyone talked only of money. The only ones with ideals were the missionaries. After more than a year, he hadn't made a single true friend—though he had plenty of drinking and gambling buddies.

As for his patron, his protector—the Jesuit priests—behind their soul-piercing smiles lurked much that made him fearful.

He began to miss his old companions, all of whose fates were unknown. If even one or two were still alive, they could have helped each other. Certainly, they could have opened up some small opportunity.

If there was anyone in this time-space he could trust, it was his black slave—whom he'd won at the gambling table. To commemorate a certain movie trilogy whose third installment he'd wanted but never got to see, he named this black man Shrek.

Shrek was a melancholy black man, taciturn. But he was loyal enough to Landu—at least Landu fed him properly, never whipped him, and wouldn't casually gamble him away.

Every morning, Shrek would respectfully prepare his wash water and clothes. Communication between master and servant was mostly by eye contact, gestures, and a strange dialogue: Shrek spoke a peculiar Spanish while Landu spoke broken Portuguese.

The differences between Spanish and Portuguese were minimal; their linguistic exchange could barely achieve mutual understanding.



"Running out of money again," he muttered, turning from the dock and walking toward the small inn where he lodged. The harrowing survival after escaping Zheng Zhilong by the skin of his teeth, plus Liu Xiang's generosity in gifting him three hundred Spanish pesos—even trying to recruit him—these things were behind him.

Landu had refused. One experience of barely surviving was enough.

After returning to Macau, Jeranzani had rewarded him with another hundred pesos. As with everything that has a beginning also having an end, these four hundred pesos were finally running out. His daily eating, drinking, gambling—and occasionally involving women. At one point, Landu had seduced the wife of a rather prominent Portuguese merchant, then nearly beat the jealous husband to death. This made him notorious. If it weren't for his having risked life and limb for the Jesuits, and the Jesuits intervening to settle the matter, he probably would have had to flee.

These pleasures had quickly emptied his purse. Actually, Jeranzani still looked out for him, occasionally giving him small jobs. But the payments were stingy—never more than fifty pesos at a time.

His pockets were empty, his livelihood precarious. At this rate, he'd soon have to pawn things to get by. As for the Jesuits, without assignments, they wouldn't give him a single coin. They welcomed him to eat for free anytime—if bread, bean soup, and watered-down sour wine counted as a meal.

He began seriously considering whether to sell his services to Liu Xiang—this man's agent in Macau welcomed desperadoes of all nations to serve him at any time. The conditions weren't bad either: four hundred Spanish pesos per year for a gunner. Landu figured he should be worth at least a thousand per year.

Thinking of this, he suddenly recalled those strange Australians—though he hadn't seen them since that encounter, Landu was one hundred percent certain: these were people from his own time-space. Calling themselves "Australians" gave it away immediately.

Australians, you're all Chinese!

As for how these Chinese people had reached this time-space, only God knew.

But the Chinese were clearly in a much better situation than him. They were neatly dressed and looked healthy. Moreover, they were selling all sorts of goods. When he first saw the "crystal mirrors" that rich Chinese competed to show off, his jaw nearly dropped.

Wasn't this just a plastic mirror! He'd seen them in cheap shops all over the world.

Then more and more news reached Macau: the Australians had built a castle on a large island in southern China; they had iron ships bigger than the largest galleons; they had all sorts of strange things; and moreover, their firearms were extremely formidable.

Landu analyzed all this and reached three conclusions: these "Australians" were Chinese people from the twenty-first century; they had modern ships and weapons; and there were many of them.

As for that large southern Chinese island, of course it was Hainan Island.

He checked his pocket atlas and found an unfamiliar place name on the map: Lingao.

Lingao. He remembered Father Komahe telling him he'd been transferred to Macau by Chinese officials from Lingao—a place he seemed to remember. He could vaguely recall being nearly naked, surrounded by ragged Chinese soldiers with spears and sabers escorting him onto a ship. It seemed to be a desolate place.

Landu sensed vaguely that his arrival here was deeply connected to them.

What were these Chinese people doing in Lingao?

As more and more goods flooded in from Lingao, Australian goods became a well-known brand. Moreover, many goods clearly showed signs of being produced in this time-space. This made Landu revise his judgment: these Chinese people also had machinery, engineers, and qualified technicians.

Even "Australian goods" had changed his life: the market now sold paper specifically for toilet use at remarkably low prices, finally freeing Landu's excretion from economic burden.

The Chinese even supplied Macau with matches, cigarettes, rum, and sparkling water in oak barrels. The streets were full of small vendors carrying two barreled kegs with spigots. One held sweet-sour sparkling water, the other held rum. You could buy either separately or mixed. In summer, they'd even add crushed mint leaves. Landu thought: isn't this just a cocktail?

Good Lord, Landu thought—at least the Chinese had made his life in this time-space somewhat more bearable.

News of Lingao's "Australian-style" lifestyle also gradually reached Macau: their good roads, complete municipal management, and the lights that sparkled like stars every night...

Now, having lost hope of starting his own enterprise, Landu seriously considered for the first time the idea of defecting to the Australians—or rather, the Chinese. At minimum, they had plenty of toilet paper and clean toilets. Plus, he quite liked twenty-first-century Chinese food.

Rather than selling his services to Liu Xiang, why not defect to the Chinese? As people from the same time-space, they should have more in common. Come to think of it, when he'd seen them at Jeranzani's residence, there had been Europeans among them—including a rather pretty girl who looked Latin.

If there were Europeans, they wouldn't reject another European. He, Landu, had no motherland in this time-space; they definitely wouldn't have to worry about him in that regard.

He'd been a volunteer soldier—surely they urgently needed professional talent. Going there would certainly mean food and probably a high position. How could Liu Xiang understand his value? But twenty-first-century Chinese would certainly understand.

Thinking this, he suddenly felt that defecting to Lingao was a bright path—he even wondered why he hadn't thought of it sooner. At least he'd observe one fewer Lent.

Moreover, he also had a great gift! Landu thought: just the weapons and ammunition sunk in the Pratas reef would be an enormous fortune. With this, he could certainly secure a decent position in the Lingao collective.

He began planning his "defecting to freedom." Going to Lingao was easy—the Australians had semi-public agents here just like every other sea power. Ships traveled back and forth regularly between the two places. Lingao also had no travel restrictions; anyone who wanted to go could go.

Suddenly he thought of a question: were these modern Chinese people in Lingao under their government's direction? Could the Chinese government have mastered some secret of time travel, plotting some astonishing conspiracy in this time-space's Lingao?

If so, going there rashly and revealing his identity might get him silenced immediately!

Landu's enthusiasm immediately cooled. No matter how clean the toilets or how good the food, the premise was that he remained free and alive. If he was locked up or simply shot, it would all be meaningless.

Matters couldn't bear close scrutiny. Next he thought: what if they also wanted to know whether there were other Americans besides him in this time-space who might threaten their mission? They might torture him...

Thinking of this, he shivered and went back to eating his bread.



That night, Landu had a strange dream. At one moment, he'd arrived in Lingao, wearing a "people's uniform," sitting in a grand hall for a meeting. The next moment, he was an American government special agent, guiding a SEAL team through the wilderness, saying loudly: "Lingao is in that direction." Then he was tied to a chair. In a dark room, several Chinese people in combat uniforms stared at him coldly, apparently about to torture him. As he cried for help, he found the interrogator was actually Jeranzani. He said: "You heretic! Prepare to atone."

Then he found himself standing on a pyre stacked with firewood.

Landu screamed and rolled off the bed, waking up.

He touched his forehead—all sweat.

"God!" he cried. This was too terrifying.

"Master, are you alright?" Shrek poked his head in from outside the door.

"I'm fine!" Landu said. "Bring me water to wash my face."

Landu got no breakfast in the dining room. The landlady's expression reminded him with just a smile: he still had three months' unpaid room and board.

Landu and Shrek, master and servant, had no choice but to wander the streets. Landu hoped to run into some acquaintance who might treat him to a meal. If all else failed, he'd have to go to the Jesuit church for food.

A short black woman in cotton clothes suddenly approached. Her appearance killed his appetite for breakfast.

"Mr. Landu! Mr. Landu!" she called in Portuguese.

"What is it?" He looked over this black woman. She seemed to be a female slave of some wealthy person. Her features were different from African black slaves—yellowed eyes, askew. Her appearance, by any time-space's standards, was downright ugly.

"Please come this way." The black slave woman indicated he should go to a Chinese tea stall by the road.

"Sorry, I don't have time." Landu said brazenly. Such an ugly woman—he couldn't be bothered to talk to her.

"What if I have this?" The black slave woman untied a money pouch from her waist. The silver coins made a pleasant clinking sound.

"Alright. I never refuse a woman."

The black slave woman ordered a pot of tea, apparently wanting to tell him something. But his eyes drifted to watch the Chinese vendor frying something in his oil—he vaguely remembered seeing this in Chinatown, something called youtiao.

The fragrance of the frying youtiao left him distracted.

The black slave woman glared at him helplessly and fished out some Chinese copper coins, asking the vendor to bring youtiao and shaobing.

Landu picked up a shaobing with a gentleman's reserved arrogance, learning from the other Chinese customers to fold the youtiao and roll it up. Then he took a big bite.

"Get some for my servant too," he told the vendor in Chinese.

So Shrek also got a portion of shaobing and youtiao.

"I wonder if Mr. Landu might have some free time recently?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 605 - Bargaining

"I'm very busy! The Jesuit lords always have many matters to entrust to me." Landu stroked his lip whiskers with an air of importance—these he'd grown specially to enhance his masculine aura.

"Is that so?" The black slave woman said. "Would you be interested in doing a small favor for my master in the midst of your busy schedule?"

"Who is your master?"

"This," the black slave woman produced the money pouch. "Do you find my answer satisfactory?"

Judging by its weight, this pouch held at least three hundred Spanish pesos. For the cash-strapped Landu, this was extremely tempting. After his nightmare, his enthusiasm for defecting to Lingao had cooled considerably. With this money, he could at least survive in Macau for a while longer.

"It would be even better if you had two masters," Landu said. "Alright, tell me: what's the matter?"

"You are an excellent soldier."

"Correct."

"You served under Aragon," the black woman said.

"Yes. Since he went bankrupt, I can no longer serve him. What a pity." Landu said. This Spanish dandy had lost his ship and still didn't dare return to Manila. He spent every day hanging around Macau, in even worse condition than Landu—at least Landu probably wasn't a candidate offered as sacrifice.

"You've been to Lingao."

Landu suddenly became alert: few people knew that he'd participated in Aragon's adventure, attacking Lingao. When Aragon had originally set sail, he'd kept it strictly secret. After his humiliating defeat back to Macau, he'd been even more tight-lipped about such a disgraceful rout. As for the sailors who'd been aboard, they were either Europeans or Malays recruited from various islands in the South Seas. They knew how to sail but not the destination. The few who had known had either died in the night raid or in the battle with Zheng Zhilong. Very few remained.

As for himself, he'd never publicized his participation in this mission.

How did this black woman know he'd been to Lingao?

"What's that to you?"

"Nothing to me, but my master wants to know."

Your master must know this already! Landu thought. Who is this person? What underhanded thing does he want me to do?

"I wouldn't say I've been there," Landu said cautiously. "I entered Lingao's harbor, that's all."

"You also saved Aragon's life in the South China Sea."

"Saving him was incidental."

"Would you be willing to visit Lingao again?"

"That depends on what for." Landu realized this person knew about his history on the Countess of Scarborough.

"Hiring someone as capable as you can't be for simple matters."

"Alright. You little black wench, you cheap slut, just say it: what does your master want me to do?" Landu was growing impatient. He spoke arrogantly—he was a gentleman here, after all. Speaking so much with this ugly black woman was practically beneath his dignity.

The black woman's askew yellow eyes flashed with venom, but she continued: "My master—she, he—hopes you'll go to Lingao, using whatever identity—to find out how their fortress is laid out, how far their cannons can fire, what weaknesses their military has... everything about the Australians' defenses in Lingao."

"Hmph, your master has designs on Lingao," Landu said.

The other party remained silent.

"Many people here have been to Lingao. Why look for me?" Landu found this strange. Ships left Macau for Lingao every week. Many people had traded there—

"Those are my master's instructions," the black slave woman said. "He says you understand the Australians better than anyone here."

This statement left Landu dumbfounded. What did this mean? It could be interpreted many ways, but spoken now, it seemed to strike at his heart.

"Understand better than anyone here!"

For a moment, he even thought he'd been exposed. His aristocratic airs deflated considerably.

Landu's first instinct was to refuse. But now he didn't dare act rashly. He sensed vaguely that the other party seemed to know something.

He became cautious: "This mission is very difficult."

"Four hundred Spanish pesos."

"I want eight hundred."

"Six hundred. Here's three hundred." The black woman produced a money pouch. "You'll get another three hundred when you return."

"Deal." Six hundred pesos was a very good deal.

"How long will you need?"

"One month."

"One month from now, I'll be waiting for you here."

"Fine." Landu then said to the vendor: "Come, give me a bowl of that milk you make from beans. It's too dark here."



Half an hour later, the black slave woman reported verbatim to Li Siya about her meeting with Landu.

"He really asked for six hundred," Li Siya commented listlessly.

Since her humiliating escape from Bopu by small boat, more than a year had passed. This conspirator of Macau, this female pirate of the South China Sea, continued playing her intrigues and adventures. Sometimes serving one person, sometimes advising another. When good opportunities arose, she wouldn't refuse a lucrative maritime robbery.

The more chaotic the seas became, the better her business. Even her constant fence-sitting gave her opportunities others lacked. Various parties hoped to use her as a channel to establish relations or open dialogue with others. The games of alliance and counter-alliance on the South China Sea had many enthusiasts.

Li Siya, as a pirate and maritime mercenary, had somehow become a celebrity of the moment. One moment she appeared in Manila, the next in Batavia. Sometimes she surfaced in Guangzhou, sometimes she showed up in Tayouan Harbor.

She was a welcome guest of various sea lords, governors, commanders, and trade commissioners. Everyone had her do their bidding, freely paying her large sums of gold, or granting her privileges to move goods in and out. But everyone also secretly watched her.

Yet Li Siya knew her days of playing all sides couldn't last much longer.

After Zheng Zhilong had accepted pacification and become a Ming official, he could use the Ming government's resources to continuously replenish his ships and men. Xiong Wencan even directly sponsored cannons and ships. His goods shipped to Japan no longer needed to be secretly purchased—they were openly bought and transported unimpeded to Zuosuowei. By comparison, Li Kuiqi's situation was much worse. Though he'd initially had far more ships and men than Zheng Zhilong, resupply was difficult. His maritime trade was also constantly struck by Zheng Zhilong. Liu Xiang in Guangdong waters, though sworn enemies with Zheng Zhilong, wasn't Li Kuiqi's ally either. After Zhu Cailao's destruction, most of his remaining forces were absorbed by Zheng Zhilong. The rest were taken in by Liu Xiang and Lingao. Liu Xiang's power surged. He was urgently preparing to eliminate a rival, hoping to rise to the next level and become the undisputed hegemon of China's southeastern coast.

Li Siya estimated that Zheng Zhilong was very likely to win. Not only did he have government backing, but his foundations were much deeper than Liu Xiang's. Whether with the Portuguese or the Japanese, he had deep influence. Once Li Kuiqi was destroyed, Liu Xiang's destruction would follow in an instant.

After Zheng Zhilong eliminated all opponents, he would forcibly establish new order on these seas. Not only would the Portuguese be powerless to resist, but even the Dutch might not be his match.

So recently, Li Siya's activities had begun to lean toward serving Zheng Zhilong's potential opponents—though she still didn't dare openly offend him. To be precise, she'd been serving the Dutch.

She had just met with a personal representative of the Dutch East India Company Governor de Carpentier—Savage Gonzales. This man was a true Spaniard, formerly a Spanish officer. After dishonorable discharge, he'd been destitute and had to try his luck in Manila. When luck didn't come in Manila, he simply went over to the Dutch side, becoming an officer for the East India Company. The Dutch East India Company welcomed all European dregs willing to serve it. The death rate for whites in the East Indies was high. The Governor needed large numbers of soldiers, officers, and commercial agents, so he basically accepted everyone. But for Spanish Catholics, serving the Dutch carried the danger of losing one's soul—the Dutch allowed religious freedom at home, but in the East Indies, all Company personnel had to participate in Protestant religious services. Otherwise, it was treason, punishable at any time by hanging—the East India Company's laws were famously harsh and merciless.

With nowhere else to turn, Savage Gonzales risked his soul to serve the Dutch. As an experienced former Spanish artillery officer, he served as an artillery officer in the East India Company's forces, participating in several expeditions, including the unsuccessful Pescadores Islands (Penghu) expedition years ago. At that time, he'd commanded three 12-pounder cannons in a hastily built fort, facing countless junks on the sea and an endless stream of Chinese soldiers swarming ashore.

After the Pescadores expedition failed, he followed the fleet to Tayouan, where they built a castle. Savage Gonzales served for a time as the local fortress artillery commander. During that time, he traded fire several times with attacking Chinese pirates and local natives. He survived both battle and disease.

He gradually became trusted. When the Governor needed someone to enter Portuguese colonial territory, the Spaniard Savage Gonzales became a suitable candidate. A true Spaniard could obviously slip into Macau more safely than a Dutchman—Macau had the Jesuits, the Dutch's mortal enemies. Besides, in the Governor's planned next move, this former Spanish artillery officer would also prove very useful.

Savage Gonzales was tall and powerfully built. In his early years of fighting the Turks, he'd lost an eye and now wore an eyepatch. Together with his scars, it outlined the image of an "unmistakable old soldier."

Savage Gonzales arrived in Macau posing as an unemployed veteran, and quickly made contact with Li Siya's agent in a tavern. Then he visited this legendary female pirate and delivered the Governor's letter.

In the letter, the Governor requested that Li Siya provide intelligence on Lingao, including the true situation of the so-called "Australians"—there were many rumors about them, and some goods had found their way to the East Indies and India through various channels. But so far, no one had seen Australian long-distance trading vessels appear on the seas.

His Excellency the Governor was very interested in knowing: What kind of people were the so-called Australians? Were they white? Did the Australians have interest in trade? Was the castle in Lingao built for trading with China? If so, what was their current trading status? What was the Chinese government's attitude toward them? What was the status of the Australians' iron ships and cannons? Was their performance as exaggerated as rumored? How many Australians were in Lingao? Did they have blacks, Malays, Japanese, Europeans, and Chinese serving them? Were these people armed? How many had firearms? What were the firearms' capabilities...

The letter contained one hundred twenty-five questions in total.

The more Li Siya read, the more suspicious she became. The first questions were general intelligence, but the later questions about the Australian military, weapons, and Lingao's harbor and defenses were entirely military in nature.

What did the Dutch want this information for? Li Siya thought. Were they planning to move against the Australians? Lingao's geographic position wasn't the most ideal, but it was much closer to the Chinese coast than Taiwan, and right on the shipping lanes from the East Indies to the Chinese mainland. Dutch control of this point—

"These questions are worth at least five thousand guilders," Li Siya said after reading the letter.

"Here's one thousand guilders," Gonzales generously produced a leather bag. "You'll get another two thousand after you answer everything."

"I want five thousand guilders—expenses extra," Li Siya said. "This job is very tricky. I'll have to spend a lot of money myself."

"That's beyond my authority," Savage Gonzales said. "But the Governor says: if your intelligence is accurate, he can pay additional compensation."

"And if it's not accurate?"

"That's not something I can know." Gonzales bowed.

"I'll need time to answer your questions. About one or two months," Li Siya said. "Will you return, or wait here for my reply?"

"I'll wait here, of course." Though Gonzales wasn't particularly devout, being forced to participate in Protestant prayers every day still made him uncomfortable. Temporarily escaping this religious drudgery couldn't be better—and Macau's climate and food were much better than the East Indies.

"You can stay at the 'Crown Inn.' Good food, and some women you might find interesting." Li Siya said, taking a money pouch from a drawer. "Here's three hundred reales."



After Savage Gonzales took his leave, she summoned Li Chun—also known as Li Huamei. She'd just returned from Goa and was resting.

"Your trade may not be possible now," Li Siya told her foster sister. "The Dutch have designs on Lingao."

"Those cheese-eaters are asking for trouble," Li Huamei sat on a cushion—a rather presumptuous posture for her status, but theirs was more a partnership than master-servant relationship.

Unlike her mistress, who devoted more energy to scheming, Li Huamei preferred straightforward business—whether trading or maritime robbery.

"I rather like the Australians, even though they're a bit naive," Li Huamei laughed. "Can't even climb a mast, yet they call themselves captains one after another."

But whether she liked or disliked them didn't matter to Li Siya. What mattered was interests.

In Li Huamei's view, the Dutch alone couldn't destroy the Australians in Lingao. Li Huamei had seen the Australian cannons fire and had seen their defense system and iron ship. Bopu Harbor couldn't be taken by frontal assault—when Bopu had no heavy artillery, when they hadn't even deployed their iron ship, the combined Spanish and Liu Xiang assault had been routed. Now that they'd fortified Bopu...

"...To attack or bombard those two positions is completely impossible—the iron ship is taller than the largest galleon. The hull is iron; sailors simply cannot climb it, nor can it be set ablaze. As for the old beacon tower, it's positioned deep inland—you'd have to travel a long distance after landing to reach its base."

Li Huamei continued marking on the map: "These two locations are just what I saw. There are certainly other batteries or defensive installations I didn't see. They have several key strongpoints in depth, all fortified."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 606 - Landu's Mission

"Can you mark all the harbor facilities clearly?"

"I can mark the areas I was allowed into, but a large portion of the harbor I and my men couldn't access." Li Huamei said with some regret. "Their monitoring of me is very strict—it used to be the Australians themselves standing guard, which was actually more relaxed. Now they've switched to Ming people recruited from the mainland, and it's become much tighter."

"So you've started losing your appeal to them," Li Siya joked. "Your charm is declining."

"No, I think they like me quite a bit, especially among the naval officers," Li Huamei said. "But among the Australians, there's a certain group of people—extremely vigilant, suspicious of everyone—including their own people. Considering they're actually in a weak position, doing this isn't unreasonable."

"Can you estimate their strength?"

"I can't estimate that precisely, but in the harbor, you can always see roughly two companies of infantry, very well-trained—completely European-style training, very well-equipped. Gunners and sailors aren't counted. If the sailors were fully armed, you could organize at least twenty companies. These sailors are equally well-trained. The Australians have many firearms and plenty of ammunition."

"So you think the Dutch have no chance of attacking Lingao."

"Absolutely none. How many ships can the Dutch deploy? Fifteen? Sixteen? When they attacked Penghu, they could only muster fourteen ships." Li Huamei said. "Back then, they launched their entire force and even dragged the English along, yet they still couldn't take Macau. Now attacking Lingao, ten times harder to crack than Macau, they probably couldn't even enter the harbor. They'd just come away with bloody noses."

"So they're willing to pay five thousand guilders," Li Siya said.

"Our relationship with the Australians is quite good. The Goa trade is very profitable. Why get involved in this for the Dutch?" Li Huamei's meaning was clear: they were doing well with the Australians, so why bother stirring up trouble?

"This isn't as simple as five thousand guilders." Li Siya lifted a corner of the window curtain and gazed at the fountain trickling in the courtyard. "You said yourself: over these three years, the Australians' power has been growing day by day. When they become strong enough to ignore all the powers of the South China Sea, will there still be good days for us sisters?"

"That's still a long way off. Zheng Zhilong..."

"Zheng Zhilong is also a threat." Li Siya said. "The Australians in Lingao are more dangerous than Zheng Zhilong—no one knows what they're planning. They still have many cards they haven't revealed."

Li Siya believed: a battle between the Dutch and the Australians would do them no harm whatsoever. Since the Dutch couldn't possibly destroy the Australians—they'd just be badly beaten and retreat in defeat—their interests in Lingao wouldn't be affected at all. Having the Dutch as a threatening enemy would only make the Australians court their existing partners more. Li Huamei could extract even more benefits from this.

Overall, if used well, this opportunity could result in "double loss" for both parties while the Li sisters achieved "double win."

"We need to let the Australians taste some bitterness," Li Siya said. "That way they'll treat you even better. In any case, these seas need to stay chaotic."

"The Dutch can't make the Australians taste bitterness. They don't have the capability."

"That's where we come in." She said. "Giving the Dutch a helping hand."

Li Huamei remained expressionless: "What do you have in mind?"

"There's a person I'm planning to use."

"Aragon? His circumstances are poor, but he's not very useful."

"Him? He has some use. But the person I want to use is this one: Weiss Landu."



So she dispatched her most trusted black slave woman, who often handled her secret affairs, to meet with Landu. This woman not only spoke excellent Portuguese but was also a cold-blooded killer when necessary. She was skilled at concocting poisons and administering them, having quietly eliminated quite a few enemies and people Li Siya found annoying.

Li Siya, with her keen instincts and omnipresent spies—she maintained a large group of dregs from all nationalities in Macau as eyes and ears—had her finger on the pulse of the city.

When Weiss Landu first appeared in Macau, he hadn't attracted much of her interest. Just another European failure common in the Far East—relying on brute strength and skill with weapons to eke out an advantage. Even on the Countess of Scarborough, she hadn't paid him much attention. Except for his strangely accented Italian and his manner that stood out from everyone around him.

Later, she'd seen him multiple times on the streets, in taverns, and in churches. She'd never given him much thought. Then once, one of her subordinates brought her something strange.

It was a rectangular piece of paper, exquisitely printed, with a circular portrait of a European man. As for the text on it, she didn't recognize it—it should be some European language. Besides that, there was the Arabic numeral 10.

The source of this paper was the landlady of the small inn where Landu lodged. He'd gotten drunk and tried to pay his bill with this paper. When refused, he'd thrown a drunken tantrum and stuffed it into the landlady's bodice.

Li Siya had sent someone to give the landlady one real to buy this paper. It reminded her of similar printed materials she'd found on Treasurer Wen's person back then. Though Treasurer Wen's had been red, with the Arabic numeral 100. The portrait had been of an Asian man. And the text on it had been Chinese.

So Weiss Landu was an Australian! At least he had extremely deep connections with the Australians! Li Siya felt like she'd discovered a new continent. Thinking back, when Aragon had gone to raid Lingao, it had been walking right into a trap! Needless to say, this man had been sent to Macau by the other side for her.

She immediately had someone watch this Australian closely—but after more than a year, Landu not only hadn't returned to Lingao once, he'd never even visited Huang Shunlong's shop. He had no contact with the outside world at all. Except for occasional errands for the Jesuits, he spent almost every day in Macau living in a drunken stupor.

By any measure, he didn't seem like a spy.

She'd made inquiries through her inside sources in the Jesuits about everything regarding this person. Landu had been received from Ming officials. The Ming officials had captured him in a small coastal county called "Lingao" where some fishermen had rescued him and sent him to the county seat.

Her insider told her: Landu served the Jesuits very faithfully. Lord Jeranzani was very satisfied with him—except regarding money.

After prolonged observation and probing, Li Siya confirmed one thing: Landu was an Australian, but Landu and the Australians in Lingao weren't on the same side.

If they were, he absolutely wouldn't have gone more than two years without any contact with the Australians in Lingao. And he hadn't done anything in service of the Australians either—except possibly leaking news of the night raid on Bopu.

Additionally, she'd learned from a servant close to Jeranzani that Landu had said several times to the Bishop: "They're genuine Chinese, though not Ming people."

Though the Bishop probably didn't understand his meaning, Li Siya understood perfectly: Landu knew very well the background of the Australians in Lingao. As for why he specifically emphasized they were "Chinese, not Ming people"—there must be other reasons.

If this were an ordinary person, Li Siya would have long since had him secretly kidnapped and interrogated until she got to the bottom of things. But Landu served the Jesuits in Macau. She wasn't yet arrogant enough to offend the Jesuits.

Now was a good opportunity. Li Siya pondered for several days and reached this conclusion.

The Dutch wanted to probe Lingao's secrets. She could have Landu go. If Landu was an Australian spy, he absolutely wouldn't tell her any of Lingao's key defensive measures. But Landu didn't know Li Huamei was her person. A simple comparison would reveal the truth. Conversely, if Landu wasn't a spy, his intelligence on the Australians would be much more detailed than what her foster sister could provide.

If that were the case, Landu would be an invaluable asset! Li Siya thought. The Australians were bound to become a major power in the South China Sea in the future. Having someone who knew their background in her hands—the benefits were incalculable.



Landu still didn't know he'd already been outsmarted by Li Siya. Since he'd accepted the money, he decided to personally visit Lingao. He'd see with his own eyes what the Chinese were doing in Lingao, and assess whether he could defect to them. From his perspective, no army of this time-space could possibly be a match for Chinese armed with modern weapons. If the Chinese somehow managed to lose to people of this time-space, he might as well abandon any thought of defecting to them.

But a European face going to Lingao would be too conspicuous. The Chinese would keep tabs on him the moment he arrived. Pretending to be a merchant was impossible—he didn't look like a merchant, knew nothing about local trade, and couldn't stand up to questioning. Landu thought it over and decided to pose as a priest's attendant. The Jesuits were recently sending two priests to Lingao. Lu Ruohua's letters requesting more priests had arrived, and the Jesuits had subsequently dispatched three more. But Lingao's demand for priests kept growing. Recently, a priest had "been called to the Lord" while preaching in the Li region. Per the Lingao church's request, the Jesuits decided to send two more priests to missionize there.

Landu went to request Father Komahe, simply saying he was curious about Lingao and hoped to join the group and take a look. His request was immediately approved. So Landu became a member of the Jesuit delegation.



Spring sunlight filtered through the gaps in the bamboo and tree foliage outside the window, casting dappled shadows on the brick floor. Light breezes stirred the emerald bamboo, and a curtain of fragmentary shadows flowed back and forth like a stream.

The bamboo had completely returned to green. The withered yellow leaves of winter were shedding one by one. The courtyard was full of vitality.

The study's furnishings were extremely simple—hard to imagine this was the private study of Wang Zunde, Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi.

Wang Zunde was now reading a letter with his head bowed. His dress was very plain, almost indistinguishable from a poor scholar. Wang Zunde was known for his frugality, wearing plain cotton clothes and eating simple meals daily. He had quite a reputation for incorruptibility in officialdom.

This was a letter brought back by one of his protégés from the capital. With his status and position, having the province's courier officials carry his private mail was both convenient and fast. But Wang Zunde never troubled them—who knew whether the Eastern Depot inspected the private letters these courier officials carried back to their provinces?

An ordinary private letter contained nothing but family gossip, various news, and trends at court. Ordinarily it would be unremarkable, but he feared those meddling Eastern Depot eunuchs might find something "improper" in it. Then he'd be in trouble.

The letter was from a fellow examination-year colleague serving in the capital. This letter left him feeling a vague unease. What caused his unease were several "side letters" enclosed with it.

According to late Ming official customs, when people wrote letters, besides the main letter, there were so-called "side letters." Side letters were unsigned letters, used for requesting favors or discussing confidential matters.

Now Wang Zunde held three side letters.

The main letter was the usual polite pleasantries about health and well-being. Wang Zunde skimmed through it. The first side letter discussed news from the capital. He roughly read it over—it discussed recent court developments: Yuan Chonghuan's prospects didn't look good. More than a month ago, the court had dispatched people to Guangxi to arrest Yuan Yuansu's family in Teng County and bring them to the capital.

This once highly-favored official probably couldn't escape execution. Though Yuan Yuansu had no connection to him and wouldn't implicate him, watching him go from favor to arrest, Wang Zunde couldn't help feeling that old sentiment about the death of the hare and the grief of the fox. He picked up the second side letter.

This one contained news about the court's battles with the Jurchen and the bandits. The eastern front had temporarily quieted after the court recovered Zunhua. But in the northwest, the bandit situation was growing day by day, showing signs of spreading. Moreover, among them, Shaanxi garrison soldiers, frontier troops, and military households "joining the bandits were quite numerous."

Reading this, Wang Zunde couldn't help but snort coldly. In his heart, he thought this was entirely to be expected. The frontier troops had been in arrears for years now. As for disbanding the courier stations—that was an even worse move. Shaanxi and the northwest were harsh, cold lands. Unlike the fertile regions of Jiangnan and Guangdong, where even begging could barely keep one alive. Originally, people there barely scraped by, half-starved. Now that they'd been dismissed, if they didn't rebel, where would they find a way to live?

This kind of chaos probably couldn't be suppressed without seven or eight years.

He set down this side letter and picked up the next one.

This one was very brief but quite important. It mainly said that since Xiong Wenhan had subdued Zheng Zhilong, the situation in the southeastern seas had somewhat stabilized. The Emperor seemed satisfied with this. He was urging Xiong Wenhan to "clear the seas" as quickly as possible.

"Hmph." Wang Zunde grunted. Xiong Wenhan's trick was just using one bandit to suppress another, hoping both sides would wear each other down while he reaped the benefits. But this matter probably wasn't as simple as he imagined.

Guangdong's side didn't deal much with Zheng Zhilong, but they knew quite a bit about him. Most information came from the Portuguese, including Zheng Zhilong's history and his special connections in Japan. Wang Zunde was well aware that Zheng Zhilong was no ordinary character. He wasn't someone who would be satisfied with an empty military title like "Commander."

After receiving pacification, Zheng Zhilong had refused to leave Zuosuowei and squatted on Jinxia Island. His purpose was simply to use this as a port for trade with Japan. Twice a year, the Portuguese came to Guangzhou to trade. From their mouths, Wang Zunde had learned much useful information. For example, compared to Yuegang, Zuosuowei was more ideal as a trading port. Zheng Zhilong had repeatedly attacked Yuegang not to plunder, but to force merchants to stop trading there...

"Zheng the Brigand has a wolf's heart and wild ambitions. He absolutely hasn't truly surrendered to the court!" This was Gao Shuncheng's comment at the time when he heard Zheng Zhilong had been pacified—privately, of course.

But Xiong Wenhan didn't see it that way. Over the past year and more, he'd continuously supplied ships and heavy cannons to Zheng Zhilong. He'd even given away quite a few of the red barbarian cannons that Wang Zunde had cast for Fujian. In Fujian, Zheng Zhilong practically got whatever he wanted. His purchases of property were extensive. He'd even extended his reach into Guangdong, buying up many estates and properties. He had purchased farmland on the outskirts of Guangzhou city. Simply outrageous!

But as long as Xiong Wenhan kept reporting victory after victory, any impeachment would be useless. At court, there was considerable support for Xiong Wenhan's approach. The political wind was quite favorable to him. There was even the possibility of promotion.

If Xiong Wenhan was promoted, the most likely scenario was coming to take over his own position—Guangdong also had pirates, and their momentum was no less than Fujian's. With Xiong Wenhan's reputation as a "capable official for pacifying the seas," he would most likely come to Guangdong. He was already Governor of Fujian. Given his great achievements, he surely couldn't be merely transferred laterally to Governor of Guangdong. If he wasn't that, then he—Wang Zunde—would have to vacate his Governor-General seat.

If he couldn't quickly open up a new situation and achieve a few victories at sea, this Governor-General position might soon be lost.

Only that controlling the pirates on Guangdong waters wasn't easy. The biggest gang was Liu Xiang. This man had long prowled near the Pearl River estuary, constantly raiding and plundering villages and ships. He blocked overseas trade. The Portuguese in Macau had approached him three or four times, hoping to jointly suppress him.

The Portuguese had great warships and red barbarian cannons. Their fighting power was considerable. But the Ming couldn't send forces to match them. To launch a campaign required military pay. The entire provincial treasury kept crying poverty, saying there was no silver available. The costs that the Ministry of Works had authorized for casting cannons still hadn't been seen.

Still, Guangdong had many sources of revenue. If they really wanted to fight, scraping together funds from somewhere was still possible. It just wasn't worth it.

Moreover, Guangdong officialdom knew nothing about Liu Xiang's actual situation—they knew even less than the Portuguese. Without guides, trying to find Liu Xiang's fleet on the vast sea and among countless small islands was pure fantasy. In the end, they'd just suffer defeat after defeat. The court could lose before, but now it couldn't afford to lose anymore. Losing one battle meant never recovering.

Thinking of this, he felt quite troubled.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 607 - Deliberating War

He folded the letter with deliberate care, creasing each edge precisely before sliding it back into its envelope. Years in the bureaucracy had taught him well—he possessed an arsenal of techniques for deflecting and delaying any troublesome government business. After all, no matter how momentous or urgent the affair, nothing could withstand the simple art of procrastination. Given a few months, who could say what new political winds might be blowing through the court?

But this time, producing some tangible achievement in pacifying the seas was probably unavoidable. The Emperor had ascended the throne not long ago and still burned with enthusiasm for diligent governance. Through eunuchs close to the imperial person, Wang Zunde had learned that His Majesty was extraordinarily industrious. If he continued deflecting and delaying, he likely couldn't muddle through much longer. And if that hothead Gao Shunqing submitted an impeachment memorial, things would become exceedingly troublesome.

During his tenure rectifying governance in the two Guangs, he had offended quite a few people—men who all had old friends and fellow examination graduates in the capital. One misstep, one loss of imperial favor, and impeachment memorials would pile high as a mountain. His fate would be sealed: loss of office would be the lightest punishment.

Then there was the matter of Gao Shunqing, whose attitude remained maddeningly unpredictable. The man was young and held a position on the remonstrance circuit, which inevitably bred arrogance. Wang Zunde had once been a remonstrance official himself; he understood their temperament intimately.

Inspector Gao despised maritime merchants, sea pirates, and Westerners with equal fervor. He had approached Wang Zunde on several occasions, hoping to persuade him to prohibit trade with the Portuguese. Wang Zunde had always responded with vague non-commitments. Word had it Gao Shunqing was already quite dissatisfied with him.

The Inspector's hatred of the Portuguese stemmed primarily from their "towering ships and giant cannons"—vessels that "no one dared approach." The Portuguese also traded in various contraband goods. Yet Wang Zunde suspected the real source of Gao's resentment was simpler: here in Guangdong territory sat a place that "did not submit to imperial civilization."

For Wang Zunde's part, though the Portuguese occasionally stirred up local trouble, they were generally tactful. This tactfulness didn't merely mean paying their annual rent of five hundred taels to Xiangshan County on schedule—that sum was a drop in the bucket for all of Guangdong Province.

What mattered more was that recently, Portuguese merchants had been arriving in Guangzhou with increasing frequency, bearing generous gifts for various officials. Presumably they had caught wind of Gao Shunqing's recent machinations and were intensifying their lobbying efforts.

And then there was the matter of the Portuguese proposal to jointly suppress Liu Xiang with the Ming. They claimed Liu Xiang was colluding with the "Hollanders"—those same red-haired foreigners who had raided the coast during the Tianqi reign and occupied the Pescadores, building fortresses and scheming against the Great Ming. Whether any of this was true, only Heaven knew. Wang Zunde sighed to himself: maritime affairs were infinitely intricate and complex, yet the government knew virtually nothing about this mysterious world of the seas.

He paced through his study, pausing to admire the shadows cast upon the bamboo curtains. Then he called out in a booming voice: "Someone!"

A personal attendant materialized at the door.

"Go now and invite Advisors Lü and Li."

He had summoned these two because he wanted to hear their views on pacifying Guangdong's coastal waters. There was no point rushing to see Governor-General Li Fengjie—that man would simply proclaim "I follow the master's lead." Since the Governor-General handled military affairs while Wang Zunde as Governor focused on civil administration, such a statement wasn't entirely unreasonable.

As for the other provincial officials, large and small, they were slippery as eels that left no trace. Each was more skilled than the last at passing the buck and evading responsibility. After years in officialdom, Wang Zunde knew it wasn't just the two Guangs that operated this way—it was the same everywhere.

If he wanted practical advice, he could only turn to his private staff.

These two were his most trusted advisors. Lü Yizhong had served several terms as a prefect, while Li Xijue was a jinshi from the Tianqi reign who had never received an appointment and had been living in idle retirement at home. Both were in their forties—the prime of life when energy ran abundant. Both were well-read and deeply versed in practical governance.

Yet for the moment, even these two advisors could produce no brilliant ideas. Strategy required a foundation of intelligence, and without intelligence—when one couldn't even identify the enemy—where could strategy come from?

Since the late Wanli reign, various maritime lords had risen and fallen, their names legion. Government documents recorded dozens of major gangs. But the authorities knew precious little about their actual situations; most information was mere hearsay.

As for this Liu Xiang, he had merely risen as a force at the beginning of the Chongzhen reign. Only recently had his expansion accelerated to the point where he had become a genuine plague at the Pearl River estuary, finally attracting official attention.

Though Advisors Lü and Li were eager to share their master's burdens, they understood these sea pirates no better than Wang Zunde himself. How could they offer counsel? After racking his brains, Advisor Li could only dredge up the stale tricks that Hu Zongxian and others had employed against the wokou decades prior. Nothing innovative to speak of.

Lü Yizhong, however, remained silent throughout. In his view, Advisor Li's strategies were all theoretically feasible but couldn't address the fundamental problem. Their master had no intention of launching a large-scale campaign against sea pirates—and even if he wished to, he lacked the capability. The problem was simple: there was no money.

Whether one spoke of coastal evacuation, tightening inspections on shore-based goods exports, or training coastal and riverine militias—all these measures required both time and money. And the government's current situation was one of profound destitution. Without money, nothing could be accomplished.

The government lacked both money and time. And Governor-General Wang felt he personally lacked time. Lü Yizhong was more astute than others at reading his master's intentions. Combining recent court politics with the situation in the two Guangs and Fujian, he quickly divined his master's true thoughts.

The glory of suppressing southeastern sea pirates couldn't all go to Xiong Wenhan. Since Zheng Zhilong had accepted pacification, various major pirate forces along the southeastern coast—the gangs of Yang Liu, Yang Qi, Zhu Cailao—had been destroyed one after another within two years. Xiong Wenhan's reputation as a "capable official at pacifying the seas" was now recognized by both court and public.

Against this backdrop, Liu Xiang's continued entrenchment in Guangdong waters—indeed, his continued expansion—became an embarrassing contrast. The Governor-General of the two Guangs needed to demonstrate some accomplishment.

Though he understood his master's thinking, conjuring solutions was another matter entirely. Lü Yizhong pondered the situation: this wasn't the Jiajing reign, when the court still possessed ample funds to build ships and train soldiers. Now Wang Zunde had only limited resources at his disposal. He couldn't attack on multiple fronts; he could only identify one gang and crush them decisively, achieving a resounding victory and capturing the bandit chief.

Moreover, the court's navy had always proven ineffective in sea battles. Success must come from land combat.

"If only there were a place like Shuangyu or Tunmen," Lü Yizhong mused aloud.

Li Xijue, ever quick-witted, immediately grasped his meaning and nodded vigorously. "Exactly."

Wang Zunde naturally understood their implication, but where Liu Xiang's lair might be, they had no idea. As for other pirate gangs, that went without saying.

Just as they found themselves at an impasse, Lü Yizhong said quietly: "What about Lingao?"

All three nodded in unison. This place would indeed be excellent.

That the Australians had built a fortified camp at Lingao was no longer a secret in Guangzhou. Just as the three Purple-Character establishments being backed by Australians was also common knowledge.

"It should be Bopu—what the pirates have seized is precisely Bopu. Lingao County itself hasn't fallen," Li Xijue reminded them. "All taxes and grain levies have been paid in full."

"Precisely," Lü Yizhong nodded. "The imperial army attacking Bopu would remove a scourge from Lingao. It would benefit both the state and the people."

This wasn't merely a minor detail—it was crucial.

If they framed it as "suppressing sea pirates entrenched at Lingao," someone at court would inevitably raise questions about why Guangdong had never reported the county's fall. But by mentioning only Bopu, the narrative became watertight. Besides, Lingao truly hadn't fallen—this wasn't deceiving the throne.

Contemplating this, Wang Zunde felt as if clouds had parted to reveal the sun. He nodded repeatedly but said nothing more.

Lü Yizhong and Li Xijue understood: he had approved the idea in principle, but still needed to weigh the pros and cons. Their task now was to work out the details. Where would soldiers, ships, and provisions come from? How much would be needed? How would military pay and miscellaneous expenses be arranged? All these particulars required thorough consideration, with multiple contingency plans prepared. When the time came for execution, the Governor-General could choose.

Such matters couldn't be handled by themselves alone. Fortunately, the Governor-General's office maintained a large staff of advisors, ranging from retired officials who'd served as prefects to frivolous literati who only knew how to compose poetry and songs. Though a mixed bag, there were quite a few capable and talented men among them.

Lü Yizhong quickly gathered a dozen or so of Wang Zunde's most trusted advisors to discuss the matter.

But his "brilliant plan" soon met resistance.

"The Governor-General wanting to destroy the hair-shorn pirates at Lingao is certainly gratifying," one advisor ventured. "But I've heard they have connections in the Imperial Palace. I fear they can't be touched so easily."

Another chimed in: "The Australians have deep ties with Gao Ju, and I hear Gao Ju is connected to Eunuch Yang in the palace. These internal connections may be beyond our ability to untangle."

At the mention of eunuch involvement, the room fell silent. The days when eunuchs wielded overwhelming power weren't long past. The Emperor had removed the Nine Thousand Years upon ascending the throne, true, but the Prince's household eunuchs now occupied positions of power in their turn. If they offended some mysterious "inner chancellor," and that eunuch retaliated with malicious words whispered in imperial ears, everyone present would find themselves in deep trouble.

"No matter," Lü Yizhong said smoothly. "Gao Ju's backer, Eunuch Yang, isn't one of the eunuchs who followed the late Prince. During the days when Wei the Traitor held power, Yang requested an idle posting to avoid trouble. Since the Emperor ascended the throne, he wields little influence in the palace."

"Though he's a eunuch, he still has a voice from within the inner court. We shouldn't offend him lightly," someone still cautioned.

"That presents no difficulty," Lü Yizhong replied. "The hair-shorn pirates have no connection with Eunuch Yang—Gao Ju is Eunuch Yang's man, yes. The Australians merely do business with Gao Ju. Eunuch Yang has always been wise and principled. Why would he make trouble for a court official on behalf of a band of sea pirates?"

Gao Ju had extensive dealings with the Australians. Even without the Australians, the Gao family was famous for "colluding with foreigners." Finding evidence of their "consorting with sea pirates" would be child's play. Would Eunuch Yang really walk into such a trap and get things backward?

Eunuch Yang had little influence left in the palace. The Australians' destruction wasn't the same as Gao Ju's destruction. As long as Gao Ju remained unharmed, the benefits owed to Eunuch Yang would continue flowing, not one wen less, and no one would dare shortchange him. With the Australians—these sea pirates—destroyed, would Eunuch Yang personally confront Wang Zunde? Wang Zunde was a top-ranking court official with a reputation for integrity. Eunuch Yang wasn't a powerful grand eunuch—why would he wade into such murky waters?

As long as Gao Ju wasn't harmed—if the Gao family was allowed to pass through this affair unscathed—Eunuch Yang naturally wouldn't interfere. Lü Yizhong's calculation lay precisely here. When the time came, they could compensate part of the Australians' Guangzhou properties to the Gao family. Even if grievances lingered, nothing could be said—Gao Ju wasn't so lacking in tact as to oppose the entire Guangdong bureaucracy.

"Furthermore, the Australians building a walled camp at Lingao follows exactly the old Portuguese playbook for occupying Macau. Back then, the court permitted the Portuguese. Should they now permit the Australians as well?" Lü Yizhong reminded them. "This matter must be resolved sooner or later. Better sooner."

After his analysis, everyone found the reasoning quite sound. No one objected to attacking the hair-shorn pirates anymore.

"But how do we deal with the Australians' iron ships?" someone asked. "I've heard they're as tall as city walls—even taller than the great carracks of the Red-Hairs and Portuguese. Our navy has no ships to match them!"

"The so-called giant iron ships are merely street gossip. Not to be taken seriously," Lü Yizhong said dismissively. "Even if such massive vessels truly exist, the imperial forces can use fireships to drive them off. Moreover, the imperial campaign should advance by both land and sea. The naval force would merely serve as a diversion; the land force would be the main effort. Once their Hundred Fathom Camp is broken on land, with nothing left to rely on ashore, they'll have no choice but to weigh anchor and leave. The imperial forces can then claim victory."

This approach was still predicated on "driving them away" rather than destroying them. This wasn't born of mercy or friendship, but reflected local officials' accurate assessment of their own military strength. During the Tianqi reign, mobilizing seventy or eighty thousand troops and several hundred warships had only managed to "persuade the withdrawal" of a dozen Dutch ships. Complete destruction of the Australians was obviously even more impossible now. Still, expelling the Australians who had entrenched themselves at Lingao for years could certainly count as a significant achievement.

Lü Yizhong's calculation was to find a way to "force the Australians to retreat," achieving victory with minimal losses. The strength of the Australians at Lingao was somewhat known in Guangzhou.

"The true hair-shorn ones in Lingao number only about a thousand," Lü Yizhong explained. "The rest are local traitors who've shaved their heads and attached themselves—fake hair-shorn ones. Their total doesn't exceed several tens of thousands. But they're a mix of men and women, old and young, drawn to Lingao only by the pirates' petty favors. They absolutely won't fight to the death for the pirates. When the imperial heavenly troops arrive, they'll melt away like ice in the sun."

"Even with only a thousand, if they rely on their ships and fierce artillery, they won't be easy to handle," one advisor cautioned. "I've heard that besides the great iron ship, they have fast iron boats and repeating firearms. Whoever faces them is swept away. They shouldn't be underestimated."

"I would suggest borrowing troops," this advisor continued. "After all, the Australians possess formidable ships and guns, along with fast iron boats and repeating cannons to assist in battle. The Portuguese have always sought our favor and have been quite obedient to the court. They recently presented cannons. If we borrow their aid in suppression, our forces could achieve twice the result with half the effort."

"The Portuguese have red barbarian cannons and great carrack ships. Our weakness in ships and guns could be somewhat compensated." Many agreed with this proposal.

"Why not have the Governor-General order Zheng Zhilong to dispatch a detachment to assist? Zheng Zhilong's forces are experienced at sea and could serve as the vanguard."

"Governor Xiong would never agree. He relies on Zheng Zhilong as the Great Wall of Fujian's seas. With Li Kuiqi and others not yet captured, how could he be willing? Inadvisable, inadvisable."

Some proposed reviving the old tricks of Yu Dayou and Dong Long from the Jiajing era, when they had eliminated pirates at Humen—enticing foreign pirates with promises of ships, goods, and heavy rewards to join the attack.

"That's inadvisable," Li Xijue shook his head vigorously. "Foreign pirates cannot be enticed. Otherwise, we'd be repelling the tiger at the front gate only to let the wolf in through the back. These aren't the old days. If we must borrow troops, we can only use the Portuguese."

"What about borrowing troops from the Hollanders?"

"They once tried to occupy the Pescadores. If we borrow their troops, would we have to let them return there?"

"That's a mistake," the advisor who'd made this suggestion thought himself rather clever. "When the Hollanders agreed to withdraw to Tayouan, our dynasty promised that merchants could go trade there. We could use this as leverage: if the Hollanders don't lend troops for suppression, we'll prohibit merchants from going to Tayouan..."

"Utterly wrong!" Li Xijue felt compelled to refute such absurd reasoning. "Prohibit merchants from trading? Since the Jiajing reign, the maritime ban has been lifted and reimposed, reimposed and lifted. It has never truly been enforced."

This method might have some utility against the Portuguese. But Tayouan wasn't Macau—right at Guangzhou's doorstep. The thousands of miles of Fujian and Guangdong coastline simply couldn't be sealed off. Besides, those trading at Tayouan were mostly Fujian merchants, with Zheng Zhilong the biggest of them all.

Zheng Zhilong wouldn't heed orders from the Governor-General of the two Guangs, and Fujian's coastal merchants wouldn't comply either. Xiong Wenhan wouldn't necessarily be willing to issue such an order for Guangdong's sake. The idea was completely impractical.

"Setting aside borrowed troops—once we mobilize, where will the provisions and military pay come from?"

This was the key to any warfare. It wasn't that the court lacked troops, but those troops could only be described as technically alive. To get this mob of armed beggars to march to battle required several things: first, they had to be paid—all back pay couldn't be issued, but at least a portion, otherwise the "soldier-lords" wouldn't budge. Second, by custom, departure required settling-in allowances and rewards. After battle, win or lose, casualties had to be compensated. Victory would require additional funds for celebrations.

As for the provisions needed for the march and campaign, those too required advance preparation. Soldiers could go half-hungry on ordinary days but couldn't be expected to fight on empty stomachs. The provisions issue was relatively easier to solve in Guangdong. The region generally yielded two harvests annually, and government granaries remained reasonably well-stocked. Qiongzhou Prefecture also maintained several granaries specifically for military provisions against the Li people, with tens of thousands of shi of grain stockpiled year-round that could be requisitioned nearby.

"As for compensation and celebrations, those are matters for afterward. We needn't discuss them now. First, let's raise the departure funds," Lü Yizhong said.

"Currently, all armies are nearly half a year behind on pay. Each soldier's pay is the equivalent of two taels per month. We'd need to back-pay two or three months' worth. As for settling-in allowances, each man needs another three taels. Before the army even moves, each soldier already costs at least seven taels. If we mobilize ten thousand men, seventy thousand taels would be spent before they even left camp!" Someone's tongue clicked at the calculation.

"You've calculated too low. Marching also requires public-use and miscellaneous expenses, plus various other costs. Without another ten to twenty thousand, they can't even depart," an advisor with military experience noted. "And what about repairs to artillery and ships? Don't those cost money?"

"There's no need to calculate," Li Xijue said. "When Commander Yu drove the Red-Hairs from the Pescadores during the Tianqi reign, it cost the provincial treasury nearly four hundred thousand taels. This mobilization will cost no less. Military expenses will be at least three hundred thousand taels—and that's being frugal. If we're generous, we'd need to double it."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 608 - The Mistress of Zhiming Tower

The assembled advisors fell into stunned silence. Setting aside six hundred thousand taels—even scraping together three hundred thousand would require a pitched battle with the Guangdong provincial treasury. As for the Guangxi treasury, Guangxi's garrison forces themselves relied on subsidies from Guangdong; they couldn't be counted on at all.

Sensing the atmosphere growing dejected, Lü Yizhong smoothly changed the subject: "How many troops and ships to deploy must be decided by the Governor-General in consultation with the Governor and General He. Let's set that aside for now and discuss other matters."

The advisors then turned to discussing which forces to mobilize, routes of advance, methods of crossing the sea, and coordination with local garrison troops. But Lü Yizhong's mind had already wandered elsewhere. After going through the motions for a while, he excused himself, claiming urgent business, and entrusted the meeting to Li Xijue before taking his leave.

The moment he stepped out of the Governor-General's residence, his whole body felt lighter. His mood was elated, even excited—because the opportunity he had been hoping for had finally arrived.

He had been secretly scheming toward this moment for a long time, waiting for precisely such an opening. Though he had anticipated it would come soon, he hadn't expected it to arrive quite so quickly.

Though he maintained an outward calm, anxiety churned within him. As he climbed into his four-bearer sedan chair, he stamped impatiently on the floorboard:

"Zhiming Tower."

The bearers were just about to lift the sedan when Lü Yizhong reconsidered and stamped again: "Return to my residence!"

Visiting Zhiming Tower right now wasn't appropriate. The news about the planned attack on Lingao hadn't yet spread. Once the meeting dispersed, it would naturally leak out. When Miss Pei and Mr. Guo found themselves in a state of panic and uncertainty, they would come to invite him of their own accord.

Considering this, he felt rather pleased with his own cleverness. Let this Mr. Guo stew in anxiety for a while first. When the whole city buzzed with rumors, he would understand soon enough.

Besides, though Guo Yi had only been in Guangzhou for two or three years, his social connections stretched remarkably wide. He had established channels to almost every wealthy gentry family and high official in and around Guangzhou. If he possessed some powerful figure or influential backer who had not yet revealed themselves, this "beating the grass to startle the snake" maneuver would be enough to draw them out. That way, Lü Yizhong wouldn't rush in too eagerly and hit a wall for nothing.



Late-morning sunlight fell upon carved window lattices, and the glass embedded in them cast reflections on the snow-white plastered walls. The room was furnished with rosewood tables and chairs, an exquisite gilded screen painted with flowers and plants. A full-length crystal mirror—the most extravagant piece of furniture in all of Guangzhou—stood in an elaborately carved rosewood frame, covered with a brocade mirror cloth. Two shelves held thread-bound books kept immaculately clean. A Western enamel incense burner decorated with animal motifs slowly released wisps of sandalwood and aloeswood smoke, its subtle fragrance drifting through the chamber.

On the wall hung a scroll by an unknown landscape painter, a work that seemed to express its owner's distinctive sensibilities. Below the painting rested an elegant antique qin zither. Judging by its ancient patina, it was clearly an authentic Tang or Song dynasty piece—worth a fortune.

This boudoir, neat and comfortable, decorated with silks, satins, gold, and jade, appeared both luxurious and splendid. At this moment, its owner—the mistress of Zhiming Tower, Pei Lixiu—lay reclined on a canopy bed draped with tasseled gauze curtains, her head on a white satin pillow embroidered with red flowers, sleeping soundly.

The late-morning sunlight crept across the walls, and the room's originally dim, comfortable light gradually brightened. Finally she opened her eyes, seeming unaccustomed to such brightness. She closed them again for a moment, then slowly extended one snow-white arm from beneath the red cloud-satin quilt, followed by the other, stretching languidly.

Though her arms were pale as snow, they seemed slightly plump. Two twisted-wire silver bracelets encircled her wrists, with small emerald gems dangling from fine chains attached to them.

"This annoying sunlight," Pei Lixiu muttered, slowly sitting up and yawning without the slightest ladylike restraint.

According to the customs of prominent Ming Dynasty households, when a mistress stirred from sleep, her personal maids would appear at the slightest sound without needing to be summoned, chatting pleasantly while helping her dress and wash. But Pei Lixiu's boudoir observed a strict policy: no entry without permission. No servants or maids were allowed to cross her threshold unless explicitly called.

She sat dazedly on the bed for some time before seemingly coming to her senses. Lazily, she slipped out of bed, put on a pair of embroidered slippers, and made her way slowly to the bathroom.

The bathroom was entirely modern in style. The only thing missing was shiny stainless steel—though what replaced it was far more extravagant. All the plumbing fixtures were crafted from bronze.

She hastily undressed, took out a well-worn plastic shower cap from a drawer, and carefully pinned up her black hair. After repeatedly checking in the mirror that no strands were exposed, she stepped into the bathtub.

The dial indicating the roof water tank's status—somewhat resembling a ship's engine order telegraph—showed seventy percent. Enough water for a comfortable shower. Otherwise, she would have to pull the handle on the dial. The servants below would then quickly lead out the ox and drive it to run on a treadmill that powered a pump to refill the tank. This process took at least fifteen minutes. Though she had modern bathroom facilities, the supporting infrastructure remained frustratingly primitive.

After bathing, she sat in the dressing room outside the bathroom. Studying her reflection in the mirror, she noted her puffy eyes—yesterday she had merely made a brief appearance to socialize in the private rooms and had gotten thoroughly drunk. This was all because of Zhiming Tower's rum cocktails, which had proven far too successful. Rum mixed with kvass, combined with various fruit juices and distilled floral and herbal essences, made these fashionable drinks endlessly varied. They had instantly captivated Guangzhou's officials and nobles. Everyone who visited Zhiming Tower now considered it an honor to drink one.

At least her head no longer ached. The hangover soup had worked well. Pei Lixiu noticed some fine wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and frowned slightly, reminding herself to do a cucumber or fruit face mask tonight—or perhaps follow the method Su Ai, Gao Shunqing's favored concubine, had recommended: applying egg whites mixed with pearl powder to the face.

Pei Lixiu spent another ten minutes contemplating this problem, until the rosewood grandfather clock in the room chimed eleven times. Only then did she snap to attention—today was the day for hosting the "salon," or as it was styled in this time-space, the "elegant gathering."

This gathering was specifically organized for the ladies who came to Zhiming Tower for entertainment. Pei Lixiu had become acquainted with quite a few concubines from local officials and prominent families. Most of these women had originally been famous courtesans from Guangzhou, though quite a number were renowned beauties their masters had purchased and brought back from Jiangnan. Whether in appearance, bearing, or talents and learning, they were a hundred times superior to ordinary women. Such women were mostly quick-witted and sharp-minded, having experienced every manner of situation. After spending long years confined to mansion compounds, though they enjoyed silk clothes, rich food, and the attendance of maids and servants, they found themselves inwardly quite empty. Zhiming Tower, this place overflowing with novel things, became a magnet drawing them in.

Pei Lixiu had seized opportunities to "build connections" and "find channels" while accompanying Guo Yi, meeting many such women along the way. Though Pei Lixiu knew nothing of poetry or prose, she had still won considerable goodwill by virtue of her identity as the mistress of Zhiming Tower and her frank, uninhibited personality. Over time, she had established connections with the concubines of many prominent households, becoming their close confidante.

These connections to the inner quarters proved immensely useful to the Guangzhou Station. First came attracting deposits—concubines of wealthy families maintained their own private savings and hoped to place them in reliable establishments where their money could grow. Pei Lixiu used her connections to bring in many deposits for Delong Bank's Guangzhou branch. When the Guangzhou Station encountered difficulties requiring delicate handling, Pei Lixiu would ask her confidantes to whisper pillow talk at opportune moments—it almost always worked.

Because her efforts proved so effective, Guo Yi approved almost all her various requests. Zhiming Tower's novelties emerged in an endless stream—many were specially manufactured in Lingao and Purple Treasure Studio. The "elegant gatherings" Pei Lixiu organized also grew increasingly famous, to the point where recently even some principal wives and daughters of prominent families had been scheming to secure spots on the invitation list to build connections for their husbands and fathers.

But Pei Lixiu knew that relying solely on an endless stream of modern novelties to attract them wouldn't be enough. Each of these women was worldly and well-informed; over time, they would naturally tire of such clever tricks. Generally speaking, they closely resembled twentieth-century literary young women. They needed to be attracted by something that made them feel superior to ordinary "vulgar" people.

Poetry, prose, music, chess, calligraphy, and painting were of course the weapons with which they could look down on the vast majority of women in this time-space. But this was precisely Pei Lixiu's greatest weakness.

Pei Lixiu understood that if not for her mysterious identity as an "Australian woman" and her status as mistress of this Zhiming Tower full of wonders, these talented women probably wouldn't have given her a second glance.

Her own learning was limited—she knew this well. Trying to crash-study these subjects at this point would produce no results. She had to work with things they didn't know and couldn't do.

What she was most confident about was, first, dressing, makeup, and skincare. But in clothing, she was already at a disadvantage—she could only follow local customs and wear Ming-style women's clothing. Modern women's clothing, whether dresses or jeans, might work as "boudoir amusement," but wearing them publicly would be considered "scandalous."

As for makeup and skincare secrets, ancient women were no less skilled than modern ones in this regard—almost every woman from a wealthy family possessed her own secret methods for cosmetics and beauty treatments. They were merely more limited in materials: some cosmetics contained toxic ingredients, others had less obvious effects. The biggest bottleneck for ancient cosmetics and skincare products was inconvenience of use and susceptibility to spoilage. The lipstick tubes, eyebrow pencils, perfumes, and similar items sold by Purple Treasure Studio were so popular largely because of their convenience.

After careful consideration, Pei Lixiu decided to focus on this area, organizing something like a beauty salon and heavily promoting all-natural beauty treatments. The transmigrator collective had abundant materials available on this topic. Someone's computer even contained complete video tutorials from a beauty salon—not just full courses on beauty treatment and skincare, but also ear candling, uterine care, full-body massage, medicinal baths, aromatherapy baths, breast massage, and even beauty enemas.

After reviewing these, she felt even more confident. She immediately began acquiring equipment, training personnel, and ordering various novelties from the Light Industry Department. And Zheng Shangjie's arrival had made her even more powerful. Zheng Shangjie was a smooth talker, even more skilled at adaptation and quick thinking than her. But she was already a married woman, and by Ming standards, her age placed her on the older side—it would be difficult for her to make much of a public splash. So she provided behind-the-scenes support instead, offering advice and counsel. When necessary, she could also handle hospitality and socializing.

But the supplies still hadn't all arrived. Communicating with people at the Light Industry Department proved rather difficult. They were all men who had studied science and engineering. It was very hard for her to explain precisely what she needed. She knew neither the composition nor the structure of these things and could only describe them in sensory terms. The result was either that they didn't understand what she wanted, or the samples they produced didn't meet requirements at all.

A few days ago, Zheng Shangjie had specifically returned to Lingao, taking a list of everything she wanted. Zheng Shangjie said she would go to the Grand Library as soon as she arrived to research and find pictures and structural diagrams for each item. If necessary, she would go directly to the workshops to explain.

"I wonder how things are going?" Pei Lixiu muttered. Languidly, she changed into her clothes. Today she had chosen a peach-pink thin silk outer garment with a purple lining, underneath an eight-panel white skirt with purple flowers and purple trim—very elegant attire. Only her hair wasn't styled according to Ming customs; instead, she wore a low, traditional-style hairdo commonly seen in period dramas.

Having finished dressing and grooming, she finally pulled a bell cord. Her personal maid Chunliu tiptoed in from outside the door. This girl had been purchased by Guo Yi from the human market a few months earlier. Because she was quite pretty, she had nearly fallen into a brothel madam's hands. Also because she was striking in appearance and "clever and quick-witted," she had been assigned to an intelligence training class. She had recently been transferred back from Lingao to serve as Pei Lixiu's personal maid and secretary.

According to Political Security General Administration regulations, all maids, servants, stewards, and other personal attendants at the Guangzhou Station had been completely replaced by transfers from the quarantine camps in Lingao. Previous personnel had been recalled to Lingao in batches for political vetting. Only after being confirmed honest and reliable could they return to serve in Guangzhou. Personnel deemed to have potential were temporarily enrolled in various short training courses to learn specialized skills. Sun Chang, for example, had studied administrative and personnel management in Lingao. The Guangzhou Station's indigenous personnel hadn't yet been absorbed into Lingao's indigenous personnel system, but the Civil Affairs Commission was already preparing their personal files.

The concubines of people like Guo Yi didn't enjoy such treatment. They were merely thoroughly vetted and, once confirmed to pose no danger, allowed to remain. They had no place in the future indigenous personnel system.

Chunliu brought her mistress breakfast. On the lacquered tray was only a bowl of white congee and four small dishes of side dishes. Though it was already noon, she still prepared it as breakfast. This mistress seemed to harbor a certain fear of food, scrutinizing every morsel and gram.

Chunliu smiled and curtsied: "Madam, you're awake. Did you sleep well?"

Pei Lixiu didn't answer. She was staring at the rosewood writing desk by the window. Someone had placed a sheet of Xuetao paper there without her noticing.

The Xuetao paper didn't contain poetry—no one here exchanged verses with her; everyone knew Miss Pei didn't understand such things. The paper contained her schedule for the day.

"Xiahe came in?" Pei Lixiu still had some lingering morning grumpiness and asked irritably.

"How would she dare?" Chunliu said carefully. "It was delivered last night before you retired. Perhaps you didn't see it because it was dark."

The schedule was written by Xiahe, who managed documents and correspondence, and was delivered every evening. Xiahe was also newly transferred from Lingao. She had originally been the only daughter of a xiucai. A bandit raid had left her parents dead, and relatives in the clan had pressured her to sell herself to pay for the burials. That was how she had ended up in the Guangzhou Station's hands. After quarantine in Lingao, because she was fairly literate, she had been enrolled in the executive secretary training class. This time she had been transferred back to Guangzhou specifically to serve as Pei Lixiu's secretary. Pei Lixiu's handwriting wasn't just unfit for refined occasions—it was even somewhat embarrassing to show people. Xiahe specifically wrote letters and invitations for her, and when necessary also translated overly literary letters. The executive secretary training class now included some accounting knowledge as well, so Xiahe served as Pei Lixiu's cashier too. When visiting clients outside, Xiahe accompanied her to prevent breaches of etiquette.

"Send her in."

Because of her heavy responsibilities and role, people at the Guangzhou Station jokingly called Xiahe the "brush-wielding maid." Others called her the "head clerk maid of Zhiming Tower."

Xiahe wasn't pretty—she was even somewhat coarse-handed and big-footed. Her father had only been a poor rural xiucai. She carefully walked into the room, properly gathered her skirts, gave a curtsy, and paid her respects to her mistress.

"You don't need to be so formal. What's happening today?"

Xiahe began explaining the day's schedule.

Pei Lixiu's days were mostly spent socializing. She socialized not just with Zhiming Tower's guests, but also with important people connected to the entire Guangzhou Station in various ways. These families' weddings, funerals, taking of concubines, birthday celebrations—each had to be handled according to the closeness of the relationship, with appropriate gifts prepared, either visiting in person or sending a representative. This had originally been one of the primary duties of any lady of a prominent household.

Guo Yi had no formal wife. Since Pei Lixiu bore the title of his concubine, all these matters naturally fell to her.

In the past, the Guangzhou Station's social circle had been limited, so there had been little need to attend to such matters. Now it had become a heavy burden for Pei Lixiu. Every few days, some matter of etiquette inevitably awaited her attention.

...

"The third young master of the Nanhai County Magistrate has enrolled in school at the ancestral home. We should prepare a congratulatory gift."

"A concubine of Prefect Qiu has died. We need to send condolence money."

"The Zhou family of the Circuit Intendant is holding a Daoist ceremony on the eighth. We should attend."

"The Liu family has suffered a fire. We should send someone to offer condolences."

...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 609 - First Signs

All told, there were about a dozen matters of social reciprocity. Most required nothing more than preparing a gift and a calling card and sending someone to deliver them. A few, however, demanded her personal attendance.

Beyond these matters of etiquette, various people wished to call on her.

"At two in the afternoon, Madam Wu will visit—"

"Oh, it's lesson day again." Pei Lixiu couldn't help feeling a bit bored, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

This Madam Wu was a locally famous "boudoir tutor"—the widow of a renowned scholar from Henan who had drifted to Guangzhou and made her living this way. Pei Lixiu had specifically engaged her to teach herself some common knowledge and conversational techniques, to avoid appearing hopelessly ignorant in company.

As it turned out, though this Miss Pei possessed the determination to become a proper Ming Dynasty lady, she lacked sufficient perseverance. After just a few lessons, she was crying out in protest, and the studies had become merely perfunctory.

Even so, the lessons were tedious beyond bearing. She had found an excuse to change them from every five days to every ten. Now, hearing that today was another such day, Pei Lixiu's hangover-addled head pounded even harder.

"Today Young Master Wu and Young Master Dong also wish to call on Miss."

"Oh? Those two are quite amusing." Hearing about these two, Pei Lixiu's spirits immediately rose. These scions of officials, ever since lending money to the Guangzhou Station for the Leizhou sugar trade and reaping enormous profits, had become deeply impressed by Mr. Guo's methods and abilities. After that, they had begun visiting Zhiming Tower with increasing frequency.

They had plenty of family money to spend and nothing to do all day except rack their brains for amusement. Zhiming Tower had become a place these young men visited almost daily. Whether Pei Lixiu, Guo Yi, Zhang Xin, or others—knowing these young men had money in their pockets and their fathers and families held political power—they went out of their way to cultivate them. Not only did they exhaust their ingenuity replicating modern amusements, they had also specifically hired several famous house guests from Guangdong. Some were skilled at arranging theatrical performances and teaching singing, others at constructing artificial mountains and rockeries, appraising antiques, mounting calligraphy and paintings, or breeding flowers and birds—all hired at high salaries to contribute to Zhiming Tower's entertainment offerings. Two theatrical troupes were also being assembled.

After finishing "breakfast," Pei Lixiu proceeded to her "office" as usual. Zheng Shangjie was already inside, and through the door came the sound of her loudly berating someone:

"How many times have I told you! Though silver cards aren't particularly precious items, you can't just hand them out to anyone! If you give them out so casually, people will think they're worthless! Don't you understand? Everyone needs to want them but not be able to get them, yet still hold onto hope."

Chunliu lifted the curtain and announced: "Miss Pei is here." The voices inside fell silent.

Pei Lixiu walked in. Two managers who had been receiving Zheng Shangjie's scolding quickly bowed in greeting. Since Zheng Shangjie's arrival, Zhiming Tower's operations had become much more orderly. Marketing in particular had improved dramatically. This woman who had previously worked as an agent for airline tickets, cosmetics, health products, insurance, travel companies, knockoff phones, and countless other ventures was extremely skilled at promotion and publicity. Under her guidance, they had specifically established a marketing department for Zishi Enterprises, responsible for promoting various products and services. And promoting Zhiming Tower was the priority she focused on most intently.

"Alright, you may go now. But pay attention to the card distribution in the future." She emphasized this point once more before sending them off.

After arriving in Guangzhou, Zheng Shangjie had been forced to follow Ming customs and switch to Ming Dynasty women's attire. But these wide-sleeved, flowing robes proved truly inconvenient, and it took her a long time to somewhat get used to them. Even now, she still looked awkward to herself no matter how she examined her reflection.

For this reason, she rarely appeared in public, devoting more time to internal management and administrative affairs—which nicely complemented Pei Lixiu's weaknesses. The two worked together splendidly. Combined with Lingao's rotational training of indigenous personnel from the Guangzhou and Leizhou stations—especially the vetting and training of original managers and stewards—and the establishment of comprehensive management systems, the enterprises under the Guangzhou Station were now managed far more rigorously than before.

The "counting room" of Zhiming Tower—or rather, the "general manager's office"—was a small room decorated in Ming style but arranged in modern fashion. Two rosewood desks, made to modern specifications, were placed back to back. Pei Lixiu and Zheng Shangjie sat facing each other.

Their several secretaries—that is, their "maids"—sat at four small desks pushed together in the back. Zheng Shangjie also had two maids under her: one handled her documents and correspondence, the other served as accountant, specifically keeping the books.

Pei Lixiu sat behind her desk and yawned first. Chunliu quickly brewed her a cup of Songluo tea. Zheng Shangjie regarded her with disdain: "It's already noon and you're still not awake?"

"Had too much to drink last night—" Pei Lixiu draped herself weakly over the desk. "Go ahead and despise me."

"I can't be bothered to despise you. But there's still a pile of things to do here."

"Oh God, did I come to the Ming Dynasty just so I could sit in an office again like a lowly white-collar worker?" She groaned in mock anguish. "How is this more and more like my old life?"

"Don't you also play socialite at night?"

"Sigh—" Pei Lixiu heaved a sigh but said nothing more. Her head was still foggy—the socialite life wasn't easy either.

"The proposal to build Purple Garden has been approved by Mr. Guo." After arriving in Guangzhou, Zheng Shangjie had also adopted local forms of address in public settings to avoid attracting attention.

Zheng Shangjie's current identity was as Guo Yi's cousin—specifically brought in to help.

Though Zhiming Tower had been renovated and rebuilt with a much-improved layout, it remained located in a busy commercial district with no room for expansion. For this reason, Guo Yi had sent people to survey land outside the city, seeking a scenic location with mountains and water to build a villa estate as Zhiming Tower's branch. This place would be called "Purple Garden."

"Someone suggested inviting Ji Cheng to design it," Pei Lixiu recalled. "But this person seems to be in Jiangnan. We'd need to send someone specifically to invite him—"

"I think the matter of inviting Ji Cheng should wait," Zheng Shangjie said. "We only know this person is in Nanjing; we know nothing else. Sending someone on a journey of a thousand miles would take at least three or four months to return, cost a great deal, and might not even succeed. It wouldn't look good in an audit."

At the last Guangzhou Station work meeting, Guo Yi had specifically mentioned that after the Cheka finished auditing the Agricultural Committee, they would soon come to audit the Guangzhou Station's accounts. Everyone needed to pay more attention to accounting work, especially account management and cash handling. Unnecessary expenditures should be avoided.

"So should we proceed with the Purple Garden project or not?" Pei Lixiu had no firm opinion on such matters.

"Normally, if we shelved it, we'd shelve it. But having heard this news and then stopping—that might not look good. I think going ahead with Purple Garden isn't bad. It's another place to make money. Besides, Ji Cheng can't be the only garden designer, can he?"

"He seems to be the most famous." Pei Lixiu sighed. "But we're not in Jiangnan."

The two women chatted idly while handling their work. Suddenly Chunliu, who had gone to the gatehouse to collect the morning's visiting cards, came hurrying back.

She placed the cards on the table and quickly reported something strange.

Dong Jizhong and Wu Zhixiang, who had originally planned to visit Zhiming Tower that afternoon, had both unexpectedly sent servants to say they were feeling unwell and wouldn't be coming today.

"Did they say when they'd reschedule?" Pei Lixiu didn't yet find anything suspicious.

"That's exactly what's strange. Usually when they cancel, they always set another date. Today the servants just said those words and left."

"Perhaps they forgot." Pei Lixiu now also found it peculiar, but still hadn't thought much of it.

"No, that's not all." Chunliu told her that the gate had received thirty percent fewer calling cards today than usual. Many people who had originally planned to come had also sent servants to say they temporarily couldn't make it.

Pei and Zheng exchanged glances. This was indeed strange. Coming to Zhiming Tower was a prestigious thing. Due to limited capacity, even just having a drink or taking a bath here required reservations days or even weeks in advance. Some special amenities could only be reserved by gold or silver card VIP members. Unless something urgent had happened, reservations wouldn't be canceled.

This meant something major had happened in Guangzhou. Zheng Shangjie sensed this keenly.

"Quickly send someone to Huifu Street to see Guo Yi. Something has happened in Guangzhou."

But Guo Yi's side had no news either. Zhang Xin quickly dispatched people around the city to inquire: had there been any recent news in Guangzhou? That evening, everyone reported back that nothing seemed amiss. By dusk, Zhiming Tower was as bustling as ever, with carriages and horses crowding the streets and heads bobbing in throngs—except that those officials and nobles who had canceled their reservations hadn't appeared.

That evening, they finally received their first piece of intelligence.

The news came from a house guest close to the Governor, housed in the Governor's yamen—Zhang Xin and others routinely maintained a network of such lower-ranking personnel working in various yamens and around officials.

This contact told them: Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi Wang Zunde was secretly planning an expedition against the hair-shorn pirates in Lingao.

The matter was of course classified as top secret. But ancient society had no real concept of security; any news would inevitably leak to those nearby.

"This is rather unbelievable." At the emergency meeting held in the Guangzhou Station's safe house, Meng Xian said. "Why the sudden expedition?"

"It was bound to happen sooner or later," Zhang Xin replied. "The government could only pretend to be deaf and blind for so long before the pretense could no longer be maintained."

"From an intelligence studies perspective, such news should first be verified."

"Mm, I've already sent people to verify with our 'connections' at the various yamens. Whether it's true or false, we should have news within a few days." Yan Maoda spoke with a frown. "I'm afraid this matter doesn't bode well. The Guangzhou Station may be facing a test."

"Can't we just report the situation to Lingao?" Pei Lixiu didn't understand. "We're all proper Guangzhou natives now."

"That's just bureaucratic formality," Guo Yi said. "Back then they could give us household registrations; this time they can just as easily refuse to recognize them. Who doesn't know these Purple-Character establishments are actually Australian properties? Whether they want to deal with us or not is entirely at the whim of these officials."

"But we're nominally Ming subjects now, aren't we? They'd still need some reason, wouldn't they?" Zheng Shangjie hadn't been in the Ming Dynasty long. The Ming officials she had encountered were at most somewhat sleazy; she hadn't yet witnessed their cunning and ruthlessness.

"Reasons are plentiful. An official's mouth has two sides; whatever he says goes." Yan Maoda shook his head grimly. "The situation is indeed dire!"

Guo Yi nodded. "Ming household registration can't be relied upon. Never mind that ours is fraudulent—even proper Guangzhou natives can be dealt with whenever officials want to deal with them. Not to mention the Guangzhou Station's substantial assets have long attracted many envious eyes. If this expedition against the hair-shorn pirates is real, I'm afraid officials and gentry scrambling to seize these Purple-Character establishments will be fighting each other for the opportunity."

At this, everyone fell silent. Over these years, the Guangzhou Station had enjoyed smooth sailing. The several people in charge had all become prominent figures in Guangzhou. When Guo Yi sent out a calling card, someone from Guangzhou Prefecture or Nanhai and Panyu counties would immediately step forward, and ordinary matters could be settled right away. Even reaching up to the Circuit Intendant's yamen, the Provincial Administration Commission, or even the Governor's and Governor-General's yamens—they had connections everywhere and could access channels at any time. Any news could be transmitted in real time.

When the Guangzhou Station had used the Qiwei Escort Bureau to expand its inn, warehouse, and logistics operations, clashing with local strongmen and underground powers, the Special Reconnaissance Team had repeatedly done wet work in Guangzhou city. Murder, arson, wiping out entire families—they had done plenty of it. Because their official connections were strong and their backing substantial, not only had no victims sought justice, no one had even said a word.

This situation had fostered a feeling that they were the "hidden godfathers" of Guangzhou. That the Guangzhou Station was as solid as a rock. In meetings at the safe house, mocking the Ming government's corruption, embezzlement, and incompetence had almost become routine—as long as you were willing to spend money, anything could be done. This had become the prevailing mindset of the Guangzhou Station personnel.

Someone had even joked after drinking too much: even if headquarters in Lingao were destroyed someday, the transmigrator collective could rebuild with the Guangzhou Station's foundation.

Now, merely news of an impending attack on Lingao had struck them like a thunderbolt from a clear sky.

They had never before so acutely felt their own dependence on the entire Lingao collective. Without considering, weighing, or calculating anything—without the whole collective's support behind them—the Guangzhou Station's destruction would be a matter of moments. They were just a piece of fat meat.

"We shouldn't panic," Yan Maoda said. "This news hasn't been verified yet. But since it came from the Governor's yamen, I estimate its reliability at ninety percent or above. We should make some preparations."

"Mm, I agree with Old Yan's view," Zhang Xin said. "Though this matter has come somewhat suddenly, we can't be unprepared. My view is: people are most important. Goods and property don't matter. If things become urgent, we evacuate immediately."

"Should we activate Operation Muddy?"

Operation Muddy was the Guangzhou Station's total evacuation plan. It included personnel dispersal and evacuation, transportation, concealment, and burial of materials and property, as well as handling of various commercial relationships. This plan had been formulated since the Guangzhou Station's establishment, and as the Station's scale had grown ever larger, the Operation Muddy planning document had grown ever thicker.

Guo Yi said: "Of course not. This is only a possibility for now. We needn't be overly nervous, nor should we lose our composure."

"Once they attack Lingao, there's no way we can hold on here," Zhang Xin said.

"Whether they'll attack Lingao hasn't been confirmed yet," Guo Yi replied. "We can't rule out the possibility that someone is trying to use our Australian connection to pressure us with this big hat."

"You mean—?" Zheng Shangjie didn't quite understand.

"Are you saying someone is using this expedition against Lingao as a pretext to force us to give up benefits, but whether they'll actually attack Lingao isn't certain?"

"Correct. We need to consider this possibility. The Guangzhou Station is a fat piece of meat, and there's no shortage of people eyeing it. In this city of Guangzhou, have there been few cases where people see someone running a good business and use intimidation to seize it? Our backing has always been strong, so if they want to take a bite of Zishi Enterprises, they have to undermine us at the root. By releasing this half-true, half-false news, they force us into disarray."

"Are you saying the news might be false?"

"No, the news might be true. But whether the expedition against Lingao will actually happen isn't certain. A drawn bow doesn't always release its arrow."

"These officials are experts at trimming their sails to the wind. So I say—even if there really is going to be an attack on Lingao, we needn't worry too much. The Guangzhou Station has many stakeholders here. Once it collapses, many people's interests will suffer serious losses. They won't just stand by—take Gao Ju, for example. Even if mutual debts and credits cancel out, he'd still lose his supply of Australian goods. The loss outweighs the gain." Yan Maoda said.

"For now, let's use various channels to verify the news. At the same time, let's reach out to our allies so they can speak up for us when necessary," Guo Yi said. "Of course, this news must be reported to Lingao tonight. Starting today, Guangzhou developments are to be reported twice daily."

"Alright," everyone agreed.

"There's also Meng Xian's side," Guo Yi said. "Delong Bank has few public connections to the Guangzhou Station, and it holds large amounts of private deposits from officials. I estimate it won't be too affected. You shouldn't come to the Purple-Character establishments for now. If there's anything, send messengers. If something truly urgent happens and contact is lost, you can arrange evacuation or standby according to the situation."

"Alright." Meng Xian nodded firmly. "I'll hold on as long as I can."

"Also, you'd better take inventory of your silver reserves and see how much can be mobilized," Guo Yi said. "I estimate that if this news is true, in a few days these Purple-Character enterprises will face a large-scale bank run. You'll probably face runs too. Each location should prepare at least fifty thousand taels in cash."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 610 - Channels

All three Purple-Character establishments under the Guangzhou Station had absorbed substantial deposits. These deposits were actually stored collectively at Delong Bank. If Guangdong was going to attack Lingao, the fate of enterprises so closely connected to Lingao was obvious. Depositor runs were to be expected.

Meng Xian kept shaking his head: "Where would we get so much cash right now?"

Most of the deposits they had absorbed had been invested in the Guangzhou Station's operations—per instructions from the Financial Superintendent, deposits collected locally in Guangzhou weren't to be used for purchasing raw materials needed by Lingao. They were deployed in the Guangzhou Station's various businesses and investments: opening new enterprises; purchasing goods for overseas trade—apart from sugar and liquor supplied by Leizhou and some products supplied by Lingao, the rest of the cargo for Lingao's Southeast Asia Company trading ships was all handled by the Guangzhou Station; and operating lending business—including inter-merchant lending, commercial loans, and small personal loans.

"How much cash do you have on hand right now?" Guo Yi asked.

"Less than sixty thousand immediately available. I've kept a reserve of twelve and a half percent..."

Delong Bank held deposits absorbed by the various establishments plus those it had collected directly—a total of four hundred thousand taels. This was no small sum in this time-space.

"Never mind the reserve ratio. You need to take inventory quickly. Each establishment should still have some working capital in silver. Go back and consolidate the silver first, count it clearly. How much cash is actually available must be reported daily. Outstanding accounts receivable should be collected as soon as possible. As for accounts payable—" Guo Yi was about to say "put off what can be put off."

"I think accounts payable should be paid, without any delay," Meng Xian interjected. "Otherwise, if word gets out that we're delaying payments, it'll immediately trigger a run."

"That's true. Right now this is only rumor. If we're the ones who start panicking, we'll be the ones who suffer." Having been in Guangzhou for so long, Guo Yi knew well that commerce in this time-space lived and died by credit. Once word of instability got out, no matter how large your enterprise, it could collapse like an iceberg in an instant.

After further discussion, they decided that Guo Yi and the others would return to their respective posts to handle business and social obligations as usual. Secretly, they would make certain corresponding preparations.

"Yan Maoda, you manage the Qiwei side. Pay more attention to the escort bureau system; keep a tight grip on Sun Kecheng. If necessary, we can retreat through their network."

"That's no problem. Old Master Sun is very reliable," Yan Maoda said. "But Qiwei has frequent contact with us. That relationship probably can't be hidden from others."

"It doesn't matter if it can't be hidden. Qiwei also has business dealings with many wealthy households. Self-protection shouldn't be a problem."

Before the meeting adjourned, Guo Yi instructed Zhang Yuchen: "Take the radio and codebook and evacuate to Qiwei's backup liaison point first. And all the modern equipment in the safe house—pack it up and take it with you. Handle this personally."

"I'll take care of it as soon as I get back," Zhang Yuchen agreed.

The Guangzhou Station had set up multiple backup liaison points in the city to serve as refuges when necessary. These were watched by dedicated personnel and could receive evacuating staff at any time.



Early the next morning, Guo Yi rose at dawn and had Sun Chang summoned.

Since returning from review in Lingao, Guo Yi had formally freed Sun Chang from bondage. He was now Master Guo's chief steward, with a status and position very different from before. By the standards of this time-space, he was now a "powerful house servant."

"Take my sedan chair, bring the Fujian spring tea that just arrived a few days ago and my calling cards, and deliver them to each household one by one," he instructed Sun Chang. "If they receive you, go in and sit briefly, exchange a few pleasantries. If they don't see you, it doesn't matter. But remember: note each household's attitude carefully!"

"Yes," Sun Chang nodded. "Shall I follow the gift list?"

"Correct. Get the tea from Purple Treasure Studio. Two jin for each household."

"Yes. I'll go right away."

Human connections are as thin as paper—this held true in any time-space. If the news was accurate, these people would certainly avoid Sun Chang and his gifts as if he were a plague god.



The situation at Zhiming Tower remained unclear for the moment. Though reservations from important guests had decreased considerably, business conditions were still as good as ever.

"The situation looks bad." Zheng Shangjie came running to tell her. "Of the six VIP room reservations last night, three didn't show up! They stood us up!"

Pei Lixiu didn't need to look at the list to know which six had reserved VIP rooms for pleasure-seeking last night, and she could roughly guess which ones hadn't appeared. It seemed the matter was ninety percent certain.

"Prepare the sedan!" Pei Lixiu suddenly called out.

"Where are you going?" Zheng Shangjie saw her face alternating between pale and flushed and was quite worried.

"To the Gao residence!"

Su Ai, Gao Shunqing's beloved concubine, was her close confidante. Gao Shunqing was the Guangdong Provincial Inspector, occupying a distinguished position among provincial officials. He would certainly not be unaware of matters involving military action against Lingao.

News from Su Ai's side would be far more accurate than what filtered out from the advisors and deputies in the various prefectures and yamens.

Pei Lixiu's sedan chair was famous throughout Guangzhou. To avoid being too conspicuous and having Su Ai refuse to see her, she had bearers carry only the small two-person sedan kept at the tower for guests and headed to the Gao residence.

Because of her status, and since she was visiting a concubine, she naturally couldn't present her card at the main gate like a proper lady of a great household. She could only go quietly to the side gate and have a servant deliver her card.

The servant at the gate, seeing only a two-person sedan and a card presented at the side gate, figured this wasn't anyone important—certainly not someone calling on the master or mistress. Without even asking whom she sought, he coldly replied: "Not at home," and moved to close the gate.

Chunliu had seen plenty of such situations. She immediately slipped a string of cash over: "Please be so kind as to announce to Concubine Su that her sisters from the Purple family have called."

Hearing she wanted to see Concubine Su, and having received the money, the servant's expression instantly changed, resuming a respectful manner: "Please wait a moment!"

In the time it took to drink a cup of tea, Su Ai sent someone to escort her in.

The sedan was set down at the middle gate. The old woman serving as guide led her and Chunliu toward the rear courtyard.

Pei Lixiu had been here several times and knew that this beloved concubine of the Gao household—a former famous courtesan from Jiangnan—lived in the garden.

They walked along a path bordered by flowering trees. After winding through covered corridors and along stone paths, they arrived at a small, secluded courtyard with its own gate. Pei Lixiu usually lost her bearings easily. Though she had visited several times, she still didn't know the way and just followed the old woman in confusion. But this place she recognized—this was Su Ai's residence.

The flowers, trees, pools, and rocks in the courtyard were all tastefully arranged. A small three-bay building lay hidden amid dense tree shadows.

A maid at the door took over, supporting her as they walked while calling out:

"Miss Pei has arrived!"

Then came the sound of delicate footsteps. The bead curtain lifted, and first emerged a maid. She curtsied to the guest, then turned and held the curtain high with both hands. After a moment, a tall, elegantly dressed beauty came gracefully out.

This was Su Ai. By the standards of any time-space, Su Ai was undeniably beautiful—though her figure was somewhat slender. She hailed from Yangzhou. After coming to Guangdong, she found she couldn't speak the Cantonese dialect. The maids and servants around her were all brought from Jiangnan. Even the courtyard's layout, the house's furnishings, and the food were all in the fashionable "Southern style." Each time Pei Lixiu came here, she enjoyed a taste of Ming Dynasty Jiangnan elegance—quite different from Zhiming Tower's neither-ancient-nor-modern luxury.

Ordinarily when close sisters met, there would be much to say. But Pei Lixiu had no patience for pleasantries now. Su Ai seemed to sense her sister's purpose and directly escorted her into the inner room for tea.

After tea and refreshments were served, Su Ai instructed the maid to temporarily close the courtyard gate and keep away idle visitors. Only then did the two begin to talk.

What Pei Lixiu inquired about was naturally the recent movements of the Guangdong government.

"There's something I originally planned to come to Zhiming Tower today to tell you. Since you've come, that works too." She spoke softly.

Su Ai told her: Gao Shunqing had been drafting documents in his study every day recently. He seemed to be writing memorials. He frequently conferred with his advisors in the study and had specially sent people out to find books.

"What books?"

"Something about defending against the wokou, it seems." Su Ai spoke softly in her room. "From his manner, the government seems to be planning something against you all lately."

"What exactly is going on? Sister Su, please tell me what you know." Pei Lixiu was reduced to pleading.

"Don't worry!" Su Ai had always gotten along extremely well with Pei Lixiu and had received many favors from her. Seeing her close sister's master about to meet with disaster, she naturally couldn't refuse to help a little.

"The one heading this matter is an advisor at the Governor-General's residence, surnamed Lü or something."

"Lü Yizhong."

"Yes, that's him," Su Ai confirmed. "I don't know what this man is plotting, giving Governor-General Wang such an idea. Governor-General Wang was momentarily confused and listened to him. Sigh, what trouble!"

"Advisor Lü?!" Pei Lixiu felt as if struck by lightning. This Lü Yizhong was the Governor-General's advisor. She had gone out of her way to cultivate him—not only were the gifts for the three annual festivals and two seasonal greetings generous, but whenever he came to Zhiming Tower to entertain guests or meet friends, it was often at no charge. And this Lü Yizhong had always been very courteous to Guo Yi and herself. For any tricky matter, all it took was a note from Guo Yi, or even from herself, and it would be handled immediately. By any measure, their performance of the traditional Chinese official-merchant collusion was exemplary by both ancient and modern standards.

She had never imagined this seemingly upright, amiable old man could strike so ruthlessly! Thinking of how the empire Guo Yi and she had worked so hard to build was about to go up in smoke, Pei Lixiu trembled with rage.

"In sister's view, is there any way to salvage this?" Pei Lixiu pressed urgently.

"That depends on Governor-General Wang," Su Ai said. "However, Lü Yizhong is very much in Governor-General Wang's favor. Unless this man can be made to change his mind, I'm afraid things can't be salvaged."

"Could sister perhaps ask Master Gao to—"

Su Ai shook her head repeatedly: "Don't even think about it." Perhaps feeling her refusal was too harsh, she softened her tone. "You know my master's temperament best. He despises all who trade overseas. Just the other day, he was talking about cutting off food and water supplies to the Portuguese to force them out of Macau. Your Australians have been stationed at Lingao, and he's heard of it. Since he can't even tolerate the Portuguese, would he tolerate the Australians?"

Su Ai added: "I advise you, sister, to quickly go back and talk to Mr. Guo. Have all the Australians at Lingao change their clothing and grow their hair, then send people to Guangzhou to obtain proper household registration. Why suffer in that pestilent place? With your abilities, you couldn't fail to establish yourselves here."

"Thank you for your counsel, sister."

Pei Lixiu expressed her thanks, then asked if Su Ai could intercede to protect the three Purple-Character enterprises.

"Sister probably knows that once word of the expedition against Lingao gets out, there are already many people eyeing Mr. Guo's properties. Once rumors spread, there'll likely be much trouble! I hope sister can obtain a calling card from Master Gao for protection—" As she spoke, tears were already welling in her eyes.

This wasn't affected emotion. She had genuinely been hit too hard. Especially Zhiming Tower, into which she had poured so much of her effort. If it were destroyed like this, how could she be reconciled?

"Don't worry, sister," Su Ai comforted her. "Officials are very shrewd. They definitely won't make a move on Zhiming Tower right away. It's just that now that rumors have started, there'll certainly be villains using the opportunity to cause trouble and extort you. There may even be those trying to pressure you into making dedications."

"Dedications?" Pei Lixiu naturally knew what this meant. Operating a business in the Ming Dynasty was extremely difficult. Merchants without backing often suffered extortion and harassment from various official and private malicious forces. Some merchants even went bankrupt from this. There were those who would dedicate their businesses to some gentry family in exchange for protection. Of course, a large sum of money had to be offered up front, with annual "tribute" thereafter. This was merely a commercial version of small landlords and self-cultivating farmers dedicating their land.

"That won't work," Pei Lixiu said dazedly.

"In times of danger, it's not a bad option!" Su Ai consoled her. "Don't you have excellent relations with the Gao family? The Gao family has connections to Eunuch Yang. If you dedicate to Eunuch Yang, then out of respect for the eunuch's authority, no one in Guangdong would dare touch you."

Finally, Su Ai gave her a small visiting card case. Pei Lixiu opened it to see a large red calling card—it was Gao Shunqing's own.

"Take this card. But if some powerful figure is determined to seize your properties, I'm afraid it won't be much use." Su Ai reminded her.

"Thank you, sister. The silver—I'll definitely send it another day!" Pei Lixiu knew that obtaining this calling card would normally cost at least three or four hundred taels—not counting the expenses needed to grease palms throughout the Gao household. For Su Ai to simply give it to her was truly sisterly affection.

"Between us sisters, what talk of silver!" Su Ai shook her head. "You'd best not come here for a while. As for silver, there's time enough to give it after you safely weather this crisis." She hesitated. "Also, the silver I have deposited at your establishment..."

Su Ai had two thousand taels deposited at Zhiming Tower—her savings accumulated over many years. Now that Zishi Enterprises was in peril, however loyal she might be, she couldn't stand beneath a crumbling wall.

Pei Lixiu quickly said: "Please give me your account booklet, sister. I'll have someone deliver the silver right away."

"The silver can't be delivered here," Su Ai said hastily. "Too many eyes and ears..."

"Yes, I was confused." This was Su Ai's private savings—how could it be openly delivered to the Gao residence? "Then where would sister like it deposited? I'll take care of everything and send the new booklet over."

"I think Delong would be fine. My master's remittances to the capital are mostly handled by that establishment now."

Pei Lixiu's heart had been heavy, but now she almost laughed aloud—the silver was already at Delong Bank. She had been worried it would affect Delong's cash reserves, but it turned out to be merely a matter of transferring ledger entries.

"Good! I'll take care of it as soon as I get back." Her answer was quite decisive.



Pei Lixiu returned from the Gao residence. She first sent Xiahe to Delong to make a ledger transfer, opening a new account under Delong's name and having the booklet sent to Su Ai. Then she sat down to write a confidential letter to Guo Yi—written in invisible ink, it contained a complete account of her visit to Su Ai and their conversation.

As for dedication, there was no need to consider—Guo Yi would never agree. Besides, it wasn't within his authority to decide.

She had just finished writing the letter and sent it off with a courier when Pei Lixiu was about to find Zheng Shangjie to discuss the current situation. But someone from the gatehouse came to report:

"Master Jiang from the Governor's office has arrived."

Master Jiang? Pei Lixiu thought for a long while before recalling—this was one of the advisors on Governor Li Fengjie's staff. His position wasn't prominent; he specifically handled trivial matters for the Li residence.

People like this had been a dime a dozen at Zhiming Tower in the past. But for him to suddenly come calling now, there must be a reason. Pei Lixiu pondered for a moment, then ordered: "Show him to the flower hall."

She tidied her appearance slightly before proceeding to the flower hall. This Master Jiang was already "waiting" inside.

The man was about fifty years old. Judging by his dress, he should be a xiucai or similar. His appearance and bearing were reasonably respectable.

But the moment he saw Pei Lixiu, his eyes fixed on her. Perhaps feeling this was too rude, he quickly shifted his gaze to Chunliu.

After they exchanged greetings, Chunliu served tea. Pei Lixiu then asked his purpose.

This Master Jiang coughed once, assumed an air of "official business at hand," and said imposingly:

"I've come to call today because, as it's said, 'an official body is not one's own.'"

Having been around Guangzhou for a long time, Pei Lixiu knew this was "official-speak"—roughly meaning "I'm here on official business, and official business must be handled officially." She was secretly alarmed. Could the Guangdong authorities be ready to make their move?

She thought of Su Ai's warning and Guo Yi's instruction at the meeting to "stay calm." She merely nodded slightly and asked:

"What instructions does the Governor have? Please inform me, Master Jiang, so I may comply accordingly."

Master Jiang hesitated a moment, then said:

"First, there have been some rumors in the city recently..."

He watched her, hoping she would speak first. But Pei Lixiu had already made up her mind—it was best to say as little as possible.

Seeing no response, Master Jiang silently cursed, then had to speak plainly:

"There are rumors that your master fraudulently registered in Guangzhou, but is actually an Australian from overseas."

"Though we're not Guangzhou natives, we're still subjects of the Great Ming," Pei Lixiu said slowly. "As for being overseas Australians, I don't know where that comes from."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 611 - The Etiquette of Gift-Giving

That single sentence blocked everything that might follow. The claim that they were so-called Australians was completely unsubstantiated. Besides, they weren't red-haired, green-eyed Westerners who were obviously foreign at a glance. Master Jiang's entire prepared speech of elaborations and insinuations couldn't be delivered. He squeezed his fan hard.

Since this approach proved ineffective, he had to fall back on his backup plan. Time to invoke the big name and intimidate. He cleared his throat lightly:

"Second—well, it's a long story. Let me speak frankly. Open the skylight and let in the light, as they say." He glanced at Pei Lixiu. "The Governor's venerable mother will soon celebrate her eightieth birthday."

Pei Lixiu nodded. "This is already recorded in our formal gift registry. When the time comes, there will be no delay. We will certainly send a generous gift to seek her favor."

Master Jiang smiled. "That's just following the customary formalities for offering congratulations along with everyone else. How could that possibly please the master? Given the current situation, wouldn't your Mr. Guo want to bring extra joy upon joy to Governor Li's venerable mother?"

The extortionate demand in these words was now quite plain. Pei Lixiu secretly frowned but could only say: "I'll need Master Jiang to enlighten me."

Only then did Master Jiang say: "The Governor's honored mother has long heard that you have in your establishment a self-walking, self-chiming Australian clock. She very much wishes to borrow it for her birthday celebration, to cut a fine figure and let all the guests marvel at it."

Pei Lixiu suddenly understood: so that was what they wanted—the large rosewood clock in her room.

This thing wasn't actually that precious. If it weren't for Dr. Zhong Lishi insisting on waiting until all self-produced clock technology was fully developed before marketing, just the stock of modern mechanical clock components in Lingao numbered in the hundreds of sets. Have the skilled craftsmen at Purple Treasure Studio fit them with attractive cases, and they'd be ready immediately. If giving one to Li Fengjie could ease this crisis, it wasn't too high a price to pay.

But Su Ai's words floated back into her mind—"With rumors flying lately, you must keep your composure. Don't get any wild ideas about finding channels. There are too many heartless beasts out there who eat people without spitting out bones!" Moreover, she clearly remembered that Governor Li's mother's birthday wasn't "in a few days," and the amount to send was already established by precedent. Someone wouldn't be specially dispatched to prompt them. Generally, they also wouldn't come specifically to request a particular item.

She studied this sanctimonious "official face," watching his smug smile and his fan constantly opening and closing. She decided to test him.

"Since the honored lady has shown such favor, I'll have someone deliver the clock to the Governor's residence as soon as I return. May we partake of the old lady's blessings and win her appreciation."

"No need, no need. I've already brought people. They'll take it away themselves. No need to deliver it."

"That wouldn't be proper. This congratulatory gift should be delivered on the actual day, draped in red and accompanied by musicians. I'll naturally also go in person to kowtow to the old lady."

"No need, no need."

Pei Lixiu suddenly frowned and said softly: "Oh dear, this isn't right. Not right at all."

Master Jiang had been preparing to press his case about how there was truly no need to trouble herself, when he suddenly heard her say "not right." He stared at her in stupefaction.

"The item in my room is called an Australian Rosewood Grand Clock. You surely know this, sir."

"Indeed, indeed."

"Since this is a birthday gift for the Governor's venerable mother, sending a clock would be... this, this, this..." She shifted tone. "I'm afraid it's most improper."

Sending a "clock" (zhong) as a birthday gift—wasn't that the same as "sending to one's end" (song zhong)? It was practically cursing the host. This Master Jiang had merely been crafting clever words, using the Governor's mother's birthday as a pretext to seize this precious clock. It had never actually been intended as a birthday gift. How could he have thought of this connection? Pointed out by Pei Lixiu, he was struck dumb and completely speechless.

Master Jiang departed in humiliated fury, unable to resist leaving a few veiled threats. Pei Lixiu couldn't be bothered to respond. She was now certain—Master Jiang hadn't come on Governor Li's orders at all. He was simply exploiting the recent news about attacking Lingao to extort them.

When Zheng Shangjie learned of this, she was somewhat worried—after all, the man was someone close to the Governor. What if he poisoned the well at a critical moment?

"Hmph, he doesn't have the standing," Pei Lixiu said lazily. "On matters of such importance, the Governor's yamen doesn't consult the likes of him. Besides, regarding the expedition against Lingao—even the Governor-General's yamen hasn't settled the matter yet. What influence could a house guest in the Governor's yamen possibly have? He probably doesn't even have clearance to know the secrets. No need to fear him. This rosewood clock—I'd rather send it to Governor Li's residence; it might actually prove useful."

"Mm, that's true. But shouldn't we discuss the gift-giving with Mr. Guo..."

"I'm just saying. Right now our every move is significant. Of course he has to make the decisions." Pei Lixiu bit her lip—realizing she had forgotten to put on lipstick.



On Guo Yi's end, Sun Chang had already returned. He reported that most households had still accepted the tea, though only a handful had received him and offered reward money. Most just returned a calling card. Some households said the master wasn't home and it wasn't convenient to accept gifts.

Guo Yi examined the gift list Sun Chang had made, looking for patterns.

It appeared that the officials and gentry the Guangzhou Station associated with had begun consciously distancing themselves, but not yet to the point of a complete break. This meant things hadn't reached the final stage. There was still room for maneuver on all sides.

In summary: the Guangdong government clearly intended to use military force against Lingao. But nothing had been finalized yet.

Guo Yi specifically went to visit Gao Ju. The great Master Gao had also received similar news. He remained quite calm, telling him directly: this matter was very suspicious.

"You needn't panic too much. This matter has all the signs of a drawn bow that won't release its arrow."

This aligned somewhat with his own speculation, Guo Yi thought. He wanted to draw out details, so he feigned confusion and asked Gao Ju.

"To attack Lingao, where would the troops come from? Where would the military pay come from?" Gao Ju laughed. "Without troops or pay, would the fine lords and officials of Guangzhou city personally take up arms?"

He told Guo Yi that the Guangdong provincial treasury simply couldn't produce such a large sum.

"General He's soldiers haven't been paid for nearly a year. Unless Governor-General Wang can conjure up several hundred thousand taels of military pay, attacking Lingao is nothing but empty talk."

"I see. So this is a false alarm?"

"Not necessarily. At minimum, Governor-General Wang does have this intention," Gao Ju said. "Think about it—Governor Xiong in Fujian is riding high on success. If Wang Zunde has nothing to show for himself, how can he continue? And he's offended many people in Guangdong. When the time comes, he won't be able to account for himself to the court!"

"You shouldn't let your guard down either," Gao Ju said. "As things stand, your best strategy is to quickly find a solid backer and make a dedication."

Gao Ju's meaning was the same as Su Ai's—they should dedicate to Eunuch Yang, which would silence all the greedy hands reaching toward them.

"This subordinate cannot make such a decision—"

"Yes, you need to ask Steward Wen's opinion." Gao Ju was in good spirits. "Old Wen hasn't come to Guangzhou in ages. Could that godforsaken Lingao actually be better than Guangzhou? How dismissive of us!"

"No, no." Guo Yi was about to make excuses for Wen Desi when Gao Ju waved his hand: "Go discuss with Steward Wen. His entrenching himself at Lingao isn't a long-term solution! Better to plan early!"

Comparing notes from multiple sources, Guo Yi had a rough understanding now. In his report to Lingao, he stated: the likelihood of the Guangdong Ming forces mobilizing in the short term was actually quite small.

However, the spreading of this news made the Guangzhou Station's situation increasingly difficult. Not only did Zhiming Tower's business volume plummet, but as Su Ai had predicted, over the following seven or eight days the political climate in Guangzhou seemed to shift. Visitors to Zhiming Tower noticeably decreased, and reservations nearly dried up. A steady stream of various visitors began seeking audiences with Guo Yi and Pei Lixiu.

Each of these visitors claimed impressive connections: if not a house guest of the Governor-General, then a relative of the Governor, or else a personal attendant of the Supervising Eunuch... One by one they came calling, opening with demands to borrow silver. Some didn't want silver but claimed their master was interested in "Australian curiosities" and hoped to "borrow them for viewing." One pretext after another for extortion and seizure. The slightest show of reluctance brought threatening language.

Fortunately, Pei Lixiu had gotten the inside story from Su Ai, and Gao Ju had secretly warned them: don't fear these people—they're merely using their masters' names to extort benefits. Even giving in to them would be useless; it would only invite wave after wave of such people. Eventually, Guo Yi simply had Sun Chang receive visitors, claiming he himself was unwell, and shut his doors to guests.

But privately, he was constantly making various preparations for possible contingencies. He instructed Sun Kecheng to station more personnel near the various establishments to guard against anyone inciting disturbances. Through various channels, he secretly gathered cash to Delong's main vault, ready at any moment to handle runs on the various establishments. Externally, all establishments continued normal business. Especially for those requesting early withdrawal of deposits—all were to be paid principal and interest as calculated, without showing the slightest difficulty.

What somewhat consoled him was that Sun Kecheng, Shen Fan, and other indigenous managers, though they hadn't been vetted in Lingao, remained utterly loyal to the Guangzhou Station. Not only did they show no sign of shirking or evading, they actually came forward to offer advice and strategies. Shen Fan suggested talking to Liang Cunhou.

"Not only are Young Master Liang and his father benevolent, but they're also upright in their conduct. If the master wishes to make a dedication, why not dedicate Purple Treasure Studio to their family?" Shen Fan was quite enthusiastic about dedication, considering it the best solution to the current problem.

"The Liang family is a major local gentry family. Their grandfather was a high-ranking court official. Their roots run extremely deep. With them backing you, no one in Guangzhou city would dare eye the master's properties!"

Moreover, Liang Cunhou and Guo Yi were already cooperating on the Charity Hall, so they had a personal friendship. This relationship made them different from ordinary shops.

"If it were an ordinary shop seeking to make a dedication, they might not even be willing to accept!" Shen Fan seemed to be saying that their willingness to take your property for free was already an enormous favor. This made Guo Yi quite unhappy.



That night, Guo Yi lay awake almost the entire night in his room. The environment of this time-space was indeed a hundred times more complex than the old one. The official-merchant collusion routine—he had thought he'd been overdoing it, giving these officials too many benefits. He had never imagined they would take the benefits and still want to swallow everything whole!

What troubled him now was: how exactly could this crisis facing the Guangzhou Station be resolved?

Guo Yi wasn't the least bit afraid of the so-called expedition against Lingao—that would only bring about their own destruction. Lingao would certainly be fine. But the Guangzhou Station faced an enormous crisis in all this.

Dedicating one establishment to Eunuch Yang or the Liang family wasn't inconceivable as a compromise. However, neither the Transmigrator Parliament nor the Executive Committee would approve it.

He now fully understood: Lü Yizhong's scheme, while ostensibly catering to Wang Zunde's eagerness to achieve maritime glory, was mainly aimed at the Guangzhou Station's various establishments.

The man didn't care at all whether the Australians could maintain themselves at Lingao. He just wanted to use this pretext to devour the Guangzhou Station!

But for a retired prefect, wasn't his appetite a bit too large?

Could there be someone else behind him? Guo Yi grew alert. Lü Yizhong was just a retired prefect who could throw his weight around in the two Guangs only because of Wang Zunde's trust. He held no real power himself. Even if the Guangzhou Station obediently dedicated everything to him, he couldn't hold onto it! Thinking of this, he realized that whoever was plotting to seize the Guangzhou Station must be of much higher status—at minimum a palace eunuch on the level of Eunuch Yang, or a high court official.

But this person still hadn't revealed their true face.

He took a sip of tea that had gone nearly cold and stood at the window, gazing out. The moon appeared and disappeared in the night sky. To the north, there remained an impenetrable mass of dark clouds.



The telegram from Guangzhou about the Ming's signs of military action against Lingao was sent with the most urgent designation. As soon as this Guangzhou telegram arrived, it was delivered to the classified communications room at Lingao Telecom. When Li Yunxing saw the full text, he was momentarily stunned.

"F*ck, hell yeah!" He excitedly grabbed the telegram folder and was about to leave.

"Director, Director, you haven't signed yet!" The indigenous female radio operator responsible for encoding and routing called out to stop him as he took the telegram and prepared to leave.

"Right, right." Li Yunxing pulled out a pen and scrawled his signature in the log with a flourish. Then he hurried out of the classified room and ran back to his own office. His newly assigned domestic secretary and office secretary, Bei Jinyi, was tidying the documents on his desk.

Li Yunxing strode into the office and swept everything on the desk aside in one motion, giving the half-finished Bei Jinyi a terrible fright. She thought he was dissatisfied with her about something and stood to the side, not daring to speak.

"Quick, make a copy immediately and send it to the Office of the Chief of Staff's classified room!"

Li Yunxing spoke excitedly. This was excellent! The Ming army was finally coming to their door! Once this war started, those who'd been advocating the "turtle strategy" day in and day out would have nothing more to say. Lingao Telecom would become Hainan Telecom. Who knew—he might directly become the head of Guangdong Telecom!

He rubbed his hands together excitedly, knowing that once this reached the Executive Committee, a full assembly would be called tomorrow at the latest—this was the transmigrator collective's first national war!

Li Yunxing decided that at the upcoming Transmigrator Parliament assembly, he would definitely jump up and speak passionately, firmly demanding an expansion of the war. They couldn't be satisfied with merely repelling the Ming attack—at minimum, they should pursue to Qiongshan County and completely destroy Ming rule on Hainan.

The telegram was quickly sent to the Office of the Chief of Staff's classified room, then printed into several dozen copies. By regulation, such dispatches went first to the Executive Committee, the Parliament Standing Committee, and the heads of relevant departments.

An hour later, this news was posted on the BBS as a pinned announcement on the front page.

The BBS, which had been lacking hot topics recently—except for the North American contingent still endlessly debating political system reform and the Colonial Trade Department people promoting Liaodong trade—had been basically deserted. The news of a Ming expedition immediately caused a sensation.

That evening, a flood of posts surged onto the BBS. For a time, all manner of ideas filled the forums, instantly creating a thread explosion.

Early the next morning, the Transmigrator Parliament announced a full assembly.

In the Parliament hall, more than three hundred eighty transmigrators currently in Lingao who didn't need to remain at their posts attended the meeting. Because this was the first time a decision involving war and peace would be made, every transmigrator who could leave their post was present.

The hall was filled with a heated atmosphere. Transmigrators stood or sat, each face showing excitement. From the crowd came occasional shouts: "Fck! Beat them till they sht themselves!", "Wipe out Wang Zunde's whole family!", "Guangzhou Massacre!", "Dongguan Triple Slaughter!" and similar cries.

"Dammit, the war hasn't even started and they're already dreaming of being Tatars!" Liu Zheng, representing most of the Long-Range Exploration Team, came to the Parliament and couldn't help cursing when he heard such talk. Behind him came Zhao Xue, Bai Guoshi's girlfriend—after Bai Guoshi's persistent pursuit and sworn promises to never take concubines, Zhao Xue had finally agreed to be his girlfriend. As a single woman, her range of choices originally hadn't been too limited, but when this bunch of single otaku were all dreaming of seventy-two female slaves of various ethnicities and skin colors, her choices had become pathetically few.

"They seem to be talking about women," Zhao Xue thought. These men were truly tiresome. "They want to, um, do that to all the women in Guangzhou and Dongguan."

"Hmph, small-minded!" Liu Zheng placed his personal wooden seat cushion on the brick seat engraved with his number. All around him was a large empty space—almost everyone from the Long-Range Exploration Team was out on expeditions.

Liu Zheng wasn't particularly excited about this news. Though he wasn't a Ming dynasty fan, he was a Han nationalist. So he would have preferred to fight the Tatars or some other foreigners rather than the Ming army—though this conflict was also unavoidable.

Still fuming, he suddenly spotted Ma Qianzhu sitting in his seat, signing autographs for a bespectacled young woman. He even offered a few words of praise, though the noise was so loud no one could hear what he said.

"Hmph hmph, you Ma Qian—"

A piercing rendition of "On the Moon Above" rang out over the assembly hall—Xiao Zishan, chairing the meeting, had banged his gavel dozens of times without anyone paying him any attention. Finally he had no choice but to crank up the amplifier and start playing "On the Moon Above."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 612 - War Guidance Principles

The assembly hall gradually quieted. Xiao Zishan first read aloud the full text of the telegram from Guangzhou. Then he called for the assembly to discuss the matter.

Convening the assembly was, of course, not to discuss whether to fight or how to win. With the transmigrator collective's strength, defeating ten or twenty thousand punitive troops presented no problem. The main purpose of this meeting was to decide the scale of the war and what to do after achieving victory.

The transmigrators' determination was unanimous: if they were going to fight, they would cripple and terrify the Ming army so thoroughly that it would never again dare covet the Lingao regime—achieving peace through force.

But on the question of how far to push before stopping, the meeting once again saw major disputes.

Eventually, three mainstream positions emerged.

The first was to maintain the current status quo of neither fighting, withdrawing, nor submitting—completely rout and destroy the invading Ming forces and call it done, continuing to entrench at Lingao.

Supporters argued that the advantage of this approach lay in not completely tearing things apart with the Ming. It would still ensure that sea trade channels with Ming remained open and would also help guarantee the safety of the Guangzhou and Leizhou stations. As long as the Guangdong authorities hadn't lost any prefectures or counties, they could still claim victory after their humiliating defeat. In other words, it would leave the Guangdong government its dignity.

The second position advocated riding the momentum of a great victory to pursue the Ming forces to Qiongshan, destroy the Ming navy at Baisha Naval Base, completely annihilate the main Ming forces on Hainan, then attack the prefectures and counties throughout Hainan, rapidly occupying the entire island. This would bring all of Hainan Island's human and material resources fully under the transmigrator collective's control, creating a situation of carving out Hainan as their territory.

The third was an upgraded version of the second. It advocated not only occupying all of Hainan but also launching a punitive expedition against Guangzhou. Some proposed deploying the Holy Ship and using the heavy guns on deck to bombard Guangzhou city, spreading panic throughout the region. Others proposed sending in the Special Reconnaissance Team to conduct a decapitation operation against officials in Guangzhou who had advocated military action against Lingao—quite a few people suggested simply wiping out Wang Zunde's entire family.

Each of the three plans had a group of supporters, and they engaged in fierce verbal combat in the assembly, neither side yielding.

Overall, the second and third plans were really just variations of degree. The third received active support from Si Kaide, who put forward a complete strategic proposal:

First, seize all of Hainan. Since they had already torn things apart with the Ming government, they must take advantage of this opportunity to seize all of Hainan. Otherwise, the transmigrator state couldn't develop.

Second, strive to completely destroy the Ming army on land, not merely repel them at sea. This way, the Ming would be unable to attack for three or four years. Moreover, there would be large numbers of prisoners to serve as laborers and bargaining chips.

Third, conduct a moderate counterattack on the mainland. Try to seize the Guangzhou periphery, even temporarily besiege Guangzhou city, to thoroughly awe the Ming. But they shouldn't occupy Guangzhou—the transmigrator state wasn't yet ready to contend for the mainland.

Fourth, pay attention to propaganda and protect private property. Their policy was to oppose the Guangdong authorities' unprovoked suppression campaign, oppose corrupt officials using suppression as an excuse to plunder public wealth and kill innocents for credit. But they shouldn't oppose the court openly—oppose internally, not externally—leaving room for peace talks. Protecting private property could win people's hearts.

Fifth, use war to force peace. Lingao wasn't afraid of Ming attacks, but for several years they didn't want trade with Ming severed. So after the war, the main approach toward Ming should be peace talks. If talks truly couldn't work, then fight again.

Beyond these five points, Si Kaide explicitly demanded creating panic in Guangzhou: he proposed following the British model of burning Copenhagen, launching Congreve rockets on a massive scale, or occupying Baiyun Mountain and setting up artillery there to bombard Guangzhou's government offices.

Ma Qianzhu requested the floor.

He walked to the podium: "Fellow transmigrators. Whether to occupy all of Hainan after defeating the Ming army, whether to bombard Guangzhou—these must first serve our political needs. As they say, war is the continuation of politics." He coughed. "Before we discuss how far to expand the war's scope, I propose we first sort out our collective's political and economic demands for the coming years."

These so-called political demands were directly related to the transmigrator collective's economic demands.

"For now, we remain heavily dependent on resources, population, and sales markets within Ming-controlled territory," Ma Qianzhu said. "If we employ overly aggressive military measures, not only will we fail to make the Ming submit through fear, we'll instead cause the Ming to impose comprehensive political and economic blockades, inevitably accompanied by constant military attacks. Even if such military attacks are completely ineffective, the Ming government will continue such offensives to maintain imperial face."

"The Governor is promoting his turtle-strategy tech tree theory again," someone whispered from their seat.

"He's not wrong. Fighting is great fun, but afterward you have to clean up the mess."

Si Kaide immediately stood up to object: "When we set up cannons on Baiyun Mountain, let's see if Wang Zunde can still get it up! If that's not enough, we'll launch ten thousand Congreve rockets from the Pearl River! Burn Guangzhou down!"

Lin Shenhe frowned from below: ten thousand rockets. These people really talked big. The First Weapons Design Group had developed rockets long ago; they had even used them for fireworks. By now, though the Congreve rocket hadn't been used in combat, it was already on his list of weapons to retire. The First Group had already test-fired several Hale rockets of different calibers. This type of rocket was far more advanced than the Congreve and didn't require the long stabilizing rod.

"The Ming isn't the Qing. There's no Qishan-type official who 'sees the big picture and considers the overall situation,'" Ji Tuisi snorted. "If we go around doing this, just wait for the court to levy a 'Qiong Levy' and fight us year after year."

"Are we afraid of the Ming army? Besides, wouldn't the Ming court levying a Qiong Levy be seeking death, accelerating the collapse process?" Si Kaide countered.

"True, but the Ming's economic and population total is a hundred times ours. If they get serious and send someone like a Grand Secretary to command, fighting all day every day would be very bad for industrial upgrading." Ma Qianzhu continued to insist on his view.

"What's wrong with fighting? The army has to be forged through battle." Wei Aiwen's heart had been blooming with joy since hearing about the war. He had drawn up a military expansion plan. He speculated that since the Ming navy was weak, they'd definitely rely mainly on land forces—the perfect opportunity for the army to shine. Besides, with the Ming bringing tens of thousands of troops and the army including auxiliary units totaling fewer than four thousand, the Young Officers Club had discussed it and concluded this was the perfect opportunity to push a resolution for large-scale military expansion through Parliament.

With an external enemy at the gates, and a land enemy at that—if not the army, who should expand? Wei Aiwen and Zhang Bolin were counting on exactly this.

"Fighting costs money and consumes resources—it's pure consumption. Our style of warfare differs from this time-space's armies; it's a typical high-consumption war. If we can't occupy territory and population, such fighting is a losing proposition." Ma Qianzhu wasn't enthusiastic about the fighting proposals.

"I propose we simply take this opportunity to occupy Guangzhou, then control the entire Pearl River Delta. With that territory, we'd have population and resources."

"Use four thousand land soldiers to occupy the entire Pearl River Delta? Defending Hainan has the navy's support to offset the enemy's numerical advantage. On the mainland, that troop level wouldn't be enough."

"Which is why we need to expand the army's size." Wei Aiwen had been waiting for exactly that statement.

"I firmly oppose investing too many resources in military projects at this critical moment of industrial upgrading." Wu De immediately objected. "Occupying the Pearl River Delta would inevitably drag us into long-term, large-scale military conflict, excessively consuming our limited strength."

Qian Shuiting also objected: "The army's scale is already sufficient for current tasks. Even for this operation, appropriate temporary reinforcements supplemented by militia would suffice. There's no need to blindly expand the standing army. Besides, given our situation, we don't need too much land army..."

"What did you say?!" Wei Aiwen jumped up—in his view, this statement was publicly humiliating the army. "You're slandering the army!"

"I don't consider it slander," Qian Shuiting said, not backing down. "The military's scale must match the current economic scale. I oppose all blind expansion of military operations."

"That's short-sighted behavior..."

Xiao Zishan pounded his gavel hard: "Watch your language! No personal attacks, please!"

The motion to occupy the Pearl River Delta was quickly rejected. Most transmigrators felt this exceeded the collective's current capabilities. With shortages of military and administrative personnel, prematurely occupying densely populated areas would necessitate heavily relying on old ruling personnel and institutions. Moreover, Guangdong was an important source of fiscal revenue for the Ming government; they absolutely wouldn't stand by.

Once mired in continuous military operations, industrial upgrading would be seriously impeded, affecting subsequent development. This was unacceptable, especially to the industrial division. Though the industrial people dearly wanted to see the weapons they manufactured perform on the battlefield, they wanted even more to see a modern industrial system established in their hands.

As for the agricultural division led by Wu Nanhai, they strenuously opposed expanding the war's scope—the agricultural division worried about their "pots and jars" even more than the industrial division. Industrial equipment at least had defensive measures. Agricultural land, irrigation systems, and other farmland infrastructure simply couldn't be defended. They also worried that the agricultural workers they had painstakingly trained would be conscripted for war.

Therefore, the agricultural division's position at the meeting was the most conservative. They wanted only to repel the Ming attack. Of course, Wu Nanhai also wanted to completely destroy the enemy forces, in order to convert prisoners into agricultural workers.

But most people felt the time had come to occupy all of Hainan. Remaining restricted to just Lingao would severely limit future development space. It would also leave major hidden dangers. The court could always use local government institutions and resources to launch suppression campaigns. Moreover, the legitimacy of orthodoxy remained with the Ming. Lingao's commoners might feel they were "following bandits." If the situation became slightly unstable, popular sentiment might collapse. Political Security General Administration investigations showed that many who had "gotten rich first" harbored anxiety about the future.

Seeing the assembly mood clearly opposed to the plan of holding only Lingao, Ma Qianzhu decided to abandon Plan A of defending only Lingao and switch to Plan B.

"First, do we need to maintain a surface peace with the Ming?" Ma Qianzhu said. "From a strategic standpoint, this is absolutely necessary!

"If we want to maintain trade relations with the mainland, continue importing population and resources from the mainland, maintaining a surface state of peace with the Ming government is crucial," Ma Qianzhu said. "So I oppose any approach that expands the war to the mainland. Once war spreads to the mainland, the Ming will certainly cut off trade and population movement with us."

Of course, given the Ming's administrative execution capability and limited maritime operational capacity, such a blockade would certainly be incomplete. And the transmigrator collective needn't worry about finding sufficient agents to serve them. The Mountain and Sea Routes commercial-intelligence system under construction could also supplement. But such "smuggling" activities would far exceed normal trade in both scale and cost limitations.

"The measures we adopt must have strategic purpose—we must leave the Guangdong authorities a fig leaf, enabling Wang Zunde, Li Fengjie, and others to continue muddling through."

To achieve this goal, the transmigrator collective couldn't use overly aggressive measures—no large-scale decapitation operations, no bombardment of Guangzhou, and preferably no open occupation of Hainan's prefectural and county seats. In short, leave the Guangdong local government face and excuses for cover-up.

"Second, should we occupy all of Hainan?" Ma Qianzhu spoke eloquently. "I believe this is essential."

Someone below was muttering: "This doesn't match the Governor's stance from a few days ago."

Relying solely on importing migrants from the mainland made population growth too slow. Occupying all of Hainan would bring at least two hundred thousand Han Chinese and an unknown number of Li and Miao peoples—the latter numbering at least fifty or sixty thousand—under the transmigrator collective's control. This was much faster than waiting for several hundred to several thousand mainland immigrants per month. Moreover, Guangdong's refugee numbers were unstable and couldn't provide a steady long-term supply. Before developing other population sources, locally developing the population was a good time-saving approach.

Occupying all of Hainan would allow promoting the "Lingao Experience" on a larger scale, reforming the civil administration system. This was also an experiment, but the scale had expanded from tiny Lingao County to all of Hainan Island—a test for the indigenous workers the transmigrator collective had spent years cultivating. The collective also needed this to summarize lessons from training indigenous personnel and local administration, preparing for governing even larger territories in the future.

"Simultaneously occupying all of Hainan while maintaining surface peace with the Ming authorities—that's extremely difficult," someone questioned. "Losing even one county is a major matter that must be reported to the court, let alone losing a prefecture! Surely Wang Zunde and Li Fengjie can't pretend to be deaf and blind to that extent."

"So I suggest maintaining the Lingao model throughout Hainan—sweep away the clerk class everywhere and have our indigenous administrative personnel take over, hollow out local officials, establish our actual rule over Hainan. The taxes and grain the court needs would be paid according to quota."

Qiongzhou Prefecture was remote. Ming rule there was extremely weak. Apart from Danzhou, Lingao, Qiongshan, and Wenchang, which were somewhat developed, places like Changhua and Yazhou had very weak local government presence—basically, government orders didn't extend beyond the city gates. Several counties had long lacked any county magistrates, with minor officials deputizing. Hollowing out county administration and taking over government would be quite easy—many places didn't really have county governance to speak of.

Jiang Shan had remained silent throughout the meeting. He felt this plan was somewhat wishful thinking. Lingao as a single county was one thing, but doing this for all of Qiongzhou Prefecture would be very difficult. Qiongzhou Prefecture had quite a few yamens: Qiongzhou Prefecture, Qiongshan County, Hainan Circuit, a Provincial Administration Commission branch office, the Coastal Defense General...

With this many officials, it wasn't as simple as Lingao. If even one hothead emerged who wouldn't just go with the flow and be hollowed out—someone insisting on diligent governance and making something of himself—the project of hollowing out local governments couldn't be done as perfectly as in Lingao.

Moreover, Qiongshan County still had a garrison. If they continued maintaining the pretense of Ming authority, would the Qiongya Coastal Defense General's two thousand-plus soldiers and ships still be allowed to remain? This was the court's regular army, not the long-decayed garrison troops. Even if destroyed in combat, they would certainly be rebuilt. Could they really allow such a force at their bedside?

Jiang Shan thought: the most difficult part was this—once the counterattacking land and sea forces reached the walls of Qiongzhou city and destroyed Baisha Naval Base, the Qiongzhou Prefecture and Qiongshan County officials would either surrender or commit suicide for the dynasty. Either way, news that Qiongzhou Prefecture's capital had fallen would certainly spread. Wang Zunde and others absolutely wouldn't dare pretend the prefectural capital hadn't fallen.

But he didn't plan to raise these questions openly—when it came to actual implementation, there would be dedicated meetings to discuss these matters. Whether maintaining "surface peace" or completely tearing things apart, he supported occupying all of Hainan.

Despite questions about whether this "maintaining surface peace" could actually be achieved, most transmigrators were quite enthusiastic about occupying all of Hainan—Lingao really was too small. Many people harbored a vague hope that once the regime expanded to all of Hainan, everyone could hold their own position—at minimum, they could go to other counties as some kind of administrative official.

Finally, the Transmigrator Parliament passed three guiding principles for this war:

One: Completely destroy the invading Ming forces and all other enemies, while simultaneously eliminating the fighting capability of Ming forces on Hainan.

Two: Under favorable conditions, occupy all of Hainan.

Three: The war would be limited to Hainan Island and surrounding waters, not to be expanded to the mainland or other waters—unless approved by Parliament.

This operation was designated "Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign."

Si Kaide continued advocating his post-war peace talks proposal with the Guangdong local government.

The specific plan was to quickly release several high-ranking prisoners to Guangzhou after the war, try to establish contact with prominent figures in the Guangdong government, and request peace talks. Then send dedicated personnel for negotiations.

The negotiation site could be in Macau, with the Portuguese guaranteeing both sides' safety. If the Portuguese couldn't be trusted, other remote locations could be chosen.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 613 - Military Intelligence

"We shouldn't use the 'Ao-Song' name extensively in external communications for now," Yu Eshui said. "The Red Turban Army at the end of the Yuan Dynasty did want to 'restore the Great Song under sun and moon.' Zhu Yuanzhang was also a member of the Red Turban Army, but in the end he eliminated the Young Prince of Song and established the 'Great Ming.' The Ming court probably has some misgivings about 'Great Song descendants.' For now, we can follow the Red Turban example in our external communications, using an army name temporarily in place of a state name. I propose we call ourselves the Fubo Army—it's very fitting."

"Actually, we could call ourselves the GLA," Wen Desi said. "Global Liberation Army. Sounds good, doesn't it, Secretary of State Ma?"

"We can use that later. Calling ourselves GLA right now won't mean anything to Ming people." Ma Qianzhu said. "I suggest that starting today, we begin using the Fubo Army designation in the signatures of our official documents and proclamations."



Jiang Shan returned to the Intelligence Bureau's office. As soon as he arrived, he received a call from He Ming instructing him to: "Immediately ascertain the status of Guangdong's Ming forces."

"The Intelligence Bureau was just established a few days ago, and already here comes a concrete mission," Jiang Shan said at the evening briefing. "This is the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's first key project. We must deliver, otherwise we'll have trouble fighting for budget allocations in the future."

Wang Ding cleared his throat and spoke first: "Most of this intelligence can be queried from the archives of the general intelligence repository. The historical intelligence compiled by the Grand Library and materials collected over the years by the Guangzhou Station contain quite a bit we can use. I plan to search through these materials and compile them."

"Isn't that intelligence too old?" Jiang Shan expressed doubt.

"It's old in the sense of two or three years, but the Ming forces' situation won't have changed much."

"This matter mainly depends on intelligence from the Guangzhou Station," said Xu Ke, the so-called "naval military intelligence officer." "If the Ming are going to attack Lingao, they'll have to cross the sea. The Guangzhou Station has informants positioned at key transportation points throughout Guangdong. As long as there's a concentration of warships or troop movements, news will come. Our guessing here is completely useless."

These informants were the various branch offices and outer counters of the Qiwei Escort Bureau. Every five days they reported local observations to the Guangzhou headquarters via carrier pigeon. Though this intelligence wasn't particularly timely, given the extremely slow marching speed of ancient armies, such speed was acceptable.

"If we just sit waiting for Guangzhou Station intelligence and collect some archives and call that mission accomplished, there's no point to this Foreign Intelligence Bureau," Jiang Shan said. "We need to send people to Guangdong! Specifically to gather military intelligence."

"Since we've already trained personnel for overseas deployment, this collection of Guangdong Ming troop movements is an excellent practical opportunity. We should let them go try it out. Qiongzhou isn't really anything—it's when they reach Guangdong territory that they'll truly be fish in the ocean. Whether the training succeeded or not, this will be the test." Xu Ke was also interested in this proposal. "If we're sending people, I'm willing to go."

"Isn't that a bit too risky..."

"Since we're doing intelligence work, this level of risk should be expected. Of course, we can't ask intelligence personnel to do dangerous things like sneaking into a military camp to take photos, but they should at least have the ability to observe from a distance."

"If it's just observation from a distance, why send more people? The Guangzhou Station has informants in many places. Sending more people would be redundant." Wang Ding objected. "Guangdong intelligence work should be done by the Guangzhou Station. If Station Chief Guo indicates insufficient manpower or other difficulties, we can send people to the Guangzhou Station to assist, but we absolutely cannot dispatch people separately. That not only wastes human resources but also violates work procedures."

Wang Ding continued: "Intelligence work is ultimately about analysis. Rather than just providing a pile of fragmented details, we should focus our energy on analyzing and organizing existing materials. Submit a thorough and reliable report."

Jiang Shan thought Wang Ding, ever since becoming Analysis Section Chief, kept proclaiming "analysis is everything"—obviously trying to elevate his own importance.

But his words were hard to refute, and then Li Yan also chimed in to support his view.

"Exactly. I also suggest focusing our efforts on organizing, judging, and analyzing existing materials. As for what materials we're missing, just wire the Guangzhou Station and have them collect it—that's their job."

"That depends on how long the Guangzhou Station can survive. Guo Yi and his people are in a bad situation." Jiang Shan thought of several telegrams the Guangzhou Station had sent recently, including reports of greedy hands from all directions reaching toward them. Though the situation was currently unclear, once fighting broke out, whether the Guangzhou Station's various businesses could survive was very much in question.

"Si Kaide is already discussing the situation of the Guangzhou-Leizhou stations," Li Yan said. "Though strictly speaking this is the Colonial Trade Department's business, our Intelligence Bureau also has an obligation to protect overseas stations."

"My view is very simple: protect people, not property," Jiang Shan said. "As long as we can safely extract the people, that's fine. Money and goods are external things—if lost, so be it. We can get back a hundred times as much in the future."

Li Yan said: "If possible, we should still try to preserve property. I think the expedient of 'saving the nation through a curved path'—such as dedicating to local power-brokers—is worth considering. At least that way the businesses can continue operating, and recovering them later would be easy enough."

"As for personnel safety, the scope should be broad." Jiang Shan believed the Guangzhou Station had just completed a large-scale personnel turnover and vetting process. Many personnel were workers transferred from Lingao; losing them would be regrettable. As for locally hired craftsmen, servants, and managers, they should also be protected as much as possible—even if they couldn't be evacuated to Lingao, measures should be taken to ensure their personal and property safety.

"This will greatly increase indigenous personnel's trust in us. They'll know that in times of danger, we won't just abandon them and leave."

"There's also the Leizhou Station. Leizhou is remote; this ill wind from Guangzhou won't reach them for a while, but we shouldn't let our guard down."

"If you ask me, Guangzhou can be evacuated, but Leizhou absolutely cannot," Wang Ding said firmly, rapping the table. "If Leizhou is evacuated, the Sugar Company operation is finished."

Guangzhou was purely in the circulation and commerce sector. Apart from the distilled liquor workshop having some modern technology—using twentieth-century-level distillation coolers—there was basically no modern industry. Purple Treasure Studio had a bit of manufacturing, but it was purely handicraft. After destruction, as long as the transmigrator collective could continue supplying "Australian goods," rebuilding would be easy. Besides, there were many ways to avoid destruction. The Leizhou Station was different. It was a dual manufacturing-circulation facility. A modern sugar refinery in the hands of inexperienced indigenous people wouldn't operate long before completely breaking down. Moreover, the Leizhou Station had already invested substantial capital in local cane farmers. If abandoned midway, not only would the losses be enormous, but the damage to cane farmers' confidence would be devastating.

"Guangzhou is the provincial capital, the focus of official attention. So Guo Yi's side will have trouble surviving. My view is: evacuate Guangzhou, protect Leizhou." Wang Ding offered his proposal. "Leizhou—not just in the Ming era, even in the old time-space—was a place where the sky is high and the emperor is far. Ordinary people won't pay attention to it. There's a possibility of protecting it."

Moreover, the Leizhou Peninsula was right across from Lingao—half a day's voyage could reach Xuwen. Whether secretly dispatching the Special Reconnaissance Team for wet work or openly sending a Marine expeditionary force for punitive action, intervention was much more convenient than sailing for several days to reach Guangzhou.

"If anyone in Leizhou attempts to harm the Leizhou Station's properties, we can request the Executive Committee to deploy the Special Reconnaissance Team. After a few rounds of 'wet work,' no one will dare target Leizhou. We could even adopt more extreme measures—completely control the information flow between Leizhou's one prefecture and two counties and Guangzhou."

"Let's draft a memorandum for the Executive Committee and copy it to Si Kaide," Li Yan said. "As for the military intelligence, let's focus on what we have locally first—put existing materials to use."

Wang Ding added: "This is our first project. We not only need to succeed but also need to stand firmly on solid ground."

Everyone present nodded in agreement.

"Alright, I understand. We'll proceed according to your thinking." Jiang Shan yielded: he had somewhat caught the implication in Wang Ding's words.



The Foreign Intelligence Bureau subsequently issued intelligence collection instructions to the Guangzhou Station, requiring them to focus on gathering information about Guangdong Ming troop movements, force strength, and personnel information on commanders—especially troop movements. Whether the War Department planned to engage the enemy outside their borders or conduct a defensive counterattack, grasping Ming troop movements was always paramount.

Regarding military intelligence, the Foreign Intelligence Bureau spent several more days collecting and consulting various materials before finally producing an intelligence report.

Most of this report's content was copied from historical records, then analyzed and summarized based on fragmentary materials collected over the years by the Guangzhou and Leizhou stations.

"Although we lack sufficient materials on the Guangdong Ming forces' mobilization capability, based on the forces Yu Zigao deployed to the Pescadores to drive out the Dutch in 1624, we can roughly deduce how many forces the Ming can mobilize to attack Lingao."

When Yu Zigao attacked the Pescadores in August 1624, he deployed over ten thousand men and more than three hundred ships. The Dutch he faced had only fourteen vessels large and small, and the East India Company garrison on the Pescadores numbered only eight hundred.

From the force ratio alone, it was clear the Ming forces were fully aware of the military gap between themselves and Europeans, so they adopted a quantity-over-quality approach, relying on ten-to-one overwhelming numbers to force the Dutch out.

"We believe the Guangdong Ming forces will likely repeat this approach this time, still using the overwhelming force model to achieve the goal of making us voluntarily demolish our fortress and withdraw." Wang Ding explained the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's analysis item by item to attendees at the General Staff's military conference.

The Ming military commanders couldn't possibly be unaware that the transmigrator collective had built a fortress at Lingao and trained militia. And the reputation of the Australians' formidable ships and guns had long since spread.

The Ming commanders could certainly conclude that the enemy they faced was stronger, not weaker, than the Dutch of that era. So if they came to attack Lingao, the forces assembled would definitely be no fewer than Yu Zigao's.

"This time the Ming will bring more troops, not fewer. Otherwise their military operation cannot succeed. That's the first point," Wang Ding said. "Second, when Yu Zigao went to the Pescadores, it was a long-distance maritime deployment. Limited by the number of ships and sailors, he couldn't project more forces."

Moreover, the Pescadores area was basically uninhabited islands. Apart from water, grain, firewood, and everything else had to be supplied from the mainland. Yu Zigao's logistical pressure was enormous. Landing with just over ten thousand men was probably already at the limit of force projection.

But Lingao was different. Hainan Island had numerous prefectures and counties where some food could be acquired locally. They could also requisition laborers, livestock, and carts along the way. Logistical pressure would be much less.

"...In summary, we estimate the Ming will ultimately mobilize between twenty and thirty thousand troops by land and sea. The main force should be the Guangdong Regional Commander He Rubin's garrison's central battalion and his household retainers. This portion numbers about two thousand. Parts of the Governor's garrison and the Governor-General's central battalion may also be deployed."

"Where does this figure of two thousand for the garrison come from?" Dongmen Chuiyu asked.

"How many men are in the garrison isn't a secret in Guangzhou city," Wang Ding said. "Everyone knows."

"No inflated headcounts, empty positions to collect pay?"

"Inflated headcounts probably only happen in ordinary units. Core tactical units like this wouldn't."

"Any cavalry?"

"Guangdong's Ming forces have few horses. Only a small number of horses are maintained for officers to ride, for pack transport, for scouts, and for messengers. Cavalry as an assault force essentially doesn't exist. So we needn't worry about dealing with cavalry."

This wasn't just because horses were expensive or hard to obtain in Guangdong—Guangdong's climate was also unsuitable for horses. In all of Guangzhou city, large livestock like horses, donkeys, and mules were rarely seen. The military rarely kept them either.

"What about firearms?"

"Plenty of firearms," Wang Ding explained. Originally, the Guangdong Ming forces' firearms equipment ratio already exceeded sixty percent. Moreover, firearms quality had improved significantly recently. Wang Zunde's cannon-casting production campaign had dramatically increased the number of knockoff red-barbarian cannons in service.

"So they'll definitely bring lots of cloned red-barbarian cannons."

"Wang Zunde's knockoff red-barbarian cannons, according to Guangzhou Station reports and intelligence we've gathered through Foshan channels, are mainly 9-pounder and 12-pounder guns. Twelve-pounder cannons are too heavy—the Ming lack draft animals for towing and probably can't use them in field battle. They'll bring 9-pounders. Plus various old-style cannons like folangji."

"Guangdong Regional Commander He Rubin is known for his expertise in firearms. He even has a firearms treatise called Western Fire Attack Divine Weapons. He should have some understanding of cannon power and employment. We must pay attention to him." Zhang Bolin, having taken the artillery route, paid close attention to old-style firearms technology. He read every issue of the military history reference materials compiled by the Grand Library.

"He Rubin was an anti-Catholic figure. He was implicated in the Nanjing Church Case of Wanli year 44. At that time, Western firearms knowledge was entirely controlled by Catholics and missionaries. This anti-religious figure probably doesn't have any connection with Western priests—the origin of his treatise is also suspicious. He claims the book was written in Wanli year 34, yet the preface mentions Ningyuan—and before Wanli year 34, the court hadn't purchased any red-barbarian cannons." Yu Eshui laughed. "So I'd say if he comes to command the punitive expedition, his command of operations and employment of firearms won't be any different from any other regional commander of this time-space."

"Ming firearms aren't worth mentioning," Ying Yu said. "Even if we trade shots with them using our 12-pounder cannons, they'll still be completely defeated. The infantry probably won't even fire before the enemy routs."

"Let's not underestimate the enemy," He Ming said. "Continue. According to your estimate, about when will the Ming forces begin military operations?"

"Yes," Wang Ding nodded. "Our projection is that Ming forces will start no earlier than the second half of this year. Approximately in October."

"Isn't that estimate too broad?"

"The Dutch second landing on the Pescadores was in July 1622. The Ming government's determination to force them out through military action wasn't made until after October 1623. Yu Zigao's troops didn't deploy until August 1624—nearly a full year interval. That's probably the time needed to mobilize over ten thousand Ming troops."

Tens of thousands of troops couldn't normally be concentrated in one place. They were necessarily garrisoned in dispersed locations. For Wang Zunde to concentrate his forces wasn't something that could happen overnight. And according to Guangzhou Station intelligence, the Guangdong authorities hadn't even raised the military funding for the army to march.

"Actually, strictly speaking, Guangdong's military operations haven't even formally begun. Everything has to wait until military funding is secured before things really get moving."

But in the first half of the year, the Ming wouldn't have much usable time—Lingao was about to enter summer, and summer meant the start of the rainy season. The Ming army wasn't a modern force that could conduct operations in adverse weather conditions. If they couldn't begin the offensive before June, the attack would have to be postponed until after autumn.

"...After autumn, Lingao faces the threat of typhoons. If the Ming forces plan a combined land-sea attack, they probably won't begin until October at the earliest."

"Is there any possibility of Zheng Zhilong's involvement?" Chen Haiyang asked.

Wang Ding nodded: "Zheng Zhilong's forces are in a constant state of combat readiness and can deploy at any time—they're our biggest threat. However, Xiong Wencan won't curry favor with Wang Zunde by lending him Zheng Zhilong. And his own ability to restrain Zheng Zhilong is quite limited. Unless Zheng Zhilong sees profit in it, he won't wade into these murky waters."

"Is attacking us unprofitable? I'd say it's very profitable."

"He still has many opponents to deal with first. He can't possibly cross swords with us. He hasn't even finished off Li Kuiqi."

"According to our latest intelligence," Wang Ding produced a document, "Li Kuiqi's forces were recently destroyed by the combined attack of Zheng Zhilong and Zhong Bin."

Li Kuiqi's destruction made everyone's hearts tighten. Each time Zheng Zhilong eliminated a major enemy, his forces and influence expanded considerably, while there was one fewer power to restrain him. Zheng Zhilong's steps were drawing ever closer to Lingao.



Note:
Li Kuiqi should have been destroyed in the second year of Chongzhen. I misremembered it as Zhong Bin. Actually, by this time Zhong Bin was also nearly destroyed.

Correction noted here.
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"So he'll be dealing with Liu Xiang soon."

"Fortunately, Liu Xiang serves as a buffer. Otherwise, Zheng Zhilong would be quite a handful for us to deal with."

But this basically confirmed that Zheng Zhilong wouldn't provide assistance for Wang Zunde's punitive campaign. Guangdong would have to rely on its own forces, greatly reducing the military pressure Lingao faced.

"Here are several military intelligence reference booklets compiled by the Foreign Intelligence Bureau based on existing materials, for everyone's reference."

Wang Ding then distributed the booklets. They were titled: Guangdong Ming Force Designations and Garrison Distribution, Guangdong Ming Military Officer Roster, Captain and Above, Ming Military Weapons and Equipment Illustrated Catalog with Main Specifications: Army (Navy) Volume, Ming Military Organization Quick Reference, and Ming Military Tactical Characteristics.

These booklets were partly compiled from historical records and accumulated research materials, and partly from fragmentary intelligence gathered through various channels since D-Day. The latter came from extremely diverse sources: some were military intelligence specifically collected by the Guangzhou and Leizhou stations; some were extracted from Qiwei Escort Bureau's routine reports. The most valuable were interrogation records of surrendered Ming soldiers and county yamen military archive clerks, as well as military files from the county yamen's archive storage—not a few of which were genuine firsthand source materials.

Wang Ding and his colleagues had also taken the trouble to specifically visit Lin Shenhe. In the Weapons Research Institute's warehouse, various cold and hot weapons used by Ming forces and pirates were stored by category. From the beginning, Lin Shenhe had consciously rescued quite a few captured Ming-era weapons from the steelworks. After cleaning and oiling, they were preserved. He had even specifically petitioned the Executive Committee to set up a testing range for conducting lethality tests on captured Ming-era weapons.

These lethality tests covered not only firearms but also cold weapons like spears, bows and arrows, and swords. They also tested casualty effects on personnel both armored and unprotected.

Lin Shenhe's only regret was the lack of ballistic gelatin. As for using livestock as targets, the cafeteria certainly wouldn't agree—meat made into a mangled mess with a rusty iron smell wasn't something anyone would want. They had to make do with clay and similar substitutes.

Without these actual test results, relying only on historical records with their contradictory and often scientifically implausible descriptions, the booklet on Ming weapons performance couldn't have been compiled at all.

Everyone found the booklets very convenient. Officers who had served in the PLA in particular were quite familiar with such materials. They were a simple and effective way to understand the enemy.

"These booklets are excellent! You've done good work." He Ming nodded approvingly.

Seeing smiles appear on the faces of He Ming, Chen Haiyang, and others, Wang Ding knew the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's round-the-clock work in recent days hadn't been in vain. At minimum, the military had already gained some recognition of their intelligence work.

"Alright, let's speculate on the Ming forces' specific military actions," He Ming said. "Then formulate several contingency plans."

Dongmen Chuiyu stood up, beaming. Since transferring to the General Staff, he had quickly been appointed Secretary-General, responsible for overseeing daily General Staff operations—the Chief of Staff position, being too powerful, couldn't be given to anyone without controversy, so it currently remained unfilled.

Dongmen Chuiyu had originally maneuvered for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff position, but that also seemed too prestigious, so he became Secretary-General instead, presiding over joint meetings. He functionally served as the chief of staff.

"Gentlemen. For the Ming to launch a military attack on Lingao, the most likely approach is a simultaneous land-sea offensive." He pulled back the map curtain behind him, revealing a large-scale map of northern Hainan.

Given the Ming forces' training and equipment level, deploying tens of thousands of troops would require carrying large quantities of weapons and supplies—not just in the seventeenth century, even in the twentieth century, landing large numbers of troops with supplies in the face of an enemy was an extremely difficult and risky undertaking. Given the Ming forces' organizational capabilities and fighting spirit, a full-force assault landing at Bopu was certainly not going to happen.

The various units would cross the sea in batches to Qiongshan County to concentrate forces. Once troops had assembled and rested, the main force would advance along the coast. The navy would sail along the coast in a combined land-sea advance, providing mutual support—this was the safest and most likely approach. Whoever commanded this attack, the general pattern would be the same.

And the Ming forces' concentration point would certainly be Qiongshan County. Not only did it have a large harbor convenient for military transport, it was also the Ming government's main garrison base and administrative center on Hainan, making coordination easier.

"Could the enemy come from the Danzhou direction? The Ming love to play the multi-pronged suppression game."

"That's possible," Dongmen Chuiyu said. "Danzhou has one of the Ming government's official granaries on Hainan. Launching from there would reduce the pre-positioned grain requirements and ease logistical pressure."

Ancient armies frequently employed divided-column convergence and multi-pronged advance tactics during operations. This wasn't just for strategic and tactical reasons—it was also largely to reduce marching organization and supply difficulties.

"Additionally, Lingao sends over two thousand shi in supplementary provisions to Danzhou annually, indicating Danzhou's garrison military households still maintain considerable numbers and have some combat capability," Wang Ding reminded everyone. "We can't ignore the possibility that the Ming may mobilize Danzhou's garrison to expand that column's size."

"Hmm, so we'll also need to deal with enemies from the Danzhou direction. The Gaoshan Ridge area only has a security company and a fortress artillery battery," He Ming flipped through his notebook. "Approximately how many enemies could the Danzhou direction deploy?"

Dongmen Chuiyu said: "That depends on how many Guangdong troops the Ming government plans to ship to Danzhou. If they only conscript local military households, five hundred at most."

"If the Ming commanders plan to forage locally, the troops shipped to Danzhou won't be too few," He Ming said. "According to the intelligence department, if the Ming deploys twenty to thirty thousand men, at least three to four thousand should be shipped to Danzhou."

Adding locally mobilized garrison forces, figure five thousand. This column marching overland would cause enough commotion along the way. If the transmigrator collective had to prepare to meet enemies on two fronts, their forces would be stretched thin.

Dongmen Chuiyu said: "I propose the navy establish a blockade line and directly intercept these forces. Guangdong troops shipping to Danzhou must pass through the Qiongzhou Strait. We don't even need to leave Lingao territory—we can intercept in the Denglongjiao waters. Capture this entire force directly."

"The navy will handle this." He Ming noted this in his notebook and asked Chen Haiyang, "Does the navy have any difficulties?"

"No, but the navy can't guarantee capturing all the enemy. If they don't cooperate, we'll have to sink a few to make a point."

"Where should the blockade line be set?"

"In the waters west of the Leizhou Peninsula to Danzhou. We'll need to deploy two patrol boat squadrons for day and night patrols. One sailing cruiser patrol squadron should be on standby in port ready to reinforce at any time," Chen Haiyang said. "We can't just patrol near Denglongjiao. The Ming may also march overland to Leizhou and board ships there—so we need more vessels." He studied the map carefully. "If Leizhou could provide shipping intelligence, it would be much easier—we'd just blockade the ports directly."

"I don't think that's a problem. Our system in Leizhou should be able to manage that," Li Yan said.

Bei Wei said: "Leave this to the Special Reconnaissance Team—this is military reconnaissance, our specialty. The Special Reconnaissance Team guarantees mission completion."

"The Danzhou enemy column is only a possibility," He Ming said. "This threat will be the navy's and Special Reconnaissance Team's responsibility."



Next came discussion of a topic hotly debated in Parliament: whether to proactively engage outside their borders or conduct a defensive counterattack from prepared positions.

On this issue, not only was Parliament internally divided, but the military itself had differing opinions.

Most people advocated defensive operations from prepared positions. Their main arguments were:

The highest-ranking military officer among the transmigrators who had served had only been a PLA company commander. No one had experience facing a war of this scale. There would inevitably be many command and coordination problems. Defense was relatively easier than offense.

Second, the soldiers had plenty of training but little combat experience. They needed battle to test them. When fighting an enemy with numerical superiority, organizing combat was easier for the defending side, and soldiers' psychological pressure was much less. More importantly, using a defensive victory to build soldiers' confidence.

After a defensive victory, then begin pursuit—rear-area order would be easier to maintain. A defensive victory would greatly encourage civilians who favored the transmigrators, intimidate hostile elements, and bring fence-sitters to the transmigrators' side.

Finally, the strategy of defense first, then counterattack, fit well with the traditional Chinese way of thinking—"don't fire the first shot," "let them start the trouble," "tolerance has limits." The transmigrators would gain moral high ground. Propaganda could emphasize that what the transmigrators had done in Lingao wasn't like harmful pirates at all—rather, they had attacked pirates and evil gentry, developed production, taken in refugees, and stabilized society. They could be called model gentry. Being suppressed despite all this was completely unreasonable. This would lay good groundwork for future expansion.

"Given the Ming forces' scale, organization, and Hainan's road conditions, the enemy's advance route can only be along the post roads, advancing county by county. This way they can more conveniently obtain supplies along the way. Marching is also easier—after all, the Ming will be carrying large quantities of supplies and firearms, requiring certain road standards." Dongmen Chuiyu pointed at the large map. "This gives us the advantage of choosing our battlefield at will. We just need to select terrain favorable to our weapons anywhere along the Qiongshan-Lingao post road and deploy our forces. We can even conduct battlefield construction in advance—dig trenches, build bastions, even transport heavier artillery to positions. The advantage is very clear."

Unexpectedly, Dongmen Chuiyu's eloquent argument was immediately refuted by Armored Corps Inspector General Bai Yu. Not only did he refute it, he first stuck a defeatist label on Dongmen.

"We know the Ming's attack route. We have radio and map advantages. We should exploit our mobility advantage to concentrate forces and defeat the enemy piecemeal. Some could even be routed at the Pearl River estuary, fully demonstrating our technological superiority. Our army indeed lacks combat experience, but our soldiers are well-trained, well-fed, and commanded by modern military talent. Defensive warfare isn't necessarily easy—the enemy outnumbers us more than five to one. Pure defense will only lower our morale. Finally, 'attacking pirates and evil gentry, developing production, taking in refugees, and stabilizing society'—that's evidence of rebellion! It's called 'buying hearts and minds.' For the Ming government, that's more heinous than burning, killing, and raping."

His argument was: the transmigrator collective was in an absolutely advantageous position and should definitely take the initiative to attack and seize battlefield control. When facing a severe disparity in forces, seizing initiative was even more important. Defensive operations actually placed the weaker side in a passive position. Defense demanded more of soldiers and created greater pressure than offense.

Not proactively attacking but waiting for the enemy to attack wasn't moral high ground but weakness. Lingao's ability to protect the interests of the vast majority of people under its rule was the greatest moral high ground. The transmigrator collective had to demonstrate its strength and determination to protect its people—only then could it lay good groundwork for future development.

Finally, he strongly demanded that after annihilating the Ming forces, they bombard Guangzhou city. If explosives permitted, they should preferably blow down a section of the city wall to give officials and gentry sufficient shock.

The two sides debated this question extensively, ranging from military tactics all the way to political significance and economic construction.

Those favoring engagement outside borders had another concern: defensive counterattack was certainly safe, but what about the infrastructure already built within Lingao? Farmland, water systems, roads, power poles—these couldn't be defended. If the imperial forces systematically destroyed infrastructure during their advance, setting aside the loss of facilities and materials, people's hearts would become unstable. It would be extremely disadvantageous for post-war reconstruction.

Chen Haiyang wasn't enthusiastic about decisive battle outside borders either. He said:

"I have doubts about our current army's capability for decisive battle outside borders: the navy lacks sufficient large vessels. Our long-range attack and projection capabilities are insufficient. If the Ming concentration point is in the Pearl River Delta rather than the Leizhou Peninsula or Hainan Island, though our forces could inflict heavy casualties, unless we send troops to plunder the surrounding area, our prisoner captures and material seizures would be relatively limited. That's the first problem.

"Second, fighting on the mainland places higher demands on our intelligence, logistics, and military organization. This is our first large-scale operation. Being slightly more conservative—letting them land on Hainan, then completely destroying the invaders—isn't a bad option."

He pointed at the display board:

"I believe from all considerations, the Ming will set their concentration point near Qiongzhou Prefecture city—this is also what the General Staff just hypothesized in their operational planning. In that case, we needn't let the enemy enter Lingao. Instead, we take advantage of their concentration at Qiongshan, attack with land and sea forces simultaneously, and destroy them in one fell swoop. Whether we actively assault the city or set up positions outside Qiongshan County to lure the enemy to attack—either works.

"Ming forces concentrating at Qiongshan County will certainly disturb the local area considerably, but they're still imperial troops—they won't go so far as to burn, kill, and rape. Damage to the region won't be too great. We can take over afterward without major relief work, and we even gain a point in public opinion. Also," he said, "I personally favor active attack rather than setting up defenses and waiting—when Ming forces are at our doorstep, seeing a vast army with no retreat available, soldiers' pressure is even greater. Letting them attack proactively actually reduces pressure. Once they fight one engagement and see the enemy is just clay chickens and tile dogs, the pressure naturally disappears."

Chen Haiyang's proposal won most people's approval. The final battle plan was: the navy would establish a blockade line in the Qiongzhou Strait, preventing enemies from entering Lingao waters and blocking them from directly landing forces in Lingao for harassment operations.

The army would dispatch small units and the Special Reconnaissance Team for screening operations toward Qiongshan. Keep enemy scouts and small units from entering areas near Lingao.

Once the enemy main force concentrated and left Qiongzhou, the navy would first destroy the Ming naval forces, cutting off the Qiongzhou Strait connection with the mainland and preventing sea retreat. The army would seek opportunities for decisive battle with the enemy main force in the field, using naval warships for mobility if necessary. After destroying the enemy, ride the momentum to take Qiongzhou Prefecture city.

Wei Aiwen then stood up to speak: "I have no objections to the battle plan itself. But I hope the planned battle is a proper, dignified field battle: at a time and place of our choosing, fight a magnificent great battle—and film the entire process for future repeated viewing. This is a political battle—we want everyone to understand our power. Especially for our soldiers—many of them don't yet realize what the weapons in their hands mean. Centuries of habit make them believe common people can't beat officials. Even with powerful weapons, if they've truly experienced it through practice, they'll have an earth-shaking transformation of consciousness."

After the battle plan was formulated, the General Staff and Foreign Intelligence Bureau conducted consultations. Both sides decided to send out two joint military reconnaissance teams on a staff tour. The focus would be a comprehensive survey of terrain, key passes and roads, towns and administrative seats, and garrisons along the Qiongshan-Lingao line. These materials had been collected before; this would be a verification pass.

Additionally, the reconnaissance teams would conduct comprehensive reconnaissance and evaluation of possible Ming concentration points and possible battle sites, preparing relevant contingency plans. Also, to determine how many ports ships could approach along the Qiongshan-Lingao coast, and to measure hydrological conditions, naval intelligence officer Xu Ke would lead another reconnaissance team for surveys.

"Also, we need to conduct maintenance and reinforcement of existing units," He Ming said. "Currently the army has considerable shortfalls. Many auxiliary units are under strength. Artillery has even more vacancies. We'll need to temporarily conscript personnel for supplementation. However, this involves mobilization issues and must be coordinated with the Council of Administration."

(End of Chapter)
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"Directly conscript militia from the various communes. We not only need to reinforce troops, but once the main army leaves, Lingao will be in a vacuum. The common people will think we've run off with our forces, causing public unrest. Besides, we also need to guard against other forces seizing the opportunity—like Liu Xiang or foreigners," Dongmen Chuiyu said.

"In addition to commune militia, we need to arm workers at all factories to form guard units," He Ming said. "Once operations begin, apart from a small naval force, both army and navy must fully deploy. Lingao's main base must have a certain number of troops for defense. This portion will have to be mainly militia."

"All transmigrators must also be mobilized. When the common people see that the transmigrators are still in Lingao and personally taking up arms, their morale will stabilize considerably. They can also serve as a final reserve," said Pan Da, the engineering corps chief who had returned from Sanya to transport explosives. "Additionally, we need to fortify Lingao's important facilities. Especially Bopu and Maniao—these two are critical points. We must prevent the enemy from infiltrating with small units and landing."

Wei Aiwen said dismissively, "You're overestimating them—"

"Strategically despise, tactically respect. If the enemy employs tactics like disguised raids, killing even a few transmigrators would count as a severe loss," Pan Da replied.

He Ming nodded: "If the enemy has sufficient determination and a few bold, aggressive commanders, they might well employ infiltration and surprise attack tactics—history has no shortage of precedents."

Soon, the battle plan and mobilization proposal were submitted to the Executive Committee. After supplementing and revising certain content, implementation officially began.

The Level Two mobilization order was subsequently issued. The orange alert was transmitted to all units. The entire transmigrator collective's mobilization machinery began to turn.



Liu Youren returned from his family's fields—summer planting was approaching, and he had personally gone to check the soil condition and the newly built irrigation canal. After Xun Suji had earned the Liu family's full trust in the first year, he began suggesting some larger-scale agricultural projects in the second.

These projects mainly involved farmland water systems. The Liu family's land was relatively concentrated, making large-scale water system construction feasible. The Tiandihui and Delong Bank together had launched a special water system loan for this purpose. Starting in winter, Liu Youren had mobilized his clansmen, tenants, and hired laborers to build the first irrigation canal under Tiandihui guidance.

After construction through winter and spring, this canal was finally completed. Built to modern agricultural standards, along with matching sluice gates, reservoirs, and branch channels, though it couldn't compare with the Meitai Plain management project or the school field renovation, it was still first-class among Tiandihui's major clients.

Liu Youren examined place after place and felt quite satisfied. According to Xun Suji, with this canal built, the soil moisture level could be maintained at a constant level—excess water would drain away, insufficient water could be irrigated. As long as there wasn't a major flood or drought disaster, harvests would be guaranteed.

This was certainly no exaggeration. Liu Youren had visited other counties, and some county seats had government-built channels that indeed benefited countless people. Now his own land had the same, which left Liu Youren not only excited but amazed at his own boldness.

This project had cost a fortune. Apart from labor, which he mostly provided himself, all materials were ordered from the Australians, and nothing was cheap. Just that gray powder that became mud in water and hard as stone when dry cost fifty circulation vouchers per bag. Even the sand, gravel, and bamboo used in the project were processed by the Australians and sold by the kilogram. Technical guidance was free, though—because he was a Tiandihui priority client and had already paid service fees.

There was no way he could have afforded this construction expense himself—even his entire clan together couldn't have managed it. Most of the project cost came from Delong Bank loans, with his land as collateral.

If this year's harvest was poor and he couldn't repay the first loan installment in autumn, he would lose everything.

In the past, he never would have dared make such a large gamble. But now he had developed a kind of blind faith in everything the Australians did. He felt the Australians were right about everything and never failed at anything. In short, following them would definitely never lead to loss.

Now he was even more eager to arrange Liu Meilan's marriage to Xun Suji. He had developed a vague notion: if he didn't marry into their circle now, he might not have the chance later.

He changed clothes and returned to his workspace. Liu Guangbiao had already arrived, holding the newspaper just purchased from Dongmen Market.

Liu Youren had developed the habit of reading the Lingao Times daily. He knew that though this Australian thing wasn't the same as the Ming Dynasty's official gazette, it had similarities—namely, it revealed the Australians' recent political trends and governing policies. One could even discern shifts in power dynamics within the Australian group.

For example, recently the newspaper mentioned the Transmigrator Parliament much more often than the Executive Committee. Though Liu Youren didn't know what the Transmigrator Parliament or Executive Committee were, he knew these were the two main governing offices of the Australians. More mention of Parliament meant Parliament was starting to take charge.

If only he knew the Australians' political system and official structure—then he might be able to maneuver within it...

Liu Youren took the newspaper and casually flipped it open. The newspaper was four pages in broadsheet format. "Lingao Times" was written in bold, vigorous regular script. Below was a line of small characters whose meaning he didn't quite understand: "Public Distribution Edition."

The front-page headline was about the Parliament Standing Committee's fourteenth meeting. He skimmed through it, and when he reached the end of the report: "...strongly protest the unjust treatment of our overseas trade personnel..." his eyelid twitched.

Then he flipped further and found an article about the Ming government's harsh policies toward overseas merchants. Such articles had been rare in the past but appeared frequently since the land survey. The content attacked the Ming's contemporary problems and chronic ailments. And they were generally timely. For example, around the time of the land survey, the newspaper had published many articles about the flaws of Ming taxation systems, explaining in detail the changes, evolution, and problems of Ming taxation through the dynasties. It had also published numerous "confessions" from tax collectors—essentially detailing how they had cheated and enriched themselves through the tax system.

What did today's article mean? He read it carefully. When he put down the newspaper, he felt somewhat puzzled. The Ming had always treated merchants who traded overseas or even settled abroad as "abandoned subjects"—this he knew. But he didn't understand why the Australians suddenly took interest in this. They weren't Ming subjects.

But one thing he knew clearly: such articles in the Lingao Times were always some kind of signal, hinting at what the Australians were preparing to do.

However, he couldn't discern any clues from these articles. Liu Youren decided to set this aside for now and deal with more pressing matters first.

"How are the wedding preparations for Meilan and Xun Shouzhang going?"

"In response to Third Uncle: Meilan's horoscope card was sent over a few days ago." Liu Guangbiao had originally suggested marrying Liu Meilan to the Australians out of private revenge. Seeing the Australians becoming ever more powerful, his attitude had changed considerably, becoming very enthusiastic. He had started showing special warmth toward Liu Meilan's family.

"Mm, good. Has Xun Shouzhang's horoscope been sent back?"

"Not yet." Liu Guangbiao said, "For Australians' marriages, they require approval from the Chief of Staff's Office. Xun Shouzhang says the officials there haven't approved the application yet—also, according to Xun Shouzhang, Australians don't have birth horoscopes."

"Nonsense, how can anyone not have a birth horoscope?" Liu Youren scolded. "Don't they claim to be descendants of the Great Song? How can they not even have birth horoscopes!"

"According to Master Zhang, they really don't practice this. They neither need parents' consent nor matchmakers' words..."

Master Zhang was Zhang Youfu, the county's foremost expert on "Australian affairs." Whenever anyone had trouble understanding things when dealing with the Australians, they consulted him.

"This is too frivolous! Can they really not even have a birth horoscope?" Even though it was just a clan granddaughter being married off, she was still a Liu family girl. It couldn't be handled so casually.

"Go tell Xun Shouzhang that we still need a horoscope card. Even if there isn't one, they need to make one as a gesture."

"Yes, I understand." Liu Guangbiao hesitated. "About this—should we still have someone match the horoscopes?"

"Of course. Matters of propriety cannot be skipped." Liu Youren set the tone. "This must be done quickly. Summer will be here in the blink of an eye—surely we won't hold the wedding in the height of summer? Go on now."

"Yes." Liu Guangbiao acknowledged but didn't leave. Instead, he stepped forward and said in a low voice: "I have some news—I don't know if I should mention it—"

"What nonsense! Between an uncle and nephew descended from the same ancestors, what's there to not mention? Out with it!"

"I heard from a former laborer from our estate—he now works at the Australians' factory—the Guangdong government will be sending troops soon!"

"Is this true?!" Liu Youren couldn't help but lower his voice.

"True!" Liu Guangbiao nodded. "The Australians are conducting 'mobilization' at every factory, training militia, preparing to defend the city. He says their factory has recently started producing firearms."

"So the imperial army is really coming!" Liu Youren nodded.

"Third Uncle, what should we do?" Liu Guangbiao asked quietly.

Liu Youren thought: the court using military force against Lingao really didn't make sense. The Australians were doing fine in Lingao, the county magistrate was doing fine as an official, the common people had good livelihoods, things were getting better every day—why wouldn't the court let everyone have a good life? Thinking of this, he couldn't help feeling resentful.

"These officials are planning to use common people's heads as stepping stones for promotion again," he said.

Liu Guangbiao looked at his uncle with some fear. Such treasonous words, and his uncle said them aloud?

"Third Uncle, now's not the time to say such things. Once the imperial heavenly troops arrive, won't the Australians immediately crumble? At worst, they can escape by ship. What about us? Are we supposed to flee with them..."

"In your view, can the imperial troops defeat the Australians?" he asked in return.

"Well—" Even Liu Guangbiao, just a small rural landlord who had only ever been to Qiongzhou Prefecture city, could see the disparity.

"In your nephew's view: the Australians have swift and fierce firearms, strictly disciplined ranks. The imperial forces are absolutely no match," Liu Guangbiao said. "But the imperial forces have overwhelming numbers. Coming at ten to one like Mount Tai pressing down—the Australians might not be able to resist."

"Your concerns have merit." Though Liu Youren said this, he actually strongly disagreed. He had seen the power of Australian cannons. Even if the imperial army brought tens of thousands, they would only add to the casualties before Australian cannons.

The outcome would depend on whether the militia the Australians had trained dared to fight the imperial army to the end.

He considered for a moment: "Summon all the elders of the various branches of our clan. I want to discuss things with them. Also, first take all the grain from the storehouse except for one-third and hide it securely!"

Whether Australians or imperial army, war meant requisitioning grain from the people. This was what worried Liu Youren. For the Australians—since Tiandihui had helped him grow grain and build the canal, contributing some grain was only right. Besides, they knew his situation exactly. Fortunately, the Australians did things reasonably—they wouldn't requisition arbitrarily, and there would be no underlings inventing pretexts to line their pockets. The burden wouldn't be too heavy. As for the imperial army, if they happened to attack Lingao, some tribute would be unavoidable. Otherwise, if the imperial troops attacked the stockade, his village alone couldn't hold.

"Also, have people repair the stockade wall quickly. Stock up on lime jars, rolling logs, bricks, and stones. Bows, arrows, and firearms should be inspected too. Damaged ones should be repaired quickly..."

"Third Uncle, our stockade walls can't stop Australian cannons..."

"You're really confused!" Liu Youren glared at him. Liu Guangbiao immediately understood—these military preparations weren't to defend against Australians, but to deal with the imperial forces.

Once the imperial army arrived, whether they could defeat the Australians was one thing. But one thing was certain: there would inevitably be many small groups scattering everywhere to "forage for grain." This "foraging" had evolved from simply collecting grain to soldiers taking the opportunity to plunder everywhere. Unlucky villages and households even faced the danger of massacre—after all, when the time came, slapping a "rebel collaborator" label on them meant no honest official would bother seeking justice. The heads might even be passed off as enemy chieftains for rewards.

A well-fortified stockade meant at worst being shaken down for some grain, meat, and wine—not being looted clean and losing their lives.

"Yes, I understand!" Liu Guangbiao quickly acknowledged. Then he asked:

"What about Meilan's wedding?"

Liu Youren closed his eyes and pondered for a moment, then suddenly opened them as if he had made a decision:

"Proceed!"



The news that the imperial army would soon attack Lingao spread like the wind throughout the entire county. The atmosphere in Lingao immediately grew tense. The Executive Committee had never intended to keep this secret anyway—such secrets couldn't be kept. Rather than frantically covering up and letting everyone speculate wildly, it was better to gradually let everyone know. Ding Ding's Propaganda Department was the first to mobilize. He had already prepared a complete series of articles, planning to release them from small to large, building momentum and shaping public opinion. What Liu Youren had seen was just the beginning. More articles were prepared:

Australian Overseas Chinese in Guangdong Suffer Unjust Treatment; Ming Government Groundlessly Confiscates, Expels, and Kills Our Overseas Chinese and Their Property; Special Feature: Overseas Wanderers Return Sincerely to the Homeland, Find No Path to Serve, Instead Meet Persecution; Special Feature: Crying to Heaven Without Response—The Tragic Plight of Expelled Australian Overseas Chinese; Court Incompetence Leads to Death of Millions—Commentary on the Liaodong Debacle; Useless in External War, Expert at Internal Strife—Commentary on Ming Government's Groundless Expulsion of Our Ao-Song Citizens; How Zheng Zhilong Used the Blood of Ming Citizens to Exchange for Ming Official Caps—Commentary on Zheng Zhilong's Submission... The later commentaries were later compiled into pamphlets and widely distributed throughout the Ming.

Of course, there were even more potent pieces—specifically, several "Special Correspondent Commentaries" personally written by Ding Ding: Advising the Guangdong Authorities to Pull Back from the Brink; What Can Be Borne, What Cannot; Do Not Say You Were Not Warned.

Besides writings, Ding Ding intensified propaganda activities. Puppet shows like The Test and Paradise began large-scale touring performances throughout the county. The Propaganda Department's puppet troupe expanded to two sub-troupes—one performing, one rehearsing—ensuring a troupe was always touring. Fragrant Grass Garden's student drama club also began rehearsing stage versions of these two scripts. Ding Ding also organized some living newspaper performances for students to perform on street corners.

Wei Aiwen ordered the entire army to conduct "Yesterday, Today" themed squad meetings, having soldiers trained by the Political Propaganda Department speak from experience, openly discussing the differences between the new army and the Ming army, letting soldiers fully appreciate the differences between old and new armies.

The Political Security General Administration and Police Headquarters strengthened internal control of streets and alleys to prevent spies from infiltrating Lingao to gather intelligence or spread rumors. Of course, if any internal malcontents attempted to speak or act out of line, the Political Security General Administration wouldn't mind gaining more free labor.

Parliament urgently passed supplementary budgets for military industry. The Planning Institute announced the startup of a hand grenade workshop to replace the previous miscellaneous hand grenades.

"If our grenadiers still go into battle wrapped in fuse cord, it'll look pretty pathetic," Lin Shenhe said. "Now that our chemistry capabilities are up to standard, this should be solved."

Despite the limited killing power of hand grenades, they played a decisive role in enhancing infantry firepower. Technical personnel from the First and Second Weapons Design Institutes and Mechanical Department believed that current industrial and chemical levels were sufficient for manufacturing hand grenades.

After discussion, Lin Shenhe, Li Yunxing, Bai Yu, and others decided to copy a mature product that was safe to carry and use even under crude production conditions—the Type 67 wooden-handle hand grenade. More precisely, the simplified wooden-handle hand grenade prepared for militia during the Cultural Revolution's "prepare for war, prepare for famine" era.

This type of hand grenade had simplified production processes and used materials that could be sourced locally wherever possible. As for production equipment, it was simplified to the point where only seven people were needed to relocate and produce. With raw materials, hand grenades and land mines could be manufactured at any location. It was a typical product of the "whole people as soldiers" mentality.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 616 - New Weapons

Jiang Muzhi and Li Chiqi had improved the new gun carriage, solving the locking mechanism and switching to higher-quality ball bearings. It finally passed the range and fifty-kilometer march tests. This major improvement led the General Staff to decide that during the First Five-Year Plan, all newly manufactured cannon carriages would switch to metal carriages, with existing old wooden carriages also to be gradually modified. The Mechanical Department urgently manufactured new carriages for three field artillery batteries. Subsequently, even the gun limber frames were improved.

Despite the lack of sufficient horses requiring the use of human draft teams, the gun limber remained essential—not just for carrying ammunition, but mainly because cannons have a high center of gravity. When being towed, maintaining balance is difficult, and the slightest carelessness can cause the cannon to flip forward. The limber supports the gun carriage's trail during towing, balancing the center of gravity. It also distributes the pressure of the heavy gun barrel, so horses or men pulling the gun only need to provide forward pulling force.

"After improvement, the cannons move much more nimbly." Ying Yu inspected the new cannons lined up on the range. Under officers' commands, artillerymen constantly ran back and forth, simulating firing procedures. According to artillery training manual requirements, each gun's eight crew members had to cross-train in all positions, maintaining fire capability even with casualties. Per manual requirements: a well-trained crew should still be able to continue firing with only two men remaining. According to Lin Shenhe, during the American Civil War, there were examples of a single gunner keeping a cannon operational—though that was enough for a medal.

"If only we had horses." Lin Shenhe looked with some regret at the gunners running back and forth, training according to the artillery manual he had written. One hundred ten horses per battery! That was just a dream.

"You said you were working on new ammunition—any results? The gunners still need to familiarize themselves with loading and firing the new shells." Zhang Bolin came hurrying over wearing a tank top.

"Soon. The new shells are only easier to use than the old ones." Lin Shenhe yawned as he spoke—the laboratory would have its red lantern lit again this afternoon.

Originally, to simplify manufacturing, the army's cannons were only mass-equipped with two of the simplest ammunition types—solid shot and canister. Explosive shells were also produced in small quantities, but only for training, not stockpiled.

The explosive shells fired by smoothbore cannons all worked on similar principles: the cannon's propellant gases ignited a time fuse on the shell, which then detonated the shell. Loading required special care—the fuse hole had to face the muzzle. Otherwise, if burning gases rushed directly into the fuse hole, the shell would detonate in the barrel. To withstand the high chamber pressure, the shell casing had to be very thick. A 12-pounder spherical shell could only hold nine hundred grams of black powder. Its explosion produced fragments with an anti-personnel effect actually inferior to solid shot. Artillery equipped with explosive shells was mainly useful for attacking buildings and ships, plus for intimidation—explosive shells were still quite rare in this time-space.

What he was developing was shrapnel. Shrapnel had a more complex structure than other spherical shells: multiple iron or lead balls were loaded into the shell body along with a bursting charge, controlled by a time fuse to detonate at the appropriate altitude and distance. The bursting charge would blow open the shell body, and the balls inside would maintain their previous velocity as they flew toward enemies ahead—equivalent to a close-range canister shot.

Shrapnel's killing effect at medium to long range was far superior to solid shot or explosive shells, especially against enemy formations in dense array. If the fuse timing was well-controlled, it could instantly knock down large numbers of enemies. However, early shrapnel was neither accurate nor particularly safe—the balls inside the shell rubbing against each other during firing could easily prematurely detonate the gunpowder inside.

Lin Shenhe chose the shrapnel improved by British Army Captain Boxer in 1840. It had a greatly improved structure, though also more complex. The balls were loaded in the front of the shell body, separated from the bursting charge in the rear by an iron partition plate. The tail had a cup-shaped base pad that both prevented the shell from tumbling in the barrel and expanded under propellant gas pressure to seal the bore. This structure made the entire projectile heavy at the front and light at the rear. Combined with the unique shape from the base pad, the shell's flight was quite stable, with much better accuracy than contemporary shrapnel. When the time fuse ignited the bursting charge, as the shell body blew open, the iron partition would push the balls forward, ejecting them in a cone rather than scattering irregularly like other shrapnel—this further enhanced its killing power.

When firing shrapnel from a 12-pounder cannon, it was effective at eleven hundred meters—far superior to explosive shells that only produced twenty large fragments.

With this device, the Fubo Army could effectively kill rapidly moving cavalry formations at medium to long range, without waiting until two hundred meters to use canister.

Originally, there was no need to mass-produce shrapnel for dealing with the mainly infantry Guangdong Ming forces. But competing for the mainland was inevitable sooner or later. Might as well take advantage of the Ming punitive expedition to test it early.

Finally, he needed to improve the time-delay fuses used by artillery. With shrapnel, using safe and reliable fuses became very important.

Previously, Zhang Bolin's smoothbore artillery used the simplest time fuses when training with explosive shells—so simple that everyone thought it was too easy. A hollow wooden tube open at both ends—the transmigrators had even dispensed with the effort of processing hollow wooden tubes, directly using thin bamboo tubes—filled with slow-burning powder with a very stable burn rate. The fuse tube was marked with scales. When using, the gunner first estimated the firing distance, looked up the flight time corresponding to the distance and shell type in the artillery manual, cut the fuse to the corresponding length according to the scale, inserted it into the shell's fuse hole with one end exposed outside the shell body and the other end touching the explosive inside, then loaded the shell into the barrel, making sure the fuse faced forward. Later, they simply attached a wooden sabot directly to spherical shells using time fuses, ensuring correct orientation during loading.

This fuse was intuitive and convenient to operate, but because the fuse tube was inserted by hand, insertion depth affected the detonation result. Also, the fuse hole and fuse tube couldn't perfectly seal together, making it sometimes unsafe. Lin Shenhe decided to directly copy the Bormann fuse—the best, most reliable time fuse available for smoothbore cannons. It was a flat metal cylinder with external threads that screwed into the fuse hole. The top surface was marked with times; when using, you just punched a hole at the needed time mark, then screwed it into the shell's fuse port. The Bormann fuse had a maximum time of only 5.5 seconds, unsuitable for slow-velocity mortar shells.

After drawing the three-view diagram of the fuse, he handed the drawings to the Mechanical Department.

"This thing requires some precision to manufacture. I'll need transmigrators to make it," Zhan Wuya said after examining them. "Brass?"

"Yes."

"The size is fairly small. Brass won't consume too much." Zhan Wuya looked at the dimensions. "How about making a thousand first?"

"No problem. I imagine Zhang Bolin's gunners won't get the chance to fire a thousand explosive and shrapnel rounds."

"One more thing—since we're now mass-producing explosive shells and shrapnel, we can make fixed ammunition for these two types," Lin Shenhe said. "After all, fixed ammunition fires much faster."

So-called fixed ammunition meant attaching a cloth powder charge bag below the wooden sabot of explosive shells and shrapnel. This combined the previously separate steps of loading powder and loading shell into one.



On the range, cannons thundered as the army intensified preparations. The navy was also busy with new equipment trials. The navy's mission was blockade while also defending Lingao's coastline—especially the two key ports of Bopu and Maniao.

The navy would dispatch most of its ships for the maritime blockade mission while simultaneously continuing to transport supplies to Sanya. Ships directly protecting the ports would be greatly reduced. Bopu's defense system mainly relied on heavy guns with strong long-range firepower, but direct port defense was somewhat weak. Maniao had only one gun tower and one marine platoon—defense was even more sparse.

"Our garrison at Maniao is too thin," Chen Haiyang said at the operations meeting. "Maniao is our salt chemical raw materials supply base and has a modern salt refinery. The garrison is only one platoon and one gun tower—equipped with just a 12-pounder mountain howitzer. If the enemy breaks through the naval blockade and lands at Maniao—there's a steam salt refinery, windmills, boilers. Just one fire would cause severe losses."

Maniao had a shallow-water port, well-suited for the small-tonnage vessels the Ming forces used for infiltration landing operations.

"It's a bit late to talk about building fortifications now."

"No, one month would be enough," said Mei Wan, who had come to attend the meeting. "Give me sufficient resources. In one month, I can build a large bastion capable of housing an infantry company garrison, equipped with heavy artillery."

"Is that possible?" The attendees whispered among themselves. He Ming nodded: "I'll fight for it. But you must ensure completion within a month."

"I guarantee completion," Mei Wan said.

"Rather than building a bastion, why not manufacture some naval mines to blockade the port and defend against enemy ship infiltration?" As harbor master and fortress commander, Li Di was constantly thinking about mines.

"Mines? I'm more worried about blowing up our own ships." Chen Haiyang understood mine effectiveness well, which made him even more hesitant about using them.

Contact-triggered moored mines were technologically simple, but the navy had no minesweeping equipment. Once mines needed sweeping, it would be very inconvenient. If drifting mines broke loose from their anchors, given the width of Qiongzhou Strait, they would be an indiscriminate ship-destroying weapon.

Previously, the navy and Weapons Design Department had considered manufacturing command-detonated electrical mines for deployment in port channel defenses. But the problems of waterproofing and leakage of underwater electrical cables, plus mine anchor breakage, were never satisfactorily solved. Eventually, the electrical mine plan was abandoned.

Another option was the spar torpedo boat that Wen Desi had proposed. The initial design was an armored rowing boat with an armored deck covering, propelled by human rowers. After the explosive charge was fixed to the target's hull, an electrical wire would be let out connecting back to the spar torpedo boat. The boat would then quickly back-paddle to safe distance before electrically detonating the charge.

Though this design fully considered the spar torpedo boat's safety, actual simulated testing with rowing boats revealed that rowing was inconvenient. Sailors had difficulty maintaining a steady rowing rhythm under enemy fire. Human-powered spar torpedo boats weren't as maneuverable as imagined. And electrical detonation brought back the old problem: waterproof cables couldn't be solved. So the spar torpedo boat project had been shelved. Currently, inner harbor patrols were handled by a few transport boats equipped with typewriter chain guns—high firepower but insufficient power against large vessels.

"We can now mass-produce steam-powered Type-3 boats. We can completely modify existing equipment." Wen Desi was enthusiastic about this and began promoting his spar torpedo boats again.

The so-called Type-3 boats were standardized motorized boats manufactured by the shipyard for unified near-coastal and inland waterway small transport vessels. They came in three sizes according to volume: large, medium, and small.

Wen Desi's proposal was to use the wooden-hulled medium Type-3 boat as the base vessel. This boat had a full-load displacement of 15.5 tons, overall length of thirteen meters, beam of 2.9 meters, depth of 1.5 meters, and average draft of 0.78 meters. It was equipped with one Suichao-type small steam engine. Full-load speed was 4.5 knots. Though somewhat slow, maneuverability in ports and coastal inlets was more than adequate.

With mobility, the electrical ignition previously required for safety was no longer necessary.

This new spar torpedo boat used the steam-powered medium Type-3 boat as the base vessel, with sloped iron plating installed as armor—the iron didn't need to be very thick, just enough to stop arquebus fire. At the bow was a metal spar that could retract into the hull. The spar's tip had a detachable clasp that connected with the spar torpedo. The torpedo itself was a flat cylindrical wooden box containing thirty kilograms of black powder. Its front was flat with many barbed nails, designed to grip ship planking. The tail had a release mechanism connecting to the clasp at the spar's tip. Once attachment was complete, the crew inside immediately pulled the mechanism to separate torpedo from boat. The release mechanism on the spar was connected to a pull-cord on the firing device. Once released, the pull-cord was pulled by the separation force, and the friction igniter ignited the fuse, which began burning until the delay ended and detonated the spar torpedo.

The spar torpedo's ignition device used the wooden-handle hand grenade firing mechanism—simple and reliable. Manufacturing posed no difficulty for the transmigrator collective's industry.

After torpedo-boat separation, the spar torpedo boat could retreat to a safe zone, retract the spar into the hull, reload a new torpedo, and attack again when opportunity arose.

Because it used steam power, the spar torpedo boat's mobility was guaranteed. Though small tonnage and slow speed limited its usefulness on the open sea, it would be highly effective in chaotic close-quarters fighting in narrow inner harbors.

Mobility and armor ensured it couldn't be attacked or boarded in close-quarters melees, while the spar torpedo could be reloaded multiple times. These boats were inexpensive and could be rapidly mass-produced—perfect for protecting ports.

"Is the adhesion between torpedo and target ship reliable? You'd probably need considerable impact force to fix the torpedo to the hull."

"Rowing probably couldn't do it, but steam power should be sufficient. We can add something sticky—like tree gum—to increase adhesion."

"With this fully enclosed armor, how do the crew observe?"

"Armored louvered shutters," Wen Desi said. "See this circular armored turret protruding from the hull? The turret body has six armored observation windows arranged in a ring."

The control turret was two-person: a helmsman in front steering, the boat captain sitting slightly higher behind the helmsman. His seat could rotate, observing outside conditions through the louvered windows. The helmsman steered according to his commands. The captain could also direct the entire boat through internal speaking tubes.

"There are two engine room crew for the steam engine, two sailors to operate the spar torpedo, plus one backup—he can help with coal. Seven men total for the whole boat. Besides one pre-loaded torpedo, four more are carried in reserve." Wen Desi pointed at his design drawings.

According to Wen Desi's conception, until the transmigrators developed flywheel torpedoes, these spar torpedo boats would be perfectly adequate for port defense. They had at least greater destruction capability than machine gun boats—one spar torpedo was enough to destroy or severely damage a vessel of several hundred tons.

"Deploy four at Maniao, ten at Bopu. Half in steam-up ready status, half resting. Just destroying two or three enemy ships would be enough to send them fleeing in terror."

An immediate decision was made to submit an emergency shipbuilding request to the Planning Institute for sixteen spar torpedo boats and eight machine gun boats.

Wu De immediately approved this shipbuilding order. As for whether spar torpedo boats would actually be useful, in his view that wasn't a major problem—if useless, just strip off the armor and use them as transport boats. No waste.



Zhan Wuya received explicit orders from He Ming to organize militia in all factories. One hour daily for military training.

"Military training with spears?"

"Start with spears for bayonet drill and formation skills. Rifle handling can use training rifles for now. Also grenade throwing—Hailin has already transferred over several hundred practice grenades. Take a hundred for worker training," He Ming said. "I've already submitted a request to the Planning Institute for emergency expansion of rifle production. Then everyone will have rifles—you need to select the most politically reliable and resolute elements from the worker militia as core militia, ready for deployment at any time."

"What? You're going to send workers to fight?" Zhan Wuya was shocked. Industrial workers cultivated with such difficulty—even losing one would be a huge loss.

"They're to serve as reserves and garrison troops. They won't be deployed for offensive combat," He Ming explained. "Besides factories, communes and local villages also need mobilization. But worker self-defense forces will be the main force."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 617 - The Suppression Campaign Strategy

"The Fubo Army wasn't born from any established military tradition," He Ming said, struggling to find the right words. "It's an army without history, without lineage. It lacks..." He paused, searching. "A soul."

"I think Young Wei's political education program is going quite well—"

"That's not what I mean." He Ming shook his head. "You've served as a soldier yourself. You should understand. The Fubo Army's organizational structure, its tactics—even Wei Aiwen's political education—all of it was designed and imposed by us. No matter how well-drilled these men become, they remain merely an 'armed force.' Only an army that has spilled blood on real battlefields, that has fought and bled together, can forge its own soul."

"You're overthinking this."

"Am I?" He Ming gave a rueful laugh. "Every resource this group has painstakingly accumulated over three years has suddenly been placed in my hands. How can I not be afraid?"

Victory in this battle was a foregone conclusion—the technological and temporal advantages were simply too vast. But the slightest setback would turn parliamentary opinion against him. Wu De understood his thinking perfectly.

"The question is whether the road renovation can be completed before the fighting actually starts."

"Of course it can't be finished in time. We'll extend it as far as possible. Every additional meter toward Qiongshan County reduces our logistical burden. Besides, the ultimate purpose of building roads is for governance," He Ming replied.

"If the enemy truly delays as long as some predict—with the Ming forces not attacking until October—this road might actually reach Qiongshan County city."

"We shouldn't count on that. The Ming forces may well arrive earlier. Better to overestimate the enemy," He Ming cautioned.

The Planning Institute had evaluated the proposal for road construction beyond their territory. According to estimates from the General Staff and Foreign Intelligence Bureau, Chengmai itself lacked the strength to resist cross-border construction. Simply renovating the existing post road would neither disturb local residents nor conflict with their interests. On the contrary, the construction teams could expand Australian influence by hiring local laborers and purchasing materials locally.

The officials in Chengmai County would hardly welcome such activity, but neither would they organize resistance. Everyone knew that leading a few hundred village militia and garrison soldiers against the Australians would be suicide. Chengmai's officials would simply report the situation to their superiors and otherwise turn a blind eye—not unwilling to act, but unable.

Any local gentry foolish enough to make trouble could be eliminated outright as a demonstration of power.

The real constraints were materials and manpower, Wu De reflected, having worked his abacus half the day. From Lingao to Qiongshan was roughly one hundred kilometers. Even building to minimal road standards using only human labor would take at least two years. With mechanical equipment, perhaps six months. The war likely couldn't wait that long.

Of course, road construction had never been solely about warfare. Since they intended to genuinely control the entire island, this road would need to be built eventually. Better sooner than later. Only with roads could they speak of regional control. The road effect was already evident in Lingao—wherever the transmigrator regime's roads reached, government orders flowed smoothly.



Today marked the fifth day of the fifth month—the Duanwu Festival—when dragon boat races filled the Pearl River. Excitement reigned inside and outside the city walls. Even in the Little Ice Age's Guangzhou, the weather during Duanwu remained cool enough for lined jackets.

The Governor-General's yamen stood under heavy guard. Governor Li Fengjie's grand sedan chair entered first through a side gate. Subsequently, civil and military officials arrived one after another: Regional Commander He Rubin, Provincial Inspector Gao Shunqing, the Guangdong Provincial Administration Commissioner, the Haibei Circuit Intendant, the Hainan Circuit Intendant, and the Guangzhou Prefect.

Beyond the main hall of the Governor-General's yamen, past one courtyard, lay the second hall. Besides its central chamber, the second hall contained side rooms designated for meetings and private discussions.

Wang Zunde occupied the western side chamber, conferring secretly with Guangdong's principal officials about military matters. That suppressing the short-haired pirates at Bopu would require the province's full strength had already become consensus.

Once all principal officials had assembled, Wang Zunde opened the proceedings. Having committed himself to military action, he had already held multiple private discussions with provincial officials and roughly achieved agreement.

The Provincial Administration Commissioner had already consented to advance twenty thousand taels of silver for repairs to weapons and ships and for initial marching expenses. The remaining funds would be addressed later.

"Today we discuss the urgent matter of suppressing these pirates. The short-hairs have occupied Bopu, privately opened a trading port, constructed fortifications, and recruited local traitors as soldiers. Their power has grown formidable. I hear they possess iron ships and rapid-firing cannons, and their firearms are devastating. If left unchecked, they will certainly become a grave threat to all of Guangdong Province. I invite each of you to share your insights: how do we drive the short-haired pirates from Qiongzhou?"

The officials exchanged glances. All had heard something of the Australians in Lingao. Their firearms and iron ships were legendary. On the whole, except for Inspector Gao and Regional Commander He, none harbored enthusiasm for confronting the Australians directly.

The Australians had caused no trouble along the Guangdong coast—no killing, no plundering, no arson. They conducted business properly. Their several establishments in Guangzhou city were impeccably behaved, never failing to provide the customary gifts for the three annual festivals and two seasonal greetings, occasionally presenting novel Australian items as well. As for Zhiming Tower, it was a favorite haunt where many had sampled "Australian secret pleasures."

Now, to drive them out and suppress them—some actually felt a twinge of reluctance. Moreover, some believed Governor-General Wang was stirring up unnecessary conflict. The imperial forces might not match the Australians. If things went wrong and they suffered defeat, they might instead provoke the Australians into wreaking havoc along the coast.

But since Wang Zunde had made up his mind, no one would contradict him openly. Some were already calculating other matters—once the Australians were driven out, how to divide up the properties they would leave behind.

After all, the Australians maintained not only three businesses in Guangzhou, but reportedly manufactured many Australian goods in Lingao. They had also privately opened a trading port at Bopu. How much wealth must there be in Lingao!

After winning the battle, the Australians couldn't possibly take all their belongings when they fled. Everyone would benefit.

Gao Shunqing most emphatically supported the Governor-General's decision. He had always despised these overseas visitors. He had originally wanted to drive out the Portuguese, let alone these Australians of unknown origin.

He cleared his throat. "These so-called Australians have never been seen offering tribute in past years, nor are they Western or Eastern barbarians. Even the red-haired Dutch and the Portuguese don't know their origin. They peddle nothing but clever gadgets and toys, corrupting the hearts of gentry and commoners alike. Such creatures have secretly become a canker in the heart of our Guangdong Province!"

Everyone murmured agreement. But no one had any practical idea how to actually drive out the Australians.

Regarding the Australians' specific situation in Lingao, apart from a few dispatches from Qiongya Regional Vice Commander Tang Yunwen, everyone knew only scattered rumors: that they claimed descent from Song survivors of Yashan; that they were skilled craftsmen; and so forth. Even Vice Commander Tang's dispatches said only that the Australians had built gun emplacements at Bopu with giant cannons; that they possessed iron fast ships that moved without sails or oars, as if flying. Also, that many "traitorous Fujian and Guangdong people" had joined as "false short-hairs" to serve as their vanguard.

Beyond this, no one knew how many people the short-haired pirates had in Lingao, how many cannons, how the great iron ships moved. No one even knew how many false short-hairs there were.

However, Wang Zunde had received dispatches from the Fujian and Guangdong coasts. He knew that after Zhu Cailao's defeat and death, a contingent of men and ships had defected to Lingao. Subsequently, scattered remnants from various pirate groups had also fled there. All told, there should be over ten thousand.

"The true and false short-hairs in Lingao total over ten thousand," He Rubin said. "They also possess cannons and iron ships. Suppression will not be easy."

As a military officer, He Rubin could only offer suggestions on operational strategy, not make decisions. But since he would actually execute military operations, his views carried weight.

Lü Yizhong quickly spoke up. "The false short-hairs merely seek petty profits from the short-haired pirates. If the Governor issues a proclamation explaining the dangers of following rebels, then when the imperial army moves, the false short-hairs will naturally scatter. They pose no threat."

"Hmph, this matter may not be as simple as the Advisor suggests," He Rubin countered. "Most false short-hairs are remnants of pirates like Zhu Cailao—men who've already staked their lives on the seas. Now they've joined forces with the short-haired pirates. The short-haired pirates can sail iron ships across ten thousand miles of waves—clearly men skilled with boats. These two groups are in league. If we cannot destroy them in one blow and they scatter, our Guangdong waters will never know peace again!"

"The short-haired pirates aren't like ordinary pirates, who only seek money. The Australians call themselves descendants of China. Having come to the Great Ming, they neither send envoys to pay court tribute nor submit petitions seeking incorporation. In one corner of Lingao, they privately build city walls and recruit drifters—they clearly harbor disloyal intentions!" His tone grew stern, immediately placing a heavy political label on the Australians.

"General Yinzhi."

He Rubin quickly rose, hands clasped, and bowed. "I dare not, Your Excellency."

"You hold the court's hereditary commandery and are numbered among the provincial military officers. This Governor has always relied on you as Guangdong's Great Wall. For suppressing the short-haired pirates, what strategy do you propose?"

He Rubin bowed respectfully and answered: "In this humble officer's view, suppression faces three difficulties."

"Which three?"

"First, false short-hairs are indistinguishable from true short-hairs. During the Jiajing era's wokou troubles, there were also true and false wokou. True wokou were only one or two in ten, yet they still ravaged the coasts for decades, becoming a major threat to the court."

"Mm." Wang Zunde nodded.

"Second, the short-haired pirates in the Guangdong area have taken in drifters and conducted fair trade—neither robbing merchants nor seizing ships—quite effective at winning hearts. Once our troops move, traitorous commoners among the rebels will certainly inform them. Military secrets will be hard to protect."

"A fair point."

"Third, the short-haired pirates possess strong ships and sharp cannons, and their firearms are formidable. Our army cannot compare. In this humble officer's view, I fear they surpass even the red-haired Dutch and the Portuguese."

Wang Zunde stroked his beard and smiled. "What strategy does the General propose?"

"I dare not presume, Your Excellency." He became even more deferential. "Your Excellency's divine calculations surely include a strategy for pacifying the short-hairs. Please reveal your plan."

"At today's meeting, speak freely and withhold nothing."

"As you command."

He Rubin's strategy differed little from what Lü Yizhong had envisioned. The Australians held the advantage in ships and cannons. Sending merely a few thousand men and a hundred-odd ships to make a show of force wouldn't compel them to withdraw. Heavy forces were essential.

A combined land and sea army of twenty thousand was required, with at least six thousand combat troops. They must bring abundant firearms, especially red-barbarian cannons.

"The enemy excels with boats and has gathered remnants of various pirate groups. Our forces absolutely must not engage them in naval battle on the open sea." He Rubin lacked a naval background, but he clearly understood the provincial navy's capabilities. Never mind the great iron ships and fast iron vessels—even fighting against the red-haired Dutch's great two-masted ships, they would be outmatched. Without fireships, they simply couldn't oppose the enemy.

In his strategy, the Guangdong navy would handle only transport, ferrying participating troops in batches to Haikou Garrison, with the entire army concentrating at Qiongshan County.

"Although the Australians are powerful, they haven't yet captured even a single county seat. This suggests they lack skill at land warfare. If we advance with heavy land forces, we can achieve double the results."

According to He Rubin's estimate, most false short-hairs were remnants of pirates like Zhu Cailao. At sea, the imperial army might not match them, but on land, when deployed in proper battle formation, they wouldn't dare engage head-on. They would surely retreat to defend Bopu. He would personally lead the main army overland. The rebel-sympathizing commoners in Lingao would no longer dare supply the Bopu short-hairs with vegetables and meat. The army need only maintain a siege for several months to half a year, and they could force the pirates to dismantle their fortress and leave.

Wang Zunde found his plan quite satisfactory. But by custom, formulating strategy wasn't for military officers to decide. It wasn't his place to declare whether it was good or bad—he merely stroked his beard and smiled.

"Governor-General!" Li Fengjie spoke up. "If we send only land forces for suppression, the short-haired pirates can still come and go freely by sea. Even if the traitorous people of Lingao cannot supply vegetables and meat, too many greedy traitors in Fujian and Guangdong seek profit. Things may not proceed as the General hopes."

"You have a better strategy?"

"Liu Laoxiang is a menace to our Guangdong. If we could follow Cao Lütai's strategy and offer him amnesty, using bandits to attack bandits—wouldn't that be an elegant arrangement?"

The words made sense, but who would make contact with this "great pirate"? Liu Laoxiang had been harassing the Pearl River estuary. Imperial troops and local militia had skirmished with his foraging parties many times but still didn't know where his main force was based. The Portuguese had tried multiple times to destroy Liu Xiang without success—they even wanted to launch a joint suppression campaign with the Ming.

Pacifying such a great sea pirate couldn't be accomplished without a year or two of back-and-forth negotiations. The so-called strategy of using bandits to attack bandits was mere empty talk.

Though Wang Zunde smiled, he inwardly disagreed.

"This matter requires further consideration. If he can be pacified, that would certainly be wonderful." He paused. "But who in our province is the Cao Lütai for this task?"

Yuegang Maritime Defense Vice Magistrate Cao Lütai had been the principal handler for Xiong Wencan's pacification of Zheng Zhilong. All matters following Zheng Zhilong's submission were also handled by him. The strategy of using bandits to attack bandits had originally been Cao Lütai's proposal. Wang Zunde saw no similarly bold and capable official in this province who also thoroughly understood "pirate affairs."

But Li Fengjie had his own calculations. Someone on his staff had made contact with Liu Laoxiang and was urging him to accept amnesty. From his advisors, he had learned that although Liu Xiang's power had expanded quickly, he was extremely worried about Zheng Zhilong's expansion—once Zheng Zhilong destroyed Zhong Bin, he would certainly move eastward to Guangdong to destroy him.

Li Fengjie believed that since Liu Xiang harbored such concerns, the possibility of pacifying him was quite good. Recently he had been intensifying efforts on this matter. To avoid Wang Zunde's interference, he kept it secret.

His raising it now wasn't actually to use Liu Xiang, but merely to get Wang Zunde to take a position on pacifying him. Now that his goal was achieved, he said nothing more, simply stating: "This humble official will certainly do his utmost."



Wang Zunde's suppression strategy was as follows:

He Rubin would command the entire army, departing Guangzhou with proper farewell ceremonies before heading to sea. They would cross in batches to Qiongzhou Prefecture, concentrating at Haikou Garrison. Three hundred naval vessels would be deployed—the navy lacked sufficient large ships, and there wasn't time to build them, so the shortfall would be filled by impressing civilian ships along the coast.

Total mobilized forces would reach fifteen thousand. The core would be He Rubin's garrison central battalion and household retainers, supplemented by portions of the Governor's and Governor-General's garrisons—a total of six thousand combat troops. Qiongya Vice Commander Tang Yunwen's forces would also be under his command. Thus the Ming punitive expedition would total twenty thousand by land and sea. Wang Zunde also planned to order the Hainan Circuit Intendant to mobilize militia from Qiongshan, Chengmai, and Lingao, along with any usable local garrison soldiers, to assist in the campaign. Provisions and pay for these forces would be handled by Qiongzhou Prefecture itself.

Once force concentration was complete, the land army would advance along the post road toward Lingao. When the land army had surrounded Bopu, the navy would act as circumstances warranted. Wang Zunde had no expectations for the provincial navy's combat capability, so he didn't specify their tasks.

The proposal to borrow Portuguese warships and cannons for assistance was strenuously opposed by Gao Shunqing. He had originally wanted to submit a memorial cutting off trade with the Portuguese. If this borrowed-force strategy succeeded in driving out the short-hairs, the court would view the Portuguese as useful allies—how could his memorial be approved?

So even though he knew Portuguese large ships and heavy guns would be useful for suppressing the short-hairs, he still firmly opposed. Wang Zunde didn't want to argue with him, so he dropped the matter.

Since the imperial navy couldn't contend with them directly, Wang Zunde invoked the time-honored weapon of maritime prohibition. He immediately ordered Qiongya Vice Commander Tang Yunwen to lead the navy on patrol near Haikou, prohibiting all civilian vessels from entering the Qiongzhou Strait.

"Your Excellency, why not request troops from Guangxi?" After the meeting, Lü Yizhong was puzzled that his employer hadn't summoned Guangxi officials. Guangxi had some fierce and capable native soldiers. In past Li rebellions on Hainan, the court had transferred Miao, Yao, Dong, and other ethnic native soldiers from Guangxi to cross the sea and fight.

"This is Guangdong's affair. Guangdong's troops are better suited." Wang Zunde spoke nonchalantly. "Guangxi has poor land and impoverished people. Better to conscript less from there."

After a moment's thought, Lü Yizhong grasped his meaning—"Guangdong affairs settled by Guangdong."

"Your Excellency is wise."

"Not at all." Wang Zunde nodded with dignified composure. Then he inquired of Lü Yizhong about the detailed situation of the short-haired pirates in Lingao. Lü Yizhong served essentially as the Governor-General's "chief of staff"—all manner of news, dispatches, and documents passed through his hands first.

However, dispatches received from Hainan in Guangzhou contained only fragmentary details—far too little was known about the short-hairs' situation in Lingao. Wang Zunde immediately ordered notices posted in Qiongzhou Prefecture seeking knowledgeable individuals, recruiting people who understood Lingao's pirate situation and were familiar with local waters and geography. He also ordered He Rubin to dispatch additional spies to Lingao to investigate.

"There is one person I believe might be worth questioning."

"Who?"

"The Lingao County Magistrate—Wu Mingjin."

Lü Yizhong reminded him that Lingao County seat hadn't fallen. The county's officials were all alive and well. Regarding the short-hairs' situation, the county magistrate should know most clearly. Why not summon him to Guangzhou under the pretext of debriefing? The local situation and the short-hairs' internal affairs could all be learned in a single interview.



Note:

He Rubin's original hereditary rank was Suzhou Guard Commandery. His courtesy name was "Yinzhi." Wang Zunde addressing him this way was a polite form.

Li Fengjie was the Governor, but Ming Dynasty governors had far lower status than in the Qing. Their rank wasn't clearly defined—generally they held the title of Vice Censor-in-Chief, only a fourth-rank civil official. He could properly address the Governor-General as "this humble official."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 618 - Dedication

Lü Yizhong had specifically verified this at the Provincial Administration Commission. It turned out that this Magistrate Wu of Lingao had recently become something of a famous capable official within the province, much beloved by the Provincial Administration Commission. He had submitted several reports of major victories in bandit suppression and had sent many pirate and bandit heads to the prefectural yamen—including quite a few wanted criminals named by the prefecture and province. During the most recent typhoon relief, he hadn't requested money or grain from the prefecture or province but handled the relief himself, without creating refugees—the county's registered population had actually increased. Last year's tax and grain levies had also been submitted in full.

Magistrate Wu had received "outstanding" ratings for two consecutive years. At this rate, promotion to prefect was already expected.

On one hand, the short-haired pirates occupied Bopu; on the other, Lingao's county magistrate had become an unprecedented "capable official"—there had to be official-pirate collusion here. At minimum, they were maintaining some sort of understanding.

Presumably Magistrate Wu had received considerable benefits from the short-haired pirates over these years, Lü Yizhong reasoned. If he came this time, they could have a thorough heart-to-heart discussion with him. If Wu Mingjin proved sensible and understanding, not only could he keep his Lingao magistrate position—he might even rise higher.

While the advisors were devising strategy, Li Xijue asked:

"Why not immediately arrest Guo Yi, Pei Lixiu, and the others? They're at least false short-hairs. A single interrogation would reveal the true short-hairs' internal affairs. If we don't arrest them now, once they hear the news they'll certainly flee, and military secrets will leak."

"That won't do." Lü Yizhong shook his head emphatically. "The Purple-Character establishments are in plain sight of all Guangzhou city. Who knows how many people have their eyes on them. Once sealed, they'd be extremely difficult to handle. Better not to act for now. As for Guo Yi and the others, they're merely fish in a pot. Just have Nanhai County and Guangzhou Prefecture assign more officers to guard the perimeter—with such a large business in Guangzhou, how could he be willing to abandon it and flee?"

Precisely because the three Purple-Character establishments were such fat meat that everyone craved, they couldn't be touched yet. Once Guo Yi and the others were arrested and imprisoned, the establishments would naturally be sealed as rebel property. How to handle them then would become an extraordinarily difficult matter. Without even looking far afield—right here in Guangzhou city, quite a few powerful figures wanted a piece. Some were local gentry, some were well-connected officials, some were eunuchs, meritorious nobles, or imperial relatives who could reach from afar.

When all these people came swarming in, "handling rebel property" would become a hot potato. Thinking of this, Li Xijue couldn't help but admire his colleague's prudence.

"After all, Guo Yi doesn't have 'short-haired pirate' written on his forehead. Not arresting him is reasonable. Arresting him would be effortless." Lü Yizhong already saw Guo Yi and the others as meat on the chopping block.



Guo Yi, at this very moment, was spinning at the center of a conspiracy's vortex. He knew perfectly well that the Guangzhou Station didn't have many days left. No matter how much futile struggle he made, the Guangzhou Station's fate would be decided by the great battle about to unfold on Hainan Island—this was unavoidable.

Though he had contemplated many times that this day would eventually come, he still felt a pang of sadness thinking about what he was about to face. Everything he had built with his own hands.

The storm facing the Guangzhou Station drew ever closer. Even in the secret room on Huifu Street, he could feel the bone-chilling cold approaching. Many hands were reaching toward them: the small fry who had been borrowing the tiger's might had disappeared. Now appeared the true great predators—circling the target, eyeing the fat meat of the three Purple-Character shops, preparing to swallow it whole.

The safe house no longer possessed its former composure. In the fire basin on the floor lay a heap of ashes—remnants of telegram drafts and materials hastily burned before Zhang Yuchen's departure with the radio. He had now retreated to a secret location within Guangzhou city, maintaining contact with Lingao.

In Guo Yi's hand was a telegram from the Colonial Trade Department in Lingao. Though Si Kaide had endorsed the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's approach of "evacuate Guangzhou, protect Leizhou," he still clung to a slim hope of preserving the Guangzhou Station. In the telegram, he again requested that while preparing for retreat, they should strive to find possibilities for continued presence in Guangzhou. The Colonial Trade Department agreed: if there was no other choice, dedication could be considered as a way to preserve property—Gao Ju or Liang Cunhou were both suitable candidates.

"Hmph, it's already too late for that." Guo Yi already knew who had their eyes on the Guangzhou Station—all heavyweight predators. Never mind Liang Cunhou's background; even Eunuch Yang behind Gao Ju probably wouldn't dare provoke them.

He was lost in thought when the bell in the room suddenly rang. He quickly struck a match, lit the telegram draft, and threw it into the fire basin. Only after watching it turn completely black did he open the door and walk out.

The courtyard housing the safe house could only be entered by the most trusted servants—all indigenous workers who had passed strict vetting. Others could only register with the gatekeeper at the moon gate and ring the bell to request an audience.

According to Guangzhou Station discipline, transmigrators couldn't be summoned from the safe house except for urgent matters.

The visitor was Sun Chang—quite unusual. Given Sun Chang's position, he had to handle many matters. He wouldn't suddenly come seeking an audience without good reason.

"What is it?"

"Someone wishes to see you."

"Didn't I say not to receive anyone we don't know?" Guo Yi knew that people coming now were certainly not bringing good news. Meeting them would only lead to complications. Better to refuse.

"The visitor has a very big name." Sun Chang stepped forward and whispered, "He's a family servant of the Tian Imperial Relative."

"What?" Guo Yi didn't quite understand.

"The Tian Imperial Relative—that's Consort Tian's father." Sun Chang knew Guo Yi was an overseas person with limited knowledge of Ming Dynasty figures. "Consort Tian is the Emperor's favored concubine..."

"So he's an Imperial Father-in-law?" Guo Yi immediately thought of the "Imperial Father-in-law" characters from period dramas—generally not good people. Such impressions were usually fairly accurate.

"Yes, he's a qiwan." Sun Chang used the contemporary term—qiwan referred to relatives of the imperial family by marriage. As the current qiwan, Tian Imperial Father-in-law's daughter was presently in favor, so his reputation and power were quite different from others. "Tian Imperial Father-in-law's prestige is second only to the Marquis of Jiading." The Marquis of Jiading was Empress Zhou's father.

"Why would he come to Guangzhou?" Guo Yi found it strange. Shouldn't Tian Imperial Father-in-law be in Beijing? He wouldn't come to Guangzhou without reason.

"It's not him personally. It's one of his servants, specifically here to handle affairs for him." Sun Chang's expression darkened. "I'm afraid this person hasn't come with good intentions."

"Nothing more than coveting our properties." Guo Yi had originally intended to refuse but then reconsidered—it might be better to meet him. Since several parties had now revealed ambitions toward the Purple-Character establishments, letting them check each other might serve as a delaying tactic.



Walking last was a round-faced man about forty years old. He wore a six-panel unity cap, a parrot-green lined silk long robe, and three-layered official shoes—an outfit neither noble nor humble. When he entered the courtyard and saw that Guo Yi hadn't come down the steps to greet him, he planted his legs, put his hands behind his back, and with a sunken expression rotated his small eyes to glare viciously at Sun Chang.

"A mere abacus-pusher, yet dares to be so presumptuous!" He cursed quietly, then ascended the main steps.

Guo Yi exchanged greetings with him and learned the visitor was named Tian Da, a "family servant" of Tian Hongyu's household. According to Ming Dynasty regulations, the spouses of emperors, empresses, consorts, and imperial sons-in-law were all selected from commoner "virtuous families." Such families were generally not great households. So-called "family servants" were basically opportunists who had attached themselves after their masters became wealthy. Among them were quite a few local "villains" who used the imperial relative's power to act maliciously outside, profiting both their masters and themselves.

This Tian Da didn't look like someone born into servitude. He looked more like a local "troublemaker" or "market bully."

"Master Guo," Tian Da began, his gaze on the maid serving tea lingering until she had withdrawn from the room. "You're truly worthy of being Guangzhou's richest man. So prosperous!"

"Not at all. I'm merely an outside merchant who made a fortune selling some foreign goods. To call me the richest man is far from the truth." Guo Yi smiled mildly.

Tian Da didn't hide his purpose. He straightforwardly proposed that the Guangzhou Station dedicate the three Zishi establishments to the Tian family.

According to him, Guo Yi would pay the Imperial Father-in-law forty thousand taels of silver upfront, then six thousand taels annually thereafter.

"...Once it becomes property of the Tian Imperial Father-in-law, no official in all the realm will dare trouble you," Tian Da declared, spittle flying. "And no one will dare call you sea pirates."

This figure made Guo Yi gasp—a lion opening its mouth indeed. Setting aside that he had no such intention; even if he did, agreeing to these terms would get him vilified in Parliament.

"This is a major matter. Please allow me a few days to consider."

"Consider or not, it's up to you. But if you keep considering much longer, you'll be considering from inside a jail cell. How can Master Guo be so uninformed?" Tian Da rudely pointed his fan at Guo Yi's nose. "The court is about to send troops to attack your Australian nest. When that happens, your entire estate will be confiscated and sold. Even the grass under your feet won't bear your name anymore. Dedicate now to my master—a mere hundred thousand taels or so protects both your person and your property. Quite a bargain!"

After finally seeing off this Tian Da, Guo Yi received several more envoys who either explicitly or implicitly wanted him to make dedications. Even Gao Ju sent his chief steward twice, informing him that Little Eunuch Yang was coming to Guangdong to purchase ivory. If he wanted to dedicate to Eunuch Yang, now was a golden opportunity.

"Eunuch Yang is very pleased with the Australian goods you've presented. If you dedicate to his gate this time, Eunuch Yang will certainly look upon you with new eyes."

Guo Yi could only express "let me consider for a few days" to each proposal, playing for time.

Though the Colonial Trade Department had already agreed that "dedication" could be considered in emergencies to preserve property, he was very clear that once this was done, it would certainly cause an uproar in Parliament.

Looking at the bright side, dedicating to Tian Imperial Father-in-law or Eunuch Yang would be a good path—both could provide powerful protection and establish very extensive contacts in court and outside.

However, he was equally clear there was no such thing as a free lunch. How large were the appetites of Eunuch Yang and Tian Imperial Father-in-law? What were their temperaments? All unknowns. They agreed to six thousand taels annually now—what if they wanted to increase it later? What if they wanted to directly interfere with personnel and management of the three Purple-Character establishments? Or worst case: as legal owners, they could throw Guo Yi and the others out at any time and directly seize the three establishments. He had already seen this many times in Guangzhou—how many small and medium shops that had sought refuge with gentry ended up bankrupt and ruined when their dedication masters suddenly turned ruthless.

"This is a matter of principle." He muttered. In his confusion, he suddenly understood: the Guangzhou Station's destruction was unavoidable, and Lingao's cannon fire would also herald the Guangzhou Station's rebirth. Letting it exist under a different identity now would only increase future complications.

Now he saw clearly. Purple Treasure Studio, Zhiming Tower, Purple Treasure Shop—without Australians and Australian goods, they were soulless shells. Whoever wanted them could take them.

He hurried back to the safe house and quickly drafted a telegram reporting his specific plans.

In the telegram, he explicitly opposed dedication. It would only increase complexity when they returned to Guangzhou in the future. Once the establishments belonged to others, recovering them would be extremely difficult; continuing to operate them would create uncontrollable problems.

Guo Yi reported his response plan in the telegram: he was prepared to begin evacuation operations immediately, withdrawing most vetted indigenous workers—not necessarily all the way back to Lingao; they could first disperse to counties under Guangzhou Prefecture. Local employees and craftsmen would be given half a year's severance and temporarily dismissed.

Guo Yi believed the Guangzhou Station would be closed for a few months at most, a year at the outside. As Lingao's military situation clarified, it could reopen. Of this he was quite confident.

Once the policy was set, execution became much easier. Guo Yi immediately convened a secret meeting of Guangzhou Station personnel. They decided that Delong Bank would immediately settle accounts with the Purple-Character establishments—all deposits and debts would be offset and cleared, in case the Purple-Character establishments were sealed and officials came to Delong pursuing deposits.

As for inventory, he had already sent Sun Chang to the Gao family to negotiate—all inventory from Purple Treasure Studio would be sold on credit to the Gao family. The Gao family would certainly accept under present circumstances.

"The May Duanwu collection day has arrived. What they owe us and what we owe them—we need to settle accounts," Zhang Xin said.

"Try to balance the accounts." Guo Yi replied. "Withdraw any surplus silver for ready use."

"Use for what?"

"Handling withdrawals." Many with deposits at the Purple-Character establishments had now heard the rumors and were requesting withdrawals one after another. Many didn't even ask for interest, just wanted their principal back.

This money was actually deposited at Guangzhou's Delong, but for safety now, Guo Yi didn't want any more money dealings with Delong. He decided only to do book offsets with Delong—the Purple-Character establishments would handle deposit repayments directly.

As for other merchants' payments owed to the Guangzhou Station, they were to be collected immediately when due. Zhang Xin had previously considered somehow shipping silver back to Lingao or purchasing goods to ship back. But that was probably impossible now—according to subordinates' reports, many official eyes had recently appeared nearby. Large silver transports and transactions probably couldn't be moved, and even if moved, couldn't be hidden. Guo Yi instructed him to use collected silver entirely to settle accounts.

"What others owe us, no need to press for repayment—they won't dare not repay later. What we owe others, pay in full. Silver left in hand just enriches Guangzhou's corrupt officials." Guo Yi said firmly. "When we leave, we want to leave behind the reputation of Australians keeping their word and honoring promises."

"Understood." Zhang Xin nodded. "I was originally worried about handling the deposit run. With this batch of collected payments, it should be enough."

As for account books, land deeds, property deeds, indentures, promissory notes, receipts... all manner of documents—he had already had people pack everything for transfer. The account books involving Delong had all been secretly destroyed. Most people here didn't know Delong's true identity; it might well survive.

"This is our 'change-of-regime ledger,'" Guo Yi told Zhang Xin. "When we return in the future, this is the proof for recovering our capital."

Zhang Xin asked: "How do we move out these dozens of boxes of account books?"

Guo Yi said: "Transfer them in batches. These books should ideally be shipped back to Lingao. If that can't be done immediately, store them temporarily at secret locations."

As they were talking, a servant came to report: Shen Fan had arrived.

"Show him in." Guo Yi had been meaning to discuss Purple Treasure Shop's handling with Shen Fan.

"Master!" Shen Fan arrived in great haste, even dispensing with his usual courtesies. "Is the government really going to seal Purple Treasure Shop?"

"How can this be!" Shen Fan wiped his sweat anxiously. "Didn't I suggest dedicating to the Liang family?"

"Even if we dedicated to the Liang family now, they wouldn't dare accept." Guo Yi told him about Tian Da's visit.

"What?! Even Tian Imperial Father-in-law is interested..."

"Correct. With his hand reaching in, who else would dare accept?" Guo Yi shook his head. "My mind is made up. I'd rather be shattered jade than a whole tile. Guangzhou city can't accommodate us. We'll simply leave..."

"You're going back to Australia?" Shen Fan said anxiously. He had worked for Guo Yi for over two years. Master and servant had complemented each other well. He had felt quite pleased that in his old age, he could still manage such a prosperous establishment.

Now suddenly hearing the government was going to seal it and Master Guo had to return home, Shen Fan couldn't help thinking: how was it that this Great Ming realm couldn't accommodate people doing honest business and living decent lives?

"I need to go into hiding," Guo Yi said quietly. "If I stay here, I'll probably end up in some inexplicable lawsuit."

"Is it that serious?!"

"Indeed. I also wanted to discuss Purple Treasure Shop's handling with you..."

"Yes..." Shen Fan saw his grave expression and knew it wasn't empty talk. Remembering that this young man had saved his grandson's life and had treated him well, watching this flourishing, prosperous business about to be destroyed, he couldn't help feeling sad and heaved a heavy sigh.

"How much inventory remains at Purple Treasure Shop?"

"Not much." He took out a booklet from his robe. "Here's the inventory record." He quickly added, "These past few days, more people have been coming to the counter to withdraw deposits..."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 619 - Before Running

"Use these goods for the retail trade," Guo Yi instructed. "Inventory the gold and silver for jewelry-making in the warehouse. When people come to withdraw deposits, use those to pay first. I'll also transfer silver over. Don't worry."

"Yes." Hearing that Master Guo had prepared silver to handle the run, Shen Fan felt much calmer. Not a few of the clients with deposits at Purple Treasure Shop had been brought in by him personally. If the shop were sealed, the government people were the type who gnawed bones without leaving scraps—there would be no hope of recovery. He would lose face built up over many years.

"Should the craftsmen be sent home?"

"You need to maintain appearances here for now." Guo Yi considered—if they started large-scale dismissals now, it would certainly arouse official suspicion. They might even seal and arrest people ahead of schedule. They had to maintain the appearance of normal operations.

These local craftsmen simply kept their heads down, worked, and collected wages. Though grateful toward such a generous employer as Guo Yi, they were ultimately outsiders among outsiders, knowing little of the Guangzhou Station's secrets. Even if the government sealed the shop, it wouldn't do anything to them. No need to rush their dismissal.

To prevent people from noticing he was preparing to leave, Guo Yi ostentatiously rode his sedan chair the next day to visit clients in the city. Very few were willing to see him now. Guo Yi simply left his calling card at each door and moved on. He was just announcing his presence.

After making the rounds, his luxurious grand sedan was carried to Zhiming Tower. It was still brightly lit, but this once drunken-gold pleasure palace of Guangzhou was now deserted, with only an empty great hall remaining.

Zheng Shangjie and others who usually kept low profiles had already evacuated one after another. Only Pei Lixiu, bored, showed her face here daily. At this moment, she was reclining on a Xiang Fei couch in the second-floor pavilion, drinking alone.

She was a woman who loved excitement and admired splendor. Usually, sitting in this pavilion at the center of the second floor, watching through the fine bamboo screen as people came and went in the great hall below, with laughter and music filling her ears... how delightful it all had been.

Now the great hall stood empty. Even the fountain's dripping could be heard distinctly.

Seeing Guo Yi arrive, Pei Lixiu greeted him with a cavernous yawn.

"How is it? No customers?"

"Not a single one." Pei Lixiu took a sip of kvass. "Only people coming to withdraw silver."

"Can you handle it?"

"No problem. The big depositors withdrew long ago," she said. "The small ones don't amount to much silver, and they're not even asking for interest." She poured a cup for Guo Yi as well. "You drink too. We can't take the kvass with us. Leaving it just benefits others. Might as well drink it all ourselves."

"Though it's like soda, it does have some alcohol. You should drink less." Guo Yi took a sip and found it mixed with rum. "We need to be ready to flee at any moment. How can you run if you're drunk?"

"Do you think we can come back?" she suddenly asked.

"Three months at the shortest, half a year at most, and this will be your territory again."

"This half year will be so hard to get through..." She looked at her red fingernails.

"Otherwise you could go back to Lingao. I hear they're going to open a Lingao version of Zhiming Tower there..."

Pei Lixiu laughed. "Little Guo—" She seemed oddly unaccustomed to the informal address now. "Can we really go back? My jewelry boxes full of ornaments, my dozens of trunks of clothes; your concubines, maids... we're completely incompatible with Lingao now."

Guo Yi's heart tightened. This was exactly what he had been worrying about. He took a sip of kvass. "Don't think about it that way. At most we're just among those who got rich first. The Executive Committee will understand what we've done in Guangzhou..."

"You've been in the bureaucracy too long. You're talking like a party official now." Pei Lixiu was a bit tipsy. "I don't want to go back to Lingao at all..."

"Stop talking nonsense." Guo Yi nervously glanced around. No one else was in the pavilion. "Without Lingao, there'd be none of what we have in Guangzhou. Don't you understand even that? Right now Guangzhou is full of dangers. Do you want to be arrested and beaten with boards, shackled, and made to kneel in chains in prison?"

At this, Pei Lixiu shrank back slightly. She said hesitantly, "Surely not... I think the Ming officials seem quite refined. They're all rather chivalrous toward women."

"Once you fall into official hands, you'll learn how the jailers show 'chivalry.'" Guo Yi sneered inwardly. Never mind that this was the seventeenth century—even in the twenty-first, a trip through the dictatorship apparatus to "have a cup of tea" would be quite enough. PEPI really spent all day immersed in romance novels and had forgotten what era this was.

Guo Yi knew discussing further with her was pointless. But since she was still holding on here, she could attract many eyes. The purpose was achieved. He gave PEPI a few more instructions, then got up and went to the safe house in the back. Xiahe was in the safe house burning documents. He knew this girl was actually a graduate of the Political Security General Administration's classified communications class, professionally trained and very reliable. He gave her additional instructions.

Just then, one of his servants who specialized in handling secret matters came to whisper a report: everything was prepared. Only then did he go to Pei Lixiu's boudoir—there, several sets of servant and shop-boy clothes and shoes had already been prepared for him to change into. After smearing some soot on his face, he quietly opened a secret door in the room and descended a hidden staircase to the rear courtyard. Two security personnel sent by Zhang Xin were already waiting there.

The Guangzhou Station's security department consisted of young men selected from the Qiwei Escort Bureau who, after vetting, had secretly gone to Lingao for training. Organizationally, they were independent and had few connections with the escort bureau.

The three men slipped out of Zhiming Tower among a group of shop-boys and cooks, walked down back alleys to the main street, twisted and turned until reaching an uninhabited area. After confirming no one was following, only then did Guo Yi board a waiting sedan chair.

This way, everyone believed he had gone to Zhiming Tower and was spending the night at his concubine's place. In the past, such elaborate precautions hadn't been necessary. Now he had to be extremely cautious.

The sedan traveled down small streets for a long time before being carried into a dark little courtyard. This was a property he had purchased earlier, used for secret meetings when there were confidential matters to handle.

Tonight he was meeting Sun Kecheng. The Qiwei Escort Bureau was one of the Guangzhou Station's pillars, but Qiwei's semi-independent status gave Guo Yi considerable concern about their attitude. Though the Station controlled Qiwei's entire finances, most of the people inside hadn't gone through Lingao's screening and political vetting. He had to guard against Sun Kecheng or his disciples suddenly defecting to the government—escort bureaus always prided themselves on running a "legitimate business" and were compliant toward officials.

What Sun Kecheng's attitude was—he had to find out tonight. This concerned future cooperation. On the blueprint for national deployment, the Qiwei Escort Bureau was also an important component.

Sun Kecheng was already waiting inside. Seeing Guo Yi arrive in disguise, he was immediately startled.

"Master Guo, has the situation become this urgent?" Sun Kecheng dispensed with pleasantries. The news that the government was going to move against the Australians had already spread.

"Within ten days to half a month, there'll definitely be a resolution!" Guo Yi didn't conceal what might happen. "I naturally need to avoid this storm. It's just that the Qiwei Escort Bureau has always had many dealings with us. I'm afraid you'll be implicated..."

"That's no problem. I have my own ways." Sun Kecheng waved his hand. "What about you?"

Seeing his apparently sincere manner, Guo Yi deliberately said: "We're prepared to hide here for a while first."

"Master, please don't speak so distantly." Sun Kecheng shook his head. "How many people can this little courtyard hold? You have many people. Why not stay at my place? I bought several properties in the countryside years ago. However many of you there are can stay there."

Guo Yi was noncommittal, merely saying there were still many things to handle. He might hide here for a while first. Once things were settled, he'd decide.

"Let's set that aside for now. Once the government moves against us, how will you respond?" he asked.

"No problem. We escort and guard—we deal with the wealthy and powerful. We still have some small reputation. They won't make things too difficult. When officials leave office, they count on us to escort their accumulated wealth and women back home. What good does it do them to shut down Qiwei? The silver and goods in the bureau all belong to clients. You think officials are going to personally escort goods and run inns?" Sun Kecheng said. "Besides, without you pulling us up back then, Qiwei was just a small bureau living hand-to-mouth. Now it's become a major establishment in Guangzhou city. Several hundred people depend on it for their livelihoods. Everyone at Qiwei is eternally grateful. Though Qiwei doesn't dare break the law, we're not fools who only know how to kowtow—everyone's heart is clear as a mirror about right and wrong in this world..."

Though he had ascertained Sun Kecheng's attitude, and was quite confident about Sun Kecheng's character, Guo Yi still didn't dare entrust the most important matters to his safekeeping—he was reliable, but that didn't mean all his subordinates were. After much consideration, he decided to have Sun Kecheng look after the local employees and craftsmen, and also hide some of the workers transferred from Lingao along with bulkier goods.

He also instructed Sun Kecheng to prepare a secret escape route. They agreed on code signals—if escape became necessary, they would meet using the codes.

But when it actually came to running, he still wouldn't completely trust them. The Foreign Intelligence Bureau had already cabled that they were preparing to dispatch a mixed team of Special Reconnaissance Team members and intelligence personnel as a reception squad to Guangzhou, ready to help them escape by force if necessary.

However, there were no signs of the government actually moving to seal the Guangzhou Station. Guangzhou's officials seemed intent on giving Guo Yi and the others ample time to consider dedication targets. The three Purple-Character businesses were simply left alone. Meanwhile, an endless stream of people came to discuss dedication. Tian Da visited almost daily to press him. Guo Yi simply refused to see anyone.



"Master Tian has come to call." The gatekeeper announced.

Lü Yizhong was just about to go out. He had to sit back down again and sighed:

"Quick, show him in!"

He had been running around for days on army deployment business, so busy his feet never touched the ground.

After the strategy conference had decided on expedition plans, He Rubin wanted to "proceed carefully." Having served in Guangdong for many years, he knew something of Hainan's climate and geography—summer with its rainy season was imminent, and early autumn brought typhoons. So he advocated simply waiting until October to march. By then autumn grain would be harvested, making it easier to procure provisions along the way. Autumn's cool, crisp weather would also make army marching and encampment less likely to cause epidemics.

But Wang Zunde wanted "quick action." By now provisions and pay for departure were prepared, and He Rubin couldn't delay further. He had to decide to move some troops in early June.

Outside Guangzhou city, men shouted and horses neighed as various armies assembled. With so many military affairs to handle, Lü Yizhong was already overwhelmed. Then he also had to deal with Tian Da coming every few days demanding he "quickly settle the Zhiming Tower matter." He was crying bitterly inside—regretting he should never have taken on this business. Originally he had been over ninety percent confident that once Guo Yi heard the court was sending troops against Lingao, he would be scared out of his wits and obediently dedicate his properties to Tian Da. Not only would he please Tian Imperial Father-in-law, but he would also pocket a nice profit—Tian Da had originally promised him three thousand taels after the deal was done.

He had never expected this Guo Yi to be so stubborn, refusing to budge no matter what. Not only did the three establishments continue operating normally, but after seeing Tian Da and the others once, Guo Yi had refused all further meetings.

So Tian Da came to make trouble here, demanding he immediately arrest Guo Yi and force him to dedicate his properties.

Idiot! Lü Yizhong silently cursed upon hearing his "brilliant idea." But he was helpless—this "idiot" could give him orders, and he had to smile along.

Arresting someone was easy—he just had to tell Nanhai County. But once arrested, the properties would be confiscated and sold. What dedication then? As for who would end up with them after confiscation—that was another matter entirely. Tian Imperial Father-in-law was far away in Beijing after all. Not everyone would defer to his reputation.

No matter how Lü Yizhong explained, Tian Da kept pressing—after all, he was just a servant, throwing his weight around only by virtue of the Imperial Father-in-law's power. He had no actual influence in Guangzhou city. As long as officials stalled and deflected, he couldn't get things done.

Lü Yizhong had intended to keep stalling him. Unexpectedly, this person suddenly made another demand:

"I've long heard that Zhiming Tower's Pei Lixiu is a gorgeous woman from Australia. This time, besides having that Guo fellow dedicate his properties, this woman must also be presented to the Imperial Father-in-law."

Lü Yizhong didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Now he wanted someone's concubine too? He had seen this Pei Lixiu several times—a woman of twenty-four or twenty-five. Though her features were refined, she was rather sturdy. Her height alone exceeded most men's. Would the Tian Imperial Father-in-law really be interested in such a barbarian woman? Perhaps Tian Da wanted her for himself?

Thinking that he was currently assisting with military affairs yet also had to scheme to help a servant snatch a woman, Lü Yizhong felt extreme disgust.

How absolutely absurd!

He had originally intended to stall and send Tian Da away. Then a sudden thought struck him: arresting Guo Yi wouldn't work—arrest him and the properties would be confiscated. But arresting his concubine was another matter entirely. Pin any charge on her and bring her in—a case of killing the chicken to scare the monkey, forcing Guo Yi to come dedicate on his own.

As for whether Pei Lixiu would eventually be returned to her owner—that wasn't his concern.

"This is easy. Leave it to me." Lü Yizhong readily agreed.

"Really?" Tian Da had been put off by him too many times recently and was suspicious.

"Really." Lü Yizhong nodded. "Three days from now, I'll naturally deliver the person to you. Once you have this little beauty, won't that damned Guo Yi obediently offer up his properties with both hands? She's his heart's treasure."

"Good! I'll trust you this once." Tian Da slapped the table. "I'll come here in three days to take delivery." He sneered. "Advisor Lü, don't you go back on your word now."

Lü Yizhong saw Tian Da off, then immediately went to his study and wrote a note:

"Immediately arrest Guo family's Pei-surnamed Lixiu from Zhiming Tower. Nanhai County, take note!" Below he wrote his personal mark.

When the ink was slightly dry, he summoned a servant and ordered him to deliver it to the Nanhai County yamen.



That evening, Chunliu was watching the back gate. Zhiming Tower's staff had been greatly reduced now. She had to watch the back gate herself, waiting for the courier's news. Yan Maoda, Zhang Xin, and the others had all gone underground. But communications between them had never been interrupted for a single day. All messages came via courier.

The courier was disguised as a snack peddler carrying a shoulder pole. He never came inside. Chunliu knew this peddler passed by every evening, but whether there was a message depended on the pinwheel on his pole. Placed on the left meant no message. If placed on the right, she should go buy a snack and bring the secret message back to give to Pei Lixiu.

The peddler had just passed. Chunliu was about to close the gate and go to sleep when suddenly a dark figure slipped over from the foot of the wall. Chunliu was trained—she immediately jumped back behind the door and called out the code phrase.

"Dry weather, beware of fire!"

The code served both to identify the visitor and to alert security personnel behind the door and in the rear courtyard that someone was approaching.

But the visitor didn't respond with the code. He came straight to the door. Not caring that the door was about to close, he stuck his foot in directly.

"Don't close the door!" The visitor called out urgently.

"Who is it?" Chunliu demanded.

"I'm—Wu—" The visitor hurried to remove the eye-mask from his face.

"It's you?!" Chunliu almost cried out—wasn't this Wu Zhixiang? She quickly signaled the security personnel not to move.

This Wu Zhixiang was a regular, familiar customer at Zhiming Tower. He often came to court Pei Lixiu's favor and had also deposited a large sum of silver at Zhiming Tower's counter to earn interest. But since he had suddenly brought people to withdraw his deposit half a month ago, he hadn't been seen for over a month.

"What's happened to you?" Chunliu hadn't yet recovered from her fright. This scion of an official family, even a xiucai, sneaking around dressed like this in the dead of night—what was he doing?

"Is Miss Pei here?" He asked without even catching his breath.



Note: Eye-mask was a Ming Dynasty accessory, similar to an eye patch.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 620 - Departure

"The mistress has retired." Chunliu immediately sensed this person's secret late-night visit must mean important news to convey. She quickly added, "I'll wake her right away."

"No need!" Wu Zhixiang said unexpectedly. "Just quickly inform Miss Pei—that rotten-hearted villain Lü Yizhong has sent a note to Nanhai County, ordering them to issue a warrant for Miss's arrest. Please have your mistress flee immediately."

Chunliu had thought this Scholar Wu was merely a greedy, lustful dandy. She never expected him to show such chivalrous spirit at a critical moment. Her heart warmed, and she curtsied:

"Thank you, Young Master Wu, for your righteous deed."

"Don't thank me. Just have your mistress quickly find a place to hide. Once she's in prison, even immortals would be skinned alive! Besides, her case is too serious—no one would dare to vouch for her!" Wu Zhixiang pulled his eye-mask back on as he spoke, then quickly turned and disappeared into the darkness.

News that Nanhai County was about to arrest Pei Lixiu quickly reached Guo Yi. Though he didn't know why they were targeting her first instead of him, Guo Yi knew the time for retreat had come. If they couldn't catch Pei Lixiu, they would turn to him next.

He pondered for a moment, then had someone summon Sun Chang.

"Immediately send someone to Zhiming Tower and evacuate everyone according to plan. Leave the bulky goods. Employees from outside can hide at Manager Sun's place. Have some unfamiliar faces wait near Zhiming Tower tomorrow morning to intercept local employees before they go to the shop. Tell them not to go in."

If Nanhai County couldn't catch the principals, they would probably arrest a batch of employees still in the building to fulfill their quota—no need to let them get caught up in this.

Guo Yi gave Sun Chang a bankbook and seal. "This is an account opened at Delong in Sun Kecheng's name. Give it to him to pay everyone's severance."

"Understood. I'll go right away!" Sun Chang hurried off.

Guo Yi was busy packing, processing documents, and transferring items. Before he knew it, dawn was breaking and he was famished. He had someone bring breakfast. He had kept his own cook before, but had dismissed him a few days ago. Now he and the remaining people ate from the common kitchen.

While eating, Sun Chang rushed back to report: everything was done.

"Eat quickly too. Then go to Purple Treasure Shop and tell Manager Shen to close up shop today. He'd best go to the countryside to avoid being caught in the crossfire."

"Yes!" Sun Chang saw that Purple Treasure Studio had become completely empty and couldn't help feeling sad—suffering this disaster for no reason! "Master, can we come back?"

"Of course." Guo Yi remained composed. "We'll be back in just a few months."

"Yes!" Sun Chang saw his confidence but didn't know where it came from. In his view, the Australians were skilled at making things and making money, but they couldn't win against the Great Ming. Were they going to Beijing to seek powerful connections? While he was lost in thought, a servant quietly came to report: someone was asking to see him.

"I won't see them." Guo Yi said. There was no need to deal with anyone anymore.

"The visitor says it's urgent!"

"Who is it? Where's the calling card?"

"The visitor won't say. Just says it's urgent and can only be discussed face-to-face with Master Guo."

"Very well. I'll see them."

The visitor was a middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance. After exchanging greetings, he glanced hesitantly at Sun Chang.

"I have confidential matters to report."

Sun Chang quickly withdrew.

"I'll be frank." The middle-aged man lowered his voice. "I've been sent to inform you: Guangzhou Prefecture has received orders. Tomorrow morning, they will take Master and all personnel of the three Purple-Character establishments into custody."

Guo Yi raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had expected the arrests and seizures, but hadn't expected someone to come specifically to warn him.

He usually maintained some arrangements at various yamens, but only vague information had filtered out so far. This was the first time he had received such clear news.

"Thank you, sir, for coming to inform me!" Guo Yi said. "Who is your superior? I must properly thank them another day!"

"It's inconvenient to say who my employer is. I'm only to relay one message: leave cleanly, don't leave behind any documents or papers. No need to panic—Guangzhou Prefecture will definitely come tomorrow." Having said this, the visitor stood up and took his leave.

Though Guo Yi didn't know the man's background, his message was ninety-nine percent credible. The instruction he gave was the key point—what did "don't leave behind any documents or papers" mean? Clearly whoever sent the messenger was afraid the Purple-Character establishments might have left behind something important that could damage his interests.

Though he couldn't guess who it was for the moment, this person must be in official circles, and of no low rank. That final line—"No need to panic, Guangzhou Prefecture will definitely come tomorrow"—wasn't it plainly telling him he had an entire day to escape, and could even swagger out openly with his people?

With this realization, Guo Yi immediately ordered all remaining personnel on Huifu Street to assemble.

Across the Huifu Street residence, Purple Treasure Shop, and Purple Treasure Studio, some thirty to forty people were still keeping up appearances. Most were from outside areas and couldn't go home immediately. Guo Yi had already arranged with Sun Kecheng to place this group with him.

"Everyone left home and came here to work for our Purple-Character establishments. That's our fate. The Purple-Character establishments have never shortchanged anyone. Your monthly wages and year-end bonuses are the best in all Guangzhou city. Our Purple-Character establishments have always done legitimate business here in Guangzhou—never anything illegal. Not just imperial taxes—even the gifts to officials have never been stinted. This time, as you probably know, the government won't let us do business in peace and wants to seal up our shops..."

Many employees were in tears. They had been here for one to nearly three years. There were many large establishments in Guangzhou, but none that treated their workers as considerately as the Purple-Character establishments. Not just better monthly wages than elsewhere, but year-end bonuses based on ability, medical care for the sick—when employees died, the shop not only provided coffins, bought grave plots, and held funerals, but also brought their families over and placed them at outer branches. Even if old people, children, and women couldn't do heavy work, they were given light tasks and paid a few months' wages to live on.

Such a benevolent employer was now being forced to close. Everyone felt indignant at their master's fate while worrying about their own bleak future.

"The shop being sealed doesn't matter. As long as our people are still here, the Purple-Character establishments will always exist," Guo Yi said loudly. "Three months at shortest, half a year at most, I, Guo Yi, will be back. I'll stand here again, stand here—" He had only intended to stabilize morale and keep everyone together, waiting for their return. But now, recalling his days and nights with his colleagues in Guangzhou, he was overwhelmed with emotion and momentarily didn't know what to say. After a pause, he continued, "Setting off firecrackers together with everyone to reopen the establishments!"

Then he ordered six months' wages paid to everyone. Those who wanted to return home would be given travel expenses. Those who didn't want to leave could work at Sun Kecheng's place first.

The employees took their money and reluctantly departed in batches. Guo Yi had no time for sentiment. He quickly led people to search each location, checking for any important items left behind. He was busy until nearly lamplight time before slipping away in disguise, blending into the crowd.

Meanwhile, other warning signals had arrived—at the door of the Huifu Street residence, someone had left a shattered black clay pot. This was the signal from his informants placed in the Nanhai, Panyu, and Guangzhou yamens, indicating that officials were about to move against him.

By now, the entire Huifu Street residence and businesses, as well as Zhiming Tower, were completely empty. Each location had only two employees and ten Qiwei escort guards left to watch the properties.



"Everyone gone?" In a side chamber, a middle-aged man of impressive bearing in brocade robes and jade belt casually asked while leafing through a book.

"Reporting to Your Excellency: now only a few escort guards are watching the properties at each location."

"Has Nanhai County sent anyone?"

"No."

The book-reading middle-aged man was none other than Guangdong Governor Li Fengjie. Early that morning, the Nanhai County Magistrate had personally come to consult him: Lü Yizhong had given him a note ordering immediate arrest of Pei Lixiu. Should he proceed?

Normally, the magistrate wouldn't have come to consult him. When the Governor-General's advisor wanted someone arrested, there was no reason to refuse. But arresting Master Guo's concubine was a different matter entirely.

Quite a few important people besides Tian Hongyu and Eunuch Yang had their eyes on the three Purple-Character properties. The Nanhai County Magistrate feared that if he helped Lü Yizhong arrest the woman and thereby delivered the properties into the Tian Imperial Father-in-law's hands—then if Eunuch Yang and other powerful figures were angered at him, he couldn't afford the consequences. So he hurried to report to the Governor.

"If Advisor Lü wants to arrest someone, let him. However, your county's charity granary should be inspected. Why don't you go inspect the charity granary first?" Li Fengjie said ambiguously.

"Yes, yes, this humble official understands." The magistrate caught his meaning perfectly.

After the magistrate left, Li Fengjie paced several circles in his study. He summoned a constable:

"Go to Guangzhou Prefecture. Have them prepare the warrants for arrest. Prepare to mobilize to arrest Guo Yi and the other Australian criminals!"

Then he summoned a trusted advisor and gave him detailed instructions.

Now, hearing the report from the advisor he had sent, everything was proceeding according to his plan. He felt quite pleased.

Hmph, let's see how you people with your wishful thinking can make this work. Imagining Lü Yizhong's embarrassment when he couldn't account for this to Tian Da, Li Fengjie smiled with satisfaction.



The next day, runners from Nanhai County and Guangzhou Prefecture mobilized in force, separately sealing the Huifu Street residence, Purple Treasure Shop, Purple Treasure Studio, and Zhiming Tower. Of course, they caught neither Guo Yi nor Pei Lixiu—not a single principal. Even Sun Chang, Shen Fan, and other "witnesses to be brought in for questioning" had all vanished without a trace. Only a dozen or so escort guards watching the properties were taken to the yamen. These guards naturally knew nothing—just that Master Guo had hired them to watch the properties. Sun Kecheng had long prepared the "big threshold" calling cards and silver. Before evening, he had bailed out all the guards.

Wanted posters with portraits were immediately posted at all city gates for Guo Yi and the others. But everyone knew this was futile. Those who knew the inside story of the seizure all knew the Australians had left very leisurely—obviously planned long in advance.

Wang Zunde was extremely displeased. The search results were highly disappointing. Whether Huifu Street or the three Purple-Character establishments, the seized goods and valuables—Australian merchandise—were plentiful enough. But important documents and correspondence were completely absent. Land deeds, property deeds, account books—all gone without a trace! As for personnel, never mind "principals"—they couldn't find any significant employees!

Hearing Guangzhou Prefecture's report, he knew someone must have leaked the information. He couldn't help feeling secretly resentful. Who could it have been? Li Fengjie had ordered Guo Yi's arrest—since he wanted the arrest, he certainly wouldn't have tipped them off. Think as he might, he couldn't figure out who would have leaked this information.

Thinking that someone in Guangzhou city didn't prioritize the court but instead tipped off the Australians, Wang Zunde was extremely vexed. He wanted to investigate, but couldn't figure out where to start. The Governor-General's yamen, the Governor's yamen, Guangzhou Prefecture, and Nanhai County all knew about the seizure and arrests. These four yamens together had several hundred officials large and small. Any of them could have known.

Could it be that all of Guangzhou city was full of traitors colluding with the short-hairs? Great worry rose in Wang Zunde's heart.

Just then, Lü Yizhong came seeking an audience, asking how to handle the seized pirate properties.

"How much was seized?" Ever since someone had secretly informed him that Advisor Lü had privately sent a note to Nanhai County ordering the arrest of Pei Lixiu, Wang Zunde's trust in this advisor had greatly decreased. He had always looked down on meritorious nobles and imperial relatives—believing they either coasted on ancestors' achievements or rode on women's coattails, possessing no real talent, only knowing how to plunder for themselves. That Advisor Lü associated with such people made him quite contemptuous—this person was simply too fixated on fame and fortune!

"Guangzhou Prefecture and Nanhai County are still tallying. A detailed list will be submitted shortly. Here's a brief summary." Lü Yizhong's expression was dark. He had given Tian Da his guarantee, but the Nanhai County Magistrate happened to be away from the yamen that day. Other county officials either claimed to be busy or said it was inconvenient to act without the magistrate. The result was a one-day delay in making the arrest, and Zhiming Tower was already empty. Then Guangzhou Prefecture's runners came to seal everything. Not only had the dedication completely failed, but Tian Da's desired Pei Lixiu hadn't been caught either.

Tian Da had flown into a rage—he had accomplished nothing on this trip to Guangzhou. How could he report back? At Lü Yizhong's residence, he cursed him roundly and threatened to strip him of his advisor position, leaving Lü Yizhong utterly humiliated.

Wang Zunde casually flipped through the list. Besides the properties on Huifu Street and Zhiming Tower, there were various commercial "money-making tools," chairs and benches, and some small machines of unknown purpose...

Wang Zunde wasn't interested in these. What concerned him was how much could be confiscated.

Much was seized from the various properties, but no silver. He looked again—no gold or silver at all. Besides leftover merchandise, there were only ornaments and decorations. The most valuable items were the full-length glass mirror and big mahogany clock in Pei Lixiu's room.

"No gold, silver, or valuables?" Wang Zunde asked. He had originally hoped the confiscated valuables could be used to reward the soldiers when the expedition departed.

"Besides various merchandise, only several hundred pieces of brocade women's clothing were found. Also several hundred bolts of silk and fabric. And several dozen boxes of women's jewelry."

"What use is this!" Wang Zunde shook his head in disappointment. These things couldn't reward the army, let alone supplement military pay. As for converting seized goods to cash—that would take months. Besides, he knew well how subordinates handled such matters, inevitably enriching themselves. If three or four taels out of ten taels' worth of goods actually made it to the treasury, that would be good. He suddenly grew suspicious: had the subordinates privately embezzled a lot of gold and silver? But then he thought they might embezzle half at most—they absolutely wouldn't dare omit everything from the list.

"I heard the Purple-Character establishments had extensive dealings with major establishments in Guangzhou. Aren't there deposits elsewhere?" Wang Zunde asked.

"Without account books, we don't know the names or amounts. No way to pursue."

"Hmph! Immediately post a notice requiring all establishments to self-report, with a deadline for payment. Anyone who fails to report or pay—this Governor will not be lenient!"

"Yes." Lü Yizhong thought the Governor-General's bluster to force merchants to hand over Australian payments probably wouldn't work—Gao Ju alone wouldn't comply. With account books, there would at least be some evidence.

However, not producing any silver at all would look too bad. Lü Yizhong's mind quickly calculated—when the time came, no matter what, he would have to pressure establishments that had dealt with the Purple-Character establishments to contribute some silver as a token. This way he should be able to scrape together fifty or sixty thousand taels. Not quite enough for military pay, but enough for rewards and bonuses.

Lü Yizhong knew this business with Tian Da had cost him Wang Zunde's trust. He decided to try to recover some ground in this matter.



While Guangzhou city was in an uproar over the Guangzhou Station's leftover assets, Guo Yi and the others had already left the city. However, they weren't far away. Zhang Xin was stationed at the Qiwei Escort Bureau's Dongguan branch, directing the bureau's operations. Now their main eyes and ears were the escort bureau. Some of the indigenous workers evacuated from Guangzhou were also temporarily under his command, scattered out to gather news—especially news of imperial army movements.

As for Delong Bank, Meng Xian had also prepared for transfer—though everyone judged Delong's risk was low—he had made backups of all account books. The originals had all been transferred to a secret location for storage. The most important were several secret exchange accounts, all belonging to Guangzhou's high officials and nobles. Some materials—just leaking a hint would make excellent fodder for censors' hearsay memorials. For safety, Meng Xian had also temporarily moved to a safe house in the city to hide, leaving the manager to handle all counter business.

Others dispersed to various county towns in the Pearl River Delta, hiding and waiting for opportunities to act. Yan Maoda simply went to Leizhou to discuss the next steps in sugar industry cooperation and Vietnam trade with the Leizhou Station.

As for Guo Yi, he decided to take this opportunity to return to Lingao once—partly to report, partly to discuss next steps with the Colonial Trade Department and Foreign Intelligence Bureau.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 621 - Before the Battle (Part One)

News that the court was about to launch a punitive expedition against Lingao finally swept through the entire county by late May—though in truth, the local people had already learned from those close to the chiefs, from newspapers, bulletin boards, and street corner discussions. Everyone knew the officials in Guangdong couldn't stand seeing Lingao's people living in peace and had decided to drive out the Australians—supposedly because the Australians refused to give Guangdong officials one million taels of silver annually. So the government was launching an expedition, and they would massacre Lingao's people, sparing only the young women.

Newspapers were filled with articles about imperial troops killing innocents for credit, burning, killing, and raping—recording their "achievements." Every account included time and place. This puzzled Ma Qianzhu—where had Ding Ding obtained these materials?

"Some came from interviewing indigenous people, some from historical records, and some were written by the Propaganda Department..."

Ding Ding's material fabrication was carefully orchestrated. First, when publishing such reports, one fabricated story was mixed with every three true accounts—using truth to carry falsehood. Second, they worked closely with the Grand Library. Such fabricated materials were first sent to the Grand Library for review and verification, to avoid revealing flaws in the details.

Beyond this, Ding Ding had requested that the Civil Affairs People's Committee Personnel Department find scholars among the refugees they had taken in—specifically for writing work in the Propaganda Department. This time, some of the fabricated materials were created in the form of local scholars' private notes—after all, in the Ming, publishing or copying private notes required no license, and their authenticity was impossible to verify.

"You've fabricated so much—won't you scare the common people to death?" Ma Qianzhu was worried. He feared a mass evacuation—what if the people flooded into the county town or showed up at Hundred Fathoms Fort Gate requesting shelter? Would they let them in or not?

"Before this campaign, Lingao's people will inevitably play the role of bystanders. Getting them to eagerly fight to defend the Lingao regime is impossible," Ding Ding explained. "My idea is to remind them that defending Lingao means defending their 'home'—'protecting home and country' is always said together."

This news made the people very uneasy. Many secretly prepared to flee when the time came. But everyone could see the Australians' forces growing day by day. Every day, new troops singing songs marched past on the roads for target practice and drill. These soldiers wore brand-new uniforms, carried gleaming new muskets, and blue-gleaming double-wheeled gun carriages were pulled along. Gunfire on the range was deafening all day. Rumors spread that new forces had arrived from Australia. Some swore they had personally seen ships come to Bopu at night, with rows of soldiers and many cannons disembarking. And the Australians continued to appear everywhere: agricultural technicians still went to the countryside to guide summer harvest and planting; Li Mei still did business at Dongmen Market; the great iron ship in the harbor remained motionless. Many who had been panicking calmed down again—if the Australians aren't afraid, what are we afraid of?

Many secretly hoped the Australians could defeat the imperial army, so the peaceful days they had enjoyed for just a few years could continue. Clans, major families, and local strongmen worried that the Australians might not match the imperial army, feared war would implicate them, but dared not resist given the Australians' powerful military and their invincible cannons and firearms. Thus, whether conscripting laborers, requisitioning materials, or having villages organize militia for mobilization, there was little resistance.



The transmigrators were assembled for military training. Originally, training was held weekly and was quite rigorous. Recently, however, high-intensity training had tapered off, with only weekly target practice maintained to preserve gun-handling skills. But the enemy's impending invasion put the transmigrators' military role squarely on the agenda. When the proposal was raised, it drew pained groans:

All transmigrators eighteen and above, regardless of gender, would uniformly wake at 6 AM daily for morning exercises: first running, then formation and bayonet drill. Until 8 AM when regular work began.

Sunday rest was cancelled, replaced by half-day cross-country and long-march training.

"Sweat now or bleed later." He Ming was uncompromising in Parliament. "You've all been sitting at desks and your bellies have grown!"

Xiao Zishan offered reason: "Better fitness means improved physical functions overall. Everyone's been assigned personal secretaries after all."

Amid the groans, the proposal passed—everyone understood their lives were on the line.

The entire transmigrator body was formed into a "Transmigrator Battalion." They were divided into "squads" by department, each roughly platoon-sized. Larger squads, like Mechanical Squad, were subdivided into Squad One, Squad Two, and so on. Each squad elected a captain and vice-captain.

He Ming appointed Ying Yu as Battalion Commander. Three emergency assembly points were also designated. In emergencies, all transmigrators would concentrate at Hundred Fathoms, Bopu, and Gaoshan Ridge camps, awaiting orders to deploy.

"When they need us to fight, we're probably already done for..." Dugu Qiuhun was assigned to Tiandihui Squad One and was grumbling.

"Who's mumbling?!" Ying Yu had been a soldier for many years—though he had been out for years doing IT, his intimidating glare still carried plenty of force. "Battle, battle—always plan for the worst! Don't think having a few SKS rifles makes us invulnerable. From now on, it's wartime. Stay armed at all times, ready to fight!"

Ying Yu then inspected everyone's weapons and gear with thorough precision. He discovered many people's personal GLOCK 17s hadn't even been cleaned. Some women transmigrators' pistols still had their factory oil seals on. The SKS rifles, since they were used for weekly target practice and inspected for maintenance afterward, were actually in good condition.

"Incredible!" Ying Yu shook his head irritably. But he couldn't blame everyone—ordinary PRC civilians weren't even allowed to keep dogs—how would they know the importance of weapon maintenance? The fault lay with not emphasizing it enough when planning military training.

Uniforms, puttees, and boots all basically met standards. Everyone also carried a small bottle of Zhuge Field Powder and a packet of salt tablets.

"All units, move out!" Ying Yu ordered.

Excluding those in Sanya, those serving in military units, those posted abroad, and those on duty at various posts, over three hundred transmigrators set off in the Transmigrator Battalion.

Many transmigrators from administrative departments complained bitterly. Long office work had degraded their physical function—what little muscle they had built before the crossing had disappeared amid desk work. Transmigrators working in agricultural and industrial sectors were sturdy, dark-skinned, and didn't find it hard at all.

The transmigrators shouldered rifles and backpacks, wore military boots, and gasped for breath as they marched along the highway. Their equipment was much heavier than indigenous soldiers'. Indigenous soldiers at least wore light rattan helmets; transmigrators all had heavy steel helmets. To maintain "the chiefs'" dignity, all transmigrators had to look dignified and martial.

Accompanied by drums and fifes, several hundred pairs of military boots tramped on the road, raising clouds of dust. Indigenous people laboring in the paddies had become accustomed to such sights—recently, several units passed back and forth beating drums almost daily. Only a few indigenous people familiar with the transmigrators noticed the marchers were all transmigrators and felt surprised.

"Chests up, everyone—you look like a bunch of women!" Li Jun stood at the front of the formation, watching the "Finance Squad" soldiers. This platoon was entirely composed of financial, banking, and accounting personnel. Li Jun was the only one in the finance system who had been a soldier, so he became temporary sergeant responsible for leading the whole squad. "Everyone show some spirit! Military Songbook page five! The Army Fears No Long March!" Li Jun seemed to have reverted to his years as an Armed Police squad leader.

The Finance Squad warriors began belting out the song. Though the lyrics had been changed, many still unconsciously sang "The Red Army fears no long march."

The "Mechanical Squad" wouldn't be outdone and immediately started singing Bopu Song. This military anthem, adapted from La Marseillaise, was stirring in melody but somewhat awkward to sing.

"Why bother changing the lyrics? Just sing the PLA military anthem," Du Wen commented from the "Civil Affairs Squad."

But the Mechanical Squad was numerous, mostly brawny men with large lung capacity. They quickly drowned out the Finance Squad and other squads' singing. The soaring strains of "Bopu, Bopu" drifted over the highway.

After the Transmigrator Battalion reached Bopu, they didn't enter the camp or port but continued for another kilometer before taking a long rest. Though Bopu had a canteen, Ying Yu, commanding this training march, wouldn't let anyone leave the road—everyone drank cold water and ate dry rations.

The next leg went from Lingao Point toward the Maniao Peninsula.

"All squads maintain silence! No chatting, no wasting food. Those who need to relieve themselves, go now. Men on the left of the road, women on the right."

"Commander, the right side is also open ground. It's not convenient for the women. Could you have someone set up a latrine?" Dong Weiwei came over to ask while chewing dry rations.

"When you're in battle and need to defecate, will you set up a latrine first?" Ying Yu replied stone-faced. "The grass and bushes are high enough."

Dong Weiwei had been rebuffed, but she had worked in a government office and knew this wasn't the time for complaints. She retreated awkwardly, found a few companions, selected a spot with dense bushes by the roadside, cleared a space, placed a few gathered stones, and checked all around for gaps before completing a "simple latrine."

Perhaps because the battlefield atmosphere was already thick, no one wanted to be called out for "not knowing priorities" at this juncture. Besides some quiet complaining, the women made no further noise, each going to the roadside bushes to relieve themselves.

Ying Yu walked back and forth checking if anyone's gear had come loose, asking if anyone's equipment felt uncomfortable, and personally helping readjust everything.

After the rest, the Transmigrator Battalion resumed marching along the newly built road toward Maniao. The weather wasn't too hot. Though they had already walked over ten kilometers that morning, it hadn't exceeded everyone's physical limits—even the women in each squad kept up. Everyone watched the newly developed fields and migrant settlement points along the way, morale high. When they had landed on this soil three years ago, it had been desolate, with impoverished land and people. Bopu had been overgrown with weeds. Apart from a watchtower and the Inspector's building, there had hardly been any sign of human activity.

When they had arrived, they had no people, no grain. The rice, flour, and salt they ate were unloaded from ships. They drank river water with bleaching powder. They slept in tents. By day, they did heavy physical labor. By night, in the pitch-black darkness, they stood guard in a tottering watchtower, clutching rifles.

In less than three short years, this place had been transformed. And this transformation had been created by their own hands leading the indigenous people. Our Lingao regime finally looks like something.

These days, they had eliminated local tyrants, defeated pirates, controlled the county town, recruited refugees, won hearts, built the embryo of an early modern industrial society on a blank slate, trained hundreds of indigenous people, established a military and administrative apparatus... Thinking of all this, unprecedented pride welled up in everyone's hearts.

Whoever dares invade my dream—I'll smash them to pieces!

As if infected by this mood, someone started singing:

"Forward, forward, forward,
Our army marches toward the sun,
Treading the vast earth beneath our feet
..."

First a few people sang, then the entire column joined in. The resounding military anthem echoed over the highway, soaring to the clouds. Farmers working in the fields straightened up, watching this force roll past.

The transmigrators' marching drill raised morale among some. When indigenous soldiers, civilian personnel, and commune members knew the Australians wouldn't abandon them and flee, that at critical moments they too would take up arms to defend Lingao, they naturally felt united against the common enemy.

Of course, it also frightened some, thinking that if even the Australians were drilling with guns, who knew how powerful the imperial army must be. Some took the opportunity to go to the county town to stay with relatives—the county magistrate was still in the yamen, so it was still Great Ming territory. When the imperial army came, they wouldn't massacre the county town. For a time, rents and housing prices in the county town suddenly soared.

Most of the vacant property in Lingao county town belonged to the county yamen—which meant it effectively belonged to the transmigrator collective. Xiong Buyou was genuinely pleased that suddenly all the ramshackle buildings in the county had become hot properties—assets had been activated!

But Mei Wan's construction company wasn't pleased at all. The sudden surge in building repairs had made the local lime supply suddenly tight. The construction company originally had its own lime kilns. Besides gathering raw materials themselves, they also purchased some from the public: limestone and oyster shells. Now the sudden increased demand had driven up raw material prices sharply.

In response to his situation report, the Planning Institute immediately took action, announcing raw lime materials were "controlled." Wu De had also wanted to announce controls on grain circulation, but the Executive Committee felt that since there was no grain panic-buying situation, there was no need for grain controls. Too many material controls would only intensify the atmosphere of panic in the county.

But the Finance and Banking Department was growing nervous. Yi Fan's Cheka was copying sales figures daily from shops at Dongmen Market, monitoring price changes and sales volumes of various commodities—especially the three major livelihood goods: grain, fabric, and salt. Finance and Banking worried about a possible run on circulation vouchers.

Though circulation vouchers had established strong credit in Lingao, this was entirely built on the transmigrator collective's dominant presence. Once signs of instability appeared, circulation voucher credibility would take a hit. A concentrated run was very possible. Finance and Banking knew the circulation vouchers were actually over-issued. If a run occurred, consequences would be very serious. Yi Fan couldn't worry about auditing anymore—he focused all attention on market conditions.

From the data, no run on circulation vouchers had appeared yet. To ensure market stability, large quantities of rice were imported from Vietnam. The Planning Institute also prepared quantities of plundered goods, ready to throw onto the market immediately if panic buying or a run started.

But Finance and Banking's worries didn't materialize. Market conditions remained quite stable.

"But we're not out of danger yet," Cheng Dong pointed out at the finance work conference. Due to this mobilization, that month's circulation voucher issuance had increased 37%, mainly for capital construction investment, military expenses, and material mobilization. This expense was ongoing.

"The rate next month probably won't be as high, but the absolute number won't be small." Cheng Dong sighed. "Only when we mobilized did I realize how small our total economic volume really is."

"If we keep mobilizing like this for three or four months, inflation becomes inevitable." Wu Di pondered. "Foreign exchange expenditure has also been substantial recently."

To meet suddenly expanded military production, emergency imports of large quantities of pig iron, coal, and fabric had been arranged.

With the loss of the Guangzhou Station as their main silver source, foreign exchange reserves were falling sharply. The Finance and Banking system felt enormous pressure.

Their most profitable luxury goods, without the Guangzhou sales channel, could only pile up in warehouses. Bulk consumer goods were better off, since much was picked up by traveling merchants themselves.

"If we have to, temporarily reduce imports," Cheng Dong instructed. "We must keep some silver as emergency reserves. Who knows when the war will end."

"Isn't it supposed to be three to six months?"

"Six months—if we keep mobilizing like this, before the Ming collapses, we'll mobilize ourselves to death." Wu Di said grimly. "I think we should know when to stop."

"Some projects can't be stopped now. We have to push through." Cheng Dong looked at the temporarily added project budgets—all three-read passed in Parliament. "I need to talk to Si Kaide. Without the Guangzhou Station, we still need to find other channels to export goods. We need to earn more foreign exchange quickly."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 622 - Before the Battle (Part Two)

Bad news arrived in rapid succession. First, the High-Wide Shipping Company under the Qiwei Escort Bureau was seized, and over twenty of its twin-masted vessels were commandeered by the government. This wasn't merely a matter of losing ships; the High-Wide Shipping Company's regular Lingao-Guangzhou route was the preferred mode of transport for many small merchants coming to Lingao for goods, as well as the main transport line between Lingao and the Qiongluan and Pearl River Delta regions.

Then came news that Tang Yunwen was intercepting civilian vessels near the Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion, forbidding them from entering the Qiongzhou Strait. Subsequently, a ban was issued prohibiting all vessels from sailing to Lingao. Not only was the channel for importing materials from the Pearl River Delta severed, but the outward shipment of coke from the Jiazi Coal Mine was completely interrupted.

"Fortunately, only the coke supply is affected." Wu De knew coke wasn't an immediately urgent material—iron ore was nowhere in sight anyway—but coal for chemical and power use was the main concern. The latter was shipped from Vietnam and Leizhou. Tang Yunwen's execution of the order to blockade the Qiongzhou Strait was half-hearted—his ships and manpower were only sufficient to block the eastern entrance; he couldn't manage the western entrance, and he was even less willing to meddle with affairs inside the strait.

The Navy stated that breaking Tang Yunwen's maritime blockade would be easy—taking out the Baishui Water Fort's base would be trivial. As long as He Ming gave the order, the fleet would set out immediately. He Ming considered it repeatedly and concluded that displaying the transmigrator group's immense naval power right now might be counterproductive. If the Ming army were scared witless and didn't come at all, wouldn't their elaborate preparations be wasted? In the end, he decided not to break Tang Yunwen's maritime blockade for now—after the Guangzhou Station and High-Wide Shipping Company were successively seized, trade with the Pearl River Delta had stagnated anyway. Many merchants had temporarily halted plans to buy and sell goods in Lingao, taking a wait-and-see attitude. Trade volume had dropped significantly, so this transport line had temporarily become less important.



When Shi Niaoren returned to his office, he was exhausted—this damned all-hands military training was killing him. Shi Niaoren actually had good physical fitness, but the Health Department had been too busy recently; he hadn't slept a full six hours for several days.

The Health Department was short-handed; even indigenous nurses weren't enough. Some had gone to Sanya, and the remaining staff had to handle basic healthcare while stepping up training for indigenous medical personnel. Shi Niaoren was run off his feet. Yesterday Ma Qianzhu had summoned him to produce a medical support implementation plan for the anti-encirclement campaign.

He had actually drafted this plan long ago and continually revised it based on changing conditions. He discussed specific implementation measures, including the army's health organization, establishing field dressing stations, evacuation systems, and setting up field hospitals.

He planned to divide medical service work into two stages of support. The first stage would be handled by unit medics; currently, they had achieved a preliminary level of one per company, though mobilized militia and accompanying laborers didn't have medics yet.

"The medic crash course is still running; giving it another month will allow us to fully staff everyone."

Medics were responsible for daily basic health and hygiene in the army. During combat, they would direct accompanying militia stretcher teams to collect the wounded. The wounded would first be debrided and bandaged at frontline dressing stations, while being triaged according to the severity of their injuries. Depending on their condition, they would receive treatment and evacuation.

Because the Health Department's overall personnel were limited and transport capacity was weak, a three-tier evacuation system wasn't adopted. Field hospitals would deploy directly at the field army headquarters location. Wounded treated at dressing stations would be carried by stretcher or walk to the field hospital for further treatment.

"Of course, ultimately they'll be evacuated to Lingao—after all, Lingao has complete facilities and medicine is readily accessible. Our Health Department plans to open a hospital at Maniao as an army hospital," Shi Niaoren said. "The scale is three hundred beds. Besides treatment, it will also serve for rehabilitation." He added, "It's just that there aren't enough medical personnel."

"Aren't there too few beds?" Ma Qianzhu commented.

Three hundred beds not enough? Shi Niaoren was somewhat surprised. By his estimate, Army casualties would be at most one or two hundred; preparing three hundred beds already accounted for future Army expansion scenarios.

"Put it this way: the focus of medical work in this operation is how to treat surrendered Ming soldiers," Ma Qianzhu explained. "Save as many as possible. Understand? People traveled all the way to Hainan Island by ship, and we injured them; as long as they're not beyond saving, we must try our best to keep them alive. Even if they're disabled, it doesn't matter; missing an arm or a leg doesn't stop them from working—we're short of people!"

Shi Niaoren suddenly understood; so that's what "not enough beds" meant. However, he indeed hadn't considered the treatment of prisoners. He thought for a moment and asked:

"I really can't estimate this. How is the Ming army's combat effectiveness? Will they rout at first contact or fight to the death? There's a substantial difference, making it hard to estimate how many wounded we'll need to treat."

"According to He Ming's estimate, we'll probably capture over twelve thousand prisoners in the end. There shouldn't be too many wounded; there will always be over a thousand light and severe casualties. We mainly use firearms; those heavily wounded probably won't survive, so mainly consider the lightly wounded."

"Alright, I'll go back and create a specialized treatment plan for wounded prisoners."

"You need to discuss this with Yang He. He's organizing the POW camp, preparing to take in prisoners. Even if there aren't many wounded, the purification and health work for so many prisoners is a huge task. Everything must be prepared in advance."

"Understood." Shi Niaoren nodded. Of course he didn't have time to discuss things with Yang He personally; he would let He Ping, the Health Department's office director, handle it. "Where will the POW camp be located?"

"Also over at Maniao," Ma Qianzhu said. "The Maniao Peninsula is now our forward base. He Ming has even moved his headquarters there."

Looks like I need to send someone to Maniao quickly, Shi Niaoren thought. Not just to handle the POW camp and field hospital matters, but because thousands of troops had already gathered there, and laborers and militia conscripted from the county were still streaming in. With ten thousand people eating, drinking, and defecating in such a confined space in hot weather, it was a critical moment for epidemic prevention.

They needed to install several sets of water purification equipment; otherwise, with over ten thousand troops gathered at Maniao without clean drinking water, an epidemic of enteritis or even cholera would break out immediately. Since Ma the Governor said Maniao would be a base, might as well install a large fixed water purification unit directly.

He also thought about the medical student training class, which was still two months from graduation. Could they catch this campaign? Regardless, Shi Niaoren decided to pull all intern medical students and nurse trainees to Maniao when the time came, adopting a policy of replacing study with combat practice.

Lingao's Traditional Chinese Medicine practitioners had all been concentrated; a few could be selected to serve at Maniao.



Shi Niaoren had been sleepy, but thinking about these matters energized him. After repeated consideration, he decided simply not to let He Ping return and to hand over all matters at Maniao to him, coordinating all health work for this operation. Though He Ping didn't know medicine, he was intimately familiar with the Health Department's situation and workflow, so coordination would be easier.

Just as he was thinking about this, Zhao Yanmei came to discuss the pharmaceutical factory's production increase plan.

Regarding pharmaceuticals, the Health Department's inventory was quite sufficient. Since the coal chemical plant went into production, crude sulfanilamide had gradually formed a stable supply. The pharmaceutical factory used crude sulfanilamide as raw material to further purify and process it into oral doses and external anti-inflammatory powder. Indigenous production of kasugamycin and oxytetracycline had also taken shape, providing preliminary guarantees for the most crucial antibiotic supplies.

Because of the impending war, Zhao Yanmei intended to shift a significant portion of the factory's capacity to manufacturing medical instruments and first-aid medicines. Demand for surgical first-aid supplies like cotton, gauze, tourniquets, bandages, and splints would be high. Reserves of alcohol, disinfectants, and saline also had to be increased.

"Although these things are easy to make, consumption is high. Without sufficient reserves, shortages will occur when the time comes," Zhao Yanmei said. "We need to prepare for treating at least three thousand person-times of casualties from both sides, plus first-aid kits for the expanded troops—that's also a large number."

"What's the current holding quantity in the troops? How much inventory?"

"The Army has about ten thousand first-aid kits. We have less than a thousand in our own inventory," Zhao Yanmei said. "Actually, some first-aid kits are early manufactures and don't meet current standards. They've been around a long time; it's best to recall and dispose of them."

That was far too few. Shi Niaoren hadn't been a soldier, but he could do the math: this meant each soldier in the Army only averaged two kits.

"He Ming told me first-aid kits get used up fast. Hold off on scrapping and recalling; wait until after the war. I'll notify the Army to prioritize using new products. Keep the old ones for emergency use."

"Alright." Zhao Yanmei nodded. "My documents for adjusting capacity and applying for raw materials—"

"Arrange production as you see fit; no need to run everything by me." Saying this, he signed the documents Zhao Yanmei had brought—she had applied for many materials controlled by the Planning Institute.

Zhao Yanmei was very pleased to receive full authority from the Minister. She had many ideas for the pharmaceutical factory's production, and with his support, she felt much more motivated.

"One more thing: this is the latest version of the medic's medical kit." She placed the medical kit she had brought onto the table. "Take a look—anything need adding? If there are no issues, I'll order mass production."

Shi Niaoren opened the medical kit with reinforced corners—this was a kit for medics, emphasizing portability, so it wasn't made of wood but of multi-layered aged cowhide or donkey hide. The interior was scientifically partitioned, with various items categorized. Wooden stethoscope, simple surgical instruments, disinfectants, first-aid medicines, antibiotics, and dressing materials. Almost everything was manufactured by the Health Department's pharmaceutical factory. No wonder Zhao Yanmei looked proud when showing it to him.

Compared to two years ago, the first batch of medical kits for nurses had contained almost nothing besides alcohol, stethoscopes, dressing materials, and a few locally made patent Chinese medicines. Now they even had painkillers and antibiotics.

"With this, a medic is a miracle doctor in this timeline." Shi Niaoren sighed, half-joking.

"Just missing syringes—if we had syringes, it would be complete."

"Soon. Rolling needle tips is skilled work but not high-tech; after the war, we can definitely mass-produce them." Shi Niaoren checked the medicines inside one by one and thought some medicines for common ailments should be added.

"Stock more effective patent Chinese medicines like Zhuge Field Powder. Medics can't just think about combat; soldiers get headaches and fevers in daily life too."

As Zhao Yanmei was about to leave after discussing business, Shi Niaoren stopped her. "I need to borrow your husband for a few days to go on a business trip."

Zhao Yanmei tensed. "Is he going to the mainland?"

"Of course not. I want him to inspect the Maniao base as the Health Department representative."

"Then just send him; we aren't newlyweds who need to be glued together every day," Zhao Yanmei said with a smile. After leaving, she immediately rode her electric scooter back to the pharmaceutical factory—a pile of work was waiting for her there.

The pharmaceutical factory had trial-produced a batch of new drugs for the war, using up all the opium purchased from Macau. In the past, she had used this batch of opium to make cough syrup, painkillers, and astringents for diarrhea, which were very popular. For the war, she had refined most of the remaining opium into morphine hydrochloride injection. To facilitate use by medics without syringes, she had also made oral painkillers from opium.

However, she worried about making morphine. Its addictiveness was far stronger than the coca leaves and opium preparations currently used by the Health Department. And these drugs would be distributed into medics' kits—Zhao Yanmei doubted whether these hastily trained medics could appreciate the terrifying nature of this drug.

Having been in this timeline for a long time, she knew the lack of medicine here was shocking. Although the county town had the Runshitang Medicine Shop and there were a few herbalists in the county, the vast majority of people had neither doctors nor medicine when sick, leading to a belief in witch doctors. Anything from a witch doctor was treated as a panacea for all ailments. Thus, fast-acting drugs like opium and morphine could easily be treated as universal cures and abused.

Zhao Yanmei really had no confidence whether the medics could appreciate the potential danger of the drugs in their hands.



The factory was bustling. To expand production, they had not only added formal workers but also transferred many women from villages and communes as temporary labor. Under newly built mat sheds, pots of cotton were being boiled with caustic soda to degrease. The smell was pungent; female workers wearing masks constantly fished out the boiled cotton to rinse in clear water, then dry.

After degreasing and drying, the cotton and rolls of gauze from the textile mill were taken to the sterilization workshop for sterilization and packaging. Some dressing materials didn't need sterilization; after washing and rinsing with soapy water in the mat sheds, they were dried directly in the yard. Bandages and triangular bandages fluttered on racks everywhere in the sunlight.

Seeing her enter, the female workers stopped and stood respectfully. They hadn't been at the factory long and were amazed that a young wife like Zhao Yanmei managed such a big medicine shop that could make so many "miracle drugs." Seeing her rush in on a mechanical mule made them crane their necks as if watching a peep show.

Zhao Yanmei was used to such gawking. Smelling the pungent odor in the yard, she frowned deeply. This dressing material workshop needed expansion; open-air production was unhygienic and polluted heavily.

She asked a technician in charge of production. The technician said there were no technical problems, but raw materials were intermittent. Cotton supply was particularly tight. At this rate, absorbent cotton production would halt.

"Didn't the Planning Institute approve a cotton quota?" Zhao Yanmei was puzzled.

The technician shook his head. Zhao Yanmei realized the technician only managed production and knew nothing of material allocation. She hurried back to her office.

On her desk were several newly trial-produced drugs: belladonna injection for first aid, and a new ginseng injection—said to have excellent effects on tissue recovery and regeneration for the wounded, though unfortunately the pharmaceutical factory had little ginseng in reserve. The ginseng had been borrowed from Runshitang. Liu San's Chinese medicine factory had also provided several new patent medicines, all for stopping bleeding and removing stasis, especially a Golden Sore Medicine said to be from an ancient book formula. Liu San himself didn't know if it was truly that miraculous, but had still manufactured a batch for trial on the battlefield.

Zhao Yanmei didn't have time to examine them closely. She summoned her secretary to ask about material allocation. Only then did she learn that the cotton quota allocated by the Planning Institute had to be used not only for absorbent cotton but also for gauze. Gauze, triangular bandages, bandages—these were entrusted to the textile mill for production.

"Minister Mo said: The textile mill needs a cotton quota to produce these orders; otherwise they don't have cotton to use either."

"Cotton supply is this tight?" Zhao Yanmei was surprised. Although the transmigrators didn't grow cotton themselves, sporadic cotton planting on the island wasn't insignificant. Cotton was a major product exported from the Li regions, and most of the transmigrator group's cotton cloth was imported, so they didn't need much raw cotton. The textile mill mainly spun yarn to make various knitwear; demand for cotton itself wasn't huge.

"Chemical disinfectants aren't quite sufficient either," the secretary reported.

"Alright, make a list of shortage materials affecting production for me first; I'll solve them one by one." Zhao Yanmei remembered she hadn't checked the newly set up oxytetracycline fermentation tanks in the workshop, so she hurried off to examine the mycelium growth.

While Zhao Yanmei was frantically busy, He Ping accepted the mission to inspect Maniao. Besides inspecting health conditions, he was responsible for opening a hospital there.

Shi Niaoren gave him the title of "Health Department Plenipotentiary Representative." He Ping spread his hands. "Letting me handle this is fine, but what about doctors? I don't know medicine, let alone how to act as a doctor."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 623 - Before the Battle (Part Three)

"Doctors will be sent over when the fighting starts. For now, I'll give you a few nurses and traditional Chinese medicine practitioners to maintain basic health care. Once you arrive, the medics among the troops and laborers should also have been sent back."

After He Ping left, Shi Niaoren buried himself at his desk again, using unskilled techniques to draw diagrams on a board. His idea was to create several standard procedures for the medical staff currently in training. He knew the indigenous medical staff had poor quality, low education, and low aptitude. So he wanted to use illustrated manuals to simplify the difficulty of education.



"Damn, this thing looks truly magnificent!" Mei Wan watched the locally produced steam engineering machinery approaching slowly from the distance, puffing black smoke and steam.

Rather than "driving," it was more like "crawling." The speed was so slow that movement was almost imperceptible. Even the ox carts streaming endlessly on the highway overtook them one by one.

"New equipment, huh. Looks like it performs much better than the Meteor I locomotive." The support team led by Shan Daoqian, despite using ox carts, had arrived unexpectedly far ahead of the engineering machinery.

Road repair had been fully entrusted to Shan Daoqian, who had been recalled from Sanya—Shan Daoqian had completed the construction of the simple railway in Sanya. He had delegated the road construction in Sanya to Ji Runzhi. The design plans were all done, and the road construction team had experience; Ji Runzhi only needed to supervise progress.

Renovating the post road this time was almost an entirely new attempt for Shan Daoqian—he used no modern construction machinery, relying entirely on local industrial support in Lingao. The Machinery Department had manufactured several bulldozers and road rollers using "Suichao" steam engines.

Steam road rollers and bulldozers using the locomobile principle, belching steam and black smoke, crawled slowly up the highway from the Hundred Fathoms industrial zone at less than three kilometers per hour, followed by a crowd of workers and technicians, plus several ox carts filled with spare parts and repair equipment. Although these steel monsters performed poorly, leaked steam and smoke everywhere, and made creaking noises, the sight of these steel beasts twisting their bodies and shambling forward shocked the roadside commoners far more than modern agricultural vehicles and jeeps.

But for Shan Daoqian, the reliability of these devices was poor indeed. The three steam-powered road rollers and bulldozers stopped and started, requiring frequent repairs and adjustments. It took nearly a full twenty-four hours to reach the construction section.

But once they arrived at the section, the power of machinery was revealed. Although steam equipment was inconvenient to use and broke down constantly, efficiency was still a cut above manpower and animal power. Stone rollers pulled by oxen couldn't compare to steam road rollers. As for bulldozers, although they operated for less than six hours a day, the earthwork they accomplished was enough for a hundred people working all day.

Shan Daoqian started from Maniao to renovate the post road to Chengmai. The first batch of Army troops and militia mobilized served as laborers, repairing the road while advancing toward Chengmai. As for Mei Wan himself, he presided over the construction of the Maniao Base.

Maniao, as an important salt production base for the Lingao regime and located at the junction of Lingao and Chengmai, had originally been planned by the Planning Institute to host a local administrative organ, Maniao Commune, filled with some new immigrants as the eastern support point of the Small Cross Road plan.

In the preparations for this anti-encirclement operation, the Maniao Peninsula was put on the agenda as a target requiring key defense. Fortification work began immediately.

According to Mei Wan's original plan, Maniao fortification only meant building a European-style bastion fort, garrisoning a company inside, equipped with a dozen cannons to control the port and saltworks, ensuring the enemy couldn't conduct roving sabotage locally.

But in the formally implemented plan, Maniao became a fortress city. Not only was it preparing to station a considerable scale of troops long-term as an Army base, but it would also store large amounts of military supplies and possess certain weapons repair and maintenance capabilities—the General Staff was preparing to make Maniao Fort the Army's main military base henceforth, where the future Army main force would be garrisoned. For this, large training grounds and shooting ranges were planned nearby.

According to He Ming's revised operational plan, all Army forces participating in the anti-encirclement operation—four infantry battalions, one artillery battalion, and one engineering company—would successively concentrate at Maniao for training and reorganization, forming a field army. They would wait for the Ming army to complete assembly in Qiongshan before setting out for battle.

Although Maniao Fort was still under intense construction, He Ming, his staff, and most officers had already arrived at Maniao, setting up the Field Army Headquarters in the original blockhouse.

He Ming's move to Maniao also served to avoid the overly dense concentration of transmigrators in Hundred Fathoms and Bopu. Although he had already informed the Senate that he would not receive any transmigrators on non-official business, they could still find various reasons to come to the headquarters. Each one was very enthusiastic about offering advice for the future battle—since the Senate was no longer discussing this issue, talking directly to military officers had become a more convenient method. Some discussed strategy, some discussed tactical application, and others offered their own "new weapon" proposals. He Ming was annoyed by such visitors, so he simply moved the headquarters staff to Maniao early.

Because of Saltworks Village's special importance, a wired telegraph system had been opened next to the blockhouse long ago. After He Ming arrived with the headquarters, the wired telegraph station was immediately expanded. Not only were telegraph operators added, but equipment was also augmented to serve the military effectively. Li Yunxing had specially sent a telecom engineer, Hu Muye, to hold the fort at the Hundred Fathoms Telecom Bureau responsible for equipment maintenance. He also brought a radio as backup.

Hu Muye took his equipment and hitched a ride on a slow ox cart departing from Hundred Fathoms. Also on the cart were He Ping from the Health Department, Wu Shimang from the Lingao Church, Yang He the head of the Quarantine Camp, and others. These people had different specific tasks, but the general purpose was the same—to prepare for the expected prisoners.

The group chatted along the way. Departing at dawn, they only reached Maniao around noon. From a distance, they could hear the sound of military drums and flutes, with white cooking smoke and black industrial smoke curling up. Gunfire and cannon blasts could be heard occasionally.

On the flat training ground, squads of infantry were drilling in formation to the accompaniment of drumbeats and flutes. Non-commissioned officers shouted commands with elongated voices. Sometimes bursts of uniform shouting drifted over: "Kill! Kill! Kill!" and shouts of "Fire."

Around the unfinished earthworks of Maniao Fort, patches of grayish-white tents dotted every leeward, sunny hillside and hollow. Rows of cannons and vehicles were parked neatly in open spaces. Cooking smoke curled from field kitchens. Soldiers in gray uniforms shouldering rifles marched past occasionally.

On the post road leading to Chengmai, crowds of laborers, soldiers, and engineering machinery were busy. Steam road rollers puffed out bursts of black smoke from time to time. In the distance, people could be seen erecting a bridge over the river surface.

"A few more kilometers past here is Heshe. Past Heshe is Chengmai County territory." Wu Shimang, due to his missionary work, knew more about Lingao's geography.

"Now that our road is being built through, the Chengmai Magistrate's days must be hard. Probably like an ant on a hot pan."

"He could play deaf and dumb like Magistrate Wu, and be a CPPCC member or something later."

"Knowing to play deaf and dumb means he's smart. Just afraid he won't know life from death. Then we'll have to send him to the West."

"So many carts!" He Ping suddenly exclaimed.

Ox carts transporting grain, baggage, ammunition, and construction materials moved slowly one after another, stretching into a long line on the highway, with no end in sight. It looked truly magnificent.

They usually understood the power of industrial society in the abstract, but seeing the immense energy displayed by the industrial society they had created with their own eyes, everyone felt extremely stirred.

The periphery of the Maniao City construction site was completely under martial law. Barbed wire, abatis, watchtowers, and trenches were everywhere. Their ox cart was intercepted by sentries as soon as it reached the turning intersection, checking everyone's IDs and order documents. He Ping saw that besides fixed sentries, small roving patrols were everywhere. Seeing such strict precautions, He Ping felt it really had a pre-war atmosphere.

They reached the headquarters easily. He Ming wasn't there; duty staff officer Dongmen Chuiyu arranged things for them according to their purposes. As for opening a field hospital, Dongmen naturally welcomed it very much.

"Currently there are no prisoners for you to treat, but with frequent drills lately, there are some injuries. Also epidemic prevention. Several thousand people have gathered in this small area successively. Although every company has a medic, we'll feel reassured having someone from your Health Department here to oversee things."

"I'll check the camp first. Especially latrines and drinking water. If those are good, there won't be large-scale epidemics."

"Sure, take a look first. The Health Department gave us a centralized water purification station. Now it's mandated that all troops must fetch water from the station."

Dongmen Chuiyu took everyone to a camp area where several rows of prefabs had already been set up, with signs hanging at the doors. These were office and accommodation spaces for representatives of various departments sent to Maniao to coordinate work for this operation.

He Ping's Health Department office was ready. Inside was only a wooden plank bed and a folding table; without a chair, he sat on the bed to work.

Dongmen Chuiyu said: "Conditions are crude, everyone just bear with it for now. The Maniao hospital just started construction; move there when it's built."

"It's fine, I'll look around at the epidemic prevention situation first."

"Xie Shu!" Dongmen Chuiyu called out.

"Here!" A young officer immediately stepped out from behind them, standing at attention and saluting. He Ping looked him over; this person was probably in his early twenties, dark-skinned, with regular features, hair cut very short like all soldiers. He wore an Army uniform with Army Second Lieutenant rank insignia, but red staff officer bars were sewn on his sleeves. This was likely an indigenous probationary staff officer.

"Xie Shu is a probationary staff officer in charge of logistics. He'll accompany you." Then he ordered, "Take the Special Commissioner Comrade to inspect the health support situation!"

"Understood!" Xie Shu asked with a voice full of vigor, "Chief, where would you like to inspect first?"

"Start with the water supply station."



He looked at the water purification station first. He recognized the medic in charge; he had graduated not long ago from the Health Department's medic training class a few months prior. His name was Niu Yutian, and he had fled to Lingao from the mainland three months ago. Fifteen or sixteen years old, very fair-skinned, and spoke softly. When assigning roles, staff felt he was too delicate, so he was assigned to the health sector as a medic. Medics wore white armbands on their uniform sleeves, printed with the Health Department symbol: a blue snake winding around a wooden staff.

He Ping asked about the station's status. He learned this mobile water purification equipment used by the army was recently shipped. It used fine sand and activated charcoal to filter water, then disinfected with bleaching powder. Drinking water also underwent a boiling procedure. The entire water supply station could be disassembled and pulled by livestock. Very convenient to use. He Ping checked the equipment condition and whether activated charcoal and sand were installed and replaced correctly. He checked the bleaching powder dosing records.

After viewing, he concluded the station itself had no problems, but water supply volume was insufficient—especially when he discovered this station had no pumping equipment and relied entirely on manpower to carry water. He Ping shook his head. Such supply volume could barely guarantee the Field Army's daily training use. Supplying during marches would be difficult.

"This set is battalion-level field water supply equipment," Xie Shu said. "It's not quite enough to supply so many troops."

He Ping knew this was likely a sample from the Machinery Department used for experiments. He secretly considered this reckless; given Maniao's current garrison and population scale, establishing a waterworks would be appropriate.

"Let's go look at the camps."

The Field Army's units were garrisoned separately by battalion and company. Deer abatis surrounded every garrison area. Small blockhouses were stacked with stones at the front and rear camp gates, with firing ports. Each blockhouse could hold up to three people for sentry duty and shooting. In a surprise attack, they could resist for a while, buying time for troops to assemble.

Rows of military tents were pitched neatly in the camp. An open space in front of the main gate had been leveled for assembly and roll call. Roads in the camp were orderly and swept very clean. Various vehicles and equipment were all categorized and stored. Each camp had latrines set up according to soldier numbers, with disinfectants prepared.

The soldiers had gone out for drill, leaving only a few cooking staff and logistics personnel guarding the camp. Seeing a chief coming to inspect, everyone stood up together, standing neatly side-by-side in silence to salute them.

Even a layman like He Ping could see this military camp had strict discipline and well-trained soldiers. He couldn't help praising: "These troops are really well-trained."

"It's all due to the chiefs' effective training," Xie Shu said.

To He Ping, this sounded a bit like flattery. He couldn't help glancing at this young officer, seeing his face frank and extremely sincere, seemingly not fawning at all.

"Oh, this Australian method of governing the army hasn't really fought a war with real swords and guns yet. How do you feel it compares to the Great Ming's border troops?"

Xie Shu said seriously: "Just the four words 'orders strictly enforced' make it far superior to any army of the Great Ming."

Discipline was indeed one of the biggest differences between modern and ancient armies. That this young officer didn't talk about the transmigrators' huge firearms advantage—the thing that shocked indigenous people most—but discussed discipline first made He Ping look at him with new appreciation. He became interested:

"I heard the discipline of government troops is bad—"

"No, by 'orders strictly enforced' I don't mean whether discipline toward commoners is good or bad, but that the chiefs can drill troops to advance and retreat freely, like controlling one's own limbs."

He Ping nodded, feeling his insight was really not bad. He couldn't help being interested in him.

"Where are you from?"

"I'm from Tongchuan, Shaanxi."

"You're from a border army background, right?" Hearing he was from Shaanxi, He Ping thought northerners were pitifully scarce here, mostly deserters from government troops.

"No." Xie Shu smiled. "My family were originally small grain merchants; my father was a scholar. In the Tianqi years, rogue bandits plagued our hometown, and we couldn't stay—bandits and government troops took turns ravaging us. The whole family had to flee to the Central Plains. My father said the Central Plains was a battleground and we couldn't stay, so we ran south, running all the way to Guangdong."

"How did you end up in Lingao?"

"The family did some small coastal trading to scrape by. Government extortion aside, in the end, our boat was robbed by sea lords. My father got angry and said: 'Everywhere getting bullied by thieves and officials; might as well become thieves ourselves.'" Xie Shu suddenly realized he was implicitly calling the chiefs thieves too, and quickly stopped talking.

He Ping laughed. "We are indeed thieves; we are 'Hair' thieves."

"The chiefs' conduct—never mind sea lords and local bandits, even the Great Ming isn't one-tenth as good." Xie Shu said. "I considered myself well-read in military matters at home. I read many books like Wujing Zongyao, Wubei Zhi, and Jixiao Xinshu. I admired Qi Jiguang most. I pondered how to train a strong army myself. Only after joining the Fubo Army did I realize my thoughts..." He didn't continue, just shook his head.

He Ping found this fresh. Most indigenous officers, soldiers, administrative staff, and students he met were refugees—either bitter with deep hatred or desperate. Their gratitude and worship of transmigrators came from the bottom of their hearts. But Xie Shu's "worship" had no flavor of "gratitude," nor the bitterness of hatred. When he spoke of his family affairs, there was even a bit of mocking irony.

Moreover, this young man's speech and attitude were completely different from indigenous people. If not for his strange Mandarin, He Ping would almost have thought he was a transmigrator he didn't know.

"Aren't you afraid of being exterminated by the government army for following us thieves?" He Ping asked intentionally.

"The government couldn't even exterminate the rogue bandits in my hometown," Xie Shu laughed. "Fighting the Eastern Barbarians, they lose more than they win. Defeating the Fubo Army is even more delusional."

"There's a dressing station below that slope over there," Xie Shu said. "Does the chief want to see it?"

"Of course." He Ping asked, "A dressing station is already set up?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 624 - Drill

"A siege drill will be conducted shortly. A few people always get injured during drills. Chief Dongmen instructed that medics should also enter the field and participate."

"There's a drill? I want to watch."

"Please follow me." Xie Shu led He Ping to the hillock where the dressing station was located and fetched him a pair of binoculars. It was merely a small mound, but quite a few officers were already standing on it. He Ping spotted He Ming there too, observing something through binoculars. Standing behind him was a group of Army officers—He Ping saw Wei Aiwen, Ying Yu, Zhang Bolin, and others, wearing gray uniforms and puttees, binoculars hanging on their chests and leather map cases slung over shoulders. Some held map boards and pencils. Several staff personnel were spreading maps on folding tables, busily working.

Behind them stood a dozen orderly soldiers and guards, carrying short Minié rifles or Lingao-version revolvers. They stood holding their breath, awaiting orders.

Incongruous in this typical 19th-century war scene was a radio set, where several female operators were calling out codes.

Seeing He Ping approach, He Ming nodded slightly to him without speaking.

He Ping silently took an unobtrusive spot and looked in the direction they were watching.

About two or three kilometers from the hillock stood a temporarily built earthen walled city. This earthen city was extremely small; the distance between the two opposing gates was only about one hundred and fifty meters. Though small, it had everything: crossroads inside, shops and houses on both sides of the streets, and a drum tower in the center of the crossroads. It had all the defensive measures common to Ming city walls. A moat surrounded the outside. Beyond the moat, abatis were deployed; the defenses looked quite tight.

"This was built by the Third Battalion in cooperation with the Engineer Company over three days," Xie Shu said. "The outside of the walls isn't clad in brick or tile, and the main gate is improvised from tree branches."

More than a kilometer away from the earthen city, through the thin mist, He Ping could see troops already arrayed. The scale looked about the size of an infantry battalion. Twelve cannons were lined up behind gun emplacements, with artillerymen rushing back and forth.

He knew a siege drill was about to unfold. Looking through binoculars, he could vaguely see figures moving on the city wall—probably soldiers playing the defenders. A flag fluttered on the drum tower in the city center, but he couldn't make out what was written on it.

Suddenly, a green signal flare flew into the sky. Five minutes later, three red signal flares rose. The twelve cannons deployed at the front fired one by one. White dense smoke sprayed from the muzzles. It was the first time He Ping had seen such concentrated artillery fire. The trajectories of 12-pounder cannon and 24-pounder howitzer shells drew white smoke trails in the air. Round shot smashed onto the earthen city; dirt and tree trunks flew through the air. The power of the 12-pounder solid shot dumbfounded He Ping; some shells knocked battlements and parapets flying. A dummy cannon used as a target was hit by a shell, broken in two, and sent flying. 24-pounder grenades swept the human-shaped targets serving as defenders on the wall; black smoke filled the top of the wall, and fragments flew wildly.

A watchtower on the wall took concentrated fire from 12-pounder cannons and quickly collapsed.

A red signal flare rose into the sky. Amidst rapid drumbeats, the attacking troops began charging in company column formation. Ahead of the columns were grenadiers deployed in skirmish lines. Soldiers ran forward to charge; many carried bundles of fascines, and some carried lightweight scaling ladders.

The artillery began extending fire, suppressing enemy reinforcements heading toward the city gate. Howitzer shells flew over the wall, landing on streets and houses near the gate inside the city; debris and timber flew.

At this moment, war drums thundered, shaking heaven and earth. Soldiers loudly roared "Kill!" The charging soldiers had fixed bayonets, gleaming white. Cannon fire also sounded continuously from the wall, with smoke rolling.

Grenadiers rushed to the foot of the wall, firing at the top to suppress enemy fire. Infantrymen quickly chopped open abatis with axes or pulled them away with hooked poles, opening gaps for advance. While they destroyed abatis to clear gaps, others shouted and fired fiercely and continuously at the wall top. Above and below the wall, killing shouts were deafening, gunfire thundered, and smoke shrouded everything. A gust of wind blew, dispersing the smoke slightly; in the blink of an eye, three company columns had opened gaps. Bundles of fascines were thrown into the moat, and scaling ladders were quickly erected. Grenadiers originally responsible for suppression fire began climbing the wall while constantly throwing hand grenades onto the top.

In a flash, grenadiers had cleared the "enemy" from the wall top. Some riflemen continued climbing to expand the breach, while others began attacking the gate tower, preparing to open the gate. The defending "enemy" relied on the gate tower's height advantage to fire weapons in fierce resistance. Grenadiers fired and threw grenades, advancing quickly to the foot of the gate tower and clearing the defenders. Moments later, the city gate opened wide, and the drawbridge was lowered. All infantry providing suppression fire outside rushed in. A government army flag fluttering on the drum tower was pulled down. Three red signal flares rose into the sky, announcing the end of the assault operation.

"Incredible!" He Ping couldn't help sighing. He checked his watch; from the first shot to the end of combat, the whole process took only thirty-four minutes. Not only was the firepower intense, but the coordination of soldiers' offensive movements was extremely smooth. Worthy of well-trained troops.

Officers around He Ming were commenting:

"We should have concentrated artillery fire on the gate tower at the start; then the enemy couldn't rely on it to suppress the gate-seizing troops."

"Grenadiers still had too few hand grenades. Some ran out once they attacked the gate tower."

"Artillery should accompany infantry. Our lightweight 12-pounder mountain howitzers can absolutely advance with assault columns. If the enemy gathers a large reserve near the gate, once we open it, their counter-charge could very well push the siege troops out."

"With howitzer suppression fire, the enemy can't mass troops behind the wall."

"If we had cavalry, we could wait out of enemy range until the gate opens, then charge—no need to brave artillery fire to gather near the gate."

He Ming offered no opinion. Only after everyone's comments paused did he say: "Third Battalion fought well. Coordination between units was smooth." He asked: "Who commanded the grenadiers?"

"Platoon Leader Huang Ande, 1st Platoon, Grenadier Company, 3rd Battalion."

"To command the whole battalion's grenadiers like this for the first time is very good," he said. "His decision-making when the gate assault was blocked was very decisive."

"This Huang Ande seems to be from the Ming army, right?"

"Yes," Wei Aiwen hurriedly said. "He was a battalion soldier from Shandong, and a clansman of Huang Xiong. They are cousins within five degrees of kinship."

"Huang Xiong." He Ming quickly recalled this person. He was among the earliest Army personnel and of Ming officer background, so He Ming had some impression. "This man is very valiant; seems he was in the first batch promoted to second lieutenant. Where is he now?"

"Leading the mine guard platoon at Jiazi Coal Mine."

He Ming nodded. He thought of the security issues of several dispatched outposts besides Lingao.

Jiazi Coal Mine's safety wouldn't be a problem for a while. There was a mine guard platoon and hundreds of militarily trained miners, and the place was remote.

As for the Leizhou sugar factory, although its combat power was weaker, it still had several hundred workers—Leizhou was far from the emperor, and government control wasn't strong; the sugar factory's strength was sufficient for self-defense. If there were any mishaps, Xuwen was opposite Lingao; rescue was very convenient. Even without the Army, Navy reinforcement alone would suffice.

However, just issuing instructions for them to "pay attention to defense" wasn't enough; someone would definitely nitpick during the post-war review meeting. At the very least, a label of "disregarding Senate safety" would definitely be slapped on him.

The crowd didn't know he was thinking about this. They assumed he wanted to see Huang Ande. Unexpectedly, he only said:

"Does anyone else have views on this drill?"

Pan Da said: "Artillery power is very strong; my assault engineers were useless." In the operational plan, if seizing the gate didn't go smoothly, Pan Da's engineers would deliver explosives to blow it open.

"This city is small scale; if we fight a big city, your assault engineers will be useful," He Ming said. "After all, it's acting. It can only partially test combat effectiveness. Against a big city, our modest firepower isn't enough."

Lin Shenhe said: "If attacking a heavily fortified big city with determined enemy resistance, then proceed according to formal siege warfare: dig zigzag trenches to approach, then bring siege guns close for direct fire at the gate, breaking right in."

"Armstrong rifled guns aren't large-caliber smoothbores; no need for zigzag trench approach fire. Even if accuracy is lower at distance, firing from a kilometer away is sufficient," Ying Yu said. "Using zigzag trenches to approach the enemy city for infantry assault is still a very good tactic. Covered by mortars."

City walls were a major siege subject for the Fubo Army. The Ming Dynasty was an era that emphasized fortification; even county town walls were built very solidly. Never mind 19th-century artillery—even in the 20th-century War of Resistance and Civil War, modern high-explosive shells were often helpless against many county walls. Sometimes artillery would riddle a wall with holes, but rarely collapse a whole section.

"If we can launch rockets on a large scale, we can further disrupt enemy troop movements inside the city and lower enemy morale. It just does too much damage to civilian buildings and people inside."

He Ping wasn't interested in listening further. He saw another team heading toward the earthen city with wheelbarrows, tools, and building materials. Xie Shu told him they were going to repair the city. After this earthen city was repaired, it would continue to be used as a training facility.

"Take me to see the dressing station."

"Yes, Chief." Xie Shu led him down the slope.

"What were you writing during the drill?"

He Ping had seen him fully absorbed in watching the drill, writing something in a notebook.

Xie Shu said: "I was recording the drill process and some of my own observations."

"Really? You're devoted to tactics and the art of war." He Ping said. "Why be a logistics staff officer? Why not an operations or training staff officer?"

"Because your war is fighting logistics. The Fubo Army's system—never mind government troops being far inferior, even purely military books through the ages haven't written about it." He said. "Everyone knows 'fodder and provisions precede troop movement,' but that's just a general saying. The Fubo Army is different. Everything is calculated to the utmost."

"That is modern warfare."

"What did you say, Chief?"

"Nothing," He Ping said. "Being a logistics staff officer is very trivial; you don't mind the tedium."

"I don't mind. Although being this 'provisions officer' is indeed trivial, everything is orderly and has regulations. Especially methodical," Xie Shu said. "I heard government troops also have set rules and various thresholds for handling pay, uniforms, and weapons, but the clerks handling them treat it as secret family knowledge, hidden from others. Military books don't record it in detail either."

He Ping found it increasingly curious. When discussing these things, this person's eyes shone, rather like a modern military enthusiast. Thinking: is this person reliable? How did the Army recruit such a character!

"How did you think of becoming a soldier? You look quite respectable. And the Great Ming always values literature over martial arts."

Xie Shu was slightly embarrassed. He nodded: "My family actually had some silver when we came to Lingao; my father did quite well here. I joined the army after seeing the Fubo Army's drill. I felt that besides firearms, the Australians' art of war was equally endlessly profound. Thinking I'd read countless Chinese military books but knew nothing of Australian art of war, I joined up when I encountered recruitment."

"Just like that?" He Ping found it incredible.

"Just like that." Xie Shu nodded solemnly.

"What does your father do in Lingao?"

Xie Shu gave him a strange look. "He works as a doctor under the Health Department..."

He Ping suddenly remembered that the Health Department had indeed recruited quite a few Chinese medicine practitioners from immigrants and local indigenous people. About twenty people, of varying quality. There was indeed one surnamed Xie among them.

"You're Xie Yao's son?"

"That is my father."

He Ping laughed. Xie Yao was a very interesting person. His family had indeed actively defected to Lingao, settling in Jialai Commune. He wasn't actually a doctor, just someone who had read many medical books and liked treating people. His medical skills weren't actually high. When the Health Department scoured for doctors among immigrants, he had insisted on enlisting, saying Australian medical arts were profound and he wanted a glimpse. Not only did he insist on being a doctor, he insisted on learning surgery.

This father and son were quite alike; both had strong thirst for knowledge and practiced what they preached.

He Ping toured the dressing station. A dozen wounded had been sent here, all injured in the drill just now. Most injuries weren't serious; the most severe case was someone hit by wood sent flying by a cannonball because he didn't dodge in time—appearing to have a broken bone. A bone-setting doctor was treating him. Others mostly had contusions or burns; medics applied medicine and bandaged them up, which was sufficient.

He Ping inspected the dressing station, including instruments and equipment—medicines and instruments were well-prepared. This was a battalion-level station, mainly responsible for collection and initial treatment. Besides two or three Chinese medicine doctors, there were medics. He Ping checked the casualty registry, seeing every wounded soldier's service number, name, and unit registered clearly. Each person also had their own medical record. Management was very standardized; he nodded in approval.

He Ping checked other hygiene and epidemic prevention measures, pointing out many deficiencies, which Xie Shu recorded one by one.

By the time inspection finished, it was evening. Dongmen Chuiyu sent an orderly to invite him to dinner. He Ping went gladly. On the way, he met Wu Shimang and Yang He. The three went to the officer canteen together.

He Ping had already visited the officer canteen once during his afternoon hygiene inspection. It was a shed built of bamboo poles and reed mats, for use by officers of second lieutenant rank and above. Actually, unit officers ate in their own companies; only headquarters and direct unit officers dined here. It was quite empty inside.

According to General Office policy, He Ping and the others had collected meal tickets before leaving. This was one of Yi Fan's specific measures for integrity building, completely cutting out official entertainment expenses. Personnel on business trips collected daily meal tickets before departure. With tickets, they could collect a standard meal at any unit, or eat assigned meals at village offices along the route, with the hosting unit settling accounts with the Ministry of Finance afterward, facilitating audits at any time.

"Amazing, there's actually Spam today." Dongmen Chuiyu, back from getting food, raised his eyebrows. "This stuff is becoming rarer and rarer."

On the tray was bitter melon stir-fried with Spam. The Spam was cut into domino sizes; though small, the quantity in the dish wasn't small—at least one-third was Spam.

"Of course; it'll expire if not eaten." He Ping thought of the last inspection of old timeline food in the Planning Institute's direct storage; there were still many untouched cans nearing their expiration dates. They had been reserved for the most critical moments; this time they were probably all being brought out.

Meals in the officer canteen were simple but nutritious. Facing a major war, even kvass containing trace alcohol wasn't supplied; everyone drank tea instead of wine.

"Once the POW camp is built, our church wants to set up a small chapel to guide these lost lambs," Wu Shimang said, taking large bites of bitter melon and Spam.

"The Army won't like you training future soldiers into believers."

"Future soldiers?" Wu Shimang shook his head. "How can this kind of Ming professional soldier serve as a soldier! They're all soldier-rouges and old sweats. The Army has no interest in absorbing them in large numbers. At minimum, they must serve as laborers for a few years to transform their temperament and habits. At most, the Army just won't recruit believers. I think nine out of ten will be sent to Sanya or Vietnam."

"Sending them to Taiwan for development would be good too."

"I think Southeast Asia is better—make a colony, mine, grow rubber or something. Since we want to go south, these soldier ruffians may not have great skills, but their ability to plague commoners is first-rate; let them go for military colonization in Southeast Asia."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 625 - The Guard Battalions

"The POW camp is ready. I even crash-trained a batch of women to shave heads," Yang He said enthusiastically. He had spent the whole afternoon discussing the POW camp's site selection and construction with Mei Wan. The start date for construction was settled. But the large amount of supporting facilities for the camp required cooperation from other departments. Speaking of the imminent capture of large numbers of government troops, everyone felt invigorated. Only Dongmen Chuiyu smiled without speaking. He had attended several military meetings; capturing as many prisoners as possible wasn't as simple as it sounded. Several wargames suggested a high probability of a rout.

Once twenty thousand government troops scattered, rounding them up into POW camps would be troublesome. The Fubo Army lacked cavalry, the most potent arm in pursuit warfare.

Destroying Tang Yunwen's navy and occupying Baishui Water Fort would certainly cut off the government army's retreat to the mainland, but Hainan Island was large, with plenty of room for maneuver. The government army could retreat to Wenchang and other places. Scattered soldiers could easily turn into small bands of bandits, causing great harm to the locality. The meeting had decided: after routing the enemy in land battle, they should let the Ming remnants retreat as intact as possible into Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion City or Qiongshan County City, then catch them like turtles in a jar.

His repeated drills of troop siege techniques these days were born of this consideration. After a week of training, coordination between infantry, artillery, and engineers was quite proficient. This earthen city was actually built scaled-down from the Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion City, but wall height, thickness, and defensive facilities were basically 1:1, with no shrinkage.

After dinner, Dongmen Chuiyu returned to headquarters. A field army battalion-level officer meeting would continue in the evening.

He Ming convened this meeting under pressure from the Executive Committee. Planning Institute President Wu De had expressed worry in several coordination meetings: the army was mobilized now, but the economic situation couldn't support such wartime operations long-term. Additionally, Cheng Dong, Ma Qianzhu, and others had asked what the specific combat plan was. He Ming knew they all hoped combat would start soon—some hoped to expand rule to all of Hainan quickly, others worried the transmigrator group's economy couldn't bear such consumption. He knew everyone had their reasons, all valid when brought to the table. And the Senate's general sentiment was hoping to destroy the enemy quickly.

Although neither Senate nor Executive Committee had legal right to interfere with the Minister of War's strategic and tactical decisions, the ninety-day deadline weighed heavily on He Ming. If he couldn't achieve decisive victory within three months, he would have a hard time passing the Senate meeting discussing the Minister of War's reappointment.

He Ming knew a quick victory was the only good choice now.

But intelligence from Special Reconnaissance Team members sent to operate near Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion and from the Foreign Intelligence Bureau indicated that not a single Great Ming soldier had landed on Hainan Island yet. Only a few thousand troops were gathering in Guangzhou; as for whether they planned to assemble fully before crossing or arrive in batches, the intelligence didn't say.

The Great Ming army hadn't moved yet, which He Ming, accustomed to being a modern soldier, found hard to understand—for a landing operation like Hainan Island, the first priority was seizing the initiative, securing a bridgehead on the island so follow-up troops and supplies could be sent continuously.

He and his staff had conducted many map exercises. Every hypothetical Ming operation started with small units reinforcing Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion. Staff officers believed, based on intelligence regarding Ming maritime projection capability and troop mobilization speed, the Ming army would inevitably adopt a small-batch, multiple-trip method to ferry troops. And the best port available in northern Hainan was Haikou's Shenying Harbor.

But to date, reconnaissance teams hadn't found any signs of reinforcement at Baishui Water Fort or Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion City. This surprised him and threatened to foil his plans.

To start fighting quickly, he had to change his originally cautious plan and decided to adopt measures to provoke the Guangdong authorities, forcing the enemy to move troops onto Hainan Island sooner.

He Ming came from a junior officer background and didn't have many hidden calculations. Since he wanted everyone's ideas, there was no need to conceal anything. He simply stated the situation facing the Field Army:

"...The Executive Committee has difficulties. Our foundation is thin. Supporting over ten thousand army and navy personnel plus over two thousand laborers and militia, we must win quickly. Let's pool our wisdom—how can we pressure the enemy to land early?"

Officers agreed with his operational plan to pressure the enemy into invading early. Some suggested besieging Chengmai, some suggested sending light troops to feint attack Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion City, others proposed the Navy sortie to bombard Guangzhou's gateway: Humen and Shajiao...

"I'll take the 4th Battalion to besiege Chengmai," 4th Battalion Commander You Laohu said. Newly promoted to battalion commander, he was eager to prove himself. "Guaranteed to take the city in one day."

Dongmen Chuiyu finally spoke: "These methods are all good, but taking Chengmai County City too early would make too much noise. Currently, opinions on war and peace differ in the Senate and Executive Committee; we shouldn't take the county seat too early, should leave some leeway for Wang Zunde. Besides, intelligence says the government thinks we're poor at land warfare. If we take Chengmai County City immediately, showing we're not only good at land warfare but can take cities, the enemy won't come to battle us so confidently."

Another officer said: "We need to besiege Chengmai to make the Hainan situation look urgent, but also make the government army underestimate us. Best if they think we're easy pickings."

"Everyone's opinions are excellent," He Ming said. "Let's work on multiple prongs."

Then, he ordered You Laohu to lead part of his troops to besiege Chengmai.

"Take one infantry company from the 4th Battalion, and mobilize another two hundred militia to go with you. Bring plenty of gongs and drums. Feint attack under Chengmai's walls. Make the act convincing, so the magistrate in Chengmai rushes to send distress calls."

"Yes!" You Laohu stood up and saluted. "Mission guaranteed." He continued: "Can you allocate me one or two cannons? We Bandits are known for sharp firearms; it won't look right without big guns."

"Take two 12-pounder mountain howitzers," Ying Yu said. "Light and convenient for you to carry. And firing solid shot at city walls has mediocre effect."

"Good, I'll set out tomorrow morning! Assign me a few good gunners; I'll smash Chengmai's gate tower..."

"No, I can give you more guns, but take student soldiers from the training unit as gunners. Bring more ammo; let the students practice."

Ying Yu knew He Ming wanted the Ming army to underestimate their combat capability, so he nodded: "Do it that way."

"Go with great fanfare along the way. Requisition grain from villages along the route; if any refuse, break them first." He Ming gave instructions. "The Three Disciplines and Eight Points of Attention are basic principles; watch your militia! But if anyone wants to oppose us, smash them to bits. Kill a few more landlord tyrants and clan heads! Then let a few escape."

"Understood!" You Laohu's dark face flushed with excitement.

"Little Ye."

"Here." Ye Mengyan stood up. After He Ming became Minister of War and formed the Field Army, Bei Wei had transferred Ye Mengyan's detachment directly to his command.

"Take your detachment and infiltrate Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion. Conduct harassment operations," He Ming said. "Kill a few people with fanfare, then capture a few officers as prisoners."

"Understood." Ye Mengyan was very excited. He had executed reconnaissance actions forward to Qiongshan several times. Being able to go all out this time greatly increased his enthusiasm.

"Little Wei!" He Ming then called Wei Aiwen's name.

"Here!"

"The Senate and Executive Committee are preparing to take over various Wei-Suo garrisons in the county. I'm handing this to you," He Ming said. "Wei-Suo combat power isn't worth mentioning. It's mainly a political battle; key is winning hearts. You take charge. I'll give you a company. Get it done quickly."

"Understood!"

"Return to Hundred Fathoms first. Meet Wu De and Ma Qianzhu. Hear their handling opinions," He Ming said. "Also, let a few ringleaders go so they rush to Qiongshan to raise the alarm."

Wei Aiwen naturally understood the intent. He said happily: "Understood! Definitely done within a week."

"The Wei-Suo troops have two encampments on the edge of the Li region, with several hundred men. Relatively combat-capable forces," He Ming said. "After taking over these two camps, don't disband them temporarily. Just arrest unpopular officers. Make the county supply pay and grain as usual."

He Ming worried that canceling these two camps would allow Li people to launch riots, so he required keeping them temporarily.

"I understand," Wei Aiwen said with regret. "Actually we could recruit Li and Miao soldiers..."

"Talk about that later. Handle this Wei-Suo mess first."



Early next morning, Wei Aiwen led an infantry company back to Hundred Fathoms. The company commander was Lin Fu—originally a villager of Saltworks Village, one of the first indigenous personnel to join the army. He was the first indigenous company commander in the Army. Just as Wei Aiwen marched out of camp, he saw You Laohu carrying a border army great saber—ever since seeing Wen Desi's private collection, You Laohu had wanted such a dominating weapon. For this expedition, he had pleaded and cajoled until he borrowed the sword from Wen Desi. Now he walked triumphantly beside the column leading the troops to besiege Chengmai.

Over three hundred militia with machetes at their waists and spears in hand, some pushing wheelbarrows, others carrying bows and old-style firelocks. Three mountain howitzers were interspersed in the column, each dragged by seven or eight young men. If not for the orderly infantry company, they looked exactly like a band of bandits.

"Little Wei!" You Laohu saw him and shouldered the great saber. "Going for land reform again? This time representing hired hands and beggars?"

"Are you taking this bunch to handle bandits?" Wei Aiwen retorted. "Can you use that knife? Don't just carry it all the way to Chengmai."

"Going to Chengmai to watch Daddy chop a few heads, blooding this knife," You Laohu said. "Otherwise it's useless as a decoration at Old Wen's place."

Wei Aiwen led the team back to Hundred Fathoms. Wu De had already prepared everything. The Planning Institute's raid team was assembled, mobilizing militia with carts to transport supplies.

Lingao's Wei-Suo was formally called the Rear Battalion under the Attached Guard of Five Thousand Households. It had two garrison locations. One near Nanbao, a formal battalion city; the other not far from Gaoshan Ridge. Both were fortified stockade structures. Though old, due to the long-term threat of Li disturbances, both garrisons had undergone some repair, were well-armed, and even had firearms—defense status was better than inland Wei-Suos.

The transmigrator group had long grasped the Wei-Suo situation. The battalion city had over a hundred military households, over five hundred men, women, and children. The other location had only thirty or forty households.

Taking over the garrisons and main camp met no resistance. Military households had few able-bodied men, lacked training, lived in poverty, and had zero fighting spirit. The Australians had been in Lingao a long time; everyone knew they acted benevolently and fairly. Surrendering promptly not only saved lives but promised a better life. So when Wei Aiwen appeared with troops under the stockade, they surrendered immediately. Planning Institute personnel took over weapons, supplies, and livestock while counting the population. For the soldiers in the two anti-Li camps, Wei Aiwen only arrested all officers, appointed a few prestigious soldiers as temporary acting leaders, and ordered the soldiers to remain stationed locally pending reorganization.

However, a small battle occurred at the Rear Battalion City. When Wei Aiwen led the infantry company to approach the stockade wall, Battalion Commander Liu led several personal guards to shut the gate first, then forced all able-bodied men in the stockade to climb the wall for defense.

Wei Aiwen hadn't expected the Wei-Suo dared resist. He ordered an indigenous clerk of the Planning Institute Special Search Team who spoke military dialect to step forward and shout, demanding immediate surrender.

Battalion Commander Liu shouted from the gate: "We've always stayed out of each other's way! I never hindered your affairs! Don't you come provoke me! This is the Court's established territory; capturing this stockade means raising a rebellion, and the Court will send a great army to conquer..."

Wei Aiwen was furious. He told the shouter: "Tell the military households on the wall: quickly grab the officials and open the gate to surrender. Otherwise, when we break the stockade, neither chickens nor dogs will be left!"

Commotion erupted on the stockade wall. Military households didn't want to fight—this wasn't a life-or-death fight against the Li people. They knew the Australians didn't indulge in killing and looting and treated subordinates generously. Muddling along under them might not mean enjoyment, but it couldn't be worse than under battalion and company commanders.

"Who dares move? Who dares move?" Battalion Commander Liu roared, waving a big sword; his guards shouted too. Though just a small battalion commander, his family had been officials here for generations and kept up martial arts to suppress the Li. His accumulated prestige remained; scolded by his stern face, none of the military households dared utter a sound.

Seeing no movement on the wall, Wei Aiwen was annoyed. His company had marksmen who could kill Commander Liu with one shot. But he secretly hoped someone among the military households would actively resist, preferably sparking armed conflict. That would make future political education much easier. Military households would also completely despair of the government.

"Shout!" Wei Aiwen's face was iron-blue. "Commander Liu can't save himself; tell military households not to sell their lives for him—resist quickly! What benefit is being his underling to ordinary households?"

Agitation rose again on the wall with the shouting. Households didn't want to die for him anyway; now incited by Wei Aiwen's barrage, many felt risking their lives guarding the stockade for the master wasn't worth it, and the stockade couldn't be held anyway.

Seeing the situation turn, Commander Liu scolded and threatened, then desperately shouted: "This is the Court's territory; the Hair Thieves dare not attack! Defend with all your might! Those who slack or clamor get beheaded; those who exert themselves get one tael of silver!"

However, this reward couldn't hold hearts. Suddenly someone threw down their sword and spear and ran toward the wall base. Instantly, the disunited defenders dispersed in an uproar, throwing down weapons and running down.

Personal guards immediately hacked away, beheading a fleeing household. But this didn't help; instead, it ignited the crowd's fury. Some turned to attack them. The commander's guards were outnumbered and almost all killed. The commander himself was protected by remaining retainers and fled down the wall. Households instantly began killing chaotically inside the stockade. Usually domineering company commanders, guards, retainers, and managers were hunted down. Households dragged out enemies' families, chopping off heads one by one. Women were dragged out, violated, then killed. The stockade fell into chaos.

Wei Aiwen remained calm, not rushing to enter. He guessed chaos had erupted inside and only hoped it would be thorough. Once households killed court officials, they would follow the transmigrators to the death. Just then a group of households opened the gate, lowered the drawbridge, and shouted outward: "Come in quick! Come in quick!"

Lin Fu drew his saber, looking back at Wei Aiwen. Wei Aiwen nodded. He immediately shouted loudly: "Whole company, assault!" He charged first. Before the bugler could blow, the whole company galloped forward behind him.

Leading the infantry company quickly into the city—though his first time here, intelligence had mapped the internal structure clearly. Lin Fu had assigned tasks to each platoon and squad. Upon entry, troops dispersed according to plan, seizing grain stores, stables, and key points. Someone banged a gong demanding households lay down weapons and await orders. Some households still killing in a frenzy who continued hacking were seized and subdued.

Order in the stockade was restored quickly. Only then did Wei Aiwen lead other personnel in. Corpses were seen occasionally on streets and under walls. Wei Aiwen arrived at the central drill hall, where disarmed able-bodied households sat on the ground awaiting judgment.

Lin Fu reported: the entire stockade was controlled, order restored. Several fires had been extinguished.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 626 - Harassment Warfare

"Have the Battalion Commander and other officers been caught?"

"Battalion Commander Liu has been caught. Most officers were killed. Didn't catch many alive."

"Did anyone escape?"

"No one escaped."

"Good, bring all the officials up!"

Inside the battalion city, officers from small banner leaders upward, including company commanders, probationary company commanders, and personnel with specific duties but no rank, totaled over twenty. More than half had been killed in the riot before the breach. Only a dozen were brought before Wei Aiwen.

Hands bound behind their backs, hair disheveled, some bleeding. Panting heavily, still seemingly in shock.

"Which one is Battalion Commander Liu?"

Just as Wei Aiwen asked, the commander roared: "Rebels!!! Rebels!!! The Court will deal with you sooner or later!!! Rebels!!!"

Wei Aiwen understood some military dialect. Hearing his curses, he frowned. "This is that Commander Liu?"

Lin Fu said: "That's him. This dog had several guards protecting him with their lives to save him."

"Any guards caught alive?"

"One, a half-grown kid. Took a knife cut. Cursed endlessly. If we hadn't snatched him, the households would have killed him." Lin Fu asked, "Keep him alive?"

"Of course. Forgot the Three Disciplines and Eight Points again!" Wei Aiwen said dissatisfiedly. "Have a medic look at him; save him if possible. He's just a small guard. How great a sin can he have?"

Lin Fu hurriedly responded: "Yes."

Wei Aiwen swept a glance at the captured commander but didn't sentence him immediately. "How are the households?"

"I placed the ringleaders in the drill hall. The rest of the able-bodied men are waiting for judgment in front of the hall." Lin Fu said. "Call them over?"

"Good, bring the ringleaders." Wei Aiwen pondered.

Two ringleader households were brought forward. Seeing Wei Aiwen standing among the crowd, knowing he was a high-ranking officer among the Kun, they knelt quickly.

"Get up, we don't do that." Wei Aiwen spoke in military dialect. "What are your names?"

The two households were Hao Guoxin and Cui Zheng. Both around thirty, stick-thin and haggard. Let alone soldiers, they looked worse than local peasants. Wei Aiwen asked and learned Hao Guoxin was a blacksmith here, Cui Zheng a horse groom.

Wei Aiwen chatted casually with them, learning they were locally born and bred military household sons. Because of suppressing the Li, the garrison's arms were fairly complete, and men drilled often. Not only were weapons and armor complete, but they also kept horses and mules.

From conversation, Wei Aiwen learned they deeply hated this group of "masters." Garrison hereditary officers and households were originally comrades-in-arms, but gradually had become landlord masters and serfs. Garrison official land theoretically belonged to the state, farmed by soldiers for rations, but in reality harvests were almost entirely taken by officers; ordinary households only got a pittance to subsist. Households were not only state serfs but slaves of officers, used unpaid like servants for generations. Impoverished and often abused or killed at officers' whims.

Wei Aiwen already knew this. Seeing households killing and violating officers' families after entering the city, sparing neither women nor children, he knew the hatred was deep, far beyond ordinary conflict.

"Since it's so, today I'll let you suffering brothers vent your anger." Wei Aiwen said. "I'll hand the people over to you shortly. You trial and judge them yourselves. Beheading or feeding to dogs—you have the say."

Hao Guoxin and the others hadn't known how the Kun would handle things. They feared the rebels would accept surrender and amnesty, sparing Commander Liu and others, and felt uneasy. Hearing they could vent their anger, they were overjoyed and knelt to kowtow quickly, saying:

"These heartless dogs—we've wanted their lives for a long time."

"Good, take them away." He ordered soldiers to escort most of them to the drill hall for the households to hold a "struggle session," then hang them all. Only the clerk managing accounts was kept for checking supplies, plus one company commander.

The Planning Institute search team took prisoners to check and seize supplies from warehouses and residences one by one. There were no exciting valuables in the battalion city, just grain, weapons, and livestock. The most valuable capture was over twenty horses and mules. The horses were small, probably the fruit-tree horses common in Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan.

Inventory and the struggle session took all day. In the fanatical atmosphere of the session, Commander Liu and his group were all hanged on trees outside the stockade. How to deal with their families caused arguments among households; some wanted to distribute the women, some advocated killing them all. The dispute almost came to blows. Finally, the "rooting out weeds" opinion prevailed. Households dragged officers' families and lackeys to the river beach outside the stockade, made them kneel, and beheaded them one by one.

While households were killing, Wei Aiwen called the specially kept company commander forward. This commander had been scared out of his wits; seeing Wei Aiwen, he collapsed on the ground, begging for mercy.

"I'll spare your dog life." Wei Aiwen said. "Scram immediately. Go to Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion and raise the alarm with Tang Yunwen!"

"I dare not! I dare not!"

"Go quickly. If you dare not raise the alarm, I'll hand your whole family to the households." Wei Aiwen tilted his head toward the river beach, where screams came continuously.

"Yes, yes, yes, I'll go for sure!" The commander scrambled up.

Wei Aiwen called two soldiers and instructed them to escort this commander to the Lingao-Chengmai border.

Subsequently, all military households in the two garrisons were relocated; they were dispersed and settled in various communes. As for the houses, materials, and land of these two garrisons, the Civil Affairs People's Committee took over to settle other immigrants.

As for Hao Guoxin and Cui Zheng—one was assigned to the machinery factory for training as a worker, the other to manage horses under Nick. Wei Aiwen recruited a batch of hot-blooded sixteen and seventeen-year-olds from the households to fill the training unit, preparing for political training after initial cultivation. Now their hands were bloodied; no fear they wouldn't follow the transmigrators to the end.



You Laohu led his three hundred-plus men boisterously across the Lingao-Chengmai county border. He regretted the flag wasn't ready; marching lacked majesty.

This special detachment's mission was creating noise, so You Laohu could march slowly. Resting at every village encountered, villagers fled at the sight of them. You Laohu didn't send men to chase, only instructed everyone to mind discipline, forbidding unauthorized entry into homes or taking commoners' things. Before leaving, they pasted slogans on walls.

Encountering larger fortified villages, You Laohu sent men to requisition grain. Seeing they had cannons, villages dared not refuse, giving ten-odd piculs of grain to cope. You Laohu didn't ask for more; spreading news of the Fubo Army's arrival was enough.

Thus his troops marched and rested, stopping and going, taking an entire day just to reach Chengmai County City. This speed felt incredibly slow to You Laohu, though by normal official post road schedule, Qiongshan to Chengmai was half a day, Chengmai to Lingao exactly one day.

When You Laohu's scouts reached the city wall, summer days being long, the city gates actually hadn't closed yet. Villagers went in and out with no sign of war preparation. Only when the main force appeared did the county town panic, rushing to close gates.

You Laohu knew if he wanted to seize the city, even a running charge would succeed. But since He Ming didn't want him to occupy Chengmai, there was no need to bother. He ordered camp set up on high ground outside the city.

This infantry company's commander was also a transmigrator, named Yu Zhiqian. Yu Zhiqian was a fair-skinned youth who loved reading, quite scholarly. He was half a military enthusiast, but his passion was modern military; he had zero interest in contemporary stuff. Belonged to the Line Infantry Party.

Because he loved reading and often styled himself "Staff Officer" or "Strategist," You Laohu simply treated him as his chief of staff to offer advice.

"Old Yu." You Laohu called everyone "Old X"; even Du Wen was "Old Du." "We're at Chengmai now. Looks like we scared the surrounding commoners plenty, but don't know how scared the officials inside are. The Commander wants huge fanfare; how do you think we should posture?"

"Of course pose for a siege." Yu Zhiqian was confident. "But just firing guns outside won't form pressure."

"Stop analyzing the situation; just say what to do."

"The county town isn't going anywhere. I think we should harass the countryside." Yu Zhiqian proposed leaving some troops to monitor the city while others conducted armed parades nearby, requisitioning grain, hitting big households, and conscripting many commoners to fell trees for siege engines, dig trenches, and build camps under the walls, posturing for a big fight.

"We have few people, and those on the wall aren't blind. So we must act like an advance force with a main body coming behind. Then the county people will panic. They'll have to go out and beg for help."

You Laohu laughed loudly, slapping his shoulder. "You've got it! Good, we rest well tonight, split forces to harass Chengmai tomorrow. Let's arrange camping now."

Army regulations required digging trenches, building earth walls, and erecting abatis whenever camping. You Laohu estimated harassment wouldn't end in a few days, so camp defenses should be solid. He had specially drawn rolls of barbed wire before departure. Then soldiers built a ten-meter simple watchtower, giving a clear view of every move on Chengmai's south wall. The three mountain howitzers also got emplacements, and rain shelters were built for guns and ammunition carts.

You Laohu led men to inspect tents. Soldiers aside, militia morale was high. Guessing they would attack the city tomorrow, everyone discussed how to break in quickly.

You Laohu didn't reveal the mission was only harassment. Following regulations, he checked hygiene in every platoon, urged cooks to boil water for foot soaking, and had medics treat blisters and apply Liu San's herbal medicine so they could walk long distances tomorrow. Compared to regular infantry, militia rarely had long-march training and had been hauling cannons and baggage. Many collapsed asleep as soon as tents were up. You Laohu urged militia captains to wake sleepers for food and foot soaking.

Inspection done, You Laohu and Yu Zhiqian went up the watchtower to observe the wall with night-vision binoculars. Many torches and lanterns were lit on the wall, with more men patrolling.

Compared to Lingao's irregular shape, Chengmai was a textbook square county town. North gate built but never opened, walls not high or thick, defenses not tight. Marching here, they noted Chengmai had slightly more population than Lingao and better land development, perhaps due to proximity to the prefectural city.

Next morning, Yu Zhiqian took half the men deep into Chengmai territory to forage and conscript. You Laohu led the rest to wave flags and shout under the walls, militia firing firelocks occasionally to bluff.

Seeing some leave and only a hundred-odd remain, courage grew on the wall. Curses came constantly; arrows flew down occasionally. The Fubo Army was five or six hundred meters away; even city cannons couldn't hit. Both sides cursed each other.

You Laohu stood on a mound surrounded by guards, directing the harassment. Watching militia crackle away with single and triple-barreled firelocks was lively; he knew they had no iron shot, just noise. He laughed; this fighting was rare—did it count as sparrow warfare? Amid stray thoughts, the drawbridge suddenly lowered. Over two hundred trained braves and militia swarmed out, crossed the moat, and charged shouting.

You Laohu hadn't expected the enemy dared sortie, but necessary precautions were in place. The infantry platoon covering the militia immediately formed a double-line traverse.

"Fire!" The indigenous Second Lieutenant commanding the platoon slashed down his saber. Minié rifles thundered. You Laohu clearly saw the dozen braves in front fall backward as if hitting a wall. The braves probably hadn't expected the Kun' firearms to be so powerful, killing and wounding from half a li away. Charging steps hesitated instantly.

Infantry soldiers reloaded immediately, followed by second and third volleys. Minié rifle fire rate far exceeded all contemporary firearms. Within minutes, another dozen braves fell. The rest panicked and ran back toward the city chaotically.

"Sons of turtles wanted melee!" You Laohu spat. "Retracted just like that!" He felt regret; his militia had hefted spears and formed up, ready for slaughter. He wanted to test the border army saber's power himself.

"Battalion Commander! Let's set up cannons and blast their mothers!" The artillery student team leader ran over excitedly asking to fight. "Kill the majestic air of those dog officials inside!"

You Laohu looked for a while, then said: "Forget it for today!"

From scout reports, he knew a dozen men had rappelled down from other gates at midnight. Scouts followed orders not to capture, just tracked them—found three or four heading to the prefectural city, the rest to various places in the county.

You Laohu analyzed the county must be sending men to gather braves to reinforce defense. The more braves gathered, the wider the news of besieging the county town would spread. So he didn't intercept these messengers, letting them seek help everywhere. That the town militia dared sortie today showed they had prepared to gather quite a few people.

In his heart, he yearned to fight a big battle at Chengmai and win major merit. And he was full of confidence in his firepower and soldiers, believing as long as vigilance was maintained, he could repel any number of attackers.

Next day Yu Zhiqian brought back dozens of piculs of grain and two or three hundred laborers. The two started major works under the city—repairing the camp on one hand, felling trees to make cloud ladders and battering rams on the other. Gentry on the wall saw the Kun, though few in number, driving laborers to make siege preparations, plus knowing the rebels had sharp firearms, and felt very afraid. They constantly sent men to raise the alarm and gather county braves.

"More and more braves in the city," You Laohu observed. "If we take the city, we can grab a big batch of prisoners."

Yu Zhiqian didn't speak. He felt that since their strength hadn't increased, city defense was relaxing again, so he suggested shelling the city.

"We don't have enough people; might be underestimated. Give them a taste of shells."

"Good, saves having militia haul ammo back."

To increase tension, You Laohu approved shelling the south gate. 12-pounder mountain howitzer shells couldn't destroy the wall, but smashed half the gate tower and many battlements, killing and wounding many defenders. Especially the high-explosive and incendiary shells shocked the defenders greatly—they had never faced such fierce artillery. Fires started in the city; some houses were destroyed. After continuous bombardment, defender morale crumbled. If not for He Ming forbidding a breach, Chengmai could be taken instantly.

You Laohu felt this wasn't severe enough. He discussed with Yu Zhiqian: rather than waste shells here, better use howitzers to break a few stockades, eliminate a few big clans. While fighting, wipe out some local power factions, laying foundations for future rule. Also earn more spoils—didn't the Executive Committee cry "can't afford war" daily? Capturing people and looting grain and wealth could silence them somewhat.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 627 - Raiding Qiongshan

Selecting targets for the stockade raids required careful deliberation. First, the victims had to possess notorious reputations among the common folk. Second, they needed to wield considerable local influence. Only by striking such figures could the operation serve as a warning to others without terrorizing ordinary peasants or inadvertently uniting them against a common enemy.

Finding suitable targets proved straightforward enough. Ever since consolidating their hold over Lingao, the Intelligence Department had been methodically gathering information on neighboring Danzhou and Chengmai counties in preparation for future territorial expansion and military operations. The transmigrator group now possessed a remarkably comprehensive understanding of conditions throughout the region.

After careful review, You Laohu and Yu Zhiqian circled several local tyrants—all textbook examples of landlords who colluded with corrupt officials to oppress their villages. More importantly, these targets were predominantly clan landlords. Destroying a single family would shatter an entire clan's stranglehold over the locality, an outcome far more consequential than merely eliminating a handful of petty despots.

Over the following week, Yu Zhiqian led his troops on an armed parade through Chengmai County, breaking two stockades and compelling numerous villages to provide grain and laborers. They seized substantial quantities of money, grain, and manpower. Most prisoners were dispatched under militia escort to Lingao for dispersed settlement, while Yu Zhiqian retained only a hundred-odd able-bodied men and several dozen captured tyrants and their lackeys, marching them to the foot of Chengmai County's walls. There, the men were put to work digging trenches and constructing earthworks.

You Laohu had originally intended merely to bluff, but with ample grain and manpower now at his disposal—and having witnessed Chengmai's utter lack of elite soldiers or capable commanders—a small skirmish beneath the city walls changed everything. Though casualties were few, the sight of township militia routing at the first crack of Minié rifles sent morale soaring among both transmigrators and indigenous soldiers alike.

With the aid of 12-pounder mountain howitzers, Minié rifles, and high explosives, breaking stockades—an operation of considerable difficulty for ordinary bandits or even Ming regular troops—proved almost effortless for Yu Zhiqian's unit. Their total casualties amounted to a mere nine wounded infantrymen, one militia killed, and eleven militia wounded. Had they not spent so much time collecting supplies, they could have broken several more fortifications.

After each stockade fell, Yu Zhiqian always allowed a few survivors to flee toward the prefectural city to raise the alarm. You Laohu, however, had long established ambush posts outside Chengmai's city gates; anyone attempting to enter and sound the warning was seized and hanged from the roadside trees. Eventually, no one bothered trying to reach the county seat anymore.

The captured tyrants and their henchmen were executed in batches, their bodies strung up on the great trees lining the official road between Chengmai and Qiongshan. For a time, all of Chengmai County trembled. Terrified gentry and merchants fled by night through the east and west gates in droves. Yu Zhiqian instructed his hidden sentries not to capture these refugees but to let them scatter in panic.

You Laohu and Yu Zhiqian conferred: with grain and men now in hand, why not establish a stockade beneath Chengmai's walls as a forward operating base? They dispatched a messenger back to Maniao requesting instructions. Seeing the scale of their operation, He Ming reinforced them with another infantry company and several squads of student soldiers from the training unit.

You Laohu set the laborers to constructing formal earthworks around Chengmai while sending crews to repair the docks and dredge the harbor at the coast. Mei Wan contributed an engineering team to supervise the construction, putting the conscripted labor to work improving the roads as well.

While Chengmai descended into chaos, the Special Reconnaissance Team led by Ye Mengyan was conducting equally aggressive operations along the Qiongshan-Haikou Coastal Defense Battalion-Chengmai corridor. Leading a thirty-man team, he infiltrated all the way to Qiongshan County, establishing several reconnaissance posts en route and extending the early warning network to the very walls of the Haikou Coastal Defense garrison. From there, he led his men along the Nandu River to the Jiazi Coal Mine.

Tang Menglong had long since received warning that the Ming army might soon launch a punitive campaign against Lingao.

In theory, the Jiazi Coal Mine was a Hai family asset, and officials had no business touching it. Moreover, its remote inland location and poor transport links made military action against it impractical. But the potential for attack always existed. The Administration Council's instructions to Tang Menglong were clear: halt all coal shipments, suspend Hai family wharf operations, retain only essential local personnel with specific duties handled by Lin Baiguang. At the mine itself, production was to be scaled back, military training for miners intensified, and fortifications strengthened.

By the time Ye Mengyan arrived at the Jiazi Coal Mine, production had ceased entirely. Only the coal washing plant and briquette factory continued processing existing stockpiles. The miners had been fully armed and were drilling bayonet techniques in the open. Tang Menglong had constructed several new blockhouses at the wharf and mining area, each capable of garrisoning five or six soldiers and stocked with numerous bamboo tubes packed with explosives.

"He Ming has obtained authorization from the Executive Committee: if necessary, you can lead your people out," Ye Mengyan told him. "You can withdraw now if you want. You've only got one platoon and thirty-some Minié rifles here. If the enemy's main force attacks, you can't possibly hold."

"Why would the government army bother attacking this coal mine?" Tang Menglong replied with an unconcerned shrug. "You walked the mountain road on your way here. Would the government army ignore their actual objective, bypass Lingao entirely, and march all this way just to pick a fight? Besides, this mine is technically Hai family property."

"This is just a precaution," Ye Mengyan said. "I've delivered the message. If you want to withdraw, do it quickly. The main government force hasn't reached Hainan yet—coordinating your evacuation now would be straightforward."

Tang Menglong considered for a moment. "I won't withdraw. We have several hundred people here, men and women both. Evacuation would be extremely inconvenient. If we were intercepted by government troops en route, the losses would be catastrophic. Besides, there's a tremendous amount of equipment and infrastructure here—it cost a fortune to build. If we abandon it, the mountain bandits and local villagers will strip the place clean. Rebuilding after we defeat the enemy would require another massive investment."

Since Tang Menglong had resolved to stay, Ye Mengyan didn't press the matter. He left behind the explosives and hand grenades he had brought, along with a squad of special operations soldiers to assist in the defense.

Ye Mengyan led the remaining men back through the mountains toward the Haikou area. His secondary mission was to harass local government and garrison troops in Qiongshan. The special operations team was small but well-equipped; lacking heavy weapons, however, besieging a city like You Laohu was not an option. Knowing that sniping a few passing messengers would accomplish little of strategic value, he simply led his team to Danying Mountain, which overlooked Qiongshan County from the outside.

"Set up a cannon on this high ground, and Qiongshan would surrender immediately," Ye Mengyan muttered, lowering his binoculars. He wore a civilian-version U.S. military jungle camouflage BDU from the Vietnam War era. A VZ68 submachine gun hung from his shoulder; he wore no helmet. Behind him sat twelve young men handpicked from his detachment, dressed identically except for their use of the less convenient SKS semi-automatic rifles. The spec ops soldiers sat silently in the woods, eating rations and drinking water.

The entire city of Qiongshan lay spread beneath him. Built against the mountains and facing the water, a great river flowed past the south and east gates; outside the west gate stretched a man-made moat. Only outside the north gate was there nothing—like most Hainan county seats, Qiongshan's north gate had been built but never opened. Though it possessed a tower and a gate, the interior was bricked shut.

The city's defenses were clearly poor. Even by seventeenth-century Ming standards, they were merely passable. Ye Mengyan observed that all three functioning city gates stood wide open, completely unguarded. Having infiltrated all the way here, aside from sentry posts and small patrols positioned ten li outside the Haikou Coastal Defense garrison, he had encountered no reconnaissance or precautionary measures along the entire route. Could this seriously be called a "pre-war footing"? It was practically child's play. The thought filled him with contempt for Ming officialdom.

"Detachment Leader! We've sneaked all the way to Qiongshan—what now?" one team member asked.

"Higher-ups want harassment." Ye Mengyan smiled. "I think this place can't withstand much harassment at all. If we charged down there, we could probably take Qiongshan County outright. Tricky situation."

"The streets outside the city are bustling. Why don't we set a fire and burn down the Qiongshan suburbs?" another member suggested. "Once the flames go up, old Wang Zunde will have no choice but to force the government army across the sea."

Ye Mengyan chuckled. "Terrible idea. What if everything burns out of control?" He thought to himself that it would actually be an effective method to rattle Wang Zunde—but the Planning Institute, the Administration Council, and the Senate would never forgive him, each for their own reasons.

"Burn the suburbs, and after we win we'll have to provide relief to the victims," he said aloud. "Think of something else!"

At noon that day, Ye Mengyan led the special operations team down from Danying Mountain. He had decided to make the East Gate Market Street outside Qiongshan's east gate his demonstration site. The area was crowded with pedestrians and shops—perfect for causing maximum sensation.

He positioned a covering group with automatic rifles on high ground outside the market. If a large enemy force rushed out from the city, they would use automatic fire to pin them down. He himself led seven or eight men to the entrance of the East Gate Suburban Street. Although outside the city walls, the area had a wooden barrier guarded by two militiamen.

When they saw Ye Mengyan and his motley-clothed, gear-festooned companions approaching, the militiamen's first reaction was not fear or alarm but curiosity. One of them, carrying a spear, even stepped forward for a better look. The moment he noticed their close-cropped stubble, sudden realization dawned on his face. Terror-stricken, he dropped his spear instantly and bolted toward the city gate, screaming at the top of his lungs:

"The Kun are here! The Kun are here!"

Ye Mengyan gestured with his submachine gun; his team members swarmed forward. Two men quickly secured the barrier entrance while he led the rest charging straight up the street toward the city gate.

It wasn't a market day, and few pedestrians wandered the street. When they saw the strange-looking group surge in, everyone froze momentarily.

A handful of militia at the city gate seemed to snap to attention. Seeing how few attackers there were, they let out a battle cry and poured out of the gate tunnel with swords and spears at the ready. One of Ye Mengyan's men immediately lobbed two hand grenades.

The grenades exploded inside the gate tunnel, filling it instantly with smoke and the sounds of wails and groans. The street devolved into chaos as pedestrians dove into shops and side alleys. Ye Mengyan knew his force was too small to linger. He quickly pasted two Fubo Army notices on the fence beside the gate. After affixing them, he didn't withdraw immediately but instead called out to the commoners hiding along the street, announcing that they were Fubo Army troops who had come only to warn the government—not to harm civilians—so there was no need for fear. Shopkeepers on both sides held their breath and listened, but none dared respond. Ye Mengyan then turned and withdrew.

Just then, SKS rifles cracked one after another; several militiamen on the gate tower who had been trying to nock arrows were cut down by the covering group before they could even draw their bowstrings.

After pulling back from East Gate Street, Ye Mengyan's squad marched several li before he ordered everyone to set up an ambush at a bend in the post road. Sure enough, within minutes, over a hundred militiamen and village braves came chasing after them, led by a mounted man wielding a long spear. They soon closed to within fifty meters.

Ye Mengyan tapped the marksman in his squad. "Shoot the one on the horse."

At the gunshot, the mounted leader toppled from his saddle. The surrounding braves fell into disarray. A volley of hand grenades from the squad exploded amid the densely packed pursuers, knocking down a swath of men. Those not killed or wounded turned and fled back toward the county seat. The team members positioned at the rear threw another salvo of grenades, inflicting further casualties. What remained of the enemy force collapsed entirely; abandoning the road, they scattered in every direction.

Having executed a textbook ambush and knowing the enemy wouldn't dare pursue again, Ye Mengyan ordered the leader's horse retrieved. His men urged him to ride, but he shook his head.

"I don't know how to ride..."

Privately, he thought that bringing a horse along would make further harassment operations impossible—but he couldn't bear to abandon it. The animal was a Mongolian horse, a rarity in these parts and far more impressive than the diminutive local ponies bred for orchard work.

Having made quite a scene at Qiongshan, that seemed enough for now. Better to retreat to Chengmai to rest for a few days before returning. With that thought, he gave the order:

"Bring the horse. We return to Chengmai first!"

His men quickly policed the battlefield. Ye Mengyan ordered the pursuing leader's head severed and hung from a roadside tree. One of his soldiers found a beautiful short sword on the body and presented it to him.

"Captain, this thing is gorgeous. You should keep it."

Ye Mengyan examined the short sword: a dark green leather sheath inlaid with filigree patterns of gold and silver, ancient in style, clearly no ordinary weapon.

"All captures go to the common pool. Turn it in." Ye Mengyan had no interest in so-called "divine weapons" of the cold steel variety—he simply thought it looked nice. He tossed it into his backpack and ordered everyone to pack up and withdraw immediately.

To avoid interception by Haikou Coastal Defense garrison troops, they left the main road and took a circuitous route. Within a few hours, they had retreated safely to You Laohu's camp beneath Chengmai's walls.

You Laohu's camp had grown into a substantial stockade. He had seven or eight hundred male and female laborers at his disposal. Under militia guard and engineering team supervision, they spent their days building fortifications and leveling roads.

You Laohu threw a banquet for Ye Mengyan in his headquarters.

His so-called headquarters was a temporary shed, though furnished quite comfortably inside—various chairs, even a large red mahogany bed. Clearly, all of it was loot from the big households in the countryside.

When he heard about Ye Mengyan's dramatic raid on Qiongshan's East Gate suburb, You Laohu grew visibly excited. He was a chaotic neutral type who loved stirring up trouble; such theatrical scenes fascinated him.

"Little Ye, you really showed off this time!" You Laohu slapped his thigh. "Things are much duller here. Just sticking our butts out, fixing roads and building stockades while staring down at a lousy county town all day." As he spoke, he instructed the company quartermaster to prepare food and provisions for Ye Mengyan's team.

Soon an impressive spread covered the table, centered on a large platter of spare ribs. Each rib glistened reddish-gold, fragrant and inviting—crispy on the outside, tender within, and intensely flavorful.

"The handiwork of a cook Old Yu captured." You Laohu gnawed one clean with astonishing speed and grabbed another. "His skill is superb."

Yu Zhiqian smiled. "Strictly speaking, we're violating discipline..."

"Discipline—" You Laohu started to say "screw discipline," but caught himself; he might get called out for it later. "Anyway, whether we send him to Lingao or keep him here, he's still a cook. I'm just using him first." He gestured at the ribs. "These are marinated with honey—crispy and sweet, a bit like Cantonese char siu but not quite. An endless aftertaste! When I get back, I absolutely have to make my aide-de-camp learn from this cook."

Besides the ribs, there were several plates of fresh vegetables and other dishes—everything but wine.

"The food is excellent. Where does it all come from?" Ye Mengyan wondered aloud. There was no way Logistics would be sending fresh vegetables and raw meat.

"Old Yu got it all from hitting the big households—chicken, duck, fish, meat, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar, enough of everything!" You Laohu shook his head in mock regret. "There's actually plenty of wine too, but we can't drink it." He smacked his lips wistfully. "The vegetables and grain were all requisitioned from the various stockades. Since we broke a few and killed a bunch of people, every stockade in Chengmai is scared witless. They'd hand over their own wives if we asked."

"The meat hasn't been quarantined..."

"Don't eat it if you don't want to." You Laohu was already starting on his fourth rib. Seeing the ribs disappearing fast, Ye Mengyan hurriedly joined in the feast.

While the three men ate and drank, an orderly reported: the Planning Institute representative had arrived.

"Our good days are over." You Laohu shook his head. "Tell him to come in."

Naturally, Yu Zhiqian's campaign against the big households in Chengmai had attracted the Planning Institute's attention. To bring the captured materials and manpower properly into the system, Wu De dispatched a special search team led by a Planning Institute representative.

"Local use of spoils always ends in a messy accounting," Wu De had said seriously when issuing orders to the representative. "Right now, You Laohu's detachment is striking local tyrants around Chengmai and acquiring considerable wealth, grain, and manpower. Go there and register the spoils. Some grain and provisions can be allocated locally to the detachment, but the procedures must be sound."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 628 - The General (Part One)

Wu Mu studied the freshly copied official documents that had just arrived from the postal inspection station at the Guanrong Post.

Although all of Lingao had long since fallen under their control, the policy of "Ming on the outside, Australia on the inside" required keeping the postal roads open at all times. After Shan Daoqian took charge of the Transportation Department, he not only repaired the postal roads but also took over the post stations along the route, restoring the crumbling buildings and ensuring the destitute courier soldiers received their pay. Thus, fast horses carrying all manner of official government documents continued to gallop unimpeded along these roads—which gave the Political Security Bureau an excellent opportunity to monitor the movements of government offices across the island. Zhao Manxiong had specifically established a postal inspection office at Guanrong Post, the station closest to Lingao. Every official document passing through was first opened, copied, resealed, and sent on its way.

Of course, Ming dynasty official documents bore seals and wax, and important correspondence was stitched and sealed shut. But these posed no real difficulties for the transmigrators. Whether using specialized tweezers to roll letters out of their cases, applying steam jets to melt paste, or even forging government seals outright—there was always someone capable of doing it. And even if no one knew how, they could always look it up in the database.

Not only could they access documents addressed to Lingao County at any time, but they also copied all passing government correspondence and forwarded it to the Political Security Bureau. Now a duplicate was sent to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau as well.

Wu Mu routinely reviewed these documents. Although most were written in the vernacular of the period, they contained numerous official terms, and seventeenth-century vernacular differed considerably from modern Mandarin. Full comprehension proved challenging for modern readers, so he maintained a team of advisors composed of clerks from the county yamen whose specific duty was to explain the precise meanings contained in the documents.

Most of the material held little value—routine administrative correspondence between counties, with more than ninety percent concerning taxation and criminal case dispositions. Such documents might prove excellent primary sources for someone researching Ming history, but they meant nothing to Wu Mu.

Correspondence between the Lingao County Yamen and Qiongzhou Prefecture received the most careful monitoring, particularly any indication that Wu Mingjin or his subordinates might be privately reporting Lingao's true situation to their superiors. Both official documents and private letters underwent the strictest inspection.

Recently, as tensions mounted, the volume of passing documents had increased substantially. Wu Mu was surprised to find that correspondence destined for Danzhou, Changhua, and other locations continued to pass through Lingao station by station without interruption. It seemed Ming authorities didn't care at all whether their documents could transit safely through the "bandit zone."

From intercepted documents, the Political Security Bureau and Intelligence Bureau easily confirmed that the Ming army had no plans to deploy troops from Danzhou. The correspondence merely ordered local authorities to prepare grain for eventual shipment to Lingao—there were no instructions for the Danzhou garrison to assemble and prepare for deployment, nor any orders for the garrison to clean and test their firearms in readiness for action.

He opened several documents, finding nothing remarkable. When he opened the next one, his eyes widened.

It was an official order summoning Wu Mingjin to report immediately to the provincial capital for debriefing.

A copy of this letter reached Xiong Buyou's hands within minutes. Then it reached the Executive Committee, and ten minutes later the Field Army Headquarters at Maniao received the news as well.

"Obviously we cannot allow Wu Mingjin to go to the provincial capital." Xiong Buyou stated his position simply and directly. "First, if he reaches the provincial capital, he will almost certainly tell them everything. Even if he doesn't reveal everything, he possesses an enormous amount of firsthand information, and exposing even some of it would be disastrous. Second, this man still has value in our hands. If he goes to the provincial capital—whether he lives or dies—we can no longer make use of him."

"Forbidding him to go is easy enough," Wu De said, frowning. "But if we intend to maintain the Lingao model afterward, I'm afraid he won't be able to remain in office after openly defying a direct order."

"It doesn't matter. Just have him send a distress document," Xiong Buyou replied. "Isn't He Ming already sending small units to harass Chengmai and Qiongshan? Let's add fuel to the fire. Say the Hair Thieves are besieging the county seat, and he's doing his utmost to defend it and cannot leave the city."

"Will that work?"

"Master Wang can handle it."

Inside the county yamen, Wu Mingjin and his household languished in a state of profound depression. News that the government army was coming to suppress the bandits had already reached the yamen. Although the yamen runners had either been replaced or no longer dared contact him privately, the inner yamen staff remained his personal servants, so he could still hear outside news through them.

The news had begun as rumors but grew steadily more concrete. Reports from all directions indicated that the Governor-General's troop deployment was imminent. His servants told him the Australians were mobilizing forces—the roads were filled with soldiers and cannons, ships in the harbor were preparing to sail. Moreover, rumors claimed Australia had sent fresh troops, preparing for a fight to the death against the Great Ming.

Wu Mingjin's heart churned with conflict and pain. He knew that a moment's weakness had prevented him from taking his own life or escaping alone to the prefectural city to raise the alarm. Now there was no way out. He could only share his fate with the Australians. If they prevailed, he, this ambiguous magistrate, could probably continue in his post—though not necessarily as the Great Ming's Magistrate of Lingao. The thought stirred a wave of grief for his native dynasty. But if the Great Ming won and the Australians weighed anchor and fled, he could not flee with them, abandoning his ancestors' graves to become an Australian! He could only stay behind and await death!

These thoughts kept him awake through sleepless nights. He understood with painful clarity that once the Great Ming recovered Lingao, they would never consider him a loyal minister who had "defended an isolated city." Not only would his life be forfeit and his reputation destroyed, but his family would face collective punishment as well. His wife and children were in Lingao; when the time came, they would likely perish together.

Wu Mingjin endured more than ten days in this tormented, conflicted state. Xiong Buyou, informed by the insider planted among the inner yamen servants that the magistrate was suffering, worried he might suddenly take his own life. Following the Executive Committee's directive to protect Wu Mingjin as a priority, the insider among the servants was instructed to watch the magistrate closely and prevent any suicide attempt. Additionally, You Guotuan received orders to strengthen security at both the inner yamen and the county gates to prevent any escape or attempts to send private messages.

Xiong Buyou decided to discuss the matter with Wang Zhaomin—after all, the magistrate's official seal remained in Wu Mingjin's possession, and seizing it by force would be inconvenient. Although Master Wang had lost his former influence, he had become a senior consultant to the Administration Council and showed no dissatisfaction with such a life. He held no official degree nor drew a Ming government salary; now he collected double allowances from both the magistrate and the Australians, kept a concubine, and lived quite comfortably. He hoped only to muddle through peacefully until Master Wu left office.

Wang Zhaomin had learned of the impending Ming army suppression earlier than most. Yet he did not believe the Australians would be defeated. Unlike Wu Mingjin, he dealt frequently with Australians and had visited many of their facilities, understanding clearly that their strength was formidable. The Ming army's campaign of encirclement and suppression would inevitably end in failure.

The worst consequence of this suppression was that his employer's position as Lingao Magistrate probably couldn't be preserved. But this bore little relation to his own vital interests—he, Wang Zhaomin, could simply find another employer and continue his career as a secretary.

Xiong Buyou consulted him and showed him the official document. Wang Zhaomin agreed with the judgment that Wu Mingjin could not go to the provincial capital, and expressed approval of the plan to send a distress message.

"There is actually no need to inform Master Wu about this matter," Wang Zhaomin said, adhering to the traditional style of secretaries: acting decisively on one's own initiative. "He is currently in a state of extreme anxiety; troubling him further will only deepen his embarrassment. The seal is right here in the signing room. Drafting and stamping documents was always my responsibility anyway—I will handle this."

"Excellent. Then we rely on Master Wang's skilled brush."

Wang Zhaomin immediately began composing the distress document. He crafted it with great care. Although he knew nothing about the current situation in Guangdong, judging from the order summoning Wu Mingjin to the province, official circles in Guangdong had only a vague understanding of conditions in Lingao and knew almost nothing about the Australians.

However, the fact that Australians had been in Lingao for three years could not be concealed. Wu Mingjin had sent quite a few distress documents to the prefectural city in the early days, and Guangdong officials would certainly consult those original garrison reports now.

Perfectly explaining why the local county yamen had taken no countermeasures regarding the Australians' three-year presence would be difficult—especially now, when "suppression" was the priority. Any justification would invite scrutiny. Only when public opinion eventually shifted toward "pacification" would contradictory statements cease to matter.

After turning the problem over repeatedly in his mind, Wang Zhaomin concluded that since constructing a perfect lie was difficult, it was better not to try. He would simply send an extremely urgent letter stating that Lingao was currently under siege by Hair Thieves, who were setting up cannons and building scaling ladders outside in preparation for storming the county seat. The magistrate was rallying the entire city's forces—soldiers and civilians alike—to defend to the death, and so forth.

After finishing the draft, he reviewed and edited it thoroughly until satisfied. Then he copied it cleanly, affixed the seal, and presented it to Xiong Buyou for review.

"Finding someone to deliver this letter will require some effort," Master Wang said, stroking his beard. "Although the document only needs to reach the prefectural city, in case the Prefect or Regional Commander Tang asks questions about the county's situation, we need someone eloquent and unafraid of death."

"That presents no obstacle. I have my own candidate."

Xiong Buyou took the document and went not to his own office but directly to the Political Security Bureau. After studying the letter repeatedly with Wu Mu, Li Yan, and others, and determining that no problems existed, they summoned a locally born indigenous intelligence officer currently studying in Class A of the Intelligence Training Center and ordered him to deliver the letter to the prefectural city.

Li Yan instructed him point by point on how to answer if questioned. He also outlined the potential dangers he might encounter and urged him to proceed with caution.

News that the Hair Thieves had broken the Lingao Wei-Suo garrisons, harassed Chengmai, and laid siege to Lingao County seat finally reached the Governor-General's Yamen in Zhaoqing via Hainan's express garrison report. Wang Zunde was already displeased by his failure to capture the Hair Thieves in Guangzhou. Now, hearing that Lingao's Hair Thieves had broken local garrisons, besieged Lingao and Chengmai county seats, and were rampaging through the region unchecked, he flew into a rage. He issued strict orders to He Rubin to assemble troops as quickly as possible and cross the sea immediately for suppression. To supervise He Rubin's combat operations, Wang Zunde appointed the Hainan Sub-prefectural Magistrate Zhao Ruyi as Supervising Censor. Then he appointed Lu Yizhong as a Military Advisor attached to the army, with the rank of Expectant Intendant.

Thus, before He Rubin had even moved, he suddenly had two "supervisors" watching over him. Setting aside Zhao Ruyi—who was stationed in Qiongshan County and couldn't leave his post without authorization—this Lu Yizhong was a trusted confidant from the Governor-General's personal staff. He had been sent specifically to press for war and inevitably interfered constantly with army affairs, demanding that He Rubin "send troops quickly."

Lu Yizhong had extorted various shops in Guangzhou City that regularly traded with the Australians, using bluff and intimidation to finally raise forty or fifty thousand taels of silver. Even the influential Gao family had been compelled to contribute several thousand taels as a send-off. Although this sum fell short of satisfying Wang Zunde, it at least salvaged a measure of trust.

While sternly urging the grand army to march, Wang Zunde stepped up the collection of fodder, gunpowder, and armor in preparation for shipping from Guangzhou to Qiongshan for storage.

The summer sun blazed overhead, but gusts of cool wind swept in from the seaside. Although this stretch was still technically the inner Pearl River, the waterway was broad, and the wind and waves rolled as forcefully as if they were on the open sea. Waves rose and fell in endless succession, crashing against the shore and shattering on the reefs.

Because of Governor-General Wang Zunde's embargo, ships were forbidden from entering or leaving the Pearl River estuary. Moreover, merchant vessels knew the government was currently commandeering large ships at the estuary, so they dared not appear. Thus, only a handful of fishing boats and patrolling naval warships dotted the river surface.

In the bay before Humen Stockade, however, many vessels lay concentrated, their masts rising like a forest. There were ships of the Guangdong Navy as well as temporarily commandeered civilian vessels. Some large ships, fully laden with grain and military ordnance, had already raised their white sails and were sailing west toward Hainan Island.

On the open ground before Humen Stockade, a sea of military tents had sprung up like scattered stars. Flags covered the wilderness; swords and spears bristled like a forest. Drums and horns echoed back and forth. The military display was truly imposing.

On the Yaniangxie Battery opposite Humen Stockade, banners fluttered in the wind. This was one of the main batteries guarding Guangzhou's periphery. Earthen stockades, arrow towers, and blockhouses had been constructed all around, garrisoned by a substantial Ming force whose flags snapped in the breeze.

He Rubin, accompanied by a retinue of subordinate generals, staff officers, and personal guards, sat on horseback by the river, surveying the grand army assembled from across the province. Not since expelling the Red Hairs from Penghu in the late Tianqi years had Guangdong Province gathered such a large force. Supplying this army required not only the grain accumulated over years in government granaries on Hainan Island but also substantial additional shipments. Knowing the Hair Thieves possessed formidable firearms and preparing for a potentially long siege, He Rubin had ordered large quantities of newly cast cannons and matchlocks transported from Foshan, along with ample supplies of gunpowder. In a sheltered, sunny spot behind Yaniangxie Mountain, a new gunpowder workshop had been established. Saltpeter, sulfur, and willow charcoal, transported continuously from all over the province, were being manufactured into gunpowder at this location.

"With elite soldiers and abundant provisions, Your Excellency will surely achieve total victory in a single battle," one staff officer offered in flattery.

"According to the reports, the Hair Thieves' morale has not declined. Not only do they show no intention of retreating, but they have broken our garrisons and besieged our Lingao and Chengmai counties. It seems a fierce battle will be necessary to determine the outcome. Warfare is a dangerous affair—there must not be the slightest negligence." He Rubin was puzzled by the Hair Thieves' sudden burst of activity. They had lived quietly in Lingao for over three years—why attack everywhere now? Could it really be, as Lu Yizhong claimed, merely retaliation for the government's seizure of the Australian factory?

He sensed vaguely that the situation was not so simple.

A middle-aged civil official sat on horseback nearby. This was Lu Yizhong, dispatched by Wang Zunde with the rank of Expectant Intendant to serve as Military Advisor to He Rubin's army. Although he arrived bearing the title of Advisor, everyone understood he was the supervisor sent by Wang Zunde.

The formal supervisor, Hainan Sub-prefectural Magistrate Zhao Ruyi, remained in Qiongshan County; he would not travel to Guangzhou just to offer his opinions. Lu Yizhong was far less easy to dismiss. Shortly after joining the army, he began constantly urging He Rubin to cross the sea to Hainan as soon as possible.

Hearing He Rubin's words, Lu Yizhong immediately chimed in: "The Commander speaks very truly. The Hair Thieves know their doom approaches. Like cornered rats lashing out, they require deterrence—our army can only cow such petty villains by crossing the sea swiftly."

Everyone recognized Advisor Lu's words as yet another exhortation to advance. In reality, the suppression army, officially claimed to number fifty thousand but actually closer to twenty thousand, had so far assembled only about ten thousand men. This already represented accelerated progress, since the troops were being transferred from within the province. According to Ming and Qing military custom, mobilizing and concentrating such a large force could not be accomplished all at once; localities simply could not provide food and lodging for so many soldiers and horses simultaneously. So troop units departed daily in "lifts" of two or three hundred men. Since they were marching to war rather than vacationing, soldiers and officers naturally walked as slowly as possible, often covering less than twenty li per day. Taking three or four months for tens of thousands of troops to fully assemble was perfectly normal.

At this pace, another half month would be needed for the entire army to finish concentrating. Moreover, these troops had been hastily cobbled together. Although nominally under He Rubin's command, he had no real familiarity with all the scattered generals from across the province who now served under him.

Mutual unfamiliarity between generals and their soldiers was a grave taboo in warfare. He Rubin had originally intended to assemble the entire army in Guangzhou, then use the leisure afforded by Hainan's rainy season and subsequent typhoon storms to review and train locally for a month or two before finally deploying in early autumn. But Lu Yizhong's relentless pressure had forced him to dispatch the grain, armor, and his Town Headquarters Central Battalion across the sea ahead of schedule.

"The wind and waves are tremendous today!" He Rubin watched the fleet sailing away with sails spread, unable to suppress his worry about their safety. Just a few days earlier, several ships transporting grain and armor to Hainan had capsized, resulting in significant material losses.

"Rest assured, Your Excellency," a staff officer said soothingly. "These sailors are accustomed to the sea, and the vessels are large local ships commandeered by the government—capable of sailing to the Western Ocean. The voyage to Qiongshan will pose no difficulties."

Returning to the main camp, He Rubin discussed march strategy with his staff. The Governor-General was anxious for him to cross the sea and engage the enemy. Beyond his eagerness for a quick result, there was also the issue of exhausting the troops and draining the treasury. This twenty-thousand-strong army, not yet fully assembled, had already cost the Guangdong Provincial Treasury over a hundred thousand taels of silver—and that didn't include expenses for grain, ships, and firearms. Once they arrived at Lingao, besieging the Hair Thieves for months would consume even more.

For all these reasons, he had to make some gesture; he would let his most reliable troops cross the sea first.

Watching the first wave depart, He Rubin seemed to breathe a sigh of relief—at least he now had grounds to mollify the Governor-General. But profound anxiety stirred within him. He knew almost nothing about the Hair Thieves' true condition. He had originally hoped to question the Lingao Magistrate face to face upon his arrival, but unexpectedly the Hair Thieves had suddenly besieged the county seat, trapping the magistrate so thoroughly that he could not travel to the provincial capital.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 629 - The General (Part Two)

He Rubin had already posted notices throughout Guangzhou and Qiongzhou, recruiting anyone who understood the internal workings of the Hair Thieves and knew Lingao well. He also tracked down sailors and merchants who had visited Lingao and interrogated them about the Hair Thieves' particulars.

But what these people could tell him amounted to little more than commonplaces: the Hair Thieves possessed great iron ships and swift boats, and they were skilled at commerce. None of this was useful for making war.

As for the Hair Thieves' combat effectiveness, he learned from these sources that the enemy "wore no armor, used only bird guns, kept orderly ranks, and maintained strict discipline." In addition, there was the widely circulated claim of "formidable firearms."

Such fragmentary observations were naturally insufficient evidence. Merchants and sailors were not military men and had paid little attention to the Hair Thieves' weapons or martial capabilities. Their accounts lacked detail; some were greedy for reward money or cowed by official authority into speaking, while others simply talked nonsense and fabricated stories. The many contradictions left him more confused than before.

It seemed he still needed to find local gentry and scholars. How could ordinary illiterate folk possibly clarify such weighty matters of military and state affairs? With this thought, he asked the staff officer beside him:

"Have there been any recruits from Qiongshan or Guangzhou?"

The staff officer replied: "A few, but upon slight questioning of their backgrounds, most turn out to be ambitious men hoping to advance themselves by offering clever strategies for defeating the enemy. Not a single person truly understands the Hair Thieves' internal situation."

Upon returning to the main camp, He Rubin found the latest Hainan garrison report, forwarded from Zhaoqing by express horse, waiting on his desk. Recently, garrison reports from Hainan had increased significantly. He opened it and saw it contained the freshest intelligence on the war situation in Chengmai and Lingao, sent by the Hainan Sub-prefectural Magistrate.

The first document concerned Lingao. Sun Tianbiao, a Hundred Household officer and the only surviving officer of the Rear Thousand Household Office under the Lingao Attached Guard of Five Thousand Households, had arrived in Zhaoqing and personally recounted the circumstances of the Thousand Household City's fall. According to his account: originally, under Thousand Householder Liu's supervision, everyone had fought bravely for six days and nights. The Hair Thieves could never breach the walls, and the Thousand Household city remained "as steady as Mount Tai." However, several "Han traitors" secretly suborned by the Hair Thieves lurked within the city. Taking advantage of a moment when the defenders were off guard, they suddenly rebelled, assassinated Thousand Householder Liu, and covertly opened the city gates, causing the fortress to fall. These "Han traitors" then used the command arrows and documents captured in the city to trick open the other agricultural station posts and the main camp. This resulted in the total annihilation of the entire Rear Thousand Household Office of the Lingao Attached Guard.

Since this garrison report constituted firsthand testimony—far more valuable than rumor-based intelligence gathered by spies—He Rubin read it with great care.

Next came the inquiry into the siege of Lingao. According to Sun Tianbiao, who had fled back to safety: he had heard the Hair Thieves had coerced over ten thousand local troops, civilians, and able-bodied men to besiege Lingao County seat, but he knew little about the specific situation, "only hearing cannon fire shaking the heavens and seeing roads everywhere filled with Hair Thief soldiers." He himself had "abandoned wife and child, and forgetting life and death" to break out.

This was nonsense. He Rubin recalled the content of the previous garrison report: when Sun Tianbiao fled to Qiongshan, news of Lingao being under siege had not yet arrived—the county's distress messenger only appeared several days later.

As for Lingao's siege, there was no specific intelligence beyond a single distress document sent by the Lingao Magistrate. After Chengmai fell under siege as well, the postal road had been completely severed, and news became almost entirely unavailable. With the postal road cut off, reports from Danzhou and Changhua could not get through either. Garrison reports now had to circumnavigate the island in the opposite direction or be shipped to Leizhou before reaching Qiongzhou's prefectural city.

"Where is the person who delivered the Lingao distress document?"

"The letter was delivered to Qiongshan, then forwarded to the province by the Qiongzhou Prefect. The messenger is probably still in Qiongshan," a staff officer said. "Seven or eight days have passed, though—he's probably returned to Lingao by now."

He Rubin regretted not having instructed Tang Yunwen to detain the messenger. That person could certainly have provided substantial intelligence on the Hair Thieves.

The second letter contained news from Chengmai. He Rubin had originally assumed Chengmai must have fallen—he understood the scale of county seats on Hainan Island. Most cities had crude defensive facilities and insufficient artillery. As for the garrison, it was practically non-existent. Expecting the "weary and decrepit soldiers" of the Wei-Suo system to rescue a county seat was simply wishful thinking. A force of two or three thousand men could not fail to take it if they attacked with deadly determination.

But when he opened the garrison report, he saw it had been dispatched from Chengmai County. The city was apparently still in government hands, and external communication had not been cut off.

"The Hair Thieves have proclaimed themselves the Fubo Army. On this day, approximately one thousand infantry and artillery troops, with dozens of cannons, established a stockade outside the south gate. Thief troops gathered outside the city walls. The city's militia and village braves sortied to engage them, claiming hundreds of rebel heads. However, the enemy force was large and their firearms fearsome; our troops suffered a minor setback. The Hair Thieves pressed their advantage to assault the south gate. Military and civilian defenders within the city resisted to the death. The gate tower changed hands dozens of times before the Hair Thieves finally lost momentum and routed. Dozens of rebel leaders, great and small, were beheaded, including three True Hair Thieves. According to prisoner confessions, among the beheaded True Hair Thieves were one falsely entitled 'Director' and one false 'Defender.' Disregarding their own lives, the Hair Thieves actually snatched the corpses away. Seeing that the county seat could not be taken, the bandit chiefs You Laohu and Yu Zhiqian split their forces to raid in all four directions. Many gentry households have suffered. They have coerced thousands of militia to construct siege lines and fortified stockades. They also bombard us with giant cannons; arrows and shot fly everywhere. Countless military and civilian casualties have occurred inside the city; houses have burned, and debris lies everywhere. Women and children sleep exposed to the elements, their wailing unceasing day and night. The situation is unbearable to witness. This must be reported in the garrison report!"

He Rubin breathed a slight sigh of relief. It appeared that the Hair Thieves' land warfare capabilities were indeed weak. A tiny county seat like Chengmai had not fallen despite the enemy deploying thousands of men and their supposedly "formidable" cannons. No wonder Lingao County seat had managed to hold out for over three years.

This reinforced his conviction in his strategy of relying solely on land forces rather than naval forces. He had originally considered ordering Tang Yunwen to immediately reinforce Chengmai. Tang Yunwen's headquarters plus local village militia could mobilize roughly two thousand men. Chengmai lay only half a day's march from Qiongshan, requiring no additional deployment or extra pay expenditure. Simply forcing the Hair Thieves to lift the siege would count as a minor victory.

He instructed someone to summon the staff officers immediately for a discussion of the Chengmai relief operation.

His principal advisor was, of course, not Lu Yizhong. Although Lu Yizhong considered himself quite "knowledgeable about military affairs," he was, after all, sent by the Governor-General and therefore operated at a certain remove. He Rubin wanted to hear the opinions of staff officers whose interests were more closely bound to his own.

The staff officers read the garrison report and concluded that the Hair Thieves must know the Court intended to encircle and suppress them, hence their attacks on county seats everywhere. Their intent was merely to create momentum and frighten the government army into hesitating to advance.

He Rubin smiled and asked: "I am considering transferring General Tang's troops to relieve Chengmai. What do you gentlemen think?"

The staff officers believed that although the Hair Thieves possessed formidable firearms, their failure to take either Lingao or Chengmai proved their land warfare was indeed incompetent. Tang Yunwen's troops were considered relatively "capable of fighting" among Ming forces in Guangdong; sending him to relieve Chengmai would surely succeed.

So long as the Hair Thieves besieging Chengmai were driven off, the constant "pressure to advance" from the Governor-General could also be buffered. Overall, the majority opinion among the staff still tended toward "prudence." They did not wish for the entire army to land on the island and launch a crusade prematurely.

One staff officer among them, however, shook his head repeatedly. "Your Excellency, General Tang's troops are mostly naval forces. Field battles and siege-breaking are not their specialty. If we rush to relieve Chengmai and suffer a setback, morale could waver."

This staff officer was named Chang Qingyun, a juren degree holder. He had considerable interest in the study of statecraft. Although he had never served as an official, he was thoroughly familiar with the workings of bureaucracy. He was one of He Rubin's more trusted advisors.

He Rubin nodded silently, reflecting that although Tang Yunwen's forces were nominally five thousand strong, actual combat soldiers numbered only about two thousand. Most were sailors, unaccustomed to infantry warfare and possessing few land-warfare firearms. These troops were also scattered across multiple counties in Hainan. Relieving Chengmai would therefore have to rely primarily on Qiongshan's village militia.

Although village militia possessed strong fighting spirit, their morale suffered considerably once they left their native territory, requiring substantial rewards to fight hard. According to the garrison report, the Hair Thieves had constructed siege lines and fortified stockades beneath Chengmai's walls. Their defenses must be formidable. When the opponent defended entrenched positions with fierce firearms, Tang Yunwen might not gain any advantage. Wouldn't the government army then find itself trapped in a stalemate beneath Chengmai's walls?

Considering all this, he temporarily shelved the idea of having Tang Yunwen dispatch troops to relieve Chengmai. However, if Chengmai did fall, Tang Yunwen, as Regional Commander of Qiongya Land Routes and concurrent commander of the Baisha Water Stockade Coastal Defense, would bear the greatest responsibility. But He Rubin himself was the military chief of Guangdong and the principal general of the expedition against the Hair Thieves; responsibility for a fallen county seat could not escape him either.

"In this student's view, Your Excellency might simply issue a personal order to Regional Commander Tang immediately, instructing him to 'act according to circumstances and relieve Chengmai quickly.'"

The staff officers nodded one after another. Since it was both "quickly" and "according to circumstances," this was indeed clever! Commander He would have issued a relief order regardless; the ball of whether or not to actually relieve Chengmai was kicked directly to Regional Commander Tang. Even if Chengmai fell, blame could not be traced back to He Rubin—his Central Battalion troops had already crossed the sea; no one could claim he hadn't attempted a rescue. That was one consideration. Second, even if Chengmai fell temporarily, once the grand army was fully assembled, recovering the county would require only a minor effort en route.

"Furthermore, in this student's view, the Hair Thieves lack the capability to breach city walls," Chang Qingyun said. "If they possessed such capability, why would they force laborers to construct siege lines and fortified stockades? This must be their strategy for a prolonged siege. The Chengmai Magistrate need only maintain a careful defense to ensure the safety of the entire city. The immediate priority is to send someone secretly into the city to deliver a letter stating that the grand army will definitely come to the rescue. Upon reading it, the military and civilian population will certainly defend with full strength while awaiting relief."

He Rubin approved of this idea and instructed a secretary handling correspondence to prepare the personal order for Tang Yunwen. He then wrote a note by hand urging Chengmai's officials, gentry, and people to hold firm:

"To Magistrate Qiu of Chengmai and the defending officials and gentry of Chengmai: This Commander will personally lead the grand army to reinforce within days. Hold fast and maintain vigilance while awaiting the lifting of the siege."

He did not write a date below—only his signature.

Upon reflection, he wrote a second identical note, changing only the addressee to: "To Magistrate Wu of Lingao and the defending officials and gentry of Lingao."

After finishing, he ordered two elite soldiers fluent in the Qiongshan dialect selected from the army, rewarded each with twenty taels of silver, and dispatched them to carry the two letters across the sea for immediate delivery.

Having accomplished these two tasks, He Rubin felt somewhat cheered. Reflecting that Lu Yizhong's constant pressure to advance had prompted him to send the Central Battalion across the sea first, it actually turned out to be a fortunate stroke.

He smiled and asked the assembled staff: "For this cross-sea expedition, we know little of the Hair Thieves' particulars. Of the twenty thousand troops I have brought, after subtracting empty quotas and the old and infirm, only about ten thousand are actually capable of fighting. I wonder whether we can match the Hair Thieves?"

Predictably, everyone offered flattery: "Once the grand army arrives, the ugly kind shall be cleansed," "A great display of punitive might," "A magnificent demonstration of military power," and so forth. Half of this was mere sycophancy, but half represented the staff officers' genuine convictions. In their view, the Hair Thieves relied solely on strange tricks and clever devices—firearms of somewhat superior power. If they actually formed up for a proper field battle, they would absolutely be no match for the Court's grand army. Thus, no one harbored doubts about the war's outcome.

One staff officer observed that although the Hair Thieves posed no real concern, they did possess sturdy ships and powerful cannons, and had gathered tens of thousands of "traitorous Fujian and Guangdong people." Moreover, the government still knew very little about the Hair Thieves' internal affairs—they did not even know the name of the Hair Thief leader.

The government's only sources of intelligence remained garrison reports and various market rumors.

"Iron ships floating on the sea, swift boats moving without oars or sails—isn't that simply monstrous!" He Rubin had consistently refused to believe such tales, only crediting them thirty percent after receiving Tang Yunwen's garrison report. But generals exaggerating enemy strength to shirk responsibility or inflate their own achievements was commonplace.

"As the saying goes, 'Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles.' Our army knows itself but not the enemy," Chang Qingyun sighed.

"That Sun Tianbiao fled back from Lingao and must know much about the Hair Thieves' internal affairs. Why not transfer him to the army for use?" a staff officer suggested.

"An excellent point." He Rubin nodded. Sun Tianbiao had escaped from Lingao and was an officer; he must know a great deal. Having him serve before the command tent would yield much useful information. "I will immediately request that the Governor-General transfer this man. Appoint him to an acting squad leader position to start."

Chang Qingyun spoke up: "Your Excellency's campaign to suppress these bandits will certainly achieve total success—that goes without saying. However, the suppression must be handled beautifully. If it resembles Commander Yu's campaign of years past, ending only in forcing the enemy to retreat with their entire force intact, it would fall far short of the glory of the Shuangyu Victory."

He Rubin had always harbored great wariness toward overseas peoples. Back then, driving away the Red Hairs by military force had only been avoided because civil and military officials believed the disparity in combat power too great—even if they won, the excessive losses could not be explained to the Court. Hearing Chang Qingyun say this now, he suspected Wang Zunde was merely repeating the old strategy.

Chang Qingyun believed that since the Hair Thieves possessed great iron ships and swift iron boats, merely forcing them to destroy their city and stockades and withdraw would only result in their choosing another location to rebuild their fortifications. How could such overseas barbarians, who had braved ten thousand li of ocean waves to trade in China regardless of life and death, give up so easily? They would certainly seek another lair. Although the Dutch had retreated before the government army's might in the past, they had ultimately secured a promise allowing merchants to trade on Taiwan. Moreover, they immediately turned to Taiwan to construct fortresses. To this very day, Red Hair barbarians remained a scourge on the Great Ming coast.

"What is your meaning, sir?"

"The Hair Thieves are skilled on the water. Although our army cannot engage them on the ocean waves, we can defeat them with a strategy of surprise forces," Chang Qingyun said with great confidence.

A staff officer laughed. "Are you perhaps imitating Zhuge Liang's old trick?"

"The Hair Thief ships are mostly made of iron—difficult to burn with fire," another staff officer objected, shaking his head in disapproval.

But Chang Qingyun's surprise weapon was not fire ships, the traditional Chinese naval weapon and primary means by which the Great Ming and Great Qing navies had resisted foreign aggression. His surprise weapon was the "Underwater Muddy River Dragon"—a traditional Chinese naval mine. According to various books, the "Underwater Muddy River Dragon" was a primitive moored mine, its historical significance comparable to the "Nest of Bees" being considered the ancestor of modern rocket artillery.

However, due to serious problems with the ignition mechanism and difficulties in deployment, this type of moored mine had never played a practical role and had gradually become merely a "divine weapon" existing only in books.

He Rubin naturally knew of this device. The late Ming was an era of explosive growth in Chinese firearms. Any literate person talked about inventing and creating firearms, though most were simply hoping to gain promotion and wealth through such schemes, as Song Yingxing had observed.

The "Underwater Muddy River Dragon" possessed no practical value whatsoever—He Rubin understood this clearly. But Chang Qingyun's surprise weapon was an improved version, something closer to a drifting mine.

Chang Qingyun immediately used tea as ink to sketch a rough diagram on the table. The concept was roughly this: gunpowder would be sealed in a clay pot, then bamboo poles bound crosswise on all four sides to provide buoyancy and make the device easy to hook onto ships. The raft would then be covered with straw or similar material. Specialized soldiers skilled in swimming would push it to the side of a Hair Thief ship, then ignite the fuse.

"Alternatively, no soldiers may be needed at all. Simply send small boats at night when the tide flows into the harbor, release a hundred or so Muddy River Dragons outside the harbor entrance, and let them drift in with the tide. Inside each Muddy River Dragon, use slow-burning incense for ignition," Chang Qingyun explained.

Releasing drifting mines in this fashion naturally offered no accuracy whatsoever, so many would have to be deployed—one or two hundred at a time. Even if none hooked onto ships, the explosions alone would serve to disturb the Hair Thieves. If they could sink or damage the great iron ships that the Hair Thieves relied upon as their Great Wall, the enemy could only surrender.

Chang Qingyun's new tactic sparked a discussion among the staff officers. They clearly understood the significance of this Muddy River Dragon. If large numbers were released in Bopu Harbor, not only would Hair Thief ships be damaged, but any surviving vessels would not dare remain long in the harbor. They would inevitably sue for peace early.

He Rubin wondered whether this device would actually work. But it cost little. He didn't quite believe such a thing could sink great iron ships, but sinking a few iron swift boats would constitute a notable achievement. So he agreed to have a batch produced on a trial basis first.

"It would be best to have soldiers skilled in swimming push these devices into the harbor," Chang Qingyun suggested. "Your Excellency might consider establishing a Mine Regiment, selecting a hundred or so water braves skilled in swimming for training. It will surely achieve miraculous success!"

A local staff officer spoke up: "This province has the Tanka boat people, a low-caste population living adrift on the water. Many are treacherous rogues, but their swimming skills are excellent. Why not recruit them as water braves and employ them to release the Muddy River Dragons? This would achieve the effect of using poison to fight poison—and even if there are casualties, they are not to be pitied. It would not damage Heaven's prestige and could also eliminate a local nuisance."

From this starting point, the staff officers launched into a discussion of firearms. The late Ming was an era when everyone talked about firearms; various books on the subject were numerous and readily available, so staff officers could generally contribute something to the conversation. He Rubin was himself an expert in this field and had even published writings on the topic; once the discussion began, he grew eloquent as well. Because rumors claimed the Hair Thief firearms were fearsome, everyone was eager to devise fiercer methods to counter the enemy.

He Rubin pondered for a moment. He could not make the decision to recruit water braves on his own authority; he would need approval from the Governor-General and Provincial Governor. But this was not a bad path to victory. Recruiting two or three hundred water braves would cost little. Even if the Muddy River Dragon proved useless, the men could still be employed in combat.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 630 - Red Barbarian Cannons

The discussion was still underway when a personal guard suddenly reported that the cannon consecration ceremony was ready to proceed. To counter the Hair Thieves' formidable firearms, Foshan had recently delivered ten freshly cast "Red Barbarian Cannons" (Hongyi Cannons). He Rubin had ordered an auspicious day chosen for him to personally consecrate and test-fire the weapons.

Today was that auspicious day. He Rubin led his staff to the drill ground. All his principal generals were present, and Lu Yizhong had also attended, looking about with obvious interest. Ten glistening bronze cannons were mounted on newly constructed, sturdy elm carriages with two wheels and two stabilizing legs, presenting a robust appearance. An altar table stood before the cannons, upon which rested a red paper spirit tablet inscribed "Spirit Position of the Great General Cannon." Before the tablet were arranged offerings of three livestock, clear wine, incense burners, candlesticks, and other ritual implements.

He Rubin, accompanied by Li Modao, the commander of the Firearms Battalion holding the rank of Defender, washed his hands and burned incense, then bowed devoutly three times to the Cannon God. He also recited a prayer drafted beforehand by his staff, then poured a full cup of wine onto the ground. Ten gunners first knelt and bowed to the Commander-in-Chief and the assembled officers, then moved to the cannons, knelt once more, and kowtowed three more times before proceeding to man their weapons.

Next came the cannon demonstration—the so-called "Auspicious Cannon Firing." Test-firing newly cast cannons was standard practice in weapon manufacturing. However, once cannons entered military service, traditional Chinese siege weapons like battering rams and trebuchets immediately paled in comparison. Cannons inevitably acquired a mystical aura, leading to the development of various rituals. Since the Yuan Dynasty, cannons had been given titles and received sacrificial offerings.

He Rubin attached great importance to the cannon consecration ceremony. On one hand, he believed it would boost morale; on the other, he wanted to assess the power of these provincially manufactured Red Barbarian Cannons for himself. He was among the early adopters of Red Barbarian Cannons; when they were first introduced during the Tianqi era, he had observed test firings, studied Western gunnery, and even obtained a book on firearms.

By this time, the technology for manufacturing Red Barbarian Cannons had matured considerably. The cannons produced at Li Luoyou's foundry used guns borrowed from Macau as models, and he kept a German Jesuit missionary, Johann Adam Schall von Bell, concealed in his household for constant guidance. After returning from Lingao, Li Luoyou had constructed some improvised equipment based on what he had observed at the Lingao Gun Foundry, supplemented by instruction from the Europeans around him. He had applied the technique of boring barrels smooth with a rotating cutter. Consequently, the Red Barbarian Cannons cast at his foundry were visibly superior to those produced elsewhere.

"These cannons are well made," He Rubin praised. He could already see that this batch consisted of lighter-weight Red Barbarian Cannons. "Who cast them?"

"Answering Your Excellency: They were cast by the Li family foundry in Foshan," Li Modao reported. "Their foundry differs from others—their cannons are particularly excellent."

He Rubin thought for a moment and asked: "Would that be Li Luoyou?"

"Exactly. I understand he was most eager in this cannon-casting endeavor, specifically requesting that the Governor issue a letter to borrow cannons from the Franks for use as models."

"No wonder his cannons are so well made—Manager Li is practically half a foreign barbarian," He Rubin laughed. "I heard he served as an altar boy for Frankish foreign monks in Macau when he was young and developed quite intimate relations with them. His sympathies with Franks are indeed different!"

Everyone laughed heartily. It was well known that He Rubin strongly disliked foreign religions and naturally harbored distaste for people who were Christians or maintained deep ties with the Macau church.

"Please give the order, Commander," Li Modao said, clasping his hands. "Shall we fire the cannons immediately?" Upon receiving He Rubin's consent, Li Modao waved the command flag in his hand:

"By the Commander's order—test fire immediately!"

At his command, ten gunners rushed forward and pushed out one of the cannons. Red Barbarian Cannons were extremely heavy; even this field artillery piece, designed to fire 5-catty balls, weighed 1,500 catties. To bear the weight and ensure durability, the carriages were made of particularly thick and heavy materials, with many iron nails and hoops reinforcing the wheels. The whole artillery piece was cumbersome in the extreme, and the ten gunners strained to move it.

The gunners pushed the cannon into position. One of them first used a gunner's quadrant to measure the elevation angle. Red Barbarian Cannons were essentially culverins and were generally fired at lower angles for maximum range.

The gunner reported loudly: "Quadrant height six fen!" Then another gunner used a hammer to strike the wooden wedge inserted between the barrel and the carriage, gradually raising the muzzle.

A quadrant height of six fen corresponded roughly to a 45-degree angle—the elevation for maximum range from a smoothbore cannon.

"At a barrel elevation of six fen, the shot can reach one thousand and fifty-three paces," He Rubin explained to the staff and generals. "If the elevation is seven fen, the shot falls shorter." He had personally compiled Western Fire Attack Divine Devices and knew this material by heart.

Li Modao replied respectfully: "Your Excellency's insight is most accurate."

Once the barrel was elevated into position, the gunner shouted again: "Use two catties six taels of powder!"

Two other gunners quickly retrieved a porcelain jar from a pit. This jar was specifically designed for storing gunpowder—glazed inside and out, with a constricted neck for tying and a rattan or bamboo casing for carrying. The gunner broke the sealing clay, removed the porcelain saucer covering the mouth, measured out gunpowder scoop by scoop with a wooden ladle, and poured it into the barrel. One gunner used a long rammer to push the powder to the bottom of the bore, then inserted a fuse made of paper and powder into the vent near the breech. They continued loading powder and rammed it tight, inserted a wooden wad, and finally loaded the iron ball.

Li Modao instructed everyone to retreat ten zhang away. Other officers and soldiers also withdrew to a safe distance, prepared for accidents. Li Modao himself retreated only one zhang. He waved the small flag in his hand and said:

"Fire!"

A gunner touched the fuse with a burning torch. The gunners immediately retreated to Li Modao's side, their faces tense, all watching as the fuse hissed and sparked, shortening rapidly.

Although cannons were powerful, cannon casting at this time lacked proper process management. Material quality varied widely, and consistency could not be guaranteed. Inexperienced gunners learned from translated Western gunnery manuals that ignored unit conversions... All this caused many cannons to explode on their first firing, often killing or wounding numerous personnel.

The fuse burned into the vent with hissing sparks. Suddenly, red light flashed at the vent, followed by fire erupting from the muzzle and a thunderous boom. Everyone felt the ground shake, and thick smoke instantly enveloped the front of the cannon. When the piece fired, the staff and officers instinctively hunched over, and the gunners squatted down sharply.

Li Modao bent at the waist; upon seeing the red flash, he quickly opened his mouth wide. After the detonation, he sprinted to the cannon, inspected it carefully, touched it with his hand, and felt relieved. He hurried back to report:

"Your Excellency! The cannon is intact."

He Rubin and his staff and officers approached. They examined the barrel and carriage; both remained solid as before. All were highly satisfied. After a while, a personal guard galloped back from a mound two li distant to report: the cannonball had sailed over the mound and shattered a tree behind it.

"The Hair Thieves claim to possess fearsome firearms—how do they compare to this cannon?" He Rubin laughed.

"However fearsome Hair Thief cannons may be, they are merely this," Chang Qingyun declared.

"Hehe, this is only a small cannon firing a 5-catty ball. If it were a large cannon firing a 15-catty ball, one shot could devastate three or four li. The Hair Thieves' firearms, however formidable, amount to no more than this." He Rubin was confident. "Defender Li, how many large cannons does the Firearms Battalion currently possess?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency: including these ten Red Barbarian Cannons, new and old cannons total one hundred sixty-four pieces."

"Excluding Crouching Tiger cannons and the like—excluding these small guns, how many?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency: thirty-eight pieces."

"Good!" He Rubin was quite satisfied. "Here are sample specimens of newly cast Western cannonballs sent by the Ministry of Works. Test-fire them one by one. If any prove useful, order the foundry to rush production immediately."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

This batch of new-style cannonballs had been cast under Johann Adam Schall von Bell's supervision and distributed to Liaodong, the Capital Region, Shandong, Fujian, Guangdong, and other places equipped with Red Barbarian Cannons for field testing.

These cannonballs bore various names: Dragon Roar Shot, Chain Shot, Drill Shot, Chisel Shot, and others. They were numerous and strange-looking. Li Modao loaded and tested them one by one, but no one could discern any specific function for these unusual projectiles, and their ranges were much shorter. Only the enormous whistling sound produced by the Dragon Roar Shot impressed everyone as having some deterrent value.

As for the chain shot—which split into two hemispheres connected by a chain after firing—and the bar shot—with a fixed iron bar between two hemispheres—and the expanding shot—four hemispheres connected by chains to a central iron knob—they looked impressive but achieved much shorter ranges. The staff officers concluded it would be more effective to simply fire solid balls and grapeshot.

"Defender Li, what do you think of these cannonballs?" He Rubin asked.

"Your Excellency, the Dragon Roar Shot sounds like a dragon's roar and may serve to break enemy morale. But it is not the orthodox method. As for the others..." Li Modao found these oddly shaped projectiles useless. "This humble officer believes they can be used, but they waste labor and material and do not shoot far."

"Those foreign monks only know how to tinker with strange gadgets to impress people." He Rubin laughed. "We shall not use this assortment."

He Rubin then inspected the Firearms Battalion itself. This battalion had been specially established to deal with the Hair Thieves, gathering many cannons and constructing many new carriages. Seeing the Firearms Battalion's orderly ranks, excellent armor and weapons, and soldiers busily drilling or maintaining equipment with no idlers in sight, He Rubin felt very satisfied.

"Defender Li!"

"Your Excellency!" Li Modao hurried forward.

"You lead your troops well!"

"All thanks to Your Excellency's commanding presence!"

"Mm." He Rubin nodded. "I hear you are skilled with firearms. The Hair Thieves have earned a reputation for formidable weapons—what do you think?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency," Li Modao said cautiously, "this humble officer has never seen Hair Thief firearms. I have only heard they possess giant cannons capable of shooting over ten li. In this humble officer's opinion, such rumors are mostly exaggerated."

"How so?"

"This humble officer has served in the army for sixteen years. I began as a three-barreled gunner and have handled countless firearms, large and small. The ranges of firearms are almost always overstated. From what I have observed using cannons over the years, the medium Frankish breech-loader shoots no more than two hundred paces; the Crouching Tiger cannon, no more than thirty or forty. Yet books claim they reach several li, even tens of li. Even Red Barbarian Cannons, though classified as 1,000, 2,000, or 5,000 catties, actually shoot at maximum no more than three li. Giant cannons do not necessarily shoot far."

He Rubin appreciated these words, thinking that only someone with actual combat experience could speak so practically. He sized up this thirty-something officer: square face, tall and sturdy build, powerful physique. Clearly a man suited for battlefield combat.

"Have you seen action?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, this humble officer once followed Garrison Commander Zhou of the Zhejiang Battalion in the Sarhu Campaign. After the Eastern Route Army was defeated, I led my brothers to defend a high ridge, resisting the enemy with firearms until dusk, when the barbarian soldiers slackened their assault. Then I broke out in a single charge." Li Modao spoke of this history with evident pride.

"Liaodong's solid defense relies greatly on firearms." He Rubin asked, "Now that the Hair Thieves possess firearms no inferior to ours, if both sides face comparable danger, how should firearms be deployed?"

Li Modao's face flushed with excitement; the Commander-in-Chief consulting him on strategy was an enormous honor. He had pondered this question many times, so he steadied himself and replied:

"In this humble officer's limited view, although the Hair Thieves may number tens of thousands, their forces consist of either Fujian and Guangdong traitors or coerced commoners—a mere rabble. They definitely will not dare engage our army in open field battle. Their strategy is undoubtedly to imitate the Red Hairs' old tactics at Penghu: constructing strong stockades and mounting heavy cannons to defend a corner. After our troops surround them over time, and since the range of enemy cannons differs little from ours, our forces can dig trenches advancing to within half a li or one li of the enemy stockade walls. The trenches must be wide and deep enough to accommodate cannon carriages. Our cannons can advance forward along the trench bottoms, approaching the stockade gates and walls to fire. My cannons can reach the enemy; their cannons cannot harm me."

"What if the Hair Thieves sortie to capture our cannons?"

"At each cannon position, deploy two squads of infantry equipped with Crouching Tiger cannons and three-barreled guns, ready to fight at any moment. Our troops have deep trenches for cover; enemy cannons cannot reach us. If our strength should falter, fresh reinforcements can be committed at any time."

He glanced at He Rubin and quickly added: "This humble officer presumes to lecture before an expert; this is merely a humble opinion."

He Rubin had never heard of such tactics: digging ditches on flat ground and having cannon carriages move along the trench bottoms. His first impulse was to dismiss it as "absurd!" But upon reflection, this method might have some merit. If the Hair Thieves refused to retreat, it could be worth attempting.

Yet he said neither good nor bad. Expressionless, he departed amid his retinue.

Li Modao respectfully saw the Commander off with great care. He felt uneasy, uncertain whether his speech had pleased or displeased the Commander, or whether it had suited his tastes. Commander He's favor was crucial to his career—he had spent sixteen years climbing to the rank of Defender and had only recently become a battalion commander. He cared deeply about his future prospects.

"Master! Was the Commander satisfied with the Firearms Battalion?" Several trusted Thousand Household and Hundred Household officers crowded around after He Rubin's departure.

"How the hell should I know?" Li Modao replied impatiently. "Just lead the brothers well! It looks like our Firearms Battalion will see major action in this expedition against the Hair Thieves."

After his subordinates dispersed, Li Modao glanced at the strange cannonballs awaiting collection by soldiers. He walked over, squatted down, and studied the projectiles cast under the foreign monk's supervision. Although the new ammunition had performed poorly in the test, Li Modao sensed vaguely that each type must have its own purpose—he simply didn't know what those purposes were.

If only I had someone around who understood Western gunnery, I could ask and learn, Li Modao thought.

Speaking of Western gunnery, Commander He was certainly the foremost authority in the Liangguang army, but Li was merely a minor Defender. How could he presume to question the Commander-in-Chief casually?

"Once the barrel is scrubbed clean, prepare to harness horses and return to camp," he ordered. Soldiers set about cleaning the barrel and packing up.

Soldiers brought newly purchased Sichuan horses to harness the cannon. Sichuan horses were small and weak. Not only were the carriages made very clumsily, but lacking limbers, the draft horses had to pull forward while simultaneously bearing weight on their backs. The efficiency of animal power was extremely poor; seven or eight horses could barely move the piece. Li Modao knew that Mongolian horses were rare in the south, and Jiangnan and Guangdong did not raise mules, so he had to make do with Sichuan horses.

"These horses have too little strength—not even as good as mules," a squad leader beside him observed.

"These are the small Sichuan horses of the south, smaller than a Shandong donkey," Li Modao said. "For pulling carts, they can't even match a donkey. They're passable for carrying loads on mountain paths, but for pulling carts or cannons, they're inadequate."

"This humble officer sees many oxen here. Why not use oxen?"

"Oxen frighten easily." He shook his head. "And they're too slow. Once the guns start firing on the battlefield, won't the oxen panic and ruin everything immediately?"

Yet oxen did possess endurance and greater strength than these Sichuan horses that could barely drag the cannons. The battalion had over thirty cannons exceeding a thousand catties; at four oxen per cannon, that meant over a hundred oxen, plus corresponding handlers. He didn't know whether Commander He would be willing to fund this additional expense.

Returning to camp and settling the cannons, Li Modao proceeded to the gunpowder workshop on the slopes below Yaniangxie Mountain. About five or six li from the camp battery, a sprawling collection of sheds served as a gunpowder manufactory. Materials for making gunpowder—sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter—were shipped here day and night from throughout the province. Occasionally other materials arrived as well: dried human feces, toxic herbs like aconite, lime, tung oil, and the like.

As commander of the Firearms Battalion, Li Modao's greatest concern was gunpowder supply. Although the government army did not lack for gunpowder, its quality varied enormously. Poor powder only puffed black smoke; sometimes cannonballs simply fell out of the muzzle. Other times the mixture was too potent and burst the barrel, often causing heavy casualties among the gunners.

For this expedition, He Rubin had commissioned him to oversee gunpowder and projectile manufacturing concurrently. For the commander of the Firearms Battalion, gunpowder and ammunition were matters of life and death; he could not afford to take them lightly.

Many large iron cauldrons had been set up in the sheds, boiling something that emitted foul odors. Li Modao recognized this as the process of purifying saltpeter and sulfur.

Not far away, three large stone grinding mills pulled by Sichuan horses crushed charcoal. Many laborers were pounding ash with rhythmic thump-thump sounds, while others sifted the ash to produce fine black powder. Still others mixed sulfur, saltpeter, and other substances into the charcoal powder according to prescribed ratios to make gunpowder.

The prepared gunpowder was transferred to stone troughs, where craftsmen continuously pounded it with thick wooden pestles. Elderly master craftsmen sat nearby, occasionally rubbing the powder between their fingers and adding clear water. The gunpowder had to be pounded as fine as possible; Li Modao recalled that the manuals prescribed over five thousand strokes. He had no idea how the craftsmen kept count.

Other workers sprayed slightly viscous water—soaked from wheat—onto spread-out gunpowder, then used bamboo sieves to shake out granular powder of various sizes.

(End of Chapter)
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Granular gunpowder represented a significant improvement over powdered gunpowder. The powdered form absorbed moisture readily, and during storage and transport, the mixture gradually separated due to jostling—more charcoal powder accumulating in the upper layer, more sulfur powder settling toward the bottom. This uneven distribution was detrimental to both the power and safety of the gunpowder.

Li Modao watched the craftsmen granulating with keen interest and inquired about the details. It turned out this technique had also been introduced by Westerners. The craftsmen explained that such gunpowder not only ignited reliably but was also far less prone to absorbing moisture—much superior to the powdered variety used previously.

Another Western innovation! Li Modao felt a growing hope that he might simply meet a Westerner and ask him directly about the proper use of these Western firearms.

"How much gunpowder has been produced?" he asked.

The manager of the Gunpowder Bureau reported: "Answering the Master, ten thousand catties so far. Mostly propellant, with a small amount of explosive powder, plus toxic gunpowder and powder cakes."

"That's far too little. Ten thousand catties won't be nearly enough."

"Yes, but the hemp stalk charcoal we need is difficult to source, so we are switching to willow charcoal," the manager explained. "Making gunpowder now is different from before. Both saltpeter and sulfur must be purified before use. Purifying raw sulfur alone requires beef tallow and lard—ten catties of sulfur consume two or three catties of fat. Procuring such quantities takes considerable time."

Leaving the Gunpowder Bureau enclosure, Li Modao saw black smoke billowing into the sky three or four li distant. This marked the location of the Blacksmith Battalion. Most military weapons were made of iron. Although the government maintained specialized bureaus to manufacture weapons, the army still carried some blacksmith tools, iron stock, and charcoal to repair weapons on the move and rush-produce high-consumption items like arrowheads and iron shot when necessary. Right now, the Blacksmith Battalion was working day and night to cast cannonballs and bullets.

Inside the camp, the clanging of forging and sword-repair work echoed from a shed, while in the open air seven or eight iron-smelting furnaces burned fiercely, melting pig iron to cast cannonballs. The ground was covered with clay molds of various sizes.

Li Modao surveyed the stockpile yard on one side, piled high with various iron materials: iron bricks and rods purchased from ironworks, as well as assorted discarded weapons and objects from the army. Used crucibles and broken clay molds were heaped into mounds several feet high. Newly cast cannonballs of various sizes filled rattan baskets that covered an area the size of several mu. Li Modao knew that small baskets held large cannonballs, while large baskets contained grapeshot.

The Thousand Household officer managing the camp hurried out to greet him upon seeing his arrival. Like gunpowder, Li Modao's urgent priority was producing more cannonballs as quickly as possible. Cannonball consumption during battle was enormous, particularly since they were preparing for what might be a prolonged siege. If the situation arose where the Firearms Battalion ran out of ammunition and missed a battlefield opportunity, his head would be forfeit.

He examined the large cannonballs in the baskets. The casting quality was inconsistent—some were very round, others showed significant deviations in diameter. The surface finish of the projectiles also varied. Some large cannonballs were extremely rough, almost honeycomb-like in texture. More critically, even among the nominally identical 5-catty cannonballs, sizes actually differed slightly—some variations were visible to the naked eye.

"These large cannonballs must be sorted," he told the Thousand Household officer managing the Blacksmith Battalion. "Only the roundest and smoothest can be used in the Red Barbarian Cannons. The others can serve only as grapeshot. The dimensions must also be sorted—some are too large, some too small."

Li Modao understood that oversized or rough cannonballs like these were acceptable as grapeshot for older-style cannons like the Crouching Tiger, but using them in breech-loading Frankish cannons or Red Barbarian Cannons would cause loading jams or, in serious cases, barrel explosions.

Years of experience firing firearms had taught him that if a projectile wasn't sufficiently smooth and round, even the best-cast cannon would leak gas—failing to shoot far, or worse, exploding entirely.



The following day, He Rubin was conferring with his staff in the main tent when someone suddenly reported that a person from Qiongshan had answered the recruitment notice, claiming to be a Lingao native who had fought the Hair Thieves and understood their internal affairs in thorough detail. He wished to serve before the army.

"Excellent—send a dispatch to Guangzhou immediately to have this person escorted here." He Rubin's spirits lifted. So far, he had not recruited a single Lingao local, let alone someone claiming to have actually fought the Hair Thieves.

"According to the Qiongzhou Prefect's report, this person is named Gou Chengxuan. He was stripped of his xiucai degree by the province for 'colluding with bandits' and is also wanted by the county. I fear he may not be a trustworthy individual."

"Colluding with bandits?" He Rubin wondered—could this man have actually worked for the Hair Thieves? If so, he would be easier to control. If he were a proper xiucai, courtesy would be required, but since he was a fugitive accused of bandit collusion, he could mold him however he wished. "Have Qiongzhou Prefecture send him here as quickly as possible."

Gou Chengxuan had escaped from Lingao several months earlier. During the autumn tax collection, he had waited for the local gentry and landlords to stir up trouble so he could exploit the chaos and create a massive disruption, making the Hair Thieves suffer. Unexpectedly, Huang Bingkun had disdained any alliance with him. Acting alone, he had failed completely, allowing the Hair Thieves' land survey program to succeed.

Having failed to instigate a revolt, he could no longer remain in Lingao County seat. As the transmigrator group took over the county yamen, a massive campaign of cleaning and reorganization began throughout Lingao County seat. Beggars and vagrants who had formerly scraped by in the city were all arrested. Gou Chengxuan realized that continuing to disguise himself as a beggar in the city would not work. If the Hair Thieves caught him—even if his identity wasn't exposed—he'd be conscripted to quarry stones or dig sand, suffering under Fu Youdi's whip. He quickly retrieved clothes and a small sum of silver from a hiding place and fled the county seat under cover provided by the Lai brothers.

Seeing that he could not remain in Lingao, Gou Chengxuan had no choice but to flee. He left Lai Xiao, who worked in the county school, to continue lurking in the city, while he took Lai Da and ran to Qiongshan County seat to settle temporarily. However, Gou Xunli, the sworn brother whose protection he had sought at Baopang Mountain, remained missing. With no news of his father, the family fortune lost, and no path to revenge, Gou Chengxuan nearly drowned himself in despair—fortunately, Lai Da followed and talked him down.

When he heard in Qiongshan that the Court intended to suppress Lingao, Gou Chengxuan, who had already given up hope, finally felt that Heaven had opened its eyes. Seeing the recruitment notice for people with knowledge of Hair Thief internal affairs, he enlisted immediately.

After being questioned for a time in Qiongshan, Gou Chengxuan and Lai Da were sent to the main camp in Guangzhou by the Qiongshan Magistrate.

He arrived at Humen Main Camp wearing a cangue collar and lock like a prisoner. As soon as he stepped off the boat, they unlocked him and had him wait in a tent.

Gou Chengxuan's heart churned with anxiety. It seemed the government was treating him quite rudely. Was it because his crime of "colluding with bandits" was known to the authorities? This accusation had to be refuted at all costs.

Before he could even catch his breath, a personal guard came to summon him:

"By order of the Commander-in-Chief: Summon Gou Chengxuan to enter!"

"Yes, please lead the way, Deputy Master." Gou Chengxuan felt a surge of nervousness—this was his first time being granted an audience with such a high official.

He couldn't help trembling as he hastily tidied his clothes and cap, then followed the guard toward the central army tent. A group of guards standing at the camp gate blocked his path with horizontal blades. The guard leader looked him up and down and asked:

"You are Gou Chengxuan?"

"Yes, this lowly person is Gou Chengxuan." He answered in a subdued voice, trembling slightly.

"Do you carry any knives or swords?"

"This lowly person is merely a poor scholar..."

"Cut the nonsense—do you or not?" The gate guard leader looked impatient.

"No, truly no." Gou Chengxuan defended himself hastily.

The guard leader still wasn't satisfied and searched his person before allowing him to enter. A soldier led him inside, where he was made to kneel before He Rubin's desk. His heart pounded like a drumbeat; not daring to raise his head, he said:

"This lowly commoner Gou Chengxuan pays respects to Your Excellency the Commander!"

"Are you the one who answered the recruitment notice, claiming to understand the Hair Thieves' internal affairs?"

"It is this lowly person."

"You say you know the Hair Thieves' internal affairs. Then you must serve the Court earnestly, and the Court will naturally make use of you." He Rubin sized him up and decided the man looked shifty and untrustworthy. He didn't tell Gou Chengxuan to rise, merely sipped his tea slowly, and asked after a considerable pause:

"You claim to know all the Hair Thieves' particulars. Who are you yourself?"

"Answering Your Excellency, this lowly person is surnamed Gou..." Gou Chengxuan first recounted his background, naturally not daring to mention the Gou family's illustrious history in Lingao—harboring pirates, acting as local bullies. He didn't even dare mention that he had once been a xiucai, fearing they would ask about his stripped degree—after all, he remained a wanted criminal named by the government. He said only that the Gou family was ordinary local gentry. When the Hair Thieves first landed, lacking grain and manpower, they had targeted Gou Family Village, gathered troops to breach the stockade, slaughtered his eldest uncle's entire household, robbed grain and wealth, and coerced all the villagers. Only he and his father had escaped with their lives.

When he reached the painful parts, Gou Chengxuan wept quietly. But here inside the central army gate, he dared not cry aloud. He simply narrated the events from beginning to end.

He Rubin observed him speaking through gritted teeth with reddened eyes. Judging that his words were likely true and that he was unlikely to be a spy sent by the Hair Thieves, he asked:

"Both you and your father are wanted criminals named by Lingao County for 'colluding with bandits.' What do you have to say for yourself? Speak truthfully!"

Gou Chengxuan's mind went blank; this was exactly what he feared most. He steadied himself before kowtowing and weeping:

"This lowly one has been truly wronged!" As he spoke, countless thoughts raced through his mind. First was whether to expose Wu Mingjin's collusion with the Hair Thieves. He wanted desperately to sink his teeth into that magistrate—but he didn't dare. Officials protected each other; who knew what backing Wu Mingjin might have? If he made accusations, silencing him would be easier than crushing an ant.

For now, he could only push all blame onto the Hair Thieves. It would not be too late to take revenge after he had secured the government's full trust.

"This lowly one was framed by the Hair Thieves." Gou Chengxuan sorrowfully fabricated a story: after destroying his family's village, the Hair Thieves feared government prosecution, so they bribed corrupt county clerks to deliberately plant pirate flags, documents, and seals to incriminate him.

As for who this corrupt clerk might be, it didn't matter. The county clerks had either been killed by the Hair Thieves or had completely joined them—none could bite back.

"Master Wu listened to villains' slander, believing my entire family had colluded with pirates. This lowly one has been truly wronged—I beg Your Excellency to see clearly!" He bowed repeatedly as he spoke.

He Rubin didn't care whether he was truly wronged; he merely wanted to use this to beat him down so he would obey orders submissively. Seeing him kowtow as if pounding garlic, he said:

"Whether you were wronged or not, you will receive your explanation after we defeat the Hair Thieves! For now, you must do your utmost. Even a guilty man can atone for his crimes through meritorious service. If you truly distinguish yourself, earning a degree is not out of reach."

"This lowly one thanks the Commander for his immense grace!" Hearing that his crime would not be pursued and that he might even earn a scholarly degree for meritorious service, Gou Chengxuan wept with gratitude, banging his forehead loudly on the ground. "This lowly one will surely give his utmost to repay Your Excellency's grace, as high as heaven and thick as earth!"

"The Hair Thieves' firearms are reputed to be formidable. Have you ever seen them yourself?"

"Answering Your Excellency," Gou Chengxuan said carefully. "The Hair Thief firearms are indeed formidable. The most fearsome are their bird guns and volley guns."

He then explained that such bird guns came in two types: one used by the submissive "Fake Hairs," and one used by the True Hairs themselves. Regardless of whether True or Fake Hairs, the issued bird guns required no match cord and could fire immediately upon being raised.

"The guns used by Fake Hairs are called Miniés. They are similar to the bird guns used by government troops, but they require no match cord or incense stick to fire. One simply places a copper cap on the nipple and the gun fires. They can shoot even in wind and rain. Each gun uses only one ball, but the power is tremendous—not only does it pierce iron armor, but the range exceeds four hundred paces."

Everyone in the central tent displayed expressions of disbelief. A bird gun shooting beyond four hundred paces—could that even be called a bird gun? Even medium Frankish cannons couldn't hit targets at such range.

Gou Chengxuan then added that the bird guns used by True Hairs were even more powerful, requiring no reloading after each shot. Ammunition was stored in an iron box attached to the gun body, and soldiers could fire at will. These were called Repeating Bird Guns.

Now the disbelief deepened further. Gou Chengxuan sensed they didn't trust his words, so he hurried to explain:

"In the days just after the Hair Thieves landed, Magistrate Wu led thousands of county militia to storm the enemy camp. But the enemy bird guns rained down bullets, and the militia were mostly killed or wounded before they could even get close. This is known to everyone in Lingao—this lowly one does not deceive the lords."

"What is a volley gun?"

"A volley gun consists of more than ten bird gun barrels connected together. The gunner pulls a trigger, and the gun fires continuously—either three or four shots, or seven or eight, or all at once. The power of each bullet is no different from the Minié—piercing iron armor at four hundred paces."

A burst of astonished exclamations arose in the tent. Although Ming people had never seen repeating guns, they could grasp the terrifying power of rapid-fire weapons.

Sitting to one side, Chang Qingyun couldn't help interjecting: "Pure nonsense! All firearms in the world require ignition. Without match cord or fuse—without an incense stick to light the vent—how can you ignite gunpowder? Firing by placing a copper cap—isn't that sorcery!"

The other staff officers were equally skeptical. After all, this exceeded contemporary common sense by too wide a margin. Lu Yizhong was more measured, saying: "Overseas lands contain many strange things—like crystal mirrors, self-striking clocks, iron swift boats. The Hair Thieves are known for their strange skills. Possessing such firearms is not implausible."

Seeing that Gou Chengxuan dared not speak, He Rubin said: "Don't be afraid. Continue."

"Yes, yes." Seeing someone defend him and the Commander raise no objection, Gou Chengxuan's courage grew. "The Australian—no, the Hair Thief firearms actually use gunpowder no different from the Great Ming's. Only their gunpowder manufacture is more refined, and they possess several secret compounds used on guns and cannons that specifically resist wind and rain and ignite themselves."

"Do you know how to make these secret compounds?"

"The secret compounds are all made in the Hair Thieves' Hundred Fathoms Stockade. All manufacturing passes through True Hair hands; the Fake Hairs only perform menial labor. Thus, this lowly one does not know the method."

Gou Chengxuan then explained that Hair Thief land soldiers all wore no armor—only short cloth jackets and rattan helmets. None carried swords, spears, or shields; all used Minié rifles equipped with triangular short bayonets, extremely sharp.

"...The Hair Thieves shoot from afar and stab with triangular bayonets up close."

Hearing that the Hair Thieves wore no armor—only cloth and rattan helmets—several generals couldn't help laughing scornfully. Rumors had already circulated that Hair Thief troops didn't wear armor—not even cotton armor. As for wearing rattan helmets, that was stranger still. Were they imitating the rattan-armored troops from Romance of the Three Kingdoms?

"Does the entire Hair Thief army use bird guns? Do they not drill with swords and spears at all?"

"Yes, this lowly one only saw the Hair Thieves firing bird guns and occasionally practicing stabbing techniques. However, the coerced commoners do include some trained in long spear use."

"I have heard the Hair Thieves mounted a giant cannon on the Bopu beacon tower, capable of shooting ten li. Do you know of this?"

"This lowly one knows. There is one on the beacon tower, and one on the deck of the great iron ship."

"Can a single shot really reach ten li?"

Gou Chengxuan had personally witnessed the test firings of both cannons. The Bopu naval fort artillery conducted live-fire drills every month. He had seen the astonishing range of the shells for himself. But the officials' reactions just now made him hesitate—should he cater to them and understate the range? Yet if he understated it, the moment the Hair Thieves opened fire, his lie would be exposed immediately—perhaps leading directly to his beheading by the government army. He considered for a moment before answering: "This lowly one has not witnessed it firsthand, but every firing shakes the earth for ten li. People say it can indeed shoot balls ten li away."

He Rubin asked again: "How many troops do the Hair Thief land and naval forces have? How many True Hairs among them?"

"Answering Your Excellency, the Hair Thief land forces number over ten thousand." Gou Chengxuan naturally knew the Australians didn't actually have so many troops, but he decided to exaggerate to avoid angering the officials with too low a count. "The navy also numbers ten thousand." He quickly added: "Among them, True Hairs are very few—only about a thousand. The rest are all Fujian and Guangdong maritime traitors and coerced commoners from everywhere."

"How many cannons do the Hair Thieves possess?"

"From what this lowly one has seen, they are practically everywhere." Gou Chengxuan explained that Australian cannons could be seen all over Lingao—many road towers had small cannons mounted on them. As for field cannons, he had seen more than ten. He also told He Rubin and the others that Hair Thief cannons were lighter than Red Barbarian Cannons: their barrels were not thick, their carriages very light, and they could be easily towed by horses. The smallest cannon carts could be pulled at speed by a single Sichuan horse.

"The Hair Thieves lack mules and horses, so they use conscripted laborers and Fake Hairs to drag their cannons. One cannon requires dozens of men. Therefore, in field battles they use only light cannons, not heavy ones."

"So the Hair Thieves have no Red Barbarian Cannons?"

"From what this lowly one has seen, indeed they have none." Gou Chengxuan hesitated before answering.

"How powerful are the Hair Thief cannons?"

(End of Chapter)
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"Although the Hair Thieves' cannons are not heavy, their power cannot be dismissed lightly." Gou Chengxuan proceeded to describe the scene of the firepower demonstration during the military parade. He even shrank his neck when recounting the violent explosion in the target area during the bombardment.

"The Hair Thieves merely buried sulfur and saltpeter beneath a mound and ignited them with cannonballs—that is all." He Rubin smiled and addressed his attendants. "This kind of trick is nothing new; it only frightens ignorant locals."

The staff and generals offered another chorus of flattery: "Your Excellency possesses such keen insight," "You perceive everything as clearly as fire," "Your foresight illuminates like a candle," and so forth.

"You said you fought the Hair Thieves yourself. What formations do they employ when engaging? What methods do they primarily use to break stockades and storm cities? How do they fight? Explain each point in detail!"

Gou Chengxuan winced inwardly; claiming he had fought the Hair Thieves was pure fabrication. When the Gou Family Village was massacred, he had already fled with his father. How could he have witnessed how the Australians attacked the stockade? He had only learned afterward from others that they ultimately breached the walls by using gunpowder to blow up the gates.

As for Australian field tactics, when Huang Shoutong led the county's village militia to attack Bairen Stockade, the Gou Family Village had contributed more than ten braves. Although he hadn't gone to the front personally, he had learned a great deal from the survivors who returned—enough to bluff convincingly.

He then narrated the process of the transmigrator group attacking Gou Family Village and Huang Shoutong's militia assaulting Bairen Stockade. Naturally, much of it was fabricated, but Gou Chengxuan was a xiucai after all; his literary training lent his account a logical coherence and eloquence far superior to typical rural tyrants and commoners, so he spoke quite cogently. The staff and generals listened with rapt attention.

He Rubin posed several more questions about military matters. Gou Chengxuan actually knew very little about the transmigrator group's military operations. After all, he had been merely a commoner who dared not linger near training grounds or ports to watch events too frequently, for fear of arousing suspicion. His knowledge came almost entirely from street gossip—yet even so, he was considered someone with substantial insight into "Hair Thief" military affairs.

What Gou Chengxuan actually knew more about was intelligence on the transmigrator group's civil administration, infrastructure, and social relations. But He Rubin showed little interest in such matters. The Hair Thieves building roads, digging canals, and constructing dams held no meaning for him.

For questions He Rubin asked, Gou Chengxuan answered as fully as he could; for topics he didn't understand, he made things up on the spot. He also selected details he knew Ming people would find novel and described them with considerable embellishment. For instance: the Hair Thieves maintained a group of women specifically responsible for nursing patients, and there were women in the Hair Thief army, organized into a separate unit for running errands and carrying messages, and so on.

"The Hair Thieves claim descent from the Great Song. I think that even if true, having lived overseas for so long, they have been infected with the customs of overseas barbarians," one staff officer commented.

"The Hair Thieves are truly a gang of licentious and lustful people!" Chang Qingyun couldn't help interjecting. "Actually employing women in the army! The military is a place of supreme yang energy—mixing women into it violates the Heavenly Way. How can they possibly avoid defeat!"

"That statement is incorrect! Women have served in armies since ancient times; there is nothing strange about it." Although He Rubin had been very courteous to Lu Yizhong since he joined the staff—and had presented generous gifts—he obviously held him at arm's length and rarely engaged him in serious discussions. This left Lu Yizhong, the Advisor renowned for "understanding military affairs," quite unhappy. Chang Qingyun in particular, relying on his status as the Commander's confidant, was usually the most prominent voice. This time Lu decided to deflate him severely, so he spoke up immediately: "From Princess Pingyang of the Tang Dynasty in the distant past to Pacification Commissioner Qin of our own dynasty more recently. Just last year when Pacification Commissioner Qin led troops to serve the Emperor, she was granted an audience on the palace platform and bestowed four imperial poems—an honor still celebrated throughout the realm. What is so strange about the Hair Thieves having a few women in their army?"

This was not only a heavy cap but an inescapable one, citing both ancient and contemporary precedents. Qin Liangyu's reputation was enormous at the time, and she had received the Emperor's personal commendation. Chang Qingyun had no room to defend himself. His face flushed red, and he fell silent in embarrassment.

Because there existed a precedent from the current dynasty, and because Lu Yizhong had invoked the Emperor's brand, no one dared utter further words about women in the camp violating the Heavenly Way.

"Your Excellencies may not know this, but among the Hair Thieves there are many female officials and female generals." Seeing that the assembled lords were very interested in this subject, Gou Chengxuan sensed he had found the right topic, so he hurriedly listed the famous female Senators in the transmigrator group one by one. Although there were dozens of female Senators among the transmigrators, for a local outsider like Gou Chengxuan who wasn't part of the system, the most familiar were those who frequently appeared in public—Li Mei, Du Wen, and Dong Weiwei.

"...Hair Thief women are mostly tall, many exceeding five chi. They claim descent from Huaxia, yet they are very different from Chinese women—"

Gou Chengxuan stole a glance at the expressions of the staff and generals. Seeing no signs of impatience or displeasure, he continued: the Hair Thief women were not only tall but also possessed larger frames than Chinese women, with very fair complexions. All had natural, unbound feet and walked and ran with complete freedom. They could read and write, and even practiced using firearms...

He spoke with flying spittle, adding many rumors and fabricated details. Everyone listened, captivated. Chang Qingyun thought to himself, wondering what these Hair Thief women with thin waists, broad shoulders, ample bosoms, rounded hips, fair skin, and large eyes actually looked like, and couldn't suppress a surge of restlessness. He calculated that once victory was achieved, he must find a way to acquire a few True Hair women for thorough interrogation.

Finally, He Rubin coughed, and Gou Chengxuan's discourse on "Hair Thief women" came to a pause.

"You have lived in Lingao a long time. How do the local gentry get along with the Hair Thieves? Are the hearts of the people useful to us?"

Gou Chengxuan's spirits soared. As long as he insisted that a particular household had colluded with the Hair Thieves, when the Imperial Army arrived, that family would at minimum lose their wealth—at worst, face complete extermination. This was a golden opportunity both for personal revenge and for enriching his own pockets.

Precisely because the stakes were so high, he had to proceed carefully. Having followed his father around various parts of Guangdong for over a year filing legal complaints, his worldview had broadened considerably. He understood that local gentry wielded immense power. Many petty rural officials might appear unimposing and lack great wealth, yet they were connected to officials in the provincial capital and the two imperial capitals through myriad bonds: fellow graduates of the same examination year, fellow natives of the same county, old family friendships, relationships between teachers and students... These networks extended so far that even high court officials had to tread carefully around them. If he made accusations carelessly, the only outcome would be prison or death for himself.

Gou Chengxuan had long since secretly compiled a list of households most deeply entangled with the Hair Thieves, originally planning to demand substantial payments once the government army reached Lingao. There were also several households that couldn't properly be said to have collaborated with the Hair Thieves—they had merely gone along with the flow, supplying grain, money, and laborers. But because these families had either offended the Gou family in the past or possessed considerable wealth, they had all been added to Gou Chengxuan's list of "Hair Thief sympathizers."

First and foremost, he wanted to punish Huang Shoutong. This old villain had always been hostile to the Gou family, speaking ill of them before the magistrate on multiple occasions. Gou Chengxuan also knew that Huang Shoutong had once conspired with the previous magistrate to arrest the entire Gou family in a single stroke for the crime of harboring bandits. Only the previous magistrate's fear of inviting pirate retaliation had caused him to drop the matter.

If he could successfully label this old bastard Huang Shoutong as a "thief sympathizer" this time, the Huang Family Stockade would be doomed for eternity! Gou Chengxuan privately cherished this hope.

But Huang Shoutong was no ordinary figure. He himself had cooperated with government troops many times to fight the Li people and defend against pirates—a renowned figure locally. The Hainan government forces relied on him heavily. His second son held an academic degree. Back then, it was Huang Shoutong who had taken the lead in the attack on Bairen Stockade, and his third son had been killed by the Hair Thieves. Everyone in Lingao knew this. Making an accusation stick would be extremely difficult.

Moreover, during the recent land survey, Huang Shoutong's second son Huang Bingkun had formed a renewed alliance with Liu Dalin. The weight of a single word from Liu Dalin far exceeded his own. Considering all this, he decided not to name which households had collaborated with the Hair Thieves for the moment, leaving himself some room to maneuver.

Gou Chengxuan answered cautiously: "Although Lingao is a remote frontier, the Court's celestial authority still prevails. There may be those who secretly collaborate among the gentry, but this lowly one has never seen anyone openly submit to the thieves. If investigated carefully, there may be things handled covertly..."

He raised his head slightly and observed He Rubin. Seeing his expression—a half-smile that revealed nothing—he understood that the Commander did not wish to determine who had "followed the thieves" too hastily, and grasped the superior's intent. "Once the Court's celestial army arrives, the gentry will naturally serve the Court with utmost sincerity."

"So, you believe Lingao's public sentiment is favorable to us?"

Gou Chengxuan knew that although most Lingao people feared being implicated after the government army's arrival, they harbored absolutely no good feelings toward the government. Many people, having just begun to enjoy a relatively stable life, even held great aversion toward the government's plan of suppression. Even among local gentry and prominent households, quite a few shared such sentiments. Compared to the Hair Thieves' occupation of Lingao, they feared far more the prospect of a government army arriving to seize grain, kill people, and extort wealth at will. As for those who had become subjects of the Australians, they were even more hostile to the government, displaying considerable combative spirit and hatred toward the common enemy. The government had not even secured the people's hearts in Lingao—how could public sentiment possibly be "useful"?

But he dared not speak such words, so he phrased his answer diplomatically:

"The people of Lingao long for the King's Master as the drought-stricken long for rain. However, the Hair Thieves possess monstrous power in Lingao, with strict laws and harsh punishments usually, and many spies and patrols everywhere. The slightest carelessness in speech leads to arrest for hard labor. Moreover, Hair Thief firearms are fearsome—breaching stockades is as easy as turning a hand. Even gentry and prominent households must compromise, not daring to slacken in the slightest in providing grain and manpower."

"Magistrate Wu still holds the county seat; the Great Ming government remains in place. Why do the people fear the Hair Thieves so greatly?"

Hearing an opportunity to speak ill of Wu Mingjin, Gou Chengxuan quickly responded: "Although Master Wu holds the county seat without loss, he is trapped in an isolated fortress. Government orders do not extend beyond the city gates. The Hair Thieves come and go through Lingao County almost as if it were uninhabited land."

He Rubin merely uttered an "Mm." Whether Wu Mingjin had been derelict in his duties had no bearing on him. What concerned him most was Lingao's local grain supply and the village militia situation.

Gou Chengxuan reported that there was not much grain stored in the county. The previous year had brought a wind disaster; the Wenlan River had flooded, inundating many fields. Autumn grain production had decreased substantially.

"If production decreased so much, where does the Hair Thieves' grain come from?"

"The Hair Thieves abducted commoners from the mainland to farm for them. They possess secret agricultural techniques that yield far more grain than ordinary farmers can produce." Gou Chengxuan understood that military campaigns were opportunities for everyone—from top to bottom—to enrich themselves. To inspire morale, he immediately spoke extravagantly, claiming the Hair Thieves had stockpiled massive quantities of grain and rice in their stronghold, plus great amounts of sugar transported from Leizhou. As for various Australian goods, they were piled up like mountains... This speech caused visible looks of avarice to appear on every face present. The wealth of the Australians had already gained a modest reputation in Guangdong, especially following the confiscation of the three Purple shops' properties, which had reportedly yielded countless valuable goods—everyone involved had made a tidy profit. Since Lingao was their base of operations, wealth and goods must be incalculable.

As for the village militia, Gou Chengxuan reported that although many local militia existed, they were weak and no match for Hair Thief firearms. They could only defend from within their stockades.

He Rubin and the staff and generals asked further about the Hair Thieves' deployment in Lingao. Gou Chengxuan revealed that the Hair Thieves maintained five camps in Lingao—not just the single Bopu camp. This news attracted intense interest, because until now all garrison reports mentioning Hair Thief camps had only referenced Bopu, never any others.

He Rubin immediately ordered a map brought and asked him to mark the locations one by one.

"This lowly one doesn't understand maps..."

"No matter—just name the places." He Rubin instructed a secretary in charge of maps to mark the locations according to the names Gou Chengxuan provided.

"The Hair Thieves have five main camps in total: Bairen, Bopu, Maniao, Gaoshan, and Nanbao. There are also multiple arrow towers and forts." Seeing the Commander paying such close attention, Gou Chengxuan couldn't help feeling invigorated and showed off his knowledge.

The secretary circled the locations on the map according to the names dictated, then presented it to the desk.

He Rubin glanced over it and was secretly alarmed. If Gou Chengxuan was correct, then the Hair Thieves' penetration into Lingao far exceeded original estimates. They had not merely occupied the river mouth and coastal ports in the manner of Westerners. Nanbao lay on the border of the Li tribal region—the true hinterland of Lingao County.

"The Hair Thieves use Bairen as their heartland; most True Hairs live there," Gou Chengxuan continued. "It is said that the Fake Governor Wen Desi and Ma Qianzhu also reside there. All Hair Thief orders issue from Bairen Stockade. This stronghold is extremely strictly guarded, with high walls and deep trenches, surrounded by iron thorn barriers. Even their trusted Fake Hairs cannot enter. They have established a market outside the stockade to entice merchants to trade..."

He Rubin's expression suddenly darkened, and he barked: "Insolent!"

Gou Chengxuan was speaking enthusiastically when He Rubin's sudden shout scared him into prostrating himself immediately, not daring to utter another word.

Because Lu Yizhong was present, Gou Chengxuan's statement had just overturned the established claim that the Hair Thieves used Bopu as their base camp—a determination that had been set by the Governor-General himself. Now this Lingao local was openly claiming there existed a Bairen Stockade less than ten-odd li from the county seat, which served as the Hair Thieves' original camp.

Everything this man said was probably nine-tenths true, but denying the leader's judgment was unacceptable—a truth constant across ancient and modern times alike.

"This Commander has long known the Hair Thieves' original camp is at Bopu. Where does this so-called Bairen Strong Stockade come from?! Are you trying to deceive this Commander?"

"This lowly one dares not, this lowly one dares not," Gou Chengxuan kowtowed repeatedly, his thoughts spinning rapidly. He had been speaking perfectly well—why had Lord He suddenly denied the existence of Bairen Stockade? Bairen City's scale and defenses were second to none among Australian camps in all of Lingao. Even if he hadn't mentioned it, spies sent by the government army would see it for themselves.

His mind was extremely sharp. He decided instantly: whatever the reason for He Rubin's anger, he must align with the Commander's words. He said hurriedly:

"Yes, yes—this lowly one is ignorant. This was originally something I heard from hearsay; unable to distinguish clearly, I spoke nonsense. However, there is indeed a stockade at Bairen, defended by several hundred Hair Thieves."

He Rubin glanced toward Lu Yizhong and saw him merely stroking his beard and nodding. Knowing that Gou Chengxuan's adjustment was appropriately conciliatory, he softened his tone: "Continue!"

"Yes, yes." Gou Chengxuan kowtowed again and then described the locations and defenses of the other camps. He had not personally scouted the Nanbao and Gaoshan Ridge camps—he had heard that Nanbao was engaged in mining and quarrying and feared being pressed into labor if he approached rashly. As for Gaoshan Ridge, although it stood on the old site of Gou Family Village, he had heard the defenses were extremely strict, completely prohibiting unrelated locals from entry. So he had not dared to investigate.

But from He Rubin's attitude just now, he surmised that the government army preferred to hear that the Hair Thieves had fewer camps rather than more. So he described Nanbao, Gaoshan Ridge, and the others as small stockades of modest scale, each garrisoned by only a few hundred Fake Hairs. For Maniao, however, he dared not make the same claim, because he had passed through Maniao when departing Lingao and had seen with his own eyes that a round fortress and defensive works had been constructed there, with large numbers of troops assembled. If he caused the government army to underestimate the enemy and suffer a defeat at Maniao, his own head would roll.

Fortunately, seeing that he had shown quick wits and acknowledged Bopu as the Hair Thieves' original camp, He Rubin displayed no further signs of anger. Emboldened, Gou Chengxuan completed his account.

Lu Yizhong suddenly asked: "You said the Hair Thief leaders are named...?"

"Answering Your Excellency: one is Ma Qianzhu, one is Wen Desi."

"Have you seen these two?"

"This lowly one only observed them from a distance." Here Gou Chengxuan spoke the truth. He had simply not dared approach the transmigrators too closely, let alone the principal chiefs among them.

"What positions did these two hold in their country? Do they possess noble titles? Why would they brave ten thousand li of perilous ocean waves to lead the Hair Thieves here to harass my Great Ming?" Compared to He Rubin, Lu Yizhong took greater interest in the Hair Thieves' origins. "I have heard they claim descent from Huaxia—is there truth to this?"

Gou Chengxuan replied: "Answering Your Excellency, the Hair Thieves do indeed claim descent from Huaxia. They know Chinese characters, only using vulgar simplified forms for writing. According to their own account, they are descendants of Song-era people. After their ancestors suffered defeat at Yashan, they led troops and ships southward, enduring great hardships until they discovered a large island named Australia. Finding its water and soil abundant, they established a nation there, naming it 'Aus-Song.'"

This rumor had reached Guangdong long ago, but never in such detail. Lu Yizhong grew very interested.

"Since they use Song as their country's name, is their ruler a descendant of the Song Emperor?"

"This lowly one does not know." Gou Chengxuan had gathered this information from hearsay as well.

A staff officer nearby commented: "If they are descendants of the Song imperial house, how can they cut their hair and wear short clothing? Isn't that transforming from civilized Xia into barbarian Yi?"

"When among Yi, become Yi; when among Huaxia, become Huaxia." Lu Yizhong shook his head and pondered, saying: "After dwelling in overseas barbarian lands for so long, such changes are unavoidable."

"In this student's view, this gang of Hair Thieves merely adopt the Song imperial name falsely."

...

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 633 - Lai Da Takes Action

Gou Chengxuan remained cautious and didn't dare interject. Only after their discussion on the distinction between Huaxia and Barbarians concluded did he continue: "It is reported that Wen Desi's official title is 'Chairman,' while Ma Qianzhu's is 'Secretary of State.' The two titles together are called 'Executive Committee Members.'"

He hadn't gotten the names and titles wrong—they were displayed on bulletin boards and official documents.

"Or so it is said: this gang of Hair Thieves are descendants of high officials and dignitaries in the Aus-Song country. Due to political turmoil in their homeland, they could not establish themselves in Australia, so they led their troops and escaped by ship. Having long admired China's wealth, they crossed ten thousand li of ocean to reach these shores."

"Since they are descendants of Song people, why didn't they submit a memorial to become vassals in the beginning?" one staff officer asked. "The Court would surely have treated them favorably."

"The Hair Thieves learned strange skills and clever tricks overseas, believing they could dominate a corner by relying on iron ships and firearms. Is this not treating my Great Ming as if it lacked capable men? Only through severe suppression and extermination of this ugly kind can we cut off these overseas barbarians' covetous ambitions toward China!" The speaker was quite young—only twenty-seven or twenty-eight. He was not one of He Rubin's staff officers but Qian Taichong, a secretary of Zhao Ruyi, the Left Administration Vice Commissioner and Sub-prefectural Magistrate of Hainan, specifically sent to Guangzhou to serve as liaison between the two sides.

Qian Taichong had passed the xiucai examination at seventeen and become a stipended scholar. He enjoyed a considerable literary reputation in his hometown and was appreciated by a circle of local gentry. Since then, however, he had failed the provincial examination four consecutive times. Feeling too ashamed to face his neighbors any longer, he had simply left home to become a traveling advisor.

This man possessed real learning and talent and usually thought highly of himself. Although he had been recommended to Shi Bangyao's staff by fellow townsmen and teachers, his relationships with other staff members were far from harmonious. Zhao Ruyi had simply dispatched him to Guangzhou to handle liaison duties with He Rubin's army.

His impassioned statement compelled everyone to voice agreement, saying "Indeed it should be so," and similar affirmations.

After several more questions from the staff and generals, He Rubin instructed the personal guards to escort Gou Chengxuan out and keep him under guard within his own old camp.

"Take him down, give him wine and food. Treat him well."

Gou Chengxuan finally felt his suspended heart settle. The experience of appearing before officials and undergoing interrogation had been deeply uncomfortable. He quickly kowtowed several more times, then cautiously withdrew with the personal guards.

He was assigned to a special tent where Lai Da had been waiting. After a while, a personal guard brought him several sets of clothing—including scholar's attire like the square cap and scholar's robe. This made Gou Chengxuan, who had sometimes disguised himself as a beggar and sometimes dressed as a farmer, feel this was a good omen: the Commander-in-Chief seemed highly satisfied with his answers, otherwise he would never have been treated so kindly.

Lai Da also received several sets of new clothes. Master and servant bathed and changed, feeling refreshed. Then soldiers brought food, and the two ate their fill. Gou Chengxuan lay on the straw bunk, contemplating how he would take revenge and extort money after returning to Lingao with the government army. He calculated again and again, and before he knew it, fell into a deep sleep.

The next day, Chang Qingyun came to see him for a chat. Because he was a stripped xiucai—still half a member of the scholar-official class—Chang Qingyun was quite courteous, not requiring him to kneel when answering and conversing in a relatively casual manner.

After some polite exchanges, Chang Qingyun asked for clarification on details there hadn't been time to explore the previous day. Gou Chengxuan told everything he knew without reservation, explaining each point clearly. He also produced a written list of the major gentry and prominent households in the county, noting how much property each possessed and whether they maintained village militia.

Chang Qingyun was delighted to obtain this list. With it in hand, he could follow the map upon arriving in Lingao, knowing roughly how much military provisions to demand from each prominent household and how much "respect" each should contribute. Seeing that Gou Chengxuan had answered fluently and appropriately in the grand tent yesterday, he knew this man was no simple character and felt inclined to cultivate him. So he smiled at Gou Chengxuan: "May I ask for Brother Gou's courtesy name?"

"I dare not presume," Gou Chengxuan replied, but seeing Chang Qingyun's pleased expression and his inquiry about his courtesy name, he understood he was on the right track. With the recommendation and protection of the Commander's trusted secretary, he would not only be exonerated but his future fame and fortune would be assured—provided he curried favor successfully. "This lowly person's courtesy name is Zhongwei."

"His Excellency the Commander values you highly, saying you are worthy of being a loyal and righteous scholar of the Great Ming." Because Chang Qingyun still needed Gou Chengxuan to risk his life for the next stage, he fabricated a few encouraging sentences first. "The Commander intends to recommend you for a degree—"

At this point, he deliberately paused to gauge Gou Chengxuan's reaction. Seeing his eyes light up, knowing he had taken the bait, he continued: "However, you remain a wanted criminal, and your xiucai degree has been stripped..."

"This lowly brother was framed by the Hair Thieves," Gou Chengxuan sighed. He understood that if he had silver now, offering fifty or a hundred taels immediately to request this secretary's mediation could certainly remove his "wanted criminal" status. But he was penniless now, unable to produce money at all. "To be honest with brother, this lowly one possesses considerable land and property in Lingao. As soon as the Hair Thieves are driven out and I recover the family assets, I will surely reward you generously..."

"Ah, Brother Zhongwei treats me like a stranger by saying this." Chang Qingyun laughed. "As long as His Excellency the Commander achieves victory in this campaign, your crime can be washed clean, and you may even receive a commendation for merit."

Gou Chengxuan lacked experience in official circles and was easily deceived by a few sentences. "Yes, yes—this lowly brother will definitely serve like a dog or horse!"

Chang Qingyun then stated his purpose: He Rubin wanted him to return to Lingao to gather military intelligence and mobilize the village militia to support the government army.

"Brother Zhongwei is a Lingao native. Returning to Lingao with the Governor-General's proclamation to mobilize gentry and village militia—this is precisely a great opportunity for meeting the wind and clouds, for establishing merit and career!"

Gou Chengxuan was greatly alarmed. Barely escaped from the dragon's pool, and now he had to plunge back into the tiger's den? This was sending him to his death! In Lingao, he was a person hated by all, despised even by dogs. Even his own wife and father-in-law disliked him. If not for disfiguring his face and adopting disguises back then, he would have been caught and hanged by the Hair Thieves long ago.

Now Commander He actually wanted him to sneak back into Lingao. He understood the Australians' formidable capabilities all too well—their internal control and external defense were a hundred times better than the Court's. Local gentry and prominent households, no matter how dissatisfied with the Hair Thieves, would never dare openly oppose them. Moreover, everyone constantly feared that the Hair Thieves possessed some sorcery of "Thousand-Li Voice Transmission"; even private secret meetings might be detected.

If he made any move back in Lingao, there was only a dead end.

He replied tremulously: "This lowly person thanks His Excellency the Commander for the grace, only these Hair Thieves are different from other bandits..."

Chang Qingyun's expression changed. "Brother Zhongwei, this is the army. Do you understand that military law is merciless!"

"Yes, yes," Gou Chengxuan's legs went weak with terror. Setting aside his wanted criminal status, even an innocent commoner slapped with a "Hair Thief Spy" accusation could be beheaded instantly on command. "Please intercede for this lowly brother," he immediately dropped to his knees, begging piteously. "The Hair Thieves hate me to the bone. Once captured, I will be immediately executed by lingering death..." He knew empty begging like this was useless, so he quickly added that he possessed detailed knowledge of several major merchants supported by the Hair Thieves in Lingao, and he would share this intelligence exclusively with Chang Qingyun, "to count as brother's merit."

Seeing that there was no profit to be squeezed from him, Chang Qingyun cursed silently: Country bumpkin! Pauper!

The extortion opportunity had evaporated. But he couldn't push Gou Chengxuan too hard. After all, He Rubin hadn't explicitly ordered that Gou Chengxuan be sent to Lingao. If this man actually went back and was caught and killed, the government army entering Lingao would lose an important source of intelligence. Although Sun Tianbiao of the Lingao Wei-Suo was rushing from Zhaoqing day and night, he was a military household member with limited understanding of civilian affairs—far less useful than a local serpent like Gou Chengxuan.

Furthermore, Gou Chengxuan didn't look like a trustworthy person at first glance. Having no family or property here to serve as hostages, pushing him too hard might cause him to flee—or run directly to the Hair Thieves and betray government army intelligence.

The so-called proposal of sending Gou Chengxuan to Lingao to mobilize village militia was something He Rubin had merely mentioned in passing, with no fixed decision attached. Chang Qingyun had simply used threatening language to intimidate him, hoping to squeeze some profit.

Seeing there was genuinely nothing to gain, Chang Qingyun had to retreat a step, preparing to use his intercession before He Rubin as a favor owed.

He pondered for a moment and said: "This matter may have room for negotiation, but His Excellency the Commander's strict orders..." He deliberately assumed a troubled expression so Gou Chengxuan would feel obligated to him.

Gou Chengxuan said hastily: "Brother Qingyun, this lowly brother has a follower named Lai Da. This man is clever and quick-witted, also a Lingao native. He can undertake this mission."

Chang Qingyun saw that he was willing to offer a substitute, so he happily went along with it—but still uttered various words about the difficulty involved, making Gou Chengxuan beg piteously for quite a while before agreeing.

Having finally sent Chang Qingyun away, Gou Chengxuan hurriedly wiped the sweat from his brow. He had experienced the formidability of these officials—compared to the magistrate who pretended to be deaf and mute, these were all tigers that devoured men without spitting out the bones. Gou Chengxuan felt the terribleness of officialdom even more keenly.

He immediately called Lai Da over and told him everything that had just occurred. Gou Chengxuan sighed: "I have no choice either; I can only trouble you temporarily to go out and hide for a while."

Whether it was himself or Lai Da, even carrying an Imperial Decree to Lingao might not actually mobilize the village militia to support the government army. The prominent households wouldn't act until they saw the Hair Thieves truly defeated and fleeing. So his plan was to have Lai Da cross the sea to Qiongshan first, then lie low, waiting for the grand army to advance toward Lingao before following along behind.

Once the situation became clear, the village militia would probably stir into action. By then, Lai Da mixing among them could provide sufficient justification.

Unexpectedly, Lai Da didn't agree with this plan:

"Master, this can never deceive the lords." Lai Da said, "This small one is willing to go to Lingao!"

"You'll go to Lingao?" Gou Chengxuan was surprised. "Isn't that throwing your life away for nothing? Those prominent households originally had rifts with the Gou family, and now, awed by the Hair Thieves' might, they absolutely will not dare support the government army." The only people at his disposal now were the Lai brothers. If any prominent household hoping to curry favor with the Hair Thieves caught Lai Da and handed him over, he would either lose his life or be condemned to dig stones.

"Not necessarily." Lai Da said. "Except for a few families who have followed the Hair Thieves to the bitter end, most prominent households are fence-sitters. Why wouldn't they fear the government army's arrival for suppression?"

As long as they were afraid, they could be managed. Returning to Lingao with the Governor-General's and Commander-in-Chief's official documents, the prominent households wouldn't dare to respond immediately—but they absolutely wouldn't dare to harm him either.

"...The Hair Thieves have been in Lingao for three years; prominent households inevitably have dealings with them. After the government army recovers Lingao, the Court will appoint rehabilitation officials. The first order of business will be investigating Han traitors. If they have government documents in hand, they will not only escape the crime of aiding rebels but also gain the merit of maintaining local order..."

Gou Chengxuan grasped his meaning. This scheme did carry risks, but the returns were enormous. He couldn't help regarding this wretched-looking servant with new eyes.

"I never expected you, at such a young age, to harbor such deep strategy in your breast!"

"This small one was forced into it!" Lai Da's eyes blazed with fire. "Since the stockade fell, we two brothers escaped with our lives by luck. Day and night, we think of nothing but revenge..."

Gou Chengxuan understood why Lai Da hated the Hair Thieves so intensely. Beyond losing his former status as a powerful household slave—no longer able to act tyrannically, now trampled upon by others—another critical reason was that the woman he had wanted, Chuqing, had been abducted by the Hair Thieves. Chuqing had been a maidservant in Second Master Gou's household, originally promised to Lai Da. After the Gou family's destruction, he heard she had fallen into the hands of a Hair Thief surnamed Wu who managed a farm. This man already had three wives and four concubines, yet he had taken Chuqing as well. Lai Da had glimpsed Chuqing on the road several times, his eyes practically spitting fire, yet he dared not step forward to say a word—he had even deliberately avoided her. Such bitter hatred for a stolen woman was incomparable.

Lai Da continued: "...As long as this small one isn't captured by the Hair Thieves, there is absolutely no risk with the prominent households. I can also gather some military intelligence along the way."

"Excellent! This matter is entrusted to you!" Gou Chengxuan pretended to be generous. "All gifts from the prominent households—I want none of them. They shall all be your reward!"

"This small one thanks the Master for his magnanimous reward!" Lai Da immediately knelt and kowtowed. "After the government troops recover Lingao, with the Master's abilities and status as a local native, how could the government's rehabilitation effort possibly lack his services? This small one goes ahead to pave the way for the Master. When that day comes, those prominent households will have no choice but to conform to your will, round or square!"

"Which family will you approach first?"

"Huang Family Stockade."

Gou Chengxuan was unwilling. He had originally planned to accuse the Huang family of "attaching to the thieves" and destroy them utterly.

"Master!" Lai Da understood his thoughts. "We cannot bring down the Huang family! The mere fact that his third son was killed by the Hair Thieves puts him in an unassailable position! Huang Family Stockade commands strong soldiers and well-trained militia, and they bear a blood feud with the Hair Thieves. Asking them to mobilize their village braves for support will not be difficult."

Gou Chengxuan considered and found this reasonable, so he grudgingly accepted. He could only curse Old Dog Huang and Villain Huang resentfully to himself. Then he sighed: "I only regret that Father's whereabouts remain unknown. Otherwise, his forces and Uncle Hu's men could also lend their aid."

"Since the Hair Thieves did not capture Master Hu, the Old Master must naturally be safe as well," Lai Da reassured him. "This small one will search secretly after returning!"

After the discussion was settled, Chang Qingyun went to deal with the Commander once more. He Rubin was originally indifferent to this matter, but seeing that someone was willing to take the risk without costing him a single soldier, he immediately issued the necessary documents and rewarded ten taels of silver. Lai Da folded the issued papers into strips, wrapped them in oiled paper, sewed them tightly in cloth, and then stitched them into his belt. Someone arranged for him to take passage on a troop transport to Qiongshan.



In the operations room of the Maniao Headquarters, staff officers were conducting battle planning around a massive sand table. He Ming and all officers of battalion level and above overlooked the entire layout from a slightly elevated viewing platform nearby. This sand table had been constructed using electronic maps brought from the old space-time, supplemented by field survey corrections from the Special Reconnaissance Team and Exploration Team. Not only was the scale accurate, but the detail was rendered with astonishing precision—this was the handiwork of a group of scale-model enthusiasts. Even the bridges and villages on the sand table—though pitifully tiny—had been given weathering treatment.

The sand table represented the terrain from Lingao to Qiongshan County, compressed into this enormous tactical display.

Where to engage the suppressing Ming army was the first question the General Staff had to decide.

He Ming and most of his officers believed that defending within Lingao's territory was not feasible. The Fubo Army must crush the Ming forces outside Lingao while ensuring that most prisoners could be captured.

The first option was a battle near Qiongshan County seat. The Fubo Army would exploit its ships and overland marching mobility to appear suddenly beneath Qiongshan's walls while the Ming army had just assembled and hadn't yet established a secure foothold, routing He Rubin's entire force. The routed enemy would inevitably retreat into Qiongshan County seat, whereupon the Fubo Army would storm the city to capture prisoners.

The chief advantage of this plan was minimizing prisoner escapes, ensuring that most routed soldiers were captured. The disadvantage was that troops would have to carry heavy weapons and supplies for a hundred kilometers to reach Qiongshan. Although ships could transport some material, soldiers would still need to carry their own essential equipment. They would be severely exhausted by such a long march.

Finally, if Qiongshan fell, the Great Ming would lose a prefecture and county. Moreover, Qiongshan was the capital county of Qiongzhou Prefecture—the shock of losing the prefectural seat was far greater than losing a mere county town. Furthermore, the Surveillance Vice Commissioner and Sub-prefectural Magistrate of Hainan were both inside Qiongshan's walls. On the day the city fell, the officials committing suicide for the dynasty wouldn't include only a simple seventh-rank magistrate, but also the Qiongzhou Prefect, the Hainan Sub-prefectural Magistrate, and other important figures. The incident would become very large indeed.

For these reasons, this plan was quickly rejected.

The second plan proposed fighting beneath the walls of Chengmai County seat, using You Laohu's camp as a base to defeat the Ming army. The marching distance would be considerably shorter. The disadvantage was that some Ming troops would flee toward Qiongshan, some into Chengmai, and still others would scatter in all directions.

The third plan called for an ambush at the mountain pass south of Ma'ao (Maniao). They would position troops in ambush on the mountains flanking the route, using Ma'ao's Small Round City as a frontal anchor point, hoping to capture the majority of Ming troops on the battlefield. The advantage was that their side would be rested and waiting. Battlefield infrastructure was also very comprehensive. The disadvantage was that routed Ming soldiers might flee into Lingao territory.

After evaluation, consensus emerged that engaging the enemy within Chengmai's territory represented the most balanced choice. The geographical position was moderate; the Fubo Army's maneuvering distance would not be excessive, conserving transport capacity. Evacuating wounded and prisoners would also be convenient.

For the government army to attack Lingao, given their mobility and logistical constraints, they would inevitably advance via the postal road.

Departing from Qiongshan County seat, the postal road passed through Binlian, Yelie, Beipu, Daotang, then on to Chengmai County seat. The Fubo Army could intercept the government forces at any point along this road.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 634 - Combat Plan

"The most suitable locations are, first, at the foot of Chengmai County proper, and second, at Shishan, the midpoint between Qiongshan and Chengmai." Dongmen Chuiyu indicated these two positions with his teaching stick.

"According to map data and Special Reconnaissance Team reconnaissance, Shishan has an elevation of 112.5 meters. It is a conical, solitary extinct volcano with slopes ranging from 31 to 55 degrees. Vegetation consists primarily of mixed deciduous and evergreen forest. The nearest postal road lies 362.4 meters away. Intercepting the government army here, the Fubo Army would possess a clear terrain advantage."

Following Dongmen Chuiyu's pointer, the officers' gazes shifted to a small hill on the sand table. The postal road curved past the hill's base, and a broad open area spread across the southern foot of the slope.

"Please turn your attention to the slide."

At his words, photographs of Shishan taken on-site appeared on the screen wall—images showing the mountain's profile, the terrain, and views from various angles depicting the distance and orientation relative to the postal road.

The assembled officers had just finished studying the topographic model on the sand table. Now viewing the actual photographs, the comparison gave them a far more concrete impression.

"Shishan lies seventeen kilometers east of Qiongshan County seat and sixteen kilometers west of Chengmai County seat—essentially the midpoint between the two. Engaging the enemy here, our side would possess a definite geographical advantage. Artillery can be positioned on the summit. An observation post established at the peak and equipped with high-power telescopes could monitor the situation within a radius exceeding ten kilometers."

Everyone studied the slide intently. Some began discussing where to deploy the formation.

From the sand table and photographs, it was evident that a large open area existed north of the mountain. Deploying the main force here would suffice to compel the main Ming army into a pitched battle. Combined with artillery fire support, the advantage was obvious.

"If we fight here, once the enemy routs, they'll scatter in every direction." Someone raised an objection. "This is an inland area with continuous hilly terrain. Judging from the photographs, vegetation is quite dense. Once the enemy disperses, capturing prisoners will be extremely difficult."

"Our soldiers are trained according to 'line up and get shot' tactics," Fu Sansi coughed. He was a former PLA company commander who had spent considerable time in the recruit camp and had developed a talent for training soldiers. He currently served as Inspector General of Training. Due to the shortage of professional soldiers, he had been temporarily assigned as commander of the 5th Battalion for this army expansion. "At present, roughly half the soldiers in the Army were recruited within the last three months. Most remain relatively unfamiliar with skirmisher combat in complex terrain. Once a pursuit and interception operation develops, line infantry becomes almost useless—we can only rely on grenadiers and light infantry."

"I believe the decisive battle should occur beneath Chengmai City," said Zhu Quanxing. This man was about thirty, from a petty clerk background, with a full beard and small eyes. He was the commander of the newly formed 6th Infantry Battalion, possessed of absolutely no combat experience. He had become acting battalion commander solely through fanatical devotion to linear formation tactical drills.

The terrain beneath Chengmai City was flat, making it easy for undertrained troops to deploy, maneuver, and fight. Moreover, Chengmai County seat lay very close to the sea and could receive naval support. By comparison, Shishan was over 20 kilometers from the coastline—the Navy couldn't even observe the action, let alone provide support.

"Here are photographs of Chengmai County seat and its surrounding environment." Dongmen Chuiyu switched the slide to show Chengmai County seat. The town was situated beside a river, no more than three or four kilometers from the seaside. The postal road arrived from the south, passed outside the South Gate, then turned northwest.

If the enemy was defeated here, a portion of the routed force would attempt to rush into Chengmai County seat, relying on the city walls to hold out for reinforcements, while another portion would retreat along the postal road toward Qiongshan County.

One of the multiple plans drafted by the Staff Department proposed pre-positioning a small force with artillery near Shishan or other favorable terrain to form an interception line. They would ambush the enemy as they fled past, while simultaneously pressing the routed army to surrender.

But this plan would disperse their forces further. Given the Field Army's overall shortage of manpower, serious doubts existed about whether a thin blockade formed by a small number of troops could successfully halt a routed army desperate to escape with their lives.

Another Staff Department plan: exploit the Fubo Army's superior mobility and battlefield control. After defeating the enemy army beneath Chengmai City, employ forces for mobile warfare—coordinating with armed agricultural vehicles if necessary—to block the postal road leading toward Qiongshan. Leave a gap in the direction of Chengmai County seat, funneling most of the routed troops into the city.

This would create a "caged bird" siege situation. With over ten thousand men crammed into tiny Chengmai—no provisions inside, no reinforcements outside—under the Fubo Army's overwhelming artillery fire, they could be forced to surrender very quickly. Even if they refused to surrender, the city could be breached with minimal delay.

Although this would mean breaking a Great Ming county seat, it was after all only a county seat. The death of a magistrate wouldn't cause too great a shock. After the battle concluded, they could simply withdraw from the city and allow later officials to declare it "recovered."

"I have an opinion." Someone raised his hand.

"Please speak." Dongmen Chuiyu recognized the man as Zhu Mingxia, commander of the 4th Battalion. He had extremely short hair and dark, rough skin. Very lean and capable, he came from the Armed Police and was highly skilled in squad and platoon tactics.

"First, the enemy may not necessarily surrender. If they refuse, attacking the city will inevitably result in relatively substantial casualties." He rose and spoke. "We do indeed possess artillery superiority, but the firepower of 12-pounder cannons and 24-pounder howitzers clearly cannot destroy the city walls. Soldiers will still have to scale the walls to break in. If the enemy is relatively tenacious, urban combat after we breach the walls could cost us significant casualties."

He strode to the sand table. "My suggestion is this: after defeating the enemy army, exploit our high mobility. After routing the enemy, rapidly squeeze the Ming army remnants into a juedi—a 'dead ground'—forming a complete encirclement to annihilate them. A small force surrounding a large fleeing enemy is not unprecedented in military history."

Everyone watched his pointer move with rapt attention.

"I studied the geographic data prepared by the Staff Department. There is one location that is extremely suitable." He pointed to a river fork triangle south of the county seat on the sand table. "This place is surrounded by water on three sides. Once the enemy enters, breaking out becomes extremely difficult. Our army can effectively form an encirclement against the enemy with a minimal number of troops."

"This location is too small, and the river depth is insufficient," Dongmen Chuiyu observed. "According to reconnaissance team reports, the river's average depth at present is only 1 to 1.2 meters—it can be forded with some difficulty."

"Then press them toward the seaside," Zhu Mingxia said.

This proposal won majority approval. First, everyone felt that ordering soldiers to carry ladders and scale walls would likely result in relatively heavy casualties. Second, forcing the enemy to retreat to the shoreline would allow naval warships to provide support. Under effective siege from both land and sea, and subjected to the overwhelming gunfire of naval vessels, enemy morale would collapse further, making mass surrender very likely.

The Staff Department immediately began researching and revising the plan.

Northwest of Chengmai County lay a small peninsula called Xiaoyingchang. If the enemy could be forced into this location, the Fubo Army would need only naval vessels and a modest infantry force to establish an encirclement posture.

Ultimately, He Ming decided to stage the decisive engagement beneath Chengmai County seat. His resolution was: deploy the main force south of Chengmai County seat, defeat the Ming main force in battle, then use mobile forces to push the enemy toward the coastline at Xiaoyingchang or into the county seat itself, achieving complete annihilation.

The total military strength committed to the pitched battle would be five infantry battalions: the 1st, 3rd, 4th, 5th, and 6th Infantry Battalions. Apart from the 2nd Infantry Battalion, which had been transferred to Sanya, the Lingao Garrison Battalion guarding Lingao, and the Infantry Training Unit drilling recruits, the Fubo Army's infantry units would deploy in full force.

The Artillery would commit three field artillery companies, plus a supplementary company formed from the Artillery Training Unit. This company, besides artillery cadets, would also carry as many as 20 cannons for replacement and reserve purposes.

For the Special Reconnaissance Team, in addition to Ye Mengyan's detachment, a detachment personally commanded by Bei Wei would be added.

Pan Da commanded the Engineer Company. He had originally wanted to organize an additional Capital Construction Engineering Corps unit, but time was short, so the Executive Committee decided to temporarily subordinate the engineering team constructing roads within Chengmai County to his command—men and equipment included.

The Fubo Army's auxiliary units were massive in scale, encompassing cooks, transport teams, medical teams, and stretcher teams. This component was staffed mostly by conscripted militia, organized into the Field Army Logistics Column. Jia Mofei served as Column Commander; having previously worked in the logistics industry, he brought considerable experience in organizing material transfers.

Total combat strength was ten thousand men. Among them: 4,500 infantry, 750 artillery, and 200 engineers. There were also 400 cadets from the infantry, artillery, and engineering branches, with the remainder comprising auxiliary personnel for transport, medical support, rear-area security, military industry, and other functions.

The Navy deployed two Type 8154 sloops, four twin-masted brigs, and twelve single-masted triangular-sail cutters. Simultaneously, a Marine battalion stood ready at Bopu at all times as the general reserve, prepared to be committed to combat as the situation required.

The Field Army reorganized and adjusted all units according to previously issued organizational regulations. The formally established basic tactical unit, the Infantry Battalion, was organized as follows: 8 companies per battalion—1 Grenadier company and 1 Light Infantry company, with the remainder being Line Infantry companies. This was a typical organization of the "Line Up and Get Shot" era. Grenadiers not only had to be "strong in build and brave in battle" but were also genuinely meant for grenade throwing. As for Light Infantry, the contemporary standard comprised soldiers who were short, agile, trained in skirmishing, and equipped with rifled muskets. However, since the Fubo Army was already fully equipped with rifled muskets and all soldiers received skirmisher training, Light Infantry had become merely a branch designation for those specializing in skirmishing warfare.

Each infantry company consisted of 3 officers, 5 non-commissioned officers, 1 drummer, 1 fifer, and 90 soldiers. Thus, the total combat personnel of a battalion was approximately 800 men—roughly sufficient to complete independent combat missions.

To inspire soldiers' sense of honor, Grenadiers and Light Infantry received special uniform decorations. Grenadiers were issued red cords; Light Infantry, green ones. Dangling from soldiers clad in shabby gray uniforms, these decorations possessed almost no aesthetic appeal whatsoever.

"This will have to do for now—we'll change uniforms after the battle. The soldiers look simply like flour sacks. Not martial at all." Wen Desi offered extensive commentary on the uniform issue after inspecting the troops. "The officers look too rustic as well—just having a command saber. They can't be distinguished at all. In linear warfare, the positions of officers and NCOs must be very conspicuous; only then can morale be boosted!"

"Put feathers on the officers' helmets?" He Ming's mind struggled to make the connection. He vaguely recalled from movies he had seen that officers in the linear warfare era wore feathers or plume-like decorations in their hats.

"Too ugly. You need suitable hats or helmets to use feathers properly. What does a safety helmet with a feather stuck in it look like!" Wen Desi said with dissatisfaction. "For now, use a rosette on the helmet for decoration. Look through the records—I recall someone has researched this extensively!"

Following the completion of the reorganization, the Senate held a grand flag-presentation ceremony at Maniao, awarding Army Flags to each battalion.

The Army Flag was bright red, with a large yellow five-pointed star in the center radiating light from a wormhole. On the five-pointed star was a raised clenched fist, symbolizing the Imperial Armed Forces. A white strip of cloth bearing the battalion's designation was sewn close to the flagpole. The pole itself was a long white shaft, and the finial was a bronze Double-Headed Eagle symbolizing Imperial Power watching over the Eastern and Western Hemispheres. The Double-Headed Eagle stood upon a bronze oak leaf wreath, inside which was the unit designation in Roman numerals. Beneath the Double-Headed Eagle, gold ribbons could be added to mark the battalion's honorary titles and decorations won.

In addition to the Battalion Army Flag, each battalion could also possess its own Battalion Flag, with unlimited design possibilities, as a unique regimental emblem. This sparked a wave of totem fanaticism. The five participating battalions employed animals, patterns, and various other motifs; for a time, the discussions were lively. Since the aesthetic sensibilities of each battalion and company commander varied, bizarre flags such as the Double Bear Underpants Flag and the Ascending Dragon Burping Flag appeared one after another. Given that the arguments produced no resolution, the General Staff had to temporarily request that everyone table the discussion until after the battle.

Infantry companies below battalion level also received Company Flags, smaller in size than the Battalion Army Flags. Company Flags did not symbolize the Senate's authority like the Battalion Military Flags; they served merely as unit markers.

After the flag-presentation ceremony concluded, the Field Army held a military parade at Maniao. The entire army conducted an infantry march-past in half-battalion units. Dust rolled across the drill ground, and cannons rumbled. Nearby commoners all understood that Lingao's Australians—or Hair Bandits—were about to fight a major battle with the Government Army.

While the Fubo Army was preparing for war at Maniao, the government forces assembled in Guangzhou finally commenced a large-scale sea-crossing operation in June 1630, after more than two months of preparation.

Whether it was the reconnaissance detachments of the Special Reconnaissance Team lying in ambush outside Qiongshan County seat and the Haikou Thousand Household Post, or the intelligence organization inside Qiongshan County, or even the intelligence personnel in Guangzhou—all were issuing warnings that the main body of the government army had begun crossing the sea to assemble.

The garrison troops and local militia of Qiongshan, Chengmai, Wenchang, and other counties were also assembling toward Haikou. According to the latest reports, the government army planned to conduct a Grand Review and Sacrifice to the Flag at Haikou at the end of June by the solar calendar.

According to general custom, after the Grand Review and Sacrifice to the Flag, the army would depart immediately. A great battle was imminent.

The sound of signal cannons jolted Gou Chengxuan from deep sleep. He scrambled up and hastily dressed. Ever since Lai Da had volunteered to go to Lingao to gather military intelligence and mobilize the militia, his own circumstances had improved considerably. Although nothing was explicitly announced, He Rubin seemed to treat him as a guest advisor. Not only had he been assigned a fifty-something-year-old soldier for personal service, but his provisions were now far more generous than at the beginning. Although he didn't compare to an official staff member, he at least ate better than ordinary soldiers.

Because he didn't count as official staff nor was he an officer, he customarily didn't need to attend roll-call assemblies and the like. He Rubin would only summon him when his consultation was needed. Gou Chengxuan passed his days quite casually.

At the end of June, he crossed the sea with He Rubin's central army to Qiongzhou Prefecture. After returning to Qiongzhou Prefecture, he spent nearly every waking and sleeping hour in a state of extreme anticipation. Recalling how he had hidden like a rat for over two years—not only evading the Hair Bandits' searches but also enduring others' disdain—and now he was about to fight his way back to his hometown with the grand army. The exhilaration was indescribable.

Starting with the crossing of the central army, the garrison troops and local militia mobilized from various counties in northeastern Qiongzhou arrived at the Qiongshan Grand Camp one after another.

He Rubin assembled the grand army outside Qiongshan County seat. To demonstrate his willingness to share hardships and personally attend to military affairs, he established his Commander's Tent outside the city walls rather than occupying quarters inside.

In the fields outside the county seat, government army camps connected one after another. Drums and horns sounded to the sky day and night; men shouted and horses neighed—a tense pre-war atmosphere enveloped everything.

The military camp where Gou Chengxuan stayed was the site of He Rubin's Central Army Camp, situated on a small hillside. It faced the sun and was sheltered from the wind. Standing before his tent, he could overlook the entire drill ground in front of the Central Army stockade.

Although the formal drill and Flag Sacrifice wouldn't commence until chen hour (7-9 AM), the officers and soldiers originally sleeping soundly in their respective tents had been awakened by that burst of cannon and horn sounds and were streaming out one after another. The various camps became bustling with activity—thousands of figures moving, men shouting and horses neighing.

Soldiers were hurrying to tidy their clothing, some standing anxiously at the edge of the thatch clumps to relieve themselves. Those with quick hands were already surrounding the cooks, holding rice bowls and ready to eat. Others were packing swords and spears, donning helmets and armor, cleaning firearms, saddling warhorses... and so on. The sounds of all these activities—talking, footsteps, objects clattering—blended into one noisy chorus.

When had Gou Chengxuan ever witnessed such a spectacle? Beholding this magnificent display, he thought: The government army's might is so formidable—no matter how fearsome the Hair Bandits' firearms, they surely cannot withstand this. He looked around, excitement filling him.

Small groups had already begun assembling on the drill ground. Those wearing neat armor and carrying well-maintained weapons were Camp Soldiers transferred from the mainland; those with old, worn armor and weapons were the local Garrison Troops; those wearing only cloth uniform jackets and bearing miscellaneous weapons were the Village Militia. No matter which group, all carried various flags.

"Wooo—wooo—wooo—" The long horn sound rang out again. Gou Chengxuan gazed into the distance and discovered that an earthen platform had been constructed on the drill ground, presumably for the inspection and Flag Sacrifice. A cloth canopy was erected on the platform, with chairs arranged beneath. On the left and right sides, many flags of various sizes had been driven into the ground. A wide flight of steps extended diagonally from the front edge down to ground level. Planted in the earth to the left front of the General's Platform stood a gigantic flagpole. A Central Army Sitting Banner was unfurling in the morning wind, making a flapping sound.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 635 - Sacrifice to the Flag and Starting the War

By now full daylight had arrived. The principal civil and military officials of Qiongzhou Prefecture and Hainan Circuit, along with local celebrities, had begun arriving one after another. Sedan chairs and horses arrived in a continuous stream. The area surrounding the earthen platform became a gathering place for black gauze caps and square scholar's hats. Those assembled must have felt enormously honored and excited to personally attend this grand ceremony—they exchanged reserved greetings with one another while craning their necks to observe, waiting for the Commander-in-Chief to appear.

On the earthen platform, two tiger-skin chairs had already been arranged. One was for He Rubin, the Regional Commander guarding Guangdong; the other was for Zhao Ruyi, the Left Assistant Administration Commissioner and Intendant of Hainan Circuit, who was serving as Army Supervisor.

Suddenly, a burst of horns sounded, and the retinues of He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi began entering the drill ground. The two dismounted before the earthen platform and ascended it, surrounded by a crowd of attendants.

Arrayed below the earthen platform on all four sides were He Rubin's personal officers, personal soldiers, and household guards—fully three or four hundred men in all. Each was helmeted and armored, swords and spears aligned, awaiting in full battle array. Surrounded by generals and private secretaries, He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi had already taken their seats on the folding chairs at the center. He Rubin was leaning sideways, speaking quietly to Zhao Ruyi. Zhao Ruyi sat with composed calm, slightly raising his long, thin face and stroking his three strands of sparse beard. He nodded only slightly, appearing cold and conceited. On either side of them, two rows of higher-ranking civil and military officials and private secretaries stood according to the custom of "Civil on the Left, Military on the Right." By custom, all had dropped their hands and held their breath, presenting a respectful and solemn appearance.

On the drill ground, a great many troops had already gathered. The local gentry invited to attend stroked their beards and uttered sounds of surprised admiration, discussing in low voices and pointing at the various banners fluttering across the field. No one could determine exactly how many troops were present.

The older ones among them could still vaguely recall the grand spectacle of the government army crossing the sea to suppress bandits during the Ma Shi Campaign in the Wanli reign. This occasion seemed no less impressive—the government army crossing the sea claimed a strength of fifty thousand men.

Among the troops gathered here, excluding He Rubin's Governor's Standard and household guards, as well as portions of the Viceroy's Standard and Governor's Standard, a total of four Lieutenant Colonels and one Guerrilla General from the Guangdong Ming Army had arrived in Qiongshan: the Chaozhou Lieutenant Colonel, Qiongya Lieutenant Colonel, Leilian Lieutenant Colonel, and the Guangdong Training Guerrilla General.

These five commanders were different from the empty-titled Assistant Regional Commanders, Lieutenant Colonels, and Guerrilla Generals that had become increasingly common in the late Ming. They were solid regular military officers with defined defense sectors and substantive titles. Essentially, the entire main force of Guangdong—except for the Eastern and Western Mountain Lieutenant Colonels guarding against the Yao people—had turned out in full strength. The officials, gentry, and commoners of Qiongzhou had not witnessed such a battle array in decades.

Gou Chengxuan watched from the hillside at a distance; his elevated position gave him an excellent view. As he observed, he suddenly heard someone shouting repeatedly:

"Injustice! Injustice! This lowly one is a good commoner!"

He was slightly startled and looked back. Several prisoners, stripped to the waist, bound with ropes, and covered in the scars of torture, were being herded toward the drill ground by a group of soldiers. They staggered as they walked, crying out.

"This lowly one is an ordinary merchant who only went to Lingao to buy and sell needles and thread. Master, spare my life!"

"This lowly one is not a spy! Injustice, injustice!"

Gou Chengxuan initially thought spies had been caught, but the old soldier behind him whispered: "These are to be taken to have their heads chopped off as a sacrifice to the flag." Then he sighed. "I hear they're all small traders, arrested for having been to Lingao."

"Ah, so they went to do business with the Hair Bandits! They should be killed!" Gou Chengxuan suddenly screamed. If not for so many people lusting after the Hair Bandits' petty profits, how could the Hair Bandits have grown so rampant and gathered over ten thousand followers? He had heard that when the Gou Family Manor was overrun, many people from Yanchang Village had participated, helping the Hair Bandits transport weapons. After the stockade fell, they had taken their share in plundering the Gou Family Manor's property and even dismantling homes. Upon returning to Lingao this time, he resolved to slaughter all of Yanchang Village, leaving not a single soul alive! Even the women must not be allowed to live, he thought viciously.

"Although somewhat unjust, they brought ruin upon themselves!" a voice said from nearby. Gou Chengxuan turned to look; the speaker was none other than Qian Taichong, Zhao Ruyi's private secretary. Gou Chengxuan hurriedly offered flattery: "What brother implies is absolutely correct!"

Qian Taichong snorted coldly; he looked down somewhat on this stripped scholar. He had not gone to the drill ground today—his degree was too low, and he held no official position. On the drill ground, he could only stand far away at the back. Qian Taichong was a man of high ambition and pride; how could he stand such slights? He might as well watch the spectacle here in the Central Army camp.

He had always thought highly of himself, fully aware that Zhao Ruyi had hired him as a private secretary not out of admiration for his moral essays but merely to oblige a fellow townsman's introduction. Arriving in this distinctly southern barbarian land of Qiongzhou, before he could devise any measures to display his abilities and earn recognition, he had been dispatched to Guangzhou by Assistant Administration Commissioner Zhao—obviously, Zhao did not take him seriously.

During several strategy meetings on bandit suppression, Qian Taichong had been eager to offer a few stratagems and win everyone's respect. But he possessed no military experience to speak of and had not read military texts. Even armchair strategizing was beyond his reach. He could only wax grandiloquent about matters of popular sentiment and morale, which annoyed everyone.

Originally he would not have bothered with someone like Gou Chengxuan, but since he intended to distinguish himself in the aftermath affairs following the Lingao war, he had to extend some courtesy to this rare Lingao native.

"They merely coveted small profits and went to Lingao to do business. Insisting they are Hair Bandit spies is indeed somewhat excessive," Qian Taichong observed. "However, precisely because rural commoners fear punishment, they must be awed with severe measures! If allowed to drift with the current chasing profit without punishment, other foolish people will view the government as soft and easily bullied, following suit one after another. Within a year or half, the people's hearts will surely shift dramatically. Before the Hair Bandits even rebel, Qiongzhou would already no longer be ours!"

He spoke with such soaring heroism that Gou Chengxuan could only listen respectfully. He agreed heartily with the point about commoners fearing punishment yet chasing profit. Just as he was pondering what to say in response, the signal cannon suddenly sounded again.

The several prisoners from before were pushed and shoved to positions beneath the flagpole on the drill ground. These commoners included small merchants who had traveled to and from Lingao, as well as people who had carelessly said a few favorable words about the Hair Bandits in Qiongzhou. All had been arrested as Hair Bandit spies.

They were shouted at to kneel. Several executioners stepped forward. With the sound of the signal cannon, several bloody heads fell one by one and were placed beneath the flagpole.

Immediately afterward, twenty-four large war drums began to beat. The drum sound was deep, the rhythm austere and unadorned; yet it possessed an awe-inspiring power. When the tempo climbed to a crescendo, heaven and earth themselves seemed to shake. With the soul-stirring drum sound and the suddenly blaring horns, a red flag was raised on the Commander's Platform.

The army gathered in the distance like dark clouds began to move slowly. Like distant thunder before a rainstorm, the soldiers' massed footsteps became magnificent. Swordsmen holding great sabers, archers carrying bows and arrows, spearmen with long spears pointing obliquely at the sky, musketeers bearing three-eyed guns and matchlock muskets... Team after team marched across in orderly step according to fixed formations. Countless flags fluttered amid the smoke and dust kicked up by the soldiers.

Horns sobbed, drums rumbled. The troops participating in the review were the most elite portion of the sea-crossing Ming army, totaling seven thousand men. Armor and weapons were neat, equipment excellent—they projected an overwhelming momentum.

It was the first time in Qian Taichong's life that he had attended such a large-scale military review. He found himself involuntarily excited, his heart trembling slightly with nervous tension. He gripped the fan in his hand tightly, staring intently at the troops marching through the smoke and dust.

This army is actually capable of fighting! Qian Taichong thought. The Court still possesses elite soldiers and capable generals. The government troops he had seen during his travels as a wandering secretary had been either exhausted soldiers and lazy pawns or arrogant soldiers and fierce brutes. Now, witnessing such elite forces, he felt enormously reassured about this bandit suppression—victory seemed merely a matter of time.

"Everyone says the Hair Bandits maintain strict discipline and orderly ranks. I think that's just exaggeration—they can't necessarily surpass the elites under Commander He!"

"Indeed. Setting aside guns and firearms, the Hair Bandits are not skilled in strike-and-stab maneuvers. They rely merely on sturdy ships and sharp cannons." Gou Chengxuan was also awed by the imposingly magnificent review. He said this half to flatter Qian Taichong, half in genuine conviction. Witnessing the grand army's momentum, Gou Chengxuan felt that sweeping away the ugly Hair Bandit kind would be no problem whatsoever.

The review concluded. At that moment, a yellow flag was raised on the General's Platform, and the drums rumbled again. All officers and soldiers suddenly opened their throats, releasing an earth-shattering shout. With a gong's clang, the drill ground fell instantly silent once more.

"They're going to drill formations!" Qian Taichong said excitedly.

Before long, a Lieutenant Colonel hurried to the Commander's Platform and presented a formation book to Zhao Ruyi with both hands.

The drums beat rapidly again. The troops, originally arrayed in square formations, began running at speed. Square formations transformed into snake-like columns in the blink of an eye. Qian Taichong observed that this formation change was not only swift but also orderly and precise, without the slightest confusion. He couldn't help silently exclaiming Excellent! Commander-in-Chief He was worthy of his reputation as a veteran general; his troops were truly elite!

Then, with changes in gongs, drums, and flags, the several thousand men continuously executed formation changes, drilling battle arrays. The drum sounds rose and fell as formations shifted again and again: sometimes the Long Snake Array, sometimes the Two Yi Array, sometimes the Tai Chi Array, sometimes the Interlinked Array, sometimes the Wheel Suspension Array... They cycled through more than a dozen configurations in succession. Several thousand armored soldiers carrying weapons ran back and forth in the dust for nearly two hours.

Qian Taichong's eyes grew wide, and his interest soared. A heroic, aspiring feeling rose from the depths of his heart, and he couldn't help shouting aloud: "I invite you to temporarily ascend the Lingyan Pavilion—which scholar will become a Marquis of ten thousand households!"

Gou Chengxuan was startled, thinking the man had gone mad. He hurriedly edged several steps away.

The drill continued.

...

Just as they watched spellbound, on a not-too-distant hill, a large high-power telescope was also observing the lively scene on the drill ground.

Telegrams were continuously transmitted via radio to the Field Army Headquarters established at Maniao.

"Enemy total scale: twenty-two thousand. Main force approximately eight thousand."

"Enemy includes roughly two thousand village militia."

"Twenty Red Barbarian Cannons."

...

A video camera fitted with a high-power telephoto lens filmed the entire drilling process of the government army. That night, He Ming and all officers of battalion level and above watched the video flash drive delivered by Special Reconnaissance Team members at the headquarters in Maniao. Two team members had traveled on foot at forced march pace from Qiongshan to Chengmai, where Yu Zhiqian personally drove them to Maniao on a motorcycle.

As the magnificent military drill appeared on the screen, everyone gradually became transfixed, and discussion began:

"Truly magnificent! A hundred thousand li better than any historical blockbuster movie!" Dongmen Chuiyu said with surprise.

"The head-chopping scene alone was spectacular. Five heads fell at once! Just like slaughtering chickens!"

"He Rubin's main force is quite elite! The marching isn't bad—just not uniform enough."

"This large-scale group calisthenics is far inferior to North Korea's."

...

After everyone had offered mixed commentary, the consensus emerged that the individual quality of Ming soldiers was acceptable, and the army's overall morale was not bad—but the content of their drill was obviously antiquated and obsolete.

"They're still playing with formation changes like group gymnastics. In truth, things like the Long Snake Array are essentially useless even in this timeline now, purely formalistic. As for human pyramids, somersaults, and the like, they're basically no different from acrobatics."

"Regardless of what they practice, according to the people at the Great Library, after the Grand Review and Sacrifice to the Flag, troop deployment is imminent. We should move out as well." He Ming said. "Tomorrow, serve breakfast according to Class A standards! Departure at 0600 sharp. Now let's synchronize watches." He raised his wrist.

"Everyone get some rest. There are still a few hours until dawn—get a good sleep. We have many things to do in Chengmai tomorrow. Dismissed!"

At 5:30 AM, He Ming rose from his straw pallet and dressed. His orderly brought face-washing water. As soon as he finished washing, he quickly ate the porridge his orderly had brought. Upon finishing breakfast, he immediately ordered: "Beat drums and blow horns!"

Instantly, the drummers on duty outside his tent beat the drums to transmit the order. In a moment, the sound of bugles and war drums resounded through the sky. The entire Maniao camp erupted into activity.

Five minutes later, the drumbeat for "Start Engines/Load Wagons" sounded. At once, the tents of officers and soldiers were all struck and rolled up. Another ten minutes later, the advance troops beat the combat march drum—the 1st Infantry Battalion had already departed.

The soldiers marched continuously for five hours. Stragglers were collected by the rearguard. At noon, they rested briefly by the roadside for lunch; everyone ate dry rations. Twenty minutes later, the troops resumed their advance. After five o'clock in the afternoon, the sea breeze carried a tantalizing aroma of food.

Navy ships had already delivered field kitchens to the Chengmai Grand Camp several hours in advance. Now, on the leveled ground, field kitchens released curling wisps of blue smoke. From the insulated cauldrons with their tightly sealed lids came the fragrance of rice and "mess stew"—the latter being a specific mixture of vegetables and meat stewed together.

The exhausted soldiers caught the scent and felt their spirits lift. They quickened their pace toward the pre-established campsite.

After You Laohu finalized the Chengmai battle plan at the Staff Department, the remaining companies he had left at Maniao also moved to positions beneath Chengmai County seat, forming an encirclement around the county. The Engineering Team began large-scale battlefield construction. A camp capable of accommodating ten thousand men was ready.

Tian Liang led his company into the campsite. He had been unexpectedly promoted to Second Lieutenant during this army expansion. Although it had been less than three years from enlistment to Second Lieutenant—which the Crossing Group considered rocket-speed advancement—in his own view, his promotion had been painfully slow.

Among his contemporaries from back then, the fastest, Ruan Xiao'er, had already become a Navy Lieutenant. Even among those promoted to Corporal in the same batch in the Army, many had already advanced to Army First Lieutenant. Yet his own turn for officer promotion had never come.

Of course, being an officer was better than being an NCO. Not only was the treatment a grade higher, but his status when walking in public was also quite different. Just having that clanking officer's command saber hanging at his waist meant everyone would look at him a few times more when he walked down the street. Tian Liang had long wanted to hang a command saber and visit Guo Fu at Bairen General Hospital. In his heart, he had long regarded Guo Fu as his wife.

But for more than two years, except for a few accidental encounters on the road, he had not seen this companion with whom he had wandered and begged in the old days, nor had he spoken with her even once. Tian Liang felt that every time he glimpsed Guo Fu, she was more beautiful than before. Especially that form-fitting blue dress outlining her exquisite figure—it had given him sleepless nights on several occasions.

He had begun to feel ashamed of his inadequacy, believing that as a mere NCO he couldn't match Guo Fu. His desire to become an officer had grown more urgent than ever.

Although Tian Liang's ambition for promotion was great, he also recognized that his learning ability was poor. He couldn't even memorize a copy of Infantry Drill Regulations, and he always ranked near the bottom in every military skills assessment. If not for this army expansion, heaven knows when he would have served out his time as a "Ten-Thousand-Year Sergeant."

The prospect of fighting the government army didn't frighten him at all. Tian Liang had remained in the Fubo Army for over two years and clearly understood that the Fubo Army's advantages were far beyond what the government army could compare with. His soldiers had undergone extensive training, were familiar with their weapons, and brimmed with confidence in these powerful arms. They had also been repeatedly indoctrinated by Wei Aiwen and others, instilled with a strong consciousness of "when drinking water, don't forget the well-digger"—deeply aware that defending the Lingao regime meant defending their own interests. Moreover, widely publicized stories about the government army's defeats in Liaodong and the interior, along with their looting and killing of innocent people to claim credit, had made the soldiers both hate and despise the government forces.

After being promoted to officer, the first time he hung on his command saber and changed into officer's epaulets, he had gone excitedly to Bairen General Hospital to find Guo Fu—only to receive the news that she had already been transferred to Sanya.

This news left him depressed for a long time. He knew Sanya; it lay at the southernmost tip of Hainan Island, separated from here by several hundred li. Even by boat, the journey took seven days. As a soldier, it was impossible to travel to such a distant place without leave.

He had to abandon, for the moment, any thought of meeting Guo Fu.

For this fight against the government army, he was determined to distinguish himself no matter what and earn a medal—preferably Third Class Merit or above. That would partially raise his salary. Add the Third Class Merit bonus to his own savings, and he could roughly manage a down payment...

While he let his imagination run wild, he completely forgot the work at hand. Only when the company commander's messenger came to ask why the camp unloading work hadn't started did he panic and hurriedly take his men to arrange it.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 636 - Advancing Troops

On June 29, 1630, by the Gregorian calendar, the Fubo Army Field Army fully garrisoned the Grand Camp beneath Chengmai City. He Ming established the campsite two kilometers northwest of the Chengmai County seat, less than two hundred meters from the postal road. If the government army wished to pass along the road and reach Lingao, they would have to take this position.

The Grand Camp was a large pentagonal fortification constructed according to the bastion defense system. The entire camp was protected by earthen ramparts exceeding a man's height. Cannons and bunkers had been positioned on the ramparts, with deep trenches and abatis laid below. Tall observation towers were built atop the ramparts as standard. With the aid of high-powered telescopes, every movement within more than ten kilometers around Chengmai County seat could be monitored clearly.

He Ming issued orders: immediately sever all contact between Chengmai County seat and the outside world. Ambush sentries had been positioned outside all three city gates; anyone attempting to enter or exit would be arrested.

Seeing that movement through the city gates was impossible, the government offices inside the city sent people to rappel down the walls. Bei Wei ordered the snipers of the Special Reconnaissance Team, armed with bolt-action rifles equipped with telescopic sights, to lie in ambush around the perimeter. In the following days, anyone attempting to rappel was shot dead at the foot of the wall. Then people attempted to descend at night—but deadly gunshots still rang out even in the darkness. By morning, those who had tried to leave the city often lay dead beneath the walls. No matter how pitch-black the night, it could not protect them.

Judging from the slain rappellers, they almost invariably carried urgent tangbao (official reports). The captured documents were rushed to headquarters to be opened. Aside from the usual clichés requesting reinforcements and inflating battle results, they had recorded everything observed from the city walls in minute detail.

He Ming gave the order: "Immediately blockade the city wall. Do not allow the enemy to spy on our army!"

"Ping."

With the crisp crack of an SKS rifle, a militiaman peering down from between the battlements swayed and fell.

"Hit! Chest shot!" called the soldier monitoring activity on the wall with high-powered binoculars from the observation tower.

"The score is 7:2 now—you fellows need to catch up," Bei Wei said with a smile. Behind him stood five or six Special Reconnaissance Team warriors. Yang Zeng, the Light Infantry Company Commander of the 1st Infantry Battalion, stood beside him. Behind him were also several Light Infantrymen wearing green cords.

They were positioned on a small mound approximately two hundred meters from the city wall. At this distance, the bows and firearms on Chengmai's walls were powerless.

The Special Reconnaissance Team and Light Infantry had originally been positioned here to execute the mission of sweeping enemy forces from the wall. He Ming had ordered that the enemy not be permitted to spy on the Field Army's movements below, so the Light Infantry of each battalion practiced combat marksmanship by using precision shooting to clear enemies from the walls. The exercise had evolved into a competition between the Special Reconnaissance Team and the Light Infantry, with their targets being the minzhuang (commoner conscripts) and village militia standing on Chengmai's city wall.

"The Special Reconnaissance Team uses better guns than us," Yang Zeng said, somewhat unconvinced. The Special Reconnaissance Team used Australian fast rifles, which exceeded the Minié rifles his men used in rate of fire, accuracy, and range—and they produced no smoke when firing. Some guns were even equipped with telescopic sights, capable of hitting targets at incredible distances.

"Fine, I'll use a Minié rifle too." Bei Wei tossed the SKS rifle in his hand to a soldier behind him and accepted a Minié rifle in exchange.

Judging from the English letters "WLB" branded on the stock, this Minié rifle belonged to one of the earliest batches assembled with seamless steel pipes and parts from the Old Space-Time. The gun had been maintained very well. Bei Wei examined it; there was also a "J+" mark on the stock—the symbol for high-precision rifles, indicating this weapon could be used for sniping.

"Not a bad gun!" He praised, then asked Yang Zeng: "Yours?"

"It's mine," Yang Zeng confirmed. "Currently only sharpshooters in the Light Infantry Company are equipped with this type."

Bei Wei gestured, took a paper cartridge, and skillfully loaded the weapon. The Special Reconnaissance Team also conducted shooting training with Minié rifles, and they even drilled with a miscellaneous assortment of captured muskets, three-barreled guns, and matchlocks made in England, Portugal, Japan, and the Great Ming—in order to be capable of using whatever weapons came to hand in emergencies.

Bei Wei pressed his cheek to the gun several times and tried aiming, then called out: "Indicate target!"

"Front, 2 o'clock direction!" shouted the soldier on the observation tower.

The barrel of the Minié rifle swung quickly in that direction. Bei Wei spotted a figure flash behind a battlement. He didn't fire, instead focusing his attention on the nearby battlements.

Sure enough, a figure appeared near three or four battlements away. Almost by subconscious physical reaction, he completed the posture adjustment in an instant and squeezed the trigger.

The bullet grazed the peeping militiaman and shattered a brick on the battlement. The terrified militiaman immediately crawled flat onto the ground.

A burst of laughter rang out on the mound. Bei Wei smiled and shook his head. "Missed by a bit!"

The accuracy of the Minié rifle ultimately couldn't compare with rifles like the SKS. Had he been using an SKS, or even a bolt-action rifle, he could have fired a follow-up shot very quickly after a miss. With a Minié rifle, that wasn't possible.

"My turn!" Yang Zeng was eager to try. He took back his J+ Minié rifle and reloaded. "Indicate target!"

The observation post reported: "Enemy, front, 11 o'clock direction."

Yang Zeng held his breath and concentrated.

"Ping—"

"Hit! Shoulder shot!"

"That fellow! He was lucky he dodged fast!" Yang Zeng said. "He hid behind the embrasure!"

"Enemy is moving a cannon!" the observation post on the tower suddenly shouted. "9 o'clock direction!"

"Free fire!" Bei Wei commanded.

Gunshots rang out in a ragged volley. Because it was free fire, there was considerable controversy over who had shot which target. Arguments arose frequently on the mound about who had killed a particular militiaman.

The minzhuang moving the cannon fell one after another. The survivors huddled beneath the battlements, not daring to move.

"Quick! Quick, push the cannon!" A garrison squad leader behind them waved a designated sword, threatening beheading to force the minzhuang to continue shifting the cannon.

The minzhuang practically crawled on the ground to barely maneuver the cannon into the firing position facing the mound.

Bei Wei didn't issue the order to enter foxholes. The largest cannons on Chengmai's wall were merely "Bowl-Mouth Cannons"—mid-Ming dynasty pieces inferior even to medium-sized folangji guns. Their range was at most one hundred meters; the shots couldn't possibly reach the mound.

Sure enough, the hastily fired cannon produced no effect beyond emitting a puff of thick smoke on the wall that briefly obscured the snipers' vision.

After the smoke cleared, a fresh round of shooting felled several more gunners. That squad leader unwillingly took cover behind a battlement, waving his sword to force other minzhuang to come up and continue firing.

Bei Wei could see through his binoculars that the squad leader's sword kept waving between the battlements, yet he never exposed even a sliver of himself. Clearly this was a rather cunning fellow.

He felt a twinge of pity for those sallow and emaciated minzhuang and village militia, being driven in batches to die for nothing. Even if only wounded, their probability of death was very high under Ming dynasty medical conditions.

"Bring my .308 rifle!" Bei Wei ordered.

A Saiga-308 semi-automatic rifle was placed in his hands. This gun used NATO 7.62mm ammunition; the muzzle energy and penetration were far greater than Minié bullets and M43 (SKS/AK-47) ammunition.

He raised the rifle. That sword was still waving between the battlements, seemingly still threatening the minzhuang to continue loading the cannon. He estimated the distance, wind force, and human body dimensions, made a slight muzzle adjustment, and pulled the trigger.

Yang Zeng and the others saw only dust and fragments of brick fly up from the battlement with the gunshot. Instantly, blood sprayed like rain from behind the battlement.

Blood spatters sprayed all the way onto the brick wall of the South Gate tower. Everyone was startled, then cheered together. A dead silence fell over the city wall.

This terrifying competition swept all defenders from the city wall. Minzhuang and village militia could only lie behind the battlements, secretly peeping at the Hair Bandits' situation through the firing ports. Even this wasn't safe; more than once, bullets passed directly through the narrow firing ports and shattered the heads of militiamen who were peeping.

Starting from July 3rd, morale inside Chengmai City began to collapse. Minzhuang and village militia clamored one after another, refusing to ascend the walls for defense. The Chengmai Magistrate attempted suicide in the chaos, but his private secretary persuaded him not to rush into martyrdom—judging from the Hair Bandits' behavior, they didn't seem intent on taking the city. It was better to wait and see.

The Special Reconnaissance Team subsequently established a screening layer with a 10-kilometer radius centered on Chengmai County seat. Any government agents, tangma scouts, or even ordinary commoners entering this screening layer were captured or killed without exception.

He Ming's thinking was clear: the enemy was numerous, and they were few. With the Field Army's combat power and weapons advantage, defeating He Rubin's force in a pitched battle outside Chengmai would be no problem. The difficulty lay in ensuring the capture of most prisoners. This compelled him to ambush a portion of his forces in other directions, preventing the enemy from retreating toward Qiongshan or scattering in flight.

The general situation around Chengmai County seat was as follows: Chengmai County seat sat on the south bank of a small river, approximately three kilometers from the coastline. This river not only served as the county's moat but also formed a river-fork delta south of the city. However, the river was very shallow; before the rainy season arrived, the water depth was at most only 1 meter, incapable of forming an effective obstacle. Northwest of the county seat lay a peninsula called Xiaoyingchang, where there was a deserted village. The village had a water well, but according to pre-war reconnaissance, the well had been contaminated by saline-alkali soil and wasn't suitable for drinking. The postal road from Qiongshan passed outside the South Gate of the county seat, then turned northwest.

After repeated consideration, He Ming decided to use only 2 battalions, supported by artillery, to hold firm at the Grand Camp and block the Ming army's passage along the postal road. The 3rd Battalion would stand by in the mountains east of the county seat, waiting for an opportunity to cut off the government army's retreat while forcing them to continue pressing toward the main force. The 5th Battalion would lie in ambush south of the city, ready to launch an attack. This would roughly form an encirclement of the Ming army.

Of course, given the Field Army's strength, such an encirclement would not be tight. It would rely solely on the Fubo Army soldiers' superior mobility and powerful firepower to achieve mobile interception of the enemy with fewer troops. If the opponent happened to have one or two generals with outstanding organizational ability and good judgment who could organize men and horses to break out in time, escape would be possible. Therefore, He Ming had to keep the last Infantry Battalion, the 6th, in hand as a reserve.

The operational concept was straightforward: intercept the Ming army, defeat the Ming army, then force their remnants toward the coastline.

Using 2 battalions of 1,800 infantry to intercept nearly 20,000 enemy troops was an astonishing proposition just from the numerical comparison alone. Yet He Ming believed the challenge was manageable. With sufficient artillery and defensive works, although victory might not come easily, it would certainly be enough to withstand the enemy.

"No matter how many men He Rubin has, he can't commit them all to a charge at once—besides, there's simply not enough room to deploy them here. He will inevitably have to attack with only a few elite units at a time." He Ming explained his operational thinking to the officers. "It's difficult for the enemy to outflank us and launch a flank attack: north of the Grand Camp, we have naval gunfire support. If he wishes to dispatch troops to detour north of the Grand Camp for an attack, they will fall under combined fire from the Navy and our camp—hit from front and rear simultaneously."

After the plan was finalized, the 1st and 4th Battalions—responsible for holding the position—reinforced the Grand Camp's defenses. In addition to the Artillery Battalion's cannons, the spare cannons brought by artillery cadets were also deployed in the camp for enemy interception. A few 12-pounder mountain howitzers reinforced the 3rd and 5th Infantry Battalions for use as mobile firepower.

He Ming then called Bei Wei over: "Can you guarantee the 10-kilometer radius interruption?"

"I can," Bei Wei replied without hesitation. "I have deployed multiple ambush sentries and patrol teams to guarantee that no one within a 20-kilometer radius can scout our movements."

"Is the troop strength sufficient?"

"Barely sufficient. I have ordered all detachments of the Special Reconnaissance Team except the training detachment and the Sanya detachment to report to Chengmai immediately for deployment—they will arrive tonight. Once these detachments arrive, the interruption will be even more reliable."

"This matter is crucial." He Ming emphasized repeatedly. All his plans were built on troop mobility. No matter how superior the Fubo Army's mobility might be, it still depended on two legs, so the ambushing forces couldn't be positioned too far from the battle zone—otherwise, rushing to join the engagement in time would prove difficult. Since they were ambushing nearby, they had to completely blind the enemy's reconnaissance capability, preventing them from detecting their movements.

According to materials provided by the Historical Data Team, the Ming army established tang outposts every 20 li during normal marches, and scouts were dispatched 30 li ahead, behind, and to both flanks. Moreover, Ming scouts were all cavalry, possessing considerable mobility. In addition, the Ming army might have already sent spies ahead to investigate. Thus, blinding the enemy's eyes and ears had become an urgent priority.

After meeting with Bei Wei, Chen Haiyang also came ashore to discuss coordination. Both sides agreed on communication signals and methods. Chen Haiyang also ordered the ten "Typewriters" on the warships to be dismounted and brought ashore along with gunners and ammunition to assist in the defense.

By this point, all units of the Field Army were fully prepared for battle. Not only did each unit know its own combat plan, but they had also conducted on-site surveys of the battlefield where the great battle was about to unfold, to avoid any oversights.

On the morning of July 3rd, Special Reconnaissance Team scouts in Qiongshan transmitted the report: "Total enemy forces moving out." The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign had officially begun.

He Rubin's grand army departed from Qiongshan, advancing along the postal road. Regarding warfare, he maintained a cautious approach. For this reason, immediately upon leaving Qiongshan, he dispatched large numbers of scouts and spies to investigate the situation.

Chaozhou Lieutenant Colonel Tong Yizhen led a dozen adjutant generals and over two thousand soldiers at the front of the column. At the very vanguard were three hundred cavalry led by his subordinate Chiliarch He Zhanran, prepared to attack rapidly upon encountering enemy forces on the road while screening the deployment of the main infantry and firearms behind.

Cavalry was an extremely useful branch, but Guangdong had few horses available, so the entire army had brought only eight hundred mounts. He Rubin believed cavalry wouldn't prove very useful on Hainan, since this campaign would likely consist primarily of siege warfare by encirclement, making additional cavalry redundant. Moreover, all reports indicated that the Hair Bandits lacked mules and horses and posed no cavalry threat.

Huizhou Lieutenant Colonel Yan Zungao led two thousand soldiers bringing up the rear. Ahead of them was the Firearms Camp led by the Governor's Standard Firearms Camp Chiliarch Li Baidao. The heavy cannons were mostly pulled by oxen, and there were many vehicles, so the marching speed was very slow, placing them second to last. Ahead of the Firearms Camp was the Cloud Ladder Camp—a professional unit specializing in storming cities and seizing stockades. Six hundred Cloud Ladder soldiers carried disassembled scaling ladders and numerous other devices. If a direct assault on a stockade became necessary, the Cloud Ladder soldiers would serve as the assault vanguard.

The Governor's Standard Camp Central Army Garrison Commander Sun Changzuo and Ye Zhengfang led a dozen personal generals, fifteen hundred Standard Camp soldiers, and five hundred of He Rubin's household guards to protect the Old Camp. Zhao Ruyi and the private secretaries moved with the Old Camp. Because they were marching to war, Zhao Ruyi had expressed his intention to travel on horseback, but He Rubin considerately prepared a sedan chair and three shifts of bearers for his use whenever desired.

He Rubin led his personal soldiers and a portion of the principal generals, walking at the head of the Old Camp. On the postal road, men shouted and horses neighed; smoke and dust rolled in thick clouds. Although it had rained continuously over the past few days, the weather had turned somewhat fairer recently, and the sunlight was scorching. Combined with the heavy dust on the road, many soldiers drank all the water in their portable clay jars and leather bags before they had walked much distance.

Nearly every time they reached a clear stream, soldiers and horses crowded to the riverbank to drink. People jostling, horses neighing—a chaotic mess.

"Tell the generals: keep men and horses moving quickly!" He Rubin urged his subordinate generals, refusing to let soldiers linger too long by the river lest they disorder the ranks and be raided by the enemy in the gap.

But the enemy evidently had no intention of launching raids. Even under such high-risk conditions as the entire army fording rivers, the scouts found no traces of enemy activity nearby.

The 24 tang scouts he had dispatched continuously sent back reports of peace on all fronts. He Rubin felt somewhat reassured.

"Order all armies: no delays permitted!" he commanded.

The distance between Qiongshan and Chengmai was only a half-day journey at normal marching speed. Following the government army's average pace of twenty to thirty li per day, this stretch of road might take three or four days to cover. But Hainan was different from other places—there were few prefectures and counties along the way, and the countryside was impoverished. Unless passing through a prefecture like Qiongshan or Danzhou, where official granaries stored substantial grain reserves, the region simply could not supply a grand army. If they marched slowly according to standard practice, they would exhaust the grain carried with the army prematurely. He Rubin therefore instructed the generals to urge all units to advance as rapidly as possible.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 637 — Encounter Battle

The post road curved gradually inland from the coast, and they had been marching for hours. He Rubin gauged the sun's westward slant—roughly the beginning of shen hour, around three in the afternoon. Rolling hills and low mountains stretched in every direction; not far from the road rose a small hill, lush with grass and trees. He drew on his reins and guided his horse up a slight rise beside the post road, his personal guards and officers scrambling to follow.

He sat astride a Mongolian steed, spirited and handsome. The saddle, bridle, and stirrups were all of polished brass, buffed to a shine by his guards before departure and now dazzling in the afternoon light. Reins in his left hand and whip in his right, he surveyed the endless stream of men, horses, and banners advancing below him, and a surge of smug satisfaction swelled in his chest.

"Lieutenant Colonel Tang!" he called out.

"This humble general is here!"

"How far to Chengmai?"

"Reporting to the Commander-in-Chief—thirty li remain." Tang Yunwen clasped his hands on horseback. "This place is called Shishan."

He Rubin studied the small hill, perhaps a hundred zhang from the road. It would make an excellent position from which to control the post road. Had the Hair Bandits laid an ambush here, his army would have faced a hard fight before passing. But the scouts had already swept the area—there were no enemy troops in wait.

"The Hair Bandits do not understand warfare," He Rubin remarked. "Had they established a camp here with men to guard it, we would have been forced to take this hill before advancing further."

"What Your Excellency says is most astute." Chang Qingyun's face was caked with dust, and his buttocks were rubbed raw, but he had insisted on following close behind He Rubin's headquarters rather than riding with the Old Camp column. He hoped that speaking up at moments like these would demonstrate both his tactical knowledge and his attitude of diligence and loyalty.

"The terrain here is critical. Establish a Supply Depot at this location!" He Rubin ordered.

The campaign strategy called for a prolonged siege, so provisioning more than twenty thousand men was a matter of paramount importance. Sea transport, the most convenient option, was closed to them—the Hair Bandits' "strong ships and swift cannons" ruled those waters. Land transport over Hainan's abysmal post roads was notoriously difficult, whether over short distances or long. Relying on conscripted laborers to haul grain on their shoulders and push carts for hundreds of li was a recipe for disaster. Thus, the Ming army had adopted a layered system of Supply Depots, each one transshipping provisions to the next along the route.

Shishan possessed both defensible terrain and appropriate distance; it was an ideal location for a transit depot. He Rubin immediately ordered a Chiliarch to take five hundred soldiers and establish a camp here, garrisoning it as a grain transfer station. He also planned to set up a second depot inside Chengmai's county seat once the siege was lifted. Establishing a depot every forty or fifty li, each with its own garrison, would not only keep provisions flowing to the army but also secure his rear.

The grand army encamped at Shishan that evening. With Hair Bandit troops still outside Chengmai's walls, He Rubin decided to rest here for one night, allowing the soldiers to recharge before tomorrow's arrival. Better this than to march hungry and exhausted soldiers into battle against a fresh and waiting enemy; even a minor defeat beneath the city walls would devastate morale.

"Tomorrow afternoon, our army will arrive before Chengmai," He Rubin told his gathered generals and private secretaries at the evening meeting. "According to the city's urgent dispatches, the Hair Bandits have constructed earthworks and established a camp outside the walls. With perhaps two thousand men and artillery, their defenses must be substantial. But our army must take them in one vigorous effort—we cannot afford a setback!"

"Yes!" the generals answered in thunderous unison.

Zhao Ruyi spoke up: "Local officials are notorious for concealing failures and embellishing successes. Whenever rebels or bandits appear, they invariably exaggerate their numbers ten or even several dozen times. Even if there are more than two thousand men in their camp, the majority are most likely coerced commoners. My soldiers will break them in a single drum beat."

"What Your Excellency says is most true. However, caution remains the best policy." He Rubin turned to the Central Army Garrison Commander. "General Ye, bring me the latest urgent dispatch from Chengmai."

Ye Zhengfang shook his head. "Reporting to Your Excellency—Chengmai's dispatches have not arrived for three or four days. I fear the Hair Bandits have completely encircled the city and severed all traffic."

"In that case, we must exercise even greater caution!" He Rubin felt an unease he could not quite name settling in his gut. "Send more scouts tomorrow!"



The sun blazed overhead, scorching and relentless.

Extra-numerary Squad Leader Zhong Xiao had lost count of how many times he had removed his sun-baked helmet. He halted his horse in the shade of a tree beside a narrow road, and the few cavalrymen behind him followed suit.

"Squad Leader! Why are we stopping?" one of his men asked.

"Move my ass—it's too damn hot. This ghostly place!" Zhong Xiao cursed. His armor was not only roasting him alive but was also crushingly heavy under the sun, and the leather bindings reeked with a disgusting stench. He had been ordered to lead a few men to act as scouts, investigating any signs of the enemy.

Only after removing his helmet did he feel any relief. He sighed heavily. Fighting wars was truly a tormented existence—fear aside, the marching alone claimed half his life.

"Squad Leader, allow this small one to hold that helmet." A soldier surnamed Xu beside him spoke up obsequiously.

"Good, take it." Zhong Xiao tossed the helmet into his outstretched hands. "Daddy needs to relax! This ghostly place—can't even find someone to beg a mouthful of water from."

The water they had brought was long since consumed. There was no sign of any place to replenish it.

"There's water here." Soldier Xu hurriedly produced a bamboo tube. "This small one brought extras before heading out today. You are our backbone—nothing can go wrong with you."

"Good lad, truly capable!" Zhong Xiao praised him. The other soldiers inwardly cursed Xu as shameless—always wearing that smiling face, serving the Squad Leader as attentively as if he were a master, fishing for more than his share of benefits.

Zhong Xiao's small squad of cavalry had separated from the main force, left the post road, and set out south to patrol for any signs of enemy activity.

They had traveled more than ten li in one stretch. Along the way, they had occasionally seen a few peasants toiling in the fields, but not a single other soul. Zhong Xiao wanted to seize a peasant for questioning, but the moment the farmers spotted helmeted and armored government soldiers, they fled, scrambling and crawling away. Horses were impossible to chase through the paddies, which made him angry enough to curse their mothers.

Since he could not catch anyone to interrogate, he had to lead his men onward at a slow pace. Accustomed to the dense population of Guangdong, arriving in Hainan felt like entering a wasteland. Uncultivated land stretched everywhere. Villages along the way were few and far between, and when they encountered one, the inhabitants had long since fled with their valuables.

"Where are these Hair Bandits hiding?!" Zhong Xiao cursed. "They're probably eating, drinking, and making merry at Bopu right now, sleeping with little wenches!"

"Squad Leader speaks truly!" Soldier Xu echoed. "How would Hair Bandits dare come out to fight? They can only fire their guns from afar."

"Come on—let's go look at that wooded hill over there!" His spirits lifted after drinking, Zhong Xiao pointed toward a small rise in the distance.



"Southeast, four o'clock direction, five hundred meters. Five enemy cavalry, moving northwest!" A designated marksman observing from a large tree reported in a low voice.

Chen Sigen had nearly drifted to sleep. Hearing the report, he slowly shifted to the observation position. He had been lying in ambush in a foxhole on this small hill with three scouts since the previous night, monitoring the surrounding area.

His orders were simple: eliminate all government army units of fewer than ten men appearing within their patrol range. Suspicious persons, even those not in government army attire, could also be captured or killed.

Due to their lack of mobility, the Special Reconnaissance Team's screening patrols had to rely on two legs. Although the team's members possessed several times the endurance of ordinary men, intercepting small groups of scout cavalry across a wide area was still exhausting work.

Bei Wei had adopted a sector responsibility system, dividing the screening area into zones. Every four men formed a small team, with every two teams responsible for one zone. The teams alternated between ambush stakeouts and armed patrols. Each team used walkie-talkies to maintain contact, reporting developments in real time. If they encountered enemies beyond SKS rifle range or large groups of government troops, their role was limited to observation—they would report movements and leave the actual engagement to the specialized Mobile Team, composed of motorcycles and agricultural vehicles mounted with machine guns.

Chen Sigen and his men had chosen this commanding height for their observation post. One soldier watched the surroundings with binoculars from a perch in the high branches of a large tree.

He took out his own binoculars and observed according to the sentry's indication: five hundred meters away, five Ming cavalrymen were indeed walking toward them, listless and unsuspecting. Their armor, helmets dangling from saddles, and waist sabers confirmed their identity.

"Don't rush—they're walking toward us. Open fire at one hundred meters," Chen Sigen ordered. "Notify Team 1. Tell them to stay alert."

He watched the five riders approach until they were less than one hundred meters away, then made a "prepare to fire" hand signal. He raised his SKS to his eye, carefully aiming at the leading rider—the one who looked like an officer.



Just as Zhong Xiao lifted his gaze to scan the distance, a crisp gunshot cracked in his ears.

A bullet whipped past his head. Zhong Xiao's heart nearly stopped: Hair Bandits ambushing here! He didn't dare think further—he yanked his horse's head around, preparing to flee for his life.

More gunshots rang out in quick succession. Two cavalrymen beside him tumbled from their saddles. Soldier Xu, who had been chattering just moments before, now lay on the ground with the back of his skull blown open, blood and brains oozing into the mud. Zhong Xiao was so terrified he nearly fell from his horse himself.

"Go! Now!" He crouched low, hugging his horse's neck, and lashed its rump with his whip.

"Bastard!" Chen Sigen cursed. He quickly adjusted his aim half a mil and pulled the trigger again.

This bullet struck Zhong Xiao's shoulder blade with precision. The impact hurled his body violently forward; the round drilled through and exited from his mouth, the force tearing away half his lower jaw. The corpse tumbled from the horse into the mud.

The other two cavalrymen wheeled their horses to flee in panic. The bullets quickly caught up with them, and both were struck and fell from their mounts in quick succession.

"What a pity!" Chen Sigen watched the two riderless warhorses fleeing into the distance and cursed under his breath. Those were Mongolian horses—rare around here!

"Quick—drag the horses back, and drag the bodies into the ditch!" He then keyed his radio. "Report: destroyed five Ming scout cavalry in Zone B12."



The Special Reconnaissance Team's ruthless elimination of Ming scouts quickly blinded the government army. He Rubin dispatched several batches of scouts in succession, yet not a single one returned. After marching more than ten li without receiving any report, he sensed something was deeply wrong and ordered the entire army to halt.

"How far to Chengmai County seat?"

The answer: twelve li. He Rubin hesitated. From his experience, the sudden and total disappearance of scouts indicated that the enemy's reconnaissance forces were also actively operating—and trying their utmost to prevent him from learning anything of their movements.

It seemed the enemy did not intend to be obediently besieged at Lingao. They were preparing to meet him in a decisive battle outside Chengmai.

"These Hair Bandits are not so easy to deal with." For the first time, genuine worry crept into his thoughts. Didn't the Hair Bandits lack cavalry? It should be impossible to eliminate all the scouts I've sent on foot alone—without letting a single man return.

The generals were waiting for his order. In another hour and a half, the sky would begin to darken. Twenty thousand troops and their baggage remained strung out along the road. If they could not reach Chengmai before nightfall, they would have to camp on the spot—time did not allow him to hesitate.

"General Tong!" he ordered. "Immediately dispatch three hundred cavalry toward Chengmai, followed by five hundred infantry at a run. Establish camp outside Chengmai's county seat before dark to receive the main army!"

Seeing the Commander-in-Chief's grave expression, Tong Yizhen understood the peril of the moment. He immediately dispatched Chiliarch He Zhanran with three hundred cavalry, galloping toward Chengmai. For added security, he did not send five hundred infantry as instructed—instead, he personally led his household guards and one thousand infantry to follow close behind.

The Special Reconnaissance Team members of Ye Mengyan's squad, shielding the post road, saw over three hundred cavalry suddenly thundering down the road. Knowing that their dispersed small teams could not resist such a force, they yielded the main road and let the cavalry pass.

"Enemy main force incoming—three or four hundred cavalry!" Ye Mengyan shouted into the walkie-talkie. "Heavy dust behind them. More troops are following."

"Don't engage directly. Withdraw from the screening zone while employing harassing fire. Let the enemy pass through to the county seat!"

"Understood!"

Ye Mengyan raised his SKS rifle and squeezed the trigger at the cavalry galloping past on the road. The rest of his team opened fire alongside him.

Amid the stuttering gunshots, cavalrymen fell from their horses in quick succession. The sudden shooting greatly alarmed He Zhanran—he saw no sign of anyone firing bird guns, no telltale puffs of smoke. But from the reports alone, he knew the enemy numbered no more than thirty or forty, clearly attempting to harass and delay his advance. He bellowed "Charge with me!" and drove straight toward Chengmai, disregarding the men tumbling from saddles around him.

The crossfire from Ye Mengyan's three or four squads, positioned on both sides of the road, cost He Zhanran more than twenty bodies along the post road. Ye Mengyan had originally wanted to set another ambush, but Ming infantry were already swarming up behind, covering the hills and fields. Hearing gunshots ahead, Tong Yizhen judged that the enemy had deployed; he immediately ordered his infantry to spread into formation and personally led several dozen mounted household guards to charge at the front.

Ye Mengyan had initially believed the enemy was nothing special—simply vulnerable under SKS fire. But now, seeing Ming infantry swarming across the landscape in every direction, banners waving, swords and spears bristling like a forest, his heart hammered against his ribs. Mother! This is too spectacular! He thought, Even with a machine gun right now, I probably couldn't hold them—there are too many!

"Quick! Retreat!" He immediately ordered his entire detachment to fall back individually. Raising his SKS-D rifle without bothering to aim, he emptied a 20-round magazine into the oncoming Ming troops, then scrambled down into the ditch to flee.

The Special Reconnaissance Team's withdrawal route followed pre-surveyed terrain, utilizing the topography to evade enemy pursuers wherever possible. Because their weapons fired smokeless ammunition and all team members wore camouflage, the Ming troops found it nearly impossible to identify their positions in the open field.

Tong Yizhen's force lost a dozen men in the final blocking fire from Ye Mengyan's squad, including one of his personal officers. The enemy's invisible shooting made him acutely fearful. But with more men pouring in from behind, he had no choice but to steel himself and lead his troops toward the county seat.

Hearing the gunshots and battle cries ahead, He Rubin knew the vanguard had engaged the enemy. He quickly ordered Guerrilla General Li Guang, commanding the Governor's Standard Camp, to rush forward with the entire Standard Camp to reinforce. He personally led his household guards and the Regional Commander's Standard in support behind them.

"Tell General Yan to suppress the rear troops—they must march slowly. Under no circumstances allow them to fall into disorder before they're even engaged!"

The rear column contained not only a large quantity of baggage but also village militia and local garrison troops. These elements were notoriously unreliable—a slight shock would send them scrambling to flee. He saw fit to give explicit instructions. After transmitting his orders, he personally followed close behind Li Guang's troops, his household guards arrayed around him.

He Zhanran's cavalry was the first to arrive outside Chengmai's South Gate, immediately occupying the empty camp that You Laohu had abandoned. The Light Infantry who had previously been executing blockade fire outside the city's various gates had already withdrawn from their positions, retreating northwest toward the Grand Camp.

Seeing more than three hundred infantry retreating and having traveled less than two or three li, He Zhanran quickly led his cavalry in pursuit.

The 1st Light Infantry Company of the 1st Infantry Battalion, commanded by Yang Zeng, had been the earliest to withdraw from its position. But the 5th Light Infantry Company had been delayed by more than ten minutes in receiving the order. Yang Zeng, acting as blockade commander under the city, waited partway back to receive the 5th Company's infantry. As a result, they found themselves caught by Ming cavalry arriving at breakneck speed.

Seeing the cavalry already rolling in, Yang Zeng immediately drew his command saber and roared the order: "Fix bayonets! Hollow Square Formation!"

Military drums beat in rapid succession.

The 1st Light Infantry Company, which had been retreating, immediately turned around to form the front of the square. The 5th Light Infantry Company split in two, deploying half its soldiers on the left and right flanks respectively. The 3rd Light Infantry Company stood back-to-back with the front, forming the rear.

Yang Zeng saw that the left and right wings were undermanned. Fearing that the flanks' firepower was too weak and would be breached by the enemy, he immediately ordered the front and rear companies to detach one platoon each to reinforce the wings.

With their numbers limited, the square was formed only three ranks deep on each side. The first rank knelt in front, bayoneted rifles angled upward. The rear two ranks held rifles level, ready to fire at any moment.

This entire series of maneuvers took less than three minutes. The enemy was already charging. The full-speed momentum of cavalry at the gallop made even these soldiers—veterans of countless infantry-versus-cavalry counter-training drills—begin to waver.

At this supreme moment, Yang Zeng shouted: "Sights to zero!" His command saber slashed downward. "Fire!"



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 638 — A Win-Win Battle

A curtain of white smoke erupted from the edge of the square. The Ming cavalry rushing headlong into the volley were instantly upended by the hail of bullets, their charge shattering like a wave crashing against a reef. The survivors dared not press forward any further, splitting to either side of the formation in a desperate attempt to outflank and slash the infantry from the flanks and rear. Soldiers on the two wings of the square seized the opportunity, firing continuously at the cavalry galloping past. The helmeted and armored riders suffered devastating casualties under the rotating fire of Minié rifles. In just a few minutes, dozens of men and horses lay dead around the square.

He Zhanran retreated several dozen zhang, gathered his scattered forces, and prepared to charge again. At that moment Yang Zeng shouted: "Sights one hundred meters—fire!"

The cavalry team that had just finished assembling was engulfed by another dense rain of bullets before they could even launch their charge. Dozens more fell in an instant. The survivors stood paralyzed with shock—no one had expected the enemy's firearms to shoot so far, or with such devastating force. Iron armor meant nothing. One squad leader's steel heart-protecting mirror was shattered like crockery. Another had his helmet and half his skull blown away.

The Ming cavalry retreated slightly, then split into two streams to attempt another flanking maneuver. This time they moved with desperate speed; presumably knowing that the Hair Bandits' bird guns had terrifying range, everyone spurred their horses hard, hoping velocity alone would throw off the enemy's aim.

Volley fire roared again. Another twenty-odd cavalrymen tumbled from their saddles. At that moment, He Zhanran suddenly wheeled his horse and led all remaining cavalry in one final straight charge at the square. He had assumed the Hair Bandits were employing the traditional "Three-Stage Fire" tactic of bird guns—now that three ranks had fired, the enemy would require considerable time to reload. He intended to exploit this gap and smash the square wide open. A trusted chieftain of his led a few personal soldiers at the very front, prepared to crash directly into the bayonet array regardless of life or death, to carve open a bloody path.

But the Hair Bandits' bird guns thundered in yet another unified volley. The charge was like a wild wave hurled against a cliff; the tide of cavalry shattered to pieces. The survivors retreated to two hundred meters away before the Minié rifles finally fell silent. He Zhanran had already lost nearly half his men. Those who remained had no stomach for more fighting and fled the battlefield on horseback one after another. Cursing viciously, He Zhanran cut down a fleeing cavalryman and was attempting to reassemble what little remained of his force some several hundred meters distant when the sound of artillery pealed through the air.

Shell after shell, trailing crimson glows, arced over the Light Infantry square. Each one burst suddenly in midair, violently projecting a rain of eighty-eight shrapnel balls toward the earth below. The cavalrymen still attempting to regroup were engulfed by the savage hail, falling in swathes. The neighing of horses, screams, and groans blurred together into a single cacophony of agony.

A projectile struck the ground almost grazing He Zhanran himself, throwing dirt all over his head and face. The pungent stench of gunpowder smoke stung his eyes so badly he could not open them. He had known the Hair Bandits' firearms were powerful—but he had never imagined this. Cannonballs could actually explode in the air! And then project a rain of bullets! He dared not fight any longer. He had only forty or fifty riders left, at an absolute disadvantage—and worse, war drums were beating urgently from the Hair Bandit earthen fort more than two li distant. A force had already marched out. He Zhanran wheeled his horse and shouted for the soldiers to flee.

"Cease fire!" Zhang Berlin lowered his binoculars. In the distance, only a handful of cavalrymen were fleeing toward the county seat. He could not help but release the breath he had been holding. "I didn't expect the square formation would actually work!"

When the cavalry had first charged the retreating infantry, he had considered ordering the gunners to fire shrapnel shells to intercept them. But the enemy cavalry had moved so fast that they reached the infantry square almost immediately. Firing artillery at that moment would have risked friendly casualties.

Yang Zeng exhaled in relief as he watched the enemy retreat. He was drenched in sweat from head to toe. During the cavalry's first impact, he had genuinely believed he would not keep his life.

"Steady! Maintain formation!" He continued shouting, command saber raised, holding the line. He remembered his instructor's words during training: when enemy cavalry charged a square, there might be a second or third wave waiting. The instant your formation wavered, they would rush in to destroy it. The momentum of cavalry at full gallop had terrified him to his core. Had it not been for the long-term continuous drilling that had forged a near-instinctive numbness in the soldiers, they would likely have broken formation long ago.

He dared not change formation. Instead, he ordered a slow retreat toward the Grand Camp, maintaining the square.

"Steady, steady!" He waved his command saber. The other two company commanders did their best to preserve the orderly withdrawal. At that moment, he heard the brisk notes of fifes playing the "Grenadiers' March" from behind. A high-spirited team of grenadiers advanced in orderly columns, forming a neat double-file line beside them to cover their retreat into the camp.

By the time they withdrew to the Grand Camp's gate, the artillerymen and infantrymen on the earthen ramps burst into warm cheers. Except for a portion of officers and NCOs who had participated in the Bopu Defense Battle and various bandit suppression operations, this new army had never fought a pitched battle in such a dignified formation. Now they witnessed the result of their repetitive daily drilling on the parade ground: three hundred infantrymen against three hundred cavalrymen—and the cavalry had gained not even a shred of advantage. Instead, they had left behind a field of dead men and horses. Confidence surged a hundredfold among soldiers and officers alike.

Yang Zeng was immediately summoned before He Ming upon returning to camp. He saluted the highest commander, still trembling:

"I brought the company back! No casualties!"

"Well done!" He Ming punched him hard on the shoulder, nearly knocking the smaller man to the ground. "Record a merit for him! First Class Merit!"



When Tong Yizhen subsequently rushed to the battlefield with his household guards and infantry, he found He Zhanran's unit scattered in complete rout. They were retreating in chaos; most had lost their helmets and weapons, and many bore terrible wounds, tumbling from their horses as they fled.

Tong Yizhen was stunned. It was not unusual for an outpost to lose a skirmish—but these were three hundred elite cavalry, more than capable of breaking infantry three or four times their number. Yet they had been utterly routed, and routed so miserably.

He Zhanran was brought before him in a sorry state: "This humble general is incompetent—"

"How many cavalry does the enemy have?" Tong Yizhen cut him off impatiently. "Where are they now?"

"The Hair Bandits have no cavalry—only... only..." He Zhanran barely managed to swallow a mouthful of saliva turned bitter by wild running and gunpowder smoke. "Their firearms are extremely fierce!"

He reported each event in sequence: the impact against the square, the accurate and continuous fire from two hundred paces, and finally the bombardment by cannonballs that could explode in the air and project bullets:

"The Hair Bandits' firearms are not only sharp—their strict discipline is absolutely not comparable to ordinary pirates."

"You withdraw first!" Tong Yizhen did not entirely believe him. Officers who lost battles invariably exaggerated the enemy's strength and prowess. But He Zhanran's defeat was so thorough that it hardly seemed like a lie.

Since the vanguard had suffered a setback, Tong Yizhen decided not to lead his troops directly into battle—to do so would invite a head-on collision with a high-morale enemy. He already knew from the retreating soldiers that the Hair Bandits had abandoned the camp at the South Gate and the earthworks besieging Chengmai, withdrawing their entire army to a large camp near the coast to the northwest.

He immediately ordered a portion of his mounted household guards and personal soldiers, led by a young officer named Song Ming, to rapidly occupy the empty camp left behind by the Hair Bandits outside the South Gate and raise his big banner. Then he called another personal soldier:

"Go quickly and report to the Commander-in-Chief! I have already captured the Hair Bandits' South Gate Grand Camp! Chengmai has been relieved!"

Subsequently, he urged his infantry to rush forward as fast as possible. He then led his men to the foot of Chengmai's South Gate, calling up to the defenders on the wall to open the gate immediately. The defenders had witnessed the government cavalry's disastrous defeat just moments earlier and had already given in to despair. But now, seeing dust rolling from the direction of the post road and great masses of government troops surging endlessly toward them, they knew deliverance had arrived at last. On the gate tower, the Magistrate, the Assistant Magistrate, and other officials who had been lying prone directing the militia to resist burst into tears. One after another, they kowtowed northward toward the capital, crying "Long Live!"

The military and civilians within the county immediately opened the South Gate. Tong Yizhen led his headquarters troops inside at once and rapidly assumed control of the defense along all four walls. His subordinates hurriedly fanned out to occupy houses throughout the city. For a time, chickens flew and dogs jumped within the county seat; soldiers and officers were everywhere, encircling and occupying buildings, demanding supplies.

For a time the whole city filled with the sounds of cursing, begging, screaming, and crying. Some families were driven from their homes by soldiers; others were simply robbed outright. Some soldiers entered houses to rape women. The county seat descended into chaos—the commoners' crying and the officers' and soldiers' scolding and shouting mingled into a single din.

Chengmai's Magistrate Liu Jingxuan stood at the entrance to the county yamen, lips pale, attended by trembling clerks and runners. He struggled to satisfy the endless demands of officers and soldiers streaming toward him. He had already been slapped several times, and his lips were split and bleeding. Several clerks and auxiliary officials cowered behind him.

The gentry were all terrified. When they had contributed people and money to defend the county seat to the death, they had looked forward day and night to the arrival of the government army to rescue them. They had not expected this "savior" to behave no differently than bandits. Seeing even the Magistrate cuffed about by common soldiers, each of them grew even more anxious about their family properties and their little lives.

"General, this lower official—Chengmai Magistrate Liu Jingxuan—" He had barely started before Tong Yizhen cut him off:

"Enough, enough. The Commander-in-Chief will arrive shortly. Clean out your yamen immediately and prepare to receive him!"

"Yes, yes—it is this lower official's duty." Liu Jingxuan knew the Imperial Court had dispatched a grand army to suppress the Hair Bandits. He had always assumed his only obligation would be to supply grain and fodder. He had not anticipated that the Hair Bandits would actually seek a decisive battle with the government army right beneath the city walls. Secretly, he cursed his bitter luck—he had served as magistrate for several terms and knew that the most difficult thing for local officials was catering to passing high officials and armies. Both were little better than bandits. There had been magistrates who had died of illness—or even committed suicide—because of excessive extortion. Now that the government army intended to station inside the city, his face turned ashen, and the officials and gentry behind him appeared no less uneasy.

"It's just... it's just... regarding the military discipline of your noble unit's brothers—please, may I ask the General to maintain it," he said, trembling.

General Tong surveyed the chaotic scene filling the city. Not far away lay a few corpses with heads cut off. Judging from their clothing, these people were not Hair Bandits.

"This General will naturally maintain military discipline. However, the supply of grain and fodder must also be handled with all your heart."

"Yes, yes, this lower official—" Before he could finish, several disheveled, crying women threw themselves at him, wailing for justice.

"What kind of world is this!" one woman sobbed. "My man lost his life serving as militia defending the city. Before he was even buried, someone cut off his head..."

Tong Yizhen understood immediately. His subordinates had cut off heads to claim as war merit—the practice was common enough in the army. He merely coughed once and instructed his soldiers to drive the women away.

At that moment a runner came racing up: "Master! Master!" His face was red from running, and he had even lost his hat. "The Vice... Masters..." Seeing the many soldiers and generals around the Magistrate, he hastily corrected himself. "North City! North City is on fire!"

Liu Jingxuan was overcome with alarm. He saw flames already rising from several points in the city. He rushed to give orders: "Quick, quick! Beat the gong! Call the Water Society to turn out the Dragon!" He turned back to the runners standing frozen like wooden chickens and stamped his foot. "You lot go too!"

"This group of rotten bastards, making too much of a mess!" Seeing his soldiers behaving so recklessly, Lieutenant Colonel Tong feared the censors would get wind of this and impeach him. And with a formidable enemy at the gates, pushing too far now would invite disaster. He immediately ordered a personal officer to take several dozen soldiers bearing his arrow-token to patrol the entire city. Only after beheading several looting and killing soldiers on the street was order restored.

Half an hour later, a portion of Li Guang's Governor's Standard Camp arrived as well, but his attempt to enter the city was blocked by Tong's men. The Chaozhou soldiers under Lieutenant Colonel Tong seemed to consider the city their personal war trophy, refusing to let anyone else claim a share. Both sides drew their blades; swords cleared scabbards on both sides. Had generals from each camp not rushed out to intervene, the Chaozhou soldiers and Zhaoqing soldiers would have come to blows right there at the city gate.



He Ming stood atop a tower, observing the constantly surging Ming troops through high-power binoculars. Their numbers were staggering—like mercury poured onto the ground, they filled every open space around Chengmai's county seat.

Countless columns, innumerable flags, the clanking of armor, the tramp of soldiers' footsteps, the flapping sound of banners snapping in the wind—all of it surged toward him like a violent tide.

The setting sun sank beneath the horizon. Its fading light shone on the rolling grand army approaching from the east. Armor and spear points glittered. The sounds of war drums, horns, and reed pipes rose from every quarter, accompanying the vast twilight. An unspeakable sense of pressure settled heavy upon his heart.

He Ming had been on the battlefield before. He had fought Vietnamese forces and smelled gunpowder. But many veteran officers in the Field Army, even those from military backgrounds, had never experienced actual combat. Everyone knew from a rational standpoint that a medieval army such as this could not defeat a modernized force. Yet watching this grand army surge endlessly toward them, every face grew grave. Some officers felt dizzy and set down their binoculars, unable to look any longer.

A general ascended a huge rock. Countless helmeted heads surged forward around him. He stood like a reef against a sea of stormy waves. His gaze fixed forward, the command flag in his hand pointing sharply ahead.

More than twenty thousand men and horses arrived outside the county seat one after another, occupying the open ground and hilltops surrounding the city. Infantry set up camp palisades and positioned gun carriages. The whole army arranged itself in three camps, digging long trenches to confront the Fubo Army.

He Rubin arrived at Chengmai only just before dark. He did not enter the county seat, instead establishing his Grand Camp outside the West Gate. Together with Zhao Ruyi, he first inspected the captured heads.

Not only were the heads few—far short of the more than three hundred claimed by Lieutenant Colonel Tong—but the hair on this batch of so-called "Hair Bandit" heads had mostly been cut in a sloppy, ragged manner. Some hair still bore traces of blood; some heads had already turned black, obviously hair cut only a day or two after death.

He Rubin had long experience in military affairs. One look told him the tricks within. As for Zhao Ruyi, he too was shrewd and capable. But with a major battle imminent and the need for officers and soldiers to follow orders, both men remained silent. After the inspection, they immediately ordered the Military Administration Department to record merits for the exertion personnel.

After inspecting the heads, they took the private secretaries and generals with them to ascend the North Wall of Chengmai and gaze upon the Hair Bandit military camp pitched by the seaside.

Tang Yunwen presented the Dutch telescope he had purchased in Macau. He Rubin extended the lens tube and studied the Hair Bandit Grand Camp:

The camp lay about four li distant, surrounded by an earthen rampart roughly a man's height. The shape was neither round nor square, but protruded with numerous large, sharp angles. He did not understand the purpose of these protruding corners surrounding the entire camp, but he knew the Dutch arranged their forts similarly.

On the earthen rampart were installed many round baskets woven from willow branches. Bundles of bamboo, linked together, formed bunkers. Tall towers built from wooden frames stood upright here and there; the tallest was even higher than the county seat's walls, and figures could be seen moving atop it. Trenches had been dug outside the entire perimeter; the defenses were formidable indeed.

Lights twinkled on the distant sea—apparently many ships lay at anchor. Tang Yunwen told him these were all Hair Bandit naval gunships.

Looking at the scale of the camp, the Hair Bandit forces must number at least ten thousand. He Rubin had not expected the enemy to commit everything they had to a life-and-death battle beneath Chengmai. Moreover, the Hair Bandits' combat power seemed not to be underestimated. Lieutenant Colonel Tong's unit had endured a fierce fight merely to drive the Hair Bandit infantry from their camp, and the cavalry had lost more than two hundred men in the process.

He saw what appeared to be a village on the coastline, about four or five li east of the Hair Bandit Grand Camp. "What is that place?"

"Reporting to the Commander-in-Chief," Magistrate Liu Jingxuan, who had been called to accompany them, hurriedly said. "That is Xiaoyingchang. There was once a village there, completely destroyed by an earthquake during the Wanli years. It has been uninhabited ever since."

"General Sha! Dispatch one thousand men to garrison Xiaoyingchang. Block the road, lest the Hair Bandits flee along the coast to raid Qiongshan!" he ordered.

Guangzhou Guard Commander and Governor's Standard Camp Guerrilla Sha Jianbi responded immediately and descended from the wall to make arrangements.

After observing carefully for some time, He Rubin could discern no weakness in the Hair Bandit camp. He understood that tomorrow's battle for the enemy Grand Camp would be a very hard bone to chew—and that losing soldiers and generals was inevitable.

But as long as the Hair Bandit main force was crushed here, Lingao would fall in a single drum beat. This force was probably all the land forces the Hair Bandits possessed. Their tactics would amount to nothing more than defending to the death behind a strong camp and sharp firearms—which did not go beyond his expectations.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 639 — Meeting the Attack

"Commander-in-Chief, the Hair Bandits have established their camp with the sea at their backs—they have placed themselves in a desperate position!" Chang Qingyun declared. "They dare to do so only because of their navy's cover. If Your Excellency sends the Water Mine Militia from Xiaoyingchang tonight under cover of darkness to release Hun Jiang Long—Muddy River Dragons—we can destroy their warships..."

He Rubin had indeed recruited and organized a Water Mine Militia of three hundred men before the campaign and manufactured five hundred Hun Jiang Long water mines. Since these had been prepared for use in the eventual siege of Bopu, most of the mines and the sampans for releasing them had not been transported from Baishashui Fortress. Only a hundred had been brought with the army.

"Without sampans, how would we release them?" a private secretary raised the obvious objection.

Chang Qingyun spoke with unfounded confidence: "That poses no problem. We need only send men to lower the water mines at Xiaoyingchang and release them with the current. From what I observe, Xiaoyingchang protrudes into the sea—releasing water mines from there will surely succeed..."

Tang Yunwen could hold his tongue no longer. "Mr. Chang! The current in Qiongzhou Strait flows from west to east during these months."

Every summer the Qiongzhou Strait was swept by southwest monsoons, and the ocean current followed the wind's direction. Water mines released at Xiaoyingchang, which lay east of the Hair Bandit camp, could not possibly drift westward toward the enemy—they would more likely end up near Qiongshan County instead.

"Oh," Chang Qingyun said, slightly embarrassed, but he recovered immediately. "It makes no difference if the current direction is wrong. The militia are mostly Tanka people, skilled swimmers. They can enter the water at night and push the mines toward the Hair Bandit warships themselves."

He Rubin, however, found this proposal entirely uninteresting. The enemy gunships merely covered the flank and rear of the Hair Bandit Grand Camp. As long as the enemy camp could be broken tomorrow, those ships floating uselessly on the sea would accomplish nothing. Back in the day, the Dutch had possessed tremendous firepower aboard their great planked vessels, yet they could only watch helplessly as the Great Ming army besieged their fortress on Penghu Island without being able to render any assistance. So long as his own men did not foolishly blunder toward the seaside, the naval threat was irrelevant.

He instructed his generals to let the soldiers rest well today and prepare for battle tomorrow, and ordered every camp to maintain vigilance against enemy night raids. When descending from the gate tower, he observed that the enemy camp was already ablaze with lanterns, and the sounds of military drums and bugles echoed back and forth. Their defense was clearly strict, and discipline within the camp appeared excellent. He could not help but harbor serious doubts about whether the enemy was truly the "disorderly mob" everyone claimed.



Just as the sky brightened the next morning, reveille sounded through the Fubo Army Grand Camp. He Ming rose early to prepare for battle. After finishing breakfast, the final reinforcement unit arrived from Lingao: the "Sniper Team" composed of Senators. This team gathered every Senator skilled in shooting, including gun enthusiasts from the North American Branch and former shooting athletes who had trained with marksmanship teams before the crossing. Although they could not charge directly into battle, their precision shooting skills were unmatched by anyone in this time and place.

The weapons these dozen individuals carried were varied, but nearly all were bolt-action rifles brought by the North American Branch. The Mosin-Nagant, cheap and plentiful in North America, occupied half of the arsenal. Qian Shui-ting distinctively carried a Swiss-made K31 straight-pull rifle, a high-precision bolt-action weapon. Zhou Weisen bore a Remington 700. All sniper rifles were fitted with 6x scopes. Accompanying the Sniper Team were cameramen from the Propaganda Department, prepared to film a documentary celebrating the Fubo Army's illustrious achievements.

The captains of the Special Reconnaissance Team invariably possessed digital DVs, though these were all consumer-grade machines. This time, Dingding and the others had brought semi-professional digital video cameras with professional-grade telephoto lenses.

He Ming ordered the Sniper Team dispersed to the various towers, with some positioned in the cannon emplacements along the earthen rampart. A sniper's power rivaled that of artillery. Additionally, three cadets were assigned to each Senator as observers and guards. Unless they received specific instructions otherwise, they were free to choose their own targets—though generals and officers were the primary priority.

Dingding repeatedly requested permission to go to the front line for filming, but He Ming refused to assign him to the earthen rampart, instead arranging for him to set up filming tracks on the command platform.

"I'm not afraid of danger. To shoot a proper documentary, you have to be at the front."

"You'll be in the way at the front," He Ming said bluntly. "Besides—just film later. No talking."

"When cleaning the battlefield, I want to go to the front line..."

"I'll arrange for you to go then."

After distributing the snipers and cameramen, He Ming gathered all chief officers at the battalion level for a pre-battle meeting. The meeting briefed them on intelligence that the Ming army had occupied Xiaoyingchang the previous night. Of course, this had no impact on the impending battle.

As the meeting concluded, he surveyed the Senator officers assembled in headquarters. Dark circles rimmed many eyes; clearly, they had not slept well. It was natural enough for people about to step onto a real battlefield for the first time.

"Comrades, the battle is about to begin." His words were brief. "For this day, everyone has trained alongside recruits on the drill ground for two years. Now is the time to prove your training was worthwhile." He swept a glance across the room. "Execute according to the pre-set plan! Dismissed!"

All officers saluted in unison.

He Ming stood at attention and returned the salute. "Go fight, comrades!"



On the ramparts, two infantry battalions had already taken position behind the breastworks, each company assigned its combat position. The order to company commanders was simple:

"Fight here to the end!"

Every soldier received two hundred rounds of ammunition. Five hundred reserve Minié rifles had been shipped from the rear a few days prior, in case the fighting grew so intense that too many guns were damaged. Soldiers seized the last moments to wipe their rifles and check their ammunition. Officers walked back and forth inspecting fortifications and the soldiers' gear.

Wei Aiwen patrolled the dike with his guard, occasionally stopping to chat with soldiers, using a calm and serene demeanor to steady their nerves. In truth, he was just as tense—but he forced himself to appear composed.

Two Battalion Army Flags were raised on two bastions respectively. Infantry 3rd Battalion Commander You Laohu and Infantry 5th Battalion Commander Fu Sansi commanded their troops directly from those two key bastions. Both men wore brand-new uniforms and bore the symbols of every honor they had ever earned. You Laohu sat on a chair, hands resting on the Frontier Army Long Saber awarded to him by President Wen. Fu Sansi smoked thoughtfully, an SKS with its bayonet already unfolded placed ready at his side.

All cannons—whether from artillery companies or the reserves—had been hauled onto the earthen dike the day before and positioned in cannon emplacements, with not a single piece left behind. Ten "Typewriters" sponsored by the Navy were also placed at key positions; several of these were mounted on wheelbarrows for mobile defense. Sailors in blue uniforms stood at their stations, and a blue and white Navy flag fluttered overhead.

The Field Army's flag rippled in the center of the camp. He Ming and his staff officers had already ascended the high platform in the camp's center. Wired telephones, walkie-talkies, and telegraph lines connected him with every unit.

The 6th Infantry Battalion, serving as the army reserve, had formed a square beneath the high platform.

"All sit down!" Zhu Quanxing ordered loudly, then sat on the ground himself, waiting for the order to enter combat.

Company after company, flag after flag—1,800 infantrymen in gray uniforms gripped bayoneted rifles in their hands. Behind them stood 2,000 militia, all armed with spears, ready to join the final slaughter if necessary.

The entire camp had grown completely silent. No drums, no bugles, no human noise. Except for the occasional messenger hurrying past and the sounds of orders, only the flapping of army flags could be heard.

Yang Zeng stood upon the earthen dike, command saber in hand. Though the weather was overcast, he could still clearly see government soldiers constantly pouring out of their various camps in the distance, assembling into formations. After the men and horses had assembled, a signal cannon sounded, and the whole army began marching toward the sea. From the perspective of both Senators and native officers, the Ming army's array was hardly orderly—but the momentum was overwhelming. A black mass pressing inexorably toward them.

The Ming army advanced for a few li. With a long horn blast, the marching columns halted three li from the Grand Camp. Archers and firearms troops moved to the front row: one rank kneeling, one rank standing, ready to release arrows and fire at any moment. Behind them stood rows of spearmen, with swordsmen on both wings prepared to fight.

They are as numerous as black clouds! Yang Zeng thought, his grip tightening involuntarily on the command saber. There will be fierce battle today!

The civil and military officials under He Rubin, standing on Chengmai's city wall, shared this premonition. Soldiers filled the Hair Bandit camp's earthen dike, yet not a single sound of clamor reached them. The enemy was utterly quiet, waiting in battle array to deal a blow to the advancing government army. The feeling made many observers deeply uneasy.

Qian Taichong squeezed among the crowd of private secretaries, craning his neck to study the distant Hair Bandit camp. He was surprised that a band of sea pirates could construct such a large-scale and orderly military encampment. He had never seen such a design—earth piled into a dike no more than a man's height, with large sharp angles protruding all around. How could such a camp be defended? Just overseas barbarians, after all! he thought. Yet even as he thought this, he was already composing the "Six Chapters on Aftermath" he planned to present to Lord Zhao once the war concluded. The article was something he had been writing each night over the past few days, drawing from various methods of soothing the populace and managing the aftermath of military chaos that he had read about in books or heard described. He had selected and organized them according to the situation in Lingao as described by Gou Chengxuan, and arranged them into six chapters: "Soothing the People," "Relief," "Opening Wasteland," "Recruiting Merchants," "Arresting Culprits," and "Comforting the Loyal." Qian Taichong read his article again and again, occasionally praising his own exquisite turns of phrase.

In the South Gate camp, Chiliarch Song Ming was ready to sortie. Tong Yizhen had given him one hundred cavalry. He knew that soon his riders would lead the vanguard to probe the enemy camp. This was an extremely dangerous mission—he had heard the enemy's firearms were devastatingly powerful, and Chiliarch He's disastrous defeat the previous day had proven those rumors true. This probe might very well be a one-way trip.

The hundred cavalry had already formed up outside the trench. Each rider carried a bow and a quiver of arrows, prepared to loose a harassing volley after approaching the camp wall, probe the enemy's defenses, and search for weaknesses. If enemy cavalry responded, they would retreat immediately.

Three signal cannon shots rang out. A red flag already flew from the city wall. Raising his long spear, Song Ming shouted: "Kill!" He spurred his horse forward. Behind him came one hundred cavalrymen. The standard-bearer and a dozen personal soldiers followed close at his heels.

In an instant, hoofbeats shook the earth, and war cries split the sky. Men and horses in the camped battalions beat their drums and shouted to cheer. The momentum was staggering. A slight commotion rippled through the earthen dike.

"Steady! Steady!" Officers on the dike drew command sabers and roared. He Ming issued his order: "Artillery hold fire—let them get close and use rifles!"

Song Ming's cavalry reached the front of the earthen dike almost instantly. The enemy sent no cavalry or infantry to meet the attack—and they did not even fire their guns. Had it been the Great Ming's army, the firearms troops would have opened fire wildly while enemies were still a hundred zhang from the stockade. Privately puzzling over this, and recalling Chiliarch He's account of the enemy's extreme range, Song Ming dared not draw too close. He prepared to loose one quick round of arrows after getting slightly nearer to the dike, then retreat.

Just as he spurred his horse past two bastions and reached to unsling his bow, gunshots cracked through the air.

Bullets fired from both angles of the two bastions swept across the entire cavalry team from left and right flanks simultaneously. More than twenty riders fell in an instant. Seven or eight of Song Ming's personal soldiers tumbled from their horses, and the big flag was pierced with countless holes. He dared not delay—adding a whip to his horse's rump, he burst away immediately.

He Rubin saw everything clearly. The enemy Grand Camp was defended with formidable discipline. To attack, his troops would have to advance into the space between two protruding angles—and any attack on the side of one angle would suffer flanking fire from the adjacent angle. Attacking the front of an angle directly would be futile; the frontage was far too narrow to deploy meaningful strength.

So this is the purpose of the bastion fort! He Rubin had known the Dutch built fortifications in this manner, and had heard others speak of the advantages of such designs. But he had always harbored doubts. Now, seeing was believing. When the opponent was an army equipped with superior firearms, the advantage of such a fortress was devastatingly clear!

The Hair Bandit cannons had not yet fired; a single rifle volley had already demonstrated such power. He Rubin felt a knot of worry tightening in his stomach. But he allowed no worried expression to appear on his face, maintaining the cold, solemn, and fearless demeanor of a great general. He summoned Tong Yizhen:

"General Tong, the time has come for you to serve the Imperial Court. Take your entire army and attack the Hair Bandit South Gate!"

Tong Yizhen received the order and departed the gate tower to return to his camp. Song Ming's men had just straggled back, having lost nearly thirty riders, with many of the survivors wounded.

Seeing him approach, Song Ming hurried forward to clasp his hands in salute.

"No need for ceremony. Rest your men for now—there will be more service for the Court shortly!"

Tong Yizhen knew Song Ming was a brave general who showed absolutely no fear of death. He was always first in every charge, often pushing recklessly ahead regardless of all danger, earning the nickname "General Sending-Life" (Songming). That he had escaped with his life after being caught in such devastating crossfire seemed nothing short of miraculous.

"Yes, Your Excellency!" Song Ming said. "Hair Bandit firearms are extremely fierce..."

"This General knows!" Tong Yizhen wasted no more words. Donning iron armor and an iron helmet, he mounted his horse. "Lance!" he shouted.

A personal soldier immediately handed him a long lance. He fixed his gaze upon the distant camp, raised the lance with a roar, and spurred his horse forward, charging straight toward the Grand Camp's South Gate. His Chaozhou soldiers surged forward behind him. At the same time, Leilian Lieutenant Colonel Zhao Qiansi led two thousand men charging out from the east of the county seat, attacking the Hair Bandit Grand Camp from a second direction.

In an instant, drums shook the earth and war cries filled the sky. Large and small flags billowed across the mountains and plains, whipping in the wind beneath dark clouds. In the blink of an eye, they had advanced several hundred meters.

He Ming picked up the telephone: "Artillery—fire!"

Zhang Berlin had been waiting for the order. The moment he heard it, he commanded: "Fire!"

Every cannon had already marked its firing range and been loaded. At the single command, battery commanders stood up simultaneously, gripping firing lanyards, and pulled hard.

More than ten cannons facing the enemy's charge direction belched long plumes of white smoke. Red cannonballs shrieked toward the dense crowd. Twelve-pounder solid shots flew toward enemies 1,000 meters distant at an initial velocity of 457 meters per second. Black shadows crashed into the masses of men with whistling screams. Flesh and blood erupted into the air. Cannonballs that struck the ground bounced upward, leaping and rolling backward, ploughing bloody furrows through the formation.

The Ming army was not stopped by the artillery fire. Soldiers surged forward like a tide. Generals shouted from horseback, galloping back and forth through the ranks to urge their men forward fiercely. The second volley of cannonballs arced in. Rows of soldiers had their heads torn off, bodies ripped open, arms and legs severed by bouncing shot. Blood flew in all directions; broken corpses and screaming wounded lay everywhere. Sometimes a cannonball appeared to be moving slowly enough to be stopped by stepping on it, yet it would still mercilessly tear a calf from a man's body.

The recoil of the 12-pounder after firing was tremendous—each cannon jumped back fully six or seven meters. To preserve the artillerymen's strength and prevent exhaustion from slowing the rate of fire, each gun was assigned three "cannon-pushing groups" of auxiliary transport soldiers to take turns resetting the cannon. The moment a gun stopped, these men rushed forward, pushing with their shoulders and pulling with their arms to return it to position.

The Number 1 Gunner, holding the sponge, immediately inserted the end with the spiral metal rod into the bore, stirred forcefully several times, and hooked out a few pieces of charred, tattered cotton cloth. The cotton wrapping around the propellant had been treated with fuming nitric acid beforehand, and theoretically should have burned away entirely with the charge—but residue always remained. After clearing the bore, the Number 1 Gunner reversed the sponge, dipped it in a water bucket, and inserted it into the barrel, pumping repeatedly to wash the bore clean.

"Bore clearing complete!"

"Load one solid shot—target distance 940 meters!"



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 640 — Artillery Duel

The Number 6 Gunner, standing beside the ammunition box, immediately flipped open its lid, searched for the required number on the table pasted inside, and shouted the answer:

"Elevation four degrees forty minutes!"

The Number 3 Gunner, positioned on the right side of the breech, immediately turned the handle to adjust the cannon to the correct angle. The new gun mount developed by the Mechanical Department not only allowed adjustment of firing direction but also improved the elevation system; an angle indicator was installed directly on the breech, allowing the Number 3 Gunner to quickly dial in the setting without burdening the Number 4 and Number 1 Gunners. Meanwhile, the Number 6 Gunner retrieved a shell from the ammunition box and handed it to the waiting Number 5 Gunner. The shell was old-style fixed ammunition: a spherical solid shot tied together with a propellant bag wrapped in cloth strips and cotton. The Number 5 Gunner placed the shell in a wicker basket and carried it to the Number 1 Gunner for inspection.

"Ammunition correct! Load!"

The Number 2 Gunner received the shell, oriented the propellant bag toward the breech, and inserted the shell into the muzzle. The Number 3 Gunner, holding the rammer, immediately thrust it into the muzzle, pushing the shell all the way to the bottom of the bore. The Number 4 Gunner, standing on the left side of the breech, pricked a long awl through the vent into the bore, piercing the cloth wrapping around the propellant bag. He then withdrew a friction primer, hooked the pull ring on the primer to the lanyard's hook, and inserted it into the vent.

"Ready!"

This dazzling series of complex movements took only a few dozen seconds. The coordination among the six gunners had to be flawless to be busy without falling into disorder. A well-trained M1857 artillery crew could reach four rounds per minute during rapid fire—though the cannon would overheat quickly and fail to fire at such a pace. For now, the artillery on the earthen dike maintained a sustained rate of one round per minute.

"Fire!"

The Number 4 Gunner yanked the lanyard. With a tremendous bang and a long burst of flame, the entire cannon and all the gunners around it disappeared within a cloud of white smoke. The cannon, pushed by the tremendous recoil, leapt backward.

"M1857—cheap price and sufficient quantity." Lin Shenhe, standing beside Zhang Berlin with binoculars, muttered to himself. He claimed to be here to inspect the performance of weapons and equipment and to evaluate the results of artillery training in the field, but in reality he had come to watch the excitement—and to see if there were any new gadgets he could tinker with.

The killing effect of solid shot was immensely satisfying, yet amidst such a surging tide of humanity, it seemed difficult to force the enemy into a rout. Two Ming army columns continued shouting and charging toward the Grand Camp.

"Don't worry!" Lin Shenhe pretended to remain calm. "According to Civil War experience, infantry usually has to persist until they eat canister shot at under a hundred meters before they rout..."

"Boss, this is the Ming Army, not the Union Army or the Confederates." Zhang Berlin regarded Lin Shenhe as the expert among experts—all muzzle-loading artillery gunnery and tactics had been taught by him. "Shouldn't a medieval army like the Ming Army collapse very quickly?"

"That the Ming Army will collapse after one round of shelling is not something I ever said." Lin Shenhe shrugged. "Then again, causing an entire army to collapse from shelling alone is probably something only the Great Qing ever achieved."

According to his observations, the density of shelling was still somewhat inadequate relative to the surging crowd. The current rate of fire represented merely an average level for the Civil War era.



"Quick! Pull quickly!" Soldiers of the Firearms Camp roared, constantly whipping the conscripted laborers and oxen. Red Barbarian Cannons were being dragged toward gun positions one by one amidst cursing, groaning, wailing, and the neighing of animals. The previous night, these heavy cannons had been set up behind the trenches in various camps as defensive weapons. Since the guns were fully four li from the Hair Bandit camp and could not reach at all, Li Baidao was organizing his men to drag the cannons forward, seeking to close the distance before opening fire.

But the movements of the troops ahead blocked the Firearms Camp's advance. The road did not clear until the Chaozhou soldiers launched their attack. Li Baidao dared not delay any longer and hurriedly urged his soldiers to push the cannons forward.

"The enemy is transporting cannons." The observation post relayed the news.

"Where?" Ying Yu pushed his hat back on his head and raised his binoculars. "Got them!" he shouted, then picked up the telephone:

"Berlin, government troops are pushing Red Barbarian Cannons on your front right! Give them a beating with shells!"

"Load solid shot—target distance 1,320 meters!" Zhang Berlin took personal command, holding binoculars to estimate range. "Whole company, rapid fire!"

A few minutes later, the artillery company Zhang Berlin had organized opened fire on the Firearms Camp's moving Red Barbarian Cannons.

Solid shots from 12-pounder Napoleon guns crashed down on the Firearms Camp one after another. The first volley landed among the infantry ranks lining up not far from the Firearms Camp, throwing them into momentary chaos. Li Baidao's face went pale as he watched shells fired from the earthen dike trail smoke over the charging infantry in front and descend straight toward his position!

This is bad! Just as this thought flashed through his mind, the second volley smashed down upon the Firearms Camp.

A shell landed not far away, then bounced and flew into the column. It broke an ox clean in two, and the blood-soaked shell leapt again, bringing down several laborers and leaving a ground of severed limbs and meat. More shells crashed into the column. The entire Firearms Camp descended into pandemonium—men shouting, horses screaming. Runaway horses and terrified oxen stampeded through the formation, ruthlessly trampling the wounded on the ground. Cannons overturned; one gun carriage was struck directly by a shell, its barrel flung upright before crashing back down and crushing the brains out of several unlucky men. The gun carriages, sturdy to the point of clumsiness, fell apart with even a glancing blow from the flying shot.

Li Baidao watched as his most powerful Red Barbarian Cannons either overturned or had their carriages destroyed, sinking into the mud beyond salvage. Oxen and horses—the critical draft animals—had suffered catastrophic losses, and the terrified beasts now ran wild everywhere with blood-red eyes. The surrounding infantry were charged by the stampeding animals, throwing their formations into complete disorder. Curses erupted in every dialect—some shouting "Pujie," others screaming "Fuck your mother!"

Fortunately, the 12-pounder rapid fire did not last too long; Li Baidao managed to escape with his life. But the most valuable and powerful Red Barbarian Cannons in his Firearms Camp lay in ruins. Some barrels had broken in two. Some had cracked. Gun carriages had been destroyed, and cannons had sunk deep into the mud. It would take tremendous effort just to dig them out.

Li Baidao now understood that the enemy's artillery range far exceeded his own. He could no longer even entertain the notion of pushing cannons closer to fire—going any farther forward, he feared, and he might not even have the chance to set them up.

He immediately gathered the remnants and fell back, preparing to deploy two 4,000-jin heavy cannons capable of firing fifteen-jin cannonballs. These two Red Barbarian Cannons could reach as far as three li at maximum range—though what they might actually hit was anyone's guess.

"The Ming Army opened fire!" the observation post shouted over the walkie-talkie. Zhang Berlin started and ducked instinctively. He watched two black shapes tear through the smoke and arc toward them, but both shells landed harmlessly in the ground far from the trench, throwing up nothing more than great plumes of dirt. Two more shells followed—one bounced several times across the ground and finally tumbled into the trench.

Ying Yu called the observation post via walkie-talkie: "Locate the enemy gun position!"

The Firearms Camp's firing position was quickly identified. Ranging showed they were firing from approximately 2,100 meters away.

"At this distance, the Red Barbarian Cannon's range can't possibly reach," Lin Shenhe remarked.

As if to confirm his words, the two Red Barbarian Cannons fired several more rounds, but not a single shell touched the earthen dike. The farthest one only rolled into the trench after bouncing.

Seeing his shells couldn't even graze the enemy's dirt, Li Baidao grew frantic. He shouted: "Add more powder!"

The gunners had already loaded the maximum gunpowder according to regulations. Hearing this order, everyone's face went pale. Cannon bursts were common in the army of that era; once a cannon exploded, the surrounding gunners would hardly survive even if they weren't killed on the spot.

"Add powder!" Li Baidao drew his waist saber and slashed the air threateningly. "Violators—beheaded!"

Under threat of beheading, the gunners added one-third more gunpowder. To prove he was not afraid of overloading, Li Baidao lit the cannon himself.

The 4,000-jin Red Barbarian Cannon erupted with a tremendous blast. The heavy gun carriage recoiled so violently it nearly jumped. Two soldiers who failed to get clear in time were knocked flat, vomiting blood and dying.

This shell finally traveled nearly two kilometers and struck a bastion of the camp—but by that point its trajectory had grown so shallow that it merely smashed against the bastion wall, knocking down a clump of dirt.

"Enemy artillery bearing..." The observation post finally spotted the smoke from Li Baidao's Red Barbarian Cannon through the thick haze of gunpowder.

"Knock out the enemy gun position!" Ying Yu ordered. "I don't want any interference from their artillery."

But even Lin Shenhe could not guarantee to immediately destroy two isolated gun positions at a distance of 2,000 meters using M1857s. Several shells fired in succession all went wide. While everyone was busy aiming and calculating, a tremendous boom erupted from the direction of the Firearms Camp's position, and a pillar of thick smoke rushed straight into the sky.

"Unknown explosion at enemy gun position!" the observation post reported.

"Did the powder magazine explode?" Zhang Berlin hurriedly raised his binoculars.

Lin Shenhe shook his head. "A powder magazine explosion would be much more violent. I think it's a burst barrel."

His estimate was correct. After firing twice in succession with "super-strong charges," a heavy cannon had suddenly burst. The shockwave and fragments killed more than a dozen men around it instantly. Li Baidao escaped catastrophe only by being flung more than ten meters by the blast and landing on a dead horse.

Li Baidao propped himself up and climbed to his feet. His head spun dizzily and his ears buzzed. He shook his head hard, only to find that all the surrounding soldiers had fled—they had even abandoned the intact Red Barbarian Cannon. Several of his personal soldiers ran over to hold him up. Li Baidao wanted to continue loading and firing, but upon inspection he discovered that cracks had already appeared in the barrel of the remaining heavy cannon. Firing another shot would be suicide. He was so furious he slashed his saber wildly through the air.

The whistle of incoming Hair Bandit shells sounded overhead again. A personal soldier snatched the saber from his hands. "Garrison Commander Sir—quickly, take cover! The Hair Bandits are firing again!" Several others seized him and hauled him back.

"The enemy artillery position is finished," Zhang Berlin reported to Ying Yu by telephone.

"Excellent. Quickly organize artillery fire to intercept the enemy infantry!"



Though the 12-pounder cannon fire was fierce, it alone could not force the enemy to waver quickly. Although every landing shell produced tremendous killing effect and caused portions of soldiers to break and rout, they were quickly driven forward again by officers behind them. The main body of government troops had surged to within five hundred meters of the earthen dike. The Fubo Army's howitzers had also joined the roaring chorus, their explosive shells constantly falling among the columns. Although the killing effect was modest, the simple fact that shells exploded upon landing threw the officers and soldiers into great vacillation.

When the government army finally clawed its way to within three hundred meters of the rampart wall, the Fubo Army infantry officers on the rampart raised their command sabers simultaneously:

"Sights 300 meters—Fire!"

Hundreds of Minié rifles crackled in thunderous volleys. Dense rain of bullets swept through the entire vanguard. Hundreds of men were struck and fell instantly. This sudden blow finally broke the already wavering infantry. The road rushing toward the enemy suddenly seemed infinitely distant and impossible. Tong Yizhen beheaded several routing soldiers in succession but still could not stem the tide of men streaming backward. He was shouting loudly, demanding his generals maintain order and forbidding the soldiers to rout. But a bullet suddenly knocked his horse down. He crashed to the ground. His personal soldiers rushed to help him up, and Lieutenant Colonel Tong immediately leapt onto a second horse—but at that moment his standard-bearer's armor exploded before his eyes. The man fell from his saddle without a sound.

This terrified him to the core. The Hair Bandits were shooting with some weapon he could not even see. He knew he was in a very dangerous position and no longer insisted on continuing the attack. He allowed his personal soldiers and household guards to escort him backward. The moment the commanding general retreated, the soldiers ran even faster. The smoke dispersed, leaving only a ground littered with flags, armor, weapons, and corpses.

The soldiers on the earthen dike erupted in waves of heartfelt cheers—they had beaten back the assault. Many had steeled themselves for a desperate struggle, never expecting the government army to retreat so quickly. Pride, contempt, and a fierce sense of accomplishment filled their chests. Many waved their weapons and cheered for their first victory.

He Rubin watched helplessly as four thousand combat soldiers routed under Hair Bandit artillery fire without even approaching the enemy's earthen dike. The Firearms Camp, on which he had placed such high hopes, believing it comparable to Hair Bandit artillery, had been beaten into oblivion before it could even set up gun positions. His face had grown completely dark. How is one supposed to fight such a battle? There wasn't even a chance for close combat! He had already seen that the Hair Bandit cannons shot farther, shot more accurately, and fired far faster than his Red Barbarian Cannons. Compared to the Red Barbarian Cannons, which took ages to fire a single shot, the cannons on the Hair Bandit earthen dike seemed to spew smoke and fire almost continuously, pouring bullets like rain upon the heads of his officers and soldiers.

"Reporting to Your Excellency!" A personal soldier rushed up and knelt. "Leilian Lieutenant Colonel General Zhao was killed in action!"

"What?!" He Rubin was stunned. He quickly raised his binoculars and looked toward the direction of Zhao Qiansi's main attack. Those two thousand men were in full, chaotic retreat.

A great general dead before even reaching close combat! He hurriedly asked: "How did General Zhao die?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency—he was hit by a bird gun..."

"Nonsense!" He Rubin could not contain his alarm. "This Commander saw clearly—his big flag was fully six or seven hundred paces from the stockade wall. How could he be hit by a bird gun?!"

The personal soldier did not understand why His Excellency was so fixated on the cause of death. He quickly replied: "This small one dares not speak falsehood. General Zhao's body has been recovered and is now in the camp. He was confirmed hit by a bird gun."

"Get out!" He Rubin shouted. He drew a rough breath, then bellowed: "Beat drums!"

At the sound of drums, a new wave of fresh troops marched out from the camp. This was the Training Guerrilla's force, combined with the Governor's Standard and the Regional Commander's Standard—the most elite soldiers in this entire expedition. Of course, He Rubin still retained his own Regional Commander's Standard troops and five hundred household guards, but this was his final capital. He would not commit them until the most critical moment.

He called over the battalion generals of the three battalions for confidential instructions.

"Everyone saw what happened." His face was grim. "Hair Bandit cannons are extremely effective—long range, accurate fire. Li Baidao's Firearms Camp was crippled before it could even open fire. We can't count on them. When you spread out your formations, remember this: ranks must be kept loose. Separate squad by squad. Do not crowd your men together like Generals Tong and Zhao did just now, rushing up in a dense mass!"

"Humble generals understand!"

He Rubin continued slowly: "Whichever General's men and horses are first to ascend the stockade—this Commander will record the top merit for him!"



He Ming was very surprised to see the government army rout before even approaching the Grand Camp. He secretly counted: the cannon that had fired the most on the entire earthen dike had expended just over fifty shells. The artillery fire had been far from dense, yet four or five thousand men and horses had retreated just like that. Even for a medieval army—back in the day, the Zulus had fought the British until corpses littered the field before dispersing. It seemed the Ming Army's combat will was not particularly high. Then again, he had heard people from the Great Library's History Research Team say that the difference between Ming Army elites and general troops was enormous.

"The units that just attacked were the Leilian Lieutenant Colonel and Chaozhou Lieutenant Colonel forces." Dongmen Chuiyu had already obtained the latest summary report from the observation posts.

"According to observations: at least 31 Ming officers of Chiliarch rank or above participated in the attack. Our side confirmed killing 5 and probable killing 7. According to sniper reports, Leilian Lieutenant Colonel Zhao Qiansi was hit by a sniper during the battle. Current status—life or death unknown."

Hearing that a sniper had hit a major Lieutenant Colonel, He Ming nodded. The sniper's power was not to be underestimated—after all, cannons, no matter how powerful, could not achieve that kind of precision strike.

"Artillery fired a total of 493 shells: 371 solid shots, 122 explosive shells." Dongmen Chuiyu turned a page. "Destroyed eleven Red Barbarian Cannons."

"Casualties and equipment losses on our side."

"Five lightly wounded. No deaths. No losses."



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 641 — Fierce Battle on the Earthen Dike

The battle was unfolding precisely as the Staff Department had estimated. He Ming observed the field: though the Ming army had lost the first bout, their flags remained ordered and their men showed no signs of wavering. Judging from the drum sounds and the movement of army standards, the enemy was intensifying troop deployments. The next wave would certainly bring elite main forces attacking with full strength.

"The enemy is mobilizing new troops." The observation post relayed a continuous stream of intelligence. "The enemy is transporting things out of the city!"

He Rubin was deploying troops and arranging generals, actively preparing for the second assault. To counter the Hair Bandits' firearms advantage, large batches of wheelbarrows were concentrated from the Firearms Camp and Baggage Camp. Upon these were piled sacks filled with sand and soil, as well as straw bags—all soaked with water. Some carts also carried thick, heavy wooden doors dismantled from buildings within the county seat; even the few iron-sheeted gates from the county yamen had been requisitioned. Magistrate Liu Jingxuan, following the Central Army's orders, personally led runners about the city to dismantle wooden boards and collect wheelbarrows and sacks, desperate to avoid "delaying military opportunities." Carpenters and blacksmiths in the army hurriedly carried out modifications.

No matter how thick the door planks were—even those covered with iron sheets—they could not withstand cannonballs. He Rubin understood this basic logic perfectly. What he was guarding against were the enemy's bird guns.

Judging from the several engagements since the previous day, the Hair Bandits' cannons were undeniably sharp, but their bird guns were equally formidable. The power to take lives from three hundred paces was enough to break soldiers' courage. No matter how many cannons the Hair Bandits possessed—only twenty or thirty—they could not compare to the bird guns, of which every enemy soldier seemingly carried one. In that sense, the threat was not as overwhelming.

Sandbags and door planks would screen the soldiers and block lead bullets during the charge. Once the men reached the bottom of the trench, these could be used to cross it. With the telescope, He Rubin could see clearly: the Hair Bandits' earthen dike was wide but not high—at most two zhang. Apart from a low wall piled with sandbags, there were no defensive works atop it. As for the towers built from wooden poles, they were too flimsy to mount heavy cannons; at most they held a few bird gun shooters, which posed no great threat.

While He Ming watched the Ming army's movements, he ordered high-calorie dry rations and water distributed to the soldiers. The afternoon's battle would likely be fierce and prolonged.

"Eat quickly—prepare to fight!"



The second attack began in the afternoon. The force now launching the assault comprised the Ming army's elite core for this punitive expedition. At the center marched 1,500 Standard Camp combat soldiers from the Governor's Standard, commanded by Guerrilla Wang Daoji, known as a fierce general. On his left wing were 1,000 Governor's Standard combat soldiers under Governor's Standard Guerrilla Li Guang. On the right were 1,200 combat soldiers under Training Guerrilla Wang Xi.

The moment the cannon sounded, wheels began rolling. Hundreds of wheelbarrows—some piled with earth sacks, others erected with wooden boards—advanced at the front. Behind them streamed government infantry in long columns.

The generals had learned from the Fubo Army's artillery advantage. This time they did not adopt a dense formation surging forward en masse but dispersed men and horses into relatively sparse columns, increasing the distance between groups to prevent the Hair Bandits from cutting bloody alleys through them with single cannon shots.

Wave after wave of men surged forward to the beat of war drums. Dust billowed. Generals rode through the ranks shouting, driving their men forward fiercely. Behind them fluttered great flags, surrounded by varying numbers of personal soldiers and household guards, each with sword drawn and arrows nocked, ready at any moment to protect their commanding general—and to cut down any who fled.

The cannons on the earthen dike opened fire again. The thick smoke and firelight that accompanied each cannon blast made every Ming general and official tremble anew. They already knew that along with that smoke and flame came something terrible for the soldiers running forward on the open ground. Everyone watched the battlefield with bated breath.

Black shadows of cannonballs emitted terrible whistling sounds as they descended into the columns, one after another. Nothing could stop these bouncing iron balls. Whenever one landed among the ranks, a burst of screams and wails erupted. When the smoke cleared, piles of corpses and severed limbs remained on the ground. As a cannonball neared the earth, its velocity appeared slow enough that one might think to catch it by reaching out. A reckless Squad Leader raised his iron spear and waved it fiercely like swatting away an arrow, foolishly attempting to knock the ball aside. The cannonball snapped the spear tip; a tremendous force transmitted through the shaft to his arm, tearing half his body apart. Someone turned to flee, only to be instantly cut down by a supervising officer behind him.

"Charge forward! Charge forward!" Generals bellowed their orders. They were not safe themselves; in addition to cannonballs that killed indiscriminately upon contact, occasionally someone would suddenly fall from his horse. Some officers rode in circles, waving swords and roaring pretentiously, but no longer advanced themselves.

As the troops drew closer and closer to the earthen dike, artillery fire grew denser. When the Ming army pushed to within five hundred meters, the artillery began firing shrapnel and explosive shells. Shells burst in the air or upon landing; fragments and iron balls knocked down soldiers in rows and clusters.

"Charge fast! Charge fast!" Officers waved their swords. "Charge under the earthen dike!"

The soldiers let out a thunderous roar and surged forward rapidly like dying beasts. A black mass of men threw themselves fiercely toward the front of the earthen dike. Fubo Army gunners had all stripped to the waist, firing shells as rapidly as they could muster. Cannon reports rose and fell in overlapping waves; the entire earthen dike was shrouded in thick white smoke. Only the watchtowers protruded above, floating like pavilions in clouds. Beneath this cloud layer, the surging crowd tumbled like stormy waves. The snipers on the watchtowers had long since abandoned their leisurely air—the slow loading, the careful target selection, the deliberate aiming, the mark drawn on a wooden board for each kill. Now everyone worked the bolt rapidly, aimed, fired, and hurriedly sought the next target.

"Target 300 meters—canister shot!" Zhang Berlin finally shouted the command to load canister. The battle had finally reached close quarters. More than a dozen cannons quickly loaded canister shot.

"Fire!"

With every jump and recoil of the muzzles, 27 canister balls sprayed outward, forming a dense curtain of bullets. Many soldiers were killed before even approaching the trench.

"Infantry—fire!" He Ming watched as government troops disregarded the artillery fire and closed on the trench. Some soldiers were already throwing earth sacks, wheelbarrows, and the corpses of fallen comrades into it, trying to fill a path across. Though they were quickly mowed down in swathes by canister shot, follow-up waves kept surging forward.

"Sights 150 meters—Fire!"

The smoke from artillery fire had grown too thick to see targets clearly. Infantry simply set their sights and fired volley after volley without aiming. Crisp gunshots rang continuously. Many men fell before approaching the trench. Some retreated, but He Rubin had already committed another two thousand men, pressing close behind. The rolling tide of humanity filled the battlefield once more. The front ranks were shoved forward by those behind, pouncing fiercely.

"Charge! Five taels of silver for anyone who crosses the trench! Ten taels for mounting the stockade wall!" Several officers led personal soldiers, galloping along the chaotic government columns and roaring encouragement.

"Everyone charge for Daddy! Two taels for every Hair Bandit head you take! Fifty taels for a Hair Bandit Chief! Those who shrink back or flee will be beheaded!"

Wang Daoji led the charge from the front. Half his household guards and personal soldiers were already dead or wounded. The standard-bearer had been replaced twice. Yet he was still the first to reach the edge of the trench. Some archers were already nocking arrows and drawing bows at the trench's lip, loosing dense volleys. The first wave of casualties appeared on the earthen dike. Three-eyed gunners also reached the trench and began firing.

Tian Liang stood on the right side of his company. His ears had been nearly deafened by the roar of guns and cannons. He watched as the Company Commander—utterly disregarding life or death—simply leapt onto the low wall, waving his command saber and roaring. His voice was almost drowned out by the whole company's volley fire. At that moment, five or six feathered arrows shot out of the smoke; one struck the Company Commander. He groaned and fell from the earthen dike, and before he hit the ground, government soldiers had already cut off his head.

The soldiers stood stunned, momentarily forgetting to fire. Tian Liang was so shocked that his command saber nearly slipped from his grasp. The Company Commander—who had consistently ranked among the best in military training assessments, who had dared to fight and charge without hesitation—was dead, just like that.

"Quick—Second Lieutenant Tian, it's your turn!" The Company Quartermaster saw Tian Liang still dazed and shoved him under the company flag.

Tian Liang's mind went blank; for a moment he could not even recall the command to shout. You Laohu, who had run over to supervise the battle after a Company Commander in his battalion was killed, kicked him hard:

"Why are you dazing! Fire!"

Tian Liang finally reacted. His command saber slashed down violently.

"Volley—Fire!"

A gust of sea breeze swept over, dispersing the thick gunpowder smoke. A snake of red flame raced along the earthen dike. Soldiers who had been filling the trench and shooting arrows fell into it one after another, struck down by crossfire from both flanks. But the second wave was already surging forward.

Fu Sansi held an SKS rifle, paying attention to the condition of his entire battalion while occasionally squeezing off a few bullets. He specifically targeted officers and projectile troops—archers, three-eyed gunners—by the trench. His marksmanship was deadly accurate, and when he shot, the outside world ceased to exist; it was essentially one shot, one kill.

Seeing that several sections of the trench were now filled with corpses and sandbags, and that more and more Ming troops were surging beneath the stockade wall, he knew the time had come. Although they avoided frontal fire, rifle fire from the oblique angles still knocked them down in batches.

However, with large numbers of archers and firearms troops rushing to the trench and providing covering fire, casualties on the earthen dike were also climbing. Fu Sansi judged the moment right. He picked up a grenade, pulled the ring, and threw in one fluid motion.

"Throw grenades!" He shouted the command at the same instant the grenade left his hand.

"Throw grenades! Throw grenades!" The order echoed along the earthen dike. Soldiers who had been shooting arrows and filling the trench looked up to see many small iron lumps falling from above.

The grenades exploded one after another. Though black powder grenades had a modest killing effect, the power and momentum of throwing many at once was still staggering. Then the second and third volleys of grenades rained down. At this distance, canister shot could no longer play a role—it could only fire into the depth. Grenades became the best weapon. Crowded at the trench, the government soldiers beneath the earthen dike had almost nowhere to hide beneath the grenade rain; they fell dead one after another.

Before the previous wave had even finished falling, the next surge was driven forward by their generals. Soldiers fell dead in batches in the open space between bastions. Every volley on the earthen dike harvested lives as swiftly as a scythe. Smoke shrouded the dike; from a distance, one could only see firelight when rifles and cannons fired.

Casualties on the earthen dike were mounting. Many infantrymen were struck by arrows or by iron pellets from three-eyed guns. Medics constantly dragged away fallen casualties. The infantry line on the dike began to thin, and firepower grew correspondingly sparse.

Taking advantage of the thinning fire, the first batch of government soldiers managed to pull out or chop down the bamboo spikes planted at oblique angles along the earth slope. Though men kept rolling downward after being shot, those behind continued surging upward, batch after batch. They climbed using ladders, or simply hands and feet. Those who crested the wall were immediately met by infantry bayonets—but more and more men clambered up. Some three-eyed gunners climbed as well; after firing, they swung the heavy iron weapons like clubs. Many charging government soldiers hurled burning fire pots onto the earthen dike. Though these ceramic vessels could not explode, the flames and smoke after landing caused considerable chaos among the defenders. Infantry began to be driven back step by step, their formation in disarray.

One Squad Leader leapt fiercely onto the earthen dike. His long saber cleaved a soldier's rifle in two with a single stroke and stabbed him through. Then he cut down another pouncing infantryman. Two militia who rushed him with spears actually fell back under his ferocious slashing. Seeing more and more government soldiers rising behind him, the Squad Leader's boldness surged. He rushed forward a few steps, forced the routing militia back, reached out, and planted a battle flag atop the earthen dike.

Ming troops above and below the wall were electrified with newfound morale. A fierce howl erupted, and they charged forward heedless of death. A breach was about to be opened in the earthen dike.

Lin Shenhe, who had been happily picking off targets one by one with a civilian-version semi-automatic M14, gave a loud shout and rushed over with his bayoneted rifle. Seeing both sides about to engage in close combat, he dodged aside and shouted: "Fire!"

A "Typewriter" mounted on a wheelbarrow behind him immediately emitted a massive roar. Dense, scorching lead bullets swept away every government soldier who had climbed onto the earthen dike. One man's head was shattered on the spot; another was torn to pieces. Those lucky enough not to be hit fled, rolling and crawling back down.

Breaches appeared in multiple locations, but militia and reserves from each battalion continuously sealed them, driving back government soldiers who had broken through to occupy the dike. The battle entered a white-hot stage: on one side, crowds engaged in desperate hand-to-hand combat; on the other, artillery and volleys continued to spew firelight and thick smoke without pause.

The spot where Tian Liang stood was one such breach—exactly where Wang Daoji's household guards and personal soldiers had concentrated their full strength. The company he had temporarily assumed command of had already suffered one-third casualties. Government soldiers took advantage and climbed onto the earthen dike to engage in hand-to-hand combat. Tian Liang lost his command saber somewhere in the melee. After emptying his revolver, he had no time to reload before a government soldier charged at him. In desperation, he smashed the revolver into the man's face, then snatched up a three-eyed gun and swung it round, caving in the enemy's skull with a single blow.

He had no time to find another weapon—government soldiers had already surged in front of him. At the life-and-death juncture, all his military regulations were forgotten. Driven only by the will to survive, he swung the heavy iron implement left and right, smashing ferociously. No one could withstand him. At that moment, a feathered arrow punched through his thigh. Tian Liang screamed and collapsed into the pile of corpses on the earthen dike. Seeing a scabbard at his waist, a government soldier knew he was an officer and leapt forward, saber raised to take his head—but was instantly run through by infantry bayonets as they swarmed in to save their Acting Company Commander. Both sides slaughtered back and forth over the spot where Tian Liang had fallen.

On the command platform, staff personnel began to lose their composure as more and more enemies mounted the earthen dike to begin hand-to-hand combat—some fighting unfolded right next to the cannons.

"Commit the reserves." Zhu Quanxing ran over personally to request battle.

"Wait a while longer. They can still hold." He Ming raised his binoculars and carefully studied every breach along the earthen dike. True, government soldiers had boarded the dike in many places—but at every gap, Fubo Army soldiers and militia were engaging them. He believed firmly that well-trained soldiers could repel what remained of the government attackers.

You Laohu fully exerted his reputation as "One Track Mind" in the battle. With a joyous roar, he hurled himself into one breach after another, slashing chaotically with the Frontier Army Long Saber—no technique whatsoever. While chopping down large numbers of government soldiers, he nearly hacked off his own head. But his craziness drove the morale of the militia and infantry around him. They surged up at his side, slashing fiercely and sealing one breach after another. Facts proved that in one-on-one hand-to-hand combat, the government soldiers' resolve was far inferior to that of the well-trained Fubo Army infantry. Incidents of three or five infantrymen beating back groups of government soldiers with bayonets occurred frequently.

At two in the afternoon, though Wang Daoji organized assault after assault regardless of casualties, his soldiers were hammered by cannon fire at the trench, suffering massive dead and wounded. Meanwhile, the defense on the earthen dike gradually stabilized. Militia filled the vacancies left by dead and wounded infantry, using long spears to stab down government soldiers who barely climbed onto the dike. The "Typewriters" played a decisive role in sealing breaches—these terrible rapid-fire monsters completely destroyed any determination to hold ground atop the earthen dike. Lead bullets pouring like rain swept away oncoming government soldiers. Artillery fire periodically cut off follow-up troops. Government soldiers who did manage to mount the dike received no timely reinforcement, and were driven off one by one, unable to establish a foothold.

Wang Daoji was still shouting for men to climb the stockade when a Minié rifle bullet struck him. He swayed and toppled from his horse. The soldiers could hold out no longer; whistles shrilled, and they fled backward.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 642 — The First Day's Victory

Wang Xi and Li Guang's forces routed shortly after. Li Guang's personal soldiers were all killed, and even his great banner was nearly lost. Li Guang himself was struck by a bullet and had to be rescued with tremendous difficulty. Wang Xi was killed in action while commanding men to cross the trench.

He Rubin watched his forces surging and tumbling beneath the earthen dike—constantly attacking up the slope and constantly being forced back down—and felt anxiety gnawing at his gut. Then he saw the Training Guerrilla's troops, deployed as follow-up reinforcements, retreating one after another. He flew into a rage. Just as he was about to order drums to urge the assault, he saw the forces that had already reached the trench's edge also beginning to fall back. In an instant, four or five thousand men scattered completely, like an avalanche—the entire field was littered with routed soldiers throwing away helmets and armor.

"Should we deploy the ambush troops?"

"No. The enemy's reserves haven't been committed yet. He Rubin's Regional Commander's Standard and household guards still haven't moved out." He Ming surveyed the battlefield. "Tomorrow, He Rubin will have to commit his final reserves. We'll rely on our position to cripple them completely, and then when they're disheartened and seeing enemies in every bush, we'll defeat them in one drumbeat!"



On the Chengmai city wall, news arrived that Guangdong Training Guerrilla Wang Xi and Governor's Standard Guerrilla Wang Daoji had both been killed in action in quick succession. The atmosphere among the observing officials and generals plunged to freezing point. The earlier optimism was swept away entirely: in a single day, two regular military officers of Guangdong had fallen. Other officers of Chiliarch rank and above killed now numbered more than twenty. Such heavy losses met the standard for a "disastrous defeat."

He Rubin was drenched in cold sweat. If he could not completely exterminate the Hair Bandits after sustaining such losses, it would be extremely difficult to account for himself before the Viceroy and the Imperial Court. He ordered: "Beat drums!" He had decided to commit his own Regional Commander's Standard and household guards this time—to break the enemy stockade in one fell swoop.

It was Zhao Ruyi who stopped him. "Our army suffered a setback today—morale has wavered considerably. Another attack now would only wound soldiers in vain. The General must not act on a moment's anger. Fortunately, our army's vitality remains intact. Withdraw the troops for now; we fight again tomorrow."

The retreat gong sounded over the entire battlefield—though in truth, even without the gong, the government army's offensive had already collapsed. The Fubo Army gradually ceased fire after the mass of government troops routed. Those officers and soldiers who were wounded but could still walk limped back toward camp.

Smoke gradually dispersed from the battlefield. Only now could both sides clearly see the result of this slaughter, which had lasted nearly three hours. Inside and outside the trench, corpses lay everywhere. The dead were especially dense beneath the earthen dike; in some places they were piled more than half a man's height. On the dike itself, and even on the slope, bodies hung draped in every direction. Blood flowed down along the earthen dike in gurgling black rivulets.

A heavy smell of blood, sweat, and gunpowder smoke shrouded the battlefield, making people nauseous.

The Fubo Army infantry and militia—each with tattered clothes, faces and bodies caked with smoke and dust, some even wounded—supported themselves with their rifles. Those who had lost their weapons carried government soldiers' long spears and sabers that had been picked up. They stared at the fleeing government soldiers with dull expressions, as if they had just woken from a dream.

Seeing the Ming army withdraw, retreating unit by unit into their camps, the Fubo Army soldiers burst into waves of victory cheers—they had defeated a fierce assault by four or five thousand elite government soldiers and remained standing. Cheers were transmitted wave after wave along the earthen dike, resounding across the entire battlefield.

Compared to the native officers and soldiers, the emotionally expressive Senator officers nearly wept with joy. This army they had built with their own hands, trained bitterly for two years, had finally proven itself to be a true combat-capable force—not just a team that marched in neat columns on the parade ground. He Ming noticed several Senator officers wiping their eyes and could not help but laugh:

"What? Does everyone want to cry? Like women!"

"I am... happy..." Wei Aiwen had always presented himself as a German-style iron-blooded tough guy, but at this moment even he could not keep from wiping his eyes. "Our army... has finally succeeded! We won't lose! We won!"

"Little Wei, what's all that 'Triumph of the Will' nonsense you blow about every day? And yet here you are shedding cat pee." You Laohu carried the blood-crusted Frontier Army Long Saber, speaking triumphantly. He was covered in blood from head to toe—even his face—but he did not bother to wipe any of it off, as if displaying evidence of his reckless close-quarters combat. "Look at me—I chopped off a dozen heads in one breath..."

Just as he finished the sentence, he collapsed to the ground. Everyone present was startled. The accompanying doctor, Zhang Tumu, rushed over to check his condition.

"No big problem—blood loss from his wounds, plus exhaustion." He opened his portable medical kit and administered an injection. "Carry him to the Health Station!"

"Old You is really fierce..."

"Fierce like this, sooner or later he'll pay with his little life." Zhang Tumu shook his head. "He's covered in wounds. Not deep, but lose too much blood and it can still cost a man his life."

Dongmen Chuiyu said, "If that's the case, You Laohu won't be able to participate in combat tomorrow. We'll need to appoint an Acting Commander for the 3rd Battalion quickly."

"Let Lin Shenhe act. He performed quite well today." Another officer suggested. "He mentioned to me several times that he wants to transfer his official affiliation to the army instead of being an ordnance engineer all day. I think it's fine. Isn't he very familiar with this line infantry shooting business?"

"No—he's not familiar with the 3rd Battalion." He Ming considered. "Yu Zhiqian will be Acting Commander of the 3rd Battalion. Lin Shenhe will fill his Company Commander position for now. We'll readjust after the war. This battle is almost over; the outcome will be decided tomorrow."

Though the Ming army still possessed large numbers of men and horses, He Ming knew their morale had broken. Even if He Rubin committed his household guards and Regional Commander's Standard tomorrow, they were unlikely to fight as fiercely as today. The key was that his own soldiers now possessed the conviction of inevitable victory. They would fight even more bravely in the impending decisive battle.



The snipers descended from their towers. They had played a tremendous role in the chaotic battle—not only killing many officers and disrupting the government army's organization more than once, but also using rifles to seal breaches at the most critical moments. Their faces were covered in smoke, their fingers swollen, some with bleeding hands. But everyone was high-spirited, carrying pockets filled with handfuls of spent bullet casings, cheerfully debating their kills.

"I took out at least three officers! And that general!"

"That general was clearly hit by me! At least a Regional Commander!"

"Bullshit! There's only one Regional Commander. The one you hit was at most a Squad Leader."

...

The total score for the Senator Sniper Team came to 247 kills—a quite impressive result. But as Zhou Weisen said, the enemies had been crowded so closely together that it was hard to miss. He claimed to have shot a general at 1,000 meters, but Qian Shuiting insisted that he had been the one to hit him. The two argued fiercely.

Qian Shuiting's total kills numbered 14, but his records were the most detailed, with symbols like bows, spears, three-eyed guns, army flags, and helmets drawn on paper to indicate the types of targets killed. Zhou Weisen laughed at him for spending too much time drawing pictures, leaving less time to fire.

Dingding crawled out of a gun emplacement. Today, he thought, he had finally understood what "narrow escape" truly meant. Decades later, he would often regale a certain grandson—whose name he could never seem to remember—with tales of his bravery that day: how the enemy had charged at him, how he had kept filming until the enemy was one meter away without flinching, how he had killed seven or eight government soldiers with the camera tripod alone, how he had single-handedly knocked down a government general who had said "I submit" before dying, and so on.

In truth, Dingding's situation had indeed been very dangerous. He had originally been filming from the command platform. After the first attack ended, seeking better and more intuitive footage, he had handed the professional camera to his assistant and taken a DV onto the earthen dike himself, filming from a sentry tower for a while before entering a gun emplacement used by snipers. He had assumed the government soldiers would collapse directly beneath the earthen dike, just as they had in the first wave. He never expected the enemy to rush up the wall. At the most intense moment, government soldiers and Fubo Army infantry had been engaged in hand-to-hand combat just outside his emplacement. Government soldiers had tried to break in several times, only to be driven out by soldiers protecting him with bayonets.

It was not until the enemy fully retreated that Dingding rested for quite a while before emerging from the gun emplacement, the DV still clutched spasmodically in his hand.

"Damn, that was too exciting... too exciting..." he muttered.

The DV footage shot inside the gun emplacement proved extremely powerful. Because it was too bloody and violent, portions had to be cut before public screenings.



The Medical Corps and soldiers were clearing the post-battle field on the earthen dike. Dead or alive, they kicked anyone they encountered. Those who could move—whether government soldiers or their own—were placed on stretchers.

Tian Liang was found by medics in a pile of corpses. He felt someone kicking him and managed to move slightly.

"The Second Lieutenant is still alive!" a voice said in the distance.

"Establish transport to the Dressing Station immediately."

Then he felt something hard placed around his neck to immobilize it, and then he was moved onto a stretcher. The movement pulled at his wound; he screamed.

Someone immediately poured some cool liquid into his mouth—it had a strong medicinal taste. He felt comfortable all over; the wound stopped hurting. And then he fell into a drowsy sleep.

The total casualties for the Fubo Army, including militia, exceeded three hundred, with over one hundred dead. One quarter of those killed were officers and NCOs. This casualty ratio left He Ming and others both pleased and troubled. So many officers and NCOs killed in action proved that setting an example of leading from the front had taken root—but losing the painstakingly cultivated backbone like this was deeply regrettable.

Weapon losses were severe: not only had hundreds of rifles and many long spears been damaged, but three cannons had also been put out of action. Ammunition consumption was staggering.

Zhang Tumu's Health Station was as busy as a beehive. Six or seven hundred wounded from both sides had been gathered on the open ground outside the Health Station's large tent. Rows of stretchers lay on the earth. Lightly wounded Fubo Army soldiers squatted nearby, smoking and chatting; some sat motionless, seemingly dead, but would groan in pain if touched.

Government soldier wounded sat together, eyes gloomy. Except for those in unbearable agony, no one dared to cry out. They looked fearfully at the blood-covered Hair Bandits going in and out of the large tent, from which screams occasionally emerged.

Zhang Tumu's sleeves were rolled up, his arms striped with blood. His white gown was splattered with fresh stains, making him look like a butcher. The medics beside him were much the same, each covered in blood—he had already performed several surgeries.

You Laohu was carried into the tent and placed on a clean emergency table. The strong smell of blood and disinfectant jolted him awake. He saw medics gesturing with large scissors between his legs, gave a start, and immediately covered his essentials.

"What are you doing?"

"Taking off your clothes," Zhang Tumu replied. "Otherwise, how do we treat the wounds?"

"I have no wound 'down there.' Please tell him not to wave the scissors around like that, alright? If something gets cut off, there's no place to install a new one!"

"It's fine—he cuts a lot." Zhang Tumu joked. "Help the Lieutenant Colonel clean his wounds properly."

When the stinging disinfectant touched the wounds, You Laohu's face went pale—but to preserve his tough-guy image, he gritted his teeth and did not cry out.

"No need for that—shout if it hurts." Zhang Tumu deftly examined the wounds. "Record! Multiple tearing skin wounds on left and right arms, left and right shoulders, chest, left and right thighs. One deep tearing wound from a bladed weapon on left ribs—no internal organs visible, no fracture." He gave orders: "Inject tetanus immediately. Are you dizzy?"

"Dizzy!"

"You've lost quite a bit of blood, though not yet to dangerous levels. Otherwise, I'd have to mobilize soldiers to donate for you. Intravenous injection of 500cc glucose saline! Another shot of morphine!"

"No morphine." You Laohu did not want to touch the stuff.

"You'll want it when we start sewing your wounds." Zhang Tumu instructed the medic, "I'll go deal with others first. I'll do the suturing myself."

Zhang Tumu left You Laohu and performed emergency surgery on a soldier who had been stabbed in the belly. He found it strange that he could do this surgery at all—back in the day, he had ended up in the emergency room precisely because he could not pass the surgery hurdle.

"Doctor Zhang! One hit by a three-eyed gun!" A medic rushed in.

"Carry him to Doctor Ning!"

Balding, slightly chubby Ning Jinghai looked at the wounded man—riddled with holes and bleeding all over the floor—and complained: "Which one is this? I can't remove all the projectiles without an X-ray machine..."

"Save his life first—take X-rays at Muniao later." Zhang Tumu said. "This guy looks like he needs a transfusion."

"Blood pressure and heart rate dropping!" the medic shouted.

"Quick—Atropine injection! Transfusion!" Ning Jinghai shouted, flipping open the ID tag around the wounded man's neck. "Type A blood—call four or five Type A blood militia to donate blood!"

The Medical Department had not yet established a full blood supply system, instead relying on the "donor" method for clinical blood. Plasma used during surgery depended entirely on on-site donations from medics and militia who had passed blood tests. If necessary, healthy militia and laborers would also be called upon.

Tian Liang was carried to Yang Baogui, who had just finished suturing a soldier's wound and was washing and disinfecting his hands.

"Puncture wound on left leg!" Yang Baogui glanced and shouted. "Prepare to extract arrowhead! Inject tetanus!"

The scalpel cut open muscle; forceps carefully pulled the broken arrowhead from his leg. Yang Baogui examined the wound thoroughly to ensure no fragments remained, then cleaned and disinfected it.

Tian Liang groaned and woke up.

"How is it, Second Lieutenant?" Yang Baogui said. "Took an arrow in the leg. You're lucky—didn't hit major blood vessels or touch the bone. Through and through. You'll be jumping around again after a month's rest."

Yang Baogui's skill in treating wounds was remarkably exquisite; no one would have guessed he was actually a veterinarian. He had followed the army intending to treat wounds on the mules and horses captured from the Ming forces once the battle ended. For now, he was guest-starring as a military doctor.

Most of the wounded were not critically injured. After cleaning and suturing their wounds—and thanks to the two magic weapons of tetanus shots and antibiotics—many soldiers' lives were preserved. With the help of blood transfusions, infusions, and surgery, many soldiers originally destined to die from severe wounds also survived.

"...In the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, the Ministry of Health used homemade drugs and instruments to treat the wounded on a large scale for the first time. This was also the first time homemade antibiotics and tetanus serum were deployed on the battlefield for rescue. Under the efforts of the medical staff, excellent results were achieved, saving many lives..." — Health Annals Vol 1

The homemade tetanus serum used horse serum. To obtain horse blood, the Ministry of Health had engaged in quite a verbal battle with Nick, securing enough horse serum only on the promise that the blood draws would not compromise the horses' health. Whether the tetanus serum manufactured with such considerable resources actually worked—nothing could test its effectiveness better than using it in battle.

Captured government soldier wounded also received treatment. This was partly out of "humanitarianism," and partly out of "pragmatism"—after all, everyone was a precious labor resource, and the Lingao regime lacked people the most.

"Ryan! Stop chanting scriptures." Zhang Tumu was so busy his feet barely touched the ground. Seeing that Ryan, the quarantine and epidemic prevention specialist, was administering last rites to a heavily wounded soldier, he felt a flash of irritation. "We're about to clean the battlefield. You're the team leader—go report, quickly!"

"...In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen." He made a cross over the dying man, then turned his head. "Martyrs need spiritual comfort..."

"Doctor... Chief... I'm still alive..." the wounded man said weakly. "Doctor Zhang said... I won't die."

"Oh—is that so? God is omnipresent..."

"Go quickly!" Zhang Tumu urged repeatedly. Ryan stood up reluctantly. The so-called battlefield cleaning was the cleansing and burial of corpses—a disgusting and exhausting job. Who told him to specialize in preventive medicine, epidemic elimination and control? And he also had to carry out tasks assigned by the fake-Christian Director Wu, supposedly to expand the Church's influence. To that end, he had already heard confession from several dying government soldiers among the heavy wounded. He muttered to himself as he worked, wondering whether what he was doing was even appropriate.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 643 — Night Raid

Under the cover of Light Infantry, the Medical Corps and militia cleaning the battlefield opened the stockade gate and emerged. They first collected and encoffined their own fallen soldiers at the foot of the earthen dike. Many Fubo Army dead who had fallen from the dike had been decapitated, and the identity tags worn around their necks were lost; they could only be registered and encoffined one by one by checking the name tags sewn into their clothing. After that, they began to clear the corpses of government soldiers, including dragging out bodies that had fallen into the trench one by one with hook poles. The weather was already hot; dropping so many corpses in place would soon breed plague once they rotted.

Seeing the Hair Bandits opening the stockade gate and pouring out in large numbers, the Ming army assumed they were launching a counterattack and scrambled up the stockade wall to prepare for battle. But they saw the Hair Bandit infantry halt after advancing three hundred paces and form defensive arrays. Many people wearing white robes emerged from behind, their heads and faces wrapped in white cloth hoods, long poles in their hands. They hooked corpses one by one, pulled them together, and transported them by wheelbarrow to a deep ditch for burial. The Engineering Corps had buried a row of explosives and quickly blasted out a trench deep enough to serve as a mass grave.

Abandoned government soldier wounded were occasionally found among the piles of corpses. As long as they could still move, they were loaded onto wheelbarrows one by one and transported back to the stockade for treatment.

What He Ming and the Senators regretted was that the government army had left behind not a single corpse of an officer of Chiliarch rank or above—let alone any wounded ones. Even their personal surname flags were scarcely found.

He Ming did not require recovery of swords, spears, and military equipment scattered on the ground, but every abandoned army flag was collected without exception—these were markers of military merit.

"The Hair Bandits don't even cut off heads!" The government soldiers watched the enemy's actions with curiosity. Not only did they not take heads, but they also retrieved the wounded. In the army of that era, being injured in battle meant danger of losing one's life; being heavily wounded and unable to walk essentially meant death. Generally, when cleaning a battlefield after victory, friend and foe alike—if heavily wounded—were finished off on the spot.

For safety reasons, the Fubo Army's corpse collection and battlefield cleaning advanced only to a point more than two hundred meters from the earthen dike. This was also where the densest piles of corpses had accumulated.

Just as the Medical Corps was busy clearing the field, lightning flashed through the thick cloud layer, and rolls of dull thunder rumbled overhead. A rainstorm was coming.

Rainstorms often followed great battles, especially in such a season of abundant water vapor and dense clouds as June and July. Large amounts of dust and gunpowder smoke provided abundant condensation nuclei.

"Now the corpses will bloat from soaking," Ryan withdrew the hastily finished Medical Corps and frowned. "Once the sun comes out tomorrow, I feel scared just thinking about the smell on the battlefield."

"Make do for now; deal with it later." He Ming seemed to catch a whiff of corpse stench from the road to Lang Son, back in those days. "Disinfectant must be sprinkled throughout the camp as well."

Ryan stripped off his gown, which reeked of disinfectant and blood, and threw it along with his oilcloth boots into a brightly burning boiler that was heating water for the troops.

"Infantry 6th Battalion assumes guard duty—pay attention to rain protection! All other units eat immediately, then rest." He Ming ordered loudly. "Tell the Logistics Department to ensure every tent and shed is dry."

"Understood." Xie Shu saluted and trotted away. Roll calls rang out across the camp's square. Soon the 3rd and 5th Infantry Battalions reported their vacancies. Dead and wounded officers and NCOs had to be replenished immediately, with meritorious soldiers promoted to fill the gaps. Soldier vacancies would be filled by militia. This ensured all units could go into battle tomorrow fully equipped and manned.

With a burst of fierce rolling thunder, sparse drops the size of beans struck the ground, kicking up the smell of soil and blood. A gust of cold wind swept through, making everyone shiver. Then the deluge came, accompanied by roaring thunder. For a time, golden serpents of lightning danced wildly between heaven and earth. A white curtain of rain shrouded the world. The crashing rain drowned out all voices.

He Ming's orderly had brought rain gear long ago and draped it over him the instant the rain began. But He Ming did not rush back to headquarters. Instead, he asked: "Do the wounded have shelter?"

"Rain sheds and large tents have already been set up for the wounded."

The thunder gradually faded, but the rain intensified. People and objects became invisible ten steps away. He Ming still made a complete inspection, only walking back to headquarters after confirming every location was properly arranged. He instructed that an officer escorted by the Special Reconnaissance Team be sent to visit the two infantry battalions lying in ambush.

The 1st and 4th Battalions, responsible for the ambush, were both positioned in the wild. Seeing the rain falling so heavily, He Ming worried they might be unable to camp in the open—or worse, encounter flash floods.

"Tell them to pay attention not only to safety but also to concealment!" He Ming instructed the messenger. "Be on guard against enemy night raids."

Both Battalion Commanders reported back: the current campsite was very safe. The soldiers had not encountered flooding and were resting.



The Chengmai gate tower was shrouded in gloom. The day's fighting had demonstrated that the Hair Bandits not only possessed sharp firearms but also extraordinary combat power. Though exact figures had not yet been compiled, total casualties exceeding two thousand were certain. This was already very serious for an army of over twenty thousand. Morale throughout the Grand Camp had sunk to its nadir. Many men, fearing they would be driven to fight the Hair Bandits tomorrow, already harbored thoughts of fleeing. Only the heavy rain and pitch-black darkness outside prevented a mass exodus.

He Rubin ordered reliable troops to control the roads and strategic passes while gathering generals for a meeting, comforting them and urging everyone not to lose heart—the decisive battle would come tomorrow. Zhao Ruyi also spoke, asking the generals to serve the country loyally. He also temporarily promoted a few officers, ordering them to lead the units that had lost their commanding generals. He transferred the most heavily damaged units to station in the rear, replacing them with fresh forces at the front.

He then ordered the beheading of a dozen routing soldiers captured by roving cavalry—men who had attempted to flee toward Qiongshan instead of returning to camp. Their heads were displayed to the entire camp. Following this demonstration of severity, he dispatched trusted private secretaries and generals to comfort the most unreliable elements—the transport troops and village braves—employing both soft and hard tactics to demand they "work together with one heart." After handling all this, he returned to his tent. Zhao Ruyi sat inside, stroking his beard. He Rubin understood that the calm exterior concealed deep fear.

"General Yinzhi, what are the odds of winning tomorrow's battle?" Zhao Ruyi asked.

"Sixty or seventy percent at best!" He Rubin said. "Our army suffered a setback today. Morale has wavered considerably. Hair Bandit morale is high..."

He did not finish the rest. Everyone present understood the implication: tomorrow's battle was more likely to end in defeat than victory.

Zhao Ruyi coughed once and said: "Hair Bandit firearms are sharp, and their morale is high. Our army absolutely cannot fight a field battle with them. In this student's opinion, it would be better to dig deep trenches and build high walls—to exhaust the Hair Bandits' sharp edge."

He Rubin remained silent. This tactic was useful when dealing with ordinary enemies—even against the Imperial Court's great enemy, the Eastern Barbarians. The government army possessed many firearms and infantry; digging trenches and establishing stockades to defend firmly with firearms, so long as officers and soldiers were of one mind, could generally hold. It was a sound tactic.

But the Hair Bandits were different from any enemy the Ming army had ever faced—even different from the Red-haired people who resembled them most. The enemy possessed cannons with greater range and accuracy. Digging trenches and defending firmly would only invite slow destruction by shelling from a distance. The entire army's morale would collapse before the enemy even attacked.

"Lord Zhao, Hair Bandit cannons are far superior to mine. If we dig trenches and defend firmly, their cannons can reach us, but ours cannot reach them. We become fish and meat on the chopping board, to be carved up at their leisure!"

Zhao Ruyi considered this and found it indeed reasonable. "Then attacking again tomorrow... I fear..." He did not finish, only sighed.

A private secretary spoke up: "Your Excellency need not worry. No matter how far their cannons reach, they must exit the stockade to deploy them. Their soldiers are few. Relying only on sharp firearms, they may not dare to exit the stockade and deploy cannons."

At this moment, Chang Qingyun interjected: "Your Excellency! The Hair Bandits thwarted our army only slightly today. The soldiers must now be lazy and their generals arrogant—they will neglect their defenses. Tonight, heavy rain falls like a torrent; enemy firearms absolutely cannot function. Please send a brave general to recruit several hundred death-sworn soldiers with heavy gold, emulating the legendary Snowy Night Raid on Caizhou. We will surely deal the Hair Bandits a great blow!"

He spoke with absolute confidence. He Rubin thought privately: A scholar's view! In such heavy rain, sending several hundred men groping blindly through the dark would be challenging enough—never mind finding the correct direction.

But Chang Qingyun's phrase "heavy rain falls like a torrent—firearms absolutely cannot function" struck a chord. In He Rubin's view, today's defeat had been entirely due to the Hair Bandits' overpowering firearms.

It would be best if it rains tomorrow too, He Rubin thought.

Zhao Ruyi, however, found this proposal quite interesting. The surrounding private secretaries and generals also believed there was a chance—they reasoned that as long as the Hair Bandits could not fire their firearms, they were nothing special. Even if they could not break the bandits entirely, they might inflict a major blow and reclaim some of the day's losses.

"How is the rain outside?"

"It has lightened slightly," the junior officer who went outside to check reported.

He Rubin rose and stood on the city tower, gripping the railing and gazing out. The Hair Bandit Grand Camp a few li distant was brightly lit with lanterns, obviously heavily guarded. Hoping to steal into the camp was impossible. But if the enemy's firearms could not function, fighting with bare blades might yet offer a chance for a small victory.

Now the rain is lighter, He Rubin thought. If we send men to raid the camp immediately and succeed, we can take the opportunity to rout the Hair Bandit army entirely, completely reversing the war's course. If we cannot break the stockade, even a small victory will boost morale.

He immediately summoned other generals to discuss the camp raid. Everyone agreed: after the failed attack today, the Hair Bandits would never expect the Ming army to raid their camp—least of all during heavy rain. Though moving at night in the storm was inconvenient, this hardship would be shared by friend and foe alike. If the Hair Bandits truly could not use their firearms, they could only fight a chaotic melee. The government soldiers' skill in hand-to-hand combat could finally be brought to bear. Perhaps routing the Hair Bandits was not impossible after all.

It was immediately decided: five hundred men from He Rubin's Town Standard would form the vanguard, braving the rain to scale the defenses. Huezhou Regional Commander Yan Zungao would lead one thousand men in support. If the assault on the stockade proceeded smoothly, fireworks would serve as the signal; He Rubin would then personally lead the main force in a full-scale attack.

Yan Zungao ordered his men to eat their fill, then silenced drums and rolled up banners, moving quietly toward the front camp. To facilitate movement in the muddy terrain, the five hundred first-ascenders removed their armor and left their long spears behind, carrying only podao curved sabers and small shields. Many light ladders had also been prepared. All soldiers' shoes were wrapped with straw ropes in several places to prevent slipping when climbing. After all units had assembled, they set off immediately, marching through the rain. Town Standard Central Army Garrison Commander and Guerrilla Ye Zhengfang led the elite soldiers at the front. Yan Zungao followed with several other guerrillas, leading one thousand men ready to support. He ordered everyone not to light fires or make noise, running quickly and silently toward the enemy camp through the rainy night.

He Rubin also quietly prepared two thousand men, ready to lead the main force in a full-scale attack the moment the night raid succeeded.

Ye Zhengfang led his men and horses quietly for several li. Only the swishing of rain reached his ears. Though there were lights on the earthen dike, the surrounding area was pitch black. He secretly rejoiced—the enemy's bright lights meant they were in the light while his army remained in the dark. Those same lights also served to indicate the correct direction. Otherwise, finding the right path in a dark, lampless field on a rainy night would have been nearly impossible.

Seeing the entire force had quietly groped its way to the foot of the earthen dike and that the follow-up troops had also arrived, Ye Zhengfang could not help but feel elated. During the day, thousands of men had left countless corpses just to cross this distance. Now they had crept to the base of the earthen dike without losing a single soldier. It seemed the Hair Bandits were indeed slack! He listened quietly for a moment; there was no movement on the dike, only the hissing of torches sputtering in the rain.

"Set up ladders!" he ordered in a low voice. More than a dozen scaling ladders were slowly erected, leaning against the earthen dike.

Suddenly the surroundings blazed with blinding light. In an instant, the government soldiers thought the sky itself had turned bright. In the moment of their astonishment, a loud voice reached their ears:

"Fire!"

Volley fire swept through the government soldiers preparing to storm the gap between bastions. Intense beams of light shone down on the men below the earthen dike, dazzling and blinding them. The power of the stage searchlights swept through the dense rain, turning everything around them harsh, glaring white. The stunned government soldiers could not even identify which direction to flee; they fell under the volleys one after another.

"Go!" Ye Zhengfang's shock had not yet passed, but he knew the Hair Bandits had been fully prepared and that staying was death. With a gong strike, government soldiers scrambled to flee. The white beams on the earthen dike followed the routed soldiers closely. The government forces fell into chaos; men trampled each other in front of the trench, causing many casualties. Fortunately, Yan Zungao's unit behind them had not yet crossed the trench. Seeing the columns of light shooting in all directions, they assumed the Hair Bandits had employed some kind of sorcery. Then guns roared. Yan Zungao understood at once that the adage "firearms are useless in rainy weather" did not apply to Hair Bandits.

Hair Bandit bird guns thundered through the heavy rain while government bows and arrows could barely be used in such conditions. The one thousand men Yan Zungao had brought could neither attack nor provide covering support. Seeing the white beams shake wildly and sweep across the trench to fall on his own men, before he could even issue an order, a chaotic volley rang out. Government soldiers waiting to cross the trench fell in a batch. The rest dispersed immediately in pandemonium. Yan Zungao himself was swept up by his personal soldiers and fled.

Ye Zhengfang fought his way out of the chaos under the protection of his personal soldiers and officers. He managed to escape across the trench with great difficulty. At that moment, the volley fire on the earthen dike ceased, and a voice like a giant's roar bellowed:

"People below—listen! Drop your swords and spears! Strip off your clothes! Squat down with hands on heads! Otherwise, no one will be spared!"

The chaotic government soldiers had long since been dazzled by searchlights and terrified out of their wits by volley fire. They hastily dropped their weapons one after another, squatting beneath the earthen dike with hands raised high, not daring to look up.

One officer, seeing himself at the edge of the light beam, quietly shifted a few steps, attempting to hide in the darkness. A gunshot immediately cracked from the earthen dike, and he was killed instantly on the open ground. Seeing this, no one else dared move even half an inch. Everyone froze in place.

Three ladders were lowered from the earthen dike.

"Groups of ten—climb up one group at a time. If there are wounded, bring them up without exception!"

Stripped stark naked, the government soldiers shivered in the heavy rain. A petty officer shouted up: "Make it convenient, up there! Lower a few more ladders. Brothers have no cover, up and down—this rain is cold..."

"Sending troops to serve the Court, paying attention to loyal service for the country—and yet you're afraid of catching cold?" Someone on the earthen dike answered with a laugh.

"Fart 'Loyal Service'! Daddy is here to eat rations and get paid!" The petty officer, seeing someone actually answering from above, let his soldier-ruffian nature get the better of him. "Although everyone serves their own master and swords have no eyes, seeing that we're all wearing uniforms and eating rations—make an exception!"

"Easy to say! Brother, you've got big guts. May I ask your great name?"

"Dare not claim greatness—small surname is Jiang, humble name Yougong."

"Good. Lowering two more ladders right now."

So the surrendered soldiers climbed up shivering, ten at a time, along these five ladders. Infantry above supervised with loaded guns. Militia prepared bundles of rope. The moment captives came up, their right arms were tied; ten men bound in a string were then escorted down. Seeing the government soldiers naked, balls and buttocks exposed, drenched by rain and looking utterly miserable, soldiers and militia could not help laughing. The laughter swelled louder and louder, penetrating the rain and reaching the government soldiers' Grand Camp. The defeated soldiers who had suffered so bitterly during the day heard gunshots but could not understand why the Hair Bandits were laughing like this. They dared not ask, only whispering quietly in the dark. Many middle and low-ranking officers and soldiers realized this expedition against the bandits was a complete failure—at the very least, no chance of victory was visible.

Teams tied together in groups of ten were escorted at bayonet point to the POW camp in a corner of the stockade. Many bonfires had been lit in bamboo sheds, but no clothes were issued—they could only warm themselves by the fire. Wounded were examined briefly; serious cases were carried away for treatment.

Jiang Yougong shivered while warming himself by the fire. He saw that the place where they were detained was quite simple—just a corner of the Grand Camp. Two sides were earthen dikes; the other two had ditches filled with sharp bamboo spikes. Lights blazed on all four sides. Hair Bandit soldiers stood on watchtowers, holding bird guns with glinting bayonets, looking murderous.

Dozens of pitch-black iron buckets were carried over, steaming hot. Stacks of wooden bowls were also brought.

"Come, everyone take a bowl—prepare to drink soup!" The cook knocked on an iron bucket, shouting loudly.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 644 — A Battle at Shishan

Since ten men were tied together in each group and the slightest carelessness would send them all tumbling to the ground, the porridge was distributed directly into people's hands. The bowl Jiang Yougong received felt very light—a closer look revealed it to be a coconut shell. The cook poured a ladle of ginger soup into each bowl.

This was obviously distributed for fear they would fall ill. Jiang Yougong knew the Hair Bandits absolutely did not want them dead, so he drained the soup boldly and was about to lie down to sleep.

"Squad Leader Sir!" A soldier tied with him whispered. "Why did the Hair Bandits strip off our clothes?"

"They can't possibly want you to be a rabbit!" Jiang Yougong said. He, too, found it suspicious; he had never heard of stripping captives naked—what could the Hair Bandits want those tattered uniform coats for? Besides, the uniforms had all been thrown under the earthen dike and hadn't been collected.

According to the statistics of Jia Mofei, who was in charge of logistics and transport, this unsuccessful sneak attack had yielded more than three hundred healthy captives.

"Load them onto ships and transport them back to Lingao as soon as the rain stops tomorrow," Jia Mofei said. "Traveling by land might expose them to government roving cavalry interception. Since we have ships anyway, transporting people by sea is fast and convenient."

"Loaded together with the wounded?"

"Of course not. There are separate ships for the wounded. Captive ship conditions are much worse—just a big hold under the deck, easy enough once the hatch cover is closed. It's only half a day anyway."



The disastrous defeat of the night raid had happened almost within sight of He Rubin and his officers. The swaying beams of light, the volley fire, and the tremendous human voices on the earthen dike filled the General with profound unease. That Hair Bandit firearms could function in rain no longer surprised him. But the lights that blazed with sudden, blinding brilliance—and the white beams prowling through the pitch-black sky and wild fields on that rainy night—far exceeded his understanding. He Rubin's hands and feet felt ice-cold. How is one supposed to fight this battle?

Ye Zhengfang and Yan Zungao, who had fled back, added many details: the enemy had obviously been fully prepared; the enemy's lights were extraordinarily bright, instantly making officers and soldiers dizzy and unable even to open their eyes...

The entire gate tower lapsed into a long silence. Everyone was pondering: How can this battle still be fought? Each waited for someone else to come up with a solution.

"Your Excellency! In this student's opinion, we should establish a stockade and defend firmly!" Qian Taichong had been unable to find an opportunity to offer advice, and now at last he had an opening. He had watched the battle from the city wall several times that day, and what he had witnessed left a profound impression. The Hair Bandits' "sharp firearms" and their tactics had struck him with exceptional force.

Obviously, the Hair Bandits were not like Zheng Zhilong, Liu Xiang, and their ilk, who excelled only at naval battles; in infantry combat, too, they were absolutely formidable. He realized that the number of Hair Bandit infantry committed to battle had not been large, yet facing so many government soldiers, they had fought with unyielding tenacity on the stockade wall, refusing to retreat even unto death. Clearly, they did not rely solely on the four words "sharp firearms."

Could it be that such overseas bandits also possess hearts of loyalty and righteousness? He immediately rejected his own thought. According to the Tangbao (Capital Report), most Hair Bandits were "treacherous people of Fujian and Guangdong" and "traitors" who had defected to become Fake Hairs. Could such men without father or sovereign truly possess loyalty and righteousness? It must be that the True Hairs have promised them heavy profits to make them fight so heedlessly.

Thinking thus, he felt slightly reassured. In Qian Taichong's view, the word "loyalty and righteousness" had nothing to do with barbarians. After the battle ended, he knew his "Six Strategies for Aftermath" would not be of use anytime soon—the odds of winning by continuing the attack tomorrow were minimal. He had long been calculating in his mind, and when he heard that He Rubin was opposed to establishing a stockade and defending firmly, he felt it necessary to step forward with advice.

According to his reasoning: if both sides established stockades and confronted each other, the advantage would lie with the government army. After all, He Rubin had the financial and material support of the entire province behind him, while the Hair Bandits possessed only one county—and Lingao was a place of sparse population and barren land. With the Hair Bandits concentrating an army of ten thousand at Chengmai, tremendous manpower was required to transport grain and fodder. Once time dragged on, supply would inevitably become difficult. After a stalemate of several months, when Hair Bandit grain and fodder began to run short, they would fall into chaos without even needing to fight.

"...No matter how formidable the Hair Bandit artillery fire, they have no more than twenty or thirty pieces. They cannot possibly bombard our stockade constantly. Our soldiers are numerous—we can promise heavy gold to recruit death-sworn soldiers to raid the Hair Bandit grain route. Over time, the Hair Bandits will surely collapse without fighting!"

This plan was, in essence, the old strategy of advancing with prudence. He Rubin had listened only tentatively to this young scholar's proposal, but now a spark of hope ignited: Yes! Besieging to force an enemy retreat was the Viceroy's original plan. It is simply that the original plan was to besiege the enemy camp at Bopu, ultimately forcing them to withdraw. Now, the location has changed to Chengmai—

But to confront the Hair Bandits here over the long term, the safety of the grain transport must be guaranteed. Once the army lacks grain, morale will waver, and the collapse of a hundred-thousand-strong army will be a matter of moments.

He held a meeting with his generals, ordering everyone to dig trenches and defend firmly in preparation for a prolonged stalemate with the Hair Bandits. Shishan was an important intermediate grain depot between Qiongshan and Chengmai. He Rubin ordered Yan Zungao to take two thousand men to protect the grain depot and the grain transport along the route, and dispatched private secretaries to Qiongshan to manage the movement of provisions. He also wrote a letter to Wang Zunde reporting that the government army had lifted the siege of Chengmai and killed or captured many Hair Bandits, but that the Hair Bandits had formed a stockade and, relying on firearms, were defending to the death. After repeated failed assaults, the government army was building a long siege intended to trap the entire Hair Bandit army at Chengmai. He hoped to receive a dozen more Red Barbarian Cannons. As for provisions and funds, transport must also be grasped tightly.



Early the next morning, the government army did not launch a full-scale offensive as expected. Instead, they dispatched forces to dig trenches and set up stockades outside Chengmai, reinforcing fortifications.

He Ming saw the government soldiers busily reinforcing fortifications and understood that the enemy had lost their sharpness. They dared not come out to fight again and were instead preparing for a long-term stalemate. This was certainly good news—but the enemy's twenty thousand men and horses were huddled together. His own total strength was less than half of theirs; forming an effective encirclement would be difficult.

"Our army cannot afford to fight a long-term stalemate with the enemy at Chengmai. The result would be us suffering the losses." In the combat meeting, Dongmen Chuiyu spoke up. "This is attributable to the enemy having the financial and material support of all Guangdong Province despite their backward logistical means. As long as Wang Zunde is willing, he can confront us for as long as he pleases. This would be disastrous for our finances."

"I had originally hoped He Rubin would attack again today so we could cripple his main force and take the opportunity to rout his entire army. It seems that hope is gone." He Ming shook his head. "Now we have to fight a siege war."

The side with fewer troops besieging the side with more was certainly not unheard of in military history, but the Fubo Army's strength was simply too limited. He Ming was deeply worried.

At that moment, the Special Reconnaissance Team sent a report: approximately two thousand men had left the Grand Camp and were moving toward Qiongshan.

"Is the enemy starting to retreat?"

"No—He Rubin absolutely dares not retreat just yet." He Ming rendered his judgment. "His rush to repair fortifications is clearly intended for a prolonged confrontation. This group of troops is most likely intended to protect the grain station."

"It's also possible the enemy is 'repairing the plank road openly' as a feint," someone reminded.

"That possibility exists. But since the enemy wants to protect the grain route, we will cut it." He Ming studied the map and made up his mind. "Get me Infantry 1st and 4th Battalions!"



Just past noon, while He Rubin and his staff were planning the layout of the defensive system, a scout suddenly reported that thousands of Hair Bandits had cut off the main road between Chengmai and Shishan. Yan Zungao's unit had been routed and was currently fleeing toward Chengmai!

"Where is General Yan?"

"Life or death unknown!" the scout said, trembling. "General Yan's big flag was not seen among the routed soldiers."

"Scout again!" He Rubin's face went pale. The Hair Bandits had unexpectedly cut off his rear. He immediately ordered Central Army Garrison Guerrilla Sun Changzuo to take five hundred men bearing his warrant to collect routed soldiers along the way. He then sent for Zhao Ruyi and his main generals to meet and discuss.

"With Regional Commander Yan defeated, our army is in immediate peril," He Rubin said gravely. "Once the enemy crushes General Yan's unit, they will wheel around to attack Shishan and seize our grain depot!"

The Hair Bandits had shattered Yan Zungao's subordinates in a single blow; the next step would clearly be to raid and occupy Shishan. Shishan was defended by only five hundred soldiers. Since the enemy had been capable of crushing two thousand men, taking down Shishan would pose no difficulty. Once Shishan fell, the grain route would be severed. Once the grain route was severed, the total collapse of the army would follow immediately!

This terrible prospect left everyone present chilled to the bone.

He Rubin immediately arranged for the defense of each camp, ordering every unit to guard their positions strictly, forbidding noise and movement between camps, and absolutely forbidding unauthorized withdrawal from defense areas.

"Generals, we now find ourselves in unpredictable peril!" He Rubin declared sternly. "But our camp is pitched firmly; the situation has not yet reached an irreversible point. The Hair Bandits simply rely on superior equipment to seize the initiative! They have few soldiers and little grain. Our army need only retake Shishan and protect the grain route to turn defeat into victory!"

He immediately ordered Governor's Standard Camp Guerrilla Sha Jianbi, stationed at Xiaoyingchang, to withdraw his entire force immediately.

"Take your headquarters' troops to Shishan at once. Rout the Hair Bandits and ensure Shishan's safety." He Rubin fixed him with a hard stare. "If the enemy has already taken Shishan, you must retake it."

"Humble General understands!" Sha Jianbi knew the weight of this mission.

"I give you an additional two thousand men."

Sha Jianbi had barely led his troops out when bad news arrived: Shishan had fallen! After routing Yan Zungao's unit, the Hair Bandits had immediately turned to capture Shishan, seizing all military grain stored at the depot.

"Three thousand Hair Bandits have formed up at Shishan!" the scout reported. "And they have big cannons!"

"Big cannons?!"

"Yes. According to the routed soldiers, the Hair Bandits brought several big cannons with extremely devastating power. General Yan was unaware they possessed big cannons; caught off guard, he was killed by cannon fire!"

He Rubin had no heart to listen further. This series of disasters had plunged him nearly to despair. But he forced himself to remain calm, continuing to deploy forces to guard against Hair Bandits besieging his Grand Camp amidst the chaos. Having heard the enemy possessed big cannons, he subsequently ordered Li Guang to take two thousand men as rapid reinforcement for Sha Jianbi.



Sha Jianbi led three thousand men out of the camp gate, hurrying toward Shishan along the post road. Such a large movement naturally could not escape the observation posts and Special Reconnaissance Team members. A few minutes later, the Infantry 1st and 4th Battalions constructing positions near Shishan received the news.

Zhu Mingxia and 1st Infantry Battalion Commander Xiong Maozhang were cleaning the battlefield and building fortifications. These two infantry battalions had arrived at Shishan at forced-march speed immediately upon receiving orders early that morning. Xiong Maozhang's 1st Battalion had captured the Ming army camp at Shishan through shelling from three 12-pounder mountain howitzers followed by a single determined bayonet charge, taking more than three hundred prisoners and seizing seventy or eighty thousand jin of grain accumulated at the depot along with hundreds of wheelbarrows for transport. The 1st Infantry Battalion now stood in formation at the foot of Shishan.

The two thousand men led by Yan Zungao had marched urgently all the way, constantly suffering harassment and sniping from the Special Reconnaissance Team. Multiple officers had lost their lives. Morale was in chaos. Fortunately, the soldiers knew they were heading toward the safer direction of Qiongshan; everyone harbored the thought that reaching Shishan would mean a greater chance of survival. So they hurried desperately. Because Yan Zungao wanted to reach Shishan before the Hair Bandits could complete their defenses, he had urged his troops to force-march continuously; many infantrymen fell behind. In the end, he arrived at Shishan with only twelve hundred men.

Red flags fluttered. A gray battle line awaited in strict formation at the foot of Shishan. Yan Zungao saw that the enemy had not yet constructed a camp—only a trench shielding the whole formation—and that their troops numbered only about one thousand. But he himself held no advantage in numbers. He had witnessed firsthand the Hair Bandits' firearms advantage the previous day; the odds of winning an immediate battle were minimal.

Therefore, he retreated to a small hill opposite Shishan, preparing to set up camp and await the arrival of follow-up troops before making further plans.

But the Fubo Army had no intention of granting him that time. At 11 AM, with the supporting fire of two 12-pounder mountain howitzers, Zhu Mingxia commanded the 4th Infantry Battalion to burst out suddenly from Shishan's flank in company columns, launching a fierce attack on Yan Zungao's unit.

Yan Zungao was caught completely off guard. Under the constant harassment and screening of the Special Reconnaissance Team, he had essentially no intelligence on enemy movements nearby. His men were exhausted and demoralized. Suddenly a fresh force struck from the flank. He hurriedly ordered a Chiliarch to take three hundred men to meet the attack, aiming to delay the enemy's momentum and buy time to form up.

These three hundred men routed upon contact under the 4th Battalion's fierce assault. Yan Zungao had no choice but to lead his main force personally to engage. His troops could not withstand the Fubo Army's firepower and were forced to retreat. Ye Zhengfang took personal soldiers and household guards to supervise the battle everywhere, barely maintaining some semblance of order among the troops—but all forces were still driven back toward the foot of Shishan.

The 4th Battalion was the hammer, and the 1st Battalion, arrayed in a transverse column at the hill's base, was the anvil. These twelve hundred famished and exhausted soldiers could not withstand such a pincer attack from front and rear. The entire force was crushed to pieces at the foot of Shishan. The remaining seven or eight hundred men all became captives. Only those soldiers who had fallen behind on the march escaped by sheer luck.

Xiong Maozhang sat on the low wall constructed at the foot of Shishan, smoking a pipe. His soldiers, stripped to the waist, were digging trenches—the trenches needed to be further deepened and widened to contain enemy charges effectively. In the distance, the ground was heaped with swords, spears, weapons, armor, and flags seized during the battlefield cleanup. Naked captives, bound together in strings of ten, were being escorted toward the original Ming army camp on the mountain—now serving as the temporary headquarters for the two battalions.

Zhu Mingxia galloped back and forth on a captured jujube-red Mongolian horse. This had been a general's mount, very spirited. Zhu Mingxia had dark skin and very short hair, giving him a capable look. At his waist hung not the standard Fubo Army Command Saber, but a folded-pattern steel Tang Sword he had commissioned back in the old dimension, beautifully decorated.

"This horse is not bad." He rode to the low wall and dismounted. "The tack is no good, though—I'm not used to the old-style saddle."

"We're infantry officers," Xiong Maozhang blew smoke rings one by one. "Why don't you become a Dragoon?"

"I'd like to—but we'd need horses first, wouldn't we?" Zhu Mingxia patted the horse with a look of regret and let a surrendered government soldier groom lead it away to the stockade on the mountain.

"Radio says the government troops sent another five thousand men our way—three thousand in front, two thousand supporting behind. We have a total of eighteen hundred. We just took about a hundred casualties."

"Not a big problem." Zhu Mingxia opened his map case and spread out the map. "The enemy got anxious and fell into the worst tactical blunder—fueling in piecemeal. We'll keep fighting them while waiting at ease. Three thousand against eighteen hundred—we still have the odds."

Generally speaking, the tactics would not change. The 1st Infantry Battalion would defend behind simple field fortifications, drawing the government soldiers to attack the front fiercely. After the battle entered a stalemate, the 4th Infantry Battalion would burst out from the flank and rear, sweeping directly into their side, inflicting heavy damage and routing them. As long as the Special Reconnaissance Team maintained strong screening against the government army, it would be very difficult for the enemy to detect such simple tactical coordination. They could only rush blindly toward the 1st Battalion's prepared positions like a blind man on a blind horse—and dash their heads bloody.

"We just need to stop them from reaching Qiongshan—no need to annihilate them all. No rush to grab captives either—we can't handle too many. The government army's Grand Camp is still there. Let the defeated soldiers flee to Chengmai and let He Rubin take them in. Crippled units are birds startled by a bowstring—useless anyway. They'll only drag down the morale of his whole army."

"Agreed!" Xiong Maozhang nodded. "How much ammo do you have left? I'm running low—each infantryman only has a hundred rounds."

"I'll spare you twenty rounds per man. I'm the assault force—fifty rounds per man is plenty for me. When the time comes, it's straight to bayonets!" Zhu Mingxia said, scribbling a note. He handed it to his orderly: "Go—give this to the Battalion Quartermaster. Have him send twenty thousand rounds over immediately."

"Pity the shells aren't enough. We still have too few men."

The four 12-pounder mountain howitzers that had played a decisive role in the battle were light enough to be dragged by just a few men, but the weight of shells and propellant was another matter entirely. More than half had been expended in the battle just concluded.

"It's fine—we still have grenades." Zhu Mingxia was highly confident. In his view, having cannons simply meant the battle would go more smoothly and casualties would be lighter. The outcome itself held no suspense.

"Two Battalion Commanders! A Ming army general's corpse has been found." A corporal rushed up to report.

"Oh? Let's see!" Zhu Mingxia's interest was immediately piqued. The two walked together toward the Medical Corps members cleaning the battlefield.

A corpse in armor lay on a stretcher, the man appearing to have been in his thirties or forties. The armor was exquisitely made—a type of scale armor, unlike the rough iron armor crudely linked by iron pieces worn by ordinary infantry. Neither he nor Xiong Maozhang knew much about armor, but from the patterns, decorations, and brocade used for edging, they could tell this armor was far beyond what ordinary officers could afford. This had been a great general.

They summoned several surrendered soldiers and officers to identify the body. It was soon confirmed: this was Huezhou Regional Commander Yan Zungao, who had come to reinforce the grain depot.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 645 — Second Battle of Shishan

"It's a Regional Commander." Zhu Mingxia said with some regret. "I thought he'd be at least a Vice General..."

Xiong Maozhang crouched before the corpse and examined it for a long time. "There's only one Vice General in all of Guangdong. I heard from people at the Great Library that Regional Commanders, Vice Generals, and the like are quite valuable right now—not like later, when Regional Commanders and Vice Generals were everywhere."

"Huizhou Regional Commander, Huizhou Regional Commander..." Zhu Mingxia thought for a long moment before it clicked. Isn't this one of the five Regional Commanders and one Guerrilla mentioned in the [Enemy Intelligence Report] as accompanying the Ming army's punitive expedition? The report had explicitly noted that these six officers were regular military commanders of the Imperial Court who had established their own headquarters—not comparable to ordinary Regional Commanders and Guerrillas.

Put that way, this battle was roughly equivalent to killing an enemy Major General Division Commander.

Having commanded a battle for the first time and achieved such a great victory, Zhu Mingxia could not help but feel secretly pleased. "Good," he said repeatedly. "Good."

Several soldiers beside him saw the Battalion Commander so happy and knew they must have killed a senior government general. According to the custom of the time, the head should be taken to present for merit. One soldier picked up a big saber and was about to chop it off.

"Don't." Zhu Mingxia stopped him. "He died for his country. Encoffin him properly and bury him with military honors!"



At four in the afternoon, the three thousand men led by Sha Jianbi appeared less than three kilometers from Shishan.

Because Yan Zungao had urged his troops to march fast—causing many infantrymen to fall behind and ultimately be defeated fighting with insufficient strength—Sha Jianbi did not push his own men to hurry. Along the way, he also collected many of Yan's routed soldiers and learned the entire course of the battle from their accounts.

However, he could obtain absolutely no intelligence beyond the visual range in every direction along the post road. No matter how many scouts and spies he sent, not one returned. One wounded scout had once galloped back wildly, but was suddenly killed by a "bird gun" before reaching him.

What unsettled him most was that he could not tell where the shot had come from—no smoke, no people. He sent a squad of infantry to search back and forth within four hundred paces around where the scout had fallen, but they found nothing. Only two small black holes in the scout's body proved he had been killed by a bird gun.

Fear of these bird guns that produced no smoke, no visible shooter, and even no audible report had been building for days. The officers and soldiers had taken to calling them the "Shadowless Cannon."

Sha Jianbi's unit had suffered quite a few of these "Shadowless Cannon" attacks along the march, losing forty or fifty officers and soldiers, causing panic throughout the ranks. Had they not known that Li Guang's two thousand men were coming up in support behind them, these three thousand would probably have dispersed before even reaching Shishan.

After marching blindly in such dread for most of the day, the vanguard reported: Shishan lay four or five li ahead.

"Where is the enemy deployed?"

"Right at the foot of Shishan," the vanguard Chiliarch reported.

Sha Jianbi stood straight in his stirrups and strained to see into the distance. There was a stockade on Shishan, flying the Hair Bandits' red flag—part of the original government army's grain depot. The once-lush hill had been stripped bare; both Ming army and Fubo Army had engaged in work to clear fields of fire. A gray battle line lay horizontally at the hill's base, blocking the post road.

This battle line was very thin. Sha Jianbi could see that the Hair Bandits arrayed at the hill's base numbered no more than a thousand, yet they had stretched into a formation two hundred paces wide. This was utterly mad! With such shallow depth, wouldn't they be broken in a single charge? Were the Hair Bandits so confident in their firearms? After all, at Chengmai they had defended strictly behind earthen dikes!

But the previous day's disastrous defeat had left the government army deeply shaken. Sha Jianbi dared not approach too closely either, afraid of being struck by the "Shadowless Cannon." He immediately ordered his men to form up on the spot and prepare for battle.

Sha Jianbi gathered his subordinate Assistant Generals and Chiliarchs.

"Everyone can see the situation. The Hair Bandits number no more than a thousand; the formation is thin. In their haste, they've only lined up behind a trench and a low wall. If we concentrate the whole army in a fierce assault, we can squeeze their formation and break it!" Sha Jianbi pretended complete confidence. "I've looked—that 'Long Snake Array' has only two ranks of men. No matter how powerful their firearms, they can only fire a few volleys!"

"General Sha!" one Chiliarch spoke up. "According to General Yan's defeated soldiers, one part of the Hair Bandits forms up while another lies in ambush. They wait for our soldiers to attack fiercely, and then the ambush troops strike our flank..."

"No hindrance." Sha Jianbi said. "I intend to use Wheel Tactics. Three thousand men and horses divided into three teams."

Three teams of men and horses would attack alternately. The Central Army would wait to deal with sudden developments. One team moves up to fight; one team shoots arrows behind the formation to provide covering fire. When the front team tires, the rear team takes over.

Sha Jianbi believed this would, first, prevent the Hair Bandits from resting—after all, the enemy had fewer men and no rotation capability. Even if their firearms were well-made and their soldiers well-drilled, continuous firing would exhaust them. When enemy gunfire grew sparse, two teams would charge out together, routing the enemy formation in one fell swoop.

"...Once the enemy's ambush troops emerge, our army will meet them with the Central Army's one thousand soldiers. According to the routed soldiers, the Hair Bandit ambush force numbers no more than a thousand. Moreover, when Hair Bandits fight, they always set up stockades first to control us with firearms. Hand-to-hand combat with blades is not their forte. My soldiers fight with long spears and big sabers; all the enemy uses are those short blades on their bird guns. They surely cannot hold for long!" Having convinced himself of this reasoning, he spoke sternly: "General Mao!"

"Humble General is here!" An Assistant General responded immediately.

"You take one thousand men as vanguard and attack first." Sha Jianbi gave confidential instructions. "Hair Bandit firearms fire extremely quickly; columns need not maintain perfect order—just charge fast. Have the officers and soldiers carry plenty of bows and arrows. Loose a volley at the edge of the trench before charging the formation. The Hair Bandits wear no armor; anyone hit by an arrow dies or is wounded."

This General Mao was not Sha Jianbi's own man. He had originally belonged to the Training Guerrilla and had been temporarily assigned under Sha. He understood that Sha Jianbi wanted him to take the brunt of the assault, reserving the glory for his own Central Army. But he dared not disobey orders, so he led his troops to form up.

"General Zhao!"

"Humble General is here!"

"You take one thousand men to support one li behind General Mao. Also carry plenty of bows and arrows. If General Mao's force cannot hold and retreats, you continue the attack!" He patted General Zhao's shoulder. "General Mao will charge the Hair Bandits for a round; when you bring your men up after, you'll surely succeed!"

General Zhao forced a smile. "Many thanks for General Sha's cultivation!" Privately, he cursed Sha Jianbi for wanting them to roll on beds of nails in front while his own men picked up ready-made glory.

Sha Jianbi did not entirely intend to sacrifice Generals Zhao and Mao. But his own forces were limited—and more importantly, they were intact, having suffered no defeat. Morale was good. They had to be saved for the critical moment. He still had no intelligence on where the Hair Bandit ambush troops might be positioned. Being without a capable and reliable force in reserve would not do.

So the government army quickly established a stockade on the road, dividing their forces into three teams and preparing for battle. Sha Jianbi's unit also gathered more than two hundred survivors from Yan Zungao's force along the way. He appointed a Squad Leader to command them temporarily, keeping them with the Central Army for use.



The position Xiong Maozhang had established at the foot of Shishan consisted of a chest-high breastwork. In front of the breastwork lay a deep trench, and in front of the trench stood abatis piled from whatever materials could be collected on short notice, including many wheelbarrows captured at the grain depot. The 1st Infantry Battalion deployed behind the low wall, directly blocking any army attempting to pass the post road at the foot of Shishan.

The 1st Infantry Battalion was arrayed in a standard double-rank line—Minié rifles fired much faster than flintlocks, so there was no need for the old three-rank line. Xiong Maozhang deployed the battalion's six line infantry companies into a 150-meter formation. The Battalion Grenadier Company served as a reserve behind the main line, ready to cover the flank if necessary. The 1st Light Infantry Company and the 4th Battalion's Light Infantry Company had been pulled out separately, forming a garrison to defend the camp on Shishan together with logistics troops while also covering one wing of the 1st Infantry Battalion.

Of the four 12-pounder mountain howitzers they had brought, two directly supported the 1st Infantry Battalion, and the other two were positioned in the camp atop Shishan, ready to provide fire support as the situation demanded.

Xiong Maozhang held binoculars, observing the government troops several li away. According to the Special Reconnaissance Team's report, this batch of enemies totaled three thousand. About ten li behind them followed another two thousand. However, Chen Sigen had made it clear: "Those two thousand in the rear are obviously here to 'buy soy sauce.'" They walked and stopped; their fighting spirit was not strong.

"We must break these three thousand as soon as possible," Xiong Maozhang said to Zhu Mingxia. "Otherwise, when those two thousand dawdle over and the enemy has more men, this will become a harder nut to crack."

Zhu Mingxia remained silent, studying the government soldiers forming up through his binoculars. "Looks like the enemy's main attack will still target your position. But we have to guard against them attacking the stockade on the mountain."

Xiong Maozhang set his helmet on his head. "I need to get to the position—otherwise I won't be at ease."



While they were speaking, the government army's signal cannon sounded. One thousand men advanced under an Assistant General's command. After they had traveled more than one li, another signal cannon sounded, and a second team of government soldiers charged toward the 1st Battalion's position.

"The enemy wants to use Wheel Tactics." Zhu Mingxia observed. He continued to watch the government army's movements. The first wave advanced with fierce momentum, quickly rushing to within a hundred meters of the position. Soldiers loosed arrows while running; because the distance was too great, they posed no threat at all. Xiong Maozhang's six line infantry companies opened fire simultaneously at 150 meters. Bullets swept through the wildly charging columns. Government soldiers tumbled in all directions. Before they could even approach the trench, their formation had fallen into chaos. Then the second-rank infantry fired their volley. Through the thick smoke, Zhu Mingxia could see that some of the enemy were already falling back.

Zhu Mingxia sensed vaguely that something was wrong. The enemy should not simply be repeating this frontal assault tactic. For prudence, he did not order the two mountain howitzers in Shishan Fort to open fire, holding them in reserve for fire support at a critical moment.

Many officers and soldiers in Sha Jianbi's vanguard battalion had already lost their nerve the day before. Now, being compelled to crash directly into Hair Bandit firearms, they were visibly cowed. After absorbing several volleys, they were even less willing to advance. Officers and generals shouted their lungs out, threatened beheadings, and promised silver—finally managing to prod their men forward, though with great difficulty.

At that moment, the second team of government soldiers surged up.

"Shoot arrows! Shoot arrows!"

Government soldiers hastily loosed a volley, but most fired randomly before entering effective range. Almost no arrows fell into the formation; the majority landed on the trench and abatis.

"Steady! Sights 120 meters!" Officers constantly corrected the firing distance. "Fire!"

Volleys roared; smoke billowed. The government soldiers could never get close to the trench. Every time they barely pushed within a hundred meters, they were broken by volleys. Though officers constantly urged men to charge, they were soon beaten back again. Occasionally, under the leadership of a few brave officers, they might briefly assault to the front of the trench—but at that point, double canister shots from the 12-pounder mountain howitzers would mercilessly cut them down at the trench's edge.

Smoke filled the air. War cries, groans, shouts—all shrouded the whole of Shishan. The battle dragged on for more than an hour. No matter how Sha Jianbi and his subordinate Assistant Generals encouraged and urged soldiers to charge, the government soldiers' assaults grew weaker and weaker. Especially after the mountain howitzers began bombarding government columns at 800 meters with explosive shells, the troops had to retreat their columns to two li before even attempting to regroup. Soldiers expended enormous physical strength on this back-and-forth journey. Many had been marching since noon—most of the day without food or water. After several attacks, they were exhausted. Some soldiers simply collapsed by the roadside and refused to move.

Seeing his so-called Wheel Tactics producing no effect whatsoever—attacking for nearly an hour, rotating teams several times, achieving nothing but a ground piled with corpses in front of the Hair Bandit trench, while enemy volleys remained as steady and fierce as ever without any signs of thinning—Sha Jianbi grew frantic. Dragging this out, his entire army would collapse before the enemy's ambush troops even emerged.

He turned and ordered an all-out attack on the stockade atop Shishan. There were only two light infantry companies and some logistics soldiers in the stockade, but the two howitzers there provided covering fire. Explosive shells, canister shots, and solid shot hammered down on the government soldiers attempting to climb the mountain and seize the stockade.

Although one young government officer was exceptionally brave—under his leadership, a dozen fierce soldiers rushed to within a dozen meters of the stockade wall—a canister round from a 12-pounder mountain howitzer struck just as he raised his flag and rose to charge the wall.

The government soldiers attacking the mountain stockade also suffered constant harassing fire from the bird guns of Hair Bandit infantry arrayed below. Desperate charges carried them partway up the slope several times. As the corpses on the hillside piled higher, their momentum faded. The team attacking the stockade retreated once more—but this time they failed to even reach halfway up, shouted a few perfunctory battle cries, and scrambled back down the instant bird guns cracked from the stockade above.

Sha Jianbi's own forces had not yet moved out. Seeing that his subordinates' units had lost their edge—far from routing the Hair Bandits and retaking Shishan, they could not even deal with the force in front of them, suffering heavy casualties for nothing—he worried about how he would answer to his superiors. He glared and shouted an order: "Tell General Zhao and General Mao to attack with everything they have! The post road must be opened—or they can bring me their heads!"

"Reporting to the General: General Mao was killed in action." A young officer had rushed up, panting.

Hearing that an Assistant General had been killed, Sha Jianbi was even more alarmed. He drew a rough breath and studied the young officer before him. Though his helmet was askew and his armor disordered, he appeared burly and sturdy—a round face with a pointed chin, sparse whiskers, upturned nostrils, small eyes. He looked quite capable.

"What is your name?"

"Humble General Cao Xiangjiao! Originally an Assistant General under General Mao..."

"Good—General Cao! This General now appoints you Vanguard Battalion Garrison Commander, leading General Mao's unit." His whip pointed toward the 1st Infantry Battalion's battle line at the foot of Shishan. "You will lead the unit immediately to detour through the paddy field and attack one wing of their formation! If you break the enemy line, I will recommend you before the Regional Commander!"

"Thank the General for your cultivation! Humble General will surely strive forward courageously!" Cao Xiangjiao was young and fearless. Stirred by these few words and the hope of promotion, his spirit soared. He immediately mounted his horse, lifted his big saber, and charged toward the enemy formation.

After issuing this series of orders, Sha Jianbi knew that relying on this hothead Cao Xiangjiao to break through the enemy line held little certainty; he would have to lead his own officers and soldiers personally in a fierce attack.

He shouted: "Beat drums! Line up!"

Though the Hair Bandit ambush troops still had not appeared, he could afford no further hesitation. He reasoned that as long as the battle line was broken, even if the Hair Bandit ambush force emerged afterward, he would have time to wheel around and engage. Sha Jianbi believed firmly that as long as they were not attacking a Hair Bandit stockade, Hair Bandits were absolutely no match for government soldiers in hand-to-hand combat.

Amidst deafening war drums, Sha Jianbi mounted his horse. Personal soldiers hurriedly brought him his great saber. He gripped it; his own Central Army and personal soldiers had lined up in bright helmets and gleaming armor, waiting to advance.

Sha Jianbi stood in his stirrups, straining to see as far as possible. He observed Cao Xiangjiao's forces already detouring through the paddy field, moving toward one wing of the Hair Bandit formation. But the paddy field was muddy, and movement was very slow. From time to time men fell to gunfire and cannon, but Cao Xiangjiao waved his big saber, urging his soldiers to move faster. Meanwhile, General Zhao's unit continued attacking feebly.

He waited tensely for the success of Cao Xiangjiao's flanking maneuver. After roughly the time it takes to eat a meal, he saw Cao Xiangjiao's flag appearing on the flank of the Hair Bandit formation. Guns and cannons rumbled; smoke billowed. He knew Cao Xiangjiao's attack had begun. He waved his big saber and shouted: "Kill! Break the Hair Bandit grand formation—five taels of silver reward per man!"

His subordinates let out a howl and charged fiercely from the front behind him.



Cao Xiangjiao's detour did indeed pose a threat to the 1st Infantry Battalion. Xiong Maozhang immediately ordered the Battalion Grenadier Company, serving as reserve, to rotate to the flank and form up. Two volleys drove back the government soldiers' first charge. Then Zhu Mingxia ordered the two mountain howitzers on the mountain to open fire.

"Use shrapnel shells!" Solid shot could not bounce in paddy fields and had limited killing power. Canister range was insufficient. Air-bursting shrapnel shells became the best long-range killing weapon. Round after round of shrapnel swiftly drove Cao Xiangjiao's forces back. The muddy paddy made rapid movement impossible; soldiers fell one after another under the Grenadiers' precise shooting.

Sha Jianbi's Central Army broke away from General Zhao's already chaotic unit, throwing the entire force at the center of the battle line in one breath, prepared to smash through while Cao Xiangjiao drew Hair Bandit fire away on the flank.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 646 — Standoff

"Double canister shot—Fire!" At the artillery officer's command, two 12-pounder mountain howitzers fired simultaneously amidst the rifle volleys. A storm of projectiles swept across the entire enemy column. The charge collapsed without any suspense.

Sha Jianbi led the Central Army in two more fierce assaults on the 1st Infantry Battalion, but he was beaten back each time. Seeing his main force's ranks gradually falling into disorder—many soldiers unwilling to crash into the Hair Bandits' gun muzzles again, disobeying officers' orders, some even drawing knives—he realized the situation was hopeless. An Assistant General of his who had tried to reorganize the troops was dragged from his horse and killed.

He gasped for breath, knowing nothing more could be done. The only path remaining was to retreat quickly to a safe position and await the arrival of follow-up forces, combining strength before making further plans. He immediately ordered conch shells blown, signaling all units to withdraw slightly and reassemble.

Just as he prepared to retreat, Zhu Mingxia, who had been waiting for precisely this moment, ordered the 4th Battalion lurking behind the mountain to repeat the old stratagem—bursting out suddenly to sweep into the government army's flank.

The army, whose morale was already tottering, was suddenly struck by a fresh force. Many men turned and ran after only slight resistance. The panic was contagious: the organized retreat of officers and soldiers devolved into chaos. Soldiers scrambled to escape, trampling each other underfoot. The fleeing men left behind not only flags and weapons but even threw away their helmets in their haste.

Sha Jianbi beheaded several soldiers in succession but still could not arrest the collapse. He had to stop caring about his subordinates' lives and had no time to consider future punishment for losing the army. He fled in panic with several dozen personal soldiers.

The government soldiers' flight was so swift that the 4th Infantry Battalion could barely catch them in an encirclement; they intercepted only a portion. High-pitch speakers constantly shouted "Those who surrender will be spared!" Many men, utterly exhausted, could only drop their weapons and kneel to surrender.

Zhu Mingxia personally led the pursuit for two or three kilometers, capturing several hundred more exhausted soldiers and seizing many weapons and materials before halting. He quickly reassembled his troops.

"Beat the assembly drum! Gather the troops!"

The drummers lined up and began to beat. After about ten minutes, the formerly dispersed soldiers began converging toward the army flag from all directions.

The Special Reconnaissance Team was already issuing warnings: the enemy's follow-up forces were not far away.

He pondered for a moment. The enemy's follow-up troops were approaching—according to the Special Reconnaissance Team's report, there were also two thousand of them. If he continued the defensive counterattack pattern as before, his soldiers had been fighting continuously since morning; physical strength and ammunition consumption were tremendous. Another battle might not go as smoothly as the previous two. Moreover, beneath Shishan the battlefield was being cleared and captives secured; if the government soldiers committed fresh forces now, all of that would be disrupted.

Considering this, he made a quick decision: he would lead the 4th Battalion directly to meet the reinforcing troops, tailing the routed soldiers in pursuit. He would use the fleeing soldiers to disorder the reinforcement column, then attack immediately to rout their entire army.

Seeing that the troops had assembled, he radioed Xiong Maozhang:

"I'm going to meet the follow-up troops. You hurry—take men to grab captives and clean the battlefield!"

With that, he immediately led the entire battalion, shouting and chasing fiercely along the post road in the direction of Sha Jianbi's rout.



Sha Jianbi led his fleeing soldiers for more than ten li. Just as he began to believe the enemy had stopped pursuing and was about to gather men and join Li Guang's reinforcing army, he heard another burst of war cries from the rear—especially the distinctive Hair Bandit bugles and snare drums among them. He understood that if he ran again now, not only would his own army be annihilated, but even Li Guang's two thousand men would be thrown into chaos by his defeated soldiers. He immediately ordered his big flag raised on a small hill beside the post road and personally led his household guards and personal soldiers to rally troops.

But the sounds of guns and cannons from the rear unit drew steadily closer. Soldiers who had no will to fight refused to continue fighting and fled downward one after another. Sha Jianbi beheaded several fleeing soldiers in a row but still could not stem the rout.

While helpless, he saw Cao Xiangjiao retreating from behind, covered in blood. The young man's Vanguard Battalion Garrison Commander post had not lasted long; his men had all scattered. Only through the desperate rescue of a few personal soldiers had he escaped from the paddy field. He had just managed to gather a handful of men on the road, intending to turn and resist upon hearing the sounds of enemy pursuit—but they were quickly broken. Cao Xiangjiao had been wounded by a bullet and struggled here with difficulty.

"General—go quickly!" Cao Xiangjiao shouted. "Hair Bandits caught up again! Humble General will hold them here for a while!" With that, he turned back, shouting and waving his saber.

Sha Jianbi wanted to hold on a little longer, but the officers and soldiers around him had already descended into chaos. Ignoring whether or not he gave orders, they clustered around him and fled backward directly.

Cao Xiangjiao stood on the post road with his personal soldiers for a time, watching the defeated troops surge past him like a tide until no more men and horses remained on the road. Only then did he lead his few personal soldiers to throw away the flag and flee into the small woods beside the road.



Zhu Mingxia's pursuit made it impossible for the government army's routed troops to stop and reorganize. They routed for seven or eight li, and in the process crashed through Li Guang's entire two thousand men. Li Guang attempted to rally his forces but was swept up in the chaotic mass of soldiers retreating toward Chengmai. Zhu Mingxia's troops pursued closely behind. After chasing another five or six li, they captured large numbers of additional captives.

In the series of battles surrounding Shishan, the government soldiers suffered heavy losses—not only losing large quantities of weapons and horses, but of the seven thousand men sent to reinforce Shishan in three successive waves, fewer than three thousand returned. Those who did not return were either corpses on the battlefield or captives in Hair Bandit hands. A Regional Commander had also been lost.

This completely demolished the assertion, previously unanimous among generals and private secretaries, that "Hair Bandits are not good at field battles." Large numbers of routed soldiers escaping back to camp drove morale in the Chengmai stockade to rock bottom. Many generals and officers were already packing their belongings, preparing to flee. The camp filled with the sounds of chaos. He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi racked their brains, dispatching men to comfort and suppress, and quarantining all defeated soldiers in separate battalions to prevent them from spreading rumors everywhere.

Ye Zhengfang, assigned to suppression duties, beheaded more than twenty soldiers and low-ranking officers throughout the various camps who had been agitating for flight. He Rubin's Regional Commander's Standard and household guards remained intact and calm; their steady presence finally settled the once-chaotic atmosphere of the Grand Camp.

He Rubin gathered all principal generals into the great tent for a meeting to discuss countermeasures. Some generals advocated withdrawing the entire army eastward immediately, rushing past Shishan and back toward Qiongshan to camp and rest. Others advocated holding position on the spot and sending fresh forces to attack Shishan again the next day. Sha Jianbi argued that the Hair Bandits' troop strength was insufficient—those defending Shishan numbered no more than two thousand. If five thousand were dispatched in a single assault, with the stay-behind troops in Qiongshan attacking from front and rear simultaneously, the Hair Bandits could certainly be forced to abandon Shishan.

But no one endorsed this arithmetic. Seven thousand men had been sent out that day in total, yet they had been routed utterly. What use would sending another five thousand be?

"Today our army committed the blunder of underestimating the enemy," He Rubin said. "General Yan, General Sha, and General Li's units were thrown into the battlefield in three separate batches. In each instance, our army failed to achieve superiority. The enemy defended a stockade to the death with firearms, waiting at ease for our fatigued troops. Our army attacked with hungry and exhausted soldiers after a long march—originally lacking the strength to achieve what the heart desired, and therefore unable to break the enemy."

He Rubin's assessment of the battlefield situation remained accurate. He understood clearly that, in his impatience, he had committed the classic mistake of "Fueling Tactics"—feeding forces into battle piecemeal rather than concentrating strength. He was unwilling to withdraw just yet. Once he retreated to Qiongshan, the Hair Bandits would certainly return and capture Chengmai. Losing army and territory, losing a great general—the consequences were unimaginable.

So he firmly advocated holding fast locally and continuing to send heavy troops to reopen communication with Qiongshan. He estimated that the Hair Bandits' troops and provisions were limited; they could not divide their forces indefinitely. As long as both sides maintained a stalemate, the Hair Bandits would inevitably withdraw from Shishan.

Inventorying provisions, he found more than ten days' grain storage remained with the army. Adding the reserves stored in the Chengmai County granary, the entire army could support itself for perhaps half a month by rough calculation.

"Only, this provision..." Zhao Ruyi asked somewhat skeptically. Half a month's grain reserve was hardly reassuring.

"Within three to five days, we must exert every effort to reopen the grain route!" He Rubin said. "If necessary, we can transport grain by sea!"

"The Hair Bandit navy is formidable. I fear that will not go as planned."

"This is a strategy prepared but not necessarily used," He Rubin said. He called out: "General Tang!"

Tang Yunwen knew this "good errand" would inevitably fall on his head. He immediately stepped forward: "Humble General is here!"

"Transporting grain from Qiongshan by navy—is there any certainty of success?"

Tang Yunwen dared not say "no certainty," so he said: "This can be done, but this Humble General's unit's ships... the expenses for ship repair over the years have never been sufficient. Usable ships are few..."

"There are impounded merchant ships and fishing boats in Haikou. You may commandeer all of them."

"Yes!" Tang Yunwen said. "Please provide the Commander's arrow-token immediately, Marshal. Humble General will send men back to handle it at once."

He Rubin shook his head. "No—you will go back and handle it personally. I give you ten days. Grain and fodder must be delivered! Otherwise, don't blame this Regional Commander for naming you in a severe impeachment!"

"Yes—Humble General will surely not disgrace the mission!" Tang Yunwen was both relieved and anxious. Relieved, because he had broken away from this desperate place that was certain to end in defeat—unlike the other generals and private secretaries, he fully understood the strength of the Hair Bandit military power. The government army would surely be defeated this time. Anxious, because although supplying grain by sea was not absolutely impossible, whether it could be accomplished within ten days remained uncertain. Once the government army suffered a great defeat, his failure to deliver grain on time would become He Rubin's excuse to shift blame. At that point, even a hundred mouths could not explain it away.

That night, Tang Yunwen took a few close followers and quietly boarded a fishing boat at Xiaoyingchang. Under cover of darkness, they slipped along the coastline toward Qiongshan. His troops remained behind, led by Baisha Stockade Chiliarch Chen Renjie.

To receive grain and fodder by sea, He Rubin decided to reoccupy Xiaoyingchang. This time, officers and soldiers had thoroughly learned their lesson—not only were two thousand men dispatched, but they were heavily reinforced with firearms, preparing to defend to the death.

In the following two or three days, the government army silenced flags and drums, refusing to leave their stockade and fight. He Rubin only urged generals to continuously repair stockades and dig ditches, reorganizing their ranks. He intended, after several days of rest, to personally lead the heavy troop group—with the Regional Commander's Standard and household guards as the main force—to rout the Hair Bandit army at Shishan in one decisive blow, retake Shishan, and reestablish the grain route.



Inside the camp, all was solemn bustle. But within a courtyard inside Chengmai's county seat, the atmosphere was quite different. This was the residence of the county's wealthiest family. The owner, surnamed Song, also held the status of Imperial Academy Student (Jiansheng). During the Hair Bandits' siege of Chengmai, he had exerted himself more than anyone in defending the city. Once the government army arrived, he had flattered them effusively, offering up part of his private residence for high officials to lodge. Since generals needed to remain with their troops and signify "sharing weal and woe" with their soldiers, only civil officials and private secretaries had moved in. Master Song treated this group of private secretaries as a "protective talisman," entertaining and supplying them diligently.

At this moment, Chang Qingyun, Qian Taichong, and a dozen or so private secretaries who regularly associated were drinking tea and enjoying the evening together in the garden of this residence, accompanied by the residence's owner, Song Zonghui. This Master Song was a man of some elegance and means; the residence featured a charming arrangement of springs and ornamental stones with a touch of garden beauty—very rare in this southern frontier.

Because they were engaged in military affairs, the private secretaries dared not openly summon courtesans to accompany their wine. They had simply set up a few tables in the garden, laid out tea, fruits, and dim sum, and chatted idly beneath the moonlight.

Because the war was going badly—having lost several great generals in succession and now having the grain route severed—the entire army's situation was precarious. Except for a few who could still drink and eat freely, joking as usual, most private secretaries wore troubled expressions. The optimism of the days in Qiongshan had been swept away entirely.

Quite a few realized that this campaign against the Hair Bandits had been lost—though none dared say so openly. Some still refused to concede that the Hair Bandits' abilities extended beyond "strange techniques and craftiness." Even though the Fubo Army had defeated three government army units in succession in field battles at Shishan, they attributed it purely to objective factors like "Shishan is strategically perilous." As for whether Shishan was truly "strategically perilous" and how the battles had actually been fought, they showed no interest.

Qian Taichong was far more pragmatic than these men. He had been observing military councils in the great tent recently and had personally visited low-ranking officers who had participated in the battles, learning much firsthand material from them. He knew the Hair Bandits were not only skilled in firearms but also neat in formation and strict in discipline; in battle, they were no less capable than government soldiers. He felt this was a grave threat, for in the past, sea lords and bandits in Guangdong had never possessed such forces. The Hair Bandits somewhat resembled the Franks, but whether Franks or Red-haired people, neither could concentrate so many troops for offensive and defensive field battles against the Imperial Court's Grand Army.

At this moment he pulled Gou Chengxuan aside repeatedly, urging him to speak of Hair Bandit matters—especially Hair Bandit firearms, which Qian Taichong and the others found particularly interesting. Gou Chengxuan had no choice but to describe what he knew, one item at a time. Especially the bird guns and cannons used by the Hair Bandits; because the technological gap was so vast, they could not help but leave an extremely powerful impression on Qian Taichong and the others.

"So—most Hair Bandit firearms are made in Lingao?" Qian Taichong asked seriously.

"Exactly." Gou Chengxuan nodded. "Cannons, bird guns, powder, and bullets—everything."

"The Imperial Court has been using Red Barbarian Cannons made by Westerners since the Tianqi reign; they are sharp weapons of the military and state. I never expected Hair Bandit cannons could actually be improved to such a degree." A private secretary sighed. "Bullets that explode to injure people—I have seen mention of them in Wubei Zhi. That is not considered rare. But bullets capable of exploding in the air—this is truly unheard of since ancient times."

"Whether those so-called 'Heaven-Shaking Thunderbolt Fierce Fire Cannons' in Wubei Zhi actually work or not, only Heaven knows." Qian Taichong sniffed at the comparison. "Apart from those manufactured by the Armament Bureau during the Jiajing reign, they haven't been seen for a long time."

"In my humble opinion, these blossoming cannons are nothing more than an evolution of the Song/Yuan 'Fierce Fire Oil Cabinet' and the 'Ten Thousand Men Enemy' of our dynasty. Back then trebuchets were used; now cannons are used." Chang Qingyun was considered something of an expert on firearms, and he added his commentary immediately. "If one speaks of Western cannon making, it is nothing more than a vestige of the Great Song's fire lances..."

"'Nothing more,' 'That is all'—said again and again, yet in the end we still strictly require Westerners to help us build cannons!" Qian Taichong slapped the table excitedly. "Now Hair Bandit guns, cannons, and firearms exceed even the Westerners by another level. And people like ourselves can only sigh in vain!"

Everyone found his outburst quite abrupt, wondering why this Cultivated Talent had grown so excited. Qian Taichong evidently realized he had lost composure somewhat; he took a sip of tea and fell silent.

An older private secretary spoke up: "Though Hair Bandit firearms are sharp, they possess no more than one county's land—not enough to be a worry. What is most worrying is that the Fake Hairs beneath them are actually willing to go through fire and water for them, risking the danger of sharp blades and arrows. Such arts of beguiling people's hearts are the true scourge of the Imperial Court."

Everyone lamented for a while with phrases like "Mean people chase profit" and "Public morals are degenerating daily."

Qian Taichong spoke in a firm tone: "However, the accumulated abuses of the present extend to more than these few ends! In my humble opinion, rather than seeking treatment for minor details, it is better to treat the root. And the so-called root is 'Education'..."

He spoke at great length, spittle flying, stirring a burst of discussion among the private secretaries. Some talked about "Qi" and "Heart"; others discoursed on Wang Yangming's "School of Mind."

Just as they chatted with enthusiasm, a burst of desolate horn sounds suddenly came from outside the county seat, shaking the heavens and interrupting their discussion. Everyone realized that holding forth on such topics at this moment was not merely ridiculous—it was absurd.

Chang Qingyun turned back to his method of "Water Mine Defeating Enemies." In his view, whatever fast ships and iron ships the Hair Bandits possessed would vanish in a puff of smoke upon encountering the "Muddy Dragon" he so ardently advocated. Once the Hair Bandit navy broke, the grain route could be reopened immediately.

"That place Shishan—let the Hair Bandits occupy it if they wish. When those tens of thousands of jin of grain are exhausted, these three thousand Hair Bandit troops will be an isolated army, collapsing without a fight." Chang Qingyun spoke with spittle flying.

Everyone knew his so-called Water Mine Battalion contained elements that were somewhat fanciful. It might have had its uses in a siege of Bopu; now, with Hair Bandit ships merely anchored near shore—and the current flowing in the opposite direction—the idea was worthless. Everyone ignored him.

Only Qian Taichong sneered: "Once the sea grain route opens, I fear countless provisions will drift away into grasping hands again. At that point, if fifty or sixty percent of the money and grain can actually reach Chengmai, it would be a blessing." He added, "In my humble opinion, reopening the land grain route remains the best strategy."

"Yes—if the grain route cannot be opened, the grain in the city is limited. I fear it will not support us for many days." Song Zonghui finally found an opportunity to interject. He was different from this group of private secretaries; his entire family and fortune were here in Chengmai. The success or failure of the government army's campaign against the Hair Bandits directly bore upon his family's property and personal safety. He could not help but care.



(End of Chapter)
Chapter 647 - Setting Fire to the Camps

The granaries of Chengmai County had once held tens of thousands of jin of grain. Now the imperial troops had commandeered every last kernel for military use and issued orders demanding that wealthy households "contribute" their stores. Song Zonghui, the county's richest man, had naturally been the prime target. He'd been forced to donate a hundred shi of grain and "voluntarily contribute" five hundred taels of silver—a financial bloodletting that left him hollow with bitterness. Troops from outside Guangdong were notorious for their poor discipline, and despite the generals' efforts at restraint, extortion of shops and wealthy families had become a daily occurrence. There had even been killings and robberies. If Zhao Ruyi and the military secretaries hadn't been staying at his residence, Song Zonghui—Chengmai's wealthiest household—would long since have been picked clean by the junior officers like fat carcass at a feast.

"The bald bandits at Shishan are isolated deep behind our lines," Lü Yizhong declared, eating half a pastry and brushing crumbs from his sleeve. "Once their grain runs out, they'll retreat of their own accord. And once our supply route reopens, provisions will no longer be a concern. Stop fretting over nothing!" He turned to Song Zonghui with an air of condescension. "You're the deputy commander of the county militia. Exert yourself, and when merits are tallied, commendations will surely follow."

Despite He Rubin's string of defeats, Lü Yizhong remained unperturbed. He considered these merely temporary setbacks caused by initial overconfidence. At every meeting, his argument was simple: wage a war of attrition. With all of Guangdong's resources brought to bear against a single Lingao, time alone would grind the bald bandits into dust.

"Yes, yes." Song Zonghui's face remained clouded with worry. The burden of his reputation as the county's wealthiest man meant every costly obligation fell upon his shoulders. If he hadn't secured a jiansheng degree years ago, his modest fortune would have been bled dry by the authorities long before now.

Gou Chengxuan sat silently at Qian Taichong's table, saying nothing. His status was low, and he held no formal position among the secretaries, so few paid him any attention. He was by nature a calculating man. Knowing that these men thought little of him—and knowing he had escaped from the territory of the bald bandits—he understood that if the campaign went poorly, he might well be executed as a "spy." Throughout the journey, he had adhered to the principle of speaking as little as possible. Among the secretaries, only Qian Taichong, who harbored plans for the "restoration" of Lingao, ever bothered to discuss the local geography and conditions with him. Otherwise, it was as if he didn't exist.

His spirits had sunk to their lowest ebb. Gou Chengxuan had originally placed great hope in the imperial expedition: he had believed that the bald bandits were few in number, and that the people of Lingao wouldn't dare continue serving them once the imperial army arrived. Isolated and outnumbered, the bald bandits would be forced to retreat. He had grand plans. Once the imperial forces reached Lingao, he would step forward to rally the gentry and organize militia to aid the campaign. He intended to humbly request that Huang Shoutong assume the position of militia commander and ask Liu Dalin to head a "Restoration Bureau." By assuming the role of "assistant director" for himself, Gou Chengxuan had calculated he could not only seize a portion of actual power but also lay the groundwork for rebuilding his authority in Lingao.

But after several head-on clashes with the bald bandits at Chengmai, Gou Chengxuan had come to realize that the best outcome would be a stalemate. Reaching Lingao and forcing the bandits to retreat was now beyond hope. He was deeply troubled and worried about Lai Da—afraid that Lai Da might return to Lingao, find his father and Uncle Hu, and raise a banner to support the imperial forces, only for the army never to arrive, bringing death upon himself and everyone with him.

He sat alone, drinking tea in silence, pondering what to do after this expedition failed. General He could no longer be relied upon—he had never taken Gou seriously in the first place, and once the court investigated the defeat, He would be finished. Any hope of revenge and restoration through General He was now impossible...

A sudden boom from outside shattered his thoughts. The sound was clear and distinct—the muffled report of artillery. It wasn't the sharp crack of the bald bandits' guns, but the deeper voice of the imperial army's Red Barbarian cannons.

Two more shots followed in quick succession. Everyone at the table listened carefully; the gunfire seemed to come from the direction of the south gate. The secretaries froze, ears pricked.

"What's happening?" someone whispered. They found it strange. Neither the bald bandits nor the imperial forces had engaged in combat these past few days, and no cannons had fired. It was now approaching the end of hai hour—deep into the night—and the moonlight was dim. Could the bald bandits be launching a night raid? Tension spread through the room.

"Boom! Boom-boom!" Several more muffled reports reached them. This time they could hear clearly: in addition to the cannons firing from the city gates, the camps outside the walls were also firing.

"Cannon fire! They're opening fire!" Qian Taichong was the first to stand, waving his arms as he shouted.

The others remained seated, motionless. "Cannon fire?" "Are you certain?" "Could it be—could it be that the bald bandits are raiding our camps?!" Finally, they could no longer maintain their composure. With a collective gasp, they rose to their feet.

"That's right, they're firing!"

"Quick, send someone to find out what's happening!"

They dispatched a servant to investigate. Everyone was uneasy—a sudden night raid by the bald bandits would be very strange indeed. Inside and outside Chengmai, there were still nearly twenty thousand imperial soldiers. The bald bandits' combined forces numbered no more than ten thousand. Had they suddenly received reinforcements? Hearts grew anxious.

"No cause for alarm," Lü Yizhong announced, projecting calm. "Our sentries are vigilant, and the city is as secure as iron, inside and out. If the bald bandits come raiding, they'll only bloody their own heads..." Just as he finished speaking, a sharp crack sounded from outside, followed by a whistling noise. Then came a tremendous explosion.

"The bald bandits are firing!" Five or six voices cried out at once. This was the very sound they had grown familiar with over the past several days—and the subsequent explosion was the distinctive report of the bald bandits' explosive shells. Everyone tensed immediately.

Lü Yizhong's face paled slightly, but he forced a calm expression: "The bald bandits are firing... Ha ha... Ha ha..."

Outside, cannon fire rumbled in succession. By now, no one could sit still. Qian Taichong waved his hand: "Come on, let's go outside and look!" Without waiting for a response, he strode out. The others hurried after him, leaving the garden and making for the main entrance of the Song residence.

By now it was nearly midnight. The moon hid behind drifting clouds, appearing and disappearing. A vast expanse of cloud was rimmed with an eerie silver edge. But no one noticed this sight, for their minds were wholly consumed by the sounds from beyond the courtyard walls, now growing clearer. Besides the continuous cannon fire, there were chaotic voices in the streets—shouts, barking dogs, a clamor of noise rising together.

Tense cries echoed through the thoroughfares, mixed with the clatter of armor and weapons, curses, and wailing. From the distance came the sound of a horn, its long note hanging in the air.

The servant they'd sent to investigate came running back in a panic.

"What on earth has happened?" Song Zonghui asked in alarm.

"Master, the streets are in chaos! They're saying—they're saying the bald bandits have brought up siege artillery and are about to bombard the army's camps!"

"What?"

"Oh, and others are saying the bald bandits from Shishan have attacked from another direction, planning to crush the imperial forces between two jaws at Chengmai!"

Both pieces of news seemed plausible. As everyone stood in confusion, Lü Yizhong dismissed the rumors:

"What siege artillery? If they had such guns, the bald bandits would have deployed them long ago—why wait until now? It's the middle of the night. Even if they had siege artillery, do these bald bandits all have night-vision eyes that let them see in darkness?"

"Right, it must be the bald bandits conducting a night harassment!" someone agreed.

"Ah, let's just go outside and take a look!" Qian Taichong had no patience for idle speculation. Without waiting for agreement, he led his servants toward the gate.

The streets were indeed in chaos. In the darkness, soldiers, militiamen, and conscripts ran about with swords, spears, lanterns, and torches. The city tower was already ablaze with lights. Knots of soldiers guarding the Song residence stood together, whispering among themselves, craning their necks to peer toward the sound of the cannons. The boom of artillery and the explosions of shells continued to reach them, now louder, now softer, from afar...

They stopped a bazong, who told them that many lights had appeared at sea—apparently the bald bandits' navy had come as reinforcements. The cannon fire just now was from the imperial troops at Xiao Ying Field attempting to intercept the enemy ships.

"What? The bald bandits are trying to take Xiao Ying Field?"

"I don't know, sir. That's just what everyone is saying." The bazong hurried off with his men.

Qian Taichong suggested going up to the city tower for a better view—standing in the street, they could see nothing. Some were too afraid of being hit by the bald bandits' artillery and dared not volunteer; others were willing to go. Half the group left.

As military secretaries, they were recognized by the bazong guarding the tower, who allowed them to ascend. Looking out from the top, the scene outside was dark and seemingly unchanged, except for the scattered lights along the coast—apparently many ships had arrived. Flashes of light and muffled cannon fire came intermittently. Xiao Ying Field also flickered with gunfire; both sides seemed to be engaged in an artillery duel.

"The bald bandits are sailing in the dead of night..." Before Chang Qingyun could finish, someone cried out in alarm. They followed his gaze: a bright streak of fire rose from the direction of the sea, like a ball of flame arcing through the sky.

"A comet!" someone shouted.

But they quickly realized this was no comet. The light moved slowly, losing altitude as it came, apparently heading straight for the county seat. Everyone stood frozen in terror. They watched the fireball streak over the city tower and crash somewhere beyond the walls. A violent explosion followed, fire spraying in all directions.

"What the devil is that thing?!" Chang Qingyun cried in alarm.

By now, more and more lights were rising from the sea, a dense swarm arcing toward Xiao Ying Field and the nearby camps.

"Enemy rockets!" Chang Qingyun had read several books on firearms and immediately grasped what was happening—the bald bandits were launching rockets. Apart from books, he had never seen rockets actually fired. Watching the lights grow ever thicker in the sky, falling like a rain of fire, he stood frozen in shock.

Trailing orange flames, the rockets rose continuously from the coast, falling in ranks and clusters upon Xiao Ying Field like a vast firestorm descending upon the camp. The originally dim encampment now blazed with explosions and leaping flames. Pillars of fire erupted against the dark night sky; in some places, fires had clearly taken hold.

Suddenly, a huge column of flame rose from Xiao Ying Field, followed by a deep, rolling explosion like thunder. The onlookers' hearts sank—almost certainly, the camp's powder magazine had detonated.

As the powder magazine exploded, the glow from Xiao Ying Field grew ever brighter, illuminating the entire coastline. Yet the rockets continued to rain down upon the camp, compounding the chaos. Qian Taichong cried out: "Xiao Ying Field is about to fall!"

Indeed, a great mass of men was streaming out of Xiao Ying Field. By the firelight, they could clearly see these were the soldiers who had been defending the position, now fleeing in disorder toward the main camp.

"The bald bandits mean to cut off our seaborne supply line!" Qian Taichong shouted. Although he had never thought sea transport a good solution, the bald bandits' sudden assault on Xiao Ying Field made their objective unmistakable.

"What—what are we to do?" Someone clutched the parapet, stamping his feet in agitation.

"It depends on..."

Chang Qingyun's words were cut short as more lights rose from the bald bandits' main camp, a dozen points of fire arcing toward the county seat and the imperial camps.

"Rockets!" The soldiers on the tower cried out in alarm, diving for cover behind the parapets. A rain of fire descended upon the camps outside the walls almost instantly.

Qian Taichong shouted: "Everyone take cover!" Even as he spoke, he ducked behind a parapet. Others scrambled for the tower gatehouse, some running down the ramp, trying to escape the walls. In the darkness and panic—the secretaries all dressed in flowing Confucian robes—some tripped over their hems, others had their sleeves caught; they tumbled and trampled one another, crying out in distress.

"What a disgrace to scholarship!" Qian Taichong watched his colleagues fall—topknots disheveled, some losing their shoes in their haste to flee, others missing their footing and tumbling headlong down the ramp.

The first volley of rockets hissed into the imperial camps, throwing them into chaos. Water-gongs clanged frantically everywhere as shouts of "Fire! Fire!" rose on all sides.

Qian Taichong peered out between the parapets. The camps were ablaze in every direction, already in complete disarray. Even as he watched in horror, more rockets screamed overhead. Now they came not just from the bald bandits' main camp but also from the ships off the coast.

For a time, rockets rained down like a storm, plunging the entire encampment into chaos. The soldiers could no longer attempt to fight the fires and scattered for cover. Qian Taichong watched with mounting dread: the bald bandits' rockets came in an endless stream, like ordinary arrows. In the camps, there was no question of assembling troops for battle—there was nowhere even to hide.

The rockets seemed deliberately aimed away from the county seat, but many strays still struck the walls. Some hit the watchtowers, some struck the gate tower, and quite a few sailed over the walls into the residential areas, starting fires within the city. The streets rang with gongs as people rushed to extinguish the flames.

Fortunately, the bald bandits did not seem to be targeting the city itself, concentrating their fire on the military camps below the walls. Many camps were ablaze; everywhere was pandemonium.

Qian Taichong observed closely. Although the rockets came in wave after wave, they appeared to vary in size, and their effects upon impact differed—some merely scattered incendiary sparks, setting things alight, while others detonated with thunderous explosions. He wondered privately: could there be two different warheads? And considering that the coastline was a full ten li from the city, yet the bald bandits' rockets could still reach them—if that were truly the case, wouldn't these rockets be devastating weapons for besieging cities and storming fortifications?

Suddenly, a figure came crawling up beside him. Looking closely, he saw it was Chang Qingyun.

Chang Qingyun's voice quavered with tears: "It's over... It's all over. Our army is finished! This time we're completely done for!"

The rocket attack lasted nearly half an hour before suddenly ceasing. But by then, the entire imperial encampment was engulfed in smoke and flames. Many camps, beyond saving, burned freely, and the officers could only pull their men back to less damaged positions. Morale had collapsed; no one still had the will to fight.

Qian Taichong saw that the flames were gradually dying down and the clamor subsiding. There was no sign of the bald bandits exploiting the chaos to storm the camps. Knowing there would be no further danger tonight, he quietly descended the walls with Chang Qingyun. Their colleagues were in sorry states—some had lost their caps and hairnets, some had lost their shoes, some had torn their robes. Under normal circumstances, they would have mocked one another, but now no one was in the mood for jests. Even those unskilled in military matters could sense the gravity of the situation.

On the ramp, Qian Taichong spotted a dark object—apparently one of the bald bandits' rockets that had landed inside the walls. He hurried over and picked it up; the casing was still warm. He examined it: a cylindrical object, perhaps two cun in diameter, made entirely of iron. The front had burst open, leaving only a charred cavity; the rear was perforated with small holes and fitted with three angled spiral fins. It was an intricate piece of work.

As he studied it, Chang Qingyun tugged at his sleeve: "What's there to see in that scrap of iron? Let's get back quickly!"

Qian Taichong had no choice but to carry the iron contraption as they descended.

At the base of the walls, they found the city gates tightly shut. Infantry from various units had arrived from throughout the city, armed and exchanging curses with the soldiers outside. The streets beyond the walls were in uproar. When the camps had been overrun, the soldiers outside had wanted to enter the city, but those inside feared that a flood of routed troops would throw the city into chaos. Using the pretext that no orders had been received, they refused to open the gates.

Returning to the Song residence, those who hadn't gone up to the tower were waiting anxiously for news. They had witnessed the ferocious rocket assault but hadn't seen it as clearly as those on the walls. Now, hearing how relentless and devastating the bald bandits' rockets had been, everyone's faces went pale.

"The bald bandits' rockets are terrifyingly powerful! They burned down many buildings in the city!" As the discussion continued, Song Zonghui hurried in. He had been leading the city militia in firefighting and maintaining order, and had only just finished. Covered in soot and grime, his voice trembled as he spoke.

"The bald bandits failed to exploit the chaos by storming our camps—a tactical blunder..." Lü Yizhong, who had only pretended calm after the attack ended, was still trying to critique the battle.

"You're wrong." Qian Taichong's reply was cold. "At dawn, the bald bandits will certainly launch a full assault. Can our men still fight?" He paused, letting the question sink in. "Our army has been defeated this time. Tomorrow, all forces must withdraw—or we'll die without a burial ground."
Chapter 648 - Defeat and Flight

Lü Yizhong flew into a rage. This arrogant scholar is merely a xiucai, he thought, thrusting an accusing finger at Qian Taichong. "You insolent fool! One more word of this nonsense and I'll have you charged with undermining morale!"

"Hmph, does morale still need undermining by me?" Qian Taichong refused to back down and was about to retort when someone came looking for them.

"Sirs, please proceed immediately to the main camp for a conference!"

As they left through the city gate, Qian Taichong noticed that the guards had been entirely replaced with men from the General's standard battalion, all armed with drawn weapons in strict formation.

The party's horses thundered through the gate tunnel. The guards did not close the gate behind them, leaving it open to facilitate the movement of troops and personnel.

Inside the central camp, although He Rubin's personal retainers and standard battalion still maintained relative stability, the rocket barrage had reduced morale to its nadir. Many whispered among themselves, certain that retreat was imminent.

Within the command tent, the commanders of each camp had already assembled. They now possessed a deep appreciation for the terrifying power of the bald bandits' firearms. Encamping here offered no sense of security—no matter how high the walls or deep the trenches, they were useless when the bald bandits' rockets could be fired from more than ten li away, hundreds at a time. There was simply no way to continue this fight.

With the officers devoid of fighting spirit and even the commander himself believing the war was unwinnable, He Rubin understood that holding position at Chengmai against the bald bandits had become meaningless. Morale had collapsed, and the supply line could not be quickly restored. Better to withdraw to Qiongshan while his forces remained intact—at least that would leave room for explanation to his superiors. However, he lacked the authority to make such a decision unilaterally. He turned his gaze to Zhao Ruyi.

Zhao Ruyi had long wanted to retreat. This expedition was clearly doomed, and the fire attack had nearly frightened his soul from his body. He had never before experienced such an indiscriminate bombardment of both front and rear positions. One of his servants had been struck directly by a rocket and killed on the spot. He wished desperately to escape this death trap. Seeing that all the generals favored withdrawal, he agreed without hesitation.

The discussion turned to the order of march and the signals and methods for coordination. He Rubin knew that after this retreat, he would have difficulty explaining himself to the Governor-General and the court. His expression darkened, and he let the others debate while remaining silent. Zhao Ruyi noticed his ashen demeanor and feared the general might lose his mind or attempt suicide in a moment of despair—if the commander died, these twenty thousand men would immediately scatter. He addressed the generals loudly:

"Our army has won many victories in this campaign! The minor setback at Shishan is nothing. We shall return to Qiongshan to resupply and reassess the situation!"

He continued with many encouraging words, finally lifting the mood in the tent somewhat. The time for withdrawal was set for the following morning, to avoid the confusion and disorientation that a nighttime breakout might cause.

Chen Renjie, with the Qiongya Regional Commander's own troops along with the local garrison forces and militia, would lead the vanguard and clear the road. Of the five Regional Commanders, Tang Yunwen's forces were the most intact, and his men were largely local—familiar with the terrain. The garrison soldiers and militiamen had their homes and camps mostly around Qiongshan and Wenchang. Though their enthusiasm for attacking Lingao was low, their will to fight their way home should still be strong.

The remaining units would follow closely behind, fighting as they retreated. The rearguard would be led by Sun Changzuo, the Central Camp's Guard Commander, positioned behind the General's standard battalion. He Rubin assigned him two thousand men, including one hundred of his own mounted retainers and Song Ming's one hundred cavalry. Sun Changzuo understood that these two hundred horsemen were meant to save his life. He expressed great gratitude, vowing to fight to the death to cover the retreat.

The rearguard also included Li Modao's firearms battalion. Now that it had lost its cannons, most considered the unit useless, so Li Modao would simply hold the camp positions with his battalion and be the last to withdraw. He Rubin's instructions were clear: if the road was cut off and retreat became impossible, Li Modao should fall back into Chengmai County town to assist in its defense.

After the generals departed, He Rubin advised Zhao Ruyi: "Please rest in my camp, sir. At dawn, you may withdraw with the main column."

But Zhao Ruyi replied: "I still have some baggage left in the city that hasn't been collected..."

"I shall send men to handle it at once."

"No, no," Zhao Ruyi quickly demurred. "There are many manuscripts and books among my things. If I don't go personally, the servants won't know what to keep and what to discard."

"Very well. Please go and return swiftly."

Zhao Ruyi rode with his servants at speed back to the Song residence in the city. The secretaries followed suit. As soon as they arrived, the Song residence and the various households where the secretaries had been staying descended into chaos. Zhao Ruyi had come on this campaign fully prepared to line his pockets, expecting to acquire many of the bald bandits' exotic treasures once they reached Lingao. He had brought numerous empty chests and many servants. Although the defeat had come too quickly to satisfy his greed, he had still accumulated gifts from the officers along the route, tributes from the gentry, and—once in Chengmai—presents from the county magistrate and local notables. Song Zonghui, seeking his protection, had given him fifty taels of silver and a calligraphy scroll by a famous painter of the current dynasty.

Upon returning to the Song residence, he immediately ordered his servants to pack all the valuables into chests and dispatched men to requisition laborers and carts, preparing to flee.

Though the secretaries were not officials, they too had received gifts of varying sizes along the way, which also needed to be boxed and brought along. Unlike Zhao Ruyi, who had seventy or eighty servants, the grandest among them—such as Lü Yizhong—had only thirty or forty attendants. Ordinary secretaries like the impoverished xiucai Qian Taichong had only a single boy servant. Thus, some packed only valuables and small items, while others insisted on taking even a few bolts of locally produced cotton cloth. The scene became utterly chaotic, with voices raised on all sides. The servants of the various households took advantage of the packing to loot freely from the guest quarters of the Song residence, carrying off table ornaments, wall hangings, and even bed curtains. The Song family servants cried out: "We've been robbed by government bandits!" Song Zonghui, seeing the pandemonium, hurriedly ordered the women and children to the inner quarters while the able-bodied men of the household armed themselves with clubs and weapons, ready to resist any looting by unruly soldiers. He himself rushed to find Chang Qingyun.

Chang Qingyun was directing several servants in tying up and moving his luggage, shouting instructions while berating them for their slowness. When a servant accidentally loosened a bundle and spilled several bolts of fine jibei cotton cloth across the floor, Chang Qingyun erupted in a fresh tirade.

"Why the sudden packing? What's going on?" Song Zonghui was alarmed. He had already guessed that the imperial army was preparing to flee, but he still clung to a faint hope that this was merely a camp relocation.

Chang Qingyun, grateful for his host's attentive hospitality over the past days, lowered his voice: "I'll speak frankly. The army is short of provisions, and after being burned out by the bald bandits' rockets, morale has collapsed. Our forces are withdrawing to Qiongshan."

The news struck like a thunderbolt. Song Zonghui nearly fainted. If the imperial army fled, what would become of the county?

"If we're retreating to Qiongshan, when will you return to Chengmai?"

"That's a matter of military strategy—how would I know?" Chang Qingyun replied. "In my estimation, no sooner than three months, no later than six."

"But... but..." Song Zonghui panicked. Once the imperial troops left, the bald bandit army would be at the gates. The city's fall would be a matter of days. "How many soldiers will be left to defend the city?"

Chang Qingyun grew impatient: "Military matters—I don't know that either."

Song Zonghui stood rooted to the spot until a secretary came running to ask him to help requisition a few wheelbarrows and laborers to carry his luggage. Only then did he snap back to reality, absently agreeing before hurrying off toward the county yamen.

Magistrate Liu Jingxuan was pacing the yamen like a headless fly. The rocket attack had terrified him, and he feared the bald bandits would exploit the chaos to assault the city. He had been directing the militia and conscripts in firefighting while personally inspecting the walls. Seeing the multiple fires blazing in the camps outside and the clamor of panicked soldiers, his heart had sunk. Only when the fires were finally extinguished and the bald bandits made no attempt to storm the walls did he descend and return to the yamen for a late-night meal.

He had barely taken a mouthful of rice noodles when word came that camps both inside and outside the city were in an uproar, though no one knew why. Liu Jingxuan hastily set down his bowl and called for a hot towel—he was about to wipe his face and go investigate. The servant had just brought the towel when Song Zonghui arrived in a rush.

Without pausing for courtesies, Song Zonghui immediately delivered the news: the imperial army was preparing to withdraw to Qiongshan in full strength at dawn.

"Is this true?!" Liu Jingxuan nearly leaped to his feet, rice noodles still clinging to the corner of his mouth. "The army is leaving?"

"It's true!" Song Zonghui related how the secretaries and officers in the city were packing their belongings, and repeated what Chang Qingyun had told him. He sighed. "What Master Chang says cannot be false."

"What are we to do?" Liu Jingxuan's face went white. "Once the army leaves, the bald bandits will certainly besiege the city. With their firearms being so formidable..." He could not continue. Though they had held Chengmai for dozens of days before, that was only because the bald bandits had chosen to encircle rather than assault. It was not that the city could not be taken.

"I see no choice but for all the gentry of the city to cling to the carriages and plead for them to stay..."

Liu Jingxuan knew this was no solution at all. With the supply line cut, the army demoralized by fire attack, and morale shattered, what reason did General He have to remain in this death trap with the local people? Losing a county town was indeed a crime, but hardly a capital offense. Why should he risk his life and those of tens of thousands for a small county?

At this thought, Liu Jingxuan wept: "I fear that plan will be useless. Alas for the gentry and common folk of this city!" He sighed and lamented, vowing that if the city fell, he would surely take his own life to fulfill his duty as a loyal subject.

"I think Your Honor should go immediately to General He's camp and explain the consequences, persuading him to leave a force to help defend the city," his colleagues at the yamen suggested.

"Most of the city's provisions have already been requisitioned by the army. Even if soldiers remain, without food, the city cannot be held," Liu Jingxuan sighed.

Song Zonghui's thoughts were elsewhere. He was worried that when the imperial army fled, they would inevitably loot the city before departing. Though He Rubin commanded provincial troops, there was no guarantee he could restrain his men. On reflection, perhaps it would be better without the soldiers—since twenty thousand troops could not withstand the bald bandits and were preparing to flee, what use would five hundred or a thousand be? If the bald bandits wanted to take the city, it would fall within a day regardless.

The officials were bound by duty to defend their posts, obligated to resist to the death. But gentry and commoners like himself had no need to fight to the bitter end alongside them. Already the thought of surrender, should the bald bandits attack, was forming in his mind. He murmured agreement but said nothing more.

As they deliberated, a courier arrived at a gallop with orders: the entire county must prepare twenty thousand jin of dried rations, and conscript laborers and wheelbarrows. All must be delivered to the main camp before dawn.

"Preparing the rations is one thing—I can immediately arrange for each household to light their stoves. But laborers and wheelbarrows—we're all trapped inside the city. My orders can't even leave the gates. How am I supposed to arrange this?" Liu Jingxuan protested.

"Those are the General's orders. Nothing to do with me," the courier said with rolling eyes. "It must be done before dawn!" He leaped onto his horse and galloped off.

Liu Jingxuan paced in circles. Though Chengmai was a large county by Hainan standards, the able-bodied men that could be conscripted within the walls numbered only a few hundred. Even the militia defending the walls had mostly come from nearby villages. Steaming twenty thousand jin of dried rations was no small task either. He was about to summon an emergency meeting of the gentry when Song Zonghui muttered: "They're leaving at dawn. Why bother with all this?"

Liu Jingxuan understood his meaning but hesitated: "What if the generals demand an accounting?"

Song Zonghui snorted coldly: "When the time comes, they won't have a moment to spare for such questions." He went on to suggest that only the women should be set to cooking rations. By daybreak they could cart out whatever they'd managed to prepare.

"...And there's no need to make the full amount. First, there isn't enough time. Second, once the troops are eager to leave, they'll rush off at first light—who'll wait patiently for the county's provisions?" Song Zonghui whispered that a few thousand jin would suffice to satisfy appearances. There was no point wasting the county's remaining stores.

Following Song Zonghui's advice, Liu Jingxuan arranged for rations to be prepared while having gongs beaten halfheartedly to summon laborers. The city's common folk went into hiding. Song Zonghui then gathered all the militia, stationing them at the three city gates. As soon as the imperial soldiers at the gates departed, they would immediately seize and close the gates to prevent looting.

While the people inside the city made anxious preparations, portions of the army that had been quartered within, along with secretaries and officers, streamed out toward the camps beyond. Some soldiers took the opportunity to loot, starting fires and leaving dead bodies in their wake—killed in the chaos—along the main street before the yamen. The yamen gates had been shut, barred with heavy bolts, and reinforced with bracing poles. Liu Jingxuan waited in the main hall with dozens of conscripts, guarding the official seal. He was terrified. Already several groups of soldiers had forced their way into the yamen, waving gleaming swords and demanding "departure money," while officers came more politely with their retinues to request "temporary advances for fodder." He feared not only that the soldiers would empty the county treasury—leaving him unable to account for the funds—but also worried about his wife and concubines in the rear quarters, dreading that unruly soldiers might break in and violate them.

He Rubin was unaware that the people in the city already viewed his soldiers as bandits. He was busy sending men to hurry the troops and secretaries out of the city, while consolidating his forces near the main camp. He ordered all heavy equipment abandoned, taking only provisions and portable firearms. As for the remaining cannons of the firearms battalion, he instructed Li Modao to mount them on the camp ramparts, expend all ammunition to cover the retreat, and then abandon them.

Zhao Ruyi whispered: "Abandoning so much equipment and weaponry will be hard to explain. In my view, it would be better to transfer everything into Chengmai County town and leave five hundred men to help defend the city."

He Rubin agreed wholeheartedly. He ordered that all equipment to be abandoned be moved into the city instead, and left a qianzong with five hundred soldiers to assist in the city's defense.

In the blink of an eye, the sky began to lighten. He Rubin immediately ordered the entire army to break camp and march. Chen Renjie led the vanguard with the Qiongya Regional Commander's troops, local garrison forces, and militia. Behind them came the battered remnants of the various units—ten thousand men. Only then came He Rubin's own elite core of two thousand men, protecting the main column and supply train.

Though he had ordered all heavy equipment and surplus weapons transferred into Chengmai, the situation was too urgent. Many soldiers in the camps, desperate to flee, abandoned their positions without bothering to collect anything. Weapons and armor lay scattered everywhere.

When the report came that Chen Renjie's column had formed up and begun its march, He Rubin felt slightly relieved. His greatest fear was that in their terror and haste, the soldiers would scramble over one another to escape, throwing the retreat into chaos. Even if the bald bandits had only two or three thousand men, they could exploit such disorder to inflict a crushing defeat. He was extremely tense, constantly sending men to check on the progress of each unit's withdrawal.

The bald bandits' scouts were formidable, repeatedly intercepting his messengers. Even spies rarely returned. No prisoners had been taken in any of the battles, leaving him utterly ignorant of the enemy's disposition—as opaque as the deep sea. He Rubin knew he was like a blind man riding a blind horse, groping his way through the fight, in an extremely dangerous position.

Shortly after Chen Renjie's column set out, the follow-on units began marching in succession. He received word that the vanguard was proceeding smoothly, already three or four li ahead, which eased his mind slightly. He was pondering the next steps after reaching Qiongshan—how to report to the Governor-General, knowing full well that Zhao Ruyi would likely extort a substantial bribe from him over this—when suddenly, a rapid cascade of cannon fire erupted outside, so dense the individual reports could scarcely be counted. He started in alarm, wondering where the bald bandits had obtained so many cannons. The thunder of gunfire was followed by the din of men and horses, a scene of utter chaos. He leaped to his feet in shock and demanded:

"What's happening outside?"

"The bald bandits are attacking!" a retainer rushed in to report. "Cannons are firing from the east!"

He Rubin's heart sank. The east was the direction of Chen Renjie's vanguard retreat. Had the bald bandits already established a blocking position along the road to prevent the imperial army's withdrawal?

In moments, the gunfire and musketry outside grew ever more intense, and the clamor within the camp swelled as well. Even his own standard battalion began to waver. He was about to dispatch another scout when the Central Camp's Guard Commander, Ye Zhengfang, rushed in with a report:

"The vanguard! The vanguard!" He seemed too panicked to catch his breath. "The vanguard has been routed!"
Chapter 649 - Rout

Chen Renjie's two thousand men had marched three or four li when the earth suddenly erupted on both sides of the road. The Fubogun's combat engineers had laid iron Claymore mines with pull-fuse detonators along the post road during the night, and the moment Chen Renjie's vanguard entered the minefield, the explosions scattered his formations like leaves in a gale. Before he could rally his men, a column of bald bandits emerged from ahead like a solid wall—red banners flying, unleashing volleys of gunfire and artillery in devastating coordination.

His troops were mostly a rabble—capable enough if given time to form up and assault fortifications, but utterly unable to withstand a sudden encounter battle. They broke immediately, fleeing back toward Chengmai in a panicked tide. Chen Renjie led his small contingent of personal troops in a desperate attempt to stem the flood and reorganize, but it was futile—he was swept along by the torrent of panicked soldiers.

The ten thousand men following close behind had all suffered defeats in the previous days' fighting and were already jumpy as startled birds. The sound of cannons ahead and the collapse of the vanguard threw them into instant disarray. At that moment, the 3rd, 5th, and 6th Battalions launched simultaneous attacks from three directions against the already wavering main body, routing most of it almost instantly.

He Ming understood that his forces were limited and could not form a complete encirclement. He therefore demanded that each battalion employ aggressive assault tactics and overwhelming firepower to shatter the imperial forces quickly—stripping them of organization and command, driving the routed soldiers toward the coast where they could be contained.

He committed all five battalions from the start. To maximize firepower, each battalion was reinforced with two additional militia companies as auxiliaries, responsible for pushing and operating the three 12-pounder mountain howitzers and three Typewriters assigned to each unit—an unprecedented concentration of firepower. As for the seaside camp, the Navy had dispatched marines and sailors from the ships to defend it. The night before, a substantial naval relief force had arrived with 1,200 Hale rockets—virtually the entire stockpile in the armory.

He Ming now stood atop the observation tower at the main camp, surveying the battlefield. All five infantry battalions had been committed at once. From the current progress of the engagement, everything was developing ideally. The imperial vanguard had scattered under the minefield explosions and the savage infantry assault.

He asked: "Has He Rubin's force moved yet?"

"No. His command banner is still stationary at the main camp."

He Ming was nervous. He had insufficient reserves; if something unexpected happened, he would have difficulty responding. His only available forces were the marine companies and sailors who had come ashore from the naval vessels to guard the camp. Chen Haiyang assured him that most of the ships' sailors had been organized into five companies, ready to land and join the fight at any time. But He Ming lacked confidence in the sailors' land combat capabilities.

The field army's staff officers continuously watched the battlefield through telescopes, plotting the latest positions on maps and coordinating with battalion commanders via walkie-talkie.

He Rubin rushed out of his tent to find utter chaos. Amid the smoke and flames, soldiers who had lost their formations and units were streaming away in flight.

He ordered drums beaten and conches blown, calling all units to reform at the main camp, but the battlefield was in complete pandemonium. Gunfire and cries of battle rose everywhere; no one heeded his orders.

Is this how it ends? He Rubin's hands and feet went cold.

Then Sun Changzuo galloped up with a dozen retainers: "Sir, mount up at once! I will escort the command column to break out!"

"Which of the generals are still at headquarters?"

"Only Commander Ye remains. All units have scattered. Please, sir—mount up and ride!"

Before He Rubin could respond, several of his guards hoisted him bodily onto a horse and charged out. His two thousand central troops had already assembled, and together they swept out of the main camp toward Qiongshan.

Li Modao and his firearms battalion had been forgotten. He and his men remained at the main camp, but no bald bandit force attacked their position. He could only watch as great masses of routed soldiers fled toward the beach, pursued by gray-clad enemy columns.

"Running to the seaside to die?" Li Modao roared, but no one heard him. A bazong ran up to ask if they should abandon camp and run.

"Not now!" Li Modao shook his head. "It's chaos out there. If we go, we'll be swept up with the mob and driven to the beach. We hold here."

He Rubin's two thousand men burst out of the main camp like tigers from a cage. But their movements were immediately spotted. He Ming knew this was the command column attempting to break out. He immediately ordered Zhu Mingxia's battalion to intercept. Under overwhelming firepower, the 4th Infantry Battalion finally shattered the last organized imperial force.

By a little after nine in the morning, the situation across the Chengmai battlefield was utterly clear: the entire imperial army had scattered. No organized imperial units remained on the field.

"Brothers! Surrender now! You won't be beaten or killed!" The cries drifted on the wind.
Chapter 650 - Chengmai Opens Its Gates

"No surrendering! Anyone who surrenders will be beheaded!" A few officers still threatened the defeated soldiers. But the men had lost all will to fight. Imperial troops blocked the landward routes; naval warships waited offshore, gun ports open, black muzzles pointed at the beach. They had no provisions, barely any weapons—even if they tried to hold out, they couldn't.

As propaganda personnel continued to shout "lenient treatment for prisoners" and "surrender and live" through their loudspeakers, nearly all the soldiers on the beach gave up resistance. Those at Xiao Ying Field grew increasingly shaken.

The veteran soldiers whispered among themselves about surrendering, the voices gradually growing louder. Officers and commanders dared not scold them for fear of mutiny. By noon, with the sun beating down mercilessly, several thousand men stood without shelter, struggling even to find water. Chaos erupted as men cried that they wished to surrender. Even the officers finally gave up, heads bowed in dejection as they followed the soldiers out.

Chen Renjie refused to surrender. He stripped off his armor and, with a dozen strong swimmers among his guards, slipped away from Xiao Ying Field into the water, attempting to swim past the encirclement. He was quickly intercepted by small naval boats, the crew knocking them senseless with boat hooks before hauling them aboard.

Most soldiers who attempted to swim away met similar fates. The alternative was to be shot or drowned.

"Ten men to a line! Remove your armor, raise your hands above your heads, and come out single file!" Several workers in gray uniforms—without collar insignia—ran back and forth with loudspeakers, giving commands in Mandarin. Behind them stood ranks of soldiers with fixed bayonets, and rows of Typewriters.

Officers of waiwei, bazong rank and above exited through one channel; common soldiers used another. Each group of ten was roped together, then marched up a hastily built pier where transport ships waited. Each ship departed as soon as it was full. The wounded were kept behind for treatment.

Jia Mofei supervised the entire process. He needed precise counts of prisoners "departing offshore" so that Lingao could prepare to receive them.

By noon, 5,700 prisoners had been processed from Xiao Ying Field and the beaches. The area around Chengmai, from the county seat to the shore, was littered with bodies and abandoned equipment. The sea breeze dispersed the smoke and the smell of blood.

Units that had been fighting since dawn began to sound the assembly drums. The battalions reformed at their standards. Occasional gunfire still echoed in the distance. Squads of infantry converged from every corner of the battlefield, faces blackened by smoke, uniforms torn and bloodstained, chests heaving—yet every man shouldered his weapon proudly, singing battle hymns with rapturous expressions.

Piles of captured banners were thrown down before the main camp: the tattered "Three Armies Commander" great standard, the leopard-tail flag marking military importance, the Twenty-Eight Constellations flags, the Five Elements flags—down to the personal name-banners of qianzong and bazong. Flags of silk and cloth covered the ground.

Columns of prisoners, roped together, were marched past the camp toward the shore. Captured weapons and equipment arrived by the cartload, heaped into veritable mountains. Only the haul of livestock was disappointing—the Guangdong army, unlike northern forces, did not march with large herds of mules, horses, or camels, and their cavalry was scant. Many horses had also been lost in the fighting.

To the strains of military songs, officers giddy from their first great victory found a fine Mongolian horse and invited He Ming to ride through the battlefield "to raise morale."

He Ming modestly declined: "I can't ride."

But he did accept their request to stand on the camp wall and acknowledge the cheers of the troops. As he stepped up and waved, all the cannons in the camp fired in unison. Then, from the naval ships offshore, ceremonial cannons boomed. The thunder rolled across the battlefield.

Complete victory. Wei Aiwen, Dongmen Chuiyu... and so many other transmigrators serving in logistics or directly commanding battalions, companies, and warships—all felt a heady intoxication. The army they had built with their own hands, armed with modern industrial weapons and a powerful logistical system, had unleashed unstoppable force. That power, transcending time itself, would carry them to conquer Guangdong, revitalize China, and eventually bring the entire world under the new order.

There was no time to tally spoils in detail, but the most critical figure—the prisoner count—was in: besides those captured on the beach, 2,200 had been taken elsewhere. Combined with previous battles, the total exceeded 10,000. Over two hundred horses were captured, along with countless swords, spears, and armor, and more than three thousand firearms. The baggage was beyond calculation.

But He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi remained at large. Near noon, word finally came: He Rubin had escaped.

He Rubin's column had exhausted its horses during the flight toward Qiongshan. As horses collapsed one after another, his retainers and guards surrendered their mounts for him to switch, each man staying behind to fight. They battled and fled for over twenty li. When the secretaries could endure no more and the sounds of pursuit faded, He Rubin knew the enemy hadn't given up but would certainly have forces blocking the road at Shishan. With only a hundred-odd men and thirty or forty scholars, there was no chance of breaking through. Thinking of his twenty-two thousand men now reduced to this handful, and knowing the court would never forgive him, he considered suicide again.

Before he could decide, agricultural vehicles roared up behind them. The M240s sprayed bullets, and the resting cavalry and secretaries fell in droves. Amid screams and chaos, guards hurried He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi onto horses. Song Ming led a dozen riders in a volley of arrows to draw the vehicles' fire, creating just enough of a gap for the others to escape.

But flesh and blood could not outpace machines. Before long, they were caught again—this time by several vehicles. Machine guns and semi-automatic rifles cut the little band apart. Zhao Ruyi, protected by his retainers, abandoned his horse and escaped into the jungle. He Rubin's horse was shot dead; with his guards dead or fled, he drew his sword to end his own life. Then Song Ming galloped up and surrendered his own mount.

"General, ride now!" Song Ming's face was covered in blood, his helmet gone. "Leave the road—head for the coast!" He slapped the horse's flank and turned to meet the enemy with bow and arrow.

A few more guards charged the mobile squad, drawing fire long enough for He Rubin to escape once more.

The surviving secretaries scattered—some into the jungle, some playing dead, some sitting by the roadside feigning madness and wailing. Lü Yizhong, having twisted his ankle, buried himself headfirst in the brush like an ostrich.

The mobile team swept the area, capturing Lü Yizhong and thirteen more secretaries, finding nineteen bodies, and noting that over a dozen had escaped. He Zhangran was killed in the melee; Song Ming somehow escaped again with a handful of guards.

Thus fell the curtain on the Battle of Chengmai. Of the twenty-two thousand troops Wang Zunde had assembled from all of Guangdong, fewer than four thousand remained.

...One hundred fourteen officers of waiwei, bazong, qianzong rank and above killed in action; 6,157 soldiers killed; 10,825 scattered or missing. Nine hundred thirty-five horses, mules, and oxen lost. Equipment and baggage beyond count.

—Chronicle of Events in Qiong During the Chongzhen Era

That afternoon, He Ming ordered the soldiers to rotate for meals while dispatching one battalion to press Chengmai town. All gates were sealed; a pall of dread hung over the city. The populace had witnessed twenty thousand imperial troops shattered before their eyes—so swiftly, so utterly—that no one harbored any illusions about Chengmai's fate.

Now the city garrison amounted to five hundred soldiers and a few hundred militiamen. Propaganda personnel shouted through loudspeakers beneath the walls, promising to spare civilians if the gates opened, and guaranteeing safety for any soldiers who laid down their arms.

Of course, there were threats: "Open the gates before nightfall, or no one in the city will see tomorrow."

The gentry met at the yamen to discuss their options—which came down to surrender or fight to the death.

Neither gentry nor common folk had any wish to resist. They had seen clearly enough: if the imperial army couldn't hold its fortified camps, how could tiny Chengmai stand? Better to surrender now and pay in grain and silver than wait for a bloody sack. The qianzong in charge of the garrison said nothing to oppose surrender, remaining silent throughout.

Seeing that the officer would not block their plans, the gentry decided to send an envoy over the wall to negotiate—ideally to persuade the Australians not to enter the city. Whatever provisions they needed, the city would provide. Song Zonghui volunteered.

Shortly after noon, he and a boy servant went to the wall and were about to be lowered in a basket when Magistrate Liu Jingxuan appeared.

Liu whispered that he should try at all costs to negotiate terms that kept the bald bandits out of the city.

"I have heard that Magistrate Wu of Lingao has coexisted peacefully with the bald bandits all along. The bandits never enter the city, and Master Wu continues to hold his post for the dynasty. Agree to whatever they say."

"Yes. But if they demand the soldiers surrender and Commander Zhou refuses?"

"If Commander Zhou refuses to surrender, can Chengmai hold out?" Liu said quietly. "Even if he plundered every bit of gold and silver, it would only end up with the Australians anyway... Commander Zhou isn't so foolish. I spoke with him last night. I promised one tael of silver per soldier as a bonus, double for officers, five taels for bazong. I also promised him two hundred taels. He agreed to maintain order."

Song Zonghui did a quick calculation—about a thousand taels. He knew the bulk would fall on the gentry's shoulders. But now was no time to be stingy; all he wanted was to be rid of these plagues inside and outside the city.

"Also, rest assured," Liu continued, his voice barely a whisper, "Commander Zhou hopes you can ask the... Australians to let him leave with a dozen of his guards. In exchange, he'll hand over the five hundred soldiers."

Song Zonghui nodded. "Good. With those words, I am reassured. Your Honor, await my good news." He climbed into the basket and was lowered slowly down.

Song Zonghui and his servant crossed the moat and advanced cautiously, shouting all the while. A patrol brought him to the headquarters of the 6th Infantry Battalion, which was besieging the city. Zhu Quanxing was busy directing the cleanup of stragglers and the collection of bodies and weapons. Hearing that someone had come to discuss surrender, he had the man brought in.

Song Zonghui was startled when he entered. The "headquarters" was nothing but a hastily built grass lean-to with a red banner outside and somewhat heavier guard—no tent, no fanfare.

Before entering, guards searched him thoroughly.

"This is Battalion Commander Zhu!" the orderly announced.

Song Zonghui didn't know what rank "battalion commander" corresponded to, but from the walls he had observed that a battalion numbered about a thousand men—roughly equivalent to a youji. The officer before him was tall, bearded, and small-eyed, wearing the same gray uniform as the common soldiers, his calves tightly wrapped. The only distinction was the saber at his waist. Song Zonghui had not expected a bald bandit leader to be so austere. Secretly impressed, he bowed deeply:

"Citizen Song Zonghui of Chengmai County greets the general."

Zhu Quanxing saw a well-kept middle-aged man, clothes stained but of fine cut—clearly a gentleman. He replied politely: "I'm a Major, not a general."

"I come on behalf of all the gentry and common folk of Chengmai to request an audience with the general..." Song Zonghui explained his mission, then bowed again. "I humbly beg the general's indulgence!"

"Mm." Zhu Quanxing felt this was beyond his authority—it involved civil administration, and even He Ming might not be able to decide on the spot.

"I'll have to report up the chain," he said, and ordered an officer to escort him to the main camp command post.

At the main camp, Song Zonghui was led to a private shelter and treated well. The camp's strict order impressed him; he had assumed the bald bandits relied solely on superior weapons, not realizing they possessed such military discipline.

Wei Aiwen handled the negotiations. The terms Song Zonghui proposed largely aligned with the Executive Committee's policy of "Ming facade, Australian core"—not absolute but well-suited to this opportunity where the other side was eager to cooperate.

But remaining outside was absolutely unacceptable—it was a matter of actual control.

"What difference does it make whether we enter or not?" Wei asked. "I know what you're worried about—Magistrate Liu doesn't want to hang himself. Rest assured, we'll let Master Liu serve out his term in peace."

Such bluntness left Song Zonghui speechless, though it was true.

"I still ask the general to be lenient." Song offered private bribes of silver and women.

Wei declined. Recent regulations from the Political Security Bureau required that all negotiations with natives be recorded with witnesses and signed afterward—transmigrators included. He ignored Song's hints and stated his terms plainly:

All soldiers must exit the city and disarm. Commander Zhou could leave. All equipment and supplies must be surrendered—no concealment.

Chengmai must open its gates unconditionally.

Afterward, the yamen would continue to handle municipal administration and security.

The Fubogun would send units into the city to clear stragglers, disarm the populace, and disband the militia.

Chengmai County must provide a substantial amount of grain and supplies; specifics to be negotiated after the city opened.

Song Zonghui knew the figure would not be small. He winced inwardly but had no room to haggle. He agreed to everything, asking only: "If your troops could avoid entering the city proper, Magistrate Liu would be able to explain things..."

"The troops entering will wear plain clothes and carry no banners," Wei said. "Surely Master Liu can manage an explanation now—no need to kill himself?" He chuckled. "I know you want to bargain to keep us out. But you must also know that if we wished, we could be having this conversation in the yamen's main hall right now."

Song Zonghui shuddered and quickly replied: "Yes, yes, the general is magnanimous. I am deeply grateful." He added: "Magistrate Liu will also be grateful."

"Whether he's grateful or not doesn't matter," Wei laughed. "We have a long road ahead."
Chapter 651 - Aftermath

In the end, terms were agreed without ceremony. Shortly after three o'clock, Chengmai quietly surrendered. Commander Zhou had already been lowered over the wall with a dozen of his guards, and the Fubogun arranged a boat to take him away. The remaining five hundred soldiers, seeing their officer gone and their silver bonuses paid, had no desire to resist. They agreed to abide by whatever the county decided.

The five hundred soldiers filed out of the city and surrendered their weapons. A prisoner management officer then announced the four basic policies: obey orders; receive medical treatment if wounded; surrender all weapons; personal belongings would be protected.

To the soldiers' amazement, the silver, rations, and personal effects on each man were examined and promptly returned. Only items like knives were confiscated.

With the soldiers cleared out, the Fubogun entered Chengmai. Per the agreement, Song Zonghui handled all formalities—Magistrate Liu refused to appear in person. Wei Aiwen didn't mind; according to the Civil Affairs Guidance Manual, local gentry were far more useful than county officials. Familiar with local conditions and possessing real influence, they were valuable targets for co-option.

With the Chengmai Office still unstaffed, Wei temporarily assumed civil affairs duties. He posted soldiers at the city gates and key points, ordered all militiamen to assemble and surrender their weapons, and only then proceeded to inventory the imperial army's abandoned equipment. Among the haul were multiple scaling ladders and about a hundred odd leather spheres packed with black powder—no one knew what they were until prisoners revealed they were "River Submersion Dragons"—water mines.

"The Great Ming's ordnance is truly creative!" Wei remarked, ordering a few well-preserved samples from each category set aside for delivery to the new Ordnance Bureau.

After finishing the inventory, Song Zonghui dismissed the village militia as agreed. Wei chose not to confiscate their weapons; they posed no threat to the Fubogun, but disarming villages would leave them vulnerable to bandits. The Civil Affairs Guidance Manual recommended retaining local landlord militias until county cadres could be deployed.

Soldiers and laborers worked until nightfall to clear the city of imperial remnants and round up a number of soldiers who had donned civilian clothes to hide. These men received no courtesy—stripped naked, roped together, and marched out. Song Zonghui shuddered, wondering if the Australians used public nudity as punishment; a chill ran through him.

Once everything was settled, the Fubogun withdrew from the city as promised. The entire population breathed a sigh of relief. Though the bald bandits had not paraded on horseback or publicly executed discipline-breakers in the streets, every soldier who entered had been impeccably behaved—no looting, no assaults. They had even swept the streets after hauling away the abandoned equipment. Popular sentiment toward these "bald bandits" shifted remarkably.

That evening, a small private banquet was held at the Song residence. Song, the local notables, and one of the magistrate's secretaries raised cups with Wei Aiwen in a convivial atmosphere.

Song Zonghui presented, on behalf of all the gentry and commoners, a gift list: five hundred shi of white rice, five hundred taels of silver, three hundred bolts of cotton cloth, thirty bolts of fine silk, twenty jars each of rice wine and spirits, thirty pigs, and fifty goats—"a token of appreciation for your army."

As he recited this, several gentry members sighed deeply, lamenting how the imperial troops had stripped them bare, demanding endless payments—portraying themselves and Chengmai as utterly impoverished, on the verge of suicide.

Wei Aiwen thanked them politely. The offerings were decent but hardly enough to satisfy the Planning Committee, let alone the Executive Committee's voracious appetite. The Battle of Chengmai, though victorious, had consumed vast quantities of materiel. Having swallowed Chengmai whole, they intended to extract every ounce of manpower and resources for the broader cause. He didn't haggle over numbers—once their authority was established, grain revenues alone would dwarf these sums.

He proposed establishing a "Restoration Bureau." The room fell silent. Post-disaster bureaus of this sort were common enough—run by local worthies, handling corpse burial, refugee relief, resettlement, pacification, and economic revival. Though nominally minor, such bureaus wielded broad de facto power and operated more efficiently than official yamen.

The gentry sensed sinister intent but dared not object.

According to Wei's proposal, Magistrate Liu would serve as Director-General; three or four respected local figures would become Managing Directors and Commissioners. The Australians would hold one seat.

"Since we're not locals, we'll just be the Annual Rotating Executive," Wei said magnanimously.

Everyone looked pained. They understood perfectly: the "Annual Executive" would be the real power. And once established, the Bureau would become a "second yamen," creeping into every local affair until it usurped the county's authority entirely.

Wei waved his hand: "It's decided."

Helpless, the gentry and magistrate complied. Such semi-official bodies were common enough and technically not unlawful. Magistrate Liu was named Director-General; Song Zonghui became Managing Director; four or five wealthy, civic-minded gentlemen rounded out the board. The "Executive" seat, of course, was reserved for the Australians. Within twenty-four hours, the term "bald bandits" had been replaced by "Australians," and men like Song Zonghui were already fawning: "Chief this, Chief that."

With everything in order, Wei cabled the Executive Committee to dispatch a Chengmai Work Team as soon as possible to consolidate county administration.

News of He Ming's crushing victory at Chengmai reached Lingao that same afternoon. The Executive Committee and the Yuan Laoyuan had been waiting anxiously—there was never any doubt about the outcome, but tension had still run high.

Shortly after ten on the morning of July 11, drums sounded simultaneously at all of Lingao's gates. Then cannons boomed three times from the county seat, Bairren City, Bopu, Nanbao, Gaoshan Ridge, Ma'ao, and every ship in the harbor—a thunderous salute.

Li Yunxing was the first to learn of the victory, having received He Ming's voice report by radio. But an official telegram was required before any public announcement. By ten o'clock, the formal dispatch arrived:

To the Yuan Laoyuan and Executive Committee: Our field army has completely routed He Rubin's forces as of 0900 on July 11. The enemy is largely destroyed.
—Field Army Command, He, Dongmen, Wei

"Quick—send it out as a general bulletin!" Li Yunxing burst out of his office and personally handed the telegram to Shao Zong.

Shao Zong glanced at it and hurried to the radio room. Minutes later, the dispatch had been transmitted to every department and outpost with a wireless set.

Ding Ding had stationed a staff member at the communications office. The moment Shao Zong finished transcribing the message, the man copied it and sprinted for the newspaper office.

After dispatching the telegram, Shao Zong went to the duty room: "Quick—mass-SMS everyone!"

Within minutes, every transmigrator received the news of the great victory at Chengmai. Even as the messages went out, cheers and celebratory gunshots echoed outside.

"Damn it, that's a waste of ammo!"

By noon, as the first ink-smelling extra editions rolled off the presses—and messengers from the front reached Lingao—a special session of the Yuan Laoyuan convened. A courier reported the entire battle in detail. The assembly rejoiced at the total destruction of the enemy, though some grumbled that He Rubin and other high-ranking officials had escaped. A few wanted to drag the captured bigwig Lü Yizhong back to Lingao for a public hanging to prove that "all who invade will be punished."

"Hanging is too light! He should be drawn and quartered!"

"The law, people! Respect the law!" Ma Jia rushed to object. "We should organize a public trial for war crimes, let the masses witness the solemnity of justice—no bloody extra-legal punishments!"

"I say we borrow a page from the English treatment of Scottish rebels—disemboweled alive! I'll do the dissection myself," said Hippo, as unconventional as ever.

"Too gory!" protested—of all people—Dugu Qiuhun, lately stripped of all duties. His uncharacteristic squeamishness startled the room. "I propose air pumps inserted in the rear—inflate them until their intestines burst!"

Hippo disagreed: "Over-engineered. The English method is simpler..."

Someone chimed in: "Didn't they also cut off genitals and hang them from bridges or something..."

Others favored tradition: several library scholars demanded a jingguan—a mound of enemy skulls—outside Lingao to glorify the realm's martial might.

"Disgusting!" Du Wen vehemently objected. "Hang a few heads if you must, but such inhumane feudal relics must never be revived!"

The chamber buzzed with debate on how to torment the living and the dead. Eventually, the conversation shifted to post-victory logistics—the imminent subjugation of all Hainan was at hand, but the transmigrators held diverse views on priorities and policies. Before the victory celebration even ended, the Yuan Laoyuan was already embroiled in argument.

Ma Qianzhu had no patience for such empty disputes. Before the session concluded, he returned to the Central Government Office and sent Hou Wenyong to summon Wu De and other Executive Committee members, plus the Permanent Secretaries of departments whose heads had not yet been elected.

"After the summons, notify all department heads—expanded meeting. No absences!"

Half an hour later, the executives, secretaries, and department heads gathered. They wore none of the giddy expressions typical of ordinary transmigrators debating medals, triumphal arches, or massacre techniques. Those in the executive and secretariat understood the administration's problems all too well. The situation looked rosy, but internal issues demanded urgent resolution.

"We've won a great battle," Wen Desi said, chairing the meeting. "Xiao Cheng keeps saying war is unaffordable. Well, the war is over now. Tomorrow we transition from wartime to peacetime. How do we proceed? Let's hear your thoughts."

First on the agenda: the prisoners. Over ten thousand remained to be classified. Per Dongmen Chuiyu's initial report, roughly seventy or eighty confirmed officers had been identified; many more were likely hiding in common soldiers' uniforms, not yet weeded out.

The general policy had long been set: officers would be ransomed by their families; those not ransomed would remain for labor reform.

As for soldiers, most transmigrators agreed that soldiers of this era were steeped in bad habits—lazy, prone to looting and rape, devoid of principles beyond a paycheck. They could not be absorbed into the military.

"Even Qi Jiguang knew to pick honest farm boys for new recruits, avoiding urban toughs. These mercenary scoundrels are useless."

But some invoked the PLA's successful "liberation soldier" program, arguing that rank-and-file soldiers of the old regime could still be reformed into proper troops.

Moreover, expanding Hainan-wide operations would require garrisons in many locations; the current six battalions were insufficient. Drawing three or four thousand reformed prisoners could ease the manpower shortage.

This proposal won little support; folding untested, hurriedly reformed men into the army seemed too risky.

Wu De said: "True, they have no national or ethnic consciousness. They fight for whoever feeds them—be it the Ming, Li Zicheng, or the Jurchens. Given our army's excellent treatment, they'd happily join. That's exactly what makes them dangerous. Frankly, even Nationalist soldiers were better—at least some knew that collaborating with the enemy was shameful. But during the Ming-Qing transition, did defectors think twice? Hardly."

"Some defected back later, didn't they?"

"A tiny fraction compared to the masses who stayed loyal to their conquerors." Wu De continued: "We're not talking about reforming dozens or even hundreds, but thousands. Reforming so many minds so quickly is beyond our present capacity."

Si Kaide proposed: "Let the Colonial Trade Department ship them to Southeast Asia. Give them some supplies and weapons, deposit them there to establish outposts, and require an annual tribute of resources in exchange for supplies. Let them turn Southeast Asia into a crucible."

"That won't work either. These soldiers are only kept in line by brutal discipline within the army. Once you drop them in Southeast Asia, you've removed the bridle from a wild horse." Wu De countered. "They'll turn lawless—looting, burning, raping—and if they can't beat the locals, they'll be wiped out..."

"So what if locals kill them? We still get our outposts."

"If they're killed, what outposts? And without supervision, why would they farm and gather resources? They'll just raid. At best, we'll end up with another gang of Chinese pirates. Is that colonization?" Wu De sighed. "Without oversight, these surly scoundrels will probably fight among themselves. If we send officers along, they'll likely quarrel with the soldiers first. Colonization requires unity above all—such unruly men are of little use."



Note: A jingguan is a mound made by piling enemy corpses and covering them with earth. The practice appears to date back to the Spring and Autumn period and once spread to the Korean peninsula.
Chapter 652 - Ramifications of the Prisoners

Some proposed sending the prisoners to Sanya as miners, but many worried that with only a single battalion stationed there, a mutiny by these veteran soldiers could prove difficult to contain. Moreover, the recent suppression of worker unrest had yet to fully settle, and stability remained a concern—adding more volatile elements would be inadvisable.

A resolution was quickly reached: no prisoners would be absorbed into the military or sent to Sanya. Instead, all would be retained in Lingao as laborers. After several years of reform, each man would be assigned an appropriate future based on his individual circumstances.

"If any prisoners are locals, I propose releasing them on the spot," Wu Nanhai said. "Since they have families and relatives here, holding them would cause considerable harm to public sentiment. Let those who wish to leave go free, and give them a little travel money. That way, they can spread word of our power—and our benevolence."

"There seem to be local garrison soldiers and militia among the prisoners," Wu De noted.

Yang Yun cleared his throat softly. This was his first time attending such a high-level meeting. He had just been appointed Director of the Civil Affairs Committee's Labor Division, leveraging his experience from his former life as head of a sweatshop's HR department—and union chairman—to secure the position.

Of course, by old-world standards, Lingao's labor conditions would qualify as even more brutal than the worst sweatshops, backed by unlimited violence. The Labor Director position wasn't hard to fill. But Yang Yun wasn't satisfied with mere adequacy—how else could he demonstrate his professional expertise?

He had first studied the existing labor allocation system in depth, concluding there was room for improvement—or, more precisely, untapped potential for further extraction. He decided to use this opportunity to display his professional acumen.

However, Yang Yun had no intention of overhauling the entire system. After all, Wu De had built it, and he himself was new. Rashly revising a superior's policies would be unwise. Yang Yun had little faith in parliamentary democracy or individual rights; he was the sort who followed the center and leadership loyally so long as there was meat on the table.

"With over ten thousand laborers about to arrive, I propose certain modifications to how we handle this workforce." He avoided loaded words like "reform" or "improvement," using neutral terms instead. "Our current sixty-day quarantine policy is excellent for sanitary safety, but the tradeoff is inefficient use of labor."

Current policy had laborers and immigrants undergoing simple language and literacy lessons during quarantine while performing light handicrafts.

"There's no need to confine these ten thousand for quarantine. Their nutrition and physical condition should be far better than the average refugees we take in. They have plenty of strength, and they know how to kill and burn. Make them do handicrafts and they'll neither want to nor do it well—pent-up energy will only cause trouble."

Yang Yun proposed that after the prisoners underwent "purification," all should be assigned to the highway construction project between Ma'ao and Chengmai. The army maintained a strong garrison at Ma'ao and would station additional forces at Chengmai—ample deterrent to control the prisoners.

"Once that road is finished, we'll build the Chengmai-to-Qiongshan highway. Per Shan Daoqian's plan, we're going to build extensive roads and railways across Hainan—these prisoners will have plenty of work to do."

Ma Jia coughed. "That's all well and good, but it may undermine the principle of legal fairness. Using prisoners for labor is acceptable, but you can't work them indefinitely like a life sentence. If word gets out, who'll ever surrender again?"

"A point system will handle that." Yang Yun had prepared his answer. "The prisoners won't work for free—we'll pay them."

The payment would be a form of credit points. Prisoners would earn daily wages according to the intensity and type of work—modest, of course. From these wages, they would have to pay for their own food, clothing, and hygiene. If conditions allowed, they could even cover entertainment—visiting the brothel, for instance. But they had no right to change jobs or refuse to work: it was compulsory labor with wages.

Each man would be assigned a "price." Once he accumulated enough points, he could buy his freedom. At that stage, he would no longer be a forced laborer and could choose other work.

In Yang Yun's plan, prisoners would receive no wages in the first year. Only after a year—and good behavior—would they enter the "points" phase. Those who behaved poorly would continue unpaid forced labor. Under normal conditions, a prisoner would need about four years to complete his redemption.

"...Based on performance, we can grant bonuses to those who work hard and behave well, allowing them to finish one or two years early." He glanced around the room, sensing general approval from the leaders. He continued: "Through grueling labor, we correct the prisoners' bad habits while promoting ideological differentiation. By rewarding and promoting certain individuals, we can cultivate activists to divide, monitor, and reform the group from within. After four or five years, even if the prisoners don't become model builders of socialism, they'll at least become law-abiding citizens useful to the new social order."

A murmur of discussion arose. Wu De studied this twenty-five-year-old. Not bad! he thought. We need exactly this kind of professional to take things to the next level! He glanced at his watch—there was much to do back at the Planning Committee office, with captured inventory lists pouring in. He raised his hand in support of Yang Yun's plan.

The plan was then refined. Prisoners would be organized into labor battalions, companies, and platoons using military structure, allowing them to be reassigned to different worksites as needed.

"Because they'll be doing heavy labor and have low reliability ratings, I suggest keeping squad sizes no smaller than about one hundred men per company—easier to monitor and avoid scattering too thin." Wu De proposed. "Of course, that means they'll only be deployed on large-scale construction projects."

"Besides road building, there are plenty of major projects to construct," said Mei Wan, general manager of the Construction Company. "Irrigation canals, reservoirs, harbors..."

Given that no major Ming armies remained on Hainan and that Guangdong would need at least two or three years before launching another large-scale expedition, the attendees unanimously agreed there was no need to maintain wartime status. The meeting resolved to lift emergency measures in Lingao effective immediately and restore normal order. The duty rotation for transmigrators and native militia was disbanded; conscripted militia and laborers were demobilized; all departments were to resume normal production.

"There's one urgent matter," Si Kaide raised. "Our foreign trade connections. Now that the Ming army has collapsed, we should restore them quickly. I believe now is the time to discuss—amnesty?"

Wen Desi said: "Are you planning to walk into Guangzhou waving a white flag and ask Wang Zunde to offer us amnesty?"

"If it would be effective, why not?" Si Kaide replied calmly.

"That's right-wing capitulationist thinking!" Wen Desi said. "I never understood why some of us always want to surrender and beg for amnesty. Perhaps we need to dig out the roots of this capitulationist ideology."

Si Kaide immediately defended himself: "It's strategy! Strategy! We need the mainland's resources and population. Isn't restoring peace quickly a good thing? As for what name we use, I don't think it matters. We want real benefits! Benefits!"

"You don't need amnesty to restore trade." Wen Desi warned. "Officials all love to make fortunes quietly. There's no need for formal titles!"

"Fine, what I mean is we should negotiate with Wang Zunde." Si Kaide took a step back, rephrasing.

Jiang Shan said: "After this defeat, Wang Zunde is certain to be removed. He may even be arrested and sent to Beijing for judgment. Negotiating with him is pointless. Better to wait until a new official takes his place before contacting the Guangdong authorities."

Si Kaide muttered somewhat despondently: "That'll take too long..." From the time the defeat was reported to the court until a new official assumed his post, it would probably be a year.

Jiang Shan said: "I don't think it'll be that long. Historically, Xiong Wencan assumed the post of Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi in 1632. Our defeat of He Rubin should accelerate that appointment. Old Xiong is famous for pacification—once he arrives, he'll likely reach out to us."

Some proposed negotiating formally with Guangdong as the Aoosong regime, modeled on the British signing a trade treaty. Others listed five main terms: cession of Hong Kong Island; a concession outside Guangzhou; indemnities for military expenses and all of Lingao's losses; resumption of bilateral trade; return of all Guangzhou Station property.

"Those five terms are impossible," Jiang Shan said. "At least for now. Neither Wang Zunde nor even Old Xiong would dare agree. A single memorial from a censor would have him arrested and hauled to Beijing."

"Bombard Guangzhou! Blockade the Pearl River!"

"Bombarding Guangzhou might work, but blockading the Pearl River means nothing to the Ming. The Ming court, like the Qing after it, doesn't believe overseas trade matters." Yu Eshui said. "According to normal historical trajectory, the court will order a blockade of Guangzhou Bay in 1631. So whether we blockade or not is irrelevant."

"So we have no recourse?"

"If we want a military solution, following the Opium War model: besiege Guangzhou to force local officials into a trade settlement. At the same time, to ensure Guangdong officials actually comply, dispatch a fleet to the Yangtze estuary, seize Zhenjiang, then threaten to bombard Nanjing and cut off the Grand Canal." He shrugged. "If the Ming still refuses to yield, our only option is full-scale war and direct occupation of Guangdong."

Such a military operation was clearly far beyond the current capability of the transmigrator regime. Wen Desi believed they could only negotiate privately with the Guangdong authorities, and not about signing any formal treaty.

Wen Desi said slowly: "Officials are terrified of leaving written evidence! You people really have no concept. The key is tacit understanding—mutual understanding!" He waved his arm. "When you bribe someone to get something done, do you ask them to give you a receipt saying 'I received fifty thousand from you and will definitely handle such-and-such'? You're all too naive!"

Traditional Chinese dynasties had no concept of diplomatic treaties. Signing any kind of equal agreement with Guangdong authorities was simply impossible.

So the guiding principle for negotiations was tacit understanding—reaching a private mutual understanding with boundaries neither side crossed.

"Getting Guangdong to pay indemnities is impossible," Wen Desi said. "First, they don't have the money—even if they did, they wouldn't give it to us. Second, there's no precedent in officialdom for the government compensating commoners. Demanding an exception makes it a major issue."

"Then how can we possibly reach an agreement?" Si Kaide grumbled.

"Little Si, you're supposed to be running Colonial Trade..."

Si Kaide quickly clarified: "Chairman Wen, I'm the Office Director of Colonial Trade."

"Whatever you are. As a leader, have you never heard of rent-seeking?" Wen Desi smiled. "They can't give us actual gold and silver, but if the authorities leak a little of the power in their hands, doesn't that compensate our losses?"

Expressions of understanding dawned across the room.

"We can't openly say 'Cede Hong Kong Island to us!' and expect them to write it down in black and white. No official in all of the Ming would dare agree. Even the Chongzhen Emperor wouldn't dare—not just for fear of being savaged by the civil bureaucracy, but to avoid going down in history as having 'ceded territory.'" Wen Desi said. "But we can quietly occupy the island and do whatever we like there—so long as local officials can still explain things to their superiors. Such matters have always been about hiding from above but not below."

Si Kaide frowned: "How long can that last? Eventually it'll come out."

Wu De tapped the table lightly: "Time!" he said gravely. "Three years ago, we didn't occupy the county seat—we stayed outside to develop. We did so by hiding from above. We bought time. We need another three to five years."

Once the First Five-Year Plan was complete and the coal-iron complex operational, the Second Five-Year Plan would be a period of massive arms and personnel buildup. At that point, they would no longer need Ming recognition or tolerance.

The meeting resolved to establish a "Guangdong Negotiation Team," preparing to return to Guangzhou and make contact with the provincial authorities. Three different approaches would be pursued: first through Gao Ju's connections, second through Li Luoyou, and finally through Guangzhou gentry who had close dealings with the Guangzhou Station—a multi-pronged attack.

Wu Nanhai then requested to speak: "With an additional ten thousand able bodies at our disposal, our food problem has emerged."

Lingao's grain situation was already tight. The county's grain output was limited, while outside populations continued to pour in. Large numbers of people were concentrated in schools, administrative departments, military units, and industrial enterprises—all non-agricultural sectors. Efforts to raise per-mu yields and expand cultivated land were still in early stages, so overall grain supply was stretched. Though still self-sufficient with a margin to spare, a dependency on Vietnamese rice imports had developed.

According to nutrition expert Dr. Chen Sigen, a heavy laborer engaged in road construction needed 3,600 kilocalories per day—at minimum, no less than 3,000 kilocalories. If provided entirely through carbohydrates, that meant 750 grams of brown rice—or equivalent starch—per person per day.

"Ten thousand men means 7.5 tons of brown rice per day." Wu Nanhai emphasized the enormity of the figure. "A thirty-day month consumes 225 tons."

Wu De listened while calculating inventory numbers. He began to frown. This would shorten Lingao's food security reserve by eleven days.

"Furthermore, brown rice is low in protein and fat. Long-term intake of only carbohydrates is unhealthy. We need to provide more protein and fat to laborers and prisoners—to ensure they can work steadily for us over the long term, and also to reduce direct grain consumption." Wu Nanhai said.

Ma Qianzhu said: "Just say what you want to do."

Wu Nanhai said: "I want to change our fisheries system. Ocean fishing should be separated from the Navy—it's an agricultural enterprise, after all. Having the Navy manage fisheries is structurally unsound."

Marine fishing was currently the only industry capable of rapidly providing large quantities of protein and fat. It was thanks to sea fishing that Lingao could barely meet the protein needs of transmigrators, laborers under their rule, and the military.

A murmur arose in the crowded meeting room: Wu Nanhai was known for his low profile and lack of contention. Now, suddenly attacking the system and demanding control of fisheries caught everyone off guard.

Under the current system, the Navy managed the fisheries. Fishing vessels were also naval auxiliary craft—some dedicated solely to fishing operations. Besides the Navy's direct catches, there was also the "fishing tax" levied at the fishing grounds near Bopu: every private fishing boat had to surrender one-fifth of its catch.

Whether from the Navy's haul or from fishermen's catch taxes, everything went to the seafood processing plant under the Agriculture Department's purview. The total was quite substantial.

Ye Yuming now joined in: "Our Tiandihui has established a fisheries association to improve fishermen's equipment and techniques. But the Navy's direct control of fishing grounds and boats is very detrimental to broader fisheries development and improvement. I fully support Comrade Wu—the Navy should no longer manage fisheries."

"And taxing fishermen's catches—the Navy collecting taxes doesn't make sense either." Cheng Dong chimed in slowly. "Personally, I believe taxation authority must be unified. Furthermore, directly collecting taxes in kind is, in a sense, a regression—not conducive to developing a commodity economy."
Chapter 653 - Transformation

After reading the notice, Liu Dalin found its meaning somewhat puzzling. The beginning clearly contained a plea of grievance, expressing the "inevitability" of fighting against the imperial army. Yet the latter part boasted of the glorious martial achievements of the great victory. This contradictory attitude left him bewildered.

His own heart was equally conflicted. In his view, the government's dispatch of a punitive expedition was entirely proper—for all under heaven belongs to the emperor. Though the Australians in Lingao had not openly raised banners of rebellion, they had never submitted tribute or sought incorporation. Their conduct was already that of a hostile nation.

Yet the Australians had never committed any wrongdoing here or anywhere else in Guangdong. The common people had benefited from them. Especially in Lingao, these past few years the people had enjoyed peace and prosperity—all thanks to their efforts. On grounds of sentiment, the government's expedition did not enjoy popular support.

The court stood on principle; the Australians had the hearts of the people.

The thought suddenly startled him. He recalled Mencius's teachings on "the hearts of the people" and felt a chill run down his spine. He did not wish to think further, but he could no longer simply view the bald bandits as "overseas barbarians" as he once had.

As he sat lost in thought, a servant arrived from his wife's quarters:

"The mistress asks whether the master will be going to lecture at Jasmine Hall tomorrow, as it is the scheduled day?"

Liu Dalin paused to consider. Now that the Australians had fought the imperial army, the kindest interpretation would liken them to "great pirates" like Liu Xiang or Zheng Zhilong. Whether he should continue lecturing at Jasmine Hall had become a thorny dilemma.

His wife, friends, and former classmates all urged him to cease, lest he become entangled in future troubles.

After much deliberation, he nodded: "I will go tomorrow as usual."

The servant's face showed hesitation: "Tomorrow?"

"Yes! Of course I will go!" He spoke with emphasis. Jasmine Hall was not a school run by the Australians—it was Lingao's centuries-old charitable school. Having accepted a teaching position there, he could not abandon it.

With that, he continued staring at the distant beams of light for a while before finally seeming to wake from a dream: "Let us return to the main quarters!"

The servants respectfully pushed his wheelchair back to rest. Once the master retired, the servants dispersed. A young attendant was putting away the master's wheelchair. The steward instructed him: the wheelchair felt a bit stiff; tomorrow he should take it to the Tiandihui store in the East Gate Market to have it serviced.

"And while you're at it, buy me a few packs of cigarettes." He gave his instructions, then pulled out a stack of circulation vouchers from his vest, carefully counting out several for the young man. "Get 'Bairren Rapids,' not 'Gaoshan Ridge,' understand? And here's a twenty-five-cent note for your pocket money."

Steward Zhao smiled smugly. Making money this way required no effort at all.

When the imperial army had been about to attack, the circulation vouchers had briefly depreciated. Everyone rushed to spend them, triggering a modest "panic buying" at the markets. Many people hurried to exchange vouchers for goods, silver, or copper cash. The crisis was quickly suppressed through forceful intervention by the Finance Committee and the Planning Committee. But some hasty individuals suffered heavy losses from selling their vouchers at low prices during the brief financial panic.

Steward Zhao, however, had profited from the turmoil. He did the opposite—using his copper cash to buy up circulation vouchers. When the storm passed, he calculated and found he had made a tidy sum. Steward Zhao's faith in the Australians came from his son, who now worked for them as a "cadre" in a government office called the "General Affairs Office," specifically attending to the "chiefs'" daily lives. And his grandson was studying at Fragrant Garden. So Steward Zhao understood the Australians' affairs well. When the imperial army came to attack, he kept his mouth shut about who would win or lose—but in his heart, he had already known.

Having arranged the evening duties, he sat in the gatehouse by the main entrance, preparing for his night watch. He smoked a cigarette while laying out cards, playing "Australian Solitaire." This card game had recently become popular; since it could be played alone and involved no gambling, it was favored by households of strict moral standards.

Outside, the singing grew louder—probably the parade from Nanbao heading toward Bairren. The steward knew they were singing songs of the new Australian religion; his grandchildren also knew them and often practiced at home. The grandchildren, like their father, had shaved their heads in Australian style and wore mandarin-collar jackets, looking very smart and speaking in new words he couldn't understand.

Steward Zhao found this very gratifying. He often said: "Our old Zhao family's fortunes need to change—we can't be servants forever." Starting from some unknown ancestor, generations of his family had served as retainers and servants. Steward Zhao himself had come to Lingao from the mainland as a young man, following Liu Dalin's father when he was an official. Over decades, he had risen from book-boy to steward—the pinnacle of servitude.

The arrival of the Australians had unexpectedly given this family an entirely new possibility. Steward Zhao's son had originally gone to work for the Australians only because he could not fill a vacancy in the Liu household—many thought him terribly reckless at the time. Now, not only had his status changed, but he had even acquired a house of his own; his standard of living rivaled that of local landlords. It made many jealous. Those who had once made snide remarks were now inquiring how to get a position with the Australians.

Listening to the singing outside, the steward imagined his grandchildren were probably in the parade, singing along. The eldest grandson was already ten; in a few more years, he could serve the Australian masters. The family's fortunes were rising day by day.

He laid out his cards, humming the tune of the Grenadier's March.

Parade columns converged on the great stadium from all directions. In the center, a bonfire heap as tall as a small hill now blazed, flames shooting skyward. The torches on the colonnade and the great torch on the ceremonial platform were all lit. The entire stadium was bathed in firelight. Dozens of small searchlights danced across the sky. Against the black night, eight massive beams of light seemed almost tangible, striking the low clouds and appearing to pierce through to the heavens.

Weapons captured in the Chengmai campaign—cannons of all types—were arrayed around the bonfire, bronze and iron gleaming in the firelight. Swords, spears, armor, firearms—piles of equipment formed huge pyramidal stacks. Most striking was a towering cone composed of thousands of helmets, glinting strangely in the flames.

Along the colonnade hung banners—imperial military flags captured at Chengmai, torn and bloodstained, mud-spattered, suspended in rows beneath the wings of pillars.

Columns of students, militia, police, garrison companies, and marines marched along the running track, torches and banners in hand, changing formation to the rhythm of music. Though the event had been hastily organized and the formations could not be too complex, the effect was already enough to leave the spectators deeply shaken. They lost all sense and judgment, merely waving their lanterns and torches in time with the music, erupting in thunderous cheers.

Those ordinary folk who had not been organized into the parade but had come only to watch stood wide-eyed, utterly overwhelmed by the spectacle. Trembling with fear, they kept their distance yet gazed on, mesmerized. Uniforms, formations, firelight, stirring marches—the blood of young men was stirred.

"This scene looks familiar—a cheap knockoff. All you're missing are crisp black and brown uniforms." From a corner of the reviewing stand, a blonde woman filming with a DV camera made a sarcastic remark.

Ding Ding immediately silenced his girlfriend's comment. But several people had already heard.

Wei Aiwen nodded repeatedly: "I think it's excellent! The best possible result given our current conditions."

Others said nothing. The familiar scene filled them with mixed emotions, reminding them of the roles they now played in this new world. Some felt a sudden dread at the new society and new order their own hands had created, now sprouting and growing. Others were filled with wild joy and anticipation for the future.

Fang Fei was among those seized by sudden fear. He was the creator of all these rituals. He had invented nothing—only transplanted and adapted them for this new environment. Though the scene before him was magnificent, he privately preferred the sight of pretty girls in skimpy outfits flirting at ChinaJoy.

Fang Fei glanced surreptitiously at the figures standing on the reviewing platform in order of rank: Wen Desi, Ma Qianzhu, Wu De, Cheng Dong, Ma Jia... each in crisp uniforms, standing in the center of the platform. Spotlights illuminated them and the great wooden emblem on the stone wall behind them—the prow of the holy ship, the halo, gears, wheat sheaves, sword and shield. Standing beneath the massive emblem, bathed in spotlight beams, they seemed tall and extraordinary. A camera panned slowly across their faces. Some smiled and waved; others wore solemn expressions, as if pondering weighty matters.

Huang Bingkun was squeezed into the crowd, watching this unprecedented spectacle. Shocked to his core, he still muttered: "A demon's dance!" He had never truly believed the imperial army had suffered such a crushing defeat at Chengmai—he thought they had merely lost a small vanguard detachment. But the piles of weapons and cannons in the square, the banners beneath the colonnades, could not be fakes. Not even the bald bandits could fabricate so much equipment and so many flags. The Huang family had cooperated with imperial troops multiple times and knew their equipment well. These items could not be counterfeited, nor would there be any point in counterfeiting them.

He silently squeezed through the crowd and climbed into his sedan chair heading toward the county seat. Ever since rumors of the imperial expedition against the bald bandits had spread, he had been staying at Li Xiaopeng's house. The two had joined forces during the "field survey" affair and forged a "deep bond of struggle." Together, they had secretly dreamed of welcoming the imperial restoration.

Li Xiaopeng had originally been quite radical, willing to sponsor several hundred taels to fund their effort. He had urged Huang Bingkun to secretly organize militia to ambush ox-carts on the highway, attack lone policemen and cadres, send arsonists, and so on.

But Huang Bingkun knew that armed resistance against the bald bandits in support of the imperial army was utterly impossible. Unless the bald bandits fled on their own and he could trail behind with a few hundred men making noise, any direct confrontation would be suicide. So their secret activities amounted to little more than cultivating discontented elements and holding a few meetings. Being a man of some cunning, Huang Bingkun suggested that if they couldn't raise armed militia to support the army, they could at least gather intelligence. They assigned people to spy on bald bandit troop movements, map Bairren City and Bopu, and chat up "cadres" at teahouses to learn their enemy's strengths and weaknesses. Huang Bingkun planned to compile the intelligence and send it to Chengmai.

But he soon learned the meaning of the saying: "When scholars rebel, ten years pass with nothing done." One licentiate assigned to scout near Bairren City's military camps had set out full of righteous fury, ready to sacrifice himself—but after a few trips, he was suddenly stopped and questioned. Terrified out of his wits, he returned and immediately pleaded illness, never showing his face again. Huang Bingkun had first been relieved that the man, though useless, had at least kept his mouth shut. But in the following days, several others also pled illness or claimed family emergencies, and enthusiasm faded. With the Australians patrolling vigilantly, everyone gradually grew slack—even meetings became poorly attended. And when Li Xiaopeng developed an eye for a female "cadre" among the bald bandits, his ardor for expelling them suddenly cooled. Huang Bingkun's plan to welcome the imperial army collapsed.

Just as Huang Bingkun was at a loss, Huang Shoutong sent for his son. Father and son spoke long in a private room. Huang Shoutong warned his son not to act rashly, and above all, not to personally go out to welcome the army—lest the burden on Huang Family Stockade become too great if the army actually came. And if the army were defeated and the bald bandits took revenge, Huang Family Stockade would be razed.

Father truly sees more clearly, Huang Bingkun thought in the sedan chair. If he had proceeded with his original plans, the stockade might already be destroyed! Word had come from acquaintances in Chengmai that the bald bandits had wiped out several prominent estates in the county. He secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

It seemed that opposing the bald bandits required subtler, softer methods—as his father had always said: "Delay." They could only bide their time, waiting in patience for an opportunity.

But where would that opportunity come from? After this defeat, it would be three to five years before the imperial army could muster another expedition. And judging by tonight's spectacle, the ignorant masses had already prostrated themselves in worship. Huang Bingkun racked his brain all the way to Li's house without finding an answer.

He continued staying at Li's house to monitor the bald bandits' movements. Returning to his lodgings in the west study, he found the room dark—not even a lamp lit. He silently cursed his personal page, Huang Ping, for being so negligent, then went inside to light the candles himself.

He was about to call for someone to bring water for washing when Huang Ping came in. The boy was only fourteen or fifteen, his face alight with excitement.

"Where were you?! It's late and you didn't even light the lamps!" Huang Bingkun scolded.

But Huang Ping was too eager to apologize. He rushed to deliver momentous news:

"Second Young Master! Fourth Young Master Li has enrolled to study at Fragrant Garden!"

"What?" Huang Bingkun was startled. Fourth Young Master Li was Li Xiaopeng's younger half-brother by a concubine, only eleven this year. He had always studied in the family's private school. Why would he suddenly go to the bald bandits' school? He knew Fragrant Garden taught Australian learning, entirely unrelated to the teachings of Confucius and Mencius.

Australian learning was indeed practical, useful for governance and understanding the nature of things—but it was useless for the civil examinations.

He nearly blurted out, "Has Master Li gone mad?" But on second thought, he understood: the Li family was preparing to sell themselves out! Sending an unimportant concubine's son to Fragrant Garden was akin to sending a hostage as a token of loyalty.

The bald bandits had never demanded that Lingao's gentry and wealthy households do this. Now, by being the first to act, the Li family would surely gain the bald bandits' favor—and many benefits.

Realizing that the Li family had made such a dramatic about-face without a word, Huang Bingkun felt not just resentment but fear—what if the Li family sold out his secret organization to welcome the imperial army? Huang Family Stockade would be finished.

After a moment's silence, he decided the Li family would not go that far. Sending only a concubine's son proved that much. The Li family merely wanted to have a foot in both camps. Indeed, anyone who showed willingness to side with the bald bandits had prospered. No one could remain unmoved.

But this thought also inspired him. Since the bald bandits could not be defeated from without, the only way was to infiltrate them and learn their true secrets. For instance: why were their firearms so formidable? How did they make impossible things possible? Huang Bingkun believed that once he understood all this, he would find their weakness—and then he could drive them out, or even destroy them.

With this in mind, his gaze fell on Huang Ping. The page was watching him uneasily.

"What are you so excited about, just because their young master is going to Fragrant Garden?"

"It's not that, young master..." He hesitated. After persistent questioning, Huang Bingkun learned that several bald bandits had just arrived at the Li residence—and one of them was a female bald bandit! They were in the flower hall, speaking with someone.

"A real Australian woman!" Huang Ping emphasized.

"Oh?" Huang Bingkun's curiosity was piqued. The Li family had never associated with the bald bandits. Why this sudden visit tonight? Combined with the news of the concubine's son enrolling at Fragrant Garden, his curiosity grew.
Chapter 654 - The Prisoners

The captured soldiers were held in several locations. All wounded were sent to the Army-Navy Hospital at Ma'ao, while identified civil and military officers were detained at a special concentration camp in Ma'ao. The mass of common soldiers remained in the temporary POW camp at Chengmai, awaiting disposition.

The camp was packed. The prisoners' heads had been shaved, and they had undergone preliminary "purification." Their armor and uniforms had been completely stripped; now each wore standard "purification garb" made from recycled cloth—poor quality, with the most minimal design: essentially a sack with three holes for arms and head. No shoes or socks, of course—just straw sandals for each man. Alphanumeric codes on both chest and back served as personal identification.

Fortunately, it was summer in Hainan; even stark naked, no one would freeze.

In such attire, any escape attempt—or even straying any distance—would be instantly noticed.

The camp was commanded by Yuan Qiushi, who had long served as Wu De's bodyguard and deputy, observing and learning how Wu handled prisoners, captives, and laborers. Though his labor-camp position had later been taken by Yang He, he was still an experienced hand—young, fearless, and the type who showed ruthless cruelty to enemies.

Wu De had specifically assigned him to command the POW camp with the intention of breaking the veteran soldiers' arrogance. The moment purification was complete, Yuan had a gallows erected in the center of the camp and regulations posted publicly.

Though constructed from nothing more than straw and bamboo, the POW camp's huts were arranged in neat rows, complete with all necessary facilities. The harshest discipline prevailed: prisoners had to obey every command of the guards without exception. Any defiance was punished by hanging. In the first few days, more than ten men were hanged daily. Then the executions suddenly ceased—the entire camp had fallen into line with regulations.

At first, rations were meager—more water than rice in the gruel—intended to prevent the prisoners from having the strength to cause trouble while grinding down their will to resist.

Now, visibly weakened, the prisoners formed long queues, entering a wooden building one by one for interrogation.

The interrogations were conducted by personnel dispatched from the Political Security General Administration. After several days of conditioning, the prisoners had become utterly compliant and answered truthfully.

The questions covered basic particulars: name, age, place of origin, family situation, education level, whose command they served under, year of enlistment, their role and position, what weapons they had used. Then came questions about specific skills: what had they done before enlisting? Could they do carpentry, blacksmithing, or other crafts?

Soldiers with artisan skills were separated. They could be excused from road-building labor and organized into special production teams. Yi Longwen had submitted a proposal arguing it was wasteful to send skilled craftsmen to break rocks on highways; better to organize them into specialized labor camps for professional work within the POW system.

Through interrogation, Yi Longwen also identified and separated all prisoners native to Hainan. Per policy, locals were to be released on the spot. The other prisoners watched enviously as Qiongzhou Prefecture's militia and garrison soldiers were gathered, had their personal effects returned, and each received one tael of silver as severance. Then they were released in batches.

Many prisoners, recalling how the local militia and garrison soldiers had shown little enthusiasm in battle and had been the first to collapse during the retreat, grew suspicious of collusion. Tang Yunwen's troops, though regular soldiers, were mostly locals—so his subordinates benefited significantly, all being released. This only deepened the belief among many prisoners that "Tang Yunwen was in league with the bald bandits."

This sentiment was picked up by informants planted among the prisoners and reported. Zhao Manxiong decided to exploit it with a divide-and-conquer stratagem—at least to ensure Tang Yunwen and his men would never again be trusted by the authorities.

After being captured during the breakout, Lü Yizhong was recognized by fellow Ming prisoners and designated as an important captive, held at the temporary camp in Chengmai to await the first transport. Besides him, there were other captured secretaries. Some had been taken during the final breakout; others had been captured or killed elsewhere in the camps. About twenty-odd civilian prisoners were eventually sent to Ma'ao.

These twenty-odd captives, terrified and exhausted from a day of flight, could barely stand. Many had minor wounds. Yi Longwen, in charge of escort, worried that forcing them to march on foot might result in deaths along the way. He selected several dozen strong officers from among those also being sent to Ma'ao and made them carry the secretaries in palanquins—which were also captured. That they were made to carry their own kind to Ma'ao provoked great resentment among the captured officers. Some muttered that they would throw the "sour scholars" to their deaths along the way.

Of course, no one dared actually do it. The executioners with their great beheading sabers stood ready, clearly eager to demonstrate loyalty to their new masters. Just the day before departure, several officers had been dragged out and beheaded for "insolent behavior." The warriors might appear rough and reckless, but they were not fools—they quickly fell into line.

The secretaries and officers were housed ten to a hut. After Lü Yizhong and the others were "purified" and returned to their quarters, they sat staring at one another, looking utterly wretched. Lü Yizhong was older, had once held office, and was the representative dispatched by the Governor-General—his status and dignity exceeded the others'. Even as a prisoner, the others had maintained a certain deference toward him. But now his head was shaved bare, his dignified beard gone; he looked ten years younger, dressed in a sack like everyone else. Though no one burst out laughing, they could barely suppress their mirth.

Only Qian Taichong snapped indignantly: "What a disgrace to scholarship! What a disgrace!"

Qian Taichong had also been captured during the breakout. He could have escaped, but when Chang Qingyun's horse was shot dead, Qian happened to be passing by. He dismounted to help—only for someone else to steal his horse. So both became prisoners.

Facing the bald bandits' gleaming bayonets, Qian Taichong had drawn his saber to kill himself. As he raised the blade to his throat, the soldiers actually paused, seemingly willing to let him die with honor. But each time he brought the blade close, he thought of his parents, wife, and children at home—and could not go through with it.

After several hesitant attempts, the soldiers cursed, knocked away his saber, tied him up, and dragged him off.

Qian Taichong was consumed with shame. Before the retreat, he had vowed that if he could not break out, he would take his own life rather than suffer humiliation. But when death came, he had failed. Worse, a few coarse bandit soldiers had cursed him for it. His lips trembled. Seeing bodies and abandoned equipment strewn everywhere, watching strings of prisoners being herded along, he suddenly bolted eastward. He knew he could not escape—bandit soldiers were everywhere—but he hoped to be killed, achieving martyrdom.

He was caught, of course—after only ten paces, his bound arms threw him off balance and he fell. As soldiers moved to drag him up, Qian Taichong cursed them righteously, demanding a swift death.

But what came was not a blade but a riding whip. After seven or eight lashes, he could bear no more and obediently rose to rejoin the prisoner column. This time, he was roped to the others and driven ten li under whip and bayonet back to Chengmai.

They did not stay long in Chengmai before being transferred to Ma'ao.

"This is Ma'ao in Lingao County!" the bandit receiving them announced arrogantly. "You've arrived at Lingao—only as prisoners!"

This humiliation paled beside the "purification" that followed. Whether Qian Taichong, Lü Yizhong, or the other secretaries, all had imagined they would receive some preferential treatment as scholars. The palanquins had seemed proof of that. They had expected to be shown courtesy upon arrival: baths, fresh clothes, a modest but comfortable lodging—perhaps a small courtyard of a local wealthy family, or at worst, a temple. Some even fantasized that besides comfortable quarters, they might be entertained with beautiful boys or women. They knew the bald bandits had few men of letters; capturing so many at once, would they not treat them with the utmost hospitality to demonstrate their thirst for talent?

Instead of hospitality, they were subjected to extreme humiliation. When Qian Taichong stumbled into the barracks, his heart sank like a stone.

There was no "wealthy family's courtyard" or "temple room"—only a long rectangular wooden building, almost empty, with ten double bunk beds lined with straw mats. Nothing else.

Such crude quarters, combined with everything that had happened to them, left no trace of preferential treatment.

The captive secretaries sat miserably on the bunks, their shaved heads and sack-like garments matching everyone else exactly. Each man was steeped in despair, too despondent even for the usual courtesies. Though Lü Yizhong's strange appearance had briefly provoked laughter, gloom quickly settled back over them.

"To have our lives spared is already a blessing beyond hope. What talk of 'scholarship'?" Chang Qingyun said dejectedly. All his former bluster had evaporated.

"The bald bandits insult us scholars in this way!" Qian Taichong raged. "We should..." He trailed off. What could they possibly do now? If they wanted to die as martyrs, they should have done so in Chengmai. Now they were prisoners at their captors' mercy.

Lü Yizhong could not even speak. Already older, the purification had sapped what strength remained. Lying on his bunk, he bitterly regretted ever suggesting the "bald bandit expedition" and greedily accepting Wang Zunde's offer to serve as "monitor's secretary," hoping for gifts from generals and future spoils. Now he might lose his very life.

Worse, he knew his situation was bleaker than the others'. He was the mastermind behind the attack on the Guangzhou Station—a fact the bald bandits surely knew. Such a fortune destroyed—they must hate him to the bone. Now in their hands, he would be torn to pieces.

At this thought, his teeth chattered audibly.

"Master Lü, have you caught a chill?" Qian Taichong, though contemptuous of him, was kind-hearted enough to ask.

"No... I am merely feeling a bit unwell. A little rest will do." Lü Yizhong managed to reply.

"I wonder what the bald bandits plan to do with us?" someone mused.

"They probably don't want us to take false positions—otherwise they wouldn't humiliate us like this. And they probably don't want us dead, or they'd have beheaded us at Chengmai. My guess is they'll hold us as hostages to negotiate peace with the Governor-General."

"That makes sense." Chang Qingyun's spirits lifted slightly. "The Governor-General would surely not abandon us..."

"I beg to differ!" Qian Taichong spoke up again. "General He's entire army was routed at Chengmai. The Governor-General will struggle to explain himself to the court—how can he spare thought for us?"

This plunged the room back into despair. The food was awful, the lodgings terrible, and every day they were called out for roll call. How could they endure such a life? What pained them most was that as scholars, however poor they had been, they had always received some respect from those around them. Only here, among the bald bandits, were they treated no differently from any other prisoner. It was deeply unpleasant.

"Mealtime!" someone called from outside. By regulation, each barracks had to assign someone on duty to collect meals and clean. Once it was Qian Taichong's turn, but filled with regret at his own cowardice, he deliberately refused, planning to "curse the bandits and die" when punished.

But the bandits did not punish him. The result of his refusal was simply that no one collected food, and the entire barracks went hungry for a day. Qian Taichong did not achieve martyrdom—he was only resented by his roommates all night.

They had also refused to clean—such work was for servants. But the result was an unbearable stench. The bandits clearly did not care what the barracks smelled like, until the secretaries could stand it no longer and begged to be allowed to clean.

"Correct your attitude! You are prisoners, not lords!" the bandit officer in charge of this camp snarled. "Not sending you to break rocks on the road is preferential treatment enough!"

Sure enough, within days, they saw officers from their barracks being marched out in squads each morning and returning each night, exhausted and caked in dust.

Qian Taichong was not afraid—he came from a farming family and was accustomed to labor. But the others were terrified into submission. Most felt that since the bandits had not done anything too outrageous, there was no need to antagonize them.

"We're in the bald bandits' prison now—what standards can we expect? The government's jails are far worse!" remarked a secretary familiar with criminal law. "Those are truly black pits of despair!"

Chang Qingyun said: "I don't think the bald bandits are entirely without mercy toward prisoners."

He was referring to one particular barracks in the camp. The officers there were never sent out to work, and they seemed to eat well—the smell of meat and fish often wafted over.

"Those are all Tang Yunwen's men," another secretary whispered.

This was part of Zhao Manxiong's divide-and-conquer scheme. By his arrangement, captured officers from Tang's command had been segregated. They received better quarters and food—while ordinary officers barely got enough to survive, these men were allowed to recuperate. Guards treated them courteously, sometimes taking them away for "interrogation" that lasted hours. When they returned, they looked nothing like men who had been questioned—more like men who had been wined and dined.

"The bald bandits have been in Lingao three years, and Tang Yunwen did nothing about it. There must be something behind it!" Chang Qingyun said through gritted teeth. "If he had launched an expedition early, before the bald bandits spread their wings, we would not have suffered this defeat!"

Everyone agreed, and suspicions of Tang Yunwen grew—some even suspected that his escape before the rout was itself part of the plot.

Lü Yizhong also perked up: "When General He ordered the full retreat, with Tang's troops and Qiongzhou's garrison as the vanguard, that column collapsed at the first engagement. There's something fishy here!"

"The bald bandits are overseas barbarians—we should have been the masters, they the guests. Yet in battle, we were on the defensive everywhere! Without traitors guiding them from within, how could the bald bandits have succeeded so easily?"

"It was all the traitors' fault!"

...

The fervent discussion once again confirmed the truth that "the enemy is not to be feared—it is always traitors who ruin everything." As for Tang Yunwen selling out the country, the verdict seemed sealed.

Some felt the logic did not quite hold, but at this moment, everyone wanted to find a scapegoat for the disaster—one unconnected to themselves. No one raised objections; instead, they racked their brains for suspicious signs of Tang Yunwen's "treachery."

Qian Taichong neither objected nor agreed. He did not think the accusation against Tang held water. Tang Yunwen was a regular military officer. It was possible he had accepted bald bandit bribes and deliberately avoided reporting or suppressing them. But deliberately ordering his men to collapse in order to disrupt the army? Highly unlikely. However greedy Tang might be, he would never sacrifice his own troops for money. And defecting to the bald bandits made even less sense—why would he give up his official Ming military position to serve some overseas barbarians? By common sense, it simply did not add up.



Note: "Recycled cloth" refers to fabric made by unraveling old cotton cloth into fibers and re-spinning it.
Chapter 655 - Religious Figures

The disposition of military officers and soldier prisoners had been settled. But how to handle the captured scholar-secretaries remained a matter of debate.

Generally speaking, those who held power in this group were, at their core, contemptuous—even hostile—toward all intellectuals of this era, viewing them as useless at best and dangerous at worst: the seedbed for contesting the right to discourse and fomenting rebellion. Although practical necessity had led to implementing "Jasmine Hall work" in Lingao to co-opt local intellectuals, and had even won preliminary approval from the mainstream literati, including Liu Dalin, this new batch was different.

These men had come as enemies accompanying the punitive expedition. Among them were quite a few who had intended to profit in Lingao or implement their schemes of "stabilizing the realm." The transmigrators, regardless of political stance, instinctively viewed them as enemies.

Some demanded their immediate execution; others thought keeping them was pointless but killing them too cruel—better to release them all. But the majority felt that would be letting them off too easily, and called for thorough humiliation before executing the ringleaders in particularly vindictive fashion. Some proposed comprehensive torture; others suggested publicly torturing them in Lingao's Great Stadium, then executing them one by one with theatrical cruelty, afterward sending photographs throughout Guangdong.

Especially with Lü Yizhong now in their hands, the "retribution faction" went wild. Lü Yizhong was terrified enough about what awaited him—had he known what the "bald bandits" were actually planning, he might have died of fright on the spot.

After the BBS discussion of torture and execution reached a fever pitch, Zhou Dongtian—the most skilled in interrogation—offered a dissenting view.

He opposed both vengeful killing and any of the elaborate torture methods being proposed.

His argument: brutal torture and killing would not effectively shatter the psychological defenses of those living under the autocratic imperial system. Such societies practiced cruelty and torture as routine matters; such things would not provoke exceptional fear among any social class.

The experiences of countless revolutionary martyrs and traitors had proven this: physical torment—no matter how exotic—was not a universally effective path. Dialectical materialism teaches that material conditions determine consciousness, and consciousness in turn affects material conditions. The war histories of every dynasty demonstrate that the sturdiest fortresses are most easily conquered from within.

Scholar-officials were not all spineless. Even the Southern Ming regime—where blood flowed freely during audiences with Dorgon—had produced many scholars of unbreakable will who chose to sacrifice themselves for principle.

Massacre might intimidate some, but it would never intimidate all—especially when the other side believed they held the truth. And scholars were precisely those whom Chinese society had always regarded as custodians of truth.

Therefore, Zhou Dongtian argued, attacking the Ming "scholars'" psychological defenses—rather than bolstering their morale—remained the most practical approach for the transmigrators.

Obama had killed Osama bin Laden but dared not return the body to his family, resorting to a secretive sea burial. The Allies had hanged Third Reich war criminals, burned the corpses to ash, then secretly dumped them into a river. The purpose was to prevent anyone from using their remains or relics to propagate their spirit.

An enemy dying as a warrior—whether in battle or by torture—served as a model for both sides. Torturing an enemy of symbolic significance was easy for any regime, but absolutely to be avoided. Torture would only galvanize the opposing side's solidarity—a poor trade.

"The best approach is to 'discredit'!" Zhou Dongtian declared. Nothing was more ideal than ruining the opponent's reputation.

"Everyone knows the vanquished have no power—they can only be disposed of at will. So why does the winning side always hold a tribunal after every war?" Zhou Dongtian said at the meeting. "It's to discredit the opponent, to prevent the enemy from becoming a hero to the losing side. Even if it doesn't fully succeed, partial success is worthwhile. Our approach should be the same."

"I see what Zhou means now," Ding Ding jumped in before Zhou could steal all the thunder. "We should also organize a war crimes tribunal! And distribute transcripts of the interrogations everywhere..."

Ma Jia expressed approval. The concept of trying war criminals was excellent—he liked it, and it would fully demonstrate the role and significance of the Law Society.

"You can hold your war crimes tribunal if you like, but I oppose interrogating Lü Yizhong," Zhou Dongtian said. "Because in the future, he's going to be one of our chess pieces..."

"You can't be serious? That bastard is going to be released?"

"You expect that scum to work for us? That's unbelievable."

"No, here's what I mean." Zhou Dongtian's plan was to immediately begin interrogating Lü Yizhong, extracting every secret and scandal he knew about Guangdong's official circles.

Certain materials would be selectively compiled, focusing mainly on Wang Zunde's decision to go to war. This would expose the internal details of his "unauthorized provocation of hostilities." The materials would be distributed throughout Guangdong by operatives who continued working in Guangzhou.

Once this information leaked, Wang Zunde's already precarious reputation would suffer a fatal blow. He would lose his position as Governor-General faster than the normal timeline. Whoever replaced him, the new governor would surely shift from suppression to pacification.

"That's secondary. The key is that what was once framed as a righteous punitive expedition will become exposed as certain individuals 'provoking hostilities for personal gain.' According to intelligence compiled by the Guangzhou Station, Guangdong's officialdom never fully supported this war. Now, with Lü Yizhong's testimony, many will question whether Guangdong should have launched this campaign at all. In modern terms: we'll sow confusion in their thinking."

Zhou Dongtian's reasoning won majority approval. As for the other secretaries, everyone agreed they could conduct extensive "study tours" in Lingao, then be released after a period to serve as voluntary propagandists for the transmigrators.

"Given the state of the late Ming, I suspect that after a few months of study tours, some will prefer to stay and become our strategists," Yu Eshui joked. "When that happens, you can assign them to me."

Lü Yizhong's fate was thus decided. A few days later, he was taken separately to the Political Security General Administration for private interrogation. Jiang Shan was also very interested in this intelligence source—among all captured civil and military officials, Lü was the closest to the core and most knowledgeable about Guangdong's official circles. Moreover, having been near a provincial governor's confidential affairs for so long, his understanding of bureaucratic operations far exceeded ordinary men.

Zhou Dongtian instructed his apprentice: "Clean and oil all our tools. Anything that contacts skin must be disinfected with alcohol—we can't have infections. Also, go to the general hospital and reserve a nurse with emergency equipment."

He further instructed several "temporary workers" to clean and air out the interrogation and detention rooms.

"We'll be running marathon sessions for the next few days," Zhou Dongtian said. "You can rest up first once you're done cleaning."

"Yes, Chief." The men answered respectfully. These were yamen runners from the constabulary—men renowned for ruthlessness and skill, completely unburdened by psychological hesitation. Zhou Dongtian had selected a few without too much blood debt as retained personnel.

Meanwhile, He Ying was opening a report in his office.

The sender was Zhang Yingchen, who had submitted a request last week to return from Sanya to Lingao for a few days. He Ying had assumed at the time that he must have urgent business—according to his weekly reports, his missionary work in Sanya was proceeding quite smoothly. He had not only successfully entered the Li regions but had converted several hundred Li believers. He had even recruited young Li men and women as "Dao students" for training.

To the Religious Affairs Office:

To contribute to the transmigrators' external propaganda efforts, our unit will hold a memorial service for martyrs who fell in the Qiongshan Campaign and the five innocents who were executed. Attached are the organizational plan and a personnel request form for your approval.

Attachments:
1. Organizational Plan for the Qiongshan Campaign Martyrs and Five Innocents Memorial Service
2. Temporary Transfer Request Form for Lingao Daoist Clergy (Propaganda Department)

Religious Affairs Office, Qiongnan District Director: Zhang Yingchen

He Ying did not immediately understand who these "five innocents" were. His first thought was the "Five Martyrs" of the famous Record of the Five Men's Tombs, but those had nothing to do with the transmigrators and were in distant Suzhou. Why would Lingao hold services for them?

Only when he read the attachment did he realize it referred to the five peddlers who had been beheaded for "sacrificial flags" by imperial troops at Qiongshan. Everyone who had seen the footage shot by the Special Reconnaissance Team knew about this and had discussed how brutal the imperial army was—but no one had connected it to a concept like "the Five Innocents."

"The Rotten Abbot has quite an imagination! A good idea." He Ying chuckled, thinking it was a sound notion. It would highlight the imperial army's cruelty while gilding their own side with a patina of "righteousness." A few days ago, Abbot Wu of the Lingao Church had also submitted a report requesting permission to go to Chengmai to hold a Requiem Mass for the fallen, praying for their souls.

This could be handled together. He Ying thought, and as Abbot Wu had suggested in his report, since they were commemorating the dead, they might as well be generous and include all those who had fallen in the war—to fully demonstrate the benevolence and compassion of the Lingao regime.

The proposal was modified and approved. Ding Ding, as head of the Propaganda Department, fully supported the Religious Affairs Office's plan and pledged full cooperation, including personnel support and necessary funding.

He Ying considered: now that the Catholic Church and the New Daoism were both participating, Buddhist monks should probably be included as well. After all, Buddhism still had considerable influence in China. But the Religious Affairs Office had no qualified monks. Lingao's temples were few and almost entirely in ruins; the few monks there were at best amateur religious figures who knew little beyond "Amitabha" and a few chants.

Fortunately, according to intelligence reports, Chengmai had several temples. They could conscript monks locally to participate in the grand ceremony and pay them afterward. He Ying thought it was time to find a suitable agent in the Buddhist community as well.

While He Ying pondered which transmigrator might be willing to become a monk, Yu Eshui was opening a letter—also from Zhang Yingchen—in an office at the Great Library.

My friend,

Reading your letter was like seeing you in person.

I recently received a report from Li people in Qiongshan County that imperial troops had arrested five Ming subjects who had traded in Lingao and beheaded them for "sacrificial flags" under charges of "collaborating with bandits."

The authorities are willing to play the villain; surely compassion can come from us. To publicize our transmigrator regime's benevolence, I suggest we recover and properly bury these five, erecting a memorial with martyr's honors. I have adapted a draft epitaph based on excerpts from Quan Zuwang's Jieqi Ting Ji, Volume 5. I hope you, as a historian, can revise and polish it.

P.S.: The Li region's brocade is genuinely fine. I was fortunate to receive a bolt from a certain Aoya; it is enclosed.

Your friend, Zhang Yingchen

Attached was Zhang Yingchen's draft epitaph:

The Five Innocents of Qiongshan were those who perished championing public discourse when Governor-General Wang Zunde recklessly raised arms. Their jade shattered like broken orchids, a cause for mourning—yet their righteousness shall not perish!

In the fifth month of the gengwu year, soldiers from eastern Guangdong arose, their disturbances like locusts consuming the land, and the people suffered greatly. Some said, "The calamity of soldiers exceeds that of bandits." When the Governor-General heard this, he seized these five innocents and executed them on charges of "collaborating with bandits."

...

Alas! Since ancient times, many loyal and righteous men have perished in prison. In the past sixty years, factional purges have raged. Xia, Shen, Yang, and Zhang were publicly executed; later, Yang, Zuo, Huang, and Zhou were imprisoned. Though the arch-villains Song and Wei suffered horrific retribution, how many of their minions escaped justice!

Is it any wonder that the Five Innocents of Qiongshan came to such an end?

But who shall dispel this darkness of overturned justice and bring clarity to the world? All benevolent men must share this duty!

Yu Eshui thought the Rotten Abbot's "manufactured heroes" plan was a good idea, but the implementation would require careful consideration. Two of the five peddlers had indeed been their agents—the imperial troops hadn't been wrong, though they hadn't known those two were intelligence operatives dispatched by the Intelligence Bureau.

If they proceeded as the Rotten Abbot proposed, he wondered how the Intelligence Bureau would react. Would they even appreciate it, or see it as mockery? Or might they feel that such publicity would compromise the two agents' covert identities?

After much deliberation, Yu Eshui decided to postpone the plan and consult with the Intelligence Bureau first.

Sunlight filtered through the mist onto the Ma'ao Peninsula.

In a small church recently completed near the Ma'ao Commune headquarters, Abbot Wu and Father Bai were examining their reflections in the large mirror of the rest room.

Their appearance was impeccable. Both wore simple black clerical garb with plain wooden crosses. They presented the perfect image of serious yet compassionate religious professionals.

"Let's go, Father Bai." Wu Shimang nodded with satisfaction at his reflection.

"Yes, Abbot." Bai Duoluo replied respectfully. He somewhat regretted not insisting on becoming the Bishop of Lingao—now he had to act deferential to Wu Shimang.

The two walked slowly out of the rest room. In the chapel, several recently baptized prisoners knelt before the Crucifixion depicted in the stained glass, praying. Seeing the Abbot and Father emerge, they hurried over to request blessings.

Abbot Wu made signs of the cross with an air of practiced solemnity that left Bai Duoluo impressed. He certainly couldn't manage such a natural performance.

The prisoners had arrived at Ma'ao not long ago, and the Church had already made great strides. Several dozen bewildered POWs had been baptized, moving the Jesuit missionary helping here to tears of joy. His evening prayers ran twice as long as usual, nearly crippling Abbot Wu's knees.

But such was the success that the missionary simply refused to leave Ma'ao. The "Grand Memorial" ceremony organized by the Religious Affairs Office would now have to be conducted by Wu Shimang and Bai Duoluo alone.

Besides the two of them, several native believers from the Church would accompany them.

The plan submitted by the Lingao Church and the New Daoism, after revision by the Religious Affairs Office and Propaganda Department, had become the "Grand Memorial"—a religious ceremony in Chengmai to commemorate the fallen on both sides, to win hearts and demonstrate "benevolence."

Zhang Yingchen was waiting by the ox-cart that would take them to Chengmai. These past few months, his face had grown even darker and rougher. His hair had fully grown back into a Daoist topknot. He wore a new blue-gray Daoist robe with crossed collars, a cloth sash at his waist, locally made straw sandals, a bamboo hat, and a basket on his back that seemed full of items.

His face still wore its habitual smile.

Beside him stood a newcomer—a man with the appearance of a seedy middle-aged fellow, also wearing an ill-fitting standard New Daoist robe and carrying a basket.

"This is my assistant, Dai E," Zhang Yingchen introduced. "Brother Dai has also dedicated himself to the New Daoist cause. He'll be coming with us to Chengmai."

The group climbed onto the ox-cart and set off slowly toward Chengmai.

"Daoist Zhang," Bai Duoluo said politely, "aren't you bringing more people? Religious ceremonies are hard to conduct with so few."

"I have several Dao students in Sanya, but they haven't been studying long. They haven't mastered the instruments." Zhang Yingchen said slowly. "I've brought a recorder and amplifier—we'll play CDs for now."

"I recall that a proper jiao ceremony requires many Daoists and elaborate procedures..."

"I've founded the New Daoism. We emphasize simplification and modernization—analogous to the difference between Protestantism and Catholicism." Zhang Yingchen said casually.

In truth, he would have loved to stage a grand and magnificent jiao ceremony, but his Li-born Dao students could barely speak Mandarin, let alone learn Daoist rituals. And preparing the proper vestments and ritual implements on short notice was no easy matter. So he had ultimately decided on "simple" and "solemn" as his guiding principles.

"Actually, I had originally planned only a memorial service for the martyrs' cemetery and the five innocents executed at Qiongshan," Zhang Yingchen adjusted his sleeve. "Since Director He decided to hold a service for all the fallen, that too is a deed of great merit."
Chapter 656 - Victory Parade

The "Memorial Service" held by the Religious Affairs Office outside Chengmai achieved great success. The Yuan Laoyuan had decided that enough killing had been done; there was no need for theatrical displays with corpses. Neither the public beheadings, nor stringing bodies from trees all the way from Chengmai to Qiongshan, nor the ancient practice of erecting a jingguan were carried out. Prisoners and laborers established several large cremation pyres near the shore, cremated the bodies, then built several proper collective tombs for the ashes and erected "Fallen Heroes Memorials." The Church, the New Daoism, and locally conscripted monks conducted services for three consecutive days, leaving Wu Shimang and his colleagues utterly exhausted. The stench from burning bodies on the cremation day had robbed them of appetite for days.

Ceremonies for the dead are performed for the living. After this large-scale religious ceremony, not only Chengmai but also Qiongshan, Ding'an, and Wenchang saw dramatic shifts in public opinion toward the "bald bandits." Even on the mainland, the reputation of the bald bandits' benevolence spread.

People discussed it among themselves: the Fubogun not only recovered and buried enemy remains but also held memorial services to comfort departed souls and erected monuments in their honor. Clearly, these were not brutal, barbaric people.

The Fubogun's casualties, including missing personnel, totaled 161. He Ying had originally planned to build coffins on-site and transport them back to Cuigang for burial. But Liu Muzhou argued it would be better to cremate locally and send the urns back for interment.

"That might not sit well," He Ying said. He had researched local customs. "Earth burial is deeply ingrained. Switching suddenly to cremation..."

"The cremation system must be promoted starting now," Liu Muzhou said. "This war is an opportunity. If we pander to every old social custom, we'll accomplish nothing. Let's start with our own people!"

At the ceremony for the Fubogun's fallen, a single infantry battalion remaining in Chengmai fired three volleys. Then twelve cannons boomed three times. Military flags were lowered in mourning. Everything was solemn and dignified. The military band played Abide with Me. Even the most arrogant transmigrator officers shed tears for the native soldiers they had always regarded as cannon fodder.

The army had gained dignity in honoring its fallen—dignity that came not just from officers and men, but from those who had taught them entirely new weapons and tactics. An army was not merely a tool; it was composed of human beings.

I hope the transmigrators all understand this, He Ming thought. He watched the pyres blazing by the shore, black smoke billowing skyward. The camphor and cypress added to the firewood made the smell far less nauseating than it had been days before. The sea breeze intermittently dispersed the smoke, improving the air considerably. He whispered to his aide: "Is the vehicle ready?"

"The car has arrived," the aide said quietly.

As soon as the ceremony ended, he would return to Lingao to participate in planning the next phase of military operations. First, the advance to the Qiongshan-Wenchang-Ding'an line; then the organization of garrison companies in each county.

When the ceremony concluded, he immediately returned to the temporary command post. The commander of the 6th Infantry Battalion, Zhu Quanxing, who was remaining in Chengmai, was waiting for him.

"I'm heading back to Ma'ao at once," He Ming said simply. "After I leave, the Chengmai Work Team will arrive in a few days. You need to help them establish our authority throughout the Chengmai area as quickly as possible—especially security consolidation."

"Yes, I'll do everything I can."

"You must give it your all, but as 'support.' Make sure you understand the distinction."

Zhu Quanxing said clearly: "Yes, I understand!"

"Good. During this troop withdrawal, only your 6th Battalion is staying. No rest period, and you're immediately thrown into security operations—the soldiers may grumble. Keep a close eye on unit morale."

"Director Wei says the Chengmai delegation from the touring group will arrive soon. Merit evaluations have begun—that will occupy much of the soldiers' attention."

The jeep bounced along the rutted post road. Shan Daoqian's prisoner work crews hadn't yet extended the highway to Chengmai. Rain began to fall outside; water sheeted down the windshield, and wind drove rain into the vehicle, dampening his uniform. He Ming sat alone in the back seat. The rain drummed so densely on the canvas roof it was almost inaudible. He peered out the window—the streaming water blurred the scenery outside. He told the driver: "Slow down!"

"Yes, Comrade Commander."

He closed his eyes, appearing to rest, but his mind was unsettled.

For the past few days, troubling news had come from Ma'ao. Rumor had it that some transmigrators objected to his conduct of operations, calling them wasteful while producing unsatisfactory results; they were allegedly preparing to initiate impeachment proceedings in the Yuan Laoyuan. This rumor had stirred considerable discussion among transmigrator officers who had returned to the Ma'ao base. Many were grumbling.

He Ming was not particularly concerned. The war had been won; the debate was merely about the extent of success. He personally cared little about his own honors—he was already the Army People's Commissar and could hardly be promoted any higher. He believed his qualifications, prestige, and conduct were more than sufficient to thwart any ill intentions.

The army's immediate priority was rapid occupation of the entire island. There was no time to dwell on distractions. He refocused, thinking about what he would do upon returning to Ma'ao—which personnel to dispatch to organize the garrison companies.

The under-construction Army base was a scene of bustling activity. The units returning from Chengmai had rested for several days and resumed regular training. Morale was high after the great victory.

Today, there was no formal drill. Instead, a single order had been issued: "Prepare your appearance!"

Everyone immediately understood: important personages from Bairren were coming to inspect the troops.

So everyone got busy. Barracks were cleaned, windows polished, parade grounds swept... followed by endless personal inspections. Weapons wiped and polished; damaged flags mended—the flags were newly made before the campaign but already tattered after battle. Officers and NCOs sharpened their sabers to gleaming. The battalion's cobblers and blacksmiths worked frantically, repairing sabers, shoes, and equipment.

Even the militia and laborers who had participated were ordered to tidy their appearance. Haircuts, shaves, baths, washed and mended clothes. The militia and laborers felt honored—they had thought they were just there to work; they hadn't expected the transmigrator chiefs to "inspect" them too. Rumors spread that after the inspection, generous rewards would be distributed.

Yang Zeng was in his quarters, having gotten a haircut and shave. He changed into a brand-new uniform—this year's issue, which he had been reluctant to wear until now. The clothes he had worn during the campaign were in tatters; he had turned in the old uniform to the quartermaster and received new clothing vouchers. Many had already collected new uniforms, but he was in no hurry—he had heard the battalion commander mention offhand that new-style uniforms would be issued soon, more elegant than the current ones.

His orderly, Wei Darong, was polishing his belt and combat boots. Wei Darong was a boy-faced young man. He sat on a small stool, carefully oiling the boots and polishing the belt's metal fittings with powdered tile shards until they gleamed.

"Captain! Who do you think will be inspecting us?"

"I don't know—probably someone from the Executive Committee." As an army officer, Yang Zeng understood somewhat more about the transmigrators' government. "I imagine Chairman Wen will be there."

"Is Chairman Wen the new emperor?"

"No—" Yang Zeng laughed absently. "Of course not. The Australians' emperor is in Australia. Chairman Wen's title is 'Chairman.'"

"What kind of official is a Chairman? A Prefect? A Regional Commander?"

Yang Zeng couldn't quite place the equivalent rank. But as a former bandit who had fled the mainland for Hainan, he had seen more of the world than most. "I suppose something like a Grand Secretary."

Wei Darong was still unsatisfied—he didn't know what a Grand Secretary was.

"...Like a Prime Minister!" Yang Zeng finally found an apt comparison.

"I see." The orderly somewhat understood. "Your boots are ready."

Yang Zeng put on his boots, buckled his belt, and let his orderly hang his command saber. The officers' quarters had a dressing mirror. He examined his reflection carefully, feeling very imposing. He thought of how just three years ago he had stood guard at Gou Family Stockade with a matchlock—it felt like a previous lifetime.

"Hang the stars." Wei Darong brought a wooden box.

Inside were newly issued medal insignia. To enhance military and staff pride, the Yuan Laoyuan had instituted a medal system, retroactively manufacturing and distributing decorations.

Yang Zeng's medals were modest: the National Defense Service Medal—a soaring dragon beneath the service branch insignia. This was awarded to military personnel who served their full term obediently and loyally. Nearly everyone with a year's service received it. Then there was the ribbon for the Lieutenant Promotion Commemorative Medal: a silver star on a bronze background. Then the Outstanding Service Commendation: awarded for distinguished combat or training achievements not quite meriting a Third-Class Military Merit Medal. The ribbon was a military service branch pattern on a red background.

...

"Captain, you have so many medals." Looking at the ribbons on his chest, Wei Darong said enviously. He himself had only a Basic Training Badge; his rank was merely Private Second Class.

"They're just commemorative medals," Yang Zeng said. "Work hard and you'll earn them too." In his eyes, the most valuable was the Lingao Pacification Commemorative Medal. Though merely commemorative, it represented seniority—only those who had served the Australians earliest in combat could receive it: veterans of the assault on Gou Family Stockade and the Lingao bandit suppression campaigns. Yang Zeng had been captured in the first battle but quickly became a soldier in the second.

But Yang Zeng knew he would soon receive a truly exceptional medal. The battalion commander had already spoken with him, recommending him for a Second-Class Military Merit award.

Once recommended without objection, approval was certain—and receiving a military merit medal at this time was especially significant. It would be awarded after the Army-wide Victory Review, far more honorable than a routine Second-Class Merit.

Having become a company commander with military merit, the next step was climbing higher. He thought of his battalion commander—maybe before long, he too would command a battalion.

Yang Zeng made the chain of his command saber clink and clatter, feeling elated. He looked at his light infantry sash and carefully straightened it, then drew his officer's revolver, examined it, and returned it to its holster.

"How do I look?"

"Very imposing, Captain!" Wei Darong's admiration was sincere.

"Good." Yang Zeng examined his reflection once more. "Tell the Company Sergeant Major I'll be inspecting the barracks this afternoon! Make sure everything is spotless."

The next day, the entire Ma'ao camp gleamed like a newly minted coin, awaiting the delegation's arrival.

The five battalions assembled on the base's great parade ground. At the sound of bugles, company after company moved with fixed bayonets and waving flags, forming ranks at officers' commands with precise spacing. Each company carried newly sewn colors, banners streaming in the wind with all manner of strange devices. The artillery's gun carriages, their wheels polished clean, stood in neat rows; the gleaming cannons were arrayed. Everyone wore freshly cleaned and mended uniforms; soldiers' belts and gaiters were strapped as tight as possible. Officers wore all their medals, new white gloves, and saber scabbards with brass fittings polished mirror-bright.

Every officer and soldier felt his own insignificance—a grain of sand in this sea of men. Yet each also sensed his own strength as part of this vast, mighty whole.

He Ming, Dongmen Chuiyu, Wei Aiwen, Pan Da, and the others gazed into the distance. According to the telephone dispatch, the delegation would arrive at Ma'ao by ten in the morning.

"They're coming, they're coming." As a runner approached, a low murmur spread.

Members of the delegation dismounted from their agricultural vehicles at a distance and walked toward them.

He Ming knew they were: Executive Committee Chairman Wen Desi, Central State Council Premier Ma Qianzhu, Manufacturing Director Zhan Wuya, and a host of People's Commissars and ministers. The delegation's rank was extraordinarily high.

He saw that Wen Desi and the others had reached the reviewing stand, less than ten meters from the first formation. He immediately stepped forward to meet them. Behind him, Dongmen Chuiyu gave the command: "Attention!"

Like raindrops striking, the formations responded with a single, unified sound, rolling like a wave.

He Ming walked up to Wen Desi and saluted:

"Representative of the Yuan Laoyuan!" He Ming shouted. "Please inspect the troops! Field Army Commander He Ming!"

Wen Desi returned the salute. Then, accompanied by He Ming, he walked to the flank of the 1st Battalion. The battalion's bugler sounded a march. Wen Desi raised his hand in acknowledgment, then spoke a few words of encouragement to the battalion commander and soldiers. The 1st Infantry Battalion roared in response: "Serve the Yuan Laoyuan and the People!" Then came rhythmic chanting—continuous, like vast waves—sweeping from one end of the parade ground to the other.

Yang Zeng stood before his company. He had never felt such pride and glory. He could feel the same emotion in every man of the formation—selfless devotion, pride in the collective strength, fervent adoration of those who had built this army.

The transmigrators passed in front of Yang Zeng's company. Wang Luobin seemed to remember this officer—he had once been their best Minié rifle marksman.

"This is—"

"Yang Zeng," He Ming introduced. "Commander of the 1st Battalion's Light Infantry Company."

"Your marksmanship is excellent!"

"Yes!" He was so nervous he could barely speak.

Wen Desi asked: "Has he received any commendations?"

"He's been awarded a Second-Class Merit."

"A true hero." Wen Desi said, then slowly moved on.

Yang Zeng felt a tremendous wave of happiness wash over him, leaving him dizzy. At that moment, if ordered to charge a thousand enemies alone with nothing but his rifle, he would do so without hesitation.

As Wen Desi and the others proceeded, cheers rolled from company to company. Bugles blared, drums beat. The sound grew ever louder, merging into a deafening roar.

The soldiers watched the chiefs. Many were seeing the demigod-like leaders up close for the first time. They were tall, wearing the plainest uniforms—no belts, no boots, no medals or honors of any kind. Their simplicity, combined with expressions of gravity or benevolence as they waved and nodded to the men, filled the soldiers with an instinctive love: these chiefs possessed inexhaustible wealth and godlike power, yet their dress and bearing resembled neither officials nor the wealthy. This simplicity and approachability stirred feelings of exaltation and intimacy, drawing wave after wave of ever-louder cheers.

Then the transmigrators came before the militia and laborers. Though their ranks were less orderly than the regulars, their devotion produced equally thunderous cheers.

Wen Desi stopped and raised his hand in salute to the countless dark peasant faces—all so alike in his eyes:

"Comrades, you have worked hard!"

The parade ground erupted in deafening cheers—less orderly than the army's, but brimming with unparalleled fervor. Many wept openly in the ranks—this was the first time in their decades of life that they had ever received such respect. They were not merely conscripts dragged here for forced labor.

Finally, Wen Desi said: "Each and every one of you—on behalf of the Yuan Laoyuan, on behalf of all the people—I sincerely thank you for everything you have done."

He looked out over the assembly:

"You have earned the colors bestowed upon you by the Yuan Laoyuan and the people. You are worthy of the honor and mission of those colors."
Chapter 657 - Oceanic Care

The medals were distributed on the spot. Beyond the First, Second, and Third-Class Military Merit decorations awarded to combat personnel, fifteen militiamen received recognition for their battlefield contributions with Second and Third-Class Merit Medals.

Every soldier and support worker who had participated in either combat or logistics—military and civilian alike—received the First Counter-Encirclement Victory Commemorative Medal. Those who had fought at Chengmai or served in its logistics train also received the specially struck "Chengmai Campaign Victory Commemorative Medal."

After the ceremony, the army conducted a formal march-past in battalion formations. To the stirring strains of the Grenadier's March, five battalions and the assembled militia paraded before the earthen reviewing stand. The assembled mass erupted in three resounding cheers.

Following the review, He Ming led the entire delegation into the officers' small mess hall—the dining room reserved for senior staff. White tablecloths dressed the tables, fresh flowers served as centerpieces, and Venetian blinds softened the light through the windows. Large ice buckets stood in each corner and at the center of the room, exhaling wisps of cool vapor. The moment one stepped inside, comfort descended like a blessing.

Orderlies had laid out hot towels and chilled tea.

"Not bad at all." Wen Desi dropped into a seat and mopped the sweat from his brow. Inspecting troops might look majestic, but standing at attention under the blazing sun in full dress uniform, walking back and forth while maintaining the most dignified posture—it was no light burden. He recalled watching footage of Red Square parades, where Soviet leaders in their seventies and eighties would stand for hours in the freezing wind. At least he wasn't contending with Moscow winters.

"This is the senior officers' mess—it doubles as our conference room," He Ming explained, carefully avoiding the term "transmigrator officers" within the barracks. With native officers growing more numerous, he thought it unwise to constantly emphasize that distinction.

Soon the orderlies brought lunch, served in individual portions as in all transmigrator mess halls. Each person received a wooden tray bearing rice, vegetables, and soup.

The rice was unpolished brown grain. The dishes included fresh greens, tempura prawns, stir-fried razor clams, seaweed and tofu soup, and finally, several golden fried meatballs. The aroma was tantalizing.

At the center of the table sat rectangular wooden platters filled with crushed ice, topped with neat rows of assorted sashimi.

"Everything's from the sea," Zhan Wuya sighed, reaching for four or five slices of the raw fish. "I keep feeling we're drifting toward Japanese food culture."

The fishing industry around Ma'ao had developed considerably. The Agricultural Committee had established a second fishery procurement and processing plant here, using local salt for preservation. Recently, a large coal-gas cold storage facility had been constructed specifically to store fresh catches, ensuring abundant supply.

Other platters overflowed with subtropical fruits—jackfruit predominated, followed by pineapples, bananas, and mangoes.

The beverages were coconut juice and kvass. No alcohol was served—excepting kvass itself and the beer they had yet to begin producing.

"Meatballs today!" Someone exclaimed with delight upon seeing the fragrant fried spheres, immediately sprinkling pepper-salt and tucking in with appreciative sounds between bites.

"Sausages, meatballs—things like that, you'd best not investigate too closely," Wen Desi murmured, eating one himself. The spices were strong, with a hint of beef flavor.

These were undoubtedly made from cattle and horses recovered from the battlefield. Though he hadn't been on the front lines, he had reviewed the spoils inventory. It clearly listed the number of dead oxen and horses captured—now obviously repurposed to improve the troops' meals.

"What's on the afternoon program?" Wang Luobin asked between bites.

"Distributing comfort packages—we don't need to handle that ourselves," Wen Desi replied. "The packages are already at the warehouse; officers will distribute them by headcount. We need to visit the hospital for a morale tour."

"How many wounded?"

He Ping, representing the Health Department, answered: "Very few of our own wounded require hospitalization—fewer than thirty. But there are nearly four hundred seriously wounded among the prisoners. The hospital is nearly at capacity."

"Give the prisoners some comfort items too—simpler things, of course. One dried fish each for their evening snack should suffice—you have dried fish here, correct?"

"Plenty," Dongmen Chuiyu confirmed.

"Good. We'll borrow four hundred dried fish for now." Wen Desi thought for a moment. "Have Pan Pan prepare the DV camera. We'll want extensive footage this afternoon."



That afternoon, the hospital visit took place. Afterward, the Lingao Times (Public Edition) published an article titled Oceanic Care:

"Following the grand parade celebrating our great regime's victory, the delegation dined simply in the Ma'ao base mess hall.

"All ingredients were produced by the hands of Fubogun cadres and soldiers stationed here at Ma'ao. Comrades Wen Desi, Ma Qianzhu, Wang Luobin, Zhan Wuya, and other leaders savored the modest meal while praising the delicious food produced by the Fubogun in compliance with the Yuan Laoyuan's brilliant directive to 'launch production campaigns and lighten the people's burden.'

"During the meal, Chairman Wen asked with concern about the condition of the Fubogun wounded.

"'They are all stable,' General He replied. 'The wounded have received excellent care and are recovering well.'

"Chairman Wen requested to visit the wounded that afternoon and distribute comfort items imbued with the deep affection of the Yuan Laoyuan and the people. General He said: 'You have already worked hard inspecting the troops this morning. Let other comrades handle the afternoon.'

"'We came here precisely to comfort the soldiers of the Fubogun. Compared to their arduous battles, what is a little exertion on our part this morning?' He laughed heartily. 'Let us finish our meal quickly and visit the wounded comrades soon, so as not to disturb their afternoon rest.'

"General He and everyone present were so moved by these words they could hardly speak. All felt proud to have such an approachable leader who, despite his busy schedule, cares for every ordinary soldier.

"The Ma'ao Army-Navy Hospital was peaceful and serene.

"This was a brand-new facility. The Engineering Company, renowned for speed and quality, had built it on barren ground in just three months. Now the hospital was equipped with the latest Australian medical equipment, staffed by carefully trained medical personnel.

"The wounded had just finished a nutritious lunch to speed their recovery and were preparing to rest when a voice came: 'The Yuan Laoyuan delegation has arrived!'

"Like spring rain upon parched earth, the wounded officers and soldiers, moved to their cores, struggled to sit up.

"'Don't get up—rest well.' Secretary of State Ma gently eased an excited wounded man back onto his pillow.

"He asked the medical staff how many wounded there were and the nature of their injuries.

"After receiving answers, he surveyed the ward—this room that embodied his deep concern. The proposal to build the Ma'ao Army-Navy Hospital had been championed by Secretary Ma himself, who had personally marked and revised the design drawings.

"He looked around the room, smiling with satisfaction: 'The beds are well-appointed—they've even added folding tray tables.'

"He carefully examined a bedside tray table.

"Sometimes he bent to look closer, sometimes stepped back to observe. Suddenly he asked: didn't the table seem a bit high?

"The medical staff, having not noticed this detail, could not immediately answer. He turned to a nearly recovered patient: 'Is the table comfortable to use?'

"The soldier sat up, rested both arms on the table, and shifted forward and back. 'Doesn't feel high,' he said.

"An aide compared the soldier's sitting height to the table's height: it seemed about right.

"But Comrade Ma Qianzhu, gazing thoughtfully at the table's height, slowly shook his head.

"The cadres, not understanding why he shook his head, stood there in bewilderment.

"He said: consider that patients come in different heights. This patient is quite tall—but what about shorter cadres and soldiers? Their convenience must be considered. These men were wounded in service and have already made great sacrifices; we must care for their health and daily life in every possible way.

"The medical staff realized that dear Comrade Ma Qianzhu, like a doting mother, was worrying about everyone who came here to recover. They were so moved their throats tightened.

"Every room in the Ma'ao Army-Navy Hospital overflowed with the transmigrators' love for the people and their meticulous care.

"Manufacturing Director Zhan Wuya immediately declared that upon returning, he would improve the beds with adjustable mechanisms, so every patient could recover in the most comfortable environment.

"'The matter is small, but our soldiers are treasures of the regime—not to be neglected for a moment,' he said.

"Then the delegation distributed comfort items to the glorious wounded. Though the items were simple, they carried the profound affection of the Yuan Laoyuan and the people. These blessings, heavy as Mount Tai, shone like the sun into every patient's heart.

"A soldier with a fractured arm, encased in heavy plaster, needing a nurse's help even to eat or dress, was able to accept the weighty comfort package with his own hands when it was placed at his bedside.

"When they reached the rest room, Comrade Ma Qianzhu suddenly asked: why were comfort items not being distributed in those other buildings?

"'The patients there are enemy prisoners who came to invade us,' the hospital director replied.

"'In that case, they too should receive some comfort items.'

"Those around him were surprised.

"Throughout history, wounded prisoners had usually met death. But here in Lingao, they received the best medical care.

"Someone said, not understanding: 'They are enemies—enemies who tried to harm the people of Lingao. Treating them and letting them live is already the greatest mercy.'

"'Even former enemies, now that they have laid down their arms and submitted, should be treated equally,' Comrade Ma Qianzhu said. 'Only thus can we fully demonstrate our magnanimity that embraces all under heaven.'

"Everyone present was overwhelmed by the transmigrators' boundless generosity.

"..."



In reality, the visit to the prisoner ward lasted only about fifteen minutes, with a simple speech. That speech did move many hearts and fill them with gratitude—but not because of the evening snack of dried fish.

The core of Ma Qianzhu's message concerned their future. He promised that once all the wounded recovered, the Aoosong regime would employ them, giving each man a job so he could support his family.

Days earlier, Ma Qianzhu had learned from He Ping's report that approximately one-third of the hospitalized imperial soldiers would be left with varying degrees of disability. Prisoners without disabilities would be sent straight to labor gangs after recovery. But in this era, the disabled rarely survived. Most men who enlisted came from impoverished families with no other options; returning home as cripples meant a slow death.

This was the angle he used to move the prisoners' hearts—to let them fully experience the difference between the old society and the new. This group of wounded prisoners would later become some of the most committed supporters of the new order.

After the visit, Ma Qianzhu asked the hospital's acting director: "What's the mortality rate?" He was keenly interested in the facility's treatment efficiency.

"Very low. Almost everyone who receives timely treatment survives," replied Ning Jinghai, who had returned to Ma'ao with the medical corps. "The two great treasures—antibiotics and tetanus serum—have saved countless lives. But the tetanus serum's effectiveness varies by batch. Some work well, others poorly. Overall, roughly seventy percent effectiveness."

"Two-thirds effective—that's quite good."

"Yes, we can only look at it that way." Ning Jinghai wasn't entirely comfortable with such imprecise standards. "We're simply short of transmigrator doctors and nurses. Conditions here remain relatively poor."

"Poor conditions can be improved." Ma Qianzhu reached into his pocket, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and took a drag. "Conditions are poor, so nobody wants to come. What if you became director of the Ma'ao Hospital?"

"Me?" Ning Jinghai hesitated. He was indeed trained as a physician and had practiced clinically for years, but his later work had been entirely unrelated to medicine. Whether in treatment or health administration, he had grown quite rusty.

"Yes—aren't you a PhD?"

"In computational biology. The connection to clinical medicine is tenuous at best."

"That doesn't matter."

"Then—shouldn't this go through proper procedures...?"

"Of course, of course. But first, you need to express interest."

"I understand. I'll register when I return to Lingao."



After leaving the hospital, the delegation members held confidential discussions with the transmigrator army officers at the Ma'ao base. The talks covered every aspect of the campaign—primarily after-action reviews.

An impeachment attempt by some transmigrators had collapsed in its preparatory stages for failing to secure two-thirds of the full membership's support. But a thirty-five-point inquiry submitted by a faction in the Yuan Laoyuan still required detailed responses from the Executive Committee and the armed forces.

Wen Desi handed the document to He Ming: "Frankly, many questions won't be easy to answer. Give them serious thought."

"We'll simply tell the truth," He Ming said, scanning a few pages. "I should be the one attending the inquiry hearings—Chen Haiyang at most. Better not to summon other transmigrator officers, lest someone use the occasion to stir trouble."

"Of course, of course," Ma Qianzhu nodded. "The Executive Committee has also faced criticism, but I fully understand. This is what democracy means."

Wen Desi waved his hand: "Let's make it standard practice to review every campaign. The PDCA cycle—Plan, Do, Check, Act. That's exactly what we're doing now: discussing issues identified and how to improve. As for the Yuan Laoyuan hearings—we'll go through the motions."

That day, a series of reviews addressed problems identified during the counter-encirclement campaign—encompassing weapon quality, soldier training, tactical deployment, logistics equipment, and the overall combat system.

"Quality control of the self-manufactured Minié rifles is poor; the sights are inaccurate."

"Barrel and mechanism lifespan is insufficient. Rated barrel life is two hundred rounds, but after a hundred actual rounds, rifling erosion becomes severe. If we hadn't brought many spare rifles, we'd have been fighting with bayonets."

Zhan Wuya took careful notes: "Machining capacity is adequate; materials remain substandard."

"Black-powder grenades lack sufficient power."

"We're considering switching to fixed-cartridge rifles with the new propellant."

"All soldiers should receive steel helmets. Rattan helmets offer inadequate protection—wearing them is pointless."

"Military boots are of poor quality. Cloth-soled shoes wear out quickly; straw sandals cause serious foot injuries. Fortunately, there were no long marches."

"Company-level commanders should also be issued binoculars."

"A military academy should be put on the agenda."

...

The compiled materials filled a thick volume. Ma Qianzhu ordered it sent to Lingao immediately as reference material for the next Executive Committee plenary session.

That afternoon, all combatants—soldiers, militia, and laborers—received their comfort packages. The contents were practical: bolts of cloth and silk, tobacco, and liquor. All participants also received bonuses of varying size. Fubogun officers and soldiers each received three months' extra pay. Militia and laborers received the equivalent of one month's pay for a Fubogun private first class. Those who had earned merit medals received additional bonuses.

That evening, sumptuous feasts were laid out in the mess halls and across the parade grounds. Each man's wooden tray held two meat dishes: a piece of pork, two fish cutlets, and scrambled eggs. Both meat and vegetable dishes had been prepared with care—cooked by professional chefs brought from the Commercial Hall restaurant and cooperative eateries. Barrels of kvass filled every table. Anyone not on duty could drink freely, as much as they pleased.

Officers, soldiers, militia, and laborers gathered around the tables, grinning and feasting. Delegation members scattered through the camp, visiting every table to propose toasts.

Even though they were drinking only kvass, drinking their fill still produced a pleasant, convivial buzz. The entire Ma'ao base was immersed in an ocean of joy.



Author's Note: The "Oceanic Care" newspaper prose in this chapter is adapted from a famous internet post. Whether it was a genuine translation or the author's original creation, I do not know. Either way, my thanks to the original author.
Chapter 658 - Cultural Weapons

With the First Counter-Encirclement Campaign ending in victory, a commendation ceremony was held simultaneously in Bairren City to honor outstanding native laborers and those with exceptional contributions since D-Day, as well as those who had performed excellently in wartime support. Commemorative medals, bonuses, and prizes were presented alongside the Ma'ao celebrations.

Many model workers and volunteer overtime laborers in the factories received various levels of Labor Service Medals. Several production units earned honorary titles and collective merit banners.

Villages and factories that had contributed particularly large numbers of militia members received the First Counter-Encirclement Victory Commemorative Medal as collective honors.

The transmigrators' commendations of factories and villages, their rewards for model workers, and the newspapers' glowing accounts of the Fubogun's overwhelming firepower and logistical superiority—all of this had led many to realize that Australian strength rested on abundant material power.

Before the Australian army even engaged the enemy, Lingao's fertile fields and bustling production lines had already predetermined victory. The new regime's emphasis on laborers and production ranked above even military prowess and conquest.

The people under transmigrator rule might not fully grasp this intent, but they understood they lived under a powerful authority.

And powerful rule meant peace. It meant the ability to rise safely each morning to work and return home safely to sleep each night. Though they ate coarse grains, wore rags, and rarely tasted meat, at least they knew this peaceful tomorrow would continue. Though farmers still feared natural disasters, they no longer worried about sudden conscription, their wives and daughters violated by bandits or rogue soldiers, or their homes and villages burned on a warlord's whim.

Strong rule often brought unbridled oppression—but fortunately, this regime was rational, understanding that tending to the people's interests brought long-term benefits. Compared to the old government, these Australian rulers treated the people far better. Exploitation was less harsh; no host of parasites wielded official power to squeeze and fleece the common people; even the destitute could find work and earn a meal.

Even the gentry and wealthy found life more stable. They had lost the power to do as they pleased with commoners, true—but they no longer needed to spend vast sums on bureaucratic leeches or bribing bandits. No need to maintain many household guards to protect their homes and fields. No need to nervously bargain with stone-cold killers or stay constantly vigilant against kidnapping when venturing out. No need to rush to the stockade walls with weapons at the first alarm gong in the dead of night.

The imperial expedition had briefly raised tensions. Many had feared that with the army's arrival, Lingao would plunge back into the chaos of three years past. When news came of the imperial defeat, everyone—high and low—seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

Peace had quietly descended on Lingao. Everyone felt it.



Soon, a familiar melody began to ring again in many ears.

"We have rapidly adapted a batch of songs for use, but many performance versions still follow the old templates," Fang Fei said at a joint meeting of the Great Library and the Propaganda Department.

"Using old performance versions may work temporarily," Ding Ding replied, "but in the long run, won't the natives find it strange?"

"Hmph—when future people go digging for dark history, memories of these songs will probably be a starting point," Yu Eshui agreed.

"So I propose we establish a performing arts troupe," Fang Fei continued. "A professional group like a song-and-dance ensemble, dedicated to performances. Then we can record their songs as standard versions."

"Oh, that's an anticipated topic." Yu Eshui nodded. "But performing arts troupes are for times of plenty and leisure. Setting one up now in such haste—I'm afraid the economy faction, like Director Ma, won't approve..."

"We already have the puppet theater troupe, so adding a song-and-dance ensemble shouldn't be a problem," Ding Ding interjected. He had long harbored this idea. "Culture is a propaganda weapon—the puppet theater's achievements speak for themselves! Besides, if Director Ma opposes even this, his next election is in jeopardy."

"Not necessarily, comrades." Yu Eshui coughed delicately. "Political consistency matters. Someone who casually changes stances cannot be a true statesman."

"Hmph—I know what you're really thinking." Ding Ding smiled at Fang Fei. "Propaganda weapon is just one use, right?"

Fang Fei nodded, his smile ambiguous: "We transmigrators can't always interact only with computers for entertainment. We should hold some balls, put on some shows."

"Fine—I won't object. Culture is a necessity for public life." Yu Eshui refused to take the bait. "But in this startup phase, everything should be kept simple. And with life secretaries just distributed, let's not create professional troupes yet. Better to start with mass amateur groups: student choirs, worker choirs, and such. First, the threshold is low and participation high. Second, it avoids future criticism."

"From whom?"

"From history," Yu Eshui said.



Under Ding Ding's personal attention, Hu Qingbai readily agreed to form the first choir from National School students. Those with singing talent were selected for amateur training.

Among the five hundred transmigrators, a few enjoyed singing and dancing, but almost none understood choral technique. Those who could read sheet music or knew vocal mechanics and voice parts were even rarer.

"Modern choral music essentially originated from church choirs. So let's have Lu Ruohua teach," Fang Fei told Ding Ding, who was frustrated by the lack of professional instructors. "I once heard a boys' a cappella choir at Lingao Church. It was beautiful—truly the sound of heaven."

Lu Ruohua was enthusiastic about helping organize the choir—he would do anything to please the Australians. Though two missionaries had died of disease in the Li regions, their two years' work had surpassed the mainland missionaries' efforts of twenty years.

Missionary work in Lingao was flourishing. When he heard that the Australians had defeated the mainland Ming court and were about to occupy all of Qiongzhou, expanding missionary territory further, Lu Ruohua held a grand Victory Thanksgiving Mass at Bairren Church.

Earlier, when rumors spread that the Ming army would attack, the Lingao Church had held several impressive masses and staged large-scale processions of sacred images to pray for victory. The Jesuits had played a major role.

The missionaries sincerely hoped the transmigrators would win—only under "Australian" rule could missionary work thrive.

His only regret was that diocesan authority remained in the Australian Church's hands, yet the Australian Church had inexplicably never sent a bishop to Lingao. A diocese without a bishop—how improper.

When Lu Ruohua heard the Australians wanted to form a choir, he agreed immediately.

"It's a pity Brother Michael isn't in Macau," he said with some regret.

"Who's he?"

"One of our brothers with a marvelous voice." Lu Ruohua spoke wistfully. "When he leads the hymns, one's soul seems to soar to God's side, bathed in holy light..."

Fang Fei immediately noted this talent: "Where is he?"

"In Goa," Lu Ruohua said with regret. "But that was five years ago. If he hasn't been called to the Lord's side..."

Goa's climate was notoriously unkind to Europeans; many died there of tropical disease.

Fang Fei wrote down the name in his notebook, reminding himself to ask He Ying to negotiate with the Jesuits and request this man specifically.

"These mystical types are quite useful."

But when Lu Ruohua saw that the choir included young women, he objected. Though convents had their own choirs, the all-male cathedral choir was the mainstream of sacred music in this era. He also felt that mixed male-and-female singing was improper.

"That's fine—just teach them separately. Mixed choirs have precedent. Figure out how to achieve this effect." He Ying showed him video footage of grand choral performances.

Lu Ruohua had seen the Australians' mysterious "living images" many times. He knew these lifelike moving pictures reproduced Australian life.

"Can it be done?"

"Yes." Lu Ruohua nodded. "But... if you're not performing opera, why do you need a choir?"

"Because we need it," He Ying said simply.

Lu Ruohua silently made the sign of the cross.



Seventeenth-century professional standards proved quite formidable. A few days later, the National School choir gave a special performance for transmigrators from the Propaganda Department and Great Library at the Lingao Puppet Troupe's small theater. Wen Desi was invited to attend.

Though the choir trained by Lu Ruohua sounded, to transmigrator ears, not quite vigorous enough—too melodic, with a faint church-choir flavor—the quality was undeniable.

"It sounds nice, but not powerful enough!" Wen Desi remarked at the end. "No momentum! Too refined! A mass choir is a mass performance—it should emphasize mass character. Don't fear roughness; the key is momentum!"

He then instructed Ding Ding to promote mass choral singing in all organizations, both internally and through regional and industry competitions. Build up the momentum.

"In light of our recent good fortune, let's invigorate spirits. Launch a grand 'Sing Australian Songs' campaign."

"I suggest renaming them 'Sacred Songs,'" Fang Fei proposed. "'Australian Songs' isn't quite right."

"Is it appropriate to call ourselves 'sacred'...?" someone objected.

"I think it's very appropriate! Comrade Fang Fei's suggestion is excellent—keen insight!" Wen Desi settled the matter. "If a group of individuals fundamentally changing the world doesn't deserve to be called 'sacred,' what does?"

Following his instructions, Fang Fei soon organized two more choirs within the Mechanical Department and the Tiandihui system. Using these three as the core, they received brief training and then fanned out to the grassroots to mobilize the masses. And so mass choral singing resounded throughout Lingao, igniting a wave of choral fervor.



The air carried spirited singing—Lingao's wired broadcast station was airing the "Industrial System Grand Choral Competition" live from Bairren Theater. Fourteen amateur choirs from the Manufacturing Directorate were competing. The songs, heard countless times, rang through the sky. Fang Fei shivered and returned to his desk.

His desk was buried under documents. Fang Fei was too exhausted even to look at them. Ever since Wen Desi's directive to launch a nationwide choral movement, he, as director of the Mass Activities Division, had been run off his feet. Every day meant "mass arts"—practicing songs, inspecting work, organizing competitions—a whirlwind of activity. Ding Ding had also handed him the Lingao Puppet Troupe to exploit fully. By transmigrator standards of frugality, professional arts groups received no slack—they rehearsed and performed nonstop, squeezed for maximum value.

He had just arranged a touring performance through Bopu, Ma'ao, and Chengmai for the Lingao Puppet Troupe. The troupe, now swollen to over fifty members, had loaded more than a dozen carts of props. Under his coordination, they had finally departed on a month-long tour.

He hadn't returned to his quarters for a week, consumed by these matters. When tired, he simply napped in the office.

The office door suddenly opened—without a knock, of course. That meant Zhen Qian. Everyone else at least knocked. These days, his wife had subjected him to multiple surprise inspections—for a man whose work required frequent contact with women and "training" them, such suspicion was perhaps natural.

"You really are working hard." Seeing her husband's exhausted face, Zhen Qian felt a pang of sympathy.

"It's fine." Fang Fei smiled wryly. "I used to resent being just a basic laborer. Now that I'm valued, it's not so pleasant either."

"Well, that little secretary outside is dark-skinned, but she's quite pretty."

"I have no energy to notice if she's pretty or plain." Fang Fei carefully avoided the topic. "You're off work?"

"No, I'm waiting for a car. I'm heading to Nanbao to survey the construction site—they're building fifty standard houses and dormitories. Director Mei asked me to design them."

"Is that so? Sounds good." Fang Fei replied absently.

"Will you be home tonight?"

"Probably not. Very busy. Tomorrow is the Agriculture System choral competition, then the winners advance to the county-wide finals..."

"I'm bored to death." Zhen Qian complained when she heard he wasn't coming home. "Life here is so empty. Besides work, there's nothing to do."

Transmigrators' leisure activities mainly consisted of watching various videos. To maximize resources, the BBS had set up a video-sharing system. Otherwise, they browsed the internal forum, played games in the recreation room, or read magazines and books. Some played sports. Overall, most leisure activities were quite "homebound" and distinctly male-oriented. For women who enjoyed shopping, Lingao's leisure options were utterly boring—the so-called "prosperity" of East Gate Market couldn't match even a small town's. And there was nothing to buy; money had nowhere to go.

"You're in propaganda—can't you think of something?"

"I have no ideas right now. Maybe a dance?"

"We have more men than women—how would we dance?" Zhen Qian said. "Even a disco, in this heat, wouldn't be fun."

"Let me think about it." He finally saw his wife off. Then Fang Fei received a call from Xiao Zishan.

"Are you free in a bit? I'll come over."

"No, no—I'll come to you," Fang Fei said quickly.

Xiao Zishan discussed the current situation. Transmigrators were demanding more from their leisure time. Life secretaries had been distributed and physiological needs met. Now spiritual needs loomed larger. After the victory, with pressure lifted, transmigrators were in a celebratory mood and craving entertainment.

He asked Fang Fei if he had any suitable solutions.

Fang Fei considered the options. A proposal to establish a transmigrator club had been submitted to the Yuan Laoyuan and would likely be approved soon—but that was a long-term solution.

"How about an annual gala?"

Organizing annual galas was Fang Fei's specialty. An annual gala meant gathering to eat, drink, and socialize, building rapport among colleagues and partners. The transmigrators could do likewise.
Chapter 659 - The Annual Gala

He had already thought through the gala's content. First, a banquet—preferably buffet style, to reduce the feeling of rank and hierarchy.

A buffet had few ceremonial requirements. People could eat, drink, and chat freely, creating a more egalitarian atmosphere.

"You may have noticed that our organization is trending toward bureaucratization," Fang Fei shared his observations. He didn't think this candor would offend Xiao Zishan, who cultivated an image of humility and likely considered hearing blunt advice a form of self-cultivation. "Though we have the Yuan Laoyuan and the notion that all transmigrators are equal, the leaders in high positions are acting more and more like leaders. There's a certain... discontent simmering underneath."

"Mm, mm." Xiao Zishan responded noncommittally. "True."

"So at the gala, we should downplay official titles. Just select a host to run the program—no leadership speeches." Fang Fei had thought this through carefully. The gala should be relaxed and fun, not stiff and formal. And the host absolutely shouldn't be a transmigrator holding high office—that would kill the mood.

"I propose inviting a lively young woman to host. That'll be energizing."

"What about after dinner?"

"Entertainment, of course." Fang Fei smiled smugly. He had plenty of experience organizing "new-style" entertainment.

He lowered his voice mysteriously: "There's a really excellent segment—a cosplay showcase."

"Oh? You mean like Tail or Street Fighter cosplay?" Xiao Zishan suddenly perked up.

"Exactly. I didn't expect Director Xiao to be so knowledgeable about cosplay." Xiao Zishan looked to be in his early thirties; it was surprising he knew about this.

"Actually, I prefer Dead or Alive." Xiao Zishan continued, deadpan, expounding his views on cosplay. "The key to cosplay is, first, a good figure; second, not being shy about showing skin. With those two, you can dominate..."

"You really are an expert." Fang Fei nodded approvingly, though privately he thought Xiao Zishan's cosplay philosophy was rather vulgar and lacking in ambition. He had always maintained that cosplay should express the character's inner personality and spirit.

But for someone who had spent years planning ChinaJoy presentations, Xiao Zishan's view wasn't entirely wrong—just crudely expressed.

As for who would actually cosplay, Fang Fei had already considered the question. Female transmigrators would be most fitting in terms of presence, but they were few, and most had boyfriends. To avoid complications, he decided not to approach them—though quite a few were pretty and lively. Based on his observations, they would probably be willing to cosplay, but angering their boyfriends wasn't worth the risk. Life secretaries, on the other hand, had no such concerns.

"Isn't there a big gap in presence?"

"After training, the quality is quite good." Fang Fei had visited the life secretary training classes and thought the women, after some conditioning, had improved considerably in physique, appearance, and bearing. A crash course would have them performing admirably.

The evening would feature an outdoor barbecue and dance on the beach near Wu De's former villa in Bopu.

Fang Fei further proposed inviting local gentry and wealthy households to the gala—just as some companies invited major clients to their annual parties. It would strengthen relationships and fully demonstrate the wonders of the "Australian lifestyle," encouraging adoption.

"I don't oppose inviting friendly natives to participate," Xiao Zishan said. "I'm just worried some segments may be a bit... shocking."

"According to Guangzhou Station reports, Ming-era people are no more conservative in their pleasures than twenty-first-century folks," Fang Fei replied. "Have you read Pei Lixiu's Report on the Private Lives of Guangzhou Officials and Gentry?"

"No." Xiao Zishan vaguely recalled receiving the document but hadn't found time to read it.

"In terms of imagination, we probably can't match the wealthy of the seventeenth century."

"Is this report on the level of the Starr Report?"

"I can only say the two aren't in the same league."

"I see. I should read it carefully." Xiao Zishan said. "I approve your gala plan. Once it passes public review, get started quickly. Many transmigrators will be leaving soon for their postings."

"No one will object to approval. Here's my detailed plan and materials requisition list." Fang Fei promptly handed over the document.

Xiao Zishan took it and skimmed through: the appendix listed various materials, equipment, and supplies—over thirty pages in all.

"Impressive. That's a lot." Xiao Zishan signed with a smile. "I can't guarantee Wu De will approve it all."

"He will. He can't let everyone be unhappy."



After the gala plan was approved, Fang Fei set to work immediately. He still had several "Sacred Song" competitions to manage. He planned to prepare the gala while running the competitions, then hold the gala right after the finals and awards ceremony the following week.

He first visited Bairren City and recruited Pei Lixiu and Zheng Shangjie, who were languishing from boredom. Upon hearing about the gala, they were immediately energized and agreed at once.

"I've been wanting to throw a gala!" Zheng Shangjie was extremely enthusiastic. "The Feiyun can serve as the bar and central stage for the beach party!"

The Feiyun was the luxury yacht the North America branch had chartered from the United States. Because the North America branch had contributed the most in terms of weaponry and contraband acquisitions, the yacht had not been requisitioned under the "consolidation principle" and remained in the hands of several North America families as a residence.

The Feiyun's living facilities were complete, its entertainment amenities first-rate. But to avoid provoking jealousy, the North America people rarely used them, only maintaining everything regularly.

"What goodies does this boat have?" Fang Fei grew curious.

"Plenty," Zheng Shangjie laughed. "Coming to me for the gala is absolutely the best decision you've ever made."



A small boat belching black smoke and making a rhythmic "putt-putt" sound was towing more than a dozen smaller craft up the Nandu River.

Each small boat was covered with canvas. From the exposed edges, one could see they were loaded with black coal.

This fleet had not appeared for a long time. Its reappearance seemed to herald something.

On the second-to-last boat, one craft had only a cloth canopy for shade.

"After the battle, everything suddenly feels different."

The speaker was Tang Menglong, reclining in a rattan chair beneath the canopy, gazing at the Nandu River's banks. He had been ordered back for debriefing and to attend the gala.

Throughout the counter-encirclement campaign, he had remained stationed at the Jiazi Coal Mine, continuing his mining work. Though he knew the imperial army would inevitably lose and was unlikely to target his remote mine, being stranded behind enemy lines had been deeply uncomfortable. Every day he communicated with Lingao via radio, but the native radio operator had no appreciation for his "homesickness"—only when Shao Zong happened to be at the radio could they chat for a while.

With coal transport suspended, mining had scaled back considerably. Besides drilling his miners daily, Tang Menglong had organized them to quarry stone, fell timber, and undertake construction projects. Though he had Jiang Wenli to keep him company and warm his bed at night, there was little to discuss with this country girl. After a while, the days grew quite tedious.

"Finally going back to Lingao." Tang Menglong stretched luxuriously. These months of mining in the wilderness had been miserable. Upon returning for the debriefing, he planned to lobby the head of the Long-Range Exploration Department—he would rather return to field prospecting than remain the boss of Jiazi Coal Mine.

He glanced at Jiang Wenli, the sixteen-year-old girl sitting on a small stool by his feet, drowsing in the warmth. A few days ago, she had hesitantly told him she hadn't menstruated for two months.

She was probably pregnant. Tang Menglong marveled at the thought—no transmigrator's woman had ever conceived in these three years. Of course, most transmigrators had lacked women entirely during that time; but even those with wives or girlfriends had produced no news of pregnancy.

Who would have thought this windfall would land on him? Tang Menglong felt both smug and excited. It was probably because Jiazi Coal Mine was so desolate—after dark, there was nothing to do but bedroom gymnastics. With such frequent activity, conception was inevitable. To be safe, he had decided to bring Jiang Wenli to Lingao for an examination—if only he had thought to bring pregnancy test strips.

If there really was a child, what to name it? He didn't even know the sex. Tang Menglong looked at the girl drowsing against his knee. The thought that he would soon have a child in this era filled him with an unreal, dreamlike sensation.



The long-quiet Hai Family Wharf had returned to its former bustle. Coal from Jiazi was again piling up, awaiting shipment. Chen Tong was already waiting at the dock to receive him. These months, Lin Baiguang had stationed Chen Tong at Hai Family Wharf. Besides guarding this vital property, he had provided substantial intelligence on imperial troop ships and personnel movements. Now his mission was to continue monitoring the remnant forces' movements following their retreat to Qiongshan, while ensuring continuous coal exports from Jiazi.

"What's the situation in Qiongshan?" Tang Menglong asked as soon as he stepped ashore.

Before departing, he had received instructions via radio from Lingao Intelligence to hear Chen Tong's oral report on the situation in Qiongshan County.

"Isn't this Lin Baiguang's business?"

"This is Lin Baiguang's request," Wang Yan had replied over the radio. "Consider it an evaluation."

"So what should I ask?"

"Ask whatever you like," Wang Yan had said. "Afterward, submit a transcript to the Intelligence Bureau."

Chen Tong simply said: "Let's talk inside."

The group proceeded to the main building of the fortress. After non-essential personnel withdrew, Chen Tong delivered his report on the local situation. Jiang Wenli served as stenographer.

Chen Tong explained: After He Rubin and Zhao Ruyi retreated to Qiongshan, the scattered troops who straggled back numbered approximately three thousand. He had also heard that many garrison soldiers and militia hadn't returned to camp but had gone straight to their home posts.

"They didn't dare return to Guangdong. They stayed in the prefectural city only two or three days, then took their men to Haikou Qianhu Fortress." Chen Tong continued. "But everyone in the prefectural city knows the imperial army suffered a crushing defeat at Chengmai."

"Is the sea route open?"

"No," Chen Tong replied. "Whether they're afraid of the Governor-General learning the truth or for some other reason, all ports on the Shenying side are still sealed. Ships aren't allowed in or out; only navy warships patrol offshore."

"Burying their heads in the sand," Tang Menglong thought. But the closed sea route was problematic. "What about the land route?"

"Also sealed. The road toward Chengmai is heavily patrolled. A few days ago, our men appeared outside Haikou Qianhu Fortress, killed and captured several dozen patrol soldiers, including a bazong. The imperial forces are on edge—they've mobilized militia in every county again."

But the militiamen were no longer as enthusiastic as before. The last time militia had gone to war, the lure had been battlefield looting. But after suffering heavy casualties at Chengmai—with many captured—and now being released and sent home, they had no desire to risk their lives again.

"Lingao released all the captured local militia and garrison soldiers. Now they don't want to fight us—they refuse to provide troops. He and Zhao are at their wits' end. Morale is badly shaken." Chen Tong spoke with a pleased expression. "I hear Regional Commander Tang isn't having an easy time either."

"Why?"

"All of Regional Commander Tang's captured men were released. And his forces suffered the fewest casualties. If you were Old He, wouldn't you be suspicious?"

"True. Was he dismissed?"

"No. They don't dare—it would trigger a mutiny. But Zhao Ruyi has personally gone to Baisha Naval Station to take direct charge."

Tang Menglong was pleased, nodding repeatedly. "But the closed sea and land routes present a problem."

"You rest here tonight. I'll arrange things. Tomorrow your boat will leave."

"Didn't you say ships aren't allowed to sail?"

Chen Tong smiled: "Plenty of people in Qiongshan County are eager to build connections with the Hai family now."

The Hai family's dealings with the bald bandits were no secret in Qiongshan. Coal transports had plied the Qiongshan–Lingao route constantly—everyone knew the Hai family traded with the Australians in Lingao.

When the imperial army launched its expedition, this trade had naturally ceased. Hai Shuzu, suspected of "collaborating with the bald bandits," had hidden at home in fright. He and Zhao's secretaries had extorted a fair sum from him. Fortunately, the Hai family's local prestige was high; ordinary officials dared not push too hard, and Hai Shuzu weathered the storm until the great victory at Chengmai.

With the return of the defeated troops, word spread in all directions of the bald bandits' terrifying military might. Hai Shuzu suddenly became the most sought-after man in Qiongzhou Prefectural City. The Prefect and County Magistrate, constrained by propriety, sent secretaries to negotiate privately. Local gentry were less reserved—now that the bald bandits' power was overwhelming, having shattered an army raised with all of Guangdong's strength, it seemed only a matter of time before the Australian army reached the prefectural gates.

No one believed He Rubin's few thousand survivors could hold off an Australian army. If they couldn't, then to prevent wholesale destruction when the bald bandits arrived, local gentry would naturally engage in "maintaining local order."

This essentially amounted to surrender, conducted semi-openly and with no one objecting. Zhao Ruyi and the others, fearing this might spark "popular uprising," dared not investigate. They merely had He Rubin's trusted officers take over defense of Qiongshan County's gates and inspect all who passed.

"Even so, the Hai family's doorstep has nearly been worn through by gift-bearers and visitors lately," Chen Tong said smugly. "This battle has established Lingao's prestige." He continued: the five peddlers who had been beheaded as a sacrifice to the expedition had, a few days ago, been secretly exhumed by the County Magistrate's men, their bodies and heads reunited, re-coffined, and properly buried.

"I suppose these Ming officials fear a war-crimes tribunal." Tang Menglong laughed.

Chen Tong didn't understand "war-crimes tribunal" but grasped the meaning: "The officials are scared too. I hear the Prefect and Magistrate confer secretly every day, though the contents remain unknown."

"Can you find out?"

"Gao Di is working on it," Chen Tong said. "I imagine it's nothing more than how to save their skins and their posts."

Chen Tong also reported that rice prices in Qiongshan had soared. Not only were local gentry hoarding grain, but gentry and merchants from Wenchang and Ding'an were also buying up supplies. Qiongzhou's grain supply already barely met demand, and Qiongshan served as the gateway for imports and exports. The sudden rush to buy rice was clearly driven by fear of a massive siege.

"The imperial forces and government are also requisitioning grain—probably anticipating a siege as well."

Tang Menglong thought: morale in Qiongshan was shaky, panic universal. If the field army struck now, they could surely capture Qiongshan Prefectural City in a single blow. He just didn't know what the Executive Committee was thinking. Such an opportunity shouldn't be missed.

Tang Menglong rested one night at Hai Family Wharf, then boarded the vessel Chen Tong had arranged—a coal ship. Large-scale shipments couldn't resume yet, but individual vessels could sail freely. Tang Yunwen had no intention of defecting, but his subordinates were unconcerned about hedging their bets. Besides, this was merely a gesture—keeping a foot in both camps.
Chapter 660 - The Next Generation

After returning to Lingao, Tang Menglong checked into the Bopu Administrative Office's Second Guesthouse—the Transmigrator Quarantine Station, as usual. Liu San came to examine them.

"Welcome back, hero from behind enemy lines." Liu San joked, extending his hand.

"Please—that godforsaken place Jiazi Coal Mine was boring beyond belief." Tang Menglong shook it firmly. "Nothing but mountains and coal, plus the occasional view of the Nandu River."

Seeing the porters depart, Tang Menglong quietly said to Liu San: "Could you examine Jiang Wenli? She seems to..."

"I understand." Liu San immediately caught on. "We'll know shortly."

"Did you bring test strips?" Tang Menglong asked nervously.

"I don't need those." Liu San raised his hand with a slight smile. "Just read her pulse."

A moment later, he withdrew his fingers. "Indeed, it's a pregnancy pulse. Congratulations."

Tang Menglong could barely contain his joy: "Really?"

"Would I joke about this?" Liu San wiped his hands with alcohol cotton. "If you don't believe me, take her to the General Hospital for an ultrasound."

"So... what now?" Tang Menglong was suddenly at a loss—what was he supposed to do with a pregnant woman? In the old world, one would summon a mother-in-law to guide everything. But Tang Menglong had no mother-in-law to consult.

Liu San looked puzzled: "What do you mean, 'what now'?"

"How should I take care of her?" Tang Menglong murmured.

If the Organization Department didn't approve a transfer back to Lingao and he had to return to Jiazi Coal Mine, he couldn't take a pregnant woman to that godforsaken place with no proper doctor.

But if he left her behind, Jiang Wenli was a refugee bought from the mainland—no parents, no relatives. Having attached herself to him, she had nowhere to stay in Lingao. His own quarters were inside Bairren City—he couldn't send her back to Fragrant Garden to live in a student dormitory.

"Submit a request to the Administrative Office," Liu San advised. "The next generation of transmigrators is the future of the regime. The Administrative Office will take this seriously."

"Right, right. And pregnant women need extra nutrition, don't they? I've heard they should take folic acid, vitamins, cod liver oil... but we have none of that."

Liu San said solemnly: "Humanity has reproduced on Earth for millions of years without folic acid tablets, multivitamins, or cod liver oil, and evolved into what we are today—you don't need to worry."

"Yes, I know. But what about diapers? And formula? We don't have those here..."

"Diapers and formula only became widespread in China in the twenty-first century," Liu San said, half laughing, half crying. "The Chinese people have existed for at least three or four thousand years."

Tang Menglong was so flustered he didn't know what to do. In the end, even drafting the request was left to Liu San.



Of course, Xiao Zishan could only approve supply matters. Specific medical issues had to go through the General Hospital. After dispatching the request, Liu San immediately found Shi Naoren to report.

Dr. Shi was in the newly completed Third Medical Laboratory, apparently having just examined something under a microscope. He was rubbing the corner of his eye.

Shi Naoren listened to Liu San's report with a smile forming at his lips.

"Is that so? Excellent. I was worried the wormhole effect might have rendered us sterile."

"Is that a possibility?" Liu San asked.

"The wormhole did have some effect on male reproductive function." Shi Naoren smiled slightly. Behind him on the table were many test tubes with labels; Liu San was too far away to read them. "At first I had suspicions, so I conducted some private research."

"What did you find?"

"Low sperm counts," Shi Naoren said simply. "With a degree of universality—though my sample size isn't large."

"You mean counts have now recovered?"

"Not just now. From when I began this research, counts have been rising month by month." Shi Naoren's face bore a knowing smile. "Slowly at first, but faster than I expected. Even so, Old Tang is outstanding. Barring surprises, we should see our first baby boom next year."

Liu San shook his head: "How bizarre."

"This is science—based on experiments. Of course, whether the wormhole is definitively the cause remains uncertain. The mechanism of recovery is also unclear. It has a mystical quality." Shi Naoren stood, walked to the sink, and washed his hands. "Regardless, this is excellent news. Without offspring, there's no hope; without hope, no motivation."

Liu San nodded: "I'll have Runshitang develop and manufacture more menstrual-regulation medicines for the transmigrators. Life secretaries will definitely need them."

"Haha—you've been feeding them so many tonic creams, the soil is quite fertile now. It's just a question of whether the seeds perform." Shi Naoren joked. "Don't forget to prescribe for the female transmigrators too."

"I will. I'll check the medical texts when I get back and find the best formula."

"Children are our future—the more the better." Shi Naoren said. "I should also speak with Director Ai."



Ai Beibei had been appointed concurrent director of the newly established Obstetrics and Gynecology Department—though her actual specialty was epidemiological research.

Since the beginning of the year, she had been training the first batch of native midwifery practitioners and nurse-midwives. The first group had recently been assigned to outpatient clinics serving natives, primarily those affiliated with transmigrators, while also serving ordinary Lingao residents.

Ai Beibei was promoting "hospital-based childbirth." House calls by midwives remained possible, but local natives' living conditions and hygiene standards were often terrible—far inferior to commune residents subject to mandatory hygiene inspections. Furthermore, both local natives and mainland immigrants brought by the transmigrators had poor birthing customs, some actively harmful. Since her first class of midwives completed training, Ai Beibei had devoted considerable time to this cause.

Though she possessed no miracle cures, scientific midwifery and postpartum care alone could dramatically reduce maternal and infant mortality. For a regime eager to rapidly grow its population, this was crucial civil welfare.

When she heard that a life secretary was pregnant, she was delighted.

"We'll soon have little ones. How wonderful!" She thought for a moment. "This should be our first baby. Have her come for an examination. I'll design a dietary plan based on her condition and recommend a special ration to supplement prenatal nutrition. That way we'll have a healthy baby."

Ai Beibei thought further: "I have a proposal, though I'm not sure if people will agree."

"Go ahead."

"Life secretary births will become more common, and some female transmigrators may give birth too. Female transmigrators will have their husbands to care for them, but life secretaries..." Ai Beibei trailed off, her implication clear: life secretaries had been assigned to meet physiological needs; emotional bonds with transmigrators remained minimal. And transmigrators ate at mess halls, slept in dormitories, and were still attended by their life secretaries—expecting them to care for pregnant women seemed unlikely.

"...Transmigrators are busy with work every day. People like Tang Menglong are posted far from Lingao. Pregnant women lack proper care." Ai Beibei continued. "Of course, working women of this era are hardy—laboring in the fields right up until delivery is common."

Ai Beibei proposed establishing a dedicated convalescent facility to centralize care for pregnant women.

"That sounds like a reproductive factory..." Liu San said uncomfortably. "I don't like that feeling."

For a moment he thought of Xuan Chun—though she wasn't pregnant—but he couldn't imagine her waiting to give birth in such a place. Then he thought of Wuyunhua, and suddenly deflated like a punctured balloon, falling silent.

"Isn't that essentially what it is?" Ai Beibei smiled faintly. "At least this ensures maternal and child health." In her view, older transmigrators might still cherish their women and anticipate children with genuine excitement. But those young men barely out of university probably weren't so considerate. For them, babies were often just byproducts of recreation.

"In that case, this could extend to unified infant care and childhood education. Children raised this way would probably lack emotional bonds with their fathers." Shi Naoren thought this seemed problematic. Also, life secretaries were part of transmigrator households—making the relationship purely transactional seemed improper.

Such a society would be too cold and rational. Almost chilling.

"How about this: pregnant women stay at home, but we maintain centralized records for management and special food rations." Ai Beibei reconsidered. "Regular health checkups."

Shi Naoren agreed. After discussion, they decided to establish a "Maternal and Child Center" within Bairren General Hospital—externally designated as the General Hospital's Third Outpatient Clinic. Reproductive, obstetric, and pediatric services would be consolidated under unified management.

This would be a center serving transmigrators exclusively for reproduction and pediatrics, under Ai Beibei's personal direction. The Bairren General Hospital would also undergo dedicated expansion for this purpose.

Liu San raised a concern: "How is our bioengineering progress? If we can produce tetanus serum, vaccine development should be prioritized. Otherwise, infant mortality will be very high. Smallpox is a major concern. If we can't develop cowpox soon, we could fall back on traditional human-pox inoculation—though it carries more risk."

"I spoke with the Biology Lab recently," Shi Naoren said. "They've begun essential vaccine development, but progress probably won't be fast. The cowpox issue is more tractable—let's have them prioritize that."
Chapter 661 - New Housing

Tang Menglong's life secretary's pregnancy precipitated the complete collapse of the "Bairren City Transmigrator Housing Regulations." The distribution of life secretaries had already raised the issue of private housing for transmigrators; now the matter escalated to urgent priority.

But the question wasn't simply about building homes for transmigrators—it also involved the current management system of Bairren City itself.

The original fortress-style residential district, combining offices, living quarters, and storage, was already obsolete. The prohibition against natives entering made both life and work increasingly inconvenient.

Life secretary distribution was complete, but under Bairren City regulations, these women couldn't enter. The original plan to build a separate residential district for life secretaries had been shelved when word came of the Ming army's expedition. Transmigrators could only meet their life secretaries in the Commercial Hall rooms at East Gate Market. Rooms were limited, and demand far outstripped supply. Li Mei was besieged by complaints—everyone grumbled they could barely book a room. She was forced to limit each transmigrator's time with their life secretary to three hours, then reduced it to two.

"If I'd known, I should have opened a budget hotel myself," Li Mei lamented, keenly aware of this lost business opportunity.

During non-booking hours, life secretaries could only trail after transmigrators at their respective workplaces. For office workers, this was manageable—even brightening the work atmosphere. Agricultural transmigrators had no complaints either—life secretaries mostly came from farming backgrounds and were skilled at field work. But for industrial transmigrators, having women wandering around the factory floor felt wrong. Except for a few particularly enthusiastic men who began teaching their life secretaries to make hammers, most found it distracting.

At night, life secretaries had nowhere to go. Transmigrators without private quarters at their worksites faced a particular dilemma—they couldn't bring women back to Bairren City dormitories, so the women could only return to the life secretary school's collective dormitory.

Transmigrators became deeply dissatisfied with this arrangement. The Administrative Office's proposal to restart the construction project was vetoed by the Yuan Laoyuan. Amid cries of "We want normal family life!", the "Bairren City Transmigrator Housing Regulations" that had been in force for over two years was completely abolished.

Moreover, Bairren City had been designed for defense, with cramped interior space—inconvenient for both activity and residence. Calls to develop a new residential district—at minimum a villa zone—grew louder in the Yuan Laoyuan.

After some "research," the Administrative Office decided to renovate and expand Bairren City. The residential and administrative zones would be replanned. The existing residential district would be relocated outside Bairren City and rebuilt on new ground.

According to the Construction Company's plan, the old city would become an administrative center, retaining only the Yuan Laoyuan, government offices, and critical facilities like the telecommunications hub.

Original living facilities—dormitories, recreation, and services—would all move to the "New Town." The New Town would be designed and built purely as a residential district.

Per the plan, New Town would rise on the banks of the Wenlan River, upstream of the old city, on elevated ground directly by the riverbank.

Old and New Towns would be connected, with a wall and gate between them—convenient both for security and for transmigrators commuting to offices in the old city.



According to Mei Wan's concept, New Town was essentially a residential community of five hundred units. He planned row houses for transmigrator housing—more land-efficient.

He assigned Zhang Xingpei to design these five hundred row houses. Mei Wan envisioned two-story units with approximately one hundred square meters of usable floor space each.

"That's rather stingy," Zhang Xingpei frowned. "Building palaces or castles for everyone isn't possible right now, but one hundred square meters is really difficult to present. We should at least build American-style detached wooden houses with front and back gardens..."

"How big would that community have to be?" Mei Wan countered. "Even this plan doesn't satisfy Ran Yao—he says the new district is too large and difficult to secure."

Mei Lin had been studying the plans, chin in hand. Now he spoke up: "Even building row houses, by this design—three units per building—we'd need over one hundred sixty buildings. Honestly, for the real estate projects I've done, a villa community this size is already quite large. Building the houses is easy; interior finishing will consume tremendous resources. Just lighting and electrical work alone would be significant."

"What do you propose?" Mei Wan was never particularly impressed by his clansman's pronouncements.

"I think apartments would be better..."

Nobody could accept this: senior native cadres were already moving into row houses. If transmigrators lived in apartments—previously justified by security concerns, but now that security wasn't the primary issue—it would be difficult to explain.

"Transmigrators are all planning on multiple wives and concubines. Put them in apartments—where would you fit all those women? They'd skin you alive."

"Hear me out." Mei Lin said calmly. "Apartments use less land. Five hundred apartments in three-story buildings—fifty buildings would suffice. Compared to over one hundred sixty row houses, that's a much smaller footprint. First, it's easier to secure. Second..."

He predicted: by the end of the First Five-Year Plan, many transmigrators would be scattered across Hainan, some even posted to the mainland or beyond. They wouldn't be living in Bairren City. Many units would sit empty—too large a villa district would become deserted and difficult to maintain, manage, and protect.

"If one hundred-plus square meters of apartment can't accommodate transmigrators' future concubines, one hundred-plus square meters of row house can't either—you know many people are planning estates and manors. We can't build five hundred estates in Lingao, can we?"

Transmigrators wouldn't make Lingao their permanent residence—in the future, it would serve merely as a "holy site." For actual living environments, there were far better locations on Hainan alone.

"Eventually, a Bairren City apartment will be nothing more than a status symbol. I imagine transmigrators returning from postings abroad will stay in luxury hotels or the Administrative Office guesthouse, not necessarily their apartments."

Rather than building something half-baked now, better to set standards lower, save resources and land, and simply meet needs for the next three to five years. Besides, what transmigrators currently wanted was simply a private nest to cohabit with their life secretaries, girlfriends, and wives.

This reasoning persuaded Mei Wan. Mei Lin's analysis was clear: transmigrators' ultimate housing aspirations were palaces, estates, castles, manors, and oceanfront villas. Not just row houses—even Zhang Xingpei's American-style wooden houses wouldn't fully satisfy them.

Also, the Construction Company was severely short of finishing materials and building supplies. Even if they built villas, they could only manage Ming-style interiors.

"I'm just worried transmigrators won't agree."

"Put the proposal up for review. That won't cause problems." Mei Lin continued strategizing. "Design comfortable, practical housing, and transmigrators will accept it."

After discussion, they settled on standard transmigrator apartments: three bedrooms, living room, bathroom, and kitchen. Approximately ninety square meters usable.

Mei Lin said: "One room for the transmigrator, one for the life secretary, one spare."

Zhen Qian, with her residential design experience, was assigned the detailed work. She suggested not making every unit uniform.

"Identical layouts waste space, and some transmigrators don't need that much room. Agricultural Department people basically live at their farms—give them an apartment and they won't use it. So there should be smaller units for transmigrators who rarely stay in the residential district."

"Yes—for someone like Wu Nanhai, three bedrooms probably isn't enough." Mei Wan said sourly.

Everyone laughed heartily, mingling admiration with envy.

Zhen Qian rolled her eyes: "You people only care about that!" She outlined her design concept: large, medium, and small units, with large units predominating.

"Reinforced-concrete construction with precast slabs—within our production capacity," Zhen Qian explained. "For finishing, plumbing fixtures are manageable—all domestically producible. Bathroom fixtures and tiles can also be supplied. What's lacking mainly are industrial flooring, paint, and coatings. With some compromises, we can roughly meet requirements. Only electrical wire, lights, and switches are Class-1 controlled materials. It depends whether the Planning Committee will allocate them. But gas and running water should be achievable."

"Use gas lamps for lighting," Mei Lin suggested. "Brighter than candles or oil lamps, clean and convenient."

"Also convenient for dying—aren't there enough deaths from gas water heaters?" Mei Wan was concerned. "Gas street lamps are fine, but direct indoor gas lighting isn't as safe as electric."

"That depends on whether the Planning Committee agrees. But if people had electricity in dormitories and then none in apartments, Wu De probably wouldn't dare refuse." Zhen Qian observed.

They discussed additional details. Besides housing, there would be shared garages, a recreation and fitness center, and a housekeeping services center staffed by strictly vetted native women to handle laundry, cooking, and cleaning for transmigrators. Such an organization had existed before but was located outside Bairren City, making service inconvenient. This time it would move formally into New Town.
Chapter 662 - Fashionable Maids

Shan Liang continued: "As for specific floor, orientation, and location of units, I suggest two approaches—special consideration for special circumstances, and lottery for everyone else."

This distribution plan roughly addressed current needs, and transmigrators were generally satisfied. But some raised objections, arguing that managing housing this way smacked of "institutionalized social life."

"I don't understand why the Yuan Laoyuan has to manage our housing down to such detail," one transmigrator complained. "We have plenty of money in our accounts—why can't we just buy a plot of land and build our own houses however we like? Are we going back to the old welfare-housing era?"

Though some transmigrators thought welfare housing wasn't a bad deal, most wanted to build according to their own desires. Besides, the cold interiors of apartment buildings couldn't fully satisfy certain "fantasies."

Shan Liang had thought his plan was excellent, but having his painstaking work immediately challenged irked him. He patiently explained that this was a temporary measure, not permanent policy.

"...You used to live in prefab collective dormitories. Now you're upgrading to apartments. Eventually you'll upgrade again to detached villas with gardens..." As he explained, Shan Liang wondered if he'd been duped. How had explaining this fallen to him? He wasn't the one who decided to build apartments!

Still, realists prevailed over romantics. First, the transmigrator regime lacked the capacity to build luxury villas for everyone. Second, security remained a critical consideration. Having witnessed the cruelty of this era's government firsthand, everyone agreed their residences should be secure. Being captured by the legendary Jinyiwei or eunuchs of the Eastern Depot would be very bad indeed.

Though the intelligence agencies and Great Library all scoffed at Ming secret services, believing they lacked any real operational capability, years of movies and novels had brainwashed everyone—those fears couldn't be quickly dispelled.



With the abolition of the "Bairren City Transmigrator Housing Regulations," native life secretaries boldly invaded what had been transmigrators' exclusive living space. Though Ran Yao strongly opposed letting maids enter transmigrator residential zones, he had to yield. He ordered special ID cards and dog tags made for every maid, to serve as credentials for entering Bairren New Town and certain facilities.

The transmigrators' houses weren't built yet, but life secretaries in maid uniforms were already appearing in every corner of Bairren City.

Compared to when they first arrived in Lingao, the life secretaries' appearance had transformed dramatically. No longer toiling under the sun for long hours, and taking daily doses of "Three-White Soup" along with various natural skincare products, their complexions had lightened and their skin grown finer.

Nutritious food, ample rest, moderate exercise, and the many herbal tonics Liu San had formulated had filled out their cheeks and figures; their sallow hair had turned black and glossy. Mandatory posture training and deportment classes made their steps light and their bearing graceful. Though their Mandarin still carried regional accents, communication was no longer a problem.

Their slave status and the coercive training environment had instilled in them a tame, submissive quality that made transmigrators itch the moment they saw them. So when the life secretary lottery-auction began, nearly every unmarried transmigrator without a wife, girlfriend, or pressing reason to abstain purchased one.

The prettiest, most shapely life secretaries had to be won by lottery, so they remained in training, living under semi-confinement. Most of the more ordinary life secretaries, however, had sold out completely. Since transmigrator residences wouldn't be finished for a while, life secretaries who already had masters continued living dormitory-style. Wen Desi instructed that until they were claimed, training should continue.

"The focus should be on learning to better satisfy transmigrators' basic needs," Wen Desi instructed Dong Weiwei. "This area may need reinforcement."

Dong Weiwei felt embarrassed—she really wasn't suited to such instruction. Though these months she had been training life secretaries in addition to her Social Work Department duties: "I must decline. It's not appropriate to assign this task to me..."

"Oh." Wen Desi said nothing more, and the task was transferred to the already very busy Fang Fei. Of course, moonlighting at the maid training school only intensified Zhen Qian's surprise inspections of him.

This minor episode didn't dampen transmigrators' enthusiasm for life secretaries. After a long drought came sweet rain. For most bachelors, women satisfied not just physiological needs but also provided psychological comfort.

Though hotel rooms were scarce, every weekend evening the entrance to the life secretary training school was crowded with transmigrators' electric carts and bicycles. They came to pick up their secretaries for evening recreation—watching movies, dining at Commercial Hall, visiting Wu Nanhai's farm café for coffee.

"These aren't just maids anymore—they're practically girlfriends." Fang Fei sighed, watching the vehicles gather each weekend.

"More like kept women, I'd say." Shan Liang replied dryly.

"Didn't you purchase one?"

"I'm waiting for the S-tier lottery." Shan Liang said. He had long wanted to personally train a maid.

Since he was going to invest serious effort, naturally he would train only the finest—no settling.

"You're patient."

"Of course. Go for the best." Shan Liang said righteously. "Besides, this way I can observe whether the Executive Committee is rigging the system, ensuring transmigrators' interests aren't harmed."

Fang Fei nearly fainted—he hadn't expected such a noble justification.



The maids began appearing in East Gate Market, the county seat, and Bopu. These entirely novel-looking women caused a great sensation among local natives. Their maid uniforms especially—local weather was too hot for pure black wool, but deep-colored silk dresses with white aprons, lace trim, and wide-brimmed straw hats for going out created a fresh, simple aesthetic that delighted the eye. Combined with their distinctive bearing, "Australian maids" became the new sensation in East Gate Market. Whenever a maid went shopping, a crowd would gather to watch.

Transmigrators were quite pleased. Those who had obtained maids earlier now deeply regretted it—how could casually selected female students from Fragrant Garden compare to these specially trained maids?

Transmigrators who had obtained maids early now demanded their women be sent back for "retraining." For instance, Xun Suji, currently discussing his wedding with the Liu family—after witnessing the maids' elegance, he hastily telephoned Xiao Zishan, urgently requesting that Jin Xishan be returned to training class for retraining.

"Even if I have to pay the tuition, please agree!"

"This matter requires study."

"Don't study it," Xun Suji's voice nearly broke into sobs. "I'm a maid enthusiast—and I hear you are too. I have many resources; let's exchange sometime..."

Some wealthy locals even inquired how such maids might be purchased. The "Australian lifestyle" had triggered a second fashion wave in Lingao.

Unlike the first wave, which mainly involved daily goods and food—small mirrors, kvass, cigarettes—this one focused on fashionable attire.

"Australian-style" hairbands, hair accessories, dresses, knitted half-length cotton stockings, ladies' straw hats, decorative belts, and gloves sparked a new fashion trend.

Li Mei opportunistically opened an Australian clothing shop in East Gate Market, selling various "Australian-style" women's clothing and accessories. She also stocked less elegant "Australian-style" men's clothing—cotton garments based on field-uniform patterns. These mass-produced clothes from the garment factory far surpassed locally tailored clothes or homemade efforts in every respect. And they held a significant price advantage: modern-style clothing used less fabric, with higher raw-material efficiency. Combined with massive imports of cheap Indian cotton cloth, even homemade garments couldn't compete on cost.

"...Using industrial manufacturing to eliminate the craft of handmade clothing, and eventually eliminate home sewing as domestic labor, has not only economic but also political significance." Ma Qianzhu spoke at the "Propaganda Department Ideological Work Conference." "We use overwhelming economic power to gradually change their clothing habits. People always seek bargains—if prices are cheap enough, they'll gradually choose convenient, inexpensive, better-quality industrial clothing over laborious handmade garments. This isn't just about breaking down the natural economy; through economic means, we subtly transform the social dress system, making them identify more with us than with Ming."

"Changing dress codes—I imagine soon it'll be 'keep your hair or keep your head'..."

"I never said that." Ma Qianzhu replied. "Voluntary compliance is the basic principle. If someone insists on keeping traditional dress, we won't force them to change."

"But this effectively means eliminating Han traditional clothing!" He Xie, the representative of the extreme Huang-Han faction in ideological matters, understood clearly that economic means and social fashion changes were far more devastating than political persecution like "keep your head, not your hair" in destroying tradition.
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As the transmigrator regime displayed ever-greater power and economic capability, it inevitably exerted tremendous influence over society. The upper-class literati would strongly influence the common people in many ways.

In less than ten years, without any forced head-shaving, Lingao's young men would probably follow the transmigrators' example and shave their heads to wear short hair. Just as some local girls had already begun imitating female transmigrators—no longer wearing traditional hair buns, instead sporting short cuts, braids, and butterfly ribbons.

"Han traditional clothing's future status will be like the kimono in Japan from the previous timeline," Ma Qianzhu said. "Used as formal wear on important occasions. It can become exquisitely made, sold at high prices, but rarely worn day-to-day."

Yu Eshui suggested: "We could establish a Hanfu Association to research, exhibit, display, and promote Hanfu—preserving and carrying forward the tradition..."

Ding Ding added: "Like the Japanese, we could also create a Coming-of-Age Day, where all eighteen-year-olds wear Hanfu to attend a ceremony at the district office."

He Xie firmly opposed: "I absolutely reject this approach of turning Hanfu into a 'living fossil'!"

According to He Xie's view, not only should modern clothing not be popularized, but "Hanfu" should be promoted among the transmigrator elite. On major ceremonial occasions, leaders and officials should all wear Hanfu.

"Of course, I mean not Ming-dynasty clothing, but reformed Hanfu."

Yu Eshui suddenly laughed: "You mean the reformed Hanfu from the previous timeline?"

"Exactly. Is there a problem?"

"None at all." Yu Eshui covered his mouth, coughing repeatedly. "It's just that officials all wearing Hanfu would be rather... comedic."



Wu Nanhai stood beneath the grape arbor at the South Sea Farm headquarters office, a thick cigar in his mouth, puffing clouds of smoke.

The cigar was hand-rolled—Chu Qing had made it by hand following a manual on artisanal cigar-making. The tobacco industry had become an important sector for the transmigrators, even a modest revenue source, but Lingao's cigarette industry depended entirely on imported tobacco leaf. This constrained growth. So the Agricultural People's Committee had decided to promote tobacco cultivation at the Jialai Commune Farm. Once there was enough tobacco leaf, besides manufacturing cigarettes, cigars—which didn't require special cigarette paper—would also be promoted as future luxury goods.

What he was smoking was a crude prototype. Rolling cigars required specialized skill; a poorly rolled cigar couldn't be smoked at all. This one was Chu Qing's tenth attempt—and it could finally be lit and burn normally.

Wu Nanhai exhaled blue smoke. Cigar smoke isn't inhaled into the lungs, which was why he was willing to experiment. He found slowly puffing on a cigar and blowing smoke rings deeply relaxing—he enjoyed this kind of leisurely, pleasant mood.

Chu Qing stood properly beside him, awaiting instructions. She wore a brand-new maid uniform. Her hair had grown long, gathered into twin ponytails with ribbons. She looked very much like a girl from another timeline.

"Now this is living." The man beside him, also puffing smoke, commented.

This man appeared to be in his thirties—pale-skinned with a square, dark face and proper features, wearing glasses. As he spoke, his eyes kept drifting toward Chu Qing.

"Don't you have a life?" Wu Nanhai found this person irksome. Ji Qili had nothing to do with agriculture; he worked in telecommunications equipment, busy testing crystal radios, spark transmitters, and various primitive telecom devices. Yet this person with zero connection to agriculture or agricultural products kept hanging around the farm office, cozying up to him. At first, Wu Nanhai thought Ji Qili was just angling for extra food and drink. Gradually he realized that wasn't it.

This person's eyes were constantly on Chu Qing, and he frequently tried to get close to the Li mother and daughter.

Wu Nanhai was a Christian who considered his moral standards quite high. Scenarios like "Farm of Forbidden Sighs—Mother and Daughter's Lamentations" generally wouldn't happen under his watch. But a man's possessiveness remained.

The Li mother and daughter had been taken in by Zhang Xingjiao at his request, and since then had lived under his protection. He rather naturally assumed the role of their protector. Though Wu Nanhai currently had no particular designs on them, he absolutely would not permit any other man to have designs on them—even just ideas.

Looking carefully, both mother and daughter were attractive. Though Li Quan was still young, she was clearly destined to become a beauty. And if the daughter looked good, the mother usually wasn't far behind. Though the woman he had named "Li Mo" refused to give her real name or age, Wu Nanhai estimated she was no older than thirty.

Li Mo rarely spoke at the farm or hospital, but strictly adhered to the principle that she belonged to Wu Nanhai—never giving other men the time of day and never speaking behind Wu Nanhai's back. But the little girl was easily tempted by Ji Qili's smiles and candy, chatting happily with him.

Wu Nanhai had initially been cold to Ji Qili, but the man kept coming to the farm regardless. This put Wu Nanhai in an awkward position. He wasn't skilled at rejecting people—and as a person, Ji Qili wasn't the unlikeable sort. He was broadly knowledgeable, knew many things, was articulate and interesting, a good conversation partner. And he remained oblivious to Wu Nanhai's coldness, maintaining a cheerful smile.

So Wu Nanhai found it difficult to completely shut him out—and for his future political prospects, he didn't want to sour relations with fellow transmigrators. Thus Ji Qili became a regular visitor to the farm. Of course, he rarely saw the Li mother and daughter anymore: Li Mo, sensing her master's coldness toward this man, not only avoided appearing herself but also forbade her daughter from being seen by him.

Today he got to smoke Chu Qing's hand-rolled cigar not because of Wu Nanhai's hospitality, but because he had agreed to build some audio equipment for the farm café to create ambiance—a small token of thanks from Wu Nanhai.

"I live the life of a tech geek; you live the life of an industrialist." Though Ji Qili said this, he had no actual interest in "the industrialist's life." For him, tinkering with electronic components and having plenty of girls to roll around with was life's greatest pleasure.

Wu Nanhai thought: I slogged through this myself, standing in mud sowing and transplanting and weeding. But he didn't want to say anything so overbearing. After a few perfunctory words, he sent Ji Qili on his way.



Ji Qili strolled out of the farm humming a tune. The demonstration farm had continuously expanded and was now quite large as an independent entity. Just past the gate, he reached the roadside of the Bairren–County Seat Highway.

On one side of the highway was the Wenlan River management project construction site, where workers busily labored. The roar of machinery mingled with work chants.

As Ji Qili walked, someone suddenly stopped him.

"Sir—"

It was a dark-skinned worker wearing a straw hat, face caked with mud, holding a shovel and speaking Mandarin with a Cantonese accent.

"What is it?" Ji Qili was in a good mood—smoking Chu Qing's hand-rolled cigar had satisfied him.

"Is there a girl named Chu Qing in that farm?"

"Yes." Ji Qili said absently.

"About sixteen or seventeen?"

"That's right."

The worker thanked him and walked away. Ji Qili strolled a few more steps, then suddenly became alert. Why would a worker suddenly ask about Chu Qing? He tried to call the man back to question him, but among all the workers he could no longer identify who it was. They all wore similar Lingao-made field-uniform-style work clothes; everyone looked the same to Ji Qili—he hadn't looked carefully at the man's face.

"Strange." Ji Qili felt uneasy. Should he report this to the Political Security Bureau?

But he worried that reporting so little would invite ridicule—someone asking about Chu Qing wasn't a major concern. Perhaps an old acquaintance, perhaps a relative, too timid to approach the farm directly, asking a transmigrator first for confirmation.

Thinking this way, Ji Qili let the matter drop. But then he remembered: Wu Nanhai had told him Chu Qing was originally from Gou Family Stockade—one of Gou Er's maids. Could her acquaintance or relative also be connected to Gou Family Stockade?

Everyone had grown indifferent to the Gou family affair. In truth, neither the Yuan Laoyuan nor the Executive Committee nor the Political Security Bureau had ever considered the Gou Er gang a major threat. Capturing the Gou father and son was less about seeing them as a grave danger and "cutting grass at the roots" than achieving a propaganda goal of "no one escapes the chiefs' grasp."

But recently, the External Intelligence Bureau had learned from interrogating secretaries captured in the great Chengmai victory that Gou Er's son had participated in the punitive expedition, providing detailed information about Lingao. He had also secretly sent people to Lingao to try inciting local gentry to rise up and welcome the imperial troops.

Once this information was confirmed, the Political Security Bureau elevated the capture of the Gou Er gang to a priority task. The matter was also announced at the Yuan Laoyuan's weekly security briefing.

The Yuan Laoyuan took security awareness education very seriously. Weekly briefings, bulletin board notices, and the Lingao Times (Internal Edition) constantly reminded everyone: danger is all around us!

Though Ji Qili didn't pay close attention in meetings, the repeated indoctrination had left an impression. He grew nervous. He turned back and searched the construction site several times, hoping to find the strange questioner. But he found nothing.
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He could simply have walked away—the matter didn't appear particularly dangerous. But Ji Qili was a cautious person by nature. Reporting it wouldn't cost him anything, and afterward it would no longer be his concern.

He called Wu Mu's pager.

"...What do you think? Any use to you?"

"Very useful," Wu Mu replied simply. "We don't know who this person is yet, but it's worth investigating."

After hanging up, he noted the matter in his work journal. Then he pulled a bell cord. A female political security officer wearing sergeant's insignia appeared at the door, standing ramrod straight according to Political Security Bureau internal regulations, awaiting instructions.

Her uniform fit well, though she was rather thin and small. Wu Mu's gaze swept over her Soviet-style uniform and skirt before he issued his order.

"Deliver this document to the Operations Division." He glanced at his watch. "My instructions: in one hour, conduct a surprise inspection of all native personnel on the Wenlan River management project section south of the demonstration farm gate. Detain anyone with suspicious behavior, lacking identification documents, or absent from the labor roster."

By protocol, such an order should come from the Operations Division chief. But he was currently in Chengmai, personally directing political security personnel in a comprehensive sweep of "dangerous elements" in the county seat. In his absence, Wu Mu could exercise that authority.

Though the Political Security Bureau's Operations Division had action personnel, it lacked an organized armed force. Large-scale operations required assistance from police and military. Wu Mu phoned Mu Min next—to mobilize the garrison company stationed outside Bairren City.

"I'll have authorization sent over immediately. Let Li Yayang know to prepare for deployment."

Deploying military forces had become extremely sensitive. After the Maid Revolution, company-level and above troop movements and mission execution required not only prior approval from the Military Affairs Directorate but also notification to the Executive Committee Secretariat and the Yuan Laoyuan Speaker's Office.

This matter could be treated as major or minor. Wu Mu could simply have filed the report: Chu Qing having a few old acquaintances was no major concern. Even if they had once worked together at Gou Family Stockade, that proved nothing—plenty of the Gou brothers' former thugs, slaves, and hired hands now worked for the transmigrators. Any of them might know Chu Qing.

But considering the recent intelligence about Gou Chengxuan sending agents into Lingao, the two matters combined might indicate something suspicious. That was why he ordered an immediate search.

After handling these matters, Wu Mu opened another dossier on his desk and studied it carefully. Compared to the suddenly appearing old acquaintance of Chu Qing, he had something more important and more troublesome to address.



After Ji Qili left, Wu Nanhai felt relaxed and cheerful. He finished his cigar and took Chu Qing to the farm café. This place had become the farm's most important tertiary business.

As the only leisure facility in this timeline meeting old-world standards, the café had won enthusiastic transmigrator patronage. After life secretaries arrived, transmigrators' sudden demand for leisure entertainment instantly overwhelmed the farm café—it was the safest venue, with excellent ambiance.

The modest café immediately fell into the contradiction between "lagging capacity..." and "ever-growing demand..." Clearly, expansion was urgent.

But Wu Nanhai wasn't particularly enthusiastic about expansion. The Yuan Laoyuan was deeply wary of transmigrators' private enterprises. After Li Mei's cooperative was nationalized, all enterprises belonged to "all transmigrators."

For Wu Nanhai, the café had been opened on a whim, purely for "serving transmigrators." In practice, it operated on a state-enterprise model of "allocated supplies" and "remitted profits." For him personally and for the Agricultural Department, there was little benefit—this wasn't even the Agricultural Committee's core responsibility—only additional administrative burden.

Expanding might improve business, but for the Agricultural People's Committee and its transmigrator members, it was simply another burden.

Transmigrators loudly demanded café expansion and improvement; the Agricultural People's Committee held back. Xiao Zishan quickly recognized the underlying problem.

Satisfying transmigrators, making them happy, and serving them was the Administrative Office's most basic purpose. Since this café was so popular, the Office had an obligation to keep it running.

To keep Wu Nanhai happily managing it, there had to be some benefit in it for him.

After individually consulting key figures in the Executive Committee and Yuan Laoyuan, Xiao Zishan met privately with Wu Nanhai at the Agricultural Committee office.

"...If the Administrative Office is willing to fund expansion, that's wonderful. But the café business is too tedious. I'd rather the Administrative Office take it over entirely." Wu Nanhai spoke sincerely—he genuinely was tired of running a café.

"The Administrative Office could certainly take over. But don't you think it's a shame to give up a venue with such public influence?" Xiao Zishan replied. "The Farm Café is already a brand."

Wu Nanhai was about to say "the brand belongs to everyone, not just me," but reconsidered—that could sound dissatisfied, easily interpreted as "the brand is mine, so I'll only work hard if I benefit." If word got out, it would damage his reputation.

"You see, precisely because the Agricultural Committee has such a facility serving transmigrators, it enjoys such high standing in their hearts. Whenever people mention the demonstration farm, they think of you."

This gentle hint was clear to Wu Nanhai: several Executive Committee positions remained vacant, and after the counter-encirclement campaign, elections to fill them would be held. At this critical moment of emphasizing "democracy," how could he afford to alienate himself from fellow transmigrators?

Xiao Zishan then proposed: the operational model would remain state-enterprise style—privatization through shareholding reform wasn't feasible at this stage. But he promised to expand the Farm Café's financial autonomy.

After restructuring, the Farm Café would become an independently accounted project under the Agricultural Committee, self-financing its operations. Material allocation and personnel use would no longer come free from the Agricultural Committee but be settled in cash at market prices. After deducting operating costs and future commercial taxes, net profits would be split seventy-thirty: thirty percent remaining in the café's accounts as capital for expansion, seventy percent remitted to the treasury.

"Of course, the Agricultural Committee still manages this thirty percent profit fund in practice—all transactions must be clearly documented."

"I understand—otherwise it becomes the Agricultural Committee's slush fund." Wu Nanhai nodded repeatedly.

"Exactly. We must guard against slush funds and avoid small-clique errors. But as long as the money is spent on projects serving transmigrators, it's proper and reasonable."

And so the café expansion proposal was settled. Previously, materials and labor had been provided by the Agricultural Committee; now everything required cash settlement. Wu Nanhai certainly couldn't divert public funds and materials allocated to the Agricultural Committee to the café. He was worrying about this when Mr. Wu Di, head of Delong Bank's Credit Department, personally came to visit. He immediately offered to provide a low-interest loan to the Farm Café.

As credit department head—even of a state-owned bank—finding loan projects remained Wu Di's primary job. Most loan projects related to agriculture. Many "Tiandihui" customers' land improvement and new crop projects were supported by Delong loans. Wu Di was a frequent visitor to the Agricultural Department.

"A loan—" Wu Nanhai pondered for several minutes. A loan would solve the capital problem, but loans required collateral as a basic principle—unless this was some kind of policy loan.

"We have no collateral," Wu Nanhai said. "If we use the café as collateral, that seems improper—however small, the Farm Café is still a state enterprise..." He obviously lacked authority to privately pledge a state enterprise to a bank, even though the bank itself was also state-owned.

"No problem." Wu Di said. "Since the Farm Café has a future profit share, use that as security."

"That works?"

Wu Di nodded: "Certainly. I reviewed the Farm Café's operations and financial statements at the Cheka. Business is quite good."

"Were you sent by Xiao Zishan?" Wu Nanhai inquired about Wu Di's timely visit.

"No. The Administrative Office can't direct the Finance Directorate," Wu Di smiled. "He simply informed me about this loan opportunity—and it's a good loan project."

With the loan secured, the Farm Café expansion formally began.

Zhang Xingpei handled the structure; Li Xiaolü handled landscape design. This was Lingao Construction Company's second commercial building project after serving the Church—from design to construction, everything was fee-based.

The new Farm Café used simple, easy-to-build wooden construction. Besides expanding indoor business area, wooden outdoor terraces were added, allowing transmigrators to enjoy open-air breezes and sunshine on pleasant days.

According to the plan, the expanded indoor area would feature high-backed train-seat-style booths for better privacy. Lighting would no longer rely on large gas lamps but small glass candleholders at each table, lit with colored candles when customers arrived. Tables would have pretty little vases refreshed daily with flowers from the farm garden. Landscape paintings would hang on the walls. Add the slow, languid music planned for the future, and it would be delightfully pseudo-bourgeois.
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The new demonstration farm café strove to recreate the atmosphere of the old timeline. Though the imitation was crude, it still fully satisfied transmigrators' nostalgia. This was the secret to the farm café's success.

Xiao Bailang had delivered the newly ordered glassware and bone china, now piled in the room waiting to be unpacked. The complete glass and bone china sets were all manufactured in classic old-timeline styles. Besides coffee, the new café would serve rum, fruit wine, and kvass, as well as soda water and seltzer. A team from the Mechanical Factory, under Jiang Ye's direction, had replicated a soda machine from blueprints and also manufactured several bottling-and-sealing devices. This semi-mechanized bottling equipment could produce small batches of glass marble-bottle sodas—the standard packaging from before disposable tinplate caps.

Soda flavored only with sugar and citric acid tasted cleaner than kvass, lacking kvass's characteristic breadlike sourness. And the cost was extremely low. Plain soda water could be used to mix cocktails; with salt added, it became the saline soda issued at high-temperature workplaces.

Mo Xiao'an had hoped to add fruit juice for fruit soda, but the transmigrators' chemical industry couldn't yet produce effective food preservatives like sodium benzoate—best to minimize natural additives.

The newly completed building was undergoing interior finishing. Carpenters and painters came and went; the floor was heaped with cut boards and timber. Ceramic tiles, mosaic facing, and sanitary fixtures from the porcelain factory were stacked under a thatch shelter. Like the glassware and bone china, Xiao Bailang had sold these at the official "internal transfer price."

Not just these items from Xiao Bailang—the tables, chairs, and lumber from Hai Lin's Forestry Department woodworking factory; cement and bricks from the Building Materials Factory; soda machines and hardware from the Mechanical Factory; tablecloths and server uniforms from the Textile Factory—nothing could be obtained without paying the transfer price.

The loan Wu Nanhai had secured from Wu Di was draining at alarming speed. He could only console himself that once the café opened, he would earn it all back.

Construction was progressing rapidly. Wu Nanhai estimated that in another week, they would reach the cleaning stage.

Then restocking. Then opening for business.

Wu Nanhai looked somewhat painfully at Wu Di, who was working an abacus under a shed. After lending Wu Nanhai the money, Wu Di came to the site daily, checking the day's construction and finishing material deliveries, calculating costs, making sure no loan money was wasted. He had even volunteered as the site's receiving clerk and supervisor.

Wu Nanhai felt uncomfortable—it reminded him of countless novels where small businessmen fell into wicked bankers' traps, saddled with crushing debt, and ultimately saw their hard-invested enterprises cheaply seized through loan terms. Of course, institutionally speaking, such a scenario was entirely unnecessary in Lingao.

"Opening in another week," Wu Nanhai murmured. Though he normally projected an "approachable," "easygoing," and "agreeable" nice-guy image, and had always kept a low profile in the Yuan Laoyuan where power struggles were emerging, in the dead of night he too secretly pondered his future.

Given his current status, securing a position in the upper-middle tier of the five hundred was no problem. Though the Agricultural Committee's standing had declined during institutional restructuring, food was always the central issue for the Yuan Laoyuan and Executive Committee. Whoever controlled agriculture would command respect from any administration.

Wu Nanhai had considered running for the still-vacant Yuan Laoyuan Speaker position on the Executive Committee. But after much deliberation, he decided to stay out for now. Many transmigrators without important positions but with some influence coveted this speakership. Many were probably preparing to jump in; collisions were inevitable.

By his own assessment: he had good relationships and a decent reputation. His chances of winning were perhaps fifty-fifty. But if he won, he would have to resign as Agricultural People's Commissar—and he wasn't ready to give up this territory he had cultivated with so much effort.

He understood clearly that becoming Speaker would likely put him on the path of a professional politician. That path wasn't bad, but it would mean losing the opportunity to continue developing the agricultural sector. As for becoming the Wu-family Monsanto of the new century—that would become an even more distant dream.

Being a politician required substantial capital. Though no one knew what the transmigrator empire's future political system would look like, money as the lubricant of political operations applied in any timeline. Currently, transmigrators weren't permitted private enterprises, but that prohibition would likely be lifted in the future. When that happened, he would need his own commercial talent.

With this in mind, Wu Nanhai not only personally funded Li Quan's full education but also sent Chu Qing to several training courses: basic literacy plus business and accounting. He had wanted to reclaim Li Quan's mother, Li Mo, from the Health Department, but Dr. Shi had slyly refused on grounds that she had "completed full nursing training."

Once the café opened, he planned to appoint Chu Qing as manager—giving his woman an independent project. Wu Nanhai wanted to see if Chu Qing had the ability to run things on her own.

As for his disciples, the Lu Jia and Lu Yi brothers—he intended to cultivate and promote them, making them future agricultural-sector stalwarts, building a faction within the Agricultural Department.

He was also planning to select several young children from immigrants as adopted sons and daughters once the "Transmigrator Family Relations Law" was enacted, and to take on more disciples...

But the urgent priority was having his own children! Wu Nanhai suddenly realized: adopted children reaching adulthood early could form their own power base in the family. If he died when his biological children were still young, wouldn't they be at a disadvantage? Then he felt guilty about this thought—adopted children were also his children. How could he play favorites? That violated principles of equality and benevolence. But he quickly consoled himself: genes were inherently selfish.

He hadn't thought about inheritance before, but news of Tang Menglong's life secretary's pregnancy had greatly stimulated his thinking. Wu Nanhai's gaze involuntarily settled on Chu Qing—previously he had viewed sex merely as a physiological need. Now it seemed a matter of considerable importance.

Chu Qing was standing before the newly finished wooden outdoor bar, bending over to curiously examine the clunky gas refrigerator. She wore shoulder-length hair held by a hairpin, a silk dress in old-timeline style copied by Administrative Office tailors, knitted cotton stockings, and rattan sandals. This quite ordinary outfit suddenly triggered a massive hormone surge in Wu Nanhai.

Just as he was staring at her waist and round hips, contemplating what to do with her that evening, Chu Qing suddenly turned.

"Master—"

"Mm, yes?" Wu Nanhai's fantasy was abruptly interrupted. He hastily adjusted his stance to avoid detection.

Though their relationship had ceased to be "purely platonic between a man and woman" since a year ago, they still maintained a kind of ambiguous distance.

"Why do we need a refrigerator?"

"To make ice." In Lingao's summer, ice was the greatest blessing; consumption was enormous. "Also for shaved ice and popsicles."

Wu Nanhai had originally wanted to make ice cream, but with few dairy cows, the milk supply was insufficient. That plan was shelved. But shaved ice and popsicles posed no difficulty. Popsicles were just purified water with sugar, fruit juice, herbal flavorings, or mung beans and red beans, frozen solid.

Shaved ice was even simpler. The Mechanical Factory had made several crude hand-cranked shaved-ice machines, each capable of preparing up to ten servings at once.

Shaved-ice toppings—whether red bean, mung bean, or various fruits—were all easy to prepare here. One could imagine this cold treat, beloved by women, effectively emptying transmigrators' wallets.

"From now on, you'll be in charge of running this place," Wu Nanhai said with a smile.

Chu Qing froze for a moment. "Me?" She laughed and shook her head. "I wouldn't dare. I can't do it."

"I believe in your abilities—didn't you attend the business training course?"

"If you want me to work an abacus, keep accounts, help Master with odd jobs, that's all manageable. But asking me to be the proprietress..." Chu Qing suddenly realized "proprietress" was an awkward term, and blushed. "...the manageress—I can't."

"Have confidence." Wu Nanhai's hand seized the opportunity to grasp her slender waist.

"Master—" Chu Qing shyly lowered her head. "In broad daylight."

Wu Nanhai coughed and released her waist. "This café may be small, but it's very important to us. Run it well."

"The chiefs are demanding," Chu Qing still hesitated. "When they drink too much and get rowdy, it's frightening." She recalled the Maid Revolution—in her understanding, that night's disturbance had been caused by drunkenness. She lowered her head to think. "Alright, I'll be the manageress... but if we lose money? This should be a Yuan Laoyuan enterprise."

"Don't worry—we won't lose money. The demand for leisure is enormous." Wu Nanhai smiled. "I'll advise you on the details. You just need to hold down the fort for me. In the future, there may be even bigger enterprises for you to manage."

"As Master commands," Chu Qing said. "Your servant will do her utmost."

Just as Wu Nanhai was lost in dreams of a business empire, gunshots suddenly rang out in the distance.

He shuddered. This was the transmigrators' core territory—why would there suddenly be gunfire?
Chapter 666 - Lai Da Captured

The surprise search of the construction site was conducted jointly by a platoon from Li Yayang's garrison company and the East Gate Market police. Under Li Yayang's command, soldiers silently stretched cordon lines from both ends, blocking traffic and sealing off the entire site.

As the workers labored, shrill police whistles pierced the air from both directions, bayoneted rifles glittering in the sun. Then soldiers in gray uniforms and police in black uniforms squeezed simultaneously from both ends toward the middle.

"Squat down! Squat down!" "You! Put the shovel on the ground!" "Move aside! Move aside!"

Several police bellowed through megaphones. The soldiers' gleaming bayonets added persuasive force to every command. The bewildered workers quickly squatted on the ground one by one. The entire site fell silent.

Directed by a Political Security instructor, Political Security personnel in police black uniforms with blue "Political Security" armbands began checking each person's identification documents.

The supervising engineer for this section was a transmigrator named Zhang Liping. He had been operating a crane—the self-manufactured steam crane. Besides being massive and difficult to move, the lack of electromechanical controls made it a "killer" if you weren't extremely careful. Hastily trained native crane operators kept destroying materials and killing people on the site, so Zhang Liping had to handle it himself, working and training simultaneously.

When he heard the whistles he froze. Within minutes, he found himself surrounded by "black crows."

"What is this?!"

"Surprise inspection, Chief!" The lead instructor saluted. "Please present your identification!"

"Fine." Zhang Liping pulled his ID card from his pocket. The instructor examined it thoroughly before returning it. "Thank you! We need to inspect everyone on site. Please cooperate."

Zhang Liping produced the section's worker roster. Political Security personnel cross-checked each entry.

Workers and staff laboring on this section were cleared once their identities were verified. Natives who weren't assigned to this section but had come on various errands were also cleared after explaining their business—just requiring them to register.

Others weren't treated so courteously. They were questioned one by one. Those with papers fared better; those without were subjected to harsh interrogation, terrifying some nearly to the point of wetting themselves.

Anyone without papers was detained pending further identity verification.

In the midst of the busy search, a Political Security officer doing registrations suddenly noticed someone using the general commotion to slip behind a dirt mound, descend into the dry riverbed, and use the thick reeds growing in the dry river bottom to edge quite a distance away. If not for a small clearing that briefly exposed him, he might have escaped.

"Someone in the riverbed!" he shouted.

Before police could even blow their whistles, a crisp gunshot rang out from the bank—a garrison soldier had fired.

"Don't shoot!" the lead instructor shouted immediately. He waved his arm. "Quickly—take him alive!"

More than a dozen soldiers, police, and Political Security personnel gave a howl and rushed forward.

Minutes later, the would-be escapee was brought before them. Zhang Liping was secretly alarmed—had there really been a spy on his section?

The fugitive wore the locally produced indigo-blue cotton short-sleeved work uniform, trouser legs rolled up, mud caking his calves and arms, a battered straw hat on his head.

In this getup, he was indistinguishable from any other laborer on the site.

Searching his person revealed: some small-denomination circulation vouchers, a few copper coins. Nothing else—and no documents. The site workers said they'd never seen him.

"Name?" the instructor demanded.

"This one is called Chen Da," the captured man said nervously, repeatedly licking his lips.

"Why did you run?"

"..."

"Which work gang are you with? Why no papers?"

"This one is... a day laborer on the dirt crew... papers, lost..."

His speech was evasive, his behavior highly suspicious. The instructor immediately ordered him taken away for interrogation.



The captured man was Lai Da.

Lai Da had returned to Lingao under orders to contact the Huang family. Knowing Lingao was tightly controlled, he avoided main roads, taking only back paths.

Lai Da had calculated: his primary activity would be among the gentry, who generally lived in the countryside. As long as he avoided East Gate Market, the county seat, and Bopu—the bustling centers—he should be safe.

When escorting Gou Chengxuan during the escape, he and his brother Lai Xiao had arranged to meet at a ruined temple outside the city walls on the first and fifteenth of each month, waiting for one hour each time.

Lai Xiao, who had waited anxiously, was overjoyed when his brother finally appeared—and with news that the imperial army was about to launch an expedition. But Lai Xiao strongly opposed actually recruiting local gentry.

"We can only pretend to agree—never really do it!" Lai Xiao quietly warned his brother.

Lai Xiao's caution was well-founded. As a menial at the county school, he moved freely in Lingao and knew many things. He told Lai Da that the bald bandits were fully mobilizing for war, adding many troops.

"The bald bandits are watching the gentry closely! Spies are everywhere! They've added many checkpoint inspectors on the roads," Lai Xiao said. "Around the county school, there's been a lot of activity lately. You can't possibly see Huang Bingkun."

"What about Huang Family Stockade?"

"Probably under secret surveillance too." Lai Xiao hadn't been to Huang Family Stockade recently, but he had run errands for other wealthy families' sons—nearly every major household in the county had strange people lingering around their gates.

"The bald bandits are watching the big families very closely. Carrots and sticks. The most the big families dare do now is hedge their bets—never openly support the army. If you go to them, even if they don't betray you on the spot, the moment you step outside, the bald bandits' spies will grab you." Lai Xiao pleaded with him.

Lai Da pondered: "Can we invite one of the Huang family out to a secret location to talk? Surely the Huang family isn't just going to accept this? The killing of son and brother—such blood vengeance..."

"Let me find a way." Lai Xiao felt that doing nothing would be impossible to explain to the young master. Whether the Gou family could rise again, whether they could restore their swaggering days in Lingao, depended on earning merit for the young master this time.

"We must make contact with the big families!" Lai Da said fiercely. "This time we have to teach the bald bandits a lesson!"



Of course, Lai Da's deep hatred for the Australians had a deeper, more personal reason: Chu Qing.

The maid Chu Qing had originally been promised to him by Gou Er.

Ming-era Lingao had a severely imbalanced sex ratio; it was extremely difficult for young men to find wives. Let alone a young and reasonably pretty maid like Chu Qing. Normally, such a maid would be given to a servant only after the master had tired of her and used her up—and even that was considered an enormous favor. Many commoners simply couldn't afford to marry at all.

But Chu Qing was a pristine treasure the master had never touched. This alone was enough to make Lai Da weep with gratitude and swear eternal loyalty. Yet before he could enjoy the supreme pleasure of his wedding night, the Gou family had fallen.

Then came flight, hiding, wandering. The two brothers went from comfortable lives lording it over others to scratching out survival through odd jobs and begging. They were sometimes beaten and humiliated by county residents the Gou family had once wronged. From swaggering servants of a great house to dogs everyone kicked—and then word came that Chu Qing had been taken by an Australian as a concubine.

The Lai brothers' steadfast loyalty to Gou Chengxuan even in the Gou family's bleakest, most hopeless times owed much to this private grudge. It was precisely this bone-deep hatred that had sustained Lai Da and Lai Xiao through the worst adversity.



Lai Xiao procured a set of old worker's clothes for Lai Da. Wearing this outfit, he could move in and out of Bairren City and Bopu more easily. He also drew less attention on the roads.

"Brother, you don't have papers. Don't go to those places casually. The bald bandits are checking closely lately."

"I know," Lai Da said. "I'll work at the Wenlan River site."

The Wenlan River site employed many workers, including numerous day laborers on the dirt crews who were paid daily by work chit. People came and went freely—a highly fluid population in modern terms. Generally no one checked workers' papers there, making it an easy place to survive and blend in.

As for lodging: Lai Da had brought silver, but he didn't dare stay at local inns or guesthouses. The Police Headquarters had established a guest registration and reporting system at every inn, lodging house, hotel, and bathhouse in Lingao—anywhere that could house travelers. Every night after eight o'clock, police checked each establishment's guest register and questioned any suspicious persons.

For safety, Lai Da didn't dare walk into such a trap. He simply built a shelter in a grove far from the main road outside the county seat—the weather was hot; he certainly wouldn't freeze. He just needed shelter from rain.

Even so, the summer's persistent rains made him suffer greatly.

Lai Xiao spent several days trying to make contact, finally reaching one of the Huang family's personal servants. But the man was evasive, refusing to give a clear answer about whether he could arrange an introduction to the Huang family masters—even for money.

Lai Xiao grew anxious, fearing the Huang family might refuse to act—or worse, betray them. He suggested Lai Da hide immediately, or that the brothers flee to Qiongshan together.

Lai Da reassured him: "The Huang family is only hesitating because the situation is unclear. Once the imperial army reaches Ma'ao, they won't need us to find them—they'll come looking for us."

"But that means we can't rally local forces to welcome the army!" Lai Xiao said anxiously.

"With the bald bandits this powerful, the gentry will never act until the imperial army actually reaches Lingao," Lai Da said confidently.
Chapter 667 - Lai Da's Journey of the Heart

Though he projected confidence, a deep unease gnawed at Lai Da. He and Gou Chengxuan knew too well the terrifying power the bald bandits wielded. Even the imperial army would need brutal, grinding combat just to pressure them into withdrawing—a view the local gentry clearly shared, given their refusal to make even token gestures of support, the kind of low-cost bets that cost nothing yet kept options open.

And so Lai Da waited, bitter and anxious. What arrived was not victory but catastrophe: news of the imperial army's devastating defeat at Chengmai. The Lai brothers, who had been poised to become the heroic "Returned Homeland Corps," were struck dumb with shock. As captured spoils flowed continuously back from the battlefield, the two sank into utter despair.

Now only two paths remained. They could flee back to Qiongshan and cling to their master's side, surviving precariously day by day while awaiting some distant chance to rise again. Or they could settle quietly in Lingao—where honest work guaranteed a livelihood for anyone willing to seek it.

For hours the brothers debated in private, yet no resolution came. While they wavered, Lai Da spotted Chu Qing one day at the farm gate.

She had transformed entirely, dressed now in Australian clothing. Had her face not turned toward the construction site at precisely that moment, he might have walked past without recognizing her.

Her gaze swept absently in his direction, and his heart seized. She had grown breathtakingly beautiful. He had always found Chu Qing attractive, but after years apart, she positively radiated.

That fleeting encounter was enough to extinguish all thoughts of departure. Not only did he abandon any notion of leaving Lingao, he also violated his earlier principle of avoiding crowds and major thoroughfares. He began haunting the farm gate repeatedly, desperate for another glimpse—and if fortune allowed, a chance to exchange even a few words.

But Chu Qing rarely appeared. The farm demanded endless work, and she served not only as Wu Nanhai's personal secretary but also managed countless small affairs besides. She was perpetually busy. Lai Da came several times without success. So he took work as a day laborer hauling dirt and digging at the nearby construction site—laboring while he waited for her to emerge.

He worked more than ten days straight without seeing her again. One day, consumed by lovesickness that bordered on madness, Lai Da—as if possessed by some reckless spirit—approached an Australian walking out of the farm gate.

Learning that Chu Qing was indeed within, Lai Da felt joy surge through him. Though he had lived a precarious, wandering existence these past years, never once had he stopped thinking of his "bride-to-be." He had yearned constantly for the day he would drive out and destroy the bald bandit who had stolen his woman. This fantasy of reclamation had been the spiritual pillar sustaining him through every hardship.

When the imperial forces had gathered at Qiongshan, preparing their grand expedition with an atmosphere of gathering storm clouds, Lai Da had calculated and recalculated: after the bald bandits fled, how should he handle Chu Qing?

She had been taken by one of them—whether as servant or concubine—and was almost certainly no longer pure. After Lingao's conquest, Lai Da would be a contributor to imperial victory. Plenty of fine women would be available to him—perhaps even a wealthy family's daughter. He could hardly marry such "spoiled goods" properly. But he was a man of sentiment and principle. Her loss of virtue was more the bald bandit's fault than hers. The appropriate course would be to keep her as a concubine—a gesture befitting both his feelings and propriety.

Many times he had fantasized about it: how Chu Qing would kneel before him, begging forgiveness; how overwhelmed with gratitude she would be once he magnanimously pardoned her...

News of the imperial army's catastrophic defeat shattered that daydream entirely. Lai Da's feelings reverted to their original state—she was his "bride-to-be" once more. His longing intensified with each passing day.

Now, blood pounding in his temples, Lai Da wanted nothing more than to rush into the farm that instant, find Chu Qing, pour out his heart, and then flee with her to some distant place—abandoning Young Master Gou Er, the bald bandits, the court, the imperial army, all of it. The farm's walls weren't high, but the dense hedge looked difficult to breach. Bald bandit sentries stood watch at the gate—sneaking in would be no simple matter...

His reverie lasted an hour before reality intruded. People of this era lacked modern concepts of time. They also drastically underestimated how rapidly modern-style security systems could respond. Lai Da knew he shouldn't linger—but his definition of "lingering" was measured in days, not minutes.

He was seized and taken to the Political Security Bureau's Investigation Division, where he was thrown into an interrogation room.

The investigating officer was a native named Wu Ming. He had once worked as a caravan guard, but his methods were so brutally violent that escort agencies kept firing him. After being dismissed by multiple firms, he came to the attention of Guangzhou Station personnel who had heard rumors of his particular talents. Sent to Lingao, he first served in the police force. Ran Yao assessed him as shrewd, capable, decisive, and ruthless—a rare "hawk and hound" type who, with proper training, would make excellent claws and fangs for the bureau. When the Political Security Bureau was established, Wu Ming was transferred in as an action-team member. After Zhao Manxiong became First Deputy Director, he quickly rose to investigator.

Under Wu Ming's sharp, relentless questioning, the unprepared Lai Da stumbled and contradicted himself, exposing countless holes in his story. He attempted silence as a defense, but when two burly men entered carrying unfamiliar implements, their faces twisted into obscene, suggestive smiles, terror loosened his tongue immediately.

The investigator learned that the prisoner's name was "Chen Da," that he had worked as a servant elsewhere, and that after being dismissed, he had just returned to Lingao. He carried no identification documents. Upon seeing the inspectors, he had panicked and feared trouble. As for why he had been asking about Chu Qing, Lai Da couldn't conceal all of it. He said vaguely that she was an old neighbor; he had spotted her on the road and simply wanted to ask after her wellbeing—nothing more.

The story was plausible enough. Under normal circumstances, it might have passed scrutiny. But Wu Mu had already ordered Gou Buli brought in to identify the prisoner from a concealed room adjacent to the interrogation chamber. Recognition was instantaneous: this was Lai Da.

The investigator opened the "Wanted Roster." On the second page, Lai Da's name appeared prominently, marked "Level One."

"We've caught ourselves a big fish." Wu Ming immediately telephoned Wu Mu.

Wu Mu was quite satisfied. Capturing Lai Da held little practical value in itself, but if it led to the escaped Gou Er and his father, the transmigrators' reputation for omniscience would rise another level.

"Very good," Wu Mu said simply. "Well done."

"Serving the transmigrators and the people, Director!"

"Now you may continue that service. In ten minutes, a document will arrive. You are to pry his mouth open following the outline it contains."

"Understood, Director!"

Wu Mu hung up. With Lai Da in custody, Gou Chengxuan might well be active somewhere in Lingao or Chengmai. He immediately drafted orders for searches in both locations.

The search, of course, turned up nothing. Gou Chengxuan was neither in Lingao nor Chengmai—not even in precarious Qiongshan. Knowing the imperial army was utterly unreliable and that all of Hainan would eventually fall, he had long since fled back to the mainland.

Under interrogation, Lai Da revealed everything: Gou Chengxuan's activities in Guangzhou, his scheme to ally with the Huang family against the bald bandits. He also confessed that Gou Er's father, Gou Xunli, remained somewhere in Lingao.

But no matter how hard they pressed, Lai Da could not provide Gou Xunli's exact location—only that he was "in the mountains."

"In the mountains!" Wu Mu dismissed this as useless. Lingao's mountainous regions were vast, connecting with neighboring counties and the Li territories. Dense vegetation blanketed them—thickets and scrub everywhere. During bandit suppression operations, this was manageable; large bandit gangs had to descend for food eventually. But tracking down someone like Gou Xunli with merely a handful of followers would prove extraordinarily difficult. He could easily retreat into Danzhou to rest, then slip back into Lingao at will.

It wasn't that the transmigrators couldn't catch him—merely that the cost-benefit calculation didn't justify making it a priority case.

Wu Mu felt a twinge of disappointment. Seeing nothing more of value to extract, he ordered Lai Da detained pending final disposition.

"Director, I have a report," Wu Ming said. "Lai Da requests permission to see Chu Qing."

"Chu Qing?" Wu Mu had learned from the confession how intimately Lai Da's capture was tied to his obsessive longing for her.

If a meeting could produce more substantive intelligence, he would certainly arrange it. But Lai Da had already been squeezed dry. Letting him see Chu Qing now offered no value whatsoever—and worse, it risked complications. What if the girl still harbored feelings for him? That would upset Wu Nanhai, and Wu Nanhai's displeasure would inevitably be blamed on the Political Security Bureau. Most inappropriate.

"No." Wu Mu organized the interrogation report. His decision was already made: Lai Da had exhausted his usefulness. Better to make him disappear quickly. Otherwise, the matter of his former engagement to Chu Qing would become deeply unpleasant.

With this in mind, he spoke sternly to Wu Ming: "All interrogation records pertaining to Lai Da are to be consolidated here with me. Furthermore, the contents of this interrogation are to be kept strictly confidential. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Director!" Wu Ming didn't know exactly what was happening, but the chief's stern expression suggested some earth-shattering secret. Nervous now, he drew himself up. "I will maintain absolute secrecy!"

"Yes, I believe you will perform admirably," Wu Mu said. "Allow me to congratulate you in advance—you will be receiving a commendation signed by Division Chief Zhou."

"Serving the transmigrators and the people!" Wu Ming snapped to attention.

After Wu Ming departed, Wu Mu reviewed the materials at length. After considerable deliberation, he excised Lai Da's confession regarding his engagement to Chu Qing and compiled a sanitized version. Then he telephoned Zhao Manxiong.

"...Yes, yes. I've removed it. Shall I destroy the original?" Wu Mu asked.

"The original interrogation record must be preserved and filed," came the instructions from the other end. "Otherwise, if anyone ever reviews the case, there will be no way to explain what you removed."

"Yes, I understand."

The following day, Lai Da was transferred to the Arbitration Court's Special Tribunal for prosecution as a "war criminal."
Chapter 668 - Advance Detachments

The idea of prosecuting "war criminals" had originated with several members of the Law Society. The mastermind behind it was, of course, Ma Jia.

Though the Law Society-controlled Arbitration Court had spared no effort in promoting the "rule of law"—producing, or rather plagiarizing, a vast corpus of regulations and statutes while actively publicizing and encouraging commoners to seek litigation—their judicial business remained frustratingly sparse.

For Lingao's population of roughly one hundred thousand, only the East Gate Market's simplified court generated enough petty security and commercial cases to stay busy. The other three courts sat practically deserted, sometimes going weeks without a single case. Beyond helping compile laws and statutes, judges had nothing to occupy them and were frequently seconded to other departments for administrative busywork.

Such idleness was a dangerous signal, and Ma Jia knew it. Too much personnel secondment would gradually disperse focus and erode morale.

I need to give them something meaningful to do, he thought. But the Arbitration Court's caseload couldn't be conjured from thin air. The busiest department was obviously the Political Security Bureau, but that operated as essentially an independent fiefdom—he neither wanted to interfere nor could do so even if he wished.

The judicial system desperately needed important, attention-grabbing cases. After the great victory at Chengmai, Ma Jia's entire focus shifted to what he called the "war criminal question."

For many transmigrators, this seemed like pointless grandstanding. They already had the prisoners. Whether to execute them, flay them, or abuse them however they pleased was entirely at their discretion. What was the use of war criminals trials? And under what law or treaty? It would just be another exercise in self-important theater, directing and acting their own play.

But Ma Jia's proposal won majority support in the Yuan Laoyuan. "Everything according to law" might sometimes appear affected, rigid, or even laughable, but compared to a system where a handful of people could arbitrarily arrest anyone they chose, it was undeniably more progressive.

So the "war criminal trials" were formally decided upon. A Special War Crimes Tribunal was established, with prosecuting attorneys and defense counsels duly designated.

Of course, from any objective standpoint of fairness, the proceedings were absurd. This timeline possessed no international treaties, no international law. The Ming government had never acknowledged, signed, or participated in anything of the sort.

The so-called "war crimes trials" were simply the transmigrator regime imposing its new social order upon this timeline. But even within the Law Society itself, differing views persisted on this approach.

If they truly adhered to the old timeline's international law and treaties, the transmigrator regime had committed no fewer war crimes in their battles against imperial forces. Yuan Qiushi had hanged dozens of prisoners at the POW camp; they had engaged in massive prisoner enslavement...

These actions could arguably constitute "war crimes." Consequently, some opposing transmigrators felt that pursuing "war criminals" was only asking for trouble—tying their own hands with legal precedents that could later be used against them.

Under such questioning, the Yuan Laoyuan Standing Committee held a formal hearing on the necessity and reasonableness of "war crimes trials."

The hearing's purpose, of course, was not to debate "fairness" but to establish "reasonableness."

"So-called war crimes," Ma Jia declared at the Standing Committee hearing, dispelling transmigrators' concerns with a single incisive sentence, "are crimes that only losers ever have."

Ma Jia elaborated further: prosecuting "war criminals" wasn't simply about intimidation or revenge. It was about seizing the moral high ground and publicly proclaiming one's own "righteousness." This held enormous importance in the ideological domain.

And so the war crimes trials proceeded with great fanfare.

By this point, the Executive Committee and Yuan Laoyuan's attention had already shifted elsewhere—specifically, to the entire island of Hainan.

The plan to occupy all of Hainan had been renamed at Wei Aiwen's suggestion. The original name, "Spring Awakening," had produced such poor results that it drew unanimous opposition. As a compromise, the operation received a seasonal upgrade to "Summer Awakening."

Following General Staff adjustments, the army—after resting for several days in the aftermath of the victory parade—began executing the Summer Awakening plan.

The operation deployed four battalions, divided into Eastern and Western Advance Detachments.

The Western Detachment was built around the 3rd Infantry Battalion, reinforced with artillery, engineering, logistics, and medical units. Its objective was to occupy Danzhou, thereby extending the Lingao regime's "Purple Zone" control to the Danzhou-Changhua border.

The Eastern Detachment faced far larger objectives. According to General Staff plans, the first phase of eastward expansion would complete the occupation of Chengmai, Qiongshan, Ding'an, and Wenchang—four counties in total. This force was built around the 1st, 5th, and 6th Infantry Battalions.

These four counties, like Lingao, had been foundations of Ming rule in Hainan: developed early, densely populated, with deep administrative roots. Taking them would announce the complete collapse of Ming authority on the island.

As for the southern prefectures and counties—sparsely populated, with only a few thousand registered souls per county regardless of age or sex, and many with magistrate positions vacant for years—Ming rule was purely symbolic. They could be plucked whenever convenient.

Each detachment included not just military personnel but also county work teams that Liu Muzhou had personally selected. These teams comprised both transmigrators and several native cadres, positioned to immediately begin administrative work and assume county governance.

The first phase of occupying Hainan proceeded with astonishing smoothness—one might say they "pacified by proclamation." With naval support, the army conducted what amounted to an armed grand tour. Villages along the route capitulated at the first whisper of their approach. Danzhou fell first—though in truth, the army hadn't planned to assault the city at all. The original intention was to make camp outside the walls, then apply a careful mixture of carrots and sticks to compel city officials into compliance: the slow-boiling-frog approach. But the officials inside surrendered proactively. This was so unexpectedly smooth that Battalion Commander Yu Zhiqian, commanding the western expansion, was genuinely startled. He had fully expected the city officials to barricade themselves and make everything difficult.

The Danzhou prefect killed himself with admirable integrity. This jinshi, barely half a year into his posting, made no attempt at further military resistance that would merely add to the transmigrators' prisoner count. Knowing resistance was futile, he simply and decisively took poison.

The surrender itself was organized by the Danzhou County Bailiff. He and the city gentry waited trembling at the city gate for the Western Detachment's arrival.

After rest and reinforcement, the Western Detachment's fighting spirit burned even higher than before Chengmai.

The letter of surrender had come from the Danzhou County Bailiff. Like Lingao's own County Bailiff Sun Ruiwu, he had long since abandoned any hope of a respectable career in this remote, miserable posting. Though he wouldn't openly defect, he maintained a cautious wait-and-see posture. So he neither killed himself nor fled, using "protecting the official seal" as his excuse to stay and organize the handover. If the bald bandits could maintain long-term control, he had no objection whatsoever to changing his allegiance and serving these Australians.

"I thought we'd have to camp outside the city for days," Battalion Commander Yu Zhiqian said triumphantly to Liu Yixiao, leader of the Danzhou Work Team. "Didn't expect to get in this easily."

"Easy gains often mean trouble ahead." The work team leader's expression remained grim. "Who knows what schemes these officials might be cooking up? We must maintain full vigilance."

The prefect's suicide was merely the bailiff's claim. Who knew whether he was truly dead, or whether some other trick lurked beneath the surface? Liu Yixiao believed they must stay completely alert to avoid being exploited by enemies.

According to regulations, except for small parties tasked with taking over city defenses and key facilities, the main military force wouldn't enter the city proper. This wasn't from any concern for benevolence or avoiding disturbance to civilians. Rather, the Health Department harbored serious anxieties about local urban hygiene. Until necessary epidemic prevention and disinfection could be performed, the army generally avoided densely populated areas to prevent contracting disease.

But for the gentry waiting at the city gate, this restraint brought enormous relief—truly, the Australians deserved their reputation of "not a hair harmed"!

Liu Yixiao exchanged a few perfunctory courtesies, then followed the bailiff and local gentry to the prefectural yamen. Danzhou had slightly more population than Lingao and was marginally more prosperous. But today the streets stood empty, utterly devoid of pedestrians. Outside the yamen, a sparse gathering of perhaps a dozen runners and clerks stood at attention, their expressions wooden.

The yamen itself was decrepit—it looked worse than some historical replicas from the old timeline. Liu Yixiao stepped inside and surveyed the premises. In the courtyard stood a coffin containing the prefect who had taken his own life.

"Open it," he ordered.

There was nothing inherently worth seeing about a corpse. He simply wanted to confirm the prefect was actually dead. Liu Yixiao pulled a notebook from his satchel—a "Danzhou Basic Situation Compendium" compiled by the External Intelligence Bureau. The first section contained biographies and photographs of yamen officials both large and small.

The photographs, taken with telephoto lenses, were somewhat unclear, but facial features remained recognizable. The corpse in the coffin, though its face was distorted from poisoning, was clearly the same person.

Liu Yixiao sighed and gave a respectful nod. Brave men deserved respect, regardless of which side they had served.

"Prepare him properly for burial," he said. "Is the prefect's family still in the city?"

"Yes, yes." The bailiff spoke cautiously, studying Liu Yixiao's expression for any hint of malice. "They're all in the rear residence. Would Your Honor like to see them...?"

"No need. Tell them not to kill themselves." Liu Yixiao had no interest whatsoever in the prefect's family. "Prepare a boat immediately. Send twenty taels of silver as condolence money. Let them depart with the coffin."

"Your Honor's generosity—they will never forget..."

Liu Yixiao nodded impatiently and began asking further questions. Most of the yamen's runners and clerks had fled—word of what had befallen their counterparts in Lingao had reached Danzhou. The petty officials, fearing they would suffer the same fate, had long since absconded with whatever valuables they could carry.
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After surveying the area, Liu Yixiao selected the Chaotian Temple inside the city as his headquarters. The Western Detachment established camp and built a stockade outside the walls. Old cities in Hainan's prefectures and counties were mostly cramped and confined, lacking infrastructure and plagued by poor sanitary conditions—unsuitable for any serious development. Following the Lingao model, the Civil Affairs People's Committee planned to select sites for entirely new towns. These would initially serve as administrative and military garrison centers, gradually attracting merchants and slowly forming new urban cores.

Once the Danzhou Work Team had settled into Chaotian Temple, Liu Yixiao immediately summoned Yin Chengshi, the Danzhou County Bailiff who had organized the surrender, to report.

"Your humble servant... humble servant... Yin Chengshi..." Along with the name announcement from the courtyard came a local attendant jogging up to deliver a shou ben—the man's personal dossier.

The shou ben functioned as a biographical record, useful for quickly understanding someone's background. Liu Yixiao had learned about these documents in training lectures and knew how to read them. He opened it, glanced through the contents, then flipped to the Conversion Handbook beside him to translate the cyclical dates to CE. The man was fifty-eight years old.

Yin Chengshi's registered residence was Beizhili. His degree was "Selected Tribute"—which explained precisely why, at his advanced age, he had ended up at the ends of the earth as a lowly county bailiff.

A fifty-eight-year-old, serving as a minor official in a wilderness far from home. Though he might scrape together some money, the price was the constant possibility of leaving his bones in this desolate place. Quite miserable. Small wonder that petty officials like Sun Ruiwu felt no attachment to the Ming whatsoever.

"Show Bailiff Yin in."

Yin Chengshi entered with visible caution. Having already sold himself over to the new regime, he naturally needed to demonstrate his sincerity to the utmost. A county bailiff was "below the flow"—his official robes bore no rank patch—but he wore his freshly laundered garments with conspicuous neatness.

"Your humble servant Yin Chengshi pays respects to Your Honor." He spoke smoothly, already kneeling to kowtow.

Liu Yixiao had grown accustomed to the kowtowing customs of this timeline's natives, but having such an elderly man prostrate himself still felt deeply awkward. "Rise. We don't practice that here."

"Yes, yes. Thank you, Your Honor." Yin Chengshi rose carefully and presented his gift list.

The list represented a joint offering from Danzhou's gentry and wealthy households: ten pigs, one hundred chickens, one hundred bolts of local cotton cloth, twenty bolts of silk, and fifty shi of unpolished rice.

Liu Yixiao nodded and had someone receive the offerings. He examined this first Ming official to surrender proactively. Yin Chengshi looked ancient—like seventy or even eighty—though his movements remained surprisingly agile. Natives of this timeline tended to appear decrepit once they passed fifty, but Liu Yixiao hadn't expected quite this degree of weathering.

Yin Chengshi stole a cautious glance at his new superior. His state of mind was complicated indeed. He had no desire to die as a Ming martyr, yet he feared these foreign rulers might not value his allegiance—and even more, he feared they might suspect his surrender was a trap, which would mean immediate execution.

He had heard the Australians' reputation: not particularly bloodthirsty, but utterly ruthless when they chose to kill.

"You're the only official left in the city?"

"Yes, Your Honor." Yin Chengshi felt slightly reassured. If the man was asking about local affairs, he wasn't planning to kill casually.

Danzhou had originally possessed four officials, though the positions were chronically understaffed. After the prefect's suicide, only Yin remained. He himself had served as county bailiff here for over five years and knew local conditions intimately.

Liu Yixiao questioned him about populations, taxes, and power structures. Yin Chengshi answered thoroughly, demonstrating remarkable familiarity with local affairs—answering one question with ten. Liu Yixiao found himself quite satisfied. Technical competence aside, this level of administrative knowledge surpassed that of most officials he had encountered.

It seemed this was a useful man. Appropriately retaining local officials willing to serve was established policy, set by Liu Muzhou himself—especially before sufficient new cadres became available to replace them. Beyond immediate utility, it could also serve as an encouraging example for officials elsewhere.

"You must have done quite well for yourself as county bailiff."

"Well, this... this..." Yin Chengshi's face contorted, suddenly fearing he was about to be squeezed for bribes. County bailiffs could indeed make excellent profits. "Your humble servant did enjoy some benefits, but never dared go too far..." He glanced at Liu Yixiao, wondering silently how heavy a gift would satisfy him. He did have another gift list concealed in his sleeve. He hastily produced it.

"This is your humble servant's small personal token—a mere trifle—please accept it, Your Honor."

The most valuable item on the list was one hundred taels of silver, plus cloth and silk. For this backwater, producing a hundred taels for a bribe meant this bailiff had been quite skilled indeed at accumulating wealth.

"You're quite good at extracting money."

The words struck like a thunderbolt. Yin Chengshi went weak at the knees—he was convinced these Australians were staging a "righteous judge" performance, planning to use his head to win popular support. He immediately kowtowed repeatedly, begging for mercy.

"I won't take your gift. At your age, coming all this way to be a petty official—isn't it all for a bit of money?" Liu Yixiao's tone was magnanimous.

In truth, he was seething inside. Liu Yixiao despised corrupt officials and felt an impulse to execute every one he encountered. But he understood that killing wouldn't solve the problem.

Right now, they needed people. He couldn't afford to lose the assistance of a local official who understood the area so thoroughly.

"Yes, yes. Your humble servant deserves death..."

"Deserving death under the Ming—we don't concern ourselves with that," Liu Yixiao said. "Our Ao-Song regime consistently takes a 'dialectical' approach. Your past crimes were caused by the Ming system; you too are a victim of that system."

Yin Chengshi couldn't comprehend how he, a corrupt official, had somehow become a "victim," but he agreed enthusiastically with whatever the Australians said, nodding and repeating "yes" at every pause.

"...But now that you serve Ao-Song, there is no room whatsoever for such behavior. Understand?"

"Your humble servant understands, understands perfectly!"

"Good. Take your gift back. I don't want it. I now appoint you General Liaison Officer for Danzhou and Deputy Director of the Danzhou Post-Disaster Management Bureau. All dealings with local natives will flow through you. You must handle affairs properly—no extortion, no troublemaking."

"Your humble servant absolutely would not dare," Yin Chengshi assumed an expression of profound remorse. "Your humble servant will reform completely and serve the Ao-Song Emperor with his whole heart!"

"Gather all the runners and clerks who haven't fled from the yamen. I have work for them."

They brought out Danzhou Prefecture's official seal. Liu Yixiao ordered immediate posting of a public notice—informing citizens inside the city and in the surrounding countryside not to panic, to continue their occupations peacefully.

After gathering basic administrative personnel, Liu Yixiao ordered cases to be heard on-site in the Chaotian Temple courtyard. The Danzhou prefecture jail and the penal office's detention cells still held over a hundred people. These needed to be cleared quickly.

He had brought retained personnel from the former Lingao County yamen's penal office to assist with case handling. They began reviewing the detained prisoners. The Arbitration Court's Legal Research Office had conducted specialized research on clearing cases and prisons after regime takeover, consulting Wang Zaomin and retained penal staff as advisors and studying procedural issues and abuses in considerable depth. The result was a comprehensive manual for takeover personnel.

This manual detailed regulations for case processing and prisoner disposition after regime change. Historically, peasant revolts or dynastic transitions that captured cities would "release all prisoners" as a display of "benevolent governance." But by modern standards, this approach was deeply problematic.

No matter how dark a regime or how corrupt its judiciary, prisons couldn't possibly contain only innocent, wrongfully convicted people. Genuine criminals inevitably lurked among them—some even violent and dangerous.

Releasing everyone indiscriminately might feel satisfying in the moment, but it produced chaos and created massive social instability. Even in the old timeline, such examples were not lacking.

With the retained personnel's assistance, Liu Yixiao quickly sorted through the dossiers and prisoner situations.

Tax and rent defaulters—all released immediately. Those confirmed as actual criminals would, following Lingao's precedent, form a labor reform team to be relocated within the city. Prison conditions were atrocious and would only waste precious manpower.

Retrying cases where people claimed wrongful conviction wasn't particularly difficult either. Almost all wrongful convictions couldn't fool insiders—sometimes they couldn't even fool outsiders. The main obstacles to overturning verdicts had always been entangled interests and personal relationships. Now that heaven and earth had changed, those relationships no longer existed, making matters straightforward to sort out.

In less than a day, they had resolved the most pressing prison administration issues. The ancients highly valued local officials' judicial capabilities, considering it among the most important metrics for evaluating administrative competence. The work team's immediate attention to this matter upon taking power earned them considerable image points with the populace.

As public sentiment in Danzhou gradually settled, Liu Yixiao sensed his preliminary work was showing results. He summoned Yin Chengshi to prepare a list—Liu Yixiao was about to convene what he called the "First Danzhou Political Consultative Conference."

"Every village must send representatives. Furthermore, every wealthy household and gentry family in the county must send one person to attend the conference." Liu Yixiao gave General Liaison Officer Yin Chengshi his instructions. "The Post-Disaster Bureau committee positions will be filled by the wealthy families. This is for the benefit of the local community. No absences will be permitted."

"Yes, your humble servant understands!" Yin Chengshi responded with visible enthusiasm.

Through convening the Political Consultative Conference, they would first establish a "liaison officer" system at the grassroots village level. Through this system, they could ensure preliminary control over local communities and guarantee transmission of government orders.

Conscripting labor, requisitioning grain, assigning tasks—these weren't acts of simple coercive extortion but rather the most effective methods for rapidly imparting governing will to the grassroots. Through such measures, they would quickly gain control of substantial population and resources for the work team's ongoing use.
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Control over population was especially critical: without local collaborators, effective governance simply couldn't be established. Unless foreign invaders could bring sufficient settlers of their own, they had no choice but to rely on local people willing to submit—to build government institutions, military forces, and police.

Liu Yixiao threw himself into the work with tireless energy. He spent every day meeting and conversing with people, particularly the household servants and private secretaries of gentry and wealthy families who ventured into the city to test the waters. Given the transmigrators' reputation from Lingao and Chengmai, no one now dared directly confront the new regime, and even passive resistance of the "simply ignore them" variety had evaporated. The wealthy families wanted only to know one thing: what price would they have to pay to maintain the status quo?

The price was substantial but not unbearable. Besides, according to merchants who had traveled from Lingao, life there had become quite comfortable. Markets thrived, public order was secure, and bandits were either executed or forced to build roads—no one dared cause trouble.

The wealthy families calculated that if such was the case, matters like labor conscription and grain requisition could be managed well enough. As for "land surveying"—though some grumbled privately, everyone felt this was merely the new dynasty's law, something to endure for now. In time it would naturally slacken. The old-timers said that when the Hongwu Emperor had first ascended the throne, corrupt officials were mowed down like leeks. But once the Emperor passed, officials grew just as corrupt again. As long as they could preserve their lives and property now, they could formulate long-term plans later.

In this atmosphere, every last gentry family, wealthy household, and village in Danzhou dutifully sent representatives to the "First Danzhou Political Consultative Conference" held at Chaotian Temple.

At this conference, the Danzhou Post-Disaster Management Bureau was formally established. Liu Yixiao appointed himself Director-General; Yin Chengshi was made Executive Secretary. Over a dozen of Danzhou's most prestigious degree-holding gentry were designated as committee members. All villages were required to dispatch liaison officers to regular county meetings to receive orders.

Liu Yixiao's work expanded with remarkable speed. He needed no experimentation, no lengthy discussions. He had Lingao's complete set of experiences to draw upon, intelligence materials from the Political Security Bureau's network, and tremendous assistance from the native cadres he had brought—as people of this timeline, they understood it far better than any transmigrator could.



Hu Lanyan stretched his arms with a groan. The rain outside was finally tapering off. He pried open the eyelid that had drooped since childhood, when eye disease had ulcerated it. Beyond the shelter, the fire—doused by the rain—sent up wisps of smoke. A wave of damp chill made him shiver.

"Damn it." Hu Lanyan cursed under his breath, scratching himself all over. Around him, more than a dozen of his trusted men lay sprawled in the dirt, snoring like dead pigs.

He hauled himself upright. This was deep in the mountains. Except for the occasional Li hunter passing through, no one came here. His relations with the Li people weren't bad—Hu Lanyan made it a point never to rob or kill Li in his territory. The Li could be vicious when seeking vengeance, and maintaining peaceful relations helped him survive unmolested in this area.

This was a spur of Baoshe Ridge, some twenty kilometers northeast of the prefectural city. Twenty kilometers in modern times meant less than half an hour by car, but in this timeline, it was already an extremely remote corner of the county—high mountains, dense forests, Li activity, very few Han settlers. Those who did live here clustered in fortified villages.

This was Hu Lanyan's new main camp. When Lingao had first launched its bandit suppression campaign, the bandit chief had been unconcerned. But as gang after gang fell and more scattered bandits fled to him with tales of horror, Hu Lanyan recognized he couldn't stay. He consulted with Gou Xunli: if Lingao was no longer safe, they should establish a new base in Danzhou.

After Gou Xunli had joined Luo Maoshan, he became Hu Lanyan's advisor. He was Hu Lanyan's sworn brother, possessed a head full of schemes, and could read and write—an absolute treasure among bandits. He quickly rose to second-in-command.

Gou Xunli dreamed day and night of that mixed-blood "wanton woman" finally sending someone with instructions, so he could strike back fiercely at the "bald bandits" for revenge. But months passed with no word from Macao. He didn't dare venture into the county seat or East Gate Market—he was too well-known, and many in the county would recognize him. So he simply bided his time in the bandit lair, waiting for the day he could join the "Returned Homeland Corps."

News that the bald bandits were launching bandit suppression had already secretly alarmed Gou Xunli. More than anyone, he understood their power. When Hu Lanyan proposed relocating, there was no objection—as long as they kept their lives, there was always a chance to rise again. But he understood bandit rules: though it looked like endless wilderness, every inch was someone's territory. The arrival of outside bandits would inevitably mean turf war.

Outside bandits usually lost such wars unless they were exceptionally strong—as the saying went, "even a mighty dragon can't suppress the local snake." Hu Lanyan, however, wasn't worried. He was from Danzhou himself, and more than half his men were Danzhou natives—specifically, fellow villagers from neighboring communities. Now their gang had swelled to over two hundred with the absorption of scattered bandits. With local kinship and clan support backing him, seizing this territory posed no problem.

So he led his men, their provisions, and their valuables away from the old stockade and set off for Danzhou. Along the way, they routed a bandit gang that tried to ambush them for plunder, killed its chief, absorbed his surviving men, and picked up many more scattered bandits besides. By the time they reached Danzhou, they numbered over three hundred—a formidable force.

With such numbers and local kinship ties behind him, Hu Lanyan quickly crushed and eliminated the bandits entrenched on Baoshe Ridge, making himself the undisputed local lord.

Although Hu Lanyan's force was strong, more men meant greater expenses. He sent some of the locals who had no desire to continue as active bandits home to become "home-based bandits"—meaning they would be called up for raids and share the spoils when there was action, but otherwise farmed their fields peacefully. He himself remained in the mountains with over a hundred core bandits, occasionally finding opportunities to descend and pull a job.

But a few days ago, scouts had returned with troubling news: a force of bald bandits had occupied Danzhou city. This worried Hu Lanyan greatly. The Australians were particularly enthusiastic about bandit suppression. If they conducted the same campaign in Danzhou, he would have to flee all the way to Changhua—a place of nothing but sand where the people were dirt poor. Going there meant he couldn't even feed his men.

Hu Lanyan yawned expansively, picked up a bamboo dipper, scooped water from a rain-filled vat outside the shelter, rinsed his mouth, and splashed some on his face. Then he kicked the "sentry" sleeping soundly at the shelter entrance.

"You—stop playing dead. Go fetch Advisor Gou!"

Gou Xunli lived in another shelter nearby. He had one all to himself—not merely a special privilege but a practical necessity. His shelter was piled high with the gang's various account books and rosters.

Gou Xunli was resting with eyes closed. He had once commanded followers of his own, but after things went badly in Guangzhou and money gradually ran out, those people had all drifted away. Now he was well and truly alone. Though he kept encouraging himself, the flame of hope had grown dim since the imperial army's crushing defeat at Chengmai.

Gou Xunli's only remaining hope now was that his son remained safe—he had heard nothing of him for a long time. He had sent men to Qiongshan to make inquiries, but they reported that Gou Chengxuan had departed long ago.

"Brother, tell me—what should we do?" Hu Lanyan took a cooked taro from a subordinate, shook some salt from a bamboo tube, and began eating heartily.

"For now, we can only endure." Gou Xunli smiled bitterly and peeled a taro for himself. Eating their fill in the mountains wasn't a problem—grain and salt extorted from wealthy families and farmers were plentiful. They even had cloth, silver, and other valuables. But good food was hard to come by—they had to hunt for fresh meat.

"But if they come to suppress us..."

"The bald bandits haven't established themselves yet. They won't come suppressing bandits so soon." Gou Xunli spoke with what confidence he could muster. "We needn't worry. Their usual pattern is to first bestow some benefits on the local people—build roads, construct markets, train militia. Only when all of that is firmly in place will they come for the bandits. That takes at least half a year, perhaps a full year."

"Half a year, a year—fine. Even without operations, we can get by without doing business. But what then?"

Gou Xunli didn't know what came then either. A sense of despair, of having no way out, settled heavily over him. The bald bandits probably intended to sweep the entire island clean.

He sighed deeply. "The imperial army was just too useless..."

When the imperial forces had massed at Qiongshan preparing to punish the bald bandits, he and Hu Lanyan had been genuinely excited for a time. Gou Xunli had suggested that once the imperial army reached Lingao's borders, they could raise five or six hundred men in Danzhou and go offer their services. Not only would they easily obtain pardons, but a rank like bazong was certainly attainable. And they could plunder handsomely along the way.

They had never expected the imperial army to be defeated so quickly and so completely. Even now, both still sighed whenever the subject arose.

Gou Xunli pondered in silence for a long while. Finally he spoke with sudden fierceness: "We can hide for a while, but not forever. In my view, we must hit them hard—let them know what we're made of!"

Hu Lanyan stared at him in astonishment. "Brother! Have you gone mad? You know better than anyone how fearsome these bald bandits are. It would be great luck if they don't come looking for us—why would we go poke the tiger's whiskers ourselves?"

Besides, according to scout reports, the bald bandits in Danzhou numbered nearly a thousand. All the bandit gangs in Danzhou territory combined didn't add up to a thousand.

"Big brother," Gou Xunli said, his voice dropping low, "the bald bandits have powerful firearms and refined tactics—we're no match for them in a frontal fight. But their thousand men can't stay together all day. Eventually, they'll have to send small parties 'to the villages.'"
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"To the villages." Hu Lanyan nodded slowly. He had heard plenty about how fearsome the bald bandits' "going to the villages" was from bandits who had joined them after fleeing other gangs.

They all knew the bald bandits placed enormous emphasis on "going to the villages." Back in Lingao, everyone had heard of "work teams"—parties of soldiers escorting small groups that penetrated deep into wilderness and remote corners. Some went to villages to gather intelligence, establish camps, and train militia. Others climbed peaks and traversed ridges, making detailed maps of mountains and rivers while collecting various rock and plant specimens. These unassuming small parties were like spiders spinning webs in all directions, ultimately enmeshing all of Lingao in their strands, killing all who refused to submit and forcing everyone else to obey.

"The Australians are foreigners—so why were they able to establish themselves in Lingao?" Gou Xunli brushed taro skin from his hands. "The most critical factor was 'going to the villages.' Stay in the county seat with countless troops, and you still can't know what's happening in the countryside. But once they go to the villages and establish a foothold in rural areas, naturally people start feeding them information."

Hu Lanyan nodded. "Brother speaks true. But what should we do about it?"

"What to do?" Gou Xunli's voice turned vicious. "When a party comes, we slaughter it. Make sure their work teams go to the villages and never come back!"

"The bald bandits have powerful firearms—if our men try to kill them, we're just throwing our lives away." Hu Lanyan looked greatly alarmed. He had never faced the bald bandits directly, but he had heard plenty from others. Generally speaking, rumors were far more terrifying than reality.

"I'll think of a way." Gou Xunli considered for a moment. "Summon Xin Nari."

Xin Nari had barely escaped with his life from the ambush at Daolu Village. After wandering through the wilds for what felt like an eternity, encountering Hu Lanyan's men had finally given him a place to belong.

The Australians had shattered his nerve completely. Among the ranks, whenever someone mentioned Australians, he would eagerly embellish tales of their might—how they appeared and disappeared like ghosts, how terrifyingly powerful their firearms were.

When he heard that Gou Xunli planned to specifically target village work teams, he felt a jolt of alarm. This was exactly what Dang Nagi's remnants had thought. Their inside-outside coordination scheme had been meticulously planned, yet they had stumbled into an ambush they never understood and been annihilated completely. Even his sister had been captured by the bald bandits.

"Second Master!" Xin Nari spoke cautiously. "Work teams may have few men, but they've got thirty or forty, and every single one carries an Australian musket. Face to face, we're no match."

Gou Xunli's eyes glittered dangerously. "Who said anything about face to face? We play dirty."

Xin Nari thought privately that they had played plenty dirty back then, and still couldn't beat the Australians—in fact, they had lost their remaining men and even his sister.

But at this moment, Xin Nari didn't dare show weakness, lest this ruthless Second Master Gou mark him down for later punishment. He was a career bandit from Lingao who knew something of Second Master Gou's infamous reputation in both underworld and respectable circles, and he was quite wary of him. Besides, Second Master Gou was now the gang's second-in-command—far above his own lowly station.

"All according to Second Master's brilliant scheme..."

"Cut the empty talk," Gou Er said impatiently. "You've dealt with their work teams before. Come—tell me the details."



"We're strangers here—coming out to the countryside is rather nerve-wracking," Wang Wu said, looking out at the pitch-black night with undisguised concern. As he spoke, he unconsciously touched his pistol holster, which contained the Lingao-version revolver.

Liu Dazhu was busy making grass sandals for himself and laughed carelessly. "Those who get a bit of money turn into cowards. We've got guns, thirty-plus people counting team members and soldiers. What clueless bandit gang would have the guts to come and die?"

Wang Wu felt a flush of embarrassment. "Well, that's true." He murmured. He wanted to object but felt the other man had a point. They were only ten li from the garrison at Danzhou city, and most bandit gangs had only a few dozen men—a hundred counted as a large gang. With guns, grenades, and a sturdy building for cover, any bandit foolish enough to raid their camp would be practically suicidal.

"You're exactly what Chief Du calls a 'petty proprietor with wavering revolutionary will'!" Liu Dazhu expertly dispensed the teachings he had swallowed whole from Du Wen. "Struggle against enemies involves all kinds of danger. If you're afraid of this and that, how can you possibly do the work?"

"Yes, you're right." Wang Wu couldn't match Liu Dazhu's fluency and could only agree awkwardly.

Both Wang Wu and Liu Dazhu hailed from Daolu Village. After the Thirteen Villages area had been pacified, the region became a pilot zone for "bringing the regime to the villages." Many people were absorbed into various local pilot organizations and training courses. One was the Village Cadre Training Course, which specifically trained grassroots rural cadres and village work-team members.

When Du Wen selected future village cadres, she preferred poor peasants, believing they approximated the proletariat and possessed genuine struggle consciousness. Liu Dazhu, the poorest peasant in Daolu Village, joined the training course. His motivation was simple: the Village Cadre Training Course provided free meals three times a day—something his family could never achieve on their own.

Though Liu Dazhu was poor, he was clever. With no property to manage, he quickly poured tremendous enthusiasm and time into this new career that let him eat his fill. He became an excellent student, earned a Class C diploma, and spent nearly all his waking hours at the cadre course, voraciously reading the various educational pamphlets printed by the Education Department. He rapidly became a "highly conscious" trainee, greatly valued by Du Wen.

Wang Wu was different. As a rich peasant with property and business interests, he had no intention whatsoever of becoming a "village cadre." But the transmigrators' bandit suppression had taught him a critical concept: property ultimately came from the barrel of a gun. When the Thirteen Villages Backbone Militia Company was organized, he immediately enlisted. Wang Wu proved very enthusiastic about defending the "new life." With plenty of family labor available to cover his absence, he devoted substantial time to militia organization and training, eventually becoming a militia squad leader.

"Summer Awakening" required large numbers of work-team cadres. Not only were all transmigrators willing to serve on work teams drafted, but many native cadres and students from Fragrant Garden and the communes were also conscripted to fill out the ranks. Wang Wu and Liu Dazhu were drafted into the Danzhou Work Team under precisely these circumstances.

Once Liu Yixiao had established a preliminary foothold in Danzhou and built up the liaison officer system, he divided his work-team members into numerous small parties. Each work team consisted of seven or eight native cadres and students, plus an infantry platoon as a guard force. Following the principle of near-first, far-later, they would expand village by village until village-level regimes were established throughout all of Danzhou's territory.

The work team assigned to Wang Wu and Liu Dazhu had arrived at Zhaopu Village, a settlement more than ten li outside Danzhou city.

It was a small village—just over thirty households. Though not far from the prefectural city, the terrain was quite rugged, requiring half a day's walk on foot. The route passed through nothing but wilderness; the surrounding environment was desolate indeed.

The villagers farmed the land at the mountain's base for their livelihood and had also cleared some terraced fields higher up. Water sources were scarce; farming depended entirely on rain. The people lived in great hardship—though of course, this was the norm for rural areas in this timeline, nothing particularly unusual.

Because they were poor, there were no wealthy-peasant-level households locally. It was a desperately poor village through and through. Its selection as a first-priority target for "bringing the regime to the villages" was partly because it was nearby, but mainly because of its poverty.

Poverty breeds desire for change. Such villages held little appeal for ambitious young people. And poverty meant that small amounts of material incentive could satisfy people. The work team could easily cultivate the first batch of usable personnel among the local population. A portion of the large quantities of grain and cloth from Danzhou's granaries had been locally allocated to Liu Yixiao for current operational expenses.

After the Zhaopu Village work team arrived, they began work according to the procedures laid out in the Work Manual. The division of labor was clear: Liu Dazhu was responsible for "village administration"; Wang Wu for "militia." Liu Dazhu's clan niece, a women's training graduate named Liu Bing, was responsible for youth and women's work.

The work team surveyed local conditions and distributed some grain and supplies, providing relief to the poorest families. They convened a meeting of household heads. When the people discussed local conditions, the dominant theme was, unsurprisingly, "poverty."

The village barely produced enough grain for subsistence. With poor transportation, essential consumer goods like salt, cloth, and iron tools had to be brought in from outside, making them prohibitively expensive and leaving the people even more impoverished.

Bandit problems weren't severe here—apparently the area was too poor and too remote for even bandits to bother with. Wang Wu paid careful attention to whether any locals had become bandits themselves. After checking through various channels, he found none.

Liu Dazhu took guards to tour the village and its surroundings. He was no stranger to farming, but here there was little flat land and much mountainside—completely different from Daolu Village.

"We need the Tiandihui to come," he murmured to himself. He decided to add this observation to his report.

That evening, they held a meeting and wrote their reports by gaslight.

"There's surplus young, able-bodied labor here—they could absolutely be absorbed as the first recruits for the Danzhou Garrison Company."

"I tentatively tested their interest. Quite a few are willing. We could send at least twenty soldiers. That's practically one adult male per household."

"Then won't the local militia have no one left?"

"A village this small, everyone able-bodied is naturally militia. The remaining men can still form a militia platoon."

"How's the Azure-Blue Plan going?"

The "Azure-Blue Plan" was the transmigrator regime's special program for taking in orphans from occupied territories—an important metric for work-team performance evaluation. To make his team's intake numbers look good, Liu Dazhu had been vigorously persuading particularly poor multi-child families to hand over their underage children to the work team for transport to Lingao for upbringing. This practice wasn't against regulations—in fact, it was actively encouraged. The Education Department welcomed more children falling into their hands, to be molded into a generation of "new people."
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"Many are willing to go, but they're not sure. They're afraid there's a catch." Liu Bing said. "Free room and board, plus teaching them to read and write—it sounds too good to be true."

This wasn't like men going out to work as laborers or soldiers, trading sweat and risk for money—that transaction everyone understood clearly.

Things too good to be true were inherently suspicious. There were no free pies falling from the sky, and common folk understood this instinctively. Besides, handing over one's own flesh and blood to strangers in a distant place couldn't be accomplished simply by extolling school conditions or promising bright futures for the children.

So far, the village had taken in only four children: one genuine orphan, and the others from families too poor to raise them.

"Let them visit Fragrant Garden," Liu Bing suggested. "Once they see it for themselves, they'll definitely agree..."

Liu Dazhu snorted. "You really don't know how expensive firewood and rice are. Sending one person per household to Lingao means over thirty people. Even if they walk the whole way, what about food and lodging? And that's assuming people are even willing to go."

"What should we do then?"

Wang Wu spoke up. "Director Dong said in class: the first principle of rural work is gaining the people's trust, and the second is still gaining the people's trust. They're still suspicious of us. Let's not push too hard on this for now, lest we make them even more distrustful."

Liu Dazhu said, "I don't think we need to overthink this. They want us to conscript labor, right? We'll talk to Team Leader Liu—conscript children by household."

Wang Wu was startled. "That's really novel. Do that and you'll scare the people to death."

While they talked, hidden in the trees outside the camp, several figures watched the lamplight within.



Zhaopu Village was a desolate mountain hamlet with no large public buildings. The village had no landlords or wealthy people—all dwellings were bamboo-lath walls with thatched roofs. They couldn't accommodate extra people and were quite unsanitary. The work team naturally did their utmost to avoid them.

Instead, they lived in a camp they had constructed themselves.

Earthen berms, barbed wire, trenches, and a watchtower. All the standard field-camp facilities were present, just smaller in scale.

The work team and guard platoon lived in standard army tents—coarse cloth dyed dark green with persimmon lacquer. These came in large, medium, and small sizes, plus specialized functional tents, offering a complete and convenient range.

The berms were brightly lit with lanterns and torches. Those hiding in the trees could see the entire camp clearly. But by the same token, the illumination made the camp's surroundings extremely difficult to approach.

"Security is tight." Gou Er said with obvious disappointment.

Xin Nari nodded. "The bald bandits' camps are always well-guarded. Trying to raid them probably won't work."

The traditional method against such fortified enemies was fire attack: shoot many fire arrows; once the camp caught fire, charge during the chaos. But that was the old way. Gou Er and Xin Nari had both faced the transmigrators and knew traditional methods were useless against the bald bandits. Their muskets far outranged bows. Archers would be driven off by gunfire the moment they started shooting. As for sending men close to set fires—utterly impossible. No one wanted to crawl across open ground holding torches in bright light. That was simply throwing lives away.

"I counted—the bald bandits have over thirty men. All armed with muskets." Xin Nari whispered. "Even if we brought our whole gang, we might not be their match."

Bandits lacked military discipline. They performed well enough in winning fights, but faltered when meeting determined resistance. A little setback and they would collapse—you couldn't expect them to fight desperately.

Gou Xunli gnashed his teeth and watched for a long while, unwilling to give up. But he knew Xin Nari was right. Though the camp held only thirty-odd men, it was an iron walnut they couldn't crack.

"Without a head, the snake can't move!" Gou Xunli hissed viciously. "They can't hide in camp forever! Get a good look at the faces of the leaders!"

They lay in ambush for days but never found a good opportunity to strike. The work team mostly operated within the village, occasionally circulating around its perimeter. Each outing involved at least five people, all fully armed. And they never strayed far from camp.

No matter where they attacked, any disturbance would bring bald bandits rushing out to reinforce. That spelled disaster.

"So there's no way?" Hu Lanyan said with disappointment.

"I have a way, but it requires an inside man." Gou Xunli's voice dropped. "We'll need to spend some money."

Hu Lanyan cringed at the mention of spending money before the job was done. Bandits didn't like doing business without tangible profit.

"Brother! Provoking the bald bandits is one thing—if I don't destroy them, they'll destroy me. But spending money without income is a losing deal!"

Gou Xunli said, "Big brother, the bald bandits are after our rice bowls!"

Without rice bowls, even owning all under heaven would just benefit others. Hu Lanyan sighed heavily. "I understand that! Ah! How much silver?"

"Not much. Ten taels to start."

With a few taels of silver, Gou Xunli quickly bribed a villager in Zhaopu Village to constantly monitor the bald bandits' movements. They met outside the village at night. Gou Xunli was interested in every trivial detail.

What he wanted to understand was the work team's activity patterns—to find an opening.

When he heard the work team bought their vegetables daily from the village, Gou Xunli's eyes lit up.

"Who sells them the vegetables?"



The next day at noon, the camp served lunch as usual.

The army pot was cooking rice, its fragrance of brown rice scenting the moist air. Nearby, another pot bubbled with "comprehensive soup."

The comprehensive soup was made from Ration No. 11 in the Grassland Rations—"instant soup cubes." According to regulations, troops could supplement the soup with locally available "safe foods": poultry, seafood, eggs, and vegetables. Especially vegetables—the transmigrators' dehydrated vegetable technology remained unreliable, and glass-jar canned goods were produced in quantities too small for frontline distribution. The main problem with grassland rations was high calories paired with insufficient vitamins, which had to be supplemented with locally gathered vegetables.

The first batch of soldiers queued for food, taking galvanized tin lunch boxes from their packs, chatting and joking while waiting for distribution.

According to Fubogun mess rules: unlimited rice—eat as much as you can. One ladle of comprehensive soup per person.

"There's egg in it today." Someone spotted egg wisps floating on top.

"Haven't had meat in ages."

"This place is really poor—can't even buy a chicken or duck."

The soldiers chatted idly, seemingly having forgotten that not long ago, they and the villagers here had been much the same.

One soldier sat down, took a bite, and frowned. "What is this? So bitter?"

"It's bitter gourd." Another soldier fished a green slice from his soup.

"Can this stuff be made into soup?"

"Anyone who's not satisfied doesn't have to eat," the cook said arrogantly. "I don't have enough as it is."

Complaints aside, the meal still had to be eaten.

After lunch, the work team sent several people to the village to continue their tasks. Most soldiers withdrew to camp for political study—afternoon temperatures were too high for physical activities.

Wang Wu and Liu Dazhu were still laboring over their reports—their literacy wasn't high, and writing was arduous work. Not only did they write slowly, but expressing ideas correctly required considerable thought. The lunch delivered to their table had gone completely cold.

Suddenly a corporal rushed in. "Something's wrong! Everyone's having heat stroke!"

Wang Wu and Liu Dazhu were instantly alarmed. Heat stroke in midsummer could be fatal! Liu Dazhu said, "Let's go see!"

In the paths and spaces between camp tents, more than a dozen people had collapsed. Some were vomiting violently; others clutched their stomachs, faces pale, groaning; some couldn't move at all, their bodies occasionally convulsing. Wang Wu smelled a foul odor. He noticed several people had diarrhea so severe they couldn't make it to the latrine.

"Where's the medic?"

"Medic!"

The corporal went calling. A moment later, he helped the medic over—who was clutching his own stomach. He too appeared ill.

Liu Dazhu said anxiously, "Quick, give everyone medicine! Oh, where's your medical kit? What medicine? I'll get it!"

"It's no use... this... isn't heat stroke." The medic gasped, face ashen. "We've eaten... something unclean..."

"Tell everyone who hasn't eaten not to touch the food—throw it all out." Liu Dazhu gave rapid orders. "Get everyone back here. Have stretchers made—we need to rush them to Danzhou city!"

But they couldn't leave now. Of the thirty-five people, twenty-one had severe symptoms. The rest also suffered abdominal pain and diarrhea. Only five or six who hadn't eaten remained completely unaffected. Even if the work team abandoned the camp and retreated en masse, they didn't have enough people to carry stretchers.

"Ask the villagers for help," Liu Bing said. "The path is difficult—each stretcher needs at least four carriers."

Liu Dazhu nodded. "I'll go find people now."

He went alone out of camp toward the village—and never came back.

Wang Wu had returned to his tent to pack his document satchel when suddenly a commotion arose outside. An urgent "emergency assembly" drum sounded.

Liu Dazhu started: this was the signal for enemy attack!

The corporal rushed in again. "Many people approaching outside! All with swords and spears!"

Wang Wu stepped out of the tent, climbed the berm, and looked. In the surrounding trees and on the hillsides, shadowy figures moved. Blades and spears occasionally flashed in the sunlight.

Clearly this group meant no good. They were slowly closing in, using trees and brush for cover.

"This is bad!" Wang Wu used an expression he had learned from the Australians. "Quick! Everyone still mobile, up on the berms!"

To buy time, he picked up the tin megaphone used for propaganda and shouted: "We are the Australian work team from Lingao! We've come to bring medicine and medical care to the local people! We mean no harm to the people of Danzhou! Who are you?"
Chapter 673 - Surrounded

There was no answer from the darkness—the enemy simply continued their slow, methodical advance. Wang Wu could see they were cunning. The main force crept forward, halting only when they reached three hundred meters. At that distance, even the best Minié rifleman couldn't guarantee hitting his target.

The sergeant leading the guard squad spoke grimly. "They mean to wait us out. If they do, we're finished."

Just then, from the direction of Zhaopu Village came a wave of commotion and shouting—women's and children's wailing, coarse curses, the screams of captured pigs, and the frantic cackling of chickens and ducks, all mingling into chaos. Clearly, bandits had entered the village.

"This is terrible!" Liu Bing cried, her voice breaking. "Uncle is still in the village!"

Seeing the village descend into chaos, Wang Wu's heart sank. Liu Dazhu was probably already done for.

Wang Wu had been a militia squad leader and could assess the danger with practiced eyes. He nervously calculated the work team's strength. They had plenty of guns—every soldier and team member carried a Minié rifle, plus three revolvers between them. But only seven people showed no symptoms and could actually fire. Another five or six with lighter symptoms might be able to hold weapons. Holding off several hundred attackers with twelve rifles was impossible.

"We only have twelve people who can shoot—we need to send someone to the prefectural city for help immediately!" Wang Wu said.

The sergeant hesitated. "If we send someone, we have even fewer people here..."

"Send someone and there's a chance of survival. Hold on here alone and we all die!"

"Alright, I'll send someone."

They decided to dispatch the corporal for reinforcements—he was the most experienced soldier after the sergeant. Wang Wu gave him both his own revolver and Liu Bing's. Rifles couldn't be reloaded effectively in close combat. He also gave him a large machete for hand-to-hand fighting. But everyone knew that if it came to close combat, the corporal's chances of escape were slim.

"Sergeant, put your best marksman in the watchtower to suppress the enemy! Bring up several rifles and extra ammunition. And find someone with mild symptoms to help him reload!"

"Right!" The sergeant nodded and continued issuing orders. "Everyone prepare extra rifles. Those who can move, help load ammunition! Everyone take cover behind the berm slope. Tents are to be taken down immediately."



Gou Xunli wiped sweat from his brow. The sky hung heavy with clouds, the air thick and muggy—rain was probably coming. His poisoning plan had succeeded. According to the bought village liaison's report, the bald bandits had indeed washed the vegetables sold to them in the river before chopping and cooking them in a pot.

He and a few trusted men had waited in the village until afternoon, estimating that everyone inside the camp would be poisoned by then. Only then had he ordered the bandit contingent waiting over ten li away to close in.

Now he felt confident. The bald bandits were trapped. The liaison he had bribed had just come running with news: one of the Australian leaders had come to the village asking villagers to carry stretchers.

"Good. Take these brothers along—they'll be the men the village provides." Gou Xunli narrowed his eyes and glanced at the spy.

Beside him stood over a dozen capable men, all dressed in rags, looking no different from local villagers.

The liaison trembled. "This humble one couldn't possibly dare..."

Several bandits immediately showed savage expressions. The liaison wilted at once and obediently led the disguised men away.

Before long, Liu Dazhu, trussed up like a dumpling, was pushed and shoved into Gou Xunli's presence. His face was cut, his clothes torn to shreds. He had clearly put up a fierce fight.

A young bandit with a broken nose handed over a holster. "This is the bastard's Australian pistol."

"Hmm. Without firearms, just an ordinary savage." Gou Xunli examined the panting, bleeding prisoner at length.

"Name?"

"Liu—Dazhu."

"You're the work team leader?"

"So what if I am?"

"You're in a hurry for stretchers—I suppose everyone inside has been laid out?" A cruel, triumphant smile spread across Gou Xunli's face. "Don't waste your energy. Even if I hadn't stopped you, by the time you carried them to Danzhou city, they'd all be dead anyway!"

Liu Dazhu felt the wound on his face throbbing with pain. He didn't really register Gou Xunli's words. But he knew he had fallen into bandits' hands.

What happened to those who fell into bandits' hands—Liu Dazhu, who had grown up in Daolu Village watching bandits rampage and kill, knew very well. He remembered clearly: in the second year of Tianqi, Dang Nagi had brought bandits to the great banyan at Daolu Village's entrance and killed over twenty villagers accused of being government informants in a single bloodbath. Blood had soaked the ground everywhere.

Now he too would die. At this thought, Liu Dazhu's legs went weak. He thought of the money he had saved, planning to build a new house after returning from Danzhou and take a wife. He never imagined he would die here so soon.

He was so unwilling to die like this. Liu Dazhu had never clung to his life so desperately before.

"You—do you want to die?" Gou Xunli was a shrewd character and noticed the change in his expression immediately.

Liu Dazhu answered honestly. "No."

"Then go call out to the people in the camp. Tell them to come out and surrender." Gou Xunli's tone turned persuasive. "Those willing to join our business that requires no capital can stay and work with us. You know Australian firearms—our outfit won't treat you badly. Those unwilling can go free!"

Liu Dazhu's mind stirred: not bad terms. But he quickly realized this was merely a ploy to deceive. Unless they were willing to become bandits, surrender meant certain death. Bandits never left witnesses alive.

Surrender? Become a bandit? Liu Dazhu thought of his days and nights at the training course, thought of each lesson. The Australians had swept away the darkness shrouding his heart, instilling an entirely new way of living and thinking, letting him see his own strength, see how boundless his hopes could be in the new society.

By comparison, what was "respect" in a bandit gang worth? Even surviving temporarily in a bandit lair would still lead eventually to death. The Australians never let traitors escape.

"I don't want to die, but I won't call out to betray my people. Kill me if you want." Liu Dazhu trembled slightly. "This old man has no luck—won't live to see the day the new society succeeds!"

Gou Xunli could see this man had made up his mind. But he didn't care whether he called out or not. Knowing everyone inside was poisoned was enough.

"Take him away and chop his head off."

A young bandit kicked Liu Dazhu to the ground and hacked off his head with one blow.

"Hang it on a spear—show it to the people in the camp later!" Gou Xunli laughed wildly. "If any are still alive."

Knowing the people in the camp had definitely been poisoned, Gou Xunli grew bolder. He ordered the bandit contingent near Zhaopu Village to quickly surround the camp.

The main bandit force was led personally by Hu Lanyan. It included not just the core gang but also many "home-based bandits," totaling about two hundred men.

Seeing Liu Dazhu's headless corpse and the revolver taken from him, Hu Lanyan grinned from ear to ear.

"Brother is truly formidable! Without lifting a finger, you've brought down the bald bandits. Elder brother is impressed!" Hu Lanyan had thought this venture was a losing proposition, but now an Australian pistol was already in hand. Once they slaughtered all the bald bandits in the camp, they would have dozens of genuine Australian muskets.

"Just doing my duty." Gou Xunli smiled. "I present this pistol to elder brother."

Hu Lanyan grinned broadly. Not knowing how to wear a weapon belt, he simply hung the holster on himself and drew the Lingao-version revolver to examine it. The barrel had a wheel attached that rotated when spun; inside the wheel were holes with loaded rounds visible.

These cartridges were different from others—the bases all had something like a small copper piece. Hu Lanyan turned the weapon over and over, unable to figure out what made this strange pistol so powerful that the Australians could dominate Hainan with such things. Unable to understand and not daring to tinker further, he had a subordinate wrap gun, holster, and ammunition in silk for later, planning to question a prisoner about it.

"Brother, the rest is yours—"

"This job is yours to finish." Hu Lanyan was in excellent spirits and delegated fully.

"Thank you, brother!" Gou Xunli then summoned all the bandit lieutenants.

"The paths here are poor—they can't easily escape." Gou Xunli pointed at one lieutenant. "In a moment, take a dozen brothers and fell trees to block the mountain path."

"Second boss, felling trees is easy, but the brothers have walked dozens of li and eaten nothing but a few cold taros..."

"What are you complaining about?" Gou Xunli laughed. "Isn't this the Zhaopu Village liaison? He's been providing grain and labor for the bald bandits—now he'll provide for our brothers! After we finish off the Australians, he'll have to provide women too!"

The lieutenants roared their approval. The liaison's face went ashen. He had been tempted by the silver, and Gou Xunli had repeatedly promised he bore only a grudge against the Australians, with no designs on the village—that was why he had agreed to become a bandit spy. He never expected that while Gou Xunli did indeed mean to destroy the Australians, he would ravage the village too!

"You—go tell the village to prepare food and wine! Get ready for a victory feast!"

While the bandits were ravaging the village, Gou Xunli was tensely briefing the lieutenants. He wanted them to prepare plenty of arrows, kindling, gunpowder, and fire-starting tools in case fire attack became necessary.

"...Whatever you do, don't get too close. Getting hit by a bald-bandit musket volley is no joke!" From Xin Nari, he knew the bald bandits' muskets could shoot about a hundred yards at maximum, though they usually opened fire around fifty yards. "The main force must stay more than three hundred paces back from the berms. Surround the camp properly and wait for my signal!"
Chapter 674 - Desperate Situation

Wang Wu lay behind cover on the earthen berm. This camp had originally been built to platoon-level independent specifications drawn from the Military Engineering Standards Manual compiled by the General Staff. Now he had only a squad of men to defend it. Actually, after subtracting the corporal sent for help and Liu Bing whom he had left in the tent to care for the sick, there were only ten defenders.

Ten men couldn't hold off the hundreds of thugs massing outside. Wang Wu looked at the sparse handful of people on the berm. If the enemy attacked from multiple directions, each side would have only two or three defenders. They could hold out an hour or two at most. Their only hope was the messenger. If Danzhou sent even a single company, they would be saved.

"We must hold this position. The longer we hold, the better our chances of survival." Wang Wu pulled a cigarette from his trouser pocket, lit it, and took a long drag. "The more noise we make fighting here, the sooner work-team headquarters will notice something's wrong and send reinforcements. We have rifles—what do the bandits outside have?"

The sergeant nodded, then turned to encourage the others. "I fought in the Lingao bandit suppression. Bandits are just a bunch of lazy good-for-nothings. They're great at bullying common folk, but once you stand firm, they go soft! Everyone just hold on for one day!"

The sergeant and Wang Wu climbed the watchtower together. Beyond the open ground surrounding the camp, in the trees and brush, shadows flickered—blades and spears in motion. Cries and chaos drifted from the village.

"There aren't that many enemies." The sergeant studied the tree line. "If we concentrate everyone, we could break out..."

But that would mean abandoning all the sick. And the road out contained a stretch of rugged mountain path—if bandits set an ambush there, they would be in for brutal fighting.

Wang Wu shook his head. "We can't abandon the sick—they'll all die. And... we might not be able to break out anyway."

A reckless breakout would get three or four people out at most. If they were wiped out, neither the work team nor the sergeant could explain it to "the organization."

"We can only hold to the death."

They climbed down from the watchtower. Just then, Liu Bing came crying to find Wang Wu. Including the medic, three patients had died. The others weren't faring well either.

"I gave them anti-diarrheal medicine and painkillers." Liu Bing's eyes brimmed with tears. "But it's not working."

Wang Wu said, "They've been poisoned. Without knowing what poison, medicine is useless..." Just then, the marksman in the watchtower called down loudly: the bandits were forming up.

"Everyone to your positions!" The sergeant shouted. "Don't rush! Let the enemy get close before firing!"

Liu Bing wanted to go up on the berm, but Wang Wu refused. "You stay and take care of the sick."

Each side of the camp now had two defenders; two more occupied the watchtower. Ten people total, with no reserves whatsoever. Everyone knew the stark reality: either they used their own strength to repel the enemy, or they all died here.

Wang Wu and a soldier with mild symptoms held the western section. Hearing the occasional groans of pain from nearby, Wang Wu loaded five or six rifles and placed them within reach. Following methods he had seen in military training films, he positioned a rifle at several different firing positions along this section.

On the camp's eastern side, the bandits began their cautious approach. The sergeant climbed the watchtower. Seeing only the eastern enemy advancing while the others held back, he immediately recognized this as a probing attack.

"Attention! Enemy approaching from the east! Twenty archers! Thirty rabble! No firearms."

This group of bandits advanced over a hundred paces, almost reaching two hundred paces from the berm. Then a rifle cracked from the berm.

The shriek of bullets cutting through air made everyone duck instinctively. A bandit cried out and fell.

Then, as if many were shooting, wisps of white smoke kept rising from the berm. The bandits couldn't stand the pressure—they immediately turned and fled in disorder.

Wang Wu held his position at the western berm. He resisted the urge to watch the east—the enemies there were also slowly advancing, and he feared that if his attention wavered, bandits might rush over in the confusion.

Sure enough, the sergeant's voice soon rang out again. "Western enemy charging! Ten archers, fifty rabble, some firearms..."

In an instant, Wang Wu saw dozens of ragged, peasant-looking men burst from the trees and brush, waving assorted weapons and letting out savage war cries. He immediately raised his rifle and fired into the crowd.

Before the recoil sensation faded from his shoulder, he dropped the rifle and ran along the trench to the next position, picked up the rifle there, and fired again. Then the next position. He returned at the same rhythm, firing six shots from three positions in moments.

The soldier helping him load worked frantically. Wang Wu caught a foul stench emanating from him.

"Sorry, couldn't hold it." The soldier said with a pained expression, handing him a Minié rifle with an unidentified yellow substance on the stock.

Wang Wu couldn't afford to be picky—he continued shouldering and firing.

The bandits soon retreated. Then they launched attacks on the other two sides, all repelled. The soldier in the watchtower fired as fast as possible, also creating the illusion of "heavy enemy fire."

When the first round of fighting ended, seventeen or eighteen bodies lay on the open ground, plus many wounded bandits dragging themselves back toward the tree line. Quite a satisfactory result.

Wang Wu thought: if the bandits kept attacking at this pace, holding out for a day wouldn't be a problem.



The bandit chiefs couldn't maintain their earlier confidence now.

"Didn't you say they were all poisoned? They don't look poisoned to me!" Hu Lanyan had lost men and was very displeased. Bandits who had gradually gathered now numbered over three hundred. But fighting like this—what result could there be except throwing away lives?

"Damn it, did Liu Dazhu tell the truth or not?" Gou Xunli couldn't think of any reason for Liu Dazhu to have lied. But from what had just happened, the enemy seemed numerous.

Xin Nari spoke up. "How about we just withdraw?" His nerve had been shattered by the Australians. Seeing them, he only wanted to run far away. Xin Nari had one advantage over the others—he clearly understood the vast gap between himself and the Australians.

"This is an easy target—we may never get another chance like this."

"We can't withdraw! If we do, how will we survive later? We have to slaughter the bald bandits' fighting spirit!"

"We should attack from all four sides at once—that way they can't defend everywhere."

As they argued, someone reported that they had captured a bald bandit on the mountain path.

"Excellent!" Gou Xunli's spirits lifted. "Quick, bring him over!"



Wang Wu was on watch—he had told the sick soldier loading ammunition to change his pants and rest for a moment. There would be more fighting soon. Just then, the sergeant came running with a soldier. "Team Leader! Someone's coming from the east!"

He left a soldier to temporarily replace him at his position. The two jogged to the eastern berm. Looking out from cover, they saw several bandits pushing forward a man bound hand and foot.

Their hearts sank—though the man was covered in blood, he wore a Fubogun uniform.

"We've caught your messenger! You have almost no one left!" A bandit hiding behind cover shouted. "Surrender quickly! No one's coming to save you!"

With the messenger captured, no one would notice anything wrong until the weekly report meeting two days later, when no one showed up.

"No surrender, or you end up like this!" The bandit shouted, raising a long spear.

On the spear's point was unmistakably Liu Dazhu's head—eyes half-open, mouth agape, frozen in an expression of unwillingness.

Wang Wu trembled as a chill rose from his feet. He felt his death drawing near. He answered hoarsely and loudly: "We will never surrender! You bunch of savages! Hicks!"

The bandits opposite roared curses and with one slash cut off the corporal's head. The rifle in the watchtower fired. The sword-wielding bandit lost half his skull. The others fled in terror, abandoning even Liu Dazhu's head. Three or four more rifle shots rang out, dropping two more bandits.

Half an hour later, with a thunderous shout, the bandits began another charge carrying equipment. They bore door panels taken from the village, hastily constructed ladders, and bundles of kindling—this was a serious assault.

The attack came from all four sides simultaneously, but the sergeant in the watchtower quickly identified the main thrusts as south and east.

"Concentrate fire on south and east!" The sergeant commanded loudly. "Watch your sights!"

The bandits quickly entered range. The chiefs behind them screamed and drove them on. Rifle fire intensified; crackling smoke immediately shrouded the berm. By now the soldiers weren't aiming anymore, just blindly firing as fast as they could load. Those loading worked with desperate speed.

The sergeant fired from the watchtower while observing the overall situation. Because so many charged this time, losing a few wasn't noticeable. The bandits' courage swelled. They quickly reached the trench and began throwing bundles of kindling and sandbags into it. Seizing this moment's pause, the sergeant bellowed: "Quick, reinforce the east!"

From the four defending the west and north, two immediately sprinted to the east. Including the watchtower, everyone fired continuously, rifle after rifle.

"Take cover!" The sergeant noticed many bandits suddenly looking up simultaneously.

A rain of arrows fell on the berm and into the camp, clattering to the ground with deadly patter. A soldier loading couldn't duck in time and was pierced by an arrow. He groaned once and died.

Wang Wu had no time to mourn this loss. The sergeant's whistle sounded again: "Quick, the west!"
Chapter 675 - Total Annihilation

He rushed to the west and looked—a large crowd of enemies had already pressed up to the trench's edge, throwing debris into the ditch while setting up ladders on top. By then the other two had arrived, and all four opened fire on the western enemies.

They fired shot after shot. A hail of bullets dropped a dozen bandits; those behind turned and fled in panic.

The whistle blew again. Everyone dropped their overheated rifles and ran to the other side. Those who could barely crawl emerged to help reload. This half-hour was the busiest of Wang Wu's life. Running, shooting, running, shooting. The sergeant's whistle shrieked ceaselessly, as if it would never stop. Everyone was exhausted, gasping, nearly collapsing. Finally the enemy retreated once more.

"How much ammunition left?" Wang Wu asked the sergeant.

"Plenty of ammunition—over two thousand rounds." The sergeant's voice was steady. "Plenty of rifles too. Just no one to use them."

"Don't conserve ammunition. Fire as soon as the enemy approaches—don't let them get close enough to the berm to shoot arrows. Our people are too precious."

Now they had only twenty-four people left. Some patients had died successively; the rest were dying. Two more had fallen in combat.

Those still able to pick up a rifle and fight, including Liu Bing who had almost never used a rifle, numbered only seven.

The survivors were exhausted from the fierce fighting. Another day like this and they would be wiped out.

"Bury all the dead inside the camp," Wang Wu ordered. "Collect their personal effects and bury those separately—bury them well."

He returned to the command tent, gathered all the work team's documents, manuals, maps, and everyone's identification papers, and carried them outside to the field stove. He struck a match and set them alight.

Then he threw his own papers and circulation vouchers into the fire. The stove blazed; black paper ash spiraled upward.

Before long, my head will be cut off too. Wang Wu gazed at the flames, lit a cigarette, and thought: I'm going to die.

Unless a miracle happened, the annihilation of their little team was certain.

He thought of his wife and children, of his family's land and house. He was a rich peasant. After Daolu Village was cleared of bandits, without their extortion draining him dry, he had thrown himself into farming and built up a prosperous household. He had become a local model farmer. The Tiandihui had specifically approached him about joining. He had been eager to try, planning to use "Australian farming methods" after joining and make something big of himself.

Wang Wu knew that after his death, he would be honorably escorted by honor guards on a gun carriage to be buried at Cuigang. There would be a rifle salute and funeral ceremony. His wife, children, and parents would receive a large combat-death pension. His family would always be cared for by the Australians: no greedy relatives, clansmen, or villagers would dare seize his property; no one would dare bully his wife and children, because they would be "bereaved family"—a noble designation in the transmigrator empire's civil system. Only the families of the fallen could enjoy this title and its accompanying privileges.

He knew all this—after his death, he would have no worries.

He returned to the tent serving as a temporary infirmary. The air inside was foul, saturated with the smell of death. Liu Bing crouched beside a soldier who had just died, hands covering her face, sobbing.

Wang Wu wanted to say something comforting—but nothing came. He wasn't like Chief Du or Chief Dong, who could always produce a stream of sensible, meaningful words for any situation.

He thought for a long while and walked back out. The sergeant was cleaning his rifle; piles of rifles lay beside him. He had carefully cleaned each one.

"We'll need them soon," he said. "Can't fight with dirty rifles."

Wang Wu said, "If only we had grenades."

"I heard they were all used up at Chengmai. Now only the field army heading for Qiongshan gets them." The sergeant's hands never stopped their methodical work. "When our battalion went to fight at Chengmai, everyone got two. Really effective! Throw one and down goes a crowd—real 'palm thunder'!"

"Have you disposed of the extra materials?"

"We're just a half-platoon; we have no documents or such." The sergeant spoke calmly. "As for military IDs, I've already collected and burned them all. Just these—" He pointed to two badges on his chest.

These were the recently issued "Chengmai Campaign Victory Commemorative Medal" and "First Counter-Encirclement Victory Commemorative Medal."

"Bandits definitely won't want these, so I kept them."

"Bury them and leave them for your family. Something to remember you by."

"I don't have family." The sergeant said with a bitter smile. "Never got around to marrying—also lucky I didn't."

As they spoke, the whistle sounded from the watchtower: "Enemy forming up!"

Battle erupted again.



That afternoon, the bandits went to the village and stripped all the thatched roofs from villagers' huts. They also gathered large quantities of dry brush and weeds, bound them into bundles, and piled them upwind to set alight. The damp straw produced thick, acrid smoke that drifted inexorably toward the camp.

At first the smoke wasn't too threatening—from a distance, it dispersed before reaching the camp. But it did obstruct visibility. Batch after batch of bandits used the smoke for cover, advancing section by section, steadily piling burning straw closer to the berm. Eventually they lit brush piles right at the trench's edge.

Wang Wu and the others could only blindly fire as fast as possible into the crowds glimpsed through the thick smoke, but couldn't halt the smoke operation. Finally the entire camp was engulfed in choking haze. Team members and soldiers all donned water-soaked gauze masks, barely managing to hold on.

The bandits finally concentrated all their forces for an all-out charge. They advanced through the smoke, themselves half-choked, but with their numbers, they finally filled in a section of trench under the smoke's cover and clambered up the berm.

The bandits' faces were wrapped in wet cloth. Blinking eyes stung to near-blindness by smoke, they swung swords and spears blindly, coughing violently as they charged upward.

Arrows flew wildly into the camp from all directions. Everyone who could still move had retreated to the trench on the west side of the berm. Wang Wu looked around—only three people remained beside him.

The sergeant had already had his head cut off on the berm. A bandit was waving his rifle in triumph.

Over a dozen rifles remained in the trench. These rifles couldn't fall into bandit hands.

"Everyone smash all the rifles we can't use." Wang Wu said, and slammed his short-barreled rifle against a rock. The barrel and stock separated; parts flew everywhere.

The others smashed their extra rifles too. Then everyone piled all the ammunition at the base of the berm and tossed a torch onto the heap.

The copper percussion caps exploded like firecrackers, crackling violently. The gunpowder immediately detonated. Over a thousand Minié rounds, propelled by the powder, erupted like a massive firework. The bandits screamed in agony.

Wang Wu picked up a soldier's long-barreled Minié rifle and fixed the bayonet. The others did the same. In the instant he leaped from the trench to fight to the death, he saw Liu Bing crouching and trembling on the ground, lift her bayonet and thrust it violently into her own throat.

Wang Wu let out a great roar: "Kill!" These were his last words.



Liu Yixiao was run off his feet these days. The five or six work teams he had dispatched had all begun operations. The highway extending from Lingao also needed to enter the materials-and-labor preparation stage. Most urgently, grain requisition and land surveying had to be prepared.

The Danzhou Garrison refused to surrender, so Yu Zhiqian had to launch an expedition against them. He quickly forced the various garrison posts to capitulate and accept reorganization.

According to policy, they arrested a batch of qianhu, baihu, and xiaoqi who had been lording it over the military households—these would serve as free labor. Ordinary military households were reorganized. Military-household farmland was relatively concentrated, making it ideal for large-scale commercial cultivation. The military households had been the Ming's official tenants; now becoming agricultural workers at the empire's state farms made perfect sense.

Ye Yuming had already dispatched a Tiandihui work team from Lingao, preparing to take charge of the Danzhou Garrison's farmland.

"The buildings in and around the garrison city and various camps, though somewhat old and dilapidated, are structurally sound. Repairs won't cost much. They can all be used going forward—far better than those broken huts with bamboo-lath-and-mud walls and thatched roofs." Yu Zhiqian boasted grandly about his expedition's "glorious achievements."

He had also stationed forces ranging from a platoon to a company at the garrison city and various camps, responsible for reorganizing and training the military households. Danzhou remained an important stronghold for "pacifying the Li." Until the transmigrator regime had fully unified the Li regions, they still needed to maintain necessary deterrence. So the military households couldn't simply be disbanded—they had to continue maintaining some armed capability.

Liu Yixiao expressed concern. "Without political reform, directly organizing them into armed militia is too unreliable."

"No problem—reform can happen gradually. Right now we need to 'pacify the Li' first." Yu Zhiqian told Liu Yixiao that from a surrendered military-household xiaoqi, he had learned that since their victory over the imperial army at Chengmai, the Li regions had shown signs of instability. Some Li chieftains were coordinating, apparently with designs of their own.

"From late summer to early autumn here, the Li typically make small-scale raids on Han villages. So every year at this time, everyone has to 'guard against the Li.'"

News of the imperial army's rout had stirred undercurrents in the Li regions, which had been calm for decades since the great Li uprising at the end of the Wanli era. The Li weren't gentle souls. For Qiongzhou, with its long-standing sharp Han-Li tensions, the imperial army's crushing defeat represented an excellent opportunity.

"The bulletin said Lingao's Li people haven't made any moves, and the trade-post negotiations in the Li regions have been settled—"
Chapter 676 - Remains

"We spent so much effort in Lingao managing Li affairs, did so much work—of course it's pacified there. But this isn't Lingao." Yu Zhiqian's tone was serious. "I think you can't afford to be careless about this."

As they talked, a soldier suddenly rushed in.

"Report!" He hastily saluted. "The Zhaopu Village work team may be in trouble!"

"What?!" Both exclaimed simultaneously.

The news came from a long-range patrol. During a routine sweep, they had spotted large amounts of thick smoke rising from that direction.

This was rainy season—the climate was damp, and wildfires were rare. So the squad leader had sent scouts to investigate. On the mountain path to Zhaopu Village, they encountered large quantities of trees deliberately felled and piled as obstacles. The squad leader judged there was a serious incident in Zhaopu Village and began clearing a path while sending someone back for emergency reinforcements.

"Quick, sound the assembly drum!" Yu Zhiqian immediately ordered. "Light infantry company, form up!"

Liu Yixiao ordered a medical team to accompany the troops immediately. He also strapped on his own weapon belt.

"What, you're going personally?"

"Yes, I need to see for myself." Liu Yixiao sensed something was deeply wrong. He was anxious to learn exactly what had happened at the scene.

"The situation is unclear—you can't go." Yu Zhiqian stopped him. "You're the first-ranking commander here in Danzhou. Your responsibilities are too great. Send the company commander with a walkie-talkie."

So they decided Lin Shenhe would lead the team. He was currently in his tent with the signals officer, deeply exploring certain work issues, and had reached an engaging point. The orderly coughed pointedly outside the tent.

"Company Commander!"

"What is it?" After a long moment, Lin Shenhe poked half his body out of the officers' personal tent.

"The battalion commander requests your presence—orders to issue!"

"I'll be right there."

Ten minutes later, he arrived at the command post in a neat, smart uniform.

"Trouble's come." Yu Zhiqian briefed him on the mission. "Take the light infantry company to investigate. Report any situation immediately via walkie-talkie."

"Where is Zhaopu Village?"

"Here." Yu Zhiqian drew a circle on the glass overlay of the large map. "The path is difficult—beware of ambush en route."

"Understood. I'll prepare and depart in fifteen minutes."

Lin Shenhe led the light infantry company over ten li, then into the mountains clearing the path and moving logs, finally managing to break through to Zhaopu Village.

The thick clouds of smoke had dispersed. The camp still smoldered with wisps of black smoke. The watchtower had completely burned down—only the charred remains of wooden posts still stood. Bodies lay scattered chaotically throughout the camp. All wore uniforms; some had been decapitated. Lin Shenhe suppressed his nausea and looked around, seeing all the heads hanging at the camp's main gate.

Over a dozen bodies were neatly arranged in the camp's center, but they showed no signs of combat. Had they been killed after capture? Though their bodies bore stab and slash wounds, they hadn't bled much.

A woman in gray uniform was curled up in a trench, head drooping to her chest. A terrible gash gaped in her throat; a blood-stained bayonet lay near her hand. This was probably Liu Bing—she was the only woman on the work-team roster.

"Any survivors?"

"No." The first sergeant reported. "But the body count doesn't match. We've only found twenty bodies. The work team should have had thirty-five people."

Had someone escaped? Lin Shenhe quickly dismissed the idea. If anyone had escaped, they would have appeared by now. Perhaps some had been taken prisoner. Then he noticed signs of recently disturbed earth.

Soon they excavated another fifteen bodies. Lin Shenhe gave them a cursory examination and found that except for a few, the bodies showed no external wounds.

They then found buried personal effects belonging to work-team members and soldiers. Lin Shenhe noticed much scattered paper ash in the camp—certainly the remains of burned documents.

"Report, Company Commander. We found the remains of eighteen rifles. All other rifles and pistols are missing."

"Ammunition?"

"No traces of ammunition left. Probably all taken."

Not a single Minié rifle cartridge was found at the scene. Lin Shenhe didn't believe the work team could have exhausted their allotment of one hundred rounds per person. Most had probably been taken by the attackers.

"This is big trouble." He sighed.

Seventeen Minié rifles—if each had fifty rounds, that was more than enough to cause them plenty of trouble. Lin Shenhe didn't think the enemy would remain forever ignorant of how to use Minié rifles—many natives had watched the loading procedure during shooting drills.

"Company Commander! There are many Minié bullets on the ground!" A soldier suddenly called out.

Lin Shenhe crouched and looked. Sure enough, many Minié bullet heads were scattered about. He picked one up and examined it—the projectile showed no rifling marks but had been scorched. He searched further and finally found where the ammunition had been ignited. The ash pile still contained many unexploded Minié rounds.

Thank goodness. He thought silently—these soldiers had faithfully kept their enlistment oath: "Never leave weapons to the enemy."

"Collect everything as quickly as possible! Don't overlook even the debris. Any recognizable friendly bodies should be brought back for cremation."

He sent a squad to search the nearby village, but found only a few old men and women who hadn't fled. They were too frightened to speak. After considerable effort, Lin Shenhe managed to extract the rough course of events from them.

But he still couldn't understand: with a platoon's strength defending a fortified camp, holding off ten times their number shouldn't have been a problem. Why had they been wiped out in less than half a day?

He summoned the old man who had remained in the village.

"Go find the villagers and bring them back immediately. I have questions."

The old man spoke timidly. "This humble one doesn't know where they are either."

The first sergeant had already been burning with rage at this carnage. Seeing this old man dodge and prevaricate, he thrust his bayoneted rifle up against the old man's chest.

"Go now!"

"Even if you kill this humble one, I still can't find them." The old man seemed to have made peace with death.

"Stop." Lin Shenhe halted the sergeant's action and softened his tone. "I just want to question the villagers. Our Fubogun never kills innocents recklessly. You should know that."

"Yes, yes. The Vice Lords don't touch a hair, love the people like children..."

"So you must bring everyone back to me—not one can be missing." Lin Shenhe spoke slowly and deliberately. "Listen well: I give you half an hour. If the villagers aren't back by then, I'll set fire to the village." He pointed at the fields beyond the village. "If they still don't return after the village burns, I'll burn all the crops in the fields, block the springs and wells here, then plow the fields three times, sowing salt each time. You should know: Lingao's smuggled salt is very cheap."

The old men stared at each other with terrified eyes. They had been prepared to die, but hadn't expected such ruthless tactics—the enemy wasn't trying to vent anger through killing.

If they didn't comply, the village's entire material basis for existence would be destroyed. Zhaopu Village would be completely erased.

"Yes, yes. This humble one will go now." The old men panicked and scurried off.



When Liu Yixiao heard Lin Shenhe's report, he could no longer sit still. This incident was too serious—so serious he couldn't explain it to the Yuan Laoyuan. An armed-protected work team, completely wiped out!

"...The situation doesn't seem this simple." Lin Shenhe's voice came through the walkie-talkie. "There are many suspicious points that can't be explained quickly. I recommend a formal investigation."

"Who were the attackers?"

"Currently we only know it was a bandit gang." The walkie-talkie crackled with interference—the signal was poor in the mountains. "We're searching for the bandits' burial site, hoping to find something."

Liu Yixiao said, "It seems we must send another work team to station at Zhaopu, to sort out this incident as quickly as possible." He sighed heavily. He could almost visualize himself sitting in the Yuan Laoyuan hearing room being bombarded in turn.

"From now on, strengthen security measures!" He slammed his fist on the table. "Every work team must have a complete platoon for protection! All work teams within communication range must carry walkie-talkies! No work teams to be sent to places too remote for effective defense."

From villagers gradually returning to the village, Lin Shenhe learned the full story. He also understood why many bodies had shown no external wounds—they had been poisoned.

This shocked him profoundly.

"Where is the village liaison?" He asked hatefully.

"He fled," an old man said quickly. "He did such a thing—he didn't dare stay in the village. He ran off with the bandits."

"He didn't even want his family?"

"He wasn't married. His parents died long ago."

"He won't escape." Lin Shenhe looked at the numb-faced villagers. Their faces showed only undifferentiated fear; their eyes dull and obtuse. They had coldly watched the work team—who had come to improve their lives—be poisoned, besieged, and finally killed to the last person. Not one had thought to send word.

If help had arrived even an hour or two earlier, some lives might have been saved. Lin Shenhe breathed deeply, suppressing his rage.

"All of you, go back to the village. But don't leave. Stay available for questioning."

The mass grave where the bandits had hastily buried their dead was found the next day. Lin Shenhe ordered laborers conscripted for excavation. Eventually over seventy bodies were dug up. The topmost was the missing liaison. Hu Lanyan hadn't wanted to waste the twenty taels of silver he had given him front and back, so when they withdrew, he had simply killed the man who had lost his usefulness.
Chapter 677 - Village Consolidation

"Is it him?"

"It's him," the laborer whispered.

"Carry this body to the village and dump it on the threshing floor." The order came swift and cold. "Let everyone see what happens to traitors."

Under the anxious gaze of the gathered villagers, the Fubogun marched into the settlement and set about demolishing the liaison's house. In less than fifteen minutes, the entire structure lay in ruins. What could burn was hauled outside the village and put to the torch. Only the massive bamboo beam was spared.

Soldiers drove up a cow dragging an iron plow and turned the bare foundation deep into the earth. A sack of sea salt was scattered into the fresh furrows and buried. Finally, the salvaged beam was erected upon that salted ground, and from it hung the body of the liaison who had betrayed the work team.

"Leave it there until only bones remain," Lin Shenhe commanded.

A new work team arrived from Danzhou with Lin Shenhe serving as interim leader. Liu Yixiao and Yu Zhiqian soon followed, bringing the work team with them. For the moment, Danzhou's power center had shifted to this desolate hamlet.

"Is it wise for you to come here as well?" Liu Yixiao asked with evident concern.

"Danzhou isn't without transmigrators in my absence," Yu Zhiqian replied. "I need to survey the battlefield myself. Besides, when an incident of this magnitude occurs and leadership fails to visit the front line—what will the Yuan Laoyuan think?"

The entire village underwent a thorough cleansing. The new work team abandoned all talk of developing mountain land or cultivating cash crops. Even the previous efforts to recruit soldiers and laborers had ceased.

Both Lin Shenhe and Liu Yixiao suspected that others in the village had connections to the bandits. Liu Yixiao was also convinced the villagers couldn't possibly be ignorant of which gang had attacked.

These questions demanded answers. Without rooting out the source of danger, peaceful construction would remain impossible.

Under the soldiers' supervision, the village men constructed a bamboo palisade around the settlement, dug a defensive trench, and erected a watchtower. Anyone leaving for the fields now required approval from work-team personnel. Every permanent resident was entered into a new household-registration system.

Work-team members wearing blue collar tabs began conducting individual interviews with the villagers—one by one, back-to-back. From the elderly to children as young as eight, everyone was questioned. Everyone had to pass.

The investigation turned each villager's history inside out. Eventually, someone revealed that Chen Lianjian had connections to bandits.

Chen Lianjian had ridden with bandits for years before returning to farm after an injury left one leg useless. He had a wife and several daughters. Without able-bodied male laborers, the family barely scraped by.

He admitted he had been a bandit—but not with the gang that had come.

"They're Hu Lanyan's men! Nothing to do with me—I never invited them!" Chen Lianjian protested again and again. "Hu Lanyan's bunch came over from Lingao!"

He knew little about Hu Lanyan's gang—only that they had arrived from Lingao the previous year with many men and had swiftly become the largest bandit force in the region.

Lin Shenhe slammed the table. "Tell me everything you know about local bandit activity. Confess honestly!"

Chen Lianjian was illiterate and had been nothing more than a lowly foot soldier. He knew little of real value. But he still revealed information about aliases, gang sizes, methods, and jargon. Lin Shenhe recognized immediately that this man could prove useful. In the hands of professional investigators, even more could be extracted.

"Guards—lock him up separately," Lin Shenhe instructed. "Watch him carefully."

"Yes, sir!" The guard turned to leave.

"Wait." Lin Shenhe stopped him. "Also arrest his wife and daughters. Lock them up separately."

"This humble one is already a cripple! I can never work that trade again—I wouldn't dare even think of it! Please investigate, Your Honor!" Chen Lianjian pleaded desperately, terrified the Australians might make an example of him and his family—just as they had with the liaison.

"Should we kill a few to establish authority?" Lin Shenhe asked Liu Yixiao. "We could execute Chen Lianjian based on his bandit history."

Liu Yixiao shook his head. "That wouldn't be appropriate. Chen Lianjian wasn't involved in the attack on the work team. Most of these villagers are neither perpetrators nor accomplices—at worst, they failed to act heroically. Executing them under such circumstances would be unjustifiable."

"What a shame not to kill a few," Yu Zhiqian said, deeply disappointed. "This won't deter the locals."

"These people have lived in hardship for so long that their thinking has grown numb and obtuse—they know only self-preservation," Fang Jinghan observed. He was directing the political investigation and social survey. "This is classic submissive-populace mentality: any master will do, so long as survival is possible. They're so poor they have nothing left to lose."

"I still think we should execute a batch," Yu Zhiqian pressed. "Without bloodshed, we cannot establish authority in Danzhou. It's crippling public security."

"Slaughtering innocents is meaningless." Liu Yixiao's opposition was firm. "These villagers are contemptible, but there's no justifiable grounds for execution. Indiscriminate killing only betrays our own weakness."

Yet for all his conviction, Liu Yixiao had no clear alternative.

His report on the Zhaopu Village incident sent shockwaves through the Yuan Laoyuan. The word from Liu Muzhou was grim: the transmigrators were furious with his leadership. He might well be stripped of his position as Danzhou Work Team leader.

If that happened, his hopes of becoming Danzhou's first County Magistrate would be finished. Worse, this political stain would prove nearly impossible to wash away. Dejection and anxiety gnawed at him in equal measure. All he could do was try to salvage points through the follow-up.

Too lenient a response would only deepen the Yuan Laoyuan's displeasure. According to Liu Muzhou, some transmigrators were already demanding the entire village be massacred.

But excessive cruelty would alienate others. The balance between severity and leniency had become an impossible needle to thread.

After considerable deliberation, Fang Jinghan proposed a plan he called "collective punishment."

The proposal was to confiscate all property belonging to Zhaopu Village residents as restitution for the destruction of the work team.

"That's nothing—what property do they even have?"

"The land here, meager as it is, constitutes property."

"Fine. What do we do with the land?" Danzhou had no shortage of land—only people.

"The land isn't the point," Fang Jinghan explained. "Stripping them of it strips them of any means to survive here. All the village's laborers become population directly at our disposal. If you like, call them 'state slaves.'"

"Like how all immigrants become contract slaves..."

"Exactly. We relocate the entire village to better conditions through consolidation—turning them into directly controlled population. This becomes Danzhou's first commune."

"Thirty-odd households? That's too few for a commune."

"We implement village consolidation—gradually relocating and merging these scattered settlements. It facilitates population management while promoting development."

After the relocation, the original site could be abandoned entirely—it held little development value anyway. When the time came to exploit the mountain resources, new migrants could be moved in.

As for the relocated villagers, Fang Jinghan recommended immediate utilization. All eligible males between eighteen and twenty-five would be drafted.

"The military is a great melting pot," he said. "Throw them in, let Wei Aiwen feed them gruel, make them march in formation for three years. They'll develop discipline. When they come out, they'll be qualified 'new people.' For adults, only such coercion works."

Children under eighteen would all be sent to Lingao for compulsory education—younger ones to national school, older ones to apprenticeship training. The remaining population would serve as laborers. No manpower would be wasted.

"We'll proceed with this approach." Liu Yixiao nodded his approval. "Road construction needs labor. Once this group is resettled, start them with three months of roadwork."

"Better to establish the commune first," Yu Zhiqian interjected. "Zhonghe Post's garrison city has a solid foundation—plenty of empty buildings, more than adequate for housing immigrants. Make Zhonghe Post the site of Danzhou's first commune."

The following week, additional work-team members and a second infantry company arrived from Danzhou. Soldiers encircled the village in a tight cordon. The work team then entered in batches, ordering each household to pack up and prepare for relocation.

The villagers possessed almost nothing. Their sole property consisted of ragged clothes, crude farm tools, and the barest necessities. The wealthiest families had cattle.

"Except for clothes, valuables, and livestock—bring nothing!" Native work-team members bellowed through megaphones. "The new village will have everything you need. Food and drink will be provided on the road!"

By transmigrator standards, the villagers owned nothing worth calling property beyond themselves and their livestock. The local farm tools were so wretched they were better melted for scrap. Even the most treasured iron pots struck the transmigrators as a waste of metal, to say nothing of the hygiene concerns with their utensils. After due consideration, everyone agreed that a full supply system would be simpler.

What remained in the village would be inspected. Usable materials—iron goods, metal objects, cotton and hemp textiles—would be disinfected and recovered. Everything else would be destroyed on site. The houses, too, would be demolished entirely, severing any thought of return.

Only one thing would be left standing: the bamboo pole with its badly rotting corpse. Flies swarmed thick around it.

As the villagers shouldered their meager belongings and set off, the demolition was already underway behind them. The rumble of collapsing houses and the rising clouds of dust drew expressions of grief and bewilderment across the faces of the departing.
Chapter 678 - Gelsemium

When the Zhaopu Village Incident Report reached the Yuan Laoyuan, it triggered a barrage of inquiries directed at the Civil Affairs People's Committee. Liu Muzhou faced question after question until his face flushed and paled by turns; he could barely get words out.

He fought to maintain composure as he fielded Shan Liang's interrogation:

"According to the report, one critical factor in the work team's annihilation was the failure to raise a timely alarm. Had they sent warning in time, they might have been saved. Is that correct?"

"In theory... yes."

"According to the map, Zhaopu Village lies just over ten li from Danzhou city. So in practical terms, this is equally true. In other words, had the work team been equipped with proper communications gear, they could have raised the alarm in time."

"Correct."

"Then why weren't they issued such equipment?"

"Radio equipment is classified as Level One controlled materiel. Small detached parties don't qualify for allocation." Liu Muzhou recited the models and quantities of transceivers and walkie-talkies that had been issued to the Danzhou work team. "We did issue considerable equipment to the work team itself."

"Do you consider that sufficient?"

"That amount is inadequate to simultaneously supply over a dozen work teams plus camps scattered across various locations."

"...So you're telling me that despite knowing the communications equipment issued to the Danzhou work team was insufficient, you still sent them out?"

"I object to such leading questions!" Liu Muzhou shot back. "How much equipment we can deploy is not something the Civil Affairs People's Committee can decide unilaterally!"

"Very well. I withdraw the question." Shan Liang paused. "Then is it possible for your department to employ alternative means? Distress rockets, carrier pigeons, or other primitive but reliable methods?"

"All of those involve local factors and technical conditions. Carrier pigeons, for example, require establishing dovecotes locally and training the birds to develop a homing instinct for Danzhou. Otherwise, giving pigeons to work teams would be pointless—they would only fly back to Lingao. Training pigeons to adapt to a new home cannot be accomplished in a day or two. Nick can verify this."

...

Liu Muzhou barely escaped the hearing's fierce bombardment. He silently cursed Liu Yixiao for bungling the job and dragging him into this mess.

You're hiding in Danzhou taking it easy while I take the heat for you, he fumed inwardly.

At this point, Mei Lin requested the floor.

"Permission granted."

Mei Lin stepped to the podium.

"Fellow transmigrators! This Zhaopu Village incident may appear accidental, but in truth it was inevitable. This is a profound lesson—"

"Please get to the point!" Ma Jia interjected. He had grown drowsy presiding over the long meeting.

"I believe the primary cause of this disaster was complacency in the Danzhou work team's leadership. Between capturing the county seat and dispatching the work teams, they never conducted a thorough investigation of conditions throughout the county's jurisdictions, nor did they establish local intelligence networks in a timely manner. Had they first understood the bandits' operating range, numbers, and combat capability, they could have configured the work teams accordingly. At minimum, those thirty-odd people would have possessed sufficient wariness and flexibility for crisis management. Equipment could have been prepared in advance.

"Second: inadequate communications equipment. The work team, lacking sufficient radios, never considered equipping any simple emergency communication means. They actually relied on human messengers. This is an inexcusable failure—absolutely intolerable! Currently our work teams aren't numerous. Even if we cannot issue the radio equipment we brought through the transition, we should still be able to outfit them with lower-tech alternatives: carrier pigeons, smoke canisters, signal flares. In principle, we should have gone directly to crystal transceivers. The last time radio equipment came up for discussion, people kept saying 'this won't work, that won't work.' I say, just start using it! We can develop and upgrade later—"

"Please don't stray from the topic."

"So on the surface, the work team's annihilation was caused by bandit cunning and cruelty—but in truth, the fault is our own. Several leaders in particular must bear primary responsibility. They should submit profound self-criticisms! And the Yuan Laoyuan should vote on appropriate punishments as a warning to others! Additionally: in a sense, this small team's destruction isn't necessarily a bad thing. This is a loss we must inevitably bear in conquering the world. The cost of just over thirty lives exposed the problems at our command level and clarified our understanding. That is very worthwhile—provided we learn from this lesson. I have finished speaking."

Following this, Cheka chief Yi Fan delivered a lengthy discourse on "vigilance against adventurism in local work," arguing that Liu Yixiao's approach of multi-point deployment and all-fronts expansion constituted "adventurism."

"Everyone, in the past in Lingao we did things step by step. First we controlled the area around the county seat, then we suppressed bandits, then we courted the gentry, and only then did we begin work-team deployment. But the Danzhou work team cast their net too wide. They tried to do everything at once without being fully prepared. Small wonder this disaster occurred."

Yi Fan continued:

"There are many lessons to draw from this incident—we have not attended well enough to the details. I propose revising the work team's Work Manual. The standard procedures must be reformulated based on this experience. Food safety especially requires attention: we need to specify which vegetables and fruits are safe to consume. Distribute plant-and-animal handbooks so native personnel can also distinguish between toxic and edible species. At the same time, villages slated for stationing should be scored by security level. The more dangerous ones should receive priority for higher-level communication equipment—carrier pigeons, signal flares, or even walkie-talkies. And overall, we must consider breaking up existing village structures, consolidating settlements, and gradually mobilizing local populations."

"This incident shows that relying solely on work teams while neglecting armed struggle is untenable," Wei Aiwen added. "We underestimated counter-insurgency warfare. Given that our administered territory will continue to expand, establishing specialized research institutions to study this problem is imperative."

...

The Yuan Laoyuan finally reached its conclusion: thirty-five people dead in a single incident, fallen to bandits. An unprecedented disaster. All agreed the matter demanded serious handling and thorough investigation.

Subsequently, Qian Shuiting and others proposed establishing a Zhaopu Village Incident Investigation Committee to dispatch specialists to Danzhou for a comprehensive inquiry. While gathering experience and summarizing lessons, they would examine whether the Danzhou Work Force and garrison had been derelict or in violation—whether they bore direct responsibility for this incident.

The Yuan Laoyuan Standing Committee passed the resolution and elected the committee.

Chairman Qian Shuiting noted that since the report mentioned signs of poisoning in the work team, professional personnel should be dispatched. Ultimately, Fa Shilu, a botany expert from the Agricultural Committee, was appointed Investigation Commissioner, with Ji Xin from the Arbitration Court serving as Deputy Commissioner. Lan Yangyang was designated forensic examiner—though he repeatedly insisted he was only a gastroenterologist.

The investigation team received an Independent Investigation Credential from the Arbitration Court. With this document in hand, Danzhou authorities were required to cooperate fully, without obstruction or evasion. The team held authority to inspect and seize any physical evidence and speak privately with anyone. Their compiled reports and materials would remain confidential, submitted only to the committee for review and discussion.

The investigation team traveled first to Danzhou aboard a navy supply ship. After a brief welcome from Liu Yixiao at the dock, they transferred to an ox cart bound for Danzhou city.

"All physical evidence and the bodies preserved for autopsy are in the city," Liu Yixiao explained. "There's no cold storage here. The bodies can only be kept in the basement, and they're decomposing rapidly. Had you not arrived soon, we would have had to cremate them."

"No matter, so long as we can examine the stomach contents," Lan Yangyang replied, consulting his notebook—notes he had taken after crash-studying Forensic Medicine for several days.

Upon arriving in Danzhou, the investigation team set to work immediately. Lan Yangyang performed the autopsies without delay, extracting stomach contents from each body.

He handed a glass jar filled with gray viscous matter to Fa Shilu and removed his mask with visible relief.

"Done. My part's finished. Over to you now."

Fa Shilu frowned—a nauseating stench of decay reached his nostrils. He produced a portable microscope, donned a mask, and began his examination.

The autopsy and analysis of residual food in the stomachs confirmed that the work team had indeed been poisoned by a plant. After studying the residue, Fa Shilu delivered his verdict:

"It's gelsemium." He spoke briefly, clinically. "Commonly called 'heartbreak grass.' Extremely toxic—three or four leaves are enough to kill. More lethal than arsenic, and boiling it in water only accelerates onset. Without treatment, death within eight hours is certain." He extracted some gray matter with tweezers. "They also added bitter gourd to mask the unusual taste, along with plenty of other leafy greens to hide the leaves. These bandits were clever."

"I will tear that gang limb from limb," Liu Yixiao said through gritted teeth.

"Vegetables must be obtained locally. If the enemy does this, it's virtually impossible to guard against." Yu Zhiqian's voice was grim. "I need to immediately notify all deployed teams: temporarily halt having locals purchase vegetables. All produce must be personally picked from the fields. Also prohibit foraging wild vegetables and fruits."

"Is there any simple emergency treatment?" Liu Yixiao asked. "Something to train the medics in, so they can save themselves if they consume something toxic in the future."

"Traditional Chinese medicine prescribes a decoction of licorice, mung beans, and honeysuckle to detoxify. But I believe stomach pumping is needed first for such remedies to be effective." Lan Yangyang considered. "At minimum, induce vomiting. With this particular toxin, if you can induce vomiting immediately, you gain considerably more time for rescue."

"Those three ingredients aren't hard to obtain. We'll prepare a supply for every work team from now on." Liu Yixiao's enthusiasm kindled. "We just lack emetics—hopefully the Health Department can solve that."
Chapter 679 - Father Trigault's Mission

"Vice Lords!" His wife flung herself at the feet of the lead man, clutching his legs, weeping and pleading: "He hasn't plied that trade since he lamed his leg—it's been years! Please show mercy and spare this cripple."

"It's fine. We won't kill him," said the man with the blue collar tabs. "As long as he answers honestly, he'll be back in a few days. If he's not honest—" He paused deliberately. "Then I can't say."

Chen Lianjian was released from the office two days later, barely able to straighten his back. His eyes had gone glassy, his face rough with stubble.

"Your confession was very good. We hope you haven't held anything back—that you're not hiding anything..."

"I wouldn't dare, wouldn't dare." Chen Lianjian bowed and scraped, nearly in tears. "I told you everything. Didn't dare hide a thing."

"Go home and work hard. Don't mention what happened here. Understand?"

Chen Lianjian limped painfully away, forcing himself to walk as fast as his ruined leg would allow. The farther from this hellish place, the better.

In those two days, he had told them everything he knew: where bandits usually operated, what named bandits called themselves, their jargon and hand signs...

He felt as though he had been put through an oil press—squeezed drop by drop until nothing remained but a dried-out husk.

Anyone with connections to bandits received this treatment. These "conversations" weren't limited to former outlaws; they included ordinary people and local gentry alike.

The strategic village initiative continued advancing. Long-range survey teams arrived from Lingao, along with urban planning specialists from the Lingao Construction Company. They would assist Danzhou authorities in properly laying out the strategic villages, ensuring each one could flourish in the years to come.



"Father Trigault is in the waiting room," Aimbrois whispered.

"Show him in." Jerónimo Geranzani sat in his chair, gazing at the large panes of glass newly installed in the window—Australian glass, made so thin and light that it could be fitted without the dense lead-strip lattices formerly required.

The large windows flooded the room with light. Geranzani, who had spent most of his life working in dim chambers, initially found the brightness uncomfortable.

Trade with Lingao had made Macao increasingly prosperous. Large quantities of goods were shipped from here to Europe and West Asia. Lingao's large-format glass was even being re-exported to Europe—and even with the freight and losses over such distances, it still proved cheaper than Europe's crude, heavy small panes.

Then there were the steel-tipped dip pens: smoother than quill pens, requiring no careful sharpening. When a nib wore out, you simply replaced it. The Australians even said worn nibs could be recycled at half price.

And of course, Da Tang Gongzhu—the beautifully packaged huangjiu. The Society of Jesus had made untold fortunes on it. The porcelain bottles alone had become prizes among collectors. Every three months, the bottle's design changed, triggering collecting frenzies among enthusiasts.

But what worried His Excellency the Superior most was that the Australians had begun selling Latin editions of the Bible and Catechism to the Church.

The religious books they sold were not only cheap but beautifully printed, and they came in many editions: large-print, pocket-sized, and so-called "illustrated editions" filled with pictures.

Geranzani had personally reviewed every edition and found that they were not only doctrinally identical to the Vatican-authorized versions—they were more carefully proofread. More perfect, even, than the Holy See's own editions.

This is truly incredible, Geranzani thought. A lost church's scripture matching the Holy See's authorized text word for word—it was beyond strange.

But strange or not, Lingao's religious books were far cheaper than German-printed ones. Soon, Jesuit ships were carrying books back to Europe. Had Lingao not indicated their production capacity was currently limited, the business could have been far larger.

Lingao—a truly strange place. Geranzani's interest in it and its Australians grew by the day.

"My child, are you ready to go to Hainan Island?" he asked after the priest kissed his ring.

"Yes, Your Excellency," the man replied humbly.

Father Trigault's assignment to Lingao had been decided months ago. He and two other brothers were meant to reinforce the two brothers who had been called to the Lord while evangelizing in the Li regions in recent months. But the Ming army's punitive expedition against Lingao had delayed their departure.

They had originally planned to travel aboard one of the Huang Shunlong Trading Company's ships. But Huang Shunlong had received word: the Ming had moved against the Australians. The army had crossed to Qiongzhou, and Ming warships were blockading the strait.

"No ship can get through now," Huang Shunlong had said. "Forcing through would likely mean losing both ship and cargo." Best to wait until the situation calmed.

The Church first learned of the Ming's military action from Father Rodrigues's letters. The news had made the Society of Jesus extremely anxious—the Lingao mission had only just begun to flourish. They did not want it cut short. To that end, Geranzani had immediately written to the mission in Beijing, asking them to see if any action could be taken.

Father Rodrigues, however, remained optimistic. In his letters, he expressed confidence that the Ming army would certainly be defeated, because the Australians had organized "the strongest and best-trained army in all the Far East."

Summer arrived amid tense waiting, and then came news of the Ming army's rout. The blockade of the Qiongzhou Strait had been lifted—the waters west of Guangdong had become Australian domain.

Geranzani returned to his desk. "I know you originally hoped to go to Hangzhou to carry on your uncle's missionary work there. But the future of China's evangelization does not lie there. It lies in Lingao."

Father Trigault heard this word again and lowered his head.

When he had been sent from Flanders to the Far East two years ago, he had assumed the Society would let him succeed his great distant relative—Nicolas Trigault, who had enjoyed the Pope's favor and had recently been called to the Lord's rest in Hangzhou. He himself had harbored intense interest in Marco Polo's "heavenly city" and longed to see the legendary place with his own eyes.

But after reaching Manila, Lingao had spread through the Church like a spell. This obscure little place had become the greatest excitement in the Far Eastern Church, far exceeding the earlier achievements of converting daimyō in Japan or establishing a church in Beijing. Many priests hoped to sow the seeds of faith in this land.

Everything about the Australians in Lingao had become an intensely discussed topic among local clergy and gentlemen. The gentlemen coveted Australian wealth; the Church saw the Australians' appearance on Hainan as divine guidance.

Manuscript copies of the Letters of Father Rodrigues had become sought-after items; everyone tried to borrow them. By comparison, Matteo Ricci and his successors' decades of achievements in China now seemed to pale into insignificance.

Many priests hoped to go to Lingao, but the Society of Jesus had firmly secured exclusive rights to evangelize Lingao and Hainan Island—a privilege that had received papal approval.

Going to Lingao meant accepting a high mortality rate. In three consecutive years, two priests had unfortunately contracted plague and been called to the Lord while evangelizing the "savage regions" en route. Father Rodrigues alone had remained healthy; he had contracted plague several times but miraculously recovered each time.

After learning he would be sent to Lingao, Father Trigault had studied Matteo Ricci's China Journal and every book and manuscript about China he could find. Apart from a few reports from missionaries who had entered Hainan Island in 1560, 1563, and 1584, he had learned that one of Matteo Ricci's greatest supporters in the Chinese court—the minister Wang Honghui—was a native of this island. His family still lived in a city called Ding'an. His son Paul maintained a small church there and occasionally came to Macao to consult on church matters.

The Society of Jesus had originally taken great interest in this small mission station in Ding'an, but the Australians' appearance had shifted all their attention regarding Hainan evangelization entirely to Lingao.

Superior Geranzani briefed him on Hainan Island and Lingao. The people currently controlling Lingao were a group of Chinese who called themselves "Australians." It was they who had invited Jesuit fathers to come spread the Lord's Gospel. The Australians differed from ordinary Chinese—clever and quick-witted, treating people with the courtesy of Europe's most elegant gentlemen. This conversation filled Father Trigault with confidence in his mission.

"The church in Lingao has already achieved considerable scale," Geranzani said wearily, rubbing his forehead. "But they are entirely under Australian control."

"I understand what you mean."

"No, you don't understand—" The Superior's lips curved into a smile as he studied the priest. "Your task is to expand the Lord's flock, not to create divisions within it."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"Observe the Australians carefully. They are a different kind of Chinese altogether." Geranzani's face took on a strange smile. "Observe them well. Always remember to spread the Lord's Gospel to those without faith—but do not anger them."

"I understand, Your Excellency."

"Mr. Rando will accompany you to Lingao."
Chapter 680 - The People of the Order

"That strange Italian?" Trigault said with displeasure. "I find him a suspicious character."

Accompanying him to Lingao besides Weiss Rando was a young cleric named Cecilio—a student of Trigault's, a brother who held him in great respect.

Their party would be traveling to Lingao with a considerable quantity of cargo. Besides the various goods sold to Lingao under the supply agreement, there were also Jesuit gifts: sacred vessels for the church, decorative items, crucifixes, stained glass paintings, large cast-iron chandeliers, candlesticks, and all manner of sculptures—a dazzling array. Many items had been purchased from the Philippines or even from Europe. Father Trigault—or by his newly adopted Chinese name, Jin Lige—studied the long cargo manifest in amazement.

"We're shipping all this?"

"Another new church is being completed in Lingao. They're also planning to expand the main church and monastery there."

"If the Australians have their own church plus a church and monastery, and possess the finest craftsmen in the world, why must we provide everything?" Jin Lige found this difficult to understand. "And three thousand small crucifixes—we provide those as well?"

"Yes. That's part of the evangelization agreement."

"God!" Jin Lige made the sign of the cross. "Are they still lambs of the Lord?"

"Among the Australians, many are atheists." Father Comanach crossed himself at the word. "God preserve us. There are indeed believers in the Lord among them, but those who truly hold power are not counted among the faithful."

Those who held power, in Father Comanach's impression, were merchants more mercenary than any he had ever encountered.

Jin Lige's face went pale. In his mind, "atheists" were an even more terrifying existence than "heretics."

"However, their gentlemen are all courteous—learned and polite." Comanach sighed regretfully. "Their hearts..." He let the thought hang. "May the Lord's light shine into their darkened hearts."

"This is the Society's highest secret in Macao." Father Comanach took a document from a locked file cabinet. "You may read it here and commit it to memory."

What he handed Jin Lige was a document secretly compiled from Father Rodrigues's letters.

The Letters from Lingao circulated within the Church was not the complete version. Much critical content had been deleted by the Jesuits. The Society of Jesus had learned hard lessons from its Japanese mission experience and firmly refused to allow other orders to encroach on Hainan Island evangelization. They demanded not just exclusive missionary rights but also complete control of critical information.

This document concerned the religious situation and ideological tendencies of Lingao's rulers—the transmigrators.

One list detailed the main clergy of the Australian church and the Catholics and other religious adherents Father Rodrigues had identified among the Australians.

Catholics in Lingao, including those developed in the Li regions, now numbered over a thousand. Male and female religious in the monastery also exceeded a hundred. But the Jesuits valued the Catholics among the Australians far more highly—they were acutely aware that native believers played no role in Lingao's power structure.

Developing new believers among the transmigrators as quickly as possible was the Jesuits' urgent priority. This was also a major task assigned to Jin Lige. Only thus could the Society of Jesus gain influence in the Australian Yuan Laoyuan.

"The Lingao church is currently under the jurisdiction of a monastery abbot named Wu Shimang. His official title is Prior of the Lingao Monastery." Father Comanach explained. "He is also a member of the Australian Yuan Laoyuan and enjoys aristocratic rights."

"Is he a devout believer?" In Europe, the position of monastery prior—with its considerable income and tangled property rights—was often associated with the Church's worst corruption.

"According to Brother Rodrigues's letters, Prior Wu is a capable monastery administrator. Very capable," Comanach said.

This meant he was expert at running the monastery but not particularly zealous about religion.

"Has he taken Holy Orders?"

"I believe not." Father Comanach smiled. "Brother Rodrigues says he doesn't seem like an ordained prior."

"Is he a secular prior?"

"Hard to say. We've never been able to clarify the organizational specifics of the Australian church. They seem to have considerable informality." Comanach observed. "There's also his assistant, Father Bai Duoluo of the Bairen Church."

"Father Bai is a fine believer—he served as Brother Rodrigues's assistant and contributed greatly to spreading the Gospel. He's also a theologian and provided the Chinese-language Catechism."

"Thanks be to God."

"Miss Diana Mendoza. A devout believer."

Jin Lige felt disappointed. "Only these three?"

"Yes. According to Brother Rodrigues's letters, only these three among the Australian Yuan Laoyuan's transmigrators are lambs of the Lord." Comanach frowned. "There are also Puritans in the Yuan Laoyuan."

"God!" Jin Lige exclaimed.

"Two European women. Brother Rodrigues says they speak a strange kind of English."

"Are they English?"

"I don't think so. Apart from European features, their behavior and manners are no different from other Australians." Father Comanach spoke slowly. "Although they are heretics, they seem uninterested in religion..."

"Is there no Puritan place of worship?"

"No." Comanach sighed with some regret. "But they have another powerful heretical church—called 'the Dao.'"

"Father Matteo Ricci mentioned it in his writings: a native Chinese idol worship..."

"Exactly. However, the Australians' 'Dao' temples contain no idols, as Father Rodrigues mentioned in his letters." Father Comanach said. "Unfortunately, the Australian transmigrators in Lingao seem rather partial to 'the Dao.'"

"Are they believers in 'the Dao'?"

"No. As I said, most are atheists."

"Which means their partiality to 'the Dao' stems from something other than faith."

"Correct." Father Comanach nodded. "I believe the Australian transmigrators treat 'the Dao' less as a faith than as a tool of governance. The leader of 'the Dao' church is a young man surnamed Zhang. He possesses exquisite traditional Chinese medical skills, and through this has won the support of many followers. He's said to be especially popular in the savage regions—a major competitor on your path of spreading the Gospel."

"Unfortunately, I don't know medicine."

"When it comes to medicine, neither Chinese nor ours can match the Australians'. What they need are artistic talents. The Australians lack painters, singers, and sculptors. According to Brother Rodrigues, Australia shouldn't lack such talents—yet they seem not to have come to Lingao. You are an artist, skilled in sculpture and painting. Brother Cecilio knows musical instruments. These skills will be very useful in Lingao, conducive to more contact with the Australians."

"Finally, I must alert you to a person named He Ying. In the Australians' secular government, his title is 'Religious Affairs Officer.' This is a very powerful position. It appears the Australians follow policies similar to the Dutch or Ottomans: allowing various faiths and heresies to spread within their domain. He is the administrator and arbiter of all religious affairs." Father Comanach said. "Providing him with certain appropriate benefits will greatly advance the evangelical mission."

"Yes, but I've read Brother Rodrigues's letters. The Australians seem uninterested in gifts. He says they're the most incorrupt and upright rulers he's ever seen."

"Oh, you can't give high-value gifts—they won't appreciate those. Would they care for a Venetian carved cup or such? Where has your wit gone? Paintings, sculptures, perhaps they have architectural needs..." Father Comanach slowly raised his eyelids to look at him.

"Yes, I understand."

"Additionally, the Australian church differs greatly from ours. Believers don't observe Lent."

"God!"

"According to Prior Wu, the Australian church has practiced this way from ancient times." Father Comanach said. "This matter is not unforgivable. I believe the Holy See will issue a special dispensation."

Father Jin Lige, filled with amazement, anticipation, and various fantasies, returned to his humble lodgings to pack his belongings. A priest had few possessions—just a few changes of clothes. Most important were his art supplies: brushes, pigments, oils, and various small items for painting. Many couldn't be bought locally; even in Europe, some could only be found in Italy. He had brought a considerable supply when he first came to the Far East.

The Father had a probationary brother as his attendant, named John Dermott, from the "Island of Saints"—Ireland. This probationary brother had a head of wild red hair and was pale and thin. He was not only training to become a brother but also studying painting under the Father. Jin Lige was quite fond of this young, diligent brother and often taught him many techniques.

Brother Dermott was in his room painting a holy icon. Jin Lige watched him carefully as he applied bright blue to the panel—a special blue available only in Venice. Such liberal application on an indifferent painting pained him slightly. Dermott's technique was sound, but his images appeared very stiff. Jin Lige knew his student's artistic talent was quite limited. But he was fervent—in both faith and painting.

"Is your painting nearly finished?"

"It will be done soon."
Chapter 681 - Five People in the Quarantine Camp

"Once you finish, pack up your things. We're going to Lingao."

"Really, Master?" Dermott said excitedly. "I hear the Australians in Lingao have built many churches and monasteries."

"No, not many—only three or four."

"Will they let me paint murals for the church?"

"Of course. I think they won't refuse." Jin Lige thought: He's really a simple person! Only thinking about painting.

Although Geranzani and Father Comanach had both assured this small mission that the Australians warmly welcomed their evangelization and treated clergy quite cordially—certain to receive them hospitably—Jin Lige's confidence began to waver the moment they entered Australian territory.

The Jesuit ship had barely entered the Qiongzhou Strait when it was intercepted by Australian patrol boats for inspection. Father Trigault noticed that even though the war had ended, the entire strait still simmered with tense military atmosphere. Apparently the Ming government's punitive expedition hadn't been fully concluded.

The Father explained his identity and purpose to the Australian soldiers in Cantonese, presented Jesuit credentials and Superior Geranzani's personal letter—but the Australian officer appeared uninterested in any of it. His attitude was cold. Father Trigault silently recited a prayer. It seemed Father Rodrigues's claims about the Lord's glory already illuminating Lingao were exaggerated. Spreading the Lord's Gospel here would be no easier than anywhere else in China.

"You will proceed with the patrol boat," the officer ordered the ship's sailors. Several soldiers took control of the helm and the ship's key positions.

The ship sailed for Lingao under the patrol boats' escort. The strait remained empty; no other vessels were in sight. Only Australian ships plied these waters, flying blue-and-white flags, asserting dominion with an air of armed authority.

Their vessel was "escorted" by two single-masted patrol boats to Bapu Harbor. What happened next was bewildering—one marvel after another.

Father Trigault and his companions had scarcely begun to recover from their astonishment at the giant iron ships, the trains on the docks, and the steam cranes when a squad of Marine soldiers carrying bayoneted rifles surrounded them. No matter how loudly he proclaimed himself a Jesuit envoy come to serve the local church, the soldiers paid no heed. They pushed and pulled the group into a massive building. There the Father was forcibly separated from his companions and subjected to a lengthy, mind-numbing interrogation.

The interrogator spoke excellent Italian—though with somewhat strange pronunciation and vocabulary. When he learned Father Trigault came from Flanders, he immediately switched to German, apologizing that he only knew High German.

"You needn't accommodate my language. I can speak Italian, and High German is no problem." Father Trigault thought: So the claims about Australians being "learned" and "multi-talented" are indeed true.

Yet the interrogator's courteous manner stood in stark contrast to his questioning. Father Trigault was asked many questions over and over, some repeated multiple times. Even certain private matters he had hoped to avoid were drawn out this way.

By now Father Trigault had lost count of how many times he had crossed himself. His lips silently recited scripture. Though he steadied himself with all the patience a Christian should possess, this treatment exceeded anything he had imagined.

Is this suspicion or a form of torture? he asked himself. He couldn't help worrying about his companions.

The exhausting questioning finally concluded as suddenly as it had begun. Two men wearing belted tunics with strange short pistols at their waists led him out of the room, through a labyrinth of corridors and stairs.

The corridors were gloomy. Light came from glass skylights above. Every door was shut tight, with red numbers written by each entrance.

Though every door was closed, he could still hear something clicking rhythmically, accompanied by muffled dictation. Sharp bells rang incessantly—he didn't know what they were. Not the bells that church priests rang, but a tense, sharp, urgent sound. Passing through one corridor with large windows, he glanced outside and saw the distant bay and the ship that had brought him to Lingao. Coolies were unloading cargo.

Somehow, Father Trigault felt an ominous premonition. He was terrified, thinking he might be taken to some secret chamber for execution.

If so, he hadn't even made Confession! Would they allow a brother to hear his confession? As he began silently reciting the Confiteor, he found he had walked out a rear door into a sunlit square. His companions were there too, every one wearing bewildered expressions. The two pistol-bearing men had vanished like ghosts. Another squad of armed soldiers herded them into an open space enclosed by wire fencing, in whose center rows of low buildings rose. As Father Trigault was pushed into one of these buildings, he barely had time to see the sign above the doorframe reading "Quarantine Camp" in Chinese characters.

A whistled tune echoed through the quarantine camp room. Father Trigault disliked the tune intensely. Though he had never heard of Verdi, this strange music still disturbed him.

The rectangular room was large—judging by the double bunks, it could sleep twelve. The room was clean and orderly, but at the moment only the mission's five members occupied it. Brother Cecilio, whom the Father doted on as a pious, deferential young man, knelt on a straw mat clutching his rosary beads, lips trembling and whitening. John Dermott stood transfixed at the window, gazing at the enormous iron framework across the bay.

"This is truly incredible," he exclaimed. "Such a slender structure, no visible support! Built so high! It shouldn't be able to exist!"

Then there was the black man Weiss Rando had brought, sitting on rotten straw by the door. Even his habitually simple-minded face showed confusion after experiencing the Australians' incredible quarantine procedures. Since arriving in this room, he had searched fruitlessly for quite a while—the Father knew he must be looking for food.

Finally, the source of the whistling: Weiss Rando, the attendant the Jesuits had assigned him. He always tried to affect an aristocratic air but was obviously a common-born, thorough soldier of fortune. The fellow had spread his blanket on a straw mat and half-reclined against the wall in a corner, comfortably whistling tunes, seemingly unconcerned about their situation.

This is a dangerous character, a desperado! Father Trigault told himself. And what frightened him even more: Rando was a highly suspicious heresy suspect. Not just because of the strange behavior and remarks he occasionally displayed in Macao, but when they had been forced to strip and shower earlier, he had glimpsed Weiss's bare back. The bizarre tattoo there had nearly made the Father think he had seen the devil incarnate. He began silently blaming Geranzani for assigning him this attendant—a pagan. He had already passed judgment on Weiss Rando in his heart: a pagan feigning piety, or perhaps worse, a cultist.

This really is insufferably boring, Weiss thought, changing tunes as he whistled. They had been confined in this room for two days already. The four white men had exchanged fewer than five sentences with each other. The Father's chanting voice from across the room had subsided again. If Verdi's Triumphal March had made him restless, The Merry Widow was practically an indecent ditty.

Weiss watched with schadenfreude as the Father struggled to control himself, not letting his irritation show. He's quite frightened, Weiss Rando mused. Everything the Australians—or rather, the Chinese of Lingao—had done had terrified the two missionaries half to death. The red-headed Irishman was coping better by comparison. As for that somewhat neurotic young brother, the mandatory physical examination had scared his soul out of him; he had nearly fainted. Father Trigault had been crossing himself incessantly ever since seeing the so-called "Holy Ship" at Lingao Point—and given his level of understanding, thinking it a product of the devil was unsurprising.

The Father hadn't noticed the smile his attendant had displayed when he saw that tall steamship. Weiss rather liked the feeling of familiarity and intimacy the "Holy Ship" gave him. In another world, in the past few years, he and his companions had several times boarded an equally battered-looking Polish freighter to ship tons of weapons and ammunition to Sierra Leone and the Congo.

A commotion rose outside the window. Someone was shouting loudly. Rando didn't understand Chinese, but he recognized the rhythmic cadence of drill commands. Through the window, beyond the wire fence, on a large open field, he could see a group wearing identical gray homespun clothes—to the brothers, these could hardly be called clothes, just sacks worn over their bodies. Their heads were shaved clean; they wore straw sandals and were drilling in formation under an Australian soldier's baton.

At first he thought these were new recruits, but seeing them old and young, men and women, Rando abandoned that idea. Clearly this was simply daily military drill, its purpose nothing more than forcing these poor wretches to obey discipline and develop conditioned reflexes of absolute obedience to orders.

This is really a textbook example of a totalitarian state, he judged silently, rolling over on the straw mat, trying to find a more comfortable position. Something hard in his pocket dug into his waist—a cigarette case. Weiss badly wanted to pull out an Australian cigarette and enjoy a good smoke. He swallowed the impulse along with his saliva.
Chapter 682 - The Tattoo

He couldn't afford to offend those two missionaries. He hadn't fully made up his mind yet and still needed those two fools as cover for his identity. At Australian customs, he had repeated to the local officials the same story he had originally used to fool the Jesuits.

But the biggest problem with that story was that he hadn't anticipated the Australians would subject all entrants to mandatory physical examinations. Thorough, completely-stripped examinations at that.

When Weiss removed his shirt and exposed his back, he heard the sharp intake of breath from the doctor and officials behind him. He didn't know if their surprise came from seeing the tattoo or from recognizing its meaning. If the latter, all his fabrications became meaningless.

Weiss suspected they had a camera hidden somewhere in the immigration inspection area and had already photographed him from every angle.

Damn. These Chinese have definitely recognized what's on my back.

Weiss Rando had never imagined he would become a mercenary—at least not when he was young. A few years after he was born in an old, run-down Italian immigrant neighborhood in San Francisco, his mother passed away. His father was a construction worker who frequently beat Weiss black and blue after getting tanked at a tavern. But when the Calabrian construction worker wasn't drunk, he could be quite loving to his son. Weiss still remembered his father putting on his best clothes on Sundays, sitting in the front pew at church, smiling as he watched his son lead the choir.

The choir robes were old, imbued with years of accumulated sweat. Just like the Italian quarter itself.

Weiss didn't like the place where he was born. The old Italian quarter was dirty and decrepit, with an isolated, stale mustiness. The streets were dangerous and chaotic. People said coming to America meant coming to heaven, but heaven was obviously not in the Italian neighborhood. This was just another copy of the Italian hell.

During summer breaks from high school, he preferred staying at his classmate Leo's place—sailing on Leo's family fishing boat through Golden Gate Bay, fishing under California's blazing sun, or shooting seagulls with Leo's father's ancient Springfield. He quickly became an excellent shot, the seagull killer of the bay. Seagull meat was inedible, but watching clouds of feathers scatter from the muzzle gave him an inexplicable satisfaction.

One day, lying on the fishing boat's deck with Leo, he heard a roar cut across the sky, drowning out even the ocean's roar. Two Tomcat fighters swept over their heads. The sun outlined their swept wings in a golden silhouette.

"I'm going to be like that," he told Leo. "Flying a fighter jet across the ocean."

His dream of becoming a fighter pilot soon faded. Despite his outstanding physique and good looks making him quite popular with high school girls, Weiss Rando fell madly in love with Mrs. Warren, the new music teacher—a petite and charming married woman. She gave him music tutoring, encouraged him with dreams of one day performing at the Metropolitan Opera, comforted him, pampered him, and wasn't averse to this teenager more than a decade her junior showing certain excessive familiarities. But things eventually went wrong. After Weiss spent an entire weekend afternoon alone with Mrs. Warren, he was nearly shot dead by the enraged Mr. Warren. He left school and never returned.

His dream of becoming an opera singer shattered with it—he discovered that without Mrs. Warren, music held no attraction for him. The Navy would certainly never let someone without even a high school diploma fly fighter jets. They suggested he become a sailor.

Even Weiss didn't expect that simply wandering into an Army recruiting station because he had nowhere else to go would end with him crossing the ocean to Korea, becoming an infantryman in the 2nd Brigade of the 2nd Infantry Division. In the Army he might have made sergeant, and if he'd completed his contract smoothly, might even have gotten funding for college.

It all went wrong one weekend before Christmas. The base village of Dongducheon near Casey Barracks was enveloped in holiday fever. By evening, every bar and dance hall was packed with noisy soldiers and various patrons. Army Corporal Weiss Rando sat in a corner of a bar, slowly sipping a drink. Then screams erupted from the bar counter, followed by bursts of wild laughter and cheering. Weiss saw the bar's Filipina waitress pinned to the counter by two white men and a stocky Korean. Her skirt had been torn off. She screamed and struggled, but her desperately writhing hips only drew louder, more brazen laughter. Weiss knew the girl—quite well.

A bald, mustachioed white man swore as he held down the girl's waist, his pants already at his knees. His head suddenly shattered along with the beer bottle smashed upon it; he collapsed silently. The second white man felt his neck grabbed, his face slammed into the counter. He screamed as glass shards pierced his face. The Korean was reaching for a revolver under his clothes, but Weiss grabbed his wrist and shoved downward. The gunshot shook the entire bar; the bullet passed through the Korean's knee joint, shattering his right kneecap.

The bar owner called the police. Then the MPs arrived. Weiss was sentenced to seven months for assault. In prison, he saw an advertisement in an SOF magazine. He made up his mind, and after his release he chose to leave the service and head to Croatia. The dangerous life path he had chosen had cultivated his habit of taking things as they came, one step at a time. He intended to do the same now.



Summer in Lingao was unbearably hot, especially in the Political Security Bureau's classified conference room with its tightly shut doors and windows. To ensure no eavesdropping, this hellish place didn't even have windows.

Several buckets of ice had been placed in the room. An electric fan salvaged from the Holy Ship whirred loudly, but everyone around the table was still dripping with sweat.

The weekly internal security meeting—jointly held by the Political Security Bureau, Arbitration Court Investigation Bureau, Army, Navy, External Intelligence Bureau, National Police, Customs, and Cheka—was in session.

The delegates stared at the stack of photographs in the hands of Yang He, the head of the Customs Quarantine Camp, as he rambled on about how he had made this "major discovery." He was so proud of his find that he repeated certain points several times.

"This must be the person we've been looking for—the one from Vessel A whose whereabouts were unknown." When Yang He concluded, Zhao Manxiong, chairing the meeting, took the photographs. A slide projector had been set up in the conference room. Photographs taken from various angles were enlarged and projected. On the screen appeared a Latino white male, apparently under forty, over 1.8 meters tall, with a lean, well-proportioned physique. Dark brown hair fell to beside his neck.

In the front-facing Customs photograph, he had serenely placed both hands on the chair's armrests. His sun-darkened face looked ordinary, without distinctive features. Only those soft, limpid brown eyes—the kind that might attract women—were wide open, gazing at the transmigrators before the screen with a candid expression. When the fifth photo appeared, it caused a small stir. This was a rear view taken in the Quarantine Camp. On the white man's broad back was a striking tattoo: an F-14 fighter jet flying over a Jolly Roger flag of crossed skull and bones.

"Looks pretty flashy—" Dongmen Chuiyu suddenly remarked.

"What, want to get with him?"

"I'm just worried he might cause a stir among some female transmigrators." Dongmen Chuiyu said. "Could become an unstable factor. Just like Salina, Panpan, and Miss Mendoza are themselves unstable factors."

The room laughed. But everyone admitted that while this Latino's features weren't distinctive, his rugged face and powerful build had considerable masculine appeal. He might well find favor with modern women.

"We should secretly eliminate him for the sake of unity and stability," someone suggested.

"Additionally, the physical examination found over a dozen obvious scars on his shoulders, abdomen, and limbs," Yang He said. "We photographed each one. Some were identified as gunshot wounds; others are old surgical scars. These surgeries couldn't have been performed in the 17th century."

"Who is this person? What identity did he use to enter?"

"He's an attendant to a priest sent by the Jesuits." He Ying flipped through his notebook. "Three months ago, Rodrigues visited Macao and mentioned the Jesuits were preparing to send new missionaries to the Lingao diocese. This time four people came: one priest, two brothers, and this person. His Chinese name is Wei Landuo."

"Do we have more information on this Wei Landuo?"

"No. We conducted separate interviews with the priest and brothers. They know nothing about this person either. They rarely saw him before departing Macao. They only know that his assignment as attendant was personally made by Macao Jesuit Superior Geranzani—and these brothers seem to have an unfavorable impression of him."

"Where is Wei Landuo now? Still in the Quarantine Camp?" The questioner was Jiang Shan from External Intelligence.

"He and the missionaries are in a separate room in the Quarantine Camp," Yang He said. "We've already posted additional sentries at the door."

"What are we waiting for!" Dongmen Chuiyu, representing the General Staff, said sternly. "He's a spy, a saboteur! A potential threat. He should be immediately arrested, locked up, and interrogated separately! I don't believe we can't get the truth out of him."
Chapter 683 - Exposed

A murmur of discussion arose in the meeting room. Many voiced agreement with Dongmen Chuiyu's opinion—let the spy from the modern world taste modern electric torture.

"Comrades," Wu Mu spoke up, "let's sort through the clues. What we want to know is, first: who exactly is this Wei Landuo? Since he's not from this timeline, how did he cross over? And second: what is Wei Landuo trying to accomplish by coming to Lingao?"

"Arrest him and those two clerics and interrogate them—then we'll know everything," someone replied. "How about wiring them up and cranking the telephone?"

"It's not that simple. Since he came as Jesuit personnel, what exactly is his relationship with the Jesuits and Geranzani? What forces stand behind this transmigrator? We know nothing. Interrogating the other missionaries is useless; they know nothing about him either. Most importantly—is Wei Landuo the only one?"

"What do you mean by that?" Ran Yao asked.

"Why did this Wei Landuo come to Hainan? We can make a bold hypothesis. On D-Day, the temporal storm accidentally dragged in a ship carrying the Ming Lang family. Could Vessel A's appearance also have resulted from the same cause? Wei Landuo and his missing companions may have crossed over at the same time we did. His coming to Hainan Island might be precisely to search for his other companions. Those companions might even be hiding in or near Lingao, right under our noses."

This conclusion was so shocking that the room fell silent. Wu Mu continued: "Therefore, the clues to finding other unknown transmigrators lie with this person calling himself Wei Landuo. We must give him freedom of movement and place him under comprehensive surveillance. Arresting him prematurely would be completely counterproductive. Cut the vine and we'll never find the melons."

"Can the Political Security Bureau ensure comprehensive surveillance of him? We can't let this big fish slip away."

This time it was Zhao Manxiong who spoke, smiling as he assured everyone that every outsider entering Lingao was under the Political Security Bureau's effective surveillance. Ran Yao, representing the police, supported Wu Mu's opinion. Currently all of Lingao was in a state of emergency, making any investigation, surveillance, and arrest operation quite convenient. And this white man in Lingao would be as conspicuous as a peacock thrown among chickens. He had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.



The whistling echoed again through the cell, over and over. Father Trigault had already lain down on his straw mat but was kept completely awake by this irritating sound.

"Padre," he heard Cecilio whisper in his ear and immediately sat up on his bunk. The young brother's lips were trembling even whiter. "Padre, has that man gone mad?"

Father Trigault shook his head. That man was either mad or possessed by the devil. But he didn't dare say it aloud—because the one possessed by the devil was whistling while smiling at him, occasionally flashing teeth that gleamed with dazzling whiteness.

Weiss paid no attention to the two Jesuits' whispering. In this prison-like place, the only ways to learn about the outside and gauge his situation were his ears and the limited view through the window. These past days he had been hearing drill commands and battle cries from not far from the harbor—not from those skeletal people wearing cloth sacks, but more spirited, powerful shouts. From time to time came volleys of coordinated gunfire, occasionally mixed with the deep rumble of artillery. Such frequent live-fire training—were the Chinese of Lingao planning to expand the war? Very possibly. After all, the largest government army here had been destroyed. They could harvest the fruits at any time.

In this concentration camp, Rando rarely spoke—or rather, never spoke. His strange Italian had too many flaws. And in Lingao there might be other modern Westerners. What Weiss could be certain of was that once, faint singing had drifted from far away. He couldn't make out who was singing or in what language, but the tune was La Marseillaise.

He had only heard this indistinct Marseillaise once. What he heard more often was another song—Lingao's soldiers always sang it during drill assembly and dismissal. He vaguely felt the melody was familiar. After whistling it many times, Weiss finally remembered where the familiarity came from. He had been lying in a small hotel room in Rome, pondering where his next contract would be, while absent-mindedly watching a Chinese girl on television sing this song—the very song now being sung by soldiers with sky-high spirit—in a hymn-like measured tempo.

Alright, Australians, now I know where you come from. Weiss smiled smugly, even laughing aloud. Father Trigault involuntarily shrank a few more centimeters into the shadows of the corner.

Footsteps came down the corridor from afar. Weiss paid no attention—perhaps the concentration camp guards bringing food again. The twice-daily rice gruel mixed with fish scraps and vegetable leaves always left Weiss dizzy with hunger. These Chinese calling themselves Australians seemed to intend starving their prisoners into weakness so they couldn't escape.

The door clanged open. A gust of fresh air rushed into the room that stank of carbolic acid, sweat, and urine. The concentration camp guard stood at the door, holding a bamboo stick instead of a gruel bucket.

"You! Get up! Gather your things!" Though he tried to make his tone fierce, the group only stared at him with expressions of fear mixed with confusion. No one moved.

"Prepare to leave! Out!" The guard continued waving his arms, pointing at the door. Now they understood. Weiss stood without hesitation. He was sick of this place. Even hell would be better than being locked in this hot, stuffy cell.

He patted himself down—actually quite clean. The straw mat had none of the various parasites he had grown accustomed to and sick of in this timeline. Behind the guard stood three young men, not tall but solidly built, all with dark Eastern faces. They wore the most common, rustic gray uniforms here, with leg wrappings.

But Rando quickly noticed they wore blue collar tabs—a type he had never seen before, including on all the various people who had inspected and questioned them at Customs.

These three young men said nothing. On their weapon belts hung cloth holsters showing black revolver grips. With Rando's experience, he could tell these were definitely not revolvers from any factory. They more resembled the handmade pistols from Pakistani and Afghan workshops.

After quite a while, Trigault and the others followed. The guard led the way; the three young men silently followed five or six paces behind. Cecilio kept glancing back at them. Seeing the black gun grips showing on their belts, the young brother could barely walk—he could hardly stand.

The small door at the corridor's end opened. Lingao's summer sunlight flooded the hallway. The tense atmosphere instantly dissipated—they could see clearly. Outside was an open space with no wire fencing, no watchtowers, no soldiers with bayoneted rifles. A handsome four-wheeled carriage waited outside the Quarantine Camp gate. Father Trigault murmured "Praise the Lord," because Father Rodrigues stood before the carriage, smiling at the group.

Leaving the Quarantine Camp's terrifying atmosphere made him so happy he didn't bother observing his surroundings. Only Weiss noticed another carriage with its canopy raised, parked not far behind, looking rather strange in the empty square before the Quarantine Camp's rear gate.

The three mysterious young men boarded the rear carriage. Rodrigues explained these were "security personnel" dispatched by the Australian government. After all, Lingao was still at war. According to the Australians' "relevant departments," the unpleasant treatment the Jesuit personnel had received was a wartime security measure, for which he personally expressed regret.

"The Australians achieved a great victory on the battlefield, defeating a hundred thousand Ming troops. They've gained permanent advantage in South China. This is the Lord's will." Rodrigues crossed himself.

Jin Lige murmured something congratulatory. He was extremely curious about everything in the Lingao church and eager to learn many things. But Rodrigues's excitement seemed not to have subsided—he was expounding at length on the church's expansion opportunities following this military victory.

"We'll soon be establishing churches in Danzhou and Chengmai!" Perhaps having experienced too many failures evangelizing in China, Rodrigues was filled with joy at Hainan's "excellent situation" of rapid progress. Several times he shed tears of emotion while speaking.

Jin Lige didn't share his excitement. Before departing Macao, he had felt a nameless worry: the Australians were so powerful, and most of the Australian transmigrators were not lambs of the Lord—so why did they have such great interest in spreading the Gospel? What were their goals?

Weiss Rando affected an attitude of going with the flow, closing his eyes and saying nothing. Only the young brother timidly asked: "Padre, where will we be going?"

"First to eat," Rodrigues said. "You look starved, child."

Hearing there would be food, everyone's eyes lit with fire. These days of eating nothing but seafood gruel had become unbearable.

Clergy's fondness for good cuisine was famous throughout the medieval period. The Jesuits were relatively less particular about food compared to older orders, but the Society of Jesus was not, after all, an ascetic order.

"We're going to East Gate Market now."
Chapter 684 - The Pious Rando

The carriage stopped before East Gate Market's busiest street. When Weiss stepped down, he glanced around—he didn't see the second carriage, but the watchers had certainly melted into the bustling crowds around them.

Rando stood in the street. If he hadn't known he had crossed timelines, he would have thought he was standing in some postmodernist art installation.

Modern and medieval, Eastern and Western—all were mixed together in this bustling marketplace. Bauhaus-style red brick buildings, Western-styled pseudo-classical structures built with Chinese materials, all-wooden sorted garbage bins, police in black uniforms wearing conical hats and leg wrappings, carrying truncheons... all of this strangely blended together.

Rando resisted the urge to whistle. Their group was led by Father Rodrigues to the Commercial House Restaurant, into a rather elegantly decorated private room—somewhat like the upscale Chinese restaurant private rooms Rando had visited in Chinatown.

"This is the best restaurant here." Father Rodrigues casually accepted a hot towel from a young girl, wiping his face and hands. A faint jasmine fragrance wafted through the room.

Then a young girl in a light blue belted dress and white apron brought fragrant drinks in fine porcelain bowls—Chinese tea.

Father Rodrigues expertly lifted his bowl, used the lid to push aside the tea leaves, and carefully sipped.

"Come, please enjoy."

Brother Cecilio crossed himself. "I'd like a glass of cold water."

John Dermott curiously examined the tea leaves in his bowl. He cautiously sipped, frowned, then seemed to savor something.

"On such a summer day, a cup of hot tea will make your body and mind feel refreshed." Rodrigues had developed quite an addiction to tea drinking and gently guided his colleagues.

Father Jin Lige frowned. In his view, this priest seemed far too enthusiastic about physical pleasures. A missionary should be content with the simplest water and bread—a little red wine would be the greatest blessing. Yet here he was, indulging in strange foreign drinks.

Father Jin Lige opposed all manner of exotic foreign beverages—whether Spanish chocolate, Arabian coffee, or Chinese tea. To him, they were all temptations of the devil.

Lunch—or rather this late-afternoon meal—was sumptuous for a group that had been enjoying the Quarantine Camp's special cuisine. Weiss found it nearly unbearable to endure lengthy grace before warm whole-wheat bread.

The chowder stew made with sea clams, shrimp, various fish, and kelp was delicious—reminding him of the "Provençal bouillabaisse" he had eaten in France. Large fish fillets were fried to perfection, served with fresh tomato sauce, leaving the diners exclaiming with delight. Since it wasn't Lent, a large platter of sausages was also served, fried in some unknown oil, arriving fragrant.

Weiss took one bite and nearly spat it out: God knew what animal's offal and bones had been ground up, mixed with starch and spices. Apparently to mask the strange taste, they had generously added large quantities of spices. The flavor was practically inedible. But the missionaries ate happily. He had no choice but to set down his knife and fork, push the plate aside, and claim that dietary restraint was a Christian virtue.

The drink on the table was some kind of fruit wine, very sweet. With ice added, it was smooth and refreshing. The priests drank quite a bit—not just because the wine was mellow, but because they needed such beverages to relieve the fears of recent days.

Everyone was satisfied with the lunch, including Sirik. As a slave, he couldn't dine with his masters, but outside the private room, he had devoured four or five "fish fillet burgers" and followed his master to the monastery with a contented smile.

Prior Wu and Father Bai of the Lingao Monastery personally came to welcome them at the church entrance. Behind them stood local brothers. The piety showing on their dark faces delighted Jin Lige.

The Australian church's hospitality made Father Jin Lige, already frightened enough in the Quarantine Camp, feel overwhelmed. Upon entering the church, he could only marvel and exclaim. From glass covers supported by cast-iron brackets on the walls, bright flames illuminated the modest interior with brilliant radiance. Even the Florence Cathedral during Corpus Christi, lit with all its candles, could hardly be so bright.

A group of lovely children in black-and-white uniforms, crosses hanging from their chests, were singing psalms of praise at the altar. Violin and harpsichord accompaniment flowed like water through the church. Father Jin Lige felt deeply moved and amazed—the music praising the Lord was so harmonious and soul-stirring, yet he could see no orchestra, no musicians in the church. He remembered Father Rodrigues's descriptions of the Australians' miraculous technologies: they could put all instruments inside a box of metal and wood, performing complex and magnificent music from within. Then the organ's voice joined in, its solemn roar filling the entire church. The organ sound grew and grew, becoming deep rumbling thunder, drowning out all other sounds. Then suddenly it transformed into heavenly music, like a maiden's high, fine voice, floating high beneath the dome, finally becoming deep roaring and thunder again before falling silent. The thunderous rumbling still echoed, trailing endlessly beneath the dome. Father Jin Lige's mouth hung half-open, shaken by this solemn sacred music.

Then a clear, soaring female voice began an unaccompanied hymn—Judy Collins singing "Amazing Grace." The choir children joined in with their young voices. The clear, slow rhythm rose gradually from the church's depths, ascending toward the dome. The priests involuntarily crossed themselves.

In this solemn, soul-touching music, he saw many devout believers prostrating themselves on the floor. The one in front was so moved he kissed the feet of Jesus nailed to the cross. The gaslight flames cast his elongated shadow on the floor. Jin Lige discovered that person was none other than his attendant Weiss Rando.

Father Jin Lige couldn't help praising the Lord's miracle once again. The sacred sounds of praise had clearly driven out the devil that had possessed that man, making this half-mad soldier once again a humble servant of the Father. Weiss Rando, having once again heard the voice of the Heavenly Father, was obviously deeply moved. He requested to confess his grave sins in this church.

This sudden request surprised everyone. But the Jesuit priests were excited. Nothing could bring more joy than a fallen person returning to the Church's embrace.

Bai Duoluo reluctantly entered a confessional reserved for Wu Shimang. As a conscientious young priest, he was quite unwilling to simultaneously play the role of informer. He knew this sealed confessional contained a microphone. The recording tapes were collected daily by specialists and sent to the Political Security monitoring room.

A cough, then a loud sound of nose-blowing. Bai Duoluo knew that strange man had sat down across from him.

"My child, what do you have to tell the Lord..."

"I need to see your Council Leader," the white man across suddenly said in halting Cantonese, interspersed with English words. "Your situation is not good. The Guangdong pirate chief Liu is preparing to join forces with the Dutch fleet of the East Indies to destroy your fleet, then attack the harbor and sack Lingao."



If Lingao's purgatory was the Quarantine Camp cell, then Father Jin Lige would certainly believe the Lingao Monastery was heaven. As for where Lingao's hell was, the Father didn't even want to think about it. But he had also heard that the Australians had established a prison in Lingao called the "Labor Reform Camp." Those fortunate enough to return from there had lost all interest in the priests' ethereal preaching about hell.

The Lingao church, however, had intense interest in this hell. Priests often went there to preach to the poor prisoners. Father Rodrigues also went frequently.

The Lingao church seemed to have a special interest in saving secular "sinners." Father Jin Lige quickly noticed this.

Now, Father Jin Lige sat at a desk in a bright, spacious study—Father Rodrigues had generously vacated his own quarters in the monastery. He needn't feel guilty about this—a two-story building for the monastery was under construction. The Lingao Monastery was constantly expanding its space to accommodate an ever-growing religious community.

From every angle, the Lingao Monastery was flourishing. After Jin Lige conducted his first Sunday Mass and sermon, he fully sensed the local church's prosperity. He couldn't help feeling genuinely happy to have come to such a place to expand the Lord's flock.

An elderly nun humbly came to the study. Her wrinkled, dark face was full of respect as she carefully cleared the dishes from his desk. The Father had just enjoyed a particularly delicious fruit ice and chilled kvass on this sweltering Lingao afternoon.

He suddenly felt somewhat ashamed of his indulgence in culinary pleasures. This feeling was especially strong when he thought of his attendant.

The fervor emanating from Weiss Rando, this soldier of unknown origin, astonished even the learned and widely traveled Father Jin Lige. Perhaps believing the lengthy confession to the Australian priest was insufficient to cleanse his sins, Weiss had resolutely remained at the East Gate Church to live an ascetic life. He cut his hair short, wore a coarse cloth shirt, and subsisted daily on a few rice cakes and water. He refused even to live in a room, instead moving to the church bell tower.
Chapter 685 - Interrogated

According to Weiss, living in the bell tower was to "listen to God's bells for penance" every day. But when Father Jin Lige came to visit his attendant with admiration, he found this late-vocational ascetic's condition had deteriorated.

"My child!" Father Trigault seized Weiss Rando's trembling, outstretched hand in alarm. That hand, once like an iron vise, now felt soft and weak, cold and drenched with sweat. "What's wrong? Are you ill?"

Weiss shook his head. Beads of sweat dripped one by one from his gray-white face. "Just an old illness flaring up. Some old wounds ache badly. Father, you know I've fought against pagans and been wounded."

He sat on a straw mat in the bell tower, back against a pile of miscellany. His voice came low and rapid, some syllables mumbled indistinctly—clearly enduring great pain. "This is all God's will."

Weiss closed his eyes, kissed the cross the Father offered, then leaned back on the straw mat, breathing heavily. Jin Lige felt at a loss. Father Rodrigues was famous even in Macao for his medical expertise, but he had gone to the countryside to spread the Gospel. Jin Lige decided to go to the monastery to ask those two Australian priests for help.

What Father Jin Lige didn't know was that the moment his footsteps faded from the stairs, all of Weiss's symptoms vanished. He nimbly sprang from the straw mat and moved to the bell tower's louvered window. The watchers at the church entrance hadn't followed Jin Lige when he left. It was time to leave this bell tower. Weiss felt he had seen enough of what he wanted to see from this highest point in East Gate Market. He had even observed a Marine Corps drill once.



The next day, Father Jin Lige learned from Prior Wu of the Lingao Monastery that his attendant had been properly settled and sent to Bairen City General Hospital. When the Father visited, Weiss was alone in a private room. Though he looked weak, his spirits were much improved. Father Trigault felt uncomfortable after staying in the room awhile. The walls were snow-white and bright, but the place was permeated with an unpleasant medicinal smell. Moreover, the windows had iron bars—triggering the Father's unpleasant memories of the Quarantine Camp.

Prior Wu, who had accompanied him, relayed the Australian doctors' diagnosis: Mr. Weiss Rando's condition was serious. The root causes had accumulated over many years. A complete cure would require recuperating in Lingao for half a year or even longer.

Rando himself wasn't clergy, and His Excellency the Superior hadn't explained what purpose was served by assigning this soldier as an attendant. In that sense, however long Rando wanted to stay in a Lingao hospital made no difference to Father Jin Lige's missionary work. The Father suddenly had a feeling: the reason Rando had suddenly transformed was probably because he was about to be called by the Lord.

"My child, are you sure you don't need me to administer Last Rites?" he asked with concern, looking at Rando lying in bed.

Rando gasped: "No, thank you, Father. I feel I still have a chance to serve the Lord..."

He lay silently abed. The room was very quiet. Rando thought of nothing—he had shown his cards and would see how the Chinese responded.

He still had a final trump card, but that depended on whether the Chinese wanted it. After all, they held plenty of good cards themselves.

My goods are still in demand, he thought. He had noticed that most native personnel used muzzle-loading rifles with percussion caps, and the security personnel's pistols had a crude, improvised quality. Not to mention the muzzle-loading cannon he had seen soldiers drilling with.

The Chinese of Lingao lacked modern weapons. Just as they had only that one cargo ship in the harbor while everything else was sailing vessels. This showed they couldn't continuously obtain reinforcements from another timeline—they had to rely entirely on their own manufacturing.

Regardless of what they could produce, the Chinese of Lingao's industrial level apparently hadn't surpassed the nineteenth century. Though Rando knew nothing about science and technology, he at least knew the century that followed could manufacture breech-loading firearms and metallic cartridges. In that case, his automatic rifles and machine guns would be enormously tempting to them.



When Weiss Rando secretly left the hospital room under the protection of four armed personnel, he knew the crucial moment had arrived. The people he was about to meet would become the masters of his fate. He didn't care about that. Fate had already created too many surprises for him. The worst outcome was receiving a 9mm bullet to the forehead tonight—still far better than being nailed to a cross and roasted by fanatics.

The armed agents escorting him were clearly different from the security personnel who had "escorted" the bishop's party out of the Quarantine Camp. The leader, though he had an Eastern face, was nearly as tall as Weiss. The others also looked burly and powerful—obviously elite soldiers. Perhaps because this wasn't a surveillance mission, their holsters hung directly from their belts, revealing boxy GLOCK pistols—definitely not products of Pakistani or other workshop manufacturers. Rando suddenly realized his status had been greatly elevated.

Following a concealed passage out the hospital's back door, he found that night had grown deep. Though the streetlights were bright, not a soul was visible. Only two jeeps stood quietly there. Weiss was hustled by the agents into the first vehicle. From the corner of his eye, he saw four soldiers wearing steel helmets and carrying automatic weapons in the second car. A light machine gun was mounted on the roof. Though he only glimpsed it, Weiss recognized it as a modified Serbian M77B1 automatic rifle.

Weiss sat in the back seat, wedged between two armed agents. Throughout the ride, he suppressed the urge to turn and look back. In three years, this was his first time enjoying automobile transportation. If things went badly, it might also be his last.

Weiss knew his strategy of proactively reaching out to the Chinese of Lingao was risky. His recent discovery had been like a bomb detonating in his heart. Neither the Chinese nor French governments would equip their militaries with that rare rifle. If the Chinese had found that ship, once they decided he had no more utility but posed a danger, they might send him to meet God in the simplest way. But he had no other path. Before the king fell, he hadn't completely lost this game of chess.

The jeep screeched to a halt, startling Weiss from his thoughts. The car had left the prosperous district near the brilliantly lit East Gate Market and turned onto a small road beside the highway. The roadway entrance had a barrier—guardhouse, barbed wire, sentries. All present. The jeep passed without document checks. They continued until reaching a row of dark buildings. The driver rolled down the window and exchanged words with a sentry. After checking papers, the jeep drove through the gate and stopped before a row of buildings.

The moment Weiss stepped out, a blinding light struck his eyes, almost preventing him from opening them. The second jeep had been following close behind; now it switched on its headlights, aimed directly at them. Undoubtedly, what was aimed at him wasn't just two headlights, but also the light machine gun mounted on the roof.

Weiss couldn't see a thing. Several hands pushed him into a building. He stumbled through a corridor and was pushed all the way to a room at the corridor's end. Several arms pressed him into a chair. The door slammed shut behind him.

After a while, his eyes adjusted to the light. He gradually made out that this was a bare room whitewashed with lime. Besides the incandescent bulb on the ceiling, there was no electrical equipment. The high windows had welded iron bars. The wide cast-iron chair he sat in was bolted directly to the cement floor—a chair specifically for interrogation, with rings on the armrests and legs for attaching chains. A rectangular table stood nearly two meters ahead; behind it were two tightly closed doors.

Just as he was carefully examining the interrogation room's sparse furnishings, trying to extract some useful information, the doors ahead suddenly opened. Several people filed in. They weren't wearing uniforms but civilian clothes. What slightly surprised Weiss was that among the obviously Chinese figures was a tall white woman, looking about thirty-something, both capable and attractive—a typical modern Western woman. She wore the gray cloth "Mao-style clothes" that both the Chinese and natives here wore. Her cold face showed an expression that seemed to say finally caught you—reminding Weiss of federal law enforcement officers he had dealt with.

"Mr. Weiss Rando. You've finally arrived."

Rando raised both hands in surrender. "This is God's will." He decided to appear as candid as possible.

Salina gazed with interest at the man sitting in the interrogation chair in striped hospital clothes. He displayed a cheerful, childlike smile—one that had surely charmed many girls before. Yet those brown eyes remained cold and alert.

You bastard, you've finally fallen into my hands, she thought. When the Political Security Bureau had asked her to help analyze photographs of a suspicious entrant, Salina had recognized him at once. Weiss Rando had a criminal record. During her time at ATF, she had encountered a weapons smuggling case file. A cargo ship transporting feed had been found to contain shipping containers concealing large quantities of automatic rifles, ammunition, even Claymore mines and SA-7 anti-aircraft missiles. Though the ship was detained in American waters, some DSA58 rifles had still made it to Europe, falling into the hands of the Kosovo Liberation Army.
Chapter 686 - The Final Trump Card

Forged weapons import certificates and end-user statements, shell shipping companies set up to lease freighters for arms transport—all ultimately pointed to former Army Corporal Weiss Rando, who had served in Korea.

In ATF's files, Rando wasn't a big fish. Just one of countless small fry in the industry trying to score. ATF didn't have the resources to specifically pursue him. Besides, Rando wasn't in the country at the time, nor in any country where American law enforcement could act freely—he was on former Yugoslav territory working as an eight-hour soldier, clocking in and out, overtime pay required for extra hours. Though his main clients were the Kosovo Liberation Army, he didn't get along with the fanatical Arab volunteer fighters, so he also worked for the Serbians.

He served the Serbians well enough that Serbian arms companies opened their doors to him. The former Yugoslav arsenals became his goldmine.

Though he had never been arrested by American or allied judicial authorities, Salina still firmly remembered that smiling face from the file photo.



"Mr. Weiss Rando." Considering this was a secret interrogation, Xu Tianqi from the Foreign Affairs Department wasn't called to participate as usual. The interpreter was Chen Sigen, who belonged to the Special Investigation Command and had trained students for the Political Security Bureau.

"We know exactly what you've been doing in Bosnia and West Africa over the past decade. Now please tell us: you disguised yourself as a Jesuit to come to Lingao—what exactly are you trying to do?"

Weiss moved his hands from the armrests to his lap. Though it was a sweltering summer night, he felt slightly cold. At least the Chinese had been merciful enough not to cuff his hands and feet to the interrogation chair. This was half because two burly, fully armed agents stood behind him, and half because he truly had no weapons. The sword and wheellock pistol he had brought to Lingao, befitting his seventeenth-century European soldier identity, had been confiscated by Customs. As for the Skorpion submachine gun and pistol, and the remaining meager ammunition, Weiss had carefully packaged and buried them in a cave beneath Phoenix Hill before departure. The Portuguese poet Camões had once recited his immortal Os Lusíadas in that cave. Now he felt that had been the right decision. In Lingao, a submachine gun couldn't save his life, but under the protection of the great Camões's spirit, perhaps he could lift Lady Luck's skirt a little higher.

"Before I answer these questions—" Weiss's voice was low but slow and clear. It had been nearly three years since he had spoken English after coming to seventeenth-century Asia. He felt like he was in reading class at school, awkwardly reading aloud in front of the teacher, constantly ready to correct his pronunciation. "May I have the honor of knowing who I'm speaking with across this table?"

"You may consider us to be speaking with you on behalf of the federal government." Salina answered. Standard New York accent, but her tone was as cold and hard as her expression.

Weiss leaned his head back against the chair and showed a strange smile. "Federal government? Perhaps I really should believe your nonsense, great citizens of the Australian Federation. You'd better hurry back—the Dutch in Java are about to visit your Australian homeland. What should I call you? Ms. Cook? I forgot it's the seventeenth century. I'd better call you Ms. Tasman."

He grew more agitated as he spoke, faster and faster. His torrent of English was peppered with Italian and Portuguese words. Chen Sigen's translation fell increasingly behind his pace.

"Madam, if you could represent the United States government, there should be an aircraft carrier anchored in this bay—at minimum an amphibious assault ship. Not just one Polish freighter that should have been in the shipbreaker's yard long ago, plus nothing but sailing ships. Every town on this island should be flying the Stars and Stripes, with sixty—no, at least a hundred stars on it."

Weiss caught his breath and continued: "Chinese, you're the same. With Beijing's backing, you'd be driving tanks to rule the world by now. You definitely wouldn't be huddled in a small county town, having your army defend against a seventeenth-century government's attack with nineteenth-century muzzle-loaders. So you and I are the same—all working independently in this damn world. The difference is you have more people, and I'm alone. I don't think I'm wrong, am I?"

Salina remained unmoved, regarding him coldly. The Chinese likewise weren't inclined to answer his questions.

"You're not alone. We know you have accomplices." A genial-looking Chinese man sitting behind the table spoke up. He wore a gray military uniform with blue collar tabs but no rank insignia, no weapon belt, no pistol. His empty turned-down collar directly framed a round head. Clearly a big shot's bearing.

"Of course, I did have a few accomplices. But they're probably all shark droppings by now. Are you that concerned about them?"

"Mr. Rando, please calm down. Your views on the Chinese and the Chinese government are too superficial. Why not talk about yourself? Have you enjoyed these past three years?"

You old smooth operator, Weiss thought. He wants me to make a full confession. Not confessing wasn't an option. He closed his eyes and began from the strange storm the Maquarello had encountered in the South China Sea. He spoke in one breath, only pausing when a Chinese man brought him a glass of water. He continued until finally reaching his hiring by Li Siya and coming to Lingao through Jesuit connections—only omitting the part about attacking Lingao with Captain Aragonés. The Chinese behind the table had been busy taking notes, but when Li Siya's name appeared, it triggered a whispered discussion.

"You say you were hired by Li Siya. Do you know her?" Jiang Shan asked.

"This woman is quite famous in Macao. She found me through the Jesuits and paid six hundred Spanish pesos to have me gather your military intelligence, then resell it to the Dutch East India Company at ten times the price." Weiss shrugged. "She actually thought I didn't know anything."

"What exactly does Li Siya do? Is she working for Liu Xiang, Zheng Zhilong, or the Spanish?" Someone was very interested in this question.

"None of the above. She's a broker. When there's enough profit, she'll do a job herself. Two years ago she brokered a joint Spanish and Chinese pirate Liu attack on you—it ended in heavy losses. So regardless of whether the Dutch offer high prices, she has always maintained strong interest in you."

"Do you know Li Huamei?"

"No."

"She's the captain of the Hangzhou. This ship occasionally docks in Macao."

"Oh, you mean that female captain who moonlights as a pirate."

"She is indeed a captain."

"I know of her, but I don't know her personally. She doesn't appear often in Macao."

"What's her relationship with Li Siya?"

"I don't know." Rando shook his head. "Li Siya is a woman who's very careful about maintaining her mystique. She rarely even shows herself on Macao's streets."

"Tell us about your friends on the ship," the fat man in the blue-gray uniform interrupted the discussion about Li Siya. "How many were there, and where are they?"

"I believe I just said." Weiss felt impatient. Fatigue, tension, anxiety, and the nonchalance he had to fake were all fraying his nerves.

"Two Filipino sailors disappeared after the storm. I assume they were swept off the deck into the sea by waves. Then there was First Mate Paul, that unlucky German who cracked his skull on the bridge and went to meet God. Finally, the friend who boarded the same lifeboat with me—"

"Who is this person?"

"A Japanese man who called himself Hale—maybe American. Who knows! Anyway, he spoke English but had a Japanese face. Paul had temporarily found him to help out. He looked like someone who'd been in this business."

"Is this him?"

Someone handed him a photograph. It was a picture of a naked male corpse with cross-shaped sutures on the chest.

"That's Paul." Rando muttered. "Poor German."

"The person you said got on the lifeboat with you—is he still alive? Where is he now?"

Weiss grumbled: "No, don't ask me where he is. After our lifeboat was capsized by waves and the locals fished me out, I never saw him again. If you want to find out where he is, ask the venerable Poseidon."

"You don't seem very concerned about your friend."

"I believe you're more concerned about him than I am." Weiss grinned. This conversation was growing more interesting than before. "I'm more concerned about myself, which is why I came to you. I think the information I brought and my ship should be worth more than six hundred silver pesos."

Might be worth six Type 30 revolver rounds, Wu Mu thought. He felt directly executing this dangerous character might be a more prudent approach. But he still spoke in a relatively mild tone: "Mr. Weiss, those pistols you smuggled in among clothes and cigarettes obviously don't have the front-page-worthy sensationalism of poison gas bombs. As for that pitiful amount of ammunition—it wouldn't be enough for an hour's target practice. These rifles and machine guns probably wouldn't even be enough to supply a very small guerrilla unit. But any government could use this as grounds to confiscate your ship and cargo. Therefore, your ship is already past tense."

Those present looked at him with unfriendly eyes. Rando knew it was time to play his trump card. Otherwise, it would soon become worthless.

But once he played it, he could only completely submit to fate—or to whatever final arrangement these Chinese had for him.
Chapter 687 - The Ticket to Dongsha Island

"A few pistols?" The man lounging in the cast-iron chair arched an eyebrow, that boyish grin spreading across his face once more. "My dear Mr. Australian Federal Government Official, surely you and your colleagues would like to confiscate something a touch more... dangerous? I suspect you'll find it interesting."

The refitted Vessel 8154 bore no resemblance to the fishing boat it had once been. Now it looked more like a light escort vessel from the Second World War era. Beyond the manually-rotated 70mm rifled cannon, a rotatable machine gun turret had been mounted above the forecastle—and what nestled inside was no typewriter, but a genuine M240 machine gun. When that weapon opened fire, it could reduce any warship of this era to matchwood within minutes.

In the Lingao Navy's registry, the vessel was classified as an "8154-class High-Speed Cruiser." Though somewhat undersized, its firepower would have qualified it as a battleship by seventeenth-century standards.

Weiss Rando had made the voyage to Dongsha Island aboard just such a vessel. The expedition also included several motor-sail ships and salvage boats converted from landing craft.

Since his interrogation, Rando had been quietly transferred to the Administrative Office's Second Guest House. Father Jin Lige had attempted several visits, only to be turned away each time with the alarming excuse of "contagious disease." In truth, Rando was enjoying a rather comfortable house arrest. Fine meals, hot baths—he had even been issued a cool cotton-linen summer uniform, which he later learned was reserved for transmigrator-grade personnel. The accommodations couldn't perfectly replicate the twenty-first century—most amenities were imperfect imitations—but for Rando, they bordered on luxury. The white porcelain flush toilet in his bedchamber's washroom moved him nearly to tears. Anyone who hadn't endured the abysmal sanitary conditions of the seventeenth century would struggle to comprehend such emotion.

Each day at the Second Guest House brought new visitors. Their backgrounds varied—some carried themselves with the unmistakable air of Americans in their manner and speech. Many spoke surprisingly fluent English.

The conversations ranged widely: his mercenary career, weapons expertise, the Portuguese situation in Macao. They were clearly hungry for every scrap of information he possessed.

The woman who had identified herself as a federal law enforcement officer visited once to discuss the finer details of arms trafficking—including some of his previous operations. Rando realized the federal government had known about his activities all along; they simply hadn't bothered to intervene.

"What use is all this detail?" Rando studied the beautiful agent before him. Despite her coarse cloth uniform, those ice-blue eyes remained captivating. "Are you planning to prosecute me on behalf of the federal government?"

"Just gathering information," Salina replied simply.

"I confess I'm curious." He held her gaze. "How did you end up serving the Chinese?"

"Much the same as you." She shrugged. "Were there other options?"

"None whatsoever. Had I known they lived so comfortably, I'd have come crawling and begging for the Chinese to take me in years ago." Rando stretched luxuriously. "God, they really do live well."

"They built all this from nothing. You're merely enjoying the fruits."

"No, no." He wagged a finger. "I paid for my ticket."

Yet even as he said it, a vague unease stirred within him. Surely the situation wouldn't change?

Now, standing on deck and gazing at the island, he could see the barren atoll already taking on the embryonic form of a base. As a mercenary who had sailed the world's seas, Rando fully appreciated Dongsha Island's strategic value along the South China Sea routes. The Lingao Chinese, having secured Hainan Island, would certainly turn their eyes toward Taiwan next—and Dongsha Island was a crucial waypoint on that route. Establishing it as a relay base seemed inevitable.

But Dongsha lay relatively close to the mainland. Coastal fishermen frequently worked these waters, making intelligence leaks a constant risk. Once the transmigrator regime established a permanent presence here, attacks from Zheng Zhilong, Liu Xiang, or the Europeans became distinct possibilities. Maintaining security would require a garrison force. For these reasons, consensus on establishing a permanent base had remained elusive until recently.

What finally tipped the scales was intelligence about exploitable shallow petroleum deposits near Jilong. Taiwan, after all, represented a vital link in the empire's future continental chain. And so Dongsha's development had finally been placed on the agenda.

The Industry Committee had already invested significantly in guano mining operations. They had cleared and repaired the island's wells, constructed a steam-powered pumping station, and—to supplement the limited freshwater output—installed a desalination plant that used waste heat from the steam engines to process brackish water drawn from saltwater wells.

Simple rail tracks now crisscrossed the island. Piers had been built and cranes erected to facilitate the export of guano. The surrounding waters teemed with fish, and the Agricultural Committee was preparing to establish a fisheries station for purchasing, processing, and storing seafood.

For defense, the Navy would construct a small fortress here. A pentagonal star fort was already rising beside the pier. Once completed, the Dongsha garrison would maintain four cannons and a Marine company on permanent station. Weather observation and navigation facilities would also be established, transforming the island into a crucial support base for maritime operations.

The Agricultural Committee and Civil Affairs People's Committee had initially planned to settle a fishing village here. But geographic and hydrological surveys painted a sobering picture: no suitable harbor, harsh environmental conditions. History showed that fishermen had only ever worked these waters seasonally—a permanent village would struggle to survive. In the end, they opted for a fishing station staffed by Marines, with fishermen coming ashore only during the fishing season.

The pier was now packed with vessels. Dongsha Island possessed no harbor—only beaches encircling the entire landmass. Apart from the pier, there was virtually nowhere to dock, making berths desperately tight. The transport fleet from Lingao had jammed every available space alongside. The landing craft had simply run themselves up onto the beach.

When 8154 finally secured the island's only berth, Rando surveyed the simple facilities already dotting the landscape. Large shelters rose among the coconut groves. Black smoke and jets of steam billowed constantly skyward from the steam engines.

"You've established a relay base at Dongsha." He leaned against the ship's railing, glancing casually at Qian Shuiting beside him. "Planning to move on Taiwan?"

Qian Shuiting answered with a noncommittal smile. An American cigarette dangled from his lips—cargo salvaged from Vessel A, Rando's own shipment.

"Taiwan is a matter for the future," he said evasively.

"So is the world."

Qian Shuiting's smile deepened, but he offered nothing more. Rando's status remained unconfirmed, and he had no desire to be savaged by populist factions in the Yuan Laoyuan for speaking too freely.

When Rando stepped onto the pier, he found a simple rail network already in place. Empty ore cars sat on the tracks alongside primitive cranes. The pier's surface was dusted everywhere with grayish-white powder and gravel that gleamed with a glassy sheen.

"What exactly are you mining on this barren rock? Coral?"

"Guano," Qian Shuiting replied simply. He had accompanied the salvage team as a weapons consultant, though the Political Security Bureau had given him an additional assignment: interpreter and escort for the mercenary.

"Don't go out of your way to interrogate him," Wu Mu had instructed. "Just treat it as official escort duty with translation on the side. Speak freely."

"Speak freely? Is that wise?"

"Completely. If he's one of us, he'll need to know everything eventually. If he's not, what he learns won't matter."

Rando had no interest in guano. He smoked Lingao-produced cigarettes now; he had grown accustomed to this era's tobacco, and American smokes seemed to lack body.

They made their way to a temporary camp nestled in the coconut grove. Sheds and large tents had been erected throughout. Diving equipment lay unpacked, undergoing final checks—including an old-fashioned two-person hand-cranked air pump. Yellow-painted gasoline drums stood in neat stacks beneath waterproof tarps.

The scale of the operation made one thing clear: his ticket price had captured Lingao's interest. But if they salvaged nothing, he would be a dead man.

"I hope everything goes smoothly," he muttered.

Zhou Weisen and Lin Chuanqing, the diving team leaders, were already huddled over a nautical chart in the command post, discussing descent plans. The chart of Dongsha's waters bore pencil marks at several points.

Everyone shook hands. At Lin Chuanqing's gesture, a sailor brought over bottles of iced soda. They sat and drank gratefully.

"Based on the coordinates you provided, we'll search these points systematically starting tomorrow. Small boats have already gone out to drop buoys—no GPS here, unfortunately. We had to calculate positions with sextants, so we're hoping for no errors." Zhou Weisen studied the chart. "Average depth is under twenty meters. Diving should be straightforward."

"I'm curious," Lin Chuanqing said. "When you sank the ship, how did you plan to salvage it later?"

"Hire divers, naturally." Rando spread his hands. "How was I to know I'd wind up somewhere without any?"

"Then how did you retrieve the weapons you took to Macao? The wreck may be shallow, but diving into a sunken ship? That requires a very professional diver." Zhou Weisen shook his head skeptically.
Chapter 688 - Our Cause

"Quite simple, actually." Rando leaned back. Beyond loading emergency weapons and supplies onto the lifeboat, he and Hale had packed a second set of emergency provisions in a magnetic box and clamped it to the ship's hull.

"Anyone who can dive two or three meters can retrieve it easily at low tide."

Lin Chuanqing laughed. "You really are a cunning bastard."

"If I weren't cunning enough, I'd have died a dozen times over. When you're taking risks, always have a backup plan."

"Well said." Qian Shuiting poured soda for everyone. "Let's drink to tomorrow's success."

Rando raised his bottle. "To my ticket price."



The Navy motorboat chugged through the water trailing black exhaust, towing behind it an enormous cigar-shaped object encrusted with barnacles and marine growth. At first glance, it resembled a dying whale or some strange sea beast bobbing listlessly in the swells. Yellow oil drums had been lashed in rows along both flanks for additional buoyancy.

Two rowboats packed with Marines and sailors followed at a cautious distance, their task to monitor the object and prevent any mishaps.

The massive cylinder was carefully guided into the shallows until it grounded. Sailors leapt from the boats and waded waist-deep through the water, using poles and pulleys to maneuver it onto the beach rails and haul it slowly up to the pier. A curious crowd gathered in a ring around it.

"Not bad at all." Qian Shuiting lowered his binoculars and lit a cigarette. "Who would have guessed you'd dropped a caisson in the waters off Dongsha? Without the coordinates you provided, we'd never have found it."

"When we released it, a marker buoy floated up to log the position," Weiss said. "Of course, no buoy survives three years in open water. We'd drifted off course toward Dongsha—thought for certain we'd encounter Taiwan Coast Guard patrol boats and face inspection. In the rush, we decided to drop it."

"No wonder your ship's stern was configured as a ramp," Meng De said, "with that long track running from behind the bridge all the way aft, and a crane mounted under the gantry mast. I'd assumed it was for deploying fishing skiffs. You're telling me you kept this thing—more than half the ship's length—sitting up there the entire voyage?"

The former mercenary nodded.

"If you'd been paying attention to certain details when salvaging the Maquarello, you might have guessed there was more cargo. Of course, without precise coordinates, recovering anything from the sea floor is nearly impossible."

Qian Shuiting drew deep on his cigarette. The glowing butt arced from his fingers into the surf. "Come along, Mr. Weiss. Let's see what gifts you've brought us."



The salvaged caisson had been pushed into a newly erected shed, still dripping seawater. Constructed of double-layered steel plate, its massive cigar shape was blanketed in attached marine life. In the dim interior light, it looked like some bizarre misshapen reef.

The atmosphere was electric—inside and out, the excitement mirrored the day they'd raised Vessel A. A stepladder was propped against the hull. Gao Xiaosong and his team climbed to the caisson's crown, scraping away layers of barnacles and waterproof sealant from the cargo hatch with their knives. The wheel spun. With a series of metallic clangs, the hatch slowly opened. The watching crowd cheered and surged forward, everyone eager for the first glimpse.

Only Weiss remained outside, lounging beneath a coconut palm with a cigarette dangling from his lips.

The cargo hold was slightly damp but had not flooded. "What's this?" Gao Xiaosong pried open a sealed iron box and extracted a rectangular package wrapped in dark green aluminum-plastic film—it resembled an oversized bar of soap, stamped with English lettering. He switched on his headlamp and examined it closely.

Zhou Weisen leaned in. "That's a 1.25-pound block of C4 explosive." He pulled back the waterproof tarp and counted the crates. "My God—there's a mountain of it!"

The towering stack of explosives sent many of the enthusiastic spectators scrambling back. Everyone knew American military-grade demolition material was far safer than Lingao's homemade dynamite, but standing next to a small hill of high explosive still unnerved most people.

When Weiss finally strolled into the shed, Qian Shuiting was brandishing an ugly stub-nosed weapon freshly unpacked from a crate.

"What a disappointment! I was hoping for tactical nuclear warheads. You planned to scam the Karen Army with this garbage? Truly a heartless arms dealer."

"Looks like a submachine gun," Gao Xiaosong said, turning the weapon over in his hands. A toy-like receiver assembled from plastic shells, a stock fashioned from bent wire that folded beneath the body. The crate also held several translucent plastic drum magazines. Since arriving and dealing with the gun-savvy North Americans, the former Coast Guard captain had discovered just how deficient his firearms knowledge truly was.

"MGV-176," Qian Shuiting identified it. "Yugoslav copy of the American-180. Police-grade equipment. Decent rate of fire, reasonable accuracy in full-auto. But the .22 ammunition is far too weak to be useful."

"Why fuss over a few submachine guns?" The former mercenary crossed his arms and leaned against a support pillar. "If you needed them, your factories could mass-produce Stens or M3 grease guns. After all, you're not short on ammunition."

"Ammunition is precisely what we're short of. If we could mass-produce cartridges, we'd already be manufacturing AKs."

Weapons emerged from the cargo hold one by one for inventory. Beyond the disappointing MGV-176s, the subsequent haul proved far more satisfying. Over twenty gleaming M240B machine guns were laid out in rows on the ground, barrels and components still coated in rust-preventive oil. FAL automatic rifles—fixed-stock standard-barrel variants equipped with bipods, and folding-stock short-barrel carbine versions—numbered 316 in total, all factory-sealed in shrink wrap. Crates of ammunition packed the hold's center section. Apart from the .22 LR rounds for the submachine guns, everything else was 7.62×51mm NATO, sealed in purpose-built polyester containers. Zhou Weisen, Gao Xiaosong, and Planning Committee representative Sun Xiao clambered up and down with their helpers, tallying the count—over a hundred crates.

"Enough to wage a small war," Qian Shuiting told Weiss. "If you hadn't encountered us, you'd have made a fortune on this shipment."

Weiss simply nodded. "Keep looking. King Solomon's treasures don't end here."

"You mean these?" Lin Chuanqing gestured toward crates hauled from the rear of the hold, along with devices that resembled rocket launchers. Lao Di's eyes widened. "Anti-tank missiles—Red Arrow 73!"

"Do you know how to use them?"

"No, but I've seen them in military exercises. These aren't just for tanks—they're equally effective against landing craft, speedboats, bunkers, whatever you need to destroy."

"These aren't the domestic Red Arrow 73," Gao Xiaosong noted. "They're definitely AT-3 series missiles. Look at the packaging—'Yugoimport-SDPR.' Is that the manufacturer?"

"Yugoimport-SDPR is Serbia's state-owned arms company." Weiss caught Lin Chuanqing's hand before he could crack open the airtight seal. "Wait until we're back at the base laboratory before you start tinkering with these."

"Twenty-four missiles total—shaped-charge and thermobaric warheads. Everything's accounted for. Count carefully. Miss nothing."

"The question is," someone asked, "who exactly are we planning to use these on?"

Like the disposable rocket launchers salvaged from the ship's cabin, this remained a puzzle without an obvious answer.



The 8154 cruiser sounded its whistle and led the modest fleet away from Dongsha Island. Jiang Shan found Weiss on the aft deck, leaning against the railing and watching the white foam churn in the propellers' wake.

He introduced himself briefly. The former mercenary gave a slight shake of his head. "I saw you that night in the interrogation room."

"This just came in." Jiang Shan produced a transcription sheet. "A congratulatory message from Chairman Wen to the entire salvage team. He mentioned you by name."

Weiss glanced at the paper and handed it back. "I can't read Chinese characters."

"You'd better learn."

"Chinese characters are too difficult." Rando flicked his cigarette butt into the sea. "But I'll try to learn to speak the language—it's the tongue of the transmigrators."

"What are your plans going forward?"

"Plans?" Weiss squinted at the rolling waves. "I'm broke now. I'd like to return to Macao and collect the six hundred silver pesos still owed to me."

"Li Siya won't hand over payment for nothing," Jiang Shan reminded him. "What are you prepared to trade for that money?"

"That depends entirely on what you want her to know—or what you want the Dutch to know. I'm more than happy to be of service in that regard."

Weiss suspected the Chinese intelligence chief approved of his answer, because a moment later Jiang Shan beckoned over a naval steward carrying a tray with a bottle of rum and two glasses.

"Let's have a drink," Jiang Shan said.

Weiss ignored the glass. Instead, he drew an engraved silver cup from his pocket—a trophy won from a wealthy but dim-witted Spanish gambler. During his days circulating through Macao's high society, he had often displayed this elegant goblet as evidence of his fabricated Italian noble heritage. Now he filled it with rum.

"What shall we drink to?"

"To our cause," Jiang Shan said.

"To our cause," Weiss murmured.

He tilted his head back and drained the cup in a single swallow. Then, with a casual flick of his wrist, he tossed the exquisite silver goblet over the railing and into the sea.
Chapter 689 - The Beginning of Pacification

The war on Hainan Island continued—though by now it could scarcely be called a war. Cities surrendered at the first hint of approaching forces. Some county seats had not formally opened their gates, yet Post-Disaster Management Bureaus were being established one after another. Then the Fubogun encircled Haikou Garrison while the Navy blockaded Baisha Naval Camp from the sea. The typewriter on the torpedo boat swiftly crushed Tang Yunwen's last hope of a decisive naval engagement. After losing six warships and over a dozen fire ships, all activity from Baisha Naval Camp ceased entirely. The Ming's last force on Hainan Island found itself divided and surrounded—neither willing nor able to fight.

Qiongshan County remained under siege, though the Executive Committee refrained from ordering an assault, pending final negotiations. But secret talks with those inside the walls were already underway. The Hainan Circuit Intendant Zhao Ruyi was absent from the city, and with support from the County Magistrate and local gentry, the Prefect conducted surrender discussions without interference.

Across Hainan Island—save for the perpetually isolated southern prefectures—Ming authority had collapsed almost overnight. The gentry everywhere dispatched representatives to make contact, indicating their willingness to provide money or grain in exchange for guarantees of local security.

It had taken mere days for the Yuan Laoyuan's reputation to establish itself over everyone on the island. The gentry recognized a fundamental truth: regardless of how many years the Ming had ruled, Hainan Island was about to change hands.

The gentry and great households harbored little anxiety about new masters—whoever came to power would govern by the same old methods.

As for Ming officials, there was nothing to fear. Provided they had no plans to die defending the city, they could continue serving in the county yamen. Some officials had even dispatched private envoys for discreet discussions on how both sides might continue to get along.

"These officials are truly shameless." Xiong Buyou grumbled as he saw off yet another delegation. "I can understand the gentry and great households—after all, they have property and businesses. They can't simply carry their houses away on their backs."

"What surprises you?" Liu Muzhou was already buried beneath a mountain of documents. "Do you actually believe officials serve the people? Serve the Emperor? The key is serving themselves! There's nothing strange about that."

"Today, unprecedentedly, three separate groups arrived." Xiong Buyou held up his fingers to count. "First, a delegation from the County Magistrate—naturally he wants assurances that he can continue in office, whether under the Ming or under us. Then came representatives from the county's Chief Constable, intimating that should he be appointed County Magistrate, he would certainly perform better. Finally, some local magnate of unknown background also came seeking an official position. He actually prostrated himself and shouted 'Long live the Australian-Song Emperor' three times..."

"He didn't shout 'Long live Chairman Wen'?"

"He shouted 'Long live, long live, long, long live Chairman Wen.'"

"And isn't that good? It shows hearts are turning toward us..."

"These hearts are truly shameless."

"Every era produces its malcontents. If everyone sincerely loved and enthusiastically supported their rulers, completely satisfied with their circumstances, five times happier than they are now—would latecomers like us ever stand a chance?"

And so Hainan's situation developed by leaps and bounds. The wildfire spreading across the island dealt a fatal blow to Guangdong's officialdom.



News of the Ming army's crushing defeat in Hainan reached Guangdong swiftly. Wang Zunde's already failing health could not withstand this blow. He fell gravely ill.

For more convenient coordination of military operations and supplies, Wang Zunde had brought his staff and subordinate officials to Guangzhou when the cross-strait campaign began. Near Bai'etan along the Pearl River, a wealthy man's garden served as his temporary headquarters.

The first dispatch reporting defeat came from the Qiongzhou Prefect. Wang Zunde half-doubted the claims—after all, this was an army assembled with the entire province's strength. If they still could not prevail, he simply could not imagine what would follow.

Then the reports of disaster began arriving in waves from Hainan, each more definitive than the last. The government army had been utterly destroyed at Chengmai—the entire force annihilated, numerous commissioned officers killed. This news struck like a thunderbolt. Then came word that the bald bandits had captured Danzhou and were now besieging Haikou Garrison and Qiongzhou Prefecture. It drove him into complete despair.

From scattered stragglers who had fled back from Hainan and been captured, and from He Rubin's evasive dispatches, he learned that the bald bandits possessed not only fearsome firearms but also overwhelming forces.

Soon, there was no more military business to handle in Guangzhou. News from Hainan had been completely cut off—bald bandit warships now blockaded the Qiongzhou Strait, and government vessels could no longer enter.

Rumors spread faster than plague through official circles. Everyone knew: Wang Zunde was finished. The Emperor would never countenance such a catastrophic defeat, and his political enemies—both at court and in local government—would not pass up this opportunity. Many were already whispering about when he would be dismissed, or perhaps arrested and sent to the capital.

Official circles were nothing if not fickle. In this situation, Wang Zunde found himself a Governor whom no one in Guangzhou bothered to acknowledge. Beyond his personal staff, not a soul came to discuss any matter with him. Even the Guangzhou Prefect and the magistrates of both counties grew neglectful. Unable to endure it any longer, he retreated to Zhaoqing.

But Zhaoqing offered no respite. There was nothing to do. His complexion grew haggard, and worn out from travel, he fell ill shortly after arriving.

Dispatch reports and documents continued arriving at the Governor-General's yamen, but staff members were rarely summoned to discuss military strategy. In truth, they all understood clearly: Guangdong's military strength was hollow. Apart from the anti-Yao garrison generals in the eastern and western mountains, the province had no organized forces remaining.

His condition deteriorated day by day beneath the weight of such anxiety. What worried him most was whether the bald bandits would exploit their advantage to attack Guangzhou—if so, Guangdong possessed almost no troops left to resist.

Before many days passed, dispatch reports described strangely-shaped vessels prowling at the mouth of the Pearl River. These ships sailed with remarkable speed, their hulls slender, completely unlike Chinese vessels or the red-haired barbarians' ships—obviously Australian fast ships.

The impending crisis forced him to rise from his sickbed. He summoned his staff several times to discuss countermeasures and strengthen Pearl River defenses.

On a day when his spirits seemed slightly improved, he sat in his study opening and reading documents. Investigating Censor Gao Shunqin had submitted a memorial requesting a blockade of the Gulf of Guangzhou and complete cessation of trade with the Portuguese in Macao "to eliminate the brigands."

Wang Zunde could only smile bitterly at this. If the Australians came to attack Guangzhou, the Portuguese in Macao would likely be the only naval force he could count on to defend the Pearl River mouth. What was the point of "eliminating brigands" now? The Australians—an even greater band of brigands—were about to arrive.

"My Lord, Secretary Li has arrived," a servant announced softly.

"Show him in," he said weakly.

Li Xijue entered. Since Lü Yizhong had departed with the army, he had become Wang Zunde's most capable and trusted staff member. Often, only he could gain an audience with the Governor-General.

Wang Zunde had tea served and forced himself to appear calm. Li Xijue's face was pale. After sitting down, he studied his commander's expression before leaning forward to inquire:

"Has Your Excellency's health improved?"

Wang Zunde smiled and shook his head. "Just a minor cold. Nothing serious." Noticing the document Li Xijue held, he asked: "What is that?"

Li Xijue answered nervously: "A secret letter from Lingao—"

"What?" Wang Zunde's fingers began trembling. "Who wrote it?"

"Master Lü." Li Xijue's tone mingled disdain with anxiety. "The letter arrived yesterday. Since Your Excellency was bedridden, this humble official read it first."

Wang Zunde's hands shook as he took the document. "Secretary Lü... is he...?"

"He's alive. He's become the Australians' prisoner." Li Xijue sighed despite himself. "The letter explains everything in great detail."

Wang Zunde finished reading with trembling hands, then could contain himself no longer. Abandoning all dignity befitting a high-ranking official, he hurled the letter violently to the floor.

"Outrageous! Such a shameless scoundrel!"

Li Xijue, seeing his flushed face and labored breathing, feared he would make himself sicker with rage and quickly tried to calm him. The Governor-General's personal servant rushed in, wanting to help him back to his inner chamber to rest.

"No need. I'm fine!" Wang Zunde shook his head and said with profound sorrow, "I never imagined this man could be so shameless—neither dying for his country nor remaining a steadfast prisoner. To actually write such a letter!"

"Please calm your anger, Your Excellency." Li Xijue hastened to console him. "The letter wasn't written in Master Lü's own hand—it only bears his personal seal. Furthermore, with Master Lü imprisoned, even if he did write it, there were surely elements of coercion. For now, examining the letter's contents is what matters most!"

Whether Lü Yizhong had written the letter, whether it represented his true intentions—none of that mattered. The crucial point was that this secret letter revealed the Australians' intentions.

Since the Australians were willing to communicate through Lü Yizhong, negotiations remained possible. It need not come to armed conflict—and the government army could not afford another defeat.

The letter's contents were divided into several sections. First: Guangdong was to ransom its prisoners. For captured officers and staff, the Australians had established prices according to rank. A bazong, for example, cost ten taels of silver. Beyond the ransom, each prisoner owed a daily fee of one qian of silver for room and board—calculated by days spent in the Lingao POW camp. In other words, the sooner one redeemed them, the more one saved. Otherwise, the "late fees" would become astronomical.

Second: matters regarding bilateral peace talks. Lü Yizhong conveyed that the Australians originally harbored no designs against the Ming—they had merely sought a place to trade and reside. Yet they had been attacked by government forces and suffered heavy losses. Now the Australians were very angry. They were preparing to bring dozens more great iron ships from Australia to attack Guangzhou.

But armed conflict meant casualties on both sides. And since the Australians had come for commerce rather than conquest, they hoped to negotiate with the government "to extinguish the flames of war."
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Finally, at the letter's conclusion, Lü Yizhong wrote that if peace talks were agreed to, a mission would depart from Lingao within days. As for the negotiation venue, it could be set in Macao. Should Guangdong wish to respond, the Jesuits there could serve as intermediaries.

"In this humble official's opinion, negotiation and pacification are currently our only option," Li Xijue said cautiously.

Unable to suppress the revolt, the only choice was to pay an indemnity. Wang Zunde's heart was shrouded in pain. He knew full well that the task of managing this pacification would likely not fall to him. Moreover, the Emperor might not permit a peace offering.

Neither able to suppress nor pacify—he could not even speak of viable countermeasures. This feeling of powerlessness enveloped him, and he remained silent for a long time. He started only when Li Xijue quietly reminded him that a memorial to the Emperor was required.

Such a massive defeat could not be concealed, no matter what. Once others submitted their memorials, he would lose the initiative entirely. Li Xijue could only advise his patron that this matter demanded immediate action; delay was impermissible.

Wang Zunde nodded. Though he could not fathom how to write such a memorial, Li Xijue's counsel was entirely correct.

A sense of mental exhaustion clouded his mind. He simply nodded and said, "As you say, sir," then waved weakly for Li Xijue to leave.

"About Secretary Lü's letter—"

"We shall discuss it another day."

After departing, Li Xijue gathered the other staff members for consultation. All agreed the memorial must be drafted first and submitted to the court as soon as possible—to leave themselves at least some room to maneuver. A staff member who specialized in drafting memorials was assigned immediately to work through the night. Meanwhile, messengers were dispatched to Guangzhou city to discuss aftermath arrangements with Governor Li Fengjie and others.

As for peace negotiations, Li Xijue lacked the authority to make such decisions independently, and Lü Yizhong's letter could not be leaked. He merely sent someone secretly to Macao to see if the Australians would meet there for further discussions.

The most pressing issue was He Rubin's remnant forces, currently trapped in Haikou: several thousand troops encircled in the Haikou and Qiongshan area, with no provisions inside and no reinforcements coming—their communications completely severed. Under siege by the bald bandit army, it was likely only a matter of time before the entire force was annihilated.

The number of commissioned officers killed at Chengmai was already shocking. If He Rubin were also killed or captured, the impact would shake court and public even more than the army's catastrophic defeat—comparable to the defeat and death of Lu Qin in the sixth year of the Tianqi reign. That would truly convulse all of Guangdong and Guangxi.

Li Xijue pondered during the staff meeting: "If only we could safely extract Commander He and the others."

"With the strait blockaded and our navy outmatched, how can they possibly cross?" A staff member shook his head repeatedly.

The bald bandit navy had demonstrated its superiority in small-scale engagements while blockading the Qiongzhou Strait; the Guangdong navy was powerless to contend with them.

"We must first send spies to infiltrate Qiongzhou and establish contact with Commander He. At minimum, we need intelligence on troop numbers, morale, and supply status."

"What good does that knowledge do? Unless we quickly pacify the bald bandits, I fear Commander He's forces..."

"Should we report to the Governor-General and have him summon Regional Commander Chen to Zhaoqing for consultation? Perhaps more troops can be gathered for a rescue operation?"

Chen Ting was the Guangdong Vice Regional Commander, stationed at Nan'ao. Though nominally a "Vice Regional Commander," he was not actually subordinate to He Rubin—he was a high-ranking military officer independently guarding his own region.

"He has so few troops. What use would they be?" Li Xijue held no hope for any military solution. Since twenty thousand government soldiers had failed to take Lingao and suffered devastating defeat, a mere few thousand would fare no better.

Silence filled the heated pavilion. The staff and adjutants of the Governor-General's yamen exchanged glances. After exhaustive deliberation, they could devise no plan beyond "pacification."



In the operations room of the Navy Command Building at Bopu, Chief of Naval Operations Chen Haiyang convened a staff meeting before a wall-mounted chart of Guangdong and Hainan.

Attending were the Navy's staff team and several transmigrator officers. Two non-naval transmigrators also sat in as observers. One was Naval Advisor Wen Desi—as an authority on Age of Sail navies and shipbuilding, his opinions carried substantial weight. The other was Xu Ke from the Intelligence Bureau, currently holding the title of Naval Intelligence Staff Officer, specifically responsible for collecting and organizing naval military intelligence. According to Xu Ke himself, however, he was merely a "do-anything handyman" at the External Intelligence Bureau.

This somewhat unprofessional staff team highlighted the Navy's struggles with professionalization. Transmigrators with naval service were even scarcer than those with army experience, and absolutely none had served as staff officers. This meant most staff work fell upon the shoulders of the two highest naval authorities: the People's Commissar of the Navy and the Chief of Naval Operations, both of whom came from regular naval officer backgrounds. As for Li Di—the naval officer who could no longer go to sea—he had been serving as Fortress Commander and Harbor Master. Now Chen Haiyang had simply appointed him Chief of Staff to learn the trade.

Li Di's academic performance in staff work, it must be said, remained at the beginner's failing level—an amateur naval officer with little understanding of basic naval operations had far too many lessons to make up before becoming a professional staff officer.

The Navy had already undertaken the mission of blockading the Qiongzhou Strait. Strictly speaking, this was not a true blockade of the strait—the Navy actually only sealed off government-controlled ports in Qiongshan County, such as Shenying Harbor, to prevent the government remnants from receiving reinforcements. Other vessels transiting the strait were ignored.

Any ship entering or leaving these ports was seized and escorted to Manyan for processing. All cargo vessels attempting to move goods through Qiongshan ports were confiscated. If confirmed to be a civilian ship commandeered by the government, owners could redeem their vessels at a reduced price.

This blockade proved devastating to Qiongshan's material circulation. True, the Fubogun did not blockade ports in Wenchang and other areas still under government control, but those ports were of no help to Qiongshan—bulk cargo transport across Hainan's prefectures and counties relied almost entirely on coastal shipping. Given the miserable state of the post roads, long-distance overland transport was virtually impossible.

Observing that the blockading bald bandit warships were mostly small and medium-sized vessels—and not numerous—Tang Yunwen had attempted several times to break the blockade at sea. Each effort ended in crushing defeat. The Navy's ships were incomparable to the Ming navy's medieval-level forces in both equipment and training. Finally, the naval vessels retreated entirely into Baisha Naval Camp and ceased all sorties.

Thus, Qiongshan found itself effectively under siege. Though the city itself did not lack stored grain, and the summer harvest would soon come to market, the despair of complete isolation from the outside world sent morale among the trapped government troops plummeting further.

The maritime blockade had achieved its preliminary objective. But the Executive Committee believed the state of war could not continue indefinitely and must be concluded as swiftly as possible—the economic impact was too severe. Foreign trade had stagnated. Previously, substantial quantities of materials, labor, and capital flowed in monthly from the Guangzhou Station network. Now, apart from small amounts of population and materials still arriving from Foshan, Leizhou, and other locations, this channel was essentially cut off.

The losses extended beyond transport to the commercial network itself. Until the situation clarified, mainland trading partners were too terrified to continue distributing "Australian goods." As a result, exporting goods to Lingao had also become a potentially high-risk enterprise—and therefore expensive.

Originally, the Executive Committee had planned to wait for Xiong Wencan to arrive and initiate pacification, with both sides then holding peace talks. However, it appeared Old Xiong's appointment remained some way off—according to historical progression, he would not assume the post of Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi until the fifth year of the Chongzhen reign. The transmigrators could not afford to wait. They resolved to launch "peace work" as soon as possible to end the state of war between both sides—or at minimum, restore the circulation of goods.

Though many transmigrators doubted how Wang Zunde or Li Fengjie planned to deceive their superiors to conceal this catastrophic rout while simultaneously suing for peace, the Executive Committee considered that their business—unrelated to the Yuan Laoyuan—provided they possessed the willingness to negotiate.

The Executive Committee had held a secret meeting regarding post-war developments. Approximately thirty transmigrators gathered to discuss and predict how the situation might evolve. The consensus held that Guangdong officialdom launching another attack was extremely unlikely—but they needed to guard against the other side potentially adopting a stance of "neither fighting nor making peace, neither surrendering nor leaving."

"During the Opium War, after realizing military force could not contend with the British at all, Qing local officials dared not sue for peace privately, nor were they willing to throw away their lives in battle," Yu Eishui warned at the meeting. "So they adopted such turtle tactics. If the Guangdong government employs similar methods, the threat to us would be considerable."

Under such circumstances, the transmigrator group would have no option but to follow the British example: continuously expanding the scale of war until forcing the Emperor himself to decide on peace. However, the transmigrator group's war potential and war machine could not be mentioned in the same breath as Britain in 1840. The final straw that broke Daoguang's resistance—bringing troops to Nanjing's walls and severing the grain transport—required long-range power projection capabilities the Navy simply did not possess.

"Additionally, we must consider that Qiongzhou itself is too remote—not a critical location on the Ming map. Its loss for five or six years would not be particularly devastating to a Ming regime already putting out fires on all sides. They can afford to leave it alone for now. For us, this means being trapped in a prolonged state of war—even without active armed conflict."

Therefore, the meeting's keynote was to exploit the chaos in Guangdong officialdom and spread the flames of war directly to the foot of Guangzhou, the richest city in South China, forcing the officials to sue for peace before the situation deteriorated further. Since Qiongzhou Prefecture was merely a borderland, invading the Pearl River Delta should sufficiently shock officials throughout Guangdong. At minimum, Li Fengjie would be unable to sit still. And once he could not sit still, he would have no choice but to negotiate.
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The Navy would execute this operation. The operational area would encompass the entire Guangdong maritime region, with the Pearl River Estuary serving as the focal point.

"The objective of this campaign is to create maximum disturbance and chaos throughout the Pearl River Delta," Chen Haiyang outlined. "We will conduct bombardments and small-scale landing operations to sabotage and strike targets ashore. Our primary targets are government facilities—we will avoid striking civilian areas where possible. However, should local armed forces offer resistance, we will conduct comprehensive annihilation operations against them."

In principle, vessels at sea would not be seized unless they were government naval warships or if the other party initiated provocative or aggressive actions.

"Given the unique nature of this operation, participating ships will carry more Marines than usual, along with additional Army artillery required for landing operations."

"If we carry out this operation, our warships will need to enter the Pearl River," Meng De rose to ask. "We know nothing about the river's hydrological conditions in this era—the shoals, the tides, the channels remain unknowns."

"On the contrary, we have an excellent grasp," Xu Ke replied. "Do you imagine the vessels of Gaoguang Shipping and our Navy's transports haven't been conducting hydrological surveys during their many voyages to and from Guangzhou?"

"So we possess sufficient Pearl River hydrological data for captains to use?" Meng De had spent considerable time recuperating in hospital and sanatorium since the five-masted ship rescue incident.

Xu Ke confirmed that the External Intelligence Bureau's database contained precisely such information. A dedicated team was currently compiling it. Soon the Navy would receive unprecedentedly detailed data on the Pearl River Estuary's hydrology and navigation channels.

"Navigation conditions in the Pearl River are excellent. Even the Sacred Ship could travel from the estuary all the way up to Guangzhou. The small and medium-sized sailing vessels we primarily use will have no difficulties whatsoever. Water depth is not a concern—and this being four hundred years before the twenty-first century, sedimentation in the Pearl River is considerably lighter."

"The Pearl River channel remains quite complex," Chen Haiyang noted. "Particularly since landing operations will involve near-shore waters. We'll assign some native captains familiar with the Pearl River channels to participate."

Though everyone harbored strong confidence in their technological superiority, experienced naval officers still held significant concerns about this Pearl River Estuary campaign. These anxieties stemmed not merely from the complex hydrological conditions in the estuary and river—hidden shoals, unmarked channels—but from the fundamental difficulties large and medium-sized sailing vessels faced when navigating and maneuvering in such waters. Turning around, for instance, posed serious challenges.

When the British Navy attacked Guangzhou during the Opium War, they had primarily employed paddle steamers as tugs, towing their sailing warships and bombardment vessels for mobility.

"We don't have paddle steamers at present," Chen Haiyang acknowledged. "But we do have Daihatsu landing craft. The Daihatsus have good mobility and can manage towing duties adequately. Additionally, they can transport Marines ashore and provide escort protection."

Wen Desi disagreed: "How did the British fleet reach Bai'etan during the Opium War? Their hydrological data couldn't have been superior to ours, yet they sailed warships displacing several thousand tons right to Guangzhou's gates. Even without comprehensive data, using small boats to sound depths and place channel buoys as we advance is sufficient. We'll simply sail a bit slower."

"To ensure the success of this blockade and harassment operation, the Navy will establish a Pearl River Estuary Detachment." Li Di began presenting the fleet composition from the plan.

The detachment's warships would primarily consist of Special Service Vessels—modified traditional Chinese-style two- and three-masted ships. Some Special Service Vessels would carry reduced ammunition to accommodate additional Marines and cannons.

Sixteen Special Service Vessels and eight fast single-masted patrol boats would form the armed fleet, with another twenty Special Service Vessels incorporated for transporting Marines and supplies. Given that the Pearl River Estuary lay 500 nautical miles from Lingao, the Big Whale and several specialized supply ships would prove essential.

In the operation's initial phase, the Navy would first establish a temporary fortress on Hong Kong Island as a logistical supply and rest base for the Pearl River Estuary Detachment.

Setting aside Hong Kong Island's future commercial value, its location just outside the Pearl River Estuary—with its excellent harbor and accessible freshwater resources—made it an ideal base for the naval detachment. The transmigrator group remained isolated in Hainan, their maritime power positioned at the westernmost edge of Guangdong-Guangxi waters, exerting little influence over the broader Guangdong coast. Once they occupied Hong Kong Island and established a permanent detachment and naval base, they would maintain a powerful presence directly outside the Pearl River Estuary. Every move would affect Guangzhou and the entire Pearl River Delta region. This would not only control Guangdong's foreign trade but also protect their own shipping routes.

Of course, this move would likely be perceived by Liu Xiang as a challenge to his maritime hegemony in Guangdong. However, the General Staff and Intelligence Bureau estimated that even so, Liu Xiang would probably not dare to immediately open full hostilities with the transmigrator group—Zheng Zhilong was still watching from the wings. If Liu Xiang committed his full force to attacking the transmigrators, Zheng Zhilong would absolutely not miss such a golden opportunity to strike in concert.

Li Di voiced a concern: "But the Pearl River Estuary is Liu Xiang's territory after all. It's his base of operations—he won't yield it easily!"

"If he wants war, we'll annihilate him completely," Chen Haiyang replied. "A confrontation with Liu Xiang is inevitable. It's coming sooner or later."

That said, Liu Xiang's strength was formidable, and the Pearl River Estuary waters were where his fleet frequently operated. Compared to scattered Ming military camps and outposts on shore, Liu Xiang could very possibly use his numerical superiority against the Detachment.

The Navy's plan was straightforward: should such a situation arise, they would use the Hong Kong base as a pivot, firmly attracting Liu Xiang's main force near the Pearl River Estuary. Then the Navy would launch its main fleet from Lingao to deliver a devastating blow. The plan even included provisions for deploying the Sacred Ship in combat if necessary.

The Detachment sent to the Pearl River Estuary would be personally commanded by Chen Haiyang. There was no shortage of transmigrators willing to serve as fleet commander, but most had barely mastered the basics of sailing. Having swallowed volumes of naval knowledge whole, God only knew whether they had actually digested any of it. After careful deliberation, the Executive Committee and Navy concluded that Chen Haiyang should lead the fleet himself. At the very least, he was a genuine naval officer.

"I actually feel somewhat inadequate," he admitted. To this day, his entire command experience at sea consisted of serving as a ship captain. His concepts of commanding a sailing fleet in combat came almost entirely from books and from Wen Desi.

Modern naval officers like Chen Haiyang knew little more about commanding Age of Sail warships than Wen Desi did—after all, both had drawn their knowledge from naval history texts.

"Coordinator Wen, would you care to accompany the fleet?"

"Certainly. I'd be delighted." Wen Desi agreed readily.

"Excellent. I've been feeling the burden was too heavy. I've never commanded a wind-powered fleet."

"Neither have I. We're in the same boat." Wen Desi stroked the beard on his chin. "Which ship do you plan to designate as flagship?"

"Ling-Special 11. It's a three-masted large Guang-ship, nearly three hundred tons—the largest in the task force. It has ample cabins and can accommodate the headquarters. Will you join me aboard?"

"Agreed." Wen Desi nodded. Though nearly three hundred tons, it remained a rather small ship by modern standards. Even large European sailing vessels like the Götheborg, displacing over a thousand tons, had severely limited internal volume. Once packed with sailors and supplies for a voyage, conditions wouldn't be pleasant. But the journey to Hong Kong Island would take only a few days. Then they could establish headquarters directly on the island.



Shi Shisi licked his fingers with satisfaction—a bad habit the naval officer training class had never managed to break. But then, someone who had gone to sea young and drifted from port to port could hardly be expected to have impeccable manners. His naval officer uniform bore grease stains across the front. The sumptuous lunch had left him drowsy.

Shi Shisi no longer displayed many visible traces of his pirate past. Though his body had been strong before, his posture had been poor—head perpetually tilting to one side. Now drill training and systematic physical conditioning had transformed both his bearing and physique. He had become fit and proportionate, his hair and beard trimmed clean.

He wore the new summer-style dark blue naval officer uniform. Beyond using a cotton-linen blend for breathability, the standing collar had been modified to a small open collar—Army and Navy officers alike found standing collars intolerably stifling in the summer heat.

Shi Shisi now held the rank of Navy Lieutenant, commanding a squadron of Special Service Vessels. He had learned how to deploy a squadron in formation at sea: most crucially, forming the line ahead for broadside fire; how to seize the windward position in naval battle; how to judge the optimal firing range and timing.

He had never imagined naval battles could be conducted this way. He had known some of the tricks before, but no one had ever summarized them so precisely and methodically, explaining everything clearly in text. When he couldn't grasp the written descriptions, there were diagrams and model demonstrations to aid his understanding.

He learned semaphore. He learned to judge target distance and speed. And finally, he learned the salute regulations, proper dining etiquette, and how to speak as befitted a naval officer. Naval training and its attendant rituals had gradually made Shi Shisi unrecognizable even to himself.

Yet such days brought him profound satisfaction—because Shi Shisi understood he had become a man of standing. As a pirate, no matter how many men and ships you commanded, you remained a bandit. That title never carried any weight.
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Now he was a dignified Australian-Song Navy Lieutenant. Though Shi Shisi had no concept of the Great Song and only the vaguest notion of what a Lieutenant's commission actually entailed, the title sounded impressive. Paired with a dignified uniform, a sword at his side, and the professional officer's bearing that the transmigrators had drilled into him, he felt far more dashing than any Ming general.

Shi Shisi was on leave today—naval officers routinely received one day off per week. He had returned to his own home for a feast. While on duty, alcohol consumption was strictly rationed, which pained the former pirate who loved his drink. On his day off, naturally, he intended to drink his fill.

His orderly had hunted a rabbit earlier that morning and taken it to the East Gate Market Cooperative Restaurant, asking the cook to prepare it properly. He had also purchased plenty of quality wine. Shi Shisi then ate and drank with abandon.

Full and pleasantly drunk, he surveyed his comfortable surroundings. Such a leisurely afternoon—no training, no sea duty—felt truly blessed. He decided to nap contentedly in his chair, then visit the Violet House in East Gate Market for a bath. In the evening, he would gather with a few old comrades at the Violet House to drink—Hu Wumei, who had been stationed in Sanya for several months, had recently returned to Lingao on business. A proper reunion was in order.

Since preparations for the counter-encirclement campaign had begun, the Navy's combat missions remained few, but patrols, transport duties, and escort assignments kept them busy enough. The 5th Special Service Vessel Squadron under Shi Shisi's command had been responsible for escorting the salt transport fleet between Manyan and Bopu—monotonous and tedious work. Shi Shisi didn't fear fighting; he envied Li Guangfa, whose Special Service Vessel Squadron had at least bombarded government troops at Chengmai. Though that was the extent of it.

"Master! Master!" Just as drowsiness was claiming him, a woman's voice rang in his ear. Shi Shisi opened his eyes with irritation—it was his wife calling.

"What is it?" He fought the urge to slap her for disturbing his pleasant doze.

"A messenger from headquarters is here!" The woman looked rather panicked.

"Quick, show him in!" Shi Shisi snapped awake instantly. A messenger from headquarters on a rest day could only mean an emergency—either an immediate meeting or orders to put to sea.

"Setting sail?"

"Most likely!" Shi Shisi wiped his greasy hands on his uniform. Feeling his appearance unfit for receiving official communications, he roared at the orderly running in from the outer room: "Quick, bring me water!"

The messenger entered, saluted crisply, and informed him of a meeting at the Naval Command in one hour.

"...We'll be setting sail after the meeting. You'd best pack your luggage and instruct your orderly to deliver it to the ship."



Shi Shisi would never forget that scene. The early morning sun had just crested the horizon, casting crimson light upon the masts of the two-masted and three-masted ships. Every warship of the Pearl River Estuary Detachment preparing to depart flew Rear Admiral Chen Haiyang's flag.

Four squadrons of Special Service Vessels lay at anchor at Navy Anchorage No. 1—sixteen vessels in total, varying in style and even tonnage. But every one was dressed magnificently, festooned with signal flags. Decks and hulls had been scrubbed spotless. In the distance at Anchorage No. 2, two patrol boat squadrons waited; their elegant streamlined hulls stood out like cranes among chickens.

At the "Big Pier"—as everyone called the civilian pier beside the massive stone embankment—five Special Service Vessel Squadrons were loading cargo. These particular ships, clumsy or unmaneuverable, served specifically for transporting cargo and Marines. Crates marked with different numbers, symbols, and colors were loaded onto pallets, covered with netting, and hoisted skyward by cranes.

Columns of Marines wearing "copper basin hats" fashioned from coconut shells stood waiting in queues to board. The copper basin hat was the newest summer sun helmet design. Though some transmigrators thought soldiers wearing it looked exactly like North Vietnamese commandos, it suited the subtropical summer climate far better than rattan helmets.

Every ship was lowering flat-bottomed boats, like bees released from an overcrowded hive. The buzz of human voices, the creaking of pulleys and ropes, the splash of oars striking water—all carried across the swelling sea surface for nautical miles. As the sun climbed higher, the half-hoisted sails shifted colors—first black, then blue-gray, finally brilliant white.

Various small craft in the bay gathered in clusters, scattered, formed groups of three or five, then separated and regrouped again. They bustled about moving supplies and ferrying personnel. Oars rose and fell on rowing boats; thick smoke and jets of steam poured continuously from Daihatsu landing craft of every size. The boats alternated between the pier and the larger ships, their crews shouting and whistling to one another. The water surface was speckled with garbage tossed overboard.

Shi Shisi leaned on the bridge of his flagship, Ling-Special 51, drinking in this tense, lively, and orderly departure scene. Beside him stood a young naval cadet named Pan Yong, the trainee executive officer aboard. To help captains of rough origins properly manage ship administration, the Admiralty had designated many naval cadet internship positions as executive officers, responsible for actual administrative and personnel management.

"Xiao Pan! This fleet is truly magnificent." Under Zhucailao's command, Shi Shisi had witnessed fleets a hundred times larger than this one—but how could those ragtag assemblages compare to this dignified naval detachment? Those had been nothing more than motley collections of battered fishing boats and cargo junks, like a floating village.

"Indeed, Captain," Pan Yong replied respectfully. "The Daihatsu squadrons aren't departing with us, otherwise the spectacle would be even grander."

"Daihatsus are too small. Having a few capsize in rough seas wouldn't be worth it. Besides, they burn coal—we'd have to make special stops to refuel them along the way."

Steam cranes rumbled as they hoisted the Daihatsu boats participating in this long-range voyage one by one, loading them onto the Big Whale's deck. The Big Whale would carry four Daihatsus; additional boats would be transported after the Hong Kong base was established.

The Marines participating in the Pearl River Estuary expedition consisted of two companies, reinforced by a Marine artillery company equipped with two 12-pounder howitzers. This Marine detachment was designated the Hong Kong Detachment. Its commander was Shi Zhiqi, who wore a pair of plain-glass black spectacles secured behind his head with string. He stood majestically on the Big Whale's bridge, surveying the embarking Marines.

The name "Haibing"—Sea Soldiers—left a bad taste in his mouth. It reeked of the Japanese. But comparatively speaking, "Haibing" at least approached the meaning he envisioned for this force, more so than the clunky "Naval Landing Force." In Shi Zhiqi's conception, the Marine Corps should carry no "Navy" in its name. It should be something closer to the USMC—an independent branch equal to Army, Navy, and Air Force.

Shi Zhiqi's status in the Navy wasn't particularly high, primarily because he had missed the Navy's most glorious engagement: the Second Defense of Bopu. The first time, he hadn't been on shift; the second, he'd been lying in the clinic with dysentery, listening to gunfire thunder across the sky outside while doubled over with abdominal cramps. He had missed a golden opportunity to earn merit—even mere participation as a bystander would have conferred significant seniority advantages.

Having missed the fighting had seriously hampered his naval promotion. Fortunately, his sailor's background qualified him to lead the specialized team maintaining the Sacred Ship while concurrently serving as an instructor in the naval training class. His standing remained middling. With Shi Zhiqi's capabilities, becoming a captain once large motorized vessels entered mass production wouldn't pose any difficulty—but he wasn't content with that. He had set his sights on the Marine Corps.

He had always harbored great interest in the Marines and planned to make his mark in this field. So he had joined up.

Shi Zhiqi had no patience for Old Di's peculiar German-style preferences. Germany might boast of its Army and use submarines to mask naval embarrassments, but its Marine Corps was virtually nonexistent. One might as well become a fan of the Philippine Army.

After joining the Marines, his skills from his sailor days quickly earned him great prestige, and he rose to become a primary officer.

For this Pearl River Estuary operation, Shi Zhiqi had expended considerable effort to secure the Detachment Commander position. His former sailor status had certainly helped—Chen Haiyang believed a Marine detachment commander who understood navigation would prove far more valuable in coastal combat than an officer who knew only infantry tactics.

Behind him stood Le Lin, captain of the Big Whale and commander of the patrol boat detachment. He wore a snow-white U.S. Navy uniform—naturally from his private collection. Though old, it had been washed spotless and looked very smart. He was gazing into the distance through binoculars.

"Now you're really going home." Of course, Hong Kong Island in this timeline bore no connection to the Hong Kong Le Lin had once known.

Le Lin's face broke into an expectant smile. "I'm going to build a mansion on Victoria Peak! Become the Governor!"

"On what grounds do you get to be Governor?"

"Because I'm a Hong Konger. Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong."

"This Hong Kong has nothing to do with you," Shi Zhiqi pointed out. "If we wanted, we could call it Wen Island, Ma Island, or Stone Island. Just not Hong Kong Island."

"Hehe, I'm going to be Governor anyway!" Le Lin warmed to the subject, launching into elaborate descriptions of all the construction he would undertake on Hong Kong Island. Shi Zhiqi nodded along, wearing a politely indulgent smile. In his view, this young man's dream was too modest—what did a place like Hong Kong Island amount to? Just a tiny island. His own ambitions reached far higher.

At that moment, he spotted a small Daihatsu liaison boat puffing black smoke as it headed from the pier toward Chen Haiyang's flagship, Ling-Special 11. This Daihatsu flew another personal pennant. There was no mistaking it—this was the boat of Naval Informal Advisor Wen Desi, now making his way to the flagship.
Chapter 693 - Heading to Hong Kong

Shi Zhiqi's spirits lifted instantly. He watched the small Daihatsu liaison boat reach the accommodation ladder on the opposite side of Transport-11 and immediately ordered his signals officer:

"Signal Special-11—I want to board the flagship to report on combat preparations!"

The Pearl River Estuary Detachment's departure lacked a grand ceremony; only loudspeakers playing the "Warship March" served as a farewell tune. The Navy desperately wanted a proper naval band, but they couldn't scrape together enough musicians from among the five hundred transmigrators. Native musicians were learning from video tutorials, which naturally presented considerable difficulties.

The formation was led by four patrol boats of the 4th Patrol Boat Squadron, followed by squadron after squadron setting sail. Every ship was fully dressed with flags. Chen Haiyang's Chief of Naval Operations pennant and Wen Desi's Naval Advisor flag fluttered from the main and mizzen masts of Special-11. Shi Zhiqi sat on his flagship Big Whale, watching his Marine Detachment Commander flag snap in the wind with quiet pride.

Crowds of spectators gathered on shore. A large formation setting sail was a rare and spectacular sight for them—ships draped in flags, mighty sailors manning the rails, cannons polished to a brilliant shine. Wen Desi had spared no effort promoting the concept of "Navy SHOW." Only by making the public perceive the military as majestic and beautiful could they attract volunteers to enlist, rather than relying on the current semi-coercive conscription.

The policy of "soldiers first, re-education later" had its merits, but Wen Desi hoped to cultivate social values in the future empire where military service was considered an honor. He strongly supported anything that enhanced soldiers' prestige and social image.

Just moments ago, Shi Zhiqi had submitted his painstakingly compiled—or rather "plagiarized"—Marine Corps Uniforms, Insignia, Ranks, and Protocol Plan. On its surface, this was merely a proposal to "enhance the military's image," but in reality it represented the opening move in Shi Zhiqi's campaign to "de-navalize the Marine Corps." Wen Desi hadn't thought that deeply about it and had expressed great appreciation for the system Shi Zhiqi had worked so hard to create. This put Shi Zhiqi in an even better mood.



The Pearl River Estuary Detachment arrived in Macao waters on September 4th. Such a massive fleet suddenly appearing in their waters sent the Portuguese into a panic. After a brief interval of confusion, all large Portuguese vessels in the harbor hoisted sails and prepared for battle.

The transmigrators observed Macao's forts and harbor through telescopes. Taking Macao wouldn't prove difficult, but the place was simply too small—it often struggled to supply even basic vegetables and freshwater, offering limited development prospects. Hong Kong Island was far superior.

"Leave this place to the Portuguese." Wen Desi reclined in a rattan chair on Special-11's poop deck, suffering mild seasickness—the ship was still too small and pitched heavily in rough seas. Shi Zhiqi had invited him to transfer to the Big Whale, but he had declined.

"At least wait until they finish building the Ruins of St. Paul's," Chen Haiyang joked as he lowered his binoculars. From a naval officer's perspective, Hong Kong was a rare first-class naval base, while Macao's harbor was markedly inferior.

The fleet departed Macao waters and continued sailing west. In truth, they had already entered the Pearl River Estuary—the Lingdingyang made famous by Wen Tianxiang's poem. Neilingding Island lay ahead to the fleet's port side.

This was part of the so-called "Inner Ocean." Here the coastline became tortuous and winding, deeply indented and staggered, with hidden coves suitable for ambush visible everywhere. Occasionally one encountered broad river mouths where fresh and salt water mingled.

The "Inner Ocean" was dotted with scattered islands. Some were inhabited; others provided convenient anchorages for fishermen to rest. But most were barren, uninhabited islets.

These barren islands also offered excellent grounds for pirates to rest and stage ambushes. The entire detachment maintained vigilance while sailing, on guard against sudden pirate attacks. Liu Xiang's ships were active in these waters, along with many smaller scattered bands. Even ordinary fishermen might attempt to "grab a handful" at any opportunity.

This region was prime hunting ground for pirates: maritime traffic was highly developed, with harbors everywhere providing merchants maximum convenience. Bulk cargoes traveled on ships shuttling between coastal towns and villages. Though these goods lacked the value of "foreign ship" cargoes, seizing a boatload of daily necessities remained worthwhile to pirates—such items sold faster. After compiling and analyzing massive quantities of pirate intelligence from the External Intelligence Bureau, Xu Ke had reported to Chen Haiyang that pirates here took anything and everything. Never mind low-value daily goods like fishing equipment, rice, and salt—they wouldn't even pass up "cold goods" like bricks and tiles.

"I can only conclude that pirates must be desperately poor..." Xu Ke had sighed.

"A rising tide floats all boats," Chen Haiyang observed. "Back home, bribing officials started with a few bottles of wine and cartons of cigarettes. Later, even a fifty-thousand-yuan red envelope was just a token gesture."

"North Lantau ahead."

"Order the lead ship to change heading to 120. All ships follow in order—no straggling!" Chen Haiyang issued the course change. "We're crossing the Brothers waters."

Chen Haiyang planned to lead the fleet past Lantau Island, through the Brothers, then through Ma Wan Channel, entering Victoria Harbour from the western approach. Of course, this body of water wouldn't be called Victoria Harbour in the future. But a proposal to rename it "Empress Wu Zetian Bay" had met considerable opposition.

For European ships departing Macao and entering the Pearl River Estuary, the Brothers were their first significant landmark on the chart. One could say that sailing past the Brothers marked the first step toward Guangzhou.

When the fleet entered the Brothers waters, Chen Haiyang ordered full alert—north of this area lay the famous Tuen Mun. The Portuguese had originally attempted to occupy this location as their China trade base but had been defeated by the Ming army. According to intelligence provided by Xu Ke from the External Intelligence Bureau, several hundred Ming troops were garrisoned here, possibly maintaining a small number of war junks for monitoring and patrolling the sea. The Australian-Song Navy's appearance could very likely trigger armed conflict.

However, the fleet passed through these waters without encountering combat. Chen Haiyang and the others observed along the way but saw almost no signs of naval vessels—according to historical data provided by Yu Eishui, the Guangdong Navy should have been conducting regular patrols with war junks throughout this area of the Pearl River Estuary.

"The regulations say one thing," Yellow Claws commented. "Whether they're actually enforced is another matter entirely. This is the late Ming era. It's probably all empty words on paper."

Yellow Claws had boarded as a member of the long-range survey team—Hong Kong Island in this timeline also required comprehensive surveying and mapping. He could have delegated this task to others, but he strongly hoped to become a ship captain someday. So he had volunteered for this voyage to accumulate nautical knowledge and ship-handling experience.

"Most likely the navy simply has too few ships to maintain coverage," Chen Haiyang suggested.

"I really hope we run into the Ming navy and have a proper fight! Even firing a few shots would satisfy me!" Yellow Claws scanned the horizon excitedly. Apart from scattered fishing boats, the sea lay empty. This area contained numerous large and small islands and sandbars, which in another timeline would fall under Hong Kong's Outlying Islands District.

Yellow Claws' wish for battle was soon granted. That afternoon, as they passed through Ma Wan Channel, the communications officer suddenly shouted:

"Vanguard has spotted suspicious vessels!"

Ma Wan Channel was a north-south waterway, with Ma Wan Island to the west and Tsing Yi Island to the east. Below Ma Wan Island lay a small islet called Tang Lung Chau. In the sheltered waters between the two islands, many fishing boats of various sizes rode at anchor. The lookout on the vanguard patrol boat had alertly noticed bonfires being lit on the hills of both Tsing Yi and Ma Wan islands—clearly signaling something.

Subsequently, several suspicious-looking fishing boats appeared on the sea, gradually approaching the vanguard squadron, apparently spying on the fleet. Upon discovering its massive size, they quickly fled.

"Those are pirate ships," Chen Haiyang said, raising his binoculars. "Order the patrol boat squadron to capture the enemy vessels!"

As the signalman transmitted the order, minutes later four patrol boats from the lead squadron broke formation and pounced toward the fleeing fishing boats.

Yellow Claws raised his binoculars, watching the distant scene. The enemy were clearly few—only three small black-awning boats were fleeing near Ma Wan Island. But their clumsy hulls couldn't match the speed of the agile lateen-rigged patrol boats.

The patrol boats quickly bracketed the three black-awning boats. Just then, Yellow Claws saw white smoke rise from the first black-awning boat and heard faint cannon fire.

"They're firing! They're firing!" the lookout shouted. "Enemy ship opening fire!"

Almost simultaneously, thick smoke billowed from the two patrol boats already blocking the pirate ships' escape, muzzle flashes flickering within the haze.

Numerous small white waterspouts instantly erupted on the sea surface around the ships. The hull of one black-awning boat seemed to shudder, and its sail came tumbling down.

"Enemy ship on fire!" Just as the lookout shouted, a small explosion erupted on one black-awning boat, igniting a blaze.

"I didn't see cannon fire—how did it explode?"

"The gunpowder on the pirate ship detonated," Chen Haiyang said nonchalantly. "Pirates typically leave their powder kegs open on deck during battle."

The engagement ended quickly. Two black-awning boats were captured. The third, burning too fiercely, was deemed not worth saving.

Following established pirate-capture procedures, prisoners were not processed at sea. Instead, men were sent to dismantle the few cannons and confiscate the gunpowder. Sailors were then ordered to pilot the captured black-awning boats and follow the fleet, forbidden from breaking formation.
Chapter 694 - Raising the Flag

"We'll wait until we reach Hong Kong Island to properly process them." The fleet had brought along professionals who previously worked in the Guangzhou purification camps. The Task Force planned to establish a new purification camp on Hong Kong Island for captive processing.

"They'll take the opportunity to escape."

"I think not—not anyone who's witnessed the 'typewriter' in action."

The fleet passed smoothly through Ma Wan Channel, rounding the southwest corner of Tsing Yi Island and entering Victoria Harbour. Even without binoculars, Chen Haiyang could see a peninsula jutting from the mainland—the site of the former timeline's Stonecutters Island Naval Base.

"A truly natural harbor!" Chen Haiyang exclaimed involuntarily. Victoria Harbour's geographical conditions were indeed superb—perfectly suited as a first-class naval and commercial port. Suitable locations for harbor development were everywhere.

For now, the area lay barren, with few traces of permanent inhabitants. According to intelligence from the Guangzhou Station, only a scattering of villages existed on Hong Kong Island and the surrounding outlying islands.

But directly opposite Hong Kong Island lay Xin'an and Dongguan counties—lands of fish and rice, producing vast quantities of grain, tea, indigo, tobacco, and sea salt. Economically, this was an extremely wealthy region. Occupying Hong Kong was tantamount to the Australian-Song regime inserting a straw into South China's richest territory. Massive quantities of goods could flow continuously outward from here.

The Ming government recognized Hong Kong's importance. Beyond the Tuen Mun Inspection Station guarding the Pearl River Estuary, Xin'an County—responsible for governing the Hong Kong region—had its seat at the Dongguan Defense Battalion Walled City, originally under the Guangzhou Guard. In the first year of the Wanli reign, this area had been separated from Dongguan to establish Xin'an County, consolidating maritime defense and protecting Guangzhou.

At its peak, Nantou Fortress had garrisoned two thousand Ming troops and over a hundred warships. The city stood as a key junction for river and sea traffic—a military stronghold for maritime defense.

Even now, it maintained a garrison of seven or eight hundred troops and over fifty warships. Nantou Fortress corresponded to present-day Nantou District in Shenzhen; there was even a tourist spot there—Chen Haiyang had visited the Ancient City of Xin'an in his past life. The two locations lay close together; if the Ming army wished to intervene, they could reach Hong Kong Island the same day.

The External Intelligence Bureau and the Naval Command staff team estimated that the Guangdong Ming army, freshly defeated, would be unlikely to rashly attack the Australian-Song forces. Even if they wished to attack, they couldn't assemble enough troops to pose a genuine threat. The Task Force possessed sufficient strength to repel any Ming assault.

Chen Haiyang ordered the fleet toward Wan Chai, preparing to land near the site of the old timeline's Hong Kong-Macau Ferry Terminal and establish the first base. Although Hong Kong Island ranked as China's seventeenth largest island by area, its terrain was dominated by mountains. The limited plains concentrated mainly in the northern part of the island facing Victoria Harbour. This area was therefore chosen as the primary location for constructing the base and settlement.

After the Task Force landed at Wan Chai, a brief occupation and flag-raising ceremony was held.

"Raise the flag! Salute!" At the ceremonial guard's shout, the bugler sounded his horn. A flag rose on a hastily procured bamboo pole. Marines and sailors lined up on the beach saluted in unison, then sang "Ode to the Motherland" together. With that, the transmigrators declared complete their occupation of the first territory beyond Hainan Island.



Though they had landed on Hong Kong Island, Chen Haiyang decided against exercising substantive control over the entire island for the time being—his troop strength couldn't support scattered deployments. He therefore ordered the main force to concentrate temporarily where the ships were anchored. In the old timeline, this place was called Central. Chen Haiyang simply named the harbor and its nascent fortress "Base 852." As for its ultimate designation, that could be left to the Yuan Laoyuan's deliberations.

To monitor surrounding activity, Chen Haiyang dispatched a small detachment equipped with radios by boat to Lei Yue Mun, establishing an observation post on this key eastern channel off Hong Kong Island. Another small team was sent to Kap Shui Mun for a western observation post. Together, these two positions could monitor ship movements in both waterways flanking the island.

The armed survey team commanded by Yellow Claws set out for Victoria Peak the day after landing. They would conduct a preliminary survey of Hong Kong Island's general topography and terrain while simultaneously establishing an observation post atop the Peak.

Finally, the patrol boat squadron would form a maritime patrol line to ensure early warning around the entire base. Concurrently, they would clear out small groups of pirates operating locally—Lantau Island had historically served as a traditional anchorage for Pearl River Estuary pirates, where assembled pirate bands sometimes numbered over three hundred ships. Though the Task Force had observed few vessels while passing north of Lantau, this undeniably remained the area with the most rampant pirate activity. The Task Force had to be prepared for conflict with local pirates at any moment.



The Task Force's landing and fortification on Hong Kong Island was quickly discovered by Ming troops stationed at Tuen Mun and Nantou. Dispatch reports were transmitted to Zhaoqing and Guangzhou.

But the Ming army was powerless to mount a substantive response. Morale in official circles and the military had hit rock bottom. Though dispatch reports indicated that the bald bandits landing on Hong Kong Island numbered only about a thousand with forty or fifty ships, the officers and soldiers of the Guangdong Navy—having heard of their fearsome firearms—had no desire to fight them. Navy war junks sent from Tuen Mun made only a symbolic appearance at the Sulphur Channel before retreating. Both sides fell into a silent stalemate. As for the Ming troops in Nantou, there was no sign of large-scale movement. Sentries observed only small numbers of Ming scouts arriving in the Sha Tau Kok area across the bay.



Brief interrogation of the captured pirates revealed they were actually fishermen from nearby islands. Crushed by debts owed to the fish markets—the yulan—and pushed beyond endurance, they had finally decided to pull a job at sea.

The sunken boat had belonged to the gang's boss, a fisherman named Zhao Yajin. The other two captured vessels were coastal cargo ships they had robbed over the past month. Before being caught, they had succeeded several times, each man's share amounting to about ten taels of silver.

The cargo vessels' crew and owners remained detained aboard—reportedly forced to participate during combat on pain of beheading. Seven or eight pirates had also been kidnapped from shore when the pirate ship docked; those unable to escape in time were kept aboard. Those with ransom money were released; those without were pressed into piracy.

Chen Haiyang immediately ordered the captured hostages and their ships released on the spot. He even replenished them with some confiscated grain and money so they could return home safely. The twenty-odd former captives departed with profuse thanks. Those remaining were the screened pirates. Zhao Yajin had already been killed by "typewriter" fire during the battle.

No valuable spoils were found on the ships—mostly daily necessities like grain and salted fish. According to the captured second-in-command Liang Sanshi, any valuable loot was cached in the villages on shore.

"The interest at the fish market is truly too heavy—thirty or forty percent! This lowly one couldn't pay it off after years of repayment. That's why I took this desperate risk. I beg the Vice-Commander to spare my life!" Several ragged men pleaded bitterly on the beach.

"Whether becoming pirates or bandits, they always claim they were forced," the Cantonese translator—a scholar of tongsheng rank recently out of a purification camp—said indignantly to Chen Haiyang. "In reality, most are lazy and seek to gain without labor! Chief, please be aware!"

Seeing the interpreter speaking so harshly, the captured pirates kowtowed repeatedly, begging piteously. The reputation of the bald bandits had spread throughout the Pearl River Estuary region. One glance at their hair told them they had fallen into bald bandit hands—and their "cruelty" was notorious.

Chen Haiyang knew something of the heavy exploitation practiced by fish markets. Back in the fleet, although "recalling bitterness and savoring sweetness" had fallen out of fashion, whenever they visited revolutionary tradition education bases, anything involving militia invariably touched upon terms like "fish markets" and "fishing despots."

Fish market owners leveraged their capital and market dominance to buy catches at low prices and sell daily necessities and grain at inflated rates, profiting enormously. They also used high-interest loans to easily control fishermen. Fishermen often required large one-time capital investments for boats and equipment, creating a much higher demand for loans than farmers—making them easier prey for such usury traps.

However, Chen Haiyang's mission wasn't to strike down fishing despots. He decided to hand this matter to the Civil Affairs Commissioner accompanying the team.

"Let them work in the purification camp first. Have someone interrogate them properly later," he said.

Many messengers capable of speaking the local dialect were dispatched from the accompanying Civil Affairs team. Escorted by armed soldiers, they traveled to villages across Hong Kong Island delivering messages—demanding representatives be sent immediately to Base 852 for a meeting to select liaison officers.

Though limited in strength and unable to forcefully intervene in the local civil administration system yet, the Task Force needed to establish a system for local requisition of personnel and materials as quickly as possible.



"To enter and exit the Pearl River Estuary freely, we must firmly control the Lantau Channel." In the temporary headquarters set up inside a large tent, Chen Haiyang outlined the upcoming battle plan to his subordinates. "On the north side of Lantau Island lies a village called Tung Chung. It's the main anchorage for pirates in the Pearl River Estuary. We must destroy the pirate base at Tung Chung."

Wen Desi frowned. "We haven't even started fighting the Ming army yet, and we're launching a major operation against pirates? Won't we face enemies on both sides?"

"The Ming army may not actively fight us, but pirates who jump at any profit represent a major hidden danger. In the future, many ships will travel between Hong Kong Island and Lingao. Their harassment would be a major headache for the Navy."

"Then we'll need to increase land forces. Occupying Tung Chung requires sending troops to garrison it!"

"We don't necessarily need to occupy Tung Chung for now. As long as we can destroy pirate fleets assembling there at any time, pirates will naturally dare not show their faces."



Note: Lantau Island is the site of Hong Kong Disneyland. The Ma Wan mentioned in the text is now connected by the famous nearby Tsing Ma Bridge. Lantau was always a Chinese pirate anchorage during the Ming and Qing dynasties. East India Company business records mention it often; in the early nineteenth century, Russian envoys passing through observed over three hundred Chinese pirate ships anchored there.
Chapter 695 - The Pirates

"I've heard Tai O was also an important den for pirates and smugglers in the Pearl River Estuary—historically speaking," Le Lin remarked.

"Both Tung Chung and Tai O on Lantau Island are important targets we need to address. Ideally, we'd clear them out completely." Chen Haiyang leaned back. "For now, let's gauge the attitude of the pirates gathering at Lantau."

As they spoke, a sentry arrived to report: a sampan was approaching the temporary pier from the direction of Lantau Island.

"Sounds like a local envoy." Chen Haiyang rose. "Let's hear what they have to say."

He hadn't planned to receive them in the command tent. Chen Haiyang understood the mindset of natives in this timeline very well—especially those encountering transmigrators for the first time. If you didn't put on airs, people would think considerably less of your ability and credibility. Approachability had its place, but certain formalities were indispensable.

So headquarters had specially constructed a "Great Tent" in a sheltered hollow not far from the pier. Curtains surrounded it, with nets draped outside and adorned with many bells—a concept borrowed from Japanese military curtains and Mongol net fortifications. The materials were exquisite, decorated with intricate patterns.

Around the curtains stood various flags and banners newly devised by the Australian regime—the overall effect was most impressive. Combined with fully armed Marines and cadets standing guard, the entire net fortress appeared solemn and awe-inspiring.

Five or six envoys arrived by boat. The three leaders were relatively well-dressed, looking like prosperous local residents. They followed the Marines respectfully toward the Great Tent.

Quite a few gifts were unloaded from the boat—the transmigrators had witnessed this many times. Nothing more than pigs, sheep, and shochu, along with silk and silver.

Upon entering the Great Tent and seeing Chen Haiyang enthroned in the center, the envoys immediately knelt and kowtowed, presenting the gift list.

The visitors were indeed pirates—a small band, to be precise. The leader of the group was the second-in-command of this band, a man named Jin Caifa.

Jin Caifa's primary purpose was to request "submission" and join the "Australian Big Gang" in looting together. Jin Caifa's "Boss" was named Zheng Bao. He commanded twenty-eight large two-masted ships and roughly seventy "long dragon" boats and sampans capable of maneuvering on inland rivers. Among the smaller bands, his strength was quite significant.

Zheng Bao planned to exploit the government army's crushing defeat, their collapsed morale, and the vacuum in both land and sea defenses to launch large-scale raids up the Pearl River. For this purpose, he had not only anchored around Lantau waiting for opportunities but had also gathered many scattered small bands—including the group led by Zhao Yajin that had launched a surprise attack on the Task Force days earlier. He currently commanded quite a few fishermen-turned-temporary-pirates, ranging from single boats to flotillas of three or four vessels.

The sudden arrival of the Australian fleet had made Zheng Bao sense opportunity. If he could attach himself to this powerful gang, it would greatly benefit his future career in maritime looting. When Zhao Yajin had launched his reckless attack, Zheng Bao hadn't stopped him—he'd wanted to observe firsthand how the Australian warships actually fought.

"So you intend to enter the Pearl River?"

"Yes, my lord! We wish to follow the Australian bosses—fight together and get rich!" Jin Caifa declared eagerly.

"Hmph." Chen Haiyang remained noncommittal. If he accepted their submission, they would prove a useful force in the upcoming Pearl River operations. But such pirates couldn't be effectively controlled; their obedience to orders depended entirely on sufficient profit. Moreover, pirates' excessive cruelty in action would cost the Australians popular support. Additionally, the pirates were strong; operating in formation with them would give them opportunities to turn on the fleet—all factors requiring careful consideration.

He thought for a moment, then replied:

"Do you understand that we are the formal regular army of the Australian-Song Court? How can we 'get rich' with you?" Chen Haiyang's expression turned contemptuous. "If you are willing to submit to the Australian-Song Court, you become Australian-Song subjects. You become Australian-Song soldiers—not pirate bands looting the seas as you do now. Are you willing?"

Jin Caifa shifted uneasily on the ground. He couldn't parse the meaning behind these words—was it agreement or refusal? In his conception, everyone robbed together; the leaders took the big shares, the followers took small ones. Simple as that. Why drag in talk of a "regular army"? Did they want them to become Australian soldiers?

"Please clarify, my lords."

"Go back and tell your leader," Chen Haiyang said. "If he sincerely wishes to submit to our Australian-Song, he must first inventory all personnel, silver, money, gunpowder, and weapons into a register—then personally bring the register here."

Jin Caifa hesitated, but reading the expression before him, he knew there was no room for negotiation. He said he would return to "report to the chief for decision" and took his leave.

"It's clear they won't surrender," Wen Desi observed. "This is our golden opportunity to make a name for ourselves at the Pearl River Estuary."

"If we had enough political workers, I wouldn't object to a nominal absorption first, then sending political workers in to reform the pirates. There's no time for that now—we'll have to let the purification camp handle the heavy lifting."

Le Lin volunteered to reconnoiter the pirate situation on Lantau.

Chen Haiyang shook his head. "Forget it. Don't imagine that spending a few holidays on outlying islands makes you familiar with the terrain. Let the Special Reconnaissance Team handle it."



As Jin Caifa walked toward his sampan at the pier, he suddenly spotted a familiar-looking bald bandit nearby. A closer look confirmed it: Shi Shisi, formerly one of Zhucailao's subordinates. The man wore the bald bandits' buttoned jacket, belted at the waist, carrying a short sword and the famous "Australian hand cannon."

Shi Shisi stood on the bow of a large ship, looking full of ambition. Without knowing his background, no one would guess he was actually a "fake bald bandit."

Jin Caifa had worked under Zhucailao in the past. Though Shi Shisi hadn't been a major leader, he was no unknown small fry in the big gang either. Jin Caifa recognized him immediately.



Returning to the anchorage at Tung Chung, Jin Caifa reported the details of his meeting with Chen Haiyang to Zheng Bao.

"That big leader was extremely arrogant—demanding we become soldiers of some Australian-Song Navy..." Jin Caifa spat. "I'd rather live my carefree life than be controlled by him, becoming a soldier for an Australian-Song whose shadow I've never even glimpsed..."

"They didn't mention giving our brothers any official positions or military pay after switching sides?"

"Nothing! Not a word. Just wanted us to hand over registers and prepare for reorganization."

"Damn it, these Australian wretches! What do they take me for!" Zheng Bao cursed along. "I'm at least the Marquis of Guiyi and General of Ninghai of the Great Lê Dynasty!"

"This lowly one is still a Vice General!" Jin Caifa remembered his own title—and a substantial wooden seal. Though he couldn't read the characters on it, he'd stamped it on paper again and again with considerable satisfaction.

Zheng Bao's pirate band had traveled to Jiangping, where they'd accepted the pacification of Vietnam's Northern Dynasty (the Lê Dynasty), becoming nominal Lê naval forces. The Lê Dynasty's puppet emperor had bestowed various official titles and peerages upon them—accompanied, naturally, by wooden seals and numerous documents.

Chinese pirates like Zheng Bao accepting so-called pacification from the Later Lê Dynasty wasn't purely for empty titles. The arrangement provided certain protections and a place to fence stolen goods. And the Northern Dynasty was equally interested in gaining revenue from pirate activities.

But empty titles held tremendous attraction for pirates. Originally, they had been the lowest-status people along the Chinese coast—subject to exploitation and bullying by officials and gentry. Now, they had suddenly become "officials" of a small court, possessing peerages they wouldn't dare dream of in China. Even if the titles were mere paper, they'd gained prestige and status abroad through maritime robbery. This attraction was no less powerful than getting rich.

Zheng Bao had hoped to receive even more generous titles from the Australians. Unexpectedly, the Australians had treated them with cold indifference, setting conditions that amounted practically to unconditional surrender. Listening to Jin Caifa's rambling complaints, Zheng Bao's temper flared.

He summoned the trusted aides who had accompanied Jin Caifa to inquire about specific details from their time on Hong Kong Island. Then he ordered: "Invite Advisor Wang."

The so-called Advisor Wang was Wang You, former general manager of Zhucailao's main camp. Amid the chaos following the crushing defeat at Nanri Island, he had barely managed to break out in a small boat, escaping with his life. He had fled to Zheng Bao.

Zheng Bao had once been a local tyrant along the coast—half-civilian, half-bandit. After Zhucailao's defeat, over a dozen of Zhucailao's large ships had come to join him. He'd also gathered and sheltered many remnants of Zhucailao's subordinates, expanding his influence dramatically. Zheng Bao had then simply raised his own flag and entered the pirate business.

Pirates like him differed fundamentally from Liu Xiang, Zhucailao, and Zheng Zhilong. Those great pirates were also maritime merchants; their fierce battles at sea were primarily struggles to seize monopoly rights over overseas trade. But Zheng Bao's sole purpose was looting to get rich. He was a true "sea bandit."

Zheng Bao had intended to use Wang You's prestige as former camp manager to recruit Zhucailao's old subordinates. But efforts to re-recruit the remnants had yielded little result. Zheng Bao faced competition from two great powers: on one side, Zheng Zhilong's vast organization; on the other, the Lingao group.

Zheng Zhilong's power was at its zenith, and the Lingao Australians had consolidated their base area—both were far more attractive than Zheng Bao. Most of the treasure in Zhucailao's main camp had been snatched by Zhu Ting, whereabouts now unknown. Zheng Bao possessed only the empty title of a former camp manager. As a newly emerged group leader, he naturally lacked the wealth to deploy. Without money, ships, and men, sworn brothers could turn hostile at any moment. Wang You's name couldn't attract anyone either.

Though he'd collected quite a few scattered personnel and small boats, he ultimately hadn't recruited many large ships.



Note: The Vietnamese court granting official titles to Chinese pirates to involve them in civil war actually occurred in the Qing dynasty. There are no such records in the Ming dynasty.

However, given the intensity of the Northern and Southern dynasties' fighting and both sides hiring Europeans as external aid, it would be strange if the Vietnamese hadn't attempted to recruit pirates highly active in the South China Sea.
Chapter 696 - Zheng Bao's War and Peace

In his disappointment, Zheng Bao had still granted Wang You the title of Advisor—the man possessed skills in managing documents and accounts that Zheng Bao himself lacked. Subsequently, he had led his recruited ships and wealth to operate in the coastal waters near Dianbai, robbing salt boats and raiding coastal residents. He had also ventured into Vietnamese waters to participate in several maritime conflicts between the Northern and Southern Dynasties, reaping considerable benefits. Upon hearing that Liu Xiang's fleet had departed the Pearl River Estuary, he had hurried his fleet to Lantau Island, preparing to seize this opening and rush into the Pearl River for a major score.

After arriving at Lantau, he discovered many small pirate bands had already gathered sporadically—all preparing to rush into the Pearl River's inland waterways for a major operation. The government army's disastrous defeat at Chengmai and Liu Xiang's sudden departure from the Pearl River Estuary had given them great hope for wealth.

Once at Lantau, Zheng Bao had used his strength to quickly consolidate all the ships there. Now this temporarily assembled group had swelled to seventy large ships, over two hundred sampans and long-dragon boats, and more than four thousand pirates.

Just as Zheng Bao was waiting for suitable tides and winds to rush into the Pearl River Estuary in a single thrust, news of the Australian fleet's arrival had made him temporarily dismiss the idea.

The Australians building a pier on Hong Kong Island revealed their intention to stay there permanently. Moreover, they had dispatched many ships. Zheng Bao reasoned: if he didn't establish an alliance with them, once his fleet entered the Pearl River, it would be disastrous if the Australians took advantage of the chaos to ambush him at the estuary.

He saw two options: achieve an alliance with the Australians and split the loot—he was willing to bleed a little more profit if necessary; or thoroughly defeat this Australian fleet so they wouldn't dare grab territory.

It was under such consideration that Zheng Bao had sent Jin Caifa. Beyond probing the Australians' intentions, there was also the intent to gather military intelligence—especially to determine whether the Australians' most formidable "fast ships" without sails had come.

He carefully questioned his two trusted aides about the number of Australian ships, the cannons equipped on each vessel, and how many defenders were stationed on shore. Hearing that the fast ships hadn't come brought a sigh of relief; hearing that the Australians had over fifty ships anchored drew a sigh of regret. If only there were just ten or twenty! Although most Australian warships looked no different from vessels of Guangdong and Fujian, their sailing speed and firepower were far beyond local ships. Grand Manager Zhu had once set his sights on those "fast ships" and planned to send men specifically to seize them. Who knew their sailing ships would prove equally formidable!

Especially the "quick-firing guns" on their sailing ships—once firing started, the sea surface would instantly fill with waterspouts, wiping out enemy sailors from one or two hundred zhang away. With such divine weapons, one need not worry about dominating the seas.

Zheng Bao had been itching with this idea. In his view, although the Australian great cannons were rumored to be excellent, they were nothing more than another version of Red Barbarian Cannons. Such cannons were expensive and heavy, liable to explode in battle. The best weapons were still those "quick-firing guns" that shot far, accurately, and rapidly. If he could capture a few and mount them on his ships, he could sweep away all enemies.



"Advisor Wang!" Zheng Bao greeted Wang You hurriedly as the man entered the cabin.

"These bald bandits talk big!" Zheng Bao, having enjoyed smooth sailing since becoming a pirate, couldn't swallow this insult. "To actually demand we register our troops and ships and deliver it over—isn't this damn well surrendering? Even if we were joining a big gang, they shouldn't humiliate people like this!"

Wang You regarded this "Boss" in silence. Zheng Bao wasn't stupid—the man was cunning and cruel—but unfortunately his abilities peaked at the level of a local tyrant. In insight and talent, he couldn't be mentioned in the same breath as Zhucailao and others. Even Black Flag Fourth Brother, a secondary manager, far exceeded him.

Pity! Zhucailao had died in battle at Nanri, and his managers were either dead or surrendered. Wang You himself had fallen to serving as advisor for such a character. The thought filled him with bitterness.

Setting aside everything else, just coming to the Pearl River Estuary—Wang You believed this was seeking death. The Pearl River Estuary basin would definitely become the focus of the next struggle between Liu Xiang and the Lingao Australian group. A place everyone else avoided—how could a small band like theirs lightly wade into such muddy waters? Besides, this was originally Liu Xiang's territory. Although Liu Xiang's main force had moved to Fujian waters, it didn't mean he had relinquished this territory.

Zheng Bao's actions, in Wang You's view, offended both sides. In the end, he would surely come to a bad end.

But Zheng Bao felt smug. Wearing the titles of the Great Lê Dynasty's Marquis of Guiyi and General of Ninghai, he fancied himself a "high official," adorning his clothing, flags, and insignia with garish decorations that belonged to neither Ming nor Lê tradition. This made Wang You despise him profoundly.

But for now, he could only endure in silence. Zheng Bao both needed to use and distrusted Zhucailao's former subordinates, expending much effort to divide and guard against them. Wang You knew his prestige was highest among Zhucailao's old subordinates—Zheng Bao watched him extremely closely. Any carelessness could lead to an inexplicable "falling into water and drowning."

"Advisor Wang, tell me—is this bald bandit matter feasible? It seems they want to swallow the Pearl River Estuary territory all for themselves," Zheng Bao said indignantly.

Wang You coughed. The Australians arriving at the Pearl River Estuary and building a fortress on Hong Kong Island made their intentions clear at a glance. Zheng Bao actually had few choices: either make enemies with the Australians and fight, or hoist sails and leave.

In his opinion, leaving was the best choice for the Zheng Bao group. Even if the Australians had half as many ships, the Zheng Bao group absolutely couldn't match them. Without overwhelming numerical superiority, defeating the Australians was impossible.

Wang You had just spoken a few reasons for "not suitable for war" when he noticed impatience on Zheng Bao's face. The man obviously didn't plan to simply walk away. Moreover, he had designs on the Australian ships and cannons.

"I say, Old Wang, you're afraid of wolves in front and tigers behind. Where did that boldness under Grand Manager Zhu go?" Zheng Bao clapped his shoulder and laughed loudly. "No matter how strong the Australians are, they have only forty or fifty ships, and no fast iron ships. Their vessels look about the same as ours. Their firearms are fierce, so I'll tell the brothers to close the distance and board them—drown them if need be!"

He spoke with confidence: "Speaking of powerful ships and cannons, of course the Australians are strong. But when it comes to blades, spears, and kung fu—our Chinese martial arts are the most powerful. As long as we get on board, whether they be true baldies or fake baldies, once firearms can't be used on deck, aren't they just waiting for us to chop them down?"

"I fear it's not that simple."

"Then tell me—what difficulties are there?"

Wang You thought grimly: leaving aside how to get men onto the decks, with dozens of Australian ships anchored there, the crews couldn't all be deaf and blind, waiting for enemies to climb up ship by ship.

"Even if we capture a few ships, if others discover it and besiege us together, wouldn't all our effort be for nothing?"

"Hmm, what you say makes sense." Zheng Bao considered this and agreed. But immediately he had a second idea.



The second idea was capturing the bandits by capturing their king. Zheng Bao planned to select a hundred daredevils from among the pirates, promising heavy rewards. Each would conceal a sharp blade. They would pretend to submit, then assassinate the Australian big leader in front of his tent.

According to Jin Caifa and others' descriptions, although guards surrounded the Australian big tent, there were only forty or fifty. Zheng Bao believed that as long as seventy or eighty men entangled them, the rest could rush in and kill all the leaders inside.

Wang You didn't know whether to laugh or cry. This plan was more realistic than the previous one, but its probability of success assumed the Australians were all idiots who would allow a hundred sturdy men to casually approach their command center without searching them beforehand.

Then Zheng Bao proposed several more "stratagems." All were rejected by Wang You one by one.

"If the Grand Manager is dead set on making enemies with the Australians to get their ships and cannons, there is only one word."

"What?"

"Wait." Wang You nodded. "The Australians' strength is roughly equal to ours. If we rashly provoke hostilities, even if we win, it will be a pyrrhic victory. For now, we can only act according to circumstances—watch the Australians' moves, then make plans."

In effect, it meant doing nothing and waiting for an opportunity. Zheng Bao complained: "Wait until when? When can we enter the Pearl River?"

"Entering the Pearl River is easy, but if the matter with the Australians isn't settled properly, there will be endless trouble!"

"Hmm, you have a point!" Zheng Bao certainly didn't wish to charge into the Pearl River Estuary with such a fleet left behind him, poised to strike.

"This brother has a method." Jin Caifa, seeing a chance to interject, hurried to speak up.

"What method?"

Like presenting a treasure, he told Zheng Bao and Wang You about encountering Shi Shisi on the Hong Kong pier.

"...Shi Shisi is dressed like an Australian now. If I hadn't dealt with him back then, I truly wouldn't have recognized that Australian was Shi Shisi."

Zheng Bao grew interested. "Oh, what official position does he hold with the Australians now? How many ships does he manage?"

"I didn't dare inquire. He was far away, on a ship at the pier," Jin Caifa explained. "But with this connection, the Grand Manager's plans have hope."

Wang You understood immediately. "You intend to buy him over?"

"Exactly!" Jin Caifa exclaimed. "As the saying goes—men die for wealth, birds die for food. That Shi Shisi was just a secondary manager of a small band back then. Even under the Australians, he's unlikely to have become a grand manager—probably controls only five or six ships. As long as the Grand Manager is willing to offer heavy gold, he can't help but be tempted."

Whether getting him to bring his troops over or launching a surprise turncoat attack during battle—both were excellent opportunities. Zheng Bao's eyes lit up with possibility.
Chapter 697 - Enticement

"Now that's the kind of thinking I like!" Zheng Bao clapped Wang You heartily on the shoulder. "We'll do it your way. Find the earliest opportunity to make contact with this Shi fellow. Whatever silver he wants—done. We'll make him commander of three flotillas, put seven or eight ships under him. If it's official rank he's after, we'll have the Lê dynasty grant him a title higher than anything the Australians have given him!"

"This is merely one card among many," Wang You cautioned, his expression grave. "Boss, all these approaches are sidelines at best. If we can avoid playing them, we shouldn't."

"Meaning what, exactly?" Zheng Bao looked impatient, but still waited for the answer.

"The superior strategy remains alliance with the Australians." Wang You leaned forward. "They've become a formidable power—capable, it seems, of rivaling even the great Zheng Zhilong himself. Far better to befriend such men than make enemies of them."

He pressed the point repeatedly: the Australians were absolutely not to be trifled with. Once hostilities began, Zheng Bao's forces would likely prove inadequate to oppose them. Peace served both parties.

"Even if we must offer them greater concessions—even acknowledge them as overlords—what of it? With an Australian banner flying above us, wouldn't our operations proceed even more smoothly? And if, someday, that banner becomes inconvenient, we simply raise our own flag once more."

Zheng Bao considered this in brooding silence. At last he slapped his thigh.

"Damn it all, we'll do it that way. I'll learn from Han Xin!" He turned to Wang You. "Advisor, I'll follow your counsel on this. But we absolutely cannot accept their terms wholesale."

"Of course not—if we did, our men and ships would simply become theirs."

"Exactly. We keep that capital firmly in our own hands." Zheng Bao swung toward Jin Caifa. "Afa! You'll need to make a few more trips."

"Whatever the Boss commands!"

"Tell that Haiyang fellow this: I, Zheng Bao, am willing to acknowledge them as overlords. We'll fly their flag. When we take plunder or ransom, we'll immediately give them a third of the cut—while demanding nothing from their prizes." Zheng Bao's voice grew more confident. "In exchange, we won't require their provisions. But when our brothers need to anchor at Lingao to repair ships or resupply, they must accommodate us."

He added another stipulation: "Make it absolutely clear—we'll 'respond to the call but not report for duty.' They shouldn't think they can order us about to fight their wars at will. Whether we fight together, and against whom—everything must be agreed upon by our brothers first."

"Understood," Jin Caifa said. "I'll set out tomorrow."

"No rush. Rest two days first." Zheng Bao waved dismissively. "If we seem too eager, we'll look desperate. With over a hundred ships sitting here, the Australians' vessels won't dare sail around carelessly either."

He turned back to Wang You. "If this still doesn't work, we bring that Shi fellow over to our side and give them a proper thrashing! Let them learn what we're made of! A few fast ships doesn't mean they can dominate these seas!"

"Very well." Wang You dared not suggest that if negotiations failed, they should flee rather than court destruction through battle. "The Boss has thought everything through most thoroughly."



"Advisor Wang, how confident are you in turning Shi Fourteen to our side?" Jin Caifa asked once they were alone in the cabin.

"Half and half." Wang You shook his head slightly. "Shi Fourteen has been with the Australians for some time now. I don't know how well he's faring there. If he's doing well, it will be extremely difficult."

Privately, he assessed his true odds at no better than twenty or thirty percent. Had this been shortly after Shi Fourteen first joined the crop-heads, persuading him might not have been difficult. But now, having risen to a certain position among the Australians, convincing him to abandon all that and start anew would prove a far steeper challenge.

"Looking at his appearance, he seems unremarkable enough," Jin Caifa mused. "Wearing the same coarse cloth as the crop-heads. When we brothers went into battle, even a junior assistant would have worn silk!"

Wang You snorted with laughter and rapped Jin Caifa's head. "That skull of yours is empty! What do a few clothes signify? Didn't you notice their top leaders also wear plain cloth? Perhaps in Australia, only the wealthy and powerful wear homespun, while common folk must content themselves with silk and satin."

He turned serious again. "To sway Shi Fourteen, there's only one path: promise him a fortune. Then we might have a chance. Everything depends on how much silver the Boss is willing to spend."

Though Zheng Bao had declared "whatever silver he wants is no problem," Wang You knew the old camp's treasury held perhaps ten thousand taels. At most, they could produce two or three thousand. Whether this would suffice to move Shi Fourteen remained uncertain.



Wang You made his decision. "This matter—I'll handle it myself."

"You're going personally?"

"I was once Boss Zhu's old camp manager. Shi Fourteen should at least accord me some face. Even if the talks fail, he won't turn hostile."

Having conferred privately with Zheng Bao, they agreed: Wang You would first travel to Hong Kong Island under the pretense of offering allegiance, then during the bargaining process, find some way to board Shi Fourteen's ship for secret discussions.

After two days' rest, Jin Caifa set out once more with the delegation—this time a considerably larger entourage of over forty men. They also brought a two-masted rice boat laden with pigs, sheep, wine, and other provisions. Zheng Bao had spared no expense: from his collection of treasures, he selected a dozen valuable jewels as gifts for Chen Haiyang and his colleagues, with additional pieces for Wang You to use in bribing Shi Fourteen.

Chen Haiyang received the delegation again. After enduring a torrent of flattering remarks, he still couldn't determine Jin Caifa's actual purpose. Only after much circuitous conversation did he grasp that Jin Caifa was bargaining with him.

The pirates' demands were straightforward: their forces must not be divided and must remain united. Furthermore, they would "respond to the call but not report for duty." Chen Haiyang had never understood what this pretentious phrase actually meant, but eventually grasped its essence: the pirates wanted maximum independence. Zheng Bao's proposal amounted to a loose alliance—essentially an agreement to raid and split the spoils together.

Chen Haiyang naturally refused such terms. Though this Pearl River Estuary operation was intended to create maximum impact, he had no intention of allowing the Australasian Song's reputation to be tarnished by a gang of pirates. He rejected Zheng Bao's proposal outright.

While both sides haggled, Wang You had slipped ashore among the attendants carrying gifts. He used the opportunity to note the hull number of Shi Fourteen's ship and study the surrounding terrain and sentries.

Only upon closer inspection did Wang You realize that many Australian vessels, though resembling the common Guang ships and Fu ships of these waters, had all been refitted and modified. Gun ports had been cut into their hulls, cannons installed below deck. Wheel-like mechanisms were mounted on the stern castles, and each ship's masts bristled with small accessories he couldn't comprehend. At first glance, they somewhat resembled the red-haired ships of the Europeans.

The sailors all wore blue-and-white short jackets, looking both clean and spirited—more uniform than government troops. They appeared well-trained. What surprised him most was that every sailor was constantly occupied: if not scrubbing decks or tidying rigging, they were drilling. Every ship was pristine and orderly. Such strict discipline was something he had never witnessed.

The Australians are truly extraordinary! Wang You marveled silently. No wonder Boss Zhu had suffered such devastating losses yet still refused to go to war against them—the man had his reasons. This thought made him miss Zhu Cailao all the more, and his contempt for Zheng Bao deepened.

Contempt aside, the plan to turn Shi Fourteen still had to proceed. Otherwise, he would have no way to answer to Zheng Bao.

The relationship between Wang You and Zheng Bao was fraught with tension. Zheng Bao didn't trust Wang You, and Wang You knew it. This made him even more cautious around Zheng Bao, constantly trying to gauge his thoughts and speak to his wishes, desperate to avoid straining their relationship. But this very caution made Zheng Bao more suspicious still, convinced that Wang You was always holding something back.

This suspicion had grown increasingly severe, forcing Wang You to take countermeasures.

Yet after lengthy observation, he found the Australians' defenses impossibly tight. All vessels not at dock were anchored in precise formations, with guards layered from perimeter to core. The outermost ring consisted of patrolling rowboats. Every ship posted lookouts fore and aft, constantly scanning the sea. Armed sentries stood beside moored vessels. Watchtowers rose on shore. Judging from the firewood piles gathered nearby, these watches continued day and night. Even rowing a small boat in darkness to pay a secret visit would surely be detected.

Wang You decided to try his luck approaching openly. Together with his attendants, he carried several baskets of fresh fruits and vegetables to the jetty and begged a hired local manning a small boat to ferry him to Lint Special 51.

"These fruits and vegetables are for the troops. We need to deliver them to each ship. Please help, brother." Wang You bowed and scraped, producing a small red envelope.

"Without a boat pass, you cannot use the small boats." The sentry leveled his musket horizontally. "Vegetables and such must all go through logistics in a unified manner. You cannot deliver directly to ships."

Wang You added another red envelope. "Please make an exception, young brother..."

"No means no." A glint of greed flickered in the hired local's eyes, kindling Wang You's hope—but it vanished in an instant. "If I took your silver, I'd be done for. Go on, leave!"

Wang You returned without success. He noticed several fishing boats approaching the bay, apparently hoping to sell vegetables and fresh fish to the fleet. This seemed promising. But he was quickly disappointed to discover that all provisions were purchased through unified channels. Fishermen and vegetable vendors were forbidden from approaching the large ships, let alone boarding them—they could only land at designated inspection and trade areas.

So I'd have to swim to get aboard? Wang You thought dejectedly. Swimming several li through a pitch-dark bay at night exceeded his abilities. Besides, in the darkness, a sentry's shot the moment he touched the hull would mean throwing away his life for nothing.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 698 - Subversion

"Hmph, that kid knows what's good for him." From a nearby ship, a sailor who had been covertly watching the sentry's every move muttered to himself. Had the sentry accepted the silver, he would have been drafting a report that very night, and the unlucky fellow would have spent the next several months in the punishment camp. But why had this pirate been trying to bribe the sentry in the first place?

Per regulations, as a member of the Ten-Man Group, he had no authority to directly request a meeting with the fleet's overt Political Security Special Envoy—not unless the matter was of extreme importance. So his only recourse was to write down what he had just witnessed on a slip of paper and deposit it in a designated box during his next shore leave. Only the Special Envoy possessed the key to that box.

By evening, Shi Zhiqi—who was also serving as Special Envoy—had received two reports on the matter: one from the sentry and one from the Ten-Man Group member.

Someone had been trying to board Lint Special 51. What could possibly be on that ship to attract a pirate?

Shi Zhiqi swiftly reached a conclusion: the other party was looking for someone.

The likelihood of intelligence-gathering was low. There was nothing special about Lint Special 51—neither in propulsion nor armament. Moreover, boarding would be exceptionally difficult since it wasn't jetty-moored; getting on and off required ferrying by small boat. If one wanted to conduct reconnaissance, the docked vessels would be far more accessible.

The only plausible explanation was that the pirate wanted to find someone aboard this particular ship.

But who? Shi Zhiqi pondered briefly, then had someone bring him the Political Security Bureau roster for all personnel aboard Lint Special 51. He leafed through it carefully. This roster was classified; unauthorized personnel were forbidden access. It contained not only reliability assessments for each individual but also brief personal histories.

Of the fifty-odd people aboard, twenty-three had backgrounds listed as "professional pirate" or "non-professional pirate." Shi Zhiqi understood at once: someone on this ship must be an old acquaintance from the enemy gang. The visitor wanted to establish contact.

Next, he needed to assess the threat level. Establishing contact could serve many purposes. The most benign would be purely social. But one couldn't rule out enemy subversion and recruitment.

Shi Zhiqi immediately brought this development to Chen Haiyang. "Should we launch an investigation?"

"Procedure would certainly dictate that," Chen Haiyang replied. "However, since we're going to eliminate this pirate gang very soon, whether we investigate seems to make little difference."

Le Lin interjected: "Perhaps we might uncover traitors. Even if not, we could use this to turn the tables."

"Very well. How do you propose we turn the tables?" Wen Desi asked.

"At minimum, we'd need to know whom the other side wants to meet and what their intentions are..."

"Which is precisely why I call it unnecessary trouble," Wen Desi said. "This sort of scheming is typical weak-minded thinking. What are the cannons and typewriters on your ships for? We needn't make things so complicated. If that Zheng Bao fellow refuses reorganization and won't leave Lantau Island, we eliminate him first."

"Zheng Bao commands sixty or seventy large ships! And many smaller ones. He has more men than we do."

"To be precise, there are exactly seventy-one vessels that qualify as large," Chen Haiyang said, signaling a staff officer to draw back the curtain covering the chart board behind him.

A complete map of Lantau Island was revealed, with the precise position of every pirate ship anchored at Tung Chung clearly marked. The locations of other long-term moored vessels were also indicated.

"The sampans and long-dragons—small rivercraft—are mostly moored at the eastern and western stream mouths. These vessels aren't their main force. We'll disregard them for now."

According to the map, most pirate vessels were concentrated at Tung Chung, with a few anchored at Tai O Island—a very small island separated from Lantau by an extremely narrow channel.

The Special Reconnaissance Team had secretly landed on Lantau the very first night after the main landing, and the following day had climbed to the island's highest peak—Phoenix Mountain at 935 meters elevation. They had subsequently traversed the entire island, using modern observation and surveying equipment to collect a wealth of crucial intelligence with precision.

The reconnaissance map they produced over those several days not only marked each vessel's position precisely but also sketched rough layouts of the residential areas surrounding Tung Chung.

Tung Chung, called Tung Chung Hau in the Ming dynasty, is located on the central northern coast of Lantau. It faces the sea on one side with mountains encircling it on three. By the Ming dynasty, it was already the island's main settlement. Two rivers empty into the sea here, designated "East Stream Mouth" and "West Stream Mouth" respectively. Most of Lantau is mountainous; only where rivers meet the sea are there small alluvial plains. This is therefore the most densely populated area, with numerous villages of varying sizes scattered about.

"It's said Tung Chung once sheltered the last two emperors of the Southern Song," Chen Haiyang noted. "Since we claim to be descendants of the Song, this place carries great symbolic significance."

"That's merely legend," Shi Zhiqi said.

"The final Southern Song court wandered throughout the Pearl River Estuary for quite some time. Temporary landfall on Lantau for rest wouldn't be surprising," Wen Desi observed. "Many places in this region have similar legends. There should be some historical basis."

Shi Zhiqi pressed further: "The enemy has more ships and men, and the terrain favors them—easy to defend, hard to attack. Can our frontal assault succeed?"



"Though Tung Chung is strategically situated and defensible, the pirates have no systematic land-and-sea defensive network," Chen Haiyang replied. "They have no shore defenses whatsoever—only a handful of lookouts posted on the headlands. They've made no defensive preparations in the mountains behind them, either. We can catch them completely off guard from the rear."

Chen Haiyang's battle plan called for a pincer attack by land and sea. Naval vessels would form a blockade line outside Tung Chung Mouth and assault the harbor. Marines and some sailors would land on Lantau's far side, bringing 12-pounder mountain howitzers and rockets. They would ascend Liujiao Mountain and Shangling Ridge west of Tung Chung and shell the pirate ships in the harbor from those commanding heights.

Once the pirate ships came under unexpected flanking fire, they would inevitably attempt to break out to sea—only to sail directly into the guns of the blockading fleet.

In chaotic fighting within narrow harbor confines, the side with more men and ships might hold the advantage. But in open water, a properly trained navy with superior navigation, command, and firepower could fully leverage its strengths. Chen Haiyang had no doubt of this. Even the converted special-service boats could deliver devastating effects with a single salvo.

"We commence operations in three days," Chen Haiyang said. "Once the cargo is completely unloaded, all ships can be deployed."

To heighten vigilance, Shi Zhiqi had—under the pretext of rotation—replaced two-thirds of the marine personnel aboard Lint Special 51 the day before. Among them were specially assigned investigators tasked with watching for and investigating any potential conspiracies.

Subsequently, at his repeated insistence, Lint Special 51 was moved to the outermost patrol circle—ostensibly to make it easier for potential agents to approach and board. Chen Haiyang considered this needless complication, but couldn't resist Shi Zhiqi's determination to "make new contributions on the political security front." Besides, the request to conduct a thorough investigation was in accordance with regulations.

Wang You's subordinate had been hovering nearby disguised as a fisherman. When he observed that Lint Special 51 had moved to the outermost perimeter, Wang You decided to take the chance—otherwise he would have nothing to show Zheng Bao.

When marines escorted Wang You into the ship's cabin, Shi Fourteen recognized him immediately. So startled was he that he shot to his feet.

"Steward... Wang!"

Wang You signaled with his expression, then bowed deeply: "Wang You pays respects to Your Honor!"

"Please, please, have a seat." Shi Fourteen hastily offered him a chair. "Brew some tea!"

"No need for trouble!" Wang You cupped his hands, glancing around the cabin—indicating he wished to dismiss the others. He had a confidential matter to discuss.

But Shi Fourteen found himself in a difficult position. Times had changed. He had no "trusted confidants" here; these people were merely superiors and subordinates. While subordinates obeyed superiors absolutely, the relationship wasn't the "intimate" kind. He had no secrets to keep on this ship.

Having a private conversation with his former steward—at this critical juncture when conflict with the pirates could erupt at any moment? This Steward Wang had chosen quite the time to administer his dose of discomfort.

Yet if he didn't dismiss the others, Wang You would absolutely refuse to reveal his purpose. Shi Fourteen was deeply conflicted. He couldn't simply drive the man away—that would severely damage his reputation. More importantly, he'd have no way to explain things to his superiors. Shi Fourteen understood the Australians' mindset well: they demanded clarity on everything. No vagueness was tolerated. Now that Wang You was aboard, concealing his visit was impossible. If he didn't even know what the other party wanted, he wouldn't know where to begin his report.

Thinking it through, he dismissed everyone from the cabin except the orderly—who would serve as witness.

"This is my trusted man. Speak freely in front of him."

Wang You lowered his voice. "Manager Shi, I trust you've been well?" His gaze wandered casually around the cabin. The tidiness and elegance surprised him, particularly the exquisite furnishings—utterly incomparable to the chaotic, filthy cabins of pirate ships.

"I didn't expect you'd be doing so well with the crop-heads—the Australians!"

"Tolerably, tolerably!" Shi Fourteen replied evasively. "I'm serving in the Australasian Song Navy, considered an officer of sorts."

"Australasian Song? Ah." Wang You recalled that the Australians claimed descent from the defeated remnants of the Song dynasty at Yashan, who had fled overseas and established their kingdom in Australia. "Judging by your bearing, you must be a general-level figure by now."

"Not at all," Shi Fourteen demurred quickly. "I'm still several ranks below general. A lieutenant in the Australasian Song Navy. As before, I manage several ships." He regarded Wang You with an inquiring gaze. "Steward Wang! After the battle at Nanri Island, we lost all news of you. Where are you employed now?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 699 - Counter-Subversion

"Employed?" Wang You smiled bitterly. "Merely scraping by, avoiding destitution." He shook his head as though venting frustration. "I'm serving as advisor to Zheng Bao."

"Zheng Bao? Related to Zheng Zhilong?"

"He wishes he could claim such a connection, but he has absolutely nothing to do with Zheng Zhilong. He's a local from the Dianbai area—only rose up about a year ago. But he's assembled quite a force. Those ships at Lantau are all his."

"Impressive scale."

"His core men and ships aren't so numerous—it merely looks imposing on the surface." Wang You sighed. "You know how these large gangs work. When times are prosperous, who knows how many people eat from the same pot? The moment things go sideways, everyone scatters."

"Ha!" Shi Fourteen patted his belly and laughed. "Now you're overgeneralizing, Steward Wang! Some things—you can't blame others. You have to blame yourself first."

"What do you mean?" Wang You had always believed that Zhu Cailao's downfall was largely due to his subordinates abandoning ship at the first sign of trouble. If the inner and outer stockholders had stood together during that crisis, how could things have deteriorated to total annihilation at Nanri Island?

"Boss Zhu certainly treated his brothers well—nothing to reproach himself for there," Shi Fourteen said, squinting. "And I, Shi Fourteen, can say I did right by the Boss—charging through fire and water at the front. Even when fleeing, I was nearly the last one out. But what about those who were always at the Boss's side? Where did they all run off to?"

He sipped his tea. "Back in the prosperous days, how many relatives of relatives held power and controlled everything in the old camp? Getting a bit of rice or gunpowder meant bowing and scraping everywhere, offering gifts. Otherwise, they'd make difficulties and refuse to issue anything! These things—you know better than I do, Steward Wang. All those years of prosperity—these people shipped gold, silver, treasures, and women back home by the boatload. Even distant relatives had houses and land set up for them—whole families living in splendor. But what about us outsiders?" Shi Fourteen seemed to be venting long-held grievances. "Fighting at the front, yet aside from what we could grab for ourselves, all the benefits went to those in the inner cabinet. So naturally, when disaster struck, everyone scattered. Don't you think?"

Wang You found himself speechless. Everything Shi Fourteen said was true. But this was simply how things worked everywhere; he had never thought there was anything improper about it.

"Isn't it the same everywhere under heaven?" Wang You countered. "The Emperor himself has but one head—yet his descendants for generations are all imperial relatives." He seized the opportunity. "Being with the Australians now—surely it's about the same?"

"Completely different." Shi Fourteen shook his head. "Working for the Australians—first, rewards and punishments are clear, and they keep their word. Second, the more capable you are, the higher you rise. No ambiguity whatsoever."

"Truly?"

Shi Fourteen nodded emphatically. "Absolutely."

"Remarkable." Wang You chatted with him a while longer. He had already abandoned hope of turning Shi Fourteen. The man's spirit and demeanor were entirely transformed from before. The Australians seemed to have remade him. Not only was his manner of speaking different, but even his gestures and movements had changed. His speech overflowed with unfamiliar terms that left Wang You struggling to keep up.

Shi Fourteen suddenly smiled. "Steward Wang, you've come to persuade me to join Zheng Bao."

Wang You nodded. "Indeed I have." He shook his head. "But now there's no point saying more. Just looking at this ship of yours, I know you'll never join him."

"Perceptive as ever, Steward Wang," Shi Fourteen said. "That worthless Zheng fellow is merely a petty pirate gang. I'm a proper Australasian Song naval officer now. How could I sell my service to him and go back to being a sea bandit?"

Wang You could only nod.

"I don't think you need to go back either. What kind of future could you have with such a small outfit?" Seeing Wang You's dejected expression and the incompatibility with Zheng Bao he had displayed from the start, Shi Fourteen sensed that this former steward probably wasn't getting along with his current boss. Though he and Wang You had never been close friends, the former steward had been a decent enough man. Shi Fourteen felt he should try to help.

Wang You smiled ruefully. "You want me to join the Australians?"

"Why not? Look at me—since joining them, haven't I been living well? Far more satisfying than before."

Wang You shook his head unconsciously. It wasn't that he rejected the idea outright, but rather that he found it embarrassing. Having failed to sway his target as an envoy was bad enough—to be counter-persuaded himself? He felt he couldn't save face.

He pondered for a moment. As for Zheng Bao's side—he truly didn't want to continue there. It was obvious he had no future with the man. Meanwhile, the Australians had inflicted a crushing defeat on the government troops, occupied Qiongzhou, and their momentum was surging... He suddenly realized the other party hadn't even offered terms for his surrender yet.

As if reading his thoughts, Shi Fourteen added: "The Australians never make empty promises of titles—everything depends on ability. Right now, they need people. As long as you work sincerely and diligently, why worry about your future? With your qualifications as the old camp's former manager, getting a position as a staff officer in the logistics department would be virtually guaranteed."

Wang You didn't know what these ranks meant. But his experience told him they weren't the various empty titles and sinecures that the Lê dynasty granted—the ones Zheng Bao was so proud of. These had to be actual positions in the Australian military. Though they sounded less impressive, they were far more valuable than appellations like "Ninghai General" from the Great Lê Dynasty. When Zheng Zhilong had submitted to the court, he'd received only the rank of youji—and how many people were already envious of that? Wang You had read enough to know that handing out titles and positions wantonly was absolutely not something a proper regime should do. The Australians controlled their ranks tightly, which spoke well of them.

"Brother Shi," Wang You decided to ask one final question, "in your view, what are the Australians' intentions in coming to our Central Kingdom?"



"They've already raised the banner of Australasian Song—what do you think their intentions are?"

Wang You's heart leapt. "Could it be they seek to claim the Nine Tripods?"

"What?" Shi Fourteen's education was limited; he didn't recognize the literary allusion.

"I mean, they want to rebel, to change dynasties..." Despite having spent most of his life as a pirate—killing officials and storming cities more than once or twice—Wang You still lowered his voice when speaking of "rebellion."

"Precisely!" Shi Fourteen said. "Why else would they leave prosperous Australia to come to this barren land of Lingao? If not to rebel and become emperors, why endure such hardship?"

In the end, Wang You's arduous journey to convince Shi Fourteen to defect resulted in his own defection instead. Shi Fourteen arranged for Wang You and his men to be sent ashore. Before Chen Haiyang, Wang You unhesitatingly betrayed Zheng Bao's entire gang—their schemes, their strength, and the specific internal workings of the pirate band.

Not only that, he volunteered to return and subvert some of Zhu Cailao's former subordinates.

Chen Haiyang praised him and expressed willingness to accept all "those who turn toward the light." He also indicated that if they couldn't extract men and ships beforehand, as long as they raised white flags and followed navigation orders during the battle, those ships wouldn't be attacked. The two sides agreed on signal flags for communication.

If Wang You truly succeeded in his subversion, obtaining ships and sailors for free would certainly be excellent. If he failed, it wouldn't affect the overall situation. Chen Haiyang had already fixed his plan: regardless of Wang You's success, he would launch the general assault on Lantau on schedule—September 10th by the Western calendar.



Chen Sigen released his grip, and the lifeless body slumped into the grass. He noticed no blood remained on his blade—it dripped cleanly from the tip onto the ground. He flicked the blade and slid it back into its sheath.

"Truly a fine weapon." Chen Sigen murmured his praise. The corpse lay at his feet, blood flowing from beneath its slashed throat. Those who had never witnessed death firsthand would find it hard to believe how much blood the human body contained.

The dead man wore patched coarse cloth clothing, his hair tied in a careless topknot. Barefoot—looking just like the immigrants landing at Bopu every day. The only difference was that he'd carried a large saber and a spear.

Around him lay four or five similar bodies, each with throat cut, blood pouring out. Some still twitched convulsively. The Special Recon Team members all wore excited expressions. Taking out seven men at the outpost simultaneously, all brought down within thirty seconds—an exceptional result.

The only survivor was pressed firmly to the ground, his mouth stuffed with dirt.

"Let him up, or he'll suffocate." Chen Sigen seated himself on a rock. The pirates had built a small shelter here to serve as an observation post watching the sea.

The recon team members dragged the prisoner before him. The man's arms hung limp—his joints had been dislocated in that split-second. Combined with the dirt smeared across his face, his pained grimace rendered him barely recognizable as human.

Chen Sigen conducted a brief interrogation. He learned they had only been posted to the ridge the day before. The advisor's negotiations with the Australians having failed, and both sides apparently about to fight, the Boss had sent men to the ridges to keep watch against any sudden Australian assault.

"How many groups were sent out, and where?"

"I only saw four groups—the others I didn't see, so I wouldn't dare say."

"Where were they all sent?"

"Also to Liujiao Mountain, Phoenix Mountain, and Tai O Island."

The group heading for Phoenix Mountain had already been eliminated by the Special Recon Team's observation post stationed there earlier. This confirmed the prisoner wasn't lying. But there was no way to be certain no other pirate posts existed.

"How do you signal when you spot the enemy?"

"Three fires at night, black smoke during the day." The prisoner howled in pain. "I wouldn't dare lie."

"Reset his joints and take him down the mountain. If he's uncooperative, kill him." Chen Sigen gave the order. Then he surveyed the post. The location had been well-chosen—vessels passing through the Ma Wan Channel were almost entirely visible from here.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 700 - Bombardment of Tung Chung

Chen Haiyang demanded that within three days, all pirate observation posts be eliminated to completely cut off their intelligence sources. This proved somewhat difficult for the Special Recon Team. Lantau Island was vast and almost entirely mountainous, with hiding spots for observation posts everywhere. But Chen Sigen quickly discovered that the pirates had no concept of operational security. During the day they cooked on the mountaintops; at night they lit bonfires. The smoke and firelight made it easy for recon team members to mark all post locations on their maps, then eliminate them one by one.

The post-clearing operations went smoothly. Each post held at least five or six men, but the pirates had no experience defending against stealth attacks. When suddenly assaulted, their shock appeared genuine. Chen Sigen's interrogations revealed that the pirates simply didn't believe the enemy would bother climbing mountains to attack them.

From what the pirates told him, Chen Sigen learned that Guangdong's government troops were notoriously "lazy"—they virtually never took intelligence measures.

By comparison, the pirates at least possessed some awareness in this regard, knowing to position lookouts at key transportation points. No wonder the ancients, when describing a decadent army, so often used the phrase "arrogant and lazy."

From this post, the recon team members retrieved an iron pot, rice, various pickles, plus wooden buckets for carrying and storing water along with other daily necessities. Evidently the pirates had planned to remain here long-term.

"Looks like they were quite comfortable, eating hot meals every day," Chen Sigen remarked to his men.

"All they got was hot meals. How does that compare to us eating meat and fish at every single meal?" one team member replied. "Cold, sure—but the food's excellent!"

The Special Recon Team enjoyed first-class rations: high in protein and calories. Each "Southern Seas" field ration could provide 4,500 kilocalories. It even included items reserved exclusively for transmigrators—like beef jerky and egg-butter crackers.

"After the battle, we'll return to base for a proper feast—I hear there are wild boars on this island."

Another team member added: "Not just boars—roe deer and wild goats too."

"After the battle, we go hunting and treat ourselves." Chen Sigen then ordered the observation post destroyed, all equipment smashed—this location didn't meet their requirements. The Special Recon Team needed to establish observation posts from which they could monitor Tung Chung directly.

Their other mission was finding routes for transporting supplies from Lantau's eastern coast to the western mountaintops overlooking Tung Chung.

The entire island of Lantau had virtually no roads. Hardly anyone ventured into the mountainous interior; aside from gathering firewood and felling trees near settlements, the island's sparse population rarely penetrated inland.

The Special Recon Team's task was to find paths through the roadless mountains that troops could traverse—paths capable of supporting equipment of a certain weight. They had been marking these routes for several days. Some marines had already successfully reached the mountaintops around Tung Chung along the marked paths.

Shi Zhiqi was currently on the summit of Shangling Ridge. A camp had already been secretly established here. Marines and sailors made multiple daily round trips between here and Lantau's eastern coast. The 12-pounder mountain howitzers, disassembled and carried by hand, along with the similarly man-ported Hale rockets, were being moved to the camp piece by piece.

Among these weapons, the 12-pounder mountain howitzers had limited range and moderate destructive effect; they weren't the primary armament. The Hale rockets were Shi Zhiqi's trump card. But the rockets launched so rapidly that without sufficient stockpiles, dozens would be expended in moments, failing to provide sustained suppression.

"One hundred rockets have now been transported to Shangling Ridge," Shi Zhiqi reported to Chen Haiyang over the radio. "The transport rate can't go any faster. There are simply no roads here. A single round trip takes soldiers three to four hours. After dark, the paths become dangerous, so transport must halt."

"I'll assign additional sailors to you. The stockpile must be sufficient by the tenth."

"Understood. I'll complete the mission. Additionally, I request blanket allocations—it's very cold at night, and the soldiers are camping in the open without being able to light large fires."

"I'll instruct the logistics staff officer. Over."

By September 9th, the Special Recon Team had established observation posts on the mountains surrounding Tung Chung, monitoring pirate ship movements around the clock. Marines and a temporary landing force composed of shipboard sailors had also taken their positions, landing on Lantau's eastern coast under cover of darkness and moving into position. Artillery and Hale rockets stood ready on the mountaintops. This Pearl River Estuary campaign had been equipped with massive quantities of rockets for conducting extensive harassing operations. Now was the perfect opportunity to expend some of them.

At a single command, the rockets launched from Liujiao Mountain and Shangling Ridge toward Tung Chung would be sufficient to throw the entire pirate fleet into extreme chaos. It was said even the Danish fleet couldn't withstand the British Navy's rocket bombardment; a pirate fleet certainly couldn't maintain composure under dense rocket fire.

While attack preparations proceeded intensively, Zheng Bao was also readying for battle. Wang You's failure to achieve results had actually pleased him—he had no desire to place some "overlord" above himself.

At noon on September 10th, Chen Haiyang boarded his own Lint Special 11 and ordered all vessels except Dajing and the garrison fleet to weigh anchor. Two patrol boat squadrons and seven special-service boat squadrons—36 warships in all—sailed northwest, rounding the Ma Wan Channel toward Lantau's Tung Chung.

At dawn's first light, all warships had advanced in single file. Each ship maintained a set interval from the next, sailing briskly through wind and waves. Chen Haiyang stood on the stern castle, periodically observing the fleet's formation.



Eight single-masted triangular-sailed patrol boats sailed close-hauled on both flanks of the fleet, constantly patrolling the sea surface. On Chen Haiyang's orders, patrol boats sank any stray vessels they encountered, to prevent warning messages from reaching the enemy.

"Fleet speed?"

"2.5 knots!" a staff officer reported.

"Any word from the observation posts?"

"Report fifteen minutes ago: no anomalies at Tung Chung."

"Have the marines and sailor landing force reached their staging positions?"

"The artillery is still moving heavy weapons and ammunition. Squad Leader Shi says they can be in position in another ninety minutes."

"Good. Tell the observation posts to monitor enemy movements closely." Chen Haiyang's greatest concern was the artillery. Lantau was mountainous; the peaks had no roads, and everything had to be carried up by human labor. Delays were all too easy.

Chen Haiyang settled into his high-backed chair. At this speed, reaching battle positions would take another three-plus hours. They would arrive around 3 PM—sun beginning its western descent. He would lead his fleet into battle with the sun at their backs, while the pirates would have to fight facing it. This small advantage counted for much in the age of sail.

At 3:30 PM, under Chen Haiyang's unified command, the sailor landing force launched Hale rockets from Liujiao Mountain and Shangling Ridge as the signal to commence the general assault. The expeditionary fleet entered combat.

Most rockets launched from the various mountaintops around Tung Chung were aimed at the pirate ships in the harbor. Some were also directed at residential areas near the harbor mouth—Chen Haiyang believed these might serve as pirate encampments.

Following the rockets, the mountain howitzers opened fire. They fired explosive shells whose effect was limited, primarily intended to compound the chaos at Tung Chung.

When the first rocket, trailing thick smoke, splashed into the harbor waters, the pirates swarmed onto their decks to watch this rare spectacle. When they saw more and more rockets appear in the sky, all plummeting toward their heads, the entire Tung Chung harbor erupted in pandemonium.

Six rockets per minute rained upon the waters and land of Tung Chung. Ships and buildings continuously caught fire, smoke billowing skyward. One rocket struck a ship; after the explosion, fierce flames engulfed the entire vessel instantly, and the gunpowder aboard detonated, hurling debris into the air. Some rockets landed directly among crowds, transforming bodies into balls of fire rolling frantically across the ground.

Dense clusters of sampans and long-dragons moored at the jetties were hit by over a dozen rockets. The small boats caught fire one after another, immediately engulfing the jetty in flames and smoke that blotted out the sun.

The pirates and villagers stood dumbstruck by this sudden assault from the heavens. But when the second wave of rockets rose from the mountaintops in a terrifying yet spectacular display, panic seized them completely. All these Hale rockets were fitted with whistles that shrieked as they flew and fell. The shrill screaming drew closer and closer, seeming to plunge directly at their heads.

Amid the jumble of screams and rocket shrieks, people trampled one another. Many rushed toward the ships, desperate to weigh anchor and sail, to escape this hell ruled by the screaming gods of death.

Wang You forced himself to remain calm. Since returning to Tung Chung, he hadn't accomplished any concrete subversion—but he knew which chiefs harbored longstanding resentment toward Zheng Bao. Seeing the chaos around him, he quickly sent word summoning several trustworthy men, preparing to seize the moment and act together.

Zheng Bao had originally been drinking and reveling in a small Tung Chung village—he'd had several women from nearby brought in for entertainment. After the negotiations failed and subversion proved hopeless, Wang You had greatly displeased him. Zheng Bao had decided that regardless of the Australians' attitude, he would lead his forces into the Pearl River for some major action. What came after could wait. After all, Liu Xiang departing the Pearl River Estuary was a rare opportunity. Not seizing the chance would be wasteful.

Just as he entertained himself while planning which villages and towns to raid, a commotion erupted outside, followed by chaotic shrieking and explosions. Zheng Bao's pleasant wine-buzz evaporated at once. He pushed the woman aside and rose from the bamboo couch.

"What's happening? What's all this commotion outside?" he shouted. This didn't look like government troops attacking—if so, the lookouts on the surrounding mountains should have sent warnings long ago.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 701 - Battle of Lantau

Could this be internal strife? Zheng Bao feared infighting most of all. His men had been hastily assembled over recent months, their relationships barely more than loose partnerships. He had only been acknowledged as "Boss" because his force was the strongest. Who knew what spark might have ignited conflict below?

A trusted follower burst in. "Boss! Outside! Outside..." His face was contorted with terror, unable to form words.

"Damn it!" Zheng Bao cursed, knowing something grave had happened. He strapped on his saber and rushed out, surrounded by retainers.

What he saw was the most terrifying sight of his life.

Trails of fire dragging black smoke crisscrossed the sky, plunging toward Tung Chung like meteors. Ships in the harbor and buildings on shore blazed furiously. More black flames of fire in the sky emitted horrifying shrieks, continuously crashing down. Flames and explosions blanketed the entire Tung Chung harbor.

For a moment, Zheng Bao thought he was dreaming. He stood frozen in shock.

"Boss, what do we do now?" his entourage demanded.

Zheng Bao started, suddenly awakening. "Quick! To the ships!" He waved his hand and charged toward the Tung Chung docks.

Zheng Bao had made his living through murder and arson—unconscionable acts. Sometimes he had thought about things like "hell." He had never imagined he would see it while still alive. The road to the docks was strewn with charred corpses and collapsed buildings. Everywhere lay scattered, twisted black iron casings. Not a single structure remained unburned; even the jetties had caught fire. Looking out across the harbor, the waters were covered with burning ships, some already half-sunk.

Above their heads, rockets occasionally emitted their terrifying screams before slamming into the ground. Each impact made Zheng Bao shudder. Some men simply dropped to the ground, crawling on all fours as if this might take them farther from these terrible death-gods in the sky.

They finally fought their way to shore. The jetties had burned to fragments. Ships in the harbor that hadn't caught fire were all weighing anchor and setting sail, heading for the mouth of the bay. His followers found a small boat and bundled Zheng Bao aboard his flagship.

"Quickly! Weigh anchor and set sail. Raise my banner!" The moment Zheng Bao boarded, he didn't bother with his disheveled appearance, issuing order after order. The situation was chaos; everyone thought only of escape. If he didn't immediately sail out and show his colors to steady morale, his "great pirate band" would scatter like frightened birds.

Through Shi Zhiqi's telescope, the rocket bombardment's effect on the harbor proved highly impressive. The burning ships in the bay were the best demonstration of this tactic. Through the smoke, he could see many vessels racing toward the bay mouth. Some ships were already on fire, pirates fighting the flames while fleeing.

"Report to the Commander: The majority of enemy vessels are fleeing toward open sea," Shi Zhiqi said with satisfaction. "The pirates have collapsed inside Tung Chung harbor."

The female signals operator beside him quickly recorded his order, then ran to the radio operator—in reality, just a two-way radio.

Shi Zhiqi commanded: "Fire another hundred!" The rockets hauled up the mountain couldn't very well be carried back down. Might as well expend them all.

The bombardment of 400 rockets transformed Tung Chung harbor into a hell of fire and smoke. By comparison, the shells fired by the few 12-pounder howitzers had negligible effect.

Chen Haiyang's fleet waited in battle formation outside Tung Chung Mouth. Every special-service boat had its broadside facing the bay entrance. All gun ports were open. When fleeing pirate ships emerged from the harbor, they were met with concentrated volleys. Not a single vessel could escape the terrifying combined firepower of a dozen special-service boats firing simultaneously. After the dense smoke of each salvo cleared, pirate ships showed only toppled masts, shattered planks, and decks strewn with corpses—many headless or limbless, some reduced to chunks of bloody flesh.

The expected naval battle never materialized. There was only the methodical firing and heading adjustments of the special-service boats. The sailors were already highly experienced, employing a Sino-Western hybrid sailing technique: controlling their ships with sails and sculls. Gunnery masters trained by naval artillery sergeants used simple wooden rangefinders to measure distance and angle, observed currents and wind, then rapidly calculated firing angles on their slide rules. Gunners in the smoke-filled decks and gun compartments adjusted their aim, then pulled the firing lanyards on command. A devastating broadside needed only a single hit to cripple a pirate ship.

Outside Tung Chung Mouth, pirate vessels drifted everywhere with toppled masts and broken yards, burning fiercely, littered with corpses—the devastation matching that inside the bay.



Wang You and the dozen-odd ships he had brought along fled the bay in chaos and disarray. He silently cursed the Australians for attacking without so much as a warning—he had barely escaped with his life. But this wasn't the time for complaints. He ordered his men to hoist the white flag and signal colors secretly agreed upon with Shi Fourteen at the masthead. Sure enough, the Australian warships avoided firing at any ship bearing the agreed signals. Wang You's ships reached the open sea unscathed, then were disarmed one by one by waiting special-service boats coming alongside.

The surrendering pirates raised not the slightest objection, obediently submitting to disarmament under marine guard and sailing toward Hong Kong Island. After witnessing the Australians' overwhelming firepower, no one believed they retained any bargaining position.

Zheng Bao's flagship struggled out of the bay and barely managed to rally seven or eight ships. From the gunfire outside, he already knew Australian warships were blocking the exit—but he had no choice except to fight his way through. Staying inside Tung Chung harbor under artillery suppression from the surrounding heights meant certain death.

In a moment when the smoke cleared, he glimpsed the Australasian Song fleet in the sunlight—neat columns, flying banners, cannons glinting with blue-green light... A profound sense of inferiority welled up within him. Just days ago, he had actually thought he could challenge the Australians.

Overestimating myself. This thought had barely flashed through his mind when several special-service boats fired simultaneously upon him. A single salvo swept across Zheng Bao's flagship deck; a cannonball grazed past, tearing him in half.

Zheng Bao's death caused little reaction on the battlefield. No one even noticed. In truth, before his flagship sank, the entire pirate fleet had already disintegrated. Each ship, each man, thought only of personal escape—and so they crashed one after another into Chen Haiyang's guns.

By 5 PM, Chen Haiyang ordered a cease-fire, allowing a handful of ships to escape. They would serve as unpaid promoters of the Australasian Song's military might. The entire sea surface outside Tung Chung lay in ruins—burning ships everywhere. Some vessels hadn't caught fire; their battered hulls drifted aimlessly, lifeless. The sea was scattered with individual pirates who had jumped overboard to escape. Ships whose crews had been quick-witted enough had lowered their sails and flags, signaling surrender.

Shi Zhiqi commanded the marines and the temporary sailor landing force as they charged down from the mountains around Tung Chung, occupying the villages and docks the pirates had infested. They captured several hundred pirates who hadn't made it aboard ships in time and seized many abandoned sampans and long-dragons, plus several large vessels. The marines encountered virtually no resistance as they took complete control of Tung Chung harbor.

Shi Zhiqi, accompanied by guards, orderlies, and signalmen, swaggered into the still-burning Tung Chung. He stood by the flaming jetty, the marine banner flying behind him.

Shi Zhiqi lit a pipe—though he had never actually smoked one. Huang Zhuazi raised his camera and clicked off seven or eight shots from different angles: Shi Zhiqi leisurely smoking and observing the battlefield in the sunlight; Shi Zhiqi with burning ships in the background; Shi Zhiqi with the marines who had just taken the jetty arrayed behind him...

"Satisfied now? All glorious images."

"Pity the Lingao Times is so stingy about publishing photos." Shi Zhiqi coughed a few times, emptied the pipe, and had his orderly stow it away.

Pirates who hadn't reached the ships or had swum back from the sea were being rounded up in droves. Lines of prisoners bound together in strings stumbled toward the shore, awaiting vessels to transport them to Hong Kong Island—they would undergo "reformation" in the local purification camp while providing much-needed labor.

After 5 PM, all land and sea fighting concluded. The navy's total casualties amounted to seventeen wounded—all minor injuries. But ammunition consumption had been enormous; the Hale rockets originally reserved for the Pearl River campaign were nearly exhausted.

Yet captured prisoners alone exceeded 2,000. Ships towed back from the sea or seized in the bay numbered 24 large vessels that were intact or repairable with minor work. Despite the massive destruction, over 50 sampans and long-dragons—highly useful in inland waterways—remained intact or salvageable.

Even vessels beyond repair were all towed back if they hadn't sunk or burned up. Chen Haiyang planned to salvage their timber. Even useless portions could serve as fuel. The marines recovered large quantities of supplies and treasure from Zheng Bao's old camp in the villages—quite a windfall.

Tung Chung's two villages had been half-destroyed by the rockets. The fishing boats moored at shore were almost entirely destroyed. Chen Haiyang ordered the remaining villagers evacuated to Hong Kong Island for resettlement. Other villages would go untouched for now. Lantau was unsuitable as a military base; after conducting necessary sweeps, Chen Haiyang ordered the entire force to withdraw to Hong Kong Island.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 702 - Aftermath

Chen Haiyang established three outposts on Lantau Island. The first was built on the southern coast, directly controlling the Sham Shui strait—the fleet would use this location as an anchorage for the assault on the Pearl River.

The second outpost was placed at Kap Shui Mun on Lantau's northeast, facing Ma Wan Island across the water. This was the western entrance to Victoria Harbour and a vital passage from the South China Sea to the Pearl River Estuary. Shortly after the expeditionary fleet landed on Hong Kong Island, they had secretly stationed an observation post here. Now Chen Haiyang formally organized it into a full outpost to monitor this critical location around the clock.

The last was built on Tai O Island.

Tai O was Lantau's earliest developed settlement. Not only was it the island's main population center, but it also had salt pans. For a time, it had been Hong Kong's primary salt supplier. Historically, the place was known for salt production and salt smuggling.

This island lay extremely close to Lantau proper—so close that the strait between them could be crossed by simple ferries. The maritime location was superb. The Portuguese had once attempted to establish a colony on Tai O as a trading port with China. But their defeat in the Battle of Tuen Mun crushed that ambition entirely.

Now the Australians had arrived.

Shi Zhiqi brought the marines ashore at Tai O in landing craft. Most of Tai O's villagers were Tanka—fishermen and sailors all. Quite a few had been pirates or dabbled in piracy on the side. Some locals were among those killed or captured from the pirate ranks. Now, hearing that the crop-heads who had annihilated Zheng Bao's great pirate band had arrived, everyone was terrified. Yet no one dared resist. After urgent deliberation, they selected several village elders to receive the visitors.

"The houses here look somewhat like ethnic minority dwellings," Shi Zhiqi remarked, observing the stilt-style shacks built half over water along the shore.

"These are stilt houses. A local specialty," Le Lin explained. "Tai O is called the Venice of Hong Kong. When visiting Lantau, this place is a must-see. The seafood is excellent."

The topic of seafood failed to arouse any interest among the transmigrators. Eating seafood had become routine.

The marines brought forward the village envoys. The Tanka, in both dress and dialect, differed considerably from local Cantonese. Shi Zhiqi naturally couldn't understand them, but the Lingao regime's navy counted quite a few Tanka among its ranks. Communication was established without difficulty.

The envoys presented gifts: fifty taels of silver and various odds and ends of gold and silver—a gesture of submission. Shi Zhiqi offered polite remarks and ordered the gifts accepted. He assured them that so long as they obeyed the Australasian Song regime's orders obediently, their safety would be guaranteed, and the local villages wouldn't be disturbed.

The inhabitants of Lantau Island—whether Cantonese, Hokkien, Hakka, or Tanka—were mostly fishermen, boat workers, and sailors. Chen Haiyang knew from historical research that since the 10th century, they had lived a half-fisherman, half-pirate existence in these waters. Pirates generally made excellent sailors, and while these locals had "pirate connections," they represented a prime source of naval recruits. Moreover, he simply lacked the manpower to "reform civilian affairs" here for the time being. His policy guidance for local matters was therefore lenient. He took no harsh measures against the people of Lantau and nearby islands, hoping to avoid provoking undue hostility. His only demand was that each village hand over any scattered pirates. Of course, they certainly wouldn't surrender their own relatives and neighbors—but they wouldn't extend such consideration to outsiders.

Under Shi Zhiqi's orders, the Tai O villages appointed liaison officers to attend meetings on Hong Kong Island every ten days as required. There was also the matter of "reasonable burden"—both the provision of fish and seafood and the unpaid conscription of labor and boats. This policy extended to all villages on Lantau Island.

The outpost built on Tai O was located at a site the villagers called "Fan Kwai Tong"—Foreigner's Pond. This was precisely where the Portuguese had once built their fort in preparation for opening a trading post. Remains from over a century ago were still visible: stone blocks and rubble from fortifications and buildings, unrecognizably rusted iron implements, and even a few ship fragments lodged among the rocks.

Several days later, Wen Desi, Chen Haiyang, and the other transmigrators led the expeditionary force's military and civil affairs personnel in holding a solemn ceremony on Tung Chung beach. Facing the sea, they set up an altar and performed rites honoring Emperor Duanzong of Song. In the final tempestuous days of the Southern Song, the small fugitive court had visited Lantau twice, making brief stops at Tung Chung. Emperor Duanzong was said to have died somewhere on Lantau's northern shore. Since the Lingao regime proclaimed itself heir to the Yashan remnants, this gesture served to demonstrate its "legitimacy."

An army infantry company stood in formation. Twelve special-service boats lined up in the harbor. Each transmigrator stood with due solemnity; though there was no kneeling or kowtowing, every bow reached ninety degrees. Then Wen Desi read the sacrificial address—said to have been composed by a transmigrator with a Bachelor's in Chinese from some university and a Master's in History. It was not only parallel prose but peppered with obscure characters requiring a Kangxi Dictionary to decipher. Wen Desi stumbled through it with difficulty before finally completing the ceremony.

After the rites concluded, the entire army fired three volleys. Then the special-service boats in the bay fired three salutes. Smoke rolled and the spectacle was impressive.

The Battle of Lantau thoroughly eliminated any other pirate bands' designs on the Pearl River region. Since even Liu Xiang gave the Australians a wide berth, and the reckless Zheng Bao had been utterly destroyed, everyone gained a deeper appreciation of the crop-heads' strength. Pirates virtually vanished from the area.



Geographically, Hong Kong Island, Lantau Island, and the mainland formed an almost enclosed inland sea. This inland sea was now entirely under the expeditionary force's control. The Ming navy at Tuen Mun and Nantou in Xin'an made no move to challenge Australian maritime supremacy. The Nantou garrison had cancelled its naval patrols entirely.

Another consequence of the Battle of Lantau was that Chen Haiyang had to postpone his timeline for entering the Pearl River to commence full-scale operations. He had too many fruits of victory to digest. Prisoners and captured ships filled Base 852 to capacity; he needed more provisions, craftsmen, and soldiers to cope. He therefore requested further reinforcements from Lingao—otherwise the expeditionary force lacked the manpower to simultaneously develop Hong Kong Island and conduct harassing operations in the Pearl River.

Just guarding the 2,000 prisoners and several hundred migrants from Lantau required at least a full company.

The army promptly dispatched two infantry companies on its own initiative. Though the navy wasn't entirely pleased with army involvement, Hong Kong couldn't possibly remain the navy's exclusive domain. The army's reinforcement at least shared their operational burden.

With the arrival of army forces, civil affairs and engineering personnel also streamed in on supply-carrying special-service boats. They built docks and a simple ship repair yard, erected warehouses and barracks, installed steam engines, and expanded the purification camp using prefabricated kits—upon completion, this camp would hold 5,000 people.

Chen Haiyang ordered the sailors to work intensively on repairing vessels captured from the pirates—especially the small, shallow-draft sampans and long-dragons, which would prove extremely useful in inland-river landing operations. With such craft, soldiers could be delivered to virtually any landing point without worrying about water depth.

Hong Kong Island's base became a hive of activity, with noisy construction sites and laboring workers everywhere. In the waters around Hong Kong Island, steam-powered landing craft patrolled ostentatiously, proclaiming who was master of these seas.

Chen Haiyang's naval strength grew further. From Lingao he received four Type II single-masted patrol boats. These were newly launched improved iron-ribbed, wooden-hulled ships that balanced Lingao industry's current production capacity and material supply. Each displaced 150 tons and carried 18 guns. Though not ideally suited for operations in the navigationally complex inland waters of the Pearl River, they were formidable assets for controlling the Pearl River Estuary, capable of effectively monitoring all key sea passages around Hong Kong Island. This freed sufficient forces to enter the Pearl River for combat.

The forces designated for Pearl River operations comprised five squadrons of 20 special-service boats, one squadron of single-masted patrol boats, one landing craft squadron, and a temporarily organized "Small Boat Brigade" using captured pirate sampans and long-dragons. About a dozen of the better-condition large vessels seized from the pirates were fumigated with drugs and pressed into service. Chen Haiyang assigned crews and marines to these ships after making minor modifications. They would primarily serve as transports for captured supplies and prisoners during operations.

Survey vessels dispatched by Chen Haiyang, escorted by patrol boats, went ahead to conduct actual measurements of depth and terrain at the Pearl River Estuary—the 21st-century navigation charts obviously differed greatly from 17th-century reality. Chen Haiyang certainly didn't want ships running aground before battle even began—that would damage both his and the navy's reputation.

Everything being done at Base 852 couldn't escape the Ming patrol posts along the coast. Though they took no action, warnings of an imminent large-scale crop-head invasion soon reached Guangzhou and Zhaoqing.

While Zhaoqing remained mired in an uninspiring neither-war-nor-peace state, in Guangzhou, at the Provincial Governor's yamen, arrangements for offering tribute to the Australians were proceeding urgently. Leading the peace negotiations was Guangdong Provincial Governor Li Fengjie. After receiving news of the military defeat, he had swiftly convened his advisors and trusted officials in secret deliberation. They agreed that in the wake of this defeat, Guangdong must quickly distance itself from responsibility. Of course, the memorial had to be dispatched promptly.

Li Fengjie's grand sedan was carried down a main street lined almost entirely with government offices. The street was usually quiet, with only clerks, runners from various yamens, and officials' servants hurrying about. Now, in the summer midday heat, it was even more deserted.



Note: "Lantau Island" is the modern name; it is used here for readability.

*The location where Portuguese occupied "Tuen Mun Island" is disputed. However, the Portuguese did construct certain structures on Tai O Island.

**Tung Chung has been a pirate anchorage since Ming-Qing times. The famous Qing-era pirate Cheung Po Tsai fought fierce battles with Qing naval forces at Tung Chung; the Qing forces failed to take it. After the Daoguang reign, to suppress pirate activity, the Qing constructed a fort there. The fort remains today within a Tung Chung school.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 703 - Undercurrents in the Provincial Capital

Though he sat in a sedan of cool bamboo strips, though a comely young servant fanned him inside, though Li Fengjie had just consumed a cup of chilled plum broth, he still found the heat insufferable. His official robe felt smothering and heavy. He couldn't wait to remove it, freshen up, and relax.

He had just returned from White Goose Pool—from attending a banquet. Held in a restaurant by the Pool, the gathering was nominally a "summer literary soirée," complete with elegant diversions like composing poetry, discussing literature, and listening to songs. But the true topic of discussion had been how to "offer tribute" and buy peace.

The principal guests were local gentry wielding power and influence. The state of war with the crop-heads and the subsequent catastrophic defeat had made the provincial capital's elite extremely anxious. Their concerns ranged from the pleasurable—Ziming Tower, that money-pit of delights, had shuttered, and Australian goods had gradually vanished from the market, greatly diminishing the quality of life for lords, ladies, young masters, and misses alike.

But this was secondary. The Lingao economic entity's multifaceted influence on Guangdong's economy, combined with their long use of Guangzhou as a procurement window, had spawned countless upstream and downstream industries across the province that depended directly or indirectly on the Lingao system.

As a trade hub, Guangzhou was home to innumerable people profiting from the Lingao-Guangdong industrial and trade chain. The current hostility had dealt these profit channels a severe blow—nobody was making money anymore. The upstream suppliers for Lingao's industrial system had been hit especially hard, losing their export opportunities entirely.

Nearly a hundred smelting works had closed across Guangdong, throwing masses of workers out of jobs. Firms that had transported coal, timber, grain, and other raw materials also suffered heavy losses.

Even downstream retailers felt the pain of losing their supply source. Australian goods had skyrocketed in price, but few merchants had stockpiled large inventories. Even those with sufficient stock found sales dropping as prices rose.

Beyond the inconveniences to daily life and commercial losses, the gentry were deeply dissatisfied with Wang Zunde's actions. Liu Xiang—that sea bandit who constantly harassed the coasts, plundering ships and extorting ransoms—remained beyond official reach. Yet the Australians, who had peacefully traded in Lingao and provided excellent goods, were targeted for eradication? To the gentry, this was sheer foolishness—"rashly provoking border conflict." Many were secretly encouraging officials from the province serving at the capital to act within the Censorate and among supervising officials, preparing to impeach him.

In the provincial capital, anonymous broadsheets and pamphlets were spreading, intensifying the resentment. Many yamens, government offices, and gentry residences found broadsheets secretly slipped through their gates. Some were even posted on major streets. The information in them not only enraged the gentry but stirred up the common people as well. Rumors ran wild.

At this rate, the Two-Guangs Governor's replacement was only a matter of time. Li Fengjie had begun eyeing the position. But he knew very well that Xiong Wencao would challenge him for it—and Xiong Wencao enjoyed far greater imperial favor.

From every angle, Old Xiong had better prospects for the governor-generalship. After careful consideration, Li Fengjie decided his only viable approach was to pursue rapid appeasement of the Australians. This carried certain risks, but would greatly please Guangzhou's gentry and merchant populace. Even if he couldn't secure the governor-generalship, he might at least preserve his position as Provincial Governor.

His advisors also believed from a military standpoint that continuing to "suppress" was hopeless. Reports from defeated troops and dispatches from across Hainan made clear that Australian military power far exceeded their estimates—a formidable and terrifying enemy. Moreover, this enemy possessed a mighty naval force. They could burst into the Pearl River at any moment and conduct devastating raids on the wealthy Pearl Delta region.

Li Fengjie's sedan arrived at the Provincial Governor's yamen. After dismounting, he proceeded directly to his study—a quiet place for deliberating with his staff.

Servants helped him remove his official robes and cap, replacing them with soft silk garments and a commoner's cap. Water was brought for him to wash. Soon, someone served cool tea. His favorite fruit shaved ice was gone forever, now that Ziming Tower had shut down.

Li Fengjie drank his tea and casually examined the various documents his personal attendant had brought.

On the desk lay the latest broadsheets circulating in the city. Their content varied wildly, but all targeted Wang Zunde and his circle of advisors and trusted associates. The source was obvious—either Wang's enemies or fabrications by the Australians.

Many broadsheets described in detail how Wang Zunde had schemed to launch the war against the Australians; how Tian Da had used the consort family's influence to extort bribes everywhere, ultimately shaking down even the Purple Firm, forcing Director Guo and others to flee... The detail and vivid dialogue could only have been written by someone who had witnessed it all firsthand.

Another category of broadsheets was obviously Australian-made: written entirely in vernacular, using simplified characters, beautifully printed, and bound into small book-like volumes. The content varied. Some exposed scandals and dark secrets concerning Wang Zunde's advisors, servants, and confidants—Li Fengjie thought the Australians were clever: Wang Zunde's personal virtue and reputation in official circles were quite good; defaming him with scandals would be difficult. But his associates weren't so clean. Other broadsheets consisted of lurid descriptions of imperial relatives' various anecdotes and boudoir intimacies, with details so vivid and titillating that reading them made one's blood race—like reading novels. Quite entertaining indeed. Some broadsheets were even serialized, with volumes one, two, and so forth, leaving readers hungry for the next installment. Many people secretly exchanged broadsheets, and some even made private copies or reprints.



The Australian broadsheets thus became popular reading material and spiritual nourishment for Guangzhou's citizens. Even high officials like Li Fengjie found them fascinating. He had no interest in the explicit content that captivated commoners, but eagerly devoured any "truths" that occasionally leaked through the pamphlets.

This specialized propaganda campaign resulted from collaboration between the External Intelligence Bureau and the "Publishing Guidance Group." The Publishing Leadership Group had organized a batch of transmigrators to copy, paste, and adapt these pamphlets from computer files. The pamphlets were printed in modern "pocket book" dimensions for easy carrying. The Guangzhou Station's remaining personnel continuously distributed them through various channels.

Several newly collected Australian broadsheets sat on the desk. As Provincial Governor of Guangdong, the Governor's yamen received priority attention from the External Intelligence Bureau; the latest pamphlets were delivered here first.

Li Fengjie instructed his servants to summon several trusted advisors. He picked up an Australian broadsheet. The titles were quite striking: "The So-Called 'Great Victory at Tuen Mun' as Seen from the Portuguese Court's Secret Archives"; "Former Ming Corporal Reveals the Inside Story of Recovering Penghu in the Tianqi Reign."

"The Australians certainly keep up with current events!" he mused to himself, planning to read more later.

On the desk also lay several fresh dispatches. He opened one and read a few lines. His expression changed immediately.

Just as Guangdong officialdom was engaged in frequent, private probes and discussions about appeasement, news arrived that the crop-heads had landed on Hong Kong Island. Next came the dispatch reporting their clean and efficient annihilation of Zheng Bao's gang at Lantau. And Liu Xiang's men suddenly fleeing made the crop-heads' image even more terrifying—even that fearsome, famous Liu the Boss had vanished before them.

Thus, Li Fengjie and his colleagues' fond hope that Liu Xiang and the crop-heads would fight each other for control of the Pearl River Estuary, letting "bandits attack bandits," was utterly dashed. The Australians were prepared to open fire on anyone who stood in their way. Liu Xiang, meanwhile, wasn't about to exhaust his strength fighting over the Pearl River Estuary when there were softer targets to squeeze.

Between the Lingdingyang and Huangpu, no force worth mentioning could resist a crop-head offensive. If they chose, they could sail straight to White Goose Pool and strut about as masters of the entire Pearl River.

"Your Excellency! The matter of appeasement can brook no delay," He Chengzong said, setting down the dispatch, his face full of worry. Though merely a xiucai, He Chengzong was highly valued by Li Fengjie, serving as the "strategist" in his secretariat.

According to the dispatches, after building their fort on Hong Kong Island and eliminating Zheng Bao, the Australian warships had been "knocking at the gates" of the Pearl River Estuary, particularly patrolling the Lingdingyang and taking depth soundings—apparently intending to enter the Pearl River. If they sent their great iron ship into the river and bombarded Guangzhou with their legendarily fearsome cannons, not only would the region collapse beyond recovery, but Li Fengjie's official career would be finished.

"But simply pursuing appeasement alone is unlikely to succeed," Li Fengjie said. He would prefer having some force capable of checking the Australians—to prevent them from growing too dominant and acting ever more recklessly.

Li Fengjie had originally placed his hopes on Liu Xiang defending his own territory. After Liu Xiang fled, he turned his attention to the Foulangji at Macau.

Because of commercial interests, the Portuguese had always been deeply concerned about maritime security at the Pearl River Estuary. They had a tradition of and commitment to protecting their trade. If he pointed out to them how a war between the Ming and the Australians would affect trade, the Portuguese would certainly dispatch ships to protect the estuary.

Li Fengjie had received reports from the county deputy specifically responsible for Macau: The Portuguese currently had four large vessels in Macau's harbor—all three-masted galleon-type ships. Each mounted 32 cannons. In terms of size, they exceeded all current crop-head vessels except for that great iron ship. The Portuguese also had several smaller two-masted vessels, each mounting 12 cannons.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 704 - Plans for Peace Negotiations

If the Portuguese were willing to dispatch ships to patrol the Pearl River Estuary, the crop-head vessels would face great difficulty trying to enter the inland waterways.

"However, there's the matter of His Excellency Gao..." another advisor said quietly.

Guangdong Regional Inspector Gao Shunqin was still insisting they must "fight the crop-heads to the death." Gathered around him were hardline isolationists and strict maritime prohibitionists from officialdom and the literati. In the past, their targets had been the Portuguese at Macau; now they aimed at the Australians. Of course, the Portuguese hadn't been forgotten—amid all this chaos, Gao was still routinely memorializing the throne, demanding that the Portuguese be prohibited from entering Guangzhou to trade.

"I've heard Regional Inspector Gao's memorial has already been dispatched," said the advisor who specialized in gathering intelligence from various yamens and offices. "I'm afraid this matter cannot be reversed."

"Might we approach grandees in the capital to delay this matter? If we can drag it out for two or three years, it will fade away on its own."

"To accomplish that would require at least ten thousand taels," He Chengzong said gravely. "Moreover, the Portuguese mustn't learn of it."

One advisor blurted out: "That makes things difficult!"

Under normal circumstances, leaking the news would likely prompt the Portuguese to pay the expenses themselves. Anyone handling the matter could easily pocket two or three thousand taels in the process.

But the current situation was delicate. The Portuguese themselves probably sensed that Guangdong officialdom needed their help. With cards in hand, expecting them to provide both troops and money was pure fantasy.

Li Fengjie certainly wasn't about to produce ten thousand taels himself.

He heaved a deep sigh. He had discussed this matter privately with Gao Shunqin multiple times, but never reached agreement. Gao Shunqin's attitude was extremely rigid—which greatly displeased Li Fengjie. As he saw it, Gao Shunqin was merely a Regional Inspector; military success or failure wasn't particularly his concern. His bellicose posturing was pure posturing for reputation. And once the court truly prohibited Portuguese trade, how much interest the Portuguese would retain in defending the Pearl River Estuary's security became very uncertain.

"However, even without dispatching someone to work the capital, it will take until next year at the earliest for the court to reach a decision," He Chengzong said. "The Portuguese can't possibly learn what's happening in the capital. As long as we maintain strict secrecy on our end, they'll still exert themselves."

Another advisor interjected: "Though the Portuguese can't reside in the city, many here have benefited from them. This matter probably can't be kept secret."

"We'll simply have to deny everything!" Li Fengjie sighed. To this end, he strictly ordered that no one should leak this matter to the Portuguese. He also instructed the Xiangshan County Deputy and County Magistrate that if the Portuguese asked about this, they must state unambiguously: "Pure rumor."

He decided to immediately send someone to contact the Portuguese while simultaneously intensifying the tribute-and-peace efforts. Li Fengjie's biggest headache was the lack of any intermediary for negotiations. The Purple Firm in Guangzhou would have been ideal, but at the height of the suppression campaign, the Purple Firm had been confiscated as "rebel property"—all goods seized and sold, all real estate seized pending disposal. The once-bustling Ziming Tower and Huifu Street now stood cold and empty, not a soul to be found.

Besides the Purple Firm's proprietors, the Gao family would be most suitable. After all, they were the Australians' agents. But the Gao family proved quite shrewd, repeatedly telling the Governor's yamen advisors who visited that Master Gao Ju had gone to Jiangnan on a purchasing trip. He wasn't in Guangzhou at present; whatever the matter, they could discuss it when he returned.

That slippery fellow! Li Fengjie cursed silently. Gao Ju's refusal to step forward showed he found the situation still unclear and didn't want to stick his neck out. Besides, regarding the disposition of the Purple Firm's properties, the Gao family had grievances with Guangzhou officialdom. He was plainly standing on the riverbank watching the waters rise.

As soon as Guo Yi and the others withdrew, Nanhai County had immediately sealed all Purple Firm properties—instantly attracting countless covetous hands. The most eager was Tian Da. He pestered Guangzhou Prefecture day after day, demanding that these "rebel properties" be sold to him.

Since Lü Yizhong had accompanied the army to Qiongzhou, Tian Da had found no one in officialdom to run errands for him and had lain low for a while. But upon hearing that Director Guo, Miss Pei, and the rest had all fled—leaving only real estate, equipment, and fixtures behind—his fury knew no bounds. Of course Tian Da knew the Purple Firm could mint money daily because of the Australians' management. Now everyone had fled—not just the Australians, but even their assistants and craftsmen. What use were empty buildings, brand names, and mysterious machines nobody knew how to operate?

He had guaranteed his master this Guangzhou trip would yield tens of thousands of taels plus a grand Australian establishment offered in tribute. Now there was nothing. How could he explain things to his master? He might even be expelled from the household.



Tian Da understood perfectly well how precious his status as a servant to the Tian imperial affines was. Given his many crimes and sins, the moment he lost the Tian household's protection, he would immediately be hounded to death.

Using his connections, Tian Da harassed Guangzhou Prefecture and badgered Nanhai and Panyu Counties, forcing the prefectural and county yamens to send people to make arrests for him. The officials of the one prefecture and two counties couldn't bear his pestering, so they randomly arrested some assistants and craftsmen to placate him. All knew nothing useful whatsoever, infuriating Tian Da so much that he scurried from yamen to yamen daily, clamoring to "purchase" the Purple Firm's properties.

Guangzhou's officials and magnates all felt there was no point in antagonizing this petty villain, so none competed with him. Gao Ju had originally intended to let Tian Da have the valuable Ziming Tower building while purchasing the Huifu Street residence, shops, and workshops himself. This way, after the Australians secretly returned, everyone could continue their partnership. He would gain both the Australians' gratitude for preserving their property and seize partial ownership of the Purple Firm in the bargain.

Unexpectedly, Tian Da proved insatiably greedy—not only wanting to occupy Ziming Tower but also to swallow all of Huifu Street's properties whole. Gao Ju knew his Eunuch Yang's palace status and power couldn't compare to the ascendant Consort Tian's, yet he was unwilling to simply retreat. This wasn't just about commercial interests—everyone knew Director Guo was his business partner. If he couldn't effectively protect his commercial partner's interests, the Gao family's reputation in business circles would suffer greatly.

Gao Ju therefore personally called on Li Fengjie, hoping the Provincial Governor and Guangzhou officialdom would assist him. Naturally, he promised substantial benefits.

But Li Fengjie was unwilling to antagonize Tian Da over this, much less antagonize Tian Hongyu. Every official knew the most frightening thing wasn't supervising censors but the mouths in the palace—a few careless words spoken at any moment could plant the seeds of disaster.

Knowing he couldn't contend with Tian Da, Gao Ju reluctantly let the matter drop.

Thus the former Purple Firm properties fell into Tian Da's hands without suspense. However, Li Fengjie had left himself a way out: he instructed the Guangzhou Prefect that while promises could be made, there was no rush to process the deed transfers and other formalities—just "drag things out."

"Understood," the Guangzhou Prefect replied. "But so long as Tian Da doesn't get the deed, he'll come make trouble every day. How long shall I drag this out before proceeding?"

"You can process when the dispatch arrives reporting General He's troops have entered Lingao," Li Fengjie instructed privately. "For now, just drag it out."

Li Fengjie reflected: Fortunate indeed that I hadn't transferred the Purple Firm properties to the Tian family yet! Otherwise, negotiating appeasement now would be ten times more troublesome. As it stood, it wasn't too late—the Tian family still wasn't the owner of record.

As for Tian Da continuing to make trouble, Li Fengjie wasn't concerned. Setting aside how the Australians obviously bore burning hatred for Tian Da—once they returned to Guangzhou, he would certainly meet his end. Even if the Australians proved magnanimous enough not to bother with him, others would voluntarily handle him on the Australians' behalf.

The immediate problem was finding someone who could serve as intermediary. This person absolutely couldn't be an official, and preferably not one of his own advisors either—lest news leak and implicate himself. Li Fengjie's advisors racked their brains for ages before finally thinking of Huang Shunlong.

Huang Shunlong was a gray-area figure in Macau—quite active in trafficking with pirates and selling contraband. Though Li Fengjie, as a high provincial official, wasn't well-informed about such matters, the local advisors and lower officials knew perfectly well. They knew Huang Shunlong had deep connections with pirates along the Guangdong coast. Presumably he wouldn't lack contacts with the Australians. Using him as intermediary should be a reliable and safe method. If the matter came to light, deflecting responsibility would be easiest.

Besides Huang Shunlong, Li Fengjie's people thought of a second option: the Qiwei Escort Bureau.

The Qiwei Escort Bureau's close relationship with the Purple Firm was no secret in Guangdong. It was precisely because Qiwei's Sun Kecheng had connected with the Purple Firm's Director Guo that the originally small escort bureau had grown within a few short years into a massive enterprise spanning carriages, boats, inns, and dockyards—both land and water operations.

After Guo Yi and the others fled Guangzhou, the Qiwei Escort Bureau hadn't suffered much damage—its service relationships with local gentry and high officials had created a substantial protective network. Of course, Sun Kecheng had spent over twenty thousand taels front and back greasing various palms—ten thousand of which were "voluntarily contributed" as "crop-head suppression military funds."

Li Fengjie had no doubt that Sun Kecheng was still secretly colluding with the crop-heads, passing information. Perhaps those mysteriously vanished Purple Firm assistants and craftsmen were under Sun Kecheng's protection. But this wasn't his concern. All that mattered now was that Sun Kecheng help him establish a channel—the ability to communicate with the crop-heads. Moreover, Qiwei was also a bargaining chip in negotiations. Didn't the crop-heads claim to be supremely trustworthy? Sun Kecheng and his escort bureau people could serve as hostages if needed.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 705 - Handover

As news of the great victory at Chengmai spread through Guangzhou, the atmosphere of crop-head terror that had gripped the city gradually transformed. The "Australian stock"—which had seemed on the verge of delisting—not only resumed trading but was quietly rising. As reports became increasingly reliable, this stock had recovered to its original level. On both official and commercial fronts, people who had previously dealt with the Australians were no longer "silent as winter cicadas" at the mere mention of the word. They were now semi-openly discussing when the Australians would return to Guangzhou.

Sun Kecheng's Qiwei Escort Bureau headquarters suddenly became a hub of activity, with visitors wanting to know when the Australians would return, whether Australian goods were still available, and whether large-scale purchasing operations could resume.

Though Sun Kecheng repeatedly insisted he knew no Australians—only had business dealings with Director Guo's Purple Firm—the stream of visitors seeking news never ceased. Most even brought substantial gifts. This pleased Sun Kecheng immensely. Privately, he had always told his disciples and branch managers that his judgment back then hadn't been wrong.

Sun Kecheng was pleased for multiple reasons. First, he had previously received much from the Australians while giving back little. This time, weathering official pressure to shelter personnel and goods for the Australians—plus secretly transporting and protecting personnel, though it cost considerable silver—felt worthwhile in his view. Qiwei had solidly repaid the Australians this once.

Second, the Australians' victory proved his judgment sound. The way things looked, the Australians would return to Guangzhou sooner or later. The day when Qiwei could once again strut about Guangdong wasn't far off. The single great victory at Chengmai had already noticeably changed the officials' demeanor. Some had even sent secretaries to deliver small tokens of respect—obviously trying to establish Australian connections and leave themselves an escape route.

Delighted, Sun Kecheng instructed his subordinates to accept everything without exception—any gift, any visiting card. But he himself never showed his face, only sending a few disciples to receive guests. He donned a disguise and slipped out through the gate with the headquarters' rice-purchasing handcart. He had a secret meeting scheduled with Zhang Xin's envoy at a safe house.

Sun Kecheng's contact with the Australians had never been broken. Not long after Operation Turbid concluded, Zhang Xin had secretly returned to Guangzhou. This was extremely risky—though he wasn't among the most visible figures at the Guangzhou Station, quite a few people in the city knew him. Once exposed, the likelihood of being reported was high. The Governor-General's yamen had posted bounty prices for them: Guo Yi at five hundred taels, Pei Lixiu at three hundred, and the lesser-known Zhang Xin and Yan Maoda at two hundred each.

But Zhang Xin had to take this risk. The Guangzhou Station had left behind many relationships, inside sources, and observers in Guangzhou. If abandoned, this intelligence network would quickly dissolve of its own accord—an enormous loss for both the Guangzhou Station and the Executive Committee.

After the Guangzhou Station withdrew, the inside sources cultivated within various yamens briefly lost contact for over half a month. Many assumed the Australians had departed and saw no need to continue serving them. Zhang Xin's appearance stopped this trend in time. He dispatched Guangzhou Station Security Department personnel secretly embedded in the Qiwei Escort Bureau to issue appropriate warnings to some insiders who had been regularly receiving stipends. Thus the flow of information from the various yamens resumed normally.

As for the observers stationed at various locations, he also dispatched people to contact them one by one—stabilizing emotions and reminding them the Australians hadn't left, that they were still being watched at every moment.

The safe house was in the back courtyard of a shop. Sun Kecheng stealthily knocked the coded signal at the back door, which opened immediately. Two young men guarding the door led him to an inner side room.

Sun Kecheng was startled to find himself face-to-face with Zhang Xin himself.

Though Zhang Xin had returned to Guangzhou, he rarely met anyone in person. Sun Kecheng usually only saw his secret envoys. His sudden appearance meant something important needed arranging.

Beside Zhang Xin sat a man in his thirties who, despite being indoors, wore an eyepatch and sat in shadow—clearly not wanting his face to be seen clearly.

Zhang Xin dispensed with pleasantries and made a brief introduction. "This is Manager Lin. From now on, he'll handle liaison with you on many matters."

"Pleased to meet you," said the man in the shadows, cupping his hands and producing a pair of seals.

Seeing the seals was as good as seeing the person—the token for communication. Zhang Xin and Sun Kecheng often contacted each other this way.

Sun Kecheng accepted the seals, also cupping his hands. "Pleased to meet you." Already accustomed to the Australians' secretive ways, he didn't pry into the visitor's affairs. He only asked Zhang Xin:

"Are you returning to Lingao?"

"Not at the moment. There's still much to settle. Besides, the Purple Firm hasn't reopened yet—how could I leave?"

"Ever since your victory at Chengmai, the winds have shifted in Guangzhou!" Sun Kecheng laughed. "Just watch—within a month or two, the Purple Firm will definitely reopen!"

"Things probably won't go that smoothly," Zhang Xin sighed. "Officials' minds are like whores in a pleasure house—they want you to bed them while still appearing virtuous and modest. Very hard to deal with."

"Just slap them a few times, or hit them with silver," Sun Kecheng said with a grin. "Problem solved."

"Ha ha, well said." Zhang Xin laughed. The man in the shadows seemed to chuckle too.



Sun Kecheng then relayed news the escort bodyguards had picked up from officials' households. The intelligence was miscellaneous but contained many useful details. Zhang Xin listened closely, jotting down summaries in his notebook.

From this intelligence, it appeared Li Fengjie truly intended to negotiate peace and was actively implementing this. He simply hadn't yet found a suitable channel.

"His information sources are quite extensive," Lin Baoguang remarked after Sun Kecheng departed, emerging from the shadows.

"Escort bodyguards know many things. Without asking—just watching and listening—they make excellent intelligence sources," Zhang Xin said. "He's a crucial intelligence channel for us."

Today's meeting was actually one step in Zhang Xin's handover of Guangzhou's intelligence system to Lin Baoguang. Per the Executive Committee's arrangements, the Guangzhou Station's personnel would undergo major restructuring.

In a working conversation with Jiang Shan, Lin Baoguang had already learned that the Guangzhou Station would be rebuilt around year's end. Though the specific personnel adjustment plan hadn't been announced, Lin Baoguang didn't think Guo Yi would lose his seat. The personal connections and prestige Guo Yi had accumulated in Guangzhou were irreplaceable. The man himself held great symbolic significance; the Executive Committee wouldn't casually replace him. Moreover, as a commercial and trade window, the Colonization Trade Ministry's attitude mattered—and Si Kaide was clearly backing Guo Yi.

Additionally, the Guangzhou Station had come through the Cheka's account audits without serious discrepancies, which also counted in his favor.

Pei Lixiu and Zheng Shangjie would also likely remain in Guangzhou—the former, like Guo Yi, was a public figure who couldn't be easily replaced; the latter had been crucial to Ziming Tower's operations, and as the most profitable enterprise, Ziming Tower's reconstruction and development couldn't do without her. But whether Zhang Xin, Yan Maoda, and others would remain in Guangzhou was doubtful.

The "Guangzhou clique" would be broken up. Lin Baoguang had no doubt of this. Zhang Xin would probably be transferred; the intelligence relationships and specific work under his control were already being turned over. As for radio operator Zhang Yuchen, he too wouldn't remain in Guangdong—too much of a waste of talent. Indigenous radio operators would replace his work.

"Other intelligence relationships exist, but none compare in importance to Sun Kecheng." Zhang Xin already knew he would soon be leaving his post, probably for a newly developed region—likely Jiangnan. So he wasn't resistant to departing Guangzhou. Compared to Guangzhou, Jiangnan held greater appeal.

However, right now he had one urgent task: handling some follow-up commercial issues while conducting assessments and analyses for the Guangzhou Station's future reconstruction.

Additionally, he had to estimate the material and commercial losses caused by the war—many people in the Executive Committee were still planning to demand reparations based on these.

When executing Operation Turbid, most commercial relationships had been properly wound down, but not a few issues remained unresolved. Many account books and documents hadn't been processed in time. Particularly, a large amount of accounts receivable hadn't been collected—the biggest portion owed by the Gao family. Zhang Xin didn't think Gao Ju would default; after the Guangzhou Station withdrew, Gao Ju had maintained secret contact with him. He was also the most active in campaigning for the Australians' return.

As for other owing merchants, they currently couldn't pay either. Zhang Xin had no doubt that the moment the Purple Firm reopened, they would all come to settle their debts.

Their partnership with the Liang family also had to continue. Their investment in charitable halls, in particular, couldn't be wasted. Zhang Xin had secretly sent people to contact Liang Cunhou, providing funds. The Liang family guaranteed they would maintain Cihuitang well while protecting the substantial properties registered under the charitable hall's name—including the enormous purification camp.

This war had disrupted their commercial sales network and raw materials supply in Guangdong, which would need rebuilding afterward. The widespread closure and suspension of smelting works meant future supplies of pig iron and nonferrous metals would be very tight. Even if trade resumed immediately, mill owners probably couldn't quickly raise enough capital and recruit enough craftsmen to restart. Should they consider acquiring these enterprises or providing recovery loans?

On this question, Wu De wanted to hear the Guangzhou Station personnel's opinions. Those opinions, of course, had to be backed by solid figures and theoretical basis.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 706 - Activities in Guangzhou

Lin Baoguang glanced at the courtyard outside. The weather had already turned somewhat cool. Even outdoors, one no longer felt the stifling summer heat. This was completely different from his experience in the old timeline.

After all, this was still the south. In the old timeline, he had once traveled to Shenzhen for a meeting in November, and the midday sun still made him sweat—unable to wear a jacket, forced to walk around in just a shirt.

Yet this timeline was much colder. After several rains, temperatures had plunged below thirty degrees. He stretched. He noticed Chen Tong standing guard at the courtyard gate, meticulously vigilant.

Lin Baoguang had transferred from Qiongshan to Guangzhou to commence work here, bringing Chen Tong along as his assistant.

Qiongshan no longer required complex intelligence work. The city's fall was only a matter of time. After that, it would become the Political Security Bureau's domain.

He had left Gao Di behind to manage and run the intelligence network led by Ma Benyuan—until the occupation of Qiongshan, when it would be handed over to the "neighbors." As for some capable individuals within Ma Benyuan's network, Lin Baoguang was considering transferring them to Guangdong for use.

Chen Tong's specific position in the Guangzhou clandestine organization hadn't yet been announced, but he was roughly playing the role of chief operations officer. All incoming intelligence and outgoing mission assignments passed through him. Most of the time, Lin Baoguang interacted only with him and his own confidential secretary. Chen Tong's workload was heavy and complex, but from Lin Baoguang's detached perspective, he managed everything in good order.

This young man is improving more and more, Lin Baoguang thought. Perhaps he'll become someone promising.

After bringing him to Guangzhou, Lin Baoguang had deliberately tested him—giving him several opportunities for fieldwork to thoroughly experience the allure of big-city life. Then he had suddenly assigned him to desk duty, confining him indoors for many days. He had even given him the most boring, menial tasks, all to fully observe his performance.

Chen Tong satisfied him. Lin Baoguang concluded: This person's mind is calm as still water—neither anxious nor restless. He has the makings of an intelligence operative.

This was the Guangzhou Station's temporary office—strictly speaking, the office for the Station's intelligence department. He had taken over this setup from Zhang Xin three days ago. Under Lin Baoguang's direction, the Guangzhou clandestine organization now primarily collected civilian, political, and commercial intelligence while conducting special propaganda. The intelligence personnel, materials, and relationships originally managed by Zhang Xin had basically all been transferred here.

Lin Baoguang had smoothly assumed control of all Guangzhou Station intelligence work and relationships. These past days had been extremely busy—aside from receiving the intelligence system, he had also met with clandestine organization headquarters staff.

According to regulations drafted by Jiang Shan, Li Yan, and others, "connections," "inside sources," and "observers" were each assigned to surveillance networks, with each network supervised by a handler who maintained vertical control over agents. The handler's contact with clandestine organization headquarters was segmented through courier stations. If one link broke, the chain could be easily severed.

All handlers were either indigenous intelligence trainees who had returned from Lingao's rotational training or graduates of the Intelligence Bureau's Class A training program. Lin Baoguang also directly commanded the Guangzhou Station Security Department—over forty people responsible for security and protection work. Since these personnel came mostly from escort bureaus, traditional "martial virtue" mentality ran deep. So Lin Baoguang didn't assign them to wet work; he mainly deployed them for organizational and personal protection.

Lin Baoguang sat at headquarters like a spider at the center of its web, instantly sensing the slightest tremor from any strand.

His assigned mission was to do everything possible to promote peace negotiations between Guangdong officialdom and the Lingao side while restoring trade between them. To this end, he was actively courting connections with local officials and gentry, conducting persuasion. He had a roughly seven-or-eight-tenths grasp of every Guangdong official's attitude and the gentry's stance.

Now, peace negotiations were the prevailing trend. The remaining resistance was obviously concentrated in two individuals: Wang Zunde and Gao Shunqin. Wang Zunde was ill at Zhaoqing, his condition fluctuating. Even if he didn't die, his dismissal wasn't far off. Gao Shunqin's official career was still flourishing, and he reportedly still enjoyed imperial favor. Lin Baoguang judged that the greatest obstacle to peace wasn't Wang Zunde but this Regional Inspector.

Wang Zunde's attitude was neither war nor peace, but his advisors, subordinates, and the Guangdong Ming military commanders all hoped to reach a settlement with the Australians as quickly as possible—to avoid worse consequences from continued fighting. Last time, Lü Yizhong's letter had received no response from Wang Zunde. The negotiating delegation originally meant to proceed to Macau hadn't gone. But from "connections" embedded in Wang Zunde's secretariat came clear word: everyone, including his most trusted advisor Li Xijue, hoped to contact the Australians—at least to rescue the remnants of He Rubin and others stranded at Qiongshan, and reduce the shock to court and public opinion.

With this foundation, Lin Baoguang was confident about the work concerning Wang Zunde.

Gao Shunqin, however, was known for his hardline stance. Not only was his distinction between Chinese and barbarians especially rigid, but he had no commercial interests in Guangdong's maritime trade. He wasn't responsible for concrete military or administrative affairs, so military success or failure, blockades, and all related consequences had no direct bearing on his interests. This man, though hardly clean as water or bright as a mirror, would absolutely refuse bribes that contradicted his beliefs and ideals. Otherwise, the Portuguese would have bought him off long ago. Gao Shunqin was thus the most difficult person to handle.

Lin Baoguang decided to focus his peace-negotiation efforts on Gao Shunqin.

But how exactly to proceed—he still hadn't devised a concrete plan.

"Sir," Chen Tong called softly from the courtyard outside the window.

"What is it?"



"A new report has arrived."

"Bring it in." Lin Baoguang ordered.

A thick notebook was brought into his office. He flipped through the latest intelligence summary—all Guangzhou local intelligence from the past 72 hours, not particularly urgent but potentially useful for reference. The most critical Guangzhou city intelligence was delivered to headquarters with a time limit of no more than four hours.

He first opened the messages from the Provincial Governor's yamen's "connection": Li Fengjie had dispatched an advisor to Macau; purpose unknown. This caught his attention. Why suddenly send someone to Macau? Macau was under Xiangshan County's jurisdiction. Official business would naturally be handled by the county deputy responsible for Macau affairs. As a provincial governor, Li Fengjie certainly had no reason to send a private advisor for public business.

Li Fengjie had no businesses in Macau—this the Guangzhou clandestine organization had long since confirmed. He was unlikely to be going for commercial reasons.

The External Intelligence Bureau had no permanent personnel in Macau—only a few "connections" Zhang Xin had established to report on general commercial matters and public sentiment. They couldn't investigate what Li Fengjie's secret envoy was actually doing.

Lin Baoguang thought: At this delicate juncture, Li Fengjie sending someone to Macau obviously concerns us. This must be investigated thoroughly. He had Chen Tong come in.

"Handle a couple of things right away. Li Fengjie has sent someone to Macau. Pick someone to shadow Li Fengjie's envoy there—try to find out what exactly he's sending people for."

Chen Tong nodded. "I'll go immediately."

"One more thing. Does Gao Shunqin have any of our connections around him? Find out and tell me immediately."

"Understood." Chen Tong left at once.

Lin Baoguang watched him depart, then resumed flipping through the latest intelligence summary. He focused first on a few key officials. One item caught his attention: intelligence about Gao Shunqin dispatching a memorial regarding the prohibition of Portuguese trade at Guangzhou and banning merchants from trading with the Portuguese.

There must be a connection here! Lin Baoguang ordered immediate investigation into whether Li Fengjie had recently mentioned anything related to the Portuguese at Macau.

The intelligence operative had little difficulty obtaining this from Li's household servants: Li Fengjie had instructed his advisors that any inquiries from the Portuguese about Gao Shunqin's memorial should be uniformly denied.

Comparing this intelligence with the approximate contents of Gao Shunqin's memorial, Lin Baoguang began to understand: Li Fengjie probably needed something from the Portuguese, which explained his fear of Gao Shunqin's memorial reaching their ears. He probably also knew that no secrets could be kept in Guangzhou, hence the instruction to "deny everything."

He rang the bell. A confidential secretary from the clandestine organization, Lin Xuan, entered. She was a young woman he had purchased using female servant welfare credits—a destitute girl with only a childhood nickname. Lin Baoguang had given her his own surname. Given his work requirements, the Administrative Office had sent her to the Political Security Bureau's confidential personnel training class. Now she served as Lin Baoguang's confidential secretary.

"Check whether there are any copies of all memorials Gao Shunqin dispatched from mid-August to the present regarding the Portuguese or Macau affairs."

Lin Xuan soon returned to report: She hadn't found the needed materials.

If not available, someone would have to be specifically sent to obtain them. Once Gao Shunqin's memorial reached Beijing, it would be easy to acquire—as long as the emperor didn't suppress it, they could get it from the official gazette. But in Guangzhou, obtaining it wouldn't be so easy. One would have to bribe the advisor who drafted the memorial or the trusted attendant who handled documents.

Unfortunately, Gao Shunqin's household had no such capable connection in place—a significant gap. Pei Lixiu and Gao Shunqin's favored concubine Su Ai had been bosom friends. Given Su Ai's status in the Gao household, she should have been able to privately obtain a memorial copy.

But Pei Lixiu wasn't currently in Guangzhou, so this avenue was blocked. Recalling her was possible—Lingao wouldn't object—but she was too famous, and too many people in Guangzhou knew her. Returning rashly when the situation remained unclear would be dangerous.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 707 - Entering the Pearl River

The Yong'an Ju teahouse hummed with its customary bustle—though Guangzhou's teahouses bore little resemblance to their counterparts in Jiangnan or the capital. Here, the dim sum was more refined, the spaces grander and airier. Most establishments rose two or three stories, with ground floors soaring to the height of an ordinary two-story building. With the Mid-Autumn Festival approaching, every teahouse displayed an impressive mooncake signboard in its main hall: seven and a half chi tall by four and a half chi wide, intricately carved with classical figures, flowers, birds, insects, and fish. The craftsmanship was exquisite, many pieces adorned with gold leaf that gleamed magnificently in the lamplight.

Teahouses had always served as neutral ground where men of various trades gathered to conduct business. Though every main hall displayed the obligatory red paper notice proclaiming "No Discussion of State Affairs," state affairs were not merely discussed here—decisions were made. Fates were sealed.

By unspoken custom, patrons of different status and occupation kept to their own kind. Within each establishment, separate halls formed distinct worlds. One such hall, called Tingquan—"Listening to the Spring"—drew men in servants' blue robes and small caps. These were no ordinary servants, the kind who endured beatings and abuse. No one in Guangzhou dared look down upon them, for they were the trusted attendants, gatekeepers, and personal retainers of high officials and nobles alike. Each wielded considerable influence; each possessed his master's ear. Matters that proved intractable through the yamens' proper channels could often be resolved here with surprising smoothness—provided one approached the right man with the right amount of silver.

Morning was the teahouse's busiest hour. The ground floor was packed to bursting, the upper stories more than half-filled. Every hall entrance rang with competing voices: hawkers crying their wares, singers performing, patrons calling for service—a cacophony that somehow cohered into vibrant, pulsing energy.

Amid the bustle sat a young man alone at his table, drinking tea. Before him rested several small bamboo steamers containing the season's appropriate dim sum. He did not look around conspicuously, yet his eyes occasionally flicked toward the main entrance.

Before long, a short, middle-aged man entered through the hall door. His gaze swept the room and immediately found the solitary figure. He crossed the floor and dropped heavily into the opposite seat. A waiter hurried over to pour water and brew tea.

"Drink." The young man reached for the teapot.

"No need for ceremony." The newcomer carried himself with unmistakable self-importance. "Did you bring the money?"

"Naturally." The young man's voice dropped as he drew a paper note from his sleeve. Intricate patterns, crisp paper, vivid color printing—unmistakably a Delong promissory note, redeemable on sight throughout the province. Such notes were impossible to counterfeit.

The middle-aged man examined it closely. Fifty taels, payable on demand anywhere in Guangdong. A satisfied smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"Good—you're a straightforward man." He slid a small bundle from beneath the table. "Everything you asked for is inside."

The young man nodded, opened a corner of the package, and examined its contents with care. Inside lay several small folding memo books, each bearing tiny paper labels. He studied them methodically, and only when satisfied of their authenticity did he give his approval.

"Don't worry—it's all genuine." The middle-aged man popped a shrimp dumpling into his mouth and smiled. "These items aren't exactly rare treasures, but they're stored in His Lordship's private study. Ordinary people can't get within ten paces of it—every step along the way costs money..."

He pocketed the note, tucking it securely into his boot, then launched into a lengthy account of the difficulties he had overcome—a transparent effort to demonstrate that the bundle had been quite reasonably priced.

"Consider this the beginning of our acquaintance," the young man said. "If future matters arise, I hope I may trouble you again."

"Of course, of course." The middle-aged man drained his tea and departed.

The bundle contained copies of Gao Shunqin's memorials from the past month, along with drafts of his correspondence with figures in the capital. For a high provincial official, these constituted extremely confidential materials—the sort typically secured in one's private study, never entrusted to advisors for safekeeping. But as the saying went: "You can guard against thieves by day, but never against the thieves in your own house." Given enough silver, even concubines and servants could be persuaded to secretly copy such documents.

The bundle soon passed through a courier station and into Lin Baoguang's hands. After careful review and the elimination of irrelevant portions, he swiftly reached his conclusion: Gao Shunqin's long campaign to expel the Portuguese from Macau had finally been set in motion.

What interested Lin Baoguang most was not the memorials themselves. For any proposal to gain imperial approval and become an edict, a single memorial would never suffice. Extensive groundwork was required beforehand—cultivating Grand Secretaries, various ministry officials, and securing political support. Some negotiations turned on matters of policy; others on exchanges of interest. And in the late Ming, factional struggles always demanded consideration.

By comparison, private correspondence—where opinions were exchanged and favors requested—held far greater reference value. By reading such letters, one could gauge precisely how far a particular matter had progressed.



Based on these letters, Gao Shunqin had largely completed his groundwork. Once the memorial was submitted, approval seemed highly likely. The ancients possessed little understanding of maritime trade's true significance, and the Portuguese and their partners were hardly gentle souls—their commerce was often accompanied by naked robbery, murder, and arson.

Taking everything into account, the Chongzhen Emperor would likely issue an edict next year prohibiting Portuguese trade, just as historical records indicated.

The puzzle was this: why was Li Fengjie displaying such unusual anxiety over the matter? Portuguese trading rights had no intersection whatsoever with his interests. His concern for the Portuguese ran so deep that if they learned of it and confirmed the news, his request would certainly be refused.

Lin Baoguang could not fathom what made Li Fengjie so invested in the Portuguese attitude. In the original timeline—at least during the Ming dynasty—the Portuguese could be considered obedient to Guangdong's local officials. Even a minor Deputy of Xiangshan County had once marched boldly into Macau, dragged members of the Portuguese Senate before his court, and had them publicly caned.

Fresh intelligence soon arrived: Li Fengjie's envoy to Macau was not one of his own advisors, but rather an old acquaintance of the transmigrators—Li Luoyou.

Li Luoyou had lived in Macau since childhood, studied under the Jesuits, and maintained extremely close ties with the Portuguese. He also preserved strong connections with officialdom. When Wang Zunde had sought to cast cannons in Guangdong using Portuguese pieces as models, Li Luoyou had handled everything personally. That Li Fengjie would now dispatch him to liaise with the Portuguese was entirely expected.

Lin Baoguang decided to cable Lingao immediately, asking Jiang Shan and the others to have Gu Baocheng arrange someone in Macau to contact Li Luoyou and uncover the full story.



On September twentieth, after several days of rest while awaiting reinforcements and supplies, Chen Haiyang finally launched the operation to penetrate the Pearl River's inland waters. Led by the survey ship Haitian, he commanded the special expeditionary force out of the Sham Shui anchorage and into the Pearl River proper.

From the Pearl River Estuary into the inland waterways and up to Guangzhou, two routes existed. The first was the outer passage: proceeding upriver from east of Macau, passing through the Bogue, crossing two sandbanks, and arriving directly at Huangpu. This was the primary route for merchant vessels bound for Guangzhou; navigation conditions were relatively favorable.

The second was the inner passage: proceeding upriver from west of Macau, crossing the Hengsha Shoal, then reaching Xiangshan. From there, one continued upriver through the Bogue to Huangpu. Since this route traversed numerous shoals and tributaries, it generally suited only smaller vessels.

Chen Haiyang possessed Haitian's survey data along with intelligence gathered from local sailors and veteran boatmen. He decided to take only the outer route for this maiden voyage, prioritizing the fleet's safety. His ultimate destination was the Bogue itself. If possible, he intended to establish a stronghold there to secure the strategic chokepoint—eliminating the need to fight through it on every subsequent voyage to Guangzhou.

The fleet weighed anchor at Sham Shui with the twin-masted survey ship Haitian in the lead, sailing past the waters east of Macau. It was a perfect autumn day, blessed with gentle breezes. The freshly scrubbed ships from the Sham Shui anchorage sailed in formation under full canvas. Imperial red flags with golden streamers rose on the mainmasts; countless banners fluttered in the wind. Cannons thundered; bugles rang out. A squadron of steam-powered landing craft churned forward on the fleet's flanks, trailing plumes of thick black smoke. Behind them came clusters of small boats in tow. Marine flags flew proudly above it all.

The Portuguese in Macau knew this was the Australian fleet. A few days earlier, the Macau Senate had dispatched envoys to Hong Kong Island, where both sides had exchanged gifts and opinions. Due to the transmigrators' support for Jesuit missionary work in Lingao and their ongoing trade with the Society of Jesus, the Portuguese were not unfamiliar with these newcomers. What worried them was the Australians' sudden appearance at the Pearl River Estuary—not only had they routed a pirate gang in these waters, but they had also constructed fortifications on Hong Kong Island.

Chen Haiyang offered his assurances: the Australian fleet harbored no designs whatsoever on Macau. The Portuguese remained fearful and not entirely convinced, but the disparity in power left them no choice except to greet these newcomers peacefully. They even permitted Australian vessels to enter Macau for supplies.

Chen Haiyang noted that Macau's harbor held four large galleons along with five or six smaller vessels. In terms of scale, Portuguese naval strength in East Asia remained formidable. Without the advantages of modern weaponry, propulsion, and ship design—relying on traditional vessels and arms alone—they would prove a dangerous adversary.

In the distance, smoke puffed from a fortress, followed by the rumble of cannon fire. The Portuguese were firing a salute.

The Macau forts discharged their guns, followed by the Portuguese ships in harbor firing in unison. The fleet responded with salutes of its own. The entire Pearl River Estuary boiled with white smoke and thundering artillery—announcing the transmigrators' formal arrival on the mainland.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 708 - Before the Bogue

Guided by Haitian, the fleet quickly passed Furong Shoal and continued upriver. Most transmigrators aboard were entering the Pearl River Estuary for the first time. Chen Haiyang, however, had navigated these waters many times during his service in the South Sea Fleet, commanding warships into Huangpu Port on repeated occasions. Yet the Pearl River of this era bore little resemblance to the one he remembered. The river sprawled far wider here, water and sky merging into a single vastness that might easily be mistaken for the sea itself. Everywhere lay bays, tributaries, and small sandy islets. The alluvial plains on both banks, fed by converging waters, created the illusion of an inland sea dotted with islands. The waterways that fragmented the land were indistinguishable from the channels encircling the islands themselves.

Small patches of cultivated fields appeared everywhere. The late rice was flowering, and the fragrance of rice blossoms hung heavy in the air. Villages and market towns were scattered along the banks with almost no roads between them—only boats for transportation. Large and small rivers formed a complex lattice connecting settlements. Occasionally, masts and sails could be glimpsed rising from distant rice paddies.

This breathtaking subtropical landscape had almost vanished from the Pearl River Delta of the old timeline. The transmigrators in the fleet gazed hungrily at the scenery, drinking it in. Was this not the very essence of the poet's words—"a broad river's waves, the wind carrying rice-blossom fragrance to both shores"? China's land had always been this beautiful and bountiful. And the more beautiful the scenery, the stronger their desire to seize it for themselves.

A few inland transport vessels and fishing boats plied the river. Seeing such an imposing, well-equipped fleet bearing down on them, they scattered into the surrounding bays and tributaries. Chen Haiyang ordered several captured for questioning about river conditions.

According to the boatmen and sailors, there were no government patrol ships on the Pearl River. If any official armed vessels existed, they amounted to nothing more than a few small boats from the tax station at Zini.

Most government warships lay scattered in the large and small bays between Xiangshan and Huangpu. At the Bogue, roughly a dozen were stationed. Besides naval vessels, over two thousand large ships were moored at Great Huangpu. Ever since the war with the "crop-heads" had begun, many long-haul merchant vessels dared not set sail—especially those bound for Vietnam and Siam that would have to pass through the Qiongzhou Strait, now effectively a war zone. Aside from a few bold, well-informed shipowners, no one risked the journey.

As for Guangzhou's defenses, the troops had reportedly strengthened their vigilance. Many sandbag artillery positions had been constructed along the riverbank. The Yaniangxie Battery at the Bogue had also received additional gun emplacements and a reinforced garrison.

Once Chen Haiyang had grasped the general disposition of river defenses, he concluded that Guangzhou had not established anything particularly elaborate—though of course, even the most elaborate defenses by seventeenth-century standards held little value against his forces. The navy he commanded operated at early nineteenth-century capability levels. Were it not for the special-service boats' outdated design and modest tonnage, he would not have needed nearly this many vessels to enter the Pearl River.

"Release all captured boatmen," Chen Haiyang ordered. "Give each a souvenir."

The captured boatmen and merchants had expected to lose their vessels and cargo at the very least, even if they were not taken hostage. To their surprise, the crop-heads proved unexpectedly polite. After questioning, they were permitted to depart. Each person aboard even received an "Australian face-washing cloth"—a towel—as a gift. Towels were among the most popular and widespread products of Lingao's industry.

The captives stared dumbfounded at the towels in their hands—blood-red thread embroidered with "Commemorating the Australasian Song Navy's First Entry into the Pearl River"—and watched the fleet sail away under full canvas. The whole encounter felt like some strange dream.



The fleet made straight for the Bogue. Chen Haiyang had resolved to take this Pearl River stronghold—the gateway to Guangzhou—in the very first engagement. The Bogue, part of Dongguan County in both Ming-Qing and modern times, bordered Lingding Bay to the east and Lion Bay inland. It comprised roughly eight kilometers of Pearl River waterway and the banks on either side. This was the river's critical chokepoint—Guangzhou's front door.

Throughout history, the Bogue's security had carried profound psychological significance for Guangzhou's safety. Once foreign enemies seized it, all Guangzhou would tremble. Hence, defenses here had always been elaborate—at least in theory. Yet the Bogue stronghold had never withstood a single frontal assault by foreign enemies. The British and Japanese, with their superior ships, guns, and tactics, had breached this chokepoint with ease. Even local Chinese pirates during the Jiaqing era had broken through without difficulty.

Chen Haiyang knew that in 1637, the Englishman Weddell would destroy and occupy the Yaniangxie Battery with just a handful of ships. Given his own forces, taking this place would require little effort.

While the Pearl River Special Expeditionary Fleet advanced, the Bogue's defenders had been working feverishly to strengthen their position. Although Guangdong Commander-in-Chief He Rubin remained besieged at Qiongshan and Wang Zunde was too ill to administer affairs, the efforts of Li Fengjie, Guangdong's local officials, and the Ming military commanders had significantly reinforced the entire region.

Leading the Bogue defense were Xu Tingfa, Supervising Regional Commander of Guangzhou Coastal Defense; Chen Qian, Commander of the Bogue Garrison Coastal Defense; and Fan Wencai, Magistrate of Dongguan County. Since the Bogue lay within his jurisdiction, Fan Wencai felt particularly duty-bound. He had personally relocated with his staff to Taiping Market before the Bogue Garrison to direct the efforts, conscripting several thousand laborers to construct fortifications.

Xu Tingfa was a veteran of coastal defense who harbored no illusions about the Bogue's existing defenses. Yaniangxie Island possessed only one earth-and-stone battery, gradually constructed since the Wanli reign and badly deteriorated in many places. The cannons mounted were mostly old Foulangji guns and fakang guns—not only underpowered but rusted from years of outdoor exposure. Besides this, a second earth-and-stone battery stood on Upper Hengdang Island opposite Yaniangxie, mounting four Foulangji guns. The crossfire these two positions could generate was pathetically weak. And both batteries could barely cover the eastern channel. The western channel had no defenses at all—only past Upper Hengdang Island, south of Dahu Mountain Island, did a makeshift Dahu Battery offer any resistance to vessels using that approach.

These three batteries together mounted only thirty-six guns—all Foulangji pieces cast during the Wanli reign or earlier, plus even more antiquated fakang guns. The total garrison for all three positions numbered only one hundred twenty men—barely sufficient to guard the cannons and fortifications.

Beyond these three batteries, the only Ming forces available to defend the Bogue were Chen Qian's garrison troops: a peacetime strength of 640 soldiers and ten warships mounting 120 guns. This sufficed to intercept smugglers and intimidate common folk—nothing more. For actual combat, reinforcements would be required; wartime strength was meant to expand to 2,000 troops.

Xu Tingfa knew that the crop-heads were renowned for their powerful ships and guns, far superior to ordinary pirates. So while consulting with Fan Wencai about cleaning and restoring the old cannons and repairing the batteries, he also ordered newly cast Red Barbarian cannons shipped from Foshan and elsewhere to expand the number of gun positions.



Gun positions at Yaniangxie Battery increased by sixty, reaching an unprecedented seventy-two. Upper Hengdang Island not only had its original battery refurbished but was also scheduled to receive a new battery facing the western channel, mounting twelve guns. Dahu Mountain Battery was likewise expanded. The Bogue Garrison itself received reinforcement with an earthen wall designed to mount eighteen additional cannons.

Beyond reinforcing and expanding the existing batteries, Xu Tingfa, Fan Wencai, and their colleagues also constructed Western-style fortifications following the specifications laid out in Sun Yuanhua's Xi Fa Duntai. Additionally, temporary sandbag-and-earth batteries were hastily thrown up at Dajiao and Shajiao, each mounting two Red Barbarian cannons and ten Foulangji guns.

According to Xu Tingfa's ultimate design, batteries would also be built along the Luwan shore west of Upper Hengdang Island, creating crossfire with the new Upper Hengdang Island western battery and thoroughly sealing the western channel.

Such an ambitious program required enormous funds and labor. Without more than a year of steady work, it could not be completed—yet the crop-head invasion might come at any moment. Xu Tingfa and his colleagues agreed to first erect temporary sandbag batteries and mount what guns they could. At minimum, this would provide some deterrent effect.

Neither Xu Tingfa nor Chen Qian believed these defenses could stop the crop-heads' great iron ship or their armored fast boats. However, these vessels appeared to be few in number; the crop-heads relied mostly on sailing ships. Against sail, the Great Ming navy still possessed some confidence—after all, Guangdong's navy had fought numerous maritime bandits in recent years and gained considerable experience.

The moment Chen Haiyang's expeditionary fleet passed Dajiao, the batteries at Dajiao and Shajiao spotted the tight formation. Combined with the red flags flying from the masts and the landing craft belching thick black smoke, identification was unmistakable.

At 11:23 on September twentieth, the Red Barbarian cannon at Dajiao Battery fired for the first time. The other guns at both batteries joined in moments later, filling the air with continuous thunder.

Chen Haiyang ordered the formation tightened. Haitian had already reported intelligence on both positions: the best cannons at Dajiao and Shajiao were merely twelve-pounder guns cast in imitation of English naval pieces, with a maximum range of roughly a thousand meters—nowhere near enough to reach the fleet. This was theater, nothing more.

He could have ignored the bombardment entirely and sailed straight through. But Chen Haiyang's mission was to teach Guangdong's local officials a lesson and demonstrate the transmigration faction's strength. Such provocation demanded fierce retaliation.

Raising his telescope, he observed the two batteries: crude temporary positions built from sandbags, mounting only a limited number of guns. He issued the order to eliminate them.

"Attack Dajiao Battery first! All long-gun squadrons, free fire. Alternating volleys by odd-even sequence! Carronade squadrons—await my command to engage!"

The special-service boats assigned to this expedition included squadrons equipped with either long guns or carronades. Though carronades were inexpensive and devastatingly effective at close range, their effective distance was too short—generally requiring closure to around 130 meters for maximum impact.



Notes:

1. The Bogue's defense system was formally established during the Wanli reign. The Ming defenses described here roughly follow the Qing-era Bogue coastal defense system.

2. The names of the Bogue officials are, of course, fictional. However, Chen Qian is a historical figure—according to "History of Sino-British Relations," the Guangdong Commander-in-Chief in 1637 was indeed Chen Qian. Whether he ever served as Bogue Garrison Commander is unverified by the author—including whether such a position existed.

3. Carronades were large-caliber short naval guns invented by the British. Short range, high power.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 709 - Battle of Dajiao and Shajiao

Given the Ming military's limited naval combat capability, large-scale engagements at sea seemed unlikely. Shore bombardment and close-range fire support were the more probable scenarios—and all Ming guns at the batteries outranged the carronades. Therefore, only two squadrons carried carronade armament. To minimize casualties, Chen Haiyang ordered the squadrons equipped with twenty-four-pounder long guns to open fire first.

"Should we deploy the mortar boats?" someone suggested.

For this Pearl River campaign, the fleet had brought specialized mortar boats—fire-support vessels purpose-built by the shipyard for the upcoming mainland offensive.

The mortar boat was a small, single-masted craft reinforced specifically for shore bombardment. Its key feature was an exceptionally shallow draft, allowing it to venture into shoal waters for shelling. The hull resembled half a hazelnut shell, with sides built considerably higher than ordinary sampans to prevent capsizing under the violent rocking of each discharge. Along the bottom, parallel to the keel, ran a wooden leeboard as long as the hull itself—counteracting the lateral motion caused by cannon recoil. At the center sat one or two reinforced gun mounts for installing ten-inch or fifteen-inch mortars.

Such vessels had participated in the assaults on the Bogue and Zhoushan forts during the First Opium War, demonstrating excellent effectiveness against shore positions.

Lingao's mortar boats employed iron-ribbed wooden-hull construction to simplify production while strengthening the structure. They had also been improved upon: besides mounting mortars or large-caliber howitzers, the boats could launch Hale rockets once fitted with launch racks—multiple uses from a single platform. The Ordnance Works had cast twenty mortars of 280mm caliber, installed across ten mortar boats.

"Not yet." Chen Haiyang shook his head. Mortar boat ammunition capacity was limited, and resupply at sea proved both time-consuming and laborious. He needed to save them for the main Yaniangxie Battery.

Shi Fourteen's 5th Special-Service Boat Squadron advanced first. From the stern castle, Shi Fourteen issued his orders. The entire squadron formed a column and closed on Shajiao.

In terms of range, the special-service boats' guns held no particular advantage—they needed to close to roughly four hundred meters for acceptable accuracy. But in firepower and precision, the difference was incomparable.

Each gun captain in the 5th Squadron raised their measuring instruments, gauging distance, wind direction, wind speed, and ship motion. They rapidly calculated aiming data on slide rules.

"All squadron, load explosive shells!" Shi Fourteen commanded. "Prepare to fire!"

The battery garrison soldiers had not expected the enemy ships to close on their position rather than simply racing through the channel. According to their original assumptions, the distance between Dajiao and Shajiao was too great—the two batteries could not form effective crossfire. When faced with a direct attack, the thinly manned battery immediately fell into confusion. Firing rhythm became erratic. The old guns already suffered from slow loading and cooling times; poorly trained gunners grew flustered under pressure, and their fire turned increasingly ragged.

Shi Fourteen noted the varying sizes of the waterspouts splashing around him and the chaotic trajectories traced by cannonball smoke. He realized the battery possessed very few Red Barbarian cannons capable of actually threatening the ships—most were probably large Foulangji guns or similar relics.

White smoke shrouded Dajiao Battery. Cannonballs splashed down far from the special-service boats, raising waterspouts of varying height—never mind the aiming problems, the enemy was opening fire on targets not even within its range. This was typical of how armed forces in this era employed firearms: though the spectacle looked impressive, many guns soon fell silent as barrels overheated. Only scattered pieces continued firing, posing no threat whatsoever.

"Helm twenty degrees right—all ships follow me!" Shi Fourteen saw that his flagship had closed to less than six hundred meters from the battery. At this range, the twenty-four-pounder long guns possessed sufficient power and accuracy to bombard the fortification effectively.

A cannonball splashed down not far off the starboard quarter. The 5th Squadron followed the flagship's turn, all swinging right to present their port broadsides to the battery.

"Port broadside—fire!" Shi Fourteen roared.

Lint Special 51 erupted in a tremendous roar. The simultaneous discharge of four port guns plus the bow and stern chasers made the entire hull shudder. Everyone aboard felt the ship heel sharply to starboard from the recoil. Planks and masts creaked and groaned. An acrid smell immediately permeated the deck.

Six explosive shells, trailing fire and smoke, landed on the beach before the battery, throwing up a row of tall yellow-tinged waterspouts—the flagship had fired ranging shots.

"Damn it! Too close!" Shi Fourteen cursed. "What's wrong with the rangefinding? Adjust immediately!"



The three special-service boats following in the squadron flagship's wake rapidly corrected for distance. The second and third salvos struck Dajiao Battery in succession. Through the drifting smoke, the dark flashes of explosions were faintly visible. By the time the entire 5th Squadron completed its bombardment, Dajiao Battery had fallen completely silent. When all three squadrons finished their runs, the 5th Squadron's turn brought it back around—now heading south, it presented its unfired starboard broadside to Dajiao Battery for a second bombardment pass.

Dajiao Battery had been hastily constructed. Its open-style earthwork could not withstand twenty-four-pounder explosive shells. Continuous bombardment quickly silenced it. The entire position vanished within smoke and flames, rendered completely combat-ineffective.

Several sampans carried marines onto Dajiao Battery. The sandbag emplacement had half-collapsed. Guns lay scattered in the wreckage. The ground was strewn with the bodies of soldiers killed by artillery fire. Most defenders had fled.

Next, the special-service boat squadrons turned their attention to Shajiao Battery. Shajiao's terrain was more favorable, but in their haste, the troops had built only a single sandbag battery at the foot of Shajiao Hill. Under concentrated fire, it too quickly lost combat effectiveness. Marines swiftly landed at Shajiao, capturing all guns and taking eleven soldiers who had not managed to escape.

Naval losses were extremely light. In two hours of combat, only four special-service boats had been hit and seven men wounded—no other casualties. The vessels struck had taken only small projectiles. The most serious damage was to Lint Special 75, whose side hull had been pierced by a nine-pounder ball—but her navigation remained unaffected.

Marines landing at both batteries dismantled all captured guns and loaded them onto sampans. Several pirate vessels seized earlier in the campaign had been specifically designated as prize transports.

After eliminating both batteries, Chen Haiyang directed the fleet to continue closing on the Bogue's main defensive position—Yaniangxie Mountain. He decided against pushing directly through the eastern channel, where both banks would subject his ships to crossfire. Direct passage would mean many vessels hit and unnecessary casualties.

From reconnaissance intelligence, Chen Haiyang knew the western channel remained entirely undefended. He decided to lead the fleet through the western channel instead. Dahu Mountain Battery's guns posed no real threat. The Ming had planned to use that position to block enemy ships that had already broken through from continuing upriver—but Chen Haiyang's objective was to first seize the Bogue itself.

One special-service boat squadron entered the eastern channel as a feint. Since Upper Hengdang Island's eastern battery remained incomplete and unmanned, Xu Tingfa had stationed three hundred soldiers with light artillery at the construction site to cover the island. When the crop-heads appeared in the eastern channel, the island garrison's commander hurriedly lit beacon fires to alert the Bogue Garrison.

At this moment, Xu Tingfa was at the field headquarters atop Wu Mountain. He watched helplessly as the distant Dajiao and Shajiao batteries fell, three to four kilometers away. From the start, he had not committed many troops or guns to those positions. In his and his colleagues' conception, the crop-heads would sail directly through the channel and thrust at the Upper Hengdang line to break the river blockade. They had not expected their enemies to systematically eliminate both batteries first.

Now he watched them take the eastern channel route—left open because the new battery had not been completed. Xu Tingfa felt a knot of anxiety tightening in his chest. Once the enemy passed through the eastern channel, only Dahu Mountain Battery could intercept their ships—and Dahu Mountain Battery was clearly undergunned. As a contingency, he ordered Chen Qian to immediately take the Bogue Garrison's naval ships to the western channel and engage the enemy.

The 13th Special-Service Boat Squadron under Li Guangfa entered the western channel. In column formation, it immediately came under fire from light artillery on the shore. But the small-caliber guns could not reach the ships. Li Guangfa ordered return fire. Several salvos of explosive shells quickly silenced the guns behind the earthen walls. Then the special-service boats closed on the shore and employed their "typewriters" to sweep the troops massing on the embankment. A rain of lead bullets left the survivors strewn among corpses; the rest routed into chaos. Resistance on Upper Hengdang Island's western shore collapsed within minutes.

Chen Qian's ten twin-masted navy ships did not charge directly into the western channel but formed a battle line south of Dahu Mountain. Ostensibly, they stood ready to deliver a devastating blow to any crop-head vessel emerging from the channel. In truth, Chen Qian knew the enemy possessed superior ships and guns. Not daring to fight within the channel's confines, he planned to engage under the covering fire of Dahu Mountain Battery instead.

But Li Guangfa had no eagerness to oblige. Chen Haiyang's mission for him was to control the western channel and cover the marine landing on Upper Hengdang Island—nothing more.

Upper Hengdang Island was the key to the Bogue defense system's gate. The defending side needed only to hold this island to effectively block both eastern and western channels. Therefore, Chen Haiyang's Bogue attack plan centered on capturing it.

Since Upper Hengdang Island's western shore lacked any battery—its defenses were weak—Chen Haiyang had the opportunity to seize the island directly. The moment the 13th Squadron's signal confirmed control of the western channel, the landing craft belched thick black smoke. Loaded with marines and sailor landing troops, they headed for the western approach.



Note: The Bogue's general geography—Dajiao and Shajiao lie on the east and west sides of the river mouth. After ships pass through, proceeding upriver 3-4 kilometers brings them to the Lower Bogue waters. The Bogue's main section is Yaniangxie Island on the east side of the Pearl River, with Wu Mountain atop it. The Bogue defense system centers on Yaniangxie Island.

West of Yaniangxie Island is the Pearl River's main channel. Within the main channel opposite Wu Mountain are two small islands: Lower Hengdang and Upper Hengdang. The main channel is thus divided by these two islands into eastern and western channels.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 710 - Battle of Upper Hengdang Island

Spray from the bow occasionally drenched the deck. The landing craft was packed with marines and sailor landing troops. Each sat in silence, rifles cradled in their arms—all wrapped in single-use oilcloth protective bags per regulations. The steam engine rumbled beneath them, sending tremendous vibrations through the hull. Shi Zhiqi stood at the stern, watching Upper Hengdang Island draw nearer. He licked his lips nervously—how nice it would be to have some chewing gum right now.

Several small support craft belching black smoke led the formation. These vessels had shield-protected typewriters installed and iron plating wrapped around their hulls—purpose-built for close-in shore strafing to cover the landing troops. The gunners aboard wore steel helmets and protective vests with front and back steel plates. Each gripped their typewriter's stabilizing bar with tense expressions, awaiting the order to fire.

The support craft closed on the shoreline. The typewriters' resonant roar immediately filled the air—though this proved entirely unnecessary. The incomplete western battery position stood empty. The bullets merely shredded plants and branches.

Shi Zhiqi led by example, the first to leap from the landing craft. The water was shallow. He thrust his command saber forward and shouted: "Attack!"

A bugler standing knee-deep in the seawater sounded the charge. Boat after boat of marines and armed sailors sprang into the knee-deep water and waded ashore. Within minutes, Shi Zhiqi had put two companies and two twelve-pounder mountain howitzers onto Upper Hengdang Island's western shore. They mopped up all remaining Ming troops and captured roughly fifty prisoners. Shi Zhiqi ordered an immediate advance toward the island's eastern side.

According to intelligence, Upper Hengdang Island held eight hundred government troops. The eastern battery mounted twelve newly added Red Barbarian cannons. The fortification had been under construction since the Wanli reign, making it relatively sturdy. Five hundred garrison troops defended it. A frontal assault would mean enduring not only the eastern battery's fire but also flanking fire from Yaniangxie Battery across the water.

Since all the battery's guns pointed eastward, the rear lay completely undefended. When Shi Zhiqi's two marine companies appeared from flank and rear—and the two mountain howitzers began lobbing shells into the position—the entire garrison's morale crumbled. The heavy Red Barbarian cannons could not be easily repositioned. With enemies coming from behind, soldiers armed with swords, spears, and three-barreled muskets were neither able nor willing to resist. Only the battery commander's personal guards launched a brave hand-to-hand counterattack, killing one marine and wounding three—the sole naval casualties in the entire Upper Hengdang Island engagement.

The marines quickly routed defenders who outnumbered them two to one. Alternating volleys of musket fire and mountain howitzer bombardment turned the battle into a one-sided massacre. Aside from a handful who escaped to Yaniangxie Island by small boat, the remaining government troops scattered in all directions. Soon they were surrendering in droves.

Surrounded by guards, orderlies, and signalmen, Shi Zhiqi entered the smoke-shrouded, corpse-strewn battery and climbed to its highest point. The fortification itself was barely damaged—apparently quite solidly built. Twelve Red Barbarian cannons sat in their positions, having never fired a single shot, still aimed at the waters where enemy ships were supposed to appear.

Shi Zhiqi examined the position and found its design peculiar. The so-called "battery" was merely a circular earth-and-stone platform, faced with brick and stone on the exterior. Twelve Red Barbarian cannons were mounted atop it, all facing seaward. Behind the platform stood only a simple brick wall—no defensive works whatsoever, not even a ditch. The defenders apparently had not considered the possibility of enemies landing and attacking from the rear.

Even in a frontal assault, the total absence of auxiliary defenses around the platform meant that attackers, once they reached its base, would enter a dead zone where the guns could not depress far enough to engage them. They could then climb up at their leisure and fight. Shi Zhiqi estimated that a single marine company attacking frontally could take this battery in less than half an hour—though not without casualties.

"Send a message!" Shi Zhiqi planted one foot on the battery parapet and gazed across the eastern channel at Wu Mountain. He slashed his command saber through the air. "The Key to the Bogue is in the hands of our Marine Corps!"

While the battle for Upper Hengdang Island proceeded, another force landed at the Luwan Battery site on the riverbank west of the island. The hundred soldiers guarding that position fled without a fight, abandoning the half-built battery and piles of construction materials. With this, the Bogue's second line of defense—its main line—had been breached. Even without attacking Yaniangxie Mountain and destroying the batteries there, the Pearl River's gates now stood wide open.

Yet Chen Haiyang wanted complete control of the Bogue. He promptly ordered the mortar boats towed by landing craft into the eastern channel to shell Yaniangxie Battery. The shallow-draft landing craft and mortar boats sailed close along the Upper Hengdang Island shore. Being beyond range, the various batteries on Yaniangxie Island across the channel could only watch helplessly.

At the field headquarters atop Wu Mountain, chaos reigned. No one had expected the painstakingly constructed defense system to collapse so easily. Fan Wencai trembled. "How... how could the battery fall so quickly..."

"The crop-heads actually landed on the other side and attacked from behind—utterly despicable!" Li Xijue, who had come from Zhaoqing to inspect the Bogue defenses, had "luckily" witnessed the entire spectacle firsthand. His face was ashen. Though he called it despicable, he finally understood what state of mind Lü Yizhong must have been in when he wrote that letter.

"It's all right—the crop-heads who landed numbered only two or three hundred." Xu Tingfa struggled to maintain composure. But when the Australian red flags and blue-white banners rose over Upper Hengdang Island, his heart had already plummeted. With Upper Hengdang lost, the entire Bogue chokepoint had lost its ability to blockade. To rebuild the defense, they would have to recapture the island.

He summoned a junior general. "Immediately recruit three hundred volunteers! Five taels' reward per man—prepare to launch a counterattack across the water to retake Upper Hengdang Island! Ten taels each after success! An additional five taels for the wounded! Twenty taels for the dead!"



"Understood, Your Excellency!" The junior general departed immediately. Xu Tingfa meanwhile ordered sampans and small boats prepared for crossing the eastern channel to launch the counterattack.

Just as he was mustering forces for the assault, the ten mortar boats already anchored at the foot of Upper Hengdang Island's eastern battery opened fire.

With a thunderous roar from the 280mm mortars, dark iron spheres rose from billowing smoke, trailing burning tails as they arced down upon the battery. The Yaniangxie Battery that Xu Tingfa, Fan Wencai, and their colleagues had painstakingly built—expending thousands of laborers and tens of thousands of taels—trembled and collapsed under the mortar fire. Shattered brick and stone were hurled skyward. Muffled explosions came one after another. The entire battery seemed utterly shrouded in smoke and flame.

Xu Tingfa's planned counterattack was completely disrupted. Under such ferocious bombardment, no fool would rush to the beach to "counterattack" for five taels of silver.

Watching the battery get pounded—fires and smoke erupting everywhere, walls collapsing, platforms crumbling—yet showing no sign of returning fire—Li Xijue grew frantic. "Why aren't our Red Barbarian cannons firing?"

"They can't reach!" Xu Tingfa snapped. "At this distance, the shots just splash into the water!"

"What?! Even the Red Barbarian cannons..." Li Xijue's face went dead white. He had always viewed the Red Barbarian cannon as an unprecedentedly powerful military weapon. Now he learned of the existence of guns with even greater range and power. Having watched the entire battle unfold—government troops taking hit after hit with no effective response whatsoever—his frustration became unbearable. His vision went black, and he collapsed in a faint.

Xu Tingfa had no time to concern himself with this Advisor Li from the Governor-General's yamen. Not only was his counterattack plan now impossible to execute, but the crop-head fleet was already entering the eastern channel.

If only Upper Hengdang Island had not fallen, he could have "given the Australians a severe thrashing!" Xu Tingfa thought with considerable regret. He clung to one last hope: the batteries on Yaniangxie, though suppressed by artillery fire, might still open fire upon seeing enemy ships enter range.

Shi Fourteen's 5th Squadron, ordered to exploit the suppression and smoke from the mortar boats' explosive shells, closed until they lay just 380 meters from the battery's front. There they dropped anchor to fix their position, then added their broadside guns to the bombardment.

At 380 meters, the Red Barbarian cannons on the battery certainly possessed the capability to seriously damage these special-service boats. But after thirty minutes of mortar bombardment, every soldier on the batteries was either dead or fled. On the exposed gun positions, no one remained to fire the pieces. All they could see were the battery works collapsing section by section under the artillery fire, like sandcastles before a rising tide. Occasionally a magazine was struck and detonated, sending black-tinged flames shooting skyward.

Two more squadrons entered the eastern channel for close-range bombardment. After one hour and twenty-five minutes of shelling, all batteries on Yaniangxie Island had lost combat effectiveness. Three hundred marines and sailor landing troops boarded sampans and went ashore, entering the batteries through walls now reduced to rubble. At 17:07, all batteries had fallen. The garrison soldiers left behind two hundred corpses; approximately four hundred had been taken prisoner.

Xu Tingfa and the others were ashen-faced. Watching the batteries fall, counterattacking was now out of the question—even remaining on Wu Mountain might prove fatal. The only option was to immediately retreat to the Bogue Garrison and make a stand there. But just as Xu Tingfa moved to arrange officers and troops for the withdrawal, someone shouted in his ear: "Not good! The crop-heads are climbing the mountain!"

Instantly, the entire field headquarters atop Wu Mountain erupted in panic. Officers and soldiers who had been observing the battle all afternoon had no will left to fight. At once they scattered like frightened animals, fleeing in all directions. Except for Xu Tingfa's few personal guards, who maintained enough composure to protect the command post, the entire encampment descended into utter chaos.

"Your Excellency, we must go now!" Several guards did not bother asking—they hoisted Xu Tingfa and the others onto horses and, surrounding them protectively, fled down the mountain.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 711 - Occupation of the Bogue

The troops about to "climb the mountain" were merely a ten-man reconnaissance squad. No one had expected that when they emerged from the smoke and appeared at the foot of Wu Mountain, they would trigger a complete collapse among the government troops on the summit. By the time this ten-man team reached the peak, the command camp that had housed over six hundred men stood completely deserted. Tents, flags, and military equipment lay scattered everywhere.

After the expeditionary force occupied Yaniangxie Island, Chen Haiyang ordered operations temporarily halted. The government troops gained a brief respite. Scattered soldiers lucky enough to avoid capture managed to flee to the Bogue Garrison. Of the original garrison troops, some had retreated into the compound itself; the naval ships had withdrawn to Dahu Mountain Island.

Seizing either Dahu Mountain or the Bogue Garrison would be child's play. Chen Haiyang ordered the fighting stopped because darkness was approaching. He had no desire to become entangled in a chaotic night battle with the Ming forces, adding unnecessary casualties.

The Fubo Army established an observation post on Wu Mountain to keep watch over the Bogue Garrison below. The garrison's position had become extremely perilous. From Wu Mountain, one could overlook the entire compound. Setting up a few field artillery pieces would render the whole garrison untenable. Such violations of basic military common sense were evident everywhere in this battle.

China's military institutions, technology, and tactics had clearly stagnated by the late Ming. The transmigrators had experienced this firsthand during the Bogue engagement.

The navy had now gained full confidence in its military strength and technology. The Ming government had no navy worth speaking of, and land defenses had proven equally worthless.

Looking down from the mountain, the entire Bogue Garrison blazed with lights and rang with voices. After observing for some time, Shi Zhiqi concluded the compound was in complete chaos—they would probably scatter entirely before midnight.

"If they scatter, they scatter—saves us the trouble of attacking tomorrow." Chen Haiyang sat in his newly erected tent, studying the map. "We'll take the Bogue Garrison first thing tomorrow morning. There's a Taiping Market in front of the garrison—try not to harm the civilians' lives or property."

"Understood!"

"Of course, that's assuming they behave. If they come to attack us, no need for courtesy."

Chen Haiyang planned to move the mortar boats and sampans to Sanmen Channel the following day to support the marine assault on the Bogue Garrison. Sanmen Channel lay between the garrison and Wu Mountain. Once Wu Mountain fell, Sanmen Channel became the garrison's sole barrier. In Xu Tingfa's contingency plans, a sandbag battery was supposed to be built at the channel entrance—but construction had not even begun. The battery site held only a dozen soldiers guarding building materials, and they had already fled. The flotilla of small vessels passed easily through Sanmen and entered the channel, heading straight for the Bogue Garrison.

On September twenty-first, after a night's rest, the marines quickly crossed Sanmen Channel by sampan. They formed up before Taiping Market. The market's inhabitants hurriedly dispatched several elders bearing gifts, begging the army not to attack.

"We will supply everything the army needs with all our strength." The old men kowtowed repeatedly at Shi Zhiqi's feet. "Please, great king, restrain your men..."

"I'm no king." Shi Zhiqi thought that having a few pretty girls kneeling and begging at his feet would be another matter entirely—but these old men doing so was too much. He immediately declared in a righteous tone: "We are the proper Fubo Army! We've come here to demand justice from the Great Ming officials of Guangdong. Rest assured! As long as you do as we say, we won't harm a blade of your grass or a twig of your trees!"

The old men offered up another round of profuse thanks. Shi Zhiqi ordered them escorted to Chen Haiyang—he had specialized civil affairs personnel to communicate with the locals.

"Report, Leader!" The scouts sent to reconnoiter came running back. "The garrison is empty!" He caught his breath. "It's deserted!"

"Did you search the surroundings?"

"We did! No sign of the enemy anywhere. We caught a few wounded soldiers left behind. They said the main force scattered and fled starting at midnight. Commandant Xu didn't even try to stop them—he just took his personal guards and ran."

Shi Zhiqi scratched his head. "He certainly was decisive! Just up and left."

The Bogue Garrison's earthen fortifications that Xu Tingfa had painstakingly built now stood completely abandoned. Everyone—Xu Tingfa, Li Xijue, Fan Wencai, and the rest—had fled during the night. Massive quantities of ordnance, grain, ammunition, armor, and flags remained behind. Even the Red Barbarian cannons transported with such difficulty had been abandoned. Large stores of gunpowder and shot sat in place—not even set afire. Such indifference to military supplies made Shi Zhiqi click his tongue in disbelief.



Behind the Bogue Garrison had stood a workshop for manufacturing gunpowder and casting cannonballs. Now it too fell into marine hands. Besides capturing large quantities of finished gunpowder, they found massive stores of saltpeter, sulfur, charcoal, and other raw materials. Additionally, they captured over 200,000 jin of metals including lead and pig iron—a rich haul indeed.

The two hundred-odd craftsmen and their families residing near the workshop were all taken prisoner. The fleeing troops had simply forgotten about them.

The engagement at Dahu Mountain lasted even less time. Chen Qian's ten warships withdrew upriver without offering battle. After an hour of alternating bombardment by mortar boats and special-service boats, Dahu Mountain Battery was completely crippled. Marines landed on Dahu Mountain Island, dismantled the guns, and swept up stragglers. Military operations in the Bogue region concluded entirely before noon on September twenty-first. Government casualties numbered one thousand killed with six hundred captured. The expeditionary fleet alone had captured 140 guns of various sizes. Additionally, twenty-two naval vessels and small craft awaiting repair were seized.

The expeditionary force's total casualties stood at two dead and thirty-one wounded. Ten ships had been hit, but none qualified as even lightly damaged. The only significant consumption was ammunition. During the two days of combat, each of the mortar boats' large-caliber mortars had fired fifty shells—even counting the reserves stored on Hong Kong Island, each gun now had only six shells remaining. The special-service boats had also expended considerable ammunition.

"We're becoming this timeline's U.S. military. High investment, high logistics." Chen Haiyang sighed as he reviewed the report from his logistics staff officer.

Modern, thermal-weapon armies consumed more than ten times what medieval armies did. Chen Haiyang had fought two battles at the Pearl River Estuary and expended two-thirds of the fleet's total ammunition tonnage.

He set about establishing a temporary supply line from Hong Kong Island to the Bogue. Using captured sampans, long-dragons, and other small vessels for transport, supplies flowed continuously from Hong Kong to the Bogue. Ever since the navy had swept the pirate gangs from Lantau, the maritime patrol system they had established had greatly improved security throughout Lingding Bay. The deployment of fast, agile patrol boats had caused the clumsy, poorly armed pirate ships to vanish. The supply line required only a few armed escorts.

Captured materials were shipped along this same route to Hong Kong Island, there to await transshipment back to Lingao—some were used on the spot. Building materials left at the incomplete battery sites were likewise transported to Hong Kong for use. As for the batteries, barracks, and other structures, most that the fleet did not need were demolished by prisoners. The salvaged building materials were similarly sent to Hong Kong.

"Demolish all buildings we don't need!" Chen Haiyang ordered.

Thus Shi Zhiqi became demolition team leader, daily herding prisoners to tear down structures. Except for a few of the better barracks—temporarily preserved, disinfected, and converted to billets—all buildings were razed level.

Chen Haiyang planned to use the Bogue as a temporary base. He refurbished the jetties at the foot of Wu Mountain for fleet vessels to berth and refit. He himself moved headquarters to the summit of Wu Mountain.

He then received Taiping Market's inhabitants. The terrified civilians brought gifts: fifty taels of silver, two loads of cane sugar, and ten dressed pigs. Chen Haiyang ordered them accepted. He had the civilians elect liaison officers and announced the "Reasonable Burden"—essentially a levy on the people. It could also be called taxation. The Executive Committee considered it precisely that. Though the Pearl Delta region could not be brought under direct rule in the short term, the Central Administrative Council believed they could begin collecting "Reasonable Burden" immediately.

Zheng Zhilong collected navigation taxes at sea. And Qing-era pirates had long collected various "fees" along the Pearl River—levied on villages as well as on transport vessels and trading houses navigating the river and coasts. Anyone refusing to pay faced brutal retaliation. At their most brazen, the pirates even maintained semi-public tax collection agencies in Guangzhou specifically for collecting "fees." What the transmigration faction was doing amounted to essentially the same thing, just with somewhat gentler, more presentable methods.

According to the Reasonable Burden regulations, when transmigration faction personnel and vessels passing through Taiping Market needed to requisition local labor and materials, the value of requisitioned goods and labor could be offset against the village's Reasonable Burden quota. If requisitions exceeded the quota, the transmigration faction would pay the excess at market price.

As for the quota itself, after considerable haggling, it was set at thirty-five taels annually. Since the villagers had already presented fifty taels, Chen Haiyang generously announced that this year would be exempt—the count would start the following year. "Reasonable Burden" could also be paid in rice or other goods at market rates. Given Taiping Market's economic level, this quota was not oppressive—if they could buy peace with a bit of money, the villagers were willing to accept.

The Financial Supervisory Ministry hoped this expedition would establish a preliminary taxation system over the Pearl River's riparian villages, opening a second tax-source region beyond Hainan—especially for the Pearl Delta's abundant agricultural products, materials the transmigration faction urgently needed.

Current tax revenues were naturally negligible, but they served to constantly remind the Pearl Delta villagers of the transmigration faction's existence and power.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 712 - Guangzhou's Defenses

The expeditionary force halted at the Bogue. Past these straits, three or four days of continuous sailing would bring them to Guangzhou's outskirts—but Chen Haiyang was in no hurry to appear beneath the city walls. According to the established strategy, his primary mission was to "display military might" and "pacify." The display of might had been fully accomplished; now the emphasis shifted to pacification. The residents of Guangzhou and the Pearl River banks needed sufficient time to absorb and spread word of the Bogue's fall.

The expeditionary fleet began organizing numerous small units, each comprising roughly a hundred men. Armed with light artillery and staffed with civil affairs and surveying personnel, these units would board sampans and long-dragons to penetrate deep into the villages and market towns scattered along the densely networked inland waterways and tributaries of the Pearl River. They would collect "Reasonable Burden," post proclamations, and generate as much attention as possible. Simultaneously, they would deliver harsh punishment to any village that attempted resistance.

Since there were insufficient marines, Shi Zhiqi, who was in charge of this operation, drew sailors to reinforce the units. A considerable portion of the navy's enlisted sailors were former pirates who not only knew the Pearl River waterways intimately but were experts at precisely this sort of work. Back in the day, they too had followed various "bosses" in small boats deep into the inland waterways, raiding and kidnapping as they went.

News of the Bogue's fall reached Guangzhou that same day. The entire city was shaken. The Guangzhou Prefect rushed to see Li Fengjie, asking whether the city gates should be immediately closed.

Li Fengjie was stunned. He had not expected the Bogue to fall so quickly. With the Bogue lost, the crop-heads could arrive at Guangzhou in merely two or three days. At the thought of crop-heads attacking Guangzhou, his face went pale.

"Don't close the gates yet—that would shake public confidence!" Li Fengjie steadied himself. "You, together with Nanhai and Panyu Counties, station more men at each gate and intensify inspections to prevent crop-heads from infiltrating the city!"

"Yes, Your Excellency—I'll see to it immediately!"

Li Fengjie's only armed force was his own Governor's Standard troops. But the Standard had suffered heavy losses in the Chengmai campaign. The thousand men he had dispatched had either died in battle, been captured at Chengmai, or remained besieged at Qiongshan—not a single one had returned thus far. The Standard now had fewer than seven hundred men fit for combat. Fortunately, these constituted the unit's elite. Li Fengjie had long cultivated their loyalty with generous treatment; in critical moments, they were a force he could rely upon.

Li Fengjie was not particularly worried about defending Guangzhou itself. The city possessed not only strong defenses but an enormous population. When necessary, a mass conscription of able-bodied men could put a hundred thousand militia atop the walls within moments. Besides the Standard, Guangzhou also had the forces of Coastal Defense Regional Commander Xu Tingfa, various scattered units, and guard garrisons stationed in and around the city. Though these garrisons had deteriorated over the years, they could still muster a thousand or so men for combat. The Guangzhou Guard's Tatar-descent soldiers were quite famous throughout the Ming—frequently called up to fight against Miao and Yao rebels.

Combined, these forces totaled three to four thousand—sufficient as the core garrison for Guangzhou's defense. But as Guangdong's Provincial Governor, Li Fengjie had to consider more than Guangzhou alone. He bore responsibility for the counties and villages along the Pearl River. If the crop-heads slaughtered and plundered too brutally, even impeachment by censors would prove unbearable.

Li Fengjie summoned the city's officials and advisors to discuss countermeasures. The general consensus was to proceed on two fronts: strengthening Guangzhou's own defenses while enhancing the self-defense capabilities of villages and towns along the river.

Originally, when Liu Xiang had been operating at the Pearl River Estuary, Guangdong authorities had already been vigorously implementing the baojia mutual-responsibility system throughout the Pearl Delta, encouraging local gentry to organize and train militia for self-defense. Every county had established a public bureau with the county magistrate serving as General Militia Commander and respected, willing local gentry serving as Deputy Commanders. Villages and towns that organized militia could borrow cannons from the government; they were also permitted to cast their own. Watchtowers and palisades were built at road and river junctions, equipped with brass gongs for transmitting alerts. Multiple villages were organized into mutual-defense associations. When one village found itself in trouble, neighboring villages were obligated to dispatch militia to assist. As for funding, each village bore its own costs: some came from gentry donations, others from levies on all villagers. Several counties simply added a surcharge to land taxes to cover county-wide militia expenses.

This system had been implemented since early the previous year and was already showing results. Most officials believed the crop-heads, unfamiliar with local terrain, would not dare penetrate the various inland tributaries. The Pearl River villages had always been the most diligent in fortifying and training. And Xu Tingfa's naval forces remained largely intact. The crop-heads would not be too rampant.

He Chengzong proposed: defend the river rather than the city. The crop-heads possessed powerful ships and guns but few soldiers; they dared not venture far from their vessels. There was no need to worry about a land attack on Guangzhou. As long as government forces conducted layered defense along the Pearl River, coordinating with militia, they could gradually wear down the crop-heads' edge—ultimately forcing the enemy to withdraw from the river.

From the Bogue to Guangzhou, the Pearl River offered many defensible chokepoints. Among them, Wuchong was most critical. He Chengzong proposed concentrating most forces there, urgently constructing sandbag batteries, and gathering as many cannons, sampans, and long-dragons as possible.

"Wuchong commands the vital junction of the Provincial River. With our troops holding here, we can advance to assist river defenses everywhere, or fall back to secure the provincial capital. It is the absolute priority."



He Chengzong enthusiastically promoted his "Wuchong-determines-victory" theory. Most officials and advisors agreed. But Xu Tingfa, who had witnessed the crop-heads' devastating firepower firsthand, opposed the plan.

"Guangzhou's defenses must be strengthened urgently." After retreating from the Bogue, Xu Tingfa was temporarily stationed at Huangpu. His core forces remained largely intact—indeed, his main strength had always been the navy, and the navy had lost only some vessels awaiting repair in the Bogue battle. The warships and crews had all withdrawn safely. He dispatched men along the river to rally stragglers. Soldiers who had fled from the Bogue Garrison and elsewhere gradually returned over the following days, giving him nearly two thousand men again.

"The riverside villages can at most protect themselves—they cannot stop the crop-heads from advancing upriver to Guangzhou. As for Wuchong, gentlemen, how do you judge it compares to the Bogue?"

The Bogue fortifications had been under construction since the Wanli reign and substantially renovated and reinforced over the past year. Whether in structural solidity or number of guns, they could not possibly be matched by hastily improvised batteries at Wuchong.

Yet even those fortifications, defended by two thousand soldiers, had collapsed in less than a day of combat. The psychological shock for Xu Tingfa was enormous. He saw clearly: given the government troops' current quality and weaponry, they were simply no match for the Australians' powerful ships and guns.

Therefore, Xu Tingfa's recommendation was to defend Guangzhou directly. Concentrate the bulk of available forces within the city itself. Build additional batteries on Yuexiu Hill. Simultaneously station heavy forces at Dongsheng Temple to the east and Fenghuang Ridge to the west.

As for other chokepoints along the Provincial River—Liede, Pazhou, Qinzhou, and the rest—whether to fortify them was irrelevant. Hastily built batteries could not possibly withstand enemy bombardment; they would only increase casualties.

Only Guangzhou city itself, with its deep moats and high walls, fortifications refined over a century, and countless militia for support, might be able to hold out under crop-head assault.

"So you would simply let the crop-head warships sail straight up to our Yangcheng walls?" Li Xijue said disapprovingly. He was attending as the Governor-General's yamen representative—Wang Zunde was, after all, the supreme military commander of both provinces, with all Two-Guangs military officials under his jurisdiction. Li Fengjie might push the Governor-General aside for peace negotiations, but pushing him aside for military matters was utterly impossible.

Li Xijue had witnessed the crop-heads' firepower. He could somewhat understand Xu Tingfa's reluctance to fight. But understanding came with contempt—he considered Xu Tingfa a coward unwilling to fight to the death.

Yet his tone could not be too forceful. First, when fleeing from the Bogue Garrison days earlier, he himself had been among the first to escape, clinging to his horse's neck. Second, Xu Tingfa's Guangzhou Coastal Defense Regional Command was now the only decent fighting force in the Guangzhou area—he could not afford to antagonize the man.

Xu Tingfa proposed that rather than building useless sandbag batteries everywhere—positions that would crumble under crop-head fire—they should select narrow, heavily silted stretches of the Provincial River leading to Guangzhou and sink timbers and stones to block the channel. Simultaneously, they should deploy log booms and iron chains across the water.

"The crop-head vessels have mostly been refitted with heavy armaments. They draw deep water. If we block the channel, the enemy ships will fear running aground or hitting obstacles and won't dare penetrate deep into the Provincial River."

But Li Fengjie rejected this proposal. First, he did not want crop-head ships appearing beneath the provincial capital's walls—word reaching the capital would give his rivals ammunition. Second, he suspected Xu Tingfa's claims about the crop-heads' "powerful ships and guns" were exaggerated. Whenever generals lost battles, they always portrayed the enemy as twelve kinds of terrifying—much of it fabrication. Li Fengjie had been a provincial official for many years; such tricks could not fool him. He dismissed Xu Tingfa's proposal as typical military "fear of battle" and paid it no mind.

The Governor's yamen conference ultimately decided to strengthen inland-river defenses while vigorously training militia to "boost morale." For this purpose, a General Militia Bureau would be specially established in Guangzhou, inviting enthusiastic and capable local gentry to handle militia affairs. Additionally, all prefectures and counties in the Pearl Delta received orders to establish county militia bureaus and implement the baojia system immediately.

Xu Tingfa would garrison Wuchong, this chokepoint for entering Guangzhou's inland waterways. Work would immediately begin on emergency construction of sandbag batteries at Wuchong, mounting eighteen Red Barbarian cannons. Following Xu Tingfa's recommendation, at Wuchong, Liede, and Ersha Tail, several old boats filled with sand and stone would be sunk to block the channel. Laborers would also be hired to drive wooden pilings into the river at narrow points. As for the long iron chains to block the river, none could be found locally; men were dispatched to Foshan to forge them day and night.

Twelve hundred troops would garrison Wuchong. All forty of Xu Tingfa's naval vessels would concentrate near Wuchong, ready to reinforce on command. Meanwhile, emergency construction of sandbag batteries with Red Barbarian cannons would proceed at Qinzhou, Pazhou, Liede, Ersha Tail, Dahuangjiao, and other key Provincial River positions.



Note: The locations listed in this chapter are all Pearl River chokepoints. All had batteries constructed during the Qing dynasty.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 713 - Officials and Gentry

To address the shortage of soldiers and cannons, Li Xijue suggested at the meeting that besides ordering Foshan and other foundries to "work day and night," they could also have nearby blacksmith shops jointly cast cannons. Additionally, they might borrow pieces from the Portuguese. As for manpower, they could recruit Chaozhou toughs, valued for their ferocity and willingness to fight. Within half a month, they could assemble at least ten thousand men.

But Li Fengjie showed no interest in his proposal. Though hiring militia was somewhat cheaper than recruiting regular soldiers, ten thousand men at once would still cost considerable money. And recruiting from Chaozhou—by the time they assembled everyone and transported them to Guangzhou, travel expenses would add up to another large sum. Li Fengjie had no intention of spending that money. Wang Zunde's Lingao expedition had already depleted much of the provincial treasury.

Li Fengjie was not opposed to hiring militia—quite the contrary, he was extremely enthusiastic about it. Hiring militia was a business rich in opportunities for profit. Militia were temporary hires, disbanded when the job was done. The actual number present at camp, the wages paid to each man, spending on rations and salt money—all offered enormous room for manipulation. Countless men had made fortunes from a single militia-hiring operation.

He insisted on hiring locally—specifically, the Tanka boat-dwellers of the Pearl River banks. They were water people who made their living from the river, either as boatmen or fishermen, intimately familiar with the Pearl River system. Li Fengjie believed employing them as water militia gave him unique advantages of timing and terrain.

His other high-sounding justification was: "At this critical juncture of crop-head defense, we must fear they'll be enticed to serve as traitors, ferrying goods for the enemy. Where profit beckons, people inevitably rush. Better to employ them ourselves: one more water militiaman for the government means one fewer bandit for the enemy on the seas."

"This is the strategy of removing fuel from beneath the cauldron!" Li Fengjie said smugly. "Let traitors and crop-heads slaughter each other. Use villainy to control villainy—use poison to attack poison."

Li Fengjie's words contained both private and public motives—not purely self-interested. Intelligence reports from just days ago had mentioned crop-heads "recruiting waterborne traitors" on the islands outside the Pearl River Estuary. The rootless Tanka boat-people, expert swimmers intimately familiar with the Pearl River system, had thus become his chief concern.

The government had never obtained an accurate count of the Tanka and boat-dwellers living on the Pearl River—probably no fewer than tens of thousands. If the crop-heads enticed them to "serve as traitors," the consequences would be severe.

Li Xijue could not refute his logic. "Economizing expenses"—that argument proved unbeatable in any dynasty. But he still muttered: "The crop-heads' combat power is formidable. A rabble can hardly match them."

At this point He Chengzong interjected: were the Chaozhou recruits somehow not a rabble?

Li Xijue had no answer. Never mind such temporary militia—even the government's regular troops served no purpose against the crop-heads. Thinking this, he silently sighed and said no more.

Li Fengjie decided to first hire five thousand militia. Depending on the situation, he would hire five thousand more. This would give him ten thousand water militia on call. Water militia excelled at boating and swimming. They might not be able to fight naval battles with the crop-heads, but they could manage harassment tasks like arson and scuttling ships. In any case, water militia were temporary laborers with no official designation—minimal cost. A few more casualties would not strain the Guangdong treasury.

At current rates: each water militiaman received two taels monthly, including rations and salt money, plus a one-time settlement allowance of two taels. Before battle, additional bonuses would be given.

This silver, of course, would not come from the Guangdong treasury. Following traditional official thinking, now was the time for the people to "contribute money and effort." The poor would serve as militia; the wages would fall on the powerless but wealthy—specifically, the merchants.

Following the advisors' plan: militia expenses including three months' wages, rations and salt money, settlement allowances, and various miscellaneous public expenditures totaled 120,000 taels, to be divided among Guangzhou's three major merchant groups—the ocean traders, salt merchants, and Chaozhou merchants. Funding for emergency cannon-casting would be "contributed" by Foshan's smelting merchants—totaling ten thousand taels.

As for the boats needed by the water militia and urgently required to replenish the navy's warships, Li Fengjie similarly followed this thinking, ordering the requisitioning and sealing of Pearl River vessels for use.

Thus, following the principle of "spend less, accomplish more," the various Guangzhou defense policies were arranged and implemented. No one objected; each went off to handle their assignments.

After everyone departed, Li Fengjie kept He Chengzong behind to specifically handle the "solicitation" of donations.

The targets of solicitation, naturally, were not the "Three Merchants"—since they were already contributing a large sum for militia, matters had to be kept in proportion. The new solicitation targets were other industries plus the landlords and wealthy gentry near Guangzhou. In Li Fengjie's view, they too should contribute something. Defending Guangzhou meant protecting everyone's lives and property. Otherwise, when the crop-heads came, everyone would be destroyed together and nothing would remain.



"Your Excellency!" He Chengzong said, puzzled. "Though the treasury funds are limited, the expenses for hiring militia and casting cannons are already being raised from the merchants. To solicit more donations again seems..."—implying: don't be too greedy, boss.

"This sum of silver, sir, is for the final contingency." Li Fengjie spoke softly. "Right now we're preparing for war. But what if we lose..."

He spoke quietly, but the meaning was clear. He Chengzong suddenly understood. If they lost and the crop-heads reached Guangzhou's walls, the only way to make them quickly withdraw would be tribute money—and tribute money required substantial silver.

He Chengzong bowed. "This student understands."

Li Fengjie nodded slightly. "Go handle it. The reasons behind this need not be shared with outsiders."

"Yes, yes."



A single-masted sailboat, its much-patched sail hanging limp, slowly glided into a river bay. At the bow stood a middle-aged man with the bearing of a gentleman. Though he affected calm, his brows and eyes occasionally betrayed anxiety.

The bay lay dense with reeds; along the banks grew many mandarin orange trees, heavy with green fruit. Between the orange trees stood dense bamboo palisades, over a man's height, their tops sharpened to points.

The boat continued inward, turning into a narrow channel. Amid the lush, verdant orange groves, a tall blockhouse emerged above the treetops. The structure was brick-built, fully three stories high, its top bearing strange decorations—overhanging balconies absent from traditional Chinese architecture.

On the balcony stood several militia with wooden spears and signal horns; a brass gong also hung there.

The middle-aged man was not observing this rare sight but noting the terrain along both banks. Orange trees lined the entire shore. When the boat reached the channel's end, a stone bridge spanned the waterway. Below it hung a wooden sluice gate, currently open—but across the water stretched a thick iron chain, blocking any boat from passing under.

The bridge was stone, very sturdy. Atop it sat a bridge-house, originally open on all sides but now with the river-facing side blocked by brick, stone, and planks. Small windows had been left for observation and shooting.

The sailboat lowered its sail. Several boatmen worked together to lay down the mast, preparing to pass under the bridge.

Several militia, standing or squatting, kept watch at the bridgehead. Seeing the sailboat approach, one man stood and brushed the dust and grass from his clothes.

When they saw the two white gauze lanterns hanging at the bow—inscribed in Song-dynasty typeface with "Wanli Ji-Wei Guangdong Provincial Examination Juren" and "Luo Residence"—every man straightened respectfully. This was the local Lord Luo returning.

A militia head glanced about, wanting to ask a question. Spotting Lord Luo himself standing at the bow, he hastily shouted to the men opposite to release the cable and lower the iron chain to let the boat through.

With a few pole-strokes from the boatmen, the boat quietly passed through the bridge opening into a stone-walled pond. Layer upon layer of houses and streets lined the shore; only to the north stretched dense orange groves. Bamboo palisades were faintly visible. A river flowed through the streets into the pond; at its mouth stood a rice-pounding mill, its rhythmic thumping filling the air.

This was Sanliang Market—an ordinary market town in Dongguan County, nestled in the Pearl River Delta. Home to over six hundred households, most grew rice. But like most Pearl Delta villages, the tide of the emerging commercial economy had touched this place as well. Besides rice cultivation, Sanliang Market devoted ever more land to indigo and tobacco. The vast orange groves encircling the town also brought considerable income. During harvest season, boats heading to the county seat and regional markets departed daily laden with agricultural products, returning with rice, salt, and various daily necessities.

Though the waters had been unsettled lately, this place was not far from the provincial capital. Pirates rarely penetrated this deep into the Pearl River to raid; only small bands of river brigands troubled the area. Under the organization of the town's gentry, Sanliang Market's people had formed militia, cast cannons, and built bamboo palisades. Though they had suffered several brigand incursions, none had caused significant damage.

The pond was packed with boats of all sizes. Like most villages and towns here, there were virtually no roads—people and goods traveled mainly by water. Surrounded by water on all sides—tributaries, bays, and paddy fields everywhere—the place resembled a small isolated island. The town's buildings huddled together somewhat irregularly; the streets twisted and curved. There were three east-west streets and four north-south streets, connected by many small lanes. South of the streets lay a threshing ground that doubled as a marketplace. Directly beside it spread a large pond—essentially Sanliang Market's harbor.

On the streets stood two rice dealers, three mat shops, a pawnshop, a fish market, a distillery, and a brokerage. There were restaurants and eateries, small inns, teahouses, butcher shops, tofu shops, medicine shops, general stores, and blacksmith forges. There was a fabric shop, a tailor's shop, and a dye-house. Near the threshing ground lay a timber yard and boat-repair shop.

There were storytellers, ballad singers, opera performers, and acrobats. Though there was no licensed pleasure house, there were a dozen or so unlicensed establishments. On market days, the cries of vendors, the singing, and the clamor all converged into a great buzzing hive of noise.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 714 - Sanliang Market

Sanliang Market could not match the prosperity of nearby county seats. Even compared to the county's other market towns, it was merely middling. But it was far more prosperous than the impoverished prefectural and county towns found in the remote interior or borderlands.

Today was not market day. The threshing ground had no vendors, only a few idlers chatting and watching the scene. Seeing this boat enter the pond, everyone whispered among themselves.

This Lord Luo on the boat was the town's foremost gentleman, named Luo Tianqiu. He was a juren from the final years of the Wanli reign. Besides holding formal literati credentials, his family were also long-established locals. Not only were their clan members numerous, but they had produced several xiucai and juren over the generations. Lord Luo's grandfather had also passed the provincial examination and served several terms as a prefectural or county official. Thus the family had accumulated ten thousand guan in wealth, maintained many household guards and enforcers—Sanliang Market might as well be called the Luo family's fief rather than Great Ming territory.

The Luo family's sedan chair and carriage were already waiting at the dock. Normally when Lord Luo returned from an outing, he would stand briefly on the stone embankment after disembarking, surveying his surroundings and stamping his feet to loosen his muscles. But today he had no such inclination—he climbed directly into the sedan and departed.

The sedan passed through Brokerage Street—this street's earliest business had been the brokerage house the Luo family established. The Luo family's original rise had begun when ancestors violently monopolized the local rush-mat grass trade. Over four generations, they had transformed from petty local toughs into the area's preeminent gentry.

This brokerage's building had been reconstructed during Lord Luo's father's lifetime. Grand and imposing, quite magnificent. But after several decades, the gilded characters on the sign had grown somewhat dim in the sunlight. A thought stirred in Luo Tianqiu: time for fresh gilding!

The Luo Residence occupied the northwest corner of Sanliang Market—a vast, brooding complex of buildings with an air of stern authority. Besides living quarters, there were specialized "Warehouse Courts," "Rent Courts," "Steward Courts," and "Servants' Quarters." The Warehouse Courts stored various goods and daily necessities. The Rent Courts handled rent collection, weighing, and storage of grain, indigo, rush-mat grass, and other agricultural products. The Steward Courts managed the various Luo Residence enterprises. The Servants' Quarters housed the household guards, servants, attendants, and workers. The buildings numbered in the hundreds.

Before the blue-brick gate wall lay a large stone-paved courtyard. Several dozen stewards, managers, and attendants stood waiting, all in servants' blue robes and small caps, neatly dressed. The moment the sedan touched down, at the head steward's cry of "Respectfully welcoming the Master home!", all household staff knelt to pay respects.

Luo Tianqiu did not spare a glance for his servants' solicitous greetings. He looked somewhat haggard. Three or four days in Dongguan—endless banquets and socializing, daily revelry, constantly visiting and gift-giving—his body truly could not take it anymore.

He climbed into a two-man sedan chair for use within the inner quarters and was carried inside.

Luo Tianqiu's trip to the county seat had been to compete for position as Deputy Commander of the Dongguan County Militia Bureau. The Bureau's Chief Commander was the county magistrate; the two Deputy Commanders were the ones who actually ran things. And the Bureau's revenues made many people green with envy: since last year, Dongguan County had added a surcharge of three fen of silver per mu for militia expenses. With several hundred thousand mu of taxable land county-wide, that meant tens of thousands in silver.

Beyond the silver, the Militia Bureau could also conduct "donations" in the name of organizing militia—in practice no different from forced levies. In short: rich revenues.

The militia silver was officially meant for recruiting and training militia, purchasing weapons, and constructing defensive works. In reality, two-thirds was embezzled by various officials and the gentry handling militia affairs. So the Deputy Commander position had always been coveted by the county's powerful magnates. Previously the Luo family had not been able to secure it. Now one family's patriarch had suddenly died, leaving only an underage son. This vacancy immediately attracted considerable attention.

The moment Luo Tianqiu received word, he had immediately taken a large sum of silver to the county seat to work his connections. After private negotiations and dealing, he had finally secured the Dongguan County Militia Bureau Deputy Commandership.



Properly speaking, the Deputy Commander should remain at the county seat to command the thousand-odd recruited militia, prepared to fight at any moment. But neither Luo Tianqiu nor the other Deputy Commander Song Yasi had any intention of doing so—both were gentry with no experience of leading militia in battle, let alone wielding weapons. They wanted only the position and power. Furthermore, the concept of leaving one's home base to serve the entire county's populace was foreign to them. Once the positions were secured, both coincidentally sent nephews to the county seat as proxies. Luo Tianqiu planned to send his clan nephew Luo Heying as "Acting Deputy Commander."

During his three or four days in the county, Luo Tianqiu had heard much troubling news. Liu Xiang, who had been operating at the Pearl River Estuary, had left. The self-proclaimed Australians—the crop-heads—had arrived. They had fought a victorious battle against another pirate gang at the estuary. Then they had pushed on to the Bogue and defeated the government troops there as well. Now they held the Bogue and showed no signs of leaving. In a few days, they would probably sail upriver to raid everywhere.

Pirates and river brigands harassing and raiding the Pearl River banks had happened before. That was why Sanliang Market had become so heavily fortified. But this time the "crop-heads" with their powerful ships and guns had come. Their reputation was already universally known locally—everywhere people talked about how their ships were fast as lightning, their cannons irresistible and invincible. And their capture of the Bogue had profoundly shocked Luo Tianqiu. County Magistrate Fan Wencai's recent expansion of the Bogue batteries had drawn considerable labor and funds from Sanliang Market. When Luo Tianqiu had personally escorted laborers to the Bogue, he had visited the construction site and seen all the military preparations the government troops were making there. At the time he had believed no ships could sail safely into the Pearl River under such dense Red Barbarian cannon fire.

Though Fan Wencai refused to discuss the Battle of the Bogue, the way his face went white whenever the crop-heads were mentioned revealed how terrifying the scene must have been. When Fan Wencai spoke with him at the county seat, he had been visibly distracted, repeatedly asking about Sanliang Market's defenses—how close it was to the main Pearl River channel, whether large ships could approach Sanliang Market, and so on. Luo Tianqiu wondered: could the County Magistrate be planning to abandon the county seat and flee? Just who were these crop-heads, that they could frighten Magistrate Fan so badly?

Spending some silver, he learned from one of Fan Wencai's household servants that the crop-heads' firepower was ferocious. The Bogue's various batteries had crumbled like earth and tiles under their bombardment in less than half a day. Two thousand government troops had been no more effective than clay chickens and wooden dogs before being utterly routed.

"I never imagined the crop-heads would be so rampant!" Luo Tianqiu silently cursed. But fear gripped his heart too. Though Sanliang Market had a perimeter wall encircling the entire town and two blockhouses, its defense relied mainly on natural terrain: the maze-like waterways that would confuse unfamiliar outsiders' boats, causing them to get lost or even run aground. Several years ago he had also mobilized able-bodied men to build bamboo palisades along the riverbanks—these simple barriers could effectively prevent brigands in small boats from landing along the shallow tributary channels.

Such defenses were absolutely no match for Australian cannons. Yet Luo Tianqiu thought Sanliang Market had one geographic advantage—not only was the waterway network complex, but the channels were generally quite shallow. Ships too large or heavy simply could not enter.

If large ships could not enter, neither could large cannons. Even if the crop-heads came, they could only send small bands of raiders in sampans and small boats. They would not have many men, certainly could not bring heavy artillery, and would have limited supplies. Fighting on home ground, perhaps they could hold their own against the crop-heads.

With these thoughts, Luo Tianqiu reached the main hall. Maids attended as he changed clothes and freshened up. His wife, hearing he had returned without having eaten lunch, personally brought maids carrying food boxes to see him. She saw he had dismissed the servants and sat silently in his great chair, looking weary and troubled. Worried, she sat beside his table and said:

"Master, did things not go smoothly at the county seat? Five hundred taels weren't enough to satisfy Magistrate Fan?"

"Things went very smoothly," Luo Tianqiu said. "Magistrate Fan has appointed me Deputy Commander of the Militia Bureau. The formal commission will arrive any day. It's just that with Liu Xiang gone—that thorn in our side—the crop-heads have become a new fishbone stuck in our throat!"

The Lady did not know who the crop-heads were. She said: "These sea bandits—one gang goes, another comes. It's been this way since the Tianqi reign. We're far from the shipping lanes, our defenses are tight, and no one here would serve as their inside man. Even if pirates entered the inland waters, they surely wouldn't dare attack us rashly. Only these days of constant worry—the thought of you becoming Deputy Commander and going off to war makes me terribly afraid."

"Don't worry—I won't personally go to war. I'm planning to send Heying, our nephew, to serve as Deputy Commander at the county. He's a military xiucai. Some experience at the county level would be good for him—perhaps he'll even establish himself there."

"Heying is a good lad. But sending him off to swing swords and spears—if something happened, how would you explain it to your Ninth Sister-in-law?"

"If one wants to win wealth through blade and spear, one can't fear death." Luo Tianqiu stroked his beard. "If the crop-heads attack Sanliang Market, every able-bodied man must take the field—even I as head of household would be no exception. When that time comes, everything depends on Heaven's will."

"Ah, if only everyone could just stay safe and sound." The Lady was over forty—approaching old age by local standards. Having lived a life of comfort and privilege, the increasingly chaotic world troubled her greatly. "These past few years it's been river pirates and sea bandits day and night, and the weather's been bad too. Even the tenants are causing trouble. Coming one after another to plead poverty and beg for exemptions. How are we supposed to live? If we don't teach these mud-legs a harsh lesson, life will become impossible!"

"No matter how chaotic the world gets, as long as we hold Sanliang Market firmly, we'll be fine—life goes on as usual." Luo Tianqiu said. "Give the tenants some slack. Reduce their rent a bit—once fighting starts, we need them to risk their lives for us..."

"Those who won't work—confiscate their land and seal up their houses. Let's see which of those mud-legs dares refuse to fight then!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 715 - Winning Hearts

"Women's foolishness!" Luo Tianqiu silently cursed. But he did not say it aloud. The Lady's maiden family were also influential gentry, and she had always been capable in managing the household. With the outside situation chaotic, "domestic harmony" came first. He only shook his head: "Now is the time to win hearts. Talk of confiscating land and sealing houses—aren't you afraid some mud-leg will betray us to the crop-heads!"

The Lady realized he had a point and sighed in frustration. She had the maids lay out the meal. One compartmented food box held eight appetizers; there were also six dishes. The Lady poured him a cup of Guoshi Wushuang—specially purchased from Guangzhou. Luo Tianqiu was very fond of this pure, crisp grain liquor. It came in clear crystal bottles, pleasing to the eye.

"There isn't much of this wine left. The steward says the distillery in Guangzhou was sealed by the government." The Lady's complaints emerged.

Luo Tianqiu smiled: "That distillery belongs to the crop-heads. Of course it got sealed."

"The crop-heads'? Isn't it the Australians'?"

"The crop-heads are the Australians; the Australians are the crop-heads."

"Heavens! So that famous Pei Xiuli in Guangzhou—she's a foreign woman?"

"Well, the Australians are still considered Chinese. They claim to be descendants of the Song at Yashan. Their leader is surnamed Wen—a descendant of Chancellor Wen."

"Then wouldn't they be loyal retainers' progeny?" The Lady said in surprise.

After lunch, Luo Tianqiu could not sleep. The crop-head invasion was imminent; he needed to prepare. Besides, rent collection would soon be on the agenda.

"I'll go to the outer courtyard first." Luo Tianqiu headed for the outer residence.

His household affairs office was "Camphor Flourishing Hall." Several stewards and accountants awaited his instructions. But Luo Tianqiu simply said: "Let's see the Rent Court!"

The Rent Court was large, its walls entirely brick-and-stone—precautions against arson. The gatehouse was thick with iron-clad doors. Above the gate was a loft for guards to fire through loopholes. During riots or bandit attacks, the gates would close and several hundred attackers could not break in.

Luo Tianqiu passed through to the Rent Court. The courtyard was empty—rent season had not begun. Rows of buildings surrounded the yard. At center was the verification station with scales. Piles of baskets and grain sacks stood ready for collection.

Luo Tianqiu inspected and felt satisfied. He proceeded to the rear courtyard—the granaries. He asked how much of last year's stock remained. When the manager's figures matched his memory, he was pleased. He randomly ordered granaries opened to verify figures.

In several granaries he detected problems. Grain totals were correct, but deterioration was severe—worse than when he had inspected last year. Luo Tianqiu snorted. The old switch-and-swap trick. He glanced at the men behind him. "A dog can't stop eating shit"—the phrase surfaced in his mind. Every one had received great kindness from him. The manager Sun Yulin had been his page boy and catamite. In less than five years, the once-handsome youth had grown fat—and skilled at embezzlement!

Luo Tianqiu did not make a scene. These past years he had not watched subordinates as closely—still waters run clear when there are no fish. As chaos increased, treating underlings harshly bred resentment. If someone conspired with bandits as an inside man, consequences could be severe.

He would resolve this quietly. Then he said he wanted to visit the west wing.

"Master! Why there? It's dirty and stinking..." The steward asked in surprise.

"To have a look." Luo Tianqiu said simply.

The west wing—the "Interrogation Station"—was the Luo family's private jail. Tenants who could not pay rent were brought here for imprisonment and torture.

The courtyard was large. Over a hundred defaulters were imprisoned. Someone was sobbing; others moaned. In the center, a man was strapped to a punishment bench, buttocks bloody, crying out loudly. Guards sat nearby drinking water.

Luo Tianqiu normally did not concern himself with such matters. But with crop-heads so close, holding so many prisoners—what if some family member betrayed Sanliang Market?

"What's this man's story?"

"This is Hao Shengke. He didn't pay last year's rent in full. He signed a promissory note but still couldn't pay. We told him to send his wife to work off the debt. He claims he's divorced her—obviously trying to cheat..."

"Master, I wouldn't dare..." Hao Shengke was terrified. "My mother fell ill last year. Please grant a few months' grace. I'll pay everything..."

"Hao Shengke, is it? His family have been tenants for generations." Luo Tianqiu said slowly. "You treated your mother's illness—that's filial piety! This master will make an exception. This beating settles your old debts." He gestured: "Clean him up and let him go!"

The manager was startled. He hastily called for men to untie the prisoner.

"Everyone in this west wing—review their cases." Luo Tianqiu ordered. "Those whose offenses are minor—release them all."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 716 - Sanliang Market's Preparations

The managers were dumbstruck. Given the Luo family's origins as local toughs, even as gentry, the family heads had always been ruthless and cunning. Luo Tianqiu was no exception. In disputes over land, he had secretly ordered men to kill opponents more than once. As for running a private jail and torturing a few mud-legs—that was nothing. For dozens of li around, everyone knew the Luo family's Interrogation Station was a "Palace of Yama" and a "Second Yamen."

"Master! Isn't this letting them off too easy?" The west wing manager Fan Jin stammered. "Won't this damage our Luo family's authority..."

"When I say release them, release them. Are you the master or am I?"

"I wouldn't dare, I wouldn't dare." Fan Jin saw Luo Tianqiu's expressionless face—knowing the calmer he was, the more likely he was to erupt—and hurried off to release prisoners.

Shortly, over a hundred people were released from the Interrogation Station. The number was truly excessive. Luo Tianqiu said nothing, but he knew many had been privately seized by his subordinates. His capable managers and attendants were all lawless in this regard—some ran private loan operations, some ran gambling dens, some manipulated lawsuits. None were good people. Luo Tianqiu had always followed the principle of eating the meat himself while letting underlings drink the soup. As long as they did not cause deaths, he let them be. Sometimes when matters reached the yamen, he would personally deliver calling cards and bond-guarantees to protect his servants. Before, he had not thought anything of this—who feared a few mud-legs making trouble? Officials were people he could handle; mud-legs with no money or power could not win a lawsuit in a hundred years. Even in famine years when riots broke out, he was not afraid—he had over a hundred guards, plus the Sanliang Market militia. He could suppress small-scale rebellions himself; for larger ones, he would lock the gates, and mud-legs could not break in before government troops crushed them.

But now these Australians had come. He had heard much about them at the county seat. They were neither soft nor hard, immune to bribery, could take cities and fortresses effortlessly, and were especially skilled at "recruiting traitors." The Luo family had accumulated countless grievances over the years—if some reckless traitor incited the Australians to attack Sanliang Market, there would be trouble.

This thought made him reveal an unhappy expression. He even felt the ground beneath his feet was shaking. Yet he could not make a scene or take action now. After all, his family had operated this way for a century—like master, like servant. This much Luo Tianqiu understood clearly.

Thinking this, he hated the crop-heads even more. They were like a violent hurricane, shaking the edifice his family had built over generations. And the people inside that edifice probably had other ideas—at the slightest disturbance, they would all flee.

Seeing most prisoners had left, the guards were cleaning up. Suddenly, outside came angry shouts and curses mixed with a woman's voice:

"...What right do you have to arrest people..."

Luo Tianqiu was about to send someone to investigate when the west wing gates burst open, flooding with people. Twenty-odd guards and militia, all armed with swords, spears, and clubs, glared menacingly. Some led horses; others carried loads. In the center, four or five captives were being pushed along—clothes torn, some with blood on their faces.

Their leader was a man of about fifty, neither tall nor strong but sharp-looking. Despite being shoved and pushed, his stance was extremely steady—clearly a martial artist. Only his sallow complexion and labored breathing suggested illness.

Supporting him was a young woman, quite attractive, wearing the close-fitting jacket and narrow skirt ordinary women did not wear. Her clothes had been torn in places, revealing an inner garment with dense stitching—Luo Tianqiu knew women traveling long distances sewed their undergarments shut to prevent assault. Several other men and women were also dressed for travel and looked capable. Seeing they had horses, weapons, and equipment, Luo Tianqiu understood—traveling performers.

Luo Baiwei, the guards' captain, had not expected to find the master in the west wing and was momentarily startled. He hastily knelt to pay respects.

"What's this about?"



"Reporting to the Master!" Luo Baiwei stood. "These are traveling performers staying at the inn! Two months ago the old man fell ill, spent all their money, and pawned their horse and belongings at our moneylender for four taels of silver. They agreed to repay within two months but haven't paid a single coin..."

"That's a lie!" The young woman raged. "We paid off the principal long ago! You keep changing your calculation—we pay our earnings every day, you always say it's not enough, and the debt keeps growing..."

"Still talking back!" Luo Baiwei bellowed. His forehead was bruised—he had taken some hits. "Wait till I strip you naked for questioning!"

Frightened by "strip you naked for questioning," the woman softened but remained defiant: "In broad daylight, you'd violate my honor! The officials may tolerate you but Heaven won't!"

Because the master was present, Luo Baiwei could not curse or beat her. He told Luo Tianqiu that since they could not repay the interest, the horse and belongings should be forfeited as collateral. But these performers refused to yield. This morning they had tried to sneak away. The militia at the gates discovered them, fought them, and finally subdued and brought them here.

"...Won't pay debts, try to flee, and fight back when caught! That's why I brought them here—to teach them some manners!" Luo Baiwei said.

Luo Tianqiu knew the real story: the moneylender had played tricks to fleece outsiders. That Mongolian horse alone was worth sixty or seventy taels in Guangdong—nothing unusual about such predatory exploitation. He never interfered in such matters. But today he had already shown great mercy; no harm in showing more.

"Release them." Luo Tianqiu said expressionlessly.

"Master—" Luo Baiwei glanced at Luo Tianqiu but knew the master hated repeating himself. He gestured for the captives to be untied.

Luo Baiwei was reluctant to give up: "The horse stays."

"That horse is their livelihood. Return it." Luo Tianqiu said. "Since the principal's paid, forget the interest!"

His subordinates were dumbstruck. Had the master taken the wrong medicine? Such mercy today—when in the past he had personally confiscated land and sealed houses, dragging rent-dodging tenants and their families to the Interrogation Station for torture, beating several to death or crippling them.

Just as everyone was astonished, the woman suddenly screamed. The old man, once untied and his blood flowing again, had fainted.

"Father—" "Master—"

The group rushed to the collapsed old man, crying and shouting.

"Enough!" Luo Baiwei grew furious and moved to strike.

"Stop!" Luo Tianqiu halted him, looking thoughtfully at these people.



Leaving the west wing, Luo Tianqiu went to the town's Militia Public Bureau to inspect weapons and training. If the Great Ming had a "Grassroots Militia Construction Evaluation Campaign," Sanliang Market would certainly win first place in Dongguan County.

According to the Governor-General's yamen directive on "Strengthening Provincial Militia Construction," the Governor's instructions on "Provincial Militia Guidelines," and the County's "Militia Construction Outline," Sanliang Market's militia development led the entire county.

The drilling militia numbered 300. Adding household guards from major families, over 500 could fight at any time. They drilled daily and received one tael monthly—inexperienced but high in morale.

Beyond these, if necessary, all males aged 16-60 could be armed—several hundred more for defense. The Bureau had stockpiled weapons; the blacksmith continued forging more.

Sanliang Market had purchased cannons from the county. Finding them poor quality and overpriced, Luo Tianqiu bought iron and had local smiths cast their own—forty to fifty cannons of various sizes, mounted on the walls. They had also made muskets. Near Macau, Luo Tianqiu had even obtained Portuguese matchlocks through Guangzhou.

Only armor was lacking—prohibited items even the Luo family dared not stockpile. But Luo Tianqiu did not care. In this water-networked terrain, armor was more hindrance than help.

As for trenches, palisades, and walls, Sanliang Market had long prepared them, constantly repairing and reinforcing. With funds from the whole town, they had built four sturdy blockhouses—stone bases to prevent tunneling, brick upper floors, minimal wood except at the top. Each had wells, stored grain, weapons, and gunpowder. They could observe and bombard attackers from above; if the town fell, survivors could take refuge inside and continue resisting.

Luo Tianqiu had organized mutual-defense agreements with nearby villages. With Sanliang Market's strength, neighboring villages were glad to ally. Ten-odd villages joined the "mutual defense"—if trouble came, thousands could be assembled.

Though not impregnable, this made Sanliang Market among the county's best-defended. At the Bureau, Luo Tianqiu spoke with the gentry committee members, met the militia leaders, and said encouraging words. Finally he met privately with Luo Heying, telling him to report to the county tomorrow to command militia.

Though everything seemed in order, one thing worried Luo Tianqiu: few men could actually lead militia in battle. The Bureau had hired an instructor, but he had died suddenly of illness last month. No replacement had been found. Some gentry sons could fight, but none had real combat experience—fighting ability alone was not enough to command militia. The militia captains were mostly household servants—not necessarily skilled.

"We offered eighteen taels monthly, but everyone who came failed the archery test. All worthless rice-buckets." Bureau Committee Member Yuan Kaibang sighed.

Serving as militia instructor required not just combat ability but mastery of various weapons—especially sabers and archery. Militia did not need battlefield formations; they needed close-quarters fighting and defense. Archery was their primary weapon.

But ordinary martial artists might handle blades but lacked archery skills. Even experienced escorts mainly used light bows or slingshots—rarely proficient with infantry longbows. After months of recruiting, no one suitable had been found.

"Are those people still here?"

"All waiting at the inn for your decision, sir." Yuan Kaibang blinked his small eyes. "You said we're short-handed—even if they're imperfect, we should keep them."

Luo Tianqiu said: "Anyone with real skill, hire them. Eight taels monthly, room and board from the Bureau."

"Done—just so."

"Good, good." The other committee members echoed. They had long followed the Luo family's lead. With the crop-head threat imminent, everyone was counting on Luo Tianqiu as their "pillar of strength."

Next Luo Tianqiu discussed Bureau expenses. Maintaining militia, manufacturing and purchasing weapons and gunpowder, constructing fortifications—all required huge outlays. The county's militia levy did not leave much for the town itself. So Luo Tianqiu proposed an additional militia fee.

The committee members exchanged glances. The county's three fen per mu was already heavy; more extraction made them wince. But no one dared oppose Luo Tianqiu.

Seeing their pained-but-silent expressions, Luo Tianqiu snorted: "You think I'm collecting this for me? Who owns this Sanliang Market? Militia must be fed to fight. One tael a month—you wouldn't take the field for that. Once the crop-heads actually come, ten taels won't get men to fight. Mud-legs have just one worthless life; you gentlemen have families and property. Once the walls fall, everything turns to ash. Which calculation makes more sense?"

No one dared speak. He was right. But endless "donations" since last year had tightened everyone's purse strings. That was why Luo Tianqiu dispensed with "soliciting donations" and simply levied directly on land.

Finally the magnates agreed: throughout Sanliang Market, every mu of land would be assessed militia fees—80 cash for top-grade, 40 for middle-grade, 20 for bottom-grade.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 717 - The Patrol Squadrons

Sunlight filtered through the window lattice. On the bed, the old man stirred and let out a groan. Those who had been standing or sitting at his bedside rose instantly to their feet.

The young woman who had been slumped over the bed's edge lifted her head and gently propped him up. His eyes were glazed, momentarily lost as to where he was.

"Where... is this..."

"The inn," she said quickly. "The Luo family released us."

"Oh." The old man's eyes drifted closed, a wave of relief passing over his weathered features. "This is... their territory... if they insist on taking the horse... just give it to them... we're outsiders here... we'll only come out worse if there's trouble..."

"Rest easy, Father. Lord Luo didn't take the horse. He had his men escort us back to the inn."

"Oh." The old man relaxed visibly, but his eyes flew open again, anxiety creasing his brow. "He didn't demand that you—"

"No—" The young woman's eyes brimmed with tears. "Lord Luo said nothing at all. He simply had us brought back."

"Oh." The assurance seemed to drain the last of his strength. He slipped back into unconsciousness.

A man of about forty spoke up: "The old master's condition still doesn't look good. Should we leave immediately?"

"In his state? He'd die before we reached the next town." The middle-aged woman who answered was decent-looking but haggard. Like the young woman, she wore the short jacket and trousers of a traveling performer.

"If we stay, things might only get worse." The only young man in the room spoke with evident worry. "What if the Luo family has ill intentions? What if Lord Luo takes a liking to Senior Sister?"

"The Luo family are the tyrants here—they could do whatever they pleased," the middle-aged man reasoned. "If he wanted to harm her, he could have done so already. Once we were inside his compound, we were completely at his mercy. Why release us only to cause trouble later?"

"Who knows what scheme he's plotting?" The young man's face bore a wound, clearly from a beating by the militia. He said bitterly, "Just look at his lackeys. You can tell the master is no better."

The middle-aged woman cast a nervous glance at the window. "Good or bad, it's not our concern. Let the old master rest a few days. Once he can travel, we leave. The problem is we've got no money left. Between our horses and equipment, we'll need to hire a larger boat. We'll have to give a few more performances."

An epidemic in Sanliang Market had struck down the whole troupe in turns. Unable to perform, they had burned through their savings on lodging, doctors, and medicine—otherwise they would never have fallen into the moneylender's usury trap.

"Sanliang is actually a good venue—large crowds, decent earnings per show," the middle-aged man sighed. "But after this incident, performing here with peace of mind seems impossible."

The young man spoke again: "I think Senior Sister shouldn't perform anymore! Who knows what trouble might arise?"

The room fell silent. He had a point, but the troupe's star attraction was precisely this young woman—Qingxia, known by her stage name "Rival to the Azure Cloud." Hers was a family tradition of performance arts. Not only was her horsemanship extraordinary, but she excelled at archery, slingshot, sword dancing, bowl balancing, and tightrope walking. The others had their own genuine skills, but having a woman—especially a reasonably attractive young woman—perform equestrian stunts meant each show brought in fifty or sixty percent more coin.

Without "Rival to the Azure Cloud," who knew how long it would take to scrape together travel money? And the old master's condition might not truly be improving. Lodging and medicine all cost silver.

Qingxia raised her head. "I'll still perform. We know something about this town now—the Luo family are tigers. Since the tiger let us walk out of its jaws, the other wolves and dogs probably won't bother us either."

"Senior Sister!" the young man protested.

"Xiaosuo, don't try to dissuade me." Qingxia's mind was made up. "I'm this troupe's star. If I don't perform, the money trickles in too slowly, and we'll be trapped here even longer."

Jiang Suo muttered a few more objections, but the others had visibly brightened. They traveled and performed to earn a living. This was a good place for business. If their star refused to take the stage, how could a handful of adults and a few children carry the show?

The next day, the troupe resumed performing at the threshing ground. Though Guangdong had suffered several calamities since the Wanli reign and various disturbances had risen and fallen, overall it remained far better off than the war-torn Central Plains. The common folk still led passable lives. Rural entertainment was scarce, so a young woman performing equestrian stunts drew spectators not just from the town but from surrounding villages. The first day's business was quite good—and no one came to harass them.

Seeing such success, everyone threw themselves into their performances. To maximize earnings, Qingxia decided to display her archery skills, which she normally kept in reserve. This was a secret family art. Though as a woman she couldn't draw the most powerful bows, with an ordinary infantry bow her accuracy was virtually flawless. Her specialty—shooting coins while on horseback—had been passed down through generations.

When she demonstrated this skill, the sensation was enormous. Spectators came from farther and farther away to watch. Several militia instructors in town observed in secret admiration: this was genuine skill, not empty showmanship.

They earned considerable money, but the old master's condition worsened. They had tried every doctor in town and taken all manner of medicines to no avail. Anxiety mounted—they had been here nearly three months. Normally, a month of performing would have been enough, but now only their few special skills were barely sustaining them. At this rate, even supporting themselves would become difficult.

Just as they were at their wits' end, terrifying news swept through the town: the crop-heads had come.



Chen Haiyang, resting and resupplying at the Bogue, had already received intelligence reports: government troops were establishing heavy defenses at Wuchong, with extensive fortifications and concentrated forces. He instructed his squadron commanders to temporarily avoid entering the Provincial River zone—meaning they were not to pass Wuchong. His plan was to wait until enemy forces had concentrated sufficiently, then strike in one decisive blow to shatter Guangzhou's will to resist completely.

In the meantime, he ordered the patrol squadrons to strike in all directions, further undermining the morale of Guangzhou's officials, gentry, and populace.

The patrol squadrons were designated by English letters, each operating independently. Though squadron commanders had authority to initiate independent actions, including military attacks, Chen Haiyang strictly prohibited any squadron from conducting village annihilations or collective massacres without explicit permission. A balance of mercy and might was his guiding principle. To ensure no squadron suffered defeats that might damage their image, each was required to employ peaceful means wherever possible rather than relying purely on military action.

Wen Desi volunteered to lead a squadron deep into the Pearl River region. Though Chen Haiyang expressed concern for his safety, Chief Wen declared bravely that such danger was nothing.

"Those who fear death don't make revolution! In our cause, we can't just sit in offices reading documents and issuing orders. We must take up swords and guns and fight the old powers!" Chief Wen proclaimed grandly at the Bogue's temporary pier. With that, he strode toward his boat.

D Squadron, under his command, raised sail and, propelled by wind and oar, made its way upriver.

D Squadron comprised ten sampans and five long-dragons. Over two hundred marines and sailors, plus about ten civil affairs personnel. They carried one cannon and various engineering equipment. The long-dragons were larger vessels, able to store supplies and transport cannons. They also provided comfortable sleeping quarters. Wen Desi's "flagship" was aboard a long-dragon; the modest cabin had been carefully appointed, with high marks for both safety and comfort.

The expeditionary force had organized six squadrons in total. They dispersed to townships within Dongguan, Xin'an, Shunde, Xiangshan, Nanhai, and Panyu counties, posting proclamations everywhere and collecting "Reasonable Burden." Guangzhou Prefecture was thrown into alarm.

Xu Tingfa's passive avoidance of battle left the squadrons operating in the Pearl River tributaries virtually unopposed. Guided by former pirates who knew the waterways intimately, the squadrons penetrated various channels. These former pirates were familiar with the surrounding terrain—which towns were wealthy, which were heavily defended with fierce militia and counted as "hard targets," which were isolated and counted as "soft targets."

D Squadron's objective was Shunde. The squadron sailed along the rivers, issuing proclamations to villages and towns, establishing the "Reasonable Burden" system wherever they went. This required almost no effort—under the Australians' fearsome reputation, most villages and towns dared not resist, accepting both the proclamations and the burden.

For communities that offered no resistance, the squadron not only refrained from harassment and extortion but paid cash for all requisitioned supplies and labor. The Reasonable Burden quotas were quite reasonable, never exceeding what a village could bear. Some were even remarkably light.

D Squadron's first encounter with resistance came at Sanshan. After their demands were rejected, Wen Desi ordered an assault. A 12-pounder howitzer mounted on a long-dragon quickly blasted a gap over ten meters wide in the bamboo palisade the villagers had built. The militia behind the palisade gathered at the gap, firing arrows in dense volleys to stop the soldiers from breaking through. Several crude cannons fired intermittently, but the distance was still too great for their projectiles to find any targets. The soldiers used Minié rifles and the 12-pounder mountain howitzer to bombard the breach from long range, quickly routing the militia clustered behind the palisade. They left the ground strewn with corpses. Then soldiers rapidly deployed a lightweight engineer's bridge from boat to shore across the ditch and entered the village.

Sanshan Village was already in total chaos. Women, elderly, and children scrambled to escape. The ground was littered with abandoned shoes, bundles, and scattered objects. But the very ditches and palisades that had protected the village now blocked their flight. D Squadron set up blockade lines at several exits, trapping everyone inside.

Afterward, a village-wide assembly was held at the threshing ground. Villagers were herded there to await their fate. A sea of black-haired heads milled about. Surrounding marines and sailors stood with bayonet-fixed rifles or raised machetes, blades glinting coldly.

In the center of the threshing ground stood something the villagers had never seen—a wide wooden frame with nooses hanging from it.

Captured prisoners knelt weakly to one side. Among them were prominent village figures—anyone capable of organizing militia had some property. Most held examination degrees; at minimum, they were wealthy landowners.

According to Wen Desi's standard thinking, resistance demanded severe punishment. But this Pearl River expedition was not about establishing a long-term base. Excessive punishment might instead inspire local resistance. So the policy toward local defiance was "moderate punishment, divide the masses, strike the magnates."

As retaliation for resisting the Australians, the village's militia commander, training leaders, and instructors—except those already killed or missing—were all hanged before the assembled villagers. Their property was completely confiscated. As for ordinary people—commoners and common militiamen—the civil affairs propagandists announced that everyone had been manipulated and coerced by the wealthy magnates. Since weapons had been confiscated, no further punishment would follow. However, any future attacks on Australian personnel or refusal of Reasonable Burden would result in "far more severe retaliation."

Even this retaliation was severe enough. Death sentences were waived, but living punishment remained. After negotiation, Sanshan Village's entire population paid gold, silver, fabric, rice, and other goods equivalent to roughly a thousand taels of silver. Their assigned Reasonable Burden was also calculated at triple the normal rate.

D Squadron stayed one night at Sanshan, then continued upriver. They successively occupied Mazhou and Pingzhou. Villagers there, having heard of Sanshan's fate, dared not resist. The Reasonable Burden system was easily established. The boats soon filled with tribute. Then D Squadron arrived at Shawan. Shawan's terrain favored defenders—surrounded by water, densely wooded—and residents had built embankments along the shore bristling with bamboo stakes.

D Squadron anchored before Shawan for the night. The next morning, Wen Desi discovered the shores were densely packed with militia—a forest of weapons. Various strange flags flew along the riverbank.

The moment the squadron's boats moved, Shawan's militia fired a volley—over a dozen crude cannons firing together created an impressive spectacle. Smoke shrouded the entire riverbank, but the projectiles were mostly nails, iron scraps, broken porcelain, and pebbles. They splashed into the river barely ten meters out, entirely ineffective.

The long-dragons' cannons and Minié rifles fired simultaneously, instantly clearing the riverbank defenses. Then, under covering fire, sampans carried marines toward the shore. The militiamen shouted defiantly, firing guns and cannons at random, but the accurate Minié rifle fire quickly dispersed them. When the militia realized the crop-heads could shoot them from far beyond their own weapons' range—while even their cannons couldn't reach the enemy—this terrifying reality immediately shook their morale. Then a crude cannon suddenly exploded, killing or wounding over a dozen men. This accident triggered the complete collapse of the Shawan militia. Though the local militia commander Liang Kefa led his household guards in a desperate stand, he and his guards were quickly bayoneted by the marines. Over a dozen more militia commanders, deputy commanders, training leaders, and instructors from various villages were killed or captured. These key personnel had all stood at the front to rally morale; during the rout, most failed to escape.

D Squadron took only an hour and a half that morning to rout over a thousand militia jointly sent by six nearby villages. After killing and capturing a third of them, Shawan and neighboring villages sent envoys to submit. They not only paid one tael of silver per prisoner as ransom but also paid several thousand taels in "reparations." Wen Desi ordered execution of captured militia commanders and training leaders from among the local gentry, following the Sanshan precedent, and confiscated their movable property. Ordinary commoners were forgiven, and troops maintained strict discipline throughout—no looting, arson, or violation. This balanced approach of severity and leniency, treating different groups differently, greatly reduced commoners' interest in resisting the Fubo Army. The gentry and magnates were terrified out of their wits and dared not contemplate armed resistance again.

While Wen Desi's squadron rampaged through Shunde's waterways, Shi Zhiqi's E Squadron roved freely along the Pearl River's main channel, encountering no opposition. He continuously burned numerous river-patrol stations, patrol-inspector offices, and other government facilities along the banks. After capturing Daojiao and Dafen islands, which had attempted resistance, Shi Zhiqi led his troops to seize a battery under construction south of Xiangshan County. He scattered the hundreds of militia defending it, demolished the battery, then appeared beneath Xiangshan's walls. Though Shi Zhiqi had fewer than two hundred men and a dozen boats, the Xiangshan County Magistrate, shocked by his unstoppable advance and pressured by terrified local gentry, ultimately abandoned plans for armed resistance. He dispatched several gentry representatives to negotiate terms, ultimately paying five thousand taels of "city-ransom" for Shi Zhiqi's withdrawal. This experience gave the transmigrators new insight: local officials were often willing to seek compromise.

All squadrons' operations along the Pearl River proceeded smoothly. Even where fighting occurred, casualties remained very light. Squadron commanders followed their instructions: never fight far from the waterways—as long as they stayed near water, they could receive effective fire support from cannons mounted on long-dragons. They never spent nights in local villages, preferring to camp outdoors or sleep aboard their boats—the latter a lesson learned from the work teams' experience in Danzhou.

Shi Zhiqi returned to the Bogue once—to unload spoils, prisoners, and the few wounded from this patrol. After reloading supplies and rotating some personnel, he led the squadron toward Dongguan County. This time, his target was Sanliang Market.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 718 - A Story from the Pearl River Campaign

The performing troupe of "Rival to the Azure Cloud" was plunged back into crisis. News that the crop-heads had arrived at the river near Sanliang Market threw the entire town and surrounding region into panic. The terror and power of the crop-heads left everyone in constant dread. Even the Mid-Autumn Festival lost its joy. Naturally, no one was interested in watching equestrian performances. Not only could they not earn travel money, but they continued spending on lodging and medicine. The whole troupe was trapped in an impossible situation.

The town descended into chaos. Wealthy families and gentry from surrounding villages fled with their households to seek refuge in Sanliang Market. The town's empty rooms filled instantly; inns were soon packed to bursting. Room prices increased tenfold. The innkeeper, presented with this golden opportunity, naturally resented their group of ten-odd people occupying three or four rooms plus a stable. He delivered an ultimatum: starting today, room rates were going up. Not just room rates—even the stable would be charged, more expensive than a large room had been before.

"Charging for the stable? Where in the world is that the rule?" Jiang Suo said indignantly.

"Rules? I make the rules here. Plenty of people are begging to stay in my stable with silver in hand." The innkeeper's face was oily with sweat, utterly indifferent. For some, crisis meant opportunity. This sudden windfall had gone to his head. Anyone blocking his fortune might as well be asking to die.

No matter how Aunt Jiang and Uncle Zhou pleaded for a few days' grace, the innkeeper had one answer: pay the new rates starting today, or pack up and get out immediately.

Jiang Suo, young and hot-blooded, wanted to argue further. Qingxia knew words were useless and agreed to move out.

But the town was already packed. They had no choice but to relocate to the Guandi Temple on the east side, already crammed with poor refugees from surrounding villages. They barely managed to claim space beneath a corridor.

They couldn't perform; they couldn't rest easy. Qingxia's father neither worsened nor improved. The group sat idle in the ruined temple with no income, gradually depleting their resources. Everyone sighed—they were truly strangers here with no relatives or connections, their home far away in the Central Plains. Never mind returning there; they couldn't even scrape together enough to reach Guangzhou and start fresh.

With her father bedridden, Qingxia was effectively the troupe leader. Her mood was deeply troubled. Besides herself and her father, the troupe included Aunt Jiang, Uncle Zhou, Jiang Suo, and three adolescent children—all from the same village, somewhat related. The safety of all these people weighed on her shoulders.

Fearing she would worry the others, she still went out each day at dawn to practice her routines and exercise the horse. Though this Mongolian horse was nothing exceptional, it had been her faithful partner in countless performances. Even without proper feed, grazing only on wild grass, the horse had grown thin. This pained her greatly. But their money dwindled daily—never mind horse feed, even their own meals were becoming a problem.

Qingxia knew everyone looked to her for strength. She couldn't openly show her anxiety. But waking in the middle of the night, she would cry silently. Performing had always meant a life of hardship. Now, trapped in such a predicament, the road ahead seemed endlessly bleak.

Aunt Jiang had secretly suggested that regardless of whether they had enough money for the full journey, they should leave this desperate place. Hire a boat with what little they had, head toward Guangzhou, go as far as they could, find somewhere more peaceful to perform along the way. Perhaps they could earn enough for expenses and travel costs to eventually reach the city. But Qingxia feared her father couldn't withstand the journey's rigors. And news of the crop-heads' approach made them afraid to leave—once outside the palisade's protection, if they were captured by crop-heads en route...

At the Militia Bureau, the gentry were alarmed multiple times daily. The militia keeping watch around the town and nearby villages were constantly set off by a passing boat or a few unfamiliar woodcutters—sounding alarm gongs and firing signal cannons.

In this state of constant anxiety, the Mid-Autumn Festival passed without celebration. Normally, the Luo Residence and other major households would have held elaborate festivities, specially purchasing mooncakes and delicacies from Guangzhou. Now no one had the heart for it.

Another seven or eight days passed before fresh news arrived: the crop-heads had reached Shigang. Shigang was part of Sanliang Market's mutual-defense alliance. Upon receiving the emergency message, Luo Tianqiu immediately ordered Yuan Kaibang and several newly hired militia instructors to lead two hundred militia as reinforcements to Shigang. Other allied villages also sent their forces.

Early the next morning, fierce gunfire rolled in from the Shigang direction—fiercer than anyone had ever heard. The firing continued for nearly two hours. The Militia Bureau committee members were beside themselves with anxiety. Besides sending people to investigate, they could only climb the blockhouses to watch for developments in the distance.



By midday, the first militia came into view. They were exhausted—some on foot, some by boat—retreating from Shigang in complete disorder. Each man was dejected. Some were supported by others or lay wounded in boats. Many had lost their weapons, their clothes torn, their bodies bloodstained.

The retreating militia brought not only news of Shigang's defeat but also Yuan Kaibang's corpse. This self-proclaimed "bulwark" had half his skull blown off and was missing an arm. What remained was half-charred—the result of a 12-pounder explosive shell's near-miss.

Of the two hundred militia sent to reinforce Shigang, over fifty hadn't returned. Besides Yuan Kaibang, seven or eight other training leaders and instructors had died. The survivors were all shell-shocked.

From those who escaped, they learned that the allied militia force had ultimately assembled over eight hundred men at Shigang to fight the crop-heads. The crop-heads numbered only two hundred, but their gunboats were devastating—a single volley killed masses at a time. The militia were routed from the riverbank before they could even engage. Then the crop-heads quickly scaled the undefended banks using ladders. The two sides clashed at Shigang's palisade gate, where over two hundred militia were utterly routed by barely thirty-odd crop-heads wielding blade-tipped muskets.

"Every crop-head can throw palm thunder—" one ashen-faced militiaman told the committee members. "Seeing we outnumbered them, they just waved their hands and exploded masses of us..."

Terrifying rumors about the crop-heads spread through the town immediately. Particularly alarming was news that crop-head muskets and cannons had extreme range, making the Militia Bureau realize their defensive preparations were probably useless. If the enemy could fire from beyond their own weapons' range, they could disperse defenders from a distance, then leisurely demolish or bypass fortifications. At Shigang, this was exactly what the crop-heads had done.

Luo Tianqiu convened all the town's gentry, magnates, headmen, examination graduates, guild representatives, and major clan heads at the Militia Bureau to discuss how to resist the crop-head attack. With Shigang captured, Sanliang was certainly next.

Though Sanliang was called the Luo family's "iron fortress," internal conflicts were actually sharp. The gentry were constantly at odds with each other, and commoners deeply resented the Luo family and their allied magnates' tyranny. Only the Luo family's usual power kept this resentment hidden. Now, with the crop-head threat looming, these contradictions surfaced. Many believed resisting the crop-heads was pointless—just getting people killed for nothing. As for the headmen and merchants, they had long heard that crop-heads targeted only magnates and gentry. Commoners who didn't resist and paid a small "burden" could remain safe. They didn't want to pay extra, but under Luo family rule, assessments and forced "donations" for "fighting the crop-heads" had already fallen on them multiple times. Everyone felt that since expensively armed militia and fortifications couldn't stop the crop-heads anyway, accepting "Reasonable Burden" and keeping them satisfied might be better—at least no one would die.

At the meeting, everyone had their own agenda. No matter how eloquently Luo Tianqiu spoke, the others remained uninterested in new resistance measures. Only after he repeatedly reminded them what fate awaited gentry and magnates in other villages that had fought the crop-heads did they reluctantly support his demands and agree to continue defense preparations.

After barely reaching consensus, Luo Tianqiu sprang into action. To win ordinary people's support, he ordered exemption of three years' rent for all commoners residing in Luo family properties, and one year's rent exemption for merchants using Luo family shop spaces. Each militiaman who saw combat would receive a two-tael bonus. Four taels for the wounded; twenty taels for each family of fallen soldiers. Any household providing militia members who also farmed Luo family land would have one year's rent waived. He not only imposed these measures on himself but required other Luo clan magnates to follow suit. He also urged other major families to do likewise, to win popular support by any means possible.

Several magnates pleaded poverty. Luo Tianqiu smiled coldly:

"Don't cry poor to me. The crop-heads can't stay here forever. Once they leave, it'll be the Great Ming's bright world again. Those mud-legs will still be yours to command—make them do whatever you want! What they ate, make them spit back out!"

To rally the literati, he summoned the town's and nearby villages' examination candidates and students in his capacity as a former provincial exam passer. He spoke many encouraging words, spread rumors about the crop-heads' "wicked deeds" of practicing strange crafts and slandering Confucius and Mencius, and expounded on "the distinction between Chinese and barbarian." He pointed out that crop-head claims to be descendants of Song Dynasty survivors at Yashan were first, unverifiable—no Ming or Yuan records mentioned such a thing. Second, even if true, "barbarians who enter Chinese civilization become Chinese; Chinese who enter barbarism become barbarian." Using this "Chinese-barbarian distinction" theory, he stirred up the literati's "defender of the Way" sentiment. Several young scholars with limited worldly experience were whipped into fervent enthusiasm. One proposed a solution: to counter the crop-heads' superior firearms, they should block the waterways.

The crop-heads relied entirely on boats for mobility—and there were virtually no land routes here anyway. Their cannons were heavy. If the waterways were blocked, the crop-heads could only approach Sanliang Market on foot. Without cannon support, no matter how deadly their muskets, they couldn't breach the palisade walls—surely they couldn't just stand there being bombarded while helpless to retaliate.

The nearest points for driving stakes and sinking obstructions were about two li from Sanliang town, with at least three blockade lines per channel to ensure the crop-heads couldn't pass.

Though some cursed this as a "self-destructive plan"—no one could guarantee they could remove the obstructions after the crop-heads left, and blocked waterways would affect future navigation—the Militia Bureau was grasping at straws. Luo Tianqiu thought it a good plan and immediately mobilized laborers to drive stakes and sink sand-filled wrecks in all channels leading to Sanliang.

He also ordered temporary shelter arranged for refugees flooding into Sanliang from surrounding areas. The method was simple: besides the town's temples, major households would open surplus rooms in their ancestral halls for poor commoners to stay temporarily. Rice was distributed by headcount to pacify the refugees. The Militia Bureau had originally considered refugees a destabilizing element and wanted them expelled. But Luo Tianqiu believed these refugees were local people familiar with the area; expelling them might drive them to collaborate with the crop-heads. Better to keep them in town temporarily as additional defenders—there was plenty of stored grain anyway.

With these measures, Sanliang Market's wavering morale stabilized again. Defenses tightened everywhere. Laborers and militiamen worked day and night driving stakes and dumping stones in the channels, while numerous scouts were dispatched to monitor crop-head movements.

Qingxia's troupe also benefited from Luo Tianqiu's generosity. Knowing the troupe had genuine skills and spoke with Central Plains accents—definitely not crop-head spies—and urgently needing skilled militia instructors, he decided to cultivate them. He sent medicine and arranged for them to stay in an empty room at the Luo family ancestral hall, occasionally sending money and rice as relief. The condition was simple: help train the town's militia.

Qingxia had wanted to decline, saying she was just a performing woman unsuited to training militia. But having received such kindness, she felt obligated to repay it somehow. Using her martial skills seemed more honorable than other methods. So Qingxia, Aunt Jiang, and Uncle Zhou all became militia instructors, teaching martial arts daily at the threshing ground. Aunt Jiang wasn't skilled at archery but had excellent throwing-knife work. Uncle Zhou's broadsword technique was also quite presentable.

Only Jiang Suo refused, convinced this was another of the Luo family's schemes to trick people into risking their lives for them. Qingxia didn't press him—her father hadn't fully recovered, and the troupe needed looking after. She left him at their lodgings to keep watch.

Whether it was the Luo family's medicine or the illness naturally running its course, after moving to their new quarters, Qingxia's father gradually recovered. This shifted her feelings toward Luo Tianqiu from suspicion and fear to gratitude. Especially watching this Lord Luo run himself ragged for the town's defense, personally inspecting construction sites and supervising training while not forgetting to arrange care and relief for refugees.

Qingxia was from Henan. In the late Ming, Henan was one of the Central Plains provinces most plagued by banditry. Large and small gangs were countless. She had seen plenty of local magnates building fortresses and recruiting militia for defense. But watching how Luo Tianqiu's efforts transformed Sanliang Market—the original chaos and crowded, disorderly streets of refugees becoming orderly, all defensive measures proceeding methodically, and most impressively, within just a few days restoring the beaten, skittish militia's morale to make them disciplined and vigilant again—she developed deep admiration for him.

From then on, Qingxia threw herself wholeheartedly into training militia. Though initially everyone laughed at having a performing woman as an instructor—some even made lewd jokes—her archery, which never missed at a hundred paces, gradually changed minds. They began respecting her. This gave her some standing among the militia. She often toured the walls and blockhouses, checking for defensive gaps and scouting good archery positions. "Eat a man's wages, be loyal to his cause"—traditional martial-family values dominated her thinking. Even if Lord Luo had committed misdeeds in the past, those now seemed unimportant. Deep in her heart, a tiny spark of affection for this man had kindled.

One day on the blockhouse, she was estimating distances from the walls to the channel outside. Luo Tianqiu arrived with his entourage to inspect the militia's defensive arrangements. He questioned everything in meticulous detail, considering many aspects she had never thought of. Truly thorough planning. She silently praised: "What a capable man!" She noticed he had grown much thinner than when she'd first seen him twenty days ago, yet his bearing remained vigorous. Though his eyes were bloodshot, they still shone with spirit. She couldn't help gazing at him somewhat entranced.

Lord Luo was only in his early forties—prime of life. He practiced boxing and swordplay daily; his body was robust, unlike most landlords who were either bloated or gaunt. His appearance was quite distinguished. Especially his manner and bearing: calm, decisive, forceful in word and deed. This made Qingxia—already over twenty, an old maid by contemporary standards—feel the stirrings of affection.

She had once been betrothed back home. But she had always traveled with her father, performing everywhere. When she returned at sixteen to discuss consummating the marriage, her betrothed had already died fighting bandits. Though she'd never met this husband-to-be, she'd mourned him properly.

Afterward, she had never thought about marriage again. She was the troupe's star and main earner, supporting most of the group. After marriage, she couldn't continue this livelihood. Besides, the troupe traveled constantly with no fixed home—ordinary families wouldn't want to betroth their sons to her.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 719 - The Road to Sanliang

Jiang Suo was her junior disciple. She knew he had feelings for her. But he was four years younger—still a half-grown lad. She didn't want to marry someone younger than herself. So the matter had simply lingered, unresolved.

Yet these feelings for Luo Tianqiu she dared not reveal to anyone—not even Aunt Jiang, normally her closest confidante. This was not only wishful thinking, but even if it could happen, the outcome would likely be disastrous. She had heard stories of fellow performers taken as concubines by magnates attracted to their beauty—most ended badly. Either despised as "entertainers" and forced to endure constant humiliation, or abandoned after the novelty wore off.

While Sanliang's war preparations proceeded intensely, Shi Zhiqi was enjoying leisurely days at Shiwan. After capturing the town, he had chosen not to advance further—the waterways here were tangled and complex, with no reliable navigation charts. From locals and captured militia, he had also learned that nearby Sanliang Town was heavily defended. So Shi Zhiqi had the squadron settle into Shiwan, liquidating the magnates who had organized the militia while assessing "Reasonable Burden" and confiscating "hostile elements'" property.

He established squadron headquarters at a magnate family's ancestral hall on Shiwan's east end, near the harbor. The buildings were orderly, with a pleasant garden. Not only was it comfortable for living, but the location was close to the troops for easy command—at the first sign of trouble, he could immediately board ship and depart. Shi Zhiqi dispatched scouts in all directions to gather intelligence—mostly poor people from the Pearl Delta region who had joined only within the past month. At each stop, besides requiring villages to bear "Reasonable Burden," the squadron distributed confiscated rice and silver to refugees, taking in orphans and the destitute. Many too poor to survive simply followed the squadron—crop-head or not, at least they could eat and get decent clothes. Their numbers grew until every ten-odd days, Shi Zhiqi had to dispatch boats to transport these people to the Bogue, then transfer them to the purification camp on Hong Kong Island.

Some stayed with the squadron. They were organized into a separate unit, armed with captured swords and spears, serving as laborers. The cleverer ones with proven loyalty were sent out as scouts to gather all kinds of intelligence.

Local scouts had many advantages—at minimum, their speech aroused no suspicion. Even if a few were lost in operations, it didn't matter. Using these scouts, Shi Zhiqi maintained clear knowledge of developments and popular sentiment within dozens of li in every direction.

People of all sorts flocked daily to his headquarters. Most were poor commoners requesting the Australians "attack the magnates." Others came to file complaints and accusations—ever since they had hanged several notorious local tyrants and bullies, accusers had increased dramatically. Some came from over a hundred li away. The ancestral hall entrance was packed daily with people wanting to see the "Australian Chief."

Some brought not just written complaints but physical evidence—bloody clothes, bloody knives, and such. Some carried papers densely covered with writing: inventories of a magnate's business interests, landholdings, hidden treasures—mouth-watering at a glance. Every time Shi Zhiqi saw such papers, he couldn't resist the urge to personally lead a "land reform" raid. Not that he coveted money and treasures, but watching wealth being carried out filled him with profound satisfaction. And the more they captured, the higher his merit would be ranked after the war.

But confiscating magnates' property had policy restrictions. The Administrative Council strictly prohibited excessive "land reform raids." Besides militia organizers and leaders, targets were mainly notorious local bullies and landlords. So the scope was limited.

Plenty of commoners came to accuse "bully-landlords." At first Shi Zhiqi was quite interested in playing "incorruptible magistrate," but after a day of meeting people he never wanted to do "on-site public service" again. The accusers and informants brought information so varied and chaotic that truth was impossible to distinguish from falsehood. Among them were certainly people wanting to exploit Australian power for personal revenge. Unable to determine whether to proceed with cases or not, Shi Zhiqi simply dumped everything on civil affairs and intelligence personnel, then retreated to the back courtyard to relax and receive visiting landlords from surrounding areas—all bearing gifts to curry favor, awed by the crop-heads' terrible power.

Shi Zhiqi thought: rather than face a crowd of ragged, hatred-filled commoners competing to pour out grievances, better to sit comfortably in a grand chair chatting with smiling magnates, drinking tea, perusing their gift lists, then accepting them. Material and spiritual rewards combined.

Gifts piled up like mountains—gold, silver, antiques, paintings, silk, rice, pigs, sheep, even maidservants and child servants. Shi Zhiqi accepted everything. Though all would be turned over to the public purse, the feeling of being valued was pleasant. Various goods filled every corridor in the ancestral hall's courtyards, awaiting transport.

Since squadron boats and personnel were heavily committed to transporting spoils and refugees, military action against Sanliang was postponed several more days. Not until October 25th did Shi Zhiqi's E Squadron formally commence operations.

By then, E Squadron had received reinforcements—over three hundred troops with twenty-odd sampans and long-dragons. Hearing that enemies had blocked the waterways, they brought extra small uncovered sampans with the shallowest draft, designed for passing blocked sections.



After departing Shigang, Shi Zhiqi's flotilla traveled four or five li before turning into the channel leading to Sanliang. The terrain here startled him. The channel narrowed to an average of under twenty meters. Both banks were thick with aquatic plants, occasionally dense groves of small trees. He realized this terrain strongly favored enemy attacks from the banks on boats in the channel—enemies could covertly approach from both sides simultaneously, then attack the crowded boats in the narrow waterway with bows and firearms, inflicting heavy casualties.

"All boats raise protective panels!"

Protective panels were recently added equipment for sampans—designed after previous squadrons encountered close-range bow, arrow, and firearm attacks during inland waterway operations.

Shaped like large rectangular shields, with brackets and hinges for dense placement along the sampan and long-dragon gunwales, they protected sailors and soldiers aboard. These panels were iron-clad on the outside, able to block all arrows, matchlock balls, and most small cannon projectiles. Soldiers sheltering behind them could effectively protect their torsos while still observing and firing.

However, with panels raised, navigation speed dropped significantly. Boats became unwieldy and rowing required more effort. So panels were normally only raised in combat situations. If enemy fire wasn't heavy, commanders preferred not using them to maintain maneuverability.

Shi Zhiqi's judgment proved correct. On martial artists' advice, Luo Tianqiu had specially selected skilled archers from among the militia, led by designated personnel, to ambush along both banks and harass crop-head boats. At the obstruction points where ships were sunk and stakes driven, he had positioned small units with light cannons, matchlocks, and bows. Everyone expected the crop-heads wouldn't bother clearing obstructions—their many sampans could easily pass blocked sections. But as they passed these points they would inevitably slow down, when ambushing militia would simultaneously open fire with cannons and arrows to inflict heavy casualties.

"Send out point teams to search both banks and cover the flotilla's passage!" Shi Zhiqi ordered. Then he had someone bring his steel helmet—if an arrow flew from the bank now, the odds of dying were high.

Four point teams landed on both banks, searching forward in alternating bounds to cover the flotilla. They quickly engaged ambushing militia hidden in reeds and trees. The point men's scouting, stealth, and observation training let them spot oblivious militiamen from great distances and swiftly eliminate them. Since this wasn't a secret surprise attack, Shi Zhiqi didn't require the clearing to be silent—he only wanted safe, swift passage for the flotilla.

Thus, whenever point men discovered ambushing militia, they engaged at long range with rifles. Under sporadic gunfire, both banks were quickly cleared. Survivors didn't linger near the banks but fled.

After over two hours winding through the channel, point men finally encountered a large militia force. With cannon support from the boats, this force quickly fled, abandoning several small crude cannons. Shi Zhiqi found he couldn't proceed further. Sampans were scraping bottom—they had hit the first obstruction line.

Water-skilled sailors dove to investigate. The channel had been blocked by three rows of thick stakes, nearly breaking the surface. Even sampans could only be laboriously dragged over the stake tops. Sometimes soldiers had to disembark to reduce draft.

"Loop ropes around the stakes, then row hard!"

This crude method had once worked in combat. When sixteenth-century Spaniards conquered Mexico City, they had used this technique to clear stakes the Mexicans had driven into the surrounding lake waters.

Ropes were quickly looped around stakes and pulled tight. Several sampans rowed together. The ropes stretched taut; sampan sterns half-submerged—but the stakes didn't budge.

They tried several stakes. None could be pulled out as the Spaniards had done. One sampan nearly capsized in the attempt.

"Strange—didn't the Spaniards do it this way?" Shi Zhiqi scratched his head, feeling embarrassed. He had heard this secondhand without reading the original account, so he didn't know the Spaniards had used much larger two-masted sailing ships.

Seeing over an hour wasted with no progress, Shi Zhiqi decided not to squander more time. He had neither suitable tools nor enough manpower to clear underwater obstacles. He could only bypass them and continue. But this meant all long-dragons would have to stay outside the obstruction—only sampans could proceed. And all cannons were mounted on long-dragons.

Shi Zhiqi ordered the 12-pounder mountain howitzers disassembled and distributed across sampans. The shallow-draft sampans couldn't carry much ammunition—each gun took only forty shells, half solid shot and half canister. Then he left a few men to guard the boats while the rest dragged sampans one by one over the stakes and continued forward.

After another two-plus li, point men again engaged militia guarding an obstruction line. This time cannons couldn't provide support fire. A single squad of point men soon couldn't withstand over a hundred militia attacking with bows and crude cannons and was forced to withdraw. The militia charged to very close to the sampans before being repulsed by rifle fire from the boats. But they didn't leave the blockade area—just withdrew beyond effective Minié rifle range, waiting for another chance to attack.

Shi Zhiqi briefly considered having troops march overland to avoid being such easy targets stuck on boats. But after climbing onto the bank himself, he was shocked. There was no contiguous land here—everywhere were channels, ponds, and paddy fields. Some channel junctions and dikes had once had simple footbridges, now all removed. If the troops abandoned boats to march on foot, building bridges along the way would consume enormous time. He had no choice but to order continued advance by boat.

Advancing through constant exchanges of fire, resistance grew fiercer. Apparently discovering the crop-heads couldn't use cannons, the militia grew bolder. When sampans tried to cross obstruction lines, militia poured fire with crude cannons and arrows. Only when marines landed and charged would they retreat. Battles at channel obstruction lines came one after another. The militia exploited every delay caused by obstructions—boats stuck on the water, unable to bring firepower to bear—to launch attack after attack. Arrows and projectiles from matchlocks and crude cannons rained down. Though casualties were few, progress was severely delayed—less than ten li of waterway took almost the entire morning. One killed, ten wounded. One sampan's hull was scraped through while being dragged over stakes, leaking and sinking.

Shi Zhiqi's face was iron. This was too embarrassing! Since E Squadron had joined the Pearl River campaign, they had taken villages and fortresses without a single death or ship lost. Now militia had killed a soldier and sunk a sampan! He'd look terrible back at headquarters.

Just then, the lead sampans opened fire again. He quickly raised his telescope. The leading sampans were shrouded in powder smoke from firing Minié rifles. Only muzzle flashes were visible through the haze. Drums and gongs thundered on the bank; people were shouting and screaming in chaos. Suddenly smoke rose from the trees, a thunderclap, and the river surface was peppered with tiny waterspouts. Some iron fragments struck sampan panels with clanging sounds.

"Fire toward the smoke!" Sergeants on nearby sampans shouted, directing fire. Over a dozen Minié rifles fired simultaneously into the smoking tree line. Gunfire, the tearing sound of bullets passing through foliage, screams of pain mingled together. Shi Zhiqi tensely observed the bank through his telescope. Several sampans were already rowing toward the bank to land marines and drive off the enemy.

Dense arrows flew from the trees. Marines ducked behind panels as arrows bristled thickly against the barriers. Occasional matchlock booms rang out. Iron balls clanged against panels. Marines poked rifles over the barriers and returned fire continuously. After several minutes of exchange, the bank gradually fell silent.

After driving off the militia, the flotilla slowly passed the obstruction line. Ahead was a channel bend. The channel narrowed further. Current quickened. Both banks grew steep. The first sampan, avoiding the channel's central current, hugged the bank. Just then, several figures suddenly sprang from the bankside grass and shoved something dark directly onto the sampan.

Before Shi Zhiqi could shout a warning, the first sampan erupted in a cloud of smoke and exploded.

Almost simultaneously, sampans behind opened fire. The grass was shredded by bullets. One militiaman tumbled from the bank into the river.

Other sampans quickly closed in. The bombed sampan was still afloat. Both side panels and part of the hull had been blown off. The dozen-odd marines and sailors aboard lay scattered in the shattered hull, bloody all over. One man's belly—apparently the explosive had detonated right in his arms—was blown open, dark red viscera exposed. A bloody, burnt stench mixed with gunpowder smoke filled the air.

"Wanrenji!" a naval officer shouted.

Wanrenji—"Ten-Thousand-Man Foe"—was a Chinese-made incendiary: a ceramic pot filled with seven or eight jin or even dozens of jin of black powder, plus iron fragments, pebbles, and broken porcelain for shrapnel. In use, the fuse was lit and the pot thrown from walls, causing considerable casualties by contemporary standards. An excellent defensive weapon. But wanrenji were very heavy, totally unusable as hand grenades. No one had expected militia to use one in field combat.

They had exploited this stretch's steep bank, waiting for a boat to pass, then directly dropping the wanrenji onto it. A direct hit. On a crowded small sampan, the explosion's power was devastating.

All eleven men on the sampan died in the attack, weapons destroyed. Heavy losses. After landing, marines found only the bodies of several militiamen shot dead nearby.

"Damn!" Shi Zhiqi slashed his command saber. "Take Sanliang Market! Kill everything that moves!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 720 - Breaking the Defenses

E Squadron broke through repeated obstructions and finally reached Sanliang Market's outer waterways at four o'clock that afternoon. Marines drove off the militia guarding the last obstruction line. Along the way, the squadron had killed thirty or forty enemy fighters, but Shi Zhiqi remained deeply dissatisfied.

"Three to one! This casualty ratio will get me grilled back there." Thinking of the Element Council's habit of holding inquiry hearings and review sessions over the smallest matters, Shi Zhiqi's head ached. Even if they took Sanliang Market immediately, twelve killed was a terrible number.

Militia routed along the way gradually trickled back into town. As soon as each returned and had a drink of water, they were brought to the Public Bureau to be questioned by committee members and militia instructors about the battle.

The fighting had not gone well. At every obstruction line, militia had attacked as planned, but they had not anticipated the enemy simultaneously sending troops to search the banks and cover the flotilla.

"The crop-heads appeared from nowhere. We were hiding in the trees, but they crept up from the bank and fired a volley, killing most of our brothers..." A militiaman with rags wrapped around his wounded leg spoke miserably.

A committee member was skeptical: "You didn't see the crop-heads coming?"

"I wouldn't dare lie—we really didn't see them." The militiaman defended himself. "They crept up silently, then fired from a li away..."

"Nonsense! Only cannons can shoot a li!" Someone refused to believe crop-head firearms were that powerful.

"I've heard crop-head muskets do shoot farther and more accurately than ours." Luo Tianqiu said. "Never mind that—continue!"

"They fired one volley, then another, and we couldn't hold. Sometimes we only heard musket fire without knowing where it came from..."

Homemade huduenbao and other small crude cannons had proven useless in battle. Many had not been fired before being abandoned; at best one or two shots. Whether they had hit anyone, no militiaman could say clearly. Only one thing was certain: all the cannons were lost. This pained the committee members—each little cannon cost seven or eight taels in iron, charcoal, and labor.

The militiamen's reports were all similar. The common thread was that the crop-heads had suffered minimal losses—perhaps twenty killed at most. The sampans all had protective panels; whether anyone had been hit by arrows was impossible to tell. But that wanrenji had definitely scored a direct hit on a sampan.

This minor success left the committee members dissatisfied. Blocking the waterways had cost enormous labor and materials. Combined with the militia's river ambushes, the crop-heads had still suffered light losses yet broken through, heading straight for Sanliang. The only thing that had truly worked was a single wanrenji.

"Let's hear suggestions for what to do." A local gentry on the committee named Lu Deyi said flatly. "The crop-heads' firearms are irresistible—they've taken every fort. Once they reach Sanliang's walls, this Militia Bureau is finished!"

"If we're finished, expect your homes confiscated and your necks in nooses!" Luo Tianqiu slapped the table and smiled grimly. "Have you all forgotten? Lord Liu of Shigang and his son are swinging right now. You want to swing with them?"

His intensity silenced everyone.

"Get this straight—all of you! The crop-heads won't spare us. We're all in the same boat. No one gets to jump ship—even if you wanted to, it's too late. Unless the crop-heads suddenly grow charitable!" Luo Tianqiu pointed at them one by one with his folding fan. "Right now we must work together. Only by repelling the crop-heads can we save our lives and property!"

The town's atmosphere immediately grew tense. The Militia Bureau issued orders: all able-bodied men in town must assemble for battle. Headmen went through streets and alleys beating gongs.

Baskets of gunpowder and iron shot were hauled to the palisade walls. Bricks, rolling logs, and torches piled at the wall bases were carried up. Someone brought buckets of foul-smelling excrement and poured them into large clay pots, fires lit beneath. The stench pervaded the air.



Qingxia and her troupe also went up on the walls—even Jiang Suo. At this point, anyone who could stand and walk had to prepare for battle, willing or not. Those unwilling would be beheaded as spies. No matter how Jiang Suo grumbled, he didn't dare resist. He took a broadsword, equipped himself, and prepared to follow his senior sister to the blockhouse to protect her if necessary.

In the ancestral hall, Qingxia and the other adults prepared, readying their weapons.

Today Qingxia wore a close-fitting black jacket, her hair wrapped in a black cloth. Black didn't show dirt or blood and wouldn't stand out in a crowd—unlike her flashy performance costumes.

She tested her bow's draw weight. Originally she had used a Bureau-issued heavy bow for training—the troupe's performance bow was too light. Later, seeing her archery skill and strong draw, Luo Tianqiu had found a better bow from storage. The bow-back was mulberry wood; the string was made from Manchurian dried deer sinew; the horn pieces were finest quality. It tested at twenty li of pull. This was three or four li less than her maximum, but in battle, sustaining fire without exhausting oneself after five or six shots mattered more than raw power. Luo Tianqiu had chosen this bow with care.

At this thought, a faint blush rose to her cheeks. Unconsciously she caressed the bow.

Aunt Jiang was experienced. She had noticed all of Qingxia's recent mood changes. She had wanted to find a private moment to counsel her—to abandon these fantasies before getting in too deep. But with the crop-heads attacking, whether they would even survive was uncertain. Talk of romance could wait. She sighed softly and said nothing.

Aunt Jiang wore a newly-made blue cotton jacket, four throwing knives tucked at each side of her waist. Her knife-throwing skill was first-rate but nearly useless in pitched battle. Though her broadsword work wasn't bad, as a woman she lacked strength. Her most effective weapon was a slingshot she always carried. Anything within thirty paces, she could hit. She normally carried clay pellets for performance and self-defense; this time she had replaced them all with iron balls. They would be useful in close-quarters defense.

Uncle Zhou and Jiang Suo used their traditional weapons—spear for Uncle Zhou, broadsword for Jiang Suo. Unwilling to risk their lives for the Luo family, they dawdled in the ancestral hall, hoping they would not be called to lead charges beyond the walls.

The three adolescents, however, were excited, each carrying soft bows and quivers, clamoring to go to the blockhouse to shoot arrows. To them it seemed a wonderful game! Qingxia's father, though recovered, remained weak. He had strongly opposed the troupe fighting for the Luo family. But at this point, there was no room for bargaining. Besides, the troupe's current predicament was largely his fault for being ill so long. He had unknowingly incurred great debt to the Luo family. He had no grounds to object.

He could only repeatedly warn everyone to act according to circumstances—don't fight to the death.

"We're just a few people. If everyone else runs, you don't have to stand firm—run too." He sighed. "This is all my fault for burdening you. When things get critical, just save yourselves! I'm an old man, just a performer. The crop-heads won't want my life."

"Master, don't talk like that," Aunt Jiang consoled gently. "The crop-heads may not be able to break in. Sanliang is well-defended with many able-bodied men. At worst, the magnates will finally put up some silver to send them away."

After more conversation, the mustering gong sounded again outside. Footsteps hurried past; urgent shouts occasionally rang out. They couldn't delay longer—together they left the ancestral hall and climbed to the blockhouse.

The blockhouse they ascended stood beside the stone bridge, guarding Sanliang Market's water gate. Sandbags were piled on the bridge, with small cannons mounted—many were makeshift large-caliber matchlocks cobbled from wood and bamboo. Militia crouched behind sandbags, clutching bamboo spears and broadswords.

Under the bridge arch, besides the barrier, four or five boats were chained across, completely blocking the opening and piled with sandbags and wooden cannons.

On the blockhouse, cannons and matchlocks were already positioned. Militia nervously peered through the crenellations at the outer waterway.

"They're coming"—"Coming"—a ripple of hushed agitation passed through the crowd. In the distant channel, the first sampan appeared...

Three signal cannons fired from the blockhouse, announcing the crop-heads had arrived at the walls.



E Squadron began landing about five hundred meters from the stone bridge. Both banks here were lined with dense bamboo palisades and stakes—almost impossible to disembark. Removing the obstacles took considerable effort. Fortunately, the sampans carried engineering tools, particularly steel-edged long-handled axes and handsaws that made the work faster. While they cleared the palisade, a band of militia crept through the trees. Seeing the crop-heads busy clearing obstacles with only a dozen musket-armed guards, the militia leader knew opportunity had come. From the trees to the riverbank was only four zhang. One shout and they would be upon the enemy before the crop-heads could fire. In close combat, without their firearms advantage, the crop-heads would surely lose.

A wooden clapper sounded; everyone burst from the trees with a roar. The covering marines quickly fired several volleys, dropping most of the militia who had closed to within ten meters. The handful that reached them, flailing broadswords, were swiftly bayoneted.

Half an hour later, a large gap had been opened in the bankside palisade. Soldiers and cannons finally landed in force. Cannons were quickly reassembled. Shi Zhiqi decided not to delay further and ordered an immediate assault.

The two 12-pounder mountain howitzers fired heavy solid shot. The first shot demolished the barrier gate under the stone bridge. The cannonball blasted through the sandbags piled on the boats in the arch, tearing off seven or eight men's arms, heads, and torsos as it went, then ricocheted off the water, flew straight into the mill, killed two guards inside, and smashed the stone mortar to pieces.

Subsequent shots destroyed the defensive works piled on the bridge: sandbags, brick walls, and palisades. The militia and laborers behind screamed in terror, scrambling off the bridge. As for the excessive quantities of bamboo and wooden cannons—far more than there were hands to fire them—some were detonated by incoming rounds, others abandoned without being fired once.

Marines immediately rowed sampans toward the stone bridge. Without covering works, the defenses were mere unauthorized structures awaiting demolition. After taking the bridge, marines methodically dismantled the iron chains across the water, then pulled out the wrecks blocking the arch one by one. Throughout this, the two hundred-odd militia and laborers around the pond did nothing but shout and randomly fire their weapons. Having witnessed Australian firepower, no one wanted to try their luck again.

When Luo Tianqiu heard the stone bridge had fallen, he personally led some laborers to reinforce. Knowing he couldn't order a counterattack, he instead ordered all boats in the pond burned to create a fire barrier. Then they would hold the pond's perimeter while blocking all streets leading into town.

The flames on the water temporarily halted the squadron's advance. Shi Zhiqi had no choice but to order the troops to camp in place, waiting until morning to launch a heavy assault.

But early the next morning, they were attacked by a combined force from multiple nearby villages. Shi Zhiqi was awakened by battle cries. When he hastily strapped on his pistol and rose, a runner arrived with urgent news: militia had appeared in the waterways on all sides. They were approaching with shouts and firing.

The reinforcing militia came from mutual-defense villages Luo Tianqiu had contacted overnight. With Sanliang's own forces, over a thousand men had joined the counterattack.

Shi Zhiqi kept his composure. Through binoculars he observed that most reinforcements were ordinary laborers without proper weapons—just sharpened bamboo poles. Numerous but chaotic, pushing and shoving, they actually jammed all the narrow channels and paths.

Shi Zhiqi made a swift decision. He personally led one marine company in a resolute thrust at the nearest militia band. The marines ignored the enemy's noise and commotion. After one volley, they fixed bayonets and charged the disorganized mob. Within ten minutes, this force was completely destroyed. Bayoneted militia and laborers littered the path, completely blocking it.

Then he led the company swiftly to the channel bank. From above, they fired down on the slow-moving militia boats in the channel, overturning them. Three sampans sank immediately. The others panicked, dropped their dead, and fled.

Leading this single company, Shi Zhiqi ran from position to position with excellent organization and discipline, successively repelling four militia forces trying to encircle from outside. Over a hundred militia led by instructors charging from inside Sanliang were met by canister shot from the two 12-pounder mountain howitzers positioned on the bridge. Forty or fifty fell immediately. The survivors refused to charge again and routed.

After repelling the counterattack, the squadron counterattacked, seizing buildings around the pond—especially the mill at the river mouth. This brick-built mill was very sturdy. Fifty or sixty Luo family and other magnates' household guards held it stubbornly, firing bamboo and wooden cannons continuously from windows and roof, shooting dense arrows. Marines pushed the mountain howitzer forward for direct fire at a hundred fifty meters. Three solid shots punched large holes in the walls and doors. Marines rushed forward, throwing hand grenades into the breaches one after another. Smoke filled the mill; screams and explosions mingled.

Minutes later, the mill was captured. Other resistance points collapsed. Only the blockhouse continued its stubborn resistance. Though marine marksmen with specially marked high-precision Minié rifles successfully suppressed the blockhouse's top and balcony, forcing the militia to keep their heads down, the defenders kept throwing bricks and wanrenji from loopholes and murder holes, firing weapons and arrows. A dozen marines became casualties, yet still they couldn't approach this stone-and-brick fortress.

"Comrades, blast this feudal landlord fortress!" Shi Zhiqi was furious at the battle's difficulties. He climbed onto the mill's second-floor roof, personally directing shooters lying on the tiles to concentrate fire on the blockhouse's loopholes.

This was barely a hundred meters from the blockhouse—already within arrow range. Marines piled sandbags and planks on the roof for cover. An officer on the roof, seeing Shi Zhiqi standing exposed on the ridgeline waving his command saber, quickly pulled him behind the sandbags.

"Commander, it's too dangerous here. Get down now."

"Never mind!" Shi Zhiqi was red-faced, bellowing. "Bring up the cannon! Blast it flat!"

"Ammunition's running low—only ten solid shots left." The officer reported. This was just the beginning; who knew how many more fortified positions awaited.

"Fire them all!" Shi Zhiqi pushed his helmet back. "Send someone to Shigang—"

Before he could finish, an arrow flew unexpectedly from nowhere and struck him squarely in the chest. Shi Zhiqi screamed and tumbled from the mill roof.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 721 - Liu Deshan's Backyard

After Shi Zhiqi was struck by the arrow, fighting briefly paused, but the assault quickly resumed. According to the chain of command, the 2nd Marine Company commander took over squadron command. He surveyed the surroundings. The blockhouse stood isolated on all sides, surrounded by open ground—impossible to approach covertly. The defenders apparently had abundant projectile weapons. When the blockhouse was built, to prevent tunneling tactics, the foundation was laid with roughly a man's height of heavy stone blocks—very sturdy. Even 12-pounder mountain howitzer shells might not breach it. The only weakness was the blockhouse door—very heavy, iron-clad, studded with large iron nails. This door was the blockhouse's main vulnerability—no door, however thick, could withstand 12-pounder solid shot.

The two howitzers were dragged to the blockhouse's south side. Marines used bayonets to clear the few militia and household guards still resisting in these streets, then hauled the cannons through. An artilleryman borrowed from the army climbed onto a rooftop, observed briefly, and decided to use a civilian house's backyard as the gun position.

This house belonged to a man named Liu Deshan—tall and sturdy by contemporary standards, bearded. Though he had a northern frontiersman's appearance, at this moment he huddled deep in his inner quarters, listening to the gunfire and battle cries outside, praying incessantly. He hoped neither crop-heads nor militia would visit his modest but comfortable little residence. This small house protected not only his life but the Shandong specialty goods piled in his side rooms. These he had painstakingly transported a thousand li from Shandong, intending to sell here in Sanliang. With the proceeds, he would buy local rush-mat products and Guangdong specialties to transport back north—this was an important trade center in Dongguan County. He had traded here for years, roughly half the year in Shandong, half in Guangdong, business going quite well. He loathed bandits above all—several times his cargo had been lost to them, nearly driving him to despair.

When news of the crop-head attack reached Sanliang, Liu Deshan had wanted to flee with his goods. But the crop-heads came fast, with all sorts of rumors swirling—crop-heads here, crop-heads there, crop-heads taking this village, that town. Liu Deshan hadn't dared act rashly and stayed put.

"Heavens preserve me." Liu Deshan huddled in the back hall, surrounded by trembling servants and clerks. "These cursed crop-heads—they could have just sold their Australian goods. Why take up robbery..."

A clerk asked: "So the crop-heads are the Australians?"

"That's right. The Australians who make Australian goods." Liu Deshan muttered. "Who knows what demon possessed them to become bandits..."

"I heard they were forced to rebel... some bigwigs in the provincial and capital authorities coveted their businesses."

"These damned officials, all black-hearted money-grubbers. In the end, it's us little people who suffer..." Before Liu Deshan finished, a boom outside and something clattered onto the roof. Liu Deshan shuddered again. The battle cries, gunfire, and running footsteps were getting closer. The fighting was moving their way. If crop-heads broke in, he would lose not just his goods but probably his life. His whole body trembled like a sieve.

His servants were shaking too. One clerk had crawled under a table, head covered, backside exposed. Liu Deshan cursed: "Look at you useless lot..."

Before he finished, the front courtyard erupted with chaotic voices and footsteps, then bang—the courtyard gate was thrown open. Liu Deshan's soul nearly left his body. Besides another "Heavens preserve me," he couldn't speak.

Footsteps multiplied in the courtyard; then someone shouted to saw off the door threshold. Liu Deshan thought: robbers who saw off thresholds? Before his mind could process this, the room door was suddenly burst open. Three or four figures in blue cotton jackets leaped in.



These must be the crop-heads. Though terrified nearly to death, Liu Deshan couldn't resist peeking at these legendary figures. Each wore a brazier-like iron helmet, carrying an Australian musket. Their faces were swarthy and they were breathing hard, but their spirits seemed high.

The marines didn't waste time chatting. After a quick check of the room, one shouted: "All clear!"

"Good—everyone to the backyard!" The leading crop-head was small but had a booming voice. He held a pistol in his left hand and a strange saber in his right, shouting orders. Then he told the shivering group: "Don't be afraid. We need to borrow your place to fire cannons. Stay inside and don't go out—you might get hurt!"

With that he hurried out with his saber. Liu Deshan relaxed slightly. Seeing the door left open, he quickly crawled over to close it, then peeked through a window overlooking the backyard. Twenty or thirty crop-heads were bustling about. They had knocked down a section of the perimeter wall. Through the gap, several crop-heads lay behind the rubble, firing muskets at the blockhouse outside—the reports clear and crisp. Then, with rhythmic chanting, a two-wheeled cannon was pushed through and positioned at the gap.

"Heavens preserve me. They're going to shell the blockhouse..." Just as Liu Deshan said this, someone nudged him. His servants and clerks, who had been shivering with him, were now all craning to peek through windows.

"You useless lots!" Liu Deshan couldn't help cursing. "I feed you for nothing..."

Suddenly his face froze. Soldiers were carrying bundles of rush mats and sacks of trade goods into the yard—apparently to stack as a gun platform, not to steal. Liu Deshan squealed: "Heavens preserve me! My dried tangerine peel! My donkey-hide glue! My rush mats..."

Before he could finish his inventory of soon-to-be-ruined goods, the small officer stopped his men from moving more. He seemed to scold them; they began carrying things back. Liu Deshan relaxed slightly, then thought: the crop-head officer must want to keep the goods intact as spoils, so he wouldn't let subordinates ruin them. They were probably taking everything out as loot now...

Liu Deshan's heart sank again. He thought of the five hundred taels of silver hidden under the brick floor beneath his bedroom. If crop-heads demanded silver, what then? He had heard stories of soldiers and bandits torturing for ransoms: forcing people to sit on latrines with lit candles inside, roasting bare feet over fires... all sorts of horrors. With so much merchandise, he obviously had silver. If the crop-heads figured that out, they would torture him...

Imagining these terrors, Liu Deshan nearly lost bladder control. Just as he considered finding somewhere to hide, the cannon in the courtyard fired.

The 12-pounder mountain howitzer belched a cloud of smoke. The earth shook; walls, windows, even the ground trembled. For an instant Liu Deshan felt unable to breathe. In the red flash he glimpsed a black iron ball flying out. The heavy double-wheeled cannon actually jumped backward two zhang.

The shot missed the door but hit the projecting gallery above. Bricks exploded; the thick brick wall shattered and collapsed. Two mangled corpses fell from inside—apparently the gallery had contained a heating stove, and the bodies were on fire.

Besides gunpowder smoke, a thick stench filled the air—the gallery had been heating a large pot of excrement. If attackers reached the doorway, defenders would pull a lever and boiling excrement, water, or oil would pour down, scalding them horribly.

Above the door a hole now gaped. Immediately militia tried to fill it with buckets and sandbags. Some militia leaned recklessly out to shoot arrows and matchlocks; one after another, those hit by gunfire fell from above.

The small officer rolled up his sleeves and waved his saber: "Another shot! Aim better!"

The next shot hit the door squarely. The massive door was instantly blasted apart. Another solid shot flew straight through the doorway, plowing through the militia gathered inside preparing for a last stand—knocking down a swathe of them.

A bugle sounded the charge. Marines rushed forward, seizing the blockhouse's first floor instantly. Militia and household guards refused to surrender, continuing to throw wanrenji and bricks from the stairwell. The marine company commander ordered fires set on the ground floor. The blockhouse had stored explosives: sulfur, powder charges, and wanrenji. Marines piled combustibles on the ground floor and lit another blaze. Smoke and flames quickly filled the first floor; explosives detonated repeatedly. White and black smoke billowed from every window and opening.

Defenders lost their ability to resist. They began jumping from the second floor. Some broke legs; some died on impact. Most survived and were taken prisoner.

After the blockhouse fell, the soldiers dragged the cannon out of the courtyard. A young soldier even poked his head into their room:

"Sorry, sir—we knocked down part of your wall."

"Oh, it's nothing, nothing. I was going to tear it down anyway..." Liu Deshan babbled.

"Also, our comrades broke quite a few of your roof tiles. It'll probably leak when it rains."

"Doesn't matter. Tiles... broken is broken... leaking would be nice."

"And the threshold—"

"I've been meaning to saw it off."

"You're quite funny, sir. Don't worry—we'll fix everything in a few days." The young man smiled, shouldered his musket, and left. After a while, the courtyard was completely quiet. Liu Deshan and the others still didn't dare go out. Worried about his merchandise, Liu Deshan kicked a clerk's backside:

"Go! See if the... the Australians have left..."

The clerk reluctantly went. Soon he returned to report the Australians were gone. They had even closed the front gate.

Liu Deshan hurried out. Indeed, everyone was gone. One storeroom's lock was intact; the other's had been broken but now bore a fresh paper seal—still damp. Liu Deshan was startled, thinking his goods had been impounded. Then he read: "Private property, belonging to original owner, do not open without authorization." He quickly had someone peel off the seal.

Many items had been moved out earlier for the gun platform, then returned on the officer's orders, so things were somewhat disheveled. But a quick survey showed nothing missing. Liu Deshan exhaled, his whole body going limp as if drained. He almost wept with joy.

He had survived military conflict without a single loss! Liu Deshan felt like he had escaped from the jaws of death itself. Fear and terror toward the crop-heads suddenly transformed into overflowing gratitude. The demolished wall and broken roof tiles seemed utterly trivial.

"If the Australian military acts this righteously, their business dealings must be honorable too." Liu Deshan's merchant brain began turning.

He quickly directed clerks to temporarily block the backyard wall gap with stones and bricks, and to nail the sawed-off threshold in place with a wooden strip—otherwise the door wouldn't close properly. Then he had water boiled and dumped all their stale tea leaves into it.

"Sir, should we take this to the Australians now?" a clerk asked.

"Not yet." Liu Deshan's eyes shifted. Better not stick his neck out. Wait until Sanliang's battle ended and the situation was completely clear before going to "express condolences."



After the blockhouse fell, Sanliang's defenses were mostly shattered. The conscripted laborers had lost all will to fight; many dropped their weapons and fled home. Only the Militia Bureau, two other blockhouses, and the Luo family compound still resisted. These were defended by militia and various magnates' household guards. Their fighting spirit was stronger. With the patriarchs promising large bonuses, defense was remarkably stubborn.

The squadron organized battlefield cleanup while collecting gunpowder—after intense fighting, the squadron was nearly out. Mountain howitzer shells were almost exhausted too. The acting commander sent men to escort wounded to Shigang and resupply ammunition, while salvaging gunpowder and weapons abandoned by militia, preparing to systematically reduce remaining strongholds.

Jiang Suo and Qingxia hadn't been captured from the blockhouse. During the battle, Qingxia had almost no chance to display her archery. The crop-heads took cover carefully, moving in low crouching runs, suddenly stopping to hide, disrupting her aim. Dense return fire prevented her from staying at or even peeking through loopholes—one militiaman had his head blown open by a bullet through a loophole. She could only snatch glimpses through loopholes and shoot roughly at targets. Only when Shi Zhiqi climbed onto the roof waving his command saber did she seize the opportunity to bring him down with one arrow.

She had expected that with a major leader down, the crop-heads would pause or even withdraw. Instead, they continued their methodical assault as if the man didn't matter. Qingxia fired a dozen more random arrows without knowing if she had hit anyone.

When the cannon smashed the door, Qingxia knew the blockhouse was lost. She and Jiang Suo rushed to the northeast corner. Jiang Suo had prepared a hidden rope coil; now he lowered it from the blockhouse and slid down. Slipping through a gap in the marine cordon, they escaped.

Sanliang's streets were now deserted—every household shuttered. The streets were littered with abandoned weapons, occasional corpses lying across the paths.

"Senior Sister! Where do we go now?"

"I'm going to the Luo ancestral hall to get Father!" Qingxia said. "You go north quickly and find the children and Uncle Zhou! We'll meet at the inn."

"Alright!" Jiang Suo nodded, tucked his sword behind his back, and sprinted away.

Qingxia ran desperately. The Luo ancestral hall was almost in sight—but the street ahead was crowded with crop-head soldiers. Her heart sank—the Luo ancestral hall stood right next to the Luo compound, now the crop-heads' main target.

Thinking of her father trapped inside, life or death unknown, Qingxia was frantic with worry. Ahead, gunfire and battle cries continued without pause. She knew forcing her way through meant death—she had just witnessed the lethality of crop-head muskets.

She quickly retreated, circled around, and tried approaching from another direction.

But every intersection was held by crop-heads. Afraid of being spotted and unable to explain herself, Qingxia dared not linger on the streets. She hurried back to the inn.

The innkeeper had vanished. Jiang Suo, dust-covered and shaken, reported that only Aunt Jiang had returned—wounded. According to her, when the crop-heads broke in, they had been leading militia in a melee. She had barely escaped, but Uncle Zhou was missing. As for the three adolescents, they had been trapped at the Militia Bureau. Word was the Bureau had fallen with many casualties; survivors were being marched to the threshing ground as prisoners.

"I didn't dare get close. The crop-heads have ordered: anyone on the streets will be shot on sight. They're shooting at everyone now. I almost got hit myself..." Jiang Suo's body trembled as he spoke, clearly badly shaken. Seeing Qingxia had arrived alone, he asked: "What about Master?"

"Father's trapped at the Luo compound too!" Qingxia's tears fell—Uncle Zhou was missing, three young disciples' fates unknown, Aunt Jiang was wounded. The sky seemed to collapse. Her vision darkened and she fainted.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 722 - After the Fall

When she awoke, the sky outside was growing light—was it already dawn? She remembered returning to the inn at dusk. Now she found herself lying on straw. There was the smell of horse manure, and she heard familiar equine breathing—her horse.

After a moment, her mind cleared. She realized she was lying in the inn's stable. Guangdong rarely kept livestock; inns prepared stables only as a courtesy for rare visitors. The small space could hold only a dozen horses or mules. At this moment, only their horse was here; shadowy figures sat everywhere else.

"You're awake?" Jiang Suo said happily. "Have some water." He brought a bowl. Qingxia had been fighting since morning with barely any water. Now she felt exhausted and parched, her throat dry as smoke. She took a sip—it seemed to be medicinal tea, slightly bitter, but it filled her mouth with moisture, like divine nectar. She drank it all in one breath.

"No hurry—there's plenty more." Jiang Suo poured another bowl from a teapot. "That black-hearted innkeeper—he came back last night. When I asked for water, he refused. Only when I slapped my knife on the table did he bring out a bucket—like we were horses! I kicked the bucket right at him, and now we have tea and snacks." He laughed smugly, then produced some biscuits. "Eat these."

After drinking, her mood calmed somewhat, and hunger followed. Her stomach growled. Qingxia blushed and ate two biscuits quickly—only then did she think to ask about the others.

"How's Aunt Jiang?"

Jiang Suo saw her eating fast and handed her another piece. "Eat more—I have plenty." Then: "She's lying over there. A crop-head stabbed her in the leg. We can't get a doctor now—it's chaos outside." Jiang Suo lowered his voice: "The crop-heads have taken the town."

Qingxia immediately asked: "What about the Luo Residence?"

"Fallen. I heard there was a fire at the end. The crop-heads had it completely surrounded—no news got out. Only saw prisoners being marched to the threshing ground. Master is probably fine—most likely captured. The crop-heads don't kill indiscriminately. Even militia and guards who surrendered were spared. But I heard many Luo family members were killed or committed suicide. Lord Luo probably died too." His last sentence carried a note of satisfaction.

Hearing her father was probably safe, Qingxia relaxed slightly. Hearing that Lord Luo might be dead left her strangely numb. Lord Luo had never once spoken to her privately. He had simply valued her martial skills and given her a bow. Perhaps because of this, her secret longing had burned even hotter. Now hearing he was probably dead, an inexplicable grief settled over her heart, nearly bringing tears.

But she quickly suppressed herself.

"What about Uncle Zhou and the children?"

"Still no word. Don't worry, Sister—once street curfew lifts, I'll go look for them. As long as those little rascals are alive, I'll find them." Jiang Suo hesitated. "But Uncle Zhou... it probably isn't good..."

According to Aunt Jiang, when their militia group was hit head-on by crop-head fire, everyone retreated. Part of the militia got caught in close combat with the crop-heads. Aunt Jiang was shot in the leg and barely escaped into an alley, but Uncle Zhou was left behind.

This news that Uncle Zhou might be dead deepened Qingxia's despair. But she was effectively the troupe leader now. Aunt Jiang was wounded; Jiang Suo was too young; the others were missing. She couldn't just lie here doing nothing. She struggled to rise.

"I need to go look around."

"Sister, don't go out—you're not recovered yet. Besides, the curfew isn't lifted."

"I'm fine." She pushed herself up. Her body wasn't injured—she had trained since childhood, building strong constitution. After one night's rest, she had recovered eight or nine-tenths of her strength. "I'll just look around the courtyard. Help me up."

"Right away." Jiang Suo happily took her arm and helped her stand. Others sheltering in the stable sat or stood, also wanting to check outside but not daring. Seeing someone willing to go, they watched hopefully.

Qingxia walked outside. The courtyard was empty. The rear gate was tightly closed, as was the gate to the front yard. She scooped some water from a jar to wash her face, feeling refreshed. Seeing her reflection, she suddenly realized she was still wearing her archer's jacket—if the crop-heads suspected she was a militia instructor, there would be trouble. She quickly tore off her head-wrap, but had no change of clothes—her spare clothes and luggage were all at the Luo ancestral hall.

Checking herself, she saw some dark stains—probably blood spatter from yesterday. But against the dark blue fabric, they were barely visible. After thinking, she told Jiang Suo to hide their weapons somewhere.

"There's this yidouyuan here." Jiang Suo pulled a ragged cloak-like garment from the grass. "Your archer's jacket is too conspicuous! Cover yourself with this."

"Good." She put on the yidouyuan and smeared some soot and ash on her face and hands.

Just then, they heard gongs outside: "Curfew lifted! All clear!" The call approached from far away.

"Junior Brother, stay here and watch Aunt Jiang. I'll go gather information and see if I can find a doctor for her wounds. Did you apply our trauma medicine?"

"Yes, but this wound is serious—almost went right through her leg. Don't know if it damaged bone or tendon." Jiang Suo said worriedly.

If bone or tendon was damaged, she could never perform again. The troupe would have to support her as a burden.

"Even if it's damaged, we'll take care of her!" Qingxia said firmly. Aunt Jiang's life had been pitiful—widowed at nineteen, no children, her natal and marital families all dead. For over a decade, she had traveled with the troupe. The troupe was her family; the troupe members were her relatives.

More gongs sounded outside, calling all household heads to assemble immediately at the threshing ground. The Australians had "important business" for a meeting. Every household must send one person—no excuses, no substitutes—or face "death without mercy." The courtyard erupted in anxiety. Many worried about what the crop-heads intended, but none dared refuse.



Qingxia thought this was a good opportunity. They were outsiders—no one would notice them. Perfect time to scout the town's situation. She told Jiang Suo to care for Aunt Jiang, then slipped out the back door.

The back alley was deserted, but the main streets were gradually filling with people. She kept her head down, sticking to empty alleys.

Her first destination was the Luo Residence. Her father was trapped inside. She had to check on him no matter what. She also wanted to know if Lord Luo was really dead. For some reason, she couldn't let go of this man.

The once-vast, imposing Luo compound was now smoking ruins. The magnificent gate had become rubble. The high, thick courtyard walls had collapsed in many places. Everywhere lay broken bricks, charred timbers, shattered weapons. Some corpses had not been removed yet, laid out in rows on the open ground before the gate, covered with straw mats. From exposed feet and hair, they appeared to be militia and guards' bodies. Some wore silk and satin—probably Luo family women and maids. Qingxia felt sorrowful, silently reciting Buddhist prayers.

About two hundred prisoners—apparently captured militia—were clearing rubble under crop-head supervision. Occasionally, boxes and barrels were carried out from inside. All were styles Qingxia had never seen. Sometimes furniture, fabric, and rice in straw sacks were brought out, piled in an open area surrounded by barriers. Someone was recording and counting.

Before the gate stood a gallows-frame with a row of hanging corpses—twenty or thirty at least. Silently praying, she slowly approached. Most of the hanged were strangers. Old and young, from their appearances and clothes, they were local gentry and magnates—probably Militia Bureau committee members and officers. Several looked fit and muscular—clearly martial artists. Either militia instructors, training leaders, or guard captains.

She quickly spotted Luo Tianqiu. His topknot was undone, eyes wide open, an expression of defiance still on his face. He had apparently been fighting when captured—his clothes were bloodstained. Qingxia grieved but dared not weep. Seeing the crop-heads busy guarding prisoners, cleaning the battlefield, and moving goods, with no one watching here, she knelt, hands clasped, silently recited Buddhist prayers, then quickly rose and left.

She circled to the ancestral hall area. Since this was abandoned early by militia and guards, damage was minimal. Only a few local-looking people were clearing the street. Qingxia summoned courage to ask a kindly-looking old man what had happened to the people inside.

"There was no fighting here." The old man told her. "Few died. But everyone was taken by the crop—the Australians."

"Taken where?" Qingxia asked anxiously.

"All prisoners were sent to the Militia Bureau for questioning." The old man looked around and whispered, "Young lady! Do you know someone from the Luo family?"

Qingxia knew the Luo family's reputation here was bad. She lied, saying her father was a Luo family tenant who had come to town a few days ago to deliver offerings to the ancestral hall.

"Then don't worry. The Australians are good to common people. Your father's just a tenant—once he explains, he'll be released. He'll be fine." The old man reassured her.

Qingxia thanked him and walked to a deserted alley. She couldn't help covering her face and weeping. Sadness or joy? She couldn't tell. After crying, she felt somewhat relieved. Only then did she dry her tears and head toward the Militia Bureau.

Though the Bureau had seen fighting, it fell quickly, so buildings were mostly intact. Now it held captured committee members, their families, and their lackeys. The entrance was heavily guarded—no unauthorized entry. Qingxia circled several times but couldn't find anyone to ask about her father.

She walked the entire town, asking about Uncle Zhou and the three young disciples. In desperation, she went to the open area outside town where corpses were collected. A shelter of reed mats had been erected. All who died in the battle were brought here for families to identify and claim. Those unclaimed would be cremated.

Fighting fear and the stinging smell of chemicals, Qingxia checked corpse after corpse under the reed-mat shelter. Finally, she found no Uncle Zhou or young disciples among them. This greatly improved her spirits. If they weren't among the dead, they must still be alive.

Along the way, she noticed most shops had reopened. Street corpses and debris were being cleared in orderly fashion. Pedestrians were increasing. No panic or fear. Apparently the crop-heads had not looted or burned after taking the town—discipline was strict. But she couldn't find any doctor—all town doctors had been requisitioned by the Australians. Unable to get a doctor, she could only buy herbs from a pharmacy. Performers always kept prescriptions for bruises and wounds.

After this round, she returned to the inn at midday, hungry and thirsty. In the back courtyard, some locals had left; only refugees from other villages lingered, not yet daring to leave. They sat in twos and threes eating dry rations; some were boiling water.

Qingxia first checked on Aunt Jiang. Her wound had been cleaned with alcohol and bandaged with trauma medicine, but it had swollen. Qingxia saw her pale face, sweating, and touched her forehead—feverish, burning hot.

She remembered her father saying wounds and fever were a terrible combination—once fever set in, life was uncertain. Her heart grew heavy.

"Junior Brother, cool Aunt Jiang's forehead with well water. I'll boil the medicine."

"I'm fine." Aunt Jiang's face showed an unhealthy flush. "How's Master? Any news?"

"Nothing yet—but he should be fine." She reported what she had learned and seen at the morgue. "Probably captured by the crop-heads. After questioning, they'll release him."

"I'm worried about Brother Zhou—" Aunt Jiang closed her eyes, breathing laboriously. "He led militia against the Australians face-to-face. The Australians execute all captured training leaders and militia instructors..."

"If they wanted to kill him, they would have already. He'll be fine." Qingxia knew Uncle Zhou had feelings for Aunt Jiang, though both were too shy to admit it. She wouldn't say anything discouraging now—only comforting words.

"I hope so. Heaven protect our whole troupe, keep everyone safe..." Aunt Jiang drifted into fitful sleep.

Qingxia found a cracked pot to brew medicine for Aunt Jiang. Suddenly the innkeeper and several clerks appeared in the backyard, each brandishing thick clubs.

"All of you! Everyone out here—stand in the courtyard!" The innkeeper had somehow become incredibly aggressive. Yesterday he had abandoned the inn and fled. This morning he had hidden indoors. Now suddenly he had transformed into this.

They didn't know that Innkeeper Chen had become one of three liaison officers newly appointed by the Australians—specifically responsible for arranging lodging and provisions for the occupation forces, and later for collecting "Reasonable Burden."

Seeing Jiang Suo in the courtyard, the innkeeper immediately started cursing: "You worthless beggar! Joining the militia to bully common folk! Seize him! Take him to the Australian masters for judgment!"

The clerks roared threateningly, but none actually charged—they knew these performers' skills. Rushing forward might not end well.

Others from the stable came out to see the commotion, frightened by the scene, and retreated back inside. One old man tried to mediate: "Innkeeper Chen! Let it go. The town just fell. Let's all stay peaceful, not cause trouble..."

"Stay peaceful?" Innkeeper Chen's eyebrows shot up. "This kid waved a knife in my face yesterday—lawless! If I don't teach him a lesson, where's justice?" He jabbed a finger at the old man. "And all you locals—neighbors though you may be—you can't stay for free. Before leaving, everyone settle their bills! One qian of silver per person per night! No Tianqi or Chongzhen coins accepted!"

"Heavens—one qian of silver for a night in the stable..." someone muttered.

"Don't like it? Sleep at the threshing ground!" For some reason, the innkeeper had become ferociously arrogant, utterly fearless. His clerks joined in the shouting.

"No money today means no leaving! Everyone pays up first!" The innkeeper sprayed spittle, then pointed at Jiang Suo. "You penniless beggars—your master here will be merciful. Leave the horse and you can go!"

Jiang Suo, young and hot-headed, seeing this shameless innkeeper bullying them, reached for his knife.

"Junior Brother, don't!" Qingxia quickly grabbed his hand. She laughed coldly: "If you want the horse, come take it yourself. Don't send your men to die! We're leaving now."

"Leave without paying? Grab them!" The innkeeper shrieked. "Take them to the Australians!"

But though the clerks postured threateningly, none dared approach. Qingxia knew they couldn't stay. She had Jiang Suo lead out the horse, then supported Aunt Jiang. The three prepared to leave together.

Seeing them about to leave, the innkeeper threw himself heedlessly at the gate to block it, shouting and making a great commotion.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 723 - The Underground Government

Jiang Suo smiled contemptuously. With just a light push, the innkeeper lost his balance and nearly fell flat on his face. His club clattered to the ground. This drew a burst of laughter from the crowd in the courtyard.

Innkeeper Chen, humiliated and furious, cursed and ordered his clerks to act. Seeing them all hesitating and shrinking back, with none willing to step forward—these performers' skills were formidable, and starting a fight would surely go badly for him.

He hadn't expected these people with black marks against them to show such contempt, especially in front of a crowd of poor locals. How could he lose face like this? He scrambled to his feet and rushed into a small room.

Qingxia spat and silently cursed: "Bully the weak, fear the strong!" She was about to open the courtyard gate and leave when Innkeeper Chen came running back, furiously banging a gong in his hands.

The sharp, urgent sound echoed through the air. Everyone in the courtyard froze—this was an alarm gong. Normally sounded only for bandit alerts or fires. When it rang, watchmen, militia, and fire brigades would come running. Now with the Australians in charge, what use was this gong?

It proved useful. Rapid footsteps approached from outside. Then voices urgently called: "Where's the gong? Who's ringing the gong?"

Innkeeper Chen acted as if he'd found family. He yanked open the back courtyard gate, stuck his head out, and shrieked: "Sir! There are escaped training leaders here!"

No one had expected this move. Everyone in the courtyard stood frozen as if struck by lightning. After taking the town, the crop-heads had left ordinary people untouched and didn't kill indiscriminately. But militia leaders and instructors, if caught, faced certain death! Just yesterday at the threshing ground, three martial artists had been publicly hanged—all recently hired as militia instructors.

Qingxia's head buzzed. Seeing Jiang Suo reach for his short knife to fight, she quickly pressed down his hand: "Don't!" she hissed.

Though hot-blooded, Jiang Suo always listened to Master and Senior Sister. He immediately stopped and sheathed his knife. By then, a squad of marines had surged in.

Shortly after occupying Sanliang Market, the Fubo Army had restored the town's basic order, including the alarm gong system and night watchmen. Patrol squads were dispatched to all streets and alleys day and night—partly to catch escapees, partly to maintain order and prevent opportunistic looting.

Each patrol included a local watchman as guide and interpreter. When the gong sounded, marines arrived immediately.

"What's this about?" The leading sergeant scanned the courtyard, noticed Qingxia's group carrying weapons, and frowned. "You three—put your weapons on the ground!"

Qingxia quickly removed her waist-knife and pushed Jiang Suo. Jiang Suo reluctantly removed his knife too and tossed it on the ground. Seven or eight opponents—whether blades or fists, he felt he could handle them. But crop-head firearms were devastating. Never mind carrying the wounded Aunt Jiang—even if all three were unharmed, they might escape this courtyard but not the town.

Innkeeper Chen bowed and scraped as he approached: "Officer—"

"I'm a sergeant." The leading crop-head spoke precisely. "Why did you ring the gong?"

"Sergeant Sir!" Innkeeper Chen displayed a small placard. "I'm this town's liai... officer..." In his anxiety, he forgot the middle character in "liaison officer." "These three were militia instructors under that bully Luo Tianqiu. Look at that woman—she's still wounded!"

"I see." The sergeant examined them. Their appearance and manner were indeed those of martial artists. By regulation, they should be arrested for interrogation first. "Take them away!"

"Yes, sir!" Soldiers stepped forward to seize them.

"Sergeant, we're innocent!" Qingxia dropped to her knees, kowtowing repeatedly. "This humble woman and her companions are traveling performers—we carry weapons for our act. This innkeeper tried to extort our horse and property, and when he failed, he made false accusations. Please examine this matter clearly!" She kowtowed several more times.

"I don't have authority to examine anything. You'll come with me to the Bureau." The sergeant waved his hand, then told Innkeeper Chen, "Since you're the accuser, you're coming too!"

"Yes, yes—I'll come right away." Innkeeper Chen smiled broadly. "She's just making excuses. Look at that woman's leg wound..."

Qingxia's face went pale. Everything else could be explained. But Aunt Jiang's leg wound was inexplicable—how would she have a bayonet wound if she hadn't fought crop-heads?

Innkeeper Chen looked smug, adding embellishments: "That woman's archery is extraordinary—who knows if she wounded some of your boys."

Qingxia's face turned ghastly white. Seeing the innkeeper's relentless attacks, each accusation worse than the last, she knew she would never leave that so-called Bureau alive. She pleaded innocence desperately, then turned to beg the other commoners in the courtyard to testify that the innkeeper was making false accusations because his extortion had failed.

But the commoners, now knowing Innkeeper Chen had sold himself to the Australians, dared not wade into these murky waters. All stood silent as cicadas in winter. Qingxia knew that as outsiders, no one would help them. In despair, she secretly regretted her lack of experience—she had known she had a dirty record working for the Luo family, yet she had stood firm when she should have just surrendered the horse. Now caught by the Australians, killing or beatings didn't frighten her—but the whole troupe was caught up in this. Not a single person remained outside to seek help.

At this thought, her regret was agonizing. But what was done was done—nothing could be changed. She could only see what happened at the Bureau. She secretly resolved: if it could save everyone else, she would sacrifice anything.



The night before Qingxia's group was arrested, Wen Desi arrived at Sanliang Market with reinforcements.

Sanliang was the largest town the task force had captured. It was also an important wholesale hub for Dongguan and several neighboring counties—commercially significant. The spoils and prisoners captured here were the most abundant. This drew great attention from the task force's transmigrators. After news of Shi Zhiqi being struck by an arrow, Wen Desi immediately departed, bringing several transmigrators and civil affairs personnel to Sanliang Market, intending to establish operations there.

Wen Desi's reinforcement convoy needed to clear the channel of stakes to allow supply-laden long-dragons to pass. Clearing as they went, they didn't arrive until afternoon. By then, fighting was essentially over. Though taking the Luo Residence had taken time, it was captured before nightfall.

Wen Desi immediately directed "clearance" and "screening" operations across Sanliang. Many were promptly hanged. Property confiscation and seizure continued into the night.

Searches for remaining enemies continued through the darkness. Four hundred marines sealed all exits. Patrols carrying torches swept every street and alley, hunting any fugitives. Everyone caught was sent to temporary detention near the threshing ground and Bureau for disposition.

Sanliang's resistance had been the fiercest; the marines' retaliation was particularly harsh. Though discipline prevented them from venting rage on ordinary commoners, militia received no such consideration. Anyone who showed the slightest resistance or spoke disrespectfully was bayoneted on the spot.

Wen Desi finished signing the first batch of execution orders and stretched. Signing so many orders—leadership wasn't easy. He stood and looked at the firelit courtyard, now cleared of debris. Marines stood guard under the eaves. Their bayonets reflected the torchlight, gleaming coldly.

He summoned an officer on duty: "Where's Squadron Leader Shi?"

"At the temporary hospital. I'll take you there immediately." The officer said respectfully.

A side courtyard of the Bureau had been converted to a hospital. The eastern hall now served as a temporary operating room. A rosewood table was the operating table, curtains hung around it. A dozen floodlights were arranged nearby—power came from bicycle-style human-powered generators outside, marines taking turns pedaling.

Zhang Tumu finished extracting a musket ball from a militiaman's abdomen and sutured the wound. Whether this patient would survive was uncertain—conditions were too crude. But at least with surgery he had a chance; without it, he would certainly die.

"Watch the nursing. Make sure medications are given on time." After instructing the medical orderly, Zhang Tumu soaked his blood-stained latex gloves in a basin of water, cleaned them carefully, then immersed them in alcohol. In Lingao, nurses would do this for him; here he had to do it himself.

Zhang Tumu was the army surgeon. He had brought several indigenous medical students studying emergency surgery along with much equipment and medication—partly to save lives, partly to provide practice. Originally he had set up a medical station at the Bogue. But the squadron's Pearl River patrols produced few serious casualties requiring his personal intervention. Finally, he decided to travel with the squadron—if he couldn't treat their own people, at least he could treat prisoners.

With this mindset, the small medical team left half its personnel and equipment behind, and the rest sailed to Shi Zhiqi's base at Shiwan. Zhang Tumu was getting bored in Shiwan when news of Shi Zhiqi being hit by an arrow arrived. He immediately took his students and equipment, escorted by soldiers, to Sanliang.

He had expected to perform emergency surgery on Shi Zhiqi, but examining him found the squadron leader wasn't in critical condition. Shi Zhiqi sat on a couch looking dejected, the arrowhead with a short segment of shaft still embedded in his body—the field medic had found the wound dangerously close to a major artery and hadn't dared cut to extract it, waiting for Zhang Tumu.

Qingxia's arrow had struck the "armor" worn over his uniform—protective equipment issued to transmigrators not equipped with stab-proof vests, resembling an old-style steel-plate bulletproof vest with steel plates inserted at key points. The arrow had struck the heart-guard steel plate squarely—just a fraction off and it would have entered his heart.

If it had struck true, Shi Zhiqi would have died instantly, ten lives or not. The arrow was deflected by the steel plate. The arrowhead had entered his shoulder at an angle. The wound wasn't serious. Zhang Tumu cleaned it, administered a tetanus injection, and gave him antibiotics.

"You're lucky," Zhang Tumu said to the grimacing Shi Zhiqi as he sutured the wound without anesthesia. "Almost hit the artery. If it had, you'd be beyond saving. You'd be heading to Cuigang for a memorial service."

"Dr. Zhang, have you no compassion?" Shi Zhiqi groaned from his bed. "My bones aren't broken, right..."

"Bones intact, but you've got severe soft tissue contusions all over—that's rough. You'll need proper rest for a while. Get X-rayed back in Lingao to check for ligament and joint damage—I'm not an orthopedist, can't make guarantees." Zhang Tumu washed his hands. "Lucky you didn't break bones falling from a rooftop. Be more careful from now on!"

Shi Zhiqi said weakly: "We marine officers always lead from the front."

"Heh," Zhang Tumu smiled. "Honestly, you are indeed the most seriously wounded in your squadron."

Shi Zhiqi let out a sound between shame and anger: "Fourteen dead all told, and I'm wounded too—how do I explain this back home? Lost all face and substance!"

"Actually, fourteen dead. Two more died during the assault." Zhang Tumu said. "But all the wounded will survive."

"Dear heavens." Shi Zhiqi groaned—the movement apparently triggered some pain, and he winced.

Zhang Tumu asked: "Want some painkillers?"

"No thanks. What you've got is just opium or coca—I absolutely won't touch those." Shi Zhiqi said. "Maybe some videos instead..."

"Laptop's out of power." Zhang Tumu refused immediately. "You should rest well. I'll give you some sleeping pills from Runshitang—Liu San boasts they're pure traditional Chinese medicine. Of course, opium is technically also pure traditional Chinese medicine."

"I don't dare rest—there's only two transmigrators here. You've never commanded troops. If I leave things to indigenous officers, I worry about mistakes."

"I think they're performing very well—methodical and organized. Order's already restored in town. Stop worrying. Besides, Chief Wen is arriving this afternoon with D Squadron. With him in charge, what's there to worry about?"

"Chief Wen is coming too?"

"That's right. Once he's finished, he'll probably come see you." Zhang Tumu smiled. "Too bad Huang Zhuazi isn't here to act as photographer. Otherwise, some shots of 'Chief Wen Warmly Visits War Hero Shi Zhiqi' might even make the elementary school textbooks someday."

"Stop teasing me." Shi Zhiqi knew he was joking about his "glorious exploits" at Lantau. "What good does that do me..."

"No good for you—good for Chief Wen. Great propaganda material."

"What damn good for me." Chief Wen's voice came from outside. "I'm not interested. Real men rely on real ability! That flashy stuff is useless!"

Wen Desi had indeed come to visit Shi Zhiqi. His purpose wasn't photos but post-operations in Sanliang—he wanted Shi Zhiqi's input.

In terms of "administrative rank," Wen Desi far outranked Shi Zhiqi. But both were transmigrators, and this town had mainly been captured by Shi Zhiqi's squadron. Though now wounded and unable to handle affairs, some formal respect was still appropriate.

"...I don't have any particular views. You handle it as you see fit, Chief." Shi Zhiqi assumed an attitude of complete trust. "But we need harsh retaliation—make them understand what happens when they resist the Fubo Army..." Fearing Chief Wen might think he wanted revenge just because he'd been hit by an arrow, he quickly recounted losing an entire squad to a wanrenji on the river.

"I can't swallow this... eleven marines, all our best young men... just gone like that..." Emotion entered Shi Zhiqi's voice—these soldiers had grown up under his command after all.

"Mm." Wen Desi nodded but didn't indicate what he would actually do. This battle example Shi Zhiqi mentioned deserved staff discussion—the natives were beginning to experiment with asymmetric counter-tactics. This trend required attention.

"I'll investigate this thoroughly," Wen Desi said. "As for retaliation, Sanliang resisted so stubbornly—perfect opportunity to eliminate the local magnates. But," he expressed concern, "we can't stay here long. Eliminating them without establishing government is rather a waste."

"I suggest setting up an underground party..." Shi Zhiqi said. "Doesn't External Intelligence have both land and sea networks, plus this 'Five Element Flags' system? Some doing business, some gathering intelligence. Just have Jiang Shan send some indigenous personnel here to do business and build a local organization—earn money while providing intelligence."

Using the current military occupation's advantage, purge all potential opponents. Cultivate a group of collaborators as the underground party's outer layer. Secretly control key market towns.

Market towns were the nexus between cities and countryside, with strong radiating influence over surrounding villages. Whether for future currency penetration or commodity penetration, this would be highly beneficial.

Wen Desi had considered this scheme—he had discussed post-operation matters with Wu De, Jiang Shan, and Si Kaide via telegram regarding the Pearl River "taxation" operations. They had discussed how, for some militarily occupied large towns, it would be wasteful to simply kill some people, seize some goods, arrange some proxies for "Reasonable Burden," and withdraw. Better to exploit the Ming-Qing governments' failure to extend authority to villages and insert themselves into the vacuum, establishing an "underground government."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 724 - The Trial

"The Luo family dominated Sanliang Market for generations, acting as local emperors here. Why can't we do the same?" Shi Zhiqi said. "Our people will certainly do better than these traditional gentry bullies!"

Of course, indigenous personnel trained in modern administrative skills would certainly outperform self-interested clan magnates. But traditional society was a typical "acquaintance society"—the outsider label wasn't easily removed. Some families might have lived locally for two or three generations and still be considered outsiders by locals.

Outsiders were excluded from local social networks, rarely trusted by locals. Their words naturally carried less weight. Being few and weak, their interests were often bullied and encroached upon.

In a major city like Guangzhou, things might be better. In semi-closed rural society, outsiders peacefully controlling local power was very difficult.

In twenty-first-century China, "outsider" still carried pejorative connotations—let alone the far more closed society with almost no population mobility of the seventeenth century.

Without support from local magnates, how to establish their own people with sufficient authority was something Wen Desi had been contemplating.

Now the local magnates and gentry who had resisted them had been annihilated. Most were killed; the rest were either already hanged or about to be. According to established guidelines, these people would be "cleared"—the document's euphemism for "executed."

Those who had narrowly escaped death—including their clansmen, distant relatives, guards... anyone who had received their patronage and counted as beneficiaries—would be entirely relocated to Lingao for "resettlement." The Civil Affairs People's Committee would disperse and resettle this population across Hainan Island.

After these measures, Sanliang Market's "elite class" would be completely swept away. Newcomers with sufficient capital and strong capabilities could easily establish authority locally.

...

Deep in thought, he dozed off half-reclined in his chair. When he woke, it was fully light. Wen Desi remembered today's town-wide assembly. He quickly sat up and called for his orderly to bring water for washing.

The assembly didn't require his personal presence—specialized Civil Affairs Committee transmigrators would handle it. Wen Desi sat in his temporary office, reading the rapidly accumulating reports and requests on his desk.

Captured militia, guards, and gentry servants needed screening. The general principle was to punish those with public grievances and release ordinary people on the spot. But who had public grievances versus private vendettas was a tangled question. Since early morning, people had been sneaking to headquarters with "accusations" and "complaints," or delivering anonymous letters. The civil affairs team had brought indigenous personnel specifically to handle such matters.

The town-wide assembly at the threshing ground went smoothly. Wen Desi found this unsurprising—any assembly held at bayonet-point would go smoothly, especially after a hundred-odd people had just been hanged. The assembly elected several liaison officers responsible for maintaining public order, handling aftermath, and assessing "Reasonable Burden." Among them were Innkeeper Chen, a small rush-mat dealer named Li Cunfa, and the abbot of the town's only temple—Monk Daoliao. Daoliao presided over a hereditary temple with modest temple property. Fortunately, being the only temple in town, Daoliao handled all supernatural-related services, earning enough for him and his few disciples to live on.

These three worked under the civil affairs team's direct supervision. Wen Desi ordered five hundred taels of silver and several hundred shi of rice allocated as operating funds. Existing community organizations were restored—the fire brigade reopened; the watchmen resumed their rounds. Those whose homes and property had been destroyed in the fighting received relief rice. The civil affairs team also planned to distribute relief silver.

"I'm truly surprised," said Ji Xin, the arbitration tribunal representative responsible for inspecting and handling the task force's legal matters, seeing this temporary organization already functioning. Innkeeper Chen handled security; Li Cunfa managed economics and Reasonable Burden; Monk Daoliao managed corpse collection and charitable relief for the poor. Everything was quickly becoming orderly. "Before coming to Guangdong, I worried natives would fear government retaliation and refuse to publicly volunteer as liaison officers."

In traditional Chinese society, local notables stepping up to maintain order after war wasn't considered "collaboration." It even earned praise for "protecting the homeland." Such people were typically local gentry and magnates whom the government had always relied on for grassroots governance. Naturally, when authorities returned, they wouldn't punish such behavior. Among them were genuinely public-spirited righteous people, but also despicable opportunists seeking to exploit the situation for personal gain. Circumstances varied greatly.

For now, the transmigrators had no choice—most locals hadn't yet developed basic trust in them. They could only use those who stepped forward voluntarily. Whether these people were capable and honest could only be evaluated through practice.

With local liaison officers, civil affairs work proceeded rapidly. The team began collecting and burying corpses, providing relief to the poor, hunting escaped "enemies," and repairing buildings damaged by artillery—both private and public. The former particularly—the Element Council did largely accept the concept of inviolable private property. At least when it didn't conflict with the Council's or Empire's interests.

Liu Deshan's residence, being heavily damaged, was among the first listed for repairs. A squad of marines carrying tools and pushing carts of building materials arrived at the Liu residence in force. Liu Deshan had just attended the threshing ground assembly that morning. While he knew his life and property were temporarily safe, he remained worried about the upcoming "Reasonable Burden." When assessed, it would probably be no small sum.

While worrying, this group suddenly appeared before his house. Liu Deshan assumed the crop-heads had come to confiscate his property. These tools were probably for digging up floor tiles and tearing down walls to find "hidden treasure." He was so frightened he couldn't move.

"Sir, we meet again." The leader was the same Australian who had come to his house the day before. He smiled and waved his axe—nearly making Liu Deshan wet himself. "We keep our word. We're here to fix your house."

"This... um... ah..." Before Liu Deshan could react, marines swarmed into the courtyard. Someone immediately removed the threshold his clerks had hastily nailed the day before, pushed in a modified wheelbarrow loaded with bricks, tiles, and lime. Others nimbly set up ladders and climbed to the roof. Others went straight to the clerks to borrow buckets, preparing to mix mortar. Seven or eight pairs of hands started repairs at once.

Liu Deshan stood dumbfounded. In his understanding, soldiers were all idle layabouts and good-for-nothings—genuine "official bandits." Not robbing or killing was already considered strict discipline. An army that made reparations for damage and personally helped repair houses was absolutely unheard of.

"Who knew such people existed!" Liu Deshan exclaimed repeatedly. He quickly ordered someone to boil water and brew tea.

"Sir, we're out of old tea..." a clerk said. "We used it all yesterday."

"Idiot! Brew the good tea!"



While Liu Deshan fussed over tea, Innkeeper Chen cursed and led his group to the Bureau. The "Bureau" the sergeant mentioned was the former Militia Bureau—originally a temple that had been refurbished. With many rooms and spacious halls, it made excellent office space. After breaking through on October 26th, the squadron had established its command center here.

The group was brought to the Bureau. A large courtyard nearby now served as temporary detention. Room after room was packed with dejected faces.

The three of them were separately escorted to a courtyard that had been the Bureau's main hall—where committee members had held their private courts to "try cases." Any "suspicious person" captured by militia in Sanliang and surroundings, or any unfortunate who had offended the masters, was brought here for harsh interrogation. Besides lacking a yamen's formal plaques and insignia, it had everything—magistrate's bench, torture implements, everything.

This now served as the temporary military court for hearing cases. Tribunal representative Ji Xin had been trying cases since morning—mostly local commoners accusing former magnates and gentry. Some claimed they had caused deaths; some accused them of abducting women; some accused them of seizing property... an endless variety. Some came openly with written complaints begging for justice; others sent anonymous notes secretly. These materials now filled a table behind the court.

Some cases no longer needed trial—the defendants had died during the assault or been hanged that night. Complaints against Luo Tianqiu were especially numerous, the charges "complete with all five poisons." Ji Xin thought: this man was truly a textbook "bully landlord."

Though trials weren't necessary, Ji Xin still had indigenous clerks organize the materials and especially collect sufficient witness testimony—this would be valuable propaganda material later!

Defendants still alive were brought in order for trial. This mode of trial—no legal basis, no court evidence, relying only on both parties' word-against-word debate—made Ji Xin uncomfortable. He had to rely on his own common sense, knowledge, principles, and even intuition to make judgments.

Ji Xin didn't believe "poor people are naturally good; rich people are naturally bad." He knew very well that when new rulers arrived, many would try to seize others' property to change their own fate. False accusations and exaggerations would certainly be common at such times.

So he paid special attention to fairness. His frequently stated principle was: "That a person is guilty doesn't mean every accusation can be piled on their head." This clashed with Xu Wen's "Iron Fist of Public Security" faction and the pragmatists' "Law Is a Tool" theory.

"Liaison Officer Chen has brought several militia instructors." Someone reported. "They deny everything."

"Oh." Ji Xin nodded. "Of course they deny it." He was quite displeased with the Element Council's order to execute all militia instructors, considering it potentially indiscriminate killing. But this was a high-level decision he couldn't oppose.

"Bring them in for questioning." He moved aside the completed case files on his desk and opened a new one.

Qingxia and the other two were brought into the hall. The setting rivaled a county yamen in scale, but the hall was nearly empty—no fierce-looking yamen runners, just three or four crop-head-looking figures. The one in the center was a strapping man, six-and-a-half chi tall, square-faced, thick-browed, large-earlobed, with very fair skin—looking very official indeed. Probably a high-ranking crop-head.

Qingxia quickly pulled Jiang Suo down to kneel.

"This humble woman Chunxia kowtows to Your Honor—"

"No need to kneel and kowtow. Stand and speak." The strapping crop-head said. He appeared affable, unlike the fierce officialdom of typical magistrates. Qingxia felt slightly reassured.

"Thank you, Your Honor."

"No thanks needed." This Australian actually smiled. "What's your name? Where are you from? What's your profession?"

Qingxia answered each question, saying only that they were traveling equestrian performers, not daring to mention they had been militia instructors. She said they were being falsely accused because the innkeeper had tried to extort their horse and property.

"Your Honor, please discern the truth! We are performing artists, wandering everywhere, complete outsiders. How could we be militia instructors here?" Qingxia knew flat denial was her only chance at survival.

Ji Xin nodded, examining the three. The woman speaking was about twenty, tall and well-proportioned with large natural feet—clearly trained in martial arts. The young man beside her was sixteen or seventeen, short but sturdy. The other woman was in her early thirties, somewhat attractive but pale and unsteady—apparently ill.

These three, called militia instructors? Indeed hard to believe.

"Sir!" Innkeeper Chen immediately jumped forward. "These three definitely served as militia instructors and fought against your people! If you don't believe me, ask the captured militia—some surely recognize them!" He pointed at Qingxia. "This woman even had an affair with Luo Tianqiu!"

Qingxia's face flushed crimson, furious beyond words. As a woman performing publicly, her chastity was constantly suspected and discussed—so she was especially sensitive about it, tolerating no misunderstanding. Her virgin body being groundlessly slandered, she almost rushed forward to seize Innkeeper Chen. Only the gleaming crop-head bayonets restrained her fury. She turned and knelt, kowtowing once.

"This humble woman is certainly still a virgin with no connection to Lord Luo! This Innkeeper Chen is spewing blood from his mouth! Please, Your Honor, investigate clearly!"

Seeing this woman's intense reaction, Ji Xin knew she spoke truth. He glanced at Innkeeper Chen's smug expression. Though jurisprudence didn't concern itself with personal impressions, their contrasting behavior inevitably affected his judgment.

Regardless of whether these three were militia instructors, Innkeeper Chen clearly had ulterior motives. The attempted horse extortion might well be true.

"Qingxia! Whether you're a virgin is irrelevant to this case." The crop-head behind the table seemed quite displeased that the matter had inexplicably veered to "virginity." He told Qingxia: "Stand. Innkeeper Chen claims you served as militia instructors and fought in battle. Is this true?"

"Reporting to Your Honor—absolutely not!" Qingxia denied firmly. "We perform equestrian tricks—all flashy moves with no substance. How could we train militia?"

Seeing Qingxia's instant, complete denial and firm attitude, Innkeeper Chen feared the Australian might believe her. He quickly added: "Sir, they're all skilled martial artists! If you don't believe me, ask the townspeople. This woman's archery is extraordinary—she can shoot coins from a hundred paces. Luo Tianqiu specifically hired her to train the militia in archery..." He pointed at Aunt Jiang. "This woman throws knives, and her leg still has yesterday's wound! If she wasn't fighting militia, where would a bayonet wound come from?"

This was undeniable hard evidence. Qingxia momentarily had no counter-argument.

"Is what Innkeeper Chen says true?"

"Reporting to Your Honor! We humble performers practice martial arts—some skills for earning our living is nothing unusual. That doesn't automatically make us militia instructors."

The Australian then asked Aunt Jiang: "You're wounded?"

Aunt Jiang didn't dare answer, unsure whether to admit or deny. But she had limped in supported by Qingxia—impossible to deny. She whispered: "This humble woman is indeed wounded."

"How were you wounded?"

Qingxia quickly answered: "Reporting to Your Honor! She was accidentally stabbed by this humble woman during practice."

"Sir! They're lying!" Innkeeper Chen hadn't expected this young woman to have become so polished, calmly trying to explain everything away. Furious—no longer caring about the horse, but feeling utterly humiliated—he quickly produced the inn's guest register.

"Sir, please look." He pointed to names in the ledger. "This group arrived three months ago with eight people. They stayed at my inn until half a month ago when they moved to live at the Luo ancestral hall. The ancestral hall isn't an inn—and Luo Tianqiu was no charitable man. Why would he let them live in the ancestral hall for free? Your Honor can easily verify this!" He continued smugly: "And now only three remain! Where's the old man? Where's the other man? And the three children—where are they all?"

Ji Xin listened, realizing Innkeeper Chen spoke truth. He nodded silently and asked:

"Is what Innkeeper Chen says true?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 725 - Ji Xin's Verdict

"My father, Uncle Zhou, and the three young disciples were separated during the assault!" Qingxia said.

Seeing Innkeeper Chen about to say more, Ji Xin had already grasped the situation. He waved his hand. "Since there are wounds, send her to the doctor for treatment first."

He ordered Qingxia's group taken into custody, their belongings and luggage sent to the Bureau. Innkeeper Chen had made a scene without gaining anything. Though he had vented his anger, he feared the Australian might be swayed by this woman, and he would end up worse off. He returned home with an uneasy heart.

Ji Xin summoned an indigenous clerk, gave him the materials, and instructed him to immediately investigate Innkeeper Chen's accusations among the prisoners. Then he moved on to the next case.

Over two hours later, the clerk returned. Ji Xin heard his report. Sure enough, everything Innkeeper Chen said was true: Qingxia and the young man called Jiang Suo had served as militia instructors and fought on the blockhouse. Even the detail about Qingxia's extraordinary archery and Luo Tianqiu presenting her with a bow was confirmed.

As for Aunt Jiang, she and a man surnamed Zhou had led militia against the Australians. The man surnamed Zhou had died in the melee. The examination report from the temporary hospital also confirmed Aunt Jiang's wound was indeed from a bayonet—a weapon no native used. It absolutely could not have been an accident during practice.

The clerk's capability far exceeded expectations. He had not only gathered information and collected testimony but also located Qingxia's father and the three young disciples. They were all being held in the POW camp.

Ji Xin reviewed the report. By this accounting, only Qingxia's father hadn't participated in fighting and could be released. The three young disciples counted at most as ordinary militia without public grievances—also releasable. But Qingxia, Jiang Suo, and Aunt Jiang, by current regulations, all faced death.

At this thought, Ji Xin felt a stirring of chivalrous sentiment: these people's deaths would be truly unjust. Just trying to earn a living, not even among the lowest "beneficiary class," yet they would be sacrificed alongside the Luo family. But their service as militia instructors and direct combat participation were facts.

He discussed this with Wen Desi, wanting to gauge his attitude.

"If you're asking my view, it's clear," Wen Desi said. "Follow regulations."

Following regulations meant execution. He smiled. "Are the two women pretty?"

"Reasonably attractive." Ji Xin answered honestly. "But I think they're rather wronged... The martial artists executed yesterday at least collected several months' wages. These people never received a single payment—just stayed at the Luo family's place a few days and ate a few meals..."

"If they hadn't directly fought, I'd say executing or not executing doesn't matter much." Wen Desi said. "But since they directly fought, the young woman may well have wounded our people—letting them off so easily is too lenient. Of course, you're the military court's presiding judge now. How to rule is your decision. I absolutely won't interfere."

"You're right." Ji Xin nodded. He had great discretionary authority here, but he feared this discretion might undermine his longtime principle of "equality before the law." Yet simply ordering these people executed troubled his conscience.

Wen Desi suddenly smiled. "If you've taken a fancy to these two women, it's nothing..."

"No, I absolutely haven't taken a fancy to them—"

"Come now, don't deceive yourself. If this group were all strapping men, would you be this conflicted? At most you'd sigh a bit and move on. We're all men—I understand these tender feelings!" Wen Desi said. "This group is mostly women and children—exactly what Lingao lacks. I suggest you treat them as militia without public grievances and spare their lives—just sentence them as bondservants."



Aunt Jiang had her wound cleaned at the temporary hospital. The medic saw her wound was badly infected and not only applied anti-inflammatory powder but also gave her sulfonamide tablets to take.

Aunt Jiang was brought to the room where they were being held—a large hall containing many prisoners. Qingxia's group was assigned a corner. Her father and the three young disciples had already been transferred here. They were weeping together when Aunt Jiang was brought in—the emotions were mixed: after all this chaos, the troupe was finally reunited, but Uncle Zhou was dead.

"Who knows what the crop-heads will do with us." Qingxia wiped her tears. "As soon as they investigate, everything will be clear. People here won't necessarily cover for us either."

"What can they do? Death at worst." Jiang Suo still seemed fearless.

"I think next time we're summoned, we should just confess." Her father sighed. "Beg the Australian masters for mercy. I can see they act fairly and treat common people well. We're just performers—they don't need to kill us."

"When have officials not used commoners' heads for demonstrations?" Jiang Suo muttered discontentedly. "Begging for our lives—I'd rather die."

"If you're so eager to die, go die then!" The old man grew angry—as someone who had lived long, he knew life's value. He scolded Jiang Suo: "Your head isn't a turnip that grows back after you lose it! Young as you are, why so eager to die?"

Jiang Suo didn't dare argue. He felt quite aggrieved. He had firmly opposed working for the Luo family—it was Senior Sister who had agreed, and Master who had acquiesced, that had led to today's situation.

But saying this wouldn't help—it would only cause needless heartache. Jiang Suo could only keep silent. Like most of the troupe, he had no attachments—nothing to leave behind. Yet even claiming not to fear death, imagining being hanged on a frame, kicking as he choked to death, sent chills down his spine.

"Stop daydreaming!" A haggard-faced militiaman beside them said. "Just being militia instructors for Luo—for Luo Tianqiu—is enough to get you hanged. The Australians treat common people fine, but if you've taken up arms against them, they don't hesitate to kill. Those three militia instructors hanged yesterday—they all came for Luo's eighteen taels a month. Now they've left their families behind and gone... Being outsiders, their families probably don't even know they're dead..."

Qingxia wept: "If I'd known this, I should have just given the horse to that black-hearted Innkeeper Chen. Had to show off—and dragged everyone into this..."

Jiang Suo saw her crying bitterly and felt despondent himself, not knowing what to say. The thought of dying here inexplicably drained his fighting spirit.

Everyone felt the future was utterly bleak. The three young disciples started crying too. The hall full of prisoners was already in despair; this triggered everyone to weep. The whole great hall became like a funeral parlor until marine guards came in and shouted eight or nine times before the crying finally stopped. No one spoke anymore; everyone sat with bowed heads.

Seeing Aunt Jiang brought back, everyone's spirits lifted slightly. They quickly laid her on a straw mat. Hearing the crop-heads had treated her wound, the swelling had subsided and her forehead wasn't as hot.

"Senior Sister," Jiang Suo whispered, "don't cry anymore. I don't think the crop-heads will kill us... If they wanted to, why treat Aunt Jiang's wound?"

The next morning, a clerk came to summon someone, saying the military court would continue proceedings. He called Qingxia's name and was about to take her away. Jiang Suo, fearing today's session might involve torture—Senior Sister was after all a woman, and he worried she couldn't endure—quickly requested to accompany her.

"You don't need to go. This doesn't concern you." The clerk said expressionlessly, and led Qingxia away.

In the hall, Ji Xin had someone present multiple witness testimonies and the bow seized from her luggage. Qingxia could no longer deny it. Kneeling, she pleaded desperately, explaining that her father's illness had left them in debt to the Luo family's usury, and later she had received Luo Tianqiu's kindness—she'd had no choice but to serve as militia instructor.

"...Your Honor, this humble woman truly had no choice. It was all this humble woman's foolishness, momentarily failing to distinguish good from evil..." At this, she thought of Luo Tianqiu hanging on the gallows, and her heart ached inexplicably. Hot tears fell. "All decisions were this humble woman's—I implicated the other troupe members. All blame is mine alone. Please, Your Honor, don't harm the innocent..."

"It's good you know you were foolish." Ji Xin saw her weeping pitifully, like pear blossoms in rain. His long-dormant heart rippled slightly. He quickly collected himself and ordered her taken away.

Then he drafted the verdict: Jiang Suo, Aunt Jiang, and the three young disciples were found guilty. Given their brief service to the Luo family and no public grievances, sentences were reduced by one degree—bondservants for seven years, to be sent immediately to Lingao. The old troupe master hadn't participated in battle or served as militia—acquitted.

Personal belongings remained protected as private property, to be taken to Lingao. Weapons were confiscated. Troupe communal property would be returned to the master.

That left Qingxia. Ji Xin had wanted to spare her. But the testimony was extremely unfavorable. Not only did multiple militia confirm she had fought bravely on the blockhouse, but someone had seen her hit several marines—one apparently an officer. This officer was probably Shi Zhiqi.

Such crimes, even if Chief Wen agreed to use clemency to spare her, would face fierce opposition from many in the Element Council. From legal fairness, it made no sense—why could she live when other militia instructors who had also fought were executed? They had also only served a month or two, with no public grievances.

Ji Xin sighed deeply and signed the death warrant.

"In the name of the Element Council and the People, I order the following person to receive necessary disposition."

He signed his name after this sentence. A hollow exhaustion washed over him, like when he had lost his wife years ago. Sometimes human effort couldn't overcome fate. Sometimes human effort couldn't resist society. At this thought, Ji Xin wept.



Sanliang Market's aftermath operations continued for a week. In this time, killings decreased. But seizures yielded much. Reasonable Burden was fully collected. Wen Desi led the plundering of enormous spoils and prisoners, while establishing an "underground government" in Sanliang.

This underground government had Li Cunfa and Monk Daoliao as public figures. During these days, they had negotiated with the Australians, arranged supplies, collected corpses—their efforts maintaining local order had earned local acceptance. Innkeeper Chen, one of the original three liaison officers, was found guilty of repeated extortion. He was executed the day before withdrawal. At Ji Xin's request, no corpse was displayed afterward—immediate cremation followed.

The underground government's real power lay with a covert cell dispatched by External Intelligence. They had quietly entered Dongguan. Some of the deeds and certificates seized from eliminated magnates in Sanliang had secretly been transferred to them. Once things calmed, the operatives could openly use these documents to claim these properties. The transmigrators' reach would thus penetrate deep into Pearl Delta villages and towns, ultimately achieving grassroots "subversion" and "transformation."

The task force's massive raids throughout the Pearl River region threw Guangzhou into unprecedented chaos and instability. True and false reports flew like snowflakes to Guangzhou, causing enormous panic. Wealthy families began fleeing. Li Fengjie had been urging Xu Tingfa and others to strengthen defenses, planning to negotiate peace after one battle with the crop-heads. He had not expected the crop-heads to bypass his heavily fortified Wuchong battery and instead raid everywhere. Emergency reports from all counties snowballed into Guangzhou.

Everywhere, towns were falling. Everywhere, gentry and magnates were being killed. Everywhere, "taxation" was being enforced. When news reached him that Dongguan's magistrate had been forced to pay "city-ransom" to the crop-heads, Li Fengjie was not angry—rather slightly relieved. At least the county seat was saved. If the crop-heads had captured it, the situation would look even worse.

Government troops feared the enemy like tigers, completely failing to protect the people. And the capable local militia were also retreating everywhere before the crop-heads. Shawan, Sanliang, Daojiao, Dafen... in battle after battle, multi-village alliance militia were routed by crop-heads numbering only one-quarter or one-fifth their strength. Originally hoping villages could defend themselves and starve the crop-heads of supplies, instead the crop-heads seized enormous spoils, and every village they passed had to provide provisions. With such abundant supply, they could stay as long as they pleased.

Li Fengjie, at his wit's end, desperately dispatched Humen garrison commander Chen Qian with two thousand hastily recruited water-braves to attack and destroy crop-head flotillas. The moment they left Wuchong, they were caught by patrol boats hunting for opportunities. Eight patrol boats attacked this improvised navy of salt boats and rice barges. After the first volley, the water-braves abandoned ship and fled. In the ensuing battle, these rabble had no will to fight—each fled for himself. Chen Qian's flagship was quickly exposed to the patrol boats' guns. Under fierce fire, the ship caught fire. He barely escaped with his life thanks to quick-thinking guards.

This battle completely destroyed Li Fengjie and others' hope for naval combat. Whether navy regulars or recruited water-braves, none could withstand crop-head artillery. His last hope rested on Li Luoyou—who had secretly traveled to Macau to negotiate borrowing troops from the Portuguese. But so far, not a word had come back.



Macau, the Jesuit College.

"Mr. Lando has returned?" Gelaazzini frowned.

"Yes. He says he has urgent matters to report to the Superior."

"Show him in." Gelaazzini recalled seeing Francesco's letter recently, praising how "the Lord's glory had shone into his dark soul" while noting this Italian rogue was in poor health, lying in the Australian hospital near death, probably about to meet his Maker soon.

Only two months later and he had recovered? Gelaazzini was quite skeptical. He picked up an ivory ball and toyed with it.

Lando entered wearing his stylish outfit as always. His complexion looked excellent—no sign of illness. This made Gelaazzini question whether Francesco's observational skills had declined.

Lando knelt to kiss the Superior's ring. Then he stood respectfully.

"Father, I have important news to report."

Gelaazzini nodded at his servant, who promptly disappeared behind a curtain.

"My child, what news is so urgent?" Gelaazzini was somewhat displeased. Though Lando served the Society effectively and contributed much, he was merely a secular attendant to a priest. Even with urgent news, he should first report to Francesco or Luruohua, who would then report to him. This leap in hierarchy was presumptuous.

This rogue must have obtained something he considered extremely important to act this way.

"Officials in Guangzhou are plotting against Macau."

"What?" Gelaazzini's hand trembled. The ivory ball nearly fell.

Though Gelaazzini wasn't a member of Macau's Municipal Council, he was among the most powerful men in the city. Nothing could be hidden from him. He knew that recently, envoys from Guangzhou had been negotiating on behalf of Ming authorities, asking the Portuguese to help suppress "Australian pirates" ravaging the Pearl River.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 726 - Borrowing Soldiers

These negotiations were still in progress. The Portuguese Municipal Council in Macau had some interest in the Guangdong authorities' proposal—after all, protecting their trade with China was their paramount concern. The Australians' bold entrance into the Pearl River mouth, sailing past and firing salutes, had also made the Portuguese feel unprecedented threat.

These so-called "Australians" in Lingao, while so far not directly harming Portuguese interests—besides granting a few ships India-Lingao trade privileges, they hadn't made major moves in overseas trade. Their dealings with Chinese in Guangdong were mostly in basic commodities the Portuguese had no interest in: grain, cotton, and various bulk cargo like minerals, metals, and timber.

Overall, the Portuguese and Lingao's Australians kept to their own lanes, even finding mutual benefit. The Australians sold the Portuguese large quantities of high-quality, cheap industrial goods, enabling them to profit handsomely in various resale and distribution markets. The Portuguese also sold much "Indian merchandise" to Lingao. This gave the Portuguese—who had despaired of opening the Chinese market—great interest in the Australians. Perhaps if they could establish stable trade relations, they might open a sales channel to Australia.

However, the Australians' crushing defeat of Ming forces at Lingao, followed by their fleet entering the Pearl River, had alarmed the Portuguese. The Australians clearly weren't content to remain holed up in a remote backwater as mere pirates or merchants. They had grander ambitions.

Among the Chinese in Guangdong, a vague rumor had reached Portuguese ears: the Australians were Chinese who had left for overseas centuries ago. They had returned to reclaim their ancestors' thrones, titles, and fiefs.

Gelaazzini received updates every few days on the negotiations—unsurprisingly. The Ming intermediary sent from Guangdong was Li Luoyou, who had studied at the Jesuit mission as a youth. Though he had his own residence in Macau, he still visited familiar priests at the mission every few days.

Li Luoyou didn't hide his purpose or the negotiations' content. In Macau, the Jesuits wielded enormous influence over the Municipal Council. He believed keeping the Jesuits informed could only help.

Li Luoyou had been shocked by the Ming authorities' attack on Lingao. He had not expected the government to act so rashly—hadn't they thought to send scouts first? He reflected regretfully: if they had just sent someone to observe, this war might have been avoided, preserving more of the government forces' strength. In his assessment, Guangdong's armies were absolutely no match for the Australians. He knew that without numerical advantage, Ming soldiers couldn't handle even the Portuguese—a patchwork force of various peoples. Let alone Australians whose weapons and training were ten times superior.

When Guangzhou's merchants and gentry fell into a scramble over Purple Letter franchises, and many merchants broke off trade with the Australians for various reasons, Li Luoyou had quietly continued his Lingao trade. Ship after ship of medicines, metals, grain, and fabric went to Lingao, returning with Australian goods. This continued until government forces blockaded the Qiongzhou Strait. This trade made his Qionghai Company branch in Lingao enormously profitable, greatly surprising Gu Baocheng, who was managing his first business venture.

Among Li Luoyou's enterprises, Qionghai barely ranked. But he treated it as a crucial foothold. It was also Gu Baocheng's first property to manage—Li Luoyou even considered it the starting point for the Gu family's restoration. So his investment there was quite generous.

He had spared no expense buying a large plot in the East Gate Market's newly developed area. Part was built up with the Qionghai Company building; the rest, he instructed Gu Baocheng to hold without immediate use or sale.

"Isn't leaving such fine land idle wasteful?" Gu Baocheng had asked.

Li Luoyou told him to find some vegetable farmers to lease the empty land for gardening. In Lingao, this was highly profitable—the large non-agricultural population in industry, administration, and military needed enormous quantities of vegetables as side dishes.

"Growing vegetables isn't just for extra income," Li Luoyou taught. "It's to avoid gossip! Good land left fallow growing weeds—others won't think anything special, only that we're wasting heaven's gifts."

"I understand, Uncle."

"That you recognized land shouldn't lie idle shows good instincts." Li Luoyou praised him.

Just before the government began blockading the Qiongzhou Strait, an informed Li Luoyou dispatched a secret courier to Lingao. With the military expedition against Lingao making such noise, the Qionghai staff were all on edge, constantly urging Gu Baocheng to return to Guangzhou to wait out the storm.

"The master says if you feel the situation is dangerous, returning is acceptable. He absolutely won't blame you," the messenger said.

"Tell the master," Gu Baocheng said confidently, "the Australians will have a hard fight, but the government forces will never win."

The messenger reported Gu Baocheng's words exactly to Li Luoyou. Li Luoyou silently nodded—this boy's vision was still a bit lacking, but at least he wasn't just parroting others. He had formed his own judgment—and not a bad one.

He Cheng's total annihilation at Chengmai, then the siege at Qiongshan—none of this surprised Li Luoyou. Even when Li Fengjie quietly sent for him, asking him to serve as envoy to negotiate military assistance in Macau, he felt no surprise. The Governor's rash expedition was bound to fail. Afterward, someone had to clean up—and that someone would naturally be Li Fengjie.

Li Fengjie was Li Luoyou's greatest patron in Guangdong. Li Luoyou handled many of the Governor's business affairs, including investments and loans. He also fronted many enterprises in which the Governor had invested—pawnshops, overseas trade, smuggling, and other lucrative businesses that officials couldn't openly participate in or that had unsavory reputations. Their collusion ran deep. When Li Fengjie had wanted to compete for the position of Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi, Li Luoyou had immediately wired five thousand taels to the Governor's office in Beijing as bribery funds.

Such connections were no small matter. So when Wang Zunde fell ill, Li Fengjie emerged to manage Guangdong's defenses while secretly arranging peace negotiations—and enlisted this "business partner" to approach the Portuguese about joint Pearl River defense.

"I'm sure you've heard, my friend." Li Luoyou said when receiving He Chengzong, who had come rushing overnight to Foshan. The visitor's expression was grim. "The crop-heads have entered the Pearl River! They're raiding and killing everywhere! Dongguan, Xin'an, Shunde, Nanhai—all counties are panicking three times a day..."

"They've taken the Bogue?"

"The Bogue fortress fell in just two days." He Chengzong was both dejected and uneasy. "A complete rout." He briefly described the Bogue battle. When mentioning Australian "ships and guns," Li Luoyou was secretly shocked—from the account, the Australians hadn't deployed their great iron ships or iron fast-boats. Just fifty or sixty ordinary sailing ships plus some smoke-belching self-propelled small craft had taken the Bogue with its multiple batteries and hundreds of cannon positions, routing two thousand government troops.

He hadn't imagined Australian naval power to be this overwhelming! Li Luoyou had secretly felt pleased about Guangdong's defeat—a fitting lesson for those arrogant officials. But now he worried—if the Australians were this strong and now hostile to the Ming, they might become another Jurchen threat!

"The master has an important task for you." He Chengzong whispered. "Only you can handle this. Once successful, the master will reward you generously!"

"I don't deserve such reward." Li Luoyou noted his secretive manner, knowing this must be important—and probably related to the Australians. Perhaps they wanted him to negotiate peace? He whispered back: "What does Your Excellency wish me to do?"

"This matter cannot be known to outsiders." He Chengzong continued.

"Rest assured!"



Only then did He Chengzong quietly reveal the purpose. Li Fengjie wanted him to personally travel to Macau and get the Portuguese to send forces to blockade the Pearl River mouth.

"...The Portuguese in Macau have seven or eight city-sized great ships, bristling with cannons. Even crop-head warships would have difficulty prevailing." He Chengzong said. "The crop-heads are now rampaging on the river, but all their gunpowder and shot must be transported a thousand li from Lingao. If the Portuguese cut off their supply, the crop-heads will run out of ammunition and have no choice but to withdraw."

Li Fengjie chose Li Luoyou as envoy first because he was a trusted confidant; second because Li Luoyou had deep connections with the Portuguese; and finally because Li Luoyou was a merchant—not an official or member of his staff.

Asking Portuguese help was essentially inviting foreign intervention. If censors and remonstrators learned of it, there would be an enormous scandal. Only someone like Li Luoyou—with absolutely no official background—could be sent, allowing officials to plausibly deny and disavow if information leaked. After all, he was genuinely a "civilian"—not even a "temporary employee."

Li Luoyou pondered silently. This was very tricky. Whether the Portuguese would agree was completely uncertain. As someone very close to the Portuguese who understood their thinking, he knew they wanted to protect their trade, but their commitment and capability were questionable. Also, since the Portuguese had settled in Macau, Sino-Portuguese relations had been rocky at best—toleration rather than harmony. Calls to expel the Portuguese from official circles had never ceased. Especially recently, rumors were everywhere that Inspector Gao intended to expel the Portuguese and ban trade—detailed and vivid. The Portuguese themselves had heard.

Asking the Portuguese to send forces under such circumstances—how they would react, he couldn't predict.

"This is extremely tricky." Li Luoyou decided to speak frankly. "Inspector Gao's memorial has become common gossip. The Portuguese surely know. If they ask about it, how do I respond?"

"Just say there's no such thing."

This was ridiculously childish! Li Luoyou thought. Inspector Gao's memorial couldn't be groundless. Simply denying it—if the Portuguese later learned the truth—wouldn't Ming officials look like complete liars?

"This... won't it greatly embarrass the authorities later..."

He Chengzong smiled blandly: "When did the authorities say any such thing?" His expression was quite self-satisfied.

Li Luoyou stared in disbelief—he now completely understood He Chengzong's meaning. The statement wouldn't come from any Guangdong official, but from him, their representative. And Li Luoyou wasn't "official," so the government technically wouldn't be lying. When the truth emerged, officials could simply deny any connection to Li Luoyou.

These people were thinking far too absurdly! Treating lying as strategy! And from He Chengzong's smug, shameless manner, having a mere merchant tell a few lies clearly didn't seem like a big deal. Li Luoyou felt suddenly cold.

"These scholars—they've all studied their books into dogs' bellies. Shameless schemes pour out endlessly." Li Luoyou was furious inside. But his expression remained serene, showing only a slight smile: "This... isn't quite proper, is it?"

He Chengzong still looked pleased: "What's improper? You're just a merchant. Even if you misspeak a few words, what difference does it make? Handle the immediate problem first."

"Ha ha, ha ha." Li Luoyou laughed along. His reputation was built on "integrity." If he deceived the Portuguese this time, his standing in Macau's business world would collapse. So this "substitution" lie was absolutely unspeakable.

If the Portuguese really asked about Inspector Gao's memorial, he would simply say he knew nothing about it. Let them judge for themselves. Guangzhou was full of people willing to sell anything for foreign silver. They would find the truth on their own.

After He Chengzong departed, Li Luoyou seriously considered this mission. Of course, unless he wanted to stop doing business in Guangdong, he couldn't refuse Li Fengjie's request. And he would have to try to succeed.

Though he was the Australians' business partner, he felt the Australians had gone too far this time. Disrupting Guangdong would only further weaken the already severely debilitated Ming body. In his view, the Australians should stay in Lingao selling Australian goods. The Portuguese might not achieve quick success, but applying some pressure could be useful.

The challenge was that this was nearly impossible. The Portuguese might patrol with warships to maintain commercial interests and try to expel the Australians. But their naval power—considerable in East Asia, enough to make pirate Liu Xiang wary of attacking Portuguese ships—was hopelessly outmatched by the Australians. Just one of those four fast-boats appearing at the Pearl River mouth could single-handedly defeat all Portuguese naval forces in Macau. Of this he had no doubt.

Regardless of Portuguese capability, the government was supplicating for help without offering any beneficial terms to the Portuguese. Ming senior officials had a "never forget who dug the well" mentality, always seeing themselves as the well-diggers. In Li Fengjie and his staff's view, the Portuguese residing in Macau was purely Ming's benevolence. If the Portuguese wanted to stay, they must serve Guangdong authorities unconditionally.

If they couldn't understand this, the bureaucrats were prepared to threaten them into understanding.

In other words, this wasn't equal negotiation but continuous "if you don't cooperate, you'll suffer" threats.

Of course, threats were a negotiating tactic—as long as one was powerful enough to carry them out. But threatening a potential ally when desperately needing help was problematic. The Macau Municipal Council would certainly want to know: if we spend military funds and deploy warships to antagonize the friendly Australians, what do we get?

After much thought, Li Luoyou could only use the Portuguese's core concern—maintaining China trade—as his persuasion: if they wanted to preserve Macau's position as Ming's sole foreign trade gateway, they must maintain Pearl River shipping security and ensure safe passage of vessels.

Li Luoyou's proposal from the Guangdong Governor was immediately brought before Macau's Municipal Council for discussion. Portuguese elites and guild leaders debated at length, forming two sharply divided opinions.

Though the Portuguese disliked the Ming government, this government had granted them a trading post and—thanks to its xenophobic policy of avoiding foreign merchants—effectively handed them a monopoly on China trade. If the Australians and Ming fell into prolonged warfare, Portuguese trade throughout the Pearl Delta would become unsustainable. So calls to help Guangdong authorities against the Australians ran high.

But others argued that Ming was a poor trading partner. They constantly restricted Portuguese trade—limiting what goods could be purchased, in what quantities, how much cash could be carried—even forbidding hiring or purchasing local servants in Guangdong. There were constant calls to expel them from this tiny colony. Some even felt this "arrogant" government deserved a "profound lesson"—if the Australians were willing to administer it, the Portuguese had no reason to intervene. On the contrary, the Portuguese might leverage their neutral position as intermediaries between the two sides for even greater advantage.

Note: The Qing-era Guangdong provincial government did once request military assistance from the Portuguese in Macau against pirates. The Portuguese did deploy naval vessels in joint operations with Qing naval forces.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 727 - The Angry Portuguese

The Municipal Council and the Portuguese merchant guild held sharply opposing positions, and so the negotiations stalled. Macau lacked anything resembling an organized "Spanish Naval Detachment"—the armed vessels crowding the harbor were merchantmen, not warships. Save for a handful of light craft belonging to the Council and the Governor, nearly every ship in port was privately or corporately held. With so many competing interests, the logistical questions alone seemed endless: shipowners balked at serving the Council without compensation, and even those willing to help demanded ironclad arrangements for casualty payments, hull repairs, and ammunition costs.

The Jesuits, whose influence would ultimately prove decisive, had yet to declare their position—though everyone understood they favored the Australians. The assistance these newcomers had rendered to Catholic missionary work in China represented nothing short of a breakthrough.

With the Society's stance still ambiguous and the Municipal Council and Chamber of Commerce mired in their interminable debates, Li Luoyou could only wait. He was nominally in Macau to negotiate, but there was nothing to negotiate; he spent most of his days idling while the Portuguese haggled amongst themselves.

His intelligence network, however, grew increasingly active. Reports flowed in daily of Australian military demonstrations along the Pearl River—continuous small-scale operations that conspicuously avoided a direct assault on Wuchong, the gateway to Guangzhou. Li Luoyou understood perfectly: the Australians were forcing peace through war, applying just enough pressure to compel the Guangdong authorities into rapid negotiations.

Synthesizing the various dispatches reaching him in Macau, Li Luoyou became increasingly certain of his theory. He learned that over a month prior, several Australians had come to Macau seeking contact with Guangdong officials. They were still here, lingering as if waiting for something.

They must have offered peace talks through some channel, he reasoned. And the provincial authorities simply never responded. That silence is why their warships now prowl the Pearl River's inland waters.

Li Luoyou privately wrung his hands in frustration. Had the senior officials in Zhaoqing and Guangzhou reacted promptly—had they quietly dispatched someone to negotiate—this entire crisis might have been resolved before it escalated to this point.

But the Australians had already drawn their swords. They would not sheathe them without blood. By the time peace was finally negotiated, how many more widows and orphans would there be? How many wandering ghosts? How much wealth reduced to ash, how many homes consumed by fire?

He resolved to secretly contact the Australian representatives at the earliest opportunity. If he could learn their specific conditions and intentions now, precious time could be saved once formal negotiations began.



Gelaazzini spoke in his customary measured tone: "My child, do not rush. Speak slowly."

"Yes, Your Grace." Lando glanced sidelong at the Superior. Only the old fox's composure was feigned—his hand had trembled moments ago. Lando felt confident about the news he bore.

"Your Grace, I obtained astonishing intelligence in Lingao." Lando affected an air of great anxiety. "The Chinese court will soon revoke Macau's trading privileges. Merchants here will be forbidden from entering Guangzhou. The entire Pearl River estuary will be blockaded against foreign shipping. They supposedly intend to order local Chinese merchants to cease all supply of grain, vegetables, and meat to this city."

Gelaazzini had heard such rumors before—they had circulated through Macau for months. At first they were nothing but vague whispers: I heard trade might be banned. The Superior naturally dismissed such formless speculation. But the rumors had gradually accumulated substance and specificity, until recently he'd learned that the advocate for this ban was Guangdong's highest judicial official.

Now Lando not only repeated the rumors but supplied concrete details. The intelligence's credibility rose to better than eighty percent—this no longer seemed groundless.

"My child, is your news reliable? This city produces thirty or forty such rumors daily."

"Your Grace, absolutely reliable." Lando bowed. "I have already reported to the two Fathers, and both believed it necessary for me to bring this directly to you. Here is their letter."

He presented a letter from Father Trigault. It not only confirmed Lando's account but specifically noted that his source was a "high-ranking" Catholic Senator among the Australians—one who expressed great concern for the safety of Macau, which he called "the Church's lighthouse in the Far East." The Senator hoped the Portuguese would prepare accordingly.

Lando added: "The Australians not only know the details—they possess direct evidence."

Gelaazzini frowned as he read. Was this an attempt to sow discord? The Australians surely knew the Guangdong authorities sought Portuguese military assistance. If the Portuguese sided with the Ming, it would severely disadvantage the Australian campaign in the Pearl River. Perhaps that was precisely why they had revealed this intelligence to the Lingao mission.

He considered carefully. If the news proved true, there was absolutely no possibility of the Portuguese helping the Guangdong government. They maintained Pearl River security to protect trade, not to protect Ming subjects. If the Chinese government itself severed that trade, then the lives of Chinese subjects and the safety of the Pearl River meant nothing to the Portuguese.

That the Australians disclosed this so casually to the Jesuits suggested they held irrefutable proof—they needed no roundabout methods to verify their credibility.

Gelaazzini felt sweat prickling his back. If Guangdong's Provincial Inspector had truly petitioned the Emperor to cut off trade, Macau's future was precarious indeed. Setting aside the various means by which the Chinese might force the Portuguese out, what future did a city built entirely on commerce and shipping have if it lost its primary—its sole—trading partner?

He thought of several commercial cities he'd visited in Italy and the Netherlands, cities that had declined after their geographical advantages shifted. Streets once teeming with prosperity now stood overgrown, grass tall enough to feed horses. Populations reduced to a tenth of their former numbers. Beautiful merchant houses and mansions stood empty, their doors boarded shut. Scenes of utter desolation.

He could not imagine Macau surviving such a fate. It was merely a small island on a cape, incapable of feeding itself. If trade were severed, the city would collapse into ruin almost immediately.

The Jesuits would have to abandon their best missionary base at the gateway to South China—and relocate to the distant Philippines, under Spanish control.

The thought made him shudder. He detested the Spanish—openly so. He needed no imagination to know what treatment awaited them in Manila.

"My child, do you have other evidence? This news alone will not satisfy the gentlemen."

"The Australian who revealed this said that if the Lords are interested, they will provide all evidence to prove it."

"I understand. Go and rest." Gelaazzini nodded.

After Lando departed, the Superior immediately summoned Li Luoyou.

"Jacob," Gelaazzini used his baptismal name and spoke without preamble, "I have learned from a well-informed source that Guangdong's Provincial Inspector has submitted a memorial to the court requesting a complete ban on trade with Macau. Do you know if this is true?"

Li Luoyou started, unsure why he had been suddenly summoned. Hearing the question he least wanted to answer, he forced himself to maintain composure.

"I am not certain, Your Grace. You know this rumor has circulated for some time. I am not an official and cannot judge its veracity."

"And based on your insight and logic?" Gelaazzini pressed.

Li Luoyou hesitated. Whatever he said might prove impossible to justify later. Gelaazzini's sudden interrogation clearly indicated he possessed important intelligence. He decided not to conceal any further.

"In my view, it is highly likely true." He nodded gravely. "Inspector Gao has always been dissatisfied with the Portuguese and the Holy Church. However, until now there were only rumors—no confirmed news."

"The Australians say they have sufficient evidence." Gelaazzini fixed him with a steady gaze. "Do you believe they do?"

Li Luoyou had no answer. He realized his mission was likely about to fail. After a moment's thought, he spoke carefully:

"Superior, I wish to draw your attention to something. Even if this matter is true—even if Inspector Gao did write such a memorial—it does not constitute an imperial decree. After the memorial reaches the capital, it must receive not only the Emperor's sagely decision but also deliberation by the Grand Secretariat and the Six Ministries. If divergent opinions appear at any stage, Inspector Gao's memorial remains merely that—a memorial. It cannot be treated as a decree. It is, in essence, no more binding than a... petition."

Li Luoyou deliberately chose the weakest European equivalent.

Gelaazzini knew the man was technically correct. He pondered for a moment.

"You know I respect you..."

"Thank you, Superior."

"...But I do not entirely trust the words of Chinese officials. Before this, several members of the Municipal Council made inquiries with various powerful Chinese officials in Guangzhou and Xiangshan. All of them categorically denied it. Now it appears they were likely lying."

Li Luoyou said nothing. He knew the denials had likely come from above—probably from Li Fengjie himself.

"If this matter proves true, I can only advise the Municipal Council not to provide any form of assistance to the Guangdong authorities. I think if you stood in our position, you could not agree to help either." Gelaazzini folded his hands. "If merchants cannot trade, what relation does Pearl River security bear to the Municipal Council?"

Li Luoyou answered heavily: "Yes, I fully understand your meaning."

"...Unless the Guangdong authorities can provide concrete clarification regarding Macau's future," the Superior continued, "including guarantees for trade."

Li Luoyou understood that without concrete guarantees, these troop-borrowing negotiations would yield nothing. The Australians were clearly playing some clever game—he simply couldn't fathom what they had used to sway the famously suspicious Jesuits. Returning to his residence, he racked his brain: given that the provincial authorities had taken no concrete measures and employed only feigned ignorance to delay, it was hardly surprising the Jesuits trusted the Australians instead.



A few days later, the Macau Municipal Council erupted into uproar.

A cache of carefully organized documents was released through the Jesuits. These included drafts of Inspector Gao Shunqin's memorial and translated copies of his correspondence with the Six Ministries, the Grand Secretariat, Supervising Secretaries, and Censors in the capital.

The translations struck terror into the hearts of the Municipal Council and Portuguese merchants. Many had lived and traded in Macau for years; some had been born there. Their property, their livelihoods, their families—everything they possessed existed on this tiny patch of land. Now they learned they might lose it all.

When they discovered that the Guangdong authorities were simultaneously requesting their military aid and petitioning the Emperor to expel them, the fury of the Council and Chamber of Commerce exploded. No matter how Li Luoyou explained the intricacies of Chinese bureaucracy—that Governor Li Fengjie had no authority to interfere with what Inspector Gao said to the Emperor, that the memorial might never be approved—he was roundly cursed. Many told him flatly to "Get out!"

Li Luoyou groaned inwardly. Not only had his mission failed, but he himself had suffered collateral damage—his reputation was severely compromised.

He was summoned to the Governor's Palace, where the Governor stated his position with cold clarity:

Unless the Guangdong authorities provided official documents explicitly guaranteeing no interruption of trade, no ban on Portuguese entering Guangzhou for commerce, and no use of supply cutoffs to force Portuguese departure from Macau, the Portuguese would only then consider dispatching warships to patrol the Pearl River estuary to help the Ming expel the Australian detachment. Otherwise, the Portuguese would not interfere in either side's actions.

Li Luoyou knew Li Fengjie would never provide such guarantees. If threats of expulsion and trade severance had once been used to make the Portuguese submit, those threats had now become imminent realities—and they no longer held any power.



"Bastards! A pack of corrupt, incompetent villains! Sage's disciples! What utter filth! A horde of despicable, shameless scoundrels! This great land will be ruined in your hands sooner or later!"

In Li Luoyou's Macau residence, a Chenghua porcelain cup shattered against the wall with his furious cry. Tea soaked into the expensive Persian carpet, spreading into a large, glaring stain.

The servants and maids dared not enter—they had never seen the Master so enraged. Li Luoyou stood before a painting of the Madonna and Child, struggling to master his fury. He was truly too angry. Though he had anticipated such an outcome before departing, the experiences of recent days—combined with everything he had witnessed years ago at Guangning—had generated immense doubt in his heart regarding this government, this system, and the men who wielded power within it.

A wave of dizziness struck. Li Luoyou recognized his illness flaring again. He quickly drained some medicinal wine—a special gift from Liu San, remarkably effective—and fought to steady his mind.

His activities in Macau had been a total failure. Returning to Guangzhou was pointless; Li Fengjie was likely another who wouldn't shed a tear until he saw the coffin. He decided to remain in his residence and feign complete deafness and muteness. Since Governor Li hadn't sent even a single subordinate—clearly hoping to dissociate himself entirely—it saved Li Luoyou the effort of concealment and dealing with others.

With the troop-borrowing mission a failure, his resolve to contact the Australians and discuss peace terms solidified. He dispatched capable servants to inquire about the Australians' residence and activities in Macau.



Li Luoyou's mission had failed under the Intelligence Bureau's intervention, leaving the Pearl River Estuary Task Force with no concerns about their rear. The Navy had never feared the Portuguese galleons, of course, but their current target was the Ming—there was no need to make unnecessary enemies and disperse their forces.

After receiving the Intelligence Bureau's situation report, Chen Haiyang transferred most of the warships still stationed outside the estuary into the Pearl River channel, assembling them at Humen. Meanwhile, the Marine detachment—having completed its month-long grand tour of the Pearl River Delta—returned to base for rest and reorganization, repairing ships and guns in preparation to breach Wuchong in one decisive stroke and enter the Provincial River leading to Guangzhou.

The waterway to the provincial capital ran upstream past Wuchong to Huangpu Island, site of Guangzhou's old port. Beyond Huangpu, the Pearl River divided around Henan Island into two channels; following either upstream led to Bai'etan—the White Goose Pool.

Bai'etan lay southwest of the city of Guangzhou, at the confluence of three great rivers: the West, the North, and the Pearl. Here the tides ran smooth, siltation remained light, and the broad, misty expanse of water offered ample room to anchor the entire Task Force.

Chen Haiyang's campaign would culminate at Bai'etan—there they would posture a siege upon the city.

Of course, reaching Bai'etan required breaching a series of obstacles. Beyond Wuchong and Huangpu, the government had erected multiple emergency batteries on Henan Island, armed with Red Barbarian Cannons. Many channels had been blocked, and three lines of iron chains and timber rafts stretched across the waterway to intercept ships.

Compared to the broad Pearl River channel, the Provincial River ran much narrower and shallower, studded with sandbars. These were manageable obstacles, but what concerned Chen Haiyang most were the thoroughly blocked sections. Common sense told him that such blockages rarely succeeded—whether clogging the Pearl River during the Opium War or the Yangtze during the War of Resistance, most such efforts had proven futile.

Still, prudence demanded preparation. He ordered a vessel specially equipped and modified for clearing river channels. The Great Whale, despite her high tonnage and bulk, was a shallow-draft ship with a wide deck and steam engine power. She could be modified to serve as a temporary clearing vessel more than adequately.



(Note: The Portuguese throne at this time was held concurrently by the King of Spain.)

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 728 - Food Processing Center

The Great Whale returned to Hong Kong for temporary modification. Engineers installed a steam-powered gantry crane on deck, along with hoisting winches and dredging buckets. To ensure stability during operations, anchors stripped from several other vessels were retrofitted to her hull, giving her a total of eight.

When this ungainly contraption wobbled its way into Humen, everyone laughed at her strange, ugly appearance—though the laughter carried an undercurrent of genuine concern for the crew's safety.

"That crane's so tall—isn't the center of gravity unstable?" Huang Zhuazi had arrived at Humen aboard the Great Whale. He hadn't experienced much pitching during the journey, but every time waves slapped the hull and the steel gantry groaned, he found himself wondering if she might capsize.

A bespectacled, scholarly-looking engineer spoke with confident authority: "No problem. According to my calculations—accounting for wave-making resistance, roll coefficients, and a series of other factors—the probability of capsizing is less than twelve percent."

"That still sounds terrifying."

"Wind and waves in the Pearl River are much smaller than at sea. The probability will drop further."

"I hope so." Chen Haiyang regarded the odd monstrosity and felt distinctly uneasy. But this was a matter of "have versus have-not"—there was no room to be fastidious about safety.

Le Lin looked thoroughly miserable. As captain of the Great Whale, bringing his ship to Humen had been an ordeal. With so many towering appendages installed on deck and propulsion still relying on the original diesel engine, the power-to-weight ratio had worsened dramatically. The shifted center of gravity made every movement sluggish and awkward. He had personally taken the helm the entire way, wrestling the vessel to Humen at a painful three knots.

"This ship's a nightmare to handle," Le Lin grumbled. "I should be building my official residence on Victoria Peak right now..."

"Stop complaining. Inspect her condition immediately and prepare for departure."



The waterfront at Humen's Yaniangxie Island seethed with activity. Work shanties mingled with military songs and the roar of steam engines, all underlaid by the wailing of prisoners.

Captives transported from the surrounding region now numbered over four thousand. Some had been deemed hostile or threatening to future rule; others were impoverished locals being taken in for resettlement. All would be transported to Hainan to bolster the island's population.

By the late Ming, the Pearl River Delta was already overpopulated, with vast numbers flooding into mountain areas for agricultural development. Removing some population wouldn't damage local production or the economy but would relieve pressure on the ecosystem. And the removal of so many gentry and magnates opened considerable commercial space for local small landlords, rich peasants, and petty merchants.

The captives—men and women, young and old—arrived by boat at Humen, where they were temporarily housed while awaiting transport to Hong Kong along with the "confiscated" spoils collected throughout the region.

The plunder brought back by various squadrons over the past month had piled up like small mountains at Humen. The Transmigrators remained utterly without taste, taking everything—even the tables, chairs, and benches from "purged" wealthy households weren't spared. To prevent the unrest that large population concentrations inevitably bred, people were shipped to Hong Kong first. Weather and sea conditions permitting, several transport ships packed with captives departed for Hong Kong daily, where they would undergo purification and quarantine.

Returning squadrons also conducted short-term rest and sanitation work at Humen. Zhang Tumu administered deworming medication to all officers and men and conducted successive flea exterminations—parasites thrived in rural areas. Anyone with health issues was transferred to Hong Kong for treatment.



Fifteen-year-old Fu Ji carried a small bundle of blue cloth slung over his shoulder—a gift from his mother when he left home. Inside were a few ragged clothes and a pair of new shoes he couldn't bring himself to wear. Barefoot, he waited patiently for the group ahead to board.

His group consisted entirely of volunteers defecting to the Australians, and so order was good; no guards were needed. The transport officers gave each person a water gourd and a black leather bowl for eating and drinking on the road.

His sole hope was to eat his fill upon reaching Lingao. That was his only purpose.

Fu Ji was an ordinary country boy. He had been nameless originally—just called "Fu Ya-er," Fu the Second—until his master gave him a proper name when he became an apprentice.

He had started his apprenticeship at twelve, following the custom of three years learning, three years helping. But just as he began the "helping" stage—when he would finally learn real skills and earn a little money—his master suddenly died.

Fu Ji and his whole family instantly fell into dire straits. Having learned a trade since childhood, he had neglected farm work. His family was large—an older brother and sister, three younger siblings—and they barely survived on two mu of thin land plus some tenant farming. For such a household, suddenly having another mouth to feed was a disaster.

One day, Fu Ji squatted on a field ridge, his stomach growling with hunger. The thin sweet potato porridge from morning had long since vanished, and the next meal wouldn't come until dusk.

It couldn't compare to his days with the Master. Though the old man had rarely let him eat his fill, whenever they catered weddings or funerals in town or at the great houses, Fu Ji could always stuff himself on leftovers. That pattern of intermittent feasting amid chronic semi-starvation was still better than this—this seemingly eternal gnawing emptiness.

Not far away, cooking smoke rose from the Humen stockade—the "Short-haired Thieves" or "Australian" army cooking lunch after driving off the government troops. They ate three meals a day, just like landlords. That alone was enough to make Fu Ji envious to death.

When the Australians first came to Humen, they had fought a major battle with government troops, routing them badly and seizing the fortifications. Local villagers initially fled for several days but returned when they saw no harassment. The Australians committed no crimes in the immediate area—no looting, no arson, no snatching of women. They only sent people to collect a modest "Reasonable Burden." The burden wasn't particularly heavy, and with Australians personally overseeing distribution to ensure wealthy households paid the bulk while ordinary families contributed only the remainder, no trouble arose.

He'd heard, though, that a large village nearby—relying on its numbers and the unity of a single clan—had built a stockade to resist by force. It had been wiped out in a single day. Many were killed or captured. The leading clan had lost its entire male population and all its property; even their ancestral hall had been dismantled. The wealthy families in the surrounding area were now panic-stricken.

But for Fu Ji's family, the Australians had made little difference. Fu Ji still went hungry.

One day he accompanied a neighbor to the Humen stockade to sell vegetables and poultry. Since the Australians had established their garrison, nearby villagers constantly rowed small boats to sell fresh produce—vegetables, live poultry, eggs. According to the Provisions Management Regulations, the Fubo Army purchased only poultry, eggs, and aquatic products for meat when conditions permitted. The Chinese were born merchants; they didn't ask why the Fubo Army wanted only vegetables and eggs. They simply adjusted their offerings to meet customer demand.

Fu Ji had observed the Fubo Army's appearance and equipment when the Australians came to the countryside to assess Reasonable Burden. On this visit, he witnessed their quality of life. Soldiers ate large bowls of rice—unlimited, as much as they wanted. For side dishes there was fish, and great steaming cauldrons of vegetable soup with eggs...

Fu Ji swallowed hard as he watched. This life exceeded even the village landlords'! The pure white rice alone was something landlords would stretch with sweet potato slices.

He couldn't help asking the neighbor: "Uncle, are they eating a celebration feast today?"

"What celebration feast? Australians eat like this every day. Three meals a day!" The neighbor's voice carried naked envy. "If I didn't have a wife and three 'money-eating dragons' to raise, I'd join the Fubo Army myself! Even dying in battle would be worth it for this!"

These words lodged in Fu Ji's mind. Rather than starving at home or wandering aimlessly in search of work, wasn't it better to simply join the Australians? At least he could live comfortably for a few years.

He pondered for several days, secretly visiting Humen twice more to observe the soldiers' daily routines. He decided he could manage it. He told his family he wanted to join the Australian army.

Though his parents knew that joining the army meant he might never return—might die somewhere far away—their desperate circumstances left them no choice. They agreed.



Arriving at the Humen stockade, Fu Ji found many others aspiring to enlist. Not just young men, but half-grown children like himself, and even old men, women, and children. The Fubo Army's food supply was so legendary that many impoverished locals from the surrounding area had come to "join the gang."

Chen Haiyang had ordered that no one be refused—old or young, man or woman, all were welcome. Individuals were acceptable, but whole families were preferred. So entire households arrived dragging children and elders, their fear beaten out of them by poverty and hunger, willing to go anywhere that promised a full belly.

Fu Ji stripped naked in a shed for inspection. They examined his teeth and asked simple questions—his age, his name. Then he pressed his handprint on a piece of paper as instructed. He didn't know or care what it said.

Leaving the shed, his head was shaved, he showered, and he received a set of clean used uniforms. He was now a "new immigrant." He heard from the managers that newcomers would be sent to Lingao for several months of training before officially "joining the gang."

New immigrants lived in separate barracks awaiting ships. Their food was poorer than that of regular soldiers, but the thick rice porridge with fish and vegetables still made Fu Ji want to cry with happiness. Though he received only one bowl per meal, he ate three times a day.

The prospect of reaching Lingao, of becoming an official Australian soldier, of eating open-bellied feasts—Fu Ji felt incredibly excited.

"Fu Ji!"

Just as he waited patiently to board the transport ship to what he thought of as "Full-Belly Happiness," an Australian clerk suddenly appeared.

"Here!" Following camp regulations, he raised his hand. "I'm here!"

"You are Fu Ji?"

"Yes—" His stomach tightened with unease.

"You're a cook?"

"This lowly one served a three-year apprenticeship..."

"Come out. Don't leave for now." The clerk's tone brooked no refusal. "The food center is short-handed; you'll work there directly. Follow me!"

Fu Ji followed the clerk to a small shed, bewildered but understanding he was to be a "cooking soldier." That wouldn't be difficult—three years of apprenticeship had given him basic cooking skills.

"No need for you to cook." A higher-ranking clerk sat behind a desk inside the shed. "Can you slaughter and butcher chickens and ducks?"

"This lowly one mostly did that during apprenticeship," Fu Ji replied. "I even helped slaughter pigs sometimes..."

"Perfect." The clerk picked up a card, wrote something on it, and handed it to a subordinate. "Take him for purification. Process him according to food and medical standards."



Fu Ji was taken to have his head shaved again, to bathe, to have his nails trimmed. His entire body was inspected for wounds or skin diseases. Finally, after everything checked out normal, he had to drink several doses of bitter medicinal liquid.

He was escorted to a separate stockade by the river. In a room near the gate, an Australian met him—a man unlike the others. He was tall and fat, wearing black-framed spectacles made of tortoiseshell with two glass lenses. A rectangular bar bearing colorful cloth strips was stitched to his left breast.

"From today forward, you are a member of the Field Kitchen Processing Center." Thunder scrutinized him, checking his hands and nails. "Pay constant attention to personal hygiene!" He jutted his chin toward a young uniformed girl beside him. "Read it to him!"

The girl immediately recited the sanitary regulations: mandatory bathing before and after work, use of soap for hands, no long hair or nails permitted...

"Remember all that?"

"This lowly one... understands..." Fu Ji's head was spinning. Unable to digest it all, he simply claimed he remembered.

"Good. Take him in. Continue educating him frequently." Thunder frowned. "Hygiene habits aren't formed in a day or two."



Fu Ji was led, still bewildered, into the heavily guarded camp. Upon entering, his eyes went wide. When had such large-scale buildings appeared here?

To support long-term combat needs, the Task Force had established a massive field kitchen logistics processing center at Humen, complete with a mobile gas-powered cold storage unit.

Rows of prefabricated houses and bamboo sheds stood on the high ground by the river. A steam pump billowed black smoke, pumping endless quantities of river water. The water underwent primary purification and disinfection in filter pools before being distributed to the troops.

A strange vessel was moored at the bank—atop it sat a massive rectangular wooden box, like a house, shaded by an enormous reed canopy. It looked ugly and bizarre.

This was a refrigerated ship. The wooden box was actually a modified forty-foot container serving as a mobile gas cold storage unit. For insulation, a wooden structural thermal layer had been added outside the box, filled with multiple layers of diatomaceous earth and kapok. The refrigeration gas came from a gasifier installed on the ship—or could be supplied from shore. The vessel could store twenty-two tons of frozen goods. Its only drawback was lacking propulsion; it had to be towed by a large launch.

The clerk led Fu Ji into a large bamboo shed.

"You'll work in the butchering workshop. This is where you shower and change clothes. You must shower and change here every day before entering the workshop. Understood?"

"This lowly one knows." Fu Ji thought the rules here were enormous—bathing and changing clothes just to kill chickens.

"No wandering around. Stay in your assigned workshop. No running about." The clerk pointed to a nearby bamboo shed billowing with steam. "That's the scalding workshop. It's full of boiling water. Don't go in unless necessary—or you might get scalded to death."



Fu Ji thus began work at the processing center. His job was butchering raw carcasses. Chickens, ducks, and geese slaughtered in the slaughter workshop were scalded for defeathering, then sent to his workshop.

The "workshop" was a temporary structure combining modern architecture with traditional shed-building techniques—bamboo, reed mats, and rope. It was tall and airy, with rows of windows near the ceiling. The windows lacked glass but were fitted with insect screens. During rain, rolled-up mats could be lowered by ropes to keep out the weather—a remarkably ingenious design.

A strange smell always permeated the workshop. Fu Ji didn't know it was disinfectant. Dozens of workers holding butchering knives stood at tables, disassembling processed poultry.

He had never done such peculiar work. His master and other cooks had mostly used whole chickens and ducks. Sometimes they took breast meat or legs for particular dishes, but disassembling a bird into standardized pieces like this was entirely new to him.

The cleanliness requirements were so strict that Fu Ji found them almost absurd. Hand-washing after using the toilet was monitored—soap was mandatory. Nails were inspected every seven days; if they were too long, they were cut immediately. As for hair and beards, they were absolutely forbidden—everyone's head here was as smooth as an egg.

Clothes were changed daily. He didn't know who washed them, but clean clothes were always available. Even the aprons were spotless.



Thinking of how his master used to wipe his nose with his hand, wipe that hand on his apron, and go right back to cutting vegetables, Fu Ji felt he had entered an entirely different world.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 729 - Capturing Wuchong

Poultry was butchered into standardized cuts according to Meat Processing Plant specifications, refrigerated, then prepared into food for the troops. This system served primarily hygienic purposes, but it also allowed effective control over the quantity and nutritional content supplied to each soldier.

Simply chopping ten chickens into random pieces and boiling them made distribution nearly impossible to measure and quality impossible to maintain. The difficulty in supervising such a system would inevitably breed corruption—soldiers distributing food could easily give two drumsticks to friends and relatives while leaving others with nothing but feet.

With portioned supply, everything was identical save for minor size variations. One drumstick per person meant precisely that—one drumstick, distributed by headcount. Any shortage required compensation from the quartermaster sergeant and cooks. No ambiguity. This was the "quantitative management" Wen Desi consistently advocated.

Portioned supply also maximized utilization. Once a bird entered the center, nothing was wasted. Beyond the meat, edible organs, and blood, inedible parts were dried and ground into feed and fertilizer. Even the feathers weren't discarded—all were baled and shipped to Lingao for disinfection and storage, destined to become stuffing for down jackets. Poor-quality feathers were processed into feather meal for animal feed. Xun Suji was currently collaborating with chemical experts to determine whether feathers could be used to manufacture soy sauce.

Fu Ji quickly became skilled at his work. As he loaded boxes of disassembled cuts onto carts bound for blast freezing, he couldn't help smacking his lips. When would he get to eat such delicacies?

The food at the Processing Center was considerably better than at the transit camp. Three meals of unpolished rice, accompanied by great cauldrons of cabbage soup made with chicken or duck stock—rendered from carcasses stripped of meat. The flavor was surprisingly good. After dinner, the otherwise valueless bone racks were collected and ground into bone meal, reportedly for fertilizer.

The Australian masters must come from poor families, Fu Ji thought. He felt a sudden kinship with these people.



The Marine detachment, having withdrawn to Humen, rested and trained for several days. The Great Whale wobbled through the channel on a series of trial runs. When the first hint of autumn chill appeared on the river, Chen Haiyang finally received orders from Lingao:

Negotiations fruitless. Proceed immediately to anchor at Bai'etan.

"We're going to shell Guangzhou now. It's come to this." Chen Haiyang handed the telegram to his confidential secretary. "Summon all squadron leaders and Transmigrators for a meeting immediately."

The fleet's departure was set for November 1st. It was a sunny day, but the autumn chill of the Little Ice Age hung distinct over the Pearl River. Soldiers exchanged their tropical uniforms for thicker spring-and-autumn long-sleeved sailor dress. Five Special Service Boat squadrons and a Bombardment Boat squadron steamed upstream, escorted by a swarm of sampans and long-dragons.

The Great Whale lumbered at the rear of the formation, her dazzling array of equipment and constant billowing of black smoke making her impossible to miss. Locals on both banks whispered that she was an Australian "monster."

The Fubo Army had established considerable "prestige" in the Pearl River Delta. The common people understood that the Australians maintained strict discipline and never harassed civilians; obeying Australian orders meant safety for life and property—and might even change one's fate for the better.

As the fleet moved upstream in force, savvy boat owners followed in an assortment of vessels loaded with food, fruits, and melons likely to interest the Australians. Many idle sons of wealthy families, knowing the Australians weren't Robin Hood-style bandits who killed the rich indiscriminately, boldly hired boats to follow and watch the spectacle. The shelling of Humen had been embellished and retold throughout the region, and many wished to witness the cannon fire with their own eyes.

Everyone assumed the Australians were heading for Wuchong, where government troops had recently massed, erected forts, and transported numerous Red Barbarian Cannons.

"There's going to be a tremendous battle," the idle observers speculated, eating, drinking, and embracing women on their hired boats as they trailed the fleet, eagerly anticipating a thunderous, magnificent artillery duel.



Xu Tingfa, commanding the garrison at Wuchong, received reports of heavy black smoke on the river. He quickly donned his armor and led his personal guards to the watchtower.

Far downriver, dozens of columns of black smoke billowed skyward. More than twenty large ships and countless smaller craft packed the waterway, heading directly for Wuchong. The sight reminded him viscerally of Humen.

Wuchong's defenses had been considerably strengthened in the month since the Battle of Humen. Government forces had densely deployed ten hastily constructed batteries—some of earth and stone, others of sandbags—mounting eighty-four Red Barbarian Cannons and one hundred sixty Folangji guns. They had scraped together nearly every Red Barbarian Cannon in Guangdong, even diverting pieces originally intended for Fujian, Shandong, and the capital.

Li Fengjie had dispatched three thousand troops here, two thousand of whom were water-braves. The positions were so crowded there was barely standing room. Twenty-four naval war-junks also stood ready—half of them commandeered salt ships and rice boats.

Yet the commander Xu Tingfa did not believe Wuchong could be held. Not unless the river stakes and iron chains managed to stop the bandit ships outright.



To encourage—or supervise—the reportedly terrified generals, Li Fengjie had originally intended to send the Guangzhou Military Defense Circuit Intendant to Wuchong to oversee the battle. But Nantou City in Dongguan, where the Intendant was stationed, had been blockaded by the Australians, and no messages could reach him. Li Fengjie was forced to send Left Administration Commissioner Chen Yingyuan instead.

Arriving at Wuchong, Chen Yingyuan immediately summoned Xu Tingfa. Finding the general passive and seemingly inclined toward surrendering, the Commissioner kicked him aside and personally took charge of Wuchong's war preparations.

Wuchong guarded the outer mouth of Huangpu Port, named after the Wuchong River in Huangpu. At the confluence of the Wuchong and Pearl Rivers lay an island called Mayongwei. The main defensive positions had been established here.

Since Mayongwei bore the brunt of the expected attack, its fortifications were relatively strong. Chen Yingyuan personally supervised Nanhai and Panyu counties as they conscripted civilian labor en masse, constructing timber-and-earth ramparts on the island's southern side. The high, thick walls featured forty-four gun ports mounting forty-four Red Barbarian Cannons.

Three rows of stakes blocked the channel, and an iron chain stretched across the river. The chain was anchored by wooden rafts, and a commandeered sand-boat had been chained to it, mounting ten large Folangji guns. This vessel's purpose—beyond stabilizing the chain against the current—was to prevent the enemy from sending fire ships to burn through the barrier. Every tactic Chen Yingyuan had read in books for breaking iron chains involved fire, so he had prepared specific countermeasures.

Hearing that bandit cannon fire was fierce and long-ranged, he ordered all new gun positions pushed forward; some were built directly onto the mudflats. And having learned from officers that the Australians often used small boats to land and flank or attack forts from the rear—rendering heavy guns useless—he ordered extensive deployments of bamboo spikes, caltrops, and chevaux-de-frise around the batteries. Each position received an additional hundred combat soldiers, ready to engage landing parties. To protect soldiers from the Australians' superior firepower, he ordered trenches dug along the shore where men could hide, waiting until the enemy landed before leaping out for close combat.

For reasons unclear even to himself, Chen Yingyuan possessed inexplicable confidence in the government troops' hand-to-hand fighting ability. Since the Australians were strong with firearms, their melee skills must surely be mediocre. They would probably collapse at the sight of government blades. His entire tactical conception rested on keeping soldiers alive through the bombardment—at least until the Australians reached the trench edges.

Xu Tingfa was extremely respectful to the Commissioner, obeying every instruction. He responded to inquiries with "I follow your lead entirely," "Your Excellency is brilliant," and "This general has read few books and knows little of strategy."

As a minor Maritime Defense General, his status was incomparable to that of the Guangdong Left Administration Commissioner. Insisting on his own views would only invite trouble. However, he strongly disapproved of Chen's arrangements.

In his view, unless thick bunkers were constructed from solid stone, these timber-and-earth ramparts—serving as mere walls facing the river—were useless. The Australians' naval guns fired shells that could not be stopped; even the large bombs lobbed by the Australian "Thunder-Strike Boats" would blast gunners behind such walls to pieces. Surviving such a bombardment would be pure luck; returning fire was pure fantasy.

As for pushing gun positions forward—it was absurd. Could the enemy not simply retreat if you advanced? Furthermore, the tides would erode these forward positions; given time, the forts would crumble before the Australians even opened fire.

While observing the approaching enemy, Xu Tingfa noticed Commissioner Chen leading his personal guards and officers across the pontoon bridge over the Wuchong River onto Mayongwei. The man apparently intended to supervise the battle personally from the front line.

Xu Tingfa dared not delay. He descended the watchtower and led his own guards onto the island.



Chen Yingyuan wore his third-rank official robes, gauze cap, and cloak, with a sword at his waist. Surrounded by his guards, he climbed to the highest point of the Mayongwei fortifications and stood surveying the horizon with a majestic air.

"This is the gateway to Guangzhou! The key to the Ram City! Officers and men, today we must unite as one to destroy these contemptible bandits!" His high-pitched voice carried across the ramparts.

Xu Tingfa hurried forward, inviting the Commissioner to supervise from the north bank instead.

"General, what words are these?" Chen Yingyuan appeared impassioned. "Ordered by the Governor to supervise the battle here, with the safety of the Provincial Capital at stake—how dare this humble scholar harbor thoughts of cowardice?"

Xu Tingfa cursed silently. If this Left Commissioner panicked and died here, the responsibility would fall squarely on his head. He quietly instructed a confidant to coordinate with Chen's guard commander: at the slightest sign of danger, rush the Commissioner across the bridge to safety. To secure the escape route, Xu Tingfa had his own guards take control of the pontoon bridge.



On November 1, 1630, escorted by Li Guangfa's 13th Squadron, the survey ship Haitian arrived as the vanguard at the Wuchong fortifications—thirty kilometers from Guangzhou.

Protected by Special Service Boats, the Haitian approached Wuchong first to sound the depths. The moment she entered cannon range, Chen Yingyuan ordered fire. Smoke erupted from Mayongwei Island as every gun—regardless of direction or effective range—opened up. Various projectiles trailed smoke toward the Haitian. Most fell far short; only a few splashed near the hull.

The Haitian turned and withdrew beyond range. She had obtained sufficient depth data and determined the island artillery's reach and effectiveness.

Minutes later, this intelligence was signaled to every squadron. Chen Haiyang ordered the 13th Squadron to lead the approach and bombard Mayongwei.

Four cannon squadrons advanced in column formation, closing to five hundred meters under heavy incoming fire before executing their turns.

Although the government's Red Barbarian Cannons had a maximum range of roughly a thousand paces, being mounted behind thick timber-and-earth walls with narrow firing ports severely limited their traverse and elevation. They could only fire at fixed angles. Though the continuous barrage looked spectacular, shells rarely came near the Special Service Boats.

The 13th Squadron completed its turn under fire and opened up with solid shot and incendiary shells from five hundred meters. The subsequent squadrons followed suit.

A single round of concentrated fire from four squadrons riddled the Mayongwei fortifications. Ramparts collapsed in places. Most guns fell silent. Regardless of their officers' shouts, the soldiers manning the interception positions began to flee. The water-braves who had been transferred to defend the island fled even faster—temporary workers possessed weaker will than regulars, and they ran the moment the guns started.



The Fubo Army employed standard tactics: after cannon-equipped warships neutralized the primary threats, Bombardment Boat squadrons moved in to project large-caliber explosive shells.

From four hundred meters, they bombarded Mayongwei with 280mm mortars. The violent explosions swallowed the fortifications like great crashing waves. After a few salvos, most of Wuchong Fort lay in ruins, the shoreline deserted.

Sampans and Small Fa boats carrying Marines began landing on the southern beach.

Government soldiers and water-braves hiding in trenches—having suffered relatively few casualties during the bombardment—suddenly leaped from cover with war cries and charged the Marines. But Commissioner Chen Yingyuan's faith in superior government melee skills proved utterly baseless. Victory in bayonet fighting belonged to the disciplined, organized, and better-trained force.

In five minutes of close combat, approximately fifty government troops fell to Marine bayonets. Only two Marines died—felled by surprise arrows and spears from concealed positions.

With the southern shore lost, the remaining heavy guns became useless. Only a handful of combat soldiers continued resisting from scattered trenches.



Simultaneous with the frontal assault, another company landed on the north bank via sampans and Small Fa boats.

Chen Yingyuan had rushed three sandbag batteries to this position days earlier, deploying hundreds of water-braves to cover the flank.

Special Service Boats followed the landing force, ready to "wash the ground" with cannon fire. Typewriters on Small Fa boats stood prepared as well.

Then, suddenly, a stiff southeast wind whipped the water into waves, raising the river level. The three batteries—built too close to the waterline—were instantly flooded. Gunpowder stores were soaked. The water-braves and gunners lost their last shred of courage and scattered without firing a single shot.



Seeing the north bank fortifications fall, Xu Tingfa understood that if he didn't run now, he would be trapped on the island.

"Escort His Excellency away immediately!" he bellowed.

Chen Yingyuan's guards swarmed the Commissioner, forced him onto a horse, and Xu Tingfa led his own men to clear a path. Ignoring everything else, they fought their way across the pontoon bridge to safety.

With the flank protection shattered, Wuchong Fort's exposed rear was defended only by bamboo spikes and abatis. Marines dragged two twelve-pounder mountain howitzers from the sampans and bombarded the fort from behind.

The remaining defenders collapsed utterly.

Marines flooded onto the island. The several hundred remaining government troops routed, suffering devastating casualties under crossfire from cannons, rifles, and bayonets. Some retreated fighting toward the Wuchong River.

The river—ten meters wide—had a pontoon bridge to the north bank. After Xu Tingfa and Chen Yingyuan crossed, the hundreds of soldiers guarding it scattered. Marines who had landed on the north bank seized the bridgehead and poured dense volleys into the soldiers and water-braves trying to cross.

Bodies piled up on the bridge.

Trapped between two forces, the remaining government troops were annihilated in a pincer attack. Two hundred sixteen killed, two hundred captured.



With Mayongwei Island fallen, the entire Wuchong defense system collapsed.

Defenders on other positions, forts, and ships disintegrated and fled without waiting to be attacked. Marines occupied fortifications and camps as if conducting a peaceful takeover.

A squad boarded the deserted sand-boat chained to the barrier and dismantled the cross-river iron chain. The massive links represented a valuable prize—several tons of iron.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 730 - Advance in Song

"We can smelt another furnace of good steel," Chen Haiyang remarked, watching Dai Xie of the Planning Agency's Action Team greedily record figures in his notebook.

"Not just one—several. Melting down these cannons and iron shot alone will yield a tremendous amount of pig iron." As Director of the Planning Agency's Investigation and Statistics Division, Dai Xie rarely visited the front lines. His personal leadership of the "Home-Raiding Team"—officially the Special Search Action Team—demonstrated the high hopes Wu De had placed on capturing supplies from the Pearl River Delta.

Indeed, the Planning Agency was reaping an abundant harvest. The cannons captured from various forts were particularly valuable—even a Folangji yielded two or three hundred kilograms of molten iron, to say nothing of the Red Barbarian Cannons weighing thousands of jin.

Cannons dismantled by Marines piled up like small hills on the beach, including twelve precious bronze pieces. With no transport ships available yet, they would have to wait for the follow-up supply convoy.

The Great Whale puffed black smoke as she worked at full capacity. Her steam winches hauled up the wooden piles driven into the riverbed one by one. These blocking stakes had simply been hammered down by laborers with mallets rather than mechanical pile drivers, so they sat barely stable in the mud. The steam winch extracted them effortlessly. The crane and custom-prepared steel cables weren't even necessary.

The Planning Agency, famous for its frugality, did not let the hundreds of extracted piles go to waste. Several sailors who had once been raftsmen wove them into rafts, which would be towed back to Humen.

After clearing the underwater obstacles, scouts discovered a line of ships moored across the river a few kilometers from Wuchong, their hulls filled with sand and stones—clearly another water barrier. Chen Haiyang considered it fortunate that the Ming forces hadn't sunk them yet. Such obstructions might prove useless against current wooden vessels, but they would severely impair navigation for future ten-thousand-ton ships.

According to the survey ship, however, government forces had indeed scuttled a number of vessels in the channel. Though tides, currents, and settling had rendered the blockade intermittent and incomplete, water depth in some areas had been reduced to one or two meters. The survey ship marked all dangerous shallow zones with buoys.

The Great Whale began dismantling obstacles in sections that might affect navigation, while steam launches towed the sand-filled ships to shore. Captives from Wuchong provided the labor.

Chen Haiyang ordered a brief rest period to clean guns and prepare to continue upstream. In the meantime, he dispatched Marines to nearby villages to post notices and collect Reasonable Burden.



No village dared resist anymore.

Even before the Marines arrived, elders and wealthy households from surrounding villages sent representatives bearing gifts and "rewards," expressing willingness to accept all Australian conditions. Nearby villagers rowed small boats out to sell vegetables, fruits, meat, and alcohol. Conflicts even broke out between them and the civilian boats that had followed the fleet to do business.

Wuchong's surroundings suddenly attracted a multitude of small craft, forming a temporary but thriving water market. Eventually, even boats carrying prostitutes arrived. While they couldn't serve the Task Force directly, the women earned considerable income from sailors and merchants on the other civilian vessels.

Observing the gathering flotilla of civilian boats, Chen Haiyang worried that water-braves might infiltrate for a sneak attack. He ordered all civilian craft to anchor at the mouth of the Wuchong River, forbidding entry into the fleet's anchorage. A hundred-meter buffer zone was to be maintained at all times to prevent enemy fire-ship attacks.

So many vendors came selling goods that Chen Haiyang realized he didn't need the special supply convoy to bring provisions—as long as his fleet had money to pay. Rice, poultry, eggs, vegetables, fruits, oil, salt, soy sauce, vinegar, alcohol—all could be purchased from the small boats at reasonable prices.

He ordered large quantities of citrus fruits purchased to supplement vitamins for the soldiers. He also authorized direct food purchases from boat vendors, provided prices were fair and hygiene standards acceptable.

He found himself vaguely disturbed that the common people conducted business so nonchalantly with the "bandits" who had just beaten the "government army" into fleeing rats. Although this phenomenon benefited the Fubo Army, the populace's willingness to act as "Ming traitors" left him uncomfortable.



While he pondered this discomfort, another "delegation" arrived.

These were shipowners and merchants stranded in Huangpu Port. Trapped by the fighting and afraid to sail, they had heard that the bandits had conquered Wuchong. Huangpu Port now lay utterly exposed—the bandits could take it whenever they pleased, as often as they pleased.

The owners of more than two thousand ships in the harbor were terrified. Their sailors and helmsmen had fled, as had the officials and runners of the Huangpu River Police Office.

With no other options, the shipowners and cargo owners had elected a ten-person delegation to Wuchong to beg "grace" from the Australians. They were willing to pay fifty thousand taels of silver as "ransom" in exchange for a promise not to confiscate cargoes or burn ships.

"We beg Your Excellency's grace!" The leading merchant kowtowed heavily on the deck, his forehead striking wood. Behind him, the others followed suit. The rhythm of their heads banging was almost synchronized.

Wen Desi raised his hand with considerable airs—it felt rather good to play the overlord. "Rise. No need for kowtowing."

"Thank you, Your Excellency." The leader bowed again with clasped hands before carefully standing, his head still lowered, awaiting instructions.

"Your name is... hmm..."

"This lowly one is Qin Haicheng," the merchant said cautiously.

"An ocean merchant?"

Qin Haicheng tensed. After a moment's hesitation: "Yes, this lowly one is an ocean merchant."

"Where do you trade?"

"Replying to Your Excellency—the Luzons..."

"Must have made quite a bit of money."

Qin Haicheng shivered, not daring to respond. He feared a careless word would invite heavy extortion.

Wen Desi probably realized his words were inappropriate. He quickly changed tone.

"We can forgo the silver," he said magnanimously. "But I have other demands."

"Yes, please instruct us, Your Excellency!" Hearing that the silver wasn't needed, Qin Haicheng exhaled with relief—though he suspected the "demands" might prove far harsher than fifty thousand taels.



The first demand was "Harmonious Purchase."

Essentially, the Australians would send personnel to inspect cargoes on all merchant ships. Any goods needed by Lingao would be subject to Harmonious Purchase at the Guangzhou wholesale price plus ten percent for shipping and profit margin.

All ships carrying goods subject to Harmonious Purchase would sail to Hong Kong, then be convoyed to Lingao for unloading. With foreign trade disrupted, Lingao had tremendous demand for many commodities. Huangpu Port held over two thousand ships, many of them merchantmen laden with diverse goods. A single large-scale Harmonious Purchase operation would yield massive supplies.

The purchase carried a predatory edge, of course—prices ran considerably lower than normal rates between Lingao and Guangzhou in peacetime. But it still left shipowners and cargo owners some profit, sparing them total loss.

Though stringent, this condition was bearable. Qin Haicheng felt relieved—he didn't doubt the Australians would actually pay. Their commercial reputation in Guangdong was quite good.

The second demand sounded less like a demand and more like a suggestion. Wen Desi simply discussed the superior geographical position of Hong Kong Island—now under Australian control—and described its complete port services. He expressed hope that everyone would frequent Hong Kong Island to dock, load, and sell. As for transshipment, river boats could handle the transfer.

Though politely phrased, his words carried an unmistakable undercurrent of compulsion.

According to the plan developed by the Central Administration Council, Planning Agency, and General Staff, the Task Force's main body would return to Lingao after the Guangzhou campaign, but control of the Pearl River waterway would not be relinquished. Light patrol fleets based in Hong Kong would constantly patrol the estuary and river, forcing merchant ships entering and leaving the Pearl River to conduct their trade in Hong Kong. The ultimate goal was to make Hong Kong Guangzhou's primary outer port and the gateway for South China's foreign and coastal commerce.

"Yes, yes, this lowly one understands." Qin Haicheng wondered why they valued Hong Kong Island so highly. He knew the place—a desolate island. Despite its size and good anchorage, ordinary merchants dared not go there; it was a notorious pirate haven.

Did the Australians intend to transform it into another Macau?

"Good that you understand." Wen Desi smiled. "Just ensure your hearts match your mouths. Do not feign compliance while acting otherwise."

"This lowly one dares not!" Qin Haicheng was so frightened he nearly dropped to his knees again. "This lowly one will certainly send ships to Hong Kong to dock and trade!"

The others also proclaimed their firm resolve to conduct business at Hong Kong.

"Very well. You may go. The river and sea are peaceful now. Trade wherever you wish. So long as you commit no hostile acts, my Navy will never block or attack civilian ships."

"Thank you, Your Excellency." Qin Haicheng couldn't quite believe he was being released without spending a single coin. But thinking of Hong Kong, he felt a chill—some "butcher's knife" likely awaited them there.

Still, the Pearl River now belonged to the Australians. One act of "disobedience" meant the loss of ship and cargo—perhaps even life. It seemed he must either quit maritime trade entirely or obediently travel to Hong Kong to pay tribute. He estimated the Australian price would be roughly comparable to what Liu Xiang charged.

Wen Desi smiled. "However, regarding Huangpu Port—your merchant ships should visit less frequently in the future. We wouldn't want you caught in the crossfire when we set fires or fire cannons."

"Dare not, dare not! This lowly one will never come to Huangpu Port again! We will go entirely to Hong Kong Island for trade."



Chen Haiyang then ordered a Marine company and two Special Service Boat squadrons to accompany the representatives to Huangpu.

Dai Xie led Planning Agency indigenous clerks to conduct the Harmonious Purchase. Every owner was required to submit a manifest for review; refusal or falsification meant confiscation of ship and cargo.

Qin Haicheng announced the policy to the owners gathered on shore. Hearing they wouldn't need to pay cash, everyone relaxed considerably. Although Harmonious Purchase meant reduced profits, overall losses remained limited.

As for trading at Hong Kong Island—they concluded it was simply an imitation of Zheng Zhilong's old trick. Before his surrender to the Ming, Zheng Zhilong had repeatedly attacked Moon Harbor, burning ships and razing streets to force Fujian's coastal trade to his own controlled port at Zhongzuosuo. The Australians clearly intended to use the same method to generate revenue.

The merchants had no choice but to accept all conditions. They understood the Australians were already being merciful. They could have taken the fifty thousand taels, or extorted a hundred thousand, and still imposed these demands—and the merchants would have had to comply.

Marines landed, destroyed Huangpu's port facilities and River Police Office, and set the buildings ablaze.



The Task Force continued upstream the following day, effortlessly crushing defenses at Pazhou and Qinzhou. Defenders fired their guns hastily and fled. The Special Service Boats didn't even have time to return fire.

Subsequent engagements could hardly be called battles. Ming morale had collapsed entirely; neither water-braves nor naval troops possessed the will to attack. Even when defending forts, they refused to exert themselves—since only the enemy could hit them while they couldn't hit the enemy, what was the point of defending?

Only at Liede and Ershawei did the Task Force encounter genuine difficulty—not from fortifications, but from thoroughly blocked channels. The Great Whale spent two or three hours clearing obstacles at each section.

During this work, the forts at Liede and Ershawei fired only token shots and took no measures to disrupt the clearing operations. Once Special Service Boats opened fire, the battle ended.



Now the Task Force had advanced to within three or four kilometers of Bai'etan.

Aside from a few hastily constructed sandbag batteries, nothing stood between the Australians and the provincial capital's outer waters.

This terrifying prospect threw Guangzhou into chaos. The flower boats on Bai'etan scattered overnight, fleeing up the West River. Gentry and wealthy families poured out of the city in droves. Shops shuttered their doors. Commoners who couldn't flee barred themselves inside their homes.

Many lawless elements in the suburbs raised Australian flags, proclaiming grandiose titles: "Great Song Vanguard against Ming," "Australian Marquis of Dingyuan," "Great Australian Guerrilla General of Guangdong," "Great Kun Nation Frontline Commander," "Australian Left Vanguard," "Australian-Song Guangdong Seal-Holding Vanguard"... The self-styled titles blossomed everywhere.

Knowing Australians used red or blue-and-white flags, these opportunists flew various red or blue-and-white banners throughout the Guangzhou countryside. These bandit gangs looted, robbed, and extorted, sowing panic wherever they went.

The Task Force moved slowly, sweeping away bandits and roving gangs along the way. Villages and towns dared not resist, but the bandits flying the "Australian" banner seriously damaged the Fubo Army's reputation.

The Task Force launched large-scale search-and-seize operations. After wiping out a dozen bandit gangs claiming to be Australian troops and executing several of their leaders, this trend in the Henan Island area largely subsided.



Under Li Fengjie's pressure, Xu Tingfa was forced to launch one final major counterattack on the Pearl River.

Everyone from Li Fengjie down to the lowest rice-bowl water-brave understood this was their last chance to drive back the bandits.

Xu Tingfa deployed the Ming navy's ultimate weapon: fire ships.

Since the Portuguese first knocked on the southern gate, fire ships had proven the most effective tactical weapon for the Ming navy against European naval power. Massive numbers of fire ships, piloted by daredevils promised heavy rewards, would ram enemy vessels under cover of warships. In narrow waters, the fewer, taller, clumsier European ships—lacking light vessel escorts—often suffered devastating damage.

This had been a tried-and-true method against European ships since mid-dynasty.

Desperate, Xu Tingfa turned to this tactic once again. Compared to the open Pearl River estuary, fire attacks seemed more likely to succeed in Guangzhou's inland rivers. The channels were narrow. The bandit ships were densely packed and hard to maneuver. Numerous bays offered concealment from which fire ships could strike.

Xu Tingfa consulted his generals, who agreed it was feasible. But fire attacks consumed many vessels, and the navy itself lacked sufficient ships. The Governor would have to solve this problem.

For Li Fengjie, anything was acceptable so long as the bandits didn't enter Bai'etan. He issued orders commanding the Guangzhou Prefect and the Magistrates of Nanhai and Panyu counties to seize ships in the West and North Rivers. Regardless of size, all were to be sent to Bai'etan.

Fishing boats, cargo ships, and flower boats—the same vessels that had just fled from Bai'etan—fell victim, seized indiscriminately. Corrupt officials and naval generals exploited the chaos, seizing ships everywhere in the name of war. Owners with money and connections pulled strings to redeem their vessels; penniless commoners watched helplessly as their livelihoods were piled with firewood, doused with oil, and prepared for burning.

Crying to heaven was useless.

In two days, the navy gathered over fifty fire ships of various types in Bai'etan and the West River, plus more than a hundred hastily made fire rafts designed to drift into the enemy.

All were loaded with fuel. Large iron spikes were added to their prows.

Xu Tingfa recruited water-skilled daredevils from among the water-braves, fishermen, and navy soldiers, promising ten taels of silver upfront, twenty more upon safe return, and ten taels pension if killed.

High rewards attracted more than three hundred volunteers.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 731 - The Final Fire Attack

To intensify the flames, the ships were piled with barrels of sulfur and gunpowder, along with so-called toxic smoke-producing herbs. Xu Tingfa estimated that with so many fire ships and rafts attacking simultaneously, the bandits couldn't possibly withstand them, even with their powerful cannons. Burning just one-third of the enemy fleet would disrupt their entire defense.

He gathered the remaining naval war-junks and forty-odd commandeered rice and salt boats serving as auxiliary warships, preparing to charge into the enemy formation amid the chaos of a successful fire attack and let the water-braves board and slaughter.

Li Fengjie offered unprecedented rewards: one tael for killing a Fake Bandit, fifty taels for a True Bandit. Fifty taels for burning a small bandit ship, one hundred for a large one; two hundred taels for capturing a bandit vessel intact.

While the Fubo Army was delayed at Ershawei clearing bandit remnants on Henan Island, Xu Tingfa ordered Chen Qian to lead the fire ship squadron slowly down the Provincial River. He himself would follow with the main fleet in the rear.

"You brat deserted twice—this is your chance to earn merit and atonement!" Before departure, Xu Tingfa addressed Chen Qian fiercely. "The Governor has authorized me to act at my discretion. Watch yourself!"

Chen Qian cursed silently. Xu Tingfa had run faster than a rabbit himself, yet now he was using him as cannon fodder in the vanguard. But he dared not disobey. Everyone knew Governor Li was red-eyed with desperation. Another defeat meant heads would genuinely roll.

"This general will lead bravely!" Chen Qian replied with hollow conviction.

"Save the official talk for later." Xu Tingfa grunted viciously. "If the bandits enter Bai'etan and fire three or four shots at the Provincial Capital, both our heads will move! Yours first, of course."

"This general understands." Chen Qian bowed respectfully, sweat pouring down his face.

Officers were masters of buck-passing, but this time there was no passing the buck. His defense sector had been Humen; having fled all the way to Guangzhou, if the Governor needed a scapegoat for execution, he was the perfect candidate.

But as for "leading bravely"—he truly lacked the courage. Chen Qian understood clearly: attempting face-to-face naval combat with these bandits was suicide.

Yet with Li Fengjie and others pressing down, he had to go even if it meant his death. Resigned, Chen Qian chose two fast, maneuverable "Long Dragons" as his command ships and handpicked several dozen water-skilled personal guards who excelled at boat handling.

His plan was simple: dodge aside the moment the fire ships went in, then assess the situation.



Night fell.

The Task Force, anchored at Ershawei, lowered its flags and entered night rest mode. Sentries lit bonfires on the abandoned fortifications while watching the river with vigilant eyes.

Officers on land had dispatched long-range patrols—men specially trained to spot human silhouettes in pitch darkness. Any attempt to attack the fleet from land was virtually impossible.

The danger would come from the water.

Despite thorough arrangements—large ships anchored in the core, small boats on the perimeter as fixed sentries, plus patrol boats conducting constant night sweeps—in such narrow waters unfavorable for maneuvering, there was little room for error if a sneak attack came.

Le Lin, the night commander, sat in a chair on the fort, wrapped in a thick military wool cloak. The fabric had been purchased from the Portuguese—warm and waterproof—as part of preparations for the future continental campaign. Armies and sailors couldn't operate exclusively in tropical and subtropical zones forever.

Le Lin pulled the cloak tighter around himself. As a Hong Konger, he'd never felt Guangdong nights this cold in the old timeline—even Christmas in Lan Kwai Fong required at most a jacket. Yet here, even wearing his British Navy-style sweater beneath the cloak, the chill bit through. The damp cold penetrated everywhere.

"Why is this Little Ice Age so bloody cold—" he muttered, occasionally lifting his Russian-made infrared binoculars to scan the surroundings and pass the boring time.



Sun Tianbiao cursed his fate silently.

Ever since he'd fled the Lingao Wei garrison post by night to report the emergency at Haikou Battalion, he'd been kicked around like a ball—Haikou, Zhaoqing, Guangzhou, Haikou again—involved in everything related to "Bandits."

During the rout at Chengmai, he'd jumped into the water to escape, eventually finding a fishing boat to ferry him back to the mainland. After a grueling journey to Zhaoqing, the Governor-General had received him with an unpleasant expression, asked a few perfunctory questions, and then... nothing. Sun Tianbiao had scraped by for several days in the Governor-General's guard before being kicked over to Guangzhou "for assignment."

He'd finally managed to fill a vacancy in the Humen Navy—commanding no troops, just drawing a salary. And he still had to drill and patrol occasionally. How could this compare to his comfortable life as a landlord master at the garrison post?

Now, to make matters worse, he'd been assigned to lead the fire ship attack—supposedly because he was "familiar with bandit affairs."

Forced into service, Sun Tianbiao boarded the first wave of ten ships and hid in the hold, calculating when to jump and flee. In his heart, he cursed Chen Qian's eighteen generations of ancestors.

He watched the shadowy silhouettes of the Australian fleet appear in the distance, and his heart jumped to his throat.

Others might not know, but Sun Tianbiao was well aware of the "legends" surrounding the bandits. Beyond their powerful firearms, there were stories of "Thousand-League Eyes" that could see in the dark. He had tried to report this intelligence to Commander Chen Qian, but the man had refused to see him, merely sending word to "advance bravely."

"Bravely to my death?" Sun Tianbiao muttered bitterly. Then, louder: "Row slower! Too much water noise!"

The ships needed almost no propulsion, drifting slowly downstream with the current. Sun Tianbiao relaxed slightly—at this rate, everyone could abandon ship well before reaching ramming distance, with no need to row until the very end.

Before his thought was complete, the river surface erupted in brilliant light.

For a moment he couldn't open his eyes. A powerful beam projected from the Australian fleet, illuminating the entire fire ship squadron as if it were noon.

What cast such light was merely a medium-power stage spotlight—but it was more than sufficient to expose the attacking fire ships on the dark water.



"Ignite!"

"Open fire!"

The orders came almost simultaneously from the fort and the fire ships.

Australian cannons roared instantly, interspersed with the continuous sharp screech of tearing cloth—the Typewriters. Shells and lead bullets flew in rapid succession, landing among the squadron.

Several fire rafts were immediately swamped by the waves and sank before they could even be lit. A fire ship shuddered violently as something invisible lashed its deck—wood chips flying, sailors twitching, jumping, tumbling into the water.

A shell screamed in and struck a fire ship directly. The fuel-laden vessel transformed instantly into a sea of flame. Sun Tianbiao thought he could hear sailors screaming.

Without hesitation, he grabbed a tinder pot and smashed it into the fore-hold, which had already been sprinkled with gunpowder. Flames whooshed upward. Without a word, he rolled over the side into the water. Others aboard the ship did the same.



Ignition was the order. Ship after ship burst into flame.

The first wave of more than a dozen fire ships drifted downstream toward the Task Force at Ershawei.

"Steady, brothers!" Chen Qian in the rear hadn't expected the bandits to possess such a trick—producing immense light out of thin air in the dark of night. A sneak attack was now impossible.

To escape safely, the only path was to light all remaining ships and rafts immediately and let them drift down in a swarm, hoping to catch the enemy off guard and hit a few vessels by sheer luck.

But this distance was far too great! Chen Qian thought desperately. Drifting like this, the bandits would flee long before the fire ships reached them.

Under normal circumstances, everyone would simply light their ships and run. But this time, no shirking was permitted. Chen Qian commanded the remaining vessels to row faster and charge, forbidding ignition until they reached point-blank range.

"Anyone igniting without authorization or abandoning ship will be beheaded!" He waved his saber on his command vessel, shouting: "Charge! The bandits have few guns! Those hit are unlucky; those who get through will have riches!"

The fire ship pilots were desperadoes. Goaded forward, with eyes only for silver, they saw shells falling among Sun Tianbiao's vanguard and buried their heads, rowing desperately toward the fleet.



Three minutes after Le Lin ordered fire, the fleet's main commanders rushed to the deck.

Chen Haiyang raised his binoculars. Burning ships were everywhere on the distant river. Enemy fire attack! The Special Service Boats on the outer perimeter were firing furiously with cannons and Typewriters. Searchlights swept back and forth across the water.

Chen Haiyang estimated the distance and felt slightly relieved. The nearest flames were still roughly two kilometers from the fleet perimeter. According to known Ming army and pirate tactics, once ignited, the fire ships were unmanned, relying on current and wind alone.

Given the river's current speed, they would need at least thirty minutes to drift to the anchorage.

At that pace, many fire ships would likely burn through and sink before they ever arrived. And the cannons and Typewriters were continuously shooting at them.

"Tell Le Lin to proceed with the anti-fire-ship contingency plan," Chen Haiyang ordered. "Strengthen observation! The enemy may have unlit ships moving in the dark."

Ships raised anchor chains. Sailors manned their stations. The Typewriter gunners moved especially quickly—removing oilcloth covers, loading drum magazines, rotating gun mounts—their eyes trained on the dark water.



Sun Tianbiao's vanguard was blasted to pieces by cannons and Typewriters, transforming into burning wreckage that drifted, swirled, and sank.

The following fire ships passed through the debris, continuing their attack with rare determination.

Several small steam launches, kept under pressure for just this contingency, rushed from the anchorage. They advanced several hundred meters and raked the oncoming fire ships with Typewriters. Dense bullets swept the decks, tearing sailors apart.

The lead fire ships lost control and slowed. Some turned sideways and collided with vessels behind them.

Chen Qian watched his vanguard intercepted again and knew breaking the blockade was hopeless. Furious and hateful, he ordered immediate ignition.

More than thirty fire ships and nearly a hundred fire rafts burst into flame simultaneously. For a moment, fires soared across the water—a spectacular, terrible sight.

These ships and rafts drifted slowly downstream. Being unmanned and slow, several collided en route and sank; others clustered together and burned out prematurely on the water.

The remainder, approaching within five hundred meters, were hooked one by one to the riverbank by Marines in sampans wielding long iron poles. There they burned harmlessly to ash.



Xu Tingfa saw the river filled with firelight and concluded the attack had succeeded.

He immediately led his forty war-junks downstream, planning to attack with the momentum. To his dismay, before he could even close the distance, fierce fire from Special Service Boats struck his formation. The three leading war-junks immediately caught fire.

Xu Tingfa steeled himself and ordered a fierce assault. He placed dozens of fifty-tael silver ingots on the deck, waving his sword and bellowing: "Advancers, rewarded! Retreaters, beheaded!"

While screaming about charging "to repay Court favor," someone dragged the dripping-wet Sun Tianbiao before him.

"General—the bandits' firepower ahead is fierce; ships cannot pass—"

Sun Tianbiao hadn't finished when Xu Tingfa shouted: "Drag him down and behead him!"

Guards immediately seized the stunned Sun Tianbiao and hauled him to the prow, where they lopped off his head with a single stroke. They presented the bloody trophy.

"Hang it on the mast!" Xu Tingfa roared. "Anyone daring to flee faces the same end!"

The troops trembled. Shouting war cries, they fired every weapon they had toward Ershawei—Two Dragons Out of Water, One-Nest-of-Bees, Fire Doves. Regardless of range, they shot everything. The barrage was certainly spectacular.

Missing the bandits entirely, they accidentally struck many sailors who had jumped from the fire ships.

"You bastard... look before you shoot..." A water-brave, hit by a rocket for no reason, cursed as he slipped beneath the surface.



"Attention! Enemy range four hundred thirty meters. Solid shot, one round load!" The gunners on the Special Service Boats called out calmly as they observed.

Xu Tingfa's final general offensive lasted until midnight. The river filled with firelight, gunfire, screams, curses, and cries for help. As the night deepened, more ships caught fire.

At last, the Ming army's final counterattack was declared a complete failure.

Xu Tingfa narrowly escaped, swimming ashore with his guards and fleeing into the darkness. Chen Qian escaped into the West River with his command ship.

Of the forty participating war-junks, only four managed to flee during the battle. All the rest were lost.



At dawn, the exhausted Le Lin and his men surveyed the aftermath. Floating corpses and broken ship wreckage filled the river, wisps of smoke still rising in the pale morning light.

The Fubo Army had lost five sampans and one Long Dragon in this night engagement. One steam launch had taken a cannonball to the boiler, causing an explosion that killed two sailors and rendered the vessel inoperable—the Navy's most serious loss of the campaign.

Several other ships had been hit but remained combat-capable. Total casualties: three dead, fourteen wounded.

Ming losses were incalculable. Few prisoners were taken in the darkness, and many had escaped by swimming. But in the days that followed, local villagers fished five or six hundred corpses from the water.



On November 3, 1630—by the Western calendar—as the thin mist over Bai'etan dispersed with the rising sun, the Australian-Song Fubo Army Pearl River Task Force sailed into its waters.

Iron chains rattled as anchors dropped into Bai'etan's green waves. Black cannon muzzles pointed straight at Guangzhou City.

Guangzhou's city gates remained tightly shut. News of Xu Tingfa's failed counterattack had been brought back by fleeing soldiers during the night. The gates, usually open at dawn, stayed sealed.

Guangzhou Prefect Yu Baocun watched from the city wall. Seeing the fleet arrive, he quickly descended and climbed into his sedan chair.

"Quickly! To the Governor's Yamen!"



Li Fengjie was completely out of plans.

Xu Tingfa's counterattack had failed; he didn't even know where the man was. The forts along the way had proven useless. Of five thousand hired water-braves, between death and desertion, fewer than two thousand remained.

And the Folangji—the Portuguese he had pinned such high hopes on—showed no intention of sending warships to cut the bandits' rear.

According to Li Luoyou's letter, the Portuguese seemed to know definitively about Inspector Gao Shunqin's petition to close the border and expel them. Far from "borrowing troops to help," they had decided not to take the opportunity to loot only through Li Luoyou's considerable diplomatic efforts.

Though the letter didn't say so explicitly, its implication was unmistakable: Make peace with the bandits quickly to avoid greater catastrophe.

Peace, peace. Li Fengjie felt half dejected, half furious.

He had wanted to negotiate peace from the beginning. But he had miscalculated, hoping to inflict some damage—preserve some face—before contacting the Australians. Now, not only was face gone, but the substance was nearly stripped away too.

The bandit fleet now anchored in Bai'etan, ready to shell Guangzhou at any moment, had put him in an impossible position.

Seeking peace would inevitably invite attacks from many quarters, especially Inspector Gao Shunqin, who harbored extreme hostility toward all overseas peoples. Heaven knew how the man would impeach him to the Court.

Yet if they fought, there was absolutely no assurance of victory. Even if the bandits didn't take Guangzhou, losing his post after this debacle was a certainty. If they actually breached the city, even his life might not be guaranteed.

His brow furrowed tight. He sighed continuously.

He Chengzong leaned in and whispered: "Your Excellency, the only course now is to negotiate terms quickly—get the bandit navy to withdraw from Bai'etan. If days drag on without resolution, we will be unable to answer for the consequences."

"We cannot answer for them now!" Li Fengjie grumbled.

"Your Excellency, at this moment we can still construct some story to cope. But if the bandits actually begin bombarding the city, there will be no story left to tell."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 732 - The Guns of Bai'etan

The sun rose over Bai'etan.

Wen Desi stood on the poop deck of the Special Service Boat, hands clasped behind his back. A layer of golden morning light enveloped him, making him radiate an almost theatrical glow. Indigenous naval officers and sailors stood nearby in respectful silence.

Wen Desi gazed at Guangzhou, filled with the heroic sentiment of the old poet: "Gazing at the Wu hook, patting all the railings, no one understands the intent of the climber."

"Back in the place where we fought," he whispered.

He thought of the days when he, Wang Luobin, and Xiao Zishan had traveled back and forth through the wormhole to raise initial funds—the scene of fleeing in embarrassment from this very Bai'etan years ago, rescued by Ran Yao and others wielding nothing but a few small-caliber rifles and shotguns. The memory remained vivid.

Now he led a fleet here. The lives and property of the entire city's officials and populace depended on his whim. He felt visibly smug.

"Thinking back to when this old master's crew first opened for business, with only a dozen people and seven or eight guns..." Wen Desi suddenly hummed a line from Peking Opera—a form he wasn't actually familiar with. But nothing expressed his mood better than these particular lyrics.



Chen Haiyang stood on the lower deck. Not wishing to disturb Wen Desi's retrospection, he hadn't stepped forward.

Unlike the Chairman's emotional nostalgia, his own mind was occupied with practical matters of how to proceed.

The battle had reached a stage that transcended military scope—it had become a political war. The Task Force hadn't fought its way to Guangzhou to capture this major East Asian city. The goal was to force the other side to sue for peace. Finding the precise balance—applying sufficient pressure to achieve their objectives without pushing the opponent to desperate measures, to "break the fishnet" in a final reckless act—required extremely accurate calibration.

"General Wen," Chen Haiyang called out when he saw the Chairman's nostalgia fading. "How do you think we should proceed?"

The Senate had no intention of occupying Guangzhou. What they wanted was reopened trade—continued access to manpower, material resources, and markets from Guangdong. For this purpose, they couldn't afford to frighten away the wealthy merchants. According to Intelligence Bureau reports, many had already fled.

If they actually conquered Guangzhou, the entire Pearl River Delta would become a "war zone." If merchants dared not come, occupying the city would be pointless.

Wen Desi and Chen Haiyang had racked their brains throughout the campaign, searching for a way to make a dramatic impression without causing the Guangdong government to slam the door on negotiations entirely.

Now that warships were anchored at Bai'etan, peace talks had to begin immediately. Though the Pearl River Expedition had achieved remarkable results, if it failed to produce a peace agreement, it would be a complete strategic failure.

Chen Haiyang suggested: "Should we immediately send someone into Guangzhou with a diplomatic note, demanding that city officials come out to negotiate?"

"No, we can't do formal notes." Wen Desi shook his head emphatically. "Wouldn't that establish a 'Two-Nation Theory'? Li Fengjie wouldn't dare accept such a document if you beat him to death. We can only transmit messages through private contact. Officials have their own ways of dealing with their superiors; we must find a suitable channel quickly."

The Foreign Intelligence Bureau had Lin Baiguang and others lurking in Guangzhou, so the Task Force received daily telegrams forwarded from Lingao about the situation inside the city.

"Li Fengjie has tried to contact Gao Ju several times, but Gao Ju keeps refusing," Wen Desi observed. "I think we should ask the Intelligence Bureau to approach Gao Ju and let him serve as the intermediary. Gao Ju has always been the agent for Australian goods—he can't shed that skin. It's entirely reasonable for him to come forward."

"Let's fire a few blank shots first to get their attention," Chen Haiyang said. "I don't believe the lord bureaucrats in that city can keep playing deaf and dumb."



Gao Ju had closed his doors to all guests.

Whoever came calling received the same reply: "Not at home."

This wasn't putting on airs—his position had become genuinely awkward. He found it difficult to face any party.

After Guo Yi and the other Purple Enterprise managers fled and the Australian properties were seized, Gao Ju felt he had suffered a significant loss of face. He had written an unhappy letter reporting the events to Eunuch Yang. Though the eunuch held little sway in the palace these days, a centipede doesn't topple even when dead—his connections remained extensive. If Yang caught an opportunity, he might severely damage the Tian family's standing.

After the Chengmai defeat, some local gentry and officials had secretly lobbied Gao Ju, hoping he would come forward to negotiate peace. But still resentful at the government for causing him to lose face and credit over the Purple properties—and uncertain of the political depths behind this affair—he dared not agree casually.

He simply continued playing "not at home," hiding in his mansion and watching developments unfold.

Though he remained housebound, his intelligence on outside events was exceptionally well-informed. He knew every detail of the Task Force's "deeds" in the Pearl River, which both alarmed and delighted him.

The alarm came from the Australians' formidable power—defeating the suppression forces and chasing government troops all the way into the inland rivers, pointing their swords straight at Guangzhou. If a major battle erupted outside the city walls, this merchant's "paradise" would be ruined.

The delight came from having avoided committing to the wrong side in this "Bandit Extermination" affair. Whether dealing with the government or the Australians, he had managed passably. With the Australians making their comeback, the Gao family could continue profiting from Australian goods.

As the Australian advance gathered momentum, Gao Ju fully understood their intention: they meant to "force peace through war."

Since they sought "peace," there needed to be a contact channel. And Gao Ju believed no one in Guangdong was better suited to serve as that channel than himself. Whether the government or the Australians, if either wanted to negotiate, they would have to find him to mediate.

So for the past month, he had resumed "at home" status—though he saw few guests and said little. He was "waiting for the right price," preparing to extract concessions from both the government and local gentry. And if possible, from the Australians too.



Gao Ju watched every development closely.

When the Australian fleet pressed closer and the city panicked—wealthy families fleeing in droves—he remained unmoved. He sensed the Australians wouldn't actually attack Guangzhou. At most, they would posture outside the walls.

He had decided to wait until government representatives came begging him to negotiate before showing his hand. Of course, they would first have to agree to his series of conditions. He wanted not merely to regain face for himself but also for the Australians—and naturally, to vent his long-simmering anger.

Whenever he recalled that young upstart Tian Da's rude, arrogant manner, Master Gao's rage refused to subside.



That morning, having just risen and finished breakfast alone, Gao Ju went to his courtyard to enjoy his birds.

He was fond of raising exotic fowl. Unlike the Northern style that emphasized "sound," his aesthetic prioritized beauty and colorful plumage. He had collected many rare specimens from Western lands—birds unseen elsewhere in China—hanging them in cages beneath the eaves. The display was colorful and beautiful.

Amidst this harmonious scene of man and bird enjoying each other's company, rumbling cannon fire suddenly echoed from beyond the walls. Several small birds crashed about frantically in their cages, terrified.

Gao Ju frowned, turning toward the sound—it came from the direction of Bai'etan.

Apart from flower boats and restaurants, where would heavy guns come from in Bai'etan? Could the Australians have arrived?

While he pondered this, a servant hurried in to report: "Master, the Australian fleet has arrived at Bai'etan! They're firing blank shots."

"Let them fire." Gao Ju's expression remained indifferent. This was merely knocking on the mountain to startle the tiger.

"Master," the servant said hesitantly, "Young Master Tian is here to visit..."

"Which Master Tian?"

"Tian Da—"

Gao Ju snorted. "Not home." He couldn't be bothered with that despicable creature.

"He refuses to leave. He insists on seeing you once." The servant, having accepted his customary bribe, continued to plead: "He says he has a great fortune to offer the Master."

"Not seeing him," Gao Ju said flatly. Then he regarded the servant with a mocking smile. "How much silver did you take from him?"

"This lowly one didn't—" The servant's face went pale as he rushed to deny it.

"Go to the accounting room. Say I said so: reward you with eight taels of silver. Throw Tian Da's four taels back in his face."

"Lowly one dares not, dares not!" The servant was frightened out of his wits, dropping to his knees and kowtowing. "Lowly one knows his mistake..."

"Go."

Gao Ju didn't know precisely why Tian Da insisted on seeing him, but he could guess.

Tian Da had failed completely in his attempt to swallow the Purple properties in Guangzhou. First, Manager Guo and the others had vanished under mysterious circumstances. That was manageable—Tian Da could at least claim the remaining real estate—but the government had dragged its feet on the transfer. When news of the Chengmai disaster arrived, even outsiders could see that Tian Da's hopes were finished.

Tian Da had been in Guangzhou for nearly a year. He had boasted to his patron that he could secure the Purple Enterprise's submission. Now he had nothing to show.

Returning to report empty-handed, he likely couldn't even keep his position as a Tian family servant. Recently he had been collecting various Australian goods and curiosities everywhere—probably hoping for some excuse to present when he returned north.



Tian Da received a closed-door rebuff at the Gao mansion.

The gatekeeper who had accepted his silver with smiles and promises came back with a cold face, threw the silver back at him, said "Not at home," and spoke not another word before disappearing inside.

Tian Da cursed under his breath: "Damn it all, everyone's grown bold!"

Guangzhou City had become truly insufferable. These officials and gentry flipped faces faster than pages in a book. Once, no one dared refuse his visits; at worst, they would come out to greet him and present gifts of tens of taels.

Now? No one with any standing would see him. And those who did spoke rudely, let alone offering gifts.

The Purple Enterprise was hopeless. When yamen runners had seized the property after the Australians fled, Tian Da hadn't needed to expend much effort to gain access for a "tour."

The result had disappointed him deeply. Though goods and equipment remained, the runners had looted everything valuable. Beyond common tools, only mysterious Australian machines remained—and their delicate brass and glass components had either been stolen or ruined by rough handling during the seizure. Without Australian craftsmen to service them, they were useless.

Even if these businesses had fallen into his hands, what could he do with them? Who had the skill to revive them? Everything they sold was either imported Australian goods or manufactured using Australian secret formulas. No one in Guangzhou knew how to make that sweet carbonated water that numbed the tongue with bubbles. Or the ice blocks available on demand even in summer...

"Gao Ju, you damned old fox." Tian Da cursed as he departed.

He had hoped to extort a few rare Australian goods from Gao Ju—since his scheme to seize the Purple Tower had collapsed, he needed something to bring back. With the bandits pressing so close, Tian Da felt deeply uneasy. He had long contemplated returning north.

But Gao Ju had proven impervious to both soft and hard tactics, ignoring him completely. Tian Da had particularly wanted that brilliant Australian oil lamp to present at the palace. But when the man wouldn't even grant him an audience, Tian Da felt utterly humiliated.

"Go to the Liu family," he instructed his sedan-chair bearers.

He decided to visit the Liu merchant family. They had no political backing and conducted their trade northward; reportedly they possessed several rare Australian treasures. This family had deep ties with the Australians; they wouldn't dare refuse him.

After securing what he needed, he would leave Guangzhou immediately. He'd heard the guns at Bai'etan too. While the gates were still open, he had to flee. Falling into Australian hands would mean no good end.



As his sedan chair made its way through the streets, Tian Da calculated how to squeeze the Liu family into compliance.

Then someone in the crowd suddenly shouted: "Bull gone mad! Run!"

Just as Tian Da was about to peer out, the sedan chair smashed to the ground with a violent crash, nearly throwing him out the door.

"You dogs!" Tian Da bellowed. "Can't even carry a chair prop—"

The bearers had fled.

As Tian Da stuck his head out the window, he saw a massive water buffalo—nostrils flaring, breath heaving—charging straight at the sedan with its two great curved horns.

Tian Da screamed and collapsed back inside.

A crisp crack—the unmistakable sound of bone shattering—was the last thing Tian Da heard on earth.



His death caused not a ripple in Guangzhou—except among those who knew of his enmity with the Australians.

Those who had flattered him felt guilty. Those who had suffered from him cheered secretly. Gao Ju, upon hearing the news, merely smiled slightly.



While the city staged its own small drama, the Task Force outside was far from idle.

The Fubo Army landed at Bai'etan, commandeering several restaurants as headquarters and senior officer quarters. They built a temporary naval pier on the trestles where flower boats had once docked.

Many rocket launchers and Hale Rockets were unloaded and set up outside the city. If the officials inside lacked urgency for peace, Wen Desi was prepared to remind them with fire.

To facilitate shelling Guangzhou from any direction, all Bombardment Boats were temporarily modified—removing 280mm mortars and installing rocket launchers. This allowed them to maneuver along Bai'etan and the inland waterways, striking the city from any angle.

Over three hundred Hale rockets had been brought from Hong Kong. Wen Desi decided to give Li Fengjie three days. No response meant a spectacular fireworks display.

Some Senators had suggested using their intelligence network inside the city to send contacts to ask Gao Ju to propose peace to Li Fengjie.

"It's better if peace is proposed by the other side first," Wen Desi replied. "Besides, if we approach Gao Ju, he might grow arrogant and later claim credit to demand greater benefits from us. Let's wait a few days and observe their reaction."



To prevent attack from both front and rear, Chen Haiyang ordered a mixed battalion of Marines and sailors with artillery to clear government defenders from Phoenix Hill in the west and Dongsheng Temple in the east.

The enemy was expelled in less than a day. Defenders at both positions fled without serious fighting, leaving ninety corpses and over two hundred assorted obsolete guns. Fubo Army casualties totaled ten, with three killed.

The fall of Phoenix Hill and Dongsheng Temple made Guangzhou's defensive situation even more desperate.

Li Fengjie had no choice. He finally resolved to pursue the peace negotiations he had so long hesitated over.



He judged that Inspector Gao Shunqin represented the greatest obstacle. If the man learned of peace talks, he would vehemently oppose them—perhaps even impeach Li Fengjie immediately. As a Censor, he had the authority to include "hearsay" in his memorials. If public opinion in the capital turned, Li Fengjie would face catastrophe.

After careful consideration, he decided not to come forward personally.

He split the task into two tracks: Guangzhou Prefect Yu Baocun would handle local matters directly. Since the Prefect bore primary responsibility for defending his jurisdiction, he couldn't dare refuse.

The other track would proceed through Li Luoyou in Macau. Macau was Portuguese territory; talks there could be frank. Matters that could only be hinted at before Prefect Yu could be discussed openly with Li Luoyou.

For now, the priority was for Yu Baocun and Gao Ju to persuade the Australians to withdraw quickly. Other conditions could be discussed later, in Macau. The longer Australian warships remained, the harder it became to explain to the Court.



Yu Baocun went to the Governor's Yamen for a secret midnight meeting.

Early the next morning, he personally took a sedan chair to visit Gao Ju.

"Is this the Governor's intent?" Gao Ju asked, after hearing Yu Baocun's request that he negotiate the "Bandit" withdrawal.

"Elder Gao is wise—must this student speak it plainly?" Yu Baocun smiled bitterly. "Defending the soil is a duty; we are all involuntary participants. This matter relies heavily on Elder Gao."

"Where does the Old Ancestor speak from?" Gao Ju affected indifference. "Gao is but a merchant. I fear my ability is insufficient."

Yu Baocun cursed the old man privately for his posturing—he was obviously maneuvering for an exorbitant price. But needing his help, the Prefect signaled that as long as Gao came forward, everything was negotiable.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 733 - The Sky-High Price

The would-be peacemakers in the city finally reached consensus after considerable bargaining. Once decided, Gao Ju ordered Manager Yan to be summoned.

This Manager Yan bore the nickname "Yan Little-Hat" because he invariably wore a Six-Direction Unity Cap. The epithet also carried a veiled comment on his character—not a flattering one.

Yan Little-Hat was one of Gao Ju's most trusted confidants. Previously tasked with gathering intelligence on Wen Desi and his group, he had often used various pretexts to cultivate their acquaintance. He was considered an old friend of the Australians, familiar with their affairs and quite clever.

If Shopkeeper Wen and the others had indeed been in the fleet back then, Yan Little-Hat himself would serve as living proof.

Furthermore, Yan had long been removed from the household register; theoretically, he was no longer a Gao family servant. If anything went wrong, severing the connection would be relatively straightforward.

Gao Ju rewarded him with ten taels of silver and ordered him to be lowered over the city wall after dark to proceed to the Australian camp.

Yan Little-Hat felt considerable apprehension. Crossing a war zone to enter an enemy camp was the sort of thing he'd only encountered in old romerta. Rushing in rashly like this might simply get his head lopped off.

"No need to worry," Gao Ju assured him. "The Bandits are Australians—subordinates of Shopkeeper Wen. They all know you. Why would they harm you?"

"It's Master Wen?" Yan Little-Hat couldn't hide his surprise. "They have such powerful firearms?" News of the Australians conquering everything along the Pearl River had spread throughout Guangzhou.

"Those who can create Australian wonders—do you suppose they cannot build a few cannons?" Gao Ju snorted. "Go boldly. I won't treat you unfairly. When you see them, say this..."

He explained the details for arranging the first contact meeting.

"If they're unwilling, bring back their message. Tell me everything exactly as they said it. No written paper allowed—understand?"

"Yes, Master!" Yan said. "But Master, what if Shopkeeper Wen isn't actually with the army—I've heard he's some sort of Australian Prime Minister now—how do I prove my identity?"

"Rest assured, the Australians are probably waiting eagerly for you right now," Gao Ju said with quiet confidence. "They will ask you many questions. Simply answer truthfully—don't lie, don't fabricate. Say what you know; say you don't know what you don't. They will believe you."

"Yes, the lowly one understands." Yan Little-Hat thought his master's confidence seemed somewhat unfounded, but he agreed regardless. He was half a desperado, after all. He understood that successful completion of this mission meant enormous benefits for his future—far beyond a mere ten taels.



Near the third watch, supervised personally by a guerrilla general of the Governor's Green Standard Army guarding the south city, several soldiers lowered Yan Little-Hat over the wall.

Outside was pitch darkness, but the opposite bank of the Pearl River on Henan Island blazed with light—the Australian camp.

Led by a guide who waited below, Yan Little-Hat stumbled to the riverbank, where a fishing boat had been prepared.

Shortly after the boat rowed out past mid-river, it was intercepted by a patrolling Small Fa boat. Two Australian sailors holding machetes and carrying short rifles leaped aboard. They were short and capable, wearing identical blue-and-white short jackets and round wide-brimmed straw hats—strange but remarkably neat attire.

The fishermen kowtowed in terror, afraid to move. Yan Little-Hat summoned his courage and stated his purpose.

"Board our boat. We'll take you." The leading sailor was businesslike. "Are you carrying anything?"

Yan quickly produced a tael of silver. "For the vice-lords to buy a bowl of wine."

"Keep the silver. We don't use it." The leader waved his hand without expression. "You—sit there. Don't move." He pointed to a row of seats at the stern.

"Yes, yes." Yan sat quickly on the fixed wooden bench.

Not accepting silver—truly rare. The Australians must be wealthy, paying their soldiers generously.

A glass lamp hung at the stern, illuminating everything brightly. The boat looked small, seating perhaps a dozen people at most. It appeared to be made of wood. In the center sat a black object topped with an iron chimney like a stove—a wave of heat confirmed his guess.

"Set sail!" the sailor called.

He sat down opposite Yan Little-Hat. The chimney suddenly spewed thick smoke mixed with sparks. Yan felt his body lurch forward, then jerk backward as the small boat emitted a rhythmic putt-putt-putt sound and began moving.



Rumors of bandit boats driven by fire—boats without sails or oars—had long circulated in Guangzhou. Yan Little-Hat hadn't expected to become the first local to enjoy a "fire-wheel boat" ride.

His anxiety gave way to curiosity. Ignoring the darkness, he looked around, examining everything. The sailors seemed accustomed to such curiosity and didn't stop him.

Yan was brought to the headquarters area at a commandeered restaurant and subjected to a thorough body search. Stripped of all objects, he was escorted before Wen Desi.

He recognized Wen Desi immediately. He knelt and kowtowed respectfully, fearing that doubt might cost him his mission—and his life.

Wen Desi remembered him, though not by name.

Yan Little-Hat reported clearly. He was questioned about Gao Ju's age, business, household, and staff; he answered without error. Someone fetched Gao Ju's comprehensive dossier from the Intelligence Bureau, locating Yan Little-Hat's file and photograph to confirm his identity as Gao Ju's manager.

He was then taken to another tent under guard, where specialized personnel discussed details with him.

Yan Little-Hat's rank was too low to require Wen Desi's personal attention. His visit was merely to arrange negotiation preparations, nothing more.

Yan presented Gao Ju's suggestion: the negotiation location should be at a nunnery on Henan Island.

It was agreed. The two sides would meet the following night at the Lotus Vihara on Henan Island. It was close to the city and convenient for both parties.



"What? Gao Ju chose a nunnery for negotiations?" Chen Haiyang was uneasy. "Does he have bad intentions?"

"You don't know the local flavor here—it's not a real nunnery." Wen Desi, a Guangzhou native, was well-versed in the city's historical amusements. "This is a service establishment flying a Buddhist sign. The 'nuns' inside are women who've kept their hair."

"You mean...?" Chen Haiyang hadn't realized Guangzhou history contained such diversions.

"Precisely." Wen Desi nodded. "This business was extremely prosperous in old Guangzhou. A wealthy man like Gao Ju probably dabbled in such things—maybe he's even a patron. That's why he wants to meet there."

"Negotiating in a brothel. Truly wonderful."

"But it's secure. And the comforts inside should be top-notch." Wen Desi smiled. "Perhaps not to our particular tastes, though."

Chen Haiyang summoned the fleet's Political Security Commissioner and ordered security deployed at Lotus Vihara early the next morning.



The following night, Gao Ju arrived as promised, and secret negotiations commenced in the Vihara.

Gao Ju had communicated beforehand with Li Fengjie. The government's primary condition was that the Australian fleet withdraw from the Provincial River—preferably from the Pearl River Estuary entirely. Other details were negotiable, but the withdrawal had to happen quickly. The longer the fleet remained at Bai'etan, the harder Li Fengjie would find it to explain.

Li Fengjie and his advisors believed the Australians had launched their attack in anger over Wang Zunde's "unauthorized border provocation" and Tian Da's closure of the Purple Enterprise. Accordingly, the terms Li Fengjie authorized Gao Ju to offer were modest: the Purple Enterprise could reopen immediately, all seized properties and equipment returned; goods confiscated and sold would be compensated with 10,000 taels; and Australians could trade freely in and out of Guangzhou under a local agent's name, with the government promising not to arrest or ban them.

These three terms, formulated by Li Fengjie and his staff, reflected their belief that overseas merchants sought only the right to trade with the Ming. Granting this should satisfy the Australians—a privilege previously enjoyed only by the Portuguese.

As for returning houses and providing small silver compensation, these were merely tokens to demonstrate Guangdong's "sincerity."



Wen Desi was naturally unsatisfied with such conditions. Nor would the Senate be.

A significant faction within the Senate had envisioned signing something like a Ming version of the Treaty of Nanjing—territory ceded, indemnity paid, five ports opened for commerce.

However, in the Executive Committee's meetings, everyone had agreed this was unrealistic, especially given the Ming's particular historical context. Neither Li Fengjie nor Wang Zunde possessed the audacity to sign such a document. Forcing an unequal treaty would only produce a breakdown and an awkward state of "neither war nor peace."

After extensive deliberation, the Senate had established minimum negotiation requirements:

First, immediate end to hostilities and restoration of normal trade. Lingao's economy was highly dependent on foreign commerce. This was the Pearl River campaign's primary objective.

Second, confirmation that Hong Kong Island and the surrounding outlying islands belonged to the Transmigrators, with government troops forbidden from posing military threats to that area or to ships sailing there.

As for the second point, it needn't appear in a written, signed agreement—a tacit understanding would suffice. A formal territorial cession treaty was something even Chongzhen himself probably wouldn't dare sign.



Wen Desi presented these terms one by one.

There was no objection to the first. But ceding Hong Kong and the surrounding islands far exceeded Gao Ju's mandate.

The Portuguese had expended tremendous effort to secure Macau—and still worried constantly about expulsion. Yet here the Australians opened their mouths demanding Hong Kong and dozens of surrounding islands. Lantau Island alone was larger than Hong Kong Island!

The Ming didn't particularly care about coastal islands, generally allowing them to exist in benign neglect. Li Fengjie and most Guangdong officials probably had no idea how many islands the province contained, let alone their conditions.

But ceding territory violated a supreme Ming taboo.

Gao Ju dared not agree. After pondering for a long moment, he said carefully: "Shopkeeper Wen—whatever goods, money, or servants you want is easily arranged. But this cession of land... the Governor will absolutely never consent."

"This point you can discuss at leisure. We aren't in a hurry." Wen Desi smiled, surveying the meditation room hosting them—clean, elegant, with exquisite snacks arranged on the table. "This place is quite comfortable. We've been cooped up in that small corner Lingao for two or three years. Shouldn't we relax properly here for a few months?"

"Yes, yes, naturally." Gao Ju realized the terms wouldn't come easily. He said he needed to consult Li Fengjie, but expressed hope that the Australians might withdraw from the Provincial River quickly before further consultations, to avoid prolonged martial law in Guangzhou, which made it difficult for the Governor to explain matters to the Court.

"Withdrawing from the Provincial River is acceptable. But we've come all this way—withdrawing on just a word from Elder Gao makes it impossible for us to answer to the Senate."

Gao Ju understood that additional conditions were coming. Regardless, Li Fengjie had made Australian withdrawal his top priority.



Wen Desi's condition: Guangzhou would pay 300,000 taels immediately as a Ransom Fee; the remaining water-braves would be disbanded; and destroyed forts along the route could not be rebuilt.

Once paid, the Task Force would withdraw immediately. Detailed negotiations could continue later, in Macau.



"Three hundred thousand taels?!"

Li Fengjie nearly screamed when he heard the figure.

This was a lion opening its jaws impossibly wide. He had believed that granting trade permission represented immense grace—sufficient to soothe all grievances. He never expected them to demand 300,000 taels in ransom.

The entire Provincial Treasury held only 370,000 taels. Even if he could theoretically pay, he couldn't possibly find a pretext to expense such a massive sum.

He slapped the table, indignant: "They don't know the height of heaven or the depth of earth! Allowing trade is already immense grace! Insatiable! Ignore them—see what they can do! I don't believe their few dozen ships and thousand men can breach Guangzhou with a few cannons!"

Gao Ju remained silent. He also found the terms harsh.

But if Governor Wang hadn't insisted on "Exterminating Bandits," the Australians would still be trading peacefully. If Li Fengjie had acted decisively months ago—dispatching envoys to Lingao rather than stalling—this situation would never have escalated to enemy warships anchored before the city walls.

The government definitely couldn't produce 300,000 taels outright. Gao Ju suspected that even if forced, the burden would fall on wealthy merchants. Throughout this entire "Bandit affair," the Gao family had already been squeezed for no less than 20,000 taels, from "Assisting Rations" to "River Defense Aid." A 300,000-tael hole meant paying thousands more.



Li Fengjie sat in silence with closed eyes for a long time. Then he opened them.

"The Bandits really say they'll withdraw upon payment?"

"Precisely." Gao Ju recounted Wen Desi's conditions in detail. "After withdrawing from the Provincial River, other terms can be discussed gradually in Macau."

Li Fengjie maintained a wooden expression, pondering again. "Do Australians keep their word?"

"Australians founded their nation on commerce. Trust is their foundation."

"But the ancients say no merchant is without treachery," Li Fengjie muttered, apparently forgetting that the tall gentleman before him was himself a "merchant."

Gao Ju sneered inwardly. Li Fengjie was utterly out of options, yet still postured as calm and confident. Officials certainly cultivated thick skins.

There were solutions, but given Gao Ju's position, offering ideas to Li Fengjie would be unwise—it might endanger his own interests. After weighing matters repeatedly, he decided to say nothing and take his leave.



Li Fengjie naturally couldn't conjure a brilliant plan.

The number 300,000 weighed on his heart. He couldn't pay—but if he didn't, these greedy Australians wouldn't withdraw. They were extorting endless food and wealth from the countryside and could stay as long as they pleased.

He summoned his trusted advisors to discuss countermeasures.

Some said the Bandits were merely bluffing and wouldn't actually attack. Some suggested delaying a response to observe their reaction. Others recommended having Gao Ju bargain down the price. Still others proposed the traditional solution: make the wealthy families pay.

He Chengzong remained silent.

Three hundred thousand taels was nothing in Guangzhou's heyday. Simply gathering the major merchants and explaining the crisis would raise it easily.

But circumstances had changed. Within a single year, the wealthy households had been squeezed repeatedly. Forcing them again would prove difficult. These weren't small merchants with thin capital; most had powerful backing among provincial or capital officials. Provoking them was unwise.

After a considerable pause, He Chengzong spoke: "The current plan—asking big households outright—is difficult. The only path is borrowing."

"Borrow?"

"Yes." He Chengzong nodded. "This city could raise not merely 300,000 but 3 million if approached correctly. Summon the major households and explain what's at stake. Then ask each to lend to the government, with government guarantee and appropriate interest. This benefits both public and private—they will agree."

The Governor's Yamen borrowing money represented a solid guarantee. And the request contained an implicit warning against "refusing a toast only to drink a forfeit." The wealthy households would understand.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 734 - Ransom Fee

Although Li Fengjie found the borrowing scheme feasible, the thought of incurring such a massive debt made him shake his head repeatedly.

"Borrowing means repaying—plus interest. It's an enormous sum!"

"The Autumn Tax collection begins in a few days," He Chengzong replied calmly. "A modest floating surcharge per mu will smooth it out. And if the Bandits don't leave, the Autumn Tax itself will face serious difficulties..."

This final sentence moved Li Fengjie.

Everything in local governance revolved around taxation—the Court's primary concern. If the Australians remained encamped on Henan Island, sending men daily to collect grain and silver from the surrounding countryside, how could the November Autumn Tax be collected? He Chengzong was correct: the Autumn Grain receipts would ultimately cover the 300,000-tael shortfall.

Yet 300,000 taels was no trivial figure. The thought of shouldering this debt for no good reason left Li Fengjie thoroughly displeased.

Why did such a thankless task fall to him? These Australians had an enormous appetite!

Thinking this way, he resolved to haggle with them—at least cut the demand by eighty or a hundred thousand.

He gave no commitment to He Chengzong's suggestion, dismissing him for the time being.



He Chengzong felt baffled by the Governor's ambivalence.

The next day, Gao Ju arrived to inquire about the Governor's final decision, hoping to send Manager Yan across the river that same night.

"His Excellency remains noncommittal," He Chengzong reported. "He said neither yes nor no."

"Presumably His Excellency needs further deliberation." Gao Ju laughed quietly.

Not saying "yes" effectively meant "no." Most likely the Governor still harbored fantasies of bargaining. He sneered to himself: This is called refusing a toast only to drink a forfeit.

Indeed, in the days that followed, Li Fengjie launched conspicuous war preparations in Guangzhou—conscripting militia, positioning cannons, adopting an ostentatious "fight to the death" posture that confused everyone observing.

He Chengzong, believing his employer genuinely intended to "live and die with the city," grew deeply worried and admonished him several times. Li Fengjie blocked every objection with lukewarm, evasive responses.

Gao Ju understood immediately: the Governor was posturing for the Australians' benefit, hoping to intimidate them into reducing the ransom fee.



Sure enough, a day later Li Fengjie asked Gao Ju to return to the Lotus Vihara to continue talks.

"Your Excellency, if there isn't some explanation regarding the Ransom Fee, I fear going again will yield no results."

"You're a merchant." Li Fengjie's tone carried irritation. "Do you buy at whatever price others demand?"

"Your Excellency," Gao Ju replied with careful respect, "it depends on the goods. If it's a rare commodity worth hoarding, naturally I pay the asking price."

"Fine, fine. Go tell the Bandits: 300,000 is too much. The city cannot produce such a sum. Ask them to reduce it."

"How much does Your Excellency consider appropriate?"

"That... depends on your ability, doesn't it?" Li Fengjie sneered.

"Yes, yes. This lowly one will do his utmost."



This attitude naturally caused dissatisfaction among the Task Force's high command.

Some Senators had already demanded large-scale rocket attacks on Guangzhou to severely dampen the prestige of the Guangdong bureaucrats. But a faction including Wen Desi strongly opposed—not from any concern for "protecting cultural relics," but because Guangzhou, like all Chinese cities of the era, was constructed of brick and wood.

Indiscriminate Hale Rocket bombardment would inevitably cause massive fires, potentially consuming the entire city.

Guangzhou was one of China's wealthiest urban centers. A city-wide conflagration would destroy incalculable wealth and kill human resources the Transmigrators could otherwise utilize. Many merchants would be bankrupted. Guangzhou would be unusable for years after the war.

Now, Li Fengjie's attitude brought the bombardment idea forcefully back to the surface. Several Senators demanded a "force demonstration."

Wen Desi probably felt a demonstration of military power was indeed necessary. "Seeing is believing"—otherwise, bureaucrats hiding behind city walls might lack any visceral impression of Transmigrator capabilities.

He approved a plan to shell the South City. To avoid massive loss of life and property, targets would be limited to South City defensive installations and the relay station, reception hall, and piers near the main South Gate.



On the night of November 7th, the Fubo Army fired over two hundred Hale rockets from pre-set positions and Bombardment Boats.

The barrage completely destroyed numerous defensive facilities, the relay station, and the reception hall near the main South Gate. Defending soldiers and militia fell into chaos.

Bombardment Boats concentrated their fire on the majestic three-story tower above the main South Gate. Under the impact of nearly forty Hale rockets, the brick-and-wood structure soon erupted in raging flames that burned throughout the night.

Per Chen Haiyang's orders, several rockets were fired into the administrative district deep in the city—purely to demonstrate range.



Li Fengjie spent a nightmare of a night.

When the dense rockets began pounding the South City—setting fire to the reception hall and relay station, and finally the gate tower itself—he believed the Australians were storming the city. He rushed toward the South Gate with his staff.

Before he could arrive, fleeing soldiers and militiamen blocked the road. Their faces were blackened by smoke, their expressions panicked. They pushed and crawled through the streets, ignoring every order their officers bellowed.

When the crowd finally thinned, Li Fengjie dared not advance further. Those terrifying Australian fire-meteors fell continuously from the sky; getting struck meant death.

"Return to the Yamen!" he ordered.

Guards and servants hustled him back to the Governor's Yamen, where they summoned two hundred troops as reserve. Li Fengjie climbed the corner tower and gazed toward the South Gate—flames raged there, reddening half the sky. A terrifying sight.

A thought flashed through his mind: If the Bandits breach the city now, I will take my own life in this Yamen immediately.

Just then, a dozen rockets streaked across the night sky like continuous meteors, flying straight into the city's innermost districts and landing in streets and government offices with booming explosions and bursts of fire.

Gongs sounded everywhere as militia and water brigades rushed to fight the blazes. Fortunately, few rockets had landed in those areas; the fires were extinguished quickly without major damage.

But such shooting caused far greater panic than the destruction warranted.



Li Fengjie found he could stay comfortable neither inside the walls nor outside them.

Death falling from the sky brought unprecedented terror. Previously, hiding behind thick walls meant safety from any slaughter beyond. Now, those high thick walls could no longer protect his life as before.

Fortunately, the Australians showed no sign of actually storming the gates. After more than an hour, the rocket attack ceased. Only then did fleeing officials and soldiers dare return to the South Gate to fight the remaining fires.



The day after this attack, Gao Ju departed the city and agreed to all of Wen Desi's demands.

As for raising the silver, Li Fengjie had no choice but to adopt He Chengzong's "borrowing" plan. He would survive the immediate crisis first.

The next day, He Chengzong visited Gao Ju's mansion to explain the method. As a leading figure among the foreign merchants, Gao Ju's attitude would influence many others.

Gao Ju remained noncommittal. He raised an eyebrow slightly, surprised that He Chengzong had conceived this approach himself.

In fact, Gao Ju had already prepared a method derived from "borrowing" for Li Fengjie—one with a detailed charter specifying how to borrow, how to repay, and what interest rate to charge. All of it was calculated in his mind.

He hadn't mentioned it the previous day to avoid suspicion. Merchants considered government credit poor; if such a loan defaulted, his peers would curse him for "sucking up to superiors," ruining his reputation.

He had been calculating how to suggest this to Li Fengjie in a way that didn't compromise himself. Now that He Chengzong had come knocking with the same idea, the situation couldn't be better.



"This is 300,000 taels we're discussing." Gao Ju tapped the tea table with his fan. "No one has ever lent such an enormous sum to the government."

"Of course. That's precisely why we ask Elder Gao to exert his efforts—using reason to unite the merchants. If every household contributes a share, the sum becomes manageable."

Gao Ju smiled slightly.

He Chengzong's thinking still revolved around government "apportionment" and "donation." But in truth, if the profit was attractive enough, any amount could be borrowed. Mr. He hadn't quite grasped this principle.

He deliberately postured: "This matter is likely to prove difficult."

"I know it's difficult. But is there another way to raise 300,000 taels?" He Chengzong smiled bitterly. "Bandit ships circle the Provincial River daily. They clearly intend to strike Guangzhou if unpaid. This is also for the city's common people."

Gao Ju nodded. "I understand." Then he added: "Loans must be repaid. There must be a charter—how to borrow, how to repay, what interest, what term. State it clearly first, and we'll see if it works."

"Borrow 400,000," He Chengzong said. "Beyond the ransom, we must compensate Australian enterprise losses—at least twenty or thirty thousand. The Bandits looted heavily, so comforting the affected localities costs money. Finally, the Capital and Palace need bribes to prevent trouble from arising there."

He sighed. "A victory means rewarding troops and cheap cleanup costs. A defeat means endless expenses."

From the fall of Humen, the Provincial Treasury and county quotas alone had already spent 60,000 taels. But actual expenditures included not just treasury allocations but also "Assisting Rations" from merchants, conscripted labor and materials, militia bounties...

How much silver this "Defense of Guangzhou" had consumed remained a muddled account. And now, this 300,000-tael "Ransom Fee"!

Though He Chengzong didn't know the saying "Victory is always cheaper," he fully appreciated that failure meant spending far more money. This realization solidified his stance as a potential future member of the "Pro-Peace Party"—or as critics would call it, the "Surrender Party."



Gao Ju did some mental arithmetic.

Of the extra 100,000 in the 400,000 total, surely some would go toward various legitimate uses—but a substantial portion was clearly "padding," benefits for officials to divide among themselves. The graft account was ready before the borrowing even began.

He felt a certain disdain.

However, as long as the arrangement proved profitable and repayment was assured, he didn't care how officials invented pretexts to siphon money. If they were all "clear as water," Gao Ju wouldn't be able to do business with them at all.

"400,000... 500,000... let's set aside the amount for now. Just answer me this: what interest? What term? How will interest and principal be paid? Without clear answers, I cannot persuade others."

He Chengzong had considered this carefully. "Annual interest 1.3 percent. Term one year. Principal and interest paid at maturity."

Gao Ju spoke slowly, deliberately: "Mr. He—this charter, Gao cannot sell."

He Chengzong silently cursed the "profit-minded villain," but needing his cooperation, he asked patiently: "In Elder Gao's view, then?"

"I have no particular 'view,'" Gao Ju replied. "Borrowing isn't tax collection, where you simply dictate terms. Borrowing implies mutual willingness."

He coughed. A beautiful maid knelt to present an enamel spittoon.

Gao Ju spat, accepted a colorful Australian hand towel from another maid to wipe his mouth, then sipped hot tea.

"...Annual interest 1.3 percent? If 300,000 taels were available at that rate, Gao himself would want to borrow it."

He Chengzong understood the rate was too low. On guard, he asked carefully: "What rate does Elder Gao consider suitable?"

"To be frank," Gao Ju said, "inter-bank lending, even in the off-season, runs 2 to 2.4 percent annually. Given the Governor's face, 1.8 percent is the minimum."

Gao Ju stated his demands: a one-year term. For the first six months, interest only; during the second six months, principal repayed monthly in six installments. Cleared completely by the twelfth month.

Nominally borrowing for a year, but with principal repayment beginning in the seventh month, the effective interest was considerably higher than maturity payment.

However, this structure suited the government's fiscal condition. He Chengzong understood that producing 470,000 taels in a single payment was impossible for Guangdong. Piecemeal was far more manageable.

"This could work." He Chengzong nodded. "But it requires the Governor's approval."

"Naturally." Gao Ju nodded, then asked: "Repaid with what?"

"From the Autumn Tax, of course. A few cents' floating surcharge per mu will cover it. If Elder Gao explains this to the merchants, would they distrust the entire province's land tax as security?"

Gao Ju sighed theatrically. "Brother He! That's a scholar's perspective. Borrowing requires first a written receipt, second a collateral guarantee. With just your words, who puts up money?"

He Chengzong was baffled. Wasn't the Governor's word enough? In all Guangdong, few words carried comparable weight.

"Isn't the Governor's Yamen's credibility sufficient?"

"Certainly—but where's the proof?" Gao Ju saw he didn't understand and spoke more plainly. "Governor Li benefits the people and works tirelessly. But what if he's busy and forgets? Are we lenders supposed to hang ourselves?"

He Chengzong had no response. Officials defaulting on obligations wasn't unheard of.

"Even with a receipt, there must be collateral." Gao Ju chuckled. "One day Governor Li gets promoted, the money remains unpaid, and a new official arrives saying, 'I didn't borrow it—I don't care.' At that point, we might as well hang ourselves again."



He Chengzong knew Gao Ju spoke truth, but collateral...

The notion troubled him. Having the Yamen issue receipts was virtually unprecedented; if one leaked to a Censor, Li Fengjie would be finished.

Gao Ju suspected that formal receipts probably wouldn't happen. But he had prepared another approach.

"A Yamen receipt would be the best guarantee, naturally. But having a collateral object is sufficient."

Gao Ju proposed Salt Licenses as collateral.

Collateralize Salt Licenses equivalent to total principal and interest, plus some additional salt weight to cover transport and sales costs. Salt Licenses were the government's most creditworthy securities; merchants would accept them readily.

"Salt Licenses are immediately usable and resellable," He Chengzong objected. "What if unscrupulous merchants cash them early?"

"Not difficult. Stamp each license: valid only after Month X, Day Y—the final repayment date." Gao Ju waved his hand. "When repaying, let people bring the licenses to exchange for silver."

"Excellent method." He Chengzong was convinced. Gao Ju indeed possessed clever tricks.

The two negotiated secretly for hours, finally reaching agreement.

No draft or written record was made, but mutual assurances guaranteed neither party would renege. The agreed terms:


	Total loan: 400,000 Kuping Taels; Gao Ju would lead merchant subscription.

	Annual interest 1.8 percent. First six months interest only; final six months monthly principal repayment. Cleared within one year.

	Loan secured by equivalent Salt Licenses from the Governor's Yamen, plus 3 percent premium. Licenses stamped with validity date. Returned monthly to Yamen upon repayment.





He Chengzong reported the three articles to Li Fengjie.

Hearing about using Salt Licenses, Li Fengjie acknowledged that Gao Ju possessed clever ideas and agreed to everything.

Raising the silver required time. Fearing additional rocket attacks, Li Fengjie ordered 100,000 taels temporarily drawn from the Provincial Treasury and escorted by specialists to the Australian camp that night.

Yan Little-Hat accompanied them, asking Wen and Chen for three days' grace to raise the remainder.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 735 - The Treaty of Macau

With Salt Licenses as collateral, Gao Ju summoned the city's wealthy merchants—Foreign, Salt, and Chaozhou traders alike—to split the loan by headcount.

Though the interest wasn't exceptionally high, the Salt License collateral meant zero risk of loss. The 400,000 taels were quickly fully subscribed.

Gao Ju allowed himself a modest boast or two, raising his prestige considerably among Guangzhou's merchant community.

News that Gao Ju had raised the Ransom Fee through loans quickly spread via Meng Xian's intelligence channels. Delong Bank, as one of Guangzhou's largest exchange houses, had itself contributed 5,000 taels to the collective loan.

Gao Ju collected the silver. Of the total, 300,000 taels were sent in batches by Li Fengjie to the Australian camp outside the city.

For the remaining 100,000, Gao Ju followed his own plan: he deposited 30,000 taels into Delong Bank, then had Delong issue a bank draft to Governor Li for the balance.



Chests of silver were inspected and loaded onto ships at the military camp.

This hard currency would greatly alleviate Lingao's current shortage of precious metal reserves.

Gao Ju personally visited the camp outside the city several times, presenting Wen Desi and others with substantial gifts, along with sheep and wine to reward the troops.

His attitude toward the Australians was now considerably more respectful than before. They were not merely wealthy and capable tycoons—they were also bandits armed to the teeth. Fortunately, they were also merchants who honored their word. As business partners, the Australians were exemplary.

Gao Ju was pleased to maintain good cooperation with them. Besides Eunuch Yang, the Australians could serve as a formidable backer—and compared to the insatiable Yang, the Australians clearly preferred the "everyone prospers together" approach, sharing benefits rather than hoarding them.

The gifts Gao Ju presented were of considerable value—mostly luxury and pleasure items from the era. Wen Desi was thoroughly satisfied and ordered everything accepted.

Listening to Gao Ju's heap of flattery, the two sides discussed future cooperation of "wider scope" and "deeper involvement." Gao Ju readily agreed to provide the Beijing political and commercial connections he had previously been reluctant to offer.

On his final visit, He Chengzong accompanied him. Both sides reached agreement to launch a second phase of negotiations in Macau.

According to Li Fengjie's wishes, the Macau talks would be handled specifically by Li Luoyou. As for when the Australians might return to Guangzhou, Li Fengjie requested mid-December—after the current turmoil had subsided somewhat.

Subsequently, Wen Desi and the others hosted a banquet for Gao Ju and He Chengzong at the Vihara. Cups were exchanged, toasts raised repeatedly, and gifts presented—including valuable Australian goods intended for Li Fengjie and other officials.

Guests and hosts departed in high spirits.



With the Ransom Fee paid, the Task Force had no further reason to remain outside the city.

After Chen Haiyang and his officers collected additional "Reasonable Burden" from the surrounding area—fully demonstrating their prestige—they selected a day to withdraw from the Provincial River.

On November 20th, the Task Force fired a twenty-four gun salute. The entire army boarded ships and departed the camp.

The fleet arrived at Humen that night, rendezvousing with the garrison there. Most facilities had already been dismantled, the materials transported to Hong Kong. Only two Special Service Boat squadrons and one Marine company remained to continue holding the position.

This was a chip reserved for future negotiations with the Guangdong local government.

After resting one night, Chen Haiyang and the others led the fleet out of Humen anchorage. At noon on the 21st, passing Macau and Modaoyang, they entered Victoria Harbour and finally dropped anchor at Central Anchorage.

The two-month "Pearl River Basin Punitive Operation" was officially declared concluded.



During these months, construction of Base 852 in Hong Kong had expanded rapidly. Large numbers of captives provided the labor force.

When Chen Haiyang returned to Base 852, he found that several outposts and batteries covering Hong Kong's surrounding waterway entrances had been completed. The first main road near Central was under intense construction. This road roughly followed the coastline; Hong Kong's first wharves, warehouses, and trading houses would eventually be developed along it.

Because negotiations hadn't officially concluded, the Military Affairs General Court telegraphed the Task Force to rest and reorganize in Hong Kong. Ships requiring repair could return to Lingao; the remainder would stay on standby.

If negotiations collapsed, they would re-enter the Pearl River for combat.



Li Luoyou watched the Australian fleet sail out of the Pearl River Estuary, escorted by small boats trailing plumes of black smoke.

He understood the situation was effectively settled. The urgent task now was cleaning up the mess.

Sure enough, orders soon arrived from Guangzhou: commence negotiations with the Australians immediately.

Li Luoyou felt both resistance and anticipation toward these negotiations.

His anticipation stemmed from the knowledge that after successful talks, trade could resume and normal life on both sides of the Pearl River would return to its accustomed track. Whether for his personal interests or for the welfare of the common people, signing a peace treaty with the Australians held considerable significance.

His resistance came from awareness of the Australians' conduct in the Pearl River over the past two months. Government troops had once again demonstrated absolute incompetence. With merely dozens of ships and one or two thousand men, the Australians had rampaged through the Pearl River banks as if entering unpopulated territory, extorting "Reasonable Burden" everywhere, killing many local gentry, taking thousands of captives, and looting immense wealth.

The Australians' actions recalled another Jianzhou Jurchen. Of course, they were considerably more polite to commoners than those beast-like invaders—they didn't arrest people randomly or engage in widespread looting, arson, and killing. They were ruthless only toward those who resisted.

Li Luoyou keenly perceived that the Australians were far more intelligent than the Jurchens—and far more dangerous.



The negotiation location was chosen as Huang Shunlong's private residence.

Huang Shunlong felt honored to serve both Grand Shopkeeper Li and the Australians simultaneously. He vacated his finest courtyard for their use.

The negotiation representative dispatched from Lingao was Si Kaide, Director of the Colonial and Trade Ministry. This "Pro-Peace Party" member had always advocated negotiating peace with the Ming—or even accepting amnesty quickly.

The Executive Committee had agreed to his negotiating peace but expressly forbade any "Amnesty Acceptance."



Beyond the conditions already agreed upon under Guangzhou's walls—returning Purple Enterprise property, compensation, reopening bilateral trade, and so forth—Si Kaide presented six additional requirements:


	Australians may freely purchase and hire population, and dispose of or transport population externally, without government interference.

	All ships under Australian names entering Guangzhou for trade shall pay no tax. Cargo aboard shall be exempt from Chou Fen (tariff).

	Purple Enterprise and other Australian industrial and commercial enterprises shall continue paying official commercial taxes, but all corrupt customary fees (Lou Gui) are waived.

	Australians shall enjoy extraterritoriality in Guangzhou. Any arrest, detention, or interrogation involving Australians requires Australian consent.

	Australians may freely purchase land and construct buildings in Guangzhou.

	Hong Kong Island and surrounding outlying islands shall be controlled by Australians. Australians permitted to act freely thereon.





Si Kaide finished reading the six articles.

Li Luoyou felt somewhat relieved—there were no terrible indemnities or annual tributes. Due to lessons from the two Song dynasties, the Ming possessed considerable vigilance against such arrangements.

But the final article caught his attention: did "control" mean ceding Hong Kong Island?

In Ming history, Xiangshan Ao—Hong Kong—was far less famous than Haojing Ao—Macau. Even a merchant like Li Luoyou, who had conducted business along the Guangdong coast for many years, wasn't particularly familiar with it.

But familiar or not, ceding territory was absolutely impossible.

"Ceding Xiangshan Ao is out of the question," Li Luoyou stated firmly. He understood perfectly that this obscure island was likely already in Australian hands. Their demand to include it in the negotiations was merely an attempt to legitimize their control—to confirm their power in writing.

Si Kaide remained silent, continuing to listen.

"This clause requiring cession of Hong Kong Island—the Governor wouldn't dare agree to it. Even the Emperor himself would never dare utter the words 'Cede Land.'" Li Luoyou shook his head. "Furthermore, the Governor absolutely cannot memorialize this clause to the Court and bring it to Heaven's hearing."

Si Kaide still said nothing.

Yu Eshu of the Great Library had raised these very issues when drafting the terms. Under present conditions, having the Ming sign anything resembling the Treaty of Nanjing was systemically impossible. No Governor-General or Governor would dare put his seal to such a document.

"Moreover, the Court is deeply suspicious of overseas peoples," Li Luoyou continued. "The debate between Sea Ban and Opening never ceases at court. You wish to march openly into Guangzhou waving the Australian banner? Even if the Governor could somehow cover the sky with one hand—and there are several officials in the city who can memorialize directly to the Court—what happens when the Governor changes?"

Si Kaide was convinced: "Then what is your view, Sir?"

"This matter can only be known to you and me. It must never be proclaimed to the world."



Li Luoyou indicated that the Guangdong local government could only secretly agree to the Australian conditions. Both sides would "make fortunes in silence," with nothing committed to official documents, and certainly no brazen waving of Australian banners.

The Ming government prohibited all foreigners from residing or trading in Guangzhou. Except for the Portuguese privilege of entering Guangzhou for trade twice annually, no foreigner could remain there. The Australians, naturally, could not either.

If this right were forcibly demanded, even if Li Fengjie were willing to memorialize it, the wrangling in court would yield no result for three or four years.

"Fortunately, Australians are also descendants of Huaxia," Li Luoyou said with a conspiratorial smile. "Your faces and appearances are no different from Ming subjects. Why not continue posing as Guangdong natives?"

Once the identity issue was resolved, everything could be arranged.

Since they were nominally Guangzhou natives, buying land, constructing buildings, trading in people, hiring workers—all these activities were entirely at their discretion. The government would absolutely not interfere.

As for large-scale population export, Li Luoyou believed that as long as those exported were refugees from elsewhere, the government would not merely tolerate it but welcome it—otherwise, they could have obstructed Australian population exports from Guangzhou years ago.

Regarding the second article, ship taxation: since Australians would count as Guangzhou natives, and their shipping would operate only between Lingao and Guangzhou—purely domestic coastal trade—naturally there would be no need to pay Chou Fen and Zhang Shui required of overseas merchant ships and foreign vessels.

Regarding the third article, tax exemption: as long as a tacit understanding was reached with the government, this posed no problem. Commercial taxes in the Ming were originally not high. As long as merchants possessed adequate backing, local officials dared not extort too heavily. Some necessary customary bribes were unavoidable, of course—but given the Australians' reputation for killing without hesitation, probably no fool would be blind enough to demand that money.

Regarding extraterritoriality, Li Luoyou smiled bitterly: "Do you really care about this? No one in all Guangzhou is blind enough to try condemning you. You are powerful gentry now. A single card sent to the Yamen can bail out arsonists and murderers."



Regarding Hong Kong Island, Li Luoyou firmly opposed their occupation.

"The Governor can only turn a blind eye to this matter. He absolutely cannot permit you to lease that place like the Portuguese." Li Luoyou shook his head. "This is no small matter. The Portuguese acquiring Haojing Ao was a result of time and circumstance—not something that can be forced."

After ten days of bargaining and exchanges of telegrams and letters between Guangzhou and Lingao, the two sides finally reached a principled agreement in Macau.

Later known to history as the Treaty of Macau, the Empire's historical circles would long debate whether this agreement constituted a true treaty. The mainstream view held that the treaty was merely a memorandum of understanding between the Empire and the Ming local government. The text was never formally signed or sealed, and the Ming copy was eventually lost.

Not a true international treaty, this document was implemented in Guangdong only through the Empire's powerful force of strong ships and cannons.



Because the Guangdong government concluded this treaty privately, they naturally didn't file it in public archives. It was stored as a top-secret private document in Li Luoyou's residence for reference.

This text was eventually lost. According to the copy preserved in the Great Library, the Treaty of Macau contained eleven articles:


	Australians may freely travel to, reside in, trade in, and farm in Guangzhou and surrounding prefectures and counties controlled by the Guangdong Governor, carrying family and servants. However, they must pose as Guangdong natives and may not publicly identify themselves as Australians.

	All Australian affairs in Guangzhou are the responsibility of the Purple Enterprise Grand Shopkeeper. All commercial and civil disputes shall be handled by him in coordination with the government.

	All Australian industries in Guangzhou shall pay tax according to government regulations, but miscellaneous levies and customary fees are waived.

	Australians may purchase land and real estate in Guangzhou.

	Australian ships entering Guangzhou for trade are exempt from all Water Pay, Tariffs, and Fees. However, they must pose as Ming ships and may not identify themselves as Australian vessels. Otherwise, taxes and fees will not be waived.

	Australians may freely conduct any trade in Guangzhou and freely transport goods and silver in and out without government interference.

	Australians may freely hire and purchase population in Guangzhou and freely transport them to any location Australians wish.

	The Guangdong government will not interfere with Australians repairing ships or staying in Xiangshan Ao (Hong Kong).

	All Australian industries, land, and businesses in Guangzhou, and property and goods previously seized, shall be returned. Since some goods were sold and equipment damaged, both sides agree to a one-time compensation of 30,000 Kuping Taels from Guangdong.

	All Ming subjects implicated in the previous arrest of Australians shall not be infringed upon or arrested by the government. Those already arrested shall be released immediately. Property damages shall be compensated by a one-time government payment of 5,000 Kuping Taels.

	After all compensation, release, and return work is completed, the Australian garrison at Humen will withdraw completely.





Beyond the eleven articles, there were supplementary treaties and several detailed agreements. Many specifics were personally drafted by Ma Jia of the Tribunal, the formatting remarkably solemn.

Overall, the Executive Committee didn't place excessive value on this treaty, as it was essentially a private agreement between the Senate and Li Fengjie. Its binding force on the Ming government extended only through Li Fengjie's tenure. Once he left office, the agreement would effectively expire.

However, the traditional characteristic of Chinese bureaucracy was the extreme inheritance of customary rules. As long as this agreement operated smoothly for several years, forming an interest group around it, any new Governor would be forced to acquiesce.

Furthermore, given current development momentum, how long Ming rule in Guangdong would last—or how many Governors might come and go—remained uncertain.

The reason this low-level memorandum was drafted in such detailed and solemn form was primarily Ma Jia's intention to satisfy the Senate—giving Senators the satisfaction of signing an unequal treaty.

In Ma Jia's view, the countless riches and population brought back by the Task Force, combined with the 300,000-tael Ransom Fee, outweighed any treaty.

Despite the treaty's limited practical significance, when the telegram announcing the signing of the Treaty of Macau reached Lingao, the Senate ordered a twenty-four gun salute and a one-minute whistle blast at Bopu to celebrate.



The Treaty of Macau didn't address the issue of He Rubin's remnant troops trapped in Qiongshan.

Li Fengjie considered this matter outside his purview. Besides, no county in Qiongzhou Prefecture had officially reported falling, so he was content to play deaf and mute.

The day after celebrating the Treaty of Macau, news arrived from Guangdong: Liangguang Governor-General Wang Zunde had died of illness at his post in Zhaoqing. The Governor-General's seal would be temporarily safeguarded ("Hu Li") by Li Fengjie.

Thus, the task of cleaning up the Qiongshan mess and rescuing He Rubin's beleaguered troops fell to Li Fengjie after all.

Of course, he could continue playing deaf until a new Governor-General arrived. But Li Fengjie harbored private ambitions: he hoped to transform "Safeguarding" into "Acting For" ("Shu Li"), and ultimately achieve "Direct Regularization"—permanent appointment as Governor-General.

To this end, he dispatched fast horses to the capital for lobbying. Simultaneously, he sent Li Luoyou back to Lingao, striving to reach a swift agreement with the Australians regarding the rescue of He Rubin's remnants.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 736 - Victorious Return

The news of Wang Zunde's death did not surprise the Senate. Historically, he had died at his post around 1631 from overwork.

According to historical progression, the next Governor-General of Liangguang would be Xiong Wencan. He had risen to prominence by pacifying Zheng Zhilong, and throughout his career, he primarily employed "pacification" to handle various "rebel factions."

Coming to govern Liangguang, he was highly likely to reach a mutual understanding with the Transmigrators—just as he had compromised with Zheng Zhilong in Fujian. For this reason, many Senators had looked forward to "Blue Sky" Xiong's assumption of office.

However, Blue Sky Xiong couldn't arrive just yet. Given medieval administrative efficiency, it would take at least three to six months for Xiong Wencan to journey to Guangdong and assume his post.

The Transmigrators' time was precious. The Senate discussed the matter and concluded that rather than waiting eagerly for Blue Sky Xiong, they should quickly settle all follow-up affairs with Li Fengjie, creating a fait accompli.

The Hong Kong issue alone had caused Li Fengjie to make every possible excuse, ultimately yielding only a promise of "turning a blind eye." Whether Qiongzhou Prefecture could be completely "Zhongzuosuo-ized"—transformed into an Australian-controlled zone like Zheng Zhilong's former base—remained uncertain.



Although the situation was still developing, the Naval Task Force's victorious return from the Pearl River was undeniably cause for celebration.

A grand welcoming ceremony was organized at Bopu Pier.

On this day, colorful flags flew from streetlights along the road from Lingao County City to Bopu. On closer inspection, most turned out to be Ming military banners captured at the Battle of Chengmai.

Captured flags from the Chengmai battlefield had piled up like mountains. The Great Library had collected two specimens of each type according to archival principles, then used several hundred more as decorations in the Grand Stadium. Some had been distributed for display at the Military Affairs General Court Building and the Ministry of the Navy.

Finally, even the Lingao Cathedral had ended up with quite a few.

The remainder—those made of cotton or linen—were washed and recycled. Even the ragged ones could be turned into paper. Various silk flags proved harder to repurpose, as Australians didn't use silk for clothing. Aside from a small amount allocated for industrial use, the rest went to the Propaganda Department upon Fang Fei's application.

Fang Fei had organized people to sort these flags, selecting those of uniform size and outsourcing their processing to remove unwanted content. The result was several hundred colorful banners suitable for public events.

Now these flags fluttered all the way from Lingao County City along the Lingao-Bopu Highway.

Several large banners stretched across the road:

"Warmly Welcome Our Pearl River Task Force Officers and Men Returning Victoriously!"

"Glory Belongs to the Invincible Fubo Army, Illuminated by the Senate's Radiance!"

"Invincible in Battle, Victorious in Attack!"

"The Senate's Radiance Shines Everywhere!"



Teams of welcoming crowds made their way to Bopu—welcoming squads organized by the Mass Activity Division of the Propaganda Department.

With the precedent of the Chengmai Victory celebration, this Navy-led campaign couldn't receive a lower-specification welcome, lest the Navy feel slighted. Besides, the Chairman of the Executive Committee was aboard the returning fleet. This had to be handled at the level of a head of state returning from a working visit.

Per Fang Fei's orders, all professional and amateur propaganda groups under the Propaganda Department had turned out.

"Scale must be grand, atmosphere must be enthusiastic!" he instructed his indigenous Section Chief Ji Denggao. "At least eight classes must be drawn from Fangcaodi. Why have only these few arrived? There's no vigor at all! And the Seminary Choir—why arrange them so far forward? We aren't a Catholic country!"

The former fortune-teller, now wearing the new small-collared cotton "work uniform," wiped sweat from his brow while hastily recording instructions in his notebook with a Lingao-manufactured pencil.

When Fang Fei's instructions momentarily paused, Ji Denggao hurriedly seized the opportunity to report:

"Minister Hu said teaching tasks at Fangcaodi are very tight—sending students for celebrations is a wa—" He quickly swallowed his words.

"Pure waste of time, right?" Fang Fei finished for him.

Ji Denggao dared not reply. The crime of slandering a Senator could be deemed trivial or catastrophic. If it became "sowing discord," he would most likely be shipped off to Fu Youdi to conduct mass propaganda in the hinterlands. He quickly reorganized his phrasing:

"Minister Hu merely meant that teaching tasks are running behind schedule. Sending too many students would affect their studies. He didn't say anything else..."

Fang Fei waved his hand dismissively. "Enough. Go to Fangcaodi immediately. Tell them I said so: the Nursing Class and Life Secretary Class must each send one additional section. Go! Ride a public bike!"

He tore a "Public Vehicle Use Ticket" from his satchel, wrote in the time and destination, and handed it to Ji Denggao.

To improve efficiency, every department, enterprise, and commune-level unit was now equipped with public vehicles—agricultural-model twenty-eight-inch bicycles, commonly known as "28 Big Bars."

This novel form of transportation had aroused tremendous interest among indigenous people. After stumbling through the learning process, riding a bicycle had become both a joy and a source of pride for indigenous cadres. However, since rubber tires were first-level controlled materials, bicycle use was strictly regulated. The General Office's "Public Vehicle Ticket" system meant indigenous cadres rarely enjoyed the pleasure of official vehicle use.

"Understood. I'll go right now." Ji Denggao took the ticket and departed.

Fang Fei gazed out the window of the temporary Customs Office. The welcoming crowd still looked thin—and the colors were too plain. All gray-blue ants.

Without the maid uniforms of the Life Secretary Class and the blue nurse uniforms of the Nursing Class, the atmosphere simply couldn't rise to the proper level.

He muttered to himself: "Old Hu, oh Old Hu... don't think no one knows the truth about your 'Education Reform Pilot' and 'Quality Education' initiatives at Fangcaodi. If the other Senators knew, hmph hmph..."



Outside the window, gongs and drums shook the sky as the lion dance team warmed up.

Choir teams from various systems had also arrived. Unfortunately, there was no orchestra—Transmigrators had full sets of instruments and textbooks, even various scores, but no full complement of trained players. They had to rely on CD playback to fill the gap.

The Lingao Broadcasting Station's on-site broadcast team had occupied an office in the Bopu Customs Building as a temporary broadcast room, preparing for a live transmission.

The broadcast was wired, not wireless—and of the most primitive variety: "Talking Trumpets," as locals called the high-pitched loudspeaker system erected throughout most of Lingao.

At this moment, the loudspeakers rotated through magnificent Soviet-era marches. The disc had been selected by Li Chiqi's cousin Zhang Yu from a pile of CDs.

This short-haired, baby-faced girl had been extracted from her boring telegrapher position at Lingao Telecom. Per Organization Department orders, such jobs would gradually be transferred to specially trained indigenous personnel.

Zhang Yu had nowhere to go after the handover. Besides the telegraphy skills she'd learned after arrival, she possessed no particular specialization. As a self-proclaimed ultra-leftist, she had no interest in administrative desk work.

For a time she had been a recruitment target for Du Wen, eventually becoming her subordinate. But the relationship soured quickly. Du Wen considered Zhang Yu's "leftist" credentials too superficial, repeatedly suggesting she read more of Stalin's works, even lending her personal reading notes for Zhang Yu's "study reference."

Unexpectedly, Zhang Yu had zero interest in these "notes" or in Stalin. Compared to the works of the Soviet dictator, she was considerably more interested in BL novels.

Within days, Du Wen had grown contemptuous of Zhang Yu's supposed "leftist" identity. Finally, the two women clashed openly. With Dong Weiwei pregnant and disinclined to mediate Social Investigation Office interpersonal relations, the conflict intensified.

In a fit of anger, Zhang Yu had marched to the Organization Department demanding a transfer. Ming Lang felt the young woman had a lively personality, was eloquent, and possessed genuine talent for singing and dancing. Propaganda work should suit her well.

So she'd landed under Ding Ding's supervision, becoming a broadcaster at the station.



Now Zhang Yu lay draped across the windowsill.

This office, modified into a broadcast room, featured necessary soundproofing and a window expanded into a large bay facing Bopu Harbor—facilitating the announcer's observation during live broadcasts.

Zhang Yu held a dried sweet potato in one hand—tribute from Li Chiqi, the cousin who constantly attempted to "eat" her. In the other hand she held dried fish—purchased by Zhang Yuchen.

Since returning from Guangzhou Station, this man had single-mindedly pursued "meeting chat friends"—after all, this particular chat friend possessed excellent figure and looks. He came asking Zhang Yu out every few days.

Zhang Yuchen stood 183 centimeters tall and weighed 77 kilograms—a standard physique compared to many of the zhai nan (otaku) among the Transmigrators. Plus, during his two years in Guangzhou, he hadn't spent a coin of his salary or bonuses, so he was flush with cash. He'd also brought back many interesting and beautiful small crafts from Guangzhou.

Qualifying as "wealthy and handsome" by local standards, he treated her to casual meals one day, coffee the next, gradually spinning the naive girl in circles.

All this made Li Chiqi intensely jealous. He had coaxed his cousin into joining the crossing for "personal use"—not to become someone's brother-in-law. He repeatedly reminded his cousin that Zhang Yuchen's male-female affairs in Guangzhou had been extremely complicated. Though he hadn't openly taken concubines, his sexual relations with various maids were habitual. And the maids he'd brought back—now called "Life Secretaries"—were living openly in his apartment.

"I didn't plan to marry him," Zhang Yu would say, pouting indifferently. "We're just hanging out as friends."

Li Chiqi thought: How many girls ended up as wives after starting out "just hanging out as friends"?

Increasingly anxious, he ignored work fatigue to strengthen his pursuit daily, determined to make Zhang Yuchen retreat.

Zhang Yu naturally didn't care about this rivalry. Someone constantly supplying snacks and accompanying her for entertainment—what was bad about that?



Finishing her lollipop, she picked up binoculars to gaze outside, watching for the fleet's entry signals.

The convoy returning from Hong Kong was entering port today. The welcoming crowd on the pier had waited since morning. The moment ships appeared, she would need to begin live commentary.

"Lots of big bosses here," Zhang Yu murmured, using the binoculars to survey the shaded rest area on the pier trestle.

Nearly all Executive Committee members were present—standing or sitting, smiling and conversing. She consulted the list Ding Ding had given her: Executives, Standing Committee members, and Department Heads scheduled to attend. Twenty-five or twenty-six in total.

When handing her the list, Ding Ding had specifically warned her not to read the names in the wrong order or miss anyone.

As a self-proclaimed ultra-leftist, Zhang Yu possessed some understanding of politics. She recognized this list was essentially a power ranking. Though a minor detail, the implications were significant.

She had read through the list thoroughly several times, now checking it against the faces below to see how many listed Senators had arrived.



Just then, drums and bugles swelled as a team of lower-grade students from Fangcaodi National School marched in grandly.

They all wore standard student uniforms—miniature versions of the small-collared work suit. The only distinction was that girls wore skirts that fell slightly past the knee, a requirement Hu Qingbai had specifically requested. If girls didn't grow accustomed to modern skirts in childhood, they wouldn't adapt to sailor uniforms in middle school.

Each uniform bore the embroidered emblem of "Fangcaodi National School" on the chest, along with the school motto: "Knowledge is Power."

Cuffs displayed black stripes with class names and student numbers; Roman numerals on the lapels indicated grade level.

Ten-year-old Zhao Chuanyi clutched a small paper flag, walking obediently in the ranks.

A second-grader, he was among the first indigenous children to receive formal schooling in Lingao—studying step-by-step according to the curriculum Hu Qingbai had personally compiled. Content-wise, Zhao Chuanyi was already at a fourth-grade level by old-timeline standards.

Zhao Chuanyi was the grandson of Steward Zhao from Liu Dalin's household. His father had worked for the Australians early on and was now a "cadre" in the General Office. All three of his children studied in the National School, with Chuanyi as the eldest.

Life in the National School was both novel and arduous. The educational model the Transmigrators had established was intensive cramming. Besides mandatory two-hour physical exercise daily, classes ran from 7 AM to 5 PM. Night self-study followed—a sea-of-questions strategy.

For children, being released from classes for half a day to "Welcome Chiefs" was a delightful entertainment.

"Come, stand here." Indigenous cadres from the Propaganda Department led the team to waiting spots marked with lime, explaining points of attention.

Students listened with half-comprehension: basically, cheer and wave flags when the warships enter.



Zhao Chuanyi gazed curiously at the pier. They rarely had opportunities to visit—it was officially a "dangerous place," close to the sea, crowded with heavy machinery and vehicles. Accidents happened easily, so children under sixteen were forbidden entry.

He studied the cranes. He observed the "Saint Ship" out on the water—teachers had taken them to view it from afar during field trips.

Now the great iron ship sat on the other side of the bay, looking even more massive than before. Like a mountain! A huge iron chain hanging from the bow was thicker than his thigh.

How was such a thing even built?

Zhao Chuanyi often pondered this question. He was no longer amazed that an iron ship could float—physics class had taught him the relationship between buoyancy and mass, demonstrated with tin foil. But he still marveled that human beings could construct and operate vessels of such enormous scale.

His worship of "Senators" grew daily. Teachers promised that if they studied diligently, someday they too could build and captain such great iron ships. This thrilled many students, planting the longing for science in their hearts for the first time.

Lu Yi nudged Zhao Chuanyi's arm and whispered: "Look at that enormous crane! So tall—I wonder how they assembled it! If it was built like a pagoda, wouldn't they need an impossibly high scaffold?"

"However tall it is, it can be built," Zhao Chuanyi replied. "Didn't you hear the teacher say the Porcelain Tower of Nanjing is seventy-eight meters high? And that was constructed hundreds of years ago."

"That took many years. This crane went up in only a few months."

Zhao Chuanyi looked again at the row of steam cranes—large and small—at the mountains of goods stacked nearby, at the clouds of ships filling the harbor.

It felt simultaneously familiar and strange...

Though his family had immigrated here, he had grown up in Lingao. He clearly remembered visiting this spot by chance with Master Liu a few years ago. Back then, there had been nothing but desolate smoke and wild grass. Mangroves crowded the beach. Only small fishing boats dotted the bay.

In merely three years, it had become this.

"Ah, so-called 'Science,'" Yuan Fei interjected. "There are always principles we don't yet understand. Ask the teacher about the crane later. How does it lift such heavy things? And that rope—how strong must it be not to break?"

Lu Yi continued probing the mystery: "I heard the rope is made of steel. I simply can't imagine how steel becomes rope."

The class monitor turned and hissed: "Stop talking! A Senator is coming!"



Ding Ding hurried toward the student ranks, accompanied by four or five indigenous clerks.

He suddenly remembered that such occasions usually required flower presentations. Flowers were available—a flowerbed near the Bopu Health Center had many. Lingao's climate was warm; flowers bloomed year-round. Gathering four or five bouquets posed no problem.

"Pick six children immediately—three boys, three girls—and prepare them to present flowers to General Wen and the others!" Ding Ding instructed the lead indigenous cadre, then turned to his wife. "Remember to take photographs during the presentation!"

"Got it." Pan Pan appeared indifferent, fiddling with her DSLR camera.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 737 - Conspiracy on the Flying Cloud

Qian Shuiting began with a measured critique: "I won't comment on the new political structure produced by the General Assembly. It's nothing more than a miniature Saturn Community. The so-called Nine Executive Committee members are simply a replica of the Nine Elders. Superficially, it claims separation of powers, but judicial and legislative authority have still fallen into administrative hands. As for the Senate, that institution is effectively just a nominal supreme power organ—nothing more than a Hand-Raising Academy, a Unanimous Passage Academy."

"The problems run even deeper than that," Zhou Weisen coughed. "The Senate's system has too many qualification restrictions. Executive Committee members can serve eight consecutive years, rest one term, and then continue. Yet Senators must serve one year and then wait three before they can serve again—and they must reside permanently in Lingao, can't travel frequently, and can't be occupied with other duties. Calculate how many are left once you eliminate those Executives and Department Heads, throw out those unwilling to participate in politics, and subtract the establishment's cheering squads. What meaningful constraint can such a body place on those in power?"

Qian Shuixie nodded in agreement. "They speak of separation of powers, but the Head of the Tribunal and the Speaker of the Senate both sit on the Executive Committee—where is the independence? Everything ends up under the Executive Committee's control. When Executives themselves double as judges, who could possibly restrain them?"

"The Dugu Qiuhun incident is a perfect illustration," Zheng Shangjie said. "When you consider the severity—a mere ordinary Senator mobilizing armed forces—if they had actually entered the city, those inside would have suffered catastrophic losses. Yet the trial simply glossed over it. The smell of behind-the-scenes manipulation is unmistakable!"

Qian Shuiting's voice carried a note of weary recognition. "The Dugu Incident, stripped to its essence, is political struggle playing out in the shadows. I've reviewed Ji Xin's materials. Honestly, the truth no longer matters. What matters is that this trend is poisonous. Several Executives are already openly playing power games. If this continues, so-called politics will become a game played exclusively by administrative cadres—they'll use their institutional resources to continuously consolidate their power until ordinary Senators can only sit on the sidelines as the 'soy sauce crowd.'"

"The Executive Committee system must be abolished," Zheng Shangjie declared.

"Not yet," Qian Shuixie raised a restraining hand. "The General Assembly just established and confirmed the Executive Committee system. No obvious failures have appeared yet—they're still 'moving from one victory to another.' If we propose abolition now, no one will take us seriously. We might end up 'alienating ourselves from the people' before accomplishing anything."

Everyone except Miss Mendoza released a collective sigh. Though the discussion was conducted in English, the slang-laden conversation left her grasping at fragments. All she understood was that her abductors harbored deep dissatisfaction with this Transmigrator regime.

"I believe we need guns to feel truly secure," Zhou Weisen said. "At least Lin Chuanqing proposed the Right to Bear Arms this time, and it was finally added to the basic rights of Transmigrators. Otherwise, I would have insisted on enshrining this right in the Constitution no matter what!"

"This demonstrates the importance of shared cultural background," Qian Shuiting nodded. "Although we aim to integrate with the larger group, in many matters—especially conceptual ones—the divergence between us 'Sea Turtles' and the domestic contingent remains substantial."

"Having guns is a 'now' proposition," Qian Shuixie said. "Who knows about a few years hence? Once the situation stabilizes, won't they manufacture some pretext to confiscate them? And setting aside everything else, industry remains under administrative control. If they cut off ammunition supply, even a machine gun becomes a paperweight."

"Which is precisely why that's insufficient," Zhou Weisen said. "We should learn from the British system and implement a vassalage or patronage system within the army. Indigenous officers could belong to individual Senators. That way, every Senator would control a portion of the indigenous military force..."

"Impossible. Your proposal would be shot down the instant it surfaced," Qian Shuiting shook his head. "Suppressing it would be child's play—just one label of 'turning back the wheel of history' and it's finished."

Zhou Weisen tried again: "Then let every Transmigrator participate in regular military training as reserve officers, with militia reserves assigned to each of us. If someone attempts to use the army for suppression, we take our men and fight back."

"That would be total chaos!" Ai Beibei exclaimed with genuine alarm. "This 'everyone having private soldiers' notion troubles me deeply. It could easily become a tool for mutual destruction. Can you guarantee that these private forces would only protect legitimate rights? What if someone uses them for a coup? Strengthening army oversight is necessary, but this private soldier arrangement would be anything but beneficial. The long-term dangers far outweigh any advantage."

Qian Shuiting considered this carefully. "The issue is primarily one of degree. My instinct is that a few hundred militia, even thoroughly equipped, couldn't defeat organized indigenous troops. Rebellion via a handful of militia would be nearly impossible—but if pushed to desperation, such forces could at least raise the operational cost of army suppression, thereby reducing its likelihood. We could limit both the quantity and quality of these temporary private soldiers..."

"But if they can't resist at all, what use do Senators have for such private soldiers except to attack each other?" Ai Beibei pressed her opposition to her husband's proposal. "A hundred or two hundred militia with Minié rifles—the regular army simply drags cannons over, fires a few volleys, and it's finished. What cost does that actually increase?" She shook her head firmly. "We mustn't end up like the Polish Republic! The Senate becomes mere decoration while nobles do whatever they please, tearing the country apart—we are, ultimately, one group!"

Upon reflection, the others found her reasoning sound. Managing private soldiers was a complex undertaking. Even if the Senate passed such a measure, a disgruntled administrative system possessed countless means of retaliation. Senators varied greatly in capability and moral fiber. If a few Senators' private soldiers caused incidents or engaged in "Real Life PK" even once or twice, the resulting scandal would splash back—not only would the private soldier system fail, but its proponents might be ruined alongside it.

Ai Beibei continued: "I think you're all being somewhat extreme, viewing everything through too dark a lens. We're in the founding stage of this state. Didn't we agree during our discussions to promote political reform subtly and gradually? Proposing a private soldier system that so aggressively protects personal interests is far too radical."

Zhou Weisen reconsidered and acknowledged: "Sister-in-law has a point. This matter requires patience. Army oversight should begin with strengthening 'Nationalization'—a principle all Senators can endorse. Once we don that mantle, absolutely no one will dare oppose it."

"Regarding Army Nationalization, we should contribute to the operational details. What nationalization means in practice—how to limit personal influence on the military, protocols for army mobilization and deployment, weapons control—all have precedents to follow. If I put forward well-considered proposals on these specifics, the chance of passage is considerably higher."

"Our base is too small. We don't have enough votes." Though Ai Beibei and Zhou Weisen had both been elected, surveying the entire Senate revealed their foundation to be pitifully narrow. As a political faction, the North American Branch's influence amounted to nearly zero.

Qian Shuiting pondered at length before speaking: "Since no one else is pulling this lever, and we've recognized the need, we must act. Our North American Branch harbors no private ambitions. We simply want to help the group establish or adopt organizational models, management practices, and laws that we believe are more sound. Transforming a minority opinion—even if correct—into majority consensus is a long and arduous process. We must exert our utmost effort while remaining grounded in reality, advancing our concepts incrementally." He paused, his voice taking on added gravity. "We are engaged in politics now, and politics is the lifeblood of politicians. Everyone must understand this clearly: we want a reasonable system, but for others, we are threatening their political survival. This means that our conceptual struggle, however constructive in intent, may become exceedingly cruel."

He hadn't realized he was delivering a political manifesto.

The others nodded solemnly. Miss Mendoza's eyes widened; something in this manifesto made her sense a disturbing undercurrent.

"Politics has no honesty to speak of, so we must emphasize strategy and prepare to counter the other side's various intrigues—even if they remain comrades within our same group. As for forming a sworn clique, we already have one. What we need now is to expand our core, our base, our allies, and our sympathizers as broadly as possible."

"Our base is too small," Zhou Weisen reiterated. Strictly speaking, the North American Branch counted only those present as its true core.

"Which is precisely why we're too detached from the masses," Qian Shuiting said. "This Flying Cloud yacht is too comfortable—it's become our insular little nest. Haven't you noticed that no one ever visits the Flying Cloud?"

"True enough, but we've never invited anyone either. Everyone's been too busy."

"From now on, this must change," Qian Shuiting declared. "We must venture out and bring people in, making friends widely. Moreover, we shouldn't appear so distinctive. We ought to relinquish the Flying Cloud and move ashore to live. This boat draws too much attention; as long as we inhabit it, we appear even more conspicuous—too detached from the collective."

"That's hard to part with."

"Indeed, where would I live if we donated the boat?" The women remained reluctant.

"Bathing would become inconvenient—we'd have to use public bathhouses. I'm really not accustomed to bathing in public."

"Have Duoduo sleep in a dormitory?" Ai Beibei couldn't bear the thought of her child suffering. "The dorms are all prefabricated houses."

"And what about cooking?" Miss Mendoza interjected. "I see they all eat in cafeterias." All three women shared a keen interest in cooking.

"What about our equipment? We still need storage space—we can't just put it in the dorms." Qian Shuixie couldn't bear parting with the treasures in the hold.

"Then lease the usage rights. That way, perhaps someday we can still use it."

"Don't speak nonsense. Whether defecting or being driven away, neither appeals to me."

The suggestion to hand over the Flying Cloud ended inconclusively. However, everyone unanimously agreed to utilize the yacht for other purposes to expand the North American Group's influence.

"The foreigners among us should hold concepts relatively aligned with ours. Although they're Senators now, they occupy marginalized roles within the group and should be easily brought into our fold. That represents a meaningful number of votes," Qian Shuixie calculated. "Salina and Xue Ziliang are possibilities. And Pan Pan."

The group began tallying potential allies. Those with study abroad experience or overseas living backgrounds became primary targets for expanding their base.

"I think Lin Chuanqing is a good prospect, and Chen Sigen as well. Both enjoy sailing and firearms, understand the domestic situation, and have lived in the US for extended periods. They should count as part of our base. Bringing them in would be more valuable than a few foreigners—everyone harbors instinctive distrust of foreigners, who can bite back easily. Foreigners cannot be our core force, only allies," Qian Shuiting said. "Quite a few extreme nationalists sit in the Senate. If we associate too closely with foreigners, they'll attack us relentlessly. It would become a weapon against us."

The silent majority without official positions represented their key engagement priority. Particularly the street activists who briefly emerged during the Maid Revolution required cultivation—they had already begun to coalesce into a recognizable force.

"We aren't the 'Universal Values Faction' in the broad sense—at least not presently—but we can cooperate with that broader faction. The key lies in identifying the right issues. The extreme left and extreme right may both be dissatisfied with the current administration; we can form strategic alliances with them. But we and the extremists will inevitably clash eventually."

"We can't get too close to the extremists," Zhou Weisen frowned. "From my broad observation of surrounding Senators, most are pragmatists who actually hold extremists in contempt."

"Sister-in-law, hasn't Du Wen always wanted to recruit you into the Women's Federation? I think you should join," Qian Shuixie slapped his thigh. "You're a woman—joining the Women's Federation is completely natural. There are dozens of female Senators. If they can be unified, that's also a significant voting bloc."

"We must emphasize strategy, proposing only relatively realistic, specific demands each time."

The group refined their expansion focus and guiding principles through further discussion.

Zhou Weisen offered: "If certain individuals are deemed obstacles to achieving our goals, we'll work to neutralize their influence. Currently, Ma Jia and his Law Society are the dominant force maintaining the status quo. We should launch a legal struggle against them, curb their influence, strive to establish an independent judge system, and work to elect people we consider more credible—or our sympathizers—as judges. This would promote judicial independence and objectively separate power from the Executive Committee and Tribunal representatives."

Qian Shuiting counseled patience: "Master, you're moving too quickly. Those objectives can't be our opening gambit—the Executive Committee crowd will immediately divine our intentions. At the outset, we can only make small moves to avoid provoking a fierce counterattack. First, let's fight to change the rules governing Senators. Otherwise, one year of service produces minimal policy influence, and waiting three years afterward means no continuity in anything accomplished. This point must be addressed quickly."

Everyone voiced their agreement.

"Secondly, at this stage, let's avoid substantive confrontations—" Qian Shuiting paused, gathering his thoughts. "This year, we'll use building up the Senate's authority as our entry point. We must constantly remind Senators through every avenue that the Senate is the highest authority. We'll use the Senate to create friction on numerous small matters—frequently holding inquiries and hearings, seizing every opportunity to put administrative cadres on the defensive. Let them develop a respectful attitude toward the Senate, understanding that it isn't a rubber stamp to be dismissed easily. Simultaneously, we'll remind the bystander Senators of how much authority they actually possess. No one dislikes having power, correct? This approach will certainly attract support from many Senators."

Zhou Weisen nodded approvingly: "You're right. As long as they haven't secured official positions, Senators will definitely want their voices to carry greater weight!"

"Additionally, we need to seize power ourselves," Qian Shuiting continued. "Master, if you can extract yourself from the laboratory—once your vaccine shows some promise—at least transition to the industrial sector. Only then will you command more resources. 'Those who labor with their minds govern others; those who labor with their strength are governed by others'—that ancient saying still holds truth."

"That's difficult in the short term," Zhou Weisen shrugged. "Besides, the Transmigrator Group consists entirely of large State-Owned Enterprises. Where exactly is this industrial sector?"

"Now that I think about it, I could go to work at Guangzhou Station," Zheng Shangjie said. "Si Kaide asked my opinion a few days ago; he mentioned Guangzhou Station needs someone who understands marketing and internal management to oversee the backend of the Purple Tower."

"Go! Absolutely go," Qian Shuixie urged. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"If I go to Guangzhou, I'll be leaving you here to chase girls?"

"I guarantee I won't chase girls—besides, none of the girls here interest me..."

Qian Shuiting recognized this as an exceptional opportunity to penetrate the industrial and commercial sector. Guangzhou Station's position was anything but trivial. Joining to hold an important position there would represent a significant elevation in status.

Moreover, he contemplated the recent joint efforts between Guangzhou Station and Leizhou Station to lobby the Dispatch Group—their coordinated momentum had effectively made them an emerging interest group. The Dispatch Group could harness resources from both Lingao and the Ming simultaneously. In the current environment, personal danger remained low while potential benefits were enormous. If they exploited the group's lax oversight to engage in private dealings with various parties, it was entirely feasible. In the long run, they could very well create a situation of "the tail wagging the dog."

Viewed from this angle, the Executive Committee was actually preparing to insert agents into Guangzhou Station! Qian Shuiting felt a surge of excitement. With Zheng Shangjie entering the Guangzhou Station system as their own "sand," she could well occupy a prominent position there later.

Zhou Weisen spoke deliberately: "I'd rather you two not be separated, but this is genuinely a valuable opportunity! If sister-in-law can go, it will be enormously beneficial for the future!"

"I have no objection! Full support," Qian Shuixie declared. "Little Jie was saying she was bored to death locally. She originally wanted to work at the cooperative. Guangzhou Station is far superior to any cooperative."

"Very well, then I'll go!" Zheng Shangjie wasn't one to hesitate. Traveling to Guangzhou to conduct "Big Business" suited her temperament far better than remaining in Lingao to run some cooperative.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 738 - Flying Cloud Club

The decision was made on the spot: Zheng Shangjie would take up her position in Guangzhou and swiftly master operations at the Purple Tower. As for Qian Shuixie, the group concluded that rather than languishing as one of Lingao's "Redneck" basic laborers, he would be far better placed within the military. With his physical fitness and weapons proficiency, he outclassed many Senator officers already serving in the Army.

Qian Shuiting began mapping out assignments: "Brother, find a way into the military system. My estimate is that any Senator serving as an officer now will be at least a Major General within three to five years—and they'll be people who actually command troops. There's considerable reassurance in having genuine control over a force."

"Agreed." Qian Shuixie nodded.

"Master, you're responsible for helping Miss Mendoza learn Chinese. Miss Mendoza is also a Senator. We need her to play a larger role—she can't simply remain a housewife..."

"You look down on housewives?" Miss Mendoza said resentfully. "Being a housewife is my career ideal..." Her gaze drifted across the ship with complex emotions.

Qian Shuiting knew well that not a few foreign women aspired to be housewives, so he merely laughed off her comment. Nevertheless, Mendoza herself recognized the necessity of learning Chinese—after all, she was now surrounded entirely by Chinese speakers.

As for Zhou Weisen, everyone agreed that his "technical expert" identity carried too much weight for an immediate transformation. At this stage, his role—like Ai Beibei's—could only be speaking more assertively in the Senate as a Standing Committee member and engaging in political activities.

"Master, your expertise with firearms and diving ranks among the best of the five hundred Senators. Conducting more training sessions for everyone could draw a substantial following. The army and law enforcement agencies will also come to you for training. Eventually, your students will be everywhere..." Qian Shuiting grew increasingly pleased with his own brilliance. "Hahaha..."

Speaking of diving, Zhou Weisen was probably the only Transmigrator with a professional diving instructor license—not to mention the massive quantity of specialized equipment he had brought.

Zhou Weisen nodded thoughtfully. "The few of us brothers—setting other things aside—when it comes to firearms and sailing, very few among the five hundred Senators can match us. This is our advantage. If we capitalize on it—" He paused, working through the idea. "I think we should start a Diving and Firearms Club. We could join forces with 'Yellow Paw' and the others to organize camping training, barbecues, and similar activities. Most Senators would certainly be interested, and the Executive Committee won't object—it's skills training, after all."

"We use this club as an interaction platform!" Qian Shuiting caught fire with enthusiasm. "Colorful outdoor activities to attract the 'soy sauce crowd' Senators, subtly conveying our concepts to everyone!"

To prevent the outside world from perceiving their group as excessively exclusive, they agreed to choose a name—preferably one without obvious political connotations. After some deliberation, they settled on the "Zhai Club"—abbreviated as the "Zhai Party" or "Otaku Party." The rationale was straightforward: their primary development target was the vast population of "Zhai Nan" (Otaku men), and dropping the word "Nan" (men) might also attract some ladies.

"When our influence grows, Master, you can step forward to run for Speaker of the Senate. Seize that highest power institution!" Qian Shuiting said. "The position is currently vacant, and for the moment, no one seems willing to campaign for it."

"Excellent! I'm willing to pursue this." Zhou Weisen was eager for the challenge.

The Zhai Party's operational policy crystallized: attract the majority of Senators through rich and frequent interactive activities while propagating their political philosophy. In execution, they would emphasize tactical finesse—proposing only relatively realistic, specific demands each time rather than sweeping systemic reform. The targets of reform would be specific policies, not specific individuals.

Their ultimate objective was to establish a system of separation of powers, checks and balances, mobility, and transparency within the group—one that protected the interests of all Senators, especially Transmigrators who held no power under the current system. The most pressing task was building broad connections with other Transmigrators and, within the scope of basic Senator rights established by the new Common Program, opening channels for free expression.

Problems within the current system needed to be discussed openly. As a concrete step, Qian Shuiting proposed using their private assets—servers, routers, and software—to launch an independent website outside the Executive Committee's direct jurisdiction.

"What you're proposing is pointless," Zhou Weisen countered. "First, some people will accuse you of wasting resources—even though the equipment is ours, someone will inevitably complain about squandering limited computer hardware. An official forum used by only five hundred IDs doesn't consume much server capacity. If you open a second one, the intent to seize the public opinion ground becomes glaringly obvious." He continued, "Second, regarding content: the atmosphere on the official forum is quite free. All manner of posts appear—criticizing Executives, cursing the Executive Committee, attacking administrative officials—plenty of that. As long as posts avoid personal attacks, they're preserved. We can't use 'greater discussion scale' or 'freedom of speech' as propaganda to lure Otakus to shift platforms. A large portion of their discussion is specifically intended for the Executive Committee power-holders to see. Venting on a private forum would be pointless to them."

Qian Shuiting acknowledged the truth of this but remained reluctant to abandon the plan to seize public opinion ground. "We could use resource provision to attract Otakus..."

"We can't possibly match the official website's offerings," Ai Beibei frowned and interjected. "Last time I wanted to find some cartoons Duoduo hadn't seen. Unexpectedly, under the video-on-demand and download cartoon categories, there were over a thousand gigabytes of 18X and 21X content—even material that couldn't be publicly disseminated in the USA!"

Zhou Weisen remained pessimistic: "The official website's philosophy regarding 'food and sex are human nature' is far more permissive than the Saturn Community—nearly laissez-faire, even encouraged. They're using this to wear down the thoughts and will of the 'soy sauce crowd.' We're unlikely to outcompete them in resources; the official server holds the combined collections of five hundred Otakus. Just imagine the strange and exotic things available there."

Further discussion raised questions about implementation details—network jurisdiction, the right to dispose of private property and time within the group. Eventually, they reached a compromise: push for expanded speech systems on the official website, enabling expression not only through BBS verbal sparring but also through personal blogs, microblogs, and similar platforms.

With negotiations settled, everyone retired to their cabins. Before parting, Qian Shuiting privately urged his younger brother: work hard in the army, maintain good relations with colleagues, and establish prestige with subordinates. Get along well with everyone. Develop thorough understanding of the army and ideological currents within it, but avoid forming cliques. On political topics, he could state his position but shouldn't engage in arguments or try to persuade others to adopt his views.

"The Executive Committee crowd has established a special service agency—who knows if they're compiling dirt on people. The Political Security Bureau is a dark pit," Qian Shuiting cautioned. "We don't yet have the capability to expose their secrets. You must watch your words and actions daily—don't give anyone material to use against you." Qian Shuiting's generation was acutely sensitive to such matters.

"Rest assured. I know the limits! This isn't the old spacetime, after all—no one can cover the sky with one hand."

In the days that followed, the North American Branch moved energetically according to their established policy. Zheng Shangjie settled into Guangzhou Station and quickly assumed control of the Purple Tower's backend operations. Meanwhile, Qian Shuixie—by cultivating a relationship with Xue Ziliang through their shared enthusiasm for firearms—not only forged a personal connection with Bei Wei but also successfully joined the Special Recon Team under Xue Ziliang's recommendation, becoming Team Leader of the Sanya Detachment.

To prepare for his future campaign for Speaker of the Senate, Zhou Weisen began cultivating a "close to the people" image immediately. He moved to the Farm, where the biological laboratory was located. Practically everyone conducting biological research lived there: it was close to work, convenient for collaboration, and both the environment and food supply surpassed what was available in the collective dormitories of Bairen City. Persuading Mendoza to relocate required considerable effort on his part—he had to promise she could return to stay on the ship for a few days whenever she wished.

Observing everything proceeding smoothly, Qian Shuiting privately celebrated. He had originally intended to move himself and his family to Bairen City and hand over the yacht, but encountered Ai Beibei's resolute opposition: she herself would manage, but she absolutely refused to let Duoduo live in a prefabricated house. Furthermore, the Qian Shuixie couple also objected to moving. The yacht's complete kitchen and bathroom facilities represented what Zheng Shangjie was most reluctant to relinquish—in her view, handing the boat over would merely be wasting resources for nothing.

"Besides, aren't you planning to use this yacht as a club? Mendoza needs to come back and stay sometimes. Someone has to manage the club anyway—we can simply serve as administrators. We only occupy a few bedrooms. It doesn't hinder anything."

Unable to overrule his wife, Qian Shuiting agreed to retain the ship exclusively for club use. The upper entertainment area would be converted into a public space open to all Transmigrators. A yacht of this configuration had been a luxurious venue accessible only to the wealthy few, even in the spacetime the Transmigrators had left. Once opened, it should prove more popular than the cafés currently operating in the city.

Qian Shuiting sought out Xiao Zishan to express his proposal: establish a non-profit clubhouse on the ship, moored by the Wenlan River pier outside Bairen City. Their pitch to Xiao Zishan was straightforward: since Transmigrators were now permitted to form associations and clubs, why not transform this ship into a clubhouse named the "Flying Cloud Society"? Priority usage would go to club activities, but it could also serve as a private gathering and leisure venue for Transmigrators—reservations accepted. To ensure fair access, continuous reservation and occupation by any society or individual would be restricted.

The ship would continue to be managed and maintained by Qian Shuiting and the others. He emphasized that this would not become a profit-making venue; the Qian Shuiting couple and Mendoza would handle regular oversight. Apart from the club's own activities, appropriate usage fees would be charged for other societies and individuals.

As for consumables, Senators would pay corresponding costs from their own pockets—these would be purchased by the Flying Cloud Society at fair prices with a partial loss charge; no profit markup would be added.

The North American Group's calculation was clear: disguised transfer of partial usage rights could shed their burden of appearing detached from the masses without surrendering ownership or access to the Flying Cloud. By giving everyone more opportunities for amusement and leisure—attracting Senators to gather here—they could transform it into a platform for expression and communication, an auxiliary tool for mass mobilization and parliamentary reform.

Additionally, Qian Shuiting hoped this public venue might provide deeper insight into ideological currents within the group.

Plan in hand, Qian Shuiting walked to the Executive Committee compound to discuss the matter face-to-face with Xiao Zishan. He felt confident Xiao Zishan wouldn't veto the proposal—there was no good reason to oppose something beneficial to all Senators. Should he object, Qian would leak the matter on the BBS first, questioning the General Office's service consciousness toward Senators.

After registering and queuing, he was granted an audience.

"I'm Xiao Zishan. And you are—Qian... Qian Shui... you have something to discuss?"

Qian Shuiting knew Xiao Zishan, of course, but clearly the other party wasn't particularly familiar with him. He hastened to introduce himself: "I'm Qian Shuiting from the Planning Commission—ah, now called the Planning Agency. Executive Xiao, I have a matter requiring your guidance..."

"Just call me Xiao Zishan." The man wore a gentle smile and rose busily to greet his visitor. "Please, sit. Or 'Comrade' works too."

"Very well, Comrade Xiao..." Qian Shuiting felt awkward saying it—he was accustomed to the Chinese diaspora's semantic transformation of "Comrade." Nevertheless, he explained the proposal to open a club on the Flying Cloud.

"...It's not quite proper for our three families to occupy this ship entirely. Solitary joy is not as good as shared joy! It could also enrich the cultural life of our fellow Transmigrators..."

Xiao Zishan remained silent for a moment, seemingly waiting to see if there was more. Then he spoke: "The Flying Cloud—it was stated from the beginning that it's property confirmed to belong to your three North American households. Bringing it out for public use like this seems inappropriate."

"This is our voluntary contribution as a public entertainment venue; property rights remain ours." Qian Shuiting had anticipated Xiao Zishan using property rights as an argument and had prepared his response.

Xiao Zishan ultimately agreed to the request. However, the location couldn't be on the Wenlan River.

"This hundred-plus ton ship can't reach Bairen Beach pier," Xiao Zishan explained. "And the Wenlan River is currently undergoing segmented water conservancy projects—navigation isn't very convenient. I think the Flying Cloud should relocate to Lingao Cape."

Thus the Flying Cloud moved to Lingao Cape near Wu De's Villa. In the atmosphere of comprehensive "liquidation of privileges" following the Second General Assembly, Wu De had immediately handed over the villa to the General Office for use. Recognizing the area's beauty and relative security, Xiao Zishan decided to make it the core of a leisure and entertainment zone for Senator use.

With the Flying Cloud now seeking to operate a club, Xiao Zishan saw an opportunity for public-private partnership. He arranged for the Flying Cloud to anchor in the bay fronting Wu De's Villa, where a trestle bridge and waterfront platform had already been constructed. Plans were also underway to build vacation cabins around the villa.

Just as preparations for the Flying Cloud Club's opening reached fever pitch, news arrived that the government army had launched an encirclement campaign. Partial mobilization followed; all non-essential construction projects ground to a halt. Then came centralized military training for Senators and large-scale militarized mobilization. When Zheng Shangjie withdrew to Lingao with Guangzhou Station, trade between the mainland and Lingao was completely severed. The Qian brothers and Zhou Weisen could no longer obtain the supplies needed for the Flying Cloud Club's opening.

A cascade of events followed—the trade blockade, the Chengmai Battle, victory celebrations. Although Qian Shuiting, Zheng Shangjie, and others used Li Mei and Fang Fei's influence to pass the resolution for holding an "Annual Meeting," the problem of interrupted trade and scarce materials persisted after victory. Then the Pearl River Campaign began, and the matter was delayed yet again.

At last, through the Pearl River Campaign, rights such as reopening trade were secured. From Executives down to ordinary Senators, everyone finally found themselves in a mood for celebration. Under Qian Shuiting's tireless advocacy, the resolution to continue the Annual Meeting passed in the Senate. Not only would many Senators from Guangzhou and Leizhou return to Lingao for the event, but even some Senators from Sanya would make the journey. Qian Shuiting felt the moment had arrived—time to seize this opportunity and establish the Flying Cloud's reputation!

He immediately threw himself into action. His own wife had little time to spare—the Health Department was the busiest department in the Transmigrator Group. He himself was scarcely better off. The Planning Agency faced crushing post-war demands, with massive statistical reports flooding in. Towers of numbers accumulated on every desk; almost everyone had to work until late into the night just to finish the day's reports.

However, since his sister-in-law's return to Lingao from Guangzhou, apart from participating in debriefings and attending hearings, she had been idle. This was combat power that could be effectively deployed.

Zheng Shangjie did not disappoint. During her idle time in Lingao, she cultivated a close relationship with Li Mei. The two found much to discuss regarding business, especially concerning the Lingao version of the Purple Tower, which Li Mei held in high hopes. Both sides conducted extensive discussions.

Since the cooperative's nationalization, Li Mei's passion for commerce hadn't diminished—this was clearly her calling. She sensed that the Transmigrator Group's momentum toward comprehensive nationalization couldn't last indefinitely; sooner or later, "system reform" would occur. Even if Senators couldn't share in the State-Owned Enterprise pie, autonomous business rights would surely be permitted eventually—and when that day came, pooling capital to start an enterprise wouldn't be difficult.

Zheng Shangjie promised to have Qian Shuiting raise this matter when the Senate next convened. Li Mei's favorability toward her rose dramatically. Regarding the Annual Meeting, Li Mei's interest ran equally high. She pledged to strongly support the Flying Cloud Society's activities at the event.

Zheng Shangjie then lobbied Fang Fei, proposing that the Flying Cloud Society fully undertake the Annual Meeting event—including complete planning, partial venue provision, and various entertainment activities. Fang Fei, burdened with her own responsibilities, was delighted that someone was willing to sponsor. The two quickly reached agreement and confirmed their partnership.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 739 - Shipbuilding Plan

Xiao Zishan and Fang Fei conferred and concluded that since late November had already arrived, the fleet's return would initiate a cascade of post-operation responsibilities—including the "Plan-Do-Check-Act" complete process that Wen Desi repeatedly championed. All of that would consume at least a fortnight. They also needed to transport infrastructure materials and essential munitions to Base 852 in Hong Kong, ensuring the Hong Kong Detachment could withstand any local enemy counterattacks.

Given these calculations, Xiao Zishan judged it wiser to postpone the Annual Meeting until late December—a celebration coinciding with the Gregorian New Year of 1631.

"Consider this: after enduring a trade blockade for more than six months, many supplies have run out. This additional month gives us breathing room. Once supplies are plentiful again, organizing the Annual Meeting will be far more convenient."

The Annual Meeting was thus finalized for around December 26th. According to nearly three years of observation by the Gaoshanling Meteorological Observatory, the minimum temperature in Lingao during winter in this spacetime hovered around 9-10 degrees Celsius, typically occurring in mid-January. The average temperature in late December remained a comfortable 17 or 18 degrees, occasionally reaching 21 degrees—perfectly warm for an open-air gathering by the sea.

Within the Executive Committee, intense consultations were underway concerning the results of the Pearl River action, follow-up matters, and next year's strategic planning. Liu Xiang's disappearance from the Pearl River Estuary had caught the Executive Committee off guard—they hadn't expected this Chief Pirate, who had fought Zheng Zhilong to the bitter end, to so decisively abandon his traditional territory and avoid battle. The Executive Committee harbored deep anxiety about this, fearing Liu Xiang might choose an opportune moment to launch a massive counterattack on the Hong Kong base. That foothold remained in its rudimentary stages; whether speaking of the sub-fleet or the garrison, forces there were dangerously thin. Large-scale reinforcement was urgently needed.

Reinforcement supplies from Lingao included not merely cannons, soldiers, and building materials but also a substantial contingent of skilled construction workers for Hong Kong's port infrastructure—scheduled to open the following year. Wharves, trestle bridges, warehouses, shops. Si Kaide lobbied daily at the Executive Committee working meetings for supplies and shipping tonnage to Hong Kong. Apart from items purchasable nearby in Guangdong, most of Hong Kong's requirements still needed to be shipped from Lingao.

The sea route of over 700 kilometers from Lingao to Hong Kong placed the construction of a large-scale convoy and escort system squarely on the agenda. Purely civilian shipping enterprises like Gaoguang Shipping, used previously, could no longer provide adequate protection—Liu Xiang and Zheng Zhilong could launch indiscriminate attacks on all ships traversing this route at any moment.

On Hainan Island itself, aside from Qiongshan, the northern counties had fallen into Australian Song hands one after another. But the subsequent regime construction in each county required the circulation of vast quantities of personnel and supplies, all dependent on substantial sea transport capacity. Meanwhile, demands for supplies and manpower to develop Sanya continued unabated, straining shipping capacity to its limits. Except for the few months during the counter-encirclement campaign when foreign trade was interrupted and shipping capacity loosened, since the Chengmai Grand Victory, the entire sea transport system had faced overwhelming demand. By October, even the allocation of coastal transport tonnage—previously unrestricted—had been brought under the Planning Agency's comprehensive management.

This transport capacity tension made relying on the original small and medium naval vessels for freight increasingly untenable. Excessively frequent sea voyages accelerated wear on ships and sailors alike, and maritime losses had begun to rise.

Fleet expansion had become an Executive Committee consensus, yet throughout 1630, war and Sanya development had consumed more than half the annual budget through Finance Directorate investments in infrastructure, army and navy expenditures, and military facilities. Direct spending on shipbuilding had been virtually zero. Lingao's shipping industry subsisted almost entirely on the maintenance and conversion of old ships. Although the fleet's scale appeared considerable—126 old-style double-masted sailing ships exceeding 100 tons, plus another 92 single-mast vessels of 30-70 tons—the reality was precarious.

All these ships were managed and controlled by the Navy. Some had been converted for use as fishing boats; others, fitted with varying numbers of cannons and typewriters (machine guns), served as dedicated Special Service Boats for combat. Still others mounted a small number of cannons for general maritime duties, including transport, patrol, and fishing. Naming conventions were simple: Registered Port plus Usage plus Number—hence designations like "Lin-Te" (Lingao Special), "Lin-Yu" (Lingao Fish), and "Lin-Yun" (Lingao Transport).

Twenty-one ships with deadweight tonnages of 200-500 tons—large sailing ships like the Qionghai Coal—had been granted individual ship names and were used centrally as dedicated transport vessels. The grain transport ships to Vietnam and the supply transports to Sanya and Hong Kong all fell to these "Large Ships." They carried light armament and left room for expanding firepower; they could be committed to battle when necessary.

Apart from these Navy-controlled vessels, the Guangzhou-Leizhou-Lingao route had previously been served by ships from Gaoguang Shipping and Haian Shipping. Controlled by the Ministry of Colonization and Trade and managed by Guangzhou Station and Leizhou Station respectively, Gaoguang Shipping possessed twelve three-masted large Fu ships, named in the "Guang + Heavenly Stem" and "Gao + Earthly Branch" patterns. These ships had operated regular passenger-cargo mixed routes between Guangzhou and Lingao with booming business before the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign. When the operation commenced, some ships fled to Lingao while others were detained and confiscated by the government. Business had yet to recover.

As for Haian Shipping's vessels, all were smaller-tonnage salt ships used along the coast, originally transporting Leizhou sugar to Guangzhou and other destinations. Besides sugar, they usually carried Leizhou coal, timber, and agricultural products to Lingao on short-distance routes.

Although most ships were managed and used by the Navy, the actual allocation of transport tonnage was specifically controlled by the Planning Agency. The Transport Office maintained detailed stowage diagrams and tables recording various cargo logistics situations accurate to the hour.

After the Navy executed the Pearl River Estuary Campaign, a large number of ships had been diverted to serve as warships and transport ships, making Lingao's shipping capacity even scarcer. Furthermore, the permanent stationing of two squadrons of Special Service Boats in Hong Kong further shrank the already overstretched Navy fleet capacity.

Their Swift Whale self-propelled deck barge boasted impressive transport volume, but this vessel could only operate in coastal areas with relatively calm sea conditions, and its diesel-powered engine had already consumed considerable fuel during several Sanya transport missions. As the only modern ship capable of handling super-large, super-heavy, or super-long cargoes, the Planning Agency couldn't bring itself to continue committing it to routine freight tasks.

This dire situation finally propelled the motion for emergency shipbuilding to the forefront at the Executive Committee's working meeting. Shipbuilding had to address not only transport needs but also the expansion of naval combat vessels. Chen Haiyang explicitly stated at the meeting that the existing armed Special Service ships were too small in tonnage, limiting both the number and caliber of cannons that could be installed. He particularly singled out the 24-pounder Carronades mounted on some Special Service Boats, deeming these small, short-range cannons of limited value.

"The effective range of a 24-pounder Carronade is only 100-200 meters. Against Western warships, we lose in range. Against pirate fleets like Liu Xiang's, if a single artillery volley cannot destroy the enemy ship and allow immediate reload, we'll be overwhelmed in boarding battles." Chen Haiyang noted that in the Humen and Guangdong inland river engagements, Special Service Boat Squadrons equipped with Carronades had repeatedly waited for Cannon Squadrons to inflict damage from long range before joining battle—avoiding Ming Army Hongyipao (Red Barbarian Cannons) at close range.

"The Carronade Squadron only demonstrated its advantage of relatively strong destructiveness in the Battle of Lantau—dealing with small groups of pirates possessing very poor firepower and no numerical advantage. In the long run, Carronade Squadrons can only serve patrol or escort functions."

Additionally, most Special Service Boats were too small in tonnage for sustained operations—some ships were of poor build quality, and none had copper sheathing on their bottoms. Shipworm damage and marine organism fouling had become extremely serious. Chen Haiyang estimated that approximately one-third of the ships required immediate maintenance.

"If we continue using Special Service ships for heavy transport and escort missions, we'll soon face an awkward situation where more than half the fleet will be undergoing maintenance by the first half of 1631," Chen Haiyang warned. "Shipbuilding—especially building large-tonnage ships capable of long-term service—is imperative!"

"Our current arrangement, where transport ships and warships are not separated, is inappropriate. Superficially it appears comprehensive, but in reality—whether in modification or allocation—it leaves everything neither fish nor fowl." Navy Chief of Naval Operations Ming Qiu concurred.

The only ships the Australian Song Navy had truly modified or built as warships were the Zhenhai and Fubo double-masted gunboats and iron-ribbed wood-hulled triangular sail patrol boats—none exceeding 200 tons. These were ships as small as could be. The Chief of Naval Operations Department had concluded from map wargames that if the four Type 8154 Cruisers didn't sortie, the Australian Song Navy could only maintain absolute superiority in small-scale engagements. When confronting large maritime forces like Liu Xiang's or Zheng Zhilong's—who could mobilize hundreds of large ships at will—the Navy would struggle to ensure victory.

The Navy therefore sought several large-tonnage, sail or steam-powered warships. In armament, speed, and endurance, they should at minimum reach the level of early 19th-century cruisers.

Finally, the Navy put forward its request: start construction of two thousand-ton class three-masted sailing cruisers within the 1630 fiscal year via supplementary appropriation, and begin another 6-10 500-ton class armed auxiliary vessels in the 1631 fiscal year.

"Obviously, this is somewhat rushed." Ma Qianzhu spoke only after Chen Haiyang had finished. "Large warships certainly have great utility. However, setting aside the question of whether our technical capabilities and material reserves suffice for 19th-century level cruiser construction—the construction cycle for such a thousand-ton ship would require at least a year, correct?" He glanced back at Zhan Wuya.

"A three-hundred-ton wooden ship, with sufficient materials and manpower, takes approximately six months using rush construction methods," Zhan Wuya confirmed. "But now that we can build iron-ribbed ships, the construction cycle can be shortened further. Three to four months."

"Clearly, what we need now isn't those big ships—we need vessels that can enter service quickly, within two or three months." Ma Qianzhu pressed on. "Existing naval ships will face overhaul and maintenance problems within half a year. Starting construction on ships that can only enter service a year later merely creates a power vacuum."

This amounted to direct opposition to the Navy's proposed shipbuilding plan. A chill settled over the Executive Committee conference room. Chen Haiyang wanted to rebut, but Ma Qianzhu's arguments were well-founded and confirmed by the industrial department.

Wu De intervened: "It's too late to build large warships. I think we should first address the transport capacity problem at its root."

At its core, the Navy's burden was excessive—too many tasks and too heavy a transport load left ships insufficient time for maintenance. Wu De suggested crash-building a batch of dedicated transport ships to replace the Special Service Boats currently in use, liberating them from heavy transport duties.

"I don't understand shipbuilding, but we can reference the American concept of Liberty Ship construction—standardizing the design and construction of a batch of armed transport ships. At this stage, for rapid construction, we should limit ship tonnage to 300-500 tons, using wind sail power." Wu De elaborated. "Naturally, space can be reserved for future steam engine installation."

"If steam engines are to be installed, a smaller one would suffice initially—50 horsepower is enough," Wen Desi interjected. "As auxiliary power for sail manipulation. Steam-assisted sail handling would significantly reduce requirements for sailors' skill levels while also saving considerable manpower."

Zhan Wuya calculated: "Using iron-ribbed wood-hulled construction, completion would take approximately four months."

Ma Qianzhu was dissatisfied: "Still a bit slow. Ideally, they should enter service within two or three months."

Wu De offered another proposal: "My additional suggestion is to build barges."

Wu De explained that his survey of transport conditions had revealed that a large portion of transport capacity was consumed by coastal traffic, including short-distance bulk transport like salt from Maniao to Bopu. Although a convoy system was employed, every ship effectively navigated independently under sail.

He proposed using their technologically mature steam Daihatsu boats as tugboats while rapidly building a batch of unpowered barges for coastal transport tasks.

"All-steel barges can carry over a thousand tons," Wu De noted. "We don't have that much steel, so we build iron-framed wood-hulled barges—even decks aren't necessary. Capacity of around 200 tons per barge, organized in convoys of ten."

"In that case, steam Daihatsu boats won't have sufficient power to tow them," Wen Desi objected.

"Then build steam tugboats!" Wu De countered. "We can manufacture 500 horsepower steam engines now. Building or modifying a few tugboats for coastal use shouldn't pose a problem."

The group found this plan feasible. Building 500 horsepower steam engines had become relatively routine work for the machinery department. As for the tugboat itself—if sea condition requirements weren't stringent—constructing small tugboats wasn't particularly difficult. The construction period would be approximately one month.

Regarding the naval combat power expansion that the Navy had raised, Wen Desi proposed reviving the shelved Project 854. This large ship, originally intended as the Empire's first ironclad, had completed its keel laying and rib installation before being forced to shut down due to excessive steel consumption. Since then, Project 854 had stood like some prehistoric dinosaur's skeleton, displayed on the shipyard slipway for all to admire.

Truthfully, even just the keel and ribs conveyed an imposing presence that had shocked countless indigenous people. They couldn't fathom how these giant iron bones had been manufactured, nor could they imagine the manpower required to assemble them.

The discontinuation of Project 854 had much to do with insufficient steel supply. More critically, qualified riveters were pitifully few at the time. The handful of apprentices Zhou Bili led could barely manage boiler manufacturing; large-scale hull riveting was nearly impossible in terms of both process difficulty and manpower.

Although Wen Desi still smarted over Project 854's suspension, shipbuilding didn't rely solely on blueprints—workers' technical capabilities and processing ability were equally essential. He had been forced to accept reality.

Now, after mass-manufacturing the Mohist series boilers—colloquially known as "Bomb Boilers"—Zhou Bili's disciples and grand-disciples had accumulated considerable experience. While they wouldn't dare attempt riveting of such a massive hull, they possessed reasonable confidence regarding some hull components and marine boilers.

Wen Desi proposed a revised "854 Modified" plan calibrated to the workers' actual technical level.

The 854 Modified plan would utilize Project 854's completed components. The ship form and structure would remain unchanged; only the construction process would be technically simplified—converting the original all-iron hull to iron-ribbed wood-hulled construction. Wood-hulled ships were easier to maintain than iron-hulled vessels. Construction could proceed without relying on the somewhat unreliable riveting skills of indigenous workers. Steel requirements would also drop significantly.

The formal model designation for 854 Modified was the "1630 Class Iron-Ribbed Wood-Hulled Clipper-Bow Steam-Auxiliary Sail Cruiser." Design specifications: Displacement 1160 tons, Length 70 meters, Beam 9.9 meters, Draft 6.25 meters. One 200 horsepower steam engine installed. Speed 8 knots (steam power), 16 knots (sail power). Crew 109. Full-rigged layout. The steam engine would provide not only navigation power but also power for sail handling, greatly reducing the number of sailors required.

This ship type was modeled on the steam-sail hybrid cruisers of the 1860s. Warships of this tonnage were classified as 3rd Class Cruisers in the contemporaneous US Navy. As commerce raiders, they had been used extensively during the American Civil War, their footprints spanning the world's major oceans.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 740 - Bopu Shipyard

In the end, the restart of Project 854 Modified was approved. The Executive Committee agreed to immediately commence construction of one 1630 Class Cruiser, four 500-horsepower steam tugboats, twelve 200-ton class barges, and six 500-ton class vessels with hybrid wind-steam power.

Additionally, following Wen Desi's suggestion, mass production of Type II triangular sail patrol boats would continue, with single masts upgraded to double masts and a launching rate of at least two boats per month.

This shipbuilding plan marked the first "Great Leap Forward" for Lingao's shipbuilding industry. Before this, the industry had only built light vessels with tonnages around 200 tons. However, through large-scale construction of single-mast and double-mast triangular sail patrol boats in the previous phase, Bopu Shipyard had accumulated considerable experience.

The Planning Agency had included detailed shipbuilding provisions in the Five-Year Plan. According to Ma Qianzhu and Wu De's thinking, large-scale shipbuilding would commence one year before the First Five-Year Plan's conclusion. By that timeline, the Transmigrators would have fully occupied Hainan and extended their power overseas.

Fortunately, both the Planning Commission and its successor the Planning Agency had recognized shipbuilding as a long-term investment industry from the start. Construction of Bopu Shipyard began in the Five-Year Plan's first year. The shipyard had been substantially strengthened by a large number of shipbuilders and materials captured from Baitu Village. Starting with ship modifications, the yard had subsequently imitated the Americas, completing the first step toward self-manufactured Western-style sailing ships.

Due to the lack of large keel timber, after launching the Zhenhai—an imitation of the Americas—the shipyard had unwaveringly committed to the iron-rib path. Some controversy had arisen between the two technological routes: jumping directly to iron hulls versus using wood hulls as a transition. During this period, there had also been a motion to build concrete ships on a large scale.

Ultimately, the adoption of wood-hulled ships stemmed from the Transmigrator Group's still-weak industrial base. According to Navy experiments in water tanks, ship hulls made of wrought iron corroded rapidly in seawater, and Lingao's chemical industry couldn't yet produce protective paint for ship hulls. In the 19th century, the solution had been wrapping a layer of wooden planks over the iron hull, but this method was excessively labor-intensive. Although iron-hulled ships possessed many manufacturing and operational advantages that wood-hulled ships couldn't match, the intractable realities of the present ultimately made wood hulls the mainstream of shipbuilding.

Concrete ships had also garnered substantial support. As a cheap water transport medium, they genuinely possessed certain merits. Their advantage lay in cheap, readily available materials that required almost no specialized shipbuilding expertise; construction workers could build them with minimal training, without need for complex ship timber processing. Steel bars and wire mesh could easily create frames, and a few masons pouring cement could finish one in days.

The world's first concrete ship was built by Frenchman J.L. Lambot in 1848. Early concrete ships featured small tonnage, simple craftsmanship, and heavy self-weight, generally used only for small-tonnage cargo transport on inland rivers. During both World Wars, steel shortages triggered two waves of reinforced concrete ship construction.

Since 1958, China had built a large number of reinforced concrete ships and wire mesh cement ships, widely used as pontoons, inland and coastal small and medium-sized motorized cargo ships, inland barges, agricultural boats, and fishing boats. China's concrete ship holdings had reached millions of tons, ranking first in the world. In the 60s, countries like the USA, Canada, Norway, and New Zealand had begun trial-producing wire mesh cement ships. Because concrete ships suffered from heavy self-weight, small cargo-to-weight ratios, and excessive fuel consumption, their economic efficiency never met standards, preventing large-scale application. China had once built a 5773-ton coastal concrete cargo ship in the 70s, which ended its navigation career and was abandoned on shore after completing its maiden freight voyage.

Nevertheless, according to the "Concrete Ship Party" led by Si Kaide, concrete ships possessed impact resistance superior to wooden ships, seaworthiness comparable to wooden ships while exceeding steel-hulled ships, ease of repair, immunity to rust and rot, and long service life. They represented the optimal emergency shipbuilding solution for Transmigrators.

Si Kaide, as Office Director of the Ministry of Colonization and Trade, was so enamored of concrete ships that he incessantly promoted how "Great, Glorious, and Correct" they were for the Transmigration cause during his spare time. He preached the various benefits of concrete ships not only at Executive Committee working meetings but also frequently visited the shipyard to expound on technical issues, leaving the few indigenous technicians utterly bewildered and pestering the Senators of the shipyard and Navy to learn what "building ships like building houses" was all about. Li Di, driven to distraction, simply ordered sentries to bar Si Kaide from the shipyard. He declared concrete ships "Heresy."

Li Di disliked concrete ships because they didn't fit the Navy's glorious image. But Si Kaide refused to surrender. He specifically submitted two so-called standardized ship designs to the Planning Agency—conducive to mass production. One was a 250-ton single-mast yuloh (oar) concrete ship as a transition, the other an 800-ton double-mast steam concrete ship.

Concrete ships employed shallow-draft flat-bottomed hull forms. Rigged with Chinese-style sails to simplify maintenance support and reduce manpower consumption.

In terms of firepower, one or two types of standardized carriage-recoil rotating gun mounts were designed; the barrels could accommodate 20-60 pound smoothbore cannons or 70mm-130mm rifled cannons. Small concrete ships would have one pre-installed gun position, normally empty; large concrete ships would have 3-4 pre-installed gun positions, normally equipped with only 1-2 cannons but fully equipped in wartime.

Deck positions would be reserved on each ship. In wartime, 12-20 pound cannons and small rifled guns could be installed; large ships could mount 8-12 light cannons, small ships 4.

Si Kaide enthusiastically displayed his blueprints to Wu De in the conference room, elaborating on manufacturing and usage concepts.

"Suppose we have a fleet of 100 ships; mobilizing half in wartime would give us 500 cannons of various sizes, plus dozens of typewriters, with firepower exceeding the British fleet during the Opium War. When we build ten or twenty, we'll find an opportunity for a public joint exercise first—shocking the Guangzhou Prefecture and the Portuguese, letting them know we can annihilate any walled city or fleet on the Pearl River even with cargo ships!" Spittle flew as Si Kaide spoke; Wu De grew increasingly impatient. He came from a Navy background and had zero interest in concrete ships, which barely qualified as ships in his estimation.

"...We first design and build the lead ship in Lingao, then move the cast-in-place and final assembly operations to Macao, with Lingao providing raw materials. Once we control the coal mines in the Xijiang River basin, we can relocate the cement plant to Macao. Once we control the high-grade iron mines in Zhaoqing, we can build a steel plant, and then construct iron ships..."

Wu De cut in: "I've never seen a concrete ship floating on the sea." He intended to shoot down the proposal for concrete seagoing ships with this single observation. "Besides, as I recall, concrete ships aren't impact-resistant. Installing cannons on top? Won't firing crack the hull? And defending against cannons! I rode concrete ships often in my hometown as a child—they're very susceptible to collisions."

"Actually, some have existed." Si Kaide hastily cited examples—France and China had both built thousand-ton class concrete seagoing ships, proving the concept wasn't impossible. He continued arguing that wooden ship construction cycles were excessively long; shipbuilding timber required hard wood that needed three to five years of natural air-drying, otherwise it rotted quickly. There wasn't enough copper for bottom sheathing either.

As for firing and defending against cannons, concrete shells should be more impact-resistant than wood. Wood strictly lacked transverse strength; steel bars were grid-like, and cracks could be patched on-site. Cannons of that era couldn't hit below the waterline; at most, adding a layer of steel mesh at the waterline to strengthen against cannon impact would suffice. Gun mounts would have bases underneath, isolated from shock through steel embedded bolts and thick wooden blocks...

Wu De patiently endured his "Concrete Ship Superiority Theory"—a patchwork of casually gathered materials and solicited conjectures—then spoke: "If concrete ships are truly so superior, why were they eventually eliminated?"

"However superior they were, they couldn't surpass steel ships," Si Kaide admitted. "But they are definitely superior to wooden ships."

This proved untrue. Wu De consulted multiple Senators with some knowledge of shipbuilding technology, and nearly all reached the same conclusion: "concrete ships are not worth developing."

Concrete ships' impact resistance was poor, whether reinforced or wire mesh. Wire mesh concrete ships showed only slight improvement in crack resistance over reinforced concrete ships—not a revolutionary advance. The claim that wire mesh concrete ships were more impact-resistant than wooden ships didn't hold water.

Large-scale adoption of wire mesh in concrete ship manufacturing had primarily lowered costs rather than improved performance. Concrete ships suffered from an almost unsolvable problem of small usable volume and enormous self-weight. Heavy self-weight meant high fuel consumption and low cargo capacity. Consequently, concrete ships were only suitable for engineering vessels and pontoons with low self-weight requirements and fixed or rarely moved berths—or as a last-resort substitute during steel shortages.

Furthermore, steel bars and cement couldn't remotely compare in quantity with the relatively abundant forest resources of this spacetime. And the wire mesh and cement produced by Lingao's industry remained of rather inferior quality.

Ultimately, the Planning Agency rejected all motions to build concrete ships, directly listing concrete ship technology as an "Eliminated Project."



Under the sunset of the early 17th century, two figures sat on stones atop a small hill. Pistols hung loosely at their sides. A plastic sheet lay spread before them, supporting a box stuffed with a few bottles of Kvass—Lingao's latest beer—and ice cubes, along with several pieces of beef.

Several Political Security Bureau plainclothes personnel maintained vigilant watch over the surroundings; another man was roasting a leg of lamb and grilled fish some distance away. Below the hill stretched a construction site whose area rivaled a modern shipyard from another spacetime. Ship hulls of various sizes—awaiting repair or under construction—lined the riverbank. Among them, gleaming rails and rising steam could be seen. The creaking of steam cranes rotating and lifting mingled with sharp whistles warning workers to maintain safety—sounds rising and falling throughout.

Crowds of busy workers wearing rattan safety helmets of different colors swarmed the site. The only flaw was that, despite the distance, some unpleasant smells still reached them. The odors of wood tar and coal tar lingered pervasively, to say nothing of those steam engine boilers spewing black smoke day and night.

The shipyard's footprint far exceeded most industrial projects in Lingao. Since the Five-Year Plan's first year, the Planning Commission and Planning Agency had undertaken expansion and technical renovation projects for the shipyard annually. A facility of considerable scale had taken shape here. The mangroves in the Bopu estuary area had been completely felled; large tracts of the estuary now belonged to the shipyard.

The yard had successively constructed a thousand-ton dry dock, large steam cranes, and multiple hundred-ton slipways. For Project 854, large forging machines had been installed in the forging workshop to shape keels, ship ribs, and iron plates.

Other supporting workshops had also been built in sequence. The Timber Complex had constructed a large timber fumigation kiln here, responsible for treating shipbuilding timber. "Small" timber intended for ship hulls could be treated in the drying kiln for approximately three days, achieving results equivalent to half a year of natural air drying. Even keel and rib large timber could be processed within a fortnight. However, since implementing the iron-ribbed wood-hulled ship standard, the pressure on large timber supply had relatively eased—quality timber suitable for keels and masts was already very rare along China's southern coast at this time, and prices were prohibitive.

The timber processing workshop—equipped with a full set of large timber processing equipment manufactured by Lingao Machinery Factory—had only recently been completed. The equipment inside left the shipyard's indigenous technicians, already accustomed to "Australian Miracles," utterly dumbfounded. This vast workshop processed specialized planks for shipbuilding. Large blocks of timber from the fumigation kiln, driven by steam engines into woodworking circular saws and gang saws, could be sliced into large quantities of ship planks and mast timber within minutes—work that would take dozens of workers a full day to complete. The cuts emerged smooth and neat, with almost no waste. A few days earlier, the workers had witnessed the inhuman, terrifying power of these machines when an apprentice was inadvertently bisected by a circular saw during operation—from his scream to his dismemberment, less than half a minute elapsed.

Indian jute for rope-making arrived in shiploads from Goa courtesy of Li Huamei. These jutes were mixed with local hemp in the rope and cable workshop and processed by machine rope-makers into massive hawsers—although iron anchor chains were more convenient to use and resistant to corrosion. But to conserve iron, most small and medium-sized ships in Lingao still used hemp rope anchor chains; these ropes also served as sail cables.

Sailing ships required vast numbers of pulleys (blocks). The shipyard's dedicated pulley production workshop employed five workers using simple lathes, achieving an annual output of 80,000 pulleys—though the Navy and Shipyard couldn't consume that many currently. Pulley shells were elm; hubs and rotating shafts were all lathed from extremely hard woods like the finest Red Sandalwood and Blue Japanese Oak.

Ship sails were made from canvas manufactured in Lingao. Cotton yarn came from India—Indian merchants tailored their yarn to the specifications requested by the Ministry of Colonial Trade, then shipped it in bales to Lingao. It was woven into canvas in Lingao's textile factory. Naturally, the Ministry never missed opportunities to purchase canvas directly.

The workshop for sewing ship sails was an iron-framed shed roofed with reed mats—typhoon season inevitably stripped some roofs away, but as long as the wrought iron trusses remained intact, it mattered little; repairs could be completed quickly. The workshop area was as large as half a football field. Dozens of specially trained female workers used semi-mechanized treadle sewing machines to sew ship sails. However, threading ropes through sails was still performed manually by female workers seated on long benches.

The layout and setup of the entire shipyard largely followed British shipyard configurations from the reference materials. The shipyard employed over eight hundred workers—one of the few large enterprises in Lingao.

"With such a massive shipyard, what are we supposed to do if not produce ships at scale? Keep it as a theme park?" Wen Desi pressed down the glass marble in his beer bottle, raised his neck, drank deeply, and released a satisfied sigh.

"Finally, something that actually tastes like beer," Wen Desi said. "Though this is typical rice beer, I'll make do."

"Governor Ma is simply dogmatic..."

"The Navy—he doesn't understand." Wen Desi waved a dismissive hand. "Shipbuilding—he's even more of a layman. Hmph, if Wu Kuangming hadn't told him timber could be fumigated and dried, nine out of ten he'd still think everything needs three years of natural drying. In a place like Lingao, it wouldn't dry properly in thirty years."

Chen Haiyang took a pull of beer; he was reluctant to comment extensively on Ma Qianzhu's rights and wrongs. He changed the subject.

"General Wen, what did you mean by suggesting we build more patrol boats?"

"Divide the sea surface into many sectors, use small fast boats to patrol by area responsibility. After spotting enemies, use radio to notify nearby warships to address the problem, then use dedicated transport ships to provide supplies and replacement personnel. This is our countermeasure for current resource insufficiency."

"Wolf packs on the sea, then."

"Similar, but not exactly. Our objective isn't to destroy as much of the enemy as possible—it's to maintain absolute control over these waters. Speaking of which, whether Liu Xiang or Zheng Zhilong, they'll have to make a move against us sooner or later."

"If only we could locate Liu Xiang's lair and launch a Pearl Harbor-style surprise attack," Chen Haiyang mused. "Trapping them in harbor to fight—our advantage would be considerable."

"Which is precisely why we need to build more light patrol boats. Fast, flexible, and with passable endurance. Excellent for reconnaissance." Wen Desi narrowed his eyes, gazing at the shipyard. "That bunch in the Executive Committee is short-sighted! They just stare at the meager resources before them, calculating how to stretch allocation to cover everything. Still debating whether resources are sufficient—don't they realize there's an opportunity to make a fortune next year? To seize that fortune without ships—especially large ships for long voyages—how can we possibly succeed!"

"What opportunity to make a fortune?" Chen Haiyang's interest was piqued.

"You'll know when the time comes." Wen Desi declined to elaborate. He was still deliberating over this proposal. Naturally, he wasn't the only Senator entertaining similar considerations; a group in the Great Library was actively researching historical materials. The success or failure of this operation depended directly on the Navy's combat strength, transport capacity, and endurance.

"When I've thought it through clearly, I'll naturally discuss it with you," Wen Desi said. "Right now, the idea isn't mature."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 741 - Zhang Jiqi and Lin Xianming

At the place nearest to the two men, a three-masted wood-hulled warship was undergoing hull installation in the dock. Workers labored on the scaffolding while hull planks, steam-bent into calculated arcs, were hoisted in bundles by steam cranes and distributed to the various installation stations.

This warship, assembled with iron ribs and steam engines manufactured using advanced technology from another spacetime, would become the most powerful war machine of this era.

On the largest slipway, the wrought iron keel of another, smaller armed three-masted ship had already been laid. Numerous gas engine-driven cranes were maneuvering iron ribs close to their designated assembly positions on the keel. Workers wearing safety helmets bustled back and forth under the foreman's direction, following signals from red and green flags. Work chants and whistles rose and fell in coordinated rhythm.

Zhang Jiqi stood on the dock of Project 854, observing the hull planking progress. He wore blue denim work clothes and a rattan safety helmet. In the entire Bopu Shipyard, his status was the highest among indigenous employees; his title was "Shipbuilding Technician"—unique not only within the shipyard but among all indigenous workers. By comparison, Lin Xianming and Lu Youtian, who had migrated from Baitu Village with him, were merely Associate Technicians. Of course, even Associate Technician status was impressive; indigenous workers who understood mechanical systems well enough to earn a "Mechanic" rating could already walk with their heads held high.

Although Zhang Jiqi's formal education was limited, his comprehension was formidable. He particularly possessed that gift endemic to traditional Chinese craftsmen: the ability to remember almost everything he observed. Once Wen Desi showed him the details of a ship model, he would retain numerous specifics. He might not grasp the "why" behind certain design structures, but he could at least quickly understand the "how." For the Senators, this sufficed—what they needed now were workers with exceptional hands-on capability, not designers.

Zhang Jiqi had originally been a shipwright. After receiving guidance and education from Wen Desi and others over the past few years—particularly after learning various European ship designs and construction techniques—he had integrated Chinese and Western knowledge, refining his shipbuilding skills to a remarkable degree. He had become the most important indigenous technical resource at the shipyard. He was responsible for the final assembly of Project 854.

On the rails, baskets of specialized iron nails and clasps for assembly were being unloaded from flatbed cars pulled by diesel locomotives. These components were manufactured in the Metalworking Workshop where Lu Youtian served as Workshop Director—Lingao's standard parts factories didn't produce these specialized items; most metal parts required for shipbuilding were manufactured by the shipyard's own workshops.

On the scaffolding, workers installed hull planks precisely as they had been trained. The sounds of hammers and drills rose and fell in overlapping rhythm. Occasionally, calls of "Watch out!" could be heard. Following the sound, a red-hot rivet would arc through the air, be caught firmly by a riveter above using iron tongs, inserted into its rivet hole while still hot, and quickly hammered tight with a sledgehammer.

Other workers were busy caulking with a mixture of hemp fibers, tung oil, and oyster shell lime. The process had been strictly calculated to optimize production efficiency.

Each shipbuilder underwent thirty days of training. They didn't need to master much theoretical knowledge or learn specialized crafts; they didn't require extraordinarily high comprehension—they simply needed to follow the master. Workers of this type didn't need to understand shipbuilding, only how to hammer nails, drive rivets, install planks, and caulk. This approach dramatically simplified the training process for shipbuilders.

A steam whistle sounded—the signal for shift change. Night shift personnel were lining up to enter the factory. Zhang Jiqi's quitting time had also arrived, but he had no intention of leaving. Work at the shipyard had reached unprecedented intensity; currently, six ships were under construction on the slipways simultaneously, yet there were very few mechanics capable of providing technical guidance.

Zhang Jiqi didn't possess consciousness like "laborers are the masters," but he harbored the simplest feeling of gratitude. This wasn't merely about material benefits—back in Baitu Village, the Lin family had also treated him, a shipwright, as an honored guest. Rather, the respect and understanding he received here were unobtainable anywhere else.

Zhang Jiqi understood clearly: in terms of learning and ability, the Senators were hundreds and thousands of times more capable than him, yet every one of them treated him politely, asking him to sit when conversing. Some Senators would even offer him cigarettes. This differed from the courteous attitude of the Lin family in bygone days. Zhang Jiqi recognized the distinction: in Baitu Village, his security depended entirely on his skill. Once he grew old and frail, or once his technical secrets became obsolete—once he became useless to the Lin family—all courtesy and material comforts would evaporate.

But here, he worried about none of this. The Australians not only didn't covet his skills but constantly taught him completely new techniques. As long as he worked earnestly, he received generous pay. Even when he eventually became too old to work, the Australians wouldn't abandon him—the treatment the Australians gave their subordinates was astonishingly good. There had been several casualty accidents at the shipyard, and the compensation was generous. Ordinarily, masters who were willing to provide a few taels of "burial silver" were considered kindhearted. But the Australians not only gave burial silver—they also cared for the families of deceased or injured workers: schooling for children, support for the elderly, jobs for those willing to work. Even for workers disabled by occupational injuries, appropriate tasks were arranged so they wouldn't be left destitute.

This thing the Australians called "Welfare" filled Zhang Jiqi with trust in them. He was willing to give all his strength and skill in their service.

Zhang Jiqi emerged from the duty room adjacent to Dock Number Zero—this dock earned its name from the "Ship Number Zero" it had once built—and decided to get something to eat first, then inspect the shipbuilding progress in other slipways and docks to see if there were any problems requiring his attention.

The shipyard canteen was essentially a large shed by modern standards, but for 17th-century workers, having shelter from wind and rain was already quite decent. Rows of wooden long tables and food serving windows gave many Senators a familiar sensation. However, in terms of variety, it couldn't compare with 21st-century canteens—just the same fixed few options, nothing rich or colorful. Protein came mainly from seafood; eggs and meat were rare sights.

But for indigenous workers, having enough brown rice to fill their bellies was already an excellent meal. Adding some fish sauce and vegetables constituted wonderful gourmet fare. Naturally, Zhang Jiqi's canteen privileges were slightly more generous than theirs; some vegetables and fish or meat with every meal left him very satisfied.

All indigenous employee canteens under the Transmigrator Group weren't free but provided monthly meal ticket allocations to subsidize workers. The allotment roughly ensured they could eat their fill, guaranteeing physical strength and basic nutritional needs. Workers wishing to eat better could purchase additional meal tickets. All meal tickets were valid only for the current month, ensuring workers consumed the food themselves rather than buying it to take home to families. In the past, factories had issued meal allowances directly, only to discover that most workers used the currency coupons to subsidize household expenses rather than eating. Malnutrition had occurred repeatedly.

Zhang Jiqi belonged to the high-income stratum among indigenous employees—according to Du Wen's classification, he qualified as part of Lingao's "Labor Aristocracy." Moreover, Zhang Jiqi had no wife or children; as a bachelor, if he was full, his whole family was full. Naturally, he was far more generous in eating and drinking than ordinary workers.

Zhang Jiqi purchased a portion of Fried Rice Noodles with Shellfish and Seasonal Vegetables. The fried rice noodles were made from rice flour mixed with sweet potato flour, stir-fried over high heat until glistening with oil—the favorite meal of workers whose daily diets lacked fat—but also the most expensive. Most workers typically bought cheaper Soup Rice Noodles. He also purchased a bottle of Kombucha (Red Tea Fungus); the sweet-sour taste was perfect for drinking after a meal.

Kombucha was a beverage that indigenous workers rarely purchased; it was prepared primarily for Senators working at the factory. So whenever Zhang Jiqi tilted back his head to drink Kombucha, it would draw a burst of envy from the workers—a fact that also made him quite proud.

Zhang Jiqi carried his plate piled high with rice noodles back to the table—a full 250 grams. For workers engaged in heavy physical labor, this was nothing. Plenty of workers ate half a kilogram or even a full kilogram per meal.

He spotted Lin Xianming sitting at a table, head bent over a portion of brown rice with only vegetables for a side dish. He couldn't help feeling surprised. Lin Xianming was the shipyard's General Woodworking Foreman, titled Associate Technician. Between rank salary and title salary, his income was only slightly less than Zhang's. Furthermore, his children were all adults; wife and children all had jobs. He shouldn't need to economize to this extent.

"Old Lin," Zhang Jiqi set his plate opposite him and sat down. "Why are you eating like this?"

"Ah, it's you." Lin Xianming appeared listless. As General Woodworking Foreman, he had been swamped with woodworking assembly tasks recently. Like Zhang Jiqi, Lin Xianming hadn't gone home for several days. "The burden is too heavy."

"You must be joking. Your son and wife both have jobs and income—they earn enough for themselves. What burden?"

Lin Xianming sighed. "Who told me to be surnamed Lin?"

The Lin clan's activities had remained vigorous. Many poor immigrants surnamed Lin, coveting relief from the clan, had successively joined the Lin unified clan association. The result was that Lin Xianming's economic burden as Clan Head had grown enormously.

Although as Clan Head he could collect contributions from clansmen to help impoverished new members, after the Lin family came to Bopu, his authority was not what it had once been. He could no longer shout an order to open the ancestral hall and arrest disobedient clansmen to be beaten, made to kneel, fined, or even directly executed.

Although current Lin Clan activities remained frequent, after experiencing two dismemberments, cohesion had weakened. Having lost major income sources and been integrated into Lingao's security system, the tangible benefits the clan provided in terms of economic interests and safety had dwindled dramatically.

Distant branches within the clan, whose voices had once carried little weight, now began to disregard the main branch's authority—resentment over unfair interest distribution in the Lin Clan's past gradually resurfaced. For Lin Xianming to maintain the entire Lin Clan under these conditions, he had to pay a greater price than before. Ancestral worship ceremonies had to be grander, various clan activities more frequent. Meanwhile, the newly joined Lin clansmen almost universally required relief, yet many established clansmen were unwilling to pay out of pocket to help them. They viewed these people as having no genuine relation to their main family—money spent on them was money wasted.

In the past, clan expenses could be rigidly apportioned to each branch. Now many clansmen refused to pay or paid less, and the deficit was essentially filled by him alone. On one hand, apportionment income was steadily declining; on the other, various expenses refused to decrease and had actually increased. Lin Xianming's burden had naturally grown heavier.

Zhang Jiqi was somewhat aware of these matters. He observed with a degree of detachment, watching the fire burn from the opposite bank. After all, Zhang Jiqi harbored old grievances with Lin Xianming over interest distribution from the past. But now he felt more open-minded about things; besides, the two sides had generally cooperated amicably in Baitu.

"How is Gonglao doing?" Zhang Jiqi inquired with feigned concern. In truth, he harbored the deepest dislike for this so-called "Nephew." That arrogant and rude young master demeanor had always annoyed him—though on the surface he always generously expressed affection and tolerance for this "Nephew." But during shipyard worker qualification assessments, he had unhesitatingly given both Lin Gonglao and Lin Gongxun zeros. He had secretly rejoiced when Lin Gonglao was transferred to Sanya earlier in the year.

"Suffering greatly!" Lin Xianming's heart ached for his son; he couldn't help sighing and lowered his voice. "Someone sent word back saying many died in Sanya from malaria. But the project is progressing quickly."

"Rest assured. Gonglao is young and healthy."

"One can only think that way." Lin Xianming looked worried. "Enough about Gonglao; he's an adult. It's this clan business that gives me headaches. Expenses are enormous, and everyone refuses to contribute—just looking out for themselves."

"Old Lin, why do you insist on struggling to support the clan? It's become your personal burden. Is it worth it?"

"Sigh, sometimes I think it's not worth it either." Lin Xianming ate a mouthful of boiled vegetables, chewing without appetite. "But our clan fled from Fujian to Hainan and managed to grow to this size. I'm not reconciled to watching it simply scatter."

"You're not reconciled, but others don't care," Zhang Jiqi said. "Consider this Joining Clan business. People who have absolutely nothing to do with your clan, just sharing the same surname 'Lin,' are taking monthly money from you for free. This isn't Baitu Village of old—everyone here lives on wages. Is this worth doing? Do you owe them something, or do you expect some benefit from them?"

Lin Xianming also felt it was pointless, yet he still clung to the traditional concept of "the more clansmen, the better."

"Many clansmen means not being bullied—there is strength in numbers," Lin Xianming said.

"Hehe." Zhang Jiqi laughed. "Old Lin! Your head isn't working! Strength in numbers—that was for Baitu Village. Your whole family is now in Bopu. If you still want 'strength in numbers,' what exactly are you preparing to do with that strength?"

Lin Xianming was startled, immediately grasping the implication. He broke out in a cold sweat.

"The government is the government, the clan is the clan—two unrelated things. Even the biggest clan dares not fail to pay imperial grain and taxes... How could the Chiefs not understand this principle?"

"When I say you're muddled, you're muddled." Zhang Jiqi glanced around. "Think for yourself. Unless the Chiefs truly, as you say, 'understand this principle'—why did they take a dozen households from your clan, and even Gonglao, to Sanya? Yet you still engage in this Joining Clan business, constantly recruiting people!" He shook his head repeatedly. "Little brother, I'm not trying to scare you—if this goes on..."

This sentence struck like a thunderbolt, leaving Lin Xianming stunned. It was a long while before he could stammer: "Unlikely, surely. I... We... Our Lin family has no disloyal heart!"

"Whether you do or not isn't for you and me to decide." Zhang Jiqi slurped his fried rice noodles, a knowing smile spreading across his face.

Watching Lin Xianming leave the canteen in a daze without even finishing his meal, Zhang Jiqi felt a twinge of satisfaction. You, Lin Xianming, befuddled by being Clan Head! What the Australians most forbid is clans. You still want to conduct grand Lin Clan activities? I reminded you for the sake of old sentiments—otherwise, you'd be facing home confiscation and clan extermination!



While Zhang Jiqi and Lin Xianming were having this conversation, Lu Youtian was eating at another table with Jiang Ye and colleagues. By custom, factories usually had 2-3 Senators with professional expertise on night duty, ready to guide work and solve problems at any time. They generally lived in specialized "Senator Offices" and theoretically ate separately, but many found waiting for the Senator Canteen to deliver food both troublesome and unappetizing—the meals arrived cold—so they simply went directly to the Staff Canteen. This practice had the incidental benefit of closing the distance between themselves and indigenous workers.

Lu Youtian wore black, grimy work clothes, drenched in sweat. The Metalworking Workshop contained furnaces, forging equipment, sand casting, and general casting operations—indoor temperatures remained above 40°C at all times. Lu Youtian had ordered a large plate of Vegetable and Prawn Fried Rice and was wolfing it down while chatting with Jiang Ye and the others about work.

"Chief Wen says to sheath the ship bottom with copper. How do we make these copper sheets? Hammer them? Like beating gold leaf?"

"Rolling mills making copper sheets isn't a problem," Jiang Ye said. "The issue is how to actually sheath them on. I haven't figured that out yet."

Lu Youtian still couldn't quite envision it: "The ship bottom is enormous. How large should the copper sheets be to work properly?"

At this moment, Zhang Jiqi approached—with Senators present, he felt he should absolutely come over to pay his respects. After exchanging greetings, the group continued discussing the craft of copper sheathing at the dining table.

"I've seen Chief Wen's ship model. The copper sheets are small pieces nailed to the ship bottom with nails. The edges interlock with each other." Zhang Jiqi said. "That should work."

Zhou Bili nodded: "So that's how it's done! But the area of a ship bottom isn't small. Copper sheet consumption definitely won't be trivial."

"That's the Planning Agency's affair. I assume there are some copper reserves." Jiang Ye drained a bottle of iced Kvass in one gulp. "Besides, our rolling mill should be more capable than the British; the copper plates we roll out will be thinner."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 742 - Shipbuilding

As they were speaking, a heavyset man in his thirties entered the canteen. His stalwart figure, knee-length shorts, short-sleeved T-shirt, waist pack and pistol holster strapped to his belly with a black nylon belt, and the straw hat buckled on the back of his head all identified him as unmistakably Senator.

The indigenous employees eating had grown accustomed to Senators passing through the canteen—several could be seen at the shipyard every day, guiding work at various construction sites and workshops.

He poked his head out scanning the room, spotted Jiang Ye and the others, and his eyes immediately lit up. He waved his arm:

"Quick, I need a few people—come receive the goods!"

Zhou Bili picked at his teeth, surrounded by several apprentices, and made his way to the shipyard's dedicated station—actually just a specialized unloading platform. A diesel locomotive on the track was emitting steam while several workers climbed up and down checking the engine. All these diesel locomotives had now been converted to gas—the originally somewhat bare flatbed locomotive now sported a coal gas generator and a dedicated gas storage bag.

Naturally, Lingao-made coal gas generators and storage bags had their share of flaws. Gas leakage was the most frequent and serious problem. Fortunately, this type of locomotive was completely exposed to the air, so minor leaks weren't fatal.

On the flatbed car hung a yellow hurricane lantern—indicating the car carried extra-long or special specification cargo. Currently loaded on the flatbed were several massive mast timbers.

Large sailing ships had demanding requirements for mast timber supply; masts needed to be straight and possess a certain diameter—preferably a single straight timber. In Europe, shipbuilding materials had come mainly from Eastern Europe, specifically the forests of Poland and Russia. In China's coastal south, finding such suitable timber proved extremely difficult—traditional Chinese sailing ships rarely featured such tall masts. Even the large timbers captured from Baitu Village were insufficient for manufacturing masts of this scale.

Among the timber obtained from Vietnam and Sanya, there were similarly very few such large specimens. Although there was no shortage of high-quality hard timber like teak and nanmu, few pieces could satisfy the height and diameter requirements for masts. Ultimately, Wen Desi decided to abandon whole mast timbers and adopt the British practice of composite masts.

As the name implies, composite masts are connected from multiple pieces of timber. Such masts aren't limited by the size of individual timbers; effectively, masts for sailing ships of any size can be manufactured. Naturally, such masts can't compare with natural single straight timber masts in overall strength.

"After the British lost access to their mast timber supply, they made do with composite masts for quite a long time," Wen Desi had explained. "Until we obtain more suitable timber, we'll use composite masts."

Even for manufacturing composite masts, one should attempt to use large timbers of the same species. Wu Kuangming had instructed Forestry Department personnel to search for all suitable timber from inventory and collected information from traders to identify tree species that could provide large timber in relatively stable, substantial quantities. The final conclusion was Firmiana (Chinese Fir).

Firmiana is a soft timber—not ideal as ship timber but certainly not unusable. In fact, most commercial ships along China's southern coast in this spacetime used Firmiana extensively because other hard timbers lacked large pieces. The British had also once used substantial amounts of fir and pine to manufacture masts and decks, reserving the best oak for hulls, keels, and ribs.

"Three Firmiana mast timbers, dimensions are..." He read the numbers on the delivery note. "You measure them, prepare to receive."

These large timbers had already undergone a series of preliminary treatments; the next step was to send them to the shipyard's dedicated fumigation kiln for processing. Hai Lin, who delivered the timber, was an expert in timber treatment technology and visited the shipyard every few days. Zhou Bili was quite familiar with him. He casually offered him a cigarette.

"This batch of Firmiana is really substantial!" he chatted casually.

"Still not substantial enough." Hai Lin took the cigarette and consciously tucked it behind his ear—no smoking on the platform was the rule. Steam locomotives were acceptable, but coal gas locomotives were dangerous explosive equipment.

"Of course, whole timber would be better. Now mast hooping has become a complex job."

"The biggest and best ones are all taken by the Emperor," Hai Lin said. "Either building palaces or building tombs. The slightly inferior ones are cut into sections for coffins."

"If only we could get Southeast Asian timber."

"That depends on when our wise and martial Governor-General makes that great decision," Hai Lin said sarcastically. "Let's go—I want to see the mast hooping area. I'm curious how these different-sized logs are spliced together."



In the metalworking workshop with its large-span iron truss structure, steam filled the air while calcium carbide lamps radiated dazzling light. The loud overlapping sounds of two steam drop hammers, the squeaking of overhead cranes, the chants of lifting and lowering, and the rhythmic beat of forgers shaping metal made the entire workshop pulsate with vitality.

In one corner lay the mast hooping work area. Round timbers with interfaces cut according to optimal strength combinations designed by CAD software were already mounted on iron trolleys, interlocking tightly with each other. In the interlocking technology, Wu Kuangming had implemented traditional mortise and tenon joint techniques to ensure tighter connections. Following technical specifications, workers had already driven iron fasteners into the interlocking parts to ensure connection strength.

When Hai Lin and the others arrived at the workshop, workers were installing iron hoops for the composite mast under Lu Youtian's direction. Installing iron hoops could ensure the strength of composite masts to the greatest degree. Even single straight timber masts required iron hoops.

The locations for adding iron hoops had already been marked with ink brushes, bearing different numbers—because the mast diameter wasn't completely consistent from top to bottom, each iron hoop was customized according to the dimensions of that specific section. The iron hoop diameter was slightly smaller than the mast diameter, ensuring it would grip tightly once sleeved on.

Iron hoops were heating in a nearby furnace. The heating furnace used coal gas as fuel, guaranteeing calorific value and clean operation. Iron hoops were heated to red-hot in the furnace so they would just fit onto the mast.

Lu Youtian kept his eyes fixed on the industrial thermometer beside the heating furnace. Since the arrival of this device, the mysterious craftsmanship of manual artisans had become worthless. In the past, he had relied on observing the color of furnace fire and workpiece, skin temperature, and subtle sounds from the furnace to judge whether the appropriate temperature had been reached. This was experience accumulated over many years; even when he was willing to teach, young apprentices found it difficult to understand and grasp quickly.

Since the Australians had widely promoted this thick, ugly so-called thermometer, this secret that could only be sensed but not explained had become worthless. The Australians compiled specialized process manuals for every kind of workpiece and processing technology; special workpieces came with individual process sheets. Workers needed only consult the process manual to learn what temperature was required, then check the thermometer display to achieve heat control not a hair's breadth different from him, the old master.

This had once left Lu Youtian quite dispirited. But he quickly adapted to this new technology—after all, relying on completely non-standard personal perceptions wasn't truly reliable. His own workpiece processing and manufacturing became less prone to problems as well.

"Bring Piece Number One!" Seeing the temperature had reached the specified value, he roared the command. His son—Metalworking Workshop Level 1 Mechanic Lu Shouyong—hurriedly used long-handled iron tongs to retrieve the red-hot iron hoop from the furnace. Several other workers with iron tongs joined to help, slowly sleeving the glowing iron hoop onto the mast.

Where the iron touched the mast surface, it emitted wisps of white smoke and sizzling burning sounds. Occasionally flames appeared. When the iron hoop finally reached its position and stuck, a burst of small flames erupted around it. Workers quickly extinguished them.

"Watching this stuff is absolutely exhilarating!" Hai Lin exclaimed. "Industry is turning the impossible into possible!"

Next, workers began hooping the second and third rings; the entire mast hooping operation would continue until the following morning. The number of masts needed under the shipbuilding plan was substantial.

"I heard the ships you build still use rope for anchor chains?" Hai Lin asked Zhou Bili, who was observing the processing. "Why not use iron chains?"

Zhou Bili explained: "This saves iron usage and production time. Hand-forging iron chains is extremely time-consuming. Actually, iron chains are much more practical than anchor cables."

"Didn't the Navy fish up chain-boom iron chains from the Pearl River Estuary? Why not use those ready-made ones?"

"I've seen those things. The craftsmanship is too rough, and the iron quality is poor—probably rushed out temporarily. Very brittle. They've probably already been melted down into molten iron by Ji Wusheng."

"Iron is easier to discuss. It's those copper sheets for sheathing ship bottoms that Wu De is probably scratching his head over. Though thin, they still have to cover the bottom of a large ship."

"We captured quite a few bronze cannons from Guangdong this time. At worst, melt them all down for copper sheets."



Sheathing ship bottoms with copper sheets wasn't technically difficult. What the Planning Agency found thorny was that copper, as a scarce metal in China, existed in truly limited quantities in the warehouse. The need to meet future demand for the electric power industry had forced the Planning Agency to strictly restrict all applications of copper materials. Even the wired telegraph system used iron wire. Copper was permitted only in irreplaceable applications: certain refrigeration equipment, pipelines, telecommunication power equipment, and valves.

To expand copper reserves, the Planning Agency hadn't hesitated to purchase Japanese copper at high prices in Guangdong. This copper had brought high economic returns—about 20% silver could be extracted from it—but the increase in copper reserves remained very limited.

Now, using copper to sheath ship bottoms raised urgent questions: was the stock of copper sufficient, and how much reserve could be maintained?

The copper stored by the Planning Agency was mostly red copper refined through pyrometallurgy, along with some brass and bronze. The latter two came mainly from various spoils of war. Red copper possessed excellent ductility, second only to gold and silver among all metals. The Planning Agency believed that if copper plates could be made very thin, perhaps a modest amount of copper could meet demand.

"No need for red copper," Ji Wusheng said at the planning meeting. "Brass is sufficient. According to materials provided by the Great Library, copper plates for sheathing ship bottoms are generally Tin Brass—brass with a small amount of tin added."

Brass itself is a copper-zinc alloy. Zinc had been used in large quantities in ancient China, especially in coin casting as filler. Consequently, the Planning Agency's non-ferrous metal inventory contained considerable zinc stock. Much of it hadn't even been intentionally purchased but was rather a byproduct extracted from recycling copper coins and various household metal objects.

Following Ji Wusheng's suggestion, a brass specifically for ship bottom sheathing was manufactured—roughly 65% copper and 35% zinc. So-called Alpha Brass. This would maximize reduction of red copper consumption while maintaining basic performance.

"If zinc content in brass is too high, brittleness increases and pressure processing becomes difficult. So 35% zinc is about right."

Brass itself has quite good ductility; modern industrial rolled brass strips can reach 0.02mm thickness. Lingao's industrial system lacked such powerful equipment, but machinery department personnel estimated that with existing processing capability, rolling to approximately 0.5mm posed no problem. This was considerably thinner than the copper sheets used by the British, who had generally employed thin copper plates.

"Adding 0.5% tin to Alpha Brass creates Tin Brass. This alloy has excellent heat resistance and seawater corrosion resistance—so-called Naval Brass."

Tin was also the most commonly used base metal in ancient China; the Planning Agency's stock exceeded even zinc. Moreover, the required amount was negligible.

The Planning Agency approved the production plan for Tin Brass strips. Within Lingao's iron and steel complex stood a very small-scale rolling mill, including two hot rolling mills, which could conveniently hot and cold roll various steel plates and strip steel. However, Zhan Wuya decided to build a dedicated rolling mill specifically for this production—after all, continuous production in steel manufacturing would be the trend of the future. It was impractical to halt machines temporarily just to switch production for rolling copper strips.

A rolling mill, simply put, is a series of rollers applying pressure from small to large. The most critical components are the rollers' own strength and power level. Neither presented difficulties for the Manufacturing Directorate, which could already mass-produce high-power steam engines and various grades of high, medium, and low carbon steel.

The only less than ideal components were transmission gears and chains; thus far, the quality of these items still didn't meet standards, and their working life was very short. In some equipment with harsh operating environments, replacement frequency was extremely high—a situation that barely solved the problem of existence. The Metallurgy Department's scrap recycling warehouse was piled with gears, bearings, and chains awaiting re-melting.

The rolling mill for producing copper plates was quickly manufactured with cooperation from the Ministry of Mechanical Industry. After brief debugging, it entered formal production. To ensure strength, although 0.1mm brass strips were rolled in trial production, the copper plates finally designated for ship bottoms were 1mm thick strip material.

Rolls of Tin Brass strips were transported to the shipyard, cut to specified dimensions, then hammered piece by piece onto the ship bottom by workers using special brass rivets. Copper pieces overlapped to ensure no wooden ship bottom remained exposed. The copper sheathing area had to extend to the ship's full-load waterline. This method could almost completely prevent shipworm damage, and even attachments like barnacles would be dramatically reduced.

To prevent electrolysis between copper and iron in seawater, any exposed iron frame parts on the ship bottom had to be covered with wooden cladding boards beforehand, then filled and isolated using a mixture of human hair and tar to ensure no electrochemical reaction occurred between the two metals. Even rudder bolts had to be switched to brass bolts to avoid being electrolyzed.

A wooden sailing ship with carefully treated timber and a copper-sheathed bottom could last 50-70 years under good regular maintenance. Even 100 years was possible. Though Senators wouldn't necessarily need the 854 Modified to serve that long, everyone expected it to last at least 10 years. Even if not as a warship, it could continue as a transport ship.



Regarding steam engines, the Ministry of Mechanical Industry had sufficient technical reserves to mass-produce 12hp, 50hp, 100hp, 200hp, and 500hp steam engines. Following Wang Luobin's standardization system construction requirements, Zhan Wuya had mandated that steam engines adopt fully standardized designs. Parts that could be universal were all manufactured according to unified standards and sizes, with every effort made to reduce tolerances—the latter was the goal the entire Lingao industrial system was diligently striving toward.

Marine steam engines differed significantly from ordinary land-use steam engines due to ship layout and propulsion methods. The Ministry of Mechanical Industry also had to develop two different steam engines to accommodate paddle wheels—so-called sidewheel propulsion—and propeller propulsion respectively.

"To be honest, developing marine steam engines isn't a problem," Xiao Gui said, studying the line drawing of the 854 Modified. "The problem is: what about the propeller?"

The benefit of paddle wheels lay in their simple structure and complete absence of sealing problems during installation. The 854 Modified was planned to use a propeller, which raised the issue of dynamic sealing for the propeller shaft.

"This problem is very difficult to solve; at least I can't think of a solution." Xiao Gui said. "There are several dynamic sealing methods, but thinking back and forth, only the packing method seems workable—stuffing non-combustible packing with certain water-absorbing swelling properties around the propeller shaft."

"I seem to recall something specific about this rotating shaft," Meng De suddenly remembered. "I heard old workers at the shipyard boast that older ships used to use Lignum Vitae bearings. This special wood bearing is extremely hard and doesn't need oil for lubrication—it relies on water lubrication instead. Friction with the shaft produces a smooth water-soluble substance that can both lubricate the bearing and ensure water doesn't enter the cabin through the shaft sleeve. I heard Lignum Vitae bearings must be kept wet during storage, otherwise drying cracks affect their use. Very expensive."

"Lignum Vitae—Tieli Mu?" Zhan Wuya said. "This sounds very familiar. We seem to have it in our ship timber reserves." He recalled that among the ship timber captured from Baitu Village was so-called Tieli Mu (Ironwood), and wondered if it was the same thing.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 743 - Technical Problems

Whether Tieli Mu (Ironwood/Mesua ferrea) was the same as the Tie Li Mu (Lignum Vitae/Guaiacum) that Meng De had mentioned remained a question no one could answer. As for the Tieli Mu in the timber yard, everyone examined it but couldn't make heads or tails of it. Finally, they decided to consult Fa Shilu of the Agriculture Ministry—he counted as the most professional botanist among the Senators.

"It should be the same thing," Fa Shilu confirmed. "This is a tropical and subtropical tree species, common in the mountainous areas of Yunnan and Guangxi; Guangdong also has it. It's often used in Guangdong furniture of this spacetime. Not considered particularly precious."

"Lin Xianming said this is the best timber for shipbuilding, and there isn't much left now."

"From the perspective of shipbuilding demand, Tieli Mu is certainly scarce. But for furniture making, there's plenty. Even in the Qing Dynasty and modern times, it wasn't considered particularly valuable." Fa Shilu called out to an indigenous lab technician wearing a grey coat. "Bring the Tieli Mu sample!"

A few minutes later, the lab technician returned with a specimen box. Fa Shilu opened it for everyone to examine.

"This is a trunk sample of Tieli Mu. How does it feel? A bit oily, right? The oil content of Tieli Mu is very high—seed oil content reaches 79%, almost usable as an oil crop. Moreover, its wood fiber is especially long, making it extremely hard to cut. Its strength ranks among the best in trees. It can not only build ships but also be used for making some mechanical parts. Many of our towed artillery gun carriages, frames, and wheels are made from this. Though processing is somewhat troublesome, the strength is outstanding."

Fa Shilu lectured the group of shipbuilding personnel with fervor and authority.

"In the end, can Tieli Mu be used as ship bearings or not?" Jiang Ye waited for the harangue to conclude before asking carefully.

"That's not my specialty," Fa Shilu said. "Speaking of mechanics—isn't that your expertise?"

The group who had come to consult nearly choked. Didn't this amount to asking nothing at all?

On the road leaving the farm, the group argued about whether to use Tieli Mu as propeller shaft bearings based on Meng De's "heard from someone" information. This was a ship of over a thousand tons. If the propeller shaft failed after launching for sea trials, the vessel would have to re-enter the dry dock for repairs—not only embarrassing but also disruptive to the Transmigrator Group's entire strategic timeline.

"Practice is the sole criterion for testing truth. I think we should adopt the most direct method: test first." Jiang Ye proposed modifying one or two current Steam Daihatsu boats to evaluate the effect.

Steam Daihatsu boats all used 12hp steam engines—ready-made powered vessels. However, their propulsion method was rather unusual, employing so-called retractable propellers—essentially equivalent to outboard motor propulsion. The shipyard had adopted this approach to circumvent the difficulties of propeller installation. The cost was a rather complex power unit transmission.

"If the Steam Daihatsu boat can be converted to propeller propulsion, it will have great significance for installing propellers on the 854 Modified—at minimum, accumulating practical experience."

"Right, let's try all the schemes we can think of," Zhou Bili agreed.

After coordination by the Planning Agency, the Navy "generously" provided five Steam Daihatsu boats. This generosity came with conditions: all five were boats that had malfunctioned frequently and were in poor condition during the Pearl River Campaign. The Navy stated that as long as they could be repaired, the Mechanical Industry Ministry crowd could experiment with them however they pleased.

Subsequently, under Zhou Bili's proposal, an "854 Modified Project Technical Group" was established at the shipyard. Several Senator technicians with certain attainments in shipbuilding, machining, and related fields were drafted for participation, stationed at the factory to solve various technical problems on-site and serve as project leaders for the entire "First Shipbuilding Refit Plan."

Zhou Ke of the Ministry of Mechanical Industry was appointed project leader. Since others in the project group couldn't work full-time at the shipyard, he served as the standing personnel. Zhou Ke had graduated with a major in Machinery and a second major in Thermal Engineering—both somewhat related to shipbuilding. His benchwork and lathe work foundations were solid, and he loved making ship models, making him the most suitable Senator to take responsibility for the shipbuilding project group.

Zhou Ke was a sturdy figure with a round face. Though titled project leader, he actually didn't know much about shipbuilding—like Zhou Bili and others, Senator engineers from the Mechanical Industry Ministry took turns serving as resident guides in various industrial enterprises, rotating through all types of factories. He had become a typical "Generalist" who "could do anything."

The first order of business after taking office was solving the transmission shaft and propeller problems.

The engineering group first hauled a Daihatsu boat onto the slipway. Though the boat had only fought in Guangdong for two months, barnacle attachments on the bottom had already become quite numerous. Shipwrights first carried out bottom cleaning work. Subsequently, Sun Li led a team to dismantle the steam engine and boiler on the Daihatsu boat for overhaul.

Propellers were relatively easy to solve. Though they hadn't brought actual propellers with them, they had complete sets of CAD drawings for various propeller designs. Jiang Ye's idea was to fabricate one directly using the machining center, then use that for sand casting to make molds for mass manufacturing. Zhou Ke felt this was making a mountain out of a molehill.

"Don't we have motorized boats on the Fengcheng? There are propellers among the spare parts—use one of those as a model for sand casting."

Xiao Bailang first made a clay mold using the propeller, then cast a hard mold, and finally cast the first small boat propeller using cast iron.

Zhou Ke had the computer perform center of gravity and center point alignment calculations. After obtaining the data, holes were cut in the hull to install shaft sleeves and shafts. He installed a Tieli Mu bearing on Test Boat No. 1. The result proved Tieli Mu was feasible. During sea trials, the shaft sleeve did indeed take on a small amount of water initially, but it stopped before reaching the point of requiring bailing.

However, the Daihatsu boat was after all a small vessel of only dozens of tons and 12 horsepower. The 854 Modified had a displacement exceeding 1200 tons and a 500 horsepower steam engine. Not a single person in the entire project group dared guarantee that using a wooden shaft bearing on such a ship would be reliable.

Next, they tried various shaft sealing methods. In fact, the dynamic sealing methods everyone suggested were technically feasible. But each had various problems: some exceeded their processing capabilities, others suffered from inadequate material quality. Broadly speaking, the design philosophy far exceeded processing capability and material levels.

Packing seal was the simplest among all sealing methods, and the effect was passable—water intake speed wasn't especially fast. With pumps on board, this bit of water intake wasn't a significant problem, particularly with a steam engine to power the pumps. However, the heat dissipation problem had no good solution throughout. Five hundred horsepower, several hundred revolutions per minute—the heat generated by friction was severe, roughly equivalent to a small electric heater of one or two kilowatts. Without heat dissipation measures, reaching red-hot temperatures was common.

Finally, Zhou Ke decided to adopt a liquid oil seal with circulation cooling. The sealing oil tank would be positioned above the propeller transmission shaft, slowly injecting oil into the stern tube by gravity. The oil had sufficient pressure to slowly leak outward through the stern tube, thereby resisting seawater infiltration. The oil itself would cool the transmission shaft. Most of the oil would be recovered by a pump, externally cooled, and reinjected into the oil tank for circular use.

The structure of this oil seal was relatively simple; somewhat more complex were the oil recovery pipeline and power. Moreover, the lubricant could be castor oil or coconut oil—both available from the Planning Agency.

"Are you certain this plan works?" Zhan Wuya studied the model Zhou Ke had brought to his office.

"It works." Zhou Ke opened the model—very simple but large scale—to fully display the details. "We conducted installation tests on Test Boat No. 5 and also land operation tests and water platform tests. Cooperating with pumps, the water leakage rate of the stern tube using oil seal is completely within controllable range. The only question is whether coconut oil or castor oil can be fully supplied. After all, recovery isn't 100%—there's some loss. Sealing oil needs continuous supply."

"That shouldn't be a problem. As long as you can ensure most oil is recovered—anyway, the chemical engineering people can utilize any oil. Used sealing oil can at least be made into soap." Zhan Wuya knew that whether castor oil or coconut oil, the Planning Agency's inventory held significant reserves. Especially coconut oil—since establishing the Sanya base, supply had been quite stable. As for castor oil, the Central Administration Council had mobilized students through the Ministry of Education to extensively plant this crop at home and school using fragmentary land. Until mineral oil became available, castor oil counted as quite good industrial oil.

Zhou Ke said excitedly: "Excellent! The next step is solving the large propeller problem."

"One more thing." Zhan Wuya picked up a thick file bag from the desk. "This came from Qian Shuiting—regarding rigging."

"Rigging? Wasn't it decided to adopt square sails?"

"According to this Qian Shuiting, full square rigging has very demanding requirements for sail-handling sailors..."

"We already decided to use power machines to handle sails."

"According to him, full square rigging cannot achieve fully mechanized sail handling; a considerable workload still requires sailors to climb masts. He suggests switching to a so-called easier-to-operate..." Zhan Wuya couldn't recall the term for a moment—Barquentine style—"Forget it, you know anyway. He's written it all very clearly inside, with drawings included."

"Understood. I'll notify the sail-making workshop when I get back."

Zhan Wuya continued: "Also, you need to submit a report requesting manufacture of steel wire ropes and fine iron chains of the following specifications." He handed over a document. "Huang Tianyu told me yesterday that both are necessary items for power sail handling auxiliary equipment, but the industrial department has never produced these. It amounts to 'special demand manufacturing'—you, as project leader, need to formally propose it."

"Understood. I really hadn't realized mechanized sail handling was possible."

"According to General Wen, the last and most modern steel large sailing ships—used to transport bulk cargoes like wheat, guano, and Chilean nitrate—needed only 20-some sailors. Fully mechanized sail handling. It would be excellent if we could have such ships someday."



After Zhou Ke left the office, he proceeded to the "Fire Kiln"—everyone called the department managed by Xiao Bailang by this name. Industries related to fire in the industrial system—kilns and casting—all fell under his management. From firing crystal-clear bone china and glass to "silly-big-black-coarse" large castings, from industrial equipment to personal sanitary ware—nothing escaped his purview. Over two years, the formerly handsome Xiao Bailang had become wizened and darkened.

Xiao Bailang was currently organizing workers to make clay molds for a wooden propeller. This wooden propeller had quite a pedigree—it was a "prototype" manufactured by the machining center. The Planning Agency's warehouse held some reserved large and medium propellers—spares prepared for the Fengcheng and other modern ships. But Zhou Ke didn't know if they were suitable. So he had first asked someone to optimize and select the propeller type matching the 854 Modified hull form, then extract corresponding CAD drawings for specific optimization modifications, and finally input them into the machining center to manufacture a full-scale wooden mold.

Workers first made a clay mold using this wooden mold, then made a hard mold through sand casting based on the clay mold. Afterward, the wooden mold was carefully preserved.

For propeller material, based on experience from making small boat propellers previously, they directly adopted Aluminum Brass. Though the Transmigrators couldn't yet smelt aluminum, aluminum sources were widespread and smelting technology not terribly demanding—self-production was relatively easy. Compared to other non-ferrous metals like Manganese Bronze and Nickel Aluminum Bronze, sources were much more accessible.

Newly smelted and cast Aluminum Brass ingots transported from the Metallurgy Ministry workshop were piled beside the crucible furnace, awaiting melting and casting.

"Casting takes only a day; making the mold is particularly laborious!" Xiao Bailang exhaled wearily. His face was grimy, a black, oily labor protection mask hanging around his neck. "I need to talk to Zhan Wuya—we need bigger crucible furnaces for continuous casting." He looked at Zhou Ke. "You aren't going to equip every type of ship with a unique propeller, right?"

"Nothing of the sort. I'm preparing to use this propeller for a stage. Ships of 1200 tons and ships of 500 tons using the same propeller should work fine. Larger ships will use twin-propeller propulsion."

"Mm." Xiao Bailang settled onto a stool. Immediately a young girl wearing blue overalls brought a large mug of bubbling salty soda water, which he drained in one gulp. Zhou Ke noticed this girl had fresh short hair covering her ears and distinct, lovely features—but her figure was unusually full-bosomed, the rare "child-faced, huge-breasted" type. He couldn't help wondering: since when were there such premium goods available when purchasing Life Secretaries?

"Heh heh, jealous, aren't you?" Xiao Bailang looked at him sideways.

"This girl is pretty nice—why haven't I seen her before? Did someone open a back door for you?"

"This is S-Class. You only spent C-Class money, so naturally you only get a dark-skinned sister to play with." Xiao Bailang said smugly. "I didn't use any back door—I won the lottery."

"I don't believe your dogshit luck is that strong! The Executive Committee gang definitely opened a back door for you!"

"What 'opened a back door'!" Xiao Bailang flew into a rage of humiliation. "If fate is bitter, don't blame the Executive Committee." Saying so, he tilted his chin toward the girl. "Come, sing one for the master! Make these losers furious."

The girl dared not neglect and hurriedly sang a Cantonese ditty unknown to the visitors. Workers stood more than three zhang (approximately 10 meters) away from Xiao Bailang with respectful awe, listening to the ditty—this Chief Xiao's concubine sang ditties beautifully, and everyone enjoyed listening. Moreover, all felt heartfelt admiration for Chief Xiao's heroic spirit in bringing a woman to work in the workshop.

The girl's voice was delicate and tender, making Zhou Ke's heart sway. He couldn't help feeling secretly jealous. Did the Executive Committee really pull some strings in maid distribution? Although given Xiao Bailang's working conditions, getting an S-Class maid was deserved—but such black-box operations should be resolutely stopped! He was already dissatisfied with the Executive Committee's tendencies; now he became even more suspicious.



As for the large transmission shafts, connecting rods, and cranks used to drive the propeller, the Bopu Arsenal was responsible for their manufacture. They had large forging machines—originally installed for forging cannons but also used to forge some large workpieces. These forging machines were cruder than equipment brought from the old spacetime, but far exceeded the brought equipment in machine size and forging capacity. The Arsenal's forging workshop was also the busiest in the Manufacturing Directorate, forging day and night. Some of the iron keels and ribs for new ship construction were also forged here.

Inside the Arsenal, steam engines intended for ships were still being manufactured. Because steam engine and boiler finished products were bulky, industrial layout had positioned the manufacturing workshops for both within the Arsenal to facilitate transport and installation. Some standardized parts were provided by the Bairen Industrial Zone.

All Transmigrator steam engines thus far used Lancashire boilers to supply steam—these boilers had been improved and installed with surface condensers, able to provide distilled water for the boiler and ensure continuous operation.

Lancashire boilers could also supply steam for marine steam engines—just with poorer efficiency, requiring more boilers to provide the same power. This was uneconomical for ships with limited space. So Sun Li and others responsible for steam engine manufacturing had received a brand new task: develop new high-pressure boilers for marine steam engines to provide steam with greater unit pressure. If the new model boiler imitation succeeded, it would provide a foundation for manufacturing higher horsepower steam engines. After all, the power provided by a 500hp steam engine was still too limited.

After consulting the materials, everyone decided to follow the historical path of technological improvement and trial-produce Fire-tube Boilers. These adopted a cylindrical shell and flues. The unit pressure provided by this boiler far exceeded Lancashire boilers—so much so that the original cast iron pipes had to be replaced with low carbon steel pipes to ensure safe operation.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 744 - Continuous Stream

The Rolling Mill possessed two Cold Drawing Steel Pipe Machines and two Cold Rolling Steel Pipe Machines for producing seamless steel pipes. Naturally, even without these machines brought from another spacetime, given Lingao's industrial standards, self-manufacturing a few cold drawing steel pipe machines wouldn't pose significant difficulty.

The Rolling Mill had already accumulated ample experience in manufacturing cold-drawn seamless steel pipes—thus far, all gun barrels produced in Lingao were cold-drawn seamless pipes. With such extensive production experience, producing another specification of steel pipe presented no problem.

The new boiler still employed riveting technology, with materials entirely of low-carbon steel. Equipment on ships couldn't be treated like land-based installations—once a problem occurred, the consequences were far more severe. Early marine boiler explosions had invariably caused major accidents. Safety came first.

Sun Li and Zhou Bili had previous experience building Lancashire boilers. They consulted extensive materials, compared the advantages and disadvantages of various boiler types, and with computer-assisted design and selection, ultimately designed and manufactured a "Zhurong Type II" fire-tube boiler. Its overall structural strength far exceeded the Lancashire boilers they had imitated in earlier years.

The finally manufactured boiler easily reached the expected output pressure during pilot ignition: 3.5 KG/CM output pressure. Such a substantial output value was already double that of boilers used by the Great Eastern in the 1850s. The Great Eastern had used old-style box boilers with output pressure less than 1.8 KG/CM. To provide power for its 4800hp marine engine, it had required six such massive box boilers.

The only thing worrying Sun Li was that the pressure gauge on this boiler had some issues. He remained very concerned that an indication error might someday cause a tragedy.

With such high-pressure boilers, not only could cabin space be conserved, but a foundation was laid for developing triple-expansion or even quadruple-expansion steam engines in the future.

According to the rated 500hp steam engine output power, just one such boiler could meet the engine's demands. However, ships had many places that used steam—surplus steam could serve for cooking, providing distilled water for crew members, and numerous other applications. It was finally decided to install two such boilers in the 854 Modified hull.

The 854 Modified project group remained prudent, deciding to start by selecting only the simpler-to-manufacture 500hp steam engine as power. Marine steam engines had special requirements regarding size and operation mode, so standard steam engines widely used in Lingao's industries currently couldn't be directly installed on ships. A specialized marine steam engine had to be developed. Zhan Wuya's opinion was that this engine should be standardized equipment—if there were no special requirements, it would be universally installed on all ships requiring 500hp power.

Finally, Sun Li and others responsible for steam engine development decided to use the reciprocating inverted vertical steam engine, which had been widely used and technically mature in the mid-to-late 19th century. It occupied the smallest floor area in the hull, and if necessary, two machines could be installed inside the ship, laying a foundation for later twin-propeller use. This steam engine, led by Sun Li, was a compound expansion type with higher efficiency than before and could be improved to triple and quadruple expansion in the future. The Manufacturing Directorate decided to start with compound expansion imitation and improve step by step.

Besides the 500hp main engine, two existing 12hp small steam engines would be installed for auxiliary operations, including raising and lowering sails, driving cannon operation, and launching or recovering small boats.

After the power scheme was resolved, the largest technical bottleneck of the 854 Modified shipbuilding project ceased to exist. The last relatively significant technical difficulty was the paint used for the hull. Although the ship bottom was sheathed with copper and no longer required special antifouling paint, the entire hull still needed paint for material protection.

There was no modern paint in this spacetime, and botanical substitutes like raw lacquer, soybean oil, and hemp oil all had quantity shortage problems. Finally, the ship coating used asphalt paint extracted from coal tar. Asphalt paint provided strong anti-corrosion effect and was the most widely used marine coating in the European shipbuilding industry before the large-scale adoption of modern paint. This foul-smelling substance coated on the hull gave the entire ship an ugly light-black appearance—so much so that the first batch of Lingao-made modernized ships came to be called "Black Ships."

Naturally, truly building a ship into functional form and launching it for operation wasn't merely a matter of constructing a hull and installing an engine. With every step the 854 Modified project advanced, the Manufacturing Directorate and Planning Agency discovered countless new problems requiring solutions. Some required the Planning Agency to source new raw materials through various channels. Some required industrial departments to manufacture new equipment. Most problems, however, stemmed from having only technical data but no truly knowledgeable professionals. Everything relied on Transmigrators themselves to grope, understand, and experiment.

"...The construction of the 854 Modified project powerfully promoted the matching and systematization of the new industrial system, enhancing the overall collaboration ability and consciousness between industrial departments. Industrial departments established 2 new industrial departments for this project, manufactured 297 units (sets) of new equipment, among which 46 units (sets) were large equipment, manufactured 2515 pieces (sets) of process equipment and molds, trained 3490 person-times of technical personnel and workers..."

(Excerpt from History of Contemporary Industry: Shipbuilding Industry Volume, First Edition, Internal Distribution, citation not permitted without permission)

Such stumbling progress was full of adventure, waste, frustration, disappointment, and surprise. So much so that Zhou Ke once said in a drunken slip: considering the various difficulties he experienced in the 854 Modified project, rushing to start Project 854 back then had been an unrealistic "Great Leap Forward."

Compared to the 854 Modified project, the construction process for six 500-ton class wind-steam hybrid power ships was considerably more streamlined. Technical achievements and experience gained in building 854 Modified could be immediately applied to these vessels. Many accessories, tools, and equipment manufactured for 854 Modified could also be used directly on these ships.

According to the regulations of the "First Shipbuilding Refit Plan," the construction of this batch was designated Project 901. After some design discussion, the final Project 901 scheme was to copy the Northern "90-day gunboat" from the American Civil War. The lead ship USS Unadilla had started construction in late spring, launched in mid-August, and commissioned in late September—hence the name "90-day." The construction cycle of this warship was remarkably short, winning the appreciation of Transmigrators who urgently needed new ships.

The final construction specifications for Project 901 were: waterline length 48 meters, beam 8.5 meters, maximum draft 2.9 meters, displacement 690 tons, deadweight 507 tons, double-masted Barquentine rig. One 500hp steam engine installed, single propeller. Also installed: one 12hp auxiliary steam engine. Maximum speed 10 knots. Crew 114. The Admiralty designated it as a Fourth-Rate Gunboat.

The positioning of this Fourth-Rate Gunboat was to undertake route escort and long-range patrol tasks, as well as freight missions. Its coal bunker area was adjustable, dynamically changing coal loading volume or cargo loading volume according to mission requirements.

The 500hp tugboat was named Project 621. Tugboats not only had to tow barges; since a large batch of large-tonnage ships was being put into construction, future berthing and docking of these ships entering and leaving port couldn't be handled by small-horsepower steam Daihatsu boats. High-horsepower tugboats would be needed to assist large ships in docking and undocking.

Project 621 adopted twin paddle wheel propulsion. Paddle wheel propulsion had the advantage of shallow draft, suitable for activities in coastal and harbor areas—if necessary, it could also enter larger inland rivers. Moreover, it didn't fear entanglement by fishing nets and waterweeds common in offshore and inland river environments. Twin paddle wheel maneuverability was also relatively good, fitting well with the two roles Transmigrators had assigned to it.

While shipbuilding engineering was proceeding like a raging fire, at the Navy's request, modification of the various steam boats originally in the fleet was also placed on the agenda. They would be converted in batches to use Tieli Mu bearings and newly manufactured cast iron propellers to improve small boat combat capability. The Navy planned that once modification was complete, part of the armed Daihatsu steam boats would be shipped to Hong Kong and other locations for various short-distance maritime duties, cooperating with Type II double-masted patrol boats as the main force of the Hong Kong and Pearl River Basin Detachment Fleet.

The massive shipbuilding and ship repair tasks poured into the shipyard in a continuous stream, forcing Zhou Ke to demand a 12-hour double-shift system. Originally they had adopted an 8-hour three-shift system, but the scarcity of workers made it impossible for Zhou Ke to maintain such a labor framework. Extended working hours became necessary.

"Otherwise, three shifts are meaningless. At the current shipbuilding scale, my workers aren't even sufficient to maintain two shifts." Zhou Ke complained when meeting Wu De. "Not only must you approve my two-shift plan, but you also have to supplement workers—even untrained workers are fine. At minimum, they can serve as coolies."

Wu De said: "Making workers labor 12 hours continuously—can you ensure workers won't have problems in the long run? A few skilled workers dying from work injuries would be a tremendous loss."

"It's said 19th-century workers generally worked 12-14 hours. I think maintaining a 12-hour work system for a few months won't have major impact. Strengthen the food somewhat—I want to apply to give workers more food allowance, especially protein free ration quota and candy. Also, energy supplements can be distributed."

Wu De agreed to his request. Subsequently, he ordered that labor forces recently completing "training" from the quarantine camp be prioritized for the shipyard. And the weekly "Learn Industry" activities of Fangcaodi were mostly changed to "Learn Labor" at the shipyard and other shipbuilding-related industrial departments. Though these students might not understand technology, they could at least read and calculate—this most basic skill was also rare among Lingao's worker population.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 745 - People of Guangzhou Station

Guo Yi stood before the mirror, carefully examining himself. His hair had grown out again. During the feverish war preparations preceding the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, he—like other gentlemen of the Guangzhou Station who had withdrawn—had shaved his head, trading his long hair for a clean, comfortable crew cut. At the time, his head had felt lighter, almost buoyant.

He had been the first to shave off his long hair, a gesture that also implied "obeying arrangements" to the organization. Shortly after his return, whispers had begun circulating that certain people in the Executive Committee and Senate were dissatisfied with the Guangzhou Station—some even suspected its loyalty. Rumors about major personnel adjustments at Guangzhou Station reached the ears of its personnel. Subsequently, Zhang Yuchen became the first to be formally transferred out of the Guangzhou Station establishment, becoming a "Leisure Senator"—a new term coined by a group of literature and history scholars dissatisfied with the title "Basic Labor Power Senator."

Immediately afterward, Zhang Xin and Lin Baiguang were dispatched back to Guangzhou to transfer the intelligence system—signaling that Zhang Xin's departure from Guangzhou Station was also a foregone conclusion. According to information revealed by Si Kaide, Office Director of the Ministry of Colonization and Trade, Zhang Xin would likely be sent to a new business location.

Yan Maoda had also been called in by the Organization Department for a talk—he would reportedly transfer to Leizhou for work soon. Chang Shide's transfer order was said to be imminent as well.

This series of transfers led Guo Yi to estimate that his own chances of returning to Guangzhou were slim. Just as comprehensive war preparations commenced, he seized the momentum to get a haircut along with other Senators—expressing that he shared "same breath, same destiny" with the Senate and Lingao.

After the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign's victory, Ming Lang had spoken with him, asking him to prepare for a return to Guangzhou.

"You'd better grow your hair out again. Everyone thinks your work in Guangzhou is very important."

Guo Yi hadn't asked whose idea this was, but since it came from the mouth of the Organization Department Head, it meant the order came from "The Organization." The Organization's orders were inviolable. He simply nodded in silence, expressing his willingness to accept the mission.

The new Guangzhou Station would still be headed by Guo Yi as Station Chief. Zheng Shangjie would ascend to Guangzhou Station Business Person-in-Charge. Pei Xiuli had undergone several months of specialized intelligence training and was preparing to demonstrate her skills on the intelligence front.

As for the Guangzhou Delong Bank and the intelligence system that Lin Baiguang had taken over, they would still belong to the Guangzhou Station organization's management scope, but these two divisions would report independently to their corresponding administrative departments: Delong Guangzhou Branch to the Head Office in Lingao, and the Intelligence System to the External Intelligence Bureau. Delong Bank Head Office had formally activated the Bank Codebook, stipulating that from this day forward, all telegrams from Delong system financial institutions must use this codebook. As for the Intelligence Bureau system—they had possessed their own codes for some time.

But thus far, Guo Yi hadn't had much to do. He had been staying idle in his dormitory all along. The two maids he had brought back—with whom he had physical relationships—were temporarily settled in the Quarantine Camp because they couldn't enter Bairen City. He heard they were undergoing comprehensive interrogation and investigation by the Political Security General Bureau.

Heaven knows what they wrote in my file, Guo Yi thought. He touched his chin. Returning to Guangzhou this time, his situation was very different from before. Just as Si Kaide and others had mentioned when discussing work arrangements with him yesterday—his return this time would be in a semi-open status, effectively the Transmigrator Group's Consul in Guangzhou. He would have to focus more energy on dealing with local officials and gentry.

"The opinion of the Great Library and Propaganda Department is that you should vigorously promote Australian culture and lifestyle in Guangzhou, imperceptibly changing the thinking mode and lifestyle of Guangzhou citizens." Si Kaide had read this passage somewhat haltingly. "Anyway, that's the meaning..."

Guo Yi was very familiar with this meaning: "It's just Peaceful Evolution."

"Right, right, right—that's precisely it." Si Kaide pulled out a wooden cigar box. "Have one? Gift from Wu Nanhai."

"Thanks." The cigar in the box had a rich aroma—actually, this wasn't merely the smell of tobacco leaves, but a mixed fragrance formed after spraying a small amount of rum on the leaves. Guo Yi had smoked a water pipe in Guangzhou—but his luxurious water pipe had been left behind there, now fallen into unknown hands.

He still remembered how much he had loved that silver water pipe, including all its accessories. None failed to display the highest achievements of ancient Chinese handicraft. Whether fine carving, inlay, or knitting—all were wonderful workmanship excelling nature, worthy of being called exquisite works of art. Smoking it had produced no fiery temper and was very clean. But thinking carefully, this could probably be considered a manifestation of "corroded by Daming life." Si Kaide offering him a cigar might be reminding him of this issue.

He picked up a cigar, cut a small opening with the cigar cutter Si Kaide handed over, and lit it himself.

"Not bad, right? I heard this was rolled on Chu Qing's thigh," Si Kaide said.

"Hehe." Guo Yi gave a dry laugh.

Si Kaide puffed clouds of smoke: "Go back and prepare. After New Year's Day and the Annual Meeting, you're returning to Guangzhou. The Executive Committee and Senate's meaning is that you should be a bit more ostentatious—no need to stay too low-key. Everyone knows you're an Australian Grand Merchant anyway. And you're carrying the prestige of total victory."

"Should we organize a restart celebration event for the Purple Tower?"

"Absolutely." Si Kaide nodded. "Celebration activities can also fully display the Australian lifestyle." He waved his cigar mysteriously. "There's a grapevine rumor—someone proposed building a luxury yacht specifically for you, Proprietor Guo, to anchor at White Goose Pool. Spin around on the river when you're free, making Guangzhou's local rich merchants envious to death..."

"Isn't that too showy?"

"We just shelled Guangzhou—isn't that more showy?" Si Kaide said nonchalantly. "The government backed down. We need to seize the time to demonstrate our strength. Daming can't maintain its position in Guangdong for many more years. Let the local rich fully recognize our strength and capability first—they'll follow us obediently later."

Guo Yi received a new radio operator—among the first generation of indigenous radio operators cultivated by Lingao Telecom. This batch could already proficiently operate radios. As for decoding work, that would be handled by confidential clerks trained by the Political Security Bureau. The indigenous personnel system of Guangzhou Station had undergone comprehensive cleaning this time; the core now consisted entirely of indigenous personnel who had passed screening and rectification.

Guo Yi examined his image in the mirror one final time. His hair was on the long side; without a stylist's care, it draped behind his head in disorder, looking somewhat uncivilized. In another spacetime, he could have found a rubber band to tie up his hair, but here rubber bands were nowhere to be found. He had to ask Zheng Shangjie for a black iron hair hoop to secure it.

After tidying everything up, he checked his watch. The time for the Ministry of Colonization and Trade's "PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) Session" had arrived again. This ritual had become like studying the "Three Old Articles" during the Cultural Revolution—a fixed procedure no department could shake each day. Guo Yi was privately quite disgusted with this, but he always maintained a "no comment" attitude toward such things to avoid inviting trouble.

On his way out, he secretly reminded himself to visit Yi Liu and Zhi Tao after the meeting. These two were his chamber maids in Guangzhou—called "Life Secretaries" in Lingao. After returning to Lingao, he had retroactively paid the "Excess Maid Occupation Compensation Fee" and "Super-grade Maid Occupation Compensation Fee." This was a resolution path specifically opened for overseas personnel occupying more women. After paying the fee, this was considered legal.

Yi Liu and Zhi Tao naturally weren't nation-toppling beauties, but according to the Maid Countermeasure Committee's evaluation standards, both girls had A-Class levels. To avoid others' envy and jealousy, after returning to Lingao, he had quietly arranged them in the Quarantine Camp to accept quarantine and screening, trying to minimize contact with them.

According to the Overseas Station Indigenous Personnel Training Plan, Yi Liu and Zhi Tao had respectively received training in accounting and secretarial work. Naturally, they had also undergone brainwashing education and screening. Any indigenous personnel screened as "unreliable" would at best remain in Lingao to work—or at worst, disappear entirely, mostly sent to "Study Classes" for "Re-education."

Guo Yi's occupation of these two women had initially stemmed from physical needs more than spiritual love. But as feelings grew over time, he gradually developed genuine affection for them. So when he heard that both had fallen into the "Qualified" category after screening ended—according to the Political Security General Bureau's files, the actual political appraisal was Grade II-B—he couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. At least they wouldn't have to be separated.

Coming out from the meeting, Zheng Shangjie invited Guo Yi to attend a small-scale party on the Flying Cloud in a few days.

"Bring your two maids along too."

"Isn't that too conspicuous?"

"It's fine. I also want to ask if they can help during the Annual Meeting. I want to borrow a dozen good-looking, tall maids from everyone's households to serve as waitresses for the event." Zheng Shangjie said. "Don't keep hiding and tucking away. They've both passed through official channels at the Executive Committee—what are you afraid of? Besides, you're a Senator too now."

"I don't mean that—"

"Then what do you mean? You must come! Bring the two maids too!"

"Alright." Guo Yi nodded helplessly.

"I'll go invite Little Pei."

Pei Xiuli had been at loose ends after returning to Lingao. Apart from participating in a PDCA session and a few military training sessions during the comprehensive mobilization of the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, she had nothing to do. Finally, out of extreme boredom, she had accepted Dong Weiwei's invitation to teach part-time at the Maid Class, lecturing on "Women's Compulsory Courses" like clothing matching, makeup, manicures, skin care, and fitness. She found genuine enjoyment in it.

Zheng Shangjie's organization of the Annual Meeting made her very excited—she was naturally fond of liveliness and showing off. She certainly didn't want to miss such an occasion.

(End of Chapter)
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Zheng Shangjie emerged from the Ministry of Colonization and Trade's PDCA session and first invited Pei Xiuli to the party. Besides teaching half a day at the Maid Class, Pei spent nearly every day busy at Zheng Shangjie's office working on Annual Meeting matters. Hearing she was invited to the party, she was delighted:

"I'll definitely go!" She gave Zheng Shangjie a charming smile, then suddenly frowned slightly. "Oh my, this is really headache-inducing. I don't have suitable clothes to wear, and I can't wear Guangzhou clothes..."

"I think you brought quite a lot of clothes." Zheng Shangjie thought that in terms of quantity of clothes, shoes, hats, and cosmetics brought, probably no one in the entire Transmigrator Group possessed more than Pei Xiuli. As for nylon stockings—the ultimate weapon for girls—currently only Pei Xiuli had sufficient reserves in Lingao.

"Shouldn't one wear a semi-formal cocktail dress for a party? I don't have one..." Pei Xiuli sighed in distress. "Only a qipao can make do—I'll have to air it first..."

Zheng Shangjie hastened to reassure her: "It's fine, just wear something simple. We're informal—the dress-casual type."

After inviting Pei Xiuli, Zheng Shangjie hurriedly mounted her personal bicycle. Because they had their own boat, the North American Group had been much more relaxed regarding luggage quantity than ordinary Senators. Besides arms and materials, various daily luggage had filled the bottom hold as ballast back then. Among them were several bicycles. Zheng Shangjie rode a Chinese-made mountain bike with gears and solid tires, complete with a full set of repair tools and consumables. She had used it for transport throughout her time in Lingao. Although she held no specific position and had been deployed elsewhere for a time, she was skilled at socializing, had extensive connections among Senators, and many people recognized this distinctive bicycle.

She greeted Senators she knew along the way while rushing toward Bopu. She still had many things to do for this party. Counting on Ai Beibei was impossible—it would be remarkable if she could take leave tomorrow. All medical staff at the Ministry of Health had virtually no rest days.

Mendoza had plenty of time to help, but the language barrier prevented her from handling many tasks. She could only do preparation work at home.

Zheng Shangjie first cycled back to the dock where the Flying Cloud was moored at Lingao Cape. This area, designated as the future Senator Seaside Leisure Zone, had already been fenced off with barbed wire and trenches, occupying a substantial piece of land and beach. A warning zone named "Area 63"—externally called "Lingao Cape Park"—had been established. The newly expanded 2nd Company of the Lingao Garrison Battalion was responsible for perimeter security. After the start of the Summer Awakening Campaign, the Army had been stretched thin, leaving Lingao's garrison troops somewhat depleted. With approval from the Executive Committee and Senate, the Garrison Company originally headquartered at East Gate Market had been upgraded to the Lingao Garrison Battalion, with Li Yayang promoted to Battalion Commander. The Battalion had established three companies for deployment. The 2nd Company was responsible for guarding Lingao Cape, Bopu Harbor, and surrounding areas.

At this moment, the perimeter watchtowers and trenches of Lingao Cape Park were still under construction. Within Area 63, landscape architecture, roads, and greening were progressing intensely under Li Xiaolv's direction. According to requirements, all projects in Area 63 had to be completed before December 20, 1630.

Zheng Shangjie showed her pass to the Garrison Company soldiers guarding the Green Zone, then sped along the newly built cinder road to the dock. A dedicated yacht marina had been built here. The Flying Cloud was moored at its berth.

On the deck of the Flying Cloud, Miss Mendoza and Qian Xuanhuang were scrubbing the deck and the ship's outer hull. Qian Xuanhuang was a sixteen-year-old girl, recently purchased by Zheng Shangjie from the Maid Class. To reduce the burden of housework, the three women—Ai Beibei, Zheng Shangjie, and Mendoza—had held a meeting and decided to buy a maid. According to the maid subsidy share allocated to their three households, they could purchase seven maids. If they bought the full number, the establishment would be impressive. Zheng Shangjie briefly savored the fantasy of ordering servants about.

However, considering the risk of triggering family conflicts and the fact that the Flying Cloud didn't actually have enough space to house that many servants, they had finally decided to purchase just one: Ai Beibei needed someone to look after Qian Duoduo, and Mendoza also felt somewhat exhausted from scrubbing the deck, maintaining the yacht, and cooking for three families every day.

In the end, Zheng Shangjie had selected Qian Xuanhuang. Naturally, the men aboard the Flying Cloud had no say in what kind of maid to purchase. The Qian brothers and Zhou Weisen all expected the choice to be a D-Class maid with average looks. Unexpectedly, Qian Xuanhuang was rather attractive—by the standards of this spacetime anyway. The receipt confirmed it: Qian Xuanhuang was classified as Class B.

"Too ugly would affect our family image," Zheng Shangjie explained.

"What's her name?"

"Mu Jianping." When Zheng Shangjie said it, everyone present burst out laughing—leaving the girl standing there clutching a rattan suitcase, utterly baffled by their reaction.

"Too ridiculous," Qian Shuiting shook his head. "Since you bought her, let her change her surname to Qian. Count her as a member of our family. As for the given name—let's call her Xuanhuang."

"That doesn't sound like a girl's name."

"Better than calling her Mu Jianping. This bunch of otakus really have terrible taste."

So she was formally renamed Qian Xuanhuang. From then on, she became the communal maid for the three households on the Flying Cloud, busy with housework and childcare every day. Life was very fulfilling—and it spared her from the experiences of "doing various strange things" that other classmates encountered after being assigned out.

Qian Xuanhuang found the three households living on this "White Ship" quite curious. Their speech and behavior differed from the Chiefs she had previously encountered. Though she had considerable work to do each day, Qian Xuanhuang felt the people aboard treated her very well—not regarding her as a slave. They even ate together. She soon became steadfastly loyal to Zheng Shangjie.

"Xuanhuang! Get the baskets!" Zheng Shangjie didn't dismount, shouting from the trestle while balancing on tiptoes.

Hearing the call, Qian Xuanhuang hurried down to the deck, returning a moment later carrying several lidded rattan baskets and a milk bucket with a rattan cover. She then brought out a bicycle.

Mendoza helped, hanging these items on both sides of the luggage rack. Taking an ox cart would be too slow—some dishes had to be prepared a day in advance.

Qian Xuanhuang also pushed a bicycle—under Qian Shuiting's instruction, she could now ride quite well.

"Let's go—we're going shopping."

Zheng Shangjie first took Qian Xuanhuang to Bairen City—she still had other people to invite to the party. First was Bei Wei. This person was difficult to find and even harder to invite. First, he was busy with Special Recon Command training and duty. Second, he had no interest in such social engagements—he felt the Special Recon Team should maintain combat readiness at all times. Early each morning, he rode his bike around the Special Recon Team's several duty and training points in Lingao, inspecting combat readiness and training status. Zheng Shangjie had learned beforehand that he would attend the Military Affairs Directorate's PDCA session this afternoon and would definitely appear in the canteen at noon.

Zheng Shangjie staked out the canteen until she encountered Bei Wei and Xue Ziliang. She invited them to come to the Flying Cloud as guests the following noon, using the pretext of exchanging pointers on firearms and wilderness survival. Xue Ziliang had been guiding "security warfare" in Danzhou and other prefectures and counties occupied during the Summer Awakening, and had just returned to Lingao for the Annual Meeting. Hearing there was a party, he naturally wanted to attend—moreover, he could bring Salina along, an excellent opportunity for gallantry.

As for Bei Wei, he wasn't very familiar with the Qian brothers, but hearing that Qian Shuiting wanted him to provide marksmanship guidance, he was intrigued. He knew this group had not only procured arms for the Group but also brought many private collections. Though they had turned in a considerable portion, those were ordinary goods. As a firearms enthusiast, the opportunity to handle guns he rarely encountered was a powerful temptation. He therefore half-refused, half-accepted, and agreed.

As for Salina, Zheng Shangjie asked Xue Ziliang to invite her on her behalf. These two had grown increasingly close recently, so extending an invitation through him wouldn't be awkward.

Subsequently, she went to the Propaganda Department and invited Ding Ding and Pan Pan. Ding Ding, it turned out, couldn't attend—she was scheduled to travel to Danzhou for an interview the next day. Zheng Shangjie had deliberately scheduled the party at this particular moment so that Pan Pan could operate independently.

Additionally, Ai Beibei had invited Lin Chuanqing, Shi Niaoren, and Chen Sigen. All three readily agreed. Shi Niaoren regretfully noted he could only stay for an hour—he still had classes to teach. Lin Chuanqing volunteered to handle BBQ grilled fish on the beach.

"Tomorrow I'll have the sailors get a basket of the best seafood. The finest and biggest crabs," Lin Chuanqing said. He was now the person in charge of the Fishery General Impartiality in the Navy—various marine products were at his disposal.

"You must issue an invoice. We'll pay the listed price. Whatever it costs—don't give a discount," Zheng Shangjie urged.

"You're not those big shots. Why be so calculating over a few fish and crabs?"

"Even ordinary Senators must abide by the law." Zheng Shangjie understood the subtleties of politics well. A basket of seafood might seem insignificant in Lingao, but in a political confrontation, it could become ammunition for accusations of "taking advantage of public resources." Since the Otaku Party intended to develop politically, such pretexts must absolutely not be handed to opponents.

"Alright, as you say. This stuff isn't worth money anyway. At most, consider it you taking advantage of freshness."

"It's a deal then."

After repeated admonitions, Zheng Shangjie took Qian Xuanhuang to Wu Nanhai's farm. She subscribed to eggs and milk here. Since scale farming had begun, every Senator could receive a daily egg ration. The farm had also started raising a dozen or so dairy cows—milk couldn't yet be universally supplied, but was allocated to children under fourteen. Additionally, Senators could exchange their egg quota for milk.

Zheng Shangjie and Qian Shuiting had been away from Lingao for a considerable time; the couple's egg quota had accumulated. Today she collected a large portion at once for the dishes needed at tomorrow's gathering.

(End of Chapter)
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Zheng Shangjie had managed to collect over a dozen jin of eggs and traded the remainder of her quota for a full bucket of milk. Now she helped Qian Xuanhuang secure everything onto the two bicycle racks—eggs strung together with straw rope to keep them from cracking in the basket, the milk already pasteurized. Wu Nanhai winced at her sudden requisition; the herd was still being expanded, which meant precious little milk could be spared for human consumption each day. What surplus existed was negligible, and this withdrawal ate up nearly half his total reserves.

"What do you need all this milk for?" Wu Nanhai asked, curiosity getting the better of him. "Making cheese? I've got some already." His current method for dealing with surplus was to process it into several varieties of cheese—even the whey could be put to use. Almost nothing went to waste.

"Of course we'll make fresh cheese," Zheng Shangjie replied, "but we also want to extract cream."

Wu Nanhai's thoughts immediately turned to cream cake. "Now that's mouthwatering..."

"I'm planning to bake a grand cake for the New Year assembly. This is just practice—I'll bring you half when it's done." Using this as cover, Zheng Shangjie talked him into giving her another requisition slip. With it in hand, she secured several kilograms of flour and a small packet of premium yeast strains from Huang Dashan's microbial lab.

Supplies gathered, Zheng Shangjie cycled to the South Sea Café, which now doubled as a convenience store for transmigrators, stocking an assortment of consumer goods. From Chu Qing she purchased several boxes of handmade cigars, an array of seasonings, two crates of rum and rice beer, over ten crates of kvass and soda, several cans of coffee, and plenty of tropical fruit.

"The drinks, fruits, and vegetables you ordered will be delivered first thing tomorrow morning. Here's your pickup slip." Chu Qing tallied the bill with practiced ease, handed over the slip, and accepted the thick stack of Circulation Vouchers. After counting them, she pressed a few keys on the register, which responded with a cheerful ding.

"Your change is 15.71 yuan."

"Keep the rest as a tip," Zheng Shangjie said.

"Thank you, ma'am." Chu Qing casually dropped the coins into a locked wooden box with a slot on top.

"You're not keeping it yourself?"

"There are several of us working here. Tips have to be shared."

"But aren't you—" Zheng Shangjie almost asked, But aren't you the boss's wife? Fearing she might embarrass the woman, she swallowed the words.

They loaded the purchases into wicker baskets and cycled back to Lingao Point Park. Zheng Shangjie immediately changed clothes, washed her hands, and set to work with Mendoza and Qian Xuanhuang, readying every item they would need. She had originally wanted to procure some large cuts of pork and beef for grilling—she and her husband had accumulated a decent amount of meat vouchers, after all—but the Qian brothers thought it would attract too much attention. Besides, grilled meat was hardly in short supply.

The following morning, Chu Qing dispatched a farmhand on a Purple Lightning to deliver the goods, fruits, and vegetables. A crate of charcoal arrived as well, courtesy of the Fuel Plant—fuel in the Green and Blue zones was now centrally distributed. Lin Chuanqing was the first guest to arrive, coming aboard a live-well boat with its hold brimming with the morning's catch: fish, crabs, lobsters, and all manner of shellfish swimming in constantly circulating seawater beneath the deck boards.

"That's far more than we'll ever finish..." Zheng Shangjie's eyes gleamed. Though everyone had long since grown weary of seafood, grilled seafood remained a rare treat—they seldom had the chance to prepare it that way.

Lin Chuanqing laughed expansively, scratching at his crew cut—now flecked with grey. "Don't worry. Those dozen or so people you've invited all have healthy appetites. I'll handle the seafood prep. I'm a proper fisherman, after all."

Qian Shuixie—back from Sanya to attend the New Year assembly—and Zhou Weisen hauled a large family-sized barbecue grill out of the yacht's hold. It was standard equipment aboard the Feiyun. They opened the forward and aft glass doors of the upper cabin, connecting it to the fore and aft decks and creating one expansive activity area. The grill and dining table were set up on the open upper deck.

Lin Shenhe was the first official guest to arrive. The transmigrators stationed in Danzhou had been thoroughly embarrassed by the Work Team incident, but Lin Shenhe alone had avoided any "political or policy errors" and thus sailed through unscathed. He had also made the list to return to Lingao for the New Year assembly instead of having to "remain on the front lines." He wore an immaculate white counterfeit Adidas tracksuit, fake Converse sneakers, and a knockoff U.S. law-enforcement baseball cap. A bouquet of flowers rested in his hands, and with his sunny face, he looked every bit the handsome young man.

He smiled and thanked the hostess for the invitation, then presented the flowers. Zheng Shangjie's face blossomed with joy—no one had given her flowers since D-Day. She immediately called for Qian Xuanhuang to fetch a vase and set it on the table.

Next to arrive was Guo Yi, who had brought two maidservants at Zheng Shangjie's request. Yi Liu and Zhi Tao wore brand-new maid uniforms and gazed wide-eyed at the Feiyun—even for them, accustomed as they were to Australian goods, this was the most beautiful and exquisite thing they had ever seen.

"Why are you standing there gawking? Come lend a hand!" Zheng Shangjie called out with a laugh. The two girls answered with an eager "Yes!" and hurried aboard. Having spent time at the Maid School, they were familiar with the transmigrators' lifestyle and household tasks, and Zheng Shangjie had no trouble putting them to work.

Beiwei, Salina, and Xue Ziliang arrived together. Beiwei, as always, wore his uniform—though it was a newer one. Xue Ziliang and Salina sported counterfeit casual wear as well. When they had transmigrated, they had nothing beyond the clothes on their backs and no spares. The best outfits they could muster now were knockoff garments salvaged from Lando's ship. Xue Ziliang brought a small keg of fruit wine he had brewed himself as a gift.

Pei Lixiu was the last to arrive. She wore a brilliant red qipao embroidered with gold thread in a peony motif, slit almost to the top of her thigh. The men stirred, and the native maidservants gaped.

Ai Beibei had left for the General Hospital early that morning. Seeing that nearly everyone had gathered yet one host was still missing, Zheng Shangjie phoned several times before managing to pry her away. Fearing the party would be all adults and thus boring, Qian Duoduo insisted that Ai Beibei pick up Li Quan from the farm on the way. Ai Beibei promised to have her back that evening. Elder Sister Li was a little worried but didn't object.

Once everyone was present, the Feiyun raised its sails and set off. The weather was gorgeous—a light breeze drifting across the sea, a few white clouds dappling the sky. Even in the depths of the Little Ice Age winter, on this balmy afternoon the tropical waters off Lingao had warmed to well over twenty degrees. Because there would be shooting later, the hosts refrained from serving alcoholic beverages right away, offering instead fresh coconut juice, mango juice, lychee juice, orange juice, and watermelon juice. Guests could also have their drink blended with cream ice cream and crushed ice into a milkshake. Ai Beibei and Zheng Shangjie had spent the previous afternoon processing fresh milk into cheese and extracting cream. With cream and cheese on hand, they could now prepare all manner of Western pastries and dishes—such as the Western-style canapés served alongside the drinks. To others these were simply tasty treats, but for the two Western women, such delicacies had existed only in memory since the transmigration. Seeing them now filled their hearts with unexpected joy.

"Hoist the sailing permit flag," Qian Shuiting instructed his daughter. Per naval regulations, all vessels leaving port had to register and obtain clearance. Though the Feiyun was privately owned, it too had to comply.

"Aye aye, Captain!" Qian Duoduo wore a scaled-down sailor's cap, a navy-blue silk scarf around her neck, and a diving wetsuit—she looked very much like a proper sailor. She turned to Li Quan and commanded, "Loose the halyard!"

Li Quan was dressed in a National School girl's uniform. This was her first time surrounded by so many high officials, and she felt timid. At the young "official's" command, she hurried to untie the rope from the flagpole.

"Duoduo, Xiao Quan is our guest. We should be polite..." Ai Beibei moved to correct her daughter's lordly manner.

Qian Duoduo was unapologetic. "I'm the captain! Of course I give orders."

Together the two girls raised the ensign to the top of the mast. Li Quan gazed curiously at the deck, the railings, and the rigging, fascinated by everything aboard.

Once underway, the yacht sailed freely across the waters near Lingao Point. Qian Shuixie stood at the helm, offering guidance to any guest who wanted a turn at playing captain. Qian Shuiting, Beiwei, and Xue Ziliang handled the hard labor of trimming the sails. The others lounged on deck, sipping drinks, nibbling canapés, and chatting idly. Pei Lixiu, only a few minutes out to sea, found the wind "exposing" her and had to retreat below deck, clutching her thighs. Zheng Shangjie lent her a skirt.

Zhou Weisen helped the two girls serve as navigators and assisted any lady acting as lookout in reading compass bearings from various landmarks at the navigator's command. By adjusting the sails, the yacht could make headway at up to forty-five degrees into the wind using a zigzag tack. If caught in a dead headwind, they could still inch forward through wider tacks. Because the halyard lengths on this twin-masted yacht were fixed, each sail could swing only to two preset positions. Once heading and wind direction were established, each sail had a range of angles on either tack that would drive the ship forward. The navigator continually monitored the angle between heading and wind to determine the correct sail orientation and the moment to tack. Meanwhile, they plotted the ship's position on the chart, traced the course, and—most importantly—ensured the vessel avoided shoals and reefs. The handling was remarkably simple: under normal conditions, a crew of four could operate a boat like this; in a pinch, two people could manage everything.

(End of Chapter)
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Qian Duoduo now served as navigator, with Li Quan acting as her runner—loudly relaying measurement requests to whichever adult was playing lookout, then reporting the readings back. The young girl was less self-conscious than the adults; at first she had been too timid to shout orders at figures the locals regarded with such awe, but after being repeatedly assured that this was her duty, she gradually relaxed. Before long it seemed as though she were the one commanding the entire ship.

"Report the angle to the battery flagpole," Qian Duoduo called out, bent over the chart spread across the helm console.

"Starboard, report the angle to the battery flagpole!" Li Quan shouted.

"Starboard reporting! Battery flagpole bearing two-two-one point four degrees!" Zheng Shangjie announced, holding a digital survey compass. Through the telescope she aligned the target with the center line in the eyepiece, pressed the measurement button, and read the figure off the LCD display. The compass used true north as zero, with a full 360-degree scale.

Upon hearing the relayed reading, Qian Duoduo drew a long, thin line from the battery's position on the chart. She then requested bearings on the Customs House and the Fengcheng. With bearings on two reference points, the yacht's current position could be fixed on the chart; a third reference point served to verify accuracy. If all three bearings were taken swiftly and precisely, the lines would converge at a single point; otherwise, they formed a triangular error zone.

After some practice, both speed and accuracy improved. Qian Duoduo continually erased the extra pencil lines, leaving only marked fixes and the ship's track. From time to time she glanced at the telltale streaming from the masthead, asked the captain for the heading, then instructed everyone whether to hold course, change heading, or tack. After sailing downwind for a while, Qian Shuiting suggested they come about and practice working to windward. He soon regretted it—Qian Duoduo dramatically increased the frequency of sail changes, keeping the deckhands constantly busy. This posed little trouble for Beiwei and Xue Ziliang, but Qian Shuiting, a man accustomed to office work, found even his much-improved post-transmigration physique struggling to keep up. First he swapped places with Qian Shuixie; then he had Zhou Weisen coach the two girls to reduce the number of tacks. Excessive sail changes cost the vessel momentum and kept it crawling at low speed, so mastering heading and timing when working to windward was a key measure of a captain and navigator's experience.

Beiwei was keenly interested in the handling of this kind of sailboat. As commander of the special forces, what caught his attention was not the battleship or cruiser but small craft capable of operating in a variety of coastal waters—boats suited to transporting and screening infiltration teams. In his view, the Feiyun was agile and well-designed, and above all easy to sail. If it could be replicated, it would make an excellent platform for coastal infiltration and combat operations. As he handled the sails, he paid close attention to every navigation and helm command, watched Zhou Weisen's steering technique, and asked about anything he didn't understand.

"We ought to teach these skills to the recon troopers," Beiwei said, mopping his brow with a towel. "Boat handling would be a useful skill for scouts."

"We may not be able to build an air squadron in the next ten years, but at least we could put together a boat squadron," Chen Sigen remarked, sipping his juice. Since he didn't plan to shoot, he had mixed rum into his drink. "Vinny, don't you know how to handle a boat too?"

Xue Ziliang was currently lavishing attention on Salina. Having spent months consumed by the counter-insurgency campaign, he had effectively neglected her the entire time. Now that he was finally back, he intended to make up for lost time—and get her into bed.

At the question, he replied perfunctorily, "I only know how to handle motorboats or kayaks. I'm no good with sailboats." Then he returned to his conversation with Salina.

"Qian Shuixie can handle boats as well. Have him give everyone some lessons," Qian Shuiting said, quickly promoting his younger brother.

"Sure, though he's currently squad leader in Sanya," Beiwei mused. "Let's get a few small sailboats and start training there. The sea-training conditions are better in Sanya."

Lin Chuanqing spoke up. "It would be better to use these digital instruments sparingly—they're idiot-proof enough, but who knows how long they'll last. We ought to develop old-fashioned gear. It's more tedious, sure, but at least it can be repaired and manufactured. During those first days after D-Day I really struggled—I was so used to radar and navigation instruments. All of a sudden having to calculate everything by hand made my head spin."

As he spoke, he was filleting fresh fish and lobster on the prep table, arranging sashimi on a large platter. Wu Nanhai grew a small quantity of horseradish at the farm, so wasabi and soy sauce were available. On the barbecue grill, oysters and whole fish roasted as Lin Shenhe periodically sprinkled spices over them, releasing wave after wave of mouthwatering aroma. Shi Niaoren had already started eating.

The group soon fell into a lively discussion about equipment. To this day, the transmigrator collective had an utter blank when it came to precision-instrument manufacturing. Although a standard metrology workshop had been established to produce various measuring tools, precision instruments—telescopes, vernier calipers, sextants, and the like—still drew entirely on old-time-space stock.

"The precision-instrument bottleneck won't be easy to break through," Shi Niaoren observed, eating charcoal-grilled oysters and sipping rum mixed with fruit-juice soda. "The Planning Commission has a blueprint, but so far there's been no investment. Dedicated fabrication equipment is still nowhere to be found. If anything we have now even remotely approaches precision instruments, it's probably the surgical tools made by the Pharmaceutical Equipment Plant—and those are barely passable."

"At the post-operation review meetings after the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign and the Pearl River Punitive Expedition, the issue of issuing binoculars to officers was raised. Any idea if that's on the agenda?"

"Given the Executive Committee's working pace, it'll be a miracle if they remember by next summer."

"Actually, the Executive Committee's efficiency is quite high—they're just fundamentally a pack of bureaucrats. They're especially fond of procedures." Shi Niaoren, whose unique position brought him into frequent contact with senior Committee members, was familiar with their thinking. "Chairman Wen runs a Western-European-style bureaucracy; the Director operates a socialist bureaucracy."

"Bureaucratism doesn't distinguish between socialist and capitalist," Lin Shenhe remarked. He was careful not to engage in specific criticism. "As for optical instruments, someone in the Technology Division is preparing to make a start. He's a relative of mine, actually. I hear they'll begin with reading glasses."

"To get a few lenses, doesn't the Medical Division have an automatic computer-controlled grinder and resin blanks?"

Lin Shenhe sprinkled black pepper and chopped scallions onto an oyster, speared it with a fork, blew on it, and popped it into his mouth. "Those are for transmigrators. How many people can actually enjoy them? And what happens when the grinder breaks down?"

"Reading glasses could also be a trade-growth driver. Reading glasses and myopia glasses both have a market; we could even sell 'magic mirrors.'"

"There were people who knew how to grind lenses in the Ming Dynasty. They had all those things," Shi Niaoren said, cracking open a raw oyster, squeezing lemon juice onto it, and swallowing it whole. "But Ming artisans didn't have glass; they used top-quality crystal."

"How wasteful. Grab a few of those craftsmen to work for us."

"Even if they were willing to come, I wouldn't dare employ them. Their craftsmanship is probably fine, but they haven't the slightest concept of diopters."

"I hear the spectacle trade is based in Nanjing. No idea if that's true."

The group chatted casually, and before long they had demolished an entire basket of oysters. Under normal circumstances, oyster soup and the like served in the cafeteria was something no one even wanted to look at. But out here, with the sea breeze on their faces and drinks in hand, appetite returned in force. Qian Shuiting had specifically fetched several bottles of California red and white from the Feiyun's wine locker, plus a bottle of Wuliangye to boot. The wine had come with the charter yacht and would be settled on return; the Wuliangye they had bought before setting out from America. Chinese premium baijiu was not only cheaper in the States—it was virtually impossible to fake. The Qian brothers and Zhou Weisen liked to have a drink when they had the time and had stocked up generously.

After another spell of sailing, Qian Duoduo finally tired of giving orders and demanded that the adults take her and her friend to ride the jet ski. Two jet skis had been included as part of the charter; they had played with them in Hawaii, but once they set sail for Hainan, fuel and mechanical wear had to be conserved, so the machines were drained of fuel and oil and stowed in plastic covers. After the transmigration, the brothers had offered to turn both jet skis over to the collective, but neither the Navy nor the Harbor Authority saw any use for them—no defensive capability, unfit for combat, thirsty for gasoline, and mechanically temperamental. In the end, the Technology Division requisitioned one unit for STC archival storage; the other was left aboard the Feiyun, kept only for emergencies.

To be able to ride this jet ski, the Qian brothers had racked their brains—including inquiring whether it could be converted to run on coal gas or alcohol. None of that was feasible.

Nobody had gasoline at this point. Even the Feiyun's engine had none—the fuel brought from the other time-space was long gone. The Chemical Division's distillation of coal tar could yield small amounts of gasoline, but there was no way to allocate any for private recreation. Liquid fuel was a Class-1 controlled material, managed even more strictly than weapons and ammunition. Obtaining even a drop of gasoline was next to impossible.

Eventually, Qian Shuiting managed to extract a quantity of "sump oil" from the yacht's fuel tank using a hand pump—dregs the engine's fuel pump could not reach, pooled at the bottom of the tank. The amount was substantial, but it had been sitting for close to three years, and no one knew whether it would still work. With nothing to lose, Qian Shuiting poured the old fuel into the jet ski and tried to start it. After belching a plume of black smoke, the engine roared to life and ran normally.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 749 – Homecoming (Part 1)

"Fu Fu!" A company runner appeared in the barracks doorway. "The captain wants you!"

Fu Fu immediately set down the rifle he was cleaning, stowed the maintenance kit and weapon, and jogged to company headquarters.

His unit—3rd Company, 1st Infantry Battalion—had just returned from the Qiongshan front to the Ma'ao base camp. Ever since the Chengmai engagement, the 1st Battalion had remained on the Qiongshan front conducting "pressure-maintenance" operations, blockading Haikou, Qiongshan, and other towns. The blockade involved no large-scale combat; aside from the occasional prisoner snatch or shelling into the city, there was little fighting to speak of. The battalion's main task was to assist the Civil Affairs Department in "rural penetration" and "village consolidation," carrying out extensive pacification operations in the area, rooting out stragglers and bandits, and training soldiers for the county militia.

After months of continuous pacification duty, the 1st Battalion was rotated out of Qiongshan and returned to Lingao for rest and reorganization. Soldiers and officers were granted leave in batches.

"Reporting! Private First Class Fu Fu, reporting as ordered!" He saluted at the doorway and announced himself loudly.

Only the company commander was inside. Captain Lin Fu wore the new small-lapel uniform with a full complement of ribbons. He sat behind his desk, laboring over some report. On the wall behind him hung the Army's regimental colors.

Lin Fu nodded. "You're a local, aren't you?"

"Yes, sir! I'm from Meiyang Village—"

"Effective immediately, you are granted one week's leave." Lin Fu handed him an envelope. "Leave begins as of noon today. Here is your pass."

"Thank you, sir!" At the news that he could go home, Fu Fu broke into a wide grin. Of course, Fu Bu'er and his wife were not really family—they were merely employers who had exploited his cheap labor. But among the children of the Fu household, whether bond-servants or Fu Bu'er's own offspring, the bonds ran deep. They had eaten together, slept together, worked together, been beaten together. Fu Bu'er's wife was no kinder to her own children than to the bond-servants; to her, both were merely mouths that consumed food and hands that did work.

"Don't thank me. These are orders from Military Affairs Command," Lin Fu said. "When you're on leave, make sure you dress smartly. Show them the dignity of a soldier."

"Yes, sir!"

Fu Fu left company headquarters. Since being sent off more than a year ago by his former master to join the "Security Regiment," he had not returned to Meiyang Village. Back in the barracks, he packed his weapon and personal kit, completed the handover formalities, then changed into a brand-new version of the military uniform. Soldiers on family leave could not carry firearms, of course, but to foster esprit de corps, Military Affairs Command permitted army and navy enlisted personnel holding the rank of private first class or higher to carry the army bayonet or naval dagger as a mark of honor when off duty.

Fu Fu fastened the bayonet to his belt and examined his reflection in the quarter mirror: quite impressive. The bayonet at his side made him look a bit like the sergeants with their short swords—swords he had envied for a long time. He had heard that the captain had already recommended him when the latest NCO Training Cadre was being selected. Judging by his seniority and performance, he reckoned he was certain to be picked this round.

If only he could have made sergeant before his leave. Fu Fu indulged in a moment of regret: how wonderful it would have been to appear at Fu Bu'er's door wearing corporal's epaulettes, a sword with a red tassel at his hip, in all his martial splendor. What look would Fu Yijin give him? What expression would Fu Bu'er's wife wear? He had secretly loved this young "lady" for a long time, but fear of the mistress had kept him timid. Now, returning home, his courage had swelled, and he was determined to have a proper conversation with the master about the matter.

He turned to check his web belt from the side, then tugged at his integrated puttees to make sure they were neat and regulation according to the Soldier's Handbook. More than anything, Fu Fu hoped that one day he would exchange them for an officer's leather belt and tall boots. He had heard that the captain himself had once been nothing more than a common foot soldier; when Fu Fu first enlisted, the captain had been merely a corporal squad leader.

Fu Fu had no doubt that he, too, would someday be an officer. Although when he was first conscripted more than a year ago he had secretly wept more than once—the hardship and exhaustion of military life aside, there was always the chance of being killed, and the thought had made him contemplate deserting before he even arrived at camp. Looking back now, his two years in the army felt like a rebirth.

Fu Fu pinned on his medal, left the barracks, and headed straight for the base's Servicemen's Club. The club was actually run by the Cooperative; in addition to selling merchandise, it doubled as a tavern and handled savings deposits and postal services.

Fu Fu had spent almost none of his pay. Like most soldiers, he was extremely frugal, depositing every fen of his wages in his club account. Many local soldiers with families had their pay remitted home to help with household expenses—remittance fees were waived.

Fu Fu, of course, had no intention of sending money to Fu Bu'er. He had even heard that Fu Bu'er had once come to the camp demanding to collect his wages and had been sternly rebuked by the officers. Fu Fu was secretly delighted—he would rather serve the Australians than labor for Fu Bu'er again. The days when even an extra bite of pickled vegetables earned him a tongue-lashing from the mistress were not something he cared to relive.

Still, this time he wanted to bring gifts for his brothers and sisters—especially for Fu Yijin. He had been thinking of buying her a compact mirror-case with powder, but the club didn't stock that sort of thing; nearly everything on sale was food or daily necessities.

Fu Fu first purchased some food at the club—prices here were slightly lower than outside, a perk for servicemen. He knew that the Fu household rarely saw meat; coarse rice with pickled-fish sauce counted as a treat reserved for busy seasons. So he bought dried fish, fish cakes, kelp, dried seaweed, and the like, along with two jars of fish sauce and two jars of chili paste. The latter was a new product and very popular among the soldiers.

He also bought a towel and a woven-rattan pith helmet for each person, plus the new military-issue bamboo canteens. The rattan helmet was worn by army and navy personnel during training and work—well-ventilated and shading, very practical in this subtropical climate. Since its introduction, soldiers and civilians alike had welcomed it. As for the bamboo canteen, it came with a fitted rattan sleeve and an adjustable strap that could hang from the belt or sling over the shoulder. It was both practical and fashionable—very popular with the young. At first only soldiers and laborers used them, but gradually people in the communes began adopting them as well. Canteens were now in such demand that cooperatives had to ration sales.

For other gifts, he would have to go to the East Gate Market.

After sending Fu Fu on his way, Lin Fu filled out a leave pass for himself—as an officer, he too had been granted leave. Lin Fu's home was in Salt-Field Village right here in Ma'ao, practically next door; under ordinary circumstances, he could visit on any regular day off. But since returning to Ma'ao he had been caught up in an endless round of debriefings, report writing, training, and exercises, without a single day of rest. Now that he could take consecutive leave, he certainly wouldn't miss the chance.

Lin Fu's family were salt workers. After the transmigrator collective established the Monopoly Bureau, the villagers had been reorganized into a state-owned salt works under the Bureau's umbrella. His relatives were all now factory employees. From letters home, Lin Fu knew the family was getting by well. The Ma'ao Commune, where Salt-Field Village was located, was currently pushing its "New Countryside Construction" initiative, and his family hoped he would bring back some of his accumulated pay as a down payment on a new house.

Lin Fu was naturally supportive of the idea. The houses in Salt-Field Village were built from coarse seaside stone; lacking proper mortar and designed to resist typhoons, they were kept low to the ground. Inside it was dark and damp year-round. In the past, living in such shadowy dwellings had seemed normal enough. But after joining the army—after seeing the houses the Australians lived in and growing accustomed to tall, airy barracks—he now turned up his nose at those uncomfortable, unhygienic stone hovels.

This time, Lin Fu decided, he would take all his savings home and see exactly what these "new houses" looked like and what size would suit. He had heard the prices were quite steep, so he would have to think it over carefully.

Fu Fu left the Ma'ao base. He could have caught a free ride at the harbor—salt boats sailed to Bopu every day, and a word with someone on the dock would let him sit atop the salt sacks for a leisurely voyage—but sailing felt too slow, and the harbor was several kilometers away on foot. It would be faster to catch a public ox-cart near the base.

Thanks to the recent push to build roads in preparation for the campaign, Lingao's public-transportation network had extended considerably. With the influx of government war prisoners and steam road-rollers, construction had progressed rapidly. The highway from Chengmai to Lingao was now fully open and currently being extended toward Qiongshan.

The newly established Public Transport Company had already extended ox-cart service to Ma'ao. A transfer station for the carts had been set up at the base gate.

Fu Fu arrived at the large-span bamboo-canopy platform of the transfer station. A wooden signboard listed routes, schedules, and stops. At present, the Ma'ao hub served only two lines: Ma'ao–Bopu and Ma'ao–Salt-Field Village. Arrival and departure times for each run were clearly posted. Quite a few local villagers had already gathered on the platform, bearing baskets and shoulder poles, bound for Bopu or Bairren. Others were heading only to villages along the way. Thanks to the improved transportation, villagers traveled far more frequently, and many showed greater enthusiasm for selling their products—stimulating the circulation of goods.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 750 – Party at Sea (Part 4)

The jet ski's launch caused quite a stir aboard. Qian Duoduo, of course, could not ride alone, and many present had jet-ski experience. Lin Shenhe immediately claimed he was coming down with a chill and should stay out of the water.

Xue Ziliang, eager to take Salina out on the open sea, promptly volunteered to pilot. He first took the two little girls for a spin, showing off a few tricks that had them shrieking with delight. Having made his impression, he brought the machine back, then naturally offered to take Salina out next. But she flatly refused, insisting she didn't want to ruin her clothes—she had only a handful of decent outfits left, and if they got soaked she'd have to wear shapeless fatigues. Disappointed, Xue Ziliang handed the jet ski off to someone else.

Panpan desperately wanted a turn but was too nervous to ride alone, so she fixed her gaze on Beiwei. Beiwei had absolutely no desire to squeeze onto the seat with this overly enthusiastic Western girl. Besides, a jet ski running on fuel of dubious provenance could easily become a political blemish. He declined. No matter how the crowd cajoled—even goading him with "Don't be such a wimp"—he refused to share the seat with Panpan. In the end, Xue Ziliang once again climbed on behind her.

Xue Ziliang was no gentleman. The ski lacked any other handhold, so to stay aboard he had no choice but to wrap his arms around Panpan's waist. And Panpan seemed intent on teasing this banana-country warrior, constantly accelerating and braking, changing direction so that Xue Vinny kept lurching forward. Holding a beautiful woman was enough to set his heart racing; the repeated bodily collisions only made matters worse. Yet she belonged to another man, and observers on deck were making mischief with their cheers. Ordinarily Xue Ziliang would have brazened it out, but Salina stood on deck, cocktail in hand, watching. Even if Western women were not overly fussy about such things, he wanted to leave an impression of fidelity. So he asked to head back. Panpan would not let him off so easily; she merely stopped the jet ski at a distance and switched places with Beiwei.

In his new position, Xue Ziliang endured another ordeal. The warmth behind him, combined with the incessant tossing against the waves, made his physiological situation increasingly acute. To avoid humiliating himself in front of Salina, he pretended to stumble while climbing back aboard, plunging into the water for a moment to cool off before returning to the deck.

Shrieks and laughter erupted across the deck. Zheng Shangjie quickly pressed a glass of fruit-juice soda into his hands, smoothing over the awkwardness. At that moment, Director Shi announced he had to leave—he still had a class to teach for native medical personnel, and no entreaties could keep him from his duties.

Ai Beibei felt uneasy about all the attention the jet ski was attracting. Today was a holiday, and many transmigrators would be nearby. If spotted, "envy, jealousy, and resentment" could erupt in the form of a public backlash—no explanation about the fuel having been siphoned from the yacht's own tank would matter. So she asked everyone to stow the jet ski, then steered the yacht toward the jetty to drop off Shi Niaoren.

Even at this season, the open sea was rather cool. After eating and drinking, everyone agreed the wind had picked up too much. They resolved to anchor in the bay for more food and drink, perhaps a swim.

The sailboat dropped anchor two kilometers offshore. The next leg of the party began. Anyone who had brought a swimsuit changed and prepared to go in. The water off Lingao Point was very clear, and this particular cove had already been improved for use as a beach—breakwaters had been built, and anti-shark nets installed at several openings to the open sea.

Several of the women decided against swimming. After changing into swimsuits, they climbed into the hot tub on the foredeck to lounge. Mendoza wore her bikini—the only thing she'd had on when she was tricked aboard so long ago. All her other clothes had been issued by the collective or made with the help of the two Qian wives.

Salina squeezed into a spare swimsuit of Zheng Shangjie's; the fit was barely adequate. Glimpses of flesh threatened composure all around. Fearing uncontrollable embarrassment, the men either headed down to the bay for a swim or decided to tour the North American crew's private arms cache first and do some shooting.

They descended into the hold for a quick look around, then made their way to the bottom deck, which had been partitioned into a simple reloading workshop. Shell-cleaning tumblers, automatic powder dispensers, and tools for resizing cases and seating bullets were bolted to bench vises. Decapping tools and a precision scale also stood ready.

Some time ago, these items had been loaned out for the Machinery Group to copy—after all, professionally manufactured equipment was far superior to the homemade tools that Li Yiwo, the illegal gunsmith, had brought along. After replication was complete, the Technology Division requisitioned one set for STC archival storage; the rest were returned, along with a bonus set of locally made copies.

The North American crew had originally possessed two basic reloading kits. Before the transmigration, they had upgraded their equipment to include dies for almost every common caliber, along with vast quantities of bullets, primers, and powder—enough to reload tens of thousands of rounds across various calibers, many outside the collective's standard issue.

These men had already owned firearms in a range of calibers; in preparation for the crossing, they had culled flashy but impractical pieces from their collections and added more, emphasizing firepower, ruggedness, and high capacity. In addition to normal purchases, Zhou Weisen had acquired quite a few gems from fellow gun enthusiasts.

After inspecting the reloading shop, the men began selecting firearms from a converted gun cabinet and assorted crates. Beiwei opened a wooden case full of Smith & Wesson .44-caliber weapons: three S&W revolvers, a Marlin lever-action, and a Ruger semi-auto carbine. For a time, rounds in this caliber were considered the most powerful handgun cartridges—those large revolvers were officially sanctioned bear-defense weapons. The size of the cartridge cases and weight of the bullets were obviously in a different league from typical 9mm.

Xue Ziliang opened a gun cabinet and let out a whistle. Inside were various .223-caliber semi-automatic rifles: a SCAR, a SIG556, and an array of American civilian-market ARs. In addition to standard iron sights, many carried red-dot close-combat optics, and two sported ACOG scopes.

He picked up a short-barreled AR. "Do you guys have a Class III? No? Federal felony—ten years per offense."

"Then we've all earned a few life sentences," Zhou Weisen said with a laugh.

Under U.S. gun law, assault rifles with barrels shorter than sixteen inches were considered restricted weapons. But arms manufacturers had developed a class of short-barreled assault weapons without buttstocks, called AR pistols, that circumvented this restriction. These two short rifles, however, bore standard folding stocks—obviously not ordinary AR pistols. Qian Shuixie smiled and opened another cabinet. "Sir, we've got a few more things here—though these were all done after D-Day."

Inside were a Galil, an FN FAL, and an AK—all high-quality civilian-market or military-surplus weapons, fitted not only with magazines but with drum or belt-feed attachments as well.

After inspecting them, Xue Ziliang eyed the North American gun enthusiasts. "They've all been converted to full auto?"

"That's right. Ten years each—how many years do you think we owe?"

"That's for a judge to decide." As he spoke, Xue Ziliang shouldered one of the rifles several times, finding it comfortable. He had plenty of complaints about the SKS. "If the Special Reconnaissance Squad were equipped with these, that would be something."

"There's more." Zhou Weisen produced several tubes from a crate. "Knock-off suppressors. They work well enough—can bring AR-class weapons down to .22LR noise levels."

Beiwei was dazzled. He had probably fired more rounds than any other transmigrator, yet his exposure to different light-weapon types was extremely limited—mostly standard-issue military firearms, with only scant contact with foreign arms and most of those seen just in photographs from classified briefings compiled by the Military Region's Intelligence Department. Now he hardly knew where to look. His gaze swept to a cabinet in the corner, and he started. "You even have machine guns?!"

Standing in the corner cabinet were two M1919A6 machine guns, their heavy tripods folded alongside.

"Under U.S. law these qualify as semi-automatic rifles—chambered in .308. There are two more downstairs that we haven't converted yet," Qian Shuiting replied. "With the tripod included, one of these only cost two grand—cheaper than a decent AR."

"What rifle is this? Looks bolt-action." Beiwei had discovered another trove. Locked in a rifle rack were several weapons he had never seen before, along with ammunition boxes.

"That's a K31."

Beiwei had never encountered a K31; at first glance it looked utterly unfamiliar—he had almost no experience with any bolt-action rifle at all. He took one and examined it: clearly a finely crafted killing machine.

"That's quality hardware," Xue Ziliang said. "Swiss straight-pull bolt, detachable magazine. Standard-issue soldier's rifles routinely achieve one-MOA accuracy."

They reminisced about the pirate attack just after their arrival. Most of the North American crew's ordnance had been stowed in sealed crates in the bilge. Aside from the Mosin-Nagant Qian Shuixie carried everywhere, the only weapons they could grab in a hurry were a handful of bolt-action K31s.

"Right—we'd fitted them with cheap scopes, planning to use them as sniper rifles. Everyone knew Qian Shuixie loved his knockoff Mosin sniper, so they assumed these were all Mosins too."

"Speaking of Mosin-Nagants, we brought some of those as well. The biggest advantage of the Mosin is price—the rifle and ammo are both dirt cheap. If the Feiyun had more tonnage, we'd have shipped three thousand of them and raised a whole regiment on the spot—swept everything before us." Qian Shuixie sounded wistful. He handed a Mosin to Beiwei.

It was Beiwei's first time holding this famous rifle. In the past, he had glimpsed one only once, in a People's Armed Forces Department warehouse, among a motley assortment of rifles chained inside a gun cabinet—a weapon that had appeared time and again in China's modern history.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 751 – Homecoming (Part 2)

The moment Fu Fu arrived at the platform, people began begging him to read the schedule and stops posted on the wooden board. He read them out one by one, reaping thanks and envious glances—making him a little self-conscious.

One perk of serving in the Army was that Fu Fu had passed the C-grade literacy exam. Reading pamphlets and newspapers was no longer difficult. In the past, he had seen no point in learning to read, but once he joined up he discovered that illiterates couldn't even understand the basic Soldier's Handbook, couldn't make sense of maps or instructions written on the blackboard during training. He had to ask others to explain every order, every notice, every Soldiers' Committee mess-fee accounting the company posted—an unpleasant feeling that made him sense he was excluded from the collective. That lit a fire under him to study. He enrolled in the night-school literacy class and quickly passed the basic reading test, though earning the C-grade certificate cost him considerable effort. Mathematics was his weak point; most natives had no mathematical sense whatsoever. Many couldn't even state their own age, let alone grasp the concept of time. The C-grade math requirement was thus minimal: recognize numerals, read a calendar and clock, and handle addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division up to a hundred.

Since watchmaking was not yet in mass production, public timekeeping in Lingao still relied on traditional audio signals. Areas with loudspeakers used wired broadcasting to announce the time; elsewhere, factory whistles served the purpose. The Ma'ao transfer station, as a major transportation hub, had been fitted with a wired broadcast system. Besides telling time, it also educated and propagandized to the waiting public.

At the moment, the loudspeaker was droning on about the "spirit of the Autumn Tax Work Conference." Thanks to daily exposure to the broadcasts, villagers could now partly understand the "new speech," and they knew this concerned the autumn levy. Everyone was listening intently.

Fu Fu owned no land; how much tax Fu Bu'er paid was none of his concern. Sitting on a wooden bench, he busied himself planning his itinerary—what extra gifts to buy for everyone once he reached the East Gate Market. Although he felt no deep affection for Fu Bu'er and his wife, and although he was no longer Fu Bu'er's bond-servant—having already processed his "deregistration" under the "Procedures for Handling the Personal Civil Status of Soldiers Prior to Enlistment" issued jointly by the General Staff's Political Department and the Civil Affairs People's Committee—the Fu household was still the closest thing he had to a home.

While he was lost in thought, someone tapped his shoulder. Startled, Fu Fu turned to see a middle-aged man wearing a half-black gauze cap, a local blue-cloth jacket, plain-cotton socks, cloth shoes, and a cloth money-pouch slung over his shoulder. He looked like a petty landlord or small merchant.

"Soldier, sir," the man said quietly, "since you serve our leaders, you must understand the new speech, right?"

"I do." Fu Fu nodded. All orders in the military, spoken or written, were in the new speech; understanding it was mandatory. The transmigrators had no interest in maintaining a dialect showcase in their territory.

"Please, tell me—what exactly is that box saying?" the man pleaded. "I can't make out the new speech. Folks say it's about this year's autumn levy..."

"Help others cheerfully" and "the army and people are one family"—these concepts were constantly drilled into soldiers. Fu Fu's head was full of them. When a civilian had a question, he naturally lent a hand.

The broadcast cycled, playing a musical interlude before repeating. Unfortunately, too many unfamiliar new-speech terms made it hard to follow. Luckily, his unit had recently organized officers and enlisted men to study the new tax system, and Wei Aiwen hoped soldiers returning on leave would serve as volunteer propagandists and instructors.

"The broadcast is saying that this year's autumn levy is calculated by acreage—" Fu Fu gestured as he explained what he could. The new agricultural tax was based on the standardized acreage owned by each household as determined during last year's land survey, weighted by soil quality. The overall concept was progressive: agricultural tax throughout the county was divided into five brackets. The more land you owned and the more fertile it was, the higher your tax rate.

"Isn't that robbing the rich—" The man blurted it out, then realized he was speaking to someone "on the public payroll." Alarmed, he swallowed the second half of his sentence and looked at Fu Fu fearfully.

Fu Fu knew that according to the Soldier's Handbook, explaining government policy to civilians was an important duty—all the more so since they had specifically studied the documents and had some grasp of the leadership's intentions.

"Looking at you, sir, I'd say you're a grain-paying household?"

"We have a few acres," the man said, his expression growing more uneasy. "We don't live extravagantly..."

"No need to plead poverty." Fu Fu found it almost amusing; the man looked as if he expected to be extorted on the spot. "Even if you're in the highest bracket, it's only a tithe—how heavy a burden can that be? Now that the Australians are collecting taxes, there's no 'surcharge,' no 'special levy,' and the grain collectors who come to the villages don't expect you to pay for their straw sandals—they bring their own rations. In the old days the regular levy was small, but the surcharges were many, and the customary fees even more. Then there were the 'patriotic contributions' and 'community-granary grain' from the local authorities. Now you pay only the regular levy, and that's that. Do the math yourself, sir—are you paying more or less than before?"

The man nodded thoughtfully. "You make a good point, young fellow."

"And look—what the leaders collect in taxes comes right back to serve us common folk. See how smooth and flat this road is? And this ox-cart station. Year after year the old government squeezed money and grain out of everyone, yet when we went anywhere there wasn't even a decent road. Building a wooden bridge meant neighbors chipping in. The difference is night and day."

These were all things the officers said during political study sessions. Fu Fu found them reasonable and persuasive, so he rolled them out fresh from the lessons.

Ordinary country folk were mostly the taciturn sort, and even small-to-medium landlords were no exception. Confronted with such arguments, the man was left speechless—Fu Fu had all the logic on his side. Though it grated a bit to think that owning more land meant paying more tax, his belly full of grievances suddenly seemed to have no leg to stand on. Country people lacked the ability to engage in deep dialectical reasoning, but they saw questions of self-interest with perfect clarity. Fu Fu's comparison of past and present instantly showed the man whose interests had been harmed most and whose policies benefited him more.

"The 12:30 ox-cart to Bopu will be departing shortly!" A native attendant bellowed through a tin megaphone on the platform. Another employee hurried over and used a long pole to flip the hinged destination and departure boards hanging from the frame.

Fu Fu grabbed his pack and got in line. Military discipline had been drilled into him, but the finer points of civic virtue had clearly not yet penetrated the countryside. Fu Fu thus became a convenient example for the station staff.

"Take a look at our Fubo Army soldier—he queues up without being told. And some of these older folks here—you should be setting an example for the young." The native attendants were well-trained speakers, and the rattan sticks in their hands made a persuasive argument. Order was soon restored.

The four-wheeled ox-cart looked heavy but was actually quite light—thanks to extensive use of steel components that greatly reduced weight while maintaining structural strength. The seats were arranged three across, six rows deep, seating eighteen. With the driver and conductor each having a seat alongside, total capacity was twenty. Luggage was hung from the outside of the vehicle. Four bulls provided the motive power.

"Have a seat next to me, young fellow." The conductor patted the wooden seat beside him.

"Thanks." Fu Fu tossed his bedroll bag onto the cart and climbed aboard. The conductor's seat was at the front, with an excellent view. The conductor was a man in his thirties wearing the gray two-pocket work clothes standard for anyone "on the public payroll," with a cloth tag reading "Highway Passenger Transport" sewn on his chest.

He pulled out a pack of cigarettes. "Have one, young fellow?"

"I don't smoke." Fu Fu waved it off; he wasn't used to the acrid taste. "Go ahead, though."

The conductor lit one for himself. The driver cracked the whip, and the ox-cart lurched into motion. Everyone pitched forward; Fu Fu steadied himself and grabbed the handrail.

"Home on leave?"

"That's right. We just came back from the front."

"Coming back safe and sound is what matters." The conductor exhaled a plume of smoke. "Was the fighting fierce?"

"Mostly patrols and bandit suppression. A lot of marching and climbing. We barely clashed with the government troops—they were scared stiff by our artillery."

The conductor studied his uniform. "What does the 'I' on your collar tab mean?"

"First Infantry Battalion."

"Ah. In our day we were still called the Security Regiment."

"When I enlisted, it was still the Security Regiment too. The conscription levy came to our village, and I was the one who went." Fu Fu paused. "You served, brother?"

"I did." The conductor nodded. "Got wounded and was discharged." He shifted his leg. "Lost a foot during the bandit suppression in the county."

Fu Fu looked down and saw a wooden leg poking from beneath the man's trouser cuff. Then he noticed the red first-class combat-wound ribbon sewn onto the sleeve—and felt a surge of respect.

"So you're one of the veterans," Fu Fu said. "Why don't you wear your medal?" Fu Fu himself had fought in the Lingao bandit-suppression campaign and had earned a Lingao Pacification Commemorative Medal.

"That trinket won't replace my leg." The conductor blew out another cloud of smoke. "But wiping out those bandits brought the whole county some peace. Might as well call it karma. I've made my peace with it."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 752 – Party at Sea (Part 5)

"With three thousand Mosin-Nagants, ammunition supply would be even more of a problem." Beiwei knew more about the ammunition situation than the others. Although all the transmigrator collective's munitions had been purchased by the North American Branch, usage and stockpile levels were top-secret, known only to the Executive Committee. Beiwei was not privy to exact figures, but he knew that the Special Reconnaissance Squad Command already divided each ammunition draw into "training" and "combat" allocations. Training rounds were now exclusively black-powder reloads—these smoked heavily and left considerable residue, making cleaning and maintenance a chore.

"Is it hard to make 70-30 brass? Didn't the Metallurgy Division produce zinc-brass hull sheathing? That could serve for cartridge cases too."

"Copper shortage." Qian Shuiting worked at the Planning Commission and knew the details. Zinc was plentiful, and the Commission could increase reserves at will; copper was another story. "Put it this way—power, telegraphy, and now shipbuilding all depend on copper, and there's no substitute. Since the Minié rifle works fine with mercury-fulminate caps and paper-wrapped Minié balls, switching to metallic cartridges isn't an immediate priority. Besides, a lot of the Miniés were built only in the past two years. We can't just retire them right away, can we?"

Having surveyed the ordnance, the men chatted as they lugged their selected guns and ammunition up to the afterdeck to indulge in a little shooting.

On the foredeck, several women were lounging in the hot tub, enjoying the jet massage. Soft music played as they sipped tropical cocktails of rum mixed with fruit-juice soda, utterly at ease.

Salina closed her eyes and immersed herself almost completely. The serene atmosphere felt unreal—as if she had been transported to some resort in the old time-space, and everything since the transmigration had been a dream. Tears suddenly welled up unbidden. She grabbed a towel from the edge, dabbed at her face haphazardly, mumbled that she was going to fetch another drink, and retreated into the upper cabin. Perched on a barstool, she stared out at the sea, letting the tears flow freely.

A hand tapped her shoulder. She turned to find Ai Beibei looking at her with concern.

"It's all right. Everything will be fine," Ai Beibei said softly. Salina murmured, "Sorry," composed herself, and when she turned again her features had returned to normal—the reflexes of a trained law-enforcement officer. Ai Beibei continued: "You don't need to worry. You've been accepted as a full member—a formal transmigrator. Those opinions can no longer threaten you unless someone wants to defy the authority of the House of Elders."

Salina couldn't help saying, "But you still think I'm different. I don't mean you personally, I mean..."

Ai Beibei cut in: "I know. Acceptance takes time; we all have to adjust. After we immigrated to America—even after we became citizens—we sometimes felt the same way. But it takes effort from both sides. You should learn to think and act like one of us, rather than treat all this as just a survival strategy. Just as we once had to adapt to the 'American way of life,' now we all have to adapt to the 'transmigrator way of life.'"

Salina had in fact been observing the transmigrators' conduct. In her view, although this band of "elders" copied the organizational model of a socialist state—mimicking the working style of socialist countries and parties, flying distinctly left-wing banners and emblems—they were actually an extreme-right regime unlike any she had ever encountered. The ruling clique openly proclaimed perpetual dictatorship under an elder-republic. This unsettled her deeply, even though she was now an elder herself.

Ai Beibei's words sent Salina into reflection. Her old unit, the ATF, did not handle political cases, but in the course of firearms investigations she had frequently encountered various political organizations. Yet she had never seen anything as peculiar as the transmigrator collective. It wasn't that some politically-correct sense of democracy and freedom was flaring up inside her—her concern was simpler self-preservation. Since D-Day, Salina had known she stood on perilous ground. From the first assault on her, the near-rape, to her subsequent long confinement inside the heavily guarded Political Security General Administration compound, a dreadful threat had loomed: at worst, being killed in a purge; at best, ending up as a sex slave.

Now that she was an elder, at least physical safety and freedom were no longer in question. Her immediate priority was to integrate into the group as quickly as possible.

"You have your specialties," Ai Beibei continued. "You don't have the language barrier Mendoza does, and you know quite a bit about Chinese culture. If you're willing, it won't be too hard."

At that moment, several men came up from below carrying ammunition crates. The two women paused their conversation. Perhaps to show off his muscles, Xue Ziliang had not changed into dry clothes but had come up bare-chested, a large towel wrapped around his waist.

Ai Beibei jerked her chin toward Salina. "He's not bad."

Salina smiled noncommittally.

"It seems you also have a good impression of Guo Yi?" Salina's eyes widened slightly. Such direct gossip wasn't something she often encountered.

"In my opinion, Vinny suits you better than young Guo," Ai Beibei said meaningfully. "After all, you share a cultural background—you'd get along more easily. As for young Guo, we all understand what he's thinking."

"I see." Salina gazed at Xue Ziliang on the afterdeck, lost in thought. "Thank you, Beibei."

On the afterdeck, the men were getting competitive. Beiwei suggested they not use AR-15s and similar weapons. Qian Shuiting understood: he was worried about public criticism. Modern-manufactured ammunition was now a precious commodity regardless of ownership, and using it frivolously courted accusations of wastefulness. So he proposed shooting clay pigeons with shotguns.

Shotgun shells used paper hulls; lead shot, black powder, and primers were not Class-1 controlled materials. This should raise no objections.

They first ran a round of shotgun shooting. Most of the North American crew's collection consisted of tactical shotguns with roughly eighteen-inch barrels. To keep things fair, everyone used the short-barreled guns, leaving the long-barreled turkey guns in storage.

Beiwei wielded a Benelli M2; Xue Ziliang, an M4—both tactical semi-automatic shotguns. Qian Shuixie fired a SAIGA-12 semi-auto, normally fed by a drum but fitted with a five-round magazine for convenience. Qian Shuiting used a very cheap Northern Eagle 982—a tactical shotgun modeled on the Remington 870 Express. Despite costing less than two hundred dollars, many considered it superior to the genuine Remington 870 Express.

Space aboard was limited, so they stood on the platform behind the helm. The yacht carried one automatic and one manual clay-pigeon launcher, loaded with locally fired ceramic discs procured by Qian Shuixie. Qian Duoduo volunteered to launch the clays but was hauled back by Ai Beibei.

After a round of twenty-five, the scores were close. Xue Ziliang's twenty-two hits were the best; Beiwei and Qian Shuixie each hit twenty; Qian Shuiting only hit eighteen, but since his gun was the cheapest, no one thought poorly of him.

Chatting, they moved on to rifles. To avoid accusations of waste, Qian Shuiting produced two replica breechloaders from his collection: a Spencer and a Henry-Martini. By no stretch could their cartridges be called "modern ammunition," and they used black powder.

First they used the clay launcher to fling ceramic discs into the sea as targets. Finding the range too short to be satisfying, Zhou Weisen set up an assortment of misshapen reject ceramics that he'd scavenged from Xiao Bailang on the breakwater. Everyone blazed away with rifles until they'd had their fill.

Because many of the firearms were off-limits, the Qian brothers grew bored. They soon gathered up the guns and ammunition, sorted and collected the spent casings by type, and volunteered to man the grill. Zhou Weisen led the remaining men in a bit more shooting, after which everyone decided to swim and dive. Down in the bay, Lin Shenhe had borrowed a set of snorkeling gear from Zhou Weisen and was enjoying himself. Beiwei was also keenly interested in diving. Back when he served with the Military Region's Reconnaissance Squadron, he could complete an armed ten-thousand-meter surface swim and hold a long underwater glide, yet conditions had been limited; he had never received formal dive training. He wouldn't pass up such an opportunity.

Zhou Weisen promptly brought out two sets of dive gear from the Feiyun. The bay was shallow—less than six meters at its deepest—so they dispensed with wetsuits and used only air bottles and regulators. After a quick briefing on fundamentals, they began diving. Qian Shuiting also handed Beiwei a CO₂-powered speargun. The bay boasted coral reefs and abundant marine life. Once Beiwei had a basic grasp of diving technique, he went spearfishing. Lacking experience shooting underwater, he fired off four or five harpoons without hitting anything—but he neatly snagged a lobster barehanded.

By the time they had their fill and returned to the deck for a freshwater rinse, Beiwei viewed the North American gun enthusiasts with new respect. Their weapons-handling experience and specialized skills were genuinely valuable. When Qian Shuixie had first asked to join the Special Reconnaissance Squad, Beiwei had harbored doubts about the "American rich kid." Now it was clear that, at least in military skills, all of them were excellent potential officer material.

Still, Beiwei was a product of Party education; he knew that a person's true political complexion was what mattered most. So he said nothing further on the subject—only invited Qian Shuiting, Zhou Weisen, and the others to visit Special Recon Command whenever they had time, to exchange weapon-handling experience and perhaps help train the troops in specialized skills.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 753 – Homecoming (Part 3)

Fu Fu got off the cart at the East Gate Market. The bustle was dazzling. Thanks to duty rotations and training marches, he had visited the market several times during his service, and each visit revealed new changes. In short, buildings kept going up—taller, more numerous, more handsome. Once, a two-story structure with an attic had drawn crowds of gawkers; now five-story buildings were not uncommon. Before, standing on East Gate Street you could still see nearby farmland and barren hills. Now everywhere you looked there were buildings, fenced-off plots with project signs, and structures under construction.

Business had fully recovered—indeed it was livelier than before the war. The merchants and shipowners who had been coerced into coming to Lingao on "compulsory buying" missions from Huangpu Harbor discovered a market of staggering demand, with opportunities for profit around every corner. Best of all, the commercial environment was excellent: many goods were tax-free, many subject to guaranteed purchase, and whether entering port or conducting transactions there were none of the customary exactions and squeeze endemic to the mainland coast. Pay the proper duties and you could trade in peace. This only stoked merchants' eagerness to do business in Lingao. Once commercial traffic revived, land prices naturally rose. Li Mei was already drafting the fourth-phase East Gate Market expansion plan.

Fu Fu made his way to the recently opened Zizhen Studio. Not long after Guo Yi and the others returned, Li Mei had used part of the Guangzhou Station's repatriated workers and technical backbone to open Zizhen Studio and Zicheng Emporium branches in the East Gate Market. A Lingao branch of Ziming Tower was also in preparation.

The Lingao Zizhen Studio was modest in scale, adhering to a mid-to-high-end marketing concept and selling what might be called boutique goods. Fu Fu eyed the elaborately decorated shop—the large glass display windows, the dazzling array of jewelry, ornaments, and cosmetics inside—and steeled himself to enter.

A salesgirl greeted him warmly. A few days earlier, their store manager had been summoned to a meeting chaired personally by Li Mei at the Commerce Division. An important directive had been issued: the upcoming rotational leave for army and navy soldiers would inevitably trigger a spending surge. All retail and service enterprises under Commerce should seize this opportunity for a major marketing push to recover the Circulation Vouchers paid out as wages and combat bonuses. The total was considerable; although much had been deposited in soldiers' savings accounts, Cheng Dong hoped to absorb it as quickly as possible lest it become a latent inflation monster.

The salesgirls knew that every soldier and officer was carrying a thick wad of Circulation Vouchers ready to spend—and that Commerce's task was to steer as much of that spending as possible toward nonessentials: mirrors, compact cases, lipstick—products with low consumption and high margins.

Zizhen Studio's jewelry was marketed as "Australian style," meaning, in effect, modern design. It used very little gold or silver; the main ingredient was glass—clear and colored—supplemented by pearls and various gemstones. The hallmark was refined beauty and immense variety. Yan Maoda had worked in a jewelry factory, absorbing know-how and bringing back a trove of original design files. Guangzhou's skilled craftsmen quickly learned the art of cutting glass—and proved better at it than old-time-space factory workers. Of course, the diamond-tipped blades and grinding wheels required for glass cutting still had to be supplied by the Australians.

Jewelry fashioned from small amounts of precious metal and large amounts of glass had low production costs, so prices could be kept relatively affordable—appealing to the fashion-conscious aspirations of "middling households." The many designs were lightweight and easy to rotate through daily wear; women of all classes loved them. Even worldly Guangzhou residents had succumbed to Zizhen Studio's allure, and a place like Lingao was all the more hopeless.

Zizhen Studio was already packed with soldiers wearing all manner of branch and unit insignia: Army in gray, sailors in blue smocks with white collars, Marines in blue uniforms. They jostled and shoved in front of counters and display cases, examining, comparing, asking questions.

The clerks were struggling to keep up. The incessant ringing of the cash register told everyone that business was booming. Compact mirror-cases sold fastest, followed by jewelry in general. Most soldiers had been dirt-poor before enlisting, but many had a sweetheart back home, and now that they had money in their pockets they intended to show off.

Fu Fu bought a pair of teardrop glass-and-silver earrings each for the two girls, Fu Xi and Fu Yue, and a colorless rhinestone necklace for his beloved Fu Yijin. The necklace, fashioned from the purest lead-crystal glass, cost him a pretty sum, but to win Fu Yijin's heart he spent generously. The salesgirl beamed—her commission on this sale was substantial! With elaborate care she wrapped the items, tucked in a small bottle of jasmine perfume as a gift, and placed everything in a grass-woven shopping bag lettered in dyed grass: Zizhen Studio.

His shopping done, Fu Fu hurried out. More and more drunken soldiers were pouring into the store, and he had a bad feeling.

Leave meant that masses of soldiers had flooded places like East Gate Market. Soldiers came for shopping, eating and drinking with friends, and visiting brothels. Young and flush with cash, they were ripe for trouble. To prevent disturbances or clashes, the General Staff Political Office issued special orders read out to all units: a leave-conduct notice, and a regulation stripping leave and demoting by one rank any soldier or officer who caused a public-order incident—in addition to penalties proportional to the offense.

Li Yayang's Garrison Battalion had canceled all leave and was on full duty. Soldiers wearing garrison armbands patrolled all busy areas, carrying rattan shields and wooden batons.

Sure enough, before Fu Fu had gone far, a commotion erupted in the street. A half-drunk sailor was dragging and beating a disheveled woman, cursing in Fujianese that Fu Fu could not understand. He craned his neck to look. At first he assumed the woman was a prostitute, but she wore no "yellow ticket," and her clothes looked like the uniform worn by local shop assistants—an Australian-style cotton dress.

From the bystanders' chatter he gathered the gist: the sailor's wife had taken advantage of his long cruise to the Pearl River Estuary to carry on with a lover for several months. She thought she had been discreet, but walls have ears. The sailor had come home cheerfully bearing gifts, only to learn from gossipy neighbors that his cap had turned a shade of green. After drowning his sorrows in a few cups, he had marched straight to the East Gate Market shop where his wife worked to demand an accounting.

"Under the Great Ming Code, an adulterous couple caught in the act may be killed on the spot without penalty," intoned an old man who looked like a local gentleman, shaking his head. "Failure to catch them in bed..." He let the words trail off as though lamenting the missed opportunity.

"Elder, forget the Great Ming Code—times have changed. Even if he killed someone, it'd be judged under Australian law."

"Who knows how Australian law would rule? But if he kills her, there'll be something to see." The idlers craned their necks, as if hoping for a murder case to spice up an otherwise uneventful day.

A stout man—a rarity among natives—fanned himself. "I hear among the Australians there are few women and many men. Women's voices carry weight over there. I reckon this soldier's cuckold's horns might end up counting for nothing."

"Perhaps... but if someone dies, we'll see what the court decides. Come to think of it, it's been a while since anyone was sentenced to death. The Australian gallows has a certain flavor all its own."

While they gossiped, a police whistle shrilled. Black-clad police officers carrying wooden batons came running, shouting, "Stop beating her! What are you all staring at—move along!"

Behind the police came Garrison Battalion soldiers with "Garrison" on their armbands. It took four or five big men working together to pry the luckless, alcohol-and-jealousy-fueled sailor loose and hold him aside. The woman lay on the ground, gasping. This was now a public-order case; the garrison soldiers moved to take the sailor away.

"Brothers! The Army's bullying the Navy!" Some drunk somewhere bellowed, and the street erupted. A dozen sailors and Marines surged forward, rolling up sleeves and loosening clothes, ready for a brawl.

"We are the Garrison Battalion. Everyone, follow orders!" the squad sergeant shouted. "Mob fighting is a breach of discipline—"

Before he finished, a fist connected with his face and he went down. The scene dissolved into chaos. Garrison soldiers swarmed to seize the troublemakers, and the navy personnel tangled with them. Though the sailors outnumbered them two to one and had plenty of combat experience, they were no match for garrison troops trained specifically in riot control and equipped with specialized gear. Pepper-spray grenades soon had the navy men in retreat, followed by batons that dispersed them; ringleaders were arrested. The garrison feared a larger riot—there were at least one or two hundred army and navy personnel in the East Gate Market, and an all-out melee would be catastrophic. A horse-drawn wagon arrived, and all detainees were shoved inside and driven off. A rapid-response squad rushed into the street and cordoned off the scene.

Everyone in uniform was questioned and their credentials checked. Fu Fu was ordered to present his leave pass, and the garrison soldiers inspected his belongings. Only after everything checked out was he allowed to go.

"Get moving if there's nothing wrong," the inspecting sergeant said. "It's chaotic around here lately. Get dragged into something and you'll spend three days in the stockade—kiss your leave goodbye."

Having witnessed the commotion, Fu Fu dared not linger. He hurried through a few more purchases and set off on the road back to Meiyang Village.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 754 – Aftermath

While the men were shooting and swimming, the women lingered in the hot tub, chatting. Following Zheng Shangjie's earlier instructions, Mendoza teased Panpan about how she and Ding Ding controlled public-opinion guidance. Panpan had always considered herself a "journalist," not a "mouthpiece," and Mendoza's ribbing made her squirm.

"Before, he spent all day railing against media control, saying press freedom was the most fundamental right. His thesis topic was even 'journalistic oversight.'" Panpan had met Ding Ding at a university—she was an exchange student; he was a master's candidate in mass communication. "He used to say he'd fight for press freedom! I feel cheated," she added bitterly. "I never expected him to change the moment he arrived in the new world!" The more she thought about it, the angrier she became. It wasn't that Panpan didn't want Ding Ding to climb to power within this new aristocracy, but he had changed so swiftly, so nakedly, that she was having trouble accepting it emotionally. She couldn't help venting about how shamelessly he aspired to become Goebbels.

"Let him be Goebbels, then. At least Goebbels was good at what he did in media," Salina said, finding the topic uncomfortable. Her observations ran deeper than Panpan's or Mendoza's. The Lingao regime was essentially an oligarchic aristocratic republic; in such a system, the rulers would inevitably treat media as a manipulable propaganda tool. She saw Ding Ding's Goebbels-ness as no big deal. Just as her current consulting and training work for the Political Security General Administration and the Office of the Police Superintendent had distinct People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs undertones—but she would certainly not refuse a promotion within that system. People are practical.

"He is ambitious—newspapers, radio, now he wants magazines..." Panpan sighed, her interest in media bubbling up again. "A pity there's no color printing; large-scale illustrated printing still has to use lithography. Magazines will have to be text-heavy. That's fine—the problem is the content dispute."

On magazine content, the Propaganda Division and the Grand Library disagreed. Propaganda wanted a current-affairs publication to extend the transmigrator collective's political and cultural influence; the Grand Library wanted a popular-science magazine. The two sides were at loggerheads.

"The Grand Library reports directly to the Executive Committee; they don't kowtow to Propaganda," Panpan said, having forgotten her Goebbels grievance. "There's still no resolution."

"The first thing you need to figure out is who the magazine is for—"

"Naturalized citizens and native commoners, obviously," Panpan said. "Honestly, I think even the internal edition of the Lingao Times is superfluous. A plain government gazette would suffice."

"I'm not so sure," Pei Lixiu pouted. "Transmigrator life in Lingao is incredibly dull. A leisure magazine would be popular. How about a women's fashion magazine?" She couldn't help interjecting. "There are quite a few female transmigrators. Just look at what we're all wearing!"

Female transmigrators who had not brought sufficient wardrobe from the old time-space had to rely on the Lingao Garment Factory. What the factory could provide was little different from what it made for most naturalized citizens: various cotton or linen uniforms. Never mind aesthetics—even getting a few extra styles was impossible. After Xun Suji joined the Light Industry Division, he tried to curry favor with the transmigrators by ordering a special-supply department at the garment factory to make clothing for elders, using slightly finer materials—more silk, for instance—but style choices remained limited. Zheng Shangjie and Ai Beibei could sew, so they bought silks and satins from the East Gate Market Cooperative and cut and sewed their own garments. Most female transmigrators lacked that skill and had to make do with special-supply clothes.

"We could teach everyone to sew and include different paper patterns in each issue for easy cutting!" Ai Beibei had a new idea. "I have quite a few patterns."

Panpan's enthusiasm was piqued too, and her thoughts ranged further. She proposed a full fashion magazine—beauty, cooking, clothing, all rolled into one.

"All the men have bought domestic secretaries. This could be a form of re-education, right? Men would buy it too."

"Maybe it could even sell in Guangzhou. Isn't that the so-called 'Australian lifestyle'?" Zheng Shangjie saw a new revenue stream for the Guangzhou Station. "We could even sell clothes there!"

"Exactly. Look at wine sales back home—French dry reds wouldn't have taken off without fashion magazines peddling 'French flair.' Otherwise, who'd drink something so sour?"

Though the conversation was far from exhausted, Li Quan had to be taken home, and several guests had work that evening, so the party broke up before four o'clock; no dinner would be served. The three North American wives breathed a small sigh of relief—preparing another lavish meal without repeats would have been a chore, and there was no way they were grilling more seafood.

Still, no guest left empty-handed. Xue Ziliang received Qian Shuiting's SIG P229. Beiwei requisitioned a crate of bolt-action rifles for the Special Reconnaissance Squad—Mosin-Nagants and K31s, all scoped—plus over two thousand rounds each of 7.62×54R steel-cased and Swiss GP11.

"I'll need to file the paperwork," Beiwei said. He badly wanted to test these two rifles' real-world performance, but he couldn't simply carry unregistered weapons back to headquarters. "Leave them here for now."

"No problem. I work at the Planning Commission. Drop by tomorrow with a requisition form, and I'll get Wu De to sign off on it. Done."

Beiwei himself asked for nothing, though Qian Shuiting pressed two opened cartons of imported cigarettes on him. They agreed that in a few days the North American crowd would bring some firearms to the Special Recon training base for a visit and a shooting lesson—shooting on a training range was entirely aboveboard.

Ai Beibei gave Salina and Panpan several garments she had made herself. Li Quan also received some of Qian Duoduo's outgrown clothes—her eyes went wide and she asked again and again, "These are for me?"

"Of course they are. I'll explain to your mother." Ai Beibei worried that Li Mo might refuse to accept them; she sensed that beneath the façade of the most obedient servant, Li Mo had a strong sense of self-respect.

Panpan also got a jar of instant Colombian coffee—she said she often stayed up late writing and found the fresh-brewed South Sea coffee available only to transmigrators a bother, whereas instant was convenient.

Everyone else received small gifts as well, and the party dispersed happily. Panpan shamelessly packed up all the leftover pastries—she had been craving them for ages.

Lin Chuanqing had no interest in gifts, but today he had drunk his fill of fine liquor. A fisherman by trade, he had worked on fishing boats after immigrating to America and had come to love hard liquor. Lingao offered good-quality rum, but not his beloved whiskey. This time the Qian brothers had produced several bottles: ordinary American corn whiskey and some higher-end bourbon. He had indulged to his heart's content; Xue Ziliang had knocked back whiskey on the rocks as well. Half-drunk, Xue Ziliang mused that he hoped to open his own distillery someday—beer and various Western spirits. As they parted, Qian Shuiting sent Lin Chuanqing off with two bottles of blended whiskey.

Whiskey in hand, Lin Chuanqing pedaled his bicycle back to the naval base, humming "Love Will Win." He lived in the single-officer quarters at Bopu Naval Base—small but comfortably furnished. He counted the maidservant he had purchased as an orderly, though she was an off-the-books staffer who drew no pay. This allowed her to live openly in the orderly's room outside his quarters.

Lin Chuanqing's interest in women as "sexual" partners was minimal; he mainly wanted someone to look after him. He had just reached his door and his orderly had barely helped him out of his coat when the phone rang. It was Wei Aiwen from the General Staff Political Office.

"One of your men was arrested by the Garrison Battalion," Wei Aiwen said curtly. "A few others joined the scuffle—also Navy. They're being sorted out now. They'll just do a few days in the stockade, but your sailor, because he's tied to a public-order incident, will have to stay at the Political Office a bit longer. You're his commanding officer; we need your recommended disposition."

The sailor who had beaten his wife was a member of the Fisheries Corps under Lin Chuanqing's command. Just recently, the man had taken part in the Pearl River Estuary operation—though only in the rear echelon, fishing, patrolling, and hauling cargo near Lantau.

"What? His wife cuckolded him? Beat someone in the East Gate Market?" Lin Chuanqing's voice rose. "Good for him—pity he didn't beat the slut to death!"

"Lucky for us he didn't," Wei Aiwen replied. "He also struck a garrison soldier who was restraining him."

"Let me give you my position," Lin Chuanqing said. "Whatever punishment he deserves for assaulting military police, he gets—per regulations. No argument from me. But the adulterous couple must be severely punished. I demand the whore be publicly hanged at the naval pier."

"Let's set the question of execution aside. The immediate problem is there's no legal basis. The Tribunal is rushing to draft a statute on destruction of a military marriage—and there's the issue of jurisdiction."

"Anyway, that's my stance. Notify the Tribunal. My position is that absolutely no leniency should be shown—we need to kill one to warn a hundred." Lin Chuanqing kept emphasizing. "Soldiers fighting out there while their wives are cheating at home—the damage to morale is devastating. There must be severe punishment, especially for the adulterer. If we don't execute him, we won't appease the—not the people's anger—the military's anger. Otherwise, how will we ever get sailors to go on long cruises again?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 755 – The Law

Wei Aiwen hung up the phone and addressed the man seated across from him. "You heard all that?"

"Certainly. Admiral Lin's voice carries like thunder." The man took a cigar case from his pocket and extracted a farm-rolled cigar. Ever since the agricultural station had released handmade cigars, quite a few transmigrators had taken up smoking them—including some who had never smoked before. Cigars were not inhaled, so they didn't burn the throat; and they lent a certain air of authority.

"So what do you intend to do? Send the adulterous couple to swing together?"

"The Law Society will need to hold a meeting to discuss it. In the broad sense, this falls under destruction of a military marriage," Ma Jia said. "In the narrow sense, it's adultery. According to the Six Codes..."

"The saleswoman is indeed the sailor's wife, even though they never registered." Wei Aiwen paused, realizing this was beside the point. "Of course, we've never promulgated a Marriage Law. Call it de-facto status. Since they are de-facto spouses, the law should protect them—so this is clearly destruction of a military marriage."

"First, for local natives and naturalized citizens, matrimonial issues are still governed by customary law or the Great Ming Code. Under our judicial system, however, the two are in a de-facto marriage, and a military marriage at that—that much is certain. Second, strictly speaking, the bastard's offense doesn't technically qualify as destruction of a military marriage. Article 259 of the Criminal Law of the People's Republic of China states: 'Whoever knowingly cohabits with or marries the spouse of an active-duty serviceman...' These two obviously did not cohabit or marry—they merely committed adultery. And there is no offense of 'adultery' in PRC law. The Republic of China did have one, though..."

"Spare me your legal citations," Wei Aiwen coughed. He wore a crisp East German People's Army summer uniform, but with Lingao collar tabs and rank insignia, and a replica Waffen-SS belt. The effect was neat and efficient; his every gesture deliberately imitated a certain Teutonic decisiveness. "What does the Law Society plan to do with this case?"

"That depends on whether the Executive Committee or the House of Elders is aiming to 'win hearts and minds' or to 'reform customs.'" Ma Jia blew a smoke ring, unhurried.

Wei Aiwen nodded. "The Navy wants severe punishment. Essentially, that's winning hearts and minds—am I right?"

"Correct."

"And reforming customs?"

"Then we judge according to the new legal framework," Ma Jia replied.

Wei Aiwen shook his head vigorously. "That would mean acquittal and release? Absolutely not. Lin Chuanqing won't stand for it, and neither will I. How would we ever conduct political work after that? In this time-space, being cuckolded is a mortal humiliation. I hear that under Ming law, killing an adulterous couple was not a crime?"

"It's true, but with preconditions—clear evidence. Let me recite: 'Whenever a wife or concubine commits adultery and the husband catches both the adulterer and the adulteress in the very act, and kills them on the spot, no punishment shall apply. If only the adulterer is killed, the adulteress shall be sentenced according to law, sold through official channels, and the bride-price remitted to the treasury.'"

"All right, all right—enough going round in circles. What is the Law Society's position?" Wei Aiwen said impatiently. His desk was piled with Soldier Home-Visit Social Investigation Forms forwarded from district police stations, resident police officers, and the Political Security General Administration. He had barely gotten through half of them when this mess erupted.

"I just told you: it depends on whether the guiding principle is to win hearts and minds or to reform customs," Ma Jia said evenly. "We then draft specific statutes based on that principle. Once passed, we execute the law firmly—the so-called 'rule of law'—"

"Stop with the boilerplate." Wei Aiwen had read between the lines. "Let me guess—you don't advocate killing anyone?"

"We offer advisory opinions only. If you want a concrete view on behalf of the Law Society, most of us believe the law should not be overly harsh, yet enforcement must be rigorous. As they say, if the sentence calls for exterminating your whole family, we exterminate it; if it calls for acquittal, we acquit."

Wei Aiwen nodded. "Get your people on this immediately. The Political Office's position is that the verdict must take full account of the sailors' sentiments..."

"Understood. Your opinion will certainly be an important reference." Ma Jia picked up his issued knockoff BOSS briefcase. "To be frank, the new Marriage Law is right here in my bag. This is probably a good opportunity to announce it formally." A look of anticipation crossed his face. "Back in the day, the CCP's very first law was the Marriage Law. Truly visionary..."

Wei Aiwen didn't see why promulgating the Marriage Law first proved anyone visionary, but he gathered from the remark that Ma Jia's sympathies lay with the "reform customs" faction.

Still, he also had no appetite for Lin Chuanqing's demand for executions. Deep down, he felt a twinge of schadenfreude that the ever-posturing Navy had gotten itself into this mess. But he sternly reminded himself not to indulge in Army-versus-Navy pettiness, lest he be pigeonholed as merely an Army political chief.

"Will the Marriage Law include a clause protecting military marriages?"

"Of course," Ma Jia said. "Without it, how would we judge the case?" He stood. "Where are the detainees? Have they all been arrested?"

"Ran Yao called earlier. The adulterous pair have been taken into custody—they're in the Lingao County Yamen prison. Fewer people there, and more importantly, it's far from the Navy. The sailor who beat his wife is in the brig at Bopu Naval Base." Wei Aiwen asked, "Do you want to interrogate the sailor?"

"Not for now. But draft me an authorization to do so—I'll hold it in reserve."

Wei Aiwen wrote the order and stamped it with the General Staff Political Office's great seal. The seal was vivid crimson, encircling a double-headed eagle, wheat ears, and a cog—impressive. Only the header disappointed him: "General Staff Political Office." If only it read Fubo Army General Political Department.

Ma Jia took the document back to the Tribunal office and summoned An Xi.

"Xiao An, go to the Lingao County Yamen prison. Interrogate both suspects." He briefed him: "Focus on causes and consequences—especially how they got involved..."

An Xi looked puzzled. "That's simple enough. But the police investigation already confirmed the adultery. Do we really need more questions?"

"We must observe proper judicial procedure." Ma Jia couldn't help worrying about An Xi's professional competence. "Did you forget the key point of procedural legality? Did you study jurisprudence or just law? If whatever the police say goes, what's the Tribunal for? We might as well let the district station pass sentence on the spot."

An Xi's face went alternately red and white. Ever since climbing to the position of Tribunal Office Director, he had long since cast aside his utter lack of interest in legal studies and thrown himself enthusiastically into administrative work—indeed, he found it thoroughly enjoyable.

"I was careless," An Xi said, flustered. "I'll go at once."

"Wait." Ma Jia puffed leisurely on his cigar. "Xiao An, the facts of this case are straightforward, and the trial itself shouldn't be difficult. But it's the inaugural case under our new Marriage Law. I'm assigning it to you—make sure you fire the opening shot well."

"Understood, understood." An Xi assented repeatedly and hurried out.

Ma Jia smiled faintly and picked up his PHS handset. This time he called Ji Xin.

Ji Xin currently taught at Fangcaodi National School, but he remained active in the Law Society and did occasional work at the Tribunal. After returning from the Pearl River campaign, Ji Xin had formally registered a "Native Rights Protection Association" with the General Office, recruiting several transmigrators as members. At every House of Elders session he spoke on native-rights issues—though almost no one cared to listen.

"...I'd like you to serve as defense counsel on this case." Ma Jia explained the details over the phone.

Ji Xin was silent for a moment. "The case itself isn't complicated. But is the Navy really set on executions?"

"Some Navy transmigrators hold that view. They believe morale will suffer if no one hangs."

"I am firmly opposed to killing anyone. First, these two do not deserve death. Second, pandering excessively to the military is extremely dangerous." Ji Xin said, "We should be instilling legal consciousness in the naturalized population."

"I think so too," Ma Jia said. "That's why I insist the defense counsel must be you."

"And the presiding judge? Will you take the bench yourself?"

"I'll let An Xi do it."

"No—An Xi won't do. His professional competence is too weak, and he has no principles; he's easily swayed. He'd be fine as a prosecutor who reads prepared materials, perhaps."

Ma Jia considered; Ji Xin had a point. "What's your suggestion?"

"Let me recommend someone. How about Xu Ke?"

"He's not on the Tribunal roster..."

Xu Ke was also a Law Society member, but he belonged to the Navy and worked in the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. Suddenly making him a judge struck Ma Jia as hard to justify.

"That's tricky," Ma Jia said after deliberation. "Recusal principles: Xu Ke is Navy personnel. From a fairness standpoint, there's potential bias toward the Navy."

"He's also a member of the Native Rights Protection Association," Ji Xin pointed out. "Doesn't that balance things out?"

"Both parties are natives. I'm not sure the Native Rights Protection Association is particularly relevant."

"One is closer to the transmigrators than the other, isn't it? The so-called adulterer should be an ordinary commoner, correct?"

Ma Jia conceded the point. "That's true." He thought it over. "I'll still need to consult Xu Ke's opinion."

"Fine. As for me, I have no objection—I'll definitely serve as counsel." Ji Xin then made a suggestion: issue a lawyer's license to every transmigrator who held a law degree.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 756 – Homecoming (Part 4)

Fu Fu climbed a small mound and let the breeze cool him. He had walked most of the day under the sun and wanted to let the sweat dry. Not that he felt particularly tired—he had done farm work since childhood, and the ample rations and daily training and labor in the army had only made him stronger. A march of a few dozen li was nothing.

No ox-cart route ran from East Gate Market to Meiyang Village, but the road had been thoroughly improved. Footbridges had been put up along the way; low spots had been filled in; drainage ditches now lined either side; and gravel had been spread on the surface. Apart from insufficient width, the roadbed already met the standard for a simple country highway. Walking was no trouble at all for Fu Fu—after all, he did a five-kilometer cross-country run every week.

The winter wind in Lingao was not cold; rather, it was cool and pleasant. From the mound, the tawny road wound between scrub-covered hillocks and the paddies. Most of the second rice crop had already been harvested; winter wheat, broad beans, and various green-manure cover crops were now planted. This area was a priority zone for the Tiandihui's promotion of new agricultural methods.

This was a "new countryside" landscape the likes of which he had never seen—a little like the scenery in the "Australian picture cards" shown during political lessons. The "Australian villages" in those pictures were so beautiful they seemed like fairyland. Fu Fu had never dared believe that such lovely, prosperous villages existed anywhere in the world, or that fields could be so lush and handsome.

He still remembered the old roadside scenery: the moment you left the village behind, you were swallowed by fearsome, desolate moorland and barren hills. Grass along the track grew taller than a man, so dense that an adult who walked into it would vanish instantly. Feral dogs prowled the wasteland, uttering low, terrifying barks. Elders used to say those dogs dug up corpses from the graveyards to eat... Since childhood, Fu Fu had heard every kind of horror story about the wilderness.

The sprawling thickets that once blanketed the landscape had largely been cleared. Flat ground had mostly been converted to fields; only copses of timber remained on the slopes, and in some places saplings had been planted. Fu Fu had himself participated in "agricultural support" missions while in the army; he knew the hillside plantings were probably "economic forests"—fruit trees and the like.

In the distance, beyond this quiet pastoral scene, stood a large cluster of buildings. That was Meiyang Village. Fu Fu felt a twinge of puzzlement. Had Meiyang Village always been that big?

He had been sold to the village when he was seven or eight and had scarcely left it before being sent off to soldier. Fu Bu'er himself rarely ventured out—a market visit once a week and a half, and perhaps one or two trips a year to the county seat. All told, Fu Fu had gone "far away" fewer than five or six times. Meiyang Village was his entire world. On the rare breaks from labor, he and the other children would climb a small knoll two or three li from the village, gaze at the distant landscape, and argue about what they might find if they kept walking in a given direction. A single visit to the county seat—too far to see the village from—had already been an eye-opening experience.

When he was conscripted, the village had bound all the assigned men with ropes before marching them out. Every village did this to keep draftees from fleeing. Fu Fu and the other conscripts were tied together and escorted, stumbling over pitted roads, by a detachment of village men armed with machetes and wooden spears. He still remembered Fu Yizhuang, eldest son of Fu Yousun, who led the party, constantly running the rust-spotted machete blade along their necks: Escape and you lose your head on the spot. The icy edge had sent chills through him—body and soul. When they left, the mistress had let him wear only a pair of ragged shorts and a shirt reduced to tatters. Not even straw sandals. Fu Bu'er had said, "Let him at least wear shoes." His wife had snapped, "He's as good as dead the moment he goes—what does he need shoes for?"

And so Fu Fu had walked barefoot for days, surviving on a few raw sweet potatoes and gulps of unboiled water each day. Nearly every conscript had diarrhea. One village orphan was too young; his diarrhea was so severe that he died on the road before they reached Bopu. Fu Yousun's eldest son dug a shallow pit by the roadside, buried him, and grumbled, "Why couldn't he have waited until Bopu to die?"

Fu Fu had dragged himself along, convinced he was marching to his death, until at last he arrived at Bopu and became a soldier in the Australian army.

Fu Fu knew nothing of what was called "the turns of fortune in life." In his vocabulary—lacking as it was in abstraction—he was merely thankful to have "had some good luck." Military life had opened another door, leading him into a world he had never imagined, could never have dreamed of.

"I never thought I'd see a day like this." Fu Fu removed his pith helmet. When he had left Meiyang Village, he hadn't expected to return alive—let alone return in such glory. It turned out that soldiering, too, could mean "coming home in brocade robes," just as in the operas. At the thought, a smug grin spread across his face. Imagining the expression on the mistress's face when she saw him filled him with satisfaction.

Fu Fu quickened his pace toward the village. He could hardly wait to see Fu Yijin. With Fu Yijin there, even the mistress didn't seem so hateful.

He walked along the road, glancing at the fields on either side. Many had been fitted with irrigation ditches and sluice gates—the army had contributed to these water-control projects. Two-thirds of Fu Fu's "agricultural support" assignments had been spent on irrigation construction.

Near the village entrance, he saw two girls descending the slope beside the road. One wore blue "work clothes"; the other was dressed in the local village style. Both carried rattan baskets on their backs, stuffed with tender cut grass. One of them also held a basket containing rice gleaned from the paddies along with chaff.

From their gait and build, Fu Fu recognized them at once: Fu Yijin and Fu Xi. He called out, "Sister Yijin! Little Xi!"

The two girls stopped and stared at him in astonishment.

Seeing them halt, Fu Fu was certain. He hurried toward them. As he drew near, he could see even more clearly—who else could it be? Fu Yijin still wore her braid, bangs across her forehead, a wooden hairpin tucked in. Round-cheeked, her dark but bright eyes blinked at him in surprise. Truly a girl changes by the day—after two years, she looked entirely different.

"Sister Yijin, it's me!" he called out.

Fu Yijin and Fu Xi continued to stare at the strange soldier, unable to place him.

Fu Fu walked up, removed his pith helmet, and smiled. "It's me! I'm Xiao Fu!"

At last recognition dawned. This sturdy, dashing young man was Fu Fu. Fu Xi took two eager steps forward. "You're Brother Xiao Fu! How did you get back from the army? I never imagined—"

Fu Fu grinned, unsure what to say. Fu Xi was wearing the work clothes common around Bopu—curious, since only village cadres and the like dressed that way; ordinary country folk did not. Had she gone to work for the leadership, too?

Fu Xi noticed him eying her outfit. "I'm studying at the National School. This is the uniform they issued—we wear it during work-study and agricultural-study periods." She pointed to the cloth tag on her chest; sure enough, it read "National School" along with the school motto: Knowledge Is Power.

"The school is on a harvest recess, so I came back to the village," Fu Xi said. Her face was a mix of surprise and delight as she tugged at his arm, looking him over. "You've gotten so impressive—if you hadn't called out, I never would have recognized you." She nudged Fu Yijin. "Isn't that right, Sister Yijin?"

Fu Yijin smiled shyly, a blush creeping over her cheeks. She fumbled for words, and after a long pause managed only: "You must be tired from the road. Let's head home first."

"Is Master Fu at home?"

"Father's in the fields. Manager Wan came by—he's giving everyone an agriculture lesson." Fu Yijin found Fu Fu's sudden shift to calling Fu Bu'er "Master" strange—it sounded like the address of a stranger. Yet she knew Fu Fu was no longer a bond-servant of the household. She gazed at him: taller, sturdier, skin a healthy bronze, hair cropped short in the Australian style. And that dashing web belt with the short sword dangling from it—she could not take her eyes away.

Was this really the bond-servant boy who used to till the fields and herd the ducks? Seeing his smile and the look in his eyes, Fu Yijin felt her heart pound. She suddenly found it hard to meet his gaze.

"Let's go—we'll head home together."

On the way, Fu Xi filled him in on the tax disturbance over a year ago and its aftermath.

"That old wretch Fu Yousun got put through the wringer by the leadership, and now he's dirt-poor. He can't even throw his weight around in his own house anymore." Fu Yousun had never been popular in the village and had feuded often with Fu Bu'er; the entire Fu Bu'er household disliked him. Fu Xi herself had taken more than a few blows from the old man's cane, so recounting his downfall gave her great satisfaction.

"Now our family's the richest in the village, and Master has been made village head!" she went on. "The estate is several times bigger than before. Manager Wan is really capable—practically turns stone into gold!" When she spoke of Wan Lihui, her face lit up with admiration bordering on worship.

"Did Master send you to school?"

"Yes. If we weren't short-handed at home, he'd have sent more of us. Hired labor is expensive now—not like the old days when you could get someone to work just for a full meal."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 757 – Homecoming (Part 5)

The Tiandihui's agricultural revolution had transformed the countryside. New farming methods, irrigation works, improved seeds, homemade pesticides, and formulated fertilizers had doubled yields per mu. For many households, cultivation had finally become profitable—no longer a desperate scramble for survival. Every family with even a modest plot was expanding operations, and fields that had lain fallow for years, abandoned because meager yields couldn't justify the labor, were being tilled once more.

The consequence was a labor shortage that no one had anticipated. Lingao had never possessed surplus workers; only the low agricultural output and the peasants' chronic lack of motivation had masked the problem. Now demand had surged while the pool of rural idlers vanished—absorbed into factories, enlisted in the army or navy, or enrolled in schools. The scarcity was suddenly, painfully exposed.

Wages for hired hands skyrocketed. This pained landlords and rich peasants who had grown accustomed to extracting a full day's labor for a bowl of rice and a handful of coppers. Such was human nature: the pursuit of profit.

"I suppose the mistress still drives everyone from cockcrow to midnight?" Fu Fu asked. The mistress was Fu Yijin's mother, and he maintained some courtesy toward her—though every child in the household, including her own offspring, both feared and resented the woman.

Fu Xi gave a quiet laugh. "Of course. But the food has improved, and she's not as stingy as before. Otherwise, everyone would be clamoring to deregister."

With labor prices climbing, opportunities abounded—daily recruitment in Bairren City alone offered countless options. The old terror of leaving one's master to face destitution or starvation had evaporated. If a household head continued exploiting servants, they could simply walk away and work for the Australians. The master would lose a laborer outright, and even if he pursued legal recovery, the pittance he might recoup was nowhere near enough to purchase a replacement at current prices. The poor now had choices: work for the Australians, enlist, or attend school—all more than sufficient to keep food in their bellies. And the Australians had tightened their grip on the slave trade, imposing heavy taxes on slaveholding.

Fu Yijin smiled awkwardly and changed the subject. When Fu Fu asked whether the village had grown, he learned that Meiyang Village had indeed expanded considerably. Settlers assigned to the village had, with help from the Civil Affairs People's Committee and the Tiandihui, built a new residential district on wasteland across the small river from the old settlement. They had followed one of the standard-village blueprints drawn up under Wen Desi's direction. The result: Meiyang Village now numbered over 150 households with a population approaching a thousand.

"With all the newcomers, the village isn't peaceful anymore," Fu Yijin complained, her brow furrowing. "Father is village head, but the settlers pay him no mind. Not long ago, there was even a brawl over water-release rights."

Now that the irrigation system was in place, no one depended solely on heaven's mercy. But during dry spells, disputes over which fields received water first—and how much—became flash points for conflict.

"Why?" Fu Fu found this strange. Normally it was settlers who got bullied. Before he had left on leave, the officers at the pre-departure assembly had stressed the importance of "uniting with the migrants and helping them."

Fu Yijin hesitated, unwilling to elaborate. She felt such matters weren't a woman's place to discuss, and besides, she couldn't have explained clearly even if she'd tried.

Fu Xi, the student among them, could articulate things better. "How would the migrants get bullied? It's half and half now. And the settlers were given land all at once—plus grain, tools, and seed—leveling rich and poor alike. In a strange new place, they pull together. Meanwhile, our villagers are split—some rich, some poor. When a rich man gets pushed around by settlers, the poor folk just laugh. No one sticks up for him."

"I see," Fu Fu said. "So the migrants are the ones bullying the original villagers?"

"Those outsiders are ungrateful," Fu Yijin grumbled. "The land was ours to begin with, yet so much was handed over to them. And the first year's grain, the labor to build their houses—our village provided it all. Now they've settled in, gotten their land, and suddenly they strut about." She seemed to feel the village had been terribly cheated and began rambling, her uneducated thoughts jumping from one grievance to another until Fu Fu was thoroughly confused. The gist was clear enough: the settlers were unreasonable and ungrateful.

"It's not that simple," Fu Xi interjected. Her position was more detached, her attachment to Meiyang Village less deep. "The settlers' land was wasteland the village hadn't cultivated for years. The land-clearing and house-building involved community labor, sure, but the leadership paid for it—it wasn't charity. And that first year's rations came from fines on hidden-acreage fraud—not from anyone's generosity. Nobody owes anyone anything. That said, the settlers feel they have the numbers, so they don't defer to village management—that's also true. They talk about fairness while always putting themselves first. The water-release brawl started exactly that way."

"So everyone's become enemies now?"

"Not quite. After the fight, the resident policeman and Father brought the ringleaders from both sides together for a chat. Everyone patched things up—no one was killed, after all, and they see each other every day. They can't live in constant combat mode. But right now, neither side will speak to the other. Clear boundary lines. If your duck wanders over to their side, consider it lost."

Fu Fu had been thoroughly indoctrinated with "unity" thinking in the army. "That's no good," he blurted.

"Of course not. Father's job as village head has become nearly impossible—apart from tasks handed down from above, nobody obeys him. When Manager Wan comes to teach new farming techniques, both sides are Tiandihui clients, yet they refuse to attend together. He has to hold two sessions. Any village project is hard to accomplish because the two sides work at cross-purposes. Father's village headship is basically half a village headship." Fu Xi plucked a few wildflowers from the roadside and began weaving them into a wreath. "I expect Father will be pouring out his grievances to Manager Wan again tonight."

"And the leadership doesn't do anything?"

"Manager Wan says he's Tiandihui, so it's not his department," Fu Yijin continued to complain. "He told Father to report it to higher-ups. But Father doesn't dare—"

"Because he's afraid the leadership will think he can't get the job done and strip him of the headship," Fu Xi said. She no longer showed any trace of deference toward the master. "As long as nothing major blows up, he'll just sit on it."

The three of them chatted and laughed as they walked toward the village. The section where the original residents lived was now called East Village; the layout was mostly unchanged, the houses largely as they had been before. Only the little river at the village entrance had grown much cleaner—the manure-collecting campaign had scoured it out. The rickety wooden bridge had been rebuilt, now wide and sturdy.

At the entrance stood a new public latrine. Fu Xi mentioned there was another at the far end of the village. There was nothing remarkable about it except that the cesspit was lined with brick and coated with cement—villagers grumbled that the Australians were extravagantly wasteful. Supposedly this was for producing "biogas." What biogas was and what use it had, no one yet knew.

"They call it 'centralized manure collection,'" Fu Xi said. "It keeps the houses cleaner."

The houses in East Village looked shabby compared to the all-new, fortress-style dwellings of West Village. Though the migrants lived in structures unlike anything the locals had ever seen, Fu Fu knew that even if each household's floor space was modest, the amenities were complete. The houses were solid brick and tile, watertight in summer, draft-free in winter—very comfortable. On the strength of the brick-and-tile construction alone, West Village outclassed nearly all of East Village. After all, in the old Meiyang, only a handful of families had lived in brick houses. Everyone else had walls of mud-plastered bamboo mat—whitewash was a luxury—and, needless to say, thatch roofs.

No wonder there's friction between settlers and natives, Fu Fu thought. The disparity was too stark. He couldn't understand why the leadership treated the migrants so generously, giving them houses that in the past only landlords could have afforded.

The Fu Bu'er household's own house had just been renovated. After the previous year's land survey concluded, the Tiandihui had wanted to establish a model farmer. They let Fu Bu'er sharecrop most of the land confiscated from the Fu Yousun household. Fu Bu'er had already tasted success with soil improvement and thin-spaced rice planting; emboldened by his gains, he was willing both to invest and to follow the agricultural technician's guidance. This year had brought a bumper harvest—the broad beans grown to improve the soil alone had sold for roughly ten thousand jin to the Tiandihui.

With cash in hand and the village headship secured, Fu Bu'er had immediately set about rebuilding the house—the time-honored instinct of the Chinese peasant. This caught the attention of Ye Yuming and Wu Nanhai. To transform Fu Bu'er into a "new agriculture, new village" model figure—and to establish a vivid example for the next phase, when farmers would be encouraged to develop "courtyard economies" and large-scale sidelines—Wan Lihui persuaded Fu Bu'er to build an "Australian-style farm manor." The Tiandihui brought in architects and workers from the Lingao Construction Company, and using drawings from the Grand Library's various "new countryside" blueprints, adapted to local conditions, they constructed this manor for the Fu family.

Besides living quarters, the compound accommodated sideline operations, storage, and processing. The layout was rational, the space used efficiently. In practicality and livability, it was three hundred years ahead of the finest landlord mansions in Lingao. The ultimate luxury: the manor had a proper indoor toilet—not the old dung-pit.

Of course, Fu Bu'er had paid dearly for it. By the time the house was finished, he was flat broke and had to apply for a Tiandihui loan to resume production.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 758 – Homecoming (Part 6)

Fu Bu'er had not only become a trailblazer of new agriculture but had inadvertently pioneered rural finance as well. His loan exceeded the combined total of all other loans in Meiyang Village. Because the amount was unprecedented—beyond the credit line granted by Delong Bank—Wu Di, head of the credit department, had traveled to Meiyang Village in person to assess the situation before approving the agricultural loan.

A residence built at such expense was naturally extraordinary. The locals had never seen a house so rationally laid out or so comfortable to inhabit—it was an eye-opener.

Following Wan Lihui's guidance, Fu Bu'er's wife had planted pumpkins in the backyard. The trellises ran up onto the roof, maximizing sunlight while saving land. The Fu household had always raised ducks; Wan Lihui had taught her to compost their manure and use it to cultivate earthworms—the Tiandihui supplied the starter worms and purchased the finished product. Sometimes the mistress privately thought the Tiandihui a bit simple-minded; they spent money buying all sorts of useless things—earthworms among them, along with feathers, bones, and eggshells. She had no idea that the specialty feed she bought to make the ducks lay more eggs was manufactured from these very "useless things."

In the front courtyard, she had planted several fruit trees and raised over fifty laying hens. The coop and the hens' exercise yard had been built under an agricultural technician's guidance, with a trellis overhead—also for growing pumpkins. Besides serving as a vegetable and coarse grain, pumpkin made excellent feed.

The chicken manure was fermented and fed to pigs. The Fu household kept a dozen "Australian pigs" supplied by the farm's breeding station. Following the model of the old "small poultry loans," the Tiandihui also issued "pig and goat loans," providing piglets and kids to farming families. Fu Bu'er's household, of course, needed no such entry-level assistance—he had bought the animals outright. Owing to the abundance of wasteland and wild grass in the area, the Tiandihui also encouraged sheep-raising; the Fu family kept about ten head.

Pig and sheep manure, along with all the residue from the courtyard's circular economy, was dumped into their biogas pit, which also processed the family's human waste, yielding fuel and fertilizer. The Fu household was the first in Meiyang Village to cook with biogas. Even the worldly-wise Fu Fu and Fu Xi were startled when they first witnessed it.

Fu Fu stepped into the spacious, bright parlor and eyed the glass set into the windows. The master's really made it! he thought. Such amenities were found only at a few top merchants' shops in the East Gate Market; he had never seen an ordinary local household with them.

The furniture in the parlor was so-called "Australian style"—a trend now spreading across the region and even into Guangdong. Rattan sofas and a coffee table, purchased from a rattan-and-wood-products shop in the East Gate Market, were well suited to Lingao's warm climate. Since it was winter now, cotton cushions had been laid over them. The floor was no longer bare earth but paved with square bricks. Fu Bu'er, affecting a touch of refinement, had even bought a color woodblock print of "Sunrise over the Holy Ships" from the East Gate Market and framed it elaborately. A four-panel screen divided the parlor, each panel affixed with a color propaganda poster: "The Officers and Men of the Fubo Army." The images depicted soldiers of the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps, as well as a transmigrator officer.

Every figure—enlisted or officer—sported heavy brows, big eyes, and muscular builds. One held a bayoneted rifle; another clutched an artillery shell; the transmigrator officer brandished a saber, pointing his men forward. Slogans and catchphrases ran along the bottom, all printed in red.

This type of poster was now being produced in small batches by the printing house as part of political propaganda. The new, gaudy posters were cheap, with excellent paper quality and printing, and they had already captured much of the market from traditional Guangdong New Year prints. Families like Fu Bu'er's were especially eager to display these "new prints" as a way of advertising their special relationship with the Australians.

No one was home; everyone was out working. Fu Yijin fetched water for Fu Fu to wash his face while Fu Xi hurried off to brew tea—tea-drinking had gradually taken root in the Fu household.

Fu Fu unbuckled his web belt and set down his pack, feeling a wave of relief. When Fu Yijin brought the washbasin, he grew shy, murmuring, "Thank you, Sister Yijin." He took the towel from his satchel; as their hands brushed, Fu Fu steeled himself and gave her fingers a squeeze.

Fu Yijin shot him a reproachful glance. Fu Fu grew bolder. Two years in the army, well fed and well trained, had built him a strong body, and he was young—physiological urges ran strong. Usually they were suppressed by strict discipline and endless labor, but now all that was gone, and the urges surfaced at once.

Gathering his courage, he wrapped his arms around her waist. "Sister Yijin!" he called, and his hands began to roam. She gasped—broad daylight, inside the house, parents and siblings liable to return at any moment, Fu Xi outside boiling water. If anyone walked in, the disgrace would be complete.

She shoved his hands away. "Are you crazy?" She clutched at her clothes. "What if someone sees?"

"Sister Yijin—"

"If you're going to behave like this, I certainly won't be spending time alone with you," Fu Yijin said, assuming the prim air of a "young lady." "Just what do you take me for…"

Fu Fu was about to profess his "sincere intentions" when Fu Xi's footsteps sounded outside. He had no choice but to release her and sit down awkwardly, already scheming about how to broach the subject with the master later.

Fu Xi came in with the tea, apparently noticing nothing amiss. Fu Yijin brought out some dried sweet-potato slices from the cupboard to serve him.

"I don't dare touch them," Fu Fu joked, covering his embarrassment. "The mistress hasn't given permission yet."

"It's fine—she doesn't fuss over little things anymore," Fu Xi said casually. "Pinching pennies won't make you rich. The mistress has finally figured that out."

Fu Fu's return stirred a small commotion in the village. A bond-servant boy sent off in ropes to join the army, now transformed into an impressive soldier—news spread in an instant. Fu Fu had barely eaten a few bites of dried sweet potato before over a hundred villagers crowded into the Fu courtyard: some to gawk, some to hear the news, some who had heard military life was good and wanted to enlist. They packed the parlor doorway more tightly than when Wan Lihui had first visited the village.

Everyone marveled at the change in the former bond-servant, murmuring that the Australians truly could turn stone into gold. Man or thing, whatever passed through their hands emerged gleaming. Fu Fu had been thin as a monkey, dark and wizened, clumsy at work, mumbling when he spoke. Now he was sturdy and handsome, his voice full and articulate. His fluent "New Speech" alone eclipsed everyone's dialect.

What interested the villagers most was the recent fighting. The county-wide war mobilization had reached Meiyang Village; some village militia had been called up to repair roads and haul supplies around Bopu, but they had not seen combat. The closest anyone had come to the front was guarding prisoners at Ma'ao. The militia's gossip hadn't satisfied their curiosity. Later the Village Office had received a "Special Edition" of the Lingao Times devoted to the great victory at Chengmai, and the agricultural technician had read it aloud to everyone—but people still felt unsatisfied. The special edition was too brief, offering only a bare outline of events and outcomes. What the villagers craved was vivid, storyteller-style detail.

As a soldier of the 1st Infantry Battalion, Fu Fu had participated directly in the battles around Chengmai and elsewhere; he had plenty of material. Now that he had an audience, he launched into a performance as if he were a professional storyteller. He described the march, the battle beneath Chengmai's walls, the chase all the way to Qiongshan. Infantry squares against cavalry, fire-arrows from ships burning Chengmai's walls, the rout of tens of thousands of government troops—he even boasted grandly about the Baisha Stockade sea battle, which he hadn't been anywhere near. The villagers listened, rapt.

Then came questions about army life. Fu Fu embellished freely—people tend to polish their circumstances. He extolled three meals a day, meat at every sitting, and the sights he had seen on campaigns across the region. The young men's hearts itched; they all wanted to enlist and see the world. As for training and work-support assignments, no one minded—farm work at home was hard labor too. Several asked on the spot what the requirements were and how to sign up.

Amid the hubbub, Fu Bu'er arrived with Wan Lihui. Because Fu Bu'er had become a "model farmer," Meiyang Village was one of the few that still enjoyed direct guidance from an elder-level agricultural technician. Most Tiandihui clients now received only training from naturalized technicians; only complex or important issues warranted an elder's visit.

Wan Lihui didn't mind his frequent trips to Meiyang Village. Since the Fu house had been rebuilt, living conditions were vastly improved—nearly up to East Gate Market standards. And there were lovely girls to attend him. Spending a few days here offering technical guidance was quite pleasant. This visit was partly to promote winter-wheat cultivation, partly to coach farmers on courtyard economics and the "plant every margin" initiative—especially growing castor and flax in every patch of spare ground. Both crops were urgently needed oil sources for Lingao's industrial system.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 759 – Fu Fu Gets Drafted into the Investigation

Wan Lihui was by now accustomed to finding a houseful of people whenever he visited the Fu Bu'er household. As village head, Fu Bu'er's home doubled as a de-facto village office. Villagers came on business, to chat, even to air grievances—the foot traffic was almost constant. Although the village had a reasonably imposing official Village Affairs office, the common folk still preferred to traipse straight to the village head's house.

What surprised him today was a Fubo Army soldier standing among the crowd in the parlor, rising to salute. Is the military on leave?

"This is Fu Fu. He's serving in the Fubo Army," Fu Bu'er hastened to explain. Fu Fu's sudden reappearance had given him quite a fright. Had the lad deserted? That could implicate him terribly! He recalled having recently done some work to deter desertion, and here was an elder present—his heart fluttered with alarm.

But looking again at Fu Fu—neat uniform, radiant face, carrying bundles big and small—this was hardly the look of a stray dog on the run. Fu Bu'er relaxed somewhat.

"Fu Fu," Wan Lihui said casually. "Is he your son?"

"Ah—" Fu Bu'er was momentarily at a loss. Fu Fu was no longer his household's bond-servant, much less his son. "He's… a brother to Fu Xi and the others."

Wan Lihui nodded, then suddenly recalled that Fu Fu was the very bond-servant on whose behalf Fu Bu'er had once begged him to collect military pay. He had been rebuffed for his trouble and dressed down by Wei Aiwen. At the memory, his expression soured.

Sensing an elder's displeasure, the onlookers tactfully dispersed.

Fu Fu quickly snapped to attention, assuming a pose of "awaiting orders."

"Since he's family, no need to be so stiff," Wan Lihui said, waving him off with feigned indifference. "Have you reported to the resident police yet?"

"Reporting, sir—not yet—"

"Go! Now!" Wan Lihui pulled rank. His gaze flicked to Fu Yijin, whose cheeks were flushed as she gazed somewhat dreamily at Fu Fu. His annoyance deepened. Since drawing an A-class maidservant in the lottery, his interest in Fu Yijin had cooled, but he had always regarded the Fu family's eldest daughter as a blossom he could pluck whenever he pleased. To suddenly find her smitten with some native soldier was disagreeable.

"Yes, sir!" Fu Fu hurried out. Basking in the crowd's adulation, he had forgotten to report to the resident police. Regulations required soldiers on home leave to report immediately upon arrival and receive a stamp; otherwise, their leave could not be properly closed when they returned.

The resident police officer's dwelling stood at the boundary between East Village and West Village—placed there so both communities could reach it easily. Funded by the Civil Affairs Committee, it was a two-story building: residence and dormitory upstairs; office and temporary lockup downstairs. Under Ran Yao's policing plan, every village with more than a thousand inhabitants was assigned two resident officers. One would put down permanent roots; the other rotated through as a newly trained officer.

Besides maintaining local order, the resident police directly adjudicated minor cases. Because enforcement required at least two officers, Ran Yao had ultimately mandated a minimum of two per standard village of a thousand or more. They were also responsible for gathering local intelligence, managing household registration, and overseeing the transient population.

A soldier on home leave naturally fell under "transient population" management. Fu Fu hurried to what locals called the "Police Tower"—so named for its two stories.

Pushing through the door, he was surprised to find another elder inside—quite different from Manager Wan with his mud-spattered work clothes. This one was impeccably dressed and exuded an air of authority. He was conversing with the resident officer.

Fu Fu saluted carefully, then presented his leave papers to the officer. Because he planned to stay more than three days, he had to register for a temporary residence permit.

"What's the rush? Can't you see I'm speaking with the Councilor—" The black-uniformed officer, cap shoved back on his head, wiped sweat from his brow as he rebuked him.

"Process him first; our business will take a while longer," the elder said good-naturedly. Fu Fu couldn't help glancing at him—an elder in his early thirties, not as tall as some but equally robust, with one of those unremarkable faces that left little impression.

Then Fu Fu noticed: the man wore a naval uniform with all branch and rank insignia removed, and he carried no saber. What was a Navy transmigrator officer doing all the way out in Meiyang Village?

The paperwork was stamped quickly. As Fu Fu was about to leave, he overheard the resident officer grumbling: "…You have no idea, sir, how much trouble there is in this village. Big friction between settlers and natives—petty squabbles every other day. All these survey forms to fill out… You'll have to bear with me a bit. Once I finish these, I'll get right on it. Appreciate your patience…"

"Private First Class!" Just as Fu Fu was stepping out, the elder called. He halted, turned, and saluted.

"Are you from this village?"

"Reporting, sir—yes, sir!"

"Settler or native?"

"Reporting, sir—native!"

The resident officer chimed in: "He's from the Fu Bu'er household…"

"Private First Class—will you help me with some work?"

"Reporting, sir! Serving an elder is my honor!" Fu Fu recited the standard line loudly.

"At ease. No need to be so formal."

"Yes, sir!"

"I'm Xu Ke, from the Tribunal." Xu Ke's status on the Tribunal was technically "on loan"; he held no formal title. At Ma Jia's request, he had been temporarily seconded to try the destruction-of-military-marriage case as presiding judge.

Because this case marked the new legal system's first real entry into native life, it demanded careful handling—ideally striking a balance between legal authority and outcomes the natives could foresee. In the future, they could consider replacing the Great Ming Code with Lingao's own native-affairs law. Ma Jia had convened a full plenary of the Law Society. They debated legal theory, trial format, the applicable legal tradition, and sentencing criteria clause by clause, determined to give this case "historical significance."

The new law had to embody the will of the ruling class—that is, the House of Elders. And the House's ultimate goal was to transform society. In other words, the purpose of the trial was not simple punishment but "reforming customs."

First, the consensus was that on the question of jurisdiction, it was best to proceed through ordinary court channels rather than rashly convening a military tribunal. That would avoid both social backlash and political pitfalls; moreover, without a code of procedure, a military-court approach would lack credibility and legal foundation.

The conference crystallized three principles:

One, the House of Elders had promulgated no relevant statute. The trial should therefore follow the principles of "lenity to the older law" and nullum crimen sine lege—no crime without a law. Thus the judgment should be based on local customary law or the Great Ming Code.

Two, immediately after the court ruling, a public legal interpretation should be issued to deepen native understanding of the transmigrators' legal philosophy.

Three, a statute should be drafted and promulgated at once. To punish without first teaching is cruelty.

All agreed: since the House of Elders had never published a marriage law or civil code, sentencing under the Great Ming Code was appropriate in the absence of statute. Sentencing discretion would rest with the judge. Given that the Lingao court system ought to "attend to politics," and given this case's importance, it made sense to introduce a "trial committee" system whereby the internal consensus of the House of Elders could be translated, through committee deliberation, into a verdict acceptable to all parties. The military's demand for severe punishment had a certain rationality.

This approach would, externally, establish the legal system's authority among the natives while, internally, confirming the House of Elders' political and ideological leadership over the judiciary—acceptable under current political circumstances.

In sum, the trial should seek a balance between legal authority and native predictability; afterward they could consider replacing the Great Ming Code with the new code.

With guiding principles established, the next step was implementation. Ma Jia had seconded Xu Ke from Foreign Intelligence to serve as judge. Ji Xin would act as pro-bono defense counsel; An Xi would prosecute.

After receiving the case, Xu Ke decided to conduct a personal on-site investigation at the sailor's home village. Strictly speaking, that wasn't his job, but An Xi's competence was not to be relied upon. According to the personnel file Xu Ke had pulled from the Navy, both the cuckolded sailor and the adulterer resided in Meiyang Village.

Xu Ke resolved to go to Meiyang Village himself to ensure the case was "factually clear" and "evidentially sound."

"Do you know this person?" He gave the name of the cuckolded sailor.

"Reporting, sir—yes! He's from this village."

Xu Ke nodded. "Speak normally—no need for 'reporting.'"

"Yes, sir." Fu Fu said, "He's a Fulao—I mean, a Fujianese. Settled here seven or eight years ago. At first he got by on day labor and cleared a few mu of wasteland…"

"When did he marry his wife?"

"He brought her with him from Fujian."

"No children?"

"They had some. All died." Fu Fu said.

"You see—a soldier who's been away for years knows more than you do!" Xu Ke turned a reproachful look on the resident officer. "How long have you been here? What exactly have you been doing?"

"Yes, yes, sir, I—I'm not from this village…" The officer was sweating profusely now. "I've only been here three months…"

"Fine. Reflect on your efficiency!" Xu Ke had been about to point out a few more shortcomings in the man's shambolic work, but he reminded himself he was not a Police Administration elder and should not interfere too directly. He softened his tone. "Since you haven't been here long, put in more effort going forward!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 760 – On-Site Investigation

The resident officer stood meekly while Xu Ke gave him a thorough dressing-down—Xu Ke was entitled to do so. In the old time-space, he had been a policeman. Had his ambitions not lain with intelligence and the Navy, he would long ago have held a senior position at Police Headquarters, at least on par with Mu Min.

Police Headquarters had issued naturalized officers detailed workflow manuals and handbooks, simplifying many procedures to make them easy to understand. Yet one glance at the "Police Tower" told Xu Ke that this resident officer's work was nothing short of a shambles. By comparison, the officers at the district stations were far more competent. Clearly, having an elder around to supervise was what it took to keep things on track.

Now that a local soldier was on hand to be useful, he was far preferable to this "I-don't-know" policeman. Xu Ke ordered him to lead the way and gather information.

An Xi had already obtained the "adulterer's" confession at the county yamen prison—though, per Ma Jia's suggestion and modern jurisprudential principles, "suspect" was the more appropriate term.

As for the "adulteress"—now "party concerned"—Ma Jia had her placed in "protective custody" at the county yamen prison. He worried the husband's clan might attempt some stunt like catching the adulterers and drowning them in a pig cage; that would blow the matter out of proportion.

Now Xu Ke had come in person to collect evidence of the adultery. After considerable discussion, the Law Society's case handlers had realized the matter was trickier than it appeared. They consulted the relevant provisions of the Great Ming Code and the Grand Pronouncements and discovered that, regarding adultery, the Code specified that unless the adulterers were "caught in the act with irrefutable evidence," any accusation based on hearsay or after-the-fact knowledge was "not to be prosecuted."

Even if caught in flagrante, the punishment was merely "ninety strokes of the heavy bamboo" for both parties, and the adulteress was to be "sold or remarried at the husband's discretion; if the husband wishes to keep her, so be it." The only restriction was that she could not be sold to the adulterer.

Seen this way, the Great Ming Code's enforcement of adultery was not particularly severe—indeed, quite lenient. The vaunted "harshness" was simply that the law exempted the husband from liability if he killed the pair "on the spot." Any killing after the fact still carried legal consequences.

"I'd say that's fairly advanced legal thinking," An Xi had commented. "Emphasis on evidence."

"Advanced it may be, but it makes our case difficult." Xu Ke thought: under the Code, the "adulterer" had essentially done nothing wrong. The sailor had not "caught them in bed"; he had only heard rumors—in other words, no evidence. Per the Great Ming Code, the verdict would be "not to be prosecuted." That clashed with the "destruction of military marriage" tenor they had already set.

"No problem—he confessed." An Xi had personally interviewed both the "suspect" and the "party concerned." Both admitted to the affair: they had been carrying on secretly for about three or four months.

"A confession is good. But we want to establish a jurisprudential philosophy that values corroborating and physical evidence alongside confessions," Ma Jia had said. "Ancient societies prized confessions above all else, which is why torture and forced confessions proliferated—a habit that persisted into later eras. Our approach is to require both confessions and evidence."

Implementing a modern "zero-confession" investigative model was impractical in this time-space—the transmigrator collective simply lacked the technology and expertise. Advanced concepts required advanced foundations. Nevertheless, physical and corroborating evidence pointed toward progress; they were more persuasive to the common people than a confession alone. Ma Jia hoped to use this case to propagate that philosophy.

Guided by Fu Fu, Xu Ke first went to the suspect's home. Both the suspect and the sailor lived in East Village; both families were "shifting cultivators" from Fujian. The suspect's family had arrived earlier, settling here over a decade ago.

"I've heard the old man of his house came very early and did day labor in the village. He died a few years ago, leaving three sons. This fellow originally had two brothers; his mother should still be alive." As Fu Fu led the way, he recounted what he knew.

The roads in East Village had been graveled, and the streets were clean, but the overall condition was plainly inferior to West Village, where the settlers lived. No wonder natives and settlers clash, Xu Ke thought. Aloud, he asked: "And the sailor's family?"

"Also Fujianese shifting cultivators, day laborers…"

Xu Ke listened and mentally catalogued the information. He found it somewhat incredible: according to the interrogation record, the suspect was a lad of eighteen or nineteen, whereas the "party concerned" was nearly forty. Though her work over the past two years as a shop clerk in the East Gate Market had kept her fed and presentable—she didn't look too haggard—by contemporary standards she was a middle-aged woman. The sailor had mentioned she had borne three or four children. From the photographs in the case file, she possessed no particular appeal. As the shut-ins put it, "nothing to get hard over." If An Xi hadn't taken the confessions personally, with both parties admitting the affair, Xu Ke might have suspected a jealous husband making wild accusations.

Xu Ke asked, "He's a young fellow—why would he get involved with a woman pushing forty?"

Fu Fu gave a dry laugh. "Sir, around here men have always outnumbered women. The shifting cultivators from the mainland were poor to begin with, and most didn't bring wives. With no money, finding a bride was harder than reaching the sky—"

When he himself had been a bond-servant, Fu Bu'er had often dangled the prospect of Fu Xi, Fu Yue, and Fu Yijin as incentives for hard work. The scarcity of marriageable women was one of Hainan's chronic problems across all of its Ming-era counties.

"I see." Xu Ke nodded. That explained it.

As they walked, a growing clump of children and idlers fell in behind them. Word had spread that an elder was coming to "try a case"—and adultery cases were perennial crowd-pleasers. Everyone wanted a show.

They reached the far end of the village. Fu Fu pointed to two houses. Both were the standard local farmsteads: bamboo-and-timber frames, walls of mud-plastered bamboo mat, thatch roofs.

But poverty, too, had gradations. One roof's thatch had already turned black and sprouted weeds; the mud was cracked, exposing rotted bamboo in many places, outright holes in others. The door was woven reed, half open, revealing a pitch-dark interior. Even before approaching, the stench reached them. As for sheer dereliction, this was probably the poorest household in the village—no exaggeration.

The other house was much better. The thatch was fresh golden straw from the summer's rice harvest. The mud walls were coated with whitewash and neatly maintained. The door was wooden and currently locked. A wooden placard reading "Military Family" was nailed above it.

Without a word from Fu Fu, Xu Ke knew which was which. He glanced around. Not far off lay a pile of timber—apparently drying for someone's new construction. He walked over, sat on the lumber, and asked Fu Fu to summon whoever from both households was in the village, along with neighbors and friends.

"So you're going to try the case, sir."

"No, this isn't a trial—it's fact-finding," Xu Ke said. "Trials are held in court."

"You're questioning suspects, and that's not a trial?"

"These aren't suspects; they're witnesses." Xu Ke patiently explained the distinction, giving the soldier a bit of legal education. We should hold law-education sessions in the army, too, he thought.

Fu Fu nodded repeatedly. "I'll go fetch them."

Villagers had heard an elder was coming to "try a case," and a crowd gathered, creating a great clamor. Even the resident officer and Fu Bu'er came hurrying over to keep order. Xu Ke ignored the commotion and started by questioning the first person to arrive: the suspect's mother.

She spoke Hokkien. Fortunately, Fu Fu had dealt with shifting cultivators since childhood, understood the dialect, and served as impromptu interpreter and scribe.

Xu Ke sized her up. At first glance she looked sixty or seventy, but on closer inspection she seemed younger.

She dropped to her knees the moment she saw Xu Ke. He waved her up. "Stand and speak."

"This humble woman dares not." Perhaps aware that her son's offense reflected poorly on her, she could not even raise her head.

"Stand. We don't observe that custom."

Fu Fu chimed in: "When the Councilor tells you to stand, you stand. That's the Australian rule."

Once she was on her feet, Xu Ke asked a few basic questions and learned she was not yet fifty, yet her hair was already streaked with grey and her face deeply lined. Her dress was made of locally dyed blue cotton—extremely sturdy, coin-thick—but hers was so patched that some spots had faded to bare white fabric. Its age was plain.

Xu Ke asked about the adultery between the suspect and the party concerned. The woman did not dissemble; she laid it all out, admitting the affair:

It began because the party concerned had found work as a shop assistant in the East Gate Market—meals and lodging provided—and her husband was in the military. The house was left unattended.

"…She was afraid that with both husband and wife away, the house and vegetable garden would go to ruin, so she asked us, mother and son, to look after things. My boy helped tend her garden every day; he'd carry the vegetables to market, sell them, and split the proceeds with her half and half. Every week or two he would go to the East Gate Market to bring her money and produce…"

In the course of these deliveries, the relationship had gradually warmed.

"…She saw how poor we were and, under the pretense of helping us, came around often—seducing my son. We're from the same hometown and have been neighbors for years. If I had known what was on her mind, I never would have accepted her rice and money!" The more the woman talked, the angrier she became, clearly convinced that her son was blameless and it was all the vixen's doing.

"You have three sons. How did you end up so destitute?" Xu Ke found it strange. With three able-bodied workers, by current wage levels—even if they didn't work in a factory or on a construction site, just farm labor—the household shouldn't be so wretched.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 761 – A Change in Status

The woman had been holding herself together, but the moment Xu Ke mentioned it, tears streamed down her face. She choked back sobs for a long time before managing to speak.

"This humble woman did once have three sons." She wiped her eyes with her tattered sleeve. "The eldest—the year before last, when they were conscripting civilian laborers, he went off to work on the Wenlan River water project. He was killed by a falling rock while building a bridge. The second—he was also recruited for work at Bopu, tending furnaces. In the spring we heard the furnace had exploded, and he died too—not even a body to send back, just a jar of ashes." At this she collapsed to the ground and broke into wrenching sobs.

Xu Ke was moved. He knew deaths and injuries on worksites and in factories were common, but to him they had been nothing more than news—a column of numbers. Now, watching a bereaved mother wail before him, his soul was shaken.

He thought of the prospect of sending this woman's youngest son—her only remaining support—to prison, and his mood grew very heavy.

"Stop crying." He softened his tone. "Was there no compensation?" His eyes swept sternly toward Fu Bu'er.

Fu Bu'er flinched. "Sir! The year before last I wasn't village head yet, only liaison. But I know about her eldest son's case—when the body was sent back, the leadership provided a coffin and a sum as compensation. She received every last fen. As for her second son, there was also compensation—I handled it myself. It's all documented…" He turned to the woman, speaking kindly. "Third Sister-in-Law! I gave you the full compensation—speak honestly for your conscience…"

"You did," the woman said after further weeping. "The village has looked after us, mother and son. It's just that two living boys are simply… gone…"

Her grief was heart-rending; bystanders sniffled and sighed quietly. Xu Ke knew that, apart from lifetime benefits for soldiers killed or injured in combat training, the enterprise's compensation for ordinary workers and laborers was hardly generous: burial expenses plus the former wages as monthly stipends—but only for thirty-six months. Additional welfare applied only if the deceased had dependents: the infirm were given make-work by the transmigrator collective; children could attend school free, meals and lodging included.

Clearly, the suspect's family fell into neither category. What happened to a rural household that lost two workers in succession was obvious enough. And this family had been landless paupers to begin with. No wonder the house was a ruin.

Xu Ke found himself feeling sympathy. No land, no adult laborers, and now her last son was about to be convicted—this household was finished.

He went on to question other neighbors and villagers. The focus was on the sailor's marital relationship. By all accounts, the sailor had been a day laborer before enlisting—quiet, hardworking. The marriage had been reasonably harmonious. Of course there were quarrels and wife-beatings—whose household was without them? Village Head Fu Bu'er beat his own wife as a matter of routine; by local standards, that couldn't be counted as "domestic violence."

"So this couple was actually on good terms?" Xu Ke was relieved. Evidently, by this time-space's standards, the sailor hadn't married under duress. At worst, the wife had strayed; there was no sign she intended to run off permanently—which would have made the follow-up far messier.

"Oh yes, yes—quarrels are inevitable," said a neighborly auntie. "It's just that this family had several children and none survived. If there'd been children, would she have left home to work as a clerk? A woman without ties…" She shook her head.

Xu Ke quickly collected enough testimony from the garrulous neighbors and villagers—so eager were they that he had to announce the inquiry was over. Many who hadn't gotten to speak left in disappointment.

Beyond evidence of the offense, there was abundant testimony that both the suspect and the party concerned were "good people" in the village. At trial, this could support a finding of "momentary lapse."

Xu Ke had each speaker press a thumbprint onto his or her statement. This unnerved those who had been so voluble a moment before.

"S-Sir… we won't have to… appear in court… will we?" Country folk dreaded court; commoners called as plaintiffs, defendants, or witnesses risked a beating at the slightest misstep, and the whole proceeding wasted half a day or more.

"Don't worry," Xu Ke said. "Our courts don't beat people during hearings. We just ask questions and render judgments—no torture. Anyone who's watched a trial at the East Gate Market knows that."

Indeed, some had witnessed the Summary Court's sessions. Locals might dread taking the stand themselves, but watching others receive judicial beatings was a popular spectacle. So when the Summary Court opened at the East Gate Market, crowds had turned up expecting the Australians to trot out exotic Australian torture devices. In the end, they discovered that Australian trials were nowhere near as entertaining as the old county yamen proceedings. Never mind Australian implements—they didn't even see the common paddle, whip, ankle-press, or finger-squeeze. The whole thing was a few questions and answers, then a verdict.

"A few of you will be called as witnesses," Xu Ke said. "Anyone interested in observing the trial is also welcome."

Because Fu Fu had helped record testimony, Xu Ke praised him several times and handed him a white-labeled pack of special-supply cigarettes—made by the Light Industry Division especially for transmigrators, using the finest imported tobacco. Fu Fu had assisted an elder on important business and received cigarettes only elders could smoke; he privately congratulated himself on having risen in the Councilor's estimation. Humming a tune, he headed home.

That evening the Fu household splurged on a table of fine dishes to welcome the conquering soldier. Predictably, the mistress had been flatly opposed to such extravagance for someone who no longer had any personal ties to the household—and predictably, she had earned a punch from Fu Bu'er for her trouble. Unlike the old days, her verbal counterattacks were increasingly feeble, because time after time Fu Bu'er's foresight had proved superior, and his approach had yielded far greater returns than hers.

"You stupid woman!" Fu Bu'er threw down the kindling stick and cursed. "What's one chicken? Xiao Fu is in favor with the leadership—didn't you see the Councilor hand him a pack of cigarettes today? He's bound to become an official! You begrudge him eating and staying here? In the future, you could kneel and beg him to eat with us and he wouldn't bother!"

"A pauper brat, running around bare-assed…" The mistress could not shake the image of Fu Fu arriving almost naked, a mud-monkey.

"He's made something of himself now—he's with the Australians. By the look of things, he'll be an officer by the new year. If we don't move now, we won't be able to get close later."

Grudgingly, the mistress had to admit her husband had a point. She set about preparing the meal as he commanded.

At the table, Fu Bu'er made a point of cultivating him. He toasted Fu Fu personally and had his own children and bond-servants toast the "elder brother" as well, heaping on flattery. Fu Fu distributed the gifts he had brought; Fu Bu'er received a new army satchel. He was overjoyed—he had long coveted one of these status symbols. Though knockoffs were now sold at the East Gate Market, they lacked the correct color, insignia, and hardware. They couldn't compare to genuine military issue.

Everyone received gifts according to rank. Even the mistress, whom nobody liked, got a bolt of cloth. When Fu Bu'er and his wife saw that Fu Yijin's gift was the most lavish, they guessed Fu Fu's intentions. That night, husband and wife schemed together in bed.

Fu Yijin was their biological daughter, entitled to be called a "young lady." Because the family was now the village's wealthiest, she had attracted considerable interest; several matchmakers had called. The mistress had flatly refused every one. The logic was simple: no matter how much bride-price the local market offered, marrying off a daughter was a losing proposition. Setting aside everything else, losing a worker outright was a significant hit—the Fu household's expanded landholdings were already short-handed.

"We can't hold Yijin back forever," Fu Bu'er said, lighting one of the cigarettes Fu Fu had given him. "She'll be seventeen after New Year's. A girl can't afford to wait…"

"Seventeen, seventeen—even forty-year-old crones have young lads chasing them." The mistress was unconcerned. "You think you can't marry off a daughter? Besides, if we send her away, who's going to do the work? You went and sent that little wench Fu Xi off to study—fine, now she's hooked on it and refuses to quit! A perfectly good pair of hands who only comes back to help at harvest. If Yijin leaves too, are we farming this land or not?"

Fu Bu'er smoked in silence. He did regret the Fu Xi affair a little. He had originally intended for her to study a few months, learn bookkeeping, reading, and the abacus, then come home. Instead, she had excelled; a Councilor had even sent a letter declaring her "promising material" and insisting she complete the elementary agricultural curriculum. Not only would she be unavailable for work for years, the family even had to pay living expenses—the Fu household did not qualify for the Education People's Committee's tuition and subsistence waivers.

"Xiao Xi's schooling costs more, but she's learned a lot. At this harvest she taught us plenty of field tricks. Manager Wan even praised her ability—the schooling wasn't wasted."

"Useless! It all benefits outsiders. Old man, all you ever do is benefit outsiders." The woman grumbled again.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 762 – Son-in-Law and Father-in-Law

"Little Xi can marry Er Yin just fine. Keep the good water in the family field—besides, she's still young, no rush." Fu Bu'er spoke with confidence. "Marrying her to Er Yin saves us the bride-price, and she's bound to be capable. As for Yijin, I think Xiao Fu is a fine lad. He'll surely make something of himself. If we make this match now, we won't lose out later."

Husband and wife schemed half the night before finally sleeping. The next morning Fu Fu rose early, shouldered a hoe, and went to the fields with everyone else. The attitude Fu Bu'er and his wife had shown at dinner made him think marriage might be within reach. Though he technically had no ties to the Fu household anymore, they might soon be son-in-law and father-in-law. Naturally, Fu Fu meant to make a good impression.

Fu Bu'er might seem hapless in other matters, but he was a capable hand at farm work. Before they set out, he assigned each person a specific task: digging ditches, threshing, collecting manure, mucking out the pigsty, grazing sheep, tending the vegetable plot—everything orderly and efficient.

The Fu household had more hands than most, but also more land and sidelines. Labor was not in surplus. With wages for short- and long-term workers spiking, help was hard to find; he could hire fewer people than before. Fu Bu'er had learned from the threshing machine and winnowing fan the Tiandihui sold him—equipment that greatly boosted efficiency—that if human labor was uneconomical, machines were the answer. At autumn harvest he had used a bank loan to add an ox and bought a small traction harvester and seed drill from the Tiandihui shop, products of the Agricultural Implements Factory. Two oxen pulling mechanized equipment allowed the Fu household to finish harvesting and planting ahead of everyone else.

While other farmers were still busy threshing and sowing green manure and winter wheat, the Fu household had already moved on to irrigation maintenance, manure collection, and sideline work.

Fu Bu'er was also intent on cultivating Fu Fu. They worked together clearing ditches. Meiyang Village's irrigation system was newly built and not to the high-investment, high-standard specifications of the Agricultural Division's own farms. The facilities were more primitive. The channels had not yet been hardened, and after a summer's use—especially after the rains—they had silted up badly. The main and branch canals were cleared by village work crews; according to the principle of "whoever benefits, maintains," each household was responsible for clearing its own field ditches. This kept the system in shape and provided silt for composting.

Black, stinking muck was shoveled out and tossed into baskets on the bank. From time to time a wriggling loach emerged from the mud. Whenever that happened, Fu Fu pinched the fish by the gills, threaded a willow twig through, and hung it aside. Even loaches that the spade had chopped into pieces were picked up and tossed into a small basket—edible all the same. In the old days, such finds had been a rare treat. Even now Fu Fu hadn't broken the habit.

Fu Fu wore only a homespun button-front jacket—the army issued a cotton undershirt for winter, but he was reluctant to wear it—and had an army-standard towel printed with "Defend Home and Country" draped around his neck. Sweat gleamed on his bronze muscles in the sunlight. Fu Bu'er watched him work and thought: Give my daughter to him and I certainly won't lose out—where else would I find such a good worker? Seeing Fu Fu pause for breath, he smiled and handed over a bamboo water jug.

Fu Fu took a long drink and wiped the sweat with his towel. He exhaled contentedly. There was a cathartic joy in farm work. Fu Bu'er said, "Take a break! This ditch goes on forever. You can't finish in one go!"

Fu Fu wiped his lips, climbed back onto the ditch bank, scraped his mud-caked feet on the dead grass, and sat down.

"Master, the family's land has grown a lot."

"Yes, yes—blessings of the leadership. The acreage is up, though a good share is public land that Manager Wu lets me sharecrop. The yield gets split; the better the harvest, the more they take." Fu Bu'er pulled out a cigarette. Fu Fu fished a pack of matches from his trouser pocket and lit it for him.

Fu Bu'er exhaled a smoke ring, eyes narrowing happily. "Manager Wan from the Tiandihui—he's a marvel. The farming tricks he knows—all the farmers here put together wouldn't match his little toe." His praise of Wan Lihui was really self-congratulation over his own foresight. If he hadn't joined the Tiandihui early, how could he have reached this position? Fu Bu'er saw clearly: the Australians liked to set up "model figures." Be the first to jump in and back their initiatives, and the benefits were immense; late adopters got far less.

"It's Master Fu's foresight that made it happen," Fu Fu said, offering flattery.

That hit the sweet spot. Fu Bu'er grinned. Pointing around, he said: "See this land? East to that mound, west to the little woods, north to that ditch…" He was showing off his holdings.

"How did Master's land get so… consolidated? All newly bought?" Fu Fu noticed something. "Wasn't that western patch wasteland before?"

"This whole stretch is mine. I sold off the scattered plots I used to have and used the money to buy land around this parcel, piecing it together. I also bought some adjoining wasteland and cleared it, so now it's all in one block…"

"Cleared wasteland?" Fu Fu was surprised. This field had been the Fu family's largest; Fu Bu'er and his household had originally expanded it bit by bit through land-clearing. Clearing was no easy task—it consumed enormous labor, and newly cleared land demanded heavy fertilizing. Without fertilizer, yields would be pitiful.

"The Tiandihui has a land-clearing crew. They've got special big machines—a dozen oxen pull them. Three or four days and the land's cleared and leveled. Fertilizers come from the Tiandihui too, delivered in sacks…" At this, Fu Bu'er grew a little worried about his loan—the mechanized plowing and the fertilizers had both been financed.

Fu Fu had seen such machines during his agricultural-support missions. Made entirely of iron, enormous in scale, they could be fitted with different attachments for all kinds of farm work: plowing, harrowing, tilling, seeding, harvesting—practically omnipotent. But they required big enough fields to operate—so far they were used only on the leadership's own estates. Even local big landowners rarely had contiguous holdings of that size.

To think Master Fu has assembled such a block! Fu Fu mused. He must be planning to use Australian heavy equipment going forward—save labor and effort.

"Master's planning to rely more on Australian machines in the future?"

"Manager Wan says machines are the way forward; human labor is too slow." Fu Bu'er said, "Something called… efficiency? Right, efficiency. He says our efficiency here is too low."

Fu Bu'er's strategy of consolidating scattered plots hadn't originally been about mechanization; he had picked it up from chats with Wan Lihui—he had drawn insights from conversations with leadership many times. Experience proved the leadership was always far-sighted.

Wan Lihui had talked about labor efficiency. He observed that East Village's efficiency lagged West Village's. West Village settlers had been given consolidated allotments; each household's land was in one place. East Village farmers rarely had contiguous land—fields were scattered here and there. Whether owner-farmers, landlords, tenants, or hired hands, people spent considerable time just commuting between plots. The cumulative waste was significant.

Large-scale consolidated farming offered other advantages too—for instance, irrigation works were far easier to plan. Fragmented small plots touched on every household's interests, making consensus almost impossible. Meiyang Village's infrastructure had gone relatively smoothly in large part because Fu Bu'er's rapid rise served as an example. Only because everyone trusted the Tiandihui's guidance had the irrigation system advanced as it did.

"The leadership likes everything big!" Fu Fu said with a laugh. Fu Bu'er laughed too.

Fu Bu'er took a few more puffs on his cigarette and then said slowly, "Xiao Fu, you've been in this household for over ten years. You're not my son, but I did raise you all those years." He took another drag, as if weighing how to continue. "I understand what's on your mind."

Fu Fu's face reddened. "It's good that Master understands."

"I approve of this." He stopped Fu Fu from showing his delight too soon. "Yijin can be promised to you—but you're still in the army; you can't marry yet. You live in barracks, you drill every day, and you might be sent off to battle again. Yijin is a young woman; she can't follow you to camp."

"Yes. I've been thinking about when I can muster out…"

"Muster out? What for?" Fu Bu'er quickly cut him off. "Come back and do what—be a common peasant? You're doing well in the army. Have some ambition…"

Fu Fu was no fool. He soon grasped that Fu Bu'er wanted him to become an officer before they could marry. "Master, don't worry. After New Year I'm going into the training cadre—I'll be a sergeant. The officers I've seen were just men who followed the leadership into a few fights. After another battle, I'll be an officer too."

Fu Bu'er was pleased by his attitude and assumed a fatherly air. "You're young. Yijin isn't old either. Wait a few years. Marry when you've got insignia on your shoulders—won't that be more respectable than now?"

"Master is right." These words kindled Fu Fu's ambition. He nodded. "I'll definitely become an officer and then come back to marry Yijin in grand style!"

"Don't worry. When you two marry, I won't shortchange you," Fu Bu'er said.

"Thank you, Fath—"

"Heh heh heh." Fu Bu'er laughed smugly. "A bit early for 'Father.' Feel free to use it at home, but don't go blurting it out in public…" He waved a hand. "Back to work."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 763 – The Poor

Fu Fu gave a shout, jumped into the ditch, and began wielding his shovel with gusto. Fu Bu'er spat out the cigarette butt that was burning his lips and hopped down after him. He had spent half the previous night mulling over this conversation: Fu Fu wanting to marry Yijin was all well and good, but if he mustered out and came home just to add another mouth to feed, living off the family—besides, as a son he'd eventually have to be given his own household share. Better to let him make a name for himself in the army. That way the family wouldn't have to spend its own money, and having an officer son-in-law would carry weight in the township.

And if Fu Fu didn't make officer, Fu Bu'er naturally wouldn't have to honor his promise. If Fu Fu died in battle—and Manager Wan had hinted there were tough fights ahead—Yijin wouldn't exactly be a widow. In this remote southern county, the concept of chastity wasn't strict, but a maiden and a remarried widow certainly commanded different bride-prices.

Fu Fu, oblivious to his "father-in-law's" calculations, felt his wish had been granted. Energized from head to toe, he worked harder than ever. As they chatted, Fu Bu'er vented quite a few of his troubles, the biggest being that his village headship was only half-effective. East and West villages didn't get along; his word carried almost no weight in West Village. Only when the leadership handed down specific orders did the West Villagers comply. It wasn't like East Village, where his word was law.

"At least the militia captain is reasonable, or the village would never know peace."

Meiyang Village's militia captain was a West Village settler, a veteran who had taken an arrow during the Chengmai campaign. The injury had damaged his tendons and bones; though he could walk fine, he could no longer march long distances under load or run. So under the injury-retirement policy, he had settled in Meiyang Village as militia captain. He lived in West Village. As a fellow village cadre, he had more interaction with Fu Bu'er.

Fu Fu said, "I think next time you go to the county for a meeting, you should mention this to the elders and see what they say—the elders always have ideas; maybe they can solve it for you. Keeping it bottled up won't do; what if trouble breaks out later?"

"True enough," Fu Bu'er said. "Next meeting I'll definitely bring up the settler issue…"

Just then, Fu Eryin came running up in a panic: "Quick! Jiang Wu is trying to run away!" He turned and bolted back the way he came.

Hearing this, Fu Bu'er threw down his hoe and scrambled up the ditch bank in seconds. Snatching his clothes from a tree branch, he shouted over his shoulder, "Something's up—I have to go look!"

Fu Fu saw the master in such a rush that he hadn't even put on the straw sandals he'd left by the ditch. Not knowing what the emergency was, but now considering himself a "prospective son-in-law," he felt invested in the Fu family's affairs. He quickly climbed out, put on his sandals, and followed.

By the time they reached the village entrance, a crowd had already gathered. Many had clearly come straight from the fields, farm tools still in hand. The circle was noisy, but the screeching curses of Fu Bu'er's wife rose above the din.

Curious, Fu Fu pushed his way through the press of bodies and saw Jiang Wu in the center. He knew Jiang Wu—a landless villager who, with his wife, tenant-farmed a few mu of Fu Bu'er's vegetable plots and worked odd jobs. One of the poorest households in the village.

A bundle lay open on the ground, spilling rags, dried sweet potatoes, and two pairs of straw sandals. Another bundle sat nearby. A battered straw work hat had been trampled flat.

A small woman knelt on the ground near them, weeping and begging for mercy—same rags, hair disheveled.

Fu Bu'er had already grabbed Jiang Wu. Jiang Wu was small and chronically underfed; he was no match for the well-fed, hard-working Fu Bu'er. Fu Bu'er's wife had messy hair and a torn sleeve—clearly she had already scuffled with Jiang Wu and his wife before Fu Bu'er arrived.

Fu Bu'er seized Jiang Wu by the collar and delivered several punches, driving Jiang Wu's neck down into his shoulders until he simply squatted on the ground, adopting the posture of a dead pig that doesn't fear boiling water.

"Jiang Wu! You ungrateful little bastard!" Fu Bu'er panted, scolding him. "You and your wife—two able-bodied adults, missing neither hand nor foot! You took two chickens from the Tiandihui and couldn't even turn in forty eggs! Ended up losing the chickens entirely! Then came the sheep loans. The Tiandihui wouldn't lend to you, but I stood guarantor so you could get them! Fine—a few days later you say the sheep are lost. And now you think you can just run off? How am I supposed to answer to the Tiandihui?"

Fu Bu'er had his own interests at stake, of course. He was guarantor for the sheep loan; if Jiang Wu ran, Fu Bu'er would have to repay principal and interest in full. Furthermore, Jiang Wu rented several mu of vegetable land from him. Fu Bu'er had used the loan guarantee as leverage to force Jiang Wu into harsh crop-sharing terms. If this cheap laborer ran away, renting the land out again wouldn't be nearly as profitable.

Jiang Wu wilted on the ground, daring not to speak. Around them, some people offered mediation while others watched for amusement. It was bizarre that Jiang Wu had managed to fail two consecutive Tiandihui loans. The layer-hen loan especially—almost no one lost money on it. Return twenty eggs and the capital was repaid; all eggs were guaranteed purchase; feed to boost laying was provided cheap; and when the hens stopped laying, they were bought back. It was practically free money from the Tiandihui.

Raising sheep wasn't hard either—cut some grass daily, let the kids or old folks graze them during the day. If hands were short, just take them to the fields and let them graze on the ridges while you worked. Peasants might be suspicious, but they weren't stupid; after a year, they knew the Tiandihui sincerely helped them boost production and income. So most had little sympathy for a "failure" like Jiang Wu: given such favorable conditions, he had still messed it up.

Moreover, despite two failures, the Tiandihui hadn't arrested him, beaten him, or seized his wife to sell—in the old days, a creditor doing so would have been considered perfectly justified. The Tiandihui merely gave him six months to clear the principal and interest, or they would sue him in court.

"Master Fu, please have mercy…" Jiang Wu's wife knelt and begged bitterly. "We really have no way out. If we stay, we'll never clear the debt to the Tiandihui. We have to go find work…"

"Nonsense! If you run off, where will the Tiandihui elders find you? How will you pay anything? You're just planning to skip out!" Fu Bu'er barked.

Jiang Wu argued, "Master Fu, you know clearly! We tenant your vegetable plots, working day and night, but after paying rent we can hardly eat… let alone pay the Tiandihui…"

Fu Bu'er's face darkened instantly. Just as he was about to explode, his wife jumped up: "Oh, you pair of dogs! So renting land to you is our fault now? Who was the unconscionable wretch who begged my husband to stand guarantor in the first place? Heavens…" She sat on the ground and began to wail. The scene grew even livelier.

Amid the noise, the resident police officer pushed his way in.

"Show's over, show's over," he said, waving people back. "If you have field work, go work; if you're going home, go home—don't block the way!" Under his prodding, the crowd thinned somewhat, though many remained to watch.

Seeing the police, Fu Bu'er felt he couldn't keep shouting. He glowered: "If you don't want to rent my land, fine! But you can't just run off! Clear the accounts first!"

The resident officer learned the details and ordered Jiang Wu and his wife to return home; they were forbidden to leave the village without permission. Under the latest household registration regulations, if Jiang Wu and his wife wished to leave their registered domicile for extended work elsewhere, they had to register their destination and purpose with the village beforehand and obtain a certificate.

Owing Tiandihui loans, they were already a "priority population." Now they had tried to sneak away. The resident officer knew that if his "priority population" vanished, his monitoring reports would look very ugly. He sternly herded the couple back to their home.

Fu Fu stood by but said nothing. He had seen plenty of this sort of thing. Fu Bu'er's rise to wealth had been built largely on petty usury. Through it he had seized land from many village families, forcing some to flee. Fu Fu had once gone with Fu Bu'er to strip timber and thatch from the houses of fled debtors to recover some interest.

However, since the Tiandihui began offering small agricultural loans, Fu Bu'er had stopped lending—his terms couldn't compete with the Australians'. Besides, as village head he had to care a little about his reputation. Usury didn't sound good.

As he watched, Fu Fu suddenly caught a glimpse of Fu Yizhuang in the crowd. His eyes lit up, and he immediately followed. Back when they were being marched to Bopu to enlist, this Fu Yizhuang had not only threatened them with a machete but beaten and cursed them, feeding them only raw sweet potatoes. When Fu Fu had squatted by the roadside with uncontrollable diarrhea, unable to stand up in time, Fu Yizhuang had lost patience and kicked him over right into his own filth… He remembered that, and the image of the boy who had died of dysentery on the road floated before his eyes. Malice rose from his gut, and he quietly tailed him.

At dinner the previous night, Fu Fu had learned that Fu Yousun's family had taken a hard fall during last year's autumn tax collection and land survey; most of their land had been confiscated. Erzhuang and Sanzhuang had gone to town to become workers, leaving only Yizhuang and Fu Yousun. Fu Yousun had become half-mad and was ignored by everyone. Yizhuang was left guarding fifty mu of land, his family's former arrogance completely gone. The Fu Bu'er household felt largely vindicated.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 764 – Crime of Destroying Military Marriage

Fu Fu tailed Fu Yizhuang quietly, planning to wait for a deserted spot to teach him a lesson and avenge the humiliation of years past. Suddenly realizing his military haircut was too conspicuous—anyone would recognize him as a servant of the leadership—he took advantage of a moment when the street was empty to pick up the discarded, trampled straw hat and pull it on, then resumed his stealthy pursuit.

Fu Yizhuang, completely unaware that someone was coming to settle accounts, marched ahead with his hoe on his shoulder. Fu Fu picked up a sturdy stick along the way and shadowed him silently—he had learned a bit of reconnaissance in the army. When Fu Yizhuang reached the irrigation canal, where trees blocked the view and no one was around, Fu Fu lunged unexpectedly from behind. He swung the stick and landed a solid blow on Fu Yizhuang's back, instantly knocking him flat.

Fu Yizhuang had never expected an ambush. Before he could cry out from the ground, seven or eight more blows rained down on him hard. He yelped, "Hero, spare my life!" but it was no use. His assailant said nothing, just kept laying down a barrage of strikes. Yizhuang screamed in pain and scrambled on hands and knees to escape; Fu Fu kicked him viciously in the leg, and with a loud cry Yizhuang rolled into the drained irrigation ditch, stuck fast in the mud.

Watching Fu Yizhuang flail and wail in the muck, Fu Fu felt his malice vented. Before anyone could arrive, he slipped away quickly—if he were caught and reported to the Political Office, it would be a major disaster; beating up a civilian was a serious breach of discipline.

Fu Yizhuang had taken a beating for reasons he couldn't fathom. He struggled out of the mud with great difficulty and had to beg help to get home. Most villagers just watched the spectacle; no one much cared who had beaten him—the Fu Yousun family had once been the village's richest and had plenty of grievances with the locals.



Xu Ke returned from Meiyang Village to the Law Society club and immediately set about organizing the trial. Because this case needed to be thoroughly "political," even this trifling matter had become a focus of the House of Elders. Not only the military, but various other systems had weighed in with their opinions.

After fully canvassing the elders' views, the Legal Society concluded that while the case met the Great Ming Code standard for conviction, the specific charge should be "destruction of a military marriage," not "adultery."

"We must prosecute on the charge of destroying a military marriage, not 'adultery,'" emphasized Dong Shiye, presiding judge of the East Gate Market Summary Court. "Criminalizing ethical violations does not accord with the direction of legal development. Through this trial, we must instill a new jurisprudential concept in the populace."

"Destruction of a military marriage" was a brand-new concept for the common people. In ancient times, soldiers had extremely low social status; introducing the concept of "protecting military marriages" would play a significant role in elevating that status.

Some raised the issue of retroactivity. "Destruction of a military marriage" was a clause of the Marriage Law, but the Marriage Law hadn't been promulgated yet—and even if it were promulgated now, the offense occurred before the law. Prosecuting under the transmigrators' marriage law would imply that their laws were retroactive, which would throw the Law Society into chaos when copying legal precedents.

If the case were tried as destruction of a military marriage, but jurisdiction had to be established under the principle of lenity to the older law (using the old law if the new law imposes a heavier penalty or if the act was committed before the new law), they could only prosecute for adultery under the Great Ming Code. The maximum sentence under the Code was "ninety strokes."

If they ruled that way, the military elders would never agree. Furthermore, everyone felt that failing to introduce the crime of "destroying a military marriage" would severely discount the "reforming customs" effect.

After considerable debate, they finally reached a consensus: the charge would indeed be "destruction of a military marriage." As for the Marriage Law, it had to be promulgated immediately.

"Besides the Great Ming Code, we can also cite the Australian-Song Code!" Zhou Dongtian said. "We won't say we just wrote this Marriage Law. We'll say it has always existed in the Australian Song, and since Lingao is now part of 'Australian Song,' the Australian-Song Code has jurisdiction."

It was a stretch, but to make the logic robust, it was the only way.

Regarding the specific verdict, Xu Ke believed that for a case bridging the transition of judicial systems and paving the way for new laws, a compromise verdict was appropriate—especially considering the need to balance the emotions of some elders against the need to steadily establish the legal system.

"From the standpoint of social effect, a trial that preliminarily embodies the judicial system of the new state is meaningful. Thus we need to apply certain institutions from the future Code of Criminal Procedure to this trial. As for sentencing, personally I feel death or life imprisonment with hard labor is too heavy. Furthermore, an overly absolute sentence would be detrimental to future legislative work—wouldn't a prison term plus mandatory relocation plus post-release local supervision be more appropriate?"

"We have no objection, but the naval military side seems to be taking a very hard line," An Xi said uneasily. "Chen Haiyang and Ming Qiu don't have strong specific views, but some of the lower-ranking elder officers are fired up, and supposedly General Secretary Wen supports them."

"General Secretary Wen hasn't expressed an opinion in any official setting," Dong Shiye said. "He just made some private remarks like 'should've shot the adulterous pair on the spot.'"

"That certainly sounds like a man of passion…" An Xi said.

Zhou Dongtian snorted. "That 'Great Lord of the Blue Sky,' 'the stubborn magistrate,' 'wise leader' nonsense is the most damaging thing to the judiciary!" He stood up and shouted, "We are a new dynasty with a new atmosphere. But the collective legal consciousness cannot be changed overnight. It requires a process of propaganda and education. At the same time, by penalizing relevant behaviors through judicial practice, we demonstrate the guiding function of law. I absolutely do not accept the military's view on sentencing for this case. Since we are to act according to law, let's honestly stick to the sixteen-character policy: There must be laws to follow; laws must be followed; enforcement must be strict; violations must be prosecuted. We must absolutely not act on impulse or play games like 'uttering words that become law.' That's a hidden danger! A landmine!"

Dong Shiye coughed. "There's no need for excessively heavy sentencing. Just classifying it as a crime is enough to make a normal person think with their big head when the little head gets gorged with blood. I think a sentence of three to seven years is sufficient—especially given the 'fine reputation' of Fu Youdi's place. Risking three to seven years of hard labor just for a screw… I think most normal people would think twice. As for death or life imprisonment, it's completely unnecessary. First, soldiers have low status in this time-space; no one would help them if their wives got cuckolded. Establishing the precedent of 'destruction of a military marriage' is enough to raise their social status. Second, the concept of chastity among the common poor of this era is far less intense than among the upper and middle classes. Finally, even if they really cared, we don't need to compromise with local customs—are we supposed to respect things like drowning people in pig cages just because a clan patriarch says so? We need them to accept our ideology, to respect and fear our institutions of violence, to feel that even a three-month sentence is a lifelong disgrace. Ideological work, public opinion—all must be mobilized. We should seize this chance to clearly distinguish ourselves from the old world, making the locals realize our advanced nature and the old world's backwardness." Dong Shiye finished in one breath, panted, and took a sip of tea. "Also, I'd like to know which is the prosecuting organ? When did the Senate establish a procuratorate? Is the Tribunal handling both prosecution and trial? Having the prosecutor and the judge in the same department seems inappropriate."

"That's not an issue," Ma Jia said. "Doesn't the Political and Legal Affairs Commission manage everything anyway?"

"I think the police department could temporarily exercise the prosecutorial function. In the early days of the PRC, public security handled prosecution; only later, when things normalized, was the procuratorate established. Given Lingao's current situation, from a resource-saving perspective, letting the police exercise prosecutorial power works."

Ma Jia considered. "Let's table that for discussion. Right now, this case has little to do with the police; having them prosecute isn't suitable. I think we can set up a prosecutor system."

"Independent Counsel's Office?"

"Right, that's the idea," Ma Jia said. "It could be permanent, or we could adopt a one-person-per-case system—appointed before indictment, stepping down after conclusion. Saves manpower. Right now we have too many latrines and not enough asses."

"Since we've started building a judicial system, the prosecutorial system should be established. Especially given the ancient legal system that doesn't separate criminal and civil matters, establishing a state prosecution system is very significant," Ji Xin said. "Also, I propose establishing a legal practitioner certificate or the like. Anyone who obtained a law degree or similar qualification in the old time-space can apply to serve as prosecutor, lawyer, or judge. That way, even if they don't work within the Tribunal system, they can appear in court to handle cases anytime. Otherwise it's easy for people to pick holes—after all, it would be legally baseless."

The Law Society was, after all, just a club. Letting members outside the Tribunal system serve as judges, lawyers, or prosecutors had no institutional basis. So Ji Xin suggested formalizing it. He also proposed: to embody the authority of the new socialist rule of law and impress the concept of "procedural legality" on the natives, judicial procedures should mimic modern litigation procedures—judge, clerk, prosecutor, public defender. Not one could be missing. The whole process had to be followed.

"Agreed. Procedural legality is a fundamental concept of modern jurisprudence; we must instill it in the naturalized citizens," Xu Ke expressed his agreement. "This isn't formalism."

An Xi asked, "Do we need to wear wigs?"

"In a place like Lingao, if you want to wear a pound of wool on your head, I have no objection—but I'm not wearing one," Dong Shiye said lazily.

"Robes can be considered, but skip the wigs; I don't care for the smell of the English," Ma Jia said. "To be honest, I find even robes too hot."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 765 – Steering Public Opinion

To build momentum for the trial, the Tribunal was active on all fronts. First, they had the Department of Propaganda and Culture publish a special feature on the case in the Lingao Times. Although Ding Ding was skeptical about how many people could actually read it, Ma Jia's guidance was to "cook rice even if it's half-raw." At the very least, new immigrants had undergone basic literacy training and could handle a newspaper; as for local natives, many had also received literacy education in the factories.

Ding Ding penned the article himself. The DPC had a few scholar-types—Ming-era licentiates whose writing was unbearably pedantic even in vernacular. Ding Ding rarely asked them to write, mostly assigning them to proofreading.

Writing legal education articles wasn't new to Ding Ding, but writing them for seventeenth-century commoners was a formidable challenge—they had neither eaten pork nor seen a pig run. He had to convey basic concepts while keeping everything accessible. It took considerable brain-racking to produce a few pieces.

Per Ma Jia's request, the focus wasn't on the Marriage Law, but on the Criminal Procedure Law—popularizing modern judicial procedures and jurisprudential concepts while contrasting them with Ming judicial practice. As Ma Jia put it, they needed to highlight the "barbarity," "backwardness," "cruelty," and "incompetence" of the Ming legal system.

To emphasize these four points, Ding Ding had to consult E Shui, asking him to scour historical records and notes for material on the dark side of Ming justice to use as ammunition. He also made several trips to the county yamen to chat with Master Wang.

Since the county yamen had been thoroughly hollowed out, Master Wang had been idle. Besides helping stamp documents at the County Liaison Office and handling routine paperwork, his days were spent drinking, playing chess, and composing poetry with Magistrate Wu. The Liaison Office supplied them generously and issued monthly stipends—enough for a leisurely existence. Naturally, he was happy to chat when someone came asking questions.

Wang Zhaomin had been a legal secretary for decades. Though not necessarily brilliant in criminal law, his experience was vast, having handled countless cases. Hearing they wanted material on "dark secrets," he immediately recounted several complex and bizarre cases, adding his own detailed commentary.

Regarding the report on the case itself, Ding Ding followed basic modern principles: using "a certain village," "a certain unit," and pseudonyms. The Navy specifically called to demand that nothing in the article link back to the Navy. Wei Aiwen demanded that the subsequent brawl between the Navy and the Garrison Battalion be omitted.

"Damn it, who's the Propaganda Department here?" Though Ding Ding understood their reasoning, he resented every department trying to dictate his reporting.

Finally, Du Wen called unexpectedly to discuss whether this case helped improve women's status.

"I don't think this has much to do with women's status…"

"How can you say that? This is typical objectification of women. In this whole process, has anyone specifically talked to the female victim to hear her voice?"

Ding Ding admitted he hadn't, though Tribunal staff should have interrogated her.

"You see? No one cares about the woman's will or rights!" The voice on the phone grew agitated. "Did she perhaps want a divorce?"

"Ask the Tribunal."

"I certainly will. But the Lingao Times has serious bias issues in its reporting of this case…"

Ding Ding hung up in frustration—bias issues? Pan Pan, brewing coffee nearby, asked, "Who was that?"

"Du Wen from the Women's Federation." Unable to explain the Social Work Office to Pan Pan, Ding Ding introduced her as the Women's Federation Chair—a concept Pan Pan could grasp.

Du Wen had tried multiple times to recruit Pan Pan into the Women's Federation, but Pan Pan wasn't interested in political organizations. She believed women should protect their own rights, not form associations to demand them. Their philosophies clashed, so she had refused.

"Does this case concern women's rights?" Pan Pan was interested. Though she disliked that the Tribunal had internally decided the verdict before the trial, generally she found the case unremarkable. She certainly couldn't understand some elders' calls for death or life sentences. In her view, even for "destroying a military marriage," a light punishment was sufficient.

"You could say it does." Ding Ding looked at the table full of proofs and drafts. "For example, why couldn't that woman choose the man she loved? Or so Du Wen says." He quickly added the attribution.

A woman's gossip instinct kicked in instantly: "Does she love the young guy?"

"Who knows. That's irrelevant to the case."

"I'd actually like to know." Pan Pan's interest was piqued. "I want to write a feature on the emotional lives of naturalized citizens…"

"Absolutely not." Ding Ding quickly blocked his wife's whimsical idea. "Naturalized citizens don't need to think about emotional lives; eating and working is enough. Why make them think so much?"

"That's harsh. They're people too. Why can't they have emotional lives?" She insisted on the topic. Ding Ding reconsidered: since the Tribunal was about to promulgate the Marriage Law, and divorce was a key component, such a report might help build public opinion. He finally agreed and issued her a press pass to interview in the county prison.

Pan Pan went with high hopes and returned disappointed. She had expected a middle-aged woman with lingering charm; she found a haggard, shriveled woman with no charm whatsoever.

Though she brought a Hokkien interpreter, the "party concerned" was terrified by a blonde, blue-eyed, ghost-like "chieftain" coming to talk to her—let alone by the interpreter's mouth full of emotional terminology. Just explaining "Are you in love with so-and-so?" took several minutes.

Even more discouraging, this old-looking woman couldn't say clearly whether she loved the suspect, or even if she liked him. She seemed to view Pan Pan's constant talk of such things with silent contempt. It was either "I don't know" or silence. Pan Pan's interview hit a wall.

Finally, Pan Pan asked, "If you had the chance, would you want to marry so-and-so and live with him?" She hoped for a "love supreme" answer, but the woman replied crisply: "Unwilling." As for why, she refused to say, meeting Pan Pan's questions with a "none of your business" stare.

"Do these people have any thoughts of their own?" Pan Pan complained to Ding Ding.

Ding Ding smiled calmly. "Can't handle it? For seventeenth-century commoners, just having a Q&A exchange is good enough—don't forget she was a shop clerk in East Gate Market, so she's had a baptism of modern civilization! Go to the countryside and chat with peasants; getting one answer in ten sentences is lucky. And you want to write a feature."

Beyond newspapers, the DPC used "opinion guides" to steer public sentiment in public spaces. This was a new trick: selecting articulate, gossip-loving naturalized citizens—mostly peddlers—to spread news and guide opinion according to weekly DPC "notices." In return, the DPC paid each fifty circulation notes a month as a small "incentive"—Ding Ding refused to call it a wage.

The goal was quickly achieved. The guides spread the case through every village and town alley until the whole county knew—so much so that some elders objected: would such hype damage the army's image? Would people think joining the army meant getting cuckolded?

But Ma Jia and others argued that only massive publicity would make naturalized citizens fear cuckolding soldiers—years of hard labor were no joke. The Fu Youdi labor reform camp had become a terror legend of the new Lingao regime, a living hell in the people's minds.

As always, Du Wen demanded that the case be used to promote "protection of women's rights." She demanded the sailor and his wife be divorced—on grounds of "breakdown of affection"—and that the sailor be prosecuted for "domestic violence" (wife-beating). Naturally, the Navy vehemently opposed this. Most elders also opposed it—except Liu Yuefei, who had just returned from field research. Even female elders cared little about a native woman's marital happiness. Seeing little support, Du Wen personally wrote several articles advocating women's rights for Ding Ding to publish in the Lingao Times External Edition.

Propelled by the varying agendas of different departments, preparations for the grand judicial drama proceeded apace.

Ma Jia enthusiastically ordered black judicial robes for An Xi and the other court participants—he personally visited the Planning Commission warehouse to select a black silk of excellent sheen and texture. He also directed renovations of the East Gate Market Summary Court, refreshing it inside and out. Cork sound-absorbing panels were added to the walls to dampen noise from the gallery. Iron bars were installed on the windows—the latest news suggested a huge turnout, and those who couldn't get in would likely hang on the windows like people in another time-space.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 766 – Court Session

Under the public gaze, the trial opened. It was a beautiful day—neither too hot nor too cold. Hearing that the "Australians" were trying a case, villagers from miles around and off-duty workers and clerks flocked to the Commercial Hall. The ground floor housed the East Gate Market Summary Court, where the trial was to be held. The courtroom was small, renovated in modern style, with only sixty seats in the gallery. Li Mei had sent people to add benches in the aisles and rear corridor for extra seating.

Even so, the crowd swelled early. By eight o'clock in the morning, Mu Min estimated over a thousand people had gathered outside the Commercial Hall to listen, with more streaming in. The total crowd was expected to reach three thousand.

Only a handful secured seats; tickets were free upon request at the door but required identification and registration of names. To prevent unrest, Mu Min had ordered the East Gate Market Garrison Company and Battalion Headquarters onto alert. Police cancelled all leave and were fully mobilized. The department issued large quantities of pepper-spray grenades to the Garrison Company, while the General Bureau of Political Security deployed its entire field and support staff in plainclothes among the crowd.

An Emergency Response Headquarters was set up in a second-floor observation room of the East Gate Market Police Station. Chiefs of Judiciary, Police, and Political Security were all present, ready to handle any incident.

The trial hadn't started, but seeing the human tide gathering in the streets, a sense of unease spread among the elders in the command center. There seemed to be too many people! Crowds clogged East Gate Avenue in front of the Commercial Hall and Police Station; police had to intervene to maintain order.

Most elders in the command center had never seen such a scene; no longer could they lounge on rattan sofas debating whether the new marriage law should mandate monogamy, polygamy, or monogamy-with-concubinage. Li Mei was especially anxious, terrified a riot would smash up the market. It made the business elite's heart race—merchants feared nothing more than riots. The first victims were always the shops.

"Should we send in the Garrison Battalion? With this many people, will there be a stampede?"

"No need. The Garrison Battalion standing outside is enough," Mu Min said confidently. "Just standing there in crisp uniforms provides a huge deterrent. Relax—this scene is normal. No signs of losing control."

"With so many people and fewer than a hundred tickets, what about the rest?" Ma Jia worried.

"It's fine. Don't we have cable broadcasting? We'll broadcast it live."

To ensure as many people as possible could hear, Ding Ding had microphones installed in the courtroom, wired into the existing East Gate Market street broadcast system. Thus the entire trial could be heard even on the street. To help naturalized citizens understand the background, Zhang Yu was brought in to provide commentary.

Crowds were guided to loudspeakers throughout the streets. They could stand and listen. Those with a bit more money, according to their means, took seats in teahouses, restaurants, and snack shops, ordered a pot of tea, and listened in comfort. As for the masses sitting or standing in the streets, sidewalks, and open lots, peddlers were there to serve them.

"Cigarettes! Melon seeds! Dried sweet potatoes!"

"Soda! Kombucha!"

"Bopu dried octopus—one bite and you'll want another!"

"Small stools for rent! Listen to the trial in comfort!"

...

At the courtroom entrance, police checked tickets and identification, ensuring every seat was filled by the named ticketholder. Thirty minutes before the session, the gallery was packed, people sweating freely. Windows were fully open for ventilation and to keep people from smashing the glass by leaning on it. A row of police cadets from the Police Training Class stood shoulder-to-shoulder along the walls, eyeing the overflowing gallery.

Near nine o'clock, a policeman shouted: "Silence! Extinguish cigarettes! All rise!" Amid the scraping of stools, Presiding Judge Xu Ke walked in from a door behind the bench.

Xu Ke wore the newly tailored judicial robe: British style, pure black, with a seated Bi'an beast embroidered on the chest. On his head he wore a black Song-style long-winged official cap—a fusion of East and West, exuding majesty. The commoners were awestruck; some even went weak in the knees and knelt.

Xu Ke carried a massive, black-leather-bound codebook with "Law of Australian Song" stamped in gold, fully displaying the legal dignity he represented.

Solemnly, Xu Ke ascended to the high bench. Seeing everyone's eyes upon him, he felt a twinge of pride—being a judge felt good. Though the swaying of the strange long-winged cap took some getting used to. Xu Ke banged the gavel and intoned in a low, drawn-out voice: "The court is now in session!"

Next, the unlucky young man was led in by police and stood in the defendant's dock. Identification was verified per procedure. A buzz of discussion rose from the gallery. People were surprised the "adulterous pair" didn't appear together. And the crucial "cuckolded husband" was absent too. Many felt disappointed—adultery trials were traditionally entertainment for the masses. Now only the "adulterer" appeared.

According to procedure, the district prosecutor spoke first. An Xi stood up from the prosecution table, trembling slightly—probably from nervousness. Xu Ke knew An Xi's professional level was abysmal; he couldn't even recite basic statutes. Several Law Society members said he claimed a law degree, but he looked like a lazy adult-education law undergrad. If not for his devoted legwork for Ma Jia and significant contributions to the Law Society, they probably wouldn't have accepted him.

Though reading from a script, An Xi stumbled. He first outlined the case, including the fact of adultery, and submitted transcripts of all parties' confessions. The clerk read the transcripts aloud. The first was the suspect's own confession. Initially, people found the dry questioning boring, but hearing the detailed confession piqued their interest—privacy-invading details were always compelling. Finally, An Xi presented the confession of the "party concerned," admitting to sexual relations with the suspect.

Then he asked the suspect if he had any objection to the confession just read.

The suspect said no. The prosecution then called witnesses, including several Meiyang villagers and the woman's shop colleagues. They provided corroborating testimony.

"…That concludes my statement. Thank you, Your Honor." An Xi wiped sweat from his forehead. Though he had only read the prepared materials, he was a nervous wreck.

Xu Ke announced a recess—it was nearly noon. The gallery began to clear. Buzzing discussions filled the air; few discussed the case itself, but rather the process: the volume of confessions, testimonies, and evidence. It seemed far more civilized than the old yamen inquisitions—no fierce bailiffs, no stimulating torture scenes. Lacking these, it was a bit dull, but the detailed descriptions in the confessions gave the crowd a different kind of interest.

Li Mei had pre-arranged for the Cooperative Restaurant to sell boxed lunches around the Commercial Hall. They sold out quickly, earning a tidy profit. Surrounding eateries also did brisk business.

Court reconvened at noon. To the transmigrators, the old time-space's eleven-thirty to one o'clock lunch break was a waste of time. In their schedule, lunch ended at noon.

The case was technically over, but the defense process had to play out. This fascinated the listeners most: allowing someone to speak specifically to defend the criminal was unheard of. In the past, it was just a matter of whether the prisoner confessed. Everyone wanted to see what Australian defense meant.

Ji Xin's defense was a plea for leniency—since the suspect had confessed and the case was open-and-shut, there was no need for gimmicks.

He focused on the suspect's family circumstances, recounting their misfortunes—omitting the causes of the brothers' deaths to avoid bad press for industrialization. He called witnesses to attest that the suspect was historically "honest and dutiful" in the village, had never done anything unconscionable, let alone molested women. This incident, he argued, was an accidental slip caused by poverty, inability to afford a wife, and youth. He pointed out that the female party bore some responsibility for initiating the affair.

Ji Xin spoke gently and persuasively, his performance ten times better than An Xi's. The gallery clearly showed great sympathy for the suspect. Xu Ke thought: if this were a jury trial, that performance alone would sway them.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 767 – Verdict

When Ji Xin concluded his statement, Xu Ke declared the trial session closed. What followed was an hour-long exegesis of the law—a document the Law Society had labored over for several nights, striving for maximum accessibility. Xu Ke walked the audience through the facts of the case, the applicable statutes, and the rationale binding them together. For a Tribunal conducting its first trial under modern judicial procedures, interpreting the law for the public was not merely helpful but essential.

To everyone's surprise, the legal explanation proved far from tedious. The spectators were fascinated. Having witnessed the trial unfold, many hungered to understand why the Australians did things this way. Xu Ke's measured discourse satisfied that curiosity. Most grasped only half of what he said, but even that partial understanding gave them a preliminary foothold in the architecture of modern justice.

When the explanation concluded, the clerk's voice rang out: "All rise!"

"The verdict will now be announced!"

Xu Ke stood, raised his gavel, and brought it down with a single decisive crack.

"The defendant is found guilty of destroying a military marriage!"

A collective gasp rolled through the gallery, followed by a rising murmur.

"In the name of the House of Elders and the People," Xu Ke continued, "the defendant is sentenced to seven years of hard labor and one year of supervision!"

Supervision meant that upon release, the convict would be required to wear specific markings on their clothing, enabling constant monitoring. It was a condition laden with restrictions—and deep humiliation.

The gallery erupted. The severity of the sentence shocked everyone. Under Ming judicial practice, prison terms were rare. For a case involving adultery, custom dictated a few dozen strokes for the adulterer and another few for the adulteress, all in the name of "correcting morals." Had the guilty parties been paraded about in cangues, the crowd would have been delighted. No one expected the Australians to invent something called "destruction of a military marriage" and impose a penalty this heavy.

Everyone knew what Australian "hard labor" meant: it meant falling into the hands of Fu Youdi. That place had become synonymous with terror in Lingao. Few believed the unlucky adulterer would ever emerge from the labor camp alive.

That dallying with a soldier's wife could lead to such an end baffled everyone. The Australians truly thought differently. In seventeenth-century eyes, Chinese and foreign alike, soldiering was a profession for scum—the dregs of society. No one considered a soldier's wife being bedded to be a matter of consequence.

With another crack of Xu Ke's gavel, the first trial conducted under the new procedural law concluded. The audience rose as the judge departed first. Then, guided by police, the crowd slowly dispersed. As the gallery emptied and rows of vacant benches emerged, two figures remained seated, watching the exodus. Only when the hall stood nearly deserted did they rise. The leader was a middle-aged man dressed with opulent dignity—clearly a person of status from the Great Ming. Accompanying him was a younger man. Together they walked toward the exit, the youth occasionally shifting aside benches left askew in the aisle.

At the door, several men in short jackets immediately approached and escorted them to a waiting carriage.

Li Luoyou closed his eyes to rest. Gu Baocheng opened a beverage case stored in the carriage, retrieved a small thermos, poured a cup of tea, and handed it to his uncle.

Li Luoyou took a sip. Excellent Wuyi tea from Fujian. He had not visited in a few months, and Australian amenities had improved yet again—previously they offered hot water, but the tea leaves had been coarse and low quality.

The carriage shuddered slightly and began to move. The Mongolian horse was neither strong nor swift, but its gait was smooth. On Lingao's leveled roads, the ride felt steady. After two cups of tea, Li Luoyou caught his breath. Sitting on a hard wooden bench for over two hours had been exhausting, and the room had been crowded. Had the weather not been mild and the ventilation good, he might not have lasted.

Attending the trial at East Gate Market had been Gu Baocheng's suggestion. The scandal had become a hot topic on Lingao's streets, thanks to vigorous promotion by the Propaganda Department. News had naturally reached Qionghai House, Li Luoyou's residence in Lingao. Li Luoyou maintained a keen interest in the Australian judicial system—during his last visit, he had noted similarities between Australian law and the laws of the Europeans. When he heard that a case was to be publicly tried under "Australian-Song Law," his interest spiked. He instructed Gu Baocheng to collect all relevant newspaper materials for him to study.

Li Luoyou had arrived from Macau over ten days earlier, charged with the mission of rescuing the remnants of He Rubin's forces. Because the House of Elders needed to convene and discuss how to handle the Ming troops trapped in Qiongshan, Li Luoyou had been left waiting in boredom at Qionghai House. Occasionally Liu San or other elders he knew came to chat, but mostly he passed the time reading Lingao newspapers and books collected by Gu Baocheng.

Gu Baocheng had been in Lingao long enough to understand how the Australians operated. They revealed—or at least hinted at—many things through their newspapers. Reading the Lingao Times and locally printed books was the best window into their thinking.

Li Luoyou was intrigued by his nephew's insight. Of course, this wasn't profound wisdom—he himself regularly read the Capital Gazette back home, which revealed many of the Imperial Court's movements.

But the Lingao Times was far broader in content and livelier in form. Many of its formats were entirely new to him. Concerning this destruction-of-military-marriage case, for instance, the paper not only reported the cause and effect but also provided "background introductions" to "Australian-Song Law"—lengthy articles on the concept and practice of the offense. Li Luoyou read them carefully and soon realized the Australians intended to implement their own legal code across all of Lingao.

He was shocked.

Promulgating new laws was a hallmark of a new dynasty. Openly discussing Australian-Song Law in the newspapers was clearly preparation to raise their flag and secede. Li Luoyou felt a wave of desolation wash over him—it seemed Qiongzhou Prefecture would soon be lost to the Great Ming. Strangely, he felt quite calm about this reality, without the grief and indignation he had experienced upon hearing of Shenyang's fall. At least these people claimed descent from Huaxia. They did not treat the people like slaves or pigs, and they had done many practical things that benefited the locals. The common folk lived far better under Australian-Song rule than under the Manchus—even better than under the Great Ming, which showed its own people no mercy. Ming officials cared only for their own wealth and rank, indifferent to the people's lives or the nation's territory.

Now those same officials ruling the Great Ming had sent him here simply to reach an agreement that would paper over the disastrous defeat of a war they had rashly provoked. Whenever Li Luoyou dwelt on this, he despaired for the Court. He had heard the Emperor was diligent and sought to restore the dynasty's glory, but with such men as officials, even the founding Emperor Taizu reborn could hardly hope to achieve anything.

Seeing his uncle's intense interest in the case, Gu Baocheng had suggested they observe the trial in person. Li Luoyou had long harbored a strong interest in the Australian judicial system—during his previous tour of East Gate Market, he had noticed the parallels between Australian justice and European law. But his stay had been too short to witness an actual trial. Now, with such a significant case, he couldn't let the opportunity pass.

Li Luoyou's desire to attend the trial was naturally treated as a special case—he played a crucial role in the Planning Commission's upcoming plans. On instructions from the General Office, Ma Jia immediately produced two "reserved tickets" for them.

The entire trial felt both surprising and logical to him. He realized his earlier assessment had been correct: the Australian legal system bore deep influence from European legal traditions, including the form of interrogation. Yet they had innovated upon the European foundation. This "destruction of military marriage," for instance, struck him as something unheard of. He suspected even European law contained no such strange statute.

"The Australians are buying the soldiers' hearts," Gu Baocheng whispered once they were back in the carriage. "I fear their future ambitions are considerable."

"If they couldn't win hearts," Li Luoyou replied, "how could they have annihilated Commander He's entire army? Do you think it was just 'sharp firearms'?" He shook his head slowly. "If we speak of sharp firearms, aren't the firearms of the Guanning Army and the capital battalions sharp? Yet they are beaten by the Manchus until they dare not step beyond the city gates—crouching inside while watching the enemy kill and burn."

Gu Baocheng knew his uncle referred to the recent Manchu incursion. The news from the north was grim: the Manchus had plundered dozens of prefectures, seized countless riches, and abducted over a hundred thousand people.

In Gu Baocheng's view, the Australians surpassed the government not only in firearms and in winning hearts, but in many other respects as well. He dared not press the argument, however, and merely chimed in: "Uncle is right."

The carriage arrived at Qionghai House. The establishment occupied a fair amount of land, but the main building's footprint was modest and the frontage far from ostentatious. Unlike other merchants who strove to make their storefronts as grand as possible, Qionghai House presented a plain, traditional facade—three bays wide, styled like an old, long-established firm.

Qionghai House did conduct some retail business at the front, selling various mainland specialties. But this was not its main enterprise. Its core trade was in bulk goods. The firm imported the commodities the Australians needed from the mainland, especially Liaodong goods and items from beyond the Great Wall—particularly furs and hides. Horse, deer, and sheep hides were materials urgently needed by Lingao's industrial system. In addition, Qionghai House shipped and sold industrial raw materials such as raw lacquer, tung oil, and silk from Guangdong and other regions.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 768 – Conditions

Li Luoyou's business network and economic strength far exceeded that of the scattered petty merchants, and his channels ran deeper than those of Gao Ju, who relied mainly on trafficking foreign goods. Not only was his supply volume larger, but he also commanded significant price advantages. Consequently, Qionghai House had swiftly become the largest mainland supplier within the Lingao commercial system. Gu Baocheng's role was largely that of a money handler. Still, Li Luoyou granted him considerable autonomy in purchasing. Of Qionghai House's monthly procurement budget in Lingao, Gu Baocheng could decide half of it himself, choosing goods he believed would turn a profit on the mainland.

The encirclement campaign launched by the Guangdong authorities had interrupted Qionghai House's operations for a time. But not long after the Great Victory at Chengmai, Gu Baocheng—who had remained in Lingao throughout—quickly resumed bilateral trade and turned a tidy profit. This gave Li Luoyou some confidence in his nephew's managerial abilities.

Li Luoyou placed great importance on Qionghai House's development. The funds to establish it had come from his "private purse." Though his family possessed immense wealth, those were Li clan assets, and Gu Baocheng was, after all, an outsider. To avoid clan gossip and to provide his nephew with security should anything happen to himself, Li Luoyou needed to give Gu Baocheng a foundation of his own. The clan eyed his existing assets—whether business operations or investment shares—with predatory hunger. Even his own son might not inherit everything intact, let alone a nephew.

Now the Australians had fully demonstrated their capability and their resolve to defend themselves. From this perspective, present-day Lingao—and the future Qiongzhou Prefecture—could serve as a viable refuge. Li Luoyou had grown increasingly pessimistic about conditions in the Central Plains and the Great Ming's future. The shadow of approaching chaos weighed heavily on him.

His trip to Lingao this time served dual purposes: to carry out Li Fengjie's negotiation mission and to put Qionghai House in order. If the world descended into chaos, this southern island might prove a sanctuary.

The carriage arrived at the entrance of Qionghai House. Two servants hurried out to take the horses. Because of the steps, the carriage had to stop outside the gate—unlike a sedan chair, it could not be carried into the courtyard. Li Luoyou made a mental note: Remind Baocheng to renovate the entrance so carriages can enter.

He had already instructed Gu Baocheng to purchase a carriage from the Australians for his own use. As for horses or mules, he would send them from the mainland.

"Nephew, using such a vehicle... isn't it too ostentatious?" Gu Baocheng had been startled by the order. The "Red Flag" carriages were rarely seen on Lingao's streets; even the Australian elders seldom used them. They didn't ride carriages or sedan chairs—they either walked or rode "iron-wheelers." For a mere shop manager to parade around in one seemed inappropriate.

"It matters not," Li Luoyou said. "You are the manager of Qionghai House now. You must maintain the necessary appearance."

Qionghai House stood relatively far from the center of East Gate Market—in modern terms, on the outer ring. They had chosen the location for its cheap land and ample room for expansion. Moreover, since the firm focused on wholesale trade, a prime storefront was unnecessary.

Though the location was somewhat remote and the frontage modest, the compound's renovation was extremely fastidious. It followed the traditional Yingzao Fashi—the Building Standards—while incorporating many Australian comforts: glass windows, bathrooms with hot and cold water, and flush toilets. Li Luoyou particularly admired Australian sanitary equipment. In traditional residences, no matter how luxurious, the latrine remained a place one dreaded entering. No amount of expensive incense could fully mask that lingering stench.

A small garden had been built within the compound—a "modern-style" classical garden designed by Li Xiaolü. It suited Li Luoyou's taste perfectly. After changing clothes, the two men sat in the garden's waterside pavilion to talk.

Li Luoyou had already reviewed the account books Gu Baocheng had given him. The ledgers showed a large surplus of circulation notes, currently deposited in Delong Bank. Gu Baocheng proposed reducing exports to Lingao and increasing imports from Lingao, thereby spending down the bank deposits quickly.

He remained deeply skeptical of paper currency's creditworthiness. No matter what anyone said, it wasn't gold or silver. Even copper coins felt more substantial.

Li Luoyou listened to his nephew's thoughts and pondered for a long while.

"There is no rush to spend this surplus," he finally said. "You must have a plan. Qionghai House will be your property in the future—this is your domain. Think more carefully about how to invest this money locally."

Gu Baocheng could not imagine how to spend the money beyond increasing stock. The Qionghai House premises were spacious enough, and he felt the land he had already accumulated was sufficient. Large tracts of wasteland he had purchased around the compound were now growing vegetables. Though vegetables sold easily in Lingao, they weren't worth much. Spending huge sums on land just to let it bask in the sun seemed wasteful.

"It is not wasteful," Li Luoyou smiled. "Has the value of the land you bought not risen?" He leaned forward slightly. "The Australians are just beginning to exert their strength in Lingao. Land prices will only rise—never fall."

He instructed Gu Baocheng to keep a portion of the circulation notes from sales on hand rather than converting everything into goods for the mainland. A share of the retained cash should continue to be used to buy land. Land prices in Lingao were rising faster than anywhere else in the Australian-controlled zone, especially near East Gate Market. This castle town, originally intended for trade with natives outside Bairen City, was expanding so rapidly it threatened to swallow Bairen City itself. Many elders had already grown tired of living inside Bairen City—too crowded and periodically plagued by industrial exhaust and noise.

"Uncle, though the price is rising, we cannot sell immediately," Gu Baocheng said. "It's a market with prices but no buyers..."

"Naturally. Vacant land still exists in the inner ring of East Gate Market, so land out here is hard to move. But when the inner ring fills up? If you buy abundantly, land will grow scarce. When demand exceeds supply, people will come to buy your land."

"Uncle teaches wisdom," Gu Baocheng said quickly.

As for the remaining money, it was to be saved for now, awaiting the right opportunity—though exactly how to deploy it, Li Luoyou had not yet decided.

"In addition, do more charity," Li Luoyou continued. "Donate to the church—the Lingao parish is young. Though it has Jesuit support, it lacks roots and property. Father Wu runs a seminary and charities; his expenses must be considerable."

"Yes. Nephew donates a sum to the church every month..."

"And the various benevolent societies run by the Australians—and their schools—you must donate to them as well. The amounts need not be large, but you must give to all of them. Miss none."

"Nephew understands."

Li Luoyou nodded. "It is easy to make money in Lingao. Therefore, one must cultivate good karma broadly to live here long and peacefully."

As they spoke, word came that Australians had arrived to visit. Li Luoyou's spirits lifted: presumably the Senate had finally reached a conclusion regarding the negotiations. He had been in Lingao for over ten days, waiting for a formal audience to begin talks.

"Quickly—invite them in!" he ordered. "Serve tea in the main hall!"

As the servant turned to go, he added, "Who has come?"

"Among them is Elder Liu. I do not recognize the others."

Elder Liu was Liu San. Liu San obviously had not come to negotiate—he was there to make the atmosphere more relaxed as a familiar face.

The person in charge of negotiations was Xu Tianqi of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The transmigrators' interests in Guangdong had already been specified in the Treaty of Macau; this negotiation was merely follow-up work. Xu Tianqi's task was simply to inform Li Luoyou of the conditions discussed by the Senate and the Ministry.

Xu Tianqi was an acquaintance of Li Luoyou's—back when they were first received, Xu Tianqi had been primarily responsible for negotiating with Kwak Chung.

After the exchange of pleasantries, servants served tea. Xu Tianqi glanced around and decided the main hall was too open for confidential discussion.

Seeing him look about, Li Luoyou knew he likely carried the negotiation terms and needed somewhere private. He immediately ordered the group led to his study—the deepest courtyard of Qionghai House, off-limits to ordinary servants and clerks except for Gu Baocheng.

The conditions Xu Tianqi presented on behalf of the House of Elders were as follows:

The Guangdong authorities would tacitly consent to the Transmigrator Group occupying the entire Qiongzhou Prefecture and exercising control. In return:

First, the House of Elders guaranteed that the Great Ming's personnel appointments for Qiongzhou Prefecture and its subordinate counties could continue—in other words, the Great Ming could still appoint and remove officials in Qiongzhou as normal. At the same time, the House of Elders guaranteed the personal safety and property of these officials and their families.

Second, the House of Elders guaranteed full payment of the official tax quota for the entire Prefecture—including the surcharges and additional levies from the Ministry of Revenue. However, provincial surcharges would not be paid.

Third, Ming garrisons in Qiongzhou could remain, provided their presence was benign. The House of Elders guaranteed the personal safety and property of the Baisha Water Fortress, the Haikou Battalion, and Tang Yunwen himself together with his subordinates.

Fourth, starting from the date the treaty was signed, the Australian-Song Navy would repatriate all civil and military officials and soldiers trapped in Qiongshan County to the mainland in batches. The drop-off point would be designated by Guangdong. Officers and soldiers of the Baisha Water Fortress, Haikou, and other local Qiongzhou garrisons would return to their respective units; the Fubo Army would not impede them.

Fifth, repatriated personnel could carry weapons, baggage, banners, and ten days' rations. They were not permitted to carry gunpowder, cannons, livestock, or fodder. Officers of guerrilla rank and above could bring their own horses. Everyone—officer or soldier—could bring their private property, limited to ten kilograms. Abandoned government vessels belonging to the Baisha Water Fortress would be returned; all other vessels would be confiscated.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 769 – Cooperation in the Direction of Liaodong

Li Luoyou listened to these conditions with an expressionless face. They were harsh, but somewhat looser than he had expected. The style matched his previous negotiations with the Australians: strict, meticulous, detail-oriented, with a tendency to nitpick wording. The terms exuded a powerful confidence grounded in their strength.

Xu Tianqi then pointed out that the Ming officers and soldiers would be counted and repatriated one by one according to the Great Ming army rosters.

Li Luoyou had to object. Leaving aside the regular soldiers—whether combat personnel or auxiliaries—and even the officers' private retainers who appeared on the rosters, there were many unregistered personnel in the army: temporary porters conscripted along the way, personal servants of civil and military officials, and others who kept no official records.

"Those can be screened," Xu Tianqi replied. "If they were indeed brought from the mainland and wish to return to Guangdong, we will release them all. If they are Qiongzhou natives or do not wish to return to the mainland, they may stay."

Xu Tianqi played the card of voluntary repatriation, and Li Luoyou agreed. Whether off-roster personnel returned was of no concern to the bigwigs in Guangdong.

Finally came the matter of prisoner disposal. The House of Elders naturally had no desire to release captives for free—they represented excellent labor. But they also had no interest in hosting captive civil and military officials indefinitely. Thus, Guangdong was permitted to ransom them, whether paid by the government or by the captives' families. Ransom prices would be tiered according to rank. Beyond the ransom, each captive had to pay a daily food and lodging fee of one mace of silver for their time in the Lingao POW camp.

Li Luoyou nodded his assent. The government would not pay this money, but these officials' families possessed some wealth; the ransom would not present a problem.

Thus the disposal of He Rubin's remnants in Qiongshan and Haikou was settled, pending only Li Fengjie's approval for implementation. Li Luoyou dispatched a trusted aide to carry the secret details of the peace talks to Guangzhou. There would be no suspense in the result—Li Fengjie had no choice. Only by agreeing to these terms could he salvage the remaining troops from disaster.

With the talks concluded, both sides breathed a secret sigh of relief. For the Transmigrator Group, maintaining the siege at Qiongshan had also been a drain on resources and energy. Now the matter had reached a definitive end, and they had gained what they wanted most: peace.

Because Li Luoyou was a merchant, there remained a layer of separation between him and officialdom, making it inconvenient for him to run certain errands personally. Before setting out, Li Luoyou had agreed with Li Fengjie that Lu Yizhong would serve as the official liaison. Lu Yizhong was intimately familiar with Guangdong's bureaucracy and knew many of its key figures. Moreover, after his capture, he had been coerced—out of fear for his life—into writing letters urging peace. After Wang Zunde's death, his staff had scattered, but Li Xijue had been recruited by Li Fengjie into the governor's secretariat. Thus Li Fengjie knew about Lu Yizhong's peace letters. A man who had lost his patron and carried a stain on his record had no choice but to be at their mercy—unless he was willing to retire into obscurity.

"Mr. Lu as liaison?" Xu Tianqi laughed. "The Governor is truly wise."

Li Luoyou gave a few dry laughs in response, privately despising these aides and officials. The two men then turned to preliminary discussions of deeper cooperation for the next phase.

Li Luoyou's enthusiasm for manufacturing guns and cannons to revitalize the Great Ming's armaments had cooled considerably. Many of the Red Barbarian Cannons his Foshan workshops had produced for Guangdong never reached Liaodong: some were lost in the battle for Qiongzhou, others in the Pearl River estuary campaign, and the rest had been shipped by Xiong Wencan to Fujian to equip Zheng Zhilong. This disappointed him greatly. Coupled with the Australians' second campaign in Guangdong, where the power of Australian cannons had far exceeded that of Red Barbarian Cannons, Li Luoyou felt very disheartened—almost ready to wash his hands of the whole enterprise.

Then, unexpectedly, new orders arrived from Shandong—this time from Deng-Lai Governor Sun Yuanhua. This Catholic governor was training a new army in Deng-Lai, employing many Portuguese as instructors. Sun Yuanhua was organizing people in Shandong to cast Red Barbarian Cannons under Portuguese guidance, but because northern iron smelting relied on coal, the resulting iron contained sulfur and was brittle—far inferior to cannons cast in the south. So he requested more cannons from Guangdong. Li Luoyou naturally would not turn down profitable business. Moreover, Shandong was his key window for trade with the Manchus, and Sun Yuanhua was a fellow convert. Both profit and sentiment dictated that he agree.

Li Luoyou once again proposed buying Australian cannons or production equipment. Xu Tianqi offered only vague responses, unwilling to commit—opinion within the House of Elders regarding arms sales remained divided. Seeing the other side unwilling to engage, Li Luoyou knew there was little hope and sighed.

Xu Tianqi brought up Liaodong trade, indicating the Transmigrator Group's strong interest in participating and expressing hope for Li Luoyou's assistance.

He expected Li Luoyou to agree readily. To his surprise, Li Luoyou looked troubled and remained silent for a long while. Only after repeated questioning did he speak slowly:

"Doing business with the Jianzhou Manchus is something I do only out of necessity. You make money here; it is not as if you cannot earn profits. Why trade with the Manchus?"

"In business, the more partners the better, of course."

Li Luoyou tried to dissuade them. First was the distance and the inconvenient transport. The risks en route were high. The Ming court had embargoed trade with the Manchus; trading with them constituted illegal smuggling. Even normal trade was subject to layers of official exploitation, let alone such illicit business. Whether it was Li Luoyou trading from Shandong to Liaodong, or Shanxi merchants trading with the Manchus through Mongols near Zhangjiakou, many Ming officials were lining their pockets from it.

"You have no idea of the hardships involved." Li Luoyou could not help exaggerating the difficulties—stormy seas, bandits and soldiers on land routes causing loss of goods and lives. As for the trade itself, one had to endure the pickiness, extortion, and skimming of Manchu officials.

Xu Tianqi did not rebut. He knew Li Luoyou did not want them interfering in the Liaodong trade—not only to monopolize profits but also because he feared the Australians would "aid the enemy." The Australians lacked his loyalty to the glorious Ming and would inevitably sell whatever was profitable. Grain, ironware, even gunpowder and cannons might end up in Manchu hands.

"I hear the Tartars are extremely short of grain," Xu Tianqi said suddenly.

"Indeed." Li Luoyou thought: Are they planning to ship grain to the Tartars? The Tartars were willing to pay ten or even twenty taels per shi for grain—a profit of ten thousand percent. Shanxi merchants were paying high prices to buy up grain in the already grain-short Central Plains to sell to the Manchus. Did the Australians want to play this game? They could buy grain in Guangdong and resell it in Liaodong for a windfall. He quickly added, "However, inspections by soldiers around Deng-Lai are strict. Not a grain of rice is allowed across the sea."

"Heh heh." Xu Tianqi laughed. "Head Manager Li, we understand your thoughts well. But surely you know the plight of the commoners captured by the Tartars."

How could he not? Li Luoyou had traveled within Liaodong to ransom captives and knew all too well the survival conditions of Han Chinese enslaved there. Setting aside the abuse, many were half-starved.

"Miserable to the extreme," Li Luoyou sighed.

"I hear the Manchus even exchange women and children to the Mongols for cattle and sheep—one half-grown child for one sheep. Surely you know this, Head Manager Li?"

"I have indeed heard of it."

"We trade with the Manchus not for their gold and silver—but for people. For the Great Ming subjects abused and trafficked by the Tartars!" Xu Tianqi adopted a righteous tone. "Do you say this trade should be done or not?"

"What? You want to go to Liaodong to ransom commoners?" Li Luoyou was so shocked he rose to his feet. A sudden dizziness seized him, and he fell back into his chair. His personal servant boy, Sao Ye, quickly took out medicinal wine and poured some down his throat, finally settling his spirit.

He steadied himself, thinking the Australians truly operated on a grand scale—even with his wealth, he had never contemplated such a thing. He wasn't running a charity, after all. Dealing with matters like these... even scattering his entire family fortune would not be enough. How had the Australians, usually so calculating over every penny, suddenly become so generous? The more he thought, the more something seemed off.

Seeing his doubt, Xu Tianqi explained: they wanted the population the Manchus had captured. The traded people would all be transported to Qiongzhou for resettlement.

So that's it! Li Luoyou thought. Qiongzhou was vast and sparsely populated. They needed people to farm, run factories, and fill their army—people were needed everywhere. No wonder they had set their sights on the Manchus.

In any case, those pitiful commoners would be far better off in Australian hands than with the Tartars. Thinking this, Li Luoyou's attitude softened. He agreed to help the Australians establish contact with Manchu officials regarding Liaodong trade.

Xu Tianqi thought: This trick really works. Of course, whether they would only accept population as payment was a matter for later. Based on Financial Department projections, Liaodong should be experiencing inflation due to the gold, silver, and treasure the Manchus had looted from inside the Wall. Silver would be depreciating badly. Buying up gold and silver there now would prove enormously profitable.

Besides population, Xu Tianqi also proposed purchasing horses, cattle, and sheep from the Manchu-controlled area—especially horses. These were urgently needed in Lingao.

"As for horses, you can actually buy them from the Mongols via Guanning Army connections," Li Luoyou said. "But transport is inconvenient. Small numbers are manageable, but a large herd moving south would likely be intercepted halfway. And supplying fodder along the route is difficult."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 770 – Scholar Liu's Illness

The negotiations between the House of Elders and Li Luoyou reached a fairly satisfactory conclusion. Pressed by the twin moral imperatives of "national righteousness" and "saving the people from peril," Li Luoyou had no choice but to accept the condition of opening the Liaodong trade channel. Likewise, he agreed to a full package of "in-depth cooperation" with the Australians on the mainland.

The General Bureau of Political Security had learned much by eavesdropping on conversations between Li Luoyou and Gu Baocheng—and by managing to plant an operative inside Qionghai House. Wu Mu had struggled mightily to achieve this. Every employee at Qionghai House, from manager to cook to watchman to sweeper, had been brought in from Li Luoyou's mainland establishments, all connected by blood or marriage—the organization was practically watertight. Wu Mu had originally planned to bribe or coerce one of the clerks into becoming an informer, but Zhao Manxiong had stopped him. In the end, they succeeded only because Qionghai House needed a purchasing clerk who spoke both the Lingao dialect and New Speech. That was how they finally got someone inside.

From the intelligence gathered, Political Security knew of Li Luoyou's ardent desire to support Gu Baocheng. So during negotiations, Xu Tianqi dangled hints of vigorously backing Gu Baocheng's business as an enticement. This hook proved more effective than appeals to "national righteousness." If Gu Baocheng could lean on the Australians, it would mean tremendous advantages for his future. Especially when Xu Tianqi hinted that they would directly enter the South Seas trade, Li Luoyou's eyelids twitched: private capital could participate too.

Jiang Shan's Foreign Intelligence Bureau and Si Kaide's Trade and Colonization Division both rubbed their hands, preparing to use this opportunity to extend their operations to the mainland. After joint consultations, they submitted a report to the Planning Commission outlining the first wave of trade-intelligence network deployment.

Deployment planning had begun when the Foreign Intelligence Bureau was first established, and the "land and sea routes" layout had already been approved by the Executive Committee and the House of Elders. Due to the Ming punitive campaign, implementation had been paused for several months, but preparatory work—such as personnel training—had continued almost uninterrupted except for the weeks of mobilization and combat. By the end of 1630, Jiang Shan's Foreign Intelligence Bureau had completed preparations in personnel, funding, and organizational structure. They were only waiting for the starting gun.

The Executive Committee tasked the Foreign Intelligence Bureau and the Trade and Colonization Division with importing large quantities of population. This was the top priority for the next two to three years. Though their control would extend to all of Hainan, population scarcity remained a severe bottleneck.

With this in mind, the two agencies revised their deployment plans. The specific locations remained unchanged, but priorities were adjusted to support the impending Liaodong trade and the northern migration program.

According to the Grand Library's projections, 1631 would bring a rare major drought to Zhejiang—displacing millions. This represented an excellent opportunity to absorb large numbers of people. At an expanded Executive Committee meeting, various parties estimated they could acquire over 200,000 people from this famine.

Thus the first deployment would be in Shanghai. Shanghai controlled the mouth of the Yangtze, was an excellent trading port, and connected Jiangsu and Zhejiang—a clear geographic advantage. Refugees could be loaded onto ships nearby. A large-scale transit base would have to be established in Shanghai first, with transfer camps, stockpiles of grain and medicine, and other relief supplies, plus adequate personnel.

Second was Hangzhou. Hangzhou had not originally been a first-wave deployment city, but to recruit hungry refugees on a large scale in Zhejiang, someone would have to be active in the provincial capital, smoothing various official channels. Chinese bureaucracies were often more hindrance than help and were inherently suspicious of grassroots initiatives.

Last was the Dengzhou-Laizhou area of Shandong. This was a key port for the Liaodong trade; Li Luoyou conducted his trade with Liaodong mainly through this port. However, the region was about to experience the Dengzhou Mutiny of 1631–1632. In such a large-scale upheaval, a small trading post would obviously struggle to survive. The Trade and Colonization Division therefore proposed occupying a small offshore island as a base. On the Deng-Lai mainland itself, they would mainly leverage Li Luoyou's existing local resources.

The first wave of deployments was scheduled for completion by March–April 1631. Afterward, the "land and sea routes" would establish posts in Nanjing, Beijing, and Tianjin.

As for local partners: for Liaodong and Shandong, they would rely on Li Luoyou. For the two capitals, the Intelligence Bureau planned to court Gao Ju into the business to tap the power of the eunuch faction behind him. Beyond leveraging their influence, Si Kaide and Cheng Dong were also eyeing the fat stacks in the Grand Eunuchs' private coffers.

Li Luoyou had no idea of the scheming in the transmigrators' bellies. He only knew that partnering with the Australians would not be a losing proposition, and so he remained cheerful about the prospects. Xu Tianqi then invited Li Luoyou to attend the year-end celebration hosted by the House of Elders. According to a suggestion by Vice Minister of Civil Affairs Liu Muzhou, besides Elders, outstanding figures from various strata of the naturalized population would also be invited—people like Fu Bu'er and Lin Quan'an. Model workers, farmers, and soldiers would be selected as "model figures" to attend, demonstrating that in the new society "no work is beneath dignity" and "all naturalized citizens are equal."

Although Li Luoyou was not a "naturalized citizen," his cooperation with the transmigrators had surpassed even Gao Ju's. He was a major partner. Inviting him to the celebration was a way of showing both strength and sincerity.

"Is this a New Year celebration? I will certainly attend..." Li Luoyou nodded repeatedly.

Just then, a pleasant musical chime sounded from Liu San's person. Li Luoyou stared with curiosity—why was this Dr. Liu carrying a music box?

Liu San quickly offered his apologies and stepped out into the courtyard. Through the open door, Li Luoyou could hear Liu San speaking, but no second voice answered. He was utterly baffled. The study courtyard should have been empty. What trick was this Elder Liu playing?

Moments later, Liu San rushed back in and whispered a few words to Xu Tianqi. Xu Tianqi's expression grew serious; he asked several more questions in a low voice. Only then did Liu San turn and announce he had urgent business and had to leave.

Under Li Luoyou's puzzled gaze, Liu San hurried out of Qionghai House, hopped on his bicycle, and pedaled furiously toward Lingao General Hospital in Bairen City. The call had been from Xiong Buyou on the telephone with an emergency: Liu Dalin is dying!

Liu Dalin's health had deteriorated steadily since the end of the Second Anti-Encirclement Campaign. Medication prescribed by doctors had brought no improvement. Even Yang Shixiang, recently returned from Anguo with medicines, had made several house calls without positive results. Yang Shixiang had suggested calling in an Australian doctor, but the family had consistently refused. The Australian way of treating illness made them uneasy: cutting open bellies, driving needles into flesh, and other such therapies had become notorious in Lingao.

After winter set in, Liu Dalin's condition worsened. He could no longer rise from bed. When Xiong Buyou received the news, he panicked—the House of Elders had invested considerable effort in cultivating Liu Dalin. If he died, the whole "Moli Xuan Project" would come to nothing. Through Yang Shixiang, he urged the family to accept treatment by an Australian doctor.

At the critical moment, the Liu family finally relented. Yang Shixiang recommended Liu San; after all, Liu San had a traditional-medicine background. His theories, methods, and prescriptions would be easier for the family to accept.

Liu San rushed into the General Hospital and returned to his office. Zhang Ziyi was already there waiting. The matter had been escalated to the Executive Committee, which had ordered the hospital to save Liu Dalin no matter what.

"How can I guarantee that?" Liu San complained. "I don't even know what disease he has."

"I haven't visited his home," Zhang Ziyi replied, "but based on casual observation, Liu Dalin's hemiplegia should be a sequela of ischemic stroke. His mobility isn't severely impaired, his speech is clear, and I've heard he still reads and writes regularly. So his motor and speech faculties aren't badly affected. If he had undergone rehabilitation at the time, he probably wouldn't have developed mobility issues."

"Your assessment is spot-on." Liu San thought: As expected of a veteran head nurse—solid professional skills. "But we won't know the specifics until we see him. Will you come with me?"

"Is it appropriate? I don't mind tending to the old man, but will he have some hang-up about propriety between men and women?"

"He's not even forty yet. How is he an old man?" Liu San said—he had looked it up in the old records. "He just looks ancient because that's his style. Literati all cultivate an air of aged sagacity. Besides, with his life hanging by a thread, he's hardly in a position to fuss about gender propriety. I'd guess nine times out of ten he's suffering from various complications. Post-care is critical. Once you're there, you can give his household servants some guidance on the spot."

"All right, let me get ready." Zhang Ziyi had already prepared his portable medical kit, containing the Elder doctor's three treasures: stethoscope, sphygmomanometer, and thermometer.

"Bring syringes too—and the IV equipment if possible. We may need intravenous infusion." Liu San didn't know how critical the illness was, but it was better to be prepared than to run back for instruments and waste time.

"I've packed surgical instruments, anesthesia drugs, and disinfectants as well," Zhang Ziyi said, producing another large medical case. "If there's a minor procedure to be done, we can start immediately."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 771 – Diagnosis and Treatment

While they were busy packing, Shi Naoren's voice carried in from outside the door: "You're all playing out of tune! He's practically dead. What good will some mystical Chinese-medicine charlatan do? By the time you've brewed the decoction, Scholar Liu will already be pushing up daisies..."

The door flew open, and Director Shi strode in, imperiously berating his subordinates—then stopped short upon seeing Liu San inside, sorting through the medical kit. He switched gears at once: "...Why wasn't Dr. Liu assigned an assistant? One person can't manage an emergency alone..."

"Director Shi... I can handle emergency care too. I studied Chinese pharmacology, but I've also studied modern medicine..."

"Oh, never mind—Chinese medicine is a form of medicine, after all," Dr. Shi said with forced heartiness. "Xiao Liu, the Executive Committee takes this very seriously. It's all on you."

"Yes, yes. I'll certainly accomplish the glorious task the organization has assigned me. But emergency medicine isn't my specialty. We still need another doctor familiar with modern medicine to assist."

This was no mere banter. Liu San had never worked in emergency care. In the old time-space, he had barely done any outpatient Chinese-medicine work either.

"All right, let Zhang Tumu go with you," Shi Naoren said.

Zhang Tumu was their only doctor who had actually worked in emergency medicine—a genuine professional. The Chengmai campaign had given him ample practice in emergency surgery. The ER at Bairen General Hospital was always busy, and under the constant stream of cases, Zhang Tumu's skills had grown ever more refined. His wound debridement and suturing, in particular, had achieved near-surgical perfection.

"No need. The ER is busy. If he leaves and an emergency comes in, that's bad. Let Zhang Ziyi go with me—a veteran nurse is worth gold."

"Fine, fine. You go first. If there's a problem, call. We'll see if a consultation is needed," Shi Naoren said. "Oh, and bring a few interns and nurses along—let them gain some experience points."

Liu San summoned Fu Wuben, plus two trainee nurses and one trainee doctor. Hearing the situation was critical, Liu San decided he and Zhang Ziyi would ride ahead with the essentials. The others would follow on foot.

At the county-town gate, Steward Zhao and several servants were anxiously watching for the approaching Australian doctor. For the Liu family, calling an Australian physician was an absolute last resort—but it was their only hope. They had all heard tales of the Australians doing "what others could not," and now they prayed for a miracle. Moreover, this Dr. Liu came on the strong recommendation of Shopkeeper Yang and was said to be a master of traditional medicine—not the Australian techniques involving knives and slicing open bellies. That gave them some comfort.

Liu San and Zhang Ziyi were met by Steward Zhao and escorted hastily into the compound. Liu San saw the veranda crammed with members of the Liu clan—and probably friends and tutors of the scholar. Some sighed; some wept. His heart sank: They look like they're preparing for a funeral. Could things really be that dire? The thought made him anxious. Scholar Liu was a flagship figure for Lingao's civil-affairs work—a "Vice Chairman of the Political Consultative Conference" who absolutely could not die. He wanted to discuss the illness with the family, but amid the crowd of people, he couldn't tell who counted as next of kin.

What alarmed everyone was not just the arrival of Dr. Liu, but the presence of a female doctor. People shrank back; others, curious, pressed forward. The scene was chaotic.

Steward Zhao, experienced enough to maintain order, quickly asked relatives and friends to step inside for a moment and not disturb the doctors with courtyard chatter. Then he led Liu San and Zhang Ziyi toward the rear courtyard.

For the past few days, to make it easier for doctors to come and go, Liu Dalin had been moved to the study. The study's courtyard was separated by only one wall from the inner quarters, from which came the muffled weeping of women—probably the Liu family's womenfolk. Steward Zhao led them into the side courtyard. Servants were bustling in and out of the study: a brazier burned on the veranda for decocting medicine; someone was fetching water. Seeing the steward arrive with two Australians, maids and female servants stepped aside to retreat.

"You lot—you're not grand ladies; what are you dodging for?!" Steward Zhao scolded. "Get back to work!" He was about to take them into the main room for the examination.

Liu San halted him. "No hurry. Please clear a room in this courtyard so we can wash our hands and change clothes before seeing the patient."

Steward Zhao had heard from his son and grandson that Australians were obsessed with cleanliness. He agreed at once, ordering a side chamber tidied up. At Liu San's request, clean porcelain basins were brought in, and the brazier was stoked to boil water.

Zhang Ziyi, the practiced nurse that she was, didn't wait for instructions. She washed her hands, mixed disinfectant, prepared instruments and medicines, then helped Liu San into a white coat and mask.

Steward Zhao led them into the main room of the study. As they approached, several women emerged, flanking a middle-aged lady. Liu San noted her clothes were not opulent but neatly tasteful—probably the scholar's wife.

A maid announced, "This is the Australian miracle doctor—" but before she could finish, the lady had already dropped into a curtsey.

Liu San quickly pulled down his mask and performed a bow in return, exchanging greetings.

Liu Dalin's wife spoke in the local Lingao dialect, which Liu San barely understood, so he offered a few polite words. Steward Zhao, who spoke New Speech, interpreted: the gist was that they begged the doctor to do his utmost. If he could save the master's life, the Liu family would reward him handsomely.

"Let's not speak of rewards," Liu San said. "However, treatment must proceed entirely under my direction. Otherwise, please ask your mistress to find another physician." He had to establish this from the start, lest they forbid this or refuse that later.

Steward Zhao murmured with the mistress, then said, "The mistress says: treat as you see fit, so long as you save the master's life."

"Good. With that assurance, we can proceed." He signaled Zhang Ziyi to produce a document—a "Family Notification" form. Per Shi Naoren's directive, all medical formalities had to be regularized from now on; the system had to be institutionalized.

For the Liu household, these were desperate times; they would pay any price to save the master. Though they didn't quite understand why such paperwork was necessary—in ancient practice, curing illness was in Heaven's hands; one didn't beat up a doctor for failure, and "malpractice" was unheard of—the mistress still signed and stamped the document as Liu San requested, however bemused by Australian ways.

Liu San and Zhang Ziyi entered the main room. Servants hovered nearby. Declaring the room too dark and the air too stale, Liu San ordered all windows opened. Only then did he approach the bed to begin his examination.

Upon careful inspection, Liu San saw the master's face flushed, his breathing rapid, a damp towel on his forehead. Obviously feverish.

Without waiting for orders, Zhang Ziyi took his temperature and blood pressure. Liu San dispensed with theatrical pulse-taking and went straight for the stethoscope.

"Temperature 39.6!" Zhang Ziyi reported. Deftly she pulled out the scholar's arm and measured blood pressure—confirming hypertension.

A bedridden person with impaired mobility was prone to a raft of complications: bedsores, electrolyte imbalance, pulmonary infection, constipation, and more. Though they couldn't yet confirm which complication was causing this, Liu San tentatively judged it an infectious flare-up. That brought slight relief—anti-infection therapy was the Elder doctors' second-greatest weapon in this time-space, after surgery.

After the flurry of preliminary diagnostics, they returned to the side chamber and summoned the attendants who cared for Liu Dalin to inquire about his condition. A diagnosis soon emerged. His case was not complicated: the primary cause was pneumonia triggered by a cold. His pulmonary infection had already become quite severe.

"He has problems all over," Liu San said cautiously. "Treating the pneumonia is easy, but the complications are tricky—they involve multiple specialties. We need a consultation. Frankly, it would be best to hospitalize Scholar Liu."

"They'll almost certainly refuse," Zhang Ziyi said. "A home-based ward, then—but we'll have to trouble other doctors to come to the Liu residence."

"No choice." Liu San considered the treatment plan. Broadly speaking, anti-infection therapy was their ace in the hole. They had ample antibiotics, and against bacteria with little drug resistance, they were highly effective. Next was lowering blood pressure. The pharmaceutical lab had trial-produced a Danshen injection, but the Lingao version's efficacy and toxicology had not been sufficiently tested. They lacked experimental animals, and unfortunately hypertension was a rare disease in this time-space—there were extremely few clinical cases among the recruited refugees. The Danshen injection had barely cleared Phase II trials.

"How about reserpine?" Zhang Ziyi asked. She knew the pharmaceutical factory was extracting reserpine from the root of a Rauvolfia species called ma san duan, grown in Guangdong. Reserpine was a traditional antihypertensive and one of the few cardiovascular drugs the factory could produce.

"The lab's reserpine has only undergone animal testing. Clinical Phase I hasn't even been done. Using it rashly on Scholar Liu might kill him. Besides, he has pneumonia—reserpine is very likely to provoke adverse reactions." After much deliberation, Liu San decided to use his own distilled Danshen injection.

By now the nurses and Fu Wuben had arrived. Zhang Ziyi assigned tasks: first, put an IV line into the scholar and administer antibiotics intravenously. Controlling the infection and fever as quickly as possible was critical for the next stage.

"Scholar Liu may also have bedsores," Zhang Ziyi said. "I'd like to give him some nursing care first. Even if he doesn't, basic hygiene should be done."

"Go ahead—but keep him warm." Liu San hopped back on his bicycle and raced to Bairen General Hospital to show Liu Dalin's case file to the Elder doctors on site.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 772 – The Healing Touch

"Long-term bed rest and poor appetite causing malnutrition. Bed rest leading to pulmonary infection and eventually cold-triggered pneumonia. Hypertension causing dizziness, blurred vision, and lethargy." Shi Naoren looked over the records and remarked casually, "He probably has constipation too?"

"Exactly," Liu San nodded. "Do you think we should arrange a hospital consultation? We can't take X-rays or run blood tests at his house. The thing is, his family won't agree to hospitalization..."

"No need to bring him here for consultation. Liu Dalin's condition is complicated, but not hard to treat," Dr. Shi said. "It's within our capabilities. Your treatment approach is correct."

"I think we also have to pay attention to nutrition," said Lan Yangyang from Gastroenterology. "The scholar looks quite haggard. Malnourishment is detrimental to his recovery. His family shouldn't be poor, by rights."

"Landlords don't eat much better—just a bit more refined grain." Liu San had seen what so-called landlords actually ate when he made rounds at the joint sanitation-board and Runshitang clinics in the countryside. They ate little better than peasants: maybe they were full, maybe the rice ratio was slightly higher, and they consumed a bit of fish or meat. For an ordinary peasant, a dash of fish sauce or shrimp paste counted as "having meat." Protein intake was seriously inadequate.

After reviewing Liu Dalin's case file, the group agreed that his illness and its causes were obvious. Treatment wasn't complicated.

The plan: inject antibiotics first to tackle the pulmonary infection, while also injecting Danshen solution to lower blood pressure. Then reinforce nutrition and relieve constipation. Nurses would train Liu family servants to wipe down the master, turn him in bed, clean his mouth, and teach them how to prevent bedsores. Once daily-care standards improved, the master's mental state would improve significantly. Rehabilitation exercises would be arranged, and combined with herbal regulation and acupuncture, his overall health should rise dramatically.

Regarding antibiotics, everyone agreed that locally produced oxytetracycline and kasugamycin weren't appropriate for this bacterial lung infection, and intravenous drip might carry too many toxic side effects. Using stockpiled penicillin injections was more prudent.

"Don't forget to have Zhang Ziyi do a skin test!" Shi Naoren specifically reminded Liu San.

"That's standard procedure—no need to mention it."

"Our work has gotten sloppier. Many steps that should be taken are now skipped," Shi Naoren said.

Liu San took the prescription Shi Naoren had written, retrieved the controlled medications, placed them in a special medicine case, and left.

By the time Liu San returned, Zhang Ziyi had already taken the trainee nurses and helped Liu Dalin bathe, then cleaned his mouth with dental floss. Her intuition had been correct: due to prolonged immobility, the scholar already showed early signs of bedsores. She cleaned, disinfected, and dressed each one. Throughout, she not only worked but also instructed the trainee nurses. The full-body care was both swift and gentle, leaving the trainees and the attending maids wide-eyed—this female Councilor's bedside skills were first-rate!

News of Zhang Ziyi's nursing and the slight improvement in the master's spirits quickly reached the mistress and the Liu family's close relatives. They murmured among themselves. Whatever their views on whether Australians were barbarians, the sight of a female elder unhesitatingly bathing and medicating a stranger—such actions truly embodied "a healer's heart is a parent's heart."

When Liu San returned to the Liu residence, Zhang Ziyi had already tidied everything. Even the windows were open. The maids and servants who had been scurrying about aimlessly had been shooed out and now waited on the veranda.

The room that had been dark, stuffy, and stale now enjoyed sunlight and fresh air. Zhang Ziyi's care had revived the moribund-looking scholar—he seemed slightly more alert, no longer hanging on by a thread.

Liu San told her the treatment plan. Zhang Ziyi asked, "Penicillin via IV drip or intramuscular injection?"

"Given the patient's history of hypertension, let's go with intramuscular."

"This vial is 400,000 units. Based on conditions in this time-space, I'd say 40,000 units per dose is sufficient," Liu San said. "Distilled-water intramuscular injection. 80,000 units per day. Start with three days."

"I'll do the skin test first," Zhang Ziyi said. "We should worry about allergic reaction."

"If there's an allergic reaction, switch to oral erythromycin."

When Zhang Ziyi took the syringe and needle from the sterilization case, the maids and servants peeping through the window caused a stir. Injections, as a form of Australian medicine, were already widely talked about. At first, people had thought it was a variant of acupuncture; only later did they realize it literally meant pushing liquid medicine into the body. Natives found this deeply mysterious—especially the fine needle, somehow made hollow. That was truly beyond comprehension.

While doing the skin test, Zhang Ziyi continued to explain the key points to the trainee nurses. The skin test came back normal—no allergic reaction. Liu San was relieved. The first penicillin injection was administered.

Everything went smoothly, though the Danshen injection had Liu San on edge. Although he had made it according to the book, Chinese-medicine extracts used as injectables carried inherent risks. Modern medicine's understanding of herbal pharmacology and side effects was still incomplete. In the old time-space, there had been inexplicable deaths from herbal injections—and those were products of proper, modern pharmaceutical factories. His was a cottage-industry product, and due to the scarcity of cases, only Phase I clinical trials had barely been completed.

I really need to get oral Danshen dripping pills and ginkgo-leaf preparations developed, he silently noted for his next R&D push.

"Now we wait for the drugs to take effect." Liu San looked at the still-slumbering master. "Take the junior nurses back. I'll stay and keep watch. If anything happens, I can handle it immediately."

"Heh heh, what can you handle?" Zhang Ziyi asked. "Can you give an injection? Can you use an aspirator? See—you can't. In an emergency, writing a prescription and fetching drugs will be too slow."

Liu San was a little embarrassed. "If you stay here, what about Old Yang?"

"It's fine. I have night shifts every week. Does he come to keep me company every night?" Zhang Ziyi laughed it off.

Steward Zhao, seeing they had stopped working, guessed the treatment had reached a pause and hurried over to ask whether they needed to fetch herbal medicine or if there were other orders.

Liu San thought: if he didn't write a prescription and send them for herbs, the Liu family would be uneasy. Fortunately, his head was full of modern Chinese-medicine formulas for invigorating blood, clearing stasis, calming the spirit, and opening the orifices. He selected one and wrote it out, asking Steward Zhao to have it filled.

"Yes, I'll send someone to the pharmacy at once!" Zhao took the prescription but didn't go to the pharmacy yet. Instead, he went to the main hall and presented it to the mistress and several close relatives, giving a detailed account of the diagnosis and treatment.

The mistress was a woman and knew nothing of medicine; she couldn't say much. The relatives, though they found Australian medicine a little frightening, couldn't find fault.

"Can this medicine be taken?" The mistress looked to the relatives.

Steward Zhao, thanks to his son and grandson, understood Australians better than most natives. He knew the liquid injected into the master was the real cure; the prescription was almost incidental. But his status didn't permit him to say so directly.

The one reviewing the prescription was the mistress's maternal cousin—also a scholar, with some knowledge of medicine. The herbs mainly served to "invigorate blood and dispel stasis." Nothing unusual. Yet the approach differed markedly from the "warm and pungent to unblock blockages" approach earlier doctors had prescribed.

"This differs from the previous doctors' methods," he mused. "But since we've asked him to treat, we should follow his method."

They sent someone to Runshitang to fill the prescription. The mistress instructed Steward Zhao to offer Liu San ten taels of silver as a consultation fee. When they heard Liu San and the female elder intended to remain in the study courtyard, watching through the night, everyone was deeply moved. They ordered two more side chambers prepared for their rest and assigned servants to attend them.

Penicillin proved tremendously powerful in this time and place. By that evening, after the first day's injections, Liu Dalin's temperature had begun to drop, and his blood pressure showed signs of normalizing. Liu San was greatly encouraged.

Early the next morning, servants reported to the mistress: the master's fever was gone, and he was fully conscious. It seemed he was cured. The whole Liu household rejoiced. The mistress came in person to offer thanks. Those who had harbored doubts about Australian medicine were now thoroughly won over—they had never seen such immediate results.

Liu San and Zhang Ziyi endured a cartload of flattery before finally explaining that the master's illness was not yet fully cured; it would require long-term treatment.

After three consecutive days of antibiotic injections, Liu Dalin's pulmonary infection was essentially healed. To consolidate the effect, two more days of injections were administered.

With the life-threatening condition treated, the next step was rehabilitation. Liu San wrote several more herbal prescriptions for Liu Dalin to take long-term. Though not as effective as dedicated cardiovascular drugs, they could help control his condition.

Zhang Ziyi then took charge of training several Liu household servants in nursing care, including bedsore prevention. Meanwhile, Liu San had Fu Wuben visit Liu Manor daily to perform acupuncture using the "brain-awakening and orifice-opening needle technique" he had taught him, combined with rehabilitation exercises—all to help Scholar Liu regain bodily function.

Shi Naoren was counting on the master to become a living advertisement for Australian medicine.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 773 – Housing Allocation

News of Scholar Liu's full recovery made front-page headlines in the Lingao Times, Public Edition. The story was supplied by He Ping, a special correspondent stationed at the Sanitation Department. Ding Ding had originally wanted to include a photograph, but printing photos strained their resources. They settled for lithography instead—a full-page spread of sixteen lithographic illustrations drawn by elders who could sketch manga-style art. Like a picture-story, each panel came with its own caption.

The publicity effect was excellent. The transmigrators' manga style was far more realistic and aesthetically pleasing than traditional line drawings. Figures, backgrounds, and objects were all "beautified." In the character portrayals, Scholar Liu—though he still sported his beard—was rendered as a dashing middle-aged gentleman. Liu San looked stern and gallant, with an air of elegance. Even Zhang Ziyi couldn't recognize the beauty in the picture as herself.

"My nose isn't that high, and my eyes aren't that big..." she muttered, though she was secretly pleased by the glamorization. She specially saved a copy of the Public Edition.

Local naturalized citizens and natives alike loved these handsome "story pictures." The effect far exceeded text-heavy newspaper propaganda. After all, few could read, and even those who had undergone literacy training had limited reading levels. Pictures with brief explanations were much more accessible. This gave Ding Ding a valuable idea: since they could produce lithographs, why not publish an illustrated magazine like the Dianshizhai Pictorial—for outreach, popular science, and current events, educating the public?

Amid the bustle, New Year's Day 1631 was approaching. The House of Elders had originally considered adopting a brand-new calendar system—the Da Song Calendar or the Xuanyuan Calendar—but this met opposition from those who found conversions troublesome, especially since people still needed to look up historical events. So it was finally decided: for now, they would continue using the Gregorian calendar and the Chongzhen reign-title. Official documents would carry both dates; internal documents would use only the Gregorian date. Once their position was secure, they would formally proclaim a new era.

On New Year's Eve, the first phase of the new Elder Apartments was officially completed. Ninety units were allocated through voluntary application and lottery, coordinated by the "Housing Allocation Committee."

Since it concerned elder welfare, construction of Bairen New Town had consumed most of Mei Wan's energy. He was on site almost every day, supervising work and constantly proposing improvements and revisions—much to the annoyance of Zhen Qian, who was in charge of the apartment design.

After the first phase was completed, Xiao Zishan inspected the now-nascent Bairen New Town. On this small highland stood ten three-story apartment buildings, nine units each. The artificial lake and the moat surrounding the New Town were finished. Besides serving as a barrier and beautifying the environment, the artificial lake functioned as a reservoir within the Wenlan River management project—storing rainwater in the wet season and supplying water in the dry season. Supporting channels and sluices had been built.

Trees had been planted along the lake shore, flower beds laid out, and benches placed. Were it not for the barbed-wire fencing, watchtowers, and armed sentries set up by the Garrison Battalion on the opposite bank, the place would have felt like a park from another time-space.

Next to the artificial lake stood a tall, fortress-like building of red brick, with an unsightly chimney rising beside it. This was the water tower. Water from the Bairen Rapids waterworks was piped here, then pumped by a steam engine continuously up to the tank at the top, ensuring adequate water pressure for every floor of the three-story buildings. The steam engine and its boiler had been installed in the corner farthest from the residences to protect others in the event of an explosion.

The road network, plumbing, sewage system, streetlights, and pipe-laying within the New Town were largely complete. Water pipes were cast iron—they would need replacing after some years. Sewers were brick-built, draining to a main channel outside the town. Streetlights used gas to save electricity.

The apartment buildings were of brick-and-timber hybrid construction. Zhen Qian had originally wanted to use reinforced-concrete precast floor slabs, but the cement kiln's output was inconsistent, the slabs' safety margins uncertain, and rebar too precious. In the end, they went with wooden floors. The timber framing followed designs by Zhang Xingpei, an architect who had returned from America—an expert in wood construction. His designs were structurally sound and space-efficient. The roofs were gabled for drainage; waterproofing was asphalt and oil-cloth. Doors and windows were mass-produced by the woodworking factory. Electrical wiring and lights were salvaged from the dormitories; each apartment had strict limits on fixtures to conserve supplies.

To satisfy the elders' desire for domestic life, all kitchen and bathroom fixtures were installed. For safety and economy, kitchens were equipped with energy-saving briquette stoves. Sanitary ware was the transmigrators' forte: exquisitely fired tiles, toilets, and bathtubs, all decorated with colorful painted patterns—utterly luxurious.

Furniture inside the apartments was also provided by the developer. Lingao Construction's project covered not only construction and hard finishes but also soft furnishings.

However, tastes varied among the elders. To accommodate everyone, Zhen Qian set up model units displaying available products. After viewing the showrooms, people could purchase according to their preferences.

Furniture was mass-produced modern minimalist style from the woodworking factory—all in natural wood tones, since colored furniture lacquer was still a pipe dream. There were also traditional Ming-style pieces from the war-booty warehouse. Decorations included various porcelain, lacquerware, curios, and paintings.

Xiao Zishan toured a model apartment and felt it had an "IKEA" vibe: natural-wood minimalist furniture, European-style rattan sofas, comfortable rocking chairs, and coordinating fabrics in bright colors—made from famous Indian printed cotton. The filling material was kapok.

"Excellent—elegant, comfortable, and economical," Xiao Zishan praised, complimenting Zhen Qian, who was accompanying him.

"This is the modern style. There's also a classical style," Zhen Qian said with a smile. "Classical offers more choices—the booty warehouse has everything."

As they left the model apartment, they happened upon Liu San and Wu Yunhua strolling along the road outside. Wu Yunhua was gesturing and pointing; Liu San was adopting a pose of attentive listening.

Xiao Zishan knew they were picking a unit. As a married couple, they were entitled to an 80-square-meter apartment, but there were few of those, and choices were limited. Wu Yunhua kept looking and feeling that something was off.

Liu San thought all the apartments looked the same, with little to distinguish them, yet his wife insisted on picking and choosing—so he tagged along.

Wu Yunhua had dragged Liu San through all ten buildings, even inspecting the smaller units, and still couldn't make up her mind. She started over from the beginning, driving Liu San to despair. He had been closely monitoring Scholar Liu's condition at the Liu household and hadn't slept well. He had hoped to rest properly after coming home. Director Shi had generously given him three days' leave, and he had planned to spend one day at Runshitang, having a tryst with Xuan Chun. But then his wife won the first-batch lottery, and his three-day vacation became a house-viewing marathon.

"What do you think? I think Unit 201 in Building 8 is nice. Good orientation, nice view from the window." Wu Yunhua had finally made up her mind.

Liu San nodded eagerly. "Of course, of course. I think it's great too."

"Mm." Wu Yunhua nodded with satisfaction. "What style do you think for the décor? I still think classical looks better, but modern is also nice—clean and neat."

"Yes, yes."

"'Yes' what?!" Wu Yunhua snapped, glaring at his perfunctory attitude.

"Modern style is good," Liu San said hastily.

Just as Liu San's house-viewing ordeal looked endless, his pager saved him. Li Mei called to say Yang Shixiang was looking for him to discuss opening a shop in Guangdong next year. Liu San seized this lifeline, hastily claiming urgent work matters and rushing off, finally escaping Wu Yunhua.

Seeing his sworn brother was, of course, something Liu San was happy to do—not only because Yang's household treated him well but also because Xuan Chun attended him attentively. Liu San had been too busy lately to visit his little golden hideaway. Now, with this opportunity, he couldn't let it pass.

He jumped on his bicycle and sped out of Bairen City toward the county town. Along the way, he stopped by Liu Dalin's residence to check blood pressure and temperature, confirming the master was recovering. Zhang Ziyi had helped train several male and female servants in nursing care and rehabilitation.

In Yang Shixiang's parlor, a banquet was already laid out. Li Mei and Jiang Shan had been waiting a while. Liu San thought: This is the good thing about dealing with sworn brother—business was usually conducted over a meal. The Yang household's lifestyle was Guangzhou-style, refined and elegant, now enhanced by various transmigrator innovations.

Both the Foreign Intelligence Bureau and Li Mei's Trade Division saw value in Runshitang. They treated expanding its mainland network as a priority project.

Yang Shixiang naturally welcomed the opportunity to expand his market share. He readily agreed to open Runshitang's first branch in Guangzhou as soon as the new year passed.

"Just Guangzhou? That's not enough," Jiang Shan laughed.

"Where else? Chaozhou is also a good market."

"Don't keep circling around Guangdong." Jiang Shan grinned. "How about Hangzhou? And the two capitals."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 774 – An Unexpected Development

Yang Shixiang was stunned speechless. Opening a pharmacy in Jiangnan was something even his ancestors at the height of their prosperity had never dared contemplate. Setting aside the fact that he had no connections whatsoever in that region, there was the question of industry competition. Jiangnan was thick with established pharmacy brands, each backed by generations of secret recipes and deep pockets. Although Liu San's patent medicines brought Runshitang a steady stream of profits, wading into those muddy waters took more nerve than he possessed.

Seeing his sworn brother's hesitation, Liu San tried to embolden him. "Big Brother, with us backing you, what are you afraid of? We'll stick to the same approach: sell only patent medicines, not raw herbs. That way we stay out of entanglements with the local pharmacy bosses."

Construction of Runshitang's pharmaceutical factory in the Bairen Development Zone had been halted for several months due to the war. After the Great Victory at Chengmai, work resumed. The specialized equipment manufactured by the Machinery Plant was largely installed and now undergoing testing and trial production. Once completed, output would be twenty or thirty times higher than the current handcraft level.

The prospect of such staggering capacity made Yang Shixiang hesitate. The fearsome specter of cash-flow problems loomed directly before him. Massive production capacity meant needing huge sums to pay for raw materials, hefty freight costs to ship goods everywhere, outlets or distributors in various cities, and large inventories tied up in shops. Any problem at any link could spell catastrophe—nothing like his current trade with his cousin, selling in just two or three cities. Yang Shixiang had been full of ambition when he was down and out; now, as Lingao's wealthiest man, he had grown timid.

At the table, Li Mei had already offered to help arrange a loan. Wu Di of Delong Bank's Credit Department had reached an intermediary agreement with her, under which the Commercial Division and the East Gate Market Administration would recommend high-quality clients for lending.

Yang Shixiang remained hesitant. The Runshitang factory itself was already carrying a loan from the Australians for land, machinery, and construction, secured by the factory itself at 17% annual interest. Expanding operations would require another loan—and this one could only be collateralized with Runshitang's existing assets. It made him uneasy.

Li Mei, perceptive as ever, spoke slowly: "Don't rush. We'll take it step by step. Doesn't Runshitang still have your brother's half-share? And your brother is an Elder. We Elders are like brothers and sisters—if there's difficulty, the House of Elders will definitely help..."

Business was easy to discuss over a meal. The three took turns pressing, and Yang Shixiang finally agreed to fully cooperate with the Elders' commercial expansion plan. Yet he felt somewhat overwhelmed by such complex business strategy. He confided to Liu San that just thinking about managing operations once the scale grew gave him a headache. He hoped Liu San could become Runshitang's head manager and share his burdens; he'd even give Liu San more shares.

Liu San thought: No matter how many shares you give me, it won't matter—they're state assets. Besides, even if he wanted to leave for a private enterprise, the Organization Department wouldn't agree, and he himself didn't want to abandon his post in the Sanitation Department. He declined tactfully.

However, he seized the opportunity to urge Yang Shixiang to send young household servants and clerks to Fangcaodi for short-term training courses—practical-skills classes covering accounting, business management, agricultural techniques, and more. Illiterate natives would first have to take a Class-C diploma course. Per the rules, naturalized citizens could take such courses free; ordinary natives paid a tuition fee.

"Even if a few kids learn, they can't immediately become managers," Yang Shixiang sighed. "Some of my clerks are reliable enough, but their experience is limited. I'm not comfortable sending them out to run things independently."

"We can naturally help with that," Li Mei said at once. If needed, the Commercial Division would "loan" several managers to serve Runshitang—Runshitang just had to pay their salaries.

They ate, drank, and talked well into the afternoon before dispersing. The business was mostly settled; the contract signing awaited the next day. Li Mei formally extended an invitation to Yang Shixiang to attend the New Year's reception at year-end. Liu San, claiming drunkenness and the need for a nap, stayed at Runshitang. Li Mei and Jiang Shan departed tactfully.

Yang Shixiang understood his sworn brother's meaning perfectly and had him escorted to Liu San's private courtyard, where Xuan Chun was to attend him.

With the elders' assurances, Yang Shixiang's worries had settled one by one, and his spirits lightened considerably. He was about to retreat to his study for a short nap to clear his head of wine when a maid arrived: the mistress summoned him to the main chamber.

"In broad daylight? What for?" At the Yang household, as at other great families of this era, husband and wife did not meet during the day unless necessary. After the morning wash and grooming, Yang Shixiang would go to the front study, breakfast with the accountant and manager, and conduct business. His wife managed the inner quarters. They met only at evening meals, eating and retiring together. Even children, once older, lived in their own quarters and saw their mother only for morning and evening greetings. This was high-family "form"; the Yang household was no exception.

"The mistress says it's urgent. She needs to discuss something with you."

"Very well. I'll come." Yang Shixiang followed the maid into the inner quarters.

Before he had even sat down, the mistress launched at him: "Husband, do you know about Xuan Chun?"

"Know what?" Yang Shixiang was taken aback, unsure what his wife meant.

"So you really don't know!" The mistress spoke in a scolding tone.

"She's just a woman—not even our household's maid. What does her business have to do with me?" Xuan Chun was a maid belonging to the mistress's maternal cousin. Strictly speaking, she was a "guest"—by household rules, she had no connection to the Yang family.

"Today, Third Sister sent word that Xuan Chun... is with child..." The mistress lowered her voice conspiratorially.

"With child? With what?" Yang Shixiang said carelessly—then suddenly comprehended. "You mean she's pregnant?"

"Mm!" The mistress nodded. "Third Sister wants us to decide—what to do about Xuan Chun? It was your idea to have her attend Little Brother. Now that she's carrying, she can't just remain in limbo indefinitely."

"Mm, mm." Yang Shixiang hadn't thought about the possibility of Xuan Chun getting pregnant when he'd hatched his scheme to ingratiate himself with his sworn brother. With his easygoing disposition, he took his time before saying, "Is this confirmed? Has a pulse been taken?"

"She's missed her monthly for two months. What pulse is there to take?"

"But... when a woman's menses fail to appear, it doesn't necessarily mean pregnancy. As for qi and blood—"

"Enough—don't recite the medical texts. If you don't believe it, go take her pulse yourself." The mistress was exasperated.

"I'll examine her tonight," Yang Shixiang nodded. "But sworn brother's diagnostic skills surpass mine—he probably already knows."

"When a man and woman are together, this was bound to happen sooner or later. Now that it has happened, you'd better discuss with Little Brother soon how to handle Xuan Chun."

"Do the dates match?" Yang Shixiang was suddenly alarmed—this was no trivial matter!

"Yes. I checked the guest register and counted the days. Those nights, Little Brother did indeed stay over."

"Good, good!"

"What are you worried about? Is the inner courtyard a place just any man can enter?" The mistress complained. "Third Sister's young master is only nine. Surely you're not suspecting him?"

"Madam, in matters like this, not the slightest carelessness is allowed!" Yang Shixiang whispered. "If there's any mistake, it won't just be a joke—it could become a serious incident."

The Australians were practically emperors of Lingao now—and by the look of things, they would soon be emperors of all Qiongzhou Prefecture. They held the power of life and death.

The mistress looked nervous. "I understand! I have already inquired privately—there is absolutely no irregularity."

Yang Shixiang thought it over. The ideal solution, of course, would be for his sworn brother to take Xuan Chun home as a concubine. Keeping another man's woman in one's own house was never a long-term arrangement—especially with a child on the way! But Liu San's wife was an Elder, and rumor had it she was a jealous shrew. Liu San might not dare. If the matter blew up, even the Yang household might suffer.

Yang Shixiang grew tense—but then he reflected that female elders were few, and Liu San had mentioned his wife was "idle," not someone with power. Yang Shixiang was a "close partner" of the House of Elders; they wouldn't do anything drastic to him.

Since he had already offended Liu San's wife, he had better curry favor all the harder with Liu San—to avoid coming up empty! Yang Shixiang made up his mind:

"I think the proper approach is to keep her at our house and let her give birth. She'll be the equivalent of a brother's 'outside residence'..."

The mistress complained, "You're muddled. An outside residence located at someone else's home? This mother and child living with us, without status or title—how will we face people?"

Yang Shixiang thought again. "Then we'll purchase a separate dwelling in the city. Move Xuan Chun there first, then assign a few reliable, elderly servants to accompany her—all expenses on us! After that, the rest is sworn brother's own family affair."

The mistress nodded. "That's the only way. But we'll also need to give Third Sister an explanation—Xuan Chun is still her household's person."

Xuan Chun's owners had fallen on such hard times that they depended on the Yang family for their living; they couldn't question any decision the Yangs made. Even so, face among relatives still had to be observed.

Yang Shixiang thought it over and said carelessly, "We'll just buy Xuan Chun outright—transfer her indenture. That will spare them any awkwardness."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 775 – The Slave Ship

The mistress nodded; this was a fairly sensible approach.

Yang Shixiang paced, thinking that once Xuan Chun formally became Liu San's concubine, the tie between his family and the elders would deepen yet another step. A pity his own children were so young—they couldn't marry into the elders' ranks yet...

He suddenly remembered: didn't his wife's Third Cousin have three daughters? They were, after all, his own nieces by affinity. With no head of household—just one little boy—everything would be at the Yangs' disposal. The three girls were of suitable age, from gentry stock, literate and well-mannered, and not bad-looking. They could quite properly be wed to elders as formal wives. He had heard one elder was about to marry a local landlord's niece.

Yang Shixiang felt as if he had discovered a new continent. Excitedly, he drummed his fingers on the teacup.

The mistress found this strange. "Husband, what has you so pleased?"

"Good things, of course," Yang Shixiang laughed, setting the topic aside for now.



A swift two-masted schooner rounded Luhuitou Point and entered Dadonghai just as the Sanya noonday sun scorched the earth. The sky was azure blue, the sunlight dazzling. It was a vessel of about two hundred tons.

The wind was fair, and the ship was flying. Its battered exterior showed it had been tossed about at sea for a long time, having traveled a great distance. The sun-cracked wooden planking testified to years of sailing the Southeast Asian seas. The jury-rigged secondary mast held together with rope, the hole-riddled sails, the shot holes and scorch marks on the hull—all spoke of a harrowing voyage.

From the masthead flew a triangular pennant: Lingao's sailing-permit flag. Only vessels bearing this flag were permitted to enter ports controlled by the Lingao regime. At the stern fluttered a peculiar banner—red and white stripes with the English St. George's Cross in the upper left—the ensign of the English East India Company.

When the ship reached the second navigation light at the Dadonghai entrance, still far from the Anyouwei wharf, all sails were struck and the anchor chain clattered down. The ship swayed for a few seconds, then lay still as the cable drew taut.

A steam-powered landing craft, belching black smoke, chugged out from the Luhuitou naval pier. Seven or eight sailors stood armed guard aboard.

"These Australians have built quite a pier here," said a bearded European standing on the poop deck, excitement in his voice. He strained to see, greedily eyeing the wharves and town along the bay. Clearly, development was recent. It looked a bit like English colonies in the New World—but on a far larger scale. The battery atop the hill alone was awe-inspiring.

"God! That boat moves on its own!" exclaimed the captain beside him.

He was tall and thin, gaunt-faced. A white man, but years adrift in the East Indies had stained his face the color of tobacco leaves. He wore a tattered long coat; the originally white cuffs had served for years as napkin and handkerchief, turned oily black. Several buttons were missing, and the remaining ones had lost all color. Around his waist, incongruously, was wound a bright-red Chinese-satin sash, from which hung a gleaming Mughal-style saber with an ivory hilt and golden chasings. On his feet: a pair of ragged boots. He sighed as he dabbed snuff beneath his nose—years of the habit had left two yellow mustaches under his lips.

"The Australians are very capable. This is nothing," said the man gazing at the shore, his face wreathed in smiles. "What day is it?"

"December 28, 1630," the captain said, sniffing his snuff and frowning. "You've asked me ten times."

"Thank God! You have delivered me and my vessel on time and safely!"

The one thanking God so devoutly was none other than John Quark—or, formally, johnquark—holder of the House of Elders' Sanya slave-trade patent.

As an English merchant operating under the English East India Company system, johnquark's Lingao visit had yielded an unexpected windfall: the slave-trade patent. He was not about to pass up such a golden opportunity. Before returning to Macau, he had discussed implementation details with the elders of the Colonial Trade Division. They had given him Sanya's precise latitude and longitude, issued authorization certificates and port-access permits, granted limited duty-free import-export privileges, and provided the sailing-permit flag for entry into any Qiongzhou port.

Armed with these treasures, johnquark returned to Macau and immediately booked passage on a ship bound for Bantam.

The English trading post at Bantam was one of the English East India Company's most important footholds in the East Indies, second only to Surat. It was also the key English beachhead into the Spice Islands. The Dutch had long sought to conquer Bantam entirely, but with the Sultan's support, the English maintained control of their trading post.

In Bantam, his efforts to raise capital did not go smoothly. Rumors of a new maritime power along the China coast had vaguely reached the port. The EIC station had received word, but it was nebulous and unclear. No one knew the details. Johnquark's arrival was the first to bring definite news of the so-called "Australians"—their magical iron ships, self-propelled vehicles, and terrifying cannons.

During his stay, many visited daily to hear his accounts, but few trusted them entirely—especially the parts about the great iron ship and self-propelled carriages. Many suspected the documents and permits he displayed were forgeries. Even the Company's commercial agent at the post showed little interest in his slaving scheme.

Fortunately, among long-haul traders there was no shortage of the most ambitious adventurers. Under johnquark's persistent promotion, he finally recruited eleven shareholders—including two Dutchmen. Money knows no nationality. With a substantial sum raised, he began to execute his plan.

Johnquark chartered an English merchantman, Jamaica, to sail to Batavia. There he quickly purchased enough slaves. Conflict between the local Javanese and the Dutch was intense; small-scale armed clashes occurred frequently, and Javanese prisoners were constantly being brought in for forced labor. The Dutch considered them useless—Javanese had a reputation throughout the East Indies for being unruly. Normally, the Dutch didn't even allow Javanese to enter Batavia city; when hiring local auxiliaries, they preferred Makassarese.

Quark's slaving request was immediately approved by the Dutch authorities. He bought three hundred fifty captives.

Jamaica then set sail for Sanya. Johnquark kept the deadline of 12/30 firmly in mind. The timeline was tight; he had spent too much time in Bantam raising capital, and the voyage itself consumed yet more.

After surviving a storm at sea and two attacks by Portuguese ships, Jamaica finally reached Sanya safely. The slaves remaining in the hold numbered two hundred fifty—the loss ratio was not unusually high. This distance couldn't compare to a trans-Atlantic slaving run.

Upon learning from the boarding petty officer that this was a legally licensed slaving vessel, the report was immediately sent up. All elders in the Sanya area except for Xi Yazhou and Ji Runzhi had already returned to Lingao for the year-end assembly.

He Fanghui had also wanted to go back to Lingao—he had been lobbying for a transfer. News of the Hong Kong occupation had given him ideas about becoming Governor of Hong Kong, but all his telegrams and inquiries produced no word of reassignment. Originally he'd hoped to lobby in person at the assembly, but he drew the short straw and had to stay.

Xi Yazhou, who had volunteered to stay in Sanya, slapped He Fanghui's shoulder with a grin that didn't reach his eyes: "Spending New Year's in Sanya isn't so bad, is it? Go back and it's all debriefs and that stupid hearing. Stay here and you're free and easy."

At this moment, He Fanghui was in the Engineering Command Center with Ji Runzhi, pushing the construction schedule—Sanya had no holidays. Iron ore from Tiandu had to be produced as fast as possible. That was the standing policy.

"What? An English ship?" He Fanghui spun around, surprised, and asked the soldier who had reported. "Where are the papers?"

He knew about johnquark's slave patent—the Colonial Trade Division had sent them a memo. Slaves, that consumable commodity, were of course much desired, especially now that they were about to enter the high-mortality mining phase. Consuming Southeast Asian slaves was far more economical than consuming laboriously trained workers.

He checked the documents. Correct: the name on the papers matched the English merchant mentioned in the memo—johnquark.

"Excellent." He Fanghui greeted Ji Runzhi and rushed to the wharf to make arrangements.

On the deck of Jamaica, a grim spectacle unfolded. The surviving two hundred fifty slaves were brought up from the hold two and three at a time. Blinking yellow eyes, driven by the lash, they crawled out of the hatchway. The rags they wore had disintegrated during the voyage into mere tatters. The slaves were all frail and weak—the only food johnquark had provided them was sweet potato.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 776 – The Slave Trade

The slaves, half-dead from the voyage, were driven two and three at a time onto the foredeck under the crew's whips. Several sailors mixed a large bucket of strange liquid. As each slave reached the barrel, a sailor with a broad soft brush scrubbed it over their filthy, reeking bodies. After the treatment, their skin—dull and grimy before—became shiny and taut. They looked noticeably healthier.

Next, Captain Higgins ordered the sailors to open a cask of rum. One sailor shook gunpowder from a cattle-horn flask into it and stirred. Two sailors grabbed a slave, one pinching his jaw open, the other ladling a big mouthful down the man's throat.

"This'll have them jumping around," Higgins boasted. "Even those about to die will look perky." He had worked on slavers before and knew every trick of the trade. Quark had hired him precisely to tap that experience.

"The goods look reasonably healthy!" Quark could already see countless ducats and pesos dancing before his eyes. Whether sugar, silk, tea, rhubarb, or Chinese sundries—all were in demand. Shipping them to Bantam would net 40 to 100 percent profit.

"Are you really going to sell this cargo?" the captain asked.

"Of course. I have the patent." Quark said with some regret, "I didn't expect so many to die. I thought maybe a dozen at most."

"Without the storm and the Portuguese attack, we wouldn't have lost so many," Higgins said. "Ship repairs will be charged to your account."

"No problem." Quark, enveloped in visions of wealth, agreed readily.

Captain Higgins produced a bottle and took a long swig, blinking as though pondering something.

Under the supervision of quarantine staff from the Sanya Sanitation Station, the slaves were ferried in batches by small boats to a quarantine camp near the mouth of the Tiandu River—a facility prepared specifically to receive slaves. Following standard procedure, their heads were shaved, and they underwent bathing, delousing, and other cleansing protocols.

He Fanghui ordered a two-week rest and quarantine period before they would be assigned to the front-line work site. The mining face was waiting for labor to start digging.

Rations followed quarantine-camp standards—enough to ensure they regained strength as quickly as possible.

After the arrangements were in place, he summoned Hu Xun. This former overlord of Anyouwei—the swaggering local tyrant who once killed without blinking—had been living an idle life since being allowed to return home. Hu Xun was sensible enough to know his and his family's lives were in the Australians' hands. Behaving himself was the path to survival. Besides, his son was still a hostage in Lingao.

"Chief He" had given him the title of "Civilian Affairs Advisor." Each day he reported punctually to the "Sanya Civilian Affairs Office" and helped handle various administrative matters. Hu Xun was, after all, a local who knew the surrounding environment and people well—making good use of him made sense.

"There's a proper job for you," He Fanghui said, his thick lips twitching. "Old Hu, are you willing?"

"Willing, willing." Hu Xun could only say yes.

"Good." He Fanghui immediately gave him the position of Sanya Slave Camp Supervisor. From local-conditions surveys, he knew Hu Xun was ruthless and violent—unsuited for civil administration, but perfect for running a slave camp.

"This position is official cadre rank," He Fanghui said "warmly," clapping his shoulder. "Now you're a real 'cadre.'"

"Thank you, Chief, for the promotion!" Hu Xun bowed repeatedly. He felt no great joy—only a certain bewildered confusion. What exactly is my situation now?

"When working, they'll be strictly guarded by militia. No contact with other people is permitted," He Fanghui instructed. "Every person must complete a daily work quota. Whether they meet it or not depends on your methods."

Hu Xun nodded. "I understand."

The slave-camp overseers would all be selected from Sanya's Disciplinary Squad. The squad had been formed after the uprising to hold workers who had participated in the revolt or committed certain crimes in Sanya—ranging from assault to theft. They were assigned to the harshest, most dangerous work, earning points until they could return to normal status. Overseers chosen from this squad would undoubtedly be zealous and ruthless.

After briefing Hu Xun, He Fanghui went to the Commercial Hall—the facility prepared to receive foreign traders, which doubled as a quarantine station. Johnquark had already been made to bathe and change clothes. Now he was calculating how much he would profit from this slave shipment.

As merchandise for trading with the English, the Colonial Trade Division had shipped in a stock of goods beforehand. Besides paying for Quark's slaves, this port was to be one of their future trade terminals, as well as the trading base for the Southeast Asia Company now under formation. Trade goods had to be stockpiled. The Colonial Trade Division had shipped in large quantities of Leizhou sugar and rum, plus large lots of silk, raw silk, and sundries from Guangzhou.

He Fanghui and Quark haggled at length, finally agreeing on a price. Both parties settled on sugar and silk as payment, with immediate delivery.

Because Quark enjoyed duty-free privileges, his expenses in Sanya port were minimal. Rough calculations put this voyage's profit at 70 percent. Not astronomical, but Batavia was fairly close to Sanya. He could make multiple round trips a year, and the loss ratio wouldn't always be this high—he couldn't possibly run into Portuguese and a storm every time.

With such returns, Quark's ambitions swelled further. He planned to persuade shareholders to invest more—this voyage's results were compelling enough to make even tight-fisted investors open their purses.

With capital, he would buy or charter more slavers. He would find a piece of land in Bantam or somewhere in the East Indies and build a "slave island." Having to buy from the Dutch before every voyage was too cumbersome and would inevitably drive up prices. Besides, the Dutch were unfriendly to the English; that channel could close at any time.

He needed a "stockpile" location—a place to cover shortages and to let the "goods" go through a quarantine period before boarding, avoiding shipboard epidemics and heavy losses. The Australians' price was "landed." He had to ensure enough live bodies reached Sanya. The local "Australian Elder" had made it clear: the number of slaves he'd brought was too few. Not enough.

Finally, his ambitions led him to fantasize about inciting the Dutch to clash with East Indies natives, or goading the various native kingdoms and empires to attack each other. War would produce masses of captives—and he would be there to solve the rulers' prisoner problem. Inciting inter-native wars didn't seem difficult; small-scale conflicts were already constant. Just arm them sufficiently, and they would escalate. Then he could get as many captives as he wanted...

After the deal closed, He Fanghui hosted a banquet for Quark's party at the Commercial Hall. Both sides toasted each other. He Fanghui toasted "the directors of the East India Company" and "His Majesty the King of England"; Quark toasted "the Elders of the House of Elders." "Good health" was uttered countless times, glasses refilled endlessly. Watching Quark chug rum like water, He Fanghui was secretly astounded.

Quark's excitement was palpable. He had been trading in East Asia for some ten years. Though he had made money, he had always been a petty sea-trader, scavenging scraps under the East India Company's system. Now, with such a gushing money-stream before him, he dreamed of returning to his homeland a millionaire.

The little merchant was utterly intoxicated. His head was full of schemes to expand his business.

He didn't even want to linger a few days in Sanya; he was itching to sail back to Bantam immediately and ship the next batch of slaves. However, Higgins pointed out that if they wanted to load premium cargo like sugar and silk, they should scrub out the lower hold to prevent contamination.

Captain Higgins's suggestion wasn't purely "professional responsibility." He understood the lucrative profits of slaving better than Quark. So he went through official channels and requested an audience with "the local chieftain."

Hearing that an English captain wished to see him, He Fanghui found it odd—but out of duty, he received him.

Captain Higgins was self-recommending. He pointed out that since they needed slaves so badly, why not purchase black slaves? Black slaves were sturdier, more hardworking, and more resilient than East Indies natives. The purchase price was higher, of course, but since they had sugar and rum, payment was no problem.

"If the gentlemen have such a need, I am willing to serve," Higgins bowed and proceeded to trumpet his "achievements" in the black-slave trade.

"No, we don't need that," He Fanghui shook his head. "Let the Africans stay in Africa."

"I don't understand—" Higgins said, disappointed.

"We don't need them." He Fanghui refused his "kind offer" a second time.

Seeing his hopes of obtaining an African-slave import patent from the Australians dashed, Higgins returned to the Commercial Hall and began lobbying Quark, expressing willingness to invest in the slaving venture. Quark, considering that he needed a dedicated ship and a knowledgeable captain, welcomed him as a shareholder on the spot—though the specific share allocation would wait until the second fundraising round back in Bantam.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 777 – New Year's Reception

"Your telegram." A naturalized-citizen cadre from the General Office's confidential communications room set a locked folder on Wu De's desk. This was standard protocol for documents marked "Confidential" and above—Executive Committee members, People's Commissioners, and ministers each carried their own special key.

Wu De unlocked the folder and withdrew the telegram. Stamped "Top Secret," it bore He Fanghui's name from Sanya, where he served as civilian-affairs chief among the three elders stationed there.

The telegram reported the arrival of the first batch of Southeast Asian slaves: 254 souls. Physical condition: good. All healthy adult males—no children, no elderly.

So the Englishman actually delivered on schedule, Wu De mused. Using Southeast Asian slaves had become settled House policy, driven by both labor demands and strategic considerations for the future. Even had Quark fallen through, the Executive Committee maintained backup arrangements with other foreign merchants.

He stamped his seal in the viewing-roster column at the bottom, relocked the folder, and returned it to the courier. Then he opened a file on his desk labeled "Labor Force." Inside lay weekly statistical breakdowns of "disposable labor," categorized by age, sex, region, and industry. In the grand scheme, adding 254 workers to Sanya District—where 4,761 had been shipped in and 3,850 currently remained—seemed a modest number. But slaves would drastically reduce the death rate among trained naturalized laborers; the most dangerous, backbreaking work would now fall entirely on expendable bodies. After tasting success with this shipment, Quark would send an endless stream, easily meeting local labor demand and consumption.

Of course, labor demand was bottomless. With He Rubin's retreat, all of Hainan would fall under their control. The Planning Commission estimated the population under House authority would balloon to somewhere between 400,000 and 600,000. Yet mobilizing them fully required extensive groundwork: bandit suppression, village consolidation, household registration, census-taking. Even the most optimistic projections held that Qiongzhou's population couldn't be effectively utilized until early 1632. By contrast, indentured-contract immigrants and purchased slaves offered far greater convenience.

Beyond slaves, the Executive Committee was also seeking new population sources. Refugees from Guangdong and Fujian were nearly exhausted. Once again, the Committee turned to the Grand Library—hunting for opportunities amid the ceaseless natural disasters and man-made catastrophes of the late Ming.

The idea is sound, Wu De thought, but the precondition is sufficient shipping capacity—and Liu Xiang is currently hiding who-knows-where… Many technical details remained unresolved.

He was still contemplating when his private secretary Chu Yu entered with a red invitation.

"Whose invitation?" Wu De asked curiously. The only invitations that reached his desk were for elders' personal happy occasions. Yun Suji's invitation to marry Liu Meilan, grand-niece of Liu Youren, chief of the Liu Family Stockade, had arrived just yesterday. At the time, Wu De had fretted over whether to give a red envelope; ultimately, he'd decided on a gift instead.

"Commissioner Wu's," Chu Yu said.

"Commissioner Wu?" Wu De paused, realizing she meant Wu Nanhai. Wu Nanhai was getting married? His mind immediately turned to the women at the farm.

"It's Chu Qing…" A hint of wistfulness colored Chu Yu's voice—they shared the same origins. Watching a former sister become an elder's wife was bound to stir complicated feelings.

"Oh, yes. Her." Wu De nodded noncommittally.



The 1631 New Year's reception, organized by Fang Fei and Zheng Shangjie, proceeded on schedule. Apart from essential duty personnel, most elders attended the event at Lingjiao Park. Beyond the elders themselves, local "collaborators" received invitations—primarily members of the County Consultative Assembly and directors of the East Gate Market Commercial Association: Lin Quan'an, Liu Youren, Zhang Youfu, Li Sunqian… Even Fu Bu'er, a minor landlord who barely qualified, was invited as a "model" from the Tiandihui.

The remnants of the Ming bureaucracy in Lingao—Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya, Jail Warden Sun Ruiwu, Constable Fu Bowen, County School Instructor Wang Ci, and even the completely puppet Lingao magistrate Wu Mingjin—all received invitations. And Wang Zhaomin, who had contributed more than anyone else to the elders, was naturally on the list.

Besides this motley crew—which Du Wen labeled "freaks and monsters"—there were representatives of naturalized citizens: outstanding individuals selected from soldiers, cadres, workers, cooperative members, and students. Liu Muzhou was planning a "Model Worker Selection" pageant after the new year. Of course, once model workers were involved, a "March Eighth Red Banner Bearer" designation probably couldn't be avoided—otherwise Du Wen wouldn't let him off.

Every invited native considered it a tremendous honor. The transmigrators' defeat of the imperial army and their expansion across all of Qiongzhou had given high and low alike a premonition that "Heaven's mandate was changing." Both the upper and lower strata teemed with people eager to board the Australian ship amid these turbulent times and secure wealth for themselves and their clans. Nearly all invitees accepted. Even Wu Mingjin—who had maintained a posture of "neither surrender nor leave" and preached non-violent non-cooperation—arrived beaming in a sedan chair.

The reception began at 5:00 PM on December 31. Mu Min personally oversaw security at the venue. Though many natives were present—all either "activists" or rated "reliable" in security assessments—Mu Min knew this offered no absolute guarantee. Security work had to be foolproof.

By the designated hour, over 400 elders and roughly 100 elite figures of the transmigrators' "New Order" would gather in Lingjiao Park. Any casualties would deal a devastating blow to the enterprise.

As the direct security chief for elders and the Green Zone, Mu Min coordinated with various departments at an internal-security meeting to finalize the protection plan. A first perimeter was set 50 meters outside Lingjiao Park, manned by Li Yayang's 2nd Company of the Lingao Garrison Battalion. A police unit composed of the Bopu Precinct and Fangcaodi's Police Training Class would maintain order and check IDs at the two park entrances. Inside, the Special Reconnaissance Squad's Bopu Detachment handled security and controlled all high points. Finally, agents from the General Bureau of Political Security formed the inner perimeter. At sea, naval patrol boats formed three defensive lines, forbidding all vessels and persons within one nautical mile of the park's shoreline.

Beyond security, the reception had to account for fire and accident prevention—there were gas lamps, barbecue grills to consider. Mu Min had personally surveyed the terrain and convened several meetings, discussing venue layout, buffet-table placement, grill positions, evacuation routes, and even how much extra lighting to add.

Now everything was ready; they awaited only the guests. Lingjiao Park was decked with lanterns and streamers, gas lamps blazing. Feiyun, moored at the pier, was strung with festive lights. Loudspeakers played "Colorful Clouds Chasing the Moon" and "Spring Festival Overture," filling the air with lively, joyful atmosphere.

Guests arrived in twos and threes—some on foot, some in sedan chairs, some on bicycles—approaching the plaza before Lingjiao Park. This was already a second-tier security zone; no one without an invitation could enter.

Liu Youren beamed as he arrived by sedan chair. Elder Xun had finally given a definite promise regarding the marriage to Liu Meilan. The matter that had hung in suspense for nearly a year was at last settled, and the Liu family's relationship with the elders could no longer be measured by old standards. Stroking his beard, he gazed cheerfully at the bamboo-framed gate. This so-called "park" had always been restricted to elders, shrouded in mystery. Attending this "reception" and seeing it in person was exciting in itself.

Whistles sounded across the plaza as several police blew their whistles and ran about, directing each family's sedan chair into numbered "sedan slots" arranged in orderly rows. Porters were led by attendants to temporary rest sheds. Liu Youren knew the Australian rules: only invitees themselves were permitted inside; servants could not follow. He sent his attendants off and headed for the gate, invitation in hand.

He had taken only a few steps when a middle-aged gentleman emerged from a two-man sedan. Peering closely—wasn't that Wu Mingjin? Long idle and well-fed, the man had put on considerable weight. A cloud-patterned cap sat on his head; he wore a blue silk robe—the picture of a middle-class literatus.

Liu Youren immediately stepped forward and bowed in greeting. Wu Mingjin's Ming county-magistrate title was now empty; no special deference was required.

Wu Mingjin was exceedingly polite. He had long heard rumors that the bald folk intended to take Liu Youren's grand-niece as a concubine. Privately, he scorned this bumpkin landlord, but his face betrayed nothing—these "new nobles" of the transmigrators were not to be offended.

"Is Your Honor also here for the reception?"

"Indeed," Wu Mingjin nodded. "Year's end, nothing better to do—might as well enjoy myself."

"Year's end" referred to the "Great Song Calendar"—the Gregorian calendar. By the concurrent Great Ming Calendar, the new year was still two months away. But under the elders' influence, Lingao had widely adopted the Gregorian calendar, gradually reshaping everyone's habits.

They were still chatting when a scholar in a blue-edged gown came puffing up nearby. Spotting Wu Mingjin, he immediately performed a deep formal bow, drawing glances from passersby.

"Your Honor! You're here too?" The newcomer was none other than County School Instructor Wang Ci. He had walked here on foot; his forehead dripped with sweat. His gown was tolerably neat but emanated the stale-sweat smell of old clothes.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 778 – The County Instructor

Wu Mingjin frowned. "You came; can I not?"

"No, no—" Wang Ci deeply regretted his careless words and bowed hastily. "Your Honor… you are the lord of the county, a Great Ming… guardian…" The more flustered he became, the less coherent his words, which only annoyed Wu Mingjin further. The magistrate assumed Wang was reproaching him on grounds of righteousness; his expression darkened.

Wu Mingjin had never liked Instructor Wang. Now he liked him even less. With a snort, he walked off without another word, leaving Wang Ci standing there in mortified silence.

Wang Ci had originally been reluctant to attend the reception, but he was indebted to the Australians—the Lingao county school now survived entirely on their subsidies. In the end, he had decided to "bear the humiliation and carry the heavy burden" for the sake of the county's literary spirit.

In truth, the Lingao county school had suffered no "humiliation" these past two years. Quite the opposite: under the Moli Xuan Project, the survival conditions of Lingao's tiny population of old-style literati had improved dramatically. Consider the most basic scholar's supplies—brushes, ink, paper, inkstones, and the Four Books and Five Classics. In the past, none of these could be produced locally; they had to be shipped from Qiongzhou or even the mainland, expensive and hard to find. Now the East Gate Market stationery shop was fully stocked, and prices were far lower. Bookstores sold a wide variety of classics, histories, philosophers, and collections—many titles Wang Ci had never even seen on the mainland. The prices were absurdly cheap.

The Australian-run "Moli Xuan Foundation" provided stipends for Lingao's scholars and operating funds for the county school and Moli Xuan Academy. In a sense, Lingao had entered a "golden age" of education that Wang Ci had never dared imagine.

Yet all this made Wang Ci feel deeply ashamed. Had the Australians suppressed traditional learning or persecuted scholars, he might have felt at peace—They're foreign barbarians, after all! He could at least have preserved a sense of cultural superiority. Instead, he found himself enveloped by an inexplicable humiliation. These oversea barbarians had worked miracle after miracle in Lingao, none of which had the slightest connection to the "learning" that scholars took such pride in. Steeped in Confucian ideology of "cultivate oneself, regulate the family, govern the state," Wang Ci believed statecraft was a talent only scholars possessed. No matter how invincible an army, it could conquer the empire on horseback but never govern it from horseback. Yet this group claiming descent from the Song knew nothing of Confucian classics—couldn't even recite the Analects—and had administered a remote, barbarous county in perfect order, sweeping away chronic maladies of local governance.

Wang Ci was deeply ashamed: he knew that if he were county magistrate, he couldn't achieve even a tenth of what the Australians had done in Lingao—perhaps not even a hundredth. "Talent for governance" was empty talk.

Clearly, the Australians had their own learning. They didn't take Confucianism seriously at all; in Wang Ci's view, their various "gestures of goodwill" toward local scholars were mere posturing.

Local scholars remained oblivious, thinking the Australians revered Confucianism. Some had even developed an interest in Australian "natural philosophy." The Moli Xuan Academy library had acquired many books on the investigation of things; borrowers were plentiful. From time to time, the Australians organized field trips for scholars to visit farms and workshops, lecturing on natural philosophy—and attracting considerable audiences. Such stealthy tactics of "using barbarians to transform Huaxia" greatly worried Wang Ci.

Thinking thus, he sighed and walked toward the entrance with his invitation.

The plaza was crowded with people preparing to enter. Many wore the cotton, front-buttoning short jackets that the transmigrators habitually favored—since the first day Wang Ci had seen them, they seemed never to have worn anything else. Some transmigrators wore jackets without buttons; a very few wore jackets open wide at the chest, revealing undergarments, with strips of cloth in various colors and patterns hanging around their necks—on closer inspection, the cloth was tightly cinched around the throat.

Wang Ci had never seen transmigrators dressed this way and couldn't help wondering: If someone grabbed that thing, wouldn't it be trouble?

Though "real" and "fake" transmigrators dressed similarly, Wang Ci could easily tell them apart. The real ones were calm and chatting naturally; the fake ones had expressions mixing excitement and unease. All of them, real and fake, wore metal badges of varying sizes on their chests—some had several—glinting in the gaslight.

What drew the most attention was the female transmigrators' attire. Wang Ci had long heard of their bold dress, "offensive to public morals." Now, four or five female elders waiting in line wore skirts exposing their calves; one even let her thighs flash in and out of view. One tall female transmigrator wore a black dress that revealed two very white, long legs, covered in red fishnet. Her top was held up by two satin straps, half-baring her bosom. The sight gave Wang Ci a small rush; a certain organ, dormant and withered after years of disuse in Lingao, suddenly surged with blood. The pedantic scholar's face flushed crimson. He quickly straightened his gaze—eyes on nose, nose on heart—not daring to look at the female transmigrators again.

Wang Ci followed the crowd slowly toward the entrance. Police maintained order, and most of those present were elders—the General Office had appended "Mind order; queue in sequence" to the reception notification. The elders constantly strove to cultivate "organization" and "discipline" among naturalized citizens and natives; they had to set an example.

Under the elders' vigorous promotion and example, naturalized citizens and natives consciously complied with the queue and ID checks, regardless of rank. Wang Ci noticed Wu Mingjin standing in line behind what appeared to be a minor country landlord, calmly chatting with Vice-Magistrate Wu Ya. He felt a surge of shame and indignation. Just as he considered stepping up to scold the bumpkin for "disrespect," someone shoved his back.

"Move faster! Don't block the way!"

From the accent, clearly a "fake transmigrator." To think that he, a court official—albeit a minor one—was being scolded in public by a rustic! His face burned with shame, yet his body moved involuntarily with the queue.

By contrast, Magistrate Wu felt no pressure whatsoever. He had long since embraced "When in Rome, do as the Romans do"; with a thick enough skin, the world was his oyster. In the queue, he chatted and joked with Vice-Magistrate Wu and Wang Zhaomin.

At the park entrance, besides police, Political Security elders scanned each invitation barcode and cross-checked the name and stored photo in the computer. Only after everything matched was the admission stamp given. Elders simply swiped their "dog tags" to enter.

Lingjiao Park blazed with light. Gas streetlamps burned brightly; a stone path led guests toward the beachfront dining area. On the sand, elevated wooden-plank decks had been built. Long Western-style tables lined the decks, covered with buffet chafing dishes salvaged from the Shèngchuán restaurant—heated serving trays for self-service dining. The chafing dishes had lids, with warmers beneath now burning charcoal instead of solid alcohol. Besides the warmers were countless large ceramic plates, insulated pots, wooden platters, and glassware… filled with various dishes, pastries, and beverages—an abundance unprecedented even for elders.

A row of charcoal grills emitted mouth-watering sizzles and exotic aromas. Great slabs of beefsteak, pork chops, chicken cutlets, and fish fillets turned on iron griddles; the fragrance of spices was so thick it seemed to melt one's nasal membranes. Whole lobsters, oysters, and sea fish steamed on iron grates; four or five Lingao suckling pigs and over a dozen roasted ducks hung on spits, turning in the roaring flames of open-fire roasters. Chefs from the Cooperative Restaurant, cafeteria, and Commercial Hall bustled back and forth—even for them, this was the first time handling so many ingredients. Suckling pigs and beef were almost never seen on ordinary days.

Only a few elders knew the beef wasn't freshly slaughtered but came from cold storage. As for the source: spoils from the Great Victory at Chengmai. Dead cattle, horses, and mules had been used for sausage-making as troop rewards; wounded animals not worth treating were sent to the meatpacking plant for slaughter, then flash-frozen by category and saved for the year-end New Year celebration. There had to be one occasion each year for a proper feast.

Zhang Zhixiang, a Fangcaodi teacher, wore chef's whites and an apron, topped by a toque taller than any other cook's—the Executive Chef's hat. Like a general commanding his troops, he directed the cooks' preparations, occasionally stepping in to flip steaks on the griddle. The steaks were sliced into bite-sized pieces Japanese-steakhouse style before plating, sparing guests the need for knives and forks. As a first-class chef, his modern cuisine was naturally superior to the naturalized cooks'.

Zheng Shangjie and Mendoza were also frantically busy—they handled Western-style cooking. They had hoped to draft Salina and Pan Pan to help, but both proper White-English transmigrators turned out to be "children of the microwave": growing up, cooking at home meant tossing supermarket meal trays into the microwave, spinning them around, then making a vegetable salad. Salina sheepishly admitted she could make sandwiches—but Lingao lacked the right sauces.

"I'll mix the sauces. If there's anything we have here, it's spices." The spice trade was a major commodity in East Asian maritime commerce, and China itself imported large quantities. The Planning Commission warehouse stored spices from various sources, and the farm grew herbs like basil for culinary use.

"I'll bake some cakes, then." After racking her brain, Pan Pan came up with the one thing she could actually make.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 779 – New Year's Address

Wang Ci shuffled timidly onto the wooden deck. The white-tableclothed dining tables were already set with place settings: bone china plates and spoons fired in Lingao's kilns, emblazoned with the House of Elders' "national emblem"—a golden double-headed eagle over a gear-and-wheat-sheaf motif, crowned by the Holy Ship. Wine vessels were glass; only the chopsticks had been purchased from Guangdong—all ivory-clad. Seat cards marked each place. Upon finding his seat, Wang Ci was relieved to see Sun Ruiwu beside him. He had no desire to sit next to a transmigrator.

Sun Ruiwu was chomping on a "Holy Ship" cigarette and looking around for food. From his dress and demeanor, Wang Ci could tell he had done quite well for himself—which rankled. Besides serving as Lingao's Jail Warden, Sun doubled as a Director in the transmigrators' Grain Procurement Bureau. No doubt he'd profited handsomely from the bald folk—a bona fide Ming traitor.

Sun Ruiwu harbored none of Wang Ci's brooding. Smiling, he exchanged courteous banter—was the county school's funding adequate?—the standard official pleasantries. Of course, even if there were problems, he could only promise to "look into it." Wang Ci responded perfunctorily.

"This ice sculpture is grander than last year's." Zhang Youfu sat across from them. He wasn't quite used to sitting directly opposite magistrates, staring eyeball-to-eyeball, and felt awkward—so he made conversation.

At the deck's center, just like last year, stood a massive ice sculpture. This time, under the guidance of elders with fine-arts training, the local stonemasons had carved something other than a stone lion—a dolphin leaping from waves. Sparkling translucently under the gaslights, it was almost too bright to look at.

A year ago, this would have been an astonishing wonder. But now ice had become a commodity in Lingao; even ordinary naturalized citizens and petty landowners could afford it. An ice sculpture no longer inspired much marvel.

They made a show of admiring the sculpture for a while, until someone's growling stomach broke the awkwardness. They exchanged looks: Why isn't the food being served? Waves of aroma drifted over, and everyone was famished. Petty landlords like Zhang Youfu and Fu Bu'er had skipped lunch entirely, intending to eat their fill tonight.

Glancing at other tables, they saw elders already eating and drinking—astonishingly, the transmigrators served themselves! Each one carried a large china plate heaped with food; some held wine glasses, eating standing or sitting, clearly enjoying themselves. What kind of etiquette is this?

As they hesitated, a tall young woman arrived—dressed in a black dress with a white apron, smiling pleasantly—and invited them to fetch food themselves from the buffet.

Wang Zhaomin, who had frequent contact with transmigrators, knew that women dressed like this were concubine-maids—the most untouchable pillow-companions. He quickly cupped his hands in thanks.

"…Gentlemen need not bring plates; clean plates are available at the buffet," the maid said with a trained "All Nippon Airways" smile. "Drinks are also available at the table."

What a novel approach, everyone thought. In ancient formal dining, there were endless ceremonies—not to mention presenting dishes in proper sequence. Even private banquets required formalities. Now the transmigrators observed no etiquette whatsoever; even serving food and pouring wine was self-service. Wang Ci cursed inwardly: Bald barbarians with no manners! Was he supposed to stand there with a plate like a beggar at a gruel station?

For a moment, officials and gentry hesitated—no servants on hand to dispatch. But the petty landlords were too hungry to care about propriety; with a quick bow, they rushed the buffet. Moments later they returned with heaping plates of delicacies. Now no one could hold back; even Magistrate Wu rose ceremoniously and strolled toward the food table.

Wang Ci endured a few more moments, then surrendered to hunger. The buffet blazed with light and fragrance. He hardly dared approach—the words "pools of wine and forests of meat" flooded his mind. The abundance was staggering! Even at his hometown prefecture's grandest banquets, he had never seen such a spread. The variety dazzled him—things he had never seen or heard of. Just then, Zhang Youfu came by wielding three plates, one balanced on each arm, piled high with meat, vegetables, and seafood, a skewer of grilled meat clamped between his teeth.

Wang Ci drifted along behind an elder and ended up with far more than he'd intended. He had believed years of plain fare had given him iron willpower against rich food—but having the option not to eat was entirely different from not having the option. His stomach rebelled mightily and he found himself taking crab cakes, coconut-crusted fried shrimp, fried squid rings, onion rings, grilled chicken, and fried sweet-potato fries, plus a chicken cutlet and a few small slabs of teppanyaki sirloin—he didn't know it was beef. Seeing fried eggs on the griddle, he asked for one of those too. In Wang Ci's frugal life, eggs were a luxury.

Then, somehow, he arrived at the drinks table, lined with carved-glass cisterns and small barrels holding liquids of various colors. He stared, unsure what to choose. Finally, the maid behind the table ladled a pale-yellow liquid into a glass and handed it to him. One sip—mellow, refreshing. He downed several cups in a row.

"Sir, this is strong liquor…" The maid noticed him wobbling and cautioned him. This was a cocktail of rum, lemon juice, sugar, and water—easy to drink, but with a kick.

"Nonsense!" Wang Ci snapped in his lofty manner, and stumbled back to his seat. He bit into the sirloin—rich, fatty, with the bite of black pepper—and nearly bit his tongue off. He quickly ate a fried shrimp, then looked up to see slender maids gliding about clearing plates, hips swaying like willows in the wind… This education official suddenly felt sorrow rise from within and tears fell—he realized his past life had been a blank void.



The elders had no such complicated emotions—though even for them, such a sumptuous meal was a first since D-Day. Especially the meat; never before had there been such abundance. Everyone ate heartily. Wu Nanhai and several elders stood by the buffet, chatting. Everyone had received Wu Nanhai's wedding invitation, so of course congratulations were in order.

"This feast is all thanks to your Agriculture Department," He Ying said, already a bit tipsy.

"The volume still isn't where it needs to be," Wu Nanhai said proudly. "For the 1632 New Year reception, we'll have even better food—I'm raising several Wagyu cattle…" He caught himself, glancing around.

"Relax, Xi Yazhou stayed in Sanya," He Ying reassured him.

"These few Wagyu are my breeding stock. Once I've bred enough calves, I'll set up a special 'Elders' Supply'—play them music, give them beer and apples, hire ten girls to massage the cattle. I refuse to believe I can't produce marbled beef."

"Kobe beef?"

"Wagyu has many breeds; Kobe is just one," Yang Baogui said, swirling his glass. "I think Imari Kotake cattle are good too. Less fatty."

Someone chimed in: "Old Wu! Is it really appropriate to marry a maid as your primary wife? I heard you're a Christian—you can't have a second wife. What about marrying a lady from a good family later?"

"What about the Li mother and daughter? You're just leaving them behind?"

"I'll still take good care of them," Wu Nanhai said offhandedly.

The others nodded knowingly, some murmuring, "As expected." Wu Nanhai, oblivious, continued: "I've always supported monogamy. Besides, it's better for a wife to come from humble origins—even Zhu Yuanzhang decreed his sons' and daughters' spouses be selected from common families. I figure we'll have lots of children someday; if the mother's natal clan is too powerful, her children gain an unfair advantage. That's not fair competition for inheritance!"

"So you're emulating Zhu Yuanzhang," He Ying teased.

"I think it helps maintain family balance." Wu Nanhai, a few drinks in, was in high spirits. "I'm also planning to imitate Kangxi—a secret succession system. The family head's heir will be announced only after I die; until then, no one dares slack off or stir up trouble."

"Brilliant. You really are something."

"I still think primogeniture is best—stable…" Liu Zheng scoffed. "Why copy the Manchus? Primogeniture is the hallmark of every civilized society!"

A group of men with no children yet launched into a heated debate on succession. Wu Nanhai didn't want to continue the topic and quietly pulled He Ying aside:

"Liaison Officer He, about my application to build a small chapel at the farm—have you considered it?"

He Ying looked troubled. "Can't you just attend the joint service at the Bairen Church?"

"I'm Protestant. We don't piss in the same pot as them," Wu Nanhai said. "I'm not proselytizing—just for personal and family use."

"But there's no Protestant church and no pastor, right?"

Wu Nanhai laughed. "We Protestants generally don't require that. I can serve as my own pastor—preach, conduct ceremonies." He added, "I'll pay for it myself and arrange the construction."

He Ying pondered. "This is a significant matter. I'll have to submit it to the House of Elders for approval."

"Hurry it up," Wu Nanhai said. "I'm planning to get married in the chapel."



As they spoke, the lively music over the loudspeakers switched to the "March of Unity and Friendship." Natives and naturalized citizens familiar with the elders knew that when this tune played, a principal elder was about to appear. The murmur of conversation and laughter gradually died down.

Sure enough, the entire Executive Committee and several key People's Commissioners and ministers emerged in front of the deck as the music played. Two spotlights crossed their beams. Leading was Wen Desi, wearing a white suit without a tie, smiling and waving. Behind him, Ma Qianzhu wore a black Mao-collared tunic, clapping with one hand, expression stern. The other committee members smiled and clapped lightly, going through the motions.

The music stopped; the venue fell silent. The leaders moved to the prearranged microphone, arranged by rank. Ma Qianzhu strode to the front, offered holiday greetings and congratulations, then introduced the excellent situation of the 1630 anti-encirclement campaigns, punitive wars, and economic construction. He announced the House of Elders' plans and tasks for the new year—especially the island-wide communications network and ring-road construction, and the impending expansion of population imports from the mainland. Conditions permitting, they would also bring in more special-needs populations of different races from Persia and Japan. Though the content was substantial, he spoke concisely and forcefully, drawing waves of applause and cheers. Afterward, the venue buzzed with discussion and laughter.

Wen Desi stepped to the microphone and waved to the enthusiastic applause from elders, native representatives, and naturalized-citizen representatives. He offered a few words of congratulation, emphasizing that 1630's achievements were the result of everyone firmly implementing the House of Elders' spirit and instructions—a great victory of collective leadership and full democracy within the House.

"Comrades, I won't enumerate again the great victories we've won on sea and land. For us, this is still only the beginning." Applause, then he continued: "Our regime is still a tiny power in this world. The tasks before us are glorious and arduous. To accomplish them, we must exert great effort. After this period of trials, I believe no difficulty, no enemy, can crush us—" More applause interrupted him. "War has paused for now, but the rulers in Beijing, Mukden, Seoul, and Edo continue issuing orders from their palaces… The Dutch still set sail from Batavia… Hidden enemies around us will make desperate struggles; the fight will be sharp and fierce, and it will continue for a long time. Our road is still long—the world is not yet ours, but someday it will be!"

Thunderous applause, cheers, and fireworks launched from warships and shore exploded into the sky alongside his closing words, shaking the sea. Flocks of gulls and birds, frightened from rocks and forests, flapped into the night sky, circling and crying over the water. Lingao's world had entered a new stage.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 780 – The Dongfeng Carriage

A new model of single-horse two-wheeled carriage trotted along the road from Bairen to Piye Mountain. This was the vehicle factory's latest product—a light two-wheeled carriage called "Dongfeng," modeled after the 1860s Hensomicab. Single-driver, two-seater. The two-wheeled design eliminated the front undercarriage, simplifying the body considerably. It was equipped with single-axle 60-inch 16-spoke hardwood wheels, a steel axle, and ball bearings. Leaf-spring suspension, iron-rod frame, and wooden body. It came with a folding canopy in two configurations: luxury sheepskin or cowhide, and standard oilcloth. It also featured fixed carriage lamps and a foot-pedal bell.

The main reason for building the Dongfeng prototype was that someone wanted to market carriages as luxury goods. A secondary motive was that some elders had grown tired of cycling to work and wanted a carriage as a "company car"—a chance to show off a bit.

Li Chiqi knew that using carriages as "company cars" was out of the question at this stage. Consider the most basic factor—horses: Nik wouldn't let them have even one. Horses were currently "second masters" in Lingao after the elders themselves. Unless requisitioned for military or agricultural use, horses were strictly off-limits. As for the plans of Si Kaide, Hong Huangnan, and others to sell flashy carriages to mainland Chinese like Gao Ju as suckers—whether that market even existed remained uncertain. But Li Chiqi, bored from building nothing but "Purple Lightning" aircraft, artillery carts, and ox-carts, feigned enthusiasm to accept the trial-manufacturing task. At worst, they could give it to Guo Yi, who was about to return to Guangzhou.

In the end, the vehicle factory produced the carriage under the guidance of Hong Huangnan—former 4S-dealer manager, now Chief of Staff of the Military Affairs Logistics Command. Hong Huangnan was passionate about horse-drawn carriages; he had collected countless pictures and materials, including rare line drawings of various carriage models. The Dongfeng's manufacture relied mainly on his data.

Although Hong Huangnan insisted on calling it "Benz," Li Chiqi thought that name should be reserved for a future luxury model. So, following the "Hongqi" (Red Flag) branding convention, he called it "Dongfeng" (East Wind).

"Shouldn't 'Dongfeng' be for ox-carts or heavy-duty wagons?" Hong Huangnan gazed at the handmade carriage in the workshop, looking confused.

"China's first sedan was also called Dongfeng—hand-beaten together. Let's use the name for good luck."

"Might as well call it 'Geely' (Luck)," Hong Huangnan grumbled.

"Whatever we call it, the carriage looks great," Li Chiqi said sincerely. "Let's take it for a spin! Test drive!"

"We need to find a horse first."

Currently, all horses and donkeys in Lingao were kept at Gaoshanling Ranch—military horses included. After training, they had to be returned immediately. That was Nik's rule, ensuring proper care and maximum breeding. Fortunately, Hong Huangnan knew a batch of captured horses from Qiongshan was en route to Gaoshanling. He used his authority to intercept one, promising to deliver it himself.

These were Mongolian horses, very docile. After Li Chiqi hitched the horse and found a driver, the two rode off toward Piye Mountain.

The road from Bairen to Piye Mountain was now paved and fully equipped. The carriage ran smoothly over the cinder surface without jolting. This gave Hong Huangnan hope for mass production—he planned to empty Guangdong gentry's pockets with these vehicles.

Three to four kilometers west of Bairen City, they encountered the first checkpoint. Chevaux-de-frise blocked the road; a guardhouse and sentries stood watch. The entire Gaoshanling area had been designated a "Green Zone" under direct House control. All native villages except Damei Village, which the elders had built themselves, had been relocated. Natives and naturalized citizens couldn't enter without a specially issued "Green Zone Pass." A company of the Garrison Battalion was exclusively responsible for guarding the area.

Their carriage passed the first checkpoint, then a second, then a third. On the road and hillsides, patrolling soldiers were visible at intervals.

"This place is heavily guarded!" Hong Huangnan exclaimed. "Even more than around Bairen City!" It was his first time penetrating deep into the Gaoshanling area.

"Of course—this is the lifeline of the House of Elders." Having participated in "Operation Prometheus," Li Chiqi wasn't surprised by the tight security. This area held not only the ranch, weather station, and planned elder vacation area—more importantly, it was the site of the Grand Library and STC: the Original Standard Equipment Template archive.

Hong Huangnan didn't grasp the true meaning of "lifeline"; he assumed Li Chiqi meant the horses. Nodding, he said, "Animal power is a huge bottleneck—military use, agricultural use, everywhere. And to sell carriages on the mainland, we'd have to solve the horse problem for customers too. I wonder how many horses Nik has?"

"A couple hundred, I suppose," Li Chiqi said offhandedly. "We'll reach the ranch soon."

Hoofbeats echoed along the road. The road network in the Piye Mountain restricted zone was now complete—bridges, signposts, drainage ditches, even roadside trees. The carriage ride was very comfortable. Passersby were rare, but structures were visible here and there on slopes and among trees.

"I had no idea the Executive Committee had hidden so much here!" Hong Huangnan marveled. As Chief of Staff for Logistics, he had visited Xixingling for a battery completion ceremony, but hadn't expected the area to become so mysterious in just over a year.

"Heh, you're the Logistics Chief of Staff—didn't you know there are lots of military facilities hidden here?"

"An 'unreliable' person like me is just a staff officer," Hong Huangnan griped. "I organize tons of logistics plans on my desk—many are just code names. I have no idea where the projects are actually located."

"I don't know the details either. But the military has definitely built several secret facilities here."

"Don't tell me they're hiding an atomic bomb."

"Not quite that extreme."

As they talked, the carriage arrived at Nik's ranch.

The ranch lay on the southwest side of Piye Mountain's main peak, Bald Ridge. Here was a small hill called Mopan (Millstone) Ridge—two layers of round flat-topped hills stacked like a millstone. The terrain was gentle, with few trees; after development, it made an ideal mountain pasture. Now the surrounding valleys were all enclosed within the ranch's boundaries.

"We've arrived at Castle Hill," Li Chiqi said. Then he added, "When you talk about horses, don't use any dismissive or casual tone."

"Understood—he's a horse fanatic." Hong Huangnan nodded repeatedly. "This is called Castle Hill? It does look a bit like one."

"Heh, it's actually called Mopan Ridge—more like a bunker, really. But this is the place known as 'Nik's Castle.' Here, he's the local emperor."

The carriage stopped in the square before the ranch gate. Hong Huangnan stepped down and gazed around. The scenery was beautiful: winter sunlight fell on Piye Mountain; saplings of cash crops and windbreak trees planted last spring swayed in the breeze. White mist had just dissipated. Despite winter, the hills remained lush. Horses dotted the hillside pastures, leisurely grazing and frolicking. Some mares had recently foaled.

The valley grew fodder crops the horses liked; corn had just been harvested, and alfalfa filled the fields. Several silage fermentation towers stood tall. Below the slopes were stables with high peaked roofs. A windmill turned slowly; the faint sound of flowing water could be heard. Hong Huangnan felt the landscape was reminiscent of overseas ranches he'd seen in photos.

A young man in farm-worker uniform was stirring something in front of a warehouse—a large wooden basin on the ground holding what looked like a mixture of herbs and water. Yang Baogui stood nearby, supervising: "Stir it well! Otherwise the horses won't eat!"

Around them were many lidded wooden tubs and barrels, emitting a mixed smell of herbs and chemicals.

Yang Baogui was here to treat horse ailments. Horses were delicate and prone to various problems. Upon news that a large batch of captured horses would soon arrive, Nik had invited Yang Baogui to prepare common equine remedies in advance, ready to treat the spoils upon arrival.

"That carriage looks great!" Yang Baogui studied the Dongfeng. "Where'd you get the horse?"

"Borrowed it," Hong Huangnan said. "Officers and soldiers are being repatriated from Qiongshan. The horses and livestock they're surrendering are being organized for transport to Lingao. I borrowed one to test the carriage."

Organizing the transfer was exactly the job of the Logistics Chief of Staff as part of the "peaceful evacuation" from Qiongshan before the troops boarded ships per the treaty.

"Nik's going to strike it rich," Yang Baogui observed. Then he called to the diligently stirring youth: "Shengbao! Go fetch your master!"

Shengbao hurried off and soon returned with Nik, who had been washing horses in the stables. Nik wore a torn work suit, a towel wrapped around his head, straw clinging criss-cross to his clothes and hair. His sleeves were rolled past the elbows; his arms were red from the cold water.

"What? Just one horse?" Nik looked disappointed. "Where's this carriage from?"

"The rest will arrive in batches starting tomorrow," Hong Huangnan assured him. "Don't worry—not one will be missing."

"I'm very worried!" Nik said. "The drovers probably have no experience caring for horses!"

"They were all former grooms…"

"Those grooms only know how to work horses to death—they haven't a clue about actually caring for them!" Nik yanked the towel off his head and squatted on the ground. "I should have gone myself!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 781 – Wedding

Xun Suji forced his head up—it was splitting. He'd drunk too much at last night's party. The cocktails went down easy without feeling strong; he'd guzzled every variety available, and by the time Wen Desi gave his speech, he was already passed out at the table. He'd missed the entire entertainment program afterward—supposedly S-rank maids had danced "Nobody" and "Gee Gee." Clumsy as it was, the performance had the otaku crowd raving.

Now all he could do was sit on the bed and listen to Mo Xiao'an's recap. Mo Xiao'an was to be his best man at the wedding.

"That good—" Xun Suji was drooling a solid foot down his chin. "What else?"

Afterward, Mo Xiao'an continued, a certain male elder's girlfriend—a female elder—had taken the stage to sing "The Blue Danube Waltz," dancing as she sang. Her miniskirt swirled; though she wore safety shorts, her pale thighs kept flashing before the crowd of otakus, drawing wild cheers—except from a certain boyfriend with a very unhappy expression.

"Damn—" Xun Suji buried his face in his hands. "Stop."

"It's fine. You're about to consummate your wedding night," Mo Xiao'an consoled him. "Thighs—every woman has them."

"What's a wedding night…" Xun Suji said miserably. "Some things, once missed, are gone forever." Young female elders naturally suited otaku tastes better than any bride.

"Get real," Mo Xiao'an said. "The quality will only improve from here. Besides, female-elder cosplay isn't that great."

"What?!" Xun Suji jumped to his feet, then his legs gave out and he collapsed back down. "Cosplay?"

"Yep, cosplay," Mo Xiao'an said. "Dead or Alive…"

"Good Lord!"

"—was rejected for being too risqué."

"Damn, don't string me along like that." Xun Suji groaned. "Fine, they can cosplay next time."

"Xiao Pei cosplayed Mai Shiranui."

"Mm-hm, just her outfit was hot enough." Xun Suji reminisced—Pei Lixiu had been the most eye-catching person in the whole venue.

"And, you know, Sister Pei really delivered: no pantyhose, no leggings. The brothers confirmed—definitely went straight with a thong!"

"Holy moly." Xun Suji's face was a mix of envy and regret.

"Ha ha, a few naturalized citizens and natives had nosebleeds gushing like fountains," Mo Xiao'an said cheerfully. "Though someone asked if this might give them the impression we're 'debauched'…"

"They don't know squat! To those natives, female elders in miniskirts are already 'indecent'!" Xun Suji scoffed. "If we cater to native sensibilities on everything, what kind of revolution are we running? Changing customs begins with shortening skirts!"

"Hear, hear." Mo Xiao'an nodded vigorously and continued. "There was also Biko cosplay. Pan Pan and Mendoza came out too. I didn't catch what they were cosplaying, but the skirts were short enough—Western mares have great legs…"

"Aaargh—" Xun Suji flopped facedown into his pillow.

"Pity," Mo Xiao'an concluded regretfully. "Old Fang's concept was good, but the costumes and props were a bit off. Thrown together last minute—passable at best."

"Still beats no girls." Xun Suji thought about all the excitement he'd missed and felt supremely dejected, no longer wanting to get out of bed.

"You'd better get up, take a shower, and tidy up. You're the groom today." Mo Xiao'an prodded him. "You've got to go fetch the bride soon."

"My head hurts."

"Headache or not, you're still the groom. Get up."

Under Mo Xiao'an's relentless prodding, Xun Suji reluctantly rose. Mo Xiao'an called Kim Hee-sun in: "Get your master dressed up properly."

Kim Hee-sun was festively dressed and looking very spruce today. She wore a "Neo-Hanfu" women's outfit from the "New Hanfu Atlas" released by the newly registered Huaxia Society—organized by Liu Zheng and others as a "Sinocentrist" association. The outfit was essentially modern women's clothing with Hanfu elements. The pattern was designed and cut by Zheng Shangjie from the atlas; it was made in the special-production division of the garment factory under Mo Xiao'an's jurisdiction, with absolutely top-tier materials and craftsmanship.

She wore twin buns crowned with a ring of little red flowers and a full set of jewelry. Smiling, she came in and curtseyed to Xun Suji: "Congratulations to the Chief on your happy occasion."

Xun Suji seemed unable to meet her gaze; his eyes wandered as he laughed awkwardly: "Good, good, good." Though he had fantasized daily about enjoying the blessing of multiple wives, now that it was truly happening, he felt a bit uneasy—as if he were wronging Kim Hee-sun.

Still, although Liu Meilan was no beauty, she was tall and slim-waisted, with ample bosom and hips—physically far more advantageous than the petite, thin Kim Hee-sun. So he was quite eager.

For work convenience, Xun Suji had always lived in the food-factory office. Now, getting married, he couldn't stay there any longer. As someone about to wed, he was among the first eligible for a housing lottery in Bairen New Town and had drawn a medium-sized unit.

Decorating and furnishing were handled by the General Office after he picked styles—he didn't have to worry about any of it. For the wedding ceremony, Wu Shimang had tried to hold it in Bairen Cathedral, pitching its services: organ accompaniment, children's choir, a priest to administer vows…

"If you want Western flair, I'll summon a European priest just to marry you! Pick any of the four priests! Or if you don't like Westerners, I, the college director, will officiate!"

Xun Suji was neutral—a church wedding would be nice; the atmosphere was good. But the "Huaxia Society" immediately objected, calling it kowtowing to the West for a non-believer to marry in a church. Xun Suji hadn't expected his wedding to become a "political correctness" issue. To avoid controversy, he decided to hold the ceremony at the Commercial Hall auditorium.

Wedding invitations didn't go to all elders—first, the venue couldn't hold them all; second, he didn't know most of them. A wedding was, after all, a private affair. He sent invitations only to elders he knew and had dealings with. The rest received a packet of wedding candy and pastries. Xun Suji disliked leader-speeches, so he didn't invite Executive Committee members like Wen and Ma.

"You should invite Xiao Zishan from the General Office," Mo Xiao'an reminded him. "He handles elders' daily life affairs. He contributed a lot to your wedding, and you'll have lots to consult him about after you're settled."

"Of course, of course." Xun Suji nodded vigorously.



At Liu Family Stockade, lanterns and streamers filled the halls. Word that an elder was marrying into the family had spread everywhere. Whether Liu clansmen or related outsiders, everyone felt immensely proud. After all, Elder Xun wasn't taking a concubine or buying a maid—the Liu daughter was marrying properly as a wife in a red skirt! What other great family in Lingao could claim such an honor?

Liu Youren stood in the decorated main hall, watching his family bustle about, a cryptic smile playing on his face. Liu Meilan's father, from a previously overlooked distant branch, was now the envy of all. Today he wore newly tailored clothes, beaming from ear to ear.

Liu Youren had always intended to make a grand affair of this wedding. Since Liu Meilan was only a grand-niece—a distant relation—he feared the elders might see him as "offering someone else's flowers." So months earlier, he had formally adopted Liu Meilan as his granddaughter. He had also prepared an exceptionally generous dowry—including four maids. In Lingao, where the gender ratio was severely skewed, just those four young maids represented a significant gesture.

"That's not appropriate," said Zhang Youfu, who was handling go-between duties. "I heard Chief Xiao say the elders' apartments aren't big. If you send four maids, there may be no place for them."

"If not maids, then more gold and silver." Liu Youren was troubled. Typically, a bride's dowry included jewelry, clothing, fabrics, and large amounts of household goods and utensils. Fastidious families would buy these from Qiongshan or even Guangzhou. But Australian-made wares were exquisite beyond compare; even expensive Guangzhou goods might not catch their eye.

Yet gold and silver weren't common in Lingao either. Landlords were rich in grain—but you couldn't use grain as dowry. Liu Youren thought and thought but couldn't decide what to give. Finally, his clan nephew and secretary Liu Guangbiao suggested: give a hundred mu of paddy fields. Liu Youren felt that wasn't enough and added two hundred mu of hilly slopes.

"Uncle! Those two hundred mu of slopes have nothing but grass on them…" Liu Guangbiao worried—would this anger Chief Xun?

"No matter! With the Tiandihui, even the Meitai Flats can grow grain. He won't lose out." Liu Youren was confident.

This was an impressive gesture, among the best in Lingao. Though Liu Youren ached to part with those hundreds of mu, his heart was set on "riding the dragon." As long as he could cement this marriage alliance with an elder now, future glory was assured!

"They appreciate Meilan now. In the future, it may be that only commoner girls will catch their eye," Liu Youren observed.

"Well said, Uncle."

The wedding followed the House's "changing customs" principle, simplifying the ceremony considerably. Matching horoscopes, selecting auspicious hours, bowing to heaven and earth—all abolished. Xun Suji didn't want the tediousness anyway. Though the Liu family grumbled privately, they didn't dare contradict the elders' wishes. Aside from the customary invitation rituals, the wedding proceeded 21st-century style. The Executive Committee lent the Hongqi carriage for the bridal procession.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 782 – Horses

Li Chiqi and Hong Huangnan exchanged looks, not daring to speak. They had both experienced Nik's manic episodes before. Once his tantrum passed, he led them toward the ranch office.

Mopan Ridge Ranch looked natural, but it had undergone earth-shaking transformation. Most of the hill pastures had been renovated through water-conservation projects; stone-lined drainage channels ran down the slopes, emptying into a man-made river below. This ensured the topsoil wasn't eroded while retaining both water and fertilizer. The drained water accumulated in a reservoir at the base of the hills for the horses to drink—horses needed enormous quantities of water.

The pasture soil had been amended; the lush-green grass that looked wild was mostly high-quality forage planted by hand. Reservoirs and artificial channels at the base stored rainwater and regulated the ecology. The Mopan Ridge Ranch project was a major investment—the Agricultural Committee's third-largest infrastructure undertaking after the Meitaiyang Reclamation and the School-Land Renovation. The enormous cost of raising horses had sparked debate within the Executive Committee, since in the long run Lingao wasn't an ideal location for large-scale horse-breeding.

But the army's and agriculture's urgent need for horses finally secured approval for the Mopan Ridge project. Without a large enough ranch, expanding the horse population was nearly impossible. The original pasture along the Wenlan River was limited in area, with little room for expansion in the rapidly developing plains. By contrast, the hills were cooler, and land and water conditions proved suitable for livestock.

The ranch office occupied a wooden building not far from the stables. Windows stood open; a scent of pasture grass mixed with the stink of horse manure pervaded the space. On closer sniff, one could detect the smell of disinfectant as well. The décor was rustic: bare-wood plank walls, stone-paved floor, an old-style unpainted-wood desk, many filing cabinets. Labels read: Stallion Scoring Charts, Pedigrees, Breeding Records…

In modern equiculture, breed development and maintenance was the focus—especially given the poor quality of local horses, which urgently needed improvement. Nik himself didn't really know all this: he was well-versed in pedigree lore—he could hold forth at length—but that was armchair expertise from riding clubs, not hands-on practice. Yang Baogui now handled most of this work; Nik was studying hard.

"Sit." Nik stripped off his work clothes and tossed them into a laundry basket. He invited them to sit; Yang Baogui, familiar with the routine, plopped down at once. Nik poured two tall glasses of cold boiled water from a glass pitcher. Li Chiqi thought: This hospitality must rank among the stingiest in the House of Elders. Even the most frugal departments served tea. Industrial and commercial offices and workshops kept various beverages on hand, freely available.

"What brings you here today—requisitioning a horse?" Nik came straight to the point.

"Yes. You know Xun Suji? From the food factory…"

Nik nodded rapidly. "Oh, I know him. I get scraps from the food factory for feed."

"He's getting married," Li Chiqi said. "His wife is a native—the first marriage between an elder and a native. The Executive Committee wants to make it grand, so they approved the Hongqi carriage for the bridal procession. The carriage fleet is under my management now; I need to borrow two horses tomorrow to pull the wedding carriage."

Most people wouldn't refuse such a festive favor, but Li Chiqi knew Nik might.

"What does Xun Suji's wedding have to do with me?" Nik said, predictably indifferent. "Let the bride take a sedan chair—that's what they do in this time-space."

"We're all elders. Can't you give a little face for a wedding carriage?"

"If it's military, agricultural, or diplomatic, of course horses are fine—that's the big picture. What's a wedding? Can't get married without a carriage?"

"Well—" Li Chiqi was at a loss. The logic held, but the wedding-carriage decision was already made; he couldn't change it just because Nik disagreed.

"Don't worry—just two horses pulling a carriage on one loop. It's not heavy hauling." Li Chiqi cajoled and promised until he finally secured the horses.

Hong Huangnan mentally noted: given Comrade Nik's attitude, his carriage-sales plan would need an alternative horse source. He'd have to discuss this with Guo Yi, Si Kaide, and the others.

Yang Baogui was used to all this. Smiling, he said, "Once this batch of military horses arrives, the shortage won't be so acute."

"Natives run horses into the ground. New horses can't be used until they've been rehabilitated for three or four months," Nik said. "How many horses are coming this time?"

"The numbers are in," Hong Huangnan said—he knew them by heart. "107 horses, 71 mules, 51 donkeys."

"That's all?" Nik was disappointed. "We got over a hundred horses after the Great Victory at Chengmai! Now we take their main base and still only a hundred?"

"They apparently ate quite a few. They weren't actually starving to the point of slaughtering horses—I think it was purely for the meat."

Nik was distraught. After a long pause, he asked, "Should I send some ranch hands to help drive them? Is the water and fodder supply along the way guaranteed?"

"I've asked the artillery team to help drive the horses. They've all trained here—you can relax, right?" Hong Huangnan laughed. "As for water and fodder, don't worry—I'm the Logistics Chief of Staff. Can't I handle the basics?"

Yang Baogui asked, "Many sick or injured horses?"

"Not many. The sick and injured got eaten by the troops." Hong Huangnan didn't mention that some had been sent to the meatpacking plant. "How many horses do we have now?"

"196 horses total, including this year's foals," Nik said. "24 donkeys, 10 mules. The mules are a mix of captures and newborns. Once rehabilitated, they'll be sent to the farms for rearing and work."

All horses, donkeys, and mules under the Transmigrator Group's control were now kept at Mopan Ridge. According to regulations drafted by the Agricultural People's Committee and approved by the House of Elders, no department or individual could retain equines acquired through any channel; all had to be transferred to Mopan Ridge Ranch first. Only after treatment, restorative feeding, and evaluation for breeding value could they be allocated for use.

When Nik heard Hong Huangnan was planning to promote carriages in Guangzhou, he raised the question of horse supply. He was curious how Guangzhou—a place that didn't produce horses—would supply them for carriages. Hong Huangnan explained Si Kaide's idea: buy Guangxi and Yunnan horses locally.

"Both are basically Yunnan breeds—small as donkeys, with less carrying capacity than a good donkey," Nik said dismissively. "Aside from potential use by mountain troops, I don't see any value in them."

Hong Huangnan clung to his carriage-sales plan and had prepared a rebuttal: "Mongolian horses aren't easy to get. Besides, would you be willing to sell hard-won Mongolian horses to landowners to pull carriages?"

"True." Nik nodded. "Once you buy Yunnan horses in Guangzhou, I'll station a professional horse-keeper with you."

"Much appreciated—but hurry and get me the horses first, or else Xun Suji the groom will get impatient." Everyone laughed.



Many years later, when "New-Method Weddings" had become the most common form of ceremony among common folk, old-timers who had witnessed the first "Australian wedding" in Lingao would still regale their impatient children with stories of that day. For such a backwater, the brand-new wedding style had been a revelation.

That afternoon, Mo Xiao'an wore an all-white U.S. Navy summer dress uniform borrowed from Lin Le—insignia and rank removed. He chose the American uniform because it was the most ornate, glittering with gold decorations, which would prevent natives from mistaking it for mourning wear. Elders wearing white undershirts and dress shirts in summer had already caused similar misunderstandings. By now, naturalized citizens and natives who frequently interacted with elders knew Australians didn't taboo white clothing.

Xun Suji wore a boutonniere and held a bouquet. Accompanied by Mo Xiao'an, he rode the Hongqi carriage to Liu Family Stockade to fetch the bride. Crowds lined the route; natives and naturalized citizens alike wanted to see what a "New-Method Wedding" looked like. The two-horse, ribbon-bedecked Hongqi carriage trotted proudly along the road. Garrison Battalion soldiers in new uniforms formed an escort—looking both imposing and spirited.

The Propaganda Department's dragon and lion dance troupe, personally led by Ji Denggao, put on a clamorous show at Liu Family Stockade. Amid the gongs and drums came Zhang Yu's halting live broadcast: "The procession has entered the plaza before Liu Family Stockade… Garrison Battalion soldiers line up… Chief Xun, all smiles, descends from the carriage and waves to relatives, friends, and the crowd in the plaza…"

The bride wore no traditional phoenix crown or red wedding cloak. Instead, she donned "Hanfu" designed by the Huaxia Society—once again hand-cut by Zheng Shangjie—a bright-red satin Hanfu bridal gown, with a 21st-century-style "Hanfu" phoenix crown. It looked unlike anything seen before. Liu clansmen and scholar-guests murmured: Is this really what Great Song attire looked like?

Doubt notwithstanding, no one in Lingao dared question the elders. Seeing the grand carriage arrive, the spectacle was extraordinary; everyone envied. Every great-house landlord with an adult daughter began scheming.

Amid the joyous clamor, the first batch of trade and intelligence personnel bound for the mainland had already quietly reported to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau, receiving mission orders for their respective destinations. Per the plan, they would proceed to multiple points on the mainland, formally launching the Continental Strategy.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 783 – Task Force

In Lingao County Town, the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's "Farm" Intelligence Training Center, Section B—the former residence of the Gou Er family—blazed with light. In the four or five wings converted into classrooms sat various Ming subjects, all wearing serious expressions. Doors and windows were shut; apart from numbered code placards at the entrances, there were no other markings.

Li Yan entered each room in turn for briefings. The Ming subjects assembled in these wings had all completed long-term training by the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. They were about to be dispatched to the mainland for intelligence gathering, network establishment, and trade operations—laying the groundwork for the next phase of the Continental Strategy.

Neither Guo Yi's Guangzhou Team nor Chang Shide's Leizhou Team was here—those two operated semi-publicly. Guangzhou and Leizhou were now classified as Yellow Zones. Assembled here were personnel heading to Orange and Red Zones. They faced considerable risk. As Director Shi, who delivered their health lecture, put it: the greatest danger wasn't the Ming's hapless counterintelligence apparatus—they couldn't even disrupt barbarian spy networks—but the overall sanitation conditions of ancient society.

Every dispatched agent had signed a volunteer form and, as required, written a will—though some refused. "I have neither children nor family in this time-space. What's the point?"

Tong Guan was among those who refused. As head of the Installation Company, he had spent the post-D-Day period at the General Construction Company handling equipment installation. As soon as the Foreign Intelligence Bureau was established, he volunteered for fieldwork. Now, at last, he had become leader of the "Yangtze Task Force."

The so-called "Yangtze Task Force" was a long-term intelligence-collection project covering military strong points and transportation hubs along the Yangtze River basin. Their mission: conduct geographic surveys of key ferry crossings and customs stations, perform necessary topographic mapping, and collect economic, social, and political intelligence up and down the river—providing the decision-making basis for the Transmigrator Group's backup plan, the Yangtze Strategy. The operation was code-named, per Tong Guan's own suggestion, "Mandarin Duck Tea."

Besides this task force, the Bureau would simultaneously dispatch trade-intel teams to Hangzhou and Beijing, leveraging the "Land and Sea Routes" system. Additionally, the Liaodong Team would travel with the Guangzhou Team first, then proceed to Liaodong via Li Luoyou's arrangements.

Operating four teams in Yellow and Red Zones at once was unprecedented for the Foreign Intelligence Bureau. Over a dozen elders would receive overseas assignments simultaneously—a scale that worried the House of Elders. But given the priority of quickly advancing the Continental Strategy to secure more resources, population, and funding channels, the risk was deemed necessary.

Every team member had memorized their mission brief—documents were collected after reading; not a scrap of paper could leave. Li Yan was now delivering final instructions: transit arrangements into the operational zones and contingency plans for emergencies.

Each team's route and transportation were classified; teams knew only their own arrangements. Only Li Yan knew all the details.

In the largest room sat the biggest undercover unit of this operation: the "Yangtze Task Force." Its four members were drinking tea and chatting idly. Though most had trained for over half a year and held the Ming's counterintelligence capabilities in contempt, on the eve of infiltrating enemy territory, everyone felt tension and pressure.

They drank strong tea and bantered to ease their nerves. A few craved cigarettes, but they had already quit—where they were going, cigarettes were rare foreign imports. Even pipes and water-pipes might be problematic. Chongzhen periodically launched anti-smoking campaigns during his reign; at the worst, smoking was a capital offense. To avoid unnecessary trouble, quitting was safest.

"Once we leave, who knows when we'll be back," Tong Guan mused over his tea.

"I'd say three or four years," Zhang Biao replied. "With ancient transportation, visiting every prefecture and county along the Yangtze—even in the old time-space with cars and trains, it'd take ages." He toyed with a Yongle-era coin, flipping it between his fingers—one coin became three, four, then five, then vanished entirely.

Zhang Biao was a history master's student and amateur magician, skilled in coin magic. In preparation for intel work, he had also trained hard in various "sleight of hand" skills, planning to use a street-performer cover identity. He would be Tong Guan's main operative.

"In peaceful times, that'd be fine. But these three or four years are the Ming's end-times," Ji Jianzhang said uneasily. He was dressed as a private secretary and accountant. Ji Jianzhang wrote an excellent brush-hand and had received specialized training at the Bureau.

Tong Guan waved it off. "The real chaos hasn't arrived yet. The Yangtze prefectures and counties we're visiting still have law and order. Besides, we have a martial-arts master as bodyguard."

"I don't trust martial-arts masters much. I'd rather bring extra bullets." Xu Tianqi had originally served in the Foreign Affairs Department, but found the current work boring and had volunteered for intelligence duty. His training time was short; Tong Guan planned to station him at an intel outpost as permanent staff. Xu Tianqi's specialty was English—useless here—but he had researched Jianghuai dialects extensively, a valuable skill.

"Martial-arts masters or handguns aren't the key. The key is money," Tong Guan said leisurely. "With money, you can go anywhere; without it, you can't take a step."

The Yangtze Task Force's operations were long-term. The Executive Committee and Bureau imposed no specific limitations on their work—only broad direction. Their operational range stretched from Nanjing down to Chongqing and Chengdu upstream. Once dispatched, the team would have to operate entirely on their own, including raising part of their subsequent operating funds.

"How much will the Bureau give us?" Xu Tianqi asked.

"Li Yan discussed it with me last time. About 500 taels of silver. Enough to get started. We're traveling far; we can't carry too much. Flashing money invites trouble."

As they talked, Li Yan entered, smiling, carrying a canvas bag.

"Director Li, there you are." Tong Guan stood up enthusiastically to shake hands.

"Heh, sorry to keep you waiting." Li Yan placed the canvas bag on the table. "Here's your equipment."

"When do we leave?"

"Within the next three days." Li Yan sat down, opened the bag, and distributed the contents. "You'll first take a ship to Guangzhou. In Guangzhou, you'll rendezvous with your native bodyguard at Qiwei Escort Agency—this man." He handed Tong Guan a paper dossier. "Here's his file. Read it, then return it to me."

Tong Guan opened it and burst out laughing. "Li Xiaogang? His father's Li Dagang?"

"That's right," Li Yan said. "Li Dagang is a senior member of Qiwei Escort Agency—excellent martial arts. He's been too old and frail to escort convoys in recent years. His son is skilled with fist and staff—a rising star of the new generation."

"Reliable?"

"Very reliable," Li Yan said. "Lingao saved Li Dagang's life. Li Xiaogang has also attended training here. Political Security rates the whole family highly. And Li Xiaogang's son has been sent to Fangcaodi for schooling."

This time, in addition to Li Xiaogang serving as the Yangtze Team's security escort, Li Dagang and Li Xiaogang's wife, Xiang Chunhua, would accompany them.

"Xiang Chunhua was also raised as a household escort. She'll be very useful to your team."

"The whole family's going? Truly devoted."

"More hands is never a bad thing." What Li Yan didn't mention was that this also served as a means for the Colonial Trade Division to split up the Qiwei Escort Agency system. Li Dagang was from Jiangxi, one of Sun Kecheng's most loyal "fellow-provincial old brothers," part of the Jiangxi faction's core. This was a convenient opportunity to break it up.

Li Yan then pulled a cloth bundle from the bag and opened a corner: gold leaf gleamed inside.

"Fifty taels of gold," he said. "At Ming exchange rates, roughly 600 taels of silver." Gold was easier to carry than silver; merchants traveling with large sums often converted beforehand.

Finally, four Glock handguns, two magazines each—standard elder personal weapons. These had been their original sidearms, sent out a few days ago for inspection and maintenance. Also included were 200 rounds of 9mm ammunition in a tin box.

Some intel personnel argued that trade-intel work didn't require handguns, but ancient society's security was poor; without a weapon, one felt unsafe. After much debate, they decided to issue handguns to trade-intel personnel. Of course, agents could choose not to carry one.

The Yangtze Task Force was not assigned a radio, since Tong Guan hadn't yet decided where to base the task force. The Bureau suggested Nanjing, but Tong Guan felt Jiangnan would be covered by the Hangzhou intel team—putting another station in Nanjing would be redundant. He personally favored Wuchang.

Wuchang was a contested zone in the late Ming; the Bureau was dubious about his proposal—after all, elder safety came first.

"Wuchang's location is crucial," Tong Guan argued. "It's not only a major city in the middle Yangtze but also connects to Shaanxi and Hanzhong—a strategic north-south chokepoint. In Wuchang, we can gather a lot of useful intelligence."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 784 – Clearing the Obstacle

One afternoon in early December 1630 by the Gregorian calendar, pale slanting sunlight bathed the White Goose Pool wharf. Since the bald bandits' withdrawal, the market here had returned to its former bustle. The flower-boats that had fled were back, resuming their old trade. Winter days ended early; though it was only three or four in the afternoon, the sun was already setting. The "old hands," bawds, and pimps on the flower-boats were stirring, preparing for the evening's business.

Scaffolding rose around the fire-damaged city tower as craftsmen repaired what the rockets had burned. Outside the gate, the ruined Wuyang Courier Station and Official Reception Pavilion were also under reconstruction. Pedestrians thronged; sedan chairs and carts never stopped. The grim, deserted scene from last year when the Australians besieged the city had vanished without a trace. Many observed that after the bald folk's visit, the Guangzhou countryside was much calmer—the Fubo Army's massive pacification operations on Henan Island and along both banks of the Pearl River had wiped out large numbers of bandits, ruffians, and local tyrants.

At the south gate, a small sedan chair, surrounded by a dozen servants, approached from the riverfront wharf by Wuyang Station. In the lead, clearing the way, was a handsome young boy-servant.

As the sedan entered the gate, it suddenly encountered the Guangdong Province Inspecting Censor's procession—an eight-bearer green-cloth sedan with runners and escorts fore and aft, shouting for way. The young servant quickly directed the party to the roadside until the censor's cavalcade had passed.

From inside the sedan, a pair of trained eyes watched the procession through the gauze. A footman beside the chair whispered, "That's Gao Shunqin's sedan!"

After the censor's party passed, the group continued on. They wound through alleys until they reached a secluded little courtyard. The person inside the sedan emerged, stretched, and sighed. From the main house came a man dressed as a Ming merchant—Lin Baiguang.

The usual challenge-and-response formalities were no longer needed. The newcomer silently shook Lin Baiguang's hand.

"I wondered which squad leader the Executive Committee would send. So it's you," Lin Baiguang said. "Done with counter-guerrilla warfare?"

"I only drafted the framework and ran pilot trials. Danzhou went well—next is island-wide rollout. Implementation is the army's job. Besides, who else is better suited for this mission?" The newcomer was tall, broad-shouldered, and powerfully built—Xue Ziliang.

"These are your boys?" Lin Baiguang dismissed the boast and glanced at the attendants lined up awaiting orders.

"Eight selected, all the squad's best."

Lin Baiguang turned to Chen Tong, who had escorted them into the city. "Smooth entry?"

Chen Tong nodded. "Smooth. Didn't even need the introduction letters. We ran into the Inspecting Censor's procession at the gate."

Lin Baiguang smiled silently, then ordered, "Take the brothers to rest. Let them conserve their energy."

Chen Tong led the Special Reconnaissance Team members away. Lin Baiguang brought Xue Ziliang into the main house—this was a secret base of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's Guangzhou Special Operations Branch, furnished to look like an ordinary merchant's residence. He managed the full apparatus under the Black Dragon Society system.

Lin Baiguang didn't invite Xue Ziliang to sit. Instead, he went behind the partition wall and opened an inconspicuous small door. Inside was a long, narrow corridor; at the end, another door. Unlocking it revealed a windowless room, pitch-black.

Lin Baiguang lit the gas lamp inside, flooding the room with light. Xue Ziliang curiously surveyed his surroundings. The room seemed large; besides the space they stood in, doors led to other rooms.

"This is my safe house," Lin Baiguang said, taking a bottle of kvass from a cabinet. "Let's talk about this mission."

"Right." Xue Ziliang said, "The Executive Committee has decided: resolve Gao Shunqin—permanently."

Gao Shunqin was the most extreme "Expel the Barbarians" advocate in the Guangzhou bureaucracy. Whether Red-Hairs, Folangji, or the Australians who had popped up from who-knows-where—all were targets for his expulsion. Though he had no winning strategy when the bald bandits threatened the walls, his unyielding stance had won cheers from many "angry-youth" scholars in Guangzhou. Governor Li's covert "pay ransom to withdraw the enemy" scheme, though concealed at the time, was now rumored abroad. Many literati, forgetting their own panic when the bald bandits launched their rockets, now vehemently denounced Governor Li for "selling out to the enemy for glory." Gao Shunqin, encouraged by his memorial's progress in the capital requesting a ban on Folangji traders entering the city, was now preparing a vicious impeachment of Li Fengjie.

"Gao Shunqin's position in the Guangdong bureaucracy is critical. His words and deeds influence a large number of officials," Lin Baiguang explained. He had wanted Gao removed for a long time. Wang Zunde had died of illness, no longer an obstacle to transmigrator control of Guangdong. But as long as Gao Shunqin remained in Guangzhou, officials and commoners alike would hesitate to cooperate with Lingao. And certain "Expel the Barbarians" elements—not only some scholars but also merchants harmed by Lingao's trade impact—would rally around this banner, forming a sizable anti-Lingao bloc.

The last thing they needed was for him to mobilize a few hundred literati to blockade Ziming Tower's doors—enough to give Pei Lixiu a headache, not to mention if he incited the populace to "burn Ziming Tower." Lin Baiguang was quite familiar with the post-First-Opium-War struggle over entry into Canton and other treaty ports.

"Decided to kill him?" Lin Baiguang asked. Though he fully endorsed removing this obstacle, he had to consider the consequences. Gao Shunqin was no minor clerk; he was Guangdong's Inspecting Censor. If killed, the court would investigate fiercely—a political earthquake for Guangdong.

Xue Ziliang smiled slightly. "More precisely: make him disappear."

"Disappear?"

"Yes. The Foreign Intelligence Bureau discussed it and concluded that if he's killed, it becomes a major case. Better to have him disappear—leave the court unable to judge."

"You mean kidnapping."

"Correct." Xue Ziliang said, "A bloodless kidnapping."

"What's the point?" Lin Baiguang was slightly disappointed. "Kidnapping is too much trouble! Better to kill him outright and destroy the body. That counts as disappearance too."

"Completely destroying a body in Guangzhou is difficult." Xue Ziliang explained the plan: the Special Reconnaissance Team would kidnap the Inspecting Censor directly, then have him appear from time to time near Guangzhou. Finally, they'd take him out of Guangdong entirely.

"Make people think the Inspecting Censor ran away himself?"

"Roughly."

"Damn, that makes no sense. He's a court official. Only a madman would abandon his post and family to flee." Lin Baiguang found it incomprehensible. "Why not poison him? Use some biological agent."

"It's precisely the senselessness that works. Everyone speculates but can't figure out a motive—so it won't be connected to us." Xue Ziliang said, "If we use other means—whether a 'natural' death or a highway robbery—it'll stir public debate, and suspicion may point our way."

Lin Baiguang thought the plan was imperfect, but Gao Shunqin truly couldn't remain any longer. The Guangzhou Team was about to return to Guangzhou, carrying grand commercial plans. A hardline Expel-the-Barbarians leader would be a major obstacle.

The ideal solution would be to have the Inspecting Censor promoted or transferred elsewhere—a soft touch that satisfied everyone. But the House of Elders didn't yet have such influence in the Ming bureaucracy.

"How do you plan to do it? What support do you need from us?"

"I need Gao Shunqin's activity patterns, floor plans of the censor's office and his private residence. Preferably with elevation marks on the buildings."

"Activity patterns are easy. The two floor plans will take some time."

"How long?"

"A week," Lin Baiguang said.

"Also give me a full city map of Guangzhou—as detailed as possible."

"No problem. I have that on hand."

He retrieved a large roll of paper from a locked safe and spread it on the conference table. It was a large-scale Guangzhou city transportation map.

"Very detailed." Xue Ziliang was pleased, studying it by gaslight. "No wonder Bei Wei said you'd have everything here. I didn't need to bring my own."

"Of course. The Grand Library's Guangzhou maps came from the Guangzhou Station," Lin Baiguang said. "Head Manager Guo isn't just playing shopkeeper."

Xue Ziliang laughed. "He became 'the first to have a woman' and ended up with N women. Those elders who can't stand him are just jealous and bitter."

Lin Baiguang smiled noncommittally, acknowledging Guo Yi's contributions without attacking anyone else.

"Has our equipment arrived?"

"Yes—right here."

The Special Reconnaissance Team's weapons and clothing had been shipped separately, hidden among cargo and smuggled into the city. They were secretly stored in the Special Operations Branch's warehouse. Xue Ziliang checked the crates; the seals were intact, and the equipment was in good condition.

"Clothing, transportation, and anything else you need—give me a list and I'll arrange everything."

Xue Ziliang was satisfied. Lack of good coordination during an operation was a disaster—"afraid of pig-brained teammates," as they said. The Special Reconnaissance Team had come to the mainland multiple times for military reconnaissance and raids, but abducting a VIP deep inside a major city was a first. From his experience in another time-space, such an operation without local intelligence support was pure fantasy. The performance of Lin Baiguang's Guangzhou Special Operations Branch so far was reassuring.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 785 – Disappearance

"I'll also need some local personnel to assist," Xue Ziliang said, "and some safe houses. I need transit routes to move the target out."

"I'll arrange it," Lin Baiguang said. "Are you taking Gao Shunqin back to Lingao?"

"Yes. Though Jiang Shan said if bringing him back isn't convenient, we can dispose of the body near the Pearl River estuary. The House of Elders has no intention of inviting him to be a 'Political Consultative Committee member,'" Xue Ziliang said. "Just have him appear and disappear along the way to make it seem he ran off on his own."

Lin Baiguang was privately skeptical. "Frankly, isn't this plan too complicated? You'd be carrying a living person—a big target. And heading toward the Pearl River estuary—remember, Hong Kong Island is in our hands. Suspicion will still fall on us. Safer to go north, have him surface around Nanxiong."

Nanxiong Prefecture was the overland gateway between Guangdong and Jiangxi—a necessary route in and out of the province.

"What's your opinion?" Xue Ziliang had considerable discretion in executing this mission. The Foreign Intelligence Bureau's only directive was to make Gao Shunqin "disappear." How he disappeared was up to him—provided he absolutely didn't use methods that obviously looked like murder.

"Best to make him vanish locally." Lin Baiguang, after months in Guangzhou, understood this era's society, customs, and official culture quite well. Though ancient investigative techniques were weak and administrative capacity poor, cities had walls. Once an important official like the Inspecting Censor was discovered missing, they would immediately "close the gates and search the city." To guarantee getting Gao out, they had to move him beyond the walls at the earliest possible moment.

"Mm…" Xue Ziliang was noncommittal.

Lin Baiguang pointed out a few more aspects of the plan he considered problematic. At the same time, he pledged that the Guangzhou Security Division would fully support the operation.

Xue Ziliang smiled. "Your Guangzhou Security Division executed that evil servant outright—ruthless work."

"That had nothing to do with us, actually." Lin Baiguang clarified immediately—he didn't want any misunderstandings. "A flea like that—dead or alive, it didn't matter. I had someone check. It was Gao Ju's people."

After more discussion, Lin Baiguang led him to the inner courtyard to rest while he went to arrange the operation. Xue Ziliang took a bath and lay in bed, pondering the next steps.



Yu Baocun gazed gloomily at the black sky. Heavy clouds layered on clouds; stars and moon hid their light. The entire Gao mansion was desolate and silent—not a human voice stirred. Only a single corner lamp burned in the hall. The dark silhouettes of tiered roofs pressed down overhead, making one feel suffocated.

The household's servants, high and low, had all been swept out. The slaves were held separately in Nanhai County, Panyu County, and the Guangzhou Prefecture yamen. The few remaining family members had moved with their valuables to nearby temples—Inspecting Censor Gao had brought few relatives when he took office. The entire mansion was now controlled by runners from the prefectural and county governments.

Yu Baocun sat in the hall, deeply worried. Inspecting Censor Gao had inexplicably vanished seven or eight days ago. During that time, they had closed the gates and searched the city once—not a single hair of his had turned up.

As Guangzhou Prefect, Yu Baocun had been tasked with finding the Inspecting Censor—a most troublesome assignment. Inspecting Censors held low rank but were important local officials; they couldn't just disappear without explanation. When Wang Zunde died of illness in Zhaoqing, the court had issued a special decree investigating the matter. And this Inspecting Censor Gao had been hale and hearty just days ago!

Everyone knew Gao detested barbarians. Rumors swirled that Australians or Folangji had secretly killed him. But so far: no body, no living person. Dead or abducted—no one dared draw a conclusion.

Runners from the prefectural and county governments had scoured the city, turning Guangzhou upside down, to no avail. Yu Baocun issued a directive to the flower-boats and fishing vessels on White Goose Pool and the West River: report any floating corpses. He organized several of Gao's old servants to inspect each newly recovered body daily; they even checked the charity graveyards for pauper corpses and the crematoriums outside the city. Still nothing.

Finally, Yu Baocun had no choice but to return to the Gao mansion and supervise workers, guided by household servants, in tearing up every inch of the estate. After all the commotion, they found nothing.

The most suspicious servants—the maid on night duty in the inner study, the boy-servants attending the master—were held in Nanhai County yamen and harshly interrogated. After hundreds of lashes and torture, some servants fainted several times, yet their confessions remained the same: Master Gao had returned home, had a late-night snack in the inner study, written memorials for a long time. Around the end of the Hai hour (around 11 PM), he undressed and retired with Concubine Su's help. The servants on night watch outside the study all confessed, under the lash, to having dozed off after midnight. But how the master vanished—that they truly couldn't explain.

Concubine Su—Su Ai—hadn't vanished, but she was the master's favorite. With Master Gao's fate uncertain, Yu Baocun didn't dare torture her and only summoned her to talk. Su Ai was sensible: she knew the matter was grave. If Gao Shunqin perished, she was doomed—even if the authorities didn't scapegoat her, the Gao family wouldn't spare her. So she made no pretenses and recounted that night clearly.

Her account differed little from the servants'. She had attended the master in the inner study until the end of the Hai hour, then helped him wash and retire. Afterward, she tidied the documents on the desk, locked the memorials and letters in the document chest, and only then went to bed. The master was already asleep. Why he later vanished, she couldn't say—she simply woke to find him gone. By then, dawn was breaking.

Yu Baocun was skeptical of Su Ai's testimony. A living person vanishing from the bed—and the concubine sharing his bed noticed nothing? That was the glaring loophole. He wanted to exploit it with harsh interrogation, but feared that if the Inspecting Censor returned safely, he'd have made a mortal enemy. He consulted Li Fengjie several times and even went through He Chengzong's connections; the responses were vague. Clearly, Governor Li didn't want to touch this mess.

But the Gao family was plainly dissatisfied with Yu Baocun's ambiguous stance. Days ago, they sent a steward, expressing incomprehension as to why the prime suspect was still being treated politely rather than rigorously examined. They also presented a gift of 300 taels of silver.

Yu Baocun, experienced in official affairs, understood the implications. Yet the matter was grave; he had to think ahead and secure his footing. Besides, Su Ai was no fool either—she had gifted 500 taels of silver the very day of her interrogation.

Fortunately, someone finally came to share this awkward burden. Seeing Yu Baocun's week of fruitless investigation, Li Fengjie grew anxious and pulled strings to summon Lin Ming, a Trial Centurion of the Embroidered Uniform Guard stationed in Foshan, to assist in the search. Yu Baocun was both alarmed and relieved: alarmed because the Embroidered Uniform Guard was hard to deal with; relieved because this Centurion Lin had a reputation for "skilled manhunting." If he handled the investigation, perhaps a breakthrough would come. At the very least, regarding Su Ai, the Embroidered Uniform Guard wouldn't be as hesitant as he was.

This Trial Centurion Lin gave Yu Baocun hope the moment he arrived. After briefly questioning the Gao servants, he sent the prefecture's veteran detectives out to investigate. A few days ago, he had picked up some lead and immediately left the city with his subordinates—gone for several days now.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard must have some tricks up their sleeves. Just as Yu Baocun was musing, hoofbeats suddenly clattered outside the gate, followed by a burst of commotion. Yu Baocun's spirits rose—only Lin Ming's party had that swagger. They had to be back. After dark, only they dared gallop through the streets so boldly.

He quickly stood and paced the hall, affecting a worried demeanor.

Sure enough, Lin Ming and seven or eight retainers strode in through the main gate. They wore civilian traveling clothes, dusty from the road. Lin Ming was under thirty, tall and handsome—striking even among Ming officials. Amidst a crowd, he stood out—quite matching the Embroidered Uniform Guard image. Yu Baocun knew this man was "fond of women"—not only did he keep several beautiful concubines at home, but among his entourage on this trip was a young woman in men's clothing, obviously female at a glance.

"Centurion Lin—" Yu Baocun hurried to the door and descended the steps to greet him respectfully. By rank, Prefect Yu outranked a mere Trial Centurion by several grades, but the Eastern Depot's reign of terror was not long past; officials still feared these men.

"Let's talk inside!" Lin Ming, dusty and tired, cupped his fists, swept past the prefect, and strode into the hall.

Yu Baocun quickly ordered, "Attendants! Serve tea! Prepare a late supper."

Lin Ming did have news. He had patrolled the city for days and quickly obtained a lead: on the morning of the day Master Gao vanished, a great household's sedan and horses had exited through Jinghai Gate. Because the gate had just opened and this party wanted out immediately, the gate-keeper found it very odd—hence, a vivid memory.

"Normally, no gentry household would be waiting at the gate at dawn unless there was some urgent emergency!" Lin Ming tossed his cloak onto a chair.

"Please have tea." Yu Baocun offered tea first, then said slowly, "In Centurion Lin's opinion: Master Gao was in that party?"

"Nine times out of ten." Lin Ming spoke with confidence. "This is very strange."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 786 – Traces

Over the past few days, Lin Ming had communicated extensively with the head detectives of the prefectural and county yamens, gaining a preliminary grasp of Gao Shunqin's routine in Guangzhou. Like all high officials, the Inspecting Censor's sphere of activity was limited. Apart from attending his office, visiting guests, and socializing with bureaucratic and prominent families, he rarely went out. Because his staunch "Expel Barbarians" stance clashed sharply with the political views of the Guangzhou bureaucracy—who reaped large grey profits from foreign trade—he interacted little with local officialdom. Most of his time was spent in his own residence.

Lin Ming had specially surveyed the entire Gao residence. It wasn't large—a medium-sized dwelling with three courtyards front-to-back, plus east and west side courtyards and a garden. It had been the private residence of a foreign merchant in Guangzhou. Being a wealthy merchant's home, the materials and workmanship were exquisite. The bare-brick enclosure walls were extremely high—at least twenty-four or twenty-five feet. Without tools, climbing them was impossible.

All gates and doors had locks, and the keys were controlled centrally by the housekeeper's wife, returned to the main house every evening. After nightfall, all courtyards were locked, major gates had dedicated guards, and household militia and watchmen patrolled the perimeter walls all night. The security arrangement could be called rigorous.

Moreover, the inner study was at the core of the residence. Lin Ming considered it impossible for someone to scale the high walls on a pitch-black night, evade patrols, penetrate deep into the mansion, and spirit away a living person like Gao Shunqin without anyone noticing. Though legends abounded of phantom thieves who came and went without a trace, the Lin family was hereditary Embroidered Uniform Guard. He had grown up hearing stories from his elders and, despite his youth, was knowledgeable. Having handled quite a few cases himself, he knew such tales were largely exaggerated. He believed that if someone had truly abducted Gao Shunqin, there must have been an inside man within the Gao residence.

When it came to interrogating suspects, he was not as hesitant and wavering as Yu Baocun—the prefect hadn't even dared torture the senior maids of the Gao household, merely summoning them for perfunctory questioning. In Lin Ming's eyes, this was practically "indulgence."

Except for Su Ai, who as the Censor's favorite concubine was spared physical suffering and only made to "observe" until matters clarified, everyone else was brought in. Using the Guangzhou Prefecture's authority, he rounded up the gatemen, watchmen, and militia on duty that night, the key-keeping housekeeper's wife, and even Su Ai's personal maid, subjecting them all to severe torture overnight. The crack of whips and bamboo staves, the wailing of prisoners… Pedestrians preferred to detour rather than pass the Guangzhou Prefecture yamen.

Lin Ming suspected the housekeeper's wife—as a Guangdong local, she had a natural advantage in colluding with local bandits. Moreover, knowing the residence's layout and schedule and controlling the keys, she would make a highly useful insider. He ordered Li Yongxun to prioritize interrogating her.

Li Yongxun, having insisted on tagging along to "solve the case" with her cousin-in-law, worked very hard at torturing prisoners to prove she wasn't useless baggage. Her family had ancestral skills in this area. She was unrelenting in handling female prisoners, tormenting the servants and maids until they were half-dead. Su Ai, forced to "observe," fainted from sheer terror; when Li Yongxun had her carried away, she noticed the stool was soaking wet.

"Look, she wet herself after just a few lashes," Li Yongxun sneered disdainfully. "More delicate than a pampered young miss."

Unable to withstand the torture, the housekeeper's wife finally confessed: on the morning the Censor disappeared, a watchman found the rear courtyard gate unlocked and reported it to her. Fearing blame for negligence—and seeing no obvious signs of theft—she had ordered the gate relocked and told everyone to keep quiet. Later, hearing the master was missing, she dared not speak of it.

Lin Ming, sensing he had struck gold, dragged the others back for another round of torture; their confessions matched. Now, how Censor Gao disappeared was generally clear: whether abducted or leaving voluntarily, he had evidently exited through that unlocked rear gate.

The problem was that many details remained unclear. Even with further torture, he couldn't identify the insider. But then he received news from Jinghai Gate. Lin Ming felt this was a new breakthrough and immediately led his men to pursue the trail.

With the prestige of the Embroidered Uniform Guard, once he flashed his badge, scholars, commoners, workers, and merchants along the way answered every question fully, daring not hide a thing. A sedan and horses leaving the city at dawn was conspicuous, so he quickly got information: after exiting Guangzhou, the group had immediately taken the official road to Foshan.

Arriving in Foshan, he learned the group had stopped there to rest and eat. The leader had a respectable bearing. Surrounded by several attendants, he dined in a private room at a local restaurant, spending generously. Though the shopkeeper and waiters hadn't seen him clearly, the described features somewhat resembled Censor Gao.

Lin Ming was overjoyed—this was likely Gao Shunqin! Whether coerced or willing didn't matter; what mattered was that the Censor was alive.

"This is wonderful news!" Yu Baocun beamed upon hearing the report. As long as the Censor wasn't dead, things were much easier. Yu Baocun's greatest fear was Gao Shunqin dying within Guangzhou Prefecture—as the local official in charge, he could hardly escape responsibility.

"Heh." Lin Ming sneered twice; he knew the Prefect's thoughts well. "Master Bao! You're thinking too simply. Though Master Gao was safe in Foshan, seven or eight days have passed. Who knows if he's safe now?"

"Yes, yes, Master Xin has worked hard." Yu Baocun understood Lin Ming's meaning and quietly slipped him a Delong banknote. "For your brothers' efforts—have some tea money."

Lin Ming glanced at the corner: fifty taels. He was satisfied with the number—before closing the case, he'd inevitably haggle more and extract a thousand or so silver taels for spending money.

"Easy to say." Lin Ming sat down. Foshan was his home turf; he knew people. His men went out for a turn and brought back crucial news: the group had stayed in Foshan for half a day, buying dry rations and travel supplies. Then they chartered a passenger boat bound upstream for Sanshui County and departed.

Yu Baocun was perplexed. "Went to Sanshui?"

Lin Ming and his men found this baffling too. They knew this waterway well: upstream passenger boats went to Sanshui, but continuing north via Qingyuan, Yingde, Shaozhou, and Shaoguan led to Nanxiong Prefecture. From Nanxiong, crossing the Dayu Ridge by land meant leaving Guangdong entirely.

"Indeed, I am also puzzled—does Master Gao have old friends or relatives in Sanshui?"

"Never heard of any," Yu Baocun frowned. "Besides, even visiting friends, why leave without notice?"

"Precisely."

Lin Ming immediately dispatched several capable junior officers to pursue the trail upstream along the river, investigating Master Gao's movements. He led the others back to Guangzhou—he felt the root of the matter lay there. He believed it necessary to clarify exactly what had happened in the city.

He now considered it highly unlikely that Censor Gao had left on his own. Master Gao was serving comfortably as an official in Guangdong; without an imperial decree transferring him or a letter reporting a parent's death requiring him to return home for mourning, he wouldn't leave Guangdong just like that. Abandoning office and fleeing was the least likely possibility.

"Master Gao was most likely coerced by villains," Lin Ming concluded. "But I don't know who these villains are or why they would coerce him."

"Could it be for money?"

"Unlikely." Lin Ming shook his head. Kidnapping a provincial high official for ransom—no bandits were that bold. Kidnapping wealthy merchants was faster and safer.

"Could it be the Australians or the Folangji?" Yu Baocun ventured. Gao Shunqin's policy was expulsion; his sudden disappearance benefited both groups greatly. With the loss of such a strong backer in officialdom, the Expel-the-Barbarians faction in Guangzhou would lose significant influence.

Lin Ming thought this very possible. But if they did it, the route shouldn't be via Foshan to Sanshui, but directly from Whampoa down the Pearl River estuary. Both Venetian-held Macau and Australian-held Xiangshan were south of Guangzhou.

"Perhaps a feint to the east while striking the west," Lin Ming said slowly. "I've already sent men to trace Master Gao in Sanshui. I'll also send others to investigate in the south."

"Thank you, Master Xin. If there is anything this student can help with, I will do my utmost!"

Lin Ming and his men stayed in a courtyard of the Gao residence. After days of running back and forth, he was exhausted, but after a hasty wash and change, he lay in bed unable to sleep. There were too many details in Gao Shunqin's disappearance he couldn't untangle. Overall, the likelihood of Master Gao being forcibly abducted was high, but the identity of the abductors, their motive, and how they accomplished it remained a mystery.

Overall, the Folangji and Australians were the prime suspects. But there was no evidence they did it, and the escape route didn't match. I must immediately send a few more men to the Pearl River estuary to ask around, Lin Ming thought. Try to clarify Gao Shunqin's whereabouts.

Only when the situation was clear could he bargain effectively.

Lin Ming hadn't held his hereditary post long, but he understood officialdom well. The truth of an event was sometimes not the most important thing; minimizing "trouble" was key. Officialdom seemed tense over Gao Shunqin's disappearance, but they weren't worried for Censor Gao's safety—they worried about the negative impact on their careers. Guangdong officialdom couldn't withstand another storm—Governor Wang's death had already served as the scapegoat for the disastrous defeat in Qiongzhou. If a Gao Shunqin scandal erupted, the Guangdong bureaucracy could no longer muddle through.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 787 – Macau

After Lin Ming's visit to Li Fengjie in Guangzhou, He Chengzong paid him a special call, exchanging pleasantries and leaving behind a banknote for two hundred taels before taking his leave. Though Lin Ming held the hereditary title of Trial Centurion in the Embroidered Uniform Guard—a position with an ancestral repertoire of tyranny—he was no fool. His family had lived on Guangdong soil for generations, and he understood the necessity of showing proper deference to the mandarins. Helping officialdom bury inconvenient matters could only benefit him, and the Governor's meaning required no elaboration: Lin Ming must distance himself absolutely from any responsibility in this affair.

The ideal outcome would be to locate Gao Shunqin directly, leaving everyone satisfied. Should he prove unfindable, however, the question of how to frame the report would become a brain-twisting exercise.

Lin Ming was well aware that following Commander He's defeat, it was fortunate Wang Zunde had died at such an opportune moment, granting the private secretaries and advisors ample room to maneuver. The resulting narrative was elegantly constructed: Wang Zunde emerged as the chief culprit, Li Fengjie coordinated support from the rear, Commander He fought valiantly at the front, and the officers and men sacrificed their lives heroically. Through it all, the government troops had snatched victory from the jaws of defeat, battling for a month to thwart the "bald bandits'" attempt to seize prefectures and counties. The bandits, in desperation, had raided Guangzhou but were repulsed by Coastal Defense Assistant Regional Commander Xu Tingfa. The entirety of Qiongzhou Prefecture remained pacified, without the loss of a single administrative seat.

This method of concealing defeat while fabricating merit could serve equally well here. Lin Ming mulled it over: if Gao Shunqin had truly perished at the hands of the bald bandits or the Folangji, the cleanest solution would be to report him as "missing" and leave the case unsolved—though of course, that depended on whether Governor Li and the others proved sensible. In any event, he, Lin Ming, was merely a "guest consultant" in this investigation.

Lin Ming turned the causes and consequences over in his mind until his eyes gleamed and all drowsiness fled. Outside, the third watch had already sounded. Suddenly, he heard the loud creak of a door opening and closing in the courtyard. He couldn't help wondering—at this late hour, with no one about save the guarding yamen runners, who could be stirring? He rose hurriedly and peered out through a small pane of glass embedded in the window. It was his sister-in-law. Heaven knew what affliction had seized the girl, standing there in the courtyard at this hour, staring blankly at the sky.

"What madness is this now?" Lin Ming felt a headache coming on over this sister-in-law who had run away from Nanjing. She adamantly refused to return; when an envoy had come from Nanjing to retrieve her, she had simply fled again, only reappearing after the man departed. She had declared she wouldn't go back unless her father cancelled her engagement—a situation that placed Lin Ming in an exceedingly awkward position. As her cousin-in-law, he bore an obligation to protect and care for her, yet she was hardly a lamp that conserved its oil. She clamored daily to go out and "handle cases" with him. Lin Ming himself only visited the yamen to go through the motions or enjoy free meals at others' expense; where would he find such "major cases" for her?

Lin Ming considered ignoring her, letting her indulge her madness alone in the courtyard. But he had always harbored a tenderness toward the women in his life. Though Li Yongxun was his sister-in-law and therefore off-limits, she was still a "woman of the house." It wouldn't do for her to catch cold. So he dressed and pushed open the door.

...

Lin Ming cursed himself inwardly for being a fool who lost his head around women. Last night's heart-to-heart beneath the stars with his sister-in-law had created an atmosphere thick with good feeling—especially when she had declared she "didn't want to go back to her room" and leaned her head against his arm. Somehow, this had transformed into his promise to take her to Macau to see the world. Looking at Li Yongxun's jubilant expression, Lin Ming realized he had been thoroughly played by this little minx.

He knew Li Yongxun was young, restless, and hungry for novelty. Not long after settling in Foshan, she had been pushing through his wife to visit Macau. He had held firm and refused. Now that he had muddleheadedly agreed, regret gnawed at him.

Yet a man's word was his bond—especially a promise made to a young woman. Lin Ming understood perfectly well he could never taste this particular morsel of forbidden fruit, yet he found himself involuntarily doing things to please her. Fortunately, the squad leader sent to trace Gao Shunqin had not yet returned, and a trip to Macau would take only two days—it would delay nothing. Though Macau was Folangji territory, it still fell under the jurisdiction of the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate. As a dignified Trial Centurion of the Embroidered Uniform Guard, the Assistant Magistrate would naturally do his utmost to accommodate him. No problems should arise.



"Who are you?!" Gao Shunqin demanded in a low, dangerous voice. "How dare you be so bold! Do you have any idea who this official is?!"

A ray of sunlight projected from a high window near the roof, illuminating the room. He surveyed his surroundings and found their appearance deeply strange—unlike anything in China.

A high pointed roof without a ceiling exposed the truss structure overhead. The floor was stone, the walls painted snow-white. The room possessed only a single door, currently closed, and was otherwise bare; apart from the heavy chair in which he sat, there was nothing.

The few people standing before him wore commoners' clothing—one dressed as a small merchant, the others in the green garb and small caps of servants—yet their expressions and bearing clearly did not belong to Ming commoners who trembled before officials.

The leader nodded slightly.

"You are Lord Gao, the Inspecting Censor of Guangdong."

"Since you know, you still dare to offend an imperial official!" Gao Shunqin sneered.

The leader smiled gently and pulled off his cap. Like a magician's trick, his head seemed to shed a layer of skin, revealing the stubble of closely cropped hair beneath.

"You are bald bandits!" Gao Shunqin was both shocked and furious.

"This official is the Acting Commissioner of the Guest Council of the Australian Temporary Palace of the Great Song." The young man delivered this sentence with practiced fluency. He had rehearsed it countless times in private to ensure every syllable carried the full majesty of the Great Song.

Gao Shunqin was momentarily stunned. He had never studied Song dynasty history and could not immediately parse Jiang Shan's bewildering title. Yet he recovered quickly, sneering: "Overseas barbarians!" His mind raced: since the bald bandits had kidnapped him, this must be their lair—Lingao! His memories since being abducted remained fragmentary, consciousness drifting in and out, but one impression remained vivid: he had been placed aboard a boat. In his few lucid moments, he was certain he had heard seagulls.

His heart sank. Given his past anti-barbarian rhetoric, these overseas barbarians claiming to be descendants of the Great Song must hate him to the bone. They had surely gone to extraordinary lengths to capture him for the sole purpose of torturing him in every conceivable manner before executing him by lingering death—a display meant to intimidate the court officials of Guangdong.

Contemplating this, Gao Shunqin felt utterly hopeless. That the bald bandits could spirit him away from his residence in Guangzhou City without anyone's knowledge demonstrated methods and capabilities far beyond ordinary imagination. Most likely, the officials in Guangzhou remained ignorant that he had been taken to Lingao, let alone that they should come to his rescue.

"This must be Lingao!" he said nervously. "What do you want?"

"To host Your Lordship for a few days. Please remain calm," Jiang Shan replied.

"Hmph! You surely wish for this official to reverse course and submit memorials advocating trade on your behalf!" Gao Shunqin shouted. "That is wishful thinking! This official will never comply." His words were aggressive, but his heart pounded, uncertain of these bald bandits' true intentions. Judging by the "Great Song official title" the bandit had flashed, they probably expected him to serve the enemy with his very person!

Gao Shunqin would naturally never surrender. These overseas barbarians who styled themselves Great Song descendants occupied merely Lingao County. At best, they were local warlords in Qiongzhou Prefecture—monkeys dressed in ceremonial hats. How could he, a dignified Inspecting Censor and holder of the jinshi degree, demean himself by serving thieves?

"We absolutely do not require Your Lordship to submit memorials," Jiang Shan said calmly.

"Could it be you wish to persuade this official to surrender? That is even more delusional!" Gao Shunqin raised his voice. "Since binding my hair and receiving my education, I have learned the words 'loyalty' and 'righteousness.' As a minister of the court who has unhappily fallen into enemy hands, dying for my country is my duty. I will not spare my life!"

"Your Lordship exaggerates. Our Great Song does not lack for a few officials," Jiang Shan smiled, unruffled. His words bordered on insult, and indeed, his captive's face contorted with anger. Jiang Shan observed the reaction closely, particularly the body language. This was the first high-ranking Ming official to fall into their hands. Censor Gao differed fundamentally from the Wu Mingjins, Sun Ruiwus, and Wang Cis they had contacted before—all of whom were failures in officialdom, low-level civil servants muddling through their careers. Gao Shunqin, by contrast, was a dignified Inspecting Censor with a bright future, a "rising star" in the bureaucracy. His true thoughts, willpower, and integrity were matters of considerable interest to the Foreign Intelligence Bureau.

Clearly, this high Ming official was deeply nervous beneath his bluster—he was not nearly as prepared to die as he pretended. Yet the firmness in his words was not entirely hollow either.

This place was neither Lingao nor Hong Kong, but a newly established "safe house" of the Foreign Intelligence Bureau in Macau. After Xue Ziliang's team had succeeded in their "snatching from the bed" operation in Guangzhou, they had followed Lin Baiguang's suggestion and moved toward Foshan and Sanshui. After deliberately "exposing" Gao Shunqin a few times along the way, the team had split in two midway between Sanshui and Qingyuan. One group spirited Gao Shunqin quietly off the boat, circled back to Guangzhou, and arranged through Foreign Intelligence Bureau contacts to board a vessel out of the Pearl River estuary bound for Macau. The other group continued sailing north, leaving a trail of breadcrumbs to lure any trackers.

According to the original plan, after kidnapping Gao Shunqin, they had intended to imprison him in Hong Kong. But Jiang Shan happened to be in Macau handling the establishment of the Macau Station—with the Hong Kong development plan unfolding, setting up a direct outpost in Macau had also been placed on the agenda—and at his suggestion, they temporarily concealed Lord Gao in Macau instead. The Portuguese enclave lay very close to Guangzhou, allowing rapid response to any news from the city, and critically, it was not Australian territory.

"Guard him strictly; don't let him escape," Jiang Shan instructed the elder stationed in Macau. "It would be embarrassing if he ran. Should any problems arise, eliminate him directly."

Neither the House of Elders nor the Executive Committee had any intention of grooming Lord Gao for a future seat on the Political Consultative Conference. Censor Gao's fate was thus largely sealed. As for when exactly he would be made to "disappear"—that depended on how the situation in Guangzhou evolved and which direction events took next.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 788 – The Ranch Couple

Wu Nanhai stood before a kapok sapling—one he had planted barely ten days ago. The young tree had come from the Farm plantation's nursery, its trunk already fist-thick. Though it had wilted slightly upon transplanting, the leaves were greening up again. Rich fertilizer lay buried beneath the roots; this tree would surely grow into a towering giant, a living witness to his and Chuqing's happiness.

A breeze stirred the clustered leaves. A trace of smug satisfaction played at the corner of Wu Nanhai's mouth.

"Master—" Chuqing's voice came from behind him. "The weather is still cool in the mornings and evenings. You should add a layer." She draped a civilian-version M65 jacket over his shoulders.

"Even at its coldest, it's only seventeen or eighteen degrees. Nothing to fear." Wu Nanhai took Chuqing's small hand in his—the skin rough and calloused. As the Farm's earliest employee, she had always been his capable assistant, participating not only in management but also performing much of the physical labor herself. The Farm Café's growth from nothing into the elders' favorite unofficial hangout was largely due to her efforts.

Chuqing had to rack her brains managing the Farm's tertiary operations and the logistical needs of the staff. She also tended to the Biolab crowd, who practically lived at the Farm as if it were a hotel—eating, drinking, sleeping, and doing everything else there. Finally, she attended to the "Master" himself—Wu Nanhai's every trivial need, from fetching face-washing water in the morning to satisfying all his desires at night.

Wu Nanhai felt that if Chuqing did so much without receiving a proper title, he couldn't face his own conscience. So he had decided to marry her formally. Though some elders questioned whether her background was too lowly for an elder's legal wife, Wu Nanhai insisted: "Status in this time-space has nothing to do with us!" This decision stemmed from gratitude and love for Chuqing, but also from practical considerations: marrying a maid with no ties—one who didn't even know her own surname—as his primary wife exempted him from all obligations to a wife's natal family. A wife with too eminent a background and too powerful a natal family might become a ticking time bomb for the House of Elders in the future.

"Master—" Chuqing lowered her head shyly but didn't withdraw her hand. A few days ago, she and Wu Nanhai had formally become husband and wife in the newly completed small chapel. He Ying had officiated the wedding. The attendees included Xiao Zishan, the Wan brothers from Agriculture, Ye Yuming, Dugu Qiuhun, and the entire Biolab crowd led by Huang Dashan, all of whom lived at the farm long-term. Fellow Christians were also present, including Ryan, as were key naturalized staff led by Wang Tian. Finally, Bai Duolu had attended on behalf of the Catholic Church, gifting a leather-bound hardcover Bible printed with Jesuit sponsorship and signed by Wu Shimang.

The ceremony was simple. At Wu Nanhai's request, the couple had placed their left hands on the Bible and their right hands on the Transmigrators' Common Program, then read their vows together. Wu Nanhai had drafted the vows himself:

"In the presence of God and the witnesses here today, I, Wu Nanhai/Chuqing, take you to be my wife/husband. From this time forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, in joy and in sorrow, to love and to cherish, and to be faithful to you, for all eternity. Amen."

The couple signed the vows to conclude the ceremony. Then Xiao Zishan presented "Elder Marriage Certificate No. 002," signed by Vice Civil Affairs Commissioner Liu Muzhou. Afterward, a simple banquet was held at the Farm Café for the guests. The following day, Wu Nanhai personally distributed wedding candy to all elders in Lingao and to every naturalized employee in the Agriculture sector. Everyone was delighted.

"Don't call me Master anymore—call me Nanhai," Wu Nanhai whispered. "We are husband and wife now, not master and maid."

"Mm." Though Chuqing was no stranger to his favor, this time she possessed a proper title, and the nourishment of his affection felt different from before. Her face flushed like peach blossoms, her eyes like spring water—gentle and charming beyond description. She called softly, "Nanhai."

"That's right." Wu Nanhai embraced his bride's shoulders. Though he knew the body in his arms intimately, the feeling now was different from before.

Behind them stood the newly built Protestant chapel. Wu Nanhai had paid for it himself. Since several Protestant elders existed among their number, he had intended from the start for the Farm chapel to host interdenominational services rather than cater exclusively to his own sect.

Wu Nanhai was well aware of the strong anti-religious sentiment within the House of Elders—"monotheism is entirely evil cults" was a common catchphrase. Were it not for the Jesuits bringing tangible benefits to Lingao, and the need to prepare a religion for the Li and Miao peoples in Hainan's interior, such cooperation would have been intolerable.

Thus, Wu Nanhai had kept an exceedingly low profile regarding his chapel. He paid for it out of pocket, settling the arrangement with Mei Wan over dinner. Hearing it was a small project financed personally by Wu Nanhai, Mei Wan agreed on the spot—as long as it didn't involve controlled materials or tools, the Lingao General Construction Company had the right to undertake general local construction projects.

The chapel was a colonial-style wooden structure, single-story with a small bell tower—designed by Zhang Xingpei, a bona fide Chinese-American architect. It was tiny, barely accommodating fifty people for services. The stained glass had been purchased from Mo Xiao'an, and Wu Nanhai had commissioned a carpenter to fashion the cross. Beyond these, there were no other adornments—fortunately, most Protestant denominations aside from Anglicans cared little for ornamentation, so simplicity sufficed.

Nailed outside the chapel door was a "Religious Venue License" plaque, uniformly produced and issued by the Religious Affairs Office. All religious venues were required to register with He Ying's office. After paying registration fees, data collection fees, and license fees, signing a guarantee to pay religious tax, venue usage tax, and believer poll tax—the "Three Taxes"—and signing a declaration accepting the "Senate Religious Affairs Officer" as the church's "Protector" while paying an annual "management fee," only then was the registration considered legal.

Wu Nanhai had spent an entire day running errands to bring this "006" plaque back to the Farm, granting the little chapel official status. The night before the wedding, attended by a few fellow believers, he had performed a Protestant baptism for Chuqing in the chapel. Naturally, he had reported this to He Ying beforehand—believers had to be registered individually, as this formed the basis for the poll tax.

"Dean Wu is very unhappy," He Ying had laughed after completing the filing.

"That hypocrite," Wu Nanhai scoffed. "I couldn't care less whether he's happy. He merely wants a State Church. If he actually became the Pope of Lingao, he'd burn me and Ryan and the others at the stake."

He Ying laughed it off. But the exchange reminded Wu Nanhai: making a splash would do him no good. Better to maintain a low profile.

"Chief, Chief Ye is here, waiting for you to start the meeting," a maid appeared from beside the chapel and reported respectfully.

"Alright, tell him to wait a moment; I'll be right there." Wu Nanhai replied, releasing Chuqing.



Ye Yuming sat in the Nanhai Farm's small conference room. Wu Nanhai drew no distinction between farm and headquarters; it was less accurate to say the Farm belonged to the Ministry of Agriculture than that the Ministry was located within the Farm. This small conference room was where the core meetings of the Transmigrator Group's agricultural sector were held.

As head of the Tiandihui—the Heaven and Earth Society—Ye Yuming maintained an independent office in East Gate City, but the Society's roots were at the Farm, and he primarily worked here.

"Old Wu, happy events really lift the spirit," Ye Yuming joked, noticing the joy on Wu Nanhai's face.

"Don't tease me. Let's talk business." Wu Nanhai sat down heavily, realizing only the two of them were present. "What's this? Just us?"

"Dugu and the Wan brothers will arrive soon. I wanted to brief you first," Ye Yuming said. "The Hong Kong development project passed the Executive Committee work meeting. It's been decided that the Ministry of Colonial Trade will lead development for now. The Planning Academy is currently drafting the master plan."

"Isn't that Old Si's business?" Wu Nanhai couldn't recall any modern agriculture in Hong Kong. "I've been to Hong Kong many times; it lacks water and isn't suitable for large-scale farming."

"Not suitable, but still necessary. Si Kaide wants some agricultural settlements—appropriate agricultural development to raise Hong Kong's self-sufficiency rate."

Wu Nanhai nodded. "Hong Kong has sufficient sunshine, and there is some arable land. The key lies in building reservoirs—that's not just the Agriculture Ministry's responsibility. I think we should start with non-staple food production: growing vegetables and raising chickens."

"Why not pigs?"

"You call yourself head of the Tiandihui? Pig farming consumes enormous amounts of water—we can't afford it without sufficient water sources initially," Wu Nanhai said. "But Hong Kong does have one advantage: it backs onto the Pearl River Delta, an agriculturally developed region in this time-space. Acquiring feed is extremely convenient. We can launch large-scale farming there. Start with poultry—chickens and ducks. Quail would be good too; they're easy to raise. We can promote intensive farming in Hong Kong."

"Let's set aside the specific agricultural details for now," Ye Yuming said, seeing the topic drift toward technicalities and fearing they would digress. "I want to establish an Agricultural Reclamation system."

Wu Nanhai's interest perked, though his expression remained impassive. "Oh? Agricultural Reclamation?"

Ye Yuming nodded excitedly. "Isn't Ag-Reclamation perfect for developing a place like Hong Kong?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 789 – Hong Kong Planning

Through the Agricultural People's Committee's active efforts, combined with Ye Yuming's vigorous lobbying within the Ministry of Colonial Trade, the concept of implementing an agricultural reclamation system on Hong Kong Island finally won the Planning Academy's approval. However, the proposal to establish an Agricultural Reclamation Division within the Agricultural Committee was rejected by the Organization Department. Ming Lang required the Agricultural Committee to first submit a comprehensive series of materials detailing the rationale for the Division's specific organizational structure, staffing quotas, operational procedures, and personnel allocation plans. Only after these materials were complete could the approval process begin.

Ming Lang handed Wu Nanhai a pile of "standard materials," instructing him to fill them out following the prescribed format. Wu Nanhai naturally delegated this mountain of paperwork to Ye Yuming—after all, who had asked him to be so enthusiastic about the reclamation project?

Though the organization wasn't formally established, a team was assembled in advance. Ye Yuming had originally wanted to create something resembling the Production and Construction Corps, using designations like "17th Regiment of the 3rd Agricultural Division," but the military expressed objections. Dongmen Chuiyu stated that while the Agricultural Reclamation system could employ military organizational principles and the Training Inspectorate could provide necessary assistance, its structure and nomenclature must remain distinct from the Army.

The final decision for the formal designation of the reclamation system in Hong Kong was "1st Regiment, 1st South China Agricultural Reclamation Division"—publicly known as the Hong Kong Reclamation Regiment.

"In terms of rank, by past standards, it would be county-regiment level, I suppose," Ye Yuming observed.

"Rank doesn't matter. The first regimental commander should be an elder regardless," Wu Nanhai said. "I have only one concern: where will the immigrants come from?"

Lingao itself was still absorbing massive numbers of immigrants. With control over Hainan Island now established and development deepening, demand for external immigrants would only grow. Where would they find settlers to populate Hong Kong's blank slate?

"We recruit locally from Guangdong," Ye Yuming explained. "Hong Kong's population carrying capacity isn't high; its development potential is quite limited. The original inhabitants combined with a modest influx of immigrants will satisfy Hong Kong's needs."

Originally, the Planning Academy, Ministry of Colonial Trade, Ministry of Light Industry, and Ministry of Agriculture had all harbored grand ambitions for Hong Kong, envisioning it as a model city—a new-era "Pearl of the Orient." But Wu De had retrieved several 1:200,000 maps of Hong Kong from the old time-space via the Grand Library: urban transport maps, geological maps, topographic maps. These were compared alongside the latest maps drawn by the survey team in this time-space. A team of analysts reviewed all available data on Hong Kong's population, minerals, industry, and agriculture in the Grand Library. The conclusion proved deflating: Hong Kong Island's development potential was pitifully small.

The island lacked open space; flat land was essentially concentrated along Victoria Harbor. The narrow, strip-like terrain made providing sufficient land for industry and agriculture beyond building wharves exceedingly difficult.

The most critical problem was water shortage. The island relied primarily on several reservoirs constructed in the mountains. In the old timeline, the twentieth-century Hong Kong government had vigorously protected mountain vegetation to increase water retention and built multiple reservoirs. Even so, the island's water supply could barely sustain port operations. During the 1960s, a severe water shortage had forced rationing. Modern Hong Kong's water supply depended entirely on pipelines from the mainland.

Consequently, parties who had ambitiously planned to establish heavy industry—especially shipbuilding—in Hong Kong found their hopes deflated. Industry was a voracious consumer of water; without sufficient fresh water, production could not function. The industrial sector had envisioned building shipyards on the island to take advantage of Guangdong's abundant labor and timber for mass shipbuilding, rapidly expanding Lingao's transport fleet. Now they discovered this plan would be extremely difficult to implement.

According to Planning Academy estimates, if shipyards were to be built in Hong Kong, they could only be located on the north shore of Victoria Harbor—the Kowloon Tong area. Yet Kowloon Tong offered little improvement over the island itself; local water sources were equally insufficient for industry, and flat land remained severely limited.

Whether for industry or agriculture, Hong Kong was an unsuitable location. Water, energy, land—specifically flat land—all were lacking. Before 1949, Hong Kong's economic development had not only lagged behind Shanghai but had also fallen short of Guangzhou. Hong Kong's rise to become an international metropolis and "Pearl of the Orient" in the late twentieth century had depended on the immense advantages of serving as the sole window for East-West interaction after 1949, as well as the mainland's provision of energy, fresh water, and food to sustain that "window."

Certainly, with sufficient heavy investment, developing Hong Kong into a commercial-industrial base remained possible. But the Planning Academy's research concluded that such investment held little value—by the end of the Second Five-Year Plan, the Transmigrator Group's sphere of influence would inevitably expand to Guangzhou. Any investment or construction in Guangzhou would be far more convenient than in Hong Kong.

After several consecutive work meetings, Wu De determined Hong Kong's role would be threefold: a trade window, military base, and logistics hub.

Geographically, Hong Kong sat at the Pearl River estuary. A fleet based there could screen the Pearl River, preventing hostile forces from raiding the riverbanks. With government troops defeated by the elders and village self-defense systems destroyed, pirates could seize the opportunity to push inland; if they did, the economy and livelihood along the Pearl River would suffer severe damage.

As a deterrent regarding Guangdong: should any disturbance erupt in Guangzhou, an intervention fleet from Hong Kong could reach the city walls within a day and night—a vastly faster reaction time than departing from Lingao after receiving intelligence.

Hong Kong also lay midway on the Xiamen-Hainan route. If the Zheng fleet intended to attack the transmigrators, evading the Hong Kong fleet's surveillance would prove difficult, providing the transmigrators with early warning. And if the transmigrators wished to strike at the Zheng family, Hong Kong would serve as an excellent forward base; massive supplies could be sourced locally without shipping from Hainan, effectively halving the supply line.

With this strategic orientation established, Hong Kong's development plan was scaled back accordingly. For industry, after the Ministry of Colonial Trade's strenuous advocacy, a shipyard project was retained. The prospect of using nearby timber and manpower to mass-produce transport ships still appealed to the Planning Academy, and the shipyard could service passing vessels.

The Ministry of Light Industry had proposed a food processing plant, but due to water shortages, it was temporarily shelved pending the survey team's investigation of fresh water resources. The Agricultural Committee's reclamation plan was preserved. Reclamation served more political than economic purposes; the settlements themselves would bear garrison duties.

Based on Hong Kong's terrain and Lingao's current economic scale and capacity, the Planning Academy decided development would concentrate on the areas north and south of Victoria Harbor—specifically the small alluvial plain on the island's northern shore and the gentle slopes of Kowloon Tong.

The naval patrol fleet already stationed there was reorganized into the Hong Kong Flotilla, establishing the Hong Kong Base Force. They were stationed at Kennedy Town on the southern shore of Victoria Harbor. For land defense, beyond the outposts already established by the Pearl River Detachment at Lei Yue Mun, Kap Shui Mun, and Fan Kwai Tong, permanent fortresses would be constructed at North Point and Lung Fu Shan in Kennedy Town, forming initial eastern and western strongpoints. A simple road would connect them for troop mobility. Several outposts along this road would transform it into a defensive line protecting the Victoria Harbor development zone.

The original Base 852 in Central would be expanded into a major trade facility, housing customs, warehouses, civilian passenger and cargo wharves, fishing wharves, markets, the shipyard, and aquatic processing plants.

The Lung Fu Shan military base in Kennedy Town would accommodate the Army and Navy Garrison Command, radio station, military depots, and naval wharf.

Grain, vegetable, and poultry supplies for the island would come primarily from reclamation efforts in Kowloon Tong. The Reclamation Regiment would be distributed across Hong Kong Island, Kowloon, and the outlying islands: Kowloon Tong, Tseung Kwan O, Kwai Chung, Sha Tin, Tai Po, Tung Chung, and elsewhere. They would construct fortified walled villages for concentrated living, engaging primarily in fishing, vegetable farming, and animal husbandry. Each walled village would serve as a Battalion Headquarters, with companies or platoons subordinate to it. Each company would build a village centered on a blockhouse. The reclamation teams would adopt a soldier-citizen system with a core militia. Not only immigrants but local villages would also be brought under the reclamation system. Smaller villages would be abolished and consolidated according to the principle of "village concentration."

In the Tung Chung area of Lantau Island, a large purification camp would be established. Immigrants from Guangdong, Guangxi, and Fujian would first undergo purification there before distribution. The Taiwan development plan would soon appear on the agenda; a purification camp on Lantau would shorten the sea voyage for immigrants heading to that destination.

The garrison force would consist of one Army battalion comprising three infantry companies and one artillery company, plus one Navy Base Force and one Navy Flotilla. The Base Force would include a marine company for rapid response.

"These forces are sufficient for the initial stage," Dongmen Chuiyu explained during his garrison plan presentation. "Reclamation points have militia available to mobilize. Even if they can't serve as combat troops, they'll suffice for labor and logistics."

Si Kaide proposed that given the current troop shortage, beyond arming farm workers, they might recruit five or six companies of Li and Miao mercenaries to station at mountain passes in Kowloon and Hong Kong Island. These would serve as mountain guard units, blocking invasion routes for Ming troops or large pirate bands. Their armaments could be simplified: bows, crossbows, machetes, and a few grenades.

"Five or six hundred Li and Miao people in a separate unit? I consider that inappropriate," Wu Nanhai objected immediately. "Even if we recruit them, they should serve dispersed within the Army."

"We'll discuss that matter later," Dongmen Chuiyu said. "Utilizing the Li and Miao population probably isn't that simple."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 790 – Trading Post

The difficulty didn't lie in reliability—according to the Li and Miao Affairs Office's report, at least all Li hamlets and Miao fortresses within Lingao's borders "wholeheartedly supported" the new regime. Three years of cultivation hadn't been in vain. Rather, a substantial portion of the Li and Miao population suffered from malaria. Hainan gazetteers frequently mentioned that "Li people are sickly." Though health teams dispatched by the Ministry of Health deep into Li areas observed that most malaria cases among the Li and Miao were benign, the intermittent attacks made fully utilizing them as general labor or soldiers problematic.

"I don't see a significant problem. Don't the Li people revolt frequently? They have strength for revolting but not for soldiering?" Si Kaide pressed. "Besides, some must have developed immunity. Otherwise, how could the Li have survived in the mountains for so long?"

"That's precisely why Li revolts are frequent yet their combat power remains limited. The Ming, relying on a handful of beggar-like Wei-Suo troops manning a few forts, can keep them in check," Dongmen Chuiyu explained. "The army requires daily drilling, training, and guard duty. If you can't predict which day a soldier will be struck by the shakes, the army can't function."

"It's wasteful not to use such a manpower resource," Si Kaide couldn't release his grip on the Li people idea. "Can't we treat them?"

"Let's develop specific methods later." Dongmen Chuiyu didn't wish to reveal the military's concrete ideas and glossed over the topic. Since the Executive Committee was reluctant to expand military personnel by cutting from the labor force under its governance, yet demands for military power from all quarters only increased, the proliferation of highly dispersed public security and internal defense tasks impacted the army's normal education and training. The notion of recruiting mercenaries for public security missions to liberate the regular army from such duties had been raised informally in internal Military Affairs Command meetings. Li and Miao soldiers represented just one option under consideration.

Once the Hong Kong development plan was announced, it immediately triggered a fresh wave of office-seeking. Though the Second Plenary Session had established the "voluntary registration, organizational review" principle for official selection, many people—besides signing up through the internal Organization Department website—privately visited various figures they considered influential. Ming Lang was forced to barricade himself within the General Office compound for days to avoid being dragged out for "a meal and a chat."

After fierce behind-the-scenes maneuvering, the list of officials for the Hong Kong region was finally announced: Tiandihui technician Luo Chen would serve as Commander of the Hong Kong Reclamation Regiment; Shi Zhiqi as Hong Kong Garrison Commander; Le Lin as Commander of the Hong Kong Navy Detachment; and Hong Shuiyin as Hong Kong Commercial Representative.

Additionally, a group of technical cadres was assigned to Hong Kong, including Shi Jiantao, a vocal advocate for building a shipyard there. Originally with the Planning Academy and keenly interested in shipbuilding, he had volunteered to serve as director of the Hong Kong Shipyard.

Shi Zhiqi's appointment as Garrison Commander initially faced opposition; the Army felt it unreasonable for Navy personnel to hold all senior military posts in Hong Kong. However, consensus was eventually reached: the Garrison Commander should be someone with amphibious warfare experience, and Shi Zhiqi was clearly the most qualified candidate.

In response to the increasing number of dispatched elders, the House of Elders formally implemented the "Elder Committee" and "Collective Decision-Making for Major Affairs" system for all groups of two or more dispatched elders. Any location with more than three elders was required to form a local Elder Committee; major local policy decisions had to be announced or voted on in committee meetings. The committee was to meet regularly and maintain minutes.



Escorted by two patrol boats, the Qionghai Coal slowly docked at Central Pier No. 1 on "Saintess Bay"—the Central State Council had officially issued a naming document renaming Xiangshan Ao to "Hong Kong Island," Base 852 to "Central," and Victoria Harbor to "Saintess Bay," replacing the name of the nonexistent Queen Victoria.

Several figures in gray and green uniforms stood on the Qionghai Coal's deck, gesturing at the Central Base under construction. Their tall, robust builds and superior clothing identified them as so-called "elders." Soldiers working as stevedores on the pier whispered among themselves—did the arrival of another batch of elders signal a new operation? After military operations in the Pearl River basin had concluded, many elders had departed Hong Kong one after another. Now only two or three remained on the island.

Towed by a Daihatsu landing craft, the Big Whale slowly came alongside the trestle, and a gangplank was extended. While port personnel boarded for inspection, several elders disembarked. A young man of twenty-five or twenty-six, who had been waiting in a small shed by the pier, walked quickly to meet them.

"Engineer Mei! You've arrived." The young man greeted an elder in his thirties coming off the ship—Mei Lin from the General Construction Company.

"Little Shi, you've done well here." Mei Lin surveyed his surroundings. "Four months, and it's already taking shape."

A sharp whistle pierced the air—the port authority had spotted the red warning flag symbolizing highest danger flying from the Qionghai Coal. Laborers and soldiers working near Pier No. 1 quickly evacuated the area.

"What's this? You brought dangerous goods?" Little Shi's expression shifted slightly.

"Explosives," Mei Lin said tersely. "Didn't you apply for explosives for quarrying?"

"Right, right. Let's move." They skipped pleasantries and quickly followed "Little Shi" toward the trading post at Central Base. The trading post stood over a kilometer from the seaside pier; the construction team had laid a wrought-iron standard-gauge track to transport goods and personnel between the two points.

Since the Pearl River Detachment had landed in Hong Kong in September 1630, development of Base 852 had proceeded continuously, and the planned Central Base had taken rough shape. The trading post formed the core building of the entire complex—the fortress and foundation of rule. This structure had been designed comprehensively, based on the nineteenth-century armed trading post model while incorporating modern government public building design experience. Though not large, its supporting facilities were complete.

The main citadel was a rectangular multi-story hollow structure—essentially multi-story buildings surrounding a large open central space. At the four corners rose four bastions, each five stories high and seventeen meters tall. Their tops served as open-air gun platforms. Below were guard quarters, ammunition depots, and gymnasiums. The lowest level housed toilets flushed with seawater.

Apart from the bastions, all floors were four stories high, reaching fourteen meters. The first and second floors facing outward had no windows; windows began from the third floor up, equipped with iron shutters that could be closed during attacks. The floors facing the internal courtyard, however, featured windows on every level for ventilation and light. The roof terraces incorporated defensive works.

The south-facing building served as the external office area; the ground floor housed the main hall and gate. All agencies dealing with the public were located here, and in the center of the south building rose a five-story clock tower. The east building was the dormitory area, housing guard troops along with naturalized staff and cadres. Each floor contained large washrooms. Part of the ground floor served as the cafeteria and kitchen, part as the armory. The west side was also four stories: the first and second floors for warehouses, the third for a health clinic and inpatient ward, and the fourth for dormitories. The north side held auxiliary utility rooms, including the boiler room, pump room, and wind power station. It also housed a temporary detention center and various storerooms—including a ground-floor garage.

The trading post wasn't yet fully finished, but the four corner towers, the south main gate building, and the clock tower were complete. Though clock towers had been designed into many Lingao buildings, no large clock had yet been manufactured—not because they couldn't produce one, but because the Planning Academy felt it wasn't urgent and preferred to wait for more abundant raw materials.

At the foot of the main citadel, following the model of East Gate City's construction, roads had been paved. A commercial hall and customs house were under construction. Piles of yellow sand, barrels of cement, and stones of various sizes lay scattered everywhere. Laborers bustled back and forth. Work shanties and the chugging of steam rollers merged into a din of activity.

The labor force consisted of personnel from the locally established purification camp. Guangdong civilians and soldiers captured or volunteering during the Pearl River estuary campaign underwent quarantine there while serving as construction workers. The Lingao General Construction Company had dispatched an elder named Shi Dafu to oversee all local engineering construction. Shi Dafu was a civil engineering graduate who had worked at construction companies—a practical doer with both theoretical knowledge and hands-on experience.

Shi Dafu led the group into the main citadel and invited them into the conference room located in the south clock tower. Introductions followed. Among the newly arrived elders, Mei Lin had come to supervise several reservoir projects on Hong Kong Island—to establish viable operations in Hong Kong, the Planning Academy had calculated a need for two million cubic meters of water storage by 1631-1632, and 7.7 million cubic meters by 1633. This would effectively supply the needs of industrial and agricultural production on Hong Kong Island.

"Most Hong Kong reservoirs will utilize existing mountain terrain, so earthwork volume is limited," Mei Lin explained. He had brought a complete set of hydrological data on Hong Kong from the old time-space, provided by the Grand Library. "However, the cost remains significant."

Given the premise of occupying all of Guangzhou after the Second Five-Year Plan, the Planning Academy considered excessive investment in Hong Kong unwarranted. Therefore, the scale of industry and agriculture in Hong Kong was strictly limited. The projected total population for Hong Kong and the outlying islands—including garrison, workers, reclamation personnel, and those awaiting purification who would reside for over thirty days—would not exceed thirty thousand.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 791 – A Guest at Huang Shunlong's House

Water sources in Hong Kong were concentrated primarily in the mountainous areas, while surface water collected around Wong Nai Chung Gap. Several mountain basins proved suitable for constructing earth dams and so-called "reservoirs." In the old timeline's Hong Kong, beyond building reservoirs in the mountains, the water supply had also depended on establishing protected parks and planting trees in mountainous areas to increase water retention.

"We'll adopt similar measures: consolidate small settlements, reduce human impact on the mountains, and afforest where necessary. A base population of thirty thousand is actually conservative," Mei Lin said with evident confidence.

"Is a guaranteed volume for only thirty thousand people sufficient for industry?"

"Of course industrial demand is factored in," Mei Lin replied. "In 1634, we'll begin another large reservoir on Lantau Island."

Lantau Island possessed a Shek Pik Reservoir with a capacity of 24.55 million cubic meters—the largest among Hong Kong's mountain reservoirs. The main dam measured 718 meters long, 354 meters wide, and 54 meters high. The earthwork totaled 4,764 cubic meters—even by Lingao engineering standards, the workload wasn't overwhelming.

"With this reservoir, large-scale purification camps and agriculture on Lantau will pose no problem. Farming might be impractical, but vegetables and animal husbandry are certainly feasible."

"The figure of thirty thousand is actually conservative," Hong Shuiyin added. "The Planning Academy based calculations on modern per capita water usage of eighty liters. People in this time-space don't consume that much. Particularly since most of our residents here live intensively with centralized cooking. Toilets are flushed with seawater or use septic tanks for fertilizer. Water consumption won't approach old time-space levels."

Hong Shuiyin's name contained the character for "water," but he knew nothing about water affairs—this data had been memorized hastily before departure. He harbored great enthusiasm for Hong Kong's commercial development and felt significant dissatisfaction with the Executive Committee's preference for Guangzhou over Hong Kong. As Hong Kong Commercial Representative, the importance of Hong Kong was intimately tied to his own.

"You want to protect water and soil, but what about my building materials?" Shi Dafu voiced concern. His biggest difficulty in Hong Kong infrastructure construction was the shortage of building materials. Hong Kong produced no limestone, preventing local cement production; lacking coal, he couldn't fire kilns for bricks and tiles. Currently, he relied primarily on quarrying granite from the mountains with explosives. Now, hearing about soil conservation, quarrying—an environmentally destructive activity—would inevitably face restrictions.

"Granite quarrying can continue. The survey team will designate specific mountain sections to minimize overall destruction. As for timber and bricks, that's Guo Yi's domain—what can't he procure once he's back in Guangzhou?"

"Cement, and coal for boilers."

"Cement will continue shipping from Lingao. As for coal, Guangdong can supply it. Chaozhou has a major coal mine—I hear the Guangzhou Station plans to extend tentacles everywhere this time, extracting resources from across Guangdong Province..." Shi Jiantao said. "Our shipyard needs to ramp up quickly."

Shi Jiantao held ambitious plans for the shipyard, intending to mass-produce Lingao versions of "Liberty ships" to completely replace all large Ming coastal and ocean-going vessels. The ultimate destiny of these ships was to serve the House of Elders' conquest of Greater East Asia.

"Lingao's Liberty ships will launch from Hong Kong like dumplings dropping into a pot!" This was the bold declaration he had made while hosting a banquet for shipyard elders before departure—naturally earning cold looks from Zhou Ke and others.

Shi Dafu's enthusiasm rose: "Our people can finally return to Guangzhou? We must go back majestically under naval escort, with the fleet firing a hundred-gun salute at White Goose Pool..."

Mei Lin laughed: "Proprietor Guo is so impressive—I'm jealous, envious, and resentful."

"The shipyard is building him a paddle-wheel yacht," Shi Jiantao said, sipping kvass. "Preparing to thoroughly embrace the decadent capitalist lifestyle. Whether it'll be finished in time for this return, who knows."

The Guangzhou Trading Post would reopen soon. According to the plan, once the Guangzhou Station was restored, most construction materials and living supplies needed for the Hong Kong base could be procured nearby in Guangzhou and shipped over. This would not only save time but also spare the Transmigrator Group's own transport capacity.

In the near future, supplies needed not only by Hong Kong but also by Lingao and other future coastal island bases would be procured by various trading posts, shipped to Hong Kong, and then transshipped centrally. Hong Kong would become the Transmigrator Group's largest logistics center on the South China coast. In the series of operations to be launched by the Australian Song regime—military actions against the Zheng and Liu families, the Taiwan strategy, the mainland coastal strategy, and more—Hong Kong would also serve as a major military logistics depot.

The Planning Academy would establish a South China Materials Procurement Center in Hong Kong, relying on the Delong Hong Kong Branch for clearing and payment. Supporting customs, commodity inspection, classification societies, and shipping insurance companies would also be gradually established.



The sun hung dazzlingly in the sky—yet its light brought little warmth. In Little Ice Age Macau, wealthy people on the streets even wore fur robes. The poor donned bulky, patch-covered cotton jackets.

Sunlight fell upon clusters of pointed roofs and fish-scale tiles within Macau. Some tiles were pink, but most had turned reddish-brown or grey-white after years of wind, rain, and sun, glimmering faintly in the light.

Windows were inlaid with dense wooden lattices, some bearing intricate patterns. Even without curtains, one couldn't see inside even up close. Walls whitewashed with lime had yellowed from rain, reflecting a grey-white sheen; wooden windowsills had cracked in the sun, paint peeling. Deep in these cobblestone alleys, one occasionally caught the mixed stench of urine, feces, and garbage.

Through this alley steeped in exotic flavor, Lin Ming walked with helpless eyes fixed on the spirited Li Yongxun ahead, who surveyed her surroundings with boundless interest.

This "expedition" had consumed most of the day, and Lin Ming felt thoroughly bored. Macau City itself wasn't large, with few sightseeing spots. The Folangji forts and barracks appeared orderly and unique but forbade Chinese entry. As for those Folangji residences—petite and chic though they were, with lazy zither music and women's soft singing occasionally drifting from closed windows to spark the imagination—they were private homes nonetheless.

Were this Foshan or even Guangzhou, he could go wherever he pleased by flashing his Embroidered Uniform Guard badge, provided it wasn't the home of powerful gentry with official connections. If someone possessed a fine garden, he need only send word, and which host would dare claim he wasn't welcome?

Here, however, the Folangji controlled everything. Though many Ming people walked the streets, they clearly adhered to exotic social norms. Lin Ming found this deeply discomfiting—not merely because he disliked the Folangji, but because he realized he couldn't tyrannize people here as he did elsewhere. "Embroidered Uniform Guard" was not a terrifying term in this place. Though the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate treated him respectfully and had specially assigned an interpreter as his guide, the man clearly didn't want him causing trouble.

"What is this place?" an impatient Lin Ming asked the interpreter beside him.

"This is the Folangji residential area, Fifth Lane," the interpreter replied. He was a mustachioed Ming merchant who specialized in selling fruits and vegetables to the Portuguese in Macau. Frequent travel between Xiangshan and Macau had made him familiar to both public and private parties. He also spoke passable Portuguese. The Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate took him along for every negotiation.

"What a boring place—doors and windows closed everywhere!"

"These are mostly the back entrances of Folangji merchant residences," the interpreter explained.

Lin Ming was about to scold the interpreter for bringing them here, but remembering that his precious sister-in-law had requested entry, he swallowed the words.

"Master, don't be impatient," the interpreter said carefully, sensing his thoughts. "At the end of this lane lies the pier, where you can see the Folangji great clip-board ships—the galleons. Plenty of barbarian sailors too—occasionally you can even spot barbarian women!"

"Really? I've long wanted to see the great clip-board ships. They say the hulls rise several stories high, and the masts tower frighteningly tall." The fleet-footed youth ahead turned back. "How much farther?"

"Not far at all. Just out of this lane," the interpreter said. He knew the youth ahead was actually a young woman: the overly delicate features, high-pitched voice, slender frame, and swaying hips when walking made her true gender obvious. However, he had no desire to know what Embroidered Uniform Guard personnel were doing in Macau.

Just then, she stumbled and fell, twisting her ankle on the cobblestones. She cried out and sat down on the stone pavement. Lin Ming immediately rushed to her.

"How is it? Did the fall hurt?" He bent over her, his brow furrowed with concern. Li Yongxun gripped one ankle and gave a pained cry.

"Seems like a sprain." She couldn't help groaning.

Lin Ming looked around; every wooden door in the alley was locked, with protective iron bars outside. Not a pedestrian in sight.

"This lowly one will go call a sedan chair," the interpreter said sensibly, adding, "I suggest Master take your sister to the Huang house first. Once settled, we'll summon a doctor immediately."

The residence arranged for him in Macau by the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate was in the home of a major merchant named Huang Shunlong. This Proprietor Huang was a remarkably amiable and exceedingly wealthy man with a luxuriously built mansion. Lin Ming knew from colleagues that Huang Shunlong was a "fence" who colluded with various heroes of the sea, not only buying stolen goods but also selling contraband to pirate chiefs. A man with connections reaching to the heavens.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 792 – The Australian Lifestyle

Such men naturally attached great importance to cultivating relationships with figures from officialdom. Though a Trial Centurion of the Embroidered Uniform Guard was a low-ranking official, he wielded local influence. Adhering to the principle of "worshipping at every temple," Huang Shunlong had always been exceedingly ingratiating toward such characters. When the Assistant Magistrate spoke to him, he had agreed immediately and wholeheartedly.

The interpreter called for a two-bearer sedan chair from outside, had Li Yongxun seated within, and led the way to Huang Shunlong's residence.

Huang Shunlong lived in the Chinese residential quarter of Macau. The sedan chair was carried directly to the entrance of his storefront. Lin Ming gazed doubtfully at the dimly lit shop front, where two robust Kunlun slaves stood guard at the door clutching short clubs.

On the journey over, the interpreter had boasted about Master Huang's luxurious lifestyle. Lin Ming had thought little of it: since Huang Shunlong resided in Macau, foreign goods were naturally accessible to him as a local advantage. Yet the variety of foreign goods was limited to those few familiar things—even the "Australian goods" that had risen in popularity in recent years, he had seen many of in Foshan.

"Master Lin, please come inside," the interpreter whispered.

Led by a short, dark-skinned Kunlun slave, the group passed through the shop front and traversed a long, semi-dim corridor. Li Yongxun felt a creeping unease and pressed close to Lin Ming, a fragrance like orchid and musk wafting faintly from her. Lin Ming, who had originally been supporting her arm, seized the opportunity to wrap his arm around his sister-in-law's waist. Beneath his hand, her waist was soft; he kneaded gently with his fingers, and his sister-in-law only murmured a few soft sounds. Instantly delighted, he found himself wishing this corridor would never end.

The corridor's exit opened into a meticulously manicured fountain garden. It wasn't large; a small fountain at its center dripped water droplets. The ground surrounding the fountain was paved with mosaics inlaid with various patterns. Lush flowers and trees ringed the space, and an exquisite little pavilion stood within.

High walls and buildings surrounded the garden, isolating it from the outside world and rendering it remarkably quiet.

Huang Shunlong welcomed them in the pavilion. He was dressed brightly and bore himself with dignity. With his professional sensitivity, Lin Ming noted at a glance that there were at least a dozen violations of sumptuary regulations in his attire from head to toe. Even in Guangzhou, where court dress regulations were treated as waste paper, such excess was unusual. Macau was indeed a land of barbarians.

Huang Shunlong was effusively warm, inviting them to "freshen up" first and promising to summon a doctor immediately.

Servants came to attend to their washing and changing. Lin Ming had his sister-in-law dress as a man only to avoid unnecessary trouble, not to conceal her gender. Now in a private residence, there was naturally no need to maintain the disguise. The clothes brought by the maids were all brand new, with exquisite material and tailoring, which satisfied Lin Ming greatly. The summoned doctor examined Li Yongxun's foot and concluded there was no serious problem; applying a medicinal patch and resting for a few days would suffice.

The welcome banquet was set in the garden pavilion. High walls blocked the cold wind, and the pavilion was surrounded by Persian velvet carpets of various colors woven with different patterns. Two braziers on the ground burned high-quality hardwood charcoal mixed with exotic spices, filling the pavilion with a rich fragrance and spring-like warmth.

The tables and chairs were all woven from rattan, but in styles Lin Ming had never encountered—dainty and elegant. As it was winter, the seats and backs were padded with thick cushions of Nanjing velvet felt, exceedingly comfortable. Li Yongxun looked around with great curiosity, examining the rattan round table from top to bottom.

Seeing no high-stacked display dishes or sugar sculptures on the table, Lin Ming knew this was a family feast. A formal welcome banquet with "three cuts and five offerings" would have been unbearable. Wealthy merchants' family feasts were renowned for their refinement. Observing the scene Huang had arranged, this meal would likely prove extraordinary in many ways, and he couldn't help looking forward to it.

Sure enough, the dishes served diverged from typical Cantonese cuisine. The flavor was quite peculiar—rich and fragrant, with a somewhat cloying sweetness. Both Li Yongxun and Lin Ming were experiencing such flavors for the first time. According to Huang Shunlong, this was Folangji cuisine, prepared personally by his wife.

"This crab is sea crab, with the meat extracted and seasoned with cheese..." Huang Shunlong explained with assurance.

The wine served was Guangzhou's most fashionable "Scholar Unrivaled." Lin Ming had frequently purchased this wine for northern colleagues; anyone traveling from the north to Guangdong on business would buy several boxes to take back as gifts. Sometimes they even sent letters requesting he buy it for them. Lin Ming often had to dispatch people to Guangzhou to procure this wine. Occasionally, for important figures or urgent needs, he'd been forced to pay out of pocket—Gao Ju wasn't a minor figure from whom he could demand gifts—costing him considerable sums. Naturally, "Scholar Unrivaled" was indeed pure and crisp in taste, truly incomparable to ordinary local spirits. Ever since Wang Zunde's "campaign against the bald ones," however, the "Scholar Unrivaled" supply had been severed, and its price had skyrocketed. Lin Ming rarely enjoyed it himself these days.

"What is this? Why is it bubbling?" Li Yongxun stared in surprise at the orange liquid in the glass cup, fine bubbles streaming from the bottom.

"This is Australian water—most cooling and thirst-quenching."

Li Yongxun took a sip, her expression complex. "It tingles, and it's very sweet. Tastes like tangerine."

"Precisely—this is tangerine-flavored Australian water," Huang Shunlong laughed, clapping his hands. "This item is extremely rare locally. If it loses its gas, it's not tasty."

He explained that Australian water above all feared losing its gas—without it, the drink became mere fruity sugar water. Accordingly, packaging used specially thick glass bottles, corked and tied tight with iron wire. Every twelve bottles came in a partitioned wooden crate. Transported over long distances, the price was steep. Yet it was indeed a wonderful item for relieving heat and boredom, highly popular among the Folangji.

Next, a servant brought a large porcelain pot. When the lid was removed, the pot brimmed with an oily, crimson liquid. Lin Ming peered closely: floating in it were snow-white fish slices and the yellow backs of eel, with soybean sprouts at the bottom. Small, bright red fruits resembling tiny eggplants floated in the oily soup. A rich, strange fragrance permeated the air.

"This dish is an overseas flavor, quite unique," Huang Shunlong laughed. "Though I must warn you—the taste is extremely punchy."

"It appears to use a great deal of Sichuan pepper." Sichuan pepper was a common spice in Ming cuisine.

"Correct," Huang Shunlong nodded. "Besides Sichuan pepper, there is also foreign pepper from the West."

Everyone raised their chopsticks. Lin Ming felt an extreme spiciness flood his mouth—a sensation entirely different from the numbing heat of Sichuan pepper. The snow-white fish meat, seasoned this way, possessed a unique deliciousness. His appetite surged, and he consumed several chopsticks-full in rapid succession. Li Yongxun, spotting the bright red lantern-like fruits floating in the oily soup, struck as fast as the wind. Before Huang Shunlong could stop her, she stuffed a pickled chili pepper directly into her mouth.

"You can't eat—" Before his warning could land, Li Yongxun let out a scream. Her mouth felt as if it were on fire, her throat numb and choking. Tears and mucus ran down her face as she sneezed over a dozen times. The maids hurriedly passed water and towels. She drank four or five cups of soda before finally stopping.

"What is this?!" Li Yongxun gasped, barely able to speak from the spiciness.

"That is a pickled chili pepper," Huang Shunlong said. "It's used for seasoning, not for eating directly."

Lin Ming was intrigued. Through casual conversation, he learned this was "Heavenly Kitchen" pickled pepper from Lingao—a common ingredient in "Australian cuisine." Huang Shunlong spoke enthusiastically about this cuisine. After sampling it once at the Violet House in Guangzhou, he had never forgotten the experience, specially dispatching a cook to Lingao to learn the craft and returning with recipes for a dozen dishes and four or five dim sum snacks.

"Australian cuisine?" Lin Ming was not unfamiliar with Australians or Lingao goods. The head manager of "Yang Run Kai Tang," Yang Shiyi, was quite familiar with him. One of Yang's cousins had opened a medicine shop in Lingao and asked him to sell several patent medicines in Guangdong in large quantities; business had been incredibly good. When drinking and chatting in their spare time, Yang would often discuss his cousin's situation. Though merely hearsay, it had given Lin Ming considerable knowledge about Lingao.

"Exactly. Though Australians are overseas barbarians, their various enjoyments are no less refined than our Great Ming's," Huang Shunlong said, his conversational interest heightened upon seeing his hospitality suited the esteemed guest's taste. "Take this Australian cuisine—many dishes are things I'd never even conceived of!"

Lin Ming responded perfunctorily while eating and drinking, but his ears captured every word Huang Shunlong uttered. He sensed this Manager Huang seemed to maintain rather close ties with the Australians in Lingao. So he began probing indirectly—he reasoned that since the Australians had defeated the government troops and reached the gates of Guangzhou, they would inevitably become enemies of the Great Ming, and future wars were likely. Lin Ming was extremely attentive to Australian affairs because of this possibility. Should the Court one day dispatch a great army to suppress the bald ones, and he proved to be an "Australia expert," he might hope for military merit and promotion.

Huang Shunlong intended to curry favor, and Lin Ming did his best to oblige. Their conversation grew increasingly congenial. Huang Shunlong was in high spirits, personally toasting Lin Ming. As the wine took effect, their exchange became more relaxed.

"Manager Huang must have many dealings with the Australians."

"There were some business transactions in the past," Huang Shunlong replied cautiously, knowing who he was speaking with. "Not as many recently. They have many novel goods—all bestsellers—but unfortunately, I'm not based in Guangzhou, so the benefits of selling Australian goods have been captured by Official Gao."

"Does Manager Huang know someone named Guo Yi? I've heard he's the Australian chief in Guangzhou."

"Guo Yi? Of course I know him." Huang Shunlong nodded. "Who doesn't know the famous Proprietor Guo! He maintains no property here, but his people frequently come to Macau, specifically to purchase Folangji goods." He took a sip of Scholar Unrivaled. "Speaking of which, it's strange. The Folangji here usually buy more than they sell—but ever since the Australians arrived, they specifically want their things!"

In truth, Huang Shunlong's relationship with Guo Yi ran far deeper than simple acquaintance. Though Huang Shunlong's importance within the broader Lingao economic system had greatly diminished, his smuggling channels still enabled small-scale import and export of goods to Guangdong even during the economic blockade against Lingao.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 793 – Old Acquaintance

Lin Ming spent a delightful night with the dancing girl—the particulars of which, such as drinking kvass in a mandarin duck bath, need not be elaborated. Though young, Li Yongxun understood what business her cousin-in-law was conducting behind closed doors with a Hu girl, and she naturally refrained from disturbing him.

When she saw the lights extinguish in her brother-in-law's room and the sounds that had made her restless finally fell silent, the watchman was already beating the drum outside. She knew it was late, yet sleep wouldn't come—the day's sights and experiences had sufficiently piqued her curiosity to make rest impossible. She could only sit alone in the courtyard watching ants climb the trees, scheming how to persuade her brother-in-law to take her to Lingao.

Li Yongxun possessed the fearlessness of a newborn calf, having traveled alone from Nanjing to Guangzhou. But regarding Lingao, she dared not act rashly—Lin Ming had warned her before, saying the Guangzhou-Foshan area was nothing like the inland; it teemed with merchants trading overseas. If she were tied up and sold to the Eastern or Western Oceans, separated by vast seas in barbarian lands, even the Emperor couldn't save her. This had frightened Li Yongxun into behaving. Though Lingao was technically Ming territory, it now lay in the hands of the overseas barbarian Australians. Rumors about Australians "lacking women" were numerous, so she dared not deliver herself to their doorstep.

"Sigh—" After her tenth sigh, she remembered she hadn't managed to see the "great clip-board ships"—the galleons—she had intended to view that day. She stood up and took a few experimental steps; the pain seemed bearable.

"Tomorrow I absolutely must go see the great clip-board ships!" Li Yongxun vowed silently.

Suddenly, lantern light shone from beyond the courtyard's moon gate. Someone seemed to be walking in the long corridor, muttering something. Then she heard a man's voice, and it instantly triggered a memory.

That strange accent had left a deep impression on her. Hearing it again was like shattering a memory jar in her mind; the events of disguising herself as a songstress in Guangzhou, deceiving men, stealing, and getting caught all came flooding back. The face of the medicine merchant Manager Huang—whom she had drugged and whose luggage contained many strange and valuable things—surfaced immediately. That wretched expression, looking at her with lecherous eyes—even wanting to strip her clothes... Had she not found the Embroidered Uniform Guard badge she'd swiped, making him wary, he might have taken advantage of her then and there. The "humiliation at the inn" had always been a sore point for Li Yongxun.

Could that wretched Manager Huang be here? Li Yongxun's curiosity surged—what was he doing here? Huang Shunlong's establishment didn't sell medicine. Ignoring her injured foot, she shrank into the wall's shadow and crept quietly toward the moon gate.

The person walking with the lantern was indeed the "wretched man" Li Yongxun so resented—Huang Tianyu. Yet Huang Tianyu's presence in Macau had nothing to do with the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's activities. He was on a business trip for the Ministry of Light Industry, tasked with installing three sets of sanitary equipment ordered by the Macau Jesuits and providing maintenance and training for existing users.

The Ministry of Light Industry had exported several sets of sanitary equipment to Macau. These facilities were complex and expensive, representing low efficiency by old time-space standards. Each set required its own small elevated water tower, water heating furnace, and water-lifting equipment. Since steam engines couldn't yet be widely distributed, water lifting relied on tragically inefficient animal-powered treadmills or even more primitive human-powered chain pumps. As for heating, they dared not use boilers, opting instead for water heaters where cold water flowed through a serpentine pipe inside a furnace to be heated.

These devices were designed for robustness, simplicity, and durability, since finding mechanical maintenance personnel in this time-space proved impossible—elders would have to perform such work themselves—not to mention that replacement parts had to be shipped from Lingao. The simpler and more durable the equipment, the less after-sales service required. The mechanical system simply didn't have enough personnel for extensive customer service.

Huang Tianyu had brought several apprentices and a renovation team from the Lingao General Construction Company to Macau, completing the installation in a week. Afterward, he performed maintenance for existing customers, replacing the gears and chain drives of animal and human-powered machines—the quality of old products was concerning. Since the Manufacturing Supervision Department had spontaneously formed a "Product Reliability Office," new products showed much improved durability.

The Ministry of Light Industry hoped to profit handsomely from sanitary equipment, so they placed high value on follow-up service. In an era where they could only provide expensive goods with poor reliability and low efficiency, failing to deliver good after-sales service was commercial suicide.

Because Huang Shunlong had Embroidered Uniform Guard guests staying with him, he feared trouble should they encounter Australians. He had asked Huang Tianyu to come at night. After the watches began, Huang Tianyu quietly arrived at the Huang residence with his apprentices, carrying rattan chests full of tools and parts.

However, the equipment was located in a courtyard adjacent to Lin Ming's. Huang Tianyu never dreamed that someone in that courtyard was still awake—and that this someone recognized him.

Li Yongxun quietly opened the moon gate and crept out along the wall. Not far down the corridor stood a small open door, brightly lit, with banging sounds emanating from within. Curious but cautious, she dared not peek directly through the doorway—the light would reveal her shadow. Instead, she carefully circled to the courtyard wall where a decorative openwork window was set, and leaned in to peer through.

A strange pavilion stood in the courtyard, visible even from their guest quarters. It was tall, with flying eaves and upturned corners and windows on all sides, but she'd never seen them open. Li Yongxun had initially found it mysterious—Lin Ming had speculated it was likely where Huang Shunlong monitored his guests. He had also shared much about Huang Shunlong's "glorious history."

"This man has a sickness of the heart; being cautious everywhere is natural," Lin Ming had warned her. "Don't be a busybody."

Now she discovered that this pavilion was exceedingly odd. The lower half was completely elevated on brick and stone pillars, with no stairs leading up. Instead, a black iron pipe-like object extended vertically from the ground into the bottom of the pavilion.

The iron pipe ran along the ground on brick piers into a bungalow at the courtyard's far end. The building was unremarkable, its doors and windows flung wide open and the interior brightly lit. Several figures busied themselves inside, their hammering and banging unclear in purpose.

Li Yongxun had acquired some skills in stealth, wall-climbing, and tracking, but with her limited mobility, she could only strain her eyes to observe. Fortunately, the doors and windows were large and the lighting bright; she could make out strange machines inside. She recalled that before Governor-General Wang's campaign against the bald ones, when the Violet House in Guangzhou had been raided, several Australian machines had been confiscated. Idle onlookers had flocked to see them. She and her cousin had pestered her brother-in-law to take them as well. These looked similar.

"Hmph, Boss Huang has close dealings with the bald bandits," Li Yongxun thought. Just then, a seven-foot-tall man emerged from the building, his long gown tucked into his waist and covered in oil stains. A young man quickly brought a large mug:

"Master, have some tea."

"Mm." The big man took the mug and gulped it down, then wiped his mouth after setting it aside. The light shone directly on his face—Li Yongxun nearly cried out: Who else could it be but Manager Huang! He hadn't changed much, except for a hair bun atop his head, probably to deceive people.

So this wretched medicine merchant who had looked at her with lecherous eyes and threatened to strip her pants and spank her was actually a bald bandit! A low-class artisan bandit at that! Hmph, now you've walked right into my trap! Li Yongxun smiled smugly: let's see who strips whose pants and spanks whom.

While she fantasized about how this wretched man would howl for mercy and weep under her ancestral court flogging techniques, she suddenly heard someone in the courtyard ask: "The pipes in the heater look fine—maybe we don't need to change them?"

Huang Tianyu had no idea that a girl on the other side of the wall wanted to strip his pants and coveted his buttocks. He returned the cup to his apprentice and strode back inside. Two apprentices were dismantling and inspecting the heater. He examined the serpentine water pipe—bronze was indeed more durable than cast iron, though the supply remained scarce—picked up a wrench, disassembled the pipe, looked inside, and shook his head:

"Still have to change it." He pointed at the thick layer of scale lining the pipe and told the apprentices, "This is scale. Accumulated scale will gradually block the pipe. At best, it causes insufficient hot water supply; if severe, the pipe could burst. This is just a general heater; if it were a boiler, scale could cause an explosion. So always check for scale accumulation during maintenance."

The apprentices listened respectfully. One asked:

"Master, I checked the water here; it's clearly very clear. Where does this scale come from?"

"This involves the difference between 'hard water' and 'soft water.' As we've discussed before: natural water contains various soluble minerals..."

"Liar. How can water be hard?" Li Yongxun thought to herself. "And soft water!"

"Replace the heating pipe. We'll take this one back—it might still be usable after treatment." Huang Tianyu finished his explanation about minerals in water and instructed the apprentices to proceed with their work. Disassembled parts were recycled per regulations—not only for cost savings but also for the Reliability Office to analyze and improve quality.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 794 – Li Yongxun's Reconnaissance

Lin Ming rose in the morning and, attended by two maids, indulged in a comfortable petal bath that left him feeling thoroughly refreshed. He changed clothes and strolled leisurely to the main hall—a moderate amount of pleasant exertion had proven beneficial to body and mind. Lin Ming was physically and mentally delighted at this moment. Seeing a full set of fine porcelain containing breakfast already laid out on the redwood round table, his mood brightened further.

Li Yongxun, however, seemed preoccupied, unable to finish even a bowl of high-quality raw fish porridge. Because his desires had been thoroughly satisfied by the previous night's "great battle," Lin Ming's "familial affection" for his sister-in-law had increased considerably today. He asked with concern:

"Does your foot still hurt?"

"It doesn't hurt." Li Yongxun had tossed and turned after returning to her room, unable to sleep as she pondered how to deal with the bald bandits. She had wanted to wake her brother-in-law overnight to arrest them but feared his wrath—she now understood something of men's foul tempers. "A moment of spring night is worth a thousand gold," and the consequences of interrupting her brother-in-law's spring night would have been severe indeed.

"Brother-in-law," Li Yongxun stammered, "this Master Huang is secretly dealing with the bald bandits, isn't he?"

"Of course. If he wasn't, where did you think yesterday's delicacies came from?" Lin Ming replied lightly.

"But the bald bandits are overseas barbarians usurping prefectures and counties... Lord Wang even launched a campaign against them..." Li Yongxun sensed her brother-in-law lacked enthusiasm for catching bald bandits. "I saw them last night—there are bald bandits right here in the Huang residence. Why not arrest them and send them to Guangzhou? It would be a merit for you, brother-in-law..."

Lin Ming set down his porridge bowl and scolded in a low voice: "Arrest them and send them to Guangzhou—to invite the bald thief navy back to Guangzhou's city walls? A woman's short-sightedness!"

Though the bald thief navy had retreated after invading Guangzhou, everyone from top to bottom understood this outcome had resulted from Governor Li "negotiating terms." It wasn't because the bald bandits had been defeated or feared the Court. Why provoke the tiger's whiskers for no reason when he had nothing pressing to attend to?

Seeing his sister-in-law's face cloud with displeasure, Lin Ming realized his words had been too harsh. He explained patiently: "What use is catching bald bandits? If you want to catch one, Proprietor Guo—the big bald bandit boss himself—will soon return to Guangzhou openly and grandly. Governor Li will probably even send congratulatory gifts. Who dares catch bald bandits now?"

"But—" Li Yongxun's loyal heart toward the Court and her desire for personal revenge intertwined, still pushing her to make a final effort.

"The bald bandits haven't wronged us; there's no need to make enemies of them. Besides, if you arrested him and sent him to Guangzhou, they'd just release him anyway."

"No need to release him," Li Yongxun said eagerly. "Don't hand him to the yamen—take him back to the Battalion headquarters for private interrogation. I don't believe all bald bandits have iron teeth and bronze mouths. They'll confess their treasonous plots..."

Lin Ming sipped his porridge unhurriedly, letting her ramble freely. Only when she finished did he say leisurely: "Eat your breakfast first. After the meal, I'll take you out for a walk."

Li Yongxun instantly felt deflated, realizing her brother-in-law had no intention of dealing with the bald bandits. Filled with indignation, she simply refused to eat breakfast in a fit of pique. After the meal, she even declined when her brother-in-law offered to take her out.

"I don't feel well." Li Yongxun affected an attitude she considered quite cool. Lin Ming recognized she was throwing a tantrum and simply ignored her. As it happened, Huang Shunlong had invited him to discuss matters, so he made a few perfunctory remarks and departed.

Once Lin Ming left, Li Yongxun felt her patriotic enthusiasm had not only gone unsupported but had been mocked by her brother-in-law. Depressed, she lay on the bed and wept. After crying for a while and hearing only silence around her, she concluded that weeping was useless if no one heard or comforted her, so she stopped.

"Hmph, if you won't arrest them, I will! I, Li Yongxun, am a true loyalist of the Court!" Li Yongxun's stubborn streak surged. She changed back into men's clothing and hung her small-sized embroidered spring sword at her waist. Though she had long ago returned the stolen Embroidered Uniform Guard badge to the pursuing family servants, in Foshan Lin Ming had been unable to resist her demands and felt having a badge would be safer, so he had given her the badge of a long-vacant Xiaowei Guard position in the Battalion. Li Yongxun hung the badge at her waist, one hand on her sword, the other on her hip, and stood chest out in the center of the hall. Suddenly she felt possessed by generations of Embroidered Uniform Guard commanders!

Li Yongxun abandoned the idea of extracting information from the Huang household's maids and servants: since Huang Shunlong was conducting shady business, his subordinates had surely been trained not to talk to outsiders. Without official status, she could neither threaten nor torture anyone; she could only investigate secretly. Her foot had largely healed—though running remained impossible, walking posed no difficulty. She quietly climbed over a low section of the courtyard wall in the backyard and slipped out.

She didn't know the way at all—fortunately, Macau was small. Huang Shunlong was a famous figure; if she got lost, she could simply hail a sedan chair to take her back. Li Yongxun wandered the alleys after climbing the wall and soon learned from a chatty, bored clerk in a grocery store that the previous night, a sedan chair and seven or eight people had indeed entered the Huang residence through the back door. Several of them had carried rattan chests on their backs that looked heavy.

She also learned these people had come from the direction of Seventh Lane. Li Yongxun proceeded toward Seventh Lane, which appeared no different from the Fifth Lane she had walked the day before. When she noticed the same pointed roof she had seen yesterday, she suddenly realized this group must have come from the pier direction—Fifth Lane and Seventh Lane must run parallel. And the Huang residence was actually not far from the pier.

Li Yongxun followed the alley slowly toward the waterfront. More pedestrians populated this lane—occasionally small vendors, porters, and some barbaric-looking foreigners in strange clothing passed by: red-skinned, yellow-haired, blue-eyed Northern Europeans; light-brown-skinned, black-haired Latins; short, yellow-eyed Southeast Asian natives; short Japanese with messy hair shaved into half-moon shapes; dark-skinned Indians; and authentic Africans, pitch-black all over with only the whites of their eyes showing... One could spot a few of almost every kind here. The grotesque appearances made Li Yongxun quite nervous—terrifying stories about overseas barbarians circulated widely in Guangdong.

Fortunately, no one paid her any attention along the way. Li Yongxun observed her surroundings as she walked. She heard seagull cries not far off and smelled the salty tang of the sea on the wind, knowing she was nearing the shore.

Sure enough, the alley's end opened up where the residential area terminated. Before her lay a large expanse of compacted mud. Several wooden trestles extended into the bay, where many ships were moored. Masts stood like a forest—many were vessels she had never seen before. Several large galleons in particular caught her eye, with massive hulls, masts towering into the clouds, and cannons gleaming in the gun ports... Li Yongxun, seeing European ships for the first time, stood amazed. Ignoring the mud puddles scattered across the ground, she kept walking forward, wanting to get closer for a clearer look.

Piles of goods lay on the ground, covered with reed mats. Teams of coolies, shouting work chants, carried goods wrapped in straw bags and hemp sacks onto the ships in an endless stream. Some packaging was damaged, revealing straw ropes binding porcelain or coarse cloth wrapping silk.

Li Yongxun watched almost dumbfounded—where had she ever witnessed such a large-scale overseas trade operation? She had already forgotten most of her mission to track bald bandits. She simply walked and looked around, wishing she could grow a few more pairs of eyes.

Nearly everything before her aroused her curiosity: even a broken small boat abandoned in the mud, the wreckage of a ship destroyed by storm, and a stone anchor deeply embedded in the mud captured her interest. Walking and watching, she unknowingly reached the pier's far side, which ended at a silted-up dead-water bay where various garbage floated on the surface, emitting foul odors. Li Yongxun covered her nose and hurried back. She found a tea stall on the pier, ordered a pot of tea to rest her feet, and inquired whether any ships from Lingao were present.

"Oh yes, definitely." The tea stall owner was a middle-aged woman. Though called a tea stall, she primarily earned income from hot water—her customers were coolies on the pier who couldn't afford tea, only purchasing some "herbal tea" without actual tea leaves for one or two copper coins to replenish fluids. Selling an entire pot today made her exceedingly enthusiastic.

"Lingao ships come every ten days or so. Three or four at a time." The middle-aged woman pointed to a vessel not far away. "Isn't that one of their ships?"

Li Yongxun looked where she indicated: it was merely an ordinary-looking two-masted large Guangdong ship, nothing special. It simply appeared tidier and cleaner than typical vessels. She felt somewhat disappointed—she had long heard bald bandits possessed great iron ships and had expected to see something remarkable.

On the Lingao ship, a man stood at bow and stern respectively, occasionally scanning their surroundings. Li Yongxun recognized they were likely "lookouts"—it seemed they were extremely careful, probably engaged in some shady business.

"Is it transporting goods?"

"Of course it's transporting goods." The tea-selling auntie wiped the table and sat opposite Li Yongxun. Having no other customers at the moment, she was happy to chat. "Ship after ship of goods. The coolies have to unload for half a day to finish. The goods are moved to a warehouse once unloaded—I hear they're all valuable items. Who doesn't know about Lingao's Australian goods? I'd even like to buy one of their small mirror powder compacts! Pity it costs two taels of silver!"

"Where is the warehouse?"

"Right at the entrance of Fifth Lane." The tea-selling auntie explained that the warehouse was a building specially rented by Lingao people to store and transship goods. Traveling merchants and sailors also lodged there.

Li Yongxun's heart skipped a beat. She looked toward the alley entrance—and spotted a group of people emerging from Fifth Lane. Seven or eight large men surrounded a two-bearer small sedan chair, walking briskly.

"Are these people from Lingao?" she asked.

"Probably." The tea-selling lady looked up and nodded. "See, there are a few with short hair in the group. Who else could they be if not bald people?"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 795 – Outcome

"Thanks." Li Yongxun tossed down a string of copper coins and rose quickly to follow. The pier was cluttered with goods, making concealment easy. Stopping and starting, she slowly approached the trestle.

The sedan chair was carried all the way onto the trestle, halting right beside the ship from Lingao. Li Yongxun hurriedly shrank behind a pile of cargo and peered out cautiously.

She watched as the gangplank was lowered from the Lingao vessel, guarded by several large men. Someone helped a master-like figure out of the sedan chair. He wore a "free-and-easy scarf"—a scholar's cap—and a wide robe, with a rare pair of smoky quartz spectacles perched on his face. The master's movements were clumsy; he fumbled about and required two people half-supporting him to barely ascend the gangplank. Li Yongxun wondered secretly—why was this person behaving so strangely? Perhaps he was ill?

She observed them with keen interest. Suddenly, a thought surfaced—could this be Inspecting Censor Lord Gao?! Li Yongxun's entire body tensed: Of course! Her brother-in-law had said the greatest beneficiaries of Censor Gao's disappearance were two parties: the Folangji and the bald bandits. Either party had motive to kidnap Gao Shunqin.

She stared wide-eyed at the group. The more she looked, the stranger it seemed: the escorting servants surrounded the master so tightly, apparently intentionally blocking others' view. Their behavior was exceedingly suspicious.

Li Yongxun's excitement surged—though apart from their behavior, no concrete evidence proved they were transporting Censor Gao. Yet she was immediately intoxicated by visions of gaining merit, and the more she looked, the more convinced she became that this person was indeed Lord Gao.

Lord Gao had been kidnapped by the bald bandits! Now they were about to take him to Lingao. At this thought, her heart pounded—merely obtaining this intelligence would be an enormous achievement! She had to return and report to her brother-in-law immediately!

Visions of being rewarded for her merit already danced in Li Yongxun's mind. Her brother-in-law would surely turn pale with fury yet find himself helpless. Not to mention her own family—the Li clan held hereditary posts in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, but when had they ever achieved such glorious merit? This great accomplishment might even earn her a Zongqi or Xiaoqi position; she had heard that in the early Ming years, women had served in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, specializing in detection and arrest.

Before her splendid fantasy concluded, she was struck heavily on the back of her head. Without even a groan, she crumpled to the ground.



The Dengyingzhou was a 200-ton three-masted Guangdong ship—the second vessel to bear this name. The first Dengyingzhou, a converted fishing boat, had possessed too small a tonnage and limited cargo capacity. After its modern equipment, including the installed diesel engine, was removed, it had been reconverted to a fishing boat, re-registered in the Ling-Yu sequence, and reassigned to the Fishery Corps.

The new Dengyingzhou had formerly been a pirate ship under Zhu Cailao. After defecting to Lingao, it was repaired and modified specifically for cargo missions on the Lingao-Macau route. Because it was fully armed, it also served as an escort vessel.

In a secret cabin below deck, someone said, "It's a woman!"

"Do you need to point that out?" another person by the bunk retorted. "Just look at her rear—do men have rears this shapely?"

Li Yongxun lay on a fixed bunk in the cabin, hands and feet shackled to the bed frame. After receiving a blow from a rubber baton and being quietly brought aboard the Dengyingzhou, she had been given a sedative to prevent her from making noise upon waking. Several men surrounded her with interest while a young woman searched her body carefully, occasionally placing discovered items into a cardboard box beside her.

Li Yongxun didn't carry much: a handkerchief, a little loose silver, a compact mirror... Most notable were the small embroidered spring sword and a dagger she carried.

Li Yan withdrew the sword, examined it, and checked the scabbard: apart from the characters "Li" and "Qian," there were no other markings—especially no unit or serial number. This wasn't an official-issue weapon.

"This woman is probably named Li Qian," he concluded.

"Why was she tailing us while carrying a sword like this?"

"Because she's this." Jiang Shan, who had been watching Political Security Bureau officer Ke Yun conduct the body search, frowned and extracted a wooden tablet—still warm from body heat—from the box. "This is an Embroidered Uniform Guard badge."

"Embroidered Uniform Guard?!" someone muttered. "Does the Great Ming have women in the Embroidered Uniform Guard?"

"Difficult to say." Jiang Shan turned the badge over and over. "It says 'Guard' of the Foshan Battalion..."

"Just ask when she wakes up."

"The Embroidered Uniform Guard is remarkably efficient, tracking us to Macau so quickly. Our smoke screen didn't work."

"This woman appears to be one of the two Embroidered Uniform Guards who came to Huang Shunlong's house yesterday." Jiang Shan rubbed his chin noncommittally. A pity he didn't have the files at hand; he would have to return to Lingao to check for relevant data. Huang Shunlong's attitude toward the transmigrators had grown increasingly positive over the past six months. He had begun providing intelligence he was previously unwilling to share.

Li Yongxun's identity was clarified even before they returned to Lingao, however. Huang Tianyu was also aboard this ship bound for Lingao. Hearing that a female Embroidered Uniform Guard had been captured, he immediately ran over to see the spectacle.

"Isn't this the runaway girl from the Embroidered Uniform Guard!" Huang Tianyu recognized at once the girl who had drugged him—this little minx had cost him a bottle of ketchup and a bottle of chili sauce for nothing.

"You know her?" Jiang Shan asked curiously.

"Of course. This girl is full of tricks." Huang Tianyu then recounted meeting Li Yongxun en route while traveling to Foshan with Liu San and the others.

"Liu San and I even wrote a detailed report after returning."

"I must read it when I get back," Jiang Shan said, then instructed Ke Yun, "Watch her!"

"Yes, Chief!"

Jiang Shan returned with the others to the conference room in the poop deck. He said:

"Although this girl isn't an actual Embroidered Uniform Guard, she's closely connected to them. Since her brother-in-law is a genuine Trial Centurion of the Foshan Battalion and is currently in Macau, it means the Embroidered Uniform Guard has definitely caught a scent."

"So transferring Old Gao in time was the right call," said Jiang Qiuyan, the sole psychiatrist from the Ministry of Health accompanying them. "The Great Ming still has law enforcement powers in Macau—though their reaction time is considerably slower." His task was to participate in the interrogation as a psychoanalyst.

Originally, the Executive Committee had intended to eliminate Gao Shunqin on the spot. However, the intelligence department believed that as an important official who had served in both central and local government, Gao Shunqin possessed a clear understanding of high-level regime operations and knew much about officialdom and current affairs—this was entirely unlike the caliber of Wu Mingjin and others currently under their control. He could serve as a valuable intelligence source to enrich the Foreign Intelligence Bureau's database. Furthermore, the mainland strategy had only just begun; there was no immediate need to physically eliminate officials. Therefore, with Executive Committee approval, Gao Shunqin was transferred to Lingao.

Li Yan asked, "What do we do with this girl?"

"Throw her directly into the sea—clean and neat."

"No," Jiang Shan countered. "This girl is of no use to us, but we should interrogate her to clarify matters first. Besides, what Lingao lacks now is women. Don't waste resources."

"Need to supplement nutrition," Huang Tianyu blurted out nonsensically. Several men laughed maliciously: Li Yongxun wasn't bad-looking and had unbound feet. Her figure and face were both somewhat lolita-like.



Li Yongxun's bizarre disappearance placed a confusing full stop on the entire Gao Shunqin case. After two days of fruitless searching, Lin Ming was forced to seek help from the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate—he had to fabricate a claim that he'd found clues about Gao Shunqin in Macau. The Assistant Magistrate wouldn't negotiate with the Folangji to locate his sister-in-law.

Upon hearing that Censor Gao's whereabouts had been discovered, the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate and Xiangshan Magistrate dared not delay, arriving in Macau successively to negotiate with the Folangji. The Macau Senate dared not disobey the Great Ming government's demands and immediately ordered a city-wide search.

Yet neither Gao Shunqin nor Li Yongxun could be found. Only from the tea stall mistress on the pier did Lin Ming learn that Li Yongxun had appeared there and inquired about Lingao people—and that she had left the stall after observing a group of Australians pass by. This greatly increased suspicion of the bald bandits. At his request, the Portuguese searched the Lingao warehouse in Fifth Lane and arrested several people—immediate interrogation revealed they were all Macau locals hired to guard the goods.

Just as he wanted to investigate Australian properties and visiting ships in Macau further, a message arrived from Guangzhou: Li Fengjie wanted him not to harass the Australians too aggressively—he feared provoking another incident like the shelling of the Bogue forts or the burning of the Wuyang Relay Station. With this message, the wind shifted: the Xiangshan Assistant Magistrate declared that without evidence Gao Shunqin had ever been in Macau, continuing the search was inappropriate. The Portuguese also gradually ceased cooperation.

Lin Ming had accepted bribes and was now isolated in Macau. He had never truly believed Gao Shunqin was in Macau and had found no clues after days of searching. Continuing to look for Li Yongxun under the pretext of searching for Censor Gao became unsustainable.

Lin Ming's face was iron-blue: his sister-in-law had most likely fallen into the hands of the bald bandits—though he couldn't fathom why they had taken her. She might have already been transported to Lingao. The matter had become exceedingly thorny. Setting aside that Lingao was now bald bandit territory, even in the past, Qiongzhou had been a miasmic land that officials avoided.

After all, she was his relative. When Qianqian's family had come to retrieve her unsuccessfully, he had patted his chest guaranteeing her safety in Guangdong. Now she had been abducted by bald bandits—and their reputation for lechery was no joke! If something happened to her, he would have a difficult time facing his wife.

"Dammit, you street-dropping bald bandits!" Lin Ming ground his teeth. "I will definitely wipe you out!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 796 – The Slaves of Tiandu

Acrid smoke from the explosives still hung in the air, the choking haze lingering over the mining pit at Huangni Ridge and refusing to disperse. A train of ore cars rattled along behind a small locomotive that puffed and hissed steam, heading toward the extraction face. This was a commuter train carrying the mid-shift workers to their posts. Simple benches had been installed on the flatbed cars, and the workers sat or stood as the train moved along, every one of them fully equipped: rattan safety helmets, twenty-four-layer gauze respirators, safety goggles fashioned from glass and coconut shells, thick mining work clothes, and towels tied around their necks. These were all naturalized workers—the core workforce of the Mining Bureau and the foundation of mass support for the Ausong regime in Sanya. The generous provision of labor protection reflected this consideration: the most difficult period of Sanya's development had passed, and continuing to expend trained and purified laborers in a human-wave approach to development was simply uneconomical for the Council of Elders.

The sun beat down upon the barren valley. What had once flourished with lush subtropical vegetation had been stripped bare, exposing the red earth beneath. The dense plant cover that once filled the valley was gone, and ore car tracks and telegraph poles now formed a web across the valley floor and hillsides. Steam engines installed at various points periodically belched black smoke and white vapor while the roar of machinery emanated from the Tiandu repair shop.

The Tiandu River had dwindled to a murky trickle running down the center of its bed—carrying nothing but industrial wastewater discharged from the mines and the small machine shop at Tiandu. Domestic sewage was diverted to irrigate the few cultivated fields nearby.

The river had shrunk because the reservoir built upstream of Tiandu Town was now complete, intercepting the flow to supply drinking water for the settlement and industrial water for the mines. The Tiandu River's volume had always been modest, and without the reservoir, a stable water supply could not have been guaranteed.

Now it was the dry season of winter. With upstream flow dramatically reduced, the reservoir had ceased releasing water, and natural flow to the lower Tiandu River had stopped entirely.

A group of half-naked slaves were unloading freshly delivered iron ore from the extraction face in the valley's ore yard. Their bare torsos were coated with ore dust; straw hats and cloth strips wrapped around their faces served as their only protection. Overseers selected from the most reliable naturalized citizens supervised the slaves' labor—one overseer assigned to every fifty men. They carried no whips or clubs, only cloth bags filled with bamboo tallies.

For every basket of ore loaded or unloaded, a slave received a bamboo tally from the overseer. To eat their fill, they had to meet their work quota and collect the prescribed number of tallies. The consequence of slacking was hunger, leading to weakness the following day and eventually gradual starvation under the burden of heavy labor. Slaves who refused to work outright were executed on the spot, their corpses hung on the gallows at the slave camp to dry—remaining there until a new victim replaced them.

The overseers monitored the entire labor process but carried no weapons. No matter what weapon one bore, a single man stood no chance against fifty. Should resistance occur, any weapon would only fall into insurgent hands.

As a backstop, at least one squad of soldiers was stationed near any site where slaves worked collectively, ready to deploy for armed suppression at a moment's notice. Sentries in watchtowers built on slopes and hilltops used telescopes to monitor every corner of the mine and valley at all times—per their orders, these sentries possessed authority to shoot any "suspicious-looking" slave on sight.

Initially, the slaves' work efficiency had been low. But after a few days, once they fully grasped the "Hair-Clippers'" labor policy, productivity soared. In fact, slave labor efficiency at the mines and roadbed projects in Sanya far exceeded the estimates of many Elders who had questioned the use of slave labor. The former HR professionals in the Planning Commission didn't attribute this to high-pressure policies—the key was effective labor management.

"If a sweatshop with basic human rights can be managed, why can't slaves who don't even possess the right to survival?" remarked one Elder who had once worked in HR at a sweatshop. "If slave labor efficiency were truly that poor, why would Southern slave owners have spent good money purchasing slaves from Africa and even gone to war over it?"

The arrival of the first batch of Southeast Asian slaves finally gave the Sanya District expendable replacements. Naturally, slaves remained few in number—insufficient for large-scale consumption—but at least the naturalized workers could now be freed from the most dangerous and arduous tasks. In his discussions, Quark Qiong had told Wang Luobin that he could guarantee the import of 1,500 slaves per month through the end of March 1631. If more investors could be found and supplies from Batavia held steady, 2,000 per month would pose no problem.

Wang Luobin made a rough calculation: at 1,500 arrivals monthly, the ten months from March to December would bring 15,000 slaves. By year's end, after accounting for permanent attrition, the total slave population in Sanya should reach approximately 10,000. This would be more than sufficient to guarantee Tiandu's mining operations, enable extraction of manganese and phosphate ore from Damao, and still leave a considerable labor surplus for ports, roads, and other infrastructure projects.

Compared to the Planning Commission's painstaking allocation of manpower—constantly fretting over accident rates and death rates per ten thousand tons—using slave labor was refreshingly straightforward. As long as the Planning Commission could supply Sanya with enough sugar and rum to exchange for slaves, labor would no longer represent a bottleneck constraining development.

From the start of mining at the site in late October to the present—a little over two months—the iron ore extracted from the Huangni Ridge open-pit mine had already formed several small hills ten meters high in the ore yard, despite labor shortages and intermittent explosives supplies. At this rate, conditions for establishing regular cargo shipping of iron ore between Lingao and Sanya had been met—though the first shipment would arrive about a month later than Wang Luobin had originally projected.

For ore export, the railway extending from the mine to the Anyoule dock had been completed, but the dock's loading and unloading equipment had not yet arrived. Without rubber, convenient and efficient conveyor belts remained impossible, so the Manufacturing Directorate had been forced to prototype a chain bucket elevator first. This equipment was supposed to have been installed and tested by the end of December 1630, but due to quality issues with the chains, the machinery had still not materialized even after the New Year holiday.

Ji Runzhi surveyed the construction site of the Jinjiling Industrial Zone, still in its foundational stage. The area presently comprised nothing but desolate hillside. Ji Yuan was using surveying instruments to take measurements while Ji Shu held the ranging pole. This was the Jinjiling area west of Tiandu Town; though called a "ridge," it was actually gently sloping terrain with large flat expanses. The nearby Sanya River provided ample water, making it convenient for manufacturing development.

All of Sanya's planned industrial enterprises—the coconut processing plant, soap factory, food processing plant—were scheduled to break ground in 1631 and commence production that same year. The coconut oil production at the integrated coconut processing plant was especially urgent for Lingao's material-starved industrial system, which faced bottlenecks at every turn.

"I wonder how those fellows enjoyed their New Year celebrations," Ji Runzhi grumbled as he jotted down several key points in his notebook. Had it not been for the need to further refine Sanya's development plan, he wouldn't have needed to stay. But he had calculated that returning for the New Year would inevitably mean debriefings, report writing, and a whole array of official and social obligations that would leave him little time to complete the master plan for Sanya's development.

If the plan couldn't be adjusted in time, it would create considerable difficulties for subsequent construction—especially for the Planning Commission's material allocation and large equipment scheduling. In the end, Ji Runzhi had decided not to return to Lingao for the New Year, remaining in Sanya to continue revising the plan.

Sanya's previous plan had been rather rudimentary and contained many irrational elements, particularly regarding city layout. After arriving in Sanya, Ji Runzhi had drawn up an entirely new master plan.

First, he revised Anyoule's designated function. The old plan had envisioned building it into a commercial port city—a model for the transmigrator nation. But after on-site surveying and research, Ji Runzhi concluded that this plot of land was simply too small. It measured just over a kilometer from north to south and barely 600 meters from east to west—adequate as a small town, but utterly inadequate as a showcase city representing the transmigrators. In the new plan, Anyoule's status was significantly downgraded: it would serve merely as a specialized port for iron ore exports.

For the site of Sanya City, Ji Runzhi felt it best to follow the layout of the old timeline, locating it at the mouth of the Sanya River. While the Sanya River estuary couldn't function as a major port, the surrounding area offered extensive flat land suitable for urban construction. It would serve as the living and commercial center of the entire Sanya Special Zone, with the river mouth functioning as a small fishing harbor.

Military and port functions would center on Yulin Fort, arranged along the coast east of Gouling Mountain and west of Yulin Harbor. The coastline there stretched five kilometers; in the old timeline, it had been the site of the Yulin Naval Base, and it would serve the same purpose here—as an Army and Navy base and a major commercial port. Large cargo warehousing and logistics centers would also be located there.

To the southwest of Yulin Fort, the sloping seaside land from Dadonghai to Luhuitou would be designated as a future resort and sanatorium district. Though the Council of Elders had no intention of developing this area at present, protecting the local vegetation and ecology while preventing industrial and shipping pollution could begin immediately.

Though the Dadonghai area contained some hills, they were low—essentially serving as the transportation corridor linking the Yulin base with Sanya City. Building a road or even a railway connecting the two would not prove difficult.

Tiandu's role would remain unchanged: in addition to serving as the Mining Bureau's headquarters, it would combine with the Jinjiling Industrial Zone to its west to form Sanya's industrial center.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 797 - The Sanya Militia

Ji Runzhi had sacrificed the entire New Year holiday to this plan. To lighten his own burden, he delegated the drafting of planning maps to his apprentices, Ji Yuan and Ji Shu. Under his tutelage, the two children had already mastered drafting instruments. As top students who had earned their Grade-B diplomas within a single year, their aptitude was exceptional—they absorbed practical skills almost effortlessly.

Yet talent cultivated in this manner would ultimately produce nothing more than skilled technicians. They lacked the capacity for independent thought, the vision to grasp the broader picture. They were useful as stopgaps, nothing more. Neither was suited to inherit his mantle. Ji Runzhi resolved that once Sanya's construction was on stable footing, he would start fresh—beginning with the fundamentals of mathematics, geography, and physics, then gradually advancing into architecture and urban planning.

"Time to wrap up!" Ji Runzhi noticed the sun sinking toward the horizon. A glance at his watch confirmed it was past four o'clock. Winter days were short, and lingering in the field after dark meant groping one's way home. Even under a bright moon, the light remained too dim for modern eyes accustomed to streetlamps. One misstep into a ditch or down a slope could mean a nasty fall.

He led his apprentices homeward, first returning to Tiandu Town, where he would catch the small train to Yulin Fort.

On the Tiandu Town platform, he encountered Xi Yazhou. Xi wore a combat uniform with a steel helmet on his head, its crown ringed with branches and leaves—not for camouflage, but for shade. Even in winter, Sanya's sun remained fierce.

Xi Yazhou stood on the platform backed by a column of laborers in neat formation, clad in rattan safety helmets and work clothes. Despite uniforms stained black with sweat and dust, the workers held their second-generation standard spears with spirited bearing.

"...Today's formation and marching drill was excellent!" Xi Yazhou rested his hand on his command saber. "You've trained up your spirit and your courage! You now carry yourselves as militia of the Council should!..."

The drill concluded with the militia shouting in unison three times: "For the Council of Elders and the People!" Ji Runzhi waited until Xi Yazhou had finished speaking and given the order to dismiss before walking over.

"Been drilling often lately?" Ji Runzhi knew that ever since the first batch of slaves had arrived, Xi Yazhou had been conducting militia training.

Xi Yazhou removed the Type 80 steel helmet from his head—the thing was dead weight, and after wearing it all afternoon his neck ached. He stripped the branches from the helmet's camouflage net and mopped his sweat with a towel before finally catching his breath.

"Old Wang says we'll have over ten thousand slaves here by year's end. How can we not train the militia fast? A slave uprising—" he chuckled darkly "—would be more than we could handle."

Ever since Quark Qiong's visit, Sanya had officially made its debut before the world. News that a new commercial port existed at the southern tip of Hainan Island would spread quickly. What followed, besides merchant ships hoping to crack open trade with China, might include Chinese and Western pirates, the Spanish authorities in Manila, and both East India Companies—all of whom might attack for various reasons. After studying the situation, Xi Yazhou had concluded that the greatest threats were the Spanish authorities and the rival fleets of Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang. Of these three, the latter two were more dangerous. If they launched an attack, could the garrison really hold them off with the Navy's six sub-100-ton fishery patrol boats and their muzzle-loading rifled guns that fired once every three minutes? The 8154, which had been their trump card, had been recalled to Lingao.

"The Army is still more reliable," Xi Yazhou muttered. But even the Army was stretched thin. His available ground forces, including the Marine Platoon, amounted to no more than four hundred men. He was confident he could repel any landing pirates, but once his troops concentrated for battle, they couldn't protect the facilities scattered along the shore. If slaves then seized the opportunity for a mass uprising, Sanya would be reduced to a smoking hellscape.

The only solution was an armed militia. For months, Xi Yazhou had been selecting "politically reliable, firmly committed" laborer squads and putting entire units through military rotation training. As Sanya's garrison commander, he had poured his heart into this effort, even forgoing his chance to return to Lingao to stay and train the militia personally.

The two of them boarded the train from Tiandu to Yulin Fort together. Though they were Elders, the train offered no luxury carriage for them. Their only distinction from workers commuting home was occupying a car by themselves—the same open-topped flatbed car.

"The workers have good discipline and organization," Xi Yazhou said, unbuttoning his uniform jacket to let the wind blow through. "A little training and they'd make excellent soldiers. Too bad we lack weapons. We've got precious few Minié rifles here. The militia have to make do with cold steel—who'd have thought we'd still be drilling pike-and-shot and practicing Spanish infantry squares."

"Why not apply to the General Staff for some rifles?"

"Hmph." Xi Yazhou snorted, lighting himself a cigarette. "Want one?"

"No, thanks."

"A few Minié rifles wouldn't be a problem, but the Executive Committee won't give us more." Xi Yazhou didn't want to dwell on the subject and turned to gaze at the scenery slowly receding behind them. The last time he'd cabled the General Staff on this issue, he'd requested five hundred Minié rifles for militia training and equipment. The General Staff had replied that rifle stocks were limited. Their eventual solution was to ship him one thousand hand grenades, one hundred training grenades, and two hundred training rifles.

With only formation and bayonet drills, the militia could still be thrown into battle—but when the time came to pick up rifles, militia without shooting practice would only be good for making noise. Xi Yazhou had no choice but to dip into the dispatch battalion's reserve rifles, issuing them in batches so the militia could practice marksmanship.

"Could it be a manifestation of Director Wen's generational-gap theory?" Ji Runzhi mused. "Keeping a technological gap between regulars and militia to ensure the regulars can suppress any militia uprising."

Though the theory of maintaining a technological gap between armed forces had never been formally proposed, it had many adherents among the Elders—to the point of being treated as gospel.

Xi Yazhou finally couldn't contain his frustration: "Generation gap, my ass! At least give the militia Brown Besses. Training with spears—the gap's too damn wide. If the enemy comes, are we supposed to have the militia form a Spanish tercio? Even tercios had harquebusiers for support. We might as well go full Macedonian phalanx."

The two disembarked at Yulin Fort. He Fanghuai had already returned from "inspecting defenses." Per regulations, all Elders stationed at remote posts had to take turns on duty, ensuring at least one Elder was awake at all times. Today was He Fanghuai's shift.

"Old Xi!" He Fanghuai waved a telegram in his hand. "Tomorrow the Dajing is bringing the bucket elevator and ore-dressing equipment—we'll be shipping the first iron ore load any day now!"

"Good heavens, not a single specialist here, and they're sending equipment to install!" Ji Runzhi exclaimed. "None of the three of us knows anything about machinery."

"There'll be an Elder coming with the ship," He Fanghuai said. "Plus quite a few people." He winked at Xi Yazhou. "The female servants we commissioned the General Affairs Office to draw lots for will be arriving with the ship too."

"Hell yes, that's great news!" Xi Yazhou had been lucky in the lottery, drawing a Grade-B, and was especially eager.

"At least there'll be someone to do laundry," He Fanghuai said. "Let's throw a drinking party tonight. Drink up everything in the care packages! Too bad there's no girl to do a striptease!"

A few days earlier, the stationed Elders had all learned from private telegrams about the Year's End banquet—the "wine pools and meat forests" and the cosplay extravaganza. The stranded personnel were green with envy. They didn't much care about the food and drink, but missing the sight of all that bare thigh felt like a genuine loss.

"You're on duty tonight," Xi Yazhou reminded him.

"I'll drink kvass instead." He Fanghuai shrugged. "Actually, with my alcohol tolerance, I'm just as alert after eight beers..."

On the day before New Year's, to compensate the stationed Elders who couldn't return to Lingao for the Year's End banquet, the General Affairs Office had shipped "care packages" via Navy transport to every overseas Elder.

The care packages came in sturdy wooden crates resembling ammunition boxes. Inside were many items preserved by the Planning Commission from the old timeline: one tin each of PLA-issue braised beef, luncheon meat, Western ham, and anchovy; one jar each of Sichuan pickles, Korean kimchi, Jinzhou assorted vegetables, and chili sauce produced by the Tianchu Food Factory. For a festive atmosphere, there were five hundred grams of sliced and dried Ningbo New Year's cake, to be boiled or stir-fried at one's pleasure. Beverages included four bottles of beer, two bottles of rum, and six bottles of kvass, packed separately in specialized drink cases before being boxed. Regardless of whether the recipient smoked, everyone received one carton of "Gold Saint Ship"—the highest-grade cigarette newly developed by the Monopoly Bureau exclusively for Elders (though in truth it tasted no different from the regular variety). Additionally, there was one tin each of coffee and tea, two hundred fifty grams of white sugar, and two hundred fifty grams of assorted fruit candies.

By old-timeline standards, the contents were pitifully meager. But to the Elders, they were delicacies brimming with nostalgia. If instant noodles hadn't been completely exhausted, many Elders would have loved a few packets for old times' sake—even though the Elder's Cafeteria now made yi-fu noodles flavored with real chicken broth.

That evening, Xi Yazhou ordered the Army quartermaster to purchase several sheep from the immigrant villages settled at Anyoule and elsewhere—the Tiandihui also operated among these villages. After slaughtering the sheep, they improved the troops' rations. The best cuts were set aside for the Elders' lamb feast, supplemented with opened care-package canned goods. They washed down grilled lamb and seafood with beer, and capped the meal with stir-fried New Year's cake with luncheon meat and spinach to celebrate the just-passed New Year.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 798 - The General Machinery Plant

The Manufacturing Directorate's General Machinery Plant stood in the Bairren Industrial Zone. Although the Directorate controlled many manufacturing enterprises, the Machinery Plant was its heart—most of the mechanical equipment brought from the old timeline, aside from reserves set aside as STC stock, was installed here. Specialized workshops included machining, assembly, metalworking, riveting and welding, forging, heat treatment, casting, electroplating, woodworking, standard parts, bearings, chains, and measuring tools—a full complement of professional facilities. The plant not only manufactured various mechanical equipment but also mass-produced the standardized components, tools, and measuring instruments common to all industrial sectors. It was the core of the transmigration enterprise's industrial system.

Beyond these functions, the Machinery Plant had another vital mission: industrial self-replication—ultimately achieving the goal of enabling the entire industrial system to replicate and upgrade itself without relying on old-timeline equipment.

In earlier days, the General Machinery Plant had been nothing more than brick pillars topped with bamboo poles and straw-mat roofing in a makeshift shed. As the Lingao regime grew stronger, conditions had improved dramatically. Like the Bopu Arsenal, it had gradually become a tightly guarded fortress. Atop a one-meter-high reinforced concrete foundation rose a five-meter-high wall of exposed red brick, crowned with dense crenellations and watchtowers. The walls themselves incorporated workshops, warehouses, and offices. Two round red-brick towers flanked a deep, tall gate. On the reinforced concrete lintel above the entrance, red glass fragments spelled out: "Manufacturing Directorate Subordinate Bairren General Machinery Plant." On the tower walls flanking the gate, cast-iron arms with bulging muscles extended outward, gripping iron torches. At night, coal-gas flames roared from the torches, illuminating the entire gatehouse.

Inside the General Machinery Plant, the roar of machinery never ceased day or night; black smoke and white steam billowed constantly. Those holding special passes who were permitted to work and study inside would see, upon entering the gate, a circular plaza with a modern sculpture symbolizing industrial power at its center—though nine out of ten natives couldn't make sense of it.

Surrounding the plaza were three-story buildings housing administration and offices. From the plaza, a cinder road wide enough for four loaded wagons to pass abreast stretched forward. On either side stood high-roofed factory buildings with wrought-iron truss structures and red-brick walls—truss construction was fast and lightweight, the mainstream for modern workshops. Light rail tracks set in concrete roadbeds ran between the buildings.

On the east and west sides of the road stood two power stations. The steam engines' immense output was transmitted via overhead line shafts to the ceilings of each workshop, then distributed to individual machines through belts and gearboxes. Though the workshops relied on line-shaft power, electricity was still available—each machine tool had its own illumination lamp for workers to use during operations. Along the walls, blue coal-gas flames burned day and night behind explosion-proof lamp housings, casting brilliant light. Cast-iron water pipes fixed to the walls delivered a constant supply of cooling water to the machine tools that needed it.

The workshops were filled with water vapor, coal smoke, machine oil, and the smell of hot steel. The roar of running equipment mingled with the shrill grind of machining and the clang of loading materials. Natives visiting for the first time were invariably awestruck, then humbled by the "divine power" of industry. The Elders' ability to command such power at will inspired profound reverence.

The naturalized citizens working here were the elite among naturalized citizens. In a traditional agricultural society, people suited to modern machine work were rare. Those who could work at the Machinery Plant—even as general laborers—were dexterous and quick-witted natives, almost all under twenty years old, with exceptional learning ability.

The working conditions of early industrialization were brutally harsh. Exhaust, noise, vibration, and highly concentrated labor imposed enormous physical strain. To preserve the health of these painstakingly trained industrial workers and ensure they could serve the transmigration enterprise for the long term, not only were workers well compensated, but the factory zone also provided a cafeteria, public baths, a health station, and temporary dormitories. Every effort was made to supply protective equipment: cotton-yarn gloves, work clothes, face masks, safety goggles, and ear muffs—all locally produced in Lingao.

At the end of the road stood another high wall. The gate flanked by watchtowers was kept closed. Pedestrians used a small side door; only when wagons or rail cars carrying large goods arrived would the main gate open. At such times, armed sentries stood guard, barring any unauthorized personnel from entering.

Beyond the heavily guarded gate lay two of the Council of Elders' only four integrated machining centers, installed in a carefully constructed dedicated workshop. A third was installed in a secret workshop in the Gaoshan Ridge area. The fourth remained sealed in storage. The precision achievable by the integrated machining centers far exceeded the combined capability of all other Lingao equipment; they were used exclusively for making molds and special components requiring high-precision machining. Using the machining centers required signatures from both Zhan Wuya and Wu De of the Planning Commission.

Within the tightly protected machining center compound was also a storehouse under direct Planning Commission jurisdiction. For the convenience of the manufacturing division, the Planning Commission had established a controlled-materials warehouse here, storing supplies from the old timeline: special steels of various grades, non-ferrous metals, standard parts, and tools and measuring instruments.

Turning left from the machining center gate and passing a row of factory warehouses, one arrived at a vast open area—a testing ground for assembling and testing large equipment, as well as a staging yard for heavy raw materials. Along the base of the compound wall stood a simple overhead crane, surrounded by stacks of steel plates, steel sections, and multiple machine-tool beds, all rusted from exposure to wind and rain.

To facilitate testing certain large engineering equipment, a set of reinforced concrete pillars had been built in the yard. At present, these pillars supported a newly completed chain bucket elevator. A locally produced locomobile served as temporary power for the equipment.

A hand-built slope with rails held a dump-car in place. The working principle of the bucket elevator was straightforward: a chain rotated, lifting a series of buckets to a high position, where they automatically tipped over and dumped ore into the hold below. The buckets then descended; once they reached ground level, workers manually refilled them with ore. The chain and attached buckets operated in a continuous cycle. Though loading was still done by hand, the system achieved continuous loading and unloading, vastly more efficient than dock workers carrying baskets on poles.

Simple as the principle was, the hanging chain posed an enormous technical challenge. This was a high-strength round-link load chain. With thirty-four buckets on the chain, each bearing several tons of iron ore, the demands were extreme—involving materials, heat treatment, and machining from multiple angles.

Now the test wooden buckets had all been hung and loaded with sandbags and iron ingots to full working capacity. Zhan Wuya and other key Elders from the Machinery Group watched eagerly.

Seeing that everyone was assembled, Zhan Wuya waved to the workers. "Everyone step back—we're starting!"

At his order, the workers activated the transmission. The locomobile transmitted power through the gearbox, and the winch began to turn. The chain tightened; a row of buckets swayed and began to rise, climbing higher and higher with a rumbling sound until they reached about two-thirds of the height.

Zhan Wuya, Jiang Hongjun, Liang Xin, Sun Li, and all the other machinery-sector Elders and workers present watched intently. As the buckets wobbled higher, their spirits rose with them. Though the chain was small, it was indispensable for industrial equipment. Current Lingao-produced hanging chains fell short in both load capacity and durability. This time, major improvements had been made to both materials and machining methods. Success would solve a major industrial bottleneck.

As everyone watched, there came a sudden crack—the chain had snapped.

"Oh no!" they cried. With a tremendous crash, the buckets plummeted to the ground, raising a cloud of dust and smashing into a heap.

Sun Li touched his safety helmet. "Load capacity is still insufficient."

"We need to do a metallographic analysis," Zhan Wuya said. "See whether it's a materials problem or a machining problem."

They carried the chain back and laid it in the forging shop. The General Machinery Plant's forging shop was comparable in scale to the Arsenal, though the large steam hammer had been built after D-Day.

"Let's meet tonight for the analysis," Zhan Wuya said to the disappointed machinery-sector Elders. "Anyone have plans for bedroom activities with their female servants tonight? If so, you can skip it."

Several laughed. Sun Li said, "The servant's always there—use her sooner or later, it's all the same. I'll definitely be here."

The others confirmed they would come as well. The Machinery Plant had the highest concentration of Elders—many machine operators were Elders themselves, especially on lathes, fitter's benches, and the integrated machining centers, where tradesman-origin Elders still formed the backbone. They not only operated equipment but also taught apprentices. Their work was extremely demanding. Many had been living at the plant since its founding, and a number still slept in their offices. For many, work was their recreation.

Zhan Wuya also lived at the plant. His attachment to the General Machinery Plant ran especially deep—its foundation had been the small machine-processing shop he'd once run in the Guangzhou suburbs. He still slept in a factory dormitory room, just as he had back when he was a small-time factory owner.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 799 - The Bucket Elevator

For security reasons, the Elders' dormitories were located within the integrated machining center compound. Moreover, the machining center equipment still hadn't been touched by any naturalized worker—operating it required at least a high-school-level foundation in mathematics from the old timeline. Grade-B diploma holders were the most qualified workers available, and they simply couldn't manage it.

Zhan Wuya's dormitory was a suite: a small bedroom inside and an outer room that served as a combination living room and workspace—though it functioned more as a conference room. The plant's Elders frequently gathered here to discuss technical issues. In the center stood a large Eight Immortals table surrounded by rattan chairs and long benches. Against one wall was a fitter's workbench with a bench vise mounted on it, and beside it a locked tool cabinet containing his personal tools.

After the six o'clock whistle blew, Zhan Wuya first inspected the fire safety and security situation at the machining center workshop and controlled-materials warehouse, confirming that the power had been cut and all doors and windows were locked. This was daily routine. As Manufacturing Director and General Machinery Plant chief, he held the keys to both facilities and was directly responsible. Zhan Wuya knew the risk of armed destruction here was minimal—the real fear was accidents, especially fire.

Once everything was in order, he instructed his female apprentice to buy late-night snacks and drinks from the Elder's cafeteria for the evening's continued work session. His female apprentice was actually his female servant; Zhan Wuya figured that since he lived at the plant long-term, keeping a servant at home was pointless. Better to have her stay and work as an apprentice. She wasn't cut out for fitter work, but she could manage a lathe.

While waiting for the others to arrive, Zhan Wuya brought several damaged chain links from the workshop to the workbench in the outer room. He switched on the work lamp and examined the broken sections carefully, then studied them for some time with a magnifying glass. He came from a heat-treatment background; though he didn't understand metallography, years of accumulated experience had given him some insight. After studying the fracture for several minutes, his sense was that the problem lay in how the material bore stress.

Before long, everyone had arrived. They examined the fractured links from every angle, discussing how to increase the chain's strength. This time, the General Machinery Plant had been determined to crack the industrial chain problem. Zhan Wuya had personally handled the heat treatment—a large heat-treatment furnace had been specially built for this project. The steel from the Metallurgical Industry Department was the best the steelworks could produce.

But the results were still unsatisfactory. Everyone gathered around the pile of chains, examining them from every angle, occasionally commenting. Liang Xin measured each link with vernier calipers, jotting data on a sheet of paper. Sun Li inspected the chains link by link for any defects. Each person was busy analyzing the chains from their own perspective. Until they'd formed a view, there would be no discussion—hypotheses needed physical evidence.

Zhan Wuya's female apprentice kept their tea topped up and occasionally helped light cigarettes or empty the overflowing ashtray.

By midnight, they had finally reached a unified technical conclusion: uneven stress distribution on the chain. The main cause was manufacturing process issues.

The General Machinery Plant's chain manufacturing process involved forging blanks first, then annealing to relieve stress, followed by machining, normalizing and tempering, surface treatment, and finally assembly.

"I just measured many links," Liang Xin said. "The tolerances aren't ideal—some are as large as ±0.7mm, averaging around ±0.5mm. The dimensional error is too high. According to GB standards, the allowable tolerance for links this size shouldn't exceed ±0.4mm. This shows that the residual stress from machining is more severe than we thought." He continued, "Small tolerance deviations accumulate, causing certain links to bear concentrated stress—and eventually snap."

Sun Li said, "I think we should machine first, then do heat treatment. Even if it wears down some tools, it's worth it—after all, eventually we'll solve the tool problem. They're not one-time consumables that are gone forever once used up. Also, forging should be done at the Arsenal. Their forging press is bigger than ours. For high-strength industrial chain, the more forging tonnage the better."

"Solving the ultra-hard tool manufacturing problem won't happen anytime soon. I'm not sure we can manage it before the end of the First Five-Year Plan," Zhan Wuya said with a frown. Ultra-hard tools required alloy steels—especially tungsten, cobalt, tantalum, and niobium, rare metals whose sources were still unknown. And alloy steel tools demanded high metallurgical and machining capabilities. The Machinery Industry Department relied entirely on old-timeline stockpiles for their ultra-hard cutting tools; Lingao-made carbon steel tools were used only in less demanding work.

After much deliberation, Zhan Wuya said, "That's definitely a factor, but relying entirely on good tools for the lathe won't work. Making chains isn't a one-time job. Until we have verified mass production of qualified ultra-hard tools, I can't rest easy consuming them recklessly. I think we should focus on three aspects: tolerance control, forging, and heat treatment. Do another heat treatment after machining to relieve stress."

The discussion of specific processes and solutions continued until dawn. After eating their late-night meal, everyone dispersed.

The next morning, chain production resumed. After the chain blanks were completed, they were transported to the Bopu Arsenal for forging on its large press—the heaviest-tonnage forging machine the transmigration enterprise possessed. All of the enterprise's large equipment, heavy artillery, and ship keels were forged there.

After forging, the chains were returned to the plant and annealed in the heat-treatment furnace, then machined. But after machining, they underwent another tempering treatment to relieve the stresses introduced during processing. Then they were normalized and surface-treated. Finally, threads were cut, and the links were assembled into seamless chain loops.

"Take it for testing," Zhan Wuya said, looking at the finished section of chain. "Do a tensile test."

"I'll supervise," Sun Li said.

"Good. Be strict! This is our own concern—we're not fooling a customer."

"Of course." Sun Li nodded. "Let's go—to the testing ground!"

Several naturalized technicians who had been observing and learning alongside them answered with a shout, hoisted the chain, and headed out. The female apprentice handed Zhan Wuya a large enamel mug of tea and a towel. He drained most of the mug in one gulp and wiped his sweat. He told the apprentice to bring everyone a few bottles of salted soda water.

"And two packs of cigarettes!"

Several Elders squatted outside the heat-treatment workshop, smoking—no smoking inside the workshop was a rule Zhan Wuya had set. The female apprentice quickly brought over some small stools. Though the naturalized workers had done most of the hands-on work, the Elders had supervised and guided nearly every step, working around the clock for two days and nights. Their eyes were all bloodshot.

Before long, Sun Li returned, beaming. "Holy cow! Success!"

Everyone sprang to their feet. Zhan Wuya was so excited he asked again: "How did the test go?"

"We did a tensile test based on the bucket elevator's actual operating conditions—passed completely. It didn't break until we loaded it to 120%," Sun Li said. "I think we can proceed immediately with a full-machine test!"

"Excellent—once this test passes, compile the process manual right away and start mass production," Zhan Wuya said excitedly. Mining chain was urgently needed—almost every large-scale mining project required it. With the foundation for producing high-strength mining chain, they'd essentially solved the chain problem for many industrial applications.

After the second test succeeded, the General Machinery Plant made further improvements to the bucket elevator. First, they added a ratchet mechanism as an anti-reverse device. The bucket elevator's greatest vulnerability was power interruption. During lifting, one side held buckets full of material going up, while the other held empty buckets going down. If power was cut, gravity would inevitably cause reverse rotation. Material would be dumped back to the bottom of the elevator until it piled up and jammed. Since reversal was an accelerating motion, it could easily tear off buckets and damage equipment.

Modern bucket elevators were all enclosed—to reduce dust dispersal during loading and unloading. To save materials, the Machinery Plant had initially omitted the outer casing from the elevator design. But during testing, everyone agreed it should be installed after all—an iron-sheet casing used minimal materials but dramatically reduced dust pollution. Industrial dust caused occupational diseases that contemporary Lingao medicine was helpless against. Besides, iron ore dust was still iron ore—accumulating little by little, it could be sintered and smelted just the same.

But enclosing the machine introduced new problems. During trial runs, they discovered that sealing caused difficulty loading and unloading the buckets—they wouldn't fill properly or empty completely. They rushed back to the technical archives to find the design drawings. Comparing them revealed that the sheet-metal workshop foreman—a certain Elder—had cut corners by omitting the suction and ventilation openings at the elevator's head and base.

The sealed casing had been expertly made and effectively sealed—but it created a pressure differential during loading and unloading, resulting in negative pressure inside the enclosure and causing blockages. The ventilation opening equalized pressure inside with outside, while the suction opening drew air to prevent dust from escaping through the vent—reducing waste and keeping the environment clean.

"This is a lesson, comrades—a profound lesson," Zhan Wuya said. He couldn't openly reprimand an Elder, but still couldn't resist calling out this case at the work meeting. "Every design feature in industrial equipment, every process method, is the direct embodiment of years of accumulated experience and lessons in industrial society. It's not something anyone can just change on a whim! This kind of careless attitude can lead to serious accidents in industrial production!"

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 800 - New Plans

Those Elders and laborers waiting at the Anyoule dock in Sanya, watching the Dajing ease toward shore as they prepared to install equipment, of course knew nothing of the complex history behind the cargo wrapped in straw matting and oilcloth on deck. The Elders had grown accustomed to miracles from the industrial sector. As for the naturalized workers, it was taken for granted—was there anything the Elders couldn't accomplish?

In addition to the Elders preparing to install equipment, the Dajing had brought back Wang Luobin and others returning from Lingao after debriefings and the New Year. The Elders who had finished their holiday leave were all glowing with health. Those originally stationed at Sanya had brought their purchased female servants along, and even the perpetually worried Zhuo Tianmin had returned with a servant—quite attractive at that. His long-standing concerns about his son had finally been thoroughly resolved. Fangshaodi had established a special class for Elder children, gathering the handful of "little Elders" together. The boarding system not only freed the parents from distraction but also provided collectivist education—ensuring the next generation wouldn't turn into wastrels.

Li Haiping had returned too—though not on the Dajing, but aboard six single-masted lateen-sail patrol boats newly assigned to reinforce the Sanya Detachment. The fleet of six fishery patrol boats had indeed been somewhat reassuring.

"Engineer Wang, I hear the Year's End banquet was quite a success," He Fanghuai said with a sarcastic smile at the dock.

"Indeed! Fang Fei is very capable! And Zheng Shangjie really knows how to put on a show!" Wang Luobin's face lit up, as if still savoring that evening's extravaganza. "But let's not talk about that now. The servants—no, the equipment—is all here. We should push to ship the first load of iron ore as soon as possible!"

"I noticed the servants arrived," Xi Yazhou laughed heartily. "I'll push to fire the first shot tonight."

Everyone laughed. He Fanghuai said, "Speaking of women, I've almost forgotten the taste of meat. Got to have a feast sometime."

"Sometime? Carry out the execution tonight!" Xi Yazhou slashed his hand downward.

The female servants, dressed in ordinary laborer work clothes, wearing broad-brimmed straw hats, and carrying rattan suitcases with canvas bags slung over their shoulders, looked at the group of Elders speaking in a strange tongue with confusion. After several days tossed about at sea, they were all listless.

Beside the female servants were stacks of crates and bundles of various sizes, marked in black ink: "Sanya Special Supply, General Affairs Office."

"These are all daily necessities prepared for everyone by the General Affairs Office."

"The General Affairs Office—truly our dear friends..."

He Fanghuai coughed. "Iron ore is no problem—it's all stacked in the yard. As soon as the loading equipment is installed, we can start shipping. Will the Dajing handle transport?"

"The Dajing will take the first load," Wang Luobin said. "But unloading will take a few days, and installing the equipment at least a week..." He calculated back and forth—even the fastest estimate for filling the Dajing's holds was early February.

Two sets of mining equipment had arrived: one bucket elevator and one ore-dressing setup. Tiandu iron ore was one of China's rare high-grade deposits, but it still contained lower-grade ore, associated minerals, and valueless gangue brought up during extraction. Dressing the ore before shipping would significantly reduce the demand on shipping tonnage.

The party took a small motorboat across Dadonghai to Yulin Fort. Wang Luobin ordered the female servants to be temporarily housed in the labor camp outside Yulin Fort, living alongside the female medics and clerks.

That day's "Iron Ore Shipping Work Conference" at Yulin Fort was lively indeed: everyone engaged in deep, wide-ranging discussions on ore shipping, equipment installation, and servant assignment. The meeting unified thinking, clarified goals, and unanimously agreed to make these three tasks the top priority for Sanya District in the first quarter of 1631.

Equipment installation would naturally be the responsibility of Xiao Gui, the engineer dispatched by the General Machinery Plant. Ji Runzhi would assist with construction. Ore shipping remained under Zhuo Tianmin—currently serving as acting director of the Tiandu Mining Bureau. As for servant assignment, Ji Runzhi was given full authority.

"The Planning Commission also has proposals for immigrant colonization and industrial upgrading," Wang Luobin cleared his throat. "Both are long-term plans, not urgent—but we need to start laying groundwork now."

The Planning Commission had decided that in the second phase of Operation Giant—the third quarter of 1631—fifteen thousand people would be brought in from the mainland in batches. A small portion would come from other counties in Hainan; most would be refugees from the mainland, brought in to build up Sanya District's population base for agricultural and industrial development.

Such an influx would require massive infrastructure: housing, water supply and drainage, and roads. It would also involve providing the suddenly enlarged population with sufficient food, fuel, and health services.

"...Some of this will depend on supplies from Lingao; some must be produced locally. Building materials production and training construction workers are especially important..." Wang Luobin said.

Zhuo Tianmin expressed concern. "Bricks and tiles are easy—as long as we have enough coal, we can make do by building Hoffmann kilns even if Lingao can't supply chains and pulleys. But cement and timber require specialized equipment."

Cement supply needed cement kilns; timber needed dedicated treatment plants and drying kilns. All of this required Lingao to manufacture specialized equipment and dispatch technicians. The small repair shop and handful of Elders in Sanya alone couldn't manage it.

Wang Luobin said, "These projects are all included in the Planning Commission's proposals. And they're scheduled to be completed within 1631—in preparation for Sanya's industrial upgrade in 1632."

He Fanghuai asked, "What industrial upgrade?"

"Chemicals," Wang Luobin answered briefly. "Specifically, salt chemical industry."

Yinggehai, near Sanya, was one of Asia's best salt-drying sites. In the old timeline, it was Hainan's largest salt field and the largest sea-salt production site in southern China. The seawater there reached a Baumé reading of 3.5 degrees—one of the saltiest sea areas in the world, second only to the Red Sea. Salt-making conditions were excellent; in the old timeline, annual production could reach 270,000 tons, with room for expansion.

Massive amounts of sea salt were a fundamental raw material for the chemical industry. Building a salt-chemical enterprise in Sanya was highly convenient. Moreover, Sanya's geography provided excellent conditions for future petrochemical development—high-quality crude oil from Southeast Asia could be processed locally.

"Incredible!" Everyone was stunned. They had thought their current achievement—developing Tiandu iron mine and building from nothing on virgin jungle and barren beaches—was impressive enough. Now they learned even greater projects lay ahead.

"Our enterprise truly has no end in sight!" Ji Runzhi exclaimed, unable to contain his excitement. As a devotee of "large-scale" and "mega" construction, he was naturally drawn to big projects.

He Fanghuai, however, was worried. "I don't know anything about chemicals, but chemical plants have all those pipes, valves, and tanks of every size—can the General Machinery Plant handle it?"

"That depends on how fast you can ship out iron ore," Xiao Gui said. "At the end of the day, industry needs enough steel. With steel, you can make anything."

"All right. We'll do everything we can."

Now that the servants had arrived, naturally the Elders couldn't keep sleeping on bunk beds in the barracks. Even without luxury villas, they deserved at least a hint of "home" in their personal quarters.

Ji Runzhi had long wanted to move out of the barracks-style dormitory at Yulin Fort and build a seaside cottage—not just for enjoyment, but to practice his construction skills. Now that women had arrived, he had a legitimate excuse. He promptly proposed a motion at the Sanya District Military Committee's work meeting to build seaside cottages for the Elders—unanimously passed.

Ji Runzhi had all the architectural reference materials on hand, and with He Fanghuai—a Sanya native—to advise, he quickly selected a small bay near Yulin Fort along Dadonghai. The scenery was beautiful, and the terrain was easy to guard. Ji Runzhi immediately decided to build "cottages" there.

Over three or four days, he built seven "seaside cabins" on the shallows. Wooden walkways connected the cabins. These cabins were common at seaside resorts in the old timeline: elevated stilted structures with wooden frames and thatched roofs. The Lingao version didn't even have wooden walls—just wooden frames with straw matting attached, sufficient to block wind, rain, and prying eyes. Once finished, they looked quite presentable—with an "eco-harmony" vibe.

Each cabin had a veranda. Ji Runzhi added a few potted tropical plants for decoration. With rattan chairs on the verandas, one could watch the scenery with feet dangling over the water flowing below, cuddling a servant while sipping wine... The Elders who came to inspect were full of praise. Those visiting only on assignment couldn't help feeling envious—Lingao had no such beautiful seaside scenery.

"They won't survive typhoons, though," Ji Runzhi said. "We'll have to move everything out before typhoon season. As for electricity..."

Wang Luobin cut him off. "No power—we don't need people calling us wasteful."

He Fanghuai nodded vigorously. "With scenery this beautiful, who needs electricity? A lantern for light is fine. We can fish too."

That evening, the Elders moved into the seaside cabins—all except Xi Yazhou and Li Haiping. As garrison commanders, regulations required them to live in the barracks. They could only enjoy the cabins on their days off.

The servants were all assigned work—the Elders weren't comfortable letting their women stay alone at home. Xi Yazhou used his authority as garrison commander to enroll his own and Li Haiping's servants in the military, giving them military registration as official orderlies who could legitimately be stationed in their quarters. Other Elders' servants became leadership secretaries and clerks. Hippo, however, hadn't purchased a servant through the General Affairs Office—he had already gotten his hands on Guo Fu.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 801 - Guo Fu

Among all the nurses and trainee doctors at the Sanya Health Station, Guo Fu was Hippo's primary protégé. This was partly because Hippo had ulterior motives, but she also stood head and shoulders above all the naturalized medical personnel in Sanya—both in professional skill and in her credentials as a first-cohort nursing graduate.

Hippo frequently brought her along to assist in outpatient consultations and had her serve as his surgical assistant. Such frequent interaction built rapport and intimacy. Their relationship developed quickly, and Guo Fu's respect and admiration for Doctor Hippo grew with each passing day.

Sanya had its own basic operating room, capable of performing simple surgical procedures—appendectomies and the like posed no problem. More complex surgeries could also be done, but the facility lacked certain essential examination and surgical support equipment, and Guo Fu was not a qualified anesthesiologist. Yet the surgical caseload was heavy—the population base and working conditions guaranteed that. Under this intense practical training, Guo Fu's skills improved rapidly. Her memory was excellent; she memorized medical texts far more easily than Hippo, who as a medical student had once suffered terribly under that burden.

"Studying modern—no, Australian medicine—means memorizing books first. Endless memorization," Hippo said after a private tutoring session, handing her an assignment. "Memorize this book."

Guo Fu had never known that becoming a doctor meant facing so many books—and every one of them a thick tome. She silently accepted it and flipped through; it was full of terms she didn't understand at all. A look of difficulty crossed her face.

"I don't understand it..."

"That's why I'm telling you to memorize it. Once you've got it in your head, I'll teach you."

Guo Fu nodded. She was filled with reverence for this Elder doctor's medical skills. "I'll memorize it."

"One section per day. Come recite it to me every morning," Hippo said sternly. "No recitation, no breakfast."

"Yes, Teacher." Guo Fu's cheeks grew warm—Teacher Hippo's threat somehow carried a sweet sensation.

That morning, Guo Fu woke early—naturalized citizens all shared this habit. Even though she'd been on duty until midnight the night before, she was still up at six o'clock sharp. Medical staff in Sanya worked three shifts: morning, afternoon, and night. Night shifts had minimal staffing; most people worked the 7:00–17:00 morning shift or the 17:00–24:00 evening shift.

Hippo's working hours were entirely self-determined—in practice, he was essentially on call around the clock. Consequently, Guo Fu's hours were long too. She not only saw patients and assisted with surgeries alongside Hippo, but also made rounds in the inpatient ward and taught nursing fundamentals to the junior staff. Every waking moment was devoted to work.

Since becoming a nurse, Guo Fu had formed the habit of bathing twice daily—morning and evening. The Health Station had its own shower facility, with hot water continuously supplied by the station's dedicated boiler, exclusively for medical personnel. Guo Fu looked down on the female medics from the short-term training courses. They all held Grade-C diplomas. Most were clumsy and fumbling; even after repeated lessons in basic nursing, they still made mistakes. Their sense of cleanliness and hygiene was poor—it had to be emphasized again and again.

Carrying a basket of fresh clothes, she entered the bathhouse. The changing room was empty; the dim light of early dawn filtered through the small ventilation windows near the ceiling. The night-shift nurses hadn't yet clocked out, and the morning shift hadn't arrived. It was the quietest time of day. Wooden shelves lined the walls, hung with numbered bamboo tags. At shift change and during training sessions, the shelves would be packed with clothing baskets—the female medics assigned to labor squads also used these facilities. Guo Fu placed her basket on the shelf and hung a bamboo tag around her neck. At the entrance to the shower room was a basket filled with gleditsia bean pods—shipped from Changhua, they were currently the main substitute for household soap.

Bamboo partitions divided the shower stalls, though these were purely for hygiene rather than modesty. Hot water was abundant in the early morning, with few people using facilities at this hour. She enjoyed a long, leisurely shower. Afterward, she took a mirror from her basket—barely larger than her palm—and hung it on a hook in the changing room.

There was a full-length dressing mirror mounted on the changing room wall, large enough to reflect her whole body. Guo Fu's own mirror was small, but it was an "export-grade" product in an exquisite tortoiseshell frame, and far clearer than the large wall mirror. Of course, Hippo had purchased it at "factory price"—infinitely cheaper than what it would cost in Guangzhou.

This was a gift Hippo had given her a few days ago—ostensibly as a reward for her teaching nursing to the medics. But Guo Fu's maiden heart knew that wasn't the real reason. Just as when she failed to recite a section, Teacher Hippo would gently tap her head with the book.

"I know, Teacher," Guo Fu murmured, staring at the innocent-looking girl in the mirror, stroking her own cheek as though speaking to herself—or perhaps conversing with her reflection. "But is this really all right?"

She gazed dreamily at her reflection: bobbed hair at ear level, a sleeveless short chemise in the Australian style exposing her delicate collarbones—she couldn't help but touch them lightly. A flush crept across her face.

To be loved by Teacher Hippo, whom she had always revered and admired—that was happiness. And yet, as a pure and innocent maiden, Guo Fu struggled to resist Hippo's masculine charm—like a lamb trembling under the wolf's kiss. What would her respected Teacher Hippo do to her? Even her earlobes flushed red.

The steam whistle jolted her from her reverie. She touched her hot face and quickly took down the mirror, as if to hide something, then hurriedly dressed.

The Health Department's nurse uniform was a standard short-sleeved blue fitted dress with a cape-style shawl for winter. The style was simple and elegant; paired with the iconic nurse's cap, it was the Elders' favorite fantasy outfit.

Guo Fu's cap bore a single horizontal stripe, marking her as a Head Nurse. This was the ranking system the Health Department had established for nurses: one horizontal stripe for Head Nurse, two for Section Head Nurse, three for Nursing Department Director. Diagonal stripes on the cap indicated technical rank: one for Staff Nurse, two for Senior Nurse, three for Deputy Chief Nurse, and four for Chief Nurse.

This was no time for idle daydreaming, Guo Fu told herself. Morning rounds were coming up, then class. She didn't know what new material Teacher Hippo would teach today. After a short break, it would be time for outpatient training...

Once dressed, she carefully pinned the nurse's cap to her hair with hairpins. Guo Fu examined herself in the dressing mirror; the girl inside was still breathing heavily, the flush that had spread to her ears not yet faded. She covered her face with her hands. After waiting quietly for a few more minutes, she left the bathhouse.

The Sanya Health Station was classified as a Level 3 facility. According to the medical institution classification system devised by Shi Niaoren: any facility staffed with one Elder doctor was automatically Level 3; those with locally trained naturalized doctors and nurses qualified as Level 2. The lowest Level 1 facilities were those run jointly with Runshitang, relying mainly on traditional Chinese medicine—the Health Department merely provided some pharmaceutical support.

In scale, it ranked second only to the General Hospital and the Ma'ao Army General Hospital. Li Haiping, wanting to boost the Navy's prestige, had unilaterally hung a plain wooden sign reading "Sanya Navy General Hospital" next to the Health Station's official sign. In reality, like the Army General Hospital, this facility had nothing to do with the military—it was entirely under the Health Department's jurisdiction.

The medical and epidemic-prevention workload was heavy. Though malaria had been effectively controlled, work-related injuries remained frequent. Hippo performed two or three surgeries per week; minor surgical procedures like wound debridement and suturing happened almost daily—excellent training for a nurse's surgical skills. Guo Fu's suturing technique had now reached a level where she could demonstrate and lecture to juniors and medics.

Hippo hadn't appeared yet. Guo Fu knew the Elders habitually took midday naps; Health Department Elders, with their irregular schedules, would sleep in through the morning as long as there were no emergencies, consultations, or rounds. Today the inpatient ward had few patients, and none requiring "priority attention." Guo Fu could handle rounds herself—checking temperatures and the like.

The night-shift nurse in the ward was named Bai Jie, a third-cohort student from Fangshaodi's nursing program. Third-cohort nurses hadn't actually graduated yet; their time in Sanya counted as internship, and they had to attend classes and training after their shifts. In Sanya, medical personnel had no leisure time—all free hours were devoted to study: classes or self-study—meaning memorization.

Seeing Guo Fu enter the inpatient ward, Bai Jie—bleary-eyed after an all-night shift—hurried to stand and greet her:

"Sister Guo." Bai Jie was actually much older than Guo Fu, already in her twenties. But she was a junior; here at the Sanya Health Station, Guo Fu was both her teacher and her superior. And the Health Department, apart from the military, had the clearest hierarchy among all naturalized-citizen departments.

"Any incidents?"

"No emergencies," Bai Jie said. "Everything normal."

Guo Fu reviewed the shift log, then rechecked the patrol records at each bedside. Bai Jie had been very thorough—though her handwriting was uneven, it was clearly written with care.

While she was busy with this, the bell in the inpatient duty room suddenly began to ring—the signal for an emergency at outpatient, urgently summoning a doctor.

She immediately set down her clipboard. "I'll go check."

An early-morning emergency was rare. Few departments in Sanya worked night shifts, so work injuries at dawn were uncommon. She encountered two sturdy male orderlies in the corridor, running toward her with a stretcher. From their jogging pace, the patient clearly needed urgent medical attention. Behind the stretcher trailed seven or eight workers, half-running to keep up; several of them looked unwell, as if they too might need treatment.

Food poisoning? The term flashed through her mind first.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 802 - Poisonous Mushrooms

The stretcher was carried into the emergency room. As it reached her, Guo Fu asked, "What happened?"

Everyone in Sanya knew this second-in-command at the Health Station, the elite among female nurses. An orderly who had accompanied the patient answered quickly: "Food poisoning."

"What did he eat?" Guo Fu waved her hand. "Quick—get him on Table 1!"

"Mushrooms," an orderly said.

Poisonous mushroom poisoning, Guo Fu thought. This was the most common type of food poisoning here. No matter how many hygiene education sessions they held for the workers, no matter how many deaths had preceded them, mushrooms in the mountains remained an irresistible temptation. People kept picking and eating them.

"Did you bring a sample?"

"Yes, here." The orderly opened a worker's lunch box containing cooked mushroom fragments—a grayish pile. She pointed at several workers behind her who looked unwell. "They ate some too, but their symptoms aren't severe—just weakness and stomach pain..."

"Stomach pain, diarrhea, vomiting?"

"Yes!" The orderly was panicking. "They ate them last night—I don't know when they were picked." Her face had gone pale with fear. "I really didn't see them..."

She had witnessed fatal cases of mushroom poisoning and knew the serious consequences. Most critically, if a major negligent death occurred in her assigned squad, she would certainly be sent back to Lingao for a "study session" at the Health Department. Among naturalized citizens and natives, "study sessions" now ranked just below "labor reform camps" in their imaginations.

"Don't panic." Guo Fu calmed her while instructing the on-duty nurse. "Quick—go get Doctor Hippo. And call every on-duty nurse who's free!"

Guo Fu had the symptomatic but less serious patients sit on benches along the wall while she attended to the critical patient on the examination table.

The patient's work clothes were soiled with vomit, and his trousers showed traces of watery stool, giving off a foul odor.

"Quick—help him undress!" Guo Fu wiped her hands with alcohol while ordering the third-cohort nurse. The female orderly who had brought the patient, terrified of being implicated if things went wrong, quickly volunteered. "I'll do it."

"Fine—scissors are in drawer five." As she spoke, Guo Fu opened the lunch box the orderly had brought. She poured the mushroom fragments onto an enamel tray and picked through them with tweezers. The Health Department had printed a lithographed Field Guide to Common Poisonous Animals and Plants of Hainan Island, complete with line drawings and detailed descriptions of form and color—since Lingao's printing industry couldn't yet do large-scale color photo printing—and it was both a required training text and a reference book at all medical facilities. Guo Fu had studied this book intensively, but the cooked and chopped mushrooms had lost their original form and color. She could only tentatively conclude they were probably boletus.

"How much did he eat?" Guo Fu asked.

"They said there was originally a whole lunch box full," the female orderly said. "The others didn't eat much. This man worked the middle shift and then three extra hours, missing night snack time. When he got back to the dormitory and saw cooked mushrooms, he ate a lot of what was left—maybe half."

"When did you discover him?"

"Just now." The female orderly was terrified. "I went to the squad dormitory for a hygiene inspection, and they carried him out, saying he'd fainted—I really didn't know they were secretly cooking mushrooms in the dormitory!" She began to cry. "This is going to ruin me!"

"Stop crying!" Guo Fu cut her off. "How long has he been unconscious?"

"About an hour now."

Guo Fu calculated in her head. The middle shift ended at midnight. This man had probably eaten the mushrooms around three in the morning. Now the seven o'clock whistle had just sounded. According to the medical texts, boletus had an incubation period of ten minutes to two hours. Given that his symptoms hadn't appeared until around six, the incubation period had been about three hours—which suggested it wasn't boletus after all. But the book also mentioned that in rare cases, incubation could last up to six hours. This left her uncertain.

"Do you have a fresh sample?" she asked, not expecting much.

"No—after I discovered the poisoning, I searched their dormitory..."

She lifted the patient's eyelid and shone a penlight into his eye. His eyeball moved responsively, and he let out a groan.

"What's his name?"

"Jiang Dashan."

Guo Fu leaned close to the patient's ear and spoke directly. "Jiang Dashan, can you hear me? Jiang Dashan!"

His pupils slowly shifted toward her, and he gave a faint nod.

"What's your name?"

"Jiang... Da... shan..."

His responsiveness was proof that his nervous system hadn't been damaged—this appeared to be gastrointestinal-type mushroom poisoning, the mildest form. However, some mushroom poisonings that presented with gastrointestinal symptoms could be accompanied by organ damage. But such cases typically had incubation periods of over ten hours, and both vomiting and diarrhea were less severe. She believed her diagnosis was correct.

She gave instructions to the on-duty nurse, Shi Jiemei:

"Prepare a tube, saline solution, and suction," Guo Fu ordered. Then she added, "For those by the wall—give them emetics!"

The stomach took about four to six hours to empty; protein-rich foods like mushrooms stayed longer. Gastric lavage should still be effective. As for the others, inducing vomiting was probably too late—but might still help somewhat. Their symptoms weren't severe anyway; with the addition of laxatives, they should be fine.

"Right away!" Shi Jiemei moved quickly to fetch the medications and instruments. She was the standout of the third cohort—as evidenced by the fact that she'd been given Doctor Shi's surname. Shi Jiemei was not only diligent and quick to learn, but her physique and appearance scored 175 points on the General Affairs Office Female Servant Comprehensive Evaluation Standard (1630 Edition)—Grade A level.

"After they vomit, give them magnesium sulfate!" Guo Fu called after her.

Magnesium sulfate heptahydrate was a chemical compound used medically as a decongestant, vasodilator, and laxative. Lingao produced its magnesium sulfate at the bittern processing plant at Ma'ao Salt Field. Guo Fu was using it primarily as a laxative to speed the patients' bowel evacuation.

"Got it—and intravenous fluids to correct dehydration and electrolyte imbalance—" Shi Jiemei's deliberately raised voice came from the other end of the corridor.

Guo Fu nodded resignedly. "Right, fluids too." Though she and Shi Jiemei were about the same age, Guo Fu's years of hardship had made her far more mature.

With the instruments ready, Guo Fu pried open the patient's mouth, inserted a gag, and skillfully threaded a tube down his throat into his stomach. A nurse handed her a glass jar filled with saline solution. She poured part of the saline into the funnel at the top of the tube.

After pouring half, she waited for the solution to flow into the stomach, then took a suction tube and squeezed the extracted liquid into a basin, continuing to flush out mushroom residue. On the third suction, she found grayish food fragments. She repeated the process, gradually washing out the food residue, and sensed the patient was out of danger.

"0.5ml atropine, subcutaneous injection every six hours! IV of 5% glucose solution and normal saline!"

The atropine injection was to relieve abdominal pain and diarrhea. Shi Jiemei administered the atropine, then quickly inserted an IV needle to deliver saline and glucose—preventing dehydration and correcting electrolyte balance. Meanwhile, Guo Fu monitored the patient's heart rate, pulse, and breath sounds.

Once she felt the patient had regained some strength, Guo Fu helped him sit up.

"One hundred grams activated charcoal, mixed with water for oral administration."

Jiang Dashan then drank a cup of activated charcoal. He didn't want to drink the strange black liquid and coughed some up, but was forced to swallow it anyway. The charcoal not only prevented toxins from entering the body but also absorbed some already present in the system.

Guo Fu then rechecked his blood pressure, pulse, and respiration, and tested his vision and reflexes. She kept talking to him, confirming that all his neural responses were normal—even though his answers were faint and weak.

Then she turned to the less severe patients: after induced vomiting and laxatives, they were all wrung out and collapsed on their beds, unable to speak. Shi Jiemei had already distributed oral glucose-saline solution per orders to replenish fluids and restore electrolyte balance. Shi Niaoren had instructed at a Health Department meeting that unless absolutely necessary, IV treatment should be avoided—not only to conserve supplies, but also to avoid the many risks associated with infusions.

With everything on track, Guo Fu sat down to write up the medical records. The female orderly nervously sidled up to the desk.

"Is he going to be all right?"

"He should be fine now." Guo Fu continued writing with her dip pen. "But I'll need to file a report on this..."

The female orderly's voice was almost pleading. "Please put in a good word for me with Doctor Hippo... I don't want to be sent back to Lingao for a study session."

"No one died, so it's not a major negligent-death incident," Guo Fu reassured her. "And they secretly cooked and ate mushrooms on their own—they bear responsibility too. Your share of the blame is minimal."

"Thank you, thank you..." The female orderly nearly dropped to her knees in gratitude—though under the Lingao system, that was forbidden. Her fear was not groundless: a medic's salary was far higher than an ordinary laborer's, and once sent to a study session, there'd be months without personal freedom, and only a meager living allowance. For many worker families, this was a devastating blow.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 803 - Pushed Down

Guo Fu saw off the female orderly, then sat down to write sick-leave notes for each patient, stamping them with the Health Station's seal. While she was busy at this, she looked up and suddenly noticed Hippo standing in the doorway of the emergency room.

"Teacher Hippo—" She stood up in a fluster.

Hippo gently made a "quiet" gesture with his finger. He said softly, "I saw everything. You did very well."

"Thank you, Teacher," she said shyly.

"How is the situation so far?"

She briefly summarized the case history, her diagnosis, and the treatment administered.

Hippo nodded. "Send the mushroom fragments to the lab for analysis later. Get someone from the Tiandihui to come take a look—they have extensive experience with fungi."

"Yes, Teacher."

"Your judgment today was very decisive." Hippo said approvingly, "Being a doctor requires not just the ability to handle emergencies, but also the courage to make quick decisions—especially in moments when a patient's life hangs in the balance. The slightest hesitation can cause fatal delays." He continued, "But decisiveness must be built on a solid foundation of medical knowledge. Otherwise, it's just recklessness with human life. Your grasp of knowledge is solid, and your treatment was decisive. You'll make an excellent doctor someday."

"Thank you for your kind words, Teacher," Guo Fu said with embarrassment. She studied Hippo's face. To her, it reflected his thoughts, character, and understanding and sympathy for others. His greatness was natural, not contrived—that was what made it feel genuine.

This made his assessment of her abilities all the more meaningful and heartwarming. Suddenly, as if receiving some revelation, she broke through the mystery that had been building over the past few months. She realized with startling clarity: she had fallen deeply, passionately in love with this man. At the thought, her ears burned. How embarrassing! She hoped it didn't show on her face.

Hippo said apologetically, "We'll leave it here for now. Today's schedule is packed. I need to go teach." He smiled at her. "Anything else?" As he spoke, he gently patted her cheek.

That touch felt like an electric current running through her entire body, leaving her breathless and dazed.

"I need to go inspect the pharmacy," she said, her heart pounding wildly, her emotions churning like waves.

"If there are any problems, let me know. I didn't have time to check your homework this morning—I'll come by tonight."

She lowered her head. "Mm." The door closed behind her, and she stood there with her eyes closed for a moment.

For the rest of the day, Guo Fu went about her routine. First she took inventory at the pharmacy, then attended Hippo's lecture. She and several second-cohort students were receiving training to become medical practitioners. After class, she rushed through lunch in the Health Station's cafeteria, then accompanied Hippo on outpatient rounds. That afternoon, a patient requiring emergency orthopedic surgery was brought in. Hippo went into the operating room while Guo Fu handled the outpatient clinic alone. Today was exceptionally busy—a train derailment had occurred at Tiandu Town, killing one person and injuring thirty. The small train had delivered a stream of casualties, and stretchers filled the corridor. By five o'clock, Guo Fu had seen forty-one new patients, debrided and sutured wounds for fourteen, kept seven for observation, performed bone immobilization on two (pending Hippo's attention after surgery), and treated over twenty minor cases with wound care and prescriptions. A few who needed rest were given sick leave.

Five o'clock was the end of her shift, but Guo Fu worked until nearly six before finishing with all the accident victims. After a final round of the ward and observation room, she left the clinic. Exhausted from the long ordeal, she breathed a huge sigh of relief, grateful to finally be free to return to her small dormitory room. Every muscle in her body ached for her comfortable bed, and she longed for eight or nine hours of uninterrupted sleep.

The Health Department provided dormitories at every medical facility. As a head nurse and future medical practitioner, Guo Fu's room was a double—she shared it with a second-cohort student.

Despite her exhaustion, she still wanted to shower first—after encountering so much pain, blood, and filth at the clinic, she was desperate to wash it all away.

The bathhouse was quiet again; the nurses coming off and going on shift had already left. The room was heavy with steam, the walls and floor slick with moisture. She exhaled deeply—the relief after such intense tension made her limbs feel weak. She removed her nurse's uniform and tossed it in the laundry basket. The laundry team would collect it for washing and steam sterilization. She turned on the shower, and the hot water washed over her, bringing a sense of liberation from the day's work.

Guo Fu let the hot water fall on her face. The sensation of Hippo's hand on her cheek hadn't entirely faded. She replayed that moment, gently touching her own cheek. Her skin felt unusually sensitive... the warm water splashed over her chest, her belly, her thighs...

"Mm..."

Guo Fu sighed deeply. The gleditsia pod felt as heavy as a thousand jin and slipped from her hands to the floor. She stood there weakly, leaning her back against the tiled wall for support—the cold on her back and the warmth on her front created a strange sensation throughout her body.

"It's all... Teacher's fault..." She gently closed her eyes, Hippo's face and voice filling her mind.

...

After her shower, Guo Fu changed into a fresh uniform—unless she was on an outside call, she had to be ready for summons at any time. She came up the back staircase to the director's office on the third floor and knocked lightly.

"Come in!" came Hippo's rich baritone from inside.

She hesitated a moment, touched her cheek again, then pushed the door open. Hippo was standing before a wall-mounted X-ray viewer, studying several bone X-rays.

"Teacher Hippo," she called respectfully.

Hippo glanced at her, but his eyes remained fixed on the X-rays in the viewer.

"How did outpatient go today?"

"Fine." She gave a brief report on the clinic situation and placed the case file on his desk.

"Mm," Hippo said. "Come look at this."

Guo Fu approached the illuminated panel. The backlit films glowed brightly.

Reading X-rays was a fundamental skill for any doctor. Hippo not only taught this as a dedicated course, but also seized every opportunity to have future practitioners make real-world assessments.

"The patient has an ulnar fracture..."

"I can see the obvious," Hippo said.

"Yes." Guo Fu examined the film closely. "An old healed fracture of the femur."

"Exactly." Hippo nodded. "In fact, the tibia also shows signs of a healed injury." He pointed with a pencil. One hand came to rest on Guo Fu's arm.

"Mm... but... these two fractures would have been very difficult to heal on their own..."

"From the healing pattern, both fractures clearly occurred during childhood and likely received some form of traditional bone-setting treatment," Hippo analyzed, his commentary thoroughly professional.

Guo Fu realized the X-ray belonged to one of the workers injured in today's derailment. After examining him, Hippo had decided a simple cast wouldn't suffice; he was planning to insert a few steel pins for stabilization.

"You'll assist me in this surgery," Hippo said. "Are you prepared?"

"Yes. But you've said orthopedic surgery is physical labor—I'm afraid I don't have the strength."

"It takes more than strength—it takes skill." Hippo smiled faintly. For some reason, Guo Fu's heart gave a sudden jolt, pounding hard.

"Teacher..."

Before she could finish, his arms were already wrapped tightly around her slender waist.

Teacher Hippo's hands kneaded her lower back, waves of tingling spreading up and down her spine, making her shift involuntarily. He was saying something, but she couldn't hear a word. His voice sounded nothing like before: soft and magnetic. His breathing came faster. She felt a warm, comfortable response building within her. She knew instinctively this was dangerous, yet reason had long since been flung far behind.

"Teacher—" She shook her head lightly, as if trying to clear it. "Don't... don't..." she said softly. Even she didn't find her protest convincing. As she spoke, Hippo lowered his head, pressing his lips to her neck. She tilted her head back involuntarily, giving him better access. When his lips reached hers, she felt a surge of desire.

Guo Fu's lips parted willingly, receiving his tongue... an indescribable fire spread through her body along with the twining of tongues, and time and space seemed to cease to exist. The world stood still: they heard no sound around them, felt no breeze stirring, saw no dazzling sunlight.

She felt like a cloud, drifting freely across the sky. She was made for this man—only he could bring her such joy. Yet at the same time, a voice kept whispering: "Enough, enough."

But she didn't want this feeling to end. When at last her body was pressed down onto the office's rattan sofa, and Teacher Hippo's hand cupped her breast, a shock of tingling shot through her spine, making her cry out. Her whole body felt ablaze. Never before had she been so aware of being a woman, so full of vitality. Hippo's powerful body pressed against her, making her heart race wildly. Her arms moved involuntarily, caressing his shoulders, his chest—she loved all of him, from head to toe.

"Teacher—"

"Don't speak." Hippo's voice seemed to come from the heavens, one hand stroking her hair, making her feel both safe and content—and then her back touched the rattan surface.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 804 - Ma'ao Industrial Zone

With the loading and unloading equipment in place, the remaining task was installing the ore-dressing plant. The Metallurgical Industry Department had a set of ore-dressing equipment brought from the old timeline installed at Lingao. To save shipping tonnage and gain experience in manufacturing metallurgical machinery, the decision was ultimately made to install a locally built ore-dressing system in Sanya.

The civil engineering for the ore-dressing plant had been completed before the New Year. The technology wasn't complicated. The General Machinery Plant had already accumulated some experience making ore-dressing equipment—they had previously built a coal-washing plant for the Jiazi Coal Mine.

An ore-dressing plant was more complex than a coal-washing plant, with higher technical requirements. Since the transmigration enterprise couldn't yet produce large electromagnets, magnetic ore separation was completely out of the question. The plant would have to rely on the simpler hydraulic jigging method, a technique with relatively low equipment demands.

To facilitate smelting, iron ore had to be screened before shipment to the steelworks. The purpose of screening was to improve smelting efficiency, increase iron yield, and optimize coal usage. Ore containing 65% iron or more could go directly into the open-hearth furnace for steelmaking; ore with 45% or more went to the blast furnace for iron production; ore below 45% had to be screened, crushed, and sintered to raise its iron content to at least 45% before it could be smelted. Ore below 25% was considered low-grade and typically discarded. One characteristic of Chinese iron ore was its abundance of low-grade deposits—which was why steel companies usually imported ore, typically refined concentrate powder that had already been processed at ore-dressing plants.

The ore from Tiandu and Shilu was high-grade, so improving iron content through screening was less critical. The dressing plant focused mainly on crushing and grading. Whether for the open-hearth or blast furnace, iron ore had to be reduced to a specific particle size for proper utilization. The finer and more uniform the particles, the higher the steel output.

The Sanya ore-dressing plant was located at Tiandu Town, headquarters of the Mining Bureau—convenient for using water from the Tiandu River reservoir. The jigging method required massive amounts of water: roughly three to four thousand liters per ton of ore processed, making it a major water consumer. Accordingly, the plant included a water recycling system: drainage channels, three-stage settling ponds, filtration pools, and pumping equipment. Ore dressing primarily exploited buoyancy, so water quality was not a concern—simply treated recycled wastewater would suffice.

After ore was delivered by railcar to the plant, it was first crushed. Crushing occurred in three stages: coarse, medium, and fine, ultimately reducing the ore to particles of five to ten millimeters. The ore was first fed into cylindrical crushers. The principle was simple: a large drum lined with cast-iron bars rotated at high speed, driven by a belt, pulverizing the ore inside. Different crusher rods could be swapped to adjust crushing size, but for continuous production, the plant used dedicated crushers for each stage, saving the time needed to change rods.

After each crushing stage, the ore was fed into vibrating screens. Vibration separated the crushed particles: those meeting the standard for the next stage went into the second crusher, while oversized pieces were returned to the coarse crusher.

After three crushing stages, the ore was fed into spiral separators. Spiral separators had high ore-processing efficiency, with metal recovery rates reaching 96%—and required minimal labor. The external appearance of a spiral separator resembled a playground spiral slide. The principle was straightforward: under the action of water, gravity caused the ore to flow downward along the spiral groove. Due to friction and centrifugal force, lighter waste particles hugged the outer edge of the groove while heavier ore particles migrated to the inner edge. At a certain point, the ore particles were discharged by collectors installed along the groove's inner edge.

What emerged from the spiral separator was middlings. After further processing through hydraulic screens and shaking tables, the final product was refined concentrate. Middlings could also be reprocessed through jigging.

The complete ore-dressing plant was equipped with jiggers, vibrating screens, spiral separators, crushers, hydraulic screens, and shaking tables. A twenty-cubic-meter ore sintering furnace was also planned for sintering ore fines. Testing showed the plant could process thirty tons of ore per hour. Given the relatively simple equipment, scaling up capacity was straightforward as long as water supply was sufficient.



Waves from the Ma'ao Peninsula's shores pounded the reefs. Several medium and small motorboats were moored in a coastal inlet, rising and falling with the swells. The land here was barren—nothing but wild grass and exposed red earth. A few scattered trees swayed in the sea breeze. Unlike the rice paddies common along both banks of the Wenlan River, Ma'ao Peninsula was mostly undeveloped wasteland with only scattered patches of dry fields.

In the old timeline, this had been the "Gold Brand Port Economic Development Zone," a Hainan provincial development zone. But despite its auspicious name, Gold Brand Development Zone had stumbled along, failing to attract major projects like the 1989 roll-on/roll-off terminal and the 1993 six-million-ton refinery. Even into the early 21st century, it remained little more than industrial land reserves.

In this timeline, the Planning Commission had designated it as Lingao's future heavy-industrial zone. Because the Gold Brand Development Zone had sputtered along so poorly in the old timeline, the Planning Commission ultimately named it the "Ma'ao Industrial Zone."

Originally, for security reasons, the transmigration enterprise's steel and heavy chemical operations were located in the Wenlan River estuary area and outside Bairren City. But available land was limited—most riverside areas were established paddy fields, wasting them on industrial use would hurt agriculture, and building on rice-paddy foundations was troublesome. Development potential was constrained. Moreover, water and air pollution were becoming increasingly severe. In its planning, the Commission had mapped out a gradual relocation of steel and chemical production bases to the Ma'ao Peninsula development zone.

After the Chengmai Campaign, the Council's power had extended across all of Hainan Island. The Ma'ao Peninsula, once near the front lines, had become part of Lingao's core territory. Ma'ao Commune was "battle-tested." Naval control of the Qiongzhou Strait was secure, and the Fubo Army's land base was stationed at Ma'ao Commune. The new steel and heavy chemical industrial zone would enjoy reliable security.

Ma'ao Peninsula was surrounded by the sea on three sides. To the east lay Red Brand Harbor; to the north, the Qiongzhou Strait. It was sixty-five kilometers from Haikou Wei and twelve kilometers from Lingao County town. The Construction General Company's development zone plan comprised two clusters, east and west, covering 20.5 square kilometers. The land was open and flat, mostly dry upland with only a small amount of paddy. Construction conditions were excellent. The local permanent population consisted of only about a thousand salt-field workers and their families from Ma'ao Commune, with no large residential settlements requiring relocation—ideal for large-scale integrated industrial development.

The development zone had Red Brand Harbor as a natural port, with about 16.5 kilometers of coastline and decent harbor-building conditions. The road construction plan for Lingao County—the "Small Cross" plan—had been completed. The emergency Bopu–Ma'ao highway, built in haste for war preparations, had been finished with the help of thousands of POW laborers working around the clock. The initial transportation issues for developing the industrial zone had been resolved.

According to plan, Phase 3 expansion of the steel industry should have started in April 1630, but the Chengmai Campaign had disrupted work, leaving the project in semi-suspension for a period. Once the war ended, construction resumed. Thanks to the war dividend—the massive influx of POW labor—the project barely kept to schedule. As Fubo Army forces occupied all of Hainan and extended the regime's authority, requisitions and logistics greatly accelerated, especially for the timber needed in construction.

Ji Wusheng stood in a dust-covered, grimy work uniform atop a small mound of excavated soil, surveying the entire site of the steel complex. The future Ma'ao Steel Combine would rise from this barren land. This was the temporary construction headquarters: converted shipping containers served as temporary housing on the leveled hilltop. The blades of a wind turbine and anemometer whirled rapidly in the sea breeze.

Below the hill were temporary worker barracks for the skilled technicians. A boiler's smokestack emitted steam, providing hot water and meals for the entire site. Drinking water was hauled by ox-drawn water wagons from the water treatment plant at Ma'ao Base several kilometers away. The Ma'ao River water was purified there, then boiled on-site for safe consumption.

The unskilled laborers came from POWs captured during the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, as well as "special laborers" rounded up during pacification operations in Danzhou, Chengmai, Wenchang, Qiongshan, and elsewhere. They were all housed in the POW camp at the Ma'ao Army Base and marched to the worksite each day in squad formations. Additional labor came from "work assignments" dispatched by various communes and from directly recruited workers—earning wages through short-term construction work had become an important income source for local farmers.

Construction materials from various factories were stacked high in the staging yard: bundles of rebar and bamboo rebar for concrete; shaped steel and wrought-iron sections; lumber and bamboo of every specification; stacks of red bricks and roofing tiles; countless sacks of cement under rain shelters; rows of two-wheeled dump carts; and refractory bricks from Ma'ao Salt Field's bittern factory...

Workers were building access roads and laying temporary freight rail—to move the tons of materials to every corner of the site. Five or six mobile locomobiles belched black smoke and white steam, powering cranes, pile drivers, mixers, and other locally produced construction equipment. The chuffing of pile drivers, the creaking of cranes, and the roar of mixers blended into a deafening chorus.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 805 - The Steel Combine

Phase 3 of the steel system was an enormous project. Unlike the emergency-nature melting furnaces, small converters, and basic rolling equipment of Phases 1 and 2, Phase 3 would construct a steel complex unprecedented in this timeline. It would encompass every stage of steel production: ore dressing, iron smelting, steelmaking, and rolling. Not only would it dramatically increase steel output, but it would also produce the steel plates, strip steel, wire, and various structural sections common in the old timeline.

With a stable supply of quality steel, the production of special steels and alloy steels could be put on the agenda. With abundant steel, the bottlenecks constraining production scale in cement, transportation, construction, chemicals, and machinery could be broken. Industrialization across Lingao and even all of Hainan would become possible.

The sea wind tousled Ji Wusheng's hair. His wicker safety helmet sat on the table. Several key "generals" from the Construction General Company stood beside him, gesturing and pointing at the worksite. Beside them stood a folding table stacked with blueprint tubes and drawings held down by weights. A group of busy naturalized clerks, apprentices, and interns crowded around the table and surveying instruments, occasionally conferring in hushed voices.

Several soldiers carrying Minié rifles stood guard not far from the Elders. The young soldiers watched the Elders and the nearby steelworks construction site with expressions of wonder and reverence.

"Red Brand Harbor's conditions are quite complex. It'll take some work to use it as a port." The one speaking and gesturing was Meng De. His face was pale. He wore a civilian M65 field jacket with Fubo Navy major's epaulettes on his shoulders, making him appear bulkier than the others. Since being honorably wounded while salvaging the five-masted ship, Meng De had been convalescing and had even missed the military training mobilization of Elders during the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign. He had only recently returned to duty. Given his physical condition, Chen Haiyang had recommended the General Affairs Office assign him a desk job that didn't require frequent sea voyages. So Meng De became the navigation instructor for the Fangshaodi Naval Petty Officer Class and the Director of Bopu Port Affairs, replacing Li Di—who had been transferred to the Naval Command as Chief of Staff.

Besides instructing naturalized sailors in operating motorized vessels, Meng De applied his expertise to port management and development.

"...Red Brand Islet is a basalt sea-erosion platform with good water depth conditions offshore—mostly over five meters. But inside Red Brand Harbor, coastal drift and silting have reduced the depth to just two to four meters." Meng De pointed to various positions around Red Brand Harbor. "Without dredging, this port's utility will be very limited."

"We don't have a dredger... but we could assemble one temporarily." Someone's gaze fell on an excavator at work. "Put an excavator on a floating barge and secure it—that should work."

Meng De nodded. "I've seen people do exactly that in river ports—no technical difficulty, just needs to be firmly secured. But the dredging depth here is considerable; I'm not sure the bucket arm is long enough. And if we overwork the hydraulic components, there's no way to replace them..."

"No need for a specialized bucket dredger," said Jiang Ye, the Machinery Sector's on-site representative. "Hydraulic excavators have only been around for so many years. In the past, construction equipment was powered by winches and wire ropes. Even in the 1970s, many large construction sites still had excavators like that."

With the Industrial Sector's manufacturing capability, building a dedicated dredger was no problem—they had steam engines and could manufacture centrifugal pumps. For immediate deployment, Jiang Ye proposed a simple bucket-type dredge using the iron-drum pontoons the Port Authority had in storage for assembling temporary floating docks, with a steam-powered bucket installed on top.

"Two pontoons, with a support frame spanning them. A clamshell bucket mounted in the middle. Wire ropes and winch control the bucket's lifting and opening," Jiang Ye explained his concept. "The biggest technical challenge is the clamshell mechanism, but the Venetians were building similar devices in the 16th century—with human-powered treadmills no less. We should be able to do better."

Meng De asked, "How soon can it be ready?"

"Three to five days," Jiang Ye said. "No shipbuilding required—just use existing equipment. The main thing is having the Machinery Plant fabricate a dredging bucket and the open-close control mechanism. Steam engines, wire ropes, and winches are all in stock. For mud transport, we can use the small barges built for the Nandu River—pair one with a small motorboat for towing."

Meng De nodded and glanced at Ji Wusheng. Ji Wusheng said, "If you think it'll work, I'm fine with it—you're the expert."

"I'm a 'brick expert,'" Meng De joked, then coughed several times. A female servant in work clothes hurried to drape a light wool overcoat over his shoulders.

"At present, vessels under a thousand tons should be able to enter Red Brand Harbor. Let's first survey the channel, mark suitable routes and anchorages. Then we'll build the ore-loading dock—or at least get a temporary unloading pier operational."

With a dock in place, the many large, heavy, oversized, and overlong pieces of equipment to be installed could be shipped directly ashore, rather than hauled by oxen on forty-eight-wheeled heavy flatbed carts as they were now.

A proposal had also been floated to lay railway tracks from Ma'ao to Bopu, but the calculations showed excessive consumption of wrought iron. After much deliberation, the Planning Commission couldn't find room for this extra expenditure—most of the steel reserve had already been committed to Ma'ao development, and stocks were running low. The conclusion: at most, factory-yard railways could be laid within the industrial zone.

Crawler tractors fitted with bulldozer blades and buckets were roaring not far off—Bai Yu's "Tractor Armored Corps" was excavating earthworks. A deep trench had been carved into the red soil, and many workers in work clothes—heads shaved, white triangular armbands on their sleeves marking them as "special laborers"—were at the bottom, laying stones. This was the development zone's main drainage channel. Industrial wastewater from various branch channels would flow into this main drain and be sent to the wastewater treatment plant. Of course, Ji Wusheng knew that Tian Jiujiu's so-called industrial wastewater treatment amounted to nothing more than multi-stage settling, aeration, and acid-base neutralization—given Lingao's industrial level, more sophisticated treatment was beyond reach.

The channel was both deep and wide—rowboats could pass through it—with service walkways along both sides for maintenance crews.

Water supply used large-diameter reinforced concrete pipes—to minimize contamination during transport. These pipes were buried in equally massive underground conduits, facilitating future inspection, replacement, and installation of additional pipes and cables. These conduits also had military significance—for covert infantry movement, for instance.

Since Lingao industry couldn't yet produce enough reinforced concrete slabs to cover the conduits, they would remain open for the time being.

Heavy industry consumed enormous amounts of water. Besides drawing from the nearby Ma'ao River, additional water was piped in from the Wenlan River. Tian Jiujiu was also planning a large-scale rainwater collection system for the development zone—dependent, of course, on the steelworks going into production soon.

In the distance, scaffolding rose high. A temporarily installed steam crane belched smoke as it hoisted wrought-iron trusses, assembling high-roofed factory buildings. That was the open-hearth steelmaking workshop under construction; the new converter workshop would be adjacent. According to the plan, once the blast furnace and steelmaking workshops were all operational, the converter and rolling-mill shops currently at the small steelworks along the Wenlan River would be relocated here. All the rolling equipment not yet installed would be fully assembled, officially establishing a rolling mill.

The place where bucket elevators and water tanks stood tall was the ore-dressing plant—most of its equipment had been brought from the old timeline: two ore-dressing machines, five crushers, and two breaking machines. In the future, iron ore that couldn't be processed on-site due to conditions would be sent here for dressing. It could also handle some non-ferrous metal ore processing.

The core of Ma'ao Steel Company—the largest and most difficult project, the blast furnace construction—was nearing completion. A ten-meter-tall blast furnace already stood erect. Being close to the coast, typhoon resistance was a critical concern. The furnace foundation had been built with Lingao's best cement-mixed reinforced concrete, sparing no expense. Around the furnace shell, reinforcing beams, columns, and anchor cables had been erected for added support.

Ma'ao No. 1 Blast Furnace had a volume of 125 cubic meters—technologically equivalent to 1880–1900 by old-timeline standards. For the Industrial Sector, it was an enormously challenging undertaking. Ji Wusheng, the only Elder who had actually been inside a blast furnace chamber and worked as a furnace operator, had become the indispensable technical lead for blast-furnace construction.

He was no longer just "Steel Plant Director." In a recent personnel appointment, his titles had become: People's Commissar of Metallurgical Industry under the Manufacturing Directorate, General Manager and Chief Engineer of Lingao Steel Company. A string of impressive titles couldn't help him overcome the array of challenges in building the steelworks: after all, no Elder had ever actually built a blast furnace or open-hearth furnace, and none had systematically designed, outfitted, and constructed a complete steel company. Beyond the materials in the Grand Library, everything in practice had to be figured out through trial and error.

"If not for the ready-made steel plant design documents and blueprints in the Grand Library, just this steelworks alone would have taken us ten years to build," Mei Wan remarked.

Ji Wusheng said, "Without those materials, we wouldn't even know where to begin. At least the first blast furnace is nearly complete now—once we can start smelting iron and steel, we'll be halfway there."

Note: The following 29 sections are technical chapters. Those not interested may skip them.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 806 - The Blast Furnace (Technical Chapter!)

The blast furnace was the most difficult part of the entire project. To construct it, a dedicated team was formed to gather all technical materials on blast furnace structure, materials, and construction methods. A 125-cubic-meter blast furnace, over ten meters tall and weighing several thousand tons, was the largest piece of industrial equipment the Elders had ever encountered. Its difficulty surpassed all previous industrial construction projects.

Structurally, a blast furnace must satisfy two prerequisites: charge materials must descend uniformly, and furnace gas must rise uniformly across all cross-sections at every height.

The uppermost part of a modern blast furnace is the throat, where charge is loaded into the furnace by specialized charging machinery. To protect the throat from damage by falling charge, a layer of steel bricks is installed. Once charge enters the throat, it is immediately dried and preheated by the hot furnace gases rising from below. The gases then exit through pipes at the furnace top—this section must be perfectly sealed to prevent the coal gas that comprises most of the furnace gas from leaking or escaping, which would cause worker poisoning.

A portion of the exhaust gas is recycled back into the blast furnace as fuel; the remainder is piped to the hot-blast stove to preheat the blast air.

The shaft is a cone with the smaller end at the top. As charge contacts the furnace gases, it expands from heat. To accommodate this expansion and allow smooth descent of the charge, the shaft widens from top to bottom. This design prevents hanging—a blast furnace's greatest operational hazard during combustion. Not only does hanging waste charge, but in severe cases, it requires a blowdown for cleaning. In principle, a blast furnace operates without shutdown; once blown down, it takes a long time to resume production.

The finer the ore particles, the greater the edge gas flow, and the less likely the furnace will hang. Edge gas flow relates to the shaft angle. As charge descends, heavier ore tends to fall vertically; when the shaft angle is small, ore moves away from the wall and coke migrates toward it. This creates a loose annular zone near the wall, promoting large gas flows. When the shaft is too steep, the opposite occurs—hanging develops. The shaft angle is typically set at 86 degrees.

Below the shaft is the belly, a cylindrical section designed to eliminate the dead zones created by the shaft. Below the belly is the bosh, which tapers from top to bottom because coke combustion continuously melts charge, reducing its volume. The bosh angle is typically 76–82 degrees. A larger angle reduces wall friction; additionally, a larger angle increases the hearth diameter, improving coke combustion and furnace efficiency.

At the very bottom is the hearth, where molten iron and slag accumulate. Hearth temperatures are extremely high; ordinary refractory materials won't suffice. The heat can melt the refractory bricks inside. The standard approach is to install a cast-steel or cast-iron outer shell on the wall, with serpentine cooling-water pipes embedded within to cool and protect the inner refractory lining. Because steel is very difficult to cast—its flowability is poor—the Industrial Sector team studied the problem extensively and concluded they couldn't reliably manufacture such a large cast-steel component. They settled on making a large cast-iron cooling jacket instead. Even so, this single casting alone occupied Xiao Bailang for months.

Eight tuyeres are mounted at the upper end of the hearth; the nozzles protrude into the furnace wall. Because they must withstand high temperatures, the nozzles are made of bronze, with internal water-cooling pipes for continuous circulation cooling during operation. The taphole is near the bottom of the hearth, with the slag notch above it. These too are bronze with circulating water cooling.

A blast furnace is not only large but operates continuously. The throat of a large furnace reaches extreme temperatures, precluding manual charging. Instead, mechanical automatic charging is used. There are several charging methods; after consultation, Jiang Ye and Ji Wusheng decided to adopt the mechanically simplest: the bell-and-hopper method. A bell-shaped charging bucket hauls the charge to the furnace top, where it locks into position. Charge then drops from the bucket's openable bottom into the throat. The hopper is driven by a crank-linkage mechanism sliding on rails. Though not complex, this system requires the industrial sector to provide reliable equipment for chains, mechanical transmission, and power machinery.

Jiang Ye said, "Back when Zhan Wuya said to skip the blast furnace and just run converters—importing pig iron from Guangdong—I thought he was being a conservative rightist. Now I see that even if we'd wanted to build a blast furnace then, we probably couldn't have managed it."

"If we'd tried back then, the best we could have done was a homemade furnace three to five meters tall. Maybe two or three tons of pig iron per day—five tons at most. Charging would have meant winching materials up, then workers shoveling them into the throat one scoop at a time—roasting themselves half to death in the process. Slow charging, uneven distribution. Efficiency like some podunk county chemical plant." Ji Wusheng commiserated with his compatriots in the chemical sector. By old-timeline standards, their operation didn't even match a 1970s county-level chemical factory; many products were still at laboratory scale. Without the coal-coking integrated plant shipped from the old timeline to bulk things up, the pitiful output of their 800-ton ammonia synthesis and electrolytic salt units would have them raging at every Planning Commission meeting.

"Once our steel combine goes into production, we'll be mass-producing chemical equipment. Your Machinery Department's burden won't be light."

"That's nothing," Jiang Ye said dismissively. "Can you produce specialty steels? Alloy steels? Especially stainless steel—we need it everywhere. And silicon steel too—for generators, motors, and transformers. You don't know how often Chief Chang comes crying to us about how useless he is in power construction."

The transmigration enterprise's electrical power was a fatal bottleneck. Whether in generation, transmission, or consumption, they were at roughly the level of a small late-1970s county town—or worse. They couldn't even form a county-wide grid. The direct result of the power shortage was steam-engine boilers everywhere.

"Your requirements are pretty demanding. For the first, we can't get the non-ferrous metals needed; for the second, the metallurgy is difficult. But manganese steel can come soon—Tiandu's iron ore naturally contains high manganese, and there's a manganese deposit nearby we can mine." Ji Wusheng said, "And besides, Chief Chang can just keep doing his county electrician work while planning his East Asia Power Grid super-high-voltage transmission system, Himalayan Super-Station, and Yangtze cascade development in his notebook."

"Not as exciting as stainless steel or silicon steel, but still good news," Jiang Ye said. Manganese steel had high strength and high wear resistance, with important applications in many large machines. With manganese steel, the currently poor-quality bearings, gears, structural components, and connectors could be greatly improved. Manganese steel could also be used for industrial cutting tools and to provide quality weapon steel for the military industry.

Beside the blast furnace stood the completed large hot-blast stove—the 125-cubic-meter furnace required far more blast than the previous small converters and melting furnaces. Bigger often meant higher efficiency. Having already built hot-blast stoves for the converter steelmaking workshop, they had considerable construction and operational experience. This time, with sufficient refractory materials, not only was the stove larger, but its internal structure had been optimized. The new hot-blast stove was a standard Cowper stove, ten meters tall. It used the blast furnace's hot exhaust gas to preheat the air entering via the blowers, with a design target of 620°C at the outlet. At such temperatures, iron-ore reduction would reach maximum efficiency, and coke consumption could be reduced by one-fifth.

"Engineer Jiang!" A naturalized apprentice came running over. "The gas workshop just called—they need you to come take a look. There are some problems."

"All right, I'll head over now." Jiang Ye said goodbye to Ji Wusheng and descended the little mound. A utility vehicle was already waiting.

The gas plant was an important component of the Ma'ao combine. The coal-coking integrated chemical plant at Bopu could also supply gas, but because it had downstream processing equipment to extract and refine the gases and tar produced during coking, the gas was generally consumed directly as chemical feedstock. The small surplus went to Bopu Industrial Zone as fuel.

The gas plant didn't use the coking lignite transported from Jiazi Coal Mine—the blast furnace coke was supplied by Bopu's coking plant—but instead used dedicated gas generators to dry-distill various grades of inferior coal. The purpose wasn't to produce coke, but gas.

Once completed, the gas workshop would supply gaseous fuel to the entire plant. Its primary purpose was to provide fuel for the open-hearth steelmaking process—coal gas produced during blast-furnace smelting had low calorific value and couldn't be used as open-hearth fuel.

Unlike the specialized large coking furnaces at the coking plant, gas generators had simple structures and were easy to operate. The Machinery Sector had considerable experience manufacturing and operating them up to now—no difficulties there.

Coal was loaded into the generator and ignited for dry distillation. Reacting with air blown in from below, it produced coal gas. But raw coal gas had low calorific value and was insufficient as open-hearth fuel. So while coking proceeded, steam from the boiler evaporator was mixed in proportion with air and blown into the generator to produce semi-water gas. Semi-water gas had significantly higher calorific value than air-gas and could serve as open-hearth fuel.

Tar produced during dry distillation was stored in dedicated tar tanks, then shipped to the Bopu coal-coking plant for further refining. Ji Tuisi planned to eventually equip the Ma'ao gas plant with its own tar processing facility to produce chemical products on-site.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 807 - The Gas Workshop

Beneath the soaring roof of the gas plant, more than a dozen cylindrical generators stood arrayed upon their reinforced-concrete pedestals like sentinels of industrial progress. Each unit employed water-jacket seals, while overhead, a network of gas-transfer pipes crisscrossed the elevated iron framework. The pipes themselves were cast iron, their joints sealed with a compound of water glass and crusite powder—currently the best corrosion-resistant sealant available. Lingao's insatiable appetite for crusite powder had spawned an entirely new industry across Guangdong and Fujian: the collection of broken porcelain. Kilns that had once discarded damaged or defective wares now found eager merchants at their doors, ready to ship the shards to Lingao where ball mills ground them into fine powder for industrial use.

The valves and flow meters were locally manufactured, and their reliability left much to be desired. As a precaution, the entire workshop stood open on all sides to maximize ventilation and prevent any leaks from proving fatal.

"What's the problem?" Jiang Ye leapt from the vehicle and immediately checked the birdcage hanging by the workshop entrance. In the absence of specialized chemicals to impart a warning odor to the gas, they relied on the oldest method known to miners: caged birds. Every facility handling gas kept them nearby. The little creature inside appeared lively enough, displaying no signs of distress.

"The Number Four generator's outlet temperature is climbing too fast!" The shift foreman's voice was taut with anxiety as he thrust the work log forward. He had once tended kilns, possessed of a near-mystical ability to gauge furnace temperatures by firelight alone. But since arriving in Lingao, industrial thermometers had rendered his secret art obsolete. Though his old skills had lost their value, his experience had not—thus his current post as foreman.

Jiang Ye scanned the work log, then peered through the observation window at the furnace's interior. Truth be told, his own familiarity with gas generators was limited to a crash course in the technical manuals.

"Off-center operation," he diagnosed. The ash layer inside the furnace had built up unevenly—high on one side, low on the other—causing the fire layer to slant accordingly. The elevated side ran hot while the depressed side ran cold. "Test the gas quality!"

Part of the furnace's output was diverted to a test burner on a branch pipe. Without proper instruments to analyze gas composition, they had to rely on the simplest method available: burning samples and observing the flame to roughly assess the main components.

"Report! Carbon monoxide content has dropped! Carbon dioxide is elevated!" called an apprentice from his station.

"Bring the furnace rods—we're going up top to clear the ash!" Jiang Ye ordered. Someone rushed to fetch the specialized equipment. "The rest of you—use hooks from the ash pan to rake out the slag below!"

Working methodically, Jiang Ye first broke up the accumulated ash layer to level it, then coordinated with the raking crews below to extract a considerable quantity of slag. Even a visual inspection confirmed his diagnosis—the ash showed high carbon content. Once the excess was cleared, he directed workers to tamp down the fuel layer where combustion burned fiercest, then add fresh fuel to restore uniformity.

Within the hour, both outlet temperature and gas quality had returned to normal parameters. The fault was cleared. Jiang Ye recognized this as the simplest kind of gas-generator malfunction—but also the most common. The transmigration enterprise operated gas generators on a considerable scale, yet the shortage of experienced operators remained an unsolved problem. Even critical projects like the steelworks couldn't secure enough skilled hands.

He surveyed the assembled crew. Aside from the foreman, not a single person possessed real experience operating a gas generator. Training still had far to go. When problems arose, even the foreman found himself at a loss.

Jiang Ye took a moment to explain the cause of the fault, the handling method employed, and the reasoning behind each step. These were fundamentals—with one experienced master to guide them, a unit of skilled workers could be trained in short order. The trouble was, the "master" himself wasn't particularly reliable.

Resolving the immediate fault was one matter; identifying the root cause was another. According to the technical manual, off-center operation stemmed from only a few sources—internal slag buildup or problems with the fuel itself. The internal slag had now been addressed.

Jiang Ye grabbed a handful of coal granules from the loading basket. The gasification furnace could burn various fuels; here they used slurry coal from the coal-washing plant—the dust and fines that settled from the wash water, collected, dried, and ground for use.

The coal felt damp against his palm. Too much moisture. His first diagnosis was confirmed.

"Look here—this coal is too wet." He opened his clenched fist to display the coal dust, which fell in small clumps rather than free-flowing grains. "High moisture means uneven loading, which causes an uneven fuel bed. With raw material like this, you must level it out immediately after loading." His gaze swept across the assembled workers. "Who loaded the furnace today?"

"I—I did," a worker admitted hesitantly, raising his hand.

"Why didn't you follow the procedure in the operations manual?" Jiang Ye's voice hardened. "Cutting corners causes accidents. You failed to level the fuel today, and we got a fault. At best, it disrupts production. At worst, if left unaddressed, it burns through the furnace body and causes a catastrophic accident. You'd die for nothing—and take your coworkers with you."

The unfortunate worker trembled, unable to speak. "Die for nothing" was a devastating pronouncement. Were it not for the "new society" in Lingao, he would already be on his knees begging for mercy.

"Dock his work points per regulations," Jiang Ye instructed the foreman. "Hold a squad meeting after the shift and give him some 'help.'"

Besides commune members, all naturalized workers and employees now operated under the work-point system. However, this form of labor compensation was far more sophisticated than the simple labor points commune members earned from assigned tasks. The HR specialists among the Elders were developing a comprehensive compensation system incorporating fixed wages, bonus calculations, fringe benefits, and mandatory work-injury and labor insurance—all built upon the foundation of work points.

"Yes, yes," the foreman nodded vigorously.

The foreman himself was docked points for failing to supervise properly. The leadership responsibility system was being rolled out across the enterprise: since leaders received higher pay and greater perks than ordinary workers, they bore correspondingly greater responsibility.

On his way back to the command post, Jiang Ye stole a moment amid his busy schedule to record the entire fault-handling process in his work notebook. He noted the need to send a memo to the fuel management department: coal particles smaller than ten millimeters shouldn't be used as gasification feedstock—better to press them into briquettes instead. There was also the moisture issue to address. Slurry coal naturally retained high moisture content; it needed at least several more days of drying.

From the gas workshop, the elevated pipeline extended toward the open-hearth facility. Most of its supports were brick pillars reinforced with internal wrought-iron columns. Watching workers haul mortar buckets and lay bricks one by one, Jiang Ye sighed. If only they had sufficient steel, welded supports would be faster and stronger. When would these makeshift days of industrialization finally end? Steel was the skeleton of industry. Without enough of it, Lingao's vaunted modern industrial system was like a patient afflicted with rickets—unable to exert its full strength.

He recalled the recent technical discussions at the steel combine regarding the iron mixer. Some Elders from the Machinery and Metallurgical sectors had argued that the mixer was essential process equipment for open-hearth steelmaking and should be added to the manufacturing program. An iron mixer served to regulate and balance the supply of molten iron between blast furnace and converter, ensuring uninterrupted feed for the steelmaking process. Storing and mixing the iron in such a device evened out composition and temperature—highly beneficial for converter operations. With a mixer, molten pig iron from the blast furnace could flow directly into the open-hearth, bypassing the cumbersome process of first casting ingots and then remelting in a cupola furnace. The fuel savings would be substantial, and the advantages of continuous production fully realized.

But when it came to actual manufacturing, the Machinery Sector discovered that building a fifty-ton mixer capable of both movement and tilting presented a cascade of problems with critical moving parts. In the end, they decided to employ the less economical but simpler process of smelting pig-iron ingots, deferring the mixer until materials improved.

This setback fully exposed the shortcomings of material scarcity. If only the Metallurgical Department could reliably supply steel of the required grades, Jiang Ye reflected, manufacturing those parts wouldn't be entirely impossible. Fortunately, the iron mixer was merely an ancillary improvement—not a decisive piece of production equipment.

Lingao Steel Company's new steelmaking workshop had abandoned the old converter method—the so-called Bessemer process—in favor of the more efficient Siemens-Martin method: the open-hearth process. Open-hearth furnaces served not only steelmaking but also the glass industry and various other smelting applications. It was a remarkably efficient technology.

In open-hearth steelmaking, coal gas served as fuel. Under direct flame heating, pig iron, scrap steel, high-grade iron ore, and other raw materials melted and refined into molten steel on a large scale. In the original timeline, this remained the dominant steelmaking method until the 1960s, with production efficiency and steel quality far exceeding the traditional Bessemer converter. The open-hearth furnace's fundamental principle was heat recovery—it required no separate regenerator because one was incorporated into its very design.

In converter steelmaking, the heat required for smelting came from the process itself—the chemical reactions of the furnace charge. The open-hearth process required external heat: specifically, an efficient, controllable, and relatively clean gaseous fuel.

Coal gas.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 808 - Open-Hearth Steelmaking (Technical Chapter)

Because coal gas served as fuel, steelmaking no longer demanded coke. Even coal unsuitable for coking could be processed through gas generators to provide gaseous fuel. Air and gas mixed to form a combustion flame that reached two-thirds of the chamber's height, sweeping across the surface of the charge. The flame traveled through a long, shallow rectangular chamber lined with refractory materials. To prevent solid particles in the exhaust from settling in the checker brickwork, gases first passed through a slag-settling chamber for precipitation before venting to the chimney. During this exhaust process, the gases transferred part of their heat to the coal gas and air entering through the checker passages—the result being flame temperatures inside the furnace reaching 1,650 degrees Celsius.

Because the Siemens-Martin open-hearth process could smelt large quantities of metal at higher temperatures, it achieved widespread adoption and became the dominant steelmaking technology of the twentieth century.

The inner refractory lining of the Ma'ao open-hearth furnace employed magnesia bricks produced by the bittern factory. The Ma'ao Salt Field's facility extracted magnesium hydroxide from bittern—a byproduct of industrial salt production—then calcined it at high temperatures to produce material for these refractory bricks. A furnace lined with such bricks was classified as a basic furnace.

Early converters and blast furnaces had relied on silicate refractory materials—so-called acid furnaces. Such furnaces could remove manganese, silicon, and carbon from ore and pig iron, but they could not remove phosphorus. This limitation meant steelmaking either required phosphorus-free iron ore or could only produce low-quality steel. Britain's abundant deposits of phosphorus-free ore had conferred considerable advantage during the Industrial Revolution. The emergence of the basic process vastly expanded the utilization of various low-grade ores. Germany's steel industry caught up largely thanks to basic-furnace technology.

Chinese iron ore generally contained phosphorus, rendering most pig iron purchased from Guangdong brittle and high in that element. In the past, when using converters, they had removed phosphorus through slag-making by adding baking soda and limestone. But this process was imperfect, and the resulting steel remained poor in quality.

This time, Ji Wusheng had committed to using the basic process in the open-hearth furnace. Magnesia bricks would also line the blast furnace. However, the acid and basic processes were not a relationship of backward versus advanced—they were distinct technologies. Which to employ depended on the ore and the desired steel. Acid-lined furnaces would therefore be maintained in certain numbers. Ji Wusheng decided the small converters would continue using acid linings.

Within three or four days, the Machinery Sector had assembled a dredger and begun operations at Red Brand Harbor. The Navy provided not only ships and personnel but also dispatched survey boats to conduct hydrographic measurements, marking usable channels and berths with buoys. Meng De immediately had the Port Authority tow stored pontoons to Red Brand to assemble a floating pier for cargo discharge. A fixed pier also went under construction—wooden pilings driven one by one into the muddy sand of the harbor bottom, forming a cargo corridor extending toward the inner anchorage. Temporary flatcar rails and cranes would soon be erected upon it, unloading construction materials from flat-bottomed barges.

Salt Village had been replanned and relocated wholesale to the newly built Ma'ao Commune headquarters—a "new village" constructed on the Bairren Commune model, implementing centralized residential management. Ma'ao Commune was designated a specialized salt-production unit; its entire labor force had been recruited into the salt field. The few local fishermen had been relocated to Bopu Commune, which focused on fishing.

Ma'ao Salt Field served not only as the primary supplier of table salt for Lingao but also as a source of chemical raw materials and a significant revenue stream for the transmigration enterprise. Although its income from private salt sales had steadily declined as a share of total export trade, the revenue remained extremely reliable and stable. Even before and after the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, when imports and exports had dropped sharply, their private salt agent on the mainland—Liu Gang—had quietly continued shipping salt from Lingao by the boatload.

They now effectively controlled every salt field in Hainan. Along the Qiongzhou Strait, Qiongzhou Prefecture contained multiple historically established coastal salt fields. But these remained in the same derelict state as old Ma'ao had been—workers fled, production abandoned, facilities and methods extremely backward, output dismally low. They required consolidation and technical upgrading, work that could not be accomplished overnight. Ma'ao Salt Field therefore remained the primary source for now.

Given the foreseeable seawater pollution problem, some Elders advocated immediately developing Yinggehai or salt fields along the Guangdong coast, reserving Ma'ao salt for industrial use only. But Ji Tuisi dismissed the urgency.

"In the original timeline, the Bohai Bay coast remained a major sea-salt production region despite industrial pollution far worse than our modest steel company generates. The Bohai Rim industrial belt—heavy chemicals, steel, machinery—all high-pollution industries." Ji Tuisi shrugged. "At worst, we can source special-supply salt for the Elders from Leizhou in the future. They're just worried about ingesting high-iron salt."

The first blast furnace was finally completed after round-the-clock labor. The drying process ran for twenty-four hours. After drying and cooling, workers began laying the refractory-brick lining inside the furnace, followed by another round of drying.

The purpose of drying was to remove moisture from within the furnace. Moisture would lower the hearth temperature, causing the bottom to freeze and blocking iron discharge. It would also shorten the furnace's lifespan and cause wall cracks.

The second drying was more critical. In effect, from the second drying onward, the blast furnace would never go cold again but proceed directly to charging and continuous production. This meant the second drying had to wait until refined ore powder arrived from Sanya. As for coke, a considerable stockpile had accumulated at Bopu, shipped to Ma'ao, crushed into twenty-millimeter granules, and loaded into storage bins.

Thanks to the efforts of the Elders in Sanya, on February 10 the Dajing finally delivered the first shipload of refined iron-ore powder. Subsequently, two Navy supply ships made additional runs, each bringing back a cargo of open-hearth ore and blast-furnace ore. Wang Luobin guaranteed that as long as shipping capacity held, current stockpiles could sustain two to three shiploads per week—one hundred fifty to two hundred fifty tons per voyage. This rate would ensure continuous blast-furnace and open-hearth production.

After discussion with Wu De, Ji Wusheng concluded that the official ignition of the blast furnace and open-hearth should be scheduled for late February. This would allow Lingao to stockpile a buffer quantity of refined ore in case Sanya's supply was interrupted.

"We need at least one week's production requirement of ore and coke in reserve," Ji Wusheng explained. "If sea transport is severed or Tiandu encounters problems, we can keep the furnaces running without blowing down. And power coal—the steelworks needs its own dedicated reserve, with earmarked funds that can't be lumped into the Fuel Department's general accounts. Power coal requires at least seven days' reserve, and gasification coal counts toward that quota."

Lingao Steel Company was a steel enterprise that had to import both coke and iron ore—a high degree of external dependency. Coking coal came from Jiazi Coal Mine in Qiongshan; iron ore from Sanya; power coal from Guangdong and Hongji in Vietnam. For a steel company heavily reliant on steam-engine power, power coal was lifeblood. Without it, even the blowers couldn't run. No machinery could operate. Steelmaking was out of the question.

"Is one week enough?" Wu De's brow furrowed with concern. Apart from Jiazi Coal Mine, which was fairly reliable, the other sources—Sanya on the far side of Hainan, Hongji across the Gulf of Tonkin, and mines in mainland Guangdong—all existed in uncertain states. Sanya was the most dependable, but if something serious happened there—a major accident or an enemy raid—a week probably wouldn't suffice to restore normal operations.

Ji Wusheng shook his head. "Probably not. But I understand the current predicament, especially regarding power coal. I hear the shortfall is severe."

"More than severe." Wu De quietly informed Ji Wusheng that the entire Lingao power-coal reserve, converted to standard coal, amounted to only nine days' supply.

"That little?" Ji Wusheng was shocked. At one point, after developing Nanbao Coal Mine and Jiazi Coal Mine, power-coal reserves had reached thirty days of standard coal. "Hasn't the coal-shipping route from Guangdong been restored?"

"Just restored. Volumes haven't picked up yet," Wu De replied.

Coal supply from Guangdong had been largely severed since before the Chengmai Campaign. Only Leizhou coal, being close and easy to transport, continued flowing steadily to Lingao via the Leizhou Station's operations. Other mainland sources had been completely cut off. And the finest Hongji anthracite arrived only intermittently and unreliably.

"You should know, we're also shipping power coal to Sanya every week now, and their appetite grows constantly." Wu De's hair had thinned since he became Director of the Planning Commission, and worry lines had appeared between his brows. "Maintaining nine days of reserves—I'm already thanking heaven for that."

He had been mulling plans to occupy Hongji. The lure of that massive open-pit anthracite mine was too powerful to ignore. Lingao's industrial system desperately needed easily mined, high-quality anthracite.

Currently, Hongji coal came through the Vietnam Trade Company operated by the Leizhou Station. The company purchased coal through local agents—shipping sugar out, bringing rice and coal back. But this trade had never achieved significant scale.

"Chang Shide told me the exchange rate for Vietnam trade is very favorable to us, but the trade goods we can supply are limited in both quantity and variety," Ji Wusheng said. "He says Vietnam has enormous demand for hardware goods and great need for military equipment. North and South are fighting almost every day—on a massive scale."

Wu De considered the situation: Lingao's products suffered from one fundamental constraint—limited production capacity. And capacity was tied to machinery shortages, which in turn stemmed from insufficient steel. Once they achieved a breakthrough in steel, everything else would follow.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 809 - Ignition

Directly developing Hongji would require a major investment. On the military side alone, they would need to deploy at least one full-strength infantry battalion. Northern Vietnam was nothing like the desolate reaches of Sanya or Hong Kong Island, where naval protection could suffice. Here they would directly confront a North Vietnamese army with considerable numerical superiority in land forces. The Northern Court's military had been armed with Portuguese and Dutch assistance; in terms of professionalization, firepower, and combat experience, it stood a cut above Guangdong's Ming forces.

Establishing a port and mining coal at Hongji would inevitably provoke armed expulsion from the Northern Court. Without at least one infantry battalion plus artillery and naval support, they couldn't secure the mining zone. The General Staff had drafted plans for occupying and defending the Hongji area: permanent garrison strength would exceed three battalions. For the already stretched Army and Navy, this was pure fantasy.

The Army's five battalions were currently dispersed across the entire northern half of Hainan Island, from Danzhou in the west to Wenchang in the east, conducting large-scale pacification operations. Except for one battalion stationed at Ma'ao as the general reserve, every unit had been deployed. Mobilizing additional troops would seriously impact both agricultural and industrial production.

After much deliberation, Wu De decided to proceed with caution. They would begin by expanding trade—striving to employ the armed-trading-post model and rely on local powers for extraction. This approach also required increased investment. At minimum, the Vietnam Trade Company's establishment could no longer remain under the Leizhou Station; it would need direct investment and management from the Council of Elders.

The steelworks' stockpiling of raw materials proceeded faster than either Ji Wusheng or Wang Luobin had anticipated. The Planning Commission organized ships for a crash transport effort, and refined ore from Sanya, coking lignite from Qiongshan, and lignite from Leizhou flowed continuously to Bopu and Ma'ao. Although a third of the Navy's vessels had been pulled ashore for repairs—temporarily reducing cargo capacity—the freed-up sailors were plentiful. The Navy adopted a "rotate crew, not ship" approach, keeping some vessels running around the clock. Though this accelerated wear on the ships, for a Navy about to receive new toys, the sacrifice was worthwhile. Steel expansion would benefit both Army and Navy, but in the long run, the Navy stood to gain more: after all, the steel consumed by one hundred thousand rifles couldn't match a single ironclad, and one large-caliber naval gun used as much steel as ten M1857 field pieces.

With the Navy's all-out transportation effort, Lingao Steel Company's raw-material reserves reached the baseline seven-day target ahead of schedule. Ji Wusheng decided there was no time to waste—they would begin smelting immediately. The second drying process would take approximately forty-eight hours before they could begin charging, which would add several more days to the stockpile.

The Steel Company had already trained Lingao's first generation of steelworkers at the old converter workshop. Some had come from various smelting operations in Guangdong or possessed backgrounds as blacksmiths, with at least some ironmaking experience. The shift foreman was surnamed Li—originally the only blacksmith in Lingao town. Traditional blacksmiths were more manufacturing workers than metallurgists and weren't truly familiar with smelting. Most blacksmiths recruited by Lingao ended up in the Machinery Department. But this particular man's skills were so poor that even Lu Youtian shook his head after watching him work. He was sent directly to the Metallurgical Department as a furnace-front worker at the melting furnace.

Still, Blacksmith Li did possess basic smelting and casting ability—more than most others could claim. Ji Wusheng had noticed during work that the man was reasonably diligent and willing to learn. But learning required a skilled master and a competitive environment—both in short supply in Hainan.

No one in this timeline had ever witnessed a blast furnace or open-hearth furnace. The steelworkers' only experience with modern steel technology came from the melting furnace and converter. For this reason, Ji Wusheng personally took charge of training the future steelworkers. He had scale models of the blast furnace and open-hearth constructed specifically for teaching smelting principles. Theoretically, the workers only needed to know what to do. But Ji Wusheng believed they should also receive some theoretical knowledge to deepen their understanding.

These workers came to the Steel Company daily to work and study, participating in the steelworks construction. When they beheld the magnificent blast furnace and open-hearth rising from the ground—beyond anything they could have imagined—their excitement was palpable. To them, the small converter and melting furnace had already been miracles. How much more so this enormous tower!

"Can this blast furnace really make good steel?" Every day Ji Wusheng had to affirm this doubt from workers more than a dozen times.

Now the blast furnace stood fully complete. The workers had carried out the first drying, gaining some understanding of charging. Ji Wusheng scheduled the official ignition for February 6.

He personally supervised the workers loading charge—after the preliminary round, they had gained experience. But the second drying demanded even greater care. In effect, the second drying meant entering formal production; any problem would seriously impact blast-furnace operations.

Ji Wusheng inspected the prepared coke powder—made from the finest coke sent from the Bopu coal-coking combined plant. Workers mixed tar into the powder, stirring it evenly, then added a proper amount of water to give it the necessary moisture. Coke powder served as lining material during drying; it needed sufficient moisture to adhere to the furnace wall, but excess moisture would compromise furnace temperature.

After applying the lining, Ji Wusheng personally crawled inside the furnace chamber, checking the thickness and moisture meter by meter, ensuring every step had been executed correctly. Wherever thickness fell short of twenty millimeters or moisture levels were off, everything was torn out and redone.

Once the lining was complete, wood shavings arrived from the woodworking factory—shavings made excellent kindling: bone-dry and easy to ignite. Several dozen large bales were loaded into the bottom layer of the blast furnace, followed by firewood stacked in a grid pattern. Additional shavings were placed near each tuyere. On top of the wood came coke, layered at three hundred millimeters per layer, with limestone added to the upper courses. The coke was arranged loosely for optimal airflow. Charging continued until the entire shaft was filled up to the throat.

Once charging was complete, it was time for the official ignition. Lighting a blast furnace was a major event even in the original timeline—large and super-large blast-furnace startups had warranted evening news coverage. For the transmigration enterprise, blast-furnace ignition represented a significant leap forward in "the great cause."

On February 6, a simple but solemn ignition ceremony was held beneath the towering roof of the blast-furnace workshop. Steelworks laborers, construction workers who had built the plant, students, and Army and Navy soldiers crowded beneath the steel-truss canopy. Though this behemoth before them had risen by their own hands—brick by brick, beam by beam—seeing it complete and looming over them still left everyone marveling. This enormous thing could actually smelt iron. It defied imagination.

The sight amazed not only the naturalized citizens but also the Elders themselves—most had never seen a blast furnace in person. Standing at the foot of the structure, which stretched nearly a dozen meters into the air, they were awed. From the depths of their hearts swelled immense pride—they were about to possess a "divine artifact" of this era. The roaring flames of the blast furnace and the streams of molten iron it would pour forth would sweep the old world clean, leaving behind a new world that belonged to them.

The Executive Committee's key figures and active members of the Council of Elders naturally wouldn't miss this chance to appear and turned out in force. Fang Fei, who specialized in organizing large-scale events, was also the main planner for this occasion. He asked Ji Wusheng if he wanted to hold a reception or something similar.

"The Industrial Sector has no budget line for receptions."

Under the reimbursement system established by the Cheka, only a very few external-facing departments possessed the authority to record and reimburse reception expenses. Other departments weren't even permitted to list such expenses in their accounts.

Fang Fei offered, "The General Affairs Office can cover this expense. Just submit an application."

"No thanks. The blast-furnace ignition is significant, so we're holding a ceremony. But using that significance as an excuse to eat and drink—let's not." Ji Wusheng had always despised the original timeline's practice of holding receptions to commemorate Pavlov's birthday and the like. This ceremony therefore only issued announcements, not invitations. The site featured no decorations beyond banners, and no beverages, cigarettes, or food were prepared—the announcement specified that attendees should bring their own refreshments.

Despite the steelworks' lukewarm hospitality, the Elders came in droves. Besides the Executive Committee's top leadership, many from the Industrial and Military sectors appeared. Both were major steel consumers.

The Elders gathered beneath the blast furnace, excitedly discussing steel production capacity and applications. Inevitably, militaristic talk of building ironclads arose, and railway construction became a hot topic. A minor debate even broke out over whether to build meter-gauge, standard-gauge, broad-gauge, or super-broad-gauge track. The female servants observed the blast furnace and their masters below it with curiosity—gesticulating animatedly, faces flushed with excitement.

Some Elders invoked their privileges to approach the blast furnace for closer inspection, scrutinizing the body, base, and tuyeres. Occasionally someone would excitedly point out that this or that component had been designed, manufactured, or sourced by their department or workshop. For the Chemical Sector Elders, their contribution had been enormous—solving the blast-furnace refractory materials alone had required tremendous effort.

The blast-furnace workshop already possessed a decidedly "modern" appearance. Not only was the entire building's structure made of steel, with overhead cranes on the roof and rails on the ground, but the stairs, corridors, walkways, and most internal structures consisted of industrial-style wrought-iron grating. It looked rugged and powerful.

Wen Desi and Ma Qianzhu had both arrived on site, as if by prior agreement. Wen Desi circled the blast furnace several times, then suddenly remarked to Ma Qianzhu beside him: "Director Ma, I hear that in ancient times, furnace openings were consecrated with human sacrifices."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 810 - Drying the Furnace

"Human sacrifice?" Ma Qianzhu blinked in surprise. "Old Wen, that's hardly scientific."

"Scientific or not, they say casting swords requires someone to leap into the furnace. For something this massive, perhaps we'd need several volunteers?" Wen Desi grinned.

Laughter rippled through the surrounding crowd, but the naturalized workers within earshot shuddered. The Chief Director's humor was truly terrifying.

At 2:15 in the afternoon, the moment arrived. Ji Wusheng climbed to the furnace platform and accepted a torch from a waiting worker. He raised it high for the audience below to see, then thrust it into a tuyere.

The bone-dry shavings inside caught immediately. Flames erupted outward. Seeing the fire take hold, workers at the other tuyeres inserted their own torches. Within moments, all eight tuyeres roared with flame.

"Start the blower!" Ji Wusheng commanded.

The blower hummed to life, forcing air into the furnace. The fire intensified, and white smoke began billowing from the top—moisture evaporating from within.

"Success!"

Applause and cheers erupted from the crowd below. Ji Wusheng allowed himself a long, slow breath. The ignition had succeeded. But this was merely the beginning.

"Adjust the blast volume!"

The drying process was slow and tedious work. The fire had to be carefully controlled to ensure the temperature rose gradually, drying out the moisture in the lining without cracking it through rapid thermal expansion.

Ji Wusheng remained on the platform, constantly monitoring temperature readings and adjusting the blast. He didn't sleep that night.

By the following morning, the white smoke had shifted to blue—the wood and coke were burning cleanly, and the moisture was largely gone.

"Prepare for the second stage!"

The second stage involved gradually adding charge while increasing blast volume. This was a critical period. If the charge wasn't added correctly or the blast ran too strong or too weak, it could lead to "freezing"—molten iron and slag solidifying at the bottom, ruining the furnace entirely.

Workers began hoisting skips of coke, limestone, and ore to the top. The bell valve opened, and charge tumbled into the throat.

"Keep watch on the gas seal!" Ji Wusheng reminded the foreman. The top gas contained lethal concentrations of carbon monoxide.

Operations proceeded smoothly. The furnace temperature rose steadily. Molten iron began accumulating at the bottom.

Forty-eight hours later, the moment arrived for the first tap.

"Open the taphole!"

A worker drove a long iron rod through the clay plug sealing the taphole. A stream of dazzling, golden-yellow molten iron shot forth, flowing down the iron runner into sand molds prepared on the ground.

"Iron! It's iron!"

The cheers erupted again—louder and more enthusiastic than before. The sight of molten iron flowing like water proved far more impactful than mere smoke and fire.

Senior officers from the Army and Navy watched the flowing metal with hungry eyes. In their vision, this wasn't merely iron—it was cannons, rifles, shells, and armored ships.

"With this, we can finally expand the army," Dongmen Chuiyu murmured to the officer beside him.

"And build more ships," the naval officer added.

Wu De observed the scene with profound relief. The industrial heart of Lingao had finally begun beating strongly. With this constant flow of iron, their development would accelerate dramatically.

Yet Ji Wusheng knew his work was far from finished. The first tap marked only the beginning. Stabilizing production, improving quality, extending the furnace's lifespan—these were long-term endeavors.

"Take a sample for analysis," he ordered. He needed to understand the pig iron's composition to properly adjust furnace operations.

A worker used a long-handled spoon to scoop a measure of molten iron and poured it into a small mold. Once cooled, it would go to the laboratory.

The first tap yielded approximately fifteen tons of pig iron. The quality was decent—slightly elevated in sulfur, but entirely usable. For an initial batch, this was expected.

"Not bad," Ji Wusheng told the exhausted shift foreman. "Good work, everyone. The cafeteria has prepared roast pork for tonight!"

"Long live the Head of State!" the workers cheered. For them, a proper feast was the finest reward.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 811 - Tapping Iron

Foreman Li immediately led several workers carrying prepared refractory mud up to seal the slag notch. Ji Wusheng gave a sharp tug on the steam whistle—the piercing shriek warned everyone around the blast furnace that material was about to discharge from the hearth. All personnel needed to clear the area for safety.

Several workers began agitating the furnace bottom with iron rods. As they worked in unison, sparks shot from the taphole like fireworks, dancing through the air. This was the charcoal ash from the furnace bottom being expelled.

Ji Wusheng directed the workers to maintain the agitation, ensuring ash was continuously blown clear. Removing it prevented contamination of the slag and the dreaded "bottom buildup."

Once no more ash was being expelled, he instructed workers to seal the taphole. Then came full blast. The blowers emitted a howling whine as the workshop temperature climbed ever higher. Sweat slid continuously down Ji Wusheng's forehead—his thick work uniform trapped the heat—but he remained motionless before the furnace, observing. Occasionally he checked his watch, timing each phase of the process.

"All right!" Ji Wusheng judged the conditions were within parameters and turned to Foreman Li. "From now on, keep close watch on the stockline position. When the coke layer drops to the specified level, start adding blank coke gradually. Add slag-forming materials too—I've taught you the quantities for each charge. If you forget, consult the process manual."

"I haven't forgotten!" Foreman Li recited a string of figures without hesitation.

"Good. From now until morning shift takes over, don't add ore. Wait until I return to begin adding ore. Keep charging coke continuously. Maintain furnace temperature."

The second drying period would require approximately twenty-four hours. Only when the entire blast furnace achieved sufficient temperature could they begin adding small batches of iron ore. All of this was to ensure proper heat—maintaining temperature was the paramount concern in blast-furnace smelting. Insufficient heat not only affected iron yield but could trigger cascading malfunctions, ultimately necessitating a shutdown for major repairs.

Ji Wusheng returned to quarters and snatched some sleep. When he woke, evening had arrived, and the middle shift had taken over. He reviewed the handover logs, then used a steel rod inserted through the spyhole to check coke combustion and wall temperature.

"Continue adding small batches of coke and maintain the blast." Ji Wusheng judged the heat still slightly lacking and decided to wait until the morning of the 7th to begin adding ore.

At noon on February 7, following Ji Wusheng's command, the first batch of refined iron ore powder and slagging materials was finally charged into the blast furnace, marking the formal commencement of pig-iron smelting. Ji Wusheng found himself more nervous than the workers—they were merely following technical documents and his instructions with precision, but no one truly knew whether this oversized knockoff built from knockoff parts could withstand the rigors of normal operation. Ji Wusheng understood that the blast furnace's success or failure would determine how quickly they could climb the technology tree.

On February 8, the blast furnace finally tapped its first heat of molten iron. The main runner was constructed of sand and stone, its channel filled with yellow sand. The casting bed employed pig-iron molds. After the first batch of pig-iron ingots was produced, Ji Wusheng ordered someone to transport an iron brick by vehicle to the chemical laboratory at Bopu for composition analysis.

The analysis results returned quickly via telegraph. The pig iron quality was excellent; levels of phosphorus and sulfur—the elements most detrimental to quality—were extremely low, far superior to the various scrap and pig irons they had acquired from the mainland. The combination of high-quality iron ore and the "divine artifact" of modern blast-furnace smelting had produced premium pig iron.

Ji Wusheng's face beamed. "Fantastic! With premium pig iron, making good steel will be far easier."

After tapping the iron, they began the first slag tap. The slag discharged into a large pool filled with river water from the water plant after basic sedimentation. The cooled slag would become raw material for cement. As for the water heated by contact with the slag, it was piped away to utilize the waste heat.

"From now on, tap iron every two hours. Tap slag every fifteen minutes!" Ji Wusheng commanded. He collected a sample of the first cooled slag and handed it to a clerk to rush to Bopu for composition analysis, enabling real-time adjustment of the slagging ingredients.

"Without a laboratory here, people are going to run themselves ragged." Watching the high-spirited clerk trot out with the sample jar, Ji Wusheng sighed. Ma'ao's only land connection was a road; walking or cycling proved too slow. To accelerate urgent deliveries, the Planning Commission had allocated a motorcycle to the Ma'ao Industrial Zone. Time-sensitive items now traveled by motorcycle courier.

Soon the slag composition analysis returned by telegraph. The figures fell roughly within Ji Wusheng's predicted range—the feed formula and calculations had been precisely determined by him, a distillation of over a century of modern blast-furnace experience. Ji Wusheng now possessed sufficient confidence that the blast furnace could produce iron stably over the long term. But he still refused to relax, remaining in the workshop around the clock—napping in the office when exhausted, then rising to check furnace conditions again. He dared not slack off with the naturalized workers under his supervision. After all, the longest-serving among them had been a proper industrial worker for only a year and a half. Old habits and mindsets still dominated their thinking. With many new workers and few veterans, vigilance remained essential.

Under his day-and-night surveillance, the blast furnace ran completely normally after forty-eight hours. Based on iron ore and coke input figures, Ji Wusheng calculated the conversion rate at approximately 0.79—not high; modern blast furnaces could generally achieve 1.0. But he wasn't worried. With continued refinement of the feed ratio and slagging process, he was confident of reaching approximately 0.90. Even at the current 0.79 level, daily pig-iron output far exceeded fifty tons. The furnace's actual capacity proved considerably higher than estimated.

To celebrate the official commencement of production at Number One Blast Furnace, the Council of Elders ordered extra rations for the students at Fangshaodi, including their favorite fruit candies. Many years later, the "Children of Fangshaodi"—who had matured into the backbone of the empire—would often recall the wonderful days of receiving "special rations." Whenever extra rations were distributed, students would stand in classrooms, dormitories, and playgrounds cheering "Long Live!" Everyone understood this signaled another step forward for the empire under the correct, glorious, and great leadership of the Council of Elders.

~

Meanwhile, on February 9, the Lingao Times published a red-letter headline story in both its internal and external editions. The naturalized citizens understood immediately, and even locals who dealt frequently with the Elders knew that a large red headline meant the Elders had accomplished something major—invariably happy news. The members of the County Consultative Council couldn't fully comprehend the articles packed with "Newspeak," but the council had a dedicated "Female Aussie" liaison officer who explained newspapers and documents at every meeting. When Tang Tang explained that this meant a great furnace capable of producing over a hundred thousand jin of iron, the council members grasped from the Elders' solemnity—if not the specific implications—that this matter was extraordinary. They composed a "congratulatory letter" in the name of the County Consultative Council, inscribed it on large red paper, and delivered it to East Gate Market with gongs and drums. Zhang Youfu also instructed his subordinates to purchase firecrackers, which crackled and popped festively at the council entrance.

Wu De closed the window—the firecrackers outside were particularly noisy, interfering with the Executive Committee's standing working meeting.

This standing meeting had been convened at his request. The topic: solving the power-coal supply problem. Of course, the so-called power-coal problem was, in reality, the Hongji problem.

"...All right, the coal supply situation is laid out here," Wu De began. "I assume everyone understands our current status. Coal channels haven't increased, but consumers have multiplied considerably. If we don't solve the coal problem once and for all, I fear maintaining the industrial system's operation will become problematic."

As if to underscore his point, the warning whistle of a boiler venting steam sounded outside—a reminder to the assembled Elders of how many boilers throughout Lingao were burning, driving how many steam engines tirelessly providing the endless power for Lingao's industrialization. And in Sanya, Hong Kong, and Leizhou, many more boilers awaited high-quality coal to feed their enormous appetites.

"Expecting Guo Yi to restore the coal transport route immediately isn't realistic—besides, the Pearl River Delta isn't close to Lingao. At best, he can solve Hong Kong's power-coal problem in the near term. Zhanjiang coal from Leizhou remains our primary power coal—that's our most stable supply at present."

He didn't include Qiongshan's Jiazi Coal Mine or Lingao's Nanbao Coal Mine in the power-coal statistics. The former was reserved for the Chemical and Metallurgical ministries for coking; the latter's calorific value was so low it served only as fertilizer.

"Is the Danzhou coal mine worth developing? I recall there are oil sands there too?"

"Yes, Danzhou has the Changpo Coal Mine, considered one of the larger mines on Hainan," said Bai Guoshi, attending on behalf of the exploration department. "But it's deep and requires significant upfront investment. The coal quality isn't ideal either—Changpo actually shares a mineral belt with Nanbao."

As for the Danzhou oil sands, the burial depth was great and extraction difficult. Furthermore, extraction would require accompanying refining equipment. Right now demand for fuel oil wasn't high, making the investment not worth the return.

"Ah De, we understand what you're driving at!" Ma Qianzhu interjected. "You want us to directly intervene in developing Hongji, rather than relying on sporadic purchases through the Vietnam Trade Company as we do now."

Wu De nodded. "Yes, exactly. The time has come for direct intervention in Hongji."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 812 - To Hongji

"I support this plan unconditionally." Wen Desi sighed with theatrical wistfulness. "To return where we once fought!"

"Ah yes, those glorious days when Chief Wen single-handedly broke through bandit lines, sweeping thousands with a PPK machine gun and cutting down bandit chieftains with a blade—we all admire that legendary style..." Si Kaide said with mock reverence.

"Ancient history," Wen Desi waved dismissively. "Let's not dwell on the past."

"Everyone, please don't get sidetracked," Ma Qianzhu cut in. "Let's continue discussing Hongji development."

Dongmen Chuiyu spoke as the representative of the Military Affairs High Command. "Our current troop strength is insufficient. The only available mobile forces are the Lingao Garrison Battalion and one battalion at Ma'ao."

Insufficient troop strength was a curse that constantly plagued the Lingao regime. In broad terms, Lingao was an island regime, well-suited to a "large navy, small army" force structure—using sea control to secure the homeland while the Army served as an overseas expeditionary force.

Theoretically, under this system, the Lingao regime's mobile forces should have been ample. The Council of Elders possessed the era's strongest maritime projection capability, able to move troops rapidly along the coastline, making one battalion effectively worth several.

But the transmigration regime remained an alien regime. Though the Elders did their utmost to win hearts and minds, and the seventeenth century lacked strong nationalist sentiments, the chaotic social order of a medieval country meant social resources couldn't be fully utilized. This forced the army to take on the task of social transformation—a role not originally its primary responsibility.

Although the Chengmai Campaign had concluded over half a year ago, and the Council of Elders had controlled the northern counties of Hainan for at least three months, the Army's main force remained tied down in comprehensive "clean-up" operations across the localities. The General Staff's public security campaign in northern Hainan pinned down most of the Army's strength—four regular infantry battalions dispersed across the entire region, executing a motley array of garrison, escort, and bandit-suppression missions. The Army, which should have served as a projection force, had no strength to spare for new combat operations.

"...If we open a Hongji front, we can only employ the Army General Reserve at Ma'ao," Dongmen Chuiyu continued, his concern evident. "Defending Hongji would inevitably require forming a Hongji Garrison Battalion—at least three companies. If the Northern Court insists on 'defending national sovereignty and territorial integrity,' given their mobilization capacity, surrounding Hongji with ten or twenty thousand troops is entirely possible. Whether three companies can hold Hongji is highly questionable. The General Staff's wargames suggest at least a full-strength infantry battalion would be needed to defeat a North Vietnamese punitive expedition."

The Elder officers of the Military Affairs High Command had run numerous simulations on various plans and scenarios. The consistent conclusion was that Lingao's military forces remained quantitatively insufficient, capable only of fighting short, quick-in-quick-out engagements. Sustained operations still carried the risk of overextension.

The solution was naturally to expand the army—whether by enlarging the regular force or forming new second-line garrison units. Yet the Elder officers themselves felt unable to make such requests. Demographic statistics for all of Hainan weren't yet complete, but estimates put the total population at most five hundred thousand. Current Army and Navy strength already exceeded fifteen thousand. With a ratio of one soldier for every thirty civilians, the Lingao regime was arguably the most militarized in history, surpassing even Prussia—the legendary "army with a country attached." Were it not for continuous infusions from mainland trade and considerable peacetime construction assistance from military personnel, such a force would have been impossible to sustain.

After the Chengmai Campaign, the Executive Committee had briefly considered reducing some Army and Navy personnel to fill grassroots cadre roles, but subsequent developments had caused this disarmament plan to be completely abandoned.

"...An expedition to Vietnam effectively means another division of forces," Dongmen Chuiyu continued his report. "We'd have to maintain a long-term presence in hostile territory, possibly fighting a protracted war. And threats like Zheng Zhilong and other sea lords still haven't been eliminated..."

"We're caught in a vicious cycle," Zhan Wuya observed. "To run large-scale industrial production, we need to spam units to grab territory for raw materials and fuel. Spamming units requires massive munitions. Munitions require heavy industry. Heavy industry needs raw materials and fuel. Raw materials and fuel require grabbing territory. And grabbing territory requires spamming units..."

Wen Desi interrupted the litany of complaints. "This is indeed difficult, but merely listing problems yields no results. Let me share my view: first, establish an armed trading post. Pay currency or goods to hire local natives to mine coal, then recruit a mine guard force from among the miners..."

"Let Vietnamese natives mine coal?" Si Kaide expressed skepticism. "In the original timeline, I heard their unions were powerful—striking at the drop of a hat." He came from a foreign trade background; numerous export factories had relocated to Vietnam to save on labor costs, only to soon complain bitterly about lazy workers.

"The monkeys are actually quite industrious—at least more so than natives further south. They grow three crops of rice annually. Is that something lazy people accomplish?" Wen Desi countered. "Besides, unions are a heresy that doesn't exist in this timeline. And consider this: Vietnam has a large population, sufficient to sustain mining consumption. Aren't they fighting a civil war? In medieval society, fighting major battles with over a hundred thousand troops in such a compact territory means utter misery for the common people. We can acquire considerable labor for a very modest price—merely guaranteeing them full meals will suffice."

Wu De added, "In the long run, an armed trading post can also serve as a base for subtly cultivating and transforming the local population—beneficial for our future imposition of a new order."

In the Council of Elders' master plan, countries within the "Sinosphere"—Vietnam, Korea, Japan—were destined to enter the "East Asian New Order" system, with status distinct from the natives of the Southeast Asian archipelago.

No one objected to Wen Desi's proposal to utilize local labor. Even if Vietnam couldn't supply sufficient workers, in the long term they could ship slaves to fill the mine pits.

Dongmen Chuiyu raised another concern. "I'm just worried an armed trading post can't hold off a Northern Court attack..."

"We'll endeavor to keep things peaceful," Wen Desi elaborated. "The trading post serves only as emergency shelter. The scale needn't be large—just sturdy enough to hold out until the Navy arrives."

The transmigrators' intent was simply to mine coal, not occupy territory. Hongji wasn't some promised land—just a desolate, hilly peninsula. Lingao's glorious war record should have reached the Northern Court by now. The Northern Court was already at war with the Southern Court and had its hands full; picking a major fight with a powerful military force over a patch of wasteland made little sense—especially when the other side's goal was merely mining coal. Wen Desi's plan was predicated on this assessment.

Yu E'shui offered his perspective. "My personal view is that Chief Wen's plan is feasible. Every time the Northern Court marches south, they're blocked by the Nguyen clan's fortress complex near the seventeenth parallel and the munitions provided by the Portuguese. They're desperate for external aid—historically, the Dutch will soon serve as their advisors. If we provide some armaments in exchange, allowing us to remain in Hongji to mine coal won't be an intolerable price for the Northern Court. And it would push out Dutch influence."

"Selling arms?" Some found this difficult to accept. In the past, Li Luoyou's attempts to purchase weapons for the Ming had been rejected; now suddenly they were considering selling arms to the Le Dynasty in the north.

"Do we have sufficient steel?"

"With Number One Blast Furnace operational, steel capacity has expanded more than tenfold. Consuming some to exchange for adequate power coal benefits us." Zhan Wuya felt a flush of newfound wealth following the successful blast furnace ignition days earlier. "Number One isn't even at full capacity yet, and daily pig iron output exceeds sixty tons. Number Two Blast Furnace can commence production in another month."

"There's also medicine, processed instant food—we can provide toll processing for foodstuffs... All of these can serve as trade goods for the Northern Court. Similar to what we sell the Manchus," Si Kaide added. "I don't believe the Northern Court will refuse this trade request. Medicine and instant food are extremely valuable militarily."

Finally, the resolution to establish a trading post at Hongji for coal mining was passed. As the first step, the Vietnam Trade Company was separated from the Leizhou Station. The company became a state-owned enterprise directly under the Colonial Trade Ministry, achieving equal status with Leizhou Sugar Industry. Its headquarters remained in Leizhou.

~

In a luxurious residence on Hai'an Street in Haikang County, Leizhou, the Elders of the Leizhou Station sat around a table, the atmosphere subtly charged. Account books and ledgers were piled on the surface; beside an abacus sat a pocket electronic calculator.

A large, dark-skinned fellow spoke up. "All right, the accounts should be clear now, correct?"

The female Elder who had been entering final figures on a form straightened up—none other than Jin Zhijiao of the Cheka. "No problems. There are a few transaction violations, but nothing serious." She stamped the handover audit form. "Done."

"Old Wen, I'm leaving you behind. Don't miss me too much..." The big fellow was Chang Shide. Days earlier, he had received a telegram from the Organization Department ordering him to "prepare for immediate handover, transferred to Lingao for another assignment." Following the telegram had come this Cheka woman.

The Hongji operation began with personnel transfers. Chang Shide was transferred out of Leizhou. Yan Maoda was officially transferred to Leizhou as General Manager of the Vietnam Trade Company. Bei Kai was appointed Trade Representative to North Vietnam. The latter had undergone lengthy Vietnamese language training in Lingao—learning strange Vietnamese vocabulary from a television set each day had been a trial. Although Bei Kai repeatedly emphasized his family had no connection to Vietnam, he had been selected for the Representative position because he looked "very Vietnamese."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 813 - The People of Leizhou Station

After completing the formalities, members of the new and old leadership teams held a welcome and farewell banquet at the Leizhou Station headquarters—formerly Zhu An's residence. All attendees were Elders. To avoid provoking the "comrade from Central"—especially since she was a woman, and women tended to be more perceptive about such things, and a married woman at that—the banquet was scrupulously proper. There was no "entertainment" of the sort the masses enjoyed, and the dishes, while delicious, remained practical.

Views were exchanged cheerfully around the table. Yan Maoda had originally belonged to the Guangzhou-Leizhou faction and frequently came to Leizhou on trade business, so he was thoroughly familiar with the Leizhou Station personnel. Bei Kai, too, had once traveled to Vietnam with Chang Shide in search of the Hongji coal deposits, making him no stranger either. By comparison, Jin Zhijiao was a pure outsider. Perhaps sensing that her presence prevented everyone from relaxing, she excused herself soon after eating to return to her room—she still had accounts to audit and a report to write for the Cheka. Unlike the Guangzhou Station, the Leizhou Station had fewer economic entities and simpler account categories. Jin Zhijiao and several female apprentices had been stationed in Leizhou since the annual meeting ended and had essentially cleared everything up.

Once Jin Zhijiao departed, Wen Tong instructed someone to clear the table, then had Ah Zhu set out tea, snacks, melon seeds, cigarettes, and sundry refreshments in the living room of his own small courtyard. The group settled in to drink tea and talk.

After some small talk, conversation turned to the future operations of the Leizhou Station. The Vietnam Trade Company had been separated from the Leizhou Station system, becoming a state-owned direct-operation company. Though its "status" had been elevated, since the headquarters remained in Leizhou and a substantial portion of its trade goods consisted of Leizhou sugar, cooperation with the Leizhou Station remained inseparable.

"I truly hate to see you go," Wen Tong said with emotion to Chang Shide. "The Leizhou sugar industry can't do without you."

"Most things are set up by now anyway. Let the Tiandihui and Delong Bank people handle it from here—they're more professional than I am." Chang Shide was privately dissatisfied with this transfer but kept his expression indifferent. "If the two of us keep generating so much passion here, that bunch in the Council of Elders will die of jealousy. Don't worry—even though I, Chang Shide, am no longer in Leizhou, alive I am a Leizhou Station man, dead I am a Leizhou Station ghost."

Wen Tong sighed. "Take care of yourself. Without you, staying in Leizhou loses its meaning."

"Don't say that. Leizhou is a living piece on the Council of Elders' game board. Right now it's a major source of hard currency—just the net income of over a hundred thousand taels of silver annually, plus the rice and coal exchanged from Vietnam. Calling our Leizhou Station Lingao's blood bank isn't an exaggeration. Leizhou is a vast world where much can be accomplished!"

When the Guangzhou Station had been forced to retreat, the Leizhou Station continued operations, serving as Lingao's only external channel at the time. In a situation where all trade was successively cut off and imports and exports nearly paralyzed, Leizhou fully leveraged its geographical advantage—facing Lingao across the strait—to continue handling bulk commodity exports and coal and rice imports.

In this respect, the Leizhou Station's contributions and achievements even surpassed those of the Guangzhou Station. After the Chengmai Campaign ended, the Leizhou Station Elders received a Collective Second-Class Merit Medal in addition to the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign Commemorative Medal and the Chengmai Campaign Victory Medal. In terms of decorations, they ranked higher than the Guangzhou Station personnel.

News from Lingao also indicated that the Executive Committee intended to make Leizhou the first prefecture on the mainland to be "Lingao-ized." The importance attached to Leizhou was evident.

For the past two years, Wen Tong had managed internal affairs and technical work in Leizhou. His energy was focused on the South China Sugar Factory, while the Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild and the Leizhou Sugar Production Association were essentially Chang Shide's responsibility.

After the Sugar War, the Leizhou Station had successfully integrated Leizhou's sugar trade. Subsequently, Chang Shide focused mainly on sugarcane production, organizing the Leizhou Sugar Production Association. This sugarcane-planting organization—modeled on the Japanese agricultural cooperative system—supported farmers by issuing loans. It not only dealt a heavy blow to local rural moneylenders but also distributed Lingao's grain circulation coupons. This modest reform increased farmers' enthusiasm for production while covertly bringing local sugarcane sources under control. During the 1630 crushing season, the South China Sugar Factory effectively controlled over ninety percent of sugar cane production in Xuwen and Haikang counties. Local traditional sugar sheds—except for those in a few remote areas with poor transport—suffered devastating blows. The small loans also allowed Lingao's grain circulation coupons to begin penetrating local commerce.

For the next phase, Chang Shide had already reached agreement with the Tiandihui: specialists would be sent to Leizhou to improve sugarcane varieties and promote new fertilizers and pesticides. But the Organization Department's sudden transfer left him somewhat brooding. It wasn't that he clung to power—being reassigned to Lingao would certainly mean a newer, larger appointment—but leaving the Leizhou situation half-finished felt like abandoning work midway.

"You currently hold both the Secretary-General of the Leizhou Sugar Industry Guild and the Chairmanship of the Sugar Production Association," Wen Tong observed. "Who will take over when you leave? The naturalized citizens can't prop up this structure yet." Since he supervised technical work, he didn't deal much with locals; Chang Shide was the one holding up the front. He feared things would collapse once Chang departed.

"Let Chen Tianxiong take it. Or ask Lingao to send another person. I think someone from the Tiandihui system would be ideal—more convenient if they know the profession. Later, train up the Wen brothers. Ah Zhu and Qiu Han can receive more training too."

"All right. I'm just afraid he won't be willing." Wen Tong nodded. "Old Chen is extremely busy himself."

Chen Tianxiong, as the External Intelligence Bureau's dedicated intelligence officer in Leizhou, focused on gathering intelligence regarding local customs and geography in Leizhou and surrounding counties. Recently he had traveled to Gaozhou. Using the cover of a Taoist priest from Monk Zou's Temple, it was safe and convenient for him to travel as an outsider. Zhang Yingchen had recognized the value of Chen Tianxiong's activities and specifically held a business meeting with him during the annual meeting. Thus Monk Zou's Temple became the New Taoism's first foothold on the mainland.

Wen Tong suspected Chen Tianxiong wouldn't necessarily want this position, and the matter would require approval from the External Intelligence Bureau.

"Who came up with this absurd idea? Moving people around randomly like this—is there any continuity in planning?" Wen Tong's frustration flared. He was someone accustomed to methodical work and hated leaders issuing blind orders and creating chaos. In his view, transferring Chang Shide now dealt a major blow to the sugar industry reform led by the Leizhou Station.

"Don't complain yet," Yan Maoda counseled. True to his business background, he remained composed. "A transfer is a transfer. Staying in one place too long isn't good either. Moving around is preparation for doing bigger things in the future." He actually welcomed this transfer—remaining at the Guangzhou Station offered limited room for development, while coming to Leizhou to head Vietnam trade promised considerable scope. "Perhaps Old Chang is being sent somewhere better this time."

~

Returning to his own courtyard, Wen Tong was still holding onto his irritation. His women—now formally termed maidservants—were chatting in the living room. Originally he had only Ah Zhu, whom Chang Shide had helped him purchase. Later, Ah Zhu introduced a woman named Qiu Han—who had formerly served as Third Master Zhu's concubine. She made no secret of it, saying only that after Third Master Zhu died she had nowhere to go and begged the Master to take her in.

Wen Tong, moved partly by Ah Zhu's pleading and partly because Qiu Han was quite attractive with a voluptuous figure—better looking than Ah Zhu—observed her kneeling on the ground, begging humbly. His male chauvinism and compassion erupted simultaneously, and ignoring Chen Tianxiong's fierce objections, he took her in. Chang Shide was highly supportive of this decision, remarking that possessing an enemy's woman was a great pleasure.

"If she dares speak or act out of turn, hang her up and whip her with lashes dipped in cold water. See if that doesn't make her obedient!" Chang Shide had imparted his experience to Wen Tong. "The more you beat them, the more obedient they become. The less they dare harbor second thoughts."

Wen Tong privately disagreed—he felt Old Chang's woman-handling techniques amounted to fascist dictatorship rather than the "militarized maidservant management" he preached. He had long harbored certain suspicions about Chang's proclivities.

The lamps in the courtyard were lit—there was no electricity here; they burned gas lamps. Qiu Han waited for him at the door. Following the Elders' preferences, her hair was tied loosely without a formal bun, and she wore a waist-cinched so-called "New Hanfu." This was something Chang Shide had acquired from Zheng Shangjie during his return for the annual meeting.

"Master." Seeing Wen Tong approach, Qiu Han hurried forward to welcome him.

Qiu Han had served as a personal maid in a wealthy household before becoming Third Master Zhu's concubine. She had mastered a full repertoire of domestic skills—excelling in cooking and needlework—and was adept at gentle attentiveness. Compared to Ah Zhu, the poor fishergirl who could only serve her master with her body, Qiu Han was far more pleasing. Originally, both Wen Tong and Chang Shide had been wary of her, but as time passed, they gradually relaxed. Qiu Han appeared increasingly favored, surpassing her good sister Ah Zhu to seemingly become Wen Tong's primary maidservant. The nights she served him alone grew more frequent—Wen Tong wasn't accustomed to Chang Shide's heroic style of having several women attend him simultaneously.

The room had been remodeled to modern standards, with greatly improved insulation and privacy. A gas lamp lit the space brightly. A bathroom had been installed, fitted with a Lingao-made custom double bathtub filled with steaming hot water.

Herbal bath liquid produced by the Light Industry Ministry had been added to the water, filling the bathroom with a pleasant fragrance. This was a luxury item sold with the bathroom suite—essentially distilled natural spices. The Light Industry Ministry's accompanying pamphlet hinted that using it in bathwater produced aphrodisiac effects, causing wealthy buyers to flock to it enthusiastically, though the claim was purely marketing.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 814 - Dabo Shipping Company

The ships belonging to the Leizhou Station's shipping firm were modest in tonnage, diverse in type, and generally poor in condition. The personnel were a mixed lot: many had been small-time pirates left unemployed after the Lingao Navy seized control of the strait, or deserters from government naval forces. Others had served as water braves in Zhu An's employ. Although the Leizhou Station offered better pay and the Navy's trade escort system forestalled trouble, they remained a latent threat.

As for the Navy itself, it naturally harbored concerns about a fleet operating entirely outside its command structure. In relevant meetings, proposals to "strengthen unified management of maritime vessels" were constantly raised.

However, unifying the Guangzhou and Leizhou fleets under the Navy's banner and placing them under complete naval control would create an overly complex command structure. Departments in Lingao didn't notice the inconvenience: requesting a ship merely meant phoning the Ministry of the Navy and having the Transport Division schedule it. But for external stations, the process was profoundly cumbersome.

The Guangzhou Station had originally decided to form the Gaoguang Shipping Firm specifically because requisitioning procedures were so burdensome. At that time, using a ship required telegraphing Lingao, navigating the naval command structure to issue transfer paperwork. Not only were there numerous steps that wasted time, but operations proved rigid—sailors aboard the vessels weren't under the Guangzhou Station's direct command, and any slight change required re-telegraphing Lingao to amend orders. The system was completely unsuitable for commercial trade. Finally, external stations had been authorized to organize their own transport fleets.

The confluence of these factors ultimately prompted the Executive Committee to reform the existing maritime shipping system and formally establish a shipping company. This enterprise would be a joint-stock corporation, with the Council of Elders holding fifty-one percent and the remainder open to subscription by locals and naturalized citizens. Qivei was naturally the first shareholder; they had originally held shares in the Gaoguang Shipping Firm.

The newly established shipping company would undertake all the Transmigration Group's shipping business in Guangdong waters, as well as trade shipping to Vietnam. Company headquarters would be in Hong Kong, with shipping offices in Lingao, Xuwen, Qiongshan, Guangzhou, and Sanya. In the long term, shipping agencies would be established in every county of Hainan Island and along the Guangdong coast. The new entity would integrate the fleets formerly belonging to the Guangzhou and Leizhou stations. Simultaneously, the Navy would transfer some vessels unsuitable for combat service to the shipping company, including the five-masted great ship purchased from the Hai family.

The shipping company would operate independently in transport business but fall under the dual leadership of the Postal and Transport Commission and the Navy in organizational terms—similar to the British Merchant Navy Reserve system. All shipping company personnel would be enlisted in the Navy Reserve, with senior seamen granted Navy Reserve officer ranks. Time would be set aside each year for military training and exercises.

After the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign ended, utilizing the window before the peace treaty was signed, the Executive Committee commissioned the Navy, the Political Security Bureau, and the Postal and Transport Commission to conduct a three-month large-scale reorganization and training of the Leizhou and Gaoguang shipping firms. All indigenous personnel underwent political vetting and study sessions. Unreliable elements were purged: some transferred to land jobs, a few notorious individuals with blood debts sent to labor camps. The remaining personnel underwent a major shake-up—young, able-bodied pirates and water braves were replenished into the Navy proper, while older sailors or those with injuries, illnesses, or low adaptability eliminated by the Navy were transferred to the shipping company. The company's vessels also underwent cleanup and overhaul, phasing out excessively small boats. From an efficiency standpoint, larger ships were more economical in manpower than smaller ones.

The new shipping company was formally christened "Dabo Shipping Company." And Zhang Dabala returned to Leizhou after completing several months of study camp life in Lingao. This old sea dog, who had originally sought nothing more than a steady meal, had—after receiving comprehensive "re-education"—thoroughly solidified his resolve to become a "founding merit subject." He attended a ceremony in Lingao and accepted the rank of Navy Reserve Ensign. He resumed his position as captain—he would sail primarily on the Vietnam trade route, the waters he knew best.

Zhang Dabala walked into a former sugar merchant's residence on Hai'an Street. The building had been converted into the Vietnam Trade Company's base and Dabo Shipping Company's Xuwen Office. Craftsmen were moving in and out of the courtyard; banging and hammering sounds echoed everywhere, and construction materials littered the ground. Renovations were in full swing.

The person he sought was Yan Maoda—who currently served concurrently as Director of the Dabo Shipping Xuwen Representative Office. Yan Maoda assigned him a mission: set sail tomorrow to transport several Elders and a cargo hold of goods to Vietnam.

"Besides myself, several other Elders will be aboard."

The Vietnam-bound party included Yan Maoda, going for reconnaissance and planning; Bei Kai, preparing for permanent station; and several Elders from the military, construction company, and long-range exploration team. They formed the advance party for constructing the Hongji Armed Trading Post.

"Understood. This lowly one will deliver the Chiefs safely without fail." Zhang Dabala radiated confidence. "Never mind that we've switched to a new ship—even in a fishing boat, I'd keep the Chiefs safe and sound."

"Good. I know you have the skill." Yan Maoda smiled. "Take us to Haiyang first, then from Haiyang to Hongji. Any difficulties anticipated?"

"None." Zhang Dabala appeared entirely assured. "Projected trip duration? So I can provision water, rice, and vegetables for the voyage."

"Bring as much as possible. Plenty of everything. We'll be gone a long time." Yan Maoda's tone grew serious. "This voyage to Vietnam isn't like past trips for peddling goods—it's an important mission concerning the Great Cause. You must focus one hundred twenty percent. Preparations must be foolproof."

"Yes!" Hearing this voyage held great significance, Zhang Dabala's enthusiasm surged. Since he intended to follow the dragon, he needed to earn merit; he couldn't end up with only hard labor to his name. For a moment he didn't know how to express his determination, finally blurting out, "Please watch Old Zhang perform, Chiefs!"

Zhang Dabala's ship was a three-masted Guangzhou-style vessel, originally around three hundred fifty tons displacement. After modification by the shipyard specifically for service as an armed merchant vessel for Southeast Asia and the mainland coast, displacement had increased to nearly four hundred tons. The ship now mounted six forty-eight-pounder carronades and one typewriter. The armament was sufficient to deter ordinary bands of pirates. A low poop deck had been added at the stern for steering, command, and accommodation for senior seamen and VIP passengers. Yan Maoda and Bei Kai would stay there. Ship's name: Zhennan—"Suppressing the South."

Zhang Dabala organized personnel overnight to load the ship: besides sufficient food and water for thirty days, the cargo included a large consignment of trade goods—this voyage also served to deliver merchandise to local agents.

Besides sailors, twenty marines were assigned to the ship for armed security, supplemented by several escorts from the Qivei Escort Bureau's Leizhou branch as personal bodyguards.

The Zhennan set sail. The crossing of the Gulf of Tonkin proved less than smooth. Due to wind direction, their course had to follow a circuitous path, requiring nearly four days to reach Haiyang Port in Vietnam.

The Leizhou Station's Vietnam trade was quite active. However, because it involved foreign policy considerations, they hadn't expanded fully, establishing only a trade warehouse in Haiyang Port under the name of their Leizhou shareholding enterprise, Dachang Rice Shop. They sold sugar and sundry goods to local merchants while purchasing rice, high-quality timber, and coal—small coal pits operated in the area. Their largest trading partner in Haiyang remained Vu Ngoc Giap. This North Vietnamese landlord seemed to possess an inexhaustible supply of rice, continuously selling them grain. Eventually, because Lingao's demand proved too enormous, Vu Ngoc Giap's stewards complained they couldn't husk rice fast enough—so now they exported unhusked paddy directly.

Near the Haiyang wharf lay a Chinese Merchant Street, gathering numerous traders from the Ming dynasty who peddled various sundry goods from China and Southeast Asia. The Dachang Warehouse was located on this street.

From the street scenes and pedestrians, this place appeared remarkably similar to small coastal counties in the Ming. Even the sounds were various Ming dialects—predominantly Cantonese, Hokkien, and Hakka. Along the road, Yan Maoda and Bei Kai even spotted several small regional guild halls. The depth of Chinese penetration in this area was evident.

Yan Maoda reflected that this represented a force that could be utilized. Once the comprehensive conquest of Vietnam commenced, these Ming merchants and craftsmen who had settled here for years and understood local customs would serve as an effective auxiliary force for maintaining stability. But for now, these Chinese were temporarily unreliable—not merely unreliable but potentially dangerous. Dachang Warehouse had complained to him frequently. Local Chinese merchants possessed strong regional cliques; in their minds, only fellow villagers existed, not fellow countrymen. Not only did they suppress commercial rivals openly and covertly, but they would occasionally invite wolves into the house—colluding with local officials and bandits to harm their compatriots.

As a brand-new outsider, Dachang had naturally suffered its share of overt and covert attacks. Fortunately, they were powerful; ordinary commercial tricks couldn't topple them. And the cooperative relationship with Vu Ngoc Giap, the local landlord-tyrant, meant others didn't dare act rashly.

The group arrived at the warehouse. It featured high walls and deep courtyards, heavily guarded—the officials of the Le Dynasty only cared about collecting money and never concerned themselves with local security; merchants had to protect themselves. Dachang Warehouse stored and sold bulk sugar and rice; the slightest carelessness could invite arson risks.

The local manager was named Zhu Fuyuan, a clan brother of Dachang Rice Shop owner Zhu Fusheng. His family had been very poor; he had originally made a living running errands for Ming merchants in Haiyang. He spoke excellent Vietnamese and several dialects. Yan Maoda's investigation had revealed that he maintained a family in Xuwen—wife and children—and was a decent person. His entire household depended on the dozen taels of silver he earned annually from Vietnam; life was difficult. Yan Maoda recruited him as warehouse manager, offering not only generous pay but also frequent small favors to win over his family. Before long, the man had become wholly devoted to the Transmigration Group.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 815 - Paddy and Coal

Zhu Fuyuan reported the current situation to Yan Maoda. Dachang's local operations didn't require particularly sophisticated business acumen: each month, Vu Ngoc Giap's stewards would arrive with servants and farmers from the estate to deliver rice, timber, and coal, then haul away various sugar products and sundry goods from the warehouse. The transaction volume was substantial.

"Vu Ngoc Giap has made a fortune from this trade," Zhu Fuyuan observed with a hint of envy. "He's reaping enormous profits on our sugar."

Vu Ngoc Giap purchased crude brown sugar from Dachang at eight Spanish silver dollars per dan, then resold it to merchants in Laos, Siam, and the Dutch traders, fetching anywhere from ten to eighteen Spanish dollars per dan. The margins on white sugar and rock sugar were even more impressive. As for other goods shipped from Leizhou—including "Aussie goods" manufactured in Lingao and various daily sundries acquired from the mainland—all proved hot commodities locally.

Watching his own merchandise being purchased by Vu Ngoc Giap and resold for substantial profits, Zhu Fuyuan felt the arrangement was inequitable. He proposed expanding their customer base and sales channels—preferably moving into retail—so the benefits wouldn't be monopolized by the Vu family alone.

"No rush on that," Yan Maoda said. "How are the paddy deliveries?"

"Complete. All the paddy agreed upon last year has been delivered," Zhu Fuyuan replied hurriedly. "But Vu Ngoc Giap's steward wants to raise prices again."

Hearing that Vu Ngoc Giap was requesting yet another price increase, Yan Maoda's brow furrowed. This was the third price hike on paddy in the past six months. Paddy was a strategic material for Lingao, and Vietnam currently served as their primary supplier. A price increase not only meant paying more barter goods but also signaled potential problems in the supply channel.

"Why raise prices again? There must be a reason," Yan Maoda pressed. "Could the stewards be playing tricks?"

"He wouldn't dare—our business with Vu Ngoc Giap is too substantial. A steward doesn't have the nerve to tamper with it," Zhu Fuyuan assured him. "The steward says it's because the Trinh clan is marching south to punish the Nguyen clan, conscripting soldiers and requisitioning grain everywhere. Vu Ngoc Giap naturally has to contribute a large sum for provisions and military pay. They say that to accumulate sufficient paddy, the farmers on Vu Ngoc Giap's estate are starving—last spring they subsisted on thin gruel; this spring they're reduced to eating chaff." He added grimly, "I hear some farmers can no longer endure it and are preparing to flee the estate."

The war Zhu Fuyuan referred to was the Later Le Dynasty's Trinh-Nguyen War. This conflict had commenced in 1627 and would persist for over a century. Between 1627 and 1672, seven massive battles erupted between the Trinh and Nguyen factions. The Elders were now encountering the second major war, spanning 1630 to 1633. The Nguyen clan had fully embraced a turtle strategy, inflicting heavy casualties on the southward-marching Trinh army through fortress complexes constructed under Portuguese guidance. A strategic stalemate had formed.

Under such conditions, large numbers of farmers were inevitably conscripted. In a medieval agricultural society, farmers constituted the most essential productive force; without labor to till the fields, sufficient food couldn't be produced.

"That's troublesome." Yan Maoda recognized that relying on Vu Ngoc Giap for long-term bulk grain supply would prove difficult. If they didn't intervene, the Later Le Dynasty's civil war would drag on for another fifty years according to historical records.

"Once fighting starts, grain becomes scarce," Zhu Fuyuan said nervously. Having worked for the Aussies in Haiyang for over a year, he understood their primary purpose here was purchasing grain. If grain became too expensive or difficult to procure, they might close the warehouse. His hard-won position would vanish.

"Accept the price for paddy," Yan Maoda decided after some consideration. "How much grain can he deliver per month now? Any sign of decrease?"

"No paddy arrived this past month. He claims the government requisitioned heavily, and stocks on the estate are insufficient," Zhu Fuyuan reported. "And the next three months constitute the spring hunger season. Once past spring hunger, grain supply should normalize."

He added, "Chief! Should we slow down sugar shipments? We have over ten thousand dan of sugar piled in the warehouse..."

"No matter!" Yan Maoda said. "Tell Vu Ngoc Giap's steward tomorrow: if rice isn't available, sell us more coal instead!"

"Trade for coal?" Zhu Fuyuan was taken aback; to him, this seemed a poor bargain. Although coal was cheap, watching the Aussies purchase shiploads of dirty, smelly burning rocks baffled him—in both Guangdong and Vietnam, firewood was inexpensive and plentiful, and wealthy families could afford high-quality hardwood charcoal. He truly couldn't fathom why the Aussies bought so much black coal.

"Yes. Since he lacks sufficient rice for now, exchange the stockpiled sugar for coal and timber." Yan Maoda waved his hand dismissively. "Don't dawdle—get it done immediately."

Zhu Fuyuan acknowledged the orders repeatedly. Seeing that Yan Maoda had nothing further to say, he presented the warehouse ledgers. Yan Maoda accepted them—auditing was the Cheka's responsibility, but as the superior, he needed to conduct his own review. He planned to read them during the voyage to Hongji.

"This is Bei Kai." Yan Maoda introduced his companion to Zhu Fuyuan. "He will serve as the Commercial Representative to Vietnam from now on. Report directly to him regarding any matters!"

Bei Kai's station would be Hongji, but as the Elder Commercial Representative, he would technically hold authority over Haiyang and future trading posts and warehouses along the Vietnamese coast.

Zhu Fuyuan glanced at this dark, short man—he looked just like those Vietnamese; how could he be a Chief too? But having worked as a shop assistant for years, he understood the rule of speaking less and executing more regarding an owner's personnel decisions.

"What about the matter I asked you to investigate last time? Any concrete update?" Yan Maoda inquired.

During his previous visit to Haiyang, Yan Maoda had specifically instructed Zhu Fuyuan to investigate the ownership of the Hongji area: did it belong to some estate owner, was it salary land for Le Dynasty officials, or was it ownerless government land?

"I've asked around specifically. Hongji, and Cam Pha which the Chief mentioned, are ownerless lands. It's either mountains or tidal flats—untillable—so no one cares about it."

"What's the procedure to purchase land from the government here?"

Zhu Fuyuan smiled bitterly. "Probably very difficult. Ming merchants are treated as fat sheep here; even buying a plot for a warehouse involves considerable trouble. Money is secondary." He paused. "If the Chief insists on purchasing it, we must first mark out boundaries and draw a map, then I can make the rounds... but I'm afraid it will cost substantially..."

"No need. We'll discuss it when we return." Yan Maoda reflected that they might not need to buy anything. Backed by force, they could simply begin mining on the spot—the Northern Le Dynasty probably had no appetite to mobilize a large army against them at present.

Yan Maoda's group didn't linger in Haiyang. After inspecting the warehouse and developing a basic understanding of local conditions, the Zhennan offloaded its cargo and set sail south for Hongji.

Haiyang lay approximately sixty kilometers from Hongji. The Zhennan could reach it in roughly ten hours. Because they were sailing along the coast and Hongji sat within Halong Bay—which was riddled with islands and reefs—Zhang Dabala decided against night sailing. They would depart early in the morning to arrive by evening.

The Zhennan set sail at dawn. Zhang Dabala made a show of taking observations with a sextant and plotting the course on a chart. Unfortunately, his arithmetic proved too weak; after fiddling with a nautical slide rule for half an hour, he finally threw it down with a curse of "Bird!" and retreated behind the poop deck to recite compass bearings from memory.

Fortunately, this was a route he traveled frequently—waters where he claimed he could navigate with his eyes closed. Under his command, the Zhennan began her southward journey.

The vessel sailed smoothly under Zhang Dabala's direction. The Chinese junk rig fully demonstrated its superiority in adapting to "winds from eight directions" when navigating coastal areas with complex wind patterns. Though speed varied, they never stopped.

Bei Kai stood on the poop deck, gazing at the beautiful coastal scenery, feeling his more than six months of intensive Vietnamese study had been worthwhile—this land was simply too tempting. If he could become Governor of North Vietnam someday... Bei Kai's thoughts drifted to the slender Vietnamese women he had observed in Haiyang the previous day.

Within the Council of Elders, Bei Kai was an unremarkable "soy sauce" Elder—one who merely made up the numbers. His previous profession had landed him in the Postal and Transport Commission, but he knew nothing about transport, and Lingao's postal system hadn't been formally established yet. Even if it were, he—a postal worker who had primarily sold advertisements—knew little about actual operations.

He wasn't particularly articulate and had no interest in political maneuvering. So he remained a marginal figure in the Council. But the Transmigration Group's expansionist nature, combined with the scarcity of Elders, meant even "soy sauce" Elders had abundant opportunities to distinguish themselves.

While his imagination wandered to Vietnamese women, the ship's bell suddenly rang with urgent intensity. Bei Kai started. Sailors and marines poured from below deck. Some gripped Navy Type 29 cutlasses; others carried short-barreled Minié rifles. Several sailors rushed to the poop deck, rapidly stripping oilcloth covers to reveal gleaming black typewriters. Nearby, someone wrenched open a metal ammunition box and began removing dark spare drum magazines.

"What's happening?" Bei Kai was alarmed. Cover after cover was being pulled from the six carronades on deck. Was this battle stations?

"Report: Naval engagement spotted at seven o'clock position. We're going to combat readiness as a precaution," Zhang Dabala rushed to the poop deck to explain.

"Pirates?"

"Likely." Zhang Dabala appeared unfazed. "Chiefs needn't worry—this happens frequently around here. You can't distinguish fishermen from pirates. Our ship is large and alert; they won't dare try anything."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 816 - Fishermen and Pirates of the Gulf of Tonkin

Soon, Bei Kai observed the scene unfolding on the water: a large trawl fishing boat was fleeing for its life. Several vessels pursued furiously, occasionally loosing flaming rockets, their crews shouting wildly and beating gongs and drums. The fishing boat's sails were partially burned, one mast had collapsed, and someone was sculling desperately.

"Robbing a fishing boat," Zhang Dabala remarked. "Nothing to concern us. Just local half-fishermen, half-bandits. They don't even possess cannons. Won't hinder our passage."

Yan Maoda had also come up to the poop deck to observe—he held a telescope to his eye. The fleeing vessel had seemingly spotted them and suddenly turned to rush toward the Zhennan, hoisting a flag on its remaining mast.

Before Zhang Dabala could speak, Yan Maoda shouted:

"Bei Kai! Check if that fishing boat is flying a Lingao flag!"

Bei Kai grabbed the telescope. Indeed, a triangular fishery flag now rose on the trawler's mast—the navigation flag issued by the Navy to fishing boats registered in Lingao. Previously valid only in waters around Lingao, its authority now extended throughout the Qiongzhou Strait. Fishing boats without this flag were subject to Coast Guard expulsion or capture.

"That's right!" Bei Kai grew tense. "They must have spotted the Lingao naval flag on our mast..."

Since Lingao hadn't yet designed a merchant ensign, Dabo Shipping Company vessels also flew the Navy flag.

"Perfect timing!" Zhang Dabala, a former pirate himself, was naturally stirred by the prospect of combat. Now possessing such a fine ship—as the saying went, "carrying a sharp weapon breeds killing intent"—he was eager to test her.

But remembering his mission was to escort the Chiefs to Hongji, he looked to Yan Maoda.

"Chief, what are your orders—"

"Save them, of course!" Yan Maoda declared righteously. "That ship paid taxes to us. It deserves protection."

"Understood!" Zhang Dabala rubbed his hands together. He didn't fully grasp the principles involved, but he knew he had the green light to fight. He bellowed across the deck, "All hands prepare for battle!"

Marines stood ready with loaded weapons, occupying high points along the gunwales and poop deck, watching the fishing boat fleeing toward them. Though they had decided to rescue, the possibility of a trap couldn't be dismissed. Pirates in the South China Sea frequently feigned distress to lure larger, faster vessels into lowering their guard, then launched surprise attacks when alongside.

The fishing boat didn't approach directly but fled toward the Zhennan's rear quarter. Zhang Dabala roared "Left rudder fifteen," and the Zhennan slowly turned, bringing her broadside to bear on the pursuers.

The chasing boats saw an unexpected disruptor burst onto the scene—a large ship suddenly blocking their path to their prey. Their speed dropped immediately. The pirates apparently hadn't anticipated that a major vessel would intervene. After several minutes of hesitation, the small boats scattered, seemingly preparing to attack the large ship from multiple directions.

"Open fire!" At Zhang Dabala's command, the typewriter erupted with tremendous noise, filling the poop deck with smoke. Tongues of flame spat from the square directional frame as the weapon's piercing roar drowned out everything else. Wood chips mixed with shredded flesh flew everywhere across the pirate vessel.

"Change drum!" the gunner shouted. A scorching drum was pulled off and dropped into a sand-filled basket. Two sailors quickly lifted a second drum onto the mount, helping the gunner lock it into place—this behemoth was no light burden.

The typewriter on its gimbal mount swung around, pouring bullets onto a second pirate ship. In his first combat experience, the gunner controlled his rhythm poorly, emptying all rounds into one target before ceasing fire. Only after eight drums were expended did silence return. The overheated barrel smoked with wisps of white vapor.

Four pirate boats that had been pursuing the trawler now lay paralyzed on the sea, utterly silent. Zhang Dabala scrutinized the motionless vessels while the sailors beside him peered out—it was their first time using a typewriter in actual combat. What was the situation over there? Should they continue the attack?

Zhang Dabala looked to Yan Maoda. Yan Maoda surveyed the opposing ships through his telescope and issued orders: "Organize a boarding party. The enemy is finished."

Seeing the large ship approach, people on the small boats began leaping into the sea.

"Don't let a single one escape!" Yan Maoda commanded.

The marines immediately commenced a target-shooting competition, firing at swimmers in the water, eliminating them one by one until no heads remained visible above the surface.

The Zhennan cautiously approached one of the pirate vessels. These boats were small—the largest only fifty or sixty tons. From above, the deck was a charnel house. Torsos, limbs, and shredded flesh were scattered everywhere. The boarding party jumped onto the enemy ship, searched thoroughly, and found only a handful of terrified captives cowering below deck. Two smaller sampans contained no living souls whatsoever. In total, they rounded up five captives, all collapsed on deck and shivering violently. They wore the black trousers and jackets common to fishermen in this region—ragged and sun-darkened—nothing remarkable about them.

Zhang Dabala ordered sailors to throw the corpses overboard and wash the blood-soaked deck. One sampan, heavily damaged by the strafing, was simply scuttled. Apart from the boats themselves, there was no loot worth mentioning—just a dozen baskets of fish and shrimp. Weapons consisted mainly of inferior cold steel; not even the matchlocks common throughout Southeast Asia were found. This confirmed Zhang Dabala's assessment: these were likely amateur pirates, half-fishermen and half-bandits. Perhaps they had only engaged in robbery on a whim.

"What about the captives?"

"Keep them. Wash them thoroughly and lock them below deck." Yan Maoda reflected that they could serve as the first batch of miners.

As they spoke, the trawl fishing boat approached.

"Where are you from? What happened?" Zhang Dabala leaned out and shouted.

"Chief—" The person on the trawler opened with a term that clearly indicated familiarity with Lingao.

"I'm not a Chief—call me Old Zhang!"

"This lowly one is a fisherman from Haikang! Came here to fish! Didn't expect to encounter these pirates," the man shouted. "Manager Zhang's great kindness..."

"Cut the flattery!" Zhang Dabala had no interest. "If you weren't flying the Lingao flag, I wouldn't have bothered saving you!"

"Yes, yes..."

Zhang Dabala waved his hand. "Show your plaque!" Boat owners applying for fishing permits in Lingao received, besides a flag, a special hardwood plaque bearing a specific serial number and anti-counterfeiting pattern for inspection.

The plaque was passed up. Yan Maoda examined it—correct. This plaque had been specially processed by the wood processing factory; the branded anti-counterfeiting mark and digital font weren't something native craftsmen could easily forge. He instructed Zhang Dabala to copy the number. Upon returning to Lingao, a report would be filed with the Coast Guard.

"Let them go. Don't they know to sail in groups when fishing these waters?" Yan Maoda remarked. "Security around here is terrible."

"Master, they got separated this time," Zhang Dabala laughed. "If they were traveling in a large group, who knows who'd be robbing whom."

"True enough." Yan Maoda nodded. Everything on these South China seas was chaotic. "But since they paid taxes and flew our flag, we should stand up for them. Can't just take their money and ignore their lives."

"The Chief is absolutely right," Zhang Dabala agreed. In his view, possessing power meant that collecting money was only natural. As for whether collecting money obligated one to protect safety—he had never considered the matter. He had no concept of "serving the taxpayer." Zhang Dabala couldn't quite fathom the Chiefs' mindset, knowing only one thing with certainty: the Chiefs were smarter than him. He felt that understanding was sufficient.

From this encounter, Yan Maoda conceived a new idea. Since fishermen from Hainan and western Guangdong fished not only in the Qiongzhou Strait but frequently in the Gulf of Tonkin as well, this revenue source shouldn't be abandoned. In the twenty-first century, the Gulf of Tonkin was a prime fishing ground. Fisheries currently constituted the Transmigration Group's primary protein source. Besides the Navy's own fishing fleet, the "One-in-Five" fishery tax collected from fishermen represented a major source of catch.

Current collection of the "One-in-Five" tax was limited to the Qiongzhou Strait. If they expanded the collection system to encompass the entire Gulf of Tonkin, fishery revenue would increase tenfold—perhaps a hundredfold. They could also organize fishery cooperatives, assembling Lingao fishing boats into fleets for Gulf of Tonkin operations. Not only would this create economies of scale, but the Navy could organize escorts. Even without escorts, teaching fishermen some tactics from the original timeline would allow them to beat the Vietnamese until they bled from every orifice. No large pirate groups operated in the Gulf of Tonkin—it was essentially a vacuum. It would be relatively straightforward for the Navy to extend its reach. If necessary, organized fishermen could serve as an auxiliary force. For the Transmigration Regime, desperately in need of Vietnamese rice, timber, and coal, controlling the Gulf of Tonkin's sea lanes was imperative.

Yan Maoda was lost in thought—he would have to propose this to the Executive Committee upon his return.

"Chief—" Zhang Dabala saw him zoning out and prompted him gently.

"Hmm? What is it?"

"What about those boats?" After the pirates were eliminated, two serviceable sampans and a fishing boat remained.

"Take them. We'll need vessels when we reach Hongji." Having boats and men delivered to their door before they even landed—this counted as an auspicious start.

Zhang Dabala immediately ordered sailors to man the fishing boat and tow the sampans behind the Zhennan.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 817 - The Whereabouts of the Female Temp

The door to Room 39 swung open with a metallic clang that echoed far louder than it should have. In a barracks meant for forty, only seven or eight women currently resided, and the sudden noise drew every eye toward the entrance.

Room 39 occupied a peculiar position within the Quarantine Camp. The camp itself was already enclosed by barbed wire, bamboo fencing, and defensive trenches, but this barracks—along with its neighbor, Room 40—sat behind an additional bamboo barrier. These were the "Special Barracks," reserved for quarantining outsiders on the "Special List." The inmates formed a motley collection: suspicious characters flagged as potential spies, monks and Taoist priests who had crossed the sea, individuals kidnapped from the mainland. They shared a single bureaucratic designation: "Key Quarantine Personnel Pending Review." After completing their forty-day isolation, they would be transferred to specialized departments—the Political Security Bureau for most, though some went to the Religious Affairs Office, Police Headquarters, or External Intelligence Bureau. Their detention would then shift to either Lingao County Prison or the PSB's "Study Class."

Room 39 served as the female barracks and held far fewer occupants than Room 40 next door. The seven or eight women, varying in age and appearance, all turned to look at the doorway.

"Li Yongxun," called a middle-aged woman from the threshold. "Come out."

Li Yongxun rose and walked toward the door. The sunlight beyond struck her like a physical force, dazzling and disorienting. She stumbled several steps before finding her footing. The last thing she remembered clearly was Macau—a blow to the head, then darkness. She had awakened in a ship's cabin. No matter how she shouted or wept, no one answered. Only a young girl appeared twice daily to bring her meals.

Li Yongxun had guessed she'd been captured by the Aussies. Terrified yet desperate for answers, she deployed what she considered her ultimate weapon: a hunger strike.

She refused to touch the dry rations and water delivered that morning.

"Tell your big boss to come see me and explain himself!" she declared with all the righteousness she could muster, shoving the tray—two hard, pale biscuits and a cup of water—out through the bars. "Otherwise, this lady won't eat a single bite!"

The girl who brought the food retrieved it without a word and departed. Li Yongxun waited eagerly, but the entire day passed without a single visitor.

She had vastly overestimated her own resolve. In the past, "skipping meals" had never meant true hunger—there were always snacks within reach, servants ready to slip her something when no one was looking. Refusing food had seemed simple in theory.

But the ship offered no snacks, no wet nurses, no maids to smuggle treats to her. Li Yongxun couldn't last a full day. When the girl returned with dinner, her willpower crumbled.

"I won't eat!" She summoned the last dregs of her courage and pride. "Take it away!" A pause. "No—leave the water!" Hunger was one thing, but thirst was unbearable.

The girl obediently left the water, took the food tray, and turned to go.

"Wait!" Li Yongxun called after her. "Tell the Aussies—I'm no commoner! My father is a Nanjing Brocade Clad Guard—" She paused. A General Banner didn't sound impressive enough. Without a grander title, her father was smaller than a sesame seed. She revised: "—Company Commander!"

Clearly, "My father is a Brocade Clad Guard Company Commander" carried no weight here. By the following morning, Li Yongxun was so dizzy with hunger that breakfast arrived to find her hunger strike thoroughly canceled.

"Where are you taking me?" she asked pitifully, gnawing on the hard Grassland No. 5 rations.

"You'll know when we get there," the girl said. It was the only sentence she offered.

The female guard who answered her subsequent questions proved equally unhelpful: "Stop asking. You'll know what you should know." Li Yongxun shuddered. The woman's expression wasn't severe—there was even a trace of sympathy for a young girl—but her tone held an icy finality.

Li Yongxun sighed. She knew she was in Lingao. The strange machines visible from the dock, the massive iron ship in the harbor—everything confirmed she was in Aussie hands.

But why had they captured her? It had to be the person in the sedan chair—Censor Gao. Her deductions had been correct! A surge of excitement and pride swept through her. She conveniently forgot that her journey to Macau had been driven by mere curiosity, that stumbling upon traces of Censor Gao had been pure accident. In her revised memory, it all became evidence of her brilliant investigative instincts.

Her pride didn't last. She was delivered to the Quarantine Camp, subjected to the "humiliation" of a physical examination and collective shower-disinfection, then locked in this large room filled with bunk beds. Two meals of seafood porridge a day. No one questioned her. No matter what she asked, the female guards never uttered a useful word. The other women in Room 39 knew nothing—like her, they had been deposited here the moment they landed.

Outside the barracks stood three Aussies in neat front-button jackets, leather belts cinched at the waist, straps crossing their chests. Blue cloth strips with strange patterns adorned their shoulders, and small blue patches marked their collars. At their head was the same girl who had brought her food on the ship—but now she wore the same uniform as the men, with the addition of a dark blue pleated skirt. Li Yongxun's eyes widened: the skirt didn't reach the instep but ended at the knees, revealing white cotton socks wrapped tightly around her calves.

"Shameless," Li Yongxun muttered under her breath. Even so, she felt a pang of envy. This woman clearly held an official position among the Aussies—a far more legitimate status than Li Yongxun's own, built on borrowed credentials and bluster.

"Key Quarantine Personnel Pending Review: one Li Yongxun!" The female guard handed a paper folder to Ke Yun. Ke Yun opened it, checked the bamboo tag around Li Yongxun's neck.

"Identity confirmed!" Ke Yun announced, signing the transfer form. "Take her away."

"Where are you taking me?" Li Yongxun demanded. No one answered. One of the Aussies produced a black hood and pulled it over her head. Darkness and suffocation descended instantly, flooding her with terror. She felt hands push her forward, forcing her to march blind.

Fear engulfed her completely. Growing up in the shadow of the Ming's violent institutions, Li Yongxun knew exactly what happened to those who fell into their hands. Guilty or innocent, noble or common—without intervention from on high, even a god would be flayed. For female prisoners, the horrors multiplied: humiliation and violation without end. She had interrogated female prisoners herself; she knew precisely what awaited them. The thought of such treatment sent a powerful urge to urinate rising from her lower abdomen.

She had assumed the Aussies wouldn't dare touch her. But what she'd seen in Lingao shattered that illusion. This was "enemy territory"—nothing like Ming soil. Her fraudulent Brocade Clad Guard credentials probably wouldn't help at all. Worse, they might mark her as a spy, leading to "enhanced interrogation" or outright execution.

Li Yongxun was loaded onto a two-wheeled Dongfeng carriage. After a ten-minute ride, she was led into a building belonging to the Political Security Bureau. There she underwent a brief interrogation: name, age, family background. Her relationship with Lin Ming. She told them everything, including how she had discovered traces of Censor Gao in Macau. She dared not hold anything back. The room was clean enough—just a table and chairs—but who knew what lay behind the next door? A wise woman didn't fight impossible odds.

After the interrogation, Zhou Dongtian, who had conducted the questioning, ordered Li Yongxun detained in the PSB Study Class. He then transferred her file to the External Intelligence Bureau. They had captured her, so Jiang Shan and Li Yan should decide her fate.

"Not much juice here," Zhou Dongtian remarked. "An ordinary girl. She stumbled onto Censor Gao by pure accident."

"She's not actually Brocade Clad Guard?" Li Yan asked.

Zhou Dongtian smiled. "Let's call her a temporary worker. Her cousin-in-law got someone else's badge for her to bluff with. The yamen's use of unofficial temps has been common throughout history."

"The Brocade Clad Guards haven't targeted us?"

"Maybe they have," Zhou Dongtian said. "But my personal feeling is that the local Guards aren't exactly efficient. According to Li Yongxun, the Trial Company Commander investigating Censor Gao's disappearance only followed the trail to Macau by chance."

"You believe her?" Li Yan remained uneasy. "Shouldn't we show her some NIGHT24 or spider videos?" Screening SM content for interrogation subjects had proven an effective technique for the Transmigration Group's organs of state security. The 21st-century adult entertainment industry's imagination knew no bounds.

"Unnecessary," Zhou Dongtian said indifferently. "If she can deceive me through body language alone, she's the greatest spymaster this timeline has ever seen."

"Fair enough." Li Yan picked up Li Yongxun's file. "What do we do with her?"

"If she were ugly, I'd say snap her neck." Zhou Dongtian shrugged. "Or ship her off to Fu Youdi as labor. But it seems your people are reluctant to let her go." He smiled mysteriously.

"Nothing of the sort," Li Yan said quickly. "She's still a dangerous element."

"Dangerous? Hardly." Zhou Dongtian shook his head. "She's just an ordinary girl who loves showing off and has too much curiosity—rather like a 21st-century teenager. But here, she doesn't get to choose. Some things aren't games to be played."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 818 - Closing the Case Without Closing It

"Yes, it wouldn't be good if she got broken..." Li Yan added, then caught the knowing look in Zhou Dongtian's eyes and hastily corrected himself. "I mean—so she blundered her way straight into captivity in Lingao—"

Zhou Dongtian chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. He handed over the file. "She's Intelligence's problem now. I expect she'll prove cooperative in your future work."

"Good." Li Yan nodded. The Intelligence Bureau had long wanted to conduct a special investigation into the Ming's internal security and intelligence apparatus. They had commissioned the Grand Library to search historical records and notes, and had gathered scraps of information by interrogating prisoners and interviewing Ming gentry. Staff captured during the Chengmai Campaign had provided considerable data—some firsthand experience, some hearsay. But all of it was external observation. Now they had someone who was essentially a family member and temporary employee; she would know the internal workings and operational habits of the Brocade Clad Guard far better than any outsider.

The External Intelligence Bureau immediately issued alerts to all field departments, flagging Huang Shunlong as "Dangerous" and designating his shop and residence as high-threat locations. Lin Ming had lost his sister-in-law in Macau; he would certainly focus his attention on the Huang family. A squad of Brocade Clad Guards might already be lying in wait outside their door.

"Cutting contact with the Huang family is a significant loss," Jiang Shan acknowledged, "but we must guard against desperate measures. Whether for personal reasons or duty, that Company Commander Lin will almost certainly attempt to kidnap an Elder directly—either to extract our secrets or to arrange a prisoner exchange."

Li Yongxun found herself facing the three-person team led by the woman again, their faces as expressionless as before.

She was hooded once more and loaded onto a carriage. After a bone-rattling journey, the black cloth was finally removed. Li Yongxun blinked against the light. She stood in a quiet compound enclosed by high walls, their surfaces covered with climbing plants that bloomed in cascades of pink flowers, large and small. The effect was oddly eerie.

Several multi-story buildings rose within the yard, constructed in a style similar to Frankish houses—though not as elegant. The windows were glazed but fitted with sturdy wooden bars. Nothing inside was visible from without.

A new dread crept into her heart. What was this place? A prison for these "Thieves"? It looked different from Ming facilities, yet the severe, cold atmosphere felt disturbingly familiar—she had grown up surrounded by such places since childhood.

This was the "Study Class" of the Political Security Bureau: the PSB's dedicated detention center. Within the Transmigration Regime's system...

"Move!" Ke Yun's command cut through her thoughts. Li Yongxun had no choice but to ascend the steps. The double iron doors swung open, and a man emerged—a wooden leg visible beneath one trouser cuff. Despite his disability, he wore the same front-button jacket and blue shoulder strips as the female officer.

"One person for processing. Name: Li Yongxun. Sex: female." Ke Yun handed him the documents. The two busied themselves at a table by the door, signing and stamping, before the crippled man produced a ring of keys.

"Where to?" he asked.

"Zone 1."

The man unlocked an iron gate in the vestibule. Beyond it stretched a long corridor with closed doors lining both sides. He led them through three or four turns, across a courtyard, through several more iron gates, finally stopping at a particular door.

"Here."

Li Yongxun found herself in a plain but tidy room. A single bed, a table, two chairs—nothing more. The walls were whitewashed, the floor made of wood. A high window, extravagantly glazed, let in bright sunlight. On the table lay the four treasures of the study alongside a notebook of crisp white paper.

"This is your room," the crippled guard informed her. "Toilets and showers are at the end of the hall. You may walk freely in the corridor—just don't go past that iron gate." He pointed to the barrier at the corridor's end. "If you need something, pull the bell rope. Someone will come." With that, he limped away. Only Ke Yun remained.

"You'll live here for now. Rest a bit. Someone will come to talk with you in a few days."

"Talk about what?" Li Yongxun couldn't fathom what these Aussies intended. This looked like house arrest—which allowed her to relax slightly.

Ke Yun ignored the question. "There's paper and pen. Write a self-statement first."

"A self-statement?"

"Yes. Start from the beginning. Where you were born, who your parents are, your family background, whether you can read, what books you've studied since childhood... Write it all down."

"Why should I write such things?" Li Yongxun demanded, baffled.

"This is a sample." Ke Yun tapped a booklet resting on the table. "Read through it once, and you'll understand the format."

"This lady is illiterate! I won't write anything!"

"You'd better be literate," Ke Yun said coolly. "Otherwise I'll have to invite someone to help you write..."

"I'll write, I'll write," Li Yongxun yielded immediately. She knew exactly what that meant. "No assistance necessary."



While Li Yongxun buried herself in writing confessional materials in the PSB Study Class, Lin Ming was hiding in an inn in Sanshui County, agonizing over how to report the investigation results regarding Gao Shunqin's disappearance.

Censor Gao's case had become a complete dead end in Guangzhou. After fruitless searches in Macau, Lin Ming had returned to Guangdong in dejection. To avoid drawing too much outside attention in Guangzhou proper, he had traveled to Sanshui County under the pretense of conducting local inquiries and established himself there.

By now he was utterly convinced that the Aussies were behind Gao Shunqin's disappearance, and that Li Yongxun's vanishing was almost certainly related. But the current attitude of Guangzhou officialdom toward the Australians was "peace at any cost." If he tactlessly announced that the Thieves were the culprits, he would be handing the Governor an impossible problem. An important official trapped in Lingao while Guangdong's officials did nothing? Going to war meant annihilation—Guangdong simply didn't have the strength to fight. Even arresting the soon-to-return Aussie merchant, Boss Guo, as a hostage for exchange—Governor Li would never dare. That would mean preparing for a second burning of the Wuyang relay station.

If he submitted his report that way, he would offend Li Fengjie and every official in Guangdong to the point of no return.

Lin Ming gritted his teeth and thought long and hard. Finally, he decided to hold his nose and align himself with Guangdong officialdom's wishes. Censor Gao would simply have to suffer for his country. Fortunately, all the evidence so far pointed to a route heading north after Guangzhou. Except for himself and the captured Li Yongxun, no one could offer concrete proof that the Aussies were responsible. His extensive search in Macau could be attributed to "following rumors"; the Australians were merely "suspects."

As for his sister-in-law, she had to be rescued—his wife would accept nothing less. Besides, he couldn't let outsiders profit at his expense. But the government couldn't handle this matter; he would have to deal with it personally. Fortunately, with his Brocade Clad Guard credentials and a certain reputation within the organization, mobilizing official resources wouldn't prove too difficult.

His plan settled, Lin Ming made a show of organizing searches everywhere, sending men northward toward Nanxiong Prefecture with great fanfare. In the end, Guangzhou's memorial to the court stated that Censor Gao had voluntarily abandoned his post and departed for parts unknown. According to reliable leads, he had most likely left Guangdong and entered Jiangxi. However, Guangdong authorities remained "engaged in vigorous investigation," and so on. A massive roll of case documents accompanied the memorial. Now, unless the court appointed a special investigator, the case would remain indefinitely suspended. Li Fengjie doubted the court would bother—or that any investigator would uncover anything if they did. With fires blazing and smoke rising across the empire these days, Beijing probably had far more pressing concerns.

Li Fengjie discreetly instructed his subordinates to present Lin Ming with three thousand taels as thanks, plus another thousand as rewards for his men. Except for Censor Gao's family, everyone came away satisfied.

But Censor Gao's family was profoundly dissatisfied with this outcome. The notion that the Censor had "abandoned his office and fled" was utterly unbelievable. His female relatives dispatched representatives to the Governor's Yamen repeatedly to lodge complaints, but they were dismissed with assurances that the investigation was "proceeding rigorously." Technically, the case wasn't formally closed—just reported—which gave Li Fengjie all the cover he needed to stall.

"The Gao family says they'll send someone to the capital to file an imperial petition." Li Xijue reported this to Li Fengjie in his private office. He was worried the situation might spiral out of control if it attracted too much attention—a concern valid throughout the ages. And the Gao family was no collection of powerless commoners; they wielded considerable influence.

Li Fengjie remained unperturbed. "An imperial petition? A woman's thinking! It isn't as though we kidnapped Lord Gao ourselves. Who would they sue? For what crime?"

"The East Lord is right, but Gao Shunqin has friends and classmates in the capital. If the Gao family lobbies them..."

"At worst, they'll request that we 'investigate again and submit a new report.' We haven't stopped investigating. Does the memorial say the case is closed?"

"It doesn't—" Li Fengjie hadn't drafted the memorial himself, but his key aides reviewed every document before dispatch.

"If not, then we are investigating. What can anyone say?" Li Fengjie smiled and picked up his book again.

Li Xijue understood his master's strategy: stall. Stall until he was transferred to a new posting.

"East Lord, even so—the Gao family should be given some token comfort." Li Xijue had been dealing directly with Gao's relatives and knew they weren't easily placated. This wasn't about money.

"Mm." Li Fengjie considered the matter. "Someone has to take responsibility. Prefect Yu mentioned to me that the Gao family requested certain favors from him—things he didn't dare agree to while Lord Gao retained his influence. Now that it appears Lord Gao won't be returning to Guangdong anytime soon, tell Prefect Yu to go ahead and grant those requests. It can count as part of the investigation."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 819 - Below Cat's Ear Mountain

Yan Maoda stood at the peak of Cat's Ear Mountain. Rising four hundred meters above sea level, the mountain was steep, rugged, and treacherous to climb—but he had made the ascent for the bird's-eye view it afforded.

Cat's Ear Mountain was a landmark along the coast near Hongji. Legend held that a "True Ancestor Emperor" had once composed a "poem" here, and in subsequent generations, throngs of self-proclaimed "famous scholars," "heroes," and "gallants" had flocked to add verses of their own. Locals euphemistically called it "Poem Mountain." In the old timeline's 1950s, this mountain had become linked to the Vietnamese revolution. According to certain "revolutionary memoirs," during French rule, a flagpole had stood at the summit. From the late 1940s through the early 1950s, Viet Minh fighters would climb up every May 1st and September 2nd to raise their "national flag."

"We won't need a national flag here," Yan Maoda's secretary remarked, gazing down at the land and sea spread out below them. "We could install a lighthouse instead. Guide ships into port."

Cat's Ear Mountain was a rocky prominence, half of it jutting out into Halong Bay. The coastline undulated with hills and mounds; only a long, narrow strip of flat land—perhaps two to three kilometers in length—ran along the shore at the mountain's foot. The Hongji City of the old timeline would rise here, built gradually atop the foundations of the French-established Hongji Coal Company.

"What river is that?" Yan Maoda pointed toward a broad waterway entering the sea a few kilometers distant.

"That's the Bach Dang River," Bei Kai replied. "Also called the White Vine River. Legend says the Yuan army was defeated by Tran Hung Dao at this very estuary." His study of Vietnamese had given him a passing familiarity with the country's history.

"Ah, so it's an ancient battlefield." Yan Maoda watched the churning current. The river was wide, dotted with sandbars. The tide was rising; seawater churned yellow while the river ran green, the two forming a sharp boundary in the center—a spectacular sight. "Seems our armed trading post carries considerable risks."

"Where would be the optimal site for the post?" Yan Maoda asked. As a member of the exploration team, Bei Kai had led an advance party here previously and knew the local geography well.

"The most suitable location, naturally, is at the foot of the mountain—where Hongji City will stand in the old timeline." Bei Kai pointed. "There's flat terrain for buildings and yards, excellent port conditions, and we can draw water from the Bach Dang River nearby for coal washing and daily use."

"And defense?"

"Since it's a trading post, defenses should remain moderate. We don't want to attract too much attention. Besides, if we build something too large and formidable, it requires not only massive construction investment but a larger garrison as well." Bei Kai adjusted his hat. "The Executive Committee prefers we try peaceful means. They don't want a major conflict here."

Yan Maoda nodded. "Indeed. Let's head down."

Below, the marines and sailors of Zhennan were constructing a temporary earth-walled enclosure along the shore. A ditch encircled it, bristling with the standard bamboo spike defenses. Prefabricated watchtowers were rising on an urgent schedule.

At the center of the enclosure stood a wooden building assembled from prefabricated components—Bei Kai's residence and future office. The marines providing security lived in a wooden barracks on the opposite side.

The thought of directing development from this crude earthwork compound filled Bei Kai with quiet dread. Besides thirty marines and a single 12-pound mountain howitzer, his most reliable asset was a silicon 2-watt radio operated by his maid. Staying alone on this desolate coast inspired genuine fear. But he couldn't back down now—if he let this opportunity to govern a region slip away, his chances of becoming a regional power broker later would evaporate.

"Bear with it for now." Yan Maoda seemed to recognize that the facilities were rather spartan. If ten thousand Vietnamese soldiers truly descended on them, Bei Kai would be finished. "I'll arrange ships to bring construction materials, workers, and a proper garrison the moment I return."

Bei Kai steeled himself to play the hero. "It's manageable. With thirty marines and a cannon, we can hold off local bandits and pirates well enough. The Northern Lê Dynasty won't dispatch an entire army against us without clear provocation."

"Supplies for expanding the base will arrive within three or four days—it's a short voyage from Lingao." Yan Maoda tried to offer reassurance. "Once I'm back, I'll send Zhennan to you. It will be at your disposal. Zhang Dabala knows these sea and land routes intimately; he'll make an excellent second-in-command."

"Wonderful." Bei Kai allowed himself a moment of relief. With Zhennan and Zhang Dabala nearby, he felt considerably safer—at worst, he could flee on the ship. Aloud, he said: "Zhang Dabala's knowledge of the routes will prove invaluable."

Yan Maoda surveyed the terrain. "Where exactly is the open-pit mine?"

"Cat's Ear Mountain isn't in an open-pit zone," Bei Kai explained. He had personally supervised the digging of test pits during the last expedition and possessed firsthand data on the coal distribution. "The Quang Ninh area is rich with coal underground, but there are only a few accessible open pits. The largest is at Cam Pha—about fifteen kilometers inland from here."

"That far? I thought it was on the coast."

"There is coal by the sea as well," Bei Kai assured him. "We dug test pits last time."

The results had revealed coal seams beneath hills throughout the region, but most lay too deep, requiring shaft mining. After a week of searching, Bei Kai had finally located an outcrop about three and a half kilometers from Cat's Ear Mountain, beneath a small hill. The face was modest—maximum diameter under four hundred meters—but remarkably shallow, with only two meters of overburden. It was the shallowest seam they'd found within five kilometers of the mountain.

Escorted by marines, the two men walked for more than twenty minutes through weed-choked wasteland. Fortunately, the fierce sea breeze kept the vegetation sparse and the grass low. Yan Maoda could still make out traces of the path cleared during the previous expedition. In places, deep ruts left by Purple Lightning carts remained visible.

At the foot of the hill, they found a small excavated ring pit, its bottom filled with water and now become a stagnant pool. Weeds had sprouted around its edges. Clearly, no one had returned since Bei Kai's departure.

"We named this 'Cat Shit Pit No. 1,'" Bei Kai said with a laugh. "The coal quality is excellent—all premium anthracite, virtually no impurities. Our Dajing crew extracted a hundred tons in a single week. Unfortunately, proper development requires major investment. We didn't have the resources to commit at the time, and later Old Chang negotiated the sugar-for-coal deal with the Vu family—Vu Ngoc Giap's estate has plenty of mineable coal deposits too."

"So the 'Hongji coal' we use isn't actually from Hongji proper?"

"'Hongji coal' is just a commercial designation," Bei Kai explained. "It means coal shipped out through Hongji. In reality, it comes from Quang Ninh—called Guang'an in the old timeline. Genuine Hongji coal should come from Cam Pha, which hosts the largest open pit in the greater Hongji mining region."

Yan Maoda looked around, thinking. The site was four kilometers from the sea; they would need a small railway to improve transport efficiency. Washing coal on-site would be ideal—river water was available. After some consideration, he asked: "How much coal can this pit yield?"

"Bai Guoshi reviewed our data and estimated at least forty to fifty thousand tons extractable—and that's a conservative figure."

"Fifty thousand tons!" Yan Maoda mused that in the old timeline, such a number was trivial. A 200-megawatt thermal power plant burned over forty tons per hour at peak load; fifty thousand would be two months' consumption at most. But for Lingao's fledgling industrial system, it represented a massive resource. Particularly since Hongji coal was high-calorific anthracite, far superior to the inferior Guangdong lignite they currently relied upon. It could fill a critical gap in coal-chemical feedstock—the Chemical Ministry's coking plant currently operated at only forty percent capacity, throttled by coal shortages.

"At a hundred tons a day, that's three thousand tons per month," Yan Maoda calculated. "Enough for seven or eight months."

"A hundred tons a day is too conservative. Wu De won't be satisfied." Bei Kai had already thought this through. "Using carts and light rails—even without animal power or other machinery—each miner can extract a ton to a ton and a half daily. A hundred workers with shovels can easily manage that output. I'm thinking at least two hundred tons per day. That's a production level the Executive Committee will find justifies developing Hongji. They might even allocate mechanized equipment, which could push us to five hundred tons daily."

"At two hundred tons a day, Cat Shit No. 1 only lasts three months. Then what—move inland?"

Bei Kai had prepared for this question. "Those three months give us time to continue exploring. The ground here is riddled with coal; I'm confident we can locate other open pits nearby. Also, the fifty thousand tons is just the open-pit reserve. If we dig deeper, there are additional seams—though at higher investment cost."

"In the long run, we'll eventually need to control the entire Hongji-Cam Pha region." Yan Maoda settled onto a rock beside the pit, contemplating the black water below. "How will you address the labor shortage?"

"We'll send a batch of naturalized miners as a core workforce, then recruit locally." Bei Kai had considered this as well. "Zhu Fuyuan says farming life around here is brutal. Arable land near Hongji is scarce; they grow dry rice with poor yields, and taxes aren't light. Two crops of dry rice and one of miscellaneous grain barely keep bellies from going empty—people starve every year. We should be able to recruit plenty of willing hands. The problem is we still know too little about Tonkin's local conditions."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 820 - Governor de Carpentier

"This is the intelligence you obtained from that Portuguese woman?" In an official residence in Batavia, Dutch East India Company Governor de Carpentier examined the report before him, then directed his question to the respectful Spanish veteran standing at attention.

A man of medium build stood near the fireplace. His bearing was arrogant, his gaze sharp and cruel. A broad forehead sat above a handlebar mustache, with a short beard below his lip that made his thin face appear longer still. Years of exposure to the East Indies sun had weathered his skin to an unhealthy bronze. Though barely past forty, his hair was already graying—the Indies were not kind to European constitutions.

This was the Governor-General of the Dutch East India Company in Batavia: de Carpentier. As successor to Jan Pieterszoon Coen, the architect of the Company's Southeast Asian presence, de Carpentier was himself an outstanding administrator. He possessed every trait the Company valued in its senior executives: shrewdness, ruthlessness, a calculating mind, and unwavering perseverance.

"Yes, Your Excellency," Savanchi Gonzalez replied. "The cost was four thousand guilders."

"Quite substantial." The words escaped the Governor with a merchant's reflexive wince. Gonzalez felt a flicker of disdain—though he was merely a so-called "country gentleman" from the Castilian countryside, he harbored the pride of a "Spanish Lord" and found the Dutch "shopkeeper mentality" distasteful in the extreme.

De Carpentier carefully examined the bound booklet in his hands. It was written in a woman's beautiful, delicate script—answers to his 125 questions. Some responses were brief, just a few words; others sprawled across dozens of pages.

He rang the bell on his desk, and his secretary appeared.

"Translate this booklet into German," the Governor ordered. "With dispatch."

"I will work through the night. You shall have it tomorrow morning." The secretary bowed and withdrew.

The Governor couldn't read Portuguese and would have to await the translation. But this "Sebanc"—having spent months in Macau—must have gathered useful intelligence worth examining now.

"Well. You've come from Macau; you must have heard a great deal about these Australians. I understand it's a trading point they frequent."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"Tell me what you observed." De Carpentier picked up an ornate goblet from a tray, filled it with rare Portuguese wine, and offered it to his guest.

"Thank you, Your Excellency." Savanchi Gonzalez accepted the cup gratefully and drank a substantial mouthful. In truth, the wine had suffered—over a year at sea combined with the local heat above thirty degrees had turned it distinctly sour. But for a man deprived of wine for so long, it was nectar from the gods.

"I heard many stories about the Australians while in Macau, and I saw their goods..."

"Begin from the start. Tell me your impression of that Portuguese woman."

"She is beautiful!" Savanchi Gonzalez laughed. "And passionate—somewhat like a Creole woman. Extremely clever and cunning. God as my witness, a little devil resides in that body of hers!"

"She is said to wield considerable influence in Macau?"

"Yes." Savanchi Gonzalez nodded. "Word has it she is ruthless; her enemies often meet mysterious deaths or vanish without a trace. She derives her wealth from the sea, which grants her power among the upper classes."

The Governor nodded thoughtfully. His own Macau intelligence network confirmed this assessment: Li Siya had cultivated strong influence within the Municipal Council through generous bribes. She gave lavishly and asked for little in return, making her a welcome patron among the councilors.

"Though she seems to be quite reclusive—never appearing in public. Many have heard of her, yet few have ever seen her face. Fewer still know where she lives."

"How did you come to meet her?"

"In a tavern. Then someone escorted me—blindfolded."

"She is careful." The Governor murmured. Li Siya had made many enemies. Macau wasn't large; staying hidden couldn't be easy.

"Now tell me about the Australians."

Savanchi Gonzalez recounted his observations in Macau, particularly the "Aussie goods" available there: vast quantities of rum and Chinese spirits, all manner of papers from fine writing stock to toilet paper, and an array of sugar products—especially white sugar, rock sugar, and fruit candies...

De Carpentier listened carefully. Though the Sebanc soldier spoke somewhat ramblingly, this was genuine firsthand material. Combined with Li Siya's more structured intelligence, it would be sufficient for Batavia to formulate an appropriate policy toward the Australians.

The Australians' initial appearance had drawn little Dutch attention. Guangzhou—China's greatest trading port—was dominated by the Portuguese. After failing to establish footholds at Zhangzhou and Quanzhou, the VOC's window into China had shifted to Tayouan on Taiwan. Their primary trading partners were Fujian merchants, not those of Guangdong—let alone Hainan, a remote island on China's western coast. News that overseas people had occupied some backwater Chinese island took six months to reach Batavia, and no one paid much attention. Only when Leizhou began exporting massive quantities of high-quality sugar did "Australians" finally enter the VOC's field of vision.

Sugar ranked among the Company's most profitable China trade cargoes, sold to Europe and the Middle East—second only to spices. When large shipments of premium sugar began appearing in Guangzhou, Macau, and Vietnam, the merchants naturally took notice. Reports from Tayouan indicated that Chinese merchants bringing white sugar claimed it originated from Leizhou and Lingao—and that Lingao's commerce was booming, its import-export trade growing ever more prosperous.

Batavia's merchants consulted their maps for "Lingao." Finding it far from any major port, they relaxed somewhat. Then came additional intelligence from their coastal ally Liu Xiang: the group occupying Lingao called themselves Australians—descendants of a former dynasty, and so forth. More crucially: Australian armaments were formidable enough for effective self-defense, having repelled both Spanish and pirate attacks. This made the merchants nervous. A new power was arising in Lingao.

Although the Dutch took no immediate action, they began monitoring Lingao closely. The VOC's primary objective was monopolizing the spice trade from the East Indies to Europe and the Middle East. Their secondary goal was expanding dominance in the Japan-China trade. Would the Australians' sudden appearance and aggressive exports affect this equilibrium?

On the whole, Australian overseas trade did not appear aggressive. Despite heavy import-export volumes, their primary trading partner was clearly the Ming Empire, followed by Tonkin. Products sold elsewhere were mostly marketed through Macau or Guangzhou. The VOC's network never reported sightings of Australian merchant vessels at Southeast Asian ports—though Aussie goods were flooding in everywhere. Evidently, the Australians lacked long-range shipping capability. This reassured the merchants: control the shipping, control the profits.

Particularly when Lingao's goods proved highly competitive. Besides alcohol and sugar, glass and paper showed enormous potential. In the Far Eastern markets, Lingao glass had already routed Venetian products. Cheap mirrors and glassware from Lingao now flooded Southeast Asia and India. Venetian goods—from expensive mirrors to cheap trade beads—had lost completely. The Batavia Council had even written to Europe instructing them to cease purchasing Venetian products and substitute Lingao manufactures instead. Merchants discovered that even with shipping costs, buying glass mirrors in Guangzhou for resale in Europe was cheaper than Venetian ones—particularly for large pieces. Paper wholesale prices were astonishingly low.

Viewed from this perspective, Lingao's Australians were potential trading partners rather than enemies. The Dutch feared only powers with strong naval capabilities. Destroying or squeezing out maritime rivals to monopolize trade routes was their consistent strategy.

Lingao did not fit that threat profile. Although reports mentioned an Australian navy—including a castle-like iron ship—no one had actually witnessed this iron vessel move. De Carpentier therefore concluded it was either rumor or an immobile hulk, not a genuine threat.

This question was the Governor's chief concern. As a "Sea Coachman," he understood the potential threat of a super-ship better than most. If such a vessel could actually sail, it represented an enormous danger, and its cargo capacity would be virtually unimaginable.

"...About the great iron ship—it does exist." Savanchi Gonzalez's words interrupted the Governor's thoughts. "Many merchants and sailors who've visited Bopu confirm it. Li Siya says the same."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 821 - Li Siya's Report

Governor de Carpentier could scarcely believe that such an enormous ship existed in this world, let alone one constructed of iron. Beyond the sheer impossibility of manufacturing such quantities of steel, there was the even more fantastical rumor that this vessel required no sails—that it could navigate under its own power. In his view, if such a thing truly existed, it was either a miracle of God or, far more likely, a trick of the Devil.

Though rumors circulated everywhere, the Governor remained skeptical. If the Australians genuinely possessed such overwhelming maritime superiority, why would they remain on a desolate island off the coast of southern China? Surely they could simply sail their great iron ship to settle wherever they pleased—in lands more prosperous and resource-rich than a remote corner of Hainan.

But he was more interested in the so-called "Australian goods." Did they truly come from "Australia," or were they manufactured in Lingao? The Dutch East India Company's library contained no records of any place called "Australia." As for "Lingao," they knew only that it was a commercially insignificant small city—one of hundreds, perhaps thousands, scattered across China. The Governor could not conceive of such an obscure place suddenly producing so many novel, high-quality goods.

The Australians of Lingao presented too many unsolved mysteries—which was precisely why he had been willing to spend a considerable sum hiring Li Siya to gather intelligence. The "shopkeepers" never spent money recklessly. Four thousand guilders was a substantial outlay, but it was nothing compared to the value of understanding the future trajectory of maritime affairs in Southeast Asia and the broader East.

Only with sufficient intelligence could the Batavia authorities formulate an appropriate policy toward Australia. Should the Australians become trading partners, or should the Company launch a ruthless attack to destroy this emerging force entirely? Or were there other means to utilize or contain the Australian presence in the South China Sea?

The Dutch East India Company was the world's first "true capitalist enterprise." Its capitalism was thorough and ruthless, built upon the most naked commercial monopolies and the excess profits they generated. The Company was equally merciless toward partners, friends, employees, and enemies alike. It embodied the supremacy of interest. Even among its own senior staff, the VOC was recognized as the power that had most successfully applied the law of the jungle to the East Indies.

For the Governor, the Australians were neither enemies nor friends. What role they would ultimately play depended entirely upon their strength and their position within the broader East Asian trade system.

If the Australians proved weak and incapable of threatening the Company's monopoly, they could serve as suitable trading partners, supplying Far Eastern goods much as the Ming Empire did. But if they proved strong enough to threaten the VOC's dominance, containing them would become a primary objective—just as the Company spared no effort to squeeze out the English in the Indies, strike at the Portuguese in Japan, and suppress Zheng Zhilong along the China coast. The East India Company did not tolerate competition.

"You may go and rest now." The Governor extracted a check from his desk drawer. "Present this to the treasurer to collect your payment. Take a few days to recuperate."

"Thank you, Your Excellency." Gonzalez bowed, accepted the check, and withdrew.



The following day, the Governor carefully studied the German translation of Li Siya's answers to the 125 questions. She had addressed every inquiry raised by the Council; even for questions she answered "unknown," she provided speculations, rumors, and her personal assessments. The Governor concluded that Li Siya's performance more than justified the remuneration she had demanded.

First, she clearly answered the question of who the Australians were.

The Australians were Chinese—this could be confirmed by their language, script, and national identity. However, though they considered themselves "Chinese," they differed vastly from the Chinese in nearly every other respect, possessing an entirely distinct culture, institutional structure, and system of etiquette. Li Siya stated in her report: Their differences from the Chinese are as great as the differences between Europeans and Chinese—perhaps even greater. Furthermore, individuals of European descent numbered among the Australians—at least two or three. According to intelligence, these Europeans enjoyed the status of so-called "Senators."

The "Senators" of Lingao numbered between five and six hundred. Among them, a European-style "Council" system was practiced. Nine supreme councilors held all effective power. But formally, every Senator enjoyed equal political standing, together forming an institution called the "Senate." In theory, all major policies required approval by a majority of this body.

Li Siya wrote: They appear to practice something akin to a joint-stock partnership, for Senators frequently employ words like "shares" and "dividends" in conversation. Disputes over the so-called rights and prerogatives of Senators also occur with some regularity.

"Is this the Australian East India Company?" the Governor murmured upon reading this passage.

The majority of goods the Australians traded were manufactured in Lingao. Li Siya devoted considerable space to detailing the powerful manufacturing capabilities the Australians possessed there. In truth, neither Li Huamei's reports nor Randou's had included extensive descriptions of Lingao's productivity. Li Huamei was generally barred from Lingao's core industrial areas, and the report Randou had provided was itself a modified version, carefully sanitized by the External Intelligence Bureau—the Bureau had no desire for outsiders to grasp the true scale of Lingao's productive capacity. But Li Siya, intent on inciting Dutch aggression against Lingao, had embellished these reports considerably. She portrayed Lingao as a land of extraordinary material abundance, describing the output of Australian workshops in lavish, almost fantastical terms. She concluded with four full pages devoted to the luxurious lives of the Australian Senators: from verified facts to unverified rumors, rendered in vivid detail. The main highlights were their opulent toilets and bathrooms.

Li Siya believed this portrait of rich plunder would be sufficient to ignite Dutch greed and thereby trigger military action against the Australians. The Dutch, of course, would prove no match for Australian arms. A war that consumed both sides would serve her interests admirably.

Sure enough, this florid passage made the Governor's eyes gleam. His ring-adorned fingers drummed against the armrest. But after a few moments, he mastered himself. After all, he was a rational Dutchman; he would not be easily swayed by bombastic Latin rhetoric. In his experience, such extravagance reminded him of the Spaniards' claims that America overflowed with gold and silver: there was truth in it, but they conveniently omitted the immense hardships required to extract those riches.

The Australians of Lingao were certainly wealthy. But the very fact that they could occupy a city within the Ming Dynasty—a realm whose attitude toward foreign relations was notoriously rigid—demonstrated that Australian strength was not insignificant. The East India Company had launched expeditions against China several times in the past, and none had achieved the desired results.

Regarding actual Australian strength, the report indicated that beyond the Senators themselves, the Australians commanded local Chinese recruited from Guangdong and indigenous inhabitants of Lingao. Total population was unclear—estimated between fifty and one hundred thousand. These people served the Australians as servants, soldiers, serfs, and craftsmen.

The precise number of Australian troops was unknown, but estimates placed them at three to four companies of well-trained infantry at minimum—composed entirely of indigenous Chinese save for a few officers. This infantry underwent European-style training and was excellently equipped; their firearms were lighter than any currently employed by European armies yet possessed immense power—surpassing all European light firearms. Li Siya provided detailed descriptions of the Minié rifle and the Derringer pistol. The Australians also possessed artillery of equally excellent quality, though in limited quantities. Li Siya offered extensive descriptions of the coastal heavy artillery at Bopu—including detailed drawings of the battery positions, terrain, and fields of fire. This thoroughness greatly impressed the Governor: Li Siya was an extraordinary woman indeed. His estimation of her rose further still.

Regarding maritime power—the area of greatest concern to the Governor—the Australians possessed approximately one hundred vessels, nearly all of them "junks" gathered locally from Guangdong. Except for a few, their tonnage was not large. They also possessed several European-style ships, along with four iron fast ships reportedly brought from Australia.

Here Li Siya had laid a careful trap. She knew perfectly well the power of the "iron fast ships" from Li Huamei's and Randou's reports, but her own description remained deliberately vague—acknowledging their existence without detailing their actual capabilities. She did not want the Dutch to perceive the Australians as formidable at sea. If the Dutch came to fear Lingao's maritime power, they would never launch a military expedition against the Australians.

Finishing the report consumed the Governor's entire morning. Through it, he gained sufficient understanding of the Australians. Clearly, they were a potent force—but they did not yet possess the capability to meddle in long-distance maritime trade routes. This represented a significant opportunity for the Company. It seemed necessary to establish a trade route between Tayouan and Lingao as quickly as possible.

He unrolled the map on his desk and carefully examined Lingao, which had only recently been marked. Measuring with a ruler, he found that Lingao's location was not so remote after all—at least not in terms of Southeast Asian trade routes. It should make for a decent trading port.

De Carpentier was still pondering when a knock sounded at his door.

"Come in!" He looked up as his attendant entered.

"What is it?"

"The representative of Liu Xiang from Guangdong has arrived. Will you receive him?"

"Of course." De Carpentier nodded. "Show him in."

Liu Xiang had maintained a certain level of cooperation with the Dutch—cooperation born primarily of Liu Xiang's strength. After the Liu Xiang Gang rose suddenly along the Guangdong coast during the final years of the Tianqi era, they had swiftly come to control the waters near the Pearl River Estuary, becoming, for a time, the undisputed overlords of the Guangdong seas. Their expansion into Fujian waters had gradually brought them into conflict with Zheng Zhilong—and the Dutch, for their part, needed a force that could check the ever-growing power of "Zheng Iquan." The interests of both parties had aligned naturally.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 822 - Ally

The envoy was a middle-aged man. Though he wore respectable traditional Chinese clothing, his hair neatly coiled in the distinctive topknot of a Chinese gentleman, and sported a graceful gauze cap—adornments only wealthy Chinese adopted—the Governor could still detect the unmistakable stench of seawater and rotting fish clinging to him.

The envoy clearly felt ill at ease in his refined attire. De Carpentier noticed him tugging at his collar and adjusting his sleeves from time to time, visibly uncomfortable.

Liu Xiang's representative bowed deeply before him. De Carpentier offered only a curt nod in return. As Governor-General of the East India Company, he considered himself the personal representative of the seventeen directors of the United Provinces. He saw no reason to extend courtesies to pirates of the South China Sea.

"Well then. What new proposal have you brought?"

The envoy's message was a request for Dutch support. Specifically, Liu Xiang hoped the Dutch would dispatch warships from Tayouan to assist him in his coming battle against Zheng Zhilong. He was preparing to launch a decisive maritime campaign against his rival, with the aim—if possible—of destroying Zheng Zhilong's base at Zhongzuo entirely.

Beyond direct Dutch participation in combat, the accompanying requests included cannons, matchlocks, gunpowder, and craftsmen and soldiers capable of using and maintaining European artillery. He could pay for everything. And if the Dutch were willing, he would purchase or lease a few European-style "clamp-board great ships"—complete with the sailors needed to operate them.

This is a substantial request, the Governor thought. Tayouan maintained only two permanently stationed vessels, one of which was merely a yacht. Moreover, he had always been cautious about intervening directly in the Liu-Zheng conflict. After all, most merchants currently visiting Tayouan Port hailed from Fujian. If Zheng Zhilong were angered, he might very well blockade that trade route. Such an outcome would represent a loss far greater than any potential gain.

The relationship between the Dutch and Zheng Zhilong was delicate. First, Zheng Zhilong had defeated Dutch attempts to meddle in Fujian sea trade in 1627, forcing Nuyts—the Dutch representative stationed at Tayouan—to sign a three-year trade agreement the following year. Though this agreement was never fully implemented, the Dutch remained wary of Zheng Zhilong's power. Then in 1630, Putman, the Company's representative, traveled to the mainland to conduct special trade negotiations with Zheng and concluded a new agreement. Since then, the two sides had enjoyed a period of "friendly relations." The Dutch had even provided some assistance for Zheng Zhilong's campaigns to eliminate other warlords at sea, including granting his ships free access to Tayouan Port.

However, the continuous expansion of Zheng Zhilong's power had eventually made him the exclusive middleman for Dutch trade in Zhangzhou Bay. Goods shipped by the Dutch to the Fujian seas could only be sold to the Zheng Zhilong Group; likewise, Chinese goods could only be purchased from the same source.

The East India Company deeply resented this monopoly. Friction had also developed over the Japan trade route. The Dutch wanted to monopolize commerce with Japan, while the Zheng Zhilong Group regarded trade with Japan as their own exclusive domain.

Under these accumulated pressures, the Dutch had long hoped to support some rival force that could strike at and weaken Zheng Zhilong—preventing any single Chinese maritime merchant group from monopolizing coastal trade and thereby opening the door to Dutch free trade.

Supporting the Liu Xiang Gang was a reasonable choice for the Company. Of course, given the fragile state of the Tayouan trade, Dutch support for Old Liu Xiang had always remained rather subtle. Covert aid—cannons, ammunition, and the like—had been ongoing for some time. But providing actual ships was a far more significant matter. The Dutch simply didn't have many vessels to spare in the East Indies.

In sum, the East India Company did not wish to see a decisive battle between Old Liu Xiang and Zheng Iquan. The inevitable outcome of such a confrontation would be winner-take-all. A victor controlling the monopoly on coastal trade from both Guangdong and Fujian would be a nightmare for the Company.

The envoy's message included a litany of complaints: pressure from Zheng Zhilong had become unbearable. After Zheng defected to the Imperial Court and obtained official status, he enjoyed every convenience for activities along the Fujian and Guangdong coasts. He could easily obtain supplies from shore and even receive intelligence and weapons support from government troops. The competition on land had also tilted in Zheng's favor. Both Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang relied on shore-based allies known as "Mountain Masters" who provided safe havens and material support. These "Mountain Masters" were half-farmers, half-bandits—not mere brigands, but communities of displaced peasants who had gathered in the mountains to log timber, burn charcoal, and cultivate cash crops. The Mountain Masters not only supplied pirates with materials and safe refuge after landing, but were also the primary producers of cash crops exported by sea merchants, chief among them indigo. Indigo was one of the largest commodity exports from China at the time and a substantial source of profit. After Zheng Zhilong obtained official status, Fujian authorities made clear their support for him. Under such dual pressure, the Mountain Masters' loyalties shifted rapidly—Liu Xiang found fewer and fewer "friends" on shore, threatening both his business and his very survival.

These converging problems had finally forced the Liu Xiang Gang to the decision that a decisive showdown with Zheng Zhilong could no longer be avoided. Comparatively speaking, Zheng's strength had not yet grown too overwhelming. Striking now offered at least a fifty percent chance of success.

A fifty percent chance was hardly an ideal basis for a decisive engagement, but with each passing month, Zheng Zhilong grew stronger still. In the past, he had been merely one force among many on the Fujian-Guangdong seas; now, with Xiong Wencan's backing, he had become the dominant power. And this ascendant hegemon showed no inclination toward "sharing wealth and honor"—he clearly intended to swallow everything for himself.

"Does Old Xiang truly intend to fight Iquan to the death?" The Governor raised an eyebrow, studying the envoy who stood before him.

"Your Honor's perception is sharp! Iquan grows more terrible by the day! That old ghost Xiong Wencan has given him many large ships and numerous Red Barbarian Cannons. He can recruit as many men as he wants in Fujian. When he fights, he doesn't fear losing men or destroying ships. If this continues, our Gang will be dragged to death sooner or later."

The envoy explained that recently Zheng Zhilong's fleet had approached the core territory of Old Liu Xiang in the Chaoshan region multiple times. To defend his heartland, the Liu Xiang Gang had been forced to urgently withdraw from the vicinity of the Pearl River Estuary and concentrate their forces near Chaoshan, preparing to meet Zheng Zhilong's challenge.

Abandoning the Pearl River Estuary was a grievous blow to Liu Xiang—it was his primary source of income. Though he could not monopolize the foreign goods trade due to Portuguese naval patrols, the "passage fees" collected from various coastal trading vessels entering and leaving Guangzhou remained extremely lucrative. Zheng Zhilong's maneuvers had not yet provoked direct naval combat between the two factions, yet they had placed Liu Xiang in an impossible position. He could not risk leaving his core territory near Chaoshan undefended—inviting Zheng to raid his base—just to continue generating revenue at the Pearl River Estuary. But now, forced to consolidate entirely around Chaoshan, the territory he had painstakingly conquered since the end of the Tianqi era would slowly be seized by others exploiting the vacuum. Without territory, there was no money. Without money, there was nothing.

For the Liu Xiang Gang, fighting might not guarantee survival—but not fighting meant certain death. The resources of Chaoshan alone could not sustain the Gang's existence.

De Carpentier understood Liu Xiang's predicament perfectly. Yet he had absolutely no intention of dispatching ships to support Liu Xiang. If Liu Xiang lacked assurance of decisive victory, betting everything on his cause was unwise. Even if Liu Xiang somehow triumphed, Zheng Zhilong's current strength meant he would not necessarily collapse. He would inevitably retaliate by blockading the Tayouan trade route. Providing weapons and personnel, on the other hand, was feasible. The Company had two sailing vessels in truly wretched condition sitting in Batavia harbor: the Alert and the Ardent. These 300-ton brigs leaked so severely they required constant pumping throughout any voyage. Without surplus sailors aboard, they could barely make short runs. But their rigging and armaments remained complete—one carried twelve cannons, the other eighteen. Selling both to Liu Xiang would be a sensible arrangement. The Chinese could repair them; they had no shortage of shipwrights or timber.

But this was not the primary concern. The Governor had to consider another possibility—what would happen if Liu Xiang lost the decisive battle? Zheng Zhilong would inevitably sweep southward into Guangdong waters. The Company's bargaining position with him would shrink even further. Ultimately, they might find themselves reduced to the state of their dealings with Xu Xinsu at Tayouan years ago—when the Company's merchant at Tayouan had been forced to purchase goods at fifty percent above market price.

The Governor's thoughts turned suddenly to the Australians of Lingao. "What sort of people are these Australians?" he asked.

The envoy appeared startled, clearly not expecting the Governor to raise this subject.

"Oh?" The Governor's interest sharpened.

"The Imperial Court has already dispatched a great army to exterminate the Australians in Lingao. They have only a few thousand people in total and not many ships—how could they possibly stand against the Court?" The envoy spoke freely, recounting the full story of Liu Xiang ordering his subordinates to attack Lingao and suffering a stinging defeat. He also described the recent concentration of Ming troops near Guangzhou in preparation for a massive cross-sea assault—Liu Xiang's own withdrawal from the Pearl River Estuary was partly to avoid direct conflict with government forces. Indeed, one of the key factors driving Liu Xiang toward a decisive confrontation with Zheng Zhilong was precisely the impending government campaign against Lingao. With the Australians fully occupied fighting the Ming, they would have no capacity to interfere with him. This removed one concern from his rear.

"...At that time, the Great Shopkeeper didn't realize how powerful their firearms were and miscalculated," the envoy said with studied nonchalance. "In the end, we lost about a thousand men."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 823 - The Dutch

The envoy seemed taken aback—he clearly hadn't expected the Governor to suddenly raise the subject of the Australians.

"They are a group from overseas! They claim to be descendants of the Great Song—" He paused, apparently realizing that invoking "Great Song" to a foreign devil was like playing the lute to a cow. He corrected himself: "That is to say, they claim to be descendants of Chinese people."

This aligned precisely with Li Siya's report. The Governor nodded to himself and asked several more questions about the Australians. The envoy seemed quite willing to answer, providing extensive information about this mysterious group—though most of it was rumor. While Old Liu Xiang had fought one battle with the Australians, he had never established formal contact with his opponent. Most of his intelligence came from hearsay; some derived from men who had been captured during the attack on Bopu and later released; the rest came from spy reports.

Although Old Liu Xiang had withdrawn from the Pearl River Estuary before the second counter-encirclement campaign—ceding ground to avoid conflict with Zheng Zhilong—he had planted numerous agents throughout the area. He knew all about the Transmigration Group's defeat of He Rubin, their shelling of the Bogue forts, and their advance directly upon the walls of Guangzhou. The Australians had always seemed a force hiding in remote backwaters, possessing strong ships and sharp cannons—but their sudden eruption of such overwhelming combat power was something he had never anticipated.

Fortunately, the Australians appeared to harbor no hostile intentions toward him. Their seizure of the Pearl River Estuary certainly provoked his irritation, but under no circumstances could he afford to fight on two fronts. Zheng Zhilong had to be dealt with first.

The Governor listened with careful attention, never interrupting. Only when the envoy paused did he ask clarifying questions. Gathering intelligence on the Australians was his primary interest now. The fact that Liu Xiang had clashed with the Australians was something he had not anticipated. And the revelation that the Chinese government had dispatched a great army to punish Lingao—only to be defeated by the Australians—interested him intensely.

Though the Dutch generally held a low opinion of Ming military competence, every Dutch military operation along the Chinese coast had ultimately been deterred by the seemingly inexhaustible manpower and resources the Ming could bring to bear. That these Australians—fellow outsiders who had occupied a corner of the Ming Empire—could withstand the tide-like army that had once terrified the Company and successfully carve out a piece of Chinese territory... this made De Carpentier feel a profound curiosity about them.

The news revealed by a single battle was worth more than all intelligence reports combined. De Carpentier had heard endless rumors about the Australians' astonishing firearms, and their two victories seemed to confirm much of what had been whispered.

Clearly, the Australians were a potent force. He rang the bell and summoned the attendant waiting outside.

"Take this gentleman down to rest," he ordered.



That evening, at a dinner gathering the Governor and Batavia's senior merchants, discussion turned to how to treat the Australians, whether to aid Old Liu Xiang, and how to manage Zheng Zhilong.

The East India Company's military strength in Batavia was decidedly limited. The expedition launched against China a few years earlier had involved only seven ships. The assault on Macau had employed merely fourteen. The total number of army troops was considerable, but these companies were scattered across dozens of trading posts throughout Java, spanning thousands of kilometers in the Company's service. Soldiers recruited from Europe—shipped thousands of miles across the ocean—died constantly, like flies, in the hot, humid climate and unsanitary conditions. Simply filling the vacancies in the existing garrisons seemed a daunting task to the Governor; he lacked the strength to mount another large-scale expedition.

As for the auxiliary troops composed of a small number of recruited local natives, no one harbored much hope for their combat effectiveness. It was questionable whether these natives could even be trusted.

Undertaking military commitments in the South China Sea with such limited forces exceeded Dutch capabilities—particularly when Zheng Zhilong still held the lifeline of the Company's trade with China. The merchants therefore concluded that the Governor's decision to refuse direct naval participation in the battle was correct. As for aiding Liu Xiang with ships and cannons, some debate arose among the senior merchants. Several believed that cannons were manageable—after all, European-style artillery had spread quite widely throughout East Asia. But pirates using European-style ships remained a tiny minority. Suddenly adding two European vessels to Old Liu Xiang's fleet would seriously provoke Zheng Zhilong and might produce adverse consequences for the Company.

Other senior merchants advocated selling the ships to Old Liu Xiang as a means of checking Zheng Zhilong's growing power. The Governor inclined toward this view.

"Gentlemen, the question of ships is not truly a problem," the Governor said, tapping lightly on the table. "Throughout the entire East Asian region, we are not the only party capable of providing ships. The Spanish in Manila, the Spanish in Macau—both could strengthen Old Liu Xiang with vessels if they chose. Let us not forget that in several recent clashes between Liu and Zheng, a Spanish galleon participated directly in battle. Even if Iquan suspects foul play, the primary suspects will be the Spanish. We can deny everything completely. Besides—do you truly believe Zheng Zhilong would break with us before he settles matters decisively with Old Liu Xiang?"

Furthermore, selling two derelict ships that would otherwise likely be scrapped for firewood and timber was profitable for the Company. After all, Old Liu Xiang was willing to pay cash. As for the crew shortage, he could recruit his own sailors—in Batavia, Manila, or Macau, one could always find scum of various nationalities willing to sail and fight for money.

The assembly ultimately agreed to the proposal to sell the Alert and the Ardent to Old Liu Xiang, complete with all weapons and navigation equipment. The Ardent would fetch ten thousand Spanish Reals; the Alert, seven thousand. Additionally, they would sell him ten bronze 12-pounder naval guns and twenty-four iron 6-pounder and 12-pounder naval guns, along with four hundred matchlocks.

"Your Excellency, do you believe it possible for Old Liu Xiang to defeat Iquan?" one merchant asked.

"It is difficult to say." De Carpentier shook his head. "By all accounts, the strength of both sides is roughly comparable. But Iquan clearly holds the advantage—he has the backing of the Chinese court. And Iquan has already defeated all rivals on the Fujian seas, including some who were once very powerful."

In the Governor's assessment, unless Old Liu Xiang could win continuously—or kill Zheng Zhilong himself in a single decisive engagement—he would eventually be ground down to defeat.

A sigh of regret circled the dining table. Old Liu Xiang could not truly be called an ally, but so long as he remained in play, Zheng Zhilong's attitude could be kept somewhat in check. Once Old Liu Xiang fell, no force would remain capable of containing Zheng Zhilong.

"Gentlemen, even without Old Liu Xiang, there are others in this world." De Carpentier gave voice to the thought that had been forming in his mind. "Have any of you heard of the Australians?"



The Governor sat in his armchair. Through the tall window beside his desk, he could see the city of Batavia spread out before him. Construction had been underway since 1619, and the city had been continuously expanding and strengthening over more than a decade. Now it was beginning to take recognizable shape. De Carpentier had no doubt that whoever occupied this seat in the future would look out upon an even more prosperous and magnificent Batavia.

A knock sounded at the door.

"Come in."

His secretary appeared in the doorway.

"Your Excellency, the Junior Merchant Van der Lanthroon, whom you summoned, has arrived."

"Show him in."

Van der Lanthroon entered carefully through the main door. He appeared to be in his early thirties, with a reserved, watchful face. This man was a nobleman from Zeeland who had served in the navy and seen battle. Now he held the rank of Junior Merchant in the East India Company. Though a Junior Merchant ranked above ordinary Company employees, such a position carried limited authority. On East India Company ships, only the Merchant wielded supreme command. At many trading posts, the Merchant possessed absolute power.

But as a Junior Merchant, Van der Lanthroon's authority had never extended beyond a single merchant vessel. He desperately hoped to rise to the position of Merchant—whether for a fleet or a trading post. The Dutch East India Company was a company that treated its employees with notorious stinginess; though the annual dividends paid to shareholders could reach thousands of guilders per share, the remuneration given to employees was meager. A Junior Merchant earned only twenty guilders per month, plus a food allowance worth roughly a quarter of his salary. Serving the Dutch East India Company faithfully was no path to wealth. Climbing as high as possible and exploiting the power of one's position to smuggle on the side—that was the only way to grow rich in the Far East.

Van der Lanthroon removed his hat and bowed deeply to the Governor.

"Mr. Van der Lanthroon," De Carpentier said without preamble, "I am appointing you Merchant aboard the Magdeburg."

The Magdeburg was classified as a "yacht"—though in truth, this type of vessel was neither particularly fast nor yacht-like in any conventional sense. It was a flat-bottomed ship commonly used by the Dutch in the East Indies, with a displacement of four to six hundred tons, a rounded stern, and a towering poop deck. Such ships sailed quite slowly and served primarily as cargo vessels and transports. But because they required short construction periods, carried substantial freight, and needed relatively few sailors, they met the practical needs of the "Sea Coachmen."

Though this was not a promotion to senior rank, the Magdeburg was a large vessel—far more significant than the two-masted boat Van der Lanthroon currently served on. The assignment brought a flush of pleasure to his face.

"Thank you, Your Excellency!"

"No need to thank me; thank our Masters." The Governor used the Company euphemism. "Begin preparations immediately after you join the ship. I want you ready to sail for Lingao at once to trade with the Australians."

"Lingao?" Van der Lanthroon had never heard of the place, though he had heard of the Australians.

"Yes. I will send someone to navigate for you. Your mission is to conduct trade with the Australians in Lingao and gather as much intelligence about them as possible. If circumstances permit, determine whether they are willing to reach a trade agreement with us."

"At your orders, Your Excellency."

"I will assign you several assistants. Keep them close after you arrive in Lingao and provide them every convenience."

One of those being sent aboard the Magdeburg was Gonzalez himself. The Governor hoped the officer would observe Lingao's military strength and the fortification status of the wharf with his own eyes. The second was Leibtrini, an Italian—a professional cartographer. His task was to map Lingao's port and surrounding terrain as accurately as possible. He was also to render what he saw into an illustrated album. In an era without cameras, this was the only way for people far away to form a visual impression.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 824 - Trade

Van der Lanthroon completed the handover procedures with the former Merchant of the Magdeburg. The vessel had arrived from the Netherlands only a few months prior and remained in quite serviceable condition after refitting. Given that this voyage led to the port of an unknown power and therefore carried certain risks, personnel aboard had been reinforced. The ship now carried one hundred and twenty sailors and forty soldiers. Originally mounting only four cannons, the Magdeburg had received four more. Though the route to Hainan Island could be considered a relatively short voyage, the ship was nevertheless equipped with two military surgeons to tend to the crew—though how useful they would prove was debatable; no voyage passed without a dozen or more bodies being consigned to the sea. A priest, of course, was also indispensable to look after the sailors' souls.

Van der Lanthroon convened a brief meeting with the Captain, Gonzalez, and Leibtrini. The Governor's orders were clear: establish trade with the Australians while simultaneously gathering as much intelligence as possible. To accomplish this, the first requirement was selecting suitable trade goods. If the Australians showed no interest in what they brought, neither commercial relations nor intelligence gathering could proceed.

Van der Lanthroon found this a difficult puzzle. No one present had ever traded with the Australians; no one knew what they wanted or needed. Since the Australians were established on the Chinese coast, they surely had access to ample supplies of Chinese goods: silk, raw silk, porcelain. And judging from their massive exports of sugar, paper, and glass products, they possessed formidable manufacturing capabilities of their own. After considerable thought, Van der Lanthroon concluded that the only products from the entire East Indies likely to interest them were spices. Pepper, cinnamon, and cloves numbered among the few goods Chinese buyers imported in substantial quantities from the Dutch.

If no suitable bulk export commodities could be found, Van der Lanthroon would have to transport a large amount of silver to trade with the Australians—precisely the situation the Company least wanted to see.

The Governor's secretary had provided him a pamphlet summarizing what was known about the Australians. Van der Lanthroon studied their import patterns carefully. The things they imported were remarkably diverse, but the largest bulk commodities were rice, timber, pig iron, various metals, and cotton products. Cotton products especially: the import figures were enormous. Van der Lanthroon was astonished to learn that, according to the pamphlet, just from one trader alone, the Australians purchased more cotton cloth and yarn from India than the total sales of all textiles to China since the East India Company had begun trading there. In fact, the Company not only failed to sell many cotton products to the Chinese but instead imported large quantities of "Nanking cloth" from Chinese merchants every year for distribution elsewhere.

Clearly, they have a great demand for textiles, Van der Lanthroon concluded. Unfortunately, he could do nothing about cotton products—these were mostly distributed by the English. Batavia had no stockpile available unless a ship was dispatched to procure supplies from India, which was obviously impossible given the time constraints.

Pig iron and metals proved equally scarce. Whether ironware, lead, or copper, such materials were either shipped from Europe or imported from China and Japan. Supplies were already strained and could not be diverted for export.

However, Batavia did possess a substantial stock of Dutch linen—a major industrial export of the Netherlands. Its prices were so low that it was effectively dumped on European markets. Contemporary observers described it as so cheap that "even the poorest people could afford shirts made from it." In addition, Van der Lanthroon planned to bring some high-quality woolens. Though woolens did not sell well in China, there was always a small market for them as luxury goods.

After repeated deliberation and close study of the pamphlet, Van der Lanthroon finally assembled a cargo list for the Magdeburg. The goods intended for sale in Lingao included: a large quantity of spices, Dutch linen, raw timber, and a small amount of fine woolens. Noting from the pamphlet that clothing worn by Australians was predominantly blue and gray, he surmised that the Australians lacked dyes beyond indigo. He therefore added dyestuffs like sappanwood to the manifest. Finally, he loaded several hundred bags of local rice. Even Europeans in the East Indies had to rely on rice as their staple.

Since no Dutchman had ever sailed to Hainan Island, but the precise coordinates of Lingao were known, and the Dutch regularly traded with Vietnam, they were not entirely ignorant of the region. Consulting nautical charts and the intelligence gathered so far, Van der Lanthroon understood that Lingao lay within the Qiongzhou Strait. He need only follow the established Vietnam route, turn west after reaching the Vietnamese coast, and enter the Qiongzhou Strait to find Lingao.



After the Magdeburg set sail, it passed through the Palembang Strait, skirted Sumatra and the Philippine Islands, and after thirty-five days at sea arrived at Cam Ranh Bay. Having replenished food and fresh water there, the Magdeburg turned northeast, preparing to cross the Gulf of Tonkin and locate the entrance to the Qiongzhou Strait.

Thanks to the approximate coordinates Li Siya had provided, the voyage proceeded smoothly. In early February 1631, the Magdeburg sailed past Bach Long Vi Island. The lookout atop the mast spotted land—according to their charts, this must be Hainan Island.

The Magdeburg navigated cautiously along the coastline. No European vessel had ever entered the Qiongzhou Strait before. After several days of coastal sailing, they finally identified the narrow strait entrance. At that moment, however, the lookout called down a warning: "Ship approaching!"

"Battle stations!" The Captain immediately issued the order.

Hearing the alarm, Van der Lanthroon rushed out from the poop deck and immediately shouted: "No firing without my orders!"

His deepest fear was that the approaching vessel was Australian. An armed confrontation would badly compromise his mission.

Sure enough, from approximately two compass points off the port bow, a single-masted sailing ship gradually rose above the horizon.

Van der Lanthroon leaned on the bow rail, watching the Bermuda sloop bearing down on them at full sail. Such vessels were extremely rare in East Asian waters—it was a distinctively European-style ship. Small, but beautifully crafted. It reminded him of the sloops he had seen along the Mediterranean coast and in the English Channel.

A flag he did not recognize flew from the masthead. He shifted his gaze to the stern, where a blue and white ensign streamed in the wind—exactly as described in the pamphlet. This was the Australian Navy.

"That ship is truly strange," Gonzalez remarked. "A Bermuda sloop! Where would they have gotten such a thing? I've never seen anyone use this type of vessel in East Asia!"

The Merchant glanced at the officer beside him. A Spaniard. Van der Lanthroon harbored a deep hatred for all Spaniards. During the War of Independence, he had heard endless accounts of the terrors and atrocities they had committed.

"Lower the pennant!" Van der Lanthroon ordered. This gesture conveyed respect to the other party, indicating peaceful intent. Whether the other side understood the signal was uncertain—but Van der Lanthroon reasoned that if the Australians used a typical European-style ship, they probably comprehended nautical conventions.

Sure enough, the other vessel responded with the same courtesy. The sloop was gradually closing the distance.

Leibtrini had also emerged on deck, sketchbook in hand. He rapidly roughed out the approaching sailing ship with his charcoal stick, simultaneously asking: "What do you think they want? They're waiting along our course. Are they trying to make contact?"

It was Leibtrini's first time in East Asia—and his first extended voyage of any kind.

"Unknown. Perhaps they wish to communicate. Perhaps they intend to attack." Gonzalez's voice was tense. "Have everyone prepare for alert immediately. Their ship is small—fifty men at most. Besides, our freeboard is considerably higher. Even in a boarding action, we hold the advantage. Load all the swivel guns."

Van der Lanthroon ordered: "Do not lower sails. Continue forward." Boarding alongside a strange vessel at sea was dangerous business. It was not uncommon for large ships to be swarmed by smaller craft and captured in hand-to-hand fighting.

"...Ship inspection..." someone opposite was shouting.

"Is that Spanish? What are they saying?"

"Stop for inspection!" The shouting from the small boat grew louder. Though the words were Spanish, the accent was peculiar.

"Strange—they're speaking Spanish!" Gonzalez frowned. "They're ordering us to stop for inspection."

"We're clearly flying the Prince's Flag."

"Perhaps they don't recognize the Prince." Gonzalez harbored no love for the Dutch, and consequently felt none for His Highness either.

"Well! First time encountering such a thing!" The Spaniard laughed loudly. "How do you propose we handle this, my dear Merchant? Shall we heave to and let them board for inspection in the middle of the open sea?"

"Certainly not—that would be unsafe. Besides, we cannot even be certain they're actually Australians." Van der Lanthroon remained firm. "Maintain course."

But the other vessel's sailing speed was considerably greater than theirs, and the ship was far more agile. Soon the sloop was running neck and neck with the Magdeburg. Now they could see the other vessel clearly. It appeared quite new—surely launched not long ago. Cannons stood on the deck, already stripped of their covers. Sailors wearing blue short jackets hurried about their duties.

Tension spread through the Magdeburg. Gunners and musketeers lit their matches. Off-duty sailors of the "Prince's Squad" armed themselves with cutlasses, axes, and daggers, ready to join battle at a moment's notice.

Then a figure appeared on the sloop's poop deck. He raised a cone-shaped device to his mouth and shouted something loudly—in Chinese.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 825 - Merchant's Report (I)

"We are the Fubo Army Coast Guard!" The voice drifted across intermittently on the sea breeze. "You have entered our Maritime Security Zone! Stop your vessel immediately for inspection! State your destination—otherwise we will take all necessary actions—"

Van der Lanthroon summoned a Chinese sailor and asked him to translate the shouting. The man initially indicated he couldn't understand the words, but when the other party switched to Cantonese, comprehension dawned. He relayed the message word for word to the Merchant.

Van der Lanthroon's expression darkened. Stop for inspection? The Australians seemed remarkably presumptuous in these waters—acting as though they were lords of the sea. It reminded him of the English and their endless attempts to assert dominance over the English Channel. The comparison irritated him.

"Ignore them. Sail straight into the strait!" he ordered the Captain.

"Mr. Van der Lanthroon! Their ship is faster than ours, and far more agile..."

The opposing vessel had cannons on deck. With their speed and maneuverability, they could easily dodge the Magdeburg's clumsy fire, exploit the blind spots created by their low profile, and board at will. Pirates in the Mediterranean routinely sailed such small craft yet managed to capture large merchant vessels many times their size. Even galleons mounting more than thirty cannons had fallen to such tactics. For their ponderous "yacht," the odds would be even worse. The eight naval guns aboard were adequate for intimidating native pirates, but against an enemy like this, they might not avail at all.

Van der Lanthroon weighed his options briefly. "Have the Chinese man shout back: We are a trade mission from the Dutch East India Company, bound for Lingao. If they are truly the Australians of Lingao, we request that they pilot us to port. Once in Lingao, we will accept all proper inspections!"

The sailor shouted this message back and forth, the exchange dragging on for more than ten minutes amid much confusion. Eventually, the other party seemed to grasp their meaning. Van der Lanthroon watched the bow of the sloop veer outward—and then a burst of thick smoke and fire erupted from the small vessel. He and Gonzalez stood stunned as a rocket soared straight into the clouds, bursting open beneath the sky and spraying out a cloud of blue smoke.

"What does that signify?" Van der Lanthroon exclaimed.

"They're summoning reinforcements." Gonzalez was a veteran; he immediately understood the meaning of the sudden flare. "There must be several more of their ships in the area! Prepare for battle!" He drew his saber, his voice sharp with tension.

The ship dissolved into controlled chaos. Sailors and soldiers rushed to their positions, ready to open fire at any moment.

Time crawled by. Half an hour later, two more identical sloops appeared on the horizon. Three Type II single-masted patrol boats approached the Magdeburg in formation.

Gonzalez gripped his saber in one hand and a pistol in the other. His expression was grim. The opposing force was clearly well-prepared—the skill with which they maintained formation spoke of countless hours drilling such maneuvers. If these three vessels launched a coordinated attack, the capture of the Magdeburg would be a matter of minutes. Gonzalez noted that the enemy mounted four cannons on each deck, along with a strange square box fixed to the poop deck—probably some other type of weapon. In raw cannon numbers alone, the Magdeburg was already outmatched.

The three sloops arranged themselves in a loose triangle around the Magdeburg, their deck guns stripped of covers. Clearly, if firing commenced, the sluggish, lightly armed Magdeburg would be pounded to splinters by the enemy's crossfire long before any boarding could be attempted.

Leibtrini's face went pale with terror, and he retreated hastily into the poop cabin. Even an old soldier like Gonzalez recognized that the situation had slipped entirely into the enemy's control.

"The enemy is requesting that we follow them forward. They will escort us to Lingao." The Captain watched new signal flags rise on the opposing vessels. "What are your orders?"

The Merchant's lips pressed into a thin line. The enemy's dominance of these waters galled him deeply. But he knew this was not the moment to fight for Dutch freedom of navigation—just as the Company would not fight for religious freedom in Japan.

"Hoist the signal: We comply."

Thus the Magdeburg, under the "escort" of three patrol boats, entered the Qiongzhou Strait.



Report from Junior Merchant Van der Lanthroon of the Dutch East India Company ship Magdeburg to Governor-General De Carpentier of Batavia

Respected Excellency:

Pursuant to the orders of Your Excellency and our Masters, I commanded the yacht Magdeburg to Lingao on the coast of Guangdong, China, to establish trade relations with the maritime power occupying that territory—those who call themselves Australians.

God be praised, our voyage was very smooth. On Monday, February 3rd, at the entrance of a narrow strait, we encountered Australian naval warships. These were small vessels, very similar in appearance to the coastal Bermuda sloops we often see in the English Channel—though more beautiful and faster than those ships. Each mounted cannons, and their sailors were clearly well-trained.

The commander of these three warships ordered us to stop for inspection. I refused this demand immediately. Under the prestige of the Prince and the Company, the commander did not press his demand, but instead requested that we sail with his flotilla to Lingao. The Qiongzhou Strait, he explained, falls within Australian dominion—they term it the "Maritime Security Zone." Ships lacking prior authorization may not sail freely within the strait. Vessels entering for the first time must be escorted to Lingao to explain their purpose.

Under the escort of three warships, our ship arrived at Bopu Port in Lingao on the afternoon of that same day. Bopu Port is a handsome new township, said to contain 1,000 households. Two companies of infantry and some artillery are garrisoned there. The port is constructed with notable precision.

Particularly worthy of mention is an enormous stone pier extending into the bay—its scale nearly defies imagination. Built of lime and stone, its surface is paved with exceptional smoothness, wide enough to accommodate ten cavalrymen riding abreast. The foundation extending into the water is wider still. The sailors and soldiers of our ship marveled at the sight. Some speculated that this pier was not entirely man-made but had been built upon naturally piled stones. Even allowing for that, the engineering feat deserves to be called miraculous.

Atop the entire stone pier stand at least ten cranes. Some are wooden; others are built entirely of steel. Their sturdiness and magnificence left a deep impression upon me. But what struck me as most peculiar was that very few of these cranes employ human or animal power. Most are driven by a complex array of machinery. The machines themselves appear to run on some manner of fire-engine we cannot fathom—for we observed craftsmen continuously feeding coal into furnaces.

Beyond the stone pier, multiple wharves line the port. Every wharf possesses similar cranes, and chimneys belching black and white smoke are visible everywhere. Many vessels lie at anchor in the bay—mostly junks, though some European-style ships are also present. Opposite the stone pier, we beheld the rumored Great Iron Ship. Its size is truly astonishing. The largest ships of Europe—whether English or our own—do not approach such dimensions. Regrettably, we could not observe this vessel at close quarters: it lies within a restricted area. Even local residents of Lingao cannot approach without written permission from the Australians. They call it the "Holy Ship"—the precise meaning of this designation is unclear.

All houses in the port are constructed of stone or brick, well-pointed, and the streets are flat and wide. Before we dropped anchor, we observed groups of soldiers assembled on the wharf, all equipped with muskets. In outward appearance, they resembled a European army more than an Asian one. One of the leading officers, accompanied by three subordinates, represented what the Australians call the "Bopu Port Directorate." The Director himself did not appear, being indisposed by illness, but he assigned customs officials to host us and extend every possible consideration.

When the Magdeburg entered the port, we fired a three-gun salute as a mark of respect to the city; the shore immediately returned a salute of equal measure. Under the guidance of the warships, we dropped anchor at the quarantine anchorage. A customs official immediately boarded the ship. He bore explicit instructions: all personnel must remain quarantined aboard for twenty days. During this period, no one may set foot on land. During this period, the ship itself must also undergo their prescribed treatment.

The customs official inquired about our purpose, the number of personnel aboard, and the nature of our cargo. I reported our mission truthfully. The other party showed considerable interest. However, he stated that before any further proceedings, we must complete quarantine isolation.

Subsequently, they dispatched a small work party to board the Magdeburg. I believe their attire and procedures merit detailed description in this report.

Every member of the party wore a kind of robe-like garment in the color of unbleached cloth, covering their entire bodies. Upon their heads they wore hoods similar to those of monks, with openings only for the eyes. Yet unlike monastic robes, the garments included trouser legs, which were bound tightly into a kind of tall yellow boots that appeared to be made of leather. These boots were fashioned very clumsily and loosely, looking quite ill-fitting.

Sleeves and trouser legs—all openings—were tightly bound with cloth strips. Even the eye openings were covered with glass lenses. They all emitted a peculiar, acrid odor that was most irritating to the nose. It reminded me of cities where plague had struck—which made me very uneasy. I asked repeatedly whether pestilence afflicted this port. They assured me these were merely precautionary measures.



Note: "Our Masters" is the term by which employees of the East India Company customarily refer to the Company.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 826 - Merchant's Report (II)

First, they sealed our gunpowder magazine—using a long strip of paper inscribed with words and numerals in ink, which they pasted tightly across the door. To open it, one must necessarily destroy the paper. This seal appeared to possess legal significance, for our Chinese sailor informed us that it bore a stamp symbolizing official authority.

What surprised me most was that when they recorded the date upon the seal, they employed Arabic numerals—and they dated their documents according to the era of Our Lord's birth. This was truly puzzling. Clearly, these are no ordinary Asian barbarians.

This sealing procedure was also applied when they collected our weapons—from swords to matchlocks—and secured them in the armory. For the cannons aboard the Magdeburg, they merely sealed the touchholes with special wooden plugs.

The Australians did not confiscate our sails or rigging. Moreover, their sealing measures were entirely symbolic in nature. Compared to the Japanese practice of removing all weapons and gunpowder, and even dismantling sails and rigging, the Australians clearly possess supreme confidence in their own military power.

The Australians then sprayed a large quantity of some liquid potion everywhere aboard ship—except the cargo hold. It was neither wine nor vinegar, but a turbid white liquid. We immediately understood the source of the strange smell that clung to their protective garments; it emanated from precisely this milky substance. Their work left our entire ship drenched. The pungent odor was overwhelming. Several men grew dizzy and giddy from breathing it. We all had to flee to the deck to escape the noxious fumes.

After confirming that everything had been done according to their requirements, the officials boarded a second time and issued us the necessary documents. According to these papers, we were permitted to dispatch personnel to designated locations on the wharf to purchase various daily necessities during our anchorage. The customs officials explained the local tariff regulations and provided us with a booklet containing the tax rate table for all import and export commodities in Lingao. Such a convenient and transparent system was an eye-opening experience.

This is the most comprehensive customs tariff I have ever seen. Every import and export commodity has its own specific tax rate. The rates for most commodities are not high. Here I must note, however, that among the goods we brought, the tax rate on spices is quite steep: the Australians levy a 24% import duty—clearly, spices are not highly prized here. In contrast, the tax rates for raw timber, grain, linen, and woolens are extremely low; grain and raw timber are even duty-free.

The customs official asked whether I intended to sell all the cargo on the ship in Lingao. I replied that this was precisely my purpose in coming. They then proceeded to unload the Magdeburg's cargo—goods would be stored temporarily in dedicated warehouses on the wharf until a transaction was completed. I raised no objection to this arrangement.

The scene of unloading was magnificent. Your Excellency, every man present declared it a sight he would never forget. I have mentioned previously that the Australians employ cranes to load and unload cargo, just as we do in The Hague and Amsterdam. But their enormous cranes were so flexible and powerful that we all watched in fascination. Though constructed apparently from mere iron beams and wooden posts, they operated with remarkable sturdiness.

Your Excellency surely recalls the cranes used on the wharves of Amsterdam and other ports—huge as buildings, yet their lifting capacity is pitifully small. Cargo that would require three strong men running at full effort inside a squirrel cage to raise, the Australians lifted with ease using their mysterious fire-machines. The weight hoisted in a single lift was ten, even twenty times greater than our own equipment could manage.

The Australians employ several ingenious devices to improve transfer efficiency. The first resembles a giant fishing net. Cargo packed in bales—rice, spices—is loaded by the dozens into these net bags, then hoisted by crane. The second is a great tray—they call it a "pallet." It appears to be an iron frame covered with thick wooden planking. Raw timber, woolens, linen, and other crated goods are placed upon this tray and then lifted. To prevent goods from falling due to collision during the lift, they bundle a large net over the top each time.

I must confess that while this device is very simple—its function obvious at a glance—it holds no practical meaning for us, since we possess no cranes capable of lifting such weight.

The third device is the most peculiar. I scarcely know how to describe it to Your Excellency. Upon the stone pier runs a kind of "track," looking rather like a ladder laid flat upon the ground—except it is made entirely of iron. The Australians employ a linked train of vehicles upon it. The wheels of these vehicles are fixed onto the iron bars and can only roll along them. I am told this allows the cars to carry exceedingly heavy loads. The cars are mostly flatbed carts without side rails. Many goods lifted from our ship were placed directly upon these carts, and once a train was full, the whole assembly was pulled away.

Here I must describe the most astonishing thing we witnessed: these vehicles employed neither horses nor human power. After emitting a sharp trumpet blast, they moved of their own accord. We argued heatedly about what could possibly drive such vehicles. In our estimation, this train must have weighed at least ten thousand pounds; even using horses would require many. Several soldiers and sailors swore they had seen the devil pushing the cart from behind—I remain skeptical of this explanation. I believe the Australians have mastered some mysterious force. This force should be the same as that which drives their cranes: a kind of fire-machine.

After unloading was complete, the customs official presented us with a cargo manifest. At the same time, he reminded us that all imported goods must first be offered for purchase by the Australians after paying the import tariff, before we are permitted to sell them freely. We may not trade directly with the local natives until the Australians have purchased whatever they desire.

Another tax levied upon us was an anchorage fee. Here I must mention their system of weights and measures. They employ a unit of length called the "meter." The Australians calculated the "tonnage" of our ship using some formula based upon its length and width—this corresponds roughly to a unit of weight or volume in their system. The anchorage tax is collected per ton.

Overall, the Australian customs service is the finest I have ever encountered. They work quickly and do not extort the customary fees we encounter at all other ports.

Here I wish to remark upon their officials. In terms of dress, Australian officials are difficult to distinguish from ordinary people. They wear the same short hair and dress in the same blue, black, and natural-colored garments. This clothing is short, tight, and narrow—somewhat reminiscent of our fencing jackets. The garments open down the front and are fastened with buttons. There are generally four pockets on the jacket: this is the greatest visible distinction between officials and common people. According to their regulations, pockets of this sort are a privilege only officials may enjoy.

I do not know what specific function the two breast pockets serve, for the upper pocket appears to be little more than a piece of cloth fixed upon the front lapel. Aside from holding a pen, it seems entirely decorative. Nevertheless, these officials are universally obeyed and respected by the populace. They are commonly addressed as "Cadres"—much as we might say "Gentlemen" in our own language.

The officials' clothing is remarkably plain. They wear neither silk nor woolens, but garments fashioned from cotton or linen. No gold or silver thread adorns their clothes; there is no embroidery; the buttons are made of wood. That the Australian government would dress its officials identically to the lowliest commoners is a notion we cannot easily comprehend.

During the quarantine, we remained idle aboard ship. The Australians sold us a large supply of fresh provisions: various fruits, vegetables, and fish—but never meat, eggs, or milk. The soldiers and sailors complained bitterly about this. We had only salt meat aboard, and everyone longed for fresh meat. On this account, we requested permission to purchase pigs and cattle from the Australian officials who came to inspect us, but they replied that they could not meet our needs. Only after my repeated entreaties did they agree to provide chickens and geese—all already slaughtered.

The Australians appear to share with the Chinese a scarcity of meat. Yet even when sailing along the Chinese coast, one can usually purchase pigs and chickens—sometimes even cattle—by producing Spanish Reals. During our quarantine at anchor in Lingao, we could not buy a single pig regardless of the price offered. Everyone was most dissatisfied with this state of affairs. Fortunately, they agreed to supply chickens and geese once per week.

As for alcohol, the Australians are abundantly supplied. They furnish vast quantities of rum—enough for sailors and soldiers to bathe in. In addition, they supply a sweet and sour beer. The latter scarcely counts as proper alcohol, but because it froths richly and tastes cool and refreshing, everyone enjoys drinking it. The Australians call it "Kvass." They serve it in large, round-bellied glass bottles, stoppered with wooden corks and sealed with iron wire and wax. Before drinking, the bottles are soaked in seawater to chill them. It makes for a most refreshing beverage.

Following Your Excellency's instructions, Mr. Gonzalez, Mr. Leibtrini, and I observed the condition of the port each day. The port they call "Bopu" is not particularly large, but because the strait it overlooks is quite narrow, there are many anchorages suitable for mooring ships. It can therefore accommodate a considerable fleet. We observed the fort at the end of the stone pier—precisely as described in the pamphlet you provided. This fort is very tall; it more closely resembles a small hill than a fortification. But whether cannons are installed upon it, and whether those cannons can shoot to the distances mentioned in the pamphlet, we cannot determine—that is a restricted area, and no one may approach without a special identification document. Gonzalez expresses skepticism regarding the presence of artillery there. He believes the fort's position is too far inland; for a projectile fired from that point to reach the sea, it would have to travel a direct distance of more than one league. It is difficult to imagine a cannon capable of such range.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 827: The Department of Colonization and Trade

Accompanying this report is Plate No. 19, Mr. Leibtrini's rendering of the entire port battery and stone pier—the finest vantage point we could obtain from the ship's deck. Plates No. 20 through 67 comprise Mr. Leibtrini's sketches depicting various aspects of the harbor and the vessels anchored within it. Of particular note is Plate No. 25, which captures the Australian "Holy Ship." The pamphlet Your Excellency provided mentions a great cannon mounted on this vessel's foredeck, though we were unable to confirm its presence from our observation point. Plates No. 26 through 28 illustrate European-style ships belonging to the Australians, while Plates No. 29 through 33 document their remaining fleet.

I shall dispatch my second report once the Australians restore our freedom of movement.

Your Masters' faithful servant,
Your Excellency's most obedient servant,

Junior Merchant Van der Lanthroon
February 9, 1631, aboard the Magdeburg in Bopu Port, Lingao



Van der Lanthroon set down his quill and spread the letter flat across his desk. From his briefcase, he withdrew a sheet of cardboard perforated with irregular holes. Placing it over the letter, he compared the alignment, then began copying the visible words onto a fresh sheet of paper.

Gonzalez watched the young merchant work with such diligence and suppressed a private laugh. They weren't even permitted to leave the ship—so to whom did he imagine he would entrust this letter for delivery to Batavia? There was neither a Company trading post nor any other vessel from Batavia in these waters. The Australians, for their part, never sailed to Batavia at all.

Leibtrini sat nearby, cup in hand, drinking. Anchored here with nothing to occupy them while awaiting permission to go ashore, the sailors and soldiers had universally adopted drinking as their sole pastime. The purser had purchased over a dozen barrels of rum and fifty cases of kvass. Everyone aboard, save the sentries expressly forbidden to imbibe, remained perpetually drunk. On deck, in the hold, beside the cannons—everywhere lay sodden men, snoring in their stupor. A tragic incident had occurred the previous night: a sailor, thoroughly intoxicated, had fallen asleep on deck and rolled overboard in the darkness. By the time the duty watch noticed and fished him out, he was already dead. For this, the Merchant was obliged to pay eight reals in "body disposal fees," whereupon the Port Authority disposed of the corpse by casting it into the open sea.

With nothing else to occupy his time, Leibtrini divided his days between drinking and drawing. On deck, employing projection methods and simple instruments, he sketched rough topographical renderings of the harbor. He captured everything visible from the Magdeburg's deck, reserving particular care for the "Holy Ship." This immense vessel lay moored on the far side of the bay, its dark silhouette a vision of captivating beauty against the azure sea and sky—whether rendered in lines or painted in light and color. Leibtrini was a cartographer by trade, but in an era when technology and art had not yet fully diverged in Europe, he was also half an artist, possessed of an innate sensitivity to the beautiful.

Each day, blue-green smoke puffed intermittently from the Holy Ship, punctuated occasionally by sudden eruptions of dense black smoke. Leibtrini found himself increasingly consumed by speculation about what transpired aboard, what the Australians were doing there. His fascination with the vessel grew daily.

Now, watching the Merchant wrap his sketchbook and letter together—layer after meticulous layer of oilcloth, sealed with wax, then finally secured within a deerskin pouch—Leibtrini felt a pang of unease. Though these drawings were merely sketches, was it prudent to send them so casually with the letter? The voyage to Batavia took several dozen days; any mishap could consign them to the ocean depths forever.

"How do you intend to dispatch the letter?" Gonzalez finally asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

"I noticed a junk nearby unloading Formosan deerskins earlier—those Chinese merchants clearly sailed from Tayouan. I plan to entrust it to them." The Merchant spoke with easy confidence. "A bit of silver, and they'll handle it quite reliably."

Though sending the letter via Tayouan and then onward to Batavia would take considerable time, according to the typical duration ships remained in port, the Magdeburg would not begin its return voyage for at least one or two months. That allowed ample time for the letter to reach Batavia.

Even if the letter arrived after them, it would still prove valuable—a backup, at the very least. In this age, not every vessel that set sail was assured of reaching port.



In the Department of Colonization and Trade building, Skaed sat in his office, brimming with complacency and ambition. At the third plenary session of the Senate following the annual meeting, a by-election had been held to fill vacant Executive Committee positions. Having long overseen the daily operations of the Department, and frequently championing declarations like "The Pacific is China's Pacific," Skaed had secured his election as Minister of Colonization and Trade—now an Executive Committee position.

His first act upon election was to relocate. In his estimation, the original Department premises were far too cramped to accommodate either his ambitions or the constantly expanding workload. Fortunately, ever since construction had begun on the Senators' Residential Building, considerable vacant land had opened up in Bairencheng. He requisitioned a new plot and erected the Department of Colonization and Trade building.

The so-called "building" was, in truth, repurposed from former prefabricated dormitories. Now that most Senators had moved into proper apartments, surplus prefab components abounded. The colored steel sandwich panels with foam cores lacked sufficient insulating efficiency, so it was decided to use them only as exterior walls, with a wooden frame wall added inside and filled with diatomaceous earth—a natural insulating material.

Because the prefab panels could be installed rapidly, the Planning Institute did not reject his construction proposal. The construction company completed the building within a week.

From the outside, the new Department of Colonization and Trade building presented a peculiar sight: two three-story structures connected by an arched roof spanning the gap between them. The ground floors were brick, while the upper two stories featured colored steel panel construction. An arched wooden roof supported by wrought iron trusses bridged the two buildings' rooftops, fitted with glass skylights. The front and rear of the arch were sealed with brick walls, creating a structure with offices on both flanks and a soaring atrium in the center. The entire edifice exuded an unmistakably improvised character.

Skaed had developed an abiding admiration for the full-height arched hall of the Lingao General Construction Company—the way it combined with the sand table model on the planning exhibition platform below to create something truly magnificent. He wanted the same for himself. Standing on the balcony of the Minister's office on the third floor, he could gaze down upon the sand table and his busy staff below, thoroughly satisfying his desire to survey his domain.

Beneath this arched roof sprawled an array of sand tables. Skaed maintained that the Department of Colonization and Trade functioned much like a staff headquarters—only an economic one. And the fundamental skill of staff work was to operate on maps and sand tables.

Thus, the hall brimmed with sand tables of every description. The largest depicted the entire East Asian maritime region. All merchant vessels owned by the Transmigrators or operating under contract with them, along with every public commercial outlet, were represented on this great sand table by means of small flags and models.

On the walls hung enormous maps and charts. One chart displayed an operational diagram of trade cargo flows; commercial data of various types were inscribed on color-coded cards and suspended from the wall, giving it the appearance of a multicolored chessboard. Once daily, the Department of Colonization and Trade, the Naval Shipping Division, the Port Authority, the Directorate of Manufacturing, and all overseas stations equipped with radio exchanged intelligence. Female clerks wielding long forked poles adjusted the positions of cards according to incoming information. Below the operational diagram, in small office cubicles, sat a cadre of individuals known as "calculators," perpetually computing data with slide rules and dip pens.

These calculators had been selected from naturalized citizens who had obtained Type-C diplomas and trained by rote in specific mathematical calculation methods. Each person was responsible for memorizing only one type of formula. Their task was to insert data into formulas and derive results through manual calculation and slide rule operation. The purpose and principles underlying the calculations were entirely immaterial; so long as they could correctly compute results, they qualified as calculators. Through repetitive mechanical practice, their calculation speed had become remarkably swift.

Every few months, they would learn an additional formula, ensuring they could substitute for one another as needed.

Through meticulous management methods, it was possible to know at any moment which ships had departed port, which lay at anchor loading or unloading cargo, which were currently empty, what cargo each vessel carried, and the types and quantities of the month's import and export demands. The Senate and all departments could always obtain forecasts of when particular materials from particular directions would arrive—barring unforeseen incidents.

The Department of Colonization and Trade possessed no ships of its own—a perpetual source of resentment for Skaed. When the Dabo Steamship Company was being established, he had vigorously demanded that it fall under his department's purview, but it ultimately landed in the hands of the Transportation Department and the Navy. This rankled deeply—a Department of Colonization and Trade without vessels was nothing short of absurd!

Of course, he lacked the power to contest the Navy's bid for a shipping monopoly. For now, he would swallow his frustration and plan to propose a directly-controlled shipping company once the Hong Kong shipyard commenced mass production. At present, all efforts had to revolve around the Department's operations in Hongji. If they could once and for all resolve the coal supply problem plaguing the Senate, his voice in Executive Committee and Senate meetings would carry far greater weight. The requests he put forward would become correspondingly more "reasonable."

"Whether a request is 'reasonable' depends entirely on how important you are within the group," Skaed often said.

He gazed down through the large glass window beside his desk. In the hall below, several Senators from the Colonial Department and naturalized citizen staff bustled around a newly constructed sand table. This one represented the region surrounding Hongji in Vietnam. It had been produced by enlarging old-time-space maps and refining them with survey data transmitted from the front.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 828: The Usefulness of the Dutch

Though it was only February, temperatures had already begun to climb. Skaed calculated that they would need to have the geothermal air conditioning installed before summer arrived. Of course, securing such amenities for the administrative departments required first solving the copper problem. No matter how simple the geothermal system's structure might be, the heat exchangers still demanded copper. While the quantities weren't large, it represented a non-productive, non-essential consumption. The previous motion to install geothermal air conditioning in the Senator apartments had likewise died stillborn in the face of opposition from the Planning Institute. In the end, only reserved installation positions remained.

Where to find copper? Currently, the sole source of large-scale supply was Japanese copper purchased through Guangdong. Skaed harbored a bellyful of grievances regarding this Japanese copper imported via Guangdong—the copper bars could have silver refined from them, which had kept prices stubbornly elevated. The Trade Department's bulk purchases only fueled this upward trend. Every time Skaed reviewed the trade lists for Japanese copper, he felt genuine pain.

Although trading prices for Japanese copper had declined this year—thanks to the temporary suspension of commerce during the previous year's "exterminating the barbarians" campaign—the drop remained modest. Copper was perpetually scarce in China, much like silver: whatever quantity appeared would be absorbed.

"Looks like we can't avoid directly controlling a few major copper mines ourselves," Skaed murmured, gazing down at the great sand table beneath him.

In the hall below, naturalized citizen interns were engaged in enlarging the sand table. The enlargement process involved using a parallelogram drafting frame to scale each contour line from a topographical map onto large sheets of paper. Then, naturalized citizen students studying surveying and mapping would moisten standardized dry clay chips—produced in Lingao—lay them atop the drawings, and build them layer upon layer into the shapes of mountains, rivers, and undersea continental shelves. The seabed was painted blue; forests were represented by large-headed pins with green paper strips attached, denoting different tree species and average diameter at breast height. Simple models marked additional details: cities, mines, and ships.

In the old time-space, such models had been constructed from corrugated cardboard. Since Lingao's paper mill produced no corrugated cardboard, the Colonial Department had initially used clay instead. Later, following Wen Zong's suggestion, they switched to mass-produced standardized clay mosaic tiles, which significantly reduced drying time—building new layers atop undried ones caused deformation.

Senators from the Colonial Department and related offices, clutching large-headed pins, pens, and paper card models representing various equipment, facilities, and structures, took turns climbing onto the sand table to position and reposition. Pinned buildings represented construction plans; removed pins indicated obtainable timber resources. Military personnel marked key defensive positions. The Transportation Department used ropes in black, gray, and white to trace future road and railway routes. Through constant rearrangement, the entire colony's layout plan was optimized. Clerks from the Colonial Department and other divisions stood by with stacks of reference materials, ready to answer Senators' questions on the spot, while others took notes.

In the adjacent small meeting rooms—former Senator dormitories—kvass and food were set out. Senators stepping down from the sand table would sit, drink, and deliberate. Within these cramped spaces, arguments over minute details often stretched through the night. The success or failure of the entire operation hinged on the coordination of countless particulars. Clerks occupied every meeting room, documenting discussion details.

All these records would ultimately be compiled after the model project's completion to form the colonial development plan. The Colonial Department would then circulate copies to relevant departments for co-signature, with each department providing supplementary document attachments to support their positions. The plan would subsequently be submitted to the Executive Committee via the General Affairs Office. Should the Executive Committee contemplate employing military force or committing substantial human and material resources to execute these plans, they would need to prepare a relatively concise proposal for Senate approval, or at minimum, a formal hearing.

The military was simultaneously constructing a larger and more precise Hongji sand table. The General Staff maintained a dedicated sand table room specifically for war-gaming. Skaed knew, however, that the military harbored deeply ambivalent feelings about the Hongji development plan.

On one hand, they hoped that a definitive solution to the coal problem would propel military equipment upgrades and force expansion to the next level. The Navy scarcely needed mentioning—coal reserves directly impacted the fleet that would soon transition to steam power. On the other hand, the military feared that armed conflicts arising from Hongji's development would impose heavy burdens upon them. This vacillating attitude vexed Skaed considerably. In his view, the military exemplified the typical case of wanting to feast on meat while fearing to soil their hands.

Skaed was aware that mere days ago, Xi Yazhou had been recalled to Lingao by the Military Affairs Directorate. He Ming, newly elected as Chief of Military Affairs at the third plenary session of Senators, wanted him to preside over a war-game in the General Staff's sand table room—a rough simulation of the strategic situation surrounding Hongji. The formal report on this exercise had yet to emerge. Skaed strongly suspected they were "polishing" it.

At that moment, the telephone on his desk rang. Skaed returned to his office and lifted the receiver:

"Yes, it's me. What? Henan—no, the Dutch are here? All right, yes, let's keep them on their ship to cool off for a bit first."

He replaced the receiver. The caller had been Meng De. The Dutch's sudden arrival in Lingao far exceeded his expectations. The Executive Committee and Senate had always regarded the Dutch as a major threat—partly from nationalist sentiment, though Dutch ambitions genuinely made them the most menacing opponent on the East Asian seas. Moreover, they still occupied Tayouan Port in Taiwan—territory the Transmigrator Group intended to control in the future. A fundamental conflict of interest existed.

Yet until now, no one had anticipated the Dutch arriving of their own volition to request trade, rather than descending murderously with a fleet to challenge Lingao. The military had previously conducted countless simulations exploring whether Old Liu Xiang might join forces with the Dutch to attack Lingao, Sanya, or even Hongji—but never had they imagined their adversary's purpose was peaceful commerce.

Among the various memoranda and plans piled in Skaed's filing cabinets and safes, the Dutch received scant attention. The Department of Colonization and Trade had not planned extensive dealings with them. Most of what the Dutch could provide was not irreplaceable—the English could supply much of the same, and the Portuguese could also transport Lingao's goods. Most of the silver the Dutch might offer originated from Japan and Persia anyway.

Of course, should trade terms prove sufficiently favorable, conducting business with the Dutch was conceivable. After all, Lingao currently operated as an export-oriented economy. Raw materials flowed in on a massive scale; products flowed out in equal measure. When their own transport capacity fell short, having additional middlemen capable of delivering goods to their doorstep was hardly unwelcome.

However, relations with the Dutch constituted a matter of "diplomacy" and, as custom dictated, required Senate authorization—or more precisely, decision by the Standing Committee of the Senate.

During the Dutch merchant group's quarantine period aboard their vessel, the Senate Standing Committee in Lingao conducted a heated debate on how to handle the Dutch. The newly elected Senate Chairman was Qian Shuiting. After the Feiyun Club had converted the Cape Lingao Park into a club, it had sat vacant for a time. Eventually, the principal members convened to reflect deeply on the shortcomings of managing the "Overseas Club." Through tireless newspaper advertising and a diverse array of popular activities—clay pigeon shooting, bonfire parties, pistol shooting training—they gradually cultivated broad popularity. Qian Shuiting had become a man "everyone knew." Thus, in this by-election, he was elected on the strength of his excellent "mass relations." This surprised even him; he had not planned to assume the role of Senate Chairman so soon—he had originally nominated Hai Lin from the Timber Industry Department.

At the Standing Committee, most Senators maintained that two tigers could not share one mountain, and a clash with the Dutch was inevitable. The prevailing assessment—"the Dutch are the primary European opponent in East Asia"—remained unchanged. However, the Dutch had unexpectedly sailed across the ocean expressing willingness to trade, sign a commercial agreement, and perhaps even establish a certain degree of alliance. Given Lingao's present circumstances, there seemed no reason to rebuff a potential adversary offering friendship—particularly when no immediate conflict of interest existed with them.

Even if the Dutch wished to fight, they likely lacked the forces to deploy. Lingao similarly had no present capacity to organize an expeditionary force against Batavia or Taiwan. However, Lingao would probably launch operations against Taiwan within two years, so the Senate was also disinclined to bind itself with any pacts or treaties. The ultimate resolution, therefore, was to agree to sign a trade agreement with the Dutch.

Skaed received the trade license. He studied the Dutch cargo manifest—these goods still lay piled in the dockside warehouse. Save for spices, everything the Dutch had brought proved useful. The linen particularly caught his eye; linen garments were far more breathable and comfortable than cotton. The Agricultural Department had not promoted largescale cultivation of flax and hemp in Lingao, leaving them with only modest quantities of linen fabric, most obtained through trade with the Li people.

A thought suddenly struck him: the Dutch were currently the principal trading partners with Japan. Dutch commerce with Japan had continued uninterrupted until Zheng Zhilong completely monopolized China's coastal trade. Right now, the Dutch were reaping handsome profits on the Japan route. If they could purchase Japanese copper bars through the Dutch, the cost would be substantially lower than buying through two or three intermediaries in Guangzhou.

If they could expand copper imports threefold or fourfold, installing geothermal air conditioning in offices and apartments would no longer seem so extravagant. Compared to industrial department consumption, it would scarcely amount to a drop in the bucket.

As for goods to export to the Dutch, Skaed considered carefully. Among Lingao's bulk industrial products, glass prices had fallen to the point where reselling even to Europe had become profitable, driving steadily increasing export volumes. Beyond that, there were sugar products. Paper was something the Dutch did not require—they were purely middlemen, and neither Southeast Asia, Japan, nor Persia generated substantial demand for it.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 829: News from Hongji Station

Hainan Island produced no silk—those goods the Dutch prized above all else. Perhaps, Skaed mused, they could follow the Dutch model and enter the intermediary trade. Import silk fabrics and porcelain from the mainland on a grand scale, then sell them to the Dutch. The Dutch had long suffered under Zheng Zhilong's rigorous blockade of coastal trade. Thanks to this monopoly, the silk Zheng Zhilong sold to the Dutch commanded exorbitant prices, failing to satisfy Dutch appetite for extraordinary profits.

What if we sold to the Dutch instead? Skaed turned the idea over in his mind. As long as prices remained slightly lower, the Dutch would come to Lingao to purchase silk. Alternatively, they could simply conduct direct trade at Sanya Port.

Naturally, given that the Ming Empire itself maintained substantial demand for spices, having the Dutch bring spices offered another avenue to fill gaps in Lingao's export inventory. Since the Dutch had employed violence to monopolize spice exports from the Moluccas, the prices they charged had remained steep. Yet if merchants like Zheng Zhilong still accepted Dutch spices as trade goods, the profits from reselling to the mainland must remain considerable. We can claim that profit as well!

Skaed clutched a pencil and scrawled notes on paper, contemplating how to compel the Dutch into signing an unequal treaty and how to make its terms as advantageous to their side as possible. After all, the quarantine period would conclude tomorrow.

Just as he racked his brain over these calculations, the telephone rang again: someone reported that a telegram had arrived from Hongji Station.

"The trading post in Hongji has been attacked by bandits!" The voice on the line was urgent.

"What?!" Skaed cried out involuntarily. The female secretary perpetually stationed outside his door immediately pushed it open and entered. Skaed waved her away. "What happened? Are there casualties?"

"The specific situation remains unclear. The telegram says the trading post is currently secure and the bandits have been repelled," the native clerk responsible for information exchange reported nervously over the phone.

"Send the telegram up immediately. Hurry!" What Skaed feared most was any threat to Hongji Station's safety—after all, developing Hongji had been his vigorous advocacy. If anything went awry there, such as Beikai being killed or captured, he wouldn't be able to win reelection as Minister of Colonization and Trade. At best, he could only continue serving as Chief Secretary of the Department.

A clerk came running with the telegram. Skaed snatched the slip and found it contained precious few words—scarcely more than what the clerk had already described.

"What kind of telegram is this! It explains nothing!" Skaed fumed. "Quickly, telegraph Hongji Station to demand a detailed situation report. Do they require immediate reinforcements?"

Skaed issued rapid-fire instructions while grabbing the telephone: "Connect me to the Naval Command!"



Beikai had spent nearly two months in Yalong Bay.

During those two months, he had truly run things for the first time, unencumbered by direct leadership—at first, the autonomy felt genuinely uncomfortable. But as time passed, he grew increasingly into the role.

The first week proved the hardest to endure. He had occupied an earthen fort with thirty marines, one life secretary, and five prisoners. This particular life secretary hadn't drawn a Class C or higher ticket during the original lottery and had originally assumed purchasing a Class C would pose no difficulty. But when she leisurely went to "inspect the goods," she discovered to her dismay that Class C had sold out entirely, and even Class D tickets had grown scarce. Beikai ultimately purchased one that was merely passable, adopting an attitude of "better than nothing." At least the life secretaries had all received specialized training and were more agreeable than the female naturalized citizens from the quarantine camps.

On this deserted beach, besides the thirty-six souls present, the only visible features were wild mountains smothered in overgrown grass. Though Yalong Bay was picturesque, in Beikai's assessment it appeared equally ferocious. More than once, he had sized up the captured pirate fishing boat Yan Maoda had left them upon departing, estimating whether it could safely carry them to Haiyang in an emergency. Crossing the Gulf of Tonkin in such a vessel, he concluded, seemed rather risky.

The Zhennan had originally been expected to return within three or four days but actually required a full week. Zhang Dabala's return with the Zhennan put Beikai's mind at ease—this veteran pirate was intimately familiar with conditions in Vietnam. Now, commanding such a ship with considerable combat capability, ordinary bandits and pirates posed little threat.

The Zhennan brought abundant rice and daily necessities from Haiyang, along with more than a hundred gaunt Beiqi farmers—all refugees who had fled the Northern Court's extortionate levies, taxes, and conscription. Yan Maoda had recruited every one of them at minimal cost.

This batch of Beiqi farmers and the five pirate prisoners became the first cohort of miners for the Hongji coal mine. With sufficient grain, tools, and building materials now stockpiled in the warehouse, Beikai immediately launched large-scale construction.

He organized the miners into a separate labor camp outside the bastion. The housing consisted of simple semi-underground huts. A ditch encircling the camp served as a rudimentary defensive measure.

The miners threw themselves into excavating Cat Shit Mine No. 1. Each worker dug with the tools Beikai issued, loading coal into baskets and transporting it to the seaside via Purple Lightning wheelbarrows, where it was piled in the open space beside the wharf awaiting shipment. Though Yan Maoda had not instructed him to begin mining coal immediately, Beikai reasoned that ensuring the first ship from Lingao didn't return empty would greatly enhance his standing within the Senate.

Beikai discovered that a miner equipped with simple iron tools could excavate fifty kilograms per hour and carry it to the storage yard using a back basket or wheelbarrow. Even working ten-hour days, each person's daily coal output could reach half a ton.

After another week, two transport ships from the Dabo Shipping Company arrived in Hongji. Besides additional building materials and tools, they brought a hundred naturalized citizen laborers. These would serve as the core workforce for Hongji Station. Beyond basic manual laborers, the group included a small contingent of trained clerks, medics, and technical workers—blacksmiths and carpenters among them.

With the workforce doubled, progress accelerated. Workers constructed a wooden pier using prefabricated components. The original earthen fort was also expanded—a second earthen embankment and ditch were constructed around it. The newly enclosed area was significantly larger, forming a so-called "outer fort." Housing for naturalized citizen workers, administrative facilities, and warehouses were established within the outer fort. Six twenty-four-pounder cannons were also unloaded from the ship, and all naturalized citizen workers received the standard militia kit: helmets, spears, and machetes. Beikai's sense of security increased substantially.

When the Dabo Shipping vessels departed, they carried over a hundred tons of anthracite. Though the quantity was modest, its symbolic significance was immense. Skaed made much of it at the Executive Committee and Senate sessions. The news even appeared in the Lingao Times. Upon receiving this report, Beikai experienced mixed feelings—now he was obliged to "produce coal to serve the nation" in this remote outpost.

With naturalized citizen workers and indigenous managers forming the backbone, Beikai reorganized the workflow. The naturalized citizen workers immediately commenced construction of a light railway extending from the coal storage yard to Cat Shit Mine No. 1. Running upon it were ore tipping wagons shipped from Lingao. Miners now worked in teams, dramatically improving efficiency: a three-person team using iron shovels could rapidly fill the two-hundred-kilogram-capacity tipping wagons. A single person could then swiftly move this cart of coal to the storage yard. With three cart workers and three shovel workers, based on a ten-hour workday, they could produce seven to eight tons of coal. Approximately two hundred people, naturalized citizen workers included, now labored at the mine. Daily coal output reached over two hundred fifty tons. This production level was already sufficient for Dabo Shipping to establish a dedicated coal shipping line. The Qionghai Coal, that great vessel, finally performed its namesake duty, becoming a dedicated coal transport ship.

The surge in coal shipments transformed loading and unloading at Hongji into another bottleneck. The Qionghai Coal soon delivered steam engines, boilers, and bucket elevators. Then, to supply workers with clean drinking water, a large fixed water filter was sent as well.

Then more naturalized citizen workers arrived—Hongji's development snowballed unstoppably. As scale expanded, demand for manpower emerged in every quarter. People were needed to build houses, construct tracks, maintain machinery, load and unload cargo, even cook. By the end of February 1631, the labor force in Hongji had swelled to six hundred. More than two hundred were naturalized citizens; the remainder had been recruited locally from Beiqi. Many who could no longer bear the weight of taxes and conscription were dispatched here from the recruitment station in Haiyang. Others arrived on their own initiative, trekking over mountains after hearing the news.

The constantly growing population of Beiqi miners and their families soon coalesced into a crude settlement outside the outer fort. Ditches and bamboo fences sharpened at the top encircled the settlement for protection. Between the miners' settlement and the outer fort ran a path paved with coal cinders and gangue. Beside this path, the Cooperative had established a large cafeteria—to maximize worker efficiency and fully utilize the labor force, allowing them to cook for themselves would clearly waste time. There were also small restaurants offering higher-end fare and alcohol, plus Cooperative stores selling various goods. The surge in miners had attracted the Commerce Department's attention. Li Mei personally traveled to Hongji to open a Cooperative branch following the Nanbao model. Besides retailing diverse merchandise, the branch handled remittance services. The primary objective was promoting the circulation vouchers.

The vouchers issued to workers were quickly spent in Hongji's nascent township. Vouchers issued at the beginning of each month were largely collected back by month's end. Heavy physical labor demanded substantial nourishment; working outdoors and in the mine caused tremendous wear on clothing. However, the Cooperative purchased worn-out garments at a discount—by the catty. The frayed clothes were cleaned, disinfected, and shipped back to Lingao for papermaking.

Single men without families proved especially avid consumers. Every few days, they would patronize the small restaurants for better food and a drink. Some learned to smoke—because naturalized citizen laborers among the upper echelons of workers smoked, the local Beiqi laborers came to regard this habit as "fashionable" and adopted it themselves.

At the beginning of the second month, several dozen local Beiqi workers departed. Though Beikai felt some disappointment, he still instructed the Cooperative to exchange the circulation vouchers held by departing workers for rice or copper coins. What he hadn't anticipated was that after returning home, these workers quickly brought their families and fellow villagers back to work at the mine. During one inspection of the pit, Beikai discovered that many local women wearing conical hats were also hauling coal underground. This genuinely shocked him. Though he had witnessed women among the naturalized citizens in Lingao working in quarries breaking stones, in fields, and even on construction sites—women from Guangdong, Guangxi, and Fujian were famously capable of heavy labor—it was his first time seeing women descend into a mine pit to carry coal.

"This is too wasteful," Beikai murmured, his gaze settling on the coal-hauling women. Because the work destroyed clothing so rapidly, the miners were almost universally in rags—the women no exception. Though they appeared dark-faced and short, the skin glimpsed through tattered garments stirred certain fantasies in Beikai. Especially a few with petite yet curvy figures.

Given his authority here—his power equivalent to Tang Menglong's at Jiazi Coal Mine—he possessed the power of life and death over everyone at Hongji Station. Had he truly harbored lustful intentions and trifled with a few local women, it would scarcely have mattered. But Beikai restrained his impulse to act recklessly. Still, letting women dig and haul coal was far too wasteful of resources!

Beikai dispatched a telegram to the Department of Colonization and Trade requesting agricultural technicians and rice seeds. Though the local soil quality was poor, the Baitang River lay close at hand, making water diversion for rice cultivation highly convenient.

"We'll put to use everything the miners produce. Our slogan is: No Waste!" Beikai declared to Dugu Qiuhun, the Tiandihui Inspector from the Agricultural Department who had come to visit.

Dugu Qiuhun tugged at his East German People's Army spring-autumn uniform and offered a few noncommittal grunts. Though he had spent considerable time in the agricultural department, he remained less than enthusiastic about agricultural matters. After several months there, he had been officially appointed "Inspector" by the Organization Department. Both Wu Nanhai and Ye Yuming recognized that Qiuhun wasn't cut out for agriculture—better to have him travel around inspecting basic farmland construction. Most agricultural technicians now came from naturalized citizen origins. Having a Senator frequently visit to supervise and encourage them would spur greater effort.

This time, accompanying the shipment of rice seeds and agricultural technicians, Dugu Qiuhun had sailed to Hongji. Quite a few legends circulated among the Senators regarding Vietnamese girls, and Dugu Qiuhun was intensely curious.

But the Vietnamese girls before him—selected and prepared to perform agricultural work and plant rice—proved a profound disappointment. Their quality was decidedly ordinary. To speak frankly, they weren't even as attractive as the better-looking naturalized citizens. Moreover, their skin was dark, their bodies thin and small. They aroused no interest whatsoever.

"The difference is simply too great," Dugu Qiuhun privately lamented his decision to make this business trip to Hongji. The Vietnamese girls of legend bore no resemblance to this reality.

"It's fine. Local Beiqi farmers are constantly arriving. There are bound to be a few beauties among them. I'll reserve them for you..." Beikai offered.

Dugu Qiuhun sighed. "Forget it. If the Senate found out, they'd all pounce on us... Besides, there's the hygiene issue—I hear the antibiotic stockpile is nearly exhausted."

Beyond "escorting" rice seeds, farm tools, and agricultural technicians, Dugu Qiuhun bore another responsibility: drafting a fishery report. Though the Agricultural Department had been unable to reclaim fishing rights in full, the Navy refused to relinquish them, citing fisheries as a complement to maritime power. After negotiations, both sides reached an accord: the Navy would continue controlling the fishing fleets originally under its purview, implementing fishery supervision and collecting the "fishing five-one tax" on their behalf. The Agricultural Department would organize indigenous fishermen into fishery cooperatives.

Having delineated spheres of authority, Wu Nanhai and Li Di of the Navy convened a joint fishery work meeting for in-depth discussion on implementing the Navy-Agricultural Department Fishery Management Agreement. Both parties concurred that the potential for collecting seafood tax was substantial—unfortunately, the production scale of indigenous fishermen in this region remained minuscule.

According to Navy figures, the fishery tax collected by Maritime Forces throughout 1630 totaled four thousand five hundred dan, some five hundred tons. The total catch of fishermen paying taxes and fishing in waters near Lingao for the entire year had not exceeded two thousand five hundred tons—most of which was sold to the Lingao regime. In the old time-space, during the peak period of Lingao's traditional fisheries from 1934 to 1936, the annual catch had reached as much as twenty thousand tons. Clearly, even without modern fishing boats and equipment, using only traditional methods, the production potential in the Lingao area remained immense.

Extending this assessment to the entire Qiongzhou Strait, the waters surrounding Hainan Island, and the Gulf of Tonkin, the untapped fishery potential proved astonishingly vast. Compared to aquaculture—which required a robust agricultural foundation—ocean fishing represented the only source capable of quickly, cheaply, and abundantly providing protein and fat. The population under Lingao control was steadily increasing, and demand for protein and fat supplies grew correspondingly larger.

To expand production, three approaches presented themselves: first, enlarge the production scale—in short, increase fishing boats and gear; second, fish in deeper waters—the Gulf of Tonkin, not far from Lingao, constituted a natural rich fishing ground. In 1956, Lingao fishing boats had ventured in groups to fish the Gulf of Tonkin, achieving a seasonal catch totaling thirty-two thousand tons; third, adopt new fishing gear and techniques, improve nets, and extend catching depth by even a few meters—the resulting production increase would prove considerable.

In these figures, Wu De, the Director of the Planning Institute who hailed from a fisherman family, perceived an opportunity. He proposed implementing "fishery cooperative" activities for indigenous fishermen.

Integrating indigenous fishermen from Lingao-controlled territory under a single banner, promoting new fishing boats and gear, implementing multi-boat cooperative fishing, then transitioning to deep-sea operations—all this served the people's livelihood. The indirect benefit was that the Navy could consolidate and control the previously scattered fishing boats at sea, essentially acquiring a maritime reserve force. Fishing boats could function not only as reconnaissance, transport, and patrol vessels but could also serve as warships when necessity demanded.

Wu De believed that fishermen had traditionally pooled funds to purchase boats and fish. Compared to farmers, their commercial instincts were keener. He himself came from a fishing village and understood the fishermen's mentality quite well. Having the Transmigrator Group lead fishery cooperatives and conduct joint-stock operations was feasible—potentially even smoother than the Tiandihui's agricultural promotion.

The fishery cooperative initiative became another Tiandihui project. But progress did not proceed as smoothly as imagined. Fishermen of this era constituted an independent and insular community, governed by an entirely different way of life and code of conduct. Compelling them to pay fishing taxes was straightforward—the rules were self-evident. Persuading them to join an organization and embrace joint-stock cooperation proved far more difficult. Consequently, the entire fishery cooperative advanced with difficulty. Initially, only fishermen near Bopu and Maniao were integrated. In 1630, the second counter-encirclement battle erupted, and fishery cooperative work was temporarily suspended. It resumed only after the joint fishery work meeting.

Riding the momentum of the great victory in the second counter-encirclement, combined with the demonstrative effect of the Navy's direct fishing fleet's modern gear, the fishery cooperative promotion proceeded far more smoothly. By the end of 1630, the Tiandihui-managed fishery cooperative had already brought more than eighty percent of Lingao's fishermen under its umbrella. They pooled funds to purchase several new, larger fishing vessels.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 830: Hongji Station

During this period, Beikai established a comprehensive set of rules and regulations. Miners recruited locally from Beiqi earned work points based on the quantity of coal excavated; cart workers received points according to the number of carts moved. During injury or illness, they were also allotted sufficient grain to stave off starvation. At the end of each workday, workers proceeded to the Delong agency point of the Cooperative to exchange their work points for circulation vouchers. These vouchers purchased grain, alcohol, clothing, and other goods sold by the Cooperative. Beyond alcohol, cigarettes and candy proved the most popular commodities. The tools miners used also required purchase, though for now they were extended on credit. Based on the price of tools, Beikai deducted ten percent of each miner's daily wage to offset the cost until the debt was discharged.

A more vicious and avaricious capitalist might have employed "tool loans" to play simple economic tricks, trapping miners in perpetual debt—after all, tools wore out. But the Senators had maintained a consistent conviction that exploitation must be moderate. In the long term, measured exploitation facilitated sustained extraction of workers' surplus value rather than treating laborers as disposable commodities. Under the Lingao system, labor was precious.

Regarding compensation, Beikai followed instructions to offer slightly superior rates—at minimum, commoners should perceive that working in the coal mine was marginally preferable to farming. For Hongji Station to recruit sufficient local workers as miners, reputation was paramount.

Li Mei's design for the mine's commercial district ensured that workers could obtain all necessities without ever leaving the premises. In most places during this era, commerce remained virtually nonexistent. Now, a community of over six hundred people with genuine purchasing power had materialized. Forgoing commercial activity would be a genuine waste. Commerce served first and foremost to build momentum for circulation vouchers, laying groundwork for broader future adoption.

The circulation vouchers issued to workers were rapidly spent within Hongji's growing township. Vouchers disbursed at the beginning of each month had largely returned to the Cooperative by month's end. Heavy physical labor demanded substantial nourishment; outdoor work and mining inflicted tremendous wear on clothing. However, the Cooperative purchased worn-out garments at discounted prices, buying by the catty. The frayed clothes were cleaned, disinfected, and shipped back to Lingao for papermaking.

Single men without families proved especially liberal spenders. Every few days, they would visit the small restaurants for better fare and a drink. Some took up smoking—because certain naturalized citizen laborers among the workforce's upper echelons smoked, local Beiqi laborers came to regard the habit as "fashionable" and adopted it themselves.

At the commencement of the second month, several dozen local Beiqi workers departed. Though Beikai felt a measure of disappointment, he still instructed the Cooperative to exchange the departing workers' circulation vouchers for rice or copper coins. What surprised him was that after returning home, these workers swiftly brought families and fellow villagers back to work at the mine. During one pit inspection, Beikai discovered numerous local women in conical hats hauling coal underground—a sight that genuinely startled him. Though he had witnessed naturalized citizen women in Lingao working in quarries breaking stones, in fields, even on construction sites—women from Guangdong, Guangxi, and Fujian being famously capable of hard labor—this was his first encounter with women descending into mine shafts to carry coal.

"This is too wasteful," Beikai murmured, his gaze settling on the coal-hauling women. Because the work destroyed clothing so rapidly, nearly all miners wore rags—the women no exception. Though they appeared dark-skinned and diminutive, the bare skin glimpsed through tattered garments kindled certain fantasies in Beikai—especially a few women with petite yet shapely figures.

Given his authority here—power equivalent to Tang Menglong's at Jiazi Coal Mine—he held the power of life and death over everyone at Hongji Station. Had he truly harbored lustful intentions and taken advantage of a few local women, it would scarcely have mattered. But Beikai restrained his impulses. Still, permitting women to dig and haul coal was far too wasteful of resources!

Beikai dispatched a telegram to the Department of Colonization and Trade requesting agricultural technicians and rice seeds. Though the local soil was poor, the Baitang River lay conveniently close, making water diversion for rice cultivation quite feasible.

"We'll put to use everything the miners produce. Our slogan is: No Waste!" Beikai declared to Dugu Qiuhun, the Tiandihui Inspector from the Agricultural Department who had arrived to conduct his inspection.

Dugu Qiuhun tugged at his East German People's Army spring-autumn uniform and offered a few noncommittal grunts. Despite his extended tenure in the agricultural department, he remained largely uninterested in agricultural matters. After several months, the Organization Department had officially appointed him "Inspector." Both Wu Nanhai and Ye Yuming recognized that Qiuhun was unsuited for agriculture—better to dispatch him on rounds inspecting basic farmland construction. Most agricultural technicians now came from naturalized citizen origins. Having a Senator frequently visit to supervise and encourage them would spur greater diligence.

This time, accompanying the shipment of rice seeds and agricultural technicians, Dugu Qiuhun had sailed to Hongji. Considerable legend about Vietnamese girls circulated among the Senators, arousing Dugu Qiuhun's intense curiosity.

But the Vietnamese girls before him—selected and prepared for agricultural work and rice planting—proved profoundly disappointing. Their quality was decidedly unremarkable. Frankly, they weren't even as attractive as the better-looking naturalized citizens. Their skin was dark, their frames thin and small. They stirred no interest whatsoever.

"The difference is simply too stark," Dugu Qiuhun privately lamented his request to make this trip to Hongji. The Vietnamese girls of legend bore no resemblance to this reality.

"Don't worry. Local Beiqi farmers are constantly arriving. There are bound to be a few beauties among them. I'll hold them for you..." Beikai offered.

Dugu Qiuhun sighed. "Forget it. If the Senate found out, they'd all descend on us... Besides, there's the hygiene issue—I hear the antibiotic stockpile is nearly depleted."

Beyond "escorting" rice seeds, farm tools, and agricultural technicians, Dugu Qiuhun bore an additional duty: drafting a fishery report. Though the Agricultural Department had failed to reclaim fishing rights in full, the Navy refused to surrender them, citing fisheries as a complement to maritime power. Following negotiations, both parties reached agreement: the Navy would continue controlling fishing fleets originally under its jurisdiction, implementing fishery supervision and collecting the "fishing five-one tax" on their behalf. The Agricultural Department would be responsible for organizing indigenous fishermen into cooperatives.

Having established both parties' spheres of authority, Wu Nanhai and Li Di of the Navy held a joint fishery work meeting to conduct thorough discussions on implementing the Navy-Agricultural Department Fishery Management Agreement. Both sides concurred that potential for collecting seafood tax was substantial—unfortunately, indigenous fishermen's production scale remained minuscule.

According to Navy statistics, the fishery tax collected by Maritime Forces throughout 1630 totaled four thousand five hundred dan, approximately five hundred tons. The total catch of fishermen paying taxes and fishing in waters near Lingao for the entire year had not exceeded two thousand five hundred tons—most of which was sold to the Lingao regime. In the old time-space during Lingao's traditional fisheries peak from 1934 to 1936, annual catches had reached twenty thousand tons. Clearly, even without modern vessels and equipment, using traditional methods alone, the Lingao area's production potential remained immense.

Extending this analysis to the entire Qiongzhou Strait, the waters surrounding Hainan Island, and the Gulf of Tonkin, the untapped fishery potential proved staggering. Compared to aquaculture—which demanded robust agricultural infrastructure—ocean fishing represented the sole source capable of rapidly, cheaply, and abundantly providing protein and fat. The population under Lingao control was steadily expanding, and demand for protein and fat supplies increased correspondingly.

To expand production, three approaches presented themselves. First, enlarge production scale—meaning more boats and gear. Second, fish deeper waters—the Gulf of Tonkin, not far from Lingao, constituted a natural rich fishing ground. In 1956, Lingao fishing boats had ventured in groups to fish the Gulf, achieving seasonal catches totaling thirty-two thousand tons. Third, adopt new fishing gear and techniques, improve nets, and extend catching depth even by a few meters—the resulting production gains would prove significant.

In these figures, Wu De, Director of the Planning Institute and scion of a fisherman family, perceived opportunity. He proposed implementing "fishery cooperative" activities for indigenous fishermen.

Integrating indigenous fishermen from Lingao-controlled territory under a single banner, promoting new boats and gear, implementing multi-boat cooperative fishing, then transitioning to deep-sea operations—all this served the people's livelihood. Indirectly, the Navy could consolidate and control previously scattered fishing boats at sea, essentially acquiring a maritime reserve force. Fishing vessels could serve not only as reconnaissance, transport, and patrol boats but could also function as warships when necessity demanded.

Wu De believed fishermen traditionally pooled funds to purchase boats and fish. Compared to farmers, their commercial instincts were keener. He himself hailed from a fishing village and understood fishermen's mentality well. Having the Transmigrator Group lead fishery cooperatives and conduct joint-stock operations was feasible—potentially even smoother than the Tiandihui's agricultural promotion.

The fishery cooperative initiative became another Tiandihui project. But progress did not proceed as anticipated. Fishermen of this era constituted an independent and insular community, governed by an entirely different way of life and code of conduct. Compelling them to pay fishing taxes was straightforward—the rules were self-evident. Persuading them to join an organization and embrace joint-stock cooperation proved far more difficult. Consequently, the fishery cooperative advanced with considerable difficulty. Initially, only fishermen near Bopu and Maniao were integrated. In 1630, the second counter-encirclement battle erupted, and fishery cooperative work was temporarily suspended. It resumed only after the joint fishery work meeting.

Riding momentum from the great victory in the second counter-encirclement and the demonstrative effect of the Navy's direct fishing fleet's modern gear, the fishery cooperative promotion proceeded far more smoothly. By the end of 1630, the Tiandihui-managed fishery cooperative had already brought more than eighty percent of Lingao's fishermen under its umbrella. They pooled funds to purchase several new, larger fishing vessels.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 831: Covetous Eyes

To avoid crowding the shipyard's limited slipways—and more importantly, to spare the scarce shipbuilding workforce—the new fishing boats employed by the fishery cooperative were not replicas of any old-time-space design. Instead, they were retrofitted two-masted vessels retired from the Navy. In fact, the Navy's direct fishing fleet also used old-style ships. But both the cooperative and the Navy's fleet were equipped with new types of fishing nets: drift nets, trawl nets, and gill nets.

Some of these nets had been brought from the old time-space; others were replicated by the Light Industry Department's textile factory. But during the replication process, the materials never met required standards. Whether flax, jute, or hemp—all suffered from insufficient strength and poor corrosion resistance when fashioned into fishing net ropes.

The seemingly simple modern fishing nets, absent the support of nylon products, were not only reduced in size but proved remarkably short-lived. Though the Light Industry Department employed coal tar to preserve the nets according to available materials and used improved rope-twisting technology and equipment, the replicated nets still required fishermen to "fish for three days and dry nets for two." Everyone discovered this old saying actually had a basis in fact; if they fished every day, nets made from purely natural materials would rapidly be destroyed.

Modern large fishing nets and gear also demanded substantial supporting equipment—simple examples being winches for hauling nets. Though winches could be operated by human power, the layout of old-style ships couldn't accommodate these devices.

Though the fishery cooperative obtained new nets, overall performance was compromised. Even so, after employing the new nets and catching methods, the fishermen's effective range expanded dramatically compared to their previous limitation of catching fish only in shallow surface waters. Under the Navy fishing fleet's guidance, cooperative fishermen trying the new methods and gear for the first time immediately achieved an unprecedented bumper harvest—catches that in the past could only be obtained during peak "fishing seasons."

Having tasted such success, enticing the fishery cooperative fishermen to fish in broader waters proved straightforward. Traditional fishermen, constrained by limited navigation capabilities, small boats, and a lack of equipment and means to preserve catches, had rarely ventured beyond nearshore waters.

To increase catches, fishing grounds had to expand. Fishing exclusively around Hainan Island would always yield limited output. At the suggestion of Lin Chuanqing, head of the Navy's fishing fleet, the fishery cooperative organized fishing flotillas. They prepared for organized deep-sea fishing expeditions. The initial targets were the Gulf of Tonkin waters and the Dongsha and Xisha archipelagos.

The Tiandihui dispatched Dugu Qiuhun to Hongji to establish a fishery station there. This would serve as a port for fishery cooperative fishermen to rest, repair boats, shelter from storms, and process catches while fishing the Gulf of Tonkin. Of course, in the long term, the most suitable location was Haiyang—the Haiphong Port of the old time-space.

Beyond increasing catches through establishing a fishery station in Hongji, the Navy hoped to use Hongji as a base from which to gradually penetrate and integrate the local Gulf of Tonkin fishermen. The approach combined purchasing local fishermen's catches, selling supplies, providing boat repair services, extending small loans, and applying both hard and soft pressure through mandatory fishing taxes. The Gulf of Tonkin originally hosted numerous Chinese and Vietnamese fishermen. In old-time-space history, the fishermen of the Gulf of Tonkin—regardless of nationality—had always been a principal source of pirates in the South China region. Local pirates had once even achieved a measure of glory during Vietnam's Tay Son dynasty, becoming the regime's maritime force.

Not long after Dugu Qiuhun arrived in Hongji, the first fishing fleet from the fishery cooperative reached the station. This experimental small fleet comprised fourteen boats: the largest approximately a hundred tons, the smallest merely thirty-odd tons. But they were well-equipped and tightly organized. Besides dedicated fishing boats, several vessels specifically carried salt and barrels for processing catches. Light craft served as scout boats, conducting experimental fishing in various locations to determine where catches were richest.

The fishing fleet was escorted by two Type I Bermuda sloop patrol boats from the Navy, ensuring no one could disturb the cooperative fishermen.

The cooperative's experimental fishing operation in Yalong Bay proved a resounding success. In less than four days, their holds were full and they headed back. This triumph prompted the Agricultural Department and Tiandihui, who had originally intended only to observe the Gulf of Tonkin fishing trial's results, to spring into immediate action—deciding forthwith to increase investment in Hongji and establish a catch processing factory there.

Hongji's development expanded like an unstoppable snowball. Very soon, more than a dozen large and medium-sized vessels were regularly plying the Lingao-Hongji route. They shipped out coal and brought in various materials needed for Hongji's construction. After receiving one hundred laborers, Beikai telegraphed the Planning Institute requesting they cease sending pure manual workers—farmers from the Beiqi area were arriving in a constant stream, many bringing families. The Dachang Rice Shop in Haiyang was continuously dispatching workers recruited locally. The labor supply was quite abundant. Beikai even discovered that among laborers sent from Haiyang, besides local Beiqi farmers, there were numerous Ming citizens from Guangxi—this area was actually not far from Guangxi, and many border people crossed over to earn a living.

Beikai's request specified: naturalized citizen laborers transported from Lingao should at minimum possess a Class C diploma. Additionally, send some naturalized citizens or Senators capable of serving as instructors for the laborers. According to the plan, naturalized citizen laborers, after selection and training, would gradually assume administrative, management, and security duties in Hongji. Furthermore, he proposed a program for cultivating local laborers: gradually select reliable and capable Beiqi laborers for training—if necessary, send them back to Lingao. Leveraging their familiarity with local conditions, they could serve as "guides" for any future large-scale assault on Vietnam. This plan also encompassed local children: Beikai requested authorization to select some children from Beiqi laborer families who had come to Hongji and send them to Lingao for training.

The Agricultural Department swiftly established a small fish processing factory in Hongji, employing local women as labor. Part of the fresh catch from the fishing fleet was processed directly on-site to supply protein to the Cooperative cafeteria. Drawing on Lingao labor cafeteria experience, whole fish was not served here either. All catches underwent cutting and deep processing, yielding fish balls, fish patties, and fish fillets. The remaining fish bones and offal were processed into fish sauce and fishmeal.

The Long-Range Exploration Team Office also established a point in Hongji, with Bai Guoshi in charge. His task was to replace the not-so-professional Beikai and conduct a comprehensive exploration of coal mining resources throughout the Guang'an area. To let him work with peace of mind, Liu Zheng simply sent Zhao Xue—the girlfriend Bai Guoshi had worked hard to win over—along with him. Men and women working together makes work less tiring. Liu Zheng's instructions to them were to focus first on exploring shallow surface coal mines near the coast.

Amidst this feverish development, You Long and You Hai were wandering the mine's outskirts. They had been working in Hongji for several days now. Their income, besides being sufficient to eat their fill, also afforded them an occasional drink. Life was tolerably good.

These two were, in truth, spies sent by Shen Hu. Hongji Station's rapid development had been temporarily overlooked by Northern Court officials preoccupied with their southward campaign. But the large gathering of population, the vessels constantly coming and going, and the spectacle of fishing boats returning fully loaded with abundant catches each time had stimulated the interest of various local devils and demons. Hongji Station had become a piece of fat meat. Bandits on shore, pirates at sea, and local strongmen—all harbored covetous desires for this town that had risen so suddenly over a few short months. While Beikai enthusiastically built, secret alliances were quietly forming among the various forces in the Hongji-Haiyang area.

The two spies currently resided in the quarantine camp and could only work at the road construction site each day. After work, they could approach the outer ditch of Hongji Fort to observe the walls and watchtowers. Among the several potential targets, the miners' village and quarantine camp contained nothing valuable. The shops along the road between the fort and miners' village certainly looked promising, but probably didn't house too many valuable goods. The two judged that the most valuable items should be inside the fort itself.

But observing the heavily guarded appearance of this fort, it would probably not be easily captured. You Long and You Hai belonged to Shen Hu's mountain stronghold—a local bandit gang. This gang comprised scattered soldiers from the Northern Court, runaway farmers from manors, and hardened bandits from Ming Guangxi, forming a mixed band of four or five hundred men.

With the Shen Hu gang alone, they wouldn't dare move against Hongji at all. Hongji had cannons, a fort, and several hundred militiamen who drilled regularly. The Shen Hu gang, besides being able to eat their fill, couldn't even obtain a decent set of clothes. They all dressed in rags, looking virtually like beggars.

But this time, several other small forces in the area were participating jointly. In particular, they had secured the assistance of the half-fishing, half-pirate pirates from Jiangping. These pirates envied the fishing gear and boats the newcomers employed.

At a joint conference of all parties, the forces participating in the two-pronged land and sea attack on Hongji ultimately totaled two thousand men and forty boats, evenly split between land and sea. Shen Hu roughly understood that Hongji housed about a thousand miners, most of them local commoners. They wouldn't necessarily risk their lives for the people inside the fort. When the fighting began, they would surely surrender or scatter. The only real resistance would come from the two or three hundred people inside the fort. According to a few bandits who had come from the Ming side, this group hailed from Lingao—the so-called "Australians."

These Ming-derived bandits were none other than Gou Xunli and Hu Lanyan. After the large-scale security cleanup campaign in Danzhou City, their bandit gang could barely maintain a foothold in Danzhou. Villages had either established joint guarantee systems or been consolidated. The gang's operational space shrank relentlessly. The villages where they had once hidden, rested, and replenished supplies had all closed their gates. Unless they concealed themselves in the deep mountains and never emerged, the moment they appeared near a populated settlement, it wouldn't be long before large groups of Australians launched a cleanup operation in the area.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 832: Sharing a Bed with Different Dreams

What proved most devastating was that in the latter half of 1630, the Special Reconnaissance Command determined their various special reconnaissance squads required opportunities for combat training. Multiple squads were deployed across the prefectures and counties of northern Qiong to conduct extensive "hunting." Operating in small groups, the special reconnaissance squads infiltrated core mountain locations to execute harassment and ambush operations. This style of warfare—a gunshot ringing out suddenly, one man dead, yet the enemy nowhere to be seen—was difficult for even the most stubborn bandits to endure. During their movements, an invisible reaper constantly shadowed their ranks. Beyond the occasional gunfire harvesting lives, any bandit who strayed from the main group's sight would sometimes vanish entirely.

Hu Lanyan's gang could no longer maintain a foothold. Between deaths and desertions, only twenty or thirty men remained. They dared not disband and descend the mountain to live honest lives—after all, they had killed the work team. Now the Australians had placed a bounty of three thousand circulation vouchers on Hu Lanyan's head. Those who provided useful information could receive one hundred to five hundred vouchers. Any bandit who captured or killed Hu Lanyan and Gou Er and surrendered them would be pardoned, and the Australians would even resettle them. After this news circulated, Hu Lanyan examined his subordinates one by one—all had green eyes glinting like hungry wolves.

Hu Lanyan complained incessantly that Gou Er had concocted the scheme to "eliminate the work team," creating an eternal blood feud with the Australians. Now not even the possibility of surrender remained.

Gou Er was at the end of his rope and had to keep drifting. While wandering, he happened upon a notice: it concerned the trial of "war criminals." The notice was old and half-damaged, but the content remained roughly legible. Essentially, the Australians had sentenced some government soldiers captured during the "suppression" campaign to "war crimes." Some received hard labor; some received death sentences. The Australians trying government soldiers was not particularly shocking to him, but at the bottom of the long list of death sentences, Gou Er spotted Lai Da's name.

News of Lai Da's death shook Gou Er profoundly. Lai Da had not been an important figure—merely one of his useful lackeys. Even now, at the end of his rope, Lai Da remained unimportant to him. But Lai Da's death seemed to announce something.

Living in constant terror, Hu Lanyan finally could not hold on in Danzhou. He gathered the remaining twenty-odd men and announced they could no longer stay in Danzhou—he planned to flee to Changhua. Those wanting to follow could continue; those unwilling could disband on the spot.

Most of the Hu Lanyan gang were Danzhou locals, and no one wished to go to Changhua. Besides, how would they survive in Changhua? Nobody had any idea. Many had long been contemplating disbandment and returning home. When Hu Lanyan mentioned disbanding, everyone except a handful of diehards fled.

"Are we really going to Changhua?" Gou Er knew something of that place. It was all "savages" there. Venturing slightly inland meant entering Li people's territory. Their small band of outside bandits were strangers from head to toe—they didn't speak the language and couldn't operate at all. Not to mention only seven or eight of them remained now.

"Of course not." Hu Lanyan had already made plans. "We'll cross the sea! Go to the Champa Kingdom! I have a few old brothers there, sailing some ships for business on the sea. We'll seek shelter with them first!"

Though Gou Er didn't wish to leave his homeland, he was currently at his wit's end. He couldn't remain on Hainan Island any longer. Better to take shelter overseas first—he roughly understood that Champa wasn't far, just a day or two by boat. If conditions improved, returning would be easy.

So Hu Lanyan, Gou Xunli, and four or five confidants quietly located a fisherman family on the beach, paid several taels of silver, and departed for Jiangping. Jiangping was a "no man's land" on the Sino-Vietnamese border, inhabited mostly by "fishermen" who were half-fishers, half-pirates, along with numerous desperadoes from both China and Vietnam. Once the group reached Jiangping, they finally settled down and obtained a peaceful night's sleep. Then they resumed their old profession, continuing the no-capital trade.

When Shen Hu sought to pull off a major job and sent recruiters to Jiangping, these two joined up. Now Gou Xunli and Hu Lanyan, leading their dozen-odd brothers, had gathered with the main force in a valley some dozens of li from Hongji. Variously dressed and oddly shaped bandits from all factions sat or stood around fires. Some cooked food; others had removed their rags and were picking lice; still others drank and gambled. Bursts of laughter and strange cries erupted from time to time. They carried an assortment of weapons: rusty broadswords, sharpened bamboo spears, and some even European sabers and Japanese tachi and uchigatana. Some simply held farming tools and harpoons. A portion who appeared more "professional" carried bows and arrows and matchlocks. There were even a few small iron cannons.

Gou Er lay on the ground feigning sleep—the weather here was warmer than in Qiongzhou. Hu Lanyan drank with evident relish. The wine had been sent by Shen Hu; each faction's leaders received a share of wine and meat.

"Brother!" Hu Lanyan kicked Gou Xunli. "Don't sleep! Get up and drink together!"

Gou Xunli slowly rose and accepted the clay cup. The wine was local rice wine, unfiltered, with floating dregs. A fermented, sour, rotten smell immediately assaulted his nostrils. In the past, he would not have deigned even to look at it. Even the lowest servants and thugs in his mansion would not have drunk such inferior wine. Then, thinking of the Gou family members slain by the Australians and his son whose whereabouts remained unknown, he sat holding the cup in a daze, having forgotten to drink.

"Brother, what's wrong? Live for today while you can." Hu Lanyan smiled meaningfully, raised his cup, and took a deep gulp.

"Nothing." Gou Xunli took a sip. "Tomorrow we're going to fight the Australians..."

Hu Lanyan glanced around and spoke in a low voice: "Brother, what do you think we should do tomorrow?"

Shen Hu was leading such a motley crew. The sea forces fell outside Shen Hu's control; the pirate chiefs would naturally handle the maritime assault. But for the thousand-plus men on land, a battle order was required. Who would lead, and who would follow?

"I fear Shen Hu will force us brothers to lead the charge, help him wear down the Australians, then swoop in at the end to reap the rewards," Hu Lanyan said.

"We have only a dozen or so men. Shen Hu won't bother with us. Even if he wants cannon fodder, it won't be our turn." Gou Xunli pondered. "He probably views that place as a piece of fat meat. My guess is Shen Hu will launch a two-pronged attack."

"What do you mean?"

"Think about it. Shen Hu has several hundred men of his own. But he recruited so many others for this job. He must feel uncertain doing it alone. Yet he's also afraid others will claim too large a share of the spoils. So he definitely can't let outsiders take the lead. Besides, nobody's stupid—without benefits, who wants to charge first and sacrifice their own people for nothing? So it must be that he leads one prong himself, while the other small groups attack together on another route. Once the stockade is breached, whoever grabs what keeps it. As long as the stockade is breached, his larger force can definitely claim the biggest share."

"Well said!" Hu Lanyan admired sincerely. "I also sensed some scheme of Shen Hu's, but couldn't work it out." He poured himself another cup of wine. "What do you think we brothers should do? We're few in number. Tomorrow we'll be swept along in the charge, and even if the stockade falls, we won't grab anything worthwhile..."

"Big Brother, do you think we can breach the stockade tomorrow?" Gou Xunli smiled bitterly. "Shen Hu should count his blessings if he escapes with his life tomorrow. They don't know, but don't we brothers understand the Australians' capabilities?"

Hu Lanyan shook his head. "It can't be that bad, can it? I heard from Shen Hu's scouts that there are only a few dozen people with Australian bird guns inside, and the rest carry spears..."

Gou Xunli continued shaking his head. Hu Lanyan thought of their gang's experience in Danzhou and immediately deflated.

"What do you think we should do? Just sneak away? But we came all this way for nothing?"

Of course, the trip wasn't entirely fruitless. As agreed in Jiangping, upon arriving at Hongji, they had received some money and grain upfront. Hu Lanyan's group had also obtained some silver and rice.

"Hmph, I think we should discuss that smoke-screen-then-charge tactic with Shen Hu. Let the Australians suffer a bit at least!" Gou Xunli said viciously. Though he knew it would be insignificant to the Australians, he still hoped to kill a few more of those "bald bandits" to vent his fury. "And then—" He rolled his eyes and whispered.

Shen Hu stood atop a mound with dozens of confidants arrayed behind him, gazing smugly at his "forces" advancing toward Hongji. True, these forces looked barely better than beggars. And because they had been looting and raping along the way, the column stretched out and moved with agonizing slowness. Shen Hu watched one fellow wrapped in what were probably stolen rags, and another who had apparently just violated a woman in a village they passed and simply hadn't bothered to pull his trousers back up, swaggering along the road. Fortunately, the weather here was warm; being stark naked wouldn't freeze anything off.

Shen Hu cared little about these men's behavior. In another half hour, the main force—composed of Shen Hu's stronghold and several smaller bandit gangs—would all arrive at Hongji. The mere thirty soldiers guarding the mining area were certainly no match. According to intelligence, the mining area housed only seven or eight hundred adult men, most of whom certainly wouldn't take up arms to resist—they would scatter and flee for their lives. The only remaining resistance would come from those militiamen. A few cannons might cause some trouble, but he estimated they would at most delay the stockade's fall by a few hours. And the mining area's fortifications appeared far from solid—the walls, though quite thick, were rather low. With a bit of effort, one could climb up.

Breaking the stockade would definitely yield abundant spoils. The three stockades on the Hongji side now housed over a thousand people. Food and provisions alone were stored in great quantities. Rumor had it that many fine Chinese goods had also been shipped in, along with ships moored in the harbor—though those were the prey of Fan Hai Bao from Jiangping. Fan Hai Bao had long coveted the boats with new fishing gear at Hongji that could haul in abundant catches with a single throw. This time, they had hit it off immediately.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 833: Each with Their Own Thoughts

Beikai stood atop the watchtower of the corner bastion. Without binoculars, he could discern the bandits marching slowly in the distance, clustered in twos and threes like scattered goat droppings across the landscape.

He had known since yesterday that the bandits' target was Hongji—a large armed group had gathered openly less than twenty li away. Their intentions were transparent. Moreover, a letter had arrived from Haiyang several days prior, warning him to be on heightened alert: bandit gangs were recruiting on a large scale, preparing to "pull off a major job."

"Alert, alert—am I supposed to defend Hongji with thirty men?" Beikai muttered, complaining under his breath. Of course, he also had Zhang Dabala and the sailors from the Zhennan and several smaller boats under his command. Though Dabo Shipping was technically "civilian shipping," its sailors were all paramilitary personnel trained by the Navy. Many were even seasoned former pirates, quite capable in combat.

The three hundred-odd naturalized citizen laborers had received some military training and possessed the necessary weapons and equipment. When fighting erupted, they could all serve as militia. Combined with Hongji Fort's own cannons and the Zhennan's support from the sea, the probability of the fort being breached was extremely low. But Hongji was not merely a single fort—it was an urban area comprising one fort, two camps, and a commercial street. Concentrating the naturalized citizen laborers to hold Hongji Fort would certainly prove foolproof, but the two local laborer camps and commercial street would suffer devastation.

Unlike the naturalized citizens, the local laborers—though they found working here agreeable—had served the Lingao regime for a very short time and lacked sufficient identification with it. They had not undergone rigorous military training, and their organization, discipline, and determination to resist were all deficient. Once the bandits arrived, they would scatter and flee.

The local workers currently formed the main force for mining coal. If they all fled, Hongji's production would plummet by at least two-thirds. The commercial street and laborer camps, which had begun taking shape, would be destroyed by the bandits and would require time to recover. There were also the small railway tracks laid to the mine pits, the makeshift derricks and manual hoists installed at the pit edges for lifting. These things were all easily destroyed by bandits. Once the facilities were damaged, the entire coal mine's production efficiency would collapse.

The most dangerous consequence was that the scattered workers would spread news of Hongji being attacked. If the bandits also massacred many local workers in retaliation, recruiting local laborers in the future would become extremely difficult. After all, nobody wanted to live perpetually under the blade.

Beikai found himself facing a dilemma. He immediately convened Dugu Qiuhun, Bai Guoshi, and Zhao Xue—the other Senators present in Hongji—for an emergency meeting. Zhang Dabala and the marine platoon leader also attended.

The meeting decided to immediately relocate all laborers from the quarantine camp to the laborer camp, abandoning the quarantine camp to reduce the defensive perimeter. All naturalized citizen laborers would be armed—some to remain and guard Hongji Fort, others to defend the laborer camp. The straight-line distance from the laborer camp to Hongji Fort was merely two hundred fifty meters. Hongji Fort's artillery could effectively assist in defending the laborer camp.

Additional protective trenches would be excavated around the laborer camp and outside Hongji Fort, then filled with seawater. The large quantity of standardized bamboo stakes that had been shipped in would also be planted as obstacles. The goods and equipment in shops and the cafeteria would naturally be evacuated and concealed. Beikai originally wanted the sailors and cannons from the Zhennan and other ships to go ashore to strengthen the defense, but Zhang Dabala dissuaded him.

Zhang Dabala argued that the enemy would very likely attack by both land and sea. Removing the sailors and cannons would be tantamount to self-crippling. Once the sea was blockaded by the enemy, they would have no avenue of escape. Second, the ships could maneuver along the coast and use artillery to strike enemies attempting to outflank Hongji Fort from the side. This would limit the directions from which the fortress could be attacked, essentially reducing the defensive pressure on Hongji Fort itself.

As for the marines, Zhang Dabala believed there was no need to station them inside Hongji Fort. The marines could board the small boats, maneuver at sea, and await opportunities. Once they identified a weakness, the marines could rapidly land and launch a fierce attack from the bandits' vulnerable flank.

This proposal quite surprised Beikai. In his view, concentrating all forces inside the fortress to resist was the optimal approach—after all, reinforcements from Lingao would arrive in a day and a night at most. Sending troops out for "rear attacks" and "mobile warfare" gave him pause.

Zhang Dabala's reasoning differed fundamentally. He certainly understood Hongji couldn't be breached, but he was a recently defected "dragon-following" personnel. His eagerness to "perform meritorious deeds" far exceeded that of a Senator like Beikai. Killing as many enemies as possible was the way to demonstrate Hongji's capabilities. How could they simply cry for help and await reinforcements?

The marine platoon leader also agreed with Zhang Dabala's idea, pushing it even further. They would bring the twelve-pounder mountain howitzer, plus a few laborers to push the cannon. Whether on ship or after landing, the mountain howitzer—which two or three people could push while running—could provide tremendous fire support.

"Besides the gunners, add ten laborers to move with us, each carrying two portions of ammunition. Bring more on the ship as well. Ten canisters, four shells, and six solid shots." The marine ensign gestured as he spoke.

Bai Guoshi strongly supported Zhang Dabala's idea. He was young and spirited, and training with the Long-Range Exploration Team had given him both muscles and courage. He was no longer the pitiful university deadbeat of the past. He very much wanted to display some martial prowess for everyone to witness—and incidentally for Zhao Xue to see. Courage and violence had always served as the peacock's tail for men.

Zhao Xue had no interest in fighting and opposed going out to battle. But Dugu Qiuhun was intensely interested in sortying and resolutely demanded to go out to "fight to the death." His purpose, of course, was to accumulate political capital for his "comeback." To return to a violence agency, "military merit" was the most persuasive qualification.

Four Senators, two votes to two—they couldn't reach a decision under the system of collective Senator decision-making for major events. However, Bai Guoshi, Zhao Xue, and Dugu Qiuhun were, strictly speaking, all temporarily dispatched. The only permanent Senator at Hongji Station was Beikai; he possessed the authority to make the final decision.

In the end, Beikai decided to adopt Zhang Dabala's suggestion. The marine platoon and Dabo Shipping's vessels would handle outer-line maneuvering, awaiting opportunities to launch flank and rear attacks. The Senators would hold the camps. Dugu Qiuhun volunteered to lead a team to guard the laborer camp alone, and Beikai agreed—he had no wish to invite Zhao Xue's tears by sending Bai Guoshi.

The entire Hongji Mine was rapidly mobilized. The naturalized citizen laborers—all armed and organized—were immediately equipped and deployed by company. The main force was positioned in Hongji Fort; one company was stationed in the laborer camp. Dugu Qiuhun dressed for battle: donning an 80-style steel helmet, strapping on the Senator-exclusive steel plate chest armor, grasping a Wenzhou-made Japanese tachi in his right hand and a GLOCK 17 pistol with extended magazine in his left. He majestically ascended the walls of the laborer camp. Below, a dense crowd of local laborers had already gathered, with a dozen translators who understood both Chinese and the local language dispersed among them.

The local laborers were assembled and informed that a large band of bandits was about to descend upon Hongji. The laborers grew agitated. But after being intimidated with warnings like "The bandits are only seven or eight li away. If you run out on your own, you're delivering yourselves to death," no one dared to flee—after all, hiding in the stockade when bandits came was safest. Some laborers had brought their families; women, children, and elderly would hardly escape the bandits' clutches.

"Don't worry about the bandits coming. I'll lead everyone to beat them back!" Dugu Qiuhun struck a confident pose, waving the tachi in his hand. "Everyone work together, defend the stockade, and you'll protect the mine and yourselves! Anyone who doesn't put effort into defending the stockade and killing enemies knows what consequences await if the bandits break through!"

Then Dugu Qiuhun ordered equipment to be distributed to the able-bodied—all hastily assembled. Each able-bodied man received a rattan safety helmet, originally work hats for naturalized citizen laborers. With battle imminent, naturalized citizen laborers had all switched to "combat helmets" with cross-shaped reinforcing steel on top. The swapped-out helmets went to local laborers. Hastily processed wooden boards or rattan mats were hung on their bodies as makeshift armor. Small wooden boards were also strapped to their arms as shields. Insufficient standard spears for the local laborers meant a batch of sharpened, fire-hardened bamboo and wooden spears had to be hastily fashioned. Some laborers received various mining tools, serviceable for close combat if necessary.

Then the local laborers were partly deployed at the stockade entrance and partly positioned on the outer slope of the earthen walls. On the outer slope, protective barriers were erected using woven rattan and wooden boards. Atop the earthen walls stood the naturalized citizen laborer company—they would serve as reserves and supervisory troops.

"If you don't want to die! Use the tools in your hands to poke the enemies out!" Dugu Qiuhun roared murderously, waving his tachi. "Otherwise, once the bandits break in, your whole family dies! Don't be afraid! If one dies, Hongji Mining Bureau will support his wife and children for life! If you're wounded, we'll treat you! Beat back the bandits, and one month's wages are doubled! Anyone who goes soft, becomes a traitor, or creates chaos in the ranks—don't blame us for being ruthless; we'll shove a spear up his backside first!"

A dozen translators bellowed the translation in unison. The local laborers, seeing the naturalized citizens all equipped and murderous, understood these Chinese intended to use them as cannon fodder—but dared not resist. Resistance meant death too. Better to beat back the bandits and have a chance to survive.

Beikai ordered all shipped grenades distributed. A total of five hundred grenades were issued to militia among the naturalized citizen laborers—they had received at least one live-fire throwing exercise. To strengthen Hongji Fort's firepower, the typewriter from the Zhennan was also dismounted and installed on Hongji Fort's watchtower.

Hongji Station's small flotilla consisted of the Zhennan and four smaller boats. The ships maintained full combat readiness daily. The marine platoon and mountain howitzer boarded one longboat. Three other longboats provided cover. The Zhennan directly defended Hongji Station's coastline, blocking all seaborne attacks.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 834: A Rabble

Naturally, a telegram requesting reinforcements had to be dispatched. Though Beikai was more than ninety percent confident he could repel the bandit attack, concealing news of bandits attacking would always constitute dereliction of duty. He had his life secretary send a telegram reporting that bandits were about to attack Hongji, numbering approximately two thousand, and that Hongji had completed battle preparations.

In the telegram, he did not explicitly ask whether reinforcements were needed—given Hongji Station's current importance, reinforcements were inevitable. Of course, Beikai very much hoped this incident would leave the Senate with an impression of him as "fearless in the face of danger."

Finally, since the marine platoon had already boarded the ships, he armed the clerks and administrative personnel around him—the most reliable naturalized citizens. Hongji Fort possessed more than thirty spare Minié rifles beyond those carried by the marines. He issued these rifles to the clerks and gave each a grenade, forming Hongji Fort's general reserve.

When the bandits approached Hongji Station and observed the well-fortified stockade, realizing those inside were already prepared, Shen Hu ordered the main force to halt, rest, and cook. This wasn't from any sympathy for his men, but because the bandit column stretched out over more than ten li. Seven or eight hundred men still lagged behind. Better to eat and rest first while waiting for everyone to gather. Besides, he had an ally at sea—"Fan Hai Bao." Once Fan Hai Bao arrived, they would advance by both land and sea, with far greater odds of success. He had heard the mine had one large ship and three small boats by the shore, but Fan Hai Bao commanded fourteen vessels of various sizes. Shen Hu didn't believe those few lonely boats could accomplish anything.

Shen Hu's forces were a somewhat more "regular" bunch among the bandits. At least wherever they went, someone attended to food and drink. Immediately, some set up cooking pots at the foot of the hill, ordering the dozens of local women captured along the way to boil water and cook.

Shen Hu gazed at the fortress across from Hongji. It was his first time encountering such a fortification, and he judged it to be quite crude. That earthen enclosure stood at most two persons tall. Though the slope was somewhat steep, men could climb up without ladders. The only difficulty was that the ditch outside the earthen enclosure would require some effort to fill.

Other than that, this enclosure didn't appear difficult to capture at all. Though You Long and You Hai had warned him about cannons at the protruding corner sections of the earthen enclosure, Shen Hu dismissed this concern—he had seen plenty of cannons. A considerable interval elapsed between firing one shot and the next. That time was sufficient for his men to swarm onto the earthen walls.

"What about that earthen enclosure over there? Does it also have cannons?"

"That's where the miners live. No cannons." You Long gestured. "Inside are all coal miners and their families. Not much of value."

"Good, ignore them for now." Shen Hu laughed lecherously. "After we breach the main fort, we'll take that miners' stockade too and find some women for the brothers to enjoy."

His confidants laughed together. Shen Hu generously patted You Long and You Hai on the shoulders. "I'll give you two one each!"

"Thank you, Great Chief!" The two were overwhelmed with gratitude and immediately knelt to pay respects.

"Mm, mm, I think..."

Before he could finish articulating his thoughts, he spotted a small group of perhaps one hundred or eighty men running toward the street between the two stockades—there were some attractive-looking buildings on that street, presumably containing valuables. The bandits couldn't wait for his orders and wanted to start looting immediately.

"Fools!" Shen Hu cursed. These bandits weren't his men; he couldn't control everyone. Besides, he already knew from his scouts that everything on this street had been cleared out. Nothing remained but empty buildings.

He watched this group of bandits run chaotically toward the street between the two stockades. At that moment, a row of white smoke rose from a corner bastion of the main fort, and the running bandits suddenly began falling one after another. The survivors screamed and quickly fled back.

"Those bird guns are terrifying!" Shen Hu exclaimed in shock. He had seen matchlock rifles before, but the bandits were at least forty or fifty zhang from the firing stockade. At such a distance, firing was normally just for show—let alone killing people, the bullets couldn't even fly that far.

That group just now had left more than a dozen corpses on the ground. The mine's bird guns not only shot far but also with fearsome accuracy.

He hurriedly summoned You Long and You Hai and demanded to know exactly how many bird guns were inside the fortress.

"At most three to five dozen!" You Long said. "We rarely saw anyone with bird guns. The militiamen at the mine all use spears and machetes..."

"Really?!"

"I dare not lie! There definitely aren't more."

But even three to five dozen of such formidable firearms made this a difficult bone to gnaw. Shen Hu hadn't expected the mine's firearms to prove so deadly and immediately hesitated.

While he wavered, the rear bandits kept arriving. Shen Hu instructed his confidants to summon all faction leaders for a meeting to discuss how to assault the stockade. Worried that news of the enemy's fierce firearms would shake morale, he mentioned nothing of it at the meeting. But Hu Lanyan declared that the enemy were the Australians, renowned for their firearms. Both their cannons and bird guns were extremely formidable, shooting with both accuracy and range. He proposed employing fire attacks and smoke tactics for the assault.

"Send up thick smoke, advance section by section. Advance a section, then send up more smoke." Hu Lanyan gestured as he spoke. "Our men follow the smoke. No matter how powerful their firearms, they can't see through smoke and can only fire blindly. Once we get close, we all rush up together..."

Hu Lanyan spoke with enthusiasm, but everyone remained skeptical. Many didn't believe firearms could be as devastating as Hu Lanyan claimed. While everyone talked over each other, the large bandit mob gathered outside descended into disorder. In an ancient era lacking communication methods, organizing nearly two thousand temporarily assembled rabble was extraordinarily difficult. Everyone had followed Shen Hu to make a fortune. Seeing the stockade right ahead yet finding the attack delayed, many who had walked all morning were exhausted and parched, eager to breach the stockade and indulge in eating, drinking, and debauchery. Now, with a great crowd gathered under the sun, without food or drink, uncertain what the next step would be, some gradually began cursing, some instigated action, and others discussed loudly. The scene descended progressively into chaos. The minor chiefs of various factions struggled to maintain order, but the gathered bandits came from disparate sources, and numerous scattered bandits in groups of three to five who had come to profit gave no heed to any chiefs.

Suddenly, the unruly crowd, as if receiving an invisible command, surged en masse toward the laborers' stockade. The chiefs couldn't restrain them with shouts or commands; they were instead swept along in the chaotic rush toward the laborer camp.

By the time the news reached Shen Hu, the situation outside had spiraled completely beyond control. Except for Shen Hu's own several hundred confidant troops, the rest of the rabble had utterly lost cohesion, all flooding toward the laborer camp.

From Hongji Fort's direction, thunderous cannon fire immediately erupted. In this space of two hundred fifty meters, targets now presented themselves everywhere. The gunners on the fortress seized this perfect killing opportunity, furiously firing the two twenty-four-pounder cannons at the surging mass of bandits between the stockades. The militia armed with Minié rifles also discharged their bullets at maximum rate. Then the typewriter opened fire as well.

Solid shots with depressed elevation continuously carved bloody lanes through the crowd at plunging angles—the shells possessed sufficient force that even after penetrating the mob, they still smashed hard against the laborer camp wall, raising clouds of dust. The local laborers standing on the earthen walls immediately grew agitated, crowding and straining to retreat—no one wanted such a terrifying thing to strike their face.

"No retreat allowed!" Dugu Qiuhun noticed signs of wavering and immediately leapt forward, waving his tachi and howling. "Anyone who retreats will be killed without mercy!"

Though the local laborers didn't understand his words, they understood his twisted, ferocious expression and the gleaming blade in his hand perfectly well. Moreover, the glittering spear tips of the naturalized citizen laborers behind them were nearly pressed against their backs. The crowd settled down again after some agitation.

Canister from the cannons and lead bullets from the typewriter rained down upon the crowd like a torrential downpour, harvesting lives. Bandits toppled one after another. Some bandits' heads suddenly exploded and flew backward; limbs became fragments. The bandits were first stunned by such carnage, then began screaming, letting out inhuman cries, and turned to flee. In less than five minutes, the great mass of bandits rushing toward the laborer camp collapsed under Hongji Fort's artillery fire and scattered in all directions. No matter how Shen Hu's subordinates tried to intercept them, many simply fled the scene entirely. The battle hadn't even officially commenced, and the bandits had already lost a third of their number. Shen Hu stamped his feet in fury.

"Chiefs—" Before he could finish, many chiefs were already frantically abandoning their seats. Everyone rushed to gather their own forces. Without forces, there was no capital; what was there to discuss about "getting rich together"? Shen Hu, this temporary "alliance leader," meant nothing to them now.

Shen Hu was too enraged to speak. He hurriedly ordered his subordinates to rally his own troops to hold the line, hoping they might somehow regroup the bandit main force. He planned to wait until Fan Hai Bao's forces arrived before making further plans.

At that moment, the marine platoon that had been standing by at sea launched an attack on Beikai's orders. They landed on a beach on the bandits' unguarded flank and rear, striking from behind the chaotic mass of bandits.

The sudden artillery fire from the mountain howitzer and the fierce assault from the marine platoon's flank plunged the already panicked bandits into complete chaos. Many still in shock now lost their nerve entirely, caring only about escape. Those slightly calmer tried to resist, but the volley fire and a row of grenades had them crying for their mothers. You Long watched his nephew You Hai get hurled to the ground, covered in blood. He charged toward the marines without regard for his own life. A marine sidestepped his broadsword and thrust a bayonet into his chest.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 835: A So-So Victory

"Bastards! Bastards! Cowardly rats!" Shen Hu cursed furiously. From his position atop the small hill, he could see clearly that only a few dozen men had attacked from the seaside flank. A single spit from each of his men could have drowned them. Yet the thousand-plus men he had painstakingly organized were actually being chased away by these few dozen!

But cursing served no purpose now. Only twenty confidants remained around him. If he didn't run to gather his men immediately, his entire operation would scatter completely. He had to descend the mound and flee with his confidants.

Shen Hu's forces were plunged into utter panic. The marine platoon pursued relentlessly. The marines killed with gusto; when an enemy stood before them, a bayonet thrust sufficed—they didn't even bother reloading. The laborers pushed the mountain howitzer in pursuit, pausing occasionally to fire a shot, intensifying the chaos among the fleeing bandits.

Looking out from the watchtower, the scene outside Hongji presented quite a spectacle. A vast black mass of ant-like figures fled in panic ahead. In the rolling dust and smoke, a barely visible small cluster of blue-clad soldiers chased furiously behind.

"Damn, they really can't take a beating," Beikai remarked in surprise. During the defense of Bopu, the pirates had at least mounted several attacks. At some points, they had even engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the marines. This time, they had simply collapsed before even forming up.

The marines were chasing with abandon. Beikai, fearing they might suffer losses due to their small numbers, ordered a company of naturalized citizen laborers to leave the fort as reinforcement and capture prisoners along the way. They pursued for five or six li before the bandit main body had completely dispersed, then withdrew.

Many bandits had been walking since early morning. After half a day without a grain of rice, they were dizzy with hunger and couldn't even run. They simply lay on the ground awaiting their fate—either gasping heavily or lying prone begging for mercy. Some had curled up on the ground with heads in their hands, and had even soiled themselves.

Around Hongji Fort, the bandits' various rags, prostrate bodies, and corpses lay everywhere. The laborer company, spears in hand, drove all those still capable of movement together. They were gathered for counting. A total of over six hundred were captured. Bandit casualties, in truth, were not substantial—fewer than three hundred corpses littered the field.

Though the marines were panting heavily, their spirits soared. Such a thoroughly satisfying battle was simply a pleasure. Beikai was complacent—so it turned out he possessed military genius. As he contemplated how to compose the telegram to Lingao, he couldn't suppress a triumphant laugh, leaving those around him puzzled.

Bai Guoshi seethed with envy, jealousy, and resentment. Needless to say, credit for this great victory belonged to Beikai. He himself had neither commanded any forces nor exerted effort in combat, nor strategized from behind the scenes. He had been purely a spectator. When merits were assessed, he could only rank at the bottom, tied with Zhao Xue. Of course, Zhao Xue certainly wouldn't mind this—but when the time came to divide the spoils of victory, the one complaining about being a "useless person" would certainly also be her.

Dugu Qiuhun emerged from the laborer camp with blade raised—throughout the entire battle, he hadn't fired a single shot. The bandits had never even reached the earthen walls. This left Dugu Qiuhun, who had steeled himself for a passionate fight, profoundly disappointed. Gazing at the bandits strewn across the ground, each in rags with a detestable face, he acted on impulse, raising the GLOCK 17 in his hand and shooting the unlucky wretch nearest to him. The man's head was immediately blown open by the 9mm bullet. The bandits lying on the ground were scared out of their wits, and several immediately soiled themselves.

The prisoners were being counted and spoils collected. Just as the entire Hongji Fort was immersed in a joyful, relaxed atmosphere, Fan Hai Bao's fleet appeared.

Fan Hai Bao ran a local pirate gang. By the standards of the South China Sea coast, they were an extremely minor outfit—at most on the level of Gu Dachun's gang from the past. Fan Hai Bao also wisely never operated in deep waters, basically working along the Vietnamese coast and occasionally raiding the Hainan Island and Guangxi coast. When business was slow, they even went fishing. In short, in the Yalong Bay area, Fan Hai Bao was considered one of the minor overlords at sea. When Shen Hu had invited him to attack Hongji Fort jointly, they had hit it off immediately. Fan Hai Bao felt quite confident. After seizing those ships, he would send men ashore to assault the fort together; they would split everything fifty-fifty upon meeting.

When Fan Hai Bao's fleet materialized off the coast, the land battle had already concluded and the battlefield was being cleared. Fan Hai Bao remained unaware of the situation on land. He had originally intended to wait for Shen Hu's people to make contact, but after prolonged waiting, no small boat came. While puzzling over this, he observed the large ship moored at shore had already raised its sails, obviously preparing to set sail. He immediately decided that regardless of what was happening on land, he would first seize the ships at the shore.

"Everyone be careful!" Zhang Dabala had been watching the entertaining show on land for some time and had never gotten a chance to take action himself. Spotting pirates coming from the sea, his heart blossomed with joy. He hurriedly called to his men: "Quick! Battle alert!"

The battle between Fan Hai Bao's fleet and the Zhennan didn't last very long. Because the Zhennan was a solitary large ship, if it became entangled in a melee, it could easily be approached by the enemy for boarding combat—highly disadvantageous for the Zhennan. The Zhennan had no engine installed and possessed no advantage in mobility; its superiority lay solely in firepower and the organization and discipline of its sailors compared to the pirates. So from the outset, Zhang Dabala kept the Zhennan on the outer line of the enemy formation, never allowing the enemy ships to form an encircling posture. This way, he could exploit the range advantage of his artillery to continuously bombard the enemy from a distance without permitting them to close.

This tactic demanded exceptionally strong ship-handling ability. Zhang Dabala was obviously an expert—he had the sailors deploy four large sculls to provide additional propulsion supporting his steering.

This cat-and-mouse engagement continued for over an hour. The Zhennan, leveraging its superior firepower, struck Fan Hai Bao's ships multiple times, rapidly sinking two smaller vessels and forcing one ship that caught fire after being hit to run aground on the shore—the pirates who came ashore were quickly eliminated by marines and militia on land.

Fan Hai Bao lost confidence in continuing the fight. He simply led the fleet straight toward the Hongji Fort pier, preparing to make an all-out effort to seize the pier and let the pirates on the ships go ashore to grab some loot before departing—after all, the enemy had only one large ship and surely wouldn't dare come ashore to compete with him in numbers. But the moment his ships approached the pier, they were bombarded by artillery from Hongji Fort's corner bastions. The shells fired from the bastions caused great panic among the pirates. In the chaos, the pirates abandoned another grounded ship, and the remaining vessels swiftly turned and withdrew from the battlefield.

The naval engagement put a less-than-perfect end to the campaign. Given its unremarkable performance, expecting the solitary Zhennan to completely annihilate Fan Hai Bao's fleet was somewhat unrealistic. Though the naval battle results were limited, both land and sea engagements were essentially routs, so the overall results remained acceptable. After all, the only forces that could properly be called regular armed forces in the Hongji defense were merely thirty marines.

The prisoners were herded into hastily constructed pens, and the bodies were thrown into the sea. Not many spoils were captured in the battle. The bandits were dirt poor; even the things they had looted and dropped everywhere were regarded with disdain by the Senators—a pile of rubbish, simply.

The most valuable spoils of war left by the bandits were the bandits themselves. More than five hundred prisoners could serve as labor. Additionally, over a hundred local women captured by the bandits were taken in. Beikai instructed the translators selected from among local laborers to visit nearby villages, proclaiming and reassuring the populace, and for each village to come to Hongji to retrieve their women and property—building a good reputation among the locals and attracting more people to come to Hongji to work and trade goods.

Dugu Qiuhun suggested that Beikai should execute a batch of prisoners outside Hongji Fort as a warning. "Fully demonstrate to the monkeys how powerful we are, so they won't dare to covet Hongji again!" he declared passionately, continuing to wave his tachi.

Beikai hesitated and expressed opposition. "That doesn't seem right, killing prisoners for no reason." As an administrative leader, he instinctively regarded all living people as labor. Five hundred prisoners would prove very useful whether in the mine pits or for road construction. Killing them would be too wasteful.

"How can the monkeys know how powerful we are if we don't kill? Not only must we kill, but we must kill artistically!"

"I object! We can't slaughter the innocent!" Zhao Xue feared death most of all. During the battle, she had hidden in a house, not daring to emerge. Now hearing about executing prisoners, her sympathy was greatly stirred, and she firmly opposed it.

"Nonsense! What innocent? They're bandits." Dugu Qiuhun spat as he spoke. "If they had won today, wouldn't all our heads have been chopped off..."

Bai Guoshi felt there was no point in executing prisoners without cause and also voiced opposition. Dugu Qiuhun's proposed mass execution in front of Hongji Fort was not agreed upon, and the bandits in the prisoner camp narrowly escaped disaster.

The day after the first Hongji defense battle concluded, a reinforcement fleet arrived from Lingao. Six Type I patrol boats escorted Dabo Shipping's coal ship to Hongji. The ship brought two reinforcement marine platoons, additional grenades, and fifty Minié rifles. After receiving Skaed's report, the Executive Committee immediately convened an emergency meeting. Following discussion, they ultimately decided that the Navy would establish a patrol base in Hongji, with patrol boats permanently deployed at the base. Besides protecting Hongji and escorting fishing fleets, they would eventually form a grid patrol system over the Gulf of Tonkin with patrol boats deployed at various ports on Hainan Island.

The role of naturalized citizen laborer companies in emergencies was validated and taken seriously. In emergencies, the organized naturalized citizen laborer militia had played a critically important role. Therefore, it was decided to formally establish the Hongji Militia General Command at Hongji, appointing Bai Guoshi as Deputy Militia Commander and Beikai as Commander.

The person who brought these orders was none other than Skaed himself. He had come to Hongji to conduct research—of course, the primary purpose was to avoid questioning by the Senate Standing Committee, in what was termed "lying low."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 836: Merchant's Report (III)

Skaed evaded the Senate's artillery fire and, incidentally, left the Dutch—whose quarantine had already expired—waiting an additional ten or so days. When he returned from Hongji, he already carried a thick stack of plans for accelerating Hongji's development and strengthening local defense forces. Relying on the pretext of submitting this plan to the Executive Committee and Senate for review, he claimed he needed to "fully engage in negotiations with the Dutch" and went into hiding once more.

Reinforcing Hongji and expanding Hongji Station's scale rested within the Department of Colonization and Trade's authority to recommend and propose plans. But matters involving material allocation, personnel deployment, and military mobilization still required specific discussion by the Executive Committee before implementation. Skaed wasn't particularly concerned about bombardment from the Senate side—he possessed sufficient evidence to prove that Hongji's inadequate equipment was entirely due to "limited national strength." If one wished to discuss important targets being inadequately defended, Sanya, given its importance and investment amount, was especially vulnerable. He simply didn't want to deal with the Standing Committee because he felt it was a waste of time. Many people on the Senate Standing Committee, according to him: "The professionals are too professional, and the amateurs are too amateur"—all were difficult to deal with.

"Alright, we need to find some people who understand German," Skaed said to himself in his office. "Dutch is a minor language after all." Dutch, commonly called Low German, wasn't dramatically different from German. The Dutch East India Company employed a large number of Germans. Skaed reasoned that quite a few Senators understood German, and most were affiliated with the Department of Colonization and Trade.



Second Report from Junior Merchant Van der Lanthroon of the Dutch East India Company ship Magdeburg to Governor-General De Carpentier of Batavia

Respected Excellency:

After enduring a quarantine period of more than twenty days, we were at last permitted to go ashore. Thanks be to God, no one died while we remained aboard the ship. Everyone is in excellent health.

Originally, we should have completed quarantine by the end of February, but when the period expired, port officials informed us that the high official who was to receive us—they call him an "Executive"—was currently absent from Lingao, so we remained on the ship for an additional week.

We discovered that the Australians, like us, employ the concept of "week." When their personnel boarded the ship to converse with us, they frequently mentioned "what day of the week" and "next week." They also referenced "Sunday."

However, an official sent us a document permitting us to leave the ship. With this document, crew members could go ashore and lodge in accommodations on land. The sailors and soldiers were overjoyed to finally set foot on shore. I ordered the Captain to leave a third of the sailors and soldiers aboard the ship and promised them they would rotate every three days thereafter.

The Executive had issued orders to the port officials, including instructions to supply us with all necessities without shortage, and to confine our personnel to the port area without written permission to leave.

The port officials issued a stiff paper card to everyone going ashore. The card bore their name, the ship they belonged to, and their port of departure. And everyone was required to affix their fingerprint to the card. Your Excellency surely knows that this practice of fingerprinting is very popular among the Chinese and appears to serve as their mark of credit.

When we went ashore, the common people and workers in the port area crowded along the roadside to observe us. Some even climbed onto cranes. The large crowd of spectators made us feel quite uneasy. The officials noticed this and dispatched guards to escort us. We departed the wharf and were immediately taken to a building not far from it.

This building was quite large. It was said to be specifically intended for receiving sailors. The structure was a particular kind of longhouse. Many rows of such longhouses occupied the courtyard. Each longhouse contained rows of double-tiered bunks. One building could house forty people or even more—some longhouses were two stories.

We, as senior crew, were separately housed in a courtyard where similar two-story buildings stood, constructed of brick and tile like the longhouses but more exquisitely arranged inside. Each room was furnished with various furniture. As for whether each room accommodated one or three people was entirely at our discretion; they had rooms with different numbers of beds. Up to four people could sleep in one.

Whether ordinary sailors' longhouses or the small buildings we occupied, the structures were all remarkably clean and tidy. The beds lacked bedding, but were provided with grass mats and straw-woven pillows—quite sufficient in Lingao's climate. Every building was equipped with toilets. The building manager strictly warned us that any defecating or urinating anywhere other than the designated facilities would be subject to heavy fines and other punishments. For this, I was obliged to communicate with the purser on the ship and request him to strictly manage the conduct of the sailors and soldiers—you know most of them are German.*

The sailors' lodge had a cafeteria supplying cooked meals. There was also a large store here, furnishing various commodities specifically for sailors and fishermen stopping here to purchase.

The Australians seem less hospitable than the Chinese. The Xibanks and some others said that every time they traveled to the Chinese coast, as long as they claimed to be on "tribute" missions, they could receive official hospitality. But here among the Australians, all supplied items—from lodging to food—required payment. However, the prices were acceptable.

We learned that this place is called "Bopu." We were notified that we could move freely within Bopu town. Those going out must return to the lodge before nine in the evening. But those locations listed as "restricted areas" could not be entered. Overall, the Australians placed few restrictions upon us. Besides permitting us to move freely in Bopu, they imposed no other restrictions on the coins and other items we carried—only reminding us that shopping required first exchanging for local currency. Carrying weapons was prohibited. Additionally, he required sailors and soldiers to swear to respect local laws before going out.

A piercing whistle sounded throughout the town every hour—the sound was so loud it could be heard across the entire town. Among these, the whistles in the morning, noon, and evening lasted a long time. The Australians employed this timekeeping system with great proficiency, so that everyone could know the current time. The Australians' work operated strictly according to the clock. After living together with them for just one day, one could roughly predict what they would do the next day.

After all personnel settled at the sailors' lodge, the person responsible for receiving us—the one they call Trade Minister—wished to meet with us. To discuss matters, we three decided to go together for the meeting.

On the morning of March 1st, we washed early and changed into our finest formal attire. In addition to Mr. Gonzalez and Mr. Leibtrini, we each brought an attendant and carried relevant gifts.

Led by the young official dispatched from the "Trade Ministry," we came to the main street. A most beautiful four-wheeled carriage awaited us there! Yes, a carriage—this was the most surprising thing for me. In all of East Asia, I do not know where else one could encounter such a light and beautiful carriage. Even in Macau or Batavia, such a vehicle could not be found. I believe even in Europe, similar vehicles cannot be found. This was truly an exquisite work of art! No, calling it an exquisite work of art does not mean it was ornately decorated or finely carved; on the contrary, the carriage had almost no decoration or painting. The body was black. Besides the glass embedded in the car door and a pair of beautiful carriage lamps, there was nothing worth mentioning as decoration. But the size of the entire body, the structure, and the proportionately balanced proportions of every part upon it, the perfection of the design—all produced an incomparably powerful impression. Your Excellency, please forgive me for being unable to describe such sensations in words.

The carriage passed through Bopu town and proceeded to the town they call "Bairencheng." That is the center of Australian rule. Bopu town is a most prosperous small town with many houses, worthy of being called a thriving city. We could observe a large number of chimneys, astonishingly tall, each chimney emitting black and white smoke. The air bore a strong, pungent smell. Along the way, we saw a majestic castle—though it was not on the street we traversed, it was entirely built of red bricks, with tall towers and gun platforms. There, white and black smoke was also rising, and from time to time came loud metallic clanging sounds. I asked the accompanying official what that place was, and he refused to answer my question. I believe this should be the Australians' smelting plant, arsenal, or mint. If true, the Australians have invested a great deal of capital here.

The road from Bopu to Bairencheng was constructed along a large river. But this channel was currently in a half-dried state. The Australians appeared to be conducting some kind of dredging and construction work on this channel. The water volume in the channel was low and malodorous. The road was well-constructed, paved with black gravel. The carriage rode upon it without feeling any bumps whatsoever. Along the road lay carefully cultivated lands. Every inch was meticulously tended, with not a scrap of land uncultivated or unplanted with crops. The fields, like many places in Tuscany, had perfect canals, dams, and waterwheels built to fully irrigate the soil. This irrigation project was so ingenious that Mr. Leibtrini praised it endlessly.

Like in Batavia, this place could be cultivated year-round. The fields had already been planted with green rice seedlings or vegetables. The slopes where rice could not be grown were planted with various crops and fruit trees we did not recognize. Even along the roadside, many coconut saplings had been planted.

What surprised us most were some objects of unknown purpose by the roadside: completely lifeless wooden poles, painted pitch black. The poles stood in rows along the roadside like roadside trees, connected to each other by black iron wire. On each pole were also affixed some bottles made of glass.

The three of us discussed the purpose of these poles and reached no conclusion whatsoever—none of us had ever seen such a thing. We inquired of the accompanying official and once again received a silent answer.

Note: Germans at that time were famously unhygienic in Europe.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 837: Merchant's Report (IV)

The three of us debated the purpose of those peculiar wooden poles at some length. Mr. Gonzalez insisted they must be some distinctive form of idol worship—ritual structures invested with sacred meaning. But Mr. Leibtrini dismissed this theory, pointing out that the poles bore no religious significance whatsoever: they hardly resembled idols, and no Australian showed the slightest gesture of veneration toward them. I found myself siding with Mr. Leibtrini. Throughout our entire journey, we observed no one expressing reverence or worship toward these poles, nor any trace of such practices—no offerings, no incense burned, no sacrifices laid before them.

The distance from Bopu to Bairencheng proved remarkably short—we estimated scarcely more than a league. Soon we entered what we understood to be Bairencheng's environs. Later we learned the truth: we had never actually set foot within Bairencheng proper. The so-called Bairencheng was the Australians' fortress itself, which no one save the Australians and their most trusted native servants was permitted to enter. Yet around this citadel had risen a city of considerable scale—they call it East Gate Market, for it lies to the east of Bairencheng. We were told that when the Australians first arrived in Lingao, this was where they conducted trade with the local population. In just a few years, what had begun as a crude marketplace had blossomed into a remarkably prosperous town.

East Gate Market possesses no protective walls, but watchtowers stand sentinel at every road entrance. These structures are ubiquitous here—not only in Bopu but distributed along both sides of the roads throughout the territory. The Australians appear to rely upon them as their primary defensive measure. The towers are generally square, their foundations laid with thick stone slabs and their bodies constructed of fired brick. Some are cruder affairs, assembled from interlaced timber or bamboo. Most rise two or three stories. The more substantial towers could be considered small fortresses in their own right, encircled by moats and low walls, with cannons mounted atop. The Australians station guards in these towers, creating an intricate web of surveillance. Clearly, the Australians harbor considerable anxiety about their presence on this island and remain perpetually vigilant against attack.

Our carriage entered East Gate Market along the main thoroughfare running east to west. The street was both broad and impeccably level—wide enough for twelve fully armed cavalrymen to ride abreast. Shops lined both sides, their shelves displaying a dazzling array of merchandise. The buildings rose two or three stories, packed closely together. The streetscape reminded me forcefully of the commercial districts of The Hague or Amsterdam. Australian architecture bears no resemblance to Chinese building traditions; rather, it echoes European styles, though rendered with greater frugality and practicality. Their exploitation of space has reached an astonishing degree—how to extract the maximum utility from limited ground appears to be their sole architectural aesthetic. What struck us most profoundly was that every building we saw was tiled, and every structure, regardless of size, featured windows fitted with large panes of glass.*

Numerous lateral streets branched from the main thoroughfare. Whether main street or side lane, pedestrians were surprisingly few. All roads were paved with the same black gravel used for the main highway—equally level and smooth. The streets were astonishingly clean. In all my travels through East and West, only in the Netherlands have I encountered such immaculate urban conditions—no refuse, no sewage, no human or animal waste.**

Raised stone sidewalks flanked the streets, planted with coconut palm saplings. The Australians appear to hold coconut palms in particular esteem, cultivating this useful plant at every opportunity. Here we again encountered objects resembling the poles along the main road, but their purpose now became immediately apparent—they were streetlamps. Iron lamp heads crowned with glass shades confirmed our deduction. We were told that each evening, designated workers light these lamps. Illuminating the streets at night obviously provides both shops and pedestrians with considerable security. Nevertheless, such an expensive practice does seem to support the commonly held view that the Australians "live extravagantly."

Our carriage halted before a handsome red-brick building—a square structure with a sloped roof covered in German-style tiles, its windows tall and narrow. Of all the Australian buildings I had observed in Lingao, this one came closest to European aesthetic sensibilities. According to our accompanying official, this was the Trading House, specially designated for receiving visiting dignitaries. Visiting merchants could also elect to stay here, enjoying fine food and comfortable rooms.

We alighted from the carriage under the official's guidance. The Australians appear to have no regard whatsoever for pomp and ceremony. Besides our accompanying officials and guards, no superfluous personnel were present—certainly no resplendent ceremonial guards. We were simply led into the Trading House and brought to a small waiting hall.

Before entering the hall itself, our attendants and interpreters were all detained in the antechamber. I objected to this arrangement, pointing out that we would be unable to communicate. The official replied in German: "Your interpreter who speaks only Cantonese will not be needed."

His German was somewhat peculiar, yet it was the most accurate German I had heard anywhere in Asia outside of native speakers. His accent seemed northern German in origin.

But afterward, no matter how I attempted to engage him in conversation, he remained obstinately silent until we were finally ushered into the reception hall.

The hall was not large in area but sumptuously appointed. From the ceiling hung an exquisite branching glass chandelier—though we noticed that the glass shades appeared to be completely sealed, with no trace of candles visible within. Perhaps it was merely decorative. A magnificent Chinese-style screen dominated the center of the hall, larger in scale than any Chinese screens we had encountered in India or Persia. Enormous paintings on paper adorned the walls, depicting mountains, rivers, and flowers in vivid colors. Some of these works nearly covered entire walls. Mr. Leibtrini observed that the paintings displayed unmistakable European techniques—their treatment of light, composition, and perspective. Recalling the pamphlet Your Excellency provided me, which mentioned Portuguese missionaries active in Lingao, these were likely the work of some friars.

The floor was spread with luxurious Persian carpets. Before the screen, Chinese-style chairs and tea tables had been arranged in a neat semicircle. An Australian high official awaited us in front of the screen.

This official bore the title of "Executive"—a status comparable, we were told, to our own masters. Our accompanying official reminded us that this was one of the nine most exalted Senators in the entire Australian Senate, invested with complete authority over trade matters.

The Executive was remarkably young. Since Australians do not wear beards at all, judging their precise age proves difficult, but I estimated he could not yet be thirty. For someone of such tender years to hold so elevated a position, I surmised it must have been inherited. His attire was exceedingly plain, indistinguishable from that of every other Australian official we had encountered along the way. Had our accompanying official not made the introduction, we would never have recognized such an important personage on the street.

Your Excellency, during our voyage I had read several accounts of China written by travelers and missionaries. Every one noted that Chinese officials adore grand and magnificent displays—large retinues and ceremonial guards are considered essential accoutrements for every official. But among the Australians, we observed no such tastes whatsoever. As an Executive, this man had neither ceremonial personnel nor numerous clerks and guards in attendance. He received us in the plainest manner imaginable. This reminded me strongly of our homeland—the Australians share many similarities with us in this regard.***

The Executive invited us to be seated in the chairs before the screen. Through our accompanying official, he expressed regrets that no one locally understood our native language. If High German could not serve as the medium for our talks, he inquired whether we might use French, English, Spanish, or Latin. I indicated that High German would serve our purposes admirably.

Before the talks commenced, I presented the letter from the Batavia East Indies Council to the Lingao Australian Senate, along with the inventory of gifts we had brought. The Executive expressed his thanks. Thereafter, we began substantive discussions on trade matters.

The Australians expressed keen interest in all the goods we had transported. They were willing to purchase our entire cargo and eager to conduct further negotiations for expanded trade. I seized this opportunity to raise objections regarding customs tariffs. Your Excellency will have observed in my previous report that while they levy very modest tariffs on most imports—or none at all—they impose heavy duties on the Company's primary export commodity in the East Indies: spices. I protested this arrangement and proposed that we establish a unified rate—namely, that all goods we bring to Lingao for sale, excepting duty-free items, be taxed at a uniform 1% customs duty. Additionally, I requested that we be permitted to sell our goods freely in Lingao rather than have them purchased in bulk by the Australians. That is, I proposed that goods follow the market rather than being traded at prices imposed upon us—conditions I considered entirely inappropriate.

The Executive rejected this. He maintained that a 1% customs duty was far too low and categorically dismissed the concept of unified tariffs, proposing instead that duties be assessed according to the particular circumstances of each commodity. However, he agreed to adjust the tariff on spices and grant us preferential rates on spice imports. As for the bulk-purchase policy, he also consented to exempt us from this practice and permit free sale at market prices. Though we ultimately failed to secure agreement on the 1% unified tariff, obtaining acceptance on these two points represented, I believe, quite significant progress. I subsequently endeavored to reduce export duties on Company goods to more reasonable levels.

In early 17th century Europe, many cities still had thatched roofs. Some cities did not transition entirely to tile until the late 18th century. Additionally, glass windows did not become common until the 18th century.

*The cities of the United Provinces—the Dutch—were famous throughout Europe for their cleanliness. Additionally, Dutch dignitaries of that era were also known for their plainness—at least by the standards of the time.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 838: The Lingao Trade Agreement

The first round of business negotiations with the Dutch concluded "in a warm and friendly atmosphere." Skaed secretly found it amusing—many of the points the Dutch had argued for so strenuously were, in truth, entirely trivial to him, yet he had extracted numerous concessions in exchange. The Dutch's most resolute demand—the right to sell freely rather than through bulk purchase—stemmed from hard experience, which was why Van der Lanthroon had pressed so firmly for the Company's freedom to sell goods directly in Lingao.

Skaed "reluctantly" acquiesced to this request. In Lingao, besides the Transmigrators themselves, there was probably no one who actually needed such quantities of Dutch goods, nor anyone capable of producing sufficient working capital to purchase them. The Qionghai under Gu Baocheng certainly possessed this capability, but Gu Baocheng would never commit such a tactless act. In matters of foreign trade, no one in Lingao dared stray from the baton of the Department of Colonization and Trade.

The two parties reached a preliminary agreement on trade:

The goods brought by the Magdeburg, having already cleared customs and paid duties, would all be purchased at specified prices by the Foreign Trade Company under the Department of Colonization and Trade. Guide prices would be benchmarked against those at which the East India Company sold to Chinese sea merchants in Tayouan. For goods not sold at Tayouan Port, the two parties would negotiate separately.

From this trade forward, both parties would conduct bilateral trade under a new agreement. The conditions were as follows:

The Dutch East India Company would have the right to sell goods freely at the two ports of Lingao and Sanya under Senate control. Any person would be permitted to purchase goods directly from the Company. The Australians would levy no fees on Company imports beyond the mutually agreed customs duties.

The Dutch East India Company could dispatch unlimited trading missions—as many ships as they wished—each year to trading ports designated by the Senate. The specific trading ports would be revised annually. Currently, the Senate specially authorized the opening of Lingao and Sanya for trade. If necessary, the Senate could add or remove open ports at any time, though at least one trading port must always remain available to the Company.

Dutch East Indies vessels entering these ports must fly designated signal flags. Upon entering port, they must submit fully to the commands of port personnel and pay all port fees—these fees could not be reduced or waived. Otherwise, the port authority reserved the right to confiscate equivalent imported goods as compensation.

After Company ships entered port, all weapons must be sealed, and crews must accept all quarantine and disinfection measures. Those refusing would be immediately expelled from the port.

Half of the tonnage carried to Qiongzhou must consist of goods specified by the Department of Colonization and Trade; a detailed catalog would be provided separately. If insufficient specified goods were brought on any given voyage, the deficit must be made up on the next. Otherwise, related trade privileges would be suspended.

The Company could rent trading houses constructed by the Department of Colonization and Trade at designated open ports. Merchants and sailors must lodge together in the trading houses or aboard their ships—no outside lodging was permitted. Rent for the trading house was set at 500 guilders per year. Food and daily necessities would be purchased by Company personnel directly from local markets, with the Department of Colonization and Trade providing assistance.

The final item concerned judicial jurisdiction. Van der Lanthroon agreed to acknowledge Lingao's judicial authority but requested special privileges in commercial disputes. These so-called special rights were not extraterritoriality or anything of that nature, but rather a request that when commercial disputes arose between the Company and local merchants, the Department of Colonization and Trade must afford certain preferential treatment—primarily regarding debt collection and bankruptcy liquidation. He requested that Skaed guarantee the Company priority rights in such cases. Additionally, the Company should be allowed to station a consul in Lingao to protect its commercial interests.

Skaed indicated that execution posed no difficulty. So long as the East India Company recognized Australian judicial jurisdiction over commercial activities occurring in Qiongzhou, once the Lingao Maritime-Commercial Court rendered a judgment, it would certainly be enforced in full.

The Dutch East India Company would permit Australian ships to sail in East Indies and Taiwan waters under equivalent conditions. Australian ships would have the right to enter Batavia and Tayouan for trade at any time. Australians could also establish trading houses there and station consular personnel. Additionally, the Company guaranteed that Australian ships could enter Banten safely and without harassment at any time. Whatever privileges Lingao extended to the Dutch East India Company, the Company would simultaneously extend to Lingao.

Finally: Both parties agreed to station consuls in Batavia and Lingao respectively to protect their respective commercial interests.

Of course, given Lingao's current circumstances, dispatching many ships to Batavia in the near term was impossible—Lingao's fundamental problem remained insufficient transport capacity. But through this step, they could gradually draw those Ming merchants willing to trade in Batavia under Lingao's banner. Historically, Batavia had been a Southeast Asian destination that Chinese sea merchants frequently visited for trade, and neither the Zheng family nor Liu Xiang had much direct involvement in this route. Skaed planned first to wrest control of this trade route from their hands, then collect passage protection fees. After all, the Lingao regime already possessed at least a basic concept of protecting overseas merchants and citizens—a mentality far beyond the petty "mountain king" level of monopolizing routes merely to collect tolls. In other words, the Lingao regime operated on the principle of "taking money and providing protection," while the other sea lords merely practiced "taking money and not causing trouble." The difference was obvious at a glance. This very distinction was what allowed the Lingao regime to win more hearts than the Ming government ever had.

After reaching the trade agreement, both parties proceeded to negotiate details concerning specific commodities and customs procedures. Van der Lanthroon understood that the Company's greatest interest lay in dumping spices from the East Indies—one of the few commodities the Dutch could supply in large quantities. The Dutch had already established a tight network for purchasing, storing, and distributing crops in the East Indies. Compared to rice and timber, spices were by far the most convenient product for the Dutch to supply to China. But Lingao was plainly uninterested in spices. Moreover, the agreement had already stipulated that half of all cargo capacity must be devoted to goods from Lingao's designated catalog—which did not include spices. This meant that at most, he could fill only the remaining half of his hold with spices, while the 24% tariff would render spice trade completely unprofitable.

This junior merchant exerted every effort to demand a significant reduction in spice tariffs—at least down to 5%—but Skaed remained unmoved. Although spices could serve as useful entrepôt trade goods, Lingao had never actually sold spices on the mainland and might well be unable to compete with established distributors. If spice trade became profitable, the Dutch would grow too complacent to transport other commodities.

Finally, both parties reached a compromise: the import tariff on spice trade would be 12%, a 50% reduction from the original rate. Van der Lanthroon knew extracting sufficient profit from spices would prove difficult. For this reason, he had to consider what goods to export to Lingao. If suitable commodities could not be found, the Company would have to consider what silver quota to allocate to Lingao. In trade with the Ming, the East India Company's primary export commodity was, in fact, silver.

The silver that the Company transported from Japan, Persia, and Europe disappeared as though swallowed by a black hole in trade with the Ming. The East India Company had long hoped to reverse this situation. From present indications, the Australians had far greater material needs than the Ming, who seemed to require nothing from the outside world. Simply from the specified goods catalog, the East India Company could identify numerous viable trade commodities. Timber and rice—both bulk goods—could be effectively obtained from the East Indies. While rice did not have great export potential in the East Indies proper, the Company maintained trading posts in Siam, where rice was abundant. They could readily establish a Siam-Lingao rice trade route.

The Australian inventory indicated they required large quantities of metal products. But on this point, the Dutch were impotent. In East Asia, aside from copper being Japan's major export commodity, the principal metal exporters were primarily the Ming themselves. Direct importation of copper from Japan, however, was presently difficult. Dutch-Japanese trade had effectively been suspended in recent times. It would be necessary to petition the Batavia Council about opening a channel to obtain Japanese copper as quickly as possible.

The Australians also specified that the Company transport various colors of high-quality woolen cloth, fine and coarse linen, and leather goods. Not only locally popular deerskin, but also rougher goods like cowhide and sheepskin attracted their interest. Besides woolen cloth and linen, which had to be shipped from Europe, leather could be sourced from Basra in Persia—the Persians had ample leather supplies.

As for imports from Lingao, Van der Lanthroon had already made his decision. First came glass products. Lingao's glass goods, including mirrors, came in many styles, were of excellent quality, and commanded prices cheaper than European goods shipped from thousands of miles away. They could be sold in the East Indies, throughout Southeast Asia, and in Persia, serving as trade goods shipped to various destinations. Second was Lingao's white sugar. Judging from the quality of Lingao white sugar that the English had transported to the East Indies, this was a grade of product they had never before encountered—not only far superior to the various local sugar products from across Southeast Asia, but even better than the renowned Fujian and Guangdong sugars that had long been celebrated for their quality. Transported to Persia and Europe, it would fetch premium prices. Then there were the Ming products available for re-export from Lingao.

Van der Lanthroon and Skaed found themselves in immediate agreement on the matter of re-exports. Since trade with the Dutch at Tayouan—whether conducted through Zheng Zhilong or Liu Xiang—suffered from the problem of excessive prices, the Australians of Lingao could very well take their place. Skaed assured him they could supply "without limit" various silk products and raw silk, as well as any Ming commodities the Dutch desired.

Van der Lanthroon found this claim curious. Except for the Portuguese, who held the right to enter Guangzhou on a regular schedule, no merchant from any country had ever dared to boast so boldly. Without relying on Chinese merchants' own vessels to transport goods out of port for trade, it was exceedingly difficult for Europeans to obtain sufficient Chinese goods. After all, until now, all the efforts the Dutch had made along the Chinese coast had failed to achieve this purpose.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 839: Entrepôt Trade

Skaed kept this matter close to his chest, merely indicating that so long as the East India Company was willing to sign a long-term trade agreement, the Lingao side could supply any Ming commodities they required—including the raw silk and silk goods the Dutch most coveted. As for prices, they would undercut both Zheng Zhilong and Liu Xiang. Skaed proposed that the finest "Nanjing silk" at Qiongzhou FOB price would be 110 taels per dan. The Dutch currently paid as much as 145 taels per dan for Nanjing silk transported by Chinese merchants to Tayouan.

This price delighted Van der Lanthroon. If sufficient raw silk could be loaded at Lingao, then ships departing from Batavia need not return immediately to Batavia after unloading. Some vessels could proceed directly north to Tayouan Port and onward to Japan. Copper and silver exported from Japan and transshipped through Tayouan could likewise be brought to Lingao as payment for transactions. Trade route arrangements would become far more flexible than before, and ship transport capacity could be maximized.

Van der Lanthroon immediately expressed willingness to sign the trade agreement. Both parties initialed a draft special trade agreement covering the re-export of Ming commodities. The Department of Colonization and Trade would sell raw silk, silk goods, tea, porcelain, medicinal materials, and sundries to the Dutch East India Company. Both parties agreed upon related prices. Specifically: 2,500 dan of raw silk at 110 taels per dan; 5,000 dan of refined white sugar at 4 taels per dan; 10,000 bolts of silk at an average price of 1.2 taels per bolt; and various other sundries. The Dutch East India Company would prepay 100,000 Spanish Reals to guarantee that Lingao could maintain steady supply through 1631.

The Dutch were not stingy about advance payments in trade. It was precisely through such prepaid deposits that the East India Company could secure cheap and sufficient goods regardless of market fluctuations, rendering their competitors unable to turn a profit.

Because the matter was of such magnitude, Van der Lanthroon lacked authority to formally sign such an agreement, so both parties merely initialed the draft. Of course, this agreement alone was enough to leave Van der Lanthroon so giddy with joy he scarcely knew where he was. This arrangement was far more favorable than the unfulfilled supply agreement that Governor Nauts, stationed at Tayouan, had signed with Zheng Zhilong several years prior. Not only had prices been reduced, but there was also growth in the supply quantity that had long vexed the East India Company.

The signing of this single agreement could make Van der Lanthroon famous throughout Batavia. After all, this was the door to direct China trade that the Dutch East India Company had always dreamed of opening. Now it had actually been accomplished by this minor junior merchant—how could he not be overjoyed?

Whether the agreement could actually be executed remained to be seen. But Van der Lanthroon did not doubt that this band of "Australians" had the capacity to deliver. If the entire agreement could be fulfilled, his own future in the Company would be bright indeed. He might very well become a member of the Dutch East India Company's Batavia Council before long.

Van der Lanthroon struggled to maintain his composure so as not to betray his elation at the negotiating table. Skaed then made several special commodity requests.

Specifically: horse imports.

Throughout Southeast Asia and East Asia, horses were scarce commodities. Not only were the breeds poor and the animals undersized, but the numbers were insufficient as well. Nike had submitted a report to the Planning Institute requesting efforts to expand the horse population and improve breeding efficiency, but he looked down upon the Dian horses that could be obtained from nearby regions. The Dian horse's small stature and wretched pulling power made it of little use for Lingao's industry, agriculture, or military. Mongolian horses, while passable, could not be obtained in large quantities, and frankly, everyone looked down upon them too. Both the military and the Agricultural Department called loudly for quality riding horses and draft horses to be obtained as soon as possible.

Obviously, relying on Nike and his apprentices and helpers at Gaoshan Ridge to perform artificial insemination on their own—even if one stallion could cover 200 mares a year—given the current base population of horses, many years of self-breeding would be required before they could supply sufficient numbers. Purchasing large quantities of horses from external sources was plainly the only viable path. Moreover, their current stallion resources were far from ideal—besides a pair of Tieling draft horses, they possessed only a single retired racehorse.

Although the various famous horse breeds the Senators coveted were almost all found on the opposite side of the globe, the biological department under the Agricultural Department had confirmed that horses meeting Senator requirements were indeed produced in Persia and India. These could serve as the urgently needed riding horses and draft horses.

After research by the biological department under the Agricultural People's Committee, they concluded that several types of horses could be imported through the Dutch.

First was the Japanese Nanbu horse. This was a small strain from the "raiki" lineage produced in northern Honshu. Adult horses could reach approximately 150cm at the shoulder, considerably taller and more robust than the 120-130cm average shoulder height of Mongolian horses. They could serve as either riding horses or draft animals. This breed had been purchased and employed by allied forces during the Second Opium War, becoming the mounts for allied artillery and supply units. At that time, the allied forces had purchased several thousand horses across Southeast Asia and Japan to supplement their strength, and they rated the Nanbu horse highest of all. This was the horse breed closest to Lingao that could provide a relatively large quantity all at once.

Another was the Marwari horse from India. This breed was said to descend from crossbreeds of the warhorses used by Alexander's armies, allegedly carrying Turkmen and Arabian horse bloodlines. It had evolved in India into a breed that could thrive in arid and barren terrain and was widely used across the Indian subcontinent as mounts for both armies and nobility. Its greatest advantage was that this horse was already in widespread use on the Indian subcontinent, which obviously gave it a significant edge in adapting to Hainan Island's climate compared to other breeds.

Van der Lanthroon was not particularly enthusiastic about the business of transporting horses. Among goods shipped across the sea, livestock were the most troublesome to transport. Horses were sensitive animals, prone to becoming startled and dying during sea voyages. They had exacting feed requirements and demanded large amounts of drinking water. They also occupied enormous cargo hold space. So although horses commanded high prices in East Asia, the East India Company had little interest in transporting them.

Of course, since the Dutch were the "sea coachmen," they would not refuse any goods their customers required. The East India Company had even transported elephants in Southeast Asia—not because the Dutch needed them, naturally. Now that the Australians, who had promised to open the golden door of China trade, needed horses, the East India Company would do its duty and would go through fire and water to obtain them. Furthermore, Skaed had already made clear that "generous prices" would be offered for horses.

"This matter—I will most certainly do my utmost for Your Excellency," Van der Lanthroon said respectfully.

Transporting Nanbu horses presented temporary difficulties—the Hirado trading post was currently closed. But transporting Indian horses posed no problem. The Company already had trade routes to India and trading posts established there. Additionally, he could request the Persian trading post to purchase some horses as well. Of course, horses from both sources would not come cheap.

"Of course, of course." Skaed nodded. "Besides these several types of horses, I know that Europe possesses many excellent breeds..."

"It will take a very long time," Van der Lanthroon said. "If you require European horses, I will only be able to deliver them at least three and a half to four years from now. And frankly speaking, I fear the price will be unacceptably high."

"Indeed." Skaed sighed with regret. "But I still hope to obtain some fine European horses." He then submitted a list of breeding horses.

Van der Lanthroon took it and glanced down. He stared in astonishment for several minutes. The list enumerated excellent horse breeds common across Europe. It was remarkably comprehensive—light, medium, and heavy types; warm-blooded and cold-blooded alike. There were many breeds even Van der Lanthroon himself did not recognize.

"Good Lord!" Van der Lanthroon muttered quietly. "You have studied horses quite thoroughly."

"We are genuinely fond of horses. Unfortunately, there are not enough quality horses here." Skaed laughed heartily. "As long as you bring me the horses alive and kicking, the price is negotiable. Oh, and I want no geldings. All horses must be young, not over two years of age. And fertile."

"I will do my utmost to serve Your Excellency." Van der Lanthroon bowed respectfully. "I am Your Excellency's faithful servant."

That evening, Skaed hosted a reception to celebrate the trade agreement between the two parties. Skaed was beaming. Reaching a trade agreement with the Dutch was highly advantageous for Lingao. First, it effectively alleviated gaps in material supply. Second, the other party shipped at their own expense, delivering directly to the door—the ideal arrangement for Lingao, which suffered from severe shortages of transport capacity. And this entrepôt trade arrangement, he believed, fundamentally solved the "foreign exchange" problem. Not to mention that the Dutch had also promised to prepay an advance of 100,000 Reals. Of course, Skaed harbored many more ideas about entrepôt trade.

As for reaching an agreement with the Dutch to purchase horses—while this was greatly appreciated by the Agricultural Department and the military—Skaed considered it incidental, merely icing on the cake. Without horses, development would not stagnate, but without grain, timber, and the other specified catalog commodities, the impact would be on the entire situation.

Van der Lanthroon attended the reception in the newly decorated trading house hall. The brilliant light emanating from the electric lamps and the abundance of exquisite glassware and bone china employed at the banquet left him dumbstruck. Although the gathering was not large, as a junior merchant of the East India Company, being hosted at a banquet by a high official who ranked among the nine members of the Senate's Executive Committee made this minor Zeeland nobleman feel enormously honored. After all, in Batavia, he did not even possess the qualifications to attend the Governor's small banquets. Van der Lanthroon gulped down copious quantities of rum mixed with sugar and fruit juice at the reception, and finally passed out and had to be carried away.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 840: The Role of Hong Kong

Gonzalez gazed at Van der Lanthroon sprawled on the bed, dead drunk and snoring thunderously. He could not help but frown. The room reeked of alcohol fumes, making sleep impossible.

"Has no tolerance for drink, yet insists on overindulging." Gonzalez stroked his little mustache. He too had drunk a fair amount. In that godforsaken place called Batavia, alcohol was scarce, of poor quality, and expensive. The most popular beverage was the beer the Dutch drank incessantly—a brew that held absolutely no appeal for Southern Europeans accustomed to wine, who dismissed it as "piss."

At the reception, rum had been served, along with fruit wines brewed at the demonstration farm by Xue Ziliang and several other enthusiasts. Although Lingao could not grow grapes suited for winemaking, the farms and communes promoted "ten-edge" planting and courtyard economy, so considerable quantities of fruit were cultivated. Besides supplying the army, students, and workers, the surplus was mostly used for wine-making. When Xue Ziliang lived in America, home brewing had been a hobby, and he had even owned specialized small fermentation equipment, so he was intimately familiar with the process.

The fruit wines produced by these small-scale brewing workshops were varied in type but modest in quantity, primarily reserved for Senators and formal banquets. A few reached the shops as special provisions for the upper echelons among the naturalized citizens.

Gonzalez had naturally not squandered this rare opportunity to drink heartily—Spanish soldiers were second to none when it came to drinking. He had successively polished off several bottles of apple wine, jackfruit wine, and wild fruit wine, then consumed copious amounts of rum in one go, all while appearing entirely unchanged. He then went to chat up Miss Mendoza, who served as interpreter—he had not seen a "woman from the homeland" in far too long. Although this charming woman spoke Spanish peppered with many words he could not understand and bore an unfamiliar accent, Gonzalez surmised she must be a Creole from the American colonies. He immediately became exceedingly warm and courted her enthusiastically. Though he could tell she was also somewhat fond of him, whenever he drew too close, she would slip away. This puzzled Gonzalez greatly.

Although Miss Mendoza felt warmth at encountering a European who also spoke Spanish, the smell emanating from this Spanish soldier was nauseating. In truth, Gonzalez's hygiene habits were better than most of his contemporaries—serving in a place like Batavia, one could not survive without frequent bathing. After arriving in Lingao and checking into the sailors' lodge, he had also been compelled to bathe.

After the reception concluded, he and Leibtrini returned to their lodging room. Although the trading house could provide single rooms, Van der Lanthroon, fearing he would spend too much of the Company's funds, had insisted on a triple room. By 17th-century inn standards, this triple room could be considered luxurious and comfortable. But with this drunkard in the room, the place had become somewhat unbearable. The Italian was likewise struggling to tolerate the smell wafting from the Dutchman.

"How about we step outside for another drink?" Gonzalez asked in Italian. As a soldier of the King of Spain, he had served in Italy, and many of his comrades-in-arms had also been Italians.

"By all means. I would be quite delighted." Leibtrini's primary task was to draw, and wandering about observing things fell well within his mission. He thought for a moment. "But we have no interpreter."

"We need no interpreter." Gonzalez produced a Real coin. "This is the interpreter."

"What if we become lost?"

"They will find us and bring us back." Gonzalez said carelessly. "Don't you want to find a woman?"



"The Dutch seem even happier about the results of this negotiation than we are." After the reception concluded, a group from the Department of Colonization and Trade gathered in the office building's conference room. Hong Shuiyin, the Commercial Representative stationed in Hong Kong who had been temporarily recalled for the negotiations, spoke first. He had been recalled because Xu Tianqi, who possessed the best German among the Senators, had already departed for the mainland, leaving Hong Shuiyin as the only one who could communicate fluently in German.

"Of course they are. The Dutch have been played miserably by Zheng Zhilong. Now that they have finally encountered honest people like us, how could they not be delighted?" Skaed was well pleased. The trade agreement signed with the Dutch East India Company several days prior had been approved by the Senate after three readings. Although everyone held no particular affection for the Dutch, this agreement was genuinely too advantageous for the Lingao regime.

"I still propose listing Hong Kong as an entrepôt port." Hong Shuiyin made his proposal once more.

The large quantities of Ming commodities the Dutch required were currently traded primarily through Zhangzhou Bay—meaning goods were shipped mainly from Fujian. This trade channel was currently controlled by Zheng Zhilong. It was not that the Dutch did not wish to trade in Guangdong; Guangdong trade was largely monopolized by the Portuguese. In terms of supply convenience, however, Guangdong actually surpassed Fujian as a source of export products.

The mainland commodities sold to the Dutch—including raw silk, silk goods, sundries, and medicinal materials—could in fact be traded directly with the Dutch at the Hong Kong station, eliminating an intermediate transshipment and storage step. This would free up transport capacity between the mainland and Lingao that was currently devoted to loading mainland commodities for Dutch trade. The spices the Dutch were so desperately trying to sell could also be traded in Hong Kong—the Hong Kong station could purchase them and sell locally or pass them to the Guangzhou station for sale, pocketing the price difference.

Through trade with the Dutch, Hong Kong could become an entrepôt port just as it had in the old timeline, expanding Hong Kong's influence as a trading port on the mainland and building momentum for the Empire to control the Chinese merchant trade route to Batavia.

"Additionally, we can utilize the Dutch's empty cargo space. We currently specify half the freight capacity. Suppose Dutch ships arrive carrying half rice and half spices. After their ships unload rice at Lingao, they still must proceed to Hong Kong to unload spices. We can make full use of the half of their hold that is already empty, entrusting Dutch ships to transport goods we need transshipped to Hong Kong and Guangzhou."

This proposal greatly appealed to Skaed—after all, the biggest headache for the Department of Colonization and Trade at present was insufficient transport capacity. Now they could not only conserve transport capacity but actually leverage the Dutch's capacity. Hong Shuiyin's suggestion was attractive indeed.

Skaed nodded repeatedly. "Mm, this idea is quite excellent."

"Actually, there is no urgency to open Sanya." Hong Shuiyin continued. "Except for slaves, most of the goods the Dutch bring there cannot be absorbed locally and have to be shipped back to Lingao or Hong Kong by ourselves. And the goods sold to the Dutch from the Sanya side are also mainly transported from Lingao. It amounts to adding an extra step for nothing."

Skaed was moved by his words. Building Sanya into an international trading port was indeed in the Senate's plan. Now that international merchants had arrived, rejecting them seemed inappropriate. After some thought, he concluded that since Sanya's planning was intended to be "long-term" anyway, focusing energy on Hong Kong for now posed no great problem.

"But Hong Kong is still under construction. If we truly open it, can you handle things there?"

"The Dutch will not dispatch ships immediately. I expect at least the second half of the year before they send the first batch of ships. By then, our basic construction will be mostly complete, and the Guangzhou station's work will have resumed. At most, the Dutch will send two or three ships. We can manage."

Skaed nodded. If so, he would need to discuss with Ji An, the Customs Director, about establishing a new customs office in Hong Kong and conducting clearance directly there to simplify procedures.

"This way you can truly spread your wings," he said.

"Yes, otherwise what exactly is a Commercial Representative doing in Hong Kong?" Hong Shuiyin said without disguising his ambition. "Hong Kong's development potential is still somewhat limited. But it serves well enough as Guangzhou's outer port."

Therefore, in the final trade agreement draft, Hong Kong was added to the list of open trading ports.

However, among the open ports, stationing a consul was limited to Lingao only. And the question of whom to send to Batavia as consul became a new problem.

Hong Shuiyin firmly refused this opportunity—despite being the Senator with the best German. He simply did not wish to go, claiming that someone fluent in Spanish or other languages could equally well serve in Batavia. Had they not observed that the Dutch entourage included Spaniards and Italians?

The Senate was hesitant about dispatching a Senator to serve as consul in Dutch territory. There were few Senators, and each one's knowledge and skills were precious. Placing a Senator thousands of kilometers away in potentially hostile territory, with uncertain returns, was a dubious proposition. The Senator sent could not be of low caliber either—he had to know a foreign language capable of communicating with the Dutch, possess considerable negotiating ability, and enjoy good physical health. If anything went wrong, the Senate would be entirely unable to help.

The Foreign Intelligence Bureau was most interested in sending a consul—this represented an opportunity to openly dispatch intelligence personnel. But the risks were even greater than dispatching to the Ming, and Batavia was not presently a primary strategic target, so the Intelligence Bureau also did not display excessive enthusiasm.

Yet sending no consul at all seemed like a lost opportunity. After all, the other party could station a consul in Lingao, and dispatching a consul could also spread Australian influence among the Chinese population in Batavia. After some discussion, Wang Yan from the Foreign Intelligence Bureau proposed a compromise: send a consul to Tayouan in Taiwan.

Compared to Batavia, the Taiwan strategy was a matter for the next few years. An intelligence officer in Tayouan would prove far more useful than one in Batavia, and if anything happened, the distance from Hainan to Taiwan was considerably shorter.

"But this makes no sense," Skaed objected at the meeting. "Our trade agreement was signed with the Batavia authorities. Unless they transfer jurisdiction over trade with us to the Tayouan Council, it would be difficult for us to propose stationing a consul permanently at an unrelated port."
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Chapter 845

After extensive deliberation, although some proposed simply sending a naturalized citizen or hiring an influential local from Macau—or even from Batavia itself—to serve as consul (in the 17th century, hiring foreigners as consuls was quite common), Skaed felt that squandering such an excellent opportunity to directly observe and influence Batavia would be regrettable.

"Diplomats are the best spies," Jiang Shan declared solemnly to a group of Senators from the Intelligence Bureau, gathered in the Intelligence Bureau's office building. "It would be too great a pity to forfeit this opportunity!"

"If there is no suitable candidate, I am willing to go." One person in the conference room spoke up.

This individual was in his thirties, with a long face and beard, and a pair of piercing black eyes. He wore his hair in a topknot and presented an appearance both scholarly and chivalrous. He was clad in a blue pleated robe—attire that immediately identified him as a Senator intelligence officer receiving mainland deployment training in Class B of the Intelligence Bureau's training program.

"I know English, German, French, and Latin, and can read Spanish—though I cannot understand it by ear," he said. "Knowing German means there will be no great obstacle in communicating with the Dutch."

"Old Zhao, you should not go. We are about to receive people from Zhejiang, and then we will have large-scale transfers of mainland population. The layout in the Two Jiangnan regions is extremely important." Jiang Shan immediately rejected the idea. "If you leave now, it will take at least three or four months to effectively settle in, and at least half a year to get things moving. If you go to Batavia, all the training work up to now will have been wasted."

The main work of the Intelligence Bureau in the second half of 1631 was to obtain and transfer population on a large scale from the Jiangsu-Zhejiang-Anhui region. The station to be opened in Hangzhou would serve as a crucial node in the Intelligence Bureau's southeastern network. Naturally, Jiang Shan was unwilling to see his overall plan disrupted.

In the end, following standard recruitment principles, a volunteer was recruited from the Finance sector to go to Batavia—fortunately, a consul was a public identity and required no cover training.

The volunteer willing to go to Batavia as consul was a Senator named Xue Ruowang. He was a certified public accountant and certified tax accountant. Within the Finance sector, he specialized in constructing fiscal and tax systems. Tired of building systems and doing fiscal work, he longed to venture out and see if there might be other, more exciting work to be done. Xue Ruowang knew neither German nor Spanish but was proficient in English, French, and classical Latin. If push came to shove, he could manage in Batavia. Fortunately, the Finance sector had a fair number of personnel. Cheng Dong confirmed he could be released.

"The scale of Dutch financial operations in the 17th century was remarkable. Placing someone familiar with finance in Batavia might reveal some opportunities." When Skaed learned that someone was willing to go, he was pleased. "Also, we can introduce some modern international trade systems into our import-export trade with the Dutch. Or simply open a bank branch in Batavia..." Skaed spoke with mounting enthusiasm.

"We will discuss this later, later." Jiang Shan interjected. "First we need to get Old Xue settled in Batavia before anything else."

So the final decision on the consul to be stationed in Batavia was Xue Ruowang. This made the Senator, who had long been buried in ledgers and numbers, overjoyed.

"After I arrive in Batavia, I will strive to establish a Batavia branch as quickly as possible..." he said excitedly.

"To be honest, I am worried about your future." Yan Ming, the president of Delong Bank, said with a face full of melancholy at the Finance sector's farewell banquet. "You must be careful in that godforsaken place. Whatever you do, don't catch a tropical disease. Even if we immediately dispatch a doctor to save you, it would be too late..."

These words immediately deflated Xue Ruowang's enthusiasm by nine-tenths. Although before the transmigration everyone had been vaccinated with as many vaccines as possible—including some vaccines typically administered only when traveling abroad to Africa or Southeast Asia—many vaccines did not remain effective indefinitely with a single immunization. Some had validity periods that were close to expiring. Although the biological laboratory's vaccine development work had made great progress, there remained a long way to go before restoring 21st-century immunization levels.

"It's fine. If the Dutch can survive there, so can I," Xue Ruowang said with feigned bravado. "Besides, there are quite a few Chinese there. I will be careful and will be fine."

Before departure, Xue Ruowang received a "survival box."

"This is what the organization has prepared for you." Skaed pointed to this small box of exquisite workmanship—an outer rattan cushioning layer, an inner stamped tin lining, and an animal hide interior for moisture-proofing.

The box was quite small, equipped with a special carrying strap so it could be conveniently worn on one's person. When necessary, one could simply grab it and flee.

Inside the box were medicines specially prepared by the Health Department for the local conditions of Batavia. There were antimalarial drugs, antivenom, antibiotics, and various other emergency medicines and wilderness survival tools. Finally, there were 50 Portuguese gold coins.

"I hope you never have to use this," Skaed said.

"I hope so too."

As was customary, Xue Ruowang would bring his life secretary along. Xue Ruowang had once very much hoped to acquire a Dutch woman in Batavia, but people at the Department of Colonization and Trade thought this unlikely. The Dutch rarely shipped European women there; even the few women present were invariably other men's wives.

After the decision was made to go to Batavia, Xue Ruowang's life secretary received confidential training at the Political Security General Bureau's classified communications class, learning ciphers and radio operations. Through the radio, the Department of Colonization and Trade could effectively monitor Batavia's commercial and political situation.



Excerpts from Leibtrini's Correspondence with His Venetian Friend

Dear Friend,

I am delighted to be able to write to you. Since arriving in the Far East, all manner of strange sights have been constantly flooding my mind. It is a great honor to share these wonders with you. And being able to visit Lingao has truly opened my eyes.

As a Company employee, I was permitted to visit the city that the so-called Australians have established on Hainan Island—Lingao. After obtaining a formal trade agreement, we were permitted to move freely and observe the city built by this race we had never before encountered.

You surely know that as a painter, I have a strong interest in observing things. Whether during the sea voyage to the Far East, in Batavia, or in various parts of the East Indies, whatever scenery I witnessed with my own eyes, I would endeavor to record in my sketchbook. In Lingao, I naturally had the same compulsion, not to mention that this was also one of the reasons the Company sent me as an employee.

...

Mr. Gonzalez, the Spaniard, and I left the trading house at night. The door attendant did not restrict our comings and goings, merely using a sign written in multiple languages to remind us not to leave the East Gate Market area after dark. To ensure we could return to the trading house, he also gave us a small paper card bearing some manner of writing—which I believe to be Chinese characters. As long as we showed the card to passersby on the road, we could be smoothly guided back to the trading house.

East Gate Market at night was no different from during the day. The glass lampshades of the streetlamps lining the streets emitted brilliant light, illuminating the roads so brightly that even a dropped button could be easily found upon the ground. The streetlamps existed not only on the main streets but also in the side roads and alleys—merely less densely placed and more dimly lit.

Obviously, on such nights without darkness, East Gate Market's public security surpassed that of any city I knew. Light had driven away the evildoer's best cover—darkness itself.

Mr. Gonzalez and I wandered the streets until midnight. Even when pedestrians had grown few, we still felt entirely safe. Not only did we feel this way, but the shops that remained open until late at night clearly shared our sense of security.

Out of curiosity, Mr. Gonzalez and I ventured deep into the remote alleys. It truly astonished me: the streets of East Gate Market, whether main thoroughfares or back lanes, were all immaculately clean and tidy—this was genuinely miraculous. We could not discern traces of garbage or excrement in any corner. Every inch of road surface was paved with flagstones, gravel, bricks, or hard black sand, so there was no standing sewage anywhere. It was not difficult to understand why the Australians enforced strict quarantine measures for any foreigners entering their territory. In such a clean and sanitary city, epidemics would indeed be difficult to break out.

To ensure hygiene, they had placed rattan baskets for collecting garbage in many locations. All refuse was deposited within them. Public toilets were likewise established on street corners everywhere. Of course, these two provisions alone were insufficient to ensure hygiene. As you know, many nobles and personages of importance relieve themselves—even defecate—beneath the staircases of their own and others' palaces without any regard, even though the palaces possess toilets. I can only conclude that under Australian rule, the moral standards of the local populace have been greatly elevated.

We had originally planned to seek out a tavern for a drink, but the exotic sights along the streets of East Gate Market had captivated us. We frequently entered the shops lining the street to examine the wares within. The shopowners and assistants did not seem surprised by Europeans, as if they encountered Europeans regularly. Later we learned that there were indeed Europeans among the Australians. Of course, how these Europeans had become Australians, we had no means of knowing.

The goods sold in the shops were abundant. Almost all the Chinese goods commonly seen in East Asia could be found here, and the prices were not especially expensive. There was a generous supply of local fruits, and there were even shops specializing in selling fruits and fruit products—preserved fruits in particular were available in great quantities. Obviously, they suffered no shortage of sugar supply.

The Australians have a distinctive approach to producing various snacks. You would be hard-pressed to find a shop elsewhere that sold so many varieties of confections. We entered a shop specializing in candy. The shelves were lined with glass jars filled with all manner of colorful sweets. Even my brush could not have reproduced the colors and shapes of these candies in such a short time. They emitted various sweet and fragrant aromas that were simply intoxicating.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 842: Leibtrini's Observations

If I could secure such an abundant supply of candy in Italy, opening a shop that catered specifically to nobles and dignitaries might very well make me rich. But here, candy prices were remarkably cheap. Out of curiosity, Mr. Gonzalez spent one Real and purchased an entire large bag of assorted candies. The sweets were packaged in small waxed paper bags, exquisitely made. The shop gave us a straw-woven bag to carry the candy—the bag itself could be called a work of art.

The most peculiar pastime was their tobacco. You surely know that this plant from the New World is currently fashionable around the globe. People have devised various different methods for enjoying it. But in Lingao, there existed a new way of consuming tobacco. They manufacture it into long paper rolls for sale—white paper rolled into delicate tubes about as thick as a pen, evenly filled with shredded tobacco. They call these "cigarettes." Those who smoke them typically use a hollow bamboo, wooden, or stiff paper tube attached to the cigarette, to avoid burning their lips as the cigarette nears its end.

Cigarettes are sold in packs or boxes of ten or twenty, in various colors and patterns. Although each individual cigarette appears much the same to us, the prices vary enormously depending on the color and pattern of the packaging. The most expensive pack could purchase ten packs of the cheapest variety. Neither Mr. Gonzalez nor I could furnish a reasonable explanation for this disparity. To our eyes, apart from the packaging, the two seemed to have no obvious difference.

A form of paper money called "circulation vouchers" is used here. Marco Polo once claimed that the Tatars used paper money in China. I had always been highly skeptical of this assertion—because there is no one in this world who loves silver more than the Chinese. Except for very few goods, the Chinese always insist that the Company pay in silver. But in Lingao, they do indeed employ paper money. The bills are beautifully printed, with intricate and finely executed patterns. Especially on the background, exceedingly delicate line-drawn patterns are traced. Even as a painter, I felt such precise rendering was beyond my capabilities. As for what method they employ to print the patterns in layers onto the paper, that is an even greater mystery. Obviously, they possess highly skilled copperplate engravers.

All the shops here accept paper money. Of course, the shopkeepers are also pleased to accept our Reals, but when making change, they can only provide paper money. For this reason, we were obliged to purchase exactly one Real's worth of goods each time to avoid accumulating piles of paper money worthless outside this place. This shopping method ultimately left us returning laden with purchases.

We lingered in every shop. Each one opened our eyes. I can well understand why the Company was so eager to dispatch a merchant here. Lingao is also a treasure trove for trade—there are many, many novel goods here that we have never seen or even heard of before.

There are even shops here that sell ready-made clothes—this is truly surprising. Without a tailor taking measurements and cutting fabric, how could they produce clothes that fit? Admittedly, Australian clothing by our standards is rather crude and shabby. Their garments use neither woolen cloth nor silk nor leather, only cheap Indian or Chinese cotton and linen. The style of clothing is so simple that it is only marginally better than the attire of the Batavia natives. At the reception celebrating the trade agreement, the Australian Senators in attendance almost universally wore these crude and shabby clothes—such a custom is truly difficult to comprehend.

The clothes sold at the ready-made clothing shops have no style to speak of. It is said this is the standard dress of the Australians and their subjects. Except for certain details, the garments are almost entirely identical, and even the colors are limited to merely a few: black, gray, blue, and brown.

Regarding the Australians and their subjects, based on my observations, this is the situation:

The Australians have clear requirements for their subjects—they must adopt the same attire as the Australians themselves. This includes men shaving their hair very short and women keeping short hair. Regardless of gender, all wear "Australian-style" clothing, which is the simple clothing that Australians of all ranks wear, as I described earlier. They call them "uniforms."

Whether they are native soldiers the Australians have recruited and trained locally, their hired workers, farmers laboring on their behalf, commercial personnel, or others—all without distinction wear clothing of identical style. Certain groups, such as the military, have slightly specialized clothing. Others are distinguished by various ornaments, markings, and special equipment—similar to our heraldry.

Just as we saw on the night streets, there were special police officers on duty. Their clothes were exactly the same as those sold in the ready-made shops. The conical hat, white leggings, small cloth patch at the collar, and cloth badge on the chest distinguished him from others. Of course, he also carried a short wooden club as a weapon.

Using this method, I think the only advantage is that it facilitates mass production. Obviously, the Australians feel obligated to provide clothing for all their subjects. To clothe tens of thousands of people, the style must be simplified as much as possible to facilitate production.

As for why they provide uniform clothing for their subjects, I have not determined. We initially surmised that perhaps it was to allow the Australians to distinguish their subjects from the local Chinese at a glance—after all, they all have Chinese faces. But this was disproved when Mr. Gonzalez had no difficulty purchasing a set of the same style of clothing at a clothes shop. Obviously, anyone can purchase this plain and simple clothing. And many of the common people we saw on the streets of East Gate Market still wore traditional Chinese clothing with topknots.

Setting aside reasons we cannot fathom, the obvious explanation should be that the Australians love uniformity. This is evident from how they regulate their subjects' attire. Not only that, but the various buildings we observed in East Gate Market also exuded a sense of uniformity. Although from the exterior these closely packed buildings were varied and of different heights, in their details, all buildings were constructed following nearly identical patterns. In my view, all buildings in East Gate Market were assembled from the same structures and dimensions in different configurations.

The Australians employ completely identical building materials on a large scale. Fired bricks are their most commonly used building material—the primary material of all buildings. Most are red, though some are blue. The texture is solid and fine, obviously the result of high-temperature firing. I carefully observed several buildings along the street. They generally use three different sizes of bricks. Each size of brick is employed in different parts, but follows the same usage principle on every building. The windows, doors, steps, and railings they use on buildings, based on my observation, can all be attributed to several completely identical types. Obviously, these building accessories are mass-produced at some workshop according to a few fixed sizes and geometric shapes, rather than fabricated on-site by craftsmen. Using this method should considerably accelerate the construction of houses. It must be through employing such methods that the Australians were able to build a prosperous city here in just a few years.

Unlike the Chinese or European buildings I have seen, East Gate Market houses have almost no decoration whatsoever. Whether on roofs, eaves, or walls, you cannot detect a trace of carving, sculpture, or murals. Walls are simply painted white or black, or sometimes the bare brick is left exposed. In Batavia and along the Chinese coast, I observed that the Chinese love to carve detailed bas-reliefs or apply various colorful paintings on the beams and columns of their houses. But here, wooden structures are merely coated with the simplest layer of paint.

There is a peculiar sense of uniformity pervading this place. After discovering the characteristics of the buildings, I suddenly realized that many things in East Gate Market were the same: streetlights, garbage baskets, street signs... even the people walking on the streets bore a curious resemblance to one another. This is a feeling I cannot adequately describe.

Our walk was most pleasant. No one disturbed us on the main streets, and the shopkeepers were uniformly friendly. We discovered a church of the Holy Church in East Gate Market—this truly overjoyed us. As you know, in Batavia, the fanatical Puritans forbid us from praying and compel us to attend their services. Now, under Australian rule in Lingao, there actually existed a Catholic church.

This church, from its appearance, was both simple and elegant. More importantly, it was relatively "non-standard." Its appearance reminded me of the little churches found in the small towns of my homeland. The church door stood open, and bright light shone from the windows—this was the sacred glow that made us feel warm. We immediately went inside.

...

Wu Shimang yawned continuously but still had to maintain a serious expression. He was supervising John Dermot, an apprentice friar from Ireland, painting murals on the wall. The East Gate Market church had recently been renovated—Daoquanzi the Taoist Master had just refurbished an already abandoned old temple in Lingao County town, held a consecration ceremony, and made it the official base of the New Taoism. This stirred a competitive spirit in Wu Shimang, prompting him to crack down hard on both hardware and software improvements. The East Gate Market church had not been built very long, so of course it could not be demolished and rebuilt. But Pastor Wu felt the interior of the church remained too austere and lacked impact. The arrival of Jin Lige and others provided him with free renovation workers. Painting murals, installing stained glass, and using tiles for interior decoration were all placed on the agenda. Shortly after Jin Lige and his apprentice arrived in Lingao, they were put to work on mural painting and interior decoration of the entire monastery.

These two priests worked from dawn to dusk painting murals, sculpting plaster statues, and even reluctantly participated in creating stained glass windows—of course, this was not solely for religious service. The Propaganda and Architecture departments likewise required new art forms for their respective purposes.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 843: The Sinners

"Working overtime every night—the gas bill is appalling." Dean Wu was fairly satisfied with the Jesuit priests' work, but harbored some complaints about them laboring through the nights as well. The pious priests refused to abandon their daytime work of preaching and spreading the faith, insisting on reserving the artistic labor for nighttime hours. This caused Dean Wu some distress—the Fuel Department refused to offer discounts on gas fees to religious venues under the Religious Affairs Office system and would not charge at the "internal allocation price," insisting instead on billing at "general commercial" rates.

And the Lingao Church system received virtually no fiscal appropriation support—more than ninety percent of expenses had to be self-raised by the Lingao Church. Of course, Dean Wu had the backing of the Jesuits, that great money source, providing everything from manpower to finances. Otherwise, he truly did not know how he would maintain church operations. The church's properties were limited, and the believers they had developed were mostly poor people and Li tribespeople. Though "fanatical" in their piety, they could not produce much money for offerings.

"Have to make Propaganda and the Architecture Department fork out some blood," he muttered to himself. "And Hu Qingbai's place too. Have Father Jin give sculpture and art classes, charging fees on the side..."

The entrance of Gonzalez and Trini immediately caught his attention. He naturally knew about the recent arrival of the Dutch East India Company representatives—not only did he know, he had also seen photographs and brief introductions of the three principal representatives. So the moment these two entered, he recognized them.

Spaniards and Italians were both Catholics, so from the moment the Magdeburg submitted its crew list and accepted quarantine, the Political Security Bureau and Colonial Trade Department had issued notices reminding the various Catholic churches in Lingao that Gonzalez and Trini might enter the church, instructing all departments to prepare reception and propaganda work.

Wu Shimang had presided over church work for several years and had dealt with Europeans most frequently, understanding their religious sentiments exceedingly well. Spaniards were especially noted for their fervent religious feelings, so after just a few words upon entering, this old Spanish soldier—a rogue at heart—became so emotionally moved he nearly had tears in his eyes. Mr. Trini, being Italian, was not particularly zealous in religious matters, but during the several years in Batavia, he had enjoyed absolutely no religious freedom, being compelled to participate in Protestant ceremonies every day and feeling profoundly repelled. This made him fervent about his originally lukewarm Catholic faith.

Wu Shimang had worked in marketing in the old timeline and had served as a human resources trainer, originally possessing a full repertoire of smooth-talking skills. In this timeline, he had long been immersed among religious people, encountering missionaries most frequently. His talent for persuasion had advanced even further, and in no time at all he made these two Europeans feel incomparably warm in their hearts.

As for Father Jin Lige and his disciples who were working, being able to see two fellow believers from European lands thousands of miles away naturally pleased them greatly as well. Both parties soon struck up lively conversation. The three spoke happily in Italian, which they all understood. Wu Shimang stood aside with a charming smile—though he could not understand a single word, he did not mind in the least. He carried a voice recorder with him. Soon the content of their conversation would be delivered to the Political Security Bureau, where Senators who understood Italian would be asked to translate.

The two visited the church, praising its scale and structure considerably. Trini paid particular attention to the details. As an Italian draftsman, he himself was proficient or at least passable in multiple crafts—this was a common characteristic of Italian artists since the Renaissance. A painter was often also sculptor, metalworker, architect, or even engineer. Da Vinci was merely the most accomplished among them.

Trini examined the murals and sculptures under construction on the walls, revealing a somewhat contemptuous smile. In this professional artist's view, Father Jin Lige and his disciples' skill was still lacking. Jesuit missionaries going to China and Japan learned astronomy, mathematics, physics, and art for missionary purposes before departing for East Asia, but their professional standards were generally not particularly high.

Though out of courtesy he refrained from commenting on this, he shifted his gaze from the walls to other areas and soon noticed the stained glass windows being installed on both sides of the chapel under construction. The patterns were not of religious subjects but depicted large landscapes—somewhat similar to the simplified line-style paintings Trini had seen on medieval tapestries: boundless fields rolling with golden waves of wheat; numerous red houses standing with enormous chimneys; densely planted orchards on green hillsides with white flocks of sheep grazing below; boats returning with full loads upon the azure sea...

These patterns were simple yet vivid, quite different from traditional church decorative glass windows. Trini observed carefully, attempting to divine the meaning expressed within. Obviously, these glass mosaic paintings were expressing a vision of beautiful and abundant life...

Under the glow of gas lamps, climbing on scaffolding and carefully installing glass pieces into iron frames was a group of women and half-grown children. They wore uniform undyed plain cloth short tunics. Each worked silently and carefully, installing and fixing glass pieces to the frames.

"Who are they?" Trini asked, somewhat surprised. Obviously these people were neither monks nor nuns. But some aura of asceticism emanated from them.

"Some poor sinners." Father Jin Lige made the sign of the cross. "May God save their souls."

These people were "bandit dependents"—"sinners"—under the Monastery's management. Beginning with the Thirteen Villages bandit suppression campaign, bandits with less severe offenses were released home after a period of education and hard labor upon capture. Those meeting qualifications were accepted for recruitment or enlistment. But the families of those extremely evil bandits killed in the suppression had to receive "special disposition." Young and middle-aged men were sent to labor camps and organized into specialized labor teams. Women and minors were transferred to the Lingao Monastery for "re-education" and "reformation" while performing simple work. The purpose was brainwashing—weakening the hatred mentality so they could become useful members of society in the future, rather than "destabilizing factors."

Although "reformation" work was housed in the monastery, it was actually jointly managed by several departments, with the Political Security Bureau serving as the guiding department. After a set period, the Security Bureau would evaluate and score the "sinners." Those considered adequately "reformed," meeting the IVB level—"unreliable, but usable"—would be released and relocated to new locations for resettlement. Those considered to have shown "insignificant educational effects" would be transferred to labor camps for "disposal."

The priests did not oppose this work—in Europe, monasteries taking in and supervising "sinners" was not uncommon. Moreover, the priests believed that the Australian secular government being willing to entrust this work to the Church represented reliance on and trust in the Church, so they approached "reformation work" with considerable enthusiasm.

As for Dean Wu, he naturally did not oppose it even more—for him it meant free labor. The "sinners" worked in dedicated shoe and garment factories opened by the Light Industry Department, which paid the Church a per-head fee to cover their food and clothing expenses. The remainder naturally subsidized church construction. So Dean Wu was quite satisfied with this system.

During the pacification operations in northern Qiong, there had been a constant stream of "sinners" being sent over. Initially, the personnel accepted were limited to "bandit dependents," but the category later expanded to include families of all "hostile elements" that had been eliminated. Thus Dean Wu always maintained a considerable number of "sinners" on hand.

Mr. Trini, however, was quite moved. He too made the sign of the cross, murmuring prayers. At this point, Gonzalez spoke: "Father, I wish to confess."

When the two departed, they donated ten Spanish reales to the church.

"Only ten Spanish silver coins!" Wu Shimang smiled broadly as he saw them off, but inwardly felt rather contemptuous—he had originally thought that with Gonzalez's demeanor, he would produce at least fifty silver coins. Just now Father Jin Lige had even heard their confessions—these two had been under the Dutch for a long time, compelled to perform Protestant religious ceremonies and failing to observe fasting according to Catholic rules, leaving them feeling most uneasy. So they had made a thorough confession. As for the contents of the confession, he would not know until tomorrow noon—the Senator who understood Italian would not listen to the recording until the following morning. If any secrets could be extracted, he, the great general of the Religious Affairs Office, would claim first credit...

Wu Shimang was profoundly dissatisfied with current religious work—he even felt he had chosen the wrong promotion path back then. He had originally intended to transform the Catholic Church into the "State Church" of the future Transmigrator Empire. To this end, he had long ago drafted numerous specific plans and schemes, including how future dioceses would be divided, how church property would be managed, and more. Dean Wu had even selected the address for the future "Holy City." Even the Crusader Army had a blueprint. In his conception, the future State Church would be an essential force guaranteeing the Transmigrator Empire for thousands of generations. The Church's monastic knight orders and Crusader Army would serve as the Senate's "shield and sword." Of course, he could not be so lacking in vision as to forget armed nuns too... In short, his ambitions were vast.

But the Senate kept an extremely tight hold on the religious system, having absolutely no intention of establishing a State Religion. Nor did they permit him to act freely—they had even created a "Neo-Daoism" to muddy the waters. This left Wu Shimang deeply disappointed. Regarding religious expertise, he was obviously no match for Daoqianzi, who was well-versed in Daoist classics and had developed a systematic approach to reforming the texts. In what he considered his strongest areas—organization, management, and operation—the Senate imposed many restrictions. After much reflection, Wu Shimang concluded that if he did not intend to abandon the religious system, the best approach was still large-scale expansion of believers—especially in Li areas and "New Zones." The Senate believed that missionary work helped stabilize rule over unstable areas. At the same time, the better the missionary results, the more resources he could obtain from the Jesuits.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 844: Return to Guangzhou

Wu De was strongly opposed to the Guangzhou Great World project in the Executive Committee. Besides him, Cheng Dong also stood in opposition. Their reasons were identical: the 1631 budget and material allocation plan had already been completed. Suddenly adding a major project meant all existing plans would have to be redone from scratch. Cheng Dong held a fiercely opposing attitude toward this. The year 1631 marked the first time the Fiscal Comptroller's Office had prepared a formal annual budget. The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign of 1630 had caused economic turbulence—a cascade of problems including sharp declines in imports and exports and currency over-issuance. The Fiscal Comptroller's Office's fiscal measures for 1631 were "moderately tight."

"We may face multiple unexpected events requiring additional budget in 1631," Cheng Dong pointed out. In analysis reports submitted by the Foreign Intelligence Bureau, Military General Administration, and Planning Bureau, it was believed that the Senate would likely confront several major military operations in 1631. Highly probable ones included southwestern border military operations, war against Liu Xiang, and war against Zheng Zhilong. On Hainan Island proper, the northern Qiong pacification war had already entered its final stage; the next step was for the military to enter southern Qiong and begin operations there—an expense that would also be quite considerable. The war funds currently in the budget were certainly insufficient.

"We have not specifically planned for a deficit, but it is entirely imaginable that this year's fiscal budget will certainly run a deficit," Cheng Dong warned. "This has a great impact on stabilizing the value of Circulation Coupons."

Currently, the inflation of Circulation Coupons was temporarily masked. The transmigrators' military victory had greatly expanded their ruled territory, and Circulation Coupons were promoted at bayonet point to all counties of northern Qiong. The social wealth of northern Qiong counties absorbed the purchasing power inflated by Circulation Coupons, effectively supporting their stability and preventing any flaws from showing. One had to remember that the tensest moment had come at the end of 1630, when two-thirds of Lingao's silver reserves had been transferred to Leizhou to purchase sugar goods. At that time, the Fiscal Comptroller's Office had operated in an extremely tense state.

Skaed strongly supported this project: "But once this project is launched, the returns are quite substantial. Most importantly, we will break away from our current extreme dependence on Lingao industry—processing raw materials locally in Guangdong, hiring labor locally, selling locally."

"Since we originally intended to establish light industrial production enterprises in Hong Kong and Guangdong, using Guangdong's manpower and material resources in the vicinity, building a base for large-scale commodity sales cannot be considered wasteful," Zhan Wuya also expressed approval from an industrial perspective.

"As for the financial and material resources needed for construction, I think we can figure something out from Guangzhou locally. Don't simply take the full appropriation path," Li Mei once again brought forward her shareholding approach.

She proposed that Guangzhou Great World absorb private capital in the manner of Great Wave Shipping. Li Mei suggested: State capital would occupy 51%, leaving 49% for stock offerings. Specifically, one approach was to absorb funds directly from local gentry and large households in Guangzhou; another was to absorb private funds through the institutional investor of De Long Guangzhou Branch. Whether to issue stocks or corporate bonds could be discussed separately.

Before the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, De Long Guangzhou Branch had absorbed considerable amounts of deposits through Purple Enterprises and directly. A large portion of these deposits had been employed as trade working capital for the Guangzhou Station and to support development of the Leizhou sugar industry. In the several years of De Long's operation in Guangzhou, considerable credibility had been established. With the current capital situation, investing in Guangzhou Great World was entirely feasible.

As for the large quantities of materials needed for construction, they could be purchased locally in Guangdong, including timber, bricks, tiles, and stones. One could even consider building a building materials factory in Guangzhou or Hong Kong, using Lingao's advanced technology to process and manufacture materials, so even cement could be solved locally in Guangzhou.

Cement was fundamentally an industrial product requiring large quantities of raw materials. Lingao's cement industry relied on externally transported coal, which was not particularly advantageous economically. Although Guangzhou lacked coal mines, at that time many small and medium coal pits were active in Guangdong, so obtaining cheap coal locally was not difficult. As for limestone, clay, and other materials, these were not difficult to obtain near the Pearl River Delta—far better than Lingao's cement factory, which often resorted to burning oyster shells for lime.

Eventually this proposal was also passed in the Executive Committee. It was decided to add the Guangzhou Great World project to the Planning Bureau's 1631 Material Production and Allocation Schedule and fiscal budget as an additional project. Of course, a considerable portion of the funds needed to be self-raised by the project team.



"Master, we have arrived at Tianzi Wharf in Guangzhou." A respectful voice from an attendant came from outside the door.

Guo Yi nodded. The life secretary standing beside him—Yi Liu—responded loudly: "Master knows." His two maids had undergone political vetting and "re-education" after returning to Lingao and now appeared on the Guangzhou Station's roster. Yi Liu was a secretary; Zhi Tao was a classified document clerk.

He rose, and Yi Liu hurriedly lifted the silk cover from a large mirror mounted on the cabin wall so he could inspect his appearance. The man in the mirror was dignified and impressive; every gesture radiated the noble bearing of someone rich and powerful. This sensation left him momentarily dazed: Is this still me? Recalling his appearance when working in the Security Department back then, Guo Yi felt that had been an entirely different person.

"How is Mr. Lü?" he asked. Everyone else was fine—either Senators or naturalized citizens—but Lü Yizhong required close watching. Although this individual had fully exposed his utterly spineless character in the POW camp and left behind a series of "stains"—such as writing peace-advocacy documents to the Viceroy—he could now only work wholeheartedly with the Senators. The Guangzhou Station planned to have him serve as the public figure managing communications with Guangdong officialdom. But the Senators were not particularly confident about this person's reliability.

"Mr. Lü changed clothes just now and is waiting in his cabin to go ashore. Nothing unusual."

"Mm." Guo Yi nodded.

Zhi Tao helped him smooth the wrinkles in his garments. He stood majestically still, waiting for the women to make final adjustments. Then Yi Liu lifted the door curtain for him.

Guo Yi emerged onto the deck. The river wind made him shiver slightly. Looking out, a crowd had already gathered on Tianzi Wharf, with drums and music arrayed in formation. The wharf had been cleared in advance; irrelevant personnel and boats had all been driven aside.

The moment he emerged from the cabin, drums and music immediately struck up grandly on the wharf. Firecrackers and high-rise fireworks crackled and popped. Guo Yi smiled, waving slightly toward the wharf, before descending the gangplank.

Among the crowd welcoming him on the wharf were quite a few local gentry. Guo Yi immediately spotted Liang Cunhou, his face wreathed in smiles; then he saw Gao Ju, whose plump countenance was full of joy at their reunion after long separation; a group of young masters who had frequently visited Purple Brightness Tower gathered together fanning themselves and chatting... But the one leading this group was Li Xijue. Though he displayed no official pomp, everyone knew this person represented Guangdong Governor Li Fengjie in welcoming "Master Guo."

As if fearing a single private secretary of the Guangdong Governor was insufficiently dignified, Guangzhou Prefecture, Nanhai County, and Panyu County had all dispatched yamen runners to maintain order at the scene. The pomp was nearly on par with a departing high court official.

Three large blue-cloth four-bearer sedan chairs and more than a dozen two-bearer small sedan chairs stood lined up on the wharf. The large chairs were prepared for Guo Yi, Pei Lixiu, and Zheng Shangjie. The smaller chairs were prepared for their maids.

One of them was the luxurious sedan chair Guo Yi had used originally. After the Guangzhou Station's evacuation, this sedan had been seized by Tian Da, who intended to bring it back to the capital as tribute to his master. After Tian Da was "seventy-yarded," the sedan had been abandoned and had fallen into disrepair. This time Li Xijue had specially located it and sought skilled craftsmen to restore it completely. Except that the glass on the sedan windows had been pried off and could not be replaced—substituted instead with strings of fine pearls fashioned into bead curtains—everything else was restored.

Li Xijue approached with a beaming face to exchange greetings. Subsequently, all the gentry present to welcome him came forward to exchange courtesies. Most of those present were people who had commercial dealings with the Guangzhou Station or had been regulars at Purple Brightness Tower—originally "pro-Hair" people. When the government launched its punitive expedition, they had suffered somewhat. Young masters like Dong Jizhong and Wu Zhixiang in particular had received considerable scolding from their fathers and elder brothers at home for associating too much with "Hair Bandits." Now they could finally hold their heads high, each one in buoyant spirits.

Gao Ju was beaming, cupping his hands: "The clouds part and the sun appears! Has Master been well?"

"Many thanks to Lord Gao for your kind assistance!" Guo Yi knew that after the Guangzhou Station's departure, Gao Ju had protected and looked after its interests in numerous ways. He was a tested and proven partner.

"You are too kind, too kind. With Master's return to Guangzhou this time, it is like a dragon escaping the shallows, ready to spread great soaring ambitions." Gao Ju's mouth overflowed with flattery. Only then did he say in an exceedingly low voice, "May I know when I might visit your residence?"

"I would not dare presume. Just give me three days, and this humble one shall call to pay his respects."

"Very well, very well." Gao Ju nodded smiling and stepped aside.

After the gentry finished exchanging courtesies, there was another flurry of chaos. Everyone boarded the sedan chairs. Luggage and goods would be transported to the Huifu Street residence by the Qiwei Escort Agency personnel accompanying the ship—according to Li Xijue's instructions, the residence had already been unsealed and cleaned.

The procession of sedan chairs, led by "top horses" (mounted escorts), proceeded toward Huifu Street with crowds before and behind. The procession not only had yamen runners from Guangzhou Prefecture and Nanhai and Panyu Counties clearing the way and maintaining order, but multiple yamens in the prefectural city had also dispatched personnel to assist. This attracted citizens along the streets to come watch the spectacle.

"That's Guo Yi!" someone said. "Look at this scale and style—truly grand!"

"Didn't they say Hair Bandits were rebels..."

"Shh! 'Rebel' is a word you can just say? He is properly Master Guo!"

"The government changes face faster than flipping a book..."

"That is called 'times change.' Besides, whether Hair Bandits or Master, it doesn't have much to do with us common folk. But now that he's back, all the Purple-brand stores can open, and there'll be a place to buy Australian goods again."

Seated in his sedan, Guo Yi recalled the panic when the Guangzhou Station had fled in disarray more than half a year ago. It felt like a different lifetime. Guangzhou—was still a world where he could accomplish great things.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 845: Reconstruction

The sedan chairs proceeded toward Huifu Street. The Qiwei Escort Agency had organized a large contingent of escorts to follow and guard the procession. At every street corner, high-rise fireworks and ten-thousand-character firecrackers were set off. Sun Kecheng led the escorts in matching newly-tailored livery, personally following behind in tight formation on foot, looking as though they could finally hold their heads high.

Ever since the Navy had fire-attacked the Wuyang Postal Station, the Qiwei Escort Agency—which had been keeping a low profile—had finally escaped the position of acting like a subordinate. After the secret agreement between both sides was signed, the Qiwei Escort Agency suddenly found itself prominent. Sun Kecheng had long been suppressing his energy, waiting for Master Guo's return to make a grand display.

When the procession reached Huifu Street, the street entrance had already been sealed off by yamen runners dispatched from Nanhai and Panyu Counties, with no idle people permitted near. The original residence and the storefronts of Purple Sincerity Record and Purple Treasure House had already been washed clean and refreshed. The seals that had been posted for more than half a year had long since disappeared, and the weeds before the doorsteps had been pulled clean. The road surface was also swept clean and dry. The only problem was that the large glass windows of Purple Sincerity Record and Purple Treasure House had all been smashed and carried away. For now, they could only leave the board shutters temporarily removed.

Led by head shopkeeper Shen Fan, the workers and craftsmen of the original Purple Enterprises stood lined up at the store entrance, eagerly watching the sedan chairs approach—they had been looking forward to this day for a long time.

Ever since the Guangzhou Station had evacuated completely, the workers and craftsmen had received their severance pay and gone home separately to lie low. Some unlucky ones who had failed to hide in time were caught by yamen runners, suffering considerably and losing some money. Fortunately, Sun Kecheng had been secretly helping, with Gao Ju also lending a hand from time to time, stabilizing people's hearts. Although this group had received severance pay and need not worry about food and clothing, sitting idle and eating away their resources day after day made them uneasy. Each one had waited eagerly for Master Guo to return one day earlier so everyone could resume working and doing business.

Looking forward and looking forward, they finally received news of Master Guo's return to Guangzhou. Sun Kecheng had sent someone to communicate the news, and the Purple Enterprises people could not help but spread the word to each other.

After being dismissed, Shen Fan had returned to his hometown to lie low in the countryside. Because he had been the head steward of Purple Enterprises, he was a key person Tian Da was hunting for. Before leaving Guangzhou, he had nearly been kidnapped by Tian Da's evil servants. Fortunately, Qiwei had dispatched people to secretly protect him from the beginning, which kept him safe enough to escape.

Shen Fan, carrying the roster of the entire Guangzhou Station's workers and craftsmen on his person, had fled to his hometown to lie low under escort protection. Unexpectedly, Tian Da had extensive reach, actually sending yamen runners through the local county yamen to arrest him. His entire family had been forced to flee overnight under escort protection, hiding in one of Qiwei's branch offices for several months.

During those days in hiding, he could track the situation in Guangzhou through the Qiwei Escort Agency's communication network. Although he was not as restless as the workers and craftsmen below, he also harbored serious doubts about whether Master Guo and the others could actually return to Guangzhou—after all, the Australians were dealing with the government.

When the Qiwei Escort Agency informed him to return to Guangzhou to prepare for reopening, this old shopkeeper could not suppress the excitement in his heart and immediately set off for Guangzhou. After arriving in the city, he first stayed at Qiwei's inn. Qiwei's people went out everywhere to notify the workers and craftsmen scattered in various villages and even neighboring counties to return to work. The whole inn was jubilant for a time, all waiting for the master to return and business to resume.

At this moment, Shen Fan stood first among the workers, barely able to contain his excitement. In this whole affair, although he had not been able to help the master much, the master had actually "come back." The terrible power of the government, which made common people tremble merely at the mention of it, had actually been turned back by cannons. The Australians' tough style—keeping their word and fearing no one in power—had left a deep impression on him.

Watching the sedan chair set down nearby and the curtain lifted, Master Guo emerged from within. He stamped his feet lightly and dusted the dust from his sleeves, exuding an aura of "royal hegemonic qi" that made people feel they could not measure up. Then Miss Pei also descended from her sedan behind—still radiant and beautiful, utterly stunning. Shen Fan forcefully suppressed the excitement swelling in his chest, walked forward several steps, and fell to his knees with a grand bow, about to kowtow to Guo Yi. The workers and craftsmen of Purple Group present also all dropped to their knees in a single wave. Before the door, a dense black mass of people knelt.

Guo Yi was startled. He had not expected these people to have such deep feelings for Purple Enterprises. Seeing Shen Fan actually performing a grand bow to him, he hurried forward to help him up. Seeing this old shopkeeper already in tears, choking and unable to speak, Guo Yi himself felt his heart turn slightly sour—this was probably what "loyalty and righteousness" meant. He sighed inwardly.

"Please rise, everyone!" Guo Yi steadied himself and swept his gaze over the assembly. "Separated for more than half a year. Everyone has suffered. At that time I said we would eventually return to Guangzhou, revive the old business, and set off firecrackers together for the shops to reopen." Saying this, he felt his eyes moisten somewhat. "Come! Bring the firecrackers!"

"Coming!" With one call from Shen Fan, workers had already prepared one hundred high-rise fireworks and ten strings of ten-thousand-character firecrackers, arranged in dense rows along Huifu Street.

Guo Yi took an incense stick, lit the fuse of a high-rise firework, and then, high-rise fireworks and ten-thousand-character firecrackers went off one after another. The whole of Huifu Street was immediately deafened by firecracker sounds and filled with smoke.



Guo Yi sat in the flower hall. The flower hall, which had once been magnificently furnished, was now completely empty. Even the chair beneath him and the table before him were temporary purchases from secondhand shops—in ancient times there was no concept of furniture stores; furniture had to be crafted by artisans. To buy ready-made furniture, one could only buy secondhand.

The twelve twelve-panel windows, made by skilled craftsmen and inlaid with glass, had disappeared without a trace. The greedy yamen runners had not only taken all movable property and furniture but had not even spared the building materials that could be dismantled and removed. Guo Yi had just gone to inspect Purple Sincerity Record's liquor workshop. The distillers and atmospheric boilers inside had been destroyed before the withdrawal to prevent others from using them; examining them again now, they had become dilapidated, with many parts missing. Obviously someone had dismantled these items and moved them elsewhere, then recently moved them back.

Almost none of the business equipment returned by the government was intact. Guo Yi shook his head looking at them. Most things probably only had value for being dismantled for firewood or recycling materials. As for ordinary household items, the kitchen did not possess even a single pot or bowl. It was even difficult to boil water to drink.

Fortunately, the house had already been cleaned multiple times several days prior by Sun Kecheng and Shen Fan organizing people. The weeds in the courtyard had also been pulled out.

Even so, this once flourishing property still looked utterly decrepit.

"Truly ruined beyond recognition," Guo Yi sighed.

"Where do I sleep..." Pei Lixiu glanced at her former boudoir on Huifu Street—inside could be described as "bare walls." As for Purple Brightness Tower, that went without saying. She and Zheng Shangjie had originally wanted to go immediately to Purple Brightness Tower to see the situation. But Shopkeeper Sun asked her to wait until tomorrow—they were still cleaning there. It probably could not be inhabited yet.

"You and Zheng Shangjie should stay at Qiwei's inn for tonight. I have already instructed Shopkeeper Sun to prepare a luxury room—with a bathroom, very clean." Guo Yi instructed people to first set up a camp bed in his bedroom, along with a desk for office use.

"I will not stay there. Just set up a temporary bed for me too. Tonight is perfect for reconsidering the plan to restore Purple Brightness Tower." Zheng Shangjie was career-minded and felt that roughing it was manageable.

Guo Yi instructed people to first post notices outside the residence on Huifu Street, at Purple Sincerity Record, Purple Treasure House, and Purple Brightness Tower: "Reopening soon. All workers and friends of this shop and residence, please report back within three days to resume positions." Although most people had already come back to report before opening, some still had not been contacted.

As for furniture in the rooms, daily necessities, and business equipment in the stores—craftsmen were immediately sought to make them, sparing no expense, having carpenters work as quickly as possible. Items that could be purchased from secondhand shops should be bought first. But Guo Yi required that only quality items be bought, with no inferior substitutes.

"That's easy enough. Recently there are quite a few wealthy households selling 'confiscated goods' here in Guangzhou. There are plenty of good things in the secondhand shops. Not to mention furniture—even decorative objects are available to choose from!" Shen Fan said with a smile. He was so busy his feet did not touch the ground, running back and forth making arrangements. Guo Yi gave him a De Long Guangzhou Branch passbook to draw funds from freely.

"Oh? What's going on?" Guo Yi asked curiously.

"It's all because of the Australians..." Shen Fan lowered his voice but could not suppress a laugh. "The government army suffered a great defeat in Qiongzhou Prefecture. The civil and military officials leading troops died or were captured. Those captured need ransom money to get released. Back here, the Imperial Court still has to punish the guilty. Those guilty need to escape punishment; the innocent want promotions. It's simply chaos... Doesn't all this require money to grease palms and work connections?"

"Ah, so that's the situation." Guo Yi thought, Our victory at Chengmai really taught these officials a good lesson.

"Now there are even those selling land and houses. If the master is interested, you can also quietly look to see if there is anything suitable."

"You help me keep an eye out first. Report back when there is something suitable."

"Yes. Quite a few people in the Guangdong officialdom were implicated this time." Shen Fan no longer had any feelings for the Great Ming Imperial Court, feeling no sympathy whatsoever for these officials who preyed on the people and abused their power falling into misfortune. "Rest assured, master. I will take Buyer Zhou with me. He is known as 'Zhou the Skinner.' I must squeeze these dirty officials properly and vent some anger for the master—these officials have quite a few good things in their hands."

"Good, go ahead." Guo Yi nodded.

Guo Yi's boat had brought along a construction team from Lingao General Construction Company, prepared to repair the residence and properties. They had also brought some building materials that might be needed—such as large panes of glass. But looking at things now, the damage to the buildings was far beyond his expectations. The prepared materials were insufficient in both quantity and variety. Boilers, distillers, and sanitary fixtures also all had to be ordered from Lingao. Guo Yi knew Purple Brightness Tower's condition would only be worse than here—many of the "strange crafts and cleverness" items inside had probably survived only one in ten. Quite possibly even the water pipes and faucets had been dismantled and taken away.

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 846: A Scene of Devastation

Amidst the bustle, someone had already brought up a thick stack of calling cards and gift lists. Guo Yi took them and casually flipped through, sighing inwardly: Indeed, might makes right and strength wins friendship are the same in any era. Compared to the scene of deserted doorways and panicked flight the previous year, it truly moved one to endless reflection.

The calling cards were of various kinds—some merely paying respects, some inviting him as a guest, and of course some eagerly requesting an audience. Yi Liu categorized them in the guest ledger according to the owners' status and position, closeness of relations, and respective purposes. Some required return cards, some required receiving, and some need not be bothered with—just say "The master is not home." As for gifts, some should be accepted, some should not, and some should be half-accepted and half-returned. All this was decided by Zheng Shangjie. Although she rarely appeared in the Guangzhou Station's external dealings, she actually played the role of "lady of the house." She not only managed all general affairs but also handled all matters of reciprocal courtesy.

Yi Liu flipped through the cards, set aside several important ones Guo Yi had indicated, and took the rest to Zheng Shangjie to handle.

First was Gao Ju's card, with an enclosed banquet invitation. The banquet naturally had to be attended. The Guangzhou Station not only had outstanding accounts to settle with him, but also needed to thank him in person for looking after the Guangzhou Station's interests these many months. Of course, this also encompassed future cooperation plans for the Foreign Intelligence Bureau and Colonial Trade Department's entry into the capital.

Second was Liang Cunhou's, likewise a banquet invitation card. Although the Liang family had not been of great help during this turmoil, thanks to their reputation, the Cihu Hall (Charity Hall) that the Guangzhou Station used to absorb and circulate vagrants had been preserved. Because Cihu Hall held considerable property and land in its hands, quite a few people had been eyeing it at the time. The Liang family had also stepped forward to protect several of Purple Enterprises' workers who had failed to escape in time and been caught. This favor had to be repaid.

Third was Li Xijue's card. This person was presently the liaison designated by Li Fengjie for dealings with Guangdong officialdom.

Besides these three, the other cards posed no urgency. As for the group of young masters circling around Pei Lixiu, once Purple Brightness Tower was somewhat restored to order, she could entertain them herself.

The architects who had accompanied the team from Lingao Construction Company—Mei Lin and Li Xiaolü—walked in. They had just conducted a detailed survey of the destruction throughout the Huifu Street building complex to formulate a repair and renovation plan.

Both wore awkward Ming-style attire. Mei Lin wore a Liuhe Yitong Hat; Li Xiaolü wore a crooked fake hair bun. They looked exceedingly uncomfortable.

This was the core section of the residence, with Political Security personnel guarding at the courtyard gate. Except for Senators and their secretaries and classified document clerks, neither naturalized citizens nor local workers could enter without being summoned. It was a place where one could speak relatively freely.

Guo Yi greeted them while instructing Yi Liu to pour tea.

"How is the situation? Will repairs take a long time?"

Mei Lin took a sip of tea, stretched his legs, and tugged at his clothes: "It won't come to that. The buildings themselves are not severely damaged—it's the building components that are heavily damaged. Not much masonry work, but quite a bit of carpentry. As for how long repairs will take, that depends on how quickly you can provide components here. I looked at the remaining parts, and much of the craftsmanship is very elaborate. I'm afraid it cannot be completed in less than one or two months."

"Yes." Guo Yi nodded. "Just recruit more local carpenters and have them work faster. As for wood, check Gao Ju's warehouse. He has fine timber stored for many years there that can be used immediately."

"Looking at the situation, we didn't bring enough interior components. I'm afraid we will have to order more from Lingao." Li Xiaolü consulted his notebook. "We don't yet know what condition Purple Brightness Tower is in..."

"It won't be much better." Zheng Shangjie interjected, sighing.

"I plan to proceed as follows," Mei Lin said. "First concentrate on restoring security and access control facilities everywhere, and on inspecting walls and roofs. Then restore the storefront portions of Purple Treasure House and Purple Sincerity Record to resume business as soon as possible. As for the residence..."

"First restore the front areas for receiving guests and entertaining. The garden should also be restored as soon as possible if feasible. These are where we socialize and interact. Having just returned to Guangzhou, there are many social events and guest-entertaining matters—we need a proper place."

"Good." Mei Lin noted the requirements in his notebook. "I will also arrange for someone to repair the inner residence first—at least restore the plumbing and bathroom equipment first so you can use them."

"Tomorrow I want to go see Purple Brightness Tower's condition." Li Xiaolü said. "To estimate the construction period and materials."



The next day, Zheng Shangjie and Pei Lixiu accompanied Li Xiaolü and others to Purple Brightness Tower, inspecting the situation on-site. Opening the tightly locked main door, although it had already been cleaned once, the interior was still a complete mess.

As Guo Yi had estimated, Purple Brightness Tower's destruction was no less severe. Half the carpets had been cut away; all the glass in the windows had been smashed; the window sashes and carved screens had been dismantled and taken. The glass chandeliers had vanished without a trace. Although the large bath pool had been cleaned, the statues, plumbing hardware, and tiles above were largely missing. Obviously someone had also attempted to dismantle the plumbing equipment and fixtures in the private rooms, causing extensive destruction. Flush toilets, bathtubs, and various pipes were almost all destroyed or seriously depleted. Because the pipes had been damaged, water from the cistern had leaked out, leaving watermarks of erosion everywhere. Furniture, furnishings, and other items inside the building were almost entirely gone; even the animal-powered machine used to pump water up to the water tower had been dismantled.

Many items were piled in the main hall—these were objects "returned" by the government, a miscellaneous heap of junk. Zheng Shangjie looked through them; many were simply refuse to make up numbers. Some were indeed Purple Brightness Tower items but had been ruined beyond recognition. Several large sofas originally placed in Pei Lixiu's "salon" had their brocade upholstery ripped open, exposing the kapok stuffing inside. Zheng Shangjie looked—the springs were already gone.

The full-length dressing mirror and large grandfather clock from Pei Lixiu's boudoir had vanished without a trace. These two items had been taken by someone, their current whereabouts unknown. Her vanity and Zheng Shangjie's desk were still present—fine rosewood furniture—but for some reason someone had carefully chopped them into pieces with an axe.

"They were looking for secret drawers." Zheng Shangjie sighed regretfully. "What a pity—that desk was very useful."

Pei Lixiu was so angry she could not speak. Seeing her carefully decorated boudoir and salon ruined beyond recognition, she nearly cried. Zheng Shangjie also felt intense anger. This was simply wanton destruction!

After Mei Lin and Li Xiaolü surveyed the premises, they also devised a restoration plan. Restoration here was not urgent. Moreover, building materials that needed to be ordered from Lingao were considerably more numerous than for the Huifu Street side. The construction period had to be scheduled later. Although Pei Lixiu was dissatisfied, she had no choice but to accept it.

"I don't think you need to rush for the moment." Zheng Shangjie sat in the same sedan chair with her, counseling gently. "Once the Huifu Street side is repaired, you can stay on Huifu Street first. Here, first invite all the past regular customers once. Then make a round of calls. It doesn't matter if the building isn't repaired. Gather the network of relationships first."

"There is no choice but to do that." Pei Lixiu was dejected.

"It's fine. A fresh opening is only a matter of time. Besides, hasn't the Planning Bureau approved our flagship store plan? The No. 2 store will be much larger. Let us plan specifically first."



Guo Yi went out every day to pay calls or hosted guests at the residences of local famous courtesans. He first met with Gao Ju. Gao Ju's face was full of enthusiasm; the relationship between them seemed far warmer than before. Gao Ju declared: "This can be considered having shared hardship together—the bond between us brothers is different from before." Guo Yi understood this was the result of them having fully demonstrated their strength. Gao's family and life were all in Guangzhou, and his source of wealth was on the sea. Of course he had to cultivate a friendlier relationship with this maritime power that was vaguely rising.

Besides words of thanks, both sides discussed the work of clearing up remaining accounts. They also had in-depth discussions about the next steps of cooperation. When Gao Ju heard that the Australians would be bringing in large quantities of spices at Xiangshan Ao, he knew a new opportunity to make money had arrived.

Spices were major consumer goods in China at that time, and one of the few products China was willing to import in large quantities. Besides edible spices, other incense materials from the South Seas—such as benzoin and ambergris—also commanded a large market in China. If the Australians could supply them in abundance, this source of wealth would be no less significant than his current Australian goods business.

"Easy to say, easy to say." Gao Ju nodded repeatedly. "I won't hide it from you, brother—this elder brother here has quite a few goods that can be sold. If brother has ships that can transport overseas, this elder brother has complete goods, as much as you want."

"That could not be better." Guo Yi thought, This immediately brings a big deal for Hong Kong. Gao Ju was both a major importer and major exporter. With him as the baseline, goods brought by the Dutch and goods shipped out all had destinations. The Senators merely needed to change hands in Hong Kong.

Guo Yi said: "There is another matter I would like to consult you about, brother."

"Whatever it is, brother, just speak."

"Shopkeeper Wen wishes to send some people to the capital to do business," Guo Yi watched Gao Ju's face closely, "and would like your help, brother."

Gao Ju's face tensed momentarily, then relaxed. He did not answer immediately, thinking before asking: "Between us brothers, let us not speak outsiders' words. You have now established a foothold in Qiongzhou and now wish to enter the capital—what exactly are you after?"

"Making money, of course."

Gao Ju smiled slightly, leaning back against his chair and shaking his head: "Brother, what you say is too distant. Although this elder brother is not someone who likes to pry, some things still need to be known clearly before one can be at ease."

Guo Yi said: "We crossed distant seas and came to the Great Ming for the purpose of doing business and making money. Going to the capital is naturally still for making money. Unavoidably, we also need to observe the Imperial Court's mood, probe the direction of the wind, and ask you, brother, to introduce a few 'friends'—lest one day the Court's thunderous wrath stirs..."

"Hehe." Gao Ju laughed and nodded repeatedly. "Shopkeeper Wen is indeed extraordinary."

(End of Chapter)
Chapter 847 - Reunion

Lü Yizhong's quarters occupied a quiet courtyard along the western wing of the Huifu Street compound—a space originally reserved for distinguished visitors from distant lands. Beyond the main hall stretched the east and west wings, and though his rooms were comfortably appointed with servants attending his every need, he could not leave. The courtyard had become his gilded cage, the view from his windows reduced to a modest garden of ornamental trees and flowers.

His spirits were bleak. For a man who had long since abandoned all hope of seeing the mainland again, the unexpected chance to return to Guangzhou should have been cause for celebration. Most of the strategists captured during the Chengmai campaign had been ransomed after the peace agreement—all except a handful of impoverished scholars from other provinces who lacked relatives or connections in Guangdong to redeem them. The prisoner camp had emptied almost entirely. Yet Lü Yizhong had never dared write home requesting ransom money. Only when his wife, growing anxious as others returned one after another while her husband remained silent, dispatched a trusted household servant with silver to Hainan to search for him did she finally receive news.

He could not bring himself to return. During his interrogation, he had told his captors everything he knew about Guangdong's officials and military—a transgression not in itself unusual, for nearly every captive had confessed what they knew. But Lü Yizhong had gone further. Driven by cowardice and a craven desire to ingratiate himself with the transmigrators, he had not merely written letters urging the Governor-General to pursue peace negotiations; he had said things during questioning that should never have been spoken aloud. If he returned home now, the slightest whisper of this betrayal would destroy him. Even if the court chose not to punish him, he would become a pariah among the literati—reviled as a traitor by all who had once been his peers.

The Governor-General was gone, and with him Lü Yizhong's greatest patron in official circles. As for the disaster in Qiongzhou, should the court decide to assign blame, Lü Yizhong made a perfect scapegoat—the charges practically wrote themselves. Without his protector, the officers who had fled the debacle could fabricate whatever accusations they pleased against him.

The transmigrators, for their part, had shown no intention of releasing him. Though they permitted his family to send silver and provisions, they never mentioned letting him go home. Even the household servants his wife had sent to attend him had been turned away at the gates.

And now, one of the Australian Elders had "spoken" with him, commanding him to accompany Guo Yi back to Guangzhou and serve their interests henceforth. Lü Yizhong dared not refuse. He understood all too well what materials the Australians held in their possession. If those documents were released, his reputation would be instantly annihilated—court investigation or not. For a man whose entire livelihood depended on his standing and credentials as a literatus, such ruin was terrifying. Especially for someone who had attained the tongshi degree and served twice as a prefect! At best, society would call him "shameless"; at worst, "traitor to imperial favor."

So he had obediently followed Guo Yi, slipping quietly back to Guangzhou to serve as the man's strategist—or more precisely, as the liaison between the Guangzhou Station and the government authorities. Before their departure, the Australians had made it clear that the Guangdong government would not pursue his case. As long as he faithfully served as their intermediary, neither side would trouble him.

"...But if you get any strange ideas," the transmigrator who briefed him had warned with naked directness, "not only will we refuse to protect you—even His Excellency the Governor-General would probably be displeased to see you resurface."

"Yes, yes, this humble one understands!" Lü Yizhong had nodded rapidly. "This humble one is absolutely loyal! Heaven and Earth bear witness!"

The Australians provided him with clothing and luggage and returned all the silver and goods his wife had sent. His attendants, however, were all assigned by the Australians themselves. Gripped by fear and melancholy, Lü Yizhong embarked on his journey back to Guangzhou.

Aboard the boat, Guo Yi treated him with reasonable courtesy—occasionally sending over fruit, sometimes inviting him to dine or take tea together. Looking at this young man from overseas, Lü Yizhong could not help but remember how just last year their positions had been reversed: Guo Yi had been the one who was nervous and deferential, currying favor with flattering smiles and generous gifts just to obtain a few words or a casually scrawled note of recommendation. Now Guo Yi was his master, and it was Lü Yizhong who wore the sycophant's smile. The feeling was profoundly depressing. Yet with decades of experience navigating official circles, such wounded pride was easily self-repaired. What truly worried him was his own future.

His official career was finished. Originally, after serving a few years as strategist under Governor Wang, he might have been recommended for a provincial office—perhaps a prefectural appointment in the prosperous regions of Guangdong and Guangxi. A few terms in such positions would have secured adequate provisions for his old age and his descendants. But now that path was utterly closed to him.

Finding another position as a strategist elsewhere was equally impossible. Rumors were already circulating that the real architects of Governor Wang's reckless military expedition—the debacle in Qiongzhou—had been his coterie of strategists, who had urged the Governor-General to mobilize troops to advance their own glory. This narrative had not even required fabrication by the Australians' intelligence department; plenty of officials in Guangdong were eager to shift blame. With the Governor-General gone, his now-powerless strategists made perfect scapegoats.

Thus the original cohort of strategists from the Governor-General's staff had all slunk away in disgrace. A fortunate few found shelter with other officials; most scattered and fled Guangdong entirely. Lü Yizhong, as one of the Governor-General's confidants who had also "fallen into enemy hands," would certainly never be sought out for counsel again.

"The saying goes, 'Starvation is a small thing, but losing one's integrity is a great matter'—how true!" Lü Yizhong spoke these words with profound bitterness. Having already forfeited his integrity, only two paths remained: suicide, or—if he chose life and still wished to live well—to "sell out" entirely. Thinking thus, as if burning his boats and bridges behind him, he finally felt a measure of peace.

"Even if one day the transmigrators can no longer hold Guangzhou, they can certainly still hold onto the island of Qiongzhou. At worst, I'll move my entire family south and spend my remaining years on the island!"

Lü Yizhong had witnessed firsthand Lingao's current standard of living and prosperity. If he absolutely had to spend his final years there, it would hardly be a terrible fate.

Upon arriving in Guangzhou, Guo Yi assigned him no immediate tasks. He was simply told to write a letter home reassuring his family of his safety, then rest at the Huifu Street compound. After that, for several days, there was no summons. In his idleness, despite having resolved to sell his loyalty, paranoia crept in. Perhaps the Australians had no intention of using him after all. This thought weighed heavily on his spirits.

Just as boredom was settling into despair, a call came from the doorway:

"Master!"

The visitor was the manservant the Australians had assigned to attend him. Lü Yizhong knew the man was almost certainly a spy placed at his side. He asked: "What is it?"

"Master Guo instructed this servant to deliver these. He says please review them over the next two days. Also, he wishes to invite the Master to go out and pay calls together tomorrow. Please make preparations."

What the servant brought included the newly published Directory of Officials from the bookshops, copied dibao—the official court gazette—from the prefectural offices, and copies of various memorials collected from different sources. Lü Yizhong leafed through them. Memorials from the major officials of Guangdong and Guangxi had almost all been transcribed, dated within the past few months.

He understood immediately: this was so he could grasp the basic state of affairs in Guangdong and at court, to serve as Guo Yi's informed consultant. It seemed the Australians might yet make use of him after all. At this thought, his formerly gloomy mood lifted somewhat.



The next day, Guo Yi and Lü Yizhong changed into two inconspicuous small sedan chairs and proceeded to Lotus Retreat on Henan Island. This was the same location where Gao Ju had previously negotiated peace terms with the naval Pearl River Detachment on behalf of Li Fengjie. Guo Yi was here to meet with Li Xijue and discuss post-war matters.

Li Xijue had originally been part of the Governor-General's staff. Though quite capable, he had been recommended to participate in important affairs without ever being fully trusted. When Li Fengjie assigned him to handle "Australian affairs," it was essentially passing him a scorching hot potato. Throughout Guangdong officialdom, one could find people experienced in dealing with the Red-Haired foreigners and the Portuguese—but not a single soul who knew how to handle "Australian affairs."

As the official point of contact with the Australians, Li Xijue's first order of business was "compensation and reparations." Though not an official himself, he was still Li Fengjie's chief strategist. Despite everyone being well aware of his role, too much open contact with the Guangzhou Station remained inadvisable.

Li Xijue did not fully understand what agreement his master had reached with the Australians, but even the little he knew would be enough to brand someone a "traitor." He had to be especially careful. For safety's sake, both parties had agreed to meet at Lotus Retreat on Henan Island—close to the city yet relatively secluded.

It was here that Li Xijue and Lü Yizhong found themselves reunited. Both felt somewhat awkward. In the past, they had worked together on the Governor-General's staff, participating in confidential matters, plotting strategies against the Australians. Now both served those same Australians, smoothing the way for their ambitions—the irony of fate was not lost on either man.

Awkwardness aside, proper business had to be conducted. During their meeting, both parties formally agreed that Lü Yizhong would serve as liaison for the Australians, while Li Xijue would serve as liaison for the government. All negotiations and arrangements would be handled by these two men.

For now, Lotus Retreat would serve as their meeting place. If a more suitable location presented itself later, they would change venues.

The Guangdong government guaranteed the personal safety and property of Lü Yizhong and his family.

After these procedural agreements, they turned to the matter of land acquisition—securing land for the "Guangzhou Grand World" project. In terms of the old time-space, this meant obtaining approval for a major commercial real estate development.

Even in the Ming Dynasty, purchasing land on such a scale for commercial purposes was a sensitive matter—especially just outside Guangzhou City! This was not merely a question of money. Without the overt or covert support of local authorities, large-scale real estate development would be extraordinarily difficult.

Moreover, while Ming officials were greedy, they were not stupid. What the Grand World outside Guangzhou was really about—anyone could figure that out with their toes.

"This matter will be difficult to handle..." Li Xijue drew a sharp breath. "Although you're permitted to purchase land freely in Guangdong, acquiring so much land right outside Guangzhou City—I'm afraid, I'm afraid..." He could not think of any specific objection to articulate, so finally he simply repeated: "This will be difficult indeed."
Chapter 848 - Planning

Guo Yi had no intention of letting Li Xijue wriggle out of this so easily—he was counting on the government to serve as his demolition crew. Although the buildings requiring demolition outside the city were few, land acquisition remained complex work. Landlords, great households, and clan organizations would make the process impossibly difficult if the transmigrators attempted it alone. While Guangzhou was essentially already in the Elder Council's pocket, the time had not yet come for open and brazen political control.

"They're just country bumpkins—how worldly can they really be?" Guo Yi wore a knowing smile. "Besides, we're not stingy people unwilling to spend money. With government assistance, what matter can't be accomplished? Surely no one expects to work for nothing."

"Well, this, um..." Li Xijue genuinely did not dare commit to anything. Australian affairs could be made into something major or minor, and they had become a thorny matter that everyone in officialdom desperately wanted to avoid. After thinking it over, he had no choice but to continue his delaying tactics: "This matter is of great importance. Allow me to return and think it over carefully..."

Guo Yi gave a cold laugh and lifted his teacup to his lips.

"Such a trivial matter, and you still need to think it over?"

Li Xijue felt a chill—not because Guo Yi was radiating some powerful fighting aura, but because he recalled the "grand spectacle" of just a few months past: transmigrator warships bombarding Humen, their forces arriving at Baie Tan, the burning of Wuyang Post Station. He had witnessed with his own eyes how government troops had collapsed at first contact, how the transmigrators' advance to the walls of Guangzhou had been like crushing rotten wood.

Within the Governor-General's staff, he had never been fully trusted. If these negotiations went well, fine; but the slightest mishap would make him a ready-made scapegoat. If he offended the transmigrators and provoked some incident, the Governor might simply hand him over to appease them.

A desolate sense of having no one to rely upon settled over him. He could only nod: "I wonder what insight Master Guo might offer on this matter?"

"I have no particular insight," Guo Yi's expression softened, "but I do have a proposal here. This matter will certainly not put you in a difficult position—not only will it not inconvenience you, but it will benefit everyone..."



On Huifu Street, a temporary "Grand World Project Team" was established. The project team was headed by Hong Shuiyin, the Hong Kong Trade Representative. He currently had nothing to do in Hong Kong—Dutch ships would not arrive for several months at least—so he was temporarily transferred to lead the new project. The other key member was the future Grand World's "General Manager": Zhang Yikun.

The Grand World project had originally been Zhang Yikun's brainchild. In the old time-space, he had run a small business, and his commercial instincts and public relations abilities were quite sharp. But in Lingao, there was little room to exercise such talents, so he had spent his time idling about in the Commerce Department. Li Mei already felt her own workload was too light; his situation was even more dire. With so much idle time on his hands, he had been conscripted by Hu Qingbai to serve as a part-time teacher at Fangcaodi, instructing everything from arithmetic to language to natural science.

Getting the Guangzhou Grand World project approved had immediately elevated Zhang Yikun's standing. As the project's initiator and planner, and given his relevant expertise, he easily won the appointment as operations manager in the open recruitment held by the Organization Department.

At this moment, he was in a courtyard on Huifu Street, studying the draft design for the future Grand World—hand-drawn by Li Xiaolü just a few days prior. To ensure speedy construction, Mei Wan had specifically instructed both Mei Lin and Li Xiaolü to remain in Guangzhou to support the project. To facilitate her work, Li Xiaolü had been provided with a set of professional drafting tools and even special lighting—powered by a hand-cranked generator assigned to the Guangzhou Station.

The guiding design philosophy of the "Grand World" was essentially an armed trading post combined with a shopping mall. Li Xiaolü had no concept of what this peculiar hybrid should look like. Though she had spent her days in the old time-space doing drafting work, she had never drawn structural diagrams for a bastion—let alone one with commercial functions. Hong Shuiyin and the others had explained and sketched until she finally understood what they envisioned.

However, the draft she had produced remained quite far from their vision. At least the basic shape was there now. The drawing showed a "pentagonal building complex"—figuratively speaking, like the Pentagon.

"Now we're getting somewhere!" Zhang Yikun nodded repeatedly. "But the internal structure..."

"We'll refine it gradually. It would be best if you could give me a clear functional and structural sketch—that way I can produce a proper design." Li Xiaolü stretched. "Some concepts simply can't be designed. They conflict with building function and structure."

"Of course, of course. We'll defer primarily to your professional opinion." Zhang Yikun nodded vigorously. He was exceedingly courteous to the female architect—not only because she was quite professionally capable, but also because of the rumor that she had an ambiguous relationship with someone on the Executive Committee. People had seen that someone enter and exit her apartment overnight.

"There's also the geological data," Li Xiaolü said. "Next, I need to design the building structure. You'll need to get me the geological data for the construction site as soon as possible."

"We'll send people to survey as soon as we confirm the site." Zhang Yikun studied this somewhat listless woman and thought that although she was fair-skinned and delicate-looking, with a scholarly demeanor, she possessed no particularly impressive figure or features. She was also rather inactive, spending all day with a languid air. How had she caught the eye of someone on the Executive Committee?



Multiple proposals existed for the Grand World's site, but the project team's basic requirements were clear: it must be outside the city walls and backing onto the Pearl River.

Being outside the city meant being away from the government's core area of control, allowing greater freedom of action and making it easier for authorities to turn a blind eye. It also meant more open land, making acquisition, demolition, and construction far more convenient than attempting urban renewal inside Guangzhou. The Guangzhou Station had learned this lesson the hard way: when building the facilities on Huifu Street and elsewhere, just getting construction materials into the city each day had been a headache. The roads were narrow and winding; all building materials had to be carried to the site by hand. The inefficiency of transporting materials had significantly delayed the entire construction schedule.

However, the Grand World could not be too far from the city either—excessive distance would make it difficult to attract sufficient customers while also increasing road construction costs. Thus the proposal to build in Huangpu was rejected. The distance from Huangpu to Guangzhou City, unless the Station also built a small railway to transport customers, would simply fail to draw clientele.

"No more than five kilometers from the city walls—under good road conditions, that's still an hour's walk. This would significantly reduce how often city residents visit our Grand World."

If a city resident left home, averaged half an hour to exit the city, then walked another hour, the round trip alone would consume three hours. Spending too much time traveling would keep him from visiting the Grand World frequently. The group concluded that two to three kilometers was optimal.

Backing onto the Pearl River was primarily for convenient water intake and drainage. The Grand World's water consumption would be enormous—wells and small streams could never suffice. As for drainage, great rivers had served as natural waste channels since ancient times.

Building along the Pearl River would also facilitate cargo transport and the projection of deterrent force. If necessary, naval gunboats could anchor offshore, conveniently supporting the trading post's defense or covering an evacuation.

After discussion, they settled on a location roughly two kilometers east of the Great East Gate, then slightly south—approximately where the Dashatou used goods market or the Star & Light Electronics City would stand in the old time-space. This area was alluvial land along the Pearl River, mostly unclaimed official land with minimal acquisition and demolition requirements. The space was also ample enough to accommodate their ambitions.

"However, to build something as enormous as the Grand World, building materials will be a major problem. We can't rely on Lingao to ship them all to us..." Mei Lin studied the design drawing. Though it did not fully match Zhang Yikun's vision, in terms of scale it followed the group's specifications exactly. Each side of this "Pentagon" stretched a full two hundred meters. The Grand World's perimeter would be nearly a full kilometer.

A building complex with a one-kilometer perimeter would be practically a small city by the standards of this era. Mei Lin had worked as a project manager before and understood immediately the engineering volume and quantity of building materials such scale would require.

"Hasn't the Planning Commission agreed to establish building materials factories and light industrial enterprises right outside Guangzhou City?"

"Exactly why the scope of land acquisition can't be too small," Mei Lin said. "We need to factor in construction land for supporting enterprises. We can source bricks, tiles, and stone locally, but we'll absolutely have to build our own timber processing plant—traditional lumber processing is far too inefficient."

"Ideally we'd build our own brickworks too. Traditional brick firing couldn't supply anywhere near enough volume," Hong Shuiyin added. During his construction work in Hong Kong, he had initially purchased bricks and tiles from kilns in Kowloon and elsewhere, only to discover that these purchases were unsuitable—the dimensions were too large, and the production volume too low. Procurement agents had soon traveled so far to secure adequate bricks and tiles that transportation costs exceeded the cost of the bricks themselves.

"But would it be appropriate to site those factories next to the Grand World?" Zhang Yikun raised the concern. Brick-making and timber processing were both highly polluting. Placing them adjacent to a commercial center would severely impact the environment.

"We can find another location. We don't even need to invest ourselves," Hong Shuiyin proposed. "Let local magnates invest. We'll contribute technology and equipment as our stake. With a guaranteed market, they'll definitely want in, right?"

"We need a cement plant," Mei Lin said. "Shipping cement from Lingao isn't practical. The same goes for lime production. All of that needs to be solved locally."

Building materials were low in value and high in transport cost. Even cement, with its relatively higher value, had a sales radius of no more than five hundred kilometers in modern society.

Though local raw materials for cement production were limited around Guangzhou, the production sites were not far away, and all were connected by the Pearl, East, and West Rivers. Transportation was convenient.

"And a timber processing plant and woodworks factory," Hong Shuiyin added. "In the near term, we can process lumber and produce woodwork for the Grand World project. Later, we can supply the Hong Kong shipyard. In the future, we can support the New Guangzhou project."
Chapter 849 - Land Acquisition

Zhang Yikun spoke up: "New Guangzhou and such are still far off. I think the first step should be establishing a Guangzhou Industrial Park. The location should be relatively distant from the city. The first phase would naturally focus on building materials factories—supplying the Grand World and the Zizi brand enterprises initially. Later we can add light industrial ventures. I recall the Light Industry Department has also mentioned wanting to make full use of Guangdong's abundant agricultural products. Wouldn't food processing plants and textile mills be very suitable projects?"

In the near term, these enterprises would provide products for the Grand World and wholesale operations. In the long term, the industrialized production of these factories would deal a devastating blow to Guangdong's handicraft industries. This destructive productive capacity would ultimately exert enormous influence over the province's entire economy and society, eventually accelerating the collapse of traditional society.

Hong Shuiyin said: "As for the location, I suggest we still choose somewhere not too far from the Grand World. That way, in case of armed conflict, the two sites can support and coordinate with each other. And it definitely needs to be built along the Pearl River, with a water transport dock to facilitate the shipping of raw materials and finished goods."

From a planning perspective, the construction site should be downstream and downwind of the Grand World, to prevent smoke and wastewater from affecting the commercial complex. The two sites should be three to four kilometers apart, connected by a good road. In the long term, a small railway could link them.

The group then discussed specific details regarding water supply and drainage, lighting and cooling, and other matters, gradually shaping an overall plan.

"Let's get this organized and send someone back to Lingao for approval right away?" Zhang Yikun said excitedly.

"Send it to Guo Yi first," Mei Lin reminded him. "He is the head of the Guangzhou Station, after all."

"Oh, oh, right. I almost forgot." Zhang Yikun shook his head. "That would be going over his head. I've been self-employed too long—I'm not used to thinking about these things."



The plan quickly received Guo Yi's approval, followed by approval from the Planning Commission. Zhang Yikun personally made the trip back to Lingao to "shepherd" the proposal through—technically, he only needed to hand the plan to the couriers who regularly traveled between Lingao and Guangzhou. But at Guo Yi's suggestion, he went back himself.

The Guangzhou Grand World was an unplanned project. Though it had received approval from the Elder Council and the Executive Committee, in Guo Yi's experience, if the person in charge did not personally follow up, such projects would inevitably be delayed during implementation—whether intentionally or inadvertently. Production departments had extremely tight schedules, and every demanding unit was watching closely. For the Guangzhou Grand World to break ground soon, Zhang Yikun would have to personally "work the ministries."

Thanks to Zhang Yikun's efforts, the project finally received approval item by item. Wu De agreed with his suggestion to first establish several factories to complete the groundwork—from his perspective, this would reduce pressure on Lingao's existing material supplies. Additionally, it meant the entire Grand World construction would be delayed.

From the factories' land acquisition and groundbreaking to formal production, it would take at least half a year to establish stable production capacity. Only then could the Guangzhou Grand World formally enter its construction phase. The material demand pressure it would create would thus be pushed back to the second half of 1631.

The overall plan took shape: beginning in March, there would be land acquisition and infrastructure preparation—leveling, water, electricity, and road access. Besides the core Lingao Construction Engineering Team, all construction workers would be locally recruited laborers. After the project concluded, these workers could become factory employees on the spot. The machinery and equipment the enterprises needed would be produced off-plan as arranged by the Planning Commission. The first batch of building materials would be procured locally in Guangdong, with specialized materials shipped from Lingao—all coordinated and allocated by the Planning Commission. The Commission would also convene a coordination meeting to transfer technical staff from the brickworks, timber processing plant, and woodworks factory to Guangzhou for equipment installation and technical guidance. Some native workers would also be transferred to serve as the backbone labor force for the new enterprises.

Cheng Dong allocated funding and a foreign exchange quota for the Grand World project as well. Of course, this allocation was far from sufficient—it could only be considered seed funding.



The Guangzhou Grand World project was reported to Li Fengjie through Li Xijue's channels. Li Xijue recounted Guo Yi's plan in full. When Li Fengjie received this news, he was reading a book. Hearing the report, he remained silent, his eyebrows not even twitching. Li Xijue knew these senior officials all cultivated "depth of composure" and had mastered the art of controlling their expressions. He simply stood respectfully, waiting.

After turning three or four pages, the Governor finally spoke:

"What do you make of this matter?"

"It would certainly be best not to permit them..." Although Li Xijue had been compelled by Guo Yi to accept this project at their meeting, he felt clarity was essential on this issue. He harbored a vague sense that behind this Grand World project lay an extremely deep plot by the Australians—probably not as simple as just building another grand establishment like "Ziming Tower." Most likely they intended to build an Australian concession outside Guangzhou. He hastened to add: "This is a case of 'borrowing land to dry waterlogged goods'—we have a precedent to warn us. Please consider this, Master."

Li Fengjie stroked his beard in silence. Li Xijue understood what occupied his thoughts. Guangdong officialdom, from top to bottom, had been cowed by the transmigrators. Last year, they had raided the Guangzhou area, occupied Humen, bombarded Guangzhou, thrown the surrounding counties into chaos, killed many gentry, and plundered vast amounts of property. This matter had already attracted the court's attention. Fortunately, heaven was high and the emperor far away; His Majesty was occupied day and night with the roving bandits and the Eastern Tartars, unable to spare attention for affairs down here. Even He Rubin's disaster in Qiongzhou still awaited an official court ruling. According to letters from Li Fengjie's secretaries, fellow examination candidates, and friends in the capital, there was a good chance the matter would simply be glossed over—the government forces had lost troops and officers, sustaining "army losses," but they had not actually "lost territory." In the court's eyes, this still compared favorably to the provinces plagued by roving bandits. However, responsibility would eventually be assigned: General He would likely become a "washed-up officer."

With the Qiongzhou mess as precedent, the attacks around Guangzhou had been characterized as "sea bandits exploiting their victory to raid." After all, such things had happened before—once, a few hundred Japanese pirates had rampaged through Southern Zhili, fighting all the way to the walls of Nanjing. The court had not considered the sky falling then either.

Li Fengjie cared nothing for He Rubin's future. What concerned him most was how to maintain stability in Guangdong, especially around Guangzhou. Last time, resolution had only come through secret "territorial concessions and reparations." If he offended the transmigrators over this matter, who knew what new tricks they might devise? He would have no way to answer to the court.

But these were words he would never speak to Li Xijue. After a long pause, he finally put on an air of indifference:

"Why bring such a trivial matter to me? Let them go see Prefect Yu."

Prefect Yu was Yu Baocun, the Prefect of Guangzhou. Li Fengjie had made up his mind: whether it was land acquisition or building some sort of "World," it was all a local Guangzhou matter—let it be Yu Baocun's responsibility.



Thus the matter landed on Yu Baocun's desk. Li Xijue naturally could not escape either; he had to meet face-to-face with Prefect Yu to convey instructions while doing his best to correctly interpret the leader's intentions. Obviously, His Excellency the Governor had no intention of opposing the transmigrators on this matter.

"The land parcels are right here and here." Lü Yizhong, who had been ordered to discuss the details with Yu Baocun, showed complete indifference to the Prefect's surprise. He produced the map he had brought along: a simplified map of Guangzhou and its suburbs that specifically annotated all terrain features and settlements outside the city walls.

Yu Baocun had already received word from Li Fengjie. He silently cursed the Governor for passing him yet another scorching hot potato, but this was indeed his responsibility, and he had no grounds to refuse. Besides, he still needed to count on Governor Li not to slip any poison pills his way regarding the Commissioner's "departure." For that alone, he had already gifted the Governor's favorite concubine quite a few valuable Australian goods.

He studied where Lü Yizhong was pointing. Both parcels lay outside the Great East Gate, right along the river. Yu Baocun had never seen a modern map, but he had at least seen geographic charts. He examined it carefully; the two parcels the Australians wanted were across the river from each other, several li apart.

Yu Baocun was an official with practical local government experience. Though he could not read the scale, based on the surrounding terrain he could roughly estimate the area of land the Australians wanted—approximately a thousand mu altogether. Most of it was official land, which would not be too troublesome to handle. Yu Baocun finally breathed a sigh of relief.

"Master Guo's meaning is this: he is willing to pay for all these parcels. He simply asks the Prefect to help facilitate matters," said Lü Yizhong.

"Of course, of course." Yu Baocun nodded repeatedly, privately cursing Lü Yizhong as utterly shameless for immediately defecting to the transmigrators. But this man had been untouchable before, and was even more untouchable now. He could only smile and agree to everything.

Several people gathered to discuss how to make this matter both legitimate and satisfactory to all parties. The Australians' land purchase could not be made public—an official pretext was required. After consideration, Yu Baocun suggested using the name of establishing a commercial port. The reasoning would be: Guangdong had recently suffered military disaster, natural calamities had been frequent in recent years, and the common people were displaced. Meanwhile, the court was constantly raising large armies, straining imperial finances. Now the only option was to open up new revenue sources and collect more commercial taxes to serve the court. Therefore, they had decided to designate a commercial port along the Pearl River and invite merchants to build there and conduct trade.

This reasoning was righteous, reasonable, and easy to implement. Yu Baocun ordered the county magistrates and secretaries of Panyu and Nanhai to be summoned for joint consultation. After conferring, they decided to allocate as much official land for sale as possible, to avoid disputes during land acquisition that might cause problems—everyone understood this land was actually being purchased by the Australians, so caution was paramount.

With local officials' full support, the land acquisition proceeded smoothly. Guo Yi understood well that in the Ming Dynasty, even if you possessed foreign guns and cannons, without proper lubrication, affairs would progress at a glacial pace. After all, he could not simply drag people out and shoot them. Thus, through Lü Yizhong, he hinted to the major local officials that the Guangzhou Grand World project would be open for public share offerings. If they were interested, they could enjoy the privilege of purchasing "subscription certificates" in advance.
Chapter 850 - Stocks and Bonds

The Executive Committee had approved the Guangzhou project's use of stock offerings and bond issuance to raise funds. Cheng Dong himself was highly supportive of this approach—a whole group of finance professionals in the fiscal departments had been frustrated and melancholy because they had no work matching their expertise. With the Grand World project, they could eventually promote this model, establish a stock market, and continuously drain capital from Guangzhou.

However, the Executive Committee harbored concerns about whether share offerings might lead to loss of enterprise equity. Although Dabo Shipping and Runshitang Pharmaceuticals were both share-based enterprises open to natives, their private shareholders were still drawn from "within the system"—naturalized citizens and collaborators. The Guangzhou Grand World project, on the other hand, would be an entirely public offering. The shareholder base would be complex, and some worried whether opening up share sales might create future entanglements over interests and obstacles to social transformation.

"When we formally rule Guangdong, we will certainly conduct a major purge of the existing gentry class, annihilating them completely in body and spirit!" Du Wen attacked this proposal fiercely at the meeting. "I find it strange—as a system founded on planned economy, why are we engaging in these capitalist crooked schemes..."

Qian Shuiting rapped his gavel: "Please keep your remarks on topic and don't bring up irrelevant matters."

Though Du Wen was generally unpopular among the elders, her words struck a chord with quite a few. Many felt they should not entangle themselves too deeply with the Ming Dynasty's vested interest groups.

Therefore, the person sent from the Finance Supervisory Department to respond was Chen Ce, Policy Division Chief of Delong Bank. In fact, he was not only the bank's Policy Division Chief but also the head of the entire Finance Supervisory Department's policy planning division.

"I would like to remind all my fellow elders," Chen Ce spoke calmly, "that whether it's public stock offerings or issuing corporate bonds, the essence is 'providing capital services for enterprise development.' I trust everyone understands my meaning." He paused. "Wanting to control the board of directors through stock purchases, and thereby ultimately gain a voice in or control of an enterprise's operations? That kind of thing only happens in what Elder Du calls 'decadent capitalist countries.' It didn't happen in the old time-space, and it certainly won't happen in this one. After all, we are the majority shareholders."

The faces of certain elders showed expressions of sudden enlightenment. Others did not quite understand and waited for him to continue.

"Big enterprises and big companies don't necessarily have to pay dividends," Chen Ce began to speak more plainly. "Besides, we can separately establish a holding company specifically for issuing stock. What, you never read the financial sections in the old time-space?"

But Chen Ce's approach was not entirely workable either. Profiting from speculation required a relatively regulated stock trading market, and Guangdong currently had no conditions to establish such a market. Both the Planning Commission and the Finance Supervisory Department opposed immediately promoting these financial instruments from the new time-space. Ming Dynasty people understood the concept of shares, but the sophisticated notion of buying and selling stocks for profit was beyond them. Their only concept of shareholding was that profits should be distributed as dividends. The Grand World project could hardly claim it was perpetually losing money.

After repeated discussions, the gentlemen of Wudaokou Tea House reached a consensus: for now, no stock market would be established. The Grand World project could offer public shares while also issuing corporate bonds—with corporate bonds as the primary source of funding.



To obtain working capital for construction as quickly as possible, Guo Yi immediately took action after receiving formal approval. He consulted with Meng Xian on how to actually implement this.

"Fine. First tell me how much money you need and how much you currently have." Meng Xian rubbed his chin—his bushy beard had long been shaved off because it made him look less like a respectable person, but he unconsciously retained the gesture.

"You know exactly how much money I have," Guo Yi said with dissatisfaction. According to financial regulations, the Guangzhou Station's cash flow now all passed through Delong Guangzhou Branch's accounts.

"It's not the same. Though I know your accounts perfectly well, that's the entire Guangzhou Station's money—not the Grand World project's investment. Those funds can't be mixed."

"The allocation from Cheng Dong is thirty-five thousand taels. That's the total value of all the reparations and personal compensation Guangdong paid us." Guo Yi spoke quietly. "This sum is now allocated to the Grand World project team."

But this money also had to cover the various refurbishment costs for reopening the Zizi brand shops, which alone would cost around ten thousand taels. The money left for the Grand World project was just over twenty thousand.

"Twenty thousand taels isn't nothing," Meng Xian observed.

Not nothing, but hardly adequate given the upcoming expenses. The Planning Commission had provided an estimate sheet: the entire Grand World project, including the preliminary building materials ventures, full completion including all equipment and personnel, would cost roughly seventy to eighty thousand taels.

Meng Xian said: "Let's calculate based on a pool of one hundred thousand taels. Better to collect a bit more."

Given the Guangzhou Station's operational capacity, earning eighty thousand taels was not particularly difficult. But the vast majority of the Station's revenue had to pay for the enormous quantities of imported goods already scheduled by the Planning Commission. That could not be changed arbitrarily.

"I'll put together an underwriting syndicate," Meng Xian proposed. "I'll contact several major money houses in the city to handle the sales. That way you'll immediately get one hundred thousand taels—without having to count small coins every day waiting for funds to accumulate." He glanced around. "Besides, selling stocks and bonds in your shops wouldn't look very professional."



Two types of securities would be issued. The first was Grand World project stock—seven qian two fen of treasury silver per share, equivalent to one Spanish dollar. Stock returns were not fixed; annual dividends would depend on the Grand World project's operations and profits. If business was poor, there would be no dividends, or smaller ones. The second type was Grand World project bonds, also priced at seven qian two fen per certificate. Bonds had a three-year term with annual interest of two percent. No compound interest; principal and interest would be repaid in full at maturity.

All stocks and bonds would be unregistered and non-replaceable if lost. This effectively acknowledged that stocks and bonds could be privately transferred—preparation for establishing future stock and bond markets. Europe's stock markets had originally begun as nothing more than private buying and selling in coffeehouses.

Led by the Guangzhou Branch, six other major money houses in Guangzhou were contacted to distribute this hundred thousand taels in stocks and bonds. Meng Xian himself subscribed first, taking twenty thousand taels. The financial strength of the Zizi brand shops, the Australians' power, and Meng Xian's unhesitating subscription convinced the money houses to subscribe without hesitation. The full hundred thousand taels was quickly distributed.

News that the Zizi shops were raising capital through the money houses immediately caused a sensation among officials. Everyone knew that Master Guo's enterprises generated a fortune every day. Many people had long been trying desperately to deposit their savings with the Zizi counters. Now there were shares available to purchase! Buying shares meant raising a goose that laid golden eggs! Officials at every level eagerly counted up the silver they had accumulated through years in office.

With officials so enthusiastic, ordinary commoners naturally would not fall behind. Gentry and great households with government connections received the news quickly and scrambled to send representatives to the underwriting money houses to pre-register, reserving quantities for purchase. But Meng Xian was conducting a hunger marketing campaign this time, strictly controlling the subscription certificates—he gave each underwriting partner certificates for only half their allotment. The rest would be sold publicly.

The obvious result was that subscription certificates immediately became a black market commodity. A certificate allowing purchase of five hundred shares cost only one hundred wen as a "processing fee" at Delong Guangzhou Branch; on the black market, the price escalated from two hundred wen to one qian, then five qian, one tael, ten taels, and finally reached quotes of fifty taels. By anyone's standards, that price was insane.

"It seems greed and speculation cannot be avoided in any time-space," Meng Xian remarked with a sigh upon hearing that subscription certificates were being speculated upon.

With officials and great households so eager, common people would not be left out either. At only seven qian two fen of silver per share, middle-class families could afford them. The common folk of Guangzhou had witnessed the various wealth legends of the Zizi shops with their own eyes. Now that they could share in the fortune, they were unwilling to miss out. They crowded in front of the money houses—even buying just five or ten shares felt like something.

In only four or five days, the underwriting syndicate's hundred-thousand-tael quota was completely sold out. In fact, if Meng Xian and Guo Yi had not deliberately allowed common people and middle-class families to purchase some of the securities, the local officials, gentry, and great households alone could have absorbed the entire allocation.

"We could absolutely have placed two hundred thousand taels..." Zhang Yikun, head of the Grand World project, grinned from ear to ear. With gleaming silver in hand, the project could now be pushed forward at full scale.

"What's the rush? This Guangzhou City is practically a black hole for silver. What's two hundred thousand taels?" Meng Xian waved dismissively. "Who knows how much silver is hidden in old misers' wall crevices and under their floors. We need to find ways to dig up all their money for our use. Consider this the first round. Later we'll issue a second, third, fourth round—extract it all."

Zhang Yikun nodded eagerly: "That's ideal. Selling continuously, using other people's money—such a great feeling." He thought for a moment. "We should sell more stocks and fewer bonds. Bonds have a guaranteed two percent annual interest. With stocks, we can just say business was bad and skip dividends. Those shareholders can't audit our annual reports anyway."

Meng Xian sneered: "This stock market mentality of yours is exactly how it gets ruined. You think shareholders are pigs, willing to be bled day after day while still rushing to get in? The way I see it, for the first five or six years we should definitely pay dividends no matter what—even if we don't actually make money, even if we lose money, we still pay! That way the second and third rounds, and future project stocks, will actually sell."
Chapter 851 - To Hangzhou

Zhao Yingong stood at the bow of the boat, gazing at Hangzhou City as it appeared through the mist of centuries, momentarily transfixed.

For a modern person with a special attachment to the Song Dynasty, Hangzhou held a sentiment that enthusiasts of that lost era found impossible to release.

"Capital-in-Residence," he murmured, "I have arrived."



He had departed from Guangzhou in January. Traveling first by boat, then by sedan chair, sometimes on horseback, nearly two months had passed before he finally arrived in Hangzhou amid the brilliant spring light of March.

The hardships and tribulations of the journey hardly bear elaboration. He had also encountered several dangerous situations: three times bandits had targeted his party, and once he was caught in a sudden flash flood. Had it not been for the escort bureau's men accompanying him throughout, Zhao Yingong doubted whether he could have reached Hangzhou safely on his own.

His bloodstream now coursed with various antibodies developed in the new time-space. His personal medicine pouch contained all manner of remedies—bleaching powder water purification tablets, antiparasitics, antimalarials, and antidiarrheals. To ensure safety, the Health Department had warned him that he must not consume any meat on the road, lest he contract some parasite. If he fell ill en route, in this time-space, it would almost certainly mean death. So Zhao Yingong's journey had been particularly arduous—his only sources of protein and fat were Grassland No. 10 rations consumed at night in private: specialized supplements including jerky, pickled lard in glass jars, and nuts.

These dreadful provisions made his journey even more difficult. Now, with Hangzhou finally before his eyes, Zhao Yingong breathed a sigh of relief. He calculated that once he reached his destination, he needed a proper bath, a change of clothes, and to unbind and wash his girl-like long hair—bathing had been inconvenient during his travels, and his hair gave off a foul smell. Despite his best efforts at personal hygiene, his body had acquired quite a few lice and nits, causing extreme discomfort. In this time-space, such loathsome parasites were everywhere; inns were especially major hubs and transit points for them. Bedbugs were particularly rampant. Zhao Yingong had never suffered like this in his life. In the old time-space, even visiting a small town in a national poverty-designated county, there were still clean inns and passable food. Some places had terrible public safety and chaotic cityscapes, but at least you would never see corpses lying by the roadside, or people defecating in the open.

But all of this he had witnessed during his journey. Not merely witnessed—witnessed frequently. The overall impression the Great Ming had left upon him was deeply poor, even worse than his lowest expectations. He had observed the actual conditions of ancient society on D-Day, but had always believed that was because Hainan Island was an out-of-the-way place, a product of economic and cultural backwardness. Later, when he arrived in Guangzhou for pre-departure adaptive training, the city—after all a trading port, with the Pearl River Delta having been a land of fish and rice since ancient times—had seemed different. But once he left such prosperous regions, all along the road he encountered only darkness.

He had departed precisely during the spring famine—already the hardest time for farmers. In places where disasters had struck the previous year, stored grain had run out by spring, and large groups of refugees were fleeing starvation. Sitting in his sedan chair, Zhao Yingong had often seen crowds of beggars on the road, and farmers barely able to work their fields—no better off than the beggars themselves. His mood grew heavy beyond control.

He had read countless accounts of the chaos of the late Ming and early Qing in history books. But only now, actually walking through that historical scroll, did he feel the terror and sorrow of an age of disorder—no, strictly speaking, this was not yet an age of disorder. The hellscape that would unfold across the Chinese lands had not truly begun. The places he was passing through would remain relatively peaceful even into the early Qing. Yet already the scene was this wretched. One could only imagine the grotesque horrors of places truly devastated by the great chaos to come.

Because signs of disorder were already appearing, the External Intelligence Bureau had carefully arranged this journey to Jiangnan. Not only had they assembled a team of three men and one woman from the Qiwei Escort Bureau, they had also selected several professional security personnel from the Political Security General Administration to accompany him. The route stayed as close as possible to the main official roads, following the postal stations. In ancient society, this was the safest way to travel.

To guard against "official bandits" along the way, the External Intelligence Bureau had arranged for the Guangzhou Station to obtain several "Eight Lines" letters of introduction and visiting cards from the gentry and high officials of Guangzhou to serve as talismans. Besides frightening off petty demons and avoiding much harassment and extortion, in case of danger these could also be used to request assistance from the authorities. Most useful indeed.

The head escort responsible for protecting Zhao Yingong was a distant nephew of Sun Kecheng named Sun Wangcai. Though called a nephew, he was actually not much younger than Sun Kecheng—a robust man in his early forties. He was quick-witted, skilled in martial arts, and possessed extensive underworld experience. At Qiwei, he was a man whose words carried weight. Moreover, he frequently escorted "official convoys": accompanying officials who had completed their terms in Guangdong and their families returning home. He was quite experienced in dealing with dignitaries. So the External Intelligence Bureau had selected him to serve as Zhao Yingong's security team leader—also as part of a strategy to gradually break up the "Sun Family Clique" and "Jiangxi Gang" within Qiwei. The original core members of Qiwei had all been sent out as personal guards for intelligence bureau and colonial trade personnel on foreign assignments.

Sun Wangcai stood behind him now. He knew the Elder's status was precious and that Qiwei owed the Australians a great debt, so he had been extremely careful and solicitous throughout the journey. He always walked at the front of the procession, and whether stopping for rest, booking inns, or chartering boats, he would go ahead first to inspect conditions.

Now that they had safely arrived at Hangzhou, Sun Wangcai finally allowed himself to relax. Zhejiang, especially northern Zhejiang, had always been a land of fish and rice, more prosperous and stable than other places. There were no longer so many rovers with dangerous looks in their eyes. In some places they had passed through, he had been forced to order all the men in the group to display their weapons to intimidate the restless refugees.

"Master, we've finally made it here safely," Sun Wangcai said quietly. "Would you like to enter the city today, or rest at an inn outside first?"

Zhao Yingong desperately wanted to enter the city immediately, purchase a residence, and take a long, satisfying bath. But buying a house and furnishing it could not be done in an instant. With so many people and so much luggage in the entourage, they needed to find an inn to settle in first.

Sun Wangcai was accustomed to serving gentlemen. Seeing his hesitation, he understood his thoughts at once:

"Master needn't worry. This is the provincial capital, seat of the Three Judicial Offices—not some rural backwater. There are quite a few large, extremely clean inns that cater exclusively to gentlemen."

Zhao Yingong nodded: "Good. Do as you suggest. Find a large inn to stay for now."



Sun Wangcai had escorted "official convoys" far and wide and had been to Hangzhou several times. Going ashore, he quickly secured an inn. Hangzhou was a provincial capital and a prosperous center of the southeast; its commerce flourished and its population was large. As for violations of dress codes, no one cared. The inn sent a waiter to welcome Zhao Yingong, calling for a four-man sedan chair. For the womenfolk, they summoned two-man small sedans. Additionally, over a dozen porters were hired to carry the luggage.

The party abandoned the boat and went ashore, walking along the embankment. After less than half a li, the city wall loomed magnificently in the distance, the city gate towering high. Zhao Yingong was not from Hangzhou but was quite familiar with it. He knew that Hangzhou's current city walls and gates were mostly no longer Song Dynasty relics—Zhang Shicheng had rebuilt the city at the end of the Yuan Dynasty, and its layout had already changed from Song times. But seeing the city gate, he could not help feeling a sense of nostalgia.

Around the city gate clustered inns of various sizes. The large ones bore golden signboards reading "Hostel for Officials," while the small ones simply advertised "Lodging for Merchants." The Lao Rongji Inn that Sun Wangcai had arranged was naturally a Hostel for Officials. The buildings were grand and imposing; the front entrance bustled with people and sedan chairs coming and going. Waiters hurried back and forth.

Sun Wangcai had reserved one large and one small courtyard. The small courtyard had three main rooms; the large courtyard five, both with side rooms—spacious, clean, and free of annoying insects. The space was more than sufficient for the entire Hangzhou Station crew. Responsible for managing the Station's internal affairs was Zhao Yingong's life secretary. She was plain-looking and small of build, but she was from Zhejiang—her ancestral home was Shaoxing, and she had been sold to Guangdong. The reason Zhao Yingong had originally purchased a life secretary rated only D was precisely that he had anticipated being posted to Jiangnan someday and wanted a local person. He had named this girl "Fenghua."

"We'll be staying here for a while. Make arrangements as comfortably as possible," Zhao Yingong instructed her. "Especially make sure everyone attends to hygiene tonight."

The inn had no bathing facilities available. Sun Wangcai promptly had the waiter lead him out to purchase new tubs for the Elder and the women to use. The others made do, scrubbing themselves with soapberry pods and rinsing with hot water in the main courtyard.

Zhao Yingong enjoyed a hot bath under Fenghua's attendance, changed into clean clothes, stepped into a pair of Chenqiao straw slippers, and strolled a few paces in the courtyard. Looking at the sun hanging in the sky, he felt more comfortable than he had in ages. For the first time during this journey, he had a sense of stability—the next step was to make inroads in Hangzhou.

Time was not on his side. The 1632 northern Zhejiang drought and the Dengzhou operation launching in the second half of the year both required support from the Hangzhou Station. Before early 1632, he had to complete his basic positioning in Hangzhou and obtain sufficient freedom of action, preparing the material and social foundations for transporting refugees.

The material foundation was easier to address—once he was settled, the Intelligence Bureau's land and sea systems would soon move into the Yangtze River Delta region. With the large quantity of new products they possessed, making money would not be difficult. And the Finance Supervisory Department had special allocations for the Hangzhou Station to support local industry and commerce.

But how to establish his own social position—that was the most critical question. Zhao Yingong knew that in this time-space, merchants were extraordinarily vulnerable. Without engaging in ruinous, sycophantic collusion with officials, it was almost impossible to establish a foothold in this social system. His primary role, therefore, could not be that of a merchant.
Chapter 852 - Master Zhao

The External Intelligence Bureau had thoroughly discussed this issue. Obviously, Zhao Yingong could not be linked to the Australians. Jiangnan was not Guangzhou—it lay beyond the Elder Council's cannon fire. Unlike Guangzhou, where Guo Yi had operated in a semi-public capacity from the very beginning, here discretion was essential.

With the assistance of historical researchers at the Grand Library, Jiang Shan ultimately decided to falsify Zhao Yingong's household registration.

Using the Elder Council's influence in Guangdong and the eager assistance of petty officials quite willing to run errands for the Australians in exchange for silver, Zhao Yingong conveniently obtained false registration in Sanshui County, Guangdong. Not only did he secure the false registration, but working through the Guangdong Education Intendant's connections and spending several hundred taels, he also obtained the status of "supplementary student" in Sanshui County. He was now a proper xiucai—a government-recognized scholar. Jiang Shan was also planning to arrange a juren degree for him during the Guangdong provincial examinations, to facilitate further operations.

With xiucai status, one was no longer an ordinary commoner in Ming society. Various rogues and scoundrels would have to show some respect. This provided considerable protection for the Elder's personal safety and social activities.

Once the group had settled in, Zhao Yingong instructed Sun Wangcai to immediately search for a house. To integrate into Hangzhou society, he needed a residence befitting his status—not too extravagant, yet exhibiting the graceful bearing appropriate for a descendant of the Song royal house.

In this time-space, there did exist one family that could claim genuine descent from the Zhao-Song imperial line: the descendants of Zhao Ruohe, Prince of Minchong Commandery, who lived clustered together in Fujian and had built Zhaojia Fortress. During the Hongwu era, with Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang's permission, the ancestors of Zhaojia Fortress had been allowed to restore the Zhao surname, thus reclaiming their identity as Song imperial descendants. Jiang Shan had considered whether to establish contact with this family to provide backing for Zhao Yingong's identity, but after discussion they decided not to invite this trouble. After all, this family held no prominent official positions and had retired from public life since the 28th year of Wanli. They had little influence.

"I believe that for at least the next few years, it would be inadvisable to openly declare yourself a descendant of the Song imperial house," Yu Eshui had said at an External Intelligence Bureau meeting after carefully considering the matter. "Because many of the things you'll be doing are mass public welfare activities. There would be suspicion of 'buying hearts and minds'—and if you were also claiming to be a Song royal descendant, it would invite unnecessary suspicion."

Yu Eshui advised that until the time was right, Zhao Yingong should only hint at his distinguished origins but absolutely must not openly or explicitly reveal his identity.

"All right. But doesn't that ruin my idea of building an ancestral hall?"

"You can build one inside your own residence. Just don't build it on Phoenix Mountain or by West Lake," Yu Eshui replied. "Express just a touch of Song Dynasty elegance, to evoke a sense of nostalgia for the ancients..."

"Song Dynasty elegance?" Zhao Yingong scratched his head. He knew something about Republic-era elegance—bare legs and cheongsams and such—but what did Song Dynasty elegance look like?

"Just let your daily life and surroundings show a bit of Song style, that's all," Yu Eshui explained. "When the time comes, I'll put together a little booklet for you—a guide to Song Dynasty interior decoration and furnishing arrangements. Just follow that."

"Fine. And see if you can procure some Song Dynasty antiques to display."

"Those won't be easy—the prices won't be cheap," Yu Eshui warned. "Take your time. If genuine pieces won't work, start with reproductions. It's the idea that counts."



However, so far Zhao Yingong still had not figured out what "Song Dynasty elegance" truly meant, though generally it seemed to involve refined and understated grace. He was pondering how to explain this more clearly to Sun Wangcai when the time came.

"The house should be fairly large, and the location quiet—but not too remote," Zhao Yingong explained in detail. "There should be a garden. If the location is suitable, even an abandoned residence with an overgrown garden would be acceptable." Finally, he added: "When you go out, stop by the docks and see if that mark is there."

Daoist Daoruanzi had traveled with him, but they had parted ways before reaching Hangzhou. The Daoist believed it would be better for the two groups to enter the city separately.

"When you see my mark, you'll know I've arrived safely," the Daoist had told him. "Don't come looking for me. When the time is right, I'll find you."

"Look carefully. If it's not there, you should go check every day from now on."

Sun Wangcai acknowledged the instruction and went off to find a house.



Finding accommodation in a place like Hangzhou was no simple matter, and suitable houses were especially difficult to come by. Though Zhao Yingong had brought several thousand taels of silver, this money had to cover many expenses—he needed to spend as frugally as possible. Sun Wangcai searched for several days before locating a suitable property. The buying, contracting, and transfer of ownership consumed another ten days or so.

Nothing covert could be done at the inn, so Zhao Yingong brought his staff to wander the streets and alleys of Hangzhou every day, familiarizing himself with the local cultural and geographic environment. He also took the opportunity to practice his Hangzhou Mandarin.

Ming Dynasty Hangzhou was no longer the Song Dynasty's Capital-in-Residence—hardly any trace of that remained. The year after the Song surrendered, a great fire destroyed the Southern Song court's palaces on Phoenix Mountain. In the fourth month of the first year of Zhizheng in the Yuan Dynasty, a fire in Hangzhou spread from the southeast to the northwest, covering nearly 30 li, burning half the public and private dwellings, destroying 15,755 official buildings, private houses, and temples, affecting 10,797 households and 38,116 people, killing 74. The following year, Hangzhou suffered yet another great fire that consumed over 40,000 civilian dwellings—an unprecedented disaster. What had been a flourishing metropolis for several hundred years gradually fell into decline.

At the end of the Yuan and beginning of the Ming, Zhang Shicheng demolished the Nine-Bend City and rebuilt Hangzhou, mobilizing 200,000 laborers to dig a canal around the walls. But shortly after the city was completed, Chang Yuchun attacked Hangzhou. After more than three months of siege with supply lines severed, six or seven out of ten residents starved to death. After the army withdrew, many more died of disease.

It was not until the Yongle era that Hangzhou gradually recovered its vitality and prosperity. As Zhejiang's premier district, merchants gathered here and all trades flourished. Since Jiangnan was the most prosperous region in the late Ming, by modern estimates Hangzhou's permanent population exceeded half a million. After roaming inside and outside the city several times, Zhao Yingong felt this place had even greater potential for development than Guangzhou.

The house was in the "Upper City"—as the name suggested, this was Hangzhou's "upper-class district." The main building had five bays and three courtyards, with east and west wings, a sedan hall in front, and a very large garden at the back. However, most of the garden had been completely neglected. The previous owner had sectioned off a portion to create a charming small garden, leaving the rest to run wild. Zhao Yingong looked it over and felt quite satisfied. Though the house itself was not particularly large, the abandoned garden covered a vast area—besides expanding the garden, there was sufficient land for building extensions.

The house itself was of excellent quality—reportedly once belonging to an official's family. After the master passed away, his unworthy descendants quickly squandered the estate, and the house was sold off to divide the inheritance. Sun Wangcai knew that the greatest fear when purchasing property was becoming entangled in inheritance disputes among heirs, which could lead to endless trouble. So he did not hesitate to spend extra silver at the broker's office and also specially registered the transaction at the county yamen's Household Office, ensuring everything was handled properly and thoroughly.

After completing the purchase, Sun Wangcai found a construction carpentry firm at the tea guild meeting and had the entire residence refurbished and repainted. At the same time, the abandoned garden was given a basic cleanup—for now, there was neither the funds nor the energy for a proper garden expansion.

Various furniture and household items were purchased in a hurry—Zhao Yingong instructed that for now, they should not buy too many things, just the essential furniture and supplies.

Furniture could only be bought secondhand, but fortunately Hangzhou was a provincial capital with many gentry and great households. Fortunes rose and fell; there were always a few declining families selling off their possessions. There were also many officials here, and outgoing officials needed to dispose of furniture and sundries they could not take with them. Thus the secondhand shops were well-stocked, business was brisk, and prices were not too expensive.

Zhao Yingong did not want to appear like a nouveau riche, but he also found it difficult to grasp what "Song Dynasty elegance" truly meant. After much thought, he reasoned that parvenus typically liked things that were new, big, and expensive. To appear understated and tasteful, one needed "old goods." But these old goods could not be cheap either. In short, things that looked like they were not worth much but were actually quite valuable—that was the key. Weighing these considerations, he had Sun Wangcai first purchase half-worn rosewood tables and chairs, along with some decorative objects, and arranged them about the residence.

As for calligraphy and paintings, he had brought quite a few—many works by minor artists from Guangdong and Guangxi, as well as some pieces by scholars who had served as officials in Guangdong. These demonstrated both his Guangdong origins and his wealth while also projecting an air of cultivation.

"I need to find a qinke," Zhao Yingong thought—a literary companion. Otherwise, handling all these matters himself would surely lead to embarrassment. No matter how many history books he read, he was not a person of this era.

Money makes things easy. Once the carpenters finished renovations, the entire party moved from the inn to the new residence in just three or four days, with everything properly arranged. Even the kitchen staff, gatekeepers, sedan bearers, rough maidservants, and all other servants were promptly hired—this was a typical consumption-oriented city with an enormous population engaged in the service industry.

These people naturally could not be trusted, but for now the Hangzhou Station had no clandestine activities anyway. He first needed to establish a proper household before he could begin operations. Later, he could gradually select reliable and suitable personnel.

In his newly completed study, he pondered deeply over the problem of recruiting additional staff.

Reliable people were plentiful in Lingao. Talents from all walks of life could be found among the politically vetted naturalized citizens, but they were mostly from Guangdong, Guangxi, Fujian, Jiangxi, and Hunan. The few from Zhejiang were mainly from southern Zhejiang. People from the Jiangnan region were very few. And what he most needed now were local "guides."

In Guangzhou, they had Gao Ju. In Hangzhou, they were completely in the dark. Gao Ju had some business dealings in Jiangnan but no deep connections—his main network of relationships was in Beijing. So Gao Ju's only use was to provide a few business partners.

Li Luoyou also had no substantial network in Jiangnan. So breaking into Hangzhou's social scene would be quite difficult. The xiucai status the Intelligence Bureau had arranged was too low, and Zhao Yingong lacked literary fame—there was no hope of making inroads through that angle. After much consideration, Zhao Yingong concluded that he would have to start with the novel goods and clever devices. By opening shops selling new products, he could attract the attention of local merchants and eventually gentry, and thus gradually enter the social circles of local gentry and great households.
Chapter 853 - The Daoist

Ideally, such a person should come from a commercial background—someone who had worked as a clerk or manager and had lived in Hangzhou for a long time. That way, doing business would come naturally. Zhao Yingong thought: what a pity that such fortunate encounters do not happen twice. He probably would not find another retired manager whose grandson had malaria who would come to serve him.

Just as he was deep in thought, a servant came to announce: Daoruanzi had arrived.

"Bring him here at once!" Zhao Yingong's spirits immediately lifted.

Within a few minutes, the servant brought Zhang Yingchen over. He looked somewhat haggard, but his Daoist robe was clean. Though obviously an old garment—upon closer inspection it even had patches—Zhao Yingong was puzzled. This was not the new Daoist robe the Daoist had designed himself. And he had been absent for several days, yet he showed no sign of travel fatigue. Evidently, he had found a place to stay.

As if reading Zhao Yingong's confusion: "I'm currently staying at a small Daoist temple outside Yongjin Gate," Zhang Yingchen explained. "This robe was given to me by the abbot, Daoist Ma. Daoist Ma is a fine fellow, and quite presentable too..."

"You're really something—you found yourself a boyfriend the moment you arrived in Hangzhou?"

"What are you talking about?" Zhang Yingchen scoffed. "The past couple of days I've been wandering the streets and alleys of Hangzhou, looking for a suitable place to lodge. I reached Qingyun Temple, where the abbot was ill—you know I practice traditional Chinese medicine, and I had some emergency medicine with me. One dose and he recovered immediately. That's how I obtained lodging."

"Well done." Zhao Yingong laughed heartily. "Your survival skills aren't bad. You could definitely survive on your own."

"I'm confident of that too," Zhang Yingchen replied. "Setting aside everything else, how many people in the Elder Council would be willing to venture alone deep into the Li territories? Actually, once you're there, it's nothing—the Li territories aren't some dragon's pool or tiger's den. Of course, I did fall ill a few times, but with modern medicine helping, I pulled through."

"Stop boasting. Let's talk about how to get started here in Hangzhou." Zhao Yingong laid out all the issues he had been considering.

"I'd like your opinion. Right now I don't dare follow Xiao Guo's 'merchant route' opening strategy. In a place where xiucai and juren are as common as dogs and jinshi walk the streets, establishing myself first as a merchant would be very disadvantageous for later trying to enter scholarly circles."

Though Jiangnan's industry and commerce were thriving, spawning what some called "reactionary ideological trends" of "money worship," and though merchants had greatly elevated their status—with gentry and scholars also engaging more or less in business—overall, a considerable gulf remained between scholars and merchants. The difference in their social positions still could not be compared.

"But to befriend scholars, with your current status and manner of speech, you probably can't manage it, right?" Zhang Yingchen pointedly identified the main contradiction.

"Exactly!" Zhao Yingong nodded. "I'm just a fake xiucai, someone who can't even recite the entire Analects. Hoping to win over local scholars through 'literary talent' is clearly hopeless—should I plagiarize Nalan Xingde's poetry? Or go all dominant and quickly brush up on Chairman Mao's poems?" He smiled bitterly.

"Everything you're saying is trivial details. Thinking you can earn literary fame with a few verses of poetry is just dreaming," Zhang Yingchen said dismissively. "That's just another form of 'king's dominating aura'—it has no future." He studied Zhao Yingong. "I think you should at least learn how to converse with local scholars, master their style of discourse—just as I'm completely natural at the Daoist temple because I'm familiar with how Daoists talk, their scriptures, and their way of life."

"You have a point." Zhao Yingong stroked his chin. "It seems I'll have to memorize the Analects properly."

"Actually, it's not just the Analects. According to Yu Eshui, a xiucai should at least be able to recite the Thirteen Classics backwards and forwards. Imagine you're chatting with a group of Confucians, someone starts spouting classical phrases, and you don't understand a thing—wouldn't they treat you like an idiot?"

Zhao Yingong's expression soured—the thought of memorizing texts made him apprehensive. But what Zhang Yingchen said was quite reasonable; apparently, he would have to put in this effort. Back when he was in the Intelligence Bureau training class, he had worked hard practicing calligraphy under a xiucai's tutelage, and now his brushwork was basically presentable.

"Also, it doesn't matter if you yourself don't act as a merchant—that doesn't mean your household has no businesses. The land and sea routes people will follow along to set up positions. Once they open shop, you pick one to serve as the proprietor of. Then you'll have real standing—in this time-space, money still makes you the boss."

The Jiangnan deployment of the land and sea routes had originally been scheduled to roll out fully in 1630 but was delayed due to the anti-encirclement campaign. So far, only Wanyou had completed its positioning in Nanjing and Qingjiangpu on the land route. On the sea route, Qiwei had just established a presence in Nanjing and Shanghai, each with one trading post.

By comparison, Delong's expansion was much faster. After the victory of the anti-encirclement campaign, through negotiations with Li Luoyou, he eventually agreed to serve as a joint clearing agent for Delong. Through this method, Delong was able to extend its remittance and exchange services to Jiangnan and the northern and southern capitals. Next, Cheng Dong planned to open directly operated branches in both capitals.

Delong's rapid expansion was primarily to accumulate capital, and secondarily to provide financial support for the next stage of the mainland campaign. The Elder Council's dispatched agencies would need to move large sums of money across a very wide range in the future, urgently requiring a financial network.

As an Elder's "enterprise," Wanyou was well-positioned as a north-south goods trading house. Zhang Yingchen's suggestion that Zhao Yingong become its proprietor was indeed a reasonable arrangement.

"Hmm, now that you put it that way, I feel somewhat enlightened," Zhao Yingong said. "I had originally wanted to get involved in the silk-weaving industry, but I've had reservations. You're right: with the Wanyou signboard, things will be easier. We just need a good manager to run things."

"No rush on that. Take your time looking. Once the business is big enough, people will come seeking patronage. Good birds choose their trees," Zhang Yingchen observed.

Zhao Yingong asked: "What's your next step? Will you continue lodging at the Daoist temple?"

"Of course." Zhang Yingchen nodded. "Qingyun Temple is a small temple, and a poor one—including the lay Daoists, there are fewer than ten people. Easy to control. I plan to stay there offering medical consultations, build up a small reputation—and by the way, spread my new Daoism to the temple's Daoists. There are a few good-looking young Daoist acolytes there who seem like promising material."

The two settled on their method of contact and code phrases, establishing a schedule for regular communication. Zhao Yingong wanted to share some of the supplies and silver he had brought, but Zhang Yingchen refused:

"I don't need those things—they could easily give me away. If you have extra prepared medicines, give me some of those. As for silver, I don't have much use for it. When I need some, I'll ask."



After seeing the Daoist off, Zhao Yingong paced around his study, feeling there were many things he should be doing yet not quite knowing where to start. Finally, he stopped and called out: "Someone! Help me change!"

Rather than sitting in his study wallowing in idle thoughts and making "plans," he might as well go out for a walk right now. Who knows, he might have an unexpected encounter, might find some inspiration, and come up with a completely new idea. He could also look for suitable children to purchase and properly educate. Though Fenghua had received strict training, her innate aptitude was limited; it would be better to train children from a young age. Thinking of this, his spirits rose.

Fenghua hurried over with washing water. She attended him as he washed his face, then brought out a new outfit—this had been made by a Guangzhou tailor before departure, in the most fashionable style of the Great Ming. The fabric and tailoring were extremely refined.

Fenghua helped him dress. It was a pale blue zhiduo robe fully embroidered with flowing cloud patterns in gold thread, paired with a blue headscarf embroidered with red wan characters. Zhao Yingong studied himself in the mirror; he felt wearing these clothes was somewhat like being in an opera. Especially the headscarf—was it not a bit too ornate for a man?

Fenghua suppressed a smile as she helped him dress.

"Hmm, what are you laughing at?" He adjusted his headscarf while asking. "Is there something funny about me now?"

"This servant wouldn't dare!" Fenghua quickly said. "It's just that the Master now is completely different from before—like two different people."

"Oh?" Zhao Yingong said. "Do you think I look like a local person?"

"Of course not." Fenghua shook her head. "Just the Master's physique and bearing—how many on the street could compare? Once the Master goes out, anyone who sees him will surely never forget."

Hearing these words, Zhao Yingong was momentarily stunned, then smiled: "You certainly know how to flatter."

Fenghua said nothing more, carefully helped him straighten his clothes, then fetched a genuine Japanese folding fan. Folding fans were still relatively expensive playthings in the Ming Dynasty, not as common as they would become in the Qing. Though domestically produced versions now existed, fans from Japan and Korea remained luxury items.

The Intelligence Bureau had positioned Zhao Yingong as a wealthy young gentleman from Guangdong, and his clothing and accessories were all prepared according to this requirement. There was also a hint of overseas flavor—after all, Guangzhou was a foreign trading port. This also provided a pretext for Zhao Yingong to maintain a steady supply of foreign goods.

Sun Wangcai selected two Qiwei escorts to accompany and protect him. These two escorts had actually received training at the Political Security General Administration and were specifically responsible for the Elder's personal security. An External Intelligence Bureau-trained native intelligence agent served as his personal attendant. Finally, they enlisted a local Hangzhou servant named Cai Shi to serve as guide.

Cai Shi had only recently joined the household—he had originally been a servant at this very residence, and when the previous owners moved away, he had lost his position. This was his return to employment.

The party exited through the mansion gates. Since they had not decided on a destination, they did not use sedan chairs but simply strolled along the streets. The area where they lived was near Qinghe Ward; here were mostly residences of great households, with hardly any shops visible along the streets. The stone-paved roads were nearly empty of pedestrians.

"Master, may I ask: where would you like to go first?" Cai Shi inquired, seeing they were about to reach the end of the alley.
Chapter 854 - The Markets of Hangzhou

Zhao Yingong said: "Since you're a native of Hangzhou, just lead the way and we'll stroll wherever you like."

Cai Shi had recently joined the household and was keenly aware that all the servants around the Master had been brought from Guangdong. Having come to serve as an "outsider," if he wanted to rise in the household, he would need to carefully discern the Master's wishes. He therefore paid close attention to everything.

Now being asked to lead the way—this was where his advantage as a local came in. He immediately perked up. He reasoned that since the Master was a wealthy young gentleman from Guangdong, ordinary pleasures and entertainment probably held little appeal for him. Since arriving in Hangzhou, the Master had been moderate in his daily habits and had not rushed out for sightseeing. This suggested he had not come to Hangzhou simply to enjoy the prosperity of Jiangnan, but harbored other purposes. Considering that recently the Master had sent him to buy the Directory of Officials, had instructed him to purchase the court gazette from the yamen daily, and asked about market prices for various commodities—it seemed the Master was either positioning himself for an official career or planning to engage in commerce. It was rather difficult to tell.

After much thought, Cai Shi decided that taking the Master to the busy markets would serve both as sightseeing and as a way for him to understand commercial conditions—this would surely please him. With his mind made up, he led the party toward the city's main marketplaces.



After turning through several alleys, the buildings gradually became smaller and humbler, though even the smallest structures were brick and tile houses. The streets were paved either with bricks or crushed stone, reasonably tidy. However, garbage was scattered everywhere along the roads, and when the wind blew, dust flew up. Some areas lacked underground drainage; open ditches flowed with sewage mixed with refuse of every kind.

Pedestrians, porters, and vendors gradually increased in number. Zhao Yingong noticed that while local women who appeared in public and conducted business were not as numerous as in Guangdong, they were not uncommon either. A considerable number of working women had unbound feet. Their features were pleasant enough, though they were generally short—of course, the men were not tall either.

Looking at the clothing and complexion of the common people, they were far better than those in many places he had passed through on his journey. Their expressions were relatively cheerful and content. Middle-class pedestrians wearing inexpensive silk or high-quality cotton-linen cloth made up a large proportion. Late Ming Jiangnan was indeed a blessed land within China!

Of course, beggars and vagrants were also numerous. Some begged along the streets; others huddled beneath the eaves of small temples at street corners, dressed in rags, their faces sallow with hunger. But such sights were utterly commonplace in this time-space, and Zhao Yingong had grown accustomed to them.

Ming Dynasty Hangzhou was far from the prosperity of the Song Dynasty Capital-in-Residence, and even fell short of its splendor during the Mongol Yuan era. However, this was still a provincial capital, and Zhejiang was a land of fish and rice. The cream of the entire province's wealth gathered here. "A hub of land and water routes, a gathering place for domestic and foreign trade, where a hundred goods convene"—considerable prosperity had been restored. Hangzhou City "within and without, streets and alleys extended for dozens of li... the people numerous and thriving, products abundant in profusion." The streets were "wheel hubs striking, shoulders rubbing."

Zhao Yingong followed Cai Shi along the streets, observing the prosperous scenes of 17th-century Hangzhou. For a true Song enthusiast, the sight before him evoked profound melancholy. This flourishing scene already exceeded his earlier imaginings tenfold—what must the Capital-in-Residence have looked like in its heyday?

Seeing that the Master walked without speaking, his face bearing complex, wistful expressions, Cai Shi wondered if perhaps Master Zhao had visited Hangzhou before. Or perhaps he had some memorable encounter here? Considering that this Master was around thirty years old and had an unusual accent, he was probably someone who had traveled far and wide.

"Master, this is Shou'an Ward Market," Cai Shi announced. Zhao Yingong knew this had been the "Flower Market" in Southern Song times. In the Ming Dynasty, it was a comprehensive marketplace selling all manner of handicraft products, vegetables and fruits, candies and grain products, and more. There was even a night market. It was one of the larger markets within Hangzhou City. However, by the late Ming, this market had declined, its scale reduced to less than a tenth of its peak.

Zhao Yingong strolled casually through. The place was crowded with many carrying poles. Cai Shi hurried forward to clear a path, and the party proceeded slowly through the crowd.

In ancient cities, streets were narrow. By old time-space standards, even the widest "main streets" were merely somewhat wider "alleys"—only five or six meters across, barely enough for two cars to pass. However, the ground was paved with stone slabs and was reasonably neat. Besides the shops, peddlers along the street occupied more than half the road with their wares. Shop signs from both sides extended toward the center of the street, looking dense and chaotic. The crowding was extreme. Cai Shi and the two escorts had to exert considerable effort to squeeze a path through the throng.

Zhao Yingong appeared to walk casually, but he was actually paying close attention to the merchandise sold in shops and even by street vendors. From time to time, he entered shops to examine products and often asked prices. To demonstrate his usefulness, Cai Shi would push forward to haggle in Hangzhou dialect, but Zhao Yingong just smiled and waved him off. After a few times, Cai Shi understood that the Master was actually surveying market conditions, which further confirmed his earlier judgment.

Zhao Yingong was indeed investigating market conditions. Shou'an Ward Market was primarily a retail market; from here, one could gauge the local population's consumption capacity, product preferences, and general price fluctuations. Compared to Guangzhou, prices here were not low at all. Evidently, large quantities of silver circulated here too, and the variety of goods was quite large. Though this was not a textile market, the shops retailed all kinds of satins, silks, cotton, and linen cloth in great variety and many colors. Even European-made woolen cloth and cotton fabrics from India and Southeast Asia were for sale. Clearly, the local middle class had considerable purchasing power.

"Let's go see another market." After touring the market, Zhao Yingong instructed Cai Shi to take them to another one. "Somewhere with cheaper goods. Things that ordinary poor people can afford."

Cai Shi did not quite understand the purpose, but since it was the Master's order, he could not refuse. He led the party toward Mapo Bridge. The streets above and below Mapo Bridge, extending to Shengxian Bridge and Wangxian Bridge, also hosted a market.

Before they even reached the intersection, they could smell a strong odor of animal dung from afar. It was nearly noon, and pedestrians had thinned. Most vendors had already packed up, with only a few merchants gathering their goods and preparing to leave. The street was strewn with garbage and animal droppings. Zhao Yingong observed that this place was quite different from Shou'an Ward Market. First, there were far fewer shops, and they were less imposing. Most sellers were peddlers with carrying poles. The merchandise was extremely mixed—cloth, clothing, livestock, vessels... everything imaginable. Much of it was obviously secondhand goods, giving the impression of a flea market.

"This has something of the feel of Beijing's Ghost Market," Zhao Yingong thought. He knew from his reading that Beijing had a "Ghost Market" that set up stalls at dawn, selling all kinds of secondhand goods and counterfeit products.

"Reporting to the Master: this place is called 'Eastern Garden Market,' also known as 'Pauper's Market.' Most items sold are cheap and worn. It opens when the city gates open and disperses at noon," Cai Shi explained. Many of the Eastern Garden Market's vendors came from the surrounding countryside. Thieves also fenced their less valuable loot here.

The party strolled on until they came to a stone bridge. On the bridge were carved the characters "Wangxian Bridge." Cai Shi said that crossing the bridge led to Wangxian Bridge Street, where the local cloth market was located. Cloth from both outside the province and local production was traded in bulk here, with many cloth shops concentrated in the area.

Zhao Yingong's interest was piqued: "Let's go have a look." He waved his folding fan.



Wangxian Bridge was a small stone bridge, looking very similar to the bridges he often saw during water-town tours in the old time-space. Small and elegant. He stepped onto the bridge, quickened his pace for a few steps, then suddenly stopped as if someone had seized him by the shoulder.

On the bridge surface lay a human form with a sallow, swollen face. It could only be called a "human form" because the entire body was filthy beyond recognition, covered in dirt and even garbage. Judging by size, it was a child of about seven or eight years old.

Corpses of the starved, bodies fallen on the roadside—whether in Guangzhou or along the way through various prefectures and counties, such scenes were all too common. Zhao Yingong had felt some distress seeing them in the past, but now he had grown accustomed to it. Cai Shi immediately stepped forward to guide him to the other side of the bridge, muttering a curse: "Dying anywhere would be better than dying on this bridge!"

Before he finished speaking, the "corpse" moved slightly and emitted a faint moan. The person was still alive.

Cai Shi gave it no further thought and invited Zhao Yingong to pass.

But now Zhao Yingong's compassion was stirred. He walked over to take a closer look. It was a girl, completely naked. Her hair was matted and filthy; some parts of her body were festering and oozing yellow pus. She looked utterly disgusting and repulsive. Who knew whose family had abandoned her.

He made a gesture, and one of the escorts immediately checked the girl's breathing and felt for the pulse at her neck. He turned back to report:

"Reporting to the Master: she's alive!"

Cai Shi, at his side, said: "Master, every time this servant comes by this bridge, there are people like this. They're all children whose families cannot feed them, some refugees who fled here, abandoned in hope that someone would take them in. The Master needn't concern himself."

Zhao Yingong knew Cai Shi spoke the truth. Along the journey to Hangzhou, he had seen plenty of people on the roadside hovering between life and death. But they had been traveling and could not take them in. Though it was the Elder Council's consistent policy to collect orphans wherever possible, this child might not survive even if rescued. Leaving her here to live or die on her own seemed like the safest choice. After all, in this age of chaos, who knew how many were destined to perish.

After hesitating for a moment, Zhao Yingong finally said: "Take her with us."

Cai Shi felt obliged to remind his new master: "Master! This child, looking like this, probably won't survive even if we bring her back. Even if she lives, she'll need treatment and care—she won't be useful for at least a year or half..."

"Bring this child along," Zhao Yingong repeated. "Though life and death are fated, I simply cannot bear to just stand by and do nothing."

Cai Shi quickly said: "The Master has a benevolent heart!" He immediately moved to lift the child, paying no mind to her filth, while muttering: "Your luck has turned! This Master is willing to save you..."
Chapter 855 - How to Conduct Charitable Activities

The child was so limp she could not even sit up. Cai Shi tried several times but could not get her to remain upright. Zhao Yingong nodded, and one of the escorts came over without hesitation, lifted the child, and carried her on his back.

"Wait." Zhao Yingong tapped with his fan. "Jiying, bring out my cloak."

Jiying was the native intelligence agent trained by the Bureau, serving as Zhao Yingong's personal attendant. He carried a clothes bag for changing or adding garments when going out. Though it was already late March and spring had arrived, Zhejiang during the Little Ice Age—where some mountain peaks retained year-round snow—was still quite cold. In the bag was a blue "duolo" woolen cloak. Jiying immediately opened the bag and took it out. Zhao Yingong received it and wrapped it around the child, tucking it in snugly.

Cai Shi's eyes widened. Having served in great households for years, his standards were quite high. The Master's cloak was made of "duolo" wool—an imported foreign good worth several taels of silver per bolt! And such a valuable cloak was now wrapped around a filthy, half-dead child! He could not help exclaiming: "The Master is truly righteous!"

Nearby shopkeepers and passersby, seeing a gentleman pick up the dying sick child from the bridge, all poked their heads out to watch the spectacle. A middle-aged man who happened to be shopping in a store by the bridge remarked: "Saving a life is worth more than building a seven-story pagoda. That child has been given a life..."

The shopkeeper leaning against the wooden counter remained unmoved: "He's only saving this one. Tomorrow, the day after... people will still die here just the same." He sighed. "Heaven is claiming souls—it wasn't this common in earlier years. Now it's become a regular occurrence..."

Zhao Yingong had intended to leave with the child, but hearing this chatter, he casually walked down from the bridge and entered the shop. The shopkeeper hurriedly stood up—seeing this person's elegant attire and the air of a scholar who had passed the imperial examinations, probably the son of an official family, he immediately put on a welcoming smile.

"This gentleman, what would you like to buy? Our humble shop specializes in all kinds of fabrics..."

"Shopkeeper, I'm not here to buy anything. I just wanted to ask: are children constantly abandoned on this bridge?" Zhao Yingong asked directly.

The shopkeeper nodded: "This gentleman, from your accent, you're not from around here, are you?"

"Correct. I'm from Sanshui, Guangdong."

"Sir, your taking in that child today is an act of boundless merit!" The shopkeeper first offered a compliment. "These years have been hard; beggars and refugees increase year by year. Every few days, children are abandoned on the bridge surface or at the bridge foot, hoping someone will pick them up and give them a chance at life. But the children left here are either dying of illness or starved beyond recognition—who would take them in? They just wait here to die. The crematorium has to cart away several every few days. Alas, they were all born of fathers and mothers—such sin, such sin." He sighed again.

Zhao Yingong nodded: "I see."

The shopkeeper continued: "This isn't even the worst of it. Sir, if you don't mind hearing something grim, look down at the riverbank by the bridge."

Zhao Yingong looked in the direction he indicated. On the muddy riverbank, he saw several tattered reed mats, with filthy, bare feet poking out from under them. Judging by size, they were all children, some even infants. Even Zhao Yingong, who had witnessed much on his journey, could not help feeling a surge of pity.

"...Every spring famine, every disaster year, I don't dare sit in this shop too late at night—I board up the shop fronts early and head home." The shopkeeper seemed still haunted by the memory. "Those refugees, carrying their children, knock on doors one after another, desperately begging to give their children away. When no one takes them, some just throw them directly off the bridge into the river! Such evil, such evil." At this point, the shopkeeper sighed yet again.

Zhao Yingong had heard enough. Barely managing to thank the shopkeeper, he ordered a return to the residence. He instructed one of the escorts: "Go to Qingyun Temple and ask the Daoist to come!"



On the way back, he kept trying to calm his agitation. Had this been ten years ago, he might have immediately set about establishing institutions to shelter orphans and refugees, spending all his money without a second thought. But now he remembered that his foothold in Hangzhou was not yet secure. Acting rashly on such matters would be disadvantageous for him—and besides, he lacked the money and manpower to do it properly.

Better to first ask the Daoist to treat the child's illness, then consult with him about how to go about collecting people. After all, the Elder Council had sent him to Jiangnan primarily to gather population.

"Fenghua, give the child a bath first," Zhao Yingong instructed. "She has festering sores on her body—be careful not to get them wet. Just clean out the wounds first."

As a qualified life secretary, Fenghua had received basic nursing training.

"Understood, Master." Fenghua hurried off.

"Master, I think this child probably hasn't eaten for many days. If we bathe her like this, she might not hold up." Sun Wangcai had accumulated considerable experience helping the Elder Council collect refugees in Guangdong. Seeing that a child had been brought back, he quickly spoke up.

"Oh, right, right—first we need to give her something to eat so she can recover." Zhao Yingong spoke rapidly. "Quick, have the kitchen make congee!"

"No need. I have a way." Cai Shi, though unaware of the Elders' habit of collecting orphans, saw how much the Master valued this child and naturally wanted to curry favor. "Just use lotus root powder—it's a local product. Mix it with water and she can eat it right away. It won't hurt her stomach..."

Someone brought lotus root powder, mixed it with water, and fed it to the child with a small spoon. In no time, she had finished an entire bowl.

"She can't eat any more now. Wait half an hour before feeding her again," Sun Wangcai cautioned. "She's been starved badly. If she eats too much at once, she'll burst."

Fenghua first brought water and soapberry pods to wash the child's face. The first pass and the water turned black. It took several more washes, changing the water once, before her face was roughly clean.

"Such a pretty little girl," sighed Sun Wangcai's wife, who had come to help. "Just born with bad luck!"

"Nonsense—if her luck were bad, would Master Zhao have taken her in?" Sun Wangcai scolded. "Master Zhao taking her in means her ancestors had virtue."

The little girl before them, though sallow-faced and breathing faintly with eyes tightly closed, had delicate features.

"Wipe down her body too. The doctor will be here soon to treat her," Sun Wangcai instructed the women. Though the child was young, there was still the distinction between male and female, so he did not enter but called out instructions from the doorway. He had two braziers sent in as well.

After a while, Zhang Yingchen arrived with a medicine bag. He first observed the patient's color and spirit, then took her pulse.

"She should be fine," Zhang Yingchen pronounced. "It's from starvation." He took out a box of glucose saline powder and handed it to Fenghua.

"Dissolve this in five hundred milliliters of water and give it to her. She's somewhat dehydrated."

"Yes. Should we give her congee?"

"You can. Small meals, many times a day. Be careful not to stuff her to death." Zhang Yingchen then examined the festering sores on her body, performed minor treatment with a scalpel, cleaned the wounds, and sprinkled on sulfa anti-inflammatory powder. Then he took her temperature.

Zhang Yingchen busied himself for quite a while before finishing. Only then did he wash his hands and proceed to Zhao Yingong's study.

"This child has no serious illness—it's all from starvation. Two weeks of recovery and she'll be fine. But the wounds on her legs will take some time to heal. I'll write a prescription; have someone fill it. Once her body is stronger, I'll write another prescription for deworming."

Zhao Yingong said: "Having saved her, we must keep her alive. Otherwise, what's the point?"

"Heh, looks like quite the beauty in the making," Zhang Yingchen said with a laugh as he picked up his teacup.

Zhao Yingong shook his head: "Whether she'll be a beauty is a matter for the future. A child right before my eyes about to starve and rot to death—can you be unmoved?"

Zhang Yingchen smiled without speaking.

Zhao Yingong said: "I wish I could open a Cihuihang here in Hangzhou immediately, to take in all the children out there. Though this is called 'heaven,' for many it is hell." He stood up and paced a few steps around the study. "After all, our purpose in coming here is to collect population. I think there's no need to wait until next year—we can start now. Let's work out a plan together, get the Hangzhou version of Cihuihang up and running. For now, it will be small-scale operations. By next year, we can expand."

Zhang Yingchen said: "The problem is we're newcomers here. Where will the money for sheltering refugees and orphans come from? To run a Cihuihang, we need buildings and manpower. You only brought three thousand taels of operating funds. Buying a house and setting things up has already cost a great deal, hasn't it? To buy more property, install equipment, hire people—that's an enormous expense! Our sheltering of refugees is essentially a bottomless pit—take in everyone we can—it's not charity for show. Daily expenses add up. Even mountains of gold and silver wouldn't be enough. Furthermore, where do we find a suitable patron? After all, we're strangers here. This isn't like having the Liang family and the Gao family helping, or naval gunboats that can arrive in a day. If two outsiders start taking in large numbers of refugees, won't the authorities grow suspicious?"

These words made perfect sense. Zhao Yingong pondered for a moment and said: "I understand now. For now, we first need to 'generate blood'! Only with enough blood can we continuously 'transfuse blood' to others! The first step is still to make money quickly. Build up our own industries!" He turned in a circle. "But I also have an idea for sheltering refugees: first collect orphans and establish a charity school!"

Zhao Yingong's idea was to first section off a piece of the abandoned garden, build a few separate rooms, and use them to shelter and educate orphans. Even if a hundred or two hundred children gathered, it would not arouse official suspicion. Orphans had more potential than adults; if educated well, they would become future technical personnel, administrative cadres, and business management talent.

"This approach is workable!" Zhang Yingchen nodded, then laughed. "I recall you've had this idea for a long time, haven't you? When you used to chat with me, you said that if you were to time-travel alone, you'd need to spend at least ten years educating your own generation of people."



Some of the details about refugees in this chapter come from the notes of literati of the late Ming period, recording conditions in Zhejiang at the time. The specific prefecture and county recorded in the notes is not Hangzhou, but such scenes were probably not uncommon.
Chapter 856 - Expanding the Team

Zhao Yingong looked at the dozen or so children of various ages standing or sitting in the courtyard before the entrance hall. Every one of them was disheveled and emaciated. Some looked reasonably healthy; others had barely managed to walk in before collapsing on the ground, unable to rise again.

His heart ached for them, yet at the same time his whole body itched. A few days ago, when he had brought the girl back, he had also brought back her fleas and lice. That night, they had bitten him all over, raising red bumps and welts. He had been forced to get up, bathe, change clothes, and spray insecticide. Looking at these children before him now, he did not need to imagine what parasites lurked under their ragged clothes, eyeing his flesh.

"Everyone kneel and kowtow. Pay respects to the Master," Cai Shi shouted.

Some knelt. Others swayed and collapsed directly to the ground. Zhao Yingong's heart ached. He said: "No need to bow." Looking them over carefully, he saw they were mostly boys, with a few girls. The youngest were no more than four or five years old; the oldest around thirteen or fourteen. But Zhao Yingong knew that children of the poor were often malnourished and developmentally delayed—their actual ages were probably older than they appeared.

"Are they all orphans?" Zhao Yingong asked. "Confirmed to have willingly pledged themselves as servants in my household?"

"Indeed they are," Cai Shi quickly replied, then shouted at the children: "Speak up yourselves!"

"Willingly pledged..." The responses were scattered, slow, and drawn out.

"Gentlemen, you see..." Cai Shi turned to a thin, dried-up clerk beside him—this was a clerk from the Household Office of Renhe County, specially invited today to witness and register the indentures. Generally speaking, such matters did not necessarily require official involvement, but during training they had been warned that in areas beyond the transmigrator collective's power, one should be very cautious when taking in people. There were criminals who made their living from such schemes, and it was easy to be left penniless. Intelligence agents operating alone could not afford direct conflicts with strangers.

"All right, all right, I've seen everything," Clerk Zhu pocketed a substantial red envelope and was in good spirits. He certainly was not going to nitpick. "Let's draw up the contracts and put thumbprints on them."

Cai Shi energetically directed the children to press their thumbprints on the sale contracts, then had them all taken away to have their heads shaved, be bathed, and change clothes. Zhao Yingong had renovated a few rooms in the abandoned garden to serve temporarily as dormitories. He also hired a doctor to treat the children's illnesses. The complete "purification" procedure was applied according to protocol. He assigned staff to look after them. The dozen or so attendants he had brought were all from the purification camps and were familiar with this system—it was simply a smaller version. Once the orphans' bodies recovered somewhat, he led them in clearing out a space in the abandoned garden to serve as an exercise ground. Every day, they did calisthenics and ran to strengthen their bodies. They also grew vegetables and raised chickens in the abandoned garden—both exercising and supplementing their diet. Zhao Yingong had Fenghua serve as their literacy teacher, conducting basic education according to C-grade diploma requirements.

Zhao Yingong knew that making a significant contribution to collecting and educating population would be very difficult at present, especially given the shortage of manpower. So he paid special attention to the older children—those aged thirteen or fourteen and above—focusing on cultivating their character and knowledge. In the future, they would be the basic cadre material that the Hangzhou Station could quickly deploy. As for children under ten, they would gradually be transferred back to Lingao for schooling.

Only the little girl he had rescued from the bridge would he keep by his side to personally educate. He named her Hening. He also named all the other children. The six oldest, aged twelve and above, he named: Donghua, Xihua, Funing, Furong, Lizheng, and Yanhe. These names, like Fenghua and Hening, were all names of Song Dynasty palaces.

The older children lived in a separate dormitory. Every day, Zhao Yingong set aside time to personally teach them. Though older children had more mature minds, those who had spent long periods wandering and begging usually possessed twisted personalities and had picked up various bad habits. Lingao had a complete set of methods for managing and educating refugees, and everyone could be put to use. But here he had to be more careful. So when collecting children, he specifically instructed Cai Shi not to take those vagrant beggars who looked healthy and spoke glibly. For now, he would only take in children who were on the verge of starvation or had been abandoned.

Given all this, he felt his current staff was still too few. He instructed Cai Shi and Sun Wangcai that anyone from a reliable background willing to sell themselves into service should be kept—all with "permanent contracts."



Besides collecting children and expanding his servant staff, Zhao Yingong spent several days personally surveying Hangzhou's main markets and the prices of various goods. He gained a general understanding of Hangzhou's trade situation. It seemed the easiest industries in which to make money remained silk and tea.

Since the Tang and Song Dynasties, Jiangnan had been famous for growing mulberry and raising silkworms. This was especially developed in the Ming Dynasty, particularly in the lower reaches of Lake Tai: Suzhou, Huzhou, Songjiang, Jiaxing, and the Hangzhou area were all important silk-producing regions, producing vast quantities of raw silk and satins every year. As an important transportation hub, Hangzhou not only handled the circulation of goods from all of Zhejiang Province, but silk products from Suzhou and Huzhou in South Zhili also gathered and traded here.

As for tea, Zhejiang was itself a major tea-producing province. Neighboring southern Anhui was also an important tea-producing area. Every year, large quantities of Anhui tea were transported to Hangzhou via the ancient Huizhou-Hangzhou road, processed locally, and distributed from there.

Both silk and tea were important commodities in overseas trade, and were also popular bulk commodities in domestic trade. If he could control one silk or one tea operation in Hangzhou, the profits would be no less than Leizhou's sugar.

However, how to enter these two industries was something Zhao Yingong could not yet decide. He was unfamiliar with both the sericulture industry and the tea industry, let alone their 17th-century particularities.

After much thought, he concluded he still needed to find someone familiar with the industry to guide him. Just then, Cai Shi brought in another household—a family surnamed Shen who were willing to pledge themselves as servants.

"They're willing to pledge the entire family," Cai Shi said, presenting a card listing the full names, ages, and genders of this household.

Zhao Yingong examined the card. The new household consisted of a married couple around thirty, with three children. The oldest was thirteen, the youngest only five.

The total sale price was just ten taels. Unbelievably cheap—setting aside everything else, just their thirteen-year-old daughter could fetch at least twenty taels if sold through a human broker. Zhao Yingong hesitated. What was this family's background that they would sell themselves so cheaply?

Cai Shi explained that this family were silkworm farmers from Renhe County. They had originally owned a few mu of mulberry fields. Last year during silkworm season, there was a shortage of mulberry leaves, and they had borrowed at high interest. The compound interest had rolled up until their entire home and land were seized by creditors. Now with nowhere to turn, they were willing to sell themselves into bondage—but requested that the contract include two conditions: "The family must not be separated" and "If the master relocates away from Hangzhou, they may redeem themselves."

No wonder they were only asking for ten taels, Zhao Yingong thought. There was a catch after all. He had heard that people from Zhejiang were shrewd and capable—it seemed this was a tradition of long standing.

"Master, they were originally silkworm farmers. Raising silkworms, growing mulberry, reeling silk—they're experts in all of it. If the Master were to buy a few mu of mulberry fields and entrust them to manage it, you'd certainly profit a hundred taels or so each year..."

Cai Shi spoke enthusiastically—he had noticed recently that the Master often paid attention to matters concerning silk and raw thread, and believed the Master must be interested. So he added this pitch.

Zhao Yingong nodded with satisfaction: "Not bad. Keep them."

"Shall I bring them in to kowtow to the Master?"

"Of course. Have them come."



Shortly, Cai Shi brought them over. The whole family crowded at the foot of the steps to kowtow to Zhao Yingong. He looked them over. Though they were country farmers who worked the land, they were reasonably presentable. The wife especially, around twenty-eight or twenty-nine, was petite and delicate, with refined features—very much the look of a Jiangnan water-country woman. The eldest daughter, not yet developed, was also quite comely. And both mother and daughter had natural feet—Zhao Yingong was quite pleased.

"First allocate a room in the servants' quarters for them," Zhao Yingong instructed Cai Shi. "Follow the standard procedures. Provide them with the clothing and food they're entitled to according to the rules. Nothing must be skimped."

"Yes, this servant understands." Cai Shi bowed. Then he barked: "Why aren't you thanking the Master?"

The family quickly knelt and kowtowed again. Zhao Yingong asked: "You're silkworm farmers?"

"Yes, this humble one formerly made a living from growing mulberry and raising silkworms..." the man quickly replied.

"So you're quite experienced with silkworm-raising?"

"This humble one and family formerly made our living from this." The man continued: "This humble one grew mulberry; the wife and daughter raised silkworms and reeled silk. We sold the silk to silk merchants and lived on that."

"Hmm. Then tell me about how the local silkworm business works. Explain it in detail."

"Yes, Master!" The man, newly pledged into service, had been anxious. Now hearing that the master wanted him to discuss mulberry cultivation and silkworm raising, he realized the master might have use for him. He gathered his spirits and began explaining at length.

He spoke in Hangzhou dialect, and as a country person who rarely interacted with outsiders, his speech was poorly organized and somewhat muddled. Fortunately, Cai Shi was there to translate and explain, allowing Zhao Yingong to grasp the general picture.

To raise silkworms, first you needed mulberry leaves. So those who raised silkworms invariably had at least a few mu of land planted with mulberry for leaf harvesting. If their own land was insufficient or their mulberry leaves ran short, they had to pre-lease or purchase from others. Thus specialized "leaf markets" for trading mulberry leaves had long existed. The former method involved paying a deposit in advance and harvesting when the time came; the latter was buying at market prices. After silkworms entered their third dormancy, leaf consumption increased dramatically. If one's land was small and mulberry prices were high, silkworm farmers often had to borrow at usurious interest.

But the returns from silkworm-raising were substantial. If that year's dried cocoon and raw silk prices were reasonable, after repaying principal and interest, the remaining income was not only enough to pay taxes but could cover the family's expenses for an entire year. In terms of profit, it was far better than growing rice or cotton. But if cocoon prices happened to be bad that year, farmers could be forced to sell land, house, and even children to pay off their debts.
Chapter 857 - Silk

The Shen family's ruin had nothing to do with falling silk prices. Disease had destroyed them.

"Last year, sickness took our silkworms—the entire crop, gone." The man's voice was hollow with remembered despair. "That is why we are destitute. We beg the Master to take us in."

Zhao Yingong understood the mechanics well enough. Viral infections caused most silkworm diseases, and the conditions of rearing made outbreaks almost inevitable: enclosed spaces, thousands of larvae packed together in suffocating density. Without rigorous cleaning and proper disinfection—concepts that traditional methods addressed only haphazardly—pestilence could sweep through a silkworm house like wildfire. Reduced harvests were common. Total losses were not unheard of.

When disaster struck on that scale, families lost everything.

So sericulture was not the simple, reliable livelihood he had imagined. It was a gamble—high stakes, high rewards, and the ever-present specter of catastrophic failure. Zhao Yingong found his interest sharpening. If he meant to enter this business, he needed to understand it thoroughly.

He pressed for details about the rearing process itself, but the man hesitated, clearly out of his depth. In the countryside, sericulture belonged to women. Girls began their apprenticeship at twelve or thirteen, learning to "protect the eggs" through the bitter cold of the twelfth month, to "spread the birds" when spring's first warmth arrived, to guide the worms through their "three sleeps" and the critical "emergence from fire," through the final "climbing of the mountain" when the silkworms spun their cocoons, and finally to the baking and reeling that transformed those cocoons into gleaming raw silk. All of this was women's work, passed from mother to daughter across generations. The man knew the basics but feared bungling the explanation. He called for his wife.

"This servant greets the Master." The woman was comely, her speech a distinctive Hangzhou blend of northern and southern inflections—not so different from the dialect Zhao Yingong remembered from his own time. He found the sound pleasant and smiled. "Rise. What is your name?"

"Country women have no proper names. This servant's maiden name is Wang, and I was fourth-born in my family. People called me Wang Siniang. The Master may call this servant whatever pleases him." She spoke with practiced ease. Jiangnan peasant women did more than tend fields and raise silkworms—they "went to market" to hawk their wares, and such commerce had sharpened their tongues.

Wang Siniang began describing the art of sericulture. From hatching to cocoon took twenty-eight to forty days, every hour of which demanded exacting attention. Fresh mulberry leaves had to be added on a rigid schedule, even if it meant rising in the dead of night—there could be no delay. The silkworm frass and wilted leaf fragments required constant removal; neglect invited disease. Temperature control was equally unforgiving: the worms needed warmth but not heat, shelter from drafts but not stagnant air. Rearing rooms were sealed tight as tombs. When temperatures dipped, fires were lit. When the silkworms "climbed the mountain" to spin, braziers burned beneath the trays to speed their work and keep the emerging silk dry, improving the cocoons' quality. But fire meant danger. Blazes sparked by careless silkworm fires were grimly common.

Zhao Yingong nodded. He was familiar with the ancient metaphor of the "silkworm chamber"—sealed, warm, carefully tended. These methods had been refined since the Qin and Han dynasties, two thousand years of accumulated wisdom.

During the rearing season of March and April, silkworm households shut themselves away from the world. Villages fell silent; paths lay empty. Neighbors and relatives suspended all visits. Red paper talismans appeared on every door, warding against interruption and ill fortune. Even local officials knew better than to venture into the countryside during those critical weeks.

After the cocoons were harvested, most farmers reeled the silk themselves before selling. Only households short on labor or facing unusual circumstances sold dried cocoons directly to "cocoon brokers."

"Why go to the trouble of reeling themselves?" Zhao Yingong asked.

"Selling to the cocoon brokers invites theft by a thousand cuts." Wang Siniang's expression hardened. "Country folk always get cheated."

She explained the system. The cocoon brokers operated under government-issued trading licenses that granted them formidable monopoly power. They organized themselves into guild associations that fixed the days when purchasing would begin and end, and set prices by mutual agreement. No broker was permitted to offer more than the agreed rate. These rates were invariably, deliberately, crushingly low.

But low prices were only the beginning. When farmers brought their cocoons to market, the brokers deployed an arsenal of petty frauds: declaring cocoons "too damp," subtracting phantom weight deductions. The most devastating tactic was the sudden suspension of purchasing. In the very heart of peak cocoon season, warehouses would simply close their doors for several days, refusing all business.

"Why would they halt purchasing?"

"Cocoons cannot wait." Wang Siniang's voice carried the bitterness of hard experience. "Once harvested, they must be reeled or sold immediately. After a few days, the pupae inside will chew through the silk, and the cocoons become worthless. The country folk have no choice. They sell at whatever price they can get."

Ah. The realization settled over Zhao Yingong with cold clarity. This was manufactured scarcity, an artificial crisis designed to drive prices into the dirt. He had seen such schemes in the old time-space too—different goods, different centuries, same predatory logic.

"After the cocoon brokers buy the cocoons," he continued, "how do they sell them?"

"They reel the silk themselves and sell to the silk merchants. Inside and outside Hangzhou, many households specialize in reeling for others—they raise no silkworms of their own." The brokers contracted out their purchases to these specialist reelers, paying processing fees by weight of finished silk.

Whenever possible, silkworm farmers preferred to reel their own silk and sell it as raw thread. The margins were better. Reeling was women's work, an important rural sideline—Wang Siniang and her daughter had both practiced the craft in the Shen household.

Now she demonstrated the process with eloquent gestures. Reeling began with a large pot of boiling water. Ten or twenty cocoons went in at a time, stirred with bamboo sticks to scald them properly. When the water reached a rolling boil, the surface was swept with the sticks, and the silk ends floated free—gossamer threads rising like pale ghosts from the churning water. These ends were gathered by hand, threaded through a bamboo needle's eye, wound onto the guiding spindle, hooked onto the thread-transferring rod, and finally sent up to the "big frame wheel" powered by a foot treadle. Work the treadle steadily, and raw silk streamed forth in an endless gleaming ribbon.

It was brutal, exhausting labor, and it permitted no rest. Once the cocoons formed, time became the enemy. If the silk wasn't reeled quickly, the pupae would mature and bite their way free, destroying the cocoons from within. During reeling season, entire families worked together—even the men pitched in—toiling through day and night without pause. A skilled worker could reel perhaps thirty liang of silk in a day. For the finest grade, the delicate "headwrap silk," daily output dropped to twenty liang.

Zhao Yingong had never read specialized texts on sericulture, but common sense told him enough. Hand-processed silk meant low efficiency and inconsistent quality. In the old time-space, when Chinese native silk first encountered Japanese raw silk—produced through modern cultivation and mechanized reeling—Chinese silk was annihilated in international markets. The comparison was simply too stark.

"Where is the best silk produced locally?" he asked.

Wang Siniang considered the question carefully. "Reporting to the Master, locally, Renhe County produces the finest. But if we speak of all Zhejiang Province, the honor belongs to Huzhou. The Seven-li Silk from Nanxun in Huzhou Prefecture is renowned throughout the realm. Gui'an, Deqing, Chongde, Tongxiang—all those counties produce excellent silk. Only after them comes our local Renhe product."

She elaborated on the distinction. "Renhe County mostly produces 'thick silk,' while Huzhou and Jiaxing specialize in 'fine silk.'" For weaving patterned satins and brocades, the warp thread had to be fine silk—the jacquard looms required thread of specific strength, and silk from those two prefectures possessed the necessary tensile quality. Inferior silk simply snapped under the loom's demands.

"Even the Weaving Office and Dyeing Bureau in Hangzhou city—when weaving satins for the imperial household—must procure their raw silk specially from Huzhou and Jiaxing. Local silk from Renhe and Qiantang counties sees little use."

Zhao Yingong listened with keen attention, the shape of an industry resolving before him. Sericulture, like Leizhou's sugar trade, remained mired in small-scale production—cottage handicrafts, petty loans at usurious rates, the whole creaking apparatus of traditional commerce. And wherever such systems persisted, opportunities for intervention and profit multiplied. Seven or eight schemes were already spinning through his mind, possibilities at every link of the chain. He caught himself growing scattered and forced his thoughts into order. First, the general direction. The details could follow.

"Where do you sell your silk?" he resumed.

"Specialized silk merchants buy it. As soon as new silk comes out, the 'silk traders' arrive at the market towns." Wang Siniang explained that prices fluctuated, but ordinary raw silk had consistently held above thirty to forty taels per dan. Since the Wanli era, massive exports of raw silk and finished goods had driven prices steadily upward. Some years were lean, certainly, but most years the silk business returned solid profits.

"Tell me more about these silk merchants," Zhao Yingong said, nodding. "Do they also require trading licenses? Do they have their own guild?"

"I have heard it is the same. But this servant only knows the 'silk traders' who come to the villages—the internal workings of the merchant houses are beyond my knowledge."

Wang Siniang added that some of these traders also dealt in loans. Silkworm farmers could borrow from them and repay when the new silk came in, using their harvest as currency. Convenient in theory, but in practice the valuations were ruinous—farmers repaid far more than they had borrowed.

The silk traders were no gentler than the cocoon brokers in squeezing farmers. But the dynamics differed slightly. Once cocoons became raw silk, time still pressed, but less mercilessly. Silk left too long would yellow and lose value. Traders who deliberately delayed purchases could certainly force down prices, but such tactics shortened the window for their own resale. The calculus discouraged the most egregious delays. Farmers reeling their own silk received somewhat better treatment.

"Where does the silk merchants' raw silk ultimately go?"

"Mostly to the weaving workshops. Some goes to merchants from other provinces."

"And locally-woven satins—are there many?"

Wang Siniang smiled at the question. "Reporting to the Master, how could there not be? Setting aside all else, just the Eastern and Western Bureaus in this city, together with the two Dyeing Bureaus, must produce several thousand bolts of robes and fabrics each year under imperial quota. That ignores other categories entirely. All together, the silk fabrics woven here for imperial tribute alone exceed ten thousand bolts annually."

The Eastern and Western Bureaus caught his attention. Seeing his puzzled expression, Cai Shi stepped in to clarify: "Those are the Weaving Offices the court has established in Hangzhou, located just east of Puji Bridge. Everything woven there is destined for imperial use." The two Dyeing Bureaus were similarly official manufactories, substantial operations by any measure.

"Can you weave silk?" Zhao Yingong asked Wang Siniang.

"This servant cannot. Silk weaving is the province of specialized artisans—knowledge passed from father to son, master to apprentice. It is not something a country woman could learn."

"You may withdraw for now. I will have tasks for you in a few days." Zhao Yingong turned to Sun Wangcai. "See that these children are enrolled in the charity school as well."



The hand-operated reeling machine described here can be found in "The Exploitation of the Works of Nature."

"Headwrap silk" refers to especially fine-grade silk used specifically for weaving head wraps.
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After receiving his new household servants, Zhao Yingong's mind had already turned to calculation. Given the resources currently at his disposal, a direct assault on the raw silk and cocoon trade was beyond his means. His capital was limited. Delong Bank, still establishing its local presence, could hardly mobilize substantial funding on short notice. And the capitalists of Jiangnan would prove far more formidable adversaries than their counterparts in Leizhou—not only were they well-capitalized, but most operated under the patronage of powerful gentry and officials. His position here was infinitely more precarious than that of the Leizhou or Guangzhou stations. He could not simply encroach on entrenched interests without courting a devastating backlash.

After careful thought, the wisest approach was to enter at the production stage. As a transmigrator, his greatest advantage lay in harnessing Lingao's technological capabilities to establish a modernized, semi-mechanized silk-reeling factory capable of producing superior raw silk. Wang Siniang's description had made the situation abundantly clear: traditional hand-reeling was not merely inefficient—it produced inconsistent, inferior thread. If industrial mass-production's cheap, high-quality goods struck this market, the transformation would come swiftly.

He harbored no illusions about who would suffer. Once such a factory began operations, the resulting shockwave would drive countless silkworm farmers like the Shen family into ruin—stripped of land and property, cast destitute onto the streets. And he would be the architect of their destruction.

Yet such an outcome served the transmigrator collective's interests. The Elder Council's agricultural policy had always aimed at dismantling small-scale production. A large, stable class of peasant proprietors—whether freeholders or tenants—was precisely what the Council did not want. What they needed was abundant freely-hireable labor.

Beyond silk-reeling, there was also tremendous potential in modernizing sericulture and mulberry cultivation. Zhao Yingong had witnessed firsthand the explosive productivity gains that the Agricultural Committee's improvements and extension work had brought to Lingao. Introducing similar methods to Hangzhou would certainly elevate both the yield and quality of mulberry leaves and cocoons.

Both approaches, however, depended entirely on Lingao's technology and material support. Zhao Yingong himself knew nothing about silk-reeling machinery or modern sericulture. He would employ his usual method: first conduct a thorough field investigation.

He had already resolved to establish a silk-reeling factory. But doing so meant solving a cascade of practical problems: land, factory buildings, equipment, workers, raw material sources.

The technical requirements for silk-reeling were modest. Having the machinery factory replicate late nineteenth-century reeling equipment would not be particularly difficult. The factory itself would require minimal power equipment—no steam engine was necessary; a water wheel would suffice. When Zhao Yingong had originally designed his vision of transmigrator textile industry, water-wheel power had always been part of the plan.

To build a factory with water-wheel power required suitable land. That land needed to be large enough, with a river nearby—both mulberry cultivation and silk-reeling demanded substantial water. Within Hangzhou's city walls, such conditions were impossible. He would have to look outside.

Zhao Yingong had long had a particular location in mind. His eye had fallen on Phoenix Mountain, beyond Fengshan Gate—once the site of the Southern Song imperial palace. During the Song and Yuan dynasties, it had lain within the city walls. When Zhang Shicheng rebuilt Hangzhou's fortifications at the end of the Yuan, Phoenix Mountain was left outside. In the fourteenth year of Zhiyuan, fire had consumed most of the palace complex. Ten years later, Yang Lianzhenji petitioned the Yuan court and used the remaining foundations, structures, and materials to construct five Buddhist temples on the mountain. These temples, too, had fallen into ruin during the Yuan dynasty, obliterated entirely in the wars that marked the Yuan's collapse. By the late Ming, Phoenix Mountain had become a desolate wasteland, virtually uninhabited. Zhao Yingong had already made inquiries—despite its proximity to the city walls, the area was extraordinarily deserted, populated by only a handful of small villages.

For his purposes, this was ideal. Wasteland meant cheap land, which suited his limited finances. Since the terrain had once supported palace construction, it could not be too rugged—the slopes were relatively gentle. Besides constructing buildings, those hillsides could support large-scale mulberry planting to supply the sericulture operation. Phoenix Mountain bordered both the Central River on one side and the Qiantang River on the other, providing convenient access to water for power and for production and daily use. Should more factories be built in the future, water access and drainage would be close at hand.

The future Hangzhou Station would also need to process incoming populations—establishing a purification camp at his city residence would be thoroughly unsuitable. Space was insufficient, and the location was an upscale neighborhood; large numbers of impoverished newcomers passing through the Zhao residence would attract far too much attention. Phoenix Mountain was a place close to the city yet inconspicuous.

Finally, Phoenix Mountain commanded the high ground overlooking Fengshan Gate and bordered the Qiantang River. When the Taiping Army had attacked Hangzhou, they seized this very location as a crucial staging base. Controlling it meant preparing a suitable dock for refugee transfers and receiving naval vessels. And for Zhao Yingong—who styled himself a descendant of the Song imperial house—Phoenix Mountain held particular political significance. This high ground was one he absolutely had to secure.

Of course, the entire expanse of the palace ruins stretched from Shaozhouwan in the south to Wansong Ridge in the north, running along the western bank of the Central River to the eastern foot of Phoenix Mountain, with a circumference of nine li. Such a vast area was neither within his means nor necessary to acquire completely. After all, he was here to establish industries, not to create a memorial park for nostalgic contemplation of Song dynasty ruins. He immediately instructed Cai Shi and Sun Wangcai to begin local inquiries about land ownership around Phoenix Mountain, approximate prices, and to survey locations suitable for establishing an estate.

He also drafted a telegram, reporting his ideas and plans in full to the External Intelligence Bureau—including all the support he hoped to receive: funds, machinery and equipment, and specialized technical personnel.

While awaiting a reply, Zhao Yingong explored other business opportunities—not merely for profit, but with an eye toward breaking into local social circles.

He had considered opening a printing press. Movable type and lithographic printing were among the transmigrators' most readily profitable technologies. The collective also possessed vast resources available for "plagiarism"—texts that had been carefully collated in the old time-space, editions whose content quality alone would surpass the books sold in local shops, to say nothing of printing quality itself.

Jiangnan's woodblock printing industry was famous throughout the realm, a natural outgrowth of the region's flourishing literary culture. Nanjing, Suzhou, and Hangzhou all boasted substantial bookshops that integrated editing, publishing, printing, and sales into considerable commercial enterprises. The market was unquestionably there.

Moreover, books were considered "elegant objects" in contemporary thinking—intimately connected to scholars and scholarship. In a society where knowledge was monopolized by the few, books held not only practical value but cultural and psychological significance. Bookshop owners who printed, edited, and sold books enjoyed a certain air of refinement, making it easier to be "looked upon favorably" when dealing with literati.

But printing presses required equipment, technology, and personnel—currently available only in Lingao. As far as Zhao Yingong knew, the problem of carving type dies for casting movable type remained unsolved. Before his departure, the head of the printing office had specifically asked him to watch for master woodblock carvers in Jiangnan who might be recruited to Lingao. Skilled woodblock workers might also prove capable of carving type dies.

At this thought, Zhao Yingong smiled bitterly. Truly, it was difficult for one person to accomplish much alone. Solo time-traveling was indeed a demanding proposition.

However, opening a bookshop was far less daunting. Even without movable type printing, traditional woodblock methods were perfectly acceptable—established technology with a complete industry chain already in place. Woodblock materials, printing paper, skilled woodblock workers—all were readily available. He need only invest.

Simply opening a bookshop, though, remained a merchant's endeavor. Literati might condescend to "look upon it favorably," but would never treat him as an equal. He needed something more refined. Zhao Yingong suddenly recalled the "cultural bookstores" of the old time-space—establishments with tea seating or coffee bars where customers could browse freely, linger over a cup of tea and a book, and leave without purchasing anything. The owner simply made money on the refreshments. Everyone considered such places terribly elegant and artistic. What if this concept were introduced to the Great Ming?

The more he thought, the more the vision expanded. This bookshop should have as many volumes as possible, creating the atmosphere of a library. Besides the classics, histories, philosophers, and collected works, he could also introduce some of the "Australian books" printed in Lingao. These volumes—superior in printing quality, paper, and content—would serve as "curiosities" to attract readers. Every business needed a distinguishing feature.

Beyond books, he could also sell Australian paper, stationery, and other small items. This would set his shop apart from ordinary bookstores, avoiding direct competition for their regular business. He could even establish a membership-based lending system, allowing readers to borrow books and read them at home. Through the membership registration process, he could survey the local network of connections. And of course, the greatest benefit was reputation. In ancient times, books were rare and precious—not only were there few varieties, but prices were extremely high. An ordinary poor scholar typically owned only a handful of Four Books and Five Classics volumes and essential examination essay collections. To read more broadly, one had to borrow from others constantly. For major multi-volume works or rare editions, one needed to seek out people with private libraries, often pleading and requesting introductions for any chance of borrowing. Precisely because books were so scarce, collectors were reluctant to lend, and around this scarcity had grown countless stories, anecdotes, and legends of book collecting and borrowing in ancient China.
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Zhao Yingong's application report encountered no objections during the Planning Commission's project review. However, the supervising department—the External Intelligence Bureau—harbored reservations about his immediate entry into the silk industry. In Jiang Shan's view, and that of others, the proposal was reckless. Silk was a lucrative sector in which officials and gentry were deeply enmeshed. For Zhao Yingong to establish a modernized silk-reeling factory now would be a textbook invitation to disaster.

"He's preparing to be a fattened pig, just waiting for the slaughter. We absolutely must stop him." Li Yan spoke bluntly in the conference room. "The moment a silk-reeling factory opens, it will create an earth-shaking spectacle—just like the Leizhou sugar factory. He claims he'll confine himself to reeling, staying out of distribution and weaving. Well, the Leizhou Station thought the same thing, and they were immediately targeted. If Leizhou hadn't been just across the strait, with the Elder Council rushing support at full speed, they would have been annihilated."

Jiang Shan nodded. "I agree. But we can't be paralyzed by caution either. He's eager to generate revenue and establish a foothold—I understand that. Without money, he can't open up the situation."

"There are many ways to open up a situation. Besides, doesn't he have land and sea route support? Wanyou is about to open a Hangzhou branch..."

"He has no authority to draw freely from Wanyou's funds—you know the financial discipline." Jiang Shan reminded him. At a recent inter-departmental meeting, they had coordinated financial protocols for overseas-stationed elders. The rule stipulated that no elder could directly withdraw cash from land and sea route businesses beyond their designated intelligence allowance. Emergency borrowing was permitted within strict quotas, but nothing more.

This rule existed to prevent overseas elders from fancying themselves commercial geniuses and privately engaging in business ventures. Wasting operational funds was bad enough, but if their schemes failed and crashed enterprises entirely—that would be genuinely embarrassing. So whether state-owned or joint-venture, the land and sea route enterprises remained under centralized commercial department control. Unless an elder was specifically designated to manage and operate such outlets, their role was limited to providing support for overseas stations.

"He can find other ways to make money, starting with low-capital industries," Li Yan said. "I suggest beginning with the book business. Publishing."

Hangzhou's publishing industry was only "mid-tier" by Ming Dynasty standards—far below Suzhou and Nanjing. Bookshops were relatively few, their influence modest. Compared to the silk industry's extraordinary profits, the book-carving trade was capital-intensive, slow to turn over, and not particularly lucrative—hardly an industry that officials and gentry scrambled to dominate. Li Yan believed that having Zhao Yingong start with book-carving represented the optimal choice.

Jiang Shan said, "But Zhao Yingong's enthusiasm is very high. And his proposal immediately captivated the Light Industry Department, the Foreign Trade Company, and the Agricultural Committee. Those departments will probably express enthusiastic support. I suspect it will sail through the Elder Council committee meeting in one vote."

If the Standing Committee approved it, the project would become a Planning Commission operation. Even objections from the External Intelligence Bureau would have little effect.

He paced several circles, then stopped. "No matter. The equipment for a modernized silk-reeling factory cannot be completed overnight—it will take at least half a year. In the meantime, we'll have the Agricultural Committee assist the Hangzhou Station with silkworm egg improvement and mulberry cultivation technology—that's the foundation of sericulture reform, and Zhao Yingong won't object."

Improving silkworm varieties and mulberry planting would attract minimal attention—far less dramatic than immediately erecting a new-method reeling factory. To people of this era, such work was merely "agricultural fundamentals"—gentry could personally manage such operations without anyone looking down on them. In fact, it was considered quite respectable.

"This will occupy at least most of a year. By the time Zhao Yingong is ready to build his reeling factory, the situation should have evolved. Building the factory then won't pose a problem." Jiang Shan was quite pleased with himself.

Li Yan recognized this as a stalling tactic, but he acknowledged the logic was sound. He also considered that Zhao Yingong's report had outlined two directions: a silk-reeling factory and a printing-publishing business. Given Hangzhou's available manpower and resources, pursuing both simultaneously was impractical. Focusing on one project for now was entirely reasonable, and Zhao Yingong would probably accept the reasoning.

Li Yan first consulted with the Planning Commission, then summoned Tan Ming, the printing factory director, and Zhou Dongtian from the publication guidance group. Several people convened to discuss how to approach publishing in Hangzhou.

Wu De's opinion was straightforward: for now, there was no need to establish printing operations in Hangzhou. They could simply ship books from Lingao for sale. Lingao's printing factory had already installed lithographic equipment and could produce lithographic materials at considerable scale. Shipping a certain quantity of books to Hangzhou was entirely feasible.

"But I don't know how many books Hangzhou needs, or what types." Tan Ming was uncertain. Production capacity had increased, but the printing factory's workload remained crushing—the massive volume of textbooks and instructional pamphlets kept the facility extremely busy.

Zhou Dongtian said, "Looking at his application, Hangzhou will definitely require many varieties in small quantities. That will be somewhat difficult for the printing factory."

Many varieties meant composing numerous different typesetting runs with low print runs each—quite uneconomical for a printing operation.

The final decision was this: first ship a batch of existing books from Lingao to Hangzhou; simultaneously, ship simple printing equipment. Zhou Dongtian recommended sending two types. The first was the simplest hand-cranked printing press, which required no typesetting—it used paper or lead stereotype plates for printing.

Although many people think of "movable type printing" when modern printing is mentioned, true movable type was actually not widely used. Including modern phototypesetting, most printing technologies followed the principle of block printing—the only difference was that the speed and efficiency of making blocks had dramatically improved compared to carving wooden plates.

In the "movable type printing" era, book printing used movable type composition, then thick cardboard or thin lead plates were pressed onto the composed type to create "paper stereotypes" or "lead stereotypes." These stereotypes were then mounted on printing presses. After printing was complete, this method greatly reduced lead type wear. Moreover, paper and lead stereotypes could be preserved for considerable periods. If a book might be reprinted, stereotypes could be retrieved from storage and printed immediately, eliminating the need to recompose with lead type. This essentially combined the advantages of both movable type and block printing.

Paper and lead stereotypes were lighter, smaller, and cheaper than heavy wooden printing blocks. They remained the most common book printing technique before modern photographic plate-making technology spread. Zhao Yingong's planned Hangzhou printing office could not possibly train a new batch of specialized typesetters, so the simplest solution was to duplicate the various paper and lead stereotypes currently stored at Lingao's printing factory and ship them over. Hangzhou need only prepare a few simple manual printing presses to meet its needs.

"I recommend the Albion type," Zhou Dongtian said. "This manual press has been considered the finest of its kind since its invention. Many print shops in the twentieth century still used it. To this day, printing enthusiasts revere this machine."

The Albion press was simple and lightweight in structure, yet produced powerful printing force—an excellent choice for Hangzhou's printing office. The drawback was common to all platen presses: flat-plate pressure meant printing efficiency could not match that of cylinder presses.

"Last time, when we researched replicating this machine with the machinery factory people, we concluded we could improve it to increase production efficiency—including using water wheel or steam engine power. We'd also eliminate the spring."

The Albion press relied on a key spring component; after research, they had devised an alternative mechanism to replace it.

"But proceeding this way means typesetting work still falls to Lingao's printing factory. And most of our current stereotype stock isn't suitable for sale in Hangzhou anyway." Tan Ming noted that the factory's typesetting queue was already overburdened.

Lingao's printing office had accumulated over a thousand types of stereotypes, but the vast majority were technical and management pamphlets for internal Lingao use, various textbooks, and propaganda materials. Books suitable for sale in the Ming Dynasty were limited to modest quantities of the Four Books and Five Classics, Qing dynasty annotations of the Thirteen Classics, some common classics, histories, philosophers, and collected works, plus Catholic Church and New Daoist religious pamphlets.

Zhou Dongtian acknowledged the constraint. "That cannot be helped. We'll gradually build up local typesetting capacity later."

The second piece of equipment was a lithographic press. Lithography was essentially another form of block printing, but it used protective coatings and etching agents as materials. The technique was well-suited for printing images and small-batch text materials—quite appropriate for the Hangzhou printing office's anticipated need for small quantities of many varieties.

Though these two types of equipment seemed simple, they still could not be replicated with seventeenth-century technology. There was no possibility of the "technology leak" that the Elder Council most feared.

Zhou Dongtian said, "I've applied before, wanting to visit the Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Suzhou area to observe the local woodblock printing industry. I'd also like to see if I could recruit some master woodblock craftsmen—the printing factory has great demand for block workers. This time, I'd like to accompany the books and printing equipment to Hangzhou, help Zhao Yingong establish the printing office—after all, I'm a professional. I can also examine Jiangnan's printing industry and recruit a few craftsmen."

Zhou Dongtian had submitted this application long ago. At the time, there was no base in Jiangnan, so the Planning Commission had naturally declined to approve it. Now that he was raising it again, his reasons seemed quite sound. Wu De naturally offered no objection. He turned his gaze to Li Yan.

"He hasn't received training—is there a problem sending him to Jiangnan?"

Li Yan said, "Escorting him to Jiangnan isn't a problem. We have contingency plans for elders making short-term trips to red zones."
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The second technical support team bound for Jiangnan was formally assembled. The machinery factory manufactured four Albion-type printing presses and two lithographic presses, along with one small water wheel. Local craftsmen could produce water wheels to contemporary standards, but their efficiency fell far short of the machinery factory's machine-built versions, whose superior transmission and gearing systems were simply beyond what hand-made construction could achieve.

All equipment was disassembled and packed into crates for shipping. The shipment also included assembly tools for installation, easily-damaged spare parts, and lithographic printing supplies: stone plates, engraving pens, etching agents, and protective coatings. Originally, Mo Xiao'an had proposed establishing a paper mill in Hangzhou. Such mills required simple equipment and straightforward processes. The Hangzhou-Jiaxing-Huzhou plain offered abundant rice straw, while the mountain counties provided bamboo and wood resources—raw materials sufficient for papermaking.

Such an operation could not only supply the printing office but also sell locally. Hangzhou at that time was already an important paper distribution center; high-quality paper would find no shortage of buyers. Papermaking was also not an excessively lucrative industry, attracting little attention from wealthy gentry. According to Zhao Yingong's observations, most paper workshops were small family handicraft operations, scattered through the mountainous counties around Hangzhou such as Yuhang, Lin'an, and Liuxia. Their paper was then transported to Hangzhou for sale by merchants. This group posed no threat to Zhao Yingong's enterprises.

However, modern papermaking required large quantities of acids and alkalis. Lingao could not supply chemicals over such distances, so Mo Xiao'an's proposal was temporarily shelved.

The Jiangnan inspection team consisted of four elders, including Zhou Dongtian. When word spread that there was an opportunity to visit Jiangnan, many scrambled to join—a low-risk business trip to the legendary "dreamland" of Ming Dynasty Jiangnan? Everyone had heard of the Eight Beauties of Qinhuai; those who had read even a bit of classical literature knew of the Yangzhou lean horses. When Mei Lin learned of the inspection team, he immediately sought out Mei Wan, pleading tearfully to be included. His reasoning was actually quite sound: since Zhao Yingong was planning to build an estate, how could the construction company not be involved? If buildings were constructed according to local craftsman methods, the project would inevitably waste land area, building space, and construction materials.

"My back is fine, my back is fine," Mei Lin insisted. "If I go, I'll definitely turn Phoenix Villa into an impregnable fortress..."

Mei Wan, pestered beyond endurance, could only caution him: "I should warn you—we're definitely going to Hangzhou this time. Whether we'll go to Nanjing is uncertain."

Mei Lin's yearning for the Eight Beauties of Qinhuai was well known throughout the Elder Council—he hadn't even taken a life secretary because of those legendary beauties. He was regarded as somewhat eccentric. His current enthusiasm for Jiangnan clearly had ulterior motives.

"No problem, no problem. Hangzhou is fine too. Suzhou and Hangzhou produce... um, excellent craftsmen... the Xiangshan artisans..."

"If you're that eager, go ahead." Mei Lin was one of his "generals," usually quite enthusiastic in his work. Mei Wan couldn't refuse some accommodation. Besides, blocking someone over women was the sort of thing that bred resentment. The reasoning about helping build houses was sound enough, and Mei Wan immediately agreed to recommend him for the inspection team.

"One more thing—do you know how I can exchange my circulating certificates for silver?" Mei Lin asked with sudden seriousness. "Or gold would work too."

"What for?" Mei Wan was puzzled. In theory, elders weren't supposed to hold precious metals; using silver or gold required approval. "Travel expenses will be allocated—you don't need to worry about that."

Mei Lin mumbled, "No, I was thinking... in case I might need ransom money... I don't know how much silver would be enough..."

Mei Wan stared. "Surely not—you're actually serious about this?!"

The final person heading to Hangzhou was a missionary currently preaching in Lingao—Father Trigault, or Father Jin Lige. This time he would travel to Hangzhou to liaise with the local church. Trigault was thrilled by the prospect: in Europe, he had been intensely fascinated by this "heavenly city" described by Marco Polo. Now he had an actual chance to personally visit Hangzhou and meet the lambs of the holy church that Father Nicolas Trigault had originally established there.

The External Intelligence Bureau was going to the trouble of including him in order to leverage Jesuit influence. Hangzhou's Catholic Church included a number of locally influential gentry. Although two of the "Three Pillars"—Yang Tingyun and Li Zhizao—had passed away in 1627 and 1630 respectively, both had been Hangzhou natives: Yang Tingyun from Qiantang County, Li Zhizao from Renhe County. Many of their relatives and friends remained Catholics, and the Jesuits wielded considerable local power. So much so that during the Nanjing Persecution, Shanghai and Hangzhou had been the two safest refuges for foreign missionaries.

Zhao Yingong was currently an outsider in Hangzhou, lacking sufficient influence and protection. The network the Jesuits had cultivated locally could certainly prove useful. Moreover, this connection could facilitate ties with Xu Guangqi.

Xu Guangqi was closely connected to Sun Yuanhua, who would play an important role in the coming Dengzhou Rebellion. Both men were Catholics. Establishing this connection would be extremely advantageous for future operations.

"Wouldn't this require Zhao Yingong to become a Catholic? That seems somewhat inappropriate. And getting too deeply involved with the Catholic Church wouldn't look good locally," He Ying observed when reviewing the External Intelligence Bureau's application.

"Zhao Yingong doesn't need to become a Catholic, and he doesn't need deep involvement. He merely needs to display friendliness toward the Church and a certain 'interest.'" Li Yan explained. "The Jesuits are pragmatic. They'll urge Hangzhou's Catholic gentry to serve as protectors—they understand perfectly well that to make progress in China now, they rely mainly on our military power." He added, "According to the Political Security General Administration's Compilation of Jesuit Missionary and Macau Mail Inspections, they currently pin their greatest hopes for spreading Catholicism in China on us. They'll do whatever they can to satisfy any request we make. As long as Zhao Yingong has Jesuit introductions, he can receive support from this group of Hangzhou Catholic gentry, which will benefit his activities there."

"But Zhao Yingong is planning to claim descent from the Song imperial house..." He Ying's implication was clear: for a proper Song imperial descendant to become entangled with a foreign religion was quite improper—problematic in terms of "political correctness."

"Regarding this Song imperial identity he's invented, I think having a few flaws is actually better for everyone," Li Yan replied. "Besides, as I've said, he doesn't need to be baptized. He merely needs the Jesuits to make introductions and establish a friendly relationship. In the long run, it's also inadvisable to let Zhao Yingong become too entangled with Hangzhou's church. My suggestion is to place a naturalized Catholic among his staff, to serve as a channel for building relations with the local church."

"This person is reliable?"

"Of course—someone trained by our Bureau."

Father Trigault, completely unaware of the elders' machinations, went off excitedly to prepare his luggage. He had first received a warning from He Ying: he must not reveal that Zhao Yingong was coming from Lingao. He could only follow the External Intelligence Bureau's standard script.

"You understand, our current situation on the mainland is very delicate. If an elder's identity were exposed, it would not only have adverse effects on our enterprise, but would also produce unpredictable and serious consequences for the missionary enterprise." He Ying was direct. "I trust you understand my meaning."

Father Trigault grasped this diplomatic language perfectly—the Jesuits had never been so naive as to believe the Australians were devout believers intent on serving as a "Catholic Elder Council." The cooperation between both sides was ultimately a mutually beneficial relationship. So he indicated very clearly that all his words and actions would follow the inspection team leadership's guidance.

Beyond the Jesuit channel, they also needed to rapidly build reputation through the bookshop. The plan was to make Zhao Yingong's library-bookshop sufficiently distinctive from ordinary ones—just as the Purple brand shops had risen swiftly in Guangzhou. Therefore, this shipment would also include various "Australian building materials" and luxury goods: cement, ceramic tiles, plumbing hardware, glass, and more. Some of this, of course, was for the Hangzhou Station's own use.

Although some elders questioned whether heavy use of Australian goods might create an obviously "Australian" association that could invite trouble, Li Yan believed it was no major concern. The reputation of "Australian goods" was famous not only in Guangdong; even in Jiangnan and the capital, it was already well-known. Zhao Yingong's identity was that of a wealthy young master from Sanshui County, Guangdong—possessing abundant "Australian enjoyments" was not unusual at all. It was entirely plausible.

Because this shipment included considerable cargo and personnel—particularly some heavy items—overland travel would be too slow. The Jiangnan inspection team decided to take a Dabo Shipping oceangoing vessel.

"What if we encounter Zheng Zhilong?" This was a concern everyone shared. Zheng Zhilong now completely dominated the waters off Fujian, effectively strangling the maritime route north.

How to deal with Zheng Zhilong had always been hotly debated between the Elder Council and the Navy. Beyond the immediate need for shipping goods to Jiangnan, future involvement in the Dengzhou Rebellion and population trade with the Manchu Qing might all hinge on Zheng Zhilong's stance. Some argued they could temporarily pay passage fees in exchange for peaceful transport. Others thought they should attack Zheng Zhilong now and completely clear this obstacle.

"Zheng Zhilong's primary concern is monopolizing oceangoing trade, especially the routes to Japan and the Philippines. Historical records don't indicate he ever monopolized coastal shipping routes. Furthermore, with Zheng Zhilong's forces, he might not even be able to effectively blockade such routes. The intelligence we've gathered from merchants in Guangdong and elsewhere also shows no evidence that Zheng Zhilong collected transit taxes on coastal routes. What we should actually worry about is scattered pirate attacks along the coast—Zheng Zhilong's maritime hegemony..."
Chapter 861 - The Inspection Team

The External Intelligence Bureau's Xu Ke had conducted extensive research on coastal navigation safety. As the Navy's specialized naval intelligence officer assigned to the Bureau, this fell squarely within his expertise.

Through consulting historical materials and extensive conversations with native and naturalized sailors and merchants, Xu Ke had reached a conclusion: Dabo Shipping's small number of transport vessels could pass freely through Fujian waters, but ships needed adequate armament to handle potential small-scale pirate attacks. However, he also pointed out a crucial caveat: if large numbers of ships began passing through, Zheng Zhilong's attitude might change. Any substantial shipping operation could attract the attention of these maritime powers.

"Additionally, we should consider this: traditional Chinese navigation generally stayed close to shore. Landmarks along the coast served as reference points. Even routes to Southeast Asia tried to follow island chains as much as possible. But the senior officers we've trained can rely on sextants and nautical charts to navigate the open ocean, keeping well away from coastlines and avoiding coastal routes that are easily monitored and blockaded."

After thorough discussion and preparation, the second inspection team boarded a Dabo Shipping medium-sized fuchuan and set sail for Hangzhou. This vessel had been specially modified by Dabo Company for transporting important persons and cargo.

The ship was equipped with smoothbore cannons for self-defense. Also aboard were plainclothes personnel from the escort bureau and the Special Reconnaissance Unit to ensure travel safety. The Special Reconnaissance Unit carried not only SKS rifles and grenades but also machine guns and disposable rocket launchers—guaranteeing the inspection team's absolute security at sea.

Their destination port was Shanghai County. Qiwei Escort Bureau had established a water route branch office there, specifically responsible for transshipment of personnel and goods through the Shanghai docks.

Hangzhou had used Yanpu as its seaport during the Yuan Dynasty, but by the late Ming, silting had rendered it impractical for oceangoing vessels. The city's seaport had shifted to Zhapu and Ningbo. Naval and Dabo Shipping personnel discussed the situation and concluded that rather than sailing to Zhapu or Ningbo, they should proceed directly to Shanghai to first survey local hydrographic and geographic conditions. After landing, an advance team would conduct field surveys of overland and waterway conditions between Shanghai and Hangzhou, laying groundwork for future refugee transfers from Zhejiang to Shanghai.

The journey proceeded very smoothly. The fuchuan took an "outer sea" route—merely coastal by old time-space standards, but in this era, sailing out of sight of land beyond the "inner waters" was uncommon. The ship encountered no dangers whatsoever and arrived safely at Shanghai port in late April.

Shanghai County had a long history, with records dating back to the Tang Dynasty, but it had no city walls until the mid-Ming. The county seat was walled in the thirty-second year of Jiajing, "for defense against Japanese pirates." The wall's circumference was nine li, height two zhang four chi, with six major and minor gates—four at the cardinal directions named Chaozong, Kuahai, Yifeng, and Yanhai, plus two smaller gates called Baodai and Chaoyang, commonly known as Little East Gate and Little South Gate.

The dock along the Wusong River lay just outside Little East Gate. Since the "Longqing Opening of the Seas," this location had gradually developed into a port city. Shanghai County was in Songjiang Prefecture, famous for cotton cloth and said to be "clothing the realm"—even on Hainan Island, birthplace of China's cotton weaving industry, Songjiang cloth could be found. As a cotton cloth export port, Shanghai's streets showed some prosperity. However, compared to the thriving foreign trade of Fujian and Guangdong at that time, Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces lagged behind in this regard. Historically prominent foreign trade ports like Taicang Liuhe and Ningbo could no longer compare to Zhangzhou, Xiamen, and Guangzhou.

As soon as the ship arrived, people were waiting on the dock. Seeing the fuchuan flying Dabo's flag approach the shore, they immediately waved in greeting. Standing at the bow was Xu Ke from the External Intelligence Bureau. This trip, he had both the task of escorting the inspection team and personally observing hydrographic conditions along the route. He responded immediately with hand signals. The gangplank wasn't even fully secured when the leader of the reception party scrambled aboard, nimble as a cat—clearly someone accustomed to life on the water.

The man approached and bowed. "Would this be Master Xu?"

News of Xu Ke's impending arrival had been sent by coded scroll from Qiwei Escort Bureau's Guangzhou headquarters a month prior, transmitted through the bureau's chain of branch offices via human messengers and carrier pigeons, station by station, until it reached Shanghai. The scroll detailed how many people were coming, how many rooms and warehouses were needed, and how many porters to prepare.

Though not as swift as telegraph, this system was no slower than the court's postal relay. Transmission from Guangzhou to Shanghai took less than ten days—actually faster than special couriers carrying important court documents. This was partly due to Qiwei's carrier pigeon communication network, established under the guidance of Agricultural Committee horse and pigeon breeding expert Nik. They had also recruited a number of professional personnel—the court's reduction of postal station staff had released large numbers of experienced relay workers, from whom Qiwei had recruited many capable specialists.

After receiving Xu Ke's confirmation, the man gave a crisp salute. "Greetings to Master Xu. This humble one is Mao Sansheng, at your service!"

The visitor was the manager of Qiwei's Shanghai branch office, a distant relative of Sun Kecheng's mother. He had formerly worked as a log-raft driver on the Gan River. Raft workers on long-distance water routes typically knew some fighting skills for self-defense. Later, finding himself unemployed, Mao Sansheng had come to join Qiwei in Guangzhou, becoming one of the many "old cousins" who sought out Sun Kecheng. His martial skills weren't sufficient for escort work, so Sun Kecheng first assigned him to run errands, later placing him as a clerk at a branch office. Although Mao Sansheng came from a log-rafting background, he had quite a knack for dealing with people. The Political Security General Administration had secretly evaluated him, rating his reliability as B-level, and sent him to Shanghai as branch manager.

"Everything is prepared," Mao Sansheng said with a bow. "The masters will be lodging at Pan Garden. Cargo will be stored temporarily at our branch warehouse. Once the boats are ready, everything will be shipped together. Sedan chairs are waiting at the dock."

"Good. Go attend to matters at the dock."

As soon as Mao Sansheng left, Xu Ke returned to the cabin. He instructed everyone to pack up and prepare to disembark—particularly to ensure that their fake hair queues were properly worn to avoid exposure. The others posed no difficulty; Jin Lige was another matter, given his prominent nose and deep-set eyes. Some disguise would be necessary.

Because Qiwei's Shanghai branch was still in its startup phase with insufficient housing, Mao Sansheng feared he couldn't properly accommodate the elders. He had borrowed Pan Garden from a local gentry family, the Pans, as lodging for the group.

This location lay just behind the City God Temple in Shanghai County—precisely the predecessor of what would become Shanghai's famous Yuyuan garden in the old time-space. In this time-space, "Yuyuan" was the property of Pan Yunduan, who had served as Provincial Administration Commissioner of Sichuan during the Jiajing era. It remained currently in Pan family hands. Though located in the city's bustling commercial district, it was quiet amid the noise, elegant and serene. Food and access were very convenient.

The group stayed at Pan Garden for several days while Mao Sansheng ran about arranging boats. From Hangzhou to Shanghai, there was of course an official road, but for comfortable and safe travel, going by boat was preferable. Besides, they had considerable heavy cargo that would be even more inconvenient to transport overland.

"To think we'd be staying in Yuyuan. It's almost like a dream."

Lanterns lit, several elders sat together in a flower hall in Pan Garden. Xu Ke couldn't help remarking on the strangeness of it.

All the elders felt somewhat as if they were dreaming. In another time-space, they had all visited Shanghai, had toured the famous City God Temple, walked through Yuyuan, and some had even drunk tea in the teahouse by the Nine-Turns Bridge and eaten the famous xiaolongbao. Now they were actually staying in Yuyuan—though of course Pan Garden was only Yuyuan's predecessor.

Zhou Dongtian picked up a piece of hawthorn jelly from the table. The four plates of pastries had been "respectfully presented" by the Pan family master. The group's board and lodging at Pan Garden was entirely supplied by the Pan family, with Pan family servants attending them. The Pans were gentry, after all, and their fare was extremely refined. This hawthorn jelly bore no resemblance to the old time-space version—mostly sugar, additives, and a gelatinous consistency. This was genuine peeled hawthorn with tribute sugar, simmered until it achieved a sweet-tart perfection, soft yet firm.

Of course, this hospitality was not entirely free. After they departed, Mao Sansheng would duly present a substantial "gift of thanks."

"Your horizons are too small," Zhou Dongtian said, savoring his hawthorn jelly. "What's a mere Yuyuan? Someday I'm going to the Forbidden City—to sleep a few nights in His Imperial Majesty's bedchamber..."

"That building actually isn't comfortable at all," said Mei Lin, who had toured the Palace Museum. "I really can't imagine the emperor living in such a place. The inner palace isn't impressive when you think about it—just ordinary brick and tile buildings. Not to mention water and heating systems. Hot in summer, cold in winter—now I understand why Manchu emperors all built travel palaces outside Beijing."

"I think throwing a grand banquet in the Hall of Supreme Harmony would be quite nice," said Lü Zhonghang from the Transportation Department. "Set up five hundred tables, each person at a large round table, and behind each person a row of princesses, county princesses, titled ladies, young misses of all types and complexions. Orchestras on the terrace, one Chinese and one European. When Director Wen raises his glass to toast, the orchestras play..."

"Bullshit. Why would Director Wen be giving toasts?" Zhou Dongtian expressed disdain. "It's not like he's chairman for life."

"Fine, whichever elder then—what do you think of this grand feast?"

"Stop with the fantasies," Xu Ke interjected. "Mao Sansheng says we'll have to stay here for a few days. During this time, does anyone want to tour Shanghai and observe actual market conditions?"

"Yes, of course we do. Otherwise, why did we come here?" Zhou Dongtian was emphatic. "We came to Jiangnan to understand local social conditions. Staying cooped up in a garden, we won't see anything."

Although Shanghai County wasn't a famous city in this time-space, it was after all a county in Songjiang Prefecture, renowned for cotton spinning. Shanghai itself was alluvial land, mostly sandy soil quite suitable for growing cotton. Local cotton weaving and cultivation were quite substantial—worth investigating.

The next day, led by Qiwei personnel, they toured Shanghai County. The county already had over one hundred thousand households at the time, with more than thirty thousand households living within the city walls. Among the more than one thousand county seats in the realm, it ranked as a fairly large county. When passing bridges and intersections, Zhou Dongtian noticed many people in tattered clothes gathered at bridge heads and teahouses. Every one of them had a sallow, hungry look, yet they clearly weren't beggars or refugees. He asked Mao Sansheng about them.

"Master, those are all weavers—some dyers and calenderers too." Mao Sansheng explained that the county had over two thousand craftsmen "eating cloth for a living," mostly day laborers paid by the piece.

"Recently the cloth market has been bad. The workshop owners can barely keep their own pots boiling—who's going to hire craftsmen?"

"Cloth isn't selling well?"

"Since last year, cloth prices have been very poor. Cloth can't be sold at a decent price," Mao Sansheng explained. "It's not just workshop owners and weavers suffering—even the villagers who grow cotton in the countryside are having a hard time. If cloth won't sell, cotton sells for even less."

Zhou Dongtian and the others fell silent, sobered by what they saw. They had assumed that since Songjiang cloth was "clothing the realm," there would be no shortage of buyers. They hadn't expected the local cotton weaving industry to have declined to such an extent. The Ming economy had problems—serious ones.

They walked all the way to a grand mansion in Taiqing Ward in the county seat—a place commonly called the "Nine-Room Building." Mao Sansheng spoke quietly: this was Xu Guangqi's old residence.

"The house currently has no Xu family members living in it. Only a few servants are watching over it."

As one of the relatively few people in China at that time who "had their eyes open to the world," Xu Guangqi was already seventy years old. But he was not currently in his Shanghai County residence. He had been made Minister of Rites and Hanlin Academy Scholar the previous year, and was Associate Manager of the Heir Apparent's Household. His family was mostly in Beijing.

Xu Guangqi's son Xu Ji was related by marriage to Sun Yuanhua—the two were in-laws. Because of the connection to the Dengzhou Rebellion, the External Intelligence Bureau had paid close attention to the Xu Guangqi network. One mission of the intelligence team dispatched to the capital was to use Jesuit connections to establish contact with Xu Guangqi. On the Shanghai side, for now there would be no action—only orders to Qiwei to monitor the Shanghai Xu family's activities.

Mao Sansheng told Zhou Dongtian that outside Kuahai Gate—the South Gate—in Kangqu Lane, the Xu family had "Double Garden," ancestral property serving as the family's vegetable garden and mulberry orchard. Sweet potatoes had been brought from Fujian and Guangdong to Jiangnan by Xu Guangqi, who was the first to successfully cultivate them there. Outside the North Gate lay a peach orchard with many flourishing peach trees. In Fahua Town stood another farmstead villa called "Houle Hall," which also housed the Xu family cemetery.

"That's Xujiahui!" Zhou Dongtian blurted out. He knew the origin of that name. Xujiahui was the location of this Xu family property; Xu Guangqi's descendants had once gathered here, which was how the name arose.

Mao Sansheng looked at him in bewilderment, not understanding where "Xujiahui" had come from. Zhou Dongtian just smiled and offered no explanation.

Besides the city residence, the Xu family's properties in Shanghai were almost entirely agricultural. Although Xu Guangqi's grandfather had risen through commerce, the Xu family didn't have much involvement in business. But Xu Guangqi wasn't the farming-and-reading type either. Though he didn't own extensive land, he cultivated every plot with care, studying agricultural techniques, irrigation, and field management in depth, achieving quite good yields. Although later generations would know Xu Guangqi as a scientist who spread Western learning, he could actually also be considered a successful agricultural capitalist—such figures were already appearing in considerable numbers at that time.

Evidently Qiwei's efficiency in the area was quite good; they quickly gathered detailed information about the Xu family. Though Zhou Dongtian thought the intelligence wasn't particularly significant.

The group also visited several land and water docks inside and outside Shanghai county to observe transportation conditions. Lü Zhonghang in the inspection team had been sent by the Transportation Department to survey Jiangnan's road and transportation conditions. He held dual degrees in electrical engineering and bridge engineering, and had previously specialized in road and bridge quality inspection.

Surveying transportation wasn't merely for future military planning; more importantly, it prepared for developing Jiangnan commerce. Transportation was always a precondition for a region's economic development.

The next day, Mao Sansheng had the boats ready. These were two short-distance passenger boats common in Jiangnan for wealthy travelers, commonly called "Wuxi Fast Boats." The vessels weren't large but were fully equipped—with cabins for rest, parlors for dining and leisure, and a galley at the stern for convenient meal preparation. Wuxi Fast Boats were quite famous for travel comfort. For caution's sake, Mao Sansheng had replaced all the boat's crew with Qiwei personnel. This of course meant they would miss the famously attentive service of the Wuxi boat ladies. Besides the passenger boats, two freight boats accompanied them carrying luggage. Other cargo would be separately shipped in multiple batches by Qiwei.

After Zhou Dongtian's party boarded, they enjoyed the Jiangnan spring scenery along the way. When tired, they chatted in the cabins. Lü Zhonghang had more work to do: he periodically measured water depths and observed channels, accumulating firsthand data for future channel development and dredging.

Bored in the cabin, the group discussed transportation planning for the route from Hangzhou to Shanghai. At that time, the most convenient route north from Hangzhou was obviously the Grand Canal. Sailing from Hangzhou along the canal directly to Suzhou was quick and convenient. But if the transfer dock was to be in Shanghai, Suzhou was still eighty or ninety kilometers distant.

"I've asked around. Mao Sansheng says there's a way from Shanghai County directly to Hangzhou without using the Grand Canal. But the channels along the route aren't as wide and deep as the Grand Canal. They probably won't accommodate heavily loaded large boats."

Jiangnan was known as a land of lakes and marshes, with not only lakes and ponds everywhere but rivers crisscrossing, plus vast areas of paddies. Except for prefectural and county seats, most villages weren't connected by land routes and could only be reached by water. Even between prefectural and county seats, though official roads connected them, water routes were more convenient. Inland water transport was highly developed. But most channels hadn't been dredged or maintained; many were too shallow or too narrow, accommodating only small boats. The largest were just so-called "channel boats." By Lü Zhonghang's estimate, these channel boats had a carrying capacity of only about twenty tons.
Chapter 862 - The Grand Eunuch

In April of 1631, even in the grip of the Little Ice Age, spring had finally arrived outside the walls of the capital. Along the earthen riverbanks, willows unfurled fresh green fronds, and peach and apricot trees bloomed in succession. Delicate blossoms swayed in the still-chilly breeze. The earth was turning green once more. Farmers who had survived the chaos of war and famine—gaunt-faced, dressed in rags—were busy again in their fields.

The first breach of the Qing army—also known as the "Jisi Incident"—had ended the previous year. In the tenth month of the third year of Chongzhen, the invading Later Jin forces had all returned to Shenyang. The four cities including Zunhua, which had been garrisoned by remaining enemy forces, were subsequently recovered by Ming troops. Burned houses had yet to be rebuilt, and along roads and field edges, bones left by the chaos could still be glimpsed. But the people of Northern Zhili's various prefectures and counties—who had been on edge and seeing enemies everywhere since the Later Jin invasion—had finally exhaled a collective sigh of relief. The Great Ming seemed about to welcome a new spring, just like this awakening land.

Yet many officials in the capital—regardless of their political leanings—anyone with even a modicum of sense and foresight knew that the Great Ming was ill, and gravely so. But at this moment, no one could yet foresee that the Ming's days were numbered.

What officials and scholars in the capital discussed most was the Later Jin, which had gradually become a major threat to the court. As for the bandits in Shaanxi, the She'an Rebellion in Guizhou, and the Huinu bandits in Qiongzhou... these were mentioned in passing, but no one paid much attention. Although He Rubin's army had been completely annihilated in Qiongzhou with heavy losses, the disaster hadn't caused much of a stir. Compared to the She'an Rebellion, where the court had lost a Provincial Governor and Commander-General—senior officials of regional importance—the highest-ranking officer killed in the Qiongzhou campaign was merely a brigade commander. And to date, no prefectures or counties had fallen.

Beijing's spring was windy. Gusts from the Mongolian plateau carried sand, chapping faces, and yellow dust filled the streets. It had just rained, and the roads were extremely muddy. Through this muck, a small two-bearer sedan chair made its way, both bearers splattered with yellow mud.

Behind the sedan followed a dozen or so porters carrying loads wrapped tightly in rush matting.

The sedan curtain was quietly lifted a crack. Someone inside surveyed the street through the gap. Had anyone gotten close enough, they might have heard a barely perceptible, contemptuous snort.

The person in the sedan was none other than Leng Ningyun, dispatched to the capital to carry out work.

Leng Ningyun had worked in finance and trust services in the old time-space, familiar with financial history, IPOs, and derivatives. He held a bachelor's degree in management. He was fluent in English, could conduct simple conversations in Japanese, and knew a few phrases of French. The transmigrator collective's finance department was well-staffed, but the work available to finance professionals was simply too rudimentary—many specialists could only work as accountants.

Bored to death, Leng Ningyun had gotten the idea to work abroad. After applying and training with the External Intelligence Bureau, his financial background caught the attention of Jiang Shan and others. Ultimately, he was assigned to Beijing as station chief and branch manager of Delong Bank's Beijing office.

The Beijing Station was different from other overseas stations. It wasn't required to conduct commercial or industrial activities locally. Its main tasks were intelligence collection and absorbing the wealth of capital officials. So the Beijing Station focused primarily on financial operations. Having a finance professional in charge was most appropriate.

Entering Beijing was easy; conducting operations in Beijing was not. Especially since Leng Ningyun's main task was to attract deposits—how could Delong, with no foundation whatsoever in Beijing, earn the trust of corrupt officials enough for them to confidently deposit their silver? This was where Leng Ningyun would be truly tested.

The person he was going to visit was a key figure for his work in Beijing—Eunuch Yang.

Eunuch Yang was Gao Ju's major backer in the capital. When Wei Zhongxian was in power, there had once been a plan to build an ancestral shrine in Guangzhou to curry favor with the "Nine Thousand Years"—but this never materialized, and Eunuch Yang had escaped disaster. After Wei Zhongxian's downfall, Eunuch Yang's misfortune became good fortune; he was not implicated. He quickly ingratiated himself with Wang Dehua, spending tens of thousands of taels plus many "Australian goods" sent by Gao Ju, and was assigned to head the Bell and Drum Bureau. Something of a comeback.

Having returned to power, Eunuch Yang was far more cautious than before. After all, he hadn't been one of the Prince of Xin's original retainers. During the Nine Thousand Years' reign, he hadn't been "firm in attitude, clear in stance"—at most a fence-sitter. So now he rarely meddled in palace affairs beyond his proper duties, never saying an extra word.

Though it was spring, the weather remained quite cold. Leng Ningyun hunched his neck inside the sedan, pondering how to speak with this Grand Eunuch when they met.

Aside from watching movies and television in the old time-space, Leng Ningyun had never seen a real eunuch—and of course, movie and TV eunuchs were fake too. What an actual eunuch looked like, what his temperament was, was hard to fathom. However, Grand Eunuchs who had made something of themselves in the palace were without exception shrewd operators. He would have to be completely on his guard. After all, this Grand Eunuch's attitude would be crucial to the Beijing Station's future development.

He had already inquired about the location of Eunuch Yang's private residence and knew that the master would be returning from the palace to rest tonight. At the gate, his servants handed in his visiting card along with a letter of introduction from Gao Ju. Before long, the gatekeeper—a young eunuch—sent word for him to enter.

To pay court to a eunuch, to flatter him—Leng Ningyun was naturally somewhat reluctant. In his thinking, eunuchs were a pack of cunning, treacherous, greedy people; he harbored a certain disdain and disgust for them.

However, Leng Ningyun clearly understood that in this intelligence and commercial contest within Beijing, this Grand Eunuch's help was indispensable.

When he saw the gatekeeper eunuch emerge brandishing the visiting card, Leng Ningyun gave a signal. His servant immediately produced a tael of silver from his chest and slipped it over, while retrieving the card. Only then did Leng Ningyun compose himself and step inside.

According to court regulations, eunuchs—as the emperor's personal attendants—were required to live inside the palace walls unless dispatched elsewhere on missions. But wealthy, powerful Grand Eunuchs like Eunuch Yang all maintained private residences. It was said that Wei Zhongxian's private residence in Beijing had been so extravagantly magnificent it rivaled the imperial palace. Eunuch Yang's residence naturally couldn't compare to Wei Zhongxian's. But just from the glimpses he caught walking in, Leng Ningyun could already sense that the residence was not only imposing but necessarily quite deep, with architecture and decoration quite refined. Clearly a great deal had been spent on its construction.

As the meeting approached, his mood instinctively tensed. He began to focus more intently on his mission, and a new kind of unease and anticipation arose.

The young eunuch led him into a reception hall. After waiting there for a moment, accompanied by steady, composed footsteps, Eunuch Yang emerged from behind a screen. Leng Ningyun, following proper etiquette, rose to receive him, assuming a respectful posture.

From the corner of his eye, he observed that this Grand Eunuch was a robust man in his fifties. His immaculately combed hair was noticeably graying. His smooth chin, as expected, bore no trace of beard. His well-nourished, broad face had a ruddy glow. Though his large, thick lips wore the customary smile, his half-lidded narrow eyes clearly showed a questioning, probing light.

They exchanged formal greetings. As a protective measure for intelligence agents' personal safety and to facilitate their activities, Li Yan had arranged false Guangdong household registrations for every agent sent to Ming-controlled territory. He had also obtained various academic degrees for them—some were proper government stipend students, some were attached or supplementary students, and some were so-called National University students. All were procured through the Guangdong-Guangxi provincial offices by greasing palms.

Sensing that his purpose couldn't be explained in a few words, and since they were strangers to each other—making message relay troublesome—Leng Ningyun dispensed with pleasantries. He pulled out a prepared secret letter from Gao Ju along with a gift list and presented them with both hands: "This is what Great Merchant Gao commanded this student to present to Your Honor. Please accept it."

"Oh." Eunuch Yang showed no surprise—he had already learned of Leng Ningyun's visit from Gao Ju's letter several days prior. He glanced at his guest, then accepted the letter. "Please, be seated!"

As he made the invitation, he sat down in a chair and began opening the letter.

The secret letter's content was very simple. Gao Ju informed him that Leng Ningyun was Chief Guo's man, coming to the capital to open a bank and facilitate commercial transactions between north and south.

As for Chief Guo's true background, Gao Ju had never explicitly told Eunuch Yang. This wasn't because Gao Ju intended to deceive him, but because Eunuch Yang didn't want to know too clearly. Though he more or less understood that Guo Yi had an unusual relationship with the Huinu bandits—or Australians, as they were called. Possibly even was one of the Huinu. But he had no intention of revealing this—his business with the Huinu brought him handsome profits every year, and he preferred to play deaf and dumb.

If the Huinu ever did something "improper" and the court investigated, he could wash his hands of it entirely.

This Leng Ningyun before him was clearly also one of the Huinu's people, Eunuch Yang thought. He was surprised that the visitor was a young man—for a scholar, he wasn't exactly young, but for a merchant supposed to be in charge of things, the guest was really too young.

He next opened the gift list. The gifts were extremely valuable: all sought-after Australian precious goods currently hard to find on the market. The half-length glass mirror alone was worth a great deal. Clearly the other party was quite sensible.

Out of caution, Gao Ju's letter was written very briefly, touching only on the matter at hand. The specific explanation and plan would be presented by Leng Ningyun himself. So from the very beginning, Leng Ningyun had been watching the host's expressions and reactions, hoping to read his mind as thoroughly as possible before the formal conversation—particularly to understand his basic character.
Chapter 863 - Phantom Shares

However, to his slight disappointment, Eunuch Yang's face remained absolutely expressionless, without even a trace to be captured.

"This old monster really gives nothing away," he cursed inwardly.

Finally, Eunuch Yang slowly rolled the letter into a small tube, pulled a lighter from his person, struck it four or five times, lit a flame, and set the secret letter on fire. He kept rotating it until the paper had almost burned to his fingers before dropping it into the spittoon beside the small table.

"Sir has traveled a thousand li, from the South Seas to the capital. What is your purpose?" the old eunuch asked, eyes half-closed.

"This student has come to the capital first to admire its flourishing culture, and second to prepare to open a bank here, to facilitate transfers between north and south," Leng Ningyun seized the opportunity to say. "I must ask for Your Honor's assistance."

"Hehe, how could this humble eunuch have such ability..." Eunuch Yang gave a dry laugh. "I wonder how this 'bank' of yours differs from the money shops those Shanxi fellows run in the capital?"

What Leng Ningyun most feared was that Eunuch Yang would be indifferent to this matter, putting on an air of inscrutability. Now seeing he was interested in discussing it, he immediately gathered his spirits and gave a general overview of Delong's business scope.

The Planning Commission and the Finance Directorate had given Delong a very broad scope of business. Delong not only played the role of a central bank but also undertook all the business of a commercial bank. Even insurance services, which properly belonged to insurance companies, were currently handled by Delong as well.

Delong's branches operating in the Ming Dynasty primarily dealt in savings, remittances, and loans—also the traditional business of Chinese banking. China's most mature financial institutions, the qianzhuang [private banks], didn't appear until the mid-Qing Dynasty, but commercial institutions engaging in similar financial services, remittances, savings, and loans had always existed throughout the dynasties. In Ming Dynasty Beijing, there were similar institutions, all run by Shanxi merchants. Delong's advantage over traditional banking lay in the speed of remittances—ordinary money shops and silver shops handled remittances mainly by issuing and honoring silver notes. But Delong, using radio, could conduct wire transfers. Additionally, in all lines of business, Delong implemented modern financial management systems, with management structures far more rigorous and efficient.

Of course, Eunuch Yang would have difficulty understanding these things. Leng Ningyun mainly selected Delong's distinctive features to discuss, which Eunuch Yang listened to with great interest.

"Sir truly has the skills of Tao Zhu," Eunuch Yang said with narrowed eyes and a smile. "Surely your wealth must roll in like water. However, this humble eunuch must attend His Majesty day and night, already too busy to spare any time. I'm afraid I cannot offer assistance. Hehe, hahaha."

Leng Ningyun knew this was waiting for him to offer the fattened meat—this had been agreed upon long ago: using the time-tested old method of official-merchant collusion: phantom shares.

According to regulations from the Colonization and Trade Department and the Commerce Department, all shops opened outside the Green Zone allocated their net profits into fourteen shares. The plan for Delong's Beijing branch allocated eleven shares to public ownership, one share for shop accumulation fund, one share distributed among all western partners, and the last share was the offering to Eunuch Yang.

Leng Ningyun stated: the phantom shares offered to Eunuch Yang would pay annual dividends according to profits, without fail. Additionally, there would be gift offerings at the three major festivals, two official days of respects, plus Eunuch Yang's birthday.

As soon as he finished speaking, Eunuch Yang fell into contemplation, gaze vacant, as if calculating something.

"Sir comes from Guangzhou, correct? There is actually something I would like Sir's help with..." After a long while, Eunuch Yang finally spoke.

"Yes, please command me, Your Honor."

Eunuch Yang yawned and said: "You Australians over in Guangzhou—"

"Yes, there are indeed many Australian goods sold in Guangzhou."

"Since you come from Guangzhou, you must have many friends and relatives there. Recently, the Chief Eunuch has a birthday coming up. This humble one needs to prepare some gifts as congratulations—you know, what hasn't the Chief Eunuch seen? Things must be novel and amusing. This humble one thought of Australian treasures. I have ten thousand taels of silver. Have someone in Guangzhou purchase some for me."

Saying this, he produced a list.

"Yes, this is within this student's duties. I will serve with all my effort. Please deliver the silver at your convenience, and this student will immediately dispatch someone to handle it."

Hearing these words, Eunuch Yang gave a slight smile and raised his tea bowl.

Immediately, the young eunuch at his side brought tea. Leng Ningyun had learned etiquette at the "Farm" and knew this was the "seeing-off tea"—once the tea was raised, the guest had to rise and "take his leave."

Leng Ningyun took his leave, got into his sedan, but the matter of offering Eunuch Yang phantom shares had been left unresolved. Leng Ningyun couldn't help feeling anxious: what exactly did Eunuch Yang mean?

He pondered in the sedan for a long time but couldn't figure out what Eunuch Yang intended. This matter needed to be discussed with someone quickly.

Leng Ningyun's residence was a small courtyard temporarily lent to him by Li Luoyou. The place wasn't large, used specifically by Li Luoyou to host important guests visiting Beijing. Furniture and amenities were complete, with servants to attend. Knowing that Australians preferred secrecy in their affairs, Li Luoyou had told his Beijing manager in advance that except for the gatekeeper and purchaser, all servants should be withdrawn. Staff within the courtyard would be provided by "Guangdong Master Leng" himself.

Leng Ningyun had also brought a small team of naturalized citizens to Beijing. Serving as manager was Wu Kaidi. Wu Kaidi was one of the rare northerners among the refugees taken in by the Elder Council—a native of Baoding in Northern Zhili. Originally a household servant, he had spent over ten years in the capital with his master, a minor capital official. Later his master was assigned to Guangdong, and he followed. A few years later, his master died of illness in office in Guangdong. On the journey home with the household, they were robbed by bandits and stranded in Guangdong, the whole family nearly starving to death.

Because Wu Kaidi had previously served an official as a household servant, he was very familiar with bureaucratic ways. Combined with his northern background, he became an ideal candidate for the Intelligence Bureau's overseas deployments. Both he and his wife had received foreign assignment training. Wu Kaidi's reliability rating in the Political Security General Administration's evaluation wasn't very high—IIIC class. But his son was currently attending boarding school at Fangcaodi in Lingao, and the Political Security General Administration knew this man cared very much about his son.

Leng Ningyun returned to his lodgings and immediately summoned Wu Kaidi to his study. Closing the door, he described what had happened in detail.

"Now this matter is hanging in mid-air. I have no idea how to proceed or where to even start—isn't that frustrating?" Leng Ningyun continued. "Now I'm stuck whether I do it or don't, whether I find another path or not—caught between a rock and a hard place."

"Master! You really don't understand these worldly ways! Hasn't Eunuch Yang already named his price? He wants ten thousand taels of silver worth of Australian treasures!"

"Ah!" Leng Ningyun suddenly understood. "No wonder, no wonder!"

He recalled the situation again. Indeed, it was exactly as Wu Kaidi said. All that about procuring Australian treasures was just an excuse. He himself hadn't caught on and had actually said Eunuch Yang should "deliver the silver"—of course he'd be shown the door immediately.

"Offering him phantom shares—free silver every year, just sitting at home counting money—and he still requires silver payment to accept? This is really beyond me," Leng Ningyun sighed. "Does he think everyone's silver falls from the sky?"

"No wonder Master can't understand. But in this Beijing city, these 'grandfathers' [eunuchs] are the ones who hold sway. Speaking frankly, plenty of people want to offer phantom shares to them but can't even find a way in! This bunch of grandfathers all have money fever. Never mind your phantom shares—anything good that catches their eye, there's nothing they don't want. Silver, antiques, houses, fine horses, beautiful women, handsome boys... like flies on blood..."

Leng Ningyun said: "Everything else I understand, but why would they want beautiful women and handsome boys? To keep at home as decorations?"

Wu Kaidi gave a lewd smile: "It's like fine horses—they can't ride them, but they can still enjoy looking at them at home. Besides, it's not like they can't use them at all."

Apparently feeling it wasn't quite proper to discuss such things with a "chief," he quickly shut his mouth.

Leng Ningyun very much wanted to know how they could be "used," but this was somewhat embarrassing to ask. He changed the subject to how to deliver the money.

Leng Ningyun hadn't brought much silver—like Zhao Yingong, he had only brought three hundred taels of gold to Beijing. However, he also carried several Delong Bank bills of exchange of different denominations, totaling fifty thousand taels. These could be exchanged for cash or bills from other silver shops at Li Luoyou's Beijing establishments. Delong bills had no exchange rate in Beijing; the hardest currency here were the silver notes from Shanxi banking houses. Before coming to Beijing this time, Leng Ningyun had done some background research on the Shanxi banking houses—in Beijing, these "Old Xi" were his biggest competitors.

Of course, the Finance Directorate couldn't possibly give fifty thousand taels of silver to an overseas intelligence officer, nor would Li Luoyou pay out such a large sum at once to Leng Ningyun in the capital. In fact, the fifty thousand taels were payment for a trade contract Li Luoyou had negotiated: various goods produced in Lingao would be delivered in Guangdong and Jiangnan; the silver would be paid in installments in Beijing by Li Luoyou's Liaohai Trading Company. They had agreed that amounts under ten thousand taels could be withdrawn at any time; amounts over ten thousand required advance notice so silver could be assembled.

Leng Ningyun took out a ten-thousand-tael Delong Bank draft from his personal code cylinder and gave it to Wu Kaidi. The code cylinder was the kind from The Da Vinci Code. The External Intelligence Bureau had ordered a batch of Italian-made products through Macau. Compared to the document boxes and jewelry cases that people of the time used for carrying valuables, its security was much better, and there was no need to carry a key.

"Take this draft and this goods list to Liaohai Trading immediately. Have them prepare goods according to the list. They certainly won't have all these items—first have Liaohai send over an inventory list."

"Yes, this servant understands."

Wu Kaidi left with his orders. The next morning, Leng Ningyun had Wu Kaidi deliver the inventory list to Eunuch Yang's mansion. By evening, a young eunuch was dispatched from Eunuch Yang's residence, bearing a red invitation requesting him to "come for a chat" in three days.

"The matter is settled," Wu Kaidi said. "When you go in three days, Eunuch Yang will probably have some important matters to discuss with you."
Chapter 864 - Phoenix Villa

The Jiangnan Inspection Team's transportation discussion quickly moved into road construction planning. But building roads was also impractical—even if Jiangnan were immediately brought under their control and all officials obeyed their commands, the Elder Council's current capabilities would still be insufficient.

"Building roads in a place like Jiangnan would be a nightmare for us," Lü Zhonghang said. "The earthwork volume would be enormous, and there'd be countless rivers and ponds requiring bridges along the way."

"Labor would be manageable, but construction materials would be astronomical," Mei Lin sighed. "Our production capacity—the gap is just too great."

Although Lingao's industrial capacity had already begun to demonstrate its enormous power and was a myth in this time-space, set against the vast backdrop of China, Lingao's production capacity was insignificant. The Lingao industrial system that the elders enthused about as "playing the overture of industrialization" couldn't match China of 1949 in production scale, let alone the heyday of the late Qing Self-Strengthening Movement.

Xu Ke said: "Don't focus only on inland waterways and land. Shanghai to Hangzhou can also go by sea. Don't forget Hangzhou is right on the Qiantang River. Oceangoing ships can leave from Wusong, then enter the Qiantang River through Hangzhou Bay. As long as the hydrological conditions are surveyed, sailing ships of several hundred tons up the Qiantang River won't be a problem. After all, maritime transport is our strength."

Zhou Dongtian said: "Sea transport is too conspicuous. Oceangoing ships going directly to a provincial capital might cause a commotion—might even stir up the whole province. Going to Zhapu would be more reasonable. After all, that's already a seaport."

The group engaged in lively discussion about transportation issues throughout the journey. With topics to discuss, time passed quickly. Within a few days, the inspection team arrived in Hangzhou and disembarked at Gongchen Bridge—the terminus of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, a very famous location. However, at this time, Gongchen Bridge was still under construction.

Sun Wangcai had received the coded scroll from the Shanghai branch and calculated that the ship should arrive around April 20th. So from April 10th, he sent people daily to watch near the Gongchen Bridge docks. When they spotted a ship with Qiwei's lantern markers approaching the dock, they immediately reported to the Zhao residence. Sun Wangcai immediately ordered Cai Shi to bring servants and sedan chairs to the riverside to respectfully receive them, transporting everyone and their personal luggage to Zhao Yingong's residence.

The population of the Zhao household had swelled considerably in these days. For caution's sake, Sun Wangcai, the Hangzhou intelligence station's manager, had tightened security, dividing the residence into inner and outer compounds. Any newly-pledged servants were forbidden from entering the inner compound; only personnel brought from Lingao who had been vetted by the Security General Administration were permitted inside.

The population increase was making the Zhao residence feel cramped. Even including the unused abandoned garden area, space was becoming insufficient. By now, Cai Shi had already purchased a sufficiently large tract of land on Phoenix Mountain. Zhao Yingong was eager to begin building his estate there. He had already adjusted his strategy based on the telegram from the External Intelligence Bureau.

According to the Bureau's instructions, Zhao Yingong decided to temporarily present himself as a gentleman-scholar with a passion for agriculture. Managerial landlords were quite common in the late Ming. Many landlords no longer leased land to tenants for rent but hired long-term and short-term laborers, personally managing the planting, cultivation, irrigation, and other agricultural matters, directly operating the land and agricultural products.

In the new plan, he decided to build a farmstead villa on Phoenix Mountain, relocating Wang Siniang's entire family there to specialize in sericulture. First, he would extensively plant mulberry trees on the estate and conduct small-scale silkworm-raising and reeling—laying the foundation for personnel training for future large-scale industrialized reeling. He had already sent a telegram to Wu Nanhai requesting that sericulture specialists from the Tiandihui be dispatched with silkworm eggs to serve in Nanjing.

Phoenix Villa would in the future handle a series of tasks including personnel purification and transfer, serving as the Hangzhou Station's headquarters and core. Zhao Yingong planned that once construction was complete, he would move most core personnel, materials, and equipment to Phoenix Villa. The Zhao residence in Qinghe Ward would serve as the Hangzhou Station's "front."

The front would be the planned cultural bookshop. The plan was to use the abandoned garden land at the Zhao residence to construct a comprehensive building combining teahouse, bookshop, garden, and printing office. Besides selling tea and books, Zhao Yingong also planned to sell and promote "cultural products" with Australian characteristics at this cultural bookshop. Initial ideas included Western and Chinese-style ship models, various tabletop games including chess and card games. Zhao Yingong also considered introducing billiards—he still remembered the "billiard craze" of the 1980s and 90s. The technology for manufacturing billiard equipment could be met in this time-space; the Pearl River Delta during the Ming-Qing period was famous for producing ivory handicrafts, and many billiard balls used in Europe were manufactured in Guangzhou and similar places. However, he wasn't sure what scholars would think of it, and manufacturing billiard equipment wasn't something that could be done overnight. He decided not to introduce it for now, first submitting the project to the Planning Commission and Light Industry Department for the record.

Since the Planning Commission had equipped him with printing equipment, not publishing a newspaper or magazine seemed wasteful. Currently, besides the Lingao Times in Lingao, there was no true newspaper in the Great Ming. He could certainly do some pioneering in this area with newspapers and magazines—after all, there was no Publication Law in the Ming, publishing required no registration numbers or ISBN, and there was no concept of copyright. The role of newspapers as a mouthpiece was very obvious. Zhao Yingong was prepared to exploit the gap in traditional society's news media to seize the propaganda high ground. As for magazines, he planned to use lithographic printing equipment to create a Ming Dynasty version of the Dianshizhai Pictorial.

Of course, all these things required a material foundation. Zhao Yingong had been eagerly awaiting the inspection team to bring him supplies and technical personnel for quite some time. Now that these people had finally arrived, he was overjoyed. He immediately arranged a banquet at the residence to "welcome" the group.

At the welcome banquet, everyone divided up the work for their upcoming activities in Jiangnan. Zhou Dongtian would be accompanied by Sun Wangcai and others to conduct a comprehensive survey of the book-carving and publishing industries in Hangzhou, Suzhou, and Nanjing. Mei Lin and Zhao Yingong would be responsible for the construction of Phoenix Villa and the bookshop. Xu Ke and Lü Zhonghang would be accompanied by Qiwei personnel to conduct a comprehensive survey of road and transportation conditions in the Jiangnan and Northern Zhejiang regions. The terrain and geography of Jiangnan had changed greatly over the hundred years of the old time-space, especially the rivers and marshes—there were far more in this time-space than in the old one. If they ever needed to march and fight in the Jiangnan region, it was essential to prepare in advance.

The next day, Zhao Yingong and the inspection team came to Phoenix Mountain. This was the future "lair" of the Hangzhou Station and quite possibly one of the central hubs for all Jiangnan activities. Everyone wanted to offer their opinions.

Phoenix Mountain was outside Fengshan Gate. This city gate was quite deserted in the Ming Dynasty, as beyond it lay only Phoenix Mountain and the Qiantang River. With neither good farmland nor being a transportation hub, ordinary people rarely came here.

Phoenix Mountain's terrain was gentle, mostly gradual slopes. Anyone with some knowledge of vegetation could tell this was typical secondary forest landscape—the hillside had been developed, the original vegetation long since destroyed. Among the thorny brush and thickets, one could occasionally see low, crumbling walls and ruins. In some places, stone pedestals that had once supported great palace pillars and stone beams and columns remained. Looking carefully, one could see many traces of Buddhist temples.

"This is the ruins of the Five Temples and One Pagoda," Zhao Yingong said, having walked until tired, sitting on a large stone pedestal and fanning himself. "It's said the five temples originally used many architectural components from the Southern Song palaces—some were simply Song Dynasty halls themselves. A pity I don't understand archaeology, otherwise I could do a thorough excavation and survey here."

The Five Temples and One Pagoda had already fallen into ruin by the end of the Yuan Dynasty. When Zhang Shicheng built the Hangzhou city walls, he demolished the remaining structures and used their building materials. Over the more than 270 years since the founding of the Ming, people had continuously removed various building materials from here. Besides broken tiles and rubble scattered among the thorns, only some large components too difficult to move remained.

"How much land did you buy?" Mei Lin climbed onto a stone pedestal and surveyed the area, estimating the scale and size of the entire estate.

"I told Old Sun, the bigger the land the better. Most of the Phoenix Mountain area is ownerless government land, worth very little. There are some places with private graves—those are more troublesome to deal with. Buy what we can; avoid what we can't for now." Zhao Yingong pointed. "From the riverbank at the foot of the mountain all the way to here—this land definitely needs to be bought. I want to build a dock."

"There's a problem with building an estate here—water supply isn't easy to solve." Mei Lin observed the area he indicated. "Drawing water from the river requires solving the elevation problem—drainage would be very convenient, though."

"There are springs on the mountain."

"We'll need a water collection system." Mei Lin looked at the terrain. "Actually, water lifting isn't difficult either—just set up a Lanzhou waterwheel. It could be a scenic feature in the future."

Zhao Yingong nodded: "That's a good idea, because I'm also planning to farm at Phoenix Villa." He gestured grandly: "Fruit trees and tea on the slopes, mulberry trees on the land near the water, dig fish ponds, develop sericulture and fish farming. Then set up a tea processing workshop and fruit processing plant."

"You're planning to play farming simulation games in Hangzhou," Mei Lin laughed.

"We need to be self-sufficient—it's thousands of li from here to Lingao. We can't rely on the Planning Commission to ship everything." Zhao Yingong pondered for a moment. "Help me with a good design. Don't make it look like a bastion fortress. Just make it to the standard of local landlords' walled compounds. After all, this is a provincial capital—we can't attract too much attention."

Mei Lin said: "First you need to give me the estate's definite boundaries. While Xu Ke is still here, have him survey and draw a topographic map—I'm not good at that. Building houses is easy, but for layout and planning, you absolutely need a detailed map. As for the estate buildings, I'll first draft a preliminary sketch according to your requirements. Once you approve it, I'll start construction."

"Good," Zhao Yingong nodded. "I have one more request."

"Go ahead—here you're the client. Everything for the client's consideration."

"Build me an ancestral hall in the estate," Zhao Yingong said. "Make it as imposing as possible."
Chapter 865 - Future Planning

"An ancestral hall?" Mei Lin was puzzled. Among the elders, there were many architectural dreamers—some wanted to build a Soviet Palace, some wanted a Congress Hall, others wanted their own vacation villas, estates, castles, museums, palaces...

But not a single person wanted to build an ancestral hall. The elders had no interest in these symbols of clan society. Perhaps some elders wanted to become "gods," but merely being an "ancestor" held no appeal for anyone.

"What's the ancestral hall for?"

Zhao Yingong's expression was very solemn: "Of course, it's for venerating my Great Song's ancestral emperors."

"I understand." Mei Lin realized Zhao Yingong was preparing to solidify his identity as a descendant of the Zhao-Song imperial house.

This ancestral hall for venerating "ancestral emperors" had originally been planned for the banks of West Lake, but it hadn't materialized due to land prices and the External Intelligence Bureau's disapproval of such ostentation.

"I don't know much about ancient architecture. An ancestral hall would definitely have to be built according to ancient forms, otherwise it wouldn't look dignified—and there's the issue of exceeding regulations. Building Phoenix Villa will certainly require local craftsmen, so be careful not to get reported." Mei Lin was somewhat worried.

Zhao Yingong said: "I've already had the design plans drawn up by someone—don't worry, it definitely won't exceed regulations. I had people from the Grand Library's Historical Research Office, as well as Secretary Wang and others, all look it over."

Mei Lin agreed—after all, he was only responsible for building. But he immediately proposed a counter-condition: he wanted Zhao Yingong to help keep Zhou Dongtian around for a while longer, waiting until he finished his current work before departing—he wanted to go to Nanjing with Zhou Dongtian.

"Having come all the way to Jiangnan, it would be too much of a pity not to go to Nanjing. I absolutely must observe how Nanjing is 'where the dragon coils and the tiger crouches'..."

Zhao Yingong of course knew what he was really thinking. He smiled tactfully: "I'll definitely persuade Old Zhou."

Zhou Dongtian had been indifferent about taking Mei Lin to Nanjing anyway. Hangzhou was quite comfortable; staying a few more days eating and sleeping, and incidentally doing some internal vetting work. The Hangzhou Station's population had increased substantially—besides children, many servants had come. All these people needed appropriate secret investigation and evaluation.

When the subjects didn't know they were being evaluated, one obviously couldn't assume an interrogation posture—otherwise word that some strange people had come to the Zhao residence would certainly spread widely. The inspection team was lodging as Zhao Yingong's friends, and their actions couldn't go beyond what friendship would allow. Zhou Dongtian had received training in body language reading. Just by casually saying a few words and observing the other person's expressions and movements, he could discern the general situation.

As a "consultant" for the Political Security General Administration, he made contact with and observed every servant, particularly watching for any unusual behavior. A spy, once they began operating, would inevitably reveal traces that distinguished them from others.

Several days later, he confirmed that none of the native personnel recruited by the Hangzhou Station were spies. As for the native personnel's reliability, that couldn't be determined in a short time. However, except for the sedan bearers who had some of the rough ways of the rivers and lakes, most of the servants were honest and simple people, relatively easy to bind into a common interest chain with the Hangzhou Station. As for how their reliability might develop in the future, that would depend on Zhao Yingong's own ability to cultivate and manage his subordinates.

But loyalty first required forming a community of interest. Zhou Dongtian believed that no matter how strong one's ability to manage subordinates, one could never become a "queen" or "overmind" like the Zerg. Whether real interests or illusory ones, loyalty still needed to be built on the foundation of shared interests.

Zhao Yingong's main approach was to start with the children. Besides the orphans collected from the streets and human markets, he also organized all the servants' children together.

These children ranged from five or six to thirteen or fourteen years old. Zhao Yingong instructed Sun Wangcai to give pocket money to all servants' children and have them attend the household school in the abandoned garden. He also planned that once Phoenix Villa was completed, all the children would live there in collective dormitories, experiencing complete communal life: eating together, living together, studying together, laboring together—thoroughly indoctrinating them in culture and worldview.

Changing adults was not easy, but children were blank slates. How they were shaped was entirely in Zhao Yingong's control. By first capturing the children's hearts, their parents would follow. Their parents, being servants with basically no education, couldn't possibly have any influence on their children. They would only feel grateful for their master's behavior.

Among the servants Zhao Yingong had taken in, about half had children—he preferred entire families over single servants. People with children had greater survival pressures and greater concerns. Such people, once they had a safe and stable environment, wouldn't have many other ideas. A little kindness was enough to win their complete devotion. And for most people, children were the most effective hostages.

The land preparation for Phoenix Villa was quickly completed. Sun Wangcai and Cai Shi purchased over two thousand mu of land on Phoenix Mountain—for not very much. Most of the land was barren hillside; the land near the river at the foot of the mountain was mostly sandy loam and at risk of occasional flooding. Whether government land or private, it wasn't worth much. All the land was purchased and deeded, with public and private expenses totaling less than five hundred taels of silver.

Zhao Yingong hired a construction firm—a so-called mugui [carpentry cabinet], the ancient equivalent of a construction company, specializing in building projects. The mugui's head was a Dongyang carpenter. He found the architectural drawings Mei Lin produced quite bewildering—not that ancients didn't have architectural drawings, but ordinary building craftsmen rarely used them. Moreover, in his eyes, the buildings Mei Lin designed were all "not according to proper form." For building houses, carpenters relied on the Yingzao Fashi [Treatise on Architectural Methods]. For various types of structures—how they should be designed, their dimensions, their external appearance—almost everything had established patterns.

After studying Mei Lin's drawings for a long time, this carpenter finally said: "Building the houses themselves isn't difficult, but buildings of this appearance are quite strange. Is this how you build houses in Guangdong?"

Mei Lin personally thought his designs still had an "ancient architectural style"—he had just applied modern architectural principles to the structure and spatial arrangement. He hadn't expected the other party to find them strange. If that was the case, bastion-style architecture would be even stranger.

He said carefully: "Back in our Sanshui, we build houses this way. I've heard some of the styles came from overseas."

"Eye-opening indeed." The carpenter muttered while looking. "Sir! I advise you to build according to proper form. Houses built like this will probably be laughed at..."

The two sides had a small dispute over this issue. The carpenter felt that building such unique "Guangdong-style" houses would invite ridicule. Mei Lin naturally insisted on his architectural principles—after all, the estate's buildings were meant to serve practical purposes and couldn't accommodate so-called "proper form." Ming-Qing architecture was certainly beautiful and full of character, but in terms of comfort and space utilization, it was quite poor. Having come to this time-space, he would naturally insist on advanced architectural techniques.

In the end, they built according to Mei Lin's drawings—the Phoenix Villa construction project was substantial, and for the mugui it was a big business deal. No matter how attached the old carpenter was to the Yingzao Fashi, he wouldn't turn away money.

What most surprised the old carpenter was the drainage system and water supply system in the design drawings—of course he wasn't unfamiliar with such things. Many Jiangnan towns and even villages had complete and reliable drainage systems. But he had never seen one designed so "extravagantly." In his thinking, since this was just an estate, there was no need for overly complex drainage. Just laying a few covered stone drainage channels in the residence's courtyards would suffice. There was no need to dig such large channels that a person could almost walk through. As for water supply, digging several wells within the estate compound would be enough—there were already several mountain springs on the foundation; once cleared and fitted with well curbs, they would make excellent wells with good water quality and sufficient supply. Why build such complex drainage channels and reservoir pools and ponds on the hillside?

Bricks, tiles, and lime would be supplied by local kilns; timber would be transported from Dongyang, Quzhou, and other places. The crumbling walls and ruins scattered all over Phoenix Mountain also provided a considerable portion of building materials, especially stone.

During the clearing of broken bricks and rubble, large quantities of Song Dynasty roof tiles and glazed tiles were unearthed. Zhao Yingong instructed that they all be gathered and stored—he planned to use these materials to build the Zhao-Song imperial ancestral hall. Of course, anything that clearly violated regulations couldn't be used and would have to be kept aside for now.

Construction progress was slow—the gap between Mei Lin's architectural concepts and methods and those of this time-space was too great. Every day, considerable time was spent communicating with the mugui's people. Procurement and transport of building materials were also very slow. Two weeks after breaking ground, barely anything had been accomplished. Mei Lin had grown accustomed to Lingao's efficiency and found the local sluggish pace quite frustrating. He also worried that if he lingered too long on the project, Zhou Dongtian wouldn't wait and would depart without him.

"In the future, I definitely have to bring my own construction crew for the work. The natives can only serve as laborers," Mei Lin would complain every day returning from the site. "They always think our methods are too strange. They keep telling me we're just wasting money. Some of them simply take me for a fool!"

Zhao Yingong consoled him: "This is a generational gap. Wasn't it the same when you first had naturalized workers building houses?"

Setting all that aside, the overall layout of the Phoenix Villa that Mei Lin designed still followed traditional patterns. The estate's main residential buildings sat at the foot of Phoenix Mountain, facing Shaozhouwan, backed by Wansong Ridge. The estate itself was built in the style of rural fortified compounds common in this time-space, with some defensive capability.

The residence proper, enclosed by walls, occupied 8 mu of building space, with multiple courtyards distributed throughout. It included the Hangzhou Station headquarters, Zhao Yingong's residence, a Hangzhou Station guesthouse, quarters for Hangzhou Station staff and servants, school and dormitories, warehouses, and more.

Outside the residence, additional mu were set aside as reserve construction land—intended for future quarantine camps, factories, and several residential settlements for housing farm and factory workers. These would be at some distance from the estate residence but connected by roads, and would share a common drainage and water supply system.
Chapter 866 - Nanjing

Mei Lin, worried that delays on the project would make him miss the trip to Nanjing, was in such a state of anxiety every day that blisters broke out on his lips. This frightened Zhou Dongtian into not daring to mention "going to Nanjing" at all. He could only wander around the Zhao residence each day. Fortunately, by this time Qiwei had transported the printing equipment and machinery brought by the inspection team in batches. Zhou Dongtian began the work of assembling and testing the equipment.

The printing office was set up in a small courtyard within the abandoned garden of the Zhao residence. For now, the ink and paper for the printing presses would still be shipped from Lingao. Zhao Yingong planned to source these locally in the future. The chemicals required for lithographic printing would be difficult to obtain locally and would still need to be imported from Lingao.

Various types of native paper could be conveniently purchased in Hangzhou—though inferior to Lingao's writing and printing paper in smoothness and whiteness. As for ink, only water-based ink like pine soot ink could be obtained locally. Zhao Yingong would have to solve the oil-based ink problem himself. His solution was to grow flax at Phoenix Villa. Flax could be harvested to weave cloth, and flaxseed oil would serve as a suitable oil base.

While assembling and testing the equipment, Zhou Dongtian specially selected two local young men who had recently been taken into the household—mature and reliable, and literate—to serve as apprentices. The literacy rate in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region during the late Ming was quite high. To minimize literacy education work, Zhao Yingong paid attention to the basic educational level of applicants when recruiting servants and employees.

Although some argued they should transfer printing workers from Lingao, Zhou Dongtian disagreed. First, operating a manual printing press wasn't particularly advanced technique, and maintenance was easy. He could teach everything himself in a month or two. Second, excessive reliance on personnel transferred from Lingao could easily create alienation among local personnel.

Zhou Dongtian taught them hands-on to operate the machines, including simple maintenance work. Because lead type was too heavy and inconvenient to transport, the Hangzhou printing office currently had no lead type. They only used the lead stereotypes of books that had been shipped over for printing. When independent typesetting and printing was needed, they used lithography.

The two young men had originally been full of awe toward these iron contraptions covered with strange objects. At first it was a kind of fear, a deep apprehension that the thing might "bite." Then, when Zhou Dongtian started the machine and demonstrated its powerful printing capability, their awe transformed into heartfelt admiration.

Young people were quick to accept new things, and once they had accepted something, they often zealously defended what they had embraced. So Zhou Dongtian had no intention of recruiting workers from among the many unemployed old woodblock craftsmen to operate the machines—new things needed new people to use them.

"Both of these are printing machines from Guangdong—reportedly from overseas," Zhou Dongtian said vaguely. "Apart from Guangzhou, you won't find another like them in all the Great Ming."

The two young men were very excited. Everyone understood what it meant to master a technology that few in the Great Ming knew. Even more valuable was that this Master Zhou held nothing back, teaching everything unreservedly. Whenever they didn't understand something, he would explain as thoroughly as possible. Compared to this time-space where skills were jealously guarded and apprentices had to serve their masters like slaves for years just to learn a smattering of technique, this was practically saintly. This unconscious old time-space approach, practiced in any enterprise under the Elder Council's control, made the native workers overflow with gratitude.

Zhou Dongtian wasn't worried they would secretly flee to set up their own shops or spread the technology. Industrial society's technology required a sufficient material foundation. Without equipment and raw materials, they couldn't replicate the Hangzhou printing office's production capability. In Lingao, there had been cases of workers attempting to steal certain technologies or products—especially among naturalized citizen workers who had been small handicraft producers before arriving in Lingao. But their attempts had all failed without exception. Lingao's production model was impossible for small producers to replicate. Even if they could replicate it, the costs would be unimaginably high.

While Zhou Dongtian trained the printing workers, Mei Lin had basically succeeded in imparting his architectural concepts and construction methods to the mugui's head carpenter. He could now rest assured about handing over the remaining construction work to the mugui.

In Nanjing, hundreds of li from Hangzhou, two two-bearer sedan chairs were passing along the main road beside Zhengyangmen Gate. The sedans stopped not far from Chengtiangmen Gate—close enough but not yet in the restricted zone. The sedan curtains opened slightly. Two men were gazing through the sedan windows toward the magnificent Forbidden City of Nanjing.

Seated in the sedans were none other than Zhou Dongtian and Mei Lin. They had only arrived in Nanjing the previous day, escorted by Sun Wangcai's people. They were temporarily staying at the Qiwei branch office outside Nanjing city. Today's excursion into the city was specifically to survey local commercial conditions. When entering the city, Mei Lin had specifically requested to take a look around the Forbidden City—as a member of the architecture faction, he had intense interest in the Ming Palace, of which only a very few ruins remained in the old time-space. He very much wanted to see it with his own eyes.

Nanjing's Forbidden City was a complex of yellow-glazed-tile-roofed buildings enclosed by high walls five li from north to south and four li from east to west. The vermilion palace walls of Chengtiangmen had peeled considerably, looking mottled and shabby. Small trees and wild grass grew on the tower's roof, clearly not cleared for quite some time. At the palace gate, as expected, stood a few eunuchs and guards, but every one of them looked listless.

Accompanying them into the city was a senior clerk recruited locally by Qiwei—a true old-timer who knew the place inside out. Seeing their interest in the Forbidden City, he began describing the conditions inside.

Within the palace walls, Chengtiangmen Gate served as the boundary. North of the gate was the Forbidden City proper. Passing through Duanmen and Wumenafter, one was greeted in turn by the three great halls: Fengtian, Jinshen, and Huagai. On the east and west sides respectively stood Wenhua Hall and Wuying Hall, along with the Wen Tower and Wu Tower. This was where the emperor received court officials and held grand ceremonies.

North of the "Three Great Halls," all the way to Houzai Gate, was the "Rear Court" area. Inside were many palaces of various names, plus an imperial garden. The emperor's daily life and activities took place there.

Besides the Forbidden City portion, south of the palace walls, a broad Imperial Way extended straight from the Five Dragon Bridge outside Chengtiangmen Gate to the palace's main entrance—Hongwu Gate.

On the east side of the Imperial Way were distributed the five ministries of Personnel, Revenue, Rites, War, and Works (excluding Justice), along with the Court of the Imperial Clan, the Court of State Ceremonial, the Imperial Astronomical Bureau, the Imperial Academy of Medicine, and other offices. On the west side of the Imperial Way were the headquarters of the supreme military authority—the Five Military Commands—as well as the Embroidered Uniform Guard, the Office of Transmission, and the Court of Imperial Sacrifices.

"You know quite a lot. Have you perhaps been inside?" Zhou Dongtian suddenly grew suspicious.

"How could this humble one go in there? But there are quite a few eunuchs in Nanjing. I've heard them talk about many things inside the Nanjing palace at teahouses. So I know a bit." The clerk bowed and scraped.

This magnificent great palace, since Emperor Chengzu moved the capital to Beijing, had experienced more than two hundred years of disuse. By now, it had long since fallen into decay, completely unlike its former glory. Ming emperors very rarely left Beijing to visit this southern auxiliary capital. As a result, most of the palaces in the Forbidden City had fallen into disrepair. Even those government offices that still had officials assigned—whose so-called "conducting business" was nothing more than routine bureaucratic paper-shuffling—only maintained somewhat presentable reception halls. Most walls and buildings were left to crumble without anyone caring. The whole place presented an utterly dilapidated appearance. Mei Lin felt a bit of regret and said: "Let's go."

The sedan proceeded along the main road. After passing the Examination Hall, the streets became bustling and prosperous.

The weather was clear. Warm spring sunshine slanted down from the azure sky, casting the shadows of the row of buildings on the left onto the spacious, flagstone-paved street surface, and onto the passersby. This main thoroughfare of Nanjing had originally been very wide—"able to accommodate nine carriages abreast." But since the Wanli era, the population had grown rapidly and business flourished. Residences and shops on both sides of the street had progressively encroached on the official road, and gradually the street had become less broad. Combined with the many pedestrians, the road seemed increasingly crowded.

Shops lined both sides of the street one after another, densely packed. Most shops had low eaves but wide storefronts. On the black-lacquered signboards at the shopfronts were painted words like "Old Silk and Satin Store," "Complete Line of Hair Nets," "Famous Hangzhou Powder, Soaps, and Incense," "Sichuan-Guangdong Sundry Goods," "Northwest Frontier Furs for Sale," "East and West Ocean Goods Complete," "Inner Corridor Lexian Hall Famous Books," "Shunchang Trade Silver Shop"—some even inlaid with gold powder. On the streets, people rode in sedans, on donkeys, or walked, coming and going in streams.

Merchants from all directions gathered under the official galleries and before the tafang [trade halls], hawking and displaying their wares, bargaining with customers. Gentry, great households, scholars, and literati from various regions held forth in teahouses hung with lanterns and decorated with fresh flowers at the doors, their seats all occupied, business booming. From the upper floors of restaurants came the din of voices, the sounds of music and song drifting on the wind, punctuated by the titter of flirtatious laughter and the enticing aroma of wine and dishes...

The accents in the streets and shops were no longer entirely the Nanjing Mandarin that was the common tongue of north and south. Accents from all regions filled the air. Besides common folk from Huizhou, the Jiangbei region, Shandong, and elsewhere who had come to this prosperous place seeking their livelihood, among the crowds with their various accents there were also many elegantly dressed gentry and great households. The turmoil and warfare of the late Ming—the defeats in Liaodong, the She'an Rebellion in Guizhou, the various "popular uprisings" breaking out everywhere—had prompted local gentry to flock to the stable Jiangnan, seeking refuge in this land of gentle pleasures and gilded excess. Most arrived with large households of family members and servants and considerable gold and silver, buying houses and land inside and outside Nanjing, living lives of drunken, extravagant decadence.

The two elders sitting in the sedans had quite different feelings at this moment. Zhou Dongtian was rather shocked by Nanjing's prosperity—in his view, this place was no less impressive than Hangzhou. It seemed the "capital effect" was still quite significant in this auxiliary capital of the Great Ming. Such a flourishing market clearly didn't depend solely on Nanjing's local consumption capacity.
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The grandeur of Nanjing left an indelible impression on Zhou Dongtian. Lingao was a mere county seat, hardly worth mentioning—but even Guangzhou, where he had once completed an internship, and Hangzhou, which he had visited previously, were both first-rate cities of this era. Neither could compare with the sheer scale of Nanjing's walls.

In the old timeline, Zhou Dongtian had traveled extensively, and Nanjing had been among his destinations. Even then, though the city walls lay in ruins, crumbling and weathered, they had filled him with admiration for the Ming Taizu's iron determination to fortify his capital—a vision he had pursued regardless of expense.

Nanjing's walls had been constructed in perfect harmony with the local terrain. They incorporated earlier Yuan Dynasty fortifications from when the city was called Yingtian Prefecture, while extensively utilizing the surrounding hills as integral elements of the defensive system. In some stretches, the mountains themselves served as foundations. The result was an irregular, organic outline: connected to Zhong Mountain in the east, anchored to Stone Mountain in the west, backed by Xuanwu Lake to the north, and threaded by the Qinhuai River to the south. Following the contours of mountains and embracing the curves of water, the walls possessed an extraordinary presence. Their foundations had been laid with extravagant quantities of granite and limestone blocks, while the outer faces were clad in massive bricks. The mortar binding them together was mixed with lime and glutinous rice paste—sometimes sorghum paste blended with tung oil—making the walls exceptionally solid.

By now, many years had passed without war, and Nanjing's walls and defensive works inevitably showed signs of deterioration. Yet the fortifications remained fundamentally sound. Zhou Dongtian was no soldier, but he knew perfectly well that the Army's current artillery could never breach these walls. Japanese artillery in the 1930s had failed to destroy them; the Fubo Army's smoothbore cannons, far more primitive than anything the Japanese had possessed, stood no chance whatsoever.

"If only the Southern Ming court had resisted with determination," Zhou Dongtian sighed. "The Qing armies could never have taken this city." When the Xiang Army had besieged Tianjing during the Taiping era, twenty thousand exhausted Taiping soldiers had held out for ages behind these very walls. Surely the Southern Ming had been in better shape than the Taiping. What a tragedy that a court exhausted by factional struggle had lost the trust of its own people and the world beyond, ultimately surrendering without a fight.

Mei Lin, meanwhile, was thinking about the Qinhuai River. His dreams of meeting the Eight Beauties of Qinhuai had been temporarily shelved. Before their departure, Zhao Yingong had given him a quick historical primer: one of the Eight Beauties had already passed away, and of the remaining seven, apart from Liu Rushi—born in 1618 and now barely fourteen—the others were genuine children.

"Could you really bring yourself to do it?" Zhao Yingong had asked pointedly. "Even Liu Rushi is too young."

Mei Lin was a modern man, after all. There were certain limits. Still, though the Eight Beauties were off the table for now, he remained eager to visit the Qinhuai River—that famous pleasure quarter of Ming legend, supposedly a gathering place of extraordinary women. What was it really like? He wanted to experience it firsthand. He also wanted to test whether the ancients' aesthetic preferences were truly as peculiar as rumored.

The prosperity of the streets made it difficult to believe this was the dying Great Ming, teetering on the edge of collapse. Though the activities of the Jianlu—the Later Jin—and the roving bandits appeared with increasing frequency in everyday conversation, and disasters struck region after region year after year, news of "lamenting geese everywhere" and "starving corpses lining the roads" circulating constantly. Even the horrifying reports of people "exchanging children to eat," once rarely heard, had become disturbingly common. Everywhere there was word of famine, military defeats, additional levies, and popular uprisings. The nation's situation grew more chaotic by the day. Even in Jiangnan, traditionally quite prosperous, rice prices had climbed to three taels of silver per shi—never in the Ming Dynasty's history had Jiangnan rice been so expensive. Yet none of this seemed to cast even the faintest shadow over this great southern metropolis.

And yet, the careful observer could find many unsettling shadows here too. The crowds speaking in accents from every corner of the empire included not only officials, gentry, and wealthy households, but also growing numbers of refugees and beggars—their presence on the streets had clearly increased and continued multiplying. In winter, the ward patrols within the city were collecting far more "road death" corpses than in previous years. Refugees fleeing famine from all regions, especially from Jiangbei and Anhui, had swelled to such numbers that the human markets outside the city gates were packed with people selling themselves into slavery. As a result, the price of human beings had plummeted.

The senior clerk from Qiwei's Nanjing branch, Cai Yibang, had been accompanying the sedan throughout their journey. Now he called for a halt. Lifting the sedan curtain slightly, he addressed Zhou Dongtian: "Master! Three Mountains Street lies just ahead. Which bookshop would you like to visit?"

Zhou Dongtian hesitated, uncertain how to answer. His purpose here was to survey the local book-carving industry. He had long known that Three Mountains Street was the publishing heart of Jiangnan during the Ming Dynasty, hence his journey. But as for which specific establishment to visit—he had no idea.

After brief consideration, he said, "Let's alight here and walk along the street for a look. Have the sedan bearers wait."

"Yes, Master." Cai Yibang replied. At his commands in the local Nanjing Mandarin, the sedan turned sideways. Zhou Dongtian emerged and stretched his limbs—the sedan bearers certainly had a difficult job, but sitting in a sedan for extended periods was hardly pleasant either. The interior wasn't a sofa, wasn't even a wicker chair. It was a standard hardwood straight-backed seat. The passenger could only sit rigidly upright, unable to shift freely. To onlookers it appeared dignified and comfortable; in truth, prolonged sitting left legs and back equally numb.

Stepping out of the sedan, Zhou Dongtian surveyed the street before him. Three Mountains Street was considerably quieter than the bustling market district they had just traversed. The narrow flagstone lane had few pedestrians, and most were clearly "people of status," predominantly dressed in long robes. The few in short working clothes were servants dispatched by their masters to purchase books.

The moment the two men alighted, they drew the attention of passersby. Compared to those around them, they were quite distinctive: robust builds, dark complexions, and noticeably taller than average.

Mei Lin felt somewhat uncomfortable. He hadn't undergone specialized training at the Intelligence Bureau, having spent only a week in a crash course before departure. The long robe constantly felt ill-fitting, and the hair knot and headcloth seemed perpetually on the verge of falling off. His hands and feet had nowhere natural to go.

Zhou Dongtian managed better. After all, he served in the intelligence community. According to Joint Security Council regulations, intelligence personnel were required to undergo a certain amount of cross-training, and he had studied within the Farm system.

"Let's go," Zhou Dongtian said to Cai Yibang. "Lead the way. We'll simply browse around."

"Yes, Master."

The air carried a delicate fragrance of ink—genuine ink, with the scent of pine soot. Zhou Dongtian had once caught this same fragrance in the rare book vault of a library—the distinctive perfume of fine Song Dynasty block-printed books. Here it was even more intense.

Both sides of Three Mountains Street were lined almost entirely with bookshops, large and small. The largest establishments boasted five jian of storefront; the smallest had only one. But regardless of size, every shop featured remarkably high eaves. Peering in from the street, one could see row upon row of tall bookshelves against the walls, filled with volumes of every description.

Each bookshop displayed its own name and signboard. Most were "comprehensive bookstores" selling all categories of books. Some specialized in particular areas—Buddhist sutras, Daoist texts, and other religious works. Others focused exclusively on weimo: the eight-legged essays, examination poems, and policy essays from successful imperial examination candidates. In old-timeline terms, they specialized in supplementary examination materials. Though people of refined taste looked down upon weimo, the demand created by the imperial examination system was substantial. In both Ming and Qing dynasties, book publishing was typically slow—from manuscript completion to carving and printing took at least three or four years. Only the imperial examination essays were selected, compiled, and carved immediately after each examination ended. This alone revealed how fierce the demand truly was.

Zhou Dongtian knew from Grand Library lectures that these specialized weimo bookshops were almost universally operated by Jiangxi natives. Beyond selecting, compiling, and carving examination essays, their other primary business was facilitating examination fraud—serving as intermediaries between chief examiners and examinees. Except for minor routine examinations and children's tests, they could arrange connections at virtually every level of the imperial system. By the Qing Dynasty, this had become their principal business.

Apart from some shops that only sold books, almost every larger establishment maintained its own carving and printing workshop, storing vast quantities of printing blocks. Such bookshops invariably followed a "shop in front, workshop in back" model. Standing outside the shop, one could hear the sounds of printing workers in the rear courtyard—rubbing, inking, brushing. Sometimes, when the doors between front and back stood open, one could even glimpse the carving and printing workers busily at their craft.

Zhou Dongtian strolled along with keen interest, observing the various establishments. This place somewhat resembled the book markets in old-timeline cultural districts, but without that chaotic clamor. The quiet atmosphere mingled with the faint fragrance of ink and paper, filling him with a sense of pleasure.

But this pleasant mood would not shake his determination to personally destroy Three Mountains Street's printing industry. As long as books were published and printed by traditional methods, they would forever remain cultural luxuries accessible only to a tiny elite. The Elder Council had to smash this system completely. Making knowledge cheap and universal was a necessary condition for all that was to follow.

With such thoughts in mind, he wandered into a bookshop. Mei Lin and Cai Yibang followed him inside.

This establishment wasn't the largest on Three Mountains Street, but its storefront was spacious—three jian wide, tall and bright. The book collection was abundant. Tall shelves covering three walls displayed volumes of every variety: classics, histories, philosophical works, collected writings, examination essays, model compositions, plays, novels, medical texts, painting albums, wine records, tea treatises—truly comprehensive.

The bearing and attire of Zhou Dongtian and Mei Lin marked them as no ordinary customers. The shopkeeper hurried over attentively, inviting them to sit. He instructed his clerk to brew tea and set out a fruit plate, then inquired after their names and native places.

"My surname is Zhou, from Guangdong," said Zhou Dongtian. "Traveling here for study."

"By the look of you, Master Zhou must surely hold examination credentials?" The shopkeeper's deferential expression betrayed a hint of pride. "My humble shop doesn't dare claim to have every book, but on this street, our selection is considered quite complete."



"Zìpù" [字铺]: At the time, residents in the five districts of Nanjing were organized into groups of 100 households under the baojia system, numbered using the Thousand Character Classic. The Military-Civil Mounted Patrol selected chief constables and fire wardens for each ward patrol, responsible for local fire prevention and public order.
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"I noticed your establishment's fine décor and came in specifically to take a look." Zhou Dongtian spoke in his oddly-accented Guangdong Mandarin. Fortunately, Mandarin in this timeline wasn't too different from the Nanjing dialect, and as long as the shopkeeper spoke slowly, Zhou Dongtian could follow.

The environment here was indeed pleasant. This Pan Jianyuan Bookshop had a small courtyard situated between the storefront and the rear workshop. Pebble-paved paths wound past several clusters of bamboo, with various potted flowers arranged on the ground. Under the spring sunlight, it was a riot of color.

On bare sections of wall hung swords with blue-green patina. Below stood a small purple sandalwood table supporting a qin brick, upon which rested an ancient guqin. In a Wanli-era imitation Xuande censer, wisps of blue smoke rose, and a rich, fragrant aroma drifted through the air.

"You flatter me, Master," the shopkeeper said with a smile. "By your appearance, you surely hold an examination degree?"

Of course he didn't—Zhou Dongtian wasn't an external intelligence agent and had no need to obtain credentials. But ancient times lacked any nationwide networked degree verification system, and Guangdong was a thousand li away. Fabricating a false identity and education wasn't difficult. Zhou Dongtian didn't dare claim to be a juren—provincial graduates were still limited in number per province, and with Nanjing being an auxiliary capital, people from every province were present. Careless boasting might get him exposed, and that wouldn't just mean losing face.

So he claimed to be a xiucai—county graduates were far more numerous than juren, and there was considerable variety among them as well.

"Ah! From Master's radiant expression, you'll surely pass the provincial examination with flying colors. Congratulations in advance!"

"Thank you. 'Don't discuss essays in the examination hall'—it all depends on luck."

"Since Master Zhou has come to Jinling for study, might you be selecting some new examination essays?" the shopkeeper ventured. "This humble one has several personally-annotated compilations of examination essays by Master Qishan. They're all splendid writings, like clusters of flowers..."

Master Qishan was Zhang Zilie. Few in the old timeline knew of him. But Zhou Dongtian did: while working at the printing office, he had printed books using modern equipment, including the Kangxi Dictionary. One of that dictionary's precursors, the Zhengzi Tong, was this Master Qishan's work.

Zhou Dongtian knew that Zhang Zilie was currently a National University student in Nanjing and had never passed the jinshi examination. From the shopkeeper's tone, it seemed this Master Qishan was highly accomplished in eight-legged essay writing—so accomplished that the examination essay compilations he edited had become a major selling point.

He waved his hand. "No need. Do you have any novel and interesting books?"

"How could we not?" The shopkeeper, studying Zhou Dongtian and Mei Lin, concluded they were wealthy young merchants from Guangdong with examination degrees—probably having already greased the right palms in the examination system. Such people prioritized novelty. He thought for a moment, then retrieved a new book from the shelf. "I wonder if Master Zhou has seen this? It's a Western work."

Zhou Dongtian looked—it was Xu Guangqi's translation of Elements of Geometry. The book should have been published in 1607. That it was still available for purchase in Nanjing suggested sales probably weren't strong—ancient Chinese mathematics was highly advanced in algebra but relatively backward in geometry. A book filled with entirely new concepts and terminology would probably interest only a very small number of people. Few would bother with it.

"This book is truly extraordinary. It was compiled by Minister of Rites Xu of Shanghai. I'm told it's a Western original, personally translated by Minister Xu. But few can understand it."

Zhou Dongtian opened it and began reading. The printing was very fine, and some chapters even included illustrations. Seeing references to "right angle," "obtuse angle," "similar triangles"... Zhou Dongtian felt transported back to middle school. So these terms already existed!

He didn't know that these geometric terms, including the word "geometry" itself, had all been coined by Xu Guangqi's translation.

Seeing his interest, the shopkeeper hurriedly fetched several other books, piling them one by one on the desk. Zhou Dongtian examined them. Most were Xu Guangqi's works or translations of missionary texts: A Treatise on Sweet Potatoes, Miscellaneous Notes on Agriculture, Draft Agricultural Manual, Western Hydraulic Methods, Illustrations of the Celestial and Terrestrial Spheres, and quite a few others. The variety was diverse, including agricultural works—such as several of Xu Guangqi's compositions; mathematical books like Guide to Calculation in the Common Script and Methods of Measurement; astronomical and hydraulic treatises; and finally even Matteo Ricci's On Friendship, a collection of aphorisms.

Zhou Dongtian leafed through them one by one. He wasn't actually interested in the content—none of these books would be more advanced than those in the Grand Library. What he was examining was the binding and printing.

A characteristic of ancient books was their unusually large characters. The font size in these volumes, by modern standards, was equivalent to at least size-one type. Zhou Dongtian had always wondered about this—why did ancient printed books use such large characters? Some said it was a printing technology issue; others claimed ancient lighting was too poor, requiring larger characters for readability.

Zhou Dongtian had no time to examine the content carefully, so he instructed Cai Yibang to purchase everything and bring it all back. When paying, he discovered that book prices were quite steep. Given the price levels of the era, ordinary people could hardly afford them. Even buying a complete set of the Four Books and Five Classics wasn't easy for the poor. No wonder scholars in this timeline enjoyed all manner of privileges—the money and time required to obtain examination credentials ensured that knowledge would remain monopolized.

The bookshop owner had made a handsome sale and was beaming with delight. Zhou Dongtian seized the opportunity to propose visiting the woodblock printing workshop.

"The workshop is all black ink. I'm afraid it might stain the two young masters' clothes..." The shopkeeper seemed somewhat surprised by this request. Many scholars came to buy books from him, displaying all manner of personalities, but never had anyone expressed interest in seeing the printing workshop.

"No matter. These two gentlemen are book lovers and very curious about how books are printed. Please be so kind as to accommodate them." Cai Yibang added his support.

The shopkeeper considered for a moment. There was nothing in the workshop that couldn't be shown. Besides, woodblock book printing had no "secret techniques" worth protecting. Find a few carving, printing, and binding craftsmen and you'd learn everything. These two masters were curious and wanted to see—no harm in that.

"Very well, this humble one shall lead the way." The shopkeeper rose, gave instructions to his clerk, and promptly led them toward the rear courtyard.

The group passed through the back courtyard door, walked down a corridor, and faced a wind-fire wall worn by years of weather, crowned by an impressive gate tower with upturned eaves. This was the printing workshop. The buildings were predominantly gray brick, white walls, and black tiles.

Pushing open the door, they entered a large courtyard paved with flagstones. The layout formed a character-shaped plan, symmetrical about a central axis, with the main hall as the focal point. Upper, middle, and lower halls connected together, with one to three rows of wing rooms flanking each hall—serving as workers' dormitories and workrooms. In the courtyard stood a pond for collecting rainwater, alongside drying platforms arranged on rows of racks.

Zhou Dongtian noticed that the halls had remarkably high ceilings, and between courtyards rose very tall wind-fire walls. Printing books required storing vast quantities of wood, paper, and finished volumes—all highly flammable materials. The water reservoir in the courtyard and the wind-fire walls separating the courtyards served essential fire prevention purposes.

People were busy in the halls and wing rooms, and workers periodically crossed the courtyard carrying materials. In one room, scribes were transcribing manuscript copies based on selected source texts. Selecting a quality source text was the first step in carving a quality book. Source texts, besides commissioned manuscripts from authors, were selected from existing fine editions—ancient times had no concept of copyright, and whether works by contemporary or ancient authors, as long as the bookshop owner found them suitable, they could be carved and printed.

Because quality source texts were crucial, bookshop owners were often themselves textual scholars with discerning judgment, skilled at unearthing useful manuscripts from old bookshops and piles of dusty paper. Some owners befriended famous book collectors to obtain their privately held rare editions and unusual works. In Nanjing, Suzhou, and Hangzhou, there were also so-called "book-carving experts" who combined the roles of literati and collectors. They were mostly learned scholars who were also wealthy and influential gentry—such as Hu Yinglong, the Nanjing collector who had carved and published the Compendium of Materia Medica.

The Pan Jianyuan Bookshop employed about a dozen transcribers. Contrary to Zhou Dongtian's expectations, they were all essentially "copyists"—though literate and capable of writing beautiful regular script (and even mirror-reversed characters), they had little actual education. Their work was entirely mechanical. Therefore, in ordinary books, wrong characters, missing characters, variant characters, and even garbled text were common. So bookshop owners also had to hire—though "invite" was the usual term—several literati to serve as editors and proofreaders. Less fastidious bookshops would skip this expense entirely.

In the main hall, carving workers bent over their craft. Stacks of blank printing blocks, cut to size, were piled beneath the corridor eaves awaiting use. Carved blocks were stacked on the opposite side. Various printing blocks rose in mountains under the eaves. The shopkeeper explained that better carving materials were mostly pear wood or jujube wood. These fruit tree woods were hard with fine grain and reasonably priced—ideal materials for carving printing blocks. The idiom "bringing calamity to pear and jujube" came precisely from this practice.

The carving workers pasted the "writing samples" prepared by the transcribers onto the blocks. Then, using various types of carving knives, they carved the mirror-reversed ink characters into raised relief while gouging out the remaining blank areas to create indentations. The characters had to protrude one to two millimeters above the block surface.

The finished blocks were carried to the courtyard, where casual laborers brought buckets of hot water to wash them, removing wood shavings and ink residue. The carving process was then complete.

One page required one block. A book of three hundred pages required three hundred blocks. The labor and material costs were incalculable. Therefore, manuscripts with uncertain market prospects would rarely be published unless the author privately funded the carving. The scarcity and expense of books were hardly surprising.
Chapter 869 - The Vulnerability of Isolation in the Capital

"There won't be more tribute payments, will there?" Leng Ningyun remained fixated on this point.

Wu Kaidi laughed. "The terms have already been settled. Some routine demands are probably unavoidable—small sums, nothing for the Master to worry about. But there are certain things the Master should keep in mind. You can't wait for people to ask for everything."

He enumerated examples: though they had agreed on the three festivals and two tribute days, one had to constantly monitor developments at Eunuch Yang's residence. Small gifts should be sent every few days as gestures of respect. Fruit in winter, ice in summer. When Eunuch Yang's concubine celebrated her birthday, gifts absolutely must be sent—

"Eunuch Yang is a eunuch, and he has concubines?" Leng Ningyun frowned.

"Many eunuchs keep concubines," Wu Kaidi explained. "Eunuch Yang has several, and Concubine Bian is the most favored—gifts for her should be especially generous."

The question of how eunuchs made use of their concubines became one of Leng Ningyun's unresolved mysteries. But at the moment, far more pressing matters demanded his attention.

Three days later, Leng Ningyun prepared four modest gift items and went to pay his respects at Eunuch Yang's residence. This time, the eunuch was warmth itself, every inch the gracious elder. Palace eunuchs who had risen to prominence were all old foxes who had honed their skills to perfection. They possessed a remarkable talent for winning people over through manner alone. If Leng Ningyun hadn't been a modern person who'd received thorough education at the Farm and understood the nature of eunuchs completely, he would certainly have been charmed.

At the banquet, Eunuch Yang introduced his adopted son, Yang Tianliang. Leng Ningyun didn't dare be casual and showed great deference to this young Eunuch Yang.

Both parties toasted each other merrily. When they had reached about seventy or eighty percent drunk, Eunuch Yang finally spoke his mind:

"This humble eunuch grows old and must remain on duty at the palace at all times. I rarely have free moments. In the future, if business arises, my adopted son's word carries equal weight. Don't come to my residence lightly. When there's business, I'll send someone to fetch you."

"Yes, I shall follow Eunuch Yang's every command." Leng Ningyun replied respectfully. Eunuch Yang was actually only in his fifties, yet he appeared far older. His hair had turned entirely white, and his face was deeply furrowed with wrinkles.

"Hehe, having drained this cup together, this humble eunuch no longer considers you an outsider." Eunuch Yang reclined lazily against his chair. Two young eunuchs, heads bowed, massaged his legs and shoulders respectively. He issued several comfortable grunts before continuing. "What you people are doing over in Qiongzhou Prefecture—this humble eunuch doesn't know and doesn't wish to know. But you should understand: this is Beijing, the capital, the model for the realm right beneath the Son of Heaven. Even the dogs running in the streets might be drawing a salary. This isn't your Guangdong, that southern barbarian region far from heaven and emperor, where you can do whatever you please. Here, if you say even a few wrong words, one misstep and you'll lose a layer of skin!"

"Yes, this humble one understands." Leng Ningyun played the grandson all the way, quickly rising to bow. "Thank you, Eunuch Yang, for your guidance."

"Good that you understand." Eunuch Yang nodded. "I'm old now; there's much I can no longer attend to. Be careful yourselves." With that, he gestured, and a young eunuch brought forth a visiting card case.

"Inside is a visiting card," Eunuch Yang said, pointing at the case. "For an ordinary person, even if they offered tribute of a thousand taels, this humble eunuch wouldn't give them one. But you're Great Merchant Gao's man—not ordinary. Take it and conduct your business well."

"Yes, thank you, Eunuch Yang." Leng Ningyun quickly stood, bending to receive the case. Wu Kaidi kept making urgent eye signals, and Leng Ningyun hurried to kneel and kowtow. Inwardly he was deeply unhappy, thinking this life was far too miserable. Had he known, he'd never have clamored for an overseas posting. This business of constantly kowtowing did not sit easily with him.

"Hehe, may your business thrive and prosper from now on." Eunuch Yang said with narrowed eyes and a knowing smile.

Leng Ningyun murmured his assent. After the banquet concluded, he hurried into his sedan and returned to his lodgings. He immediately summoned Wu Kaidi to confer.

"Young Eunuch Yang also needs to be cultivated. At least a thousand taels." Wu Kaidi had been attending at the banquet's periphery throughout.

"What? More money?" Leng Ningyun nearly leapt from his seat. The Beijing branch hadn't even begun operating, yet silver was flowing out in a constant stream. "Didn't you say that once the terms were settled we wouldn't need to spend more?"

"That was Eunuch Yang. This is Young Eunuch Yang." Wu Kaidi reminded him. "Are they the same thing? Didn't you catch His Honor's meaning?"

Wu Kaidi, born a servant, addressed everyone of higher status than himself as "His Honor."

"Of course I understood—from now on, Young Eunuch Yang will serve as the intermediary."

"Exactly. Consider this—can you slight the middleman? Whether a matter is reported favorably or unfavorably depends entirely on his tongue." Wu Kaidi continued. "Besides, he's Eunuch Yang's adopted son! He was specifically introduced at today's banquet—the importance placed on him is self-evident."

Leng Ningyun pondered this and realized it was indeed correct. His heart remained unwilling. He paced several circles around the study before saying with resignation: "Fine. We'll give him a generous gift as well."

Wu Kaidi reminded him: "For the regular three festivals and two tribute days, as you give to Eunuch Yang, you must prepare a share for him too. Just half the amount."

"Does that mean he'll also get half a phantom share?" Leng Ningyun thought this would throw off the original plan.

"That won't be necessary. Eunuch Yang doesn't intend that either," Wu Kaidi said. "You have to account for Eunuch Yang's face, but being too accommodating isn't wise either. He'll think you're weak and pushable, and he'll push further inch by inch. Eunuchs are all scheming—you have to stay on guard."

"I understand. When we open the gift ledger, I'll note everything down." Leng Ningyun nodded. Suddenly a wave of unease swept over him. He now seemed unable to function without Wu Kaidi—since arriving in Beijing, he had followed this naturalized citizen assistant's every word. The problem was, Wu Kaidi was almost never wrong.

Over the following days, Leng Ningyun searched for a suitable building for the bank, accompanied by Li Luoyou's manager.

In the old timeline, Leng Ningyun had visited the "great capital" more than once. Now he came to its predecessor—the same place, but looking completely different. Even standing outside the Forbidden City, he found far too many differences from the Forbidden City he had known.

The Forbidden City's exterior was old and grimy. Though the streets were wide, most were unpaved dirt roads. After several spring rains, mud was everywhere. Without riding in a sedan or carriage, one would be splattered to the knees. On the main streets, "strings" of camels plodded unhurriedly along, bearing heavy loads—mostly coal from the Mentougou region. Beijing survived its harsh winters thanks to this coal.

Only the sweet-and-sour candied hawthorn looked just like it did in the old timeline—though of course Leng Ningyun didn't dare eat any. Not merely out of hygiene and safety concerns, but also because the hawthorn skewers were often coated with sand and dust blown in by the spring wind.

Yet despite the filth and mud, from the day he entered Beijing, he had sensed the extraordinary scale and grandeur of this largest city in the nation—the political and economic center—its aura of dominion radiating over all. Riding in his sedan through the streets, gazing at the distant upturned eaves of the gate towers, this feeling only intensified.

This imperial capital will someday fall into our hands, he thought silently. Capturing this ancient capital would carry immense political symbolism. But most elders had no plans to establish their seat of power here. First, the natural conditions and geography were far from ideal. Second, many elders still viewed Beijing as the headquarters of "feudal remnants."

"Too much filth and stagnant water," Leng Ningyun muttered, thinking of his dealings with Eunuch Yang over recent days. His hatred for the Ming and for Beijing was growing.

The aftershocks of the Jianlu invasion had gradually subsided. No further actions from the Later Jin beyond the passes had been observed. The "riotous people" in Shaanxi hadn't yet coalesced into any real force and could only cause trouble in the west. As for "popular uprisings" in various regions—though numerous, most arose and were suppressed quickly without major impact. The She'an Rebellion, though once shocking the southwest, had ceased to pose a significant threat since She Chongming's defeat and flight to Shuixi. Suppression was merely a matter of the next few years. Zheng Zhilong along the southeastern coast had also accepted imperial pacification. So for the past several months, Beijing's situation had remained relatively calm.

Accompanied by Wu Kaidi and Li's manager, Leng Ningyun toured the Forbidden City, strolled through Chessboard Street—where he recalled that Li Zicheng had encountered resistance when entering Beijing—and visited the East and West Four Archways, the City God Temple, Lantern Market Junction, and other famous bustling places, conducting field surveys for suitable bank locations.

A bank didn't need a very bustling location—banks didn't operate from storefronts. But it couldn't be too distant from commercial districts, to facilitate merchants coming to exchange notes. Finally, they selected a location outside Qianmen, in an alley just off the main thoroughfare, easy to find. It had formerly been a pawnshop—property of one of Wei Zhongxian's eunuch faction members. After the Nine Thousand Years' downfall, the pawnshop had been confiscated. Valuables were seized, worthless items stolen, leaving only an empty building.

Leng Ningyun inspected the premises. Including the rear courtyard, it comprised three courtyards in total, plus four side courtyards. Having been a pawnshop, the construction was extremely solid, with walls and foundations built entirely of stone blocks. At the rear were special storerooms for pawned items—tall and sturdy. The back courtyard even had its own well—though the water was bitter.

Beijing's groundwater was essentially all bitter water, high in minerals and unfit for drinking. Potable water—called "sweet water"—had to be purchased from specialized "sweet water depots," with water carriers delivering daily. For Beijing residents, purchasing water constituted a major household expense.

Leng Ningyun surveyed the building and was quite satisfied—a bank had stringent security requirements. An ordinary building would require substantial renovation funds; this one would need relatively little modification. He made the decision on the spot: through Li Luoyou's manager, he purchased the building for four hundred taels of silver.
Chapter 870 - Jiangnan General Office

As Zhao Yingong's work in Hangzhou gradually gained momentum, the External Intelligence Bureau's network across Jiangnan began taking shape. The land and sea route enterprises also established themselves in various locations—though this work progressed slowly. Opening branches in unfamiliar territory was no simple matter, let alone conducting actual business.

Of all the trading houses, the External Intelligence Bureau placed the greatest strategic importance on Qiwei's positioning. As the transportation and logistics arm of the land and sea routes, Qiwei Escort Bureau would play a crucial role in future refugee transshipment. Preparations had to be made well in advance.

Qiwei's expansion in Guangdong had been so aggressive that even after Sun Kecheng recruited every usable fellow villager and relative from his Jiangxi hometown, they still couldn't adequately staff every branch with sufficient clerks and escort guards. Running actual escort operations was even more challenging—training a qualified escort guard took many years, and only those who had practiced martial arts from childhood could handle the work. Such people were scarce to begin with. Under the direction of Zhang Xin, who effectively controlled Qiwei's business operations, the company had no choice but to open its doors wide for recruiting escort guards.

Most escort bureaus in Guangzhou and the Pearl River Delta had been barely surviving under Qiwei's competitive pressure. Had Sun Kecheng not insisted on maintaining some measure of jianghu righteousness and refused to drive his competitors to drink the northwest wind—leaving some escort business for them—they would all have gone bankrupt long ago. Now, under Zhang Xin's command, this benevolence took on a different character: Qiwei extended an "alliance" olive branch to its competitors.

This so-called "alliance" was annexation—merely cloaking the merger in more palatable garments. Starting from the second half of 1630, riding the prestige of the great victory at Chengmai, Qiwei embarked on a campaign of absorbing its rivals.

After three or four months of integration, Qiwei had absorbed every escort bureau in the Pearl River Delta. Though the other bureaus' business names were all retained, without exception they had become "alliance branches." For Zhang Xin, the greatest acquisition wasn't the network of branch offices extending throughout Guangdong and reaching into Guangxi, Fujian, and Jiangxi—it was the escort bureaus' most valuable asset: their escort guards.

Escort guards embodied the most concentrated expression of traditional Chinese social ethics. They were a remarkably reliable and loyal group. And their involvement in commerce meant they weren't as conservative and hidebound as Confucian pedants.

Such people, with just a little cultivation of loyalty, would become a dependable force at one's command. These were exactly the personnel most urgently needed by elders posted abroad. The elders required such individuals—skilled in martial arts, versed in worldly wisdom, knowledgeable about local conditions, and fundamentally trustworthy—to serve as attendants and field operatives for the Intelligence Bureau.

Zhang Xin first deployed massive numbers of Jiangxi-origin personnel from Qiwei's Guangdong branches to Jiangnan and the capital as advance scouts, deliberately creating a personnel shortage. He then used the opportunity of depleted Guangdong branches to rapidly integrate these new "alliance" forces, thoroughly dismantling the dominance of Jiangxi-origin personnel within Qiwei. Subsequently, he transferred in a batch of naturalized citizens who had previously engaged in commerce from Lingao, placing them in managerial and operational positions at the various branches.

After this comprehensive restructuring, Qiwei had fallen completely into the Elder Council's hands. Though Sun Kecheng still held half the shares in terms of equity, he no longer possessed any control over overall operations or personnel. The Political Security General Administration had previously been pulling "promising young people" from Qiwei to Lingao for "training," and now this program was entirely transparent. Zhao Manxiong had formulated a rotating training schedule for Qiwei personnel, aiming to complete registration, political vetting, and "training" of all Qiwei Escort Bureau personnel by the end of 1632—ultimately bringing Qiwei entirely under Elder Council control.

Simultaneously, Qiwei—as a critical piece on the land and sea routes chessboard—continued its expansion. Because escort guards were no longer sufficient, newly opened branches and outlets mostly appeared in the guise of inns, warehouses, and carriage and boat companies. Escort guards served only as security forces protecting their own facilities and transportation vehicles—the External Intelligence Bureau had positioned Qiwei as a transportation and logistics enterprise. Escorting was merely one of its business lines.

To prepare for the next phase of work, Jiang Shan and Li Yan of the External Intelligence Bureau, Zhang Xin of the Guangzhou Station, and elders from the Commerce Department and Planning Commission together made further adjustments to Qiwei's layout, equity structure, and organization.

The restructured Qiwei would retain the "Escort Bureau" name, reorganizing into Qiwei Escort Bureau United Limited Company. Besides the Elder Council and original Qiwei personnel shares, additional shares were carved out for the absorbed "alliance" bureaus. After intensive maneuvering, a new allocation emerged.

The new Qiwei Escort Bureau United Limited Company's shares were distributed as follows: Elder Council 51%, original Qiwei Escort Bureau personnel 40%, "alliance" personnel 9%. Of each year's net profits, fourteen shares would be distributed as dividends: Elder Council six and a half shares, development fund one share, charitable accumulation fund one share, all bureau personnel five and a half shares.

All personnel listed in the company register would follow Lingao's salary system. Naturalized citizen workers operating outside the Green and Blue Zones, and simultaneously outside the circulation certificate currency zone, would be paid in silver and copper coins. All personnel would be compensated according to the Provisional Occupational Classification and Salary Guidance Standard 1630 Edition and Provisional Vocational Technical Rating Standard 1631 Edition promulgated by the Civil Affairs People's Committee. Since escort guard wasn't originally listed as an occupation in these documents, the Labor Management Bureau specially formulated professional categories and technical grades for escort guards.

Under the new system, every employee in the bureau would receive a salary slip on the tenth of each month, itemizing compensation components: monthly salary, night shift allowance, travel allowance, seniority allowance, and finally skill allowance. Liu Muzhou had assembled a team to create a Martial Arts Rating Table—the higher the level, the higher the skill allowance.

Besides payments, there were also deductions, primarily for welfare purposes. The financial sector had officially rolled out a social insurance system among naturalized citizens. Currently, two items were deducted monthly from compensation: pension and work injury insurance. Since the Elder Council wasn't yet prepared to establish an insurance company, insurance business was handled by Delong Bank.

Organizationally, Qiwei Escort Bureau United Limited Company established a Board of Directors and General Management Bureau in Guangzhou. Three general offices were created beneath it: Guangzhou General Office, Shanghai General Office, and Capital General Office. Each general office had one General Manager, with General Managers appointed from naturalized citizens dispatched by Lingao.

Each general office reported directly to the General Management Bureau and Board of Directors, conducting local business under General Management Bureau direction. In terms of specific jurisdiction, the Qiwei Escort Bureau General Management Bureau fell under the Colonization and Trade Department; the Guangzhou General Office was directed by the Guangzhou Station; the Shanghai General Office was managed by the Hangzhou Station; the Capital General Office was managed by the Beijing Station.

Under this new management system, the Guangzhou General Office was demoted to merely one of three general offices, effectively becoming a branch. It had completely lost its original influence.

For management convenience, the General Management Bureau Director and Board Chairman was Zhang Xin of the Guangzhou Station. Sun Kecheng held the title of Chief Escort and Vice Chairman, but effectively controlled no specific affairs.

Zhang Xin had done substantial work to transform Qiwei Escort Bureau into a large-scale transportation and logistics enterprise. Based on the social conditions of Guangdong in this timeline, he had formulated a comprehensive management system for Qiwei's transportation and logistics operations. This system had proven highly successful in practice. The network that Qiwei had established in Guangdong, particularly in the Pearl River Delta, was continuously refined through operation. In just three or four years, Qiwei had extended its reach throughout Guangdong province and into the adjacent, conveniently accessible regions of Guangxi, Fujian, and Jiangxi.

In the Pearl River Delta, Qiwei Escort Bureau had achieved near-monopoly over the transportation and logistics market—with strong support from the External Intelligence Bureau and Commerce Department, of course.

Now, as the person in charge of the Shanghai General Office, Zhao Yingong was preparing to replicate this model in Jiangnan. This wasn't just preparation for the coming wave of refugee transport; it also aimed to control local economic circulation. Zhao Yingong knew the Elder Council would next "digest" Guangdong, thoroughly incorporating it into Lingao's new economic order, while simultaneously beginning to develop Jiangnan. Laying the groundwork beforehand was one of his essential tasks.

The Jiangsu-Zhejiang region was relatively stable in the late Ming, making it possible to establish large-scale logistics and transportation enterprises. So even before Zhao Yingong arrived in Jiangnan, the first batch of Qiwei personnel had already set out to develop the situation, laying groundwork for subsequently dispatched elder intelligence agents.

To ensure Zhao Yingong's work could proceed smoothly, Zhang Xin not only dispatched several of Qiwei's business veterans to establish operations in Jiangnan, but also requested that the Elder Council select willing-to-travel elders to go to Shanghai and personally oversee this work.

To ensure smooth progress, he also requested that several Special Reconnaissance Unit squads be dispatched to Shanghai to await deployment.

The first expansion initiative of Qiwei Escort Bureau in Shanghai was establishing a long-distance passenger transport company centered on the city.

In this timeline, long-distance travel already generated certain demands, especially in densely populated regions like the Pearl River Delta where population movement was very frequent. Wealthy people naturally had their own carriages, horses, and sedans. Ordinary people either relied on their own feet or hired boats or sedan chairs.

Sedan chairs and boats already had specialized sedan companies and boat companies throughout Jiangnan. But these operations were all small-scale, with low service levels. The sedans and boats they employed were old and worn, with poor sanitation. Most owners in this industry cared little about service quality, focusing only on exploiting customers and workers alike. Sedan and boat workers received meager compensation and could only seek extra income by extorting travelers en route. Inns and porters along the way similarly viewed travelers as meat on the chopping block. So ordinary common people universally dreaded long journeys.
Chapter 871 - Qiwei Depot

Qiwei's original breakthrough in Guangzhou owed much to Zhang Xin's introduction of modern transportation concepts: providing convenient, comfortable, and safe passenger and freight services at relatively affordable prices.

Though Shanghai was merely a small county town in this timeline, it occupied a crucial position in the Planning Commission's transportation plans. Setting Qiwei's Jiangnan General Office in Shanghai rather than Nanjing or Hangzhou fully demonstrated Wu De's emphasis on this location.

When the naturalized citizen manager of the Shanghai General Office, Mao Sansheng, learned through coded scroll messages from the General Management Bureau that his superior had arrived in Hangzhou, he didn't dare delay. Shortly after arranging for the inspection team to proceed to Hangzhou, he personally brought his staff to report on operations.

As the Hangzhou Station chief, Zhao Yingong held supreme supervisory authority over the entire Shanghai General Office's operations. But in terms of external identity, he had no connection whatsoever with Qiwei Escort Bureau's Shanghai General Office. So Mao Sansheng's visit to Hangzhou wasn't a subordinate meeting a superior, but rather a business owner paying respects to a major client. Zhao Yingong's actual identity was unknown to everyone in the General Office except Mao Sansheng himself—naturalized citizens included.

Zhao Yingong received Mao Sansheng at his private residence in Qinghe Ward. Between building Phoenix Mountain estate, preparing the sericulture operation, and opening the bookshop, he was already overwhelmed. But he also had to attend to the long-distance transportation company—after all, the coming phase of refugee collection and transfer would rely entirely on Qiwei's network.

From Mao Sansheng, he learned that Jiangnan transportation relied primarily on boats. Travelers going long distances, regardless of wealth, rarely took overland routes. The sedan business could be deferred for now; they should concentrate on water transport.

Inland river boat services in Jiangnan were basically individual operations—one family running one vessel. Larger boats capable of carrying dozens of passengers traveled between towns and counties; smaller ones were like the swift Wuxi boats. Besides individual operators, some boat companies existed, but they were small-scale, mainly operating on the Grand Canal and Yangtze River.

But entering the shipping business wouldn't be easy. The most valuable route for north-south transport in Southern Zhili and Zhejiang was the Grand Canal. Countless people depended on this waterway for their livelihoods. The most formidable were the tribute grain transport boats—in the Ming Dynasty there was no "Tribute Transport Gang." The personnel responsible for tribute grain transport were officially soldiers, belonging to the garrison battalions of counties along the river. Each garrison had fixed quotas for tribute boatmen, as well as designated official farmland.

Tribute boatmen bore heavy transport duties. Due to various systemic flaws, they often suffered losses when transporting tribute grain and were greatly burdened. But they had official status and enjoyed special privileges of passage and toll collection on the canal. Whether hauling grain northward or returning south with empty hulls, taking on cargo and passengers along the way was a vital source of income. If Qiwei's boat company were to operate on the canal and compete for their business, it would certainly face resistance.

The tribute boatmen were numerous and united, and possessed official status as tribute grain carriers. Once conflict arose, whether through official channels or private fighting, Qiwei would surely lose.

Zhao Yingong frowned. "So you're saying we can't touch this canal at all?"

Mao Sansheng replied, "Hangzhou to Nanjing and Yangzhou is manageable. Tribute boats heading north are heavily loaded—even carrying passengers and cargo, their capacity is limited. People with any money don't want to squeeze in among grain sacks. But from Yangzhou southward, the boats travel empty. That business, they definitely won't surrender."

Whether heading north or south, tribute boats took on cargo and passengers as a matter of course, keeping their fees relatively low. They could compete effectively with Qiwei's mass-market approach. Even if the tribute boatmen caused no trouble, pure competition wouldn't guarantee Qiwei's victory.

After arriving in Shanghai, Mao Sansheng had already toured the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region, investigating local conditions. He wasn't confident about starting a boat company.

"If we're to start one, we probably can't get involved in canal business. There are too many squeeze payments at the locks and checkpoints," Mao Sansheng said.

Zhao Yingong said, "Since the canal is difficult for us to enter, we'll start with the Yangtze."

Mao Sansheng said hesitantly, "The Yangtze probably won't be easy either."

The Yangtze was a natural golden waterway, but in this timeline, navigating it involved considerable risk. Besides the water bandits roaming its waters, the Yangtze channel had never been dredged, nor were there any hydrographic records. Everything depended on sailors' orally transmitted experience. Those unfamiliar with navigation conditions risked running aground or striking rocks even in the broad, deep Yangtze section.

The sailors who worked the Yangtze similarly formed cliques and stuck together. Recruiting navigators and sailors capable of piloting boats wasn't something that could be accomplished overnight. Ancient society's structure possessed super-stability—ordinary people rarely left their groups to join outsiders, let alone complete strangers like Qiwei.

"No matter," Zhao Yingong said. "Others can sail boats. They've just spent a few more years on the river, that's all. Just a bit of experience. If they won't apply, we have ways to survey the channel ourselves."

Surveying the Yangtze channel was already one of the Hangzhou Station's important missions. So Zhao Yingong wasn't concerned about possibly lacking pilots—they had channel surveyors trained with modern technology. They didn't need purely experience-based traditional sailors.

After a full day of discussion, Zhao Yingong and Mao Sansheng finally decided to first establish directly-operated branches in five cities: Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou, Suzhou, and Huzhou.

The directly-operated branches would primarily handle passenger and freight transport. They would display the name "Qiwei Depot" with small characters underneath noting "Qiwei Escort Bureau Alliance."

Each Qiwei Depot would include a warehouse, an inn, sedan and porter services, and boat services. Besides transportation, they would also provide accommodation for travelers and merchants, and storage for cargo. In the future, they planned to add Delong remittance services and mail services at the depots, creating true one-stop service.

According to Zhao Yingong's instructions, wherever possible, each branch should be located as close as possible to waterway docks—preferably building their own docks to facilitate ready access to boats.

Since building their own fleet couldn't be accomplished overnight, at this stage the boat company's business would primarily adopt an "alliance" model. Boat owners would provide their own vessels for alliance participation, with Qiwei Depot responsible for soliciting business. Passenger and freight transport would follow unified prices set by the General Office.

Boat owners would transport according to passenger and freight manifests issued by each branch, delivering along specified routes to designated destinations. They would collect no fees from shippers or travelers—all payments would be made directly to the branch. From the Guangdong era onward, Zhang Xin had abolished the custom of "tips." The rule was that all charges would follow the price list, with no collecting or demanding of gratuities.

The reason vehicles, boats, inns, and porter services were so universally despised was largely because owners paid workers extremely meager wages—some provided no wages at all, with workers' income depending entirely on tips. So whenever they had leverage, workers would inevitably demand tips, until it became industry custom. Escort bureaus never demanded tips, though customers giving gratuities after completing an escort was also customary and an important source of escort income. When Zhang Xin abolished the practice, he explicitly built personnel salaries and allowances into transportation prices, thoroughly eliminating this abusive custom.

After boat owners completed deliveries, they would present stamped manifests from the destination station to the dispatch station for fare settlement, calculated monthly. From each month's settled fares, 2% would be deducted as transportation accident insurance: if a boat operating on designated routes and schedules encountered sinking, damage, bandit robbery, or accidental death of owner or sailor, Qiwei would provide compensation.

This insurance fund was actually collected and underwritten by Delong Bank's Shanghai branch. Besides shipping insurance, Qiwei also sold cargo damage insurance and passenger personal accident insurance on consignment. Insurance premiums were included in transport prices, and compensation would be provided immediately if accidents occurred.

Originally, when Zhang Xin promoted this insurance system in Guangzhou, he had wanted to list the insurance premium as a separate explicit charge, allowing travelers and shippers to freely choose whether to purchase. But Sun Kecheng thought it unnecessary. In this timeline, boat transport operators had no obligation to ensure the safety of cargo and passengers. When cargo damage or death occurred, whether boat owners compensated depended first on the shipper's status—if they were officials, gentry, or powerful local figures, boat owners would have to pay even if it bankrupted them; if they were ordinary people, it depended entirely on the boat owner's reputation and conscience, with no enforcement of compensation amounts.

Escort bureaus, by contrast, had always maintained rules about compensating for lost escort items. Of course, escort bureau fees were considerably higher than boat and porter services. So Sun Kecheng suggested there was no need to mention insurance fees explicitly—just build them into the transport prices, then clearly state that cargo damage would be compensated and injury or death would receive condolence payments. This way, not only would they avoid arguments about whether to purchase insurance, but it would also build Qiwei's commercial reputation.

Boat owners participating in alliance transport had to uniformly accept dispatch from the dispatch center and branches, loading passengers and cargo according to branch-issued manifests, with no private carrying. Boats had to navigate on designated routes and schedules. Departure and return times were logged, with clear arrival and return windows for each trip. If returns were delayed without justifiable reason, "delay fees" would be deducted—ensuring alliance boat owners didn't take detours for private carrying.

Boats would receive "minor maintenance" every three months and "major maintenance" annually according to condition. Maintenance included not only hull repairs but also repainting and refurbishing, keeping vessels consistently clean and orderly. During maintenance periods, Qiwei's boat company would pay living expenses, and maintenance costs would also be covered by the company.

Boat owners would be paid according to output—more work, more pay. To encourage long-term service without frequent turnover, Zhao Yingong stipulated that during the slow season, when there were no trips, Qiwei Depot would still pay basic living expenses.

Every boat participating in Qiwei Escort Bureau's "alliance" would fly Qiwei's escort flag, with Qiwei's insignia uniformly embedded at the bow, indicating the branch it belonged to and whether it carried passengers or cargo. Boats would also be numbered using the Thousand Character Classic for easy identification at a glance.
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Beyond chartered boat services, each branch would have scheduled daily departures. Passenger boats would depart on time whether full or not, ensuring timely arrivals. Freight boats would travel in convoys whenever possible, six to twelve vessels per convoy. Each convoy would have a manager responsible for purchasing supplies and handling checkpoint negotiations en route. A water route escort guard with several dedicated security personnel would be responsible for navigation safety. Passenger boats traveling through areas with poor security would also be equipped with protective escort.

Because passenger boats departed on schedule, each branch could also use them for receiving and delivering mail. This wasn't Zhang Xin's innovation—private boats in this timeline had long offered such services. Commercial activity in Jiangnan was frequent, with high population mobility. Besides private letters, demand for various commercial correspondence was substantial. Zhao Yingong naturally wouldn't pass up this business opportunity. If conditions permitted, he also wanted to open passenger and cargo transport routes and mail service between Beijing and Jiangnan, and between Jiangnan and Guangdong. Of course, such cross-General Office business would require coordination from the General Management Bureau in Guangzhou.

Mao Sansheng was intensively organizing the Jiangnan General Office's passenger and freight transport company according to this approach, particularly working to recruit alliance boat owners. Zhao Yingong knew well this wouldn't be easy—if he couldn't provide boat owners with sufficient benefits, why would they join the alliance and submit to Qiwei's management?

He understood that talk of "joining the alliance increases business volume" rang hollow at this stage. To attract boat owners, the first priority was finding backing for them, making them feel secure. The Duke of Yansheng's estate in Ming and Qing times had taken in large numbers of common people as "estate households." Many fishermen around Weishan Lake had voluntarily pledged themselves, willing to serve the Kong family delivering fish and shrimp, all to gain the protection of the Duke of Yansheng's authority.

The Australian name couldn't be invoked in Jiangnan, and Eunuch Yang had no influence here. He would have to find local powers to serve as a protective umbrella.

For this purpose, he went with Trigault to pay respects to the Hangzhou Catholic Church.

Hangzhou's Catholic Church was located near Tianshui Bridge. The land had been purchased in 1627 by Yang Tingyun, who then built a small church with an attached priest's residence and monastery. It was presided over by the missionary Lazzaro Cattaneo—at this time, Cattaneo oversaw all missionary activities in Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces, essentially serving as the highest Catholic authority in the Jiangnan region.

From the outside, the Tianshui Bridge Catholic Church didn't resemble a church at all—since it had originally been converted from a residence. If not for the cross visible above the courtyard wall atop the chapel roof, passersby wouldn't notice this was a "Temple of the Cross."

This was the headquarters of the entire Jiangnan Catholic Church. Trigault couldn't contain his excitement and, despite still being on the street, made the sign of the cross.

Zhao Yingong instructed his personal servant Ji Ying to present his calling card at the gate. Before long, the main entrance opened wide, and two people emerged to welcome them inside.

The buildings within the courtyard differed dramatically from the exterior. Here stood a structure with subtle Gothic styling—a door with stone steps, numerous windows on all sides, decorated with various curious patterns. Through the open doors and windows, one could see the ceiling soared remarkably high. Beside the church was a residence for the priests. After the visitors were announced, Cattaneo soon appeared.

He was a tall, robust Italian with a long beard that had turned gray yet remained handsome, and a prominently arched nose. However, his curly hair was combed straight up in Chinese style, and like a Chinese scholar, he wore a square cap. His body was clothed in a white cloth straight robe.

Cattaneo was renowned among missionaries for his "long and beautiful beard and imposing stature." Born into a noble Tuscan family, his bearing and appearance were excellent. So much so that during the "Cattaneo Incident" that caused a stir in Guangdong in 1606, rumors spread among officials and commoners that the Portuguese intended to enthrone him as Emperor of China. Though now over seventy years old—a very advanced age in this timeline—he still appeared quite healthy. He had specifically studied Chinese in Macau and had preached in Shaozhou, Nanchang, Nanjing, Shanghai, and other places. Since his first arrival in Macau in 1594, this missionary had been in China for nearly forty years. He spoke very fluent Nanjing Mandarin. His status among missionaries was exceptionally high. When Matteo Ricci had gone to Beijing, church affairs in Nanjing and elsewhere were handled by him.

Seeing Zhao Yingong and Trigault arrive, he smiled and descended the steps to greet them.

When Father Trigault beheld this priest, he couldn't contain his emotion—among the first missionaries who had pioneered the way into China, Matteo Ricci, Sabatino de Ursis, Nicolas Trigault, and others had successively passed away. Of the original "pioneers," only Cattaneo remained alive, continuing to preside over church affairs.

"Padre!"

"Hello, my brother." Cattaneo smiled in greeting.

Seeing Zhao Yingong, he quickly came forward to bow with Chinese-style courtesy: "Ah, Mr. Zhao, a pleasure to meet you! This humble one has been awaiting you for quite some time!" His Chinese ceremonies were very practiced.

"Padre, this is Mr. Zhao. This is a letter I brought from Macau." Father Trigault said.

"Ah, very good, very good. I've already received the President's letter." He smiled, then asked solicitously: "Please, Mr. Zhao, come to my humble abode first for tea."

News of Trigault's coming to Hangzhou had been sent by letter from the Jesuits in Guangzhou months earlier. The letter had again instructed Cattaneo to "help as much as possible the Chinese person traveling with Father Trigault." Cattaneo was a foreigner and naturally couldn't provide direct assistance—the so-called help meant leveraging the Hangzhou Church's influence.

Zhao Yingong smiled. "I'd like to visit the church first."

"Certainly, please come this way!"

Cattaneo led the way, and the group crossed the courtyard, ascended the steps, and entered the church.

In the old timeline, Zhao Yingong had never been to a church; he had only seen them in books and television dramas. He found this church, designed and built in Western style, matched his basic expectations. The entire hall was narrow and long with a remarkably high ceiling, decorated with simple religious paintings. On both sides were carved windows—very Chinese in style, with window paper—so the church was somewhat dim.

At the very center stood a shrine decorated with altar lamps and curtains, displaying an oil painting of Jesus. Though Zhao Yingong didn't attend church, he had seen many such images in ordinary life and wasn't particularly impressed. This surprised Cattaneo somewhat—Chinese visitors to this place were usually intensely interested in the Jesus painting, not only because it depicted a Westerner, but also because of Western painting's accuracy and realism.

The "Australian's" nonchalant attitude wasn't feigned disinterest. Cattaneo could tell: oil paintings were nothing new or strange to this Australian.

Besides the central altar, altars stood on each side, each displaying a statue of a saint.

"This is St. Peter," Cattaneo explained, seeing Zhao Yingong show interest in the side altars. "He holds two keys, pointing to the gates of heaven. The other is St. Paul, in the posture of a preacher, one hand holding the holy cross, the other pointing to a Latin phrase—" The priest recited it in Latin, then translated: "We preach Christ crucified..."

Zhao Yingong then followed him to visit a small Chapel of Our Lady on the right side. The Chapel's arrangement was similar to the main hall but smaller—by modern standards, about the size of a large conference room. Inside was also a painting depicting the Virgin Mary holding the infant Jesus.

He estimated the main hall could accommodate roughly two hundred believers, and the Chapel of Our Lady about twenty or thirty. The Hangzhou Catholic Church's membership probably didn't exceed a thousand. In scale, it was pitifully modest. But this church included many officials, gentry, and scholars, and its social influence was considerable.

After touring the church, Cattaneo invited Zhao Yingong and the others to his residence for tea.

The residence was very simple. Furniture and décor were entirely Chinese. Thread-bound books were piled on the bookshelves and desk. Were it not for the crucifix hanging on the wall, it would be difficult to imagine this was a European missionary's dwelling.

He immediately invited Zhao Yingong and Father Trigault to sit. Then a young servant brought tea—only in his twenties, dressed in blue cloth and a small cap, with delicate features, clearly Chinese. A small cross hung on his chest, apparently already converted.

The tea was green tea—it seemed this priest had thoroughly adopted local customs. Zhao Yingong had prepared gifts tailored to his tastes. Although missionaries came to China with the determination of martyrs ready to sacrifice everything, dedicating their lives to spreading the Gospel in foreign lands, this didn't mean they didn't miss their former living environment.

The gift Zhao Yingong had prepared was a case of red wine. This had been brewed by Xue Ziliang in the small winery at the farm. Of course, the grapes used weren't specialized wine varieties like Cabernet or Pinot Noir, but ordinary table grapes. Still, for Cattaneo—who had lived in China's interior for decades and rarely encountered Europeans—this was a precious gift, allowing him in his twilight years to somewhat soothe his homesickness.

"Thank you, Mr. Zhao." Cattaneo was quite moved. Zhao Yingong took the opportunity to inquire about Hangzhou church affairs. Besides wanting to learn himself, Daoruanzi also wanted to understand just how much influence the Hangzhou Catholic Church truly wielded.

Cattaneo was quite open about this. Although the Hangzhou Church wasn't as important in status as the Beijing Church, in terms of stability it surpassed other locations. Though Yang Tingyun and Li Zhizao had both passed away, their children and former students remained deeply devoted to the church. The Yang family especially had not only purchased land and built the Tianshui Bridge Church, but also donated land at Dafangjing for burying missionaries. His daughter, called Irene, had done much for the church. Thus the Yang family's influence on the Hangzhou Catholic Church was greatest.



Currently, near Tianshui Bridge in Hangzhou, there are two churches. One, "Tianshui Hall," is a Protestant church. Leighton Stuart's father was once the pastor of this church. The one mentioned in this chapter is now called "Hangzhou Catholic Church," less than 50 meters away. Please do not confuse the two.
Chapter 873 - Hangzhou Church

The entire Hangzhou Church had approximately fourteen or fifteen hundred baptized members. Cattaneo baptized about two hundred people on average each year. He spoke of the various difficulties and peculiarities of preaching here, emphasizing that securing the support of the gentry class was paramount for missionary work in the Great Ming. Their influence was extraordinarily extensive—not only could they protect the church's security, but common people often looked to them as models. Frequently, when a local gentry figure was baptized, many people around them would follow suit. Many scholar-official converts would have their entire households baptized—not just themselves and their immediate family, but even the servants would be baptized alongside them.

When gentry and scholar-officials converted, this immediately solved the church's funding problems and the question of buildings for preaching stations. Without gentry converts' donations, poor converts couldn't contribute enough, nor were there sufficient numbers to "build a tower from grains of sand." The church would have to rely on remittances from Macau to survive and would struggle to purchase buildings and land.

The Hangzhou Catholic Church, with the support of a group of Catholic gentry represented by the Yang and Li families, had always maintained a stable state in Hangzhou. Missionary work was rarely disturbed, and so developed rapidly.

Spreading the faith by starting with Confucian scholars and scholar-officials was the missionary strategy formulated by Matteo Ricci after entering China. In Zhao Yingong's view, Ricci truly deserved his reputation as the first European to genuinely understand Chinese society—earlier Europeans, including Marco Polo (if he had truly even visited China), were merely curiosity-seeking tourists passing through.

But this strategy, Zhao Yingong felt, was too fixated on the "upper class route." Although many people from poorer classes had also been baptized into the church—quite a few had even "martyred" themselves during religious persecution cases; the first Catholic martyr in China was a cake vendor during the "Nanjing Religious Case"—overall, the Catholic Church in the Great Ming lacked social roots and "floated on top." The result was that when the Yongzheng Emperor banned Christianity, it was quickly eradicated throughout the country—the Catholic faith having had few adherents to begin with.

After the Second Opium War lifted the religious ban, Protestant Christianity surged ahead in missionary work, largely because of their "popular" approach. Protestant churches opened hospitals, schools, took in orphans, and conducted various charitable works, achieving remarkable results.

But this observation was something Zhao Yingong wouldn't share with Cattaneo—the "grassroots route" was the Elder Council's specialty. Of course, Cattaneo might not be entirely unaware of the drawbacks of the "upper class route," but under the social conditions of the time, taking that approach was an unavoidable choice. Without the "accumulated prestige" of Britain and France after the Second Opium War, the Protestants' "grassroots route" might not have succeeded either.

Though based in Hangzhou, Cattaneo wasn't isolated from church news. The Macau Catholic Church sent messengers to the mainland churches every few months bearing letters. Local churches would also send correspondence back with the messengers. Some letters destined for Europe were loaded onto ships in Macau. Though letters might spend years in transit, the church's communications had never been interrupted. Even during the Yongzheng and Qianlong reigns when missionary work was completely suspended, Beijing missionaries still maintained contact with the churches in Macau and Europe.

Cattaneo had carefully read the Jesuits' letter—this old missionary who had weathered many storms understood China's national conditions thoroughly. Through news from Hangzhou Church members and Beijing missionaries, he knew perfectly well the true identity of this "Cantonese" Chinese: they were the "Australians" in whom the President placed great hopes.

The Australians' war with the Great Ming in Qiongzhou and their unstinting efforts to spread the holy teachings there both surprised and delighted Cattaneo. His brothers—Father Lu Ruohua and others—in their three years of pastoral work in Qiongzhou had achieved more than they had in forty years of hardship elsewhere.

He didn't quite understand why the Australians were interested in the Jesuits and missionary work. Letters from Macau indicated that although a small number of Catholics existed among them, the Australians did not come from a Catholic country. They couldn't really be said to possess any religious faith at all—the letters specifically mentioned their atheistic tendencies. At the same time, the head of the church in Lingao among the Australians was clearly not a qualified clergyman. Obviously, their assistance in spreading religion in Qiongzhou wasn't motivated by religious zeal but by some practical interest.

Now, this mysterious Australian appeared before him, and his exact purpose greatly intrigued Cattaneo.

Zhao Yingong made no secret of his intentions. Evasive or cryptic language was worthless here. The Jesuits were willing to help the Elder Council precisely as a manifestation of the Elder Council's power. As long as the Jesuits still intended to preach in Qiongzhou, Cattaneo had no choice but to assist him.

"You mean: to use the power of our Hangzhou church members to protect your commercial interests?" The Italian listened quietly to his explanation, then spoke.

Zhao Yingong said: "Yes. You've been in the Great Ming for many years; you should understand the difficulties and interference an outsider like myself faces in conducting business here. And you certainly know the influence a gentleman wields in Ming society."

Cattaneo nodded thoughtfully. "You're quite right."

"So I must ask the Hangzhou Church for assistance." Zhao Yingong looked into the dignified Italian elder's eyes.

"What kinds of commercial projects do you want to conduct in Hangzhou?" Cattaneo was very interested. He knew from letters from Macau that the Australians were a group of skilled craftsmen capable of manufacturing many novel and inexpensive goods.

"Many." Zhao Yingong said. "For example, raw silk."

Cattaneo said nothing more, just nodded slightly. The raw silk trade was an important source of income for the Macau Jesuits. Before trade with Japan was cut off, the Jesuits purchased "Nanjing silk" through merchants each year to resell in Japan for enormous profits. The priest naturally knew that so-called Nanjing silk was actually "Lake silk" from Zhejiang and Southern Zhili.

That the Australians had come to Zhejiang to involve themselves in silk production and trade didn't surprise him. That they asked the church to leverage its influence for protection was also expected—Australian warships and cannons, no matter how formidable, wouldn't appear at the mouth of the Yangtze.

Of course he would agree to the Australians' request—this was not only his duty as a Jesuit but was also necessary for spreading the Gospel in China.

He made the sign of the cross, murmuring: "Let God's will be done."

In the subsequent casual conversation, Zhao Yingong mentioned Sun Yuanhua. Cattaneo spoke highly of him, considering him a future mainstay of the Ming church—Li and Yang had already passed away; Xu Guangqi was advancing in years; only Sun Yuanhua was in his prime. He was already Governor of Dengzhou-Laizhou, and apart from Xu Guangqi, was the highest-ranking official among Chinese converts.

Sun Yuanhua's home was in Jiaxing, not far from Hangzhou. In Jiaxing, he had prepared a quiet, comfortable villa for the missionaries. Cattaneo had once retreated there to write for a period; the two maintained a good personal friendship.

Without much effort, Zhao Yingong obtained Cattaneo's promise to write a letter of introduction to Sun Yuanhua. His reason for wanting to meet Sun Yuanhua was quite legitimate—he wanted to sell military supplies to this regional official who was most deeply immersed in Western military theory and technology.

From Cattaneo, he obtained all the support he sought. Thus, when Zhao Yingong subsequently visited the principal gentry converts of the Hangzhou Church, he was received with great hospitality. The heads of both the Li and Yang families held family banquets for this "catechumen."

Zhao Yingong knew that with the Jesuits' letters of introduction and Cattaneo's referral, he could gain the trust of the Hangzhou Church's key members. But proper social courtesies still had to be observed. So he had prepared a substantial quantity of gifts in advance.

Considering that recently baptized converts and church organizations tended toward fundamentalism, overly luxurious personal items shouldn't be given as gifts lest they create offense. So the bulk of the gifts were religious books. He had the Jiangnan Inspection Team bring a large case of Chinese-language religious books printed in Lingao when they departed. These Chinese editions were mostly small religious pamphlets compiled by the old-timeline Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association, including commonly used works like Catechism Questions and Answers and Compilation of Essential Prayers. For converts desperately short of quality Chinese Catholic books, this was like sending charcoal in snowy weather. He also donated three hundred taels of silver to the church—using Delong notes—and promised to ship plate glass to renovate the church windows.

He additionally distributed a batch of simple, practical "Australian goods" among the church's leading figures and ordinary members: matches, small knives, windproof oil lamps with glass chimneys. These items had actually begun appearing on the market in small quantities recently, but their high prices kept ordinary people from purchasing them.

These gifts indeed won the Hangzhou Church's considerable goodwill. Setting aside Cattaneo himself, even ordinary church members were won over by this far-traveled "catechumen's" generosity. Zhao Yingong remained quite modest in conversation, occasionally letting slip his "admiration for the holy teachings." This increasingly endeared him to the church's power figures.

The arrival of a new priest also created a small ripple in the calm church—people always prefer fresh things. On the first Sunday after Trigault arrived at the Hangzhou Church, he celebrated Mass for everyone. Because word had spread that a new missionary had arrived, many of Hangzhou's Catholics attended—the small church actually received four or five hundred people. Trigault was moved to tears during his sermon. Zhao Yingong found it rather tedious—but to cultivate favor with the local church, he still maintained a respectful appearance.

In the end, his efforts achieved complete success. Although Zhao Yingong wasn't a convert, his status as a "catechumen" was recognized by the Hangzhou Church. With remarkable ease, he gained the support of several gentry within the church—especially the Li and Yang families. He collected several visiting cards and Cattaneo's letter of introduction to Sun Yuanhua.
Chapter 874 - Traditional Printing (Technical Article)

The accompanying shopkeeper enthusiastically guided them through the entire printing process. In one hall, printing workers were busy at their craft. The carved printing blocks were numbered according to the Thousand Character Classic, arranged piece by piece on shelves. Apprentices carried blocks one by one to specialized large worktables, following the numbers called out by the masters. In the center of the hall stood several large water vats filled with ink. Apprentices scooped ink with wooden buckets and carried them to each printing master, ladling the liquid into ink trays.

When printing, the master used a specially-made cylindrical flat-bottomed brush to dip in ink and apply it evenly across the block surface. Then paper was carefully laid over the block, and a brush was used to press the paper lightly. The text or images were thus printed onto the paper in positive form. The paper was lifted from the block and laid on a rack to dry in the shade. The shopkeeper told Zhou Dongtian that a skilled printer could produce 1,500 to 2,000 sheets daily. A well-made printing block could endure ten thousand impressions.

In Zhou Dongtian's view, the woodblock printing process resembled seal carving—just with more characters. The printing process itself was the reverse of seal stamping: with seals, the seal is placed on top and the paper below; woodblock printing's procedure more closely resembled rubbing. But the characters on woodblocks were raised reversed characters, while a typical stone inscription had incised regular characters. Also, in rubbing, ink is applied to the paper; in woodblock printing, ink is applied to the block. Woodblock printing incorporated techniques from seals, rubbi